
        
            
                
            
        

    

Chapter 1: A Tragic Rebirth

On July 8, 2001, a sudden downpour relentlessly washed over the entire Haizhou City.

Unprepared pedestrians scrambled to the roadside, seeking shelter under any available eaves. Besides cars and a few scattered pedestrians with umbrellas, there was also a young man, covered in mud and water, running wildly and awkwardly through the heavy rain, enduring the downpour.

Tightly clutched in his arms was a transparent plastic document bag, containing stationery items like ballpoint pens, pencils, and erasers, as well as a college entrance examination admission ticket and an identity card.

The young man’s name was Li Mu. At this moment, blood was continuously oozing from the left side of his forehead. Even so, he was still running wildly like a madman. His frantic appearance made passersby turn their heads.

At this moment, Li Mu sighed inwardly, “Even after being reborn, I still couldn’t avoid being hit by a car. If only I had been reborn ten minutes earlier!”

Half an hour ago, Li Mu, who was cycling to attend the final English exam of the college entrance examination, was hit by a car while crossing the pedestrian crossing and passed out. An ambulance arrived and rushed him to the hospital. Unexpectedly, Li Mu woke up before the ambulance even reached the hospital.

However, the Li Mu who woke up was no longer the young man who had been hit. Although they were the same person, the one who woke up at this moment was Li Mu from fifteen years in the future.

Before his rebirth, Li Mu was working overtime writing code. As he was writing, it seemed to get dark, and then he lost consciousness as if falling into a deep sleep. When he woke up again, he was already lying in an ambulance.

After being awake for several minutes, Li Mu finally confirmed that he had been reborn. In his memory, this car accident that happened today had changed his entire life.

Today at three o’clock in the afternoon was the English exam for the college entrance examination, and also the last subject of the college entrance examination.

After Li Mu was hit by a car in his previous life, he didn’t wake up as quickly as he did today. In his previous life, when he woke up, he had already been sent to the hospital. The time was 3:15 PM, and the English exam had already started fifteen minutes earlier.

At that time, he disregarded the objections of the doctor and the beautiful female driver responsible for the accident. He insisted on going to the examination hall to take the exam. Finally, the doctor briefly confirmed that his injuries were not serious, and together with the traffic police and the female driver, they took an ambulance to send Li Mu back to the examination hall.

By the time he arrived at the examination hall, Li Mu was already 35 minutes late. According to regulations, anyone more than half an hour late was not qualified to enter. But because Li Mu’s situation was special, and he had the traffic police and doctor vouching for him, Li Mu was allowed to enter the examination hall. However, by that time, the listening comprehension section of the English exam was almost over.

At that time, Li Mu’s psychological resilience was not good. Coupled with missing part of the listening section, his performance in that exam was very poor. He only scored 49 points in English.

Because his English score dragged down his overall performance significantly, Li Mu scored a total of 535 points in this college entrance examination. He was 5 points short of the first-tier university admission line, and in the end, he could only apply to a second-tier polytechnic institute within the province.

In his previous life, his parents and the female driver responsible for the accident all hoped he could repeat a year. The female driver was even willing to subsidize all of Li Mu’s expenses for repeating a year. But Li Mu, considering his family’s financial situation at the time, wanted to graduate and start working earlier to earn money, so he gave up on repeating.

Later, Li Mu never saw that female driver again. It wasn’t until 2015, when he was working as a “Beijing drifter” in Yanjing, that his parents suddenly called him, urging him to rush home and take him to a funeral.

Only then did he learn that the deceased was the young woman who had hit him back then, named Chen Wan. Before her death, she had been a host of a variety show on the provincial television station at the time. Although she wasn’t extremely famous, her popularity within the province was quite high.

His parents also told him then that after Chen Wan hit him back then, she secretly paid for his four years of university tuition and miscellaneous fees. Out of respect for her wishes, his parents had never told him.

As for her death, it was also a cause for lament and sighing. First, her father was sentenced to a suspended death sentence for illegal fundraising. Then her husband used leveraged trading to speculate in stocks, lost all their family assets in a stock market crash, and disappeared without a trace. A local unscrupulous media outlet published numerous distorted reports about her, which dealt a huge blow to her. She drowned her sorrows in alcohol and accidentally died of alcohol poisoning.

When Li Mu learned all of this, he had always felt grateful towards this woman. So just now, when he desperately ran out of the ambulance, he didn’t forget to turn back and tell the beautiful woman who was about to chase him out of the car: “Don’t follow me. This isn’t your fault. Remember this in the future: never speculate wildly in stocks!”

Li Mu had never blamed her in his previous life. He certainly wouldn’t blame her now.

As for the tragedy that would only happen to her more than ten years later, Li Mu temporarily had no way to warn her further.

His electronic watch showed it was 2:50 PM. There were ten minutes left until the exam, and less than one kilometer to his college entrance examination hall.

“There’s still time!” Li Mu had no time to savor the excitement of rebirth. His mind was entirely focused on the upcoming English exam. After being reborn, what if he still performed poorly in this subject?

The Li Mu of that year didn’t understand the difference between second-tier, first-tier, and key universities. However, having worked as a programmer in Yanjing for eleven years, he couldn’t be clearer about the importance of academic qualifications!

Before his rebirth, Li Mu worked at a large internet company in Yanjing. Those of similar age who graduated from prestigious universities were basically already directors or vice-presidents, with annual salaries starting from five hundred thousand. Yet, he himself, due to insufficient academic qualifications, could only be a so-called senior engineer. He couldn’t reach true management positions at all. His annual salary, even at its maximum, was only a mere two hundred thousand, which was extremely mediocre for someone who had worked for eleven years.

Li Mu at that time regretted countless times. If he hadn’t been so stubborn back then and repeated a year to get into a good university, his life’s trajectory might have been rewritten. Perhaps he would have been able to afford a house in Yanjing in his thirties, perhaps his three relationships wouldn’t have ended in failure, and perhaps he would have been able to bring his parents over to enjoy a comfortable life.

Li Mu had also fantasized countless times about whether there was a chance in life to choose a point in time and start over.

If that were the case, he could make up for many regrets in his life.

For example, going back before the third year of high school and the college entrance examination to salvage the failure of the 2001 college entrance examination.

For example, going back to his youth, to be more considerate and less rebellious towards his parents, so they wouldn’t age so quickly.

For example, on a sunny afternoon, he could confess to Su Yingxue, the school beauty he had always secretly admired. Even if he was rejected, it wouldn’t matter. He could “load a save file” and return to the moment before the confession, continuing to be friends with her, instead of completely giving up on the idea of confessing because he was afraid of losing their friendship.

What he didn’t expect was that today he actually returned to this most memorable turning point in his life!

But to be hit by a car the moment he was reborn, and then have to drag his injured body to rush to the college entrance examination, was indeed a bit tragic.

Furthermore, he had long forgotten the exam questions for the English test that year after fifteen years. How many points he could score was still a huge question mark.

Recalling how his parents had never truly come to terms with his college entrance examination failure in his previous life, Li Mu’s inner pressure grew even greater.

How dreadful!

Thinking too much was pointless. He should just try his best in the exam.

…

Fortunately, Haizhou was a fifth-tier small city, and the urban area was just a small cluster of places. Plus, Li Mu was very familiar with Haizhou before he went to university. So he ran wildly, knowing the way like the back of his hand, finally arriving at his examination hall just as the bell rang.

Just as he reached the entrance of the examination hall, a male invigilator was standing right at the doorway. Before Li Mu could enter, he reached out and stopped him. He looked at Li Mu in surprise, then frowned and asked, “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to take the exam.”

The other two invigilators inside the classroom, as well as over thirty examinees, were all stunned by Li Mu’s appearance. No one had ever seen someone arrive for the college entrance examination like this. A tall boy, nearly one point eight meters, was covered in mud and water, which was one thing. But his face was also streaked with blood. Half of his white T-shirt was stained red with blood, which had spread out due to the rainwater, making it extremely conspicuous.

The female invigilator, who was in the middle of opening the sealed exam paper bag, was so startled that she stopped her actions. Invigilators rotated for each session, and it was her first time invigilating this particular examination hall, and also her first time seeing Li Mu.

At this moment, the male invigilator who had blocked Li Mu at the entrance frowned, looked at Li Mu, and sternly shouted: “Who comes to the college entrance examination looking like this? What a sight! Do you think this examination hall is your living room? Dry yourself off before you come in!”





Chapter 2: An Unusual Examinee

Li Mu had already experienced high school once and deeply understood that teachers in the early 21st century often exhibited strong authoritarian and power-hungry tendencies towards students. Media was not developed enough at the time, and public oversight of teachers was insufficient. Not to mention teachers who spoke sarcastically, even corporal punishment and disguised corporal punishment were still very common from elementary school to high school.

The examination hall where Li Mu was taking his College Entrance Examination was in City No. 5 Middle School, which had the worst reputation among all high schools in the city.

The students here were the worst in the city, and the quality of the teaching staff was at the bottom. Most of the teachers here graduated from a local teacher’s college. Li Mu knew perfectly well what kind of institution a teacher’s college was. As long as local students passed the admission threshold in their College Entrance Examination, the teacher’s college would open its doors to them. Yet, even so, it still failed to recruit enough students every year.

Li Mu wasn’t surprised that a teacher from such a school would utter such words. However, after his Rebirth, his actual psychological age was over thirty years old. How could he possibly put up with such nonsense?

Just then, the male teacher looked at the time and said in a seemingly kind tone, “You’re allowed to be thirty minutes late for the exam. You should still make it if you go home and change now.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu couldn’t help but frown and ask, “What about the listening comprehension part then?”

The male teacher shrugged his shoulders, spread his hands, and looked helpless. “Then there’s nothing I can do. In your current state, there’s no way I can let you into the examination hall.”

The other examinees in the hall were startled. This male teacher was truly a jerk, making things difficult for a student during the College Entrance Examination was like toying with someone’s future.

Li Mu, however, sneered, completely disregarding him. He lifted his chin, combed his wet student-style bangs to the side, revealing a delicate yet somewhat tragic face. He pointed to the injury on his left forehead and said in a defiant tone, “Let me tell you, I just got hit by a car on my way here. I’m feeling very dizzy right now. If you don’t let me in to sit down within ten seconds, I might collapse at any moment. If I collapse here today, three years of your salary wouldn’t be enough to cover it, do you believe me?”

As soon as these words came out, not only did the three invigilating teachers look surprised, but all the students in the examination hall stared at Li Mu with looks usually reserved for aliens.

On one hand, media and the internet weren’t well-developed back then, so people weren’t very familiar with the concept of “faking an accident for compensation.” On the other hand, who the hell had ever seen a student talk to a teacher like that? He was too audacious, too much of a brute!

However, the more unconventional the action, the more unexpected the effect it often had.

If Li Mu had taken the usual route, crying and begging, the other party would probably have taken an inch and asked for a mile. But as soon as he presented this “if you don’t let me in, I’ll frame you” attitude, the male teacher, who was only in his late twenties, almost immediately caved.

After all, Li Mu genuinely had an injury on his forehead, with blood on his face and clothes. No one would disbelieve him if he said he was hit by a car. If he didn’t make trouble for Li Mu, and Li Mu collapsed after entering, it would have nothing to do with him. But if he didn’t let Li Mu in, and Li Mu collapsed right at the entrance, and any mishap occurred, he’d never be able to clear his name.

Dozens of pairs of eyes were watching. If you don’t let someone in to sit down, and they can’t stand and collapse, even if you didn’t do it, the blame would fall on you.

After conceding, the male teacher quickly waved his hand, his expression unpleasant but his tone completely defeated. “Alright, alright, hurry up and come in and sit down!”

The examination hall instantly erupted in laughter.

He wasn’t their student, so there was nothing he could do about them laughing, and besides, the law doesn’t punish the masses.

The male teacher’s face was extremely grim. After the female teacher checked Li Mu’s Admission Ticket, Li Mu walked into the examination hall under the admiring gazes of almost all the students. He went to the only empty seat, checked the serial number and name on the desk, confirming it was indeed his, and then sat down.

“Hey, buddy, you’re awesome!” The胖子 (fat guy) sitting behind Li Mu poked him with a pen, his admiration evident.

Li Mu smiled at him but didn’t speak. His mind was entirely focused on the upcoming English exam.

The fat guy’s voice wasn’t quiet, and his words were heard by the male teacher whose face was the color of soy sauce. He immediately became angry and pointed at the fat guy, threatening, “No talking during the exam, or it will be treated as cheating!”

“Damn it!” With Li Mu’s earlier example, the fat guy also felt eager to try, and besides, he was not someone to be trifled with. He immediately retorted, “Have the test papers been distributed? You’re accusing me of cheating before the papers are even out, that’s making a false accusation! Be careful, I’ll complain about you to the Education Bureau!”

“You…” The male teacher almost spat blood. Damn it, he was really having a bad day, being threatened and mocked by two students in public. Yet, he was speechless. The test papers hadn’t been distributed, so accusing someone of cheating was indeed a bit unreasonable.

It had to be said that the female teacher had higher composure. She immediately smoothed things over, saying, “Alright, Xiao Wang, hurry up and distribute the test papers. We’re already a minute late.”

The male teacher nodded grudgingly and began to sort the test papers with the other two teachers.

At this moment, Li Mu, who was still dripping wet, began to receive tissues from all directions in the examination hall. Some were directly torn from toilet paper rolls and crumpled into balls in pockets – clearly from boys. There were also small packets of facial tissues, like the Xin Xiang Ying brand.

Li Mu thanked everyone one by one, finally managing to wipe the water from his face and arms. As for the water on his body, the tissues simply weren’t enough, so he just let it be.

While waiting for the test papers, Li Mu looked at his Admission Ticket. The photo showed him with a faint dark fuzz on his lip, exactly how he looked in his youthful, green years.

He reached out and touched the rough, uneven surface of the desk. The sensation transmitted to his fingertips was incredibly clear. There were also many carvings left by others, several lines of text, but they all appeared upside down to him.

He probed further down and realized that the desk had been flipped over. He couldn’t reach the desk compartment from his side, which was a major rule in student exams to prevent cheating.

Li Mu was filled with emotion. It really was a College Entrance Examination hall! The old, worn-out double desks, the narrow, long benches – that feeling of hunching over and hurting his back, or sitting uncomfortably on his backside, which he hadn’t experienced for over fifteen years, suddenly returned, yet it felt so familiar.

In his previous life, as someone talented in science, Li Mu was very good at mathematics, physics, chemistry, and biology. Influenced by his literature-loving father, Li Mu’s Chinese scores had always been quite high, but his English had always been a bit of a weakness.

Normally, on a one hundred fifty-point English paper, he could score just over one hundred points if he performed well. But even with his weak spot in English, he could still score over five hundred sixty points in every mock exam. If it hadn’t been for this car accident, he would have definitely gotten into a First-tier university.

If he had just scored ten to fifteen more points in English back then, his application for a First-tier university within Nansu Province would definitely not have missed the admission cut-off. If he had scored over one hundred twenty points in English, he could have gotten into a key university.

After getting into a Second-tier university in his previous life, Li Mu chose computer science. After starting university, he began to learn programming and only then realized the importance of English. All computer languages were written in English, and in the early 21st century, many powerful foreign software programs did not yet have Chinese versions, making them almost unusable without good English.

From then on, Li Mu began to intensively study English. Not only did he pass the College English Test Band 6 (CET-6) during university, but he also continued to self-study English after graduation.

Li Mu’s memory, a full fifteen years after the College Entrance Examination, meant that the Chinese texts, poems, and even classical Chinese he learned in high school were long forgotten. The complicated math formulas were completely gone from his mind. As for the content in the Science Comprehensive exam, he couldn’t remember a thing. If he had to retake those three subjects after his Rebirth, he’d be thankful if he could even score one hundred fifty points combined.

Fortunately, heaven was truly looking out for him. Although the timing of his Rebirth was a bit tragic, it was perfectly suited for his life’s path.

English was the last subject of the College Entrance Examination. Chinese, Math, and the Science Comprehensive exam were all done!

Li Mu immediately calculated in his mind, subtracting his original forty-nine points in English from his total score back then. This meant that for those three subjects, he had scored four hundred eighty-six points.

Now, he already had four hundred eighty-six points securely in the bag. As long as he scored just a passing score in English, he could choose any First-tier university in the country.

Just then, the English test papers were distributed, and the female invigilating teacher reminded everyone that the listening comprehension would officially begin in three minutes.

Li Mu cast aside his random thoughts and quickly scanned the entire English test paper.

He had long forgotten what was on the English exam back then, but after a quick scan now, Li Mu immediately felt confident.

He couldn’t say for sure about everything else, but looking through the entire paper, there wasn’t a single word he didn’t recognize. Being able to do that meant he could basically crush ninety percent of College Entrance Examination candidates at will.





Chapter 3: Perfect Performance

English and Chinese language exams differ significantly from other science subjects. The latter only test content taught in textbooks, but the former often feature advanced material.

For instance, Chinese language exams might include classical Chinese texts or reading comprehension questions not covered in class, testing the examinee’s comprehension level. English exams might feature unfamiliar vocabulary or grammar. In such cases, one must either rely on advanced study or exceptional comprehension skills to deduce the meaning. If only textbook content were tested, language subjects would become mere rote memorization.

Precisely because they mix many advanced knowledge points not found in textbooks, and include the “composition” section, which is heavily influenced by the subjective judgment of the examiners, it’s rare for Chinese and English exams to have perfect scores.

Facing such an English test paper, Li Mu could honestly say, without boasting, that he could pass the Passing score even with his eyes closed. If he was lucky, he might even score above one hundred and twenty points.

Soon, the large loudspeaker in the classroom corner began playing the recording for the English listening comprehension test. Li Mu also gave his full attention to it. Listening questions allowed no room for missing or mishearing. Once the listening section was done, the rest of the paper would be much simpler.

For the current Li Mu, the College Entrance Examination English listening test was truly so simple it could be described as an overwhelming victory. He wouldn’t dare claim his spoken English was incredibly impressive or authentic, but after so many years of diligent study and a passion for Hollywood blockbusters and American TV series, he had long reached the level where he could watch English films without subtitles.

Therefore, the moment the listening section concluded, Li Mu thought two words to himself: “Nailed it!”

The listening section was worth a total of thirty points, and he was absolutely confident he would get all of them.

Next, Li Mu began working on the multiple-choice questions.

Out of a one hundred and fifty-point paper, one hundred and fifteen points worth of questions were multiple-choice, though these were further divided into several categories: listening, single-choice, cloze test, reading comprehension, and so on. For anyone who had taken the College English Test Band 4 or Band 6, such a paper was child’s play.

Unlike most middle-aged people who had entered the workforce, Li Mu’s English did not deteriorate after graduation; instead, it evolved into an essential skill for him. Thus, his current English proficiency was at its peak.

After completing all one hundred and fifteen points of multiple-choice questions, Li Mu felt that if he lost more than three points, he would be ashamed before heaven.

Of the final thirty-five points, the ten-point short passage error correction was a standard “free points” question. The twenty-five-point composition topic had strong contemporary characteristics. In 2001, the Chinese public was focused on two main events: Yanjing’s successful bid for the Olympics and the national football team qualifying. The former, in particular, garnered nationwide attention. If he remembered correctly, the successful Olympic bid happened after the College Entrance Examination. So, the composition topic was: “If you were an Olympic bid worker, how would you introduce the Yanjing Olympics to the world?”

Before mid-July 2001, China’s century-long Olympic dream had remained just that—a dream. Li Mu simply used his knowledge from the future to concisely and clearly elaborate on the Chinese people’s immense fervor and anticipation for the Olympics. He also grandly described an open Yanjing, especially highlighting Yanjing’s history, culture, inclusiveness, and development.

Finally, Li Mu even used the 2008 Olympic slogan, “One World, One Dream,” which wouldn’t be announced until 2005, presenting it as his own original idea.

The two-hour English exam. Li Mu had finished answering all questions within one hour. As he furiously wrote, the male teacher surnamed Wang never took his eyes off Li Mu. He was seething with anger, hoping to catch Li Mu in the act, preferably cheating, or find a suitable pretext to falsely accuse him of cheating. That way, he could get significant revenge for the earlier slight.

However, after an hour of watching, he was disappointed to find that Li Mu did nothing but bend over his paper. Both of his hands remained on the desk, one supporting, the other writing, and his eyes never left the paper, not even for a moment.

After Li Mu finished the test paper, he quickly and carefully checked it twice. Only after confirming there were no issues did he stand up and hand in his paper at one hour and fifteen minutes.

Li Mu had stormed into the examination hall looking like an Asura, and with a single sentence, he had intimidated the troublesome invigilator so much that he didn’t dare utter a sound. Moreover, he coolly handed in his paper and left in just seventy-five minutes. To other examinees, such an imposing demeanor was incredibly showy!

Li Mu was confident that his performance in this exam was perfect. He thought one hundred and twenty points were absolutely guaranteed. He wasn’t sure about anything higher, and could only wait a couple of days to go to school, check the correct answers, and estimate his score. Perhaps it could even be higher.

Leaving the examination hall, Li Mu went to the restroom to wash his face. Although his clothes were still soaking wet, after washing his face, he no longer looked so disheveled.

Outside, the rain had stopped. Li Mu walked out of No. 5 High School’s teaching building, then suddenly slapped his forehead.

His bicycle was gone; it must still be at the accident scene…

Without his bicycle, and looking like this, taking the bus wasn’t suitable. It seemed he could only take a taxi home.

Li Mu felt his pocket. Fortunately, there was still a damp ten-yuan bill. He’d just head home first.

Stepping out of the school gate, Li Mu was about to hail a taxi when a woman suddenly rushed over, extremely anxious: “Li Mu?”

Li Mu glanced sideways. It was a beautiful woman in her early twenties. He looked again—wasn’t this Chen Wan, the at-fault driver who hit him? How did she find him here?

“Are you okay?” Chen Wan’s anxious heart finally relaxed a little. She spoke quickly, “You ran off too fast just now, so I had to go back and look for your bicycle. Luckily, your bicycle had a license plate. I found your school’s leaders, and they helped me find your information. I rushed here to find you, but the security guard wouldn’t let me in no matter what, it almost killed me!”

Li Mu was stunned: “My bicycle had a license plate?”

Li Mu hadn’t processed it, but Chen Wan immediately pulled a plastic tag from her bag. It read: “Haizhou No.1 High School NO.1307.”

Seeing this, Li Mu finally understood. This was the tag that was attached to the handlebars of bicycles in high school. Back then, one needed a tag to enter the school or the bike shed, and the tags were registered with the school. It wasn’t hard for Chen Wan to find his information at Haizhou No.1 High School using this.

“I’ve already called your parents at Xiling Coal Mine where they work. Why don’t you come with me to the hospital first for another check-up?”

“No need, Big Sister, I’m really fine.”

“It’s not up to you to say you’re fine; it’s up to the doctor!” Chen Wan’s expression was concerned and anxious.

Since she was so insistent, Li Mu said, “Alright, I’ll go to the hospital with my parents once they arrive.”

“How can that be!” Chen Wan blurted out, “What if there’s a problem that can’t be delayed? I’ve already told your parents that I’d come to the examination hall to find you and take you to the hospital, and I left them my mobile number. They’ll call me when they get to the city.”

Then, Chen Wan added, “Xiling Coal Mine is so far from the city, and transportation isn’t convenient. They won’t be able to get here anytime soon.”

That was true.

Li Mu’s parents worked at Xiling Coal Mine, which was in the countryside, over thirty kilometers from the city. There were no taxis there at all. Moreover, in those years, the condition of national highways was worse than county roads would be a decade later, and vehicle speeds were very slow. Normally, his parents’ commute alone took over an hour.

Seeing Chen Wan’s stance, she definitely wouldn’t agree if he didn’t go to the hospital. Li Mu also wanted to use this opportunity to get to know Chen Wan better, as he had always felt immense gratitude towards her.

His family’s financial situation was not good at the moment. The Xiling Coal Mine where his parents worked had a history of several decades and and was almost depleted, with workers constantly being laid off. His parents’ combined monthly income at that time was probably only one thousand-plus yuan, which could only be described as an ordinary family.

After both his parents were laid off at the end of the year, the family’s finances immediately became much tighter. Their monthly unemployment benefits of over two hundred yuan forced his parents to take on various odd jobs.

At the time, they kept their odd jobs a secret from Li Mu, who had just started university. If it weren’t for Chen Wan’s financial aid, Li Mu wouldn’t have been able to finish university with his parents’ income back then.

Regardless, he had to repay her.

Her unexpected death was in 2015. He still had over a decade. The best way was to get to know her first, then slowly find a way to help her avoid repeating her fate.

“Alright, I’ll go to the hospital with you.”





Chapter 4: Crafty

Li Mu and Chen Wan took a taxi to the Municipal Hospital. Along the way, Chen Wan kept apologizing to Li Mu while asking him how his College Entrance Examination went.

“It went pretty well.”

Thinking of the exam, Li Mu grinned foolishly, a blissful expression on his face.

In his previous life, even if he hadn’t been hit by a car, he wouldn’t have been so confident about his English score. He estimated he had a chance to get into a Key university this year.

Chen Wan sighed, saying guiltily, “I’m really sorry for delaying such an important event as your College Entrance Examination. If you didn’t do well today and want to retake it, I’ll cover all the expenses.”

Li Mu stared at Chen Wan curiously, asking seriously, “Sister, what do you do? You look like you’re only three or four years older than me, but you can already afford a private car.”

While private cars weren’t extremely rare in 2001, their owners were definitely either rich or influential.

Chen Wan blushed slightly at Li Mu’s question.

“I’m still a student; I’ll be a senior when school starts. The car belongs to my dad. I just got my driver’s license, and I wanted to practice driving well over the summer. Everything was fine when I drove out today, but then it suddenly started raining heavily. I kept fiddling with the windshield wipers, and in my haste, I pressed the wrong thing and turned on the turn signal instead. I was a bit flustered and couldn’t see clearly outside, and then I hit you…”

As she spoke, Chen Wan patted her chest, still shaken. She added, “Luckily, I instinctively braked first, otherwise you would have…”

Li Mu was speechless after hearing Chen Wan’s explanation. Mistaking the turn signal for the windshield wipers—Chen Wan, this female driver, could indeed be classified as a road menace.

However, Li Mu didn’t pursue that topic. Sticking to his original plan of getting to know Chen Wan and ideally building a friendship, he deliberately asked, “I still don’t know your name, Sister?”

“My name is Chen Wan. Chen, the character with the ‘ear’ radical on the left, and Wan, as in ‘tactful’ or ‘gentle’.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Then I’ll call you Sister Wan from now on.”

“Alright!” Chen Wan laughed. “I’m twenty-one this year, so I should be three or four years older than you, right?”

“I’m eighteen, so you’re three years older than me.”

Chen Wan nodded, pursing her lips into a smile. “If you do well this year, where are you planning to go for university?”

“Yanjing,” Li Mu said almost without thinking.

“Yanjing, huh…” Chen Wan looked slightly disappointed. “Haizhou is only about three hundred kilometers from Shanghai, but a thousand kilometers from Yanjing. Shanghai is so much more convenient, and its development isn’t worse than Yanjing’s.”

“Is distance a problem?”

“Isn’t it?”

“Is it?”

Li Mu shook his head with a smile.

He couldn’t very well say that he had lived in Yanjing for eleven years, could he?

He couldn’t say that Yanjing currently only had two subway lines, but fifteen years later, that number would increase tenfold—all that information was full of wealth opportunities.

He also couldn’t say that in the future, half, or even more than half, of China’s internet industry would actually be concentrated in Yanjing. Although Alibaba was in Hangzhou and Tencent was in Shenzhen, others like Baidu, Sina, Sohu, NetEase, JD.com, 360, Youku, and Tudou were all concentrated in a magical place in Yanjing called Zhongguancun.

Even more, he couldn’t say that his struggles for half his previous life took place there, filled with too much sentiment and too much unfulfilled ambition.

In comparison, Shanghai held almost no appeal for him. So, even if it was far, he wanted to go north.

Chen Wan was both helpless and curious, unable to resist asking, “Oh, right, when you got out of the car, why did you tell me not to dabble in stocks?”

Li Mu shook his head. “My head got muddled from the impact…”

At the hospital, Chen Wan took Li Mu directly to the emergency department. She made a phone call, and a middle-aged doctor quickly came over. He then led Li Mu through nearly ten examinations in a row. Chen Wan accompanied him as much as possible for every check, waiting outside only for the less convenient procedures.

After Li Mu finished his brain CT scan and came out, not only Chen Wan was sitting outside, but also his parents, who looked a decade younger and were currently filled with anxiety.

“Dad, Mom.” From his Rebirth until he stepped out of that isolation door, Li Mu had been excited, even ecstatic.

However, that ecstasy vanished like a receding tide the moment he saw his parents, replaced by warmth, guilt, emotion, and worry.

Li Mu quickly walked over and hugged his parents, who had just stood up. He held them tightly, not crying, not speaking, just holding them close.

His parents were now forty and thirty-nine years old, respectively. From the planned economy era until now, they had always been workers at the state-owned Xiling Coal Mine. Although there had been a wave of layoffs in the early nineties, fortunately, the coal industry was relatively stable, and the situation with layoffs was much better than in textile mills, agricultural machinery factories, and the like. Although his parents weren’t wealthy now, they had no major worries, which made them look much younger.

However, change began with this car accident.

First, he was injured in the car accident, causing his parents worry. Then, his English score was very poor, just missing the First-tier university admission line. And then, his parents were laid off…

Thinking of how his parents seemed to age a decade in just a few years by the time he graduated from university, Li Mu vowed in his heart that he would never let his parents endure such hardship again.

At this moment, his parents were anxiously asking him how he felt, and his mother even shed tears, sobbing.

Li Mu then spoke with a slight choke in his voice, “Dad, Mom, I’m fine. Don’t worry.”

The doctor also walked over at this point and explained, “I’ve performed many examinations on student Li Mu. He’s basically fine, just some superficial abrasions on his forehead and arm. Considering he had a brief loss of consciousness during the accident, I arranged for a brain CT. The results aren’t out yet, but you don’t need to worry. In my experience, it shouldn’t be a concussion.”

Chen Wan also stepped forward at this time and said with considerable guilt, “Uncle and Auntie, this is all my fault. Please don’t worry, I will take full responsibility for everything.”

Li Mu’s father and mother were reasonable people; they both said it was fine as long as their child was alright.

After they said that, it was Chen Wan who felt embarrassed.

Li Mu then said with a smile, “It’s not a big deal to begin with, so let’s not be so formal. Once the brain CT results are out, if there’s any problem, Sister Wan just needs to cover my medical expenses. If there’s nothing wrong, Sister Wan can just treat us to a meal. I’m not trying to extort a meal from you, Sister Wan, it’s just that it’s almost dinner time.”

Li Mu’s mother was amused by her son’s words and burst into laughter through her tears. Li Mu’s father, however, looked at Li Mu in surprise. He was a little astonished; Li Mu’s playful words made him vaguely feel that Li Mu seemed very eager to befriend this girl named Chen Wan.

He then looked at Chen Wan; she was indeed very beautiful, with a good appearance and height, and she carried herself gracefully. He could also tell she had a kind heart. However, she seemed a little older than his son…

But as the saying goes, “a woman three years older brings good fortune.” In his opinion, Chen Wan seemed to be only twenty-one or twenty-two, which fit that old saying perfectly…

Li Mu’s father shook his head. What was he thinking? His son was only eighteen and hadn’t even started university yet.

Chen Wan, upon hearing Li Mu’s words, didn’t perceive the deeper meaning in Li Mu’s father’s eyes. She simply agreed readily, “Of course! Let’s go to Haizhou Hotel. I’ll call and book a private room right now!”

Li Mu’s father shook his head to himself. What a simple girl. Compared to her, he only just realized today that his usually honest son was actually quite crafty.





Chapter 5: How to Make Quick Money

Haizhou Hotel.

The private room felt quite empty with only four people, and the table was unusually large. If they sat far apart, they would have to shout to talk.

So, the four of them sat close together along one side.

Li Mu’s father, Li Mu’s mother, Li Mu, and then Chen Wan.

Chen Wan was happy, mainly because a psychological burden had been lifted. After a comprehensive examination, Li Mu was indeed fine, except for the abrasion on his forehead that slightly affected his original handsome appearance.

Li Mu’s father and mother initially didn’t want Chen Wan to treat them and spend money, but Chen Wan kept insisting it was her duty, and Li Mu agreed with a matter-of-fact expression. Unable to refuse, the two of them came along.

It was also fortunate that Li Mu’s mother had the foresight to go home and get Li Mu a change of clean clothes while they were waiting for the results. That’s why Li Mu was able to sit next to Chen Wan, looking like a proper person, and banter with her.

“To be honest, after I got hit today, my brain feels exceptionally sharp. My English used to be around 90 to 100 points, but today I feel like I could score over 120 points.”

“Really?” Chen Wan’s eyes nearly popped out.

Li Mu nodded: “Really.”

“Don’t talk nonsense!” Li Mu’s father chuckled and scolded, “If you don’t score 120 points, see how I’ll deal with you!”

Li Mu said seriously, “Dad, if I don’t score 120 points, your son won’t have the face to enter our house again.”

“Don’t say that.” Li Mu’s mother quickly interjected, “Son, it doesn’t matter whether you score well or not. You’re my only son.”

Li Mu’s mother spoke earnestly, while Chen Wan’s pretty face turned crimson from trying to suppress her laughter. Li Mu sighed, “Even my own mother doesn’t believe me. Alright, we’ll see when the College Entrance Examination results are announced.”

Li Mu’s father immediately declared, “Son, if your English score can reach 120, I’ll buy you a laptop!”

In those years, any laptop would cost around ten thousand yuan, almost equivalent to Li Mu’s father’s annual salary.

Li Mu knew that his family’s current savings probably weren’t even that much.

As a programmer who had worked in technology for over a decade in his past life, he naturally yearned to own his own computer. However, he couldn’t ask his parents for this computer.

In fact, Li Mu had already made up his mind that not only the computer, but also his tuition and living expenses for his first year of university, he would find a way to earn during this summer vacation.

So, Li Mu said with great confidence, “Dad, you don’t need to buy me a laptop. I’ll earn it myself this summer.”

As a reborn individual, if he couldn’t even earn this much money in one summer, he would truly be letting down heaven and earth.

However, Li Mu’s words left the three people around him dumbfounded.

In 2001, employees of well-performing state-owned enterprises earned just over a thousand yuan a month. How could a high school graduate earn ten thousand yuan in two months?

Facing three pairs of extremely surprised and distrustful eyes, Li Mu’s tone was completely serious: “I’m serious, and I’m confident.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but ask, “Li Mu, I’m very curious, how exactly do you plan to earn enough for a laptop in two months? I bought a laptop at the beginning of the year, and it cost over twenty thousand yuan.”

Chen Wan wasn’t showing off; she was merely reminding Li Mu that it was easy to boast, but making sure the boast didn’t explode was a technical skill.

“You don’t need to worry about that. In short, I’m confident.”

He spoke with great confidence, but after calming down and analyzing, Li Mu’s heart sank halfway.

In 2001, the internet was still in its infancy. No one could guess what kind of landscape the internet would develop into, except for Li Mu.

Moreover, no one could guess the future technological trends of the internet and mobile internet, except for Li Mu.

This was also why Li Mu dared to boast in front of his parents and Chen Wan.

However, upon careful thought, Li Mu realized that in this era, it wasn’t difficult to make money using the internet, but making quick money was highly unlikely.

Hao123, which would later be valued at tens of millions, was founded as early as 1999 and had been operating for nearly two years, establishing a solid foundation. Even so, it would still have to wait another three years to be acquired by Baidu. If he were to create another navigation website now, it would take at least one or two years to surpass Hao123, so he couldn’t make quick money;

Tencent QQ already had millions of users. Even if he could develop a better similar software, just writing the code would take about half a year. After all, developing software alone involved an immense amount of programming work. Even if he developed the software in half a year, he wouldn’t have money for promotion. After all, Tencent was already taking shape, and Ma Huateng was a master of imitation. He simply couldn’t compete with him, so he couldn’t make quick money;

Not just QQ, many future software applications were impossible for Li Mu to create now. Not to mention he didn’t even have a computer; even if he had a top-spec computer from the future, the code would still have to be typed character by character. Let alone subsequent promotion and operation, even if one person could do it, the time required would be measured in years, so he still couldn’t make quick money;

Even if he imitated Cai Wensheng now and registered a bunch of double-pinyin domain names to sell slowly after 2005, it wouldn’t be that easy. First, Cai Wensheng was already busy registering a large number of double-pinyin domain names with a Xinhua dictionary in hand. The only domain names he probably hadn’t thought of yet were trendy new double-pinyin words like Weibo, WeChat, and Taobao, which hadn’t appeared yet. So, he still couldn’t make quick money.

All the ideas he could think of now were projects that required several years of incubation, but the deadline he set for himself was only two months.

After his initial surge of ambition, Li Mu suddenly felt like he had been “screwed over.”

Li Mu suddenly thought, if he were to create a keyword list for the world of 2001, what would he think of?

George W. Bush’s inauguration, the 9/11 attacks, joining the WTO, successful Olympic bid, National Football Team qualifying, NetEase stock suspension, the dot-com bubble…

Because the era was too distant, all Li Mu could think of were some sensational major events, mostly international political affairs. It was basically impossible to use these to make money.

The three people next to him were eating, but Li Mu was frowning and lost in thought.

He felt like he had overlooked something, something very crucial, but he couldn’t grasp it for a moment.

At this moment, Chen Wan offered Li Mu a way out: “Actually, computers aren’t that useful for studying. There’s no need to buy one so early. Right now, buying a computer is mainly for surfing the internet or playing games.”

“Games?” When Li Mu heard these two words, his eyes instantly lit up like an electrified light bulb!

Damn it, how could he forget games, the key!

In his excitement, Li Mu reached out his right hand and grabbed Chen Wan’s left hand, shaking her soft, boneless, smooth little hand vigorously a few times: “Sister Wan, you are absolutely right!”





Chapter 6: A Long-Term Plan

Gaming is an indispensable and major sector of the internet, especially online games, which had already begun to emerge in the country since 2000 and quickly became popular.

Currently, the most popular online game should still be Stone Age. However, starting from the end of this year, Chen Tianqiao will use a third-rate Korean online game to quickly create a peak in the domestic online gaming industry, becoming the richest man in China within a few years.

Speaking of Legend, the online game that earned him hundreds of millions, it should be starting its pre-launch testing now, right?

Li Mu was also a Legend fan back then. Not long after starting university, he was introduced to Legend by a classmate and immediately became obsessed with it. His studies weren’t demanding after starting university, so he often played with his roommates. He played a warrior character until he graduated in 2005. Later, because cheating software became too rampant, many old friends who played Legend gave up, and Li Mu stopped playing as well.

Thinking about it now, for a bug-ridden game like Legend, with his current abilities, finding bugs to generate money and items, or even writing cheating software, would be incredibly simple. Moreover, this kind of thing has significant profit potential.

However, at this moment, Legend shouldn’t have launched yet. If he remembered correctly, its launch was in September. After two months of a free-to-play phase, Legend would truly begin charging fees around November or December this year.

Li Mu thought carefully for a moment. Legend’s true surge in popularity would actually have to wait until the end of this year. Furthermore, Legend’s first piece of cheating software seemed to appear only in November this year.

As he recalled, the so-called first piece of cheating software only had one function: automatic vision. Simply put, it automatically opened up the field of view, so players no longer needed to buy candles. But even with such a minor function, its adoption rate quickly reached over ninety percent. This clearly showed the incredibly strong demand Legend players had for cheating software!

However, to make money from Legend, he would have to wait patiently for a few more months. But Stone Age, which was currently popular, presented an opportunity for Li Mu.

Like Legend and Mu Online, Stone Age was also a game where cheating software was extremely rampant. Li Mu once read a news report about a cheating software studio called ‘Abei Hacks’ that, by operating Stone Age cheating software, created an industry chain worth tens of millions of yuan within one or two years.

No matter how skilled the people at ‘Abei Hacks’ were, they were still just contemporary programmers. He, on the other hand, possessed future insights and future technology. As long as he accurately identified the needs of gamers, making money would be incredibly easy.

With Chen Wan’s suggestion, Li Mu instantly thought of a way to make quick money: creating cheating software.

Moreover, this method was highly feasible. It was out of sheer excitement that he subconsciously grasped Chen Wan’s hand.

At that moment, Chen Wan, held by Li Mu, felt a surge of panic. Although she was three years older than Li Mu, her experience with the opposite sex was almost zero. She couldn’t compare to an experienced man like Li Mu, who had dated several girlfriends and was quite adept at it.

But Li Mu was genuinely grateful for Chen Wan’s reminder. The word ‘gaming’ had struck him like a sudden wake-up call, instantly jolting him awake.

He had been in the internet industry for over ten years and had always firmly believed in one principle: there were only two things that could truly stimulate virtual consumption among male internet users – one was adult content, and the other was gaming. This was an eternal truth! It was a completely different concept from e-commerce like Taobao, which involved exchanging money for goods.

Creating cheating software was definitely a path to quick riches!

Li Mu’s father, seeing Li Mu use such a clumsy trick to take advantage of the girl, couldn’t help but cough twice, feeling embarrassed. His son’s methods were still quite immature!

Only then did Li Mu withdraw his hand. To cover his embarrassment, he made a typing gesture and said, “Besides surfing the internet and playing games, computers can do many other things.”

Chen Wan nodded. “Computers can indeed do many things, but we only learned basic computer usage. If you’re interested in computers, you could apply for a related major in university.”

“Mm,” Li Mu responded absentmindedly, his mind already beginning to ponder the current gaming and cheating software market.

Stone Age had been operating for half a year now, and commercial cheating software had already appeared. However, Li Mu was confident that with his abilities, there was still an opportunity to make some money from Stone Age right now.

He would first use Stone Age to accumulate some capital. That way, by the end of September, he could immediately develop commercial cheating software for Legend, seizing the initiative before this super online game became fully commercialized. This was a great opportunity to make a fortune this year.

With a direction in mind, Li Mu felt much more relaxed. He chatted with Chen Wan for a long time, subtly probing for information about her situation.

Chen Wan was a third-year journalism student at Fudan University in Shanghai, about to enter her fourth year when school started. Her family ran a business in Haizhou, and she was an only daughter.

As for whether she was single, Li Mu extracted the information with just one sentence: “Sister Wan is so beautiful, she must be Fudan University’s School beauty, no doubt. Her boyfriend must be a school heartthrob, right?”

“I’m not any School beauty, and I don’t have a boyfriend.”

Li Mu blinked and smiled, a mischievous glint in his expression. Only then did Chen Wan realize he was trying to trick her into revealing her relationship status. She inwardly exclaimed, “This kid is too sly!”

Li Mu’s mind raced. No wonder Chen Wan would become a provincial television host in the future; she was a journalism major after all.

As for her family situation, although she didn’t elaborate, he estimated their family business was quite substantial. By 2015, when her father was sentenced for illegal fundraising, the amount involved had already reached several billion yuan.

Currently, Li Mu only had ten yuan in his pocket and no real power to change Chen Wan’s life trajectory. However, he still had plenty of time to plan for the long term.

After dinner, Chen Wan insisted on taking a taxi to send Li Mu and his family of three home, but Li Mu refused.

He didn’t want to trouble Chen Wan any further, so he used the excuse that four people would be too cramped in a taxi. He hailed a car and insisted that Chen Wan get in first.

Chen Wan had no choice. Before parting, she specifically asked for Li Mu’s home landline number, saying she would call him to hang out if she had time. Li Mu readily gave it to her. In fact, he had already planned to ask Chen Wan for her number before leaving, as he couldn’t lose contact with her.

After Li Mu finished reciting his home landline number, just as he was about to ask for Chen Wan’s number, he saw Chen Wan pull out a small notepad, take a mini ballpoint pen from it, and write down a string of numbers for Li Mu on the paper.

“This is my mobile number, call me if you’re free. I’ll be in Haizhou for a while.”

“Okay.” Li Mu took the number and carefully put it in his pocket.

After Chen Wan left, Li Mu’s father hailed another car.

On the way home, his mother sat in the back with Li Mu, holding his hand and saying with lingering fear, “When Mom got the call today, I almost had a heart attack from fright. Luckily, you’re alright…”

“Indeed,” Li Mu’s father said, turning his head from the passenger seat. “This was a blessing in disguise. You must be more careful when you go out from now on.”

Li Mu nodded vigorously, his heart filled with warmth.





Chapter 7: The Nuances of Roguish Charm

A heavy rain only cooled Haizhou for half a day; the very next day, the weather was hot as a dog again.

Li Mu’s parents left for work on the Commute bus after breakfast. After they left, the phone at Li Mu’s house didn’t stop ringing from nine o’clock onwards; all the calls were from his classmates.

Some called to ask how he felt about his College Entrance Examination performance; others were unsure about certain questions on the science exam and couldn’t wait for the score estimation two days later, so they called Li Mu for confirmation. There were also his best buddies from high school inviting him to an all-night session at an internet cafe that evening.

His best buddy’s name was Zhao Kang, Li Mu’s childhood friend, and they lived in the same residential area. This area was almost entirely populated by workers from Xiling Coal Mine, and Zhao Kang’s parents were no exception. The two had played together since they were toddlers, were classmates in the company school during elementary, and although they were in different classes in middle and high school, they always attended the same school. Their relationship was very close during their youth.

However, Zhao Kang didn’t perform well in this year’s College Entrance Examination. He thought he could pass the undergraduate admission line but unexpectedly fell short by nearly twenty points. He himself wanted to attend a vocational college, which was his second choice, but his parents, always proud and ambitious, forced Zhao Kang to repeat a year. During that year of repeating, Zhao Kang’s rebellious streak grew stronger, and in the latter half of the semester, he had a huge fight with his family and ran away from home.

Li Mu, who was already in university at the time, tried to contact Zhao Kang multiple times, but the kid was very headstrong. Not to mention Li Mu, even his parents couldn’t get in touch with him. Only every Chinese New Year after that would they receive a call from him, just to let them know he was safe.

Every Chinese New Year thereafter, a landline from somewhere in China would call Li Mu. The location often changed, and each time, the caller would only say six words: “Brother, Happy New Year.”

Then, without waiting for Li Mu’s reply, the call would hang up. If he called back, either no one would answer, or it would be the owner of a public phone booth.

Li Mu knew it was Zhao Kang calling. This habit continued for over ten years, but he knew nothing about Zhao Kang’s life during those ten years—whether he was doing well or poorly, or if he was happy.

Thinking of him, Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh with emotion.

Zhao Kang’s original intention for calling was for Li Mu to find an excuse to go to the internet cafe that evening, but Li Mu’s mind was entirely on Stone Age, the currently popular game. So he said, “Are your parents at work yet? If they are, let’s have lunch together, and then we’ll go to the internet cafe right after.”

“Alright, then let’s go to KFC for lunch. My treat.”

In early 2001, the first KFC opened in Haizhou, and its popularity was simply unimaginable in later years. People queuing to buy food often stretched out the door and even onto the roadside. Although half a year had passed and the craze had somewhat subsided, KFC was still considered fashionable by young people.

Li Mu couldn’t help but advise, “Why eat KFC? It’s all junk food. Let’s find a restaurant and order a couple of dishes.”

“Hmph!” Zhao Kang said disdainfully, “KFC’s burgers are delicious! Brother Kang here can barely afford to eat it once a month, and I’m treating you, yet you’re complaining?”

Li Mu no longer insisted. “Alright, KFC it is. Twelve o’clock?”

“Sure, I’ll come to your place first later.”

Just as he hung up Zhao Kang’s call, the landline rang again.

“Hello.”

“Is that Li Mu?”

It was a female voice, very melodious.

“Sister Wan?”

“Sharp ears!” Chen Wan said on the phone. “Where exactly is your house? I’ll come visit.”

Li Mu chuckled, “My parents aren’t home, you know. Is it appropriate for a young lady like you to come to my house?”

“What’s inappropriate about it?” Chen Wan grumbled discontentedly, “You’re just a little kid. Is it inappropriate for me, as your older sister, to come see you?”

Little kid…

Li Mu casually pulled open the elastic band of his baggy shorts and underwear with his right thumb, looked down, and muttered to himself, “It’s been battle-ready for years already.”

Li Mu gave her the address, and Chen Wan said, “You wait, Sister will cycle over.”

“Not driving?” Li Mu’s words carried a hint of teasing.

“Don’t even start that! Just wait for me at home!”

After giving the address, Li Mu pushed open his front door. His residential area consisted entirely of five-story red-brick buildings. His house was on the first floor. Since it was company housing and nobody managed it strictly, all the first-floor residents enclosed a small courtyard in front of their homes and built three single-story rooms.

Li Mu’s family had only put up the courtyard wall, laid concrete ground, and built the three rooms last year, costing nearly thirty thousand yuan. However, the cost-effectiveness was very high; not only did they have a house and a courtyard, but the roof of the single-story rooms was also a great place to dry clothes and quilts.

Li Mu found a pure white cotton V-neck T-shirt on the clothesline. Compared to the other somewhat flashy clothes, this simple style was the only one Li Mu could stand.

Since a beautiful woman was coming to visit, Li Mu specifically went to the bathroom to spruce himself up. Looking at his current dull appearance in the mirror, Li Mu couldn’t stand the sight of himself.

The main issue was his bowl-cut student hairstyle, which made him look listless and a bit effeminate. The most annoying thing was the patch of dark fuzz above his lip, which was almost a common feature for teenage boys of this era. However, his parents wouldn’t let him shave, saying it would grow thicker and look worse later. They had no idea that in a few years, young girls would be crazy about stubbled older men!

Without another word, Li Mu took his dad’s razor and shaved off the dark fuzz on his upper lip completely. Now clean-shaven, he looked a bit more comfortable.

“I need to get a haircut.”

Li Mu made up his mind, called Chen Wan back, and told her to meet him at a barbershop near the residential area entrance. Then he found his savings from three years of high school in his desk, a total of five hundred eighty yuan. Li Mu put one hundred eighty yuan in his pocket and left the house wearing baggy shorts and flip-flops.

Sitting down in the five-yuan wash-cut-and-blow-dry barbershop at the entrance, Li Mu said to the barber with the Shamate hairstyle, “Excuse me, could you give me a not-too-exaggerated quiff?”

The big blond Shamate looked at Li Mu with a bewildered expression. “Brother, what’s a quiff?”

Li Mu was speechless.

In this era, few boys could accurately find the most suitable hairstyle for themselves. Most either sported a crew cut like a helicopter landing pad or Li Mu’s bowl cut. The more fashionable ones grew long hair, and as their hair grew longer and colors became more vibrant, they would inadvertently turn into Shamates.

Li Mu only got the quiff hairstyle after he started university, on the suggestion of a girl. After getting it, Li Mu realized that the true test of a handsome guy was short hair.

Especially Edison Chen’s hairstyle from a certain era: the sides were very short, like a buzz cut, with the top slightly longer, then styled upwards and messy with hair gel. This hairstyle not only didn’t look exaggerated but, crucially, exposed all the facial features, particularly highlighting the angularity of a man’s face. This hairstyle was not only very sharp but also very cool and stylish in this era, and it wouldn’t be outdated even in 2016.

Most importantly, this hairstyle had a natural bad-boy vibe, which girls really liked.

Although Li Mu wasn’t as good-looking as Edison Chen, he was definitely considered a handsome guy with a certain aura.

After listening to Li Mu’s explanation, the young Shamate had a sympathetic look on his face, as if he found Li Mu old-fashioned and ignorant. He deliberately tossed his long hair that covered his eyes and said proudly, “Brother, your current bowl cut is suitable for a hairstyle like mine. I’ll trim it for you, give you an asymmetrical fringe, and if you let it grow for another month or two, you’ll be incredibly handsome!”

Li Mu quietly watched him finish showing off, then asked, “If I listen to you, how much will you pay me?”

“What kind of talk is that…” The Shamate chuckled awkwardly. “I’m doing this for your own good, aren’t I? With a hairstyle like this, you’ll definitely pick up girls at the internet cafe!”

Li Mu then said, “I don’t want to pick up girls at the internet cafe.”

“If not the internet cafe, then where else can you go?!” The Shamate was puzzled.

“To pick them up at university.” Li Mu teased, urging him, “Hurry up and cut it the way I said. I’m from Xiling Coal Mine residential area, you understand I’m the local boss? If you mess it up, I won’t pay!”

The Shamate looked disgruntled. Although he knew Li Mu was joking, he really couldn’t afford to offend the children of Xiling Coal Mine employees. Good heavens, whenever a fight broke out, hundreds of people would show up together; ordinary people really couldn’t handle that kind of scene.

Although the Shamate had poor aesthetic taste, he did have some skill. Under Li Mu’s guidance, in ten minutes, a quiff initially took shape. After shaving the sides, Li Mu instructed him to use thinning shears to layer his slightly longer hair on top. After washing and blow-drying, he asked for a bottle of hair mousse. With a quick spray and a casual grab with both hands, a quiff with a hint of roguish charm was born.

Looking at Li Mu in the mirror, the Shamate’s heart ached.

His own Shamate hairstyle also had a strong roguish vibe, but it was fundamentally different from Li Mu’s. Li Mu’s was the roguish charm of a handsome young man from Hong Kong films, while his own… the vibe of a rural gangster from the urban-rural fringe was simply too strong.

Li Mu stood up, satisfied, pulled out money from his pocket, and said, “Do you have new hair mousse? Give me a bottle, and calculate it together.”

The Shamate was stunned for a moment, then quickly took a new bottle of hair mousse and handed it over, saying with a hint of respect, “The haircut is free, and the mousse is at cost, ten yuan.”

Li Mu was speechless. This barber kid was quite interesting, even giving him a free haircut. However, he still pulled out two ten-yuan bills and handed them over, saying, “Give me my change.”





Chapter 8: Big Girl

When Li Mu walked out of the barbershop with a bottle of hair mousse, it was as if he had transformed.

His beard had long been shaved, and with such a drastic change in hairstyle, he had transformed from a good student into the kind of bad boy seen in Hong Kong films and Korean dramas of later eras. Coupled with his casual attire—a slightly misshapen cotton T-shirt, baggy floral shorts, and flip-flops—he exuded an even more relaxed and carefree charm. In this era, he was definitely a handsome man with both charisma and good looks.

Just as Li Mu stepped out of the barbershop, Chen Wan arrived at the entrance on a brand-new Giant mountain bike. A beautiful girl in her early twenties riding such a cool mountain bike was truly a sight for sore eyes.

Chen Wan’s outfit today was very fresh: an off-white and pink striped T-shirt that nicely accentuated her figure, light blue tapered jeans, and a pair of white Converse canvas shoes. Especially when she was cycling, it was clear her backside was exceptionally shapely. This simple yet fresh and pleasing outfit was far superior to the girls wearing bell-bottoms all over the streets these days.

Although Chen Wan was three years older than Li Mu, in Li Mu’s eyes, a female university student in her early twenties couldn’t even be considered a woman, but rather just a big girl.

However, this big girl was perhaps too beautiful, making his thirty-something ‘uncle’ heart feel a little restless.

Li Mu was staring at Chen Wan when she looked up and met his gaze, her face instantly flushing red.

She hadn’t recognized who Li Mu was; it was just that in the moment their eyes met, she felt as if she had been zapped by electricity, becoming incredibly nervous.

Girls of this era had never encountered handsome guys with Li Mu’s style. Usually, all they saw were men with long hair, or so-called fashionable youths dressed in colorful, bizarre outfits.

Chen Wan lowered her head, not daring to look at Li Mu again. Instead, she walked around him and hurried into the barbershop. But after looking around, she saw no one else except a Shamate shop owner. She couldn’t help but mutter to herself, “Li Mu is so unreliable! He said he’d meet me here, where did he go!”

She walked out dejectedly, thinking she might as well go to Li Mu’s house since he had given her the address. As soon as she stepped out, she saw the handsome guy who had ‘electrified’ her earlier, staring at her with a mischievous grin and saying, “Sister Wan, how is it that after just one night, you don’t recognize me?”

“Ah…”

Chen Wan stared at Li Mu for a long moment, asking in utter shock, “You… you’re Li Mu?”

“Who else would I be?” Li Mu pursed his lips, his hands in his pockets.

Chen Wan’s face instantly flushed red.

Li Mu found that he really loved seeing Chen Wan blush. This young woman’s looks were already striking, and when she blushed, she became even more captivating.

Accepting the reality before her, Chen Wan couldn’t help but ask, “Oh, why did you shave your beard and cut your hair like this? You don’t look like a student at all.”

“The College Entrance Examination is over,” Li Mu said as if it were the most natural thing in the world, waving his hand. “Come on, let’s go home.”

Li Mu’s calm and casual utterance of “let’s go home” made Chen Wan blush and fret, and she stamped her foot, pointing at the brand-new Giant mountain bike. She said huffily, “The bike is for you. You push it!”

Li Mu was taken aback. “Why did you buy me a bicycle?”

“To compensate you. Your bike was broken because of me.”

“But it’s not much use to me. I’ll be off to college soon.”

“During summer vacation, when you go out to meet friends or something, you’ll need a bike, right?”

“Sister Wan, if I ride a bike like this out, especially to an internet cafe, it’ll probably be stolen in ten minutes!”

Li Mu could tell at a glance that this Giant mountain bike was already professional grade. The front fork suspension could be locked, and it had trigger shifters, front and rear disc brakes, and all the shifters and gears were Shimano. In this era, it must have cost at least two thousand yuan!

“Will it really be stolen that easily?” Chen Wan hadn’t considered such a problem. She didn’t go to internet cafes, and besides, she had never lost a bicycle.

Li Mu sighed. “You’re truly a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman who knows nothing of the world’s hardships. In this day and age, you shouldn’t ride a bicycle worth more than two hundred yuan to an internet cafe. You don’t even understand this basic principle.”

“What’s a ‘fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman’?”

“It means you’re fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful.”

“Smooth talker!”

After a playful huff, Chen Wan continued, “Then don’t ride it to internet cafes. In Shanghai, I’ve seen people who ride bikes like this are all outdoor sports enthusiasts. Cycling, you’ve heard of it, right?”

“I’ve heard of it…” Li Mu said, “But I’m still a student. Do you really want me to learn from them and just go cycling into Tibet at the drop of a hat?”

“Of course not! It’s just a way for you to get around.”

“How much did it cost?”

“Not much, just over five hundred yuan.”

“You’re kidding me! Over five hundred yuan? How about you sell me a hundred of them first? Over five hundred yuan wouldn’t even cover this gear set!”

Chen Wan suddenly realized that she had always been so passive in front of Li Mu.

Flushing with anger and shame, she asked huffily, “You bad boy, why are you talking so much nonsense? If you don’t want it, I’m leaving, and let’s not contact each other again!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Li Mu said quickly, seeing her get angry. “I’ll accept it, alright?”

Li Mu knew Chen Wan came from a good family, and she wanted to compensate him. His continuous refusal was a blow to her, so it was better to just accept it.

Straddling the mountain bike, Li Mu patted the front bar of the bike and gestured to Chen Wan, “This bike doesn’t have a back seat, so how about you sit here?”

Chen Wan’s eyelids felt hot, and she gave Li Mu a glare, both shy and annoyed. “I’ll just walk.”

She had never felt this way before, being teased by a boy three years her junior, and she seemed to have no power to fight back. Chen Wan couldn’t help but recall the appearance of the boy she had knocked down yesterday, and then connected it to his current attire and demeanor, sighing inwardly.

Some captivating individuals don’t need age to back them up.

Li Mu was precisely that kind.

Li Mu also guessed that Chen Wan wouldn’t agree to sit on the front bar, so he pushed the bike. Chen Wan walked beside him, with the bike between them, and for a moment, they attracted quite a bit of attention.

Under the midsummer sun, the two walked side by side, facing the strong light. Both their looks and their demeanor stood out.

Although Li Mu had shaved his beard and changed his hairstyle, making Chen Wan almost not recognize him at first, many people in the neighborhood had watched Li Mu grow up. Seeing the two walking side by side, they were only slightly surprised before recognizing Li Mu.

Just as Li Mu brought Chen Wan home, many colleagues of parents in the neighborhood were already discussing it.

“Did you see? Li Daoping’s son, Little Mu, just brought a beautiful girl home. How should I put it, that girl’s looks… you won’t find anyone in our entire neighborhood who’s half as good-looking as her!”

“Li Daoping is truly blessed! His wife, Xiao Yunfang, was a top-tier beauty back in the day, and now his son has found such a beautiful partner.”

Li Mu’s house wasn’t heavily decorated, but it was very tidy. In the yard, Li Mu’s mother had planted many flowers and plants, most of which were in full bloom and looked beautiful, captivating Chen Wan as soon as she entered.

After parking the bicycle in a small flat-roofed building used for storage, Li Mu said to Chen Wan, “Sister Wan, if you have nothing to do, why don’t we have lunch together? A childhood friend of mine is coming over soon to take me to KFC. Why don’t you join us?”

“A childhood friend?” Chen Wan pursed her lips. “No, I won’t go. I don’t want to trouble you. I’ll just sit for a while and then leave.”

Li Mu saw that she had misunderstood and explained, “What trouble? My childhood friend insists on taking me to an internet cafe to play. If you have nothing to do, you might as well come along. It’s only fun with a beautiful girl accompanying us!”

“Go to an internet cafe?” Chen Wan considered it. “Alright, I probably don’t have anything to do this afternoon. I’ll just go to the internet cafe with you and sit for a while.”

“Come inside and sit for a bit first.”

Li Mu invited Chen Wan into the living room, poured her a glass of water, and Chen Wan curiously looked around Li Mu’s house.

The decorations in the Li family home had distinct characteristics of the era. For the time, his dad, being quite trendy, had created a photo wall. It featured black and white wedding photos of his parents, black and white photos of their travels when they were young, with information like location, date, and year beneath each picture. Color photos showed Li Mu’s presence, including his hundred-day photo, ten-month photo, and one-year-old photo. In addition, there were photos with his parents for each birthday, from one year old to eighteen years old, every single year.

Chen Wan was very interested in these photos and after looking at them for a long time, she couldn’t help but exclaim, “Uncle and Auntie were truly a perfect match of talent and beauty when they were young!”

“Right?” Li Mu smiled proudly. “Our family’s genes are quite strong, which is why I’m so handsome.”

“You’ve got some nerve.”





Chapter 9: The Story of the Zebra

Chen Wan was the first girl to enter Li Mu’s room.

In his youth, Li Mu was very shy. Before graduating high school, he hadn’t had any intimate contact with girls, much less brought one home. And after university, right up until he started working, none of his relationships lasted long enough to meet his parents. So, this was Li Mu’s first time bringing a girl into his room.

Li Mu’s room wasn’t large, at most about fifteen square meters. This small room contained a one-point-five-meter bed, a somewhat old desk, a glass-doored bookshelf, a wardrobe, and a Hongmian brand acoustic guitar.

The room was a bit cramped but very tidy. As Chen Wan stepped inside, she noticed a peculiar faint scent. To her, it smelled like clothes washed with laundry detergent and then dried under the scorching sun, a very comforting aroma.

On the walls were several unique posters: one of Kurt Cobain, a large banner poster of the Tang Dynasty Band. The most distinctive one was a cool-toned poster depicting a railway track disappearing into mist, with a short-haired man squatting in the center of the tracks, his face buried between his knees. Other than that, there wasn’t a single word on it.

“This poster is so strange,” Chen Wan said, looking surprised. “There’s no writing on it. What is it?”

“Dou Wei’s album, ‘Black Dream’,” Li Mu replied casually. “I got this poster from a street vendor for one point five yuan. The bootlegger probably just didn’t care; the original has ‘Dou Wei Black Dream’ written on it, but this one doesn’t.”

It seemed that in this era, Li Mu was still a huge music enthusiast. He liked pop music and rock, was obsessed with Michael Jackson, Black Panther, and Nirvana. He could play a bit of guitar, and his singing voice wasn’t bad. Add to that his tall, slender, fair-skinned, and handsome looks, and while he might not have captivated thousands of girls, he was at least very popular with them.

In university, Li Mu, with his guitar playing and singing, also had his first intimate experiences with two girls.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt an intense nostalgia for his university days…

Chen Wan then noticed Li Mu’s somewhat worn Hongmian brand guitar and asked curiously, “You play guitar?”

“A little, just for fun.”

Chen Wan immediately said, “Play and sing something for me? There are boys at our school who play guitar and sing ‘You Who Sat Next to Me,’ and it sounds quite good.”

“That’s all the creativity university students have these days,” Li Mu shook his head helplessly.

Chen Wan pleaded, “Come on, play one for your sis! How about Xu Wei’s ‘My Autumn’!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and asked curiously, “Xu Wei’s first album is quite melancholic. How could a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman like you enjoy it?”

Chen Wan ignored Li Mu’s teasing about her being a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman and said, “I like it as long as it sounds good.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, then sat on the edge of the bed and picked up his worn acoustic guitar from the corner.

This guitar was a gift from his mother when he was in his second year of junior high. It cost over two hundred yuan at the time, which was among the cheapest acoustic guitars available, but its tone was quite good, and after years of playing, it had only improved.

Li Mu picked up the guitar, tuned it using the first string as a reference and a slightly more advanced harmonic method. He hadn’t played it for a while due to the College Entrance Examination, so some strings were out of tune.

Chen Wan sat on Li Mu’s chair. Seeing how skillfully he tuned the guitar, she straightened her posture, ready to listen intently.

Li Mu first strummed the opening chord of ‘My Autumn’, then suddenly stopped and said, “It’s no fun if I just sing whatever you request. How about I sing something you’ve never heard before?”

“Something I’ve never heard?” Chen Wan’s eyes lit up, and she smiled, “Okay, sing it!”

Li Mu nodded, recalled the chord progression, and after a simple yet melodious fingerpicked intro, he sang in his slightly husky voice:

“Zebra, Zebra, don’t fall asleep

Show me your wounded tail again

I don’t want to touch the scar of your wound

I just want to lift your hair

Zebra, Zebra, you’ve returned to your home

But I’m wasting my cold youth

Your city has no door open for me

I’ll still have to return to the road in the end…”

Before he was thirty, Li Mu loved rock music; after thirty, he loved folk. Fatty Song was one of his favorites, especially ‘Zebra Zebra’. It wasn’t about feigning sadness or forcing sorrow, but rather conveyed a sense of weariness and helplessness, telling a story of a man’s special feelings for a wounded zebra. Of course, the zebra wasn’t literally a zebra; later generations generally believed the zebra in the song symbolized a woman who had been hurt by others.

Chen Wan had never heard this song, nor seen its lyrics. She could only vaguely make out the words from Li Mu’s singing, and in her mind, a fantastical image began to form.

Li Mu’s voice was excellent, and his over thirty years of life experience allowed him to easily infuse emotion into his singing.

“Zebra, Zebra, do you still remember me? I’m just a fool who can only sing…”

As Li Mu sang this line, Chen Wan listened quietly, chin in hand. A strange surge of emotion welled up in her heart. In her mind, the song was like a faint melancholy drifting across a prairie, captivating her completely.

After the song ended, Li Mu’s thoughts drifted back to his past life. Everything he had encountered, brushed past, or missed now, looking back, felt neither sweet nor bitter, neither bland nor spicy; it simply evoked a sense of poignant reflection. Yesterday, he had moved the first switch in the railway of his previous life’s destiny. But after one switch, the direction of fate’s train and everything it passed would change.

Li Mu knew he wouldn’t go to the Second-tier university of his previous life. Everyone he had met in university in his last life would likely have no chance to cross paths with him in this one. Nor would he go to Yanjing to be a miserable Programmer. Those colleagues, friends, and even the strangers he occasionally brushed past would all completely disappear from his world. On the first day of his Rebirth, he chose to overturn everything. As he moved his own switch, his reach also extended to Chen Wan’s life switch.

Chen Wan didn’t know why Li Mu had fallen silent after singing the song. She herself just felt a sudden surge of sadness. The lyrics of the song didn’t directly describe any misery, yet the atmosphere it created was particularly moving.

Chen Wan, her eyes red, asked, “What’s this song called?”

“Zebra Zebra.”

“Whose song is it?”

“Uh…” Li Mu suddenly remembered that Fatty Song, born in 1987, should still be a junior high student right now. Oh well, he might as well be shameless about it. Who told him he was still just a young punk?

“I wrote it myself.”

Having lived for over thirty years, he had long mastered the art of bragging without batting an eyelid.

“Really?!” Chen Wan’s worldview instantly crumbled. She suddenly felt an involuntary urge to look up to this boy.

“Yep, exclusive original. You’re the first listener.”

This was true; Chen Wan was indeed the first person in this world to hear this song.

Chen Wan was even more moved. Recalling the poignant lyrics, she pressed, “Why use a zebra as a metaphor for a person?”

Li Mu tilted his head back, staring at the ceiling at a forty-five-degree angle, and sighed wistfully, “Zebras, when alone, cannot sleep.”

That single sentence added another layer of poignancy and sophistication to the song.

Li Mu thought to himself, ‘This bit of showing off? Definitely full marks.’

Chen Wan truly began to idolize this eighteen-year-old “youth.” She wanted to ask more questions, but then someone started banging loudly on the main door, shouting from outside, “Li Mu!”

It was Zhao Kang!

Li Mu almost immediately got up and ran out to open the door, a hint of excitement in his steps.

Li Mu hadn’t seen Zhao Kang in over a decade, so he was naturally very happy, even though in this life, he and Zhao Kang had only been apart for these two days of the College Entrance Examination.

“Kangzi!” As soon as he opened the door and saw the dark-skinned boy with a face full of acne, Li Mu stepped forward and pulled him into a hug.

Zhao Kang shoved him away in disgust, scrutinizing him with surprise, then spat, “Damn, two days apart and you’re even handsomer, you show-off! Where’d you get that haircut? And you shaved your beard? Aren’t you afraid Auntie Li will flatten you?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh at him. “Why do you have so many questions?”

“Damn it, I just can’t stand handsome guys like you,” Zhao Kang gritted his teeth and clicked his tongue. “We can’t be brothers anymore. Let’s break up! Go pull out your sleeping mat and get a cleaver; let’s reenact Guan Ning cutting the mat.”

Zhao Kang wasn’t handsome; his skin was dark, and his features were barely passable, but at this age, his face was covered in an unsightly rash of pimples. He was, however, a typical joker in Li Mu’s memory. If guided properly, he might even become a comedian in the future.

Li Mu feigned a kick, muttering, “Stop spouting nonsense. Are you coming in? If not, let’s just go eat.”

“Nah, not going in,” Zhao Kang waved his hand. “Hurry up and lock the door, let’s go.”

“Wait, I’ll call my sis out. She’s coming with us.”

“Your sis?” Zhao Kang asked, surprised. “Where did you suddenly get a sister?”

Li Mu laughed, “Just recognized her. Wait a sec.”





Chapter 10: Incitement

When Zhao Kang saw Chen Wan, his jaw nearly dropped to the floor.

In those days, Haizhou City’s fashion sense was quite poor. There were few specialty stores on the streets. Li-Ning was considered a major sports brand by students, while Baleno dominated casual wear. Metersbonwe, which would become popular much later, hadn’t yet opened in Haizhou. Most young people still had to go to the old pedestrian street, browsing various small stalls and shops for clothes, which made stylish beauties like Chen Wan a rare sight.

Unlike the future, when Taobao would explode and popular clothing styles would sell nationwide, people at this time had very limited access to new products.

Zhao Kang, usually a chatterbox, became tongue-tied in front of Chen Wan. Besides a mumbled “Hello, older sister,” he couldn’t form a complete sentence, as shy as a girl.

Because Chen Wan was with them, Li Mu had originally intended to pay for lunch, but he couldn’t win against Zhao Kang, who insisted on paying for three burger sets.

After eating, the three of them walked, enjoying ice cream cones, to the Big Spider Internet cafe, not far from the city center.

The Big Spider Internet cafe was the one Li Mu and Zhao Kang frequented the most. The chubby owner, known in the community as Er Bin, was twenty-six or twenty-seven years old and very good at handling people. Once they got familiar with him, they could enjoy member prices and occasionally even run a tab if they were short on money, making it almost like their home turf.

Prices at Internet cafes in Haizhou ranged from one yuan fifty cents to three yuan an hour, but the average was mostly two yuan. All fifty-plus machines on the first floor of Big Spider were two yuan an hour, with only the partitioned private rooms upstairs costing three yuan.

The private rooms had two-person, three-person, and four-person options. Besides the partitions, there was nothing special about them. However, upon entering, Li Mu noticed dozens of men of all ages on the first floor staring intently at Chen Wan. So, he directly asked the owner at the counter, “Brother Er Bin, are there any three-person private rooms upstairs?”

“Oh, Little Mu, Kangzi.” Er Bin greeted them warmly, then glanced at Chen Wan beside Li Mu, and said, “Room 303 upstairs, you can go straight there.”

They easily made their way to private room 303. Li Mu had Chen Wan sit in the innermost seat, he took the middle, and Zhao Kang sat on the outermost side.

Zhao Kang had been itching to play CS lately. Before the computer even booted up, he said to Li Mu, “Later, let’s join a LAN game of CS here at the Internet cafe and challenge them.”

“No fun. You play by yourself. I need to look up some things first.”

Li Mu wasn’t there to play games today. He was there to research “Stone Age” and Abei Hacks.

As the main force in online gaming at the time, “Stone Age” had been commercially operating for some time, and commercial cheating software already had a user base. Since Abei Hacks could achieve a multi-million yuan industry chain, it meant that the user demand for “Stone Age” was still sufficient.

Li Mu’s idea was simple: research Abei Hacks, then create an enhanced version of the cheating software that was superior in all aspects. The cheating software market had always been about technical prowess. He believed that with his abilities, he could leave Abei Hacks far behind.

“Damn it!” Zhao Kang said, a bit disappointed. “It’s so boring playing by myself, with no one to back me up.”

Chen Wan readily said, “I’ll play with you.”

“Really, Sister Wan…?”

Zhao Kang instantly forgot about Li Mu and happily went off to play CS with Chen Wan.

After Li Mu turned on the computer, he saw “Stone Age” on the desktop and immediately searched for Abei Hacks.

From his search results, it was clear that Abei Hacks had already achieved considerable scale at this time. Many netizens were discussing this cheating software on BBS forums, and its reputation was excellent.

In this era, there weren’t yet large-scale online astroturfing operations, so such widespread positive reviews couldn’t have been faked. Li Mu immediately downloaded a trial version of Abei Hacks, registered a “Stone Age” account, and began to familiarize himself with the game and the functions of the cheating software.

Li Mu hadn’t played “Stone Age” in his previous life. Before his third year of high school, he didn’t dare to indulge in online games, only occasionally playing CS, Red Alert, and StarCraft. It wasn’t until university that he started playing “Legend” at the urging of his roommates. So, he had to learn “Stone Age” from scratch.

Fortunately, current online games had very simple world structures, quest systems, character balance settings, and skill/equipment paths. For an experienced technical professional, it was very easy to get familiar with.

Li Mu immersed himself in researching the game and the cheating software. Chen Wan and Zhao Kang played CS for a while. About an hour later, Chen Wan received a call and apologized to them, saying she had to leave early for something.

Li Mu walked her out of the Internet cafe, watched her get into a taxi, and then returned to the private room upstairs to continue his research.

After returning, Zhao Kang curiously asked Li Mu, “Where did you find such a stunning beauty to be your older sister?! She’s no worse than Su Yingxue in your class, and even a bit more fashionable than her!”

“Nonsense, how old is Su Yingxue? An eighteen-year-old girl, how can she be compared to a twenty-one-year-old woman?” Li Mu rolled his eyes at him. Thinking of this kid’s mysterious and unknown fate in his previous life, he tentatively asked, “By the way, how do you feel about your College Entrance Examination this time?”

Zhao Kang, eyes fixed on his CS game, replied, “Hey, it’s alright. My grades have always been average, but I feel like passing the undergraduate admission line shouldn’t be a big problem.”

Li Mu frowned. “You haven’t even estimated your score yet, and you’re so confident?”

“Seventy or eighty percent,” Zhao Kang smiled slightly. “I plan to apply to an electromechanical college under the Provincial University of Technology, a third-tier university, and then a provincial vocational college as a backup. What about you?”

Li Mu didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he pondered in his heart. He didn’t know how Zhao Kang had fared in his previous life, but he had left home for many years, almost severing ties with his parents, and Li Mu hadn’t seen him for over a decade. This was something Li Mu didn’t want to happen again.

However, Zhao Kang’s parents’ discipline over him was notorious throughout the neighborhood. It couldn’t even be called discipline; it was more like complete authoritarian control. As far as Li Mu knew, before the College Entrance Examination, Zhao Kang didn’t even have the right to decide to buy a single piece of clothing for himself. Zhao Kang’s mother would only pay for clothes she wanted to buy for him.

Li Mu remembered that Zhao Kang had a pair of capri pants he really liked, which he specifically borrowed money to buy secretly. When he wanted to wear those pants, he would first put them in his school bag, find a place to change into them before arriving at school, and then change back before going home and putting them back in his bag. This showed the unhealthy extent of their family relationship.

After the College Entrance Examination, Zhao Kang’s parents also forced him to repeat a year of school, which later led to him leaving home in a fit of pique. Given this, Li Mu had to find a way to help him resolve the conflicts with his family in advance.

Then, Li Mu asked, “If you don’t pass the undergraduate admission line, would Uncle Zhao and Aunt Liu be willing to let you go to a vocational college?”

“I’d be willing, but they definitely wouldn’t,” Zhao Kang blurted out. “My parents have always said I must get into an undergraduate program. If I don’t, I have to repeat until I do.”

“Then what are your own thoughts?”

“Me?” Zhao Kang shrugged. “I’m definitely not repeating. Who the hell can stand another year of senior high? I’d be driven insane.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said nothing more.

Zhao Kang’s problem seemed to be unsolvable for now. If his score didn’t pass the undergraduate admission line, his parents would insist on him repeating. Even if he wanted to go to a vocational college, it would be hopeless. He would probably be forced to repeat by his parents.

However, Li Mu had a change of thought. If Zhao Kang himself could afford the vocational college tuition, his parents probably couldn’t stop him. Rather than letting him repeat for half a year and then vanish for over a decade, it would be better to find a way for him to go to vocational college himself. Even if it caused some conflict with his parents, at least he wouldn’t disappear without a trace.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu suddenly felt a heavier burden. It seemed he not only had to earn his own tuition and a computer but also find a way to earn Zhao Kang’s tuition.

“Stone Age,” this summer, it looks like I’ll have to rely on you!

Relying on the small stash of over five hundred yuan he had saved over three years, Li Mu directly approached Er Bin, the Internet cafe owner, and booked a two-person private room upstairs for three consecutive days, with no one else allowed in.

The private room price was higher. During the day, from 7 AM to 10 PM, these 15 hours were 3 yuan per hour. The all-night session was 3 yuan more expensive than downstairs, at 8 yuan per night. This calculated to 53 yuan per day for one computer. Two computers would cost 106 yuan. However, Er Bin was generous, and Li Mu already enjoyed member prices, so he gave them a discounted price of two hundred yuan for three days.

Li Mu didn’t have his own computer. To develop the cheating software, he could only do it in isolation here. Fortunately, the technical complexity of this cheating software was very low, and Li Mu was confident that three days would be enough.

Zhao Kang didn’t understand why Li Mu, with nothing else to do, would spend money to book a room for three consecutive days. Although their parents temporarily allowed them to indulge after the College Entrance Examination, staying in an Internet cafe for three days and three nights was something even he couldn’t stand, let alone his parents’ potential disapproval.

But Li Mu said to him, “I’ve been studying programming for a long time, and I want to try making my own cheating software.”

“Cheating software? What kind of cheating software? What is cheating software?” Zhao Kang had only played single-player games until now and hadn’t started with online games.

Li Mu explained in the simplest terms, “It’s like when you play Red Alert online with others. Cheating software can give you full screen vision even before you’ve uncovered the map. And even if the opponent builds a black screen device, you can still see through it. It can even make your troops, of the same type, move and attack faster than the opponent. It can let you mine ordinary gold, but get the price of diamond, or even directly generate money.”

“Holy crap…” Zhao Kang was stunned for a long moment, then blurted out, “Everyone’s playing Red Alert on the same LAN in one Internet cafe. If you cheat like that, aren’t you afraid they’ll beat you up?”

Li Mu was speechless. It seemed Zhao Kang hadn’t encountered online games. While he understood that cheating software was a form of cheating, he didn’t grasp its economic value. This wasn’t for LAN games, but for online games.

However, Li Mu was too lazy to explain further. He just said in an encouraging tone, “If you do this well, you might be able to earn your first year’s university tuition this summer!”





Chapter 11: Making Cheating Software

Children born in the 1980s were the first generation affected by the one-child policy, especially the offspring of state-owned enterprise employees like Li Mu. To keep their jobs, parents generally only had one child. Although this generation of only children was long dubbed “little emperors” by the media, almost every only child born in the 80s harbored a desire to prove themselves to their families.

For the children in Li Mu’s neighborhood, this desire essentially began at the age of ten.

In elementary school, they would often sneak into nearby construction sites, pick up scrap metal, or steal two large clamps from scaffolding to exchange for a few yuan at the recycling station. A few children would each eat an ice cream, and with the remaining money, they’d buy a pile of radishes and cabbages from the street, carrying them home with immense pride, feeling that they were contributing to their families at a young age, regardless of whether the families truly needed it.

As they grew up, although they no longer did such childish things, the passion to prove themselves never died out.

Although Zhao Kang was much more rebellious than Li Mu, this mentality was no less strong in him.

As soon as he heard that it might be possible to earn a year’s tuition over the summer, Zhao Kang immediately became interested. He no longer cared about practicing his quick-scoping in CS and asked hesitantly, “Little Mu, I know you, brother. You never boast about things you’re not sure of. Tell me, how can we earn so much money?”

“By making cheating software,” Li Mu said calmly. “I’ll make it. You don’t need to worry about other things for now. Just keep it a secret for me. Later, I’ll need you to do some ‘water army’ work.”

“What does ‘water army’ mean?”

“Don’t worry about what it means. If you’re willing to do it, I’ll count you in. Just wait for my instructions. If you’re not willing, I won’t blame you as a brother.”

“Damn, of course I’ll do it! Count me in! Just tell me what to do!”

In those days, earning a year’s tuition and miscellaneous fees in one summer was incredible for an average office worker. At least one would need a monthly salary of three thousand yuan to even say such a thing, let alone Zhao Kang, a high school student. Li Mu’s words immediately captivated him.

“Today, you first need to familiarize yourself with a game called ‘Stone Age’. I don’t want you to learn how to play the game, but rather how to promote things within the game, and also search online for forums and chat rooms related to Stone Age. Once my cheating software is ready, you’ll go everywhere to promote it.”

“Okay.” Although Zhao Kang didn’t understand, he had an extraordinary stubbornness. Once he decided on something, ten oxen couldn’t pull him back.

So, Li Mu first went home, took out the remaining four hundred yuan, returned to the Internet cafe, paid Er Bin, and then began researching cheating software in the private room.

Almost all of Li Mu’s understanding of Zhao Kang was before the age of eighteen, and there were almost no financial entanglements between them, just who treated whom to a meal or who bought a bottle of water. The cheating software business would be a six-figure deal, and Li Mu wasn’t sure if Zhao Kang’s character would remain unchanged after seeing such a large profit.

However, he then thought, in his previous life, Zhao Kang had traveled to countless places over more than ten years, but he always remembered to call him on the first day of the Lunar New Year. Just for that friendship, he could trust him completely this one time.

He had many things he could do in the future and needed trustworthy people by his side. For Li Mu, he hoped Zhao Kang would be absolutely reliable and become his right-hand man.

…

Programming was tedious, especially writing simple, basic programs. It felt like someone who had been writing novels for over a decade was now writing a three-hundred-word essay for elementary school students, finding no sense of accomplishment.

Zhao Kang, next to him, didn’t find it boring. On the contrary, he was exceptionally engrossed in his research.

He quickly mastered how to shout in the game, and then, under Li Mu’s guidance, registered accounts in several different servers. At the same time, he went downstairs to Er Bin to get paper and a pen and began to record some Stone Age forums and related chat rooms, preparing to register accounts and explore posting, with an extremely serious attitude.

Li Mu stopped him before he started registering for BBS and chat room accounts. He then found a suitable overseas proxy, and only after connecting through the proxy did he let Zhao Kang continue. Cheating software was, after all, an illegal business, so it was better to be careful with certain actions.

The two stayed at the Internet cafe until the next morning. Li Mu’s programming work progressed quickly, with about 30% of the planned cheating software completed. It seemed that with at most another twenty hours of work, this cheating software would be done.

Li Mu planned to name his cheating software “Stone Age Overlord.” The name was tacky, but for early internet users, this kind of simple and direct effect was exactly what they wanted.

After a busy night, to avoid making their parents feel they were going too far, the two rushed home before their respective parents left for work.

Li Mu’s father and mother had last seen him before they went to work yesterday. Seeing him again today, they almost didn’t recognize him.

Li Mu’s mother exclaimed, “Son, when did you get your hair cut? And why did you shave your beard? Didn’t I tell you that you shouldn’t shave at your age, or you’ll have a full stubble by your twenties, how ugly that would be!”

As she spoke, she looked at Li Mu’s new haircut from all angles, muttering, “This haircut is alright, it looks quite energetic, but this beard…”

Li Mu’s father glanced at him, waved his hand, and chuckled, “Oh, he’s grown up, why bother him about shaving! When I was his age, I had already been working for half a year. My master used to tell me every day, ‘No hair on the mouth, no reliability in work.’ I shaved desperately for two years before I barely grew any beard.”

Li Mu’s mother shook her head helplessly, “Can you compare? My son is much more handsome than you.”

“Hey, it’s as if he’s only your son.”

The couple bickered for a few sentences. Li Mu’s mother noticed his dark circles and knew he had stayed up all night at the Internet cafe, but she didn’t blame him. She said, “Son, there’s breakfast in the kitchen. Eat it before you sleep. You still have to go to school tomorrow morning to estimate your scores. You absolutely cannot play outside tonight.”

Li Mu nodded, acting obediently, “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll definitely go to bed early tonight.”

“That’s more like it,” his mother smiled contentedly. “After you estimate your scores, call Mom’s finance department and let me know!”

Li Mu’s father leaned over and said, “Don’t forget to call our surveying team too, and give me some good news!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Dad, Mom, estimated scores aren’t accurate anyway. Let’s talk about it after we can check the actual scores.”

“They might not be completely accurate, but they’ll certainly have a high degree of credibility!” His mother smiled slightly, patting Li Mu’s shoulder. “Hurry and eat, then wash up and get some sleep. Look at your eyes, you’ll turn into a panda if you stay up any longer!”

After his parents left, Li Mu ate a few bites of food, thinking that if he slept now, he would probably sleep until the afternoon. How would he be able to sleep at night then? Moreover, Stone Age Overlord was only 30% complete, and he was itching to continue.

So, Li Mu decided to stay up for another day, return before his parents got off work in the evening, eat dinner, and then go to bed early. That way, he’d be just right for school the next morning.

Oh, tomorrow he’d go to school and see Su Yingxue, his dream girl from his teenage years! Although she was the school beauty, she was still in his class, so he was sure to see her at school tomorrow!

Thinking of her, Li Mu, this old man in his thirties, actually felt a ripple in his heart…





Chapter 12: Radiant Splendor

At seven in the morning, Li Mu was called out of bed by his parents.

Yesterday, he had worked hard until five in the afternoon, completing a little over 50% of Stone Age Overlord.

After having dinner at home, he slept soundly through the night.

Fortunately, he was young and very healthy, far from the sub-healthy state of his previous life. Li Mu woke up feeling completely refreshed.

At eight fifty in the morning, Li Mu took the bus to Haizhou City First High School. The mountain bike Chen Wan gave him was too eye-catching, and he didn’t want to ride it to school.

The teachers had previously announced that score estimation would begin at nine today, and by now, most of the classmates were already present.

Li Mu’s appearance caused quite a stir in Class 7 of the third year. The reason was simple: after just a few days, this guy had transformed into a cool and handsome hunk, truly making boys jealous and girls scream.

As soon as Li Mu entered, he ignored the surprised gazes around him and instinctively began searching for a figure.

In his memories of three years of high school, the person Li Mu remembered most vividly was the class beauty, Su Yingxue. Almost all his adolescent fantasies had been placed upon this extraordinary girl.

Throughout his third year of high school, countless boys pursued Su Yingxue: from their own class, their own grade, other grades in their school, other schools, and even from outside society. They were almost innumerable.

This girl, just like her name, was as pure and untainted as snow. She never paid attention to anyone’s pursuit. If her father hadn’t been the deputy director of the Haizhou Public Security Bureau, she would have been harassed by countless people throughout her three years of high school.

In his previous life, Li Mu had always secretly admired Su Yingxue. He had written her no fewer than seven or eight love letters, perhaps even ten, but being a coward, he never sent a single one. After writing a letter, he would toss it into his backpack, hesitate for a week or so, then blush and find a secluded spot to tear it into pieces.

After his Rebirth, Li Mu no longer held the same obsession for Su Yingxue. He merely wanted to see what the girl who had held his youthful affections back then looked like now.

After looking around, Li Mu finally spotted Su Yingxue in a seat in the middle of the classroom.

A ponytail and a dress—it was almost the most innocent attire for an eighteen-year-old girl. When Li Mu saw Su Yingxue’s profile as she lowered her head, he knew his taste back then was indeed exceptional. Even with the eyes of a middle-aged man fifteen years later, the current Su Yingxue was still perfectly flawless.

At this age, Su Yingxue seemed to possess an innate aura of purity. Fashion or outdated styles had no bearing on her; she had a unique, self-contained elegance. Li Mu stood rooted to the spot, pondering for a long time, and two words surfaced in his mind: sacred purity.

Perhaps it was because in his previous life, he had seen too many so-called beauties from the beauty industry, and too many feigning purity while hiding behind a facade of innocence. That was why, at this moment of seeing Su Yingxue again, the words “sacred purity” were etched deep into his mind.

Among eighteen-year-old boys, no one dared to stare at a girl with such direct, fervent eyes. Perhaps street punks would, but their intensity was more instinctual. Only Li Mu’s gaze was born of appreciation.

Sensing this unusual gaze, Su Yingxue suddenly looked up, her eyes meeting Li Mu’s, startled for about a second.

After that second, Li Mu did not avert his gaze the moment his eyes met Su Yingxue’s, as he habitually would have done throughout his three years of high school. Instead, he continued to look at her with that fervent gaze.

Having been classmates with Li Mu for three years, this was the first time Su Yingxue had been defeated in a staring contest.

She noticed the unusual intensity in Li Mu’s eyes and, seeing his assertive gaze, involuntarily lowered her eyelids.

Li Mu pursed his lower lip. This fairy-like girl still made his heart race in this lifetime.

Truly, “The peach tree is young and tender, its blossoms radiant and splendid!”

In his previous life, Li Mu had performed poorly on the College Entrance Examination and attended a Second-tier university in the province, while Su Yingxue was admitted to Renmin University of China in Yanjing, where she studied finance. After graduating from university, Li Mu decisively packed his bags and went to Yanjing to find work. On one hand, it was due to the booming development of the internet in Yanjing; on the other, he hoped to be closer to Su Yingxue.

He hadn’t expected that just as he arrived in Yanjing and settled into a job, he would learn that Su Yingxue had already been admitted to the Wharton School to pursue an MBA, traveling far to study in the United States.

Li Mu looked up information on the Wharton School, and after learning that it had the world’s top MBA program, he no longer harbored any hopes for Su Yingxue.

After Su Yingxue obtained her master’s degree from Wharton, she stayed in the US to work. When she returned to China in 2012, she was already a senior director for the Greater China region of a certain American-funded multinational corporation. Her classmates said her annual salary was eight hundred thousand US dollars.

Although they were both in Yanjing, Li Mu unhesitatingly dismissed the idea of meeting Su Yingxue. Yanjing was indeed too vast, and it never granted them the serendipity of an accidental encounter.

In 2013, Su Yingxue got married in the United States. Li Mu heard that Su Yingxue’s wedding in the US was incredibly romantic. The groom was a Chinese American and a renowned fashion designer in American high society. After their marriage, Su Yingxue immediately returned to China to continue her work, while the groom remained in the US, busy establishing his brand.

During the Spring Festival of 2016, Li Mu went home to attend his high school classmates’ fifteen-year reunion. Su Yingxue wasn’t there, but he heard classmates gossiping that Su Yingxue had actually been in a marriage of convenience. Her husband was a famous designer in American high society and also a well-known gay man. Su Yingxue knew this before the marriage, but she was willing. It seemed she had married to appease her family. After the marriage, she devoted herself entirely to her career, and emotions seemed to have become dispensable to her.

When Li Mu learned all of this, he didn’t know whether to pity Su Yingxue or to give her a thumbs-up. Since high school, he had felt that this girl lived her life with more clarity than their peers. He vaguely sensed that becoming a successful career woman was the path Su Yingxue had long planned for herself.

In this life, Su Yingxue would probably still go to Renmin University of China and then study abroad according to her predetermined path, right?

Li Mu shrugged, thinking to himself that he and Su Yingxue were, after all, people from two different worlds. Once the College Entrance Examination was over, their lives would diverge into two parallel lines that would never intersect.

Standing in the classroom, Li Mu forgot his own seat, but he remembered his deskmate from the third year of high school. He immediately spotted Hu Guoran, his deskmate and mischievous friend, and went to sit beside him.

As soon as he sat down, Hu Guoran nudged Li Mu: “You’re something else, showing up like this right after the exam. Where did you get your hair cut? Introduce me, I want to try it too. Oh, and you used hair mousse on your hair, didn’t you?”

Li Mu chuckled: “With your donkey-like face, do you really think a hairstyle that’s short on the sides, long on top, and standing up would suit you?”

“Damn, you’re right.” Hu Guoran stroked his chin, which was half-long like Li Yong’s, sighed, and asked again, “How did you do on the exam?”

“Not bad, how about you?”

Hu Guoran chuckled: “A First-tier university should be no problem for me, and for you too, right? How about we both go to Provincial University of Technology?”

Li Mu didn’t speak, his gaze involuntarily drifting towards Su Yingxue, who was seated diagonally in front of him.

Hu Guoran had sharp eyes and immediately understood Li Mu’s actions. He lowered his voice and said in a cautionary tone, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, brother. Su Yingxue is definitely applying to Renmin University of China. She made that grand vow back in her first year of high school, and she’ll definitely get in. For guys like us, it’s better to just aim for a First-tier university within the province.”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded subconsciously.

Three seconds later, Li Mu realized something was off. He slapped the table and retorted, “Why not?”

Li Mu’s reaction was a bit excessive. Many classmates, including Su Yingxue, instinctively turned to look at him.

Li Mu didn’t notice that he was being watched by so many people. He merely had an expression of sudden realization and said with a hint of excitement, “Damn it, if I can score 130 in English, I’d have a chance at Renmin University of China too!”

As soon as he said that, the entire class burst into laughter.

They were all classmates; who didn’t know whom?

Li Mu was famously weak in English. His homeroom teacher and English teacher had worried a lot about him. It was widely acknowledged that this year’s English exam was somewhat difficult, especially the listening comprehension and reading comprehension, which contained many words and grammar structures beyond the textbook. For Li Mu to score ninety points would be a miracle in their eyes.

Li Mu hadn’t expected to accidentally make the whole class laugh. Even as a man in his thirties, he couldn’t help but feel a bit awkward, so he sullenly stopped talking.

He didn’t notice that there was only one person in the class who didn’t laugh after hearing Li Mu’s words: Su Yingxue.





Chapter 13: University Secured

Score estimation after the College Entrance Examination involves students roughly calculating their scores by comparing their answers to the standard answer key.

This method of score estimation is more accurate for science subjects, but slightly less so for arts subjects. For science students like Li Mu, the biggest deviation in score estimation usually comes from Chinese language and literature, followed by English.

Chinese language and literature, particularly reading comprehension and essays, don’t have standard answers, making them difficult to estimate accurately. English, on the other hand, consists mostly of multiple-choice questions, making estimation relatively easier. Any deviation usually comes from the essay question, but since the essay is only worth 25 points, the discrepancy wouldn’t be too large.

Li Mu didn’t need to estimate his scores for Chinese language and literature, mathematics, or science comprehensive. He simply couldn’t remember how he had answered those questions back then. However, he clearly knew that he had scored 486 points combined for those three subjects. So, he spent the entire morning, completely ignoring the other teachers’ explanations, just waiting for the final English test score estimation.

At eleven o’clock, the English teacher walked in, anxiously leading everyone through the correct answers.

Li Mu hadn’t forgotten any of the questions he had answered or choices he had made during the English exam that day. So, as soon as the English teacher began announcing the correct answers, he started diligently checking them in his mind.

The further he went, the more excited Li Mu became.

Listening comprehension: All correct!

Multiple-choice questions: All correct!

Cloze test, reading comprehension, and error correction: All correct!

This meant that, excluding the essay, Li Mu had already secured 125 points for English! This perfect score even astonished Li Mu himself.

He hadn’t dared to be too optimistic before, estimating he could probably score between 120 and 130 points. But now, it seemed his English score would be at least 140 points!

His essay, after all, had even pre-empted the official slogan “One World, One Dream” from a later era. For a 25-point question, he should at least get 15 points!

Amidst his excitement, Li Mu did a simple calculation.

486 + 140 = 626 points.

What did 626 points mean? Based on the admission score lines in Nansu Province over the years, 626 points would definitely secure a spot in a Key university. He could pass the minimum admission score for any university. However, with this score, getting into top-tier universities like Peking University, Tsinghua University, Fudan University, or Renmin University of China was still a bit uncertain.

But Li Mu held a crucial piece of information in his mind: in his original College Entrance Examination year, due to students generally underperforming in English, the admission score line was the lowest in history. Coupled with students being cautious when filling out their college applications, the actual number of applicants for the truly top-tier Key universities was the lowest ever.

Li Mu wasn’t sure about the situation for Peking University or Tsinghua University this year, but in his previous life, he had paid special attention to Renmin University of China because he knew Su Yingxue had always wanted to go there.

This year, Renmin University of China’s admission score line for science students in their province was lower than in previous years, at 615 points. And because candidates were very cautious when filling out their applications this year, admission to Renmin University of China was guaranteed as long as one scored above the admission line.

With a minimum score of 626 points, applying to Renmin University of China was absolutely no problem. Since that was the case, he might as well apply there. His personal preference was also for a university in Yanjing.

Su Yingxue had attended Renmin University of China’s School of Economics, majoring in economics. This major was one of Renmin University of China’s popular majors. Li Mu’s score might not be high enough to choose a popular major, but that didn’t matter. As long as he agreed to major reassignment, Renmin University of China would surely admit him into some major.

For a super BUG like Li Mu, whose mind was full of world-shaking golden fingers, the least important thing was what major he studied. Even if he had to study philosophy, Li Mu would have no objections.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu decided in his heart that his first choice would be economics at Renmin University of China. Maybe he would strike incredibly lucky and end up in the same department as Su Yingxue. His secondary choices would be finance, international law, and social psychology. He would just choose to accept major reassignment if needed.

All his classmates thought Li Mu’s intention to apply to Renmin University of China was a joke, but no one knew that the moment the English score estimation ended, he had already made his decision.

With the score estimation concluded, everyone had a few more days to consider their college applications. Students began whispering to each other, asking about their intentions for college applications.

The class monitor, Lu Gengyu, walked to the podium and announced loudly, “Classmates, since we’re coming to school next Monday afternoon to submit our applications, why don’t we have a class gathering on Monday evening? We can treat it as our class’s farewell meal. What do you all think?”

A group of young students in their final year of high school, who had never left Haizhou to live elsewhere, had never really had a class reunion. But the thought that they would soon go their separate ways immediately prompted many students to enthusiastically agree.

In fact, the farewell sentiment for the third year of high school had begun two months prior. Everyone had bought various autograph books and asked other classmates to write blessings and messages for them, but Li Mu, having been Reborn, hadn’t caught up with that trend.

The tension of the College Entrance Examination had made all fifty-odd students temporarily forget the impending farewell. But the moment the class monitor uttered the words “farewell meal,” the sadness of parting among the teenagers instantly burst forth like an opened floodgate.

Some girls were already hugging their friends and silently weeping. Boys, too, couldn’t help but redden their eyes at the thought of going their separate ways. Only Li Mu, in his thirties, had already experienced too many partings. He didn’t feel much of this high school graduation sadness.

On the contrary, he was already somewhat impatient for the upcoming university life, because for him, only when he arrived in Yanjing would his true ambitions begin to unfold.

At this moment, the class monitor proposed that each person contribute fifty yuan for a package deal of dinner and karaoke. Any excess would be refunded, and any deficit would be covered. Everyone agreed. The class monitor then began to tally the names of those willing to attend the gathering. By the time he got to Li Mu, nearly forty of the fifty-odd people in the class had already signed their names on the list.

Li Mu took the list and glanced at it. Seeing that Su Yingxue had also written her name, he immediately signed his name with a flourish, agreeing to participate.

Afterward, Li Mu hastily left school with his college application form. His parents were both at work, so he didn’t go home. Instead, he went to the phone booth at the school gate and made two consecutive calls to the Xiling Coal Mine’s switchboard: one to his mother’s finance department and one to his father’s surveying team.

Over the phone, Li Mu calmly informed his parents about his estimated score.

Between 626 and 630 points. Li Mu wasn’t confident about getting a perfect score on the English essay, so he was a bit cautious. To be objective, his theoretical maximum score for English was 150, making his total score 636. His chances weren’t slim; it just depended on whether the teachers grading the essays had a forward-thinking perspective.

However, even this cautious estimate completely shocked his parents. Li Mu had never scored above six hundred points in multiple mock exams during his third year of high school. This score was something they had never dared to dream of.

His parents repeatedly asked over the phone if he was joking. When Li Mu said he was ninety percent certain, his mother’s reaction on the phone was one of joyful tears. His father was silent for a long while, then only said, “Come home for dinner tonight. We’ll have a couple of drinks, father and son.”

Li Mu hadn’t initially felt how shocking this score was, but feeling his parents’ excitement, his heart was filled with emotion.

If he truly got into Renmin University of China, it would not only change his own life but also bring his parents a joy that would last for years.

For the next four years, no matter what they were doing, just the thought of their son studying at one of China’s top five Key universities would probably make them smile out loud.

After paying the phone bill, Li Mu walked out of the phone booth and bought a bottle of iced cola from the cold drink stall at the entrance.

The scorching midday sun made it hard to open one’s eyes. A mouthful of icy cola went down, incredibly refreshing. In his high school days, being able to buy an iced drink at such a time, with ten yuan in his pocket, and spending an afternoon in an air-conditioned Internet cafe, would have been the happiest thing imaginable.

Li Mu shook his head with a self-deprecating smile. The current him was no longer satisfied by cola and Internet cafes.

Many students around him had already started leaving, but Li Mu alone stood motionless at the entrance of his alma mater, carefully observing his surroundings.

Everything around him was still so familiar: the stationery store named Chenguang, the small restaurant named Sanyuan Stir-fry, the small music store that only made noise every day. Everything was the same as in his previous life, with no changes. But he himself had already begun to change the trajectory of his life. The university matter was settled! For the next two months, his remaining task was to make money!

Make money, Stone Age Overlord!

Li Mu was instantly jolted awake from his reverie and took off running.





Chapter 14: Maturity

Before leaving school, Su Yingxue saw Li Mu standing by the phone booth. Connecting this to what Li Mu had said in class earlier that day, a wave of panic subconsciously rose in her heart.

She really wanted to ask Li Mu if he was serious about applying to Renmin University of China.

But unexpectedly, before she even stepped out of the school gate, Li Mu suddenly took off and disappeared from sight.

Su Yingxue watched Li Mu run off into the distance, feeling a faint sense of loss. She thought to herself, with Li Mu’s grades, getting into Renmin University of China seemed quite difficult. In his previous mock exams, his highest score was around five hundred eighty points, but to get into Renmin University of China, he would need at least six hundred twenty or thirty points, right?

After analyzing it, Su Yingxue felt that Li Mu was most likely just joking. Thinking this, she felt strange, a little off.

Li Mu dove straight into the Big Spider Internet cafe, continuing the development of Stone Age Overlord. Less than ten minutes later, Zhao Kang also arrived.

After sitting down, Zhao Kang asked Li Mu, “What was your estimated score?”

“Over six hundred twenty. How about you?”

“Damn… really?”

“Really.”

“Li Mu, I’ve seriously thought about it, and I think we should just break off our friendship.”

“Why?”

“I just can’t hang out with someone like you who’s better looking than me and has much better grades. It hurts my self-esteem too much.”

“Stop with the damn nonsense. What did you estimate?”

Zhao Kang hesitated for a moment, then said with a slight lack of confidence, “If nothing goes wrong, between four hundred ninety and five hundred.”

“Looking at how unconfident you are, four hundred ninety is probably unlikely. And four hundred ninety might not even pass the third-tier university cutoff. If you’re not absolutely sure you can pass the third-tier university line, you need to be very careful when filling out your college application.”

Zhao Kang tentatively asked, “Should I apply to a better vocational college in the province then?”

Li Mu said, “Since you’re willing to go to a vocational college, why not choose a city with development opportunities? How about Yanjing?”

“Yanjing, huh…” Zhao Kang scratched his head. “What could someone like me do in the capital?”

“Go to school, chase girls, make money, and reach the pinnacle of life.”

Zhao Kang stammered for a while, “My parents probably won’t let me go to a vocational college.”

“Didn’t you say you didn’t want to repeat a year of school?” Li Mu pressed. “Why didn’t you think carefully when I said I could help you earn enough for university tuition?”

Zhao Kang suddenly understood.

It turned out his good brother had already been planning for him. He knew that he most likely wouldn’t get into a bachelor’s degree program, and he also knew that his wishes were completely opposite and irreconcilable with his family’s. So, Li Mu was essentially giving him an option: it didn’t matter if he didn’t get into a bachelor’s program; earning money and paying for vocational college himself was just as good.

Zhao Kang was touched and asked one last time, “Can this cheating software really work?”

“It really can.”

“Alright, a vocational college in Yanjing, got it!”

Seeing that Zhao Kang had been convinced, Li Mu felt a lot more relaxed and continued to work on developing Stone Age Overlord.

In the middle of his work, Li Mu’s QQ received a message. It was from a penguin avatar with a pink hair clip. Li Mu clicked on it and was pleasantly surprised to find that this little pink-clipped penguin was none other than Su Yingxue.

He had always remembered Su Yingxue’s screen name; it was a very simple English word, Snow. Su Yingxue’s QQ had always used this name and had never changed it.

Li Mu’s screen name had changed frequently in his previous life, but his password never did. In this regard, he and Su Yingxue were somewhat complementary.

Snow’s message read: “What was your estimated score for the College Entrance Examination?”

Haunted by Dreams: “Between six hundred twenty-five and six hundred thirty.”

Snow: “Really? That high? You better not be lying to me.”

Haunted by Dreams: “Why would I lie to you? It’s true.”

Snow: “If it’s true, that’s great.”

Li Mu saw that Su Yingxue seemed a bit unconvinced, so he asked back, “What about you? What was your estimated score?”

Snow: “Between six hundred forty and six hundred sixty.”

Lee: “Congratulations! You’ll definitely get into Renmin University of China!”

Snow: Huh, why did you suddenly change your screen name?

Lee: The previous one was too tacky.

Snow: I didn’t think so, it was quite good.

Just as Li Mu was about to reply, Snow sent another message: “My mom’s calling me out. Talk another time!”

Li Mu watched as the little pink-clipped penguin turned grayscale and sank into the offline friends list, feeling a bit empty. After being annoyed for half a minute, he threw himself back into developing the cheating software.

At five-thirty in the afternoon, Li Mu saved his progress and said to Zhao Kang, “I’m going home for dinner today. How about you?”

Zhao Kang rubbed his eyes. “I’m going home too.”

…

Li Mu’s first time drinking baijiu with his father, as he remembered it, was after he graduated from university.

That time, he had decided to develop his career in Yanjing, leaving home and traveling over one thousand kilometers away. Back then, there were no high-speed trains, and plane tickets from the provincial capital to Yanjing were not affordable for ordinary people. A regular hard seat train would rattle along for over ten hours. His parents were reluctant for their only son to travel so far, but after a few days of consideration, his father still respected Li Mu’s choice.

That night, both Li Mu and his father got drunk. He still remembered crying in his bed that night, vowing to make something of himself in Yanjing. But his life for the first few years was hardly better than a dog’s: living in basements, in shared rentals, constantly changing jobs, constantly moving to new places, and constantly being scammed by unscrupulous intermediaries in the north…

In this life, due to Li Mu’s Rebirth, the day the father and son first clinked their baijiu glasses together was moved up by a full four years.

Li Mu’s father took out a bottle of Luzhou Laojiao that he had been collecting since the 1980s. It was said there were only two bottles in total. Li Mu’s father had long planned to drink one on Li Mu’s wedding day and the other on the day Li Mu had a child.

But today, being happy, he opened one early.

Both father and son had good alcohol tolerance, and they were truly happy. They split a bottle of baijiu, and neither got drunk. Instead, they had Li Mu’s mother go out and buy a few bottles of beer to continue drinking.

At the dinner table, Li Mu announced his decision to apply to Renmin University of China. His parents were initially worried it might be too risky, but Li Mu insisted he was confident. This made Li Mu’s father, who had a bit to drink, even happier. He loudly declared, “Good! Young people should have the courage to go all out! Your father supports you!”

After a few rounds of drinks, Li Mu suddenly said, “Dad, Xiling Coal Mine seems to be running out soon, right? The efficiency is getting worse day by day. What are your plans?”

Li Mu’s father looked at Li Mu in surprise, laughing it off, “It’s nothing, your old man has been a technician for over twenty years, I have a skill to rely on.”

“Coal mines are rare in the south,” Li Mu said calmly. “Haizhou only has Xiling Coal Mine. If Xiling Coal Mine goes under, your skills, Dad, probably won’t have many opportunities south of the Yangtze River.”

The vast majority of China’s coal mines are located in the north, and coal mines south of the Yangtze River are rare. What Li Mu said was also very realistic. In his previous life, after his father was laid off, he considered working in a coal mine in the northwest, but ultimately, due to the distance from home, he chose to find labor work with a local construction team.

Li Mu’s father was a relatively traditional man. His grandparents still lived in the countryside, and his mother also had her maternal grandparents to care for. He couldn’t abandon them and go work in another province by himself.

Li Mu’s words made Li Mu’s father fall into deep thought. He realized that his son had truly matured a lot overnight and was now able to discuss issues with him as an adult.

“Xiling Coal Mine probably won’t last much longer,” Li Mu’s father hadn’t intended to tell Li Mu these things, but he also realized that he couldn’t hide it from the current Li Mu. “There’s a batch of layoffs at the end of the month, and another batch at the end of the year. Your mother and I will very likely be in that end-of-year batch. But it’s not a big deal. Even if your mother and I are laid off, we’ll still have salaries. We can find some extra work to supplement our income, and we’ll be able to apply for internal retirement in a few years.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Dad, I’ll find a way to earn all my university expenses myself. You and Mom don’t need to worry about that. The reason I’m saying all this is because I don’t want you to hide things from me after you’re laid off, or to work hard just to make up for the income gap.”

Li Mu’s father was stunned. Li Mu’s mother asked in surprise, “You’re talking nonsense. Do you know how much money it costs to go to university? Your father and I have calculated it. Going to university in the provincial capital, tuition, miscellaneous fees, living expenses, and travel expenses for four years would probably be at least fifty thousand yuan. Going to Yanjing, it might be sixty or seventy thousand yuan!”

Li Mu then said, “I’ll find a way. The internet is very popular now, and many people have made a lot of money. I’ve been researching it in my spare time, and I think I can do it too.”

“What internet?” Li Mu’s father frowned. “The internet? Is that what you spend money to play at the Internet cafe?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded.

“Isn’t that just giving money to the Internet cafe?”

Li Mu laughed, “Giving money to the Internet cafe is for the use of their machines and network. Making money means earning money from other people online. There’s no contradiction.”

“Don’t let anyone trick you. There are scammers everywhere these days,” Li Mu’s mother clearly didn’t believe him.

Li Mu just wanted to give them a heads-up, so he didn’t state it too definitively. He smiled and said, “Anyway, there’s no cost. I’ll give it a try. If it works, great; if not, then so be it. It’s just a bit of Internet cafe fees.”

“That’s true,” Li Mu’s father took a sip of his drink and said to Li Mu, “Anyway, you can do whatever you want this summer. If you need money, just ask your parents. Although our family doesn’t have much money, at least your first year’s university tuition and living expenses won’t be a problem. Your parents will figure out the rest.”

Li Mu didn’t say much more, just nodded slightly, poured a glass of beer, clinked it with his father’s, and drank it all in one gulp.





Chapter 15: Stone Age Overlord Released

Before Li Mu started developing Stone Age Overlord, he already had a complete business operation plan.

Given that “Stone Age” didn’t have much time left in its peak popularity, and by the end of the year, the entire national online gaming market would have to make way for “Legend,” the super beast of the online gaming world, Li Mu knew clearly that Stone Age Overlord wouldn’t bring him much profit.

Without online payment channels, he could only sell offline, and he would need to build a sales network from scratch. He didn’t know how long it would take to reach a scale of selling twenty to thirty thousand copies a month. Therefore, from now until the end of the year, the revenue Stone Age Overlord could generate in his hands was estimated to cap at one million yuan.

One million yuan was indeed a lot, but the entire Abei Hacks had been operating for so long, and the value of its industrial chain was only in the tens of millions. The so-called industrial chain refers to the value it creates to sustain an entire chain of interests.

Development, testing, maintenance, channel distribution, and terminal sales—every link needed to make money. Not to mention Li Mu simply didn’t have the ability to establish a channel network selling tens of thousands of copies a month; even if there was an existing network right in front of him, with profits distributed, if it sold three to four hundred thousand yuan a month, he’d be lucky to get thirty to forty percent.

Payment methods in this era were very limited. Online payment hadn’t truly taken off yet. Mr. Ma in Hangzhou hadn’t even started Taobao, let alone Alipay. Therefore, the bottleneck for internet payments was huge at the moment. Even online games like Stone Age and Legend relied on countless Internet cafes across the country for offline distribution of game card sales, unable to achieve online transactions.

Currently, most cheating software was sold on a monthly subscription basis, and the sales terminals, like game cards, had also sunk into Internet cafes. Cheating software distributors would open up partnerships with Internet cafes nationwide, entrusting them to act as agents for selling monthly subscription codes. In another year or so, monthly subscription codes for many cheating software would be directly available for purchase in Internet cafes.

But for Li Mu now, he only had himself and Zhao Kang, along with three to four hundred yuan in capital. How could he possibly establish a network capable of monthly sales of tens of thousands of copies? It was simply wishful thinking.

So Li Mu had long-term plans; he had prepared two sets of solutions for himself.

After Stone Age Overlord was developed, he would first offer a fifteen-day free trial period. This was why he had instructed Zhao Kang to familiarize himself with various online promotion methods.

Although online payments weren’t available yet, online dissemination was extremely fast. His Stone Age Overlord’s auxiliary functions for players were almost several times more powerful than Abei Hacks and other Stone Age cheating software. It wasn’t just about the powerful features, but also considerations for fluency and user experience, with overall usage effects far surpassing similar products.

As a result, once the free trial version went online, it could quickly generate word-of-mouth. Free and easy to use, there was no reason for users to reject it. This approach would greatly impact Abei Hacks and other paid Stone Age cheating software.

Li Mu’s method was quite malicious. From the start, he intended to completely disrupt the market, directly cutting off the income of Abei Hacks or other cheating software development teams, much like how 360 Antivirus became free, crushing countless antivirus software companies.

Once Abei, a cheating software that already had a business model, suffered a devastating blow, they certainly wouldn’t sit idly by and await their demise. They would only have two choices: immediately develop cheating software more powerful than Stone Age Overlord, or find the creator of Stone Age Overlord to cooperate.

The former was impossible. Li Mu’s programming skills were completely beyond what these cheating software developers could match. All they could do was the latter.

This was the first of Li Mu’s two solutions: wait for other cheating software studios to contact him, especially Abei Hacks. If they contacted him, he would directly sell Stone Age Overlord as a package. Stone Age was still very popular at the moment, so selling it for hundreds of thousands of yuan wouldn’t be a problem.

If the first solution, selling it as a package, didn’t succeed, then only the second solution remained: self-promotion.

Self-promotion would be much more difficult. Even if Li Mu and Zhao Kang ran themselves ragged this summer, they might not sell much. However, it was better than nothing. If the two brothers worked hard, earning tens of thousands of yuan over one summer wouldn’t be a problem. If they could find some local agents among players and users, the progress might be faster.

However, Li Mu didn’t favor the second solution; it was too slow to show results. He needed quick money. Only after “Legend” launched would the second solution be suitable for casting a long line to catch a big fish.

Therefore, he hoped everything would depend on how much impact Stone Age Overlord’s launch would have on commercial Stone Age cheating software!

…

On the night of July 11th, Li Mu finally completed all development of Stone Age Overlord on the second floor of Big Spider.

The free trial version of Stone Age Overlord officially launched on several game forums.

Zhao Kang’s efforts over the past few days immediately paid off. Because he had previously, at Li Mu’s instruction, asked for free Stone Age cheating software in various Stone Age forums and chat rooms, he had a certain “user base.”

For example, a post on a certain Stone Age forum that had been pushed up by hundreds of replies was published by Zhao Kang, with the online alias “Standing Pig.” The content was simple: “High school student has no money to buy cheating software, begging on my knees for seniors to recommend a free Stone Age cheating software!”

Zhao Kang was initially unwilling to add the words “begging on my knees,” feeling it would make him lose face. Li Mu rolled his eyes at him, clearly indicating Zhao Kang still lacked an internet mindset. When you’re looking for an old hand to guide you with action movie screenshots in the future, who knows how shameless you’ll become. Why care so much about face in an online virtual community?

Zhao Kang had no choice but to post as Li Mu requested.

Unexpectedly, the words “begging on my knees” indeed attracted a lot of attention. Internet users of that era were also very enthusiastic. Many people replied, saying that free cheating software didn’t even have one-tenth the functions of paid cheating software, and if you only used free cheating software, you’d barely move an inch in Stone Age.

Some also advised Zhao Kang not to play games and that studying hard was most important.

In short, all the replies were positive.

On the night two days later, “Standing Pig” posted another thread: “Seniors, I finally found a free Stone Age cheating software! Its functions instantly crush all similar cheating software! Specially here to share it with everyone!”

In this era, forums already had attachment upload functions. The cheating software developed by Li Mu was only 5.6 megabytes in size, but most forums restricted attachment size, with one attachment not exceeding 1 megabyte. There was no other way, so Li Mu had to use compression software to compress the cheating software into six separate compressed files, then had Zhao Kang upload them all.

Having attachments alone wasn’t enough. Li Mu also prepared a large number of screenshots, including the cheating software interface, function options, and actual in-game usage effects.

Even with a fixed template, this purely manual posting took half a night.

Zhao Kang kept posting on various forums, while Li Mu continuously refreshed these threads.

In this era, there were many internet users but little content. Even Hao123 could have millions of daily visitors, which showed how scarce internet content was at the time. So, any forum back then had a large user base.

At 1 AM on July 12th, one hour after the first post was published, the download count reached 638, and there were 56 comments, mostly expressing curiosity and wanting to download it to try.

Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry. He knew that good products needed time for users to continuously experience them.

So Li Mu stopped paying attention to these posts.

After Zhao Kang posted enough threads, he moved on to promoting the software in the game. First, he announced that he had found a free cheating software, then told players the forum address where the cheating software was posted, asking them to download and try it.

Subsequently, Zhao Kang used registered sockpuppet accounts to reply to his own posts, using every word of praise to extol the power and unprecedented nature of this free trial cheating software.

Zhao Kang alone performed the work of both a water army and a shill.

Li Mu understood that what came next was the formation of word-of-mouth. Spreading from one to ten, and from ten to a hundred, in today’s internet world, pure and enthusiastic netizens would definitely become Stone Age Overlord’s “tap water,” which means a self-generated water army!





Chapter 16: Complete Domination

Li Mu slept until past noon, but it was less than six hours of sleep. His mind was so preoccupied with Stone Age Overlord that his sleep quality was poor.

When he woke up, his parents had already gone to work. Li Mu prepared to call Zhao Kang to go to the Internet cafe together and check the current spread of Stone Age Overlord.

Before Stone Age Overlord was released, he specifically registered a new QQ number and left it on the cheating software, noting “For business cooperation, please contact.” He was eager to know if anyone would contact him.

As he walked into the living room, the phone rang.

It was Zhao Kang.

Like Li Mu, he hadn’t slept well either.

Although he didn’t understand technology or cheating software very well, he had fought at the computer all night and understood what Li Mu meant by “water army,” the trap design of self-answering questions, and that magical, subtle power.

Having tasted the sweetness, he also wanted to quickly go to the Internet cafe to see what kind of feedback their hard work would receive from netizens.

The two agreed on the phone to meet at the entrance of the residential complex, and then immediately headed straight for Big Spider.

The first post had already reached eighty thousand clicks, with fifty-four thousand three hundred and one downloads of the attachment, and nine thousand seven hundred and ninety-one replies.

Not to mention Zhao Kang, even Li Mu was stunned.

Zhao Kang excitedly tallied the download counts from several forums; in just twelve hours, the downloads had reached around one hundred and twenty thousand.

Free good stuff, in this era of scarcity, could truly unleash an incredibly powerful cohesive force, drawing these netizens together. After downloading and eagerly using the free cheating software, they didn’t forget to return to post their thanks, and even more, they wouldn’t forget to recommend the good stuff to their friends and online acquaintances in the game.

Li Mu thought carefully. Back then, the automatic vision cheating software for Legend, with its single, weak function of automatic vision, quickly spread to almost all Legend players. This era truly was the diamond age of the internet; planting a seed online, no matter how small, had the chance to grow into a towering tree!

…

In a residential house far away in Zhongguancun, Yanjing, seven or eight young people were already sweating profusely with anxiety.

These people were the entire team of Abei Hacks.

They were formed by the merger of two cheating software teams, Abei and Qianyu. Initially, the two sides were at each other’s throats. Qianyu first released a paid version of their cheating software. The Abei Hacks team, seeing Qianyu make money, became envious and immediately developed a similar cheating software, hitting the market with a free-to-use model, which made the Qianyu people suffer greatly. Finally, to make money together, the two groups decided to merge.

In the few months since the merger, they had virtually monopolized the Stone Age cheating software market and indeed made considerable profits, with revenue exceeding two hundred thousand yuan settled in June.

They had originally planned to aim for three hundred thousand yuan in revenue in July, capitalizing on the summer holiday rush, and had already begun to re-establish their sales team, preparing to bypass provincial agents and directly penetrate retail terminals. But just as they were full of ambition, last night, a developer from their cheating software team accidentally saw the post Zhao Kang had made.

At first, the developer scoffed, downloading the Stone Age Overlord trial version. However, after a brief use, he immediately felt as if he had plunged into an ice cave, a chill running from his scalp to the soles of his feet.

Subsequently, the entire team was stunned by this suddenly appearing cheating software.

The Abei Hacks team had once played the role of a spoiler, using a free trial version to catch Qianyu off guard, like a rascal throwing two choices at Qianyu: either neither of us makes money, or we both make money.

Qianyu eventually compromised. The appearance of such spoilers was like reckless desperadoes who hadn’t made money before, so they had nothing to lose. But Qianyu was different; they had already tasted the sweetness and could not possibly give it up.

Unexpectedly, someone was now using a similar method to disrupt the market again.

The most critical thing was that Stone Age Overlord’s features were too powerful, far surpassing Abei Hacks, and it was much more convenient and smoother to use than Abei Hacks.

This feeling was like the “Rising Sun Duo” preparing to hold a ticketed concert in a certain place, featuring the song “In Spring,” only for Wang Feng himself to come and hold a concert in the same city at the same time, and Wang Feng was even giving it away for free, for crying out loud!

This is just bullying! How are we supposed to compete now?!

The person in charge after the merger of the two teams was named Sun Peng. He was the former founder of Qianyu. After Abei came to disrupt the market, he absorbed Abei’s people, essentially sharing the profits with them. However, because Abei Hacks had gathered a large following when it was free, everyone decided to simply use the name Abei Hacks.

Sun Peng had thought that with the merger of the two teams, there should be no truly formidable competitors in the market. But what the hell was this Stone Age Overlord that suddenly appeared?

Since morning, Sun Peng’s phone hadn’t stopped ringing.

In an era when mobile phones charged for both incoming and outgoing calls, with receiving a call costing tens of cents a minute, Sun Peng’s heart was bleeding.

And every call was from one of his agents.

Agents were generally divided by province. Abei Hacks would find one agent in each province to be responsible for expanding into Internet cafes in various cities and counties within that province. The sales terminals for Abei Hacks were the countless Internet cafes below them.

Now, many people who had bought Abei Hacks at Internet cafes were demanding refunds, for a simple reason: it was a rip-off! They had just bought it a few days ago, and now there was something much better online, and it was free. Who could stand that?

Although the customers demanding refunds were somewhat unreasonable, such matters easily provoked indignation. Users who had spent money had nowhere to vent their anger and couldn’t find Sun Peng or his team, so they could only go to the Internet cafes that sold them the cheating software.

Internet cafe owners sold cheating software as a sideline; their main business was the daily influx of internet users and gamers. Offending these people would ruin their business.

So, Internet cafe owners immediately protested to their agents. The agents couldn’t withstand the pressure from so many Internet cafes, and they all made the same demand to Sun Peng: process refunds for users whose subscriptions hadn’t expired.

Some agents even gave Sun Peng a seemingly fair refund plan: fifteen yuan a month, which was fifty cents a day. Customers would be refunded cash based on fifty cents per day for the remaining days on their account.

Sun Peng desperately wanted to refuse, but he couldn’t, because his current marketing model was very unhealthy; what he said simply didn’t count.

He was responsible for cheating software development and the distribution of monthly subscription activation codes. The activation codes were given to provincial agents, who then distributed them to the various Internet cafes below.

Because the sales terminals extended all the way down to Internet cafes, and selling cheating software was just a sideline for Internet cafes, they were unwilling to prepay their superior agents. Therefore, the flow of funds for the cheating software and the order of activation code distribution were exactly reversed.

Funds began to be collected by Internet cafes, settled with agents monthly. After agents received payments from Internet cafes, they would then settle with Sun Peng monthly. For every activation code sold, the Internet cafe owner had to guarantee a four-yuan profit. Otherwise, an Internet cafe would at most sell dozens, one hundred copies a month. The money was too little, and they wouldn’t bother with the effort of selling, recording, and remitting money to the superior agent, only earning three to four hundred yuan a month, just enough for an Internet cafe manager’s salary.

After all, an Internet cafe only had dozens of machines at most. Even at full capacity, how much customer traffic could it have in a month? And among this traffic, some came specifically for chatting, some for playing single-player games, only a small portion played Stone Age, and among that small portion, only an even smaller portion would spend money to buy cheating software.

As a result, for each activation code that reached the provincial agent, the provincial agent would deduct another three yuan, because the provincial agent’s job wasn’t easy either; they had to send people to visit Internet cafes one by one, which incurred significant costs and effort.

After layers of exploitation, only eight yuan remained when it reached Sun Peng. A large portion of this eight yuan was still cost: rent, equipment, server fees, and so on. Several technical staff had monthly salaries of several thousand yuan, and this alone amounted to twenty to thirty thousand yuan in costs, plus the living expenses for these people.

In the team, there were also two core members who shared equity with Sun Peng, and after distributing profits proportionally, he himself didn’t have much left at the end of the month.

Looking back at the distributors’ demand for customer refunds, it was useless for Sun Peng to refuse. The money from this month’s sales was still in the hands of the Internet cafes. If the Internet cafes directly refused to hand over this month’s money, even the provincial agents would be helpless.

Sun Peng gritted his teeth in anger: “Fine, refunds are possible, but all refunded accounts must be summarized and sent to us, and we will uniformly ban them!”

The distributors completely ignored him. They shrewdly realized that the popularity of Stone Age Overlord would likely crush Abei Hacks, and it seemed there would be no future opportunities for cooperation.

After more than an hour of continuous phone calls, Sun Peng’s face turned green. The seven or eight people in the studio also looked dejected. These were technical staff who had studied some programming, but their skills were, frankly, quite ordinary. They could tell just by looking at Stone Age Overlord how big the gap was between them and the other side, like the special effects team for ‘The Grave Robbers’ Chronicles’ seeing the special effects of a Hollywood blockbuster, they knew their own limitations.

“Boss, what do we do?”

In this guerrilla outfit-like team, Sun Peng played the role of the boss. The distributors were in his hands, and everyone relied on him to make money.

Sun Peng’s face was extremely grim: “The distributors are very firm, insisting on refunding users. It seems we won’t be able to collect July’s money at all.”

“That’s over one hundred thousand yuan!” They had calculated sales. Excluding what went to distributors and the layers of profit for sales, their studio’s profit was already just over one hundred thousand yuan. Now it seemed they wouldn’t get it back…

At this moment, a technical staff member blurted out: “Their total downloads have exceeded two hundred thousand!”





Chapter 17: This Is Just the Beginning

“Two hundred thousand downloads…”

Sun Peng swallowed hard, feeling powerless. He checked the time; it was three in the afternoon. Only fifteen hours had passed, yet there were already two hundred thousand downloads…

His legs felt a bit weak. The highest concurrent online player count for Stone Age was only around two hundred thousand, and the total registered users were probably only in the millions. In less than a week, this cheating software would likely become fully widespread…

After all, Abei Hacks was paid cheating software. Covering over half the players was a pipe dream. But something free and easy to use could potentially achieve 100% coverage!

A young technician, seeing everyone so dejected, offered comfort: “They’ll have to charge eventually. When that happens, the number of paying users will definitely plummet…”

Sun Peng glanced at him and said: “What if the paying users plummet? As long as they price it at no more than 15 yuan, they’ll snatch all our users!”

“Then we’ll lower our price! Ten yuan!”

The speaker was Jia Bei, the former head of the Abei team, known as Abei.

“What if they lower their price too?” Sun Peng said coldly: “Didn’t you consider this when you used free cheating software to compete against us?”

Jia Bei was immediately speechless.

Right, the other party went straight to free from the start. Why would they be afraid of a price war with you? What a joke!

Meanwhile, on the second floor of the Big Spider Internet cafe in Haizhou City.

Zhao Kang slumped in front of the computer, as if his soul had been sucked out, and mumbled to Li Mu: “If this cheating software were to charge, how many people do you think would pay?”

“At most, probably tens of thousands of people.” Li Mu analyzed the current situation of Stone Age. For tens of thousands of people nationwide to pay for cheating software seemed like a relatively reliable figure.

“My heavens.” Zhao Kang was completely dumbfounded: “If there are thirty thousand people, that’s five hundred thousand a month! This…”

Li Mu’s expression was calm: “Don’t calculate it that way. That’s not how the accounts work.”

With that, Li Mu roughly explained the situation he would face in sales. Monthly sales would start from zero and gradually increase; it wasn’t possible to sell tens of thousands of copies overnight. Plus, there were various channel costs, multi-level distribution profits, and so on. If they sold three to five hundred thousand copies a month, recovering over one hundred thousand would be extremely optimistic.

“Even one hundred thousand is amazing!” Zhao Kang felt dizzy: “My parents earn less than twenty thousand a year. It would take six or seven years to earn one hundred thousand. If we do this cheating software business for ten or twenty years, we’ll become billionaires!”

Li Mu shook his head: “This business won’t last long. It can only prosper for two or three more years at most.”

“Why?” Zhao Kang was a bit puzzled.

“Have you ever been to a disco?”

Zhao Kang nodded: “Been a few times, it’s pretty wild.”

“Heard of those ecstasy pills?”

Zhao Kang nodded repeatedly: “I’ve heard of them.”

Li Mu said with a smile: “A game company is like a disco. They invest in the venue, equipment, and staff, not just to earn ticket money. Sales of drinks, fruit platters, and other goods are also a big part. That’s where they make their money, right?”

“Exactly.”

Li Mu continued: “What are ecstasy pills? They’re a type of drug that can make guests in the disco have an even wilder time. So, our cheating software is like these ecstasy pills sold in conjunction with the disco, making people who come to the disco have a better time. But for the disco itself, this is harmful, not beneficial. Because they don’t get the money from selling the pills. Moreover, not all customers take ecstasy pills. Once someone nearby takes them and gets too wild, it will inevitably affect the guests who don’t take drugs to play. In the long run, guests who don’t take pills won’t want to come here to play, and the disco’s business will plummet. Do you think they’ll let you off the hook?”

“Holy crap.” Zhao Kang understood the convoluted logic and immediately exclaimed: “It’d be good if they don’t kill us!”

“Exactly.” Li Mu smiled: “So, cheating software is equivalent to ecstasy pills. The business can’t last long. If you rely on one disco for too long, the disco itself will find ways to prevent our pills from entering and will also try to crack down on us. At that point, we’ll just have to switch to another disco and continue for a while.”

Li Mu continued to explain: “It’s just that current laws have loopholes and haven’t addressed this yet. But in time, cheating software will face a pincer attack from the government and game operators. We might even get sentenced and criminalized. So this thing is suitable for striking while the iron is hot, but not for doing long-term.”

Zhao Kang truly understood now, nodding repeatedly: “So what are you going to do?”

Li Mu then said: “It can’t be done long-term, but it can be done for two years. However, Stone Age has no future. The best way to handle Stone Age Overlord is to find someone to take it over. We’ll get the money and then work on other games in September or October.”

…

After calming down, Sun Peng carefully considered his current situation. He indeed planned to first contact the developer of Stone Age Overlord to ask what they really wanted. If cooperation was possible, that would be ideal. If the other party had rushed into this field with a ‘no quarter’ mentality, then he would truly be powerless to turn the tide.

So, Sun Peng used his QQ to add the contact information Li Mu left on Stone Age Overlord.

At that moment, a horn-shaped message icon popped up in the bottom right corner of Li Mu’s computer screen.

Li Mu quickly opened it with a hotkey. He took one look and snapped his fingers: “Here it comes!”

The friend request was from someone with the username ‘Dapeng Bird’. The verification message read: ‘Head of Abei Hacks.’

Li Mu was waiting for him. In fact, the username of this alias was chosen specifically for him.

“Never-Ending Struggle.”

“Who the hell would name themselves ‘Never-Ending Struggle’? What the f—” Sun Peng cursed angrily in front of his computer. Those four words gave him an extraordinary sense of pressure. Was the other party using such a username to indicate they wanted a never-ending battle in the cheating software field?

“Looks like they’re not someone to be trifled with!” several programmers behind him clicked their tongues in admiration.

Just as they were speaking, Sun Peng received a message.

“Never-Ending Struggle has declined your friend request.”

Zhao Kang asked in surprise: “Isn’t he the one we’ve been waiting for? He came to us, so why did you reject him?”

Li Mu smiled, a hint of cunning on his face: “This is just the beginning. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since we launched. If I add him as a friend now and talk about selling it off, wouldn’t that be too humiliating?”

Zhao Kang’s eyes widened: “You mean, string him along for a few more days?”

“Exactly.” Li Mu nodded and chuckled: “Anyway, Stone Age Overlord’s trial version has a fifteen-day trial period. There’s still plenty of time. Let the Abei people continue to suffer. The more they suffer, the more beneficial it will be for us.”

“Whatever you say goes.” Zhao Kang no longer just admired Li Mu; he had made up his mind to obey his every command.

Currently, it was six in the evening. Li Mu said to Zhao Kang: “Let’s go home too. There’s nothing urgent for the next few days. You can just continue promoting it when you have time.”

“What about the computers?” Zhao Kang asked: “Do we still need to keep these two machines rented?”

“Haven’t decided yet.” Li Mu sighed. In this era, everything was inconvenient. True portable hard drives hadn’t appeared, nor had USB drives. Floppy disks had extremely low storage capacity, and internet cafe computers didn’t have floppy drives. Even optical drives weren’t standard on every machine; they often only had one or two optical drives for installing systems uniformly.

Without portable hard drives, regular computer hard drives didn’t yet have power supply and circuit solutions, so they couldn’t truly be used for mobile storage. CD burners did exist, but their price was probably not cheap. He couldn’t possibly go buy a CD burner just for a software less than 6MB and a bunch of source code, could he? This was truly a pain in the neck!

Li Mu decided to think of another solution. If not, he would borrow some money from his family and rent these two computers long-term.

Walking down to the counter, Li Mu said to Er Bin: “Brother Er Bin, has my three-day rental period expired? How long have I exceeded today? Let’s calculate the cost.”

Er Bin waved his hand: “Just go home. It’s not like business is booming every day anyway.”

Li Mu smiled: “Brother Er Bin, you’re truly generous.” Then Li Mu added: “Alright, then I’ll rent it for another day tomorrow, and I’ll give you the money when I come over tomorrow.”

“Alright, we’ll calculate it from when you come tomorrow. I won’t let anyone into your private room tonight, don’t worry.”

Li Mu nodded. It seemed he would have to find a way to solve the data storage problem tomorrow, otherwise constantly renting computers to store things would be too wasteful and too insecure.

Suddenly remembering Abei Hacks, Li Mu asked Er Bin: “By the way, Brother Er Bin, do you also sell cheating software here?”

“Yes.” Er Bin said: “Abei Hacks. I got it from the provincial agent.”

“Provincial agent?” Li Mu frowned: “So complicated, layer by layer.”

“Who knows?” Er Bin chuckled: “Anyway, people from the provincial capital are specifically in charge of visiting internet cafes in every city below. They came to me to discuss this.”

As he spoke, Er Bin curled his lip: “But it looks like Abei Hacks is going down. Stone Age Overlord appeared last night and instantly killed it.”

Li Mu asked with a smile: “So you’ve incurred losses, right?”

“It’s nothing important.” Er Bin chuckled: “I only sell less than one hundred copies a month, it’s just small change.”

Li Mu leaned on the counter, hesitated for a moment, and tentatively asked: “By the way, Brother Er Bin, do you have a CD burner here?”

“I don’t have one. That thing costs over a thousand yuan and is useless to buy. Why, do you need one?”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded: “I want to burn something.”

“I’ll borrow one for you tomorrow.” Er Bin said readily: “I’ve seen one at my support company. They have a HP one.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. He knew that internet cafe owners in this era weren’t really proficient in hardware and software. Every city had so-called ‘support companies,’ which were actually small companies specializing in providing services like computer setup, software installation, and maintenance for internet cafes. A CD burner should be a very necessary item for them.

“Then I’ll leave this matter to you, Brother Er Bin.”

“Small matter.” Er Bin chuckled: “I’ll get it for you tomorrow when I pass by their place. Just come over in the morning. And I’ll also get you two blank discs; they have plenty, and they don’t cost much.”





Chapter 18: Accompany Me to the Provincial Capital

“You brat, what have you been busy with these past two days? How much did you get on your estimated score?”

The next morning, Li Mu received a call from Chen Wan before he left the house. Facing her question, Li Mu replied with a laugh, “Reporting, Sister Wan, I haven’t been busy with anything these past two days. I’ve just been busy playing. My estimated score is over six hundred twenty.”

“Whoa!” Chen Wan exclaimed, “Are you really that amazing?”

“It’s the real deal, no fakes.”

“What did you get for English?”

“Around one hundred forty points.”

“Tsk, I don’t believe you.” Chen Wan’s words carried a hint of proud petulance, and Li Mu could almost picture her adorable, deliberately haughty expression.

Chen Wan truly didn’t believe him. Li Mu had been hit by her car right before the English exam; surely that would have affected him somewhat? If he could still score around one hundred forty points, then this kid was truly incredible!

“Don’t believe me then,” Li Mu said, feigning annoyance. “If you don’t believe me, I won’t tell you anything else. I have things to do; I’m about to head out.”

“Hey, no you don’t!” Chen Wan quickly said, “If you dare hang up on me, I’m not done with you.”

Li Mu sighed helplessly, “Big sis, what exactly are you trying to pull?”

“What am I trying to pull? I’m not trying to pull anything,” Chen Wan said, chuckling, then asked, “Are your aunt and uncle at work?”

“Yep,” Li Mu responded, then asked, “Why? Do you want to come to my house?”

“Who wants to go to your house!” Chen Wan quickly scoffed, “I’ll pick you up later. Let’s go out and have some fun!”

Li Mu’s mind was still on the CD burner Er Bin had promised him. He quickly asked, “Big sis, where do you want to go? I’m actually heading to Big Spider Internet cafe. Want to come along? My treat.”

“I don’t want to go to the Internet cafe. I have something to do in the provincial capital. I’ll drive, so come with me,” Chen Wan said, quickly adding, “I’ve been practicing driving diligently these past two days, and my skills have improved significantly.”

Although China’s highway network in 2001 already had a considerable scale, most of the completed and opened roads were main arteries. Highways like the one from Haizhou to the provincial capital wouldn’t be completed until 2004. Even though the provincial capital was less than two hundred kilometers away, a train only took two and a half hours, but a car trip was unpredictable.

“Forget it, sis, the provincial capital is too far…”

Chen Wan’s voice immediately turned sweet and coquettish, actually acting spoiled with a boy three years her junior: “Please, Li Mu, I have something to do in the provincial capital, but train tickets are hard to buy, and I’m a little scared to drive by myself. If you come with me, I’ll feel more confident. Otherwise, I wouldn’t dare drive alone…”

Li Mu hesitated. He really didn’t want to go to the provincial capital at this time, but he had personally experienced Chen Wan’s driving skills. If he really let her go by herself, he wouldn’t be at ease no matter what.

In his previous life, Li Mu didn’t buy a domestically produced FAW Besturn B50 until 2010. Although the car wasn’t expensive, he had six years of actual driving experience, so his driving skills were incomparably better than Chen Wan’s. If he went with her, he could guide her, and at worst, he could drive for her. At that time, drunk driving wasn’t yet a criminal offense, and no one checked. Almost all traffic lights didn’t have cameras; it was an era of relatively lax traffic management.

Looking at the time, it was just past nine. Er Bin must have already arrived at the Internet cafe, and presumably, he had brought the CD burner. Installing the drivers and burning the data would take at most another half an hour.

So, Li Mu gritted his teeth and agreed, saying, “Alright, but when are we coming back?”

Chen Wan cheered, “If we can’t make it back today, then tomorrow. It depends on how things go.”

“But you have to accompany me to Big Spider first. I have something to do.”

“Okay, I’ll be at your community gate right away. Come out in five minutes.”

After hanging up, Li Mu quickly called Zhao Kang, telling him he was going out and wouldn’t be at the Internet cafe that afternoon, and that he would contact him when he returned.

Then Li Mu quickly packed a few things, found a backpack, and stuffed in a change of clothes. The weather was too hot, and if he had to stay overnight in the provincial capital, he’d need a fresh set of clothes. He then left a note for his family, not daring to tell his parents where he was going, only saying he was going to a classmate’s house for the evening. If he told them he was driving to the provincial capital with Chen Wan, his parents would surely be worried sick.

Outside the community, Chen Wan stuck her head out of an old Audi A6 and waved continuously at Li Mu: “Little Mu, over here!”

Li Mu was surprised. He walked closer and first looked at the car’s rear. The displacement was actually 2.8 liters, which should have been the highest configuration of the domestically produced A6 series.

He pulled open the passenger door and sat inside. Li Mu looked at the almost brand-new interior and teased Chen Wan, “Sister Wan, was this the car you drove when you hit me that day?”

“No, this car was out that day. I was driving a Passat…”

Li Mu nodded. What a rich person! Even a Passat cost around two hundred thousand yuan back then, and a 2.8-liter top-spec A6 probably cost around six hundred thousand yuan? It seemed he wasn’t wrong at all when he said Chen Wan was a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman.

Chen Wan was wearing a Nike tracksuit today, sports shorts and a sports T-shirt, probably for driving convenience. But looking at Chen Wan’s fair, long legs across the gear stick was indeed a pleasure.

“You want to go to Big Spider first, right?”

“Yes!”

“Alright.”

Chen Wan first drove Li Mu to the entrance of Big Spider Internet cafe. Before Li Mu got out, he said to her, “Wait for me in the car. I’ll be down in about half an hour.”

“Okay,” Chen Wan checked the time, “If you can finish in half an hour, we can still make it to Jinling City for lunch.”

Li Mu nodded. When he arrived at the Internet cafe, there weren’t many people. Er Bin saw him come in, pulled out a gift bag from the counter, and handed it to Li Mu: “The CD burner and three blank discs.”

Li Mu opened it and took a look: “Thanks, Brother Er Bin!”

“Don’t mention it.”

“I’ll go upstairs first.”

In the partitioned private room, Li Mu took the CD burner out of the gift bag. It was a Hewlett-Packard CD-Writer series, considered top-notch at the time, along with three blank CD-ROM discs. However, the data Li Mu needed to burn was less than one hundred megabytes in total, so one disc was more than enough.

Downloading the official drivers and burning software, and getting the CD burner recognized, took about twenty minutes. Fortunately, the burning speed was fast enough, and the data was transferred in just a few minutes.

Li Mu thought that since he had three discs, he might as well burn three copies, just in case the data got corrupted.

Once the burning was complete, Li Mu cleared all the data from the computer.

He didn’t have much money left anyway. With the data handled, Li Mu didn’t plan to rent the computer any longer. He greeted Er Bin, who didn’t mind and absolutely refused to accept the money Li Mu tried to give him, pushing him out the door.

Li Mu saw that he still had about two hundred yuan on him, so he went to the adjacent tobacco and liquor store and bought two packs of Hard Zhonghua cigarettes. After tossing them to Er Bin, he ignored Er Bin’s frantic shouts from behind the counter and turned to run.

Back in Chen Wan’s car, Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “How do we get to the provincial capital? Do you know the way?”

“Yes,” Chen Wan nodded, “Head west out of the city on the national highway, keep following it, and you’ll reach the outskirts of Jinling. It’ll be easy to find from there.”

“Okay,” Li Mu saw that she was confident, so he buckled his seatbelt and waved his hand, “Alright, let’s go.”

…

Just as Chen Wan was driving straight for Jinling, Sun Peng, in a residential building in Zhongguancun, Yanjing, was on the verge of a breakdown.

From yesterday until this morning, he had sent over twenty QQ friend requests to Li Mu, but all of them had vanished without a trace. Meanwhile, Stone Age Overlord had completely exploded among Stone Age players!

The download count reported by various websites exceeded three hundred thousand, which basically surpassed the peak concurrent online users of Stone Age. This also essentially indicated that most super active players, and a considerable portion of moderately active players, had already downloaded Stone Age Overlord.

Sun Peng kept receiving feedback from major distributors. It was now basically certain that all Internet cafe distributors seemed to have teamed up, notifying provincial agents to compensate users. This was a subtle way of telling the provincial agents that they wouldn’t be settling the July payments. If they couldn’t come up with new cheating software that surpassed Stone Age Overlord, they wouldn’t continue selling Abei Hacks, as it simply wouldn’t sell anymore.

Compensation was acceptable; Sun Peng could tolerate not earning a single cent in July, but he couldn’t tolerate his revenue stream being completely cut off.

But if Stone Age Overlord continued to impact them like this, Abei Hacks would be dead in at most another week.

Never-Ending Struggle… this person’s username itself carried such strong hostility. It seemed he truly intended a never-ending struggle. It would be easy for him to ruin them with Stone Age Overlord, and the strength of his group was indeed worlds apart from his, incomparable.

Once Abei Hacks lost its market, he could imitate their model and establish a tiered distribution network. At that point, they would have no way to recover.

Not just Sun Peng, but the other two partners with shares, and even the other developers, were anxious.

Two to three hundred thousand yuan in monthly revenue! Calculating at two hundred thousand, after all expenses and employee salaries, the three of them could split over one hundred thousand yuan. As the major shareholder, Sun Peng alone could get sixty to seventy thousand yuan. In 2001, sixty to seventy thousand yuan could buy a small apartment in a third-tier city, or a two-bedroom apartment in a fifth-tier city like Haizhou.

Now, all these incomes were at risk.

“We have to get in touch with this Never-Ending Struggle,” Sun Peng said to the people around him after smoking five cigarettes in a row. “He might not have a complete sales network yet. To make money with Stone Age Overlord, he’ll still have to put in a lot of effort. If we can establish contact with him, we can, on one hand, use our sales channels as an attraction, and on the other hand, emphasize that the game Stone Age won’t last much longer. If we can persuade him to cooperate with us on Stone Age Overlord, we’ll still have a glimmer of hope. Otherwise, we’ll just have to disband.”

Jia Bei, being somewhat scheming and ruthless, smacked his lips and suddenly remembered something. He said, “The Game Kingdom Forum is in Yanjing, and it was one of the forums where they uploaded Stone Age Overlord. I’ll find a way to get in touch with their administrators, give them some benefits, and find out the IP address the uploader used to register and log in!”





Chapter 19: All Your Ferocity Is For Naught

Hearing Jia Bei’s words, Sun Peng frowned: “You want to find him directly?”

“That’s right!” Jia Bei gnashed his teeth. “He cut off our source of income; we can’t let him off the hook so easily. Forget about the hundreds of thousands of profits he’s wiped out each month; even ten thousand yuan can buy a life. Find him, dig him out, and force him to hand over the code. Otherwise, let him taste the consequences of ruining someone else’s livelihood. Break both his hands, and see how he writes code after that!”

“Are you crazy? If we don’t make money, we don’t make money. Do you want to drag everyone into jail?” Sun Peng felt his eyelids twitch wildly. This Jia Bei had always been cunning and insidious. If not for his programming skills, he would be nothing more than a street thug, full of thuggishness.

Jia Bei saw the others around him looking at him with surprise, and he knew that these guys, who only knew how to write code, lacked courage and daring. However, he didn’t want to appear too eccentric, so he said, “I was just speaking out of anger. But now this Never-Ending Struggle isn’t playing by our rules. We have to meet him and talk face-to-face, right? I think if this kid doesn’t know what’s good for him, we can certainly try some coercion and inducement. Scaring him a bit is fine, isn’t it? Maybe he’s just a tech guy. His online name might sound very fierce, but once he meets us in real life, he might just chicken out.”

Hearing Jia Bei say this, the others all nodded in agreement.

Coercion and inducement might not be a bad idea. As long as they could find him, they would try inducement first. If that failed, then coercion. With their livelihood about to be shattered, it was always worth a try.

Sun Peng nodded, agreeing to Jia Bei’s suggestion.

Jia Bei immediately pulled out his recently bought phone and made a call.

“Old Wu, I need a favor. Can you check for me the account that posted Stone Age Overlord on your forum? Check his registration IP and recent login IPs?”

On the phone, a man said in a low voice, “Xiao Bei, this isn’t something you can just do casually. It violates forum rules.”

“Can’t just do casually” meant it would cost something.

Jia Bei immediately said, “Five hundred! It’s just a flick of your finger!”

“This…”

“One thousand!”

“Xiao Bei, listen to me…”

“Two thousand! Haven’t you always wanted to replace that broken second-hand phone? Just move your finger, and you’ll have a new phone!”

“Hmm, alright!” The other party hesitated for a moment, then agreed firmly: “Wait a moment, I’ll send it to you on QQ later.”

After hanging up, Jia Bei looked annoyed: “Damn it, a few IP addresses for two thousand yuan. This bastard probably knows we’re in trouble.”

Sun Peng nodded, his tone relatively calm as he said, “Just check it first. Two thousand yuan is a small matter. The three of us have shares, so we’ll split it according to our share percentages.”

Five minutes later, Jia Bei’s QQ received four IP addresses. Everyone gathered around to take a look and immediately felt something was wrong.

IP segments have patterns. People with a certain depth of network knowledge, by looking at the general IP segments, might not be able to guess the exact IP address, but they can at least tell if it’s a domestic or international IP.

Jia Bei immediately used a tool to check, and sure enough, all four IPs were overseas.

Two in the US, one in Japan, and one in Korea.

This meant that the other party had been using a proxy even before registering, and every login since then had also been through a proxy.

They were programmers, not hackers. Even hackers, to find the real IP using a proxy server, would first have to hack the proxy server and obtain its logs, which is highly technically difficult.

These four IPs immediately shot down Jia Bei’s idea of finding the person first and then coercing and inducing them.

“Damn it, so cautious!” Jia Bei was deflated. Even with all his ferocity, if he didn’t know where to direct his strength or throw his punches, it was all for naught.

Sun Peng sighed: “It seems it really is a Never-Ending Struggle. Brothers, let’s wait a few more days. If that guy still doesn’t want to contact us, then let’s disband.”

Sun Peng had always been disgusted with Jia Bei. When his Qianyu cheating software was doing well, Jia Bei imitated his software and made a free one to compete with him, then forced his way in to get a share. And after they started cooperating, Sun Peng also discovered that this person had a history of bad behavior. Given the current situation, if there truly was no way out, parting ways might not be a bad thing. At the very least, he could get rid of this bane.

Jia Bei also knew that if Stone Age became unplayable, his cooperation with Sun Peng would be unnecessary. He could develop cheating software independently. The only reason he tied himself to Sun Peng initially was because Sun Peng had a sales network. But now, it seemed that in another week, Sun Peng’s sales network would likely collapse completely. Without products or a market, who would still cooperate with him? At that time, he could also take his team and go solo. It didn’t matter if Stone Age couldn’t be played; there would be other suitable games.

…

“Sis, don’t drive so slowly. Can you avoid driving side-by-side with large trucks?”

On the national highway, Li Mu reminded Chen Wan, who was beside him. She panicked a bit whenever she saw a large truck, not daring to drive fast or overtake. But the road conditions on national highways in those years were very poor, with an abundance of large trucks – carrying coal, goods, grain – all overloaded, with cargo piled higher than mountains. Driving alongside such vehicles could easily lead to accidents.

Chen Wan was also anxious: “I don’t want to, but I really don’t dare to overtake. There’s so much cargo swaying on those big trucks; I’m genuinely afraid of being crushed by it.”

Li Mu sighed: “At your speed of thirty kilometers per hour, we won’t get there until evening. And often, driving slowly isn’t safer. Every road has a reasonable speed range; you can’t be too fast or too slow.”

Li Mu had seen many cautious novice drivers on the leftmost fast lane of highways, crawling along at sixty or seventy kilometers per hour. These people thought driving like this would be safer, unaware that the risk factor increased significantly.

“I really don’t dare. My heart pounds when I see a big truck…” Chen Wan knew that at her current driving pace, it would take at least six hours to reach their destination. Her fair forehead was covered in tiny, needle-point beads of sweat.

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said, “Pull over, I’ll drive.”

“You?” Chen Wan was startled: “Do you have a driver’s license?”

“No,” Li Mu replied as if it were obvious.

“No driver’s license, and you want to drive? Can you even drive?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe you!”

“Don’t believe me? This Audi A6 of yours has a 2.8-liter engine. I don’t remember the horsepower, but it should have a CVT transmission and full-time four-wheel drive. As for how to drive this car, it’s simple: step on the brake, start the ignition, put it in D gear, release the brake, step on the accelerator and drive off. For reverse, put it in R gear. For a red light, N gear plus handbrake, right?”

“…You know so much!” Chen Wan listened, dumbfounded. Some of what Li Mu said, she knew was correct. Some, she didn’t even understand what he meant – what was CVT, what was full-time four-wheel drive? So, she stubbornly said, “Even if you can, no!”

“Then we’ll get there in the afternoon?”

“…”

Chen Wan struggled for a few minutes, then finally steeled herself. She carefully pulled over and said to Li Mu, “I’ll trust you this once. You must be careful, extremely careful, understand?”

“Understood,” Li Mu nodded and said, “I’ll definitely be more careful than you. You didn’t even use your turn signal when you pulled over just now.”

“You…” Chen Wan was choked with anger. She pouted as she got out of the car and moved to the passenger seat.

Li Mu got into the car, adjusted the seat, the interior and exterior rearview mirrors, and the steering wheel. Chen Wan watched, greatly shocked. This kid seemed to know the car better than she did! He was completely at ease.

In fact, cars are similar in many ways. Although Li Mu hadn’t bought a good car in his previous life, he had driven many on various occasions.

After adjusting everything, Li Mu put the car in D gear, released the handbrake, glanced at the rearview mirror, then put on the left turn signal and pulled onto the road. Once on the road, Li Mu quickly accelerated to about seventy kilometers per hour. On sections with good road conditions, he directly accelerated to eighty or even higher. Although his speed was much faster than Chen Wan’s, he drove much more steadily than she did. Every overtake was precise and decisive, and occasional lane changes for overtaking were perfectly timed.

Half an hour later, Chen Wan was completely convinced: “You drive so well, just drive us all the way to Jinling then.”





Chapter 20: Second-Generation Rich

Li Mu, who didn’t have a driver’s license, drove the car all the way to the outskirts of Jinling. It was already 11:40 AM. Although they encountered some traffic police along the way, not a single officer tried to stop the A6 for inspection, which made things much easier.

Before entering the city, Li Mu and Chen Wan switched places again. He didn’t know where Chen Wan was going, and she herself wasn’t sure, so he simply let her drive.

Chen Wan first took out her phone and made a call, telling the other party that she had arrived in Jinling but needed to eat first before meeting them. The two parties then agreed on a time, 1:30 PM, at a certain location.

When Chen Wan hung up, Li Mu asked curiously, “Sister Wan, what exactly are you doing in Jinling? I’ve been asking you the whole way, but you won’t say.”

“Me?” Chen Wan giggled, winking mysteriously. “It’s a secret!”

Li Mu found it uninteresting and didn’t press further.

Chen Wan was quite familiar with the provincial capital. She drove leisurely into the city, first finding a restaurant where she and Li Mu had a meal. Only then did she drive Li Mu to a commercial district not far from the restaurant.

In his previous life, Li Mu had attended university in Jinling, so he knew this commercial district she was heading to was very unique.

This area was originally a failed commercial street development project in Jinling, intended to be a pedestrian street but it never took off. Later, many vacant storefronts were taken over by artists: painters, sculptors, photographers, musicians, and even later, a few teams specializing in original video production developed here. It was somewhat reminiscent of Yanjing’s 798 Art Zone in the future, but in terms of scale and maturity, it was far inferior to 798, not to mention that it was still only in its infancy now, at most just a place for local young literary and artistic types in Jinling to show off.

Along the street were several music bars. Further inside, there were a few cafes with a slightly higher artistic flair, several instrument shops, a few art galleries, and even dance training studios.

Initially, this was a place favored by university students, a small number of international students, and foreign teachers. Gradually, it transformed into a gathering spot for artistic youths.

Li Mu didn’t know what Chen Wan was doing here. He helped her park the car, and then Chen Wan led him inside.

They walked all the way to the deepest part of this commercial street before Chen Wan led Li Mu to a place called ‘Jinling Noise Works’.

“Noise Works?” Li Mu stared at the graffiti-style sign, asking in surprise, “Is it for making noise?”

“Yep.” Chen Wan raised an eyebrow and smiled, saying, “My older cousin runs it. It’s a band rehearsal room and a recording studio.”

Li Mu pursed his lips. Could Chen Wan be into this kind of thing too? Coming all this way, surely it wasn’t just to watch local underground bands rehearse, was it?

Li Mu, having attended university in Jinling in the latter half of 2001, had truly experienced the level of local underground bands back then.

Most local bands at the time couldn’t even play ‘Really Love You’ properly. The bands uniformly used fifth-rate domestic instruments, with only the lead guitarist perhaps owning an RBZOOM 505 effects pedal. Their amplifiers were terrible, producing a sound quality like absolute crap. Metal rock sounded full of plastic, and if the bassist plucked a note with a bit of force, the feedback from the amplifier sounded like an elephant farting.

However, since they were already here, Li Mu didn’t think much of it. He was just accompanying Chen Wan, so she could do whatever she pleased.

Stepping inside Jinling Noise Works, Li Mu began to realize things were getting interesting.

Although the place was tucked away, once inside, Li Mu discovered it was actually a very high-end band rehearsal room.

Li Mu had dabbled in bands as a hobby during university. Even after working a part-time job for half a year, he could only afford a fifth-rate, trashy electric guitar. He used to spend all day online, drooling over pictures of imported foreign instruments. He never expected to see all the things he had dreamed of in his youth right here.

A four-person rock band was currently in the rehearsal room, holding their instruments and seemingly in the middle of a practice session.

Li Mu recognized at a glance that one of the long-haired guitarists was holding a sunset-colored Gibson, the same model as Slash from Guns N’ Roses, worth seventy to eighty thousand yuan.

The other guitarist and the bassist also had impressive equipment, mostly world-class, top-tier brands. The drummer was even more insane; not counting that set of top-tier RBTAMA drums, just a set of various cymbals would cost tens of thousands of yuan.

Li Mu was stunned for a moment. These guys were all filthy rich!

The young man holding the sunset-colored Gibson and sporting long hair looked about twenty-four or twenty-five. As soon as he saw Chen Wan enter, he whistled and chuckled, “Xiao Wan, didn’t I tell you to come at 1:30? It’s only one o’clock.”

“I came to watch you guys rehearse,” Chen Wan said with a smile. “Bro, long time no see, your hair’s gotten even longer.”

The long-haired young man laughed, looking at Li Mu and asking, “Is this the young man you mentioned?”

“That’s right.” Chen Wan quickly pulled Li Mu closer and introduced him to everyone, “Everyone, this is my younger brother, Li Mu.”

Li Mu was utterly bewildered. How did he get dragged into this?

Before he could figure out what was going on, the long-haired young man extended his hand to Li Mu and said, “Hello, my name is Zhang Kexuan. I’m Chen Wan’s older cousin. Chen Wan told me you can write songs, and that you wrote a really great one?”

Li Mu’s eyes widened instantly. He turned to stare at Chen Wan, a dumbfounded expression on his face…

Chen Wan felt a bit awkward under Li Mu’s gaze and quickly said, feeling guilty, “It’s like this, Li Mu. I thought ‘Zebra Zebra’ that you sang last time was especially good, and I really hoped you could record it. So I contacted my older cousin. This front room of his is a rehearsal room, and the back is a recording studio. I didn’t explain it clearly before we came, so please don’t be mad at me, okay?”

Zhang Kexuan also nodded and said, “Li Mu, right? Let me tell you, all the equipment here cost a fortune. I wouldn’t dare say the recording quality rivals those famous American studios, but among private recording studios in China, it’s definitely one of the best. I’ll help you record a demo later. If you’re interested, you can send it to a record company to try your luck.”

“Forget it,” Li Mu waved his hand. “I’m just an amateur music enthusiast; I don’t want to release any records.”

“Hey!” Zhang Kexuan said nonchalantly, “It’s no big deal. Even if you don’t want to release a record, recording a demo to keep as a souvenir is good, isn’t it!”

“Exactly!” Chen Wan pleaded, “Mainly, I just think your song ‘Zebra Zebra’ is too good. If you record it, you’ll have a souvenir, and you can also copy a version to my MP3. Wouldn’t it be great if I could listen to it whenever I want?”

Li Mu sighed. MP3s were so precious these days, not much cheaper than mobile phones. And he really had to hand it to this fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman; she went to such great lengths just to record a song.

And then there was Zhang Kexuan and his three bandmates. Holy cow, the soundproofing, lighting, high-end split-system speakers, mixing console—all this equipment, plus their instruments, must have cost millions!

If the recording studio in the back was built to truly high standards, then it was even more unbelievable. A single vocal microphone costing over one hundred thousand yuan was normal, and a pair of monitor speakers costing over one hundred thousand yuan was also normal. And that didn’t even include the other recording equipment! My goodness, spending several million on rock music? Were they crazy?

In this era, what couldn’t you do with that kind of money in China to get rich? Is the life of the second-generation rich really so extravagant?

However, Li Mu had a change of heart. It was a good thing for the second-generation rich to spend money on rock music; it was much better than spending several million on a sports car to cause trouble for ordinary people.

Li Mu couldn’t really say anything. Since he was already here, and Chen Wan really wanted to hear ‘Zebra Zebra’ recorded, he might as well do it. Anyway, it wouldn’t cost him anything. Later, when he was in university and others bragged about winning awards, he could also boast that he released a demo after high school graduation, and that he was a guy with a single.

At this point, Zhang Kexuan saw that Li Mu’s expression had softened considerably and said, “You two can sit down for a bit. We’re going to rehearse two more times now. We’ve signed up for the Ice Power Pioneer National Band Competition, and the preliminary rounds are in a few days, so we’re practicing intensely.”

Li Mu nodded, and both he and Chen Wan sat down. Zhang Kexuan communicated with his bandmates and said, “Alright, let’s run through the setlist.”

Li Mu pondered. In his previous life, he didn’t seem to have any impression of someone like Zhang Kexuan. Logically, with such impressive equipment, even if a band wasn’t incredibly skilled, they should still be quite famous in Jinling. Why had he never heard of them?

As he was thinking, the band already started playing.

“You are my angel, my ANGEL, bringing me luck and endless joy…”

Isn’t that Dada Band’s famous song? Li Mu nearly spat blood. Dada had released their album in January this year. These guys had such amazing equipment, yet they were still playing covers? Didn’t they know that original music was king for a band?

However, even though they weren’t playing original music, their performance skills were decent. The lead singer turned out to be Zhang Kexuan himself. His vocal range was good, but Li Mu felt that his voice wasn’t suited for pop-punk style songs.

Li Mu and Chen Wan listened as they rehearsed three songs consecutively: in addition to the Dada Band song, there was Beyond’s ‘The Earth’ and Black Panther’s ‘Don’t Come Entangling Me’.

After finishing the three songs, Zhang Kexuan was utterly exhausted, especially after the last Black Panther song. Even after lowering the key, his voice barely managed to hit the notes; it was a real struggle.

“Li Mu, since you write your own songs, you must have some foundation. How about giving us guys some feedback?” Zhang Kexuan looked at Li Mu expectantly.

No matter what, anyone who could play guitar and write songs back then must have had some training, even if most amateur songs, in Zhang Kexuan’s opinion, were rather unbearable.

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said seriously, “Pop punk, pop rock, hard rock—your styles are too mixed. Also, you only imitate, completely copying the original versions without any personal adaptation.”

“Most importantly, your voice isn’t suited for any of these three styles, yet you haven’t tried to sing in your own style. You’ve spent so much money on this band; surely you haven’t even found a suitable style for yourselves yet, have you?”

“Damn!” Zhang Kexuan and the other band members were stunned. This kid really hit the nail on the head…





Chapter 21: A Gnawing Ache

Although Li Mu had always just been a music enthusiast, and his guitar playing and band activities in college were merely amateur, he was nonetheless a very serious enthusiast who had been deeply immersed in music for many years. He had dabbled in and could clearly distinguish between various singers, bands, and genres, both domestic and international.

Generally speaking, even if a band is still in the imitation stage, they shouldn’t try a bit of every song and every genre. Doing so makes them no different from a bar’s resident band. A band that truly wants to succeed first needs to define its own style, then diligently absorb the essence of that style. Ultimately, even when covering other people’s songs, they’ll be able to perform them in their own unique way.

However, what Zhang Kexuan and his band were playing was truly unoriginal.

“Then do you have any suggestions?” Zhang Kexuan scratched his head, a hint of embarrassment on his face.

Li Mu shrugged, chuckling as he said, “If you really want to make music seriously, you should all put down your instruments first, hold a meeting to discuss your preferred style and direction, and then collectively work towards that path.”

Then, Li Mu added, rather bluntly, “If you’re just playing around, trying out every genre, domestic and international, that’s easy enough. There’s a live music bar right at the intersection outside; you can go perform there at night.”

These days, given Jinling’s cost of living, a four-person resident band singing for one or two hours a night would earn at most four hundred yuan.

But these four were genuine second-generation rich kids. Who among them would care for such a paltry sum? Moreover, performing in a bar was a very low-class thing to them.

Although the four of them looked displeased, Li Mu was speaking the truth, and his words were full of reason. Even if they were utterly bewildered inside, they couldn’t refute him verbally.

Another guitarist then said, “Hey, young man, don’t you write your own songs? Perfect, why don’t you go to the recording studio and show us?”

The bassist and drummer also looked on, egging him on. The drummer said in a strange tone, “Exactly, show us, let us broaden our horizons. Who the hell can’t talk big? These days, few people can actually cook, but everyone’s a gourmet.”

Li Mu looked at the drummer, who was practically buried behind a pile of cymbals, and helplessly shook his head. It seemed they weren’t convinced. Their music was already crap, and he hadn’t wanted to comment, but they had asked, and now they wouldn’t let him speak the truth. Were all rich kids this hypocritical?

Then, Li Mu simply asked the drummer one question: “Buddy, your drum kit is absolutely awesome, top-notch, no doubt about it.”

No sooner had he spoken than Li Mu noticed a hint of smugness on the other’s face. Immediately, he changed his tone: “Let’s not even talk about the hi-hat, every drum kit has one. But you’ve got three crash cymbals alone—16, 17, and 18 inches—plus a splash cymbal, a ride cymbal, and even a China cymbal. Yet, I watched you rehearse three songs, and apart from the hi-hat and the crash cymbal closest to you, you didn’t touch any of the other five cymbals once. What’s your mindset? Are you playing drums or showing off your wealth?”

“You…” The drummer had thought Li Mu was complimenting him, but by the end, he almost spat out a mouthful of black blood.

Indeed, many musicians have this mentality: regardless of their skill, they first try to acquire as much equipment as possible. Those with a bit of money are especially prone to showing off, practically buying everything they can. But what they truly use is very little. He had displayed so many cymbals primarily for visual impressiveness; as for his skill, he couldn’t even utilize them all.

This time, Zhang Kexuan dared not underestimate Li Mu. Though the young man wasn’t old, his eyes and mouth were truly sharp. Whether someone was genuinely skilled or just showing off, he could tell at a glance. Moreover, he insulted people without using a single vulgar word; his tactic of praising first and then tearing down was quite ruthless.

So Zhang Kexuan smoothed things over, saying, “Li Mu, I didn’t realize you were an expert. Come on, let’s go to the recording studio.”

Li Mu shrugged, saying indifferently, “Alright, let’s go then.”

Anyway, since he was already here, if rich people were allowed to show off, why couldn’t he, an underdog, do a little showing off himself?

As soon as he entered the recording studio, Li Mu found that the equipment here was even more professional and impressive than outside. The studio was divided into two rooms, both behind soundproof glass doors: one for recording vocals, and the other for recording drum kits and other instruments that required amplifier pickup.

There was also an original Martin acoustic-electric guitar. To put it simply, it was an acoustic guitar that could be plugged in for output. Top-tier guitars of this brand cost at least tens of thousands of yuan. They were truly damn rich.

Zhang Kexuan led Li Mu and the others into the outer room of the recording studio and said to Li Mu, “Take a look. You can use all the equipment here. If you need other instruments to accompany you, we can help too.”

“No need to trouble yourselves,” Li Mu thought to himself. Wasn’t it just recording ‘Zebra Zebra’ for Chen Wan? It wasn’t that complicated. Such a good acoustic guitar, microphone, and mixing equipment were more than enough.

So Li Mu said, “I’ll just play and sing directly for the recording.”

“Amateur,” the drummer sneered, curling his lips. “Vocals need to be recorded separately. When you play and sing at the same time, some of the guitar sound will be picked up by the vocal mic, and the quality will suffer.”

“You’re right,” Li Mu nodded, then retorted, “That’s pretty much like you not using those five cymbals. If your technical skill isn’t that professional, what’s the point of having such professional equipment and methods?”

“Damn it…” The drummer almost blew up. Zhang Kexuan quickly shot him a look and said to Li Mu, “Whatever you think is suitable. Come on, let’s start.”

Li Mu, adopting a casual attitude, connected the guitar to the equipment and adjusted the microphone. Outside, Zhang Kexuan gave an OK gesture, indicating that everything was ready to start at any moment.

And so, Li Mu began playing the intro to ‘Zebra Zebra’.

The guys had originally thought that someone Li Mu’s age couldn’t write any good original music, but as soon as the simple, melodious fingerstyle intro began, their expressions immediately changed. Putting everything else aside, the melody line and guitar arrangement alone showed a certain level of skill—not just in playing the guitar, but in genuine music arrangement.

When Li Mu opened his mouth and sang the first line, Zhang Kexuan felt his mind explode with a boom. Although he hadn’t yet grasped the song’s meaning or what it was truly about, Li Mu’s slightly hoarse voice, paired with the song’s melody and the perfect timbre of the Martin guitar, was already enough to leave him astonished.

Chen Wan had been captivated the moment the intro began. At Li Mu’s home, his guitar had been quite inferior, and without professional equipment, the soundstage and atmosphere were vastly different from now. This was top-tier equipment after all! Listening to the song like this, she felt as if her entire being was almost melting into the notes.

Li Mu performed the song flawlessly, with no mistakes in his vocals or playing. He was personally very satisfied with this take, so he stood up, pushed open the soundproof door, and said to Zhang Kexuan, “I think this should be fine. It’s just a demo, no need to strive for absolute perfection.”

Zhang Kexuan stared at Li Mu as if he were a monster. As for the drummer… the drummer’s face had already turned red.

Chen Wan felt as if she had just emerged from a unique, subtle sadness. This must be the charm of music: it creates an atmosphere, draws you in, then pulls out similar emotions from deep within your heart, leaving you feeling as if the song has emptied you out after it ends.

Coming back to her senses, Chen Wan excitedly clapped her hands. “That was amazing, absolutely amazing!”

Zhang Kexuan also felt ashamed. The guy was only eighteen and already so amazing at original music, yet he himself was twenty-four and hadn’t even written a complete song.

Thinking of this, a painful ache twitched in Zhang Kexuan’s heart.

Just a few days ago, he had been determined to write a song expressing the dissatisfaction of angry youth with society. It wasn’t surprising; ninety percent of rock musicians these days had that kind of vibe.

The key was that Zhang Kexuan was just an amateur. He hadn’t grasped that most people composed the music first and then wrote the lyrics. But he didn’t understand this, so he wanted to write beautiful lyrics with a rebellious and critical spirit first. The song title was to be ‘Mom, Please Take Me Home Quickly’.

The general idea of the lyrics he had conceived was: the author was fed up with social injustice and worldly indifference, hoping his mother could take him home, far away from all this filth.

But unfortunately, he only managed to write two lines of lyrics before getting completely stuck. Then, Zhang Kexuan’s mother accidentally saw the draft of the lyrics and angrily cursed, “You want your old lady to take you home quickly? You’re never home yourself, I can’t even find you half the time! Do you rock musicians all love to talk nonsense with your eyes wide open like this?”

Well, he was already stuck, and after being scolded by his mother like that, he completely gave up.

At this point, seeing that the four band members were silent, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Can you play it back so I can hear it?”

Zhang Kexuan snapped back to reality and quickly said, “Yes, yes, yes, wait a moment.”

After listening to the playback, not only were the other five satisfied, but Li Mu himself was also very pleased. He said to Chen Wan, “Sister Wan, this should be good enough, right?”

“Mm-hmm, perfect!” Chen Wan’s admiration for Li Mu was beyond mere worship.

“Alright, let’s call it a day. Bro Zhang, could you please trim it and copy it out? No need for post-production.”

Zhang Kexuan hesitated for a long moment, then tentatively asked, “Li Mu, do you… do you have any other original songs?”





Chapter 22: Bro Mu

From the day he was reborn, Li Mu had come to a realization: anything that hadn’t appeared yet, he could claim as his own. While it might be a bit unfair to future generations, everything had a “first come, first served” rule. What could he do? He’d been reborn, after all.

Compared to those in later generations who plagiarized and still claimed originality, he was far more decent.

Thus, Li Mu decided to openly claim the so-called originality of this song. Then, he suddenly thought of another folk song he particularly loved.

Logically, it should still be many years before it appeared, but Li Mu truly loved it. With this opportunity to record, he really wanted to record this song as well.

So, Li Mu said to Zhang Kexuan, “I have another original song. Since we’re here, could you please help me record it too?”

As soon as Li Mu mentioned he had another original, the four band members and Chen Wan all perked up.

Zhang Kexuan quickly asked, “What style is it?”

“Folk.”

“Alright, let’s start!”

The intro to the song Li Mu sang began with the simplest arpeggiated chords, gradually drawing the listener in. This feeling was much like Old Wolf’s “You Who Sat Next to Me,” which, with a harmonica paired with the simplest, most unadorned arpeggiated chords, effortlessly created a melodious and touching folk classic.

So, upon hearing the extremely simple opening of Li Mu’s song, the four band members finally breathed a sigh of relief. The intro of this song didn’t seem very impressive at first, much inferior to the ‘Zebra’ song from before.

However, after a bar of arpeggiated chords, Li Mu hummed a melodious tune, simply laying down a true melodic line for the intro. Just like the harmonica in the intro of “You Who Sat Next to Me,” the melodious and ethereal feeling immediately emerged.

The four men’s expressions tensed up again. Only Chen Wan had one expression on her face—enraptured.

Once the intro passed, Li Mu softly sang: “When you are old and grey and full of sleep…”

The five of them were collectively stunned by that voice, their bodies stiffening considerably.

This song, “When You Are Old,” was almost universally known in his previous life. For different people, the feeling of listening to this song varied greatly. Some would imagine themselves and their loved ones growing old together, while others would think of their already aged parents.

Li Mu was the latter. This song always made him think of his parents. In his previous life, his parents toiled for him, aging at a speed that caught him off guard. So, whenever he heard this song, Li Mu’s eyes would well up with tears. The old man in his thirties would sometimes hide from everyone to shed a few tears of guilt.

Because this song touched people’s hearts so deeply, it swept across the entire country that year and was covered by countless famous singers, becoming a nationwide hit.

Therefore, he desperately wanted to sing this song, and as he sang, just like in his previous life, his eyes welled up with tears again.

Li Mu sang this song for five minutes. After one minute, Chen Wan was already in tears.

After about two minutes of singing, the four band members also seemed to have red eyes.

If they had simply listened to the song, they might not have been so moved. But when someone sang this song with such pure emotion right in front of them, it was hard for them not to be affected.

Chen Wan had just cried, truly pitiful to behold. She choked out a question to Li Mu: “I feel like I’ve seen these lyrics somewhere, but I can’t remember where.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and explained, “The lyrics are adapted from a poem by William Butler Yeats. The poem’s name is ‘When You Are Old.’”

Zhang Kexuan asked, “Did you write the music yourself?”

“Yes.” Li Mu nodded, agreeing as if it were the most natural thing.

Although Zhang Kexuan’s musical accomplishment was quite ordinary, he still had good judgment. He said earnestly, “If you had the chance to release a single disc with these two songs, it should have a good market.”

Li Mu chuckled and asked, “Do you think there’s still a market for records?”

“Huh?” Zhang Kexuan asked in surprise, “Why do you say that?”

Li Mu shook his head, smiling without a word.

The record industry in China had always lacked copyright protection. From its birth to its decline, it was constantly plagued by piracy. Moreover, in the future, with the widespread adoption of the internet, MP3 format, and MP3 software and hardware, the traditional record industry, both legitimate and pirated, would rapidly decline, leading to the rise of pirated digital music.

Currently, many music streaming websites were emerging and attracting a considerable number of users, such as Real2000. User demand hadn’t truly surged yet, and current user distribution was very scattered.

The famous search engine Baidu would launch MP3 search and download services next year, and it would only allow users with Chinese domestic IP addresses to download unauthorized songs. This would quickly gather most of the streaming and download users, making it a pioneer of infringement.

Its stance on MP3 infringement would remain very firm for the next few years. Even despite facing lawsuits from major record companies, it would strive to preserve its MP3 search and download services. The reason was simple: once MP3 players exploded in popularity domestically and once mobile phones started supporting MP3 playback, market demand would rapidly swell to an unimaginable degree. Both downloads and online streaming would quickly rise.

By then, all major internet companies in China would launch their own music streaming and download services, and none would be exempt from the issue of infringement.

If he were to create an MP3 streaming and download website now, laying out the groundwork and gathering users before the market heated up, he would definitely be able to cultivate an extremely massive project.

A flash of inspiration struck Li Mu as he thought of this. Starting a streaming website now, intercepting Baidu MP3’s future users half a year in advance, would definitely have a huge impact on Baidu. For a search engine, no one needed these users more, needed user retention more, or needed to cultivate user stickiness more than them.

Digital copyright wouldn’t truly be brought up until after 2005. The laws were not perfect, the cost and risk of infringement were very low, but the market was huge. The debate and contention over copyright and related laws and regulations in this area would continue for a long time. For true enforcement, it would be another ten or eight years.

There were already some online, but if he were to create a streaming website now, it wouldn’t take too long, maybe a year or so. If daily traffic could reach one million or even higher, he could extort money from Baidu.

At the latest, he would nurture it until 2003 or 2004, and when copyright issues just started to gain a little attention, he would either sell it off or transition. That’s settled!

Li Mu made up his mind, glancing at Zhang Kexuan, his mind racing.

These four guys were all rich second-generation heirs. Getting them to assist him in promoting and operating the streaming website would be perfect.

However, rich second-generation heirs were wealthy and arrogant. How could he capture their hearts?

After a moment’s thought, Li Mu suddenly spoke to Zhang Kexuan: “Oh, right, I have an upbeat song. The lyrics and music are already finished, but it’s not quite suited to my personal style. It’s very rhythmic, and the melody is very catchy. Are you interested? If you are, I can authorize you to use it for competition.”

Zhang Kexuan’s eyes went wide as he looked at Li Mu: “Li Mu, no, Bro Mu, are you serious?”

The drummer also stopped showing off: “Bro Mu, you’re right, setting up so many cymbals really was showing off wealth. You’re the professional, don’t bother with someone like me…”

With just one sentence from Li Mu, he captured the hearts of these guys.

Li Mu wasn’t entirely sure why rich second-generation heirs played rock music, but one thing he was certain of was that it wasn’t for money. If they wanted to make money from this, their brains must have been kicked by a donkey.

If not for money, then what? Ideals? Not quite. Face? Partially.

Perhaps creating a unique swagger, making people look at them with new eyes, especially girls, was the most important thing.

Zhang Kexuan and their band’s level, if compared nationwide, might not even be able to compare to a high school band. Yes, definitely not. The Flowers Band released their first album in 1999. These four, if they wanted to release an album of ‘The Flowers’ quality, would probably need a few more years.

So, when Li Mu said he was willing to give them a song to participate in a band competition, they regarded Li Mu as a god.

It was like a group of struggling people trying to make fire by rubbing sticks, who then saw a god-tier expert pull out two different exquisite Zippo lighters and light two cigarettes. Although they didn’t dare to hope that he would also give them a delicate lighter, even just throwing them a box of matches would make these guys cry tears of gratitude.

“Bro Mu, just say it, what are your conditions!”

Li Mu rubbed his chin, thinking to himself, since they’ve delivered themselves to his doorstep, he shouldn’t be polite.

“Actually, there aren’t many conditions. A transfer fee of twenty thousand yuan, plus helping me operate a music website in the future. If it goes smoothly, I’ll give you another song. If it goes very well, I’ll directly gather three songs for you to release an EP.”





Chapter 23: Signature Rights Exchange

Less than a minute after Li Mu finished speaking, Zhang Kexuan ran into the lounge, grabbed twenty thousand yuan in cash, and stuffed it directly into Li Mu’s arms.

“Bro Mu, take this money first. As for that music website business, the four of us bros are at your command anytime. Through fire and water, just say the word.”

Li Mu was surprised. They hadn’t even heard the song yet, and twenty thousand yuan was already thrown his way? Well, the more generous people were, the better the cooperation would be.

“Don’t rush with the music website. I haven’t set it up yet. I’ll tell you once I have a prototype.”

The four of them nodded vigorously.

Chen Wan felt her worldview collapsing. How were these four arrogant guys, who never bowed to anyone, completely subdued by an eighteen-year-old kid? Especially Ye Tianming, the drummer, whose father was one of Jinling’s most influential real estate developers. She had known him for years, and when had she ever seen him back down to anyone?

But then again, these four rich second-generation heirs, instead of enjoying their status, had a rock dream. What was most messed up was that any one of their families could save a little from their pocket money to fund a national band competition. But they wouldn’t. They could spend money to buy equipment, and they could spend money to buy songs from Li Mu, but they wouldn’t buy rankings. At least they had some integrity.

Li Mu took the twenty thousand yuan and waved his hand: “Paper and pen, I’ll write down the lyrics for you first.”

Although Li Mu could play a bit of guitar, to be honest, he couldn’t write sheet music. That required a solid foundation in music theory and extensive sight-singing and ear training. So, he could only write down the lyrics and the chord progressions, teach the four of them how to play the accompaniment, and then teach them to sing once they were familiar with it.

Zhang Kexuan looked at the lyrics, a bit dumbfounded: “Bro Mu, I can generally understand the beginning, but what does ‘If I could start over, I’d choose Li Bai’ mean?”

Li Mu waved his hand: “It’s just for the rhyme. Why overthink it?”

“True.” Zhang Kexuan shrugged and continued reading with the other three. Although they didn’t fully grasp the specific meaning of the lyrics, they certainly seemed to convey a subtle rebellious mentality!

To help them get the accompaniment right for this song, Li Mu handed his electric guitar to Zhang Kexuan, telling him to listen and learn to sing along.

Fortunately, although these guys’ technical skills were quite ordinary, they could handle basic accompaniment.

As soon as the rhythm of Li Ronghao’s “Li Bai” started, the feeling immediately emerged.

Zhang Kexuan listened to the intro, which Li Mu played in coordination with the band, and couldn’t help but tap his foot, holding the lyrics and waiting for Li Mu to start singing.

Chen Wan also leaned in. She was even more eager than the four band members to hear Li Mu’s “original music.”

“Most people want me to learn to see, with worldly eyes; I seriously learned with worldly eyes, worldly until dawn…”

Li Mu wasn’t particularly fond of this song. If he had to give a reason, it was that he didn’t quite like the lyrics. While sufficient for a pop song, a closer examination of the lyrics revealed a hint of being clumsily put together. However, its melodic line was very solid; it was not only pleasant to listen to but also very rhythmic, making it easy for people to tap along, and the live atmosphere would be excellent.

So, when Li Mu had just finished the first two lines, Zhang Kexuan was already so excited he almost jumped up.

Nothing but awesome, simply awesome!

The other three bros still had to play the accompaniment, so they couldn’t be too unrestrained, but the blissful expressions on their faces, as if they had eaten honey, were truly self-evident.

Li Mu sang it three times in a row, and Zhang Kexuan had already pretty much learned it. This guy had a good sense of music. After Li Mu sang it a few times, he completely familiarized himself with the melody and rhythm. All that was left was to find that nonchalant feeling.

For the four band members, they felt Li Mu’s song was even better than the previous two. After all, they were beginner rock youths, so it was excusable if they didn’t fully understand the deeper meaning. However, Chen Wan was much more discerning than the four of them. She could feel that the gap between “Li Bai” and the other two folk music-style songs was quite significant.

While the four band members were engrossed in rehearsing “Li Bai,” Chen Wan quietly asked him why he could write songs with such a huge stylistic difference. Li Mu’s one sentence left her speechless.

“‘Li Bai’ was written when I was in my first year of high school. I was young and reckless, with a restless mindset back then.”

What a pain in the neck.

It wasn’t Chen Wan, but Li Mu.

He felt his skin was getting thicker and thicker.

Chen Wan was also speechless. He was young and reckless, with a restless mindset in his first year of high school, but now he was only in his third year of high school, and he had already matured prematurely? What a strange boy…

No, a strange, god-like boy…

By the time the four band members had practiced until they were proficient, it was already five in the afternoon. If Zhang Kexuan’s voice hadn’t been completely worn out, he would have been willing to sing “Li Bai” ten more times, oh no, twenty times. He thought this song was too awesome. The general meaning of the lyrics was actually similar to his own “Mom, Please Take Me Home Quickly,” which he had always wanted to write, but this song was much more advanced and subtle. Awesome, truly awesome.

The four band members put away their instruments. The four bros huddled in a corner to discuss, then sent the bassist out. Zhang Kexuan then ran up to Li Mu, smiling apologetically, “Bro Mu, I’ll go get those two songs you sang earlier. I was so focused on ‘Li Bai’ that I completely forgot.”

Li Mu also felt a bit embarrassed: “You guys are all older than me, just call me Little Mu.”

Then, Li Mu added, “What are the others’ names?”

The drummer, who had been showing off but was now completely defeated, extended his right hand and said, “Bro Mu, my name is Ye Tianming. Just call me Tianming. Please don’t take what happened before to heart.”

The other guitarist also extended his hand: “Bro Mu, my name is Xia Ji, as in the ‘summer’ in winter and summer.”

Li Mu shook hands with each of them, politely saying, “Just call me Little Mu, otherwise I won’t dare to come here again.”

Then he asked, “Hey, where’s the bassist bro?”

Zhang Kexuan said, “His name is Gu Wei. He went out to run an errand and will be back soon.”

As Zhang Kexuan spoke, he quickly got Li Mu’s two songs ready, burning several lossless CDs, and also several CDs in MP3 and WMV formats.

After the discs were burned, the bassist Gu Wei returned, holding a kraft paper bag, which he handed to Zhang Kexuan.

Zhang Kexuan opened it, glanced inside, then pushed the bag towards Li Mu, sincerely saying, “There’s sixty thousand yuan in here. The four of us bros discussed it, and two thousand yuan isn’t enough for such good songs. It’s twenty thousand each.”

Li Mu was a bit confused and didn’t take it, waiting for Zhang Kexuan to continue.

Zhang Kexuan blushed and hesitated for a moment, then said, “Well… it’s like this, the four of us feel that for the band to participate in the competition, we need our own original music, so…”

Li Mu understood instantly.

Zhang Kexuan wanted the signature rights for the lyrics and music of “Li Bai.”

To be honest, eighty thousand yuan for a good song to perform wasn’t expensive or cheap. However, that was for selling to a singer. For example, if a pop star sang Li Mu’s song, even if the copyright belonged to that star or their record company, and the song was included in their album, the lyrics and music authors on the cover, lyrics sheet, and MV must clearly state: “Lyrics: Li Mu, Music: Li Mu.” Signature rights were very important, representing the creative lineage of the song.

Chen Wan understood what the request meant and felt he was going too far. She immediately said discontentedly, “Bro, Li Mu is already very generous to let you sing his songs. How can you be like this!”

Zhang Kexuan also felt a bit embarrassed.

Wasn’t this about saving face? Thinking about it, bands were all about original music. Which band would ask others to write songs for them? How embarrassing would that be to say? Domestically, Black Panther, Tang Dynasty, Overload; internationally, Guns N’ Roses, Nirvana. They covered songs, but besides those classic covers, everything else was their own original music!

Li Mu pondered for a moment, then calmly asked, “If I write songs for you in the future, you’ll definitely want the signature rights then too, right?”

Zhang Kexuan’s expression was extremely awkward. He lowered his head and said, “Bro Mu, just name your price!”

Li Mu nodded and said indifferently, “It’s not impossible, but in that case, the music website business will have to rely entirely on your money and effort.”

One thing at a time. Since they were participating in a national competition, with several regional rounds and one or two final rounds, they would need at least three or four songs. If Li Mu gave them all the signature rights, he would certainly need to receive corresponding compensation.

Upon hearing this, Zhang Kexuan immediately said, “Oh, I thought it was something else! No problem, just give the orders. As for that music website, we’ll handle all the money and effort, and all the shares will be yours!”

“Deal.”





Chapter 24: The Nation Erupts in Celebration

From the first day of his Rebirth, Li Mu had been pondering how to use his internet knowledge to earn enough money during the summer break for his first year of university tuition and a laptop.

He never expected that the first money he earned would come from selling songs. Life truly held many surprises.

It was already past six in the evening when Li Mu received the demos for his two songs. Zhang Kexuan was overjoyed and didn’t want to let Li Mu, this ‘talented individual,’ leave so soon. He insisted, dragging him and Chen Wan along to eat at Jinling’s best food stall.

Li Mu originally wanted to refuse. Driving back at this hour wouldn’t be too late to reach Haizhou, but Zhang Kexuan absolutely wouldn’t allow it, saying it was unsafe to drive at night and he wouldn’t be at ease.

Chen Wan also advised Li Mu not to rush, saying it was fine to go back tomorrow morning at the latest.

Zhang Kexuan suddenly remembered something and quickly said, “Oh, right! The Olympic bid results will be broadcast live at ten tonight. If the Olympic bid is successful, Jinling will have night celebrations! I’ll take you to eat at the food stall, drink ice-cold beer, and watch the Olympic bid live broadcast!”

Li Mu suddenly realized. It was July 13th. Tonight, past ten o’clock, Samaranch would announce in Moscow that Yanjing had won the right to host the 2008 Summer Olympics. It was indeed a cause for national celebration. Since that was the case, then… he might as well indulge a little.

Li Mu called his parents to inform them, then drove Chen Wan’s A6, following Zhang Kexuan’s imported Land Cruiser, to a food stall located in the city center’s most bustling area.

In those years, you could still find food stalls in the most prosperous areas; a few years later, such good fortune would be gone.

The food stall Zhang Kexuan took them to was quite upscale. The most eye-catching feature was the large rear-projection TV placed in the center. In that era, big rear-projection TVs were still rare items.

Zhang Kexuan greeted the owner, who then led them to the best reserved spot, very close to the TV and directly in front of it.

“We often come here to watch games when we have nothing to do.” After sitting down, Zhang Kexuan asked Li Mu, “Do you like football?”

“I like watching it, but I’m not very good at playing.”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, “We don’t really play much either; we’re just not very athletic, but we do enjoy watching.”

After speaking, Zhang Kexuan added, “But this year, our national football team is quite impressive. They won all six matches in the World Cup Asian qualifiers group stage.”

Ye Tianming laughed, “You should look at the teams in the group stage: Maldives, Cambodia, Indonesia… I think, when it comes to the Asian Top Ten qualifiers, our national team will probably still be finished.”

Xia Ji said, “Hey, I have a vague feeling that our national team has a real shot at the World Cup this year!”

Li Mu calculated the time. The national team had already finished the group stage, but the Asian Top Ten qualifiers wouldn’t start until late August. He remembered it clearly because he had already reported to school and was preparing for military training around that time.

As for securing their World Cup qualification, that wouldn’t happen until early October, when the national team defeated Oman one-nil at Wulihe Stadium.

Li Mu had been genuinely excited back then, but it was all for naught. In the World Cup group stage, the national team was defeated three times in a row, losing all three matches, conceding nine goals, and scoring none, returning home in utter defeat.

Zhang Kexuan called the owner over and ordered a large spread of food and drinks, specifically a lot of barbecue and spicy crayfish. Finally, he asked the owner to bring out imported Corona beer. Seeing his high spirits, it was clear he was in an exceptionally good mood.

Li Mu was also quite happy. His backpack, stashed in the trunk of Chen Wan’s Audi, contained a full eighty thousand yuan. This was the first money he had earned since his Rebirth, though not yet his first fortune. Li Mu decided not to tell his family for now. Tomorrow, he would first buy a laptop in Jinling, and then he could truly begin his internet ventures.

On a summer evening, at a food stall with cold beer and the beautiful Chen Wan by his side, Li Mu felt life was indeed quite enjoyable. Because he had thoroughly demonstrated his awesomeness in front of Zhang Kexuan and the other three, they treated him with great respect, toasting him in turns and repeatedly expressing their gratitude.

During their toasts, Li Mu learned that the quartet’s band name was Jinling Noise Works. Li Mu didn’t comment on the somewhat strange name; after all, he didn’t quite understand many rock band names anyway, like ‘Frostbite Eve’ or ‘Sunrise Last Night.’

When people with common interests gathered, there was much talk and much drink. After a long conversation, Li Mu discovered that these four rich second-generation heirs truly had unparalleled passion for music and rock. He, too, had always been a music lover, so as they talked, they found themselves increasingly compatible.

Before he knew it, it was half past nine in the evening. Li Mu was a little tipsy from the drinks, but he could see a considerable number of pedestrians gathering on the street. They were draped in national flags, waving national flags high, and even had national flags painted on their faces. A large crowd had gathered in the bustling downtown area. The police stood by, ready for action, but showed no intention of intervening.

Li Mu finished a bottle of Corona, watching the surging crowds around him, and the large screens hung outside commercial buildings all broadcasting CCTV’s live feed. His heart swelled with excitement.

The Chinese people in 2001 were fortunate; there were two occasions for nationwide celebration: one was tonight’s successful Olympic bid, and the other was the national football team’s World Cup qualification on the night of October 7th.

More and more people gathered, and he even saw some young men spending their own money to buy stacks of bottled water and drinks, distributing them to everyone they met on the street.

“The Olympic bid will surely succeed!” Someone shouted at the top of their lungs, and the crowd immediately erupted with immense energy: “The Olympic bid will surely succeed!”

Li Mu smiled knowingly. It would definitely succeed. In about half an hour, the entire nation would truly erupt in celebration.

Zhang Kexuan, deeply moved, declared, “I’ll pay! I’ll buy all the Corona the owner has, and we’ll hand them out for free on the street when the Olympic bid succeeds!”

The other three rich second-generation heirs immediately expressed their desire to participate.

Li Mu then said, “You should learn from others and buy canned beer now. With so many people, it wouldn’t be good if glass beer bottles caused accidental injuries.”

Zhang Kexuan suddenly understood. “You’re still the most thoughtful.” With that, Zhang Kexuan waved his hand, “Boss Zhou!”

The owner, in his thirties, quickly hurried over. Zhang Kexuan was a regular customer of his, and the business he brought had earned him a lot of money. Moreover, Zhang Kexuan was straightforward and didn’t have the arrogant airs of a rich second-generation heir who looked down on people, so the owner had a very good relationship with him.

Zhang Kexuan pulled out his Land Cruiser keys from his waist, handed them to the owner, and said, “Old Zhou, please help us out. We bros are all drunk. Drive my car out and help me buy canned beer, as much as you can. Later, when the Olympic bid succeeds, I’ll treat everyone on the street to a drink!”

Old Zhou paused, then slapped his thigh. “Count me in!”

At times like these, a strong sense of national pride truly surged in everyone’s hearts. Li Mu then said, “Count me in too. Whatever amount of alcohol we buy, the six of us will split the cost evenly.”

“Then you have to count me in too!” Chen Wan was unwilling to be left behind in the slightest.

Fortunately, the police were maintaining order among the crowd, and the road even had space specially reserved for cars. Boss Zhou handed the business over to his wife, took a waiter with him, and drove off in Zhang Kexuan’s car. Zhang Kexuan himself said that he often had Old Zhou drive him home after drinking too much there in the past.

In an era when drunk driving wasn’t strictly enforced, for a rich second-generation heir to have the awareness not to drive after drinking, Li Mu’s impression of Zhang Kexuan improved significantly.

Because the results were to be announced past ten o’clock, Old Zhou didn’t dare to delay. He drove around and bought about a dozen cases of canned beer, returning just as it was almost ten o’clock.

Zhang Kexuan, with a cigarette dangling from his lips, called everyone to help move the over ten cases of beer from the car, stacking them layer by layer by the roadside. Each case contained twenty-four cans. There were certainly more than ten thousand people in the bustling downtown area, but it was still a gesture of their goodwill.

Just past ten o’clock, after much anticipation, Samaranch finally appeared.

That year, there were four other candidate cities: Istanbul, Paris, Toronto, and Osaka. So, at the moment Samaranch hadn’t yet announced the city’s name, no Chinese person dared to be one hundred percent certain that Yanjing would succeed. Oh, wait, except for Li Mu.

At 22:08, Samaranch on the television screen uttered two words: “Yan-Jing.”

In an instant, the entire nation erupted in celebration…





Chapter 25: The First Computer

The surrounding cheers were deafening. Citizens who had already prepared on nearby rooftops immediately lit fireworks, and the crowds on the street were like spectators at a rock music festival, jumping, cheering, and waving their bright red flags wildly.

The scene quickly descended into a state of carnival.

Chen Wan was so excited that she was jumping up and down, her small hands clapping until they were red.

Li Mu felt a bit dizzy, but he still opened a can of beer and drank it all in one gulp. It was the first time he had drunk so freely since his rebirth, and he felt incredibly refreshed.

Perhaps due to overwhelming excitement, Chen Wan suddenly hugged Li Mu’s neck from behind. In a burst of enthusiasm, she jumped up and rode on Li Mu’s back, cheering wildly.

Carrying such a delicate beauty, Li Mu could even feel the softness and pressure from her chest. At this moment, Zhang Kexuan threw his cigarette butt to the ground and shouted to a few of his bros beside him, “Damn it, hand out the beer!”

Li Mu, afraid Chen Wan would slip, supported her with one hand and began to pull out cans of beer with Zhang Kexuan and the others, handing them to passersby, then grabbing another without looking up.

He had just handed a beer to someone passing by, excitedly saying, “The Olympic bid succeeded! Let’s raise our glasses together!”

In that moment, Li Mu wasn’t completely drunk, but the surrounding environment gave him a rare sense of abandon. He partied and drank with the crowd, not remembering how much he had consumed. He only knew that everyone drank until the middle of the night, and his head was splitting. Chen Wan drove him to a place, helping him walk, opening one door after another along the way.

…

When Li Mu woke up, the pain in his head made him wince, but it wasn’t too bad; after a moment to recover, it wasn’t as painful.

He was lying on a huge Simmons bed. The mattress was very comfortable, and the surrounding decor looked more like a luxurious bedroom than a hotel room.

Li Mu got up and, seeing that his clothes were still on, opened the door and walked out.

Upon exiting, he first saw a long corridor. Li Mu walked to the bright end of the corridor and discovered a delicate wooden staircase leading down to a huge and luxurious living room.

Walking down the stairs, Li Mu gradually saw the full view of the downstairs. Not only was there a living room, but also an open-plan kitchen, every detail exuding the aura of a mansion.

At this moment, a woman who had been looking down at the bar counter in the open-plan kitchen raised her head. Seeing Li Mu walk down, her pretty face flushed slightly but also showed a hint of excitement as she said, “You’re awake!”

It was Chen Wan.

“Sister Wan, where is this?” Li Mu asked.

“My home,” Chen Wan said, adding, “My home in Jinling, but it’s not often lived in.”

“Oh…” Li Mu nodded. He already knew Chen Wan was a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman, but the more he interacted with her, the more he realized she was practically the ultimate version of one.

Chen Wan walked over with a cup of hot milk and handed it to Li Mu. “Drink this, then come have some bread.”

Li Mu obediently took the milk. He was thirsty, so he drank it all in one gulp, then ate a few slices of buttered bread to fill his stomach.

His cheap digital watch showed it was already eleven-thirty in the morning.

Upon asking, he learned that they had played too hard last night. The crowd hadn’t dispersed until past one o’clock, but Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan’s group of four had drunk too much, so they left early.

Li Mu nodded. “I still need to find Brother Zhang to give him his share of the beer money from yesterday.”

“It’s not much money,” Chen Wan waved her hand. “Don’t look for him today. If he sees you, do you think you’ll get away easily?”

“You’re right.”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then said, “Sis, then later, you can accompany me to buy a laptop, and then we’ll head to Haizhou.”

“Alright,” Chen Wan agreed without hesitation. Remembering that Li Mu had given the signature rights for the song “Li Bai” to her maternal older male cousin’s band yesterday, she couldn’t help but feel a little regretful. “Selling that song to them like that, it feels like a loss.”

“It’s fine,” Li Mu said lightly. “If I really want to write songs, I’ll have many better works in the future.”

Chen Wan listened, dumbfounded, and murmured, “Little Mu, you’re really amazing…”

…

Even Jinling’s largest electronics market didn’t have much truly good stuff these days.

Most laptops were popular models around ten thousand yuan, with poor performance. As for IBM’s latest classic, the T23, it wasn’t available in Jinling yet. It probably wasn’t available anywhere in the country, not until early next year at least.

The T20, released last year, still cost nearly twenty thousand yuan for the highest configuration.

To do a good job, one must first sharpen one’s tools. It was really inconvenient to always go to an Internet cafe, so he gritted his teeth and bought it.

With the laptop purchased, Li Mu finally had his first computer since his rebirth. Afterwards, he also bought a modem, which was what people called a “cat” in those days.

In 2001, Haizhou had no private broadband services at all. You couldn’t install internet at home. The only thing you could do was dial up directly using a phone line, but the internet speed was extremely slow, and the price was steep. It seemed like the internet fee alone was several yuan per hour, but it was better than nothing. Li Mu still had sixty thousand yuan left after buying the computer, so the internet fee seemed negligible.

After buying the computer, the two finally started driving back to Haizhou. This time, Li Mu wasn’t driving; the alcohol hadn’t worn off, and he was likely still in the intoxicated stage.

Fortunately, after Chen Wan witnessed Li Mu’s driving style, she also became appropriately more relaxed, so the two of them took over three hours to rush back to Haizhou, which Li Mu found acceptable.

Chen Wan dropped Li Mu off at the entrance of his residential complex. Just as Li Mu was about to leave after saying goodbye to her, Chen Wan quickly said, “You rascal, don’t be in such a hurry.”

“What’s wrong?” Li Mu turned to look at her, a curious expression on his face.

Chen Wan then said, “You bought a computer, so give me your QQ number. Also, aren’t you going to buy a mobile phone? That way it’ll be easier for me to find you.”

“I will,” Li Mu laughed. “I need to figure out how to explain this money to my parents first, otherwise, it’ll scare them.”

Chen Wan was puzzled. “Just tell them the truth!”

Li Mu frowned slightly, but then he thought about it. If he told his parents now that he had written a piece of software and earned so much money, his parents would definitely wonder, ‘When did this kid become so proficient with computers?’ His family hadn’t even bought a Xiaobawang learning machine, let alone a computer; it wouldn’t make sense.

But if he told his parents that he had written a song and sold it to someone else, while they would still be surprised, at least he had been idly playing the guitar since his second year of junior high. They might find that easier to accept.

So, Li Mu’s face lit up with joy. “You’re right! I’ll just tell them the truth! My Sister Wan is so smart!”

“You little brat,” Chen Wan rolled her eyes at Li Mu. After saying goodbye, she stood there watching Li Mu enter the complex, her lips slightly pouted, feeling a little downcast.

“Eighteen years old and already such a monster. If you go to Yanjing, how many girls will you lead astray…”





Chapter 26: Make Your Own Decisions

Li Mu returned home and busied himself, finally getting his new laptop connected to the internet.

Thankfully, he had already asked the computer store to install some essential software when he bought it. Otherwise, with this internet speed, just downloading QQ would probably take half an hour.

Li Mu was very concerned about the current download volume and public feedback for Stone Age Overlord. So, he opened a few BBS forums and found that the administrator of the first BBS had intentionally stickied his post and added a banner advertisement, announcing the birth of the forum’s first post to exceed thirty thousand replies.

As for the download volume, it was 230,000, which was quite impressive.

Counting all the websites, the total downloads reached over 400,000.

Li Mu felt it was almost enough. The growth rate wouldn’t surge like this anymore. He didn’t know the exact daily active users of Stone Age, but considering how all internet companies loved bragging about their publicly announced data, they claimed a peak of 200,000 concurrent users. After a discount, the daily active users would probably be 300,000 to 500,000 at most.

He then opened his private QQ.

On his private QQ, Zhao Kang had left him a message: “Holy cow, I came to the Internet cafe today and checked the downloads, it’s over 400,000!”

Seeing him online, Li Mu asked, “Are you still at the Internet cafe?”

“Yeah, where did you go?”

“I’m home.”

“You have a computer at home now?”

“Just went out and got some money.”

“Damn, you’re impressive.”

Li Mu asked, “Did you log into the forum today using the proxy method I told you about?”

“I didn’t log in, I just opened the forum and looked.”

“That’s good.” Li Mu thought for a moment, then sent another message: “Come to my place tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, perfect timing to check out your new computer.”

Thinking about how Stone Age Overlord was now dominating the cheating software market for Stone Age, Li Mu opened his alias QQ to see who was trying to contact him.

As soon as he logged in, countless verification requests popped up.

Sun Peng from Abei Hacks alone had sent dozens, and besides him, there were also dozens of people who wanted to become regional agents for his cheating software.

Li Mu still ignored them, planning to make the people from Abei Hacks wait a bit longer.

Just then, his parents came home from work. Li Mu quickly got up. There was another hurdle waiting for him: he needed to explain the laptop and the remaining sixty thousand yuan in his bag to his parents.

…

Li Mu’s father extinguished his third cigarette in the ashtray, still asking with an incredulous expression, “Son, you said you wrote a song and sold it for eighty thousand yuan, right?”

“That’s right.” Li Mu nodded, pointing for the fifth time at his laptop and the sixty thousand yuan in cash, saying, “It’s all here.”

“I still can’t believe it…” Li Mu’s father said, reaching for another cigarette.

Li Mu’s mother suddenly spoke up, “If you don’t believe our son, I do!”

Then, Li Mu’s mother recalled five years ago, saying, “When our son was in his second year of junior high, I took him to the department store, and he insisted on buying a guitar. At the time, I wondered, does my son have musical talent too? Anyway, the guitar wasn’t expensive, so I bought it for him. Back then, I already felt that my son definitely had a gift for music!”

Li Mu felt a little embarrassed.

The reason he wanted a guitar back then was because he had just discovered rock music. Dou Wei, Ding Wu, Gao Qi, and even Zhang Chu and He Yong were his most admired idols in that era, which was why he pestered his mother to buy that guitar.

Li Mu’s father said thoughtfully, “Oh, it’s been five years!”

“Yes,” Li Mu’s mother said, “Haven’t you seen The Flowers Band on TV? They’re probably not even as old as our son, but they write their own songs, don’t they? They’ve become stars!”

“You’re right.” Li Mu’s father’s mind clicked, and he quickly said, “Son, what song did you write? Sing it for your mom and dad?”

Li Mu quickly waved his hand, “The song was sold for someone else to use in a competition. You should be able to see it on TV in a while.”

Li Mu certainly didn’t have the courage to sing a song in the style of “Li Bai (poet)” in front of his parents. Or rather, with his parents staring at him, he couldn’t bring himself to sing most of his songs.

Li Mu’s father also knew Li Mu might be uncomfortable and simply nodded. Then, he looked up at Li Mu, “Son, with so much money, you have to be careful with how you spend it, don’t waste it, understand?”

Li Mu’s mother immediately chimed in, “That’s right, Mom will deposit it in the bank for you tomorrow, to save for your university education!”

Li Mu’s father quickly said, “Why are you meddling? It’s our son’s own money, why are you saving it for him? He’s grown up, he can make his own decisions about his own affairs, as long as he doesn’t do anything harmful or extravagant.”

Li Mu’s father had always been quite open-minded, which made Li Mu’s mother a little embarrassed.

“You’re right, this money, our son can make his own decisions.”

Li Mu immediately smiled, “I can make my own decisions, right? Alright then.”

As Li Mu spoke, he picked up ten thousand yuan in cash and said to his parents, “The remaining fifty thousand is for you two to use as you please. This ten thousand is for my own use.”

“You still have to go to university, save this money for university!”

“It’s fine, I’ll earn more money for university later.”

Li Mu’s father and mother stared at Li Mu as if he were a monster, wondering why their son had suddenly become so confident.

However, the sixty thousand yuan on the table was real and visually impactful.

Li Mu’s father and mother exchanged a glance, and Li Mu’s mother said, “Alright, Mom will hold onto the money.”

…

The next morning, Zhao Kang came to Li Mu’s house and specifically looked at Li Mu’s new computer, with a hint of envy in his expression, but he didn’t ask Li Mu where the money for the computer came from.

Li Mu didn’t want him to misunderstand that he had already started making money from Stone Age Overlord, so he said to him, “When Stone Age Overlord sells, I’ll buy one for you too.”

Zhao Kang quickly waved his hand, “That’s too expensive, I can’t accept it.”

Then, Zhao Kang said very seriously, “Stone Age Overlord is the result of your labor alone. All I did was help post online. What I did isn’t worth even a tenth of a laptop, let alone a whole one.”

Li Mu patted him on the shoulder and said seriously, “I won’t sell Stone Age Overlord for less than five hundred thousand. I won’t allow myself to give you more than that, brother. With this deal, I guarantee you’ll earn fifty thousand.”

“Fifty thousand…” Zhao Kang stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded.

And Li Mu stared back at Zhao Kang.

He wanted to know if Zhao Kang’s dumbfounded expression was due to surprise or dissatisfaction. The former was fine, but if it was the latter, it would be a bit difficult.

Li Mu indeed considered Zhao Kang a brother, but brotherhood aside, Li Mu hoped to keep Zhao Kang by his side for a long time as his trusted right-hand man. Therefore, he had to figure out if Zhao Kang would change in a way he didn’t want to see when faced with a large sum of money.

Fifty thousand yuan was indeed a lot of money, but calculated by their share, it was a huge disparity of nine to one, or even more than ten to one.

Li Mu promised Zhao Kang fifty thousand, and he had a plan in mind. If Zhao Kang wasn’t satisfied with this sharing ratio, then the fifty thousand would be considered as Li Mu paying for his three years of vocational college tuition, at least preventing him from repeating the same mistake of his nineteen-year-old self in his previous life. However, similar collaborations would not happen again in the future.

However, what Li Mu didn’t expect was that Zhao Kang’s expression was indeed somewhat dissatisfied, but the reason for his dissatisfaction was…

“Li Mu, what do you mean by this? Are you pitying me?”

Li Mu frowned, “Where did that come from?”

Zhao Kang said sullenly, “I know what little I did. For that trivial stuff, you could hire plenty of people for twenty yuan a day. Why should I get fifty thousand?”

Li Mu smiled, “Didn’t I say? To let you earn enough for your tuition.”

“You said one year’s tuition, which I think is only six or seven thousand yuan.” Zhao Kang looked a bit awkward, “Besides, I originally thought what you were talking about would require me to spend the entire summer vacation working day and night with you, but it’s only been a few days in total…”

Li Mu smiled slightly. This brother from his youth in his previous life seemed trustworthy.

“You didn’t have much responsibility this time, but you will have more in the future.” Li Mu said, “After Stone Age Overlord is sold, and before the next cheating software is developed, I’ll give you two tasks.”

“Which two?”

“Handle the promotion and expand the distribution channels.”

“Distribution?” Zhao Kang recalled Li Mu’s analogy of cheating software to ecstasy pills and asked curiously, “Have you decided to sell it yourself?”

Li Mu nodded, “Stone Age doesn’t have a very long lifespan, and we don’t have start-up capital, so expanding channels is impossible. But after Stone Age Overlord is sold, we’ll have start-up capital.”

“Won’t the disco, oh no, the game company come after us?”

“They will.” Li Mu smiled, “That’s why I’ve always said this business will last at most two years. As long as we can successfully pull out before they make a move, we’ll be fine.”





Chapter 27: Parting Ways

“The total downloads have exceeded five hundred thousand.”

After calculating for a while in front of the laptop, Zhao Kang gave Li Mu the latest results of his calculations.

Li Mu smiled, “It’s about time we made contact with the Abei Hacks team.”

Saying that, Li Mu sat in front of the computer and opened his “Never-Ending Struggle” QQ.

Over one night, Sun Peng had added Li Mu more than ten times.

With a gentle click of the mouse on the “Agree” button, a new friend appeared in Li Mu’s friend list, whose avatar was a deep-voiced man—“Dapeng Bird.”

This was the first friend on Li Mu’s alias account.

Sun Peng was currently holding a savory crepe, gnawing on it for breakfast. Everyone else was still resting in another residential apartment next door. This bunch of night owls usually kept American hours. The reason he was up early today was due to his inner restlessness; he had been waiting for that Never-Ending Struggle to accept his friend request.

A sudden cough made Sun Peng’s spirits lift. He clicked to open the chat, immediately tossed the savory crepe in his hand aside, opened the dialogue box, and quickly typed a line: “Hello, I’m the person in charge of Abei Hacks. I’d like to discuss cooperation with you.”

Li Mu replied, “Shouldn’t we be competitors? What is there to cooperate on?”

Sun Peng, in front of his computer, sighed. This guy’s tone was really arrogant!

However, Sun Peng patiently replied, “Stone Age Overlord is indeed a very impressive cheating software. But you can’t keep it free forever, can you, after developing such good cheating software?”

Li Mu: “Didn’t you see the free trial period is fifteen days?”

Sun Peng: “Yes, but what happens after the trial period ends? How will you sell the cheating software in large quantities efficiently? Will you sell it directly or offer monthly subscriptions?”

Li Mu: “How I operate it, does that concern you?”

Sun Peng: “I have a sales channel that can achieve monthly sales of over thirty thousand monthly subscription codes. I’d like to offer it for cooperation. Are you interested?”

Li Mu: “You say thirty thousand, and it’s thirty thousand?”

Sun Peng: “We already sold thirty thousand copies last month. If not for Stone Age Overlord, I was planning to push for forty thousand copies this month. It’s summer vacation now, and the number of players has surged.”

Li Mu: “You mean you want to help me distribute Stone Age Overlord?”

Sun Peng: “Something like that. I want to be the general agent for Stone Age Overlord. If you set the price at fifteen yuan, you could net six yuan for each copy sold.”

Giving Li Mu six yuan was Sun Peng’s conservative estimate. Previously, when his Abei Hacks sold for fifteen yuan, his distributors took profits layer by layer, and he would only get eight yuan in gross profit. He had so many people to support, and he felt that a two-yuan share per copy was already very generous.

Li Mu: “Can you prepay for the goods?”

Sun Peng was stunned. Prepaying for goods was actually something he had always dreamed of, but the sub-agents wouldn’t agree; they always settled after selling. The money was drawn up layer by layer from below. If this Never-Ending Struggle wanted prepayment, then it would be difficult for him. He would have to pay him first, and then wait for the distributors below to remit payment at the end of the month.

Abei Hacks’ goal for this month was to sell forty thousand copies. Currently, with Stone Age Overlord’s massive download volume, if it started charging, leveraging the summer vacation advantage, selling fifty thousand copies wouldn’t be a problem. If he gave the other party six yuan per copy, he would first need to put out three hundred thousand yuan in cash. How much could he earn then? The gross profit was only two yuan per copy, so fifty thousand copies would only be one hundred thousand yuan.

One hundred thousand yuan might seem like a lot on its own, but he still had teams to support. The salaries of employees in two teams, office rent, and the living expenses of several people would amount to tens of thousands of yuan each month. What was left would then be split with the other two shareholders. He would probably only end up with over ten thousand yuan himself. To earn over ten thousand yuan, he would have to advance three hundred thousand yuan each month. How could he run this business?

Sun Peng: “We can’t do it this way. The profit margin is too low, and we’d have to advance so much money. That little profit isn’t even enough to support the team. We are a merger of two cheating software teams; I don’t know if you’ve heard of them, Qianyu and Abei.”

Li Mu: “Your two teams are both involved in programming, right? What I don’t understand is, if you buy my cheating software, what do you need technical staff for?”

That one sentence stumped Sun Peng.

Right, if he stopped developing cheating software, what would he need this current team for? To drag him down?

Li Mu asked again, “Is the sales channel in your personal hands?”

Sun Peng: “Yes.”

Li Mu: “How about this: one million yuan. I’ll sell you the program and all the source code. You can operate it yourself. If your sales channel is really that impressive, selling thirty to forty thousand copies a month, you could earn at least over one hundred thousand, or even two hundred thousand yuan each month. You’d get your money back in half a year.”

Sun Peng immediately froze in front of his computer.

He did some calculations in his mind.

From his perspective, monthly sales of fifty thousand copies for Stone Age Overlord wouldn’t be difficult. If he took it over and sold it through his own channels, he could recover eight yuan for each copy sold, which would be four hundred thousand yuan a month.

This isn’t gross profit; it’s net profit!

He wouldn’t be tied down by these two teams, wouldn’t have to painstakingly develop anything, wouldn’t need to invest capital, and wouldn’t have to associate with people like Jia Bei. One person, earning four hundred thousand yuan a month. He couldn’t say anything else, but if he sold it for half a year, he’d be rich!

Almost instantly, Sun Peng felt the lightness of shedding all burdens. He was trembling with excitement as he asked Li Mu on QQ, “Can you make it cheaper? I don’t have that much money.”

Li Mu: “No, I can’t. You have three days to consider. You’re not the only one who wants to get this cheating software from me these days.”

Sun Peng: “Can I have your phone number? I’ll contact you once I’ve decided.”

Li Mu: “QQ contact is fine.”

Li Mu closed QQ. Zhao Kang looked at Li Mu as if he were a deity and asked, “Will he really agree to one million yuan?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, “Probably unlikely. The main reason is he probably doesn’t have that much money.”

The entire industry chain had been operating for nearly two years, only just reaching a turnover of ten million yuan. Sun Peng also had teams to support, and shareholders to pay dividends to. He had been busy for so long, he probably hadn’t even earned five hundred thousand yuan.

Li Mu guessed correctly. Sun Peng did some calculations; he had been busy for so long, and currently, he had only earned over four hundred thousand yuan.

Moreover, his business had only recently started to pick up significantly in the last two or three months, only to be suppressed by Stone Age Overlord, leaving him with no way out.

However, Sun Peng had always been involved in Stone Age cheating software, and he was very confident in the game Stone Age, perhaps even blindly optimistic. Although he felt the one million yuan price was very high and outrageous, deep down, he firmly believed that if he truly bought it for one million yuan, he should be able to break even in one quarter.

So the question was, where could he gather one million yuan?

Sun Peng wasn’t from a rich family; otherwise, he wouldn’t be in this business. He had over four hundred thousand yuan himself. If he asked his family for help, they could at most come up with over one hundred thousand yuan, and that would be pushing it.

It seemed he had the appetite to swallow the big cake that was Stone Age Overlord, but his teeth weren’t strong enough.

However, with a change of thought, he remembered his other partner.

That is, the one before Jia Bei joined. Roughly calculating, he should have earned around two hundred thousand yuan during this period, right? And his family should also be able to contribute a bit. With both sides pooling resources, and then negotiating the price with that Never-Ending Struggle, they could try to get it for eight hundred thousand yuan. Then, just the two of them would do it, no more people.

Sun Peng quickly made up his mind. That partner was still trustworthy and had always been obedient, unlike Jia Bei, who was difficult to control.

Sun Peng immediately closed his QQ, lit a cigarette, and got up to the adjacent apartment they used as a dormitory, calling everyone awake.

With a worried expression, Sun Peng, under the gaze of eight or nine people, sighed deeply and casually tossed his cigarette butt to the ground, stomping it out. “Us bros, I’ve decided to quit.”

“What??” Except for the two partners, everyone else couldn’t accept it.

Although they had a premonition that this day would come, they indeed found it hard to accept. They hadn’t earned big money, but they had several thousand in income each month, which was far more impressive than what white-collar workers earned now. If they disbanded, wouldn’t everything be over?

Before, they had even hoped that Sun Peng and the other two partners could put out some money and lead everyone to hold on for a while longer.

Jia Bei also spoke up indignantly at this moment, “Damn it, I’m quitting too. There’s no damn point anymore. I’ll go home and stay for a while, and if a new game comes out, I’ll try again. Anyway, Stone Age is unplayable now!”

A technician who had always followed Jia Bei said with a worried face, “That Never-Ending Struggle’s technology is too impressive. Since he’s already entering the cheating software market, it’s naturally impossible for him to only do Stone Age!”

“Damn it!” Jia Bei cursed, “This exhausted guy is clearly trying to force us to our deaths! I’ll be damned if I believe it! Can he monopolize this entire industry by himself?”

Sun Peng waved his hand, “Stop talking nonsense. Let’s calculate. Since we’re parting ways, let’s try to end things amicably. For everyone’s salary this month, the three of us with shares will pay, calculated daily up to today. These two apartments will be vacated this month. As for the computers and other equipment, those brothers who have been with me since Qianyu started can take their respective computers. Consider it me leaving a livelihood for you bros. If you can program and have a computer, you can do other things in the future.”

These computers, when assembled, cost four to five thousand yuan each. Even with depreciation, they could still sell for at least over two thousand to three thousand yuan. In those years, the depreciation rate for electronic equipment wasn’t very fast, so Sun Peng was being quite generous.

As soon as Sun Peng said this, the former Qianyu members all breathed a sigh of relief. Regardless, they still got some benefit, and Sun Peng had done his utmost.

“Qianyu gets computers, but my Abei people don’t! I haven’t earned much money myself, damn it.”

Jia Bei was unhappy. He hadn’t been in for long, hadn’t earned much money, and had three people working under him. The three computers they used had only been assembled two or three months ago; they were very new and could fetch over ten thousand yuan if sold.





Chapter 28: You Can Do It

”

”

“Have you decided which school to apply to?”

”

”

Coming out of his house, Li Mu asked Zhao Kang on the way to school.

”

”

Zhao Kang frowned, “Oh, I forgot. Let me check.”

”

”

As he spoke, he pulled out his application form. After reading it, he said, “Yanjing Institute of Information Technology, Computer Science major.”

”

”

Li Mu didn’t know what kind of school it was; he hadn’t heard of it. But a vocational college should be a junior college. Choosing Computer Science was a good idea; with him around, it would definitely be a great help to Zhao Kang.

”

”

Zhao Kang casually added, “I checked the school’s address and bought a Yanjing map to compare. This school is less than two kilometers from Renmin University of China, so I can be closer to you.”

”

”

If it weren’t for the fact that the term “bromance” didn’t exist yet, Li Mu would have almost thought Zhao Kang had a bromantic tendency.

”

”

The reason he chose this university was actually to be closer to him…

”

”

At this moment, Zhao Kang continued, “I’ve thought about it. I don’t have much ability, and my studies are just so-so. I’m not like you, who understands so many things. So, from now on, as long as you still think highly of me as a brother, just tell me what to do. I trust my judgment in people; following you will definitely be the right choice.”

”

”

Li Mu saw that Zhao Kang wasn’t joking and was surprised that this eighteen-year-old boy could have the courage to make such a decision. However, this was also a form of trust in him.

”

”

With a knowing smile, Li Mu said, “Yanjing is vast, and there are many opportunities. Let’s work hard together.”

”

”

Going to Yanjing this year, with Zhao Kang as a brother and Su Yingxue as a goddess, life shouldn’t be too boring, right?

”

”

…

”

”

Li Mu was now considered a wealthy man, with at least ten thousand yuan in cash at his disposal. He treated Zhao Kang to a good meal: a Western buffet at Haizhou Hotel, one hundred yuan per person.

”

”

In those days, spending two hundred yuan for lunch for two people was a top-tier luxury in Haizhou.

”

”

Li Mu had originally wanted to give Zhao Kang some cash to make him more financially comfortable before Stone Age Overlord was sold, but considering Zhao Kang’s personality, he feared it would hurt his pride, so he gave up on the idea.

”

”

After eating, the two of them went to school together.

”

”

It was time to submit their applications. After completing this last task, everyone would have officially ended their high school days and would go home to wait for their scores and admission notices.

”

”

At this time in his previous life, Li Mu had been in great pain. But to avoid burdening his family and to graduate and earn money sooner, he hardened his heart and sacrificed his future.

”

”

In this life, Li Mu was impressive. He dared to fill in Renmin University of China on his application. If a teacher saw it, they’d be scared to death, thinking Li Mu had gone crazy, didn’t want to go to university, and was using the application to get back at society.

”

”

Just as he walked into the school, someone called out to Li Mu from behind.

”

”

It was Su Yingxue.

”

”

Zhao Kang saw Su Yingxue walking over from behind and subtly gave Li Mu a look, “I’ll go first.”

”

”

Li Mu then said, “Okay, our class has a gathering tonight. Let’s talk on the phone tomorrow.”

”

”

“Our class does too.”

”

”

It seemed all classes had arranged to have their gatherings today?

”

”

Li Mu chuckled to himself. Zhao Kang walked away, and Su Yingxue came to his side.

”

”

Li Mu’s gaze brazenly appraised Su Yingxue. She hadn’t dressed up intentionally today, but in the words of later generations, she still exuded a full “goddess aura.”

”

”

Su Yingxue’s psychological resilience was excellent. Being stared at by all sorts of boys and men every day had long helped her develop the skill of remaining completely unaffected. However, Li Mu’s gaze still surprised her.

”

”

The world of difference after Li Mu changed his appearance had already surprised her on the day of the estimated score release. Before the College Entrance Examination, he would always childishly avoid her gaze when their eyes met. After the College Entrance Examination, however, he seemed like a completely different person, suddenly becoming incredibly confident, which made her unable to guess what kind of impact the exam had truly had on him.

”

”

“Yingxue, looking for me?” Li Mu unconsciously adopted the look of a creepy uncle trying to coax a little girl. It wasn’t his fault; Su Yingxue was simply too captivating. In his previous life, he had been Haunted by Dreams of her for over a decade, and unexpectedly, he was falling even deeper now. There was no helping it; when this girl reached twenty-seven or twenty-eight, she would undergo an even greater qualitative leap than she had now. By then, her flawless photos would be all over the financial news.

”

”

Su Yingxue was still not quite used to Li Mu’s transformation. Looking at him, she asked, “Are you really going to apply to Renmin University of China?”

”

”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, a hint of flippancy in his tone, “Did you think I was just saying it?”

”

”

“No.” Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, a touch of reluctance in her eyes, and softly said, “But, are you confident? I’m afraid you’ll ruin your own future…”

”

”

“Are you afraid I won’t get in?” Li Mu suddenly chuckled. How interesting. In their previous life, their paths essentially diverged here. Later, Su Yingxue went to Yanjing, while he went to Jinling. Four years later, he traveled to Yanjing on a hard-seat train for a day and a night, carrying her in his heart, only for her to fly to America.

”

”

Even thinking about it now, it felt both amusing and helpless, with a touch of self-deprecating humor for his overestimation of himself. But she was, after all, his dream back then.

”

”

Reborn into this life, shouldn’t he make sure he could achieve what he thought he couldn’t in his previous life?

”

”

In his previous life, he didn’t even reach the First-tier university admission line, but in this life, he filled in Renmin University of China on his application. In his previous life, his parents suffered and toiled, growing old and worn out because of him, but now, he had sold one song for several years’ worth of his parents’ wages, not to mention Stone Age Overlord, which hadn’t even been released yet but was already popular among players, and the future internet era, the mobile internet era…

”

”

So, if he pursued Su Yingxue now, it shouldn’t be considered a toad lusting after a swan, right?

”

”

Su Yingxue was indeed afraid Li Mu wouldn’t get in, but she also feared he would misunderstand her intentions, so she explained, “I just don’t want you to regret it. What if you don’t get in?”

”

”

“You’re right,” Li Mu nodded, smiling. “I’m also afraid of not getting in.”

”

”

Su Yingxue thought Li Mu had more to say, but he had finished. Anxiously, she blurted out, “Then what? How did you fill out your application?”

”

”

Li Mu said, “Of course, I filled in something I’m one hundred percent confident about.”

”

”

Hearing this, Su Yingxue immediately felt relieved, but a moment later, she felt a little disappointed, “Sigh, which university did you end up applying to?”

”

”

The moment she asked that question, Su Yingxue vaguely held a hope in her heart: that Li Mu would apply to a school in Yanjing.

”

”

Li Mu took the folded application form from his pocket and handed it to her, smiling, “See for yourself.”

”

”

Su Yingxue took the application form suspiciously. She opened it and was dumbfounded after just one glance.

”

”

First choice: Renmin University of China. And, only the first choice!

”

”

“This…” Even Su Yingxue, whose estimated score was six hundred and fifty, wasn’t one hundred percent confident, so she listed Yanjing University of Technology as her second choice.

”

”

“Are you really confident?”

”

”

“Of course.”

”

”

“What if you don’t get in?”

”

”

“If I don’t get in, I’ll repeat a year of school and take the exam again, still aiming for Renmin University of China.”

”

”

“Really?”

”

”

“Absolutely!”

”

”

Su Yingxue suddenly seemed serious, her clear eyes fixed on Li Mu, “Then it’s a deal!”

”

”

Li Mu felt as if his soul was being captivated by those eyes, but a moment later, he frowned and asked, “Su Yingxue, what do you mean? Are you so sure I won’t get in?”

”

”

“No, not at all.” Su Yingxue chuckled, handed the application form back to Li Mu, and walked forward, saying, “Before you submit it, fill in Yanjing University of Technology as your second choice. The code is 10007.”

”

”

“No way!” Li Mu pouted, stuffing the application form into his pocket.

”

”

Su Yingxue turned around, looked at Li Mu, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright, “I filled it in, because I’m not absolutely confident I can get into Renmin University of China.”

”

”

Li Mu smiled slightly, a sunny yet somewhat mischievous smile, “You can do it.”

”

”





Chapter 29: Farewell Meal

Like high school students of Li Mu’s era, especially those in key schools, most were still quite well-behaved. Few smoked or drank, unlike the high schoolers two or three years later.

However, once it was time for the farewell meal, it seemed every boy had learned to smoke and drink.

After submitting their college applications, most of the class rushed to the gathering together.

The Class Monitor found an extra-large private room in a mid-range restaurant. Four tables perfectly accommodated all the students attending the farewell meal.

Science classes had more boys than girls, roughly a 3:1 ratio. Everyone naturally sat at tables according to their personalities.

Someone, it’s unclear who, bought several packs of Soft Hongmei cigarettes. Each boys’ table had two packs.

Initially, a few boys who knew how to smoke puffed away. As more and more alcohol was consumed, by the latter half, almost every boy had a cigarette dangling from his mouth, but most didn’t actually know how to smoke. They’d inhale a puff into their mouth, then exhale it directly without letting it reach their lungs. To Li Mu, this wasn’t secondhand smoke; it was like others were feeding him smoke.

The girls were particularly magnanimous today. Usually unable to stand the smell of smoke, they were trapped in this smoke-filled room today, yet not a single one uttered a word of protest.

Li Mu looked at every boy around him. No matter what they looked like, their faces were flushed and their eyes were red. He didn’t know if it was due to the sadness of parting or the smoke swirling throughout the room.

With red eyes, it was inevitable that some timid soul would break first. A boy whose name Li Mu couldn’t even recall choked on a puff of smoke, coughing for a while, then suddenly collapsed onto the table and began to sob loudly.

Immediately after, the room filled with sounds of crying, cursing, and reluctant goodbyes.

The girls also cried. Li Mu looked from afar and saw Su Yingxue’s eyes were red too, just a step away from tears.

Li Mu originally thought these kids were too immature, too childish, but then he forgot that at this very meal back then, he was the third one to cry.

Now, being back in the midst of it, Li Mu, who had felt a certain superiority, also found his eyes stinging.

This meal signified that everyone present was ending a chapter in their lives, bidding farewell to a group, and moving on to the next stage of life with uncertainty, the unknown, and apprehension.

Li Mu didn’t want to cry, so he picked up a Hongmei cigarette from the table, put it in his mouth, hastily lit it with a lighter, and then took a deep drag into his lungs.

In his previous life, Li Mu was a smoker. When he couldn’t write code, cigarettes were like a clearing agent for blocked thoughts. In this life, he had no physical nicotine addiction, so he didn’t want to touch them. But at this moment, it seemed only a cigarette could hold back these tears.

Su Yingxue secretly observed Li Mu. Seeing him skillfully take a large puff of smoke, pause for a moment, and then exhale a thin stream of smoke from his mouth and nose, she was greatly surprised.

This was clearly the habit of an old smoker, exactly like her father when he was troubled by a case.

Li Mu had smoked half a cigarette when he noticed Su Yingxue secretly watching him with red eyes. Their gazes met. He didn’t instinctively look away this time. The combined effect of alcohol and nicotine made him instinctively mouth three words to Su Yingxue.

“I’m still here.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t hold back anymore. She turned her head, and two streams of clear tears flowed down.

A group of young men, not usually good with alcohol, displayed an unexpectedly high tolerance. The three boys’ tables collectively drank over one hundred bottles of beer, averaging four or five bottles per person, which was quite impressive for high school seniors.

The Vice Class Monitor, a girl, saw that everyone had eaten enough and drunk enough, so she didn’t dare let them drink any more. They had already booked KTV; if everyone got too drunk here, what would be the point of the next stop?

She quickly stood up. After paying the bill, she returned with a mournful expression, walked up to the tipsy Class Monitor, and whispered, “Class Monitor, we went over budget for dinner. The beer alone cost over three hundred yuan. What are we going to do if we don’t have enough money for singing later?”

Previously, everyone had chipped in fifty yuan. A table of dishes at current prices would be less than three hundred yuan, but with the alcohol, the total bill surprisingly came to one thousand five hundred yuan. They had originally planned to save eight hundred yuan for singing, as the largest KTV private rooms weren’t cheap and were sold as a package with drinks and snacks.

The Class Monitor listened hazily, raising a hand as if to say something but failing to articulate it for a long time. Li Mu called the Vice Class Monitor over and quietly asked, “How much are we short?”

“Less than three hundred.”

Li Mu nodded, quietly pulled out one thousand yuan from under the table, took out one bill for himself, and discreetly slipped the rest into the Vice Class Monitor’s hand, whispering, “Keep it low-key, don’t make a fuss. Later at KTV, order more food and drinks so everyone can have a good time. And save some money for taxis home after we’re done.”

Fortunately, Li Mu had one thousand yuan on him. At this moment, he wanted everyone to have a blast and not have to dig into their pockets to chip in more.

But the Vice Class Monitor quickly refused, “My idea was to have the Class Monitor ask everyone to chip in another ten yuan each, that’s all we need. Why so much? Besides, this is all your own money…”

“Besides what?” Li Mu gestured with his chin towards the group of excited guys around them and asked her, “Look for yourself, everyone’s hyped up. Do they have time to listen to you? Take this money and use it without worry. I won’t ask anyone to pay it back, and you don’t make a fuss. Just make sure everyone is taken care of.”

The Vice Class Monitor hesitated for a moment. Seeing that Li Mu wasn’t acting like he was drunk and showing off, she gently nodded.

Li Mu asked her, “Is the KTV all set?”

“Yes,” the Vice Class Monitor nodded. “It’s not far from here, only five to six hundred meters.”

“Alright,” Li Mu said. “I’ll get these guys moving. You go tell the girls and we’ll leave.”

The Vice Class Monitor returned to the girls’ table. Li Mu stood up and filled a glass with alcohol. The surroundings were chaotic; thirty-odd boys were gathered in small groups of two or three, either shouting loudly or hugging and crying. He had no choice but to pick up an empty beer bottle and continuously tap its bottom on the table for half a minute. After attracting everyone’s attention, he finally said, “Alright, everyone, let’s get moving! We’ll continue drinking and singing at the KTV for the next round.”

The hyped-up guys, hearing they were going to KTV to sing and drink, immediately cheered excitedly. Howls rose and fell, one after another. They all downed their last glass of alcohol, then stood up to leave.

Seeing the boys so drunk, the girls weren’t in a hurry to leave. Only after most of the boys had gone out did the Vice Class Monitor say to the girls at her table, “Let’s go too.”

The girls stood up and left one after another. Su Yingxue walked up to the Vice Class Monitor, tugged her hand, and whispered, “What did Li Mu say to you when you went to find the Class Monitor just now?”

The Vice Class Monitor looked left and right, then whispered, “Li Mu gave me nine hundred yuan, saying he wanted me to make sure everyone had a good time and could take taxis home afterwards.”

Su Yingxue was stunned. “Nine hundred?”

“Yes,” the Vice Class Monitor sighed. “It scared me. A whole semester’s tuition and miscellaneous fees for senior year was only eight hundred…”

“Was he a bit out of control from drinking too much?”

“Doesn’t seem like it,” the Vice Class Monitor said. “I confirmed it repeatedly. Li Mu also told me to keep it low-key and not make a fuss, just to take care of everyone.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently, not asking any more questions.

…

“That laughter reminds me of my flowers…”

From the moment they entered the KTV, the drunken boys all clamored to sing this song. However, there were only two microphones, so it was haphazardly passed around and sung five or six times by different people.

Each time, two or three people shared one microphone, and each rendition sounded like a pig being slaughtered. Every boy singing the song had tears streaming down his face.

The girls didn’t fight with the boys for the microphones. They just sat quietly, listening. No matter how terrible the singing, they were moved to tears.

Li Mu really wanted to stop their endless single (music) loop, but in those days, the song-ordering system didn’t have touchscreens. It used a rather complicated remote control. To order a song, you first had to find the number in the songbook, and then use the remote control to select it. The remote control was in some animal’s hand, its whereabouts completely unknown. All he knew was that after each rendition of “Those Flowers,” someone would shout, “One more time!” and the replay button would be pressed.

Frustrated and annoyed, Li Mu felt his ears were being assaulted in turns and were about to collapse.

He wanted to smoke again, but he was out of cigarettes. Li Mu had no choice but to go outside and buy a pack of ten-yuan Jinling cigarettes. He smoked one downstairs before going back up to the private room.

Fortunately, when he returned, those beasts weren’t singing “Those Flowers” anymore, otherwise Li Mu would have wanted to go home and sleep.

Two girls were currently singing Cecilia Cheung’s “Star Wish,” which was essentially a catchy pop song of that era.

Li Mu found a secluded corner and sat down. The boys around him were still drinking and chatting. Those who wanted to talk were still talking, and those who wanted to cry were still crying.

After “Star Wish” finished, Faye Wong’s “Red Bean” began to play. A voice came through the microphone: “Yingxue, Yingxue, it’s your ‘Red Bean’!”

Hearing it was Su Yingxue, Li Mu’s ears perked up. He seemed to have never heard Su Yingxue sing before. KTV had only become popular in Haizhou in May of that year, and this scene had happened in his previous life too, but back then, he had been one of the first to get drunk, probably a complete mess by the time they got here.

After the prelude, a pleasant, gentle female voice gracefully filled the speakers. Li Mu praised inwardly, She sings really well. Although her voice didn’t have Faye Wong’s ethereal quality, it could at least score an 85.

In Li Mu’s heart, this song had always been one of Faye Wong’s most classic works.





Chapter 30: Causing Trouble

A group of drunken louts were also drawn in by Su Yingxue’s singing. When the song ended, applause thundered. After all, she was the class beauty and School beauty, and the boys’ cheers rose and fell.

However, Su Yingxue didn’t sing anymore after that. A few girls sang two or three cheesy love songs, and then for a long time, it entered “Beyond time.”

“Really Love You,” “No More Hesitation,” “Glorious Years,” “Boundless Oceans, Vast Skies.”

These were definitely the favorite KTV songs for boys of this era, but Li Mu truly couldn’t bring himself to praise their singing skills.

The observant Vice Class Monitor noticed that everyone had been sitting there for over an hour, and it seemed that everyone had sung a few lines except for Li Mu, who hadn’t opened his mouth at all. Thinking about how Li Mu had sponsored nine hundred yuan just for this table of drinks and snacks, she seized the opportunity when the microphone was free, picked it up, and loudly incited, “Li Mu, you’re the only one who hasn’t sung yet! Sing one for us!”

Since Li Mu had now become a hunk, the girls all started to chime in.

Li Mu had drunk a little, so he wasn’t reserved. With a cigarette dangling from his lips, he stood up, ran a hand through his spiky hair, looking like a messy bad boy, and said, “Who has the songbook? Order me ‘I Won’t Let You Be Lonely’!”

Chen Sheng was not an idol singer; he was older and not particularly good-looking, and his singing was too raw and casual, so he had never been popular with young people. Most of his fans were middle-aged people with some life experience. Therefore, when Li Mu asked to sing this song, most people had never heard of it.

But for Li Mu, this song held deep sentiment. The lyrics, melody, and even the vocal style all contained a sincere emotion, and with only a guitar for accompaniment, it seemed even more unadorned.

“Let me gently kiss your face, wipe away your sorrowful tears…”

“The road is long, let’s walk it together…”

“I won’t let you be lonely, we’ll walk together until the end of time…”

Li Mu’s voice was already hoarse yet magnetic, and he sang this song almost perfectly. Not only did it move many to tears, but in the ears of some attentive listeners, they discerned a depth of experience and emotion that seemed entirely at odds with Li Mu’s youthful appearance.

Among them, Su Yingxue was the most surprised and had the most turbulent feelings. She seemed to understand Li Mu less and less. All the impressions she had of him over three years seemed to have been completely overturned in just these past few days.

Throughout the entire evening, Li Mu only sang this one song.

He didn’t drink much more, nor did he smoke much more.

Like him, Su Yingxue also didn’t sing again.

Aside from the two of them being somewhat silent, everyone else grew more and more energetic. Several boys were so drunk they could barely keep their eyes open, but as soon as a familiar song came on, they still didn’t forget to sing along loudly.

Around eleven o’clock, a few male classmates went to the restroom together. Not long after, Li Mu’s deskmate, Hu Guoran, rushed back in a panic, pushed open the door, and shouted to everyone, “The Class Monitor is being beaten! All you guys, come with me!”

A group of drunk high school graduates, their adrenaline surged faster than an erection. Hearing this, over twenty boys instantly exploded in anger, stumbling and staggering to their feet, and rushed out after that male classmate.

Li Mu saw that these idiots were going to fight empty-handed and couldn’t help but sigh inwardly, “They really are just naive hotheads.” After saying that, he grabbed a beer bottle in his hand, put his hands behind his back, and followed them out.

Everyone swarmed after the male classmate to the restroom entrance, and the scene before them stunned many.

The KTV’s restroom was very large; the open space at the entrance alone was tens of square meters. The Class Monitor and two other classmates were currently cornered by four or five hoodlums. Those hoodlums were continuously punching and kicking them. The most arrogant one even grabbed the mop used for cleaning the bathroom floor, holding it with both hands and fiercely jabbing it at them.

Seeing over twenty people arrive, those hoodlums were also a bit taken aback. One of Li Mu’s classmates shouted angrily, “Damn it, they dared to hit our Class Monitor! Let’s fight them!”

The hoodlums were dumbfounded; they hadn’t expected the other side to have so many people.

Their private room was across from the restroom. There were five men and three women in their group. Three of the men, drunk, went to the restroom together. One of them bumped into Li Mu’s class monitor. The Class Monitor, also drunk, subconsciously told the other person to watch where he was going. As a result, the other person, without a word, immediately slapped him hard across the face.

The three other male classmates near the Class Monitor wanted to help, but unexpectedly, one of the hoodlums went back and called out the other two men. As soon as they were all there, they started fighting. Five against four, these high school students were no match at all; they had virtually no ability to fight back. Hu Guoran fled back in a panic, which was how he brought back reinforcements.

Li Mu had no impression of this fight in his mind. In his previous life, he seemed to have drunk a lot and fell asleep shortly after arriving at the KTV. He only heard the next day that the male classmates in his class had gotten into a fight with some street thugs at the KTV the night before. One male classmate had been stabbed in the abdomen. Although his life wasn’t in danger, he stayed in the Municipal Hospital for over half a month before recovering. Li Mu had even visited him a few times with his classmates. He recalled that the one who did the stabbing was never caught.

Scattered fragments of memory, combined with the current situation, Li Mu already had a plan in mind. It seemed that these were the ones who had assaulted someone with a knife in his previous life. These hoodlums definitely had knives on them. He had to constantly pay attention to their actions to avoid repeating the same mistake.

These guys were originally extremely arrogant, but seeing so many people surround them, they suddenly became a bit intimidated. The one holding the mop pretended to be tough, pointed at everyone, and roared, “This has nothing to do with you! All of you damn well get lost!”

Facing so many people, these petty hoodlums already lacked confidence, yet they insisted on pretending to be tough, which instantly angered Li Mu’s drunk male classmates. They swarmed forward, ready to fight.

Only then did those hoodlums realize they had messed up. Normally, they wouldn’t even spare a glance for these high school students, but now these guys were clearly drunk and disoriented, each looking ready to fight to the death. They simply couldn’t scare them off.

The hoodlum holding the mop immediately threw it aside and pulled out a butterfly knife from his lower back, pointing the sharp blade at the students in the front row.

“All of you damn well step back! Whoever steps forward, I’ll stab them to death!”

The petty hoodlum had also drunk some alcohol, and seeing so many people rush over, he seemed to have become reckless.

However, Li Mu’s classmates’ adrenaline was off the charts at this moment; all they could think about was beating them up, so they still rushed forward recklessly.

The few female classmates who had followed them out were scared stiff by this scene. They hadn’t drunk alcohol and knew how serious it was to use a knife.

The hoodlum holding the butterfly knife also got agitated. Seeing the crowd rush over, he swung the knife without a word, ready to stab forward.

At this moment, a figure suddenly attacked from the side, appearing before him. Just as he was about to turn his head to look, a beer bottle shattered with a clang on his head. He felt a sharp pain explode in his head, and he could barely stand.

It was Li Mu who made the move.

Bringing a beer bottle out proved useful. With a flanking maneuver, while the opponent wasn’t paying attention, he directly smashed the beer bottle on his head. Blood immediately flowed down, covering his entire face.

Immediately after, before anyone could react, Li Mu grabbed his knife-wielding wrist, used both hands with force, snapping the hoodlum’s wrist with a ‘crack.’ His hand loosened, and the knife fell.

The guy grimaced in pain. Li Mu quickly picked up the butterfly knife and glanced at the other four hoodlums, finding that none of them had weapons. He then kicked the guy with blood all over his head to the ground. He was also furious at these hoodlums for being so overbearing, so he roared at the male classmates behind him, “Go on, beat them up! Whoever dares to fight back, break their arm!”





Chapter 31: Fight to Their Heart’s Content

Li Mu knew that since this fight in his previous life had escalated to the point where a classmate was stabbed and hospitalized, it meant that the drunk greenhorns behind him, once they went wild, were beyond his control.

Besides, Li Mu had no intention of breaking up the fight. He had already disarmed the opponent’s knife, giving his side an overwhelming advantage. Since that was the case, it was better to let loose and teach these punks a good lesson, to fight to their heart’s content!

As for Li Mu’s warning that anyone who retaliated would have their arm broken, it was also meant for these punks. He estimated that after hearing that, they would most likely not dare to fight back.

The impulsiveness of young people, when properly guided, could unleash extraordinary destructive power.

Twenty or thirty boys, their fighting spirit ignited by Li Mu’s words, surged forward. It was almost four or five people against one. The opponents were just punks in their early twenties, and their combat ability was nowhere near one against five. So, they were quickly knocked to the ground by a flurry of punches and kicks.

The few girls in the class watched in trepidation. A scene of Haizhou No.1 High School students getting into a group brawl was rarer than a meteor shower. For a moment, the girls were at a loss, all looking at Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue usually had the most independent judgment and a maturity beyond her years. If she hadn’t refused, the position of Class Monitor for all three years of high school would have undoubtedly been hers.

“Yingxue, what do we do now?” the Vice Class Monitor was so flustered she could barely speak.

Su Yingxue’s eyes scanned the chaotic fighting crowd and found Li Mu’s figure. That rascal was holding a toilet mop, repeatedly jabbing the faces of the downed thugs.

Su Yingxue, finding it both amusing and exasperating, immediately relaxed. No matter what, the current situation was entirely under the control of Li Mu and the male classmates. Since that was the case, there was no need for her side to worry.

“Just watch for now,” Su Yingxue said calmly, surprising the girls around her.

However, the other girls quickly realized that with such a one-sided situation, there was indeed no need to worry too much.

Twenty or thirty against five—a classic case of disproportionate numbers. The few punks were beaten black and blue, wailing incessantly, their bodies covered in handprints and footprints.

Li Mu, sneaking in kicks among the crowd, still felt it wasn’t enough. He shouted loudly from within the group, “Tear off these bastards’ clothes!”

Punks cared about their reputation. Even if they didn’t earn a cent from their street life, they had to save face. Getting beaten was one thing, but they couldn’t show weakness. So, these guys were quite tough; despite their injuries, they didn’t beg for mercy. But suddenly, a group of drunk high school students wanted to tear off their clothes, and they instantly couldn’t take it anymore.

It was summer, so they were already wearing little. Li Mu’s classmates swarmed forward, tearing at their clothes, and quickly ripped their T-shirts and pants into rags. The few punks were soon left with only their underwear. Even then, the classmates still felt it wasn’t enough and wanted to tear off their last shred of decency!

“Sirs…”

The punk who had initially brandished the knife and acted so arrogantly completely caved. He covered his crotch and cried out, “I was wrong, I was wrong, please don’t tear them off!”

Hu Guoran, seeing red, pointed at the guy’s underwear and roared at the classmates beside him, “Damn it, he was so arrogant, I’m going to rip him apart!”

The boys, like wolves and tigers, swarmed forward. Li Mu quickly stopped them, saying, “You can beat them, but let’s stop there. We have female classmates here; don’t taint their eyes!”

Only then did everyone realize that there were female classmates not far behind them. So, they let go of these guys’ last bit of dignity.

It wasn’t shameful for a punk to get beaten up when out and about, but to be stripped down to just underwear was shameful beyond belief.

These guys had been on the streets for a while, but it was their first time encountering such brutal high schoolers. The physical pain and psychological humiliation quickly broke their will. Someone started sobbing first, and then the few stripped-bare guys all began to cry.

The KTV manager, accompanied by a group of security guards, rushed over at this moment. Seeing the situation so out of control, he couldn’t stand by. He and the security guards immediately tried to break up the fight. However, the manager and the security guards combined were only seven or eight people, and it was truly difficult to separate dozens of frenzied young men.

“Stop fighting, or we’ll call the police!” a young man in a cheap suit shouted.

He was the KTV’s lobby manager, but in reality, he was a bouncer, also from a typical street youth background.

Li Mu saw this bastard’s attitude and felt a surge of anger. Earlier, when these punks were savagely beating his classmates, he hadn’t seen these people intervene. His classmates had run back to call for help and then brought everyone back, and the KTV staff hadn’t shown up. Now they were coming to break up the fight, most likely because they knew these punks and wanted to rescue them.

Sure enough, the guy who had held the knife earlier cried out, “Bro Jun, quickly pull them away!”

Li Mu once again guided his classmates, “Ignore this bastard, keep fighting! If he’s got the guts, let him come!”

No sooner had he spoken than Li Mu kicked the knife-wielding punk in the abdomen, then forcefully smashed his heel onto the punk’s front teeth, immediately hearing the sound of teeth breaking.

The KTV manager, seeing that no one was paying attention to him, quickly sent someone to call the police. With so many customers watching, he absolutely couldn’t join the fight himself, or the boss would definitely tear him apart.

A call was made, and within a few minutes, a dozen police officers and auxiliary police arrived.

The KTV was located in the center of Haizhou City, falling under the jurisdiction of the Jianshe Road Police Station. The person leading the team this time was Geng Biao, the Deputy Station Chief of Jianshe Road Police Station, who was on night duty.

Everyone in the police station, from the station chief down to the officers and auxiliary police, had received favors from this KTV’s boss. So, when Geng Biao heard his subordinate say there was trouble here, he immediately led a team to the scene.

“Station Chief Geng.” The KTV’s lobby manager rushed forward as soon as he saw Geng Biao. “These high school students got drunk and are causing trouble here…”

Geng Biao nodded. “Causing trouble? Good. Take them all back to the station. Call their parents to come and pay the fine.”

In those days, police stations typically handled general brawls this way: if it wasn’t a major incident, they’d just arrest everyone and wait for someone to come pay the fine.

Then, Geng Biao said to the police officers and auxiliary police holding rubber batons beside him, “Hurry up and handcuff them all!”

“Yes, sir!”

Just as a group of people were about to rush towards Li Mu and his classmates, Su Yingxue suddenly walked up to Geng Biao and said expressionlessly, “Uncle Geng, these are all my classmates. The other party started the fight and even used a knife. Our classmates were just acting in self-defense. All of us here can testify.”

The lobby manager, seeing a girl come out to speak, immediately sneered, “Little girl, you need evidence when you speak. It’s clear at a glance who hit whom. You…”

Geng Biao glared at him and roared, “Shut up!”

The lobby manager stared at Geng Biao, dumbfounded, not knowing why he had suddenly lashed out at him.

Geng Biao couldn’t possibly not recognize Su Yingxue. He knew this girl was the apple of Deputy Director Su Weimin of the Municipal Bureau’s eye.

Although he no longer worked at the Municipal Bureau, he had enjoyed housing benefits back then and lived in the same residential complex as Su Weimin, often seeing Su Yingxue.

Su Weimin was one of the three deputy directors of the Municipal Bureau. To Geng Biao, Su Weimin was someone he couldn’t even curry favor with. How could he dare to show favoritism towards the KTV staff in front of his daughter? Otherwise, if the little girl casually mentioned it at home, he would be in for it.

So, Geng Biao immediately changed his attitude: “First, separate everyone, find out what happened, and arrest those troublemaking punks! Daring to use a knife in a public place, I don’t think they want to live well!”

The KTV’s lobby manager was also a shrewd individual. Seeing Geng Biao change his expression so quickly, he immediately realized that this girl’s identity might not be ordinary. He sulkily stepped aside and no longer interfered.

Although the people who were beaten were his friends, their relationship wasn’t that deep. It was his friend’s fault for not knowing who he was dealing with, and getting beaten served him right. There was no need for him to speak up for him at this moment.





Chapter 32: Serves You Right

The police and Auxiliary Police officers separated the crowd. Several hooligans had been beaten beyond recognition. As soon as they saw the police, the guys started crying and shouting for the police to save them.

Geng Biao came over, took a look, and asked the surrounding students, “Did they make the first move?”

Li Mu handed him the butterfly knife, pointed at the Class Monitor, who was beaten beyond recognition, and two other students, and said, “We are students from City No. 1 Middle School. We were having a class reunion here today. Some of our classmates went to the restroom and were inexplicably beaten by these guys. This knife belongs to them; they just pulled it out, intending to stab someone.”

After speaking, Li Mu glanced at the Class Monitor, seeing his bruised and swollen face, and then said to Geng Biao, “The one who got beaten the worst is our Class Monitor. He’s the most promising talent from our City No. 1 Middle School. This year, he’s either going to Tsinghua University or Peking University, and he might even become the city’s top scorer in the College Entrance Examination. Now that he’s been beaten like this, the school and his parents probably won’t let it go easily.”

Li Mu was bluffing Geng Biao. The Class Monitor’s grades weren’t the absolute top-notch. If he remembered correctly, he had gotten into a key university within the province that year, not a truly top-tier university. But it didn’t matter; the College Entrance Examination results hadn’t come out yet, so Geng Biao wouldn’t know if Li Mu was bluffing him.

However, hearing this, Geng Biao became a little nervous.

City No. 1 Middle School was the best middle school in Haizhou City, without a doubt. Most of the time, the city’s top scorer in the College Entrance Examination came from this school. Two years ago, they even had the honor of producing a provincial top scorer, and every year, several students got into Tsinghua University or Peking University. Such students were the favored ones of heaven, and the city’s TV station and newspapers would report on them for at least an entire summer…

Geng Biao’s face was cold, and he had a rough idea of the whole situation: the kid whose head was busted open must have tried to stab someone with a knife, and then he got knocked out with a beer bottle. What a stroke of luck! If a student had actually been seriously injured here, he would have been in deep trouble.

Furthermore, these guys had provoked the Bureau Chief’s daughter’s classmates, and the Bureau Chief’s daughter was right there watching. If this matter wasn’t handled to Su Yingxue’s satisfaction, it would likely jeopardize his career.

“Arrest all these guys! Picking quarrels and provoking trouble, intentional injury, and carrying a controlled weapon. Process the paperwork immediately and criminally detain them!”

The hooligans were already badly beaten, their clothes in tatters. Hearing this, they felt even more wronged and scared. They hadn’t been involved in the underworld for long. They had been to the station before, but only for minor brawls, and they’d be released after paying a fine. They had never been criminally detained.

Geng Biao then said to the hooligans, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Contact your parents immediately and tell them to wait at the Municipal Hospital to pay for the medical expenses of these injured students!”

The guy whose head was busted open pointed at his head and said tearfully, “Officer, my head is still bleeding!”

“Serves you right!” Geng Biao glared at him and snapped, “You scum of society! It’s one thing that you didn’t make anything of yourselves and became useless, but you even dared to assault students! These are prospective university students, do you know what a prospective university student is? They are the favored ones of heaven! Far more valuable than trash like you!”

The hooligan cried, feeling wronged, “Just because I didn’t study much, does that mean I deserve to be beaten?”

Geng Biao angrily retorted, “I said you deserve it, so you deserve it!”

With that, he ignored the hooligan, who was so wronged he could die, and said to an assistant beside him, “Quickly send the injured students to the Municipal Hospital.”

The hooligans were all handcuffed by the police and led away, covering their crotches with rags. Li Mu accompanied the three beaten classmates to the hospital. Unexpectedly, Su Yingxue and the Vice Class Monitor also took a taxi and followed them.

Because the police were present, the Municipal Hospital gave them the green light and promptly treated their injuries. The Vice Class Monitor went to call their parents, and the parents of the hooligans who did the beating also rushed over nervously. Probably scared by the police, these parents had very good attitudes.

The other classmates, having been through a fight, had sobered up quite a bit. They walked to the hospital in groups, wanting to see how their classmates were doing.

After an examination, the three beaten students had no major issues apart from superficial injuries. The most serious was a male classmate who had a minor hairline fracture in his wrist, but it wasn’t a big problem.

Li Mu felt relieved, thinking he was superfluous there, so he said to Su Yingxue and the Vice Class Monitor, “I think everything’s fine now. Let’s all go home.”

Su Yingxue nodded, checked her watch. It was past midnight. She had never been home so late before.

The Vice Class Monitor also called out to the other students, then took out the change he had prepared beforehand, giving ten yuan to each person for a taxi home.

A boy asked doubtfully, “Vice Class Monitor, we had food, drinks, and singing today. Fifty yuan per person probably isn’t enough, right? Why are you giving money back?”

The Vice Class Monitor waved his hand, “It’s enough. We got discounts on both the food and the singing, so it was about forty yuan per person.”

The students didn’t think much of it, took their money, and walked out of the hospital together.

As Hu Guoran walked, he looked at Li Mu with admiration, “Li Mu, that beer bottle swing of yours was so cool, I was stunned!”

“Yeah,” someone else interjected, “If Li Mu hadn’t knocked that guy down with a beer bottle, I wouldn’t have dared to go up. That guy with the knife was pretty scary!”

“Tell me about it!” Everyone burst into laughter.

The History Class Representative suddenly said, “If we compare those guys to the Japanese imperialists of 1945, then Li Mu’s beer bottle was the atomic bomb dropped by America, directly disintegrating the imperialists’ will to resist.”

“Holy cow… Sun Yubin, you’re quite good at analogies!”

There were about forty people. A small portion chose to walk home, while the rest waited for ten or twenty minutes before gradually leaving by taxi. Finally, only Li Mu, Su Yingxue, and the Vice Class Monitor remained. An empty taxi arrived. The Vice Class Monitor wanted Su Yingxue to get in first, but he couldn’t win against Su Yingxue and ended up getting in himself.

Before driving off, the Vice Class Monitor said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, our school beauty from City No. 1 Middle School is in your hands. Make sure to get her home safely.”

Li Mu nodded, gave a casual salute, “Mission accomplished, guaranteed.”

The Vice Class Monitor winked at Su Yingxue, then told the driver to drive off.

After the whole commotion, only Li Mu and Su Yingxue were left. Li Mu wanted to find something to talk about but didn’t know what to say. After thinking for a while, he asked, “Yingxue, where do you live?”

“My home is quite close to here,” Su Yingxue glanced at Li Mu. “It’s less than ten minutes’ walk. How about you walk with me?”

“Alright,” Li Mu naturally couldn’t ask for more.

In his previous life, he never had the experience of walking alone with Su Yingxue late at night. Even though Li Mu had been reborn, he couldn’t help but feel a little excited.

He was still thinking about deepening their relationship with Su Yingxue, but before they had walked twenty meters, a police car suddenly stopped beside them. Deputy Bureau Chief Geng Biao got out of the car. “Yingxue, Director Su asked me to take you home.”

Su Yingxue was stunned, asking in surprise, “You called my dad?”

“That’s right,” Geng Biao chuckled. “I’m Director Su’s old subordinate. Of course, I had to tell him about this, so he wouldn’t worry.”

Su Yingxue snapped, “If you hadn’t called him, why would he worry? You can go back, I don’t need you to take me.”

“But…” Geng Biao looked awkward. “I was just afraid that Director Su would find out later and blame me for not informing him promptly.”

As he was speaking, Geng Biao’s phone suddenly rang. He quickly pulled out his phone, immediately pressed the answer button, “Director Su, I’ve already seen Yingxue. Yes, at the hospital… Okay, please wait a moment.”

Geng Biao handed the phone to Su Yingxue, whispering, “Your dad’s call…”

Su Yingxue reluctantly took the phone, said “Hello,” and then fell silent. After the person on the other end finished speaking, she said somewhat aggrievedly, “I know, Dad. I’ll be right back.”

Hanging up the phone, Su Yingxue said apologetically to Li Mu, “I’m sorry, Li Mu. How about he takes you back first?”

Li Mu put his hands in his pockets and said indifferently, “It’s fine. You should go back quickly, don’t make your dad worry. My home isn’t far either, I’ll just take a walk.”

Su Yingxue wanted to say something else but then gave up. She said to Li Mu, “Then I’ll head back first.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded, feeling a sense of disappointment.

At this moment, Su Yingxue suddenly turned back and asked, “Are you planning to get your driver’s license this summer?”

“Yes, I am,” Li Mu blurted out. It was very necessary to get a driver’s license before university, and getting one now was basically just a formality; it was not only simple but also quick.

“Then let’s sign up together,” Su Yingxue said. “I inquired at Jin’an Driving School, and they’re opening a batch of College Entrance Examination classes in a few days. They only recruit recent high school graduates, the tuition has a discount, and you can get your license quickly, in about twenty days.”

“College Entrance Examination classes?” Li Mu chuckled. “Driving schools have this kind of service now?”

“Yes, it makes things less hassle,” Su Yingxue smiled slightly. “But the exact time hasn’t been set yet. I’ll notify you on QQ when it is.”





Chapter 33: My Parents’ Business

Watching Su Yingxue get into the Santana police car, which then spewed out a puff of exhaust and sped away in a flash, Li Mu, feeling bored, kicked a soda can by the roadside.

He had finally gotten the chance to escort his goddess home late at night, but it was ruined by that sycophantic jerk who curried favor with leaders. Still, it wasn’t so bad; being able to learn to drive with the School beauty he had secretly admired for years seemed like a good thing too.

Inside the car, Su Yingxue turned her head back, watching Li Mu’s actions. A faint smile involuntarily appeared on her face. Has this guy always been so interesting? Why haven’t I ever noticed it before? I used to think he was silly, even adorably stupid. His style seems to have changed too quickly.

Li Mu didn’t know Su Yingxue had been watching him until the car turned at the intersection.

He was only thinking that, as of now, his high school life had officially come to an end. Starting tomorrow, he would have to prepare for university.

Money, in itself, seemed like a small matter, but upon closer thought, he still needed to be more proactive. His parents would lose their jobs by the end of the year, and Li Mu’s hope was to help his parents find a new path before he started university.

Li Mu understood his parents. At around forty years old, they still considered themselves young and strong. Even if he could earn a lot of money, pile it in front of them, and tell them they could retire without worry, they wouldn’t be able to sit still.

They needed a career to maintain their passion and to prove their worth. Therefore, the best solution was not to let them get laid off and then fumble around in society; he should find them a reliable business direction.

Li Mu thought carefully, considering what kind of business in 2001 would be profitable, not too tiring, and not too demanding.

After much thought, Li Mu suddenly looked up and saw the brightly lit sign of a Baleno specialty store late at night. An idea suddenly dawned on him.

“That’s right, open a specialty store!”

In Haizhou currently, there were very few clothing brands for young people. Besides sports and casual brands like Li-Ning and Double Star, it seemed there were only Baleno and Jeanswest.

Semir hadn’t opened yet, nor had Yichun. Metersbonwe, which would be popular for many years to come, also hadn’t opened. He remembered the first Metersbonwe store opening during his first winter break in university, right around the Lunar New Year, opening on the first day of the Lunar New Year. The booming business back then was still more than half a year away, so that franchisee probably hadn’t started operating yet.

The thought of Metersbonwe made Li Mu think of Jay Chou, who would later become a superstar, endorsing this clothing brand for over ten years. Although Metersbonwe’s quality hadn’t improved much over those ten-plus years, Li Mu was certain of one thing: over those ten-plus years, brands like Baleno, Semir, and Yichun had long faded, yet Metersbonwe alone remained strong in the mid-to-low-end market.

If he invested his own money and helped his parents franchise a Metersbonwe store, he couldn’t say for sure about other things, but in a city like Haizhou, a single store netting hundreds of thousands of yuan a year would definitely not be a problem.

Furthermore, he had a deeper understanding of Metersbonwe’s history: Metersbonwe was the clothing brand that paid the most attention to information technology construction back then. Their powerful network system support was built by the famous American company Cisco. Li Mu didn’t know if they had already started asking Cisco to help build their network system, but from this point alone, it was clear that this brand thought very long-term. Moreover, with an efficient network system, franchisees would have a much easier time managing inventory, transfers, stock, returns, and other issues.

His mother came from a finance background, and his father was also very meticulous in his work. If they opened a specialty store and hired an experienced store manager and some young salespeople, the two of them wouldn’t need to be at the store every day. They would only need to regularly check payments, inventory, and system sales records. With his mother there, he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone tampering with the accounts.

It wouldn’t require too much effort or worry, and it was sure to be profitable, reliably earning money for at least several years. The feasibility of this plan was very high. Now, what he needed to consider was how much money it would take to open a store.

…

The next day, Li Mu looked up some information online and checked Metersbonwe’s official website. He already had a rough idea in mind.

Metersbonwe’s franchising didn’t charge a franchise fee, but it had a few conditions.

First, they prioritized blank markets, meaning prefecture-level cities that didn’t yet have a Metersbonwe specialty store.

Second, specialty stores in fifth-tier prefecture-level cities had to be on a bustling street in the city center, with a total area of no less than eighty square meters and a counter area of no less than fifty square meters.

Third, the investment amount for fifth-tier cities was no less than 200,000 yuan, and the renovation standard was between 80,000 and 150,000 yuan.

After meeting these requirements, one could apply to Metersbonwe. Then, a 3,000 yuan inspection fee was required. They would first send an inspector to evaluate. If the inspection was satisfactory, the report would be taken back for headquarters review. Once approved, they would enter the practical stages of training, renovation, and merchandise allocation, and then the store could open.

Li Mu roughly calculated that the total cost would be around 400,000 yuan. This was because the official investment amount already factored in local rent and merchandise allocation. If he opened a specialty store based on the eighty-square-meter standard, the annual rent would only be tens of thousands of yuan. After all, it was a fifth-tier small city in 2001; commercial property prices were still below 1,000 yuan per square meter, and prices for prime commercial storefronts were only a few thousand yuan per square meter, so rent wouldn’t be expensive.

However, considering that the store’s appearance also had a significant impact on business, Li Mu preferred a larger area. Specialty stores in later years would often be hundreds of square meters, but currently, they were generally within one hundred square meters. This might also be due to investors’ caution regarding the future.

The larger the store, the higher the rent, renovation costs, merchandise allocation, and even the number of salespeople would be. But it didn’t matter. Online sources stated that it generally took only two months from the start of the review process until the store opened. If renovation was fast, a store could even open in just over a month. By this calculation, the first person to open a Metersbonwe in Haizhou in his previous life wouldn’t start implementing their plan for at least another three months.

What he lacked now was money.

Li Mu opened the QQ account named Never-Ending Struggle. As soon as he logged on, he received a message from Sun Peng: “Hello, one million yuan is really too high. I found a partner to invest, and eight hundred thousand yuan is the absolute limit we two can come up with. Is that okay?”

Sun Peng wasn’t just talking big. Eight hundred thousand yuan really was his limit. He quietly discussed it with his old partner. His partner was very interested, and also disliked people like Jia Bei. If they could get their hands on an impressive cheating software like Stone Age Overlord, which was far ahead of the competition, they wouldn’t have to worry about people like Jia Bei stealing their livelihood anymore.

The two of them calculated, and all their cash combined was only nearly seven hundred thousand yuan. Then they contacted their families and discussed it. The cash their two families could come up with together was just over one hundred thousand yuan. All in all, coming up with eight hundred thousand yuan truly meant they were at their wits’ end.

However, both of them were very confident. As long as they got their hands on Stone Age Overlord, previous distributors would immediately come begging them like dogs smelling a bone. They believed they would quickly become profitable.

Li Mu thought carefully. Since Sun Peng said so, regardless of whether it was true or false, one thing was certain: if he agreed, eight hundred thousand yuan would quickly be in his hands. If he wanted more, it would definitely involve back-and-forth communication and bargaining, and he didn’t know how much time that would consume.

Understanding this, Li Mu replied: “Okay, eight hundred thousand it is. Where are you?”

“Yanjing!”

Li Mu considered the geographical location. Yanjing was too far, and it was their territory. He couldn’t possibly go there himself; it wasn’t safe. He might as well choose a slightly more neutral location.

So, Li Mu said: “You guys come to Pengcheng for the transaction!”

“Pengcheng?” Sun Peng quickly asked, “Are you in Pengcheng?”

Li Mu: “Yes. I’ll bring a laptop for you to test the program. You deposit the money into a China Construction Bank card beforehand. We’ll go to the bank for the transfer then.”

“This…” Sun Peng hesitated.

Actually, even though he had decided to buy this cheating software, he still had many concerns.

For example, would the other party honor the agreement and stop using the cheating software after selling it to him? Maybe he would sell Stone Age Overlord to him, and then immediately use the same code with a different name to compete against him?

For example, did he have even better technical solutions and would then create a Stone Age cheating software that was even more advanced than Stone Age Overlord?

Or, for example, was he a fraudster? Would he tamper with the code?

Sun Peng was overthinking, but he couldn’t help but overthink. Eight hundred thousand yuan was their entire fortune. It was, in essence, a gambler’s entire stake.

Li Mu asked, “What are you hesitating about?”

Sun Peng replied, “I’m afraid you’ll compete with us in the Stone Age field later on.”

Li Mu sent a “Heh.” “If I had that intention, I would have operated this cheating software myself long ago. I guarantee you wouldn’t earn a single cent in the future. The reason I haven’t done that is because I don’t think much of cheating software. You must have studied Stone Age; with my skills, creating cheating software is still overkill. This is just a program I casually whipped up; in my eyes, it doesn’t even count as software.”

Sun Peng was convinced.

When others tried showing off to him like this, he might still resist, but this Never-Ending Struggle was truly impressive. After studying Stone Age Overlord, they found that let alone figuring out the core technical code, they couldn’t even understand the programming logic.

As someone also in tech, Sun Peng believed Never-Ending Struggle at that moment. He replied, “Okay, Pengcheng it is. Tell me a time, and I’ll go buy tickets tonight!”





Chapter 34: Enjoying It Early

Also queuing at the train station ticket window were Li Mu and Zhao Kang.

Fortunately, Pengcheng wasn’t too far from them, just over three hundred kilometers, a four to five-hour train ride. He had arranged to meet Sun Peng the day after tomorrow at one in the afternoon and had taken Sun Peng’s phone number.

Li Mu decided to buy a ticket for a five o’clock train in the morning, arriving in Pengcheng around ten. The first thing he would do there was get a local bank card and then a local SIM card.

Speaking of phones, he’d have to hurry and buy them tomorrow.

Sun Peng and his old partner were also queuing at the square in front of Yanjing Railway Station at that moment. They had decided on their train: a sleeper car departing tomorrow night at ten, arriving in Pengcheng the day after tomorrow at six in the morning.

With both sides having bought their tickets, Li Mu said to Zhao Kang, “Come to my place tomorrow morning. We’ll go out and buy a few phones.”

“A few…?” Zhao Kang drew out the word, deliberately emphasizing “few.” “You’re such a filthy rich person! Why buy so many phones?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then said, “I was thinking of buying four: one for each of us, and one for my father and mother. But I’m not sure how much phones cost these days. Do you know?”

“I know a little.” Zhao Kang nodded. “I know the Motorola V998; it’s around three thousand yuan, and the flip design is super cool.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “You want one?”

Zhao Kang thought about it, then said, “Never mind, it’s too expensive, not worth it.”

Li Mu then said, “If you want it and you have the means, just buy it. It’s a classic of its generation, after all.”

“A classic of its generation? What do you mean?” Zhao Kang looked confused.

“Nothing.” Li Mu waved his hand. “If you like it, buy it.”

Zhao Kang’s expression showed some anticipation, but he quickly added, “I’m not in a hurry to buy it. Let’s wait until we’ve sold Stone Age Overlord.”

Li Mu smiled. “Then tomorrow, I’ll lend you the money to buy the phone. The day after tomorrow, when you get the money from selling the cheating software, you can pay me back?”

Zhao Kang immediately said, “Deal!”

The next morning, Li Mu and Zhao Kang went together to a Mobile service center and bought four phones.

Li Mu felt there was no point in buying overly expensive phones right now. At present, phones only had two basic functions: calls and text messages.

So, he bought the Nokia 8250, which was the best-selling phone this year. It had a gray casing, cost over one thousand yuan, and wasn’t considered expensive. It was much more affordable than the Motorola V998+, which cost nearly three thousand yuan.

Thinking that his parents weren’t particularly flashy people, Li Mu bought his father a black 8250 and his mother a white 8310. Nokia’s blue-screen phones had two nicknames: “the brick” and “the standby king.” Even into the smartphone era, many businesspeople would still carry a Nokia phone because its quality was so good it could be used for self-defense, crack walnuts, and a single charge would last a week.

Including the V998+ that Zhao Kang wanted, Li Mu bought a total of four phones and four SIM cards, spending around eight thousand yuan in total. Each SIM card had two hundred yuan pre-loaded as call credit.

When choosing numbers, Li Mu put together a family set. His own number ended in 1003, and he left 1001 and 1002 for his parents to choose themselves.

Leaving the service center, Zhao Kang held his new phone, unable to put it down. In his own plans, he wouldn’t have been able to own such a phone until after graduating from university. After all, people at the time didn’t have a thorough understanding of the foreign electronic device market, and phones were standard luxury items in this era.

In this era, the Motorola V998+ was generally something only bosses could afford. In this time, people who could afford business phones and business laptops were far more impressive than those who would later own iPhones and MacBooks.

Li Mu didn’t tell Zhao Kang that the phone he bought had a low cost-performance ratio. He simply felt that there were too many things in life one could like, but too few that one could actually obtain. Since Zhao Kang liked this phone so much, Li Mu felt it was only right to encourage him to make the decision.

Zhao Kang, while exploring his new phone, saved the first number in his phonebook: Li Mu.

He still didn’t know how to explain the origin of this phone to his parents, nor did he know how to account for the income once Stone Age Overlord was sold.

But who cared? It wasn’t stolen or robbed; he earned it with his own ability. As for how he earned it? He wasn’t going to answer his parents’ questions about that. They had always controlled everything about him, and it was time to give them a little surprise, to let them know he was starting to move beyond their control.

…

Li Mu’s father and mother were indeed quite shocked when they saw the three brand-new phones.

It felt like buying three cars at once—too luxurious and too wasteful.

“How can the three of us, a family of three, deserve three phones?” Li Mu’s mother enunciated the word “phones” very clearly. In her view, she and her husband lived a simple, fixed routine between work and home. If anyone in the family needed a phone, it was Li Mu, because a mother worries when her child travels far, and with a phone, she could always find him.

Li Mu then said, “What are three phones, Mom? Have you ever thought that our family of three not only deserves three phones, but also three houses, three cars, or even more?”

“Look at you showing off,” Li Mu’s mother scolded with a laugh. “You little rascal, three people, three houses—are you trying to get your father and me to separate?”

Li Mu looked wronged. “You’re mistaken, Mom! I bought these phones so our family of three could stay in closer contact. If you go out to buy groceries later, and I suddenly crave something, I can just call you and tell you what I want for dinner, and you can pick it up on your way back. How great would that be?”

“That’s right,” Li Mu’s father said, playing the Snake game on his phone with a smile. “I think phones will definitely be something everyone owns in the future. Our son is letting us enjoy an advanced life early. There’s no such thing as deserving or not deserving it.”

Li Mu looked at his father in surprise. “Dad, you’re really insightful. How can you be so sure that everyone will have a phone in the future?”

Li Mu’s father was engrossed in his game and said without looking up, “When I first started working, I was sent to Guizhou for two years to provide support. Back then, if there was anything urgent, your grandfather would send me a telegram. Ordinary people like us had no place to make phone calls at all. Even then, I felt that telephones would eventually be installed in every household; it was just a matter of time.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s father pointed to their landline phone. “See, our home phone has been installed for years now, hasn’t it? Now it’s time for mobile phones to enter every household.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but look at his father with new eyes. Not only was he insightful, but his predictions were incredibly accurate. The era of everyone owning a mobile phone would arrive in just a few years.

Hearing this, Li Mu’s mother stopped arguing, only muttering, “I heard these phone fees are particularly outrageous. They charge you for making calls, but they charge you for receiving calls too. How annoying is that?”

“Then use it sparingly,” Li Mu’s father said with a laugh. “Try not to make calls if there’s nothing important, but if someone really needs to find you, or you need to find someone else, you shouldn’t be stingy, should you? The matter itself is more important. A minute on the phone is only a few dimes, isn’t it?”

“You’re right.” Only then did Li Mu’s mother stop grumbling. Instead, she picked up the phone with great interest and said to Li Mu, “Son, teach me how to use it.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You two haven’t chosen your numbers yet. Numbers 1, 2, and 3. As the lowest in rank, I’ve consciously chosen number 3. So, who gets number 1?”

“Your father (Your mother).”

The two of them simultaneously deferred to each other.

Li Mu then said, “Then Dad should use number 1. After all, he’s the head of our household on the household registration book.”

His mother had no objection. “Then I’ll use number 2.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Commander Number 1, Commander Number 2—you’re both commanders.”

“Go, pour Commander Number 2 a cup of tea!”

“Yes, sir!”

“Commander Number 2, can I report something to you?”

“Go on.”

“Tomorrow, I have to get up at four in the morning. If I accidentally wake you up, don’t get angry or mind me, just go back to sleep.”

Li Mu’s mother asked in surprise, “Getting up at four? Where are you planning to roam around? Even the breakfast vendors aren’t out at that hour.”

Li Mu put on a smiling face. “I have to go take care of some business. Haven’t I told you I’m trying to sell some things online for money?”

Li Mu’s mother looked curious. “Then just go online at home. Why go out so early?”

“To sell things for money. The money can’t just directly transfer from online to my account.”

“So mysterious, just like those who engaged in speculation and profiteering back in the day.”

Li Mu’s father exclaimed “Oh!” as his Snake game died, then looked up and said, “Wife, why are you asking so many questions? This kid can sell a song for eighty thousand yuan. He definitely understands what’s going on these days better than us. As long as he knows what he’s doing, it’s fine.”

“Alright.” Li Mu’s mother stopped asking questions, only saying, “I’ll get up early and make you breakfast.”

“No, it’s fine,” Li Mu quickly said. “I’ll go to the convenience store downstairs later and buy a bucket of instant noodles. I’ll just make them tomorrow morning and eat them before I leave…”

“How can that be? Instant noodles aren’t nutritious. I’ll get up and make you breakfast.”

“What can we even make in the morning?”

“Noodles…”

“Still noodles… I think I’ll just buy instant noodles then…”

After Li Mu finished speaking, he got up and walked out the door. His mother shook her head helplessly. Once Li Mu was gone, she said to his father, “Our son is really different now.”

“He’s been much more sensible since the College Entrance Examination.”

“Do you think our son can really get into Renmin University of China? I’m worried he might not get in. Should we try to persuade him to apply to Jinling University instead? It’s also a key university, and the scores are lower.”

“Let’s not make decisions for him. Since he wants to apply to Renmin University of China, we shouldn’t say too much. Let him make his own decision.”

“Alright… If our son really gets an admission letter from Renmin University of China, you’ll have to come with me to the temple to pray to Buddha and give thanks.”

“Deal!”





Chapter 35: The Transaction

Li Mu and Zhao Kang boarded the train just as dawn was breaking.

Sitting on the train, Li Mu could see the undisguised excitement and anticipation in Zhao Kang’s eyes.

Not to mention Zhao Kang, even Li Mu, who had lived two lives, found it hard to remain completely calm. Eight hundred thousand! In the current era, eight hundred thousand was truly an astronomical sum that ordinary families wouldn’t even dare to dream of.

Zhao Kang was still in a frenzy over his new phone. As soon as he sat down, he pulled it out and began fiddling with it, unable to put it down.

“What did you tell your parents?”

Zhao Kang’s eyes lit up at the question.

“Didn’t say anything. Just gave them my phone number and told them to call me if anything urgent came up. They kept asking where I got it, but I didn’t answer.”

“Impressive…” Li Mu gave him a thumbs-up.

Zhao Kang shook his head, a bitter smile on his face. “If my parents weren’t so controlling and strict, and didn’t respect my wishes at all, I’d actually want to tell them everything.”

“Also, I still don’t have the right to buy my own clothes. My mom always buys them for me, or she takes me shopping. She never likes the clothes I like. When she buys clothes for me, she doesn’t look at the style at all, only the price and quality. So, I end up dressed like a little old man all day long…”

Zhao Kang sighed as he spoke. “Didn’t I warn them beforehand that I probably wouldn’t pass the third-tier university line this year? These past two days, they’ve been discussing repeating a year of school, completely without consulting me. They were just debating whether they could find someone they knew to get me into the regular class at No. 1 High School, saying that the teachers in the repeat classes are too perfunctory, but the teachers in the regular classes are different, they have pressure to achieve high university admission rates and are stricter…”

“Tell me, if it were you, what would you do?”

“You shouldn’t clash head-on with them too much,” Li Mu said. Of course, Li Mu understood Zhao Kang’s situation; otherwise, he wouldn’t have suddenly run away from home when he repeated a year of school in his previous life. It was all a result of being pushed little by little.

Zhao Kang said, “I’ve already thought it through. Anyway, after Stone Age Overlord is sold, you’ll definitely tell my Uncle Li and Aunt Xiao the truth. At that time, I’ll tell them the truth too. I’ll say that I can make a lot of money by following you now, so I must go to Yanjing with you. If they make me repeat a year, I won’t have the chance to make money with you.”

Li Mu nodded. “Telling the truth is fine, but if your parents accept it, this matter should only be known by our two families. Don’t spread it outside.”

“Don’t worry,” Zhao Kang immediately said, “I know what I’m doing.”

The train chugged along slowly, and both of them were somewhat impatient, their hearts already flying to Pengcheng in the north. Li Mu, in particular, missed the high-speed rail era of later generations, where a journey of this distance would only take a little over an hour.

At ten fifteen, the train arrived ten minutes late. The first thing Li Mu and Zhao Kang did after exiting the station was to hail a taxi and ask to be taken to Pengcheng’s largest China Construction Bank.

China Construction Bank, Pengcheng Branch.

Li Mu and Zhao Kang each opened a bank card at the bank.

After leaving the bank, Li Mu bought a local SIM card at a nearby newsstand and put it into his Nokia phone.

Returning to the bank, Li Mu carefully pointed to the waiting area inside the bank and said to Zhao Kang, “Before the transaction, I need to use a computer to demonstrate the program and code to them. This stage is the most prone to problems. If the other party runs off with the computer, we’ll have nothing. So, choosing to do it in the bank should be safer. Once they confirm the program is fine, they can transfer the money directly inside. After the transfer, let them take the CD and leave, and we’ll also make a quick exit.”

“Okay,” Zhao Kang nodded and said to Li Mu, “Then I won’t expose myself. I’ll guard the entrance.”

“Alright.” Li Mu thought this was a good idea. Although problems might not arise, if they did, he would have a backup. Eight hundred thousand! It was better to be cautious!

Zhao Kang, looking confident, patted his chest and said, “I have good stamina. They definitely can’t outrun me with a computer.”

Li Mu laughed. “True, you run faster than a dog.”

Then, Li Mu said to Zhao Kang, “I’ll go sit inside the bank now. You find a spot at the entrance and keep an eye out.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu called Sun Peng. Sun Peng had already arrived several hours ago. He and his partner had found a place to eat breakfast and had been waiting for Li Mu to contact him.

Sun Peng saw the incoming call. Phone numbers in those days were very simple: 13X, followed by the local area code, and then four digits. He had looked at some information about Pengcheng before coming, and he knew immediately that this was a local Pengcheng number.

Since it was a local number, it naturally belonged to Never-Ending Struggle.

“Hello?”

“Hello.”

It was their first time communicating by voice over the phone.

“Where are you?” Li Mu had passed puberty, so his voice wasn’t childish.

“We’re at a breakfast shop on Qinglong Road.”

Li Mu then said, “Take a taxi to the main branch of China Construction Bank in Pengcheng. I’ll wait for you here.”

Sun Peng was taken aback. Go directly to the bank? He immediately said, “That won’t do. We haven’t seen the program yet.”

Li Mu said calmly, “Hurry over. You can check the program and code at the bank. If we finish quickly, I can still make it home for lunch.”

Li Mu’s idea was simple: make the other party mistakenly believe he was a local. This would not only avoid future trouble but also make the other party think twice if they had any ill intentions during the transaction.

Sun Peng didn’t think much of it after hearing this, and coupled with the local phone number, he immediately assumed the seller was a local.

Moreover, he didn’t dare to act rashly. He was secretly afraid that Li Mu, being a local, might try to trick him. In this transaction, Li Mu was bringing software that was the result of a few days’ work, while he was bringing his and his partner’s entire fortune. So, he was even more worried about something going wrong than Li Mu was.

When Sun Peng and his partner arrived at the bank, they recognized Li Mu at a glance.

The reason was simple: although there were many people in the waiting area, only Li Mu had a laptop on his lap.

Fortunately, Li Mu had shaved his beard, and his hairstyle was a bit showing off, so he didn’t look too old. An eighteen-year-old would see him as a peer, and someone in their early twenties would too.

“Hello, bro, I’m Dapeng Bird, Sun Peng.”

Sun Peng sat opposite Li Mu and extended his hand.

Li Mu nodded, shook his hand, and looked at the man beside him, asking curiously, “And this gentleman?”

The man also extended his hand. “Hello, I’m Zhu Ziwen, Sun Peng’s partner.”

Li Mu shook his hand as well, then handed the laptop to Sun Peng. “Take a look. The official version of the program and the source code are all inside.”

The “official version” meant that the trial period restrictions had been removed. As for the payment verification part, they would need to handle that themselves, which was very simple for people like them who had been operating commercial cheating software for a long time.

Sun Peng took the laptop from Li Mu, thinking to himself, If only I had the ability to teleport. This is eight hundred thousand after all…

But it was just a thought.

Soon, Sun Peng quickly scanned the software and source code. Li Mu was very crafty; he only let him look for five minutes, then immediately asked, “How is it? Any problems?”

Although he only saw a little, Sun Peng was, after all, a programmer by trade and knew that this thing wouldn’t be fake. However, code is complex, and if it’s beyond one’s ability, it’s hard to understand without learning it. So, he gained virtually nothing in those five minutes. Moreover, Li Mu was certain that he wouldn’t be able to fully comprehend his work within two or three years, even though for Li Mu, these codes were very superficial.

“No problem.” Sun Peng nodded. His hands trembled slightly as he returned the laptop, nervous.

Although the software and code were fine, he was still worried that Li Mu might go back on his word.

After all, one decision involved eight hundred thousand, and as it came down to it, he felt immense pressure.

Li Mu saw his concern and smiled slightly. “I won’t touch the game ‘Stone Age’ again, but I can’t guarantee that I won’t follow up on other games. So, I can’t promise you anything else, but you can rest assured and operate Stone Age Overlord after you buy it. If I develop cheating software for other games in the future, I might consider cooperating with you.”

“Really?” Sun Peng’s worries were greatly alleviated.

“Just considering it. I have the skill to write code, but I might not be as good as you at operation and sales.” Li Mu didn’t want to make empty promises, so he spoke a bit more conservatively.

“Great!” Sun Peng no longer worried. Everyone was in the cheating software business; they might meet again in other games. He might not be able to beat Li Mu at creating cheating software, but if they could cooperate in the future, there would definitely be other business opportunities. Sun Peng firmly believed that the online gaming market had only just opened a small window, and the potential within it would be unimaginably vast in the future.

The rest of the process was much simpler. Li Mu took out the CD from the laptop but didn’t rush to give it to him immediately. Instead, he asked Sun Peng to fill out the transfer slip with him.

Sun Peng didn’t object. The two of them filled out the transfer slip together. Sun Peng only knew that the young man he was transacting with was named Li Mu, from Pengcheng, and his phone number. What he didn’t expect was that, apart from the name being real, everything else was fake.

After filling out the transfer slip, the two went to the counter together. Li Mu watched every step the bank teller took, as eight hundred thousand was transferred from Sun Peng’s card to his own account.

When the slip was printed, Sun Peng signed it but didn’t immediately hand it to the teller. Instead, he let Li Mu take a look first, and then handed it to the teller.

Then, the teller gave him a receipt.

It was done. The dust settled.

Li Mu sighed in relief inwardly, but his face showed nothing.

He was in his thirties in his previous life; he still had that much maturity and composure.

Sun Peng’s own face turned pale, as if all the energy had been drained from him. Although he knew Li Mu wouldn’t cheat him, this was still both of their entire fortunes!

Looking at Li Mu, whose expression remained unchanged and heart didn’t skip a beat, his face was filled with calmness.

“He’s no ordinary person,” Sun Peng concluded about Li Mu.





Chapter 36: Everyone Was Happy

Throughout the process of filling out the forms and waiting in line, Li Mu kept the disc he had taken from the computer in his hand, never putting it away.

Sun Peng and Zhu Ziwen kept their eyes on the disc, worried that Li Mu might swap it out during the transfer. However, Li Mu was even more meticulous than they imagined.

Not only did he never let go of the disc, but when he handed it to Sun Peng, he also pulled out two other burned discs of his own, handing them over. “I was worried the disc might get damaged, leading to core data corruption, so I burned three copies. They’re all here.”

Sun Peng slapped his forehead. “I completely forgot about that!”

Right, what if there was only one disc, and it got scratched accidentally on the way? What if they went back to Li Mu and he refused to acknowledge it?

But he was reliable and thoughtful in his work, providing three discs directly. This made things much easier; they could just copy the data to the computer once they got back!

“You’ll need to complete the payment verification part yourselves,” Li Mu kindly reminded them one last time.

Sun Peng nodded, saying gratefully, “Of course. We have existing code and ready servers.”

Since they wanted to do online verification, it was normal for them to have their own servers. Li Mu didn’t say much more, shaking hands with Sun Peng. “It was a pleasure working with you.”

“A pleasure working with you too!”

Zhao Kang had been watching from outside the bank through the glass door. Seeing the two shake hands, he knew the deal was done, so he discreetly moved to the side.

Li Mu, Sun Peng, and Zhu Ziwen came out together. Li Mu asked the two, “Where are you heading now?”

Sun Peng immediately replied, “To the station. We need to quickly check what tickets are still available to get back today.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “My home is nearby, so I won’t go to the station to see you off.”

“No need, no need,” Sun Peng quickly said. “You go about your business. Let’s keep in touch online from now on.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu saw the two off in a taxi. Once the taxi drove away, he turned around and saw Zhao Kang squatting by the entrance of a tobacco and liquor store, drinking soda. Li Mu gave him a slight smile and waved.

In that moment, Zhao Kang decided to follow Li Mu wholeheartedly. It wasn’t because Li Mu could earn eight hundred thousand yuan so easily, but because of Li Mu’s smile, which was too calm, beyond his imagination.

Although he only had fifty thousand yuan, a huge difference compared to eight hundred thousand, those fifty thousand still made him so excited he couldn’t stand up.

Yes, he really couldn’t stand up. Zhao Kang’s legs had no strength at all; it wasn’t that they had gone numb from squatting for a few minutes, but that he was trembling all over from excitement.

“Let’s go, I’ll transfer the money to you inside.”

Li Mu took another bottle of cola from Zhao Kang’s hand, opened it, and took a sip.

After handing over the cola, Zhao Kang didn’t pull his hand back. He gave an awkward smile, his voice trembling slightly. “Could you give me a hand? My legs have no strength…”

Li Mu shook his head with a smile, reached out, and pulled him up. Inside the bank, he had Zhao Kang take out the card he had just gotten, and following its number, filled out a form for eighty thousand yuan.

Zhao Kang saw the number beside him and blurted out, “Little Mu, why is it eighty thousand again? Wasn’t it fifty thousand?”

“A ninety-ten split.”

“No, no, I can’t accept this. You did everything from start to finish…”

Zhao Kang didn’t know what to do.

Li Mu then said, “You might feel like you didn’t do much this time, but remember, the water army will be extremely useful in the future. You need to think about how to gather a large number of water army members online and make them professional and scalable. We won’t be able to do anything without them later.”

“But…”

“What nonsense are you spouting? Go back and think about it properly. Now, hurry up and finish the transfer, we need to head back.”

Li Mu used appropriate assertiveness to silence Zhao Kang. Before leaving, he and Zhao Kang had a big seafood meal together, spending over seven hundred yuan. Zhao Kang insisted on treating, so Li Mu didn’t fight him for the bill.

At two o’clock, the two boarded the train back.

The brief trip to Pengcheng was truly a win-win situation. Li Mu had seven hundred twenty thousand yuan in his card, Zhao Kang had eighty thousand, and Sun Peng had Stone Age Overlord. He could dominate the Stone Age cheating software market for a period. Although Stone Age would later be impacted by many subsequent games, he could still make some money. Li Mu estimated that if Sun Peng managed it well, he would have a chance to recover his costs within the next three months, and everything after that would be pure profit.

Li Mu didn’t throw away the Pengcheng SIM card; he swapped it out and put it in his pocket.

Around five in the afternoon, his mom called.

“Hello, Mom.”

“Son, what do you want for dinner tonight? Mom’s off work, I’m about to take the bus with your dad.”

“I won’t be eating at home,” Li Mu said with a chuckle, recalling his conversation with his mother yesterday. “I might be home late tonight. You and Dad eat together.”

“Alright then, Mom won’t talk much more, phone calls are expensive.”

Before hanging up, Li Mu heard his dad say from the side, “What’s the rush? It hasn’t even been half a minute…”

Li Mu put away his phone, feeling both helpless and amused, and asked Zhao Kang, “If you have time recently, do you want to get a driver’s license?”

Zhao Kang was stunned. “Learn to drive? Is that useful now?”

“It’ll be an essential skill later on,” Li Mu said. “And the test is easy now; it’ll get harder and harder in the future. It’s easy to learn now. I heard there’s a College Entrance Examination class, and everyone learning to drive there will be high school graduates.”

Zhao Kang nodded. “Since you said so, let’s do it together.”

“Okay,” Li Mu smiled. “I’m still waiting for Su Yingxue’s notification. We can sign up together then.”

“Su Yingxue?” Zhao Kang’s eyes widened. “You’ve had a crush on her for three years, are you finally making a move?”

As his best friend, Zhao Kang knew that Li Mu had developed a crush on Su Yingxue on the very first day of high school enrollment in his first year, and he hadn’t been able to get over her for three whole years.

However, Li Mu’s feelings for Su Yingxue were complicated now. He was an experienced old soul, and topics like relationships were something he couldn’t, and didn’t want to, discuss with an eighteen-year-old virgin like Zhao Kang.

Seeing Li Mu stay silent, Zhao Kang thought he was feeling insecure and humble as before. So he pretended to be nonchalant and casually said, “Actually, you’re more than good enough to pursue Su Yingxue now. You’re so handsome, you’re sure to get into Renmin University of China, and most importantly, you’re so good at making money. I don’t think any high school student can compare to you.”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Li Mu chuckled awkwardly, falling silent. His eyes stared thoughtfully at the rapidly receding scenery outside the train window. Zhao Kang didn’t know what he was thinking, but he didn’t disturb him further.

In truth, Li Mu was currently contemplating something else. The short-term money was in hand, and it seemed it was time to prepare for a longer-term strategy. As for Su Yingxue, since they would be university classmates for another four years, he might as well view her as a long-term prospect too.

…

Li Mu ultimately didn’t tell his parents that he had earned seven hundred twenty thousand yuan.

The result of his discussion with Zhao Kang was that both of them should be appropriately low-key. He would tell his family one hundred eighty thousand yuan, and Zhao Kang would say twenty thousand.

Li Mu was afraid his parents’ personalities wouldn’t agree to his suggestion of opening a specialty store. So he decided to hide the actual amount of his income, keeping the money for the specialty store a secret. He would then contact Metersbonwe, rent a storefront, and wait for approval. If Metersbonwe’s approval came through, he would then tell his parents. By that time, a large sum of money would have been spent, and he figured his parents wouldn’t be able to refuse even if they wanted to.

State-owned enterprise workers of his parents’ generation truly lacked the courage to break from routine. If not guided, their first thought after being laid off would be work, their ninety-ninth thought would still be work, and perhaps their hundredth thought wouldn’t even be about starting a business.

Back in Haizhou, the two ate some barbecue outside, each having two bottles of beer before walking home. Haizhou was still very lively on summer evenings, with food stalls and barbecue stands being especially popular. The fewer entertainment options there were, the livelier the streets became.

Zhao Kang passed an ATM, withdrew five thousand yuan, and counted out three thousand for Li Mu. “Little Mu, this is the money for buying the phone.”

Li Mu nodded, then put it into his pocket. He didn’t have much cash left anyway.

Before parting ways, Li Mu reminded Zhao Kang, “Remember, twenty thousand. Don’t let it slip.”

“I get it,” Zhao Kang made an OK gesture. “I bet my parents will come to your place tonight to confirm. This news will probably give them quite a shock.”

“Then I’ll be waiting at home.”





Chapter 37: The Sky is High, Let Birds Fly

“You said Li Mu helped you earn twenty thousand yuan?!”

When Zhao Kang’s parents heard this, their first instinct was to disbelieve it completely.

Zhao Kang took out his phone and two thousand yuan in cash, placing them on the coffee table. He said, “After deducting the cost of the phone, there’s still fifteen thousand yuan in my bank card. If you need it, I can withdraw it for you tomorrow.”

“This…” Zhao Kang’s parents exchanged glances.

Their family’s financial situation was similar to Li Mu’s, perhaps even slightly worse. Li Mu’s father was at least an experienced surveyor, and his mother was an accountant. But Zhao Kang’s father was just an ordinary electrician, and his mother was a cashier at the Xiling Coal Mine’s cafeteria. She didn’t even deal with money daily, but rather with meal tickets and lunch coupons, special vouchers unique to the mine.

In terms of monthly income, the two of them combined earned a few hundred yuan less than Li Mu’s parents each month, which was already a significant difference.

Zhao Kang’s father was stunned for a long while before asking, “What exactly did you and Li Mu do? You didn’t do anything illegal or harmful, did you?”

Zhao Kang calmly said, “He made a cheating software for a computer game and sold it for two hundred thousand yuan. I just helped him with some odd jobs, not even worth two hundred yuan, but he gave me twenty thousand.”

“My goodness!” Zhao Kang’s mother was stunned. “That kid Li Mu is so capable? He can just make something on the computer and earn two hundred thousand yuan?”

His father was also too shocked to speak, and seemed to be deeply disheartened.

Zhao Kang thought to himself, it was a good thing Li Mu had asked him to say the total income was two hundred thousand yuan. If he had told the truth, it would probably have scared them to death.

Zhao Kang’s parents had always been very strong-willed. Although they were only considered lower-middle class within the entire Xiling Coal Mine, their determination was far greater than most people’s.

Both had only a junior high school education and had taken over their parents’ jobs at Xiling Coal Mine, working there for twenty years. However, due to their limited education, they had never been promoted. This was why they insisted Zhao Kang get a bachelor’s degree. In their view, without a degree, it was difficult to get promoted in any company, and even harder to make a name for oneself in the future.

But seeing their son earn twenty thousand yuan in just a few days by tinkering with Li Mu, more than their combined annual salary, their usual strong will inevitably faltered at this moment.

Their softening wasn’t due to greed, but because the gap was simply too vast; sheer determination alone could no longer bridge it.

At this point, Zhao Kang added, “Little Mu wants me to keep working with him. He’s going to Yanjing for university, so I also put down a vocational college in Yanjing on my application.”

Hearing “vocational college,” Zhao Kang’s mother instantly grew anxious again. She had clearly told her son to try applying for a third-tier university, just in case the scores were better than expected, or if the school offered supplementary admissions.

But just as she was about to scold him, Zhao Kang calmly said, “Repeating a year of school isn’t impossible, but Little Mu is definitely leaving this year. People and opportunities won’t wait for me. If I miss this chance, who knows what I’ll miss out on?”

Zhao Kang’s parents immediately fell silent.

They exchanged glances, and surprisingly, both saw a lack of confidence in the other’s eyes.

It hadn’t been like this before. In the past, when discussing such issues, their tone, mindset, and even their gazes were always resolute, as firm as a rock.

Zhao Kang’s father sighed, “It seems like ordinary university graduates in Haizhou only earn a little over a thousand yuan a month, right? Two thousand at most? I’ve certainly never heard of a university graduate earning two thousand yuan right after graduation.”

“You can’t say that,” Zhao Kang’s mother retorted, though her tone clearly lacked conviction. “After all, Li Mu’s venture might not last forever.”

“But he’s willing to take our Little Kang with him,” Zhao Kang’s father sighed. “These days, it’s not easy to meet a benefactor.”

Zhao Kang said, “Dad, Mom, Little Mu is truly extraordinary. I saw clearly how he earned that two hundred thousand yuan. I can’t say anything else, but he definitely has talent and brains. He considers everything very thoroughly, even more so than you two who have lived half a lifetime.”

Zhao Kang roughly explained to his parents the details of how Li Mu promoted Stone Age Overlord, kept the other party in suspense, eventually arranged the transaction in Pengcheng, and even pretended to be a local from Pengcheng. At this, Zhao Kang’s parents’ eyes truly changed.

Although they didn’t understand games or cheating software, they sensed the strategic planning of an eighteen-year-old boy.

“Old Li really raised a good son,” Zhao Kang’s father sighed, pulling out a cigarette and putting it in his mouth.

Zhao Kang quickly grabbed the lighter from the coffee table first and lit his father’s cigarette.

Seeing that his parents’ attitude had softened, Zhao Kang cleverly took a step back, saying in a persuasive and pleading tone, “A vocational college is still a college, just a specialized one. It’s not like I’m dropping out now. Besides, I’ve looked into it, and after finishing vocational college, you can take an exam to get a bachelor’s degree. If my career hasn’t developed much by then, I can always go back to studying.”

This sentence became the final cannonball that shattered his parents’ psychological defenses.

Zhao Kang’s father stubbed out his cigarette, stood up, and said to his wife, “Let’s go buy something and take Little Kang to Old Li’s place for a visit.”

“Don’t buy anything,” Zhao Kang said, though he was extremely excited inside. “Little Mu is rich now, and everyone in the neighborhood knows each other. If we go to his house carrying gifts when it’s not a holiday, what will people think?”

Then, Zhao Kang added in a low voice, “Also, it’s best if only our two families know about this.”

“Do you think your mom’s stupid?” Zhao Kang’s mother glared at him. “Then don’t buy anything.”

While Zhao Kang was persuading his parents, Li Mu was also explaining things to his own parents.

First eighty thousand, then one hundred eighty thousand, all within less than a week. Li Mu’s father and mother found it hard to accept.

“You brat, you must have secretly started a money-printing machine outside; the speed couldn’t be much faster than this!” Li Mu’s father found it very hard to accept.

Li Mu, however, smiled and said, “This money came from legitimate means. Didn’t I tell you before that I was going to make some things online and see if I could earn money? I just got lucky.”

“But that’s too fast!” Li Mu’s father’s head spun.

Li Mu sprawled on the sofa. “No choice, I’m just too impressive. And this is just the beginning; there’s still plenty of money to be made in the future. Dad, you’d better prepare yourself mentally.”

“I…”

If Li Mu had kept trying to explain, his parents’ doubts would have been hard to dispel quickly. The more he explained, the more they would want a clear answer.

But Li Mu didn’t play by the rules; he directly threw out an attitude of “Your son is just that impressive, you’d better get used to it quickly,” leaving his parents powerless to resist.

The clever Li Mu solved all the problems about ten minutes earlier than Zhao Kang.

Then the family quickly became harmonious. Not long after, a knock sounded at the door, and Zhao Kang’s family arrived.

Zhao Kang’s parents were simply strong-willed and had placed too many hopes on Zhao Kang, but their character was absolutely impeccable. Since Li Mu and Zhao Kang had started a business that none of the four adults understood, they quickly went from sighing together to laughing and chatting together.

That made sense; no one had ever seen a family consider earning money a bad thing.

Zhao Kang’s parents stayed with Zhao Kang at the house for over half an hour. As they were leaving, Zhao Kang’s father shook Li Mu’s hand with both of his own, saying earnestly, “Little Mu, when Zhao Kang gets to Yanjing, you two will have to look out for each other!”

While he said that, what Zhao Kang’s father really meant was that he hoped Li Mu would take care of Zhao Kang, but he didn’t say it directly out of consideration for his son’s pride.

Li Mu nodded. “Uncle Zhao, don’t worry. We grew up together wearing split pants; we’ll definitely look out for each other.”

Zhao Kang’s parents left Li Mu’s house feeling relieved. Zhao Kang cast a grateful look at Li Mu. He knew that from this moment on, he was completely free, and it was all thanks to Li Mu.

He couldn’t help but look forward to September, because then he would leave Haizhou and step onto the land of Yanjing with Li Mu.

By then, it would truly be “the sea is vast for fish to leap, and the sky is high for birds to fly.”





Chapter 38: Looking at Shops

The day after returning from Pengcheng, Li Mu began registering domain names.

The first domain name he tried to register was Facebook.

Unfortunately, this domain name had already been registered in 1997.

Thinking about it, it seemed Mark Zuckerberg really didn’t have the money to buy the Facebook domain name at first, only acquiring it after securing funding.

Li Mu didn’t mind. He then looked for some good Chinese double-pinyin domain names that were available. At less than one hundred yuan a year, it would be good to register a few just for fun.

Although many double-pinyin domains had already been registered, many future household names were still available, such as Taobao.

Taobao’s domain name was only registered in 2003. Before Jack Ma, no one on the internet had thought of the words ‘Taobao’.

The two characters ‘Taobao’ must have been a brilliant idea in Jack Ma’s mind at the time. Of course, Taobao’s business model itself was remarkable, but it’s undeniable that the name ‘Taobao’ was also remarkable because it was so intuitive and vivid. Not only was it obvious and catchy, but it also conveyed a subconscious message: ‘I have many treasures here, come and ’dig’ for them quickly.’

Therefore, the significance of Taobao to Jack Ma should be almost identical to that of Facebook to Mark Zuckerberg.

Heh heh, well, my apologies then…

Subsequently, the two characters ‘WeChat’ also couldn’t escape their fate. Thinking that Baidu would launch Tieba in two years, Li Mu also registered Tieba.com and Douban.com. He also wanted to register ‘Zhidao.com’, but unfortunately, it had already been registered by someone else.

Thinking of his music portal plan, Li Mu pondered and registered ‘Eting’. This could be understood as ‘E-listen’ or ‘Easy-listen’, and it was also easy to remember and type.

Registering a bunch of domain names didn’t cost much in total, but it would be extremely useful in the future.

…

After sorting out the domain names, Li Mu went for a stroll on the street.

He had been thinking about opening a specialty store for his Dad and Mom. Now that he had the money, it was time to put this plan into action.

Li Mu left home and headed straight for Haizhou’s most bustling commercial street, wanting to first check the shop rental situation, see if there were any suitable shops, and then inquire about rental prices.

He remembered that Haizhou’s commercial street only began to gradually prosper from 2002 onwards. Currently, it hadn’t truly become a retail commercial center. At the moment, people’s shopping habits were quite simple: for very low-end items, they went to various small markets or the urban-rural fringe; for slightly better items, they went to department stores, which had all sorts of stalls selling everything; and for more high-end items, they had to go to the provincial capital.

So, on this commercial street now, there were only a handful of specialty stores and some slightly upscale restaurants. Most of the shops were for sale.

Li Mu chuckled when he saw a ground-floor shop, over one hundred square meters in size, tearfully selling off-season wool trousers.

On a large white paper outside the door, the words ‘Last Three Days!’ were written, extremely eye-catching.

In Li Mu’s impression, such vendors usually rented stalls by the day or week, moving from place to place. The fact that someone had rented such a large shop so close to the city center could only mean one thing: the shop’s rent was cheap.

It was no surprise. In 2001, Haizhou’s economic development was still too backward. People’s consumption habits hadn’t yet been cultivated, and even many local business owners hadn’t quite figured things out.

The Li-Ning store was deserted now. Their shoes were too expensive, selling for two or three hundred yuan a pair in those days, and their clothes weren’t cheap either. Unlike Baleno, whose business was good, partly because Andy Lau endorsed them, and partly because their prices were more affordable.

A pair of jeans would only cost ninety-nine or one hundred nineteen yuan, and a short-sleeved shirt could be bought for just over twenty yuan. In winter, a padded jacket would cost over one hundred or two hundred yuan.

However, whether it was Li-Ning, Baleno, Double Star, or Jeanswest, Li Mu noticed a common characteristic: their shop fronts were too small.

Among the few shops, the Double Star store was the smallest, five or six meters wide and less than ten meters long, at most just over fifty square meters.

Baleno, Li-Ning, and Jeanswest were slightly larger. Their shops mostly had a double-door layout, nearly ten meters long, but short in depth, less than ten meters, making them less than ninety square meters even at their maximum.

Li Mu looked around and saw the burly, dark-skinned shop owner, who was tearfully selling off the last day of his wool trousers, smoking a cigarette with a deeply troubled expression. So, Li Mu went to a nearby shop, bought a pack of Zhonghua cigarettes, opened it, and casually walked over.

“Hey, bro, are you from Mongolia Province?” Li Mu tried to strike up a conversation.

“Yes.” The man saw that Li Mu was a young lad and knew he definitely wouldn’t be buying his old, unsold wool trousers, so he replied casually.

Li Mu then pulled out a cigarette. The striking red color made the middle-aged shop owner pause, marveling inwardly: ‘So young, yet smoking Zhonghua cigarettes, how extravagant!’

Seeing the man’s longing gaze, Li Mu happened to pull out two cigarettes, handing one to the other man, and exclaimed, “I’ve yearned for Mongolia Province since I was a child, what a wonderful place!”

The middle-aged man took the Zhonghua cigarette Li Mu tossed to him with both hands in mid-air, feeling a surge of excitement. He immediately began to look at Li Mu with new eyes. Since he was idle anyway, he pulled out his lighter and lit Li Mu’s cigarette first.

Li Mu was also very polite. Seeing the man come to light his cigarette, he cupped his hands around the lighter’s flame as a sign of respect.

The middle-aged man’s impression of Li Mu instantly improved significantly.

A local kid who smoked Zhonghua cigarettes, yet was so polite to a vendor like himself, who traveled all over the country year-round – it was truly rare.

So, he lit his own cigarette, took a satisfying puff, and said, “Our Mongolia Province is picturesque, little brother. You must visit if you get the chance.”

Li Mu nodded, asking curiously, “Bro, are you Mongolian?”

The man chuckled and said, “That’s right, I’m Mongolian. My name is Bayan, and I’m from Lanqi (Blue Banner).”

Li Mu nodded, “Your kind of business must be very tough!”

Bayan sighed, “You can say that again! I’ve been doing this for five years, and I’ve almost traveled all over China.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “So, how many days have you been in Haizhou? How’s business?”

“Not so good!” Bayan shook his head with some dissatisfaction. “People here are too stingy, they love to bargain too much. Those older brothers and sisters, and those uncles and aunties, they’ll pick up a pair of wool trousers worth fifty yuan and still offer me five yuan…”

Li Mu chuckled at Bayan’s complaints. Haizhou people’s spending power wasn’t high to begin with, let alone for inner wear like this, which would be even harder to sell at a good price. Besides, Haizhou’s winters weren’t very cold, so wool trousers weren’t a necessity for everyone.

Immediately, Li Mu asked the question he was concerned about: “This is our city center, so renting a shop like this must be quite expensive, right?”

“It’s alright.” Bayan flicked his cigarette ash. “Eighty yuan a day. I originally planned to sell here for a few days, but I didn’t expect the goods wouldn’t move.”

Now it was Li Mu’s turn to be surprised. Eighty yuan a day? At a glance, it looked like three connected shops, probably at least one hundred fifty to one hundred sixty square meters. However, the inside was very messy, as if the previous renovation had just been torn down. There was nothing inside except a pile of hanging wool trousers and two makeshift beds, which were probably for Bayan and his wife to sleep on.

“The rent here isn’t cheap. Eighty yuan a day is really a steal.”

Bayan shook his head. “I thought it was a steal at first too. The sub-leasing boss told me that he used to run a fabric business here, but the landlord was going to raise the rent this year, so he decided not to rent anymore. He also said that some fabric market had just opened, and since there was a lot of foot traffic there, he moved. The real landlord here will take back the property in just over a week, which is why he rented it to me for eighty yuan a day.”

As he spoke, Bayan said mysteriously, “Apparently, it used to be only five thousand yuan a month here, but the real landlord is raising it to seven thousand this year!”

This was exactly the information Li Mu wanted.

Over seven thousand yuan a month? He didn’t know if it was true or false, but if it was, that would be truly excellent.

But it made sense. After all, commerce was still in its nascent stage, market prospects were unclear, and investment confidence was low. Once the retail industry, especially the clothing business, began to boom, the rent here would surely skyrocket.

Bayan sensed that Li Mu seemed very interested in the shop. Connecting it with Li Mu’s initiative to offer him a cigarette and strike up a conversation, he asked, “Little brother, are you thinking of renting this shop?”

“Mm.” Li Mu didn’t hide it and nodded.

Bayan reached out and peeled off the ‘Big Sale’ sign from the nearby wall, revealing a printed A4 paper: ‘Shop for Rent, 139*****’.

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. He immediately took out his phone and jotted it down, then handed the remaining cigarettes to Bayan, smiling, “Thank you, Brother Bayan.”

Bayan hesitated to accept them, but by the time he thought of returning them, Li Mu had already walked away.

In this life, he didn’t have much of a smoking habit. Cigarettes weren’t essential to him, and they were harmful to his health, so if unnecessary, he preferred not to smoke.





Chapter 39: Signing the Contract

After leaving, Li Mu called the landlady. A woman answered the phone.

“Hello, who is this?”

“Hello, have you rented out the commercial unit at West Gate yet?”

“Oh, not yet.” The other party immediately became much more enthusiastic. She said, “Are you interested? Let me tell you, my shop is due to expire in a few days, and there have been a lot of inquiries recently!”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “What’s the price?”

“That depends on how you want to rent it.” The other party chuckled. “The market is good this year. Look at that Baleno store not far from mine; they reportedly earn tens of thousands a month. My unit is much larger and wider than theirs, perfect for a grand storefront, very impressive.”

Li Mu then said, “Just tell me directly, how do you rent it, and at what price?”

The other party hesitated for a moment and said, “If paid annually, it’s eighty-eight thousand a year. I originally wanted ninety thousand, but eighty-eight thousand is for good luck. That’s about seven thousand three hundred a month.”

“How long is the contract for?”

“I think signing the contract for one year at a time is best, or maybe two years. Because, as you know, the market is constantly changing, so it’s impossible to sign for too long at once.”

“Older sister,” Li Mu said with a calm smile, “you’re still overestimating the economic level of Haizhou residents. You say Baleno can earn tens of thousands a month, but who knows if that’s true or false? You can’t show others their sales records, so how can anyone rent it at the price you’re asking?”

Li Mu’s words struck a chord with the other party.

The landlady herself felt that since the Baleno store next door had such high profits, the rent for her unit should naturally increase. However, Haizhou as a whole had not yet formed a widespread understanding that the clothing market would develop rapidly. Therefore, at this time, the landlady’s foresight was useless; it was the investors who needed foresight. Otherwise, if the price was too high and no one rented it, it would be in vain.

In the past few days, she had also asked people to spread the word, and the feedback she received mentioned that some people wanted to open a specialty store, but they were still hesitant. After all, the cost of franchising a specialty store was substantial: renovations had to meet headquarters’ requirements, inventory had to be purchased, and staff had to be hired. When tallied up, the rent was a minor expense; the other costs were the major ones. So, for the time being, they didn’t dare to make a move.

Therefore, the feedback she received was mostly complaints about the high price, which also bothered her. Her unit’s current lease would expire in three days, and she could then take possession of it. If it remained vacant, she would lose two to three hundred every day.

“Are you planning to open a specialty store?” the woman on the phone tentatively asked.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Li Mu sighed. “I want to, but other expenses are too high, and the costs are steep. These days, even hiring a sales assistant costs five to six hundred. You say Baleno earns tens of thousands a month, but their costs aren’t low either. Can you open a specialty store without four to five hundred thousand?”

The other party hissed, taking a sharp breath. “Then how do you want to rent it?”

Li Mu thought for a moment. “Signing for two years at a time is impossible for me. If I open a specialty store, renovations alone would cost over one hundred thousand. If you decide not to rent after two years, what would I do?”

“Then tell me, how exactly do you want to rent it?”

Li Mu then said, “How about this: I won’t haggle with you. Eighty-eight thousand it is. But the contract must be for five years, with no price increase within those five years. After five years, I’ll have the priority right to renew the lease based on market price. The rent will be paid annually, one year in advance, and the right to sublease will also belong to me.”

In fact, before this, the annual rent for this unit was only around sixty thousand. The landlady’s desire to raise it to eighty-eight thousand was just a wish, and she knew there was an eighty percent chance it wouldn’t reach that price. However, she also felt that in the coming years, the rent would continue to rise. But she had no idea by how much. She guessed that after five years, it might reach one hundred thousand a year?

It’s hard to say! Eighty-eight thousand, no price increase for five years… that doesn’t seem bad. At least it’s stable. What if the economy takes a downturn? Wouldn’t it just be stuck with me?

After a minute of consideration, the other party said, “Alright, I’ll go with what you said. But you’ll need to pay a deposit. Let’s make it twelve thousand, to round it up to a total of one hundred thousand.”

“Okay.”

“When do you want to sign the contract?”

“Anytime,” Li Mu chuckled. “I’m here in Haizhou. After the contract is signed, I can transfer the money to you before the bank closes.”

“Then tell me a place, and I’ll come find you. We’ll find a print shop to print the contract first, and then go to the bank!”

Li Mu thought for a moment. There was a print shop right outside the First Middle School, and also a Construction Bank. He said, “Meet me at the print shop outside the First Middle School. Bring your Identity Card, property deed, and your Construction Bank card. You have all of those, right?”

“Yes, I have them all. My card is a Construction Bank Dragon Card, actually.”

“Alright, I have my Identity Card and card with me. Come on over.”

Li Mu knew he had a chance to push the price down further, but he understood the landlady’s mindset. She didn’t want to sign for too long, fearing a significant rent increase in the future. However, after probing, it seemed she herself wasn’t sure how much it would truly increase later.

Therefore, regardless of whether this price was the absolute lowest, he knew in his heart that it was definitely a good deal, and a very good deal at that.

Five years, that duration was long enough. His parents should also be able to enjoy their retirement properly, right? Although they would still be under fifty by then, they could already begin to live out their days in comfort.

Li Mu went directly to the print shop outside the First Middle School. The landlady hadn’t arrived yet, so he asked the clerk to help him print a contract template. He dictated, and the clerk typed.

Fortunately, the shop had a relatively popular and simple lease agreement template. So, Li Mu modified it, specifying the price, deposit, payment method, and contract duration. He added clauses for no price increase during the contract term, the right to renew at market price upon expiration, and the right to sublease.

As for the definition of market price, it would be calculated based on the average contract price of the commercial units on both sides for that year.

When the contract was almost ready, a middle-aged woman riding a motorcycle arrived in front of the print shop. She looked to be around thirty-five or thirty-six years old and was slightly plump.

After she entered, she looked around and saw only two people sitting in front of computers in the shop: one was typing, and a young man next to him seemed to be learning to type. She then took out her phone, preparing to call Li Mu.

Li Mu didn’t rush to identify himself. Only when his phone rang and the other party looked over again did Li Mu wave his phone. “Hello, you’re the landlady, aren’t you?”

The middle-aged woman looked at Li Mu with a surprised expression. “Young man, you’re only around twenty years old, right?”

Li Mu thought that he would need his Identity Card to sign the contract later, so there was no need to hide it. “Just turned eighteen.”

“Aren’t you just messing with me because you have nothing better to do…?” The middle-aged woman was a bit annoyed, but she didn’t get angry and turned to leave.

Li Mu called out to her. “Wait just one more minute; the contract template is printing now. You can look it over first. The Construction Bank is two hundred meters diagonally opposite. Once the contract is signed, we’ll go to the bank to transfer the money. Although I’m young, I don’t have time for these kinds of games. If I really wanted to mess with you, I simply wouldn’t have shown up.”

Only then did the middle-aged woman turn back and size up Li Mu. Seeing that he was fair-skinned and handsome, and spoke neither humbly nor arrogantly, with quite a bit of presence, she couldn’t help but put away her earlier disdain.

She thought about it and realized it was true: if this young man really wanted to trick her, wouldn’t not showing up at all be even more effective?

Just then, the printer made a whirring sound as it fed paper, and soon, the large printer spat out six sheets of paper.

The contract was in duplicate.

Li Mu handed one copy to her and said, “This is our standard template. I’ve added a few details, all of which we agreed upon over the phone. The bolded parts are those additions. Please take a look.”

The other party nodded and began to read it very carefully.

A few minutes later, after she had finished reading the entire contract, she nodded to Li Mu. “Everything we discussed is here. No problems.”

Li Mu then said, “If there are no problems, let’s sign it first, and then we’ll go to the bank to transfer the money.”

“Okay.” The woman said, pulling out her Identity Card and property deed. Yet, she still felt suspicious in her heart: what would an eighteen-year-old young man do with a unit that cost eighty-eight thousand in rent per year?

Li Mu filled in his personal information, then signed his name and pressed his fingerprint. The other party did the same. Then, they exchanged contracts and signed and fingerprinted again.

Seeing the name Lu Xueping written on the contract, Li Mu politely said, “Sister Lu, please leave me copies of your Identity Card and property deed.”





Chapter 40: Give Them a Boost

Lu Xueping took out her relevant documents, and Li Mu had the store clerk make copies, which he then kept.

After all that was done, Li Mu paid the money and went with Lu Xueping to the China Construction Bank across the street, where he filled out a remittance slip for one hundred thousand yuan.

Li Mu’s card was still from out of town, but it didn’t matter; he wasn’t concerned about the small handling fee, nor was there any need to transfer the money to a local card, as he would be leaving home in less than two months.

Once Lu Xueping confirmed the money had arrived, she couldn’t help but size up Li Mu, guessing he must be from a wealthy family. In any case, she didn’t understand the world of truly rich people. She thought, Who cares? As long as the money is paid.

In those years, the term “rich second-generation heir” hadn’t become popular yet.

Li Mu kept the remittance voucher. Lu Xueping then said, “My tenant has already moved out, but the lease expires in three days. I’ll go collect the property then and contact you once it’s done. You can come over, and we’ll check everything, then I’ll give you the keys, and you can start renovating.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Sister Lu is very efficient. It’s a pleasure to cooperate with someone like you.”

Lu Xueping looked at Li Mu awkwardly, “Your efficiency is even higher, isn’t it? I had just sat down at the mahjong table when you called, and I came right out to sign the contract.”

“Haha,” Li Mu laughed, “That’s for the best, we save each other time.”

The area of Lu Xueping’s commercial space, as stated on the property deed, was a total of one hundred sixty-five square meters. In those days, the largest ground-floor commercial spaces in Haizhou’s bustling districts were only this size. To get a larger space, one would have to rent two adjacent units and knock down the wall between them, but no store had the audacity to do that yet.

If Metersbonwe could open before September, it would definitely be the largest clothing store in Haizhou, without a doubt; others simply wouldn’t compare.

With the contract in hand, Li Mu’s shop space already exceeded Metersbonwe’s official requirements by more than double. He still had over six hundred thousand yuan in savings lying in his bank card. Over one hundred thousand yuan for renovation, over one hundred thousand yuan for stocking goods—even with everything accounted for, it was only three hundred thousand yuan. Then, he’d leave one hundred thousand yuan for his parents for stocking goods and operational turnover, which would be sufficient.

Even if he didn’t earn any money throughout the summer, he would still have over one hundred thousand yuan to splurge. The Eting project would require some money, but Zhang Kexuan had said that the four of them would contribute money and effort. At most, he’d just have to prepare two more songs for them, and that would pretty much be it.

If worse came to worst, he could still think of other ways to make money during the summer.

Before riding away on her motorcycle, Lu Xueping curiously asked Li Mu, “Little Li, what kind of store are you planning to open?”

“Metersbonwe.”

Since the contract was signed, Li Mu didn’t hide it.

Lu Xueping nodded and smiled, “I don’t quite understand what you young people like; I can’t even remember the names clearly. But I heard that a brand called Yichun is also about to start renovating, right across the road from my commercial space.”

“Oh? How big is the area?”

“One hundred? Maybe even less.”

“That’s good news. The West Gate will gradually become a clothing commercial street in the future.”

…

Having settled the property, Li Mu immediately contacted Metersbonwe’s headquarters, informing them of his intention to cooperate and providing the address. The customer service representative then gave him a fax number and an account number. He needed to fax his personal identification information, the rental contract, and the property deed for the rented space. Three thousand yuan needed to be remitted to the account as an inspection fee. They would reply within forty-eight hours of receiving the documents. If the documents passed, they would directly negotiate a time for the inspector’s on-site visit.

Li Mu then returned to the print shop, organized the relevant documents, and faxed them. Then he rushed to ICBC and, as requested, remitted the three thousand yuan inspection fee.

All that was left was to wait for their reply.

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief. After returning home, he planned to start building his music portal, Eting.

Li Mu’s positioning for Eting was simple: to create the best music streaming and download website in the country. With his foresight from the future and his grasp of advanced technology, Li Mu was confident that this goal would not be difficult to achieve.

Technical development was one aspect; another was the need for a relatively large server space and bandwidth. This certainly couldn’t be handled in Haizhou; he would have to go to Jinling to buy servers and then find a hosting company.

However, this was not an easy task either. Website development takes time. From design to art, slicing, front-end, and back-end programming, it would still take a while to complete. Just writing the code would take some time. As for the server, there was no rush; he could find some time to get one in Haizhou for temporary use.

Opening his computer, Li Mu also logged into his personal QQ. He found that someone had left him a message. As soon as he saw the flashing pink flower little penguin icon in the bottom right corner, his heart couldn’t help but stir. It must be Su Yingxue, it had to be her!

Li Mu wasn’t wrong; the message was indeed from Snow: “Li Mu, Jin’an Driving School is open for registration. When do you have time to go register together?”

Then, she added another message: “Oh, right, my mobile number: 138… If I’m not online, you can call me.”

Li Mu casually replied, “Let’s go register today then. When are you free?”

About ten seconds later, Snow sent a reply: “Two o’clock? You have twenty minutes, will you make it?”

“I’ll make it,” Li Mu replied, “I’m leaving now.”

“Okay.”

Closing the chat window with Su Yingxue, Li Mu noticed that there was another flashing avatar in the bottom right corner—a cartoon girl with yellow hair and winking eyes.

Clicking it open, it turned out to be many messages from Chen Wan, whose online name was “Sailor Moon.”

“You rascal, where did you go? The home phone isn’t even answering!”

“Where are you? Not online and not home? Don’t you dare disappear on me, come out quickly, your older sister needs you!”

“Li Mu! You earned so much money selling ‘Li Bai,’ why didn’t you buy a mobile phone?!”

“You scoundrel, you rascal, you’re driving me crazy!”

Li Mu suddenly remembered that he had forgotten to tell Chen Wan his mobile number. Damn it, look how anxious she was! If she found out he had already bought a phone but hadn’t told her, wouldn’t she eat him alive?

He checked the time. The first message was two hours ago, and the last one was ten minutes ago.

A thought suddenly struck Li Mu. He didn’t reply to Chen Wan on QQ. Instead, he pulled out his phone and called her.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Sister Wan, it’s Little Mu. I just bought a phone, calling to let you know. You should save my number.”

“You rascal!” Chen Wan blurted out, “I was so anxious trying to find you! You weren’t home and weren’t online. Did you go buy a phone?”

“Yeah,” Li Mu said without batting an eyelid, “The first call I made after buying this phone was to you. Who else but you, my beautiful older sister, would I call first?”

Chen Wan giggled, seemingly very pleased with Li Mu’s words. “I have something urgent to tell you. My brother called me this morning and said they’re participating in the preliminary round at Jinling University Gymnasium tonight at eight o’clock.”

“Oh!” Li Mu smiled, “Then please wish them a smooth performance for me.”

Chen Wan quickly said, “They called me because they wanted me to bring you along. My brother said everyone is quite nervous and hopes you can come to cheer them on.”

“No way…” Li Mu looked embarrassed.

“Really! My brother sounded so pathetic.”

“It’s almost two o’clock,” Li Mu checked the time. “If we go now, we definitely won’t be able to come back tonight.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Chen Wan said. “If we can’t come back, you can stay with my maternal older male cousin. He has several properties in Jinling.”

Li Mu feigned disappointment and said, “Sister Wan, why don’t you invite me to stay at your place? If you invited me to stay at your place, I might consider it.”

Chen Wan chuckled, “Dream on! My parents are in Jinling these past few days. Even if I invited you, would you dare to come?”

“Ah, forget it then.”

“You should still come with me. You gave them the song ‘Li Bai.’ Wouldn’t it be a shame if they couldn’t even pass the preliminary round?”

“You’re right.” Li Mu sighed. After all, it was a song he gave them. If a good song couldn’t become an instant hit, it would be difficult for it to become popular later. Even if it unexpectedly became popular a few years later, most likely, it would only become popular through covers by other people.

Although “Li Bai” wasn’t an absolute classic, it was definitely an excellent pop song. In this era, a groundbreaking and appealing music style could easily find a market, like Jay Chou’s music.

Li Mu still wanted to use a few songs to build good friendships with rich second-generation heirs like Zhang Kexuan, just in case he needed them in the future. If they were eliminated in the preliminary round, that would be pointless.

“Alright, are we driving or taking the train?”

“Driving. You drive.”

“Okay, then come pick me up at my place.”

“You rascal, weren’t you buying a phone?”

“I’m already on my way back. I’ll be at our community gate in no time.”

“Alright.”





Chapter 41: Not Familiar With You

Under the scorching afternoon sun of midsummer, Li Mu hurriedly got into Chen Wan’s car. His first words upon entering were to ask Chen Wan to take him to the Jin’an Driving School registration point.

Chen Wan didn’t ask much. In her opinion, Li Mu really should get a driver’s license. Just knowing how to drive wasn’t enough; getting caught driving without a license would still be troublesome.

Li Mu waited for Chen Wan for about ten minutes. By the time Chen Wan drove to the registration point, it was around two o’clock. From afar, Li Mu saw a good number of students, both boys and girls, queuing up at the entrance of the registration point. Before the car even stopped, he spotted Su Yingxue at the very end of the line.

Su Yingxue remained at the back of the line, not moving forward with the queue. Her face was as calm as ever, but a hint of anxiety flickered in her eyes as they darted left and right.

It wasn’t until she saw Li Mu get out of the Audi parked by the roadside that the anxiety in Su Yingxue’s heart finally dissipated. But then she noticed the beautiful young woman in the driver’s seat, and while feeling a little puzzled, she also felt a strange sense of unease.

As soon as Li Mu got out of the car, he ran towards Su Yingxue. When he reached her, he asked, “How long have you been here?”

“A few minutes,” Su Yingxue smiled slightly. She wanted to ask Li Mu who was driving the car, but on second thought, she realized she had no reason to ask such a question, so she dismissed the thought.

Li Mu glanced at the roughly thirty or forty people queuing ahead and couldn’t help but sigh, “There are really a lot of people.”

“Yes,” Su Yingxue nodded, “They’re all high school graduates.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Learning to drive this season, you really need to do a good job with sun protection.”

Recalling the agony of learning to drive after graduating from university back then, Li Mu felt a lingering fear. Nearly twenty students per car, sweltering inside the car and baking under the sun outside in the summer heat, queuing all day long and barely getting to touch the steering wheel twice. After going through the entire process, even the fairest girl would get tanned.

Looking at Su Yingxue’s skin, as fair as jade, Li Mu couldn’t help but worry for her.

Su Yingxue, however, said lightly, “A little sun is fine; my complexion might look healthier.”

“True, who told you that you’re naturally beautiful?” Li Mu shrugged and smiled. With Su Yingxue’s facial features and demeanor, a little tan would have a negligible impact on her looks.

Su Yingxue felt a blush creep up her cheeks after being praised by Li Mu. Compliments from the opposite sex had never made her feel this way before. She didn’t know what was wrong today, so she hastily changed the subject: “Where’s your best friend, the one you always went to school with? Isn’t he going to learn to drive with you?”

Li Mu slapped his forehead, his face full of annoyance. “Oh, I’m really prioritizing romance over friendship.”

He didn’t even notice Su Yingxue’s face redden further. He pulled out his phone and called Zhao Kang.

No one answered.

What the heck?

Li Mu called again, but it was the same. Left with no choice, he sent a text message: “I’m at the Jin’an Driving School registration point. Come over to register as soon as you see this. If you can’t make it, send me your Identity Card number, and I’ll register for you.”

Su Yingxue saw that Li Mu had bought a phone and said with a slight hint of dissatisfaction, “You left your phone number for me on Q, but you bought a phone and didn’t even tell me your number?”

Li Mu quickly offered an apologetic smile, “Forgot, forgot. I just bought it and haven’t gotten used to it yet.”

Saying that, Li Mu handed his phone to Su Yingxue, “Call your phone, and let’s both save each other’s numbers.”

While Li Mu and Su Yingxue were chatting, many young men in the queue around them kept secretly glancing at Su Yingxue, their eyes filled with anticipation, seemingly hoping they could learn to drive in the same class as a goddess like Su Yingxue.

Just after Li Mu and Su Yingxue saved each other’s phone numbers, a guy with a slick side part from the front of the queue suddenly stepped out and walked straight towards Li Mu.

He had been observing Su Yingxue for a long time. When he saw Li Mu chatting with Su Yingxue, he was a bit surprised. After secretly observing Li Mu for a while, he decided to make his move.

“Yo, Chen Mu!” the guy with the slick side part enthusiastically yelled out to Li Mu. He took a few quick steps to reach him, clapped a hand on Li Mu’s shoulder, and said, pretending to be extremely familiar, “You rascal, I almost didn’t recognize you with that new haircut!”

Li Mu frowned. This guy in front of him looked very familiar, especially that slick side part, which reminded him of a human-faced, dog-hearted traitor from an anti-Japanese war drama. However, he couldn’t quite remember who he was for the life of him. Besides, he shouldn’t be familiar with him either; otherwise, how could he even get his name wrong?

The guy with the slick side part felt the same way about Li Mu. He also thought Li Mu looked very familiar. After thinking for a long time, he vaguely recalled that he seemed to be a child of an employee from the Xiling Coal Mine neighborhood, and his name was something Mu. His intuition simply fabricated the name Chen Mu for him.

The guy with the slick side part stepped forward to try to get close, but found that Li Mu didn’t respond to his overture. He felt a surge of anger. He glanced at Su Yingxue, who was frowning slightly beside them, then quickly said to Li Mu, “You rascal, we’ve been childhood friends for so many years, and you pretend not to know me outside the neighborhood? That’s not cool! I, Guo Yuhang, have always considered you a good brother!”

Oh, Guo Yuhang.

Li Mu remembered now.

The notorious spoiled rich kid of Xiling Coal Mine.

His father, Guo Lin, was the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine. Even though they had lived in the same neighborhood for over ten years, Li Mu hadn’t interacted much with him in his previous life. He had only heard many children of Xiling Coal Mine employees curse him behind his back. Guo Yuhang was arrogant, conceited, and looked down on everyone. Not to mention peers like himself, even adults in the neighborhood who greeted him warmly would be completely ignored by him.

In Li Mu’s impression, his father, Guo Lin, was a veteran state-owned enterprise official who had held the position of mine manager at Xiling Coal Mine for nearly ten years. Just the rumored corruption charges within Xiling Coal Mine, roughly estimated, amounted to tens of millions. Some even claimed his total embezzled amount over the years exceeded one hundred million. However, even when Xiling Coal Mine experienced reduced production, depletion, and eventually bankruptcy, his misdeeds never came to light. He was even transferred to a mining group and remained comfortably there until retirement.

Guo Yuhang was Guo Lin’s only son, spoiled rotten since childhood. By middle school, he was already neglecting his studies and just fooling around outside all day. His only two skills in life were spending money and womanizing. He loved to flirt with young girls, and his father always paid to clean up the messes he made. It was said that he stopped attending high school, but his father paid to have his name registered at No. 5 High School so he could get a diploma. Later, he was sent to Yanjing to attend an unaccredited university.

Speaking of Guo Yuhang, after 2010, this guy’s net worth exceeded one hundred million. The reason was simple: starting from 2001, his father bought him over ten properties in Yanjing. Later, property values in Yanjing appreciated at a rocket-like pace. This spoiled rich kid, who only knew how to eat, drink, and be merry in Yanjing, unexpectedly became a big winner in life. Li Mu, who was also a Beijing Drifter in Yanjing, had sighed at the disparity in life when he heard these stories.

Precisely because he knew what kind of person Guo Yuhang was, Li Mu had no interest in him whatsoever at this moment. He could also see through the motive behind his proactive attempt to get close at a glance. It was nothing more than seeing him talk to Su Yingxue and wanting to use him as a stepping stone.

Li Mu smiled slightly, “You’ve got the wrong person, haven’t you? I’m not familiar with you. Also, my name is Li Mu, not Chen Mu.”





Chapter 42: An Unfavorable Start

Li Mu and Guo Yuhang were indeed not close. At most, they had played games like hide-and-seek together in the compound when they were kids. This guy always used his father’s official position to cheat, which eventually led to almost no one his age in the entire residential area liking him. His reputation in the Xiling Coal Mine residential area had long been notorious, so Li Mu had no good feelings towards Guo Yuhang either.

Normally, he wouldn’t offend someone who was being friendly, but today’s situation was special. It didn’t matter that this guy called him by the wrong name. The crucial point was that his underlying motive for trying to get close to him was as clear as Sima Zhao’s ambition – he was clearly coveting Su Yingxue. It was so obvious that Li Mu felt embarrassed for him. Therefore, he didn’t want to give Guo Yuhang any face in front of Su Yingxue. Otherwise, with his arrogant and overbearing spoiled rich kid personality, he would relentlessly pursue Su Yingxue if given even the slightest opportunity.

Thus, Li Mu’s words, “I’m not familiar with you,” sounded to Guo Yuhang – who had originally expected him to be flattered and desperately try to curry favor – almost like a direct challenge.

For Guo Yuhang, if any of the Xiling Coal Mine employees’ children dared to speak to him like that, he would have slapped them long ago, and perhaps even beaten them severely. This, of course, included Li Mu, whose name he couldn’t quite recall. But today, in front of Su Yingxue, he couldn’t lose his temper.

The reason he came to register for driving lessons today was simply for two purposes: besides getting a driver’s license, it was to flirt with some high school graduate girls. He hadn’t expected to actually see someone as exceptional as Su Yingxue. He had already been with a double-digit number of women, but in his eyes, they all seemed to pale in comparison to Su Yingxue. The moment he saw Su Yingxue, he repeatedly told himself that he absolutely had to get this woman.

Originally, he had planned to find a way to get into the same class as Su Yingxue, and then gradually launch his offensive. When he saw Li Mu chatting with her, he thought he had found a shortcut. He didn’t expect this kid, Li Mu, to be so unappreciative, practically digging his own grave.

“Li Mu, you’ve already graduated from high school, yet you still speak so aggressively.” Guo Yuhang said with a smile, showing no sign of anger. After saying this, he turned to Su Yingxue and added, “Beautiful lady, please don’t mind him. Li Mu has always been like this, a bit serious and rigid, not very approachable.”

Having spent a considerable amount of time mingling in society, Guo Yuhang maintained a smiling face and used evasive language, feeling that he had almost resolved most of the awkwardness Li Mu had caused him in front of Su Yingxue. But unexpectedly, Su Yingxue didn’t seem to buy it at all.

“Please, in the future, think clearly about the other person’s name before greeting them. If you can’t remember, ask first. That’s basic respect.”

Su Yingxue’s tone was icy cold, even carrying a hint of disdain, completely different from the way she had spoken and acted when chatting with Li Mu just moments ago.

Damn it!

Guo Yuhang realized that his start was extremely unfavorable. The beautiful woman in front of him speaking to him like this clearly shared Li Mu’s attitude and felt some aversion towards him.

To leave such a terrible first impression in front of a beautiful woman – he should have known better than to bother in the first place! And this Li Mu, he’s really damn unappreciative, has he grown tired of living?!

Gritting his back teeth, Guo Yuhang said to Li Mu with a face full of suppressed fury, “Alright, I’ll remember what happened today.”

Li Mu nodded, “Then remember it clearly. My surname is Li, not Chen.”

Seeing that Li Mu didn’t put him in his eyes at all, Guo Yuhang was furious, wishing he could explode on the spot. However, he had already ruined his first impression in front of the beautiful woman. If he were to resort to violence now, it would truly be irreparable. Besides, Li Mu was half a head taller than him, and he wasn’t sure he could win a fight. This kid, who dared to be so disrespectful, probably wouldn’t be like the other Xiling Coal Mine employees’ children who wouldn’t dare to fight back in front of him.

So, Guo Yuhang could only repeatedly suppress the anger in his heart, secretly thinking, after this beautiful woman registers today, they are bound to meet frequently over the next twenty-odd days. As for Li Mu, he was just an employee’s child from Xiling Coal Mine; the monk might run away, but the temple wouldn’t. He wouldn’t let either of these two people or two matters go. “Let’s ride a donkey and watch a play,” he thought, “we’ll see!”

Afterward, Guo Yuhang stopped talking and directly queued up behind Li Mu, thinking to himself that since they were so close, there was a ninety-nine percent chance they would be assigned to the same class and the same car. That way, he would have plenty of opportunities to do something later.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue saw how thick-skinned he was; not only did he not leave, but he even queued up behind them. They exchanged glances, both seeing the aversion in the other’s eyes towards his actions.

After queuing for about twenty minutes, it was finally Su Yingxue’s turn. After she paid the fees, the person in charge of registration told her that her number was Class Two, No. 13, and the theoretical subject study time was nine o’clock in the morning the day after tomorrow. Su Yingxue quickly asked, “Excuse me, how many people are assigned to one car?”

“Fifteen.”

Su Yingxue’s heart sank. She was thirteen, Li Mu was fourteen, so wouldn’t that annoying guy be exactly fifteen?

Guo Yuhang also heard their conversation and felt extremely smug. “This is fate, you can’t escape!” he thought.

When it was Li Mu’s turn to pay, Guo Yuhang stood with his arms crossed, a look of arrogance and smugness on his face.

“Li Mu, right? We’ll be learning to drive in the same class from now on. Please take good care of me.”

Li Mu glanced back at Guo Yuhang, ignoring him. Just then, his phone suddenly chimed with a text message notification. Li Mu opened it and saw it was from Zhao Kang.

“I just fell asleep. Can you register for me? My Identity Card number is…”

At this moment, the person behind the counter handed Li Mu the receipt and a booklet of traffic regulations. “Car Two, No. 14. Come to the driving school next Monday at nine in the morning for theoretical lessons.”

Just as Guo Yuhang was excitedly preparing to claim Car Two, No. 15, Li Mu said to the staff member, “Please add one more person. His name is Zhao Kang, Kang as in ‘healthy’. His Identity Card number is…”

And just like that, Car Two, No. 15 went to Zhao Kang.

Guo Yuhang felt as if he had been utterly humiliated. For him, flirting with girls was secondary now; the crucial thing was that Li Mu had shown him such blatant disrespect, and he simply couldn’t swallow this insult.

Li Mu took Zhao Kang’s receipt and class assignment slip, then walked out with Su Yingxue. Even though Guo Yuhang was gritting his teeth, there was nothing he could do for the time being. He could only temporarily make a note of this score and prepare to settle it with Li Mu later.

Li Mu ignored Guo Yuhang, helped Zhao Kang register, and then left the registration office with Su Yingxue.

At the entrance, Li Mu asked Su Yingxue, “Where are you heading now? Should I ask my sis to give you a ride?”

Su Yingxue’s willow-like eyebrows arched, her eyes deep. “The one driving the Audi is your sis?”

“Mm-hmm.” Li Mu nodded.

For some reason, Su Yingxue seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, and her mood brightened considerably. “I won’t trouble you. I’m actually going to my aunt’s house; her place is just across the street.”

Li Mu saw that the residential area Su Yingxue pointed to was diagonally opposite, about two or three hundred meters away, so he said, “Then call me if anything comes up.”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment and said, “In a few days, when the College Entrance Examination results come out, if you can score over six hundred and twenty, I’ll treat you to a meal.”

“And if I don’t pass?” Li Mu countered with a slightly playful smile.

“Then you treat me.”

“Alright, it’s a deal then.”

“Okay, I’ll be going then.”

Li Mu watched Su Yingxue cross the road before returning to Chen Wan’s Audi.

“That girl, is she your classmate?” Chen Wan asked, looking at Su Yingxue across the road.

Li Mu replied, “A classmate from the same class.”

Chen Wan praised, “She’s really beautiful!”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re even more beautiful! Let’s go quickly. You can switch with me after we leave the city.”

After receiving the compliment, Chen Wan smiled smugly and drove away.





Chapter 43: Wanting to Be Famous

When Li Mu and Chen Wan arrived at Jinling University, it was already past five in the afternoon.

Inside the Jinling University Gymnasium, the stage and sound equipment had already been set up in the afternoon. The competition was scheduled to start at eight in the evening and last until eleven. However, due to the unique nature of band performances, participating bands had begun gathering at the gymnasium since four o’clock to draw lots for their performance order, and then tune their instruments in the reverse order of the draw.

It was said that over fifty bands from across Nansu Province had signed up for the competition, which would be held over three days. Today was the first day of the preliminary rounds, with sixteen bands participating.

From these fifty-plus bands, eight would be selected after the preliminary rounds to advance to the provincial semi-finals. Only the champion of the semi-finals would qualify for the finals held in Yanjing.

At this moment, Zhang Kexuan’s “Jinling Noise Works” band had already completed their draw and tuning. They were the ninth band among the sixteen participating today.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Zhang Kexuan, who had been nervously watching others tune their instruments, finally relaxed a little.

Seeing his restless demeanor, Li Mu couldn’t help but tease, “Isn’t it just a third-rate competition? Look how nervous you are, no ambition at all.”

Zhang Kexuan and the other three immediately exploded upon hearing this.

“What do you mean, third-rate competition?!”

“This is a national band competition, alright?!”

“Multiple satellite TV channels are collaborating on this, and the preliminary rounds will be broadcast on TV, alright?!”

Seeing the four of them looking furious, Li Mu shook his head repeatedly.

Even if this competition was national, it couldn’t achieve first-rate influence. This was because TV stations at the time lacked the courage and ambition to produce large-scale talent shows nationwide. Neither mainland nor Hong Kong/Taiwan TV stations had yet realized the vast potential of the talent show market. While there had been singing and dancing competitions before, none truly managed to build significant influence. That’s why they resorted to multi-channel collaborations for this competition, to share costs and make a small splash.

It seemed the spring of talent shows would have to wait for Mango TV’s “Super Girl” to emerge! Only after that did nationwide talent shows like “Happy Boy” and “The Voice of China” appear.

Li Mu couldn’t help but size up Zhang Kexuan and the other three. To be honest, from their styling and attire to their band’s name, they were all standard “flops” with no chance of becoming famous.

After all, rock music was a niche aesthetic in China. Moreover, most rock bands prioritized form over music. Take Zhang Kexuan’s band, for instance; they hadn’t even found a musical style that suited them, yet their rock ‘n’ roll vibe was incredibly strong. Each of them wore leather jackets and leather pants, and even the shortest hair reached their shoulders, while Zhang Kexuan’s long hair practically reached his chest. Such styling wasn’t cool at all; perhaps a few artsy young women in Yanjing might appreciate it, but nationwide, there was simply no market for it.

Li Mu began to worry if the song “Li Bai” would truly be wasted on this bunch of “long hair” guys, only to be inadvertently made famous by some talent show participant a few years later, much like Song Pang’s “Miss Dong,” which left people sighing.

The reason Song Pang himself didn’t make “Miss Dong” a hit was partly due to his unsupportive record label, and partly because his own image made it difficult for him to become famous. No matter how much promotion, it would only be the song that became popular, not the person.

Just as the four were grumbling, Li Mu suddenly asked Zhang Kexuan.

“Can you pull all your long hair back so I can see your face?”

Li Mu’s words stunned all five people, including Chen Wan.

“Wh-what for?”

Zhang Kexuan felt a bit strange.

Li Mu said calmly, “To see if you have the potential to become famous.”

Everyone exchanged glances. If anyone else had made such a request to Zhang Kexuan, he might have punched them immediately. But coming from Li Mu, although he felt awkward, he hesitated for a moment before reaching up and pulling all his hair back, revealing his entire face.

Li Mu nodded, “Clear brows and bright eyes, not bad.”

Zhang Kexuan’s face darkened slightly, “What do you mean?”

Li Mu didn’t answer his question. Instead, he suddenly became interested, examining Zhang Kexuan and asking with a smile, “Why do you play rock music?”

“Because we like it!” Zhang Kexuan replied casually, “Rock is a spirit, it’s impressive.”

Li Mu asked again, “Then why do you keep your hair long?”

Ye Tianming said, “Damn it, how do you say it in Yanjing dialect? It’s about the ‘vibe’!”

“What vibe?” Li Mu frowned, “Is it the ‘showing off’ vibe?”

Ye Tianming grew anxious, just about to retort, when Li Mu asked again, “What’s your real purpose for participating in this competition?”

“To prove ourselves.”

The four answered very straightforwardly, in unison.

Li Mu asked mercilessly, “Paying money to buy my song to prove yourselves?”

The four immediately blushed.

Li Mu then said, “If you want to be famous, just say so. I can be your behind-the-scenes promoter and compose songs for you. As long as you listen to me, I’m confident I can make you the hottest band in the country.”

“Really?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “It’s too simple to become famous. The song can become popular, the person can become popular, or both the person and the song can become popular together.”

The four looked at Li Mu as if he were a monster. They couldn’t understand why Li Mu spoke of becoming famous so lightly.

For Li Mu, a business prototype was already beginning to form in his mind.

Internet music was still in its infancy. In another two years, catchy pop songs like “Mice Love Rice” would truly show the Chinese people the influence of the internet on music dissemination. To achieve that level of spread, knowing how to leverage internet propagation was key.

Li Mu was already preparing to develop Eting.com. If he could find a way to make Zhang Kexuan and the other three famous, it would be of great help to Eting in the future. Once Eting grew in scale and was fully developed, it could in turn support them and push them to greater heights.

The reason he asked Zhang Kexuan to reveal his face was to see if his true appearance met the conditions for both the song and the person to become popular. It had to be said, the guy looked pretty good; it was just that his long hair was holding him back.

Last time in their rehearsal room, Li Mu had already gained a general understanding of Zhang Kexuan’s voice. He had a decent foundation, and with proper guidance, he could sing with feeling. In other words, his voice passed the test.

Now, his looks also passed, and as for songs, that went without saying. He knew so many great songs from the future; if he casually took out seven or eight widely popular ones and combined them with the internet, who couldn’t he promote?

Li Mu was deep in thought, while Zhang Kexuan and the other three were stunned. Chen Wan broke the silence, “Li Mu, do you have a way to help my bro and his band become famous?”

“Yes.” Li Mu snapped out of his thoughts, “If you truly want to become famous, you must listen to me in everything. This is the only way, there’s no other option.”

The four exchanged glances, then nodded in unison, “Okay, we’ll listen to you!”

Even rich second-generation heirs have ambitions. Zhang Kexuan and his three bandmates’ ambition was to make music, become famous, and be impressive. But they also knew their own limitations. Li Mu, however, was different. Li Mu’s songwriting ability, to them, was beyond impressive; it was incredibly impressive.

Seeing their unified attitude, Li Mu immediately cleared his throat, “First, before the competition starts, quickly go find the organizers and change the band’s name.”

“Huh?” All four were dumbfounded.

“Why change the name? Isn’t our current name pretty good?”

“What the hell good is it?!” Li Mu curled his lip, “Jinling Noise Works? You yourselves are saying you make noise, what else is there to say? Besides, do you only want to be famous in Jinling, or famous nationwide?”

“Nationwide, of course…”

“Then change the name.” Li Mu said unequivocally, “You must change it. The name doesn’t have many requirements, just simple and catchy will do.”

“How are we supposed to think of one now…” Zhang Kexuan said with a long face. The four of them had spent two weeks coming up with “Jinling Noise Works.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Let’s call it Simple Plan.”

Although it wouldn’t be long before a punk band translated as Simple Plan would emerge abroad, and later a band named Escape Plan would form domestically, everything operated on a first-come, first-served basis, and Li Mu naturally had no qualms.

“Simple Plan…”

The four pondered the name for a moment. It was indeed simple, but it sounded quite catchy. “Simple Plan, Simple Plan.” After repeating it a few times, they all found the name increasingly smooth and actually quite interesting.

Zhang Kexuan gritted his teeth, “Alright, it’s Simple Plan. Xia Ji, go find the organizers now and change our name.”

“The competition is tonight, can we still change it now?”

“Yes. If not, then bribe them. In any case, it must be changed!”

He increasingly felt that “Jinling Noise Works” was, what the hell, a terrible name…

Xia Ji received the order, turned, and left.

Li Mu patted Zhang Kexuan, “Before the competition starts, go cut that long hair of yours.”

“Damn it, what did you say?!” Zhang Kexuan immediately jumped up, bristling, “Cut my hair? Don’t even think about it! My dad’s been telling me to cut my hair for years and I’ve ignored him!”

Li Mu retorted, “Aside from niche rock bands, think about all the big stars whose names you can recall right now. Who among them still keeps long hair like yours?”

Li Mu emphasized the words “big stars” very heavily.

“Uh…” Zhang Kexuan thought for a moment, “Power Station!”

“Come on, their songs are popular but they aren’t. If it weren’t for ‘My Fair Princess,’ you might not even know them.”

“Dick and Cowboy!”

“What’s the difference? Are you going to say Teacher Liu Huan next?”

“I wasn’t going to say Liu Huan…”

“Then you wanted to say Guo Feng?”

“Get lost, damn it!” Zhang Kexuan couldn’t think of anyone else, so he waved his hand and grumbled like a resentful woman, “Anyway, my hair is absolutely staying!”

Seeing him angry, Li Mu didn’t mind. He just asked, “Do you want to be famous or do you want to show off?”

“Uh…” Zhang Kexuan stammered for a long time, then lowered his head in shame, “I want to be famous…”





Chapter 44: Simple Plan’s Debut

In the barbershop, Zhang Kexuan looked at himself in the mirror, his face filled with disbelief.

The hairstylist was also a bit stunned. Although he had personally created this impressive hairstyle, he still found it incredible.

Li Mu stood to the side, arms crossed, and asked Chen Wan, “Sister Wan, what do you think?”

“Li Mu, you’re amazing…” Chen Wan didn’t know what to say, because Zhang Kexuan in the mirror looked like a completely different person. He was better looking, more energetic, and cleaner than before. In short, it was a rapid improvement.

Li Mu nodded, sighing inwardly. He had originally just wanted to give him a sleek, showing-off hairstyle like William Chan’s, but he hadn’t expected the guy to actually look quite handsome after it was done.

This was the charm of the era; a hairstyle from over ten years in the future was enough to leave so many people dumbfounded today.

Ye Tianming, who had been watching the commotion, suddenly sat down in the chair next to Zhang Kexuan, pointed at his own head, and said, “Excuse me, cut me one exactly like that.”

“Don’t,” Li Mu quickly said. “Before a band becomes successful, only one core member can stand out. If everyone stands out, it’s equivalent to no one standing out.”

Performance groups weren’t like the song and dance groups popular in Korea later on. Chinese people always focused on the lead singer when it came to bands, often ignoring the other members. That’s why many band lead singers were worth more than all the other members combined, such as Ashin from Shin Band, Ashin from Mayday, Wu Qingfeng from Sodagreen, and Da Zhangwei from The Flowers Band…

There were simply too many similar examples, and this was determined by the nature of the audience, something Li Mu couldn’t influence.

Zhang Kexuan was also extremely satisfied with his new look. Looking at himself in the mirror now, he was basically at the level of a top-tier handsome guy.

He felt incredibly pleased, but Zhang Kexuan still sighed, “Oh, I won’t be able to headbang when playing rock and roll anymore.”

Li Mu said disdainfully, “Remember, Simple Plan’s future style, to put it bluntly, is pop music. Only then will you have a chance to become popular. Of course, you can’t abandon rock and roll entirely; you should talk about rock and roll every day, playing pop music under the banner of rock and roll.”

“Isn’t that hanging a sheep’s head and selling dog meat?”

“If you want to be famous, stop with the nonsense, okay?”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, then checked the time. “It’s only half past six. The name has been successfully changed, the sound has been tuned, and now my long hair is cut. Let’s go grab something to eat.”

Li Mu nodded, then suddenly remembered something and said to Zhang Kexuan, “Do you know any photographers?”

“For taking pictures?”

“Yes, but with high-level equipment and skill.”

Ye Tianming quickly said, “I know one. He runs a photo studio and studied photography in Yanjing back then.”

“Okay,” Li Mu quickly said. “Get him to come over. After you perform tonight, have him take close-up photos of you.”

The others were stunned. “We’re just participating in a competition; do we really need to hire our own photographer?”

“Yes, you do,” Li Mu looked at Zhang Kexuan. If a photographer could make this guy look even more handsome with their shutter and software, and then they spent some money to run a public relations news piece on a few online media outlets, and a small advertisement before the TV broadcast, wouldn’t a lot of girls pay attention?

Ye Tianming didn’t know what Li Mu was thinking, but he still pulled out his phone and made a call.

The other party seemed to be very obliging. As soon as he heard Ye Tianming was participating in a competition, he immediately said he would personally bring the best equipment.

Li Mu finally relaxed. Video websites hadn’t taken off yet, so if Simple Plan wanted to gain fame early on, they could only rely on television media. However, Li Mu believed in “Li Bai,” and he believed in Zhang Kexuan’s image and singing ability. This time, they would definitely make a stunning debut.

…

At eight o’clock sharp that evening, the Ice Power Vanguard National Band Competition Nansu Province preliminaries officially kicked off. Students from Jinling University were very interested in the competition. By half past seven, the stadium was already packed, with many people standing at the very back of the stadium, an estimated two or three thousand people at least.

Li Mu and Chen Wan were quite lucky, securing a relatively front-row seat. As for the four members of Simple Plan, they were already nervously preparing backstage.

A female host from the local Jinling station served as the host for this provincial competition. At eight o’clock, she officially announced the start of the National Band Competition and introduced the five judges. Besides one person from a record company in Yanjing, the other four were professors from Jinling Academy of Arts.

Li Mu didn’t have much hope for this kind of competition. Whether it was underground bands or university bands in China, there was no shortage of lead singers with good voices, but within a band, there were many deficiencies: lack of equally skilled musicians, insufficient quality equipment, and no excellent original music, etc.

After the competition began, it was indeed as Li Mu expected. Most of the bands were terrible. Every band had various shortcomings. Occasionally, one or two were barely acceptable, but if they truly wanted to become famous, their level was still far from enough.

The judges’ scoring was also very consistent: a ten-point system, with the highest and lowest scores from the five judges discarded, and the remaining scores forming the total. This meant the full score should be thirty points. However, after seven bands had performed, the highest score was only nineteen points, which was truly dismal.

By the time the eighth band performed, nearly two hours had passed. Most of the bands’ performances were dull, and the university student audience basically had no enthusiasm left to even applaud. Li Mu heard a girl next to him complain to her companion, “If it weren’t to see our school’s Peony Pavilion Band, I would have left long ago.”

Another girl nodded. “Yeah, what were they singing? It was awful.”

The eighth band also finished their performance. The applause was pitifully sparse, and the lead singer even had tears in his eyes as he bowed for the curtain call.

The host took the stage again. “Alright, please, our esteemed judges, score the Hypoxia Band who just performed.”

A moment later, the judges raised their scorecards.

“Alright, discarding the highest score of five points and the lowest score of two points, the Hypoxia Band’s final score is: eleven points!”

The judges’ comments were also consistent: “The original song isn’t outstanding, and the lead singer’s vocal condition isn’t good enough.”

“Next, please welcome tonight’s ninth participating band: Simple Plan, whose original song for the competition is ‘Li Bai’.”

“They’re here! They’re here!” Chen Wan was as excited as a child, tugging at Li Mu’s T-shirt with both hands.

At this moment, the other three band members came onto the stage, carrying their instruments.

Li Mu had arranged a standing formation for them: the stage was horizontally divided into three parts. The drum kit was in the center of the back part of the stage, the bassist and the other guitarist were on either side of the middle part of the stage, and the remaining central position at the very front of the stage was reserved for Zhang Kexuan.

All three were in position, and the guitarist and bassist had plugged in their instruments. At this moment, Zhang Kexuan slung his electric guitar behind his back and walked out from backstage with a showing-off stride.

This was what you called an attention-grabber.

If all four had come out together, the audience would have looked at all four first, then said, “Wow, look, that guy over there is so handsome.”

But by having the three accompanying members get into position first, in a static state, and then having Zhang Kexuan come out, the audience would directly say, “Wow, this guy is so handsome.”

Indeed!

The girls around them were stunned by Zhang Kexuan. Many girls involuntarily let out screams, and the screams rose and fell, not stopping for a long time. This kind of reception immediately set them apart from the other bands.

Zhang Kexuan stood in front of the microphone and said in a low voice, “Hello everyone, we are Simple Plan.”

Zhang Kexuan had been quite nervous initially, but after listening to eight terrible songs backstage, he was basically no longer nervous. He was full of confidence in the song “Li Bai,” and now that he was on stage and so many girls were screaming for him, it made him even more self-assured.

This simplest way of announcing themselves was also Li Mu’s idea. The host had already said many things for them, so at this point, it was best to minimize unnecessary talk and get straight to the point as soon as they stepped on stage.

Sure enough, Zhang Kexuan turned around and gave the other three band members a look. Then, Ye Tianming tapped his drumsticks four times, starting a rhythm, and immediately after, the song “Li Bai” was unveiled to the public for the first time in front of a camera.

Just the light and casual intro of “Li Bai” was enough to make people’s eyes light up. When Zhang Kexuan opened his mouth to sing the first line, not only did the audience let out a burst of screams and cheers, but even the listless judges perked up.

Li Mu had once asked Zhang Kexuan to grasp the emotion and feeling well when singing. He needed Zhang Kexuan to express that lighthearted, casual, and cynical attitude through his voice and emotion. It had to be said, Zhang Kexuan performed exceptionally well today.

While Zhang Kexuan was singing, Li Mu looked back and found that almost everyone was tapping their feet to the rhythm. This was enough to prove that the song was very successful in creating a live atmosphere.

Seeing the infatuated female university students’ adoring gazes, Li Mu became even more confident about Simple Plan’s future popularity.





Chapter 45: To Make a Stunning Debut

“If I could do it all over, I’d choose Li Bai

At least I could write poems to stir emotions and flirt with girls

If I could do it all over, I’d choose Li Bai

My creations could reach such heights, admired by so many

If I could do it all over…”

Li Mu made some changes to the song’s arrangement. Instead of adding an outro after the final line, “If I could do it all over,” all the instruments stopped simultaneously right after that line, and the song ended.

This unexpected arrangement caught everyone immersed in the music by surprise. They suddenly realized the song had ended so abruptly and cleanly, leaving them wanting more. Nevertheless, applause erupted spontaneously, and the girls’ screams filled the entire stadium.

The judges also looked excited, especially the Deputy Music Director from a certain record company who had come from Yanjing.

Zhang Kexuan was incredibly excited. He and his three friends bowed together to the audience, which unexpectedly triggered another round of continuous screams from the girls.

The host came on stage and invited the judges to give their scores. To everyone’s surprise, five judges gave four 9s and one 8, bringing Simple Plan’s total score to 27 points, currently the highest in the entire competition.

The judges’ comments praised the song’s melody line and arrangement. The Deputy Music Director from Yanjing was particularly generous with his praise: “Your song is excellent. The melody is not only pleasant but also very catchy. I believe this song will definitely be widely sung in the future. To be honest, before coming to Jinling, I never expected to hear such a great original song. The lead singer’s voice is also very good, and your overall appearance is excellent. If you have other outstanding original songs, I think I will be the first to consider signing you!”

Zhang Kexuan and the others were overjoyed. After thanking the judges, they bowed to the audience once more and then turned to leave the stage.

Everyone around them was discussing Simple Plan’s performance. This kind of ‘instant kill’ debut had a significant impact on them.

From the attitude of both the judges and the audience, it was clear that Simple Plan’s performance this time had made a stunning debut.

Chen Wan was leaning forward, resting her chin on her hand, looking at Li Mu with a dreamy expression, like a crazy fan. “You’re amazing!”

Li Mu blinked. “Just so-so, come on, let’s not suffer here anymore.”

The four members of Simple Plan were ecstatic. After packing up their instruments, they came out and, upon seeing Li Mu, suddenly lined up. Zhang Kexuan led the way, walked up to Li Mu, clasped both hands around Li Mu’s right hand, and then performed a deep bow, even deeper than ninety degrees.

“Bro Mu, thank you!”

Then came Ye Tianming…

“Bro Mu, thank you!”

Then came Xia Ji…

“Bro Mu, thank you!”

Then came Gu Wei…

Li Mu felt like a godfather, receiving the adoration of four disciples.

After their ‘worship,’ Zhang Kexuan said, blushing, “Bro Mu, about the next song…”

“I knew you wouldn’t be so courteous for no reason,” Li Mu said, then asked, “The next match, will it directly determine the provincial champion?”

“That’s right,” Zhang Kexuan nodded. “The band with the highest score in the next rematch will go to Yanjing.”

“And after Yanjing?”

“There should be two more rounds of competition in Yanjing. After the first round, five bands will be selected, and the second round will determine the champion, runner-up, and third place.”

Li Mu said, “So, that means I still need to prepare three songs for you?”

Zhang Kexuan looked a bit embarrassed. “Please, see this through to the end, just like sending Buddha all the way to the West. Besides, don’t we still have that music website matter? And anyway, whatever the three songs cost, we bros definitely won’t shortchange you a single cent.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Let’s talk about money later. Let’s go to your rehearsal room first; I’ll give you the second song.”

“Bro Mu, you’re truly generous, nothing more to say!”

…

The second song Li Mu gave Simple Plan was ‘Sunflower,’ released by Xie Tianxiao in 2005.

In later generations, Xie Tianxiao was revered in the rock scene as the Godfather of Rock and the King of Live Rock. However, most of his songs were quite noisy, which didn’t suit the positioning Li Mu had in mind for Simple Plan.

Simple Plan’s overall musical style had to focus on pop. Music that was too alternative or too rock wasn’t suitable for them to sing.

However, ‘Sunflower’ was one of Xie Tianxiao’s rare positive energy songs. Its lyrics were very wholesome and uplifting, the melody was excellent, and the arrangement was very restrained. It was pleasant, moving, and neither noisy nor raucous—a rare and good positive energy song in Chinese rock music.

Once the lyrics were written, Chen Wan was the first to exclaim, “The lyrics for this song are truly amazing! A sunflower seed struggling to sprout in dark soil—it’s concise yet profound. These lyrics could even be considered modern poetry.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Is it really that good? You’re so generous with your praise.”

“Yes,” Chen Wan nodded, saying seriously, “Current lyrics, pop songs are all about love, and rock songs are cynical. But this song, ‘Sunflower,’ is definitely a positive and uplifting masterpiece.”

Zhang Kexuan and the others also praised it repeatedly, especially Ye Tianming. “I think the lyrics of this song are better than ‘Li Bai,’ they have deeper meaning.”

“What do you know about deep meaning?” Zhang Kexuan curled his lip, then added, “But it really does have deep meaning. I think it’s excellent.”

Li Mu said, “These lyrics have a wide range of uses. They can inspire young people, give hope and encouragement to those suffering, and even relate to anti-war or anti-terrorism themes. If you make this song popular, I can’t guarantee anything else, but there’s a very high chance it will occasionally appear on TV or be quoted by television stations.”

“What about the music?” Zhang Kexuan asked impatiently. “Bro Mu, quickly sing it for us once so we can appreciate it first.”

“Alright,” Li Mu picked up Zhang Kexuan’s guitar and said to Ye Tianming and Gu Wei, “I’ll play and sing the first verse myself in a bit, and you two just come in for the second verse.”

For the most basic accompaniment, the drummer just needed to keep a beat, and the bassist just needed to find the root notes of the chords. This wasn’t difficult for them.

Immediately, in Simple Plan’s rehearsal room, Li Mu sang ‘Sunflower’ for the first time.

“That beautiful sky is always boundless

A seed is buried beneath the clouds

Its nourishment comes from this muddy ground

Rooting and sprouting, still following heaven’s will…

Countless raindrops sprinkle the earth before me

Standing here, there’s only one question

Sunflower, if you only grow in darkness

Sunflower, will you still bloom (will you be afraid)?”

Li Mu’s voice was better than Zhang Kexuan’s, so he sang with a lot of feeling. When Xie Tianxiao, a rock ‘uncle’ nearing forty, sang this song, his voice wasn’t particularly pleasing to pop music listeners. So, Li Mu deliberately made his singing style more inclined towards pop, which made the song more palatable to the general public.

Zhang Kexuan was overjoyed as he listened. With this song, he felt very confident about directly participating in the finals held in Yanjing as the provincial champion!

Li Mu taught the song several times, and once Zhang Kexuan had memorized it, he explained the song’s arrangement to the band members. After imparting all the knowledge, Li Mu finally asked, “When is the next competition?”

“Waiting for notification,” Zhang Kexuan said. “The preliminary round with over fifty bands will also take several days to compete. Then, they’ll filter based on scores and notify the bands advancing to the next round of the specific competition time.”

Li Mu chuckled. “Out of a perfect score of 30, you got 27. You’re definitely advancing to the next round.”

“Of course!” Zhang Kexuan said with an excited expression. “Clips from the national provincial qualifiers will be broadcast next Saturday on major satellite TV channels. I wonder if they’ll show our ‘Li Bai.’”

“They definitely will,” Li Mu patted his chest. “TV stations also want something that grabs viewers’ attention, and Simple Plan, both the people and the song, couldn’t be more suitable.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Once the performance photos from today are out, remember to send them to me. I’ll decide which web portal to post the PR articles on.”

“Got it!”

“PR posts and water army hype all cost money. I’m broke, so you’ll have to cover those expenses then.”

“Is that even a problem? Is one hundred thousand enough? If not, we can add more.”

Li Mu nodded. “One hundred thousand will do for now. It’s enough.”

Li Mu already had a plan for how to use this one hundred thousand yuan. First, he needed to get two servers: one for Eting and one to set up a forum.

At this time, there wasn’t yet a powerful group chat tool like QQ groups. If Zhao Kang were to build a water army team, he would lack a platform to manage members and issue orders. With hundreds or even thousands of water army members, efficiency would naturally be greatly affected if commands couldn’t be effectively conveyed. It would be better to simply build an internal forum. It wouldn’t cost much, but it would be sufficient to support a water army team of several thousand or even more people, truly a one-time investment for lifelong benefit.

Two servers, plus hosting and bandwidth fees, would only cost a few tens of thousands of yuan. Then, he would give Zhao Kang fifty thousand yuan to use as initial capital for setting up the water army. This would also be an opportunity to assess Zhao Kang’s overall management capabilities.





Chapter 46: Revenge

“Dad, that Li Mu didn’t give me any face at all. You have to help me get revenge for this!”

That evening, Guo Yuhang was at home, screaming hysterically at his father, the mine manager.

Although Guo Lin doted on his son, after listening to the whole story, he felt it was nothing more than a verbal dispute. He waved his hand helplessly and said, “Alright, your old man is a mine manager, after all. You can’t expect me to help you teach an eighteen or nineteen-year-old kid a lesson, can you? Can’t you just find a few people outside to handle this yourself?”

“I’m not asking you to help me teach him a lesson!” Guo Yuhang gritted his back teeth, enunciating the word “him” very clearly.

Then, Guo Yuhang’s face turned grim. “I’ll teach him a lesson myself. You need to help me get his parents fired from the mine!”

Guo Lin couldn’t help but frown. “Yuhang, conflicts between you kids shouldn’t escalate to the family level. It’s not easy for your old man in this position. So many people are eager to get me removed. Your old man can take the risk to earn you enough money to last a lifetime, but I can’t take the risk to do something so childish for you. Do you know how many people would be confused and how many would gossip behind my back if a state-owned enterprise mine manager fired two state-owned enterprise workers without reason?”

The reason state-owned enterprise workers considered their jobs “iron rice bowls” was because those jobs were indeed very stable. Unless they committed a major, irreparable mistake, it was virtually impossible to be fired. Firing employees without reason would be like smashing someone’s livelihood in front of thousands of mine workers, which would attract immense resentment.

Xue Guilan, Guo Yuhang’s mother, who was sitting nearby, also tried to persuade him. “Yuhang, these days, let alone a mine manager, even a mayor wouldn’t dare to fire state-owned enterprise workers without reason. That would offend all the workers at once.”

Xue Guilan was the Vice Chairman of the Xiling Coal Mine Union and understood the mine workers very well. They could easily become agitated when faced with injustice. A couple of years ago, when Xiling Coal Mine was not doing well and wages hadn’t been paid for several months, thousands of workers staged a roadblock sit-in in the city center, completely paralyzing traffic and even alarming the senior municipal official.

Guo Yuhang was displeased and stomped his foot, saying, “Dad, Mom, I’ve already found out that girl’s name is Su Yingxue, and her dad is Su Weimin, the Deputy Bureau Chief of our Municipal Bureau. The day I went to register for driving lessons, I fell for her at first sight. But that Li Mu was not only flirting with her, he also embarrassed me in front of her. How am I supposed to hold my head high in front of her now?!”

“Su Weimin’s daughter?” Guo Lin narrowed his eyes, observing his son, and thought to himself: I know exactly what kind of disappointing son I have. He fools around all day, never serious, and started dating at such a young age. Not long ago, he even slept with a girl who graduated from the mine’s technical school. Her parents came knocking, and I had to spend tens of thousands of yuan to settle the matter.

Guo Lin wasn’t against his son dating, but in his opinion, one should have good taste when dating. What future was there in hooking up with girls from the mine? Now, his son had suddenly taken a liking to Su Weimin’s daughter. Su Weimin was only forty-one years old and already a Deputy Bureau Chief of the Municipal Bureau. Although he was the third-in-command, his youth was an advantage, and he would be promoted to a full position sooner or later. Once promoted, after a couple of years, he could even become a Deputy Mayor in charge of police affairs. Such a political background was quite impressive in Haizhou.

In comparison, his own position as mine manager seemed somewhat inferior. He had no political background, merely some connections within the mining group in Pengcheng, which meant he essentially had no political foundation in Haizhou.

If his son could get together with Su Weimin’s daughter, that would truly be a huge stroke of luck!

So, Guo Lin asked with interest, “What else did you find out?”

“I also found out she’s enrolled in Renmin University of China in Yanjing this year.”

“Oh dear,” Guo Lin clicked his tongue. “She’ll be off to university in the blink of an eye. Why are you putting so much effort into this?”

“I want to go to university in Yanjing too!”

Guo Yuhang blurted out almost without thinking.

Guo Lin and his wife Xue Guilan exchanged glances. They had always wanted Guo Yuhang to go to university. Even though he scored less than two hundred points on the College Entrance Examination, Guo Lin still wanted to pay for him to attend an unaccredited university. On one hand, he wanted his son to gain some experience, and on the other, it would be embarrassing for him if the mine manager’s son dropped out after high school.

However, Guo Yuhang had always strongly resisted going to university for a simple reason: in Haizhou, he was a typical spoiled rich kid. While he couldn’t exactly command the wind and rain, he did have some connections, and everyone gave him some face. Plus, many girls were eagerly waiting for his favor. But once he went to another city, where would he find such a foundation?

Yet, now Guo Yuhang had decided to go to university in Yanjing just because of Su Yingxue, whom he had only met once. This greatly excited Guo Lin and his wife. All their earnest and repeated persuasions had yielded no results, but today, because of a girl, their son had a change of heart.

Guo Lin immediately said excitedly, “Going to Yanjing is great! There are many private universities in Yanjing. Your dad will pick one closest to Renmin University of China for you. Don’t worry, as soon as you go to Yanjing, Dad will buy you an apartment and a car there first. Then you can slowly pursue that Su-what’s-her-name-xue.”

“Su Yingxue!”

“Right, Su Yingxue!”

At this moment, Xue Guilan also immediately chimed in, “By then, when you’re in Yanjing, you’ll have a car and an apartment at nineteen. What girl wouldn’t you be able to win over? Your parents will give you plenty of pocket money, enough for all your expenses in Yanjing!”

Xue Guilan knew that when it came to her son, she had to shower him with “sugar-coated bullets,” and he would surely be unable to resist. Moreover, their family’s financial foundation was indeed very substantial. Not to mention tens of millions in hidden assets, just from the hundreds of thousands of tons of thermal coal shipped out from Xiling Coal Mine since last year, their family had profited by several million. And since they only had this one son, they naturally gave him more than enough money.

Guo Yuhang was immediately tempted and blurted out, “Then I want a Crown, the 155 Millennium Edition, top trim!”

Guo Lin calculated for a moment. The top trim Toyota Crown was only six to seven hundred thousand yuan. Although it sounded like a terrifying amount, it wasn’t a problem for their family. If Guo Yuhang wanted to buy such a car in Haizhou, Guo Lin would never agree, even if it killed him. But in Yanjing, there wasn’t as much to worry about.

So Guo Lin said, “Alright, as long as you’re willing to go to school in Yanjing, I’ll buy you the Crown you want and an apartment near Renmin University of China!”

Guo Yuhang was thrilled, but he hadn’t forgotten Li Mu. He blurted out, “What about Li Mu? We can’t let him off so easily. It’s best to make sure he can’t even afford to go to university, to keep him far away from Su Yingxue. If his problem isn’t solved, I won’t go to university in Yanjing!”

Seeing that her son had finally developed an interest in going to university, Xue Guilan knew she had to maintain his enthusiasm. So she thought for a moment and said to Guo Lin, “They’re a dual-income couple, so firing them without cause definitely won’t work. How about we just arrange for them to be laid off in this batch at the end of the month?”

“Laid off…” Guo Lin pondered for a moment. Xiling Coal Mine was currently in a wave of layoffs. Two batches were planned for this year, and another in early next year. When the coal mine reduced production and eventually became depleted, more than half of the workers would be laid off. As a mine manager, he wouldn’t pay close attention to every batch of laid-off workers. However, ordinary workers like Li Mu’s parents, even if they weren’t in this batch, would still be laid off by the end of the year or early next year, wouldn’t they?

Xue Guilan saw that Guo Lin was starting to consider the matter and quickly fanned the flames. “Firing them is too conspicuous, but layoffs are different. These days, as long as it’s not a leadership position, it’s not surprising for anyone to be laid off. No one will gossip.”

Guo Lin nodded immediately after hearing his wife’s words. “Your union handles this. You take care of it.”

“Alright,” Xue Guilan immediately stated, “I’ll arrange it.”

Guo Yuhang felt much more comfortable, filled with smugness. He couldn’t help but look forward to learning to drive with Li Mu and Su Yingxue in the future. If Li Mu knew his parents were laid off because he angered him, what kind of mood would he be in? Just thinking about it was amusing!

Furthermore, Guo Yuhang suddenly began to look forward to Yanjing.

If Li Mu knew about this, combining it with the situation in his previous life, he could infer that the reason Guo Yuhang went to Yanjing in his previous life was most likely because of Su Yingxue. It was highly probable that Guo Yuhang met Su Yingxue at the driving school and then pursued her all the way to Yanjing.

However, even though Guo Yuhang didn’t manage to win over Su Yingxue in his previous life, it was precisely because he went to Yanjing that it prompted his father, Guo Lin, to continuously buy him properties there. Although he didn’t succeed in pursuing Su Yingxue, it was thanks to her that he was able to catch the fast track of soaring housing prices in Yanjing, and his net worth easily exceeded one hundred million yuan a few years later.

But the only unknown now was whether his life would still be as smooth sailing as in his previous life, having angered Li Mu.





Chapter 47: Chen Wan Wants to Be an Intern

That night, Li Mu listened to Zhang Kexuan ramble on about his aspirations for half the night in the living room of Zhang Kexuan’s luxuriously decorated three-bedroom apartment.

Zhang Kexuan saw Li Mu as a lighthouse in his life, while Li Mu regarded him and Simple Plan as his own experimental field.

The best scenario was for him to use good songs from future generations and the soon-to-be-launched Eting to make Simple Plan famous. Then, he would use Simple Plan to boost Eting, turning Eting into a music web portal capable of creating stars online. Its future development potential was immense. This way, he would have two options: either join everyone in piracy and wait to be acquired at a high price by a large platform, or accumulate enough strength to transform and build his own platform.

Each lost in their own ideals, they didn’t return to their rooms to rest until the latter half of the night.

The next morning, a little after nine, Ye Tianming and the other two arrived. Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan each got up with a pair of panda eyes. Ye Tianming pulled out a bank card and handed it to Li Mu.

“Bro Mu, one hundred thousand is in here. The password is 123321. Kexuan, I covered your share for you.”

Li Mu nodded, taking the bank card. “Does anyone have time to drive me to run some errands?”

“Me,” Ye Tianming raised his hand. “I drove here.”

“Alright then,” Li Mu said with a smile. “I’ll have to trouble you for most of the day. You don’t have anything else going on, do you?”

“No problem,” Ye Tianming replied readily. “If you’re in a hurry, we can leave now.”

“Okay,” Li Mu didn’t stand on ceremony. He said to the other three, “I’m heading back to Haizhou after I finish my business today. You guys need to practice ‘Sunflower’ diligently these next few days. Also, you must remember one thing: no matter who approaches you at this time, absolutely do not agree to record a single.”

“Why?” Zhang Kexuan asked, very curious.

He was currently thinking about recording a single. Although ‘Li Bai’ had already been performed publicly, technically speaking, there was only a live version of ‘Li Bai’ at the moment, no true studio version. The effect would naturally be somewhat inferior. A studio version would involve adding other instruments, repeated recording, avoiding all mistakes, and post-production embellishment to achieve a perfect state.

Li Mu said, “If a record company records a single for you, they will definitely demand you sign a contract first. If an ordinary website, studio, or recording studio records a single for you, they will definitely put your song online for promotion beforehand. You must avoid both of these points for now. Once I get the music website up and running, I will personally produce for you, and then we will work together to record the most perfect version.”

“Understood!” On this matter, the few of them completely followed Li Mu’s instructions.

Afterward, Li Mu rode in Ye Tianming’s Crown to a company in Jinling that dealt in servers. He purchased two high-end servers, then took the servers to a server hosting company. After selecting the bandwidth, he completed the server hosting process.

For a forum, one server would be enough, but for Eting, which would need to handle a large number of users in the future, the demand for server quantity, processing power, storage, and bandwidth would be enormous. However, Eting hadn’t been developed yet, so one server would be sufficient to support it through its initial launch. More could be added later as needed.

While Li Mu was handling the server matters, Chen Wan called, asking when he would return to Haizhou. Li Mu arranged a time and place to meet her. After finishing his tasks, he took Ye Tianming’s car to meet up with Chen Wan.

In the car, Li Mu asked Ye Tianming, “Tianming, I heard your family is in real estate. Does your family have any office buildings for rent?”

“Yes,” Ye Tianming blurted out. “There’s a commercial building my Dad operates himself. The ground floor is retail, and the second to sixteenth floors are all office spaces. The current occupancy rate is less than eighty percent, so there are quite a few vacancies. What kind are you looking for?”

“Sixty to seventy square meters would be enough,” Li Mu said with a smile. “Could you keep an eye out for me? If there’s a suitable one, I’ll rent it.”

“Just use it directly,” Ye Tianming said readily. “Do we even need to calculate such a small amount between us?”

“No,” Li Mu said. “It’s not your personal property, so it’s better to settle it clearly, lest your Dad thinks your friends are just taking advantage. Just help me keep an eye out. When the time comes, I’ll go sign the contract with the person in charge on your Dad’s side.”

Ye Tianming glanced at Li Mu, seeing that he wasn’t joking at all, and became serious. He said, “Regarding the office space, I’ll make a call and ask later. However, if you’re renting the office space to set up a music website, the rent will, of course, be calculated. But the logic for paying is this: the four of us will pay your Dad’s company. Don’t forget, we reached an agreement back then: you give us songs and help us build our fame, and the four of us will contribute people, effort, and money for the music website.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, smiling. “Since that’s the case, I won’t say any more. Thank you for your hard work.”

“Don’t mention it!” For Ye Tianming and Zhang Kexuan and the others, after witnessing yesterday’s awe-inspiring performance, the four of them already revered Li Mu as a deity in their hearts. Music was their shared faith, and if Li Mu could help them with matters of faith, then money was the least of their concerns.

Although the four members of Simple Plan had taken on the funding issues for Eting’s future needs, Li Mu was still not at ease. He needed to develop Eting and also a forum. The forum would be easy to handle; he could buy a ready-made forum template and code, then adapt and modify it. However, Eting’s development would require starting everything from scratch.

Current websites generally had no aesthetic appeal whatsoever. Their page modularization was very rigid, with almost no consideration for layout concepts, aesthetics, or user experience. Li Mu wanted to make Eting the best music audition and download website, and all of this required advanced concepts.

As a result, the enormous workload would be too difficult for him to complete alone. Based on the development framework he provided, he would need to hire at least two to three technical personnel to write code, one graphic designer, and one engineer who could be responsible for server and testing work.

Such talent would be hard to find in Haizhou, but there was more hope in Jinling. So, Li Mu entrusted the four members of Simple Plan to help him search the talent market for suitable resumes in the coming days.



Upon meeting Chen Wan, Li Mu said goodbye to Ye Tianming and got into the driver’s seat of Chen Wan’s Audi, while Chen Wan sat in the passenger seat.

After driving out of the city, Chen Wan, sitting beside him, said to Li Mu, “I might be going to Shanghai in a few days.”

“Oh?” Li Mu asked curiously. “Isn’t it still early before school starts? What are you going to Shanghai for?”

Chen Wan said, somewhat downcast, “A friend of my Dad’s introduced me to an opportunity to be a summer intern for a month at Shanghai Satellite TV.”

“That’s good.”

Shanghai Satellite TV would later become Dragon TV, and it was considered one of the top-ranked local satellite TV channels. Li Mu smiled and said, “Shanghai Satellite TV is already one of the top-tier satellite TV channels in the country. If you can work there in the future, your prospects are limitless.”

Chen Wan pouted. “No way, Shanghai Satellite TV is too hard to get into, and it’s difficult to make a name for yourself there. My Dad’s idea is to let me gain some experience at Shanghai Satellite TV first, and then when I intern in the second half of my senior year, he’ll send me to Nansu Satellite TV. He has a good buddy there who seems to be quite high-ranking, and he can help me with my internship and secure a permanent position after graduation.”

Li Mu thought for a moment. In her previous life, Chen Wan had indeed joined Nansu Satellite TV and eventually passed away unexpectedly. Li Mu didn’t know who her future husband was, but he felt that if Chen Wan’s life path didn’t change, she might still meet that unknown man.

“Nansu Satellite TV doesn’t seem to have much development potential,” Li Mu’s tone was somewhat pessimistic.

Chen Wan asked, “Really? Aren’t most local satellite TV channels pretty much the same now? Only Xiangnan Satellite TV seems better.”

Li Mu then said, “Then find a way to go to Xiangnan Satellite TV.”

After all, it was Mango TV, which would dominate satellite TV channels in the future, and opportunities there were abundant. It would be good for Chen Wan if she could develop her career there.

Chen Wan wasn’t very confident. “I don’t know anyone in Xiangnan, and I don’t have any connections. Can you just get into a satellite TV channel just like that?”

Li Mu said calmly, “Isn’t there still a year? What’s the rush?”

“True,” Chen Wan shrugged. “But once I go to Shanghai this time, you won’t see me for a while.”

Before Li Mu could speak, Chen Wan continued with a look of disappointment, “It seems by the end of August, you’ll also be going off to university.”

One in Yanjing, one in Shanghai—Chen Wan suddenly felt even more disheartened.

Li Mu smiled and comforted her, “If we want to meet, we always can. Plane tickets aren’t that expensive, are they?”

Chen Wan was already a rich second-generation heir, and Li Mu was now a minor filthy rich person with hundreds of thousands in his pocket. Plane tickets, which were still very expensive in the eyes of ordinary people, were truly nothing to the two of them.

“Then it’s settled!” Chen Wan said immediately. “When you get to Yanjing, get familiar with the place. When I visit, you’ll be my tour guide and accompany me the whole time.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile. “I guarantee you’ll feel right at home when that time comes.”





Chapter 48: Franchise Review

Once he returned to Haizhou, Li Mu felt unusually busy.

Eting had just begun development, and the code for the forum he planned to set up had just been purchased. Although the code, bought for three thousand yuan, was quite bad, it represented the average standard at the time.

Li Mu had a bunch of double-pinyin domain names in his hand, all registered on a whim back then. He figured keeping them wouldn’t have much practical meaning, so he simply used “Douban” for the forum.

The Douban forum would be the base for the online water army in the future. Whether it could operate well largely depended on Zhao Kang’s capability.

So, Zhao Kang gritted his teeth and spent over ten thousand yuan on a laptop.

When his Dad was surprised by such a large expenditure, he casually said that Li Mu had helped him earn another sum of money.

Thus, Zhao Kang’s parents were completely convinced.

Their son was making money faster than the wind; what more could they say?

Once the code was purchased, Li Mu made a few modifications and launched it. He gave Zhao Kang super-administrator privileges and fifty thousand yuan in funds, tasking him with building a reliable online water army within a short period. As for where to recruit people, salary standards, and operational plans, Li Mu didn’t interfere at all, letting Zhao Kang decide everything himself. He had only one requirement: efficiency.

Immediately after, Li Mu immersed himself in developing Eting.

The next day after his return, Li Mu’s father received a call from their hometown. Li Mu’s great-uncle in the countryside was going to celebrate his birthday.

Li Mu’s father had originally intended to bring Li Mu along, for the family of three to go together. However, Li Mu had barely met his great-uncle a few times in his life and didn’t have much emotional connection. Moreover, he had a mountain of things to do, so he wanted to decline.

Coincidentally, Metersbonwe’s official team called him at this moment, informing Li Mu that they had already arranged for an inspector. The inspector was currently in another prefecture-level city in Nansu Province and could arrive in Haizhou by noon tomorrow. They also provided Li Mu with the inspector’s name and contact information.

This made it even harder for Li Mu to get away. So, he boldly told his Dad that he was too busy to leave. His Dad didn’t insist and decided to take leave tomorrow to go back with Li Mu’s mother.

After Li Mu received permission to stay in Haizhou alone, he called the female inspector from Metersbonwe named Zhang Man. She had just finished her work and, after connecting with Li Mu, immediately bought a ticket. She would arrive at the Haizhou Bus Station at 11:40 AM tomorrow.

Li Mu thought to himself, after hosting the inspector tomorrow and once Metersbonwe’s headquarters approved the review, he would have to start preparing for renovations. That would keep him busy enough. Moreover, Ye Tianming had called yesterday, saying he found a suitable office space, seventy square meters, with a monthly rent of over two thousand yuan, and asked Li Mu to visit the provincial capital when he had time to see it.

Li Mu currently had no time to run to the provincial capital, so he simply troubled Ye Tianming to help him secure it. Then, he asked ‘us bros’ to help him post a recruitment notice at the labor market, seeking website programmers, server technicians, and graphic designers, with excellent benefits. It would be best if they could get some resumes first.

The few people from Simple Plan were quite influential in Jinling, so this small matter was quickly handled perfectly.

Li Mu then planned that once the specialty store matter was settled, he would make time to visit the provincial capital again.

…

The next morning, Li Mu first saw his parents off at the bus station as they boarded the coach heading to the countryside. He then waited for over an hour. Around noon, at twelve o’clock, he met Zhang Man, the Metersbonwe inspector, at the bus station. She was a young woman, about twenty-five or twenty-six years old, of average appearance but exuding a very capable aura.

As soon as they met, Zhang Man wasn’t surprised by Li Mu’s youth. In fact, she had already received the client information from headquarters – an eighteen-year-old client – and had been curious throughout her journey. However, at the moment of their meeting, she skillfully concealed her curiosity.

Li Mu chose the best Haizhou Hotel to treat Zhang Man to lunch. Zhang Man began her inspection right at the dining table. Besides assessing the physical aspects, she also needed to understand the client’s views on the apparel market and Metersbonwe.

Her first question to Li Mu was why he chose to franchise with Metersbonwe.

Li Mu’s answer was simple: “I believe that the consumption level of the Chinese people is now rising, especially among the younger demographic in urban areas. Moreover, the primary direction of consumption for young people is apparel. Metersbonwe, both in brand building and product design, embodies the concept of capturing the youth market, which aligns perfectly with my own ideas.”

Zhang Man nodded. Headquarters also paid close attention to the franchisees’ mindset. She needed to know whether the other party understood Metersbonwe’s positioning and had corresponding operational concepts. Although Metersbonwe was expanding, it was a rational expansion. They didn’t want to see any regional market ruined by an inexperienced agent.

Immediately, Zhang Man asked again, “Then how do you view Metersbonwe’s market operations? For example, do you have any understanding of our operations over the past few years and any corresponding suggestions?”

Li Mu smiled and replied, “Prioritizing design and brand, while de-emphasizing assets and costs – this strategy is very much in line with the future development of the apparel market. In terms of promotion, your company’s previous endorser was The Flowers Band. While they aligned with the youth theme, The Flowers Band’s fame wasn’t quite enough to support a well-known apparel brand; in fact, they might even have held the brand back. Fortunately, you corrected the mistake in time and chose to invite Heavenly King Guo to endorse. Furthermore, your company’s architecture for information systems is very forward-thinking within the industry. I’ve heard about your company’s collaboration with Cisco.”

Zhang Man couldn’t help but look at Li Mu with new eyes.

His analysis of the endorsers was very accurate. In 2000, The Flowers Band’s endorsement indeed failed to help the brand establish sufficient recognition. A month ago, when Heavenly King Guo’s endorsement began, Metersbonwe experienced a surge in both consumer and investor spheres, which was considered the company’s most important decision this year.

However, news about such endorsers could be discovered by anyone who paid a little attention. But the fact that Li Mu even knew about Cisco’s involvement was truly remarkable.

In those days, the impact of information systems on the retail industry was negligible. Most retail companies and entrepreneurs didn’t even understand the term, let alone its importance. The fact that Li Mu, an eighteen-year-old young man, saw it so clearly truly proved that he had a considerable understanding of the company.

Li Mu then added, “I believe that, taking a small city like Haizhou as an example, partners willing to invest in a one hundred sixty to one hundred seventy square meter space to become your company’s franchisee must be very few, right?”

“That’s true,” Zhang Man said, deeply moved. “Currently, investors in small cities rarely have storefronts larger than one hundred square meters. The reasons are simple: limited funds and insufficient confidence in the future market.”

Li Mu had already leased a one hundred sixty to one hundred seventy square meter storefront. This storefront even met the requirements for a first-tier city, which was a very grand gesture.

During the meal, Zhang Man formed an excellent impression of Li Mu. She felt that this young man had unique insights, spoke exceptionally well, and was truly remarkable.

Next, Li Mu went to the bank to obtain proof of cash assets, then took Zhang Man to conduct an on-site inspection of the storefront he had already leased.

Bayan had already left, and the storefront was empty. However, given its location, it was undoubtedly the most prosperous area in Haizhou City.

During her conversation with Li Mu, Zhang Man also perceived Li Mu’s vision for the apparel retail market. Furthermore, the young man’s communication skills were excellent, and he even possessed considerable personal charm, almost perfectly meeting the company’s requirements for a franchisee.

In the evening, Zhang Man concluded her inspection of Li Mu and said to him, “Mr. Li, this inspection is basically over. I’ll write the report tonight at the hotel and fax it to the company before I leave tomorrow. Within seven to ten business days, the company will release the review results. Once approved, we will send someone to guide the renovations. Additionally, you should start recruiting an experienced store manager now. Both you and the store manager will need to go to our company headquarters for a fifteen-day training session.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Do I have to go too? Can I not go?”

Zhang Man smiled, “You don’t have to go, but company policy requires two to three trained professionals to undergo the training. So, you’ll need to send at least two people.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded. Recruiting a reliable store manager was imperative, as he didn’t want his Dad or Mom to manage the store every day. However, a store manager’s responsibilities were significant; who would be suitable for the role?

He still needed to carefully look around.

Zhang Man booked a room at a guesthouse in the city. According to her, she was going to another city in a neighboring province tomorrow morning; her job was to constantly travel and work non-stop.

Li Mu then treated her to dinner and afterward walked her downstairs to the guesthouse. Before saying goodbye, he slipped her a red envelope: “For the review, I’ll trouble Sister Zhang to help out more. I hope the results come as quickly as possible.”

The review would take seven to ten business days, which was still a bit slow. Li Mu, by his calculations, could only stay home for another forty days. His College Entrance Examination results would be out in two days, and the admission notice wouldn’t take much longer. By the end of August, he would have to leave no matter what. Li Mu wanted the store to start operating before he left, so he still had to ask Zhang Man for as much help as possible.

Zhang Man initially refused, but Li Mu slipped the red envelope into her bag and said casually, “It’s just a small token of my appreciation. Sister Zhang, please rest well. I won’t see you off tomorrow.”

Li Mu turned and walked away after speaking. Zhang Man felt a little nervous, but ultimately, she didn’t chase after him.

Back at the hotel, Zhang Man opened the red envelope Li Mu had given her. Inside were a full one thousand yuan, almost equivalent to more than half a month’s salary for her. She stared at the one thousand yuan, thinking for a long time, before finally seeming to make a decision. She took the money out of the red envelope, put it into her wallet, and then opened her laptop to write a report on her Haizhou trip.

After finishing the report, in the final level assessment, she wrote ‘A+’. This was an internal company regulation: files rated above A by an inspector were to be prioritized as high-quality clients for review. As for A+, they were to be fast-tracked all the way.





Chapter 49: Great Perfection

Li Mu’s father and mother stayed in the countryside for two days, only rushing back home, covered in dust, at five o’clock on the afternoon of the third day.

The reason for their hurried journey was that the College Entrance Examination score inquiry hotline would officially open after six o’clock that evening. They were eager to know how many points their son had scored.

Under his parents’ gaze, Li Mu used the family’s landline phone, put it on speaker, and dialed the provincial Education Bureau’s College Entrance Examination score inquiry hotline.

After the automated voice system’s prompt, Li Mu entered his Admission Ticket number, and then, a mechanical voice on the phone began to announce the scores.

“Admission Ticket number…, Name: Li Mu, College Entrance Examination scores for each subject are…”

Li Mu’s father and mother held their breath, waiting.

“Chinese (language and literature): 112 points.”

Li Mu’s father and mother frowned slightly. The Chinese (language and literature) score was a bit low, but they knew Li Mu’s strength lay in the sciences.

“Mathematics: 136 points.”

“Not bad, not bad,” Li Mu’s father and mother nodded repeatedly. Li Mu’s mother simultaneously calculated on a piece of paper, saying, “That’s 248 points now.”

“Science Comprehensive: 238 points.”

“That’s still pretty good!” Li Mu’s father and mother began to get nervous. “486 points, now it all depends on English!”

For the first three subjects, Li Mu wasn’t nervous at all. Although he didn’t remember his exact scores for each subject, the total of these three subjects, 486 points, was perfectly accurate according to his memory.

Now, the only thing he was nervous about was English.

He had estimated his own score at 140 points; it shouldn’t be lower than that, right?

At this moment, the voice on the phone said, “English: 150 points.”

“What?”

Li Mu’s father shot up, trembling slightly with excitement, not even noticing his cigarette butt falling to the floor. “How much did he get in English? One hundred fifty? A perfect score?”

“Yes!” Li Mu’s mother suddenly burst into tears. “It’s a perfect score! Our son scored a total of 636 points!”

As soon as she finished speaking, Li Mu’s mother began to sob. She had never dreamed her son could score so high. In her mind, the most perfect scenario was merely Li Mu getting into a First-tier university. The relief and satisfaction she felt now were unlike anything she had ever experienced.

At this, Li Mu’s father exclaimed, clutching his chest, taking a long while to catch his breath. “You rascal, how did you manage that? A perfect score in English!”

Li Mu was equally excited. A total score of 636 points! Renmin University of China was absolutely guaranteed!

“I told you my English would be exceptionally good, but you didn’t believe me!”

“But we never thought it would be a perfect score!”

Li Mu hadn’t expected it either. When he estimated his score, he had gotten full marks for everything except the Essay, which was 125 points. He never thought his Essay could get a perfect score.

It seemed “One World, One Dream” really did have a strong appeal!

Li Mu’s father almost immediately pulled out his phone and called Li Mu’s paternal uncle.

“Daoshun, Little Mu’s College Entrance Examination results are out… 636 points. Yes, you heard right, 636. Go quickly and tell our parents so they can be happy too…”

Li Mu’s paternal grandparents didn’t have a phone at home, but fortunately, his paternal uncle lived in the same village, very close by.

Li Mu’s father notified all their relatives and a few true friends. After a long series of calls, he was in excellent spirits, his face flushed with joy as he slapped his thigh. “Alright, we’re going out to eat tonight!”

Li Mu’s mother smiled and said, “Let’s go to Haizhou Hotel! Oh, and Little Mu, you must invite Xiao Wan too. I think if she hadn’t lightly bumped into you, you might not have gotten a perfect score in English! You should thank her for knocking some sense into you!”

“Mom, what kind of strange theory is that…” Li Mu gave a helpless wry smile, but still immediately called Chen Wan.

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that Chen Wan was already on a train to Shanghai and would soon arrive.

Li Mu couldn’t help but complain, “Sister Wan, you left without saying anything. That’s not very loyal of you.”

Chen Wan laughed and said, “Parting is the hardest part, isn’t it? It’s better if I just quietly slip away by myself. You rascal, why are you looking for me?”

“To treat you to a meal. My College Entrance Examination scores are out.”

“How much did you score?”

“636.”

“So high! What about English?”

“Perfect score.”

“Wow!” Chen Wan cheered excitedly. “I can finally shed all my guilt!”

Li Mu then said, “I still wanted to treat you to a meal to thank you for that mysterious bump, but I didn’t expect you to leave.”

“I’ll treat you when I get back!”

“Alright, take care of yourself in Shanghai.”

“Don’t worry, you rascal, you too.”

After hanging up, Chen Wan’s departure left Li Mu with a faint sense of disappointment, but he tried his best not to let his emotions get stuck in that ‘dead end’ of parting. The scores were out, and it was, after all, something truly worth celebrating. This was definitely a ‘great perfection’ score, bringing immense comfort to his parents and great satisfaction to himself. The perfect English score also made Chen Wan’s long-standing guilt vanish into thin air.

Putting away the phone, Li Mu smiled and said to his parents, “Sister Wan went to Shanghai, so it’ll just be the three of us eating.”

“Okay,” his parents nodded.

Li Mu’s father then said to Li Mu’s mother, “Little Mu scoring over six hundred points is a huge happy event. Another day, I’ll take a leave of absence, and we’ll take Little Mu back to the countryside to see my parents.”

“Okay,” Li Mu’s mother nodded, then hesitated for a moment before asking Li Mu’s father, “Why don’t we find some time and invite everyone from our family out to celebrate together?”

A complex expression flashed across Li Mu’s father’s face, but he nodded repeatedly. “Yes, we should invite them. But it’s a bit late today, so let’s do it tomorrow.”

Seeing Li Mu’s father agree so readily, Li Mu’s mother smiled knowingly, wrapped her arm around his, and softly comforted him, “Don’t overthink it. Our family isn’t the same as before, is it? Our Little Mu did so well in the College Entrance Examination and is so good at making money. If my older brother and younger sister know how promising Little Mu is now, they definitely won’t say those kinds of things to you anymore.”

Li Mu’s father nodded and smiled at Li Mu’s mother, but Li Mu, standing nearby, noticed that the smile contained a few hints of awkwardness and forced cheerfulness.

Li Mu knew that in his previous life, his father had always tried to avoid his mother’s side of the family, especially Li Mu’s maternal uncle and maternal aunt, avoiding them whenever possible.

It wasn’t that his father was unsociable. Li Mu knew that his maternal uncle and maternal aunt had held a grudge against his father ever since before his parents were married. Whenever there was a family gathering, his father would become the target of their sarcasm and ridicule. Their words were so harsh that even Li Mu couldn’t stand them, let alone his father, who was the direct target. In his previous life, Li Mu’s relationship with his maternal uncle and maternal aunt was also quite strained, mainly because he would often offend them by defending his father when they attacked him.

Li Mu’s father, Li Daoping, was from a truly rural background. His entire family still lived in a township on the outskirts of Haizhou, and he was the only one working in the city. In Li Mu’s father’s own words, his family had been poor peasants for five or six generations.

However, Li Mu’s mother, Xiao Yunfang, came from a family of workers. Both her maternal grandparents were among the earliest state-owned enterprise workers. Thus, Li Mu’s mother, along with her two maternal uncles and two maternal aunts, grew up with small town household registration and ate commercial grain. Their living conditions were significantly better than Li Mu’s father’s, which was one of the reasons why his maternal uncle and maternal aunt looked down on him.

Currently, Li Mu’s maternal uncle and his wife both worked at the Tax Bureau, earning at least forty to fifty thousand yuan a year including salary and benefits. His maternal aunt, after being laid off a few years ago, had a tough time for a while. Later, she had a flash of inspiration and opened a small children’s clothing store on Old Street. It was said that business was good from the start, and once it stabilized, she could earn around thirty thousand yuan a year.

The income of both families was considered standard middle-class. In comparison, they somewhat looked down on Li Mu’s father, a coal miner who only earned a fixed salary of around one thousand yuan a month.

In truth, Li Mu’s father being despised by Li Mu’s maternal uncle and maternal aunt wasn’t just because of his humble background or low income. Most importantly, there was a long-standing knot in their hearts.

According to what Li Mu’s father later told him, Li Mu’s maternal uncle had once been determined to introduce Li Mu’s mother to the son of the Tax Bureau’s Deputy Bureau Chief at the time. The young man was also very fond of Li Mu’s mother and was even willing, after marriage, to transfer Li Mu’s mother, who had just been assigned to the coal mine, into the Tax Bureau. He also promised to get Li Mu’s maternal aunt a job at the Tax Bureau after she graduated from high school.

Back then, the Tax Bureau had not yet undergone the tax-sharing reform, and its power was immense, making it one of the most sought-after departments. Even the ugliest girl or laziest young man, as long as they could get into the Tax Bureau, would have matchmakers lining up at their door. However, Li Mu’s mother stubbornly refused, determined to stay with Li Mu’s father.

Although Li Mu’s maternal grandparents were very open-minded and didn’t object at the time, in the eyes of his maternal uncle and maternal aunt, Li Mu’s father became the culprit who ‘stole’ Li Mu’s mother away and made her live a hard life.

In the hearts of Li Mu’s maternal uncle and maternal aunt, there was an even deeper layer of dissatisfaction with Li Mu’s father. Both of them believed that if Li Mu’s mother had married the son of the Tax Bureau’s Deputy Bureau Chief back then, their own futures would have greatly improved. If his maternal uncle had that connection at the Tax Bureau, he could have at least been promoted to a cadre. And if his maternal aunt had gotten into the Tax Bureau, she wouldn’t have been laid off when the textile factory closed down, enduring two or three years of hardship. Although her business was now picking up, that resentment still lingered in her heart.

In Li Mu’s memory, this situation became even more severe in his previous life after both his parents were laid off. Before, Li Mu’s father couldn’t hold his head high in the Xiao family, and after being laid off, it worsened. Accusations like being unpromising, unable to earn money, and making his wife and child suffer were all ‘crimes’ that his maternal uncle and maternal aunt leveled against his father.

Li Mu, with the mental age of over thirty, understood clearly that in this era where people ‘laugh at poverty but not prostitution,’ the reason for his maternal uncle and maternal aunt’s sarcasm was simply that they disliked his father for being poor and unpromising. If his father could earn money and stand tall financially, they would have nothing to say.

Thinking of this, a plan suddenly formed in Li Mu’s mind.

Barring any unforeseen circumstances, Metersbonwe’s final review should pass within a few days. Once it passed, he would have to quickly set up the store, ensuring his parents would have a thriving business in the future.

However, once the head office approved, the storefront would not only need to start renovations immediately, but also people would need to be arranged to go for training. Regardless of what kind of store manager they hired, at least one of Li Mu’s father and mother, as future owners, would need to attend the training.

However, the plan to open a store had not yet been openly revealed to his parents, so Li Mu had been thinking about what method he would use to force his parents to quit their jobs and shift their focus to the specialty store.

It seemed this dinner invitation was an opportunity. Li Mu felt it was time to put on a show for his father. On one hand, he wanted his maternal uncle and maternal aunt to ‘look at his father with new eyes’; on the other hand, he also needed to ‘force his father onto Mount Liang.’





Chapter 50: The Path Has Changed, So Has the Way We Walk It

Li Mu called the Haizhou Hotel and booked a booth, and the family of three took a taxi to the restaurant to celebrate.

On the way, Li Mu received a text message from Su Yingxue.

“Have you checked your scores?”

Li Mu replied, “I have, 636. You owe me a meal now.”

A moment later, he received a reply: “Really? That’s great! How about tomorrow night? You can pick whatever you want to eat.”

“Tomorrow night won’t work, we have a family gathering.”

“If not tomorrow night, then another day.”

“What was your score?”

“657.”

“Congratulations! Renmin University of China is definitely yours.”

“With your major subject to adjustment, Renmin University of China definitely won’t be a problem for you either.”

Li Mu replied with a laugh, “Haha, I hope so. If I get the admission letter, we’ll be classmates again for the next four years.”

Su Yingxue also replied with a :) smiling emoji: “Don’t forget, we’re going to the driving school to study theory tomorrow.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow!”

Li Mu’s father saw Li Mu constantly playing on his phone in the passenger seat and asked curiously, “You rascal, who are you texting? You’re so happy.”

“Am I?” Li Mu said, only then realizing he had been grinning the whole time, his cheeks starting to ache.

Li Mu’s father and mother exchanged a smile. When it came to their child’s romantic life, they were more open-minded than most parents. They wouldn’t stifle Li Mu’s nature. In fact, his parents had even discussed privately that the best outcome would be for Li Mu to find a suitable partner in college and then get married and have children right after graduation.

For Li Mu’s father, regarding the order of settling down and starting a career, he followed the ancients’ advice: first establish a family, then establish a career. Graduating from university at 22 was the perfect age to get married.

Li Mu didn’t explain his infatuated smile while texting. He then messaged Zhao Kang, who scored 481. He probably wouldn’t pass the third-tier university cutoff, but it was close enough that attending a vocational college would definitely not be an issue.

Li Mu felt relieved.

Upon arriving at the hotel, a waiter led the family of three to their reserved booth. After ordering, while waiting for the dishes to be served, Li Mu went to the front desk and also reserved an extra-large private room for tomorrow evening.

Back at the booth, Li Mu said to his parents, “I’ve booked a private room, right here. Tomorrow night at six, Room 888. Mom, later, tell Maternal grandparents, my maternal uncle, and my maternal aunt about it.”

Li Mu’s father raised an eyebrow. “888, how tacky.”

Li Mu laughed. “No choice, all the large private rooms have numbers like that. Maternal grandparents’ side has several big families, probably over ten people, so if we don’t book a big one, I’m afraid there won’t be enough space.”

Li Mu’s father nodded, saying nothing, but a hint of discomfort still flashed across his brow.

The waiter brought up several cold dishes, and then a bottle of expensive, genuine Maotai liquor.

The waiter asked Li Mu if he wanted it opened. Li Mu waved his hand decisively, but his father hastily said in fright, “Don’t open it, don’t open it! How can we drink such expensive liquor? Let’s switch to our local Haizhou Tequ!”

“We’re drinking this,” Li Mu said unequivocally.

The waiter immediately opened the bottle, and Li Mu’s father felt a pang of heartache.

Li Mu personally poured a glass of liquor for his father and said with deep meaning, “Dad, times have changed. Our family’s path is completely different from before. The path has changed, so has the way we walk it.”

Li Mu’s father was stunned for a moment. Seeing his son’s resolute gaze, he understood in his heart.

His son was cheering him up. His son knew that out of self-esteem, and also an inferiority complex, he didn’t really want to face his wife’s entire family. But his son was right, times had changed. His son being able to earn money was a minor thing; the key was that his son scored 636 points. Barring any surprises, he was the caliber of student who would get into Renmin University of China!

The eldest and youngest of the Xiao family could look down on him, but they couldn’t look down on his family’s future prospects. Li Daoping had been mediocre and meek his whole life, allowing others to look down on him, but now he had a promising son. That was enough, enough for him to stand tall in front of them!

…

It was Jin’an Driving School’s first year running a College Entrance Examination crash course, and from the enrollment numbers, the results were quite gratifying.

In 2001, high school students generally didn’t think about learning to drive. Moreover, most people learning to drive back then were unemployed young men in their twenties who were very boorish when they saw young girls. As a result, young girls didn’t dare to come, and without young girls, young men were naturally not attracted either.

However, the idea of a College Entrance Examination class perfectly solved this problem. Only fresh graduates were allowed, which isolated undesirable elements from society, and instantly attracted over one hundred high school graduates.

Around nine in the morning, Li Mu and Zhao Kang went to the driving school together, presented their high school diplomas, and registered. Su Yingxue happened to arrive at the same time, greeted Li Mu, and Li Mu then introduced Zhao Kang to Su Yingxue.

Although everyone had been divided into classes during registration, they only found their respective instructors for practical lessons when it was time to get in the car. The two-day theory course was a large lecture class attended by all over one hundred students together.

In 2001, learning to drive and getting a driver’s license was neither standardized nor strict. There was no concept of “Subject X” in the examination process. It was roughly divided into four parts: the theory test, reverse parking and parallel parking, the internal road test, and the external road test. Li Mu had inquired and learned that all tests still hadn’t adopted electronic equipment, so basically, if you were close enough, you could pass.

The three found seats and sat down. Before long, the large classroom was packed. Su Yingxue had attended First Middle School for three years and had been crowned the School Beauty for all three. Among these over one hundred people, she was indeed a unique attention-grabber. After all, boys were more interested in cars, and in this large classroom, the proportion of boys was over eighty percent.

A large group of boys constantly looked at Su Yingxue from various directions, either covertly or boldly, making her feel somewhat uncomfortable. Li Mu felt so many glances sweeping past him and whispered to Su Yingxue, “Sit a little closer to me.”

Su Yingxue was startled for a moment, then immediately moved closer to Li Mu, their arms almost touching.

Su Yingxue’s action caused those scrutinizing gazes to begin focusing on Li Mu.

Li Mu’s looks were also not bad, and he appeared more mature and had a better vibe than his peers. Many people, when they noticed him because of Su Yingxue’s closeness, mistakenly thought that he and Su Yingxue must be a couple.

As a result, many people backed off.

“Thank you,” Su Yingxue breathed a sigh of relief. No matter how good her psychological resilience was, she didn’t want to be stared at by so many people with such strange gazes.

Li Mu leaned closer and whispered in her ear, “Before you get your driver’s license, you can always use me as a shield.”

Su Yingxue only understood the meaning of Li Mu’s words a moment later, and her face flushed.

Just then, Guo Yuhang arrived.

For the past two days, Guo Yuhang had been preoccupied with two people: the heavenly beautiful Su Yingxue, and Li Mu, who made him gnash his teeth in anger.

Entering the classroom, Guo Yuhang’s shifty eyes searched everywhere. First, he saw Su Yingxue and was instantly astonished by her beauty once again: This woman is truly too beautiful. If only I could have a chick like her, I’d willingly live ten years less!

Then he saw who was sitting right next to Su Yingxue: Li Mu, who was better-looking, taller, and had fairer skin than him.

Guo Yuhang’s gaze turned icy. “Li Mu, huh? I haven’t forgotten about you. Just you wait. The mine is about to lay off your parents, but since they haven’t been to work these past few days, you’re still here gloating. Once your parents go to work, they’ll receive their layoff notices. You’ll regret it then. We’ll be learning to drive at the same school, so we’ll have plenty of time together!”

The theory course was dry and boring. There were two hours of lessons in the morning and two hours in the afternoon. Since attendance was optional, after the morning session, Li Mu advised Su Yingxue and Zhao Kang to just go home and read the books themselves. It was better not to waste time coming here. The current theory test was already simple; just looking through the question bank would guarantee a pass, so there was no need to waste time here.

Both of them also felt that Li Mu made sense. Coming here was nothing more than watching videos, which wasn’t very interesting.

Moreover, Su Yingxue didn’t particularly like the feeling of being in the classroom earlier.

Li Mu hailed a taxi, first dropped Su Yingxue off at her home, and then prepared to return to the residential complex with Zhao Kang.

After Su Yingxue left, Zhao Kang asked Li Mu, “I just saw Guo Yuhang. He seemed to have a strange look in his eyes when he looked at you. Do you two have a conflict?”

Li Mu then briefly explained what happened on the day of registration.

“Damn it,” Zhao Kang said angrily. “That bastard is no good. If he dares to cause trouble for you, I’ll be the first to teach him a lesson!”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Don’t bother with him, there’s not much point. For now, focus on getting the Douban forum ready. How are your preparations for the water army coming along?”

“I’ve started,” Zhao Kang said busily. “I found a few active people and made them forum moderators, letting them act as administrators. They’re helping me recruit more people below them. We have over one hundred people now.”

Li Mu nodded. “The water army is a team that mostly communicates online, so you need to find a way to keep them engaged. If you’re going to do it, build a proper, organized force, not just temporarily pull people in whenever you need something done.”

Zhao Kang then said, “I’ve thought of a rough plan for this.”

Li Mu said, “Let’s go find a place for lunch and talk properly.”

Both their parents had gone to work, so they found a small restaurant, ordered two stir-fried dishes, and chatted while they ate.

Zhao Kang introduced his rough idea: “I want to delegate the power to recruit team members to the team leaders, letting them assess the people under them. For those who pass the assessment, I’ll conduct a general review. Once confirmed, their accounts will be set as official members. They’ll post and check in daily within their respective groups, maintain 20 activity points, and one hour of online time, and they’ll receive a twenty-yuan subsidy per month.”

The Douban forum had a member leveling system: each post earned 10 activity points, and each reply earned 2 activity points. Using forum activity to regulate the water army was also a good method, as it could keep them consistently gathered there every day. On one hand, it cultivated habits and a sense of teamwork, and on the other, they could respond to calls whenever needed.

As for the subsidy, Li Mu was indifferent, as long as Zhao Kang thought it was appropriate. However, he still reminded Zhao Kang, “Building a reliable and effective water army requires hundreds, thousands, or even more people. So you need to do the math and make sure you don’t end up spending all the money on basic salaries in just a few months.”

“No, I won’t,” Zhao Kang said with a smile. “Those who receive a basic salary are the core members. The rest are compensated based on their work. The core members will develop subordinates, like a pyramid, expanding layer by layer downwards. The further down it goes, the larger it gets.”

“Hmm,” Li Mu nodded. “That sounds plausible. You can handle the specifics yourself. There might be an opportunity to test it out in a few days.”

Once Zhang Kexuan and the others send over the performance photos, Zhao Kang’s water army will have to be put to use.





Chapter 51: Filthy Rich Route

Li Mu’s parents still didn’t go to work today. Li Mu’s mother started calling their relatives in the morning to inform them of Li Mu’s College Entrance Examination score and the evening banquet.

Li Mu’s mother had repeated Li Mu’s College Entrance Examination score many times throughout the morning, but she still hadn’t had enough. She felt that 636 points had almost become her catchphrase; even when she went out to buy groceries, she would constantly mumble along the way: “Six hundred thirty-six, six hundred thirty-six…”

This score was indeed enough for her and her husband to be proud for a long time.

Li Mu’s maternal grandparents were extremely happy after learning of Li Mu’s score. Three years ago, their granddaughter, Xiao Yuanyuan, the only daughter of Li Mu’s maternal uncle, scored 570 points in the College Entrance Examination and got into a First-tier university within the province, which made the two elders happy for an entire summer. Upon hearing that their eldest maternal grandson had scored such a high mark, the two elders couldn’t stop beaming from the morning onwards.

Li Mu’s maternal aunt and maternal younger uncle were also very happy and readily accepted the invitation over the phone. Only his maternal uncle and maternal younger aunt felt a bit sour. Although they weren’t pleased, they naturally couldn’t refuse out of politeness, so they also agreed.

Li Mu’s maternal uncle and his wife both worked at the Tax Bureau. Together, their annual income, including salary and benefits, amounted to forty to fifty thousand yuan, making them a truly well-off family and the most prosperous in the Xiao family.

Next was Li Mu’s maternal younger aunt. She hadn’t been able to get into the Tax Bureau in her early years, so she joined the Municipal Textile Factory. However, the textile factory went bankrupt and closed down a few years ago. After being laid off, she opened a very small children’s clothing store in an alley. The investment wasn’t large, but the profits were considerable; it was said that she could net around thirty thousand yuan a year. Among the five siblings in his mother’s generation, his maternal uncle’s and maternal younger aunt’s families had the best financial conditions, which also made them the most proud.

Around five in the evening, maternal uncle Xiao Yunjian and his wife Cai Yanhong left home together. Xiao Yunjian got on his beloved Dayang motorcycle, and after Cai Yanhong sat sideways, Xiao Yunjian asked, “Where’s Yuanyuan? She’s back for the summer vacation, but I never see her all day.”

Cai Yanhong casually replied, “I called her. She said she’s playing at a classmate’s house. She’ll go directly to the Haizhou Hotel later.”

Xiao Yunjian nodded. “Look at Li Daoping, his son scored high on the College Entrance Examination, and he’s showing off so much. He’s even hosting a banquet at the Haizhou Hotel. Is that a place he can afford?”

Cai Yanhong patted his shoulder. “He wants to put on a show, but we don’t need to worry about him. We don’t have to pay the bill after we eat.”

After speaking, Cai Yanhong remembered something and quickly said, “Don’t be in a hurry to give Li Mu money today. You have to wait until he gets his admission letter and confirms he’s going this year. Three years ago, when our Yuanyuan went to university, your sister gave her five hundred yuan. Remember that amount, and give Li Mu five hundred yuan too, no more.”

Xiao Yunjian started the motorcycle and said, “I know, don’t worry.” Then, he twisted the throttle and sped off.

Li Mu’s parents deliberately left work half an hour early today to go home and change into more formal clothes. Li Mu refused his father’s request to wear a shirt, sticking to his casual style: a loose white T-shirt and black shorts.

The Li family of three arrived at the hotel twenty minutes early. Li Mu took advantage of the empty room to order the dishes himself, essentially going for the “filthy rich route” – the best dishes and the best liquor.

Just the seafood and Maotai liquor alone cost basically three thousand yuan. The waiter taking the order was a bit surprised, but Li Mu remained nonchalant.

Before coming, Li Mu had reminded his parents that they should only talk about his score at the dinner table today and not mention a single word about him making money. Furthermore, whatever he said at the table, they weren’t to contradict him but to go along with his words.

Although his demands were a bit overbearing, Li Mu had his reasons. He thought simply: having lived for over thirty years, he had seen too many relatives who were outwardly harmonious but inwardly estranged, even treating each other like enemies. Truly harmonious large families were few and far between. He had many grievances against his maternal uncle and maternal younger aunt, and he knew it, but he didn’t want to humiliate anyone today. He just wanted to help his father regain the respect he had lost in the Xiao family over the past twenty years, so that they wouldn’t look down on his father anymore.

At six o’clock, eight cold dishes were already on the table, and two bottles of Maotai liquor had also been opened and placed symmetrically on the huge round table.

Li Mu’s father looked at the setup. Although he hadn’t ordered the dishes, he knew his son wouldn’t be spending little money today. Putting everything else aside, just the two bottles of Maotai alone cost over one thousand yuan!

Soon, Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle Xiao Yunshe arrived first with his wife and child, as well as Li Mu’s maternal grandparents. His maternal younger uncle lived an ordinary life, working at a water plant, while his wife Sun Qinqin had no formal job and had always worked various odd jobs. His maternal grandparents were looked after by them, and his maternal grandfather used his monthly pension to subsidize their household expenses. Although it wasn’t much money, the lives of the five family members, young and old, were very harmonious, and his maternal younger aunt took excellent care of everyone.

After his maternal grandparents arrived, they all praised Li Mu’s College Entrance Examination results, especially his maternal grandmother, who held Li Mu’s hand from the moment she entered the door and didn’t let go.

Li Mu grew up with his maternal grandmother due to his parents’ work, and his maternal grandmother doted on him greatly.

“Little Mu scored so high, where are you planning to go for university?” his maternal grandmother asked, holding Li Mu’s hand with a proud expression.

Li Mu smiled and replied, “Grandma, I’m planning to go to school in Yanjing.”

“Yanjing is good, a big city!” his maternal grandmother squinted her eyes, full of smiles. “Among our family, Little Mu is the most promising.”

His maternal younger uncle pointed to his twelve-year-old son, Xiao Hao, who had just graduated from primary school, and said, “Hao Hao, see? Your maternal older cousin is your role model from now on!”

“Last year you said my sister was my role model,” Xiao Hao pouted, then forcibly pulled Li Mu away from his grandma’s hand, dragging him aside and asking with a grin, “Bro, when are you free? Take me to the Internet cafe to play CS. My dad won’t give me money, and I’m dying of boredom at home this summer.”

“If your dad doesn’t give you money, then you should just stay home obediently.”

Li Mu smiled as he looked at his maternal younger cousin. Years later, this kid would turn out to be quite a character. Not because he would do well in life, but because in his second year of high school, he would get a girl pregnant while dating. During the summer vacation, he would trick his father into believing the school was charging for extra classes, then secretly take his girlfriend for an abortion. As it happened, his paternal aunt (Li Mu’s maternal younger aunt) went to the hospital to deliver food to her hospitalized father-in-law and saw him enter the hospital with a crying girl, so she curiously followed them.

The final result was that Xiao Hao was severely thrashed by his father at home, and it was his maternal grandfather who saved him. This kid’s College Entrance Examination was also a total mess. As soon as he graduated from high school, his father paid to send him to join the army, and he ended up staying in the military. It was said that he did quite well in the military.

At this moment, seeing Li Mu not agree to his request, Xiao Hao pouted, “You’re the only older cousin I have, and you’re really not being generous enough!”

Li Mu asked, “What would make me ‘generous enough’?”

“Give me ten yuan,” Xiao Hao blurted out. “If you give me ten yuan, I’ll pay you back double when I make money later!”

Li Mu looked helpless. This kid had been shrewd since he was little. A few years ago, when he was in junior high, he would stick to Li Mu every time school was out, giving him a headache. Xiao Hao even proposed a solution: he wouldn’t stick to Li Mu, but Li Mu had to give him fifty fen every day, paid once every two days.

However, Xiao Hao was quite sentimental towards Li Mu. Just as he said, in the Xiao family, he had two older sisters above him – one from his paternal uncle’s family and one from his paternal aunt’s family. His paternal aunt (Li Mu’s maternal younger aunt) also had a younger brother. Although they were roughly the same age, the two of them had never gotten along since childhood. As for his mother’s side, he was the eldest boy. So, all things considered, Li Mu was indeed his only older cousin, and he had always respected him greatly after growing up.

Li Mu thought for a moment and said to Xiao Hao, “Kid, if you can study hard, then work hard for a few years and get into a good university. Your older cousin will pay for your university tuition in the future. But if you really feel you’re not cut out for studying, don’t rush into any decisions after graduating from high school. Come find me first. If you encounter any difficulties you can’t solve on your own, remember to find me too.”

Xiao Hao listened vaguely, but upon hearing that his older cousin actually promised to pay for his university education, he gave a thumbs up and exclaimed, “Bro, you’re really generous! But university is still many years away, so just give me ten yuan first!”

Li Mu was dumbfounded. Seeing him not respond, Xiao Hao quickly added, “Bro, I’ll tell you the truth. I’m planning to treat Liu Mengmeng, our class beauty, to some bubble tea. Have you ever had it? It’s that stuff with big chewy pearls inside, they’re kind of like QQ candies when you chew them.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue. “What a guy!” He was only starting sixth grade after the summer, and he already had such intentions. He probably wouldn’t be able to escape that thrashing from his father in the future.

However, Li Mu wasn’t stingy. He glanced around, saw that no one was paying attention to them, and pulled a banknote from his pocket, handing it to Xiao Hao.

“When you’re pursuing a girl, you have to be willing to spend money. What’s the point of drinking cheap milk tea? Go treat her to a meal at KFC instead.”

Xiao Hao stared, dumbfounded. The banknote his maternal older cousin was holding was one hundred yuan! One hundred yuan!

He had never personally held even ten yuan in his life. Although he received several hundred yuan in lucky money every year, it never actually made it into his pocket. In those days, a primary school student carrying five yuan was considered a big spender, and ten yuan made you a filthy rich person!

Xiao Hao was so excited that he trembled slightly, his lips quivering. “Bro, is this really for me?”

Li Mu nodded and put the money into his hand. “Hide it. If your dad confiscates it, don’t come back to me for more.”

Xiao Hao felt as if he were bathing in a spring breeze in the middle of winter. Li Mu’s image grew incredibly tall and noble in his eyes. Tears even welled up in his eyes.

A moment later, Xiao Hao cupped his hands in salute towards Li Mu. “Bro, words can’t express my gratitude. If you ever need your little brother in the future, just say the word, and I’ll go through a mountain of knives and a sea of fire for you, no matter how dangerous!”

Li Mu sighed inwardly. This kid, so young, yet already had such a strong street-smart demeanor. He was probably destined to have no connection with academics in this life.





Chapter 52: The Gathering (Part One)

Li Mu’s Mother’s older sister Xiao Yunzhi and Mother’s younger sister Xiao Yunlan’s families arrived together. As soon as Mother’s older sister entered, she first congratulated Li Mu’s family of three, then apologized, saying that Li Mu’s maternal uncle and older cousin had returned to their hometown last week, so only she came today.

Mother’s younger sister’s family of three was complete: her husband Zeng Jiwei, and their eight-year-old daughter Zeng Jing.

After entering, Mother’s younger sister only greeted Li Mu’s mother, then bypassed Li Mu’s father and went straight to Li Mu’s Maternal grandparents. Li Mu had been observing Mother’s younger sister from a distance and noticed a hint of disdain in her brows.

Li Mu’s father felt a bit awkward. Mother’s younger sister’s husband quickly pulled out a cigarette and offered one to Li Mu’s father: “Brother-in-law, have a cigarette.”

Just then, Maternal uncle and maternal uncle’s wife pushed the door open and walked in.

As they pushed the door, both were stunned by the size of the private room. They exchanged a glance, forcefully suppressing their surprise.

“Brother and sister-in-law, you’re here!” Li Mu’s mother, seeing them enter the private room, hurriedly greeted them with a smile.

Li Daoping also nodded slightly in greeting: “Brother and sister-in-law have arrived.”

Maternal uncle Xiao Yunjian nodded indifferently, then glanced at the two bottles of Maotai on the dining table. Turning to Li Daoping, he said with a hint of seriousness: “Daoping, it’s truly gratifying that Little Mu scored so well. But when did you start liking all this formalism? This meal of yours, won’t it cost you half of Little Mu’s tuition for the next six months?”

Li Daoping felt a bit awkward and blurted out that the money was earned by Li Mu, but unexpectedly, Li Mu cut him off: “Maternal uncle, my Dad said that today isn’t mainly to celebrate my score. It’s an opportunity for the family to gather. It’s been several years since we all ate together like this. The last time was when my older cousin Yuanyuan went to university.”

Li Daoping glanced at Li Mu, then nodded as if enlightened, and said with a smile: “That’s right, older brother. We’re just having a family meal to get together. Little Mu doesn’t even know if he’ll be admitted yet, so there’s nothing much to celebrate right now.”

“Hmm, what school did Little Mu apply to?” Maternal uncle said, walking to the dining table and picking up an opened bottle of Maotai to sniff it.

The sauce-fragrance of the national liquor was truly unique! Several hundred yuan a bottle, even he himself wouldn’t drink it more than two or three times a year.

Li Mu’s mother then said: “Little Mu applied to Renmin University of China.”

“Renmin University of China?” Maternal uncle frowned, putting the wine back on the table: “Six hundred thirty-six points is indeed not low, but for Renmin University of China, isn’t it a bit risky?”

Li Mu’s father chuckled: “The child decided it himself.”

Maternal uncle’s wife then asked: “Which school did he put as his second choice?”

Li Mu answered himself: “I didn’t put a second choice.”

“Didn’t put one?” Maternal uncle’s wife’s expression froze for a moment, then she said with a dramatic expression: “Oh dear, if he doesn’t get into Renmin University of China, does he have to repeat a year of school?”

At these words, everyone in the room looked over.

Applying to such a high-threshold university as the first choice and not even having a second choice, Li Mu’s approach shocked them all.

However, Li Mu didn’t mind. He knew the situation, and he was confident he’d get into Renmin University of China, so he wasn’t going to continue the topic. He said to his Dad: “Dad, everyone’s here. Let’s quickly get everyone seated.”

Li Mu’s father then reacted, hurriedly smiling and inviting Maternal grandparents and the others to take their seats.

Maternal uncle felt suspicious. As soon as he and his wife sat down, his younger sister Xiao Yunlan proactively sat next to him.

At the large table, they happened to be sitting opposite Li Mu’s family of three. Mother’s younger sister covered her mouth and whispered in Maternal uncle’s ear: “Older brother, this meal today must cost a lot, right?”

Maternal uncle smacked his lips and whispered: “Two bottles of Maotai, eight cold dishes. Li Daoping is really going all out. Although the hot dishes haven’t come yet, looking at this setup, it’ll be at least three to five thousand yuan.”

“Good heavens!” Mother’s younger sister was utterly astonished: “You say he’s an old miser, what’s gotten into him today? So willing to spend money?”

Maternal uncle said: “I don’t know either. Did he get rich?”

“Him?” Mother’s younger sister curled her lip: “Don’t you know what Xiling Coal Mine is like? I estimate he and my second older sister probably only make one thousand seven or eight hundred yuan a month now.”

Maternal uncle nodded and asked: “How’s your children’s clothing store business lately?”

“It’s alright,” Mother’s younger sister said with some melancholy: “This year isn’t great. More people are selling children’s clothing, and they all source from the south, competing for customers and driving down prices. Half the year is over, and I’ve only made ten thousand yuan.”

As she spoke, several waiters continuously brought out six hot dishes. Maternal uncle glanced at them and sighed to Mother’s younger sister: “This meal of Li Daoping’s is almost equivalent to your earnings for a quarter.”

Mother’s younger sister chuckled twice: “Li Daoping probably feels he can’t hold his head up in front of our family. This time, taking advantage of his son’s high score, he’s going all out, bleeding a bit of money to save face.”

At this moment, urged by Li Mu, Li Mu’s father stood up somewhat nervously, holding a glass of wine. He stammered a brief opening remark, then encouraged everyone to clink glasses and start eating.

Maternal uncle ate a few bites and, with ulterior motives, said to Li Mu’s father: “Daoping, I heard that your Xiling Coal Mine has two batches of laid-off lists this year, and the first batch has already been announced, right?”

Li Mu thought, here it comes. Maternal uncle and Mother’s younger sister always brought up the Xiling Coal Mine whenever they met. As soon as this topic started, nothing good ever came of it.

Li Daoping nodded at this point: “It’s been announced. The first batch will be laid off by the end of this month. The second batch list won’t be announced until November.”

“The first batch, it didn’t include you and Yunfang, did it?”

Li Daoping took a sip of wine and said: “Not us two.”

“That’s good then,” Maternal uncle chuckled: “Our whole family worries about your family all the time. You say the efficiency of your Xiling Coal Mine is getting worse and worse; they lay people off just like that, and close down just like that. Little Mu is also going to university this year, and tuition, miscellaneous fees, and living expenses are all significant costs. What will you do then? Even if you borrow money, you can only borrow once or twice. If it’s too many times, who will lend you money anymore?”

Li Mu’s father’s expression was a bit awkward, but he nodded repeatedly, looking as if he was receiving instruction. Maternal uncle was the eldest of this generation in the Xiao family, and he spoke to everyone with such a condescending, lecturing tone.

Li Mu couldn’t stand it. In his eyes, Maternal uncle’s words were hypocritical and unpleasant, as if he was afraid his parents would borrow money from him in the future.

So, Li Mu said with an understated expression: “Maternal uncle is right. My parents have also been discussing this these past few days. Xiling Coal Mine won’t last much longer. They’re thinking of proactively getting laid off and starting a business.”

Li Mu’s father and mother both looked at Li Mu, surprised. Li Mu gently patted their legs under the table at this moment. Before they could speak, he continued: “I also think starting a business now is pretty good, much better than working a regular job.”

Everyone at the table was a bit surprised. In their view, even if everyone else in the country was plunging into the business world, Li Daoping wouldn’t. He was the cautious type; leaving his secure livelihood, he probably wouldn’t even be able to sleep peacefully!

Mother’s younger sister then said with a smile: “Oh, so second brother-in-law also wants to go into business? That’s really rare! What kind of business are you and my second older sister planning to do?”

Li Mu quickly answered again: “My parents mean to do something in the clothing business.”

Mother’s younger sister’s face instantly turned cold, and her tone became somewhat unfriendly: “The clothing business isn’t something just anyone can do. I’ve made some money running a children’s clothing store these past few years, but you can’t just look at my profits without seeing my risks and hard work. My shop’s rent alone is eight hundred yuan a month. Including utilities, business taxes, and sanitation fees, it’s nearly one thousand yuan a month. Plus, the store always has twenty to thirty thousand yuan worth of goods tied up. It’s very hard to make money.”

Mother’s younger sister’s intense reaction startled everyone, but Li Mu quickly realized that Mother’s younger sister had made some money running a children’s clothing store these past two years. Now that he said his parents wanted to do clothing business, she probably thought his parents wanted to follow her path and would compete with her, which was why she reacted so strongly.

Li Mu smiled bitterly to himself. He remembered Mother’s younger sister’s children’s clothing store; it was in a relatively secluded spot on the old street, and he estimated she hadn’t invested more than twenty to thirty thousand yuan in total. And he remembered that she couldn’t keep that store going after a few years. How could he let his parents go down that path?

So, Li Mu said with a smile: “Mother’s younger sister, don’t be nervous. My parents aren’t planning to do children’s clothing business, so they won’t compete with you.”

Mother’s younger sister immediately breathed a sigh of relief, then realized her previous reaction had been a bit excessive and quickly covered it up: “It’s not that I’m afraid your family will compete with mine. It’s mainly that the children’s clothing business really isn’t that easy. Don’t overthink it. If you really want to do children’s clothing, I can introduce you to my suppliers then.”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “No need, Mother’s younger sister. My parents’ plans for opening a store are still brewing. The earliest they’ll make a decision is in over a month.”

Li Mu’s parents exchanged glances. They had never even considered starting a business, let alone a clothing business. Li Mu was talking nonsense in front of all their relatives at this moment. Both of them wanted to open their mouths to explain, but remembering Li Mu’s earlier instructions, Li Mu’s father and mother could only suppress their doubts and remain silent.

Maternal grandparents then spoke to Li Mu’s mother: “Yunfang, Little Mu is going to university this year, and you’re also planning to open a clothing store. That must cost a lot of money, right? If you and your mother need help, just let us know. We old folks can help a little.”

Mother’s older sister also said: “That’s right, Yunfang. If you need money, just tell your older sister. Your older sister will also help you find a way.”

Maternal uncle’s wife quickly stated: “Our family isn’t doing too well this year, but if you really open a clothing store, our family can figure something out and still manage to get a few thousand yuan. It’s mainly that girl Yuanyuan; she needs money for various things studying in Jinling, and that girl spends money carelessly all the time, not knowing how to save at all.”

Li Mu chuckled inwardly. Maternal uncle’s wife’s words seemed like an offer to help, but in reality, they basically blocked off any possibility. Under normal circumstances, once words reached this point, no one would ask to borrow money again, and even if they did, it would be at most a few thousand yuan.

Maternal uncle’s wife’s sudden move, in Li Mu’s opinion, was quite interesting.

Just then, the private room door was pushed open, and a round-faced girl in her early twenties entered: “Who said I spend money carelessly all the time?”





Chapter 53: The Gathering (Part Two)

Xiao Yuanyuan’s sudden appearance at this moment caused Maternal uncle’s wife’s face to show a hint of embarrassment.

“You’re spending too much money, and you still have an opinion about it, huh!” Maternal uncle’s wife looked at her, beckoning her to sit in the empty seat beside her, while also saying to the other relatives at the table, “Her father and I wanted her to study finance, but she just wouldn’t agree. She insisted on studying design. Good heavens, she asked me for a camera, saying it was for her studies. When I heard the price, I nearly died of shock. Guess how much it was?”

Everyone looked curious.

“Twenty thousand!” Maternal uncle’s wife’s words were astonishing. “Don’t you think that’s just doing something foolish out of idleness?”

Xiao Yuanyuan quickly explained, “Mom, don’t just say anything. Twenty thousand was for the camera and three lenses.”

Then, with a hint of pleading, Xiao Yuanyuan added, “Mom, actually, you can give me thirteen thousand first, and I’ll slowly save up to buy the remaining lenses myself.”

“You save money? The money you save is still your father’s and my hard-earned money!” Maternal uncle’s wife pursed her lips, waving her hand and shaking her head. “Don’t even think about it. At most, I’ll give you five thousand yuan, and you can figure it out yourself.”

Everyone present was still surprised. Five thousand yuan for a camera was like a pipe dream for an average family at that time.

Xiao Yuanyuan seemed very displeased, pouting and looking all puffed up with anger.

Li Mu knew that his older cousin had lived a life of comfort and luxury since childhood and was also a typical artsy youth. She became obsessed with photography even before graduating, and after graduation, she didn’t work, asking her parents for money to go backpacking. In the many years to come, she would cause her now complacent maternal uncle and his wife a lot of headaches. However, everyone has their own way of living, and at least Xiao Yuanyuan herself lived very happily.

Maternal uncle’s wife then said to everyone, “Look, whose daughter costs as much to raise as ours? A few months ago, she insisted on me buying her a phone, over two thousand yuan. She hasn’t even had enough fun with this phone yet, and now she wants a camera…”

Li Mu didn’t want to hear Maternal uncle’s wife continue, so he said to her, “Maternal uncle’s wife, my parents have already said that for opening a clothing store and my university education, they won’t borrow a single cent from relatives or friends. In fact, they had already started preparing for this. Don’t worry.”

Maternal uncle’s wife hastily covered up, “We’re not worried at all. If you have any difficulties, just say so. We’re all family, so we naturally have to help each other out, right?”

Li Mu couldn’t be bothered to say more to her, but Maternal uncle keenly picked up on the information.

One meal alone cost several thousand. Tuition, miscellaneous fees, and living expenses for university would add up to over ten thousand a year. And they wanted to open a clothing store? Even the smallest clothing store would require an investment of twenty to thirty thousand, right? That adds up to forty to fifty thousand. He couldn’t understand how the Li family of three could possibly come up with so much money.

Considering the standard of this meal again, Maternal uncle couldn’t help but ask, “Daoping, are you doing something on your own lately? All these plans of yours, they wouldn’t be possible without tens of thousands of yuan, would they?”

Li Daoping didn’t know how to answer. Today, he was put in a very passive position by his son. His son insisted on attributing a bunch of things he’d never heard of to him, and he himself was completely bewildered.

It was Li Mu again who, at this moment, casually said, “The father of one of my high school classmates got involved in a line of business last year, delivering coal to thermal power plants in other regions. My dad helped him get some thermal coal…”

“Little Mu, you can’t just say things like that!” As soon as Li Mu said this, Li Daoping, who was beside him, couldn’t sit still.

Last winter, there was a nationwide shortage of thermal coal, and coal prices soared. Although Xiling Coal Mine was already nearly depleted, it still generated a lot of profit thanks to this favorable situation. However, the price difference was basically pocketed by the leaders through various means. Even if Li Daoping wanted to get some thermal coal out, he simply didn’t have the ability. With Li Mu pinning such a thing on him, how could he possibly sit still?

However, Li Daoping’s anxious, even somewhat angry expression, in the eyes of others, was a different story.

Everyone thought that Li Mu must have revealed Li Daoping’s secret, which was why Li Daoping got anxious. Everyone knows that wealth should not be flaunted. Starting last winter, the TV stations were talking all day long about the coal shortage, the thermal coal shortage, and the heating coal shortage in the north. Even the price of briquettes for home use had risen significantly. Many people made a fortune from the market surge. Li Daoping worked at the coal mine, so maybe an opportunity fell into his lap, allowing him to get his hands on some sought-after thermal coal.

Maternal uncle’s tone was a little envious. “Daoping, if you have the ability to trade coal and make money, why would you still think about opening a clothing store?”

“Big brother, don’t believe Little Mu’s nonsense. When thermal coal was scarce, every ton of coal needed the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine’s approval slip to be transported out. Even the director of the coal washing plant didn’t have the final say. How could I possibly have the ability to…”

The more he explained, the more suspicious he seemed.

At this moment, Li Mu raised his hand with a look of feigned apprehension. “I was just talking nonsense, Dad, please don’t be angry…”

Although he actively took responsibility for the mistake, his face was full of innocence, as if he only said that because he was afraid his dad would get angry.

Now, the matter of Li Daoping making money by trading coal was basically confirmed in the eyes of this family. Only one question lingered in everyone’s minds.

Seeing that his goal was achieved, Li Mu quickly urged, “Let’s eat quickly, Dad, Maternal uncle, Mother’s younger brother, why don’t you all have a drink…”

…

“How much money did Li Daoping actually make?”

On the way home after eating and drinking their fill, Li Mu’s Maternal uncle, Xiao Yunjian, suddenly pulled his motorcycle to the side of the road, lit a cigarette, and asked his wife, Cai Yanhong, who was sitting behind him.

“How would I know?” Cai Yanhong pursed her lips, looking a little unhappy. “Your second younger sister really knows how to keep secrets! It happened last winter, and she kept it hidden until now! If Li Mu hadn’t said anything, we still wouldn’t know.”

Xiao Yunjian took a deep drag from his cigarette. “I don’t think it could be that much. Li Daoping is just a technician. How could he possibly earn that kind of money?”

Cai Yanhong scoffed. “That’s true. He probably only made thirty to fifty thousand yuan. Plus, his son did well on the College Entrance Examination, so he probably wanted to show off, which is why he treated us to this meal.”

As she spoke, Cai Yanhong remembered something and said with a smile, “Didn’t Li Mu say that both of them were planning to apply to be laid off? I guess Li Daoping’s thermal coal connection must have been cut off too. Otherwise, if he could still make money trading coal, only a fool would voluntarily get laid off, don’t you think?”

“Just wait and see!” Xiao Yunjian smacked his lips. “Didn’t that kid Li Mu say they were going to open a clothing store? When the time comes, we’ll be able to guess roughly how much they made by seeing what kind of clothing store they open.”

Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister, Xiao Yunlan, also started muttering to her husband, Zeng Jiwei, on the way back. “Tell me, with my second older sister’s husband being so useless, could he really get thermal coal out of Xiling Coal Mine?”

Zeng Jiwei waved his hand and said with a somewhat displeased tone, “How is second older sister’s husband useless? I think he’s a very good person. You and your brother are always picking on him, just bullying him because he’s honest!”

“Oh, really!” Xiao Yunlan immediately flared up. “You’re still defending him to me? Forget about him for a moment, do you think you’re promising? Let me tell you, it’s only fortunate that second older sister’s husband was around all these years, otherwise your incompetence would have been obvious!”

Zeng Jiwei’s face turned beet red. It took him a while to angrily say, “Xiao Yunlan, what you’re saying is too mean. In the years right after you were laid off, did I ever complain about you?”

“How dare you!” Xiao Yunlan stopped, put her hands on her hips, and yelled, “Zeng Jiwei, it’s already enough of a grievance that I married you, and you dare to dislike me?”

Zeng Jiwei got a headache and quickly said, “Alright, alright, what’s there to be aggrieved or disliked about between husband and wife? The child is still here, let’s go home quickly.”

Xiao Yunlan’s anger subsided slightly, and she said as they walked, “My second older sister opening a clothing store will probably be tough too. Her salary was fine working at her unit, but she’s not cut out for business.”

…

Back home, Li Mu wasn’t relaxed either.

His parents sat down on the sofa. Li Mu stood before them, ready to be interrogated by his two ‘superiors’.

“What were you thinking? Bragging in front of so many people, you might not blush, but your dad here is embarrassed…” Li Daoping was a little agitated. He had been honest his whole life, and being suddenly put on such a stage by Li Mu was truly unacceptable.

Li Mu’s mother also complained a little about Li Mu’s recklessness. “Don’t you know what kind of temper your dad has? Why did you have to frame him like that in front of your maternal uncle and the others?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Isn’t this quite good? In my opinion, you two shouldn’t dwell on this issue anymore. Just quit your jobs. Anyway, Xiling Coal Mine won’t last another year or two in its current state.”

Li Mu’s father glared at Li Mu. “Your dad has been working for over twenty years, and you’re saying he should just quit? Besides, if we quit, what would your mom and I do? Are we really going to open some kind of clothing store?”

“Exactly!” Seeing that his parents had fallen into his trap, Li Mu immediately said, “We’ll open a clothing store! I’ve been looking around these past few days. If we’re going to open one, let’s open a big one, a franchise!”

His parents looked at each other, then stared at Li Mu, wondering what on earth he was up to.

Li Mu continued, “When the time comes, all the store’s operations will rely on computers and the internet. If an item sells out, you just place an order on the computer, and the head office will immediately send you the goods. Every new season, you won’t have to bother traveling to other places to stock up; the head office will uniformly distribute goods, and you can then make some adjustments based on their delivery list.”

“As for collecting money and so on, you won’t even need to do it yourselves. There will be a store manager and sales staff. When an item of clothing is sold, it’ll be scanned and recorded in the computer. The daily turnover will be deposited into a bank account. You two won’t even need to go to the store normally; just check in periodically!”





Chapter 54: Force Someone onto Mount Liang

Li Mu’s parents still held very traditional views on opening a business. Their operating model was just like Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister’s: go to another city to find suppliers, return to their local area to find a storefront, rent and renovate it, then go back to another city to stock up. In the following years, they would have to travel to other cities for inventory several times a year.

Going south to procure goods was very difficult. Small-scale business owners, to save costs, usually took hard-seat trains, which typically took at least ten to twenty hours. Upon arrival, they would rush non-stop to procure goods, often hand-picking items from various wholesale stalls. Once they felt they had enough goods, they would first take the portion they could carry, then ship the rest via logistics. Meanwhile, they would immediately have to rush back by train with a large amount of goods.

Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister used to complain that every time she went to procure goods, it was like going to war, and she would lose half a kilogram to one kilogram each time.

However, the model Li Mu described greatly surprised his parents. Was there really such an effortless way to open a store?

Faced with his parents’ astonishment, Li Mu very carefully explained the operating model of joining a brand specialty store.

After listening, Li Mu’s Dad and Mom took several minutes to process the information before finally understanding the cooperation model between the parent company and the franchisee.

Essentially, the parent company was responsible for everything except sales: product design, transportation, advertising, and promotion. All of these would be handled by the parent company, who would do their best to provide all supporting work, aiming to help franchisees improve sales efficiency and achieve a win-win situation.

Although many irregular brands had scammed numerous cooperative franchisees, Li Mu knew that many well-known clothing brands in later generations would remain popular for several, even more than ten, years.

Metersbonwe was one of them. Moreover, joining now would allow them to get on board before its acceleration. Next year should be Metersbonwe’s year of rapid growth.

After hearing Li Mu’s entire description, Li Mu’s Dad asked a question, full of suspicion.

“How much would it cost to open a store like this?”

“Several hundred thousand.”

Li Mu said it lightly.

But his Dad and Mom were startled by the amount.

The income Li Mu had reported to his family was eighty thousand from selling songs and one hundred eighty thousand from selling cheating software, totaling only two hundred sixty thousand. The Li family had no other savings; this was almost their entire family fortune.

Fearing his Dad and Mom might back out at this point, Li Mu revealed part of the truth: “To be honest with you, I’ve already rented the storefront, and the parent company has also come down to inspect it. If all goes well, the results will be out in a few days.”

“You child…” Li Mu’s Mom said, her face filled with anxiety. “Why didn’t you discuss it with your Dad and Mom beforehand!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Discussing it would have been useless; you two definitely wouldn’t have agreed. But the situation now is this: if you don’t agree, I’ll have to report to Yanjing at the end of August and won’t have the energy to manage this store. So, about one hundred thousand yuan will go down the drain.”

According to historical developments, Li Mu’s Dad and Mom would be laid off by the end of this year. Therefore, the state-owned enterprise jobs they were desperately defending in their hearts were practically worthless. That’s why Li Mu had dug this pit for his parents during the family gathering, forcing them to give up their jobs and accept the new idea of opening a specialty store.

Li Mu’s Dad and Mom finally understood the operating model of the specialty store. Hearing that Li Mu had already started operating and that one hundred thousand yuan would be wasted if they didn’t agree, the two immediately compromised in the face of the large sum of money.

Li Mu’s Dad spoke first, “Since that’s the case, then your Dad will follow your arrangements. When do you say we should apply to be laid off?”

Li Mu looked at his Dad and Mom and said seriously, “The sooner the better. It’s best to apply tomorrow, then immediately take a long leave and wait for the official layoff notice.”

“So urgent?” Li Mu’s Dad and Mom exchanged glances. Li Mu’s Dad asked, “If we’re idle now, your Mom and I won’t know what to do!”

“Go for training,” Li Mu said. “Once the notice comes, two to three people will need to go to Wencheng City, Zhejiang Province, for training. I think both of you should attend to understand the more specific operating procedures.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “We also need to recruit a store manager with good character and strong abilities. The store manager will be responsible for all daily affairs in the store, a significant responsibility. Also, since the sales staff are all young, this person shouldn’t be too old.”

Li Mu’s Mom asked, “How much salary would such a person need?”

“If they’re experienced, at least one thousand five hundred yuan to start,” Li Mu said. “This person is crucial. If they do a good job, paying them two thousand wouldn’t be excessive.”

“My heavens!” Li Mu’s Mom exclaimed. “One month’s salary is almost as much as your Dad’s and mine combined!”

Li Mu nodded, “Mom, you have to consider the mission this position carries. A store manager is responsible for a store with hundreds of thousands invested, a sales team of six to eight people, and a monthly turnover of at least two hundred thousand yuan. If the store manager is capable, it’s not impossible to generate tens of thousands or even over one hundred thousand more in monthly turnover.”

Li Mu had experienced this age group and knew the differences between specialty stores. Even with the same brand, in different specialty stores, one might enter a store with no intention of buying anything and leave empty-handed, but in another, they might be encouraged by enthusiastic and patient sales staff to buy one or two items. A good store manager has a decisive impact on turnover.

Li Mu’s Dad, hearing about a monthly turnover of two hundred thousand yuan, asked, dumbfounded, “What’s the wholesale price from the specialty store?”

“Around fifty percent off.”

“So that’s a gross profit of one hundred thousand yuan a month?” Li Mu’s Dad was even more surprised.

Li Mu, however, said indifferently, “One hundred thousand in gross profit is on the low side. With several thousand yuan in rent each month, plus utilities and taxes, fixed expenses alone are over ten thousand. Then there are employee salaries, which would be at least forty to fifty thousand a month. With a two hundred thousand yuan turnover, achieving even thirty thousand yuan in net monthly profit would be difficult.”

An estimated net profit of thirty thousand yuan a month had completely scared Li Mu’s Dad and Mom. However, in Li Mu’s view, a monthly turnover of two hundred thousand yuan was nothing at all.

Metersbonwe’s development was significantly stronger than that of comparable brands like Baleno, Semir, Yichun, and Jeanswest. In his previous life, when the family’s Metersbonwe store opened during the Chinese New Year this winter, it was so popular that even the fitting rooms had queues. This extremely popular state even lasted for half a year before finally cooling down slightly. But even then, the brand’s stores were still packed with people every weekend.

Calculating this way, a monthly turnover of three hundred thousand yuan wouldn’t be a problem either.

At this moment, Li Mu’s Mom suddenly suggested, “Little Mu, how about asking your Mother’s younger sister to be the store manager? She’s been in the clothing business for so many years, she has experience, and she’s family, so she can be trusted.”

Li Mu immediately frowned and said without hesitation, “Absolutely not! My Mother’s younger sister is very envious. Our family’s business absolutely cannot be handed over to her to manage!”

Li Mu’s Dad also agreed, “Wife, I’m not speaking ill of Yun Lan, but her mind is indeed too narrow. And, Little Mu also said that the most important thing for a store manager is management and coordination ability. Do you think Yun Lan has that capability? With her narrow-mindedness, she probably wouldn’t even manage her subordinates well before they couldn’t stand it and left.”

Li Mu gave his Dad a thumbs-up. “Dad is right. Mother’s younger sister is directly out.”

Li Mu’s Dad then said, “There’s no suitable candidate from the Li family. They’re all in the countryside and haven’t had much schooling.”

Li Mu’s Mom also sighed, “The Xiao family can’t think of anyone suitable either. Didn’t Little Mu say that this candidate needs to be taken to Wencheng for training? We need to find someone in advance. What if we find someone temporarily from outside, and they turn out to be unreliable and quit after the training?”

Thinking about this problem, Li Mu also felt a bit at a loss.

“I think your younger brother’s wife is good.”

Li Mu’s Dad was silent for a long time before saying this.

Li Mu’s Mom’s eyes immediately lit up.

“Haohao’s Mom is indeed good. My Dad and Mom have praised her countless times over the years and never complained once. Since she married into the Xiao family, she has managed everything well—her husband, child, and in-laws. When Yunshe didn’t earn much, she would find work outside and was never willing to be idle. My Mom feels heartbroken whenever she talks about her. Even if my Dad gave them money as a subsidy for their household, Haohao’s Mom still wouldn’t want to be idle.”

Li Mu recalled his maternal younger uncle’s wife; her conduct and way of dealing with people were indeed impeccable. She had always been very filial to his Maternal grandparents, a truly rare and good daughter-in-law. However, Li Mu didn’t know what his maternal younger uncle’s wife’s work ability was like.

When Li Mu voiced his doubts, Li Mu’s Mom said with a hint of excitement, “When Wanjia Supermarket first opened, your maternal younger uncle’s wife applied to be a salesperson. It’s only been three months, and she’s already become a team leader! She can earn five or six hundred yuan a month, which is one hundred fifty more than a regular salesperson.”

Li Mu nodded. His maternal younger uncle’s wife’s character was fine, she was diligent and trustworthy, and her relationship with his Mom was also good. As for her business capabilities, although being a team leader in a supermarket didn’t necessarily prove much, it at least showed that her sales ability in the supermarket surpassed most people’s. Moreover, she would undergo headquarters training before starting the job. Li Mu believed that after receiving the training, his maternal younger uncle’s wife would be competent for this position.

His Mother’s younger brother’s family situation wasn’t very good either. If his maternal younger uncle’s wife could take on the future store manager position, it would be a significant improvement for their family of three.

Li Mu immediately slapped his thigh. “Alright, Mom, once the parent company approves, go talk to maternal younger uncle’s wife.”

——————





Chapter 55: Something’s Amiss

After Li Mu convinced his Mom and Dad, they went to Xiling Coal Mine the next day, ready to proactively apply for the first batch of layoffs this year.

However, when Li Mu’s Mom and Dad arrived together at the Xiling Coal Mine Union, before they could even state the purpose of their visit, a director from the union said to them, “Oh, you two came at just the right time. I’ve had something I wanted to talk to you about for the past few days, but you both took leave.”

Li Mu’s Mom and Dad were a little surprised. They then listened as the director, with an apologetic expression, slowly explained, “Daoping, Yunfang, you two have always been a model couple at our Xiling Coal Mine. The mine is currently going through a difficult period, and for some issues, we have no choice but to ask you two to set an example.”

The Union Director didn’t know how to phrase it. Although they had been studying the layoff list issue, they had always tried to avoid having both members of a dual-income couple on the first batch of layoff lists this year. According to the mine’s previous established practice, dual-income families would ideally have the female spouse laid off.

However, two nights ago, Xue Guilan, the Union Vice Chairman, called him at home and specifically instructed him to add Li Daoping and Xiao Yunfang to this month’s main layoff list. The Union Director absolutely did not want to agree to such an offending task, but considering Xue Guilan’s position and the fact that her husband was the head of Xiling Coal Mine, he could only grit his teeth and go through with it.

He had waited for Li Daoping and his wife for several days, and today they finally showed up.

Li Daoping was somewhat puzzled: “Director, there are quite a few dual-income couples like us at the mine. What kind of example can we set?”

The Union Director hesitated and struggled for a moment, avoiding their gaze, and said, “Well, another batch of workers is going to be laid off, and our reduced production plan for the second half of the year has also been released, so there will be more and more laid-off workers in the future…”

Li Daoping frowned, very confused by the Union Director’s vague statements, and blurted out, “Director, just say what you mean. If you beat around the bush any more, you’ll just confuse us.”

The Union Director sighed, looked at them, and gritted his teeth: “Alright, I won’t beat around the bush anymore. The Union has decided to add you two to this month’s batch of layoff lists.”

Dad Li was a little surprised. Although he and his wife had come to proactively apply for layoff, the Union coincidentally also requested them to be laid off. What did this mean?

Moreover, layoffs were a big deal; people weren’t just added to the list on a whim. The lists were announced long in advance, and employee discussions were held. How could there be such a last-minute addition?

When Dad Li voiced his confusion, the Union Director’s expression became evasive.

Things that didn’t comply with regulations were always difficult to explain, especially such an unethical act that tried to smash someone’s livelihood. It was even harder to speak about. If Li Daoping were to publicize this and cause a scene everywhere, the director feared he would be cursed to high heaven by all the mine workers behind his back.

So, the Union Director could only say, “Actually, it’s only a matter of time before dual-income couples are laid off. If not in this batch, it’s unavoidable by the end of this year. If you don’t believe me, I’ll show you something.”

As the Union Director spoke, he took a roster from his drawer and handed it to Li Daoping: “Take a look. This is the drafted second batch of layoff lists. All names marked with an ‘S’ are dual-income couples. See how many there are.”

Li Daoping glanced at it. Although he didn’t count precisely, at least half of them were marked, and he also found his and his wife’s names on it.

The list given by the Union Director was not fake. Li Daoping and his wife were indeed originally on the second batch of layoff lists for this year; they were just temporarily moved to the first batch.

Even after seeing the roster, Li Daoping still didn’t understand why, if their names were on the second batch, they were moved to the first. However, his wife, Xiao Yunfang, reminded him from the side, “Alright, Daoping, don’t forget why we came here.”

Li Daoping nodded. He and his wife had indeed come to proactively apply for layoff. It was just bizarre and comical that they were inexplicably arranged for layoff directly.

But on second thought, there was no need to delve deeper. Anyway, both of them had already been persuaded by their son to plunge into the business world. Given that, why bother with these details?

Li Daoping put down the roster and very seriously said to the Union Director, “Director, to be honest, my wife and I came here today precisely to proactively apply for layoff. Since the Union also intends for us to be laid off, we won’t say much more. However, you must approve a long leave for us. Starting tomorrow, until the official layoff notice is issued, we won’t be coming to work.”

When the Union Director heard this, tears almost welled up in his eyes. This was too good! Regardless of whether Li Daoping was speaking genuinely, with this statement, he could tell others that the couple had proactively applied for layoff, rather than him forcing them onto the list. This way, he could avoid being condemned by thousands.

As for taking a long leave, that was too easy!

The Union Director immediately wrote out a long leave approval slip for them, stamped it with the official seal, and personally called their respective departments to explain the situation to their superiors. Thus, Li Mu’s Mom and Dad effortlessly obtained their long leave approval.

And the Union Director was very Crafty. When he called their superiors, he didn’t forget to emphasize that the two had proactively applied for layoff.

Consequently, Li Daoping and his wife became famous at Xiling Coal Mine.

At a time when everyone was terrified of the word “layoff,” the couple who proactively offered to be laid off became the subject of discussion throughout Xiling Coal Mine.

…

While his Mom and Dad were at the mine applying for layoff, Li Mu was too lazy to go to driving school. He stayed home and continued developing his Eting.com.

In the morning, Zhang Kexuan sent Li Mu several photos from their performance via email. There were over twenty pictures in total, all carefully selected and post-processed. At first glance, they looked quite professional, especially Zhang Kexuan, who could truly be described as cool and handsome.

Li Mu immediately sent all these photos to Zhao Kang and assigned him his first water army task: to promote the Simple Plan band on major forums and websites within the province, especially local Jinling websites, with the Jinling University campus forum being the top priority.

Subsequently, Li Mu also asked Zhao Kang to find a way to contact editors of current web portals. He wanted to devise a public relations strategy to publish PR news releases on websites, promoting the Simple Plan band. There were two main points of emphasis for the promotion: first, that this band was excellent and their original song “Li Bai” was endlessly listenable; second, to subtly convey the band’s youth and pop style, as overly rock-oriented music would likely not gain mainstream market acceptance.

After giving these instructions, Li Mu didn’t concern himself with the specifics of how Zhao Kang would operate. He merely reminded Zhao Kang: “Fifty thousand yuan is the operating fund, which also includes your personal PR expenses. If you think it’s necessary, you can go to Yanjing in advance to build relationships with the web portal editors. Right now, web portal editors are still very easy to get in touch with, but once web portals become high-and-mighty online promotion platforms, it will be difficult to connect with their editors.”

So, that afternoon, Zhao Kang packed a few clothes, took his laptop, and went to Jinling. Before boarding his flight to Yanjing, he sent Li Mu a message: “I’m about to board the plane to Yanjing. I’ll do my best to complete the mission.”

Li Mu replied: “PR requires costs. Don’t be reluctant to spend money. Try to get in touch with all the web portal content editors you can find. You decide how to spend it.”

After replying to the message, Li Mu was greatly impressed by Zhao Kang’s execution. If this good friend from his youth could maintain such passion, he would surely become his best partner in the future.

Li Mu’s Mom and Dad finished all the procedures at Xiling Coal Mine in just one morning. Before they even had a chance to eat a meal at home, their home phone and their mobile phones kept ringing with various calls.

Almost all the calls were from their co-workers. Upon learning that the couple had proactively applied for layoff, they called to inquire and express concern. After all, such an action was truly sensational. Moreover, the co-workers also believed that they must have found a better path, which was why they gave up their jobs, and their calls also carried a hint of wanting to probe for information.

Li Mu had a headache from the incessant ringing of the phone at home, but he still smiled and teased his Mom and Dad: “Mom and Dad, your proactive layoff application seems to have caused quite a stir at Xiling Coal Mine!”

Li Daoping gave a wry smile: “What stir could it cause? Everyone calling is a colleague. They’re just curious why your Mom and I proactively applied for layoff, asking if we’ve found a better way out.”

Li Mu casually asked, “The mine’s leaders must be curious too, right?”

“They weren’t curious at all,” Li Daoping said, a bit confused. “It’s quite a coincidence, actually. Your Mom and I went to the Union to apply for layoff, and before we even said anything, the Union Director vaguely said that the leaders had decided to add your Mom and me to this month’s batch of layoff lists.”

Immediately, Li Daoping briefly recounted the strange events of the day.

Mom Li said indifferently from the side, “If they want us laid off, then we’ll be laid off. Anyway, we’d already decided to leave, so why bother with all the details?”

“That’s true,” Li Daoping chuckled, waving his hand. “I reckon our house will be packed with co-workers after work. I say, since we don’t have to work anymore, let’s just take Little Mu to the countryside to see my parents and have a quiet couple of days there.”

Mom Li nodded: “We should go see them. I’ll pack some clothes, and we’ll buy a few things on the street this afternoon before heading over.”

Immediately, his parents began preparing to return to their old home in the countryside right after lunch, no longer thinking much about the layoff. But Li Mu, however, felt that something was amiss.





Chapter 56: The Power of the Water Army

“Something is indeed wrong.”

In his previous life, Dad and Mom were laid off at the end of this year. His rebirth had affected his College Entrance Examination, the development of cheating software for Stone Age, and to some extent, the life paths of Chen Wan and Zhao Kang. But as far as he remembered, he hadn’t affected his parents at Xiling Coal Mine.

However, the sudden decision by the Xiling Coal Mine leadership to lay off his parents at this time must indicate a problem, and that problem must stem from him.

But how exactly did he influence the Xiling Coal Mine leadership?

Could it be that the news of him helping Zhao Kang make money had spread, causing jealousy at the mine?

A moment later, Li Mu dismissed this idea. The possibility was low, even extremely small.

Zhao Kang’s parents weren’t fools; everyone understood the concept of quietly getting rich. His parents couldn’t be so ignorant as to tell everyone how much money their son had made by following him.

If it wasn’t for that, then what could it be?

Although the outcome was exactly what Li Mu wanted, he still felt something was amiss. He wanted to understand what had influenced his parents’ original path.

Suddenly, a slick, oily face appeared in Li Mu’s mind.

Guo Yuhang!

Aside from this guy, Li Mu couldn’t find any other reason that would convince him.

Realizing this, Li Mu’s expression turned terrifyingly grim. Guo Yuhang had actually sought revenge by targeting his parents, which infuriated Li Mu.

Guo Yuhang, we’ve truly become sworn enemies. From today onwards, nothing related to Xiling Coal Mine will ever interfere with my family’s life again. I’d like to see what else you’ve got!

However, since his parents were about to take him to his paternal grandparents’ home in the countryside, Li Mu suppressed the anger in his heart, waiting for their return to confront Guo Yuhang.

He figured he’d have plenty of opportunities to see Guo Yuhang at the driving school this summer.

…

After lunch, Li Mu went out with his parents to withdraw some cash and buy some gifts. Then they went to the bus station and took a long-distance bus to his paternal grandparents’ house, nearly one hundred kilometers from Haizhou City.

Compared to his mother’s family, who were outwardly harmonious but inwardly conflicted, his father’s family was much simpler. There was no mutual comparison; their kinship was purer. His paternal grandparents, uncles, and aunts gathered together, making it lively and bustling. His parents turned off their phones and happily stayed in the countryside for two days.

The day before returning from the countryside, Li Mu received a notification from Metersbonwe headquarters. His cooperation application had been approved. The next step was for him to go to the head office as soon as possible to sign the contract. After signing and paying a small deposit and processing fee, he could begin renovations.

All specialty store renovations within Nansu Province were to be carried out by a renovation company designated by the provincial agent, which was a form of disguised monopoly by the provincial agent. However, this also had its benefits: the renovation company partnered with the provincial agent had high credibility and understood the headquarters’ renovation requirements for stores, ensuring fast construction and high quality.

Zhao Kang also called Li Mu that day. He was still in Yanjing, but in the past two days, through various contacts and public relations efforts, he had indeed managed to connect with many content editors from well-known web portals, and even some chief editors.

Zhao Kang said on the phone that he had spent over ten thousand yuan on public relations fees and bought more than ten MP3 players, each costing around one thousand yuan, to give out as gifts.

Li Mu was curious and asked him, “What made you think of giving MP3 players?”

Zhao Kang honestly replied, “I figured these are all internet people, so they’d definitely be more interested in electronic products. They almost all have phones, but MP3 players, which are almost as expensive as phones, most of them probably wouldn’t splurge on, so I decided to give these.”

Zhao Kang added, “They all really liked them; they practically couldn’t put them down.”

Li Mu highly approved of Zhao Kang’s judgment and chuckled, “You chose the items very well. Just make sure they don’t take the gifts and then not deliver.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Zhao Kang said. “I know what I’m doing; I won’t drop the ball.”

“Okay,” Li Mu asked, “When are you planning to come back?”

“Tomorrow!” Zhao Kang said. “Morning flight tomorrow. I forgot to tell you, flying feels damn good!”

“You’ll have plenty of chances to fly until you puke!”

In the two days Zhao Kang was in Yanjing, his water army had already begun praising the Simple Plan band to the high heavens on major websites within the province.

Zhang Kexuan’s photos were being frantically circulated on various forums in Jinling, especially at Jinling University. During the preliminary round, Zhang Kexuan had captivated many female students who were audience members there, and when his handsome photos were posted on the Jinling University forum, the effect was almost explosive.

Someone even revealed Zhang Kexuan’s identity and the Simple Plan band’s rehearsal room address, and as a result, Zhang Kexuan truly got a taste of what it was like to be a celebrity.

Zhang Kexuan called Li Mu, complaining, “Bro Mu, please tell your team to ease up! If this keeps going, I really can’t take it anymore!”

Li Mu was currently at his paternal grandparents’ house, savoring a freshly picked sandy-fleshed watermelon. Slurping, he asked, “What do you mean?”

“Oh, sigh!” Zhang Kexuan lamented, “There are a bunch of female university students围着 our rehearsal room every day. As soon as I step out, they ask for my autograph, some even want photos. Now, when I go out on the street, quite a few people recognize me. It’s driving me crazy.”

Li Mu nodded. It seemed Zhao Kang’s water army was quite effective, or perhaps, netizens back then were still easily influenced.

Li Mu asked, “Has the TV station aired it yet?”

“Not yet,” Zhang Kexuan said. “They need to edit it before broadcasting. There were over fifty bands in the preliminary round, and only eight won. I asked around, and the provincial TV station leadership doesn’t want to give this kind of program too much time. They want it controlled within one and a half hours, so they can probably only edit in about ten-plus bands.”

Li Mu asked, “When exactly will it air?”

“Tomorrow night.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “After it airs, you’ll probably be even more famous. Oh, right, remember to use your connections to get the TV station to edit the full process of your band’s performance. With the four of you, that shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

“No problem!” Zhang Kexuan agreed very readily.

Li Mu laughed, “I don’t think you’re worried at all. You’re probably secretly thrilled.”

“Oh, I am not!” Zhang Kexuan blurted out.

“Hypocrite!” Li Mu curled his lip. “We’ll need to add more money for the follow-up promotion. I’ve already sent people to Yanjing to smooth out various connections for you. Once the TV station airs it, I’ll have people help you promote it again. I’ll even have the video uploaded to Eting.com once it launches. But right now, I’m short on technical personnel…”

Zhang Kexuan quickly said, “Bro Mu, didn’t you ask Tianming to look for an office space for you? He’s already found one and is waiting for you to see it. Also, you told us to keep an eye out for recruitment, and we’ve been doing that. We’ve received quite a few resumes, just waiting for you to screen them! We need to strike while the iron is hot, the sooner the better. Just tell us how much money you need, or what needs to be done, don’t hesitate!”

Li Mu’s heart swelled with joy. “Okay, I’m going to Wencheng in a couple of days. When I get back, I’ll meet you guys in Jinling first!”

After hanging up Zhang Kexuan’s call, Li Mu felt very satisfied. With an office space and technical personnel, Eting.com’s launch was just around the corner. At that time, leveraging the popularity he had built for Simple Plan, as soon as Eting.com launched, he would have Zhang Kexuan and the others record official versions of “Li Bai” and “Sunflower” and upload them to Eting. Then, he would have the water army promote Eting and Simple Plan together. That way, Eting’s initial traffic source would be secured.

The extremely sugary watermelon juice was already sticky on his face, but Li Mu had no time to bother with it. His mind was filled with his plans. It was very gratifying that all his current plans were progressing rapidly and smoothly.





Chapter 57: Simply Wonderful

After Li Mu returned to Haizhou, the theory test for this batch of students at Jin’an Driving School began.

Fortunately, Li Mu had brought his study materials when he went back to his hometown, and he also had many years of actual driving experience, so his theory test went quite smoothly. However, in 2001, driving school exams in Haizhou were still very backward. The theory test didn’t have computer-based testing; it was entirely a closed-book written exam. After taking it, one had to wait two to three days to know the results.

After finishing the theory test, Li Mu immediately became an “aerial acrobat,” rushing to Jinling to catch a flight to Wencheng. That same day, he arrived at Metersbonwe’s headquarters, signed the contract, and paid a cooperation deposit of tens of thousands of yuan. That very evening, he flew back to Jinling.

For the Eting.com project, Li Mu had previously asked Ye Tianming to help him find an office space, but Li Mu hadn’t found the time to come and see it. So, he decided to take this opportunity to stay in Jinling for a day and sort out this matter.

The four members of Simple Plan went to the airport together that evening to pick up Li Mu. Afterward, they took him to a high-end restaurant for a meal and drinks, welcoming him back.

Zhang Kexuan told Li Mu: “The preliminary round footage has already been broadcast. It was first aired once on the satellite TV channels, then re-aired once, and then re-aired twice more on Channel Two.”

Li Mu asked with a smile: “How does it feel after it aired?”

“Oh, my!” Zhang Kexuan said excitedly, “Everywhere I go, young girls recognize me. Didn’t you notice we couldn’t even go to that food stall we went to last time today?”

Li Mu nodded, looked at the other three, and asked: “How do you guys feel?”

The other three all said it was nothing special, because those young girls only had eyes for Zhang Kexuan.

In their words, there was a hint of envy.

Li Mu was worried that the other three might gradually develop resentment about this, so he casually said: “For a band to become popular, it must establish a core figure in the early stages. Once the first core figure has a firm footing in the market, then you can promote the second core figure.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added: “It’s just like Beyond. The earliest core figure was, and only was, Huang Jiaju. But after Huang Jiaju’s image as the vocal core was established, Huang Guanzhong, as the lead guitarist, was then molded into the performance core.”

Hearing this, all four nodded repeatedly in agreement.

Zhang Kexuan knew Li Mu’s true intention in saying this. This was precisely what he had been worried about recently. They were all good bros, playing in a band together, and now he had suddenly become popular while the other three were ignored. He was very concerned that the three of them would feel a sense of disparity. However, as the beneficiary, it was truly inappropriate for him to say such things.

However, Li Mu said it at just the right moment, even using Beyond, a band known to everyone in China, as an analogy. The other three members of the band seemed to understand immediately.

Zhang Kexuan couldn’t help but exclaim inwardly, this young man, barely eighteen, seemed to see through everything. Moreover, he could pinpoint the crucial issues that no one wanted to mention at critical moments. It was truly wonderful beyond words.

Ye Tianming then said with a smile: “I’m indifferent to this, anyway, drummers are usually positioned at the very back of the band, making it hard to get attention.”

Li Mu shook his head: “That’s not right. At your current stage, you can’t really be considered celebrities. After watching TV and online promotions, the audience will only have two immediate impressions: whether the song sounds good, and whether the people look good. However, as your exposure increases in the future, the audience will evolve into your fans and admirers, and they will try to learn more about you.”

“For example, they might think that besides the lead singer, Simple Plan’s guitarist is also quite handsome, and the drummer is pretty cool. Moreover, once you have live performances in the future, Kexuan can give you more opportunities to shine.”

“For instance, when he finishes singing the chorus and it’s time for a guitar solo, Kexuan can step back, and Xia Ji, you can walk to the front of the stage, using your guitar, your solo, and your forward position to attract the audience’s attention. The same principle applies to the bassist and drummer.”

“I get it!” Ye Tianming exclaimed happily: “That’s also why, in Beyond’s concerts, Guanzhong would walk to the very front when playing a solo, or all the lights would be on him. They even arranged for Huang Jiaqiang to play an extra-long bass solo in ‘Cold Rainy Night,’ and even Ye Shirong would have a few minutes of solo time.”

Li Mu nodded: “When a band develops to a later stage, the best outcome is naturally for everyone to become famous and have their own fan base. Only then can the entire band’s influence be strengthened. In the future, I will also give you three more opportunities to showcase yourselves, such as arranging better solos, or having you perform more perfect harmonies or even solo vocals. However, all of this must happen after Kexuan’s core position is solidified.”

The three of them expressed their agreement. For them, there was definitely a disparity, but they themselves weren’t sure how much disparity they could truly accept. However, with Li Mu’s words, they felt much more at ease. After all, Li Mu’s words proved that the three of them would not be truly ignored.

Zhang Kexuan also breathed a sigh of relief and said to Li Mu: “Our semi-finals are scheduled for eight PM the day after tomorrow. It’s an eight-to-one elimination, and only the champion can go to Yanjing. For such a crucial competition, you absolutely must come to the venue!”

Li Mu didn’t rush to agree, instead asking: “How’s your rehearsal for the song ‘Sunflower’ coming along?”

“It’s going well,” the four said almost in unison: “We’ve been practicing this song a lot recently.”

Li Mu then said: “I might not have time the day after tomorrow. How about this, let’s go straight to your rehearsal room later and see how your practice is going. Also, where are the resumes you found for me? Let me see them later. Tianming, can we go see the office space tomorrow?”

Ye Tianming said: “No problem, we can go anytime.”

Li Mu nodded: “To be honest, I still have a lot of things to do in Haizhou, and I have to go back tomorrow evening.”

Hearing this, Ye Tianming quickly said: “Oh, right, a former subordinate of my Dad’s is now doing business in Haizhou. He came to Jinling yesterday for some errands and was originally scheduled to go back tomorrow morning. I’ll ask him to wait for you. Don’t take the train tonight; go with his car.”

Li Mu said: “That’s not appropriate, don’t delay his important business. Just let him go back in the morning. I can take the train back in the evening.”

Ye Tianming quickly said: “How can that be? You made a trip for the four of us, how can we let you take the train back to Haizhou? That person is a bro of mine, we have a very good relationship. If you don’t want to go back with his car, then I’ll drive you myself. It’s one or the other.”

Li Mu still wanted to refuse, but Zhang Kexuan also spoke up at this moment: “Yeah, Little Mu, I can drive you too if you want.”

Li Mu no longer insisted, turning to Ye Tianming and saying: “Then I’ll trouble your bro.”

“It’s a small matter, I’ll give him a call and tell him.”

Li Mu nodded. His phone then received a text message: “Your maternal younger uncle’s wife agreed.”

It was from Mom. After signing the contract today, Li Mu had called Mom before boarding the plane back, telling her the contract was settled and asking her to talk to his maternal younger uncle’s wife. Now it seemed there were no issues on his maternal younger uncle’s wife’s side.

He needed to go back quickly and make arrangements. Either Mom and his maternal younger uncle’s wife would attend the training together, or all three, including Dad, would go. In short, this matter needed to be implemented quickly.

So, Li Mu drained the half-glass of beer in his hand and said to the four: “Let’s finish the drinks in our glasses. Let’s not drink too much tonight; this is enough. Quickly fill your stomachs and let’s head to your rehearsal room. I still have a lot to do tomorrow. I don’t know if I can make it the day after tomorrow, but I definitely have to return to Haizhou tomorrow evening.”

Hearing this, the four immediately stopped talking, quickly filled their stomachs, paid the bill, and headed to their rehearsal room. Previously, this place was called Jinling Noise Works, but it had now been renamed Simple Plan.

In the rehearsal room, Li Mu looked through the resumes the four had found for him while listening to them rehearse “Sunflower.” The song wasn’t particularly difficult to play or sing. Zhang Kexuan, after Li Mu’s previous reminder, had also started trying to interpret the song with his own feelings, which was progress. Moreover, the four had indeed practiced diligently; they performed it three times in a row without any mistakes.

After three repetitions, Li Mu gave them a thumbs-up: “Maintain this level for the competition, and going to Yanjing will be no problem!”

As he spoke, he took out four resumes and said: “These four look pretty good to me. Let’s schedule interviews for tomorrow.”

The four people Li Mu selected were all from Nansu Province. Among them, a resume belonging to someone named Kong Lingyu left a deep impression on him.

Kong Lingyu was a native of Jinling. He graduated from Yanjing University of Technology in 1998 and joined Huaxia Yahoo as a web technology developer in early 2000. This was one of the earliest web portals in the country and was currently at its peak. However, Kong Lingyu resigned from Yahoo at the end of March this year and returned to Jinling.

The resume stated that after returning to Jinling, Kong Lingyu started his own business, creating a navigation website that imitated hao123 website directory. It was currently in an awkward phase, generating no revenue but requiring continuous investment. Kong Lingyu hoped to find a job in web technology development to support his small website.

Li Mu wasn’t sure whether to call someone who noted on their resume that they were also running a startup honest or naive. However, his profession and specialized skills were truly a godsend for Li Mu.





Chapter 58: Recruitment

Ye Tianming had kept the office space he previously looked for Li Mu reserved. It was about seventy square meters and divided into three rooms of varying sizes: large, medium, and small.

One of the rooms occupied half the area and was a fairly spacious office area, currently sparsely furnished with six workstations. However, it could accommodate at least ten people. In addition, there was also a small meeting room of over twenty square meters and a private office of over ten square meters.

At 9 AM, Li Mu called the owners of several resumes to notify them of interviews. Out of the four people, only Kong Lingyu had a mobile phone; the others had left pager numbers, making notifications a bit troublesome.

The first person Li Mu notified was Kong Lingyu, a web development programmer from Huaxia Yahoo. Kong Lingyu hadn’t even woken up when he received the call. Upon hearing it was an interview, he initially asked cautiously about the company’s background. This was because he had been invited for interviews by several companies in the past few days, only to find out they weren’t legitimate internet businesses at all. Many were just looking to hire web developers to build a corporate website, which greatly frustrated Kong Lingyu.

He had always thought that Jinling, as a second-tier city, though not as large as Yanjing, wouldn’t be much slower in development. However, after returning, he realized that Jinling was still an internet backwater.

Besides some local forums and chat rooms, Jinling had no fresher internet products. Forget web portals; his own Wangzhi Zhijia was a unique creation.

On the phone, Kong Lingyu asked Li Mu in detail, “What is your company’s core business in the internet field?”

Li Mu replied, “Our company’s current core focus is to develop an online music streaming and download website.”

“A music streaming website?” Kong Lingyu echoed, already somewhat interested. At least this fell within the scope of legitimate internet business.

Li Mu explained, “You can think of it as a music-centric web portal.”

Kong Lingyu knew a bit about music streaming websites. There were quite a few online music streaming sites now, and he often listened to music on similar sites when he was online.

“Alright,” Kong Lingyu agreed without much thought. “Please tell me the time and place.”

“I’ll text you the address shortly. As for the time, let’s make it today, the earlier the better.”

Afterward, Li Mu received calls back from the others one after another, successively confirming their interview times.

To prevent Li Mu’s interview setup from looking too shabby, Ye Tianming immediately found the building management staff. In less than an hour, they had gathered all the office furniture Li Mu needed for the office and meeting room, including desks, reception sofas, and meeting tables.

It looked the part now, but Li Mu hadn’t even had time to register a company. He had originally planned to register one first, but then decided against it. Most websites were personal sites at the moment, so there was no need to register a company specifically for a website.

Kong Lingyu arrived at 11 AM. He was surprised when he found the office building; it was considered a top-tier office building in Jinling. Companies that could afford to rent office space here must possess considerable financial strength.

However, after meeting Li Mu, his surprise intensified several times over compared to before he entered.

“You’re probably not even twenty yet, are you?” This was the first thing Kong Lingyu asked after seeing Li Mu.

“That’s right,” Li Mu replied without hiding anything, nodding. “I haven’t started university yet; I will this September.”

Kong Lingyu was a person with a strong internet mindset. He knew a few rules of the internet field: one was that ability isn’t judged by age, and the other was that talent doesn’t care about one’s background.

So Kong Lingyu curiously asked Li Mu, “Since you’re about to go to university, why are you still starting a business in the internet field?”

Li Mu calmly replied, “I’ll attend university offline and start a business online; these two don’t conflict.”

“Online and offline” was still a fresh concept. Kong Lingyu’s eyes couldn’t help but gleam. “You’re right. Besides, there’s indeed a lot of free time after starting university.”

Li Mu nodded and got straight to the point. “Let’s talk business. I’ve reviewed your resume, and it aligns well with my current needs. I’m looking for a Technical Director to help me oversee part of Yiting’s development and its maintenance after launch. Additionally, the Technical Director will also be responsible for coordinating the server and testing aspects.”

Kong Lingyu asked, “What do you mean by ‘part of the development’?”

“I’ve already started the development myself, and it’s about 20% complete. However, I simply don’t have the time to continue, so I hope to have a Technical Director who will report to me and, following my requirements, lead other technical staff to complete all the website development.”

Kong Lingyu was even more surprised. An eighteen-year-old starting a business wasn’t new. Judging by the fact that he could rent such a place even before his project launched, he was most likely a rich second-generation heir.

However, an eighteen-year-old who knew web development was truly rare in China. After all, computer classes hadn’t yet been fully popularized in high schools across the country, so even if high school students wanted to learn programming, they probably wouldn’t have suitable opportunities.

Seeing a hint of doubt in his expression, Li Mu picked up his laptop and showed him his unfinished project, saying, “You can take a look. This is just a preliminary backend logic.”

Kong Lingyu took the laptop with surprise and flipped through a few pages of code. His opinion of Li Mu immediately changed dramatically.

Code was a dry subject, but at the same time, it was an art, an art akin to mathematics.

For example, a certain function in a program was like a math problem. Different technical personnel had different ways of solving it. Not everyone could solve the problem, and even fewer had the most efficient solution. Therefore, when programmers saw better code, it was like mathematicians seeing a better way to solve a problem; they could instantly discern the other person’s skill level.

Kong Lingyu only looked at a few pages of code and felt that Li Mu’s web programming skills were even higher than his own. If he were to write code according to the same requirements, even if he managed to write it, its length would probably be double!

The length of the code not only represented the programmer’s mastery of technology but also their logical ability. For developers, the most crucial aspect was logic.

The more concise, direct, and logically clear the code, the more it represented the other person’s skill, even their talent and accomplishment.

“May I ask, where did you learn programming? Your skill is far above mine. In my opinion, the gap is as huge as between someone with CET-4 English proficiency and a native American English speaker.”

“It’s not that exaggerated,” Li Mu waved his hand. “The most important thing about code isn’t writing it, but thinking before you write. It’s like translation. If I ask you to translate ‘你好吗?’ into English, how would you translate it?”

“How-are-you,” Kong Lingyu blurted out.

Li Mu opened a document on his computer and said, “Type it out.”

Kong Lingyu immediately typed out the nine letters “How-are-you” in the document.

Li Mu smiled and pulled the computer closer, typing as he spoke, “If it were me, I’d write it like this. Take a look.”

After speaking, Li Mu handed what he had written to Kong Lingyu.

Kong Lingyu glanced at it and was stunned. What Li Mu had written was: “How-r-u”

Only five letters.

“This…” Kong Lingyu was a little confused.

Li Mu smiled and said, “The pronunciation of ‘r’ is the same as ‘are’, and the pronunciation of ‘u’ is the same as ‘you’, so this is enough for the other party to understand.”

Only then did Kong Lingyu understand. So that’s how it was! Computer languages actually shared many commonalities with human languages. A programmer was a translator, translating human language into computer language and making the computer understand. Someone proficient in language and capable of thought would use the simplest and most direct way to make the other party understand. This was the essence of programming.

Kong Lingyu looked at Li Mu with new eyes. He vaguely felt that Li Mu must have had experience studying abroad or had learned from overseas programming experts; otherwise, it would be impossible for him to have such a profound understanding of programming.

Li Mu’s analogy also circumvented Kong Lingyu’s previous question. He told Kong Lingyu his general plan for Yiting. After finishing, he said with a confident expression, “The era of online streaming hasn’t truly arrived yet, nor has the era of widespread MP3 adoption. If we do this business well now, we’ll have the chance to become the Baidu or Yahoo of the online music industry in the future.”

Although Kong Lingyu didn’t know when MP3s would become widespread, he agreed with Li Mu’s perspective. Online music was a convenient service provided by the internet for netizens, and in the future, more and more people would definitely have a demand for it. Establishing a foothold in this field early now would prepare them to meet the coming wave of demand.





Chapter 59: Project Launch

After his Rebirth, Li Mu rarely encountered someone like Kong Lingyu, who possessed such a deep understanding of the internet and held such optimistic views on its future prospects.

After a long and engaging discussion, Li Mu still thought highly of Kong Lingyu. As for Kong Lingyu, his shock regarding Li Mu was self-evident. Li Mu’s profound grasp of the internet was such that even the slightest piece of information he inadvertently revealed left Kong Lingyu feeling bewildered.

For instance, Li Mu mentioned that Yiting would attempt to offer basic cloud listening services, and Kong Lingyu didn’t understand what “cloud listening” meant.

But for Li Mu, the concept of cloud storage was already an overused idea in the internet world of later generations. No matter how many new tricks were played, it essentially boiled down to transferring data that would originally be stored locally to a cloud server, and processing tasks that would originally be handled locally on a cloud server.

The simplest form of cloud listening, in essence, was an online listening playlist.

In the future, the website’s backend would store each registered user’s custom listening playlist. Regardless of how users changed their devices, as long as they logged in, they would be able to access their favorite song list.

Ten years from now, any website without this feature would be criticized, but at present, this service was only available in online games and instant messaging software; other platforms hadn’t adopted it yet, because developers hadn’t popularized the concept of “everything for the user.”

After an hour of discussion, Kong Lingyu also spoke about his Wangzhi Zhijia. He had sensed the business opportunity after seeing Hao123 gather a massive amount of traffic, so he created something similar. However, a problem arose: navigation websites were simple in terms of technology, and server requirements weren’t high, but promotion was a major issue.

He had worked on it for half a year, and now his daily unique visitors were less than three thousand, which was pitifully small.

Li Mu was not optimistic about the future of such navigation websites. Hao123 was the strongest among them, but the price it sold for to Baidu later was only in the tens of millions, and in the future, many web portals and software companies would use their own traffic and installation base to promote their own navigation websites. Such things had very low costs and very low barriers to entry. Although they could attract a lot of traffic, they lacked true user stickiness and the potential to convert users into revenue. Their biggest source of income in the future would just be selling advertisements.

Moreover, after Baidu acquired Hao123, it continued to nurture Hao123 with Baidu’s own massive traffic, making it a win-win for both. If Baidu had been willing to put in some effort to operate a similar website itself, the navigation website market might have been a different situation entirely, unable to truly form a strong industry chain.

However, the concept of a music web portal was far more significant than a navigation website.

Li Mu knew of countless massive acquisition and merger cases in the internet field in later generations. They all had one characteristic: the acquiring party mostly bought or merged with areas where they had gaps or were not strong enough, and the purpose of the acquisition was to complete their own ecosystem and deny opportunities to competitors.

For example, Tencent invested in Didi Chuxing, and Alibaba invested in Kuaidi Dache, then both sides burned money, triggering subsidy wars. In fact, behind these wars, the true goal of both parties was to strengthen their market share in the mobile payment sector.

For example, after Alibaba entered the entertainment industry, to fill the void in online video, it acquired Youku Tudou.

For example, Baidu, to compensate for its shortcomings in the mobile wireless field, acquired 91 Assistant.

The acquisition cases mentioned above were all valued in the hundreds of millions of US dollars.

As the demand for online listening and MP3 downloads exploded in the future, the giants would definitely keep a close eye on this market. If Yiting became the dominant player in this field at that time, its significance would be immense, and its valuation naturally wouldn’t be low.

Li Mu didn’t dismiss Kong Lingyu’s own navigation website. Instead, he reached an agreement with him: without affecting the progress of the Yiting project, Kong Lingyu could continue to operate his own project, and could even appropriately utilize Yiting’s future team resources. If Kong Lingyu ever wanted to sell his navigation site, Li Mu would consider acquiring it first.

As for Kong Lingyu’s compensation, it was initially set at three thousand yuan per month, with a two-month probationary period. The salary would remain the same during the probationary period, and after passing it, Li Mu would arrange for his social security through a human resources company.

Kong Lingyu knew that Li Mu was starting a personal venture and hadn’t established a company, so he had no objections. The salary Li Mu offered was already roughly equivalent to what he earned at Yahoo, but Jinling’s cost of living was a tier lower than Yanjing’s, so Kong Lingyu was very satisfied with this salary.

After they finalized the details, Li Mu invited him to lunch and then asked him to join him in interviewing others that afternoon.

Li Mu needed Kong Lingyu to become a leader. In the future, Li Mu would only manage Yiting in terms of broad direction, but the specific details would all need Kong Lingyu to implement.

That afternoon, the two of them interviewed another web developer. He was a young man in his early twenties, fresh out of university. After talking with him and assessing his professional knowledge, both Li Mu and Kong Lingyu felt that this young man was ambitious but lacked practical skills.

The server-side technical foundation was fine, and the graphic designer was a female graduate from Jinling University who had no prior work experience, but she seemed very reliable and had her own understanding of the internet.

Li Mu and Kong Lingyu discussed it and decided to hire the server technician and the graphic designer first. As for the web developer, Kong Lingyu could take his time recruiting, as Li Mu didn’t have time to stay in Jinling any longer.

Li Mu left Kong Lingyu with the specific requirements for Yiting’s next phase of development, and even the procurement of office computers and other facilities needed for the office space.

He truly lacked the time and energy, so he could only make the best use of talent and let Kong Lingyu put in the effort. As for whether Kong Lingyu was trustworthy, Li Mu didn’t care; since they hit it off so well, he decided to trust the people he employed!

Also, because he hadn’t registered a company, Li Mu didn’t look for a part-time accounting firm. He entrusted the financial support for his side to Ye Tianming.

Ye Tianming was also very helpful. He directly called an accountant from his Dad’s company in the building and had her responsible for handling all the office expenses for Li Mu. Kong Lingyu’s and other employees’ salaries, as well as daily purchases and reimbursements, would all be reviewed and disbursed by that accountant. If Kong Lingyu needed to add office equipment, he just needed to inform her.

As for the operating funds required for the entire project, Ye Tianming took full responsibility.

“You don’t need to worry about these things. The four of us already promised you that if you help us, we’ll provide the money and effort to operate this business for you.”

Given that there were outsiders present, Ye Tianming didn’t explicitly state what help Li Mu was providing.

Li Mu, however, knew perfectly well. They had indeed reached this agreement back then. Since that was the case, he wouldn’t be polite with them. Anyway, he didn’t have much money himself; the cost of opening a specialty store would probably be around five hundred thousand yuan, leaving him with little left.

Before Li Mu left, the four members of Simple Plan contributed another two hundred thousand yuan. This two hundred thousand wasn’t given to Li Mu directly but was used to set up a dedicated account. These dedicated funds would be used entirely for the development of the Yiting project. If it wasn’t enough, the four of them would contribute more.

By now, Zhang Kexuan and the other three had contributed three hundred eighty thousand yuan, which was a considerable sum, but it wasn’t much for the four of them. However, Li Mu had a rough plan in mind. Their two hundred thousand investment now was enough for Yiting to get started. As for subsequent expenses, he wasn’t prepared to let them bear the burden. Once Legend launched in September this year, he would have a stable income, and supporting Yiting with that would be no problem at all.

After settling things in Jinling, Li Mu bought a train ticket back to Haizhou for 7 PM. Zhang Kexuan and the other four insisted on treating Li Mu to dinner and seeing him off, but in the middle of the meal, Li Mu quietly paid the bill.

Zhang Kexuan was very displeased with Li Mu’s discreet payment, and the other three also complained repeatedly. In their view, Jinling was their home turf, and with them there, letting Li Mu spend money in Jinling made them lose face.

Li Mu, however, smiled and said, “Just consider it me celebrating your success in advance. Simple Plan will definitely win the provincial championship and go to Yanjing for the finals!”

Zhang Kexuan nodded. When it came to the competition, he was more passionate than anyone. He stood up, full of vigor, and declared, “Simple Plan’s goal is the national championship! As long as Bro Mu is here, the championship is definitely no problem!”

The other three cheered. In his excitement, Zhang Kexuan asked Li Mu, “Bro Mu, if we win the provincial championship, we’ll need two more songs. I wonder if you’ve prepared them for us brothers?”

“They’re ready,” Li Mu smiled slightly. “It just depends on your ability.”

“Can we listen to them first?”

All four of them were full of anticipation. What kind of great songs Li Mu could give them next was their biggest concern.

At this moment, Li Mu shook his head with a serious expression: “It wouldn’t be interesting if you knew now. You need to complete the current task to unlock the next song. After I return to Haizhou, you should practice hard. You must win first place in the semi-finals the night after tomorrow!”





Chapter 60: Legendary Figure

At seven in the evening, a middle-aged man, around thirty-five or thirty-six years old, arrived at Simple Plan’s rehearsal room. As soon as he entered, he greeted the four band members, who all responded in kind. It seemed he was quite familiar with them.

Ye Tianming pulled Li Mu over and said to the man, “Brother Liang, let me introduce you. This is our good brother, and also our band’s manager and behind-the-scenes promoter, Li Mu.”

The man looked at Li Mu with surprise, then smiled and extended his hand.

Li Mu also shook his hand warmly. Ye Tianming then said, “This is my sworn older brother, Song Liang. He does business in Haizhou.”

Song Liang chuckled and said to Li Mu, “Tianming told me, Little Brother, you’re also from Haizhou?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded, but his mind was trying to recall who Song Liang was. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it at the moment.

Seeing Li Mu deep in thought, Ye Tianming smiled and said, “Brother Liang is in the real estate business in Haizhou. Wanying Company is very famous in Haizhou.”

Li Mu immediately understood.

Song Liang, the legendary Land Acquisition King in Haizhou, not only developed several best-selling real estate projects in Haizhou but also built a vast network of connections there. It was said that he was often an honored guest of the city committee leaders. In the coming years, there would be countless rumors about him in Haizhou, but the evaluations of Song Liang were always very high.

Valuing loyalty, adhering to principles, understanding rules, and knowing how to get things done—these commendable qualities allowed Song Liang to stand out as unique in Haizhou during the future rise of the real estate era. Over seventy percent of the residential land planned for Haizhou City in the next few years essentially ended up in Song Liang’s pocket.

Besides the real estate business, Song Liang also held considerable prestige in Haizhou’s underworld. He wasn’t someone who actively mixed with them, yet no one in those circles dared to disrespect him. It could be said that within his own small territory in Haizhou, Song Liang was one of the few who could operate effectively in both legitimate and illegitimate circles.

Earlier, when Ye Tianming asked him to take his car back to Haizhou, he had briefly mentioned that Song Liang used to be his father’s subordinate. Later, his dad invested a sum of money to help him start his own business, and he chose Haizhou. Combining the person Ye Tianming described with Song Liang, Li Mu was astonished. If Song Liang’s power was already this great, Ye Tianming’s dad’s power must be even stronger.

This was Li Mu’s first time meeting this legendary figure. After a moment of stunned silence, he politely said, “Then, General Manager Song, I’ll trouble you today.”

Song Liang waved his hand. “Why call me General Manager Song? You and Tianming and Kexuan are brothers, so you’re also my younger brother. Just call me Brother Liang, like them.”

As Song Liang spoke, he kept pondering Li Mu in his mind.

Li Mu nodded slightly. “Brother Liang.”

Song Liang saw that this young man was not old, yet he could become good brothers with these four rich second-generation heirs, so he must not be an ordinary person. To be brothers with Ye Tianming and the others, and even act as their band’s manager and promoter, this kid must be extraordinary.

Song Liang suddenly recalled the casual chat Ye Tianming’s dad, Ye Youdao, had with him today.

He said that the boys, Ye Tianming and the others, had actually made something interesting out of playing in a band. They had suddenly become famous in Jinling, and fans were spreading their information all over the internet. Ye Youdao had been in business for so many years; he didn’t understand the internet, but he understood many business principles. He felt that Ye Tianming and the others must have a very capable person behind them, acting as a promoter. Moreover, he also felt that this method of using the internet for hype indeed had great prospects, with unlimited potential for the future.

Ye Youdao also said that Zhang Kexuan’s long hair was cut at the request of that behind-the-scenes promoter. Before, his own father had tried to force and entice him to cut it, but he just ignored it. His own son, Ye Tianming, was the same, but then suddenly wanted to cut his long hair like Zhang Kexuan. However, the behind-the-scenes promoter said the time wasn’t right yet, so Ye Tianming had no choice but to give up.

Looking at it this way, Li Mu was the person even his sworn father, Ye Youdao, praised. To be so young, he truly was impressive!

Song Liang couldn’t help but secretly observe Li Mu, thinking to himself, since Li Mu himself was from Haizhou, he must have heard of him. When he heard Ye Tianming’s introduction just now, his expression did indeed show a hint of sudden realization, but his face remained calm. He didn’t take the opportunity to say an extra word of politeness, nor did he try to forge connections. Even the “Brother Liang” he uttered was so composed, neither humble nor arrogant, as if knowing him wasn’t something worth being happy about.

It wasn’t that Song Liang was narcissistic, but having been in the business world for so many years, he had long abandoned the humility and arrogance of his youth. Now, looking at Li Mu, he suddenly had a sense of déjà vu.

“Ah,” Song Liang suddenly thought, “this young man is quite interesting. No, he’s very interesting.”

Song Liang said to Li Mu, “My car is outside, and it’s getting late. Shall we leave now?”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said to Zhang Kexuan, “You guys practice well. Call me if anything comes up.”

Zhang Kexuan quickly nodded and said, “If you need anything regarding expenses, just say the word.”

The four band members saw Li Mu and Song Liang to the door. Song Liang’s Mercedes-Benz S500 was parked at the entrance of the commercial street, with the engine running. Seeing them come out, a driver in his thirties quickly got out and opened both rear passenger doors.

Song Liang invited Li Mu to sit in the rear right seat. Li Mu knew that in business etiquette, the rear right seat was the primary one, but after a brief gesture of deference, Song Liang himself sat in the left seat, so Li Mu had no choice but to sit in the right seat.

After bidding farewell to Simple Plan, Song Liang’s driver drove away. Li Mu sent a message to his dad, telling him he would be back tonight.

Putting away his phone, Song Liang on the side proactively started a conversation with Li Mu. “Little Brother Li, how old are you this year?”

“Nineteen,” Li Mu deliberately stated his age by traditional Chinese age reckoning.

“Nineteen? Are you still in school?” Song Liang listened, dumbfounded.

Li Mu nodded and said, “I just finished the College Entrance Examination. If I’m lucky, I’ll be attending university in September.”

Song Liang marveled at Li Mu’s youth but was even more curious about how a freshly graduated high school student managed to win over Zhang Kexuan and the other four rich second-generation heirs.

Afterward, Song Liang asked Li Mu about his College Entrance Examination scores and the universities he applied to.

Upon learning that Li Mu had applied to Renmin University of China, Song Liang’s curiosity about him grew even stronger.

Those guys, Zhang Kexuan and the others, had always been academic underachievers. For Li Mu to hang out with them and still achieve such College Entrance Examination results was truly extraordinary.

Song Liang became increasingly interested in Li Mu. He couldn’t help but take out his phone, hand it to Li Mu, and say, “Little Mu, leave your number for me. When you’re back in Haizhou, we can meet up for a drink when you’re free.”

“Okay,” Li Mu took the phone, dialed his own number, and then returned Song Liang’s phone after it rang.

The atmosphere of their conversation grew more relaxed, and Li Mu learned a lot about Song Liang.

In Song Liang’s own words, he himself felt that reaching his current position was like a dream.

Song Liang was born in a coastal fishing village in Nansu. He dropped out of school after junior high to help at home. He was supposed to inherit his father’s fishing boat at eighteen, but because the girl he loved disliked his constant smell of fish, he ran away from home, determined to become a normal person who didn’t smell of fish all day long.

Eighteen-year-old Song Liang worked on construction sites for several years, originally thinking he was destined for a life of hard labor. However, in his early twenties, he followed an extraordinary contractor—that contractor was Ye Youdao.

Ye Youdao started as a contractor, bringing Song Liang along to work hard in Jinling for over ten years. Ye Youdao himself became a billionaire and didn’t treat Song Liang unfairly. He knew Song Liang was extremely capable and wanted to let him go out and achieve something, so he invested money in him, allowing him to start his own business.

Song Liang was also very sensible. Although Ye Youdao supported him in starting his own business, he also intended to take a stake in it. Ye Youdao at the time allowed Song Liang to freely choose his entrepreneurial environment. Song Liang’s first thought was to avoid Jinling and other cities where Ye Youdao was involved. He finally chose his wife’s hometown, Haizhou, and established Wanying Real Estate there.

While they were chatting, Su Yingxue sent Li Mu a message: “Are you back in Haizhou?”

Li Mu replied: “On the way, arriving tonight.”

Su Yingxue: “Are you free tomorrow? I’d like to treat you to a meal.”

Li Mu: “Okay, what time specifically?”

Su Yingxue: “Evening, I’ll contact you in the afternoon.”





Chapter 61: Parents Go Together

Song Liang’s Mercedes-Benz S500 drove Li Mu all the way to the entrance of Xiling Coal Mine residential complex.

Li Mu hadn’t wanted to trouble him so much, but Song Liang insisted on dropping him off at his doorstep, so Li Mu had no choice but to tell the driver the exact address.

Before getting out of the car, Li Mu thanked Song Liang again, then added, “Brother Liang, Tianming said you were planning to come back this morning. I’m really sorry for delaying you a whole day just to wait for me.”

Song Liang smiled faintly. “It’s nothing. I didn’t have anything urgent to do anyway. It was a good opportunity to spend a day with Tianming’s dad.”

Li Mu nodded, preparing to say goodbye and alight. Song Liang didn’t forget to remind him, “Haizhou is a small place. If anything comes up, remember to give your brother a call.”

Li Mu knew this was a promise from Song Liang. If he encountered any trouble in Haizhou and sought his help, Song Liang would definitely assist him.

Although he didn’t need his help at the moment, Song Liang was, after all, a highly influential figure in Haizhou. Having his word was always a good thing.

When he returned home, it was almost ten in the evening. His parents hadn’t gone to bed yet; they were both waiting for Li Mu, who had been out for two days.

Li Mu’s Mom and Dad didn’t know about the Yiting project Li Mu was preparing. When they asked why Li Mu had stayed in Jinling for another day, Li Mu said he was meeting with the client who had bought his songs before, and there might be similar collaborations in the future.

His parents didn’t ask further. Li Mom said to Li Mu, “Your dad and I discussed it. We’re both laid off now, so we’ll set up the shop together. For the training, your dad, your maternal younger uncle’s wife, and I, the three of us, are planning to go together.”

Li Mu nodded. “Actually, that’s for the best.”

“When your dad and I go for training, I’m not worried about anything else, just how you’ll eat by yourself during that time.” Li Mom said, her face full of worry and reluctance.

“The training is only fifteen days, it’s nothing at all. Think about it, in another month, when I go to university, I’ll be on my own for at least four years. This is only fifteen days, just consider it practice in advance,” Li Mu said lightly.

Upon hearing this, Li Mom’s eyes suddenly reddened, thinking about her son being away for four years in the future. She hardened her heart and said, “Let your dad open the shop here. I’ll go to Yanjing to accompany you for university. I’ll rent a room near your school and cook for you every day.”

Li Mu nearly fainted. “Mom, who goes to university with their mom cooking for them? I’m a grown man now! If that got out in school, I’d be laughed out of my mind!”

“Exactly!” Li Dad, seeing that Li Mom was serious, quickly stepped in to intervene. “University is half of society. Our son needs to learn to be independent, just like thousands of other students. What kind of thing is it for you to follow him and cook? Besides, if I leave, what will I eat!”

“But…”

Li Mom sighed, seemingly giving up her idea, but she still felt a pang of heartache for Li Mu’s upcoming university life.

Li Mu quickly tried to comfort her. “Mom, I heard that university canteens serve delicious food, and because they cater to students from all over the country, there’s a huge variety. Even if I get tired of the canteen, there are countless restaurants outside to eat at!”

Li Mu was speaking against his true feelings. Anyone who had been to university knew how unappetizing canteen food could be. In his previous life, the canteen at that second-tier university was outsourced to a private contractor, and not only was the food bad, it was also expensive. But for Li Mu, no matter how bad the canteen food was, he couldn’t let his mom go and accompany him!

Li Dad also chimed in to comfort her. “You, just stop worrying about him. Our son is paying for us to open a shop; he’s starting to worry about us now.”

Li Mom could only nod, her heart aching, and said to Li Mu, “Then take good care of yourself these next few days. Don’t make Mom worry.”

Although Li Mu was secretly thinking that he would be completely free once his parents went for training, he still put on a good-boy face and nodded gently.

The Metersbonwe headquarters training was scheduled for four days later. Li Mu presented two travel plans to his parents: one was to take a sleeper train from Haizhou to Wencheng the night after tomorrow, which would take about ten hours, departing in the evening and arriving in the morning, leaving a full day for buffer; the other was to fly directly from Jinling to Wencheng the day after tomorrow. Both options would have them arrive on the third day, not delaying the training on the fourth day.

His parents chose the first option almost without hesitation.

Li Mom thought the plane tickets were too expensive, and Li Dad felt that none of the three had ever flown before, were unfamiliar with everything, and felt uneasy.

Li Mu thought about it and agreed. His parents and maternal younger uncle’s wife had never flown before, and he couldn’t accompany them, at most he could only drop them off at Jinling Airport. If they encountered anything unfamiliar and couldn’t handle it well, he was afraid his parents would get anxious or embarrassed.

“I’ll go check train tickets tomorrow and buy three sleeper berths for you. You can just sleep through the journey, that’s not bad either.”

Li Dad said, “Don’t worry about us. Go wash up and sleep. I’ll just stroll over there myself tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu nodded, not saying much more. Pretending to suddenly remember something, he said to Li Dad and Li Mom, “I need to find Kangzi for something. I’ll be back soon.”

His parents didn’t ask further.

After leaving the house, Li Mu took a taxi to the train station. There were fewer people buying tickets at night. After queuing for about twenty minutes, he bought three soft sleeper tickets for his parents and Mother’s younger sister.

Li Mu knew without a doubt that his parents would definitely choose hard sleeper or even hard seat tickets if they bought them themselves. After all, they were used to being frugal, and it wasn’t realistic for them to suddenly learn to enjoy luxuries. So, he could only do it for them.

After buying the tickets and returning home, his parents had already gone to their room. Li Mu placed the three tickets on the coffee table, took a shower, and went back to his own room.

Li Mu, accustomed to staying up late, turned on his computer and logged into QQ.

There was only one message for Li Mu, from Chen Wan.

Chen Wan’s message was from yesterday, and the content was simple: “You rascal, big sis is so bored in Shanghai…”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly. Chen Wan seemed to only have two ways of addressing him: ‘You rascal’ and ‘You rascal’. How could such a sunny, cool, and talented young man like himself be ‘rascal’? He didn’t understand.

Chen Wan choosing to leave him a message instead of sending a text or calling also showed that she was mostly just venting, not genuinely trying to reach him. Seeing that it was quite late, Li Mu didn’t reply to her.

There was also a verification message, from Kong Lingyu.

Li Mu clicked ‘accept’. Unexpectedly, Kong Lingyu quickly sent him a message: “Manager Li, I contacted one of my junior classmates today. He hasn’t graduated yet, but he has plenty of time, so I’d like to hand over some of the development work to him. He and his classmates can work together to complete it, which would speed up development. What do you think?”

Li Mu asked, “Do you want to outsource it to them, or have them work part-time?”

“Outsource it. It’s more reasonable to set the workload, time, and price.”

Li Mu immediately replied, “No problem. This way, we can leverage collective wisdom even more effectively.”

Kong Lingyu replied, “OK. They are all students from the Provincial University of Science and Technology, entering their fourth year when school starts. If they can complete it smoothly, we estimate the front-end and back-end development can be finished by the end of the month.”

Li Mu was surprised and asked, “Are you confident it can be developed that quickly?”

“Confident!” Kong Lingyu replied. “You’ve already completed about 20% yourself, and you’ve already set the remaining logic, so development will be much easier.”

“Keep a close eye on the page design. It must be simple, beautiful, and elegant, as I said. Don’t clutter it with a bunch of copy-pasted charts and playlists. Make sure the banner ad on the first screen is well-designed. In addition, the first screen needs eight prominent recommendation slots with square images and text, and one trending chart. Remember, only one chart.”

Current websites had almost no aesthetic appeal. If you casually opened one, almost the entire layout would be filled with dense, various texts, making it very easy to get visual fatigue. The homepage alone would have a dozen or more charts, a complete mess.

When Li Mu decided to create Yiting, he had a clear positioning: the most user-friendly and practical music website. While everyone else was providing music streaming services, he had to get ahead of all competitors by prioritizing user experience!





Chapter 62: Using a Small Force to Move a Great Weight

The next morning at six, Li Dad and Li Mom were already up and getting ready. After brushing his teeth and rinsing his mouth, Li Dad said to Li Mom, “Wife, I’ll go to the station to buy tickets first.”

Li Mom, who was brushing her teeth, nodded. Li Dad turned and left the bathroom. Then, she remembered something and hurried after him, saying indistinctly, “It’s only a little over ten hours to Wencheng. Why don’t we just take the hard seat? We can tough it out, and it’ll save a lot of money.”

Li Dad chuckled, “I’d like to buy hard seats, but your younger brother’s wife is coming with us. Wouldn’t a hard seat be a bit inappropriate?”

Li Mom then remembered and quickly said, “Then hard sleeper it is!”

“Alright,” Li Dad replied, turning to leave. Li Mom went back to the bathroom mirror to brush her teeth. Just ten seconds later, Li Dad walked back in. Li Mom asked in surprise, “Why are you back?”

Li Dad raised his hand, holding up three train tickets: “Here, I bought the tickets.”

“Are you performing a magic trick!” Li Mom was dumbfounded. “How did you get them so fast?”

“Your son bought them,” Li Dad shrugged, saying with a face full of satisfaction, “The tickets were on the coffee table. He probably went out to buy them last night.”

“This child…” Li Mom gave a wry smile. “Does he think his dad has entered old age early? Afraid you’d be put through trouble just to buy tickets?”

Li Dad, however, sighed with emotion, “Oh, the child isn’t afraid of putting me through trouble, he’s afraid we’ll suffer to save money.”

As he spoke, he handed the tickets to Li Mom: “Look, soft sleeper, one upper berth and two lower berths, and they’re all in the same private room.”

Li Mom glanced at the price on the tickets, feeling a slight pang of pain for a moment. But when she thought of her son’s thoughtfulness, she was deeply moved. She said to Li Dad, “With such a good son, we’ll probably enjoy endless blessings for the rest of our lives.”

Li Mu woke up past ten o’clock. As soon as he opened his eyes, he heard voices in the living room outside. He got dressed and came out to find that his maternal younger uncle’s wife had arrived.

Seeing Li Mu come out, his maternal younger uncle’s wife, Sun Qinqin, quickly greeted him with a smile, “Little Mu, you’re awake.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Maternal younger uncle’s wife, when did you arrive?”

“I’ve been here for a while,” his maternal younger uncle’s wife looked at Li Mu today with a completely different gaze than before. Although this boy was her junior, she had heard about his capabilities from his parents, and he was indeed frighteningly capable.

An eighteen-year-old young man earning money and preparing to spend hundreds of thousands of yuan to open a store for his parents — this had always been an unimaginable thing in her eyes. If Li Dad and Li Mom hadn’t told her personally, she wouldn’t have believed it for anything.

When Li Mu went to Wencheng to sign the contract, she had already learned everything from Li Dad and Li Mom. Faced with such a good opportunity, she was so excited that she couldn’t sleep all night.

Sun Qinqin’s excitement wasn’t just because of the one thousand five hundred yuan basic salary promised by Li Dad and Li Mom, but also her inner yearning for new things.

She wasn’t very old; she had married Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle at eighteen and was only a little over thirty now. She had a strong ability to adapt, and over the years, she had done many different jobs, giving her a slightly broader perspective than ordinary state-owned enterprise employees.

Recently, when Sun Qinqin started working at the supermarket, she discovered that the various rules and systems behind the supermarket were a very fascinating field of study for her. From the placement of goods to the sales staff’s promotions, and even the scattered concepts of supply chains she heard about, Sun Qinqin developed a strong thirst for knowledge about the intricacies of it all.

It was also because the training time was getting closer that Sun Qinqin took the initiative to visit, hoping to learn more information and be fully prepared.

Li Dad and Li Mom also had only a partial understanding of the entire specialty store plan. As they chatted, they found that they couldn’t answer Sun Qinqin’s questions. Just then, Li Mu woke up.

Li Mu sat on the sofa and listened to some of his maternal younger uncle’s wife’s questions. Most were about the specific responsibilities of a store manager, and a small part was about her doubts regarding the future of this industry.

“Maternal younger uncle’s wife, many of your questions are actually the key points of this training. The head office has systematic teaching materials and case studies that will tell you how to be a good store manager, how to manage your team, and how to inspire your team to achieve the best sales performance. As for the prospects of this industry, I personally am very optimistic about it.”

Li Mu had never worked in clothing either, so he couldn’t answer the specific details.

His maternal younger uncle’s wife nodded, saying with a mix of nervousness and anticipation, “I’m very interested in these things, I just don’t know if I have the ability to do well.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “If you put your heart into it, you’ll definitely do well!”

His maternal younger uncle’s wife didn’t stay at Li Mu’s house for too long; she still had to go back to cook for her family. After chatting for a while, she got up to leave. Li Mu saw her off and then quickly went to the bathroom to wash up. After he finished, his phone received an unfamiliar call.

As soon as the call connected, the other party immediately introduced themselves.

Jinling Chengyu Construction Engineering Co., Ltd.

Li Mu raised an eyebrow. It was indeed the renovation company designated by the provincial agent.

They contacted him so quickly?

On the phone, the other party told Li Mu that they needed to send surveyors first to take photos of the storefront and measure its actual dimensions. Then, the designer would create drawings based on the renovation manual specified by the head office. Once the construction drawings, design renderings, and quotation were ready, they would communicate with Li Mu. If there were no issues, they could immediately dispatch a construction team to begin work.

Li Mu asked about the approximate construction time for a space of one hundred seventy to eighty square meters. The other party replied twenty to twenty-five days. Many materials were specified by the head office, and shelves were shipped directly by the head office, so the renovation would be very fast.

Li Mu was quite satisfied with this timeline. He immediately arranged a time with the other party for tomorrow afternoon to collect the data.

Thinking about his busy schedule tomorrow, he realized he had a lot to do. In the morning, he had to go to the driving school for class assignment and then start practical driving lessons. In the afternoon, he also had to make time to accompany the renovation company’s personnel to collect data. His parents and maternal younger uncle’s wife had a train at a little past seven in the evening, so he definitely had to go see them off at the station…

As for Simple Plan’s semi-finals tomorrow night, he definitely wouldn’t have time to go. He thought that he couldn’t be like a nanny, following them to every competition. Otherwise, when they went to Yanjing for the finals, how would he manage the trouble?

…

Zhao Kang hadn’t seen Li Mu for several days. He had wanted to invite him to dinner tonight, but Li Mu refused. The reason was simple: he had promised Su Yingxue to have dinner with the goddess tonight.

Zhao Kang learned the truth and didn’t blame Li Mu for prioritizing romance over friendship. He prepared to fill Li Mu in on the recent situation over the phone.

Li Mu then said, “How about this: after lunch, let’s go to Green Island Ice House and talk in person.”

“Deal!”

At this time, Haizhou didn’t have a single coffee shop. There were only a few tea houses and ice houses. The tea houses were filled with middle-aged people playing cards, while the ice houses were popular among young people. They had booths and private rooms, and you could order a few yuan’s worth of ice cream and sit in the air-conditioned room all day during the summer.

After lunch, Li Mu and Zhao Kang took a taxi to Green Island Ice House and found a relatively quiet booth on the second floor.

After sitting down, Li Mu ordered some cold drinks and snacks, then asked Zhao Kang, “How did your trip to Yanjing feel?”

Zhao Kang smacked his lips, a look of longing on his face: “A big city is truly a big city. There are hundreds of bus lines, and even a subway. That Zhongguancun is also incredibly impressive; many internet companies are clustered there.”

Li Mu nodded, “Zhongguancun will definitely be half of China’s internet industry in the future.”

“I also went to Renmin University of China and the vocational college I applied to,” Zhao Kang chuckled. “We’ll be very close, just two bus stops away. And we’re both very close to Zhongguancun, only a few stops away.”

Li Mu laughed, “Then that will be our home turf in the future. It’s good to check it out in advance.”

Zhao Kang asked, “By the way, what have you been busy with these past few days? I heard from my parents that Uncle Li and Aunt Xiao both voluntarily applied to be laid off?”

“Yes, you heard about it too?”

“More than just heard about it, people at Xiling Coal Mine are now spreading rumors that Uncle Li and Aunt Xiao are preparing to plunge into the business world and look down on the work at Xiling Coal Mine.”

Li Mu smiled helplessly. Everyone thought that people who voluntarily left state-owned enterprises were plunging into the business world. Although it was a bit general, it was basically correct.

As soon as this topic came up, Li Mu thought of Guo Yuhang, and a flash of coldness flickered in his eyes.

Zhao Kang keenly caught the unnatural expression on Li Mu’s face: “What’s wrong? You look like something’s on your mind?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded and stated his guess.

“Damn it, this must be Guo Yuhang’s doing!” Zhao Kang made the deduction almost without hesitation after hearing Li Mu’s analysis.

Immediately, Zhao Kang asked Li Mu, “Do you want to find an opportunity to get him back? Find two or three people, get a sack, find a suitable opportunity to throw it over his head, give him a good beating, then run. The police won’t be able to find out who did it!”

“Pointless,” Li Mu waved his hand. “Beating someone is the most boring solution. Besides, his father is rich and powerful. If he finds connections with the police and pursues the investigation relentlessly, most likely they’ll still trace it back to us. Then it’ll be a direct confrontation. Guo Lin has been a mine manager for so many years, he’s embezzled at least tens of millions. He could crush us with money.”

“Then what do we do?” Zhao Kang blurted out, “He used his malicious intentions on Uncle and Aunt for such a small matter. Can you swallow this?”

“Of course not,” a hint of ruthlessness surfaced in Li Mu’s eyes. “To deal with Guo Yuhang, we must first find weaknesses in him and his family. Maybe we can achieve a great effect with minimal effort.”

As Li Mu spoke, he suddenly looked at Zhao Kang: “You must control the core members on the Douban forum well. Find time to teach them how to use proxy IP addresses. It might come in handy in the future.”





Chapter 63: A Two-Pronged Approach

The two chatted for an entire afternoon. In the middle of it, Su Yingxue called Li Mu to confirm their dinner plans for the evening.

Li Mu naturally agreed without hesitation. This dinner had been postponed for quite some time; he hadn’t expected to return home, then travel to Wencheng and Jinling in the interim.

Knowing that Li Mu had a quiet dinner arrangement with Su Yingxue that evening, Zhao Kang simply decided to go home for dinner and play the role of a good child.

Before leaving, Zhao Kang mysteriously tugged at Li Mu’s sleeve and whispered, “For three years of high school, Su Yingxue always seemed cold and arrogant, but I feel like when she’s with you, she’s no different from any other girl. I think she has a good impression of you. Since you two are going to the same university, you have a very bright future ahead!”

Li Mu was speechless. Seeing the confident look on Zhao Kang’s face, he sighed inwardly. He was a man in his thirties, having endured countless harsh realities and tribulations. After his Rebirth, his mind seemed entirely consumed with how to make money and how to alter the destinies of himself, his parents, and his friends. As for romance, he hadn’t given it much thought. Su Yingxue was an unattainable dream from his youth, and now, it seemed his feelings for her were more of a long-cherished sentiment.

As for whether he would have the chance to pursue a romance with this dream girl from his youth, Li Mu felt that question had long ceased to be important.

Zhao Kang left. Li Mu was still waiting for Su Yingxue’s call when Chen Wan’s call came through instead.

“Hey, you bad boy, are you about to forget your sis?”

Chen Wan’s tone carried a hint of anger. Li Mu could even picture her pouting on the other end of the line, and he imagined the scene would be utterly adorable.

If Chen Wan knew that an eighteen-year-old young man had always considered her the most adorable woman he’d ever met, he wondered how she would feel.

“How could I dare!” Li Mu, still lost in his imagination, quickly declared.

“Then why haven’t you replied to me on QQ for days? You, who fiddles with computers all day, don’t tell me you haven’t been online these past two days!” Chen Wan’s tone held a playful chiding.

Li Mu could only explain, “Sis, it was already very late when I saw your message that day, and I figured you wouldn’t be online. I was also busy with other things at the time, so I didn’t reply, and then I simply forgot. It’s my fault, I promise to actively correct it in the future.”

Li Mu’s proactive attitude of admitting his mistake and promising to correct it immediately dissolved Chen Wan’s initial displeasure. She couldn’t help but playfully chide, “That’s more like it. I forgive you.”

In truth, Li Mu felt a little ashamed. This ‘sister’ of his had gone to Shanghai as an intern, and he hadn’t even bothered to ask how she was doing there, about her work and daily life.

So, Li Mu opened his mouth to ask, “Sis, how are things in Shanghai?”

“So you do still know how to care about me.” Chen Wan’s tone wasn’t teasing, but rather held a hint of pleasant surprise. “I’ve been in Shanghai for several years, so life here is fine, but work is a first for me. Being an intern isn’t easy; I’m constantly running around with the director.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You’re with a director? A director for what kind of program?”

“Local news. My position is intern director assistant.”

“Alright, is it tough?”

“It’s quite tough,” Chen Wan sighed. “Every day is just endless running around, and the hours are completely unpredictable. There are often breaking news stories, and with just one word from the director, I have to head out.”

Li Mu sighed, “If you feel too tired, then don’t do it. Anyway, your goal is to be a host, and you’re not planning to work for Shanghai Satellite TV. This month or so of internship experience as a director assistant won’t be of much help on your resume in the future.”

“You’re the most astute, seeing everything so clearly.” Chen Wan chuckled. “But even though it’s not terribly useful and a bit tiring, I’m still very interested. Besides, my Dad’s friend had good intentions; if I can’t even handle a little hardship, wouldn’t they laugh at me?”

“If you think it’s useful, then that’s good. But don’t push yourself too hard; your health is important.”

“Alright, your sis has received your concern!” Chen Wan chuckled a few times, then immediately stated the real purpose of her call: “Tomorrow night, my bro and the others are participating in the semi-finals. I’m planning to go back to Jinling to cheer them on in person. Do you want to come too?”

“I can’t make it,” Li Mu said with a hint of helplessness. “I’ve simply had too many things lately; just tomorrow’s schedule alone is enough to bury me in work.”

After Li Mu finished speaking, he asked, “Aren’t you incredibly busy? How can you get away?”

Chen Wan then said, “I already spoke with the director today. I’m taking half a day off tomorrow afternoon. I’ll take the afternoon train to Jinling, and after watching their match, I’ll take the evening train back…”

“That’s quite a hassle!”

“I wouldn’t want to miss their crucial match where they break through! Besides, they’re singing the songs you wrote!”

When Chen Wan brought up this topic, she said with some excitement, “Do you know, I put your songs ‘Zebra Zebra’ and ‘When You Are Old’ on my MP3, and I listen to them whenever I have a moment. My colleagues said they were absolutely beautiful after hearing them and even asked me for copies. I told them these two songs were unpublished works and couldn’t be shared or copied, which is how I managed to refuse them.”

Li Mu chuckled, “If they really want them, just copy them over. They were just recorded for fun anyway. Just make sure you don’t reveal the original singer’s information.”

“No way!” Chen Wan immediately retorted. “Aren’t you building your own music streaming website? These are such good songs; if copies leak out and get uploaded to other websites, wouldn’t that be a huge loss?”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up, and he exclaimed in admiration, “I hadn’t even thought of that! Sister Wan, you’re truly amazing!”

Li Mu genuinely hadn’t considered that point.

He had always intended to leverage Simple Plan’s competition to make them famous with a few good songs. Of course, it wasn’t Li Mu personally promoting them; he didn’t possess that kind of power. He could only say that he would create hype and let the public elevate them.

After Simple Plan became famous, Li Mu’s plan was to record all of their competition songs in a recording studio, then use the water army to heavily promote “Yiting,” and then release these songs one by one as exclusives on Yiting, making them directly available for download.

In this way, Yiting could also ride on Simple Plan’s momentum and accumulate a user base.

However, the two songs he had recorded himself were actually of superior quality. If released online, they would certainly find a decent market. Given that, could he also make “himself” famous?

What Li Mu wanted wasn’t to become a celebrity himself, but to create a virtual singer on the future Eting.com, releasing good music under a pseudonym. In this way, a mysterious singer with a collection of good songs, after being hyped by the water army and the platform, would undoubtedly attract a significant amount of user attention.

Moreover, this secret would be very easy to keep. Even Kong Lingyu, who was in charge of Yiting’s development, wouldn’t know. Apart from himself, only the four members of Simple Plan and Chen Wan would be privy to it.

Almost instantly, Li Mu made his decision: He’d do it!

In his previous life, he enjoyed browsing Douban, Zhihu, and other sites, always using the unified nickname “Muzi.” The character ‘Li’ (李) can be broken down into ‘Mu’ (木) and ‘Zi’ (子), but since there were too many people using “Muzi,” Li Mu instead took the character ‘Mu’ from his own name, which is how “Muzi” came about.

Once Yiting goes online, he can use the name “Muzi” to release some classic songs that haven’t yet seen the light of day. Just like Simple Plan, he would premiere a new song on Yiting every so often. This serialized song release model is the most effective way to boost user stickiness. Furthermore, since Yiting is inherently a free platform, it wouldn’t matter if other music streaming websites followed suit and uploaded his and Simple Plan’s songs, because their release timeliness would always be slower than Yiting’s.

The more Li Mu thought about it, the more reliable it seemed. This two-pronged plan, upon careful consideration, was highly feasible.

“Hey, bad boy, why aren’t you answering me!”

The sudden chiding tone in his ear made Li Mu snap back to attention. He quickly said, “What’s wrong, sis? I was just lost in thought.”

“I asked if you’re really not coming tomorrow?”

“I really can’t make it,” Li Mu sighed. “Tomorrow evening, I still have to send my Dad and Mom to the station. It’ll be past six o’clock by then; how could I possibly make it?”

“Alright…” Chen Wan’s voice was filled with disappointment.

Li Mu said, “Help me cheer them on, especially tell Kexuan that my songs are fine, his looks and voice are fine, and the other band members’ playing skills are also fine. If they still can’t win the semi-finals after all that, I won’t write any more songs for them.”

“Mm, I understand,” Chen Wan said, her tone still a little low. After a couple of hesitant murmurs, she added, “Then I won’t talk to you anymore for now; I still have things to do.”

“Alright, you go ahead and take care of your work.” Before hanging up, Li Mu reminded her again, “Take care of yourself.”

“Mm… bye-bye.”

Hanging up the phone, Li Mu felt a strange sense of melancholy. To be honest, he didn’t particularly want to watch Simple Plan perform. Even if they sang those two songs well, in Li Mu’s heart, there was still a noticeable gap compared to the original artists. As for cheering them on, once was enough.

However, not wanting to watch the performance was one thing, but Li Mu genuinely wanted to see Chen Wan.

Their opportunities to meet would become fewer and fewer in the future, and once he went to Yanjing, the distance between them would only grow.

Although Li Mu had casually mentioned that flying from Yanjing to Shanghai only took about two hours, he knew clearly in his heart that if they were truly separated by distance, even if a flight only took a little over two hours, it would be difficult for people to spare the time to fly over a thousand kilometers just for a single meeting.

Before his Rebirth, he also had friends whose relationships grew more distant and faded over time. Once people started working, once they entered the “hard survival mode” of drifting in a foreign land and being exhausted from the grind, let alone the distance from Yanjing to Shanghai, even within the same city, just the distance from one district to another could become a huge barrier to the continuation of a friendship.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a wave of melancholy wash over him again.

He felt a bit frustrated for less than half a minute when his phone chimed with a text message: “I’m leaving now. Where are you? I’ll take a taxi to pick you up.”

It was Su Yingxue.

Li Mu’s fingertips tapped a few times on the keyboard: “Green Island Ice House.”





Chapter 64: Oh, It’s You!

Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue’s simple reply, just two words: “Wait for me.”

He didn’t reply again, putting his phone back in his pocket and standing quietly by the roadside, waiting.

Ten minutes later, a taxi pulled up beside Li Mu. Su Yingxue, sitting in the back, pushed the door open, scooted further inside, and smiled at Li Mu: “Get in.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. A thought had just crossed his mind: if Su Yingxue was in the back seat when she arrived, should he sit in the front passenger seat, or join her in the back?

Before he could decide, Su Yingxue had given him the answer.

Li Mu bent down and got into the car. Su Yingxue then told the driver, “Driver, to Yucheng Alley.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Yucheng Alley is that small alley near Yucheng Middle School, right?”

“That’s right,” Su Yingxue smiled. “I went to Yucheng Middle School for junior high. What about you?”

“Xiling Coal Mine Company School,” Li Mu said with a smile. “Our company school has classes from kindergarten to junior high.”

“I’ve heard of it,” Su Yingxue said with a slight smile. “They say Xiling Coal Mine Company School has the widest grade span in Haizhou.”

“Yes, even though there are many grades, there are few people, only one or two thousand in total.”

Su Yingxue turned her face to look at Li Mu. “Aren’t you curious why I’m inviting you to eat in Yucheng Alley?”

“Not really,” Li Mu said casually. “Since you went to Yucheng Middle School for junior high, whatever you’re taking me to eat must be something you liked back then.”

“You guessed it exactly,” Su Yingxue praised. “Not just back then, I still love eating it now. But I wonder if it’ll suit your taste.”

“I can eat anything,” Li Mu thought to himself. He was the least picky eater. After more than ten years of studying and working away from home, he had basically developed the ability to eat all kinds of cuisines, with no dietary restrictions whatsoever. Whether it was hot or cold, sour, sweet, bitter, spicy, or salty, cilantro, toon, green onion, ginger, or garlic, he could eat it all. In truth, it was all forced upon him by life.

The driver quickly drove the car to the east side of Yucheng Middle School. Yucheng Alley was a small north-south alley running parallel to and right next to Yucheng Middle School. There were large concrete bollards at the alley entrance, preventing cars from entering. So, the two got out of the car outside the alley and walked side-by-side into it.

Li Mu had been to Yucheng Alley before. He remembered that between 1997 and 1999, there was a PS game room in Yucheng Alley, and he would sometimes come here with his friends to play for a while. However, this memory felt incredibly distant to the current Li Mu.

Most of the small shops inside Yucheng Alley catered to students. The old PS game room was still there, as were stationery stores and book rental shops. A quick glance inside as they passed revealed small comic books. The black-covered pirated online novels that would later become wildly popular had not yet emerged.

Su Yingxue led Li Mu deep into the alley. At the corner of a T-junction, there was a Rongcheng Skewered Hotpot restaurant. Su Yingxue pointed to the somewhat old sign and said to Li Mu, “It’s this one.”

“Skewered hotpot, huh?” Li Mu smiled faintly. “Let’s go.”

Su Yingxue asked with a smile, “It’s a bit spicy. Is that okay for you?”

“No problem.”

The two entered the skewered hotpot restaurant together, only to find that the seven or eight tables in the outer room were already full. The place was bustling with noise, indicating very good business. Seeing Li Mu momentarily dazed, Su Yingxue tugged at his sleeve and led him directly through the entire outer area.

Only then did Li Mu realize there was a hidden gem in the back: a courtyard of about seventy to eighty square meters, where more than a dozen tables were also set up. Although it was also crowded, fortunately, there were still empty seats.

The somewhat plump boss lady saw Su Yingxue and came forward, greeting her warmly, “Oh, Xue! It’s been so long since you’ve been here!”

Su Yingxue smiled faintly. “Yes, I’ve been busy with the College Entrance Examination lately, so I haven’t had time to come.”

The boss lady’s eyes curved into crescent moons as she smiled. “How did you do on the College Entrance Examination?”

Su Yingxue replied with a smile, “I did quite well.”

The boss lady nodded, glanced at Li Mu, and said teasingly, “It’s been a while. You’ve grown even prettier, girl, and your boyfriend is very handsome.”

Before Su Yingxue could explain, the boss lady pointed to an empty table nearby and smiled, “Come, sit here. What kind of soup base would you like?”

Su Yingxue turned to Li Mu. “Since you can eat spicy food, should I get the extra spicy soup base?”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded slightly.

Su Yingxue then ordered the soup base and iced cola from the boss lady, and sat opposite Li Mu at the small square table.

Li Mu had the impression that almost every girl loved skewered hotpot, a dish with immense freedom. After ordering a soup base, one could freely pick various ingredients to cook. Su Yingxue was no exception; she made two trips back and forth with a metal tray, bringing back all sorts of skewers.

While she was getting food, the boss lady brought over the soup base and turned on the heat. By the time Su Yingxue returned from her second trip, the fiery red soup base was already boiling.

“Do you want to go see if there’s anything you like?” Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, a little excited, after her two trips.

Li Mu glanced at the food on the table. The two full plates looked like more than enough for both of them. So, he waved his hand and said, “Let’s eat these first. Don’t want to have leftovers.”

“I eat a lot,” Su Yingxue raised an eyebrow, a hint of pride in her expression.

Li Mu said casually, “It’s fine, eat as much as you want. I have money.”

Su Yingxue put ingredients into the pot while pouting, “It’s very cheap. No matter how much you eat, it won’t cost much. Besides, I said I’m treating you to this meal, so you’re not allowed to snatch the bill.”

Li Mu nodded. “It’s rare for the School beauty to treat me to a meal. What kind of behavior would it be if I tried to pay?”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and smiled, then became serious again. “Oh, right. I heard that a crash course for a driver’s license only takes twenty days, so I’ll probably get my driver’s license before mid-next month. After I get it, I’m going to Yanjing.”

“Why go so early?” Li Mu was very surprised.

“To stay at my aunt’s place for a few days,” Su Yingxue smiled. “My aunt is in Yanjing, and she wants me to go early. On one hand, it’s to get familiar with the environment in Yanjing beforehand. On the other hand, she wants me to tutor my cousin in academic subjects. My cousin wants to take the art exam next year, but her academic subjects can’t fall behind.”

Li Mu then asked, “Generally, when does Renmin University start its semester?”

“Late August,” Su Yingxue said. “It should be around the 25th for registration and enrollment, and military training will start around the 28th.”

“So I should go to Yanjing around the twenty-third or twenty-fourth?”

“That’s right,” Su Yingxue said with a smile, thinking Li Mu didn’t want to leave home too early. “But don’t worry too much. After staying at school for just over a month, it’ll be the National Day holiday, and you can go home then.”

Li Mu gave a wry smile. “I’m not homesick; I’m worried I won’t finish things in Haizhou.”

Su Yingxue handed Li Mu some cooked spicy small meat. Just as she was about to ask him what he was busy with in Haizhou, a short girl suddenly stood in front of them and excitedly exclaimed, “Yingxue!”

Su Yingxue and Li Mu both looked up. Li Mu didn’t recognize the girl in front of them, but Su Yingxue said excitedly, “Ruru! What a coincidence, how did you end up here too?”

“I brought my high school classmates to try our Yucheng Middle School’s delicious food,” the girl called Ruru giggled. She then glanced at Li Mu, winked at Su Yingxue, and whispered, “Boyfriend?”

“Don’t talk nonsense!” Su Yingxue quickly said. “He’s my high school classmate. Let me introduce you, Li Mu.”

“Li Mu, this is Cao Ruru, my deskmate and good friend for all three years of junior high.”

“Hello,” Li Mu nodded with a slight smile. Being repeatedly mistaken for Su Yingxue’s boyfriend made this old man’s heart swell with delight. He felt that this must prove, in others’ eyes, that he and Su Yingxue were a perfect match of talent and beauty, very well-suited, right?

Just then, Cao Ruru looked at Li Mu through her thick prescription glasses and suddenly exclaimed, “Oh, it’s you!”

Li Mu was stunned, and so was Su Yingxue.

“Have we met?” Li Mu asked tentatively.

“Hey!” Cao Ruru jumped with excitement and said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, do you remember when we had our junior high reunion after the College Entrance Examination, I told you I met an incredibly formidable guy during the College Entrance Examination? He got hit by a car but still came to take the exam, and most importantly, the Invigilator from No. 5 High School tried to cause him trouble, but he ended up threatening them instead.”

“I remember,” Su Yingxue said, then stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. “Are you saying that person was Li Mu?”

“Absolutely!” Cao Ruru exclaimed, examining Li Mu excitedly as if she had met an idol. “Even though you’ve cut your hair, I’m sure it’s you!”





Chapter 65: A Lone Rider’s Dust

Li Mu wasn’t surprised that Su Yingxue ran into an acquaintance while eating. Haizhou City was just that small; as the old saying goes, it’s no bigger than an egg. In such a small city, running into acquaintances several times a day was almost a daily occurrence.

However, running into an acquaintance, and that acquaintance happening to be in the same College Entrance Examination testing room as him, was quite interesting.

Li Mu didn’t deny it in front of Cao Ruru. He nodded, “That’s right, it was me.”

Su Yingxue immediately smiled and said, “Oh, Ruru has always looked up to you as an idol. She said she’s never seen such a quick-witted young man in her life, someone who could scare an Invigilator’s face green with just one sentence.”

“I was mainly anxious to take the exam at the time; I wouldn’t call it quick-witted,” Li Mu replied.

That day, Li Mu’s posture in front of the Invigilator at No. 5 High School, looking as if he was about to start Faking an accident for compensation, indeed left all the high school students in the same testing room dumbfounded. Young people of that age often held an inexplicable admiration for peers who dared to do what they themselves wouldn’t.

Li Mu, however, didn’t think what happened that day was worthy of his peers’ admiration. He was merely defending his right to take the College Entrance Examination.

Cao Ruru smiled and said, “Mainly, that Invigilator was too hateful. In front of something as big as the College Entrance Examination, he still insisted on putting on airs. If it had been another student he put in such a difficult position that day, who knows how much their mindset would have been affected.”

Su Yingxue, beside them, nodded repeatedly and said to Li Mu, “When I first heard Ruru talk about it, I also agreed with your approach. You have to be firm when dealing with someone who lacks teaching ethics.”

Cao Ruru then looked at the two of them and chuckled, “I won’t disturb you two. My friend is waiting for me, so I’ll go ahead.”

Su Yingxue bid farewell to Cao Ruru, and Li Mu also politely nodded. After Cao Ruru left, Su Yingxue sat back down and said, “Everyone who came from the old Yucheng Middle School knows this restaurant. Even after going to high school, you can almost always see former middle school classmates whenever you come here.”

Li Mu smiled, “Mainly, the food is really delicious. This dry dipping sauce is especially authentic, almost exactly like the local flavor in Rongcheng.”

“You’ve been to Rongcheng?” Su Yingxue’s large eyes showed surprise. “I went once with my mom when I was in middle school and stayed in Rongcheng for over ten days. I especially loved the life there. As the locals say, it’s incredibly leisurely and comfortable, and most importantly, the food is fantastic!”

“I went a long time ago too. It really is a very leisurely and comfortable city.” Li Mu’s words carried a hint of emotion. In his previous life, he also liked Rongcheng. He had been assigned to work at the Rongcheng branch company for over half a year and had vivid memories of the life, food, and beautiful women there.

Su Yingxue smiled, “This summer vacation, I originally planned to travel. I told my parents I wanted to go to Rongcheng by myself. My parents initially agreed, but then my aunt insisted I go to Yanjing.”

“Go to Rongcheng by yourself?” Li Mu asked curiously, “Do you have relatives or friends there?”

“No.” Su Yingxue took a sip of cola, her clear eyes looking at Li Mu. “Do you want to go to the Qingzang Plateau?”

“Qingzang Plateau? Potala Palace or Mount Everest?”

“Both.” Su Yingxue chuckled softly, a hint of disappointment in her voice. “I’ve always wanted to go see them, but my parents never agreed to take me. I wanted to use the excuse of going to Rongcheng to play, and then fly into Tibet from Rongcheng.”

Li Mu gently shook his head, “Going into Tibet by yourself is too dangerous, especially by plane. You might get altitude sickness as soon as you get off the plane.”

Su Yingxue’s expression was surprised, “Is it that serious?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said, a rare seriousness in his brows.

“After all, it’s a plateau. Altitude sickness can be fatal if not handled properly. The airplane cabin is pressurized, so you don’t feel the increase in altitude when you fly up. The moment the cabin door opens, you’re facing an altitude of around four thousand meters. It’s very easy to experience altitude sickness the moment you get off the plane.”

Su Yingxue asked, puzzled, “Then what should I do?”

Thinking that the Qingzang Railway hadn’t opened yet, Li Mu said, “Like many people, I also long to go to Tibet. However, it’s said that the greatest joy of going to Tibet lies in the beautiful scenery along the way. So, I think in the future, I must go on a self-driving trip to Tibet.”

“Self-driving?” Su Yingxue frowned slightly. For two eighteen-year-olds, discussing a self-driving trip to Tibet felt too distant.

Li Mu then said, “Self-driving not only allows you to appreciate the unparalleled scenery along the way, but the altitude sickness will also be milder than flying. If you can find more friends, and three to five cars form a convoy to set off together, that would be even more wonderful.”

As he spoke, Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue, “Going to Tibet, you not only have to face altitude sickness but also harsh natural environments. Inadaptability to the human environment is also a problem. So, going to Tibet alone is very risky. Even people who go on self-driving tours form teams with several cars to look out for each other. Otherwise, if your car breaks down on the plateau, with no village ahead and no inn behind, you won’t even get rescue. The temperature drop at night can kill people. Luckily, your aunt made you go to Yanjing. Your idea was too naive.”

Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu with eyes full of surprise, suddenly feeling a little ashamed. She had always thought her mindset was slightly more mature and independent than her peers, but she never expected that her plan, which she considered bold and courageous, would be so naive in Li Mu’s eyes.

This guy, he seemed to have suddenly matured a lot, leaving others in the dust on the path of growth for his age group.

Su Yingxue rarely showed weakness and felt ashamed in front of a boy her age like she did today. After listening to Li Mu explain the pros and cons, she said in a muffled voice, “I understand. I thought too simply.”

After speaking, Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu with sparkling eyes and asked expectantly, “Will you choose to go on a self-driving trip to Tibet in the future?”

Li Mu nodded, “If conditions allow, definitely. Driving a good off-road vehicle to conquer National Highway 318 should be every man’s dream.”

Su Yingxue was smart enough not to ask Li Mu what National Highway 318 was. Instead, she silently kept it in mind and said to Li Mu, “If that day ever comes, you have to save the passenger seat for me.”

“Okay,” Li Mu replied without hesitation, as if making a promise cost nothing.

The two then found themselves talking more and more congenially.

Li Mu felt that today’s Su Yingxue was not the cold and strong goddess he had in his preconceived notions. Su Yingxue also felt that Li Mu exuded an unfathomable aura that made her uncontrollably curious.

…

By the time both of them were full, Su Yingxue’s bill still didn’t exceed one hundred yuan.

Li Mu offered to take Su Yingxue home by taxi, and Su Yingxue readily agreed. After arriving at the Public Security Bureau family compound, Su Yingxue didn’t forget to remind Li Mu before getting out of the car that he needed to report to the driving school tomorrow and start learning to drive.

Li Mu had no interest in learning to drive; he was already a veteran driver. Parking in reverse was something he did almost twice a day in his previous life, and the various miscellaneous items on the internal road test were not difficult at all. Logically, the best option would be to buy a pack of cigarettes and give it to the instructor, then simply not attend classes, and just show up for the actual test.

However, thinking that Su Yingxue would be among those learning to drive in the same class, Li Mu’s interest was piqued.

That night, Li Mu went home and discussed the specific logic and details of Yiting’s backend functions with Kong Lingyu online. Su Yingxue, at home, found a forum for self-driving enthusiasts online, and once she started looking, she became completely engrossed.

Only today did she learn about the length and danger of the Sichuan-Tibet Highway, and the grandeur and beauty of National Highway 318. She understood why some people say that the beauty of life is not in the result, but in the process. After experiencing all that beauty, the result seemed less important.

An intelligent eighteen-year-old girl wouldn’t take a boy her age’s promise seriously, but her mind couldn’t help but begin to fantasize. In her fantasy, she personally experienced the scenery that the netizens had experienced, and throughout the entire process, she was sitting in Li Mu’s passenger seat.





Chapter 66: Guo Yuhang’s Provocation

“You mean, we can touch the car today after reporting?”

The next morning, after meeting at the community entrance, Zhao Kang excitedly asked Li Mu.

Cars were an extension of a man’s speed and a symbol of success. Zhao Kang, at his age, was at the peak of his enthusiasm for cars.

Li Mu nodded, “It’s the first day at the driving school, so they’ll probably let us get in the car to familiarize ourselves with the driving procedures and gears, but it’s difficult to say if they’ll let you actually drive.”

“Really? Damn it, I was so excited yesterday I couldn’t sleep well all night.”

“What are you getting so worked up about?” Li Mu shook his head and said, “Practicing reverse parking and parallel parking is especially boring. You’ll know once you start learning.”

“How do you know? You haven’t learned yet.” Zhao Kang asked, looking curious.

“Just you wait and see.”

Jin’an Driving School’s grounds were located in the suburbs, about five or six kilometers from Li Mu’s home. The two hailed a taxi and headed straight for the driving school.

It wasn’t yet eight o’clock when they arrived at the driving school. The school had previously announced that everyone should gather at the small plaza in front of the driving school’s office building at eight. So, Li Mu and Zhao Kang took their respective slips and went directly to the plaza.

By then, seventy or eighty students had already gathered in front of the small plaza. Several instructors were already marking out areas, each holding a roster and calling out, “Class One over here!” and “Class Two here!”

Li Mu’s slip read “Car Two, Number Fourteen,” which meant Class Two. So, he called out to Zhao Kang, and they headed straight for the Class Two instructor.

Su Yingxue hadn’t arrived yet. Ten out of the fifteen students in Class Two were present. Li Mu took out his phone, preparing to call Su Yingxue, when suddenly someone gently tapped his shoulder. He turned around to see Su Yingxue, dressed in casual sportswear, smiling at him.

“I was just about to call you,” Li Mu said with a slight smile, pointing at the instructor. “That’s our class instructor over there. Just give him your slip and sign the roster.”

Su Yingxue nodded. She went to hand in her slip and sign her name, and when she returned to Li Mu and Zhao Kang, Zhao Kang, who had been squatting on the low concrete wall of the small flowerbed, suddenly jumped up.

“Guo Yuhang is here.”

Zhao Kang’s tone was hostile, and so was his gaze.

Li Mu looked up, and indeed, Guo Yuhang, with his hair parted in a three-seven split, approached from a distance with a smug expression. The guy was wearing a white Adidas tracksuit with black stripes, looking at Li Mu with a sinister smile, walking towards him. His expression clearly showed how pleased he was with himself.

Zhao Kang’s temper was like a powder keg, easily ignited. Seeing Guo Yuhang’s provocative demeanor and remembering how the guy had used his family connections to mess with Li Mu’s parents’ jobs, he immediately flared up.

“Damn it, if this jerk dares to utter another word of nonsense later, I’ll beat him!”

Zhao Kang’s eyes were dark and menacing, like a fierce hawk.

Li Mu patted his shoulder and whispered, “Don’t blindly stick up for me, lest your parents get dragged into this again.”

“Afraid of him? No way!” Zhao Kang was stubborn; he wouldn’t just go down one dark path, he’d jump to the bottom of any pit.

“Enough with the nonsense!” Li Mu’s expression was a bit annoyed. “If you cause trouble, I’ll just quit learning here and go take my driver’s license test in Yanjing later.”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, Zhao Kang could only nod grudgingly.

For nothing else, he only respected Li Mu.

Although Guo Yuhang had been looking at Li Mu with arrogant eyes, he didn’t come over. Instead, he held a slip and went straight to the Class Two instructor. Su Yingxue was stunned and asked in surprise, “Didn’t he get assigned to Car Three when he registered? Why is he registering with our instructor now?”

Guo Yuhang had indeed registered with the Class Two instructor. Although his name wasn’t on the Class Two instructor’s roster, the slip in Guo Yuhang’s hand was specially approved by the driving school principal. It stated that he was to be assigned to Class Two and even had the principal’s personal stamp.

Instructors often received slips approved by the principal, which usually meant the student had some connection to the principal and needed special consideration. The instructor didn’t think much of it, accepted Guo Yuhang’s slip, and then had Guo Yuhang add his own name to the roster.

Zhao Kang watched and couldn’t help but click his tongue, “Damn it, why is this guy like a persistent rash?”

“So annoying,” Su Yingxue also said, her face displeased.

Li Mu glanced at Su Yingxue, smiling, and said, “Don’t be annoyed. Just ignore him and focus on learning to drive.”

“Mm,” Su Yingxue nodded lightly.

Just then, after registering, Guo Yuhang sauntered over to Li Mu and the other two.

“Oh, Li Mu.” Guo Yuhang’s tone was provocative as he swept his gaze over Li Mu, then stared at Su Yingxue with a lecherous look for a while.

“Beautiful, we meet again. I never thought we’d be learning to drive in the same class. What a coincidence.”

Su Yingxue’s disgust was unconcealed. She turned her head away, not bothering to utter a single word.

Guo Yuhang didn’t mind. He turned back to Li Mu, sneering with an extremely arrogant tone, “Li Mu, I heard your parents were Laid off. Can your family even keep the pot boiling now?”

Li Mu’s expression showed no emotion. “You’re quite blunt. You’re the one who messed with my parents’ jobs, aren’t you?”

“Did I say I did it?” Guo Yuhang curled his lip. “Don’t talk nonsense. I’m not afraid of your slander, but if those words reach your parents’ ears and they mistakenly think you caused such a huge disaster, wouldn’t they break your legs?”

Li Mu waved his hand in disgust. “Alright, you coward who dares to do but not admit. Go play somewhere else.”

“You…” Guo Yuhang had originally thought that once Li Mu knew his parents were Laid off because he had provoked Guo Yuhang, he would panic or regret it deeply. After all, this was a major issue concerning his parents’ jobs, and the financial loss would severely impact their family’s life. An eighteen-year-old who caused such a huge mess would be considered a hero if they didn’t cry on the spot. He never expected Li Mu to be so full of himself!

Guo Yuhang felt that he held the lifeline of Li Mu’s family income and had to make him bow down in front of Su Yingxue. This would not only help him regain face but also let Su Yingxue know that his own family background was not inferior to hers.

So, Guo Yuhang suppressed the anger in his heart, raised his voice, and said with his head held high, “Li Mu, my dad is the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine, and my mom is the vice-chair of the union. As long as you kneel down and kowtow to me now, and call me Brother Hang, I’ll go back and tell my dad, and he’ll have your parents reinstated tomorrow.”

Guo Yuhang had been pondering for the past two days what method to use to make Li Mu bow down to him. After much thought, he decided that kneeling and kowtowing would be the most satisfying. Saying it now, feeling complacent, he was certain Li Mu would yield.

After all, they needed to survive. Guo Yuhang knew the current wage standards for Laid off workers; a dual-income couple would only earn five or six hundred yuan combined, which wouldn’t even be enough for Li Mu’s university expenses.

Li Mu didn’t get angry; instead, he laughed. Zhao Kang couldn’t hold back anymore. He suddenly stepped forward and angrily rebuked, “Damn it, Guo Yuhang, what the hell do you mean by that!”

“Oh, you look familiar too.” Guo Yuhang chuckled. “You’re also a child of a Xiling Coal Mine employee, aren’t you?”

Guo Yuhang’s contemptuous expression clearly conveyed a message: all children of Xiling Coal Mine employees had to bow down to him.

Li Mu extended an arm, blocking Zhao Kang, and gently pushed him aside. Zhao Kang remembered Li Mu’s earlier instructions and didn’t dare to charge forward, but his face was flushed with anger.

Then, Li Mu spoke, “Guo Yuhang, you’re eighteen or nineteen years old. Grow up. Can’t you see no one wants to bother with you? Why don’t you just get lost?”

“Damn it…” Guo Yuhang didn’t expect Li Mu to be so blunt. This concerned his parents’ jobs! Was this guy really disregarding his parents’ livelihood just for the sake of face?

Guo Yuhang’s prepared killer move was less than useless. He was furious inside and anxious verbally. His trump card failed, and Li Mu even called him out for shamelessly trying to butt in and talk to them, which made him extremely embarrassed.

“Li Mu, don’t just keep showing off. Think carefully: if you kneel, your parents go back to work. If you don’t, your parents stay Laid off, and your whole family won’t be able to keep the pot boiling!”

Guo Yuhang still thought Li Mu was a paper tiger. An eighteen-year-old who caused such a huge mess should logically be afraid.

“Kneel your mother’s ass, get lost!” Li Mu cursed with a frown, not even caring that Su Yingxue was nearby. He stared coldly at Guo Yuhang, “I’m keeping an account of what you did to my parents’ jobs. Sooner or later, I’ll settle it with you.”

“What the hell are you to count? Count with me! Count your mother!” Guo Yuhang was incredibly arrogant, his face fierce. As he spoke, he stepped forward to Li Mu, pushing hard on Li Mu’s shoulder blades, gritting his teeth and saying, “What kind of thing are you!”

Guo Yuhang thought Li Mu would never dare to lay a hand on him, especially with Su Yingxue right there. He really wanted Li Mu to back down and make a fool of himself in front of her.

But Guo Yuhang didn’t expect Li Mu to suddenly swing his hand and deliver a slap. It was a powerful blow that made his left cheek throb with pain, and stars burst before his eyes.

He had reached his limit.

That’s right, he might not have much background or power, but he had experienced Rebirth once, and he wasn’t going to be bullied by punks like Guo Yuhang. And to think he’d even drag his own parents into it, relying on his parents’ connections! You think you’re so impressive just because your dad’s a mine manager? Then today, I’ll burst that impressive bubble of yours!

Guo Yuhang’s face stung. He let out a yelp and before he could react, Li Mu jumped up and kicked him in the lower abdomen, sending him sprawling onto the ground, rolling one meter away.

As soon as Zhao Kang saw Li Mu make a move, he immediately wanted to join in. But Li Mu suddenly reached out, blocking him, and whispered, “I’m fighting him one-on-one. Don’t get involved.”

The reason Li Mu didn’t want Zhao Kang to get involved was that he was afraid of implicating Zhao Kang’s parents’ jobs, which was why he deliberately emphasized the words “one-on-one.”

When young people fighting mentioned a one-on-one, it meant a serious, one-on-one battle for dignity. Zhao Kang immediately nodded, suppressing his urge to act.

Guo Yuhang was covered in dust, with a huge shoe print on his stomach. He grimaced in pain, scrambled up, and roared, “I’ll f***ing kill you!”

Li Mu stepped forward and swung a punch fiercely at Guo Yuhang’s face. Guo Yuhang’s earlier ferocity instantly vanished. He quickly reached out to dodge, but unexpectedly, Li Mu’s other hand swung back, and with a smack, he slapped Guo Yuhang again.

Both slaps landed on the same side. Guo Yuhang’s face was already streaked with blood. Li Mu kicked him down to the ground again, pointed at him, and said, “Today, I’m just collecting some interest from you. We’re far from done. Get lost!”





Chapter 67: Breakthrough Point

Guo Yuhang had never suffered such a loss in his life. Now, being beaten while so many people watched, he was utterly humiliated.

If he were to get up and fight Li Mu recklessly, he might salvage some face, but Guo Yuhang truly didn’t dare.

He smoked, drank, and womanized, making his body much weaker than Li Mu’s. He was also half a head shorter than Li Mu. In a one-on-one fight, he was no match for Li Mu at all. What’s more, he was alone right now, with no one to help him, while Li Mu had Zhao Kang by his side. That guy was dark-skinned and burly, looking even stronger than Li Mu.

Guo Yuhang gnashed his teeth inwardly. Encountering this right at the start of driving school meant he had no face to continue learning at Jin’an Driving School this year. For now, he could only leave and find an opportunity to get revenge for today.

So Guo Yuhang scrambled up from the ground, retreating while pointing at Li Mu, shouting with intense hatred: “Li Mu, if you’ve got guts, just you wait! We’re not done today!”

Li Mu stared at him and said coldly, “If you don’t get lost, I’ll hit you again!”

“Fine, six PM, if you’ve got guts, wait at the driving school entrance! I’ll f***ing kill you!” Guo Yuhang finished, then turned and ran, spewing threats all the way, still shouting as he ran until Li Mu couldn’t even hear him anymore.

Li Mu couldn’t be bothered with him. He turned to Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue and said, “I guess that bastard won’t be learning to drive with us anymore.”

Su Yingxue stared at Li Mu and asked, “Did he really make his dad lay off Uncle and Auntie?”

Li Mu nodded. “My parents being Laid off actually suits my plans, but it has to be their own choice. This kid pulling a stunt like this, I just can’t let it go.”

Su Yingxue nodded with a look of understanding, saying, “To be so petty and vengeful over a small conflict, and even involve parents, this person is simply a scoundrel.”

“Scoundrel son, scoundrel father,” Zhao Kang spat hatefully, then said to Li Mu, “He said six PM, so I’ll call some people!”

Li Mu waved his hand. “No need.”

Zhao Kang’s eyes widened as he asked, “What if he brings people?”

“Let him bring them.” The moment Li Mu laid his hands on Guo Yuhang, he had no intention of making peace with him.

Throughout his three years of high school, Li Mu had been a good student. Most of the people he knew were classmates; he didn’t know a single thug from the streets. At this point, finding people to help him fight was practically impossible. Zhao Kang was the same; he couldn’t find any strong helpers either.

Li Mu had already decided in his heart: if Guo Yuhang brought people from outside, he would ask Song Liang for help.

If it were the programmer Li Mu from his past life, the last thing he would want to do was owe favors. He always believed that “a gentleman’s friendship is as clear as water,” and he would try his best not to trouble others. But the more he did so, the weaker his relationships with people became.

After his Rebirth, he felt deep sorrow for his former self. China was a society based on personal connections and favors. Expanding and strengthening one’s social circle relied on constantly owing and granting favors. Only those who could manipulate these favors at will could truly master networking.

Although there was a significant difference in social status and ability between himself and Song Liang, Ye Tianming served as a link between them. If he couldn’t repay Song Liang directly, he would find a way to repay Ye Tianming, and Ye Tianming would naturally help him repay Song Liang. Ultimately, the relationship between the three of them would also improve significantly through this exchange of favors.

After getting to know Song Liang, Li Mu also wanted to find an opportunity to strengthen their relationship. For no other reason than this: after he left, his parents would be doing business in Haizhou City. If anything happened, having Song Liang’s connection would give him peace of mind.

Since he wanted to strengthen his relationship with Song Liang, given his age, identity, and social status, he certainly wasn’t in a position to grant favors to Song Liang. The only way was to ask him for help and owe him a favor.

He was just wondering how to find a breakthrough point, and Guo Yuhang delivered himself right to his doorstep.

“Who is the other party?”

Inside a billiards hall in Haizhou City, a young man, twenty-five or twenty-six years old, wearing a black vest and black trousers, asked Guo Yuhang, who was standing beside him, while swinging a pool cue.

This young man was Zou Hua, a somewhat well-known thug in Haizhou City’s underworld. He owned a billiards hall in the city and also had a group of subordinates under him, often collecting money to settle disputes on the streets. Guo Yuhang frequently came to his establishment to play billiards. Zou Hua knew Guo Yuhang was a rich second-generation heir who spent lavishly, so he kept a relatively close relationship with him.

At this moment, Guo Yuhang was applying an ice pack to his swollen cheek, gritting his teeth and saying with a tearful voice, “That bastard is just a high school graduate.”

“Oh…” Zou Hua nodded lightly, said nothing more, and aimed for the next colored ball.

Guo Yuhang was burning with impatience. He blurted out, “Brother Hua, you can’t abandon your little brother on this!”

At this point, Zou Hua missed a shot. He cursed and tossed the cue aside, then turned to look at Guo Yuhang. “We’ve known each other for so long, how could your brother not help you? This afternoon, I’ll bring people to help you settle this. Whether you want an arm or a leg, I’ll get it done for you.”

“I want an arm!” Guo Yuhang blurted out.

Recalling how Li Mu had slapped him twice in a row, it was the first time he had ever been slapped in the face since childhood. This humiliation was unbearable for him; he had to get it back a thousandfold.

Zou Hua asked, “Which hand did he hit you with?”

“His right hand!”

Zou Hua immediately said, “Alright, then today I’ll help you break his right arm.”

As soon as he finished speaking, joy was written all over Guo Yuhang’s face. If Li Mu’s right arm was broken, that bastard wouldn’t even be able to hold chopsticks for three to five months. His parents were already Laid off, and their family situation was miserable enough. If he got injured again, it would be truly f***ing entertaining!

However, Zou Hua glanced at Guo Yuhang, seeing the undisguised excitement in his expression. He coughed and said, “Yuhang, I’m helping you so much, you’ve got to help your brother out a bit too, right?”

Guo Yuhang blurted out, “Just say the word, Brother Hua.”

Zou Hua didn’t speak. He pulled a car key out of his pocket.

A Honda car key.

Guo Yuhang knew that Brother Hua had just bought a sixth-generation Accord, which cost him over two hundred thousand yuan.

Zou Hua then said, “Look, my billiards hall doesn’t make much money in a month, and my subordinates who help settle disputes outside don’t earn much either. I still have a bunch of people to support. All the money I’ve earned in the past two years went into that car, so I’m really strapped for cash.”

Guo Yuhang immediately stated, “Brother Hua, if you help me with this, I’ll give you ten thousand yuan later.”

Guo Yuhang’s family was wealthy, and he himself had money, spending lavishly. This was precisely why Brother Hua paid extra attention to him.

Zou Hua shook his head with a look of reluctance. “You’re so young, and you need money for everything out there. How could I possibly take your money? If word got out, how could I, Zou Hua, still show my face in the underworld?”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

Zou Hua waved his hand and said sincerely, “Yuhang, I know your old man is the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine. A friend of mine recently pointed me in a direction. Many factories are currently in urgent need of coking coal. Have your old man issue me a coal extraction voucher for five thousand tons. Not only will I handle this matter beautifully for you, but once I get the voucher, I’ll also give you twenty thousand yuan.”

Coal prices had been rising sharply since the end of 2000, initiating several years of tight coal supply in the future. Currently, the actual market transaction price for coal was significantly higher than the ex-factory price, for both raw coal and coking coal. Although Zou Hua didn’t have a direct channel for reselling coal, he had long known about the high demand. A few days ago, while having dinner with some friends from the underworld, a capable coal dealer mentioned that he was willing to pay an extra twenty yuan per ton directly to anyone who could help him acquire more coking coal.

He had channels to sell coal, but he couldn’t acquire much of it because, currently, most coal was monopolized by those with real connections even before it left the mine or factory.

Therefore, in the current coal market, whoever could extract coal could make money.

The situation at Xiling Coal Mine’s coal washing plant was like most coal washing plants across the country: wanting to buy coal wasn’t enough with just money; one also needed a coal extraction voucher issued by a leader. Only with a voucher for a certain number of tons could that amount of coal be purchased. Otherwise, even with unlimited money, not a single ton of coal could be extracted.

After buying the car, Zou Hua’s life had become very tight, and he owed tens of thousands of yuan in external debt. He had been looking for a way to fill the financial hole recently. Just as Guo Yuhang came to him, he started thinking about the coal extraction voucher.

If he could get his hands on a five-thousand-ton coal extraction voucher, he wouldn’t have to do anything else. He just needed to find that coal dealer, and he could make one hundred thousand yuan in profit from the resale.

Zou Hua had also heard that all the coal from Xiling Coal Mine’s coal washing plant required a signed approval from Guo Yuhang’s old man, Guo Lin. He couldn’t help but wonder how much money that Guo Lin must be making from this.

Guo Yuhang was a profligate son, only knowing how to spend money and womanize. He had no idea how much profit margin there was in coal extraction vouchers. However, he knew his dad was a local tyrant at Xiling Coal Mine. Several thousand tons of coal extraction vouchers? That was just a flick of the wrist for his dad, wasn’t it? Besides, if he agreed to Zou Hua’s request, not only would Zou Hua help him deal with Li Mu, but he would also give him a twenty-thousand-yuan kickback. Twenty thousand yuan was a good sum, enough to have fun with a few decent girls.

So Guo Yuhang didn’t think much further. He immediately nodded. “Alright, it’s settled then. Brother Hua, you help me deal with that kid Li Mu, and tonight I’ll go home and talk to my dad about this.”

“Good!” Zou Hua’s eyes lit up. If he got the five-thousand-ton coal extraction voucher, his current financial crisis would be over. Moreover, he might even be able to do this kind of business with Guo Yuhang long-term in the future. Given that, he absolutely had to handle Guo Yuhang’s matter perfectly today.

“What time and where did you agree to meet that kid?”

“Six PM tonight, at the Jin’an Driving School entrance!”

“Alright! Today, your brother will take care of that kid for you!”





Chapter 68: A Little Interesting

Throughout the afternoon, Zhao Kang kept urging Li Mu to leave first, but Li Mu insisted on staying at the driving school.

The driving school’s rule was that classes ended promptly at six o’clock, at which point all training vehicles had to be driven to designated parking spots for registration. So, a little after five, a nervous Zhao Kang ran out and circled the area. He returned, panting, and told Li Mu, “There’s a group of people at the driving school entrance and another across the road, about a dozen of them. They look like thugs. You should climb over the wall and leave quickly.”

Upon hearing this, Su Yingxue immediately said to Li Mu, “I’ll call the police. I don’t believe they’d dare do anything to you once the police arrive.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Even if the police scare them off today, there’s still tomorrow. They haven’t broken any laws yet, so the police can’t do anything about them.”

“Damn it, we can’t just wait for them to make a move!” Zhao Kang exclaimed, agitated.

Li Mu smiled slightly, took out his phone, and said to the two of them, “I’ll make a call first.”

With that, Li Mu walked aside with his phone and dialed Song Liang’s number.

In this moment, Li Mu had completely deviated from his values in his previous life. Seeking Song Liang’s help was, in his eyes, the best method, and it offered multiple benefits. Not only could it resolve Guo Yuhang’s trouble once and for all, but it could also deepen his relationship with Song Liang. Before he left, he wanted to strengthen his ties with Song Liang, leaving his parents with a hidden yet powerful safeguard for their future in Haizhou.

As for Song Liang, ever since he brought Li Mu back to Haizhou last time, he had been waiting for Li Mu to contact him. They had talked the whole way, and Song Liang was very interested in the mature-for-his-age Li Mu. He had been waiting for an opportunity to forge a deeper connection with him. Coincidentally, he also hoped that Li Mu would have something he needed help with.

Receiving Li Mu’s call, Song Liang’s voice carried a hint of delight. “Brother Li, you finally remembered to call your older cousin.”

Li Mu’s voice held a touch of apology. “Brother Liang, I’m really sorry, I’ve been busy with things lately.”

Song Liang chuckled. “I heard about it. Tianming said you started a music website. I don’t quite understand it, but it sounds very trendy.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Song Liang to have inquired about him through Ye Tianming, so he smiled and said, “The website is one thing, but I also opened a store in Haizhou, and it’s currently undergoing renovations.”

“Oh? What kind of store? Is there anything your older cousin can help with?” Song Liang’s interest was immediately piqued. Opening a store? That was no simple feat. An eighteen-year-old not only finding a project online but also having the courage to set up a physical storefront—this made Song Liang regard Li Mu even more highly.

Li Mu chuckled. “I franchised a specialty store for a clothing brand, Metersbonwe. I wonder if Brother Liang has heard of it?”

“I have. Where did you open it? How big is it?”

“West Gate, about one hundred seventy square meters.”

Song Liang was stunned.

He knew Metersbonwe very well. Not just Metersbonwe, but many clothing brands. Although he was currently involved in residential real estate in Haizhou, he had worked in commercial real estate for many years in Jinling, following Ye Youdao. He could easily calculate how much it would cost to open a brand specialty store of about one hundred seventy square meters at West Gate with a quick mental tally.

Li Mu’s parents were both employees of Xiling Coal Mine. Song Liang almost instantly concluded that the money for opening this specialty store must have been earned by Li Mu himself. Although he didn’t know how he earned it, Song Liang certainly possessed that level of insight and judgment.

“I have over a hundred bus stop advertisements in my hands, and a few billboards in the city center. If you need them, I can give you free publicity.”

Those in real estate, besides hoarding land, also hoard advertising resources. Song Liang was happy to offer these to Li Mu as an added bonus at this moment.

Li Mu thanked him, then said, “Actually, the reason I called you today, Brother Liang, is because I have a small problem that I need your help with.”

“Just say the word.”

“It’s like this, I arranged a fight with someone today…”

Li Mu briefly explained: he had a minor conflict with a profligate son at the driving school, and he hit the other party. Now, the other party wanted to meet him for a fight at the driving school entrance at six o’clock.

Song Liang didn’t say another word, immediately stating, “I’ll head over right now. Before I arrive, if anyone tries to make a move, just mention my name.”

“Alright, thank you, Brother Liang.”

After hanging up, Song Liang stared at his phone and muttered to himself, “The son of the Xiling Mine manager, interesting.”

Li Mu returned to the class. Other students were lining up to get into the cars to familiarize themselves with the gears, accelerator, and clutch. As soon as Li Mu walked over, Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue eagerly asked him what his plan was.

Li Mu checked the time. “I called a friend. We’ll wait for his call.”

Zhao Kang’s face was full of worry. “What kind of friend? How many people can he bring?”

Li Mu shrugged. “I don’t know how many people he can bring.”

“How can that be enough? There are at least a dozen people on the other side…”

Li Mu remained calm. “Let’s just see. There’s no point in thinking too much about it now.”

…

Guo Yuhang sat in Zou Hua’s sixth-generation Accord, constantly checking the time on his watch.

It was fifteen minutes to six, and Guo Yuhang was starting to get impatient. He asked Zou Hua beside him, “Brother Hua, what are you going to do if that kid comes out later?”

Zou Hua calmly replied, “My men will restrain him. First, I’ll give you a chance to get your revenge. After you’re done hitting him, my men will break his arm.”

Guo Yuhang nodded, a look of utter malice on his face. “Damn it, he’s the first person who dared to hit me in my entire life, and he slapped me in front of so many people. The more I think about it, the more I can’t swallow this insult!”

Zou Hua patted his shoulder. “Later, we’ll surround him. You can hit him as much as you want, get your fill.”

“I’ll also make him kneel down and apologize to me in public!” Guo Yuhang gritted his teeth, simultaneously rubbing his hands together, waiting for the chance to redeem himself.

Zou Hua’s mind was entirely focused on the five thousand tons of coal extraction vouchers. He rolled down the car window, lit a cigarette, and said to Guo Yuhang, “If he doesn’t kneel then, I’ll break his legs!”

Upon hearing this, Guo Yuhang trembled with excitement.

Zou Hua extended one hand out of the car window to flick ash, his brows furrowed with smugness.

Just then, a brand new Audi A6 drove past the Accord and suddenly stopped next to Zou Hua’s car. The rear window of the Audi rolled down, and a man in his thirties looked at Zou Hua, a faint smile on his face. “Oh, it’s you, Huazi. What are you doing here?”

Zou Hua turned his head, saw the man in the back seat of the Audi, and immediately sat up in surprise, respectfully calling out, “Brother Jun.” He then quickly tossed his cigarette, pushed open the door, got out of the car, and stood outside the Audi’s window, bowing and fawningly saying, “Brother Jun, what are you doing here?”

“Just passing by. And you?”

Zou Hua hastily replied, “A younger brother of mine had a bit of a conflict with someone, so I came to help him settle disputes.”

“Oh, good.” The man addressed as Brother Jun nodded with a forced smile, then pointed at Huazi’s Accord. “Huazi, is this car new?”

Zou Hua rubbed his hands together, smiling as he said, “Yes, Brother Jun, I just picked it up.”

“Alright, carry on with your business.” Brother Jun finished, rolled up the window, and had the driver drive away. Zou Hua, standing behind the car, didn’t forget to wave and shout, “Brother Jun, take care!”

Sitting back in his Accord, Guo Yuhang asked in a hushed voice, his face full of awe, “Brother Hua, was that Zhang Wanjun?”

“That’s right.” Zou Hua nodded, a look of longing on his face.

Guo Yuhang was stunned. Zhang Wanjun was widely recognized as the top figure in Haizhou’s underworld, his reputation extremely well-known in Haizhou. Although he had never met him, he had always heard about him.

“Brother Hua, you even know Zhang Wanjun?”

Zou Hua looked somewhat smug. “Yes, I often go to Brother Jun’s establishments and I’m very familiar with him.”

Guo Yuhang knew that the “establishments” Zou Hua referred to were illegal gambling dens. Hearing Zou Hua say he was very familiar with Zhang Wanjun, he looked at Zou Hua with even more admiration.

“Brother Hua, when can you take me to Brother Jun’s establishments to see the world?”

“After this matter is settled, bring the coal extraction vouchers. I’ll arrange a gathering then, invite Brother Jun for a meal, and bring you along too.”

Zou Hua spoke carelessly, but Guo Yuhang believed him without a doubt, nodding repeatedly, full of anticipation.





Chapter 69: Will You Take the Fall for Him?

At 5:55 PM, Li Mu received a call from Song Liang, who had arrived at the driving school entrance.

Li Mu then said to Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue, “My friend is here.”

Zhao Kang blurted out, “How many people came?”

“Didn’t ask.”

Zhao Kang was speechless. Su Yingxue subtly moved to stand directly in front of Li Mu, saying earnestly, “Li Mu, listen to me just this once. I’ll call the police right now and have them take you home.”

Seeing her insistence, Li Mu said calmly, “Even if you find me the strongest turtle shell, I can’t just crawl in and never come out again. Don’t worry about it.”

Su Yingxue, usually calm and composed, grew anxious. “Is playing the hero meaningful at a time like this?”

Li Mu narrowed his eyes and said honestly, “It is.”

With that, Li Mu turned and walked around Su Yingxue, heading straight for the driving school entrance.

Su Yingxue’s first reaction was to chase after him and stop him, but Li Mu waved his hand without looking back. Su Yingxue stomped her foot in frustration, not chasing after him to stop him, but instead following closely behind him with Zhao Kang.

Inside the Honda Accord, Zou Hua and Guo Yuhang were both staring at the driving school gate. Zou Hua was fixated on the Mercedes S500 parked at the entrance, bearing a provincial capital license plate. This truly luxurious car made him incredibly envious. Guo Yuhang, on the other hand, was scanning every face in the crowd, searching for Li Mu.

He worried, would this kid have run away already?

However, the monk might run away, but the temple wouldn’t. How many days could he hide?

Just as he was thinking, Li Mu appeared right at the driving school entrance. Guo Yuhang immediately grew excited, pointing at Li Mu from afar and shouting, “Brother Hua, that’s the kid!”

“Good!” Zou Hua tore his envious gaze from the S500. Following Guo Yuhang’s finger, he clearly saw Li Mu, pushed open the car door, and said to the few younger brothers outside the car, “He’s out. Get to work!”

The younger brothers who were smoking immediately threw their cigarette butts to the ground, greeted another group of their own people at the driving school entrance, and then followed behind Zou Hua, walking straight towards Li Mu.

At this moment, Song Liang was standing at the driving school entrance. Seeing Li Mu, he waved to him.

Li Mu approached and politely greeted him, “Brother Liang, I’m really sorry about today. Thanks for coming all this way yourself.”

“It’s a small matter,” Song Liang smiled slightly. “I’ve arranged everything.”

Li Mu nodded. Since Song Liang said he had arranged everything, there was definitely no problem.

Just then, Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue also arrived. Neither of them knew Song Liang, but seeing that the friend Li Mu mentioned was actually just one person, they both felt extremely worried. Su Yingxue even prepared herself to call her father immediately if things felt wrong. For this kind of situation, calling the police might even be too late.

Song Liang saw Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue and asked Li Mu, “Are those two behind you your friends?”

“Yes.”

Song Liang nodded and chuckled softly, “Your girlfriend is really beautiful, good taste!”

Li Mu said, “We’re just classmates…”

Song Liang, however, said, “A man must first dare to think before he dares to act. Don’t you even have that much courage?”

Li Mu smiled knowingly, remaining silent.

Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue were dumbfounded. The two of them were chatting cheerfully a few meters away, completely unconcerned by the dozen or so people gathering from across the road and from another side. What exactly was going on?

Song Liang turned his head and also saw the two aggressive groups. Zou Hua, with Guo Yuhang’s still-swollen half-face and about ten younger brothers, walked directly in front of Li Mu.

Zhao Kang took two steps, standing beside Li Mu. Su Yingxue did the same.

Su Yingxue, with a hint of nervousness, asked Li Mu, “Should I call my dad?”

“No need, it’s fine.” Li Mu comforted Su Yingxue, but without thinking, as if by some strange impulse, he reached out and quietly took her soft, boneless little hand, gently squeezing her palm.

Su Yingxue’s small hand trembled, instinctively wanting to pull away, but after a slight twitch, she instantly gave up.

Li Mu’s fingertips lightly tapped Su Yingxue’s palm a few times, as if conveying a message, which greatly put Su Yingxue at ease.

“Li Mu!”

At this moment, emboldened by the dozen or so people backing him, Guo Yuhang was extremely arrogant. He stood face-to-face with Li Mu, pointing and cursing, “Weren’t you showing off this morning? I gave you a day, and you only found one person?”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “Your face is swollen and you’re still spouting nonsense. Just tell me how you want to resolve this.”

Guo Yuhang pointed at Li Mu and cursed loudly, “Damn it, you’re looking for death!”

Finished, he turned to Zou Hua and said, “Brother Hua, this kid is too arrogant. Let the brothers beat him up!”

Zou Hua also got angry. This kid was really showing off. He himself had come out, and this guy only brought one person and still dared to talk like that. This was clearly disrespecting him. He immediately shouted, “Damn it, beat him!”

No sooner had his voice fallen than Song Liang, who was standing beside him, suddenly reached out and blocked Li Mu, calmly saying to Zou Hua, “Let’s talk this over properly. Don’t resort to violence yet.”

“What the hell are you? Can you cover this matter today?”

Song Liang wasn’t angry. He pointed to the Accord across the road and asked, “That Accord looks pretty arrogant. Is it yours?”

“Is my car something you can point at with your finger? Get lost quickly, or I’ll beat you up too!”

Song Liang didn’t get angry; instead, he laughed. “Fighting is something kids like to do. Let’s talk about something more mature, as adults. How about this, let’s not stand here. There are so many onlookers, and you don’t want to cause trouble. Why don’t my younger brother and I get into your car, and we can talk slowly in there? If we can’t agree, it won won’t be too late to fight.”

Zou Hua had been in the underworld for so long, and this was the first time he had seen such a calm person. He carefully observed Song Liang; he didn’t find him familiar, so his heart relaxed quite a bit. Haizhou wasn’t big, and he basically knew or had an impression of everyone in the underworld, especially the big brother types, like Zhang Wanjun. But he had no memory of a person named Song Liang. This meant he definitely wasn’t from the underworld.

Just as Zou Hua hesitated, Song Liang added, “You have so many people, are you still afraid of the two of us?”

“Fine!” Zou Hua, provoked by Li Mu’s words, immediately nodded. “Then let’s talk in my car.”

Zou Hua’s younger brothers surrounded Li Mu and Song Liang. Li Mu started walking towards the other side of the road, then turned to see Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue following. He quickly said, “You two don’t follow.”

Zhao Kang was about to speak when Li Mu added, “Kangzi, help me stop Su Yingxue.”

Zhao Kang was speechless. He had just wanted to refute Li Mu’s first sentence, but now Li Mu wanted him to help stop Su Yingxue, leaving him unsure how to respond.

However, on second thought, Li Mu and the middle-aged man he brought were both so calm, suggesting they had a plan. In this situation, he wouldn’t be much help by following, and Su Yingxue, as a girl, would be even less so. So he said to Su Yingxue, “Let’s not go over.”

Su Yingxue recalled Li Mu’s subtle gesture of holding her hand earlier and felt that Li Mu was quite confident at the time. He should have his way of handling things. She nodded to Zhao Kang, and the two stood across the road, staring intently as Li Mu and Song Liang got into the back seat of Zou Hua’s Accord.

Zou Hua gave Guo Yuhang a look, signaling him to get into the front passenger seat. Zou Hua himself got into the driver’s seat. The other younger brothers all surrounded the car, afraid that the amiable-looking Song Liang would suddenly pull out a knife and hijack Zou Hua.

Zou Hua, sitting in the driver’s seat, turned his body to look back, staring at Song Liang, and shouted fiercely, “Your younger brother hit my brother. How do you plan to discuss this matter?”

Song Liang pointed at Guo Yuhang in the passenger seat and asked, “Your brother is this kid, right?”

“That’s right,” Zou Hua nodded.

Song Liang then asked, “According to what you’re saying, you’re going to take the fall for everything your brother does?”

Zou Hua frowned. “What the hell are you talking nonsense with me for?! Of course I’ll take the fall for my brother’s matters, and I’ll get revenge for the bullying my brother suffered!”

Song Liang nodded, looking relieved, and said with a smile, “Since that’s the case, I’m relieved.”

Zou Hua couldn’t figure out what trick Song Liang was playing, but since he was in front of Guo Yuhang, he naturally had to support him to the end. So, with a sneer and an arrogant air, he said, “Let me tell you, my patience has limits. My brother said there are a few principles that must be followed for your younger brother’s matter. First, kneel and apologize…”

At this moment, Song Liang dropped his previously amiable expression, waved his hand, and said coldly, “First, shut up. I’m not talking to people like you. I’ll get a friend to talk to you.” With that, Song Liang pulled out his phone and dialed a number.

“Damn it, don’t take my kindness for granted! If you’re not going to talk, then get lost, or I’ll beat you up too!” Zou Hua heard the disdain in Song Liang’s tone and immediately exploded. Just as he was about to flare up, he suddenly heard a series of successive braking sounds from outside.

Immediately after, a voice filled with ruthlessness came from outside, saying, “Brother Jun is handling business. All you little punks who don’t want to die, get lost!”





Chapter 70: The Sky Has Fallen

Zhang Wanjun was known to everyone in the Haizhou underworld, but because he had become increasingly low-key over the past two years, most low-level thugs hadn’t had the chance to meet him. However, the person who shouted was recognized by almost all thugs in Haizhou; this person was Lu Yong, the manager of Century of Light, a disco in Haizhou.

Century of Light, which opened at the end of 1999, had always been Haizhou’s largest disco. As for Lu Yong, the manager, he was, to put it plainly, the head enforcer of the establishments.

Century of Light was almost the most popular spot for Haizhou thugs, so Lu Yong’s face and reputation were extremely well-known among them. Everyone knew he was bold and ruthless with many subordinates, and they knew even more that his boss was Zhang Wanjun. As Zhang Wanjun himself rarely involved himself in underworld affairs these days, Lu Yong was essentially Zhang Wanjun’s representative in the underworld.

When Lu Yong roared, Zou Hua’s subordinates, who were surrounding them outside, finally noticed that five cars had pulled up at once.

An Audi A6, two Mitsubishi Pajeros, and two Haima Premas. Except for the Audi, which remained still, the other four cars disgorged over twenty people in one go, directly surrounding them. Lu Yong, leading the group, held an iron rod wrapped in black electrical tape, his face grim.

These thugs were bewildered, frozen on the spot. Just now, Zhang Wanjun’s brand-new A6 had parked next to their boss’s Accord, and Zhang Wanjun had even greeted their boss. Everyone had been saying that their boss actually had a connection to Zhang Wanjun, truly keeping it under wraps. But how, in the blink of an eye, had Zhang Wanjun’s top enforcer, Lu Yong, come charging over?

Seeing that these thugs were still standing rooted to the spot, Lu Yong became furious. He swung the steel pipe without hesitation, smashing it into the head of the closest young man, instantly splitting his head open and making him bleed profusely.

“Do you think I’m talking nonsense? All of you, get the hell out of here, quickly!”

These subordinates immediately understood that Lu Yong was here to deal with them. Unlike Zou Hua, Lu Yong had always been known for his ruthlessness in the underworld. Haizhou’s thugs knew his stories by heart, and when they talked about his methods, they all turned pale at the mention of it.

So, the dozen or so subordinates outside Zou Hua immediately scurried away with their heads in their hands. Lu Yong was still not satisfied, chasing after them, hitting and kicking them with his rod. Every movement came with its own sound effect: “Damn it, still dawdling!” “Motherfucker, why aren’t you getting out faster!” “Son of a bitch, you dare to look back? Look at your mother’s ass!”

Zou Hua was stunned. He had just gotten out of his car, wanting to see what was happening, only to witness Lu Yong single-handedly beating all his subordinates away. His own men were like sons seeing their father, only knowing to flee with their heads in their hands, not even daring to utter a peep.

“Brother Yong, what are you doing…” Zou Hua felt a pang of panic. He wasn’t stupid; seeing this formation, he immediately realized something was wrong. Connecting it to Song Liang, who had been incredibly calm in the car, he instinctively thought that Lu Yong must be the reinforcement Song Liang had brought.

By then, Zou Hua’s subordinates had all been chased away. The dozen or so people fled in all directions like stray dogs. They could always find another boss, but if they offended Lu Yong, they wouldn’t be able to survive in Haizhou anymore. Moreover, since Lu Yong had made an appearance, it was clear even to a fool that Zou Hua definitely couldn’t stand up to him. Who would be willing to risk it for him at this point?

Lu Yong kept tapping the iron rod in his right hand against his left palm, narrowing his eyes as he sized up Zou Hua. “Huazi, right? What’s the meaning of this? Did you cross Brother Liang today?”

Cold sweat broke out on Zou Hua’s back. He said fawningly, “Brother Yong, this must be a misunderstanding, right? One of my brothers was beaten by a high school student, so I just helped him get some revenge. I didn’t cross any Brother Liang.”

Zhang Wanjun, who had driven here earlier, walked out of his Audi and stood before Zou Hua, narrowing his eyes as he asked, “Huazi, you dare to provoke even my friends? From now on, are you going to be in charge of everything in the Haizhou underworld?”

Zou Hua felt as if the sky was about to collapse. Half an hour ago, Zhang Wanjun had greeted him proactively, and he had felt delighted, his vanity soaring. But now he understood that Zhang Wanjun was actually here to cause him trouble.

“Brother Jun, there must be a misunderstanding. I really don’t know any Brother Liang. I just…”

Zhang Wanjun raised a hand to signal him to shut up, then looked at Song Liang sitting in the Accord and chuckled, “Old Song, are you addicted to sitting in that beat-up Accord?”

At this moment, Song Liang pushed open the door and got out. He first nodded and smiled at Zhang Wanjun, then looked at Zou Hua and said calmly, “Let me introduce myself. My name is Song Liang. Li Mu is my younger brother. Since you yourself said today that you’d take the fall for your brother’s matter, then I’ll settle the score with you.”

Li Mu also got out of the car at this time.

With a big shot helping him, he adhered to the principle of “say less, do less, learn more.” After getting out of the car, he just stood there, not speaking.

When Zou Hua heard the name Song Liang, the sky that was about to collapse completely fell.

Song Liang’s reputation in Haizhou was no less than Zhang Wanjun’s. Although he himself wasn’t involved in the underworld, everyone in Haizhou knew that his influence in Haizhou was far greater than Zhang Wanjun’s.

Firstly, Song Liang was much richer than Zhang Wanjun. Song Liang was involved in real estate in Haizhou, and Zhang Wanjun was the one who followed behind him, contracting all the cement and sand for his construction sites, essentially making money by following Song Liang.

Secondly, Song Liang’s connections were infinitely stronger than Zhang Wanjun’s. Zhang Wanjun had been trying to legitimize himself for the past two years, but no matter how much he cleaned up his act, he wouldn’t become an honored guest of the municipal party committee leaders, nor would schools invite him to cut ribbons for new teaching buildings. It was even more impossible for him to have Song Liang’s intricate network of connections in Jinling. He was just a thug; no matter how impressive he was in his own small territory in Haizhou, he was ultimately unpresentable. Song Liang, on the other hand, was not a thug; he was an upper-class celebrity, a social elite capable of controlling both legitimate and illegitimate forces.

Zou Hua understood these principles very well. He wasn’t a fool, and helping Guo Yuhang wasn’t out of blind impulsiveness; it was to extract benefits from Guo Yuhang’s father. He just hadn’t expected that a mere high school student could invite someone like Song Liang, who was a god-like figure in Haizhou.

“Brother Liang, I was wrong, I didn’t know who I was dealing with, I deserve to die, I…”

In his panic, Zou Hua was so flustered he almost had a heart attack.

Guo Yuhang, who was in the car, also felt his heart about to leap out of his chest at the sight. Although he hadn’t gotten out, he saw and heard everything outside clearly. At this moment, he also realized that Li Mu was so powerful that today’s matter might not end well.

Extremely terrified, Zou Hua kept saying how much of a scoundrel he was, while continuously slapping his own face, hitting with both hands. The sound was quite crisp; he was really putting his back into it.

Song Liang said impatiently, “Don’t tell me all this useless stuff. You just said yourself here that you’d take the fall for your brother’s matter. Since that’s the case, I’ll tell you my solution.”

Zou Hua, with a crying voice, quickly pleaded, “Brother Liang, I was really wrong, please forgive me, I…”

“Listen to me first!” Song Liang was annoyed. He punched the roof of the Accord with a clang, scaring Zou Hua and Guo Yuhang in the car out of their wits.

Lu Yong saw that Song Liang was agitated. He swung the steel pipe with both hands and slammed it horizontally into Zou Hua’s back, instantly knocking him to the ground. Then Lu Yong grabbed his hair at the back of his head, pulling his upper body up and forcing him to kneel, his waist bent into a C-shape.

“Brother Liang hasn’t finished speaking. If you say one more word, I’ll tear your mouth open.”

Lu Yong’s voice wasn’t loud, but his words were extremely clear, laced with a hint of ruthlessness.

Zou Hua’s back was in excruciating pain, and his scalp hurt terribly, but he didn’t dare to utter another sound for the life of him.

Song Liang waved his hand, “Little Yong, don’t be impulsive. Let’s all calm down and talk things through.”

Lu Yong nodded, releasing Zou Hua. Zou Hua didn’t dare to stand up and remained kneeling on the ground.

Song Liang then returned to his usual calm demeanor and began, “Your brother provoked my younger brother, and my younger brother hit him. That’s a matter between the two of them, and they should have resolved it themselves. I shouldn’t have interfered. But you insisted on showing off and taking the fall for him, so you can’t blame me for stooping to your level.”

“You tried to mess with my younger brother and cursed me for a long time. I need to settle this score with you. And since you repeatedly emphasized that you’d take the fall for your brother’s matter, I’ll just settle everything with you.”

When Zou Hua heard this, he quickly pleaded, “Brother Liang, cursing you was my fault, I deserve to die. You can hit me, scold me, I have nothing to say. But I won’t take the fall for this kid anymore. This kid caused his own trouble, dragging me into it and offending you. Let him bear the consequences for what he did.”

Song Liang glanced at Guo Yuhang, who was pale with fright in the car, and said to Zou Hua, “Since you said you’d take the fall, you have to take it. If you feel unwilling, you can settle with him separately after I’m done with you.”

Zou Hua immediately panicked, wanting to beg for mercy and explain, but Song Liang waved his hand and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t hit you or scold you. I’m just angry, and today I’m going to do some business with you.”

Zou Hua was confused. Song Liang glanced at the brand-new Accord and asked, “How much did you pay for this car?”

“Two… two hundred sixty-eight thousand.”

Song Liang said calmly, “I’ll buy your car at its original price. What do you think?”

Zou Hua was even more bewildered, but Song Liang said he wanted to buy his car. He instinctively wanted to quickly say he didn’t want money, but this car had truly drained his life savings. He usually spent lavishly, and after years in the underworld, all the money he had saved went into this car. He really didn’t dare to say such a thing.

Seeing no reaction from him, Song Liang frowned and urged, “Speak!”

Zou Hua quickly blurted out, “Okay, okay, whatever Brother Liang says goes.”

“Alright, two hundred sixty-eight thousand. This car is mine.” Song Liang nodded, then turned to Lu Yong and said, “Little Yong, this car really annoys me. Have your brothers smash it for me right now.”





Chapter 71: Don’t Say I Bullied You

For someone like Song Liang, who had been mingling in the business world for many years, his way of dealing with people and situations was far deeper and more complex than that of his peers. As soon as he arrived at the driving school entrance, he had already decided how to handle today’s situation. He wouldn’t lay a hand on Zou Hua, nor would he touch that arrogant young punk who was opposing Li Mu. Instead, he would use the most effective method to achieve multiple desired outcomes.

When Song Liang said he wanted to smash the car, Lu Yong immediately agreed, calling his brothers to charge forward. Zou Hua didn’t dare to utter another word. Since Song Liang had already said he would buy the car at its original price, and Zou Hua had agreed, then even if Song Liang were to burn the car down to its frame on the spot, Zou Hua couldn’t even frown, or he would offend this figure of immense power.

Not to mention that the other party was willing to pay; even if he didn’t pay and simply burned the car for free, Zou Hua wouldn’t dare to utter a single complaint.

In that sense, Song Liang was being generous.

Lu Yong’s group of enforcers were all battle-hardened. In an instant, they wielded various weapons and rushed towards the brand new Honda Accord, which was still in its break-in period.

Guo Yuhang was so scared he pushed the door to escape, but one of Lu Yong’s subordinates kicked him to the ground. Immediately after, someone hauled him up and threw him in front of Zou Hua.

Then, the scene was filled with various sounds of impact and shattering.

Bang, bang, bang went the iron rods striking the car’s metal body.

Crash, crash, crash went the large and small pieces of the car’s glass.

Rip, rip, rip went the daggers slashing through the leather seats and cushions.

Hiss, hiss went the four tires as they were punctured and slashed…

The clanging and banging continued for ten minutes, until the previously brand new Honda Accord looked no different from a pile of scrap metal.

Song Liang was satisfied. He nodded, signaling Lu Yong to stop. After the destruction kings were called off, Song Liang said to Zou Hua, “Don’t say I bullied you. Since you’re willing to sell me the car, it’s mine. Come to my company tomorrow to collect the money.”

How could Zou Hua have any objections? He nodded repeatedly, thanked him, apologized, and then raised the car keys above his head with both hands, offering them to Song Liang.

Zhang Wanjun, who had been silent all this time, suddenly spoke up, “General Manager Song, why should you pay for such a small matter? Don’t worry about the car; just consider it me spending money to buy it for your amusement, bro.”

Song Liang made no attempt to hide his feigned reluctance, asking, “Wanjun, is that appropriate? That’s too much trouble!”

Zhang Wanjun laughed heartily, “Appropriate? What’s there to be troubled about between us?”

Song Liang pretended to hesitate even more, then said straightforwardly, “Alright, then thank you.”

Zhang Wanjun then said to Zou Hua, “Huazi, come to me later for the car money.”

Zou Hua was instantly dumbfounded.

When Song Liang had just told him to come get the money from him, he had spoken with such sincerity that Zou Hua had thought himself truly lucky today. He had resolved that after getting the car money back, he would learn to behave himself. But he never expected that the over two hundred thousand for the car would suddenly transfer to Zhang Wanjun. The worst part was, he didn’t dare to say a single word of protest.

Even worse, he had already realized that he wouldn’t get the car money back. Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun were simply putting on a show. Now that Zhang Wanjun had taken the car money upon himself, Zou Hua wouldn’t dare to ask him for it, even if he borrowed two times his usual courage!

Zou Hua’s head spun, and his heart sank to rock bottom. This time, he was truly finished. His newly bought car was gone, a loss of two to three hundred thousand. Moreover, Haizhou was so small; what happened today would spread throughout Haizhou by tomorrow. He had offended Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun, and from now on, he would have no place to survive in the underworld.

Thinking of such a desperate situation, Zou Hua couldn’t help but look at Guo Yuhang. Anger surging within him, he suddenly punched Guo Yuhang squarely on the bridge of his nose. Guo Yuhang’s blood gushed forth instantly, while Zou Hua, enduring the pain in his back, grabbed Guo Yuhang by his three-seven split hair and frantically punched him repeatedly in the face, blow after blow, until his entire face was a bloody mess.

“Guo Yuhang, how dare you screw me over!” Zou Hua was nearly hysterical. He couldn’t afford to offend anyone else around him, except Guo Yuhang, the culprit.

Just then, several police cars roared to a halt. It turned out that as soon as Lu Yong started smashing the car, a pedestrian on the roadside had called the police.

When the police arrived and saw both Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun, their scalps tingled. These two were not people ordinary police officers in Haizhou could afford to offend.

So the police went through the motions of questioning them. When they heard Zhang Wanjun say that he was bored out of his mind and bought a car just to let his brothers smash it for the sound, the police quickly adopted his explanation. They downplayed the serious matters and made the minor ones disappear. With that, the car-smashing incident was over.

What remained was Zou Hua assaulting Guo Yuhang.

Guo Yuhang’s face was beaten to a pulp; his mother probably wouldn’t recognize him. Zou Hua was exhausted from hitting him but was still not satisfied. The meager status and car he had only just managed to acquire after years of hustling were all gone in an instant. He couldn’t hate anyone else, so Guo Yuhang deserved this terrible misfortune.

The police politely greeted Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun, then arrested Zou Hua and sent Guo Yuhang to the hospital.

After the police left, Song Liang asked Zhang Wanjun, “How are you going to handle that Accord?”

Zhang Wanjun laughed, “Leave it here. If that kid wants it after he gets out, he can drag it back and fix it himself.”

Song Liang nodded. He didn’t care about that; as long as the matter was resolved and he had vented his anger, anything was fine.

Zhang Wanjun, however, said, “We’ve been smashing it for a while, but it’s really just the bodywork and glass. Little Yong, aren’t you best at this? Give us a demonstration.”

Lu Yong grinned, pried open the deformed hood, and then completely drained the engine’s coolant. Then he said to Song Liang, “Brother Liang, if you please, the car keys.”

Song Liang tossed the car keys over. Lu Yong bent down and started the car, then found a brick to press on the accelerator. The engine let out a piercing shriek. A few minutes later, there was a sudden bang and explosion, followed by thick white smoke pouring from the engine compartment, and the engine completely seized up.

Seeing this scene, Song Liang turned his head to Li Mu and said, “Brother will arrange something tonight. Want to have dinner together?”

Li Mu couldn’t refuse, so he said, “Whatever Brother Liang arranges.”

“Alright then.” Song Liang nodded, glanced at Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue across the road, and said, “There’s an eco-park that just opened by the Haihe River in Beiguan. Let’s eat there. Bring your little brother, but don’t bring your girlfriend. Don’t scare the young lady. You should send her home first.”

Li Mu didn’t explain, just nodded and said, “Okay, I’ll send her back first, then head straight to the eco-park.”

“Have you learned to drive the car?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Alright then.” Song Liang turned to Zhang Wanjun and said, “Let’s have dinner together tonight. I’ll ride in your car, and let my brother drive my car to send his girlfriend home.”

Zhang Wanjun nodded readily, but he scrutinized Li Mu, marveling inwardly: What’s this kid’s background? Such a trivial matter made Song Liang put on such a grand show?

Li Mu also understood that since he had decided to befriend Song Liang, he shouldn’t be afraid of owing him favors early on. So he didn’t refuse Song Liang’s kind offer to lend him the car.

Immediately, Song Liang called his driver over, told him to get out, and handed the car over to Li Mu. Before getting in, Li Mu said to Song Liang, “Brother Liang, I’ll have my brother go with you first.”

“Alright, saves you from bringing a third wheel. Let him come over. Call me when you’re done.”

Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue across the road had been stunned for twenty minutes and still hadn’t recovered. At first, they were worried sick about the two people who had gone into the Accord, but then several more cars and over twenty people suddenly appeared, and the situation took a one hundred eighty-degree turn.

Zou Hua’s subordinates had all fled, his car was smashed, he was taken away by the police, and Guo Yuhang was nowhere to be found.

The scene was too chaotic at the time, and too many people were围观, so even when the unconscious Guo Yuhang was taken into a police car and sent to the hospital, they didn’t see any trace of him.

Now, Li Mu was right across from them. Under their gaze, he got into the Mercedes-Benz. He skillfully made a U-turn, and the car stopped beside them.

Li Mu pushed open the passenger door and said to them, “Kangzi, go across the road and find the person who was with me earlier. We’re having dinner together tonight. You go with their car. Yingxue, get in, I’ll drive you home.”

Zhao Kang paused, looked at Li Mu, then at the group of people across the road. He had countless questions in his mind, but at that moment, he didn’t ask a single one. He just nodded and said to Li Mu, “Alright, I’m going. Drive carefully.”

After speaking, Zhao Kang greeted Su Yingxue and ran to the other side of the road. Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, also suppressing the countless questions in her heart, and got into the passenger seat of the Mercedes-Benz.

As the car started, Li Mu said, “The people over there are too messy. I won’t bring you to dinner tonight.”

Su Yingxue asked, “Is the matter resolved?”

“It’s resolved.”

“Is the person you found very powerful?”

“You could say so. He’s quite powerful in Haizhou.”

“Why is he helping you so much? Will it bring you unnecessary trouble in the future?”

Hearing this, Li Mu was surprised by Su Yingxue’s comprehensive thinking. He explained, “No trouble. I might not be able to repay the favor I owe him, but I can make others owe me favors, and then have them repay this favor for me.”

“An indirect approach?”

“Something like that.”

Su Yingxue nodded and didn’t ask any more questions. She felt that Li Mu was even more mature than she had imagined.

Li Mu drove the car to the Municipal Bureau family compound. After Su Yingxue said goodbye to Li Mu and got out of the car, Li Mu stayed in the car, watching her enter the residential area before driving away again.

Li Mu, driving away, didn’t realize that the scene of Su Yingxue getting out of his car had just been witnessed by Su Weimin, who was in a Passat behind them.

When Su Weimin saw his daughter get out of a Mercedes-Benz, he felt all the blood rush to his head, and his mind exploded with a buzz, followed by a persistent ringing in his ears. His paternal love made him want to immediately chase after the car, force it to stop, and demand an explanation.

Calming down slightly, Su Weimin stepped on the accelerator to follow, while pulling out his car radio and reporting the Mercedes-Benz’s license plate number, asking if anyone in the traffic police department recognized this Jinling-plated Mercedes-Benz.

Su Weimin had only one thought in his mind: If some rich and powerful person was truly having designs on his daughter, no matter how powerful their background, he would never let them off!





Chapter 72: A False Alarm

Traffic police departments have a common professional quality: memorizing license plates.

Every day, they deal with all sorts of vehicles on the road, and a single misstep could lead them to offend someone they can’t afford to. Therefore, memorizing license plates is a skill every traffic police officer must force themselves to master.

So, when Su Weimin asked for the Mercedes-Benz’s license plate number over the radio, someone immediately replied, “That car belongs to Song Liang, the general manager of our Haizhou Wanying Company.”

Su Weimin’s anger flared instantly. He had always disliked real estate developers; such people could operate effectively in both legitimate and illegitimate circles, were rich and powerful, and typically the most arrogant. He had heard of Song Liang himself, and although he didn’t know him well, the thought of his daughter getting into his car and being driven home by him made Su Weimin realize that nothing good could come of this!

Li Mu drove with concentration, not noticing a Passat trailing him until a sudden roar of an accelerating engine came from behind. Only then did he realize a Passat was overtaking him. Li Mu didn’t think much of it, but then the Passat suddenly signaled right and turned, blocking the road not far in front of Li Mu’s car.

Su Weimin’s assigned car didn’t have police markings, so Li Mu had no idea what kind of car it was. But the fact that it suddenly cut him off and blocked the road right in front of him clearly meant it was coming for him.

Li Mu was forced to stop the car, determined not to get out. Just then, a grim-faced middle-aged man in a police uniform stepped out of the Passat’s driver’s seat. As he walked towards Li Mu, he pulled out a document and held it up with one hand.

“Police! Turn off the engine and get out of the car!”

“It’s over…” Li Mu didn’t recognize Su Weimin, but he now clearly saw the man’s police uniform and the large police emblem on the officer’s ID in his hand. This was truly a pain in the neck. Since his Rebirth, he had only driven without a license a few times, so how could he be so unlucky as to be stopped by the police? Was there something wrong with his driving just now?

Although he felt a headache coming on, Li Mu didn’t dare to act rashly. He turned off the engine and pushed the door open to get out. But the moment Li Mu stepped out, Su Weimin, who had been full of rage, was dumbfounded.

He was almost in front of Li Mu now. He had expected the general manager of Wanying Company, Song Liang, to step out of the car, but to his surprise, it was a young man.

Su Weimin suppressed the surprise in his heart, strode forward, and said sternly, “Show me your driver’s license and Identity Card.”

Li Mu felt guilty. He looked left and right, hesitated for a long time, then finally pulled out his wallet from his pocket, took out his Identity Card, and held it up to Su Weimin with both hands, bowing slightly. He said pitifully, “Officer, I’m sorry, I haven’t received my driver’s license yet…”

Su Weimin took Li Mu’s Identity Card. Seeing his age, just turned eighteen less than half a year ago, he was about the same age as his daughter.

Since they were peers, Su Weimin’s previous tension immediately eased by more than half.

“Driving without a license, you’ve got some nerve, kid! Tell me, what do you do?”

“Reporting, Officer, I’m a student from City No. 1 Middle School, just graduated from high school.”

“Oh, from First Middle School, which class?”

“Class Seven…”

Su Weimin paused, his own daughter was also in Class Seven.

“What’s your homeroom teacher’s name?”

“Pang Dahai.”

Su Weimin knew Li Mu was telling the truth, but he raised his voice a bit, feigning anger, “Are you messing with me? Isn’t that the name of a traditional Chinese medicine?”

Li Mu quickly explained, “It’s Pang, not ‘fat’ Pang, it’s the Pang from ‘Guanglong Pang’.”

Su Weimin nodded slightly, then asked, “How many points did you get on the college entrance exam?”

“Six hundred thirty-six…”

“Oh, not bad, you study so well, don’t you know that driving without a license is illegal?”

“Officer, I’m currently taking my driver’s license test, at Jin’an Driving School…”

Upon hearing this, Su Weimin completely relaxed, what a false alarm! So this kid was his daughter’s classmate, and they were learning to drive together. It seemed his biggest worry was just a baseless rumor. However, he was still curious about the kid’s background. Was he a rich second-generation heir? Was he pursuing his daughter, or were they already dating?

“Even if you’re taking the test, it’s still driving without a license. Where did you get the car?”

“A friend’s, he lent it to me to test it out…”

“Your friend is quite generous, lending such an expensive car for you to test it out?”

Li Mu scratched his head, “Yeah…”

Su Weimin had originally intended to let Li Mu go and just head home for dinner himself. But the thought of this kid making him nervous for half a day, and even going so far as to directly chase and stop the car, made him feel a bit unhappy. However, since he was his daughter’s classmate, he naturally couldn’t really handle business according to the law. So, he sternly told Li Mu, “For behavior like yours, I could detain you at any time and impound this car.”

Li Mu quickly feigned pitifulness and begged for mercy, “Officer, I truly am a first-time offender. I promise I’ll never drive without a license again. Please, in your great generosity, give me a chance…”

Su Weimin glanced at Li Mu, then nodded, “Since you’re such a high-achieving student, I suppose I should give a flower of the motherland like you a chance. Do twenty push-ups right here, and you can leave when you’re done.”

Li Mu felt as if he had been granted a great pardon. He didn’t care how dirty the ground was and immediately dropped to the ground to do push-ups.

Fortunately, he was young, strong, and in good shape, so twenty push-ups were relatively easy.

Su Weimin stood in front of Li Mu, suppressing a smile, watching him do fifteen or sixteen consecutive push-ups. Then, he suddenly asked, “Hey kid, which university did you apply to?”

“Renmin University of China…”

“Oh, really? You do fifty for me!”

…

Li Mu drove the car to the Ecological Park with aching arms. He was still wondering why that police officer had more than doubled his punishment after hearing him say he applied to Renmin University of China. Had Renmin University of China ever offended him? Did he fail to get into Renmin University of China back in the day, or what?

Although he was very puzzled, Li Mu didn’t complain about the other party. After all, the officer had shown him leniency.

Li Mu parked the car, and a staff member from the Park came up to him, “Mr. Li, right? Mr. Song is waiting for you in the private room, please follow me.”

Li Mu nodded and followed the staff member to their private room. Pushing open the door, he saw four people seated at the dining table: Zhao Kang, Song Liang, Zhang Wanjun, and Lu Yong.

As soon as Zhao Kang saw Li Mu arrive, he finally breathed a sigh of relief. Sitting with these big figures from Haizhou, he was under immense pressure and could barely speak properly. Only when Li Mu entered did he feel as if he had seen a savior.

Li Mu, however, was quite calm. After all, he had prepared himself mentally before meeting Song Liang. So, at the dinner table, under Song Liang’s introduction, he raised a toast to Zhang Wanjun and Lu Yong individually.

Afterward, Li Mu toasted Song Liang separately, then introduced Zhao Kang to the three men. With Li Mu there, Zhao Kang’s previous awkwardness eased considerably, and he proactively offered toasts to the three.

After three rounds of drinks, Song Liang began to ask Li Mu about the specialty store’s situation. Li Mu told him truthfully. Song Liang then said to Zhang Wanjun, “Wanjun, look at my younger brother here. At eighteen, he’s putting hundreds of thousands of yuan into opening a store. What were we doing when we were eighteen?”

Zhang Wanjun hadn’t expected Li Mu, at such a young age, to already be building his own business. Moreover, he wasn’t a second-generation official or a rich second-generation heir, yet Song Liang valued him so highly. It was indeed quite remarkable. He actually took the initiative to raise his glass and said to Li Mu, “Brother Li is talented at a young age. I, as your older cousin, can’t compare to you.”

Li Mu quickly raised his glass to clink with Zhang Wanjun’s, exchanging pleasantries, but he maintained a slightly overly polite demeanor, seemingly keeping a certain distance.

Li Mu knew very well that he could befriend Song Liang; his relationship with him was supported by Ye Tianming and the other three members of Simple Plan. But someone like Zhang Wanjun was different. After all, he was a big brother level figure involved in illicit activities. Li Mu decided to give him sufficient respect while maintaining awe and distance, avoiding any deeper involvement.





Chapter 73: A Temporary End

Song Liang’s social artistry wasn’t just about his ability to add icing to the cake and offer timely help; more importantly, he knew how to leverage every available resource to achieve his goals, and despite his high social standing, he was never stingy about giving others face.

For instance, halfway through the dinner, Song Liang suddenly said to Li Mu, “I’ll take you to the private rooms next door. You can toast Brother Wanjun’s men.”

Li Mu naturally couldn’t refuse. Hearing this, Zhang Wanjun quickly followed along, and so the two of them led Li Mu as they successively entered and exited three other private rooms.

In each private room, Song Liang would first toast everyone at the table, speaking with great respect: “Brothers, I must thank you all for today’s matters. You’ve all worked hard. I’ll drink this glass to all of you first, as a sign of my respect.”

As a result, the flattered hoodlums at the table felt a great sense of vanity on one hand, and on the other, they held Song Liang in even higher regard.

Next, Song Liang would bring Li Mu to the forefront: “This is my younger brother, Li Mu. If any of you see him in trouble in Haizhou in the future, please lend him a hand. Also, my younger brother is opening a Metersbonwe specialty store at West Gate, and it’ll be opening in about twenty days. When it does, remember to gather your friends and come show your support.”

Hearing this, Li Mu understood that Song Liang’s success today was no accident. This man was too smart, too adept at the principle of making the best use of talent, and he didn’t pursue superficial face or status; he was entirely pragmatic.

Li Mu, following suit, toasted everyone while not forgetting to thank them for their help today. He also politely invited them to show their support once his specialty store opened, promising them special discounts. A large group of hoodlums, with their strong sense of brotherhood, naturally agreed wholeheartedly.

On the way back to their private room, Song Liang said to Li Mu, “I’ll have a few building-sized advertisements free in early August, giant ones. Should I arrange a few for you then?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “Brother Liang, you don’t have to trouble yourself.”

“They’re just sitting idle anyway. I never transfer my ad spaces; if I don’t use them, they’re just a waste of resources.”

Li Mu still wanted to politely decline, but Song Liang patted his shoulder: “It’s settled then.”

Li Mu could only nod. Afterwards, he made an excuse to go to the restroom, planning to pay the bill at the front desk with his card. However, the front desk staff told him that Song Liang had already instructed them to charge all expenses directly to his account. Li Mu had no choice but to let it go.

On the way back, Li Mu learned from Song Liang that he also held shares in this Ecological Park. He had set it up with a few locals from Haizhou, not primarily for profit, but mainly for his own convenience when hosting dinners, serving more of a social function.

Song Liang dropped Li Mu and Zhao Kang off at the entrance of the Xiling Coal Mine residential complex. When Li Mu got out of the car, he thanked Song Liang again. Song Liang waved his hand dismissively: “It’s such a small matter, don’t be so polite with your bro, it makes us seem distant.”

Since Song Liang made so light of it, Li Mu stopped with the polite formalities.

As he was leaving, Song Liang asked, “Those boys are participating in the semi-finals tomorrow, are you going to show your support?”

“I probably can’t make it, I have too much going on. What about you, Brother Liang?”

“I can’t go either. I have a dinner engagement with the municipal government tomorrow night.”

“Then let’s wish them success from afar here in Haizhou!”

“Haha, alright, let’s wish them success from afar!”

Song Liang left, and Zhao Kang walked side-by-side with Li Mu into the residential complex. After a long silence, Zhao Kang suddenly blurted out, “Little Mu, how do you know so many impressive people? During the latter half of dinner today, I had to hold in a pee so badly I almost wet my pants.”

Li Mu said, “Just pee. What if you damage your bladder from holding it in?”

“I didn’t dare. They’re all impressive people, I didn’t dare move.”

Li Mu, hands in his pockets, shook his head helplessly: “Today was just a minor interlude. Even though they’re impressive in Haizhou, our vision can’t be limited to just this small place. Once you go to Yanjing, you’ll find there are many more people even more impressive than them. If we have to look up to every person stronger than us, our necks will break after a while.”

Zhao Kang nodded, half-understanding.

The two parted ways at the residential complex intersection, each heading home. The uproar involving the beating of a profligate rich second-generation heir had temporarily come to an end.

…

Back home, Li Mu didn’t tell his parents about the incident. However, Haizhou was so small that news like this would likely spread quickly.

Fortunately, his parents were leaving Haizhou tomorrow for Wencheng to attend training, and they would be gone for fifteen days, which was perfect for avoiding the storm of this matter.

He still didn’t know if this matter was truly over. If Guo Lin wasn’t willing to let it rest, he would have to continue dealing with him.

Meanwhile, at the Municipal Hospital, Guo Yuhang’s parents had been waiting in his ward for a long time.

The hysterical Zou Hua had beaten Guo Yuhang into a concussion. Punch after punch aimed straight for his face was truly brutal. Guo Yuhang’s nasal bone was also broken, and several teeth were knocked out, making him horrific to behold.

Guo Lin didn’t know exactly what had happened. He only heard from the police that his son had been beaten by a hoodlum named Zou Hua, who was now under criminal detention, and his statement hadn’t been taken yet.

His wife, Xue Guilan, was crying with tear-stained eyes. Their son’s entire face was almost bloody and disfigured, covered with thick gauze, a shocking sight as he lay on the hospital bed. The doctor said he probably wouldn’t wake up anytime soon, with a higher chance of waking tomorrow.

Guo Lin, while his heart ached for his son and he tried to comfort his wife, also had to call acquaintances in the police department to inquire about the situation.

But the more he tried to comfort his wife, the harder she cried, almost throwing a tantrum in the ward. Crying and shouting, she told him, “You only have this one son! You have to seek justice for him in this matter! That guy who hit him, I want him to die a terrible death! That bastard, how dare he hit my son? I wouldn’t be satisfied even if I chopped off his hands!”

“Do you think I own the police station?!” Guo Lin was also annoyed. A woman’s narrow-minded view was truly ignorant; how could such arrogant words be useful? He was just a leader in a state-owned enterprise. Although he had embezzled a lot of money, he didn’t dare to flaunt it too much, constantly worrying that his superiors would take him down. How could he possibly have the power to kill someone else?

Xue Guilan stomped her foot in anger: “Then what do you suggest we do? Just let the police detain and prosecute that guy? He’ll serve two years in prison, but what about this beating my son took? Who will avenge him?”

Guo Lin felt a headache coming on: “Can you calm down for a bit? This is a hospital, not our home. Hasn’t the matter been investigated yet? I’ve asked Chief Chen from the Dongguan Police Station to keep an eye on it for me. The guy who hit Yuhang is currently detained at the station. His statement should be ready tomorrow. Old Chen will understand the situation and explain it to me when he starts work tomorrow morning.”

Xue Guilan started crying and making a scene again: “I can’t wait until tomorrow! Guo Lin, you good-for-nothing! Your son was beaten like this, and you’re not going to deal with it or pursue it, and you want me to wait until tomorrow!”

Although it was a private ward, with Xue Guilan making such a fuss, people outside occasionally peeked through the glass window out of curiosity. Guo Lin quickly drew the curtains and softened his tone to his wife: “Alright, stop making a scene. Once we figure out what happened, I promise I won’t let anyone involved in this matter off easy. Just stay with Yuhang and wait for him to wake up first, okay?”

Xue Guilan still wanted to flare up, but Guo Lin added, “Even though the one who did it has been arrested, his statement might not be reliable. We still need to wait for our son to wake up and tell us himself what happened, don’t you agree?”

Xue Guilan, with her bloodshot eyes, stared at Guo Lin: “You said it, you have to keep your word!”





Chapter 74: I Want to See You

“These past few days, take good care of yourself at home. Especially make sure to eat and sleep on time, understand?”

The next day, at 6:30 PM, Li Mu was seeing his parents and maternal younger uncle’s wife off at the train station. Before they even checked their tickets, his Mom kept giving Li Mu instructions.

Li Mu nodded like a pecking chick, agreeing to all of his Mom’s instructions without hesitation.

His Dad checked the time and said to Li Mu, “Alright, you don’t have to wait with us here. Go take care of your own business.”

Li Mu casually replied, “I don’t have anything to do anyway, I’ll keep you company for a bit.”

At this point, his Mom was instructing him to check if the doors and windows were closed before going to bed at night, and also reminded him to be careful to close the screen door when entering and exiting to prevent mosquitoes from getting in.

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, his mind almost exploded from listening, until his phone rang, coming to his rescue just in time.

It was Chen Wan.

“You naughty boy!”

Chen Wan’s tone was somewhat displeased from the start.

Li Mu knew she was upset that he couldn’t go to Jinling to watch Simple Plan’s competition, so he asked eagerly, “Sis, have you arrived in Jinling?”

“Yes, I’m having dinner with my bro and the others,” Chen Wan’s voice sounded like a little resentful wife.

Li Mu chuckled, “Then help me convey my blessings. I hope they can win this time.”

“Mhm,” Chen Wan responded, hesitating for a moment before adding, “Everyone’s parents are here for this dinner, even my mom and dad came. They’re all planning to go to the venue to cheer them on. It seems my maternal uncle, maternal uncle’s wife, and the parents of the other three are all quite pleased.”

“That’s a good thing,” Li Mu said with a smile. “Getting your parents’ approval is more important than anything.”

Chen Wan said, “I heard my bro and the others went to the venue this afternoon for sound checks, and the female university students at Jinling University surrounded them. Countless young girls asked my bro for photos and autographs. I heard this is also the result of your online promotion. I really can’t believe it…”

Li Mu said, “These are minor things.”

Chen Wan continued, “I have to thank you for all of this, so I don’t blame you for not being able to come.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief. “Remember to tell me the competition results as soon as possible.”

“Okay,” Chen Wan said. “That’s all for now, I’m going back to the private room.”

“Okay.”

Just as Li Mu finished speaking and was about to hang up, Chen Wan suddenly said, “Actually, Sis really misses you. I was hoping to see you this time, but it’s okay, there will be plenty of opportunities later…”

“Mhm,” Li Mu felt a little embarrassed.

“Hanging up now, bye-bye.”

Chen Wan hung up the phone, and Li Mu felt a warmth in his heart.

It wasn’t because of Simple Plan’s current momentum in various aspects, nor was it their gratitude or Chen Wan’s gratitude towards him. It was Chen Wan’s phrase, “really misses you.”

Although Chen Wan was a few years older than him, in his eyes, she was a warm, lively, and genuine big girl.

Chen Wan wanted to see him, and he wanted to see her too…

Li Mu suddenly felt a scratching, itching sensation in his heart.

He checked the time; it was just past 6:30 PM. Li Mu only knew that the semi-finals would start at 8:00 PM, and there were only eight bands participating. He didn’t know which spot Simple Plan was in. Driving to the provincial capital would take about two and a half hours. At this time, the traffic might be better, and the travel time might even be compressed. He should be able to arrive by 9:00 PM.

Although he wasn’t sure if he could make it for Simple Plan’s performance, Li Mu knew one thing: if he left now, he could definitely make it to see Chen Wan.

So Li Mu quickly said to his parents and maternal younger uncle’s wife, “Mom, Dad, maternal younger uncle’s wife, I won’t see you off to the train. Please give me a call after you’ve boarded. I suddenly have something urgent.”

Li Dad nodded and waved his hand, “Go on, you’re busy. I’ll call you after we get on the train.”

Li Mu, having received his orders, turned and ran. His Mom was still instructing him from behind, “Remember, eat well and don’t stay up late!”

“I know!”

Li Mu rushed out of the waiting room, crossed the station square, and saw taxis parked along the roadside. Li Mu glanced at them; the car models ranged from Kia Qianlima to Suzuki Liana to Tianjin Xiali, none of them looked like cars that could drive very fast. Just then, Li Mu suddenly saw a Jetta in the long line and immediately ran towards it.

“Master, going to Jinling?”

The Jetta driver, who was around fifty years old, immediately perked up when he heard Li Mu ask about going to Jinling. “Yes!”

These drivers chose to wait for fares at the train station because they wanted to pick up a longer-distance job. The Jetta driver then gave a quote: “Five hundred yuan.”

The current taxi starting fare was three yuan, and each kilometer was less than one yuan. It was about 200 kilometers to Jinling. If empty return mileage was factored in, the quote was still reasonable.

“Money isn’t an issue, the key is to be fast!” Li Mu said, already sliding into the back seat.

The driver immediately started the car and guaranteed, “Don’t worry, I’ve been a driver for twenty years. I know the road from here to Jinling extremely well.”

“That’s great.”

The driver quickly drove out of the city. Li Mu closed his eyes and rested in the back seat. Just after 7:00 PM, his Dad called to tell him that the three of them had boarded the train, reassuring Li Mu.

Li Dad was always very reliable and thorough in handling matters. With him around, Li Mu had nothing to worry about.

His Mom also took the opportunity to remind him during the call not to forget to fill the solar water heater after showering. Li Mu quickly agreed.

At 8:00 PM, the car was still speeding on the national highway. Chen Wan sent a text message: The competition has started.

Li Mu asked, “Which spot is Simple Plan in?”

“Eighth. They originally drew second place, but the venue was almost exploding, full of people who came to see Simple Plan. The organizers were afraid the venue would empty out as soon as they finished performing, so they were moved to the last spot.”

“Alright!” Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief. If they had performed second, he really would have missed their show. But if they were moved to the last spot, he would definitely make it.

…

When the driver pulled up to the entrance of Jinling University, it was just 9:00 PM. Before Li Mu got out, he asked the driver, “Master, will you be able to pick up a fare on the way back?”

“Definitely not,” the driver chuckled. “Very few people take a taxi from here to Haizhou. Even if someone comes to Jinling, getting one fare a month is good enough.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Nearly 200 kilometers, going back empty?”

“Indeed,” the driver shrugged. “Nothing I can do about it.”

Li Mu then said, “How about this, I’ll be going back tonight, but it might be in the latter half of the night. Do you want to wait for me?”

The driver’s eyes lit up. “How about three hundred for the return trip? I’ll find a place to rest for a few hours. Leave me your number, just give me a call when you’re ready to go.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded, wrote down the driver’s phone number, and then jogged into Jinling University.

Li Mu was stunned when he arrived at Jinling University Gymnasium. Outside the entrance, a large number of young men and women had gathered, with a particularly high number of young women. At a glance, there were at least several hundred people.

Li Mu casually found a girl and asked, “Classmate, what are you all doing outside?”

“We can’t get in!” the girl said anxiously. “We want to go in and watch Simple Plan perform, but the school and organizers said the venue is already full and no more people can be let in…”

Li Mu was taken aback, and after a moment, he pointed to the several hundred people around and asked, “Are all these people here to see Simple Plan?”

“Yes…” the girl stomped her foot in frustration. “The internet says their song for this competition is called ‘Sunflower.’ Someone said they heard the lead singer, Zhang Kexuan, sing it at his house, and it was incredibly beautiful and very moving!”

Li Mu thought to himself, “Good job, Zhao Kang. Your water army leadership truly exceeded my expectations.” Li Mu had only casually mentioned the name of the song “Sunflower” to Zhao Kang. The online story about hearing Zhang Kexuan sing it at his house was clearly made up. Even if Zhang Kexuan’s friends had heard him sing it at his house, it couldn’t have been promoted so effectively. At this point, only Zhao Kang could have such capabilities online.

Li Mu suppressed his astonishment and mentally bestowed upon Zhao Kang the title of “Admiral of the Water Army.”

Astonishment aside, now all the entrances to the venue were guarded by school security. How was he supposed to get in?

Li Mu wanted to give Chen Wan a surprise. Ideally, he would quietly go in, find her, gently tap her on the shoulder from behind, and then wait to see her surprised expression.

However, Li Mu then thought, not only could he not get in at all, even if he managed to sneak in, there were at least a thousand people inside, a sea of heads. How would he find Chen Wan?

And Li Mu also remembered that when they talked on the phone earlier, Chen Wan had mentioned that her parents would also be there tonight, likely by her side. What should he do?

After much thought, Li Mu called Ye Tianming. He was, after all, part of the performing group, so he should be able to get him in, right? As for why he didn’t call Zhang Kexuan, it was because too many of his fans were gathered at the entrance, and Li Mu was afraid the situation might get out of control.

When Ye Tianming received Li Mu’s call, Li Mu first deliberately told him not to make a sound, and then told him he couldn’t get in at the entrance.

Ye Tianming then said, “Wait there, I’ll come out and get you.”

Two minutes later, the venue’s main door opened, and Ye Tianming squeezed through the gaps between several security guards. At this moment, many fans near Li Mu rushed forward, trying to seize the opportunity to enter. The security guards quickly stepped forward to block the crowd. Li Mu, being crafty, bent down and slipped beside Ye Tianming. When Ye Tianming saw him, he didn’t say a word and practically pushed Li Mu in front of the security guards.

“This is our band’s manager,” Ye Tianming shouted to the security guards. Perhaps he had already given them a heads-up, as the security guards opened a small gap, and the two of them quickly slipped inside.





Chapter 75: Finally Revealed After Much Anticipation

As soon as Li Mu entered the venue, he was shocked by the overwhelming crowd. The stadium, which could at most accommodate one or two thousand people, was not only packed to the brim, but even the corridors and aisles were filled with people.

Li Mu initially wanted to find Chen Wan, but Ye Tianming directly pulled him backstage.

Before reaching the backstage area, Li Mu briefly told Ye Tianming about asking Song Liang for help yesterday. Since he had asked Ye Tianming’s friend for a favor, he naturally had to inform him, even if it was after the fact.

After listening, Ye Tianming waved his hand, “You don’t need to be polite with Brother Liang, and you don’t need to feel indebted to him. I’ll repay any favor you owe him on your behalf.”

Li Mu nodded. He and the four members of Simple Plan were already bound together by common interests, so there was no need for excessive politeness.

Arriving backstage, the bands that had yet to perform were all preparing, mostly gathered in small groups of three to five people.

As soon as Ye Tianming pulled Li Mu in, Zhang Kexuan’s face lit up with joy, and he sprang to his feet. The other two quickly followed.

“Bro Mu, you really came!” The three of them smiled, looking to be in excellent spirits.

Li Mu chuckled, “Please, please, really stop calling me Bro Mu from now on. How are your preparations going?”

“Piece of cake,” Zhang Kexuan rubbed his cool, swept-back hairstyle and said confidently, “Our parents are all here today, and my paternal aunt and uncle-in-law are also here. It’s rare for them to think so highly of us. We have to win the championship to make them happy!”

Li Mu nodded, “I finished my work a little past six and rushed here by taxi all the way to show support for you guys. If you don’t win the championship, it’ll be a waste of my round-trip fare.”

Ye Tianming laughed heartily and said, “We know all the bands participating in the semi-finals inside out. Their skill levels are generally average. With the song ‘Sunflower,’ we are absolutely confident we’ll take first place.”

Zhang Kexuan also leaned closer and whispered, “After winning the semi-finals, we’ll still need to trouble you to promote us well online. We’ve already prepared the publicity fees for this time. We’ll give you one hundred thousand first, and just say if it’s not enough.”

Li Mu nodded. Online promoters and water armies also charge by phase. One hundred thousand for a phase wasn’t much. Later, those promoters specializing in internet celebrities would charge much more than him, but their results would be far worse. He wasn’t promoting internet celebrities; he was promoting stars!

Of course, this also had a lot to do with the great songs he gave them.

Li Mu stayed backstage for a while, his mind constantly on Chen Wan, so he said to the others, “I won’t bother you here. I’ll go outside and see Sister Wan.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded slightly, smiling, “She’s sitting in the third row with her parents. You probably won’t find a seat if you go there.”

“It’s fine,” Li Mu waved his hand. No seat wasn’t a problem; he could just have her come find him.

Bidding farewell to the backstage, Li Mu circled around through a side passage to the very last row directly facing the stage. There was barely enough space to stand here. He then pulled out his phone and sent Chen Wan a message: “Has Simple Plan not started performing yet?”

“Not yet, it’s only the sixth band now.”

Li Mu: “This band sings terribly.”

“Yeah, they’re pretty bad.”

Li Mu chuckled to himself. Chen Wan’s reaction time seemed a little slow.

“Look at the lead singer’s long hair. Doesn’t it look a lot like Zhang Kexuan’s old hairstyle?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty similar.”

Li Mu froze for a moment when he saw this message, unable to figure out if Chen Wan’s reaction speed was truly slow, or if she was deliberately teasing him.

As he was wondering, another message suddenly arrived: “Where are you!!!”

A triumphant smile appeared on Li Mu’s lips. It seemed this big girl really was half a beat slow!

Li Mu stood on his tiptoes and could just about spot Chen Wan among the people in the third row. She was currently looking around, and it was indeed not easy for her to find Li Mu in the dark back rows.

“Why isn’t the naughty boy replying? Where exactly are you?!”

Chen Wan, who had been looking around for a long time without finding Li Mu, quickly sent another message.

“Come to the very back.”

As soon as the message was sent, Li Mu saw Chen Wan stand up in a hurry, slowly move out of her seat, and then quickly run towards the back in the crowded aisle.

Li Mu watched Chen Wan run, secretly admiring the beautiful sight of her flowing hair and swaying chest, while holding his phone high above his head and waving it continuously: “Sister Wan!”

Chen Wan saw an arm waving above the heads of the crowd in front of her and immediately followed the waving arm to see Li Mu, whom she had been longing for.

Yes, indeed, longing for.

Even Chen Wan herself hadn’t expected that every night after leaving Haizhou, she would lie awake thinking of Li Mu. She wanted to see Li Mu, but she didn’t have a photo of the boy. Fortunately, she had two of his songs on her MP3, so Chen Wan would listen to these two songs to fall asleep every day.

Now, she was finally going to see this naughty boy. Chen Wan suddenly felt nervous. Nervous that she hadn’t put on makeup today, and nervous about whether her current attire was too casual. Opportunities to meet Li Mu were becoming fewer and fewer, and she hoped that every time she saw him, she could show him her best self.

Li Mu watched this big girl run towards him, and a different kind of emotion surged within him. When the two finally stood face to face, it wasn’t just Chen Wan who was nervous; Li Mu was nervous too.

“Didn’t you say you couldn’t make it?” Chen Wan caught her breath, her nose slightly crinkled, looking a little displeased, but her voice carried an excited tremor.

Li Mu smiled and said, “I missed you, that’s why.”

Chen Wan was instantly stunned as if struck by lightning. When she asked that question, she had imagined Li Mu might say he didn’t want to miss the performance, or that he didn’t want her to be angry, but his direct reply left Chen Wan unsure how to respond.

After saying that, Li Mu also felt he had been a bit reckless. Although Chen Wan was three years older than him, after several interactions, he felt she was truly too naive, and perhaps he shouldn’t tease her like this.

Seeing Chen Wan remain silent for a long time, Li Mu scratched his head and chuckled, “Sister Wan, you look really beautiful today. Are you rushing back to Shanghai tonight?”

Chen Wan finally breathed a sigh of relief. She had been stuck in the quagmire of how to respond to Li Mu, unable to extricate herself. Li Mu suddenly changed the subject, allowing her to finally escape that conversational swamp. But as soon as she escaped, she couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. She secretly thought, if she had suddenly hugged him when she heard that sentence just now, would things have changed qualitatively later?

Thinking about it, Chen Wan hastily pushed that absurd thought aside. She didn’t dare to take reckless risks. Although she thought a lot in her heart, looking at the situation rationally, it was best to maintain the status quo.

“Naughty boy,” Chen Wan chided him with a shy, girlish tone, then added, “I have a slow train at half past twelve tonight, arriving a little past five tomorrow morning. What about you?”

“I came by taxi. I’ll take a taxi back after dropping you off at the train station tonight.”

Chen Wan was deeply moved. From Li Mu’s previous words, she could at least confirm one thing: his sudden rush to Jinling for the performance wasn’t for Simple Plan, but actually for her.

Women are easily moved by the crazy things men do for them.

“Then I won’t let my bro and them send me off tonight,” Chen Wan said softly.

“Alright,” Li Mu nodded, “Let them go back and rest early. The taxi driver is still waiting for me in Jinling anyway. He can take us both to the station then, drop you off, and I’ll head back to Haizhou.”

Chen Wan asked with concern, “Then you’ll probably get back past four in the morning, right? Aren’t you afraid your aunt and uncle will scold you?”

“They went out of town,” Li Mu chuckled, “When you called me this afternoon, I was at the train station seeing them off.”

“Where did they go?”

“Wencheng.”

“What for?”

“Training.”

“How long will they be gone?”

“Half a month.”

“…”

After listening, Chen Wan couldn’t help but look at Li Mu and warned, “You’re not allowed to mess around while your aunt and uncle are away.”

Li Mu retorted with an amused expression, “Please tell me, what counts as messing around?”

“It’s just…” Chen Wan wanted to say that bringing girls home was messing around, but she was too embarrassed to say it out loud, so she vaguely replied, “In short, anything they temporarily don’t approve of you doing, if you do it, it’s messing around.”

“Sigh,” Li Mu sighed, “Then my crazy taxi ride from Haizhou to Jinling seems to be standard messing around too…”

“Not this time!”

Since Li Mu had arrived, Chen Wan naturally didn’t return to her seat and simply stood by Li Mu’s side.

It wasn’t until the seventh band finally finished their five minutes of noisy heavy metal performance and screaming vocals, pitifully scoring only eighteen points.

Before the seventh band even left the stage, the audience was already extremely excited. The audience inside the stadium uniformly chanted, “Simple Plan, Simple Plan!”

The band on stage awkwardly exited. The host smiled and said, “Since everyone is so eager for Simple Plan to appear, I won’t say much more. Please welcome our final participating band of the night, Simple Plan!”

The screams in the venue were deafening. Even the fans outside the venue cheered along. Although it was a pity they couldn’t get in, they had waited outside just to hear Simple Plan sing.

Chen Wan, next to Li Mu, excitedly grabbed his arm with both hands, bouncing like a child, “They’re about to go on stage!”

Amidst everyone’s anticipation, the four members of Simple Plan finally made their dazzling appearance!





Chapter 76: Provincial Champion

“How are you all doing?”

This time, when Zhang Kexuan stepped onto the stage, he no longer introduced himself first, unlike in the preliminary round. This time, he directly greeted the audience, which showed significant progress in his mindset.

His greeting immediately drew screams from the girls, especially the female students from Jinling University, whose enthusiasm was simply off the charts.

Zhang Kexuan then said, “The song we’re bringing to you today is another one of our original songs, ‘Sunflower’!”

The entire venue erupted once more…

Chen Wan stood on her tiptoes and whispered warmly into Li Mu’s ear, “My bro really has no shame, it’s clearly your original!”

Li Mu chuckled, “If you want to get famous and make a name for yourself, you have to be shameless. If he can’t even do that, he’s destined not to make it big outside Jinling.”

Chen Wan nodded thoughtfully, her eyes fixed on Zhang Kexuan on stage, filled with anticipation.

At that moment, Zhang Kexuan turned around and signaled to the rest of the band. The drummer, Ye Tianming, tapped his drumsticks four times as a cue, and then, the intro to “Sunflower” began.

When Xie Tianxiao, the original author of “Sunflower,” rose to fame, he was already a veteran rocker who had been toiling in the underground band scene for over a decade. In his vocal delivery, he focused more on the release of power and the expression of emotion, rather than on making a song sound better.

However, under Li Mu’s guidance, Zhang Kexuan gradually found his own positioning. His vocal style and genre were entirely Pop Rock. While this might lack a certain rock vibe, it was more appealing to listeners and could please the ears of most of the audience.

So, when Zhang Kexuan began to sing “Sunflower,” the entire venue, while screaming and cheering, also enjoyed his singing and the positive energy conveyed by the song “Sunflower.”

A seed born in the mud, breaking free from the shackles of darkness, blooming passionately towards the sun.

Although the lyrics had a very simple theme, they were more acceptable to the audience than cynical rock works, and easier to move them than obscure and complex lyrics.

Not only were the audience members mesmerized, but even the judges below the stage were surprised. It was rare to hear such a rock piece—pleasant, inspiring, and touching.

Among the eight bands participating in the semi-finals tonight, Simple Plan’s “Sunflower” was the only positive and uplifting song. Moreover, from the lyrics and music to the vocals and arrangement, it completely surpassed their competitors; they were not even on the same level.

Li Mu listened quietly, giving full marks to Zhang Kexuan and the other three’s performance in his heart.

This time, their live performance was impeccable, much better than any rehearsal. They had ignited the atmosphere of over a thousand people in the venue, making everyone sway to their rhythm, captivated by their music.

“Sunflower, will you continue to bloom…”

Zhang Kexuan had been suppressing his voice, trying his best to follow Li Mu’s advice: stick to a pop vocal style, no harsh vocals, no intentional cracking or tearing sounds. However, the performance made him too excited. In the very last line of the outro, he suddenly unleashed the energy that had been building up for a long time. A roar instantly pushed the atmosphere to a peak. Li Mu even felt that his ears were almost deafened by the screams of the surrounding fans!

A bright light flashed in Li Mu’s eyes. Zhang Kexuan’s final roar was the finishing touch, like the sunflower seed’s desperate burst as it broke through all obstacles. It felt truly amazing.

Li Mu couldn’t help but applaud. He knew that Zhang Kexuan had put his heart into it, and he also knew that Zhang Kexuan indeed had the potential to become famous.

In the arrangement of this song, the outro and intro were basically the same. This arrangement was intended to form a LOOP in overall structure, symbolizing “the beginning is also the end.”

After Simple Plan played the last note, the applause at the venue was ceaseless. All the audience members had already stood up when they were halfway through the song. At this moment, everyone in the venue had decided on the sole champion of this competition: Simple Plan.

The host came onto the stage and took a minute to gradually quiet the audience. This young woman in her twenties couldn’t help but be excited by Simple Plan’s performance, her voice trembling as she spoke. After repeatedly exclaiming how wonderful it was, before inviting the judges to score, she said to Zhang Kexuan with an admiring look, “Like many audience members today, I am your fan.”

Zhang Kexuan smiled, looking unperturbed by praise or criticism. However, Li Mu knew him well enough to know that this kid was probably so excited he could have exploded at that very moment.

The judges all gave very high evaluations, especially the Deputy Music Director from the record company in Yanjing, who was unstinting in his praise. He excitedly said, “Kexuan, do you know, on the plane to Jinling this time, I was thinking about one thing: what kind of original work Simple Plan would present in this semi-final. I was worried that your last song, ‘Li Bai,’ was your peak work, afraid that in my eyes, you would just be a flash in the pan…”

At this point, the Deputy Director paused, raised his voice a few decibels, and said clearly, “But today, your song ‘Sunflower’ proved that my worries were completely unnecessary. Today’s song, in terms of musical style and arrangement, is a little more rock-oriented than ‘Li Bai,’ but the lyrics are much more positive and uplifting than ‘Li Bai.’ To be honest, I haven’t heard such a positive and uplifting rock song in a long time. It’s truly refreshing!”

The four members of Simple Plan bowed in thanks. After all the judges had finished their comments, they nervously awaited the scores.

The host then spoke, “Currently, among the previous seven bands, the highest score belongs to Sky City Band, with twenty-two points. In the preliminary round, Simple Plan once achieved an astonishing high score of twenty-seven points. So, for Simple Plan’s ‘Sunflower’ today, what scores will the judges give? Let’s wait and see!”

The five judges began writing their scores on the scoring boards. A moment later, when the host asked the judges to reveal their scores, the entire audience gasped in unison.

One ten point, two nine point five points, and two nine points.

For the judges, they were well aware of the positioning of this competition; it was basically for unknown, lower-tier bands in the country to participate, and their skill level was much lower than professional bands. However, in their eyes, Simple Plan had already surpassed this level, so these scores were not an exaggeration for them.

Thus, after removing one ten point and one nine point, Simple Plan’s final score for this semi-final was: twenty-eight points!

They were the undisputed champions of the semi-finals!

The host excitedly announced on the spot, “The first place in the Nansu Province division of the Ice Power Vanguard National Band Competition is finally out! It’s Simple Plan! Congratulations to them! On August eighth, they will participate in the first round of the finals in Yanjing against the champions from eighteen other provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions! Let’s congratulate them and wish them even better results in the finals!”

Deafening applause erupted once again. Chen Wan happily jumped up and down, and even the parents of the band members excitedly raised their hands above their heads to applaud. These self-made wealthy individuals were all in their forties or fifties, and for the first time in over twenty years, they felt genuinely proud of their sons.

Zhang Kexuan was incredibly excited on stage, his eyes welling up. Seeing that the other three also had red eyes, he turned sideways and pulled them into a huddle. The four formed a circle, no one could see their faces, only they could see each other’s excited expressions and silently falling tears.

At this moment, the host invited the other participating bands to come onto the stage. The contestants from the other seven bands also came forward one by one to congratulate the four members of Simple Plan. Li Mu then received a text message from Zhang Kexuan: “Bro Mu, the host said we have to accept a TV interview backstage later. It might be a bit late tonight, so please don’t leave. Let’s find a place to celebrate together tonight!”

Li Mu checked the time; it was already ten o’clock. After their interview, there were still so many fans outside. Although it wouldn’t be like being mobbed by superstars in later years, it would still take some time. So, by the time they could get away, it would probably be after eleven.

Today, the parents of Simple Plan’s four members were all present, as were Chen Wan’s parents. If the four of them were going to celebrate, these elders would naturally have to participate. He, an outsider, would seem out of place, and he didn’t particularly like such occasions.

Besides, Chen Wan’s train was at past midnight, and he would have to return to Haizhou after taking her to the station.

So Li Mu replied to Zhang Kexuan’s message: “First, congratulations on winning the championship. Also, you guys celebrate among yourselves tonight. Aren’t your parents also there? I won’t tag along and cause trouble. I still have to go back to Haizhou later.”

After replying, Li Mu looked at Chen Wan and asked, “Sister Wan, are you still going to celebrate with them later? Then I’ll find a place to sit for a while. Let me know when you’re ready to go to the station, and I’ll come find you.”

“I don’t want to go either,” Chen Wan said. She preferred to spend some quiet time with Li Mu rather than attend the celebration.

Li Mu then said, “Wouldn’t it be inappropriate if you didn’t go? Besides, your parents are also there, and they’ll probably go too. They should also be sending you to the station tonight. How will you explain it to them if you don’t go?”

“You’re right.” Chen Wan pouted, sounding a little unhappy. “Xia Ji’s father owns a star-rated hotel in Jinling. He already said that if they won the championship, they’d celebrate at the hotel tonight. The parents of the four of them, and my parents, will be going. It really wouldn’t be appropriate if I didn’t go…”

As soon as she finished speaking, Chen Wan suddenly said with a hint of joy, “How about this? I’ll tell them now that I want to go see a friend before I leave, and then we’ll find a place to sit for a while. Around eleven o’clock, I’ll just show my face at the hotel, just to make an appearance.”

Li Mu nodded. “Okay.”





Chapter 77: An Ordinary Host

In an all-night cafe in Jinling, Li Mu and Chen Wan found a window seat and sat facing each other.

To start, the two first asked each other about their lives during the time they had been apart.

Li Mu’s life could be described as colorful. He had just sold his cheating software, and a whole host of other projects were simultaneously moving forward, such as the specialty store, Eting.com, and the online water army. He didn’t hide anything from Chen Wan, giving her a general overview of several projects.

Chen Wan was speechless with admiration for Li Mu. Racking her brain, she couldn’t find another boy his age who could start from scratch and accumulate a net worth of nearly a million in just over half a month. Moreover, Chen Wan keenly sensed that Li Mu’s first fortune was just the beginning of him creating even more miracles.

However, compared to Li Mu, Chen Wan’s life was much more monotonous. Although she was interning in Shanghai, it was summer vacation, and her school dorm was closed. So, she rented a studio apartment near the TV station. According to her, her daily movements were a tangled mess; apart from the straight line from her apartment to the TV station, the rest involved chasing news all over the city, wandering aimlessly.

Li Mu felt deep sympathy for this.

Li Mu knew well that no matter the industry, interns had a tough time. They earned the least money, did the most miscellaneous tasks, and every full-time employee seemed to be their boss, free to order them around, making their lives utterly miserable.

Chen Wan, however, didn’t mind, smiling as she said, “Aside from being a bit tiring, the work isn’t bad; I can still keep going.”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “When does your internship end?”

Chen Wan replied, “By the end of August. If I’m lucky, when I intern in the second half of my fourth year, I might be able to intern at Shanghai Satellite TV as an official intern for half a year. I’m working hard now to increase my chances of success.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, surprised, “Didn’t you say before that you planned to intern at our Nansu Province TV station?”

Chen Wan pouted, “You were the one who said Nansu Province TV station had no future last time, so I thought I’d work hard and see if I could sign with Shanghai Satellite TV after graduation.”

Li Mu looked relieved. The fact that Chen Wan had the idea of staying in Shanghai proved that her destiny had begun to shift. If she didn’t return to Jinling in the end, then her husband from her previous life would likely be missed, right?

Thinking this, Li Mu still felt it wasn’t quite foolproof.

Who knew which bastard her husband from her previous life was? What if she didn’t meet him through work? What if he was her childhood friend? What if he was the child of her father’s friend? It might even be one of Zhang Kexuan’s shady friends…

Li Mu pondered carefully. In her previous life, Chen Wan wasn’t popular at Nansu Satellite TV; she was just a host for a niche program, only somewhat known locally, not a celebrity. However, if she could go further in the hosting industry, becoming the host of a super-popular show in the future, or even the top female host of a satellite TV channel, then as her status increased, her choice of spouse would also surely improve compared to her previous life. That way, it would probably be more secure.

It seemed that to change her future path in choosing a partner, the first thing to do was to change her career path.

Chen Wan didn’t know what Li Mu was thinking as he stared at her, his brows slightly furrowed. She tentatively asked, “What are you thinking about?”

“Oh.”

Li Mu snapped back to reality and chuckled, “It’s nothing much. I just think Sister Wan, you’re so beautiful and have such an excellent temperament. If you’re determined to become a host in the future, you absolutely must not position yourself as just an ordinary host.”

“What’s an ordinary host?”

Chen Wan didn’t understand the meaning of Li Mu’s words.

Li Mu smiled, “Hosts for news, weather, talk shows, special programs, competitive programs, and the like, those are ordinary hosts.”

Chen Wan was confused, “Aren’t hosts just for these? Are there other kinds of extraordinary hosts?”

Li Mu smiled with deep meaning, “Only those who can stand firm with one foot in the hosting world and one foot in the entertainment industry are truly extraordinary hosts!”

“The entertainment industry…” Chen Wan chuckled awkwardly, “The entertainment industry isn’t easy to get into these days, and neither is the hosting circle.”

Li Mu looked profound, “Having one foot in the entertainment industry doesn’t mean you have to sing or act in TV shows and movies. It means influencing the entertainment industry through hosting.”

Current TV programs weren’t rich enough, far from the future’s prosperity. In later generations, Xiangnan Satellite TV successfully cultivated several extraordinary hosts, such as He Jiong, Xie Na, Wang Han, and others. They all shared a common characteristic: they had hosted popular variety shows, amassed a large number of fans, and then heavily engaged in the fan economy, taking on advertisements, releasing records, and starring in movies.

Among them, Teacher He was the most formidable. In his entire career in the music industry, he only left behind one signature song, ‘Gardenia in Bloom.’ This four-minute song was somehow stretched and cobbled together by him into a movie over one hundred minutes long. The most terrifying thing was that Teacher He’s fans contributed nearly four hundred million in box office revenue to this film.

This was the kind of host Li Mu envisioned: one foot in the hosting world, one foot in the entertainment industry. To become such a host, the only path was to have hosted a very popular variety entertainment show; there was no other way.

Chen Wan didn’t understand the meaning of Li Mu’s words. The hosting field was far from as diversified as it would be in the future, so Li Mu didn’t explain in detail. He just mused to himself that if he had the chance in the future, he must find a way to give Chen Wan some ideas or create some opportunities. If she could host a variety show that became popular nationwide, then she would definitely become famous.

……

Chen Wan and Li Mu stayed at the cafe until half past eleven. Her father called, asking why she hadn’t arrived at the hotel yet; everyone else was there, only she was missing.

Chen Wan hurriedly pulled Li Mu out, hailed a car, and headed to Heng’an Grand Hotel.

In the car, Chen Wan said to Li Mu, “If you don’t want to go in, just wait for me at the entrance. I’ll be inside for at most ten-odd minutes, and then we can go to the station together.”

“Okay.”

The taxi arrived at Heng’an Grand Hotel. Li Mu waited at the hotel entrance, while Chen Wan jogged into the hotel, heading straight for the banquet hall. Inside the banquet hall, the atmosphere was lively. All ten parents were impressed by Simple Plan’s performance today, and they had completely changed their views on their children playing music.

Zhang Kexuan’s father, Zhang Zicheng, was the proudest. He spoke spiritedly, “Since the children have this talent, I say we stop talking and just give them our full support! The four of us will pool our money and efforts. After the children finish the competition, we’ll find the best record company in the country and personally fund their rise!”

The parents of the other three also nodded in agreement. In their eyes, the entertainment industry was nothing more than money and connections. Since their children had this talent, if everyone leveraged collective wisdom, they would definitely make them famous faster.

At this moment, Zhang Kexuan shook his head repeatedly, “Dad, we’re not planning to sign with any record company for now.”

“I know,” Zhang Zicheng smiled slightly, “You want to wait until you win the championship before signing, right?”

“Even if we win the championship, we won’t sign,” Zhang Kexuan recalled Li Mu’s instructions and said with a smile, “We have a very capable manager. He’ll help us solve these problems, and regarding the band’s development, we’ll listen to him completely.”

Zhang Zicheng listened, surprised, “Where did you find a manager? Are they reliable?”

“Reliable!” Ye Tianming blurted out, “Uncle Zhang, our manager is incredibly capable. We relied entirely on him to promote us online during this period, which is how we gathered such high popularity in a short time.”

“Is that so?” Not just Zhang Zicheng, but the other parents were also surprised. They racked their brains but truly couldn’t recall any managers active in the entertainment industry in Jinling.

Ye Tianming’s father, Ye Youdao, had heard about this earlier. At this moment, he spoke to the other parents, “Since the children have their own ideas and have already successfully taken the first step, we shouldn’t interfere with their path. What we need to do is prepare ample financial support for them. As for the rest, I believe they will handle it well.”

Ye Tianming gave his dad a thumbs-up, “Dad, you’re absolutely right!”

Hearing this, the other parents exchanged glances and smiled, saying no more. After all, their children were on the right path and had already carved out a niche for themselves; they were already very pleased.

Just then, Chen Wan pushed the door open and entered. When Zhang Kexuan saw her, he quickly asked, “Xiao Wan, where’s Li Mu?”

“He didn’t come over,” Chen Wan didn’t dare say Li Mu was waiting downstairs for her, so she said, “Bro, I still have to go to the station later. I just wanted to come and congratulate you all. I’ll drink one toast with you and then I’ll leave.”

Chen Wan’s mother said, “Xiao Wan, don’t rush off. Mom will drive you to the station later.”

“No need, Mom. You stay with Dad. I have a friend with me.”

“Then I’ll just drop off your friend too.”

“Oh, really, there’s no need. So many people are here celebrating with my bro and the others. Please don’t bother taking me to the station separately. It’s not far at all, and besides, I’m not going alone.”

Zhang Kexuan seemed to guess that the friend Chen Wan mentioned was Li Mu, so he interjected, “Paternal aunt, don’t worry. I know Xiao Wan’s friend, so you can rest assured.”

Chen Wan’s mother quickly asked, “Is it a boy or a girl?”

“A girl,” Zhang Kexuan’s mind worked quickly.

“Oh,” Chen Wan’s mother nodded gently, then turned to Chen Wan and said, “Then go straight to the station once you leave the hotel and meet your friend there. Don’t go anywhere else, understand?”

“Got it,” Chen Wan breathed a sigh of relief, quickly agreed, and gave Zhang Kexuan a grateful look.

Zhang Kexuan blinked, his expression nonchalant, but inwardly he was pondering: Could his silly little sister have something going on with Li Mu? But thinking about it, it wasn’t bad at all. Although Li Mu was a bit younger, he was definitely a talented individual! The two were a perfect match of talent and beauty; they seemed quite well-suited.

－－－－－－





Chapter 78: Malice Born of Desperation

Li Mu bought a platform ticket and saw Chen Wan off at the platform. While waiting for the train to arrive, Chen Wan felt a pang of sadness, thinking that after this separation, she didn’t know when she would see Li Mu again.

Li Mu also felt a strong reluctance to part.

He didn’t have many friends at the moment. Although he hadn’t known Chen Wan for long, his feelings for her were like those for an old friend of many years. Coupled with the kindness he had received from her, his feelings for her were a level deeper than just friendship.

The DF4D locomotive, nicknamed “Flower Tiger,” was pulling a train of red-skinned carriages into the station. Chen Wan turned to look at the approaching train, her eyes red, and said to Li Mu, “You rascal, come to Shanghai to find me when you have time later.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling slightly, “When I go to Yanjing, you’re welcome to visit anytime.”

“Then I’ll come during the National Day holiday!”

Li Mu scratched his head, “I might go back to Haizhou for National Day.”

Chen Wan replied without hesitation, “Anyway, I’ll go wherever you are.”

Li Mu laughed, “Okay, it’s a deal then.”

The train was now slowing down and gradually coming to a stop.

Li Mu accompanied Chen Wan to her sleeper carriage. Before getting on the train, Chen Wan turned around to face Li Mu, her eyes red, but she didn’t speak.

Li Mu said, “Text me when you arrive.”

“You text me too when you get back to Haizhou.”

“You should rest as soon as you get on the train. We can talk tomorrow during the day.”

“I can’t sleep on the train.”

“Alright then.”

Li Mu nodded, suddenly unsure what to say. Most of the passengers in the same carriage had already boarded, and the train attendant was preparing to remove the carriage number plate hanging outside the door. Li Mu glanced at the attendant, thinking the train was about to depart. Unexpectedly, the attendant raised an eyebrow at Li Mu, “Don’t worry, this is a slow train. It stops for twenty minutes.”

“Thank you,” Li Mu said, then teased Chen Wan, “They probably think we’re a young couple about to part.”

Uncharacteristically, Chen Wan didn’t blush or feel shy. Instead, she retorted, “Do we look like it?”

Li Mu narrowed his eyes, looking at Chen Wan, and nodded with a smile, “You actually look quite alike. The main thing is I look more mature.”

“Just a bit pale,” Chen Wan felt delighted inside, but pouted, “Get some good sun exposure during the summer holiday, preferably a wheat tan, and build some muscle. But not too much muscle.”

“I’m lazy. In summer, I just like playing on the computer in an air-conditioned room.”

“Then you’ll quickly get a pot belly. Be careful of getting fat too early.”

“Oh…” Li Mu scratched his head. In his previous life, it seemed he started his irreversible path of weight gain after college. By middle age, although he hadn’t become a big fat uncle, his waist and abdomen were full of flab.

In that case, he should pay attention to exercise…

Chen Wan looked up slightly at Li Mu, her heart filled with a youthful, shy emotion. She liked Li Mu; Chen Wan had told herself that many times. However, she and Li Mu didn’t seem quite right for each other. At the very least, he was three years younger than her, and he hadn’t yet experienced the wonders of the outside world.

Although Chen Wan had no dating experience, she knew that boys’ affections were like sifting sand. Girls who dated them at this age were often just fleeting scenery on their path to growth. Chen Wan didn’t want to be a piece of scenery in Li Mu’s life. She rationally told herself to manage her feelings for Li Mu well. If she wasn’t sure, she would absolutely not pursue a romantic relationship with him.

That way, if there truly was no chance, she could continue to be his older sister. Love might be good but hard to last, but if familial affection was handled well, it could last a lifetime.

“You rascal,” Chen Wan, truly like an older sister, gently hugged Li Mu’s waist with both arms, affectionately but not intimately instructing, “Take care of yourself. Call your older sister if you encounter any difficulties.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling as he looked at her, “You too.”

“I’m going!”

Chen Wan gracefully pushed Li Mu away and stepped onto the high stairs at the carriage door. Before entering the sleeper carriage corridor, Chen Wan waved at Li Mu, “Ask that driver if he’s arrived, and hurry back.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu agreed but didn’t move. He watched Chen Wan go in, watched her walk through the corridor. Chen Wan also saw Li Mu hadn’t moved outside, so she waved while looking for her bunk. Before entering the private room, she pointed at the private room door and waved again, signaling Li Mu to go back.

Li Mu nodded and waved back at her, then turned and walked through the underground passage to exit the station.

The taxi driver from Haizhou was already waiting at the station entrance. Li Mu got into the car, received a message from Chen Wan: “The train has left. Tell me when you get home.”

“Okay.”

…

That very night, Guo Yuhang, who had been in a coma for over thirty hours, woke up.

His body was indeed too weak compared to his peers, so he woke up over ten hours later than the doctors had predicted.

Before he woke up, Guo Lin only had a rough understanding of what happened. However, Zou Hua’s statement didn’t dare to mention Song Liang, Zhang Wanjun, or Li Mu by name, fearing retaliation. He only said that he was handling business for Guo Yuhang, but Guo Yuhang had provoked someone more powerful, causing his car to be smashed. In his anger, he then hit Guo Yuhang.

After Guo Yuhang woke up, combining his personal account, the couple finally understood the whole story.

What the couple hadn’t expected was that the root of this incident was actually the conflict that arose when Li Mu’s parents were laid off.

As soon as Xue Guilan heard it was Li Mu, she immediately bristled, “Damn it, since when do the children of Xiling Coal Mine workers dare to shit on our heads? Yuhang, don’t worry, Mom will definitely get revenge for you. I’ll make that Li family pay ten times, a hundred times the price!”

Xue Guilan had an immense sense of superiority at Xiling Coal Mine. She always felt that in the small, closed society of this state-owned enterprise, her husband was the emperor, and she was the empress ruling over all.

She hadn’t expected that the son of a commoner would beat up the crown prince, and even cause such a huge commotion. It was simply unforgivable!

Guo Lin was more level-headed than her. He just said with a gloomy face, “Are you deaf or something? Didn’t you hear about those two people our son mentioned? That Li Mu called Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun to back him up. Haven’t you heard of these two?”

Xue Guilan’s face instantly turned pale.

Having been a “local empress” for too long, she wasn’t completely ignorant of outside matters, but she had indeed become less sensitive.

Only after Guo Lin reminded her did she remember who these two people were.

One was a real estate magnate in Haizhou, and the other was an underworld boss in Haizhou. Guo Lin couldn’t afford to provoke either of them.

Guo Lin was a leader in a state-owned enterprise, and in the relatively isolated coal industry. Guo Lin’s wealth came from corruption. Guo Lin’s connections were with the upper management of the mining group, which wasn’t even in Haizhou, but in Pengcheng. How could he contend with two local big shots from Haizhou?

“Then what do we do?!” Xue Guilan panicked, “This whole thing was caused by that bastard Li Mu! If we can’t touch him, how can I get revenge for my son?”

“Do you know who Zhang Wanjun is?” Guo Lin said with a dark expression, “He runs discos, illegal gambling dens, lends at high interest, and does construction projects. Hundreds of his subordinates depend on him to live. If you provoke him, our family of three won’t have a good life!”

“And do you know who Song Liang is? If he just scrapes a little ‘gruel’ from his real estate empire, Zhang Wanjun will eagerly circle him like a dog. Can you afford to provoke either of them?”

Xue Guilan felt like a frog at the bottom of a well suddenly thrown outside. Not only were there a bunch of bigger frogs than herself, but also a large number of fierce birds and beasts. She had felt so superior before, but now she suddenly felt the pain of powerlessness, and her heart was extremely heavy.

“Is there no way to deal with him?” Xue Guilan asked, crying, her former confidence and domineering attitude gone.

“Sigh…” Guo Lin sighed deeply. He felt terrible too. He also wanted to get revenge for his son, but how?

Li Mu had people backing him, and Guo Lin absolutely couldn’t provoke them. If he really found someone to beat Li Mu up, his whole family would probably suffer. But Li Mu’s parents were also laid off, and being laid off meant they were no longer under his jurisdiction. What could he do to them? At most, find an excuse to deduct their laid-off wages of a few hundred yuan a month?

What the hell good would that do?!

Guo Lin sat dejectedly by the hospital bed. His wife was crying beside him, and his disfigured son on the bed was also crying. Finally, the mother and son hugged each other and cried, making his own eyes red. He felt like less than a man, his son and wife had suffered such a great injustice, yet he couldn’t help them get revenge.

The more he thought this, the more hatred filled Guo Lin’s heart. When the hatred reached its peak, malice was born of desperation. He slapped his thigh, “I’ve got it!”

His wife and son looked at him, their faces full of expectation, “You have a way?”

“Yes!” Guo Lin said with a cold face, “Li Mu has people backing him, so the son’s debt will be paid by the father. I’ll find a way to get Li Daoping put in!”

“Put in” definitely referred to prison, nowhere else.

“How?” Xue Guilan’s eyes lit up, but there was still a hint of confusion.

Guo Lin thought for a long time and blurted out, “Theft! In the first half of the year, I bought a batch of imported equipment from a surveying equipment company in Jinling. There were two Japanese-imported Pentax total stations, each costing over ninety thousand yuan. I’ll find a way to make one disappear and pin it on Li Daoping.”

Xue Guilan remembered Guo Lin’s kickbacks most clearly. She was naturally sensitive to money and had a good memory. She quickly asked, “Was it that procurement order for over five hundred thousand yuan in total?”

Guo Lin nodded. He also remembered that transaction vividly.

That time, the other party gave him one hundred fifty thousand yuan in kickbacks. Although not a huge amount, Xiling Coal Mine was nearing bankruptcy, and Guo Lin was eager to make more money, so his methods had become somewhat unseemly.

Such high-spec surveying equipment, let alone a failing enterprise like Xiling Coal Mine, even large coal mines producing millions of tons might not have it. But Guo Lin didn’t care; as long as he signed the procurement order, he could get kickbacks. He didn’t care if the equipment was actually useful.

In that deal, Guo Lin was deeply impressed by the imported total station because it could fit into a small box, but the price was incredibly expensive. He had muttered to himself at the time, one unit costing half a car, the Japanese were making too much money.

Xue Guilan pressed, “Is this easy to pull off?”

Guo Lin thought for a moment, “I definitely can’t do it myself. I’ll have to bring in Chen Hailong, the team leader of the Surveying team. If he cooperates, it can be done.”

“If it works, how many years will he be sentenced to?”

“I don’t know. Over ninety thousand yuan for a single unit, probably three to ten years?”





Chapter 79: Paying a Visit to Express Thanks

Guo Lin was brewing the usual schemes and tactics common in old state-owned enterprises, while Li Mu slept until the sun was high in the sky. Zhao Kang called him from past seven until past nine, and Su Yingxue also called him several times in between, but he didn’t hear any of them.

Perhaps he was too exhausted from yesterday’s events, so he slept too soundly.

After waking up, Li Mu checked the time; it was already past ten o’clock. He looked at his missed calls, first calling his dad. They had already arrived at the headquarters, and everything was fine.

Seeing Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue’s missed calls, and figuring they were both at the driving school, Li Mu called Su Yingxue back.

Ladies first, right?

Su Yingxue was extremely worried. The moment Li Mu called, she answered and asked what had happened to him.

Li Mu simply said he had slept too soundly at home. Su Yingxue was speechless; she had worried for over an hour, only to find out he was just sleeping in.

He asked around and heard that the driving school was practicing starting and stopping, so Li Mu gave up the idea of getting up and rushing over, and instead caught up on some more sleep at home.

In the afternoon, Li Mu logged into QQ to ask Kong Lingyu about Yi Ting’s development progress. Kong Lingyu’s reply was: “Progress is on schedule, and it should be ready to launch in about three more days.”

Li Mu asked him for the homepage design created by the graphic designer, took a quick look, and wasn’t very satisfied.

Current web design completely lacked aesthetic appeal. Even professional designs weren’t as impressive as QQ Zone would be years later. To put it bluntly, current internet development was still limited to practicality. Every section of the homepage was clearly defined, image borders were sharp, lacking any beauty, and even the font usage was a bit frustrating.

Li Mu spent over an hour making very detailed annotations, which he sent to Kong Lingyu, asking him to arrange for the graphic designer to provide an improved version within 24 hours.

All music websites offered online listening and download services. In such a situation, it all came down to user experience. What Li Mu wanted to create was the kind of simple yet sophisticated page design that would emerge in the future, with incredibly refined visual effects for every section, every button, and even every hyperlink option.

At Li Mu’s request, Kong Lingyu promised to put up the internal test version within 24 hours. Li Mu deeply understood that from version 1.0, a product would be constantly modifying features and fixing bugs even at version 1.9. Therefore, for the three-day launch plan to be reliable, he had to force Kong Lingyu to move up the internal testing time. No matter what, “just get it up first,” he thought, “and leave two days to find and fix any omissions.”

Li Mu watched Simple Plan’s performance from yesterday and realized their current influence. He believed that once the semi-finals recording was broadcast on TV, combined with online hype from the water army, Simple Plan’s reputation would rise another level. Seizing this opportunity, Yi Ting absolutely had to launch, and it absolutely had to start releasing the studio versions of Simple Plan’s two songs, so that fans and netizens could find their song audio online – perfect studio versions, not noisy and unprofessional live versions.

Li Mu gave Kong Lingyu strict orders. After finishing the discussion about Yi Ting, he casually searched for some news about Shanda.

Shanda was still an obscure small company at this time. Li Mu searched for a long time before he found a news flash: “Shanda Company signs contract with Korean Actoz to introduce their online game, Legend.”

Li Mu was a bit surprised. He had thought Shanda should already be in internal testing. He didn’t expect them to have just signed the contract in July. Looking at it this way, the open beta would be around late September or early October?

It seemed he would have to wait until the end of the year to get rich.

Before he knew it, it was five o’clock in the afternoon. Li Mu’s phone, which had been silent all afternoon, suddenly rang out cheerfully. It was Zhang Kexuan.

“Bro Mu!” As soon as the call connected, Zhang Kexuan impatiently asked, “Where’s your house? We’re damn lost!”

“You guys?” Li Mu asked in surprise, “Where are you?”

“The four of us came to Haizhou to visit you!” Zhang Kexuan chuckled, “We won the competition, so we’re here to thank you!”

“Oh, come on!” Li Mu chuckled reproachfully, “If you have something to say, say it. Otherwise, stop messing around.”

“We really are in Haizhou. Xiao Wan told us your house is in the Xiling Coal Mine residential complex, but we’ve been searching for ages and can’t find it.”

“My house is a bit hard to find. The complex gate isn’t on the main road. Where are you? I’ll come pick you up.”

Zhang Kexuan then said, “We’re currently parked on the side of the road, and there’s a Green Apple Internet Cafe on our left.”

“Got it.” The Green Apple Internet Cafe was about one or two kilometers from his house. Li Mu immediately directed them to approach his location along the main road, then he went out directly to the main road to meet them.

By the roadside, Zhang Kexuan slowly pulled the Land Cruiser to a stop beside Li Mu. Ye Tianming pushed open the passenger door, got out, bowed to Li Mu, and said, “Bro Mu, please.”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly and got into the Land Cruiser’s passenger seat. Ye Tianming then sat in the back, where the other two band members, Xia Ji and Gu Wei, were also seated.

“Hello, Bro Mu.”

The four of them deliberately dragged out the ‘hao’ sound with a flourish, just like students standing up to greet their teacher before class.

Li Mu couldn’t be bothered to correct their way of addressing him. He simply asked, “You just finished the competition yesterday. Why aren’t you enjoying being celebrities in Jinling? What are you doing running all the way to Haizhou to find me?”

“Bro Mu.” Zhang Kexuan chuckled, pointing backward with his hand, “There’s a gift in the trunk for you. Let’s have dinner together tonight. Tianming has already arranged everything at the Haizhou Ecological Park.”

Li Mu turned his head to look at Ye Tianming, smiling as he said, “What made you think of eating at the Ecological Park?”

Ye Tianming laughed heartily, scratching his head as he said, “I didn’t pick it, Brother Liang did.”

Li Mu nodded. He hadn’t expected them to inform Song Liang as well. Li Mu glanced at Ye Tianming and suddenly felt that the four of them coming today wasn’t just to thank him. Yesterday, backstage at the stadium, he had told Ye Tianming about asking Song Liang for help. Now all four of them had come out today. Could it be to help him repay that favor?

It was probably something like that. Li Mu was touched. These four rich second-generation heirs were indeed loyal and beyond reproach.

Ye Tianming said that Song Liang had arranged for seven o’clock that evening. Since there were still nearly two hours, Li Mu invited them to his house to sit for a while.

Zhang Kexuan parked the Land Cruiser directly in front of Li Mu’s small courtyard gate. The group got out of the car, and Zhang Kexuan specifically pulled out a huge black case from the trunk.

Li Mu could tell it was a guitar.

“It’s a Martin, bought by a friend from Hong Kong Tom Lee Music. I know you like folk music, so I got it for you as a gift.” Sitting on the sofa in Li Mu’s living room, Zhang Kexuan introduced the acoustic guitar that even made Li Mu a bit amazed.

“They say it’s a limited edition, but I’m not sure what’s special about it. I play electric guitar, so I don’t know much about acoustic guitars.”

Li Mu nodded, holding the guitar to his chest but not playing it. Instead, he looked at Zhang Kexuan and said with a smile, “You specifically brought a guitar to find me. You must be impatient to hear the third song I’ve prepared for you, right?”

The four members of Simple Plan exchanged glances. Zhang Kexuan gave Li Mu a thumbs up and said, “Bro Mu, your eyes are damn sharp!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, knowing it clearly. Simple Plan had just won the championship yesterday. The more successful they were, the more Zhang Kexuan and the others would care about future competitions. Therefore, they would definitely be restless until they knew what song to use for the next competition.

So, Li Mu didn’t deliberately keep them in suspense. He said straightforwardly, “The third song was originally for myself, but I owe Tianming a favor, so I’ve decided to give this classic track to you. I’ll sing it for you once.”

The four of them immediately became excited, quickly sat up straight, their eyes fixed on Li Mu, waiting for his performance.

Li Mu picked up the Martin guitar, which was worth at least tens of thousands of yuan. After a few simple strums, he began to sing in a slightly melancholic voice.

“That’s the person I miss day and night, whom I deeply love.

How exactly should I express myself?

Will she accept me?

Perhaps I’ll never say those words to him.

I’m destined to wander the world.

How can I have any attachments?

…

Dreams are always out of reach.

Should I give up?

Flowers bloom and fall, and it’s the rainy season again.

Oh, spring, where are you?

…

Youth is like a rushing river.

Once it’s gone, it never returns, no time to say goodbye.

Only a numb me remains, without the passion of those years.

…

Have the wishes from back then come true?

Now, must I only mourn them?

Let the years dry up my ideals, and I can no longer find my true self…”





Chapter 80: Old Boy

Li Mu was indeed a little reluctant to give them “Old Boy” because he loved the song’s melody too much, and it had truly moved him in the past.

Back then, the Chopsticks Brothers created a miracle online with their micro-movie “Old Boy” and its eponymous song. The micro-movie garnered nearly two hundred million views, and the song “Old Boy” had an incalculable number of plays online and requests in KTVs.

Putting aside the micro-movie, “Old Boy” as a standalone song is absolutely a masterpiece. First, its music was composed by the Japanese singer-songwriter Oohashi Takuya. The original version, titled “Thank You” (ありがとう), had won a series of awards in Japan, including the Excellent Work Award.

Not only is the melody first-rate, but the Chinese lyrics are also excellent. The lyrics revolve entirely around “dreams,” a topic most sensitive and persistent for young people. Everyone who is young or has been young has had their dreams, but most people eventually compromise with life, picking up the trivialities of life and abandoning their dreams. This song attempts to awaken those who have given up on their dreams, urging them not to be numb, not to let their youthful passion fade away.

This is precisely why the “Old Boy” micro-movie and its theme song were so deeply touching!

Although Zhang Kexuan and the others had never seen the “Old Boy” micro-movie, Li Mu’s song still moved them deeply.

At first listen, the song’s lyrics present a huge question: Have your dreams come true?

Listening more carefully, it has a deeper meaning: If your dreams haven’t come true, it’s never too late to pursue them again!

Therefore, this is also a truly inspirational song.

Some say “Old Boy” is suitable for middle-aged listeners, but in reality, this song can resonate deeply with anyone who harbors dreams. Even a teenager will be moved by the ideas conveyed in this song when they hear it.

The four members of Simple Plan were moved and even more delighted. After Li Mu finished singing once, they all asked him to sing it again.

Li Mu found paper and a pen, handing them to Zhang Kexuan. “I’ll sing it two more times. You can write down the lyrics and chord progression as I sing.”

“Okay!” Zhang Kexuan nodded excitedly. As the band’s lead singer, he was always more thrilled than the other three whenever he received a good song from Li Mu, because these songs, sung by Li Mu, would soon be sung by himself to the public.

Li Mu sang it twice, and Zhang Kexuan had almost finished writing down the lyrics and chords. The melody was also basically imprinted in his mind. Li Mu then handed him the guitar. “You sing it once.”

Zhang Kexuan took the guitar, cleared his throat, and began to play and sing.

There were a few minor errors in the lyrics, which Li Mu corrected directly with a pen. The chord progression and melody were flawless, further proving Zhang Kexuan’s excellent musicality.

After Zhang Kexuan finished singing once, Li Mu instructed, “In the opening verse of this song, you must brighten your voice. The clearer and more resonant, the better. This song isn’t about baseless melancholy, so try not to use a hoarse, smoky singing style.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded slightly, looking receptive, and asked, “What about the chorus?”

“The chorus needs power,” Li Mu said. “You should understand the verse as narration, where you are recounting your experiences to the audience, maintaining a calm demeanor. The chorus, however, should showcase explosive power. Understand this part as a question, where you are asking the audience: Have their wishes come true? Has it come to this, where they can only be commemorated? Are you willing to give up your dreams? At this point, the more power you can show, the more your ‘questioning’ will touch people’s hearts. You need to not only move the audience but also make them feel ashamed and reignite their fighting spirit!”

In his previous life, “Old Boy” could have been even more popular than the movie, but later, its presence in mainstream media became increasingly rare. Even in the Chopsticks Brothers’ performances, they hardly ever sang this song anymore. The main reason was that they had not truly obtained authorization from the composer, Oohashi Takuya. The Japanese record company had authorized the Chinese adaptation rights of this song to another Chinese singer.

Now, “Old Boy” was in the hands of Simple Plan. Li Mu hoped they could use their unique advantages to make this song even more widely known.

As for what their unique advantages were, in Li Mu’s opinion, the biggest advantage lay with Zhang Kexuan.

There was no helping it; people with high attractiveness could release albums even if they sang off-key, and could star in TV shows even if they had a poker face, still captivating a large number of fans. In later generations, countless albums recorded by handsome men and beautiful women were almost entirely auto-tuned into electronic-sounding pieces, yet they still became popular across the country, because it’s a world that values looks, especially in the entertainment industry.

Ye Tianming was convinced. Li Mu’s song was indeed exhilarating. He even felt incredibly envious of Zhang Kexuan in his heart, having such an opportunity to sing such a song. However, on second thought, when he first started playing in a band, he chose to be the drummer. Envy was fine now, but he absolutely couldn’t let his mindset become unbalanced.

At the same time, Ye Tianming also felt that with Li Mu’s song, it would be worth it even if he personally helped him smash a car.

The four members of Simple Plan learned “Old Boy,” and Li Mu also briefly discussed the arrangement’s positioning with them, making the song more suitable for Simple Plan’s style.

Li Mu said he had too many miscellaneous tasks at hand and couldn’t specifically go to Jinling to supervise their rehearsals for the next two days. However, since Yi Ting was launching soon, Li Mu would make time to go to Jinling after this busy period. On one hand, he would guide their new song rehearsals, and on the other, he would act as a producer, overseeing them as they recorded “Li Bai” and “Sunflower.”

After dealing with the songs, it was almost seven o’clock. The four, unable to contain their excitement, left Li Mu’s house, pulling Li Mu along. They took Zhang Kexuan’s Land Cruiser to the Ecological Park.

It was still Song Liang treating them. When the four young masters specifically came over, Song Liang understood. It was a minor matter for them to help Li Mu return a favor; their main purpose was to support Li Mu and give him face. They were afraid Li Mu wouldn’t have enough standing in front of him, so they personally came to let him know that they four valued Li Mu as a brother immensely, and he, Song Liang, shouldn’t look down on Li Mu just because he asked for help.

At the dinner table, the four, except Zhang Kexuan who said he had to drive back and drank tea instead of alcohol, took turns toasting Song Liang with white liquor. Before each toast, they would say, “Thank you, Song Liang, for helping our brother.”

Song Liang sighed inwardly. With his discernment, he wouldn’t look down on Li Mu even if the four of them hadn’t come personally. Song Liang’s greatest skill in judging people was to see their potential, not their current status. In his eyes, Li Mu had limitless potential, although he didn’t know exactly what abilities Li Mu possessed.

Song Liang said, “Little Mu is your brother, which means he’s my brother. Although I’m a few years older than you, since we’re all brothers, if you keep being so polite with me, are you not treating me as a brother, or are you doubting my sense of initiative?”

Ye Tianming quickly said, “Brother Liang, we’ve known each other for so many years, how could we not understand your character? It’s mainly because you and Little Mu haven’t known each other for long, and we were afraid you two might be too polite with each other, which would make you seem distant.”

Song Liang nodded. “So you four specifically came over for this? Isn’t that being too polite?”

Ye Tianming then said with a chuckle, “Actually, we mainly came to thank Li Mu. We got first place in the semi-finals yesterday, and Li Mu deserves the most credit.”

Song Liang raised an eyebrow, looking amazed. “So, you’re going to Yanjing for the finals?”

“Yes,” the four nodded emphatically.

Song Liang praised them, “Amazing! But I’m very curious about who writes your songs.”

At this question, the four exchanged glances. Zhang Kexuan tried to gloss over it, saying, “Our original music is all co-written.”

Song Liang smiled faintly, not asking further, but he felt that the four were a bit unnatural on this topic.

Li Mu also noticed their reactions. This wouldn’t do. If they really faced interviews in the future, reporters would definitely ask about the lyrics and music of the songs they were interested in. If the four always gave such vague answers, they would be exposed.

However, Li Mu didn’t bring up this issue at the dinner table. He knew the purpose of their visit this time, and he also saw at the table how much effort they put into supporting him in front of Song Liang. He didn’t say many polite words, just toasted each of them.

Since their minds were entirely on “Old Boy,” the four were eager to leave after dinner. Song Liang didn’t try to keep them, simply told the hotel manager to charge it to his account, and then accompanied the five downstairs.

In the parking lot downstairs, Ye Tianming said to Li Mu, “Are you riding back with Brother Liang or are we taking you back?”

Li Mu whispered, “I’ll go with you. There are still a few things I need to tell you.”

“Okay,” Ye Tianming nodded.

Li Mu said to Song Liang, “Brother Liang, I’ll go with Tianming and the others. We still have some things to discuss.”

Song Liang smiled, “Alright then, I won’t see you off. Come visit me when you have time, and you four, come to Haizhou often when you have time.”

…

On the way back, Li Mu, sitting in the front passenger seat, said to the four, “For future songs, there must be clear lyricists and composers. This will need to be announced to the media and fans later.”

The four were a bit awkward about this. All the lyrics and music were written by Li Mu. They could collectively acknowledge it and get past the psychological hurdle, but none of them felt comfortable taking the lead.

Li Mu thought for a moment. Before they arrived home, he gave the four a very fair solution:

“Here’s the plan: Kexuan gets the most exposure, so I won’t give you too many opportunities in songwriting. Plus, you have a dashing and uninhibited, cool and handsome vibe, so as an exception, the lyrics and music for ‘Li Bai’ will be credited to you.”

“Tianming, you’re the drummer, the least likely to be seen or noticed on stage. So, in terms of songwriting importance, we must lean towards you appropriately. When we announce it to the public, we’ll say you’re the creative soul of the band.”

“Gu Wei is the bassist. Generally, the audience doesn’t quite understand the definition of a bassist, and might even confuse bass with guitar. So, you’ll ‘share’ some of the lyrics and music composition. When needed, you’ll be declared the second songwriter.”

“Xia Ji, you’re the lead guitarist. You play solos and stand at the front, so you have more opportunities to show off and get attention. In terms of songwriting, you’ll take on the band’s ‘arrangement’ role.”

This way, the division of labor for the four in “songwriting” was complete.

Li Mu’s generous act of crediting the lyrics and music to the four members of Simple Plan moved them so deeply that their gratitude combined could circle the Earth fifteen or sixteen times…





Chapter 81: Only Seeking to Kill the Enemy, Regardless of Collateral Damage

As soon as he left the hospital room, Guo Lin’s first action was to call the woman he was keeping outside.

He was indeed keeping a female university student. She used to be a student at Haizhou Teacher’s College and had only graduated the year before last. Guo Lin spent money to buy her an official staff position, getting her a job at the City Education Bureau. He also bought her an apartment. Normally, she lived in the City Education Bureau’s single’s apartment and publicly claimed to own neither a house nor a car. The apartment Guo Lin bought for her became their private meeting place. This matter was extremely discreet, with almost no third person knowing about it.

The woman had just gotten off work. Upon receiving his call, her first words were, “Older cousin, what made you think of calling me?”

According to their agreed-upon code, if she replied this way, it meant someone was nearby and it was inconvenient to speak freely.

“I have something urgent to discuss with you. When can you get home?”

She also knew that whenever Guo Lin mentioned the word “home,” he was referring to their love nest.

She replied from the other end of the phone, “Going to your place after dinner? I’ll need another twenty minutes then. I’m with colleagues right now, and there are still some things I haven’t finished dealing with.”

“Hurry up, it’s extremely urgent!” Guo Lin said before hanging up. He dismissed his driver, then walked out of the hospital himself and waited for a taxi by the roadside.

Li Mu and Zhao Kang sat in a Passat on the opposite side of the road, using newly bought binoculars to clearly observe Guo Lin’s expression.

They had borrowed the car from Song Liang. Li Mu said he wanted to take a female classmate for a drive, and Song Liang immediately offered to have his driver bring over his Mercedes-Benz. But Li Mu said the Mercedes was too conspicuous and insisted on something more low-key, so Song Liang’s driver brought him this Passat.

They had been tailing Guo Lin from Xiling Coal Mine, following his assigned car all the way to the hospital, hoping to find some weakness in him.

“This guy seems really nervous,” Zhao Kang said, lowering his binoculars from the passenger seat. “He probably just found out about our actions.”

Li Mu nodded. “He was unhurried when he entered the hospital half an hour ago. Being this nervous now, he must have just found out.”

Zhao Kang then asked, “Is there any point in us following him?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said decisively. “Although the content of the post was fabricated by us, Guo Lin’s corruption is definitely a certainty. As for whether he got involved with that female teacher from No. 5 Middle School, I don’t know. The reason we fabricated it in such detail was to increase its credibility. Besides, I think it’s highly probable that he’s keeping a woman outside.”

“Why?”

“Because his wife is so ugly, and she dresses herself up like a ghost all day long, with heavy makeup and dyed blonde hair. Could Guo Lin possibly be interested in her?”

Zhao Kang recalled Xue Guilan’s appearance and nodded. “His wife is indeed famously flashy.”

Li Mu continued, “So I think Guo Lin definitely has other women outside. Whether she’s a university student, I don’t know, but he definitely has one. With such a big incident happening, he didn’t discuss it with his wife at the hospital; instead, he rushed out to take a taxi and leave. Who do you think he’s going to see?”

“A mistress?”

“Possibly.”

Li Mu watched as Guo Lin hailed a taxi and got in, then immediately put down his binoculars, started the car, and followed. Ten minutes later, the taxi stopped at the entrance of Wanying International Garden residential complex in the city center. After getting out, Guo Lin walked straight into the complex. Li Mu slowly followed about ten meters behind him, until he watched him enter Unit 4 of Building 8.

“See? He didn’t go back to the Xiling Coal Mine residential complex. What else could he be doing coming here?”

Zhao Kang chuckled. “Keeping a mistress in a luxurious house, of course.”

“We just don’t know who he’s hiding. If we can dig up her specific identity and let the water army launch another wave of attacks, Guo Lin’s wife will probably explode first. When his backyard catches fire, he’ll have enough to deal with.”

The buildings in Wanying International Garden were all six stories high, with two households per floor in each unit and no elevators. That meant each unit had twelve households. Figuring out which specific household Guo Lin went into would be a bit difficult.

Zhao Kang said, “How about I buy a barrel of purified water and go door-to-door, knocking and delivering water?”

“No!” Li Mu decisively refused. “We absolutely cannot show our faces from beginning to end in this matter. My goal is to send Guo Lin to prison; I’m his mortal enemy. We must be cautious, extremely cautious, otherwise, once we’re exposed, the other side will definitely fight us to the death.”

Zhao Kang’s heart tightened, and his expression became much more serious. He nodded and said, “I understand!”

Li Mu checked the time and said, “Let’s just stake out here and watch. We need to pay attention to all women who enter and exit this unit alone, especially those who are young and good-looking. They are very likely to be Guo Lin’s woman on the outside. Let’s first identify a few suspects, then slowly confirm.”

“What if the woman is already waiting for Guo Lin at home?”

“Then we’ll just wait until Guo Lin comes out.”

“Understood.”

A few minutes later, a woman around thirty years old, holding a small boy’s hand, walked into Unit 4. The woman was very good-looking. Zhao Kang smiled and said, “If it were her, that would be great. It would prove Guo Lin has an illegitimate child, and Xue Guilan would definitely fight him to the death.”

Li Mu chuckled. “We can keep an eye on her. Maybe it really is her?”

After waiting a bit longer, a woman over forty walked into the unit door alone. This shouldn’t be it. If Guo Lin were keeping a woman over forty, his brain must have been squashed by a door.

Ten minutes passed. Zhao Kang suddenly pointed at a woman passing in front of their car. “Hey, I know that woman.”

Li Mu looked up and saw a stylishly dressed young woman walking from left to right not far in front of their car. Li Mu caught a glimpse of her side profile; she was quite good-looking.

Li Mu didn’t think much of it and casually asked, “How do you know her?”

Zhao Kang said, “She was the tutor my mom hired for me when I was in my third year of junior high. She was studying at Teacher’s College back then and worked part-time as a tutor, teaching several kids in our complex at the same time. I was just one of them.”

Many university students worked part-time as tutors; it was the preferred job for students looking for work back then. Since it was three years ago, Li Mu listened and then cast it to the back of his mind, not thinking much of it.

It wasn’t until the woman, under their gaze, rushed into Unit 4 of Building 8 that Zhao Kang suddenly slapped his thigh and excitedly shouted, “Holy crap! She must be the one Guo Lin’s keeping! I just remembered, she tutored Guo Yuhang back then too!”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure! One hundred percent certain!”

Li Mu and Zhao Kang had been waiting for a young, beautiful, single woman to enter this unit door, but unexpectedly, what they finally waited for was Zhao Kang’s female tutor from over three years ago.

Combining this with the fact that this woman had tutored many children in the complex back then, including Guo Yuhang, Li Mu and Zhao Kang immediately concluded that she was definitely the woman Guo Lin was keeping outside. Otherwise, such a huge coincidence, putting these two people in the same unit building, would be impossible.

Li Mu knew just by thinking about it: as the mine manager, Guo Lin had so much money he didn’t know where to spend it, yet his wife at home was exceptionally ugly. As long as he still had any sexual desire, he would definitely be having affairs outside. He hadn’t expected to actually find evidence.

Zhao Kang told Li Mu, “That woman’s name is Zhao Lina, but it’s been too long, I’ve forgotten where she’s from.”

Li Mu didn’t care at all. “None of that matters. What’s important is that her relationship with him is definitely confirmed. She tutored Guo Yuhang over three years ago, and there’s a ninety-nine percent chance they hooked up back then. As long as we spread this information online, Guo Lin’s wife will be the first to fight him to the death.”

“Guo Lin had an affair with her son’s tutor right under her nose, and it’s been going on for over three years. She’ll definitely be driven mad with anger when she finds out.”

Li Mu nodded, starting the car. “If netizens find out he hooked up with a female university student who was still in school three years ago, they’ll most likely curse him to death. Let’s go for now; there’s no need to know their specific apartment number.”

Zhao Kang curiously asked, “If we expose this, Zhao Lina’s reputation will most likely be ruined, right?”

Li Mu was expressionless. “I don’t have the energy to worry about her reputation. This is a life-and-death battle between me and Guo Lin. In this process, I only seek to kill the enemy, regardless of collateral damage!”

Seeing Li Mu’s firm gaze, Zhao Kang nodded slightly.

After a cold laugh, Li Mu added, “Besides, she decided to be Guo Lin’s mistress before even graduating from university. She’s not some innocent person herself. Since she made that decision, and has stuck with it for over three years, she should be mentally prepared for it to be brought into the open.”

Zhao Kang expressed his understanding of Li Mu’s decision. “If Guo Lin were targeting my dad, I’d have the heart to kill his whole family. And that Zhao Lina is truly disgusting. Guo Lin is damn near fat as a pig; I don’t even dare to imagine the scene of them together…”

Li Mu drove the car out of the complex and said lightly, “Once Zhao Lina’s affair is exposed, Guo Lin will face internal and external troubles. But this can only disrupt his rhythm; it’s not enough to bring him down.”

Zhao Kang raised an eyebrow. “Even after catching him with leverage for keeping a woman, it’s still not enough?”

Li Mu shook his head. “He’s a corporate leader, not a government official. The information we’re spreading, apart from the womanizing part which is now substantiated, has no conclusive evidence for other charges. At most, it will be classified as a conduct issue. If there are leaders above him fully protecting him, this storm will pass quickly.”

Zhao Kang thought for a moment, then nodded. “Ah, so where do we get conclusive evidence?”

Li Mu shrugged. “I don’t know for now, but the current situation is enough to give Guo Lin a hard time. For the next step, we’ll slowly figure out a way.”





Chapter 82: To Keep a Mistress in a Luxurious House

When Zhao Lina hurriedly opened the door, Guo Lin was sitting in front of the computer in the living room, browsing the internet with a dark expression.

Seeing Zhao Lina enter, Guo Lin quickly waved her over. “Come here, you know more about computers than I do. Help me take a look.”

“What’s wrong?” Zhao Lina quickly put down her bag, changed into slippers, and walked closer.

Guo Lin gritted his teeth and said, “Suddenly, a lot of people online are saying I’m corrupt, and that I’ve kept a female university student, and even that I’m messing around with a female teacher from City No. 5 Middle School. I suspect someone is trying to frame me, but I’m not good at finding things online. Help me search.”

Zhao Lina’s heart tightened. After she got involved with Guo Lin, her biggest fear was that their misdeeds would come to light. Now she had a stable job with an official staff position, a house, and hundreds of thousands in savings. But once their misdeeds came to light, she would probably lose everything.

Extremely nervous, Zhao Lina immediately opened a web page and instinctively navigated to Haizhou’s most popular local forum. In the ‘Chat’ section, she immediately spotted a striking post: “Guo Lin, Mine Manager of Xiling Coal Mine, Abuses Power for Personal Gain, Plays with Innocent Women – His Crimes Deserve Death.”

After Zhao Lina opened the post, Guo Lin also nervously stared at its content.

The entire post was divided into three parts. The first part was all about Guo Lin abusing his position for personal gain and corruption, such as controlling personnel arrangements at the mine and accepting tributes from subordinates; holding real power over all mine procurement and receiving huge kickbacks; monopolizing the sales of finished coal from the coal washing plant and extracting commissions from every ton of coal.

The second part mentioned that he had kept a female university student outside, but this part was only a brief mention.

The third part claimed he had an improper relationship with a young female teacher at City No. 5 Middle School.

Guo Lin had been a mine manager for so many years, so his mind was naturally quite mature. He had been very nervous initially, but after reading through the entire post, half of the weight lifted from his chest.

Immediately, Guo Lin reached out and pulled Zhao Lina into his arms. While his hands roamed, he snorted coldly and said, “None of this content shows any actual evidence. He says I accepted tributes from subordinates, procurement kickbacks, and coal commissions – everyone at Xiling Coal Mine knows about these, but they’re baseless accusations without evidence. I’ve never been afraid of people saying I’m corrupt; I’m only afraid of people presenting concrete evidence of my corruption.”

“Also, this person says I kept a female university student. Although you were still in school when we first started, you’ve been working for almost two years now. If he truly knew about my relationship with you, he definitely wouldn’t just say it like this.”

“As for the matter with some City No. 5 Middle School teacher, that’s completely baseless. I don’t even know any teachers from City No. 5 Middle School. So, from this point, it’s clear that this person wants to frame me, but he doesn’t have any real dirt.”

Zhao Lina asked in his ear, “Have you offended anyone recently?”

“No!” Guo Lin said, “There are always many people who want to mess with me, but I haven’t offended anyone recently.”

Zhao Lina said, “Then you still need to be careful. If you ask me, you should first find a way to delete everything online, otherwise, if someone uses it to cause trouble, you’ll be too passive.”

Guo Lin nodded and said, “I’ll find someone to help me delete all this stuff later. The troublesome thing is, they didn’t just post it on our Haizhou websites; they also posted it on websites in Pengcheng and Jinling. I’m afraid we won’t be able to delete it all.”

Zhao Lina then said, “Then you should first communicate well with your leaders. All this stuff online is baseless, and even if they investigate, they won’t find anything.”

“Hmm, I wonder which bastard wants to stab me in the back. It scared me quite a bit, but after reading what they posted, I feel relieved.”

Saying that, Guo Lin patted Zhao Lina’s waist. “Come on, let’s go to the inner room.”

“No!” Zhao Lina pouted, deliberately pushing Guo Lin’s hand away, and said with slight dissatisfaction, “You only remember to find me when you need something. I haven’t seen you for days. Are you deliberately avoiding me after I told you about my family building a house last time?”

Guo Lin quickly explained, “How could that be! I’ve already prepared the money for you, but my son was beaten and hospitalized a few days ago, so I’ve been running to the hospital every day and couldn’t spare the time. I just came from the hospital.”

“Yuhang was beaten?” Zhao Lina exclaimed, “Who dares to beat him!”

“Don’t even mention it,” Guo Lin sighed. His son getting beaten was a mess. First, he was beaten by Li Mu, then he found people to help him get revenge, but unexpectedly, the people he hired ended up beating him and sending him to the hospital.

Guo Lin was too ashamed to talk about such a rotten affair.

Zhao Lina didn’t pay much attention. In her eyes, it was only a matter of time before a child like Guo Yuhang got beaten outside. When she tutored him a few years ago, he was only fifteen but already incredibly arrogant, and often tried to take advantage of her.

“My mom has been calling and urging me these past few days. My younger brother got his girlfriend pregnant and needs to get married, so the family needs money to quickly build him a house. If it’s convenient, give it to me as soon as possible, and I’ll go home and deliver it.”

Guo Lin nodded. Zhao Lina had mentioned this to him before, and he had agreed. One hundred thousand yuan was nothing much; he could easily get that money with a flick of his wrist.

“I’ve already prepared the money. I’ll bring it to you tomorrow after work.”

“You’re the best!” Zhao Lina was finally satisfied. She chuckled sweetly and pulled Guo Lin into the bedroom.

…

Guo Lin was only a man for five minutes, but for those five minutes, Zhao Lina had to spend nearly twenty minutes beforehand using all her charm and skills.

Thus, half an hour had passed.

So much could happen in half an hour. In that half hour, Guo Lin could find that momentary, god-like feeling with Zhao Lina, and Li Mu and Zhao Kang could, in that same half hour, quickly expose his and Zhao Lina’s affair online.

When Xue Guilan received her sister’s call, she was still at the hospital with her son. After answering the phone, Xue Guilan’s face quickly turned tense, then exceptionally grim, even her breathing became rapid, and her complexion turned pale!

Her younger sister, Xue Guifen, was the head of the Personnel Department at Xiling Coal Mine. For a woman who only finished junior high and was uneducated to climb to this position, it was largely thanks to her older sister and brother-in-law. When she heard others discussing her brother-in-law being exposed online, she immediately went online to check. It scared her out of her wits, and she immediately called her sister, telling her everything she saw in detail.

Xue Guilan initially thought someone was deliberately trying to frame her husband because the content didn’t contain any concrete evidence. But when she heard the name Zhao Lina, her mind buzzed, and the problem suddenly became serious.

As the saying goes, “there’s no smoke without fire.” Zhao Lina tutored her son about three and a half years ago. If the people online were merely slandering him, how could the mastermind know about such a minor figure from years ago?

Xue Guilan recalled that Zhao Lina hadn’t tutored her son for long because she had noticed her husband’s gaze towards her was always a bit off, and he was overly concerned about her. So, she had dismissed Zhao Lina early on.

She had thought she had timely nipped her husband’s emotional infidelity in the bud, but she never expected that he had been secretly keeping that little vixen since then!

Furious, Xue Guilan immediately pulled out her phone and called Guo Lin.

“Where are you?”

“Out handling something important.”

“Get your ass home in ten minutes!”

Guo Lin was currently lying on Zhao Lina’s bed. He was caught off guard by the call and before he could even make an excuse, Xue Guilan hung up.

“That stinky bitch,” Guo Lin cursed, but still rolled out of bed.

“Going back already?”

“Yeah, she probably knows about someone trying to frame me online. I need to go back and explain to her, otherwise, she’ll raise hell.”

Zhao Lina said discontentedly, “You’re always like this. You come when you want it, and you leave when you’re done. You don’t care about me at all.”

Guo Lin quickly pulled her into an embrace and comforted her, “Next time, I’ll definitely spend more time with you.”

“You said it,” Zhao Lina was instantly satisfied like a child, her delicate demeanor making Guo Lin feel pity and affection.

Guo Lin liked Zhao Lina the most at this moment; this was also Zhao Lina’s skill.

“Then I’m leaving.”

“Hmm, don’t forget about my family building a house…”

“Don’t worry, I remember. I’ll bring the money to you tomorrow.”

At this moment, Guo Lin didn’t know that the internet had already exposed his long-term affair with Zhao Lina.

Hooking up with his son’s tutor, especially when she was still a university student at the time – once this matter was exposed, the netizens watching the spectacle immediately erupted in curses.

Rushing home, he found his wife, Xue Guilan, sitting on the sofa with a cold face. Guo Lin’s heart sank, feeling that his wife’s demeanor today was not right.

“Wife,” Guo Lin lowered his head to change his shoes, deliberately muttering, “I don’t know which bastard I offended, running online and slandering me. Damn it, I’m really unlucky.”

Xue Guilan frowned, “Slandering you? Which part is slandering you?”

As soon as Guo Lin heard this, he knew his guess was correct. Xue Guilan must have seen the online content and was making assumptions, suspecting him of keeping a mistress.

So, he quickly explained, “That bastard said I kept a woman outside, and also that I was messing around with a female teacher from City No. 5 Middle School. How could I do such a thing? This is clearly slandering me!”

“Yes, you definitely didn’t mess around with a City No. 5 Middle School teacher, because you messed around with your son’s tutor!”

Guo Lin breathed a sigh of relief at the first half of the sentence, but his heart sank at the second half, and sweat immediately broke out on his forehead.

“Who told you such nonsense? With our son’s terrible studies, when did we ever hire a tutor for him?”

“Still trying to play innocent with me! You don’t remember Zhao Lina from Teacher’s College?!” Xue Guilan roared furiously. She had lived with Guo Lin for twenty years and could tell at a glance that he was lying.

Guo Lin’s mind buzzed. It was over…





Chapter 83: Internal Disintegration

Guo Lin and Zhao Lina had maintained their underground relationship for three and a half years. He had always thought he was hiding it perfectly, believing it impossible to be exposed, but unexpectedly, it still came to light.

When Xue Guilan saw Guo Lin’s face turn pale, she knew everything said online was true. In a fit of rage, she snatched the ashtray from the coffee table and, like a madwoman, smashed it on the floor: “You heartless wretch, Guo! I’ve been at home bearing and raising your son, and outside, I’ve been helping you get money and connections, yet you’ve been secretly keeping a fox spirit outside!”

Seeing the situation, Guo Lin knew that explanations, cover-ups, and lies were all useless. He quickly stepped forward to apologize: “Wife, please don’t be angry. I was just momentarily confused…”

Xue Guilan immediately exploded (in anger). She reached out and clawed at Guo Lin’s face: “Confused? You old bastard, you’ve been confused for three and a half years, haven’t you?”

Guo Lin was caught off guard, his face stinging with a burning pain in at least five or six spots. Anxiously, he pushed Xue Guilan away and snapped, “What do you think you’re doing? Everyone in this damn residential area works at the mine! Do you want to ruin me? If this gets out, how can I, the mine manager, still hold my position?”

Xue Guilan had already been overwhelmed by the matter and lost her reason. In her fury, she rushed forward to attack again: “You old scoundrel, you still care about your reputation? What were you doing before? It’s too late! Your affair with that fox spirit has already been exposed online. Who doesn’t know about it now? It’s a good thing this person exposed you, otherwise, wouldn’t you have hidden it from me for a lifetime?”

Xue Guilan’s words sent a chill down Guo Lin’s spine, and his mind suddenly exploded (in anger). His heart pounded as if it would leap out of his chest. While Guo Lin was stunned, Xue Guilan grabbed his face. Guo Lin’s legs went weak, and he plopped onto the ground.

Xue Guilan was consumed by rage, grabbing Guo Lin’s hair and tearing at it desperately.

For years, at Xiling Coal Mine, she had always felt like an empress ruling the world, not only ordering everyone around but also indulging in makeup, beauty treatments, hair dyeing, and dressing up, making herself look like a fake Westerner. She had believed she held her husband’s heart firmly, but only today did she realize that Guo Lin had been secretly keeping other women behind her back. This was a massive blow to her, making her disregard everything else.

At this moment, Guo Lin felt more terror than anything else. Just yesterday afternoon, he had thought that the person trying to ruin him didn’t have any leverage, but less than an hour later, Zhao Lina, whom he had carefully hidden for three and a half years, was exposed. This proved that the other party had leverage against him; he just didn’t know how many more of his misdeeds they had uncovered.

His mind was in an extreme state of agitation, and then Xue Guilan rushed up to tear at his hair again. Guo Lin’s temper finally reached its limit. He shoved Xue Guilan, sending her tumbling to the ground. Dragging his corpulent body forward, he delivered a fierce and resounding slap: “Am I giving you too much leeway, Xue Guilan? Are you trying to defy the heavens?!”

Xue Guilan’s face burned with pain. Guo Lin had been caught having an affair, and he dared to hit her! This pushed her to the extreme of rage: “Guo Lin, you son of a bitch, I’m going to fight you to the death today! I’ll take you down with me!”

This was the time when families in the Xiling Coal Mine residential area had just finished dinner and were out for a stroll or enjoying the cool evening air. The crashing, smashing, crying, and cursing from Guo Lin’s house made the entire residential area aware of the commotion. Those living next to Guo Lin’s house heard the content of their mutual insults, and then a rumor quickly spread throughout the Xiling Coal Mine residential area.

“Guo Lin was caught keeping a mistress by Xue Guilan! The couple is fighting at home!”

Guo Lin’s house was on the first floor. While the couple was in the thick of their battle, they had no idea that dozens of people had gathered at both the front and back entrances, listening in live. Even residents in the buildings behind them were standing on their balconies, ears perked, listening.

Li Mu also heard it. His house was in the building in front of Guo Lin’s, and his bedroom was on the shady side, allowing him to hear everything clearly from his window.

Xue Guilan was a notorious shrew at Xiling Coal Mine. Her personality couldn’t even be described as merely fiery. It was said that when she was young and argued with men, she could pull out a bloody sanitary napkin from her pants and fling it at their faces. Although sanitary napkins were long gone, when a former shrew reached Xue Guilan’s age, becoming a stinky old hag, she was precisely at the peak of a shrew’s fighting prowess.

Li Mu couldn’t say how much impact the statements he had the water army spread would have on Guo Lin’s official career, but he was certain that Xue Guilan, this strong woman, would definitely not make his life easy in the short term.

Countless spy films have taught one principle: if you cannot defeat an enemy head-on, first disintegrate them from within.



The next day, neither Guo Lin nor Xue Guilan appeared at the mine.

The rumors at the mine intensified, and in no time, Guo Lin’s affair became common knowledge.

Guo Lin was going crazy at home. He had fought with his wife until midnight, and finally, both exhausted, they slept in separate rooms, which was a temporary truce. But his face was badly scratched up by her; how could he go to work like this?

The thought of so much negative online commentary about him made him even more anxious.

At this point, he had almost completely forgotten about getting Chen Hailong to frame Li Mu’s father. His mind was entirely consumed with how to overcome the current crisis and how to clean up this domestic mess.

He even forgot that Zhao Lina was eagerly waiting for him to send the money.

He forgot Zhao Lina, but Xue Guilan didn’t.

She hadn’t slept a wink last night, seething with anger and devising plans all night. From early morning, she began contacting various friends to inquire about someone named Zhao Lina.

The information she could provide was quite limited. She only knew the person’s name was Zhao Lina, aged between twenty-two and twenty-four, who was a junior at Haizhou Teacher’s College three years ago and should have graduated two years ago.

Fortunately, Haizhou was quite small, making it very convenient to investigate someone. Within a single morning, she received definite information.

The Zhao Lina she was looking for graduated from Haizhou Teacher’s College in 1999 and was the only person with that name from Haizhou Teacher’s College that year. She was currently working in Haizhou, which matched perfectly.

When she heard that Zhao Lina was now a civil servant with an official staff position at the Education Bureau, Xue Guilan’s anger flared even more.

No wonder, no wonder when her elder brother’s daughter graduated from university last year, and she asked him to use his connections to get her into the Education Bureau, he flat-out refused! It turned out he had already gotten his fox spirit in there!

Her heart was filled with intense hatred. Looking at the bruises and finger marks on her face from Guo Lin’s beating yesterday, Xue Guilan threw everything else out of her mind. She called her elder brother and younger sister, telling her elder brother to pick up their sister and then come to her house to pick her up. She decided to personally confront that fox spirit!

The Xue family had all benefited greatly from Xue Guilan and Guo Lin, so Xue Guilan had always been the core figure of the Xue family. With just a single command from her, her siblings would all follow her lead.

Hearing the sound of Xue Guilan slamming the door shut, Guo Lin, who was hiding in another bedroom, finally breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t think much about where Xue Guilan had gone. Instead, he first called someone with whom he had close financial ties. This person was named Wu Dong. He most likely monopolized almost eighty percent of Xiling Coal Mine’s coal, and Guo Lin had received a large amount of bribes from him. The two were an absolute alliance of interests.

Wu Dong had considerable influence in Haizhou. Guo Lin called him, asking him to find a way to help delete those online posts. Wu Dong immediately agreed. Guo Lin was his god of wealth; he wouldn’t dare watch Guo Lin get into trouble.

Afterward, Guo Lin called his old superior, Han Lu.

Guo Lin had few connections in Pengcheng, and Han Lu was the most familiar person to him. In such a matter, he needed Han Lu to find a way to help him within the group. Of course, he wouldn’t let him help for free.

Although Han Lu reprimanded Guo Lin over the phone, blaming him for not being cautious enough, for not being low-key enough, and for causing trouble at a crucial moment, Han Lu still agreed to help. He and Guo Lin had a close relationship, bound by shared interests for many years; it was impossible to abandon him now.

As for Jinling, Guo Lin had a bit of a headache. He had no connections in Jinling, and finding someone to delete posts there would probably be difficult to manage.

After thinking carefully, he called Wu Dong again, offering to pay to see if he could get the websites in Jinling to also delete the relevant comments.

After giving these instructions, Guo Lin finally remembered Zhao Lina.

Zhao Lina’s name and the residential area of their love nest had already been exposed online. Fortunately, however, the exposer seemed unaware of Zhao Lina’s current identity and had not revealed her current workplace.

It seemed that he absolutely could not see Zhao Lina for the time being, and he also had to warn Zhao Lina not to return to the Wanying International Garden apartment. The two of them needed to keep their distance and wait until the commotion died down.

So Guo Lin called Zhao Lina and explained the situation.

Zhao Lina was at work. Her colleagues at the Education Bureau had been whispering behind her back all day, making her feel nervous, but she hadn’t considered that she might also have been exposed until Guo Lin’s call came through.

As soon as she heard that she had also been exposed, Zhao Lina’s already nervous nerves became even more fraught with fear and anxiety.

For a young woman like her, kept by a rich old man, she absolutely did not want her identity exposed, because she only saw this as a business transaction, a deal that could help her accumulate more life capital. When the time was right and she had earned enough money, she would naturally leave him quietly.

Relying on her looks and her job as a civil servant at the Education Bureau, Zhao Lina was quite confident that after leaving Guo Lin, she could find a reliable promising young talent to discuss marriage with. After they fell in love, she would tearfully tell her future husband in bed that he was her second man, that her first time happened during a drunken incident in college, and that she hadn’t been with anyone since. Then, she would turn over all her past and begin a brand new, beautiful life.

However, once her being kept was made public, all these fantasies would turn into smoke. Her reputation would be ruined, her relationship with Guo Lin would inevitably be unsustainable, and she would no longer gain benefits from Guo Lin. She wouldn’t have the courage to continue this job, and she wouldn’t even have the face to stay in Haizhou anymore.

Zhao Lina was in a panic, like a fawn surrounded by wolves. Guo Lin was still comforting her on the phone: “Baby, don’t think too much for now. Right now, the other party has only exposed your name. I’ve already found people everywhere to delete those contents.”

“You’re only starting to delete them now? What were you doing last night?!” Zhao Lina’s voice carried a hint of resentment. She had been exposed yesterday evening, and he was only now finding people to delete the posts.

Guo Lin sighed: “Don’t even mention it. I was fighting with that old hag until midnight last night.”

Zhao Lina quickly pressed: “Ah? She knows?”

Guo Lin hummed in affirmation, just about to speak, when Zhao Lina suddenly let out an extremely terrible scream…





Chapter 84: Shrew

Five minutes earlier, Xue Guilan, accompanied by her older brother and younger sister, stormed into the Education Bureau. After inquiring, she found out which department Zhao Lina was in. She went in but didn’t see her. She asked Zhao Lina’s colleagues, who said she might be in the restroom. So, Xue Guilan and her sister went straight in.

Inside the restroom, Zhao Lina was on the phone with Guo Lin. Suddenly, she looked up and saw Xue Guilan, accompanied by another woman, appear before her, seething with rage. Though they hadn’t seen each other in three years, they recognized each other instantly.

Before Zhao Lina could recover from her shock, the fierce Xue Guilan swung her arm, delivering a harsh slap across Zhao Lina’s face. She cursed loudly, “You slut! How dare you seduce my man! I’m going to beat you to death today!”

Immediately after, Xue Guilan and her sister charged forward, brutally punching and kicking Zhao Lina. Zhao Lina screamed repeatedly from the beating. At first, she tried to resist, but how could a weak woman fight against two shrews? In just a few moves, she was beaten into submission, unable to fight back, and curled up in the corner of the restroom, screaming for help.

Although Zhao Lina’s phone flew out of her hand and fell to the ground, it wasn’t broken, and the call was still connected. Guo Lin held his phone, listening to the commotion on the other end, so terrified that he felt like he was having a heart attack. His hands trembled so much he almost dropped the phone, forcing him to hold it with both hands.

That shrew actually found her way to the Education Bureau to attack Zhao Lina! Guo Lin initially had no idea his wife had gone out to find Zhao Lina. It was strange; how did she even know Zhao Lina worked at the Education Bureau?

At this moment, Guo Lin was burning with anxiety. On one hand, he felt sorry for Zhao Lina; on the other, he was even more worried that Xue Guilan would blow things up. But it seemed she had already blown things up!

What to do, what to do! Guo Lin paced anxiously at home. Zhao Lina’s phone had fallen into a corner of the restroom, her cries and screams were incessant, and Xue Guilan and her sister’s sounds of beating and cursing hadn’t stopped. Guo Lin panicked. He definitely couldn’t go to the scene to break up the fight. If he called his wife to tell her to calm down, it would probably just ignite her greater fury.

Guo Lin struggled and deliberated for a long time. Zhao Lina’s wails and pleas for mercy reached his ears, hurting his heart, yet he could only choose not to intervene.

At this time, at the scene, Zhao Lina’s colleagues heard her cries for help and tried to enter the restroom to intervene, but Xue Guilan’s older brother, who was blocking the doorway, cursed them: “Damn it! That fox spirit seduced my brother-in-law! It’s only right for my sister to teach her a lesson! What business is it of yours? All of you get lost, don’t meddle in other people’s affairs!”

Once he said that, no one dared to meddle in this affair. Many female colleagues gathered outside, listening to the commotion, while some male colleagues who had a secret crush on Zhao Lina pounded their chests in frustration at the doorway, never expecting their dream girl to be someone else’s kept woman.

The leaders of the Education Bureau rushed over upon hearing the news, but Xue Guilan’s eldest brother completely disregarded them, acting as if he would fight anyone who dared to interfere. He even pointed at a leader’s nose and cursed him out.

Having lost face in front of so many subordinates, the leader was furious. He called for a group of security guards and also ordered someone to call the police.

Xue Guilan and her sister had beaten Zhao Lina enough, had their fill, and the anger in their hearts had temporarily subsided. At this moment, Zhao Lina was covered in injuries, crying a river of tears. Xue Guilan, in the posture of a victor, put her hands on her hips and threatened, “You’d better disappear from Haizhou immediately, or I’ll beat you every time I see you in Haizhou!”

As she spoke, Xue Guilan’s older brother outside had already been subdued by numerous security guards. A few more security guards rushed in, pointing at Xue Guilan and her sister, and shouted, “Who are you people? Coming to our Education Bureau to assault someone and cause trouble! Don’t you know assault is against the law?”

Xue Guilan was accustomed to being arrogant. She spat a mouthful of phlegm onto one of the security guards: “She slept with my man, so it’s only right that I beat her! Why are you meddling so much? Did you sleep with her too?”

The security guards had never seen such an uncouth woman. The security guard who had been spat on, angered, was about to make a move, but Xue Guilan reached out and unbuttoned two buttons of her floral short-sleeved shirt: “Come on, come on! If you dare to touch me, I’ll take off my clothes and scream rape!”

“You shrew…” The security guard was at a loss for words. Faced with two arrogant old women, he suddenly didn’t know what to do. At this moment, a leader from the Education Bureau entered, took a look, and said to the female colleagues outside, “Quick, send Xiao Zhao to the hospital! Also, don’t let these two attackers leave; wait for the police to handle it!”

After all, the Education Bureau was a government agency, and a serious department in charge of education. If the attackers were allowed to walk away openly after causing such a scene, it would become a laughingstock.

Zhao Lina was helped away by several colleagues. Xue Guilan tried to pull her sister away, but they were stopped by the security guards. She immediately flared up: “Your old lady wants to leave, who dares to stop me? Who do you think you are? Who dropped their pants and let you out?”

The person being cursed was one of the Deputy Bureau Chiefs of the Education Bureau, in charge of all junior and senior high schools in the city. He was usually flattered wherever he went and had never been cursed like this in his life, especially with so many security guards present and a crowd of subordinates listening outside. His face immediately flushed hot, and his finger trembled as he pointed at Xue Guilan, furious: “How can you be so uncivilized!”

“You’re civilized! You’re civilized, yet your subordinate sleeps with other people’s husbands? According to you, you must have slept with this little vixen a lot too!”

“Don’t make a false accusation!”

“I’m making a false accusation? Let me tell you, your old lady isn’t on her period right now, otherwise, I’d pull out a sanitary napkin and smear your face with blood first!”

The Deputy Bureau Chief was stunned. He finally realized he had no fighting power against such a shrew. He stomped his foot in anger and roared at the security guards, “Close the door! Don’t let these two out! Wait for the police to handle it!”

After saying that, the Deputy Bureau Chief turned and left. Xue Guilan’s older brother, restrained by several security guards, shouted at the Deputy Bureau Chief with a resentful look, “My brother-in-law is the mine manager of Xiling Mine! You’d better weigh your options carefully. If you can’t afford to offend him, don’t act tough!”

The Deputy Bureau Chief’s anger flared up again. “Damn it, there are plenty of people I can’t afford to offend. I’m a deputy-level official, and I don’t even rank high in the entire city leadership team. Bureau Chiefs, Mayors, Party Secretaries, Provincial Departments, Ministries and Commissions—everywhere there are people I can’t afford to offend. But what is the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine to me?”

The Education Bureau is a state organ, while Xiling Coal Mine is a state-owned enterprise. They are not on the same level. Moreover, although Xiling Coal Mine is in Haizhou, its affiliation belongs to Pengcheng Mining Group. Why are you showing off in Haizhou?

“When the police arrive, tell the investigating officers that if they don’t enforce the law impartially, our Education Bureau will pursue this to the end!”

The Education Bureau was one of the most sought-after departments in Haizhou. They controlled the fate of all primary, junior, and senior high school students in Haizhou, and also the fate of these students’ parents. As long as a child hadn’t gone to college, no one wanted to offend the Education Bureau leaders.

Although the Public Security Bureau had much more real political power than the Education Bureau, if it came down to who was superior, the Public Security Bureau would definitely be rushing to curry favor with the Education Bureau. Everyone had children, and children needed to go to school. They wanted to go to good schools and good classes. Even if they didn’t usually curry favor with Education Bureau personnel, they would certainly not dare to offend the Education Bureau.

Now, someone was causing trouble at the Education Bureau, and a Deputy Bureau Chief of the Education Bureau had personally spoken up, vowing to pursue it to the end. The police who arrived to respond dared not be negligent in the slightest.

Xue Guilan and her brother and sister were put into a police car and taken to the police station. Zhao Lina was being treated for her injuries at the hospital. The Public Security Bureau also quickly sent someone over to take Zhao Lina to get an injury assessment.

Guo Lin, stuck at home, was as anxious as an ant on a hot pan. He made calls everywhere, trying to pull strings, and finally managed to reach the CZ District Police Station. The station chief, upon hearing that someone was asking for leniency for the troublemakers, immediately refused.

Storming into a state organ to assault someone, and even insulting a state cadre, with a Deputy Bureau Chief of the Education Bureau personally vowing to pursue it to the end—how could the police station dare to do favors for the troublemakers at this time?

Guo Lin truly hated Xue Guilan to death this time. This woman, incompetent and prone to making things worse, was causing trouble at such a critical moment. It was bad enough she caused trouble at home, but now she ran to the Education Bureau to cause a scene. If this matter got out, he would truly be ruined by her!

Even Li Mu hadn’t expected Xue Guilan to be so reckless. He had Zhao Kang expose Zhao Lina to make the couple start internal friction, causing Guo Lin internal and external problems. But in his estimation, Xue Guilan, for her husband’s safety, would certainly not dare to publicize it externally, only taking her anger out on Guo Lin at home. However, by the afternoon, eyewitnesses had already come forward on local Haizhou forums and chat rooms to expose the farce that occurred at the Education Bureau, putting it online.

Now, things really got lively.





Chapter 85: Phased Victory

When netizens collectively attacked Guo Lin, Li Mu and Zhao Kang remained calm observers. That was until Zhao Kang received feedback from his subordinates that people had started deleting posts.

Zhao Kang checked and confirmed that some posts were indeed being deleted and couldn’t be found. Some were major threads that had accumulated hundreds or even thousands of replies, and their deletion infuriated Zhao Kang.

Li Mu then immediately offered him an idea.

In the future, Baidu Tieba would often experience forum bombing incidents, where the speed of users posting far exceeded the administrators’ post deletion speed, leading to the entire Tieba being overwhelmed. Even administrators would be powerless.

Since the method of operation was the same, why not emulate it and bomb the forums that were deleting posts?

At the same time, they could expose the opponent’s post deletion behavior to netizens in real-time communication platforms like chat rooms and call on netizens to bomb the forums together.

Zhao Kang grew more and more excited as he listened, finally slapping his thigh and exclaiming, “I get it! Just you wait, I’ll mess them up!”

At seven in the evening, “Joy in Haizhou,” a local Haizhou forum, was bombed by tens of thousands of accounts.

A portion of these accounts belonged to the water army controlled by Zhao Kang, and a significant portion consisted of enthusiastic netizens who had been rallied by the water army in various chat rooms.

Wealthy individuals using money to break rules has always been one of the easiest triggers for public outrage.

The founder of “Joy in Haizhou” was named Xie Fei. He had learned a bit of programming in his spare time, bought a set of code, and set up this local forum. After operating it for half a year, it became one of Haizhou’s largest forums. Occasionally, a few restaurants and shops would approach him to run small advertisements, providing a stable advertising income. He also frequently organized offline events for netizens, earning a bit of organizational funding from them.

Because the offline events were well-received, many local netizens liked the forum. Thanks to this forum, Xie Fei had a net profit of about three thousand yuan per month, which was quite good in Haizhou.

But today, Xie Fei made a decision he would regret for a long time. When a stranger came knocking with five thousand yuan, asking him to delete some posts exposing Guo Lin on the forum, five thousand yuan was a considerable temptation for him. He agreed.

And then, public outrage was ignited.

As countless netizens flooded and overwhelmed every section of the forum, Xie Fei’s palms were sweating nervously. Every post copy-pasted Guo Lin’s misdeeds, along with insults directed at Xie Fei for accepting money to delete posts.

Xie Fei couldn’t keep up with deleting posts, so he simply blocked a few IP addresses. This, however, further enraged the public. Some netizens whose IPs were blocked at home and didn’t know how to use a proxy specifically went to internet cafes to get online and curse him. Finally, with no other options, Xie Fei had no choice but to temporarily shut down the forum.

Although his world became much quieter after closing the forum, he knew in his heart that he had offended the netizens this time. When this wave of public anger passed and the forum reopened, he wondered how much popularity would be left.

The idiom “killing the goose that lays the golden eggs” truly described his own situation.

The incident of “Joy in Haizhou” being bombed by a large number of netizens and forced to shut down made the actively participating netizens feel the joy of victory. As a result, other forums, seeing this scene, absolutely dared not delete any more posts. They couldn’t ruin their livelihood for a small sum of money for deleting posts. Now that “Joy in Haizhou” was closed, it was a good opportunity for them to attract users.

Thus, a forum named “Haizhou Home” began to highlight and sticky posts exposing Guo Lin, adopting a completely different attitude from Xie Fei. This immediately attracted a large number of netizens to visit and post comments, highly praising their approach.

Guo Lin was now completely flustered.

Li Mu felt much more cheerful. He called his father to ask about their training situation in Wencheng.

His father said the training was very interesting, he learned many new things, and met many friends who were also training.

Li Mu asked him if he had heard about Guo Lin’s matter. His father said he had heard a little about it; an old colleague called him and seemed very happy when talking about it.

Then, his father asked Li Mu how he was doing recently, and Li Mu naturally said everything was fine.

Afterward, he spoke a few words with his mother. Only after patiently listening to his mother’s admonitions and nagging did Li Mu hang up the phone.

For the time being, Guo Lin had no energy to plan his scheme to harm his father, but Li Mu still lacked sufficient sense of security.

Since his rebirth, his mindset, though not always like walking on thin ice, had been much more cautious and meticulous than before. The road of life was long, and the longer the journey, the more carefully one had to control it. Otherwise, any slight deviation could lead to irreversible losses, especially for his family and friends.

For example, his conflict with Guo Yuhang. If Zhao Kang hadn’t gotten information from his father, Li Mu would still have been kept in the dark.

It was possible that one day, he or his mother would suddenly receive a call from the police, telling them that his father had been criminally detained on suspicion of theft.

Reborn into this life, Li Mu did not want his family to bear any risks for him. He wanted to nip all dangers in the bud.

Thinking of Guo Lin’s family, Li Mu frowned: This isn’t enough force yet!

…

The three Xue siblings became infamous in Haizhou. After an employee from the Education Bureau exposed this matter online, netizens were shocked by their arrogant behavior within a state organ. Even the Police Station felt under immense pressure.

Xue Guilan’s older brother didn’t resort to violence, so after being criticized, educated, and warned, he was released that same evening. The pair of shrew sisters from the Xue family who resorted to violence were directly detained.

The next day, Zhao Lina’s injury assessment results were released: multiple bruises and swelling all over her body, multiple avulsion injuries on her scalp, multiple wounds on her face, and most importantly, a slight concussion. The final injury assessment classified it as a minor injury.

The police asked Zhao Lina if she would accept mediation, but Zhao Lina flatly refused.

Now that her own misdeeds had come to light, Zhao Lina knew she couldn’t stay in Haizhou. However, it didn’t matter; she wasn’t originally from Haizhou, she had only studied there and met Guo Lin there. If her reputation was ruined here, she could just leave.

However, what she had received from Guo Lin so far was only hundreds of thousands in cash and an apartment. The apartment wasn’t worth much, only a little over one hundred thousand yuan in total. Now that she had been beaten by Guo Lin’s wife, and the Education Bureau leaders were losing face, pursuing this to the end was indirectly supporting her. So, Zhao Lina planned to take the opportunity to extort a sum from Guo Lin. If things went smoothly, she could take the money and disappear from Haizhou.

As soon as she thought of Xue Guilan actually rushing into the Education Bureau to beat her, Zhao Lina gritted her teeth and secretly thought: Mediation is out of the question. Ten thousand or eight thousand yuan is meaningless. I’ll wait for Guo Lin to make an offer himself!

Zhao Lina refused to budge, and mediation was hopeless. The Education Bureau leaders repeatedly pressured them, and finally, the police decided to criminally detain the Xue sisters for five days. After five days, they could apply for bail pending trial, and the rest would await a future court hearing.

Guo Lin was now dumbfounded. His son was hospitalized, his wife was criminally detained, and his own face was badly scratched up. He had to wear a mask just to go out. He had truly hit rock bottom. Most importantly, his affair with Zhao Lina had spread throughout the streets and alleys, and he had no idea how to turn danger into safety.

Thinking of the mysterious person secretly trying to mess with him, Guo Lin couldn’t help but shudder.

He had hidden Zhao Lina so well for three and a half years without incident; even his suspicious wife hadn’t discovered anything. How did that person know? Did he know about Zhao Lina, and other things too? In the past, people would write reporting letters to higher-ups to frame others. Who had ever seen such an overwhelming scale of online exposure? It was truly too insidious.

Worried, he called his old leader Han Lu, partly to ask if the higher-ups were paying attention, and partly to express his desire to transfer to the group company as soon as the storm passed.

Han Lu refused. The Xiling Coal Mine was on the verge of bankruptcy, and bankruptcy meant a massive outflow of state-owned assets. Han Lu saw this as the last big score he could make before retirement. For this score, he not only had Guo Lin but also others operating in the dark. Only after he got his hands on it would he be willing to transfer Guo Lin to the group company for retirement.

So he repeatedly instructed Guo Lin that he would smooth things over with the group company leaders. Guo Lin just needed to grit his teeth and get through this period. Even if everyone in Haizhou knew he kept a female university student as a mistress, it didn’t matter. As long as the group company leaders didn’t speak up, he could continue to sit in his position at Xiling Coal Mine. Moreover, even if the leaders did speak up, Han Lu would mediate, and at most, it would result in a public reprimand within the group company for improper conduct in his personal life.

Guo Lin listened and said uneasily, “Old leader, it’s clear someone is trying to mess with me. I’m afraid they still have more tricks up their sleeve…”

Han Lu’s voice was stern: “During this period, I will guarantee that you won’t lose your mine manager position. You just tuck your tail between your legs and behave. Don’t let anyone catch any more dirt on you or cause any more trouble, or you’ll have to clean up your own mess!”

Guo Lin sighed, “This chair under my butt is now red hot, it’s burning my backside!”

Han Lu said coldly, “Even if it’s covered in nails, you still have to sit on it!”

Guo Lin was currently overwhelmed with problems, and he could only obediently comply with his old leader’s instructions. If he listened to his old leader, his old leader naturally wouldn’t stand idly by.

…

After Xue Guilan was criminally detained, Zhao Kang quickly relayed a piece of information to Li Mu: Guo Lin had given up on the plan to frame his father.

Zhao Kang’s father specifically invited Chen Hailong, the team leader of the Surveying team, for a drink. Chen Hailong said that Guo Lin had specifically called him, telling him to keep the plan to frame Li Daoping to himself and not let anyone know.

Chen Hailong directly asked Guo Lin if he had completely abandoned the matter, and Guo Lin gave him an affirmative answer.

He truly had no energy to bother with that matter anymore, and his old leader had also instructed him never to create new problems. How would he dare to retaliate against Li Daoping?

In the covert struggle with Guo Lin, Li Mu achieved a phased victory, and his mood temporarily lightened. However, Li Mu always felt that this covert struggle was far from over. Guo Lin had only given up on retaliating against him for now, and for Li Mu, that was far from enough.

Deep down in Li Mu’s heart, his only thought was to completely bring down Guo Lin!

For an eighteen-year-old prospective university student, trying to bring down a state-owned coal mine manager was like an ant trying to shake a tree. But Li Mu didn’t think that way; he felt that this goal was not impossible to achieve.

Currently, Zhao Lina, this bullet, had pierced the opponent’s lower body. What he truly lacked was a bullet that could pierce the heart. Unfortunately, such a fatal bullet was too rare.





Chapter 86: Intensive Preparations

Li Mu, who had finally breathed a sigh of relief, was extremely busy these past two days.

Eting.com was undergoing its final pre-launch tests. Although Kong Lingyu and his team were handling most of it, Li Mu still needed to keep track of their progress and offer suggestions to ensure they didn’t go off track.

As for the page design, after a morning of communication with the graphic designer and several revisions, it finally met Li Mu’s requirements.

To cope with the large number of users Eting.com was expected to attract, Li Mu had Kong Lingyu add new servers and bandwidth. The initial goal was to at least be able to handle one hundred thousand people listening to music simultaneously.

In addition, a project manager from Chengyu Construction Company, responsible for the specialty store’s renovation, arrived in Haizhou with his team, bringing two sets of design blueprints for Li Mu to choose from. Li Mu selected one, and construction began immediately.

In truth, Li Mu had little autonomy regarding the store’s renovation. The head office had extremely detailed requirements for decoration, with a dedicated renovation standard manual that strictly specified everything from wall surfaces to floor tile sizes, colors, and even patterns. Shelves, display areas, cash registers, lighting, and so on also had official templates, prohibiting individual alterations.

Since all specialty stores would look roughly the same under the unified standards, Li Mu didn’t intervene much.

The project manager hired a few casual laborers locally and led his team to begin work. Construction ran from seven in the morning to nine in the evening every day. It was said that working overtime was common practice for their company, and Li Mu was naturally delighted with this work ethic.

During the store’s construction, Li Mu had no other special requests except to order a massive advertising spray-painted banner from an advertising company. It hung directly from above the shop front facade down to the ground, its width occupying more than half of the entire storefront.

On the banner, besides the huge Metersbonwe logo, there were two cool photos of Heavenly King Guo, approximately 2.5 meters tall. In addition, it prominently displayed in eye-catching font: “Metersbonwe Haizhou Store Opening Soon, Stay Tuned.”

After all, it was the busiest street. Li Mu didn’t want to just focus on construction and forget about promotion during these one or two months of renovation. This huge banner was extremely eye-catching, clearly visible even from one hundred meters away, serving as early publicity.

Every young person passing by was drawn to this massive spray-painted advertisement, instantly receiving an exciting message: Metersbonwe was opening in Haizhou.

The recording of Simple Plan’s semi-finals performance was scheduled by Nansu Satellite TV to premiere the night after next. Eting.com was also set to officially launch at midnight on the same day. Li Mu decided to make a trip to Jinling.

Li Mu informed Kong Lingyu in advance to lead the technical team in an all-night overtime shift the night after next, offering triple overtime pay to each person. He would personally be at the office workplace to witness the historic moment of Eting’s launch with everyone.

Subsequently, Li Mu arrived at Simple Plan’s rehearsal room the next day at noon. He first listened to them rehearse “Old Boy” several times. Zhang Kexuan’s control over his vocal delivery and emotional depth was already very precise, and the band’s coordination and arrangement showcased the song perfectly. Li Mu increasingly felt that these four members of Simple Plan had the potential to become hugely popular. If they could learn to write their own songs in the future, that would be even better.

After listening, Li Mu gave the four a fair assessment: “Based on what I’m hearing, making it through the first round of the finals shouldn’t be a problem.”

The finals were divided into two rounds: the first round was eighteen into five, and the final round was five into three, where the champion, runner-up, and third place would be selected.

Immediately after, Li Mu and the other four plunged into the recording studio, beginning a closed recording session.

The recording process typically started with instruments, then vocals, followed by post-production sound editing and mixing. Generally, the songs we hear have been recorded many times, with the best segments from various takes edited together. This is a more scientific recording method. Later on, when more and more tone-deaf celebrities started releasing albums, they could essentially just read the lyrics a few times, and the post-production could still fix the pitch.

The first song Li Mu and Simple Plan recorded was “Li Bai.” The instrumental part of this song was completed in just three takes, but Zhang Kexuan’s vocals took more than ten takes. It wasn’t that his performance wasn’t good enough, but that Li Mu was striving for perfection.

Listening to a recorded song is vastly different from watching a live performance. A live version can naturally overlook some errors and imperfections, but a recorded version cannot; it must be foolproof. Li Mu aimed for flawless perfection with every single recorded in the studio. This was pop music, meant for countless people, unlike niche folk songs like “Zebra Zebra” that he recorded himself.

“Li Bai” finally met Li Mu’s requirements. Afterwards, everyone rested for a while, then immediately began recording “Sunflower.” With previous experience, Zhang Kexuan’s performance for “Sunflower” was much more stable, and the vocals were sorted out in five takes.

When both songs were completed, seeing that there was still plenty of time, Li Mu said, “Alright, let’s strike while the iron is hot and record ‘Old Boy’ as well. You’ll be heading to Yanjing for the finals in a few days, and with all the traveling, I’m worried you won’t have the time or be in such good condition.”

“Okay!” Everyone was excited. So they ordered some takeout and busily recorded “Old Boy.” Zhang Kexuan had overused his voice a bit, so Li Mu let him rest for more than two hours. By the time the accompaniment for “Old Boy” was recorded, Zhang Kexuan’s voice had mostly recovered, and he was in his best state. Coupled with the fact that they had been rehearsing “Old Boy” constantly these past few days, the recording of this song was actually faster than the other two.

After all three songs were recorded, everyone went to a restaurant for a meal. Li Mu instructed them to also pay attention to Eting.com. Furthermore, before their songs were launched on Eting.com, they absolutely must not leak the source files of the songs. The four of them understood perfectly and nodded repeatedly.

Li Mu finally breathed a sigh of relief. Tonight at eight o’clock, Nansu Satellite TV would broadcast the semi-finals recording. Zhao Kang, in Haizhou, was already standing ready. These past few days, his water army had sparked a discussion within Simple Plan’s fan base: where could they hear the official versions of “Li Bai” and “Sunflower,” as the live audio they had heard had poor sound quality.

However, all the fans said that Simple Plan had not yet signed with any record company, so they hadn’t entered a recording studio to record songs. Everyone was waiting for their recorded versions to come out, but it would likely be some time.

Among them, many fans were analyzing the timeline, and one plan was most widely accepted by fans: Simple Plan would likely only attract truly significant record companies and sign with them after participating in the finals in mid-August. From signing to the release of their first album would take at least half a year, meaning everyone probably wouldn’t get to hear Simple Plan’s recorded works or buy their albums this year.

However, Zhao Kang’s water army launched a promotional offensive. They spread “rumors” online, telling all Simple Plan fans that the official recorded version of Simple Plan’s first single, “Li Bai,” had actually already been recorded in the studio, including “Sunflower.” These two songs would soon be released online, sparking enthusiastic discussion among fans online.

Li Mu brought the source files to Eting.com’s office workplace. Kong Lingyu, with two full-time technicians, one server technician, and several local part-time outsourced fourth-year university students, stood ready in the office building.

Before the official launch, Li Mu and everyone else tested the frontend and backend. Everything was very smooth, with no issues. Most importantly, the website’s interface was beautiful. At least for the current time, Eting was definitely the coolest music streaming website.

All songs in the music library were sourced from the internet, a common characteristic of all music streaming websites at the time. Li Mu knew that the accumulation of primitive capital was sinful, and the internet industry was no exception. In later generations, countless billionaires made money by plagiarism, imitation, infringement, and selling counterfeit goods. At this point, he shouldn’t feel too much shame. As long as he kept pace with the times, he wouldn’t be universally condemned. The most important thing was to get Eting up and running and gather users first.

At eight o’clock, Nansu Satellite TV’s program began.

Many people online were flooding forums, eagerly anticipating Simple Plan’s performance video. But everyone also knew that they were the last to appear in the semi-finals, so their broadcast time would definitely be after nine o’clock.

Meanwhile, Zhao Kang’s water army began their second round of promotion.





Chapter 87: Eting.com Goes Live

On various forums and websites, some netizens claiming to have “inside information” confidently declared that a music streaming website would officially launch at midnight tonight. They claimed to possess the official studio versions of Simple Plan’s two songs and would first release Simple Plan’s “Li Bai” at midnight.

The netizens’ response was surprisingly uniform: disbelief.

Immediately after, those ‘netizens’ who held the inside information released a pile of photos no one had ever seen before.

One of the photos showed the four members of Simple Plan holding a banner together, which read: “Simple Plan’s single ‘Li Bai’ official studio version will officially launch at www.eting.com at midnight today. Please look forward to it.”

In addition, Zhang Kexuan and the other band members also took several cool photos, each holding signs with the same text.

To prevent accusations of photo manipulation, the photographer cleverly blended the signs with the ambient light, making it clear at a glance that they were actual photographs, genuine and unadulterated.

At this time, although Eting.com had not yet officially launched, visitors could still see a welcome page when they opened it.

The welcome page featured only one evocative image: a man with a guitar on his back, standing against a sunset, with the surrounding environment resembling a classical Nordic town, exuding a unique charm and flavor.

Directly below the man’s silhouette were three lines of text.

The first line: Tonight at midnight, embark on a brand new musical journey;

The second line: Remaining until Eting.com officially launches: X hours XX minutes;

The third line: Simple Plan’s hit single “Li Bai” official studio version will be simultaneously released.

With this, the netizens who had come after hearing about it immediately believed.

Ever since Zhao Kang’s water army began their operations, Li Mu had instructed Kong Lingyu to monitor the website’s traffic. In just half an hour, the unique IP visits reached three thousand.

At nine o’clock, unique IP visits reached ten thousand.

At nine ten, Simple Plan finally began performing on Nansu Satellite TV, and the live video of “Sunflower” was broadcast on television for the first time.

The television broadcast version had much better sound quality than the versions recorded by the live audience, and the charm of the song “Sunflower” began to truly shine.

At nine thirty, Eting.com’s traffic peaked, with unique IP visits exceeding twenty thousand.

Kong Lingyu and the other technicians were too shocked to speak. They had never seen a website attract such a large number of users before it even officially launched.

One must know that countless websites today start from scratch, and users are accumulated little by little after launch. But where did these twenty thousand users come from now? Did Li Mu promote it online?

Kong Lingyu didn’t know that Li Mu also had a network water army, possibly even the earliest water army of its kind. These water army members were promoting Eting.com overwhelmingly online, using the Simple Plan hype to attract a large number of users.

Li Mu had always felt that Simple Plan would be Eting.com’s secret weapon because their popularity was soaring, and Simple Plan’s music was exclusive to Eting.com, both now and in the future.

For Eting.com, Simple Plan’s mission was to attract the first batch of users. The rest would depend on Eting.com’s simple and smooth user experience, as well as its grand and eye-catching visual effects, to retain these users.

Additionally, Eting.com’s cloud playlist feature had been completed. Every registered user’s playlist would be uploaded to the cloud server and automatically loaded the next time they logged in.

Although this feature would be ubiquitous in later generations, most websites at the time did not possess such a function.

Eting.com was so much stronger than other similar websites; there was no reason it wouldn’t completely dominate them.

After Nansu Satellite TV finished broadcasting all the semi-finals videos, Zhao Kang’s water army changed their aliases and started moving again.

This time, they didn’t promote the website. Instead, they stirred up waves of discussion about Simple Plan everywhere, praising “Sunflower” as inspiring and moving. Many “fans” who were in a dark period of their lives were ignited with hope by the song, rekindling their fighting spirit, and then went online to share their inspirational anecdotes.

Although the second wave of promotion didn’t deliberately highlight Eting.com, Eting.com still benefited greatly from it.

By 11:55 PM, Eting.com’s unique IP visits had reached one hundred thousand. Li Mu knew that most of these users were from Nansu Province. Once Simple Plan sang “Old Boy” in the first round of the finals, their fan base would definitely experience a surge.

The technical staff, including Kong Lingyu, were also stunned. They had never seen any website attract such a massive number of users before its launch. Given this, would the servers and bandwidth be able to handle it?

However, Li Mu was unconcerned. He said calmly, “We’ve been counting visitors from 8 PM until now, a period of four hours. Not all of these users can wait until midnight. There’s a significant difference between daily unique visitors and peak concurrent visitors.”

At midnight, Eting.com officially went live.

When the website’s homepage finally appeared before netizens, almost everyone’s first impression was how incredibly beautiful the site was.

Never before had a website possessed such a beautiful and technologically advanced page. Li Mu had applied the aesthetics of later generations and the meticulous attention to color and imagery from the app industry to the graphic design. Therefore, the first feeling users experienced when they flocked to the site was a visual feast.

However, they weren’t solely focused on visuals; after all, they were there to listen to music.

The default first banner on the homepage was Simple Plan’s poster, accompanied by a listening icon for “Li Bai.” Users clicked to listen and were surprised to find that when listening to songs on Eting.com, there were no page jumps or pop-ups. Instead, a beautiful floating player window appeared at the bottom, even with a floating lyrics feature. This was truly impressive.

The official studio version of “Li Bai” was finally released with Eting.com.

Data showed that at 0:02 AM, approximately one hundred thousand people were concurrently listening to “Li Bai.”

At 0:10 AM, “Li Bai” had already been played over two hundred thousand times, and the download count had just exceeded five thousand.

Personal computers and MP3 hardware were not yet truly widespread, so low download numbers were normal.

The traffic peak lasted until around 1:00 AM, but the peak did not set a new higher record. Li Mu was already very satisfied. For Eting.com to achieve such results at launch was, frankly, quite remarkable.

Before leaving, Li Mu instructed Kong Lingyu to monitor the traffic data, set a traffic threshold, and immediately add more servers and bandwidth once it approached 80% of the threshold, ensuring that user listening and download speeds were unaffected. He emphasized that they absolutely could not cut corners on this.

The next day, Li Mu returned to Haizhou. As he took a taxi home from the train station, he was surprised to find that “Li Bai” had already started appearing on car radios.

In those years, local radio stations, like music streaming websites, had no concept of copyright. What songs they played was entirely up to the DJ’s personal preference.

Haizhou’s local traffic music radio station played songs for more than thirty percent of its daily broadcast time and also had a song request hotline. Although it played a large number of songs on repeat daily, the radio audience was still very large in this era, and its influence was widespread.

He vaguely remembered that music radio stations in Yanjing and Shanghai even consistently released song popularity charts, which were quite authoritative.

A thought sparked in Li Mu’s mind, and he called Zhang Kexuan.

“Do you know anyone at Jinling Music Radio?”

“I don’t know, but I can ask around. Why?”

“Find someone, pull some strings, to play ‘Li Bai’ during rush hour. Also, find some shills to specifically call the radio’s song request hotline to request this song. Aim to have it broadcast twice a day on the radio. Radio can quickly reach people who don’t know about that competition or haven’t heard the song.”

For a radio station, playing a song twice a day wasn’t outrageous. Later, songs like “Mice Love Rice,” “Two Butterflies,” and even Phoenix Legend’s catchy songs would be played six times a day and still not be enough.

Zhang Kexuan’s mind quickly turned, and he understood the importance of this.

All taxis and buses basically played the radio, especially music stations. Many students would secretly listen to the radio under their covers at night. Popular songs spread very quickly on the radio.

“I’ll go do it right away! Aim to have it played today!”

Li Mu reminded him again, “It would be best if the DJ could mention Eting.com, and also mention that your ‘Sunflower’ will be available on Eting.com in five days.”

“OK, I’ll find someone to do it right away!”

“I’ll think of a way for Haizhou. If you can find connections in other cities, try to get things moving there too. The cost for this will definitely be very low, but the effect will definitely be very good.”





Chapter 88: Gaining Momentum

Zhao Kang had experience with public relations in Yanjing, so Li Mu entrusted him with the task of doing PR for Haizhou Music Radio’s DJ.

Unexpectedly, he got the job done over dinner. At nine o’clock that evening, he called Li Mu and told him to listen to the radio.

Li Mu found his dad’s radio, tuned to the right frequency, and after a burst of intro music, heard a male voice say: “Welcome everyone to ‘I Love Pop Music’! Today’s first song on ‘I Love Pop Music’, recommended by Xiao Hu, is from the Simple Plan band, who recently won first place in the Nansu Province band competition. I’m sure many listeners have seen Simple Plan’s live performance of this song on TV, but today Xiao Hu brings you the official recorded version. This song was just released exclusively on Eting.com at midnight today. If listeners like Simple Plan’s songs, remember to follow Eting.com, www.eting.com. Simple Plan’s second single, ‘Sunflower’, will also soon be globally released exclusively on Eting.com.”

Immediately after, the music for “Li Bai” began to play.

In a prefecture-level city with a population of several hundred thousand in its urban area, at this time, there were at least several thousand, if not tens of thousands, of people listening to the radio.

Li Mu had heard this song so much these past two days that he was almost sick of it. He turned off the radio and called Zhao Kang back.

“Not bad, Kangzi, how did you manage to connect with them?”

“Haha, that’s nothing. I have a classmate who lives in the same complex as that Xiao Hu. That guy’s monthly salary is only one thousand yuan. I treated him to a meal and gave him two hundred yuan, and it was done.”

Li Mu didn’t know whether to laugh or cry; it really was that simple.

Zhao Kang then laughed and said, “I just finished dinner with him and am on my way back. The driver’s radio is broken, did you listen? Are you satisfied?”

“Very much so, completely met expectations.”

“That’s good then.” Zhao Kang laughed, “I bought two phones for my parents this afternoon and haven’t had a chance to give them to them yet. I’ll go home for a bit, then come to your place.”

“Alright.”

After hanging up, Li Mu was about to call Kong Lingyu to ask about the traffic situation when Kong Lingyu’s call came in.

“Boss, we hit a new peak in traffic around eight o’clock tonight, with over one hundred fifty thousand concurrent users listening! Boss, where did you get such a huge amount of traffic from?”

“Search for Simple Plan on a search engine, and look at a few more search results, you’ll know. Also, you don’t listen to the radio, do you?”

“How would I have time for that… I’ll go search for Simple Plan right away and check it out.”

“Okay.” Li Mu was about to hang up when Kong Lingyu added, “Oh, Boss, our unique IP addresses for today have almost reached three hundred thousand so far, but our registered user ratio is a bit low, less than five thousand.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “A low number of registered users is a common problem for these types of websites. Here’s what we’ll do: go purchase three mobile phones and three MP3 players, keeping the total cost within eight thousand yuan. Use these as prizes for a prize-winning registration event. Have the graphic designer create a promotional banner and place it at the very top.”

“Huh? Why?” Kong Lingyu’s mind couldn’t keep up. Most internet companies now were thinking about how to extract money from users, or at least monetize user traffic if they couldn’t. He had never heard of anyone spending money on users in return.

Li Mu, however, understood this marketing model very well. In the future, every app would offer subsidies and red envelopes, burning billions of yuan at a time, all to attract users. It was just that current internet practitioners hadn’t yet entered the future’s fierce competition and didn’t understand the marketing model of giving back to users.

But Li Mu felt that a small investment could provide a powerful incentive for users to register, so why not? For internet users at that time, mobile phones and MP3 players were considered luxury items. If there was a chance to win them just by registering, the conversion rate would surely be very high.

Li Mu didn’t answer Kong Lingyu’s question but instructed, “Remember, the prize drawing period needs to be long enough, but not too long. Let’s set it at a seven-day cycle for now. Every seven days, we’ll draw one grand prize phone and one grand prize MP3 player. The system will randomly draw, and every registered user has a chance to win. Winning users will be announced on the website.”

“Additionally, within the seven-day drawing cycle, users who continuously check in daily will have their winning chances doubled. Users who check in daily and listen for over an hour will count as checking in twice, doubling their chances again. If they don’t win this time, their chances will accumulate for the next drawing.”

The core of Li Mu’s words was to increase user habits, thereby indirectly enhancing user stickiness. As for whether Kong Lingyu could understand, Li Mu didn’t care. It didn’t matter if he didn’t understand now; as long as he implemented it and saw the results, he would naturally understand.

Kong Lingyu, with doubt and surprise, accepted Li Mu’s task. He then arranged for the graphic designer to work overtime to produce the banner, while he himself planned to take time off tomorrow noon to purchase the prizes.

Li Mu hung up the phone, calculating in his mind. First, let Yi Ting cultivate a batch of users. Once the user base reached a certain scale in a few days, he could upload his two songs to test the effect. If users liked them, Yi Ting would have another unique content source.

…

When he had some free time, Li Mu also made time to practice driving at the driving school, and incidentally, he could also see Su Yingxue. However, after successfully executing three perfect reverse parking maneuvers and shifting parking, the instructor waved his hand: “You should stop coming and fighting for cars to practice. Go back and wait for the exam.”

Li Mu didn’t have time to run to the driving school every day, so he let Su Yingxue and Zhao Kang down.

The progress of the storefront renovation was excellent. Li Mu went to check on it every day recently, and it was basically different every day. The huge inkjet advertisement he hung at the storefront entrance was also very effective. Many young people in Haizhou already knew that the local Metersbonwe specialty store had begun renovations, and the store was very large, looking quite high-end.

Unlike Heavenly King Guo, who had stooped to playing with internet celebrities in 2015, the current Heavenly King Guo was indeed a true Heavenly King, and his influence was extraordinary.

The store’s renovation was expected to be completed around August 15th. Li Mu needed to time his orders with the headquarters carefully. According to the official pricing, the stocking cost per square meter for summer clothes was about 800 yuan, while for winter clothes it was 1000 to 1500 yuan. Li Mu’s store was one hundred sixty-five square meters. With the autumn-spring season change approaching, the stocking cost should be around 1000 yuan per square meter, totaling less than two hundred thousand yuan, which he could easily manage.

Eting.com was also doing remarkably well. Since the launch of the prize-winning registration banner advertisement, registered users had already exceeded three hundred thousand. This made Kong Lingyu completely admire Li Mu.

Now, radio stations in all cities across the province were continuously playing “Li Bai.” This was partly due to human PR efforts and partly due to the song’s inherent appeal. In short, this song had become a hit, at least it was truly popular in Nansu Province.

On the third day of Xue Guilan’s criminal detention, “Li Bai” finally landed on Shanghai music radio. As soon as it was broadcast, it garnered enthusiastic adoration from young people. Simple Plan, along with “Li Bai,” made its first appearance in a first-tier major city. Along with them, Eting.com was also brought to the big city. Eting.com’s daily traffic had already exceeded five hundred thousand, and the water army was still promoting it overwhelmingly.

Li Mu called Kong Lingyu and told him that he had found an independent singer and planned to publish his work on Yi Ting as well. He asked Kong Lingyu to have the graphic designer customize a banner advertisement, placed as the second banner after Simple Plan’s, with the content: “Eting.com Exclusive Singer Muzi’s Single ‘Zebra Zebra’ Premieres Across the Web - ‘A Confession from a Niche Folk Singer’.”

There was no photo, only a blurry silhouette of someone playing a guitar with their back to the camera.

Li Mu had no intention of becoming a celebrity since his Rebirth, so he only used the “stage name” Muzi to release songs, aiming to increase user stickiness for Eting.com.

Li Mu wasn’t very confident about the two songs he had recorded. After all, both were somewhat niche folk songs, and the recording quality was rough. However, at the very least, they were unique to the entire internet. Uploading them would certainly only bring benefits, not harm.

Kong Lingyu was naturally overjoyed. Eting.com’s development momentum was so rapid that he was even happier than Li Mu. Li Mu, after all, was a Rebirth, and had been immersed in the internet for many years, so he was much calmer than Kong Lingyu.

After Muzi’s “Zebra Zebra” went online, it didn’t immediately gain very high popularity. Li Mu analyzed Eting.com’s user behavior and found that most of them would come, listen to Simple Plan directly, and then start searching for currently popular singers like Jay Chou, Liang Jingru, Nicholas Tse, and Yu Quan.

But Li Mu didn’t care; he would give it some time and let it slowly ferment.

Zhang Kexuan had been closely following Eting.com recently, especially the data for the song “Li Bai” on the website. In just a few days, the song’s play count had exceeded one million, which none of the four members of Simple Plan had anticipated.

As he routinely opened the webpage to check the data, Zhang Kexuan accidentally discovered the banner advertisement for Muzi’s “Zebra Zebra.” He was startled, remembering that Li Mu had previously recorded a song with the same name. Out of curiosity, he clicked to listen and confirmed it was indeed Li Mu.

However, Li Mu hadn’t used his real name but signed as Muzi, which made Zhang Kexuan a bit curious.

“Hello, Kexuan.”

Li Mu, who was inspecting the progress of the store’s renovation, received a call from Zhang Kexuan.

“I saw ‘Zebra Zebra’ went live on Eting.com. Why didn’t you use your real name?”

Li Mu said, “I don’t want to be famous.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Actually, being famous isn’t so bad…”

Li Mu chuckled twice and said, “I’d rather just quietly do my own thing. The entertainment industry is too superficial, it’s not for me.”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled and said, “What if the name Muzi also becomes popular? Won’t you still become famous? There are no walls that can keep secrets these days.”

Li Mu then said, “Only the four of you in the band and Sister Wan know that Muzi is me, so you must keep it strictly confidential for me. If it leaks out, the four of you will be responsible.”

Zhang Kexuan quickly pledged, “Don’t worry, I’ll tell them right away. We absolutely won’t reveal a single bit about you!”

“That’s more like it.”

Zhang Kexuan hesitated for a moment and said, “Oh, right, we plan to go to Yanjing two days early for the finals, to get used to the environment.”

Li Mu checked the time: “Isn’t that tomorrow then?”

“Yes,” Zhang Kexuan said, “We really hoped you could come with us, but I guess you definitely won’t agree.”

“Indeed, I’ve been especially busy lately and can’t get away.”

Zhang Kexuan said seriously, “Don’t worry, the four of us will definitely fulfill our mission this time. Wait for our good news in Haizhou!”





Chapter 89: Sweet and Lingering

“Li Bai” was sweeping across major radio stations with immense popularity. At the same time, on the internet forums of Haizhou, Jinling, and Pengcheng, the topics of Guo Lin’s corruption and his affair with Zhao Lina were also heating up. However, Li Mu felt that the current momentum was still far from achieving the effect he desired.

Although Guo Lin was being lambasted online, only his misconduct had been confirmed. Guo Lin’s real major problem was graft and abuse of power. Only by finding concrete evidence in this regard could this trouble be resolved once and for all.

By the fifth day of Xue Guilan’s criminal detention, the senior management of Pengcheng’s mining group still showed no signs of action, not even a move to investigate Guo Lin’s misconduct.

For five days, Guo Lin had been secretly operating. He sent one million in cash to his old superior, Han Lu, and also handed over three properties he owned in Pengcheng for Han Lu to help lobby the higher-ups.

After five days, with the group showing no signs of investigating him, Guo Lin slowly recovered from his anxiety. He realized that with Han Lu’s help, he wasn’t in any real danger. The only remaining problem to solve was Zhao Lina suing his wife.

Guo Lin didn’t go to the detention center to pick up his wife; instead, he entrusted his brother-in-law with the task. He himself made an hour-long phone call to Zhao Lina.

Zhao Lina no longer dared to meet Guo Lin. Guo Lin also knew that their fleeting affair had come to an end, so he frankly asked Zhao Lina what it would take for her to drop the lawsuit against Xue Guilan.

Zhao Lina said she had no face left to stay in Haizhou, and starting a new life in a new city would mean starting everything from scratch, so she demanded one million to drop the lawsuit.

Guo Lin hesitated for a moment, then agreed. One million to put an end to the matter and settle this worry. With Zhao Lina gone for good, he would be spared trouble and effort. Once she left, anyone who tried to use this against him in the future would have no evidence.

Meanwhile, after five days in the detention center, Xue Guilan slowly came to understand. She realized that her initial act of going to Zhao Lina’s home and hitting her was somewhat ill-considered, especially given the significant risk it brought to her husband. At a time like this, they should work together to weather the storm outside.

Guo Lin had spent over two million in cash and several properties. When Xue Guilan found out, her heart bled. Especially that hussy who seduced her husband—she was just beaten once, yet she demanded one million in compensation. It was an exorbitant demand!

However, on second thought, it was a good thing. Giving her one million to get lost was much better than her continuously being her husband’s secret lover.

The next day, Zhao Lina received the one million she had dreamed of and formally dropped all charges against Xue Guilan at the public security organs. This news was released online by informed sources at ten in the morning. Then, at eleven o’clock, a netizen, suspected to be an internal staff member of the Education Bureau, posted that Zhao Lina had resigned and seemed to be preparing to leave Haizhou.

Guo Lin had sent Zhao Lina away, appeased his wife, and brought the situation under control. After days of torment, he could finally breathe a sigh of relief. But what he didn’t know was that Li Mu was still watching him like a tiger from the shadows, like a hunter eyeing his prey, waiting for the chance to deliver a fatal blow.

…

The day before the first round of the Simple Plan finals, Eting.com released their second song, “Sunflower.” At the same time, Li Mu, using the name Muzi, also released his second song, “‘When You Are Old’.”

As Simple Plan already had considerable popularity online, “Sunflower” became an instant hit both online and offline upon its release. Just as “Li Bai” had topped the music charts on several major radio stations, “Sunflower,” with its strong motivational appeal, quickly followed suit and surged up the charts.

The success of these two songs allowed Simple Plan to become known to audiences nationwide. Eting.com’s user data analysis showed that when the website first launched, users from Nansu Province accounted for 80%. Now, in-province users and out-of-province users were equally divided.

Li Mu believed that with the start of the finals, the proportion of out-of-province users would soon surpass those from within the province. At that time, Eting.com would also usher in a wave of traffic peaks.

Simple Plan’s songs had reached millions of plays, but Muzi’s songs had a rather pitifully low number of plays. Li Mu didn’t pay much attention to it, but what he didn’t know was that the song “Zebra Zebra” had already started to become popular among university students.

At ten o’clock on the night of the finals, Li Mu received a call from the four members of Simple Plan, who were together in Yanjing. They were ecstatic, having secured first place in the first round of the finals with their song “Old Boy.”

In his excitement, Zhang Kexuan immediately called Li Mu, asking urgently, “The finals are on August fifteenth, just one more week. Bro Mu, have you got our next song ready for us?”

“It’s ready. I’ll give it to you when you get back.”

The four of them asked in unison, “What’s the next song called?”

Li Mu smiled and casually replied, “Fly Higher.”

…

Li Mu smoothly passed his reverse parking and parallel parking test. Although Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue both lightly hit the poles during their tests, the examiners waved them through. Overall, the difficulty of the driving test in this era was about one-fifteenth of what it would be fifteen years later.

That afternoon, the four members of Simple Plan, returning to Jinling, didn’t even have time to celebrate their first-round victory with their families before driving straight to Li Mu’s house.

Li Mu had already prepared the lyrics and chord charts for “Fly Higher” for them. In front of the four, he sang “Fly Higher” a few times and roughly explained his arrangement ideas.

The musical style of this song could certainly be described as grand and magnificent. For the arrangement, the original song’s intro had a very long synthesizer keyboard buildup. Simple Plan didn’t have a keyboardist, but that wasn’t an issue. Li Mu suggested finding a professional keyboardist to record the accompaniment and then adding appropriate string instruments to complement the climax of the chorus.

During live performances, the recorded instrumental accompaniment combined with the band’s live accompaniment and vocals would produce an excellent effect. This approach could be seen at many band concerts.

After Li Mu finished explaining the entire arrangement concept, the four members of Simple Plan took notes while mentally picturing the effect of Li Mu’s arrangement, each one delighted and amazed.

Li Mu instructed the four to continue strengthening their public relations with radio stations. “Li Bai” and “Sunflower” were already on the charts, especially “Li Bai,” which had topped them for several days. Some music critics said the song had the potential to become one of the top ten golden songs of the year. However, in Li Mu’s opinion, “Old Boy” and “Fly Higher” were also major contenders to dominate the charts.

All four songs were released gradually, in sync with the band’s competition rhythm. If the radio promotion was handled well, all four of Simple Plan’s songs could potentially top the major music charts. It was highly probable that after this summer, they would become popular across the entire country.

The success of the Yanjing finals made the four members of Simple Plan revere Li Mu like a god. The four gave Li Mu two hundred thousand as payment for the songs and another one hundred thousand for the next stage of promotion fees. Li Mu didn’t take the two hundred thousand, only accepting the one hundred thousand promotion fee.

Zhang Kexuan and Ye Tianming strongly urged Li Mu to accept the two hundred thousand. Li Mu waved his hand, “I’m not really short on money right now; I’ll still have some left after opening the store. You guys have always been in charge of the funding for Eting.com, so don’t count the money for these two songs with me. It’s too formal.”

The two still tried to insist, but Li Mu changed the subject, asking Zhang Kexuan, “Has Sister Wan contacted you recently?”

“She called me before the competition.”

Li Mu said, “Strange, she hasn’t contacted me these past few days.”

Zhang Kexuan retorted, “Well, have you actively contacted her?”

Li Mu admitted, “No, I’ve been swamped with a lot of messy affairs recently too.”

Zhang Kexuan rolled his eyes at Li Mu. “There you go then.”

After speaking, he added, “I heard from Xiao Wan that she’s been quite busy lately. But she did ask about you, and she also asked if I’d tried inviting you to Yanjing. I told her I did, but you were too busy, so she didn’t ask further.”

Li Mu nodded. He had indeed been very busy recently, and because of Guo Lin’s attempt to frame his father, he had been under a lot of stress. In the past few days, Zhao Kang was almost the only person he had truly interacted with. He hadn’t actively contacted anyone else, including his parents, Chen Wan, or even Su Yingxue.

After the four left, Li Mu called his parents. Their training was mostly over and would soon conclude. Over the phone, they all sounded to be in excellent spirits, indicating that embracing new things was indeed very beneficial for them.

After hanging up, Li Mu was about to call Chen Wan when, as if by telepathy, he received a text message from her.

“What’s the rascal up to?”

“Thinking of you.”

“Nonsense.”

“Really, I was just about to call you, and your text came through.”

“Really thinking of your sister?”

“Really!”

“Sister misses you too…”

The two exchanged caring messages for a moment. The most intimate content in their chat was those two words, “thinking of you.” They both tacitly agreed not to go any further.

Li Mu always felt that his relationship with Chen Wan had an indescribably ambiguous quality. Although an wicked thought crossed his mind to deepen this vague ambiguity by another level or two, his rationality told him that it was perfectly fine as it was—not too much, not too little, just sweet and lingering.





Chapter 90: Song Liang’s Intentions

I heard from some of the younger kids in the neighborhood that Guo Yuhang had already been discharged from the hospital.

After his discharge, he was driven straight home and had been holed up there ever since, not stepping out. Besides his parents, no one had seen him again.

If it weren’t for Zou Hua showing up menacingly with seven or eight of his younger brothers, Li Mu wouldn’t have known if the rumors were true or false.

The timing was incredibly coincidental. On the very day Guo Yuhang was discharged, Zou Hua was also released on bail pending trial. Logically, since he caused minor bodily harm to Guo Yuhang, and Guo Lin had pulled some strings to apply pressure, this guy should have been criminally detained. But for some reason, the police gave him face and simply let him go.

A rumor circulated that Zou Hua was released because Song Liang had spoken up. Many didn’t believe it, thinking a small-time hoodlum like Zou Hua wasn’t important enough for Song Liang to care about. But Li Mu believed it. Releasing Zou Hua at this moment would probably be the most agonizing thing for the Guo Lin family. Such a coincidence couldn’t have happened without Song Liang.

As soon as Zou Hua was out, he went straight to Guo Lin’s house, demanding that Guo Lin and Xue Guilan compensate him for his Honda Accord, which was almost totaled.

His new car hadn’t even been broken in before Zhang Wanjun’s subordinates smashed it. Zhang Wanjun had even said that this debt was on him and told Zou Hua to collect it from him. How would Zou Hua dare?

Over two hundred thousand yuan just vanished like that. Zou Hua couldn’t get over it. Even though he was still facing a case of causing minor injury, he still threatened Guo Lin fiercely: if they didn’t pay, his son should be careful, or he’d take them all down if pushed too far.

Guo Lin called the police, but after they arrived, they merely surveyed the scene and warned Zou Hua: collecting debt was fine, but don’t go too far. After saying that, the police even left without making Zou Hua leave.

Guo Lin was dumbfounded. The police’s actions clearly favored Zou Hua. Did this kid have some kind of powerful background?

Seeing that even the police wouldn’t touch him, Zou Hua’s arrogance grew even more. He brought his younger brothers and directly blocked Guo Lin’s doorway, looking as if he was prepared to wear them down to the very end.

Guo Lin was already in hot water, and now Zou Hua, this troublemaker, suddenly appeared, making him agitated. He was also afraid that this guy might do something impulsive if he got desperate, so he thought about giving him money to make him leave quickly. However, he didn’t dare to suddenly pull out over two hundred thousand yuan to compensate Zou Hua, because he was currently in a precarious situation, and his old superior had warned him not to have any incidents during this period. Pulling out over two hundred thousand yuan would be handing his opponents leverage.

In utter helplessness, Guo Lin entrusted his younger brother to send Zou Hua two hundred eighty thousand yuan. Only then did he manage to send this plague away.

Zou Hua was gone, but Guo Lin and his family of three felt as if a huge rock was lodged in their hearts, almost suffocating them.

His son was beaten, and the revenge against Li Mu hadn’t been exacted—that was bad enough. But now he had to pay two hundred eighty thousand yuan to the very person who had beaten his son. Was there anything more useless in this world?

Xue Guilan threw a tantrum at home, cursing that their family was like a tiger that had fallen into the plains and was bullied by dogs. But even she understood in her heart that her husband was now in a precarious situation, and they could only swallow their bitterness.

Guo Lin and Xue Guilan had been in the thick of things for most of their lives, and when faced with a crisis, they understood the principle of knowing when to yield and when to stand firm. But Guo Yuhang was young and impetuous; he absolutely could not swallow this insult. All his anger was focused on Li Mu, but the thought of Li Mu having big shots like Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun behind him made Guo Yuhang feel a lump of congealed blood in his heart, making him wish he were dead.

…

While Guo Yuhang wished he were dead, Li Mu’s life was delightful.

Li Mu made time every day to visit the store and check on the renovation progress. Coincidentally, a gym opened on the second floor directly opposite his shop, so Li Mu bought a monthly pass and spent an hour and a half there every day doing strength training. In his previous life as a tech worker, he became nearsighted, gained weight, and suffered from suboptimal health at a young age. Reborn, he was now paying attention to his physical well-being.

After an hour and a half of sweating profusely, Li Mu took a shower in the gym’s shower room and walked out wearing a T-shirt and shorts. The setting sun was casting its rays, and the gentle breeze carried a hint of coolness, making him feel refreshed and incredibly pleased.

Crossing the road, the store’s renovation was still in full swing. The hard decoration of the storefront was almost complete, and lighting was currently being installed. In a couple of days, the cashier counter, shelves, and fitting room accessories would arrive. After a few more days, the renovation would basically be finished.

Li Mu counted on his fingers. His parents would be back the day after tomorrow, so his free life only had a few days left.

Currently, he didn’t have many pressing matters. Zhao Kang was handling the water army, and Kong Lingyu was managing Yi Ting. He could take some time to go to Shanghai and see Chen Wan. Ever since their farewell at Jinling train station last time, Li Mu found himself inexplicably missing her.

After staying in the shop for ten-odd minutes, Li Mu was about to head home when he suddenly received a call from Song Liang.

“Little Mu, where are you?”

“I’m at the store, just about to go home. Brother Liang, is something up?”

“Nothing much. When you’re done, take some time to swing by the Broadcast Building. I’ve prepared a small gift for you.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “What gift, Brother Liang?”

“Go see for yourself.”

Li Mu was curious, but fortunately, the Broadcast Building wasn’t far from his store. So, he greeted the renovation manager at the store and left.

A right turn at the intersection, then a few hundred meters and a left turn, Li Mu looked up at the thirteen-story Broadcast Building across the street. It was one of the few tall buildings in Haizhou City. Haizhou TV Station and Haizhou Radio Station were both located there.

But why would Song Liang tell him to look at it? He had seen tall buildings before; many of the skyscrapers he had seen hadn’t even been built yet.

As he wondered, Li Mu suddenly noticed a massive spray-painted advertisement hanging halfway up the side of the Broadcast Building.

Comparing it to the floors, this huge advertisement was at least five stories high. It featured a large photo of Heavenly King Guo and the Metersbonwe logo, with a string of large characters next to it: “Metersbonwe Haizhou Specialty Store Opening Soon, Address: 58 South Street, West Gate…”

Li Mu was truly dumbfounded. It wasn’t that he hadn’t seen such large building advertisements before, but he had never imagined that his own specialty store could have such an imposing building advertisement. Haizhou was small; if an advertisement like this stayed up for three days, it would probably be known throughout the city, far more effective than broadcasting commercials on local television.

Recalling that Song Liang had previously mentioned that a few building advertisements would become available in early August, he felt touched. He pulled out his phone and called Song Liang, saying somewhat overwhelmed, “Brother Liang, how can I accept this…”

“Don’t be so polite,” Song Liang said casually. “All the building advertisements on buildings over eight stories high in the city are in my hands. My last real estate project sold out, so these advertising spaces are just sitting idle.”

Li Mu really didn’t want to owe Song Liang too many favors. He already owed him a huge favor from the Guo Yuhang incident last time. Although Simple Plan’s four members later went together to treat Song Liang to a meal, helping him repay and incur favors, in Li Mu’s view, he hadn’t repaid that favor yet. He hadn’t expected Song Liang to give him another big gift.

However, from Song Liang’s perspective, helping Li Mu put up these building advertisements for free for a period was simply a piece of cake. He even paid for the huge spray-painted banners himself. Doing good deeds thoroughly was Song Liang’s consistent principle.

What’s more, even Li Mu didn’t know that deep down, Song Liang now held a sense of reverence for him.

Even before Li Mu sought Song Liang’s help, Song Liang had already caught some information from Ye Tianming’s father, Ye Youdao. The way Li Mu hyped Simple Plan online had earned Ye Youdao’s admiration.

However, that alone wasn’t enough to make Song Liang feel reverence for an eighteen-year-old like Li Mu.

What truly made him revere Li Mu was a recent matter that was hotly discussed in every corner of Haizhou: the series of incidents involving Guo Lin keeping female university students as mistresses.

Others didn’t know the inside story, but Song Liang had guessed it.

The guy Li Mu beat last time was Guo Yuhang, and Guo Lin was his father. Just a few days after he helped Li Mu settle that matter, a bunch of inexplicable netizens appeared online, launching an overwhelming attack on Guo Lin. They even produced concrete evidence of him keeping female university students. Later, Xue Guilan rushing to the Education Bureau and assaulting Zhao Lina made Guo Lin extremely passive. Song Liang connected the common points of both incidents and immediately guessed that Li Mu was the mastermind behind this matter.

An eighteen-year-old boy, capable of stirring up such powerful destructive force, and able to hide himself so well—this boy could no longer be measured as an ordinary person. He was worthy of Song Liang’s reverence.

It was also for this reason that Song Liang firmly believed Li Mu’s future was limitless. He even had a hunch that Li Mu’s future achievements might very well surpass his own. Therefore, Li Mu was even more worth his full effort to maintain a relationship with. What was a little “add icing to the cake” gesture worth in comparison?

“This afternoon, I put up four building advertisements for you. This is just one of them; the other three are also in the city center. You’ll see them all if you take a look around.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Thank you, Brother Liang. When you’re free, your younger brother would like to treat you to a meal.”

“Alright, in a couple of days,” Song Liang said with a smile. “I’ve been busy lately. I’ll find you after this busy period.”

“Okay!”

After hanging up, Li Mu walked around the city for a few circles and saw the other three building advertisements. They were basically the same size as the previous one and were all in very prominent locations.

Li Mu thought to himself, the exposure for his store this time should be unprecedented.

And more importantly, Song Liang’s building advertisements not only brought him exposure, but everyone in Haizhou—officials, businessmen, and those in the underworld—knew that Song Liang’s advertising resources were always for his own use; he wouldn’t even rent them out if they were idle. Now, to put up such a grand advertisement for a clothing specialty store, everyone could see the signal Song Liang wanted to send: this store had an extraordinary relationship with him.

Knowing this layer of meaning, everyone understood that after this Metersbonwe store opened, neither the industrial and commercial bureaus nor the tax authorities, nor even the urban management officials, would dare to interfere in the slightest. And when a green light was needed, they absolutely couldn’t drop the ball.

This underlying intention was far more important than simply increasing exposure.





Chapter 91: Wish Fulfilled

Li Dad and Li Mom, who had been away for over half a month for advanced training, finally returned.

When they came back, the store’s renovation was mostly complete. The shelves and cashiers were installed, with only the three-sided fitting room mirrors yet to arrive.

For the fitting rooms, Li Mu didn’t follow the renovation suggestions provided by Metersbonwe headquarters. A single mirror with white lighting didn’t produce a good enough effect. If customers didn’t feel good about themselves looking in the mirror, how could their desire to spend be stimulated?

So, Li Mu adopted the approach he experienced later in overseas fast-fashion stores like ZARA. The fitting rooms had mirrors on three sides, with the three mirrors seamlessly connected at a ninety-degree angle as much as possible. This way, when customers tried on clothes, they could not only see themselves from the left, right, front, and back, but most importantly, when they looked into the corner formed by two mirrors, they could see their true non-mirrored reflection—that is, how they truly appeared in others’ eyes.

In addition, the warm spotlighting almost provided a built-in beauty filter, making people feel their skin looked great in the mirror and that they appeared better than usual.

This is also the fundamental reason why many people, when trying on clothes in a specialty store, feel they look incredibly good, but then almost want to tear the clothes off when they look in the mirror at home.

After Li Dad and Li Mom returned, Li Mu took them and his maternal younger uncle’s wife to the store. Upon seeing the bright and grand storefront, all three were filled with pleasant surprise, their excitement evident.

Li Mu said, “A few days before you arrived, I already transferred the payment for the goods to the company. I estimate they’ll arrive in Haizhou in about three days.”

His maternal younger uncle’s wife couldn’t hide her excitement and said, “Little Mu, does that mean we need to start recruiting store employees now?”

Li Mu nodded. “Of course. I originally thought about putting up advertisements, but then I thought it would be better for you, the store manager, to handle the Recruitment personally.”

His maternal younger uncle’s wife had attended the general company’s system training and had a comprehensive understanding of how a specialty store should operate. “Alright, I’ll go to a print shop later and print some recruitment advertisements. We can hang them outside the store today.”

Li Mu had no objections. Since he had chosen his maternal younger uncle’s wife to be the store manager long ago, it was only right for her to make these decisions. Seeing her so proactive also put Li Mu’s mind at ease.

Li Mom walked around the over one hundred square meter store a few times and suddenly remembered the building advertisements she had seen on the way. She asked, “Son, those advertisements you put up on the buildings in the city center must have cost a lot of money!”

“No money at all. It’s a friend’s spot, and he’s letting us use it for free for a while.”

Speaking of Song Liang, he was truly the most particular businessman Li Mu had ever met. He didn’t just get him a few building advertisements; the last time they were eating skewers and drinking, Li Mu learned during their casual chat that it was also his deliberate operate that allowed Zou Hua to be released on the same day Guo Yuhang was discharged, which indeed gave Guo Lin a headache for a while.

His maternal younger uncle’s wife was currently holding a small notebook, rapidly writing in it with a gel pen, muttering to herself as she wrote, “Goods arriving in three days. Stocking an over one hundred and sixty square meter store will require at least fifty to sixty man-hours. Based on a ten-hour workday, that means five employees.”

“If we staff one sales associate per fifteen square meters, the store will need about ten sales associates to manage everything…”

After muttering for a while, his maternal younger uncle’s wife looked up and asked Li Mu, “Little Mu, what day do you want to set for the grand opening?”

“The eighteenth,” Li Mu said. “August eighteenth, 818, sounds auspicious.”

His maternal younger uncle’s wife nodded, also letting out a sigh of relief. “Then there’s still time. I need to hurry up with Recruitment and also set aside at least three days to train people on stocking and organize some basic training.”

Li Mu was extremely satisfied with his maternal younger uncle’s wife’s dedicated state. He said with a smile, “Maternal uncle’s wife, whether our store’s monthly turnover can exceed three hundred thousand depends on you!”

His maternal younger uncle’s wife smiled confidently and said, “At the general company, we looked at a lot of operating data from stores in other regions. Given the scale of our Haizhou, I think ten thousand a day will be very easy. You even put up such eye-catching building advertisements. Once we open, business will definitely be booming. I’m worried we might not even have enough fitting rooms then.”

Li Mu laughed. “We have five fitting rooms in total. If even that’s not enough, then we’re really going to get rich.”

Li Mom teased from the side, “You’re the biggest money-grubber.”

Li Mu, however, said innocently, “Mom, this store is for you and Dad. All the money it makes in the future will be yours. How can you say I’m a money-grubber?”

Li Dad interjected, “Whatever money we make, isn’t it all for you anyway?”

Li Mu said seriously, “You can manage the money the store earns yourselves. If this store is really profitable, you can also use it for the next round of investment.”

Li Dad and Li Mom didn’t pay much attention to Li Mu’s talk of reinvestment. Compared to making money, Li Dad was more concerned about Li Mu’s admission letter. He couldn’t help but ask, “The admission letter still hasn’t arrived?”

“Not yet. They’re still using registered mail. It’s not that fast from Yanjing to here. It’ll probably take another two days.”

“What if you didn’t get in?”

“Don’t worry, Dad, that’s impossible. I definitely got in.”

…

The very next morning, after Li Mu confidently declared he would definitely get into Renmin University of China, a postman delivered a registered letter.

Li Mu was still sleeping when the registered letter arrived. When Li Dad signed for it, he saw the four large characters for Renmin University of China written on the envelope, and it felt quite thick. He immediately understood that this must be his son’s admission letter.

With the admission letter in hand, Li Dad didn’t open it immediately. Instead, he suppressed the excitement and anticipation in his heart and, together with his wife, called Li Mu out of bed.

“Hurry, open it, open it!”

Li Mom looked at Li Mu, who was still groggy in his pajamas, already impatient.

Li Mu rubbed his eyes to adjust to the bright light, saw the overflowing anticipation on his parents’ faces, and didn’t dare to delay.

With a rip, the envelope was torn open with a smooth slit.

“Oh, be gentle!” Li Mom said nervously. “Tear it slowly from the back, don’t rip it. Your dad and I want to keep this envelope!”

“It’s just an envelope!”

“I said be gentle, so be gentle!”

“Alright…”

Li Mu carefully tore open eighty percent of the envelope. Li Mom wouldn’t let him tear it any further. Li Mu then pulled out a hard card from inside, similar to a greeting card or an invitation. The front read “China Renmin University Admission Letter,” along with a picture of Renmin University of China’s school gate and its school emblem.

Slowly, he flipped it open. The five large characters on the front instantly brought tears of joy to his parents’ eyes.

Admission Letter.

Student Li Mu: Congratulations on your admission to our university, majoring in Finance at the School of Finance and Economics. Please report to the university with this admission letter on September 3, 2001.

Li Dad and Li Mom were overjoyed and then wept tears of joy just seeing the words “Admission Letter.” Li Mu clicked his tongue as he finished reading the letter, muttering to himself, “As expected, I still couldn’t get into the School of Economics.”

Li Mu knew in his heart that the School of Economics was Renmin University of China’s flagship school. With his score of six hundred and thirty-six points, wanting to go to the School of Economics was akin to daydreaming. But it didn’t matter. For him, there were many reasons for taking the Renmin University of China exam. If he were to list them one by one, on one hand, it was to make his parents proud; on another, it was to go to Yanjing and plan for his future in advance; he also needed a good diploma to bolster his image; and finally, being classmates with Su Yingxue, having a beautiful girl accompany him for four years of university, would surely not be too dull.

Given this, did the major matter? Not at all. In fact, he couldn’t care less.

His parents, at this moment, weren’t paying attention to Li Mu’s major at all. They had already picked up their phones and started calling relatives to spread the news.

Renmin University of China! How incredible! Li Dad and Li Mom felt that in their forty-odd years of life, today was truly the most proud and elated day. Was there anything more important than their son getting into a good university? No! If they had to name one thing, their son’s birth eighteen years ago might be slightly more important than this.

While his parents were making calls, Li Mu’s phone also rang.

It was Su Yingxue.

“Hello, Li Mu, did you receive your admission letter?”

In those days, logistics were almost exclusively handled by the postal service. If one person received an admission letter from Yanjing, it meant that many local students who had applied to other universities in Yanjing might also receive their letters today, as their admission letters were often sent in the same package.

Su Yingxue received her notification earlier than Li Mu. After her family had celebrated and notified everyone, she immediately called Li Mu.

Li Mu answered with a smile, “I received it.”

Su Yingxue’s voice immediately conveyed her immense happiness. “What’s your major?”

“Finance.”

“Oh, that’s the School of Finance and Economics, also very good! Congratulations!”

“That’s right. What about you? Is it Economics?”

“Yes.”

“Congratulations on finally having your wish fulfilled!”





Chapter 92: Good Things Come in Succession

As soon as the acceptance letter arrived, good things began to come in succession.

Zhao Kang’s acceptance letter also arrived; there was never any suspense about him getting into the vocational college he applied for.

Finally, the first round of Simple Plan’s finals aired.

This time, it was truly amazing. Previously, Simple Plan’s performance recordings only aired on Nansu Satellite TV. Now, it wasn’t just Nansu Satellite TV, but also Yanjing Satellite TV and over ten other partner satellite TV channels nationwide.

With its excellent composition and inspiring, touching lyrics, the song ‘Old Boy’ captured the hearts of audiences nationwide on the day it aired.

Eting.com’s traffic was now extraordinary. Its excellent user experience and the previous reward mechanism for registered users caused a large number of users to flock to Eting.com at a speed that even Li Mu himself found hard to believe.

Seeing tens of thousands of messages about the four members of Simple Plan on Eting.com, a thought suddenly sparked in Li Mu’s mind.

Why not create a celebrity Tieba for fans to enjoy, based on Eting.com?

Since he had already intercepted Baidu MP3, he might as well intercept Baidu Tieba too, and be done with it.

Li Mu carefully analyzed the future Baidu Tieba. The future Baidu Tieba would rely on search engines, so the rules for creating a Tieba would be almost completely open. It wouldn’t just be for singers or celebrities; any object or noun could have a Tieba created for it.

However, he didn’t have a search engine to rely on, so he couldn’t run such a massive product. Moreover, he didn’t have such powerful software and hardware support.

Therefore, Li Mu decided to open the Tieba feature on Eting.com, but the first phase would be limited to singers. In other words, when users listened to music on Eting.com, each singer currently had their own secondary page. Now, Li Mu wanted to add a personal Tieba for them, which would ignite fans’ enthusiasm for discussion and further enhance user stickiness.

The most interesting thing was that the Tieba domain name was also in Li Mu’s hands…

Li Mu immediately called Kong Lingyu: “Old Kong, I have a new idea. Listen carefully, and save your questions until I’m finished.”

Kong Lingyu knew that his young boss often had some incredible yet wonderful ideas, so he immediately grabbed a pen and paper, cradled the phone between his shoulder and face, and said, “Go on.”

“Currently, our users can only leave messages on each celebrity’s secondary page. While there are many such messages, they are one-way and closed every day, unable to form social interactions among fans. So, my idea is that we can develop a new feature for fans, essentially a minimalist BBS, where they can discuss their idols, but it absolutely cannot be as cumbersome as a typical BBS forum.”

Kong Lingyu was stunned for a moment and asked, “Boss, you’re not suggesting we open one of these minimalist BBSs for every single singer, are you?”

“Exactly.”

Li Mu chuckled, “This minimalist BBS only needs to support text and image posting. In other words, we develop a template, then enable one for each singer. Unlike those broad BBSs, each of our minimalist BBSs will have a very vertical focus, which is the singer themselves.”

Kong Lingyu’s eyes lit up: “So, let each singer’s fans chat and discuss in that singer’s minimalist BBS, essentially finding an online home for every singer’s fanbase?”

“Something like that,” Li Mu chuckled. “We won’t call it a BBS, or a common name like ‘online home.’ To keep it simple, we’ll call it Tieba.”

“Tieba? What does that mean?”

“You know what a ‘bar’ is, right?”

Kong Lingyu’s voice immediately grew excited: “I get it! My goodness, Boss, you’re a genius! How does your brain even work? If this Tieba is developed and launched, Eting.com will truly become the online gathering place for music fans nationwide!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Tieba is the first step into community building. You must take it seriously and come up with a product concept for me as soon as possible. I’ll make time to visit Jinling in the next couple of days to discuss it with you in person.”

…

The day after the official version of ‘Old Boy’ was released, Simple Plan set off for Yanjing again. And starting today, major radio stations were playing this song like crazy!

This was a popular song that resonated deeply with people from their teens to their dozens. Moreover, the lead singer, Zhang Kexuan, was a handsome man with high visual appeal. After being aired by so many TV stations, there was no reason for this song not to become a hit.

Soon, the entire mainland pop music scene was shocked by the band named Simple Plan. Before the first round of the Yanjing finals aired, hardly anyone in the pop music scene knew the name Simple Plan. ‘Li Bai’ and ‘Sunflower’ hadn’t attracted much attention from industry insiders when they were climbing the charts on a few radio stations. However, ‘Old Boy’ directly propelled Simple Plan in front of the national audience. It was then that industry professionals were surprised to find Simple Plan’s presence on the pop music popularity charts of major radio stations, with their single band occupying three spots.

‘Old Boy’ topped major charts nationwide. ‘Li Bai,’ with its hint of a rogue spirit, ranked second on most charts and third on a few, while ‘Sunflower,’ also an inspirational song, was within the top five.

It had been a long time since such a chart-dominating ‘bastard’ had appeared in the pop music scene.

Jay Chou would certainly be one in the future, but unfortunately, his first album ‘JAY’ had probably just achieved initial success in Taiwan. People in the Taiwanese music scene hadn’t even fully grasped it yet, and Jay Chou’s truly breakout album, ‘Fantasy,’ wouldn’t be released until September. So, if Jay Chou wanted to truly become popular in mainland China, he would have to wait until at least early 2002.

Currently, it was indeed a great opportunity to make a name for oneself in the music scene. What Li Mu never dreamed of was that ‘Muzi,’ who had always had relatively low popularity on Eting.com, suddenly became popular nationwide. And the reason for this surprisingly originated from a blatant infringement.

It turned out that China Central Television had a prime-time program called ‘Art of Life,’ which mainly interviewed famous domestic artists, following an emotional, heartwarming, and tear-jerking route. A recent episode interviewed a nationally renowned singer. As the singer recalled his deceased wife, the background music was Muzi’s ‘When You Are Old.’

As soon as this music played, combined with the emotional theme of the moment, it instantly achieved a perfect tear-jerking effect, moving countless viewers. After the program aired, countless people went online to search for this background music and then focused on Muzi on Eting.com.

The play count of ‘When You Are Old’ on Eting.com surged at a geometric rate, also boosting the data for ‘Zebra Zebra.’ Seeing countless positive comments from netizens about ‘When You Are Old’ gave Li Mu a small sense of pride.

As for China Central Television’s unauthorized use of the song as background music, Li Mu felt no negative emotions whatsoever. The general environment at the time was like this: TV stations and radio stations played almost any song without authorization. However, this rampant broadcasting also created countless celebrities familiar to audiences, which could be considered a characteristic of that era.

In a very short time, ‘When You Are Old’ also surged onto major music charts at an unimaginable speed. Now, among the top ten songs on major music charts, four were exclusively owned by Eting.com. Even if countless websites had pirated them, it didn’t matter; Li Mu’s hunger marketing made users clearly aware that Eting.com was the primary release website for Simple Plan and Muzi’s music.

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that Eting.com’s unexpected success caused Baidu’s internal discussions on the prospects of MP3 to advance by a full half-year compared to his previous life.

Baidu officially launched its MP3 search service in September 2002, but the project began its argumentation half a year earlier.

At that time, Baidu had already detected a sharp increase in internet users’ demand for music searches. They found that a large number of users searching for music were being diverted through Baidu’s search engine to various pirated music websites. Baidu felt that if they could retain these users, it would significantly boost Baidu’s traffic and stickiness. Thus, Baidu MP3 came into being, and upon its launch, it almost intercepted all users who searched for music on Baidu.

At that time, other websites hadn’t truly established their reputation, and eighty percent or even more of their user traffic relied on Baidu search. So, once Baidu blocked users’ destinations at the source, it was equivalent to choking them.

However, this phenomenon was not a big problem for Eting.com. Its current users were directly converted through various promotions, and most users accessed Eting.com by directly entering the Eting domain name, rather than bothering to go through Baidu again. Therefore, Baidu couldn’t grasp Eting.com’s lifeline.

This time, Baidu’s internal argumentation quickly solidified the idea of creating MP3 search. At the argumentation meeting, after the management who insisted on developing MP3 search released the data from Eting.com since its launch, any dissenting voices immediately vanished.

And there was also a voice at the scene saying: “Eting.com’s development momentum is quite fierce. I’ve also observed their promotional methods before and after launch, as well as their product development, exclusive music, website operations, and user retention. Combined with their data, one can imagine that this brand and team will definitely have very significant prospects in the future. Why don’t we just acquire it?”

A senior executive at the scene shook his head: “This team is too young, and the services they provide are too singular. User retention will definitely be a major problem in the future. Moreover, they are lucky now, with no natural predators. If we launch MP3 search, their traffic will plummet. In fact, I believe that once Baidu launches its MP3 search and download service, virtually all websites in this domain can declare themselves dead!”

One wonders what his mood will be a few days later when he sees Eting.com’s Tieba go live…

The Vice President, who had been silent for a long time, suddenly spoke: “Immediately organize a technical team for closed development of MP3 search, striving to launch within three months. At the same time, closely monitor Eting.com’s development trends. If their traffic breaks one million, inform me immediately!”





Chapter 93: Fly Higher

Li Mu only stayed in Jinling for a day before rushing back to Haizhou. The goods from Metersbonwe’s headquarters had already been shipped to Haizhou, and his maternal younger uncle’s wife had also quickly recruited seven young girls and three young men. In those days, a sales salary of five hundred yuan plus basic salary was about fifty to one hundred yuan higher than other specialty stores, which was very attractive to young people.

His maternal younger uncle’s wife quickly demonstrated extraordinary management and coordination abilities. While leading the employees to quickly stock the shelves, she also provided training to them. The ten young people were also very enthusiastic about this job. After all, Li Mu’s store was the most high-end clothing specialty store in Haizhou, and just working there made them feel much happier.

When Li Mu returned home, he found that his parents weren’t there. It was already nine in the evening, past their usual time for a stroll. Li Mu initially thought about calling to ask, but then a thought suddenly flashed through his mind. He put away his phone, pulled out the mountain bike Chen Wan had given him from the storage room, and headed straight for the store.

Riding to the storefront, Li Mu looked inside through the huge glass display window. His maternal uncle’s wife was still busy leading the employees in arranging the goods, while his parents were standing by, wanting to help, but were stopped by his maternal younger uncle’s wife. Helpless, they could only watch the young people work.

Li Mu stood at the entrance of the store, not rushing in. Seeing the brightly lit, dazzling store, with the mannequin models wearing T-shirts and shorts in the display window looking incredibly lifelike under the lighting and environment, coupled with the huge illuminated Metersbonwe logo above the door looking incredibly imposing, Li Mu, looking through the eyes of that era, saw nothing but high-end sophistication everywhere he looked.

Watching his store grow from nothing, Li Mu felt a surge of emotion. He didn’t expect this store to make him a lot of money; he only hoped it could bring a spring to his parents’ careers, saving them from the double blow of economic and psychological distress brought by being laid off in his previous life, and allowing them to find their self-worth in this endeavor. Beyond that, he asked for nothing else.

Afraid that the bicycle might be stolen if left outside, Li Mu pushed it into the store. Li Mom was the first to see him and smiled happily, “Son, when did you get back?”

“I just got home and saw you weren’t there, so I came over.”

Li Dad pointed to the half-organized shelves in the store and said to Li Mu, “Look, isn’t your maternal younger uncle’s wife incredibly capable? In just a day or two, she’s hired enough people, and the store is already starting to get organized.”

Hearing this, his maternal younger uncle’s wife smiled, “Brother-in-law, don’t tease me. The head office taught all these methods during training.”

The store employees were all busy organizing goods at the moment. Several female employees secretly glanced at Li Mu a few times. Li Mu was about their age, and his tall, handsome appearance made some of the girls feel a bit self-conscious, becoming a little more reserved in their work. Li Mu then said to his maternal uncle’s wife, “Maternal uncle’s wife, it’s still three days until opening, right?”

His maternal uncle’s wife nodded, “Time is still quite tight. After the shelves are stocked, we still need to set up the models and displays in the central areas.”

After speaking, his maternal uncle’s wife walked over to Li Mom and whispered, “Second sister, the head office notified us today that with the change of season approaching, they’re launching a month-long promotion: spend 299 yuan and get a free shoulder bag. The shoulder bags don’t have a tag price; the company’s cost is fifteen yuan. Each store’s minimum order is three hundred, and the maximum is two thousand. How many do you think we should order?”

Li Mom thought for a moment, “So, for every customer who spends three hundred, we’ll be giving back fifteen yuan?”

His maternal uncle’s wife nodded and said, “That’s roughly the idea.”

Li Dad was a bit dejected, “We haven’t even opened yet, haven’t sold a single full-priced item, and the head office is already trying to make money off us. Those stalls selling bags on the old street, a good quality backpack only costs ten or twenty yuan.”

Li Mom pouted, “Where did all the things you learned in training go? This is called stimulating consumption, what do you know? If we can give away hundreds of bags in a month, we’ll be thrilled!”

Li Dad still couldn’t quite wrap his head around it, but Li Mom, who came from a financial accounting background, recognized the business opportunity.

“Can we return them if we order too many?” Li Mom asked.

“No, you can’t return them, but you can extend the promotion period yourself until they’re all given away.”

Li Mom thought for a moment and said, “Then let’s order two thousand.”

“Two thousand…” Li Dad’s eyes widened. In contrast, his maternal younger uncle’s wife looked excited, “That’s the number I was thinking of too, I was just afraid you wouldn’t agree.”

Li Mom smiled, “It’s always better to order more than less for this kind of thing.”

Li Mu felt a new respect for his mother.

In his ingrained perception, his mother had always been very frugal her entire life, always budgeting carefully. Being so financially bold like this was truly unprecedented.

However, Li Mu also felt that such promotional activities should be actively participated in. Although the head office also made money from dealers on the free gifts, the promotional effect it brought was enormous. Li Mu had a deep understanding of this. When he was in college, certain brands would offer free gifts for spending a certain amount, which was very popular with consumers. For example, during his college days, Jack & Jones had a promotion where if you spent 1299 yuan, you’d get a free wallet. That wallet was not for sale. If a male student in the class had one, other male students would receive a message: that person really spends money; spending 1299 yuan at Jack & Jones was not something ordinary people could afford.

But it was precisely because of this youthful vanity that many male students in the class gradually acquired that wallet, even sparking a bad trend in the school. However, the Jack & Jones store in the mall near the school took advantage of this opportunity to make a lot of money.

Li Mu believed that in Haizhou, Metersbonwe also had this kind of magic.

And his mother, without his later-life experiences, could still make such a decision. Li Mu suddenly felt that his mother might even become a business whiz.

At this moment, Li Dad counted on his fingers, “Two thousand bags, that’s thirty thousand yuan! Wife, do you have that much money?”

“No,” Li Mom shrugged, speaking lightly, then looked at Li Mu as if it were obvious, “My son has it, right, son?”

“Right.” Li Mu nodded repeatedly and said to his maternal uncle’s wife, “Maternal uncle’s wife, you place the order with the head office. I’ll make the payment tomorrow.”

His maternal uncle’s wife had already learned about Li Mu’s earning capabilities from Li Dad and Li Mom. So, when Li Mu casually promised thirty thousand yuan for the goods, she wasn’t surprised.

Suddenly remembering that the store was about to open and the other relatives in the family were still unaware, his maternal uncle’s wife asked Li Mom, “Second sister, before the opening, shouldn’t you tell our parents, and our older brothers and sisters? So they don’t find out through other channels and then resent you.”

Li Mom thought for a moment, then nodded, “Little Mu just got his admission letter too. I was thinking of inviting them for both events together.”

Li Dad chimed in, “Let’s invite them together, but let’s talk about the store opening after we’re at the dinner table.”

“Alright.” Li Mom also felt that if she called her relatives to say that her son not only got into Renmin University of China but that she and her husband had also opened a clothing specialty store, it would be too ostentatious. Even if they weren’t showing off, people might misunderstand it as showing off.

Li Mom then said, “Then let’s set it for the evening of August 17th. Our opening is on the 18th, so it works out perfectly.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu naturally had no objections. For someone like him, who wasn’t particularly broad-minded, he was quite looking forward to seeing the expressions on his maternal uncle and maternal aunt’s faces when they heard that their family had opened a Metersbonwe specialty store. His maternal aunt, who always spoke with barbs and looked down on people, had previously been worried that their family wanted to imitate her in opening a children’s clothing store. He wondered what her mood would be like when she saw such a large specialty store.

Li Mu didn’t expect her to feel ashamed or remorseful. As long as it made her understand the truth that there’s always someone better, and made her restrain herself when she saw his father in the future, giving her brother-in-law the respect he deserved, that would be enough.

Just as they finalized the dinner time, Li Mu’s phone rang.

Li Mu saw that the call was from Zhang Kexuan. Considering it was already the fifteenth, had they already finished the finals?

Hoping to hear good news, Li Mu walked to the store entrance and pressed the answer button.

As soon as the call connected, there was an incredibly noisy clamor, as if he were in a performance venue with thousands of people, filled with the audience’s screams and cheers. Li Mu was still wondering when he heard a woman’s voice through the amplification equipment say, “Wow! What’s happening? Why has our live audience suddenly become so enthusiastic? It must be for the next contestants to appear, right?”

“Right!” A roar like a mountain collapsing and a tsunami.

“Alright, now let’s give our warmest applause to welcome the final participating band of the 2001 Ice Power Vanguard National Band Competition finals—Simple Plan!”

The cheers from the audience were even louder than before. Li Mu heard many people cheering for Simple Plan, and many also cheering Zhang Kexuan’s name. Immediately after, he heard a very clear sound, similar to fabric rubbing. Li Mu guessed that Zhang Kexuan must have put his phone in his pocket and was walking onto the stage.

Indeed!

As the rubbing sound gradually faded, the audience’s cheers grew louder and louder to Li Mu’s ears, until Zhang Kexuan shouted, “Friends in Yanjing, how are you doing?”

“Great!” Even just by listening, Li Mu could feel how enthusiastic the audience was.

Zhang Kexuan said, “We are Simple Plan. We are honored to have the opportunity to stand on the stage of the final round. This time, the song we are participating with is a song jointly created by the four members of our band. The name of this song is ‘Fly Higher,’ and we hope that you, too, will be able to fly higher on your future life paths!”

The cheers were so loud that Li Mu had to hold the phone away from his ear.

Immediately after, the synthesizer keyboard laid down the intro, and Zhang Kexuan began to sing…

Li Mu held the phone and silently listened to the entire song, giving his own evaluation: a perfectly flawless performance.

That night, Huang Xiaoyun, the famous DJ of China Music Radio’s hottest evening music program, “Radio Music Voice,” excitedly said, “I was at the finals tonight and personally witnessed Simple Plan winning the national championship. I can only say: well-deserved! Well-deserved! Well-deserved! After rushing back from the competition venue, I’ve been constantly refreshing Eting.com. I can’t wait to hear the official version of Simple Plan’s ‘Fly Higher.’ This song will definitely be one of the top ten of the year!”





Chapter 94: Sacrifice

Simple Plan was truly about to explode in popularity this time. The band had just emerged victorious as the national champions and immediately received countless offers from record companies. Almost on the very night the finals concluded, representatives from several record companies arrived at the hotel where the four members were staying, blocking the entrance and begging them to sign contracts.

Every company offered incredibly tempting contracts. Within mainland China’s pop music scene, which typically emphasized individuals over groups, Simple Plan’s contract could be said to have pioneered a new path for mainland bands.

Excellent conditions such as basic salary, profit sharing, image packaging, album releases, music video filming, national tours, and a specified number of appearances each year were all written into the contracts, but not a single record company managed to secure a contract with Simple Plan.

Zhang Kexuan and the other three were well aware that more than 60% of their championship win was thanks to Li Mu. If they wanted to go further and higher, they had to stick closely with Li Mu and listen to him.

Therefore, these four young people, who had traveled all the way from Jinling to Yanjing to disrupt the music scene, immediately flew back to Jinling the day after winning the championship, right after attending the press conference.

Jinling’s local media were on high alert, mobbing Simple Plan from the moment they arrived at the airport. The four members of Simple Plan showed significantly more patience when facing their hometown media. Not only did they give a brief interview at the airport, but they also accepted interview invitations from the provincial satellite TV channel and Jinling’s municipal TV station, and even agreed to appear as guests on a music program at Jinling Music Radio Station.

That evening, all four went to Zhang Kexuan’s home, where their parents had also gathered to celebrate with them. Zhang Kexuan took the time to call Li Mu, wanting to ask him what the band’s next step should be.

Li Mu simply told him, “Don’t look for me these next few days. Fully enjoy the glory a champion deserves.”

Then Li Mu hung up.

He understood these four guys. Wasn’t playing music just a way to show off? Now that they finally had a chance to show off big time, they should flaunt it for a few days. Sometimes, what people call “pursuing ideals” is actually just for a bit of vanity.

Speaking of which, Li Mu also didn’t have time to bother with them. His own specialty store was opening the day after tomorrow, and this was the biggest undertaking he had ever embarked on in his two lives combined.

However, Li Mu didn’t truly cast their matters aside. Now that they had won the championship, it was an excellent opportunity for promotion. The rest could be left to Zhao Kang and his water army.

Remembering that he had previously taken one hundred thousand yuan in promotion fees from Zhang Kexuan, Li Mu went to the bank and transferred seventy thousand yuan to Zhao Kang. Fifty thousand was for operating funds, and twenty thousand was Zhao Kang’s remuneration.

The money had just been transferred when he coincidentally received a call from Zhao Kang. Li Mu was about to tell him about the money when Zhao Kang anxiously said, “Little Mu, something came up.”

“What kind of situation?” Li Mu’s brows furrowed slightly; it didn’t sound like good news.

Zhao Kang said, “Early yesterday morning, there was a car accident in the suburbs. Someone hit and killed a couple of vegetable farmers and then fled the scene. Now, the internet is flooded with posts about it, and photos from the scene have been exposed. They’re too horrible to look at. The netizens have exploded in anger! There’s public outrage, and everyone is saying they want to gather clues together and catch the hit-and-run culprit. The netizens’ attention has been completely drawn to this matter, and not many people are paying attention to Guo Lin’s situation anymore!”

Li Mu had previously instructed Zhao Kang to continue fanning the flames regarding Guo Lin’s matter, precisely to make things difficult for Guo Lin. However, for Guo Lin, this essentially wouldn’t cause any significant harm. Li Mu had no choice but to do so; he had always wanted to bring Guo Lin down but struggled to find a decisive move.

Public attention was inherently limited. Once they were drawn to another trending event, their focus on the previous matter would naturally decrease. There was nothing that could be done about it.

The most critical thing was that this case was a hit-and-run, and its nature was severe. The netizens’ engagement with this matter wasn’t just simple attention; since they had already started posting everywhere to gather clues, it proved they were personally involved, not just passively observing. At this point, Li Mu was helpless.

In the online world, the water army served the function of yeast, but if there was no dough, yeast alone wouldn’t work.

Li Mu was a bit troubled. Although he knew for sure that Guo Lin had abandoned his plan to harm his father, Li Mu still held the thought of fighting to the bitter end regarding this matter. After all, Guo Lin had intended to harm his own family.

A moment later, Li Mu’s brows furrowed even tighter, because he vaguely felt that the hit-and-run, the vegetable farmer couple, and both dying—these events seemed somewhat familiar.

After thinking carefully, Li Mu searched his memory for some information about this matter.

This car accident, for a period in the future, indeed drew significant attention from Haizhou netizens. However, as the culprit was never caught, the matter slowly faded from memory, becoming an an unsolved case.

It wasn’t until several years later that the culprit surfaced. What no one could have imagined was that the person who committed the hit-and-run back then was actually Wu Dong, the future well-known energy magnate across the entire province.

Wu Dong was a Haizhou native. He started in coal mining and quickly developed into the province’s foremost big boss within a few years. Several years later, he engaged in vicious competition with someone in Jinling, not hesitating to break the law and commit crimes, eventually landing himself in prison.

At that time, someone reported under their real name that Wu Dong had, several years prior in Haizhou, driven drunk and killed a vegetable-selling couple. It was also claimed that after the incident, Wu Dong gave three million yuan to his subordinate, Li Jiawei, to help him destroy a lot of evidence at the scene.

Wu Dong, on the other hand, found someone to take the accident vehicle to Wencheng, disguised it, and sold it as a stolen car to destroy the evidence. This was why the case became an unsolved mystery.

That case also left Wu Dong deeply entangled in trouble.

Li Mu’s mind raced quickly. Wu Dong and Guo Lin’s relationship was far from ordinary; Wu Dong had always treated Guo Lin like a god of wealth. Most of the coal produced by Xiling Mine was monopolized by Wu Dong, and Guo Lin’s main source of illicit gains was precisely Wu Dong. These were already open secrets in Haizhou. Since Wu Dong had caused such big trouble, why shouldn’t he just light a fire and tie Guo Lin and Wu Dong together to expose them?

Silently making up his mind, Li Mu waited for the opportune moment. He still had to wait for the situation to ferment.

Online discussions about the hit-and-run had become overwhelming within a single day, and the main culprit of the hit-and-run became the target of Haizhou citizens’ verbal and written condemnation.

That afternoon, both Haizhou TV Station and Haizhou Daily reported on the matter. What pushed the incident’s popularity to a new height was the evening news’s interview footage with the victimized family that night.

The victimized couple had two children: the elder daughter was starting high school, and the younger son was still in elementary school.

In addition, there were two elderly people living with the victimized couple.

Now that both had tragically died in the car accident, the entire family’s pillar had completely collapsed, and the economic lifeline for the two elderly and two young ones was entirely severed. The sight of the four family members looking pained and helpless in front of the camera deeply moved countless Haizhou citizens.

By the second day after the incident, citizens and netizens began actively donating to the victimized family. Online content calling for donations and collecting clues about the hit-and-run driver was overwhelming. Under these circumstances, hardly anyone was still paying attention to Guo Lin’s matter.

Guo Lin also completely put his mind at ease, and at the same time, silently thanked the hit-and-run driver’s entire family. At this critical moment, the driver had helped him divert public attention, doing him a huge favor.

At this moment, Guo Lin had no idea that the hit-and-run driver was Wu Dong, who had such a close relationship with him.

Before dawn on the day of the incident, Wu Dong, at Li Jiawei’s instruction, found his confidant. They disguised the hit-and-run vehicle, loaded it onto a container truck, and drove it away overnight to the south.

After three million yuan was delivered to Li Jiawei, Li Jiawei also gave him his assurance. Currently, the number of cameras in the entire Haizhou traffic system was less than three digits, and monitoring coverage was pitifully small. Within a five-kilometer radius of the incident site, there wasn’t even a single camera. Since the incident occurred in the early hours of the morning, no eyewitnesses were found at the scene. With only those few clues from the scene, they couldn’t even identify the hit-and-run vehicle, let alone trace it back to him.

So, after two days of anxiety, Wu Dong finally felt relieved. The hit-and-run vehicle was key evidence; with it gone, he didn’t have to worry about the police at all. Even if the TV station reported on it every day, it didn’t matter. Everyone was just denouncing the hit-and-run driver; it was impossible for them to link the matter to him.

After Wu Dong felt much more relaxed, he inwardly cursed Guo Lin, that old geezer, for his good luck. Just a while ago, Guo Lin had asked him for help to pay for deleting posts, but who would have thought that as soon as his own incident occurred, no one paid attention to Guo Lin’s matter anymore? It turned out he had helped Guo Lin out of a predicament. What a pity, he had to keep this matter a secret and couldn’t ask Guo Lin for any favors.

Just as Wu Dong was inwardly sighing about Guo Lin’s good luck, he never dreamed that someone, in order to bring Guo Lin down, had decided to use him as a sacrifice.





Chapter 95: Still Room 888

On the morning of August seventeenth, as the hit-and-run incident fermented in Haizhou, becoming known to everyone, someone on the internet broke a piece of news that deeply shocked the people of Haizhou.

The news claimed: The hit-and-run driver was Wu Dong, a coal boss from Haizhou. On the night of the incident, Wu Dong had invited Guo Lin, the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine, for drinks. The reason for his invitation was simple: Guo Lin was his god of wealth, the biggest guarantor of his accumulated wealth over the years. After drinking, Wu Dong drove Guo Lin home, and on the way, he hit and killed the victim couple. Wu Dong had already transported the hit-and-run vehicle out of Haizhou overnight, intending to disguise it or completely destroy the evidence elsewhere.

Many internal details were also exposed, such as the relationship between Guo Lin and Wu Dong. The reason Wu Dong became rich was his collusion with Guo Lin, giving Guo Lin massive benefits to monopolize the output of Xiling Coal Mine. If not for Guo Lin, how could Wu Dong have driven an imported BMW? And if not for Guo Lin, this horrific car accident naturally wouldn’t have happened.

Zhao Kang thought Li Mu was giving false information to continue retaliating against Guo Lin, but he didn’t ask further. He simply followed Li Mu’s instructions, using his core water army with Haizhou proxy IP addresses to fuel the matter.

When the news first broke, the public was half-believing, half-doubting. Although the message was well-reasoned, detailing many internal and external factors, there was no concrete evidence, so no one dared to fully believe it.

However, some enthusiastic netizens quickly began collecting various corroborating pieces of evidence to prove the accuracy of the news.

First, people claiming to be Wu Dong’s neighbors came forward to reveal that the imported BMW Wu Dong bought at the beginning of the year was gone. Unlike before, the car used to be seen entering and exiting every day.

Immediately after, many netizens stated that Wu Dong was quite arrogant when driving that BMW. Whether it was day or night, in the city or suburbs, or on national highways, people had seen Wu Dong driving the BMW extremely fast. His license plate number 58888 was also very eye-catching, almost universally known in Haizhou. Such a high-profile car suddenly disappearing was indeed suspicious.

Subsequently, others said that for the past two days, Wu Dong no longer drove his BMW himself when going out but was instead chauffeured in an Audi. This abnormal behavior seemed even more amiss.

The most important piece of news was that someone saw Wu Dong and Deputy Bureau Chief Li Jiawei of the Municipal Bureau separately at a luxurious fish restaurant in the suburbs on the night of the second day after the incident. Meeting privately with a Deputy Bureau Chief of Public Security right after a car accident was strange.

A netizen claiming to be a waiter at the fish restaurant said that the two indeed had dinner together that day.

With so many different pieces of corroborating information, the public’s attitude changed significantly. They were no longer half-believing, half-doubting; their hearts were now basically certain that the hit-and-run perpetrator was Wu Dong!

Once the public locked onto Wu Dong as the culprit, they immediately began denouncing him verbally and in writing. Guo Lin, who was mentioned in the news as being in the car that night, also did not escape their wrath.

Guo Lin was the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine, a major corrupt official in a state-owned enterprise. It was he who delivered over eighty percent of Xiling Coal Mine’s coal into Wu Dong’s hands, helping Wu Dong earn massive wealth while also receiving large bribes from Wu Dong himself. It was bad enough that he used his power for corruption and bribery and toyed with young women, but he even became an accomplice in this hit-and-run case. This was the key reason netizens’ indignation reignited against him.

There was even a rumor circulating online: If Guo Lin hadn’t been colluding with Wu Dong, Wu Dong wouldn’t have specifically hosted a banquet for him, nor would there have been drunk driving after the banquet. Therefore, Guo Lin should bear at least half the responsibility for this tragedy.

Under the covert operation of the water army, Guo Lin was once again pushed into the eye of the storm by netizens.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Wu Dong’s matter still needed the water army to guide netizens to continuously escalate it, even spreading its influence to Jinling. Once it caught the attention of higher-level leaders in the public security department, Wu Dong would be almost impossible to escape. As for the claim that Guo Lin was in the car during the incident, although it was Li Mu’s false accusation against him, he couldn’t defend himself, because everyone’s focus now wasn’t whether he was in the car or not, but his vested interests with Wu Dong.

Li Mu’s minimum goal was to remove Guo Lin from his position as Xiling Mine Manager. If he could get him imprisoned, that would be even better.

Li Mu handed over all subsequent matters of escalating public opinion to Zhao Kang. He wanted Zhao Kang to continue promoting the issue on forums in Pengcheng and Jinling, to prevent interference from local Haizhou officials. It would be best if it could alarm people at the provincial level; that would be truly interesting.

As for himself, he truly didn’t have time to continue monitoring the situation, as a family dinner awaited him that evening.

Tonight, Li Dad and Li Mom had booked a private room at the Haizhou Hotel, still that extravagant Room 888 from last time. The guests were still Li Mom’s relatives.

Li Dad also wanted to invite his own family to eat at Haizhou Hotel, but most of his relatives were farmers living far away. Asking them to make a special trip to the city for a meal would truly be too much trouble for them.

Only Li Mu’s maternal uncle’s family knew about Li Dad and Li Mom opening the store. When his maternal uncle heard that his second older sister and Li Mu’s father were paying his wife two thousand yuan in salary, he was speechless with surprise. He had to confirm it several times before understanding. It turned out that while his second older sister and Li Mu’s father were honest and simple, their nephew was truly extraordinary. He usually kept a low profile, yet he had managed to earn a huge fortune in a short time and even opened such a large specialty store for his parents.

However, his maternal uncle knew clearly that he couldn’t spread this news, so much so that Li Mu’s maternal grandparents, who lived with him, also knew nothing about it. They had only heard that their younger daughter-in-law had gone south with their second daughter and second son-in-law for some training.

This news accidentally reached Li Mu’s maternal uncle’s (Mother’s older brother) ears a few days ago. So he, his wife, and Xue Guilan’s younger sister put their heads together and came to a conclusion: Li Daoping had taken his wife and Li Mu’s maternal uncle’s wife south to engage in a pyramid scheme.

Unexpectedly, just a few days after they reached this conclusion, the three returned. And upon their return, Li Daoping was inviting them out to eat again, and it was still the Haizhou Hotel, still Room 888.

Li Mu’s maternal uncle, Xiao Yunjian, was full of doubt before leaving for the banquet. As he bent down to put on his shoes, he only managed to put on one before standing up and looking at his wife, Cai Yanhong. “Oh, I’m really baffled. What exactly is Li Daoping up to? A while ago, I heard they both voluntarily applied to be laid off, and then they took the second son’s wife south. They’ve been gone for half a month, all mysterious, no one knows what they’re doing. The second son’s wife even quit her job to go with them. Could they really have found a way to get rich in the south?”

Cai Yanhong pursed her lips, a look of disdain on her face. “Haven’t you heard? There’s gold everywhere in the south! But that was said over ten years ago, right after the reform and opening up. How easy is it to make money now?”

“But you can’t stop them from being willing to spend!” Xiao Yunjian frowned. “Last time we ate, I quietly asked the waiter. The meal, including cigarettes and alcohol, cost over six thousand yuan in total. This time it’s ‘three eights’ again, so it’ll probably be several thousand more. If Li Daoping didn’t have money, how could he be willing to bleed so much?”

Cai Yanhong paused for a moment, then nodded to herself. “You’re right.”

After speaking, Cai Yanhong’s expression was no longer disdainful but somewhat envious. “You know, that child Li Mu is also strange. I heard his mock exam scores were only around five hundred points, but how did he do so well in the college entrance exam, getting into Renmin University…”

Xiao Yunjian chuckled twice. “Maybe the ancestral grave of the Old Li family is emitting green smoke.”

Cai Yanhong reached out and nudged him. “Alright, stop being sour. Hurry up and put on your shoes.”

…

This time, the several families arrived relatively on time for the family dinner. Since Li Dad and Li Mom had informed them in advance that it was to celebrate Li Mu’s admission to Renmin University, the relatives all brought red envelopes. As soon as they entered, they handed the red envelopes to Li Mu, congratulating him on getting into such a good university.

Li Mu didn’t refuse the elders’ kind intentions. This kind of money, like lucky money or future wedding red envelopes, was part of the give-and-take among relatives, so it was natural to reciprocate.

By six-thirty, everyone had arrived. Zhou Gang, Li Mu’s maternal aunt’s husband, who hadn’t come last time, was also there, except for Li Mu’s maternal older cousin, Xiao Yuanyuan.

Li Mu’s maternal uncle’s wife said with a helpless expression, “We can’t control that child Yuanyuan. We just bought her a camera, and she immediately made plans with friends to travel to Qingdao.”

Li Mu’s maternal younger sister smiled. “Sister-in-law, you can’t always spoil Yuanyuan like this. It’s fine for a girl to spend money, but she shouldn’t always be running around outside.”

Li Mu’s maternal uncle’s wife spread her hands. “Your brother can’t control her, let alone me.”

Li Mu’s maternal grandmother said with a relieved expression, “All three children in our family who took the college entrance exam got into university! Yuanyuan got into a First-tier university, Little Wei got into a Second-tier university, and now Little Mu got into a Key university. Next, it’s up to Haohao!”

The “Little Wei” in his maternal grandmother’s words was Zhou Wei, Li Mu’s maternal older cousin from his maternal aunt’s side. He wasn’t here today either, reportedly because a classmate found him a part-time job, and he went to Yangcheng to experience life at the end of July.

Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle teased his son, “Haohao, your dad doesn’t ask too much of you. If you can get into a Second-tier university in Yanjing in the future, I’ll be satisfied.”

“Getting into a Second-tier university isn’t hard, is it?” Xiao Hao pouted and asked, “But why Yanjing?”

“To go live with your older cousin, you idiot!” his maternal younger uncle laughed, scolding him. “Your older cousin is so capable; if you follow him in the future, won’t you live a life of luxury?”

Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle knew Li Mu’s money-making ability and also knew that the store where his wife worked as a store manager was also set up by Li Mu alone. He truly regarded this nephew as a genius.

Upon hearing this, Xiao Hao suddenly understood. He looked at Li Mu, who was not far from him, thinking about the one hundred yuan his older cousin generously gave him last time. With that one hundred yuan, he treated the class beauty, Nana, to KFC, then took her boating in the park. On the way home, he successfully held her small hand, and that feeling was simply incomparable.

Li Dad was noticeably different from before. Not only was he radiant, but his speech was also much more assertive. He picked up a poured glass of Maotai liquor, stood up, and said with a smile, “Mom and Dad, bro, sis, younger brother, younger sister, thank you for coming to show support today. On behalf of our whole family, I toast you all.”

His maternal younger uncle quickly said, “Li Mu’s father, you shouldn’t be the one to toast. We should all raise a glass together.”

Saying that, his maternal younger uncle stood up and excitedly said, “Little Mu is the first talent from our family to get into a Key university! Let’s all raise our glasses together and wish Little Mu a bright future!”

Li Mu’s maternal aunt’s husband nodded, happily agreeing, “Yes, that’s right! Wish Little Mu a bright future!”

Li Mu’s maternal uncle and his wife felt a bit envious. A few years ago, when their own daughter went off to university, they didn’t see them this excited! Their daughter, after all, got into a First-tier university, which was also amazing! It was true that Li Mu got into a Key university, but would a Key university graduate necessarily be promising in the future? Look at their fawning expressions, as if graduating from a Key university meant becoming a mayor or a high official.

Although they felt envious, both of them still stood up and raised their glasses, and the family drank a toast together.





Chapter 96: The Older, The Wiser

After the opening toast, the Maternal uncle asked the question on his mind.

“Hey, Daoping, did you and your wife take Haohao’s mother south a while ago?”

Li Dad nodded: “Yes, Big Brother, we went for some training.”

The Maternal uncle’s brows furrowed into a shriveled chrysanthemum: “Why run all the way there for training? Isn’t that doing something foolish out of idleness? What kind of training? You didn’t get involved in pyramid schemes, did you?”

Without waiting for Li Dad to answer, the Maternal uncle continued, somewhat angrily: “And, you took Haohao’s mother away, have you thought about what our parents will do? Just Li Dad alone can’t take care of them, and there’s Haohao to worry about.”

Li Mu felt quite annoyed by his Maternal uncle’s patriarchal demeanor. He had always adopted this attitude, and frankly, Li Mu had long been displeased. However, Li Mu didn’t interject at this moment; he wanted to see how his father would deal with that sour face.

Li Daoping had always felt suppressed in front of Xiao Yunjian because of some old grudges. For so many years, Xiao Yunjian loved to mock and ridicule him for no reason, constantly acting as if he was the wisest, criticizing and bossing around about everything in Li Daoping’s family. In the past, Li Daoping truly had no capability and no face to refute him, so he could only endure it. But today was different. He might not have capability, but his son did! His son paid for the store, his son paid for him and his wife and his younger brother’s wife to go for training. That was for the sake of earning more money. What did it have to do with Xiao Yunjian? Did it cost him a single cent?

Thinking that he was going to announce the store opening at the dinner table anyway, Li Daoping pretended to be casual and said offhandedly: “Big Brother, Yunfang and I have always talked about opening a clothing store, right? So we spent money to go to Wencheng for half a month of store management training. And later, running the store will be too much for just the two of us, so we thought of inviting Haohao’s mother to help us out.”

Li Mu listened and gave his father countless thumbs-up in his heart.

He didn’t know if his father had become shrewd, or if he was inherently a shrewd person but had never shown it.

Li Mu himself couldn’t figure it out, because in his previous life, he had never seen his father use such tactics. He was clearly setting a trap for his Maternal uncle and Mother’s younger sister!

The Maternal uncle’s earlier question already carried a hint of accusation, and its meaning was very clear; anyone with an IQ above ten could probably understand it. In other words, it wasn’t enough that Li Dad and Li Mom were neglecting their proper work, they even roped in Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle’s wife, delaying her from taking care of Li Mu’s maternal grandparents.

However, Li Dad deliberately didn’t explain immediately. He intentionally brought up the old topic, reintroducing the clothing store plan that had been mocked and attacked at the dinner table before. Yet, he said nothing about the scale, franchising, or brand. He vaguely mentioned going south for training, essentially releasing a smokescreen to make the Maternal uncle even more convinced that Li Dad and Li Mom were just messing around.

Sure enough, Li Dad’s explanation seemed utterly unreasonable to Xiao Yunjian. He immediately put on the air of a family patriarch, frowning and saying: “Even if you really open a clothing store, one person can manage it. At most, the two of you together can handle it. Why do you need to hire someone else? Alright, let’s not talk about hiring people for now. The three of you ran all the way to Wencheng and spent money on some half-month training? Doing something foolish out of idleness? How much money would three people spend on food, lodging, and travel for half a month? What kind of training does a broken clothing store need? I think your brains must have been squashed by a door.”

Then, the Maternal uncle pointed at the maternal younger uncle’s wife and said to Li Dad: “You know the situation with Li Dad’s family. Li Dad’s unit’s efficiency is average, and Haohao’s mother’s job is unstable, so their family is under a lot of pressure. You took her so far away, how much money did she have to spend?”

The maternal younger uncle’s wife couldn’t stand it anymore and immediately said: “Big Brother, Li Mom and Li Dad took me for training, and they didn’t let me spend a single cent all these days. And when Li Mom and Li Dad’s store opens, I’ll go work for them, and they’ll pay me two thousand yuan a month.”

“What? How much? Two thousand a month?”

This time, it wasn’t just the Maternal uncle; everyone else at the table who didn’t know the truth was stunned. Two thousand yuan a month, that salary was absolutely ridiculously high in Haizhou, especially for working in a clothing store. It was unimaginable!

The Maternal uncle looked at Li Dad in disbelief. The Mother’s younger sister, sitting not far away, was also dumbfounded, staring at Li Dad, her eyes almost popping out.

“Daoping, you’re paying Haohao’s mother two thousand a month? Can you even earn two thousand a month from your clothing store?” The Maternal uncle looked at Li Dad as if he were an idiot.

The Mother’s younger sister also curled her lips, full of mockery: “I say, Brother-in-law, what kind of clothing store are you planning to open? If you pay two thousand a month for working for you, I might as well sell my own store and work for you.”

Li Dad said seriously: “I don’t make the decisions on this. Haohao’s mother is the store manager, and hiring people is her decision. Besides, the store has already hired enough people.”

The Mother’s younger sister frowned tightly, thinking, You’re just showing off. You could blow a bull so thick it would explode! Store manager? Hiring people? Already hired enough? Who are you trying to fool?

“Brother-in-law, aren’t you afraid of biting your tongue when you talk like that? I’m curious, when will your clothing store open? I’ll send you a flower basket then.” The Mother’s younger sister’s expression was clearly one of disgust.

Li Dad didn’t mind, he chuckled, scratching his head, and said casually: “It opens tomorrow, right at West Gate.”

“Whoa!”

What kind of place was West Gate? Although Haizhou didn’t yet have a truly modern and fashionable pedestrian street, West Gate had certainly begun to take shape. The limited number of specialty stores in Haizhou were all located at West Gate, making it absolutely the highest-end commercial area for clothing in Haizhou.

Li Mu felt that his father was quietly revealing his fangs.

Li Mu’s Mother’s older sister asked in surprise: “Opening a store at West Gate would cost at least two hundred thousand, wouldn’t it?”

Li Dad nodded, not stating a specific number.

At this, the Maternal uncle and Mother’s younger sister were truly overwhelmed with shock.

Two hundred thousand? Clothing store? West Gate? Li Daoping?

The first three keywords combined without any sense of incongruity, but any one of them combined with Li Daoping made them feel unbelievable. If all four could be combined, it would be like a fairy tale.

The Mother’s younger sister secretly mused in surprise: “He’s speaking so specifically, if it’s a lie, it would be too easy to expose. Could it be true? But how could Li Daoping possibly have two hundred thousand to open a clothing store? It doesn’t make sense!”

The Maternal uncle had the same thought. Earlier, he was skeptical when he heard Li Daoping made some money from dealing thermal coal, because everyone knew the situation at Xiling Mine. How could Li Daoping, with his capabilities, get thermal coal from there? If he had such ability, he wouldn’t have been stuck without promotion for so many years, nor would he have voluntarily applied to be laid off.

Oh my, he couldn’t figure it out. Even after racking his brains, he still couldn’t figure it out.

The Mother’s younger sister was unconvinced and asked: “Brother-in-law, West Gate is only about seven or eight minutes’ walk from here. How about after dinner, you take us to see your store?”

“Sure.” Li Daoping nodded without hesitation: “If you want to see it after dinner, I’ll take you. It’s good, you’ve been in the clothing business for so many years, you can give me some pointers and advice.”

The Mother’s younger sister nodded absently, her mind already filled with conflicting assumptions.

This meal, except for the Maternal uncle and his wife and the Mother’s younger sister, everyone else ate happily and enjoyed themselves.

Li Mu was somewhat impatient for the latter half. He had to admit, his father’s skill at showing off was truly extraordinary, far more profound than his own!

If he were to show off, he would at most let the Maternal uncle and Mother’s younger sister gloat first, then calmly tell them he opened a Metersbonwe store, let them be flustered at the dinner table, and then just eat. But, compared to that, his father’s version was even more impressive. First, set a trap, then feign weakness, adopting an attitude of “Come on, please feel free to show off,” letting the other party show off first, then slowly building their anticipation, and once they’ve shown off enough, deliver the final decisive blow.

The older, the wiser. Li Mu himself couldn’t wait to see what kind of expressions the Maternal uncle and Mother’s younger sister would have when they saw the nearly one hundred seventy square meter Metersbonwe specialty store later.

After dinner, Li Dad deliberately played dumb. For the last drink of the gathering, he smiled and said: “How about we go to a KTV tonight and sing like young people?”

Before others could speak, the Maternal uncle waved his hand and said: “Oh, what’s there to sing? Daoping, didn’t you say you’d take us to see your store? You’re not trying to go back on your word, are you?”

The Mother’s younger sister thought, Hmph, he just wants to go back on his word! He probably just got a bit drunk and bragged, and now he wants to change the subject and dodge it. He’s already bragged, and now he wants to renege? Dream on!

So, the Mother’s younger sister said loudly: “Brother-in-law, everyone in the Xiao family is tone-deaf and not suitable for singing. I think you should just take us to see your store.”

Li Dad’s expression showed a hint of struggle and hesitation. The Maternal uncle and Mother’s younger sister caught it and secretly rejoiced in their hearts. Sure enough, after showing off, he doesn’t know how to end it.

They didn’t understand Li Dad, but Li Mom did.

Li Mom watched her husband’s successive traps aimed at her older brother and younger sister. At first, she didn’t try to stop him; after all, they had been somewhat excessive towards her husband for so many years, and she herself felt uncomfortable, so it was only right for her husband to take the opportunity to embarrass them a little. However, at this moment, she felt her husband was going too far. After all, they were her own brother and sister, and hitting them too hard would make Li Mom feel bad.

So, Li Mom, when no one was paying attention, gently pinched Li Dad’s lower back. Li Dad, who was in high spirits, immediately realized his wife might have an objection. He instantly reined himself in, stopped acting, and said generously: “Alright, if that’s the case, then let’s go take a look.”





Chapter 97: Letting Dreams Shine into Reality

Among the large family, everyone walked except for the maternal uncle, who came on a motorcycle.

Haizhou wasn’t large; walking from here to any of these relatives’ homes took no more than ten or twenty minutes.

So, the large family of over a dozen people walked together, while Li Mu’s maternal uncle had no choice but to push his motorcycle and follow behind.

Li Dad, Li Mom, and the maternal grandparents walked ahead. Li Mu, behind them, teased Xiao Hao, asking in a low voice, “Kid, how did things go last time with that girl you were pursuing?”

“Not bad,” Xiao Hao replied, cautiously looking around to make sure his dad and mom were far away before lowering his voice. “After KFC, I took her to the park to ride pedal boats, and we held hands on the way back.”

Li Mu nodded, giving a thumbs-up. “Impressive.”

Xiao Hao chuckled, scratching his head. “Bro, when are you going to Yanjing?”

“End of the month or early next month.”

“Can you treat me to a big meal before you leave?”

“Sure, what do you want to eat?”

Xiao Hao thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know, how about the Haizhou Restaurant again?”

“Alright,” Li Mu readily agreed, asking, “When do you want to eat?”

Xiao Hao scratched his head, a little embarrassed. “I need to ask Nana first. I bragged to her before, saying my bro is super handsome and super rich, and that you often treat me to big meals. Then I asked her if she’d like to go next time, and she nodded.”

“Alright…” Li Mu patted Xiao Hao’s head, chuckling. “You’re much more restrained than I was as a kid. When I was little, I used to brag to others that I had a maternal older male cousin who worked on an aircraft carrier.”

Xiao Hao looked up at Li Mu, asking seriously, “Bro, were you out of your mind when you were little?”

“Forget it, no big meal then.”

Xiao Hao immediately put on a fawning expression, hugging Li Mu’s arm. “Bro, don’t stoop to my level! I’ve already told her!”

Li Mu chuckled. “I’m taking my road test in a couple of days; I’ll get my driver’s license after that. If you really want to show off in front of that girl, I’ll borrow a car and take you two to Jinling Happy Valley for a trip.”

“Really?” Xiao Hao was so happy he almost fainted. Jinling had so many fun places, especially a huge new amusement park that only one or two kids in his class had been to, and they even brought photos taken at the entrance back to class. He clearly remembered the amusement park’s name was Happy Valley. He had longed for those three words in his heart for a very long time. He never expected his maternal older male cousin to promise to take him there in a few days, and with the girl he liked, no less! Oh my god, happiness came too suddenly…

Seeing Xiao Hao’s face full of disbelief, Li Mu nodded. “Of course it’s true. But the girl definitely can’t be out for too long, so we’ll go and come back on the same day.”

“Bro, can you really borrow a car? What kind of car? A minivan?”

“A sedan.”

Xiao Hao froze, then after a moment, said with a face full of emotion, “Bro, please accept this bow from your younger brother…”

As Xiao Hao spoke, he bent one knee, about to bow down like in a wuxia film, but Li Mu lifted him up with one hand. “You can go, but you must keep it absolutely secret from your parents, understand?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell them even if you kill me!”

In a few minutes, Li Mu’s family’s Metersbonwe specialty store was reached.

The maternal aunt asked in surprise, “Brother-in-law, why aren’t you walking anymore?”

Li Dad pointed to the Metersbonwe by the roadside. “It’s this one.”

At this moment, the Metersbonwe store was still brightly lit, its storefront sign glowing, and all the lights inside were on.

The huge glass display windows were covered by an anti-theft rolling shutter, which somewhat obstructed the view, but had little overall impact. Keeping the lights on at night was Li Mu’s idea; it was eye-catching, and for a small electricity cost, it brought an extraordinary advertising effect.

The maternal aunt looked at the massive Metersbonwe storefront, exclaiming in shock, “Li Mu’s father, are you kidding me? This store uses Wanying Company’s building advertisement! Everyone says it’s opened by a relative of Wanying’s boss. How could it be yours?”

Li Dad wasn’t aware of the building advertisement matter. Seeing the maternal aunt’s disbelief, he took out a key and opened the rolling shutter door.

As soon as the door opened, the advertising poster stuck to the glass door at the entrance was revealed: “Metersbonwe officially launches in Haizhou on August 18th! Spend 299 and receive a free shoulder bag, while supplies last!”

This action left everyone dumbfounded.

August 18th. The maternal aunt checked the time on her phone. Wasn’t that tomorrow?

Even though Li Dad had personally opened the rolling shutter door, she still refused to believe it was truly his store.

The maternal uncle didn’t believe it either.

Neither did the maternal uncle’s wife.

People who like to look down on others find it hard to quickly adapt to looking up to them, especially when it’s someone they’ve always looked down upon.

They preferred to believe that Li Dad was merely the caretaker of this store, which was why he could take out a key and open the rolling shutter door.

However, Li Dad, with a relaxed and calm demeanor, pushed open the glass door, stepped halfway inside, then turned back. “Everyone, come in and have a look. I checked the Chinese almanac; we officially open for business tomorrow at 9:58 AM. Tomorrow’s Saturday, so if you’re not busy, come and show your support in the morning.”

With words spoken to this extent, there was no longer any point for those who disbelieved to continue deceiving themselves.

Furthermore, the industrial and commercial tax registration documents hanging in the store clearly stated that the taxpayer and owner of this store was Li Daoping. This was an ironclad fact.

The maternal uncle’s face was extremely grim. He couldn’t understand how Li Daoping could suddenly make such a grand move, quietly setting up a store like this. If a store like this truly opened, how much money would it make in a month?

Although he had never been in the clothing business, he had heard a few things. As an employee of the tax department himself, he knew that the few specialty stores in Haizhou, much smaller than Li Daoping’s, reportedly had monthly turnovers of around two to three hundred thousand. A store this large, wouldn’t it be four to five hundred thousand a month?

Meanwhile, the maternal uncle’s wife, looking at the almost magnificent decoration, was only calculating one thing in her mind: how much money this all must have cost.

As for the maternal aunt…

Recalling her arrogant words at the dinner table, her face burned and her eyes felt dry.

The thought of Li Mu’s father even asking her for advice made her feel even more ashamed.

Looking at the decoration of this specialty store, it was countless times better than her own home. They had so much money they didn’t even turn off the lights at night. Her own small clothing store was only as big as someone else’s cashier counter. What could she possibly advise them on? Wasn’t that a joke?

For the first time, the maternal aunt realized her past mistakes: she was too self-centered, too conceited, always thinking others were inferior to her. But when others lifted the veil of mist, the vastness of the hidden landscape and the beauty of its scenery far exceeded her imagination.

The other relatives were also very surprised, but no one asked too many questions. They just looked around, occasionally offering a few words of praise.

The maternal uncle’s wife calculated for a long time, then asked with an awkward expression, “Daoping, to open this store, even two times two hundred thousand probably isn’t enough, is it?”

The maternal uncle’s wife deliberately emphasized “two times.”

The maternal aunt thought to herself: Metersbonwe, that’s a famous brand! Although she dealt in unbranded children’s clothing, she had some insider knowledge of the industry. To open a store like this, two hundred thousand probably wouldn’t even cover the franchise fee and the cost of stocking goods. Not to mention such a large storefront, how much would the rent be? How much for decoration? The decoration alone would probably be close to two hundred thousand.

Calculating it, let alone two times two hundred thousand, it probably wouldn’t be possible for less than five or six hundred thousand.

Li Dad didn’t state the exact figure, but said with a touch of humility, “Something like that.”

The maternal uncle’s wife nodded with a complex expression, then gave the maternal uncle a signal. The maternal uncle quickly asked again, “Daoping, do you have other ways of making a fortune that you haven’t told us about?”

Li Dad chuckled. “Didn’t Little Mu mention it last time? We dabbled in some thermal coal before.”

The maternal uncle didn’t believe it, asking suspiciously, “Guo Lin, your mine manager, is notoriously corrupt. They say every ton of coal that leaves has to be approved by him. How could you get thermal coal from him?”

Li Dad then said, “It wasn’t Xiling Coal Mine, it was another coal mine. A high school classmate of mine is over there, and I just happened to get connected. Besides, the ones making big money are my classmate and Little Mu’s classmate’s father. I was just acting as a go-between, getting a little something out of it.”

The maternal uncle felt a sour discomfort in his heart. ‘Getting a little something’ was enough to spend so much money opening a store? His wife might not be good with numbers, but he wasn’t stupid. At a glance, a storefront like this, just the hardware alone would cost three hundred thousand and up. Including rent and all sorts of miscellaneous expenses, it would easily exceed four hundred thousand.

If ‘getting a little something’ could earn four hundred thousand, then any small profit you skimmed off would be in the tens of thousands, wouldn’t it?

Uncomfortable, truly damn uncomfortable.

He had always considered himself the head of the family, and the one doing the best among them. He and his wife together could save around thirty thousand yuan a year. Before this, he thought his family was already doing incredibly well. If he saved for a few more years, he might even be able to get a sedan. The Santana he had always coveted still cost a little over one hundred twenty thousand yuan now, but maybe in another two years, he could buy one outright.

Before tonight, everything was fine: the world was peaceful, life was perfect, and the future was bright. But at this moment, his years of superiority instantly collapsed. His mood was not just one of feeling lost and disappointed; more than that, it was a twisted discomfort.

Li Mu was in a great mood at this moment. What was the point of his Rebirth if not for all this? He wanted to make his dad and mom feel gratified and proud, and he also wanted them to hold their heads high, to make others look at them with new eyes. This was a dream he couldn’t achieve in his previous life, and in this life, it was already starting to come true, step by step.

Although, thinking calmly, he hadn’t earned much money since his Rebirth, and most of it had gone into opening this store, he wasn’t worried at all. There would be plenty of opportunities to make money in the future. In another year or two, he’d probably be picking up so much money he’d break his back.

The accumulation of a sense of accomplishment was never just about the increasing numbers in a bank account, but rather the process of personally letting the light of dreams shine into reality. When that dazzling light from his dreams dispelled the dark clouds and darkness of reality, the feeling was simply wonderful beyond words.





Chapter 98: Grand Opening

The deafening sound of firecrackers erupted, signaling the grand opening of the Metersbonwe Haizhou specialty store.

Relatives who had attended the family dinner last night also came to show their support, naturally including Li Mu’s maternal uncle and maternal younger aunt.

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that both of them had even sent flower baskets.

The custom of sending flower baskets for openings in Haizhou had a long history. These baskets, typically a little over one meter tall, were slender, bamboo-woven structures filled with fresh flowers. Two red silk ribbons hung from them, bearing golden characters that read: “XXX, Congratulations on the Grand Opening of XX Store!”

Li Mu received nearly one hundred such flower baskets before the official opening.

He recognized the names of the first dozen or so people who sent flower baskets: his maternal uncle, maternal younger uncle, maternal aunt, and maternal younger aunt, which accounted for four baskets. Zhao Kang sent two, one in his father’s name and one in his own.

Zhang Kexuan, Ye Tianming, Gu Wei, and Xia Ji, the four members of Simple Plan, each sent one. However, they couldn’t make it in person and called Li Mu individually to explain the situation.

Then there was Chen Wan, who entrusted a friend in Haizhou to deliver hers personally and also called Li Mu specifically to congratulate him.

Next was Song Liang, which didn’t surprise Li Mu.

But then, Li Mu was a little surprised: Zhang Wanjun.

And after that, Zhang Wanjun’s imposing subordinate, Lu Yong.

For the dozens of flower baskets after Lu Yong’s, Li Mu didn’t recognize a single name written on them.

The sheer number of flower baskets was astonishing; Li Mu couldn’t even fit them all in front of the store, extending them all the way to the roadside. It was truly overwhelming. Li Mu felt he could make a fortune just selling flower baskets today, because from Zhang Kexuan onwards, the baskets sent were all high-end, large, and exquisite, each appearing to be worth at least several hundred yuan. All together, they were worth at least tens of thousands.

Actually, Li Mu’s opening ceremony was very simple. He had prepared a ceremonial ribbon and two pairs of scissors for his parents, thinking they would just cut it symbolically and that would be it. However, Song Liang called Li Mu, saying he also wanted to participate in the ribbon-cutting for the thrill of it. Li Mu knew Song Liang was trying to give him face, so he couldn’t refuse and had to find someone to buy another pair of scissors before the opening.

At 9:58 AM, Song Liang stood punctually with Li Mu’s parents. Their positions for the ribbon-cutting were: Li Dad in the middle, Li Mom on his right, and Song Liang on his left.

Many citizens gathered to watch, packed in three layers deep, making it impossible to pass through. This was partly because Metersbonwe had finally opened in Haizhou, and partly because the scale of this store’s opening was truly exaggerated—nearly one hundred flower baskets! Who wouldn’t be shocked by that?

Even more astonishing was yet to come. Sharp-eyed onlookers recognized that among the three people cutting the ribbon, one was none other than Song Liang, the boss of Wanying Real Estate. One guy exclaimed in admiration, “Well, I’ll be! The boss of Wanying Real Estate came to cut the ribbon for a clothing store? What kind of background does this clothing store have to be so impressive?”

Someone in the crowd said, “Bro, you’re out of the loop! Wanying’s four building advertisements have been up for this store for days, didn’t you know?”

“Oh, now that you mention it, I remember! They were so eye-catching, I couldn’t have missed them!”

As soon as the ribbon-cutting ended, Li Dad, Li Mom, and Song Liang stepped aside. Li Mu shouted at the top of his lungs, “Metersbonwe Haizhou specialty store is officially open!”

Immediately, a large number of young people swarmed in, turning the store into something like a bustling wet market.

Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle’s wife immediately led the ten sales associates to busy themselves. Although most of these young people were there to watch the excitement, quite a few were genuinely trying on and buying clothes. Previously, if they wanted to buy this brand, they had to go to Jinling. Now that it was available right at their doorstep, they naturally came to patronize it. What’s more, for purchases over 299 yuan, customers received a free shoulder bag—the kind of teardrop-shaped small bag worn diagonally across the back, available in green, yellow, red, and black, with an embroidered logo that looked exquisite.

While it was incredibly busy inside, Li Mu thanked Song Liang outside and introduced him to his parents.

Li Dad and Li Mom didn’t know how Li Mu had come to know such an important figure in Haizhou, but Song Liang’s attitude was very respectful and humble. He addressed them as “Uncle” and “Aunt” repeatedly, took down Li Mu’s parents’ phone numbers, and had them note down his own.

Ye Tianming had once told Song Liang to look after Li Mu’s parents and the store in Haizhou after Li Mu went to Yanjing for school. Song Liang had simply replied, “Are you calling me stupid? Do I need you to tell me that?”

Song Liang stayed for an hour before excusing himself to attend to his own matters. After Song Liang left, Li Dad, Li Mom, and some other relatives were very curious about how Li Mu had befriended Song Liang. Li Mu simply said a friend from Jinling introduced them and didn’t elaborate.

Li Dad and Li Mom knew that Li Mu had once sold songs to the currently popular Simple Plan group, and they had also heard Li Mu say that those four young people had extraordinary backgrounds. Thus, they understood the whole story of Li Mu’s connection with Song Liang. However, Li Mu’s maternal uncle and maternal aunt were completely bewildered, and the shock they felt was indescribable.

Li Mu also knew that in terms of social status, he was practically a nobody in Haizhou, while Song Liang was the top private entrepreneur. The gap between them was not just huge; it was like night and day. It was normal for others to be surprised.

…

By noon, the fierce crowd finally eased up a bit. Li Dad arranged for the relatives to go to a restaurant for lunch. Li Mom and Li Mu didn’t rush over. Instead, they went to the cash register inside to check the morning’s sales records. In roughly two hours throughout the morning, over two hundred and sixty pieces of clothing were sold, with a sales revenue of nineteen thousand yuan. Forty bags were given away. The three cash registers barely stopped, scanning codes, collecting payments, and packaging items almost without pause.

This sales revenue utterly astonished Li Mom, but Li Mu found it quite normal. Metersbonwe was already an evergreen brand in second-tier cities and below, and with all the preparatory work he had done before the opening, the brand was bound to be popular in Haizhou for a while.

Throughout the afternoon, the store remained full. From 1 PM until 6 PM, for those five hours, the fitting rooms constantly had queues. Sales associates even had to encourage male customers buying T-shirts to try them on outside, trying to reserve the fitting rooms for female customers.

This year’s Metersbonwe had a special clothing series. Whether it was T-shirts, skirts, or jacket linings, this series featured a design with large, colorful floral patterns. The sales of this series were incredibly good; even Li Mu was amazed by the purchasing power of the Haizhou people.

In the five hours of the afternoon, the sales amounted to around fifty-five thousand yuan, and approximately one hundred backpacks were given away.

Li Dad and Li Mom were so excited they couldn’t stop smiling. Li Mu went to the bank to deposit some money. Upon returning, he whispered in his Mom’s ear, “Mom, later, go tell maternal uncle’s wife that for working overtime until 10 PM today, the store manager gets a five hundred yuan cash bonus, and the sales associates get a two hundred yuan cash bonus.”

Although the sales associates were already highly motivated today, and their commissions would also be substantial, Li Mu still felt that in such circumstances, the boss should show appreciation. Of course, this shouldn’t be a regular occurrence, lest employees come to view the bonus as their deserved income. But today’s situation was special; a good start was more important than anything else.

His Mom had no objections and nodded, immediately finding his maternal younger uncle’s wife and informing her of the decision.

As for why he let his Mom handle it, Li Mu’s reason was simple: he felt his Dad didn’t have much talent for management and operations, so it was better to focus on training his Mom.

When his maternal younger uncle’s wife conveyed this decision to each employee, their excitement and gratitude were palpable.

Indeed, in every job, there are diligent and hardworking people. What a boss needs to do is to motivate their enthusiasm, but not by constantly making empty promises. Bosses who constantly make empty promises usually don’t succeed much. They might think others are fools, but everyone sees clearly. Therefore, one’s attitude towards employees must be sincere, and one must know how to share.

After 6 PM, the store had about half an hour for sales associates to take turns catching their breath. Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle’s wife had signed a meal supply agreement with a small restaurant nearby. The restaurant would prepare two thirteen-person meals daily, with a balanced mix of meat and vegetables and soup, delivered to the store at 12 PM and 6 PM. Employees could eat in two shifts in the three to four square meters of space reserved in the storeroom. The reason for ordering thirteen meals for eleven regular employees was to have extra provisions so no one with a larger appetite would go hungry.

Li Mu stayed in the store all day, and besides marveling at how much money was being made, he also marveled at how thoughtful his maternal younger uncle’s wife was.

She also fostered an excellent atmosphere among the store employees. Initially, she required all sales associates, no matter what they were doing, to clap and say “Go!” when a customer made a purchase. At first, everyone was unaccustomed to it, but with his maternal uncle’s wife’s lead, by the afternoon, everyone was truly invested, and the “Go!” shouts became genuinely heartfelt, fostering true team spirit.

For dinner, Li Mu and his parents specifically went to the restaurant his maternal uncle’s wife partnered with to taste their dishes. The food tasted good, the ingredients looked fresh, and it was clean and hygienic—quite excellent.

The most important thing in starting a business is to use the right people. Even in the most ordinary traditional retail industry, a key talent can bring about a qualitative change in the development of the business. His maternal younger uncle’s wife was precisely such a key talent.

Back at the store, 7 PM was the busiest time on the street, and the store’s business once again reached its peak.

Li Mu watched near the cash register for a while and calculated in his mind that the peak revenue capacity was roughly nine thousand yuan per hour. After observing the reason for this peak, he realized that the peak was not a true peak, but rather a barrier that was difficult to break through.

The fundamental reason for this barrier was that the cashiers couldn’t keep up.

One person was responsible for one cash register, needing to scan codes, collect payments and give change, and help customers remove anti-theft tags from clothes. These tasks were fine, but the most time-consuming part was folding clothes and putting them into bags before sealing them. This took up half the time, causing customers waiting in line to simply have to wait.

Li Mu suggested to his maternal younger uncle’s wife that she hire three more people specifically for cashiering, freeing up the current ten people for sales positions. If needed, people could be temporarily pulled to help with packaging, reducing the pressure on cashiers and shortening the checkout time for individual customers.

His maternal younger uncle’s wife understood immediately. She took out her small notebook, found three phone numbers, and called them.

These were people she had interviewed who didn’t seem quite suitable for sales but appeared to be motivated and serious. She had kept their contact information in case of need. Cashiering didn’t require sales skills, so since three dedicated cashiers were needed, she would select three from this list.

Li Mu was impressed. His maternal younger uncle’s wife truly had a knack for things. With her as the store manager, he could rest assured.





Chapter 99: Investigation Team

In Li Mu’s eyes, in this era, a water army, as long as it achieved sufficient scale and possessed adequate anti-reconnaissance capabilities, was virtually invincible.

The reason was the internet’s rapid development; the government’s ability to monitor it hadn’t caught up yet. Local police even lacked the capability for online tracking and investigation. Thus, once a water army swarmed in, it was impossible to control the overwhelming public discourse, nor was it possible to follow the trail back to the mastermind.

In addition, Li Mu had always insisted that Zhao Kang and his core subordinates use various proxies, making them even harder to trace.

As for state-owned enterprise leaders like Guo Lin, the older they got, the bigger their bellies, and the greater their ability to make money, the worse their understanding and grasp of new things became. He couldn’t even open a webpage. Facing a large-scale water army online, he was almost like a lone crop facing a sky-darkening swarm of locusts, utterly defenseless.

Wu Dong was the same.

He was merely a coal boss, with only a junior high school education. He’d forgotten all his pinyin and had no idea how to use a computer, only knowing how to throw money at problems. The last time he helped Guo Lin delete posts, he spent money in several rounds. It was effective at first, but later it lost its power.

Although Li Jiawei was a dignified Deputy Bureau Chief, he truly didn’t understand the internet. The concept of cyber surveillance hadn’t truly been proposed yet, and public security officers didn’t possess this practical capability. They were almost helpless.

It was precisely because of the era’s unique nature that the water army, a product ahead of its time, could exert such immense effectiveness.

Of course, Li Mu also knew that extremes breed opposites. In the future, he should try his best to avoid using the water army to fight to the death with others. Otherwise, if he were targeted by more powerful relevant departments for a thorough investigation, he might end up burning himself.

Thinking of this, Li Mu sighed inwardly, lamenting his own weakness. If not for that, what man wouldn’t prefer to face his enemies head-on, crushing and slaughtering them like dry weeds? With his current lack of strength, he could only resort to indirect means, fighting a guerrilla war. The methods were a bit insidious and despicable, but they were forced by circumstances.

As soon as the provincial department’s investigation team arrived in Haizhou, they immediately began investigating the case. However, they didn’t follow the online rumors and approach Wu Dong and Guo Lin first. They decided to disregard external influences and re-examine the case.

The first step was to re-examine the scene. They re-evaluated the previous scene photos and clue evidence, coming to a conclusion: the Haizhou City Municipal Bureau traffic police clearly missed clues during their scene investigation. For example, the most basic tire marks were not collected as evidence, with the reason given that the tire marks at the accident scene were damaged by a third-party vehicle.

The incident occurred in the early morning when vehicles were already scarce. Furthermore, what kind of vehicle would drive according to the tire marks left by another car’s accident? The accident vehicle’s trajectory was a diagonal cut across the entire road. Even if it ran over and damaged some sections in the middle, there would always be a small undamaged section left, right? As long as a small section of tire marks was collected as evidence, the tire model could be determined based on the tread pattern and width, which would then greatly narrow down the range of suspect vehicle models.

In 2001, there were fewer than one hundred private car models sold in the domestic market. The failure to even collect this evidence proved that someone was deliberately letting things slide, helping the perpetrator bury evidence.

Furthermore, there were issues with the fragments left by the perpetrator’s vehicle during the collision. The Haizhou Public Security Bureau initially analyzed the retained fragments and determined the perpetrator’s car was a Fukang, for the simple reason that they verified the fragments came from a Fukang’s front bumper surround.

However, the investigation team re-examined the ditch by the roadside at the crime scene and found some overlooked fragments. Upon inspection, the paintwork on these fingernail-sized fragments far surpassed that of a Fukang. They were not from the same car as the fragments ‘collected’ by the Haizhou traffic police at all!

This was serious. While the crime of deliberately destroying evidence could still be explained away as carelessness, swapping out physical evidence at the scene and passing off fakes was a clear, undeniable illegal act with irrefutable proof!

Therefore, no one expected that the first person quietly taken into custody and interrogated by the investigation team would be the head of the technical section, responsible for scene investigation.

The head of the technical section actually held no real power and had been coerced and enticed by Li Jiawei. Thus, under the investigation team’s relentless questioning, he confessed the truth.

Li Jiawei had instructed him to destroy the scene evidence and promised him a benefit of one hundred thousand yuan, but he hadn’t received the money yet.

Immediately after, the investigation team didn’t directly confront Li Jiawei. Instead, they warned the head of the technical section not to spread the word, and then let him return to his post.

Li Jiawei privately questioned the man, and upon hearing that the investigation team had only conducted a routine inquiry, he also breathed a sigh of relief.

Next, the investigation team began investigating the perpetrator’s vehicle.

They took the fragments found at the scene and, based on online rumors, went to a BMW 4S store in Jinling. After assessment by the store’s paint technicians, it was determined that the fragments came from the front bumper of an imported BMW. The paintwork was German, a level of precision that even domestic 4S stores couldn’t achieve at present.

Once this conclusion was reached, the investigation team could basically conclude that the online rumors were most likely true.

Thus, the remaining task became tracking down the missing imported BMW.

Tracing a car wasn’t easy. Vehicles could be arbitrarily disguised, and the vehicle identification number (VIN) and engine number, which truly identified a car’s identity, weren’t visible from the outside. Moreover, in typical black markets for cars, these codes were usually ground off.

However, the investigation team had its own methods. They planned to start with Wu Dong’s close associates, checking if any of them had left Haizhou after the incident. This would allow them to pinpoint the person who helped Wu Dong dispose of the perpetrator’s car. Finding that person would provide a breakthrough, and by following the trail, they would surely find the perpetrator’s vehicle.

This was the shrewdness of the investigation team. Even Li Jiawei thought they would directly look for a breakthrough with Wu Dong, most likely summoning him for interrogation first. Unexpectedly, the investigation team completely ignored Wu Dong’s affairs, mysteriously conducting their own investigation. Li Jiawei had no idea what they were truly investigating.

…

Li Mu’s family’s Metersbonwe store had been open for five days. After five days of inventory, the store’s total sales were approximately four hundred thousand yuan. Although the initial buzz had begun to wane, business was still considered booming.

Sales of four hundred thousand yuan also meant a gross profit of two hundred thousand yuan. Li Mu’s parents now completely believed what Li Mu had said before; this kind of specialty store truly was highly profitable. Such a perfect start completely ignited the couple’s passion for this business.

Eting.com also launched its celebrity Tieba on the fifth day. Statistics from the first day showed that the total number of posts across all celebrity Tieba combined reached several hundred thousand. This count included both new topics and replies. Even so, it was absolutely an astonishing achievement.

Tieba, as a fast and simple forum, was highly attractive to users with the support of high traffic. Because there were many people discussing things on Tieba, and posting was easy and convenient, various topics flowed endlessly. As soon as it launched, Tieba quickly demonstrated its natural advantages in the social and community fields.

Li Mu instructed Kong Lingyu to find a way to do a good job of content monitoring. Once the community was open, a large amount of illegal information would pour in. Both pornography and politically sensitive content must be completely eradicated from the start.

Facing this problem, Kong Lingyu decided to develop a keyword filtering mechanism, supplemented by manual review. Li Mu reminded him that people applying to be Tieba moderators could be utilized, entrusting them with some of this responsibility. Kong Lingyu immediately understood Li Mu’s intention.

Li Mu had passed his external road test a few days ago. To put it simply, the external road test was merely starting the car, driving a few hundred meters on the road, shifting gears up and down, and pulling over to park. It took less than five minutes to pass.

Such a simple test, Li Mu passed with his eyes closed, but Zhao Kang actually failed.

Only after the test did Li Mu hear that Zhao Kang had been nervous during his exam, stalled the car by starting in fourth gear, and was dismissed by the examiner.

Su Yingxue also passed, so Zhao Kang could only dejectedly reapply for a retake.

On the sixth day of opening, the driving school notified them to collect their driver’s licenses. Li Mu arranged to meet Su Yingxue at the driving school in the afternoon and have dinner together. Su Yingxue said that once she got her driver’s license, she would take the train to Yanjing tomorrow night. She had originally thought she could get her driver’s license before mid-August, giving her more than ten days to familiarize herself with the environment and tutor her paternal aunt’s cousin. Unexpectedly, it was already late August, and with enrollment on September third, time was very tight.

Li Mu calculated that with enrollment on the 3rd, he shouldn’t go too early. He could take a sleeper train on the evening of the 2nd. He was too familiar with Yanjing; there was no need to familiarize himself with the environment in advance.

Counting it this way, there weren’t many days left…

Li Mu thought, why not invite Su Yingxue to dinner at the Ecological Park in the suburbs? The environment there was nice, and it wasn’t easy to run into acquaintances. However, it was a bit far; taking a taxi there was easy, but getting back was difficult. If he drove, it would be much more convenient.

Thinking of how he had previously promised his maternal younger male cousin Xiao Hao that he would drive him and his little girlfriend—oh no, little female classmate—to Jinling for a day, Li Mu could only ask Song Liang for help again. However, for such a small matter, he didn’t need to trouble Song Liang directly. He called Song Liang’s driver directly, asking for help and for any car to be arranged for him to use for two days.

If Haizhou even had a car rental place, Li Mu truly wouldn’t want to trouble others.

Fortunately, Song Liang had already instructed his driver that if Li Mu needed to borrow a car, he should directly allocate one from the company’s fleet.

The driver brought Li Mu a brand new Buick GL8, saying that all the sedans were out, leaving only this kind of commercial vehicle. Although it was a bit big, it was easier to drive than a Passat and more comfortable to sit in.

Li Mu didn’t care what car he drove; a Santana was enough. So he took the car keys and handed the other party two packs of Hard Zhonghua cigarettes he had prepared.

The other party absolutely refused to take them. After all, Li Mu was the boss’s friend, and it was only natural for him to help him handle business. Two packs of Zhonghua cigarettes cost several hundred yuan; how could he accept such a gift?

However, Li Mu was very firm in making him take them. If he didn’t take the cigarettes, Li Mu wouldn’t take the car keys. He felt that he had troubled the man several times, so a small token of appreciation was appropriate.

The driver hesitated for a long time before finally gritting his teeth and accepting. Li Mu thanked him and offered to give him a ride, but he insisted on taking a taxi himself and left after saying goodbye.

Li Mu drove the brand new GL8 straight to the driving school. On the way, he called his maternal younger uncle’s home. His maternal younger uncle’s wife was at the store, and his maternal younger uncle was at work. His maternal grandfather answered the phone. Li Mu greeted his maternal grandfather, then asked Xiao Hao to take the call.

As soon as Xiao Hao answered the phone, Li Mu said to him, “How about going to Jinling tomorrow morning?”

Xiao Hao excitedly asked, “Really?!”

“Really. We’ll leave tomorrow morning and come back in the evening. But you need to have your little female classmate tell her family in advance and come up with an excuse that won’t make her parents worry.”

After Li Mu said this, his heart was filled with guilt. It didn’t matter how ‘dirty’ things got with adults, but teaching a child to lie was truly a bit inexcusable.

Xiao Hao happily laughed and said, “Bro, don’t worry, I’ve already thought it through. We’ll say it’s for a classmate’s birthday. We always play all day for classmates’ birthdays, and with the birthday classmate’s parents accompanying us, other parents will also be at ease.”

Li Mu sighed, “You little rascal, you’re really cunning! Alright, it’s settled then. I’ll pick you up at the entrance of your residential complex at nine tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow morning, bro!”

“See you tomorrow morning.”





Chapter 100: Getting the License (Re-upload due to error)

A few days without seeing Su Yingxue, and the young woman had become even more beautiful.

Actually, it wasn’t that she had become more beautiful, but rather that she had changed her style of dressing and grooming.

Her ponytail was undone, her hair parted to the sides, looking freshly washed and blow-dried, still very voluminous. It gave her a more mature and alluring vibe than when she wore a ponytail.

She wore a dark red and blue small-checkered shirt, light blue jeans, and white canvas shoes. Her outfit was casual yet exquisitely refined, and her expression was calm with a hint of aloofness that made her seem unapproachable—a true goddess vibe.

Not to mention the boys who turned their heads to stare as she passed by, even Li Mu was filled with continuous admiration. This girl, if she were dropped into any university in Yanjing, would undoubtedly be a School beauty.

Su Yingxue saw a brand-new commercial vehicle stop in front of her. The window rolled down, and to her surprise, Li Mu was in the driver’s seat. A beautiful arc instantly formed on her lips: “You’re driving without a license again!”

“No, this time I have a license,” Li Mu raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t my driver’s license come out already? I just didn’t bring it with me.”

Su Yingxue thought about it and realized he was right. She shook her head with a helpless smile: “Park the car. Let’s go in and get the license.”

Li Mu casually replied, “Getting the license is fine, but we haven’t met the parents yet. Isn’t it a bit too rushed?”

Su Yingxue was startled for a moment, then realized what he meant, and a faint blush spread across her pretty face.

She had meant to say they should go in and get her driver’s license, but saying “get the license” did sound a bit inappropriate.

Seeing her face flush, Li Mu didn’t tease her further. He parked the car by the roadside and then walked over to Su Yingxue: “Let’s go. We’ll eat after you get your driver’s license.”

Su Yingxue nodded, suddenly becoming a little more demure. She walked silently beside Li Mu, head bowed, deep in thought.

With his driver’s license in hand, Li Mu could finally drive on the road with confidence and justification. He drove Su Yingxue straight to the Ecological Park. Before coming, he had called to reserve a small private room for two for Japanese cuisine. He had stumbled upon it during his last visit to the Ecological Park. The private room wasn’t large, only about seven or eight square meters, with tatami mats, sliding doors, Japanese red lanterns, and Ukiyo-e prints. It looked quite Japanese in style.

Although it wasn’t yet five o’clock, far too early for dinner, the Ecological Park was right next to the Botanical Garden, and the environment was excellent. With a beautiful woman by his side, taking a stroll together was also a good idea.

As they drove out of the city, Li Mu was still thinking that once he arrived in Yanjing, two goals needed to be achieved as soon as possible: buying a house and buying a car.

At that time, there were no purchase restrictions on cars or houses in Yanjing, and house prices were ridiculously cheap. Although he didn’t expect to get rich by accumulating properties, buying a set would give him a foothold in Yanjing. As for cars, Li Mu had lived in Yanjing for many years and summarized two points: living in Yanjing without a car was painful, but having a car was even more painful. However, traffic congestion was a post-2008 Olympics issue. In 2001 Yanjing, having a car was certainly a blessing. One must remember that at that time, the super metropolis only had two subway lines, and public transportation was not yet well-developed.

The Botanical Garden was relatively remote compared to the city center and had no bus access, so there weren’t many people at this time. The late August evening was cool and comfortable. Li Mu and Su Yingxue strolled along the stone path in the woods, feeling the golden sunlight filtering through the dappled leaves onto their bodies and faces. It felt very much like a romantic soap opera, where the protagonists always liked to have a breakthrough in such romantic settings—holding hands, hugging, kissing. Ignoring the brainless plot, just the visual imagery alone was enough to stimulate hormone secretion.

Walking side by side, Li Mu could easily reach out and hold Su Yingxue’s small hand even with his eyes closed, especially since they had done this once before. Repeating it now seemed harmless. However, after a moment’s thought, Li Mu held back. There would be plenty of opportunities in the future; there was no need to rush. Maintaining a gentlemanly demeanor seemed more important.

Su Yingxue was in a good mood. One moment she would squat down to look at wildflowers and butterflies, the next she would look up at the tall trees, then say to Li Mu: “I love plants, especially the yellow and red leaves in late autumn. Every time the old ginkgo tree at our school turns completely yellow, I go to see it every day, then pick up pretty leaves from the ground and press them into my books at home.”

Li Mu nodded: “Ginkgo trees are indeed beautiful when they’re all yellow. I heard there’s a ginkgo avenue in Yanjing. Every mid-November, all you see are golden ginkgo trees, and even the ground is covered with golden leaves. If you like it, you can go see it this November.”

“In Yanjing?” Su Yingxue asked curiously.

“Yes.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “How do you know everything?”

Li Mu chuckled: “It’s all online.”

Su Yingxue nodded thoughtfully, smiling slightly: “That’s true.”

Then, Su Yingxue continued: “I’ve been to Yanjing a few times too, but always during winter or summer holidays. I’ve never been in November. But I’ve heard that Yanjing is most beautiful during that short month from late October to late November.”

“Yes, that wretched place has too short an autumn.”

“If it’s wretched, why are you still going?”

“No choice, for sentiment.”

“You’re so young, where do you get all this sentiment from?”

Li Mu gave an awkward laugh and countered, “By the way, are you leaving tomorrow?”

“Yes, the train is at eight in the evening, arriving at eight in the morning.”

“Then I probably can’t see you off. I promised to take my maternal younger male cousin and his girlfriend out tomorrow.”

“It’s fine if you don’t come. My parents are both seeing me off. I don’t know what they’d say if they saw you, what if there’s a misunderstanding?”

Li Mu pouted: “Are your parents really letting you go by yourself?”

“Originally, my dad was supposed to take a few days off to see me off, but he suddenly got very busy these past two days and couldn’t get away, so he let me go by myself.”

Li Mu had long heard that Su Yingxue’s father was the Deputy Bureau Chief of the Municipal Bureau. A few days ago, in order to deal with Guo Lin, he had exposed Wu Dong for the hit-and-run, which would also affect Li Jiawei. He figured Su Yingxue’s father must be busy with this matter.

Thinking about it carefully, he had played quite a big game. Just to deal with Guo Lin, he had dragged Wu Dong and Li Jiawei into it as well, sacrificing them. He really didn’t know whether to call himself audacious and lacking in consideration. But then again, once the arrow is shot, there’s no turning back. Since he had done it, why dwell on it? Exposing Wu Dong was also eliminating a public menace. As for Li Jiawei, shielding a scumbag like Wu Dong, he deserved it.

At six-thirty, Li Mu brought Su Yingxue to the Ecological Park. The waiter led them to the pre-booked Japanese-style private room. As soon as they entered, Su Yingxue’s expression showed a hint of pleasant surprise at the environment, but inwardly, she was overjoyed. The fact that Li Mu thought to book such a private room and even specifically borrowed a car to come here showed how much thought he had put into this meal.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue ordered some sushi, sashimi, eel rice, and Japanese tempura, among other small dishes. The taste was excellent, and coupled with the pleasant and quiet environment, they felt very happy sitting face-to-face on the tatami mats, eating and chatting.

During dinner, when they talked about this summer vacation, Su Yingxue complained that she had lost out too much this summer. She had always thought this summer would be the freest and most anticipated summer, but she never expected that after the college entrance examination, she foolishly enrolled in driving school, which delayed her for over a month. Now that she finally had her driver’s license, she had to go to Yanjing, with no freedom at all.

Li Mu asked, “What did you do with your time these days, besides practicing driving at the driving school?”

“Read books at home, occasionally surfed the internet, listened to music.”

“Oh?” Li Mu deliberately asked, “Do you know about a band that’s been quite popular recently, called Simple Plan?”

“I know.”

“Do you like them?”

“So-so, not really feeling it.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, just no feeling. But I’ve been quite fond of an indie singer recently.”

“Oh?” Li Mu asked curiously, “Who is it?”

“No real name, just Muzi. He only has two songs, one called ‘Zebra Zebra’ and one called ‘When You Are Old’. I really like both of them. You can listen to them on a website called Eting.com, but I don’t know if they’ll be to your taste.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu choked, unable to catch his breath properly, and coughed a few times. Su Yingxue quickly asked, “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just too much wasabi…”

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that Su Yingxue was actually a folk music enthusiast. She liked Old Wolf, she liked Ye Pei, and she said that although Gao Xiaosong was ugly, he was actually a talented individual…

Li Mu basically agreed with her views, especially the second to last one. His nickname Aida Jin wasn’t for nothing.

No wonder she liked “Muzi.” The two songs he recorded were also folk music style, though slightly different from the campus folk music of Old Wolf’s era.

As the two chatted happily, Du Cheng, the Bureau Chief of Haizhou City Municipal Bureau, was sitting next door to Li Mu and Su Yingxue, in a similar tatami-style private room. He and a middle-aged man were sitting opposite each other.

The man sitting opposite Du Cheng was Hu Haibo, the team leader of the investigation group sent by the provincial department for this case. He took a sip of sake and said to Du Cheng, “We’ve been quite effective these past few days. We’ve found the person who helped Wu Dong dispose of the accident vehicle. The night before last, we quietly brought him to a hotel for an interrogation. As soon as he heard we were from the provincial department and our officers threatened him, he was completely terrified. In less than half an hour, he confessed everything. Yesterday afternoon, our officers dispatched to the south have followed the clues and found the accident vehicle.”

At this point, Hu Haibo paused, lit two cigarettes, handed one to Du Cheng, and continued: “Coincidentally, Wu Dong’s subordinates didn’t know how to grind off the vehicle identification number and engine number. They only cared about getting rid of it as quickly as possible, so they sold that BMW, worth over nine hundred thousand yuan, for an ultra-low price of one hundred thousand yuan. The guy who bought the car had been in the black market for cars for over ten years. As soon as he dismantled the front bumper, he guessed that the car had been involved in a collision with a person. Before grinding off the vehicle identification number, he took photos for his own record, also fearing future trouble.”

Du Cheng’s eyes lit up: “Haibo, do you mean all the evidence for the hit-and-run vehicle is complete?”





Chapter 101: Psychological Shadow

“The hit-and-run vehicle, as well as that boss’s statement and the vehicle identification number photo, have all been sent directly to Jinling. They just arrived in Jinling at noon today, and the provincial department immediately began collecting evidence. Now I’m just worried that Wu Dong will find someone to take the fall for him.”

Hu Haibo voiced his concerns, and Du Cheng replied, “To prevent him from finding someone to take the blame, we need to quickly gather irrefutable evidence of Wu Dong’s involvement in the hit-and-run.”

Hu Haibo nodded, “The driver who helped him handle the accident vehicle is one lead. Also, once evidence is collected from the hit-and-run vehicle, there should be some gains.”

Then, Hu Haibo added, “Didn’t the internet say that a mine manager from your area was in Wu Dong’s car that night? The information leaked online so far has been mostly accurate, so the matter with that mine manager should also be correct.”

Du Cheng pursed his lips for a long time, feeling a bit uncertain, “That mine manager is named Guo Lin. His relationship with Wu Dong is definitely not ordinary. Rumor has it that the money Wu Dong gave him as a bribe is calculated in tens of millions. These two are an alliance of interests. If we want to use Guo Lin as a breakthrough, it’s probably a long shot.”

“Then this is indeed a bit tricky,” Hu Haibo looked troubled.

Immediately, Hu Haibo raised an eyebrow, “Oh, right! Tell me, who exactly is the person who leaked the information? How could they know so much?”

Du Cheng thought for a moment and said, “I’ve considered it. The person who leaked the information is probably an enemy of Wu Dong. He has offended many people in the coal business these past few years, and he’s usually arrogant and also suspected of being involved with criminal gangs. If the other party exposes this matter, and Wu Dong is truly convicted, he’ll get at least ten years.”

Hu Haibo asked with a smile, “Old Du, if in the end there’s no strong evidence and Wu Dong can’t be convicted, you won’t blame me, will you?”

Du Cheng quickly said, “Why would I blame you? The main issue right now is the immense public outrage. If Wu Dong really finds someone to take the blame, and we don’t have direct evidence, then we can only arrest the person who took the blame and barely provide an explanation to the public.”

Hu Haibo took a deep drag from his cigarette and smiled, “Alright, Old Du. We were colleagues a few years ago, after all, so we’re definitely old acquaintances. And we both report to the same boss. I know you’re really concerned about Li Jiawei, otherwise why would Director Liu send me here?”

Du Cheng opened his eyes, a glint flashing within them, “Haibo, to be frank with you, I want to deal with Li Jiawei. In the two or three years I’ve been in Haizhou, this guy has constantly opposed me, trying to push me out. I have a surge of resentment in my heart. Also, before I leave, I want to establish some of my own connections in Haizhou. Director Liu knows about this and approves. So I want to use this opportunity to bring Li Jiawei down. But if I want to deal with him, I must first convict Wu Dong and make Wu Dong talk.”

Hu Haibo nodded and said, “If Li Jiawei steps down, you want Su Weimin to take his place, right?”

“Exactly,” Du Cheng said, “Su Weimin is young, just over forty, has political standing, and a high degree. He’s a high-achieving student from Public Security University. Most importantly, he’s trustworthy and can be cultivated as one of our own.”

Hu Haibo then said, “Then call him now and have him come over. Whether this works out or not, you need to make things clear to him first. Even if he doesn’t become the head of the Haizhou City Municipal Bureau in the end, he’ll still have the opportunity to be taken to the provincial department for cultivation in the future. Director Liu has been very interested in people around forty with excellent academic qualifications these past few years.”

“That’s good too,” Du Cheng understood Hu Haibo’s meaning. He should first clarify things with Su Weimin. Regardless of whether this matter succeeded or not, he was prepared to cultivate him as one of his own. The rest would depend on Su Weimin’s attitude.

So, Du Cheng called Su Weimin. Su Weimin usually got off work late, and it was already past 7:30 PM when he got home. He had just changed into shorts and a vest and sat down, ready to eat, when he received Du Cheng’s call. Hearing Du Cheng say he was having dinner with Hu Haibo, the team leader of the investigation group, at Ecological Park and invited him to join, he felt that things were not so simple.

Although he had always respected Du Cheng, the Bureau Chief, he had never truly picked a side. This time, the provincial department sent an investigation group down to investigate the hit-and-run case, and Su Weimin always felt there were some hidden complications, vaguely sensing it was related to Li Jiawei. Now, receiving this call, he immediately guessed it was most likely the case.

Su Weimin immediately said to Du Cheng, “Bureau Chief, please wait a moment with Team Leader Hu. I’ll be right there.”

He hung up the phone and got up to leave. His wife, Fang Min, asked, “You’re leaving before even taking a bite of food?”

Su Weimin, wearing a vest, put on a short-sleeved shirt and honestly told his wife, “Bureau Chief Du is having a private dinner with the special investigation team leader from the province at Ecological Park. They asked me to join them. It’s probably about Li Jiawei.”

Fang Min worked in the Municipal Party Committee Office and had a keen political sense. She knew her husband had always been suppressed by Li Jiawei, and she also knew that Du Cheng and Li Jiawei had always been at odds. She gasped and asked, “Could it be that Bureau Chief Du wants to bring Li Jiawei down and have you succeed him?”

Su Weimin nodded and said calmly, “I guess so, but Li Jiawei isn’t that easy to deal with. I’ll only know the details once I get there.”

Fang Min also knew it was a matter of great importance. She stood up and helped Su Weimin button his shirt while instructing him, “This is an opportunity. No matter the outcome, declare your allegiance and stand firm first.”

“Understood.”

…

Li Mu and Su Yingxue finished dinner and came out before 8 PM. Originally, they weren’t in a hurry to leave, but Su Yingxue’s mother called her and said that a few relatives had come to their house to see her, hearing she was leaving.

Su Yingxue had no choice but to end their quiet and lovely dinner with Li Mu early. She said to Li Mu, “I’ll have to trouble you to take me home. My maternal aunt and the others are waiting for me at home.”

Li Mu nodded, “Let’s go. I’ll take you back now.”

After paying the bill, Li Mu and Su Yingxue walked out of the main entrance of the Ecological Park’s dining area side by side and headed straight for their parking spot in the parking lot.

Just as Li Mu pulled open the driver’s side door to get in, a man suddenly got out of a newly parked Passat, only a few meters away from Li Mu. Li Mu found the man’s profile somewhat familiar. Unexpectedly, the man looked up at that moment and happened to see Li Mu. Their eyes met, and both recognized each other.

Isn’t this the Officer who caught me driving without a license last time and made me do fifty push-ups?

Su Weimin was also curiously staring at Li Mu at this moment, thinking, Well, well, it’s you again, you rascal. At this point, Su Yingxue was facing away from him, opening the car door, so his attention was entirely on Li Mu, and he hadn’t recognized her yet.

Li Mu recalled his last experience. He didn’t hate this Officer, but he felt a bit wronged. So, he waved a bit cheekily at Su Weimin, “Officer!”

Su Weimin shook his head and smiled, “Oh, are you driving without a license again this time?”

“Haha!” Li Mu triumphantly pulled out his driver’s license from his pocket and held it above his head, “Sorry, Officer, I just got my driver’s license. I’ve disappointed you.”

Su Weimin thought to himself that he had important matters to attend to and no time to argue with this rascal, so he prepared to turn and leave. Unexpectedly, Su Yingxue curiously turned her head, and her eyes met her father’s.

Su Yingxue froze on the spot as if struck by lightning, while Su Weimin’s face immediately fell. Last time, he had seen this rascal driving his daughter home, which was why he went up to stop them. At the time, considering that this rascal was his daughter’s classmate and they were taking the driver’s license test together, and they hadn’t done anything out of line, he physically punished Li Mu and didn’t question his daughter further when he got home. He never expected to run into his daughter and this rascal eating so far away today!

Su Weimin, who had been a police officer for many years, cherished his daughter the most. Perhaps having seen too many cases, he wished he could protect his daughter with layers of security, ensuring that those with ill intentions couldn’t get close. His daughter herself had always been very aware and never got too close to male friends. But he never expected to see such a scene today. My goodness, could she be in love with this rascal?

Li Mu couldn’t see Su Yingxue’s expression, but seeing Su Weimin’s very displeased face, he thought he was annoyed by his teasing. He chuckled, “Officer, I was just joking with you. Don’t take it to heart.”

When Li Mu said that, the unprovoked anger in Su Weimin’s heart was temporarily suppressed. Regardless, it wasn’t appropriate for him to question his daughter under these circumstances. He had to trust her and give her enough self-respect, so he decided to talk about it after they returned home.

Su Weimin didn’t greet Su Yingxue, and Su Yingxue didn’t speak either. Father and daughter reached an unspoken understanding on this matter. Then Su Weimin turned and entered the dining area’s main entrance, and Su Yingxue also got into the passenger seat of Li Mu’s car.

Li Mu thought Su Weimin was angry with him. As he got into the car, he was still chuckling, “Oh, this Officer is really petty. I didn’t hold a grudge against him even though he punished me so badly last time, but he gets angry when I tease him a bit.”

Su Yingxue calmed down slightly, turned her face, and blinked her large eyes as she asked Li Mu, “He punished you? What did he punish you for?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Don’t even mention it, it’s a long story.”

Then, Li Mu told Su Yingxue in detail everything that happened that day when he drove her home and was stopped by Su Weimin.

“Do you think he has a psychological shadow about Renmin University of China? Why did he add thirty push-ups to my punishment as soon as I said I applied to Renmin University of China?”

“Haha!” Su Yingxue’s mood was originally a bit uneasy because of her father’s angry expression just now, but after hearing Li Mu talk about his history with her father, she doubled over with laughter, losing all semblance of a goddess.

“Is it that funny?” Li Mu’s expression was slightly awkward.

“It’s quite funny,” Su Yingxue nodded repeatedly, thinking, Dad never visited my school during my three years of high school, and Mom always went to parent-teacher conferences and the like. It’s normal that Li Mu doesn’t recognize my dad. Since such a misunderstanding occurred today, I can’t blame him either.

Li Mu said sullenly at this point, “He definitely has a psychological shadow about Renmin University of China.”

Su Yingxue could understand her father’s feelings when he asked question after question and finally learned that Li Mu had also applied to Renmin University of China. She said with a smile, “Then just assume he has a psychological shadow.”

Li Mu nodded, no longer dwelling on the issue. He started the car and drove away from Ecological Park, heading straight for the city.

When the car reached the entrance of the Municipal Bureau’s family compound, Li Mu stopped the car but didn’t immediately unlock the central locking. Instead, he said to Su Yingxue, “Have a smooth journey tomorrow. Remember to call or text me once you’re on the bus.”

“Okay, you also be careful when you go out to play tomorrow. Tell me before you go to Yanjing.”

“OK!”





Chapter 102: Life Cannot Be Too Ordinary

Li Mu arrived punctually in his GL8 at the entrance of Xiao Hao’s residential complex. Xiao Hao, dressed in children’s trousers and a shirt, with a backpack slung over his shoulders, had already been standing there for twenty minutes.

Seeing Li Mu emerge from a strange-looking car, Xiao Hao waved his hand in surprise, swinging his backpack as he ran up to him. “Bro, what kind of car is this? It looks different from a sedan.”

Li Mu smiled. “It’s a bit more advanced than a regular sedan.”

As he spoke, he opened the rear car door and said to Xiao Hao, “You and your female classmate will sit in these two seats later.”

“Wow!”

It was Xiao Hao’s first time seeing such independent seats in the middle row of a GL8. He immediately thought they looked incredibly high-end, definitely much more impressive than a regular sedan.

Xiao Hao took off his backpack and squeezed inside, settling into the soft business seat. “Bro, this seat is so comfortable!” he exclaimed excitedly.

Li Mu got into the driver’s seat and asked him, “Where does your female classmate live?”

“She lives in the Meteorological Bureau residential complex. Do you know the way?”

“I do,” Li Mu replied with a slight smile, starting the car and heading towards the Meteorological Bureau residential complex.

Li Mu had always been very close to Xiao Hao, even in his previous life. His father’s relatives lived far away, so they didn’t interact much. Among his mother’s family, Xiao Hao was the only younger brother Li Mu truly clicked with. However, in his previous life, he was a poor student before graduating university and a poor underdog afterward, so he never truly spoiled his younger brother. Moreover, Xiao Hao joined the army right after high school, and by the time he transferred to civilian work, he was already a grown man. In Li Mu’s memory, he had missed Xiao Hao’s entire adolescence, so in this life, he hoped to show him more affection.

Before they even reached the entrance of the Meteorological Bureau residential complex, Li Mu saw a little girl across the road with twin ponytails and wearing a Mickey Mouse outfit. Although she looked only eleven or twelve, it was clear she was a budding beauty. This must be the Nana Xiao Hao had mentioned.

Sure enough, Xiao Hao also saw the girl, excitedly pointing at her and saying, “Bro, that’s her!”

Li Mu drove a bit further, then turned around and stopped in front of the girl. Through the rear car window, the girl saw Xiao Hao and happily waved at him. Xiao Hao quickly scrambled to the seat closest to the door, trying to pull it open.

Li Mu quickly got out and opened the car door, saying to the little girl, “You’re Nana, right? I’m Xiao Hao’s maternal older male cousin. Come on in.”

Nana was a bit embarrassed, but Xiao Hao kept raising his eyebrows and beckoning to her, so she finally got into the car, blushing.

Xiao Hao patted the seat to his right and said triumphantly to Nana, “Nana, sit here! This seat is super soft and really comfortable!”

Nana nodded shyly and sat down next to Xiao Hao. Xiao Hao, however, lacked the shyness boys his age usually displayed when facing pretty girls. Instead, he very casually rested his arm on Nana’s seat armrest, his face only a few centimeters from the little girl’s. He smirked and said, “Nana, my maternal older cousin said he’s taking us to Jinling to play for a day. Just tell us whatever you want to play or eat.”

Nana said softly, blushing, “Anything is fine, whatever works.”

Xiao Hao nodded, then, as if by magic, pulled a colorful lollipop from his pants pocket and handed it to Nana. “Here, I bought it just for you.”

“I don’t want it… My mom doesn’t let me eat candy, it’s bad for my teeth…”

Xiao Hao waved his hand. “Don’t listen to her. It’s fine to have a lollipop occasionally. Besides, I had to go to several stores to buy this one; it’s not like an ordinary lollipop. If you don’t eat it, I’ll be angry.”

Nana looked conflicted, then glanced up at Xiao Hao’s insistent gaze. She finally reached out and took the lollipop. “Alright…”

Li Mu occasionally glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Xiao Hao’s flirting techniques, feeling a sudden pang of shame. Xiao Hao was only in sixth grade, yet his girl-chasing skills were already so perfected. What was he doing when he was in sixth grade?

The more Li Mu watched, the more he felt that his younger brother would undoubtedly have a “boundless future.” In his eyes, it was fine for Xiao Hao to have a puppy love at such a young age. The kid’s real rebellious phase would come after fifteen. Right now, he was still wet behind the ears, so even if it was puppy love, it would definitely be within safe limits. As his maternal older male cousin, all he could do was leave him with more beautiful memories.

There were still six years until Xiao Hao graduated high school. As long as he accumulated enough strength within these six years, he would definitely intervene to change Xiao Hao’s life trajectory. It was fine if he didn’t study well; the kid was cunning and sly, and could be guided and cultivated to do other things entirely.

While serving in the army wasn’t necessarily a bad thing for Xiao Hao, just like Li Mu attending an ordinary university, Xiao Hao’s future, if left without intervention, would also be destined for ordinariness. Li Mu felt that neither he, nor his family, including this young lad Xiao Hao, could have too ordinary a future. This was a responsibility he felt deep down.

Li Mu focused on driving, taking the two children straight to Happy Valley in Jinling, which had only recently opened. Happy Valley was currently considered a top brand among amusement parks nationwide. Most children in mainland China at the time didn’t yet know about Disneyland or ocean parks; Happy Valley was their sole dream.

After over two hours of driving, Li Mu pulled the car into Happy Valley amusement park, located in the Jinling suburbs, a little past eleven o’clock.

Li Mu parked the car properly in the parking lot in front of the gate, then got out and opened the car door, saying to the two children, “We’re here, let’s get out!”

Xiao Hao had been chatting with Nana the whole time and hadn’t noticed where the car had driven. Hearing Li Mu say they had arrived, he turned his head and looked out the window. Happy Valley’s main gate was right before their eyes! He immediately got excited and said to Nana, “Nana, quick, get out! We’re at Happy Valley!”

Nana seemed unaware they were coming to Happy Valley; she was still dazed when she heard those three words. Unexpectedly, Xiao Hao took the opportunity to grab her hand, pointing at Happy Valley’s main gate outside the window. “Look, isn’t it Happy Valley? Surprise!”

Nana followed the direction of Xiao Hao’s finger and saw Happy Valley’s main gate, her face filled with surprise and excitement. She didn’t even notice that Xiao Hao was holding her hand. Xiao Hao, having no intention of letting go of Nana’s hand, urged her to get out of the car while still holding it. After getting out of the car behind Nana, Xiao Hao immediately pulled her and dashed towards the main gate.

Li Mu had no choice but to quickly close and lock the car, then chased after them, saying, “You two, don’t run off! We need to make an agreement: from now on, you two must listen to me and not leave my sight. Otherwise, we’ll immediately return to Haizhou, understood?”

Xiao Hao quickly said, “Oh, I know! Bro, go buy the tickets quickly!”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly and took the two children to the ticket office, buying three tickets. Seeing Kodak cameras sold with film at the entrance, Li Mu impulsively bought a set, along with some extra film and batteries. His goal today was to let the two children have a blast for a whole day, so he might as well do a good job of being a host. Besides playing and eating, what children were most interested in at a place like Happy Valley was probably taking photos.

After buying the tickets, Li Mu didn’t rush to take the two children inside. Instead, he first took souvenir photos of them at the entrance of Happy Valley. Li Mu was very thorough in his consideration: for all photos, he would first take a group photo of the two, and then one individual photo of each.

The two children were so excited that their smiles were truly like blooming flowers, and they were very photogenic.

Once inside Happy Valley, the two children began screaming excitedly at the various amusement rides. Li Mu took a map of the attractions. For any ride the children wanted to go on, Li Mu accompanied them and took photos, except for those that were too thrilling, which he didn’t allow them to ride.

The two children displayed extraordinary stamina at Happy Valley. Apart from a meal at McDonald’s in between, they spent all their time playing. By five in the afternoon, Li Mu’s legs already felt weak, but Xiao Hao and Nana still maintained extremely high spirits. To avoid the children getting home too late, Li Mu told them they would return punctually at six o’clock, and for the remaining hour, they should play whatever they wanted to make the most of their time.

So, Li Mu accompanied the two children on the pirate ship for the third time.

…

At this moment, Su Yingxue had finished packing all her luggage. Her mother, Fang Min, was cooking, while Su Weimin sat on the sofa with his daughter, instructing her on things to pay attention to when she arrived in Yanjing. However, there was one thing he had been holding back, unable to say.

“Xiao Xue…” After hesitating and struggling for an entire afternoon, Su Weimin finally spoke in an unnatural tone.

“What is it, Dad?” Su Yingxue had also been feeling uneasy since coming home last night. She didn’t know how her dad would misunderstand her being caught with Li Mu. Moreover, she had only learned yesterday from Li Mu that her father had already met him before, and had even specifically driven to intercept him once for her sake. In other words, her dad had now seen her with him twice.

“Well…” Su Weimin hesitated repeatedly, but still asked, “That kid yesterday, he’s your classmate, right?”

Su Yingxue nodded. “Yes.”

“He also got into Renmin University of China?”

“Yes.”

“Sigh…” Su Weimin sighed. This was the last answer he wanted to hear. Those two dared to date privately right under his nose; imagine what they’d do once they were out of his sight?

Besides, although the kid seemed decent-looking and didn’t appear to be a greatly evil person, Su Weimin couldn’t shake the feeling that he exuded a certain unconventional aura from head to toe.

This unconventional aura didn’t mean he was bad, but with an old police officer’s keen senses, Su Weimin felt Li Mu’s identity was a bit mysterious. A kid who had just graduated high school, without even a driver’s license, was driving Song Liang’s car around. Then, as soon as he got his license, he was driving a brand new GL8. In Su Weimin’s view, these were not things someone his age should be doing. Moreover, he had no good impression of real estate developers like Song Liang.

Furthermore, Su Weimin had done a small investigation. Li Mu’s identity and household registration records could be found with a quick search on his computer: parents were ordinary workers, with a non-agricultural household registration, and a simple, ordinary family background. How could an eighteen-year-old youth from such a family get involved with a top figure in Haizhou like Song Liang?

This wasn’t even the strangest part. What was even stranger was that he had heard of an incredible case: reportedly, Song Liang, to stand up for a certain middle school student, had actually brought Zhang Wanjun along to deal with an obscure thug. And that middle school student was Li Mu.

It was no wonder Su Weimin found Li Mu to have an unconventional aura. If such a thing hadn’t actually happened, even he wouldn’t have believed it…





Chapter 103: Love Restriction Order

“Xiao Xue, tell Dad the truth, what is your relationship with that Li Mu?”

After a long period of internal struggle, Su Weimin finally asked this question.

Actually, struggling was never his nature, but facing his daughter, whom he had always been very proud of and trusted deeply, and facing that rascal Li Mu’s two outrageous behaviors, he still felt tormented and pained. If he didn’t ask, he would worry about his daughter; if he asked, he was afraid of hurting her self-esteem.

Ultimately, he felt that protecting his daughter from harm by outsiders was more important than protecting her self-esteem.

Su Yingxue had long guessed that her father would ask this question, so she seriously replied, “He and I are just classmates.”

“Just classmates, that simple?” Su Weimin still found it a bit hard to believe.

Su Yingxue nodded, “It really is just a classmate relationship. We learned to drive and ate together, partly because we get along well, and partly because we’ll still be classmates in the future. We can look out for each other when we get to Yanjing.”

Su Weimin breathed a sigh of relief and nodded, saying, “Dad certainly believes you. It’s just that you, too, need to be wary of some boys these days and not be deceived by them.”

Su Yingxue gave a wry smile, “Dad, your daughter isn’t stupid, okay? Besides, he never even said he wanted to pursue me.”

“Of course not.” Su Weimin chuckled, “Although you didn’t go to police academy, I’ve always felt you have the talent for it. You see things more clearly than most people your age, and you’re calm. So Dad believes you can handle yourself well. As for that Li Mu, it’s good that he didn’t pursue you; it proves he has self-awareness…”

“Dad…” Su Yingxue sounded a bit helpless, “I’m an adult now, and I’m about to go away for school. You need to change your mindset. Even though you’re a police officer, it doesn’t mean everyone outside is a bad person.”

“While not everyone outside is bad, bad people still exist, so you still need to be vigilant!”

Her mother, Fang Min, had just finished cooking a dish and had been listening intently from the kitchen. Last night, her husband had told her about their daughter, and her emotions at the time were even more anxious than his. When the couple discussed talking to their daughter, Fang Min had volunteered, but Su Weimin knew his wife’s temper—she tended to get agitated—so he decided to talk to their daughter himself.

Listening to Su Weimin’s hesitant words, Fang Min thought, He’s usually so articulate, but now he can’t even speak properly. Isn’t it just about not letting our daughter date? Why not say it directly? He’s dawdling like a woman!

So Fang Min came out of the kitchen and said to Su Yingxue in the living room, “Xiao Xue, your dad and I mean something very simple: you need to prioritize your studies now. You absolutely cannot date too early. Don’t think that just because you got into university, you’re free. This is just the initial stage of your life’s journey. You still want to study abroad in America, and getting into top-tier schools like Wharton or Harvard is much harder than Renmin University of China. You need to stay focused at all times, understand?”

Su Yingxue calmly and collectedly retorted, “Mom, I understand what you’re saying, and I truly am not dating right now. But if I genuinely find someone I like in the future, should I just let them pass by?”

Fang Min asked, “You just turned eighteen. What do you know about ‘liking’ someone? You’re still at the age for puppy love. Even if it feels like ‘liking,’ it’s just an illusion.”

“Perhaps I’ll know when I’m twenty? Will it still be too early then? Will it still be an illusion?”

Fang Min waved her hand imperiously, “Not even at twenty! You can only date once you’ve been accepted into a top-tier university for postgraduate studies!”

Su Yingxue shook her head helplessly, “The future is unknown. I’ll be leaving in a little over an hour, so let’s not talk about this anymore.”

“Alright, alright, wife, is the soup ready? Let’s eat. After dinner, we still need to take Xiao Xue to the station.”

Su Weimin also felt that he couldn’t let his wife continue speaking like this. Although their daughter rarely showed rebellious tendencies, he understood the principle that things turn into their opposite when pushed too far. This kind of matter mainly relied on self-awareness; a gentle reminder was enough. Saying too much would be counterproductive.

Fang Min glanced at Su Yingxue, still wanting to caution her daughter a few more times, but ultimately gave up. She said to Su Weimin, “Come in and help me serve the soup!”

“Okay.” Su Weimin quickly got up and followed Fang Min into the kitchen.

In the kitchen, Fang Min tugged at Su Weimin’s sleeve and whispered in his ear, “Say hello to Yue Hua and ask her to keep a close eye on Xiao Xue in Yanjing. If she shows any signs of early romance, she needs to tell us immediately!”

Su Weimin nodded, “Yue Hua dotes on Xiao Xue, her niece, the most. She’ll do all this without you even needing to ask.”

Fang Min frowned slightly and sighed, “Still, you should say something. Otherwise, I won’t be at ease.”

…

As Su Yingxue was about to board the train, her parents, who had accompanied her to the carriage door, showed deep reluctance. A child leaving home to study thousands of kilometers away was a bittersweet experience for parents, and Su Yingxue’s parents were no exception.

The sternness cultivated in Su Weimin’s face over years as a public security officer had long vanished. Watching his beloved daughter about to travel far to Yanjing, his eyes even turned slightly red, and they became misty.

Su Yingxue held her father’s hand and comforted him, “Dad, don’t worry. I’ll be back during the National Day holiday.”

Su Weimin sighed, “That’s still over a month away.”

Fang Min, standing beside him, nudged her husband with her elbow and pouted, “Neither our daughter nor I are crying, so why are you, a grown man, crying?”

Su Weimin quickly said, “You’re being unreasonable. When did I cry?”

“Your eyes are red, and you say you’re not crying.” Fang Min rolled her eyes at Su Weimin and said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, hurry and get on the train. If you say two more words, your dad will really start crying in front of you.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and coaxed Su Weimin, “Dad, don’t worry, I’ll take good care of myself.”

Su Weimin nodded. Fang Min interjected, “Not just take care of yourself, but also study hard. And remember, no dating.”

Su Yingxue looked helpless, “Got it. I’m getting on the train. You two should head back too.”

Su Weimin and Fang Min watched Su Yingxue board the train with her suitcase. As they saw her find her bunk, the train slowly began to move. The couple didn’t rush to leave; instead, they watched the train disappear into the distance before turning to exit the station via the underground passage.

Outside the train station, Fang Min spoke with a worried expression, “That Li Mu you mentioned, he’s like a ticking time bomb in my heart. Our daughter is so close to him. What if they get to Yanjing, where the sky is high and the emperor is far away? What will happen then?”

Su Weimin said helplessly, “No matter how much we worry about this, it won’t solve the problem. You yourself said it, in Yanjing, where the sky is high and the emperor is far away, we can only rely on Xiao Xue’s self-discipline. The other thing is to have Yue Hua keep a close eye on her.”

Although Fang Min was uneasy, she knew she was powerless to do more, so she changed the subject and asked, “How are things with your situation? What does Director Du mean?”

Su Weimin nodded, “It was difficult originally, but now someone is secretly causing trouble around that Wu Dong. Old Li is very passive right now. It’s only a matter of time before the investigation reaches him, it’s bound to happen sooner or later.”

Fang Min was even more surprised, “Who would dare to target Wu Dong and Old Li?”

Su Weimin gave a wry laugh, “I don’t understand it. They appeared online, their publicity capabilities are overwhelming, and the most impressive thing is that they immediately grasped all the key points of Wu Dong’s hit-and-run case. They are extremely well-connected and influential. Director Du is very curious and even said he wants me to follow the online discussions to find out who’s behind it.”

Fang Min raised an eyebrow, “Don’t mess around. You might provoke them and end up being targeted yourself.”

“Don’t worry.” Su Weimin chuckled, “I know what I’m doing. Director Du isn’t insisting I find anything concrete. Right now, his energy is focused on Old Li. I’ll just go through the motions. I don’t want to provoke such mysterious people either.”

Fang Min smiled slightly, “Actually, we should thank them. If they hadn’t targeted Wu Dong and Old Li, Director Du probably wouldn’t have thought of going after Old Li.”

“That’s right. He and Old Li have had a long-standing grudge. Director Du has always been quite passive. Without this Wu Dong incident, he would have been helpless against Old Li.”

…

Two days later, Li Mu picked up a large stack of photos from the photo studio, taken when he took Xiao Hao and his female classmate to Happy Valley that day.

Li Mu casually flipped through them. They weren’t bad. Although he wasn’t particularly good at photography, both children were good-looking and weren’t camera-shy, so the photos turned out quite well.

After picking up the photos, Li Mu called Xiao Hao’s home and told his grandmother that he would pick up Xiao Hao that evening to take him out for dinner.

With school enrollment approaching, Li Mu was genuinely a little worried about his young maternal older male cousin. This kid wasn’t old, but he had too many ideas, so Li Mu knew that he could only guide this child, not force him.

As soon as Xiao Hao heard that his maternal older male cousin was taking him out to eat, he excitedly waited at the community entrance early. When Li Mu arrived, he was carrying a high-end Li-Ning backpack on his shoulder. This backpack cost three hundred yuan and was the most expensive model in the Li-Ning store, also Li Mu’s back-to-school gift for Xiao Hao.

Xiao Hao didn’t realize the backpack was for him. He just peered behind Li Mu for a long time, admiring it, “Bro, this backpack is so cool!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Nike or Adidas bags look even better than this.”

“What’s Nike?” Xiao Hao asked, full of curiosity.

Li Mu smiled faintly without explaining, instead asking, “Do you like it?”

“I do. When I go to college, I’ll ask my mom to buy me one too,” Xiao Hao said seriously.

Li Mu took off the bag and placed it in Xiao Hao’s arms, “It’s for you. You should also think about studying sometimes, not just flirting with girls all day long.”

Xiao Hao hugged the backpack, stunned, “Bro, is this bag really for me?”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded, “Your photos with your girlfriend are all inside. Be careful not to let your parents find them, or else if they know you’re flirting with girls at such a young age, won’t they break your legs?”

Xiao Hao didn’t know if he heard the last part, but he just hugged the backpack, his eyes reddening, “Bro, you’re so good to me.”

Li Mu patted his head, “Since you know I’m good to you, take what I say seriously.”





Chapter 104: Enjoy Life While You Can

On September 1st, Eting.com’s registered users broke through three million. The launch of Tieba more than doubled the number of registered users in just a few days.

Daily traffic finally touched the one million mark. Baidu’s Vice President in charge of all product lines saw Eting.com’s traffic report before leaving work. Shocked, he personally experienced Eting.com, and when he realized Tieba’s potential in the community domain, he immediately had his secretary arrange an emergency meeting for the next morning.

In China, no company was more concerned about user trends than Baidu. In the beginning, they focused solely on being a good search engine. But a search engine, taken alone, was merely a transfer station for internet users. Users would enter the transfer station, choose their own routes according to their wishes, and then board vehicles operated by others. As Baidu gradually started to grow, they began to consider a question: how to leverage their transfer station to open a few routes of their own.

Thus, products like MP3 downloads, Tieba, Zhidao, Baike, and a series of others slowly emerged. Now, their two major future endeavors: MP3 downloads and Tieba, had been snatched away by Li Mu. Although this Vice President didn’t know he had been intercepted, he still recognized the future development potential of these two products. Eting.com, though newly born, already made him feel a sense of worry.

Meanwhile, Li Mu’s family’s Metersbonwe specialty store also conducted an August inventory check on the evening of September 1st.

In the fourteen days it was open in August, the total turnover reached seven hundred thousand yuan. This amount utterly astonished Li Mu.

Excluding the first few days of opening, the daily turnover after stabilizing remained above twenty thousand yuan. Not to mention Li Dad and Li Mom were absolutely terrified, even Li Mu felt his understanding of things was overturned.

However, after his maternal younger uncle’s wife presented the sales analysis data, she provided several reasons for the exceptionally high sales.

First, the promotional work was indeed done very well. Metersbonwe’s popularity in Haizhou had reached its peak, and even due to Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun’s connections, many hooligans in Jiangcheng treated Metersbonwe as their own wardrobe.

Second, Metersbonwe had high brand recognition and was stronger than several other casual brands in Haizhou, thus drawing away a significant amount of customer traffic from other specialty stores.

Third, it was the autumn season for changing clothes and also close to the start of school, making it a peak season for apparel sales.

These three factors created the miracle of seven hundred thousand yuan in turnover in just over ten days. This sales figure even alarmed the headquarters, and the manager responsible for franchisee relations at headquarters even proactively called to congratulate them.

After the excitement of these past few days, Li Dad and Li Mom had completely immersed themselves in the specialty store business, also bursting with extraordinary enthusiasm. Seeing his parents so enthusiastic and tireless, Li Mu was happy and also grateful for his choice. His insistence on opening this store seemed to have been a brilliant move.

Li Dad said that since they had earned so much money, they should buy a new house in Haizhou. Housing prices in Haizhou were cheap now, less than one thousand yuan per square meter. A large three-bedroom apartment would only be just over one hundred thousand yuan, and including renovation, it wouldn’t even cost two hundred thousand yuan.

Li Mom said, “If we’re going to buy, don’t buy in Haizhou. Little Mu is about to go to university in Yanjing, so why not just buy a house for our son in Yanjing to prepare for him?”

Li Mu was speechless with surprise upon hearing this. In his previous life, he had never realized his Mom had such a good business mind. If one were to talk about the “bank” with the highest deposit interest rates in the world right now, it would undoubtedly be the real estate markets in Yanjing and Shanghai. Money deposited there would at least quintuple in ten years, and if the location was chosen well, even a tenfold or more increase wouldn’t be a problem.

Li Dad, who was standing by, was equally surprised and asked Li Mom, “How much do houses cost in Yanjing?”

Li Mom replied, “I inquired a bit. The district where our son’s school is located has relatively expensive housing prices, probably around seven thousand yuan.”

Li Dad was stunned, “Seven thousand? Why don’t they just rob people! How much does a regular worker earn in a month?”

“The location is different. Near our son’s school, there are many excellent primary, middle, and high schools, and it’s Zhongguancun, where every inch of land is as precious as gold. If you avoid Zhongguancun, it’s probably five to six thousand yuan.”

Then, Li Mom asked Li Mu, “Son, am I right? Have you looked into it?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I haven’t, but I think Mom makes a lot of sense.”

Li Dad nodded, counting on his fingers, “If it’s one hundred square meters, it would cost seven hundred thousand yuan. Looking at the momentum of our store, we should have earned that much by late October or early November, right?”

“Roughly,” Li Mom was in high spirits and smiled, “Once we have seven hundred thousand yuan in spare funds, we’ll immediately go to Yanjing and buy a house for our son. That way, when we miss our son later, we’ll have a place to stay in Yanjing!”

Li Mu laughed, “If you two want to buy a house, I won’t stop you. Just treat it as a trip to Yanjing, and buy a house while you’re there.”

Li Mom then said, “Buying a house is definitely a must, but you’ll need money everywhere when you go off to school. How about Mom transfers one hundred thousand yuan to you for pocket money first?”

Having earned so much money in half a month, Li Mom immediately became exceptionally generous with her precious son, offering one hundred thousand yuan for pocket money right away, which startled Li Mu, “Mom, why are you so generous…”

Li Mom, however, had her own considerations. Their specialty store had been quietly managed by their son from start to finish, and all the money had come from him. Logically, their son was the owner of this store, and she, her husband, and her sister-in-law were all working for him. Besides, whatever money the couple earned was for their son anyway, so her generosity was just spending her son’s money.

Li Mu smiled slightly and told his mother, “I still have some money on hand, enough for my needs.”

Li Mu probably had two to three hundred thousand yuan on hand, which was enough for him. The expenses for Eting.com were covered by the four people from Simple Plan, and he wasn’t planning any new projects for now. Internet projects generally required several years to slowly mature, and continuous investment was needed over those years. Li Mu’s current money was nowhere near enough. He still needed ways to make quick money to support long-term projects.

Li Mom said, “You’re leaving tomorrow night. It’s better to have more money when traveling from a poor home to a rich destination. When you get to a big city like Yanjing, you won’t be in a difficult situation if you need money for something.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, took his mother’s hand, and said, “I still have several hundred thousand yuan, which is enough for me to finish university. You and Dad don’t need to worry about me. Don’t worry too much about the store either; with my maternal younger uncle’s wife there, she can definitely handle it. And don’t save the money you earn just for my future; spend it when you should. When it gets cold, you can take my paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents to Hainan Island to stay for a month or two. When it gets hot, you can go to Mongolia Province or the Northeast to escape the heat. In short, you need to learn to enjoy life.”

“Look at you,” Li Mom laughed, “Our family isn’t the type to spend money like water. Is that the kind of life normal people live?”

Li Mu said, “Earning money isn’t just for saving in the bank; it’s for improving your quality of life. You two can’t always be so frugal.”

Then, Li Mu turned to his Dad and said, “Dad, getting a driver’s license is very easy now, and cars aren’t expensive. I think you should take some time to get a driver’s license, and then buy a car to drive when it gets cold.”

“My goodness, buy a car? What for?” Li Dad heard the words “buy a car” and felt the distance was like from Earth to the Moon. Others could indeed go there, but he certainly couldn’t.

Li Mu countered, “A car is a means of transportation and something that improves your quality of life. If you can afford it, why not buy one? Cars aren’t expensive now; a decent sedan is only around two hundred thousand yuan. After buying a car, you won’t have to suffer in rain, wind, scorching heat, or severe cold. Paternal grandparents live in the countryside; although it’s not far, the bus only goes to the town, and you have to transfer back and forth. You still have to walk a long way to the village entrance. How inconvenient is that? If you had a car, you could leave home and be at paternal grandparents’ doorstep in just over an hour. They are getting old, and they need you to visit them often.”

Li Mu’s words instantly created a subtle crack in the stubborn rock in Li Dad’s heart. Having been an ordinary worker for over twenty years, a bicycle was the best mode of transport for him. Let alone a car, he had never even considered a motorcycle. But Li Mu’s words seemed to make some sense. The shop had earned the cost of a car in half a month. If they really bought a car, it would no longer be a problem for the family. If they had a car, it would be much more convenient in the future.

Li Daoping always felt he owed his parents in the countryside. When he was busy with work before, he couldn’t go back even once in three to five months. Now, he had a lot of free time, and their economic situation had undergone earth-shattering changes. Buying a car in the future was truly not a distant problem.

Li Mom pondered for a moment and also felt that buying a car wasn’t a big issue. She said, “We’ve just started earning some money, so buying a car is definitely not possible right now. But if our store stabilizes and can achieve over five hundred thousand yuan in turnover per month, then we’ll buy one by December.”

Li Dad didn’t think too deeply about buying a car, saying, “We’ll talk about buying a car later. The important thing is for me to get my driver’s license first when I have time.”

Li Mu created this small business for his parents not only because he hoped they could find a sense of purpose in this rapidly changing new society, but also because he hoped they could change their previous frugal lifestyle. He wasn’t telling them to be extravagant, but at the very least, they should learn to enjoy life. One should enjoy life while one is successful. He was still young, but his parents were already over forty years old.

Seeing that he had planted the seed in his parents’ minds on this matter, Li Mu didn’t say anything more. Instead, he changed the subject, “If you encounter any problems you can’t solve, don’t be troubled. Song Liang exchanged numbers with you last time. If anything happens, just call him directly. However, everyone in Haizhou now knows our family has a good relationship with Song Liang, so I doubt ordinary people would dare to cause us trouble.”

With such a big business suddenly in his parents’ hands, Li Mu was somewhat worried, and he was leaving for Yanjing tomorrow. In the future, his parents would have to make many decisions themselves, and he didn’t know if they would attract any trouble.

However, as soon as he thought of Song Liang, he felt relieved.

That evening, Li Mu treated Song Liang to a meal. Song Liang readily accepted the invitation and told Li Mu at the dinner table, “Little brother, just go and make your mark in Yanjing. Although I don’t have much influence in Yanjing and can’t help you there, don’t worry about things at home. I’ll take care of everything.”

With Song Liang saying so much, Li Mu was grateful and could only frequently raise his cup, toasting to show his appreciation.

For someone as successful as Song Liang, Li Mu knew he couldn’t repay his favor anytime soon. But he kept the kindness in his heart, believing that one day he would soar like a roc on the wind, rising ninety thousand li, and then he would repay it manifold.





Chapter 105: Bringing Down His Whole Family

That night, after darkness fell, Li Jiawei, the Deputy Bureau Chief of the Haizhou City Public Security Bureau, found his right eyelid twitching incessantly.

As the saying goes, left eye twitching brings wealth, right eye twitching brings misfortune. The persistent twitching of his right eye made Li Jiawei feel a bit uneasy.

His intuition told him that danger was close at hand, but he couldn’t quite grasp what the danger was or where it came from. He had held this position for many years and had been involved in plenty of risky affairs.

Thinking it over carefully, his biggest recent threat should be Wu Dong’s hit-and-run case, right? The special investigation team from the provincial department only reported to Bureau Chief Du Cheng, and he still knew nothing. However, he had previously told Wu Dong to find a scapegoat to take the fall. If Wu Dong had truly followed through, then he would certainly escape legal punishment. As long as Wu Dong was fine, he wouldn’t have to worry.

Realizing this, Li Jiawei quickly called Wu Dong.

“Beep… beep… beep…”

The call went unanswered.

Li Jiawei grew anxious and dialed again.

At this moment, in a hotel in the suburbs of Haizhou, Special Investigation Team Leader Hu Haibo stared at the red-eyed Wu Dong and coldly said, “Wu Dong, it’s pointless to resist stubbornly. The driver who helped you dispose of the hit-and-run vehicle, and the car dealer, have both confessed. We also found the blood and clothing fibers of the two deceased victims in your imported BMW. Your fingerprints and hair are in the car. Even if you don’t admit it, we have enough human testimony and material evidence to prosecute you.”

Wu Dong was in utter panic. Although he had already found a subordinate willing to take the fall for him, he never dreamed that the special investigation team would directly apprehend him at his doorstep last night and secretly bring him here.

Wu Dong was caught completely off guard by the special investigation team. During the 24-hour interrogation barrage, the team members had already shown him various pieces of evidence, as well as the statements and transcripts from his subordinates.

Although Wu Dong knew in his heart that he was doomed this time, he still clung to a sliver of hope, wanting to resist to the very end.

At this point, Hu Haibo was losing patience. He said coldly, “Wu Dong, I’ll be frank with you. I still hold a glimmer of hope for you, and this is your last chance. Our special investigation team is here not only to arrest you but also to apprehend Li Jiawei. If you confess now, I will certainly consider it a circumstance of surrender, and during public prosecution, we will request the judge to issue a lenient sentence. Furthermore, if you actively expose Li Jiawei’s bribery, I will consider it meritorious service, and you will receive certain lenient treatment on top of the lenient sentence!”

Upon hearing this, Wu Dong’s mental defenses began to loosen.

He had known all along that he was doomed, but he simply dared not face the truth, which was why he chose to resist. However, Hu Haibo was now offering him two opportunities: one for a circumstance of surrender, and one for meritorious service.

Wu Dong wasn’t a fool; he guessed that the special investigation team was actually targeting Li Jiawei. His biggest reliance in the public security system was Li Jiawei. He had originally hoped Li Jiawei could help him, but he never expected Li Jiawei himself was in trouble. In that case, he certainly couldn’t count on him.

If he exposed Li Jiawei now, he could still strive for meritorious service and salvage something. Otherwise, he would truly be doomed.

After about half an hour of thought, Wu Dong finally nodded and said dejectedly, “Alright, I’ll confess.”

Hu Haibo’s heart stirred with excitement. He immediately said, “Li Jiawei has been calling you for a while. Call him back first and tell him you drank too much last night. Make sure he believes you and feels at ease…”

Just as he was speaking, Hu Haibo received a call from a friend at the Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission. It turned out they were also investigating a case in Haizhou, specifically Guo Lin’s corruption case. The call was to ask if, after arresting Wu Dong, Hu Haibo could help them interrogate Wu Dong about his connection to Guo Lin. Although they had already gathered a good deal of evidence regarding Guo Lin’s corruption, Wu Dong was the key figure in Guo Lin’s corruption case.

Hu Haibo smiled at Wu Dong and said, “You’re really lucky, another chance for meritorious service has arrived!”

Wu Dong was stunned.

Hu Haibo said, “The Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission is investigating Guo Lin. If you clearly explain your financial dealings with Guo Lin, that will be another great meritorious service!”

Wu Dong’s expression brightened. “I’ll confess, I’ll confess everything! I have an account book at home that records every single payment I gave to Guo Lin.”



The next morning, Guo Lin arrived at Xiling Coal Mine in his assigned vehicle. He had been having a terrible time recently. He had just been inexplicably dragged into that hit-and-run case that had garnered city-wide attention. Netizens had cursed him to hell and back, and the immense pressure caused him insomnia every night, leaving him physically and mentally ravaged.

Fortunately, his old superior Han Lu was still covering for him. Although the pressure was immense, he could still hold his position as the mine manager of Xiling Mine. By next year, or at the latest the year after, Xiling Coal Mine could undergo bankruptcy and reorganization. If he could just withstand the pressure until then, he could retire to the group corporation.

The car bumped along, and finally, upon arriving at Xiling Coal Mine, the driver parked it in the lot. But unexpectedly, just as Guo Lin stepped out of the car, personnel from the Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission suddenly appeared. Several investigators, one on each side, took control of him, quietly showing their identification. “Comrade Guo Lin, we are investigators from the Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission. We need you to come with us for a moment to assist with an investigation.”

As soon as the words fell, Guo Lin felt his legs go weak, almost collapsing onto the ground. At the crucial moment, the two investigators propped him up. Guo Lin knew in his heart that with the Disciplinary Inspection Commission coming down and asking him to assist with an investigation, they must have already clarified his guilt and were about to place him under shuanggui.

Shuanggui, in essence, means to confess issues at a specified time and place. Generally, the investigation team has already gathered some evidence before placing someone under shuanggui.

Guo Lin knew in his heart that it was completely over now. The Disciplinary Inspection Commission had come so suddenly, and there was no way to transfer or conceal the tens of millions of yuan he had embezzled. His only thought now was his wife, Xue Guilan. Xue Guilan was also a Party member and a leader at Xiling Coal Mine. It wasn’t just him who had embezzled; Xue Guilan had also taken a considerable amount during her many years in the labor union. If the Disciplinary Inspection Commission also investigated her, wouldn’t both of them end up in prison? What would happen to their son then?

A wave of anxiety surged in his heart, like a mountain pressing down on his chest. All the strength drained from Guo Lin’s body, and he fainted just as the Disciplinary Inspection Commission investigators were helping him into the car.

Although the Disciplinary Inspection Commission investigators were very discreet and Guo Lin’s apprehension didn’t alarm too many people, the news still spread with extreme speed. Twenty minutes after Guo Lin was taken away, the news had spread throughout the entire Xiling Coal Mine.

Xue Guilan hadn’t gone to the mine with Guo Lin this morning. Instead, she had asked her older brother to drive her and her son, Guo Yuhang. Today, she was taking her son for a follow-up examination at the hospital. But just as they arrived at the hospital, she received a call from her younger sister. Her sister’s voice on the phone was desperate and tearful: “Sis, it’s over! Brother-in-law has been placed under shuanggui!”

“What did you say?!”

Xue Guilan’s mind buzzed and then exploded. All the blood in her body seemed to rush to her head, making her tremble all over in shock.

“Sis, it just happened! Brother-in-law just arrived at the mine and was taken away by the Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission personnel in the parking lot!”

Xue Guilan couldn’t stand still and almost collapsed. Her older brother, who was beside her, quickly helped her up. The panicked Xue Guilan, while clutching her chest, murmured to herself, “This must be a dream, it must be a dream…”

“Sis, you should go into hiding for a while, so this doesn’t affect you. Brother-in-law has already been arrested; you can’t afford to have anything happen to you too!”

Xue Guilan cast a desperate glance at her son, Guo Yuhang, then forced herself to calm down. She told her sister on the phone, “Hurry and come find me at the house near the North Gate. I’ll have older brother take Yu Hang and me there now.”



Li Mu had just woken up. Li Mom, who always liked to get up early to buy groceries, had already returned with breakfast for him. After washing up, Li Mu began to eat. Li Dad, returning from his morning exercise, stepped through the door. As soon as he entered and saw his wife and son, he said with a smile, “Let me tell you some good news I just heard.”

Li Mu, who was drinking tofu pudding, looked up. “Dad, what’s the good news?”

Li Dad excitedly raised an eyebrow, but deliberately kept them in suspense, sitting on the sofa and lighting a cigarette first.

Li Mom rolled her eyes at Li Dad and said to Li Mu, “Your dad always likes to be mysterious. It’s probably not really good news.”

Li Dad quickly said, “I’m not teasing you this time, it’s really great news!”

With that, Li Dad sat up straight and said seriously, “I just got a call from an old colleague. He said Guo Lin was taken away by the Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission this morning and placed under shuanggui.”

“Really?” Li Mom was surprised, and Li Mu was even more surprised.

After so much careful planning, this was the day Li Mu had been waiting for. Given the amount Guo Lin had embezzled, if the Disciplinary Inspection Commission truly went after him, he wouldn’t be getting out of prison for ten or eight years.

Li Dad laughed. “Of course it’s true. Just now, many workers from Xiling Mine went out to buy firecrackers and set them off. The entire mine is celebrating!”

Guo Lin had been in power for many years, not only manipulating the mine’s personnel arrangements and making the place messy and chaotic, full of complaints, but also plundering vast sums of money from the workers. As a result, Xiling Mine’s various benefits couldn’t keep up. The employees and their families had long hated this old scoundrel. Now, seeing him placed under shuanggui, they were naturally overjoyed, feeling more festive than during holidays.

Li Mom said with an excited expression, “Guo Lin has been doing evil for so many years; it’s finally time for his retribution!” Then, Li Mom asked, “What about Xue Guilan? She also embezzled a lot during her years in the labor union. Each employee quota was worth tens of thousands of yuan, and she sold who knows how many of them. She also sold a bunch of positions like production team leaders and department heads. She embezzled a lot of money!”

Li Dad nodded and said, “I’m not entirely sure about Xue Guilan’s situation, but since Guo Lin has been placed under shuanggui, she definitely won’t escape. If she tries to flee now, she might even become a wanted criminal.”

Li Mu no longer participated in his parents’ discussion. Instead, he suppressed the excitement in his heart and sent a text message to Zhao Kang: “The matter concerning Guo Lin has concluded for now. Give each of your core personnel a one thousand yuan bonus. I’ll cover the cost. Make sure they keep absolutely silent.”

The surge of excitement made Li Mu want to find a place to shout a few times. Although it had taken several twists and turns, he had still achieved his goal. In his previous life, that old turtle Guo Lin had safely retired within the group corporation, despite countless curses. His rogue spirit son, Guo Yuhang, had owned properties worth over one hundred million yuan in Yanjing just a few years later. Their family of three, in a small place like Haizhou, could definitely be considered major winners in life. But at this point, Li Mu wanted to loudly declare a “BUT!”

BUT! In this life, no one but himself had expected Guo Lin to end up being placed under shuanggui! All of this was thanks to him! Although he had just graduated from high school and still had no power or influence, he had won! Not only had he brought down Guo Lin, but he had brought down his entire family!

Although the methods were somewhat less than honorable, what the hell did that matter?! Great individuals don’t fuss over minor details. He had accomplished this great feat, permanently eliminating Guo Lin’s threat to his parents, and that was what Li Mu cared about most!





Chapter 106: A Remarkable Individual

On the morning of September 2nd, at Baidu in Yanjing, several senior executives and heads of technology and product development had already taken their seats in the conference room.

In the conference room, the Vice President asked for everyone’s opinions on Eting.com’s newly launched minimalist forum called ‘Tieba.’ Eighty percent of the attendees gave it one evaluation: impressive.

Its impressiveness lay in the product’s creativity and its ability to integrate.

Eting.com itself was a platform for music streaming and downloads, and all its users were fans of various singers. The celebrity Tieba forums currently open were precisely small, independent forums centered around each singer, perfectly gathering a singer’s fans into the Tieba under their name.

This not only increased user stickiness for Eting.com’s existing users but also attracted users who didn’t listen to music on Eting.com but liked certain singers, because there were exclusive forums named after their idols. With so many fans gathering there, the community effect was incredibly powerful.

The Vice President said with deep regret, “Why don’t we have such advanced product thinking? If we had built a Baidu Tieba based on our search services, we could have become the largest online community in the country in one fell swoop!”

He was right; in the future, Baidu Tieba, with over one billion registered users, would indeed become the world’s largest Chinese community. Although they showed no integrity in buying and selling Tieba, their sheer scale was undeniable.

The director specifically in charge of new product development, the one who had previously asserted in a meeting that Eting.com’s product was too singular, was now mortified. He had originally thought that Eting.com’s demise would be near once Baidu launched MP3 downloads. Unexpectedly, they soon released a heavyweight product like celebrity Tieba, which felt like it was specifically designed to slap him in the face.

Annoyed, the senior executive blurted out, “In that case, we’ll also make Tieba. We’ll do MP3 and Tieba together!”

The Vice President glanced at him and shook his head, “I don’t need you to give me such a hindsight conclusion. What I want is your innovative ability, understand? I don’t want you to see others playing with MP3s or Tieba and then prepare to copy and catch up. I want you to be able to create a powerful product like Tieba for us. As the Leader of new product development, you can’t always just pick up others’ crumbs!”

The senior executive’s face turned beet red, too ashamed to look up.

At this point, the Vice President’s mood eased slightly, and he said, “MP3 and Tieba, we definitely have to do them. But have you considered how we should operate, now that Eting.com has already developed such a large group of singers? And I checked, their Tieba isn’t just bundled with Eting.com; they even have the top-level domain tieba.com, and this domain is now open. This means they’ve integrated Eting.com’s strengths to create Tieba, but they intend to build Tieba into an independent product.”

Building Tieba independently was also Li Mu’s consideration. After all, Eting.com only gathered music enthusiasts. If it were used as the sole platform, only celebrity Tieba could be created, which was far from enough for Li Mu. Therefore, he utilized tieba.com to create a Tieba homepage with search functionality, allowing users to directly enter the Tieba homepage and then search for a singer’s name to enter that singer’s Tieba.

At the same time, Li Mu had already instructed Kong Lingyu to develop a Tieba registration function. In the future, users would also be able to freely create their own Tieba forums. Moreover, Kong Lingyu was leading a group of part-time employees to collect celebrity information from all fields such as film, television, sports, and variety shows. It was estimated that soon, Tieba would open for registration, and all celebrity Tieba forums would go online. At that time, Tieba would break free from the limitations of Eting.com and singers.

At the Baidu senior executive meeting table at this moment, several returning overseas managers were dumbfounded. To already be considering independent spin-offs so quickly, just what kind of individual was behind Eting.com?

In fact, Li Mu’s vision was to build an ecosystem, and Eting.com and Tieba were just the beginning of this ecosystem’s launch. Li Mu had many more plans for this ecosystem going forward.

Promoting Simple Plan was to get Eting.com started in the music streaming and download field, and then gather users with music streaming and download needs. Now, Tieba had begun the first step of the ecological chain: community building.

Once the community started, there was so much more that could be done. Things like personal spaces, photo albums, ‘stealing vegetables’ (a game), ranches, and ‘grabbing parking spots’ (another game) were all future trump cards in the community domain. Moreover, the Taobao domain name was still in his hands. Historically, Alibaba wouldn’t establish Taobao until 2003, also due to the unique circumstances of the SARS period. If he started a year or half a year earlier than Alibaba, relying on his accumulated users, it should be easier to get started than Alibaba.

An operations director sighed, “The other party has the top-level domain for Tieba, which puts us in a very passive position. Unless we change the name, not call it Tieba, and then quickly develop a mature product, launch it as soon as possible, and direct traffic to our own Tieba product through future Baidu search keywords.”

The person in charge of technology development said in surprise, “Although Eting.com plays with concepts well, from a technical perspective, what they’re doing isn’t difficult; it’s very easy to imitate. Besides, their strength is limited, and they don’t have much backing. If they can’t find a profit model anytime soon, they’ll probably hit a bottleneck quickly. So, I think we might be overestimating them? We have such powerful resources; once our product is developed, it won’t take long to replace them.”

The Vice President shook his head, “You can’t just look at the problem from a technical perspective, nor can you assume that others can’t sustain themselves just because they don’t have a profit model. Their concept can shock us, and it will certainly shock others, especially venture capitalists. Although the impact of the dot-com bubble is still present, capital’s sense of smell is so keen that they’ve already begun to realize that the internet’s next spring is coming. They are also looking for suitable projects in advance. If Eting.com secures angel or Series A funding, with significant capital support, it should only take a year or two for them to achieve a market value of several hundred million with these two products.”

These words immediately left the technologist speechless.

It’s not wrong to say that the internet is about creativity, technology, or users, but ultimately, it’s about capital.

Behind every internet giant is strong capital support: Sequoia, SoftBank, Goldman Sachs, and so on. Capitalists hold large amounts of cash, waiting to invest in good projects. Without the help of capital, none of China’s future top BTA companies would be able to rise.

Eting.com and Tieba are rapidly rising. It won’t be long before they attract the attention of other internet companies and investment banks. If they secure Series A investment, Eting.com can activate its ‘money-burning’ mode. As long as the money-burning strategy is sound, in subsequent Series B and C rounds, major investment banks will scramble to throw money at them. Not only that, to get high returns on their investment, investment banks will also invest connections and resources to help them grow. By then, Baidu might not even have an advantage in front of them.

The head of the investment department spoke, “General Manager Chen, should we contact Eting.com first? If their asking price isn’t high, acquiring them as a package would be good. That way, we can directly integrate their two products into our own: Baidu MP3 and Baidu Tieba.”

The Vice President nodded, “That’s what I meant by holding this meeting today. We can definitely contact Eting.com first and see what their psychological asking price is.”

Then, the Vice President asked the head of the investment department, “How much do you think would be appropriate to acquire them as a package right now?”

The head of the investment department thought for a moment, “If there was no Tieba, just Eting.com, I think around eight million to ten million would be appropriate. After all, this business area is currently a legal blank slate, and as laws gradually improve in the future, this business will inevitably face risks. However, something like Tieba has no legal risks, and its potential for development is too vast. I think, based on normal valuation, Tieba alone would be no less than twenty million. If these two are integrated, the valuation would be even higher. But this is just our perspective; if we actually give them an offer, this price would have to be heavily discounted. After all, they only started a little over a month ago, so I believe their own psychological expectation won’t be too high.”

The Vice President gave no definite answer, musing for a moment before saying, “Let’s contact them first and see what the situation is.”

…

At noon, Li Mu received an email in his Eting.com inbox. A person identifying himself as Jack Zhou, the director of Baidu’s investment department, stated in the email that Baidu was optimistic about the development of Eting.com and Tieba, and had an intention to acquire them as a package, hoping to meet with Li Mu for a discussion.

Li Mu simply replied: “Currently, I do not accept package acquisitions. I only accept financing. For Series A funding, I will give up a maximum of 10% of the shares. You set the valuation; once decided, email me, and I will consider it.”

Li Mu was very clear that if the MP3 business were taken out separately, its profitability wouldn’t be outstanding. However, for a company like Baidu, the overall improvement this business would bring them couldn’t be measured in a few million or tens of millions of cash. It was about cultivating and retaining a large number of users, which would greatly impact the valuation.

As for Tieba, its future profitability was still fierce. Selling it as a package now would be a huge loss, wouldn’t it?

Therefore, he only accepted financing, and he wouldn’t dilute too much of his shares in the Series A round. Otherwise, after a few rounds of financing, he might be ousted as capital united to seize control.

Moreover, the earlier shares were diluted, the greater the intangible losses to be borne in the future. Even a child understood this principle.

As for what valuation Baidu would be willing to give him, Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry. He’d let them think it over slowly. In any case, if the valuation was below thirty million, there was no point in discussing it. Furthermore, if Eting.com and Tieba developed further in the coming period, he would raise the price accordingly.

Li Mu’s reply made Jack Zhou feel a pang of unease even through the computer. This guy’s reply was too decisive. Not only did he immediately reject the package acquisition, but he was only willing to give up 10% of the shares for Series A. This clearly showed he was a veteran in the internet startup field!

Jack Zhou, who had been in investment for many years, understood the mindset of many struggling internet entrepreneurs too well. Most would barely manage to start, and as soon as capital came knocking, they would immediately let themselves be slaughtered. There were plenty of people willing to give up over 51% of their shares in the Series A round. These people often saw a few hundred thousand or even a few million in immediate profit and completely disregarded the future, only thinking about cashing out immediately. Only after cashing out did they realize that what they lost was ten or even a hundred times what they gained.

Jack Zhou felt that if the other party was only willing to give up 10% in Series A, even if Baidu accepted and invested, it wouldn’t have much effect in the short term!

The more he worried, the more Jack Zhou felt that the other party was a remarkable individual, not ordinary at all.

…

Li Mu and Zhao Kang’s train tickets were for 8 PM on the second. At 7 PM, Li Mu, carrying a laptop backpack, left his home accompanied by his parents. Although Mom had repeatedly said she wanted to accompany him to report for duty at school, Li Mu still refused. He didn’t want Mom to go all the way to Yanjing with him and go through all that trouble.

Leaving the house, at the community intersection, they met Zhao Kang’s family, who were waiting there. Zhao Kang’s parents also wanted to go to Yanjing to see him off, but once they heard he had arranged to go with Li Mu, they didn’t insist any further.

Li Mom saw that Zhao Kang also only had a backpack and couldn’t help but say to Zhao Kang’s mother, “Look at these two kids, going to university like it’s a game. They didn’t bring anything except a computer and a change of clothes.”

Li Mu laughed, “Actually, there’s not much to bring. The school provides bedding and such, and other daily necessities can be bought once we get there. It saves us the effort of carrying them.”

Zhao Kang’s father smiled slightly and said to Li Mu, “Little Mu, when you two bros arrive in Yanjing, you must look out for each other.”

Li Mu nodded, “Uncle Zhao, don’t worry.”

Li Dad laughed, “Old Zhao, Yanjing is too far. It’s not something we can control. From now on, we won’t be able to manage them anymore. Let the kids go out and make their own way.”





Chapter 107: New Student Enrollment

The northbound train carried Li Mu and Zhao Kang away from Haizhou, where they had lived for nearly twenty years. Their parents on the platform had already vanished from sight. Zhao Kang was still lost in the melancholy of leaving home, unable to pull himself out, but Li Mu had already adjusted his mindset. He sat on a side bench in the sleeper car corridor, watching the rapidly receding light and shadows outside the window, his mind filled with a myriad of thoughts.

As someone in his thirties, he had long experienced countless partings from home, and those past partings were the truly sorrowful ones. It was the sorrow of seeing his parents grow old, yet unable to stay by their side, forced to embark alone for survival.

However, what comforted Li Mu was that everything was completely different now. In his previous life, he had gone north after graduating from university. In this life, he had moved that time forward by a full four years. Li Mu didn’t know what Yanjing looked like in 2001, but he was certain of one thing: Yanjing now, compared to Yanjing in 2005, the Yanjing he was familiar with, was even more full of opportunities.

So he had no time to feel sad about leaving home; his mind was filled with anticipation for Yanjing and his future.

The train whistled north all the way. At eight o’clock the next morning, it pulled punctually into Yanjing Railway Station. Li Mu and Zhao Kang had already finished washing up. From half an hour earlier, when the train entered Yanjing territory, the two of them had stood by the window, admiring the scenery along the way. The train entered from the southeasternmost point of Yanjing, growing increasingly bustling along the way, finally arriving at Yanjing Station, located on the Second Ring Road in the city center.

Emerging from the railway station amidst the surging crowd, they saw countless banners displayed on the wide station square. A closer look revealed they were all welcome banners for new students from various schools. Zhao Kang was still looking for his school’s banner when Li Mu simply pulled him to the roadside, hailed a taxi, and left. These senior students welcoming new students at the railway station would only tell you how to take a bus to school, at most offering to accompany you on the bus, provided you were a beautiful girl. Relying on them was certainly not as convenient as taking a taxi.

Their schools were not far apart, the straight-line distance being even less than two kilometers. The taxi first went to Zhao Kang’s school. The two also agreed to each report for duty, get familiar with their surroundings, and learn their way around the campus before finding time to meet up later.

A few minutes later, Li Mu also arrived at Renmin University of China. Many students who came to enroll, just like him, would stand in front of the magnificent gate, staring excitedly for a long time. Only Li Mu, upon looking up and seeing the four characters “Renmin University of China,” knew he hadn’t come to the wrong place and immediately walked in with his backpack. Compared to other students accompanied by their parents, carrying large and small bags, he was incredibly carefree.

Upon entering the campus, senior male and female students wearing red armbands were visible everywhere. The yellow characters on the red armbands were very eye-catching: “New Student Welcome Volunteers.” Many new students were looking for these welcome volunteers, asking all sorts of questions. Li Mu didn’t ask anyone; he looked up at the banners. Besides welcoming new students, they also stated that the enrollment hall was in Qiuzhen Building. Li Mu then navigated his way towards Qiuzhen Building according to the road signs.

When he effortlessly arrived in front of Qiuzhen Building, a pretty girl with curly hair came up to him, smiling as she asked, “Hello, student, are you here to report for duty?”

“Yes.” Li Mu nodded. The girl in front of him was about one point six three meters tall, with a delicate and lovely appearance and fair skin. Most striking were the two shallow dimples that appeared when she smiled.

The girl said in surprise, “I was just wondering, did you come by yourself? Why do you only have one backpack?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I came alone, so I traveled light.”

The girl felt a touch of curiosity towards Li Mu. At first, she just found it strange: a handsome stranger with only a backpack, who didn’t quite look like a new student. She hadn’t expected him to actually be a first-year junior here to enroll.

“I’m a second-year student in the Department of Finance, School of Finance and Economics at our university. I’m your senior sis! Which school are you from, junior?”

Li Mu blinked and smiled, “Guess.”

Tian Tian’s heart fluttered a little from Li Mu’s naughty smile, and her face flushed slightly. She quickly avoided Li Mu’s gaze and stammered, “How could I guess? Don’t tell me you’re also from the School of Finance and Economics?”

Li Mu nodded, “Department of Finance.”

“Really?” Tian Tian exclaimed in surprise, her face full of joy. “Then you really are a true junior from my own department! I’m also in the Department of Finance!”

As she spoke, Tian Tian completely forgot her earlier nervousness and excitedly said to Li Mu, “Come on, I’ll take you to report and register.”

Li Mu was also surprised. He extended his hand and said, “Thank you, senior sis. My name is Li Mu. Please take care of me in the future.” Li Mu hadn’t expected this girl to be a senior student in his own major. Although he hadn’t attended a particularly good university in his previous life, he knew the importance of building good relationships with senior students in the same major. Future studies, exams, and even theses would inevitably need their help, and their experience was extremely useful for those who came after.

Tian Tian looked at Li Mu’s outstretched hand, hesitated for a moment, then, blushing, extended her hand and shook his. Only then did she hastily say, “Let’s go in quickly.”

Under Tian Tian’s guidance, Li Mu reported for duty and registered. After paying his tuition by swiping his card, he received his class and dormitory number.

“Building 5, Courtyard 1, Room 606.”

Tian Tian looked at the dormitory number in Li Mu’s hand and proactively said, “Li Mu, the dorm buildings at our university are hard to find. How about I take you there?”

With a beautiful girl willing to help lead the way, Li Mu was, of course, a hundred times willing. He quickly said, “Then I’d be troubling you, senior sis Tian Tian.”

Tian Tian pursed her lips into a smile, revealing her two shallow dimples again. “It’s no trouble, let’s go.”

Renmin University of China covers a large area. However, as it is a long-established institution, the campus has a mix of old and new buildings. The deeper you go, the harder the paths become to find. Fortunately, Tian Tian was there. She led Li Mu, turning this way and that, until they arrived downstairs at Building 5, Courtyard 1.

“You can go to the dorm manager downstairs to collect your bedding. I won’t go up with you; I still need to go back to Qiuzhen Building to help other new students enroll.”

Li Mu quickly pulled out his phone. “Senior sis, is it convenient to leave your number? It’ll be easier to contact you later if anything comes up.”

Tian Tian hesitated slightly, then blushed and nodded in agreement. She didn’t know what was wrong with her today. Usually, many unfamiliar male students at school would chase her for her phone number, but she had never given it to anyone. Yet, with just one sentence from this new junior, she immediately entered her number into his phone. What was even more unexpected was that Tian Tian involuntarily said, “Give me a call so I can save your number too.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I haven’t had time to get a local Yanjing phone card yet. I’ll text you once I get one.”

Tian Tian then realized that most new students came from out of town, and their phones were in roaming status. Roaming charges were incredibly expensive back then; both incoming and outgoing calls incurred extra charges, which was extortionate. So Tian Tian kindly reminded him, “There are China Mobile and China Unicom service centers right here on campus, next to the West District Canteen. You can go get one after you’re done.”

“Alright!” Li Mu nodded, waving goodbye to Tian Tian.

After Tian Tian left, Li Mu saved her number. After collecting his brand new bedding from the dorm manager, he headed straight for his dormitory.

Li Mu pushed open the door to Room 606. The small room was already packed full with seven or eight people. Looking closely, he saw three students and their parents. Li Mu was the fourth to arrive at the dorm. When he entered, everyone in the room turned to look at him. The parents were even more surprised. One fashionably dressed maternal aunt asked in astonishment, “Young man, are you in this dorm?”

“Yes, Auntie.” Li Mu nodded politely, then said to everyone, “Hello everyone, my name is Li Mu.”

The others, both students and parents, also politely responded to Li Mu. The maternal aunt from earlier asked curiously, “Why did you come to enroll by yourself? Didn’t your family come with you?”

“No, they’re busy.”

The maternal aunt nodded. At this point, Li Mu also found his bed: bed number 4, which was the bottom bunk in the middle. Room 606 was a six-person room layout, with three bunk beds arranged in a U-shape. In the middle, three double desks were placed side by side, facing each other. Besides that, there was also a two-tiered cabinet by the door. Li Mu placed his bedding on the bed board. The maternal aunt, who had just been helping her son tidy up by the cabinet, smiled and said, “Oh, young man, my son sleeps in the bunk above you.”

At this moment, the boy on the top bunk, who was busy making his bed with his butt sticking up, turned to Li Mu and smiled slightly. Speaking in an authentic Beijing accent, he said, “Hello, Li Mu. My name is Li Yawei. We’re one family from five hundred years ago!”

Li Mu smiled back at him, “Hello, family member.”

People in Nansu call those with the same surname “family members,” and Li Yawei understood. He grinned, gestured towards his bed, and continued making it.

Then, a tall guy, about one point eight eight meters tall, from the bottom bunk next to Li Mu’s, extended his hand. “Hello, my name is Hu Zhengdao.”

His bunkmate also jumped down from the bed. He was dark-skinned and looked very sturdy. He extended his hand and said, “Hello, Sun Jian!”

Li Mu shook hands with both of them.

While tidying up their beds, another young man walked in alone. He wasn’t tall and was a bit thin, wearing thick prescription glasses, looking as if he was only fifteen years old. His name was Liu Nian.

After everyone got to know each other and settled their things, the students’ parents temporarily left. With only five young men remaining, everyone relaxed considerably. Li Yawei was quite outgoing and said with a smile, “They say the first thing you do in college is rank yourselves by age in the dorm. Shall we do that too? I’m August 12th, ’83. How about you guys?”

The tall Hu Zhengdao rubbed his mouth and chuckled, “Good, I’m not the youngest anymore. I’m May 5th, ’83.”

Sun Jian raised his hand, “February 22nd, ’82!”

“Damn it!” Everyone exclaimed in surprise, “Sun Jian, why are you so old!”

Sun Jian chuckled, “No choice, I didn’t do well on the exam last year, so I repeated a year of school.”

As he spoke, Sun Jian asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, how about you?”

“May 3rd, ’83.”

Hu Zhengdao said with a bitter face, “Damn it, Li Mu, you’re only two days older than me!”

Li Mu spread his hands, “Still older than you!”

The newly arrived Liu Nian pushed up his glasses. “Greetings, bros. I’m the youngest, I’m October ’83.”

Sun Jian nodded and chuckled, “For now, I’m the oldest, Li Mu is second, Hu Zhengdao is third, Li Yawei is fourth, and Liu Nian is fifth.”

Just as they were talking, the door was suddenly pushed open. A muscular boy, just over one point seven meters tall, walked in smiling and said, “You’re ranking yourselves before everyone’s even here?”

Everyone was a bit surprised by the guy who suddenly burst in, but they quickly reacted. Sun Jian then smiled and said, “You’re the only one missing from our dorm. Quick, introduce yourself!”

The muscular guy laughed heartily, “Xue Jianfeng, from Qilu, March ’83. What rank am I?”

Li Mu sighed in relief, “Oh, great, I don’t have to be the second oldest anymore.”





Chapter 108: Peking University Girls’ Dormitory

Xue Jianfeng had also come to report alone. After the six of them gathered and compared their ages, he pulled out a pack of General brand cigarettes from his pocket and offered one to each of them. However, this was Renmin University of China after all, and among everyone in the room, besides Xue Jianfeng, only Sun Jian and Li Mu smoked.

Xue Jianfeng said that ever since he was little, whenever he had time, his family’s adults would take him along on long-haul truck trips. He spent all day sitting in the driver’s cab inhaling second-hand smoke, and he started smoking even before high school.

As for why Sun Jian smoked, it was said to be due to the frustration of his college entrance exam last year.

Li Mu smoked because in his previous life, he tried to play rock music like others, attempted to be a literary youth but didn’t succeed, and then ended up becoming a Programmer, making him even more dependent on cigarettes.

In this life, Li Mu rarely smoked, but sometimes when he was in a very good or very bad mood, he’d want one or two. Today, Xue Jianfeng happened to offer him a cigarette, so he lit one.

During their casual chat, Li Mu learned that the oldest, Sun Jian, was from Nansu Province, just like him, but he was from Yangzhou, which was a bit further away. The second oldest, Xue Jianfeng, was from Qilu. He himself was the third oldest. The fourth, Hu Zhengdao, was from Northern Shaanxi. The fifth was Li Yawei, who slept on the bunk above him and was a native of Yanjing. The youngest, Liu Nian, was from Guangxi.

After introducing where they were all from, everyone started asking about each other’s relationship status. It turned out that five out of the six had no partners. Only Li Yawei had a girlfriend from high school. According to him, his girlfriend was also from Yanjing and had been admitted to Peking University’s Chinese Literature Department this year.

After realizing he was the only one with a girlfriend, Li Yawei wore a mischievous smile. “Brothers, who among you has never had a girlfriend?”

The five looked at each other. The youngest, Liu Nian, took off his glasses, his dark face flushing. “I haven’t…”

Li Yawei chuckled. “Liu Nian is the most honest. What about the four of you? Sun Jian, you’re the oldest, why don’t you set an example?”

Sun Jian quickly changed the subject. “Um… it’s getting late. How about this, let’s have lunch together and drink a few bottles of beer? We don’t have anything to do this afternoon anyway!”

Li Yawei then said, “How about we don’t drink at noon? My girlfriend’s school reported yesterday. I heard their dorm also has six people, and there’s a great beauty among them. How about we go to Peking University and have dinner with them, get to know each other? What do you think?”

“Peking University girls?” Except for Li Mu, the other four’s eyes gleamed with excitement.

They had long heard that in college, male and female dorms often got together to hang out. To put it bluntly, it was a legitimate way for them to mingle and cross-match for potential relationships.

Usually, someone from a male dorm would start dating someone from a female dorm. Then they would call everyone from their respective dorms together, and they would all eat, drink, and have fun. Among the guys and girls, as many pairs as could form, would form. This phenomenon was extremely common on college campuses. Besides this, there were also hometown associations and club activities, almost all of which were disguised forms of matchmaking.

Hu Zhengdao slapped his thigh. “Great, Yawei! I’ve been looking forward to this kind of healthy and positive extracurricular activity!”

Sun Jian raised an eyebrow and asked with a lewd expression, “Are the girls from Peking University’s Chinese Literature Department pretty?”

Li Yawei chuckled. “Whether they’re pretty or not, you’ll only know after you see them!”

As he spoke, Li Yawei added, “But I need to make something clear beforehand. We six guys are meeting up with six girls. For the first meal, we can’t let the girls chip in. So, the six of us will split the bill. What do you all think?”

“Okay!”

The few who were deeply attracted by the Peking University Chinese Literature Department girls immediately nodded in agreement. Li Yawei saw that only the sixth oldest, Liu Nian, and the third oldest, Li Mu, hadn’t expressed their opinions, so he asked curiously, “What’s wrong, Li Mu, Liu Nian? You two aren’t interested?”

Li Mu shrugged and chuckled. “If you guys are interested, I can’t be the one to drop the ball, can I? I’ll go with everyone.”

Li Yawei nodded. “Alright then. What about the sixth oldest?”

Liu Nian said hesitantly, “I won’t go then, it’s really inconvenient…”

Li Yawei said with dissatisfaction, “What’s inconvenient about it? It’s just a get-together. We’ll just eat, chat, and get to know each other better.”

Liu Nian’s eyes darted around, and he stammered, unsure what to say.

Li Mu saw that Liu Nian was dressed simply and had a look of having something difficult to say, so he guessed that Liu Nian might be struggling financially. He then walked over, patted Liu Nian’s shoulder, and said, “Since it’s a group activity, try not to fall behind if you don’t have anything important to do.”

As he spoke, Li Mu whispered in Liu Nian’s ear, “If it’s about money, don’t worry, I’ll pay for you.”

Liu Nian quickly said, “Third oldest bro, I’m not… I just…”

He couldn’t quite explain himself.

Li Mu patted him. “Alright, it’s settled then.”

…

Since they were going to have a get-together with the Peking University girls in the evening, Dorm 606, which had originally planned a grand lunch, became much more low-key. The six of them went to the West Canteen, each got a regular meal, and gathered around a table, considering it their first meal together.

Sun Jian, as the oldest in the dorm, paid out of his own pocket to buy six cans of beer, insisting that their first meeting couldn’t be without alcohol. So, the six cans clinked together, officially marking the start of their university life.

After eating, Li Mu and his four other dorm mates from out of town went to get new phone cards. Li Mu went to the China Mobile business hall and casually picked a number, charged five hundred yuan worth of call credit, and put it into his phone. Then he sent a group message to his contacts: “This is Li Mu, this is my new phone number in Yanjing.”

Immediately after, Li Mu received calls non-stop for over half an hour.

His parents called to ask how he felt about the school. Li Mu said it was great, the school was big and grand, the dorm had everything, and his dorm mates were all friendly. In short, everything was fantastic.

Chen Wan asked him if there were many beauties in college and if he missed her. Li Mu said he missed her so much he almost regretted going back to repeat a year of school and retake the exam for a university in Shanghai. Unexpectedly, Chen Wan accused him of being glib.

Su Yingxue asked him where he was, saying she was in Building 1, Courtyard 4. She invited Li Mu to have dinner together. Li Mu said that his new dorm mates had already made plans, and it wouldn’t be appropriate for him not to go, so he made plans with Su Yingxue for tomorrow.

Zhao Kang said, “You’re so fast, I haven’t even had time to change my phone number. Our school is a total mess, all dilapidated.” Li Mu said, “So what if it’s a bit broken? We’re here to make money anyway.”

The four members of Simple Plan also called to greet him. Their four songs were currently charting nationwide, and many TV stations invited them to appear on shows. Li Mu instructed them to accept invitations from several first-tier TV stations.

Besides these people, Song Liang also called. He didn’t ask about his well-being, but instead brought Li Mu a piece of news: Guo Lin’s wife, Xue Guilan, had been arrested. Her case had now been merged with Guo Lin’s for trial. The key evidence had almost all been sorted out, and both husband and wife would not escape imprisonment.

Li Mu was very satisfied with this result. But he was also wondering why Song Liang specifically called him about this. Was it because he knew Li Mu had a conflict with Guo Lin’s family, or did he know Li Mu had been secretly targeting Guo Lin? Li Mu thought that with Song Liang’s insight, combined with the fact that he had been the behind-the-scenes promoter for Simple Plan, Song Liang should be able to guess that he was the mastermind behind the Wu Dong and Guo Lin incident, right?

Li Mu didn’t think too much about it. Song Liang was a friend, not an enemy. Moreover, this friend was more cautious and thoughtful than himself. Even if he guessed, it wouldn’t be a problem for Li Mu.

Li Mu, in a great mood, spent the afternoon shopping extensively in stores and supermarkets both on and off campus. After buying all sorts of daily necessities, he went out again to buy a few sets of clothes.

By evening, Dorm 606, led by Li Yawei, walked from Renmin University of China to Peking University’s South Gate. In a private room at a restaurant near the South Gate, the six boys from Renmin University of China met with the six girls from Peking University.

Li Yawei had kept saying that the other dorm had a great beauty. After meeting them, Li Mu found that two out of the six could be called great beauties. One was Li Yawei’s girlfriend, and the other was a long-legged girl who was a full 1.72 meters tall.

“Brothers, this is my girlfriend, Han Xiaoxiao.” Li Yawei put his arm around the tall and exceptionally beautiful Han Xiaoxiao, his face full of pride.

In Li Mu’s opinion, although Han Xiaoxiao still couldn’t compare to Chen Wan and Su Yingxue, she could still be considered goddess-level. Although Li Yawei’s looks were decent, next to Han Xiaoxiao, he still seemed a bit out of place. The dorm mates directly exclaimed that Han Xiaoxiao was “a fresh flower stuck in cow dung.” Li Yawei said with disdain, “My wife isn’t as shallow as you guys. She likes me for who I am, not for my looks.”

Hu Zhengdao pursed his lips. “As if your face has nothing to do with you…”

Han Xiaoxiao had a very cheerful personality. Seeing her boyfriend being teased by his newly met dorm brothers, she didn’t mind at all and even helped to “add a stab.” “Li Yawei’s looks aren’t particularly outstanding, but he’s good at sweet-talking. He spent all three years of high school learning how to charm girls. Later, you brothers in his dorm must help me keep a close eye on him and not let him mess around with other girls at school.”

Sun Jian patted his chest. “Younger brother’s wife, don’t worry. If he dares to mess around under our noses, we’ll deal with him for you!”

Han Xiaoxiao quickly thanked Sun Jian, then began introducing the five girls from her dorm to everyone.

The attention of the other members of Dorm 606 was entirely on the long-legged beauty. That beauty had delicate features and an elegant demeanor, a slender body but a rather spectacular bust. In all aspects, she was even a few points stronger than Han Xiaoxiao. Even a calm “old man” like Li Mu couldn’t help but be surprised by her looks, temperament, and figure, truly top-notch.

Han Xiaoxiao introduced to everyone that the long-legged, large-chested beauty was named Zhao Ziqiu, from Zhejiang Province.

Like his other brothers, after remembering Zhao Ziqiu’s name, he barely remembered the names of the remaining four girls.

Han Xiaoxiao was a true Yanjing girl, carefree and enthusiastic. At the table of twelve, she consistently played the role of livening up the atmosphere. Before long, Dorm 606 and the Peking University girls’ dorm opposite them were chatting away. After a few bottles of beer, the other four boys from Dorm 606 gradually loosened up and chatted enthusiastically with the girls opposite them.

Ten out of the twelve people were chattering non-stop. The atmosphere in the entire private room was quite lively. Those immersed in the conversation didn’t notice that two people at the table spoke very little: Li Mu from Dorm 606 and Zhao Ziqiu from the Peking University girls’ dorm opposite them.

If ranked by looks, Li Mu was definitely the standout in Dorm 606, and Zhao Ziqiu was the number one goddess in the girls’ dorm opposite. So, both of them received special attention from the other’s dorm mates. Li Mu’s four brothers always liked to chat with Zhao Ziqiu. Zhao Ziqiu always responded with a faint smile and a casual tone, but she seemed overly calm, as if she wasn’t truly engaged.

As for Li Mu, quite a few girls from the other side actively sought him out for conversation, but the topics they discussed felt somewhat uninteresting to him, so he also seemed somewhat disengaged. Later, his four brothers, seeing that their goddess Zhao Ziqiu wasn’t very talkative, shifted their focus and chatted enthusiastically with the other four girls opposite them. This way, both Zhao Ziqiu and Li Mu were “liberated.”

No one was talking to Li Mu. Li Mu picked up his glass and drank a cold beer. Yanjing in early September was still quite hot, and a draft beer in the evening was absolutely refreshing.

Feeling good from the drink, Li Mu poured himself another glass. Just as he was about to drink alone, suddenly a glass full of beer appeared in front of him. A female voice said, “Let’s have a drink together.”

Li Mu looked up and met Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes.





Chapter 109: Wasting Heavenly Resources

“You do as you like, I’ll finish mine.”

Li Mu didn’t like forcing girls to drink, but he also didn’t mind if girls drank a moderate amount. So he casually said this and downed his drink in one gulp.

Zhao Ziqiu smiled slightly and tilted her head back to finish her drink.

“It’s cold, be careful not to hurt your stomach,” Li Mu kindly reminded her.

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu with interest and retorted, “Why aren’t you careful yourself?”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “I’m a man.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted, “What’s wrong with being a man? Shouldn’t drinking cold things be about gender equality too?”

Li Mu saw Zhao Ziqiu roll her eyes and thought this long-legged beauty had some personality, so he whispered, “I’m thinking of you. Men don’t have ‘good friends’.”

In his previous life, Li Mu had a girlfriend who loved to eat all sorts of cold things, constantly eating ice cream and popsicles, and even ordering iced drinks when eating out in winter. But the cost was high; she would always be in excruciating pain during her period, yet after those few painful days, she would go back to her old ways.

It was then that Li Mu learned that it’s basic common sense for women not to eat cold things or drink cold beverages during their period. Furthermore, to avoid worsening menstrual cramps, they should try to avoid cold things even at other times.

The moment Zhao Ziqiu heard Li Mu say “good friend,” she immediately felt a bit awkward. Girls have many ways of referring to their period—‘period,’ ‘Mother’s older sister,’ ‘good friend,’ and so on—so she naturally understood what Li Mu meant. Although she knew he meant well, having a boy mention “good friend” to her still made her feel a little uncomfortable.

Li Yawei, who was beside them, didn’t hear the first half of their conversation. He only vaguely heard Li Mu say something about not having good friends. Feeling a bit tipsy from the alcohol, he immediately put on a serious face and threw an arm around Li Mu’s neck, loudly declaring, “Li Mu, how can you say you don’t have good friends! I, Li Yawei, am your good friend! And the other four brothers in our Dorm 606, even though we just met, we’ll be living together for four years, so we’re all your good friends!”

Li Mu felt his face twitching with embarrassment. Zhao Ziqiu was also doubled over with laughter. The goddess covered her mouth, giggling delicately, which made the other dormmates’ hearts flutter, and they all stared in a daze.

Everyone was asking Zhao Ziqiu what she was laughing about. Zhao Ziqiu’s gaze lingered on Li Mu for a moment, then she said, “Li Mu just secretly told me a joke…”

The five guys from Dorm 606 looked at Li Mu, their eyes full of envy. Li Mu didn’t seem to talk much, but his flirting skills were practically off the charts. They hadn’t even seen him say much, yet he’d already made the goddess-like Zhao Ziqiu’s pretty face flush crimson.

The other girls then egged him on, saying, “Li Mu, what joke did you tell Ziqiu? Tell us too!”

Li Mu glanced at Zhao Ziqiu. Although there was no blame in his eyes, Zhao Ziqiu still guiltily stuck out her tongue.

Li Mu felt helpless, so he smiled slightly at everyone. His mind instantly searched through countless jokes, picked one out, and said to them:

“A young man asked a Zen master at a temple: ‘Master, I have goals, my own opinions, ambition, I’m honest, upright, and talented, so why can’t I find a partner?’ The Zen master listened, then without a word, led him to the courtyard, where several plum blossom trees were silently exuding their fragrance. The young man felt greatly inspired and said emotionally, ‘Plum blossoms’ fragrance comes from bitter cold… Master! Are you trying to tell me that as long as I keep working hard, my wishes will come true?’ The master shook his head: ‘Without money, what the hell are you talking about?’”

The moment Li Mu’s joke came out, ten of the other eleven people at the table exchanged bewildered glances. Only Zhao Ziqiu burst out laughing: “Haha, ‘without money’… How can there be such a wicked Zen master!”

The others were all puzzled. Han Xiaoxiao couldn’t help but ask, “Ziqiu, did I not understand, or what? Does the last sentence have anything to do with the beginning?”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled for a while. After calming down, she said to Han Xiaoxiao and the others, “It’s the ‘mei qian’ from ‘in front of the plum blossoms,’ which is a homophone for ‘no money.’”

As soon as Zhao Ziqiu said this, everyone suddenly understood. They had originally thought it would be an inspiring story of a Zen master using philosophy, but they hadn’t expected the Zen master to be so unreliable. After re-associating the words in their minds, they all immediately nodded with a smile.

Li Mu, for his part, shook his head and said, “It seems this joke isn’t very suitable for oral telling.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled slightly, “It’s not your fault, it’s mainly that they didn’t get it. I actually think it’s quite good.”

The gathering of boys and girls lasted until nine o’clock in the evening. The guys from Dorm 606 were hyped up from drinking and were clamoring to go sing at KTV. However, the girls from Peking University’s female dorm said they had to get up early tomorrow, as Peking University’s military training opening ceremony was set for seven o’clock tomorrow morning.

The guys from Dorm 606 showed their chivalry, escorting the six girls all the way to their dorm building downstairs. Li Yawei and Han Xiaoxiao hugged and kissed goodbye. Li Yawei said in an extremely mushy tone, “My darling wife, I’ll miss you. I’ll text you tonight.”

Han Xiaoxiao giggled, “If there’s nothing else, calling the dorm phone is fine too, it’s cheaper.”

The other ten people watched the couple hugging and being lovey-dovey, feeling a bit awkward. Sun Jian, the oldest from Dorm 606, seemed to have hit it off with a short-haired girl from Han Xiaoxiao’s dorm tonight. He was currently exchanging phone numbers and QQ IDs with that girl nearby.

Hu Zhengdao chatted with a girl, but the awkward thing was, he didn’t have a phone and was too embarrassed to ask for her number.

Only Li Mu and Liu Nian spoke little. Liu Nian had been sitting there in a daze; it was clear he was still a bit unaccustomed to such occasions and was a bit shy in front of the girls. Li Mu, meanwhile, had been standing nearby, looking down and texting. Chen Wan had sent a message asking what he had done today, and Li Mu was truthfully reporting.

“Li Mu, is your girlfriend checking up on you?” Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, seeing Li Mu constantly fiddling with his phone, looking down.

Li Mu looked up and casually replied, “My older sister, she’s studying in Shanghai.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded lightly and said with a hint of frankness, “Let’s exchange numbers. You can send me any good jokes later to cheer me up.”

As Zhao Ziqiu spoke, her large eyes gazed at Li Mu, their depths swirling. Li Mu was surprised in his heart. Could Zhao Ziqiu be interested in him? It didn’t seem very logical. Although he was decent-looking, a goddess with long legs and a full chest like Zhao Ziqiu must have seen countless handsome men. He probably wouldn’t even rank in the upper-middle tier, right?

However, although Li Mu was surprised in his heart, he still readily exchanged phone numbers with Zhao Ziqiu.

After Li Yawei and Han Xiaoxiao had enough of their lovey-dovey antics, the six guys from Dorm 606 started walking back. On the way, Sun Jian looked at Li Mu with great envy and said, “Li Mu, that Zhao Ziqiu seems to be interested in you!”

Xue Jianfeng took out a cigarette and offered one each to Sun Jian and Li Mu. He said, “I also think she’s interested in Li Mu. She was the one pursuing him for conversation all evening.”

Li Yawei laughed, “Li Mu, how about I have my wife ask Zhao Ziqiu for you later? If she’s really interested in you, you should seize the opportunity to pursue her. A girl like Zhao Ziqiu, after military training, who knows how many men will swarm around her like flies!”

When new students enroll, the other senior male students haven’t started classes yet. During military training, everyone wears green military uniforms and green military caps, so even the most beautiful girls look a few shades less striking. Once military training ends, first-year girls, freed from their restraints, usually dress up twice as much to make up for it. At that time, the school will see a large number of beautifully dressed first-year students vying for attention, and the senior male students will swarm in like wild dogs that haven’t eaten for years.

Generally, first-year male students are at a disadvantage because they’ve just enrolled and haven’t had time to get used to new dormmates, a new school, or a new environment, so they can’t focus on pursuing beautiful girls in their own year. By the time they realize it, the girls around them have already been “harvested” several times over by the senior male students from second year and above. So they can only hold back and wait until they become senior male students next year to snatch girls from the new first-year students. This creates a vicious cycle.

Li Yawei’s advice to Li Mu was based on this common university practice: for a goddess-level beauty like Zhao Ziqiu, it was crucial to strike first. A slight hesitation might lead to someone else snatching her away.

Li Mu asked with a smile, “She just said a few more words to me at this dinner. Does that mean she’s interested in me?”

Li Yawei asked, “Doesn’t that count?”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly, “Come on, it’s just our first meeting, and she said a few more words. That doesn’t mean anything. Can we please not be so self-indulgent?”

Xue Jianfeng egged him on, “Oh, just give it a try. If it doesn’t work out, there’s no loss. But if it does, being able to date such a top-tier beauty, you’d have basically no regrets for your four years of university!”

Li Mu unexpectedly waved his hand, “But I’m not looking to date right now. Let’s talk about it later.”

“Holy crap!” Li Yawei asked in surprise, “You don’t want to date in university? What do you want to do then?”

Li Mu casually said, “There’s too much I want to do. I’ll take my time.”

“Damn!”

Unexpectedly, Li Mu’s heartfelt truth was met with all five others simultaneously raising their middle fingers. In their opinion, even if Zhao Ziqiu only had a slight liking for Li Mu, Li Mu should have seized the opportunity and pursued her relentlessly. Such inaction was simply a waste of heavenly resources.





Chapter 110: Opening Ceremony

Renmin University of China’s freshman military training this year would last for fifteen days, held on campus. The schedule was: the opening ceremony on the afternoon of September 4th, with official training commencing on the morning of September 5th and continuing until the 19th, without any breaks.

Li Mu secretly bought a bottle of sunscreen. He had learned this lesson the hard way in his previous life; after military training, his face and neck were noticeably darker than the rest of his body, and sometimes the sun was so harsh that sunburn was common.

The reason he bought it secretly was mainly that most eighteen-year-old boys nowadays had no concept of skincare. Face wash wasn’t even common; everyone used a bar of soap for both washing their face and bathing.

Because Li Mu had been reborn and had some savings, he bought a set of men’s skincare products. As a result, his five roommates called him a sissy, which really annoyed Li Mu. If he openly used sunscreen in front of them, he’d probably be mocked to death by those guys.

At two o’clock in the afternoon, after secretly applying sunscreen, Li Mu went with his five roommates to the assembly point for the opening ceremony. The military training location was set on the main sports field. All over two thousand three hundred undergraduate freshmen were present, and there were so many people, all wearing the same uniform, that Li Mu stared for a long time but couldn’t find Su Yingxue.

A pot-bellied school leader went on stage and delivered a perfunctory speech. An officer, reportedly from the Yanjing Garrison Command, also came up to say a few words. Then came the assignment of instructors. Li Mu only met his future classmates today; there were thirty-two people, roughly half male and half female, a fairly balanced ratio.

The instructor assigned to Li Mu’s class was a soldier in his early twenties, surnamed Xu. He had a square face, looked very serious, and liked to shout when he spoke, giving the other students in the class a premonition that the next fifteen days of military training would definitely not be easy.

Li Mu didn’t mind. He was in good shape, and he had trained in a gym for nearly a month before coming. Facing military training again, he was actually well-prepared.

After the two-hour opening ceremony, Li Yawei suggested they go back to the dorm to change and then head to an Internet cafe to play CS. The other four agreed, but Li Mu didn’t. Instead, he called Su Yingxue, and they arranged to have dinner together that evening.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue agreed to meet outside the East Gate. After changing, he was about to leave when Li Yawei called out to him, asking, “Li Mu, we all agreed to go to the Internet cafe together, but you’re not cooperating with the group’s plans. So neatly dressed, where are you off to?”

“Having dinner with a high school classmate of mine.”

“High school classmate? Also at our university?”

“Yep.”

“Boy or girl?”

“Girl.”

“Is she pretty? How does she compare to Zhao Ziqiu?”

Li Mu laughed and scolded, “Where do you get so many silly questions? Are all the local Yanjing guys as glib as you?”

Li Yawei chuckled, “I’m not glib, just gossipy.”

Xue Jianfeng also said, “It’s almost five o’clock now. I’ll go to the Internet cafe with you guys, but I can’t play for too long. I’ll play with you until six thirty.”

Sun Jian asked, “Jianfeng, do you have dinner plans too?”

Xue Jianfeng replied, “I bought a year-long membership at our university’s gym. Starting today, I need to get back to working out.”

The slender Liu Nian exclaimed, “Military training starts tomorrow, and you’re still going to the gym? Can you handle it?”

Xue Jianfeng tensed his arms, revealing his muscular chest and biceps: “Military training is just exercise; real fitness still requires equipment. There’s only one way to maintain muscle: keep training with equipment.”

Li Mu said with great interest, “Jianfeng, how do I get a year-long membership? I’ll get one too, and we can go together from now on.”

Li Mu also had the desire to work out, but he didn’t want to become a terrifying muscle man like Xue Jianfeng. His main goal was to have a healthy physique, and if he could develop V-cut abs or something, that would be even better.

Seeing Li Mu interested in joining him, Xue Jianfeng immediately said excitedly, “New students get a discount on the year-long membership. It’s usually one thousand two hundred, but for new students in their first year, it’s only eight hundred. If you’re worried you can’t stick with it, you can get a monthly pass first. A monthly pass is one hundred twenty, no discount. Just bring your registration certificate and a two-inch photo to apply. Hurry up and get it, then I’ll have a companion.”

Li Mu nodded, “Then I’ll go with you after military training ends tomorrow.”

“Alright!”

The six of them left the dorm together. Li Mu thought they weren’t going the same way, but unexpectedly, Li Yawei suggested going to an Internet cafe outside the East Gate. So, the six of them walked together to the university’s East Gate. When they arrived, Su Yingxue was already waiting there. Seeing Li Mu and his roommates approaching, Su Yingxue waved at him, “Li Mu.”

Seeing it was Su Yingxue, Li Mu also waved back. Then he turned to say something to his roommates beside him, but to his surprise, their eyes were already fixed on her.

Su Yingxue’s allure was no less than Zhao Ziqiu’s.

In fact, Su Yingxue subtly carried a hint of extraordinary and ethereal charm, surpassing Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Yawei whispered, “No wonder he didn’t think much of Zhao Ziqiu. Turns out there’s someone even better here!”

Hu Zhengdao exclaimed in his slightly accented Northern Shaanxi Mandarin, “This girl’s figure isn’t as good as Zhao Ziqiu’s though!”

Liu Nian nodded, agreeing, “Zhengdao’s right, Zhao Ziqiu’s chest is bigger!”

Sun Jian patted Liu Nian’s head, “You rascal, have you even grown up yet, daring to ogle someone’s chest?”

Liu Nian looked wronged, “Older brother, I was just making an objective observation. Zhao Ziqiu’s chest really is big…”

Li Mu saw these guys getting more and more explicit in their conversation, and seeing that they were almost in front of Su Yingxue, he whispered, “Hey, keep your voices down!”

The five immediately wisely shut up.

Li Mu walked ahead to Su Yingxue. The five guys from his dorm didn’t wisely walk off to their internet cafe; instead, they followed Li Mu and stood in front of the two, eagerly looking at Li Mu, as if waiting for him to introduce them.

Li Mu, helpless, had no choice but to introduce Su Yingxue to them before sending them off.

“These guys have no self-control; they can’t tear their eyes away when they see a pretty girl. Don’t mind them.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly, “They’re all quite interesting. The shortest guy looks like he’s only fourteen or fifteen.”

Li Mu knew she was talking about Liu Nian and chuckled, “He is a bit younger, but not ridiculously so. He’s eighteen too.”

Su Yingxue then asked, “Did your dorm rank yourselves by age?”

Li Mu gave a wry smile, “Two people walking their dogs on the street would ask each other how old their dogs are, let alone six people meeting. But it’s just to get to know each other’s ages, it’s not like we’re becoming sworn brothers.”

Su Yingxue covered her mouth and chuckled, “You’re quite a talker. So, where do you rank in your dorm?”

“Third.”

…

The two took a car to a relatively bustling area in Zhongguancun. Li Mu knew Su Yingxue liked Sichuan cuisine, so he found a Sichuan restaurant and they went in.

For Li Mu and Su Yingxue, eating together wasn’t a first. Now, when they were alone, they felt increasingly comfortable and at ease. Sometimes Li Mu naturally served food to Su Yingxue, and Su Yingxue didn’t feel shy, accepting it calmly. She even slowly started to actively put food into Li Mu’s bowl.

When they were almost done eating, Su Yingxue took out a bottle of sunscreen from her backpack and said to Li Mu, “The sun in Yanjing in September is still quite harsh. You must pay attention to sun protection during military training.”

Li Mu looked at the sunscreen but didn’t take it, thinking to himself that he had already secretly bought some. However, he hadn’t thought of bringing a bottle for Su Yingxue as well. He hadn’t been thoughtful enough and needed to reflect on that.

Su Yingxue thought Li Mu was embarrassed to use such a product, so she said softly, “If you’re afraid your roommates will laugh at you, just use it secretly. Or, come find me every day before military training, and I’ll secretly help you apply it to your face and neck.”

A wave of warmth surged through Li Mu. He nodded, took the sunscreen, and said thank you. The fact that she remembered to buy him a bottle of sunscreen already made him feel incredibly touched and ashamed; how could he really let her apply sunscreen for him?

After finishing their meal, the two decided to walk back to the university. On the way, they happened to pass Zhao Kang’s university. Li Mu said to Su Yingxue, “I’ll call Kangzi and ask him what he’s doing. If he’s free, we can find a place to sit and chat together.”

“Sounds good!” Su Yingxue smiled, “I haven’t seen him since you two came to Yanjing.”

Li Mu called Zhao Kang. He happened to be on campus and appeared before Li Mu and Su Yingxue ten minutes later. The three found a street stall selling grilled skewers, ordered some skewers and two large mugs of draft beer. Su Yingxue was full, so she ordered a bottle of purified water and sat with them, chatting.

When Zhao Kang first arrived at the university, he felt quite a shock. In his words, the university was rather run-down, not very big, and the dorm environment wasn’t good—only eight-person rooms, messy as hell. However, after adapting from yesterday to today, he was starting to get used to it.

Su Yingxue said, “Renmin University of China is actually just okay. It’s quite big, but it also feels run-down.”

Li Mu nodded, “Speaking of the university environments in Yanjing, Peking University and Tsinghua University are definitely better. The others don’t really matter.”

Zhao Kang asked, “By the way, when do you guys have military training?”

“Tomorrow. What about you?”

Zhao Kang sighed, “We leave early the day after tomorrow. Our run-down university doesn’t have enough space, so they say we’re going to a military training base outside Badaling for fifteen days of closed-off training.”

Li Mu asked, “So you won’t be able to come back for those fifteen days?”

“That’s right,” Zhao Kang said, “But don’t worry, I’ve arranged everything for Douban. If nothing unexpected comes up, it won’t delay daily affairs. If anything happens, just call me; I’ll even escape to get it done.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “There’s nothing going on right now, so just focus on your training.”

Zhao Kang frustratedly picked up his glass, just about to clink it with Li Mu’s, when Li Mu lowered his head to look at his phone.

Zhao Ziqiu had actually sent him a text message, reminding him to pay attention to sun protection during military training.

Li Mu politely replied, “Thanks, you too.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied again, “Do you have a joke to tell me?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then typed out an absurd joke about a young man and a Zen master. After sending it, Zhao Ziqiu replied with four “hahaha”s in a row, followed by “So funny, thanks!”

Li Mu was about to reply “you’re welcome” when Zhao Kang picked up his glass. Li Mu immediately put his phone in his pocket, picked up his own glass, and clinked it with Zhao Kang’s: “Bro, see you after military training. Cheers!”





Chapter 111: Finding Joy in Hardship

For university students, military training is indeed a significant physical challenge. The entire morning and afternoon are spent training basic skills like military posture and marching. Anyone would feel tired and annoyed, and with the instructors being stern and somewhat fierce, the feeling of irritation would only intensify.

But by evening, this emotion would ease. The entire parade ground would be filled with circles formed by each class, and the instructors would drop their strict demeanor from daytime training, leading students in singing military songs. Occasionally, they would even compete with the neighboring class to see whose voices were louder.

Sometimes, young instructors also had a childlike innocence. Hearing the class next door practicing songs, the instructor would quietly teach everyone slogans to mess with their opponents during call-and-response singing, such as: “Everyone sings popular songs, if you don’t sing, I’ll sing. If we sing, we sing loud, please forgive us if it’s not good!” Or: “That class is really lame, can’t sing loudly, no need to force it, might as well go stand guard!”

These days of hard work by day and finding joy in hardship by night were quite interesting.

From the very first day of military training, Li Mu followed Xue Jianfeng to the university gym. Renmin University had a sports complex that not only included a gym but also an indoor basketball court, a table tennis hall, a swimming pool, and even a taekwondo hall. However, most of these were not freely accessible to students. A few, though free, required advance application.

Li Mu bought an annual gym membership and a swimming card. Every day, he would train for thirty minutes to an hour, but after his workout, he would always rest a bit before going to the swimming pool for a few laps.

Xue Jianfeng was a landlubber, couldn’t even do the dog paddle, so he didn’t join Li Mu.

This routine continued for several days until the five people in their dorm finally noticed something unusual.

After a few days of military training, everyone’s skin had suffered varying degrees of damage from sun exposure. Some were tanned, some were red, and some had their necks peeling and hurting at the slightest touch. Only Li Mu, apart from a tiny change in his skin tone, was completely normal.

Under their questioning, Li Mu finally revealed his secret of secretly applying sunscreen. Then, under pressure from everyone, he contributed the sunscreen he had bought. As for the bottle Su Yingxue had given him, he hadn’t even considered sharing it with the others in the dorm.

So, no one in Dorm 606 remained reserved anymore. Before military training, they would all apply sunscreen generously to their faces, necks, and shoulders, sometimes even helping each other apply it, fearing they might miss a spot.

This monotonous yet exceptionally fulfilling life continued until the morning of September 12th.

That morning, thousands of freshmen preparing for military training woke up early to eat breakfast in the cafeteria. Televisions hanging in the corners of the cafeteria were all broadcasting special morning news. At 8:40 PM yesterday, which was 8:40 AM on September 11th, American hours, the world-shocking 9/11 terrorist attacks erupted in the United States.

Li Mu, like thousands of other university students around him, gathered in front of the television, looking up at the terrible sight of the World Trade Center being struck by planes, yet feeling no surprise in his heart.

In later generations, there were many in-depth analyses and conspiracy theories about 9/11. Many firmly believed that the US government’s attitude towards 9/11 was the same as Japan’s sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. Li Mu was noncommittal and didn’t want to investigate the truth. Although he had been reborn, he was still just a commoner. While he wasn’t a cold-hearted person, he wouldn’t recklessly take full responsibility for social emotions and duties. He dared not touch something as globally impactful as 9/11; just watching it was enough.

While mourning the innocent civilians who died in 9/11, Li Mu also felt a bit ashamed to admit that the occurrence of 9/11 further solidified his aspirations for the future.

The world was still operating along its predetermined course. The only difference was himself. To him, the world was like a pool of water; the wind made it move, and fish made it move, but all of this followed the pre-set path. Only he held the stone of destiny in his hand, capable of stirring up waves in the pool at will. The only question was whether he had the ability to make the stones in his hand more numerous and larger.

Areas he hadn’t touched would definitely not change because of his rebirth. For example, the War in Afghanistan would certainly break out next month, and by the end of the year, Microsoft would definitely launch the Windows XP system that would dominate the internet for many years. And countless major events in the future—those destined to happen would certainly happen.

For several days afterward, the 9/11 incident and its aftermath became the most talked-about topic worldwide. Every day after military training, walking on campus, one could always hear many people discussing it. Some would gesticulate wildly and spit excitedly when talking about the planes crashing into the World Trade Center, as if they had a deep-seated hatred for Americans. When Li Mu saw such people, he would usually silently curse them as inhumane in his heart, then turn his face away and ignore them.

The 9/11 hotspot continued globally, but for these freshmen who were dog-tired every day, it had long become old news. Because military training continued, they had to endure peeling skin and aching legs during the day, and howl like ghosts and wolves at night. Students all overused their voices, to the point where lozenges and plasters in pharmacies around the university were constantly sold out.

Li Mu had barely gone online these past few days. He wanted to install an internet cable in his dorm, but the university had a clear rule that freshmen dorms could not have internet access before military training ended. So, getting online in the dorm would have to wait until military training was over.

His laptop had been gathering dust in his closet ever since he brought it to Yanjing, and it remained there until now.

In between, Li Mu went to an internet cafe twice with a few of his dorm mates. Li Mu logged into his email and saw that Jack Zhou had sent him a quote several days ago. Baidu’s offer was: for a package acquisition, fifteen million; for financing, a valuation of ten million, and they wanted 20% for Series A, meaning an investment of two million for a 20% stake.

Li Mu knew that the package valuation was five million higher because they wanted to tempt him to cash out directly. Although he had only operated this project for less than two months, he had at least brought out a product model that would be worth billions in the future. They only gave a valuation of ten million, damn it! Wasn’t that bullshit?

So he directly replied with two words: “No deal.”

Then he happily went to play CS with his roommates.

The people at Baidu, however, hadn’t expected Li Mu to so decisively reject the fifteen-million-dollar offer. Although they highly approved of Eting.com and Tieba’s operation model, especially optimistic about Tieba’s future prospects, this was, after all, a very young project. The founder had only operated it for about two months, and the foreseeable costs wouldn’t even exceed five hundred thousand. For such a short time and such low costs to yield fifteen million, anyone would consider it, right? Why was the other party’s attitude so resolute?

After consulting with his superiors, Jack Zhou emailed Li Mu again: “Baidu can offer an after-tax acquisition price of fifteen million, as the tax rate on equity transfer exceeds 20%.”

This time, Li Mu simply ignored him. And they were still trying to amuse him with that little bit of income tax? Who were they looking down on?





Chapter 112: Why Are You Here?

On the tenth day of military training, Li Mu suddenly heard some shocking news: Hu Zhengdao had actually gotten together with a cute girl from Han Xiaoxiao’s dorm room.

Li Mu still had some impression of that girl. Her name was Wang Yanan. She wasn’t very tall, a little over 1.6 meters, with big eyes and straight bangs. Although her looks were rather ordinary, she did seem quite adorable.

Li Mu asked his dorm mates in surprise, “What did I miss? We’ve been doing military training together every day, so how did Zhengdao suddenly get into a relationship?”

Li Yawei, who knew the most about the inside story, chuckled and said, “Zhengdao is impressive, you know. He’d disappear every day as soon as training was over. Later, my darling wife told me that he’d been taking her out for walks every day, and even wrote her love letters. Before long, they got together.”

Sun Jian sighed with emotion, “Zhengdao has good tactics. That Chen Jiao I fancy doesn’t seem very interested in me…”

Chen Jiao was the short-haired girl from Han Xiaoxiao’s dorm. Her looks and figure were decent; though not exceptionally beautiful, she had a good temperament.

Li Yawei laughed, “Boss, I had my darling wife ask for you. She said she sees you as a bro. After I pressed her, she admitted she actually likes Li Mu’s type.”

Sun Jian looked at Li Mu, then touched his own face and said to everyone, “Sigh, I can’t blame anyone for not being handsome enough. But seriously, this is messed up, isn’t it? I like her, but she doesn’t like me; she likes Li Mu. Yet Li Mu doesn’t like her. In the end, it’s all for nothing.”

After speaking, he looked at Hu Zhengdao again and lamented, “Zhengdao still has the moves. He managed to get her in just ten days.”

Xue Jianfeng came out of the restroom, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, and asked Hu Zhengdao, “Zhengdao, how far have you two progressed?”

Hu Zhengdao scratched his head, a little embarrassed, “We’ve only held hands. I wanted to kiss her on the way back to her dorm, but she didn’t let me.”

“A bit too eager, aren’t you?” Li Yawei poked Hu Zhengdao with his finger and chuckled, “My darling wife and I have been together for two or three years, and I’ve only just gotten intimate with her above the waist. You two have only been together for a few days and you already want to kiss her? Don’t scare the girl away.”

Hu Zhengdao gave an awkward smile, “I was indeed a bit too impatient.”

Li Yawei poked his head out from the upper bunk, looking at Li Mu lying on the lower bunk, and chuckled, “Li Mu, how’s your progress with Zhao Ziqiu these past few days?”

Li Mu said, “We haven’t been in touch these past few days.”

Li Yawei rolled his eyes at him, “My darling wife told me that Zhao Ziqiu sent you a message, and you just brushed her off with a joke, then didn’t even reply later, right?”

Li Mu thought carefully; it was indeed true, but he hadn’t done it on purpose. At the time, he was having a late-night snack and beer with Su Yingxue and Zhao Kang.

Just then, Li Yawei said again, “Zhao Ziqiu’s birthday is on September twenty-second. She said she wants to treat our dorm to dinner. Are you going?”

Li Mu asked, “Are you all going?”

Li Yawei chuckled, “I’m definitely going, and Zhengdao definitely has to go. The rest of you, speak up quickly.”

Sun Jian raised his hand, Xue Jianfeng also raised his hand, and Liu Nian hesitated for a moment before raising his hand as well.

Li Mu then said, “Alright then, I’ll go too.”

Li Yawei smiled and said, “Then it’s settled.”

…

Li Mu had been exercising excessively lately. Military training during the day, the gym in the evening, and then a swim afterward. Such intense training allowed his body to lose three kilograms in just ten days. However, Li Mu could feel his muscles becoming firmer and his stamina much stronger than before. The initial effects of his exercise regimen were showing, making him even more enthusiastic about working out.

In Xue Jianfeng’s opinion, Li Mu seemed to be pushing too hard. He told Li Mu that weight training didn’t necessarily need to be done every day, as high-intensity training could easily cause muscle and ligament damage. Therefore, it was important to control the time reasonably. Three to five hours of weight training per week was enough; too much would be detrimental to one’s health.

Li Mu listened and changed his routine. He would do weight training every other day, and on days he didn’t, he would run and ride a stationary bike. As for swimming, he never skipped it, because for him, swimming actually helped him relax after training.

This day happened to be Saturday, and the swimming pool was much more crowded than usual in the evening. The school’s swimming pool only had five lanes in total, four of which were packed with people. From their swimsuits, it was clear that most of them couldn’t swim. Most people wore casual swimsuits, and some girls even wore styles clearly meant for beach trips. Few wore swimming caps and goggles, indicating they were just there for fun.

Currently, only the rightmost fast lane had slightly fewer people, and those in that lane swam a bit faster, making it relatively less crowded. Li Mu swam back and forth in this lane using the freestyle stroke.

Just then, a series of whistles suddenly rang out in the swimming pool. As Li Mu swam to the edge of the pool, preparing to turn, a fair foot suddenly extended in front of him. The foot was suspended directly in front of his head, about to hit him. Li Mu quickly flipped over and looked up. A woman wearing a Speedo one-piece swimsuit was sitting on the edge of the pool, swinging one foot, looking at him with a smile.

“Zhao Ziqiu?”

Although Zhao Ziqiu was wearing a swimming cap with her long hair tucked inside, making her look a little unfamiliar, Li Mu still recognized her. Zhao Ziqiu’s facial features gave him sixty percent of the clues, and the remaining forty percent came from her slender, fair, long legs, and her ample curves that couldn’t be hidden by the swimsuit.

Zhao Ziqiu saw that Li Mu had recognized her and chuckled, “Long time no see.”

Li Mu nodded and asked curiously, “Why did you come to swim at our school?”

Zhao Ziqiu tilted her head, looking at Li Mu, and smiled, pursing her lips. She rolled her eyes triumphantly but didn’t speak. However, this series of expressions was full of charm. Although she was only nineteen years old, her allure was in no way inferior to any mature woman in her mid-twenties. Just one look actually made Li Mu, who had a world-weary heart, feel a little stirred.

It wasn’t that he lacked self-control, but being in the water, looking up at Zhao Ziqiu like that, it was truly difficult to maintain composure.

Zhao Ziqiu’s facial features were already beautiful and delicate. With the swimming cap on, her features were displayed without any obstruction or embellishment, already flawless. Coupled with her fair and unblemished skin, she appeared even more perfect.

However, when a woman wears a swimsuit, her figure is the most important, and Zhao Ziqiu’s figure happened to be even better than her looks.

The swimsuit she wore today was also very exquisite. The base color was black, with a dividing line from the left shoulder to the right side of the waist. The upper part was adorned with purple and cyan-blue flowers, with a gradient effect in the colors, giving it a rich layered look. It wasn’t revealing, but it highlighted her allure and sensuality even more.





Chapter 113: I’ll Be Back Tomorrow

Zhao Ziqiu was very pleased with the way Li Mu was looking at her. She smiled and said, “I saw you swim a lap, your form is quite standard!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Want to come down and swim for a bit?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, propping herself up on the edge of the pool with both hands and slowly lowering herself into the water. Once in, she whispered into Li Mu’s ear, complaining, “Why are all the students at your school like little hooligans? They whistle at people!”

Li Mu recalled the whistles he had heard earlier and smiled faintly. He looked up at a few tall, sturdy boys sitting and resting by the pool. “It’s those guys, isn’t it? They’re here every day, whistling at pretty girls. They’re on the school swimming team, and I heard most of them were specially recruited.”

“Ah?” Zhao Ziqiu gasped in a low voice, then added, “Your school doesn’t even have a sports major, why would they specially recruit athletes?”

Li Mu shrugged, “I don’t know either. Maybe the school leaders feel the school needs some achievements in sports. I heard these guys don’t really attend classes; they just help the school compete in matches.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted and didn’t ask further. Instead, she suddenly said to Li Mu, “Let’s race fifty meters! The loser treats the winner to a late-night snack!”

With that, she didn’t wait for Li Mu to react, pushed off the pool wall with one foot, and dove into the water.

Li Mu was about to follow when he saw Zhao Ziqiu enter the shimmering blue water with a professional kick-off, which is widely considered the most graceful swimming entry.

It was easy to imagine how surprised Li Mu was when a woman with Zhao Ziqiu’s figure displayed such a spectacular sight.

In fact, it wasn’t just Li Mu; the guys from the school swimming team were also staring wide-eyed. After a moment of surprise, one of them gave a signal to the others beside him, stood up, and walked towards Li Mu’s lane, all while staring at Zhao Ziqiu in the water.

Li Mu’s attention was entirely on Zhao Ziqiu. He watched as she swam halfway without moving, just standing there, observing her gracefully swim to the other side.

As soon as Zhao Ziqiu emerged from the water, she pushed her goggles onto her forehead and turned to see where Li Mu was. To her surprise, she found Li Mu standing on the opposite side, not having moved at all.

“Hey! Why aren’t you swimming?” Zhao Ziqiu asked, wrinkling her nose.

Li Mu laughed, spreading his hands. “The late-night snack is on me.”

Zhao Ziqiu was momentarily stunned, then burst out laughing. “Then you really have to treat me tonight!”

“No problem.”

Zhao Ziqiu waved at Li Mu. “You swim over here, let’s have a proper race!”

Li Mu pouted. “I swim really fast, so be careful.”

With that, he dove into the water. After covering a small portion of the distance, he began to swim leisurely towards the other side using the breaststroke.

Emerging from the water beside Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu had just pushed up his goggles when Zhao Ziqiu asked with a curious expression, “If you weren’t holding back, how fast could you swim?”

Li Mu put his hands behind his back, resting them on the lane line floating on the water, and said with an exaggerated expression, “If I weren’t holding back, I’d be incredibly, incredibly fast.”

“Oh, really?” Zhao Ziqiu’s willow-leaf eyebrows curved into crescent moons. “Be specific, how fast?”

Li Mu pouted and casually replied, “So fast my swimming trunks couldn’t keep up.”

Zhao Ziqiu froze for a moment, then immediately understood what Li Mu meant. Although her face flushed a little, she still laughed, shaking like a flower branch in the wind.

At that moment, a boy on the opposite side ran and leaped into the pool. The loud splash attracted many people’s attention. After entering the water, this person also used the same kick-off technique as Zhao Ziqiu, even more professionally, and much faster. In the blink of an eye, he had covered half of the fifty-meter lane. Then, he shot out of the water, his thick arms powerfully moving in a butterfly stroke, continuously approaching the two of them.

It was a public pool, and when it was crowded, a dozen people might be swimming in one lane. Li Mu didn’t pay much attention. Zhao Ziqiu instinctively moved closer to Li Mu’s side, leaving half the space for the other person. Unexpectedly, just as the other person was about to touch the wall, he suddenly dove into the water and charged straight towards Zhao Ziqiu.

Zhao Ziqiu saw the person suddenly change direction and cried out, trying to dodge, but the person was already too close. She saw she couldn’t dodge in time. At that moment, Li Mu suddenly put his arm around her, turned around, and quickly moved in front of Zhao Ziqiu. Their noses were almost touching. Just then, the other person crashed directly into Li Mu.

That boy was aiming to take advantage of Zhao Ziqiu. The school swimming team members often did this. Regardless of whether the girl had a boyfriend, as long as she was pretty, they would try to grope her. Seeing Zhao Ziqiu today, they were even more unwilling to miss the chance. Although they saw Li Mu, they didn’t take him seriously.

The pool was already crowded, and visibility underwater was poor. It was normal to bump into or touch someone. Even if they touched sensitive areas, it didn’t matter. They would just stand up, apologize, and say it was accidental. What could the other person do? If the girl had a boyfriend, he wouldn’t dare make trouble in that situation. If he dared to cause a scene, there were eight or nine boys on the school swimming team, and they would all come if called. Which male student could afford to provoke them?

They had already used these tricks to death.

The boy’s thought process was simple: crash into Zhao Ziqiu’s lower abdomen, then naturally spread his hands, letting his palms brush past her outer thighs, and finally put his arm around her waist as they emerged from the water. Once out, he would sincerely apologize, and surely nothing would come of it.

But he never dreamed that when he dove forward, he would crash into Li Mu. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to react so quickly, blocking him and the beautiful girl. This collision stopped his movement. He was about to stand up when he suddenly felt the web of a large hand clamp behind his neck, secretly exerting force to prevent him from standing.

Li Mu’s move disrupted the other person’s rhythm, causing him to slip and fail to stand, almost choking on water.

However, the other person was a member of the swimming team after all, with better physical conditioning than Li Mu. He rolled underwater, dodged Li Mu’s hand, quickly stood up, and glared at Li Mu, demanding, “Damn it, are you looking to die?”

Li Mu deliberately raised his voice a few octaves and retorted, “Do you like crashing into men when you swim?”

Caught off guard by Li Mu’s retort, the other person was speechless.

He didn’t want to crash into Li Mu, nor did he like men. He wanted to crash into Zhao Ziqiu’s arms, but he couldn’t possibly say that out loud.

“I didn’t do it on purpose! Why the hell did you reach out and press my neck?”

As the other person yelled, many people looked over, and a few members of the school swimming team also stood up and walked towards them.

Zhao Ziqiu was a little worried. She quietly tugged at Li Mu’s hand and whispered, “Let’s go, let’s get something to eat.”

Li Mu didn’t respond to her. Instead, he looked at the emboldened guy in front of him and said with disdain, “If you want to find a girlfriend, go pursue one. If you can’t, ask your family for money to buy one. If you can’t even afford to buy one, don’t act like a low-class scumbag trying to take advantage of girls. You’re a university student, have some dignity.”

Li Mu despised people like this the most; he felt they were even more hateful than petty thieves.

Although the other side had more people, Li Mu didn’t care. With so many people present, he wasn’t afraid of them taking desperate measures. Even if a fight broke out, he wouldn’t necessarily suffer a great loss. He figured those few school swimming team members wouldn’t dare to swarm him, otherwise, they would definitely face disciplinary action. Renmin University was very strict in its academic governance and most abhorred group fights. Such incidents were extremely serious in nature, and the least punishment upon discovery was a major warning.

As these words left his mouth, many people in the pool looked at the fierce-looking guy. That guy seemed to feel the aggressive gazes around him, and his confidence instantly drained away. He didn’t know how to retort. Li Mu’s words were too venomous; with just a few understated sentences, he had completely lost face.

The guys from the school swimming team were all standing by the pool edge. One of them asked the boy facing Li Mu in the water, “Zhang Qing, what’s going on?”

Zhang Qing waved his hand at them, then gritted his teeth, looked at Li Mu, and whispered, “Alright, kid, I’ll remember you!”

Li Mu nodded. “It doesn’t matter if you don’t remember, I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“What the f—”

Now, it wasn’t just Zhang Qing; the other school swimming team members were also shocked. Was this kid showing off too much? Didn’t he know the swimming pool was the school swimming team’s home turf?

As for the other students who were there for leisure, they had the same thought. However, besides thinking Li Mu was showing off, they also secretly gave him a thumbs up in their hearts, especially the girls. In their eyes, a man should be like Li Mu, protecting the woman by his side no matter the circumstances.

And this was precisely one of Zhao Ziqiu’s definitions of a good man. She just hadn’t expected Li Mu to display such a masculine side, making her feel a sense of security from his protection.

With a pleasant surprise like a meteor streaking across her heart, Zhao Ziqiu stood beside Li Mu and said, “I’ll be back tomorrow too!”

Zhang Qing was filled with hatred, but he knew he couldn’t touch Li Mu. He could only rack his brains to come up with some harsh words. However, Li Mu had already pulled Zhao Ziqiu to the pool ladder. He first gestured for Zhao Ziqiu to climb up, then stepped onto it himself. Just as he was about to exit the water, Li Mu turned to Zhang Qing, who was still trying to think of harsh words, and said, “If you haven’t thought of how to threaten me, go home tonight and think about it carefully. Tell me tomorrow.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Mu didn’t bother to argue with him further. He went with Zhao Ziqiu to the changing rooms and told her at the door, “Change your clothes and come out. I’ll wait for you at the door.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded gently and obediently. “Be careful, there are many of them. Don’t let them bother you inside later.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “They wouldn’t dare. Even if they did, it doesn’t matter. At worst, I’ll just take a beating.”

Seeing Li Mu speak so lightly, Zhao Ziqiu giggled and said, “Then you must protect your face, don’t let them disfigure you.”

Li Mu laughed. “If I’m disfigured, I’ll stick to you. Alright, hurry up and change.”

“Mm…”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, blushing, and turned to enter the changing room.





Chapter 114: On Going Premium: A Heartfelt Message

“Rebirth of the Perfect Era” is about to go premium.

First, I want to thank Qidian, this great platform, for bringing you, my lovely readers, to this book. I also want to thank Qidian for giving Bugo and this book the opportunity to be showcased. Furthermore, I especially want to thank Qidian’s editor-in-chief, Yisuo, who affirmed this book, gave countless excellent suggestions, and provided Bugo with the motivation to reach this point. I bow in gratitude, thank you!

Since this book was uploaded on January 11th, it has been over two months. Throughout these two months, Bugo has not missed a single update, uploading a total of 115 chapters, approximately 330,000 words.

Looking back, during this period, Bugo dedicated almost all of his spare time to this book, to Li Mu, and to every character within it. Throughout this, I experienced hesitation, pessimism, and uncertainty. Like most authors, I would get stuck on writing, and feel exhausted, but writing is, after all, what I love. So, these two months of living with both pain and joy have made Bugo feel it was all incredibly worthwhile.

Over these past two months, Bugo has read every single book review in the comment section. For all the readers who have given rewards to this book, Bugo has silently noted down their names in my heart. And for those readers who continuously supported this book with recommendation tickets, even though I don’t know your names, the gratitude in Bugo’s heart has not diminished one bit.

Thank you all!

It is your support that has allowed Bugo to persevere until now;

It is your support that gives Bugo stronger motivation each day than the last;

It is your support that allows “Rebirth of the Perfect Era” to go further and further!

Therefore, thank you all once again!

Today, “Rebirth of the Perfect Era” is going premium. For an author, going premium is a hurdle, because after it goes premium, subsequent chapters will begin to be charged. Some readers might feel resentment, but Bugo wants to speak from the heart: many writers enter this industry primarily to earn money and support their families, and Bugo is no exception.

Bugo’s main job is already quite tiring, but to improve my financial situation, I’ve sacrificed most of my leisure time to write. If this book has ever touched you at any point, I hope you can give Bugo the greatest support by subscribing to the legitimate version.

On Qidian’s official platform, reading costs only a few cents per thousand words, which I believe is affordable for most people. Moreover, reading the legitimate version is more efficient, the layout is cleaner, and the content will be error-free, providing an excellent reading experience. Compared to its price, it is very much worth it.

Finally, thank you all for accompanying me on this journey. Your single subscription is the greatest recognition of all Bugo’s efforts; your single subscription is the greatest motivation for Bugo to continue moving forward!

Thank you again!

Gongzi Bugo

March 18, 2016





Chapter 115: A Beauty is Truly a Trouble Magnet [Seeking Subscription]

“Li Mu, you look so handsome today.”

“Well, I’m handsome every day.”

“Tch!”

“Don’t ‘tch’ me just yet. Tell me, why did you ditch your own school’s swimming pool and come all the way over here?”

Five hundred meters south of Renmin University, in an alley full of snack vendors near the Third Ring Road, Li Mu sat down with Zhao Ziqiu at a barbecue stand. They sat facing each other, Zhao Ziqiu’s hair still damp, adding to her allure.

Zhao Ziqiu tilted her head, saying to herself, “I’ve loved swimming since I was little. I even participated in professional training at the Hangzhou Swimming School until middle school, but I stopped pursuing it to focus on my studies.”

Li Mu was impressed at the mention of the Hangzhou Swimming School.

That place produced many future Olympic champions, like Sun Yang and Ye Shiwen, the cradle of China’s swimming stars.

“But you still haven’t said why you came to our school to swim.”

Zhao Ziqiu raised her eyebrows, finally answering Li Mu’s question directly, “I heard from Han Xiaoxiao that you work out and swim every day after your military training. Anyway, I swim every day too, so it doesn’t matter where I swim. Coming to Renmin University also gives me a chance to see you. If you’re not very good at swimming, I can even moonlight as your instructor.”

Li Mu nodded, wisely not asking why she wanted to see him. When it comes to matters between men and women, it’s best not to be too hasty. It’s better to keep things ambiguous until you’ve really figured things out. If you’re too direct, the issue becomes extreme, often leaving only two options: lovers or strangers.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t know what Li Mu was thinking as he suddenly fell silent. She was currently eating lamb skewers, taking small bites, her thin lips glistening with a hint of oil, and said with a touch of coquetry, “I suddenly really want to eat cold noodles, what should I do?”

Li Mu turned his head and saw a stall selling cold noodles and small noodles right next door, so he waved to the owner, “Boss, one bowl of cold noodles.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled and said, “You’re so nice, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, it’s just a matter of a few bucks.”

Zhao Ziqiu rolled her eyes at Li Mu, “You’re such a killjoy, it’s not about the money.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Just teasing you.”

As they were chatting, a few young men at the next table, who were eating skewers and drinking, kept staring at Zhao Ziqiu and pointing, and one bare-chested guy even said in a loud voice, “Damn it! Look at those huge boobs, she’s a fucking goddess!”

As soon as these words came out, Zhao Ziqiu felt uneasy, as if sitting on pins and needles.

Li Mu turned his head and glanced at the table, sighing inwardly that beauty is indeed a curse, especially for women who are so beautiful and have such great figures, they are simply born to attract trouble.

In his musings, Li Mu patted the seat next to him and said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Come sit here.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and moved to the seat next to Li Mu, facing away from the table of drinkers, which eased her mood slightly.

“Don’t take what they say to heart, just treat them all like your godson.”

Zhao Ziqiu burst out laughing. She had been quite depressed and annoyed, but Li Mu’s words made all her negative emotions vanish.

At this moment, Li Mu waved to the owner of the cold noodle stall again, “Boss, another bowl of small noodles.”

“Alright!”

The owner quickly brought over a bowl of cold noodles first, and with the other hand, he held a stainless steel jar, placed it in front of Li Mu, and said, “I didn’t dare to add chili casually, you can add it yourself.”

Li Mu nodded, thanked him, and asked, “How much is it in total?”

“Twelve.”

Li Mu took out twenty yuan, “Keep the change.”

Then, Li Mu pushed the cold noodles in front of Zhao Ziqiu, “Eat up.”

Zhao Ziqiu said coquettishly, “What if I can’t eat so much?”

“Eat as much as you can, I still have a bowl of small noodles, I probably can’t help you.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted. She had only taken a few bites of the cold noodles when the bare-chested man from behind wobbled to their table, turned back to his five or six friends, and said, “Watch me, brothers!” After speaking, he plopped down across from Zhao Ziqiu.

“Beauty, you’re really pretty! I, Feng Si’er, have been around here for so many years, you’re definitely the prettiest and best-figured one I’ve ever seen!”

Zhao Ziqiu was a little scared, Li Mu said calmly, “Sorry, we don’t know you, please don’t sit here.”

“It’s none of your damn business, shut your mouth!” The man was obviously drunk, squinting at Li Mu and gnashing his teeth, then put on a lewd expression and said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Beauty, I just bragged to my good brothers that I could invite you to have a couple of drinks with us. My brothers are all watching, you can’t let me lose face in front of my brothers, can you?”

Zhao Ziqiu blurted out, “I’m not going, please go away…”

Li Mu didn’t say anything to him, he reached out and shouted to the stall owner not far away, “Are the small noodles ready yet?”

The owner pointed to the soup pot on the coal stove, “Soon, soon, it’ll be cooked soon!”

“Don’t cook it anymore, I like it a little raw, bring it over now.”

The owner immediately agreed, picked up a bowl and scooped a bowl.

At this time, the man across from Zhao Ziqiu glared at Li Mu, and cursed, “Oh, damn it! Didn’t you see your Fourth Master talking to the babe? What the hell are you shouting about? If you say another word, be careful Fourth Master slaps you in the face!”

Li Mu didn’t speak, just looked at him coldly.

The man became anxious, feeling that Li Mu didn’t even dodge his gaze, which meant he didn’t take him seriously, so he slammed the table, “If you keep looking at your Fourth Master, your Fourth Master will kill you right now!”

Just then, the owner selling small noodles steeled himself and brought the noodles over, placing them in front of Li Mu and quickly turning around and running away.

Li Mu looked at the man across from him, sneered, and asked, “Fourth Master, right? Tell me, how do you want to resolve this matter today?”

The man chuckled, “I’m flirting with a girl, you obediently shut up, it’s none of your business. Fourth Master just wants this beauty to come over and have a couple of drinks with us brothers, after drinking you can leave, Fourth Master won’t make things difficult for you.”

Zhao Ziqiu glanced at Li Mu and said in a low voice, “Why don’t I go have a couple of drinks with them, and we’ll leave after drinking.”

She was afraid that Li Mu would fight with these people. These guys looked like thugs, and judging from their accents, they were locals. If they really started fighting, Li Mu would definitely suffer a big loss. What if something happened to him?

Li Mu said in a low voice, “If you hear me say ‘run’ later, you follow me and run for your life, understand?”

Zhao Ziqiu saw that there were six or seven people on the other side, how could they possibly escape? But before she could react, Li Mu said to the man in front of him, “Fourth Master, we are all students of Yanjing University of Technology, please don’t make things difficult for us since we are college students.”

The man exploded instantly.

“Yo ho! College students are so great? What’s wrong, do you think your Fourth Master hasn’t been to college?”

At this time, Li Mu inconspicuously took out one hundred yuan, folded it in half, and pressed it under the barbecue plate, revealing half of it. Then, he said to the man in a calm and composed tone, “To be honest, being a college student is nothing great, not having gone to college is not shameful, but…”

Li Mu dragged out the last syllable, the man frowned and asked, “But what? Kid, Fourth Master is putting his words here, you think carefully about this sentence before you say it, if Fourth Master is not happy, I’ll slap you right away!”

Li Mu sneered, “Then listen carefully.”

As he spoke, Li Mu spread out his left hand, his fingers silently hidden on the side of the bowl of small noodles, and his right hand hooked the stainless steel jar filled with chili oil. Just as the man was waiting for Li Mu to say something meaningful, Li Mu said, “But you look like this, haven’t been to college, and still want to flirt with college students, you fucking deserve to be taught a lesson!”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, the other party didn’t even have time to get angry. Even before Li Mu’s left hand suddenly lifted, he overturned the bowl of small noodles, and the scalding noodles and soup splashed all over the man, burning him so that he cried out, instinctively wanting to retreat, but he bumped into the chair, and with a bang, he fell to the ground. After falling to the ground, he didn’t bother to teach Li Mu a lesson, and frantically tried to sweep the soup and noodles off his body, while screaming.

When the people behind him saw this, they wanted to see what had happened. Li Mu stood up and turned around, and with his right hand, he threw the jar of chili oil at the faces of those people.

Those people had already been drinking, and their reactions were a little slower than normal people. They widened their eyes and wanted to see what happened to their brother, but a large jar of chili oil came at them, and they didn’t have time to react at all. Li Mu threw it all over their heads, faces, and eyes. Now, shouts and wails rose one after another. Li Mu grabbed Zhao Ziqiu’s hand and shouted in a low voice, “Run!”

Zhao Ziqiu was stunned, but when Li Mu pulled her, she instinctively ran wildly with him. The Fourth Master, who had fallen to the ground, was screaming from the burns. Although the soup and noodles were only on his body for a moment, they still burned several red patches all over his body, hurting him so much that he kept yelling.

The guys at the table were not having a good time either. The chili oil was very spicy, and eating a little would make their mouths burn, let alone their faces and eyes. Each of them frantically washed their faces and eyes with beer. One of them was in so much pain that he accidentally overturned the table. For a while, there was no way to chase Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Mu pulled Zhao Ziqiu and ran wildly out of the alley, running less than two hundred meters along the Third Ring Road auxiliary road. Seeing a taxi with an empty sign lit up, he hurriedly stopped the car, pushed Zhao Ziqiu into the back seat, and opened the door of the passenger seat and got in.

“Master, go to Peking University!”

The driver nodded, and the car drove five hundred meters forward, turned right, and drove less than ten minutes to the main entrance of Peking University.

Li Mu paid the money, pushed the door and got out of the car. Zhao Ziqiu was still with lingering fear, holding Li Mu’s hand and said, “Hurry into the school, lest they chase after us.”

“What are you thinking.” Li Mu smiled slightly, “They definitely can’t catch up, just don’t go to that alley in the future.”

Zhao Ziqiu calmed down and recalled the situation just now. One guy was burned by a bowl of small noodles, and he would probably be miserable. If he was unlucky, he would have to go to the hospital. As for the other people, they would probably be very uncomfortable after Li Mu threw that jar of chili oil at them.

Carefully filtering the details just now in her mind, Zhao Ziqiu truly felt what it meant to be terrified by thinking carefully. In fact, Li Mu had already started preparing to strike!

“When those people were discussing me at the dinner table, you asked the boss for a bowl of small noodles, did you already realize something was going to happen at that time?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No, I was just worried, so I made some preparations in advance.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “That’s the same thing.”

Then, she asked again, “You said we are students of Yanjing University of Technology, was that also intentional?”

“Yes, if I didn’t take advantage after the fight, it would be fine, but if I did, they would definitely want to take revenge on us. Just say a school at random, which can divert some attention.”

Zhao Ziqiu listened with admiration, “No wonder you secretly put one hundred yuan on the table when you were talking, were you afraid that you wouldn’t have a chance to pay the bill if you fought?”

“It’s not easy for people to do small business, we can’t eat a free meal.”

“Then you wasted a jar of chili oil!”

“So I gave the boss twenty yuan and didn’t let him give me change, the remaining money is considered to have bought his jar of chili oil.”
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Chapter 116: Falling Deep

“Xiaoxiao, I feel like I’m falling a bit deep.”

Zhao Ziqiu, who had been dropped off by Li Mu at her dorm building and reluctantly said goodbye to him before going upstairs, said this to Han Xiaoxiao, who was busy texting on her phone, as soon as she entered the dorm.

Han Xiaoxiao was stunned: “What’s wrong? Why are you falling deep? Did you see a handsome man at the swimming pool?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head and said seriously: “I’m talking about Li Mu.”

“Li Mu?” Not only Han Xiaoxiao was stunned, but the other girls in the dorm were also surprised.

Han Xiaoxiao asked: “When did you two meet again?”

“Tonight.”

As soon as they heard that Zhao Ziqiu had met Li Mu tonight, the five girls immediately became interested and eagerly asked what had happened.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t hide anything and said directly: “Xiaoxiao told me that Li Mu goes to the gym and swims every day, and I happen to go every day too. Today, on a whim, I took my swimsuit and went to Renmin University.”

“Ah?” Han Xiaoxiao said: “Were you trying to seduce Li Mu?”

“What nonsense are you talking about!”

Han Xiaoxiao said: “When you put on a swimsuit, even if it’s not seduction, it’s no different from seduction, okay!”

The other four girls in the dorm chimed in: “Exactly, Ziqiu, your legs and chest are enough to make any guy’s nose bleed!”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted: “Why didn’t I see a single guy get a nosebleed?”

Han Xiaoxiao quickly waved her hand and said: “Oh, all of you stop messing around. Ziqiu, you just said you were falling deep. Did you fall in love with Li Mu just by swimming with him?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head and said: “I’m not that frivolous. It’s just that two things happened tonight.”

“Which two?”

All the girls in the dorm craned their necks and pricked up their ears. They were naturally immune to gossip.

Zhao Ziqiu sat down beside them, took a sip of water, and then slowly recounted what had happened that day to the five girls.

After listening, the five girls were all dumbfounded, without exception, looking completely infatuated. Han Xiaoxiao even said with a look of intoxication: “Li Mu is so manly, so much stronger than that glib Li Yawei!”

The short-haired girl whom Sun Jian liked said with an infatuated look: “He’s so handsome, and so cool and gives such a sense of security. This kind of guy is simply top-notch!”

Wang Yanan, who had just started dating Hu Zhengdao, also nodded repeatedly: “If Hu Zhengdao could also be like that, I’d give myself to him…”

At this moment, Han Xiaoxiao said seriously: “Ziqiu, I’m afraid Li Mu might not want you, you know!”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately raised an eyebrow and retorted: “Why not!”

Han Xiaoxiao said earnestly: “Because you’re too much trouble. So many things happened in one night. What kind of man with a strong enough heart would dare to be with you!”

Zhao Ziqiu stomped her foot in frustration: “I’ve never had anything like this happen before. Who knew I’d run into such bad luck today, encountering two groups of jerks one after another. Do you think Li Mu would really think that too?”

Han Xiaoxiao laughed: “I’m just kidding, don’t take it seriously.”

Saying that, seeing that Zhao Ziqiu seemed to genuinely believe her, she quickly changed the subject: “Ziqiu, you really need to put in more effort. I heard Li Yawei say that Li Mu has a high school classmate who is also at Renmin University, and she’s supposedly a top-tier beauty. Their relationship is quite close.”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t care at all: “The moment he pulled me and ran tonight, I already decided. For a man like him, it’s definitely going to be a long battle. Otherwise, too quick a victory definitely won’t last long, so I’m not in a hurry.”

Han Xiaoxiao praised: “Good! As long as you have that drive, us five will support you all the way!”

So, the next evening, Zhao Ziqiu, carrying her backpack, once again arrived at the Renmin University swimming pool.

She even regretted getting a Peking University swimming card. Now, every time she came to Renmin University to swim, she had to pay ten yuan for a ticket. Ten yuan for an ordinary person was enough for two days’ worth of food. Although she wasn’t short on this money, she still felt waste was shameful.

When she bought her ticket and entered, Li Mu had just changed into his swim trunks in the changing room and walked alone to the edge of the pool. All the way there, Li Mu felt a pair of fiery eyes staring intently at him.

It was Zhang Qing from the school swimming team.

He hadn’t expected Li Mu to actually be so bold and come again today.

Moreover, with Li Mu showing up today, combined with what he said yesterday, Zhang Qing felt as if his face had been slapped hard several times.

Who told him to threaten Li Mu yesterday, saying something like “I’ll remember you”? But Li Mu’s reply, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t remember, I’ll still come tomorrow,” instantly deflated his arrogance.

Li Mu appeared as promised today. Was he here to kick a man while he was down?

A few teammates from the school swimming team were teasing Zhang Qing: “Hey, that kid really came. Wonder if that big-chested beauty from yesterday will come too.”

Zhang Qing gritted his teeth and said: “Damn it, I’ll settle scores with this kid sooner or later! Us bros, want to help me beat him up another day?”

The few members of the school swimming team looked at each other, exchanging glances.

One of them chuckled: “Zhang Qing, it’s just a war of words. If you can’t win, just let it go. If you really want to fight, go by yourself. That way, the school will at most consider it a disagreement and impulsive behavior, and a criticism and education will be the end of it. But if a few of us gang up on one person, and this matter reaches the Academic Affairs Office, none of us will get away.”

Zhang Qing felt a bit depressed.

These mischievous friends, they usually trained and played together, and their relationship was quite good, but at crucial moments, they were all cowards, not a single reliable one among them.

While he was cursing inwardly, Li Mu had finished his warm-up and entered the water to swim. The more Zhang Qing watched him, the more annoyed he became. This kid was really disrespecting him. He had to find an opportunity to get his dignity back.

Just as he was thinking, a teammate beside him patted his shoulder: “Look, that big-chested beauty is here again!”

It was Zhao Ziqiu.

She changed her clothes and immediately looked for Li Mu, easily spotting him in the rightmost lane.

Just like yesterday, Zhao Ziqiu sat on the edge of the pool and used her foot to stop Li Mu.

Li Mu was surprised and blurted out: “Why are you here again?”

Zhao Ziqiu asked softly: “You don’t want me to come?”

“No, I just think it’s quite a hassle for you to come all this way.”

Zhao Ziqiu then said: “Then why don’t you come to Peking University to swim tomorrow?”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile: “What’s the point?”

Zhao Ziqiu laughed: “See, you don’t want to go, so I’ll come over.”

…

For the next few days, Zhao Ziqiu went to the Renmin University swimming pool every day, right up until the last day of Military training (for university students).

At the closing ceremony, a group of students cried together, surrounding their instructors. Li Mu, however, wasn’t as emotionally invested. He was calculating that today was Wednesday the 19th. After Military training (for university students), there would be one day of rest, textbooks would be distributed on Friday, followed by two more days of rest, and classes would officially begin next Monday.

Moreover, Blood Legend, which Li Mu had been thinking about all summer, was set to begin its open beta on the 28th. He needed to earn a sum of cash from Blood Legend, and his minimum goal was to earn two million yuan.

As for Eting.com and Tieba, Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry. Capital operations were not as simple as imagined. If Li Mu wanted to cash out these two products, the most reliable way was to sell them as a package. Otherwise, if he sought financing, the money he received in exchange for shares would have to be reinvested into product operations and couldn’t be freely used by him. Truly cashing out shares would only be possible after Series C financing, at the very least.

Thinking that he would still have to write code after Legend came out, Li Mu decided to rent a house outside the campus and build a high-performance desktop computer. Writing code on a laptop was still a bit of a pain.

So, the day after Military training (for university students) ended, Li Mu got up early and left the school by himself.

He called Zhao Kang, whose school wouldn’t be back until tomorrow. Li Mu told him about his plan to rent a house, and Zhao Kang laughed and said: “Then you’ll have to rent a bigger one. Some things on Douban aren’t convenient for me to do in the dorm. I’m the only one in the whole dorm with a computer, and the others keep borrowing it to watch movies.”

Li Mu agreed.

Renmin University is located outside the North Third Ring Road in Yanjing. Li Mu roughly researched the nearby residential areas and felt that a complex called Yucheng Garden to the east looked pretty good. It was also close to the school; after exiting the East Gate, crossing a pedestrian bridge, and walking for two or three minutes, he could reach it.

Li Mu found an agent and looked for a large three-bedroom apartment in Yucheng Garden. It was one hundred and thirty square meters, reportedly well-decorated, fully furnished with appliances and furniture. The only downside was the high price. Houses near the school in this area were always more expensive, but even so, the market price was only two thousand yuan per month. However, this landlady insisted on two thousand five hundred yuan and required annual payment. The agent said this was to screen tenants.

Li Mu went to see the house. The interior decoration and furnishings were indeed very good, and it looked like it had only been renovated about a year ago and hadn’t been lived in much; it was very new and comfortable. Moreover, it was on the sixteenth floor, offering a panoramic view of the entire Renmin University campus from the bedroom.

Almost without hesitation, Li Mu rented the apartment.

The agent said the landlady was abroad and had fully entrusted them with the property. Li Mu checked the relevant property deed and the landlady’s power of attorney. The landlady had even signed the rental contract, just waiting for the tenant to complete it.

The landlady not being in the country suited Li Mu perfectly, as it avoided any potential disturbances from her. So, he signed the contract, swiped his card to pay, and after everything was settled, he received the keys from the agent. To be safe, Li Mu called the property management to replace the lock cylinder of the anti-theft door.

The internet cable in the house still had six months left before expiring, which saved him a lot of trouble. Li Mu took a taxi directly to Zhongguancun, and based on the current high-end configurations, he spent over twenty thousand yuan to buy two computers, had them assembled, and arranged for them to be transported to Yucheng Garden.

After settling the house, Li Mu felt a greater sense of security. After all, with the mindset of someone in their thirties, living in a dorm with five young people wasn’t impossible, but Li Mu needed more privacy, a space to be alone and to work.

On his way back to school, Li Mu passed the East Campus Sports Field and decided to cut across it to take a shortcut back to his dorm.

There were several groups of students playing a small game on the field, and one of them was Zhang Qing from the school swimming team.

Zhang Qing was playing a small game with a few bros from the school swimming team when one of his teammates suddenly spotted Li Mu walking not far away and said to Zhang Qing: “Hey, isn’t that the kid from the swimming pool?”

Zhang Qing glanced over, and his face immediately darkened: “Damn it, it’s him again!”

Every time Zhang Qing saw Li Mu, he gnashed his teeth in hatred, but he never had a chance to get his dignity back from Li Mu. Today, he unexpectedly ran into him here. Zhang Qing stared at Li Mu’s profile and waved to the guy controlling the ball beside him: “Shitou, pass me the ball!”

Shitou raised an eyebrow and smiled, kicking the ball to Zhang Qing’s feet. Then he clapped his hands and said to the others around him: “Let’s pause for a bit and watch Zhang Qing perform!”

At this moment, Li Mu was only about ten meters from Zhang Qing. There were many people on the sports field, but he was only focused on walking and didn’t pay attention to the people on the field.

As he was walking, Li Mu’s peripheral vision suddenly caught a dark shadow rapidly flying towards him from his right rear. He instinctively dodged, and a soccer ball, kicked with great force, flew past his face. Although it didn’t hit him, the airflow from the ball still brushed half of his face…





Chapter 117: If You’re Not Convinced, Come Find Me Again

Li Mu looked in the direction the soccer ball came from and saw Zhang Qing, his face full of annoyance.

Just then, the flying soccer ball hit the wall on the other side of the track and bounced back, its force greatly diminished. Li Mu reached out and caught the bouncing ball, his eyes meeting Zhang Qing’s. He asked coldly, “Was that ball kicked by you?”

Zhang Qing gritted his teeth, furious that his killing blow had failed. He lifted his chin and arrogantly said to Li Mu, “Yeah, I kicked it. What about it?”

Li Mu beckoned to him. “Come here.”

Zhang Qing scoffed exaggeratedly, then looked at his teammates beside him and brazenly said, “Brothers, hear that? This punk wants me to go over!”

“Haha, go then, what’s with the act? Are we really afraid of him?” The guy who passed the ball to Zhang Qing earlier sneered. “Let’s go, brothers, let’s see what this guy wants!”

Li Mu held the soccer ball in one hand and said with a look of disgust, “Fine, all of you come.”

After two months of training in the gym, Li Mu wasn’t confident in fighting multiple opponents, but if it came down to a real fight, he was confident he could grab one and fight to the bitter end.

Zhang Qing, with four others, menacingly walked towards Li Mu. Li Mu held the ball in one hand and slipped the other into his pocket, gripping his keys.

Originally, he only had two keys: one for the dorm door and one for his locker. But today, he had just rented a place and gotten the keys; both the main door and the building entrance had large cross-shaped keys. Li Mu hooked the tips of the four keys between his fingers in his pocket, ready to act.

The sports field was already crowded. Seeing a commotion over a kicked ball, many students gathered closer, curious to see if a fight would break out. After all, it was one person against five; if they fought, it would surely be interesting.

Zhang Qing was filled with anger and just wanted to vent. Seeing Li Mu still so arrogant, he only remembered one thing: to teach him a good lesson and get his lost face back.

With the strength of numbers, Zhang Qing came before Li Mu and asked through gritted teeth, “I’m here. What do you want?”

“Me?” Li Mu chuckled, tossing the ball in his hand. “The ball almost hit me. You ask what I want?”

Zhang Qing sneered a few times, stepped forward, and shoved Li Mu’s left shoulder. “I did it on purpose. What about it? Are you going to hit me?”

Li Mu nodded. “Speak properly. Don’t get physical with me. I’m too lazy to waste words on someone like you. Apologize now, then get lost!”

“Damn it, I’ll apologize to your mo—”

As Zhang Qing spoke, he reached out to push Li Mu again. Before he could finish, Li Mu’s left arm suddenly exerted force, smashing the soccer ball directly into Zhang Qing’s nose. Zhang Qing’s nose instantly throbbed with sharp pain, followed by an intense ache. He instinctively bent over, and blood began to flow from both nostrils.

Zhang Qing’s teammates were stunned. They never expected Li Mu to strike first. Seeing this, Shitou instinctively cursed, “Damn it! Brothers, let’s kill him!”

As Shitou spoke, he raised his leg to kick Li Mu. At that moment, a ruthless resolve surged in Li Mu’s heart. His right hand, hidden in his pocket, suddenly shot out. The tips of the four keys, like improvised knuckle dusters, were firmly gripped in his fist. He slammed his fist into Shitou’s thigh with full force, directly embedding two of the cross-shaped keys into his flesh.

Though not deep, it was excruciatingly painful. Shitou lost his balance and fell to the ground, his white Real Madrid shorts immediately stained red with blood. The pain made him grimace, and he clutched his thigh, wailing incessantly.

The other few hadn’t seen what happened clearly. They had already rushed up to Li Mu. A tall guy’s large fist flew straight towards Li Mu’s face. Li Mu hastily extended his right fist to block. The opponent didn’t react, seeing Li Mu was half a head shorter than him, he thought Li Mu was overestimating his strength, but he never expected that there were blood-stained keys between Li Mu’s fingers!

Fists met. Li Mu’s right arm went numb from the immense force, and he had to retreat several steps before he could steady himself. Li Mu himself could barely stand up to such force when their fists met, let alone the opponent, whose flesh met steel.

At this moment, his face was completely contorted! His fist had directly slammed onto the keys. When it encountered the key tips, there was a slight deviation, meaning he had essentially offered his finger’s skin, flesh, and bones to be gnawed alive by these four keys. His skin was broken, his flesh was mangled, and even his finger bones were injured.

Li Mu’s four keys had tasted blood, each tooth adorned with the tall guy’s flesh and blood.

Zhang Qing, whose nose was so sore he almost fainted, had just come to his senses. His mind clouded by rage, he had no idea what had just happened to his two companions. He directly sprinted towards Li Mu, only for Li Mu to seize the opportunity, delivering a punch to his lower abdomen with his right fist. This punch was powerful, aided by the keys acting as knuckle dusters, causing Zhang Qing’s stomach to churn and leaving him utterly drained of strength.

Seeing Zhang Qing’s body bent into a twisted, crumpled mess before him, Li Mu raised his leg and kicked him to the ground.

In the blink of an eye, three people lay on the ground, bleeding. The remaining two were dumbfounded. Although they were a bit unruly and thuggish, they were still university students. When it came to a real fight, they were worse than middle schoolers. They had expected just a few punches and kicks, but never imagined the opponent would be so ruthless, with every move drawing blood.

Looking at Li Mu’s right fist, the four blood-soaked key tips between his fingers made the two remaining guys retreat in fear.

Zhang Qing lay on the ground, looking up at the expressionless Li Mu, truly terrified.

He had never seen anyone fight like this at Renmin University. He thought he was quite formidable in this school, but he never expected this guy to dare to strike first, fighting one against five, and with such ruthlessness!

The other two injured guys were also intimidated by Li Mu’s ferocity, lying on the ground, watching in horror as Li Mu walked step by step towards the three of them.

The surrounding students were also dumbfounded. This was truly impressive. No one had ever seen a fight like this on the Renmin University campus, especially one where the fewer defeated the many. This 100% reversal made everyone’s jaws drop. At the same time, they all remembered Li Mu’s face, secretly warning themselves: This guy is a bane, too damn ruthless. Stay away from him in the future.

Li Mu stood before Zhang Qing, his foot on the soccer ball Zhang Qing had kicked. Li Mu stepped on it, his instep and the ball only twenty or thirty centimeters from Zhang Qing’s face. Zhang Qing trembled with fear, terrified that Li Mu would suddenly kick the ball hard towards his face.

Li Mu looked at Zhang Qing with a mix of amusement and ruthlessness. After seeing the fear in his eyes, Li Mu suddenly grinned savagely, then abruptly raised his foot as if to deliver a powerful kick. Zhang Qing, terrified, closed his eyes, covered his face with his hands, and howled, “Bro, don’t be impulsive! I was wrong, I was wrong, bro!”

“Do I need you to tell me that? Do you think I don’t know you were wrong?”

Zhang Qing, anxious, tried to speak again, “Bro, I…”

Li Mu was too lazy to listen to his nonsense. His right leg was about to exert force. Zhang Qing screamed, covering his face. The other onlookers on the field instinctively turned their faces away, yet still couldn’t help but peek at the soccer ball under Li Mu’s foot with their peripheral vision.

No one expected that Li Mu would merely nudge the soccer ball with his toe. Immediately, the ball gently bounced off the back of Zhang Qing’s hand.

Zhang Qing had expected a powerful blow, but he never dreamed it would be so gentle. He subconsciously opened his eyes, only to see Li Mu’s playful smile as he looked down at him.

“This is as far as it goes today. If you’re not convinced, come find me again. Li Mu, Class 3, Freshman Year, Department of Finance.”

Having said that, Li Mu strode away. There were dozens of onlookers. Li Mu pushed aside a few stunned guys who were staring at him and swaggered back to his dorm.

Aside from his keys tasting blood, Li Mu himself wasn’t injured, though his right arm was still numb after punching that guy. If he felt like this, one could imagine the other party’s condition. However, Li Mu didn’t dwell on it. No matter how you looked at it, he was in the right today. Zhang Qing had deliberately tried to kick him with the ball, then relied on his numbers to push him first, and then five people ganged up on him alone. Even if they shamelessly went to the Academic Affairs Office, Li Mu wasn’t worried at all.

However, Li Mu was overthinking it. Zhang Qing and his gang would definitely not dare to escalate the matter to the school authorities. These guys were quite well-known at Renmin University. This time, they actively sought trouble on the sports field and ended up getting beaten into such a sorry state, creating a huge joke on the field. In such a situation, if they still ran to the school to complain, they would truly lose all face at Renmin University in the future.

Before Li Mu returned to his dorm, what happened on the sports field had already spread throughout Renmin University. Many upperclassmen heard that a formidable and impressive guy named Li Mu had arrived at the School of Finance and Economics this year, single-handedly taking down Zhang Qing and three members of their swimming team, and every single one of them bled.

After Li Mu returned to his dorm, he didn’t tell his Dorm 606 brothers about the incident. He only thought to himself that his body still wasn’t strong enough, and next time he should buy a proper knuckle duster to carry with him.

However, although Li Mu was very low-key about this matter, gossip still spread everywhere. That very night, someone posted on the campus forum, reenacting the day’s events. Sun Jian, while browsing the forum at an Internet cafe, discovered the post. He clicked it open and was immediately shocked. He quickly logged off and rushed back to the dorm, waking Li Mu and the others from their beds, publicly asking Li Mu to confirm the truth of the matter.

Li Mu didn’t deny it. Sun Jian and the other brothers, however, were displeased. Everyone said that Li Mu should have told them about such a thing immediately so that the entire dorm could stick together through thick and thin. Even if they weren’t there at the time, Li Mu shouldn’t have hidden it after returning, otherwise, what if the other party retaliated later? If they knew in advance, they could try to move around together in the future.

Li Mu verbally admitted his mistake but was touched in his heart. With a wave of his hand, he invited his dorm brothers out for a late-night snack. Having just fought in the evening and then drinking and making merry at night, the feeling was truly exhilarating.

…

After Zhao Kang returned from the godforsaken military training base, Li Mu met with him, took him to Yucheng Garden to show him around, and gave him a key. Li Mu had planned the living room as a leisure and entertainment area, kept the master bedroom for himself, put two computers in the study, and there was still a side bedroom left. Li Mu told Zhao Kang that if he found a girl, he could bring her here to indulge in pleasure.

Zhao Kang smiled and said, “If I really get a girl, I’ll rent another apartment next door. I can’t very well indulge in pleasure right next to you, can I?”

Li Mu nodded. “At least you have some manners.”

Zhao Kang put away his smile and became serious, saying, “By the way, I just received information from a subordinate. The latest news online is that Li Jiawei, Deputy Bureau Chief of the Haizhou City Public Security Bureau, has been shuanggui. Su Weimin, Yingxue’s father, has been promoted to Deputy Party Secretary, becoming the second-in-command.”

Li Mu laughed. “So, when the Bureau Chief leaves at the end of the year, he’ll be the head of the Municipal Bureau.”

Zhao Kang gave Li Mu a meaningful look. “He probably never dreamed that he’d become the head, all thanks to you…”

Li Mu shook his head. “It’s thanks to Guo Lin.”





Chapter 118: Birthday Gift

September 22nd was Zhao Ziqiu’s birthday.

This beautiful girl, born on the very last day of Virgo, planned to treat both dorms to Peking duck at Quanjude.

Hu Zhengdao asked Li Yawei: “I’ve long heard that Quanjude’s Peking duck is very famous. How much does a meal there cost?”

Li Yawei chuckled: “It’s definitely a rip-off. For four people, three or four hundred is normal. For twelve people, it’d probably be at least a thousand.”

Hu Zhengdao was stunned: “That expensive? My monthly living allowance is only two hundred.”

Li Mu noticed a hint of defeat on Hu Zhengdao’s face, so he patted his shoulder: “Whatever we have now is given by our families. Don’t take it too much to heart.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded slightly. His parents were farmers, and he knew he couldn’t compare to these city kids. However, his father had some masonry skills, and during the off-season, he would do odd jobs building houses for families in nearby villages. So, their family’s living standard was actually quite good in Northern Shaanxi’s countryside. Many people his age couldn’t even afford university tuition.

Hu Zhengdao had proactively mentioned his family situation during casual chats, and Li Mu truly appreciated this about him: he was genuine and not pretentious.

Sun Jian said at this moment: “As the oldest in the dorm, I think it’s necessary for us to collectively give Zhao Ziqiu a birthday gift. What do you guys think?”

Li Yawei nodded: “Since the girl is treating us to a meal, we definitely can’t go empty-handed. But what should we get? I heard Xiaoxiao say that Zhao Ziqiu’s family is quite well-off and she lacks nothing.”

For a moment, no one else knew what gift would be appropriate, so Sun Jian suggested: “How about we decide on a budget first, and then choose the gift based on that amount?”

After speaking, Sun Jian considered that Hu Zhengdao and Liu Nian weren’t very well-off, so he said: “I think fifty per person, making a total of three hundred, should be enough. What do you think?”

Hu Zhengdao hesitated slightly, then nodded gently.

Liu Nian also said: “Let’s do as Bro Jian says.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “Alright, I’ll take care of Zhao Ziqiu’s gift. Don’t you guys worry about it.”

“How can that be?” Xue Jianfeng, whose family was quite well-off, immediately said: “If you give it alone, how bad will that make the five of us look? Let’s all chip in.”

Li Mu said: “Don’t worry, I’ll buy the gift, and we’ll say it’s from all of us.”

“No way.” The guys in the dorm seemed to disagree.

Li Mu chuckled and retorted: “Zhao Ziqiu mainly invited me; you five are just accompanying me. Can’t you have a little self-awareness?”

“Damn it.”

“Shameless!”

“Utterly shameless!”

Li Mu showed off a bit, drawing a chorus of curses, but afterward, no one objected to his decision to buy the gift himself, because they really did feel like they were just accompanying him.

In the afternoon, Li Mu prepared to go out and buy the gift.

He wandered around, unsure what to get Zhao Ziqiu. He had thought that if all else failed, he’d follow modern trends and get a wallet or sunglasses. Then, he turned his head and saw a specialty store.

Dahon, the folding bicycle king.

These small bikes weren’t very popular yet, and their brand recognition was much lower than Giant’s. However, their prices were incomparable to Giant’s; any folding bike started at one or two thousand.

Li Mu didn’t know why, but he suddenly wanted to give Zhao Ziqiu a bicycle. Subconsciously, it might have been to make it easier for her to come to Renmin University for swimming.

As if by some strange impulse, Li Mu entered the store and chose a delicate little bike with a silver frame, black handlebars, red grips, and a red seat. It cost two thousand two hundred eighty-eight, which was a bit expensive, but it looked exquisite.

After buying it, Li Mu had the owner adjust it, then he rode it back to school. When the five guys in the dorm saw that Li Mu had bought Zhao Ziqiu a bicycle, they immediately understood. Li Yawei sighed: “We five really are just accompanying him. Look at the gift Bro Mu chose—isn’t it just to make it easier for Zhao Ziqiu to come meet him for a date?”

Li Mu retorted: “Peking University is so big, isn’t it a good thing for a girl to have a bicycle?”

“You win.” Li Yawei was speechless. Peking University was indeed very large; it would take several hours to walk around it. Li Mu’s reason was impeccable.

Xue Jianfeng, with a cigarette dangling from his mouth, looked at the stylish little bike: “This thing is pretty good. I’ll go buy one tomorrow too, Li Mu, how much did you buy it for?”

“A few hundred yuan.”

Afterward, the five guys in the dorm accepted the idea of giving a bicycle, but how to present it became another problem.

Li Yawei suggested that Li Mu buy a bouquet of flowers, then deliberately arrive late. Once everyone was seated in the private room, he would ride the bike in with the flowers, and Zhao Ziqiu would surely cry tears of happiness.

Sun Jian thought this method was unreliable. He believed they should first hand the bicycle over to a waiter, eat their meal, and then, when they were ready to leave, retrieve the bike from the waiter and present it to Zhao Ziqiu so she could ride it back to school.

Hu Zhengdao objected: If Zhao Ziqiu rode the bike back, what about the other girls in her dorm?

Sun Jian said, then Zhao Ziqiu could just push it back.

Liu Nian felt that what his older brothers said wasn’t very reliable. The most suitable method was to simply push the bike to the restaurant and give it to Zhao Ziqiu when they entered the private room.

Xue Jianfeng blew a puff of smoke onto Liu Nian’s face: “You little brat, always spouting nonsense ideas! Are you suggesting Zhao Ziqiu eat dinner sitting on a bicycle?”

Li Mu stood up, pushing the bike with one hand and waving the other: “Alright, you guys can continue with your nonsense. I’m going to ride this bike to Peking University and deliver it to her now.”

The five of them suddenly realized.

“Isn’t that the solution? Li Mu is still the most thoughtful.”

Li Yawei added: “After all, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu have an unusual relationship. Those two are always in the swimming pool, practically taking intimate baths, whispering sweet nothings, and pressing close. We can’t compare.”

“Go to hell!”

…

Li Mu carried the bike downstairs and first called Zhao Ziqiu, asking where she was. Zhao Ziqiu said she was in her dorm, so Li Mu told her to wait there, saying he would go deliver her birthday gift on behalf of all the members of Dorm 606 at Renmin University.

Zhao Ziqiu was overjoyed when she heard this: “I’ll go downstairs and wait for you right now!”

After hanging up, the other girls in the dorm asked: “Ziqiu, why are you suddenly so excited? Who are you going downstairs to wait for?”

Zhao Ziqiu said: “Li Mu is coming to give me a birthday gift on behalf of their dorm!”

The five girls immediately said: “We’re coming too!”

Li Mu had no idea that six girls were waiting for him. He leisurely rode his bike to Peking University, heading straight for Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm. Only when he reached the dorm building entrance did he discover that all six girls from Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm were lined up downstairs to welcome him.

This was a pain in the neck.

Li Mu stopped the bike in front of the six girls, pointed at it, and said: “Student Ziqiu, this is a birthday gift from all of us in Dorm 606. We hope you like it.”

Zhao Ziqiu covered her mouth in surprise, never having dreamed that Li Mu would actually give her a bicycle.

Her girlish heart was excited yet a little anxious. She felt that the meaning behind Li Mu giving her this bike must be that he wanted her to visit him more often. Wasn’t this a good sign? Did this mean their relationship could advance further? Or was she just overthinking it, and this bicycle was simply an idea their dorm came up with together?

Li Mu felt an indescribable awkwardness being surrounded by six women. So, before they could start asking difficult questions, he waved goodbye and left. Han Xiaoxiao tried to call him back, but Li Mu said without looking back: “See you at dinner tonight.”

Li Mu left, and the other girls gathered around the bicycle, looking at it for a long time. Zhao Ziqiu rode it for a test, finding the little bike surprisingly easy to ride. Then, the other girls in the dorm, as if they had a new toy, took turns riding the folding bike around the dorm building.

Han Xiaoxiao called Li Yawei, asking him what was going on with the bicycle gift and how they decided on it.

Li Yawei didn’t keep anything from his darling wife and told her the truth.

Han Xiaoxiao whispered the information she had gotten from Li Yawei into Zhao Ziqiu’s ear. Zhao Ziqiu was overjoyed, especially hearing Li Mu’s words about the other five guys in their dorm being mere accompaniments. This clearly meant he was treating her specially.

…

At 6:30 PM, everyone met at a Quanjude restaurant near Zhongguancun. The girls were all beautifully dressed when they arrived, especially Zhao Ziqiu, who was as dazzling as a celebrity.

The girls also brought a large cake when they arrived. Han Xiaoxiao even declared: “Everyone has to drink tonight, no matter if you’re a guy or a girl!”

Both universities started classes on Monday, and today was Saturday, so they could have a blast.

Now, with twelve people from both dorms, there were two couples, and Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu, whose relationship was ambiguous to others, could probably be counted as half a couple. Their relationships were already very close, so Li Yawei said: “How about we make it a double feature today? After dinner, we go singing, and sing all night. What do you think?”

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that ten people enthusiastically responded this time.

Only he hadn’t expressed an opinion.

Singing all night, wasn’t that a bit too wild? But on second thought, they were young, wasn’t this the time to have fun? So Li Mu also nodded, indicating he had no objections.

During dinner, Zhao Ziqiu sat next to the six girls. Li Mu was originally sitting between Li Yawei and Hu Zhengdao, but Li Yawei pulled and dragged him to sit next to Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Mu didn’t act coy and simply sat down beside her.

The waiter brought up two cases of beer. Everyone filled their glasses and collectively wished Zhao Ziqiu a happy birthday.

After the first toast, the atmosphere at the dinner table immediately became lively. Calls to drink echoed back and forth, and the girls were very cooperative; if someone toasted them, they would definitely drink. Straightforward girls like Han Xiaoxiao even chugged their drinks. Although Zhao Ziqiu’s alcohol tolerance wasn’t great, she also drank half a glass at a time.

Everyone drank until they were slightly tipsy at the restaurant, then carried the cake to the KTV that Li Yawei had booked by phone. According to Li Yawei, his Mother’s younger brother had a stake in this KTV, and he usually just signed the bill to his Mother’s younger brother’s account when he came to play there.

After all, Li Yawei was a local from Yanjing and could be considered a typical local boss. His connections in various aspects were definitely much stronger than those of these out-of-town students.





Chapter 119: The Cuddle Incident

The large, glowing KTV coffee table was filled with canned beer, aside from the birthday cake everyone had brought.

During dinner, both boys and girls had a bit to drink. While the alcohol hadn’t completely dulled their senses, it acted like a stimulant, making them less reserved and cautious than usual.

The boys, who never swore in front of girls, started shouting a few expletives while drinking to liven things up. The girls also became more relaxed, not only speaking more freely but also no longer minding slight physical contact when playfully interacting with the boys.

Everyone urged today’s birthday girl, Zhao Ziqiu, to sing the first song. Unable to refuse, Zhao Ziqiu took the microphone and said, “Since you all want me to sing first, I have a request to make!”

“Go ahead!”

Zhao Ziqiu pointed at Li Mu, stamping her foot with a hint of coyness, “I want Li Mu to sing ‘Hiroshima Love’ with me first!”

Before Li Mu could agree, a group of people started egging them on. Sun Jian shoved the microphone into Li Mu’s arms, “Third oldest, don’t embarrass our dorm!”

“Alright, I’ll make a fool of myself then.”

Since Zhao Ziqiu had asked, Li Mu naturally couldn’t refuse. It was just singing one song together. It was her birthday, even if she asked him to sing three songs, he wouldn’t refuse. Acting coy and making excuses at a time like this would be pretentious.

This song by Karen Mok was already a work from the last century, but even over ten years later, it was still a popular choice in KTVs.

After the intro, Li Mu began to sing:

“You should have rejected me long ago

You shouldn’t have indulged my pursuit

…”

From the very first line, everyone’s attention was drawn to Li Mu’s voice.

Li Mu indeed had a good voice. His voice carried a world-weariness that didn’t match his current age, coupled with an extraordinary explosive power, giving people an unusual feeling from the moment he opened his mouth.

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu in surprise. This eighteen or nineteen-year-old boy sang the song with far more melancholy than the original singer. Did he truly have a lot of stories, or was he intentionally using this singing technique? Especially when he sang, with his brows slightly furrowed and eyes slightly narrowed, he looked incredibly masculine and utterly charming.

It wasn’t just Zhao Ziqiu who was surprised; everyone else was also drawn in by Li Mu’s voice. Even Li Yawei, who had been cuddling with his girlfriend, looked at Li Mu in astonishment and whispered to Han Xiaoxiao, “Li Mu has a great voice!”

Han Xiaoxiao nodded, “Li Mu’s profile when he sings is so handsome! You should learn from him, instead of just being glib all day long with no substance.”

Li Yawei pouted and said, “Back in high school, so many people pursued you. I wasn’t the most handsome, nor the richest, but I was the most glib. Didn’t you like my glibness?”

Han Xiaoxiao looked at him helplessly, “I liked your persistence and sincerity, alright!”

At this point, Li Mu finished his part, and Zhao Ziqiu was still somewhat lost in the song. When she snapped back, she almost missed her cue, so she sang out a little flustered.

“Time is hard to reverse

Space is easily shattered

…”

Zhao Ziqiu’s voice was also quite good, but compared to Li Mu’s, it lacked a bit of artistic conception.

When the song ended, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but feel a little annoyed. She had been too focused on listening to Li Mu sing, so much so that she didn’t even remember what she had sung, feeling as if she had just muddled through the song.

However, to others, their duet of “Hiroshima Love” was already perfect, especially Li Mu. His voice gave people goosebumps from the start; he was definitely a soulful performer.

Li Yawei, who had been hugging and cuddling in the corner, shouted, “Come on, come on, it’s our turn, Boss! Help me order ‘Iron Blood, Loyal Heart’! I want to sing a duet with my darling wife!”

While Li Yawei and Han Xiaoxiao were wailing with pinched voices, Zhao Ziqiu sat next to Li Mu with a can of beer and said to him, “Thank you for the gift you gave me today. I really like it.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “It was from everyone.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted a little awkwardly, “Then thank you, everyone.”

After speaking, she asked Li Mu again, “You sing so well, do you want to sing another song with me?”

“What song?”

Zhao Ziqiu acted coy for a rare moment, then whispered, “Intimate Lover…”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile, “Forget it, that song is too sappy.”

He suddenly felt like smoking. He remembered that usually only Sun Jian and Xue Jianfeng had cigarettes in the dorm, and he rarely bought them himself, so it felt inappropriate to always smoke others’. Li Mu then said to Zhao Ziqiu, “I’m going out to buy a pack of cigarettes.”

Zhao Ziqiu felt a little disappointed, but she kept it to herself. She hadn’t known Li Mu for long, and she already felt her behavior was a bit lacking in restraint, fearing Li Mu would look down on her if she continued.

Li Mu went out and bought a carton of Soft Yuxi from a larger tobacco and liquor store nearby. For college students, this brand of cigarette was already quite luxurious. Even Xue Jianfeng, who came from a good family, mostly smoked soft-pack Ashima and occasionally improved his life with a pack of Liqun. As for Sun Jian, he usually stuck to Hongmei.

Seeing Li Mu return with a carton of Soft Yuxi, Sun Jian exclaimed, “Li Mu, did you pick up money on the street?”

“No,” Li Mu tore open the carton, took out a pack, pulled out a few cigarettes, handed them to Sun Jian and Xue Jianfeng, and lit one for himself. He said casually, “Anyway, only the three of us smoke, so this can be our communal cigarettes.”

Xue Jianfeng praised, “Generous.”

Sun Jian looked a bit pained, “Smoking these feels like directly burning money.” As he spoke, he pulled out his soft-pack Yellow Hongmei, “Look at mine, a small Yuxi, tastes good too, and it’s cost-effective.”

“Oh, come on,” Xue Jianfeng laughed, “Some people say Daqianmen is a small Zhonghua, are they the same thing?”

Zhao Ziqiu watched from the side as Li Mu went to chat with the boys from his dorm, feeling lost and disappointed. However, she didn’t go looking for Li Mu again. She ordered a few songs for herself and just sang casually to relieve her feelings.

Li Mu didn’t sing again that night. After smoking a few cigarettes and drinking a few bottles of beer, he felt a bit lightheaded from the alcohol and refused to drink any more. Having experienced Rebirth, he shouldn’t put too many shackles on himself, after all, one should enjoy life while one is successful. However, alcohol needed to be controlled, lest he say something he shouldn’t when drunk.

They played until early morning, and most people started to feel sleepy. The few boys and girls who had been singing continuously were truly exhausted. Some were already dozing off on the sofa. Someone randomly found a movie on the song selection system called “A Wicked Ghost in a Mountain Village 2: Ghost of Lust.” Li Mu didn’t pay much attention, dozing on the sofa, until a series of shrill screams came from the TV: “Hua Yuemei, Hua Yuemei…”

Li Mu thought to himself that this crappy dubbing was really creepy. Suddenly, there was some unusual movement beside him. Li Mu opened his eyes and saw Chen Jiao, the short-haired girl Sun Jian had a crush on, quietly cuddling into Xue Jianfeng’s embrace, whispering, “I’m scared…”

Xue Jianfeng hesitated for a moment, looked around the dark room, and seeing that Li Mu and Sun Jian seemed to be dozing off, he pulled Chen Jiao into his arms.

…

The night of indulgence before classes started left the boys of Dorm 606 with some after-effects. They bid farewell to the Peking University girls listlessly, staggering back to school.

Most people had drunk too much last night. Only Li Mu and Xue Jianfeng had better physical manners, so they looked fine.

Back at school, Li Mu suggested they go to the cafeteria for breakfast, but only Xue Jianfeng responded. Everyone else said they were tired and sleepy and wanted to go back to catch up on sleep.

Li Mu and Xue Jianfeng then parted ways with the other four and went to the cafeteria.

Li Mu was still thinking about Xue Jianfeng and Chen Jiao hugging last night. He vaguely remembered seeing Xue Jianfeng’s hand go under Chen Jiao’s top, and Chen Jiao seemed to show no sign of rejection, even gently twisting like a snake in his arms for a long time.

Li Mu, having experienced Rebirth, felt this wasn’t a good thing. Although they were mutually willing, Sun Jian was, after all, his roommate for the next four years. It wasn’t anyone’s fault that Sun Jian’s pursuit of Chen Jiao was fruitless, but if Xue Jianfeng got together with Chen Jiao without a word, it would definitely be a hidden danger for them, living constantly together.

At the cafeteria table, Li Mu wanted to indirectly inquire with Xue Jianfeng, but unexpectedly, as soon as they sat down, Xue Jianfeng said to him, “That Chen Jiao from Peking University seems to be interested in me.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, “Really?”

“Yeah,” Xue Jianfeng nodded, “Last night, I don’t know who put on a ghost movie. I was half-asleep and didn’t pay attention, and she suddenly cuddled into my arms.”

Li Mu pretended to be surprised and said, “Damn it, how could she be so proactive?”

Xue Jianfeng shrugged, “I don’t know either. Didn’t they say she liked your type?”

Li Mu then asked him, “So, what do you think?”

Xue Jianfeng said, “I haven’t thought about it much. Last night, she cuddled in, and I just hugged her.”

Li Mu asked, “What do you think now?”

Xue Jianfeng thought for a moment, “I think Chen Jiao isn’t bad. I could try dating her. The main thing is, I don’t know how to explain it to Sun Jian. You’re an outsider, what do you think I should tell Sun Jian if I get together with Chen Jiao?”

Li Mu said, “Since you think Chen Jiao is good, you naturally shouldn’t give up on a girl you like just because of Sun Jian. However, it’s also not good if a girl causes a rift between you two, especially since we’ll be living under the same roof for four years. So, be cautious. You can first ask him if he still has feelings for Chen Jiao and see what he says.”

“Hmm,” Xue Jianfeng nodded, “If it really doesn’t work out, I’ll just quickly introduce him to someone else.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Don’t be too hasty with Chen Jiao. Classes start tomorrow, just control the pace a bit, this isn’t over.”

Xue Jianfeng understood what Li Mu meant and nodded, “Li Mu, you’re a clear-headed person. Don’t worry, I’ll handle it well.”

There’s another chapter coming soon!





Chapter 120: By the Spoonful Pond

Monday morning, the 2001 cohort of Renmin University of China finally began their classes.

Last weekend, most of the freshmen who had just finished their Military training (for university students) were resting in their dorms. This morning, they all poured out of their respective dorms, and the campus immediately became much livelier.

University courses aren’t particularly demanding. Once classes began, most students’ thoughts weren’t on studying, but rather on adapting to this new environment.

Before classes started, they were busy bonding with their dormmates. After classes began, they had to busy themselves bonding with their classmates.

Meanwhile, the senior male students weren’t idle either. Whenever they had a moment, they would head to the freshman academic buildings and classrooms, their eyes scanning the groups of girls like radar. Once they spotted a beautiful girl, they would immediately try to find out everything about her.

Renmin University of China has two campus forums. One is called “Heaven and Earth Renmin University,” which is the official forum; the other is called “By the Spoonful Pond,” named after the famous scenic spot “Spoonful Pond” within Renmin University of China. It was built by a few senior male students in their third year. “Heaven and Earth Renmin University” had almost no popularity because the school administration managed it strictly, and gossip was almost always subject to no quarter on such forums. Thus, students flocked to “By the Spoonful Pond,” where they could chat rampantly/unauthorized and enjoy much more freedom.

“By the Spoonful Pond” had very high popularity. The gossip section alone had over ten thousand daily unique visitors. Not only current university students, graduate students, but also many alumni liked to come here to talk absurdities. Its popularity was extremely high. The post about Li Mu beating up Zhang Qing and two others was published here, but that post only lasted a day before sinking due to lack of attention.

On the evening of the first day of classes, a netizen named “I’m Crazy for Beauties” posted a thread: “Renmin University of China 2001 Freshman Beauty Pageant.”

This person truly had some tricks up his sleeve. He not only listed the beautiful new female students from various departments and colleges but also, through unknown means, obtained their basic information and ID photos from the school’s records.

In his post, “I’m Crazy for Beauties” listed his top ten beauties from this year’s freshmen, and the one ranked first was none other than Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue’s ID photo instantly attracted countless people’s attention. She was beautiful, fresh, and ethereal, far surpassing the so-called School beauty who later married a sugar daddy while holding a milk tea.

Li Mu applied for a dorm internet connection after class, but the staff said it would take three working days for on-site installation and debugging. After applying for the internet, he went to the gym, so he was unaware of the heated discussion about Su Yingxue on “By the Spoonful Pond.”

Zhao Ziqiu also came today, riding the Dahon folding bike Li Mu gave her, gracefully and elegantly cycling all the way to the Renmin University of China Gymnasium.

The two met by the pool, and Zhao Ziqiu said to Li Mu, “From now on, I might not be able to come every day! Classes have started, and the study load is heavy.”

Li Mu nodded, feeling a slight disappointment but saying casually, “There’s no need to care too much, right? For four years of university, as long as you pass your exams, pass CET-4, and pass your thesis, isn’t that enough?”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted, “How did you get into Renmin University of China with that mindset? You know, if you want to take the national civil service exam or work for central state-owned enterprises or state-owned enterprises later, your academic performance and honors throughout university are very important.”

“Oh, really?” Li Mu’s expression showed a hint of disdain. He wasn’t interested in anything Zhao Ziqiu mentioned.

For Li Mu, two things were important about attending university: making his parents proud and getting a decent diploma, so that if he succeeded later, he wouldn’t be called an uneducated person’s rise.

Terms like “undergraduate CEO” and “undergraduate billionaire” would be impossible in the future, while “high school CEO” and “high school billionaire” frequently became news headlines. This shows that even in the eyes of the media, a diploma is important. If a high school graduate succeeds, even the media would think: “Damn, that’s impressive, they made so much money even with just a high school diploma.”

The founder of a certain car website was often criticized by the media for only having a high school education…

Based on these two considerations, Li Mu had decided before coming to university that as long as he could get a graduation certificate and a degree certificate, it would be fine. Nothing else mattered; his career was what was important.

But Zhao Ziqiu didn’t see it that way. She was a true top student, an academic ace who excelled in all aspects: morality, intelligence, physical fitness, aesthetics, and labor. As long as it concerned academics, she had to strive for perfection. Therefore, as soon as classes began, her innate and immense sense of mission regarding studying immediately took effect.

Seeing Li Mu’s lack of interest in studying, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but sigh, “With your current mindset, you’ll definitely regret it when you fail a course later.”

Li Mu chuckled, not wanting to continue discussing academic issues with the top student. He admitted he was an academic underperformer. In his previous life, even at his best, he would have only made it into a First-tier university within the province. This life was even worse; thanks to heaven’s grace, he was able to take the English exam directly when he was Rebirth. Otherwise, if he had started with the first subject, he might have only been able to get into Haizhou Teacher’s College.

From that day on, Zhao Ziqiu indeed rarely came to swim. It was said that she still swam for half an hour every day, but she no longer went to Renmin University of China, as this saved her commuting time, which she used to spend at the library.

Although Li Mu didn’t entirely agree with the top student’s pursuit, he held a certain respect for it. However, suddenly going swimming alone every day again left him feeling a bit empty.

…

It wasn’t until the dorm finally got an internet connection that Li Mu took his laptop out of its dusty cabinet for the first time. This IBM T20 immediately caused a stir in Dorm 606 upon its debut.

After all, it was worth twenty thousand yuan, an amount that even an ordinary worker’s annual salary might not cover. So, when it suddenly appeared before everyone’s eyes, it truly carried a certain shocking aura.

Several dormmates called Li Mu a filthy rich person, and Li Mu didn’t explain. Instead, Li Yawei excitedly asked, “Li Mu, do you have PP Dotdotcom on your computer?”

PP Dotdotcom? Li Mu was startled. Besides Liu Nian, who looked bewildered, the other three nodded excitedly: “Yeah, do you have it? If you do, hurry and download a couple of movies!”

“No…” Li Mu shook his head helplessly. He naturally knew what PP Dotdotcom was. It could basically be considered one of the earliest P2P download software, and for a long time after its launch, it was a powerful tool for Chinese netizens to download adult content.

Li Yawei quickly said, “Hurry up and download it! Let’s get some movies to watch!”

The others also chimed in repeatedly. Li Mu retorted, “Are you planning to watch them together?”

“We don’t mind!”

Li Mu didn’t know whether to laugh or cry: “You can watch them when I’m not around.”

Sun Jian then said, “Why don’t you head out for a bit? Go for a walk. Oh, right, weren’t you going to the gym? You should go now.”

Li Mu felt helpless and looked at Xue Jianfeng: “Jianfeng, going to the gym?”

Xue Jianfeng thought for a moment, then lied in a way that was so transparently fake, yet he thought he was being convincing: “I won’t go today. I pulled something lifting weights yesterday.”

Li Mu saw through his lie immediately but didn’t press him. There was nothing private on his computer anyway, so he just considered it a public computer for them.

When Li Mu returned from swimming, the five boys in the dorm were all flushed with excitement. The laptop was left on the desk, unattended, as all five lay on their respective beds, looking utterly satisfied.

Li Yawei, from the top bunk, saw Li Mu return and leaned down, saying, “Hey, Li Mu, that high school classmate of yours is incredibly popular now.”

Li Mu frowned slightly: “Su Yingxue?”

“Exactly! Now ‘By the Spoonful Pond’ is full of posts about her. Many people are hailing her as their goddess.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Is that so?”

“Why would I lie to you? Go check the gossip section of ‘By the Spoonful Pond’ yourself.”

Li Mu smiled, “Actually, it’s quite normal for her to be hailed as a goddess.”

Li Yawei said, “Initially, people on there only called her the department beauty of the School of Economics. Later, she became the recognized college beauty of the School of Economics. Now, many people are saying she’s the School beauty of Renmin University of China. It’s said that many boys run to the School of Economics every day just to see her. In these past few days since school started, there’s no telling how many love letters have been sent through others.”

Li Mu was completely unconcerned by this. In his previous life, after attending that Second-tier university in the province, he had always followed Su Yingxue’s affairs and had also paid attention to “By the Spoonful Pond” at Renmin University of China. He knew that Su Yingxue had become the recognized School beauty-level great beauty shortly after enrolling, and he also knew that countless people were pursuing her. However, in his previous life, Su Yingxue never had a relationship during her four years of university. In this life, she hadn’t deviated from that path either, so Li Mu firmly believed that no one at Renmin University of China could win over Su Yingxue, not even himself.

After ending the topic with Li Yawei, Li Mu opened the gossip section of “By the Spoonful Pond.” Among the dozens of posts on the homepage, more than ten were related to Su Yingxue. Some exposed information about Su Yingxue, some gossiped about how a certain person secretly sent Su Yingxue a love letter which was rejected, and how he then helplessly tried to approach her through her dormmates. Others said that Su Yingxue hadn’t even looked at any of the love letters she received in her dorm; she had thrown them all directly into the trash.

Every post related to her attracted a large number of netizens’ discussions, including quite a few discordant voices. Most were driven by a “sour grapes” mentality, saying that Su Yingxue had high standards, liked rich and powerful people, and that those from ordinary families shouldn’t even dream of it. Others claimed that Su Yingxue had lost her virginity back in Haizhou to the son of Haizhou’s richest man, a name Li Mu, a native of Haizhou, had never even heard of.

For such blatant slander, Li Mu also wanted to register an alias to retaliate. However, looking further down, he didn’t need to intervene; countless people were already ripping him to shreds. Even the administrator exposed the slanderer’s registration information. Those defending Su Yingxue quickly uncovered the person’s identity: it was a third-year male student from the School of Economics named Dai Chao.

Once this person was exposed, someone revealed that Dai Chao had gone to Su Yingxue’s classroom door two days prior, blocking her to give her a love letter. Su Yingxue had directly rejected it in front of the entire class, embarrassing Dai Chao greatly.

Now, Dai Chao began to be denounced verbally and in writing. Many boys even rushed to Dai Chao’s dorm to curse him out as a worthless piece of trash. Under pressure, Dai Chao even specifically opened a thread to apologize and repent to Su Yingxue.

Li Mu sighed, Su Yingxue’s influence was indeed extraordinary. She already had her own fan club. But this was also a good thing; with these chivalrous protectors, Su Yingxue could avoid many troubles.





Chapter 121: Funding is a Big Problem

That evening, Xue Jianfeng invited Sun Jian out for dinner alone.

The other three in the dorm teased Xue Jianfeng for being stingy, only inviting Sun Jian, but Li Mu knew very well that Xue Jianfeng was probably going to talk to Sun Jian about Chen Jiao.

When Li Mu returned from swimming, he happened to see Xue Jianfeng helping Sun Jian back from outside. He asked and found out Sun Jian had drunk a bit too much.

Li Mu asked him, “You two had dinner, how much did you drink?”

Xue Jianfeng spread his hands and said, “I initially wanted to drink beer, but once I brought up the matter, Bro Jian insisted on getting some strong white liquor. We ordered a bottle of Erguotou and split it half and half.”

Li Mu was a little surprised. He glanced at the tipsy Sun Jian and asked, “Is it that big of a deal? Is it worth it?”

“No, it’s mainly because of something else. Let’s get Bro Jian back first, I’ll tell you separately.”

“Alright.”

The two of them helped Sun Jian back to the dorm and put him to bed. Xue Jianfeng instructed the other dorm brothers to take good care of him, telling them to bring a basin if he needed to vomit and water if he was thirsty. Hu Zhengdao patted his chest, “Alright, leave it to me. I’ve been serving drunks since I was a kid, I’m practically an expert now.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded, “Thanks, Zhengdao.”

With that, he gave Li Mu a signal, and the two brothers went downstairs to find a corner on the sports field to sit down.

“Boss actually had it pretty rough,” Xue Jianfeng lit two cigarettes, handed one to Li Mu, and took a puff.

Li Mu asked, “How so?”

Xue Jianfeng said, “He had a girlfriend in high school for two years. They only held hands and kissed; it was very innocent. They promised to get into Renmin University of China together. But about a month before the college entrance exam, he found out she had slept with his childhood friend. That year, he failed the exam, while they went off together and got into Wuhan University. He had to repeat a year of school before he finally got into our university.”

Li Mu asked, “So, today he mainly just brought up painful memories?”

“Yes,” Xue Jianfeng nodded. “He doesn’t have deep feelings for Chen Jiao. He just thought she was pretty good and caught his eye during the social event. After they came back, they chatted a bit via text, and when Chen Jiao disagreed, he didn’t take it to heart. When I told him about it today, he said he was very grateful that I considered his feelings. Then he remembered that childhood friend again, felt bad, and drank a bit more.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “We can’t help with his personal troubles, but it’s good that you two talked it out.”

Xue Jianfeng hummed in agreement, then hesitated for a moment before saying to Li Mu, “Li Mu, that night when Chen Jiao burrowed into my arms, you saw it, didn’t you?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why are you suddenly asking about this?”

Xue Jianfeng sighed, “Originally, I wasn’t going to tell anyone, but I vaguely felt like you saw it, so I confessed to you that morning. To be honest, I felt a bit dirty at the time. Thinking about it now, I feel like I was not very honorable.”

Li Mu flicked away his cigarette butt and stood up, “Mutually willing, there’s nothing dirty about it, and it can’t be considered dishonorable. It’s just that if you chose to keep it to yourself, it would seem a bit unprincipled.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded, “Yeah, when brothers get along, one must be principled.”

…

The first weekend after classes started was connected to the National Day holiday, which would run from the 29th to October 8th. Having a holiday just a week after classes began made Li Mu overjoyed. However, Li Mu couldn’t buy a train ticket home, as these days were peak travel season. So, he discussed it with Zhao Kang and decided to stay in Yanjing for a few days after the holiday started and buy a ticket for the evening of the 2nd to go back.

On the evening of the 28th, Xue Jianfeng treated Dorm 606 and the girls from the Peking University girls’ dorm to a meal. During this meal, he and Chen Jiao officially announced they were together. Sun Jian immediately offered his blessings, showing no signs of discomfort, which put everyone at ease, and they celebrated heartily.

They had originally planned to continue singing that night, but Zhao Ziqiu and another girl said they needed to go back and study. So, everyone dispersed after dinner.

Li Yawei and Han Xiaoxiao were locals in Yanjing, so after dinner, they took a bus directly home for the weekend. Xue Jianfeng bought four movie tickets and invited Chen Jiao, along with Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan, to watch a movie.

So, these two couples also left.

Zhao Ziqiu and the two remaining girls from her dorm said goodbye to Li Mu and the others. In a blink of an eye, only Li Mu, Sun Jian, and Liu Nian, the three bachelors, were left.

On the way back, Sun Jian, who had been quiet, suddenly spoke, “Li Mu, Liu Nian, what do you think? All three of them have girlfriends, and we three don’t. Is it related to our names? Xue Jianfeng, Hu Zhengdao, Li Yawei, their names all have three characters, but ours only have two.”

Liu Nian smiled and said, “Bro Jian, Bro Mu just doesn’t want to date, otherwise wouldn’t Zhao Ziqiu have been his girlfriend already?”

Sun Jian scratched his head and said sheepishly, “You’re right.”

Then, Sun Jian said to Li Mu, “Oh, right, Li Mu, our school’s Nansu Province alumni association is having a gathering tomorrow at the Bifengtang restaurant near the south gate of the school. They said it’s thirty yuan per person for activity fees. Are you interested?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Do you want the honest answer?”

Sun Jian immediately understood Li Mu’s meaning and quickly said, “Just come along to keep me company. The alumni association is a good place to flirt with girls. Maybe I’ll find my own happiness there, who knows.”

Since Sun Jian put it that way, Li Mu had no objections, “Alright, I’ll go.”

“Very generous!”

Checking the time, Sun Jian said, “What should we three do? It’s a bit boring to go back to the dorm now, isn’t it?”

Li Mu nodded, “Let’s go to an Internet cafe for a bit. My treat.”

Neither of them objected, so they headed straight for an Internet cafe.

There were several Internet cafes near Renmin University of China, but Internet cafes at this time were generally mediocre in terms of size and environment. The three of them chose the largest one, Zero Point Internet Cafe. It was crowded with over thirty machines. Although the space was cramped and ventilation was poor, this was considered the best environment in the vicinity.

Currently, CS and Red Alert were very popular in Internet cafes, and few people were still playing Stone Age. Sun Jian and Liu Nian were also CS fans. As soon as they arrived at the Internet cafe, they started looking for rooms on the local area network. However, Li Mu could tell at a glance that their skills were concerning because they only played Warehouse, completely avoiding maps like Desert and Suspension Bridge.

Li Mu didn’t particularly like the smoky and chaotic environment of Internet cafes. In Yanjing, where every inch of land is prime real estate, Internet cafe owners weren’t as generous as Er Bin in Haizhou. At least Er Bin had set up a private room on the second floor, and the environment there was much better than this.

However, Li Mu also saw a glimmer of business opportunity. It was easy to get Internet cafe licenses now, and opening a higher-end Internet cafe should have a good market. Currently, Internet cafe fees in Yanjing were not low; even in such an environment, it cost three yuan an hour, and an all-night session from midnight to 8 AM the next morning cost twenty yuan. It was basically certain that Internet cafe machines were hardly idle all day long.

A rough calculation showed that Internet cafes had exorbitant profits. If a computer was used for twenty hours a day, with twelve hours charged hourly and eight hours for an all-night session, that would be fifty-six yuan. How high was the cost of one computer? Assembling a computer in bulk wouldn’t exceed five to six thousand yuan, and that would already be a very good configuration for the time.

Five to six thousand yuan per computer, with gross profit covering the cost in at most half a year—what else could it be but exorbitant profits?

Li Mu suddenly thought that once he had a certain amount of cash flow, opening an Internet cafe to earn some pocket money wouldn’t be bad. At least he’d have a place to play.

These past few days, Li Mu hadn’t paid much attention to Eting.com and Tieba. Although the dorm had internet access, he couldn’t really do anything serious on the computer these days. Mainly, there were too many people in the dorm, and they fiercely competed for computers, so he didn’t join in.

At noon today, Kong Lingyu called to say that Eting.com’s traffic had already reached the one million five hundred thousand mark. Tieba was even more impressive; its independent traffic reached over two million daily, which was simply a miracle.

Tieba had also opened celebrity Tieba forums in other fields. Well-known celebrities in film, television, sports, variety shows, and entertainment all had their own Tieba forums. These celebrity Tieba forums also attracted a large number of netizens to participate.

A few days ago, the Tieba homepage also launched a self-built Tieba service, where netizens could search for keywords themselves. If a keyword didn’t have a Tieba, they could apply to create one.

With these several measures, although Tieba started late, it soared into the sky after Eting.com incubated the singer Tieba forums in its early stages. Now, it was far beyond what Eting.com could compare to.

Tieba was now extremely popular. Not only did netizens love it, but industry insiders also paid close attention. Some individual celebrities were even smart enough to realize the need to maintain their Tieba forums and their fan base, so they would even actively visit Tieba. Tieba’s current development was skyrocketing.

However, rapid development also brought huge problems.

The biggest problem was funding.

Tieba’s technical maintenance required a larger technical team and stronger hardware support. Hiring people and purchasing servers were all costs. Moreover, Tieba’s content maintenance also required a large number of part-time staff and a small number of full-time staff, and this area’s costs were also very high.

The hundreds of thousands in Eting.com’s account had been used up a few days ago.

Li Mu urgently transferred one hundred thousand yuan from his personal savings to Eting.com’s account.

He didn’t want to trouble Simple Plan for money anymore, because this project was no longer just the simple music streaming website plan it started as. The money needed for subsequent investments would only increase, and this problem had to be solved through capital.

Li Mu felt it was time to secure Series A funding. Once they had the money, Tieba could enter a mode of spending heavily on marketing and promotion, and its development speed would undoubtedly be even faster.

However, before securing Series A funding, there were two most important questions: whose money to take, and how much.

Different investors would have different valuations for Tieba. On this point, one couldn’t just choose the one with the highest valuation. One had to consider the aspect of resource exchange and comprehensively evaluate the investor’s strength. Those who only provide money without contributing effort are naturally inferior to those who provide both money and effort. And how much money and how much effort they provide also needed to be compared.

Moreover, different investors had different ambitions. Some investors felt that just getting on board was enough, so their equity requirements wouldn’t be too high, generally within ten percent. But some investors felt that just getting on board wasn’t enough; they also needed a certain degree of decision-making power, so they would have higher equity requirements. These also needed to be weighed.

From Li Mu’s personal expectations, he hoped to take Baidu’s money.

Because Baidu Search had enormous traffic that could be directly converted to Tieba. After all, Tieba was originally a product of Baidu, and under the Baidu platform, Baidu Search was its best soil for survival.

However, the funding offer that Jack Zhou from Baidu gave last time was just too ridiculous!





Chapter 122: A Bit Interesting

Baidu’s people have been going crazy these past few days.

It’s said that a strange contagious disease has spread among their senior executives: green-eyed monster syndrome.

As a result, the first thing these executives do when they arrive at the company these past few days is to check the data for Eting.com and Tieba. When they see Tieba’s continuously rising numbers, they can’t help but feel envious.

Just a few days ago, they were preparing to copy Tieba’s model. Leveraging their own advantages and addressing the drawback of Eting.com’s Tieba only focusing on singer-specific forums, they planned to launch an all-star Tieba. Yet, before their technical development team even finished writing the requirements, Tieba had already launched its all-star forums.

This made the company’s senior executives and technical managers want to vomit blood – and not just three liters. Immediately after, Tieba introduced an even more impressive feature: self-created forums.

Jack Zhou also tried out this feature and easily created a ‘Jack Zhou Forum’. He found it incredibly interesting. Thinking of his wife, he casually used her name to create another forum, exclaiming, “This is incredible! Absolutely incredible!”

The Vice President also gave it a try. He liked playing badminton in his free time, so he thought of creating a ‘Badminton Forum’. But when he typed it in, he found that a Badminton Forum had already been established days ago, and now over two thousand netizens were following it, with numerous posts discussing techniques and equipment. He was deeply shocked by Tieba’s ability to gather netizens with similar interests, idols, and pursuits. He even thought that Tieba, in its current state, could be valued at fifty million or even higher.

At this point, he looked at Hao123, which he was also following, and suddenly felt that the Hao123 he had previously been quite optimistic about was utterly pathetic. This navigation site, just like the current Baidu search, couldn’t retain users. Users would come here and then leave for other places after a few seconds. This feeling was too painful!

User retention and user stickiness had always been Baidu’s pain points! Looking at Tieba in light of these pain points, it was simply a lifesaver, a masterpiece! A brilliant idea! Why wasn’t it Baidu’s idea, though!

So he immediately reported to the President, hoping to acquire Tieba as soon as possible, regardless of the cost. Ideally, Eting.com would also be acquired as a package deal. However, his pricing authority was limited; such matters required the board of directors to make the final decision. So, they should quickly hold a shareholder meeting to discuss it. Time waits for no one!

In reality, Baidu at this moment wasn’t exactly the ‘tall, rich, and handsome’ of the internet world. They had only just started not long ago. Currently, they were still eager to provide search engine services for others on various platforms. Although founder Li Yanhong brought back a significant amount of investment when he returned from Silicon Valley, and subsequent capital followed, they had spent a lot of money along the way, and their profit model hadn’t been truly figured out yet.

Ultimately, Baidu itself was currently ‘crossing the river by feeling the stones’ – proceeding cautiously. Spending a large sum of money on an acquisition right now was still a bit restrictive for them, hence the need for shareholder discussion. If the shareholders unanimously decided to acquire, they would raise additional capital even if the company’s funds were insufficient. If they decided not to acquire, having enough money in the company’s accounts would be useless.

However, Li Mu took some time on Saturday to go to his rented apartment and check his email on the computer there.

Currently, several companies were interested in Tieba.

Mou Yi and Mou Lang were also very interested and hoped to meet with Li Mu in person.

Li Mu only communicated with their representatives online and received rough offers. However, he wasn’t very satisfied with the valuations; they all wanted to acquire Eting.com and Tieba as a package, but none of the offers exceeded thirty million.

Li Mu politely declined for the time being, citing the need for consideration. In his heart, he still leaned towards selling to Baidu, because he understood a principle: to get the best terms, you must sell your product to the person who needs it the most. While selling a comb to a monk might sound impressive, it doesn’t align with market principles.

…

As noon approached, Su Yingxue called Li Mu, asking what he was doing. Li Mu said he was online outside. Su Yingxue asked if he wanted to have lunch together, and Li Mu agreed.

They agreed to meet at a restaurant outside the school. Li Mu then shut down his computer, checked himself in the mirror, and left.

As soon as they met, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Do you have anything planned for the afternoon?”

Li Mu didn’t answer, instead asking, “What’s wrong?”

Su Yingxue said with some difficulty, “I have a few junior high classmates here at our university, and they’re insisting I go to a hometown gathering for Nansu Province this afternoon. I don’t really want to go, but I can’t refuse, so I wanted to ask if you’d be willing to come along.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “You have junior high classmates here at the university?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “I attended Jinling Experimental Middle School for junior high, and only returned to Haizhou for high school.”

Only then did Li Mu remember that it had been so long he’d forgotten Su Yingxue attended the best junior high in Jinling. Jinling Experimental Middle School had always been a cradle for Jinling university students, offering both junior and senior high. Its undergraduate and key university admission rates for the college entrance exam had always been first in the province.

Su Yingxue’s junior high classmates from there must also be top students. Besides, Renmin University of China’s annual admission quota for all majors combined for Nansu Province is at least fifty or sixty people. It’s normal for a few of Su Yingxue’s junior high classmates to get into Renmin University of China.

Li Mu mused for a moment, then said in surprise, “Then wouldn’t this hometown gathering have hundreds of people?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Logically, there would be that many, so organizers usually hold separate gatherings. This time, it’s mainly for us first-year students. Then the second-year, third-year, fourth-year, and graduate school alumni associations will each send a few representatives, so it should only be a few dozen people.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Sun Jian from my dorm is also from Nansu. He asked me to go with him yesterday, and I agreed.”

“Really?” Su Yingxue’s heart brightened, and she quickly said, “That’s great! I really didn’t want to go, but I couldn’t refuse. It’ll be much better with you there.”

Li Mu hadn’t seen Su Yingxue since classes started, so he asked her what she had been doing these past few days. Su Yingxue’s reply was similar to Zhao Ziqiu’s: besides attending classes and self-studying, she was practically living in the library. Su Yingxue said that elective courses would be available next semester for first-year students, and she wanted to prepare in advance.

After listening, Li Mu asked awkwardly, “You finally got through senior high, don’t you want to relax a bit?”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly, “Didn’t we already have summer vacation?”

“Is that the same?” Li Mu retorted with a pout, “University isn’t like senior high. There’s no need to turn yourself into a study machine.”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment, then stuck out her tongue and said, “But if I don’t study, I don’t know what else to do. What should I do? I can’t just lie in my dorm and sleep all day after dinner, can I?”

Li Mu gave up, knowing he couldn’t comprehend the world of a top student. He chuckled twice and said, “You’re right…”

The hometown gathering was scheduled for two in the afternoon. It was said that Bifengtang had been booked for the event. After Li Mu and Su Yingxue finished their meal, they casually strolled around outside the school. When it was almost time, Li Mu called Sun Jian, arranging to meet him at the school’s South Gate. He and Su Yingxue then went to the South Gate to wait for him.

Sun Jian quickly arrived. Seeing Li Mu and Su Yingxue together, he paused slightly. However, remembering that this campus beauty, who had recently become incredibly popular at school, was Li Mu’s high school classmate, he realized she must also be from Nansu Province, so it was no longer surprising.

Li Mu introduced Sun Jian to Su Yingxue again, and then the three of them headed to Bifengtang together.

Upon arriving at Bifengtang, two senior male students had set up a small table at the entrance. They had already collected information on first-year students from Nansu Province and created a registration form. Regardless of whether they had received an invitation, any first-year student from Renmin University of China’s Class of ’01 with Nansu provincial origin could participate.

As soon as Li Mu, Su Yingxue, and Sun Jian arrived at the sign-in desk, they noticed the two senior male students staring intently at Su Yingxue.

One of them quickly stood up and said with a smile, “Oh, it’s classmate Yingxue! Please come in quickly!”

Su Yingxue pointed in surprise at two classmates who had just registered and paid to enter, asking, “Don’t we have to pay?”

The person quickly said, “Our hometown association’s Vice President, Wu Shuai, already paid for your share.”

Su Yingxue frowned and asked, “Who is Wu Shuai? I don’t want him to pay for me.” As she spoke, Su Yingxue reached for her money.

The person blurted out, “Oh, you don’t know Wu Shuai? He’s the campus heartthrob of our School of Economics! He’s from Jinling, he…”

“Here, for all three of us.”

Su Yingxue didn’t give him a chance to continue speaking, pulling out a hundred-yuan bill and placing it in front of him.

The person looked embarrassed, “President Wu already gave instructions, and we’ve already accepted the money he paid for you. If we take your money again, it’ll be hard to explain later, and besides, the accounts will be wrong. It’s difficult for us if there’s extra money, isn’t it?”

Li Mu, standing beside her, spoke up, “Is having too much money a problem? Then just give that payment to the student behind us.”

As he spoke, Li Mu pointed to a young man behind them and said, “Buddy, you don’t need to pay. A senior male student named Wu paid for you.”

“Huh?” The young man was still bewildered, and the two people responsible for registration exchanged glances. At this moment, Li Mu pulled out one hundred yuan, took Su Yingxue’s money back and handed it to her, then placed his own money in front of the person, tapping the table with his finger: “Quickly, give me ten yuan in change. What are you thinking about?”

“This…” The two were extremely awkward, exchanging glances. The person collecting money reluctantly pulled out ten yuan and handed it to Li Mu, then took out the roster and said, “You two can sign in now.”

Li Mu thought, ‘There are three of us, are you blind?’ But upon taking the roster, he saw that they had already checked Su Yingxue’s name. Li Mu inwardly scorned the two of them, found his own name, checked it, and was about to look for Sun Jian when Sun Jian pointed to his own name: “Mine’s right here.”

Li Mu nodded, checked Sun Jian’s name as well, and then handed the book back to him: “Is that all? Can we go in now?”

The person quickly said, “Just a moment.” As he spoke, he pulled out three number tags and handed them to Li Mu, saying, “One exclusive number for each person. Take your number and go straight up to the second floor.”

Li Mu nodded, took the numbers and looked at them: 50, 51, 52. He casually gave 51 to Su Yingxue and 52 to Sun Jian.

The two people responsible for reception watched Li Mu and the others leave, then picked up the roster. Based on where Li Mu had just checked, they found his name. One of them muttered to himself, “Li Mu… This guy is really showing off, damn it!”

The other person chuckled, pointing to the place of origin next to Li Mu’s name, and said, “See? He’s also from Haizhou. He must be Su Yingxue’s high school classmate, and this guy isn’t bad-looking either. President Wu has a rival this time.”

“A bit interesting…”





Chapter 123: Watching Someone Show Off

The first floor of this Bifengtang only had the cashier counter and a short corridor. At the end of the corridor was a staircase leading to the second floor, where the main business operations were located.

Upon reaching the second floor, dozens of young men and women had already gathered inside. There was even a banner hung up: “Warmly Welcome New Students from Nansu to the Renmin University of China Nansu Hometown Association.”

Li Mu looked at the worn-out banner. It seemed this thing had been used for several years, no wonder it didn’t specify which year, allowing it to be reused repeatedly.

Once upstairs, they immediately attracted many eager gazes. Of course, most of these came from the infatuated boys, their eyes all searching for the same focal point: Su Yingxue, who was beside Li Mu.

Su Yingxue felt a little uncomfortable and instinctively moved closer to Li Mu. The event hadn’t started yet, and everyone was sitting and chatting randomly. Su Yingxue pointed to a booth in the corner and said to Li Mu, “Shall we sit over there?”

Li Mu nodded. Before he could even take a step, three girls and two boys surrounded them.

“Yingxue!”

These were all Su Yingxue’s junior high classmates. Although they were in different classes, they were all top students who had known each other since junior high.

The two boys looked very shy. It seemed they hadn’t seen Su Yingxue in years, and seeing her in this setting made them a little bashful.

The other three girls seemed to have already met Su Yingxue privately. At this moment, they pulled Su Yingxue aside to whisper. Li Mu wasn’t far away and occasionally overheard a few keywords: senior male student, handsome man, boyfriend, and so on.

Afterward, Su Yingxue called Li Mu and Sun Jian over and introduced them to the three girls. The three girls were clearly more interested in Li Mu, which made Sun Jian’s expression look slightly dejected.

Li Mu and Sun Jian sat bored for a while. A tall, handsome boy jumped onto the small stage in Bifengtang’s main hall, holding a wired microphone, and said with a smile, “Excuse me, everyone, please quiet down for a moment.”

Someone came out to host, and the scene quickly quieted down. The tall, handsome boy showed a charming smile on his face and said loudly, “First, let me introduce myself. My name is Wu Shuai, a third-year student of Economics at our Renmin University of China School of Economics. I’m from Jinling. Today, I will be hosting this hometown association gathering.”

Thunderous applause erupted, and the girls let out screams. Someone below directly shouted, “President Wu, you’re so handsome…”

Wu Shuai indeed looked good. He was fair-skinned and clean-cut, with somewhat long bangs that gave him a cool vibe.

Li Mu touched his quiff and thought to himself that he really wasn’t as handsome as this guy, but this guy was indeed a bit too effeminate, like a woman.

Wu Shuai seemed accustomed to such screams. He smiled slightly and said, “Here, I first represent all the senior members of the Renmin University of China Nansu Hometown Association in welcoming the new Nansu students of the 2001 cohort. From now on, everyone at Renmin University of China and in Yanjing is family. If you encounter any difficulties, all members of our hometown association will not stand idly by!”

Wu Shuai’s words were somewhat inflammatory for most students who had just arrived in Yanjing, so another round of thunderous applause followed.

Li Mu, however, watched with a cold eye, thinking, this guy is interesting. He actively offered to pay the thirty yuan for Su Yingxue. It was obvious he was interested in Su Yingxue. If he wasn’t mistaken, this Wu Shuai would probably launch a series of romantic, heartwarming, and considerate offensives against Su Yingxue next, right?

As Wu Shuai spoke, he received many infatuated gazes from the girls, but he kept secretly observing Su Yingxue. It seemed Su Yingxue wasn’t interested in him, as she hadn’t looked up at him the entire time.

She truly is cold! Wu Shuai thought. He had met many iceberg beauties, and Su Yingxue wasn’t even the coldest. The coldest ones could freeze a person with a single glance. But what did that matter? He had dealt with iceberg beauties before. Only after melting them did he realize that the passion after an iceberg thaws was more intense than a volcanic eruption. Last year, there was a girl like that, and he almost couldn’t get rid of her in the end.

But thinking about it, she was far inferior to Su Yingxue. If he could melt an iceberg like Su Yingxue, it would be like conquering Mount Everest in the pursuit of flirting with girls, wouldn’t it?

As Wu Shuai thought, he continued, “Let me explain. Today’s gathering has two main parts. The first part is here at Bifengtang, and the second part is dinner at 7 PM. Of course, if you want to participate in dinner and KTV afterward, you’ll need to re-register and pay fifty yuan per person for activity expenses.”

After speaking, Wu Shuai didn’t give anyone time to consider. He directly said, “Let’s first talk about the first part. You have four hours to consider the dinner and KTV. The first part has several sub-sections. For example, after I open the event for everyone now, we will enter the self-introduction segment. Everyone received a number tag when they came in, so we will do self-introductions one by one according to the order of the number tags.”

As Wu Shuai spoke, he pulled out a number tag with the number 1 written on it. “I am number 1. Let me reintroduce myself: Hello everyone, my name is Wu Shuai, I’m from Jinling. I like music and movies, I love playing guitar and singing. Also, this summer I starred in a Cult film, which you should be able to see after the National Day holiday.”

Applause, again, a wave of applause. Those girls were almost turning into fangirls.

Wu Shuai was very satisfied with this reaction. He nodded and said, “Next, number 2, please.”

Number 2 was also one of their upperclassmen. A boy stood up and chattered on and on.

Su Yingxue chatted with her junior high classmates for a while, then excused herself and returned to Li Mu’s side. While number 10 was introducing himself, she whispered to Li Mu, “So boring…”

Li Mu nodded, “The event organizer’s ability is indeed very limited.”

There were no waiters on the entire second floor. Although drinks were free-flowing, you had to pour them yourself. Li Mu asked Su Yingxue what she wanted to drink, then went to get a few cups of beverages. By the time he returned, the self-introductions had only reached the 13th person, but it was already three o’clock.

Li Mu calculated in his mind that by the time everyone finished their self-introductions, it would probably be five o’clock.

Wu Shuai also realized this problem.

Some people were fine; they stood up, said their name and city, and sat down. Others were not; they stood up and rambled on and on, seemingly never-ending, which made him a bit annoyed. So, after the 15th person finished speaking, he interrupted and said, “Classmates, our time is limited, we can’t waste too much time. How about this, for the remaining classmates, please mainly introduce your name and the city you’re from. This will also make it easier for other classmates to find their fellow townsfolk. We’ll save some time later for everyone from the same city to gather and chat.”

After Wu Shuai spoke, the efficiency of the people who followed was indeed much faster, basically ten seconds per person.

A total of fifty-eight new students came today, plus a dozen or so upperclassmen, making over seventy people in total. Renmin University of China recruited five students from Haizhou this year. Besides Li Mu and Su Yingxue, there were two girls and one boy.

The other boy, named Dou Xueli, was actually in the same major as Li Mu, just a different class. Perhaps because these two boys were the only ones from Haizhou who got into Renmin University of China this year, as soon as the introductions ended, Dou Xueli actively sought out Li Mu and enthusiastically struck up a conversation.

Coming from the same province, it was fine to call each other fellow townsfolk, but there wasn’t much sense of identity in their hearts. This was because China is too vast, and many provinces are also too large, with many dialects. Sometimes, it’s normal for two adjacent cities not to understand each other’s speech. For example, Pengcheng in northern Nansu speaks completely differently from Jinling, and Haizhou also has a big difference from Jinling. Basically, they had to communicate in Mandarin.

For people from the same city, speaking the same dialect, the sense of recognition for such fellow townsfolk is higher. Li Mu and Dou Xueli exchanged numbers. Dou Xueli said he was also in Courtyard 1, Building 5, dormitory 519, which was just downstairs from Li Mu’s dormitory. This surprised both of them.

Dozens of people split into many small groups, each chatting amongst themselves. The boy who had been greeting people downstairs came to Wu Shuai and told him, “President Wu, Su Yingxue didn’t take the money you paid for her.”

Wu Shuai’s brows furrowed, “What do you mean she didn’t take it?”

The person then briefly explained what had happened and added, “That Li Mu, he’s the guy sitting next to Su Yingxue.”

Wu Shuai glanced over and asked, “Is it that kid with short hair on the sides and long hair in the middle that he rubs upwards?”

“That’s right, it’s him.”

Wu Shuai clicked his tongue, thinking, this kid is quite handsome, a bit dangerous.

Turning his head, Wu Shuai gave a signal to the boy beside him. The other understood, stood up, took a wooden guitar from the side, and volunteered, “Everyone, let’s liven up the atmosphere. Bifengtang has karaoke, so if anyone is interested, you can come up and sing. I’ll start by playing and singing a song for everyone.”

Young people naturally love excitement and cheering. Hearing him say this, many people began to cheer. The boy went up and sang “Those Flowers,” which was also one of the most frequently sung songs by university students.

The person played and sang just average, but still received a lot of applause.

After finishing the song, he suddenly said, “Actually, my skill is just beginner level. Our President Wu’s mastery is truly masterful. How about everyone give him a round of applause and ask President Wu to come up and sing a song?”

Thunderous applause erupted again.

Wu Shuai, feigning reluctance, stepped onto the stage amidst everyone’s applause. Li Mu, who had lived two lives, instantly recognized this excellent act of showing off.

Just then, Li Mu’s phone rang. It was a text message from Chen Wan: “Rascal, what are you doing!”

“Hehe, your younger brother is watching someone show off.”

“Oh, how are they showing off?”

“Guitar and singing.”

“Who is it, showing off their meager skills in front of you? What song are they singing?”

Li Mu was about to reply that he didn’t know when he saw Wu Shuai sitting on a stool, speaking into the microphone: “Then I’ll sing a rather niche song for everyone. It’s called ‘Zebra, Zebra’.”

The moment his voice fell, a million ’what the f***s’ galloped through Li Mu’s mind…





Chapter 124: I’ll Treat You to Dinner Tonight

Li Mu hadn’t expected Wu Shuai’s showing off to be so perfectly timed.

Because China Central Television had previously used “When You Are Old” as background music, Muzi had become quite popular. While “When You Are Old” swept the nation, Muzi’s other song, “Zebra Zebra,” also gained a significant number of fans, especially among university students.

Recently, folk music had been in a period of scarcity. Looking back, there was the wave of Aida Jin and Old Wolf. Looking forward, Li Zhi, Wan Xiaoli, Zhao Lei, and Song Dongye hadn’t yet emerged or become popular. Thus, in this transitional era for folk music, “Zebra Zebra” was particularly rare and cherished among folk music enthusiasts.

Given this analysis, it was no surprise that Wu Shuai chose to sing this song.

Wu Shuai’s voice was decent, ranking upper-middle among amateurs. His guitar playing was still on the path from beginner to intermediate. However, his singing lacked personal feeling; it was merely a performance. If you listened with your ears, you couldn’t detect any emotional nuance, but if you watched with your eyes, the emotional expression was overly intense, as this guy’s expression was excessively invested when singing.

All things considered, if Wu Shuai’s musical talent were compared to Li Mu’s, Li Mu could absolutely teach him a lesson in humility in a matter of minutes. If Wu Shuai knew that Li Mu was Muzi, he probably wouldn’t even be qualified to learn humility in front of Li Mu.

Nevertheless, Wu Shuai’s performance still drew considerable applause and cheers. Many girls looked at him with complete infatuation. Li Mu understood the minds of girls in this era all too well. Most of them didn’t yet grasp the importance of material wealth; what they pursued more was appearance and feeling. Learning to play a few guitar songs for two months was enough to charm many girls into their arms. Unlike years later, when an artsy youth could play the guitar masterfully, but still struggle to attract girls if they had no money in their pockets.

Dou Xueli said to Li Mu, “I’ve heard Muzi’s original, it’s miles better than his.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Is it that amazing?”

“Of course! What he sang was nothing!”

Su Yingxue said to Li Mu, “You should go listen on Eting.com. I think Muzi’s vocal range is exceptionally good.”

Li Mu nodded, a sense of accomplishment swelling within him, like quietly showing off and then making a quick exit.

Chen Wan sent a text message, asking Li Mu, “Are you at a bar?”

“No.”

“Then where are you watching someone sing ‘Zebra Zebra’?”

“There’s a hometown association gathering.”

Li Mu told her truthfully.

Chen Wan replied, “Oh, I see. Then you enjoy yourself, I won’t disturb you.”

“You seem very busy?”

“Of course, there’s a lot going on at school.”

“Alright…”

After Wu Shuai finished singing, a few eager individuals genuinely volunteered to perform. Several people went up one after another, wailing through a few songs. Li Mu was starting to feel restless. Just as he was about to ask Su Yingxue and Sun Jian if they wanted to leave, Wu Shuai unexpectedly came over to Su Yingxue’s side. Seeing no available seat, he leaned his arms on the table and, with an overly familiar expression, said, “Yingxue, why don’t you join us for dinner tonight?”

Su Yingxue glanced at him, then said flatly, “Please use my full name.”

Wu Shuai froze, not expecting the ice-cold beauty to be so aloof. A single sentence completely dismissed his attempt at familiarity.

However, Wu Shuai wasn’t a naive fool. He pretended to be unbothered, smiling slightly, “Student Su Yingxue, would you like to join us for dinner tonight?”

“No.” Su Yingxue replied very directly.

Wu Shuai didn’t give up, adding, “All the second-year and third-year hometown association members will be there, and many of us senior male students are also student council executives. It would be good for everyone to get to know each other; it’ll be beneficial if you want to join the student council later.”

The student council of a Key university possessed extraordinary influence. Many national leaders in China had once served as student council presidents during their time in university. In the political background check required to enter important state organs, a student council background was an extremely useful asset. Furthermore, the student council enjoyed numerous privileges within the school, offering nothing but benefits.

For students aspiring to become national civil servants, the first thing they would do upon entering university was to find a way to join the student council and strive to perform well, aiming to hold some official position within the student council during their university years.

However, Wu Shuai had misjudged Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue’s goal had never been to become a national civil servant or to enter state-owned enterprises. She loved economics and yearned to study abroad for further education. She had her own fascination with Wall Street, not for its money and ostentation, but for the brilliant minds in finance who could move the world. Therefore, the student council was completely out of her consideration, something she would even avoid if possible.

What Wu Shuai thought was a highly appealing proposition only earned him Su Yingxue’s icy four-word reply: “Not interested.”

Wu Shuai was furious internally. This woman was impervious to persuasion; how could he make any progress? Damn it, how many first-year students were crying and begging to get into the student council, so how could she be uninterested?

Just as he was fretting, unsure of what to do, an unfamiliar woman appeared on the scene and called out to Wu Shuai, “Xiao Wuzi.”

Upon hearing the voice, Wu Shuai immediately turned his head to look. Indeed! It was that senior female student who looked as beautiful and kind as an angel but was like a demon to him.

“Senior Sister Ai…” Wu Shuai’s confidence and showing off instantly vanished, replaced by an expression of utter trepidation.

The woman who arrived was named Dong Ai. She was also a member of the hometown association and a fourth-year student from the School of Economics. She had already secured a spot for postgraduate studies at their university and was a hand-picked disciple of Professor Zhu Min, one of the most renowned professors—an absolutely impressive individual. Furthermore, she was one of the three Vice Presidents of the Renmin University of China Student Council, and the only female among the four highest leaders of the student council.

Dong Ai was highly renowned at Renmin University of China. Although her appearance was slightly short of school beauty level, her top student status was absolutely god-like in the school, earning her great respect from undergraduates.

Dong Ai had never been particularly fond of participating in hometown association activities. In fact, ever since Wu Shuai entered the university, he hadn’t seen Dong Ai attend any. When Wu Shuai was a second-year student, he joined the student council and learned that one of the Vice Presidents was a fellow Nansu native, so he went to great lengths to curry favor.

However, Dong Ai was a queen-like figure with high intelligence and emotional quotients. She saw through Wu Shuai’s intentions at a glance, so she always kept a certain distance from him. She even deliberately gave Wu Shuai the nickname “Xiao Wuzi.” Every time Wu Shuai shamelessly tried to get close, she would cleverly douse him with cold water. Over time, Wu Shuai stopped trying to approach her and instead retreated in fear whenever he saw her.

The now composed Wu Shuai felt a bit annoyed. Dong Ai calling him “Xiao Wuzi” in public really made him lose face, but he genuinely couldn’t afford to offend her. So, he could only force a smile and ask, “Senior Sister Ai, why are you here?”

Dong Ai pursed her lips and retorted, “Why can’t I be here? I’m also a member of the Nansu Hometown Association, after all.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Wu Shuai nodded his head like a pounding garlic, quickly saying, “Senior Sister Ai, please find a seat for a while. We’ll have dinner together tonight.”

“Not interested.” Dong Ai waved her hand, then smiled and asked, “I’m here to find someone. Among this year’s first-year students, is there a junior male student named Li Mu from Haizhou?”

Li Mu listened, surprised. What was going on? He was absolutely certain he couldn’t know any upperclassmen currently studying at Renmin University of China. This senior female student looked to be in her early twenties, either a third-year or fourth-year student. Why would she come looking for him?

However, despite his surprise, she had called him by name. So, Li Mu stood up and said, “Hello, I am Li Mu.”

“Oh my!” The moment Dong Ai saw Li Mu, her eyes immediately lit up. “Junior male student Li Mu, you’re so handsome in person!”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile and asked, “Senior Sister, do we know each other?”

Dong Ai shook her head. “No, but we will after we share a meal. Are you free? I’ll treat you to dinner tonight.”

The upperclassmen members of the hometown association were all stunned.

Senior Sister Ai is treating someone to dinner! Did you hear that?! This is a pain in the neck! Senior Sister Ai actually took the initiative to invite someone to dinner! For years, hundreds, even thousands, of people eagerly wanted to treat Senior Sister Ai to a meal, but she never graced them with her presence. Now, she’s actually come over to invite a first-year student to dinner, and from the sound of it, she’s meeting this Li Mu for the first time.

Li Mu was also dumbfounded. What was going on? Where did this senior female student come from?

Wu Shuai was practically fuming with rage. Dong Ai had never given him any respect. Forget inviting her to dinner—she always refused when he asked her out. Sometimes, even if he casually bought her a bottle of water, she would reject it. Wu Shuai had once analyzed Dong Ai’s psychology: this woman actually had a very high emotional intelligence; generally, she wouldn’t deliberately annoy others, but she specifically disrespected him. She must genuinely dislike him.

He was used to her disliking him; after all, he knew his own motives weren’t pure. But what was the deal with this Li Mu?

Seeing Li Mu remain silent for a long time, Dong Ai couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t worry, it’s just dinner. Are you afraid I’ll eat you?”

“Whoa…” The hometown association members were shocked again. Senior Sister Ai could actually say something so subtly flirtatious! And to a first-year student, no less. Could it be that she hadn’t dated for three years and suddenly, in her fourth year, wanted to “an old cow eating young grass”?

But Senior Sister Ai looked so outstanding and stunningly beautiful that even if she were “eating young grass,” no one would have any objections…

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said to Dong Ai, “Senior Sister, I have friends with me.”

Dong Ai glanced at Su Yingxue beside him, then waved her hand dismissively, “Come on, all of you.”

Li Mu was also curious about this senior female student’s background. He had already decided to accept, but then he remembered Sun Jian and the newly acquainted Dou Xueli were with him. So, he said to Dong Ai, “Senior Sister, there are four of us, is that okay?”

Dong Ai nodded indifferently and said, “No problem at all, let’s go!”





Chapter 125: Passing on a Favor

Wu Shuai eagerly watched Su Yingxue and Li Mu leave, feeling extremely frustrated. All he wanted today was to try to get close to Su Yingxue, to let her feel the meticulous care of a senior male student, to make her feel grateful, to make her feel dependent, and then slowly make her feel admiration and affection. But he couldn’t even get close, and they were gone.

And they were supposed to have dinner together tonight! Wu Shuai and his best friends had already made arrangements. His best friends would toast Su Yingxue at the dinner table, and he would bravely drink on her behalf, making her feel grateful. Then, striking while the iron was hot, he would introduce her to members of the student union. But now…

Sigh, it felt like having an ambitious plan to travel the world, getting everything ready, only to be hit by a car right after leaving the house, and ending up back home recovering from injuries.

A follower beside him asked, “President Wu, what about the dinner gathering tonight?”

Wu Shuai waved his hand irritably, “You guys organize it, I’m not going!”

With that, Wu Shuai walked away dejectedly. Since entering university, when had the influential campus heartthrob ever suffered such a humiliation?

Li Mu, on his side, confusedly followed Dong Ai to a pretty good restaurant. Dong Ai asked for a private room, and then the five of them sat down. Dong Ai then introduced herself, “My name is Dong Ai, a fourth-year student from the School of Economics, from Pengcheng.”

Li Mu, Sun Jian, and Dou Xueli, the three boys, nodded repeatedly, greeting her as “Hello, Senior female student.” Su Yingxue, however, was a little surprised, “So you’re the famous Senior female student Ai from the School of Economics…”

Dong Ai smiled slightly, “There’s nothing famous about me, I’ve just been at the university for a long time.”

Li Mu didn’t know what kind of Legend Dong Ai was, nor what made her so famous. He just wanted to ask one question, “Senior female student Ai, do you know me?”

“No, I don’t,” Dong Ai said with a smile.

Just as Li Mu was about to ask again, Dong Ai said, “I don’t know you, but I know your sis, Chen Wan. She’s my good friend from high school.”

Li Mu was immediately surprised. Only then did he understand the whole story. When Wu Shuai was singing, he had sent Chen Wan a text message, telling her he was at the hometown association gathering. Dong Ai then arrived. Chen Wan must have told her, right?

He remembered that Chen Wan, the fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman, seemed to have attended high school in Jinling. He didn’t know the specific school. It seemed that Dong Ai, being from Pengcheng, must have also attended high school in Jinling.

In that case, it wasn’t strange for her to come looking for him. But why had he never heard Chen Wan mention having high school classmates at Renmin University?

Dong Ai was equally curious. As early as summer vacation, she had heard Chen Wan mention that she seemed to have fallen for a boy. At the time, Dong Ai was just curious, wondering what kind of boy Chen Wan’s discerning eye would fall for. But then Chen Wan told her that she had actually fallen for a boy three years younger than her, who had just graduated from high school. After hearing this, Dong Ai was completely thrown off.

For a long time, Dong Ai pressed Chen Wan, asking what kind of high school student she had fallen for, why she would fall for a high school student, and what was so different about him.

Dong Ai had a pile of questions in her mind, because she knew Chen Wan too well. Chen Wan had fairytale-like fantasies about love, even unrealistic ones. What kind of charm could a high school student possess to utterly captivate her?

But Chen Wan refused to say no matter what. She only told Dong Ai that the boy she liked might become her junior male student.

So, Dong Ai had been waiting for the new semester to start, eager to see which junior male student was so capable.

However, Chen Wan hadn’t revealed any information. She didn’t even know where that first-year junior male student was from. With over two thousand first-year students, she had no way to filter them.

Until today, until twenty minutes ago, she received a text message from Chen Wan: “Do you want to meet the boy I like?”

Dong Ai was reading in the library at the time. Receiving this text message almost drove her crazy. She immediately called back to press her, “Who exactly is the boy you like?”

Chen Wan said, “You have to promise one thing first.”

“Tell me, I’ll promise ten things.”

“He’s always seen me as his older sister, so you absolutely cannot let him know I have those kinds of feelings for him.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to lose him, so I’m unwilling to take the risk.”

After hearing this, Dong Ai became even more curious about the boy. What was going on? What kind of little boy could make Chen Wan so utterly infatuated and unable to extricate herself?

After Dong Ai swore and promised Chen Wan, Chen Wan told her that the boy she liked was named Li Mu, from Haizhou, and he was currently attending the Nansu hometown association gathering.

Dong Ai called the president of the hometown association and only then learned that today’s event was being organized by Vice President Wu Shuai. She asked for the address and headed straight for Bifengtang.

At this moment, looking at Li Mu in front of her, she didn’t have many comments to give. He was handsome, yes, but in her opinion, Li Mu was far from being top-tier handsome. Besides that, she couldn’t see anything else.

Furthermore, Dong Ai was very curious about the girl named Su Yingxue beside Li Mu. Although she was busy, she sometimes strolled by Spoonful Pond and naturally knew that this girl had recently swept through the entire Renmin University. Yet, following Li Mu, she wasn’t cold and arrogant as people online described her. Dong Ai even felt that she had a touch of a gentle, dependent charm. This feeling suggested their relationship was more than just classmates.

What virtue or ability did this rascal possess? Two super beauties were acting unusually towards him. Especially Chen Wan. Dong Ai had always firmly believed that the happiest man in the world would be the one who married Chen Wan in the future, because in her eyes, Chen Wan was perfectly flawless.

Looking at Li Mu now, his luck was so good it made even a woman like her feel a bit jealous.

Before Dong Ai came, Chen Wan had also instructed her to look after Li Mu. So, at the dinner table, Dong Ai asked Li Mu, “Are you interested in joining the student union?”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Honestly?”

Sun Jian, beside him, looked at Li Mu with a grumbling expression and said, “Li Mu, do you know how many people would kill to get into the student union as a first-year student?”

Li Mu then smiled at Dong Ai and said, “Senior female student Ai, could you please help get the oldest guy in our dorm room in?”

Dong Ai’s expression was a little blank.

What the heck? I’m here to give you a favor, okay? If you don’t want it, don’t try to pass it off like that!

Sun Jian looked surprised. Knowing it was his first time meeting Dong Ai, and that she wouldn’t possibly give him such a big favor, he quickly waved his hand, “I’m not interested.”

Li Mu said with a straight face, “Look, I have to criticize you. You’re too hypocritical. What did you just say about me? You said this was something many people eagerly sought after. How come you’re not interested now?”

Sun Jian immediately panicked, “Oh, I, I didn’t, I’m not…”

Li Mu ignored him and said to Dong Ai with a smile, “Senior female student Ai, please take this seriously. If it works out, I’ll treat you to a big meal.”

Dong Ai suddenly felt that Li Mu was somewhat special. He had an unusual calmness about him. After just a couple of sentences, she found it hard to refuse without losing face.

Gritting her teeth, Dong Ai said, “Alright! Sun Jian, go back and write a membership application. Make sure to emphasize your experience as a class cadre in high school. If you don’t have any, just make it up; no one will check. It’s best to make it sound incredibly impressive. Then, give me the application after the National Day holiday. It’s a bit inappropriate to pull new students into the student union right after the semester starts in September.”

Hearing this, Sun Jian no longer declined and hurriedly nodded, “Thank you, Senior female student Ai.”

Dong Ai gave Li Mu a side-eye, “Thank him.”

You wanted to pass on a favor, didn’t you? Well, your senior female student helped you.

Sun Jian looked at Li Mu gratefully. Li Mu gave him a look that meant, “No need for thanks between brothers.”

Sun Jian understood tacitly.

After the meal, Dong Ai felt a little displeased, but she didn’t show it. She wasn’t angry with Li Mu, nor did she not want to help Sun Jian. She just felt that this kid was too cunning, making her feel like she had been manipulated by him. Although it wasn’t a big deal, she was still a bit annoyed.

After eating, Dong Ai asked Li Mu for his phone number. Li Mu also didn’t forget to remind Sun Jian to exchange numbers with him. Dou Xueli was a fellow townsman Li Mu had just met; they had only chatted and found each other compatible, but hadn’t formed a strong friendship yet, so Li Mu didn’t bother Dong Ai with him.

The five of them returned to the university together. Dong Ai didn’t go to the dorm area but went to the library to pick up something. Apparently, she had left in a hurry and left her bag with the library staff.

Li Mu exchanged numbers with Dou Xueli, then separated from him and Sun Jian, first taking Su Yingxue back to the girls’ dormitory.

On the way back, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Why did you refuse Senior female student Ai’s kindness? If you joined the student union, there would be many benefits later.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Why did you refuse Wu Shuai?”

Su Yingxue replied, “I’m not interested in the student union, and I also have some dislike for him.”

Li Mu replied with a smile, “I’m not interested in the student union either, but I don’t have any dislike for Senior female student Ai.”

“Senior female student Ai is quite impressive,” Su Yingxue said. “I heard about her as soon as I arrived. She’s the most capable girl in our school, perhaps even the most capable female undergraduate student at Renmin University.”

Li Mu gave a wry smile. Ever since he came to Yanjing, he found top students everywhere. Those girls in the Peking University girls’ dorm were top students, and these people at Renmin University were also top students. Damn, you could practically stop anyone on campus and they’d be a top student. But then again, these universities were top-ranked in the country. Very few people who weren’t top students could get in. Not everyone had his kind of luck.

Su Yingxue’s dormitory room was in Building 1, Courtyard 4. Boys could enter Courtyard 4, but each dormitory building had a dorm manager guarding the door, and in most cases, boys couldn’t enter.

Li Mu escorted Su Yingxue to the ground floor of Building 1, only to find many boys standing around in front of it. This was a bit strange, as these boys were all alone and not there to meet girlfriends.

The moment Su Yingxue arrived, the boys’ eyes were fixed on her. Li Mu even saw someone pull out a love letter folded into a heart shape from his pocket. Another one was even more interesting, folded into a particularly exquisite square. The letter paper looked like the expensive kind, with various patterns.

However, Su Yingxue under the streetlights wasn’t alone; Li Mu, with his hands in his pockets, was beside her. Instantly, the love letters that had been pulled out were all stuffed back, and the steps taken in impulse began to retreat.

Li Mu saw all of this and mused inwardly: Su Yingxue, in your previous life, without me accompanying you at Renmin University, how did you deal with all these flies?





Chapter 126: Seeing Her Off

Li Mu was definitely a dutiful chivalrous protector. He didn’t say goodbye to Su Yingxue until he had escorted her to the entrance of her dormitory building. Su Yingxue turned around, softly thanked him, and reminded him to text her once he got back to his dormitory room.

Li Mu watched her walk inside, then turned and walked back. For a moment, countless hateful gazes were fixed on him, but Li Mu had long since stopped caring and felt no fear. He ruffled his hair like a hooligan, hands still in his pockets, whistling a tune. It was the intro to “Civil War,” the classic anti-war song by Guns N’ Roses.

A male student angrily crumpled a heart-shaped love letter, watching Li Mu’s profile and cursing inwardly, “This guy is so arrogant!”

As if hearing his thoughts, Li Mu changed his whistle to the intro of “Wind of Change,” the timeless classic by Scorpions.

As he whistled, he got into the mood and even sang two lines:

I follow the Moskva

Down to Gorky Park

Listening to the wind of change…

That evening, many people posted on “Spoonful Pond” cursing Li Mu, saying that a scoundrel who looked like a hooligan had defiled Su Yingxue and was even whistling like a pervert downstairs at the girls’ dormitory building.

Li Mu glanced at the posts and curled his lip. They didn’t even know classic music, calling it a pervert’s whistle. Damn it, screw them…

Li Mu quickly stopped paying attention to the underdogs on “Spoonful Pond” because Blood Legend had officially launched its open beta. He needed to find time to study the game, develop cheating software, and seize the market first.

Only Hu Zhengdao and Liu Nian weren’t going home for the National Day holiday. Hu Zhengdao said he had something to do, and Liu Nian’s home was in Guangxi, too far to go back for the holiday.

Su Yingxue also wasn’t going home for the National Day holiday. Apparently, her parents would be visiting in a few days, so she went to her paternal aunt’s house the next day.

Their fellow townsman, Dou Xueli, was clever. He had already bought his train ticket home for the 30th, timing it perfectly.

Zhao Ziqiu sent Li Mu a message, saying her flight was on the afternoon of the 30th and she felt lonely traveling alone. She asked if Li Mu would be willing to see her off.

Li Mu asked her how she planned to get to the airport. She replied that she would take a bus to Xizhimen first, and then take the airport shuttle bus from there.

Li Mu frowned at this. He hated transferring buses, though the subway was a bit better. But at the moment, Yanjing only had two subway lines, and the airport express line wouldn’t open for another six or seven years.

However, Li Mu thought that the airport expressway had already opened, and driving was the most convenient option. The traffic in Yanjing at this time was so good it almost brought tears to his eyes; he had barely seen any traffic jams.

So Li Mu asked, “What time is your flight?”

“Four-thirty.”

“Alright, wait for me at your school gate at two-thirty.”

Zhao Ziqiu was overjoyed. She bounced and jumped around her dormitory room with her phone. When her roommates asked what was wrong, she didn’t say, instead feigning calmness and replying to Li Mu with a single word: “Okay.”

Li Mu slept one night in Yucheng Garden, wrote some code, and then searched everywhere for car rental companies. Cars weren’t as common back then, and car rental companies were extremely rare.

Fortunately, Li Mu found one and rented a brand-new Volkswagen Bora for two hundred thirty yuan a day. Considering the purchasing power at the time, this price was sky-high, but car prices were also sky-high. This “piece of junk” started at one hundred fifty thousand yuan back then; who could have imagined?

Li Mu’s train ticket home was for the evening of the 2nd, so he paid three days’ rent for the car. Then he drove to meet Zhao Kang for lunch. It was a little past two in the afternoon when he drove to the Peking University school gate. After waiting for a while, he saw the curvaceous Zhao Ziqiu walk out of the school gate, carrying a single-shoulder leather handbag on her left side and pulling a twenty-four-inch rolling suitcase with her right hand.

Seeing Zhao Ziqiu from inside the car, Li Mu couldn’t help but want to whistle like a pervert. This girl’s figure was simply incredible. She was wearing black skinny jeans, a white T-shirt that perfectly accentuated her chest, and a black slim-fit leather jacket because the weather was getting a bit cooler.

Oh my, she really knows how to dress…

Li Mu watched from the car for five minutes before driving up to Zhao Ziqiu. He pushed open the door, got out, and said to her, “Beautiful, need a ride?”

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t expected it to be Li Mu getting out of the car. Her eyes widened in surprise. “Wow, Li Mu, you can drive?”

Li Mu nodded, walked up to her, took her suitcase, and put it in the trunk. Then he said, “Let’s go, I’ll take you to the airport.”

Zhao Ziqiu was ecstatic. Although this “broken car” was miles behind the one her father drove, she still felt intoxicatingly happy.

Once in the car, Li Mu reminded her to buckle her seatbelt, then skillfully drove onto the Third Ring Road.

Manual transmission cars could sometimes be annoying to drive, but sometimes they were a lot of fun. For example, on an uncongested road, a manual car could give the driver a greater sense of control. If you wanted speed, you could delay shifting gears, starting in first, shifting to second at four thousand RPM, then to third at four thousand RPM. Low gear and high RPM made the car quickly pick up speed.

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t thought about whether it was safe to ride in Li Mu’s car before getting in. But now, looking at his profile, his skilled driving, holding the steering wheel with one hand and effortlessly shifting gears with the other, it was simply too captivating.

“Where did you get the car?” Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously.

“Rented it.”

“How much per day?”

“Two hundred thirty.”

“So expensive.”

“It’s alright.”

“Two hundred thirty a day is ‘alright’? You’re really rich!”

Li Mu chuckled. “Then I’ll return the car, and we can take the bus.”

“No, don’t!” Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “I’m just worried about you spending money. Since you’ve already rented it, returning it now would still cost a full day’s rent anyway.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Do you understand the co-pilot rule?”

“What’s the co-pilot rule?”

Li Mu explained, “The co-pilot rule is that when a man is driving and a woman is in the co-pilot seat, the man is king. The woman can chat, bring tea or water, but she can’t argue, nag, or throw tantrums.”

“Why?”

Li Mu said, “For safety.”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately adopted a docile expression and sweetly said, “Then what do you want to talk about?”

Without thinking, Li Mu blurted out, “Let’s talk about your figure. I’ve always wondered how you grew…”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face instantly turned red, and she stammered, unsure how to respond.

Li Mu quickly explained, “Oh, don’t misunderstand. I meant I wanted to ask how tall you grew.”

A textbook example of trying to cover up.

Zhao Ziqiu’s face grew even redder.

At this moment, Li Mu had already skillfully exited the Third Ring Road, entered the ramp, and driven onto the airport expressway. He quickly changed the subject and asked, “Is your flight from T1 or T2?”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, as if catching her breath, “T1.”

Li Mu nodded and said with a chuckle, “Look how nice the weather is today, crisp autumn air.”

Li Mu’s abrupt and unskillful change of subject somewhat eased Zhao Ziqiu’s expression. She said, “Hangzhou is also quite beautiful this season. Have you been to West Lake?”

Li Mu nodded. “Yes, I have.”

Zhao Ziqiu suddenly looked serious and said to Li Mu, “Why don’t you come to Hangzhou with me for a couple of days? I’ll show you around.”

Li Mu glanced at Zhao Ziqiu from the side and chuckled, “Why the sudden idea? I’m going home on the 2nd; I’ve already bought my train ticket.”

“Alright,” Zhao Ziqiu pouted. “Anyway, whenever you go, I’ll be sure to play the host.”

…

The drive was smooth. Li Mu drove the car to the departure level entrance of T1. Zhao Ziqiu checked the time and felt a little unhappy. The drive only took about half an hour, and her flight wasn’t taking off for another hour and a half. All in all, an hour was more than enough, leaving her with a surplus of half an hour.

Zhao Ziqiu suddenly wanted to sit in the car and chat with Li Mu for a while, but signs everywhere read: “Stop and Go.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “Are you going back now?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, I’ll leave once you go inside.”

Zhao Ziqiu hummed in acknowledgment, pushed open the car door, and got out. Li Mu also got out to help her retrieve her suitcase. Zhao Ziqiu felt a strong sense of reluctance and said to Li Mu with a hint of sadness, “Then I’m going in?”

“Go ahead. Text me when you board.”

“Okay. You text me when you get back too.”

“Alright.”

Li Mu watched Zhao Ziqiu enter the main hall. Just as he was about to get back into the car, Zhao Ziqiu suddenly turned around and said, “Li Mu, my flight back is on the afternoon of the 7th. Will you still come pick me up?”

“If I have time, I’ll come.”

“No, you must come. Otherwise, I’ll get lost. I don’t know how to take the bus back to school.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Really?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded emphatically. “Really!”

Li Mu then smiled and said, “Alright, I’ll come pick you up then.”

After hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu excitedly said, “You said it! If you don’t come on the afternoon of the 7th, I’ll sleep at the airport!” With that, she turned and happily ran off.

Li Mu shook his head. When a stunner acts cute, it’s unbearable!

Driving back to Yucheng Garden, Li Mu found Zhao Kang already there. Li Mu asked and learned that Zhao Kang had come over right after lunch.

Li Mu asked him, “How’s Douban doing recently?”

“Very well,” Zhao Kang said with a smile. “Mainly two things: continuing to promote Simple Plan and managing the Tieba section.”

Li Mu nodded. “For the Tieba section, I’m planning to bring in funding. When that happens, I’ll transfer the Douban forum to you, and then after Tieba secures funding, we’ll acquire you. This way, Douban will have a large amount of operating capital, and incidentally, I’ll also exchange it for five percent of Eting.com and Tieba shares for you.”

Zhao Kang curiously asked, “How much is this ‘large amount’ you’re talking about?”

Li Mu thought for a moment. “Between three hundred thousand and five hundred thousand.”

Zhao Kang had been self-studying a lot recently and had personally cultivated thousands of water army accounts on Douban. His perspective and insight had greatly improved. He asked Li Mu a question that delighted him: “With Tieba’s current traffic, funding is definitely not an issue. But if you then acquire Douban, will the investors agree? After all, our Douban only has a bunch of water army, and no extra traffic besides our own people.”

Zhao Kang being able to ask this question proved that he already possessed a considerable internet mindset. While pleased, Li Mu also explained, “You don’t need to worry about this. Right now, we are being pursued by capital, so I will offer them some additional conditions that they will have no choice but to accept.”

Li Mu had considered that Tieba’s development momentum was so strong, far exceeding his expectations. If Tieba conducted Series A funding, he would have many additional demands waiting for the capital side. These demands might be somewhat harsh for the capital side, but they would certainly not refuse in order to cultivate a major project.

Truly impressive companies are not just simply pursued by capital; they attract capital to throw money at them regardless of the cost. For example, Facebook during its takeoff phase: wealthy individuals from all over the world flew to America, throwing offers of hundreds of millions of dollars at Mark Zuckerberg, even fearing that Mark Zuckerberg wouldn’t want them, humbly saying, “I will never interfere with any company operations, I just want shares, even a small amount is fine.”





Chapter 127: Going Home

On the afternoon of October 2nd, Li Mu uploaded Legend Overlord 1.0, which he had developed over the past two days, to the internet. This was just a simple cheating software, but Legend had only just begun its open beta, and there weren’t many users yet. Li Mu’s speed in releasing the Legend cheating software could almost be described as divine.

Because Legend hadn’t yet taken off, Li Mu didn’t deliberately promote Legend Overlord. He simply posted it on game forums to let players know about it.

After uploading the cheating software, he and Zhao Kang took the night train home. The train traveled all night, arriving in Haizhou on the morning of October 3rd.

He had left on September 2nd and was returning on October 3rd, making it exactly one month. For Li Mu, who had drifted away from home for many years in his previous life, this was less significant than a mosquito bite. But the moment he got off the train, Li Mu realized that he was actually a little homesick.

Chen Wan had been waiting to see him for a long time. The two had made a prior agreement that no matter where Li Mu was during National Day, Chen Wan would go find him. Originally, she had wanted to go to Yanjing, but hearing that Li Mu would be back on the 2nd, she gave up the idea of going to Yanjing and waited for him in Haizhou.

As soon as they exited the station, a group of taxi drivers swarmed them, asking if they needed a ride. Li Mu and Zhao Kang waved them off, pushing through the crowd. Just as they let out a sigh of relief, Li Mu saw Chen Wan standing about ten meters in front of him.

The weather in Haizhou was still warm. Chen Wan was wearing a white Western-style shirt and a long black skirt, standing in the crowd against the light, serene and beautiful. The station square was so noisy, but when Li Mu’s gaze focused on her, he felt as if time had stopped. She was the sole center here; as long as she didn’t move, everything was as still as a virgin.

Zhao Kang also saw Chen Wan. He whispered beside Li Mu, “Sister Wan is so pretty.”

“You only speak the truth,” Li Mu said with a slight smile, walking towards Chen Wan.

“Sis.”

A man in his thirties, calling this twenty-something girl “sis,” Li Mu called her willingly.

Chen Wan extended her arms as Li Mu approached, truly like an older sister opening her embrace to Li Mu. Li Mu stepped forward and gently held Chen Wan in his arms. Chen Wan’s heart raced, but she still said with a doting expression, “Rascal, long time no see!”

Then, she looked at Zhao Kang and greeted him with a smile.

Zhao Kang also grinned foolishly and called her “sis,” knowing full well he wouldn’t get the same hug treatment as Li Mu.

After just a light hug, Chen Wan’s cheeks were already flushed. She forced herself to calm down and asked Li Mu, “Have you had breakfast yet?”

“Not yet.”

Chen Wan then said, “Come on, let’s go eat breakfast first, then I’ll take you home.”

Li Mu asked, “Did you drive?”

Chen Wan nodded, “Mm.”

Li Mu and Zhao Kang followed Chen Wan to the Audi she had driven. They threw their bags into the trunk. Li Mu got into the front passenger seat, and Zhao Kang got into the back.

The Audi drove away. By the station square, a middle-aged man dropped his cigarette butt, made a call, and chuckled, “Hey, wife… I didn’t pick up our son… Don’t call him, someone else picked him up… Oh, don’t ask, I’ll tell you when I get home.”

Li Dad hadn’t told Li Mu he was coming to pick him up, and originally hadn’t planned to. After all, Li Mu was a grown man, and the train station was so close to home; it wouldn’t take long to walk. However, as the train’s arrival time approached, Li Dad couldn’t resist and told his wife he was going for a stroll.

Li Mom knew him too well. Going for a stroll at nine in the morning? Who was he trying to fool? He definitely wanted to go to the station to pick up their son.

And he went, as expected, but didn’t manage to pick him up.

After Li Dad returned home, Li Mom teased him, “Look at you, you miss our son more than I do.”

“Hey, I just thought, wandering anywhere is wandering, so I might as well go to the station, and pick up our son along the way. Kill two birds with one stone!”

Li Dad kept grinning foolishly as he spoke. Li Mom looked at him curiously, “You didn’t pick up our son, why are you grinning like an idiot? By the way, who picked our son up?”

Li Dad chuckled, “Guess!”

Li Mom rolled her eyes, “How would I know? Hurry up, don’t drag it out.”

“Chen Wan.”

Li Mom paused, “You mean Xiao Wan?”

“Yes,” Li Dad nodded, “She drove there and picked up Little Mu and Xiao Kang. I walked back. Little Mu isn’t home yet, he’s probably eating breakfast.”

Li Mom sighed, “Our son and Xiao Wan truly have a special connection. Xiao Wan is such a loyal girl; ever since she hit Little Mu that one time, she’s doted on him like a younger brother.”

Then, Li Mom said with a relieved expression, “This is good too. You know, your family lives far away, and Little Mu didn’t interact much with them growing up. On our side, there’s Yuanyuan and Xiaowei, but Little Mu isn’t very close to them either. He never had an older brother or sister to look after him since he was little.”

Li Dad chuckled, “Our son’s charm is immense! I always feel like Xiao Wan likes our Little Mu.”

“Nonsense, doting on him like a younger brother, how could she not like him?”

“I’m not talking about that kind of liking. I mean, the kind between a man and a woman.”

“Really?” Li Mom was stunned.

“I think so,” Li Dad then described what he had seen at the station earlier.

Li Mom fell into thought and didn’t reply, while Li Dad sighed, “Truly, a dragon begets a dragon, a phoenix begets a phoenix, and a rat’s offspring knows how to dig holes. My son’s luck with women is really…”

Li Mom laughed, scolding, “Only I could have liked you back then, what are you showing off about?”

After a teasing remark, Li Mom added, “Actually, Xiao Wan is a really good girl. Besides being three years older than Little Mu, she has no other flaws.”

Li Dad nodded, “I don’t think being three years older is a problem. Such a good girl, the age gap can be ignored. The most important thing is family. Although I don’t know what Xiao Wan’s family does, they’re definitely from a wealthy family. I’m just afraid they’ll be particular about matching families.”

Li Mom then said, “You think too much. Even if the two kids could get together, it definitely wouldn’t be now. How old is your son? Besides, even if they get together, they won’t marry right away. It’s too early to talk about matching families. Not to mention how capable our son is, and the shop’s business is so good. If we both work hard and make this business successful, in a few years, our son might not necessarily be looked down upon by others.”

Li Dad nodded in full agreement, “You’re right. We need to focus on running this business well.”

Li Mom hummed and asked, “Have you thought about it? That Semir brand I mentioned, should we take it? I think that brand is good too, it has good momentum.”

Li Dad thought for a moment, then gritted his teeth and said, “Alright! I’ll listen to you. After the holiday, when our son goes to Yanjing, we’ll go to Wencheng and sign Semir.”

Li Mom smiled, “You were still hesitating a few days ago, why are you so decisive today?”

Li Dad then said, “I need to hurry and earn money for my son to marry. Time waits for no one!”



At Haizhou’s famous soup dumpling restaurant, Li Mu ate two baskets of soup dumplings in one go. Zhao Kang was even more impressive, eating three baskets himself.

No matter how delicious the food outside was, back home, the taste of home was always the most comforting and satisfying. They couldn’t get enough of it.

After wolfing down their food, Li Mu drank half a bowl of egg drop soup and asked Chen Wan, “Sis, what have you been doing these past few days since you came back?”

“Nothing,” Chen Wan shrugged, “I wanted to find my maternal older cousin to play, but he’s busy performing everywhere now. TV stations keep inviting them; they’re thrilled.”

Li Mu nodded. Now was their time to strike while the iron was hot. With those four songs, they could dominate until the end of the year or even the first half of next year. When those four songs became ubiquitous, they would truly become big celebrities.

Chen Wan said, “Oh, Dong Ai complained about you.”

“Complained about what?”

Chen Wan smiled, “Said you played a trick on her.”

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly, “Not really, but Sis, you know, student union stuff, it’s not my cup of tea.”

“Exactly!” Chen Wan knew perfectly well. In her mind, Li Mu was a genius, worlds apart from ordinary university students. Why would he care about a student union position?

As for what made Li Mu good, Chen Wan felt she could talk for a whole day. His handsomeness went without saying, as there were too many handsome men, but Li Mu was talented. The songs he had written were classics among classics. Moreover, he had single-handedly made Simple Plan famous. She had also been following Eting.com, which he founded, and had even registered an alias to play on the Tieba that had launched recently.

She hadn’t told Li Mu that she was the Tieba moderator for Muzi Tieba, and her nickname was “Guardian Rascal.” She believed that if Li Mu went to Muzi Tieba, he would definitely guess it was her.

Li Mu indeed hadn’t checked Muzi Tieba. After casually uploading two songs, he had been too busy to bother with it.

Mentioning Dong Ai, Chen Wan said, “Dong Ai is quite straightforward, but she’s absolutely a good person. You can interact with her more in the future. Although she’s a fourth-year student, she’ll be doing grad studies at Renmin University next year. Maybe you’ll need her help someday.”

Li Mu nodded, “She came all the way to treat me to dinner because of you, so I must treat her back to show my gratitude.”

Chen Wan smiled, “That’s best, it’s about reciprocity.”

Knowing that Li Mu and Zhao Kang’s parents were definitely waiting for them at home, Chen Wan drove Li Mu back to Xiling Coal Mine residential area after breakfast. Li Mu and Zhao Kang said goodbye to her and then went home.

Li Mu had been away for a month, and Li Dad and Li Mom missed him dearly. As soon as Li Mu returned, Li Mom looked him over, tenderly saying that their son had lost weight after being away for a month.

Li Mu took off his shirt, revealing his muscular physique, and told his mom, “I didn’t lose weight, I gained muscle.”

Li Mom pinched Li Mu’s arm, nodded, and praised, “Mm, that’s right, you look like a man now. Men need a strong physique.”

Li Dad also chimed in, “Since you started exercising, you should keep it up. Health is the capital for revolution.”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, “Dad, Mom, I know, don’t worry.”

Then, Li Mu asked curiously, “How’s the shop business been this month I was gone?”





Chapter 128: Li Dad and Li Mom’s Expansion Plan

As soon as business was mentioned, Li Dad and Li Mom couldn’t stop smiling.

Just recently, after the inventory check for September, the store’s sales reached over seven hundred thousand yuan, averaging over twenty thousand yuan a day.

Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim after hearing this. He had underestimated the potential of the clothing market, thinking that a daily turnover of ten thousand yuan was already impressive. It turned out to be less than half of the actual sales.

Thinking about the total turnover since the opening, which was already around one point four to one point five million yuan, left him speechless. The store’s net profit had already reached hundreds of thousands of yuan.

Li Mom said, “Business has slowed down a bit recently, but once the weather starts to cool down at the end of October, it will definitely be another peak season. By the end of November, winter clothes will bring another peak season, and then before long, it will be almost Chinese New Year, which is an even bigger peak season.”

Li Mu nodded. “Brand apparel doesn’t really have a true off-season. Every change of season is a peak season. Besides seasonal changes, there’s also the peak season before school starts and the Chinese New Year peak season. When you add it all up, a year just flies by.”

Li Mom strongly agreed with Li Mu’s words, but her expression hesitated for a moment before she said to Li Mu, “Son, about buying a house in Yanjing that we talked about, it seems we’ll have to put that on hold for now.”

Remembering how Li Mom was so set on buying a house in Yanjing, Li Mu asked curiously, “Why? Looking at this trend, you should be able to earn enough for a house by November.”

Li Dad, who was beside them, spoke up, “Your mom has taken a liking to another brand called Semir. We inquired about it and found that its headquarters are also in Wencheng, so she wants to go there after the holiday to negotiate for this brand.”

Li Mom, fearing Li Mu’s disapproval, explained, “I think Semir is a good brand. Although its brand recognition isn’t as high as Metersbonwe, it’s not far behind. I took some time to visit Jinling and found that their store’s business is no worse than Metersbonwe’s.”

Li Mu was pleasantly surprised. His parents had changed. They were no longer focused on earning a meager salary, nor were they timid about money. Now, they were actually planning to expand their territory. It was rare, truly rare.

Li Mu had considered the Semir brand before, but based on his memories, it wasn’t as consistently performing as Metersbonwe, which was why he had excluded it when choosing only one. However, now that they already had Metersbonwe, if they were to open another store, Semir would be a good choice.

So, Li Mu said in an extremely firm tone, “I think your idea is fantastic. We can’t be satisfied with just one store. The market space in the apparel industry is still very, very large. If there’s a good project and ample funds, you must act decisively!”

As he spoke, Li Mu also felt a little worried and asked his parents, “Are you busy now? Can you manage your energy?”

Li Mom said, “Your maternal younger uncle’s wife is so capable. We don’t need to interfere with most things. In fact, we don’t even need to go to the store every day. Recently, we just go every few days to check sales, look at inventory, and decide on the purchasing volume with your maternal younger uncle’s wife. We reconcile accounts once a week, and with the computer system helping, it’s quite relaxed.”

Li Dad smiled and added, “Based on the commission ratio we set, your maternal younger uncle’s wife can earn over ten thousand yuan in September. Her drive is stronger than anyone’s right now.”

Li Mu nodded. “In that case, the second store will also need a capable store manager.”

Li Mom hesitated for a moment, sounding a little unsure, “Actually, this is something I wanted to discuss with you.”

Li Mu waited for his mom to continue.

Li Mom said, “After you left, your Mother’s younger sister came to our house a few times.”

“Oh? What did Mother’s younger sister come for?” Li Mu recalled that his Mother’s younger sister rarely came to their house, even during holidays. It was rare to see her once a year, so coming a few times in just a month must mean she had a purpose.

Li Mom then said, “Your Mother’s younger sister’s store business is getting worse and worse. Everyone in Haizhou knows how booming our store’s business is. Our sales associates earned several thousand yuan in commission in September, which is more than your Mother’s younger sister makes running her own store. So, your Mother’s younger sister wants to work at our store.”

“Her? What about your maternal younger uncle’s wife?” Li Mu said, “You know Mother’s younger sister’s temperament. Would she be willing to work under your maternal younger uncle’s wife?”

Li Mom said, “Your Mother’s younger sister’s demands aren’t high. She just wants to be a sales associate team leader. She’s also run a clothing store for several years, so she’s fine with doing sales herself.”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “Mom, are you suggesting that if we open a new Semir store, we let Mother’s younger sister be the store manager?”

Li Mom said, “That is indeed what I meant, but I also wanted to ask for your opinion…” Then, Li Mom added, “Your Mother’s younger sister is much better now than before.”

Li Mom knew that Li Mu had strong opinions about his Mother’s younger sister and was afraid he wouldn’t agree.

Li Dad also sided with Li Mom at this moment, saying, “Little Mu, your Mother’s younger sister has indeed made great progress now.”

Li Mu hesitated slightly and sighed.

He indeed had many things he couldn’t stand about his Mother’s younger sister. She was almost forty years old, yet her mindset was still unstable. She would get carried away after earning a little money, and she often spoke to his dad in a sarcastic and mean way, which was even more irritating when she echoed his Mother’s older brother.

However, she was still his mother’s biological younger sister. More than ten years ago, when he was just born, she was still a young woman and had held and doted on him quite a bit.

Psychologically, Li Mu disapproved of nepotism in business. However, for his parents’ business, making money was secondary; what was most important was for them to feel satisfied, to realize and prove their life’s value.

They had a need to earn money and a need to be recognized. Now that they had taken the first step toward success, the wealth gap between them and their relatives had widened significantly. At such a time, they weren’t smug or sarcastic towards others. Instead, they hoped to help their relatives who were lagging behind. This proved that they also had a need to be relied upon by their family.

Since that was the case, he would let them decide. Using his Mother’s younger sister wasn’t impossible, as long as she worked diligently and didn’t try any tricks in their family’s store. If she did that, his parents would feel an even greater sense of accomplishment.

So, Li Mu seriously laid down three rules with his parents: “It’s not impossible to use Mother’s younger sister, but there are a few points. First, Mother’s younger sister’s temper and personality must change, especially when managing a sales team. She absolutely cannot use a superior attitude or sarcastic and mocking methods. Second, she must seriously participate in training and genuinely fulfill the responsibilities of a store manager. Finally, if Mother’s younger sister’s ability is insufficient or her mindset is not right, she must be replaced immediately.”

Li Mom agreed without hesitation. Although she wanted to help her younger sister, having been an accountant for so many years, she still had strong principles.

Li Dad had even fewer objections. If she did well, it would be a win-win situation. If she didn’t, they couldn’t let a store worth hundreds of thousands of yuan be ruined by her foolishness.

Li Mu then asked, “Have you chosen the store location?”

“Yes, we have,” Li Mom said. “There’s a one hundred and twenty square meter storefront for rent less than one hundred meters from our current store.”

Li Mu said, “Okay, if the price is right, rent it. But the contract details must be set properly. It’s best to follow the rental contract of our current store. On that basis, it’s fine if the rent is a little more expensive.”

Li Mu didn’t expect his mom’s efficiency to be so surprisingly high. She rented the place and signed the contract that very afternoon.

Li Mom said that because they already had a Metersbonwe store, they were considered a premium partner for Semir and could even bypass the on-site review process. Therefore, the preparation time for this store wouldn’t be too long. They would sign the contract after the holiday, then immediately start renovations, and it should be ready for business by the end of October.

The family of three reached a consensus on joining Semir. Li Dad seemed to have something he wanted to say but hesitated. Li Mu noticed his dad’s behavior; he seemed to have something on his mind but held it in for half the morning, and even at lunch, he didn’t speak.

At noon, Li Dad took out a bottle of his favorite Kouzijiao, poured himself two liang, and poured about one liang for Li Mu.

Li Mom had started preparing lunch in the morning. For her son’s first meal back home, she was exceptionally attentive. For a family of three, she managed to prepare six dishes and one soup, including two cold dishes, specifically so Li Mu could have some drinks with his dad.

When a family’s material life and mindset are both thriving, this sense of satisfaction is particularly fulfilling. Even a simple meal at home felt more comfortable and pleasant than during Chinese New Year in previous years.

At the dinner table, Li Mom kept putting food on Li Mu’s plate. Li Mu ate and drank heartily, thoroughly enjoying himself.

After two liang of wine, Li Dad’s face was flushed. He suddenly spoke, “I want to discuss something with you two.”

Li Mom had been busy cooking and hadn’t noticed Li Dad’s half-morning struggle, but Li Mu had seen it all. He said, “Dad, just say whatever you want. You’re the head of the family. Some things you don’t need to discuss with us; you can make your own decisions.”

Li Dad gave an awkward smile and finally spoke about something that had been on his mind for a long time.

Li Mu’s paternal grandparents had been living with Li Mu’s paternal uncle, Li Daoguang, for a long time. Li Mu’s paternal uncle, Li Daoguang, had farmed all his life and worked odd jobs during the off-season. His family’s financial situation was very ordinary. Moreover, Li Mu had a paternal cousin brother and a paternal cousin sister. The paternal cousin sister was older, seventeen, and had dropped out of school to work in the town. The paternal cousin brother was sixteen and was still attending a technical school. The family’s burden was quite heavy.

Before Li Mu’s family opened their store, Li Dad would give Li Mu’s paternal uncle a monthly support payment. Although it wasn’t much, it was enough for the elderly couple’s living expenses. After Li Mu’s family opened the store, Li Dad specifically went back and gave Li Mu’s paternal uncle twenty thousand yuan, but Li Mu’s paternal uncle refused to take it. Li Dad knew his younger brother’s stubborn nature, so he thought, “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” He planned to invest some money to open a wholesale store in their hometown’s town.

Li Dad said that the wholesale business in the town was quite good, and the rent was cheap. If they invested in opening one, they could let Li Mu’s paternal uncle and paternal cousin sister manage it together. Li Mu’s paternal cousin sister only earned three hundred yuan a month working for others in town, so it would be better to set up a small business for their family.

Li Mu had no objections after hearing this. He only asked, “My uncle is so stubborn, will he accept you funding a store for him?”





Chapter 129: Going to the City You’re In

Li Dad wasn’t too worried about Li Mu’s question. He said, “I offered your paternal uncle the money directly, but he wouldn’t accept it. However, opening this store also concerns your younger sister’s future. People in the countryside marry early; in another two years, your younger sister will probably be discussing marriage. If she’s still doing odd jobs in town then, how can anyone look up to her? If our family has a bit of a business, she can find a better husband’s family later. And your younger brother, if he wants to get married in the future, we’ll need to build a new house in our hometown. That all costs money.”

Then, Li Dad added, “I’ve also thought it through. I can’t directly tell your paternal uncle that I’m opening a store for him; his pride wouldn’t allow it. I want to use the same method you used on your mom and me. First, I’ll invest and start preparing. When it’s almost ready to open, I’ll tell him that I spent money to open a store but don’t have time to manage it, and ask him for help. I’ll give him half the shares. If he doesn’t agree, then as his older brother, I’ll lose tens of thousands of yuan. I’ll just lay it out there and see what he does.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile. He had indeed used this method to force his parents to comply back then, casually mentioning, “It’s fine if you don’t agree, our family will just lose more than one hundred thousand yuan.” As soon as his parents heard that, they had no choice but to agree, even if they were extremely reluctant.

So, Li Mu asked, “How much investment does it take to open a wholesale store in town? What’s the income situation like? Dad, have you looked into it roughly?”

Li Dad replied, “Renting a large storefront of around one hundred square meters in town only costs about one thousand yuan a month. A wholesale store doesn’t need much renovation; just get some counters and a signboard, and you can start, right? They sell cheap, high-volume goods, and stocking goods doesn’t cost much either. Rural folks love to bring small gifts when visiting relatives and friends, like cheaper cigarettes, alcohol, drinks, and snacks or fruits. They sell very well.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “With a low barrier to entry, the competition must be fierce. It might not be easy to run. Wholesale store products also don’t have any exclusivity, so if you’re going to do it, you’ll have to be stronger than others in certain areas.”

Li Dad frowned, “They all sell the same things, and expensive things won’t sell. What do you mean by being stronger than others?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I don’t really understand it either, but I think instead of directly opening a wholesale store like those in town, where a single storefront is piled high with goods, it’s better to slightly increase the investment and put a little effort into the renovation. Make it look more presentable than the other wholesale stores in town, ideally combining it into a small supermarket and wholesale store. Actually, it’s just the floor, walls, ceiling lighting, shelves, and cash register. These things won’t cost much, twenty to thirty thousand yuan at most. But for business owners in town, twenty to thirty thousand yuan is more than two years’ worth of their rent. Their vision and mindset might not be willing to spend that money.”

Li Mu had also been to the wholesale stores in town. They were all exactly the same: ordinary unfinished storefronts with a counter, some shelves, and countless cardboard boxes of various goods piled at the entrance. Other than that, there was nothing else. If you went at night, the entire room would be lit by a single dim yellow light bulb, which looked depressing and offered no desire to enter.

In such a competitive environment, even just laying cheap white floor tiles, simply whitewashing the walls, and improving the lighting would make it a cut above other wholesale stores.

Li Dad nodded repeatedly, “I understand. After we return from Wencheng, I’ll go back to town and scout around. If there’s a suitable storefront, we’ll rent it first, okay, wife?”

Li Mom had no objections and said to the father and son, “It’s not easy for Daoguang to take care of his parents. Helping him open a wholesale store is a good thing; I certainly have no objections.”

Li Dad praised, “My wife is truly understanding!”

Li Mom smiled slightly, then looked at Li Mu apologetically, “Son, buying a house for you in Yanjing might have to wait until after the New Year.”

Li Mu waved his hand with a smile, “Mom, if there’s a way to make money, then use the money to invest. While hoarding houses is necessary, housing prices won’t soar in the next few years.”

Li Mu still had an impression of current housing prices. In the next two years, domestic housing prices wouldn’t truly take off for another two years. Within these two years, in first-tier cities like Yanjing and Shanghai, the maximum increase in housing prices would only be double. If there was a project that could double in two years, it was naturally better to invest the capital in that project. For Li Mu, hoarding houses was just the simplest investment method for lazy people.

…

Hearing that Li Mu was back, Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister brought her husband and children to visit that evening. During the time Li Mu was away, she vaguely heard that the Li family opening a Metersbonwe specialty store was entirely Li Mu’s idea. This made her look at her nephew with new eyes. A nineteen-year-old young man actually had the courage to let his parents undertake such a big business, and his bet was so accurate; she couldn’t help but admire him.

It was also because she knew this that she felt that Li Mu was the one truly in charge of the Li family’s business.

Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister didn’t know that Li Mu’s parents had already decided to do Semir. She just felt that she had misjudged them for so many years and wanted to seize the opportunity to mend her somewhat estranged relationship with her second older sister’s family. Additionally, she really wanted to work at Li Mu’s family store. Her own children’s clothing store no longer held much interest for her.

This time, when Li Mu saw his Mother’s younger sister, it was the first time he remembered seeing her humble. With his thirty-something-year-old mindset, he inwardly forgave her past behavior. In front of his Mother’s younger sister and her husband, he revealed his family’s plan to open a Semir store.

After hearing this news, Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister was both excited and worried.

She had seen the capability and value that Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle’s wife displayed at the Metersbonwe specialty store, and she also knew her income was now frighteningly high. It was impossible not to be envious. She had originally wanted to work as an assistant under her, but unexpectedly, Li Mu suddenly said they were opening another store. This ignited her hope of becoming a store manager. However, thinking of her past harshness towards Li Mu’s father, she feared she wouldn’t get this opportunity.

There were many things Li Dad and Li Mom couldn’t say directly to Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister, but Li Mu didn’t care. So he told his Mother’s younger sister his requirements for a store manager, implying that he wouldn’t reject her for the position, but the only requirement was that she must meet the standards.

Although her junior suddenly acted like a leader, Li Mu’s Mother’s younger sister didn’t mind at all. She kept promising that she would work hard to meet the store manager’s requirements, her attitude very sincere.

That was enough.

Li Mu wasn’t someone who hoarded everything for himself, and Li Dad and Li Mom were even less so. When a small family became prosperous, it was their undeniable responsibility to help members of the larger family live better lives. This was what relatives should do for each other. In the past, no one in this larger family thought of this, but now, it seemed this responsibility would fall on his parents’ shoulders. This was also a good thing for them; Li Mu knew they didn’t really value money that much.

He gave his Mother’s younger sister a not-fully-certain answer; the rest would depend on her performance and ability.

…

Ever since Li Mu returned, Chen Wan’s heart had become like that of a seventeen or eighteen-year-old girl.

At night, she would roll around on her bed thinking about Li Mu, then hold her phone, waiting for Li Mu to text her. She waited and waited, but nothing came. So she said to her phone, “You rascal, you finally came back, don’t you know to contact your sis? Even if it’s just to ask me out for a late-night snack?”

Haizhou people love to eat, especially late-night snacks. From March to the end of November, the food stalls and barbecue stands at night were in their peak season. Perhaps she was hungry, or perhaps she wanted to see Li Mu, Chen Wan always hoped Li Mu would suddenly send her a message, asking her out to eat.

She waited anxiously for a long time, her bedsheets wrinkled from her rolling back and forth, but Li Mu still made no move.

So Chen Wan pouted and sent Li Mu a text message, muttering, “This rascal… never takes the initiative…”

Li Mu was currently lying on his bed, his laptop on his stomach, browsing Tieba, excited by its rapid development. His phone suddenly received a message from Chen Wan: “Hey, want to go for a late-night snack together?”

Li Mu casually replied, “You’re going out so late, won’t Uncle and Aunt (honorifics) mind?”

“They’re not in Jiangcheng; they’re all in Jinling. I came back alone. I’m hungry and want some barbecue. Are you coming?”

Li Mu checked the time; it was five minutes to twelve. However, this was the perfect time for a late-night snack, so he replied, “Are you driving to pick me up?”

Chen Wan excitedly climbed out of bed, changing clothes as she replied, “Get ready, sis will be there soon!”

Although Chen Wan was from Haizhou, she went to Jinling for high school and Shanghai for university, so she had almost no friends in Haizhou. Most importantly, her father’s business focus was gradually shifting to Jinling, to the point where the whole family rarely returned to Haizhou now.

And the only reason Chen Wan insisted on coming back was Li Mu. Besides him, Chen Wan couldn’t think of any other reason that could attract her back.

Chen Wan quickly drove to the entrance of Li Mu’s residential complex. Li Mu quietly left his home and got into Chen Wan’s Audi.

Twenty skewers of meat, a dozen oysters, and a glass of draft beer. Chen Wan ate her meat skewers unhurriedly, while Li Mu focused on the oysters. Haizhou was originally a coastal city, but the urban area was still tens of kilometers from the coast. The county below it, Jintai County, was a coastal county with many seafood farms, so the local seafood was both cheap and fresh.

The oysters grilled with garlic and vermicelli were delicious. Li Mu ate them almost one by one with his chopsticks, taking a bite of beer after every two oysters. In no time, he had devoured most of a dozen oysters by himself.

“Boss, are the other dozen oysters ready?”

Seeing that he was almost out, Li Mu quickly asked the boss.

“Almost, almost, just a few minutes!”

“Don’t overcook them, just bring them over now!”

Oysters could also be eaten raw, and once Li Mu’s appetite was whetted, he basically couldn’t stop.

Chen Wan giggled, “Look at you, like you’re fighting a war. Do you like oysters that much?”

“Delicious, very nourishing, and good for virility.”

“Pfft!” Chen Wan pouted, “You’re such a little kid, what virility are you boosting!”

Li Mu chuckled, not answering, but instead asked Chen Wan, “Aren’t you having some?”

“Don’t feel like it. I don’t need to boost my virility.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, just about to tease her, when he saw Chen Wan’s expression turn serious. She said, “I’ve decided to apply for internships at CCTV and Yanjing TV Station. If I can get in, I’ll be able to go to the city you’re in.”

Li Mu choked on a mouthful of beer, coughing repeatedly as he asked, “Really?”





Chapter 130: Potential to Become a Ruthless Strategist

Chen Wan said that several major television stations in China would begin recruiting interns in November. China Central Television would be the first, starting its selection process in early November. It was also the station with the most applicants and the most difficult to become an intern for. Besides that, local television stations in places like Xiangnan, Yanjing, and Shanghai generally began their recruitment at the end of November.

These internships were formal positions offered by television stations specifically for fourth-year university students, unlike Chen Wan’s previous “experience life” stint at Shanghai Television.

There was a very high chance that real interns would be directly hired by the television station after their internship period ended. If one applied to a television station after graduation, the competition would be fierce, and the success rate would be much lower, probably less than one percent. However, the direct hiring rate for interns generally exceeded twenty percent, and some stations even had a signing rate of over fifty percent for their interns.

In Chen Wan’s heart, her greatest hope was naturally to get into China Central Television, but that was too difficult, and she didn’t hold much hope herself. However, Yanjing Television was an internship opportunity she absolutely had to fight for.

Li Mu was naturally very happy with Chen Wan’s decision, but he couldn’t help her much; it all depended on Chen Wan’s own abilities. However, he did have templates for various popular national variety shows from his previous life in his mind. If Chen Wan could successfully sign with a powerful satellite TV channel, he might be able to offer her some good suggestions in the future. Shows like Super Girl, Super Boy, Running Man, Happy Camp, If You Are The One, Where Are We Going, Dad?, and The Voice of China—any of them, if done with dedication, could become nationally popular.

However, Li Mu didn’t voice these thoughts. After all, doing these things required very strong resource allocation capabilities, and neither he nor Chen Wan had reached that level yet.

The two ate until late into the night. Chen Wan drove Li Mu home. After saying goodbye at the community entrance, Li Mu walked home alone. His phone received another text message. He thought it was from Chen Wan, but it turned out to be Zhao Ziqiu.

“Asleep yet?”

Li Mu replied, “Just about to sleep.”

“Miss me?”

Li Mu replied again, “Sort of.”

“What does ‘sort of’ mean?”

“Sort of… maybe just a little bit.”

“Heartless, I can’t sleep because I miss you.”

“Then what will make you fall asleep?”

“Guess?”

A mischievous thought arose in Li Mu’s mind, and he replied, “Do I have to go sleep with you?”

“You wouldn’t dare! My dad would beat you out!”

“Would he really?”

“He would!”

“Oh, then I won’t go…”

“You’re so annoying!”

After teasing each other for a bit, the two said goodnight. That night, Li Mu unexpectedly dreamed of Zhao Ziqiu, but the dream was both comical and darkly humorous.

In the dream, he was somehow, for some reason, in bed with Zhao Ziqiu at home. Her perfect figure and her impressive bust made Li Mu, an experienced old man, finish too quickly. The joy, however, turned to sorrow: at the most crucial moment, the bedroom door in the dream was suddenly kicked open. The person who kicked it open was none other than Su Yingxue, her face filled with rage. Before Li Mu could react, Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu started fighting, leaving him utterly bewildered on the side. He was about to go pull them apart when he opened his eyes and woke up.

After waking, Li Mu reminisced about the wonderful feeling Zhao Ziqiu had given him in the dream, while also wondering why Su Yingxue, such a calm girl, had become such a hot-tempered woman in his dream. He didn’t ponder it for too long, though. The awkwardness in his pants made his old face flush red, and he hurried to the bathroom to quietly wash his underwear.

…

The next day, some of Li Mu’s high school classmates began organizing a gathering. This National Day was their first long holiday after going off to university, and some classmates wanted to get together and chat about interesting things from college. The time was set for that evening, but most classmates didn’t seem too interested. Only seven or eight people confirmed. Li Mu guessed it was because Su Yingxue hadn’t returned, which made most of the boys lose interest.

As for Li Mu himself, he was originally hesitant about whether to go, but in the afternoon, he received a call from Song Liang. Song Liang said on the phone that he wanted to host a welcome feast for him. Thinking that he hadn’t actively contacted Song Liang since his return, yet Song Liang had received the news and contacted him proactively, Li Mu felt a bit guilty. He immediately agreed to the dinner with Song Liang at the Ecological Park that evening and then declined the small classmate gathering.

Song Liang’s dinner with Li Mu was just the two of them. Originally, Song Liang wanted to get a large private room with a dedicated waiter for each of them, but Li Mu said that as brothers, they should just get a small private room, which would be more convenient for chatting. Song Liang immediately had someone arrange a small private room with a very rich classical atmosphere. The two didn’t rush to eat immediately but ordered a pot of good tea and chatted while drinking tea in the antique-filled private room.

From the moment Song Liang first heard about some of Li Mu’s deeds, he felt that this young man was extraordinary. Now, his view of Li Mu had changed significantly. He now felt that Li Mu was a genius, not just smart, but also skilled at using various tactics.

As early as when someone exposed Guo Lin’s mistress online, Song Liang had guessed that Li Mu must have been the mastermind. But at that time, he only thought Li Mu understood how to use the trendy internet to achieve his goals. However, the subsequent events made him feel horrified by Li Mu’s methods.

When the Wu Dong hit-and-run case broke, someone immediately reported inside information online, and then Guo Lin was even dragged into the story. Following that, a storm of controversy swept across the internet. The provincial department and the Provincial Disciplinary Inspection Commission successively dispatched investigation teams. Wu Dong was imprisoned, Guo Lin was placed under Party investigation, Guo Lin’s wife Xue Guilan was also imprisoned, and even Li Jiawei, the second-in-command of the Municipal Bureau, was imprisoned.

Others might not have guessed who was behind the operation of this matter, but Song Liang knew it clearly. Although he had no evidence to corroborate his view, his intuition firmly believed that Li Mu was responsible for this.

Just to deal with one Guo Lin, Li Mu orchestrated such a grand spectacle, not hesitating to sacrifice the futures and fates of so many people. These methods left Song Liang amazed. He understood in his heart that impressiveness doesn’t care about background or age. This kid, Li Mu, definitely had the potential to become a ruthless strategist in the future!

Therefore, Song Liang now regarded Li Mu as his complete equal.

The two drank tea and chatted. Song Liang suddenly asked Li Mu about his feelings in Yanjing. Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “Yanjing is too big. I haven’t even gotten familiar with it in a month, so I can’t really say I have any particular feelings.”

Song Liang laughed heartily, “Yanjing is big, so big that people like me never dared to imagine it. Actually, bro, I feel that rooting oneself in Yanjing and Shanghai is the way to go for real estate. In the next few years, the housing price growth in these two cities will definitely far exceed any other place in the country.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Brother Liang, why are you so sure?”

Song Liang smiled and said, “It’s simple: the degree of resource concentration. It’s not just about big cities and many companies. Although top universities in China are spread across the country, Yanjing and Shanghai have the highest proportion, and high-tech industries are also concentrated in these two cities. In the future, a large number of high-quality talents will settle in these places. So you see, the most resources and high-end job opportunities in the country are concentrated in Yanjing, and the best hospitals in the country are the same, as are the best high schools, middle schools, elementary schools, and even kindergartens. Tell me, when a city reaches such a powerful degree of resource concentration, it will naturally become prime real estate. And what’s most closely linked to the phrase ‘prime real estate’ is real estate!”

Li Mu looked at Song Liang in surprise, admiring him even more. He had been reborn, and everything Song Liang said he had personally experienced in the future. However, for Song Liang to make such a judgment in 2001 showed his extraordinary foresight.

So, Li Mu asked, “Brother Liang, why don’t you consider developing in Yanjing or Shanghai?”

Song Liang sighed lightly and said, “I don’t want to spend my whole life in a small place like Haizhou either. Now that I have some capital, I also want to go out and develop elsewhere. However, after looking around, I found it very difficult to break through the current situation in Haizhou, let alone Yanjing.”

Li Mu was puzzled, “Why?”

Song Liang said, “I came from Jinling. Jinling is Tianming’s father’s market. He cultivated me personally, so I can’t go to Jinling to compete with him; that’s the rule. But other cities in Nansu Province, like Haizhou, have local bosses holding sway. How difficult is it to expand the market? Not to mention that these cities don’t have much development for now.”

Li Mu didn’t understand real estate, so he asked, “If you were to develop in Yanjing, what would Brother Liang lack right now?”

Song Liang thought for a moment and said, “Money, connections, and good projects.”

Li Mu asked, “You’re so optimistic about Yanjing’s future development. Won’t any piece of land in Yanjing become a good real estate project in the future?”

“It will, but I can’t do it,” Song Liang smiled slightly and explained, “Real estate is a very special industry; it requires too much. From the start, you need to have corporate qualifications. After getting those, you need to acquire land from the government. In cities like Yanjing, land acquisition relies on auctions, which not only tests connections but also financial strength. After acquiring the land, you then get loans from banks. This part not only tests connections but also luck.”

“Under normal circumstances, loans are nothing to fear, because once houses are sold and funds are recouped, a large amount of cash will flow back. However, for a real estate developer from a small city like me, with shallow pockets and insufficient confidence, if the policy direction changes slightly, or bank policies tighten a bit, I might fall into a financial quagmire. If subsequent funds can’t keep up and the development isn’t fully completed, then all the efforts of my first half of life would basically come to nothing.”

Li Mu nodded gently. He figured that those who could develop real estate in Yanjing and Shanghai were definitely not ordinary people. Let alone Song Liang, even famous Shanxi coal bosses couldn’t make real estate work in Yanjing. In the end, they could only participate in the capital’s real estate construction in a distorted way: by buying frantically.

Li Mu had even heard stories of entire buildings being bought by Shanxi coal bosses as soon as a new development opened, and such incidents were common occurrences.

At this point, Song Liang didn’t continue discussing this issue but smiled and asked Li Mu, “By the way, I heard you started a website?”





Chapter 131: Bound by Shared Interests

It wasn’t surprising that Song Liang knew Li Mu was working on a website. After all, Eting.com’s initial funding came from the four members of Simple Plan, and given Song Liang’s relationship with them, this was hardly a secret.

Li Mu didn’t hide it, nodding with a smile. “I started a music streaming website around July or August, and then a while ago, I launched a Tieba.”

Song Liang said, “I heard both of your websites are incredibly popular now, with huge traffic?”

Li Mu replied, “They’re doing well, but the current traffic is still far from my goal.”

Song Liang then asked, “Once the websites develop to a certain extent, your investment costs will probably become enormous, right?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, after a certain point, investments in all areas will grow exponentially. For a small website, initial server and bandwidth costs might only be a few thousand yuan a year, but if it develops quickly, just these costs alone could reach several million yuan a year and still not be enough.”

Li Mu thought of future video websites, which would have to pay enormous costs for server space and bandwidth. Such costs were almost unimaginable for internet companies at the time.

Song Liang then asked Li Mu, “So, the further you go, the harder it will be for you to sustain it on your own, right?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’m already feeling the strain, so I’ve started preparing to discuss funding.”

Sensing Song Liang’s interest, Li Mu tentatively asked, “Brother Liang, if I secure Series A funding, and a major company leads the investment, would you be interested in co-investing a little, just for fun?”

Song Liang’s eyes lit up. He asked, “You’re willing to let your brother come in and dilute your shares?”

Li Mu felt that Song Liang was very much to his liking. He had vision, ideas, and had helped Li Mu a lot. If the two could form an alliance of interests in the future, they could surely accomplish many things Li Mu couldn’t do alone. Therefore, he was keen to let Song Liang take a stake in Eting.com and Tieba’s ventures.

Besides, Li Mu had always coveted the future real estate development in Yanjing, Shanghai, and even Yangcheng and Shenzhen, but he knew absolutely nothing about real estate. However, with Song Liang, working together, they might just be able to get a slice of the action in the future real estate market. Therefore, diluting a small portion of his shares now to let Song Liang participate was undoubtedly a good thing with nothing but benefits.

So, Li Mu extended an olive branch: “Brother Liang, to be honest, I originally only planned to dilute ten percent of the shares for Series A funding. But if you’re truly optimistic about this and interested, I can set aside a five percent stake for you in Series A. You can co-invest alongside the other capital, and you’ll receive the same treatment as the lead investor.”

“Same treatment” meant enjoying the same valuation, cash-out options, and terms for increasing or decreasing holdings during the investment.

For example, when Li Mu chose investors, he would give certain preferential treatment based on the strength of their resources.

For instance, if a resource-rich company like Baidu invested, he could offer them a thirty percent discount on his psychological valuation, because their powerful resources could accelerate the development of Eting.com and Tieba’s businesses. However, for ordinary investment banks, Li Mu wouldn’t offer a discount; he might even raise the price, for example, by applying a factor of 1.3.

If Li Mu secured Series A funding from Baidu, Baidu would certainly get a lower price. But other co-investing capital wouldn’t receive such favorable treatment. However, generally, co-investors would still choose to invest, hoping for the project’s success and seeing a major company lead the investment, even if they didn’t get the same terms as the lead investor, to bet on a future.

The treatment Li Mu offered Song Liang meant he would enjoy the same terms as the lead investor, treating him equally. This was a significant concession.

Although Song Liang wasn’t in the internet business, he understood funding and investment well. The moment Li Mu spoke, he knew in his heart that befriending this kid was worth it. Even though the shares sounded like only five percent, for someone like him who knew nothing about the internet and was just getting on board to bet on a future, it was already excellent.

So, Song Liang said, “Little brother, don’t you regret this! I’m genuinely interested in the internet, I just didn’t know how to get in. If you’re truly willing to dilute five percent of your shares for me, I’ll accept them without hesitation, alright?”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “Brother Liang, since I’ve said it, I certainly won’t regret it. And this is Series A. If we reach Series B and the valuation increases, and you want to cash out and leave, I’ll communicate with the investors to give you priority in cashing out. If you want to make an additional investment in Series B, I’ll still give you the same treatment then. We can negotiate the specific percentage at that time.”

Li Mu’s words were effectively a guarantee to Song Liang.

Entering Series A with a valuation of tens of millions, then when the Series B valuation multiplied several times, or even more than ten times, if Song Liang wanted to leave, Li Mu would definitely help him transfer his shares directly to Series B investors, ensuring he could withdraw all his principal and profit.

Hearing this, Song Liang was incredibly amazed by Li Mu. How could this young man have such a deep understanding of capital? If they weren’t face-to-face, he would have thought he was talking to a thirty or forty-year-old venture capitalist.

Nevertheless, Li Mu’s words also made Song Liang very happy. He immediately said, “Little brother, then I won’t stand on ceremony! When you negotiate Series A, I’ll co-invest directly in my personal capacity!”

“Alright!” Li Mu smiled faintly. Both their intentions were clear: Li Mu wanted Song Liang to get on board, and Song Liang himself wanted to get on board. So, they clicked instantly, deciding to get on board together and see where things went.

At this moment, Song Liang wasn’t thinking about seeing the scenery. He just wanted to get on Li Mu’s ride. He didn’t care if this ride would ultimately make money; he simply felt that he and Li Mu should be bound by shared interests to some extent, which would open up more possibilities for their future.

Thinking of this, Song Liang added, “Little brother, I just acquired a new plot of land, less than three kilometers southeast of the city center. Sanpailou, have you heard of it?”

Li Mu nodded. Sanpailou wasn’t famous yet, but it would become a new residential area in Haizhou. As the city developed, the urban area would continuously expand southeast. In the coming years, it would become the most expensive place for housing prices in Haizhou.

Song Liang said, “Construction on this plot will begin early next year. There are quite a few co-investors, so I won’t introduce them one by one. But I, your brother, am the major shareholder. If you’re interested, I can personally give you a five percent stake. What do you think?”

Li Mu said, “Brother Liang, a single property development project for you easily costs hundreds of millions. Five percent would be at least several million yuan. I’m afraid I can’t afford to play that game!”

Song Liang smiled faintly. “What you’re talking about is the total cost. The startup capital isn’t that high; tens of millions are enough. The rest relies on bank loans and internal pre-sales.”

Li Mu asked, puzzled, “Internal pre-sales?”

“Exactly,” Song Liang chuckled. “A property project has many co-investors, and there are also many people with money who want to invest but can’t get in. After our project starts, to quickly recoup capital, we’ll pre-sell a certain percentage of housing units to these people. This is also to recover funds as quickly as possible.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Thanks for the offer, Brother Liang, but I can’t commit too strongly right now. How about this: you reserve it for me for now. If I can afford it when the time comes, I’ll definitely come and get involved with you, Brother Liang.”

Song Liang laughed heartily, “No problem! If you don’t have enough cash then, I can even lend it to you.”

Since both their ideas coincided, and both hoped to be bound by shared interests with the other, their meal was exceptionally pleasant.

Li Mu thought that Eting.com and Tieba were still personal ventures. When it came time for Series A funding, they would definitely need to be corporatized. Rather than being unprepared at the last minute, it was better to handle this now. So, he planned to find time to return to Yanjing and register a company.

However, the industrial and commercial administration department was currently on holiday, so registration would have to wait until after National Day. Still, he could find a specialized agency company in Yanjing to help, which would save a lot of trouble.

Song Liang had always been curious about Li Mu’s own psychological expectation for Eting.com and Tieba’s valuation. Li Mu said casually, “Depending on the investors, a valuation of fifty to eighty million should be no problem.”

Song Liang was completely stunned. “That high?”

Li Mu nodded. “This valuation isn’t actually that high.”

Given Tieba’s current development momentum, if Series A funding were to happen in October or November, with its several million registered users and one million daily active users, it could secure a valuation of at least tens of millions. Internet valuations inherently have a lot of room for growth, because the internet never looks at current profitability, but rather future development prospects. In simple terms, it’s all about “concept.”

In the future, websites of Kaixin001’s scale could secure several million US dollars in Series A funding, meaning their Series A valuation would inevitably reach tens of millions of US dollars. In Series B, they would raise twenty million US dollars, with a valuation exceeding one hundred million US dollars. This means that in just a few months from Series A to Series B, the valuation would increase several times or even more, showing the importance of “concept.”

When Xiaonei.com was popular, its valuation changed daily, reaching terrifying heights at times. However, like Kaixin001, it was a flop that reached its end after a few years. But music streaming could remain popular for at least five to eight more years, and Tieba for fifteen to twenty years. Even in their rudimentary form, these two major products would command a very high valuation from discerning investors.

Song Liang was clearly startled by this valuation. He couldn’t convince himself to believe in its feasibility. However, he didn’t dwell on it too much. As long as there was a lead investor, he would definitely co-invest. He didn’t understand the internet, but the investors certainly would. Moreover, he trusted Li Mu; even investing several million yuan in him wouldn’t make him bat an eyelid.





Chapter 132: A Project of Immeasurable Merit

For the remaining days of the National Day holiday, Li Mu basically did two things: eat and sleep, sleep and eat. Except for the first evening he returned home, when he had dinner at home, for the following few days, Li Mu ate out every night.

He had a meal with Song Liang, and then the very next day, he took Xiao Hao to a food stall for another meal. He and Zhao Kang had bought train tickets for the evening of the sixth, and since he was determined to have dinner at home on the sixth, Li Mu invited Chen Wan to lunch as a farewell.

Chen Wan also decided to drive back to Jinling that afternoon. With Li Mu gone, she felt there was no point in staying in Haizhou.

Li Mu reminded this honorary older sister to drive safely, then they reluctantly bid each other farewell.

At seven in the evening, Chen Wan sent a message saying she had arrived safely in Jinling. Li Mu also packed his backpack and left home with Zhao Kang.

Li Mu had only stayed for four days this time, and those four days passed in a blink. Li Dad and Li Mom felt a great deal of reluctance, but each member of the family now had their own mission. Li Mu’s mission was to study well in Yanjing, while his parents’ mission was to shoulder their own careers and the future of their two large families. Li Mu left, but Li Dad and Li Mom still held train tickets for Wencheng for the following evening. They would depart on the seventh evening and arrive in Wencheng on the eighth to sign the contract with Semir, so they didn’t have much time to dwell on their reluctance.

This feeling was quite good for Li Mu. He wasn’t a child; he understood and respected reality, knowing that separation from his family was unavoidable at the moment. Both he and his parents should focus their energy on important matters.

In the vestibule of the sleeper car, Li Mu and Zhao Kang each smoked a cigarette. Amidst the metallic noise of the moving train, Zhao Kang said to Li Mu, “Yesterday, I did a survey. In all the Internet cafes where my water army operates, people are playing Legend, and ninety percent of the players have downloaded our Legend Overlord.”

Li Mu nodded. “This game is a good way for us to make money. Wait two more months, and we’ll make another fortune.”

Zhao Kang asked, “Do I need to set up a sales network in advance? I have a lot of water army members, and they’re spread all over the country.”

Li Mu smiled. “Alright, let the core personnel start moving. If they can act as agents in their respective cities and help us establish agent Internet cafes, they’ll also get an extra income, and it’ll be easier for you to maintain them.”

Zhao Kang asked, “How do we give them commission then?”

Li Mu said, “When Sun Peng and his team did the Stone Age cheating software, it was fifteen yuan for a monthly subscription, four yuan for the Internet cafe, and three yuan for the provincial agent. In my opinion, we don’t need provincial agents. Just mobilize your thirty to forty core personnel. Have them start with their own cities, on a city-by-city basis. After they’re done, if there’s no one in the surrounding cities, they can actively expand. Whoever develops a market gets the commission. As for the commission amount, we’ll also give three yuan.”

Zhao Kang said, “Understood. So we’ll also use Sun Peng’s method, having the Internet cafes remit payment to us at the end of each month?”

“That’s the only way,” Li Mu said. “We can’t make Internet cafe owners pay upfront for a virtual product. Even Legend wouldn’t dare to be so showing off in the future; they also have an Internet cafe top-up system. Internet cafe owners remit payment once a month. This method isn’t entirely secure, but it’s the only option. However, we don’t need to worry. Once the official version of Legend Overlord is launched, there will be no competitors. At that time, as long as the demand from Internet cafes is strong, the Internet cafe owners naturally won’t dare to delay our payments.”

Zhao Kang asked, “Didn’t you say Internet cafe owners don’t make much money selling cheating software? When Er Bin bought Abei Hacks, he only made a few hundred yuan a month.”

Li Mu smiled. “Legend’s performance in the future will be several times, or even dozens of times, that of Stone Age. I dare to predict that future Internet cafes will be dominated by Legend; at least half of the people will play it.”

“That impressive?” Zhao Kang was stunned. If more than half the people in an Internet cafe were playing one game, how powerful would that be?

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Take some time to try out Legend. The three classes are very well-balanced in their strengths and weaknesses. And most importantly, it has a high degree of PK freedom. On the map, only a small area in the city center is a safe zone where you can’t kill people. But outside the safe zone, you can attack other players as you please anywhere else. Killing people even has a chance to drop their equipment. This is a setting that greatly ignites players’ passion. Believe me, it will definitely become hugely popular.”

…

School was starting in one day, and today was also the day most students returned to campus. After Li Mu arrived at the dormitory room, he found only Liu Nian sleeping in. The others weren’t there. Li Mu asked him if the others had returned, and Liu Nian, groggy in his pajamas, said that besides fourth oldest, who hadn’t left like him, everyone else hadn’t returned yet.

Li Mu woke Liu Nian up and pulled him along to have breakfast. During the meal, Li Mu was still curious where Hu Zhengdao had gone so early. Liu Nian said that Hu Zhengdao had been leaving early and returning late every day during the holiday, saying he was working part-time outside. As for what exactly he was doing, Liu Nian didn’t know either.

Liu Nian said he also wanted to work part-time, but on the third, a cold front hit Yanjing. Coming from Guangxi, he couldn’t stand Yanjing’s climate to begin with, and coupled with his thin and weak physique, he was sick for four days straight and hadn’t fully recovered yet.

Li Mu looked at Liu Nian, feeling a pang of sympathy for the young man. He was only a little over 1.6 meters tall, dark and thin, looking frail and vulnerable. He had traveled several thousand kilometers to study in Yanjing, and after being sick for several days without improvement, he could only take care of himself. It truly wasn’t easy.

So Li Mu asked him, “Liu Nian, what kind of job are you looking for?”

“I don’t know,” Liu Nian scratched his head. “After classes start, I can only do part-time work. There are too many good universities around Zhongguancun. It’s not easy for students from Renmin University to find tutoring jobs. Most parents are used to finding teachers to tutor their children, and I don’t have a way to connect with parents. As for manual labor jobs, they don’t want me either. I’m troubled…”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “Have you tried tutoring? Are you sure it won’t work?”

Liu Nian replied, “I haven’t tried yet. I haven’t gone out these past few days because I was sick. I originally wanted to write some small advertisements and post them. When I was eating, I asked a third-year student, and he said it’s hard to do, and that good opportunities are usually snatched up by students from Peking University and Tsinghua University.”

Li Mu, however, said, “I don’t think so. While Peking University and Tsinghua University certainly have an advantage, in terms of reputation, Renmin University isn’t that far behind them. It’s probably that they haven’t chosen the right direction.”

Then, Li Mu asked Liu Nian, “If you were given a chance to tutor, what age group of children would you be willing to teach?”

“Middle school, I guess,” Liu Nian said, sounding a bit uncertain. “I haven’t tutored before, so I don’t have experience. First-year or second-year middle school would be best, as the difficulty is lower. Third-year middle school is a graduating class, and I’m afraid I wouldn’t teach well and would ruin their future.”

“Idiot!” Li Mu cursed, slapping the table. “Your positioning is wrong! Why teach first-year or second-year middle school? Think about it, what’s your biggest advantage?”

Liu Nian, called an idiot by Li Mu, said somewhat aggrieved, “Bro Mu, I don’t have looks, I don’t have height, I don’t have a family background. I don’t even know what advantages I have…”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly. “Your advantage is your college entrance examination scores! Pig brain! Think about it, being able to get into Renmin University proves that your college entrance examination scores were extremely high, putting you among the absolute top tier of high school graduates. Moreover, the college entrance examination was only three months ago for you. Your memory of three years of high school knowledge points is the freshest and most confident. If you go tutor graduating high school students now, you can absolutely unleash your greatest potential! But once you become a second-year student, this advantage will no longer exist!”

Liu Nian’s eyes lit up upon hearing this. “Bro Mu, do you mean I should specifically look for this year’s third-year high school students to tutor? I never dared to think about that before. I’ve only just started university, and I’m only one year older than third-year high school students. Will parents trust me?”

“Why wouldn’t they trust you?” Li Mu retorted, and an idea suddenly popped into his head.

There were so many universities in Yanjing, with plenty of ‘Project 985’ and ‘Project 211’ schools. There must be many people like Liu Nian looking for work-study opportunities. What if he helped them establish a tutoring website, displaying their basic information, arts and science streams, college entrance examination scores for each subject, university and department/major, and then precisely promoted it to all high schools in Yanjing, especially to current third-year high school students and their parents? He could tell them that there were many elite individuals who had just taken the college entrance examination and achieved astonishing results, whose knowledge points about third-year high school were still fresh in their minds, and who were looking for tutoring opportunities. In that case, wouldn’t those students and parents be tempted?

Currently, third-year high school students usually get after-school tutoring from teachers for each subject. But no teacher would dare to claim they’re proficient in all subjects. Only these high-achieving students who have just taken the college entrance examination have that confidence. Their ability to get into these top universities in Yanjing is enough to prove that they are the most impressive, unparalleled college entrance examination machines.

However, parents of third-year high school students probably hadn’t truly realized this yet. If he could connect the buyers and sellers in this market, whether he made money or not didn’t matter. The key was to provide these work-study students with the most suitable direction, helping them solve their financial difficulties in life and studies. This would absolutely be a deed of immeasurable merit.

Thinking of this, Li Mu could barely sit still. He said to Liu Nian, “Take good care of your health these next few days. Before long, I’ll help you solve your part-time tutoring problem.”

With that, Li Mu stood up and rushed out of the cafeteria, sprinting to the apartment he rented in Yucheng Garden. He immediately turned on his computer and registered a website address:


	It had no other special meaning; it was mainly easy to remember and catchy. Someone else had already registered the pinyin domain name for ‘tutoring’ (jiājiao), and besides, Li Mu didn’t want to define the website’s name too narrowly.



Li Mu’s initial plan for 3321 was to first integrate the resources of university students from various universities who were willing to tutor. Then, he would compile these resources and grade them from high to low. As for how to grade them, for Li Mu, who had worked in the internet industry for many years, it was incredibly simple: a weighted scoring system!





Chapter 133: Is Your Dad a Filthy Rich Person?

The so-called weighted scoring involves setting several tiered reference criteria for university students, then assigning a scoring weight to each criterion. This system is used to evaluate and score students interested in working as part-time tutors.

Li Mu’s initial idea was quite simple: first, set five reference criteria: university, department, College Entrance Examination score, and whether they had received additional honors like Olympiad Math or English awards.

For universities, the score would be based on the school’s national ranking, with a maximum of 100 points. For example, a student from Peking University, ranked first nationally, would receive 100 points for this criterion. As Tsinghua University is ranked one spot lower, its students would get slightly less, 95 points. Renmin University students could get 90 points. As for Yanjing University of Technology, which ranks around thirtieth nationally, its students would only receive 70 points.

For departments, the score would be determined by the popularity of the student’s department within their university. Li Mu planned to set five tiers: the most popular majors could add 20 points, relatively popular majors could add 10 points, ordinary majors would add no points, unpopular majors would deduct 10 points, and extremely unpopular majors would deduct 20 points.

College Entrance Examination scores would be based on the points exceeding the local first-tier university cutoff score, divided by 5. For example, if a student scored 650 points this year, and the local first-tier university cutoff was 600, exceeding it by 50 points, they would receive 10 points. A city’s top scorer in the College Entrance Examination would add 20 points, and a provincial top scorer in the College Entrance Examination would add 50 points. The title of top scorer is impressive and extremely attractive to parents, so this weight isn’t an exaggeration.

As for Olympiad Math and English competitions, a first prize would add 20 points, a second prize 10 points, and a third prize 5 points.

This way, a first-year student’s basic weighted score could be calculated from their information. This score would also closely reflect their mastery of high school knowledge. A higher score would indicate a more solid grasp of high school knowledge and would attract more attention from parents. Li Mu could then introduce a bidding mechanism for high-scoring university students, allowing parents to bid online for the high-scoring students they were interested in, with the highest bidder winning.

Li Mu could foresee that once this weighted scoring and bidding mechanism became popular among parents of high school seniors, it would definitely trigger an extraordinary bidding frenzy. Therefore, Li Mu wanted to set a commission rate: for every student who successfully signed a tutoring agreement on 3321, the website would charge 5% of the transaction amount from both the parent and the student.

If this fee, after covering 3321’s basic operating costs, still had a surplus, the profit could be used to establish a university student aid fund to help impoverished students in various universities. He personally didn’t intend to make money from this.

Every university student interested in part-time tutoring could set their available class hours based on their schedule. Parents could then bid according to their own schedules. The pricing unit would be per hour. For example, if student A had a high weighted score of 150 points, they could list the class hours they wished to sell on 3321 based on their schedule. For instance, if they had two hours available from 8-10 PM every night and wanted to work 20 days a month, they could list 40 hours per month on 3321 with a starting bid price of 10 yuan.

If a parent was interested, they could bid directly on the 3321 website. If parent B successfully bid 30 yuan per hour for student A, they would then need to pay 3321 1200 yuan for 40 class hours, plus a 5% commission, which is 60 yuan. After 3321 received the money, it would send the employer’s information to student A, who could then go directly to tutor the employer’s child. After the class hours were completed, student A would receive 1200 yuan in tuition fees, minus a 5% commission, which is 1140 yuan.

Li Mu currently lacked sufficient technical means and human resources to implement online payments. He also couldn’t develop a product like Alipay for the time being. However, this wasn’t a problem. What Li Mu needed to do now was focus on Yanjing locals, specifically student parents. Even if online payment methods were available now, it would be difficult to popularize them among student parents. So, for payments, they could initially use bank transfers and home collection. Once people started paying to use 3321, he could then develop an online payment tool and compel them to use it.

If this online payment tool could reach the initial stage of Alipay, he would then directly launch the Taobao project, as the domain name was still in his hands.

After figuring this out, Li Mu’s thoughts immediately expanded. He immediately began writing website requirements and then found Kong Lingyu online to discuss them. Kong Lingyu heard Li Mu’s idea and strongly agreed. He also believed it could help university students maximize their self-worth and provide high school seniors with a more perfect tutoring option, calling it a great deed of immeasurable merit.

Therefore, the launch speed of the 3321 website had to be fast! They needed to develop the frontend and backend as quickly as possible and then launch it swiftly. After launch, Li Mu would find ways to promote it locally in Yanjing. If this model proved feasible, they could expand the same service to other cities in the future.

Kong Lingyu already had a technical team of five people, plus several university students working part-time, so their technical strength was quite robust. Moreover, Li Mu’s plan for 3321 was very clear, and the technical difficulty was not high, so it wouldn’t take long to develop and launch.

Li Mu himself also decided to participate in 3321’s development. Such a meaningful endeavor had to be brought to fruition as quickly as possible so it could start making an impact.

His communication with Kong Lingyu made Li Mu almost forget the time, until his phone rang. It was Zhao Ziqiu calling him.

“Hello, what are you doing?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Busy with something. You?”

“I’m about to board the plane. It takes off in half an hour and will arrive in Yanjing in two and a half hours.”

Only then did Li Mu remember that he had promised Zhao Ziqiu to pick her up on the 7th, and he had completely forgotten.

However, Li Mu calmly said, “Okay, go ahead and board. See you at the airport.”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled happily when she heard Li Mu say “see you at the airport.” “I can’t wait to see you now.”

After hanging up with Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu typed a line to Kong Lingyu on QQ: “For 3321’s web design, have the graphic designer create a 1.0 version quickly. Remember, it must be simple, direct, and practical!”

After giving these instructions, he closed his computer and left. He went to the car rental place he used last time and rented another car, calculating the time to drive to the airport.

After a few days apart, Zhao Ziqiu was still as captivating as ever.

Watching her emerge from the arrival hall, Li Mu even thought to himself, if this woman wore a flight attendant’s uniform, she would look even more like a flight attendant than any he had ever seen, because she was more beautiful and had a better figure than any of them.

As soon as Zhao Ziqiu came out, she spotted Li Mu standing among the crowd waiting to pick people up. Her heart filled with joy, and a girlish smile unconsciously bloomed on her face. Her steps quickened by almost double, and she practically skipped to Li Mu.

Several men, dressed like successful businessmen, had been eyeing Zhao Ziqiu throughout the flight. After getting off the plane, they were about to follow her to ask for her phone number. Unexpectedly, Zhao Ziqiu had jogged all the way out of the cabin door and now ran directly to a handsome young man, shyly saying, “You’re here.”

The handsome young man simply nodded, took Zhao Ziqiu’s suitcase, and Zhao Ziqiu, like a little bird leaning on someone, naturally took his arm. The two then turned and walked away, leaving a group of men lamenting as they watched their retreating figures.

The man was tall and handsome, the woman graceful and charming; they truly were a match made in heaven. Unfortunately, this meant others lost the chance to win her affection.

Li Mu led Zhao Ziqiu to the parking lot, put her suitcase in the trunk, and then he and Zhao Ziqiu got on board. He drove her towards the city.

Sitting in the passenger seat, Zhao Ziqiu took out several exquisite gift boxes from her shoulder bag, shaking them in front of Li Mu. She said, “I told my dad that a male classmate specifically rented a car to take me to the station. My dad asked if you smoked, and I said yes, so he told me to give you this.”

Li Mu had just driven out of the parking lot. He paused, looking at the gift boxes in Zhao Ziqiu’s hand, then simply pulled the car over and examined them. “My goodness, these are Panda cigarettes!”

Li Mu still remembered thinking in high school that the most expensive cigarettes in the country were Soft Zhonghua, but only after going to university did he hear that the most expensive cigarettes were actually Panda cigarettes. Compared to Little Panda cigarettes, people usually called them Big Panda.

There were generally two types of Big Panda. The common one came in a yellow hard box, with two pandas on the cigarette pack, one sitting and one lying down. This type of cigarette cost about 100 yuan per pack, which was considered a top-tier luxury cigarette in that era. However, what Zhao Ziqiu held in her hand was the green-boxed Big Panda.

Li Mu remembered hearing someone say that this type of Panda cigarette was commonly known as Panda Hard Special Edition, the absolute best among Panda cigarettes, a collector’s edition. Grandpa Deng, the former leader, loved to smoke this brand of cigarette. This Panda Hard Special Edition came with only two packs in each gift box, along with a lighter and a crystal ashtray, definitely the most impressive high-end stuff for smokers.

Just as Li Mu was mesmerized, Zhao Ziqiu pulled out two more identical gift boxes, complaining, “These things are too heavy, so I didn’t bring too many.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “There’s a lighter in there, how did you bring it on the plane?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, puzzled, “No one said I couldn’t bring it.”

Li Mu was stunned for a moment, then shrugged it off. Perhaps the civil aviation regulations didn’t have that rule yet.

However, refocusing his attention on the three gift boxes, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask Zhao Ziqiu, “Is your dad a filthy rich person?”

“Filthy rich person?” Zhao Ziqiu wasn’t quite used to the term and quickly said, “My dad isn’t a filthy rich person and local tyrant! Don’t label him unfairly.”

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly. Regardless, to casually give a few packs of cigarettes to thank his daughter’s classmate, and for them to be these Panda Hard Special Edition gift boxes, Li Mu was truly impressed.

Zhao Ziqiu continued, “Mainly, they’re too heavy, and I didn’t want to bring too many. Plus, I don’t want you to smoke too much, so just smoke them for fun.”

Seeing her serious expression, Li Mu said, “Perfect, I’ll have one now.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded. “Go ahead, we’re not in a hurry to get back to school anyway.”

Li Mu opened one of the gift boxes, pulled out a cigarette, lit it with the included lighter, and took a deep puff. It was indeed extraordinary.

The taste was mellow and smooth, and he could even feel a hint of sweetness in his throat. The smoke entered his lungs from his windpipe without any harshness. One puff almost made him intoxicated.

Zhao Ziqiu reached out and waved away the smoke, then asked Li Mu, “I’ll treat you to dinner tonight. What do you want to eat?”

Li Mu glanced at her, his gaze involuntarily dropping a bit, specifically looking at the rise and fall of her chest. He exhaled a puff of smoke and sighed, “If we’re eating, let’s go to some proper places. Otherwise, I’m afraid we’ll cause trouble again.”

Zhao Ziqiu saw him staring at her chest and saying such things, naturally understanding what he meant. She said, embarrassed and with a hint of shyness, “If you don’t like me wearing such revealing clothes, then I’ll wear more sporty and loose-fitting ones in the future.”

Li Mu blurted out, “Don’t! Why hide something so good? Besides, you can’t hide it anyway.”

His involuntary remark made Zhao Ziqiu’s face turn as red as a Fuji apple.

Li Mu secretly thought, My bad, my bad. I’m a man of my age, I shouldn’t be so frivolous. I really don’t know what’s wrong with me. This girl beside me seems to carry an enchanting aura that messes with my mind!

Shaking his head, Li Mu flicked the cigarette butt out, shifted gears, and the car drove off.





Chapter 134: My Own Brother

Zhao Ziqiu is a stunning beauty, too eye-catching and prone to attracting trouble. So, Li Mu decided to take her somewhere safer to eat, like McDonald’s.

There was a McDonald’s on the road between Peking University and Renmin University. Li Mu drove up to the entrance, parked the car within the lines, and walked in with Zhao Ziqiu.

After briefly asking Zhao Ziqiu what she wanted to eat, Li Mu told her to find a seat first. He went to the counter to order, stood in front of it, and said “hello” to the server who had their back to him, preparing food. When the person turned around, Li Mu was startled.

It was Hu Zhengdao.

Hu Zhengdao showed no unnatural expression upon seeing Li Mu. After a moment of surprise, he smiled slightly and asked, “Third oldest bro, when did you get back?”

Li Mu thought, So Hu Zhengdao came to work at McDonald’s. He smiled faintly and said, “I arrived this morning. I heard from sixth oldest that you were working a part-time job, but I didn’t expect it to be here.”

Hu Zhengdao glanced at his other colleagues nearby and whispered, “It’s not bad here. I can come every evening for three to four hours. Students get 2.6 yuan an hour.”

In 2001, 2.6 yuan an hour was likely just at Yanjing’s minimum wage standard. It seemed that companies like McDonald’s usually paid part-time workers at or even slightly below the local minimum wage. Moreover, this kind of work wasn’t easy; it was very tiring.

For a university student like Hu Zhengdao, attending classes all day and then working part-time for three or four hours in the evening would earn him at most ten yuan. It was a raw deal.

Yet, Li Mu couldn’t see any dissatisfaction on Hu Zhengdao’s face. He even had a simple, contented smile when he mentioned the figure.

This student from Northern Shaanxi had never imagined he could earn ten yuan by working four hours a day in Yanjing. This was much higher than the income level in his hometown. Furthermore, he even felt that he could become self-sufficient by working at McDonald’s, no longer needing living expenses from his family.

Li Mu felt a pang of sadness, which only strengthened his resolve to launch the 3321 project as soon as possible.

Hu Zhengdao then asked Li Mu, “Are you here alone? What would you like to eat?”

Li Mu replied, “I came with Zhao Ziqiu. I just picked her up from the airport.”

Hu Zhengdao asked in surprise, “Oh, have you two gotten together?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “No, don’t spread rumors to your girlfriend. The girl is sensitive.”

Hu Zhengdao retorted, “You know she’s sensitive, so why don’t you hurry up and make it official?”

Just then, the restaurant manager sternly asked Hu Zhengdao, “Hu Zhengdao, is this customer your friend?”

Hu Zhengdao was about to explain when Li Mu said, “A customer, asking him what’s good to eat.”

Then, he whispered to Hu Zhengdao, “Just take my order for now. We can talk more tonight when we get back.”

After ordering, while waiting for his food, Li Mu asked Hu Zhengdao, “Does Wang Yanan know about your part-time job?”

“She knows,” Hu Zhengdao said with a frank expression. “Mainly, I want to earn some money to buy a cheap phone so I can contact her. Other couples text each other every day, but we can only call the dormitory phone. I always feel like I’m letting her down.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “I understand.”

After eating with Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu drove her back to the university. Although Zhao Ziqiu subtly hinted that she had nothing to do back in her dormitory room and implicitly conveyed a desire to spend more time with him, Li Mu still found an excuse, saying he had to return the car and that a fellow townsman needed to see him about something.

Zhao Ziqiu was a little disappointed as Li Mu dropped her off at Peking University. Afterward, Li Mu didn’t bother returning the car. Instead, he drove straight back to Yucheng Garden. The project plan for 3321 was making him restless.

Yucheng Garden was Li Mu’s small world. When immersed in it, Li Mu felt as if the world consisted only of himself, his computer, and the internet. This feeling brought him immense satisfaction and relaxation. However, around 9:30 PM, the entire city seemed to erupt in excitement.

Li Mu pushed open the window and saw many people gathering on the street, beating gongs and drums. More and more people were appearing, and he even heard firecrackers. Looking into the distance, fireworks were soaring into the sky everywhere. He felt a little surprised. Today was the last day of the holiday; shouldn’t everyone be feeling down? Why were they so excited now?

At this moment, Li Yawei sent a group text message to the three people in the dormitory room who had mobile phones: “Everyone, have you watched TV? The National Football Team qualified for the World Cup!”

Li Mu suddenly remembered, “Oh! Right, tonight at Wulihe Stadium in the Northeast, China’s National Football Team defeated Oman and advanced to the World Cup finals for the first time.”

However, thinking about it was truly disappointing. One billion three hundred million people excitedly celebrated their qualification for the World Cup, only for them to return shamefully, having conceded nine goals and lost all three matches under the world’s gaze. It truly put the Chinese people’s emotions on a complete roller coaster.

At this time in his previous life, Li Mu, then a university student in Jinling, was also very excited. He joined his classmates in parades and cheers, celebrating the National Football Team’s first World Cup qualification. But in this life, Li Mu couldn’t muster any enthusiasm. That night, Li Mu was probably the only person among China’s football fans who felt no excitement.

…

Classes resumed the next day, and Li Mu was distracted all day, his mind filled with the 3321 university student tutoring project. During lunch, Li Mu happened to run into Dou Xueli, a fellow townsman from Haizhou whom he had met at the hometown association before the holiday. They greeted each other and naturally sat down to eat together.

With 3321 on his mind, Li Mu asked Dou Xueli, “Xueli, have you ever thought about doing a part-time job?”

Dou Xueli blurted out, “Of course I have! My family only gives me three hundred yuan for living expenses a month, which isn’t enough. Last night, a few bros from the dormitory room had dinner together, and each person spent dozens of yuan on one meal. At this rate, three hundred yuan would be good if it lasted half a month. Prices in Yanjing are expensive too; even internet access costs two or three yuan an hour.”

As he spoke, Dou Xueli asked Li Mu, “Do you also want to do a part-time job?”

Li Mu nodded vaguely and then asked, “Have you thought about what you want to do?”

Dou Xueli replied, “Part-time jobs outside the campus are too tiring, and part-time jobs inside the campus are a bit embarrassing. So I’m thinking of looking for middle school students near our university who need tutoring. I plan to write a small advertisement and post it in nearby residential areas.”

Li Mu nodded, asking curiously, “Does our university also offer work-study part-time jobs?”

Dou Xueli told Li Mu, “Yes, the student union has a ‘Student Aid Helper’ project, set up by a Vice President. Many of the daily tasks are handled by Senior Male Student Wu Shuai, whom we met at the hometown association last time. Yesterday, he posted on ‘Spoonful Pond’ saying that ‘Student Aid Helper’ has a batch of on-campus work-study positions, and interested students can apply to him.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Student Aid Helper is run by the student union? Where do they get these positions from?”

Dou Xueli chuckled. “I’m not too sure either. Maybe they apply for them from the professors? For example, Qiuzhen Building needs three assistants to organize documents and materials, send and receive files, and so on. The Audio-Visual Building also needs a few assistants, and the library and archives also need helpers. All these positions are currently managed by Wu Shuai.”

As he spoke, Dou Xueli added, “The university positions pay very little, and since everyone’s a classmate, you’re always running into each other. Not many people want to do them. Usually, only students from low-income families actively apply. You know, we’re not considered low-income students; we just don’t have enough money to spend. It’s not worth working on campus, is it?”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “You’re right. Let’s leave those opportunities for students from low-income families.”

Although Li Mu had no interest in on-campus work-study programs, what Dou Xueli said reflected a phenomenon among a considerable number of university students: they are ambitious but lacking practical skills and care too much about appearances. They want to do part-time jobs, but they find on-campus work embarrassing and off-campus work too tiring. In the end, most of them give up. Overall, there is potential in the university student part-time job market; it just lacks a good method to tap into this potential.

After the last class finished at five in the afternoon, Li Mu took a stroll around Zhongguancun and specifically visited a mobile phone market. He found that he had no interest in any of the phones available; there were no color screens, let alone cameras. As for smartphones, that was pure fantasy. After looking around, he really didn’t like the appearance of the Motorola V998+. In the end, he spent nearly three thousand yuan to buy an Ericsson T39MC, which had just been released.

This was the world’s first mobile phone with built-in Bluetooth. Although Bluetooth was useless at the moment, and even though it supported GPRS and had a built-in WAP browser, and Li Mu had no intention of using his phone to access the internet, he still willingly played the fool and bought it without hesitation.

He just wanted to buy a phone better than the 8250, which would then give him a good reason to pass on his 8250, used for less than three months, to Hu Zhengdao.

On the way back, Li Mu swapped his SIM card into the new phone and called Li Yawei, asking if he was with Hu Zhengdao.

Li Yawei said, “Our two couples just made plans to eat together at a Guilin Rice Noodles restaurant near Peking University’s South Gate. We just left the dormitory room. Li Mu, do you want to join us?”

As soon as Li Yawei mentioned “two couples,” Li Mu knew he meant himself and Han Xiaoxiao, and Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan. These two couples often hung out together privately. So, he chuckled and said, “I’m not going to be a third wheel for you guys. Tell Zhengdao to wait for me in the dormitory room for a few minutes; I need to talk to him.”

“Okay.”

Back in the dormitory room, only Hu Zhengdao, who had tidied up, was inside. Li Mu asked, “Zhengdao, where are the others?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Yawei was afraid his darling wife would get anxious, so he left first. The others went to the cafeteria. Oh, by the way, Yawei said you needed to see me about something?”

Li Mu nodded, took out the 8250 with the SIM card removed from his pocket, and handed it to Hu Zhengdao, saying, “I got a new phone, and this one’s idle. You can use it.”

Hu Zhengdao looked at the 8250 Li Mu handed him in surprise. “Isn’t this still brand new?”

Li Mu then took out his newly bought Ericsson T39MC and said, “It’s just me being impulsive; I switched to one with more features.”

Hu Zhengdao didn’t know how good Li Mu’s financial situation was, but the casual way he replaced a brand-new phone still left him too surprised to react.

Thinking about how he had mentioned wanting a phone last night, and now Li Mu had a new phone and was passing his old one down to him, Hu Zhengdao felt as if Li Mu had done this specifically for him.

However, as the saying goes, “one should not accept a reward without merit.” How could Hu Zhengdao just take a phone from Li Mu? He knew the 8250; a new one cost over one thousand yuan, and a good used one would still be six or seven hundred, equivalent to three months of his living expenses.

Seeing Hu Zhengdao refuse, Li Mu said, “We’re like brothers. Why are you acting so coy about such a small thing? If you don’t use this phone, it’ll just be idle, won’t it? I’m just lending it to you, not giving it to you.”

Hu Zhengdao acted coy. A man from the Northwest should be straightforward, but in this matter, he felt too embarrassed to agree.

However, seeing that Li Mu was already complaining about his hesitation, Hu Zhengdao felt a bit embarrassed. After much thought, he said to Li Mu, “Third oldest bro, how about you sell this phone to me? It’s just that I’m not very well off financially right now, so I’d have to pay you in installments.”

Li Mu slapped the table and said with a hint of displeasure, “Is it really interesting to be so formal between brothers? This phone is idle right now. If you want to use it, take it. If not, I’ll give it to Liu Nian later. But Liu Nian doesn’t have much use for a phone, unlike you, who has a girlfriend. Girls nowadays love to chat on the phone and send a barrage of texts with their boyfriends. Can you really bear for your Wang Yanan to lie in bed and not even receive a single text from you?”

Hu Zhengdao’s old face flushed. Li Mu had hit him right where it mattered, and these words made him completely abandon his previous hesitation. He nodded gratefully, “Then thank you, Li Mu.”

Li Mu pushed him out of the dormitory room door and said, “You can buy a SIM card at any phone booth. Pick one up on your way.”





Chapter 135: Meet and Talk

Kong Lingyu had been quite troubled lately.

There were too many troublesome things.

Eting.com, Tieba, the ever-increasing traffic, the growing pressure on server and bandwidth capacity, and even the rising demand for technical support—all these things made him feel immense pressure.

He admitted that even in Yanjing, at Yahoo, he had never been this busy.

But busy as he was, the moment he had a little free time, Kong Lingyu couldn’t help but exclaim how incredibly fulfilling his life had been recently!

He was a super fan of the internet himself, a strong advocate for the internet era. He had originally thought that leaving Yanjing and returning to Jinling would mean moving away from the center of China’s internet industry. But he never expected that by following the right Boss, he could unleash such powerful potential.

Currently, so many things required his maintenance, processing, and resolution, yet he wasn’t annoyed at all; instead, he was enjoying it.

His Boss, who had just started university, was truly a genius among geniuses. Many of his concepts, sometimes just a single sentence, would take him days to fully digest.

Seeing Eting.com and Tieba developing rapidly, and with fundraising imminent, Kong Lingyu didn’t expect to receive stock options, but being one of the core members of such an enterprise made him extremely proud and honored.

Especially in the past two days, Li Mu had given him a new idea.

3321!

This idea was a great deed of immeasurable merit for him. Because of it, he voluntarily cut his daily six hours of sleep to four hours, yet he remained energetic and full of drive.

Kong Lingyu took on so many responsibilities without any complaints, and Li Mu constantly felt grateful that he had found the right person. Previously, his two websites operated under his personal name, but now, for fundraising, they needed to be incorporated. It was time to prepare stock options for core executives and team members.

No startup company would fail to reserve a portion of stock options for its employees. These founding members who started with the Boss from the beginning would be a huge asset to the company in the future. To retain them and to make them treat the company as their own venture, it wasn’t enough to just give them sufficient salaries; stock options were also indispensable.

Generally, when companies grant stock options to veteran employees, there’s a binding agreement. For example, the options might be held in trust by a leader, with a certain percentage that can be cashed out each year, and full cash-out possible within a certain number of years. If an employee resigns before the expiry date, it’s considered an automatic forfeiture of all options.

Li Mu also planned to do something similar. He would first allocate three percent of the options to Kong Lingyu. However, Kong Lingyu could only cash out one percent of these options annually, and Li Mu would have the right of first refusal. This meant that the shares he gave Kong Lingyu would remain Kong Lingyu’s as long as he stayed with the company. If he left, he would sell them back to Li Mu.

Three percent was not a small amount for someone like Kong Lingyu, who contributed purely through technical expertise; it was even a bit generous. However, Li Mu firmly believed that to build a company and make big money, one must not be stingy or tighten the purse strings when it comes to employees. Instead, one should provide them with ample provisions and ammunition, allowing them to charge into battle with confidence.

The company hadn’t even been formally established, yet Li Mu had already received investment intentions from several companies. This time, Jack Zhou from Baidu offered a new proposal: Baidu was willing to give Eting.com and Tieba a valuation of thirty million yuan.

Li Mu looked at the email he sent, didn’t reply, but instead pulled out his phone and called him directly.

“Hello.”

“Hello, is this Mr. Zhou?”

“It’s me. Who is this?”

The person on the other end of the line was clearly eating.

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “My surname is Li, and I’m the founder of Eting.com and Tieba.”

“Cough, cough…” Jack Zhou choked, spitting rice all over his wife’s face opposite him. Under his wife’s reproachful gaze, he quickly grabbed his phone and rushed to the bedroom, saying excitedly, “Mr. Li, I’ve been waiting for your call for a long time!”

Li Mu said with a smile, “Actually, I didn’t intend to call you, because your offers have always lacked sincerity. However, I think this might be related to your company’s current situation. You must be under a lot of pressure from your investors, right?”

“Yes,” Jack Zhou had long regarded Li Mu as a big shot in the internet field, and hearing Li Mu’s accurate assessment, he sighed, “Regarding the intention to acquire Eting.com and Tieba, our President and Vice President are both communicating with the investors. The pressure is indeed quite high.”

Li Mu hummed, then said, “We can’t explain everything clearly through emails and phone calls. I think we should schedule a time to meet and talk.”

Jack Zhou immediately said excitedly, “Please name a time, and I’ll arrange it.”

“How about Saturday? I’m free all day Saturday.”

Jack Zhou quickly said, “Okay, I’ll arrange a time with my superiors tomorrow when I get to the company. I’ll contact you once it’s set. Can I reach you at this number?”

“Yes, this is my mobile number.”

“OK!”

…

To the other five people in Dorm 606, Li Mu had been somewhat mysterious lately.

He never went to self-study sessions, nor did he ever go to the library. He would disappear after classes at around five o’clock every day. One day, he didn’t return until just before the lights went out at eleven at night, and another day, he called directly to say he wouldn’t be back at all. No one knew what he was tinkering with, and when asked, he was always evasive, leaving the five people in Dorm 606 guessing all day long.

Regarding not returning to the dorm at night, Li Mu felt at ease after understanding the rules. The dorm manager only conducted random checks occasionally. If he wasn’t in the dorm during a check, it wasn’t a big deal; at most, behavioral points would be deducted. If too many were deducted, he just wouldn’t get a scholarship, which Li Mu didn’t care about anyway.

These past two days, almost all of his free time was spent at Yucheng Garden. The 3321 website, after several days of frantic overtime by him and Kong Lingyu’s team, had already developed an internal test version.

The internal test version of 3321 already possessed all the functions Li Mu envisioned, including an administrator backend, a student backend, and an employer backend. Students could register accounts themselves and upload their identity and various other information. However, to prevent forged information, Li Mu set up a review stage: all identity information needed manual review. Although it was a bit troublesome, Li Mu felt it was necessary. Regardless, he had to ensure 3321’s authority and credibility in the eyes of employers.

Kong Lingyu said that 3321 could go online within this week. The servers and technical support could all be located in Jinling, and he would be responsible for daily support.

Li Mu had no objections to this. The key issue wasn’t where the servers were or where the technical support was, but rather the promotion of 3321 among high school students’ parents. For this age group, Li Mu’s only option was offline vertical ground promotion, such as directly organizing a promotion team to go to major high schools and residential communities in Yanjing.

The thought of potentially needing a promotion team of at least dozens of people scattered across various corners of Yanjing made Li Mu a bit worried. He hadn’t registered a company in Yanjing yet, nor did he have any network resources. Where would he find suitable people?

While he was worrying about this, Sun Jian suddenly called Li Mu, asking if something had happened to him recently, and told him that if he needed any help, he must speak up to his dorm brothers.

It turned out that the people in Dorm 606 had been worried about Li Mu’s mysterious behavior these past few days, fearing something had happened. They kept guessing but couldn’t figure it out, which only made them more concerned. So, Sun Jian volunteered to call Li Mu.

Li Mu wanted to say he was fine and to reassure everyone, but then he had a change of heart. For something as meaningful as 3321, he felt there was no need to treat his dorm brothers as outsiders. He could completely tell them about the plan, then rally everyone to help with offline promotion. At that time, he could just say someone was investing and pay everyone as part-time workers. Wouldn’t that kill two birds with one stone?

This way, not only Dorm 606, but also Zhao Ziqiu and her group of Peking University girls could be mobilized to participate. Each of them could then invite a few fellow townsmen and friends. From individual points to a widespread effort, he believed they could quickly assemble a small team of dozens of people. Moreover, they would all be high-achieving students from top universities, which would give them greater persuasiveness when promoting to high school students’ parents.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu told Sun Jian, “I am indeed busy with something, but don’t worry, it’s nothing troublesome. I’m just tinkering with something. It’s just that the situation isn’t completely clear yet, so I haven’t told everyone. How about this, Boss, once things are clearer on my end, we can all have a good talk.”

Hearing Li Mu say this, Sun Jian no longer pressed for details. “Alright then, when you feel it’s appropriate, let’s all have a chat.”

Once they confirmed that Li Mu wasn’t in any trouble, Sun Jian and the other brothers were relieved. As for what Li Mu was tinkering with, they couldn’t figure it out either, but they all knew in their hearts that although Li Mu was usually low-key, it was clear from some details that he was financially well-off.

His laptop, costing over twenty thousand yuan, was simply left in the dormitory as a shared computer. On a whim, he spent three thousand yuan to get a new phone and even gave the brand-new 8250 to Hu Zhengdao. He never missed his fitness and swimming sessions, clearly someone who had money. For university students, the biggest troubles in life were usually heartbreak and lack of money, and neither of these seemed to be an issue for Li Mu.

No major problems were found during 3321’s internal testing, only some minor details that Li Mu wasn’t satisfied with. At ten o’clock in the evening, Li Mu wrote down the areas he was dissatisfied with in a document, sent it to Kong Lingyu’s email, and then called him, asking him to quickly organize the technical team to resolve them.

Kong Lingyu agreed very readily. Li Mu suddenly remembered that he had an appointment with Baidu on Saturday to discuss funding, so he said to Kong Lingyu, “Old Kong, have you thought about moving back to Yanjing?”

Kong Lingyu asked in surprise, “What’s wrong?”

Li Mu said, “I’m preparing for Series A funding. For Series A, we’ll need to raise several million yuan at least. At that time, the technical team for Eting.com and Tieba will need to double. Jinling still doesn’t have enough talent, nor is it at the forefront of internet development. So I think we need to consider relocating to Yanjing.”

Kong Lingyu was silent for a moment, then said, “You’re right. If we want to grow big, staying in Jinling is indeed unsuitable. Jinling currently doesn’t have the soil to cultivate large internet companies…”

Pausing, Kong Lingyu asked, “Our current team works quite well together. What if they’re unwilling to go to Yanjing? Building a new team there temporarily will inevitably affect our progress.”

Li Mu then said, “Once I finalize the funding terms and our company is incorporated, I will give you and others certain stock options. Salaries will also be generally adjusted, ensuring that if everyone comes to Yanjing, their salaries, benefits, and future development prospects will be much better than in Jinling.”

Kong Lingyu thought for a moment and asked, “Boss, when are you discussing Series A?”

“Saturday morning at nine. I feel Baidu is quite eager.”

“Alright! Once you secure Series A, I’ll announce it to everyone. I believe that for their future and for the company, they will accept developing in Yanjing.”

“OK, wait for my news. Also, the 3321 matter needs to be resolved as soon as possible. I’m going to grab something to eat first; I haven’t eaten since this evening.”

“Okay, Boss, you should also take care of your health. Don’t push yourself too hard at such a young age.”

“My health is definitely much better than yours.”





Chapter 136: Arrogance

On Saturday morning at eight fifty, Li Mu arrived at Baidu’s office in Yanjing. Baidu, in its rapid development and expansion phase, still had hundreds of employees working overtime even on a Saturday morning. For internet companies, overtime in the technical and product departments was almost a norm, and Li Mu had long grown accustomed to it.

The receptionist, hearing he was there to see Jack Zhou, quickly led him to a conference room. Jack Zhou had informed her beforehand that an important guest was coming to discuss cooperation and that she should notify him immediately upon the guest’s arrival.

Li Mu had been seated in the conference room for just two minutes when a man in his thirties, with a refined appearance, wearing a suit and leather shoes, and rimless glasses, pushed the door open. Upon seeing Li Mu, he froze for a moment before recovering and tentatively asking, “Are you Mr. Li Mu?”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s me.”

Jack Zhou was stunned.

He had communicated with Li Mu several times via email, and combining that with the two projects Li Mu was operating, he had used his intuition to guess Li Mu’s identity. He always felt that this man must be between thirty and thirty-five years old, must have had overseas study or even work experience, and might even have worked at a world-renowned internet company. However, he never dreamed that the other party would look as young as twenty years old.

Despite his surprise, Jack Zhou quickly composed himself and warmly shook Li Mu’s hand. After a few pleasantries, he said, “Mr. Li, please wait a moment, our Vice President will be here shortly.”

“Vice President” was often abbreviated to “VP,” and industry insiders liked to use English acronyms to sound impressive. Li Mu was long accustomed to this, so he simply nodded without saying much.

As the head of investments, Jack Zhou typically negotiated with potential investees and engaged in capital-level games. However, after several communications with Li Mu, he hadn’t found any breakthrough points, which left him feeling somewhat frustrated. Seeing him today and discovering he was so young only deepened this sense of frustration.

A few minutes later, three middle-aged men and a woman in her late twenties arrived at the conference room. Jack Zhou quickly made introductions, with the main focus on Vice President Tan Yaocheng.

Li Mu had heard of Tan Yaocheng’s reputation. He stayed with Baidu until 2006, then left completely after Baidu went public, becoming an angel investor. He invested in many projects, and quite a few were successful, making him a true winner in life.

Tan Yaocheng also hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so young. In fact, he too had formed a mental image of Li Mu, and the deviation was so great that, like Jack Zhou, he was shocked for a long time before accepting the reality.

Jack Zhou also introduced others to Li Mu, such as the Technical Director and the Operations Director. Li Mu didn’t pay much attention to remembering their names, because he knew that the only person he needed to win over right now was Tan Yaocheng.

As for Baidu’s Technical Director and Operations Director, what concern were they of his? They would only become relevant if he reached a financing agreement with Baidu.

Tan Yaocheng was also a principled person who valued efficiency. So, after brief pleasantries, he got straight to the point: “The main reason we invited Mr. Li here today is Baidu’s interest in Eting.com and Tieba. Jack Zhou should have already discussed this with you. We have a strong intention to acquire both businesses as a package, and our offer is very sincere. I wonder, Mr. Li…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and, somewhat impolitely, raised a hand to interrupt him. “Mr. Tan, regarding the package acquisition, I clearly stated in my emails with Mr. Zhou a long time ago that I do not accept any company’s package acquisition offers.”

Tan Yaocheng hadn’t expected Li Mu to refuse a package acquisition almost without thinking, without even asking about Baidu’s current proposed price. Why was this young man so decisive, even to the point of being arbitrary? Was he too confident in himself, or too confident in the future of Eting.com and Tieba?

Although Li Mu’s refusal was so blunt, Tan Yaocheng didn’t give up. He smiled and said, “Mr. Li, don’t you want to hear our latest offer? We communicated with investors in Silicon Valley recently, and the current offer is much higher than the one Jack Zhou gave you before.”

Everyone at Baidu was very optimistic about Eting.com and Tieba, especially Tieba. It was simply a god-tier community tool. With it, they would have a giant magnet to gather users, and combined with Baidu’s advantages, it would surely become a leader in the community sector. They had even prepared an English version of the current status, analysis, and evaluation of these two businesses and sent it to investors in Silicon Valley. The investors eventually gave a clear reply: if Baidu could acquire both businesses as a package, they would increase Baidu’s capital by ten million US dollars.

This showed that the investors were also very optimistic about the integration prospects of these two businesses with Baidu.

Before entering, Tan Yaocheng already had a new offer for Li Mu: twenty-five million yuan, after tax. Even he felt his heart race at this price. For a project started just a few months ago, such a high valuation was practically a miracle in the internet industry.

However, he never dreamed that Li Mu would say with a calm expression at this moment, “Believe me, Mr. Tan, with Baidu’s current scale, you cannot afford the price for a package acquisition.”

The faces of the people in the conference room showed embarrassment.

Tan Yaocheng was stunned again. What was this kid’s background? He didn’t even ask for the price and just directly said Baidu couldn’t afford it. Wasn’t that a bit too arrogant?

However, combining this with the information Li Mu had previously revealed, Tan Yaocheng roughly guessed Li Mu’s true intention: only financing, no selling.

Tan Yaocheng then asked, “Mr. Li, are you very optimistic about these two businesses? What do you think their future development prospects are?”

“Let me put it this way,” Li Mu said, leaning slightly forward, speaking with full confidence to the group. “If I compare the future prospects to a hand grenade, then Eting.com is just the pull-ring on the grenade’s fuse.”

At this point, Li Mu made a circular gesture with his finger and continued, “Please note, it’s just the pull-ring on the fuse, the one you put your finger through, like a key ring. It’s an entry point I found in the online music streaming and download field. As for Tieba, that’s the fuse of the hand grenade. And the fundamental purpose of Eting.com and Tieba’s existence is to detonate the real hand grenade. So, if you ask me how big the future development prospects are, you can compare the power of a fuse to that of a hand grenade.”

Tan Yaocheng frowned. A fuse was just a detonator cord; how much power could it have? Minimal, how could it be compared to a hand grenade? Interpreted differently, Li Mu meant that the current Eting.com and Tieba were nothing significant; combined, they were just a fuse for his hand grenade. Was it really okay for this young man to be so arrogant at such a young age?

Tan Yaocheng decided to sound a warning to the young man before him. He spoke in the tone of an experienced person: “Although Tieba’s model and creativity are excellent, you ultimately lack sufficient traffic and financial support. Once this model is imitated by a company or individual with a large amount of traffic and capital, I believe they can quickly surpass your Tieba and suppress it to the point where it can’t recover.”

The “company with a large amount of traffic and capital” he referred to was, in fact, Baidu itself. His implication was nothing more than a warning to Li Mu that if he refused Baidu, Baidu could easily surpass him in minutes.

Li Mu, however, said, “If a company or individual wants to imitate my Tieba, there’s indeed no difficulty, but even if they follow me and imitate Tieba, they’ll just be blind followers without a target.”

As the words “blind followers” came out, everyone could feel Li Mu’s sarcasm. In fact, when they first saw Eting.com and Tieba, their first thought was to launch similar products…

At this moment, Li Mu ignored the embarrassed expressions of those present and continued, “If any of you here have been following Tieba, then you must know how fast Tieba’s product development speed is. In just over a month, we not only launched singer forums but also forum check-in features and a member leveling system. Following that, we launched celebrity forums covering all film, television, and music stars, as well as variety show hosts from across the Taiwan Strait and Hong Kong. Immediately after, we enabled an even more powerful feature: user self-created forums! I ask you, which companies can achieve such fast and high-quality product update speeds? For other companies, it would take at least more than half a year, or even longer, right?”

What Li Mu said was true. This pace of product development was simply extraordinary. The reason Tieba could achieve this was because Li Mu understood the successes and failures of various internet products in his past life. Every feature he had Kong Lingyu develop was based on successful experiences accumulated by others through long periods of research, development, and trial-and-error in his previous life.

Tan Yaocheng also fell into thought. Although Li Mu’s words were harsh, they were an undeniable fact. The product update speed was so fast, and each updated feature was almost applause-worthy. Such a person was truly difficult to imitate. Just as you finished imitating someone’s 1.0 version, their 3.0 version was already out. If you didn’t have such a powerful product development team, you could never catch up.

Seeing Tan Yaocheng remain silent for a long time, Li Mu cleared his throat and added, “Mr. Tan just mentioned traffic and capital. What you might not know is that Tieba’s registered users have already exceeded four million, and daily active users are over two hundred thousand. With such a fast growth rate, are you still worried about traffic? Even if others have stronger traffic, without Tieba’s high conversion rate and stickiness, it’s basically useless.”

“Besides traffic, there’s capital. I admit that capital is my next development bottleneck, but I believe that financing is precisely to address this issue. I believe that even without Baidu’s money, I still won’t have to worry about financing.”

Tan Yaocheng clasped his hands on the table, looked at Li Mu, nodded slightly, and asked, “If you’re looking for financing, what are your conditions?”





Chapter 137: Take It or Leave It

“At a valuation of fifty million, I’m only diluting fifteen percent of the shares.”

When Li Mu stated his terms, his tone and expression were as light as a feather, but Tan Yaocheng’s face darkened considerably.

“A valuation of fifty million is impossible. Baidu only accepts a thirty million valuation, and fifteen percent of the shares is too little; Baidu needs at least thirty percent.”

After concluding that Li Mu wouldn’t agree to sell as a package, Tan Yaocheng abandoned that idea and instead dug in his heels on the funding issue with Li Mu.

Li Mu waved his hand, smiling as he said, “Mr. Tan, you’ve misunderstood. While I’m diluting fifteen percent of the shares, Baidu can only get ten percent. The other five percent will be co-invested by other individuals.”

“Ten percent?!” Tan Yaocheng almost wanted to stand up and walk away. He had just heard Li Mu say he would only dilute fifteen percent, and he had just stated that Baidu needed at least thirty percent. He never expected this kid to retort that Baidu would only get two-thirds of that fifteen percent. This was simply disrespecting him too much.

“If it’s only ten percent, I don’t think we have any need to continue talking.”

Li Mu nodded. “This issue is non-negotiable. If Mr. Tan doesn’t accept it, then there really is no need to continue talking. How about we stop here for today?”

Li Mu stood up as he spoke, and Tan Yaocheng nearly coughed up blood. He wanted to get up and leave, but he knew he couldn’t act on impulse, so he didn’t even have the courage to stand. Yet, Li Mu seemed to be toying with him today; while Tan Yaocheng remained seated, Li Mu didn’t hesitate to get up and leave. What was he doing? Forcing him to stay? Did he really think Tan Yaocheng would fall for such a hypocritical coercive tactic?

Tan Yaocheng was just about to seize the opportunity to put Li Mu in a dilemma, but Li Mu was already walking towards the conference room door. Before he could react, Li Mu had pushed the door open and left.

Jack Zhou and the others looked at Tan Yaocheng in astonishment. Tan Yaocheng’s face was beet red, and he said nothing. Ten seconds later, Jack Zhou asked, “Mr. Tan, are we really just going to let it go?”

Tan Yaocheng immediately snapped out of his anger and hurriedly told him, “Go after him, what are you thinking?!”

Jack Zhou grumbled inwardly, but he didn’t dare delay his actions. Standing up, stepping forward, and exiting the room, he performed these movements flawlessly, finally spotting Li Mu waiting for the elevator at the lift landing.

“Mr. Li, Mr. Li!”

Jack Zhou ran up to Li Mu, panting, and said, “I’m really sorry, Mr. Tan’s meaning might have been misunderstood by you.”

Li Mu countered, “He said there was no need to continue talking if it was only ten percent. Isn’t that a rejection? If we can’t talk, we part ways. What did I misunderstand?”

Jack Zhou initially wanted to save Tan Yaocheng some face, but seeing that Li Mu didn’t buy it at all, he couldn’t care less about anything else and could only say with a forced smile, “Mr. Tan had overly high expectations on this matter and let some personal emotions get involved. He’s now realized he spoke out of turn, which is why he sent me to bring you back.”

Li Mu asked, “Why do you want me to go back?”

“To continue talking, of course.”

“Can he accept ten percent? If so, we continue talking. If not, then let’s not.”

“This… how about we go back to the conference room to discuss it?”

“Forget it, Mr. Zhou. If we can’t reach a consensus on this issue, going back would just be asking for trouble. How about this: I’ll wait here. Please go back and ask. If he can accept ten percent, I’ll go back to discuss the subsequent issues. If he can’t, just let me know, and I’ll go straight downstairs and leave.”

Although Jack Zhou could tell Li Mu was difficult to deal with, he didn’t expect him to be this difficult. But the other party had left no room for negotiation, and he couldn’t bargain, so he could only grit his teeth and say, “Alright then, Mr. Li, please wait a moment. I’ll go ask.”

With that, Jack Zhou hurriedly rushed back to the conference room. As soon as he entered, he closed the door. Tan Yaocheng’s heart sank when he saw him return alone, thinking, Oh no, did I really offend this guy? Although Baidu most hoped for a full acquisition, if that goal couldn’t be achieved, they were determined to take a stake.

Now that he had offended the founder, if Baidu missed out on this project because of him, his mistake would be enormous. It would be fine within the company, but the investors would certainly be very displeased. He had proactively proposed a project, finally convinced the investors, and if he went back and told them the deal fell through, what would the investors think?

Currently, Li Mu was impervious to persuasion. Although he wanted funding, he acted entirely as if he were the boss, which made Tan Yaocheng feel utterly helpless.

After thirty seconds of hesitation, Tan Yaocheng sighed and waved his hand. “Ten percent for Series A it is! Go quickly and call him back!”

Back at the negotiation table, Tan Yaocheng had lost his previous sense of superiority, and Li Mu’s attitude had also become somewhat cold. After returning, he ignored Tan Yaocheng’s polite attempts to ease the atmosphere and directly stated his subsequent conditions.

First, the fifty million valuation was non-negotiable. Song Liang’s five percent co-investment would enjoy the same valuation treatment as Baidu.

Second, Baidu must provide Eting.com and Tieba with sufficient traffic promotion support. There were no specific numbers, only operational requirements: for all keywords related to Tieba searched on Baidu, the relevant Tieba must rank among the top three search results.

Third, Baidu must not interfere with their operations.

Fourth, regarding the funding amount, Li Mu personally wanted to cash out twenty percent. That is to say, out of the fifty million funding, Baidu would invest five million for a ten percent stake. This five million would not entirely serve as the company’s operating capital; four million would go into the company’s account, and one million would go to Li Mu personally. The same applied to Song Liang’s five percent: out of two million five hundred thousand, two million would go into the company’s account, and five hundred thousand into his personal account.

Tan Yaocheng was trembling with rage. Looking across global internet companies, startups daring to think about cashing out in their first round of funding were truly rare. Moreover, even if a founder had such a demand, investors would undoubtedly refuse without hesitation. This felt like an investor preparing to provide financial aid to a student for university, only for the student to say, as if it were perfectly reasonable, “I need to cash out twenty percent of the tuition you’re providing as pocket money.” It was both infuriating and ridiculous.

Li Mu also knew his demand was a bit excessive, but he had his own legitimate reason: Damn it, I’m short on cash.

He only had two to three hundred thousand in personal savings, and he had to support that water army on Douban. He wanted to invest in other projects but was strapped for cash. Project 3321 was almost developed. By then, various ground promotion activities, lightbox advertisements in buildings, on campuses, and at bus and subway stations near residential areas—wouldn’t all of that cost money?

Yanjing was so big, with so many high schools, universities, and residential communities. If he really went all out, his meager funds wouldn’t be enough to do anything significant. Even if he spent carefully and relied on word-of-mouth and vertical promotion to save costs, he would still need money, wouldn’t he?

Li Mu currently had no way to make quick money. For Legend Overlord to become profitable, he would have to wait until Legend started charging fees and became popular, which was still several months away. During this period, his only opportunity to raise funds was the Series A funding for Eting.com and Tieba.

Li Mu’s harsh conditions were firmly refuted by Tan Yaocheng. For example, he said that the five percent personal co-investment couldn’t receive the same traffic support as Baidu, so if Song Liang wanted to co-invest, he would have to pay according to an eighty million valuation.

Li Mu paid him no mind, simply saying, “Anyway, he’ll enjoy the same valuation as you. If you’re willing to offer an eighty million valuation, I’ll let him pay based on an eighty million valuation.”

Tan Yaocheng felt a tightness in his chest.

Then, Tan Yaocheng said, “Baidu can refrain from interfering with your operations, but Baidu needs you to provide the next quarter’s plan and specific execution strategy before the start of each quarter. If Baidu has objections, Baidu has the right to withdraw its shares and liquidate.”

Li Mu flatly refused. “Absolutely impossible. No plans or strategies, no right to withdraw shares and liquidate. The service principle of this ride of mine is only one: no refunds.”

If he agreed to such a condition, it would be like putting a noose around his own neck. Once the money came in, it would gradually be invested into operations, becoming less and less. If Baidu suddenly raised objections and demanded to withdraw shares and liquidate, wouldn’t he be ruined? Even taking ten thousand steps back, even if he didn’t grant this right, Li Mu wouldn’t give him any plans or strategies. These were all trade secrets. Did a minor shareholder with a ten percent stake really consider himself the boss?

Tan Yaocheng felt he needed to get a coronary angiography; he feared he might have a heart attack at any moment if he continued talking with Li Mu.

For his last rebuttal, Tan Yaocheng said, “Cashing out in Series A funding is impossible, and cashing out at such a high proportion as twenty percent is even more impossible. Most importantly, you’re not even taking out three percent of the shares separately to cash out, but cashing out from the fifteen percent funding amount, which makes it even more impossible. If you really want to cash out, you can offer thirteen percent of the shares to Baidu, and I’ll allow you to cash out three percent of that, which would give you one million five hundred thousand in cash before tax.”

“No way.” Li Mu waved his hand. “If you agree to this condition, we’ll sign immediately. If not, let’s just consider today a mutual acquaintance. Even if the deal falls through, friendship remains.”

Tan Yaocheng was going crazy. Why was it always Li Mu setting the terms? As the investors putting up the money, they hadn’t even stated a single one of their terms!

However, Tan Yaocheng had witnessed Li Mu’s approach today. His approach was simple, direct, and crude, summarized in one sentence: no negotiation, no bargaining, invest if you like, if not, get lost.

This business negotiation made Tan Yaocheng feel an unprecedented insult. It was like negotiating tooth and nail when buying vegetables, talking until his throat was raw, but the other party wouldn’t budge an inch, sticking to their price.

Just when he finally gritted his teeth and was ready to agree, the other party unexpectedly said, “You can buy it, but you can’t pick and choose. Take it or leave it.”

It took Tan Yaocheng a long time to calm himself down, and then he said to Li Mu, “Let me state our conditions.”

Li Mu nodded. “Please do.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “We need the right to be the sole investor or lead investor for Series B.”

According to normal practice, Li Mu’s current Series A funding of several million could be used to expand his team, develop, and promote his business. When this funding was almost spent, he would need to conduct Series B funding. At that time, he would again have to dilute a portion of his shares for capital. What Baidu wanted was simply the opportunity to decide on the Series B first. If they were very optimistic about the project, they could invest alone, in which case others wouldn’t have a chance to invest.

Li Mu didn’t want to give them the exclusive investment opportunity, because then, if Song Liang still wanted to co-invest in Series B, or if he wanted others to come in for Series B, he would have to depend on Baidu’s mood.

So, Li Mu made his first concession of the day: “Lead investor is fine, but sole investor is not. Baidu would still have the priority to lead the investment for two-thirds of the total shares offered in the Series B round, proportional to its stake in the Series A.”





Chapter 138: Asking Senior Sister for Help

Li Mu finally finalized the contract details with Baidu.

Baidu accepted all of Li Mu’s conditions, even including his demand to acquire Douban for five hundred thousand yuan after the funds were in place.

Tan Yaocheng initially thought Li Mu’s acquisition of Douban was a disguised way to bring in shareholders and cash out Baidu’s investment. However, when Li Mu told him that Douban was a crucial factor in Simple Plan’s nationwide success, Tan Yaocheng agreed without hesitation.

He had always been curious about the behind-the-scenes promoter of Simple Plan. Now he realized it was Li Mu and Douban operating behind the scenes. No wonder their Eting.com could get Simple Plan’s songs; it turned out they also had such powerful online promotion capabilities. This five hundred thousand yuan was well spent. Besides, even if it wasn’t, he had no reason to interfere.

To make Baidu compromise so much, Li Mu also promised Baidu the lead investor role in Series B funding, which served as some comfort for Tan Yaocheng.

The remaining issues were simple. Before signing the contract, Li Mu first needed to register the company, then sign the agreement with Baidu as a company-to-company transaction, and finally sign with Song Liang as a company-to-individual transaction.

Baidu promised that the five million yuan from Series A funding would be fully credited within three days of the contract’s completion. The twenty percent Li Mu requested to cash out would also be given to him after Baidu handled the tax declaration and deducted the taxes.

The individual income tax on one million yuan was two hundred thousand yuan, leaving him with eight hundred thousand yuan. Song Liang’s two million five hundred thousand yuan followed the same process. Li Mu would pay one hundred thousand yuan in individual income tax for the five hundred thousand yuan he cashed out. All in all, he would receive one million two hundred thousand yuan.

One million two hundred thousand yuan wasn’t a huge sum, but it was enough for Li Mu to invest in 3321 and sustain operations until the Legend cheating software started making money.

Currently, the most important task was registering the company.

Li Mu had previously considered registering the company in Jinling, but as Eting.com and Tieba’s businesses continued to grow, he realized the biggest problem he would face in Jinling was a lack of talent. So, Li Mu had discussed with Kong Lingyu whether they should move the team to Yanjing.

After all, Yanjing was the center of China’s internet industry, attracting a large number of relevant talents. Moreover, the local government, especially the district government where Zhongguancun was located, had always offered subsidies and preferential policies to internet companies. Therefore, registering the company in Yanjing was probably the best choice.

Li Mu called Kong Lingyu to inform him that Series A funding was largely settled. At the same time, he found an agent online that specialized in company registration, preparing to first register a technology company focused on the internet in Zhongguancun.

As for the company name, Li Mu originally thought of “Muzi,” but considering that this name already had a considerable reputation among music lovers, and ‘When You Are Old’ had become popular nationwide after being broadcast on China Central Television, using that name again might attract unnecessary trouble. So, he simply registered it as Beijing Muyuan Technology Co., Ltd.

With a single phone call, Li Mu summoned Kong Lingyu from Jinling to Yanjing. They took two days off to find a cost-effective office space in Zhongguancun: 180 square meters at 50 yuan per square meter per month, totaling nine thousand yuan a month. This space, if slightly squeezed, was enough for thirty people to work.

Li Mu paid three months’ rent out of his own pocket and then used this address to have the agent help register the company. The reason he only paid three months’ rent was that once the company was successfully registered, these expenses could be paid directly from the company’s account.

After corporatizing, a problem Li Mu had to consider was building the management team. However, he had always been a hands-off boss, with most of the company’s affairs handled by Kong Lingyu, and the finances managed by Ye Tianming’s father’s company. So, seeing that he had to transform from a guerrilla team into a regular army, Li Mu began to worry about the management team.

Li Mu wanted Kong Lingyu to be the company’s general manager. After all, it was an internet company, and its main business revolved around three segments: technology, product, and operations. With his help, Kong Lingyu could handle the technology and product aspects. As for operations, they would need someone who truly understood the market to manage it.

Due to the importance of market operations, Li Mu didn’t just want a simple marketing director but a vice president specifically in charge of market operations.

However, Li Mu didn’t have a suitable candidate in mind.

Additionally, besides the company’s main business, supporting roles also needed reliable people, such as finance and human resources.

But after much thought, Li Mu sadly realized that in this city, he only knew a bunch of university students around twenty years old.

Suddenly, Li Mu thought of someone.

Senior Sister Ai.

Chen Wan’s good friend, Dong Ai.

Dong Ai was in her fourth year of university this year and was a high-achieving student from the School of Economics who had already secured a spot for postgraduate studies. Although it was unlikely she would come to help him directly, having been at Renmin University for so many years and being a key member of the student union, her connections must be very extensive. If she could introduce him to a senior male student or senior female student who had already graduated and was working, that would be even better.

Renmin University’s School of Economics had indeed produced many high-achieving students, including some who would become very impressive figures in the future, such as Liu Qiangdong, the founder of JD.com.

Having decided to ask Dong Ai for help, Li Mu called her, cordially asking when Senior Sister Ai was free, as he wanted to treat her to a meal.

Dong Ai hadn’t contacted Li Mu since she proactively treated him to a meal last time. The reason was simple: she wasn’t very pleased.

Last time, she had eagerly gone out of her way to do him a favor, but Li Mu, with a reflective move, smoothly passed that favor on to someone else. This left a lingering resentment in Dong Ai’s heart.

However, since he was the young man Chen Wan had a secret crush on, Dong Ai, despite her displeasure, wasn’t truly angry. When she received Li Mu’s call this time, although surprised, her tone was still quite friendly.

Li Mu didn’t state his true intention over the phone, only saying he wanted to treat Dong Ai to a meal. Dong Ai checked her schedule, and they set the dinner for that evening.

To show his sincerity, Li Mu chose a rather high-end Western restaurant and didn’t invite anyone else, just himself and Dong Ai.

Dong Ai arrived on time. Before coming, she was already surprised by the high prices at the restaurant Li Mu chose. The average cost of five to six hundred yuan per person was almost unimaginable for ninety percent of university students. To prevent Li Mu from spending too much, she even specifically called Chen Wan to ask about Li Mu’s situation.

Chen Wan’s words dispelled Dong Ai’s concerns, as she said Li Mu was a divine person who could casually earn hundreds of thousands of yuan during the summer vacation and then open a specialty store for his parents at home.

Dong Ai was impressed. Although she was quite famous at Renmin University and a recognized top student, when it came to making money, her ability was negative.

Many student union cadres would look for various opportunities to make money. Some would go out and secure sponsorships, potentially earning hundreds or thousands of yuan for themselves.

Others would sell various daily necessities to new students. For example, some would secretly sell bedding to freshmen behind the school’s back when they enrolled. Although it was tens of yuan cheaper than the school’s, it still yielded a considerable profit. There were also phone cards, which were consumables, and buying them in bulk offered significant discounts.

Even more astute individuals would frequently negotiate partnerships with various businesses outside the campus to sell various goods within the school. The most impressive were those who sold computers to new students, reportedly earning hundreds of yuan per unit.

However, Dong Ai had never done any of these things. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, but she simply couldn’t bring herself to do them. She often mocked herself, saying that although she studied economics, she was not suited for deep development in that area. She also had self-awareness, believing that for someone with thin skin like her, the best path was to stay and teach at her university after postgraduate studies, leveraging her strong campus connections.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Dong Ai began to re-examine this young man. Even a great beauty like Chen Wan, from such a good family background, could be captivated by him. Just how capable was this kid that she didn’t know about?

Li Mu diligently urged Dong Ai to order. Dong Ai opened the menu and glanced at it. The prices were even higher than the last time she came. Last time, her then-boyfriend had treated her, and he had saved half a semester’s worth of money just to bring her for a splurge. They ended up ordering the cheapest steak and salad, and the meal still cost over six hundred yuan, which was an absolute rip-off.

This time, Dong Ai still ordered very conservatively. For the most important item, the steak, she again chose the cheapest one. Li Mu glanced at his own menu and directly changed it to a French imported steak, which alone cost 588 yuan.

If Li Mu were to come and eat by himself, he wouldn’t bear to order such an expensive steak. But Dong Ai was Chen Wan’s good friend and a senior sister, and he was asking her for a favor, so he had to show his sincerity.

Dong Ai wanted to refuse, but Li Mu didn’t give her a chance. In Dong Ai’s eyes, this young and handsome man could also be so domineering. However, in this situation, his assertiveness made a woman feel a strong sense of admiration.

As for the salad, soup, and dessert, Li Mu made the decisions for Dong Ai. Because Dong Ai saw the prices of those items and thought about the 588 yuan steak Li Mu had already ordered for her, she truly didn’t want to order anything else.

As Li Mu ordered, Dong Ai quietly calculated the prices in her mind. When Li Mu finally told the waiter he was done ordering, Dong Ai calculated that the total for their meals plus red wine was roughly over two thousand five hundred yuan. Although Dong Ai’s family background was good, it was far from reaching such a luxurious standard of living.

Dong Ai asked Li Mu, “We’re just having a meal, why did you choose this place? Things here are ridiculously expensive, and I don’t even think they taste that good.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Coming to a place like this is mostly for the ambiance and the feeling. Besides, Senior Sister Ai, you’re my Sister Wan’s good friend. As her younger brother, I definitely have to do it right when I treat you to a meal for the first time.”

Dong Ai said, “No wonder Xiao Wan told me to order whatever I wanted and not worry, saying you’re a big spender.”

Li Mu asked, “You contacted Sister Wan?”

Dong Ai nodded, “When you invited me to eat here, I had to ask Xiao Wan first. What if she found out later and thought I was bullying you, and came to settle accounts with me? What would I do?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked, “So, what did my Sister Wan say?”

Dong Ai laughed, “She said you’re a rich person, a genius who can make money just by thinking, and told me to rip you off as much as I wanted.”

Li Mu gave a wry smile, “She’s truly my good sister.”

Dong Ai pursed her lips and smiled, chatting casually with Li Mu for a while. The dishes were served one after another, and they ate unhurriedly. It wasn’t until they were almost finished that Dong Ai looked at Li Mu and said, “Alright, tell me, are you treating me to dinner today because you need my help with something?”

Li Mu had been wondering how to bring it up. After all, he didn’t want people to know he was operating Eting.com and Tieba. Once the Series A funding was successful, the company’s valuation of tens of millions of yuan might cause his peers of the same age to feel resentful towards him. The tallest tree catches the most wind.

Now that Dong Ai had asked proactively, Li Mu took advantage of her question and smiled slightly, “Senior Sister, I have a maternal older male cousin who registered an internet company, and he needs a vice president of operations who understands marketing and management. Don’t we have a lot of relevant talents at Renmin University? I wanted to ask if you know any suitable senior male students or senior female students.”





Chapter 139: Long-Term Vision

“I heard Li Mu is looking for suitable senior male and female students to introduce for work,” Dong Ai quickly said. “Among the previous student union members, quite a few senior male and female students chose to stay in Yanjing after graduation. Our current student union has maintained contact with them, and we have their employment information and contact details. If your maternal older male cousin’s company is truly reliable, I can get the information for him then, and he can choose for himself.”

“Really?” Li Mu was excited. The previous generation of Renmin University student union members must have already graduated and entered the workforce. This information might not be highly valued now, but in the future, it would definitely be a valuable resource for high-end talent!

Dong Ai casually said, “Would I lie to you? Besides, your maternal older male cousin wanting to find suitable talent from our school’s graduates is also an acknowledgment of Renmin University, which is a good thing.”

Li Mu nodded. “Then I’ll wait for your news, senior female student.”

Dong Ai nodded and asked, “How is your maternal older male cousin’s company? For a newly established company, the position of vice president probably doesn’t have much actual value and might not be very attractive. How much salary can they offer?”

Li Mu replied, “His company has already finalized Series A funding with Baidu, with a valuation of fifty million. Although the scale isn’t large, the prospects are very good.”

Dong Ai was slightly surprised. As an economics student, she understood capital operation very well. Capital investors were still relatively cautious, and an internet company like Baidu, which wasn’t a venture capital firm, actually invested in this project. This meant the project’s prospects must be quite clear.

At this point, Li Mu added, “I don’t know the exact salary, but according to him, the starting annual salary should be between fifty thousand and one hundred thousand. The specific amount will depend on ability and qualifications.”

In 2001, the minimum wage standard in Yanjing was 435 yuan. An annual salary of fifty thousand to one hundred thousand was already considered white-collar among white-collar workers, especially for a startup company, this salary was rare.

Dong Ai said in surprise, “That’s a good salary! Are the requirements high? For example, how many years of experience in related industries?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “The internet is inherently a young industry, so my maternal older male cousin said he has no special requirements regarding relevant work experience. Instead, he wants them to be as young as possible, preferably under thirty years old.”

Li Mu had a rough idea for the future personnel structure of Muye Technology, hoping the team as a whole would be young. He hoped the average age of future core management personnel would be kept under 30, and the average age of employees around 25. Such a team would work well together more easily and be more likely to burst forth with extraordinary drive.

Dong Ai tentatively asked, “If they’re twenty-five, wouldn’t that be a bit young for a vice president?”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Do you have a suitable candidate in mind?”

“I do,” Dong Ai said hesitantly. “I have a senior female student who graduated from the Business School, majoring in Marketing Management. After graduation, she’s been working at a Japanese company. I had dinner with her a while ago, and she seemed a bit dissatisfied with her current job and was considering changing jobs.”

“Which Japanese company?” Li Mu was very interested in the senior female student she mentioned. In 2001, being able to work for a Japanese company meant she must have been quite outstanding. This wasn’t to say Japanese companies were exceptionally good, but mainly that there were few Japanese companies at the time, so it was indeed difficult to get in due to the fierce competition.

Dong Ai frowned and thought for a long time, then said awkwardly, “The name is a string of abbreviations, SB something VC something… I can’t remember…”

Li Mu had thought it would be familiar to audiences names like Panasonic, Toshiba, or Sony. He didn’t expect it to be a company with an English abbreviation, and he couldn’t recall any matching companies in his memory.

However, as soon as Li Mu heard Dong Ai mention the two letters VC, he immediately thought of Venture Capital. Among the top ten abbreviations that internet people constantly talked about, VC would definitely occupy a place.

Since the abbreviation contained VC, it must be an investment company. There were only a few famous Japanese investment companies. Who was active in China in 2001?

A name suddenly flashed in Li Mu’s mind: Masayoshi Son.

SoftBank was probably the earliest Japanese venture capital firm to get involved in the internet and the earliest to enter the Chinese internet. It was he who invested in Mr. Ma’s Alibaba last year. In his memory, SoftBank’s company name in China was SoftBank China Venture Capital, with the English abbreviation SBCVC. It must be this one, right?

Li Mu tentatively asked, “Senior female student, is it SBCVC, SoftBank China Venture Capital?”

Dong Ai instantly realized, “Yes, yes, yes! It’s SoftBank!”

Li Mu smiled. “Give me her contact information, and please also say hello to that senior female student for me. When my maternal older male cousin comes to Yanjing, I’ll have him meet with her.”

Dong Ai nodded, somewhat unsure. “That senior female student of mine has worked at that Japanese company for less than three years, but she’s always been a manager’s assistant and has no leadership experience. Do you think your maternal older male cousin will agree?”

Li Mu laughed. “I don’t think there’ll be any problem. Let them talk about the specifics when the time comes.”

Li Mu knew that Japanese companies were notoriously slow in promotions. Japanese company leaders preferred stable and reliable employees, so typically, new hires would work in one position for at least three to five years before they might get promoted. Generally, even inconspicuous small management positions in Japanese companies were held by people in their thirties or even older. The senior female student Dong Ai mentioned was only twenty-five. If she could get a management position in a Japanese company, she would be a prodigy.

…

The next day, Li Mu had Kong Lingyu, acting as the general manager of Muye Technology, meet with the senior female student Dong Ai had mentioned, through Dong Ai’s introduction. Dong Ai said her name was Lin Qingya.

Li Mu chose a business-oriented clubhouse this time. Dong Ai accompanied Lin Qingya, and Li Mu also accompanied them as Kong Lingyu’s maternal younger male cousin. Lin Qingya was still employed and had rushed over immediately after getting off work, so she was still wearing her formal work attire.

If there was one type of company in the world with the strictest dress code, it would probably be Japanese companies. Lin Qingya was wearing a white shirt, a black knee-length skirt, flesh-colored stockings, and wedge-heeled leather shoes—a standard white-collar worker outfit. Her appearance had the delicate and graceful charm of a southern woman, and her aura wasn’t particularly strong.

After chatting for a while in the private room, Li Mu learned that Lin Qingya actually understood the internet very well. When Kong Lingyu asked for her opinion on the internet, she showed a very professional understanding and a very optimistic outlook.

According to her, she had some involvement in SoftBank’s investments in Alibaba, Yahoo, and Ctrip, though only as an assistant, making her just an ordinary participant. However, through her understanding of these projects, she developed a strong interest in the internet.

Lin Qingya also asked the question she cared about most: What exactly did Kong Lingyu do? She only knew it was in the internet field, but nothing more specific.

Kong Lingyu then introduced himself. As soon as he mentioned Eting.com and Tieba, Lin Qingya was utterly astonished.

Lin Qingya said, “A senior manager at SoftBank China Venture Capital has been following these two projects. He once mentioned them in a meeting and suggested SoftBank make an angel round investment in them. He personally is very optimistic about the development prospects of these two projects.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Actually, we’ve already reached a preliminary Series A funding agreement with Baidu.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “Xiao Ai told me. Is it true that Baidu gave a valuation of fifty million?”

“Yes.”

Lin Qingya exclaimed, “That’s incredible. To grow two websites to such a scale in two or three months, it’s unbelievable.”

Kong Lingyu glanced at Li Mu and smiled unnaturally. He also thought it was incredible, but those words should have been directed at Li Mu. Now Li Mu was making him pretend to be the founder to receive Lin Qingya’s admiration. Was this really okay?

Li Mu subtly gave Kong Lingyu a look, meaning, ‘In this situation, don’t keep looking at me, okay? Quickly close the deal with this woman and have her be the vice president in charge of operations.’ Although she had no relevant experience, it was clear from the conversation that this woman had a very clear mind and a broad vision. She definitely had the potential to do this job well. Anyway, the company was just starting, and real market operations would have to be explored little by little. Bringing her in now and letting her grow with the company was perfectly suitable.

Kong Lingyu noticed Li Mu’s strange look and no longer dared to keep looking at him. Instead, he said to Lin Qingya, “Miss Lin, we will complete company registration in the next few days and sign all the Jinling team members to Yanjing. If you’re interested, I sincerely hope we can all achieve something great together.”

Lin Qingya hesitated slightly, then nodded gently. “If Mr. Kong believes I have this potential, then I’m willing to give it a try.”

Kong Lingyu breathed a sigh of relief. He was a tech guy, and discussing such matters wasn’t his forte. Seeing that Lin Qingya agreed, he quickly wanted to confirm other details, so he asked, “What is Miss Lin’s expected salary?”

Lin Qingya hesitated for a moment and said, “My expected salary is 7,000 per month. If the company has stock options incentives, the salary doesn’t matter, as long as it’s enough for living expenses.”

Kong Lingyu didn’t know how to respond.

He was also pondering the matter of stock options. Now that the company was being formalized, it was reasonable for core employees to receive some stock options. Kong Lingyu himself had calculated that his psychological expectation was one percent. After all, the company’s valuation was fifty million, so one percent would be worth five hundred thousand. He believed in the two projects currently in operation, and he also believed in Li Mu’s capabilities, so in the future, one percent of the shares would definitely be worth more than five hundred thousand.

Since he hadn’t even figured out the stock options himself, Kong Lingyu naturally didn’t know how to respond to Lin Qingya. Clearly, Lin Qingya also recognized the current project’s potential, and she also hoped to receive some stock options, even if it meant indirectly purchasing them by taking a pay cut. Short-sighted people only looked at the monthly salary, while those with a long-term vision were considering how to make early investments.

Kong Lingyu hesitated for a moment, instinctively wanting to give Li Mu a glance to see how he would respond. But remembering Li Mu had just warned him with his eyes, he had no choice but to bite the bullet and say to Lin Qingya, “Miss Lin’s salary request is definitely not a problem. As for stock options, I need to discuss it with the company’s other shareholders.”

Third update delivered! Back to fixing the computer…





Chapter 140: Sima Zhao’s Ambition

After the dinner, Li Mu and Dong Ai bid farewell to Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya and took a taxi back to school together. Halfway there, Li Mu received a text message from Kong Lingyu: “BOSS, regarding the stock options, what should I tell Lin Qingya?”

Li Mu thought for a moment. He hadn’t yet told Kong Lingyu about his plan to give him three percent stock options, so he decided to tell him now.

Kong Lingyu took a taxi to drop Lin Qingya off at her home first. As soon as he dropped her off, his phone received a message from Li Mu:

“Once the company is formalized, you will own three percent of the company’s stock options, which can be cashed out after Series B funding. You’ll be allowed to cash out one percent per year. If Lin Qingya joins this month, meeting her seven thousand yuan salary requirement, she can receive one percent of the stock options, with the same cash-out terms as yours.”

Kong Lingyu stared at his phone, trembling with excitement.

Three percent stock options—three times more than he had expected. The current valuation had already reached one point five million yuan. Although Li Mu required cashing out only after Series B funding, Kong Lingyu knew clearly that he had to hold onto these three percent shares no matter what. He was incredibly optimistic about Li Mu; he believed that by following Li Mu closely, these three percent shares would become his greatest wealth in the future.

Amidst his excitement, Kong Lingyu immediately called Lin Qingya. As soon as the call connected, he said to her, “Miss Lin, can you start this month?”

Lin Qingya, who had just parted ways with Kong Lingyu, asked in surprise, “Mr. Kong, is it that urgent?”

“Yes!” Kong Lingyu desperately suppressed his voice, which was trembling with excitement, and said word by word, “I’ve already asked the major shareholder. If you can start this month, your seven thousand yuan monthly salary will remain the same, and you can receive one percent of the company’s stock options.”

Lin Qingya hadn’t expected the other party to be so generous! Although one percent of the shares was just one percent, it was important to remember that the company had grown from zero to a fifty million yuan valuation in just two or three months. One percent of the shares was five hundred thousand yuan, and according to the development trajectory of internet companies, the valuation would at least quintuple after Series B funding.

For Lin Qingya, who had only been in the office workplace for just over three years, this was an incredible opportunity she wouldn’t even dare to dream of.

Almost instantly, Lin Qingya agreed. She said, “Then I’ll immediately handle my resignation procedures. I can finish in two weeks at the fastest!”

…

By mid-October, Yanjing was already starting to feel chilly. The initial enthusiasm of new students had worn off, and the campus had become much quieter. The upperclassmen’s excitement and curiosity towards first-year students also gradually cooled down with the weather. Renmin University campus was much calmer compared to September and the days immediately after the National Day holiday.

Li Mu had been busy these past few days. Muye Technology was still in the process of registration, but he was already preparing to launch 3321.

After Muye Technology’s registration was complete, Eting.com and Tieba would naturally be transferred under Muye Technology’s name, becoming company-owned websites. However, 3321 was registered under Li Mu’s own name, and he had no plans to seek investment for it. So, he intended to fund its operation himself after it went online.

Li Mu already had a rough initial promotion plan. The early promotion model would definitely be ground promotion, specifically mimicking the methods of Didi Chuxing and Ele.me in the future.

In its early ground promotion phase, Didi Chuxing directly sent its ground promotion teams to places where taxis congregated, such as airports and train stations, starting with taxi drivers. Ele.me’s ground promotion teams went directly into restaurants of all sizes in streets and alleys, attracting restaurants as merchants to their platform, and then moved to food courts near major office buildings to directly promote the product to users.

Referring to these two cases, Li Mu decided to start with university students, forming a ground promotion team. They would then go deep into universities, gathering students interested in working as part-time tutors on 3321. Once the platform had gathered over one or two thousand students, they would shift to major high schools and residential communities in Yanjing, beginning promotion among student parents.

As for how to build this ground promotion team, Li Mu also had a clear idea: first, start with his dormitory roommates and fellow townsmen, as well as the girls from Zhao Ziqiu’s and Han Xiaoxiao’s dormitory rooms at Peking University. This would gather ten to twenty people. He would first lead them through a few rounds of ground promotion to help them master the essentials. Then, he would have them mobilize other classmates and friends to form their own ground promotion teams and spread out to various universities.

Of course, Li Mu wouldn’t ask everyone to help for free. He set a salary standard: a basic salary of five yuan per hour, plus a three yuan commission for each student successfully attracted to register. Moreover, every student who successfully registered and passed identity verification would receive a twenty yuan subsidy. However, this subsidy would first be stored in their 3321 accounts and could only be withdrawn along with their salary after they successfully completed their first tutoring order.

Li Mu roughly calculated that with this promotion model, the cost to develop one thousand registered students would only be the basic salary and several thousand yuan in commission. As for the twenty yuan subsidy for each student, this didn’t need to be calculated in for now, because once a student completed an order on 3321, 3321 would also receive a five percent commission from both the student and the student’s parents. So, the financial pressure wasn’t too great.

Li Mu decided to start ground promotion within universities this Saturday. So, he informed his dormitory bros, Zhao Ziqiu, and her roommates in advance that he would treat them to dinner on Friday evening to discuss something important. As for what it was, Li Mu deliberately kept them guessing.

…

On Wednesday noon, Li Mu took the advertising images designed by the graphic designer to an advertising production store outside the school gate and ordered several sets of roll-up banners, horizontal banners, and a large number of flyers. According to his plan, he would prepare these materials first. Then, on Friday evening, when the two dormitory rooms had dinner together, he would explain everything. If everyone agreed, they could start working with these materials on Saturday morning.

On Thursday afternoon, Li Mu received a call from the store; all the items he ordered were ready for pickup.

He checked his class schedule. The last class that afternoon was a public course, and attendance wasn’t taken. So, Li Mu decided to skip class directly and take the items back to Yucheng Garden first.

Coincidentally, Li Mu’s class was scheduled with Su Yingxue’s class for this public course that afternoon.

Sometimes, public courses would have seven or eight classes, several hundred students, attending together. These classes were usually held in large lecture halls, and attendance wasn’t taken. Students could come if they wanted, and no one would stop them if they didn’t. Moreover, the back door was kept open throughout the class for students to enter and exit easily.

Li Mu hadn’t known that Su Yingxue’s class was also scheduled for this public course. After the first class ended, as soon as he left the teaching building, Su Yingxue sent him a message saying, “I checked the schedule for the next public course, and it seems our classes are in the same classroom.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, Audio-Visual Building 201A, Deng Theory.”

Li Mu then asked, “Want to skip class?”

Su Yingxue replied, “Wouldn’t that be bad? I’m the Class Monitor for our class…”

“When did you become Class Monitor…?”

“The class advisor asked everyone to vote, and I was inexplicably elected…”

“Alright, beauties just have an advantage.”

“I don’t want to be it at all, okay? Are you still coming to the next class? If you are, I’ll save you a seat.”

“Okay, save me a seat. I’ll come accompany you.”

“Great, thank you!”

“Try to sit a bit further back.”

“OK!”

Li Mu, who had already run out of the teaching building, had no choice but to sprint all the way out of the school gate, pick up a large pile of items, quickly rush back to his dormitory room, and then head out again towards the Audio-Visual Building.

The Audio-Visual Building had four large lecture halls, each capable of accommodating at least five hundred people. Public courses were usually scheduled here. When Li Mu leisurely arrived at 201A, the huge classroom was as noisy as a bustling market. Several hundred people were chatting in small groups, and the scene was even a bit chaotic.

After entering, Li Mu looked directly towards the back rows but couldn’t spot Su Yingxue for a long time, until Su Yingxue saw Li Mu and waved to him.

Li Mu walked over and only then realized that Su Yingxue was sitting in the second seat from the aisle, with a man sitting next to her, turned towards her and talking. When Li Mu got closer, he realized that the person sitting next to her was Wu Shuai, the president of the Nansu hometown association.

Seeing Li Mu approach, Su Yingxue coldly said to Wu Shuai, “Excuse me, my friend is here. This seat is reserved for him.”

Wu Shuai looked up and saw Li Mu approaching, feeling extremely frustrated.

For a third-year student like him to come and attend a first-year public course was already a sign of having nothing better to do. And once he arrived, he immediately sought out Su Yingxue, shamelessly insisting on sitting with her. Even though Su Yingxue repeatedly emphasized that the seat was reserved for someone else, he remained unmoved, acting like a rogue in front of so many people. Hundreds of first-year students could easily see his Sima Zhao’s ambition.

Now, with Li Mu here, Su Yingxue coldly asked him to move again. Wu Shuai felt embarrassed and quite annoyed.

Li Mu saw that this guy was sitting next to Su Yingxue, not moving an inch, and couldn’t help but smile, saying, “Senior Student Wu, you’re so enthusiastic. You’re a third-year student, yet you’re still coming to a first-year public course. Are you failing too many courses and preparing to repeat a year?”

Li Mu’s words attracted the attention of many students. Wu Shuai felt the mocking gazes around him, but he stiffened his resolve and stood up, pretending to be relaxed as he said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, our Nansu hometown association is planning a fall outing this weekend, climbing the wild Great Wall. Are you interested in coming along? I can sign you up.”

Su Yingxue shook her head: “I have plans this weekend.”

Wu Shuai didn’t give up and continued, “If you have plans this weekend, how about we change it to next weekend?”

Su Yingxue was getting annoyed, and her tone carried a hint of distaste as she said, “I have plans every weekend. Please don’t come looking for me for such matters in the future.”

The surrounding boys and girls saw Wu Shuai being relentlessly rejected by Su Yingxue, yet he still shamelessly persisted even after seeing her firm refusal. They couldn’t help but let out hushed laughter, which made Wu Shuai truly too embarrassed to continue persisting.

“Alright then, no matter what, I’ll send you a message in advance for every future event.”

After saying this, Wu Shuai turned and left without waiting for Su Yingxue to reject him again.





Chapter 141: Bullying Too Far

“Damn stinky bitch, you don’t know what’s good for you!”

In the dormitory room, Wu Shuai furiously smashed a water cup, hysterically cursing Su Yingxue in front of his roommates.

After gaining some authority in the student union, Wu Shuai directly negotiated with his classmates to switch dormitory rooms. He moved out three roommates with whom he had an average relationship and moved in his three best friends. Including two other close roommates, his current five roommates were all one of his own.

The five of them usually followed Wu Shuai’s lead, and now that Wu Shuai’s pride had been wounded by Su Yingxue, they naturally helped him by speaking up.

The guy who had played the guitar at the hometown association to “set the stage” spoke up to console him, “Wu Shuai, since that woman is unappreciative, you don’t need to stoop to her level. There are still plenty of beauties among this year’s first-year students. There’s no need to get stuck on just one person.”

Wu Shuai retorted violently, “Among this year’s first-year students, who can compare to Su Yingxue?”

At his words, the other five could only exchange glances.

Su Yingxue was indeed the most outstanding among the over two thousand undergraduate first-year students at Renmin University this year. Not to mention first-year students, no upperclassmen could compare to her. She was such an exceptional woman; secretly, countless men dreamed of laying hands on her. Wu Shuai thought he was different from others, that he had countless advantages, but all his strengths were nothing in Su Yingxue’s eyes.

No, Su Yingxue hadn’t even looked at him. Her eyes seemed to only see Li Mu, who came from the same place as her.

When Wu Shuai thought of Haizhou, that fifth-tier city, his heart twisted as he secretly cursed, “People from small cities are really so unpromising, damn it. Do they only dare to find partners from their hometowns?”

The other five roommates didn’t know how to console Wu Shuai anymore. They could only frequently offer him cigarettes, accompanying him as he blew smoke in the dormitory room.

After a few cigarettes, Wu Shuai suddenly stood up, gritting his teeth and saying, “Fine, you’re forcing me to play dirty tricks. Then I’ll play with you properly. It doesn’t matter if I can’t get my hands on you, but you won’t have an easy time, and neither will anyone else!”

When the roommates heard this, they immediately became interested and eagerly asked, “Boss Wu, just say the word, how do we do it?”

Wu Shuai let out a sinister grin. “Slowly, I have plenty of ways! Su Yingxue, and that Li Mu, neither of them will have an easy time! If you dare to cross me at Renmin University, I’ll make sure you can’t survive here!”

…

That evening, Liu Nian, the youngest in Dorm 606, suddenly returned to the dormitory room with red eyes, sitting alone in a chair, gloomy.

Li Mu and Xue Jianfeng had gone to the gym, and Li Yawei and Hu Zhengdao weren’t in the dormitory room either. Sun Jian asked Liu Nian, “Little Nian, what’s wrong? You look unhappy.”

Liu Nian turned his head, his face full of anger, and said, “Boss, our senior male students are really bullying too far!”

Sun Jian immediately became anxious when he heard this, blurting out, “What happened? Who bullied you?”

Liu Nian was already the youngest in the dormitory room, and the thinnest. His family’s financial situation wasn’t very good, so the other five took care of him more. Sun Jian, as the Boss, naturally cared about him even more. When he heard that Liu Nian had been bullied, his temper was like dry tinder, igniting at a touch.

Liu Nian gritted his teeth and said, “That Wu Shuai from the student union posted online that the student union’s ‘Student Aid Helper’ was recruiting for work-study positions. I happened to see it yesterday when I was using Third oldest bro’s computer, so I submitted my application. This afternoon, they came to my class to tell me to go for an interview after class, but as soon as I got there, they rejected me, saying I didn’t meet the requirements.”

Sun Jian asked him, “What did they say? What requirements didn’t you meet?”

“I met all the requirements,” Liu Nian said with red eyes. “I wanted to apply for an assistant position in Qiuzhen Building, which involves organizing documents and sending/receiving files. They didn’t have many requirements, just that you needed to be careful. I’m very careful in my work. They required basic office software skills, and I studied computers in high school, so I have no problem with that. Most importantly, they said these work-study positions prioritize impoverished students, and I already have a poverty certificate issued by my county’s civil affairs bureau.”

As he spoke, Liu Nian took out a handwritten document from a plastic file bag. His tears couldn’t be controlled and fell patter-patter. He sobbed, “I showed them the certificate too. And this position was recruiting three people, and hardly anyone applied. But after they looked at my information, they directly said I was unqualified. They even said that with the way I look, if I really went to Qiuzhen Building to work part-time, the teachers would be scared to death by me. And another guy, after seeing my poverty certificate, said that people like me shouldn’t come to Yanjing for university, that coming here for school when my family is so poor is completely like an animal who doesn’t care about his parents’ lives…”

At first, when Sun Jian heard Liu Nian say he was rejected, he didn’t think much of it. Work-study was a type of job, and since it was a job, it wasn’t just about whether you thought you could do it, but whether the employer thought you could. Liu Nian might still be young and couldn’t handle the setback.

But after hearing the rest of the story, Sun Jian exploded! This, damn it, was clearly not a normal rejection; it was a standard personal attack!

Moreover, as Sun Jian said these words, he was looking at Liu Nian’s poverty certificate. The certificate stated that their family of six had an annual income of less than three thousand yuan. Damn, three thousand yuan wasn’t even enough for a student’s living expenses for a year in Yanjing! Although he knew Liu Nian’s financial situation wasn’t good, he had never imagined it was this bad. Because of this, he was even more indignant about Liu Nian’s experience.

“Which bastard said that? Does he have any manners, damn it? Let’s go, we’ll go find him and reason with him! If they don’t give us an explanation for this, we’ll take it to the Academic Affairs Office. I don’t believe the school will shield and condone such a scoundrel!”

Sun Jian said, pulling Liu Nian, ready to go out.

Liu Nian cried and pushed his hand away, wiping his tears, and continued, “I was very angry at first, but I didn’t dare to confront them, so I just left. Unexpectedly, someone from the student union chased after me and quietly told me that actually, all my conditions met the requirements. The reason they wouldn’t let me do it was because of Bro Mu.”

Sun Jian was stunned.

“Li Mu? What does this have to do with him?”

Liu Nian said with red eyes, “He said Bro Mu offended someone, and that everyone in our dormitory room won’t have an easy time at school from now on.”

“Damn it all!” Sun Jian slammed his fist on the table. “These upperclassmen are bullying too far! Wait, I’ll call the others right now!”

“Don’t!” Liu Nian quickly wiped away his tears and said, “Older brother, I just felt a little wronged, but I’m fine now. Don’t tell them.”

“How can we not tell them? They’ve bullied Dorm 606, how can we just let it go, damn it?”

Liu Nian became anxious and said, “But they didn’t do anything to me, they just said some unpleasant things. It’s useless whether we go to them or to the school. I went to an office in their student union, and everyone there is one of their own. If they turn around and deny what they said, what can we do?”

As he spoke, Liu Nian’s tears started falling again. “Besides, with this kind of thing, the more I make a fuss, the more embarrassing it will be for me. Let’s just forget it.”

Sun Jian looked at Liu Nian, feeling so frustrated he was about to explode. It felt as if his younger brother had been slapped in the face. But Liu Nian’s words made sense. Going to them to reason or going to the school administration to reason was meaningless. It was just a verbal conflict, and there was no evidence. They could turn around and accuse them of slander at any time. Moreover, if such a matter were to escalate, the one who would be most hurt was indeed Liu Nian himself.

Sun Jian sighed and said, “Alright, I won’t be impulsive. But they still need to know about this. How about this, I’ll call them and tell them to come back, and we’ll discuss what to do together.”

At this moment, Xue Jianfeng was doing bench presses at the gym, Li Mu took some time to get the custom-made items to Yucheng Garden, then ran for half an hour, rested for ten minutes, and went to the swimming pool. Hu Zhengdao was working at McDonald’s, and Li Yawei was having dinner with Han Xiaoxiao. Sun Jian called them one by one, roughly saying that someone had bullied Liu Nian and Dorm 606, but he didn’t go into specifics, just asked everyone to return as soon as possible.

Xue Jianfeng quickly went to the swimming pool to find Li Mu, knowing his phone must be in the locker. Hu Zhengdao also hurried to ask his shift manager for leave. Although he was scolded, he still got the leave, quickly changed his clothes, and rushed back. Li Yawei left Han Xiaoxiao, who was still eating, and took an unlicensed taxi back to school.

Li Mu had just swum two laps when Xue Jianfeng shouted from the shore, “Li Mu, let’s go, urgent matter back at the dormitory room!”

Li Mu stood in the water and asked, “What happened?”

“Liu Nian was bullied!”

Li Mu directly propped himself up with both hands from the edge of the pool and climbed out, saying as he ran towards the changing room, “Wait for me five minutes!”

…

Since the start of the semester, Dorm 606 had never had such a serious and oppressive atmosphere.

After listening to Sun Jian explain the situation, Xue Jianfeng suddenly stood up and said to Liu Nian, “You take me to them. Tell me who said those words, I’ll beat that son of a bitch to death!”

Hu Zhengdao and Li Yawei also expressed their anger. Li Yawei said furiously, “Damn it, my family, going back five generations, has been local bosses in Yanjing. If they dare to bully my brother, they don’t want to make it in this world!”

Only Li Mu waved his hand expressionlessly. “Everyone calm down.”

“Calm down? How can we calm down!” Li Yawei shouted at Li Mu, “Bro Mu, those guys are clearly trying to mess with you. Can you swallow this insult?”

Li Mu retorted, “Then what do you suggest? Go beat them up? If we make the first move in this situation, there’s only one outcome: the entire dormitory room gets disciplined.”

Xue Jianfeng knew that Li Mu always seemed to have something inexplicable about him that was beyond ordinary people, so he asked him, “Li Mu, what do you think we should do?”

Li Mu knew that Wu Shuai was clearly using this opportunity to cause him trouble. Unable to find a breakthrough point with him directly, he had made the entire Dorm 606 his breakthrough point. So he stood up and said calmly, “They are clearly targeting me, and by extension, they are targeting you all. In the future, if you ever fall into their hands or need them to influence something, they will definitely seize the opportunity to retaliate. So, what we can do now is to avoid giving them any opportunity to exploit.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked everyone, “Who knows what Wu Shuai does in the student union?”

Liu Nian said, “I’ve looked into it a bit. He’s currently a key member of the student union, and also one of the key members of the student union’s ‘Student Aid Helper’. ‘Student Aid Helper’ is quite famous at Renmin University. Besides being able to secure a batch of aid positions from the school, they also signed agreements with some external companies and businesses to introduce external part-time jobs to the school’s students. Many people have found part-time jobs through Student Aid Helper now.”

Sun Jian nodded and added, “Wu Shuai is quite well-known at school. The Student Aid Helper organization now wants to make a name for itself in work-study. By helping students find part-time jobs, they aim to improve their impression points with the school, the student union, and the school leadership.”

Li Mu frowned. What this bastard was doing was clearly fishing for fame at a glance. Young as he was, he had quite a political mind. Such a character would probably be difficult to deal with using ordinary methods.





Chapter 142: Campus Vendor

Universities are half a society, or even more than half a society. Schools accommodate tens of thousands of young people from all corners of the country. These individuals come from different regions, possess different personalities, different manners, and different upbringings, so their overall qualities are inherently uneven.

Even top universities can only prove that their students’ academic performance is excellent and their exam-oriented education has been successful. It absolutely does not mean that their personal qualities are superior to those of ordinary people. Therefore, no matter what kind of university, there will always be scoundrels and jerks.

However, Li Mu hadn’t expected Wu Shuai to use such a method to oppose him, deliberately targeting his dormitory mates, and then privately having someone reveal the reason. His goal was nothing more than to make his dormitory mates resent him, or to make them afraid to associate with him. To a certain extent, he was trying to stir up hatred against Li Mu. Such underhanded methods even astonished Li Mu, who had lived two lives.

Nevertheless, Li Mu’s rationality was stronger than his impulsiveness, which was why he didn’t jump to his feet in anger, nor did he immediately think of confronting Wu Shuai or picking a fight with him. He was merely contemplating how to defend himself, and then how to counterattack.

Compared to a student like Wu Shuai, whose methods were despicable and lacked any technical skill, Li Mu’s heart was truly ruthless when facing an enemy.

Guo Lin, Xue Guilan, Wu Dong, and Li Jiawei, who were in the detention center, were the best proof of Li Mu’s ruthlessness. So, the more this happened, the calmer his emotions became. Being bullied wasn’t a big deal; he just needed to find an opportunity to bully them back ten or a hundred times over. There was just one point: he had to weigh his actions to ensure the losses didn’t outweigh the gains.

Under his calm demeanor, the few hot-headed young men in Dorm 606 gradually settled down.

Seeing that everyone had calmed down, Li Mu said, “Everyone, pay attention in the future. Don’t fall into their traps. Once we’ve done that, we’ll figure out how to find their weak points and seize an opportunity to strike a decisive blow.”

The five of them nodded repeatedly.

Li Mu then asked, “Who knows what kind of off-campus jobs he introduces students to?”

Li Mu always felt that Wu Shuai was quite the scoundrel, with the demeanor of a true scumbag. His tactics in pursuing Su Yingxue and his actions in humiliating Liu Nian showed how narrow-minded and petty he was.

According to common sense, for someone like him, it would be a miracle if he didn’t do things that harmed others for his own benefit. Even if he wanted to seek fame and praise, his personality made it unlikely he would genuinely do good deeds wholeheartedly. There might be hidden interests involved.

Therefore, Li Mu wanted to first uncover Wu Shuai’s true nature. If he didn’t make a move, fine, but if he did, he’d have to bring him down and make him yield.

Liu Nian thought for a moment and said, “Off-campus jobs are generally temporary clerical work, typing, or assistant roles. Most of them are just odd jobs at small companies.”

“What about the pay?”

“Probably around two yuan an hour.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “Two yuan an hour is absolutely cheap labor. Clerical work and typing, which require a bit of computer basic knowledge, should still be quite in demand now, right?”

The five dormitory mates all shook their heads. Li Yawei thought for a long time before saying, “As far as I remember, many small companies don’t really use computers much. If they occasionally need documents typed, they just go directly to a print shop.”

Li Mu nodded. “Exactly. My point is that I don’t think Wu Shuai would be a purely good person. This pay level is clearly low. He should be making a profit from the difference.”

Sun Jian suddenly remembered something and slapped his thigh. “I remember now! A fellow townsman said Wu Shuai was very capable and had all sorts of resources outside. Not only does he introduce these part-time jobs, but sometimes he also introduces female students with good looks to participate in exhibitions and similar events, working as receptionists and models. He can even bring hundreds of students to TV show recordings to watch live. He’s really impressive.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu immediately frowned and said, “Isn’t that just a campus labor trafficker?”

Everyone was a bit confused, but Li Mu clearly understood the intricacies involved. In fact, the student union was not a pure place at all. It could generally be divided into three types of people: the first type was purely for vanity; the second type wanted to build up their resume within the school and accumulate connections with school leaders, engaging in internal school politics; the third type sought to profit from students for their own vanity. The more direct ones would resell various items to classmates, while those with more sophisticated methods would engage in labor trafficking.

Introducing cheap labor and taking a commission was the most common tactic for campus labor traffickers, especially when introducing female students to work as unofficial models or high-end event staff. In his previous life, Li Mu had seen similar individuals in his university who often introduced several girls to participate in exhibitions. The meager part-time fees the female students earned were less than the commission he made, yet they were still grateful to him.

As for attending program recordings, that was the most outrageous scam. On the surface, they would trick students by saying that for a certain program recording, they had connections to bring everyone to watch live, and the production team would even provide a meal. Students, being curious, thought they could see celebrities and appear on TV just by sitting there, but they had no idea that the TV station paid these traffickers to bring them. Typically, these traffickers earned at least dozens of yuan per person per session, almost all of which went into their pockets. Due to the lack of information, this phenomenon continued for several years, and Li Mu only learned of this inside story shortly before graduation.

After listening to Li Mu’s detailed analysis, the dormitory mates were greatly angered. They hadn’t realized that student union members made money so easily, and that they were all scamming their junior male and female students.

Xue Jianfeng said furiously, “Damn it, a few days ago, that group of third-year student union members even came to our class to promote assembled computers. They said they had connections, and for the same configuration, their assembly price was two hundred yuan cheaper than buying from a store. They even gave us a configuration list. I went to a store and asked, and it was indeed about two hundred yuan cheaper, so I impulsively ordered one. Now, looking back, it really infuriates me that those bastards earned my money.”

Sun Jian asked, “Why didn’t you say anything?”

Xue Jianfeng sighed, “I thought we were all brothers. I was afraid everyone would think I was showing off if I said it, so I just wanted to wait until the machine arrived, and then naturally, like Li Mu’s laptop, it would become a public computer for our dormitory…”

Li Yawei said, “They definitely have connections. They negotiated bulk purchase discounts with suppliers in Zhongguancun. They give you a discount of two hundred, but they must be earning at least three hundred from you. There are so many tricks with these things. Sometimes they’ll give you two identical memory sticks, and you can’t tell the difference in quality at all, but the price can vary by dozens of yuan.”

Li Mu curiously asked Xue Jianfeng, “What configuration is the computer? How much does it cost?”

Xue Jianfeng scratched his head and said awkwardly, “I don’t understand computer configurations either. I just saw something like a Pentium III processor, 128 MB of RAM, a 40 GB hard drive, and a 32 MB graphics card. I roughly asked around at a store, and the total would be around five thousand three hundred. The student union people said it was only five thousand one hundred, and they’d even give a free CD player.”

Li Yawei curled his lip. “Bro Feng, I’m not trying to criticize you, but these people collude with unscrupulous merchants. Don’t even mention them, who trick a large number of students into buying assembled computers. Even if you go to an assembly shop owner yourself and tell him you’ll introduce classmates to buy computers, he’ll give you at least one or two hundred yuan in commission per machine.”

Xue Jianfeng said, “Damn it, I already paid the deposit, five hundred yuan. They said to prepare cash, and the merchant is preparing the goods. They’ll deliver the computers to the school next week and even be responsible for on-site installation…”

Sun Jian asked him, “Can’t you get a refund?”

Xue Jianfeng said, “They said that once the deposit is paid, it’s non-refundable…”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Do you know how many people they tricked into buying assembled computers?”

Xue Jianfeng shook his head. “I really don’t know about that, but in our class alone, four people ordered.”

Li Mu was a bit surprised and clicked his tongue. “One class has about forty people, so one-tenth of them ordered. If they’re playing big, with over two thousand new students this year, at this rate, wouldn’t that be over two hundred computers?”

Li Mu, with his IT background and years of experience in Yanjing, naturally knew about the huge markups in hardware, especially in this era where the market lacked regulation and consumers lacked professional knowledge, making it practically a paradise for unscrupulous merchants.

The most outrageous thing was that unscrupulous merchants would grind off the labels of 64 MB memory sticks and replace them with 128 MB, and consumers wouldn’t know they had been cheated for one or two years. Such incidents were ubiquitous, not to mention the large number of refurbished monitors, hard drives, and optical drives, and the widespread issues of passing off inferior motherboards as superior, or products from small factories as from large ones.

The situation was very murky. If Wu Shuai and his group didn’t understand the intricacies, they could earn fifty or sixty thousand yuan from over two hundred computers at a minimum. If they understood the markups and demanded a larger profit margin from the unscrupulous merchants, it was possible to earn four or five hundred yuan per machine, which could easily amount to one hundred thousand yuan!

Li Mu sighed, no wonder everyone wanted to join the student union. They could make a fortune just by helping unscrupulous merchants outside scam their classmates all day long.

As he was thinking, Xue Jianfeng suddenly received a call. After answering, he only said six words: “It’s me… that’s right… what?”

Hanging up the phone, Xue Jianfeng said with a surprised expression, “These guys are really despicable. They called to ask if I ordered a computer from them. I said yes, and they said that people from our dormitory wouldn’t be eligible for discounted products from them anymore. They said they would refund my deposit and told me to go to their dormitory to get the money later…”

Li Mu smiled. “Do they really think they’re doing good deeds?”

Xue Jianfeng chuckled, “That’s perfect. I was just thinking of canceling anyway. There’s no way I’m letting them earn my money.”

Li Mu said, “If you go, they’ll definitely tell you what a great discount you missed, and then blame all the reasons for you missing out on me.”

Xue Jianfeng scoffed, “To hell with them, I won’t pay them any mind.”

Sun Jian asked Li Mu, “You know more about computers than we do. How much money do you think they can make if they’re dealing in dozens or hundreds of computers?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “It’s hard to say. It could be as little as two or three hundred, or as much as five or six hundred, or even more.”

Xue Jianfeng’s eyes widened. “That’s at least tens of thousands of yuan! Li Mu, do you think we can exploit this situation? They want to make money, right? If we can find a weak point, their efforts will come to naught and their joy will turn to sorrow!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said to them, “If we truly want this to become a good opportunity for a counterattack, then they must earn this money first.”





Chapter 143: Project Public

The five people in Dorm 606 were somewhat puzzled. There was an opportunity to make money from that bastard Wu Shuai, so why did Li Mu insist on letting them earn it?

Facing their confusion, Li Mu smiled and said, “Once they earn this money, it’s like they’ve put a hot potato in their pants. By then, it won’t be as simple as just dropping it because it’s hot. They’ll only have two choices with this money: either endure the pain and keep it in their pants, or take it out in front of all the teachers and students in the school.”

Everyone immediately understood.

Is the best way to catch a thief to stop him before he acts? Of course not. If you do that, he’ll just move on to the next target if he fails once. The best way to catch a thief is to capture him after he gets the stolen goods, thoroughly convict him, and prevent him from ever getting back on his feet.

Once they understood this, the mood of the guys in Dorm 606 immediately improved. Sun Jian excitedly said, “Brothers, we must unite these days and do all our work thoroughly. We absolutely cannot give them any opportunity to exploit us. This even includes keeping our dormitory room spotlessly clean, so those student union guys can’t find fault if they come to inspect.”

Li Yawei nodded and said, “Damn it, I need to quickly throw away my immersion heater!”

Xue Jianfeng immediately added, “The three of us shouldn’t smoke in the dormitory room for a while either!”

Li Mu said to Liu Nian, who had suffered a great deal of grievance today, “Liu Nian, I support you wanting to do work-study, but we won’t work for those scoundrels from the student union here at school. I happen to have a job opportunity. Initially, it’s five yuan an hour, but if it takes off, it’s guaranteed to be at least fifteen yuan an hour later on.”

Everyone in the dormitory room was stunned, especially Hu Zhengdao, who grumbled, “Bro Mu, I only make two yuan sixty an hour. If you have a job that pays five or ten yuan an hour, can you introduce me to one too?”

Li Mu suddenly felt that this opportunity, fueled by their shared animosity, was the right time to tell his brothers in the dormitory room about the 3321 plan. Originally, he had planned to wait until tomorrow night’s dinner with Zhao Ziqiu and her dormitory mates to announce it to everyone. However, at this moment, the brothers in Dorm 606 had a certain belligerence about them, and he needed to divert their attention.

So, Li Mu stood up and solemnly said to the five people in the dormitory room, “I have an older cousin who has achieved a bit of success in the internet industry. A few days ago, I came up with a project, and he’s willing to invest money for me to do it. The project is already taking shape; we just need manpower. I wonder if you all are interested?” Li Mu spent over an hour meticulously explaining the 3321 project plan to his five brothers in the dormitory room, from its goals to its execution and future prospects. He analyzed and explained everything to them. Almost from the fifth minute, these guys were all unable to close their mouths from smiling in astonishment. By the time Li Mu finished speaking, all five felt their jaws ache.

They couldn’t believe it. They lived and studied under the same roof, yet while the other five hadn’t even fully adapted to the university environment, Li Mu was already secretly brewing such a massive entrepreneurial project!

Moreover, the project’s swagger was too high. Li Mu wasn’t seeking profit; he only wanted to find a platform for talented individuals from various universities to create value. On this platform, they wouldn’t need to work as part-time clerks, typists, or odd-jobbers. They would only need to use their knowledge and their college entrance examination experience to tutor high school students. Not only would they receive generous compensation, but they would also earn the respect of their employers and realize their self-worth. This idea was so impressive that it made people want to applaud until their hands were raw!

Sun Jian, as the oldest member of the dormitory room, immediately and excitedly declared, “Third oldest! As the oldest in the dormitory room, I’ll say this: since your older cousin is willing to invest hundreds of thousands in a project that isn’t for profit, then the six of us in Dorm 606 must also show our spirit. You just tell us how to promote 3321, but we absolutely cannot take a salary!”

The other four immediately responded. They felt that this was an extremely significant undertaking. From the moment they understood 3321’s positioning and future development prospects, they decided to participate wholeheartedly. It could bring immense convenience to all university students, making them suddenly feel a sense of mission.

Li Mu, however, said, “Anyone unwilling to work for pay is not allowed to participate in this project. My older cousin’s investment includes a budget for promotion costs. Each ground promotion specialist involved in the promotion will receive a basic salary of five yuan per hour. To avoid affecting our studies, the working hours will be four hours a day from Monday to Friday, and eight hours a day on Saturdays and Sundays.”

“That high?!” Hu Zhengdao blurted out, “Isn’t setting such a high salary wasteful? How many people do we need for ground promotion?”

Li Mu smiled, “Initially, we’ll rely on everyone’s help. We need to leverage the ‘from individual to widespread’ characteristic of social networking. Everyone should try to mobilize a few reliable classmates, friends, and fellow townsmen to join. Our promotion goal is: all twenty-six 985 and 211 universities in Yanjing must have three to five ground promotion personnel!”

“My goodness! Over a hundred people!” Sun Jian quickly did the math: “Even if we calculate based on one hundred people, four hours a day from Monday to Friday, that’s twenty yuan per person, or one hundred yuan for five days. On Saturdays and Sundays, eight hours a day, forty yuan per person, that’s eighty yuan for two days. One week would be one hundred eighty yuan, and one hundred people would be eighteen thousand yuan!”

The others were also startled by this figure. Eighteen thousand yuan just for the salaries of promotion personnel in one week? That was too high, wasn’t it?

Li Mu didn’t care about these things and jokingly scolded, “You’re not the ones paying, so why are you worrying about it? If you’re willing to do it, then let’s do it well together. If not, I won’t force you.”

Li Mu’s reasoning was simple. Even if he acted like a shrewd businessman and set the wages according to general part-time job standards, he would only save half. He was about to secure several million in Series B funding and cash out over one million. It was pointless to be stingy and save such a small amount of money! Wouldn’t it be better for the students to earn more money and have more financial freedom?

Seeing Li Mu’s firm stance, the guys in the dormitory room stopped grumbling and all expressed their firm commitment to participate. They were determined to make 3321 a success and benefit all university students.

After Li Yawei expressed his commitment, he raised his hand and said, “Bro Mu, our initial task is to let students from various universities know about 3321, register on 3321, and complete their personal information, right?”

“Exactly.” Li Mu nodded and smiled, “That’s the first step. Once that’s almost done, we can shift our focus to the parents of third-year high school students.”

Li Yawei then asked, “Are we going to pilot it at Renmin University and Peking University first?”

“Yes.”

Li Yawei smiled and said, “Then you need to mobilize Su Yingxue. Her status in the hearts of the male students at our school is unparalleled. If she helps with the promotion, Renmin University will probably be done in a day. Also, for Peking University, you need to talk to Zhao Ziqiu. As long as she’s willing to step forward and help, Peking University can definitely be taken down quickly too.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu—one was the recognized new school beauty at Renmin University, and the other, though not yet holding the title, was one of Peking University’s top beauties. The destructive power of beautiful women was endless. If the two of them could truly help wholeheartedly, the promotion speed would definitely be very fast.

However, Li Mu also felt a sense of reluctance and shame. Was it really right to exploit the girls’ appearances like this?

Thinking about the dinner he had scheduled with Zhao Ziqiu and her dormitory mates for tomorrow night, Li Mu decided to explain the situation to Zhao Ziqiu then and see if she was willing to help. As for Su Yingxue, whether he asked for her help or not, he should inform her beforehand. Otherwise, if she only passively found out after he started, it would seem too distant.

He also figured Zhao Kang probably didn’t know he was brewing this project yet. He might as well call them out for a late-night snack and tell them both properly.

…

Since the start of the semester, Su Yingxue had received countless invitations from boys to dinner, but she hadn’t considered any of them. Yet, every time Li Mu called her, she would agree without hesitation. She didn’t think much of it herself, but her dormitory mates felt the huge difference in treatment.

It was eight or nine in the evening, and Su Yingxue was about to go out after a call from Li Mu. Her dormitory mates asked where she was going so late. Su Yingxue said, “Going to have a late-night snack with a high school classmate.”

The girl on Su Yingxue’s lower bunk quickly asked, “Is it that Li Mu? The super handsome guy!”

Su Yingxue smiled sweetly, “Yes, he’s quite handsome.”

“He’s really impressive!” the girl said with a smile. “I heard from a second-year student who’s my fellow townsman that a few days ago, he fought four or five guys from the school swimming team by himself on the track and field, injuring three of them. He’s incredibly arrogant!”

Su Yingxue’s face was full of surprise. “Li Mu fought someone? When was this? Was he hurt?”

The girl hadn’t expected Su Yingxue to be so concerned about Li Mu. Surprised, she said, “He’s perfectly fine. Three people from the school swimming team were injured. The incident was quite a sensation at the time. Someone even posted about it by Spoonful Pond. Didn’t you follow it?”

Su Yingxue hurriedly put on her coat and said, “I haven’t been on that forum. I’m going out now; we’ll talk later.”

After Su Yingxue finished speaking, she opened the door and left. The girls in the dormitory room exchanged glances. One of them said, “It looks like the boys in our school are going to be completely disappointed.”

“Why?”

“Because they won’t have a chance to pursue Yingxue.”

Su Yingxue left the dormitory room and headed straight for the school’s East Gate. Li Mu had said on the phone that they would meet there. She jogged all the way and finally saw Li Mu. Su Yingxue’s first question was, “Did you fight someone?”

The surprise on Li Mu’s face flashed, then he nodded and asked, “How did you know?”

“My dormitory mate told me. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, perfectly well.”

Su Yingxue felt a little relieved. On her way there, she had been worried if Li Mu was injured. Hearing him say that, a large part of her anxiety subsided, but she couldn’t help but grumble, “It’s not like home here. You should try to control your temper a bit and avoid conflicts with people.”

Li Mu nodded, “If people don’t offend me, I don’t offend them. If they pull down my pants, I might be able to tolerate it, but pulling down my underwear? I can’t stand that.”

Su Yingxue sighed helplessly, “I feel like you’ve changed so much recently, and yet you’re so opinionated. No one can persuade you.”

Li Mu waved his hand and smiled, “Alright, since you’ve said so, I’ll definitely try to control myself in the future.”

Su Yingxue nodded and asked again, “Did you suddenly suggest a late-night snack because you have something to tell me?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “I also invited Kangzi. There’s a Skewered Hotpot restaurant nearby. Let’s eat and talk.”

“Okay.”

When Li Mu and Su Yingxue arrived at the Skewered Hotpot restaurant, Zhao Kang was already there. After the three sat down and chatted for a few moments, Li Mu got straight to the point and said, “I’ve been planning a project, and it’s about to go online.”

Upon hearing that a project was about to go online, Zhao Kang’s eyes lit up. “What project?!”

Su Yingxue, however, looked confused. Hadn’t they agreed to come to university to study? Classes hadn’t even started yet, so what kind of project was Li Mu getting involved in?

Unlike Su Yingxue, Zhao Kang knew Li Mu better. From the very beginning when they worked on Stone Age Overlord together, he had watched Li Mu continuously grow. Now, Eting.com and Tieba were flourishing. Although he hadn’t truly participated in these two projects, he had followed them from the initial promotion stage and knew well in his heart the value of these two websites. So, when Li Mu mentioned a new project, he knew it wouldn’t be small.

Li Mu explained the situation of 3321 to them, even more thoroughly than he had to his dormitory brothers. He didn’t lie to them about the project being invested by a so-called older cousin; instead, he directly stated that he intended to fund the project himself.

Su Yingxue was astonished. “Where are you going to get so much money?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “I already have it. I asked my family for it. My family’s specialty store business is quite popular.”

Su Yingxue had indeed heard about Li Mu’s family owning a specialty store. Although she was surprised, it was, after all, Li Mu’s parents’ business. Now, Li Mu’s words seemed to imply he was taking money from his family to do 3321, and the initial plan involved a six-figure investment. She couldn’t help but feel a little worried.

Su Yingxue said, “The 3321 plan is indeed very good and very significant. Since that’s the case, we could try applying for school or government support. I can ask my paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law later; they should have some connections in Yanjing. If there’s a policy, we can try to apply for it.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Let’s not apply for school or government subsidies for this. Applying for subsidies is somewhat troublesome. First, you need to register a company, and then there are requirements for the company’s registered location and number of employees. You can only apply if you meet the conditions. Right now, I just want to get 3321 off the ground; I’m not planning to incorporate it. After all, I’m still in school, and this project needs to be promoted in various universities. Incorporating it might lead to unnecessary trouble.”

There’s a significant difference in nature between a personal website created by a student and a startup company created by a student. Current network information isn’t as transparent and open as it will be in the future. If it’s just a personal website created by an individual, it won’t be too conspicuous, but incorporating it would be troublesome. All sorts of information would have to be disclosed, and it might accidentally expose the future Muye Technology. In the future, Muye Technology, based on Eting.com and Tieba, will develop rapidly. According to his plan, Muye Technology will launch Series B funding in a few months at most. He also plans to create a personal space based on Tieba and put “Steal a Dish” on Tieba’s personal space. The future development speed will be so fast that even internet industry insiders will find it hard to imagine, let alone those outsiders who don’t understand the business.

Rapid wealth accumulation is not a good thing in China. The increase in wealth must be matched by the strength to defend that wealth. So, Li Mu didn’t want to fully expose himself so early. He always felt that, for now, besides having some money, his strength and connections for settling down were far from sufficient. Therefore, he needed to keep some things under wraps, saving some ace up his sleeve.
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Chapter 144: Launching Ground Promotion

Su Yingxue didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s concerns, but upon reflection, Li Mu probably wanted to keep a low profile. After all, he was still a student, and Su Yingxue also felt that if a first-year student were to directly register a company and start promoting its business on campus, it would indeed be a bit too high-profile.

However, setting aside the question of company registration, Su Yingxue also felt that 3321 held extraordinary significance. Current university students lacked good opportunities for part-time jobs, and high school parents hadn’t realized the problem Li Mu pointed out: the most suitable people to tutor high school seniors weren’t the school’s teachers, but rather university students who had just achieved excellent scores in the College Entrance Examination.

Li Mu said this was just one advantage of university students.

When parents sought tutors for their children, the traditional model involved finding a teacher for each subject. Teachers usually held tutoring sessions at their own homes, so children inevitably had to travel around. Now, a high school senior studying liberal arts could directly find a first-year liberal arts student from Peking University, which would be a perfect match.

Moreover, the age gap between students was small, only one or two years, allowing for common ground. With a personal example to emulate, the effect would definitely be better than with a teacher.

There was another benefit: the university and major could be perfectly aligned.

Local Yanjing candidates preferred local Yanjing schools. For example, if a child wanted to get into the English department of Beijing Second Foreign Language Institute, finding a first-year student from that exact department to tutor them would naturally offer countless advantages.

After listening, Su Yingxue felt admiration for Li Mu for the first time. To feel admiration for someone her own age was unprecedented for her, but Li Mu today truly made her look at him with new eyes. His vision, his thinking, his logic, and his control over the 3321 project all impressed her.

Su Yingxue agreed to Li Mu’s request with almost no hesitation, promising to fully help him promote 3321. Zhao Kang also excitedly declared, “Even though I’m a slacker when it comes to studying, I really want to help those high-achieving students from 985 and 211 universities get a head start in employment! Count me in!”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Alright, Kangzi, come to our school on Saturday. You, me, Yingxue, and one or two others from our dormitory room will be responsible for the ground promotion at Renmin University.”

…

On Saturday morning, several student-like individuals appeared in the dormitory areas of four universities in Yanjing. They set up folding tables and erected roll-up banners on both sides. The titles on the banners were very eye-catching: one side read, “Work as a Part-time Tutor at 3321, Hourly Wage Starts from Fifteen Yuan”; the other side read, “Register and Receive a Twenty Yuan Cash Subsidy.”

Ten years later, various user giveaways and red envelopes became commonplace, and people had long become immune to titles like “Register and Receive XXX.” For example, when Taobao ran promotions, claiming to give away hundreds of billions in discounts and promising every user thousands of yuan in massive savings, netizens often joked that the coupons they received were usually ridiculous things like a “500 yuan discount coupon for a Maserati.”

However, in this era, the impressiveness of this title was simply beyond words.

These two slogans were incredibly appealing to students, so in front of every such table, many students gathered to inquire.

For today’s ground promotion, Li Mu divided his forces into four groups. He, Zhao Kang, Su Yingxue, and Liu Nian held down the fort at Renmin University. Xue Jianfeng and Hu Zhengdao went to Tsinghua University with their girlfriends from Peking University. As for Zhao Ziqiu, the Peking University goddess, she stayed behind with the other three girls from her dormitory room, with Li Yawei specifically coming to help support the promotion at Peking University.

The remaining group consisted of Sun Jian, the oldest from their dormitory room, Dou Xueli, Li Mu’s fellow townsman from Haizhou, and two friends of theirs. These four went to Yanjing Normal University.

Aside from Renmin University and Peking University, the other two groups were going to unfamiliar schools. Li Mu was worried they might be hassled by security guards, so he gave each small team five hundred yuan in public relations expenses to bribe the security guards and dorm managers.

At eleven in the morning, Li Mu called the leaders of each promotion point. The replies he received indicated everything was going well, especially that the first-year students at each school were very interested in 3321. Not only could 3321 help them accurately present their personal information to student parents, but the novel online bidding model also gave them greater possibilities. The basic salary was already fifteen yuan an hour; if a bidding frenzy truly started, how high could the average price go?

Thanks to 3321’s model and Li Mu’s publicity strategy, many flyers were distributed that morning.

Li Mu then called Kong Lingyu. After 3321 went online, he had been staying in front of the computer monitoring the backend. From nine o’clock when everyone started acting separately until now, in just two hours, the registered users counted in the backend had already exceeded six hundred, and these users were gradually completing their various information.

Li Mu was very satisfied with this efficiency. If they could attract over three thousand registrations over the weekend, and then vet one thousand qualified individuals, they could directly go to high schools and residential communities to promote to student parents next Monday.

At the promotion point in front of him, dozens of people were almost constantly gathered, consulting and taking flyers. Perhaps many were also drawn by Su Yingxue, but when they looked at the specific operational models on the 3321 flyers, they were immediately attracted by the content.

This was the effect Li Mu wanted. As long as these university students were interested, everything else would be easy. He naturally had ways to convince those high school senior parents.

Or rather, it wasn’t about tricking them, but about letting them know that they actually had a better option, one they had never thought of, and no one had ever integrated these resources for them.

At this moment at Peking University, Han Xiaoxiao looked at the packed crowd and whispered to Zhao Ziqiu beside her, “Li Mu is truly impressive. How do you think his brain works? If this 3321 succeeds, how many Yanjing university students will it benefit?”

Zhao Ziqiu handed out flyers to countless outstretched hands, while softly saying in her ear, “From the looks of it, the market potential must be huge. Think about it, there are many university students in Yanjing, and even more high school students. If university students can really earn fifteen yuan an hour, then not only can they earn enough for their living expenses, but if they work hard, they might even earn their tuition fees themselves.”

“Yeah,” Han Xiaoxiao glanced at Li Yawei, who was busy beside them, making sure he couldn’t hear her conversation with Zhao Ziqiu, before quietly telling Zhao Ziqiu, “Li Mu is too amazing. He’s so handsome, sings so well, is so manly, and so capable. You absolutely must seize this opportunity. Honestly, if I were still single, I’d be eager to throw myself into his arms.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face flushed, and she chided softly, “You’re the most improper one! How can a proper girl actively throw herself into someone’s arms?”

Han Xiaoxiao giggled and said, “If Chen Jiao heard you say that, she’d definitely get upset with you. She was the one who actively threw herself into Xue Jianfeng’s arms back then, and that’s how they got together…”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “I didn’t mean to mock Jiao Jiao. Don’t talk nonsense!”

“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. But you must take what I’m telling you seriously. I think it won’t be long before Li Mu’s 3321 takes off, and he’ll become a celebrity in the entire Yanjing university student circle!”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “Oh, right. Li Mu said we must find a way to secure the top scorers in the College Entrance Examination from various provinces. He said Peking University has the most top scorers. Help me check this year’s list of top scorers at Peking University. If there are any who haven’t registered by evening, we’ll go find them.”

Han Xiaoxiao exclaimed, “Oh my goodness, aren’t you being too invested? Are you really treating this as your own business?”

Zhao Ziqiu rolled her eyes at her. “Li Mu is paying us, okay? Five yuan an hour. You can earn forty yuan today. Shouldn’t you be more diligent!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Han Xiaoxiao nodded repeatedly. “Peking University has a total of thirty-eight top scorers this year. Send the list to Li Mu, let him check the registration information, and for anyone who hasn’t registered, we’ll win them over one by one.”

“That’s more like it.”

…

Wu Shuai hadn’t been in a good mood lately. These past two days, he had instructed the student union to pick fights with Dorm 606 several times, checking hygiene, inspecting high-power appliances, and checking for smoking/fire hazards. After bothering them repeatedly, he still failed to find any fault with Dorm 606, which made him curse and lose his temper in his dormitory room all day. The other five people in his dormitory room knew he had been deeply hurt by the Su Yingxue incident, so they didn’t cross him.

Today was Saturday, and Wu Shuai slept until late in the morning. If his phone hadn’t been ringing for a long time, he wouldn’t have even woken up from his sleep.

He saw that the call was from Sun Tan, the Vice President of the student union. Wu Shuai immediately perked up and answered the phone, apologizing at once: “President Sun, I’m so sorry, I didn’t hear your call just now.”

Sun Tan was Wu Shuai’s patron; it was he who brought Wu Shuai into the student union. He was a local Yanjing native and had quite a few connections at Renmin University. It was rumored that he had relatives among the school leadership. If it weren’t for the current student union president having a strong political background, Sun Tan would have already had the opportunity to become the student union president.

However, it was fortunate that the student union president only wanted to accumulate some initial political standing within the university student union and didn’t want to manage the student union’s trivial matters. And the very popular Senior Sister Ai also ignored the student union all day long, so although Sun Tan’s title was Vice President, his actual power was already infinitely close to that of the president.

Wu Shuai had always been Sun Tan’s representative. Many things that were inconvenient for Sun Tan to handle personally were usually handled by Wu Shuai on Sun Tan’s behalf. Even Wu Shuai’s ways of making money through the student union were provided by Sun Tan. Sun Tan provided plans, connections, and resources, and Wu Shuai was responsible for implementing and executing them.

Things like sending students for part-time jobs outside the school, taking students to various paid events and activities that required a certain number of participants, and even selling students computers, CD players, Walkmans, and anything else that could make money, were all operated by Wu Shuai.

Under normal circumstances, Wu Shuai could swagger around at Renmin University, but only unless he encountered two people: Dong Ai and Sun Tan.

At this moment, having missed several calls from Sun Tan, Wu Shuai felt extremely anxious, afraid Sun Tan would blame him.

Sun Tan’s tone was indeed a bit unpleasant. He snorted coldly and said, “You still have the nerve to sleep in? My Student Aid Helper plan is about to fall through!”

Wu Shuai shivered and immediately sat up from his bed: “What’s wrong with the Student Aid Helper plan?”





Chapter 145: Impressive Results

The “Student Aid Helper” was a campus project that Sun Tan spearheaded with Wu Shuai. Its primary goal was to help Renmin University students with work-study opportunities. They would provide on-campus and off-campus job opportunities to financially struggling students at their university. While operating under the guise of aid, the project actually served to build a noble image for them in front of the university leadership, while quietly making money through the students.

Sun Tan was a fourth-year student this year, and his family had considerable influence in Yanjing. Their original plan was for him to take the civil service examination directly after graduation. Sun Tan was a student from the School of Economics, so his family had arranged for him to test for the Ministry of Commerce civil service. However, even with Sun Tan’s wealthy family background and ample resources, the possibility of directly maneuvering him into the Ministry of Commerce was still very low. Therefore, Sun Tan needed to secure some special competitive advantages before graduating from university.

These “special competitive advantages” referred to honors and achievements beyond academic performance that he could showcase. Sun Tan’s goal was to be selected as one of Yanjing’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students, an award to be decided next March. Securing this honor among the many universities in Yanjing would give him full confidence in his entry into the Ministry of Commerce.

The assessment criteria for the Top Ten Outstanding University Students over the years had been primarily based on moral character, and the requirements were extremely stringent. To exaggerate, even saving three primary school students from a river might not be enough to qualify, unless the rescuer dies in the act.

Since his second year, Sun Tan had been pondering how to secure a spot as one of the Top Ten Outstanding University Students, but he had never found a suitable entry point. It wasn’t until last year’s selection, when a Peking University student who operated an aid-based cold drink stand on campus was selected, that Sun Tan found his inspiration.

That Peking University student had earned money by working part-time, bought several simple cold drink machines, and placed them on the university’s major sports fields. He hired several financially struggling students to take turns selling cold drinks part-time, and the profits were then used to provide financial aid to other students. This model, once launched, gained popularity and support from many university students. As a result, within just one year, it expanded to six universities with twenty cold drink machines, simultaneously providing financial aid to over eighty financially struggling university students.

With this feat as a foundation, that Peking University student secured one of the spots for last year’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students. Sun Tan felt that he could do something similar, and even better and on a larger scale.

Thus, the Renmin University of China “Student Aid Helper” was founded in May of this year. Sun Tan wanted to use “Student Aid Helper” to accumulate some reputation for himself, and currently, the development of “Student Aid Helper” seemed to be very smooth. Leveraging the authority of the student union, “Student Aid Helper” had already helped hundreds of financially struggling students find on-campus and off-campus part-time positions during this period.

Moreover, Sun Tan also discovered a profit model within it. By providing campus labor, he, along with Wu Shuai and several other confidants, had made a considerable amount of money from it. Although he was not short of money at all, this profit helped him support a group of loyal followers.

This series of methods made him proclaim himself a business genius. He had already communicated with his relatives in Renmin University’s management, planning to continue operating “Student Aid Helper.” By January of next year, they would help report the outstanding achievements of “Student Aid Helper” and nominate him for next year’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students.

Sun Tan originally thought that by January of next year, the “Student Aid Helper” would have cumulatively “helped” over one thousand students, which would undoubtedly be a very impressive figure. He believed it would sufficiently impress the Top Ten Outstanding University Students Selection Committee. However, he never dreamed that an unexpected challenger would emerge.

Today, someone on campus suddenly started promoting a website called 3321. Sun Tan saw their promotional slogan and, out of curiosity, went to learn more. This inquiry was not trivial; it immediately made him break out in a cold sweat. The 3321 model was simply too impressive. Its business model was far more impressive than his “Student Aid Helper,” and the value it could create for students was much greater. Sun Tan hurriedly returned to his dormitory room, opened his laptop, and logged onto the 3321 website. When he saw that the 3321 website already had complete functionality, he broke out in an even colder sweat.

He could foresee the immense influence 3321 would have among university students if it truly took off. As long as it rose, it would surely grow into a giant. His “Student Aid Helper” was like an ant in comparison.

If 3321 stood in his way, his plan to run for Top Ten Outstanding University Students by engaging in student aid and poverty alleviation would definitely have no chance. This threat was simply too great!

Wu Shuai also relied on “Student Aid Helper” to a certain extent. He was the “Student Aid Helper’s” second-in-command. Once Sun Tan graduated next year, he would take over “Student Aid Helper” completely. At that time, not only would the income from “Student Aid Helper” be at his disposal, but the remaining honors would also be his.

Wu Shuai was also a third-year student this year. Although he was still two years away from graduation, his GPA was far from that of a top student like Dong Ai. Top students typically had GPAs above 3.4, and the university’s threshold for guaranteed postgraduate admission was 2.8. With his academic performance, he could at most scramble for just over 2 points, so there was no hope for guaranteed postgraduate admission. Therefore, he began to make his own plans, hoping to secure guaranteed postgraduate admission based on high moral character through “Student Aid Helper.”

There were many precedents for this at Renmin University. Students with lower GPAs but noble moral character and a certain level of influence within the university had a certain chance of successfully securing guaranteed postgraduate admission.

Because of this, while Sun Tan was nervous, Wu Shuai was also very nervous.

He hurriedly got out of bed, opened his laptop, and logged onto the 3321 website.

Half an hour later, Wu Shuai had roughly figured out 3321’s operational model. His mood at that moment was the same as Sun Tan’s: angry and despairing.

…

Saturday’s day of promotion came to an end. Li Mu had originally set the working hours from nine in the morning to twelve noon, and from one in the afternoon to six in the evening, a total of eight hours. However, there were so many interested students that the four universities were busy until past eight in the evening before they successively packed up.

Li Mu arranged two tables at a high-end restaurant in the capital to treat all the participants today.

Most of the people there had received information that Li Mu had a wealthy maternal older male cousin who invested, so everyone didn’t stand on ceremony with him and rushed from their respective universities to the dinner location.

Su Yingxue came, and Zhao Ziqiu also came. This was the first meeting of the two perfect women, which was a feast for the eyes of the gentlemen present. Li Mu didn’t feel anything special, but Zhao Ziqiu felt an extraordinary sense of crisis in her heart.

In terms of looks, there was hardly any difference between the two. In terms of figure, Zhao Ziqiu was naturally clearly superior. However, in terms of temperament, Su Yingxue had a more elegant and refined aura, like an orchid. On this point, Zhao Ziqiu felt a sense of inferiority, because of her figure, she always felt that her temperament in the eyes of the opposite sex was replaced by dirty thoughts.

Su Yingxue was also surprised when she saw Zhao Ziqiu, but her mindset was calmer than Zhao Ziqiu’s. She was just curious how Li Mu knew such a beautiful girl, and her figure was amazingly good. This, on the contrary, made her feel that she had a bit of a gap compared to the other girl.

Many women are contradictory beings, born with both confidence and inferiority, and two beautiful women are no exception.

Li Mu, however, was solely focused on 3321. Before the two banquets began, he raised his glass and, with a hint of excitement, said to everyone, “For the first toast, I want to thank you all for your hard work today. Our 3321’s technical support provider has given me the latest data. As of ten minutes ago, a total of four thousand five hundred university students have registered on 3321. Among them, one thousand three hundred eighty people have completed all their profile information!”

A few thousand registrations—this number was nothing significant for the internet. However, in Li Mu’s eyes, these few thousand people held the same significance as Eting.com and Tieba’s millions of traffic and millions of registered users; their meaning was extraordinary.

All the participants today were also extremely excited. For them, 3321 was not just a simple part-time job; its significance was profound, to the extent that everyone present felt a sense of mission.

Everyone raised their glasses. The boys drank beer, and the girls drank beverages. They clinked glasses and drank it all. Li Mu then said, “Given 3321’s attractiveness and influence among university students, I think we can change our promotional strategy tomorrow.”

Han Xiaoxiao smiled and asked, “Manager Li, what strategy will we change to tomorrow?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Today, we’ve handled the top four universities in Yanjing. Tomorrow, it will still be four teams, staggered between morning and afternoon, covering eight universities: Yanjing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics, Yanjing Institute of Technology, China Agricultural University, Peking Union Medical College, University of Science and Technology, Jiaotong University, and so on. Four hours of promotion time at each university will be enough.”

Liu Nian asked, “Bro Mu, the students are very interested. There were still crowds of people surrounding us at eight in the evening. How can four hours be enough?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. Seeing a knowing smile flash across Zhao Kang’s face, he said, “Zhao Kang, you tell Liu Nian.”

Zhao Kang laughed heartily, “The reason is simple: word-of-mouth marketing. Although our model hasn’t officially been put into practice yet, it’s very popular among students, so it naturally has initial word-of-mouth. In that case, we won’t need to personally reach every student in the university. After reaching a portion of them, word-of-mouth marketing will create an effect, snowballing and growing larger and larger.”

Everyone realized with a sudden understanding.

Li Mu gave Zhao Kang a thumbs up. Having operated Douban for so long, Zhao Kang understood the internet more and more deeply; his potential was immense.

Li Mu’s intention was to use this word-of-mouth marketing among students to shorten his promotion cycle and save on promotion costs. This model, from its very conception, was based on considering university students, so there were many aspects biased towards them. It was certainly popular with students, but the biggest key still lay with the students’ parents.

Compared to young people, they were less receptive to new things, had an inherent fear and apprehension towards modes that subverted tradition, had poor online operational skills, and lacked trust in young people. These were all roadblocks standing in the way of 3321’s development. The group that truly needed to be conquered was this one. Moreover, the operational core of the entire business model also rested on them, after all, it was their pockets from which money needed to be taken.

Li Mu didn’t know how attractive his model would be to parents. After covering eight more universities tomorrow, he would get down to brass tacks with the students’ parents on Monday!





Chapter 146: Mutual Provocation

Although the student ground promotion team Li Mu temporarily assembled wasn’t large in number, their efficiency was surprisingly high. On Sunday, everyone still split into four groups, running to one university in the morning and another in the afternoon. Just like Saturday, progress was very smooth. The only minor setbacks were interventions from security guards and dorm managers at a few schools, but after quietly slipping them some benefits, they no longer interfered.

More and more students registered for 3321, and more and more completed their personal information. The most pleasant surprise was that Peking University and Tsinghua University had dozens of provincial top scorers in the College Entrance Examination, and hundreds of municipal top scorers in the College Entrance Examination. Among these, ninety people had already registered on 3321. These ninety people would undoubtedly be 3321’s biggest draw.

On Sunday evening, after the promotions at the eight universities concluded, Li Mu asked everyone to find a few more classmates and friends to help. This time, Li Mu planned to conduct information verification for the twelve universities they had already promoted at.

Li Mu wanted to ensure that all university student profiles on 3321 were accurate. Only then could they provide the best tutoring services to high school students and their parents. However, online verification wasn’t very convenient at the moment, so Li Mu resorted to the most direct method: sending people to each university to verify information with these individuals one by one.

In the future era of the internet, this method would be incredibly foolish and cumbersome, but for Li Mu’s 3321, it was relatively easy. After all, these dozen or so universities were all in Yanjing. Sending a few people to each university to directly verify and register information with the registered university students could ensure foolproof accuracy.

Li Mu himself joined the verification team. Along with Zhao Kang, Su Yingxue, and one of Su Yingxue’s roommates, he went to Beihang University. They directly found the registered students based on the information they provided during registration at Beihang University, asking them to present their Identity Cards, student IDs, College Entrance Examination results, and other honor certificates for registration and verification.

After confirming the accuracy of the information, the dispersed verification personnel would centrally report the collected verification results to Li Mu. Li Mu would then pass the results to Kong Lingyu, who would instruct the technical team to give all certified university students a very prominent “All Information Certified” label.

While Li Mu’s side was bustling with activity, a few people on the Renmin University campus were as anxious as an ant on a hot pan. Sun Tan, seeing a group of university students promoting 3321 everywhere, felt a burning anxiety. He called Wu Shuai and a few other followers together to ask how much they knew about 3321.

Sun Tan had also inquired that morning, but the participants in this matter were all first-year students, and those first-year students had gone out early today for promotion. He wasn’t familiar with them, so he asked someone to inquire, but didn’t get any concrete answers.

Wu Shuai also asked around, only finding out that 3321 was a project started by a Renmin University student, and that they had supposedly attracted outside investment. As for who made it or who invested, he wasn’t clear.

Everyone else was in the same boat, unable to find a key person who could provide actual information.

Sun Tan grew anxious: “No matter what, we can’t let this 3321 succeed, otherwise our Student Aid Helper’s halo will definitely be completely stolen by it!”

Wu Shuai nodded and said, “Bro Tan, don’t worry too much. They’ve only been online for two days. Although they’ve gained quite a bit of popularity among students, whether they can truly succeed still depends on whether they can successfully market these students to third-year high school students’ parents. If they can’t pass this final hurdle, these university students will definitely be very disappointed, and the greater the hope, the greater the disappointment.”

Sun Tan said coldly, “Once they start promoting to student parents, do you think we can still stop them?”

Wu Shuai asked, “Then what do you suggest we do?”

“First, find the person for me. By tomorrow, I want to know who is behind this 3321 website!”

…

After a full day of promotion on Sunday, Li Mu and everyone on the ground promotion team spent the entire evening verifying information with people in the dorm areas of various universities. By ten o’clock at night, all the verified data had been collected. Immediately after, one after another, verified users on 3321 received in-site messages confirming their verification. At the same time, their names on 3321 were highlighted in red and given a certified label.

Everyone worked hard all day, but they felt very fulfilled. The bros in Dorm 606 were still enthusiastically discussing in their dormitory room how to persuade those student parents at the entrances of various residential communities in Yanjing tomorrow.

In the third-year dormitory room, Wu Shuai finally found out the whole story of 3321 through a kid from the Nansu hometown association.

He never would have guessed that the person Sun Tan was so eager to find, the one he was gritting his teeth over, was actually Li Mu.

The thought that this impressively good project, 3321, was created by Li Mu, filled Wu Shuai with a wave of discomfort. Why him? It absolutely couldn’t be him.

If he truly managed to make 3321 a success, this guy would probably become an existence revered by thousands among Yanjing university students, wouldn’t he? Judging from 3321’s project concept, website development, and promotion effectiveness, if no one interfered, 3321 would most likely succeed.

If he had to find a way to interfere himself, he really wouldn’t know where to start. But it was truly a coincidence that Li Mu happened to provoke Sun Tan. “Student Aid Helper” was the most important thing to Sun Tan right now. He was counting on this project to win the title of Yanjing’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students, which he could use as a talisman for his future career as a national civil servant. For Li Mu to cross him with 3321 at this moment was simply courting death.

Sun Tan had strong connections at Renmin University, so dealing with Li Mu would be incredibly easy. Wu Shuai thought about it carefully, and the whole thing was truly delightful.

Wu Shuai, secretly pleased, immediately pulled out his phone and called Sun Tan.

Sun Tan was also sending people to inquire about 3321 everywhere, but after asking around, he still hadn’t gotten the most direct news. At this moment, the first thing Wu Shuai said when he called was: “Bro Tan, I found out who made 3321.”

Sun Tan blurted out, “Who is it?”

“A first-year student who just joined the School of Finance and Economics this year, named Li Mu. Li, as in the character for plum, and Mu, as in the character for pasture.”

“Li Mu? Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Wu Shuai affirmed. “There’s a kid in our Nansu hometown association who also participated in their promotion. It’s definitely that Li Mu who made 3321. He has a maternal older male cousin who works in the internet industry and invested a good sum of money into 3321 for him.”

“Damn it, he’s courting death!” Sun Tan cursed through gritted teeth, then said in a deep voice, “Alright, I know. Thanks.”

Wu Shuai quickly pressed, “Bro Tan, what are you going to do? This kid isn’t easy to mess with. I heard that a while ago, four or five people from the school swimming team got into a fight with him, and he injured three of them by himself. I’m afraid you might suffer a loss, Bro Tan.”

Sun Tan didn’t know that Wu Shuai and Li Mu had a conflict, so he fell for the provocation without realizing it. He said coldly, “Me suffer a loss? Hmph, just you wait and see. This kid dares to ruin my big plans, I’ll make him regret it so much he won’t even have tears left!”

That night, in a well-known restaurant on Guijie, Zhang Qing sat nervously in front of Sun Tan. He had already showered in his dormitory room and was about to sleep when Sun Tan called his dormitory room, stated his name, and specifically invited him to dinner.

Zhang Qing had been around Renmin University for a long time, so how could he not know Sun Tan’s name? But he was very surprised why Sun Tan would invite him to dinner. Logically, he had no particular connection with Sun Tan. Sun Tan was a student union leader and had also started the very famous Student Aid Helper. He was much stronger than someone like himself, who was just relying on a special skill to get a diploma from Renmin University. What exactly was the purpose of his invitation?

Sun Tan never stated the reason for inviting Zhang Qing to dinner. He just silently peeled crayfish by himself. Sometimes he would look up at Zhang Qing, point to the whole basin of crayfish, and say, “Eat, don’t just sit there.”

Zhang Qing uneasily ate a few. The atmosphere of two unfamiliar people sitting together, not speaking, and only eating was truly a bit oppressive. Unable to bear it any longer, Zhang Qing asked, “President Sun, what exactly do you want from me today?”

Sun Tan finished peeling the shrimp meat from his hand, put it in his mouth, and then sucked on his fingers. He asked indifferently, “Does your nose bone still hurt?”

Zhang Qing was confused: “President Sun, I don’t understand what you’re saying…”

Sun Tan sneered, “Wasn’t your nose bone smashed with a soccer ball by Li Mu a few days ago? Does it still hurt?”

Zhang Qing broke out in a cold sweat. He had no particular connection with Sun Tan, and Sun Tan suddenly bringing this up made him think Sun Tan had a connection with Li Mu. So he quickly explained, “President Sun, Li Mu and I just had some misunderstandings, but don’t worry, there won won’t be any misunderstandings in the future, and I definitely won’t go looking for him again.”

Sun Tan looked at him with disdain: “Damn, you’re gutless. You just let him hit you for nothing?”

Zhang Qing was confused: “President Sun, what exactly do you…”

Sun Tan said indifferently, “Let me put it this way: that Li Mu who publicly hit you on the sports field is now getting in my way. I want to deal with him, and I might need your help.”

At this point, Sun Tan suddenly scoffed, “Of course, if you say you’re afraid of Li Mu and can’t afford to provoke him, I won’t force you.”

Zhang Qing felt as if he had suffered a great insult. He remembered that light kick of the soccer ball in front of his face by Li Mu on the sports field that day, and then looked at Sun Tan’s mocking expression. His hatred for Li Mu flared up again in an instant.

Zhang Qing gritted his teeth and said, “Tell me, how do you want me to help!”

Sun Tan sneered, “I want Li Mu expelled from Renmin University, but I don’t have a suitable reason.”

Saying this, Sun Tan looked meaningfully at Zhang Qing and continued, “I read the post by Spoonful Pond. When he hit you back then, there were many witnesses. Everyone knows that you actively provoked Li Mu, so you deserved to be hit.”

Zhang Qing’s face turned ashen: “President Sun, if you’re going to talk like that, then let’s not talk anymore!”

Sun Tan quickly smiled and explained, “I don’t mean I think you deserved it, but those classmates think you deserved it. With so many eyewitnesses, I can’t use that to my advantage.”

Zhang Qing gritted his teeth and asked, “Then what exactly do you want? Stop playing coy, alright?”

Sun Tan’s series of sarcasm, taunts, and provocation were all for this effect. Seeing Zhang Qing take the bait, he smiled and said, “It’s actually very simple. Find an opportunity to enrage Li Mu again, force him to strike, and you must not retaliate. You need to put yourself in a position of absolute weakness. As long as you do that, leave the rest to me. Don’t worry, Li Mu will definitely be expelled!”





Chapter 147: Signing the Contract

On Monday morning, the agent Li Mu had commissioned finally called him. The registration of Muye Technology was almost complete; it only required him to go to the Industry and Commerce Bureau to sign and confirm, and complete the last few procedures.

Li Mu planned to skip his last class of the morning to finalize all matters related to company registration. At the same time, he called Jack Zhou, telling him that after the company was successfully registered, he would first engage a reliable financial agency, and then he could sign the contract with Baidu.

Jack Zhou immediately said they could sign at any time. In the days Li Mu was preparing 3321, Eting.com and Tieba’s traffic and user numbers had seen another huge increase. Baidu was afraid of delays and wanted to quickly finalize the contract, lest Li Mu change his mind.

Li Mu felt it was better to do it today than pick another day, so he might as well sign the contract today. Anyway, the contract details had already been settled, and Baidu might have already prepared a contract template.

Baidu readily agreed to Li Mu’s request, and both parties decided to officially sign the contract at 3 PM today.

Li Mu spent half the morning and half the afternoon obtaining Muye Technology’s relevant licenses and documents. The company seal and contract seal were also engraved. He then immediately took these items straight to Baidu. Baidu’s legal department gave Li Mu the prepared contract template. In Baidu’s conference room, Li Mu and Tan Yaocheng of Baidu signed their names on the contract.

Baidu officially, based on a valuation of fifty million, invested five million in Muye Technology, taking a 10% stake. Of the five million, Li Mu personally cashed out one million.

After signing, Li Mu needed to start the process of changing the business registration details to add Baidu as a shareholder. At that time, out of Muye Technology’s one million registered capital, Baidu would contribute one hundred thousand.

Baidu, on the other hand, needed to, within three to five working days after signing, deposit the funds separately into Muye Technology’s company account and Li Mu’s personal account. For Li Mu’s personal portion, Baidu would withhold and pay the individual income tax on his behalf.

The contract was signed. Li Mu shook hands with a displeased Tan Yaocheng and said with a smile, “Mr. Tan, it’s been a pleasure working with you.”

Tan Yaocheng shook his head and said, half-jokingly, half-seriously, “Cooperation is a good thing, but I’m not happy at all. I wonder why that is.”

Li Mu laughed heartily: “Don’t stoop to my level, I’m just a young man. Cooperation is still the most important thing between us. You must believe me, the benefits I can bring you in the future are beyond your imagination!”

From the first time Tan Yaocheng met Li Mu until now, at the signing, he had always been suppressed by this young fellow, and he felt extremely frustrated. Now that this kid had secured the contract and was still acting so arrogant, it made Tan Yaocheng quite displeased. He let out a snort of laughter and said, “Mr. Li, I can’t wait to see how much benefit you can bring to Baidu.”

Li Mu saw his displeased expression, chuckled, raised an eyebrow, and said, “How about this, since we’re partners now, I’ll give you a free slogan.”

“A slogan?” Tan Yaocheng let out two sarcastic snorts with a sneer: “We have a corporate communications department. For such small matters, we wouldn’t want to waste Mr. Li’s valuable time.”

Li Mu smiled and casually said, “It’s just one sentence, and I’ve already thought it through. If you think my idea is truly impressive, you can use it for free. If you think it’s nothing special, just consider it a joke.”

Tan Yaocheng’s face darkened. The others present also felt a bit angry, all thinking that Li Mu was truly too arrogant. Moreover, his current behavior of first telling Tan Yaocheng not to stoop to his level, then immediately turning around and acting pretentious, was truly a bit not very decent.

Besides, do we need your help to think of a slogan? Baidu is, after all, a medium to large-sized internet company. Although they didn’t come up with an impressive product model like Tieba before Li Mu, did they really need him to butt in on something like a slogan? Was he really implying Baidu had no talent?

Li Mu saw that his showing off had offended everyone present. He immediately let out an awkward laugh and said, “Mr. Tan, the slogan I thought of is: Baidu it, and you’ll know. You can consider it. If you don’t think it’s suitable, I’ll keep it for myself. Maybe one day I’ll also decide to make a search engine.”

Oh my god!

Tan Yaocheng’s expression froze. You want to make a search engine too? Have some shame, will you? We are partners now. Who would smash their partner’s livelihood?

Anger was anger, but he also felt that Li Mu was more likely joking. Rewinding his thoughts, he remembered the eight characters Li Mu had said.

“Baidu it, and you’ll know…”

Tan Yaocheng squinted his eyes and mumbled to himself for a long time, continuously repeating these eight characters. The more he repeated them, the louder his voice became, and the more excited he felt.

Suddenly, Tan Yaocheng slammed the table and stood up, shouting, “Baidu it, and you’ll know! Where’s Li Mu?”

The female assistant pointed to the conference room door: “He left…”

Tan Yaocheng then looked at his other colleagues beside him. To his surprise, the others were also muttering to themselves with an enchanting aura on their faces: “Baidu it, and you’ll know…”

Looking closely, every single person had an excited and enlightened look of surprise on their faces.

Tan Yaocheng said with some excitement: “These eight characters are absolutely brilliant! So impressive! This Li Mu is truly impressive. With these eight characters from him, we probably won’t need to change our slogan for the next ten years…”

Tan Yaocheng was now convinced. Although Li Mu had shown off and then left, he truly felt the enchanting aura of this young man. This single sentence clearly articulated Baidu’s core service to its users. What is a search engine? Isn’t it just for users to find things they want to find, and things they want to know? Everything, everything, just needs a Baidu search…

My god, the more I think about it, the more impressive it gets!

Li Mu had already left Baidu’s office building by this time and knew without a doubt that these eight characters would bring great shock to Tan Yaocheng. After all, this was Baidu’s core slogan that hadn’t changed since 2005. As a search engine, these eight characters were indeed very direct and fitting, truly perfect.

After leaving the building, Li Mu called Song Liang. After exchanging greetings, Li Mu said, “Brother Liang, I’ve signed the contract with Baidu. Baidu invested five million for a 10% stake.”

Song Liang laughed heartily: “You kid, you just cashed out one million in one go!”

Li Mu laughed: “After tax, it’s eight hundred thousand, I haven’t received it yet.”

Song Liang then said with a smile, “It’s fine, I still have my two and a half million. At that time, you can cash out another four hundred thousand after tax. Wouldn’t that be one million two hundred thousand?”

Li Mu had called precisely to discuss this matter, wanting to finally confirm if Song Liang was still willing to invest. To his surprise, Song Liang brought it up himself, and his words were very clear: he definitely intended to invest, saving Li Mu the trouble of asking him again. Communicating with smart people was truly effortless.

Immediately, Li Mu said, “Alright, Brother Liang, please make some time to come to Yanjing. We’ll sign the contract, and then your younger brother will host a big meal for you.”

Song Liang nodded with a smile: “No problem, I’ll arrange my time and try to go over in the next two days.”

…

“Auntie, do you have a child in their final year of high school? If so, you might want to learn about our 3321 model. We have a large number of excellent university students working as part-time tutors here!”

At 6 PM, at the entrance of a relatively high-end residential community in Yanjing, Li Mu, holding 3321 flyers, stopped an auntie who looked to be in her early forties. 3321’s second phase of promotion officially began this afternoon. A large group of classmates, friends, and their friends had dispersed into various communities, ready to directly introduce the 3321 model to student parents.

The auntie stopped by Li Mu was carrying supermarket shopping bags. Her path blocked by Li Mu, she frowned unhappily and glanced at him, and said impatiently, “My son already has tutors, for Chinese, Math, and English!”

When Li Mu heard this, he didn’t give up; instead, he became even more enthusiastic. This answer at least proved that she indeed had a child in their final year of high school at home. So Li Mu continued, “Auntie, the part-time students on our 3321 platform are very different from typical tutors.”

“Of course they are!” The auntie curled her lips: “How can a bunch of eighteen or nineteen-year-old kids like you compare to teachers with ten or twenty years of teaching experience?”

After the auntie finished speaking, she tried to walk around Li Mu. Li Mu, displaying a persistent spirit, caught up and said, “Auntie, please don’t underestimate the students on our 3321 platform; these are all high-achieving students from top universities in Yanjing!”

“So what if they’re high-achieving students? You don’t have teaching experience; you haven’t even fully grasped it yourselves, how can you teach others? Go tell someone else, I still need to go home and cook!”

Li Mu didn’t refute the auntie’s words, but instead asked, “Auntie, which university does your son want to apply to?”

“My son wants to get into Yanjing University of Technology!” The auntie’s words carried a hint of pride.

Li Mu smiled slightly and pulled out his student ID: “Look, I’m a student at Renmin University. Our university’s ranking is higher than Yanjing University of Technology, but that’s nothing, because our 3321 has over a thousand students with better grades than mine. Almost all the top scorers in the College Entrance Examination from various provinces are here.”

As he spoke, Li Mu continued eloquently: “If your son wants to get into Yanjing University of Technology, then he’s most likely in the science stream. As you probably know, the best university for science is Tsinghua University. If a top scorer in the College Entrance Examination from Tsinghua University’s science stream could tutor your son, would that still not be better than those substitute teachers? Substitute teachers can only teach one subject, and even if they have a good grasp of high school knowledge, they couldn’t possibly score better than Tsinghua University students if they took the actual exam, could they? You see, they’ve just finished the College Entrance Examination, so their memory of all subjects and knowledge points from three years of high school is still fresh. Most importantly, they have a wealth of practical, efficient study methods and exam-taking experience!”

Li Mu spoke a long string of words almost without stopping. The auntie, after listening, finally stopped and looked at Li Mu, her eyes beginning to show a glimmer of pleasant surprise.

Li Mu saw that she wanted to ask a question, but he didn’t give her the chance. Instead, he took a breath and continued, “Even the best students can have communication barriers with teachers; that’s a generation gap. But first-year university students and final-year high school students are only one year apart. Their communication will be smoother, and learning efficiency will greatly increase!”

After the auntie heard Li Mu’s words, she became even more excited. Her son’s grades were decent, and he had been taking extra classes since the summer break of his second year of high school, but her son had never been very enthusiastic, always finding extra classes too troublesome, having to change teachers and locations for every subject. What he found most unbearable was that the tutors’ teaching pace was even faster than that of his classroom teachers. Sometimes her son couldn’t keep up with the teachers’ pace but didn’t dare to ask questions constantly, because that would slow down other students. Moreover, her son often said that communication with both school teachers and tutors wasn’t very smooth.

Comparing this to what Li Mu had said, she suddenly felt that Li Mu’s words made a lot of sense. If this year’s top scorer in the College Entrance Examination could tutor her son, that would be absolutely perfect!





Chapter 148: Complaining of Injustice

“Is your university student tutoring one-on-one?”

The auntie hesitated for a moment, then asked this question with an expectant look.

Li Mu immediately nodded: “Absolutely one-on-one tutoring, and it’s home tutoring, charged by the hour.”

The auntie nodded, then asked again: “Is it really a top scorer in the College Entrance Examination from Peking University? You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

Li Mu smiled and explained: “Auntie, it’s like this: on our 3321 platform, over six thousand university students have registered. Among them, nearly two thousand university students have completed their profiles, and we have personally verified and certified almost one thousand five hundred. For those not yet verified, we will continue to verify them at their schools, so please rest assured. The data we provide is true and reliable. When the student comes for tutoring, they will also show you their student ID and original College Entrance Examination transcript.”

The auntie relaxed, her interest already piqued. She quickly said: “How much does a top scorer in the College Entrance Examination charge? I want to book a science top scorer from Tsinghua University right now, and it must be a provincial top scorer!”

Li Mu smiled and asked: “Do you have a computer at home?”

“Yes, my husband uses it for stock trading.”

Li Mu nodded, handed her a 3321 flyer, and said to her: “Auntie, when you go home, ask your husband to log onto this website. Information for over one thousand certified university students is available there. You can select a suitable university student first. This Friday evening at eight o’clock, we will officially launch the bidding function. At that time, you can bid for the university student you’ve chosen.”

The auntie frowned: “Is it that much trouble?”

Li Mu chuckled: “It’s not troublesome, Auntie. Since Uncle knows how to trade stocks on the computer, this will definitely be very simple for him. This is a big matter concerning your child’s entire senior year of high school and this year’s College Entrance Examination results. What’s a little trouble compared to that? Besides, anything good is highly sought after. The best produce is always picked first, let alone high-achieving students, don’t you agree?”

The auntie nodded, quickly understanding this point. What Li Mu said made a lot of sense. Parents nowadays are willing to do anything troublesome for their children’s studies, to help them get into a good university. What’s a small matter like this?

The auntie took the flyer Li Mu handed her, carefully folded it, and put it into her pocket. She asked Li Mu: “The fees won’t be too expensive, will they?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Our currently certified students are all university students from Project 985 and Project 211 universities. The one-on-one tutoring fee starts at fifteen yuan per hour.”

“Fifteen yuan, oh, not expensive, not expensive.” The auntie relaxed. This price was nothing to her. The physics tutor she found for her son, a renowned teacher in the district, cost three hundred yuan a month, teaching only two hours every Saturday afternoon. That worked out to about forty yuan per hour. The worst part was, he taught over thirty children at once, which was nowhere near comparable to one-on-one tutoring.

As she left, Li Mu reminded the auntie: “Auntie, our bidding time is from Friday evening at eight o’clock until Saturday noon at twelve o’clock. For each university student, the class hours will go to the highest bidder. Please remember to pay as soon as possible after successfully bidding, because our system protection period is only two hours. For specifics, just have Uncle check our website; all the details are explained there.”

After seeing off the auntie, Li Mu returned to the stall at the community entrance. Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said: “It’s a waste of your talent not to be in sales. You had that auntie completely charmed.”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “I was just telling the truth.”

Zhao Kang had also just finished introducing 3321 to an auntie and returned to the stall, smiling as he said: “Actually, student parents are quite interested after hearing the introduction. I increasingly feel that this matter is of great significance. Just seeing the parents’ joyful expressions, you know how much they value their children’s education.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled: “Actually, I’m more concerned about the university students who registered on 3321. Generally, the better the school, the more students there are from average family backgrounds. It’s not to say that children from poor families are naturally better at studying, but rather that they work harder, hoping to change their fate through education. Among our more than one thousand students who have completed their profiles, over sixty percent are from rural areas, and most of the remaining thirty-plus percent from urban areas are also from smaller places. They face high living pressure in Yanjing and significant financial pressure at home. If 3321 operates successfully, their future tuition fees and living expenses can be self-sufficient, and they might even be able to support their families earlier. This is truly an act of immeasurable merit.”

Su Yingxue strongly agreed with Li Mu’s point of view and said seriously: “Starting at fifteen yuan an hour, even if they get the lowest price, if they spend two hours a day, they can earn thirty yuan. This income really shouldn’t be underestimated.”

…

Similar promotion methods to Li Mu’s were simultaneously being carried out at twenty to thirty community entrances across Yanjing. 3321, with its large pool of excellent student resources, precise business model, and targeted promotion, quickly began to win over the hearts of student parents. Some senior high school students were even very interested in this model; they would actively inquire about details and then go home to inform their parents about 3321.

That evening, 3321 welcomed another peak in registrations. In their identity selection during registration, over six hundred people filled in “student parent.”

By the evening of the next day, this number had already risen to over one thousand five hundred.

With three days left until the official launch of the online bidding on Friday, Li Mu invited the twelve people from Dorm 606 and Zhao Ziqiu’s dormitory room to gather. His current promotion team was essentially put together by these eleven people, one by one. For the next step of promotion, they would need to convey the information to the friends and classmates they had recruited.

Li Mu booked a private room at the restaurant where the two dormitory rooms often gathered for meals. The boys from Dorm 606 arrived a few minutes early. After sitting for a while, Zhao Ziqiu and her six girl friends cheerfully arrived.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu immediately asked him: “Li Mu, how many parents have registered on 3321 now?”

Li Mu replied: “Over one thousand five hundred, I’d say.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes widened with delight as she said: “That fast? Won’t it break through five thousand in a few more days!”

Li Mu nodded, smiling: “Breaking through five thousand shouldn’t be a problem. But I hope we can break through ten thousand or even more. Ideally, we’d attract all senior high school parents in Yanjing who have the means to hire a tutor. That’s how we can trigger a bidding frenzy.”

Zhao Ziqiu said with a serious expression: “You can definitely do it, I believe in you.”

As the two were talking, Han Xiaoxiao leaned in and asked Li Mu: “Bro Mu, I haven’t seen you these past two days. Are you doing promotions with that high school classmate of yours every day?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation and said: “Both of my high school classmates are helping, so the three of us just formed a team.”

Han Xiaoxiao then said: “But we’re helping you too, so why don’t you value us at all? Do you know how many top scorers in the College Entrance Examination from Peking University Ziqiu helped you get?”

Li Mu quickly said: “I certainly don’t undervalue you! Look, aren’t I inviting you six beautiful ladies to dinner right now to show my gratitude!”

Han Xiaoxiao pouted unhappily, feeling very unfair on Zhao Ziqiu’s behalf. From the start of 3321’s university promotion until now, Li Mu had never proactively partnered with Zhao Ziqiu. If it were due to separate arrangements, that would be one thing, but he always went with that female high school classmate. What did that mean? Zhao Ziqiu was so dedicated and worked so hard; Li Mu’s actions seemed rather heartless in Han Xiaoxiao’s eyes.

Li Mu somewhat understood the meaning behind Han Xiaoxiao’s words and couldn’t help but look at Zhao Ziqiu with a hint of guilt. Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t expected Han Xiaoxiao to say this in front of Li Mu. Seeing Li Mu’s somewhat guilty gaze, she knew that Li Mu understood. Although Han Xiaoxiao was complaining of injustice on her behalf, Zhao Ziqiu felt that Li Mu shouldn’t know these things.

Many times, she protected the vague feelings between herself and Li Mu like a little girl nurturing a delicate flower bud, fearing that an accidental overexertion might harm their relationship.

Although she was certain she had fallen in love with this unique handsome boy, she felt somewhat insecure about how Li Mu viewed her, especially after learning about the existence of Su Yingxue. More importantly, Su Yingxue seemed so outstanding, which made her even less confident about whether Li Mu liked her. In this situation, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t want to rush. She only wanted to preserve this vague feeling, because she was afraid that if she rushed, even this vagueness would disappear.

Although Li Mu understood, his feelings were still a bit confused. In his previous life, Su Yingxue was his lifelong dream, yet she was unattainable. In this life, Su Yingxue seemed to be getting closer, but he couldn’t figure out how to define his feelings for her across two lifetimes. As for Zhao Ziqiu, he admitted that this girl made his heart flutter. Precisely because of her sensible and gentle nature, Li Mu was overly cautious with her, also afraid that an impulsive action might hurt her.

After much thought, Li Mu could only sigh and shake his head inwardly. Matters of the heart couldn’t be sorted out in a short while, and besides, it wasn’t his strong suit. For now, it was better to focus on getting things done.

Li Mu skillfully glossed over the topic, effectively turning the page on that discussion with Zhao Ziqiu and Han Xiaoxiao. Everyone took their seats. At the dinner table, Li Mu said to everyone: “Everyone has worked hard during this period. We are now three days away from officially launching the online bidding. During these three days, the promotion task is still very heavy. I hope everyone can grit their teeth and persevere a bit longer. We’ll do one last promotion on Friday evening, and then on Saturday, we’ll observe the online bidding situation.”

Li Yawei asked Li Mu: “Bro Mu, I think we’ll definitely facilitate many tutoring transactions then. But how can we ensure the safety of students who go out for tutoring?”

Hearing this, the others also looked at Li Mu, their faces full of concern.





Chapter 149: Safety Assurance

Li Mu had considered the issue of safety for a long time. While society as a whole was relatively peaceful, dangers certainly existed. Students registered on 3321 would, with 3321 acting as a go-between, go to employers’ homes to tutor their children. Therefore, there were definitely some potential safety hazards involved. Li Mu already had a rough idea of how to eliminate these hazards as much as possible.

So, when faced with everyone’s question, Li Mu explained, “After a user places an order and makes a remittance, we won’t immediately notify the student they bid on to go for home tutoring. Instead, we’ll first send someone to verify the employer’s information, including their address, Identity Card number, and workplace. In addition, I’ve also had the technical development team launch a daily check-in function in the backend, which will go online simultaneously when 3321 opens for bidding.”

Everyone was very curious about what Li Mu meant by “daily check-in.”

Li Mu then explained in detail: “The daily check-in is a safety reminder after each day’s tutoring session. Registered students on 3321 can decide whether to opt for the daily check-in. The normal process is that students first list their class hours for sale according to their own schedule. Let’s take me as an example: I think I can offer twenty class hours for bidding this week, and I don’t want to serve multiple employers, so I’ll sell all twenty class hours as a package and fill in my schedule on the website, for instance, two class hours every day from Monday to Friday, and five class hours on Saturdays and Sundays.

“Then, a student’s parent successfully bids on my twenty class hours. At this point, 3321’s part-time staff will first go to the student’s home to register the parent’s information. After confirmation, they will notify me that I can begin tutoring. Then, before I go to tutor their child tomorrow, I’ll find a computer and log in to 3321 to check in, indicating I’m going to class. The estimated class time is 7 PM to 9 PM. After the session, I need to log in and check in again within two hours to prove I’ve finished today’s lesson. This also confirms their safety. If they haven’t checked in after two hours, we will actively contact them to confirm, using methods including mobile phone, dormitory room phone, or even directly mobilizing other students from that school to go to their home.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded slightly, saying, “This does provide some assurance, but it’s a bit troublesome.”

Li Mu chuckled, “There’s no other way. Among the students registered on our 3321, mobile phone penetration is only around 33%. If mobile phone penetration were higher, I would launch an SMS platform for them to check in via text message.”

Han Xiaoxiao praised, “Li Mu, you’ve actually considered this very thoroughly. It should ensure student safety.”

Li Mu nodded, “Once 3321 takes off and has a large order volume, I will then launch a ‘buddy system’ function. This means two or even more people going to tutor in the same neighborhood around the same time can go together. In short, we will definitely find ways to continuously improve their safety.”

The “buddy system” Li Mu mentioned made everyone’s eyes light up. This function would allow two or more students to ensure each other’s safety, and it wouldn’t be difficult to implement. After all, if thousands of students were simultaneously going out to tutor, there would inevitably be several who were geographically very close.

Li Yawei teased, “Bro Mu, the age gap between first-year students and third-year high school students is quite small. Aren’t you worried they might get together privately? Wouldn’t the parents be furious if that happened?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “You probably haven’t tried logging into a parent account. After logging into a parent account, we have a friendly reminder: to maximize learning effectiveness, we suggest they try to choose university tutors of the same gender as their own child. This is our obligation to remind them. But if they insist on choosing someone of the opposite gender, and the two genuinely become mutually attracted, then that’s beyond our control.”

The eleven people nodded, wondering to themselves how Li Mu’s mind worked. How could he think about things with such clear logic and thoroughness? This was completely beyond the capability of a first-year student!

Especially Zhao Ziqiu, who had reached a point of admiration for Li Mu. Whenever she saw Li Mu speak eloquently, expressing views that she didn’t understand or hadn’t heard of, yet which gave her a sudden enlightenment, she genuinely felt that the boy in front of her was truly the most captivating man in the world. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say she was completely infatuated.

In fact, Li Mu’s development of every function on Eting.com, Tieba, and 3321 could be attributed to the scope of a product manager’s responsibilities. Li Mu had worked in technology for a long time in his previous life. Although he had never been a product manager, he knew something about product rules. There were many impressive product managers in his previous life, such as Zhang Xiaolong of WeChat. It was already remarkable that he developed WeChat, but who would have thought he could also develop several god-tier features on WeChat: Shake, Moments, and WeChat Red Envelopes.

In Li Mu’s mind, he still had much to learn and improve. Most of the product features on Eting.com and Tieba were ideas he borrowed from famous websites and companies of his previous life. However, 3321 was his truly original creation, so he had an extraordinary affection for 3321 and hoped to make it better and better.

Li Mu set a timetable for his core promotion team: from Wednesday to Friday, they would continue to canvass neighborhoods in Yanjing every day at noon and after school. On Saturday, they would rest for half a day. After all bidding concluded at twelve o’clock and the payment deadline passed at two o’clock, the team would immediately disperse. Just like verifying student information, they would verify the information of paid parents in person. After confirmation, students who were successfully bid on via 3321 could be notified to provide home tutoring on Sunday.

Hu Zhengdao and Liu Nian from Dorm 606, along with Sun Jian, had all registered their personal information on 3321. Chen Jiao from Zhao Ziqiu’s dormitory room and another girl named Ma Chenchen had also signed up on 3321. Liu Nian couldn’t help but feel a little excited at the thought of tutoring others and earning a basic salary of 15 yuan per hour. His family’s financial situation was very poor. Ever since he learned about the 3321 project, he had dreamed of this project getting off the ground. He even felt that once he successfully became a tutor on 3321, the financial pressure on his family would be greatly alleviated. At the very least, all his school expenses wouldn’t worry them anymore.

The more hope he had for 3321, the more worried Liu Nian became: “Bro Mu, students from our university still lack competitiveness compared to those from Peking University and Tsinghua University. What if no one wants to hire me as a tutor then?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and comforted him, “Don’t worry, what you’re saying is unlikely to happen. Although all parents hope to find students from Peking University and Tsinghua University, the number of Peking University and Tsinghua University students is indeed limited. After we launch the bidding mechanism, the price for these most talented individuals will definitely be driven very high. Not all parents have such strong spending power. Most students’ parents will eventually have to give up on Peking University and Tsinghua University and shift their attention to finding students from other universities. Besides, if students from our university have to worry about this, what about the students from the many other universities we’ve expanded to, which are slightly less prestigious than Renmin University?”

Li Mu’s words dispelled Liu Nian’s concerns. Hu Zhengdao also felt much more at ease. He had similar concerns but was too embarrassed to ask. Liu Nian happened to ask for him.

The pay at McDonald’s was too low. Although over two yuan per hour was a decent income for Hu Zhengdao, it was too tiring, and he couldn’t fully realize his own value. He had resigned the day before 3321 began its ground promotion and was now just waiting for 3321 to officially start bidding.

After dinner, the two dormitory rooms’ occupants began to split up at the restaurant entrance. Li Yawei and Han Xiaoxiao walked off hand in hand. Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan also said they were going for a walk and went off on their own. Xue Jianfeng told Chen Jiao he had some private matters, said goodbye, and left.

Only three boys and three girls remained: Zhao Ziqiu and her two other roommates.

Those two roommates were cunning/sly. Seeing the situation, they immediately said, “Ziqiu, you go back to school by yourself. We still have something to do and aren’t going back yet.”

“Ah?” Zhao Ziqiu didn’t react, thinking, Why do all five of you suddenly have something to do? Are you just abandoning me?

At this moment, one of the girls said to Li Mu, “Oh, Li Mu, our dormitory beauty, Xiao Qiuqiu, is entrusted to you. You absolutely must escort her safely back to the dormitory room!”

The other girl echoed repeatedly, “That’s right, Xiao Qiuqiu’s safety is entrusted to you.”

With that, before Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu could react, the two waved their hands and ran off.

Sun Jian and Liu Nian exchanged glances. A sense of desolation welled up in Sun Jian’s eyes. He sighed softly, stepped forward, and put his arm around Liu Nian’s neck, waving to Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu, “We’re heading off first. See you later.”

Li Mu nodded. He was definitely going to escort Zhao Ziqiu back to her dormitory room anyway, and it really wasn’t appropriate for the two of them to tag along.

On the way back to Peking University, the two walked side by side. At first, neither spoke. Li Mu was still racking his brain for a topic but couldn’t figure out where to start for a while. Zhao Ziqiu suddenly said to him, “These past few days, you’ve been promoting 3321 so much that it’s made me want to register and try tutoring myself, just to see what it’s like.”

Li Mu was startled. Looking at Zhao Ziqiu’s serious expression, he realized she wasn’t joking and quickly said, “You absolutely cannot go.”

“Why?” Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise. “Although I wasn’t the top scorer in the College Entrance Examination, I also scored over seven hundred points to get into Peking University. Am I still not qualified?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I’m not letting you go because you’re not qualified, but because it’s dangerous.”

Zhao Ziqiu was even more puzzled, “Doesn’t 3321 already have many safety assurance methods?”

“That’s different,” Li Mu said very seriously. “Identity verification and website safety policies can only reduce potential risks. But if the temptation is too great, some people will lose their minds, so you absolutely cannot try it.”

After Li Mu finished speaking, he looked Zhao Ziqiu up and down. This woman’s beauty was barely affected by whatever she wore. Even though she was wearing very ordinary casual clothes at the moment, she still exuded immense charm. Her tall and shapely figure had nowhere to hide. Li Mu would absolutely not dare, nor could he bear, to let such a woman casually enter any stranger’s home.





Chapter 150: Father Zhao’s Approval

Given Zhao Ziqiu’s family background, she had never considered doing work-study during university. However, after meeting Li Mu and learning about the unprecedented 3321 project, Zhao Ziqiu felt a surge of eagerness to try it herself.

Her impulse to try tutoring on 3321 stemmed partly from her interest in the model, but more so from a subconscious urge. She felt that since it was Li Mu’s project, she shouldn’t just simply help with promotion and publicity. She should become one of the thousands of registered university students on 3321, find a tutoring part-time job through 3321, and diligently see it through.

Zhao Ziqiu was utterly sincere, but she didn’t expect Li Mu to refuse her without hesitation. However, Li Mu’s reason for refusing warmed her heart. She thought, since Li Mu genuinely cared about her, she would go along with his wishes.

Li Mu walked Zhao Ziqiu to her dormitory room building. The two waved goodbye simply. After seeing Zhao Ziqiu go upstairs, Li Mu turned and walked back to the university. Zhao Ziqiu went up to the second floor and watched Li Mu walk away, hands in his pockets, looking dashing and uninhibited, through the corridor window. A captivating smile played on her lips as she mumbled to herself, “I’m the only one in the dormitory room. If you cared, you’d call me, wouldn’t you?”

No sooner had she spoken than her phone rang. Zhao Ziqiu’s heart leaped with joy. She pulled out her phone and saw “Dad” on the screen, which brought a touch of disappointment. Still, she quickly pressed the answer button.

“Hello, Dad.”

“What are you doing, daughter?” Father Zhao’s voice was deep, with a hint of concern and tenderness beneath a faint seriousness.

“I was having dinner with a classmate, just got back to the dormitory room.”

“I’ve been quite busy these past two days, so I didn’t get a chance to call you. Is everything alright at university?”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled, “It’s great! I’ve been quite busy too recently, so I haven’t had time to call you and Mom.”

“Is your study load that heavy?”

“No, I’ve been working for someone these past two days, doing work-study.” As she spoke, a sweet smile involuntarily appeared on Zhao Ziqiu’s face. Lately, whenever she thought of Li Mu, she couldn’t control her facial expressions.

Father Zhao’s voice suddenly became a little displeased, “Your current task is to focus on your studies and life. Your dad won’t cut off your living expenses or pocket money, so why did you go and do work-study?”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly explained, “It’s not like working a job outside. It’s a startup project my friend is doing. Everyone in our dormitory room has been helping him with promotion these past few days.”

Father Zhao asked cautiously, “Your friend’s startup? What friend? Not someone from society, is it?”

“No, he’s a classmate of a classmate, a student from Renmin University.”

Hearing this, Father Zhao slightly relaxed and said indifferently, “University student startups are just small-scale ventures, not very meaningful. You shouldn’t waste too much time and energy on this. If you want to try entrepreneurship or business after you graduate, your dad will naturally support you with all his might then.”

Zhao Ziqiu said helplessly, “Dad, I don’t want to start a business. It’s just that this project he’s doing is quite meaningful. Do you remember? The friend I told you about who took me to the airport during the National Day holiday.”

“Oh, I remember now!” Father Zhao became interested. He had heard his daughter mention such a boy during the National Day holiday. After hearing about the various things that happened between Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu, he was quite appreciative of Li Mu, whom he had never met. So he asked curiously, “That young man is starting a business now? What kind of project is it?”

Zhao Ziqiu then said, “It’s a tutoring website. It mainly builds a platform to connect university students with parents of high school students, sending university students to tutor high school seniors.”

With that, Zhao Ziqiu briefly explained the general situation of 3321 to Father Zhao over the phone.

Father Zhao instantly became interested. Based on the information he heard, he raised some questions, such as how to allocate student resources, how to coordinate the competition among parents for top students. Then he asked how to reach an agreement, how to make payments, and even how to ensure student safety.

Zhao Ziqiu admired Li Mu, so she answered every one of Father Zhao’s questions very seriously. Unconsciously, the call had lasted for half an hour. Father Zhao on the other end of the line suddenly fell silent. After a long pause, he sighed, “This young man has a great business mind. Not only does he have ideas, but he also has an extraordinary way of thinking and rigorous logic. This project looks ninety-nine percent likely to succeed, and if it succeeds, it will be a huge success. When he makes 3321 big, I can’t say how much money he’ll make, but I don’t know how many invaluable resumes and resources he’ll gain. Remarkable.”

Zhao Ziqiu knew that her father had always had very high standards for people and rarely gave such high praise to anyone, especially young people. He had always looked down on the current generation of young people, feeling they grew up in a greenhouse, ambitious but lacking practical skills. His praise for Li Mu today must mean he truly approved of what he was doing.

Father Zhao said with a laugh over the phone, “Find some time to ask him if he wants financing. As long as he builds 3321 up and scales it in Yanjing, I’ll invest in him.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s heart leaped with joy, and she said with a smile, “Dad, you can’t go back on your word. If he really needs financing, I’ll come to you then.”

“No problem, but you should also be a little careful. Doing this is very meaningful, but don’t overwork yourself.”

“I know, Dad, don’t worry.”

Father Zhao hummed in acknowledgment, his tone suddenly becoming serious. He said, “By the way, I have no objection to you participating in the promotion and operation of this project. You can learn something, and it’s very meaningful. But you are absolutely not allowed to do any part-time tutoring. Absolutely not, understand?”

Zhao Ziqiu muttered somewhat dejectedly, “Li Mu just told me today he adamantly refused to let me try, and now you’re nagging about it again…”

Father Zhao laughed heartily, “That kid did the right thing. Listen carefully, absolutely not!”

“Okay, I know.”

…

Although 3321 had finished its promotion in universities, new university students were still continuously registering and filling in their personal information. Even in some universities that Li Mu and his team had never visited, quite a few students registered. This situation was perfectly clear not only to Li Mu but also to Sun Tan.

From the day 3321 began its promotion, Sun Tan knew in his heart that 3321 was like an airplane that had accelerated to takeoff speed. No one could stop it from taking off at this point. This model instantly connected two levels of supply and demand, making two previously unrelated levels suddenly complementary. University students needed money, and parents of high school seniors needed good tutors. University students happened to be able to provide high-quality tutoring for high school knowledge points. Once such a model operated, success was inevitable; it was just a question of how great that success would be.

Compared to 3321, his own Student Aid Helper was terribly bad. Sun Tan’s biggest concern was that the Student Aid Helper project would lose its luster because of 3321, ultimately causing him to miss out on the “Top Ten University Student” selection.

He sought out Wu Shuai and Zhang Qing, both with the goal of finding a break through point concerning Li Mu. He couldn’t stop 3321, but he could stop Li Mu. If he could find a way to get Li Mu expelled from Renmin University before 3321 took off, then Li Mu would naturally lose his university student status. Furthermore, without the university to recommend him, even if he made 3321 flourish outside, he would not be eligible to get involved in the “Top Ten University Student” selection. This way, Sun Tan would be relatively safer.

However, Sun Tan also felt this method was too passive. Getting rid of Li Mu was not an easy task. Although Renmin University expelled a small number of students every year, each case was well-documented, such as insufficient credits, too many absences, or even fighting and seriously damaging the university’s reputation. Li Mu had only been a first-year student for a short time, so the possibility of expelling him for academic reasons was zero. Seriously damaging the university’s reputation was also uncertain; in fact, if he made 3321 bigger and stronger, he could largely enhance the university’s reputation.

After much thought, the only possibility was fighting. He had once had a fierce fight with Zhang Qing and his group on the sports field, which became known throughout the university. But because he was in the right, no one could make an issue of it.

What Sun Tan wanted now was for Zhang Qing to try every means to force Li Mu to attack him first, and the bigger the commotion, the better. However, two or three days had passed, and Zhang Qing still hadn’t made a move.

Anxious, Sun Tan called Zhang Qing to question him about what he had been doing these past two days. Zhang Qing was also aggrieved. He had been looking for Li Mu everywhere these past two days but couldn’t find him.

The first day, he wanted to wait for Li Mu at the swimming pool because Li Mu frequented the swimming pool, but unfortunately, Li Mu hadn’t shown up these two days.

He also tried looking for him in the teaching building, but Li Mu, needing to go out to promote 3321, always took advantage of roll call to slip away, causing Zhang Qing to repeatedly miss him. Today, he was truly pressured by Sun Tan, so he arrived near Li Mu’s dormitory room building early and staked out the place, waiting for Li Mu to return.

It was already past nine in the evening when Li Mu returned to Renmin University from Peking University. The other people in his dormitory room were busy with who knew what, and Li Mu hadn’t contacted them, so he prepared to go straight back to his dormitory room.

Zhang Qing had been squatting in a hidden corner for over an hour. When he saw Li Mu approaching from a distance, he quickly threw his cigarette butt to the ground and extinguished it with his foot, preparing to go straight up and provoke Li Mu.

Sun Tan had said that as long as Zhang Qing could get Li Mu to make the first move, Sun Tan would find a way to get Li Mu expelled. He was the Vice President of the student union at Renmin University and had connections with the university administration. Coupled with solid evidence of Li Mu striking first, it would be easy for him to operate and have Li Mu expelled.

So Zhang Qing thought for a long time. In his plan, the most perfect scenario was for Li Mu to be with his dormitory room mates. He would go up first, pretending to accidentally bump into Li Mu, and then provoke him with the most malicious words. He was confident he could infuriate Li Mu. Then, as long as Li Mu or one of his dormitory room mates couldn’t hold back and made the first move, the others would probably join in with shared indignation. Although he would take a beating, Li Mu would certainly not escape the charge of inciting a group brawl. Sun Tan would naturally try every means to make him pay the price and simultaneously help Zhang Qing get revenge.

Ever since he was publicly beaten by Li Mu that day, Zhang Qing had completely lost face at the university. It was also from that day that Zhang Qing had longed to personally deal with Li Mu for a long time.





Chapter 151: Fleeing in Disarray

Zhang Qing’s eyes were fixed on Li Mu, who was getting closer. A hint of disappointment flickered in his heart; Li Mu was alone, not walking with his dormitory mates.

A moment of hesitation flashed through Zhang Qing’s mind. He had originally thought about giving up for now and waiting until Li Mu was with his roommates next time, as a group assault would be much more severe. However, he quickly reconsidered. Sun Tan had been telling him that time was of the essence, because once Li Mu established 3321, no one would be able to touch him. Although Zhang Qing wasn’t exceptionally intelligent, he could grasp the implication: if even Sun Tan was worried about Li Mu growing strong, it proved that 3321 was truly impressive. Once Li Mu built up 3321, he would have the best shield, and it would be as hard as ascending to heaven to cause him trouble again.

Understanding this, Zhang Qing dared not delay any longer. Otherwise, if Li Mu were to forge an invulnerable body through 3321, he would regret it for a lifetime.

So Zhang Qing gritted his teeth and stepped forward to meet Li Mu. When he was still twenty to thirty meters away from Li Mu, a man suddenly emerged from the roadside, cutting in between him and Li Mu, and quickly walked towards Li Mu.

Li Mu was focused on walking and didn’t notice Zhang Qing approaching him. However, a figure suddenly darted out diagonally in front of him, causing him to involuntarily pause. At this moment, the figure laughed heartily, “Little brother, didn’t expect me, did you?”

Li Mu was stunned for a moment before realizing that the person in front of him was Song Liang.

“Brother Liang, why are you…”

Li Mu was also dumbfounded. Although he had called Song Liang before and they had agreed to sign a contract in Yanjing, he never expected Song Liang to come directly to his school without notice, and right below his dormitory room.

Song Liang chuckled, stepped forward, patted Li Mu’s shoulder, and said with a smile, “I hadn’t planned on coming today, but Tianming’s dad happens to be coming to Yanjing for tomorrow’s Top 50 Real Estate Summit. He insisted I come with him, so I figured it’s better to obey than be disrespectful.”

Li Mu then said, “Then you should have called me.”

Song Liang waved his hand, “Your older brother here was just bored and came to stroll around, and give you a surprise while I was at it. Got time? Let’s go find a place to grab a drink?”

Li Mu smiled, “Alright, my treat. You can’t fight me for the bill.”

Song Liang also laughed, “I’m the ‘Wealth-Scattering Boy’ bringing you money, so a small sum like supper is definitely on you.”

As the two were talking, Zhang Qing had subtly approached. He didn’t know Song Liang, but he could tell that the two definitely knew each other and had a good relationship. This was fine too. If he could provoke them into a fight, the matter would be settled. Taking a beating himself would allow him to get revenge and also get closer to Sun Tan. It was worth it.

Zhang Qing, who was walking quickly past Li Mu, suddenly elbowed Li Mu hard in the side as they brushed past each other, making Li Mu stumble and nearly fall, his left arm throbbing with pain.

Li Mu thought, Which bastard is so blind while walking? To bump into me on such a wide road! He looked up, and sure enough, it was Zhang Qing.

Li Mu didn’t think much of it, just found it a coincidence.

Zhang Qing bumped into Li Mu, and their eyes met. He immediately cursed, “Damn it, are you looking for death? How dare you block your Grandpa Qing’s path?!”

Li Mu instinctively frowned.

This kid, did he take the wrong medicine or is he high? Wasn’t he quite well-behaved after getting beaten last time? What’s gotten into him today?

Before Li Mu could react, Zhang Qing cursed again, “Fuck your mother, I’m talking to you, are you damn mute?”

Li Mu was enraged. This bastard bumped into him and then started cursing repeatedly. This was beyond endurance. He almost couldn’t control himself from slapping Zhang Qing, but just as Li Mu was about to make a move, Song Liang, who was beside him, suddenly slapped Zhang Qing hard across the face, frowning, “Did your mother just give birth to you? You uncultured brute.”

Zhang Qing received a slap from Song Liang, his face stinging, but his heart felt a surge of excitement. Good! I was afraid they wouldn’t make a move, but now that they have, everything’s easy! It’s just you, Li Mu!

So, Zhang Qing ignored Song Liang, who had just hit him, and continued to curse, “Li Mu, you coward…”

“Slap!”

Song Liang delivered another hard slap, then pushed Li Mu aside and stood in front of Zhang Qing. He unzipped his hand-bag, pulled out a stack of hundred-yuan bills, waved them in front of Zhang Qing, and said coldly, “This is about four or five thousand yuan. I’ll give you two choices: either take the money and scram, or I’ll use this money to find two people from outside to tear your mouth apart.”

Zhang Qing was stunned.

He had originally intended to provoke Li Mu into attacking him, but he never expected this person, who seemed to be Li Mu’s friend, to slap him twice in a row, and then suddenly pull out a stack of money and say such words. Zhang Qing carefully observed Song Liang. This man was very principled in his dress and demeanor, exuding an aura of success. The fact that he carried several thousand yuan in cash in his bag made Zhang Qing feel even more that Song Liang was no ordinary person.

Song Liang’s words were calm, but his expression was very grim. Zhang Qing didn’t think for a moment that the man in front of him was joking. He just didn’t know how to respond to Song Liang’s words. He dared not take the money because he couldn’t gauge who Song Liang was, nor did he know if taking those few thousand yuan would turn into him falling into a trap. However, Song Liang’s latter statement made his heart pound even more. A few thousand yuan could accomplish many things right now; it might not buy a hitman, but there were plenty of people eager to cripple someone for that amount.

Zhang Qing was suddenly caught in a dilemma. He never expected to encounter someone who instilled such fear in him just by looking at them.

At this moment, Song Liang pulled out a Mercedes-Benz car key from his bag, dangled it in front of Zhang Qing, and said with a look of disdain and coldness, “If you don’t scram within three seconds, then next time you leave the school gate and cross the road, make sure to look carefully in all directions.”

Zhang Qing turned and ran after hearing that.

He wasn’t like them; he had come with a premeditated plan to set a trap for Li Mu, but they weren’t here to show off to him with premeditation. Given this, a man who carried several thousand yuan in cash and a Mercedes-Benz car key was someone he absolutely couldn’t afford to offend. If he didn’t run now, and one day he really got hit by a Mercedes-Benz, he wouldn’t even have tears to cry.

Seeing Zhang Qing flee in disarray, Song Liang smiled faintly and said to Li Mu, “See? Sometimes learning a few tricks from society can come in handy.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “That kid’s face turned green from fright because of you.”

Song Liang smiled and asked, “Do you have a grudge with that kid?”

“I beat him up.”

Song Liang nodded and said, “I’ve been standing here for over twenty minutes, and he’s been here the whole time. I don’t know how long he’s been here, but definitely longer than me. The moment he saw you, he started walking towards you. He probably wanted to cause you trouble.”

Li Mu frowned, “He must have taken the wrong medicine. This isn’t causing trouble; this is asking for a beating.”

In Li Mu’s opinion, Zhang Qing shouldn’t possess such guts, so he was even more surprised by his actions today.

On their way out of the school gate, Li Mu told Song Liang about his past grudge with Zhang Qing. After listening, Song Liang’s eyebrows furrowed. “He waited for so long today, it shouldn’t have just been to bump into you. He started spouting nonsense the moment he bumped into you, probably trying to provoke you. He knew provoking you might lead to a beating, yet he still did it. This isn’t normal human logic. When things are abnormal, there’s always something fishy going on. You should be careful.”

Li Mu nodded, “I also feel like something’s off. I’ll find a way to figure it out later.”

Song Liang said with a smile, “You need to stay alert and not be careless, otherwise you might fall into someone else’s trap. This person’s abnormal behavior today might just be an attempt to set a trap for you, but his acting wasn’t good enough, a bit overdone, and he was a bit too impatient.”

After a pause, Song Liang continued, “Actually, dealing with this kind of person is very simple. Just spend some money to get the people around him on your side. That way, you’ll know exactly what he’s scheming. Sometimes, when dealing with kids his age, you have to be simple and crude. You can’t play strategy games with them; it’s too much of a waste of brain cells. Things you can’t figure out in days might be solved with a bit of money. You need to learn to use tactics.”

Li Mu nodded. Song Liang was right. Sometimes he did tend to overcomplicate things. When it came to social experience, he naturally couldn’t compare to Song Liang, who had been struggling in the real estate industry for so many years.

Outside the school gate, Li Mu chose a Yuzhou Hotpot restaurant. The two ordered some beer. After finishing a bottle, Song Liang asked Li Mu, “Have you offended anyone at school?”

Li Mu said with a wry smile, “How do you define ‘offending’ someone? For example, someone likes Su Yingxue, and after being rejected repeatedly, they start to resent me. What can you do when you encounter such a jerk?”

Song Liang nodded slightly in understanding and asked again, “Muye Technology’s valuation is fifty million. Could that be why people are jealous?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I haven’t told any classmates about Muye. Only my childhood friend knows.”

Li Mu then thought of 3321. He hadn’t hidden anything about this project; he had been openly working on it with a group of people from the start. Could this be what offended someone?

But even if this did offend someone, it wouldn’t be someone like Zhang Qing, right?

Seeing Li Mu’s brows furrowed, Song Liang couldn’t help but ask, “What are you thinking about?”

Li Mu then told Song Liang about his work on 3321.

Song Liang didn’t speak for a long while after listening, his eyes fixed intently on Li Mu, making Li Mu himself feel a little uneasy.

“Brother Liang, why are you staring at me like that?”

Song Liang calmed himself down and asked Li Mu seriously, “Little Mu, do you want to go into politics in the future?”

“Why do you ask?”

Song Liang said, “Renmin University is inherently a cradle for politicians; many students from here go into politics. Moreover, this 3321 project you’re doing is practically a rocket you’ve built in advance for your future political career.”

Li Mu said awkwardly, “I don’t have any political or money-making intentions with 3321. My main hope is to do something that genuinely helps contemporary university students.”

Song Liang said earnestly, “Little brother, you must understand one thing: your 3321 project has immense potential political significance.”





Chapter 152: Finding a Breakthrough

Li Mu, having lived two lives, had a deeper understanding of many things than the average person, but politics was the one exception. He hadn’t understood it in his previous life, and he still didn’t understand it in this one.

When he said he didn’t understand it, he meant he didn’t understand the true operating principles of politics. He didn’t even know under what circumstances a civil servant could truly embark on a political path, and deep down, he wasn’t interested in any of it.

For Li Mu, creating 3321 was just an accidental opportunity that arose. If Liu Nian hadn’t lamented how hard it was to find part-time jobs that day, he wouldn’t have had the sudden inspiration to create 3321. So, when he decided to do it, all he thought about was how much significance it could have, never considering its political implications.

Song Liang hadn’t expected Li Mu to be mature in all aspects yet somewhat obtuse when it came to politics. A groundbreaking university student entrepreneurship project like 3321, at its core, perfectly aligned with China’s mainstream values. Not only could it cater to the preferences of leaders, but it also appealed to mainstream media. What was even more remarkable was that beyond its concept, its practical application was also very broad and down-to-earth. Therefore, once it took off, it would strongly appeal to the public. Such a model that could please everyone at every level was truly rare, and 3321 happened to be one of them.

And so, Song Liang gave Li Mu a thorough political lesson.

“If 3321 achieves a certain level of success, it will first become a darling of the media. I can tell you this: most media outlets have indicators related to mainstream values. Within each specific period, they must find ways to promote mainstream values, so they search everywhere for similar stories and then promote them heavily. Sometimes, even trivial matters can be exaggerated to become nationally known. You can imagine that once a model like 3321 succeeds, it will definitely become the media’s favorite.”

Li Mu agreed with Song Liang’s statement. Although he didn’t understand politics, he had watched plenty of television and news. Thinking about it now, 3321 indeed closely aligned with the general direction of mainstream values, without any deviation.

Song Liang continued, “3321 targets students, specifically those from the best universities in Yanjing. The principals of these schools hold vice-ministerial level positions, so their status in the eyes of the nation is self-evident. Your 3321 is rooted in higher education and education itself, not only providing part-time employment opportunities for university students but also contributing to the cultivation of future talent for the college entrance examination. On this point, you’ve scored high marks. If your 3321 can successfully operate part-time jobs for students in these Yanjing universities, you’ll get a perfect score of one hundred out of one hundred. If you can make 3321 operate nationwide, you’ll get ten thousand out of one hundred! At that point, you’ll even become an honored guest in ministries and commissions.”

Li Mu suddenly realized. Looking at 3321 from another perspective, it turned out to have such profound political significance.

Song Liang sighed at this moment, “Little brother, if you were to go into politics in the future, a great future would be laid out before you.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, but shook his head. “Let’s forget about it. I’m fine with working in the internet industry and doing business. My brain just couldn’t make politics work, and it’s too tiring. It’s better to make good money and become a successful person in the business world in the future.”

Song Liang laughed, “I guessed you wouldn’t like playing politics, but that’s alright. 3321 is your protective charm to act arrogantly/unscrupulously within the education system. If you make it big, you can act arrogantly/unscrupulously within the education system.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and laughed, “If that day truly comes, even if I fail every subject, I should still be able to get my degree certificate in the end.”

“More than just a degree,” Song Liang said. “For a student like you, who comes with your own halo, if you wanted to pursue postgraduate studies, schools and advisors would be scrambling to get you.”

Li Mu’s mind was suddenly clear. What Song Liang said made a lot of sense. If he made 3321 big and strong, he could truly do as he pleased within the education system. He couldn’t say for sure about other things, but Renmin University definitely wouldn’t place any restrictions on him in the future.

After intensively studying the political lesson with Song Liang, Li Mu set a signing time with him. Song Liang had to accompany Ye Tianming’s father to a conference tomorrow, but he would have time the day after tomorrow. He could come to Li Mu to sign the contract, and then go back and have the finance department transfer the payment.

Li Mu knew that Song Liang always acted decisively, so after setting the time for the day after tomorrow, he didn’t say anything more.

On the way back to school, Li Mu kept pondering Song Liang’s words. Compared to someone like Song Liang, who had been struggling in society for many years, he still had a significant gap. For example, when looking at problems, he sometimes considered too little, and sometimes considered too much, lacking the ability to see through to the essence of things.

Recalling Zhang Qing’s abnormal behavior today, Li Mu felt even more strongly that there was something fishy he couldn’t figure out. But not figuring it out wasn’t a problem; finding a breakthrough might lead to progress.

When he arrived at the dormitory room, the other five had also returned. As soon as Li Mu entered, he asked them, “Brothers, does anyone here know someone close to Zhang Qing?”

“Zhang Qing? The one you fought with before?” Xue Jianfeng asked curiously.

Li Mu nodded and said, “I want to find someone close to him, someone he trusts and has a good relationship with.”

Xue Jianfeng spread his hands, “I don’t know anyone from the school swimming team.”

Sun Jian also said awkwardly, “Me neither, I don’t know a single person.”

Hu Zhengdao thought for a moment and said, “I have a fellow townsman, two years older than me. I’m not very close to him, but I once saw him playing football with Zhang Qing’s group on the sports field.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Let’s find him then. Can you help me arrange to meet him tomorrow noon?”

Hu Zhengdao immediately said, “No problem. Should we meet inside or outside the school?”

“Outside, at Xiangwei Restaurant. I’ll treat you two to a meal.”

Hu Zhengdao then said, “Alright, I won’t mention you first. I’ll just say I’m treating him to a meal.”

“No problem.”

…

The next day at noon, Li Mu had already reserved a private room at Xiangwei Restaurant. Around twelve o’clock, Hu Zhengdao entered the private room with another male student. The moment the student saw Li Mu upon entering, his expression immediately showed surprise.

Li Mu also recognized him. That day, when he fought with Zhang Qing and a few others on the sports field, this student was one of the people playing football with Zhang Qing’s group. However, Li Mu remembered that this person hadn’t joined the fight.

Hu Zhengdao didn’t know that the two had already met and recognized each other. After sitting down, he introduced him to Li Mu, “This is my fellow townsman, Yu Xingjie.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled at Yu Xingjie, extending his hand and saying, “Hello, my name is Li Mu.”

Yu Xingjie naturally knew Li Mu’s name. When Li Mu fought against four people, he had stood by, observing coolly, and saw Li Mu single-handedly take down several people, including Zhang Qing. Now, suddenly seeing Li Mu here, he was a little surprised, but he also guessed that Li Mu was treating them to this meal, and he was very curious about Li Mu’s true motive for inviting him.

Hu Zhengdao had previously privately introduced Yu Xingjie to Li Mu. It turned out that Yu Xingjie was from the same town as Hu Zhengdao, just a different village. Hu Zhengdao used to be classmates with Yu Xingjie’s younger sister, but the two didn’t have much of a relationship. In all the time Hu Zhengdao had been at Renmin University, he had only met Yu Xingjie once, and that was because Yu Xingjie hadn’t gone home for the summer, so Hu Zhengdao brought him some local specialties from home on behalf of Yu Xingjie’s younger sister.

That day, Yu Xingjie thanked Hu Zhengdao and insisted on treating him to a meal, but ended up taking him to the cafeteria. In the cafeteria, the two ordered less than twenty yuan worth of food. Hu Zhengdao, being foolishly polite, offered to pay, but Yu Xingjie unexpectedly didn’t refuse. In the end, Hu Zhengdao had no choice but to bite the bullet and pay. From then on, he concluded that Yu Xingjie had a character flaw and never sought him out again, nor did Yu Xingjie seek out Hu Zhengdao.

This morning, Hu Zhengdao proactively went to Yu Xingjie’s class and said he would treat him to lunch. Yu Xingjie agreed without hesitation. As soon as class ended, the two met up and came together.

Soon after Hu Zhengdao and Yu Xingjie arrived, the waiter brought out all the cold dishes. Hu Zhengdao tried to persuade Yu Xingjie to have a drink, but Yu Xingjie refused, citing that he had classes in the afternoon.

Li Mu didn’t immediately talk to Yu Xingjie about Zhang Qing. Instead, while encouraging him and Hu Zhengdao to help themselves to food, he quietly observed Yu Xingjie.

While Hu Zhengdao was eating, his phone suddenly rang. Wang Yanan sent him a text message, asking what he was having for lunch. Hu Zhengdao casually replied that Li Mu was treating them to a meal.

After a quick reply, Hu Zhengdao put his phone aside and continued eating. Yu Xingjie, however, kept secretly staring at Hu Zhengdao and the brand-new Nokia 8250 next to him.

Li Mu noticed that Yu Xingjie’s gaze was very strange, sometimes envious, sometimes resentful. These changes occurred simply because Hu Zhengdao had taken out that 8250.

Li Mu suddenly felt that he had found a breakthrough.

He took out his Ericsson T39MC, which was almost one of the most expensive phone models at the time. Yu Xingjie recognized the model at a glance, and the envy in his eyes intensified. But strangely, Li Mu noticed that Yu Xingjie didn’t show the same resentment towards him as he did towards Hu Zhengdao.

Li Mu deliberately said to Yu Xingjie, “Brother Yu, I’ve always heard Zhengdao say you’re a really great person, and you’re his fellow townsman, so I wanted to get to know you. How about we exchange phone numbers?”

“Well…” Yu Xingjie hesitated for a moment, saying with a hint of embarrassment on his face, “I lost my phone…”

Li Mu looked surprised, “How did you lose it? Was it stolen?”

Yu Xingjie actually didn’t have a phone at all. He and Hu Zhengdao came from the same place, a national-level poverty-stricken county. Hu Zhengdao’s father had some skills and could earn a bit of money in his spare time to supplement the family income. Yu Xingjie’s parents, however, were genuine farmers. After a year of farming, they didn’t earn much money beyond their basic food supply. Moreover, he had a younger sister at home, so it was already very difficult for his family to provide him with basic living expenses, let alone money to buy him a phone.

However, when Li Mu suddenly pulled out a phone worth around three thousand yuan and asked such a question, Yu Xingjie was too embarrassed to say he didn’t have a phone. He could only make up the excuse that he had lost it, hoping to save some face. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to press further, so he had to continue fabricating: “I went hiking with some classmates a while ago, and after coming down the mountain, I realized my phone was gone.”

Yu Xingjie spoke without much confidence, feeling that his lie was a bit absurd. Li Mu, however, nodded with an understanding smile and said, “It’s true that there’s nothing you can do if you lose your phone in the mountains; there’s nowhere to look for it.”

Yu Xingjie gave a dry laugh and echoed, “Yeah, hard to find.”

Li Mu looked at Yu Xingjie, as if a sudden idea had struck him. He placed his phone in front of him and said, “Brother Yu, do you think my phone is decent enough? Do you want to take it and use it?”





Chapter 153: Simple and Direct

For over two years at Renmin University, Yu Xingjie had lived a very repressed life.

The reasons for this repression were numerous: studies, daily life, relationships—none seemed to go smoothly for him. But ultimately, it all stemmed from one point: a lack of money.

His family was struggling financially, and his monthly living allowance was less than two hundred yuan. However, the average spending level at Renmin University was higher than his allowance. Among the six people in his dormitory room, his living expenses were the lowest.

When he first entered university, mobile phones were still very rare items; most students didn’t have them back then, and he didn’t feel anything about it. But by the time he became a second-year student, mobile phones gradually started to become popular, and by his third year, it could be said that most of his classmates owned one.

Current mobile phones weren’t expensive; a Nokia phone could be bought for just over one thousand yuan. If one bought a domestic phone, it could be even cheaper. However, even a second-hand phone costing five hundred yuan was beyond Yu Xingjie’s reach. He had once thought of gritting his teeth and saving money for half a year to buy a second-hand phone, but after asking his dormitory room-mates who had phones, he learned that the most critical issue with phones was the service fees.

Receiving calls cost money, making calls cost money, sending text messages cost money. If one left Yanjing, receiving or making calls would incur roaming charges. It was easy to spend tens of yuan on phone bills in a month, and for those in relationships, it was even more terrifying; bills exceeding one hundred yuan were common.

From that moment, Yu Xingjie sadly realized that he couldn’t afford a mobile phone, nor could he afford to use one. His limited living expenses still needed to cover his food, and his family’s financial situation simply couldn’t support such a luxury item as a mobile phone in his life.

However, he hadn’t expected that Hu Zhengdao, after only two months of university, was already using a mobile phone.

This made him feel very unbalanced. They were all from the same place, so why did he, a third-year student, not have a phone, while Hu Zhengdao, who had just arrived, was already using one? Where did he get the money? Was there such a big difference between his family’s situation and mine?

His narrow-mindedness couldn’t accept others being better than him. Or rather, they could accept strangers being better, but absolutely not classmates or fellow townsmen close to them. This twisted jealousy made him seethe with indignation today after seeing Hu Zhengdao using a Nokia phone.

Yet, he never imagined that during his first meal with Li Mu, Li Mu would pull out a high-end Ericsson T39MC and sincerely ask if he wanted to use it. This left him somewhat bewildered.

Li Mu’s idea was simple. He had been inspired by Song Liang: his biggest advantage over someone like Zhang Qing was that he was far wealthier. If that was the case, why not use money to solve the problem? It was simple, direct, and hassle-free.

A burning desire for the phone was evident in Yu Xingjie’s eyes. Li Mu then presented the temptation: he could have the phone; three thousand yuan was nothing. However, he had to prove his worth and bring Li Mu the information he wanted. As long as he did that, let alone a three thousand yuan phone, even giving him an additional one or two thousand yuan in cash would be worth it.

Yu Xingjie wasn’t a fool. Li Mu wouldn’t give him a phone for no reason, so he tentatively asked, “You’re not just giving me this phone for free, are you?”

Li Mu paused, surprised. This person was truly driven by greed; without even a polite word, he was already ready for Li Mu to state his conditions.

Since Yu Xingjie was so impatient, Li Mu didn’t bother beating around the bush. He put the phone aside and asked, “What’s your relationship with Zhang Qing like?”

Yu Xingjie suddenly understood. So it was about Zhang Qing. He then said, “We’re classmates, and our dormitory rooms are next to each other. Although my relationship with him isn’t as close as with those guys from the swim team, it’s still pretty good.”

Li Mu nodded. “I want to know Zhang Qing’s recent activities, especially anything related to me. If you can find out why he still wants to cause trouble for me, this phone is yours.”

Yu Xingjie stared at Li Mu, asking seriously, “You’re not joking, are you?”

“Of course not,” Li Mu said, pulling out his wallet and taking out one thousand yuan, which he handed to Yu Xingjie. “This one thousand yuan is a deposit. If you get the job done, the phone is yours, and you don’t have to return the money.”

Yu Xingjie’s eyebrows involuntarily twitched. He pressed, “What if I don’t get it done?”

Li Mu scoffed. “If you truly can’t get it done, you still don’t have to return the money; consider it a gesture of friendship. But if friends play tricks on each other, then they become enemies.”

Yu Xingjie nodded immediately.

He knew Li Mu was extraordinary. Not to mention him beating up Zhang Qing and several others by himself, the recently popular 3321 among students was his creation. Many people said he was impressive, and 3321 was also impressive. Yu Xingjie had also checked out 3321 and had to admit that its model was truly eye-opening. The only regret was that 3321 currently focused on connecting first-year students with high school seniors, so although he had registered an account on 3321, he guessed his chances of being hired were slim.

Then, looking at Zhang Qing, Yu Xingjie couldn’t help but frown.

Zhang Qing was similar to himself, just an ordinary university student who lacked everything. Moreover, his academic performance was terrible; he had failed over half his courses. If it weren’t for the swim team’s good performance, he wouldn’t have been able to get into Renmin University at all. Even if he had gotten in, he would surely have been advised to withdraw by his second year.

Zhang Qing had no money, no connections; he just had a few bros from the swim team. What the hell good were they? They weren’t even useful in a fight, let alone for anything serious.

Comparing Li Mu and Zhang Qing, Yu Xingjie almost immediately made his choice.

He reached out and took the one thousand yuan Li Mu offered, saying, “I’ll definitely find a way to get this clear for you. But I have one condition: whether it succeeds or not, you can’t reveal what happened today to anyone else.”

Li Mu nodded. “Don’t worry, I won’t cause you any trouble.”

Yu Xingjie immediately said, “Then it’s no problem. Wait for my news.”

After dinner, Yu Xingjie left first, citing that it wouldn’t look good if they were seen together. Once he decided to sacrifice Zhang Qing for his own benefit, he immediately became cautious. He was also afraid that if Zhang Qing found out, he would seek revenge in the future.

After Yu Xingjie left, Hu Zhengdao said, “Li Mu, for someone like Yu Xingjie, let alone giving him a phone, he’d definitely be willing to help you just for that one thousand yuan.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “People like him are actually the easiest to deal with: greedy and timid. If you satisfy them once, they’ll work their hardest for you. After the matter is done, they won’t bother you again, because they’ll be scared to death and will wish they had never even met you.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded gently. “Then we’ll wait and see what he can do.”

…

Yu Xingjie, clutching the one thousand yuan, returned to the dormitory building excitedly. After going upstairs, he didn’t go back to his own dormitory room but headed straight for Zhang Qing’s. Zhang Qing was currently lying on his bed, reading a wuxia novel, with faint finger marks still on his face, clearly indicating he had just been slapped not long ago.

“Xiao Qing,” Yu Xingjie greeted Zhang Qing on the bed after entering. Seeing it was Yu Xingjie, Zhang Qing nodded slightly.

Yu Xingjie came to the lower bunk in front of Zhang Qing, sat down beside him, and asked with a smile, “Have you eaten dinner yet?”

“I have,” Zhang Qing replied, engrossed in his book and in a bad mood, so he wasn’t very keen on small talk.

Yu Xingjie’s hand was in his pocket, feeling the stack of one thousand yuan notes. He secretly gritted his teeth and said, “Want to go out and eat something more? My treat, we’ll have spicy crayfish.”

Zhang Qing tucked the book against his chest and frowned, asking, “You’re not kidding, are you? Spicy crayfish? A meal for two casually costs over one hundred yuan, you know?”

“So what if it’s over one hundred yuan?” Yu Xingjie felt a bit defiant, secretly cursing Zhang Qing, “What does this exhausted person mean by saying that? So what if I can’t afford a meal over one hundred yuan?”

Backed by the money in his pocket, Yu Xingjie pulled out the cash and shook it in front of Zhang Qing. “Look, don’t act like I don’t have money. If we’re going to eat, let’s aim for two hundred yuan. Just one word from you: are you coming or not?”

“Holy cow!” Zhang Qing shot up. “Xingjie, you’ve struck it rich! Where did you get so much money?”

Zhang Qing actually knew Yu Xingjie’s situation very well. Given his financial circumstances, one thousand yuan was almost half a year’s living expenses for him. How could he suddenly produce so much money? He must have found some way to earn it.

Yu Xingjie, however, cleverly kept Zhang Qing in suspense. “Don’t worry about where it came from. Right now, I’m just asking if you’re coming to eat or not. If yes, get up quickly; if not, I’m going back to my dormitory room.”

“Go, go, go!” Zhang Qing laughed. “You’re treating me to spicy crayfish, so it’d be a waste not to go. My mood isn’t great anyway, so will you have a drink with me?”

Yu Xingjie patted his chest. “Let’s go. Whatever you drink is on me.”

“Generous!” Zhang Qing immediately climbed out of bed, grabbed a jacket, draped it over himself, and followed Yu Xingjie out of the dormitory room.

The large plate of spicy crayfish, costing 138 yuan, made Yu Xingjie’s heart ache slightly. It was the first time in his life he had ordered such an expensive dish at a restaurant. However, the spicy, fresh, and fragrant taste was truly satisfying. The 138 yuan portion was very generous. He and Zhang Qing started peeling the crayfish as soon as it arrived, and before they knew it, they had eaten half the plate. The skin around their fingernails was burning from the spice, but they still enjoyed it immensely.

The table quickly piled up with crayfish shells and beer bottles. Yu Xingjie was eager to extract the information Li Mu wanted from Zhang Qing, so relying on his upbringing in the northwest and his good alcohol tolerance, he quickly got Zhang Qing, who was from the south, tipsy with a few bottles of beer.

“Xingjie,” Zhang Qing said, “you still haven’t told your bro how you got so much money! If there’s a good way to make money, you have to think of your bro!”

Zhang Qing had drunk a bit too much, but his mind was still relatively clear. He kept wondering how Yu Xingjie had earned the money. Recently, there hadn’t been many competitions for university students in the city or nationwide, so they had no prize money or competition allowances, making their lives very tight.

Yu Xingjie poured Zhang Qing a glass of beer and said with a smile, “Making money is actually a small matter. The main thing is for us bros to have a happy meal and drinks, right?”

Although Yu Xingjie said this, he muttered inwardly, “How did I make the money? If I told you I made it by selling you out, wouldn’t you fight me to the death?”





Chapter 154: Blocking the Way

Zhang Qing felt a bit annoyed.

Though dizzy from drinking, he still kept thinking about Yu Xingjie’s money-making scheme. However, Yu Xingjie seemed to be deliberately keeping him in suspense.

“Old Yu, you’re not being fair!” Zhang Qing, a little slurred, mumbled to Yu Xingjie.

Yu Xingjie had been calculating Zhang Qing, setting traps for him step by step. Hearing this, he immediately smiled apologetically, “Xiao Qing, what are you saying? Am I, Yu Xingjie, that kind of person? To be honest, this money comes with some risk, and once we earn it this time, who knows when the next opportunity will come. If you really want to know, I’ll tell you. Some time ago, a fellow townsman of mine from Beihang University got his hands on a batch of pirated teaching materials. I helped him sell a lot of them, and this one thousand yuan is my commission.”

Zhang Qing was stunned and asked, “Is the profit margin for pirated teaching materials that big?”

Yu Xingjie nodded, “The profit margin is huge, but the risk is also very high. If you get caught, at best, it’s confiscation and a fine. At worst, you might even be prosecuted.”

“There are pirated books sold everywhere. I’ve never seen anyone get prosecuted.”

“That’s different. Selling pirated teaching materials is cutting into the school’s revenue. The school won’t let you off the hook first.”

“Who cares! Making money is what matters.”

Yu Xingjie said, “You’re right, but this time it’s temporarily over. In a few days, he’ll have a way to get a new batch of teaching materials. If you’re interested then, I’ll take you along.”

Zhang Qing’s expression immediately brightened. He smiled and said, “Damn it, bro, I’m definitely interested! Just say the word, and I’m in!”

Yu Xingjie smiled and said, “Alright, we brothers will make money together. Come on, drink!”

Zhang Qing’s slight resentment towards Yu Xingjie vanished. He drank this cup of wine feeling very pleased.

Yu Xingjie found another opportunity to drink a few more cups with Zhang Qing. Seeing that he was already a bit out of control, he casually brought up the topic he had been waiting for.

“Xiao Qing, that Li Mu has been very arrogant lately.”

Li Mu was a devil in Zhang Qing’s heart. As soon as he heard that name, a powerful negative energy would erupt from him, and this time was no exception.

Zhang Qing said with full indignation, “Damn it, that Li Mu has been very arrogant lately. Damn it, he started some 3321, and now he thinks he’s so impressive.”

Yu Xingjie added fuel to the fire, “He’s very famous now. Everyone in these universities in Yanjing knows him and his 3321. I heard that many girls are completely infatuated with him.”

“Damn it!” Zhang Qing was instantly filled with indignation by Yu Xingjie’s words. He slammed the table and roared, “Let him show off! Let’s see how many more days he can show off. Someone will naturally come to deal with him!”

Yu Xingjie quickly asked, “What do you mean? Someone wants to mess with him?”

Zhang Qing thought of Sun Tan, and suddenly felt a little depressed again.

Yesterday, he wanted to find trouble with Li Mu, but unexpectedly, he was slapped twice by a filthy rich person who appeared out of nowhere. Then Sun Tan called him and cursed him out. Damn it, what bad luck. He just wanted to find an opportunity to provoke Li Mu and make him lay his hands on him. Why was it so difficult? It sounded so simple on the sports field last time!

Yu Xingjie saw Zhang Qing’s grim expression and silence for a long time. He felt a little anxious, but said, “Actually, that Li Mu is really a bastard. Not to mention you were beaten by him, even I, who has no grudge with him, find him very unpleasant. He’s just a bit handsome and capable, why does he have to show off so much?”

Zhang Qing almost vomited blood after hearing this. He waved his hand angrily and said, “What nonsense! That guy is a complete idiot!”

The beating he received from Li Mu was an eternal pain in his heart, and Yu Xingjie’s words made him even more frustrated. What did he mean, “he’s a bit handsome and capable”? Even if it was true, couldn’t you say it when I’m not around? Moreover, you yourself said you find him unpleasant, why boost someone else’s morale and diminish your own prestige?

Yu Xingjie gave a dry laugh and sighed, “Someone should really deal with him. Otherwise, if he continues to develop like this, all of us guys will look like nothing compared to him. We might as well just give up.”

Zhang Qing’s anger surged. He shouted, “He’ll develop my ass! You’re willing, I’m willing, but Sun Tan isn’t! You should know what kind of person Sun Tan is. He started this 3321 and stole all the thunder from Sun Tan’s Student Aid Helper. Don’t worry, Sun Tan will definitely deal with him. Let’s see how many more days he can jump around!”

Yu Xingjie’s eyes lit up. This was solid information! He needed to press on. If Zhang Qing said a few more words, the Ericsson T39MC would be his!

“What can Sun Tan do to him? 3321 is his project, and it has already attracted so many students to register. Who can stop him now?”

Zhang Qing sneered, “What’s 3321? Isn’t it just a broken website? Sun Tan is the vice president of the student union. His family has connections in Yanjing, and he also has connections within the school. He’s currently trying to find a way to get dirt on Li Mu. As long as Li Mu does anything out of line, Sun Tan can get him expelled from school immediately. What good will 3321 be then, no matter how impressive it becomes? He’ll still be a university dropout! A lifelong blemish on his record!”

Yu Xingjie was extremely excited. He said to Zhang Qing, “That’s great! If Sun Tan steps in to deal with Li Mu, you’ll finally get revenge for being beaten by him that day!”

Zhang Qing said dejectedly, “I don’t want revenge now. I just want Li Mu to beat me up again!”

Yu Xingjie asked in surprise, “Ah? Are you drunk?”

“Drunk my ass!” Zhang Qing was annoyed. He took another gulp of his drink and poured out all his grievances like beans from a bamboo tube: “Sun Tan found me and told me to find a way to provoke Li Mu. He even said that as long as Li Mu laid a hand on me, he would definitely get him kicked out of Renmin University. I waited for two days and finally got to Li Mu, but it still didn’t work. Damn it, what bad luck!”

Then, Zhang Qing recounted what happened last night to Yu Xingjie, and then said with lingering fear, “Tell me, can someone who carries thousands of yuan in cash and a Mercedes car key be an ordinary person? Damn it, I was scared stiff at the time. Not only did I get two slaps for nothing, but I was also cursed out by Sun Tan.”

“Don’t worry, don’t worry.” Yu Xingjie quickly comforted him, “There will definitely be other opportunities. Besides, even if you can’t find an opportunity, Sun Tan most likely won’t sit idly by.”

Zhang Qing nodded and glumly raised his glass, “Come on, Xingjie, let’s drink!”

…

Around ten o’clock at night, Li Mu received a landline phone call. Yu Xingjie, before the dormitory lights went out and the doors closed, ran to a secluded corner of Renmin University and used an IC card phone to call Li Mu, telling him everything he heard at the dinner table that night, word for word.

Li Mu had never heard of a person named Sun Tan and never expected that the person trying to cause him trouble from behind the scenes would be someone he had never interacted with. However, based on the information Yu Xingjie provided, and comparing it with Zhang Qing’s abnormal behavior, Li Mu basically concluded that what Yu Xingjie said must be true.

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu got up from his bed and asked the brothers in his dormitory, “Who knows what Sun Tan does?”

Sun Jian blurted out, “He’s the vice president of the student union, just like Senior Sister Ai, but he has more power than Senior Sister Ai.”

Liu Nian said, “The Student Aid Helper was started by him. Wu Shuai is just one of its core members.”

“Student Aid Helper?” Li Mu frowned, “Is that the damn organization that specializes in trafficking campus labor?”

Liu Nian nodded, “Yes, I didn’t think so before, but after Bro Mu mentioned it, I thought they were pretty shady.”

Xue Jianfeng curled his lip and said, “Damn it, not just shady, they’re bastards! They even have the nerve to call themselves Student Aid Helper. They might as well call themselves Student Scam Helper!”

Sun Jian chuckled, “You know, I heard that the Student Aid Helper is highly valued by the Renmin University leadership and has received a lot of support. They even allocated three offices to them, and many on-campus part-time jobs are directly handed over to them. Senior Sister Ai introduced me to a few student union members a few days ago, and I heard them say that Sun Tan is actively operating the Student Aid Helper’s influence, hoping to rely on it to participate in next March’s Yanjing’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students selection.”

Li Yawei said with disdain, “They want to be selected as Yanjing’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students with some damn Student Aid Helper, which is just hanging a sheep’s head and selling dog meat and sucking students’ blood? Bah! Compared to Bro Mu’s 3321, he and his Student Aid Helper aren’t even worth a pile of shit!”

Li Mu, however, gave a bitter smile at this point, “This is the crux of the matter!”

Everyone was curious, “What crux?”

Li Mu then said, “The fellow townsman that Zheng Dao just introduced me to called. He roughly explained that the reason Zhang Qing wanted to find trouble with me was at Sun Tan’s instigation. The purpose was to force me to lay hands on him. As long as I did, Sun Tan could get dirt on me and find a way to get the school to expel me. It seems my 3321 has blocked Sun Tan’s path.”

“Damn it!” The five people in the dormitory immediately exploded!

Xue Jianfeng, short-tempered, immediately cursed, “Sun Tan wants to kick you out of Renmin University just because you created 3321? This grandson is too much! He makes money off his classmates, and that’s one thing, but you created 3321, a platform of immeasurable merit, and he still complains that you’re blocking his way?”

“Exactly!” Li Yawei also said, “Bro Mu, this kind of bastard is the most arrogant, and that Wu Shuai too. Both of them are damn scoundrels. What kind of rabble is the student union anyway!”

Sun Jian also said indignantly, “If I had known this, I would have been like Li Mu. Even if they begged me to join the student union, I wouldn’t. Tomorrow, I’ll go find Senior Sister Ai, explain it clearly to her, apologize, and tell her I’m not joining this damn student union.”

Li Mu was very calm about the news he had just received. Everyone has different positions and relative interests. If Sun Tan valued the Top Ten University Student award highly and relied on the Student Aid Helper to achieve this honor, then the appearance of 3321 would indeed be a devastating blow to him. Cursing about such things was meaningless; the focus should be on how to solve the problem.

Li Yawei was right, Sun Tan and that Wu Shuai were not good people. Li Mu still remembered Wu Shuai’s actions to get revenge on him and bully Liu Nian. Now Sun Tan had popped up to cause trouble. It seemed these two were colluding. In that case, he would simply meet force with force and find a way to take down both of these bastards at once!

Third update!





Chapter 155: Grasping Both Offense and Defense

The entire Dorm 606 immediately entered a state of high alert.

Sun Jian suggested that everyone should mutually restrain their behavior and not do anything that violates school rules. At the same time, they should temporarily avoid any disputes or even physical altercations with anyone.

Although this suggestion felt a bit stifling, it was approved by the majority. However, Li Mu was somewhat displeased. He felt that hiding was never a solution to such problems; to solve them, one had to turn defense into offense.

Li Mu carefully analyzed the current situation. His biggest threat was neither Zhang Qing nor Wu Shuai, but Sun Tan. Sun Tan was a local of Yanjing, had connections with the school administration, and his family was rumored to be quite powerful. Only he could potentially interfere with Li Mu.

Fortunately, Li Mu himself had left no loopholes for Sun Tan to exploit. In the end, when Sun Tan couldn’t find any weaknesses in Li Mu, he could only resort to Zhang Qing, trying to provoke him into causing trouble and angering Li Mu. This showed that although he desperately wanted to drive Li Mu out of Renmin University, he couldn’t find an opportunity to act for the time being.

But looking at the situation in reverse, Sun Tan was eager to launch an attack, while Li Mu’s defense was watertight, which ironically left Sun Tan no time to attend to his own weaknesses.

His Student Aid Helper already had numerous problems. If Li Mu were to find weaknesses in the Student Aid Helper and launch an attack, it would be akin to a fire in Sun Tan’s backyard. If Student Aid Helper lost popular support at Renmin University or was even denounced by everyone, Sun Tan would be too busy with his own problems. Once Student Aid Helper was finished, he would lose everything.

More importantly, after Song Liang’s reminder, Li Mu realized the political influence of 3321. This made him firmly believe that even though Sun Tan was a local boss with school connections, and he might be expelled from school if Sun Tan caught him with a handle, as long as he built up 3321, then even if he slapped Sun Tan in front of the school leaders, the school would turn a blind eye.

Therefore, Li Mu now needed to grasp both guns and bulletproof vests: one hand on the gun to eliminate the enemy, and the other on the bulletproof vest to make it impossible for the enemy to attack.

Having figured this out, Li Mu asked Xue Jianfeng, “Those computers that Student Aid Helper is reselling, haven’t they arrived yet?”

“Not yet.” Xue Jianfeng shrugged, “They even refunded my deposit.”

Li Mu asked, “When are they expected to arrive?”

Xue Jianfeng thought for a moment, “Probably in the next two days, definitely before Friday.”

“That’s good.” Li Mu nodded and said, “Jianfeng, help me keep an eye on this. Let me know as soon as they arrive.”

“OK!”

Sun Jian guessed Li Mu’s intentions and tentatively asked, “Li Mu, are you planning to go on the offensive?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, not hiding anything: “The best defense is offense. Student Aid Helper has so many problems; if we make a good fuss about them, it’ll be enough to give them a hard time.”

Sun Jian quickly said, “Student Aid Helper organized over one hundred students to attend the ‘Happy Dictionary’ program recording on Saturday. They covered travel expenses and one lunch, recording two episodes from morning to afternoon. There must be some trickery involved there, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “According to the TV station’s standards, each person should get at least dozens of yuan as a hardship allowance.”

Liu Nian said indignantly, “Then these things must be exposed so that the deceived students can go settle accounts with them.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Don’t rush. Let them make a big profit first. Don’t make any moves until that batch of computers arrives.”

…

Sun Tan had been restless recently because of Li Mu and 3321. The title of Yanjing’s Top Ten Outstanding University Students was extremely important to him and he could not afford to lose it. However, he still couldn’t find any leverage against Li Mu, and Zhang Qing hadn’t made any effective progress, which made him very anxious.

Wu Shuai was also anxious. He had thought that with Sun Tan stepping in, he would soon see Li Mu pay a heavy price for everything, but he didn’t expect Sun Tan to also be unable to find a breakthrough point, and the situation suddenly became a stalemate.

At this point, Wu Shuai had completely entrusted the important task of retaliating against Li Mu to Sun Tan. Although he was impatient, he still had many other things to attend to, so he had to divert his attention. Just then, the Dealer he had been cooperating with in Zhongguancun called, saying that the goods were almost ready for allocation. A total of two hundred thirty machines would arrive at the school for installation on Thursday afternoon.

Upon receiving the call, Wu Shuai was incredibly excited. The purchasing power of first-year students and second-year students combined was extraordinary. Two hundred thirty desktop computers were ordered, available in various configurations. On average, the transaction price for one machine was about six thousand yuan, and they could get at least six hundred yuan in commission from each machine, averaging six thousand yuan.

Calculating it, reselling a batch of computers could earn over one hundred thousand yuan. Wu Shuai calculated according to the profit-sharing model Sun Tan had given him before: approximately one hundred forty thousand yuan. Sun Tan would get fifty percent, which was seventy thousand yuan. He would get twenty-five percent, thirty-five thousand yuan, and the rest would be distributed among the other members of Student Aid Helper.

Thirty-five thousand yuan was more than Wu Shuai’s parents’ annual salary and the most Wu Shuai had ever earned. However, if calculated as a total, these thirty-five thousand yuan only accounted for one-third of Wu Shuai’s total income over the past year.

Student Aid Helper had many ways to make money. Sun Tan could pocket two hundred thousand yuan a year here, and Wu Shuai had also earned a lot by following him. Since last year, he not only didn’t need money from his family for tuition and living expenses, but he also gave ten thousand yuan to his family during the summer vacation, which overjoyed his parents. They would tell everyone they met how promising their son was, earning big money even before graduating from university. Wu Shuai thus received a lot of praise, and his vanity and self-confidence swelled day by day.

Seeing another thirty-five thousand yuan about to be credited, Wu Shuai hung up the phone and immediately called Sun Tan. After confirming that Sun Tan was in his rental apartment outside the school, he left the dormitory room directly to find Sun Tan.

Sun Tan rented a two-bedroom apartment outside the school. Most of the time, he didn’t live in the dormitory room but stayed here. Utilizing his influence at school, Sun Tan was rumored to have deflowered four or five young women from the fourth year here over the past year, engaging in sexual activities every now and then, which was extremely satisfying. Sometimes, when he was tired of playing with girls, he would play games or surf the internet here by himself, living an incredibly comfortable life.

Sun Tan had been in a bad mood these past two days, so he hadn’t invited any girls over to keep him company. When Wu Shuai called, saying he had something to discuss, Sun Tan told him to come over directly.

As soon as Wu Shuai entered, he said impatiently, “Bro Tan, the Dealer called. The machines are almost ready for allocation. They’ll come to install them on Thursday afternoon. When the trucks enter the school, you’ll need to notify the security guards. Also, he found ten workers for installation. With installation and testing, it might go quite late, so if the dorm manager has any issues, you’ll need to step in.”

Sun Tan nodded. Although he wasn’t in a good mood, money still had to be earned, so he asked Wu Shuai, “Did he say when he’ll settle the bill with us?”

Wu Shuai got excited at the thought of money and said enthusiastically, “He said to notify the students who ordered machines in advance to prepare cash. He’ll deduct the five hundred yuan deposit per machine when he collects cash on that day, and we’ll take that money directly.”

“That’s not enough,” Sun Tan frowned and said, “It’s only five hundred yuan per machine. I initially negotiated a twelve percent commission with him. How will the rest be settled?”

Wu Shuai quickly said, “We can go to his store to settle the rest on Friday.”

Sun Tan nodded, “That’s more like it. These past two days, I talked to a Giant Dealer. He got a batch of defective bikes from irregular channels. The price is very cheap, but he doesn’t dare to sell them from his store, so he wants our help.”

Wu Shuai quickly asked, “What’s the price range?”

“Seventy percent of the market price,” Sun Tan said. “If it’s over one hundred bikes, it’s sixty-five percent. I’ve seen the bikes; you can’t tell there’s anything wrong with them unless you look closely.”

Wu Shuai immediately calculated, “Selling one hundred bikes shouldn’t be a problem. If we get them at sixty-five percent and sell them at ninety percent, there’s still a twenty-five percent profit margin. The most ordinary Giant bike costs around three hundred yuan, and better ones are six or seven hundred or even over one thousand. If we calculate one hundred bikes at an average price of five hundred yuan, that’s fifty thousand yuan. Twenty-five percent profit is about ten thousand yuan, which is not bad!”

Sun Tan hummed in affirmation, then waved his hand, “I’ll give you his number tomorrow. You can talk to him about the specifics.”

“Alright.” Wu Shuai nodded heavily.

Sun Tan suddenly sighed and said, “That Li Mu is still a bit troublesome for the time being.”

Wu Shuai asked, “Why? Still can’t find a weakness?”

Sun Tan nodded and said, “That Zhang Qing hasn’t found an opportunity.”

Wu Shuai replied, seemingly unintentionally, “It’s said that they’re launching parent bidding on Friday, ending at twelve noon on Saturday. Students should be able to go to employers’ homes to tutor their children on Sunday.”

Sun Tan’s brows immediately furrowed into a knot.

The biggest problem was that 3321 truly couldn’t be stopped. If he couldn’t stop it and couldn’t find any leverage against Li Mu, and now 3321 was only gaining popularity among students, the school administration hadn’t paid attention yet. Once he made it big and strong, the school administration would definitely notice him. By then, he would surely become a golden signboard for Renmin University. Who could possibly touch him then?

Sun Tan stood up and paced back and forth restlessly in the room.

It was only because the 3321 project was too good. From its concept to its model, from its website to its promotion, from students to parents, from mainstream values to media attention, it had every advantage. Such a good project was simply born invincible. What could he use to defeat it?

Seeing Sun Tan deeply troubled, Wu Shuai couldn’t help but offer an idea: “Bro Tan, do you think it’s possible to buy 3321 from Li Mu?”

“Buy?” Sun Tan frowned, “How much would that cost?”

Wu Shuai pondered for a moment and said, “Setting up the website, hiring people for promotion, and so on, Li Mu probably invested at least one hundred to two hundred thousand yuan, right?”

Sun Tan asked again, “How much do you think he would sell it for?”

“I can’t say for sure.” Wu Shuai scratched his head, “But with his cost of over one hundred thousand, he should be willing to sell for several hundred thousand, after all, he’d be doubling his money.”

Sun Tan mused for a moment, smacking his lips, “For now, I can’t do anything to him. Talking to him might be good. Ask about his psychological expectation. If the price is right, buying it wouldn’t be a bad idea. If I can really get 3321, then I’ll package it with Student Aid Helper. Then I’ll have my family find ways to get some media connections to promote it. The effect will definitely be huge…”





Chapter 156: The Appointment

Sun Tan had always believed that, compared to Li Mu and 3321, he was a wolf hidden in the shadows. Li Mu might have heard of him, but he would definitely not know that Sun Tan had long harbored hostility towards him. Therefore, Sun Tan felt he could talk to Li Mu face-to-face to see if he was willing to sell 3321. Money was not an issue; hundreds of thousands, or even over a million, would not be a problem.

Sun Tan possessed some political acumen. He knew that 3321 held significant importance, and he was aware that if he explained it clearly to his family, they would certainly provide him with ample support. If hundreds of thousands weren’t enough, then one million; if one million wasn’t enough, then several million. In any case, 3321 had to be acquired. Once it truly fell into his hands, with his own and his family’s operations, 3321 would undoubtedly bring immense help to his future.

With a change of mindset, Sun Tan’s mind suddenly cleared. If he couldn’t stop 3321 from taking off, he would buy it. It was far superior to his own Student Aid Helper.

Wu Shuai was quite displeased with Li Mu. Seeing that Sun Tan was considering buying 3321, he reminded him, “Bro Tan, if Li Mu is willing to sell, you still can’t let him off the hook after acquiring 3321. As long as that kid is at Renmin University, 3321 will carry his mark.”

Sun Tan nodded. “That’s for sure. If 3321 is acquired, he’ll have nothing left to rely on.”

“What if he’s unwilling to sell?”

Wu Shuai’s question made Sun Tan frown deeply.

If Li Mu refused to sell, then this matter would be truly disgusting. He wouldn’t be able to stop it, couldn’t disrupt it, and couldn’t buy it. If it really came to that, in order to ensure the Top Ten University Student selection next year wasn’t affected, he would have no choice but to have his family intervene. No matter what, Li Mu had to be driven out of Renmin University first.

Seeing Sun Tan remain silent for a long time, Wu Shuai asked again, “Bro Tan, when are you planning to talk to him?”

“Tomorrow.”

…

Li Mu hadn’t expected Sun Tan to contact him proactively, let alone invite him to dinner. When he received Sun Tan’s call at noon, he was resting in his dormitory room. Sun Tan introduced himself over the phone, then sincerely stated that he wanted to invite Li Mu to a meal on behalf of the student union.

Sun Tan’s tone was not only sincere but also very friendly. Li Mu roughly guessed the true purpose behind this act: Sun Tan must have realized he couldn’t stop 3321, so he wanted to change his approach and get a share of the profits.

However, Yu Xingjie had already extracted Sun Tan’s schemes against him from Zhang Qing. Sun Tan thought Li Mu was still in the dark, but he didn’t know that Li Mu had long been fully on guard against him.

After a brief thought, Li Mu didn’t refuse Sun Tan’s invitation. Sun Tan thought he knew nothing, so Li Mu decided to simply pretend to be completely unaware and meet him to see what he was planning. Furthermore, from Sun Tan’s proactive show of goodwill, Li Mu conceived a method to defeat them one by one. Wasn’t Sun Tan coveting his 3321? Fine, then they could also talk about Wu Shuai while they were at it.

So, at six in the afternoon, Li Mu went alone to a restaurant outside the school. In a private room at the restaurant, he met Sun Tan, who had been waiting for a long time.

Sun Tan hadn’t called Wu Shuai because Wu Shuai had previously made things difficult for Li Mu’s dormitory mates several times, which was equivalent to exposing himself and directly putting himself in opposition to Li Mu. Since Sun Tan was now solely focused on acquiring Li Mu’s 3321, he naturally couldn’t let Wu Shuai affect his negotiations with Li Mu.

When they met, Sun Tan enthusiastically shook Li Mu’s hand and said, “Junior student Li Mu, your name has truly been echoing like thunder recently. I’ve wanted to meet you and get acquainted these past two days, but I haven’t found the time.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “You’re too kind. I don’t have any reputation at school. If we’re talking reputation, senior student, yours is much greater than mine.”

Sun Tan waved his hand and chuckled, “What reputation do I have? It’s just that I’ve been at school a bit longer, that’s all.”

Li Mu didn’t want to engage in such dull small talk with Sun Tan, so he asked, “Senior student, is there something you needed to see me about today?”

Sun Tan chuckled, “Li Mu, let’s not talk business yet. Let’s eat first. How can we discuss matters before we’ve even had a meal or a drink, right?”

Li Mu said, “I’m a straightforward person. Senior student, if you have something to discuss with me, just say it directly. Otherwise, I’ll keep thinking about it and won’t be able to eat this meal.”

Sun Tan hesitated slightly, then, taking the hint, said, “Alright, since you asked, I’ll tell you.”

Pausing, Sun Tan took a sip of tea and said, “I’ve been following 3321, which you’ve been working on recently. Honestly, I greatly admire the concept behind 3321.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “3321 is actually just a small project I’m dabbling in for fun. I didn’t expect you, senior student, to be paying attention.”

Sun Tan nodded and said, “The student union must prioritize the interests of students as its core. For a beneficial project like 3321, which serves all university students in Yanjing, we naturally pay even more attention.”

Li Mu then said humbly, “It’s rare for student union leaders like yourselves to pay attention to such a small endeavor of mine. In the future, I’ll have to rely on you, senior student, to look after 3321.”

Sun Tan felt something was off. Li Mu always held back when he spoke; although very polite, he maintained a certain distance. Even when the Vice President of the student union invited him to dinner, Li Mu didn’t seem surprised at all, his face calm and composed.

After a moment’s thought, Sun Tan decided not to beat around the bush with Li Mu and went straight to the point. “Li Mu, to be frank, the main reason I invited you to dinner today is that I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

Li Mu nodded. “Go ahead.”

Sun Tan then said with a serious expression, “Our student union is also operating a project called Student Aid Helper. The concept behind this project is the same as 3321’s: to help more students in need. However, Student Aid Helper’s resources are limited, and 3321, focusing solely on home tutoring, is also difficult to achieve much alone. Therefore, I would like to personally invest and acquire 3321 from you, then package it with Student Aid Helper, and have the student union operate them together.”

Li Mu frowned, thinking to himself, You really have the nerve to say that. I thought at most you’d want to get involved and get a share of the profits. I didn’t expect you’d directly want to acquire it? Aren’t you a bit too greedy?

Seeing Li Mu remain silent, Sun Tan tentatively asked, “What’s wrong? Are you unwilling to sell, or do you have some concerns?”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile, not answering Sun Tan’s question, but instead asked him back, “Senior student, you said you want to buy 3321. How much are you prepared to offer?”

Sun Tan considered for a moment, then stated a figure: “Two hundred thousand. What do you think?”

Li Mu chuckled, shaking his head slightly with a helpless expression, but didn’t say a word.

Sun Tan felt a little displeased. “Li Mu, if you think the price is too low, you can name your price. Money is not an issue.”

Li Mu nodded, his smile fading, and asked Sun Tan very seriously, “Senior student, have you ever been involved in website development?”

Sun Tan frowned. “No, but isn’t it just that? Register a domain name, rent some hosting space or whatever, and then just build a website.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re talking about the most basic, lowest-grade pages, where you can only put a few pictures, a few external links, and at most one or two articles. For that kind of website, you can just buy ready-made code from others. But do you know how much effort goes into developing 3321?”

Sun Tan asked, “How much effort? Could the development of this website possibly exceed one hundred thousand?”

Li Mu scoffed, “For the website’s layout design, a graphic designer needs to create all the images for the homepage, all second-level pages, and third-level pages, and then slice them bit by bit. That’s just the design aspect. Furthermore, because there are no similar websites, the front-end of the website needs to be coded line by line by a technical team. The technical management and data statistics back-end also need to be written from scratch. Besides that, there’s also a student user back-end and a parent user back-end. After both the front-end and back-end are developed, there’s still a whole lot more to do, like matching logic, the bidding function, and the settlement system. Once done, it needs testing; after testing, it needs modification; after modification, it needs testing again, and so on, repeatedly… So, adding all of this up, the development cost alone already exceeds your offer. One hundred thousand isn’t even enough to cover it.”

Sun Tan didn’t understand the internet, but Li Mu wasn’t just talking nonsense with him. Everything for 3321 started from scratch; there were no usable templates or code. The initial framework was built by Li Mu himself, and all subsequent development requirements and logic were written by him before being handed over to Kong Lingyu and his team for development. Because there were many functional requirements, many back-end requirements, and complex logic, if Li Mu hadn’t listed everything out in advance, even if Kong Lingyu and his team were to develop it, it would take at least several months. During that time, they would have to constantly write code, test, modify, retest, and re-modify. If they had bad luck, it might not even be completed in half a year.

Therefore, anyone who truly understood the internet, by just taking a look at the 3321 website and testing its two open back-ends, logic, and data matching, would know the immense value of this website.

Sun Tan was dumbfounded. He didn’t understand much of what Li Mu was saying, nor did he know if Li Mu was trying to trick him, but it did sound somewhat reasonable.

So, Sun Tan asked Li Mu again, “Then just name your price directly.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, saying with a hint of embarrassment, “Senior student, I don’t intend to sell 3321.”

Sun Tan felt both anxious and angry. If you don’t intend to sell, what’s the point of rambling on and on to me? Are you trying to show off that you know more than I do?

Yet, he hardened his resolve and declared boldly, “Alright then, five hundred thousand!”

Li Mu still shook his head. “Honestly, I wouldn’t sell it for five million.”

Five million? Sun Tan instantly flared up and threatened, “Li Mu, you’d better know when to quit while you’re ahead. A broken website, and you dare to demand five million from me? Aren’t you being a bit too arrogant?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and retorted, “Senior student, am I naming a price to you? Even if you put five million in front of me right now, I would clearly tell you that I won’t sell 3321.”

Sun Tan’s expression quickly turned cold. Was this going to lead to open hostility and a complete falling out?

Unexpectedly, Li Mu’s tone shifted at this moment, and he said, “However, I can consider integrating 3321 into the student union, but I have a few conditions.”

Hope quickly rekindled in Sun Tan’s heart, and he pressed Li Mu, “What conditions? Tell me.”

Li Mu then said with a resolute expression, “First, I want to join the student union, and my starting position must be as a department head of a subordinate division. Second, there’s a bastard named Wu Shuai in your student union who has constantly been making trouble for me and my dormitory brothers. I want him out of the student union. If you can achieve this, I can incorporate 3321 and merge it into the student union under the premise of university student entrepreneurship, giving you 30% of the shares.”





Chapter 157: There’s Work to Do

Sun Tan knew Li Mu and Wu Shuai had a conflict, but he hadn’t expected their animosity to run so deep.

However, this was a good thing for him. After all, Li Mu had stated his conditions, and as long as he did, things could be discussed slowly.

He wanted to join the student union, which was no problem; he could let him in anytime. However, he wanted a ministerial position, which was a bit tricky. Besides the President and Vice President, the student union had various departments. Some departments wielded significant power, such as the Publicity Department, the Culture and Entertainment Department, and the External Relations Department. The Publicity Department was highly valued by the school authorities, and holding this position could foster good relations with the school. The Culture and Entertainment Department was responsible for all cultural and entertainment affairs, including organizing and coordinating various performances, allocating venues and funds to various interest clubs, and so on. The External Relations Department was primarily responsible for seeking sponsorships from businesses and alumni, dealing with money daily, and was very lucrative.

Aside from these departments with substantial authority, there were also a bunch of departments with almost no real power, such as those for daily life, sports, and sanitation. If he picked one of those for Li Mu, he might not be willing to accept it.

As for Wu Shuai, Sun Tan didn’t think much of it. He was just a dog he had raised anyway, and he had made a good amount of money following him these past few years. He had already reaped many benefits, so letting him go wouldn’t hurt, especially since the 3321 matter was more important.

However, Sun Tan was very dissatisfied with Li Mu’s 30% share arrangement. What was 30% worth? Li Mu would take the lion’s share with 70%, leaving him as mere window dressing.

Immediately, Sun Tan said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, I can agree to all your conditions, and I can even find a way to arrange for you to operate a department with real power. However, I cannot accept you only giving me 30% of the shares.”

Li Mu thought to himself, ‘You jerk, are you actually serious? 30% of the shares? Does that ugly face of yours even deserve it? You can’t accept it? Did you pour crap into your brain before leaving the house?’

However, with a smile on his face, he asked, “Then how much do you want?”

Sun Tan felt that since they were speaking frankly, there was no need to hide anything. He said, “I want 51%, at least.”

“Impossible,” Li Mu immediately said. “I cannot give you controlling interest in 3321. Compared to the little I would gain, I would lose too much. Even a fool wouldn’t accept that.”

Sun Tan thought for a moment and said, “Since you want to merge 3321 into the student union, it can’t just be you and me holding shares. How about this: we each take a step back. You take 45%, I take 25%, and the remaining 30% will be the student union’s stake. What do you think?”

Li Mu retorted, “If it were you, would you do such a foolish thing? I’m giving you 30% based on you helping me complete those two tasks. The student union hasn’t done anything for me, so why should I give them shares? Forget 30%, not even 1% is possible.”

Sun Tan couldn’t help but frown.

Li Mu’s defense was so firm, only offering 30% in exchange, which left him at a loss for how to continue the negotiation.

After a long hesitation, Sun Tan decided to agree to Li Mu’s demands for now. No matter what, he had to get that 30% first. As long as he had 30% of the shares, he would, to some extent, own 3321. He could then slowly figure out the rest. Anyway, there was still a long time until the evaluation in March next year. As long as he could increase his stake from 30% to over 51% during this period, 3321’s honor, its social significance, and its political significance would all be his.

“How about this: you register the company first, with a capital contribution ratio of seven to three in your favor. Once it’s successfully registered, I’ll immediately arrange for you to join the student union, and Wu Shuai will be out then.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, with a hint of sarcasm, tapping his fingers on the table a few times. He said, “Sincerity, Senior Sun. Show some sincerity. We’re both adults here, and I managed to get 3321 to where it is now all by myself. Do you really think I’d let you get something for nothing?”

Sun Tan quickly said, “You’ve misunderstood. I truly had no intention of getting something for nothing. I was just…”

Li Mu waved his hand, saying with a hint of disappointment, “Alright, Senior Sun. Your tactic is just like how I used to trick classmates out of lollipops when I was a kid: first promise a bunch of toys and picture cards, then after the lollipop was eaten, nothing was delivered.”

Sun Tan explained, “You’ve really misunderstood me, Li Mu. How could I be that kind of person?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Senior, could you talk less about empty promises and show a little more sincerity?”

Sun Tan retorted, “Then what do you consider sincere?”

Li Mu then said, “That Wu Shuai, he just annoys me to see him. The matter of me joining the student union can be put on hold for now, but he absolutely must be kicked out of the student union. There’s no room for negotiation on this.”

Sun Tan asked Li Mu, “What if Wu Shuai leaves the student union and you go back on your word?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Senior Sun, I’m not a fool either. Even if you genuinely agree to kick Wu Shuai out of the student union, you’d privately shift all the blame onto me in front of him, making him resent me. You’d also definitely tell him it’s just a delaying tactic to temporarily appease him. If I were to go back on my word then, you could always let Wu Shuai return. What benefit would I get from that?”

Sun Tan hadn’t expected Li Mu to speak so directly, feeling utterly embarrassed as if someone had suddenly pulled away his last shred of decency.

Li Mu had his own calculations. Seeing that Sun Tan was subtly wavering, he continued, “This needs to be done as soon as possible. I hope to hear the news of Wu Shuai being removed from the student union tomorrow. This matter must be known throughout the entire school.”

Sun Tan pondered for a moment, then nodded. “Alright, I’ll go back and think about it, and get back to you as soon as possible.”

Li Mu then said, “No need to reply. If I receive news that Wu Shuai has been removed from the student union before classes end tomorrow afternoon, then it proves that Senior has agreed to the terms of cooperation. If I don’t receive the news, then please, Senior, don’t look for me again in the future.”

With that, Li Mu stood up. “I won’t be eating. Senior, please go back and think it over carefully.”

Before Sun Tan could react, Li Mu had already turned and walked out the door.

Sun Tan had originally wanted to chase after him, but then he thought better of it and gave up. He had ordered quite a few dishes, but only two cold appetizers had been served, and not a single chopstick had touched them. He might as well call Wu Shuai and ask him to come over for a chat.

…

Wu Shuai arrived at the restaurant, surprised. Pushing open the private room door, he found only Sun Tan inside, along with a table of untouched food.

“Bro Tan, what’s going on? Didn’t Li Mu come?”

Sun Tan said, “He came, and then he left.”

Wu Shuai quickly pressed, “How was the talk? Did that guy agree to sell?”

“No,” Sun Tan shook his head, saying, “That guy absolutely refused to sell.”

Wu Shuai scoffed, “He’s ungrateful. Bro Tan, what do you want to do now?”

Sun Tan hesitated for a moment, then said to Wu Shuai, “That Li Mu proposed a condition for cooperation to me.”

Wu Shuai asked, “What condition?”

Sun Tan sighed and said, “That kid really hates you. His condition is that if you leave the student union, he’ll incorporate 3321, then give me 30% of the shares, and join the student union.”

Wu Shuai immediately grew anxious. “Bro Tan, that kid is trying to sow discord! You absolutely mustn’t believe him!”

Sun Tan reassured him, “Don’t worry, I’m not stupid. Do you think I’d let him drive a wedge between us just like that?”

Wu Shuai felt a little more at ease. Sun Tan continued, “I called you here because I wanted to discuss a strategy with you. 3321 is indeed very important to me; I’m determined to get it. So, my idea is for you to endure a little hardship for now and nominally withdraw from the student union. If that kid Li Mu dares to play me, I’ll immediately bring you back into the student union, and then we’ll fight him to the bitter end. However, if that kid truly honors his promise, then I’ll do everything I can to get more shares from him over the next few months. As long as I gain absolute control of 3321, he’ll definitely be on his way out.”

“But…” Wu Shuai said, somewhat flustered, “If that happens, where will I put my face in school, Bro Tan?”

Sun Tan said, “You’ll have to endure a bit of hardship for a while, but don’t worry. As soon as I get my hands on 3321, not only will I kick Li Mu out, but I’ll also bring you back into the student union and give you a portion of 3321’s shares. How does that sound?”

Wu Shuai owed almost everything he had today to Sun Tan’s patronage. Even if Sun Tan hadn’t given him this promise, he couldn’t go against Sun Tan’s wishes. Otherwise, if Sun Tan were to turn his anger on him, everything he had painstakingly accumulated would come to nothing. Moreover, Wu Shuai had followed Sun Tan for so long, and Sun Tan had never gone back on his word. Before, he had helped him earn so much money, and the profit splits were always agreed upon in advance and never changed. So, on this point, Wu Shuai trusted Sun Tan.

It was just that publicly announcing his departure from the student union would indeed be humiliating, and he would be embarrassed. However, after carefully weighing the pros and cons, Wu Shuai still nodded in agreement.

Seeing Wu Shuai’s reluctant agreement, Sun Tan comforted him, “Wu Shuai, it’s not that I, your bro, don’t consider your feelings. It’s just that Li Mu is too malicious; he’s willing to sacrifice 30% of the shares just to make things difficult for you.”

Wu Shuai nodded. “Bro Tan, once we get 3321, we brothers will team up and hit him hard!”

Sun Tan’s face was solemn. “Of course! We’ll make him suffer a double loss then!”

Wu Shuai felt a bit more at ease. Remembering that tomorrow was Thursday, he asked Sun Tan, “What about the computer delivery tomorrow?”

At this moment, Sun Tan already had the idea of kicking Wu Shuai aside. Just the profit share after tomorrow’s success would give Wu Shuai over thirty thousand. Looking at it now, that kid was getting off too cheaply.

If he kicked him out now, that money would fall into his own pocket. Then he could focus on getting 3321 from Li Mu. Although Wu Shuai would definitely resent him, with Li Mu around, he could naturally draw away most of the hatred, achieving the best of both worlds.

…

The first thing Li Mu did after leaving the restaurant was call Xue Jianfeng. He asked him, “Jianfeng, can you ask your classmates who ordered computers from Student Aid Helper to confirm if Student Aid Helper’s computers are coming for installation tomorrow?”

Xue Jianfeng had said before that the installation time would definitely be before Friday, and there had been no activity today, so it seemed only tomorrow fit the schedule.

A moment later, Xue Jianfeng called back. “It’s tomorrow. Wu Shuai has already notified everyone. The computer vendor’s truck will drive directly to the dormitory area.”

“Alright! Thanks!” Li Mu said, then hung up and called Zhao Kang.

As soon as Zhao Kang answered, Li Mu said, “Kangzi, tell the people on Douban to get ready. There’s work to do!”

Zhao Kang jolted, quickly asking, “What kind of work?”





Chapter 158: Division and Rifts

Today’s plan was to throw out a false temptation to create a rift between Sun Tan and Wu Shuai.

In Li Mu’s view, as long as Sun Tan mentioned this matter to Wu Shuai, even if he pushed all the responsibility onto himself, his relationship with Wu Shuai would still change to some extent. After all, if Wu Shuai put himself in Sun Tan’s shoes, he would definitely feel that even if Li Mu orchestrated everything, Sun Tan’s willingness to make him sacrifice for profit would still be somewhat disheartening.

However, Li Mu thought carefully and discovered an excellent opportunity: the Student Aid Helper’s computer installation project.

If he hadn’t miscalculated, Sun Tan must have been tempted by his proposal today. While thirty percent wouldn’t solve all his problems, it was at least a huge step forward, so he definitely wouldn’t refuse. Therefore, he would surely receive news of Wu Shuai leaving the student union tomorrow. And coincidentally, tomorrow was also the day the Student Aid Helper was installing computers for students. This presented a lot of room for manipulation, a chance to stir up some trouble.

Li Mu made two assumptions in his mind.

Assumption A: Sun Tan was sufficiently loyal to Wu Shuai. Although he would make Wu Shuai temporarily leave the student union for 3321, he would still give Wu Shuai his rightful share.

Assumption B: Sun Tan would take advantage of Li Mu’s creation of animosity to kick Wu Shuai out. If this happened, Wu Shuai would lose everything.

Regardless of whether tomorrow’s situation was Assumption A or Assumption B, Li Mu was prepared to have Zhao Kang make a preemptive strike. He would directly expose the Student Aid Helper’s shady dealings on Spoonful Pond and other forums at Renmin University, directing all accusations at Sun Tan, catching him off guard!

Originally, Wu Shuai would have been the one to handle these matters. Coincidentally, no matter if the situation ended up as Li Mu’s Assumption A or B, Wu Shuai’s temporary departure from the student union was inevitable. As soon as Wu Shuai left the student union, Zhao Kang would immediately do everything in his power to stir up animosity against Sun Tan. Without Wu Shuai as a shield, Sun Tan would surely be thrown into disarray.

What would Sun Tan do then? His Student Aid Helper would suddenly face questions from all directions, as well as from the students who had just spent several thousand yuan buying new computers. They had originally thought the Student Aid Helper had helped them save money. What would their feelings be if they knew the Student Aid Helper had actually made a large sum of money from them?

Although Li Mu hadn’t yet seen what the machines provided by the Student Aid Helper looked like, he could guess a thing or two from Sun Tan and Wu Shuai’s character, and their greedy methods as exploiters. They would definitely try to make as much money as possible from these machines. Having worked in the internet industry for so many years, he had also been scammed step by step on hardware. He could pick any sample machine, take a quick look, and know what kind of trickery they were playing.

Once the Student Aid Helper faced a credibility crisis, Sun Tan would very likely choose to abandon Wu Shuai to save himself. At that point, there was a high possibility of an all-out war of words breaking out. Whether they would start fighting tomorrow or not, Li Mu had even better entertainment prepared for these two jerks. So what if they were core members of the student union? Those who show off too much will still get their comeuppance.

…

Wu Shuai was very concerned about whether Sun Tan would settle the money he was owed after the installation work was done tomorrow. The dealer providing the machines was Sun Tan’s connection. Previously, the Student Aid Helper had collected a five hundred yuan deposit from each student who ordered a machine at school, and all that money was with Sun Tan. Additionally, after the dealer collected the full payment, they would give over the remaining twenty to thirty thousand yuan in commission. Sun Tan’s original intention was to divide the money only after all funds were in. Now, Wu Shuai was worried that Sun Tan might just kick him out.

Facing Wu Shuai’s question, Sun Tan gave him a clear answer: “Don’t worry, the money will be divided just as we agreed before. Once all the money arrives, we’ll split it together.”

Wu Shuai felt relieved. Since Sun Tan said so, he definitely wouldn’t trick him. After all, his previous promises had always been fulfilled.

However, Sun Tan had his own calculations. His words just now were merely a delaying tactic. After announcing Wu Shuai’s departure from the student union and completing the computer installations tomorrow, he could simply say that the dealer wouldn’t settle until next Monday. After a few days, he would pull a fast one on Wu Shuai, and that money would go straight into his own pocket. And with Li Mu helping him create animosity, it was simply perfect.

Sun Tan wasn’t worried that Wu Shuai would turn on him after he pulled a fast one, because he knew Wu Shuai didn’t have the guts. At Renmin University, if Sun Tan supported him, he could show off in the student union and the hometown association, and even earn over one hundred thousand yuan annually. If Sun Tan didn’t support him, he wouldn’t dare utter a single peep. Otherwise, if he angered Sun Tan, he knew what kind of fate he would face.

Wu Shuai, still in the dark, felt greatly comforted. Regardless, he would soon have thirty-five thousand yuan in his pocket. This was a huge sum. With it, he could buy many things he liked and pursue many women he was interested in.

The next day, Li Mu waited until noon to receive a call from Sun Tan. Sun Tan told him to check Spoonful Pond, saying that Wu Shuai had officially posted his withdrawal from the student union there.

Li Mu checked on his computer. Wu Shuai had indeed posted an announcement on Spoonful Pond, stating that due to personal reasons, he was withdrawing from the Renmin University student union starting today. Many people replied below the post. Some expressed reluctance to see him go, some said the Student Aid Helper would lose a great general without him, and others said that without him, everyone would lose many tangible benefits, calling it a loss for Renmin University students.

Li Mu took out his phone and called Sun Tan, saying in an unfriendly tone, “Senior Sun, are you messing with me?”

Sun Tan quickly asked, “How am I messing with you? Didn’t you want Wu Shuai to leave the student union? He’s voluntarily withdrawn now!”

Li Mu snorted coldly and said very seriously, “My exact words yesterday were for him to get out of the student union! Get out! Not some calm, peaceful withdrawal! You clearly knew I had a deep grudge against him, yet you deliberately arranged such a smooth transition for him, even finding so many shills to constantly help him save face below. Who are you trying to fool?”

Sun Tan said with a hint of anger, “Aren’t you going back on your word? Yesterday we agreed he would withdraw. Even if you said ‘get out,’ did you really expect me to beat him to the ground and make him roll out?”

Li Mu sneered, “Heh heh, very good, very good. Senior Sun, you city people really know how to play. Fine, since you put it that way, I have no objections. You win.”

After speaking, Li Mu immediately added, “I promised you yesterday that I’d register a company and give you thirty percent of the shares. So today, I’ll go register a company called ‘3321’. Let’s just call it ‘Yanjing 3321 Technology Co., Ltd.’ You’ll take a thirty percent stake in this company. However, I need to make one thing clear: what you wanted yesterday was thirty percent of the ‘3321’ company’s shares, not thirty percent of my 3321.com!”

As soon as Li Mu said this, Sun Tan instantly panicked, and his earlier anger vanished. “Li Mu, don’t be like this! This isn’t fun anymore. We agreed on this, and now you’re playing childish tricks. Isn’t that a bit too much?”

Li Mu laughed coldly, “What’s too much? If you can be despicable, then I can be shameless! I’m telling you, if this Wu Shuai matter transitions so smoothly, then our agreement will also follow my terms. You won’t have a single cent’s worth of connection to 3321.com. Use whatever methods you have, Master Mu will take them on!”

Sun Tan heard Li Mu’s intense words and surprisingly felt no anger, only annoyance.

He was annoyed because he had known all along that Li Mu had a grudge against Wu Shuai and wanted to take the opportunity to get revenge. But looking at Wu Shuai’s withdrawal statement and the group of obvious shills below it, he felt it was indeed unreasonable. If Wu Shuai handled it this way, Li Mu wouldn’t feel satisfied. Now, Li Mu was the boss; if he was unhappy, then everything would be in vain.

After thinking it over, Sun Tan hardened his heart and gritted his teeth, “Alright, I will definitely give you a satisfactory explanation for this matter!”

Li Mu hung up the phone without saying a word, but in his heart, he wanted to burst into song. This way, he was forcing Sun Tan to humiliate Wu Shuai. And now that Sun Tan had taken the first step, he definitely wouldn’t give up. He could only bite the bullet and continue. Even if he tried to explain things to Wu Shuai before publicly humiliating him, a division between the two would surely arise.

Li Mu sneered inwardly, “First, I’ll let you two fight. When those computers arrive this afternoon, I’ll let the whole school fight with both of you!”

Sun Tan hung up Li Mu’s call and immediately called Wu Shuai, cursing as soon as he spoke, “Damn it, that Li Mu is such a jerk!”

Wu Shuai’s heart leaped with joy, and he quickly asked, “What happened, Bro Tan? Did he trick you? Did he suddenly change his mind?”

For Wu Shuai, what he liked most was seeing Li Mu severely trick Sun Tan. If that happened, Sun Tan would surely hate him madly, not only losing his mind and retaliating recklessly but also immediately giving up on making Wu Shuai leave the student union. Wu Shuai would not only suffer no loss but also get to see them become mortal enemies—killing two birds with one stone.

However, what Wu Shuai didn’t expect was that Sun Tan now said, “It’s not Li Mu changing his mind, but he’s very unhappy with the way you withdrew.”

With that, Sun Tan repeated Li Mu’s original words.

When Wu Shuai heard that Li Mu wanted him to “get out” of the student union, he was so angry his lungs felt like they would explode. However, almost instantly, he also felt dissatisfaction towards Sun Tan.

What did he mean? I’m your younger brother, someone who has loyally followed you for over two years. Now, for your own benefit, you can completely disregard my well-being? Someone else wants me to get out of the student union, and for your own sake, you’ll really make me get out? How could I ever show my face again? How can I establish myself at Renmin University in the future?

But the most frustrating thing was that even though Wu Shuai was dissatisfied with Sun Tan, he didn’t dare show it. He could only ask in a muffled voice, “Bro Tan, then what do you say we do?”

Sun Tan hesitated slightly, deliberately feigning a difficult choice over the phone. After a long pause, he sighed and said, “Brother, it seems I’ll have to put you through some hardship.”

Wu Shuai’s heart instantly sank by half. Sun Tan deliberated back and forth, yet he still intended to sacrifice him. In fact, he had long been prepared to be sacrificed, yet Sun Tan still had to pretend to be conflicted and reluctant. What was the point?

“Bro Tan, whatever you decide to do, your younger brother here will support you…” Wu Shuai said, his heart bleeding as he spoke.

Upon hearing this, Sun Tan immediately said, “Good brother, I’ll post something later saying you were expelled from the student union for disciplinary violations. My wording might be severe, but don’t take it to heart. Once this matter is settled, I, your older brother, will definitely not shortchange you!”





Chapter 159: Grand Scale

Thursday afternoon, two box trucks drove into the Renmin University school gate, heading directly to the dormitory area. Over a thousand first-year students watched, thrilled, as cardboard boxes of all sizes were continuously unloaded from the two vehicles.

The over two hundred computers ordered by Student Aid Helper for Renmin University students had finally arrived. These over two hundred computers would benefit at least over one hundred dormitory rooms, naturally attracting a great deal of student attention. Coupled with the scene of two hundred machines continuously being unloaded on site, many students exclaimed: Student Aid Helper is truly impressive! Such a grand gesture, probably only Student Aid Helper could pull it off.

Currently, Student Aid Helper’s popularity among Renmin University students clearly surpassed Li Mu’s 3321.

Li Mu’s 3321 had indeed gained significant traction during its initial campus promotion. However, 3321 was ultimately an O2O platform that integrated resources online and provided services offline. The most crucial metric to prove an O2O platform’s strength was order volume. Yet, 3321 had not officially launched its bidding function at this moment, so its influence had gradually begun to wane in recent days.

In contrast, Student Aid Helper, relying on such an impressive installation setup, instantly boosted its reputation considerably.

Sun Tan naturally didn’t miss this excellent opportunity to enhance his reputation. He personally came to the scene, climbed onto one of the box trucks, and actively helped move the packaging boxes down. This display of not only capability but also hands-on involvement made many girls adore him.

All students who had ordered machines were waiting there. Sun Tan called out their names one by one, according to the names left on the boxes. Students whose names were called could pay on the spot and take their machines. Later, the installation personnel would visit each dormitory room according to their assigned lists to set up the computers.

Every student who received a machine was extremely excited, each expressing gratitude to Sun Tan. Wu Shuai stood on the third-floor dormitory room balcony, watching everything with a cold expression, his heart filled with rage.

Originally, he too would have been receiving everyone’s adoration alongside Sun Tan. But now, even though he had voluntarily withdrawn from the student union, Sun Tan still wasn’t satisfied. He even intended to post on Spoonful Pond, claiming that Wu Shuai had been expelled from the student union for violating its disciplinary regulations. If Sun Tan weren’t still busy with these computers, the post would probably have been out already.

Thinking of this, Wu Shuai’s heart filled with hatred. Hating Li Mu went without saying, but besides Li Mu, he also hated Sun Tan.

In the afternoon, Li Mu left school to sign a share transfer agreement with Song Liang at Muye Technology’s office workplace. Song Liang purchased five percent of Muye Technology’s shares for two million five hundred thousand yuan, with five hundred thousand yuan going to Li Mu personally and two million yuan transferred to Muye Technology’s company account.

After the contract was signed, Song Liang immediately instructed his finance department in Haizhou to transfer the funds. Coincidentally, Baidu also made their payment today.

With Baidu’s four million yuan and Song Liang’s two million yuan, Li Mu’s Series A funding added six million yuan in cash to Muye Technology’s account. It also added one million two hundred thousand yuan to his personal account, consisting of eight hundred thousand yuan from Baidu and four hundred thousand yuan from Song Liang.

After signing the contract, Song Liang returned to his hotel. He and Ye Tianming’s father were returning to Jinling that evening, so he didn’t have much time to stay. After Li Mu took a taxi to send him back to the hotel, he called Kong Lingyu. It was time to bring the team back to Yanjing.

Kong Lingyu and his team had long been prepared to come to Yanjing, just waiting for Li Mu’s command.

Given that 3321’s online bidding function needed to be launched on Friday, Kong Lingyu split the team into two. One daily operations team remained in Jinling, while the rest would fly to Yanjing on Saturday. The office workplace in Yanjing was already fully prepared, even the office furniture was complete. Once they arrived, they could purchase a batch of computers and immediately take over the work of the members remaining in Jinling, then have the Jinling members come over as soon as possible.

After finalizing the plan with Kong Lingyu, Li Mu returned to Renmin University. On the way, he received a call from Xue Jianfeng, who said that their classmates had already received their new machines.

Li Mu clarified the dormitory building and room number, asked Xue Jianfeng to go ahead and wait for him, then headed directly to Xue Jianfeng’s classmate’s dormitory room as soon as he arrived at school.

When Li Mu arrived, the six people in the dormitory room, along with Xue Jianfeng, were all gathered around the brand-new computer, examining it from all angles. The installer had just left, having installed several popular single-player games on the computer. Everyone was currently watching the machine’s owner play Red Alert.

As soon as Li Mu entered, the people in the dormitory room recognized him. Xue Jianfeng quickly introduced him, saying to everyone, “I’m thinking of getting a desktop computer assembled myself, so I asked Li Mu to come over and give me some advice.”

Because of Li Mu’s involvement with 3321, he now had a considerable reputation among first-year students, so everyone was very polite. Li Mu greeted them, then feigned curiosity and walked around to the back of the computer. He looked at the monitor, which was a relatively niche domestic brand called Haofu. Upon closer inspection, he noticed that the color of the monitor’s back cover and front bezel were slightly different; the back cover was new, but the front bezel was slightly yellowed. It wasn’t obvious unless one looked closely.

Then he looked at the connecting screws on the monitor’s front and back covers; at a glance, they weren’t the type used by the manufacturer when the product truly left the factory. The current level of refurbishment was shockingly blatant. Li Mu was inwardly astonished. It was also possible that most users nowadays simply didn’t understand hardware, which allowed unscrupulous merchants to be so brazen.

Next, he examined the computer case, a very common Century of Light model. The case and power supply were a matched set, and he couldn’t discern any issues there.

Li Mu opened the side panel of the case and examined it carefully. Even with his amateurish level of knowledge, he could tell that the Asus motherboard was very crudely made, with extremely simple capacitor components. The overall quality clearly wasn’t up to the standard of a major manufacturer. He could conclude that this wasn’t a refurbishment but a standard counterfeit.

The 128 MB RAM stick was a Hynix one, and he couldn’t see any issues with it. The graphics card also looked acceptable. However, the optical drive, when viewed from the inside, clearly had trickery involved. From the front, the tray cover and the SONY logo looked decent, but the craftsmanship of the rear section was extremely rough, with plastic parts even having burrs and rough edges. It was outrageously fake.

Li Mu took the configuration list and compared it with the hardware prices he knew. On the surface, the machine’s specifications and price indeed seemed to match the quoted price. However, the refurbished monitor, counterfeit Asus motherboard, and fake Sony optical drive alone accounted for at least over one thousand yuan in illicit profit margin. As for whether there were issues with other components, that was beyond his ability to discern; only a professional could identify them.

After a quick glance, Li Mu had a clear grasp of the situation with this batch of computers. The young man who bought the computer asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, you’re running a website yourself, so you definitely know more about computers than I do. Do you think this computer is worth buying?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I don’t know much about hardware either, but looking at the configuration list and the price, it does seem quite worth it.”

The young man nodded, “Then I’m relieved.”

Li Mu didn’t rush to leave. He quietly pulled out his phone and sent a text message to Zhao Kang, then greeted Xue Jianfeng, saying, “Come on, let’s go talk to President Sun and have him order another one for you.”

Xue Jianfeng knew Li Mu was just making things up, but he still nodded, “Alright, let’s go ask him.”

Sun Tan was still busy distributing machines. He only noticed Li Mu when he approached, so he called a student union member to take his place on the truck. Then he came over to Li Mu, smiling, “Li Mu, you’re here. Our Student Aid Helper often holds events like this, which are very helpful for first-year and second-year junior male and female students. When you join the student union later, I’ll hand over all matters concerning Student Aid Helper to you.”

Sun Tan believed that Li Mu was also definitely someone seeking fame and praise; otherwise, he wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to create 3321, nor would he have immediately demanded a student union minister position when negotiating with him. Very few first-year students could formally join the student union, and becoming a minister directly was utterly impossible. If Li Mu truly became a student union minister in his first semester, who knew how many girls would be scrambling to throw themselves into his arms.

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “My bro in the dormitory room also wants to buy one. I wonder when Student Aid Helper will have another group installation event like this?”

Sun Tan said, “Usually, it’s only organized once per semester, so the next time should be next semester. But given our relationship, don’t worry, I’ll talk to the boss separately and have him specially arrange one for your bro. The price will be the same as everyone else’s, definitely cheaper than going to a store yourself!”

Xue Jianfeng quickly said, “Then thank you, President Sun. Actually, I originally signed up for this batch too, but that Wu Shuai insisted on returning my deposit, claiming it was because I lived in the same dormitory room as Li Mu…”

Sun Tan immediately said, “That kid has character issues; he’s already left the student union.”

Saying this, Sun Tan glanced at Li Mu and stated, “The student union discovered that Wu Shuai had many violations and disciplinary infractions, and decided to expel him from the student union. I’ll issue a formal notice once I’m done with this.”

Li Mu knew Sun Tan’s words were directed at him. He immediately nodded with a smile, but inwardly, he was calculating the time. Zhao Kang’s exposure of Student Aid Helper would definitely be faster than Sun Tan issuing a formal notice. When Sun Tan faced a massive credibility crisis then, would he still care about Wu Shuai?

A few minutes earlier, someone had posted on Spoonful Pond. The post was titled: ‘Thank You, Senior Male Student Sun Tan, Thank You, Student Aid Helper, for Fulfilling My Computer Dream!’

The body of the post was the poster’s sycophantic flattery towards Sun Tan, essentially elevating him into a saint dedicated to serving his fellow students, while his Student Aid Helper was portrayed as a very noble and great aid organization.

As soon as the post went live, many people replied below. Some joined the original poster in flattering, saying that the scene of two trucks driving into the school and hundreds of computers being unloaded was too magnificent, and Sun Tan was too handsome and impressive. Others agreed with the poster’s view, believing Sun Tan and Student Aid Helper were highly commendable. Still others felt the flattery was too obvious, arguing that a computer was merely around two hundred yuan cheaper than outside, so why grovel so much? There were also those who thought Student Aid Helper might not be as noble as it seemed, suggesting they might have made some money from this installation event.

In short, there were all sorts of voices, but they were relatively harmonious, with no particularly strong language appearing. That was until an ID named ‘Exposer King’ replied with a single sentence, instantly causing an uproar across Spoonful Pond.





Chapter 160: Group Attack

“You damn idiots, you’re being duped into helping your deceivers count their money! The batch of machines the Student Aid Helper brought in—the monitors are refurbished, the motherboards and optical drives are fakes, and the RAM, graphics cards, and CPUs are all defective. If you don’t believe me, check if the plastic on the back of the monitor is much newer than the plastic on the frame. Are the motherboards and optical drives poorly made? Pull out the RAM and graphics cards and see if their interfaces have a lot of wear marks, looking nothing like brand new parts that have only been plugged in once?”

Exposer King’s reply immediately attracted dozens of responses. Most of these replies were insults directed at him, defending Sun Tan. Only a small number expressed doubt. However, soon after, many people started posting separately, asking if Exposer King’s recent revelations were true.

A few minutes later, someone replied: “Damn it! Exposer King was right! The monitor really does look off, and the motherboard and optical drive don’t look like they’re from a major manufacturer. The plastic edges feel like they’re tearing my skin, and the RAM and graphics card pins have significant wear. It’s obvious they’ve been plugged in and out more than once or twice! Apart from the CPU and hard drive, which I can’t tell, everything else has problems! Damn it, I’m returning this!”

Immediately after, another person replied: “Bastard! My optical drive makes more noise than a tractor when reading discs. There’s clearly something like a screw or a piece of plastic rattling around inside!”

Someone else said: “Mine’s the same! The optical drive is completely broken; the eject button got stuck after a few presses and won’t pop back out! It’s definitely a fake!”

At this point, “Exposer King” opened a new thread with the title: “Student Aid Helper: Is it Helping Students or Cheating Students?”

In the post, Exposer King pasted the exposed content from his previous reply and added: “Students who have doubts about what I’ve said can take their hardware to brand stores for consultation. We’re so close to Zhongguancun, it’s just a short walk. It’s better to confirm everything for your peace of mind.”

Following this, Exposer King revealed another shocking piece of information: “The Student Aid Helper is a vampire preying on student part-timers, an unscrupulous student labor trafficker.”

In this post, Exposer King revealed that for all off-campus part-time jobs the Student Aid Helper introduced to students, they took kickbacks from the employers. Even when organizing students to participate in TV program recordings, they used the students to make money. Every TV station would pay a “hardship fee” to the audience members who participated in recordings, but all this money was pocketed by Sun Tan and Wu Shuai of the Student Aid Helper.

This instantly caused an uproar across Spoonful Pond. Many students who saw the posts immediately went to their dormitory rooms to inform those who had just bought machines. The speed at which the news spread was unimaginable.

Sun Tan hadn’t even finished distributing the machines when the entire school already knew.

Wu Shuai watched Sun Tan and Li Mu chatting cheerfully from the balcony, feeling annoyed. He simply retreated to his dormitory room. With nothing else to do, he logged onto Spoonful Pond, intending to see if there were any new replies to his post about voluntarily leaving the student union.

However, once he logged in, the overwhelming number of condemning and abusive titles almost made him collapse to the ground in fear.

After reading through each of the exposed posts, only one thought remained in Wu Shuai’s mind: It’s over. The Student Aid Helper is finished.

Immediately after, he also felt that he was finished.

All of the Student Aid Helper’s money-making secrets had been exposed: introducing off-campus part-time jobs to students, taking them to various paid events to fill seats, and selling them goods that seemed cheap but were actually terrible scams. The exposure of these secrets would inevitably provoke the wrath of all students across the school. More importantly, the Student Aid Helper’s standing in the eyes of the school leadership would plummet.

Wu Shuai even felt that if this matter truly escalated, he would most likely be held responsible.

So, Wu Shuai, in a moment of panic, immediately registered a new account and replied under all posts that mentioned him. His replies were largely consistent: “The original poster has misunderstood Wu Shuai. In fact, all these matters were Sun Tan’s doing. Wu Shuai and other Student Aid Helper members were merely his tools.”

After replying, Wu Shuai breathed a slight sigh of relief. Fortunately, there weren’t many posts targeting him; almost all of them were directed at Sun Tan. Occasionally, one or two posts would mention him, so it seemed Sun Tan was the one in the most trouble right now.

Thinking about how this guy would force him to compromise for his own benefit, a surge of resentment welled up in Wu Shuai’s heart. Looking at so many posts exposing Sun Tan, his mood actually brightened considerably.

Sun Tan had finished distributing the computers, and all that remained was for the installation technicians to take turns visiting dormitory rooms to set them up. Just as he breathed a sigh of relief, he said to Li Mu, beaming with smiles: “You see, the Student Aid Helper isn’t much worse than 3321, and it actually complements 3321 perfectly.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “It’s precisely because I saw the potential in the Student Aid Helper that I’m interested in our future cooperation.”

Sun Tan laughed: “The Student Aid Helper also has a huge influence, and it’s involved in many projects. In the future, when we combine with 3321, we can also move many of the things the Student Aid Helper is doing online.”

As Sun Tan was envisioning this, a first-year student, accompanied by two dormitory mates, menacingly ran up to Sun Tan, carrying two large cardboard boxes. He put the boxes on the ground and said: “Senior male student Sun, I want a refund!”

“A refund?” Sun Tan couldn’t help but frown. “The machine was just installed today. How long have you even used it before wanting a refund?”

The male student said indignantly: “Your machine is a complete scam! The monitor has problems, the optical drive and motherboard have problems, and the graphics card and RAM also have problems!”

Sun Tan’s mind buzzed, but he quickly forced himself to calm down and warned the male student: “Junior male student, don’t make a false accusation. Our Student Aid Helper is purely providing voluntary assistance, so that you can buy computers at the most suitable price…”

“I want a refund too!”

Before Sun Tan could finish speaking, another group of people arrived, carrying boxes.

“And me! I want a refund too!”

Sun Tan had no idea that while he was basking in the students’ admiration, Spoonful Pond had already exposed all his misdeeds.

Just then, one of Sun Tan’s followers answered a phone call, then immediately came up to Sun Tan and whispered a few words into his ear.

Sun Tan’s face instantly turned incredibly pale. He murmured, “Back to the dormitory room,” then forcefully pushed through the surrounding crowd and quickly ran back to his dormitory room.

It took Sun Tan half an hour to read through all the content about him on Spoonful Pond. Unfortunately, he discovered it too late. The public opinion on Spoonful Pond had already become one-sided. When Exposer King first exposed him, quite a few people still spoke up for him, but as more and more victims and their dormitory mates revealed information online, those who trusted him quickly turned against him.

In a panic, Sun Tan immediately called the founder of Spoonful Pond. The founder was also a fourth-year student at Renmin University and a student union member. Without a word, Sun Tan told him over the phone to shut down Spoonful Pond. The founder quickly went online to check and found that Sun Tan had become a public enemy, universally condemned. He immediately stopped all external access to Spoonful Pond, then brought his laptop to Sun Tan’s dormitory room.

Sun Tan asked him to analyze the IP addresses of all relevant posts. He wanted to know where the exposers were from—which were from within Renmin University and which were from outside. However, as soon as the forum was shut down, the students exploded. Those who realized they had been scammed quickly informed others around them who had also bought computers. Over two hundred students, along with their dormitory mates, formed several layers of encirclement with their bodies and machines, completely surrounding the two box trucks driven by the unscrupulous merchants. They demanded refunds and refused to let them leave otherwise.

The merchants panicked. Before coming, they had specifically communicated with ICBC next to Renmin University. The collected payments were supposed to be counted and then escorted directly to the bank for deposit by bank security, staff, and the Dealer/Distributor. But unexpectedly, this happened right after the money was deposited.

The boss who supplied the Student Aid Helper this time was named Huang Lishan, a local from Yanjing. He had been in the hardware business for two years and knew a lot about its trickery, and he was very skilled at it. But he never expected to suffer an unexpected failure in a seemingly easy situation right here in the school today.

With so many angry students surrounding him, he couldn’t leave, nor did he dare call the police. Every single machine here contained fake and refurbished goods. If the police came and saw such a huge commotion, they definitely wouldn’t let him off.

However, being surrounded by so many angry students, he was also afraid they might lose control. If someone incited them, he might even get hurt today. So, he could only hide in the truck and think of a solution.

Outside the truck, the students uniformly chanted four words: “Unscrupulous merchant, refund our money!” Huang Lishan couldn’t stand hearing it anymore. He knew that having incurred such public wrath today, it would be difficult to leave the school. He quickly thought of a way to appease the situation, otherwise, if the school authorities were alerted, he would truly be in trouble. If the school called the police and the industry and commerce bureau, he would be completely finished.

Left with no choice, Huang Lishan called Sun Tan and demanded a refund. He was willing to return all the purchase money to these students, but the five hundred yuan deposit for each machine was with Sun Tan. His point was that Sun Tan also had to put up his share of the money to cover all the losses.

Huang Lishan was also unwilling.

Although he had cooperated with Sun Tan for a long time, such a huge problem had never occurred before. From the current situation, he couldn’t rely on Sun Tan to sell his goods anymore. So, now was the time for each of them to fight for their own interests. If Sun Tan didn’t produce the money, he absolutely couldn’t pay it himself. Otherwise, if Sun Tan defaulted, what would he do? This kid was a local boss and had some connections.

Sun Tan’s entire attention was currently on checking IP addresses, so he said to Huang Lishan: “I don’t have time to come over now. You first refund the payments you received, and tell the students I’ll refund the deposit.”

After speaking, Sun Tan hung up the phone. The Spoonful Pond founder next to him said: “Exposer King’s IP address is local to Yanjing. I traced it to an Internet cafe about six or seven kilometers from our school. Most of the other IP addresses are from within Renmin University. I checked the user information for those on-campus IP addresses; most have been registered for a long time, but one account was just registered this afternoon.”

“What account? Has the IP address it registered from logged into other accounts?”

“Yes.”

“Whose? What kind of comments did they post?”

“That ID is called ‘Wipe Your Eyes Clean’. The comments it posted basically said that all the responsibility for the Student Aid Helper’s problems lies with you, not with Wu Shuai or anyone else.”

“What other accounts has that IP address logged into?”

“Other accounts, the ID is ‘I Am Wu Shuai’…”





Chapter 161: It’s Done

“Wu Shuai, damn you!”

Sun Tan cursed angrily, his face ashen. He never expected Wu Shuai to stab him in the back. That kid was truly courting death!

As he fumed, someone beside him stared at the computer and said, “That ‘Wipe Your Eyes Clean’ account also posted a separate thread.”

Sun Tan hastily asked, “What did it post?” The person pushed the laptop in front of him. Sun Tan quickly focused his eyes on it, and moments later, he was extremely angry!

“Wipe Your Eyes Clean,” which was Wu Shuai’s alt account, had specifically posted a thread. The content of the post read: “Everyone, please stop misunderstanding Wu Shuai. Wu Shuai is unwilling to associate with the Student Aid Helper’s people, which is why he voluntarily withdrew from the student union today. By withdrawing from the student union, he naturally also withdrew from the Student Aid Helper.”

Some of the replies below still denounced Wu Shuai verbally and in writing, but a portion of people indeed released some positive energy, saying that Wu Shuai had noble character and that his voluntary withdrawal from the student union was precisely because he refused to associate with scum like Sun Tan.

Sun Tan almost went berserk!

That damn Wu Shuai, taking the opportunity to kick him while he was down! At this critical moment, he was so eager to distance himself, even bringing up his withdrawal from the student union. It was clear he wanted to draw a clear line between them!

Damn it, how could it be such a coincidence? He had just posted about withdrawing from the student union, and immediately someone posted to expose the Student Aid Helper’s biggest secret. This couldn’t be a random event! Could it be that this kid held a grudge against him, and so exposed him by Spoonful Pond?

The founder by Spoonful Pond said, “It doesn’t seem like Wu Shuai did it. If it really was him, he wouldn’t have made the foolish mistake of using a commonly used IP address to register an alt account.”

“Then who could it be?” Sun Tan frowned, and suddenly Li Mu came to mind. Could it be him? But it didn’t seem likely. Li Mu had been chatting with him by the truck just now; he didn’t have the opportunity to do it. Besides, between himself and Li Mu, only he had thought of messing with him, but Li Mu definitely wouldn’t know that. Who could it be?

No matter how much he thought, Sun Tan couldn’t come up with a clue. He had mentally listed many suspicious people, but determining who it was would be very difficult.

But as soon as he thought of Wu Shuai, Sun Tan’s teeth itched with hatred. At this moment, to distance himself and kick him while he was down—he had raised an ungrateful wretch for nothing all these years! Just wait, he would definitely pay a thousandfold price!

While Sun Tan was fuming in his dormitory room, the unscrupulous merchant Huang Lishan, who was surrounded by students in his car, was on the verge of collapse.

The enraged students almost overturned his car. Under duress, he promised to refund all students who had purchased computers. The students’ anger did not subside; they demanded he arrange the refunds immediately. Huang Lishan had no choice but to loudly explain, “Students, please calm down and listen to me. Of the money you paid for the computers, a five hundred yuan deposit per unit is still in the hands of your student union. I will now refund all the payment I received today to you. The remaining five hundred yuan deposit will be the responsibility of the student union.”

Upon hearing this, a student immediately questioned angrily, “What kind of joke are you playing? You’re the merchant; the deposit should definitely be in your hands! Now you’re saying the deposit isn’t with you, who can prove that?” “Exactly! Students, don’t believe him. This might just be his excuse to deliberately shortchange us five hundred yuan and then abscond!”

The crowd’s indignation was ignited once more. Huang Lishan explained with a bitter face, “Students, I really don’t want to run away, nor do I intend to swindle your money. The deposit you paid is genuinely not in my hands; it’s with your student union.”

“What do you mean? Why would the deposit be with the student union? Shouldn’t they have given you the deposit before you organized the delivery?” Facing a tide of condemnation, Huang Lishan could only continue to explain, “I swear to heaven, I haven’t said a single lie!”

“Bullshit! What you’re saying makes no sense at all! We don’t care, you must refund all the money to us, otherwise, we’ll call 110 immediately!”

“Students, don’t be impulsive…” Huang Lishan absolutely dared not involve the police, so he quickly said, “How about this, I’ll call Sun Tan, the Vice President of your student union. The money is with him; I’ll have him give you an explanation.”

Huang Lishan was also desperate. At this critical moment, he had no choice but to expose Sun Tan. He originally thought that mentioning Sun Tan’s name would alleviate the students’ emotions, but unexpectedly, he accidentally sold Sun Tan out. Now, the two people the students hated the most were him and Sun Tan!

As soon as they heard that the deposits for the computers were still in Sun Tan’s hands, everyone immediately understood. It turned out that Sun Tan had pocketed this money. Otherwise, the money definitely wouldn’t still be with him; it should have been given to Huang Lishan long ago.

Suddenly, an enraged student cursed, “Damn that Sun Tan! That bastard made five hundred yuan per machine from us, and with over two hundred machines, that’s one hundred thousand yuan! That bastard’s heart is too black!”

“Damn it, where’s Sun Tan? He was just here, where did he run off to?” “No, we’re going to his dormitory room to find him and make that bastard explain himself! Get the school leaders here too, and ask them how they’ll handle Sun Tan defrauding his fellow students like this!”

“We definitely have to find Sun Tan, but right now the most important thing is to make this unscrupulous merchant refund the money first, and if he refunds, it must be the full amount. As for the money with Sun Tan, let him go demand it!” “Right, unscrupulous merchant, refund the money! If you don’t, we’ll call the police!” “We also need to call the Industry and Commerce Bureau and the TV station! Deceiving over two hundred university students, let’s see how the government handles this!”

Huang Lishan was drowned in the students’ verbal attacks, his face pale. He called Sun Tan several times, but no one answered. Finally, Sun Tan simply turned off his phone. The students pressed Huang Lishan relentlessly. Left with no choice, Huang Lishan immediately contacted the bank teller who had just processed his deposit to withdraw money, but the teller regretfully replied that they were off work and all the cash had been transported by armored car to the head office.

Huang Lishan was stunned. Over two hundred machines meant over one million yuan! Where was he supposed to get so much cash to compensate so many students?

Left with no choice, he could only call his wife and younger brother, asking them to help raise cash.

His family was also shocked to hear he needed over one million yuan in cash. Over one million yuan could buy two apartments now! It was late at night, and the bank was closed; where would they get so much cash?

Although his family promised to find a way to raise the money immediately, it was indeed difficult to gather such a large sum. Meanwhile, Huang Lishan saw the students on the verge of losing control, and he didn’t know how much longer he could wait.

Time passed minute by minute. It was almost dark, and the students, filled with public outrage, were still pressuring Huang Lishan to refund the money. Such a large commotion in the dormitory area also attracted the attention of the school authorities. First, the dorm manager notified the security guards. After the security guards arrived, they found they couldn’t persuade the students. After understanding what had happened, they immediately contacted the Academic Affairs Office leadership.

The Academic Affairs Office urgently dispatched a deputy director specifically in charge of school discipline and atmosphere. After finally clarifying the full story, he immediately asked the students to give him some time, and then he promptly called Sun Yong, the vice dean responsible for undergraduate teaching.

Sun Yong was Sun Tan’s paternal grand-uncle, his father’s paternal cousin, and also Sun Tan’s biggest reliance at Renmin University. The deputy director from the Academic Affairs Office also knew about this relationship, so he first contacted Sun Yong, informed him of the situation, and let him decide how to handle it.

Sun Yong had long known that Sun Tan had set up the Student Aid Helper at school and had also understood its model. In his view, Sun Tan’s model was quite meaningful. However, he didn’t know that the Student Aid Helper was actually a tool specifically for Sun Tan to amass illicit wealth. After hearing about the matter on the phone, he was furious. He almost blurted out to tell the other party to handle it according to regulations, but after calming down and thinking about it, he realized he still had to find a way to absolve Sun Tan of responsibility.

After all, it was his paternal cousin’s son, and his cousin’s family was quite influential in Yanjing. If he ignored this matter, he would form an enmity with them in the future.

So, Sun Yong simultaneously asked the other party to first alleviate the students’ emotions while trying to contact Sun Tan. To protect Sun Tan from trouble now, they had to calm the students down as quickly as possible. The merchant refunding the money was essential, and it had to be done quickly. Sun Tan also had to quickly spit out the money he had received. They needed to appease the students’ anger first; otherwise, if this matter escalated with over two hundred people and hundreds of onlookers, a ministry or commission would definitely pay special attention, and by then, the situation would be beyond his control.

Sun Tan had been accustomed to smooth sailing at Renmin University for years. When truly faced with a crisis, at his early twenties with limited experience, he simply couldn’t come up with any truly effective solutions for a while. He just felt that at such a time, he absolutely couldn’t be the target in front of his classmates, so he hid in his dormitory room, refusing Huang Lishan’s calls, even directly turning off his phone. He believed that this matter could be resolved as long as Huang Lishan agreed to refund the money. Let Huang Lishan bear the brunt first, appease the students, and refund their money, and the disturbance would pass.

Sun Yong couldn’t get through to Sun Tan’s phone, so he could only call his dormitory room phone. But the dormitory phone line had also been unplugged. Sun Yong had no choice but to call Sun Tan’s father, asking him to quickly contact the computer dealer and devise some countermeasures to weather this storm.

Sun Tan’s father immediately rushed to Renmin University. By the time he arrived, Huang Lishan’s family had only managed to send a mere two hundred thousand yuan in cash, far from enough for the over two hundred students demanding refunds.

Sun Tan’s father calmly watched the situation unfold, then started making calls to raise money. Although his family’s financial situation was good, they didn’t have much cash readily available, so he could only call some business friends and ask them to help out.

Several tens of minutes later, approximately five hundred thousand yuan in cash was delivered to Renmin University.

Outside the crowd, Li Mu watched a middle-aged man carrying two large bags approach Huang Lishan. Huang Lishan didn’t recognize him at all. It wasn’t until the middle-aged man placed the money in front of him and whispered a few words that Huang Lishan finally felt a sense of relief.

After witnessing all of this, Li Mu turned and walked out of the crowd, making a call to Zhao Kang: “Kangzi, why haven’t the media arrived yet?”

Zhao Kang said, “I already notified them twenty minutes ago; they should be arriving soon.” Before Zhao Kang finished speaking, Li Mu saw several men and women with backpacks swiftly running towards the dormitory area. Two of the men were even taking out cameras and handheld camcorders from their backpacks as they ran. So, he said to Zhao Kang, “It’s done. We don’t need to worry about what happens next. Let’s go get some grilled skewers.”





Chapter 162: Can I Come Find You?

This Friday was a day that could be recorded in the annals of Renmin University.

First, the Yanjing Daily reported extensively on the incident that occurred at Renmin University last night, dedicating a large section of its morning edition to it. In addition, many online media outlets also published special news reports. The Yanjing Daily has considerable influence locally, and while the outside world might not have known, its report caused a significant stir within Renmin University.

The events of last night were already common knowledge. Huang Lishan didn’t finish refunding all the device purchase payments until after nine o’clock last night. Of this amount, over seven hundred thousand yuan was cash contributed by the Sun family.

To help the defrauded students move past this quickly, the Sun family even intentionally contributed over one hundred thousand yuan extra, compensating each student who purchased a device with an additional five hundred yuan.

Of course, this money was distributed through Huang Lishan.

Having unexpectedly gained an extra five hundred yuan, the anger of over two hundred defrauded students largely dissipated, and the matter finally came to an end. Sun Tan was reportedly picked up from his dormitory room by his father and did not appear on campus on Friday, causing many reporters who came to the school on Friday to find nothing. The school leaders also maintained a unified stance, stating that the matter was still under investigation and that the school would decide how to handle it only after a thorough investigation.

Many students were also very concerned about how the school would deal with Sun Tan and the Student Aid Helper organization he founded. However, one thing was certain: the school issued a brief announcement, declaring Student Aid Helper an organization that violated school regulations and would be resolutely disbanded. Student Aid Helper had completely disappeared from Renmin University.

Li Mu had already put the incident out of his mind last night when he went out for grilled skewers with Zhao Kang. Now, his focus was on 3321, because at eight o’clock tonight, 3321’s bidding function was officially going online.

As of today, 3321 had nearly ten thousand registered students, with around five thousand having completed their profiles. However, Li Mu had categorized the more than three thousand newly added users who completed their profiles later as the second batch for certification. These past few days, his student team had been concentrating on parent-side promotion, and currently, they didn’t have the time or energy to certify those additional three thousand-plus users.

Encouragingly, the number of registered parents had been steadily climbing these past few days, now reaching over seven thousand registered users.

Li Mu had long ago instructed Kong Lingyu to send internal messages to all one thousand five hundred certified students, notifying them to list their class hours before Friday, based on their own schedules. 3321’s pricing strategy was that students could only list the quantity of class hours based on their availability, but they could not adjust the price themselves. The default price was fifteen yuan, and the final transaction price would depend on the parents.

After classes on Friday, Li Mu went straight to Yucheng Garden, turned on his computer, logged into 3321’s administrator backend, and directly opened the data statistics section.

As of 6 PM, over ninety percent of the one thousand five hundred certified students had listed their class hours on 3321, with an average of about twenty hours per person available for bidding.

Li Mu then checked the traffic records for individual student homepages and found that the page views for all provincial top scorers in the College Entrance Examination had exceeded ten thousand. It seemed they had been continuously receiving attention these past few days. He figured that once bidding began, these individuals would become the key focus of parents’ competitive bidding.

Li Mu’s psychological expectation was that by noon tomorrow, sixty percent of certified students would have successfully transacted, and those top scorers with very high weighted scores would achieve class hour prices exceeding one hundred yuan.

At seven o’clock, Zhao Ziqiu called Li Mu and asked, “Where are you? Li Yawei and the others have all come to Peking University, why aren’t you coming over?”

Li Mu chuckled, “3321’s bidding is launching in another hour. I’m monitoring the backend data.”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately became interested and quickly said, “Where are you monitoring it? You’re not in your dormitory room, are you? I want to see the real-time data too! How about I come to Renmin University to find you, and we go to an Internet cafe?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said, “I rented an apartment near Renmin University’s East Gate. I’m here now.”

Zhao Ziqiu thought for a moment, then made a decision, asking softly, “Where is it? If it’s convenient, can I come find you?”

“Of course,” Li Mu didn’t refuse. He gave her the apartment complex address and said, “Take a taxi over. I’ll meet you at the complex gate.”

Zhao Ziqiu acknowledged, then asked, “Have you eaten yet?”

“Not yet.”

Zhao Ziqiu then said, “I haven’t eaten either. How about I buy some food and bring it over? There’s a particularly delicious spicy wonton place near our school.”

“Sounds good, you pick what you like.”

Twenty minutes later, Zhao Ziqiu sent Li Mu a text message, telling him she was in a taxi. It would only take about ten minutes to get there from Peking University. Li Mu then went downstairs directly to wait at the complex gate.

Zhao Ziqiu held the restaurant’s takeout boxes, sitting in the taxi, her heart beating faster than ever. She had never known before that Li Mu had rented an apartment outside of school. And she couldn’t understand what had come over her just now, why she suddenly suggested coming to find Li Mu.

This time was fundamentally different from previous times she had sought out Li Mu. Before, she would always come to Renmin University or go to the swimming pool. Unlike today, she was going to a male student’s rented apartment outside of school. Just the two of them, a single man and a single woman. Although nothing might necessarily happen, it still felt a bit awkward.

However, Zhao Ziqiu was also somewhat curious. She wanted to come and see why Li Mu rented an apartment, and if there were any traces of a woman in his living space.

She had heard that some university students rented apartments outside of school, but most of them were couples. But since Li Mu had agreed so readily to her coming over, he probably didn’t rent it for a woman, right?

Amidst her wild thoughts, the taxi quickly arrived at the entrance of Yucheng Garden. While Zhao Ziqiu’s taxi was still on the opposite side of the road, she saw Li Mu. When the driver turned around at the intersection ahead, she had the driver pull over next to Li Mu.

Li Mu watched the taxi slow down and stop in front of him. Through the rear window, he saw Zhao Ziqiu. As soon as the car came to a steady stop, he proactively opened the car door for her. Zhao Ziqiu smiled sweetly at Li Mu from inside the car and handed him a plastic bag containing several takeout boxes: “Help me with these.”

Li Mu took the bag. Seeing Zhao Ziqiu about to take out her wallet to pay, Li Mu took out the ten yuan change he had prepared and handed it to the driver, telling Zhao Ziqiu, “Hurry and get out of the car.”

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t even taken her wallet out of her bag yet when she saw Li Mu had thoughtfully paid for her. She gave him a slightly shy glance, then got out of the car and stood beside Li Mu.

Today, Zhao Ziqiu had clearly made an effort to dress up, though she had only applied light makeup. Her attire was very casual, and although her impressive curves were somewhat obscured by the loose sportswear, her overall appearance was even more captivating.

Zhao Ziqiu felt a little nervous. She looked up at the apartment complex gate behind Li Mu and said somewhat unnaturally, “Why did you secretly rent an apartment? Your dormitory mates probably don’t know, do they?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “There are some things that aren’t convenient to do in the dormitory room, so I just rented a place nearby. No one in the dormitory knows.”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue and tentatively asked, “So mysterious? Are you keeping a mistress in a luxurious house?”

Li Mu saw her nervous and curious expression and laughed, “Keeping what mistress? No woman has ever been here before. You’re about to be the first.”

When Zhao Ziqiu heard she would be the first, a wave of sweetness instantly welled up in her heart, and her face flushed with shyness.

Li Mu saw her shy expression and silence, then shook his head with a smile and said, “Let’s go, the bidding is about to start.”

“Oh, right!” Zhao Ziqiu finally reacted. She was supposed to come with him to witness the big event of 3321’s bidding launch. How did her thoughts get so sidetracked?

Following Li Mu into the apartment complex, they took the elevator upstairs. Zhao Ziqiu’s mood was still inevitably a little nervous, but Li Mu beside her was very calm. He opened the apartment door, invited Zhao Ziqiu to sit wherever she liked, and first placed the food she brought on the dining table.

After Zhao Ziqiu entered, she carefully looked at the living room and the connected dining room, asking Li Mu, “How many bedrooms is this apartment?”

“Three-bedroom.”

“So big!” Zhao Ziqiu exclaimed, “Isn’t it a waste for you to rent such a large apartment by yourself?”

Li Mu chuckled, “This is the closest complex to Renmin University, and all the units are this layout, so I just rented it. Besides, it’s not just me here. I have a brother who sometimes comes over, and we work on some things together.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “Is it Zhao Kang? We had a meal together during the promotion.”

“That’s right,” Li Mu said. He checked the time; it was about twenty minutes until eight o’clock. He then said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Let’s eat first. We should be going online right after we finish.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu motioned for Zhao Ziqiu to sit at the dining table. As soon as Zhao Ziqiu came over, she took the plastic bag full of takeout boxes from Li Mu’s hand and said to him, “I’ll handle these, you go wash your hands first.”

“No, I’ll do it.”

“Oh, just go wash your hands, be obedient.”

Li Mu had no choice but to go to the bathroom to wash his hands first.

When he came out, Zhao Ziqiu had already prepared all the food. She had brought two bowls of red oil wontons and some Sichuan-style side dishes. Although Li Mu hadn’t tasted them yet, the appearance and aroma of the food were excellent, making him drool.

At this moment, Zhao Ziqiu was taking out a pair of disposable bamboo chopsticks, holding one in each hand and rubbing them together repeatedly, intending to smooth out any splinters that might hurt her hands.

Seeing Li Mu come out, Zhao Ziqiu handed him the smoothed chopsticks and said softly, “I’ll go wash my hands too. You eat first.”

Li Mu nodded. Zhao Ziqiu turned and went to the bathroom. Li Mu, an old man at heart, felt a tingling sensation because of this woman’s thoughtfulness and gentleness.

Li Mu didn’t sit down to eat first. Instead, he imitated Zhao Ziqiu, smoothing the other pair of chopsticks until they were smooth. When Zhao Ziqiu came out, she saw Li Mu had just placed the chopsticks on one of the bowls of wontons and asked in surprise, “Why aren’t you eating?”

Li Mu looked at her and smiled slightly, “Waiting for you.”





Chapter 163: Auction Begins

The large, generously filled wontons and various side dishes were incredibly satisfying, making Li Mu constantly lament the absence of a bottle of iced beer; otherwise, it would have felt truly perfect.

Zhao Ziqiu was about to go downstairs to buy Li Mu some alcohol, but Li Mu managed to stop her with difficulty, telling her that after eating, they still needed to witness 3321 making history, and with not much time left, there was no need for more fuss.

It took Li Mu several attempts before Zhao Ziqiu finally abandoned the idea. After they finished eating and tidied up briefly, it was exactly eight o’clock.

Li Mu quickly beckoned Zhao Ziqiu into one of the bedrooms used as a studio. Li Mu sat in front of the computer, and Zhao Ziqiu sat beside him, her eyes fixed on the data on the monitor.

A few seconds before eight o’clock, the server received nearly one hundred user requests. The moment the auction began, over one hundred users sent out bidding intentions to around fifty students.

The provincial top scorers in the College Entrance Examination from major universities in Yanjing became the initial focus of competition among parents. The price only stayed at the fifteen yuan mark for a few seconds before continuously increasing.

Han Bowen, a provincial top scorer in the College Entrance Examination from Liaoning Province attending Peking University, received a bidding price of thirty yuan within five minutes, exactly double the lowest price point of fifteen yuan per hour.

Han Bowen had listed fifteen class hours within a week. At thirty yuan per hour, that amounted to four hundred fifty yuan. This price was already very high, but it failed to deter the parents’ bidding enthusiasm.

Ten minutes later, Han Bowen’s price reached forty-five yuan, tripling the initial amount.

The prices for other provincial top scorers in the College Entrance Examination also exceeded forty yuan. Additionally, some students from popular majors at Peking University and Tsinghua University, despite not holding the title of top scorer, saw their prices soar to around twenty-five yuan per hour.

Zhao Ziqiu watched the constantly changing backend data and exclaimed in surprise, “3321 truly is a genius project! The enthusiasm of parents of third-year high school students is simply overwhelming!”

Li Mu smiled, “Currently, parents are all competing for these top students. As their prices are driven higher and higher, many parents will settle for the next best thing. Compared to the auction prices these top students can command, I’m more concerned about the transaction rate of these one thousand five hundred certified students, and their average transaction price.”

At this point, Han Bowen’s price had already surpassed fifty yuan. Zhao Ziqiu calculated on her fingers and exclaimed with wide eyes, “If Han Bowen earns fifty yuan per hour, with a fifteen-hour class schedule per week, he can earn seven hundred fifty yuan! Oh my god, that’s three thousand yuan easily in a month!”

Li Mu nodded. Three thousand yuan a month was nothing. After all, Han Bowen was the highest-ranked student on 3321, arguably the cream of the crop among all university freshmen in Yanjing this year. For such top talent, even three hundred or four hundred yuan wouldn’t be an exaggeration; there were plenty of wealthy people in Yanjing.

By nine o’clock, fewer and fewer parents were still competing for the top students. However, those who persisted in the competition were quite competitive, and before long, they pushed over ten of the highest-ranked students to high prices of seventy or eighty yuan per class hour. Meanwhile, parents who had given up on the top tier began to filter down, continuously searching for students with better value for money and less competition.

Besides Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu, a considerable portion of Yanjing’s university student population was also watching 3321’s progress in front of their computers tonight. Some were students who had registered and been certified on 3321, deeply concerned about their own bidding status. Others had registered but hadn’t made it into the first batch of certified students, and a group of students were still observing. All of them were eager to see how appealing 3321 was to parents and what kind of prices registered and certified students on 3321 could command.

In the dormitories of various universities across Yanjing, a cheer would often erupt: “Someone made an offer for me!”

An offer meant that someone was willing to hire them as a tutor and had at least acknowledged the fifteen yuan per hour salary standard. Therefore, for these students, simply having one person make the first offer was a huge cause for celebration. Students who successfully attracted two or more users to bid were even more excited, because on 3321, each bid increment could not be less than one yuan.

By ten o’clock at night, the number of parents participating in the auction had reached over three thousand, and approximately one thousand students had received offers. This ratio made Li Mu’s blood boil with excitement; it felt like Taobao was holding a Double Eleven event, and two-thirds of the “products” in his own “store” had been bid on, with users still continuously bidding.

As soon as ten o’clock passed, the intense bidding began to gradually cool down. The top few dozen students in terms of weight ranking were pushed to an average price of over one hundred yuan. Han Bowen’s price reached approximately one hundred fifty yuan per hour. Not only Li Mu, but all students following 3321 were stunned by this price.

However, the terrifyingly high price also significantly reduced his bidding appeal, and his price basically stopped changing. At this point, it was the ordinary students ranked lower who began to continuously attract more parents’ attention, as a large number of parents’ focus started to shift downwards.

Not only were the prices of students ranked lower continuously being raised, but even those who hadn’t received any bids were constantly breaking records.

Zhao Ziqiu had been watching the constantly refreshing data beside Li Mu, utterly amazed. Li Mu’s data backend was incredibly comprehensive; not only could she see the current bidding status of students, but there was even overall market data. Currently, there were over one thousand two hundred students being bid on, with an average price of thirty-five yuan per hour and an average of twenty class hours listed. Therefore, the total order value across the entire network had already reached eight hundred eighty thousand yuan. If all these intended orders were to be completed, then 3321’s single auction would generate sales of nearly nine hundred thousand yuan. Zhao Ziqiu’s family ran a business, and while she didn’t fully understand commerce, she was very sensitive to numbers. For a website to generate nine hundred thousand yuan in sales in just two hours was simply terrifying!

But this was just the beginning.

There were still fourteen hours until the auction deadline Li Mu had set. In those fourteen hours, who knew what heights the total order value would reach.

Far away in Jinling, Kong Lingyu was also shocked. Although he was preparing to depart for Yanjing tomorrow, he had been intently watching the data changes for such a major event as 3321’s auction launch. E-commerce in China could almost be said to have not yet started, and nearly nine hundred thousand yuan in two hours – he couldn’t believe it either.

Kong Lingyu called Li Mu and, the moment he spoke, said excitedly, “Boss, are we about to create a miracle?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “It’s not quite a miracle yet, but it’s definitely an unprecedented record.”

Kong Lingyu said excitedly, “Considering the decline in data growth, I estimate that by twelve o’clock tomorrow, the total order value could reach around one point two million yuan.”

Li Mu laughed, “I think it will be even more, because there are still three hundred students who haven’t received bids. This means that the current over three thousand parents are competing for the first one thousand two hundred students, with an average of more than two people vying for each student. Prices will definitely continue to rise. Moreover, I expect even more parents to join tomorrow. We did ground promotion targeting parents for five days in total, covering at least ten to twenty thousand parents. We’re still far from reaching our full potential.”

Kong Lingyu then said, “Our flight is at ten AM tomorrow, and we’ll land right around twelve o’clock. I hope we get some surprising data as soon as we get off the plane.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Tomorrow at noon, I’ll charter a bus to pick you up at the airport.”

“No need, we can just take the airport shuttle bus.”

“I’ve already made arrangements, and the restaurant for your welcome feast is also booked.”

Kong Lingyu chuckled, “Since Boss is so thoughtful, I won’t stand on ceremony with you!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Li Mu said. “Get some rest early tonight. See you tomorrow.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow.”

…

Just as Li Mu was thrilled by 3321’s perfect start, inside the Yanjing Television family compound, forty-year-old Xie Tingfang was looking at a 3321 page in front of her computer with an annoyed expression, muttering, “These people must be crazy! A student from Beijing International Studies University can be bid up to one hundred yuan an hour!”

Xie Tingfang’s husband walked to the computer desk holding a cup of tea, handed it to her, and comforted her, “You shouldn’t be so fixated. Our daughter’s grades aren’t bad to begin with, and with the significant preferential treatment for local Yanjing candidates, getting into Beijing International Studies University shouldn’t be a big problem.”

Xie Tingfang sighed and said, “It’s not like you don’t know Duoduo’s situation. Her current class ranking is at most fifteenth. If she can maintain that without slipping in her third year of high school, getting into Beijing International Studies University won’t be a big problem, but choosing a good major will be too difficult. She doesn’t like any of the tutoring teachers we found for her, and her learning efficiency is terribly low. How could she possibly get into a popular major at Beijing International Studies University then?”

Xie Tingfang and her husband Xiao Jie were both employees of Yanjing Television. Her husband was a host for a sports program, while she herself was a director for a late-night news program. Media professionals at that time were not as highly regarded as in later generations. Furthermore, at Yanjing Television, they were overshadowed by the powerful aura of CCTV, and the entire TV station wasn’t particularly outstanding at the moment, let alone a director like her who worked on relatively niche programs. Therefore, they couldn’t provide institutional advantages for their daughter, who was about to enter university. The only thing they could do was find a way to help her improve her grades.

Their daughter, Xiao Duoduo, was eighteen years old this year and had just entered her third year of high school. Her academic performance was upper-middle. It wouldn’t be difficult for her to get into a Key university, but getting into Beijing International Studies University, the best foreign language university in the country, was somewhat risky. What’s more, she was single-mindedly set on getting into Beijing International Studies University’s best School of Translation and Interpreting, which, given her current grades, would be very difficult.

Although Xiao Duoduo was quite diligent in her studies, her biggest problem was being somewhat introverted. Her communication with teachers was very difficult; she had communication issues with both her school teachers and her tutoring teachers, which kept her learning efficiency from improving. A few days ago, Xie Tingfang happened to encounter 3321 doing ground promotion. After a brief understanding, she felt that this might be very suitable for her daughter. After discussing it with her daughter at home, her daughter was also excited and very much hoped to have a high-achieving student who had just been admitted to Beijing International Studies University’s School of Translation and Interpreting as her tutor.

Xie Tingfang, her husband, and their daughter spent two days browsing 3321 before finally selecting a girl from Beijing International Studies University’s School of Translation and Interpreting. However, they never dreamed that as soon as the bidding started, the girl’s price would continuously climb, quickly shooting up from fifteen yuan to one hundred, leaving Xie Tingfang feeling overwhelmed…





Chapter 164: User Behavior Analysis

Li Mu, aiming to guide parents away from blindly pursuing high-priced, high-weight students, built a simple user behavior analysis system into 3321. For instance, for users like Xie Tingfang, who immediately started bidding on a specific Beijing International Studies University student’s page, and whose bidding intention was strong and hesitation time short within the fifteen to fifty yuan price range, the user analysis logic would automatically determine that she had a special interest in this student. Subsequently, it would analyze the tags of the student being focused on in the backend.

For example, the Beijing International Studies University female student she was interested in had certain special tags that the system would identify and filter, such as her gender, university, and department. The system would record this information. Then, combining this with Xie Tingfang’s long period of no further bidding after the student’s auction price broke through one hundred yuan, it would determine that she had reached her bidding ceiling. Immediately, the system would pop up a prompt, recommending five students of the same gender, same school, and same department, whose prices were still around fifty yuan.

Xie Tingfang was staring at the computer, feeling frustrated. A price of one hundred yuan per hour indeed made her feel somewhat overwhelmed. Although both she and her husband worked at a TV station, they were currently behind-the-scenes staff and not on popular programs, so their income wasn’t particularly high. Their combined monthly income was around seven to eight thousand yuan. While this was considered a high-income bracket in Yanjing, factoring in household expenses, mortgage, and car maintenance, their family’s cash flow wasn’t very ample. If they had to pay one to two thousand yuan for their child’s tutor fees every week, she simply couldn’t afford it.

Xiao Jie saw his wife’s disappointment and frustration, and gently patted her shoulder, comforting her, “We’re not even sure if university student tutoring is really suitable for our daughter. Besides, this price has really been hyped up too much. One hundred yuan an hour, and they sell a dozen or so class hours a week as a package. That’s nearly two thousand yuan a week! Who can afford that?”

Xie Tingfang grumbled, “There are still a lot of rich people in Yanjing. Didn’t you see that the top scorers from Peking University and Tsinghua University are almost being hyped up to two hundred yuan an hour?”

Xiao Jie smiled slightly and said, “It’s a new thing, so it’s understandable that everyone is curious and eager to try it. But once the novelty wears off, people will definitely be more rational. How about we wait and see? Don’t the students on 3321 put up their class hours for auction once a week? Let’s check again next Friday.”

Xie Tingfang nodded, sighing, “I hope the price can drop a bit next Friday.”

As she spoke, Xie Tingfang was about to close 3321. Unexpectedly, just then, 3321 suddenly popped up a notification: “3321 recommends for you…”

The couple looked closely, and sure enough, the website had recommended five students in one go, all of them first-year female students from Beijing International Studies University’s School of Translation and Interpreting, and their current prices were all between thirty and fifty yuan.

“Oh my goodness, how is this website so amazing! How does it know what we want? Look at what they recommended to us, they’re all Beijing International Studies University students who meet our requirements, it’s just that their weight scores are slightly lower than the girl I was interested in just now.”

Xie Tingfang didn’t have much exposure to the internet, and coupled with the fact that the internet hadn’t yet entered the product era of the future, the kind of user behavior analysis developed by Li Mu hadn’t become widespread in the internet field. Even such a simple recommendation logic left users feeling incredibly impressed.

Xiao Jie was also very surprised, but after calming down and thinking about it, he guessed the general logic. He said, “This website must have its own internal logic. We’ve been bidding on that girl’s personal page, and it analyzed our needs. Seeing that we stopped bidding, it probably thought we found that girl too expensive, so it recommended these students to us.”

Xie Tingfang nodded in agreement, then laughed self-deprecatingly, “See, this website is really smart. It can even analyze whether we have money or not, knowing that we can’t afford one hundred yuan an hour, so it recommended these around fifty yuan an hour.”

Xiao Jie said with a smile, “It’s not the website that’s smart, it’s the website’s developer. The concept itself is already incredibly impressive. Their authentication, auction, on-site verification, and other processes are all very well-thought-out and extremely thorough. And now the website even has such a heaven-defying function, it’s simply miraculous!”

Xie Tingfang nodded and said, “I was just about to give up, and then this prompt suddenly popped up, giving me hope again. I wonder how many parents are like us.”

Xiao Jie hummed in agreement and said seriously, “It will try its best to retain all users. When it finds you can’t afford a one hundred yuan class hour, it will recommend fifty yuan ones. If it finds you can’t accept fifty yuan, it will definitely introduce twenty or thirty yuan ones. If all else fails, it will introduce fifteen yuan ones. In short, it won’t let you leave easily.”

Xie Tingfang laughed, “You’re right. So now I’m going to look at these cheaper ones. They’re all students from Beijing International Studies University’s School of Translation and Interpreting anyway. Although their weight is slightly lower, being able to get into the School of Translation and Interpreting is enough to prove their ability.”

“Exactly.” Xiao Jie nodded and said, “Let’s find one around fifty yuan, and first bid for a week’s worth of class hours to see. If Duoduo feels it’s suitable and reliable, then we’ll use it long-term.”

“Okay! If their model is really reliable, I’ll definitely give them some publicity on the evening news. Putting everything else aside, this idea and model are just too great.”

…

What happened to Xie Tingfang also happened to many parents of students in Yanjing that night.

Kong Lingyu had been monitoring the data and clearly saw the effect of Li Mu’s recommendation logic. Among all users who received recommendations, almost ninety percent or more were interested in the recommended content and clicked to view details. This single feature alone had such a strong retention effect on users who were already considering giving up. He was utterly impressed by Li Mu.

He didn’t know where this young man had encountered and learned about the internet, or why his understanding of the internet was always several levels higher than his own.

When he hadn’t even figured out the process and logic of a project, Li Mu had already clearly and incisively sorted out the entire project’s frontend, multiple backends, and their logical relationships. When he hadn’t figured out how to retain users, Li Mu came up with a user behavior analysis logic that greatly increased the user’s transaction probability.

Kong Lingyu increasingly felt that choosing to follow Li Mu was the most correct decision he had made in over twenty years. If he had stayed at Yahoo, or gone to any other company, he would not have had the opportunity to encounter so many fresh internet mindsets. Li Mu’s mind was almost entirely filled with concepts that could overturn traditional internet cognition. Following him, regardless of how much money he made, his personal growth alone was immeasurable.

Impressive! Extremely impressive! A young man under twenty years old could play the internet so thoroughly. Kong Lingyu already had a strong personal admiration for him. He even felt that the tech giants at Google and Apple might not be as impressive as Li Mu.

Not only 3321, but also the current Tieba, whose registered users were almost approaching ten million, with daily active users exceeding one million. What’s more, they had already received investment from Baidu, securing several million in operating funds. And Li Mu had told him long ago that Baidu must obligatorily divert traffic to Tieba on its search engine. All keywords related to Tieba had to rank within the top few positions on the homepage. In that case, traffic and users would definitely surge, and the future was simply unimaginably bright…

Kong Lingyu didn’t know that the logic Li Mu used was just the very common user behavior analysis of the later internet era. It was like Taobao Alliance advertisements on web pages, analyzing users’ cookies, understanding what users did, what they focused on, and what they searched for when using computers and the internet. Then, it would analyze and filter this information, find what the user might be most interested in, and recommend it to them.

For example, if someone casually searched for the keyword “belt” on Baidu or Taobao today, they would be dumbfounded when looking at other websites, wondering why the advertisements on these websites were all recommending various belts. At first, for people who didn’t understand the internet, this seemed miraculously terrifying, but once it became common, everyone would know that, oh, it was just analyzing their behavior. If they didn’t actively search for a belt, the chances of it actively recommending a belt to them would be negligibly low.

This kind of technical method would become widespread at the fastest speed after the rise of e-commerce. However, bringing it out now was definitely an impressive logical system. Even more impressive logic, even if you brought in people from Google or Apple now, they might not understand it. For example, the future WeChat not only perfected user behavior analysis but also user profiling, making its ad targeting far more precise than other channels. Not only world-class super apps like WeChat, but even news information apps like Toutiao, also have a set of industry-leading logical algorithms to ensure that the content they push is interesting to users. Even if Li Mu were to try to figure out these algorithms now, it would be difficult to grasp the key points.

Staring at the data in Yucheng Garden until past ten o’clock, Li Mu rubbed his eyes and looked at Zhao Ziqiu beside him. She was currently propping her chin, intently staring at the computer screen, her eyes a little red.

Seeing Li Mu looking at her, Zhao Ziqiu smiled shyly and asked, “Why are you looking at me?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You look tired. What time do your dorms close?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “The dorms don’t close on Fridays. Yours should be the same, right?”

Li Mu nodded.

Zhao Ziqiu said, “There must be a lot more to do tomorrow, right?”

Li Mu stretched and said, “After the auction ends tomorrow noon, we’ll give the successful parents two hours to make their payments. After two o’clock in the afternoon, depending on the payment situation, we’ll spread out and go to the homes of users who have paid to verify their information.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, “There are over one thousand five hundred students. How will you verify and differentiate them once they all transfer the money?”
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Regarding how to differentiate remittances from so many parents, Li Mu had already considered this issue. The best method would naturally be online payment, but there isn’t an online payment platform yet, and building one would take time. So, for now, parents can only remit money. To distinguish the source of remittances from thousands of parents, he specifically set up a “random deduction” mechanism.

The random deduction mechanism works like this: if user A bids for 20 hours of student B’s tutoring, plus the additional service fee, totaling one thousand yuan, the system will randomly deduct an amount ranging from one fen to one yuan, and it will automatically avoid repetition.

For example, if ten users all need to pay one thousand yuan for the students they bid on, the system will consider each case during the “random deduction.” Some might have one fen deducted, some five fen, and some fifty-five fen. In short, the final amount the system prompts the user to pay will be unique on the 3321 platform.

This way, Li Mu can more easily differentiate the payment status of orders. As long as the parents don’t make a mistake when remitting the money, there won’t be any errors during confirmation. Even if a remittance error occurs, it doesn’t matter; they can still confirm it with proof of remittance.

After listening to Li Mu explain the logic of the random deduction, Zhao Ziqiu suddenly felt a sense of defeat. Although her college entrance examination scores were much higher than his, after such a long period of interaction, Zhao Ziqiu sadly discovered that she and Li Mu were not on the same level in many aspects.

However, Zhao Ziqiu quickly came to terms with it. The boy she liked was extraordinary to begin with. Not to mention herself, most of her peers would probably be left far behind by him. Since Heaven had made him so exceptional, what was there for her to be defeated about?

Seeing that it was getting late and knowing Li Mu had a lot to do tomorrow, Zhao Ziqiu asked him, “Are you staying here tonight or going back to your dorm?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I’ll go back to the dorm. There’s a lot to do tomorrow, and I need to do it with everyone.”

Zhao Ziqiu then said, “Then could you take me back to school first?”

“Alright.”

The two left together. Li Mu hailed a taxi at the community entrance, first dropping Zhao Ziqiu off at Peking University, then returning to Renmin University. His bros in the dorm were still awake, gathered around a laptop watching Stephen Chow’s A Chinese Odyssey.

Seeing Li Mu return, Xue Jianfeng said, “Li Mu, are you free tomorrow? Could you come with me to Zhongguancun? I want to assemble a computer.”

Li Mu smiled, “Tomorrow morning is fine, but not after noon!”

Xue Jianfeng chuckled, “I meant the morning. In the afternoon, don’t we still have to go door-to-door to verify information? Everyone’s waiting for tomorrow at twelve noon to see how many orders 3321 can close!”

Sun Jian held up a finger, “I think at least one thousand transactions will be no problem!”

“I think twelve hundred will be no problem!” Li Yawei said with a smile, “Damn, our 3321 is just too popular! Many students are complaining that our subsequent verification speed is too slow!”

Li Mu nodded, “The verification work will definitely continue. However, what we need to do now is package and sell off all the first batch of verified students, helping them find clients. Many things will be much easier later.”

Liu Nian said excitedly, “Bro Mu, I just checked my page on 3321, and my price has actually gone up to thirty yuan!”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, “Although Renmin University’s reputation isn’t as resounding as Peking University or Tsinghua University, it’s still a key university. I think by tomorrow, it might even reach fifty yuan.”

Liu Nian said with a hopeful expression, “If it’s fifty yuan an hour, then I could earn almost four thousand yuan a month?”

Li Mu said, “Currently, there are only over one thousand verified students. When the number of verified students reaches three thousand or five thousand, the market will definitely return to rationality. At that time, most students should still be trading in the range of fifteen to twenty-five yuan, after all, not every parent has unlimited money.”

Liu Nian nodded. He also knew things couldn’t be this perfect. With Li Mu’s explanation, he understood. But even so, the income scale was still very considerable, making him quite impatient.

Hu Zhengdao then spoke, “I listed fifteen hours for auction, and the current bid for a single hour is twenty-six yuan. Even if it were fifteen yuan, it’s still many times better than working at McDonald’s.”

Li Yawei said somewhat dejectedly, “I’m tempted to try it too, but I don’t have as much free time as you guys. I have to go home every weekend. This week, I had to ask my parents twice before they reluctantly agreed to let me stay this weekend for 3321.”

Li Mu smiled, “You’re a local resident who doesn’t have to worry about food or clothing. Just focus on your dating life when you have time; why bother joining in on the fun?”

Li Yawei chuckled, “Bro Mu is right.”

…

The next morning, Li Mu woke up early and checked the data. All one thousand five hundred students had received bids. Approximately 30% of the students only received the basic price of fifteen yuan per hour, but the remaining 70% had varying degrees of auction premium. Especially Han Bowen, who had the highest weight, his hourly rate had reached a terrifyingly high price of three hundred eighty yuan.

This guy was essentially the most impressive among all university students in Yanjing this year, so the terrifying price was understandable. With so many filthy rich people in Yanjing, perhaps some wealthy individual might decide on a whim to offer an even higher price to scare off other competitors.

Li Mu wasn’t too concerned about the final transaction price; he cared about the transaction rate. Now that everyone had received bids, it meant that all one thousand five hundred students in the first batch of verified students had been booked. This made Li Mu incredibly excited. The rest would depend on the remittance situation within the two hours from 12 PM to 2 PM.

Li Mu had already begun to outline the prototype of “Alipay” in his mind. Since he had already launched the 3321 tutoring O2O project, and it had such good development momentum from the start, online payment was practically inevitable. In the internet landscape of his previous life, although banks had enabled online payments even before the year 2000, it never became widespread. The reason was simple: users simply didn’t have a demand for online payment.

Before 2003, before Taobao and Alipay were established, domestic internet users had almost no exposure to online payments. Online game cards were sold offline, and EachNet (eBay China) used bank remittances. It wasn’t until Taobao was founded that the concept of an online payment channel platform truly emerged in China. Alipay also started at that time, eventually becoming the most impressive online payment platform in the country.

Li Mu had already prepared to launch e-commerce when he registered the Taobao domain name, but now wasn’t the right time. However, with 3321, a strong consumption platform, he now had the fertile ground to develop online payments. He would first build Alipay, promote it to student parents and university students on 3321, treating them as the first batch of potential customers. Then, when he operated e-commerce in the future, Alipay could directly play a huge role, instead of like in his previous life, where Taobao started first, found that trust between payment and users/merchants was a big problem, and only developed Alipay out of necessity.

With this decision made, Li Mu’s blueprint for the internet became much richer.

Xue Jianfeng also woke up early and pulled Li Mu to Zhongguancun to assemble a computer. After having breakfast, they went to Zhongguancun and, with a budget of six thousand yuan, assembled a desktop computer with very good performance for the current time.

After sorting out the computer, Li Mu first sent it back to the dorm with Xue Jianfeng, and then called the car rental company he had contacted. To pick up Kong Lingyu and most of the staff from the airport, he specifically arranged for a Toyota Coaster and a driver.

At eleven fifty-five, Kong Lingyu emerged from the airport exit with eight Muye Technology employees. The vanguard of the Muye Technology team had finally arrived in Yanjing.

Li Mu stepped forward to greet Kong Lingyu, shaking hands with him and the other employees. Some employees had met Li Mu before, others hadn’t, so Kong Lingyu provided additional introductions for Li Mu.

After all introductions were done, Li Mu invited everyone to get on board. As soon as the driver started the car, Kong Lingyu, who was sitting next to Li Mu, said to him, “I just turned on my phone and haven’t had a chance to ask about our 3321’s current auction status. Let me make a call and ask.”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s still two minutes until twelve o’clock. Just get the final data after everything settles at twelve.”

Kong Lingyu said somewhat excitedly, “I can barely contain myself. I estimate that the total order value for this auction will easily exceed one million two hundred thousand yuan!”

Li Mu smiled, “All one thousand five hundred students have received bids, and most have received a premium. Those top scorers in the college entrance examination are our ‘bid kings,’ and they can significantly push up the average transaction price. So, I estimate it should be around one million five hundred thousand yuan.”

Kong Lingyu then said, “One thousand five hundred students, and the average listing duration is fixed, around 20 hours. Now that all one thousand five hundred people have received bids, Boss, you think it can reach one million five hundred thousand yuan? If you calculate that, the average hourly rate would have to reach fifty yuan!”

Li Mu smiled, “Is an average price of fifty yuan difficult? When I checked around eight in the morning, the ‘bid king’s’ price was three hundred eighty yuan. I guess it must have already exceeded five hundred yuan by now, right?”

Kong Lingyu laughed, “What kind of filthy rich person would spend five hundred yuan an hour to hire a tutor? Five hundred yuan now is equivalent to a month’s salary for an ordinary worker in a third or fifth-tier city.”

Li Mu said, “You, don’t look at the consumption power of first-tier cities with the perspective of third or fifth-tier cities. I can’t speak for other things, but the combined number of visible and invisible billionaires in Yanjing is definitely the highest in the country. What’s five hundred yuan an hour for a tutor to them?”

Kong Lingyu scratched his head, “You’re right.”

He finished speaking, looked at his phone, and it was just past twelve. Just as he was about to make a call, his phone rang.

It was a call from an employee who stayed behind in Jinling.

Kong Lingyu quickly pressed the answer button and turned on the speaker, eagerly asking, “Sun Qian, we’re here with the Big Boss, waiting for your data! Quickly tell us about 3321’s transaction status, everyone’s listening!”
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“Over one thousand five hundred certified students all successfully completed transactions. The average transaction price was fifty-six yuan per hour, with an average of twenty hours per lesson. The total order value was one million seven hundred thousand yuan. The bid king was Han Bowen, with a transaction price of five hundred eighty-eight yuan per hour.”

Everyone in the car was stunned by these figures. Li Mu was also slightly taken aback. Filthy rich people were indeed beyond the comprehension of ordinary individuals. A price of five hundred eighty-eight yuan per hour was an astronomical sum that Li Mu had never even considered.

However, Li Mu then thought that the consumption habits of top-tier consumers were beyond his understanding. In later generations, many wealthy people would squander millions in a single visit to a nightclub, or spend hundreds of thousands just watching a girl act cute in an online live stream. Five hundred eighty-eight yuan an hour for a tutor shouldn’t be considered much. For instance, a golf instructor at a reputable, high-end golf club might easily charge over one thousand yuan per lesson even now.

Kong Lingyu and the other employees gradually calmed down, fully accepting these incredible figures.

Li Mu began to calculate. Out of the one million seven hundred thousand yuan transaction value, five percent had already been added by the student parents. Later, another five percent would be deducted from the students’ commission. Roughly estimating, the 3321 platform could extract around one hundred sixty-five thousand yuan in commission. This was just the income from spare lesson hours of one thousand five hundred university students within a single week. If more university students were certified in batches, Yanjing alone would be a huge market, making it easy to earn several million yuan in commission each month.

However, Li Mu genuinely had no intention of using 3321 to make money. This was his most invincible trump card when facing potential competitors in the future. He could operate without profit to gain reputation, but other merchants couldn’t. This alone would be enough to maintain a monopolistic position in the industry.

The car drove all the way back to the city. Li Mu hosted a welcome feast for everyone at a pre-booked restaurant in Zhongguancun. However, Li Mu didn’t let anyone drink during the meal, as they had many things to do, having just arrived in Yanjing.

To help everyone settle down and get into the work rhythm as quickly as possible, Li Mu announced at the dinner table that each person would receive a three thousand yuan housing subsidy, allowing them to rent better or closer apartments to the company. The goal was to officially start work in Yanjing by next Monday.

Kong Lingyu asked Li Mu: “Boss, since we’re all here, if 3321 needs any manpower assistance, just let us know.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “The 3321 project is quite special. You only need to provide technical support behind the scenes. In the future, all visible work will be handled by university students, which will make 3321 appear more authentic.”

Kong Lingyu nodded. Li Mu had his own considerations. If he didn’t need help from his side, there was no need for him to ask further.

Li Mu asked Kong Lingyu: “That Lin Qingya whom Senior Sister Ai introduced last time, have you kept in touch with her?”

Kong Lingyu replied: “Yes, we’ve kept in touch. I told her that I’d be bringing the advance team to Yanjing this weekend, and she said she could start work next Monday.”

“Very good.” Li Mu nodded: “You must give her enough pressure. People who have worked in Japanese companies for several years have exceptionally strong stress resistance, so you don’t need to worry about that. First, get her involved as quickly as possible. For example, she needs to provide a plan and specific regulations for the company’s formalized departments and structure, subsequent job recruitment, employee benefits, performance, rewards and punishments, and training. As for your side, the most important thing right now is to continuously improve the strength of the technical team, especially the development team. Don’t be stingy with money; I’ll have plenty of new products for you to develop in the future. You can spend more, but you can’t drop the ball!”

Kong Lingyu immediately stated solemnly: “Boss, rest assured, I will definitely not be stingy with money when it comes to the team.”

“Don’t be stingy with money on market promotion either!” Li Mu instructed: “A good leader must dare to spend money and be able to make money. Quickly gather a powerful technical team for me; this is the key to our disruption of the internet industry.”

“Understood!”

After dinner, Li Mu handed over all the newly arrived employees in Yanjing and the already rented office space to Kong Lingyu to manage. He then rushed back to school. This afternoon, all of 3321’s ground promotion staff were set to begin on-site user verification. Everyone was waiting for him at school, including Zhao Ziqiu and her friends, who had also arrived at Renmin University of China.

Li Mu coordinated with the technical staff in Jinling. He exported bank statements, and then the technical staff in Jinling matched them with the database.

At two o’clock, matching results continuously came in. Out of over one thousand five hundred orders, the number of paid orders reached one thousand four hundred thirty-one, with a payment rate of approximately ninety-five percent.

These one thousand four hundred thirty-one order details, after being sorted by address, were immediately printed out. Downstairs from his dorm, Li Mu distributed these orders one by one to his ground promotion team, dividing them into groups of two, with each group assigned a specific area, to quickly begin on-site verification of these one thousand four hundred thirty-one paid orders.

A ground promotion team of over thirty people was already quite large. In the future, as more and more students and parents get certified, the verification workload would increase even further. After the verification work, customer service would undoubtedly become a very important issue. Therefore, Li Mu considered operating 3321 like a proper company, at the very least, by first securing an office space.

Su Yingxue had to go to her paternal aunt’s house for the weekend and couldn’t come today, but she was still very concerned about the situation here, constantly texting Li Mu to ask for data. After receiving the feedback, she excitedly used phrases like ‘amazing’ and ‘awesome’ to express her praise for Li Mu. Whenever she was present, Li Mu would always be in her ground promotion group. Since she wasn’t here today, and it happened to be a two-person team arrangement, Li Mu was preparing to go with Zhao Kang to cover an area. However, during the grouping, Zhao Ziqiu walked up to Li Mu and quietly asked him: “Li Mu, your high school classmate didn’t come?”

Li Mu nodded: “She had something to do.”

Zhao Ziqiu then mustered her courage and said: “How about we team up?”

“Sure.” Li Mu didn’t think much of it and nodded in agreement. Coincidentally, Han Xiaoxiao had also brought a female high school classmate who was quite good-looking, so Li Mu assigned her and Zhao Kang to a group.

Afterward, Li Mu had everyone split up. Students assigned to distant areas also received taxi subsidies. The area Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu were going to was in Xicheng District, downtown, which was quite far from Renmin University of China. So, as soon as they came out, they immediately took a taxi to the first residential complex in their assigned area—Yanjing Television family compound.

The information Li Mu received showed that Yanjing Television family compound had a total of four successful transactions: two from Tsinghua University, one from Peking University, and one from Beijing International Studies University.

The average transaction price for the two Tsinghua University orders exceeded one hundred fifty yuan, the Peking University one reached two hundred yuan, and the Beijing International Studies University one was cheaper at sixty-five yuan.

Li Mu looked at the information in his hand and said to Zhao Ziqiu beside him: “Our clients here should be Yanjing’s mid-to-high-end customers. Their data will be worth a lot of money before long.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and smiled: “Families that can spend at least one thousand yuan a month on tutoring for their children should have good financial standing, especially those who don’t hesitate to bid hundreds of yuan an hour for a top scorer in the college entrance examination. Their spending power must be even stronger.”

“Indeed, the more such high-quality customer information we accumulate in the future, the greater its potential use might be.”

Li Mu began to envision the online payment product he would develop next. Since he already had the Taobao domain name, he might as well claim the name Alipay as well. The student parents on 3321 would be Alipay’s first batch of users. However, Alipay, for a long time after its creation, wasn’t truly valued by people, and its valuation didn’t catch up. Therefore, Li Mu wasn’t planning to put Alipay into Muye, or into 3321. He intended to develop Alipay separately, register a dedicated company for it, fund it entirely himself, and nurture it until its true value was recognized and known to the outside world.

…

Xiao Jie had just parked his motorcycle downstairs from his building and was hurrying upstairs. He had just returned from making a remittance. Since 3321 specified Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, he had to go to a rather distant branch. To his surprise, in the middle of the day, there were more than a dozen people queuing to make remittances, including two of his own colleagues.

Upon asking, Xiao Jie learned that his two colleagues were also remitting money to 3321. As the three chatted, others waiting to remit money also struck up conversations with them. It turned out that besides the three of them, there were five other people just like them, all intending to remit money to 3321.

So many people remitting money to 3321 greatly surprised Xiao Jie. He hadn’t expected 3321 to have such a strong influence right from the start. In fact, others were just like him: their children’s grades weren’t good enough, and extracurricular tutoring classes hadn’t been effective. So, they decided to try their luck and bid for a tutor on 3321.

Finally, after queuing and remitting the money, Xiao Jie rode his motorcycle back home. His wife, Xie Tingfang, was still complaining: “Why did it take so long to remit the money? It’s been over an hour!”

Xiao Jie helplessly said: “The Industrial and Commercial Bank of China is a bit far, and there were many people queuing.”

“So many people queuing in the middle of the day?”

Xiao Jie then described the queuing situation, concluding with a sigh: “If only 3321 could simplify the payment process.”

Xie Tingfang shook her head and said: “We, as student parents, have no decision-making power in front of their website. For the sake of our children, no matter how troublesome it is, we have to follow their requirements.”

Xiao Jie smiled and said: “I partially agree with your point; it’s generally correct. That’s how merchants are: when you’re strong, they chase you; when they’re strong, you chase them.”

Pausing, Xiao Jie added: “But I think this 3321 still has great ideals and ambitions. Although their auction system is very clever, it doesn’t have a strong commercial feel. They’ve also publicly stated that the commission is not for profit, but for basic operational funds, and if there’s any surplus, it will be used to establish a university student aid fund. So, I believe they will find a way to improve the payment issue once they realize it’s troublesome.”

Xie Tingfang pondered for a moment, then nodded and said: “That’s true.”
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When Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu knocked on Xie Tingfang’s door, Xie Tingfang’s face was filled with surprise.

Li Mu was considered a handsome man, clean-cut and quite masculine, so overall he was already quite outstanding. However, he couldn’t compare to Zhao Ziqiu, whose beauty was absolutely top-tier. Xie Tingfang was primarily surprised by Zhao Ziqiu’s appearance; she was simply too beautiful, even more so than the female anchors at her own station. Moreover, when the two of them stood side by side, the first phrase that came to Xie Tingfang’s mind was ‘a perfect match of talent and beauty’.

“Hello, Auntie.” Zhao Ziqiu greeted politely with a slight bow, instantly increasing Xie Tingfang’s favorable impression.

Xie Tingfang quickly said, “Hello, may I ask who you are?”

Zhao Ziqiu introduced, “We are from 3321.com. Since you successfully bid for a tutor on our website, and we have confirmed receipt of your payment, we’ve come to verify the information.”

Xie Tingfang quickly nodded and asked, “What do you need to verify?”

Zhao Ziqiu glanced at Li Mu, who then spoke, “It’s like this, Auntie. We mainly need to verify your identity information and your housing information, specifically your Identity Card and property deed. If you are renting, please show us your rental agreement.”

Xie Tingfang had a very good impression of the two young people in front of her. She quickly invited them in and said to Xiao Jie, “Husband, they’re here to verify information. Go get your Identity Card and property deed.”

Xiao Jie nodded and hurried into the bedroom to find the documents. Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu were invited to sit on Xie Tingfang’s sofa. Xie Tingfang poured them each a cup of water in disposable cups and then curiously asked, “You two look very young. Are you still students?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Yes, Auntie, we are both first-year students.”

Xie Tingfang asked with great interest, “Which university do you attend?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I’m from Peking University, and he’s from Renmin University.”

Xie Tingfang then asked, “What is your relationship with 3321.com? Are you part-time employees?”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu and said with a smile, “I’m a part-time worker for 3321, but he’s not. He’s the founder of 3321.”

Xie Tingfang looked at Li Mu in astonishment and blurted out, “No way? You founded 3321?”

Li Mu had never intended to hide his involvement with 3321. He immediately and openly stated, “That’s right, Auntie, I founded 3321.”

“Oh my goodness…” Xie Tingfang never imagined that the 3321 website she had been following for several days was actually founded by a first-year student. The shock that 3321 had already given her was immense, but now that shock was amplified countless times over.

Xie Tingfang’s interest was immediately piqued. She had many questions about Li Mu and 3321 in her heart, so she asked Li Mu, “May I ask, you’ve just started university, and logically, you haven’t truly familiarized yourself with the environment yet. How did you come up with the idea to create 3321? What was your motivation?”

Li Mu casually replied, “The motivation is simply to help students find a job that can reflect their personal value. And current high school students’ parents haven’t realized that these first-year students, who have just been admitted to prestigious universities, actually have the most detailed understanding of the entire senior year of high school. If they tutor senior high school students, one person can teach all or most subjects, which saves a lot of trouble.”

Xie Tingfang nodded. This was also why she and her husband decided to try 3321. They didn’t like their child constantly having to switch tutors for supplementary lessons, going here today and there tomorrow. They also didn’t want communication between their child and the teachers to be too difficult. Choosing 3321 was actually a bold attempt; if it didn’t work out, they would only lose over one thousand yuan. They hadn’t lost any less money in this regard over the past two years. However, if it truly was suitable, then it would solve a major problem for them, and spending a bit of money for their child to get into university was nothing at all.

Just then, Xiao Jie came out with the documents. Li Mu began to verify the Identity Card and property deed information. Xie Tingfang, meanwhile, pulled her husband Xiao Jie aside and whispered to him, “Husband, this young man is the founder of 3321, and he’s still a first-year student!”

“Oh my goodness…” Xiao Jie also found it somewhat unbelievable. He never expected that behind 3321 was such a young man.

Xiao Jie looked at Xie Tingfang and whispered, “Wife, this is a huge news story!”

Xie Tingfang nodded and chuckled, “Do you think your wife is stupid? I’m a Program Director for a news program; how could I not realize the news potential here?”

Xiao Jie then asked, “So what are you planning to do?”

Xie Tingfang replied almost without hesitation, “I want to do a personal exclusive interview and a special feature report.”

“Now?”

“Of course not. For now, we can only do an oral interview and write it into a text manuscript. I want to do a follow-up report. It would be best to choose a university student from 3321 as the entry point, then follow them to the employer’s home for a tutoring session, and record the entire process. That would be more persuasive.”

“Excellent, excellent.” Xiao Jie chuckled, “3321 is definitely going to become incredibly popular. It’s just that many people haven’t caught onto this hot topic yet. If your program can do a special feature, I think it definitely has a future.”

Xie Tingfang said, “I’ll talk to him in a bit. I wonder if this young man will agree.”

Li Mu quickly finished verifying the relevant information. The employer had already filled in their details during registration, and Li Mu’s visit was merely to cross-reference and match them. If there were no issues, this family would be considered verified. After feeding the data back to 3321, the student she selected would receive an in-site message notification, stating that the client’s payment had been made and their information verified, so they could proceed with confidence.

Li Mu handed the Identity Card and property deed back to Xie Tingfang and politely said, “Auntie, we have verified the information. We will notify the student you successfully bid for today, and they can come to your home to teach as early as tomorrow. Thank you for your cooperation.”

Xie Tingfang quickly said, “No need to be so polite, young man. Can I discuss something with you?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Please do.”

Xie Tingfang organized her thoughts and said, “I am a Program Director for the Evening News program at Yanjing Television. We’ve been following 3321 for several days now and are very interested in its planning, execution, and future development. I was wondering if we could arrange an exclusive interview with you, as well as a news special feature report.”

Upon hearing that the other party was a Program Director for a news program, Li Mu felt a surge of pleasant surprise and couldn’t help but ask, “What exactly do you mean by ‘exclusive interview’ and ‘special feature’?”

Xie Tingfang explained, “An exclusive interview is a personal interview with you. A special feature is a bit more complex. For example, if we choose to do a special feature on ‘A University Student’s Day as a Tutor,’ then we would first select the subject of the feature, then film them, and also include some interviews during the filming process. The goal is to capture the entire tutoring process so that viewers can understand what it’s all about when it airs.”

Li Mu agreed almost without hesitation, blurting out, “I have no objections to either an exclusive interview or a special feature, whatever is convenient for you.”

Xie Tingfang said, “Generally, for something new like your 3321, I think it’s better to do the special feature first, then the exclusive interview. This is because a special feature can boost the platform’s visibility. Users will first learn about your platform, and only then will they pay additional attention to you personally.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then let’s do the special feature. I have no objections, but I’m not sure what your requirements are regarding the timing.”

Xie Tingfang quickly said, “Let’s exchange contact information. When you know you’re available, you can call me directly.”

Naturally, Li Mu didn’t refuse and exchanged mobile numbers with Xie Tingfang.

Xie Tingfang advised, “For a special feature report, it’s best to have sufficient timeliness. Ideally, we can select the prototype of the news subject today, then meet with them, and start filming tomorrow.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “We have a ‘bid king’ on our website, who was last year’s top scorer in the college entrance examination for Liaoning Province. He’s also the student with the highest ‘Weight’ on our site. We’ll contact him and his employer tonight. If they’re both fine with it, you can start filming directly.”

Xie Tingfang’s heart lit up with joy, and she quickly said, “Then can we speed things up? It would be best if we could contact the person to be filmed tonight and confirm everything.”

Li Mu said, “Of course. I’ll contact Han Bowen tonight. If he has no objections, it can be anytime.”

Xie Tingfang nodded and said, “Then I’ll await your news on this matter. If it goes smoothly, we’ll dispatch a filming team tomorrow, and it can be on the news the day after tomorrow, which is Monday.”

…

Li Mu was quite interested in Xie Tingfang’s proposal. Traditional media was still undoubtedly king. If Yanjing Television could do a special feature filming for 3321, Li Mu couldn’t say for sure about anything else, but it would definitely gain some popularity in Yanjing.

After leaving Xie Tingfang’s home, Li Mu asked Han Xiaoxiao to help contact Han Bowen, who was also at Peking University. The purpose was simple: to get him to agree to Yanjing Television’s follow-up filming.

For Li Mu, having a TV station want to do a follow-up special feature was a highly desirable and great opportunity.

After visiting several families in the Yanjing Television family compound, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu began to move to the next nearby residential area. As they walked, Li Mu’s phone vibrated incessantly in his pocket. When he took it out, he found that the call was from Sun Tan.

After Li Mu ruined Zhuxuebang and forced Sun Tan to temporarily disappear to avoid trouble, he hadn’t seen Sun Tan again, nor had he received any news about him. He didn’t expect him to call at this moment.

Sun Tan had gone home to lay low for a few days, originally planning to return to Renmin University after the situation calmed down. However, he didn’t expect traps everywhere in life. Zhuxuebang had collapsed, but the media hadn’t yet recovered from the widely discussed topic of ‘campus labor traffickers.’ There were still many related reports, and they remained highly popular, to the extent that the head of Renmin University, feeling disgraced, authorized the Academic Affairs Office to launch a thorough investigation into the matter.

It was also at this time that many of Sun Tan’s misdeeds were exposed. The egregious nature of his actions was such that even his paternal grand-uncle, Sun Yong, feared he couldn’t protect him. In desperation, he thought of Li Mu. He believed that if he could associate himself with Li Mu’s 3321, coupled with his paternal grand-uncle’s operations, he would have a high chance of receiving a pardon from Renmin University.





Chapter 168: Finds You Dirty

He pressed the answer button, and Sun Tan’s voice came from the other end: “Li Mu? It’s Sun Tan.”

Li Mu replied indifferently, “Oh, Senior Sun, what’s up?”

Sun Tan noticed Li Mu’s tone was off. He probably guessed that Li Mu intended to keep his distance. He no longer hoped Li Mu would honor their previous agreement. Deliberately lowering his stance, he said, “Li Mu, I’m in a bit of trouble right now. If you can lend me a hand, I’ll definitely repay you a hundredfold in the future.”

Li Mu sneered inwardly but asked, “Senior Sun, how do you want me to help you?”

Sun Tan quickly said, “I want to invest in 3321!”

After speaking, afraid Li Mu would misunderstand, Sun Tan quickly added, “Don’t worry, I’ll invest with cash. You name a valuation, and I’ll invest thirty percent based on your valuation!”

Sun Tan was at his wit’s end. His paternal grand-uncle had subtly revealed that Zhuxuebang, under the guise of student aid, had been scamming and exploiting students for profit. After being exposed by the news media, Renmin University’s reputation suffered significantly. Because Sun Yong had previously deliberately supported Zhuxuebang and mobilized university resources to help it grow, he was now in a very passive position.

Renmin University’s reputation was affected, and the entire University Party Committee was furious. Although he was a vice dean, based on seniority, there were still several “mountains” above him: the Party Secretary, Executive Deputy Secretary, Deputy Secretary, Principal, and Executive Vice Principal. Now, these “mountains” were all demanding a thorough investigation into the Zhuxuebang incident. Sun Yong could only mediate and strive for the best possible outcome, which he predicted would be to preserve Sun Tan’s student status and give him a major demerit.

If Sun Tan were expelled from Renmin University, the political path his family had planned for him would essentially be declared bankrupt prematurely. Even taking a step back, a major demerit would still have a significant impact on him.

Sun Tan had never had any blemish recorded in his personal file since childhood. If he received a major demerit in his fourth and final year, it would be a serious flaw during the political background check when he tried to enter a ministry or commission in the future. This was a truly disgusting thing; it didn’t matter if one worked outside the system, but within the system, it would haunt them for life.

While the whole family was brainstorming solutions for Sun Tan’s predicament, Sun Tan himself found a way out: 3321, which Li Mu had created. He believed that if he could invest in 3321 and leverage this project, the university would definitely show leniency.

Although the university was still unaware of the specific details of 3321, Sun Tan had been following it closely. This afternoon, he spent two or three hours browsing 3321.com and discovered its astonishing transaction rate and incredible Auction prices. He immediately realized that 3321, this colossal entity, had already accelerated and lifted its front wheels, ready to soar into the sky at any moment. This was his last chance.

Sun Tan also told his parents about 3321. To his surprise, his father’s eyes lit up after hearing about it. After personally checking 3321.com, he told Sun Tan, “No matter what, you must invest in 3321, even if it means a valuation of ten million!”

Sun Tan’s father keenly realized that if Sun Tan could get involved with 3321, the situation would undergo a major reversal. Once 3321 became popular, investing in it would not only help him resolve his current crisis but also become Sun Tan’s political standing in the future.

That’s why Sun Tan called Li Mu.

Li Mu perfectly understood Sun Tan’s demands at this moment. For Sun Tan, this was a time of desperation, and he desperately needed a powerful talisman. The most suitable talisman he could find right now was 3321.

But Li Mu would absolutely not let him invest in 3321, no matter the price.

For Li Mu, some things were a matter of faith. Even if the faith itself was worth a lot of money, it didn’t matter; he had other ways to make money. Therefore, he had to ensure the purity of his faith.

So Li Mu replied to Sun Tan over the phone, “I’m sorry, Senior Sun, I can’t help you with this.”

Sun Tan blurted out, “How about a five million valuation? If you just agree, one million five hundred thousand in cash will be delivered to you immediately!”

Li Mu was completely unmoved, not even hesitating for a moment: “That’s impossible. I’m sorry, Senior Sun, but I can’t let 3321 be affected negatively in any way. The impact of the Zhuxuebang incident on the university and society is simply too severe. There can be no connection between the two.”

Although Li Mu’s words were somewhat tactful, Sun Tan understood. To put it bluntly, Li Mu didn’t want him to “dirty” 3321.

Once the Zhuxuebang incident was exposed, it was indeed too filthy. Society generally perceived high-achieving students as favored ones of heaven, believing that campuses were their sacred ivory towers. But unexpectedly, even within universities, there were the same dirty and sordid affairs found in society, leaving a first impression of filth!

It was like a beautiful, pure, and ethereal woman suddenly being exposed for having worked as a hostess in a nightclub. There was nothing else to it; it was just “dirty.” That single word could erase all the halos she had painstakingly built.

Being so despised by Li Mu, Sun Tan was seething with anger, but he gritted his teeth and said, “Li Mu, let’s not beat around the bush. Eight million valuation!”

Even in this desperate situation, Sun Tan was still underestimating Li Mu’s value. He thought that for a university student like Li Mu, a five million valuation would be enough to make him wake up laughing from a dream. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to refuse, even with his father’s assurance to go up to a ten million valuation. Yet, he insisted on bargaining with Li Mu for no other reason than it was simply his nature.

Li Mu still refused without hesitation: “Senior Sun, I’ll say it one last time: I will not sell a single share of 3321.”

“Damn it, is ten million enough?!” Sun Tan grew anxious and blurted out, “Thirty percent of the shares, you’ll get three million just by nodding! That’s enough for half your life! It’s just thirty percent of a small website, and it’ll get you three million. Are you satisfied now?”

Li Mu’s tone was cold: “I said I’m not selling. Don’t waste your breath.”

Sun Tan was furious: “Li Mu, don’t refuse a toast only to drink a forfeit!”

Li Mu sneered, “The ‘wine’ you offer, whether it’s a toast or a forfeit, I won’t drink it.”

With that, Li Mu hung up the phone, sighing inwardly. Some people were just born with an inexplicable arrogance. Even when begging for help, they did so insincerely. In Li Mu’s view, Sun Tan’s current predicament was so dangerous that anyone else, to grasp at a straw, would probably kneel and kowtow. But not him; he had to maintain his facade even when facing ruin.

Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “What’s wrong? Who were you arguing with?”

Li Mu said, “An idiot with a twisted moral compass.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, “How is his moral compass twisted?”

Li Mu curled his lip: “He’s already fallen into a cesspit and can’t climb out, yet he expects someone who runs a bathhouse to save him and then use a whole pool of clean water to wash him clean. Isn’t that twisted enough?”

Zhao Ziqiu chuckled and asked Li Mu, “So you’re the one who runs the bathhouse, huh?”

Li Mu laughed and said, “It’s just an analogy, don’t take it seriously.”



When Sun Tan’s family first settled in Yanjing, it was around the time the Republic was founded. His grandfather fought from the Anti-Japanese War to the Korean War. After returning from the Korean battlefield, he served as an officer in the earliest Yanjing Garrison Command. Although he didn’t reach a high or prominent position, he laid a stable foundation for the Sun family.

By Sun Tan’s father’s generation, no one else joined the military. Sun Tan’s father, Sun Lianqing, first worked as a teacher in a middle school in Yanjing after graduating from university, then served as principal in several middle schools. At thirty-five, he joined the Yanjing Municipal Education Commission and worked there for seven or eight years. He was now a member of the Municipal Education Commission Committee.

His mother, Guo Yueqin, was a successful businesswoman. When her husband was a principal, she started her business in educational supplementary materials. Now, she had her own publishing company. The market for educational supplementary materials was booming with significant profit margins, but it was heavily regulated by the Education Commission. Those without connections couldn’t even touch it. However, Guo Yueqin’s publishing company had strong qualifications; not only did it publish its own supplementary materials, but other publishing companies from various regions also had to operate through her company to succeed. Currently, the company’s annual revenue easily reached the tens of millions.

Sun Lianqing was very clever in this regard. He never took bribes or embezzled. He simply brought his wife into the highly potential industry of educational supplementary materials early on. Now, although many people in the Education Commission were jealous of Guo Yueqin’s company making huge profits within the education system, they were all helpless. When Guo Yueqin started her educational supplementary materials business, Sun Lianqing hadn’t even joined the Education Commission yet. So, claiming he used his work convenience to provide resources for his family simply didn’t hold water.

Moreover, Sun Lianqing’s relationship with the head of the Education Commission was currently in its honeymoon phase; he was practically the leader’s confidant. In his forties and known for his integrity, Sun Lianqing’s political career was still in its prime.

Precisely because Sun Lianqing had been deeply rooted in the education industry for many years, he could see the immense potential within 3321. A valuation of ten million sounded somewhat daunting, but he understood that 3321’s value was far greater than that.

After being ruthlessly rejected by Li Mu, Sun Tan walked out of the room with a resentful expression. In the living room, Sun Lianqing had just taken a sip of jasmine tea. Seeing Sun Tan approach dejectedly, he slowly put down his teacup and said without lifting his head, “What, rejected?”

“Yeah.” Sun Tan cursed angrily, “That guy is too greedy. A ten million valuation didn’t even faze him. He even had the nerve to find me dirty!”

Sun Lianqing said expressionlessly, “As expected. Someone who can create a project like 3321 at eighteen or nineteen years old has a vision far beyond what you can imagine.”

“What do we do then?” Sun Tan grew anxious. “Dad, paternal uncle said the university leaders are demanding investigation and resolution results within a week. Next Friday is the deadline.”

Sun Lianqing gave Sun Tan a look of disappointment, saying, “If only you had known this day would come, why did you act that way back then? I told you long ago to be a good person throughout your four years of university. I got you a position in the student union and had you organize a student aid project to run for Top Ten University Student, all for your future after graduation. And what about you? Instead, you relied on that student aid project to make money. You’re truly good for nothing!”

Sun Tan said with a wronged expression, “Wasn’t I trying to be self-reliant…?”

“Bullshit!” Sun Lianqing’s face showed a hint of anger. “Still making excuses for yourself at a time like this! If you wanted to be self-reliant, why did you hide the fact that you were making money through Zhuxuebang from me and your mother? Your mother gives you three thousand yuan a month for living expenses and pocket money, and I don’t see you asking for less any month!”





Chapter 169: Liu Nian’s Day as a Tutor (Part One)

Faced with his father’s accusations, Sun Tan was speechless.

His family truly didn’t know he was using Zhuxuebang to make money at school. Precisely because they didn’t know, they had wholeheartedly supported him. Even his paternal grand-uncle, Sun Yong, had been trying to provide Zhuxuebang with various preferential policies and conveniences. Now that he had been exposed by students for using Zhuxuebang to profit, their disappointment and accusations were inevitable.

However, anger aside, the problem still needed to be resolved. Sun Tan’s best way out right now was 3321. If Li Mu could give him a place in 3321, then with the immense influence 3321 was about to gain, he would surely be able to weather this crisis safely. It was just a pity that Li Mu was too ruthless in his actions.

Sun Tan was troubled by this, and his father, Sun Lianqing, was no different.

Seeing his son remain silent, Sun Lianqing stopped scolding him. After a moment of thought, he said, “Contact that Li Mu again. Five million yuan for twenty-five percent of his shares. If he agrees, he can get the money immediately. If not, then we’ll be enemies.”

Sun Tan nodded. Five million yuan for twenty-five percent meant 3321 was valued at twenty million yuan. If that kid still didn’t accept, he truly was intent on making enemies.

Sun Lianqing then added, “Your paternal uncle called at noon, asking you to prepare a report about Zhuxuebang. His intention is for you to push the blame outwards as much as possible, striving to have the school leadership classify your involvement as merely ‘insufficient oversight’.”

After saying this, Sun Lianqing stood up, about to leave, but hesitated, stopped, and said earnestly, “At a time like this, we need enough people to take the blame. The more, the better.”

Sun Tan immediately said, “I understand, Dad. Don’t worry.”

As he spoke, he was thinking of Wu Shuai.

That bastard who immediately registered an alt account to disclaim responsibility the moment trouble arose! Since you’re pretending to be innocent by Spoonful Pond, I’ll dump all the dirty water on you in front of the school leadership!

Immediately, Sun Tan opened his home computer and drafted an email. In the email, he listed the Zhuxuebang profit-making schemes that had been exposed. For each project’s description, he heavily distorted the facts, aiming to clear his own name as much as possible and dump all the dirty water onto Wu Shuai and others.

The main target was Wu Shuai!

It wasn’t just that Sun Tan harbored resentment towards Wu Shuai, which made him the primary target. More importantly, Sun Tan knew there was no one more suitable than Wu Shuai to take the blame for him. Although many things were planned by him, the channels provided by him, and the lion’s share taken by him, Wu Shuai had always been his target. Many Zhuxuebang affairs were promoted by Wu Shuai, and there were many posts he had published by Spoonful Pond back then. These were all excellent evidence.

As he wrote more and more of the report, Sun Tan felt increasingly at ease. All the exposed incidents were too easy to pin on Wu Shuai. If the information he prepared was simply sent to the school leadership, Wu Shuai would certainly be able to write a report pushing all the blame back onto him. Such mutual bickering was pointless. The key was that he had his paternal grand-uncle, Sun Yong, who could help. As for Wu Shuai, what did he have?

At this very moment, on the Renmin University campus, Wu Shuai lay bored on his dorm bed. Having withdrawn from the student union and with Zhuxuebang exposed, he had fallen from a popular student union cadre to a despised campus unscrupulous merchant. His standing in the school had plummeted. Even his good buddies in the dorm had started deliberately keeping their distance from him. Sure enough, they had all gone out to play for the weekend, leaving him alone, cooped up in the dorm.

However, amidst his lamentations, Wu Shuai also felt fortunate. Regardless, he could still continue studying at Renmin University. The main culprit of the Zhuxuebang incident was Sun Tan, and the vast majority of students’ resentment was focused on him, so much so that he had now practically vanished from the school. Some gossiped that Sun Tan had stirred up a big mess this time, and the school leadership was extremely displeased, estimating that even his paternal uncle wouldn’t be able to protect him.

While lost in thought, his class advisor suddenly called Wu Shuai. Seeing the caller ID, Wu Shuai immediately jolted up from his bed, answered the phone, and asked, “Hello, Teacher Chen.”

“Wu Shuai, the school is currently investigating the Zhuxuebang matter. There are some things we need to ask you about to understand the situation. When do you have time today?”

Wu Shuai asked in surprise, “Teacher Chen, isn’t today the weekend?”

Teacher Chen hummed in affirmation and said, “The investigation is paramount right now, so we have to work overtime even on the weekend.”

Wu Shuai tentatively asked, “Teacher Chen, what is the school saying now? I was a member of Zhuxuebang before. This time, when the school holds people accountable, they won’t come after me, will they?”

Teacher Chen comforted him, “Don’t overthink it for now. After all, you weren’t the founder of Zhuxuebang, nor were you the biggest beneficiary. Come this afternoon and clarify the Zhuxuebang matters. I’ll advocate for you with the school. If the situation is optimistic, it’ll just be a public reprimand; if not, at most, it’ll be a major demerit.”

Wu Shuai slightly relaxed. His class advisor’s words had clarified the worst-case scenario he might face. A major demerit, while not looking great on his record, wasn’t a huge concern for Wu Shuai since he wasn’t planning to take the national civil service exam. What he feared most was being expelled from school. It seemed he didn’t have to worry about that now.

…

At six o’clock on Saturday evening, Liu Nian packed his backpack and walked out of his dorm room. The twenty hours of tutoring he had listed on 3321 had been successfully auctioned off by a student’s parent living nearby. The final price per hour for his lessons was forty-three yuan. After the other party paid the full amount to 3321, he was about to begin his part-time tutoring career.

However, today was a little different.

Accompanying Liu Nian as he prepared for his tutoring job were three other people.

Among these three, one was his dormmate, Li Mu. The other two were a reporter and a cameraman from Yanjing Television’s Evening News program.

Xie Tingfang wanted Li Mu to provide a typical student as the central figure for a special feature report. Li Mu had originally hoped that Han Bowen, the bid king of this 3321 auction and a Peking University student, would be the subject of this feature. However, Han Bowen refused over the phone. His reason for refusing was somewhat peculiar: because his transaction price per hour reached an astonishing five hundred eighty-eight yuan, the cost for twenty hours a week would be over ten thousand yuan. This meant that if this trend continued, he would instantly become a super white-collar elite university student earning over forty thousand yuan a month, so he wanted to keep a low profile and not appear in the media.

While Li Mu was troubled in the dorm, Liu Nian volunteered.

Li Mu initially didn’t agree, not wanting others to think he was exploiting Liu Nian’s status as a poor student and his special family situation. But Liu Nian felt it was a very meaningful thing. Moreover, he said that he called the village store at noon today, and his father answered. He excitedly told his father over the phone that he would be tutoring this week and could earn over eight hundred yuan, and when he received the money next week, he would send six hundred yuan back home.

Earning eight hundred yuan a week was simply an impossible fantasy for Liu Nian’s father. Not only did he not believe it, but he also urged Liu Nian to study hard and not worry about money, repeatedly telling him that the family could afford his university education.

Liu Nian said that their village brigade had a color TV connected to a satellite dish antenna, and villagers without TVs at home would go there every night to watch. He had seen Yanjing Satellite TV there before, and he wanted to participate in this news feature, hoping his family could see it, believe it, and feel proud of him.

With things laid out like this, Li Mu no longer refused.

A female reporter from Yanjing Television named Chen Lei also said that Liu Nian was very suitable to be the protagonist of this news feature.

The reason was that Liu Nian was thin and quiet, looking as harmless as a herbivore, which could make people lower their psychological guard. Audiences were less likely to generate negative opinions or emotions when facing such a student.

Furthermore, Liu Nian’s situation was very typical. He was a standard poor student, a child who came out of the mountains, with his home so far away in Guangxi. He held a poverty certificate issued by the local government and came to Yanjing, to Renmin University, as the top scorer in this year’s college entrance examination for his county. Besides studying, he also faced the burden of poverty. From the day he arrived in Yanjing, he had hoped to find a part-time job, but immediately after military training, he fell ill, causing his condition to plummet to a low point, until he found a good opportunity for a part-time job: 3321.

Liu Nian was willing to do the feature, but he was also somewhat nervous. He hoped Li Mu could accompany him for this news feature. The female reporter from Yanjing Television, Chen Lei, said to Li Mu, “You are the founder of 3321, and Liu Nian’s dormmate. You yourself said that when you first created 3321, it was the problems Liu Nian faced that inspired you. So, if you also participate in this feature, it would be even better. That way, the content of our feature will be richer and more impactful.”

Li Mu agreed after a slight hesitation.

Since Liu Nian was willing to appear on television, it would be unreasonable for him to keep hiding. Besides, he had never intended to conceal his abilities with the 3321 project. Now that 3321’s first auction had yielded such impressive results, it was time for him to make a dazzling appearance and reap a wave of faith and adoration.

Thus, he and Liu Nian began this special news feature together.

The filming of the feature adopted a method of first tracking the event’s development, then interspersing narration and exclusive interviews. So, initially, when Liu Nian packed his bag and prepared to leave, everything followed his own planned normal routine. During this process, Chen Lei and the cameraman only tracked, filmed, and recorded audio, without conducting any interviews. All of this would be narrated later in post-production.

After they exited the dorm room, the camera followed their pace a few meters ahead, filming smoothly while moving backward.

Liu Nian said to Bro Mu, “Bro Mu, let’s go eat at the cafeteria first. The scheduled time is from 7 PM to 9 PM tonight, so we still have an hour.”

Li Mu nodded, trying to remain natural, and asked, “Where does the student live? How long will it take to get there?”

Liu Nian said, “They live on Zhichun Road. It’s twenty minutes at most by bus.”

“Alright.”





Chapter 170: Liu Nian’s Day as a Tutor (Part 2)

In the Renmin University cafeteria, Liu Nian got some vegetarian dishes and a steamed bun. Li Mu felt a pang of sadness seeing this and wanted to order some meat dishes to share with him, but after a slight hesitation, he gave up. He also ordered a portion of vegetables and a steamed bun, then served himself a bowl of the cafeteria’s free clear soup, and sat down facing Liu Nian.

Seeing Li Mu had taken so little food, Liu Nian quickly asked, “Bro Mu, is that enough for you?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Enough. Eating less at night is good for your health.”

The camera remained in a fixed position, filming them. Li Mu and Liu Nian ate their meal quickly, without much conversation. Only when they were almost finished did Li Mu ask Liu Nian, “Are you full?”

Liu Nian nodded and said with a smile, “Yes, I’m full. I have a small appetite.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled. The two stood up together, took their trays to the designated bins by the door, and then walked out of the campus side by side.

Leaving the school, waiting for the bus, riding the bus—the cameraman filmed the entire process, the camera never stopping once.

After getting off the bus, Liu Nian held the slip of paper with the family’s address, checked the road signs, and after walking for about 500 meters, found a residential compound called Zhichun Nanli.

After entering the compound gate, Liu Nian started to get a little nervous and said to Li Mu, “Bro Mu, what if the student or their parents aren’t satisfied with my tutoring?”

Li Mu chuckled casually, “You scored over 670 on the Gaokao. As long as you don’t get nervous and demonstrate your mastery of the knowledge points from all three years of high school, it’s impossible for the student and parents not to approve.”

Liu Nian gave a silly laugh and said, “I’m just afraid they won’t be satisfied and will directly ask for a refund. Then, in my dad’s eyes, I’ll truly become a fool talking nonsense.”

Li Mu patted his shoulder and said calmly, “Don’t worry, you can do it.”

The two made their way to the client’s doorstep. Liu Nian took a few deep breaths at the door, then rang the doorbell.

Before coming, Li Mu had already communicated with the parents, asking if they were willing to cooperate with this special feature filming. They readily agreed. At this moment, the family of three was waiting for the arrival of Liu Nian, Li Mu, and the two TV station staff members.

The doorbell rang twice, and the door was pushed open. A woman around forty, an auntie, saw the four people at the door and the dark camera lens, and quickly said with a smile, “Oh, you must be Liu Nian and Li Mu! Please, come in, come in quickly.”

Liu Nian quickly bowed slightly and said, “Hello, Auntie, I’m Liu Nian.”

Li Mu also bowed slightly. “Hello, Auntie, I’m Li Mu.”

The auntie said very politely, “Please come in!”

The two entered first, followed by the two reporters. As soon as they entered, the male head of the household on the sofa stood up to greet them. Another boy, about seventeen or eighteen, seemed a little nervous. He glanced at the camera and quickly turned his face away.

The male head of the household pulled his son forward and said with a smile, “Xiao Yu, quickly say hello to your senior students. Don’t you want to get into Renmin University? These two are both your senior students from Renmin University.”

Xiao Yu was clearly a bit camera-shy. He gave an awkward smile and shyly said, “Hello, senior students.”

Li Mu said, “Actually, today the TV station is just doing a follow-up shoot. Uncle, Auntie, and Xiao Yu, let’s all try not to be too nervous. Just be natural.”

Chen Lei, who had been quietly filming, said with a smile, “That’s right, Uncle and Auntie. Later, when Liu Nian is tutoring Xiao Yu, we’ll just need to go in and film a few shots.”

The auntie said with a smile, “Alright, alright. Please sit on the sofa for a bit and have some water!”

Liu Nian checked the time and said, “Auntie, it’s almost time. I think I’ll go directly to Xiao Yu’s room with him for the tutoring.”

Xiao Yu also wanted to quickly escape the camera’s range, so he eagerly said, “Senior student Liu Nian, please follow me. Let’s go to the study.”

The two went to the study. Chen Lei didn’t follow to disturb them. Instead, she said to the male and female heads of the household, “Uncle and Auntie, while the children are studying, how about we conduct an interview with the two of you?”

The male head of the household seemed a bit nervous and asked in a low voice, “You want to interview us too? What will you ask about?”

Chen Lei said, “They’re just some simple questions, like why you chose to find a university student tutor for your child on 3321.com, what you think about university student tutoring, and so on. You don’t need to be nervous; just answer truthfully.”



The next day at ten in the evening, the Yanjing Evening News began broadcasting.

Li Mu and his five other dorm mates went out to find a private room with a TV to eat and watch. To avoid embarrassing Liu Nian, they didn’t invite the girls from Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm this time.

As soon as the evening news began, the host introduced the main content of the day’s news. 3321.com was the third item, described by the host as: “Online Tutoring Booms in the Capital: 3321.com Explores New Directions for University Student Part-time Work.”

After the main content began, everyone waited for about seven or eight minutes before Liu Nian’s special feature news finally aired.

After the host finished the introduction, the scene cut to a Renmin University of China dorm. At this moment, Liu Nian and Li Mu were about to leave. The voice-over, in a tone similar to “A Bite of China,” narrated slowly: “At six in the evening, Liu Nian, a freshman from the 2001 intake at Renmin University of China, packed his bag. Accompanied by his dorm mate Li Mu, he was preparing for his first home tutoring session. He had listed 20 class hours on 3321.com, with a transaction price of 43 yuan per hour. After a week of lessons, he would receive over eight hundred yuan in remuneration. This price might sound surprising at first, but reporters learned that the ‘bid king’ on 3321.com had a transaction price of 588 yuan per class hour.”

“Eighteen-year-old Liu Nian comes from a mountain village under a national-level poverty-stricken county in southwestern Guangxi. Due to its isolated geographical location and lagging economic development, Liu Nian’s family has an annual income of only about three thousand yuan. Before tonight, he had never dreamed that he could find a part-time job paying over eight hundred yuan a week. A while ago, he had hoped to find a work-study position offered by the university on the Renmin University campus. The latter’s wage was around three yuan per hour, which, although higher than Yanjing City’s minimum wage standard, was more than ten times lower than the wage Liu Nian received on 3321.com.”

“Li Mu, standing beside Liu Nian, is the founder of 3321.com. This is a platform specifically serving university students, high school students, and their parents. Its core operation is to recommend university students to high school students as tutors. In the past week, 3321.com has become the most talked-about term among parents of third-year high school students in Yanjing.”

At this point, Li Mu and Liu Nian had already left the dorm in the footage. As soon as the voice-over ended, the scene switched to a studio. Li Mu sat on a single sofa, a yellow spotlight shining on his face, his background blurred and dark, making him appear very prominent.

Li Mu in the footage, smiling, said, “Creating the 3321.com website was brought about by an unexpected opportunity. At that time…”

The Li Mu on TV briefly described the situation when he returned home for the holidays and saw a sick Liu Nian troubled by finding a part-time job.

“At that time, I found it hard to accept. No matter what, students who can get into Renmin University have absolutely top-notch Gaokao scores. They master the knowledge from all three years of high school to a masterful level to achieve such excellent results in the Gaokao. Why should they only earn less than three yuan per hour for part-time work? So, at that time, I decided to create a website like this, to help them find their life’s value.”

The reporter, who remained off-screen, then asked Li Mu about the source of funds for creating 3321.com. Li Mu directly replied that his family supported it.

The reporter then asked Li Mu about the 5% commission that 3321.com collected from both students and parents, inquiring about its purpose.

Li Mu reiterated his motive: “After deducting 3321.com’s normal operating funds, all remaining profits will be used to establish a university student aid fund.”

The reporter then asked, “We roughly calculated that 3321.com’s profit in its first week exceeded 150,000 yuan. Assuming that after recovering its initial investment costs, it has a net income of 50,000 yuan per week, that would be 200,000 yuan per month. This is a very large sum of money. Using it all for a university student aid fund is naturally a great thing, but who will manage this money? Will 3321.com establish its own student aid fund, or will it donate this money to charitable organizations?”

Li Mu answered this question in an extremely serious tone: “3321.com is a public service platform. We will make all our profits open and transparent, and we welcome all sectors of society to audit and supervise our public data. This is something no charitable organization can currently achieve. Therefore, our net profits will be used to establish our own student aid fund, and we will implement financial transparency, publicly announcing every income and every donation on our website.”

Subsequently, the scene switched to Liu Nian being interviewed. The reporter asked Liu Nian, “Before coming to Yanjing, did you ever consider doing part-time work-study once you arrived here?”

Liu Nian paused for a moment, then looked up and said, “The night before I came to Yanjing, I thought about it all night, and I’ve thought about this question every day since. It’s just that my physical condition is too poor, and I’m too short; most part-time jobs wouldn’t take me.”

The reporter then asked, “Had you considered being a tutor before?”

“I had, but there was no channel. Parents wouldn’t come to the university to find us, and we didn’t know where to find parents. We could only write notes ourselves and post them in nearby residential compounds, but it seemed no one paid any attention.”

“Then why do you think that when university students actively sought clients by posting notes, no one paid attention, but on 3321.com, clients actively bid to hire university students?”

Liu Nian gave a shy smile and said, “Bro Mu talked to me about this. At first, I couldn’t imagine tutoring third-year high school students because the age gap was small, and it was a matter of great importance, so I wasn’t confident enough. In fact, it wasn’t just me; other university students were the same. Most people preferred to tutor middle school students because the pressure was lower. But when Bro Mu heard about it, he called me an idiot, scolding me for not realizing that my biggest advantage lay in the Gaokao, in my mastery of the knowledge points from all three years of high school.”

As he spoke, a glimmer appeared in Liu Nian’s eyes: “He realized the value of us first-year students, and even more so, our advantage over third-year high school students. He also conveyed this advantage to the parents, and that’s when parents truly began to recognize the special value of us first-year students, which is why they bid to hire university students on 3321.com.”





Chapter 171: Liu Nian’s Day as a Tutor (Part 2)

“After a simple dinner, Liu Nian and Li Mu left the school, preparing to take a bus to their employer’s home on Zhichun Road.”

After the interview footage of Liu Nian, the camera quickly jumped through several scenes, focusing on the two eating in the cafeteria, leaving school, and taking a taxi to Zhichun Road. After about ten seconds, the narration continued: “Auntie Wei, her husband Uncle Qin, and their son Xiao Yu had been waiting at home for a long time. At six-fifty, Liu Nian rang Auntie Wei’s doorbell, beginning his first experience as a part-time tutor.”

The footage showed Liu Nian and Li Mu entering the house. The scene in the living room lasted less than five seconds before the camera moved to Liu Nian and Xiao Yu entering the study together.

Immediately after, the camera returned to the living room sofa, where the reporter interviewed Auntie Wei: “Why did you choose 3321, this emerging tutoring platform, for your child?”

Auntie Wei smiled and said, “My child’s dream is to get into Renmin University of China. Before this, we found several Tutoring Teachers for him, each teaching different subjects. The child was constantly running around, not to mention that there were many students in those tutoring classes, so the results weren’t very noticeable. Coincidentally, 3321 was doing a ground promotion at our community entrance one day. After learning about their model, I suddenly felt it was very feasible. We used to always find various teachers to tutor our child in different subjects, so why not directly find a student who just got into Renmin University and have them provide comprehensive tutoring for our child? Plus, the child was also very much looking forward to this kind of peer-to-peer learning exchange, so we hired Liu Nian through 3321.”

The reporter asked, “What are your thoughts on the 3321 model?”

Auntie Wei said, “I think this model is mutually beneficial for us parents of high school students, for our children, and for those university students. Our greatest hope is that our child’s academic performance can improve and that he gets into a good university.”

Uncle Qin, who was beside her, also spoke up: “I think the 3321 website has a very strong sense of social responsibility. Although they charge a certain commission, the 5% rate is much lower compared to other agencies. And they also said that this money will be used for a student aid fund and that the flow of funds will be transparent. Such a purely public welfare project is truly rare, and even more remarkably, this project was initiated and founded by university students. It’s very impressive.”

The camera immediately turned to Li Mu, who was sitting on a single sofa nearby. The reporter asked with a smile, “Student Li Mu, how do you evaluate yourself and the 3321 project?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said with a hint of confidence, “I’m just an ordinary university student. As for the 3321 project, it might become the largest and most transparent internet student aid project. Everyone can look forward to its future development.”

In the subsequent two to three minutes of footage, Li Mu did not accept any further interviews. The reporter filmed some scenes of Liu Nian tutoring Xiao Yu. After the session ended, the reporter specifically interviewed Xiao Yu in the study, asking him about his feelings regarding the two-hour tutoring session. Although Xiao Yu was shy, he honestly said, “Senior male student Liu Nian has a very solid grasp of high school knowledge points, and it’s easy to communicate with him. The learning atmosphere isn’t as oppressive as in school or tutoring classes. I feel the effectiveness is very good.”

The reporter asked him, “Does this kind of learning atmosphere increase your personal willingness to learn?”

“Of course, for me, my willingness to learn has greatly increased.”

Then, the scene cut to a close-up shot of Liu Nian on his way back to school. In the footage, Liu Nian, due to his excitement, not only had a constant smile on his face but also appeared much more confident than usual.

As the image gradually blurred, the narration stated: “It is reported that on Saturday alone, one thousand four hundred and thirty-one university students found part-time tutoring jobs through the 3321.com website. In addition, over five thousand registered university students are awaiting 3321’s certification; they can only be auctioned by student parents after certification. The reporter learned that as of today, registered parents on 3321 have exceeded ten thousand people. The future of 3321 seems to have only just begun.”

The news ended, and the guys in Dorm 606 applauded. Liu Nian was a bit embarrassed, lowering his eyelids. Li Mu handed his phone to him, smiling, “Your parents must have finished watching the news too. Give them a call and let them know.”

Liu Nian nodded, took out his phone, and dialed the village’s small shop.

At this moment, Liu Nian’s father had already been waiting by the phone. As soon as it rang, he immediately picked it up and excitedly blurted out, “Laizi, your mother and I just watched the TV news! Everyone in the village is saying my boy is amazing! Earning eight hundred a week, my goodness, that’s more than your mom and I make in a year!”

Liu Nian replied in his hometown dialect, “It’s not like I can earn that much every week, but it should be no problem to consistently earn five hundred yuan a month. From now on, I can support myself, and then I’ll send three hundred yuan home every month. You absolutely must let my younger sister finish high school.”

The father and son chatted for a few more sentences, then Liu Nian hung up the phone and handed it back to Li Mu, smiling, “My dad said that no one in the village expected university students to be so capable, earning big money right after starting school. He estimates that the dropout rate for children in our area might decrease a bit in the future.”

Li Mu nodded, feeling a slight bitterness in his heart. Wealth disparity existed everywhere. Sometimes he felt it was fate, other times he felt it was a lack of social responsibility. Now, it seemed that one’s mindset and vision also played a large part. If 3321 grew bigger in the future, they could put more effort into public welfare initiatives.

Li Yawei also saw that everyone present was feeling a bit emotional, so he quickly raised his beer: “Come on, us bros, let’s toast to Liu Nian and Zheng Dao! Let’s celebrate them finding an opportunity to realize their life’s value!”

As he spoke, Li Yawei asked Hu Zhengdao, “Zheng Dao, have you told your dad yet?”

Hu Zhengdao smiled and said, “I did. He didn’t believe me when I told him, but that’s fine. I plan to work hard until the winter break, save up some money, and just slap it down in front of him. Nothing is more persuasive than cash.”

Sun Jian laughed, “Yeah, cash is indeed the most persuasive.” As he spoke, he raised his glass and said, “Let’s toast to Liu Nian, Zheng Dao, and Li Mu! Our Dorm 606 is about to produce someone impressive who will be known throughout Yanjing!”

…

Sun Jian was right. After tonight’s program on Yanjing Television, Li Mu truly became known throughout Yanjing.

As soon as the special feature report aired, it immediately captured the attention of many who followed current events, especially among student parents and certain specialized systems, causing a huge stir.

The catchy name “3321” and Li Mu’s rather ordinary name suddenly entered the public’s view.

Tan Yaocheng sat on his sofa, watching the entire report about 3321 without missing a single word. A few days ago, he had seen 3321’s ground promotion near his home, but at the time, he thought it was just a promotion for some training class or school, so he didn’t pay attention. It wasn’t until today that he accidentally learned the true nature of 3321 on television. What amazed him most was that 3321 was actually founded by Li Mu.

Li Mu, standing with Liu Nian on television, was handsome and radiant. Although full of confidence, he remained humble, completely different from the Li Mu Tan Yaocheng had interacted with.

The Li Mu he knew was a young man who was both arrogant and talented, audacious and powerful. However, after reaching a financing agreement with Li Mu, Tan Yaocheng actually held considerable admiration for him deep down. Seeing this special feature today, he even felt a sense of reverence for Li Mu.

What kind of monster was this kid? The Tieba product had already surprised him with Li Mu’s profound internet mindset. He never expected that, without him noticing, this kid would pull out another monster like 3321.

Currently, no one had yet defined O2O, or online-to-offline, but Tan Yaocheng had noticed 3321’s uniqueness. It was different from Baidu, Yahoo, Tencent, and even Muye’s Tieba. In some ways, it was similar to eBay in that it brought offline things online for sale. However, its difference from eBay was also clear: eBay sold goods, while 3321 sold services.

Moreover, Tan Yaocheng keenly felt that 3321 possessed a natural political advantage. If any company could get involved with this project, it would be incredibly easy to leverage it for cooperation with the government and to undertake government-related projects.

Tan Yaocheng had extensive dealings with local governments and deeply understood the opportunities contained within.

He suddenly felt that he needed to talk to Li Mu again. For the 3321 project, it would be best if Baidu could invest. Even if they couldn’t, Baidu should at least try to secure the naming rights for 3321’s technical support. If Li Mu was willing to give Baidu the title of exclusive free technical supporter for 3321, Baidu could provide all of 3321’s software and hardware support, and even financial support, for free.

In this day and age, who didn’t want to be a socially responsible enterprise? However, occasionally donating to disaster areas or impoverished regions, or sponsoring a few scholarships for universities, had long become cliché. Doing it didn’t stand out, but not doing it invited criticism. It was very difficult to cultivate a public welfare image for oneself.

Li Mu was drinking heavily with a few bros in his dorm when he suddenly received a call from Tan Yaocheng, immediately sensing the old fox’s motive for calling.

He hesitated for a moment, then walked out of the private room, found an empty spot, and pressed the answer button, asking with a smile, “Mr. Tan, what brings you to call me today?”

Tan Yaocheng chuckled, saying, “Manager Li, we are partners after all, so it’s only right to check in.”

Li Mu hummed, “I was just about to look for you. Regarding driving traffic to Tieba, you need to speed things up on your end.”

Tan Yaocheng immediately assured him, “Don’t worry, by next Monday, our technology will optimize keyword search results, and Tieba’s traffic will definitely surge.”

With that, Tan Yaocheng smiled and said, “Manager Li, do you have time to meet recently?”

“Is there something, Mr. Tan?”

“Nothing much, just wanted to chat with you about ‘Liu Nian’s Day as a Tutor’.”





Chapter 172: Summoned by the School Leadership

Li Mu had long guessed that Tan Yaocheng’s call at this time was definitely about 3321. Hearing him, Li Mu smiled and said, “Alright, let’s set a time another day.”

Tan Yaocheng quickly said, “Oh no, don’t say ‘another day’! Let’s fix a day. If we postpone it, who knows when it’ll be, maybe even 2002!”

Then, Tan Yaocheng added, “I estimate that your time will become increasingly scarce from now on. Once a major project like 3321 is exposed, you won’t have a moment’s peace.”

Li Mu sighed, smiling wryly, “You truly have a keen eye. I have the same concern.”

Tan Yaocheng hurriedly said, “That’s why we need to have a good chat. If we talk things through, I can help you relieve a lot of pressure. Do you have time tomorrow afternoon? If not, I’ll come to your school, and we can find a coffee shop nearby.”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then said, “Alright, then you come over tomorrow afternoon. I’ll treat you to dinner.”

Tan Yaocheng laughed, “No, I’ll treat. It’s settled then.”

Li Mu guessed that Tan Yaocheng had a request regarding 3321, but he wasn’t prepared to give up 3321 just yet. However, many other aspects could be shared, especially some intangible things, which would be very necessary for a company like Baidu. He would have to see how their conversation went tomorrow.

Back at the dinner table, Li Mu continued to chat and talk absurdities with his dorm bros, unaware that many people in the education system were having sleepless nights because of him.

Among them, some applauded enthusiastically for the 3321 project, while others loathed its model. Those who applauded enthusiastically were mostly practitioners in the university education system. They were happy to see such a novel initiative that greatly assisted students, as it could not only significantly alleviate their own pressure but also encourage university students to create more value.

However, those who loathed it came more from the high school education system. At this stage, it was very common for high school teachers to run tutoring classes, especially for main subjects like Chinese, Math, English, and Science Comprehensive exam. A tutoring teacher’s monthly income could be comparable to half or even a full year’s salary. The emergence of 3321 would drastically reduce their tutoring income, essentially destroying others’ livelihoods.

Li Mu hadn’t carefully considered the negative impact of the 3321 project. He was more focused on the interests of the university student group, but he hadn’t thought carefully that he wasn’t actually taking money out of high school parents’ pockets; rather, he was snatching the money that parents originally put into the pockets of those tutoring teachers and distributing it to these high school students.

That night, countless third-year high school teachers flew into a rage over 3321.

…

The next day, from the moment Li Mu stepped out of his dorm building, he felt the gazes around him were significantly different from before.

This feeling persisted from the dorm building to the cafeteria, and then from the cafeteria to the teaching building.

When his classmates saw him enter the classroom, they all gazed at him intently, and many even exaggeratedly gave him a thumbs-up.

Slightly more familiar classmates would walk up to greet Li Mu and say a few words like “that’s so impressive.” Li Mu knew that 3321 had already made a significant impact, so he wasn’t reserved and responded with a smile.

His class advisor, uncharacteristically, appeared in the classroom early. As soon as he saw Li Mu, he hurried over and said, “Dean Zhou and Vice Principal Sun want to see you. They’re in the Political Education Building.”

Li Mu nodded. Alerting the school leadership was an inevitable step, but he didn’t mind. Li Mu knew that hot topics had a shelf life. He might feel a little uncomfortable for the first few days, but once the buzz died down, everyone would get used to it, and his discomfort would vanish.

Even the most impressive people become ordinary once you’ve seen enough of them, let alone himself.

Li Mu followed his class advisor to the Political Education Building. In the Vice Principal’s office, he met Vice Principal Sun Yong and Dean Zhou Xiaodi of the School of Finance and Economics for the first time.

Li Mu himself was a student of the School of Finance and Economics, so his matter primarily concerned Zhou Xiaodi. A student from his school had been featured in a news special by the local TV station, and it was an entirely positive event. It should have been Zhou Xiaodi’s responsibility to first understand the situation and then report to the school leadership.

However, Sun Yong couldn’t wait. He called Zhou Xiaodi early in the morning, insisting on meeting Li Mu, who had stirred up a huge storm in the education system overnight.

Furthermore, there was another hidden reason: his nephew, Sun Tan, was at the most crucial point in his life and needed 3321, which had already begun to shine brightly, as a protective charm. But Li Mu had even refused five million in cash. He wanted to meet Li Mu to see what kind of first-year student he was and what his angle of approach might be.

As Li Mu entered the office, his class advisor quickly left. Inside the office were two middle-aged men, both around fifty years old. One of them, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline, immediately stood up from the wooden sofa as soon as he saw Li Mu enter, walked towards him, and extended his hand, saying, “Student Li Mu, you’re here. Please, have a seat.”

Li Mu had seen a photo of the man before and knew he was the dean of his school, so he politely shook his hand and said, “Hello, Dean Zhou.”

Zhou Xiaodi nodded, glanced at Sun Yong, and said, “Originally, I wanted to talk to you first to understand the situation, but Vice Principal Sun is very concerned about your situation and told me early this morning that he absolutely had to see you immediately. Student Li Mu, Vice Principal Sun is so concerned about you, which goes to show how successful your 3321 has become.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, neither humble nor arrogant, and said, “Dean Zhou, you’re overpraising me. 3321 has only just begun.”

Zhou Xiaodi was slightly taken aback. “Only just begun”? This young man was quite confident.

At this moment, the middle-aged man who had been sitting at the desk laughed, stood up, and walked towards Li Mu, saying, “Student Li Mu is right, 3321 has indeed only just begun. To be able to create such a dazzling report card right from the start, I believe 3321’s future potential is immeasurable!”

Li Mu politely thanked Sun Yong.

Then, Zhou Xiaodi smiled and said, “Both Vice Principal Sun and I are very optimistic about your 3321. Come, let’s sit and talk.”

Li Mu nodded and sat on the sofa in the office’s reception area with Zhou Xiaodi and Sun Yong.

Zhou Xiaodi said, “Student Li Mu, for such a meaningful project like 3321, you should have submitted an application to the school at the beginning. If the school had known about 3321 earlier, we would certainly have given you strong support from the start.”

Li Mu said, “Thank you, Dean Zhou. The initial investment for 3321 wasn’t large, it was within my manageable range, and with so many classmates actively helping, I didn’t want to trouble the school leadership.”

Zhou Xiaodi waved his hand, “That’s not right. You are a student of Renmin University, and it’s only right to seek help from the school if you encounter difficulties.”

Li Mu thought to himself, I don’t have any difficulties, so what’s the point of seeking your help?

But he said very sincerely, “Dean Zhou is right. In the future, if I encounter any difficulties, I will definitely communicate with the school leadership promptly.”

Zhou Xiaodi nodded, exchanged a look with Sun Yong, and then said, “The 3321 project will likely involve more and more matters in the future. You’re only a first-year student, and your academic workload will be very heavy later on. Do you have the energy to manage such a large project well?”

Li Mu sighed slightly and said, “To be honest with you, Dean Zhou, I’m actually very worried about this. After all, I still have to attend classes, and my energy is limited. If 3321 continues to develop like this, I’m afraid I won’t be able to handle it later.”

Zhou Xiaodi’s eyes lit up, and he immediately said with a smile, “The fact that you recognize this proves that you have a very long-term vision in how you approach things!”

Seeing Zhou Xiaodi say this, Li Mu quickly interjected in agreement, “Dean Zhou, you’re overpraising me. Whether my vision is long-term or not isn’t important. What’s important is that 3321’s development needs a smooth direction.”

Just as Zhou Xiaodi was about to speak, Li Mu continued, “My personal energy is limited, and my abilities are also limited. So, I’m thinking that in the future, I’ll entrust 3321 to professional managers. I want to build a full-time professional team, led by professional managers, with operating expenses directly drawn from 3321’s commission.”

Zhou Xiaodi was stunned.

He had originally wanted to discuss with Li Mu whether the school could co-manage 3321 with him. Such a large project was happening right under the school’s nose, and it had gained public attention. At this point, it was only natural for the school to muscle in. If this happened at any other school, the school leaders would have the same idea.

This idea, if put positively, was to help students manage a public welfare undertaking, provide more human and material resources, and ensure students could focus more energy on their main studies. But if put negatively, it was essentially muscling in and getting a share of the profits. For such a large project, the school didn’t expect to make money from it, but they definitely wanted an official statement and to imprint the school’s mark on the project.

Because of 3321, Zhou Xiaodi hadn’t slept much last night. This kind of thing wasn’t good for him. If the 3321 project took off and could be associated with the school, then it would naturally be a win-win situation. But if it couldn’t be associated, then it would be awkward. Such a large project developing right under his nose, with him doing nothing throughout, would be seen as incompetence.

Therefore, he secretly hoped to discuss it privately with Li Mu. He didn’t harbor any malicious intent to seize Li Mu’s labor, but he also couldn’t completely exclude the school. If he did, 3321’s rise wouldn’t be a glorious thing for the school; instead, it would be a slap in the face.

However, he never expected Li Mu to state his future plans for 3321 before he could. Li Mu’s words were simple and clear: his abilities and energy were limited, and if he couldn’t manage 3321 in the future, or couldn’t handle it all, he would directly hire a team of professional managers from outside to take care of it. Conversely, as long as he had the energy to manage 3321, he wouldn’t let anyone interfere.

Tricky…





Chapter 173: Rooting in Renmin University

When Zhou Xiaodi subtly expressed the school’s demands to Li Mu, Sun Yong remained silent. His feelings towards Li Mu were complex; he wanted to understand what this young man was truly capable of in terms of conduct and dealings. The 3321 project was too big and too influential. If not handled well, it could burn him.

Zhou Xiaodi didn’t have as many complex thoughts as Sun Yong. He just felt anxious. Last night’s report from Yanjing Television was just the vanguard. Once this matter was exposed, there was no telling how many media outlets would follow up with interviews. If they interviewed Li Mu, they would definitely interview the school. In this matter, the school needed to establish some connection with 3321, otherwise, they would be repeatedly made to look bad by the numerous media outlets.

However, Li Mu’s tightly guarded posture regarding 3321 left Zhou Xiaodi feeling helpless.

Zhou Xiaodi looked at Sun Yong with a pleading gaze, thinking, You’re an expert at these kinds of things, you deal with this kid.

Sun Yong pretended not to notice, calmly taking a sip from his teacup.

Sweat beaded on Zhou Xiaodi’s forehead. He looked back at Li Mu, asking with a hint of awkwardness, “Student Li Mu, regarding the future development of 3321, is there anything the school can help with?”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, pondering to himself. Currently, 3321 was just a website registered under his name. As long as he didn’t incorporate 3321, it would be difficult for others to get involved. However, 3321 had already begun gaining widespread public trust, so the school’s pursuit should be more about nominal recognition.

Thus, Li Mu tentatively asked, “Dean Zhou, is the school planning to offer financial aid to the 3321 project?”

Zhou Xiaodi was somewhat taken aback. Who said we were going to give you financial aid? You’re earning over one hundred thousand in commission a week; why would you need the school’s financial aid? The school was hoping you could provide financial aid to us, perhaps set up a special scholarship.

But these were minor details. Zhou Xiaodi now strictly followed Sun Yong’s instructions: first, get the school connected with 3321. That was the most crucial thing.

Zhou Xiaodi then asked, “If 3321 has any difficulties right now, you can tell us.”

Li Mu smiled mischievously, touching his nose. “It seems there really aren’t any.”

Zhou Xiaodi looked at Li Mu in shock, not expecting him to play tricks on even him…

Sun Yong was also somewhat dumbfounded. What’s going on?

Li Mu then smiled slightly and said, “Dean Zhou, actually, when it comes to the future development of 3321, there are indeed some unresolved issues. If our school could help solve them, that would be excellent.”

Zhou Xiaodi quickly pressed, “What aspects are still problematic?”

Li Mu said, “The information processing for 3321 will be quite extensive in the future. The more orders we facilitate, the greater the demand for customer service. So, I’m preparing to find a fixed office space for 3321 to accommodate online support staff and customer service. 3321 was born within the Renmin University campus, and it wouldn’t sound good if it were to settle outside the campus. Therefore, I hope our school can allocate some space to me.”

“Oh, space…” Zhou Xiaodi thought for a moment and said, “That’s easy to handle. Our School of Finance and Economics office building still has vacant offices. How much space do you need? I’ll help you coordinate it!”

Sun Yong immediately propped his right hand on his forehead, covering his eyes, thinking, Zhou Xiaodi, you idiot whose brain has been muddled by running the school. Has he given you any benefits? Has he agreed to let Renmin University participate, or agreed to joint management? He hasn’t given you any benefits, only asked you to solve the office space problem, and you’re foolishly going to agree to him?

Li Mu seriously considered it at this moment. Although 3321 was a highly localized O2O project, a rough estimate suggested that it would serve no less than twenty thousand households in Yanjing in the future. In other words, in Yanjing alone, it would eventually provide part-time employment for at least twenty thousand university students. There were over twenty Project 985 and Project 211 universities in Yanjing combined, and these institutions alone enrolled over forty thousand first-year students annually. There were also other regular undergraduate institutions. Once the business expanded to regular institutions and the hourly rate for students from regular institutions was lowered to around 10 yuan, he believed there would still be market space.

Supporting such a massive order volume required not only technology but also manpower. Customer service and complaint handling alone would require several people, not to mention online auditing and order phone confirmation support staff. Currently, 3321 didn’t even have a hotline, and relying solely on platform messages long-term was unfeasible, especially since he didn’t have time to check them himself.

Therefore, it was indeed necessary to quickly establish an office space and staff it. If there was an opportunity to expand 3321 to other cities in the future, Yanjing would serve as the headquarters.

Based on this plan, he would need an office space of at least two to three hundred square meters, right?

When Zhou Xiaodi heard this number, he considered it briefly and said, “Our School of Finance and Economics’ Multimedia Building has three vacant multimedia classrooms on the fifth floor, each one hundred ten to one hundred twenty square meters. They’ve been unused for a long time. I think we can definitely allocate them to 3321.”

After speaking, Zhou Xiaodi turned to Sun Yong and asked, “Principal Sun, don’t you agree?”

Sun Yong sighed softly. “Your school’s unused resources, your school can decide on its own.”

Upon hearing this, Zhou Xiaodi immediately slapped his thigh and said, “Then it’s settled.”

Li Mu’s eyes widened. Over three hundred square meters of office space just like that—this was a significant move. Although renting such a large area outside wouldn’t cost much, Li Mu also felt that since 3321 was born on campus, it would be even better if it could root itself within the campus. Incubating 3321 within Renmin University would also be like bringing the school along for the ride. As for joint management or anything like that, it would be ridiculous to even mention it.

Zhou Xiaodi then offered another enticement to Li Mu: “Li Mu, by rooting 3321 here at Renmin University, you’re bringing honor to the school. The school naturally has to provide sufficient support. Feel free to tell us if there’s anything else the school can help with, such as whether your future office space needs office supplies, including computers. That’s a significant expense. If you need it, the school can help you with these issues.”

Li Mu saw Zhou Xiaodi’s sincerity and said with some emotion, “Thank you, Dean Zhou. However, 3321’s current profitability is sufficient. Although I don’t use it to earn a single cent for myself, it’s only natural to use its profits to meet 3321’s own development needs.”

Zhou Xiaodi nodded with a slight disappointment. He was accustomed to having absolute control when speaking with students, but today he found himself in a completely passive position. Now that Li Mu was willing to root 3321’s future development at Renmin University of China, it was already quite good for him. At least this way, the school could claim to have nurtured Li Mu and supported 3321’s development, which was still a good outcome.

Sun Yong felt a little uneasy. Such a large opportunity like 3321, does he really need to keep such a tight lid on it from his alma mater? But looking at it from another angle, Li Mu had even given up the temptation of five million in cash for 3321, and that was before the television report. Renmin University’s hope of jumping on his fast track at this point was basically slim.

Just then, there was a knock on the door. Sun Yong said, “Come in,” and the door opened, revealing Li Mu’s class advisor again.

“Principal Sun, Dean Zhou, I apologize, but reporters from Yanjing Youth Daily and Yanjing Evening News have found their way to the class. They all want to do an exclusive interview with Li Mu…”

After a night and a morning of amplified influence, 3321 had already attracted the attention of other media outlets in Yanjing.

Sun Yong had guessed that Li Mu would soon become a media darling in Yanjing, but he hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly. Both print media outlets were top-ranking in circulation in Yanjing, and they had shown up at their door simultaneously. Judging by the time, the reporters from these two newspaper agencies must have been assigned to come over as soon as they started work.

Zhou Xiaodi looked at Sun Yong, then at Li Mu, and asked Sun Yong, “Principal Sun, what do you suggest…?”

Sun Yong reacted quickly and said, “How about this? The Academic Building is crowded and noisy. Let’s just invite the reporters here for the interview.”

The class advisor nodded, didn’t ask for Li Mu’s opinion, and turned to leave.

Li Mu thought to himself, You didn’t even ask if I was willing to be interviewed. However, in this situation, he also knew that the class advisor had little decision-making power in front of two high-ranking leaders, so he didn’t voice any opinions.

Soon, Li Mu’s class advisor brought several people into Sun Yong’s office. Four reporters from the two newspaper agencies had arrived, each consisting of a reporter paired with a photographer.

Li Mu didn’t know much about the media, but Sun Yong was an expert in the field. When traditional print media reporters came out for an interview, if it was just a regular interview, usually only the reporter would come alone, carrying a voice recorder or a notebook, chat a bit, and then organize it into text for direct publication. However, both these newspaper agencies had a two-person setup, with a photographer carrying a professional camera. That meant, without a doubt, it would be a photo and text interview.

In the print media industry, such a setup usually indicated a relatively important news story. It seemed both these print media outlets attached great importance to 3321.

The class advisor brought the four people in and immediately began introducing them enthusiastically, starting with Sun Yong: “Gentlemen, this is our school’s Vice Principal Sun Yong, who is in charge of undergraduate teaching.”

Sun Yong stood up and warmly shook hands with the two reporters who entered, instinctively overlooking the two photographers with cameras slung over their chests.

As soon as the two reporters entered, their eyes were fixed on Li Mu, as Li Mu had already appeared in Yanjing Television’s news program. However, they still politely shook hands with Sun Yong, who came forward to greet them.

Sun Yong smiled and said, “Welcome to our school.”

Both reporters responded politely. After exchanging greetings, they were about to speak to Li Mu when the class advisor enthusiastically introduced Zhou Xiaodi: “This is Dean Zhou from our School of Finance and Economics…”

Zhou Xiaodi walked up with a smile, and the two reporters could only nod with a smile and shake hands with Zhou Xiaodi again.

After they finished exchanging pleasantries with Zhou Xiaodi, they could finally speak to Li Mu.

“Hello, Student Li Mu. I’m a reporter from Yanjing Evening News (Yanjing Youth Daily), and I’d like to do an exclusive interview with you…”





Chapter 174: Selling Face

Reporters from two newspapers were dispatched almost as soon as they started work. They arrived at Li Mu’s classroom one after another and were brought over by Li Mu’s class advisor. Seeing that they were two separate groups, they amicably discussed it, agreeing to ask questions together and then organize their articles using different language once they returned. If there were any particularly unique questions, whoever asked them would include them in their draft.

Thus, Li Mu was interviewed by the two newspapers in Sun Yong’s office. The interview first focused on him personally, and after asking numerous detailed questions about 3321, the focus shifted to the two university leaders beside him.

With Li Mu present, the university leaders couldn’t claim too much credit for 3321 for Renmin University. They could only speak according to the agreement they had just reached with Li Mu. However, Sun Yong also mentioned some fabrications, such as how 3321 received high attention from the Renmin University leaders in its early stages, and that around four hundred square meters of office space had now been allocated specifically for 3321’s use.

Hearing that 3321 was going to establish its official office location at Renmin University, the two reporters were very curious and jointly asked Li Mu several questions: whether 3321 would incorporate after regularization, whether it would accept management from the university or education department, and whether it would recruit professional teams from outside the university.

Li Mu responded to each question. First, although 3321 was founded by university students, it was also a private non-profit organization created by natural persons in society, so it would not incorporate. However, it would ensure maximum financial transparency, and all due taxes would absolutely not be delayed. Specifically, professional accountants would be hired to handle the personal income tax payments for 3321’s students.

Second, 3321 was a private non-profit organization, so it would only accept supervision from all sectors of society and would not accept direct management from any other individual or organization.

Finally, 3321 would try its best to recruit Renmin University students for part-time work or graduates of the university for full-time positions, striving to ensure the organization’s composition remained pure, meaning it would be entirely composed of Renmin University students.

At the same time, Li Mu did Tan Yaocheng half a favor, telling the reporters, “After 3321 went online, it also received help from some socially responsible companies. For example, a senior executive from Baidu contacted me today, expressing their hope to provide 3321 with whatever assistance they can. I don’t know yet what specific help they will provide, so I can’t disclose it to you.”

Li Mu thought to himself, by giving Baidu some face and letting them associate with public welfare, he could then negotiate terms with Tan Yaocheng. Wasn’t Tan Yaocheng trying to use 3321 to establish Baidu’s social image? No problem, it just depends on what kind of help they can provide.

In fact, Li Mu had already decided what to ask Tan Yaocheng for. Since he was helping them attach a public welfare label, besides technical and server support, they should also cover all of 3321’s office hardware, right? Start by sponsoring one hundred computers, whether they’d be used or not could be discussed later.

At the end of the interview, the photographer asked to take a few personal photos of Li Mu to be published in the newspaper. Li Mu did not refuse. Sun Yong and Zhou Xiaodi were politely asked to step out of the frame. Li Mu sat in the center of the sofa in Sun Yong’s office, legs slightly apart, hands clasped on his knees, body leaning slightly forward, a hint of confidence on his lips. The moment the photographer pressed the shutter, Li Mu slightly squinted one eye, his smile gaining a hint of playfulness, and his whole demeanor showing a touch of youthful arrogance.

With the interview done, the morning was almost over. Li Mu simply decided not to go back to class. After seeing the reporters off, he immediately said to Zhou Xiaodi, “Dean Zhou, why don’t you take me to see the office space?”

Zhou Xiaodi thought to himself, Why are you in such a hurry? Are you afraid I’ll go back on my word? But he said readily, “Let’s go, I’ll take you there now.”

Sun Yong didn’t follow. After the two left, he took out his phone and called his paternal cousin brother.

Sun Tan’s father, Sun Lianqing, was in a meeting.

The Municipal Education Commission held an emergency meeting this morning, and the topic of the meeting was 3321.

The head was not very pleased. The emergence of 3321 made him feel a sense of powerlessness. In his words, “This 3321 has such a huge influence right from the start. Give it a little more time, and I’m afraid this thing will turn the education sector upside down.”

The second-in-command said, “Exactly. The key is that it has a huge impact directly on high school students and parents, yet it was created by university students. High schools are under our jurisdiction, but Renmin University and those Project 985 and Project 211 universities are directly managed by ministries or commissions. How should 3321’s affiliation be defined? Should it be under our jurisdiction, or under the ministries and commissions?”

Someone said, “It definitely has to be under our Municipal Education Commission! Aside from the unified requirements set by ministries and commissions, they don’t directly interfere with the daily operations of local education departments. With such a private educational institution in our city, it must be under our jurisdiction. Think about it, throughout the city, besides small classes teachers hold at their homes, which other educational training institution isn’t under our jurisdiction?”

Another person asked, “But tell me, does 3321 even count as an educational institution? First, it doesn’t establish schools or provide teaching venues; second, it doesn’t set up any subjects or recruit any students. It’s just an intermediary service, like a real estate agent, simply facilitating transactions between buyers and sellers.”

“That makes sense…”

“That’s utter nonsense!” Sun Lianqing blurted out in anger. “If we just casually let this young punk interfere with the training of all senior high graduates, wouldn’t others laugh at our Education Commission for being incompetent?”

As he spoke, Sun Lianqing thought to himself that his son ultimately failed to get involved with 3321. At this moment, he naturally couldn’t get the grapes, so he wanted to crush them. Thus, he said with full fury, “This matter will have a very significant impact on us. Think about it, how many teachers in our system currently offer private tutoring classes? And some teachers work part-time at private training institutions. With 3321, their income will be greatly affected. What do faculty and staff fear most? Isn’t it their livelihoods being threatened?”

Someone responded, “That’s a conflict between those teachers and 3321. We don’t need to take responsibility for it ourselves.”

“What can those teachers do to 3321?” Sun Lianqing sneered. “You also said it, 3321 was created by Renmin University students, Renmin University is directly managed by ministries and commissions, and we have no right to interfere. Those teachers have even less right to interfere. If they can’t interfere, what then? They’ll definitely come to us to solve the problem. Think about it, senior high graduating class teachers are already working hard. If you don’t let them earn some extra income, can they maintain their psychological balance? Now that they can’t earn extra income, wouldn’t they rebel? Collective strikes by teachers have been quite common in the past two years.”

The head frowned deeply, and the more he thought about it, the more he felt that 3321 was too outrageous, like a ghost that burst out of nowhere! A first-year student, creating a website, could bring such a huge impact to the education system. If anyone and everyone were to follow suit in the future, how would the work of the Education Commission proceed?

So, the head slammed the table and said to Sun Lianqing, “Comrade Lianqing makes a lot of sense. We cannot allow 3321 to grow unchecked, nor allow it to seize the resources of senior high students and their parents. We must find a way to curb its development. We cannot manage Renmin University students, but we can manage senior high students. Comrade Lianqing will be fully responsible for the specific operations!”

Sun Lianqing was secretly delighted and immediately said, “Director Qiu, don’t worry, I will definitely find a way to curb this 3321!”

Just as he finished speaking, his phone vibrated in his pocket.

Sun Lianqing looked down and saw it was his older cousin, but since he was in a meeting, he could only hang up and send a message back: “Bro, I’m in a meeting. Text me if it’s important.”

Sun Yong sent a message back: “Don’t worry about 3321 anymore. I have a hunch that it will soon be noticed by the entire society, even by the ministries and commissions. The ministries and commissions value two areas the most: basic education and higher education. This 3321 has too great an impact on university students. The ministries and commissions will definitely notice it, and I guess they will definitely safeguard it. It’s too unwise to go against it now.”

Sun Lianqing’s face turned green.

Damn it! If you had sent this message two minutes earlier, I wouldn’t have taken the lead in attacking 3321. Now, the director has given me the task of curbing 3321. If I remain inactive, wouldn’t he see me as a good-for-nothing who only talks but doesn’t act?

Damn it, damn it, damn it!

At this moment, Director Qiu saw Sun Lianqing with his head down and a very grim expression, so he offered comfort, “Comrade Lianqing, don’t get too anxious and agitated. How to curb 3321 definitely requires careful consideration; it can’t be achieved in one go. But I still believe in your abilities.”

Sun Lianqing looked up and let out a bitter laugh, a laugh uglier than a cry.

Director Qiu gently tapped his knuckles on the table. “That’s all for today’s meeting. Meeting adjourned.”

…

Audio-Visual Building, School of Finance and Economics, Renmin University.

Li Mu saw three vacant multimedia classrooms on the fifth floor of the Audio-Visual Building.

Each classroom was actually around one hundred fifty square meters of usable area, not gross area. Dean Zhou said that the current configuration of the Audio-Visual Building was sufficient for daily teaching use, and the cost of equipping a multimedia classroom was not low, so there was no waste; these three classrooms had always been empty.

Li Mu said, “These three classrooms are connected, right? Can we open two doors inside to truly connect them?”

Dean Zhou asked in surprise, “Can you use such a large space all at once? Our multimedia classrooms are configured with fifty computers per room. Even if we arrange them loosely, thirty computers would be more than enough.”

Li Mu laughed, “You don’t need to worry about that. Even if we don’t use it all temporarily, we will soon. It’s better to connect them now to save trouble with construction once it’s put into use later.”

Dean Zhou nodded and said, “Then I’ll have to ask the logistics management staff. If they’re not load-bearing walls, they can definitely be opened.”

Li Mu laughed, “That’s perfect. Could you also ask them to help check if a separate electricity meter can be installed for these three rooms? That way, we can avoid excessive electricity consumption later, which would burden the university.”

Dean Zhou waved his hand, “Our school isn’t as poor as you imagine. For water and electricity, just use it directly.”

Li Mu asked with feigned concern, “Dean Zhou, wouldn’t that be inappropriate?”

“What’s inappropriate about it? If Renmin University provides you with space and still charges you for water and electricity, if that gets out, how would our university save face?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “You have a point. Then let’s do as you say!”





Chapter 175: You’re Too Ruthless!

When Tan Yaocheng met Li Mu, the reports hadn’t been released yet.

Li Mu found a quiet restaurant and invited Tan Yaocheng for a meal. Tan Yaocheng initially beat around the bush for a long time before finally getting to the point with Li Mu.

“Little brother, 3321 is a divine project. You have to let us share in its glory. How about Baidu provides all the technical support for you?”

Li Mu slapped the table. “We’re on the same page! Today, when I was interviewed by the Yanjing Evening News and Yanjing Youth Daily, I even mentioned that Baidu would provide free assistance to 3321. However, I didn’t specify what kind of help, fearing you wouldn’t agree.”

Tan Yaocheng’s eyes lit up. “Good brother, providing all technical support is absolutely no problem, not a single problem! Your older brother will cover it. Next time you have an interview, just tell them exactly that!”

Li Mu chuckled, shamelessly saying, “I knew you’d agree to the technical support. As for the rest…”

Tan Yaocheng’s heart sank.

This isn’t good. What trick is this guy playing? What is he after?

Li Mu, with a pitiful expression, said, “Look, I won’t even mention the servers. We need to standardize 3321 right now. Renmin University just sponsored us with over four hundred square meters of free office space, but it’s completely empty, not even a single stool.”

Tan Yaocheng gritted his teeth. “Tell me, what do you need?”

Li Mu scratched his head, counting on his fingers. “You see, Brother Tan, this is what I’m thinking: one hundred computers are definitely a must. The matching workstations, desks, chairs, network equipment, and switches are also indispensable. And then there’s air conditioning, water dispensers, and so on—we have to figure out how to get all of that…”

Tan Yaocheng was stunned, staring at Li Mu with wide eyes. “You don’t mean to say that you want us to be responsible for all of this, do you? You’re too ruthless! And here I thought we were partners…”

Li Mu looked embarrassed. “Yes, Brother Tan. This is how you can highlight Baidu’s sense of social responsibility. Don’t worry, as long as you agree, in future interviews, I will definitely tell reporters in detail what kind of help Baidu has provided us.”

As he spoke, Li Mu continued counting on his fingers. “Look, how many news media outlets are there in Yanjing? For TV media, there’s Yanjing Television and China Central Television. For traditional print media, besides the two local Yanjing newspapers today, there’s also People’s Daily, Reference News, Global Times, Guangming Daily, and various magazines and periodicals. Besides these, there are so many internet media outlets. How many media outlets do you think we’ll be featured on in the future? Do you think that with such a big commotion from 3321, city leaders or ministry leaders will come to inspect? Think about it yourself. Once you figure it out, you’ll realize that the price I’m offering you is dirt cheap!”

Tan Yaocheng thought about it. Li Mu was right. 3321 would become big news sooner or later. Spending a little over a million yuan now to curry favor with this young man would definitely bring Baidu a lot of exposure in the future. And as long as it was exposed, it would always be positive news. This deal was too good. There might even be a chance to appear on China Central Television for several rounds. Looking at it this way, the price really was dirt cheap.

Tan Yaocheng immediately said, “Alright, it’s settled then!”

After the meal, Tan Yaocheng insisted on paying the bill. When they parted ways at the restaurant entrance, he vigorously shook Li Mu’s hand. If Li Mu hadn’t been exercising regularly, his body might have been shaken apart.

…

Li Dad and Li Mom, far away in Haizhou, had been busy with the opening of the Semir store recently. The store had just opened, and business was booming. With two stores now, they were both very busy. Li Mom’s opinion was that they could only breathe a sigh of relief once the Semir store was fully on track.

Once they got busy, the couple didn’t have time to watch TV and had no idea what a big stir their precious son was causing in Yanjing.

In the evening, after the couple had dinner at home, they were about to go back to the store for another round when Li Mu’s high school homeroom teacher came to their door to congratulate them. The couple was surprised, and only after asking carefully did they realize that their son had made a name for himself, launching such a significant project in Yanjing and even being interviewed by a TV station.

Li Mu’s homeroom teacher had coincidentally seen the news special on Yanjing Television and only then realized that he had such a capable student in his class. Today, he spread the news at school, and the school leaders also learned about it. The school leaders felt that such a thing would definitely bring glory to Haizhou No.1 High School, so they asked the homeroom teacher to visit.

Li Dad and Li Mom warmly entertained the homeroom teacher. The first thing they did after seeing him off was to call Li Mu.

On the phone, Li Mom said unhappily, “You rascal, your wings have grown hard. You don’t tell your parents anything you do outside, making us hear about it from others.”

Li Mu knew his mom was talking about 3321 and quickly apologized, “Mom, I was wrong. I just thought you and Dad must be busy with the store opening these days, so I didn’t want to bother you.”

Saying that, Li Mu quickly changed the subject and asked, “Has our Semir store opened?”

“It’s open, it opened yesterday, the same day as your 3321,” Li Mom grumbled twice, dissatisfied. “You rascal, from now on, you must actively report everything to your parents. If you dare not say anything again, Mom will really get angry.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Mom, don’t worry, it won’t happen again!”

“That’s more like it,” Li Mom smiled slightly and said, “Let your dad talk to you for a bit.”

Li Dad took the phone and said with a laugh, “Good boy, you’re quite capable! The commotion you’ve caused has even surprised your old man. You truly are my son; everything you do is extraordinary!”

Li Mu chuckled twice and asked, “Dad, how’s the business at our new store?”

“Very good,” Li Dad said with a smile. “Over seventy thousand on the first day. Song Liang even put up a building advertisement for us. However, the Semir store isn’t as good as Metersbonwe was when it first opened. It’s probably because the brand recognition still has a bit of a gap.”

Li Mu laughed. “Over seventy thousand on the first day is already very impressive. Oh, right, you said you were going to open a wholesale store for my paternal uncle. How’s that going?”

Li Dad said, “The wholesale store is being renovated. It’ll be finished soon. We focused on renovating the walls and lighting as you suggested, and the storefront is also very large. The shelves are also similar to what you’d find in a supermarket in the city. They’ll be installed in a few days, and it’s estimated it can open in about seven or eight days.”

“Did you tell my paternal uncle? Does he have any objections?”

“How dare he object? I gave him the courage! I laid it out for him directly: if he works, we split it fifty-fifty; if he doesn’t, his older brother’s tens of thousands of yuan will go down the drain. He immediately expressed his stance: he’ll do it.”

Li Mu laughed. “That’s good. Don’t overwork yourselves too much. With store managers, employees, and a system for statistics, you two can worry less.”

Li Dad said, “Your mom wants to supervise for a week. If your Mother’s younger sister is fine, then we can both relax. I’ll go get my driver’s license then.”

Li Mu was very pleased and quickly said, “If you study well, you should be able to get your driver’s license by the end of the year. Discuss it with me before buying a car, don’t just buy anything.”

“Okay!”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu was walking back to school when he received another call from Chen Wan.

Chen Wan, far away in Shanghai, didn’t know about these things in Yanjing, but Senior Sister Ai did. In her shock, she didn’t contact Li Mu but instead contacted Chen Wan. She told Chen Wan that the boy she liked was truly amazing. With the launch of 3321, even she herself was incredibly shocked.

Chen Wan asked many questions before finally understanding the beginning and end of the 3321 project and its current influence. She was also happy for Li Mu and quickly called him to congratulate him on his great success.

After the congratulations, the older sister and younger brother chatted idly. Li Mu remembered Chen Wan saying she would come to Yanjing in early November for the intern recruitment at China Central Television and Yanjing Television. Now that it was early November, she should be arriving soon, right?

Chen Wan said that China Central Television’s time had been slightly delayed to next Monday, so she booked a flight to come on Saturday. After her interview with China Central Television, she wouldn’t rush back. She would wait three days, and then the Yanjing Television interview would be on Thursday.

Li Mu’s heart filled with joy, and he quickly told Chen Wan, “Sister Wan, give me your flight number then, and I’ll pick you up at the airport!”

Chen Wan laughed and said, “No need to trouble yourself. Sister will take the airport shuttle to your school first to find you. Just be ready to treat me to a meal.”

Li Mu said, “You can have anything you want, don’t worry at all. I’ll drive to the airport to pick you up then.”

Chen Wan asked, “You bought a car?”

Li Mu bluffed, “Yes, I did.”

Chen Wan giggled sweetly and said, “Alright then, I have absolute confidence in your driving skills.”

“It’s settled then.”

“Mhm, see you Saturday!”

“See you Saturday!”

Putting his phone back in his pocket, Li Mu thought to himself that it was time to buy a car.

Things were piling up, and it was really inconvenient to get around in Yanjing without a car. Currently, Yanjing’s traffic wasn’t congested, and having a car was much more convenient than taking public transport. Moreover, there was no lottery system for buying cars in Yanjing right now, so all conditions were ripe.

Besides, he had money. Muye Technology’s Series A funding cashed out one million two hundred thousand yuan, and he hadn’t spent a single cent yet.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu decided to go buy a car tomorrow.

However, what to buy became another problem.

Li Mu liked off-road vehicles. With over one million yuan in his pocket, he could theoretically buy a Wrangler or Prado. Currently, Wranglers weren’t available, but imported Toyota Land Cruisers could be bought. However, the price was too high; he wouldn’t have much left after buying such a car, so he couldn’t be so extravagant.

It was late 2001, known as the “Year of the Family Car” in China. Many affordable family cars were becoming popular. The Volkswagen Bora, POLO, and Buick Sail were relatively cheap, but their designs were truly ugly, and their space was unbearably small. Li Mu would never buy a Santana, so he thought and thought but couldn’t come up with a good idea.

When he returned to school, he suddenly saw a Buick GL8 driving out of the school gate. Remembering that he had driven a GL8 before, that car was excellent in terms of both space and comfort, and it was also quite practical. MPVs had always been family cars abroad but became commercial vehicles in China. He might as well buy one. A mid-range model would be over two hundred thousand yuan, and the total cost would be around three hundred thousand yuan, which was acceptable.

The third chapter is here! The promise has finally been fulfilled!





Chapter 176: Li Mu’s First Car

Li Mu was generally decisive in his actions. For instance, regarding buying a car, he arranged with Zhao Kang that very evening to accompany him to look at cars tomorrow noon.

Zhao Kang wasn’t surprised by Li Mu’s decision to buy a car and agreed without hesitation.

The next morning, Xue Jianfeng, who had gone out for morning exercise, bought back two newspapers. Both the Yanjing Evening News and the Yanjing Youth Daily were released in the morning, and both quarto-sized papers featured half a page, a substantial amount of space, reporting on Li Mu and his 3321. Xue Jianfeng handed the side of the newspaper with Li Mu’s photo to him and said, “What are you trying to do, bro? You’re even showing off on the newspaper! Can we still be friends?”

Li Mu glanced at it and chuckled, “I thought they’d at least give me a color print.”

“Damn, you want the moon!” Xue Jianfeng curled his lip. The others quickly came forward to share the two newspapers and read them. For them, Li Mu appearing in the news and newspapers made them very proud, but verbally, just like Xue Jianfeng, they cursed Li Mu for being too flashy, saying his posed photo was too arrogant, and that it would indirectly increase the difficulty for others to flirt with girls.

Li Mu didn’t respond to their teasing and instead said, “3321 is setting up an office at Renmin University. You three who aren’t working as tutors, if you don’t have anything else to do, you can consider working part-time there. The salary won’t be too low.”

Sun Jian said, “I was just about to tell you, I’m planning to try tutoring.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Then just register. You’ll be among the first for the second batch of certifications.”

Sun Jian said, “I can earn over a thousand yuan a month. I’ve been tempted for two days.”

“Go for it.”

Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei weren’t short on money, so the two said, “When will the second batch of student certifications begin? We’ll lead the team to handle the certifications then.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Let’s start tomorrow. The second batch will certify three thousand people. Find more part-timers from the school, and finish it all by Friday evening.”

Xue Jianfeng then said, “Why don’t you post something on Tieba by Spoonful Pond? Your influence is so great now. Post something, leave my and Yawei’s phone numbers, and we’ll help you handle this perfectly.”

Li Mu thought it made sense, so he registered an account with the nickname “Li Mu” and posted an announcement. It stated that 3321 was recruiting part-timers at Renmin University, as well as fourth-year students for semi-full-time positions and Renmin University graduates for full-time positions. Part-time and semi-full-time positions started at 5 yuan per hour, while full-time positions started at 1500 yuan per month, with an eight-hour workday, two days off per week, and social security and housing provident fund paid through a dedicated human resources company.

This salary and benefits package was quite a bit higher than what regular companies in society offered, so it should still be very competitive.

After posting the announcement, Li Mu went to eat with his roommates and prepare for class.

In the morning, Li Mu was still thinking about quickly getting through his two morning classes and then picking up the car to get that off his mind. Unexpectedly, several more print media outlets arrived in the morning. However, they were still local newspapers and magazines. Top-tier media like China Central Television, People’s Daily, and Reference News had yet to make a move.

Li Mu felt they were probably still observing. After all, 3321 had just started and hadn’t stabilized yet.

Although Li Mu was usually low-key, regarding 3321, he still hoped to make its influence as widespread as possible. It would be perfect if China Central Television could come to Renmin University to interview him.

After the interviews with several media outlets were done, it was already eleven-thirty. Li Mu hurriedly left the school, took a taxi to pick up Zhao Kang, and headed to a Buick 4S dealership he had inquired about last night.

Buick didn’t have many models currently. The popular ones were the 1.6-liter Buick Sail, Buick Century, and Buick GL8.

Li Mu had driven this year’s GL8 model and had a general understanding of its power and performance, so he didn’t test drive it after arriving at the 4S dealership. There was a car in stock that had only run forty kilometers, so he paid in full and drove it away directly.

After getting insurance at the 4S dealership, Li Mu drove Zhao Kang directly to pay taxes and get the license plate. The most hassle-free part of buying a car now was the simple license plate process. All troublesome intermediate procedures were handled by agents, which significantly sped things up.

Li Mu didn’t have any special preference for the number. The current license plate series being issued was Jing E, and the numbers were purely numerical. Li Mu randomly picked one that didn’t contain a ‘4’, then quickly put on the license plate and drove off.

It was only three in the afternoon after getting the license plate done. Zhao Kang hadn’t expected buying a car to be so simple. He had originally thought it would take several days of back and forth, but unexpectedly, it only took three or four hours.

After everything was done, Li Mu still sighed inwardly. When he had just been reborn, he had thought his first car would be a Mercedes, a BMW, or an imported Land Cruiser. But he hadn’t expected his first car to be a modest GL8, mainly because he was short on cash. Li Mu only had a little over one million yuan in total, and buying too expensive a car would be a complete waste. A three-bedroom apartment now cost about the same as a top-trim imported Land Cruiser, but ten years later, the house could appreciate to eight million yuan, enough to buy ten Land Cruisers strung together.

Zhao Kang had to go back to class, so Li Mu dropped him off at the school gate, gave him a car key, and said to him, “The car usually stays at Yucheng Garden. If you want to drive it, just let me know in advance, and we can discuss the timing.”

Zhao Kang nodded, took the key and said, “I’ll head back to school then.”

Li Mu said, “Sister Wan is coming this weekend. We’ll eat together then.”

Zhao Kang thought for a moment and said, “Sister Wan is coming, so don’t drag me along to be a third wheel.”

Li Mu said, “What nonsense are you talking about? There’s no third wheel.”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, Zhao Kang sighed and said, “Just dinner, I won’t participate in anything more.”

Li Mu nodded and added, “When we have time, let’s go to Muye Technology. We’ll sign the contract for Muye’s acquisition of Douban. You’ll get five percent of Muye’s shares and five hundred thousand yuan, but you’ll have to handle the taxes yourself.”

Zhao Kang hesitated slightly and said, “Little Mu, am I taking too much? I’m worried I won’t be able to keep up with your pace later on.”

Li Mu then said, “You can keep up. If you really can’t, I’ll drag you along. Don’t worry, this matter shouldn’t be delayed. I’ll find someone to draft a contract template, and I’ll notify you when it’s ready.”

Zhao Kang didn’t say anything more, nodded and agreed, “Okay.”

…

Wu Shuai was expelled from Renmin University.

Li Mu heard this news from Sun Jian after returning to school.

The school posted announcements on the bulletin boards of several Academic Buildings, announcing several matters.

First, the three classrooms, 505, 506, and 507, in the Audio-Visual Building of the School of Finance and Economics were officially allocated to 3321 as its office location.

Second, the investigation results and disciplinary announcement regarding the Zhuxuebang incident.

The school’s investigation results stated that four Zhuxuebang members, led by Wu Shuai, used Zhuxuebang to amass illicit wealth and colluded with unscrupulous merchants outside the school to harm students’ interests. The nature and impact were both extremely severe. Therefore, Wu Shuai was expelled, and the other three received major demerits.

Sun Tan, due to his ineffective supervision of Zhuxuebang, also had undeniable responsibility and was given a major demerit.

Sun Yong ultimately couldn’t help Sun Tan stay out of it. However, after pulling Wu Shuai and the others to take the blame, at least he managed to save the main culprit from being expelled.

It’s said that when Wu Shuai received this notice, he broke down and cried and made a scene in class, furiously cursing the school for protecting Sun Tan. He argued that he had clearly submitted all the materials for the entire incident to the school, and that everything was planned by Sun Tan behind the scenes – he found the channels, he did the planning, and he earned the lion’s share of the money. Sun Tan was clearly the main culprit, yet it was he himself who was expelled.

Wu Shuai made a scene in class for an entire afternoon. He was finally forcibly escorted out of the Academic Building by security guards.

The security guards warned Wu Shuai that if he behaved and stopped causing trouble, the school would give him until Friday afternoon to slowly pack his things and leave. Otherwise, he would be ordered to leave his dormitory today.

Wu Shuai was utterly despondent. He returned to his dormitory alone, buried his head in his quilt, and cried heartbreakingly. He knew he had been sold out by Sun Tan, becoming his scapegoat. Although he hated him to the bone, he didn’t know how to solve his biggest problem at the moment.

His parents had always been proud of him. In high school, they would praise his good studies to everyone they met. After the Gaokao, they would praise him to everyone for getting into Renmin University. After he joined Zhuxuebang, his parents would praise his capabilities to everyone, saying he could earn money himself at school. But now, he was about to be expelled from school before even finishing his first semester of his third year. He didn’t know how he would go back and face his Mom and Dad.

Dropping out of university also dealt a devastating blow to his future plans; all his beautiful aspirations from before had turned into smoke. If he didn’t go home now, what could a person with only a high school diploma do in Yanjing? He didn’t know. But if he went home now, he would have no face to stay at home or find a job there; it would be too humiliating.

The more this was the case, the more Wu Shuai hated Sun Tan.

He called Sun Tan, but Sun Tan didn’t answer. He sent Sun Tan a text message, furiously cursing him as a despicable villain and threatening that he would definitely not let Sun Tan off.

Sun Tan still didn’t reply.

Wu Shuai was enraged. He left a message for Sun Tan, cursing his Mom for having an affair, cursing his Dad as impotent, and cursing him as the product of inbreeding between his Mom and her maternal uncle. Finally, he enraged Sun Tan.

Sun Tan replied with a text message: “Get out of Yanjing now, or I’ll make you leave in a box!”

“Lying in a box? Put simply, does that mean being put into a coffin?”

Wu Shuai hadn’t expected that at this moment, Sun Tan would still kick him when he’s down. He had at least taken the blame for him. Not only did he show no remorse, but he also threatened to kill him!

“Do you really think you’re so impressive in Yanjing? You can’t even handle Li Mu, what’s there to be smug about!”

Suddenly, a thought flashed in Wu Shuai’s mind: Li Mu!

“That’s right! Li Mu is so impressive now, even Sun Tan can’t do anything to him. If I go to him and reveal the secrets Sun Tan has been trying to use against him, with Li Mu’s personality, after knowing this, he would definitely fight to the bitter end with Sun Tan, right?”

A sinister smile appeared on Wu Shuai’s face. He seemed to see the hope of revenge.





Chapter 177: A True Powerhouse

Several media outlets successively showered 3321 with praise, and the wording in their reports had the distinct implication of promoting Li Mu as a model contemporary university student. After Li Mu’s image was repeatedly amplified by the media, it also brought him quite a few side effects; his every move on campus became extremely eye-catching.

Although he had suddenly become the most famous person on campus, Li Mu knew clearly that the stir caused by 3321 wasn’t just to forge an invulnerable reputation for himself and gather support; it was also drawing hatred. Now, the school not only had Li Mu’s followers and admirers, but also no shortage of people who were jealous and resentful of his success.

Dong Ai was originally a little jealous of Li Mu’s success, though this jealousy wasn’t necessarily negative. It was mainly because she saw a first-year student achieve such an earth-shattering feat less than one semester after arriving, and then she looked at herself, seemingly just a useless person holding the title of Vice President of the Student Union. This sense of disparity was unavoidable.

However, while Dong Ai felt a huge disparity, she was also very fortunate. Luckily, she had never gone down the wrong path; otherwise, accidentally ending up like Sun Tan would have been quite unlucky. As for Wu Shuai, there was no need to even mention him; everyone at Renmin University knew he had been a scapegoat for Sun Tan, and Sun Tan was the scum of all scums.

Dong Ai also noticed the announcement issued by the university. It was within her expectations that Renmin University would want to latch onto 3321 to gain some reputation at this time. However, she hadn’t expected Li Mu to maintain his position so well, to the extent that, based on the announcement, Renmin University showed no sign of interfering with 3321, merely acting as an incubator. 3321 still belonged to Li Mu.

Moreover, Li Mu had obtained three classrooms from the university, which seemed to indicate he was officially settling down at Renmin University.

Subsequently, Dong Ai saw the Recruitment post Li Mu published by Spoonful Pond, which immediately piqued her interest.

Her academic workload was now very light, and she was preparing to start looking for suitable internship opportunities by the end of the year. Originally, she had intended to contact a foreign company with whom she had previously discussed sponsorship cooperation. However, after seeing Li Mu’s post, she suddenly developed an even stronger interest in 3321.

Dong Ai sighed at her computer, thinking how she had previously doubted Chen Wan’s judgment. Now it seemed Chen Wan’s judgment was truly sharp. Recalling how she had introduced Lin Qingya to her maternal older male cousin a few days ago, Dong Ai felt an indescribably strange feeling.

After thinking for a long time without making sense of it, Dong Ai called Lin Qingya and immediately asked, “Sister Qingya, have you started working at the company I introduced you to last time?”

“I’ve already started,” Lin Qingya said with a smile. “But it’s been very busy these past few days, with a lot to do, so I haven’t had a chance to tell you. I was originally planning to treat you to dinner this weekend to thank you for introducing me to such a good opportunity, but it looks like I’ll definitely be working overtime this weekend. I wonder if I can get off work early on Sunday evening. If I can finish before eight, how about I come to Renmin University to have dinner with you?”

Dong Ai said, “With our relationship, why are you being so polite?” After speaking, she curiously asked, “Is that company really that busy? How do you feel about it?”

Lin Qingya said, “It’s quite busy, but very fulfilling. I’m also very optimistic about the company’s prospects; it’s developing very quickly.”

Dong Ai then tentatively asked, “Is your company’s boss the Mr. Kong we had dinner with last time?”

Lin Qingya said, “I’m not sure about that, but he’s the general manager, mainly responsible for the technical aspects.”

Dong Ai then asked, “Can you help me ask who the legal representative or major shareholder of your company is?”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “Why are you so interested in that? I’ve only just started, so asking that question might be a bit inappropriate.”

Dong Ai thought about it and realized she was right. Lin Qingya was very serious about her work and kept public and private matters separate; asking her to inquire about such gossip was indeed a bit inappropriate. Remembering that a senior male student worked in the industrial and commercial system, Dong Ai said, “Just tell me your company’s full name, preferably by text message.”

Lin Qingya didn’t know why Dong Ai was so interested in the company she had just joined, but it was just the company’s full name, which held no confidentiality. So she said, “Alright, I’ll text you the full company name later.”

A moment after hanging up, Dong Ai received a text message. She opened it and saw it was from Lin Qingya: Yanjing Muye Technology Co., Ltd.

Dong Ai’s eyes lit up. “I knew it!” she thought. “I felt there was something fishy about this. Now looking at the name, Muye Technology must be Li Mu’s company! What’s this kid’s background? He’s playing so big as a first-year student, a true powerhouse.”

So Dong Ai immediately called Li Mu.

Li Mu hadn’t seen Dong Ai for a while, nor had he received a call from her. Suddenly seeing her name on his phone, he was a little surprised.

He answered the call and politely greeted her as Senior Sister Ai. Dong Ai then spoke, “Li Mu, do you have time? Senior Sister wants to treat you to dinner.”

“Dinner?” Li Mu thought for a moment and asked, “When?”

“Today, if possible. There’s something I want to ask you for help with.”

Li Mu hesitated slightly but agreed. Regardless, she was Sister Wan’s friend, and if Sister Wan came over this weekend, she would definitely want to meet her. It was best not to neglect her.

Dong Ai booked a restaurant outside the school for the evening and arranged to meet Li Mu downstairs at her dorm first, then go together. Li Mu arrived on time downstairs at Dong Ai’s dorm.

A few minutes later, Dong Ai gracefully arrived. Twenty-two-year-old Dong Ai was very beautiful, appearing slightly more mature than her peers, but not old-fashioned. Some women look like they’re in their twenties when they’re eighteen, but still look like they’re in their twenties even when they reach their thirties. Such women, once they pass thirty, are absolutely irresistible mature women and young wives who drive men crazy. However, at this moment, that charm still lacked the tempering of social experience.

Upon meeting, Dong Ai teased Li Mu, “Student Li Mu is quite the popular figure at Renmin University now. I didn’t expect you’d still give me face. I’m truly grateful.”

Li Mu said, “Senior Sister Ai, you can treat me to dinner, but don’t belittle me.”

Dong Ai raised an eyebrow. “I’m not belittling you.”

Then, Dong Ai added, “Your Sister Wan is coming soon. Are you very excited?”

Li Mu smiled. “I am quite excited.”

Dong Ai nodded with deep meaning and said, “You don’t know, but she’s extremely excited!”

As they spoke, the two walked side by side towards the school gate. Just as they were about to exit, a figure suddenly appeared in front of Li Mu and Dong Ai. After Li Mu clearly saw the face of the person blocking their path, he frowned and asked, “Wu Shuai? What do you want?”

Wu Shuai looked utterly dejected, completely devoid of his former high-spirited and incredibly handsome demeanor. He stared fixedly at Li Mu with bloodshot eyes and said in a hoarse voice, “Li Mu, I’m here to apologize to you. I was blind before, I’m sorry!”

Li Mu already knew the news of Wu Shuai’s expulsion and understood how devastating it was for a student. Moreover, Wu Shuai’s current predicament was not entirely unrelated to him. He had targeted Zhuxuebang to counter Sun Tan, but he hadn’t expected Sun Tan to push Wu Shuai out as a scapegoat.

However, Li Mu felt no guilt towards Wu Shuai. His current situation was entirely his own doing; he had no one else to blame, and certainly not Li Mu himself.

Looking at the defeated Wu Shuai, Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “What happened in the past is in the past.”

Wu Shuai pursed his lips and nodded heavily. The person he once considered his patron had completely sold him out, while the person he once considered his mortal enemy had not kicked him when he was down in his most desperate moment, but instead showed a gesture of letting bygones be bygones with a smile. This made him realize how foolish he had been before.

No, not foolish, but blind, and completely blind.

However, Wu Shuai did not forget his core request for Li Mu. He composed himself, trying to appear as sincere as possible, and said, “Li Mu, Sun Tan from Zhuxuebang has been secretly targeting you and your 3321. He even found Zhang Qing and tried to provoke you…”

“Stop,” Li Mu waved his hand and said indifferently, “Whatever grievances you and Sun Tan have, I don’t want to get involved. I also don’t want to be enemies with anyone. Take care of yourself.”

Wu Shuai’s face immediately showed a look of near-desperate disappointment.

His hidden agenda had been so easily exposed by Li Mu, but what he said was the truth!

At this moment, Dong Ai looked at Wu Shuai with some pity and said, “Wu Shuai, I know you’re angry with Sun Tan, but it’s come to this point. You should first think about what you’re going to do next.”

Wu Shuai then finally noticed Dong Ai beside Li Mu and said, dumbfounded, “Senior Sister Ai, how are you here…”

In the past, no matter where he looked, he would first look at women, and specifically pretty women. But at this moment, even that basic instinct had been worn away, which showed how miserable his current situation was.

Dong Ai sighed and said, “Li Mu and I are going out to handle some things.”

Wu Shuai nodded repeatedly, his head dropping lower and lower. He used to be subdued by Dong Ai and had no temper in front of her, and now he felt even more inferior.

Li Mu gently patted his shoulder, said no more, and gave Dong Ai a look. Dong Ai said, “Take care,” and then walked away with Li Mu.

Wu Shuai stood rooted to the spot, silently weeping without turning his head. In the past, he was one of the few influential figures on this campus, but now, this campus no longer had a place for him.

Sun Tan, it’s all Sun Tan’s fault!

Wu Shuai suddenly flew into a rage, took off running, and disappeared from sight.

Meanwhile, Dong Ai, who had just exited the school gate, said sympathetically, “That kid Wu Shuai still seems quite pitiful.”

“The pitiful must have something hateful about them.”

“Yes, you have a point, but isn’t this price a bit too high?”

“High?” Li Mu smiled slightly. “I think it’s just right.”





Chapter 178: Preparing for a New Project

Dong Ai had a steady temperament and was very composed in her actions. Even halfway through their meal, she hadn’t revealed her motive for inviting Li Mu to eat, instead chatting idly with him. It wasn’t until Li Mu felt bored and proactively asked her, “Senior Sister Ai, just tell me directly what you need. Given how loyal and supportive you’ve always been to me, I definitely won’t refuse anything I can do.”

Dong Ai put down her chopsticks, smiled faintly, and said, “I just wanted you to eat more! The more you eat, the more agreeable you become!”

Li Mu rubbed his stomach. “I’m almost full. Go on.”

Seeing that Li Mu was already getting straight to the point, Dong Ai decided not to beat around the bush either. She said directly, “I want to intern at 3321.”

Dong Ai had said “internship,” not “part-time job” or “full-time work,” which surprised Li Mu. He asked her, “You want to intern at 3321? Are you planning to do your fourth-year internship there?”

“That’s right.” Dong Ai nodded. “I’m very interested in 3321 and have high hopes for it. If you agree, I guarantee that from tomorrow until I graduate in my fourth year, I will dedicate no less than forty hours a week to 3321.”

Forty hours of work per week was equivalent to a standard full-time job. Li Mu asked in surprise, “What about your studies?”

“I’ve already secured Guaranteed Postgraduate Admission,” Dong Ai said with a smile. “I’ve completed all my credits too. From now until the end of the year, I just need to do a thesis defense. I have plenty of time.”

Li Mu suddenly realized. He had long heard that Senior Sister Ai had secured Guaranteed Postgraduate Admission and was a woman akin to a top student. It wasn’t surprising that she had completed all her credits by the first semester of her fourth year.

So Li Mu generously said, “In that case, I certainly welcome you, Senior Sister Ai, to join 3321. Do you have any salary requirements?”

Dong Ai shook her head and said, “I have no salary requirements, but I do have a position requirement.”

Li Mu then asked, “What position do you want?”

Dong Ai said, “I want a management position. But don’t worry, don’t feel pressured at all. 3321 is just starting to formalize, and you’re short-staffed in the early stages, so just give me a chance to try. If I’m really not up to it, you can dismiss me anytime.”

Li Mu had heard many stories about Dong Ai. Besides her achievements as a top student, there were also details about how she conducted herself. In the undergraduate department, Dong Ai was highly respected by junior students and had strong charisma, naturally possessing a certain leadership aura. If she was willing to join 3321, letting her take on a management role would be a great benefit to him. At the very least, the other students recruited by 3321 from Renmin University would obediently be managed by her.

So Li Mu said, “Alright, in the early stages, you’ll be responsible for personnel recruitment and the establishment of teams and departments.”

Dong Ai quickly pulled out a small notebook and a miniature ballpoint pen from it, saying, “Tell me, what departments need to be established?”

Li Mu said, “The first is the Marketing Department, mainly for offline promotion teams. The second is the Operations Department, responsible for the website’s basic operational work. The third is the Customer Service Department, responsible for addressing customer needs, including students and parents.”

Dong Ai asked, “What about the staffing levels?”

Li Mu replied, “Since you’ll be in a management position, you’ll need to figure out the staffing levels yourself. How much personnel do you think we need for these departments, given our current situation and growth rate?”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “The next most important thing for 3321 is student verification. Two of my buddies from my dorm are helping me with this. I’ll introduce them to you later and have them report the situation to you. The next batch of three thousand people needs to be verified before eight PM on Friday. You’ll need to coordinate the personnel and workload arrangements.”

Dong Ai nodded, instantly feeling immense pressure, something she had never experienced in her many years of academic life. However, this pressure also ignited a fighting spirit deep within her. So she clenched her fists and said to Li Mu, “Don’t worry, I’ll do my best to get this done well.”

Li Mu was indeed very relieved. He controlled 3321’s framework and core direction, so he didn’t need to micromanage these details. If Senior Sister Ai could truly preside over Renmin University and take on the role of 3321’s chief logistics manager, he could genuinely relax.

Dong Ai had achieved her goal. Thinking about Muye Technology, she hesitated repeatedly before finally speaking to Li Mu, “Actually, I still have a question in my mind that I’d like to confirm with you.”

Li Mu asked, “What question? Can I help?”

Dong Ai nodded and asked, “Is Muye Technology your company?”

Li Mu was slightly taken aback. Three seconds later, he nodded gently.

“That’s not right. You lied to Sister Qingya and me last time.”

Li Mu chuckled, “It wasn’t really a lie. I just didn’t want to say anything at the time.”

Dong Ai asked, “Why? What was there to keep secret?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “If I had told you then that I started a company and asked you to introduce me to a reliable person, what would you have thought?”

Dong Ai thought for a moment, then smiled and said, “I would have thought it was too much of a joke. Even if it were true, it would probably just be a spur-of-the-moment decision by a young person, with no real prospects.”

Li Mu interjected, “So you definitely wouldn’t have introduced Lin Qingya to me, and you wouldn’t have introduced anyone you considered reliable to me, right?”

Dong Ai nodded awkwardly. “You’re right.”

Li Mu added, “Not just you, even Lin Qingya herself, if she had known then that it was me trying to poach her from SoftBank, she probably wouldn’t have agreed either.”

Dong Ai nodded again.

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s not that I genuinely wanted to keep secrets. I just felt that sometimes it’s better not to make certain things seem too unconventional. In the future, I might register other companies and try other projects, but those won’t have much to do with the campus, and there’s no need to bring that news into the campus. Having 3321 on campus is enough.”

Dong Ai asked tentatively, “Is Muye Technology really that impressive? Sister Qingya seems very satisfied with her new decision.”

Li Mu smiled confidently, “I gave her one percent in stock options, which she can cash out after three years. If she leaves voluntarily within three years, or if her performance isn’t good enough, I have the right to reclaim the options. However, if she performs well, I can’t guarantee anything else after three years, but the company’s valuation increasing tenfold will be quite easy.”

“You’re just bragging! You say it’ll increase tenfold and it will?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Senior Sister, you don’t understand the internet. The internet business is like buying the casket and returning the pearls; it all emphasizes packaging and concepts. Now that Baidu’s traffic gateway has opened, I’ll be launching several new products in the future. If operated well, the Series B valuation could increase several times over.”

Dong Ai stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, feeling extremely conflicted. A part of her was absolutely convinced Li Mu was talking nonsense, yet deep down, she truly believed him.

…

It was said that in a single encounter, Dong Ai had Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei completely subdued.

Thus, these two men, whom Li Mu regarded as brothers, became obsequious lapdogs in front of Dong Ai.

Each of them led their respective ground promotion teams, following Dong Ai’s instructions, and began the second batch of student verifications.

By the time they returned, having worked hard all day and just before the lights-out bell, they were almost collapsed from exhaustion.

It was only then that Li Mu learned from them that Dong Ai had taken out a map of Yanjing today. First, using the central axis passing through Tiananmen as a reference, she used a red marker pen to divide the map into two halves, left and right. Then she told Xue Jianfeng, “You are now the Head of the Western Region,” and then told Li Yawei, “You are the Head of the Eastern Region.”

Following that, Dong Ai had them each select three more outstanding individuals from their respective familiar teams. She told Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei to divide their assigned regions into three sections, with each section led by one of the three capable team members, to carry out the verification work at various schools as quickly as possible.

Previously, when ground promotion staff did verifications, they would filter out all students from the same school and then go find them one by one. Dong Ai waved her hand grandly and said with great resolve, “Now, they’ll be chasing after us. You’ll set the time to go to a certain school, send an in-site message to the students of that school through the backend, telling them to come to the designated location for verification. Latecomers will not be entertained.”

As a result, efficiency increased significantly.

As soon as the verification team members arrived at a school, the students waiting to be verified had already gathered at the designated location. Then, they quickly lined up to verify their information, and once done, the team would immediately move on to the next university.

Li Mu was a bit surprised. Why hadn’t he thought of this operational method? This approach certainly saved a lot of manpower, and completing the verifications by Friday shouldn’t be a problem.

Around three PM on Friday, Dong Ai delivered a perfect result to Li Mu: the second batch of three thousand verified students was completely done.

At the same time, Dong Ai planned to verify about five hundred more students while she was at it, bringing the total number of 3321’s verified students to five thousand.

After hearing Dong Ai personally describe the plan, Li Mu agreed very readily.

Five thousand verified students. He wondered what kind of scenario the second round of auctions, starting tonight and continuing into tomorrow, would bring.

The auctions were 3321’s most attractive aspect. They gave every verified student immense potential. Under the stimulation of this system, Li Mu wasn’t worried in the slightest that students and parents would reach private agreements. 3321 already had many official policies and methods to ensure the safety and interests of students, and this platform gave all verified students a strong sense of belonging.

Furthermore, Li Mu firmly believed that as long as 3321’s auction system remained, the demands of parents and students would be absolutely conflicting. Parents were unwilling to blindly offer high prices, and students were even more unwilling to blindly accept low prices. Only intense bidding could bring them infinite possibilities.

Li Mu called Kong Lingyu: “We need to seize this time to scout for all kinds of tech gurus. Before long, we’ll have a new project.”

Kong Lingyu excitedly pressed him for details about the new project, but Li Mu didn’t say. Instead, he planned in his mind: if this time, with five thousand verified students simultaneously listed and starting the auction, the transaction rate could reach ninety percent, he would immediately initiate the development of Alipay, pulling back the curtain on the e-commerce era two years ahead of schedule. In the future, paired with Taobao, he would perform a solo show on the enormous stage of e-commerce that would shock everyone stiff.





Chapter 179: The Final Resistance

After the last class on Friday, Li Mu didn’t join others in enjoying the weekend. Instead, he went alone to Yucheng Garden. Tonight, he needed to write out the core requirements and framework for Alipay. Afterwards, he would meet with Kong Lingyu to personally explain his needs for Alipay, ensuring he understood everything before having him arrange the team for development.

Although Li Mu hadn’t been to Muye Technology much, he could guess their current work status. The technical development team should still be relatively free, with enough energy to develop Alipay.

Tieba’s user base was still rapidly growing, so Li Mu hadn’t asked them to immediately develop new features. Tieba’s core service at the moment was Tieba itself. Li Mu first needed users to develop sufficient stickiness for Tieba’s most basic functions. Only then would he develop other features and products based on Tieba.

As for 3321, the second round of Auction was just about to begin, so there were no development requirements. Besides, even if there were, Baidu would be responsible for them in the future.

This time, Li Mu didn’t stare at 3321’s Auction status from eight o’clock like last Friday. He buried himself in writing Alipay’s framework, which took him over three hours.

Li Mu was planning to release the mature version of Alipay directly.

People in IT generally have more patience and focus than others. When Li Mu wrote code or requirements, he usually didn’t feel the passage of time at all. Almost in the blink of an eye, it was already past nine o’clock. At that moment, Li Mu’s phone suddenly rang, waking him from his concentration.

It was Sun Jian. He said hurriedly on the phone, “Li Mu, something big happened at school.”

Li Mu frowned and asked him, “What big thing?”

“That Wu Shuai, he was just arrested by the police in the dorm.”

As soon as Li Mu heard it was Wu Shuai, the slightly tense nerve in his mind immediately relaxed. However, Wu Shuai being arrested by the police—what did that mean?

Sun Jian then told Li Mu that Wu Shuai had stabbed Sun Tan with a knife outside a restaurant near the school tonight.

It turned out that this afternoon, Wu Shuai’s former class advisor, along with the dorm manager and security guards, went to his dorm. Seeing that Wu Shuai hadn’t packed his things and left, they tried to persuade him to go. But Wu Shuai lay on his bed, unmoved. The class advisor didn’t want to make things too difficult, so he told Wu Shuai not to wait, saying, “I’ve called your Mom and Dad, they’re not willing to come pick you up.”

Wu Shuai’s emotions instantly collapsed. The class advisor, dorm manager, and security guards coming over was essentially a display of “if you don’t listen, I’ll force you out,” which dealt another devastating blow to his self-esteem. He wasn’t stubbornly holding on because he truly wanted to cling to the school; it was because he didn’t have enough courage to leave that dorm room, didn’t have the courage to walk out of Renmin University’s school gate.

Upon hearing the class advisor say that his Mom and Dad weren’t willing to come to Yanjing to pick him up, the most vulnerable spot in his heart was fiercely stabbed again. Ever since his Mom and Dad learned he was expelled, they had only called him once. On the phone, his Dad furiously said, “I don’t have a disgraceful son like you,” while his Mom cried non-stop beside him, not saying a single word.

Now, the news that his Mom and Dad wouldn’t come to Yanjing even had to be conveyed by his class advisor.

I used to be your pride and joy! Now I’m suffering such immense injustice outside, why don’t you think about my current situation? Why don’t you first find out what really happened? I’m your only son! Even if I’ve disgraced you, you can’t just abandon me like this…

Wu Shuai silently shed tears for a long while, then suddenly got up and said to the class advisor, “Teacher Hu, I haven’t found a place to go yet, and I haven’t packed my things. But please don’t worry, if you just give me one more night, when you come tomorrow morning, I definitely won’t be in school anymore.”

The class advisor was there to execute the school’s orders, but he also knew that Wu Shuai was taking the blame for Sun Tan and had his future sacrificed by others. He felt a bit of compassion and, after a slight hesitation, agreed to Wu Shuai’s request.

Just one night. One shouldn’t be too absolute in everything; it’s good to give others some breathing room.

But he didn’t expect that something big would happen before even one night passed.

After the class advisor, dorm manager, and security guards left, Wu Shuai took a fruit knife from his dorm and rushed out the door. After several inquiries, he finally found Sun Tan eating with several student union members at a restaurant outside the school.

Through the restaurant’s glass window, Wu Shuai furiously discovered that the people eating with Sun Tan were actually the Zhuxuebang members who had taken the blame with him for Sun Tan. However, he hadn’t expected that these people not only didn’t hate Sun Tan at all, but were instead taking turns diligently lighting cigarettes and toasting him at the table.

A feeling of being completely isolated and betrayed dispelled the last shred of hesitation in Wu Shuai’s heart.

Wu Shuai squatted at the entrance for an hour until Sun Tan and his companions stumbled out of the restaurant, drunk.

Wu Shuai watched as Sun Tan approached, surrounded by the others, and immediately stepped forward, blocking Sun Tan’s path.

“Oh, it’s you, Wu Shuai, why are you here?” The Zhuxuebang members who had received disciplinary action but weren’t expelled, were surprised and somewhat ashamed to see Wu Shuai.

Wu Shuai ignored them, his bloodshot eyes fixed on Sun Tan, and he demanded, “Sun Tan, I worked my ass off for you for over two years, and you fucking sold me out in the blink of an eye just to save yourself? Do you have any conscience left?”

To Sun Tan, Wu Shuai’s accusation sounded exactly like those resentful girls he had played with and then dumped.

Although he had narrowly escaped, he was also extremely displeased. He had still received a major demerit, and even his paternal grand-uncle couldn’t fully protect him. His family had originally paved the way for him to directly participate in the national civil service exam and enter a ministry or commission right after graduation. Now, with graduation approaching, having a major demerit meant he definitely wouldn’t pass the background check. His family could only ask him to pursue a master’s degree at Renmin University for another two years. Sun Yong could help him secure a supervisor’s spot, and he would stay at Renmin University for two more years. During these two years, they would find an opportunity to clear his record.

Therefore, seeing Wu Shuai, this “traitor,” at this moment, Sun Tan also had a fire burning inside him.

“Fuck your mother, Wu Shuai, you fucking dare to question me? Don’t think I don’t know about your dirty little tricks, registering an alt account by Spoonful Pond to legitimize yourself and push all the blame onto me. You think I don’t know?”

Wu Shuai’s heart sank. He was surprised, but also instantly understood that Sun Tan had known about his little actions all along.

At this moment, Sun Tan, who had had a few drinks, said mockingly, “To be honest, Wu Shuai, without me supporting you at school these past two years, you’d just be a punk from out of town. How much money did I help you make these two years, how much fame did I get you at school, how many women did you get? Don’t you know in your heart? Even if you hadn’t betrayed me, you should have taken the blame for Zhuxuebang without hesitation. That’s called being grateful and seeking to repay kindness!”

As Sun Tan spoke, an unprovoked anger flared up in his heart. He coughed up a thick wad of phlegm, then flicked his head and spat it onto Wu Shuai’s pants, cursing, “Why don’t you fucking take a piss and look at yourself? What are you without me!”

Wu Shuai was utterly enraged. He shrieked hysterically, “Without you, I’d at least still be a university student!”

With that, Wu Shuai suddenly pulled out the fruit knife from his sleeve and, with a somewhat sinister look, fiercely stabbed Sun Tan in the abdomen. Immediately after, he pulled the knife out and brutally stabbed him again.

Sun Tan’s body instantly went limp. The few people around him were stunned into silence. The sight of Wu Shuai holding the blood-stained sharp knife filled them with immense terror, and they instinctively retreated, fearing Wu Shuai would stab them too.

Wu Shuai watched Sun Tan fall to the ground, watched him clutching his stomach in pain, but blood still gushing out from between his fingers. There was no panic in his heart. He had made up his mind: the whole world had abandoned him, so he would unleash his last bit of strength and let them see his dying resistance!

Wu Shuai silently watched the terrified and pained Sun Tan, then suddenly flung his right hand. The blood-stained fruit knife flew out, landing in the nearby small grove of trees. Then Wu Shuai took out his phone and called his Dad.

On the phone, his Dad’s first words were an angry curse: “Why are you calling me? I don’t have a scoundrel son like you!”

Wu Shuai gave a bitter laugh: “Yes, I know. I just called to tell you that I’ve found a good place for myself. You and Mom can rest assured, just pretend you never had a son like me.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Wu Shuai hung up.

Afterward, Wu Shuai called 120, saying someone had been stabbed, and gave the address. Then he called 110, saying he had stabbed someone and asked the police to arrest him at Renmin University, also providing his dorm building and room number.

Having done all this, Wu Shuai smashed his phone on the ground and turned to run like a madman towards Renmin University. He didn’t want to be arrested by the police here. He wanted to be taken away by the police at Renmin University, in his own dorm, on his own bed. This was his final resistance against Renmin University.

Sun Jian happened to witness Wu Shuai being taken into the police car and then heard the full story of what happened, which was why he called Li Mu.

After listening, Li Mu asked, “He’s not dead, is he?”

Although in Li Mu’s eyes, Wu Shuai and Sun Tan were like dogs biting dogs, he didn’t want this matter to result in a death. Human life is paramount, and what these two had done was far from reaching the standard for someone to die.

Sun Jian said, “I’m not sure, but he was sent to the emergency room. As for the specific situation, I guess we’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

Li Mu then asked, “Which hospital?”

“Haidian Hospital.”





Chapter 180: Keep Me Company While I Drink

Li Mu called the emergency department of Haidian Hospital, asking if a student named Sun Tan had been admitted for emergency treatment. The nurse at the triage desk confirmed it, saying he was still in critical condition.

Li Mu asked if his life was in danger, and the nurse retorted, “He’s still in the emergency room, how could I know?”

Although her attitude was a bit blunt, her reasoning was undeniable.

Li Mu also felt he had been a bit reckless, so he apologized, added a thank you, and then hung up.

In his heart, he naturally didn’t want Sun Tan to die. If Sun Tan died, Wu Shuai’s life would be completely ruined. Even if he survived, who knew how many years he’d spend in prison? The backstabbing among students shouldn’t have such severe consequences.

However, it seemed the situation was not optimistic. Sun Tan was still in critical condition, and most people who needed emergency treatment were facing life-threatening danger.

The full extent of the consequences of this incident would only be clear after Sun Tan’s rescue results were known.

Suddenly, Li Mu felt agitated. It wasn’t self-reproach or benevolence, but rather the scales of his moral compass at play.

Li Mu suddenly wanted to find someone to talk to, or have a drink with.

He pulled out his phone and scrolled through the names in his contacts, one after another.

He passed over all his buddies from the dorm. In the end, the best candidates he thought of were Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu.

Just as he was hesitating between the two, the phone screen suddenly changed from the contact list to an incoming call. It was Su Yingxue!

He hadn’t seen Su Yingxue for several days, and seeing her call at this critical moment suddenly filled Li Mu’s heart with a sense of emotion and a faint regret.

He had thought that coming to Renmin University with Su Yingxue would be the happiest thing in his four years of college. Unexpectedly, his ambition changed with the environment. The heart he brought from that small city of Haizhou was first proportionally magnified in Yanjing, and now, due to Muye Technology’s Series A funding and the great success of 3321, it had increased geometrically.

His ambition was too great, his thoughts too grand, which made him overlook many brilliant people and things around him, not just Su Yingxue, but also Zhao Ziqiu.

While Li Mu was staring at Su Yingxue’s name and sighing, he actually forgot to answer the call. Su Yingxue couldn’t get through on her first call, and her heart was pounding in her throat. She rubbed her chest with her right hand, feeling the strong and rapid beating of her heart, while muttering to herself, “Li Mu, please don’t let anything happen to you.”

She had also heard about Wu Shuai stabbing Sun Tan. She was initially shocked when she heard about it, but then she began to worry about Li Mu.

She knew that Wu Shuai and Li Mu also had a deep conflict, and a significant part of it was because of her. Since Wu Shuai had done something so hysterical, he might have already decided to retaliate regardless of the consequences before he did it. At this moment, her biggest concern was Li Mu’s safety, and Li Mu wasn’t answering his phone.

The phone’s ringing and vibration stopped. Only then did Li Mu realize that he had actually missed Su Yingxue’s call.

So he was about to call Su Yingxue back, but unexpectedly, Su Yingxue called again.

“Hello, Yingxue.”

“Li Mu, where are you?”

Su Yingxue’s voice was urgent and panicked. Li Mu had never heard her sound like this before; she sounded like a startled rabbit.

Li Mu said, “I’m outside. What about you?”

“Are you okay?” Su Yingxue pressed, “Where are you? Are you alone?”

“I’m fine. I’m off campus, and I’m alone.”

“That’s good…” Su Yingxue let out a long sigh of relief and said, “Did you hear about Wu Shuai?”

“I heard.” Li Mu knew she was worried about him. While touched, he also comforted her, “I’m perfectly fine.”

After speaking, Li Mu, almost as if possessed, added, “I just missed you…”

Su Yingxue asked almost without thinking, “Where are you? I’ll come find you.”

Li Mu said, “I rented an apartment off campus, Yucheng Garden, near the east gate of the school.”

Su Yingxue then asked, “Is it convenient for me to come over?”

“It’s convenient.”

“Then I’ll leave now.”

“I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

After hanging up, a sense of urgency and excitement suddenly surged in Li Mu’s heart. He grabbed his wallet and keys and hurried downstairs. While waiting for Su Yingxue, he bought some canned beer, peanuts, and chicken feet at the convenience store near the community entrance. As he came out after paying, he instinctively looked towards the pedestrian overpass and saw Su Yingxue jogging along the overpass in the distance, then quickly running down the steps.

“Yingxue!” Li Mu waved to her. Su Yingxue, who had just stopped under the overpass, looking for Yucheng Garden, immediately saw Li Mu and quickly ran towards him.

When she reached Li Mu, Su Yingxue was already out of breath, her pretty face flushed from running. Seeing her panting, Li Mu said with some concern, “Why did you run so fast? It wouldn’t take long to walk.”

Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu, their eyes meeting. She said with a hint of reproach, “Aren’t I worried about you? My heart almost jumped out of my chest when I heard Wu Shuai stabbed someone.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “But I told you I’m fine. Wu Shuai has been arrested. He can’t just run out of the police station and stab me, can he?”

“Don’t talk nonsense!” Su Yingxue glared at Li Mu with her beautiful eyes. Then, seeing him carrying a pile of beer, she asked, “Why are you buying so much alcohol late at night?”

Li Mu scratched his head with a simple smile, “I’m not in a good mood. You said you were coming over, so I thought I’d ask you to keep me company while I drink.”

After saying that, Li Mu quickly added, “Don’t worry, I won’t make you drink.”

Su Yingxue smiled noncommittally and playfully scolded, “But you’re really not very loyal. When did you secretly rent a place off campus without even telling me?”

“I was wrong,” Li Mu quickly admitted, saying, “I’ve been so busy lately, running around like a dog.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and pushed Li Mu, “Aren’t you going to drink? Let’s go quickly.”

Li Mu led Su Yingxue to the apartment he rented. Su Yingxue took a quick look around and realized that this was where Li Mu did his serious work.

Seeing one of the two computers still on, Su Yingxue knew that Li Mu’s 3321 must have been created here.

Li Mu briefly explained the situation there to Su Yingxue, his motives and purpose for renting the place. Then he said to Su Yingxue, “We can go up to the rooftop. How about we drink on the rooftop? We can see the view.”

Su Yingxue nodded, agreeing with a hint of excitement.

Li Mu took Su Yingxue up to the top floor by elevator, then climbed one flight of stairs to the rooftop. They went to the side of the rooftop facing Renmin University. The rooftop had two layers of railings. The innermost layer was about one meter high and thirty to forty centimeters wide. Beyond this layer, about two meters away, there was another layer. So Li Mu placed the beer and snacks on the inner concrete railing and asked Su Yingxue, “Do you want to sit on it?”

Su Yingxue nodded, but blushed and said, “I’m afraid I can’t get up by myself.”

Even if she could, Su Yingxue wouldn’t climb the railing in front of Li Mu; it would be too damaging to her image.

Li Mu patted the dust off the railing and chuckled, “I’ll help you sit up, and you can adjust yourself.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu placed his hands on Su Yingxue’s slender and soft waist. With a slight push, Su Yingxue, with her back to the railing, easily jumped and sat on it. Then she turned around, her legs dangling over the outer layer, looking at the Renmin University campus in the distance.

Li Mu sat beside her, opened a can of beer, and drank the entire can in one gulp.

Su Yingxue had originally wanted to stop him and tell him to drink slower, but seeing Li Mu’s perpetually furrowed brows, which only relaxed slightly when he closed his eyes to drink, she swallowed the words that were on the tip of her tongue.

Li Mu crushed the empty can in his hand, then pulled another bottle from the bag. Just as he pulled the tab, Su Yingxue snatched it from him when he wasn’t looking, saying, “Thank you, this one’s mine.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll just drink a little myself, you don’t need to drink.”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “We’ve known each other for so long, and we’ve never had a drink together. On the day of the farewell meal, I originally wanted to have a drink with you, but you said three words to me then. Although I didn’t believe you, I still gave up the idea of drinking with you.”

Li Mu blurted out without thinking, “Which three words?”

Su Yingxue blinked her big eyes and asked, “Did you forget?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, the scene from that day flashing through his mind, and chuckled, “Of course not.”

“Oh?” Su Yingxue asked with a smile, “Then tell me, what were those three words you said that day?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I said, ‘I’m still here.’”

Su Yingxue nodded, sighing with a smile, “I didn’t believe it for a million reasons. I didn’t believe it from the moment you said in class that you were also going to take the Gaokao for Renmin University. I always felt that you were always disoriented, not really putting effort into your studies, and your English was terrible. How could you possibly get into Renmin University?”

“Everyone was quite sad at the farewell meal. You insisted on telling me you’d still be there. I thought you must be lying to me or comforting me. I wanted to have a drink with you because I thought we were parting ways, but after you said those three words, even though I didn’t believe you, I started to hope. So I held back from asking you to drink, and in the end, I never expected you to actually get in…”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Were you trying to have a farewell drink with me then?”

“Yes,” Su Yingxue recalled, her smile exceptionally sweet, “I never dared to dream you’d get into Renmin University.”

“You have so little faith in my abilities?”

“Please, what abilities did you ever show in high school? Every day you looked like you were just casually studying, only listening for half an hour in class, and spending the remaining fifteen minutes doing something else. You zoned out completely during English class, often didn’t do the homework teachers assigned, and frequently forgot your textbooks, rushing to Zhao Kang’s class before lessons to borrow books from him…

Sometimes I was particularly curious. Students in our class who behaved like you usually scored around four hundred points, but you somehow managed to score over five hundred in every mock exam, and even over six hundred in the Gaokao, an exceptional performance. I really can’t believe it, how did you do it?”

Listening to Su Yingxue’s recollections, Li Mu suddenly turned his face to look at her. The cool moonlight from above and the warm lamplight from below illuminated her face. From Li Mu’s angle, she was truly breathtakingly beautiful.

Su Yingxue felt his gaze and instinctively met his eyes. Their gazes intertwined, and Li Mu asked her without blinking, “Back in high school, did you pay attention to me?”





Chapter 181: Lasting Companionship

Li Mu’s question made a trace of panic flash across Su Yingxue’s expression.

For Li Mu, he had always felt that his previous life was quite a failure, so he instinctively lacked confidence in many memories from that life. His new life began on the afternoon of the last day of the Gaokao, which was a discontinuity in his life. After that, he was confident, decisive, and resilient enough, but he wasn’t quite sure what he was like before that.

In his memory, his three years of high school were unremarkable. Whether it was his studies, appearance, clothing, or family, he could only barely be considered average in class. Su Yingxue, however, was different. Her every move, every frown, and every smile captivated the hearts of all the boys in the school. So, in his previous life, Li Mu always felt that his unrequited love for Su Yingxue would never bear fruit. Even if he occasionally harbored covetous thoughts and some confidence in this life, it was only after his Rebirth.

However, Su Yingxue’s words just now somewhat overturned Li Mu’s usual perception. The fact that Su Yingxue could recall so many details from his three years of high school was enough to show that she had paid attention to him back then.

Seeing Su Yingxue remain silent, Li Mu said, “Let me be honest. I actually paid a lot of attention to you throughout high school.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly, the previous hint of panic gone. Her face was radiant with a unique confidence and relief as she said to Li Mu, “Me too.”

With that, Su Yingxue picked up the can in her hand and said, “Let’s have a drink together, to make up for the previous one.”

Li Mu said, “You just said that the previous one was a farewell drink. Why make up for it now?”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “What we’re making up for is the drink itself. As for the prefix, that cup back then was a farewell, but this cup now is…”

Su Yingxue, facing Li Mu, suddenly fell into thought.

She had instinctively made a comparison, intending to tell Li Mu that this drink was no longer a farewell drink but had an opposite meaning. But the words reached her lips, and she didn’t know what vocabulary to use to describe it.

In her heart, there was a word, but she was too embarrassed to say it.

She felt that the missing cup was farewell, and the one making up for it was lasting companionship…

Lasting companionship meant staying together, which was very fitting for her and Li Mu’s current situation. But she also felt that the term ‘lasting companionship’ was always used in the context of love, and saying it might seem immodest or cause misunderstanding.

Li Mu saw Su Yingxue hesitate with the words on her lips and understood. Even if he were at a loss for words ten times over, Su Yingxue would never be. She must have thought of what to say but just couldn’t bring herself to say it.

Coincidentally, Li Mu also thought of that word.

So, he pretended to be casual and said, “This cup now is for lasting companionship.”

Su Yingxue was slightly startled. Li Mu suddenly spoke the very word that was on her mind. Her earlier modesty vanished. She raised her drink and nodded, saying, “You’re right, it’s for lasting companionship.”

Li Mu tilted his head back, finishing another can of drink.

Looking at Su Yingxue, she frowned and took a big gulp, unexpectedly choking when she was almost done, leading to a violent fit of coughing.

Li Mu gently patted her back and said, “Just take small sips, that’s enough.”

“No,” Su Yingxue’s voice carried a hint of charming playfulness, “I’ve never indulged myself like this before. Just let me do as I please.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, feeling even more regretful about his attitude and behavior towards Su Yingxue after entering university. At the very least, he should have continued to pay attention to her, just like in high school. That would have been staying true to his original intention.

The more he drank, the worse his alcohol tolerance became when his mind was preoccupied. A few cans of beer had already made Li Mu feel a bit groggy, but his mind started to wander even more wildly.

Recalling Su Yingxue’s life path in his previous life, aside from her seemingly blank romantic life, she excelled in all other areas, achieving success in both academics and career.

It was precisely the impression from his previous life at play that made Li Mu always believe Su Yingxue was a very opinionated woman. She saw problems much more thoroughly and long-term than her peers. Therefore, he always thought that Su Yingxue was the kind of woman who was completely independent of emotional reliance. Her life’s satisfaction never came from the opposite sex but from striving to achieve her own value and dreams.

However, he didn’t know that all along, Su Yingxue had merely hidden her reliance on emotions.

Not only her quiet attention to Li Mu in her previous life, but also in recent days, Su Yingxue thought about him almost every day. It was just that she rationally felt Li Mu must be quite busy these days, entangled with various matters. Although she couldn’t provide any substantial help to his career, she should at least not be a burden.

Su Yingxue was this kind of reserved woman in her previous life. Even if she worried, she only kept that worry in her heart, rarely letting the other person know.

In their previous life, they tacitly hid their concern for each other. The night Su Yingxue took the train north to study at Renmin University, her mind was on Li Mu, who was about to go to Jinling. When Li Mu was wasting time at that Second-tier university in Jinling, he often thought of Su Yingxue far away in Yanjing.

He wanted to know news about Su Yingxue, so he went to Spoonful Pond, and because Su Yingxue was very famous at school, Li Mu could find countless pieces of information about her directly on Spoonful Pond. But for Su Yingxue to find news about him, it was usually very difficult.

She also paid attention to Li Mu’s school forum, but throughout her first year, she didn’t see any news related to Li Mu there. It wasn’t until her second year that she saw photos of Li Mu’s university band’s debut performance in a post. At that time, she felt a little disappointed because she knew that college students who played music always had many girls around them.

Both worried about each other, yet both thought the other had long forgotten them. In life, countless men and women fail to get together because of this. Their magnetic fields were too similar, sometimes having a counterproductive effect.

That’s why Li Mu chased Su Yingxue to Yanjing, only to find Su Yingxue had gone abroad. When Su Yingxue learned that Li Mu was developing in Yanjing, she gave up her Wall Street dream and returned to China for development. But when the two finally settled in the same city, Su Yingxue never received any news from Li Mu.

Like Li Mu, she also felt that perhaps nothing was left of them in each other’s hearts.

Again, that saying: the vast Yanjing never gave them the fate of brushing past each other.

Finally, Su Yingxue devoted herself to her career, and pressured by her family, she married the younger brother of a good sister she knew while studying in America.

She and her good sister both knew that the brother was gay. Su Yingxue went into it for a marriage of convenience. Even at the moment she put on her wedding dress in America, a long-standing regret remained in her heart: at the farewell meal after high school graduation, she wanted to have a farewell drink with Li Mu, but at that farewell meal, Li Mu got drunk too quickly, so fast that by the time Su Yingxue had just made up her mind to actively go find him for a drink, he had already blacked out.

Regrettably, Li Mu did not know the inside story of these past events from his previous life, and Su Yingxue at this moment could even less know the life trajectory she had already walked through in her previous life.

However, Li Mu suddenly found something this evening that he had never found in Su Yingxue before.

It was confidence.

Perhaps Su Yingxue wasn’t the career woman who only cared about her career and dreams, as he had imagined; perhaps, when she was quietly paying attention to him, she also had the same thoughts as him; perhaps, she also longed for love like other girls.

Farewell in the previous life, lasting companionship in this life…

Li Mu repeated this sentence countless times in his heart. Life had already undergone such a great reversal, so why not grit his teeth and turn it upside down?!

Suddenly, Li Mu seemed to feel his soaring ambition. He abruptly looked up, his eyes blazing with fervent light, and stared at Su Yingxue, saying, “Yingxue, I’m going to start pursuing you now!”

Su Yingxue was stunned as if struck by lightning. She was surprised by Li Mu’s words. Why did he say he would start pursuing her now, instead of directly saying, “I like you, be my girlfriend,” like other men? The latter was the usual way to confess, wasn’t it?

Moreover, she liked Li Mu. Ever since she saw the peculiar sparkle in the eyes of this usually drowsy guy when he looked at her, she found that, somehow, she was attracted by his small but dark eyes. Sometimes, the feeling of liking someone doesn’t need material possessions, appearance, or even ability to support it; a single, unforgettable glance is enough.

However, Su Yingxue quickly understood. If Li Mu had directly said something like “Be my girlfriend” like others, she would probably have hesitated and struggled. After all, she had not only promised her parents not to date during university, but she also hadn’t made any preparations for dating. If Li Mu had suddenly skipped the confession and directly asked for a clear answer, she might have been scared by him.

Li Mu saying he wants to start pursuing her now, this should also count as an alternative confession, right? This guy, he doesn’t even follow the usual path when confessing.

Su Yingxue thought this, and a blush and joy welled up in her heart. She once read a sentence in a magazine, roughly meaning: If you like someone when you are young, the happiest thing is not that you can quickly be together, but that you know you like each other.

Su Yingxue, blushing, asked Li Mu, “So, how are you going to pursue me?”

“I don’t know,” Li Mu spread his hands and gave a wry smile, “I haven’t thought it through yet. You’ll have to let me think about it properly.”

Su Yingxue found that Li Mu usually acted very decisively and had good foresight, but now, for some reason, he exuded a bewildered air, looking a bit silly, but surprisingly cute.

Su Yingxue, with rare shyness, asked Li Mu, “What is your goal in pursuing me?”

Li Mu said faintly, “Lasting companionship, right? Lasting companionship is a test, anytime, anywhere, for a lifetime…”





Chapter 182: The Future Is Still Long

Su Yingxue had heard many confessions and promises, but none could compare to what Li Mu had just said.

Li Mu, having lived two lives, had seen many beautiful girls, yet no one could make him forget Su Yingxue in his heart. She was like a lighthouse in his emotional ocean, guiding his lonely boat on its long journey. Even if he tried repeatedly and couldn’t reach the shore, he would always gaze at it, watching the light it emitted in the darkness.

Whether it was a sentiment or a lingering regret, Li Mu finally spoke words tonight he had never dared to utter. He recalled the love letters he had written to Su Yingxue in his youth but never sent, and the confessions he had typed and deleted in QQ chat boxes in his young adulthood, never clicking send. Tonight, he had taken the first step he hadn’t taken in his previous life.

As for Su Yingxue, she kept marveling at how well Li Mu had handled the situation. He didn’t directly present a “yes or no” question for her to choose from. He merely released a signal, a signal that didn’t mention any words about him liking her, yet was full of that very signal.

Perhaps Li Mu himself wanted to leave a little buffer and room for maneuver, to gradually advance their relationship in the days to come.

Su Yingxue suddenly felt that her ordinary university life had, all at once, gained an extraordinary anticipation.

The days ahead were still long. She would at least be with Li Mu on this campus for over three years, so, the future was still long.

Su Yingxue had always felt that some things weren’t better when more intense; they needed to be just right. Deep words should be spoken lightly, and long roads walked slowly. Only then could one go further.

That night, she stayed with Li Mu on the rooftop, drinking until midnight. Fortunately, wrapped in Li Mu’s jacket, she didn’t feel the slightest chill on the roof. Li Mu was strong and robust; a little cold wind was nothing compared to a mosquito bite.

It was late, and returning to the dorm was out of the question. Su Yingxue couldn’t help but worry about tonight. Although Li Mu had drunk a little, he didn’t take advantage of the situation to make inappropriate demands. His rented apartment had three bedrooms; one was fully furnished with bedding, another held a computer, and the remaining side bedroom had a bed and a Simmons mattress. Li Mu told Su Yingxue to sleep in the master bedroom, while he slept fully clothed on the Simmons mattress in the side bedroom.

Su Yingxue hesitated slightly, then agreed.

Actually, the bed in Li Mu’s master bedroom was large enough, one point eight meters wide. If two people were to sleep there, treating each other with respect as if guests, it wouldn’t be a problem. Of course, this was only for Li Mu; she trusted his character and, even more, his respect for her.

However, if Li Mu had made such a request, she could have agreed naturally. But for her, a girl, to say such a thing, she felt she couldn’t utter it. Even if she did, she feared conveying the wrong meaning.

So, she could only watch with a touch of heartache as Li Mu entered the side bedroom without bedding to rest, while she lay on the bed Li Mu occasionally slept on, feeling the faint scent he left behind.

…

The next day, Su Yingxue woke up early. She was supposed to go to her paternal aunt’s house yesterday evening, but due to the sudden incident, she told her aunt that she had a gathering with classmates and would go this morning instead.

After getting up, she gently pushed open the door to the side bedroom and saw Li Mu still sound asleep, dressed on the bed. She quietly brought a quilt over and draped it over him.

Li Mu didn’t wake up. Although the alcohol from last night hadn’t made him drunk, it had served as an excellent sleep aid.

Su Yingxue left, but Li Mu was still snoring loudly, dreaming. In his dream, Su Yingxue became his girlfriend, but she repeatedly refused his requests to break through the final barrier. Li Mu, frustrated in his dream, was worrying about his virgin status in this life. But in the next scene, he was rolling around on the bed with Zhao Ziqiu.

Just as Li Mu was about to have a happy sprint with Zhao Ziqiu, his phone’s ringtone startled him awake from his dream.

Li Mu shuddered awake, looked at his phone, and saw it was Sun Jian calling. He remembered Sun Tan, who was still being rescued last night. Sun Jian must have the latest update.

He answered the call, and Sun Jian said, “Sun Tan is out of danger. Wu Shuai’s two stabs weren’t deep. Apparently, one injured the renal capsule and the other the intestines, but neither was serious.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “As long as there’s no life-threatening danger, let their two families sort out the rest.”

Wu Shuai maliciously injured someone and used a knife. Coupled with Sun Tan’s family having some connections in Yanjing, he would probably be sentenced to at least a few years. As for Sun Tan, hopefully, Wu Shuai’s two stabs would teach him to be more low-key in life from now on.

Thinking that Chen Wan would arrive today, Li Mu checked the flight number she sent him. The plane was expected to arrive at Yanjing International Airport around five-thirty. She was going to interview at China Central Television and Yanjing Television, so he needed to find her a hotel that was conveniently located and met the required standards.

Li Mu took a quick shower. By the time he came out, it was almost eleven o’clock. He opened his computer and checked the Auction data for 3321 this week. Out of five thousand certified university students, over four thousand seven hundred had received bids.

As long as a bid was received, the Auction would definitely be successful. So, in its second week of official operation, 3321 still maintained an ultra-high transaction rate of ninety-five percent. This greatly pleased Li Mu. A project that could help five thousand university students find part-time jobs and solve their tuition and living expenses. If this week could maintain an average hourly rate of around thirty yuan, then the income generated for students this week could reach two to three million yuan. This scale of funding far exceeded the scholarships and impoverished student grants of any university.

Tan Yaocheng was also monitoring 3321’s data this week. Although he couldn’t get actual statistics, based on a random sample of student bids he checked, he calculated an average probability. He conservatively estimated that 3321’s transaction rate this time would definitely be over ninety percent. Five thousand students, over ninety percent—3321 was truly going against the heavens!

Just then, his subordinate responsible for following up on Baidu’s sponsorship of the 3321 project called. The one hundred computers and accompanying office desks, chairs, network switches, and other equipment provided to 3321 were ready at the supplier’s end and could be installed and debugged at any time.

Tan Yaocheng called Li Mu and cheerfully said, “Little brother, everything you wanted is in place. When should we go to Renmin University to install them for you?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Better early than late, how about this afternoon?”

Tan Yaocheng asked, “Are you free this afternoon?”

Li Mu said, “Do I need to be present for the installation? Can’t they just install it on site?”

Tan Yaocheng laughed, “You absolutely must be there. If you’re not there, the stuff won’t be delivered!”

“Why?” Li Mu was a little surprised.

Tan Yaocheng said, “Little brother, we’ve sponsored 3321 with over one million yuan. You can’t just let us throw this money out without a sound, can you? We need to get some social welfare impact out of it. We’ll definitely invite some reporters then, and we’ll hold a simple small ceremony so we can promote it.”

Li Mu understood.

What Tan Yaocheng wanted was nothing more than the reputation of Baidu generously sponsoring 3321. If 3321’s transaction volume this week settled, the media would probably have another wave of reports. At this time, Baidu conveniently delivered one hundred computers and various office equipment. This big spending, combined with the upcoming news hotspot for 3321, would be of immense help in establishing Baidu’s social influence as a brand. It was possible that this time, the entire nation would remember Baidu and their strong support for the 3321 public welfare project.

It was all part of the deal, and Li Mu understood perfectly. He said, “Then how about this, Mr. Tan? You can arrange for people to start installing the computers and other equipment this afternoon, and let the reporters follow along to film some behind-the-scenes footage. I’ll be free until four o’clock this afternoon. We can arrange an interview for the reporters then. I’ll go make a banner later. If we’re doing this, let’s make it formal.”

Tan Yaocheng immediately laughed and said, “You don’t have to worry about that. We’ve already prepared the banner on our end. The content is factual, something like ‘Baidu Donates Office Equipment to 3321 Ceremony’.”

Li Mu readily said, “Alright then, let’s do as you say. No problem today, right?”

Tan Yaocheng laughed, “For installation, one afternoon probably won’t be enough. If the workers put in some overtime, it might be done by evening. But you just need to show your face and accept an interview. For the rest, find a few trustworthy people to supervise the installation on site. Our company will also have a few hardware engineers on site to supervise.”

“Okay.”

…

By twelve noon, the final number of successful transactions for 3321 reached four thousand eight hundred and twenty-five. Li Mu immediately contacted Dong Ai, telling her that the next two hours would be the concentrated payment period. He asked her to bring people to confirm the payment information. After two o’clock, she would have to arrange for people to quickly verify the information of the paying employers. Out of these four thousand eight hundred and twenty-five people, besides the employers already verified in the previous batch, at least three thousand more needed to be verified before tonight.

Dong Ai readily agreed and promised to get everything done before evening.

Dong Ai was very capable at managing things and had an extraordinary rallying power at school. Last time, when certifying over three thousand five hundred students, her team led the process faster than Li Mu’s team had initially. In terms of coordinating human resources and task volume, she was more proficient than Li Mu.

Besides urgently needing Dong Ai to verify the newly added employer information this week, Li Mu had another very important task: the over one thousand students who had completed their class hours from last week’s Auction. 3321 needed to pay them.

Without an online payment platform, the drawbacks immediately became apparent. Not only was it troublesome for buyers to pay, but also for collecting and verifying payment information. Moreover, it was troublesome for students providing tutor services to withdraw their income. At least dedicated personnel had to remit money to them one by one, which was too inefficient. If there was a payment platform, all these processes would become much simpler.

It seemed that the development of Alipay needed to be accelerated. Then, student parents could transfer money into Alipay and directly bid and pay on 3321. After the students completed their class hours, 3321 could transfer the remuneration to their Alipay accounts, and they could directly choose to withdraw cash from their respective Alipay accounts and transfer the money to their bank cards.





Chapter 183: Going on the Spring Festival Gala?

Li Mu had a quick lunch by himself, then headed straight to the Audio-Visual Building at the university. The items donated by Baidu were about to arrive, and Li Mu still needed to plan how to utilize the three classrooms.

The three classrooms arranged by the school had already been opened up, with a gap of about 1.5 meters wide between each classroom. Workers had just cleared out the construction debris and were preparing to install double-sided glass doors as per Li Mu’s request.

At 1:30 PM, several Baidu staff members arrived at Renmin University and met Li Mu at the Audio-Visual Building. According to them, the supplier for office desks and chairs would arrive soon. They had sent eight workers who would install the workstations and chairs as quickly as possible. At 2:00 PM, the computer equipment supplier would arrive to begin installing the computers. As for the media, Baidu had already informed them to arrive promptly at 2:30 PM.

Soon, the Audio-Visual Building became a hive of activity. While the workstations were being assembled, Tan Yaocheng also rushed over.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Tan Yaocheng hurried forward to shake his hand, politely saying, “You’ve worked hard, little brother. The media will be here at 2:30 PM, and everything should be done before 3:00 PM.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Mr. Tan, don’t be so polite. It’s only right. After all, Baidu has donated so much hardware to 3321. I’m very grateful to you and Baidu.”

Tan Yaocheng chuckled, “It’s what we should do. Putting aside our cooperation, which company nowadays doesn’t want to build a socially responsible corporate image? Our partnership with 3321 is definitely one of the best choices in the public welfare sector.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Mr. Tan, you’ve come at just the right time. There’s something else I need your help with.”

Tan Yaocheng asked, “Tell me, what is it?”

Li Mu said, “3321 needs to settle payments for last week’s students, but I don’t have a dedicated finance or cashier here yet. I’d like Baidu’s finance department to help me settle the salaries. I’ll consolidate the funds and pay them to Baidu.”

Tan Yaocheng thought for a moment. This wasn’t a major issue; it just meant the finance department would have to work an extra half-day. So he agreed, saying, “Alright, tell me a time, and I’ll have someone notify the finance department to work overtime at the company.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’ll have the tech team export the account details from the backend later. You can introduce a contact person, and they can get in touch.”

“Okay, I’ll call them now and tell them to work overtime at the company.”

After waiting for nearly an hour, many workstations and computers had already been set up, and reporters began arriving at the scene.

For this donation to 3321, Baidu had invited seven or eight media outlets. Among them, there was only one TV station, Yanjing Television, two print media, and the rest were major internet web portals.

These media outlets had all previously interviewed and reported on 3321, and Li Mu had dealt with their reporters before. After arriving, Li Mu took note of all the attending media and didn’t find any new media organizations.

Li Mu felt a little disappointed. So far, no national media had reported on 3321. Logically, they shouldn’t have missed the news, nor should they have remained indifferent. He just didn’t know what they were still waiting to observe.

For this interview, Li Mu decided to return the favor to Baidu. Therefore, during the interview, he repeatedly emphasized that Baidu had proactively undertaken 3321’s subsequent software and hardware needs and decided to form a public welfare partnership with 3321, elevating Baidu’s integrity to a new height.

Tan Yaocheng hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so generous, and he repeatedly marveled inwardly that the money spent was truly worth it.

Besides covering the donation, the reporters were also very interested in 3321’s Auction data for the current week. Li Mu didn’t hold back and told the news media the real transaction data for the week, concluding the interview amidst the reporters’ astonishment.

As soon as the interview ended, Li Mu received a call from Chen Wan, who was already preparing to board her flight.

Li Mu arranged to meet her at the airport, then called Sun Jian and Hu Zhengdao to come help supervise the progress. He then left the school, returned to Yucheng Garden, drove out the newly purchased GL8, found a good location, booked a room for Chen Wan at a four-star hotel, and then headed straight to the airport.

…

When Chen Wan saw Li Mu standing behind the barrier at the airport exit, her heart fluttered like an eighteen-year-old girl who had just fallen in love.

Carrying a small suitcase, Chen Wan quickly ran out of the exit. Li Mu also walked towards her, but unexpectedly, as soon as he reached her, Chen Wan threw her arms around him in a tight hug.

“Rascal, did you miss your sis?”

“I did,” Li Mu chuckled, teasing, “Sis, you’ve become even more beautiful.”

Today, Chen Wan’s attire had changed significantly. A mid-length trench coat, slim-fit trousers, and high heels made her look much more mature, and her demeanor was also very different from before.

Praised by Li Mu, Chen Wan felt shy and asked with downcast eyes, “You just know how to sweet-talk me. How have I become more beautiful?”

“Your aura,” Li Mu said seriously. “Why are you dressed so formally today?”

Chen Wan looked down at her outfit, smiled slightly, and said, “I don’t really like wearing these kinds of clothes, but I wanted to get used to them beforehand, so I don’t look unnatural during the interviews. I’m not very confident about the two TV stations I’m interviewing with this time.”

Li Mu nodded, took the suitcase from her hand, and as he led her out of the airport, he said with a smile, “With your excellent qualifications, you’ll definitely pass these interviews.”

Chen Wan said, “I’m not that confident. Before I came, I asked someone to inquire. The chances for CCTV are very slim, basically a 0.5% pass rate. Yanjing Television is slightly better, around 1%.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Such a low pass rate?”

Chen Wan shrugged and said, “Yes, Yanjing’s Communication University has the best broadcasting and hosting major in the country. Hundreds of people graduate from there every year. Graduates from related majors at Jilin University also prioritize these two TV stations in Yanjing. Everyone is scrambling to get to Yanjing, so the interview pass rate is naturally much lower.”

Li Mu encouraged her, “Sis, I believe in your ability. You’ll definitely be fine!”

Chen Wan laughed, “I’m not as confident as you. I was just thinking on the plane what I would do if I didn’t succeed in either TV station.”

Li Mu then said, “If you don’t succeed at either TV station, then I’ll find you a job.”

“Alright,” Chen Wan said, “Then I won’t worry about it. If I don’t pass the interviews at these two TV stations, I’ll just stay in Yanjing and live off you, eat your food, drink your drinks, and see how long you can last.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “Based on my ability to make money, I can last as long as I want.”

“Braggart,” Chen Wan said with disdain, but her heart was filled with sweetness.

After getting into the car, Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “What do you want to eat tonight?”

Chen Wan thought for a moment and said, “I want spicy crayfish.”

“Okay, I’ll take you to the best place in Yanjing.”

“A filthy rich person is just different. Successful in business at such a young age, and even driving a new car. You really can’t find another person like you in your age group. The girls at your school must be completely smitten with you, right?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I live in the dorms, so I definitely don’t drive on campus normally. To be honest, this car is usually parked outside the school. There are actually quite a lot of people who drive to school, dozens out of every hundred, and they’re all locals from Yanjing.”

Chen Wan nodded, “It’s better to be low-key.”

Then, Chen Wan said, “Oh, right, my maternal older male cousin asked me to give you a message.”

“Oh? What does he have to tell me through you?” Li Mu hadn’t contacted Zhang Kexuan and the others for a while. They had been very busy recently, their news often appearing on TV and the internet. They were always performing everywhere. Some time ago, they even followed a public welfare performance team and toured Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. Currently, their two most prominent songs were “Sunflower” and “Fly Higher,” the latter being particularly impressive. Last month, at a pop music awards ceremony in Shanghai, this song was awarded Best Song of the Year and Best Lyrics of the Year, enjoying unparalleled popularity.

Chen Wan said, “They received an invitation from CCTV to participate in this year’s Spring Festival Gala. He said he’d come to Yanjing to see you a few days after returning from their performances out of town.”

“Simple Plan was invited to the Spring Festival Gala? That’s impressive!” Li Mu was stunned. The CCTV Spring Festival Gala could be said to be the most difficult TV program to get on. They only invited first-tier celebrities. As for second-tier celebrities, they had to rely on their strength, luck, and connections to get on the Spring Festival Gala. Simple Plan had only recently become popular, and it was truly unimaginable that they could receive an invitation to the CCTV Spring Festival Gala.

Chen Wan said with some regret, “Actually, it’s all thanks to you. If you hadn’t given them the songs, you would have become famous long ago.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “I don’t want to be a singer. By the way, which song did the CCTV Spring Festival Gala invite them to sing?”

“‘Fly Higher’,” Chen Wan smiled. “This song is their signature song now. No matter what performance they participate in, this song is a must-sing, especially for TV stations, they particularly love this song. However, judging by the audience’s emotions during their performances, ‘Old Boy’ actually has a wider reach. In KTV, it’s usually number one on the hot list and has never dropped out of the top three.”

Li Mu nodded, thinking to himself, “Old Boy” alone, just one song, could become popular across the country. If the micro-movie could also be released, perhaps the influence would be even greater?

The “Old Boy” micro-movie focused on emotional and inspirational themes, which was a very good entry point. Paired with the eponymous song “Old Boy,” this micro-movie quickly became a nationwide hit, and Chopsticks Brothers also instantly rose to fame. If defined by the “big IP” concept of later generations, the song “Old Boy” had already become a big IP. If the micro-movie could be filmed, it would probably remain popular for a while longer.

“Old Boy” later also released its eponymous feature film, but that feature film had too strong a commercial feel; everything was for making money, far less sincere than the micro-movie. Therefore, a thought sprouted in Li Mu’s mind: find an opportunity to film the “Old Boy” micro-movie. This wouldn’t require much investment; a half-hour duration could be completed with a few hundred thousand RMB.





Chapter 184: Legend Explodes in Popularity

The idea of the Old Boy (song title) micro-movie flickered in Li Mu’s mind for a moment, then he temporarily put it aside. If he were to make a micro-movie, it couldn’t just be for artistic merit; he needed to find its profit point. It wouldn’t be too late to act once a good business model was in place.

Afterward, the conversation returned to Chen Wan’s job application. Li Mu asked Chen Wan which TV station she preferred, and she replied, “Putting aside the chances of success for a moment, purely in terms of these two TV stations, I actually hope to get into Yanjing Television more.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, asking in surprise, “Why Yanjing Television?”

Chen Wan said, “CCTV is too serious, and its promotion system is too complicated. Although CCTV’s celebrity hosts are very well-known, I always feel their demeanor is a bit too formal. Such an image doesn’t quite fit what you told me last time about having one foot in the hosting industry and one foot in the entertainment industry. Local TV stations, on the other hand, have more potential for that.”

Li Mu looked at Chen Wan in surprise, not expecting her to have taken his words so seriously, and her judgment was indeed correct.

Current television media had not yet entered the entertainment era of the future. Present entertainment programs were arguably old-fashioned and uninspired. Without good variety shows leading the way, current TV viewers leaned more towards CCTV’s traditional programs, and CCTV hosts naturally had the biggest reputations. Several prime-time programs had made many celebrity hosts famous. However, based on Li Mu’s experience from later generations, while these CCTV celebrity hosts were very famous, they almost entirely lacked entertainment industry appeal.

In contrast, most of the hosts who would later become famous nationwide came from local TV stations.

“Then let’s focus on Yanjing Television,” Li Mu suggested. “CCTV is indeed too serious and not very suitable for entertainment. Try to get on their side.”

Chen Wan nodded, smiling, “I’ll try my best.”

Li Mu secretly wondered how he could help Chen Wan. He didn’t know anyone at either Yanjing Television or CCTV. He knew many CCTV celebrities, but knowing them didn’t mean they knew him.

However, a person suddenly came to Li Mu’s mind: Xie Tingfang, the Program Director of Yanjing Television’s evening news program.

The special feature on 3321 back then was produced by Yanjing Television, and this news could be said to have been discovered by Xie Tingfang herself. According to journalistic custom, no matter how big this news became later, Xie Tingfang would always be its discoverer. If 3321 became truly big news, Xie Tingfang would also enjoy the benefits it brought her.

Speaking of which, he and Xie Tingfang were acquainted. He wondered if he could ask her for help when the time came.

The siblings happily had a meal. Li Mu drove her to the hotel where he had already booked a room. This four-star hotel had excellent conditions, and most importantly, it wasn’t far from CCTV or Yanjing Television, making it very convenient for both public transport and taxis.

Li Mu’s thoughtfulness touched Chen Wan’s heart and warmed her. Li Mu escorted her into the room, helped her put her suitcase inside, and then instructed, “Sis, get some rest early. Tomorrow is Sunday, I’ll come find you if there’s nothing else.”

Chen Wan asked him, “Are you going back to school now, or to your rented apartment?”

Li Mu said, “I’m going back to the dorm. I’ve pretty much handled everything I needed to.”

Chen Wan nodded, smiling, “Then you can be busy with your own things tomorrow. I’m planning to visit my Dad’s friend tomorrow; he also asked me to bring a small gift for them.”

Li Mu then pulled out his car keys and handed them to Chen Wan, saying, “In that case, I don’t usually use the car much, so you can drive mine tomorrow. Besides, aren’t you going for your CCTV interview on Monday?”

Chen Wan asked Li Mu, “You won’t need the car these next few days?”

Li Mu smiled, “No, I haven’t really used the car much since I bought it. I don’t usually have places I need to drive to.”

Chen Wan took the car keys, smiling, “Alright then, I’ll use the car for a couple of days.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Drive safely.”

Bidding farewell to Chen Wan, Li Mu took a taxi back to school. To his surprise, all five guys in the dorm were there, chatting enthusiastically.

Li Mu saw Li Yawei sitting on the edge of the upper bunk, excitedly saying, “Hey, of course you wouldn’t know if you haven’t played it. In the game, it’s simply might makes right! Whatever good equipment you get, someone can snatch it from you at any time, or even kill you for loot. Just now in the Zombie Cave, I killed a kid to test it out, and unexpectedly, a superb bracelet with an extra point of attack dropped!”

Xue Jianfeng curled his lip, “Don’t get addicted to games, kid. You’re not going home to sleep on a Saturday night, and you’re even running back to the dorm to trick us into an all-night session. Are you possessed?”

Li Yawei quickly said, “Oh, it’s not like there’s anything else to do anyway. Let’s just go to an internet cafe for a night. I’ll treat everyone, how about it?”

Just as he was speaking, Li Yawei finally noticed Li Mu entering and quickly said to him, “Bro Mu, going to an internet cafe for an all-night session tonight? My treat. Coming?”

“To play games?” Li Mu had just heard his conversation and guessed that Li Yawei was most likely playing Legend. Calculating the time, Legend had been online for almost two months now, so it should be quite popular.

Sure enough, Li Yawei confessed on his own, “I’ve recently gotten hooked on a game, Blood Legend. It’s impressive as hell! I want to get everyone to play together. Brothers can look out for each other in the game, and maybe we can even establish our own guild later. That would definitely be impressive.”

As soon as Li Mu thought of how popular this game would become in this era, he said, “Alright, Yawei, stop trying to corrupt the other four. There’s nothing wrong with playing games, but don’t get too engrossed.”

Li Yawei said somewhat dejectedly, “None of you are interested?”

Sun Jian said, “I have to tutor students tomorrow afternoon. If I pull an all-nighter, I definitely won’t be able to recover tomorrow.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Yeah, I have classes tomorrow too.”

Liu Nian raised his hand and whispered, “Me too.”

Li Yawei sighed, “Six people in one dorm, three became tutors, one runs a tutoring website, and Jianfeng and I became promotional staff for the tutoring website. Our dorm has really gotten into the tutoring industry.”

Hu Zhengdao chuckled, then said to Li Mu, “Bro Mu, I received the money. I checked my balance at the ATM this afternoon, and there was nearly four hundred yuan more.”

Li Mu asked him, “How many hours did you put up for Going premium last week?”

“Fifteen hours, and the hourly rate didn’t exceed thirty yuan.”

Li Mu asked Liu Nian, “Liu Nian, what about you?”

Liu Nian smiled shyly, “I received it too, eight hundred seventeen yuan!”

Sun Jian said enviously, “Xiao Niannian, the transaction prices for the second week are generally much lower than the first week. I only got twenty-two yuan this time, and Zheng Dao got twenty-three. But you were on TV, so your price didn’t drop; it increased! Doesn’t it feel great to get one hundred yuan an hour?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What? Xiao Niannian’s hourly rate reached one hundred yuan?”

“Yep,” Sun Jian chuckled. “It stopped rising around seventy yuan, but then a filthy rich person directly offered one hundred yuan. Xiao Niannian still put up twenty hours this week, which means he can earn two thousand yuan a week, but one hundred yuan will be deducted as commission.”

Li Yawei said, “Holy crap, two thousand yuan a week! You’re making me want to do it too.”

Liu Nian said somewhat awkwardly, “It’s mainly because of that special feature. Otherwise, my price would definitely have dropped this week too.”

Li Mu was genuinely happy for Liu Nian. Liu Nian was honest and dependable, and he was filial and family-oriented. Li Mu wasn’t worried at all that earning money would have any negative impact on him.

Seeing that everyone wasn’t very interested in playing games, Li Yawei couldn’t help but feel lost and disappointed. He said dejectedly, “If none of you want to go, then I won’t either. We’ll talk about it tomorrow during the day. What a waste of the excuse I made up for my Mom to pull an all-nighter playing games.”

Li Mu asked Li Yawei, “Has Legend started charging fees yet?”

“Soon, very soon,” Li Yawei said. “Shanda has been saying they’ll start charging for a while now, I think it’s at the end of the month.”

Li Mu nodded. It seemed the cheating software business was back on the table. This time, he would simply hand it over to Zhao Kang to operate. Zhao Kang had core water army members under him who could be directly converted into local agents. By then, spreading the cheating software sales network would make hundreds of thousands of yuan a month effortlessly.

Although Li Mu now had around one million yuan and had just bought a car, he was still very dissatisfied with his current capital. He had a huge plan for the future that required a substantial amount of foreign exchange to operate. If that project started, the initial spending would be terrifying, like a whale swallowing everything. He needed enough cash to make it work, but once the project succeeded, the profits it could bring would surge like a geyser. Li Mu conservatively estimated that he needed to prepare no less than three million US dollars for this project. Making money quickly had become one of the most important things on Li Mu’s mind right now.

Thinking of this, Li Mu said to Li Yawei, “Yawei, how about I go play for a bit with you?”

Li Yawei, who had been somewhat disappointed, immediately perked up upon hearing this. “Bro Mu, you’re not kidding?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright, an all-night session definitely isn’t suitable. Let’s go out and play for a while, and come back to rest before one or two o’clock. Anyway, it’s the weekend, and the school dorms don’t close.”

Li Yawei agreed without hesitation. Then, he immediately propped himself up with his hands, jumped down from the edge of the upper bunk, quickly grabbed a jacket, and said to Li Mu, “Let’s go, Bro Mu, my treat tonight.”

Li Mu and Li Yawei went together to an internet cafe outside the school. The internet cafe had over twenty machines, all of which were occupied at the moment. Most of the patrons appeared to be students. Li Mu took a quick look: there were nineteen males, making up the vast majority, and among those nineteen males, eleven were playing Blood Legend.

In addition, two of the few girls were also playing Blood Legend, looking very excited. Li Mu roughly calculated that the proportion of Legend players in the internet cafe had already exceeded fifty percent, and every one of them had downloaded the free version of the Legend Overlord 1.0 cheating software.





Chapter 185: I’ll Listen to You

That evening, Li Mu and Li Yawei circled Renmin University, searching through several internet cafes, but couldn’t find an available computer. Every internet cafe was packed, and there were even queues of people waiting for the all-night sessions to start at ten o’clock.

Eventually, the two found a small internet cafe with over ten old, dilapidated machines in an alley two kilometers away from Renmin University. They gritted their teeth and played until one in the morning in the dirty, messy, and rundown environment.

Li Mu primarily wanted to observe how popular Legend was. Not only were more than half the people in the internet cafe playing this game, but the players in the same game zones and servers were also incredibly active. Li Mu created a new character and had to search for a long time just to kill a chicken or a deer near the新手村 (newbie village), because there were too many people, and the respawn rate of chickens and deer couldn’t keep up with the rate at which the hordes of new players wiped them out.

Li Yawei’s level was a bit higher; he would fight monsters and mine in the Zombie Cave whenever he had nothing else to do. The number of miners was also ridiculously high; sometimes, the entire Zombie Cave would be filled with people mining.

In the game, outside of safe zones, player-killing was constant everywhere else. There were small-scale group battles, some people fought to snatch resources or rare equipment, and some simply fought for the sake of fighting, basically attacking anyone they saw. Because the PK mode in Blood Legend was too simple and direct—if you didn’t like someone, you could just go up and attack them—the game’s design was indeed quite satisfying from the perspective of human primal impulses.

Li Mu was killed by a guy one level higher than him, wielding an Ebony Sword, while trying to snatch a deer. After resurrecting, he went back, only to be killed by another mage using a fire spell as soon as he got close. However, he wasn’t angry; he mainly wanted to experience the original Blood Legend firsthand from a programmer’s perspective, and also to study cheating software.

Paid cheating software would remain in a legal grey area for the next two to three years. Conservatively speaking, it had at least two years of legal lifespan. Moreover, cheating software was a short-term way to make quick money. This kind of business, which rapidly supplemented cash flow, definitely needed to be done. However, Li Mu was much more cautious now. He not only had 3321 but also Muye Technology, so he couldn’t personally get involved with the cheating software business. It was most suitable to hand it over to Zhao Kang.

Even if Zhao Kang handled it, Li Mu wouldn’t let him bear the legal risks. He still remembered the time point when cheating software became criminalized. As long as they stopped operations before the official implementation of the “Notice on Carrying out Special Rectification of ‘Private Servers’ and ‘Cheating Software’” on January 1, 2004, there would basically be no risk. What’s more, Li Mu didn’t plan to continue the cheating software business until then. In one to two years, he wouldn’t care about it at all, even if all the cheating software revenue nationwide was given to him.

Although Li Mu only had about one million in his pocket right now, he absolutely had that confidence.

Seeing Li Mu constantly getting killed in the wilderness, Li Yawei couldn’t help but say, “Bro Mu, come find me in the mine! I’ll stop mining and we can team up to fight zombies.”

Li Mu laughed, “You should keep mining for now. I’m just playing around to get familiar with it.”

At one in the morning, if Li Mu hadn’t insisted on leaving, the addicted and engrossed Li Yawei wished he could play through the night.

On the way back to the dorm, Li Yawei was still excitedly exclaiming, “This game is so awesome! It’s a shame I found out about it so late. Many high-level players in the zone joined right when the servers opened. Have you seen the equipment of those high-level warriors? The Warrior God Armor is incredibly cool, and that Purgatory weapon, oh my god, when will I be lucky enough to get one!”

Li Mu recalled that when he played Legend as a first-year student in his previous life, his mindset was similar to Li Yawei’s. Every day, he would think about when he could level up again, when he could get a new piece of equipment, or learn a new skill. Moreover, Legend’s appeal was a nationwide phenomenon in this era, with immense influence.

Back in the dorm, Li Yawei spent the entire night thinking about Legend, and Li Mu, who slept on the bunk below him, was no different.

Li Mu felt it was time to start developing a commercial version of the Legend cheating software.

The next morning, Li Mu arranged to meet Zhao Kang at Yucheng Garden and told him about his plan to develop Legend cheating software.

As soon as Zhao Kang heard that Li Mu was ready to act, he immediately said excitedly, “I’ve been following this game Legend recently. Damn it, it’s too popular! Almost every guy in our class has an account, and more than half of them play every day. And every player uses our Legend Overlord 1.0. Although Legend isn’t charging fees yet, I think a powerful cheating software should already have market potential for charging a fee.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “While other cheating software studios haven’t started yet, I’ll quickly develop the commercial cheating software.”

Zhao Kang immediately said, “Once you develop this cheating software, just tell me what to do. You explained this cheating software thing to me before, and I still remember your analogy about selling ecstasy pills in a disco. This thing will be illegal sooner or later, right?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “It might be written into laws and regulations in the future, but not yet. However, this thing is ultimately not honorable.”

Zhao Kang then said, “I’ll handle it. Your reputation is so big now; you can’t be associated with negative news.”

Li Mu said, “It’s better to be a bit more cautious, so you shouldn’t directly show your face either. Especially with the money, you absolutely cannot use your real-name account to collect payments. At that time, have your team find dealers in offline internet cafes in various places. As soon as the money comes in each month, withdraw it immediately. We’ll do this at most until the first half of 2003. From the second half of 2003 onwards, we will never touch this cheating software business again.”

By stopping half a year before the state promulgated relevant laws and regulations, Li Mu was absolutely confident there would be no legal repercussions. The reason he wanted to be cautious was also to avoid being disgusted by others bringing this up in the future. As long as he handled this well, he would still take this lucrative opportunity.

Zhao Kang didn’t understand why Li Mu set the time point for the cheating software business in the first half of 2003, but he didn’t ask for details. He had been working with Li Mu since right after the Gaokao, and he had complete trust in Li Mu.

Li Mu said, “I’ll start developing it soon and aim to launch it before the end of the month. However, this time we’ll be handling the cheating software sales ourselves, so we must have our own verification server.”

Zhao Kang asked, “How exactly does this process work? Last time we sold the cheating software, we sold it all at once as a package to those two guys in Yanjing. I’m not quite clear on the logic and process when it comes to monthly subscriptions.”

Li Mu laughed, “The logic is simply activation codes. Once the cheating software is developed, its functions are locked by a set of verification procedures. This is an essential part of commercial cheating software. Otherwise, if you only sell the installation package, you’d be a fool, because others could take your installation package and sell it to other people. So, no one with a brain would do that.

“But speaking of verification logic, the safest way is for us to set up a dedicated verification server. Then, I’ll design a set of activation code generation logic, randomly batch-generate a large number of long and complex activation codes, and then give these codes to the dealers. They will sell them to users. Users open our cheating software, register a fixed account, and then enter the activation code to activate and use the cheating software. Each activation code can activate one month of usage, and the functions will automatically disable upon expiration until the user purchases another activation code to reactivate.”

Zhao Kang thought for a moment and then understood the logic. He asked Li Mu, “Will users try to crack our activation codes?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Any online program is bound to be cracked. The most direct way to crack a password is through brute-force attack. Even if your password is set to be very long and complex, it’s just a combination of letters and numbers. Trying them one by one will definitely work; it’s just a matter of time. If I imitate the method of large companies like Microsoft, using a twenty-character alphanumeric pattern for encryption, then the number of possible combinations would be in the hundreds of quadrillions. And I would only sell a few million activation codes at most. If you consider a few million within hundreds of quadrillions, the probability is so slim it’s practically zero.”

Saying that, Li Mu chuckled again and explained, “This kind of brute-force attack is actually very easy to prevent. If you don’t set a limit, an ordinary home computer can repeatedly test tens of thousands of combinations per second. But if you restrict them a bit, for example, by not allowing another submission within one minute after a failed verification, then the attacker would be stopped dead in their tracks. The remaining possibility is a hacker cracking it, but this is basically impossible. Hackers with such strong capabilities wouldn’t be interested in something like cheating software.”

Zhao Kang nodded lightly and sighed, “You know so much. I’ve understood the general idea. Anyway, we’ll just sell these virtual activation codes to dealers, and then just keep track of how many they’ve sold, right?”

“Exactly. It’s very simple. In the next couple of days, find a server hosting company when you have time. Server hosting doesn’t strictly require real-name registration right now, so try to find the most laxly managed server rooms.”

“OK!”

Li Mu said, “For the net profit from this Legend cheating software operation, it’ll be three for you and seven for me.”

Zhao Kang blurted out, “Let’s keep it the same as last time. My contribution is limited.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “This time, I’m responsible for all the development, subsequent version updates, and other behind-the-scenes work. The distribution and payment collection for the cheating software will mainly rely on you. So, this ratio is set in stone. Don’t think it’s too little or too much. Even if we’re like brothers, we still need to keep clear accounts when it comes to money. Only then can we last long. Also, if you choose people around you to help, be very cautious when selecting them.”

Zhao Kang hesitated for a moment, then nodded lightly.

Li Mu remembered the Douban matter and said, “Oh, right, on Monday noon, we’ll go to Muye Technology. The contract template is ready. We’ll sign the contract on Monday, and Douban will officially become a wholly owned subsidiary of Muye Technology. You’ll exchange Douban for five hundred thousand cash and five percent of Muye’s shares.”

“But Bro, I also need to make things clear first. Apart from the shares that Baidu and Song Liang invested cash for, any other stock options I give out, or the exchange shares for Douban, will all be held in trust by me personally. There will be certain restrictions on cashing out. As for why I’m holding them in trust, it’s mainly because there will be many more rounds of financing in the future, and each round of financing will dilute the shares. So, I need to ensure my decision-making power. But don’t worry, during financing, everyone will be diluted proportionally.”

Zhao Kang said without hesitation, “I’ll listen to you.”





Chapter 186: Alipay’s Blueprint

Kong Lingyu had been swamped lately. Ever since he arrived in Yanjing, he hadn’t had a moment’s rest. This trip to Yanjing had given him far more responsibilities than he had in Jinling. In Jinling, he managed a technical team, leading them to develop according to Li Mu’s requirements. But now, he was acting as the General Manager of Muye Technology, and suddenly, many things required his attention, understanding, and even operation.

Fortunately, with Lin Qingya’s help, he’d been able to maintain order amidst the chaos and hadn’t been overwhelmed by the multitude of complex tasks.

That Saturday, Kong Lingyu had just finished coordinating online with the technical staff at Baidu. From now on, 3321’s daily maintenance would be transferred to Baidu, reducing one more task on his plate. He planned to temporarily set aside his strongest technical skills and quickly work with Lin Qingya to finalize the company’s articles of association, performance appraisal system, and address recruitment issues. Although Lin Qingya had already planned the new departmental structure, the company was still in urgent need of talent. These issues had to be resolved quickly for Muye Technology to truly get on track.

On Sunday, Kong Lingyu had originally planned to organize the performance appraisal plan at home. However, Li Mu called him and immediately said, “Come to Yucheng Garden, I need to talk to you in person about something.”

As soon as Kong Lingyu heard his tone, he guessed that a new task was surely coming. Although he felt utterly miserable inside, a reverent anticipation and excitement permeated his very being.

He had long regarded Li Mu as his sole lighthouse in the internet world, his only guide on his career path. Therefore, he had always been looking forward to what new things Li Mu would reveal that could broaden his horizons.

So, he took his laptop and hailed a taxi to Yucheng Garden.

In Li Mu’s living room, he heard Li Mu lay out the blueprint for “Alipay” for the first time.

Kong Lingyu’s first impression was that this blueprint wasn’t particularly grand; it was just a means of online payment. Currently, 3321 had such high stickiness that it had become an almost essential need for students’ parents. In such a situation, even if the current payment methods were troublesome, they wouldn’t complain. Even if they did, it wouldn’t affect their payment actions. So, at present, investing so much effort into building an online payment platform seemed like making a mountain out of a molehill.

Li Mu didn’t blame him for his limited perspective.

In fact, if you told any internet professional at that time about Alipay’s most basic payment model, it probably wouldn’t garner much attention.

At present, no company would be interested in such an online payment platform because there was almost no demand for online shopping on the internet. The vast majority of internet consumption involved virtual products from online games, such as game cards.

However, online game companies had already developed offline payment channels. Online payment wasn’t very appealing to them, and they wouldn’t invest significant effort into creating such a system.

Even Mr. Ma, the founder of Alipay, wouldn’t at this moment look beyond e-commerce itself to see Alipay’s development prospects. What’s more, Alipay’s early positioning was merely a tool to enhance user trust on Taobao. As for how this “tool” later grew larger and larger, eventually becoming a special, cash-laden aircraft carrier in the internet industry, it was mostly an unintended consequence.

Li Mu couldn’t tell him that the payment platform was merely a means to gather users and bind user habits. In the future, he wanted nearly half of the internet’s capital flow to pass through Alipay. He also wanted Alipay to be paired with a massive e-commerce platform, such as Taobao.com. He even planned to become a major shareholder of JD.com before it grew large, ultimately turning Alipay into a super financial platform with enormous capital reserves.

Even Li Mu himself couldn’t guarantee whether he could truly build Alipay into what he envisioned, because such a thing required too many considerations and concerns, and was too easily subjected to policy regulation.

After seeing Li Mu’s product framework, Kong Lingyu also said with some concern, “This is all wishful thinking on our part. If banks aren’t willing to open up this interface for us, everything we do will be in vain.”

Li Mu nodded. “Anything else? Keep going.”

Kong Lingyu said, “I don’t know what to say. You are the Boss, after all, and although many of your past ideas seemed impossible to me, your repeated successes have given me absolute confidence in you. However, this time seems a bit different. Compared to banks, our scale is too small. What I doubt isn’t Alipay’s model, but rather the connections Alipay needs to establish.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “You’re right. If you compare Muye Technology to the banking system, it’s basically the difference between a sesame seed and a watermelon. Not to mention the big four banks, even compared to other joint-stock commercial banks, we’re far from their league.”

Hearing this, Kong Lingyu frowned deeply. Indeed, how could they establish cooperation with banks? If they couldn’t sort out this layer, the Alipay project would never get off the ground.

At this point, Li Mu changed the subject, a confident, slightly playful look in his eyes, and countered, “But let me ask you a question: why do we need to deal with the entire banking system?”

Kong Lingyu was stunned. “You mean? Cooperate with a single bank brand?”

“No,” Li Mu shook his head. “Cooperate directly with the most basic branch, for example, the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, Renmin University Branch, right downstairs from me.”

“Cooperate with them?!” Kong Lingyu was even more confused.

Li Mu nodded with a smile, took out an A4 paper, drew a cloud shape on it and wrote “Alipay.” Then, in the bottom left corner, he drew a circle and wrote “3321,” and finally, in the bottom right corner, he drew another circle and wrote “A certain Yanjing Branch.”

After drawing these, Li Mu repeatedly circled and emphasized the “3321” circle, explaining to Kong Lingyu, “We can currently attract cash from five thousand paying parents, averaging no less than five million yuan per month. This is just the initial stage of 3321. Later, we’ll double that number. We might also expand 3321’s operations to Shanghai and Yangcheng (Guangzhou). It might only take half a year for the monthly paid funds we absorb to exceed ten million yuan.”

As he spoke, Li Mu drew an arrow from the 3321 circle to the Alipay cloud, saying, “Before, I directly transferred these funds into a bank account, but I don’t want to do that anymore. I want to put this money into Alipay. For any branch, this money represents enormous profit and performance. If I promise to let this money remain as capital reserves in their bank for a week or half a month, what do you think they’ll see me as?”

Kong Lingyu’s eyes lit up. “They’ll worship you like the God of Wealth.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu nodded, then drew another arrow from the Alipay cloud to the circle representing a certain Yanjing branch. He said, “With such a massive capital flow accumulating in our Alipay, I can choose to deposit this money with any bank. If I use this to negotiate cooperation with them, I believe no branch will refuse. And I don’t need them to actually pay anything; the only thing they need to do is open an online payment merchant account for me. For example, as long as one branch of the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China opens an online payment merchant account for me, then all Industrial and Commercial Bank of China online banking users nationwide can make payments to Alipay or withdraw cash from Alipay through this channel!”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Mu, full of vigor, slapped the A4 paper. His fingertip pointed directly at 3321, and with an unfathomable expression, he said, “Don’t forget, I have 3321, this golden signboard. Right now, 3321’s reputation is so huge that anyone associated with it benefits. Which bank do you think would refuse? If 3321 could be positively reported by China Central Television in the future, everything would be even more secure! This is what’s called using a small force to move a great weight and maximizing resource synergy!”

Kong Lingyu’s mind buzzed.

Even now, he didn’t think Alipay would have much development potential in the future, but Li Mu’s method of using a small force to move a great weight made him feel as if an entirely new world had opened up to him.

Just moments ago, he was still agonizing over how 3321, Alipay, and Muye Technology—even if bundled together—would be too small to be negligible in front of any banking system. In such a situation, how could they possibly open up this layer of capital inflow and outflow?

But Li Mu didn’t think about problems that way. He never considered how insignificant he was standing before the big four banks or any commercial bank, because he had already made his calculations. All he wanted was a payment merchant account recognized by a bank. As long as he opened one gateway with any bank, it would be equivalent to connecting to that bank’s entire network.

To put it more simply, it’s like a POS machine. As long as you apply for and get a POS machine, you can link your card payment merchant account with bank cards from all domestic banks.

For Li Mu, this operational method was arguably his greatest reliance in building Alipay. However, he generously shared it with Kong Lingyu because he not only needed Kong Lingyu to help him write code, but also needed Kong Lingyu to grow and improve quickly, becoming a capable general who could stand firm by his side. Therefore, he had to teach him many things, making him aware of the future operational models of the internet world, making him more perceptive and stronger.

Kong Lingyu’s admiration for Li Mu once again reached a new height. Following such a prodigious boss, his potential for progress and improvement was something he had never imagined before. Moreover, Li Mu was a boss who knew how to share benefits. When Series A funding had just started, he had already given Kong Lingyu stock options in Muye Technology. Compared to many bosses who only made empty promises to their employees, a boss like Li Mu was truly rare.

Kong Lingyu excitedly stood up and blurted out, “Boss, leave this to me! Within half a month—oh no, twenty days at most—I’ll definitely develop Alipay for you!”





Chapter 187: Let’s Eat It Together

“Fifteen days? Twenty days?”

Li Mu smiled inwardly upon hearing these two timeframes. He said, “When doing things, you have to dare to dream first. Although I’m not sure when Alipay will launch, you should develop it as quickly as possible. I already have a mental schedule for my current development needs. Once Alipay is done, Tieba will need another upgrade.”

Kong Lingyu nodded. From his understanding of Li Mu, a Tieba upgrade was inevitable. Currently, Tieba’s user base was growing rapidly, and it wouldn’t be long before it became the largest online Chinese community. At that point, Li Mu would definitely have better product designs to maintain and expand the user base.

Afterward, Li Mu discussed the core framework he had built for Alipay with Kong Lingyu. In the initial phase, no other functions were required, primarily basic features like fund deposits, payments, withdrawals, inquiries, and records. On top of this, an interface also needed to be developed. Any third-party platform could use this payment platform simply by signing an agreement with Alipay and activating the interface.

Kong Lingyu asked Li Mu, “Not integrating Alipay into 3321… it seems Alipay will be an independently operated product, right?”

Li Mu said, “More than just independent operation, it will also be a separately registered company.”

Kong Lingyu was slightly surprised, “Not under Muye Technology either?”

“Of course not,” Li Mu chuckled. “Muye Technology’s core products are community and social networking, and future development will revolve around this core. Alipay’s core is payment; it’s meant to be an open, third-party online payment platform that can be opened to any enterprise in the future.”

Li Mu had long ago differentiated the fields he intended to enter. Projects in different areas would, as much as possible, not be operated under the same company shell.

Kong Lingyu understood Li Mu’s meaning and immediately began to meticulously study the framework Li Mu provided. He asked questions immediately if there was anything he didn’t understand, because once he left, he would have to devote himself entirely to development. If he had to call the Boss later to ask what he hadn’t grasped, wouldn’t that be embarrassing himself?



Zhao Ziqiu had been feeling a bit troubled these past two days. She hadn’t seen Li Mu in days, and he hadn’t contacted her either. Although she knew Li Mu had been exceptionally busy recently, with countless interviews, just thinking of him still filled her with an unusual longing. This longing wasn’t merely about wanting to see him; sometimes, she wished to swim with him, sometimes to sit in his rented car and wander aimlessly through the city, and sometimes, she simply wanted to be with him, no matter what they did.

Longing was just one aspect of her vexation. The other was that her parents had visited last week, staying for a few days at their villa near Asian Games Village. During these days, besides attending to his own affairs, her father also introduced a family to her. They were his business partners, and all three members of that family were Yanjing natives. Coincidentally, their son was a second-year student at Peking University.

Whether judged by appearance, physique, upbringing, or background, the young man was outstanding. He was quite a prominent figure at Peking University. Zhao Ziqiu had once heard a female classmate mention that countless girls at Peking University liked him, but he had remained single and had an excellent reputation there.

Although neither set of parents mentioned anything about their children at the dinner table, Zhao Ziqiu still sensed an unspoken understanding on the faces of both pairs of parents.

In the following days, Zhao Ziqiu received text messages from him daily. Each time, he offered only polite greetings, accompanied by a subtle expression of concern, maintaining a very appropriate distance. Yet, for some unknown reason, Zhao Ziqiu felt an intense, irrational aversion.

That Friday, Zhao Ziqiu took a half-day leave. After lunch near Asian Games Village, she was preparing to take her parents to the airport. To her surprise, her parents had called over the son of their business partner. He drove an imported Mercedes-Benz and took Zhao Ziqiu’s family to the airport. Sitting in the passenger seat, Zhao Ziqiu felt uncomfortable the entire way.

After seeing her parents off at the airport, Zhao Ziqiu had intended to watch them go through security and then take a bus back herself. However, before leaving, her mother specifically asked the young man to ensure Zhao Ziqiu got back to school safely and also told Zhao Ziqiu not to wander around alone.

Essentially, one sentence blocked her retreat.

On the way back, Zhao Ziqiu deliberately sat in the back seat. The young man, for his part, was very calm, saying little and not pressing her. On the drive to drop Zhao Ziqiu off, he politely asked if she wanted to have dinner together that evening. Zhao Ziqiu said she wasn’t hungry, and he didn’t press the matter further.

That Friday evening, Zhao Ziqiu’s mother called her for a long time. The first ten minutes were filled with various concerns and instructions. After ten minutes, her mother changed the subject, saying that the young man they had met last time was excellent, and both she and her father thought highly of him. She suggested Zhao Ziqiu keep in touch, start as friends, and perhaps they might end up together in the future.

Zhao Ziqiu felt very resistant inwardly, but outwardly, she said she hadn’t thought about dating during university.

Her mother didn’t say much more; she understood the concept of knowing when to stop. A hint was enough; saying too much would be counterproductive.

Zhao Ziqiu was unhappy with her parents’ subtle approach. She always felt a surge of irritation, not truly angry at her parents, but rather feeling that they shouldn’t try to control her emotions, even if their methods were considered very gentle.

Feeling annoyed but unable to express her dissatisfaction to her mother, Zhao Ziqiu casually complained that her parents hadn’t thought to bring her some hairy crabs when they visited, saying they didn’t care for her at all.

This was her way of gently venting her inner dissatisfaction.

However, on another note, girls from Jiangsu and Zhejiang generally love hairy crabs, especially since Hangzhou is very close to Yangcheng Lake. Zhao Ziqiu’s family was also well-off, so every November when hairy crabs were plump, her mother would specifically find reliable breeders at Yangcheng Lake to buy the best crabs for the family. This year was Zhao Ziqiu’s first year studying away from home, and it happened to be this time of year, so she genuinely missed them.

As soon as Zhao Ziqiu’s mother heard this, she immediately sent someone to Yangcheng Lake early Saturday morning. By evening, over fifty kilograms of hairy crabs had already been transported to their home in Hangzhou. On Sunday morning, Zhao Ziqiu’s father’s driver flew to Yanjing and delivered two boxes of hairy crabs to the villa in Asian Games Village.

Zhao Ziqiu herself hadn’t expected her mother to immediately make amends for a casual complaint from the day before. When she received the call, her father’s driver had already left. Her mother first apologized on the phone, saying she couldn’t cook them for her personally, then briefly explained how to steam them and prepare the dipping sauce, and finally advised her not to eat too many at once, cautioning that women should eat cooling foods in moderation.

Her mother’s concern made the slight resentment and guilt in Zhao Ziqiu’s heart vanish. However, the thought of that young man being at the same university still made her feel uncomfortable.

The more uncomfortable she felt, the more she wanted to see Li Mu.

She even thought resentfully, Why didn’t I make a mistake during the Gaokao back then? How great would it be if I were also at Renmin University.

Zhao Ziqiu simply hailed a taxi to Asian Games Village, then picked out twenty of the best live hairy crabs from the two boxes, repacked them, and hailed another taxi straight to Yucheng Garden.

Sharing food was a good excuse to meet. She wanted to personally cook hairy crabs for him.

When she got in the taxi, Zhao Ziqiu called Li Mu and immediately said, “Are you at Yucheng Garden? My mom had someone bring me some hairy crabs. I don’t have anywhere to cook them by myself. How about we go to Yucheng Garden and eat them together?”

Li Mu was currently discussing the framework with Kong Lingyu. After Zhao Ziqiu finished speaking, he chuckled and said, “Auntie is really something. She knows you have nowhere to cook, but still brings them for you. And I don’t have any cooking utensils or tableware here either.”

Zhao Ziqiu could have directly invited Li Mu to Asian Games Village, which would have saved her from carrying crabs around. However, this thought flashed through her mind and was immediately discarded. She didn’t want to appear too high-profile in front of Li Mu, lest he think she was showing off…

“My mom thought dorms allowed electric stoves…” Zhao Ziqiu lied, then said somewhat playfully, “Are you free or not? Crabs can’t be kept for too long. Besides, eating crabs isn’t that troublesome. Just buy a steamer, and the ingredients for the dipping sauce are simple too; I can buy them on the way…”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m right here at Yucheng Garden. Just come straight over first, and once you’re here, I’ll go with you to buy the other things.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s heart brightened, and she quickly said, “Okay, I’m coming right over then!”

“Alright. Do you need me to come downstairs and pick you up?”

“No need, I remember the apartment number.” Zhao Ziqiu’s voice instantly became cheerful. After hanging up, even her mood swept away the gloom of the past few days.



Li Mu heard a knock at the door and quickly got up to open it. Outside, Zhao Ziqiu was holding a foam box with both hands. Seeing Li Mu, she giggled, pushed the box forward with both hands, and said sweetly, “Quick, take it! I can’t hold it anymore.”

Li Mu quickly took the foam box, weighed it in his hands, and exclaimed, “Wow, this must be five to ten kilograms, right? Can we eat all this?”

Zhao Ziqiu covered her mouth and chuckled twice, “There are a lot of ice packs inside for freshness, silly.”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile and quickly said, “Come in first.”

Zhao Ziqiu entered the room. In the living room, Kong Lingyu also stood up, ready to greet Li Mu’s guest. But to his surprise, a stunning beauty walked in.

Zhao Ziqiu also hadn’t expected anyone else to be with Li Mu. She looked at Kong Lingyu in surprise. Kong Lingyu quickly greeted her, “Hello, I’m Manager Li’s…”

Just as Kong Lingyu was thinking about how to introduce himself, Li Mu, who had put the hairy crabs in the kitchen, walked out and chuckled, “Let me introduce you. Kong Lingyu is our technical lead here. Zhao Ziqiu, she’s my friend.”

The two exchanged greetings, and Kong Lingyu then said to Li Mu, “Boss, I’ve understood the framework. Shall I head back now?”

Li Mu said, “Stay for lunch. Ziqiu brought some hairy crabs.”

Kong Lingyu quickly waved his hand and said, “I’d better go back and eat.”

If his boss was on a date with a beautiful woman at home, and he foolishly agreed to stay for a meal, he’d truly be out of his mind.





Chapter 188: Lying

Kong Lingyu packed up his laptop, slung his bag over his shoulder, and hurried off. Li Mu saw him out. When he returned, Zhao Ziqiu had already opened the foam box in the kitchen. Inside, twenty hairy crabs were neatly arranged, all quite large and still blowing bubbles, not a single one dead.

Li Mu’s family lived by the sea and often ate seafood, but hairy crabs, being freshwater creatures, weren’t found where they lived, and they rarely ate them. How to cook them became his most pressing concern.

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Later, go buy a toothbrush to scrub them clean, then just steam them in a steamer. Dipping them in the prepared sauce will make them incredibly delicious.”

Li Mu nodded. “Since you sound so professional, I’ll leave this whole affair to you and just wait to eat.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled and said, “I wasn’t planning on having you lift a finger anyway. Just come to the supermarket with me, and when we get back, you can do whatever you want; I’ll handle the cooking.”

Li Mu asked, “Do you often do housework at home?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Not very often.”

But inwardly, she thought, ‘I’ve never done it before, okay? Even Mom rarely cooks at home; usually, it’s the maternal aunt who does.’

Li Mu asked again, “Have you ever prepared crabs before?”

Zhao Ziqiu felt that Li Mu seemed to have reservations about her cooking, so she said, “Oh, don’t worry! I definitely won’t poison you.”

Li Mu laughed. “It’s not that I’m afraid of getting sick or anything; it’s just that these crabs look really good, and I don’t want them to go to waste.”

Zhao Ziqiu wrinkled her nose, puffed out her chest, and declared, “Don’t look down on me! I’ll show you what I can do later.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s particular pose made Li Mu involuntarily glance down at the curve of her chest. He sighed inwardly, ‘Indeed, those who are favored tend to be fearless.’ A figure like hers was enough to make women still desperately trying to enhance or augment their breasts green with envy.

In 2001, Yanjing’s economic development was still quite ordinary. Take supermarkets, for example: Walmart hadn’t entered the market yet, and while Carrefour was present, its store count was severely lacking. Within a few kilometers of Renmin University of China, the only true comprehensive supermarket was a Hualian Supermarket, and it wasn’t even that large, just a single floor.

Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu took a taxi to Hualian Supermarket. Once inside, Zhao Ziqiu began texting while walking towards the seasoning section.

She wanted to text her Mom to ask what ingredients were needed for the hairy crab dipping sauce and if there were any specific principles to follow.

The hairy crabs themselves were easy to cook—just wash them and steam them. But if the dipping sauce wasn’t prepared well, the deliciousness would be greatly diminished.

Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom texted her the ingredients needed for the dipping sauce and shared some small tips for combining them.

Zhao Ziqiu thanked her Mom, then happily began selecting various seasonings, clutching her phone. The dipping sauce recipe her Mom sent was somewhat complex: rice wine, sesame oil, soy sauce, vinegar, sugar, green onions, ginger, and garlic. But the more complex it was, the more reliable Zhao Ziqiu found it, so she prepared to follow her Mom’s instructions completely and gather all the ingredients.

Li Mu carried a shopping basket, fully prepared to assist.

Meanwhile, in Hangzhou, Mom Zhao was pondering her own little scheme.

Father Zhao’s driver had delivered the hairy crabs around eleven o’clock. Now that her daughter was asking how to make the dipping sauce for the hairy crabs, she must be preparing to cook them. Since the hairy crabs still needed to be processed, where her daughter would cook them and with whom became her concern.

So she texted Zhao Ziqiu: “Sweetie, where are you planning to cook the crabs?”

Zhao Ziqiu casually replied: “To Asian Games Village, of course. The dorm isn’t convenient.”

“Are you going alone or with classmates?”

“Jingyi and I are together. I don’t want to bring other classmates over; I’m afraid they might overthink things.”

The Jingyi Zhao Ziqiu mentioned in her text was her childhood friend. They had been classmates throughout middle school and high school, and Jingyi was now studying at Yanjing Film Academy. They had a very good relationship and knew each other inside out. Her daughter didn’t want her classmates to know too much about her family’s situation, so Mom Zhao didn’t have the slightest doubt about her explanation. She just told her to be careful with the gas and didn’t chat with her further.

Mom Zhao in Hangzhou couldn’t help but think of the young man she had met in Yanjing a few days ago. Whenever she thought of him, Mom Zhao felt that he and her daughter were an absolutely perfect match. Whether it was his demeanor, appearance, studies, or family background, he was a match made in heaven for her daughter. It was just that her daughter was still young, and she felt it wasn’t appropriate to be too direct about such things.

The more she thought this way, the more Mom Zhao wanted to create opportunities for the two of them. So she called the young man.

“Jiahui, it’s Auntie Song.”

“Hello, Auntie Song.”

“Hello to you too. Auntie is calling to ask what you’re doing right now. Have you eaten yet?”

“Not yet. I was out helping my Dad with something today, and I was just about to head back.”

“Are you done with your errands?”

“Yes, Auntie Song, I’m done.”

“Well, I had someone deliver some hairy crabs to Ziqiu this morning. She’s loved them since she was little, and now that they’ve just arrived, she’s eager to cook them herself. Auntie thinks if you’re not busy, you might as well go to Asian Games Village to check on her. It’s just her and one of her high school classmates there, and cooking involves gas and such, so Auntie isn’t at ease.”

The other party was taken aback for a moment, then said, “Auntie Song, please don’t worry. I’ll call Ziqiu later and ask if she needs any help.”

“Don’t ask,” Mom Zhao said. “Ziqiu is headstrong. You might as well go directly to Asian Games Village. Anyway, you’ve been there before when you picked us up for the airport last time. You should still remember the place, right?”

“Uh, I still remember…”

“As long as you remember. Well, Auntie won’t bother you anymore.”

As soon as she hung up, Zhao Ziqiu’s Dad happened to walk by and asked curiously, “Wife, who were you calling?”

“Jiahui,” Mom Zhao smiled slightly, briefly explained the situation, and then added, “Don’t you think it would be wonderful if our Ziqiu and Jiahui could end up together? A perfect match of talent and beauty, and matching families.”

Father Zhao shook his head. “The only thing we can do in such matters is to let the two children get to know each other. As for anything else, it’s best not to say too much, lest Ziqiu becomes unhappy. Don’t let her usual cheerful demeanor fool you; she’s actually very opinionated.”

Mom Zhao said, “Jiahui is indeed a very good child. It’s not that I want our daughter to start dating too early, but it’s not easy to find someone so suitable in all aspects. As her mother, I have to find a way to pave the way for her first, let the children interact more, and as long as they have feelings for each other, we won’t have to worry about the rest, right?”

Father Zhao said indifferently, “For our daughter’s major life events in the future, we two need to establish a unified policy.”

“What unified policy?”

Father Zhao said, “Firstly, we cannot directly encourage our daughter to start dating right after becoming a first-year student. Therefore, regarding her and Jiahui, we can only guide, not force.”

“And what else?”

“Secondly, we must give our daughter a certain degree of respect. If she makes her own choice in the future, even if it goes against our wishes, we must uphold the basic principle of respecting our daughter.”

Mom Zhao said, “We certainly can’t let her have her way with everything like this. What if she really finds someone from a mismatched family? What will she do then?”

Father Zhao said nonchalantly, “She can find whoever she likes. It doesn’t matter if their families aren’t matching. If the other party’s conditions are better than ours, I’ll do my best to prepare our daughter’s dowry to ensure she isn’t looked down upon by her husband’s family. If the other party’s conditions aren’t as good as ours, as long as our daughter likes him, I have no objections. At worst, I’ll support both of them.”

“It’s easy to say that so freely, but how many parents are truly like you say?”

Father Zhao waved his hand helplessly and said, “Alright, enough with this idle chatter. Let’s talk about this later. I have a social engagement at noon, so I won’t be eating at home.”

…

Zhao Ziqiu bought all the necessary ingredients for the dipping sauce at the supermarket. Li Mu carried the basket, and they went together to the kitchenware section to pick out a dual-purpose steamer.

With the main task done, Zhao Ziqiu returned to Yucheng Garden with Li Mu. As soon as they entered, Zhao Ziqiu hurried to the kitchen and began cleaning the crabs with the newly bought toothbrush. At the same time, she washed the steamer and slowly heated water on the stove.

Li Mu had intended to help, but Zhao Ziqiu refused no matter what he said. So, Li Mu simply leaned against the kitchen doorframe, watching Zhao Ziqiu busy herself alone.

Most men dislike doing housework, and Li Mu was no exception. The less a man liked doing housework, the more easily he was captivated by a woman who did. Just like Li Mu now, watching Zhao Ziqiu bustling about alone, his favorable impression of her unconsciously rose another notch.

At this moment, an imported Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan drove into the villa area near Zhao Ziqiu’s home in Asian Games Village. The driver skillfully drove to Zhao Ziqiu’s doorstep and then got out to ring the doorbell for a long time. Strangely, after all that ringing, no one answered.

Didn’t she say Zhao Ziqiu and her childhood friend were here making hairy crabs? He even specifically brought several sets of crab-eating tools. How could there be no one?

Mom Zhao was quite surprised when she received his call. How could no one answer in the villa? Could something have happened to the two girls? In her anxiety, she immediately called Zhao Ziqiu.

Zhao Ziqiu was busy in the kitchen. Her phone was in her shirt pocket, hanging near the entrance foyer. After ringing for a long time, Li Mu was the first to notice something was amiss. He walked into the living room, found Zhao Ziqiu’s phone ringing, pulled it out of the pocket of her hanging clothes, and quickly brought it to her.

Zhao Ziqiu pressed the answer button almost at the last ring, and immediately heard her Mom’s anxious questioning from the other end of the line: “Ziqiu, nothing happened to you, did it?”

“No, I’m fine,” Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise, “What’s wrong?”

“Then…” Mom Zhao was about to ask why she didn’t open the door for Jiahui if nothing was wrong, but she quickly and instinctively rephrased her question, feigning calmness: “Have you and Jingyi arrived at Asian Games Village?”

“Yes, we have,” Zhao Ziqiu replied with a hint of guilt, “I’m washing the crabs right now.”

Mom Zhao, feeling suspicious, said, “Where’s Jingyi? Mom hasn’t seen her in a long time. Let me say a few words to her.”

“Uh, Jingyi is in the bathroom…”

“Oh, alright then. You’re busy, so Mom will hang up now.” Mom Zhao’s heart sank. She immediately understood that her daughter was lying but didn’t expose her over the phone.





Chapter 189: Anxious Wait

Li Mu, accustomed to eating sea crabs, wasn’t particularly interested in hairy crabs. He preferred strong flavors in his food and rarely ate steamed sea crabs, opting instead for spicy sea crabs or salted egg yolk baked sea crabs. Despite his lack of interest in the large plate of steamed hairy crabs Zhao Ziqiu had painstakingly prepared, he still praised them endlessly, which greatly pleased Zhao Ziqiu.

As for Zhao Ziqiu herself, she was clearly an experienced crab eater. She ate every bit of the flesh, crab roe, and crab paste very cleanly.

While the two were busy dealing with a pile of hairy crabs, Zhao Ziqiu’s mother, far away in Hangzhou, sat alone on the sofa, frowning and deep in thought.

In her eyes, her daughter had always been sensible and well-behaved, discussing everything with her since childhood and almost never lying. But today, this girl had lied to her repeatedly. Thinking it over carefully, the possibilities made her feel uneasy.

The most likely reason for a teenage girl to learn to lie is because of the opposite sex. Zhao Ziqiu’s mother had also been through that age, so she understood the minds of young people at this stage fairly well. However, understanding was one thing; acceptance was another.

What happened today wasn’t a big deal; it was simply that her daughter was indeed learning to cook hairy crabs, but not at their villa in Asian Games Village, and certainly not with her childhood friend Jingyi. If she were with other friends or dormitory mates, there would be no need to hide or lie; she could just tell the truth. The most probable reason for her lying was that she was currently with a boy.

Steaming crabs wasn’t a major undertaking, but for eighteen or nineteen-year-olds, it was still somewhat troublesome. There had to be a place for it, right? Ordinary dormitories or hotels wouldn’t have the facilities for this. The most likely scenario was someone’s home. Combined with the conclusion that her daughter was with a boy, Mother Zhao felt something was amiss.

Parents of daughters and parents of sons have vastly different mindsets in this regard. A son’s parents’ biggest concern for their child studying away from home is that they don’t get into trouble and take care of themselves. A daughter’s parents’ biggest concern, however, is that she isn’t bullied or wronged.

Especially for parents of a beautiful girl like Zhao Ziqiu, they usually wished they could protect her fiercely to prevent harassment from hormone-driven boys. If they knew their daughter might be privately with a boy, engaging in a domestic-sounding activity like steaming hairy crabs, it would be strange if they weren’t worried.

Mother Zhao immediately called Father Zhao’s mobile phone and anxiously shared her speculations and worries.

Zhao Ziqiu’s father was silent for a moment on the other end of the line before saying, “Now that you mention it, I recall our sweetie seems to really admire a boy.”

“Really? When was this?”

Father Zhao said, “She mentioned it once when we were talking on the phone. She said that boy created a remarkable tutoring website, specifically for helping first-year students find part-time tutoring jobs.”

“Are you suspecting our sweetie has something going on with that boy?”

Father Zhao said, “I can’t say for sure, but don’t overthink this. Ziqiu is so far away in Yanjing; it’s impossible for you to control her. We can only hope she can protect herself.”

Mother Zhao blurted out, “You’re talking nonsense. What I’m worried about is precisely if she can’t protect herself.”

Father Zhao smiled slightly and said, “This is a test of whether our years of educating her have been successful. Children grow up; you can’t keep her under your watchful eye forever, nor can you be overly sensitive about the people or things around her.”

“Easier said than done,” Mother Zhao grumbled discontentedly. “What about Jiahui then? He’s such a good boy.”

Father Zhao chuckled, “Aren’t you worrying needlessly? Have you asked our sweetie if she likes him? Have you asked him if he likes our sweetie? I understand how you feel, but since the two children have already met, whether they end up together depends on their fate. We shouldn’t interfere too much.”

“Alright, alright, you’re the most open-minded,” Mother Zhao muttered, a bit displeased. “I’m not talking to you anymore, it’s like talking to a brick wall.”

…

While eating crabs, Zhao Ziqiu casually revealed a piece of news to Li Mu: “Yesterday afternoon, I saw a CCTV car at school. It looked like they were there for an interview. Last night, I heard from classmates that CCTV came to interview several students involved with 3321, including Han Bowen, who has the highest Weight on 3321.”

“Really?” Li Mu looked surprised.

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, confirming, “I saw the interview car with my own eyes, and my dorm mates told me about the interviews. It should be true, right?”

Li Mu was delighted. “I’ve been waiting for them for a week, and I haven’t seen a trace of them. I didn’t expect them to bypass Renmin University and me entirely and go to Peking University for public interviews.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “What? Have you been waiting for them to interview you?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, I’ve been waiting forever. Although 3321 has considerable influence now, it’s still a local startup project for the time being and can’t truly attract nationwide attention. In the first week, apart from a few web portals, most of the media that came to interview and report were local Yanjing media. Not a single national-level media outlet appeared.”

Li Mu sighed, “Now I understand. They’ve been observing in secret. Their attitude towards 3321, this new phenomenon, is much more cautious than local media. But it’s understandable when you think about it; after all, they are the most authoritative and top-tier media in the country. They see issues more deeply than others.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “That’s true. They didn’t even interview you, or even go to Renmin University. They went directly to Peking University and interviewed several students who were working part-time for 3321. They probably wanted to get the most authentic feedback.”

Li Mu nodded, “Interviewing those students directly is probably to find out what they, as core participants, have gained from 3321. I hope the students who earned money on 3321 don’t drag 3321 down at this time.”

…

After dinner, Zhao Ziqiu helped Li Mu clean up the leftovers and then returned to school. She could tell Li Mu was very busy and didn’t want to stay and disturb him from his important work.

Li Mu walked her downstairs, hailed a taxi for her, silently noted the license plate, and sent the number to Zhao Ziqiu. He then returned to Yucheng Garden to continue developing the Legend cheating software.

On Monday, Chen Wan attended her initial interview at CCTV. She reportedly felt good about it, but the results of the final interview wouldn’t be out for two days, so she focused her energy on preparing for the Yanjing Television interview on Thursday.

On Monday evening, Li Mu originally wanted to invite her, Zhao Kang, and Su Yingxue to dinner. After all, they were all fellow townsmen from Haizhou, and the sense of familiarity from dining together in a different city was very strong. However, Chen Wan said she had already made plans with Dong Ai, so she could only go to Dong Ai’s appointment for now.

Li Mu then simply invited Su Yingxue to dinner. Although he had muddledly said he wanted to pursue her after a couple of drinks that day, after calming down, Li Mu still hadn’t figured out where to start with the word “pursue.” With another girl, he might know what to do, but when it came to Su Yingxue, Li Mu didn’t know how to approach it.

So, the two of them just grabbed some stir-fried dishes on the second floor of the school cafeteria. During this time, Li Mu kept staring at the News Broadcast, and his conversation with Su Yingxue had no ambiguous or flirtatious content. It seemed no different from before.

Fortunately, Su Yingxue was also slow to warm up. In her opinion, Li Mu seemed to be intentionally slowing down the pace, which ironically made her feel more natural and relaxed.

The thirty-minute News Broadcast finished, and Li Mu still hadn’t seen a single word about 3321. The last news item was about environmental pollution from a chemical plant in a certain area, and the Host said that Focus Interview would have a special feature on it later. Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.

He didn’t expect 3321 to be featured on Focus Interview; he just hoped it would be mentioned in the thirty-minute News Broadcast. Now it seemed this hope would be dashed. Perhaps it would be reported tonight or tomorrow morning around six or seven, in the evening or morning news, but that influence would be infinitely less than that of the News Broadcast.

At that time, local TV stations in various provinces and cities only had one or two, or two or three channels. And for cable TV viewers in any province or city, apart from their local TV station and provincial TV station, they could only see first-tier TV stations from other provinces and cities. All first-tier TV stations in all provinces and cities had to re-broadcast the News Broadcast.

In other words, in this era, from seven to seven-thirty in the evening, over ninety percent of the limited dozens of TV channels were broadcasting the News Broadcast. Therefore, the influence of this program was unparalleled; only the annual Spring Festival Gala could compete with it.

Su Yingxue had been observing Li Mu. Seeing his eyes constantly darting towards the TV hanging diagonally above, she asked him, “When did you start liking to watch the News Broadcast?”

Li Mu said, “I heard that CCTV reporters went to Peking University on Saturday and interviewed several students who were working part-time for 3321. It’s been two days, why haven’t we seen any movement yet?”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly, “Don’t worry. Since CCTV sent reporters to interview, they will definitely report it. 3321 is a purely public service organization, with absolutely no negative news, so there’s no possibility of the news being temporarily pulled.”

Li Mu nodded, but his expression was still a bit anxious. By raising the banner of 3321, Li Mu wasn’t just doing public service and gaining fame; he wanted to leverage public service to secure a legitimate and promising origin and future for Alipay.

Seeing that Li Mu still seemed a bit impatient, Su Yingxue gently tapped his hand a few times and softly said, “You, you know, don’t worry too much about these things for now. Think about it from another perspective: the longer they take to prepare the news, the more it proves how much importance they attach to it. If they interviewed on Saturday and then rushed to air a news segment on Sunday, casually mentioning it and reporting for twenty or thirty seconds, it would be far from the effect you want, right?”





Chapter 190: Time to Spend the Money

Su Yingxue’s words quickly calmed Li Mu’s somewhat anxious state of mind. He was indeed looking forward to CCTV’s report, but his emotions shouldn’t be affected by it, as this matter wouldn’t change based on his feelings.

Seeing the anxiety vanish from Li Mu’s face, Su Yingxue smiled sweetly and said, “What makes you most different from others lately is your confidence and composure when facing things. You’ve built up a platform as big as 3321, so why bother worrying about a single CCTV report?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed. After all, he was already in his thirties. If he couldn’t even remain calm and collected in such matters, wouldn’t his mindset collapse when facing bigger things in the future?

A man’s strength isn’t just about physical power or social influence; most importantly, his inner self must be strong enough.

Having understood this, Li Mu said to Su Yingxue, “You’re right, there’s really no need to care too much about these things.”

Su Yingxue smiled with relief and said, “Don’t always put all your energy into 3321. University has just begun; you can’t fall behind in your studies in the first semester. I’ve heard that some people who fail too many courses get expelled in their second year.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and deliberately said in an arrogant tone, “I don’t believe the school would dare to expel me. After all, I’m a signboard for the school now.”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and chuckled, “That’s true. Putting everything else aside, getting three large classrooms from the school for free isn’t something an ordinary person can do. Many people in the school are now saying that once Renmin University’s Three Rooms are ready, they’ll definitely come over to interview for a part-time job.”

“Renmin University’s Three Rooms?”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “Yes, there’s a place called Sanjianfang on the east side of Yanjing. I don’t know who started it, but they’re calling those three multimedia classrooms of 3321 ‘Renmin University’s Three Rooms.’ It’s spread everywhere now.”

Li Mu nodded, “Once those three classrooms are finished, they’ll probably become a landmark at Renmin University.”

Su Yingxue smiled noncommittally, recalling some discussions she’d heard these past two days. She said, “3321’s earning potential is so high now, and you previously announced that the commissions collected would be used for a student aid fund. Some classmates are still discussing it privately, wondering if your promise still counts, and how you plan to manage the student aid fund. Do you have a plan yourself? Although 3321 is a well-intentioned public welfare project, if this commission is mishandled, it could easily bring you negative publicity.”

Li Mu said, “This money needs to be looked at in two parts. One is 3321’s daily operating funds, and I’ll regularly disclose these expenses. The remaining net profit will be the student aid fund portion. I’ve already figured out the details for this part; I plan to provide aid for high school students, not university students.”

Su Yingxue asked curiously, “High school student aid? Will 3321 only cater to impoverished high school students in the future?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “Originally, I thought about directly setting up a university student aid fund, but 3321’s order volume is so large now. It’s already a platform that helps university students earn money through part-time jobs. As long as they’re university students, they can earn money on 3321 to solve their financial difficulties. If I were to create another university student aid fund, it would be a bit contradictory. It’s better to use this money to help impoverished high school students, so they can work hard to get into university. If they still face significant financial difficulties after entering university, they can use 3321 to support themselves.”

Pausing, Li Mu added, “Getting into university with 3321’s donations during high school, and then finishing university using 3321’s platform during university – if this process can be implemented, it would be excellent.”

Su Yingxue asked, “3321 currently only serves the Yanjing area. Are you planning to expand 3321 to other cities in the future?”

Li Mu nodded, “The core of 3321 is its operating model, and most of the processes are handled online. So, as long as the online system is standardized, it will be easy to expand this model to other cities in the future. Perhaps 3321’s business will even expand to every city with a university.”

“Oh dear, if you really position it that way, you’ll have even less time for studying in the future. Even if the school protects you, what will you do in society if you haven’t learned anything by the time you graduate?”

“Don’t I still have you?” Li Mu said casually. “I could tell at a glance that you have the potential to be a career woman in the future. If I can’t make a living after graduation, I’ll just rely on you.”

“How could that be…” Su Yingxue said, slightly shy. “I’m far behind you.”

Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue, smiling but saying nothing, thinking to himself, ‘In the future, you’ll be a business elite with a million-dollar annual salary. Among our graduating class, you might not be the richest, but you’ll definitely be the strongest in terms of personal ability.’

Su Yingxue felt Li Mu’s direct gaze, and her heart fluttered slightly. She quickly changed the subject, saying, “Oh, right, the school is holding a New Year’s Eve gala, and the teacher in charge of our department asked me to be a host. They said it would add academic credits if I do well. You sing so well, do you want to sign up for a performance?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I won’t get involved. I’ll be getting busier and busier from now on.”

…

On Wednesday, Chen Wan went to CCTV for her final interview. It was said that nearly two hundred people passed the initial interview, but only six would ultimately be admitted for broadcasting and hosting. As for the final interview results, they wouldn’t be released until next week.

Li Mu comforted her, telling her not to worry. Anyway, she was more inclined towards Yanjing Television, so it would be better to focus on passing the Yanjing Television interview first.

If Chen Wan went to CCTV, Li Mu wouldn’t know how he could help her at all. But if she went to a local satellite TV channel like Yanjing Television, he could help her immensely. Currently, local satellite TV channels across the country are essentially all the same, like underdeveloped ugly ducklings. Only Xiangnan Satellite TV is a step ahead, slightly more mature, but only by a tiny bit. Right now, any local satellite TV channel that dares to launch a reality show or a talent competition would immediately leave the vast majority of other local channels in the dust.

On Wednesday evening, Li Mu brought Zhao Kang along to treat Chen Wan to dinner. Chen Wan drove Li Mu’s GL8 over, saying she wanted to return the car to him. Li Mu didn’t take it; this car was bought specifically for Chen Wan. Although he also wished to have a car for convenience, he didn’t really use it much normally.

On Thursday, Chen Wan took the initial interview at Yanjing Television. With her outstanding looks and demeanor, she easily secured qualification for the final interview, which was scheduled for next Tuesday.

Even by Friday, CCTV still hadn’t aired any reports about 3321. However, Li Mu couldn’t be bothered to pay attention anymore. Once this weekend passed, 3321’s second week since its official launch would also be over.

In the first week, 3321’s commission amounted to 165,000 yuan. In the second week, it was 400,000 yuan. The operating cost was mainly the part-time salaries for the ground promotion staff, which barely covered the odd expenses. The remaining net profit was nearly 500,000 yuan.

Li Mu felt that this 500,000 yuan should also be spent.

On Friday evening, in Dorm 606, Li Mu gathered everyone and briefly informed the other five about 3321’s profits over the past two weeks.

A net profit of nearly 500,000 yuan in two weeks left the five dormmates speechless with shock.

Li Yawei held it in for a long time before saying, “Bro Mu, I think you’ve lost out big time. For such a huge project, why did you say you wouldn’t earn a single cent from it? Even if you kept a tenth, you’d be filthy rich by now.”

Sun Jian nodded in agreement, “If you earn 50,000 yuan in two weeks, Li Mu, you could earn millions a year!”

Hu Zhengdao sighed, “50,000 yuan could build six beautiful new houses in my hometown, and there’d still be money left to dig a well in the yard.”

“Uh…” Liu Nian hadn’t spoken for a while, but then he blurted out, “Where I’m from, buying a Vietnamese wife costs about 15,000 yuan. 50,000 yuan could buy three.”

“Damn it, really?” Xue Jianfeng asked, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, looking astonished. “Vietnamese girls are that cheap?”

Liu Nian said, “It’s not cheap. Farmers in our area would need at least five years or more to save up 15,000 yuan.”

Li Yawei chuckled and asked, “Liu Nian, your area is close to Vietnam, so do many people marry Vietnamese wives?”

Liu Nian said, “Not that many…”

Li Yawei then turned to Li Mu and said, “Bro Mu, the more I calculate, the more I feel you’re losing out. If you put the money 3321 earns in your pocket, how many wives could you marry!”

Li Mu chuckled, “You can’t use this money to marry a wife. If even a single cent of this money goes into my own pocket, it will become tainted.”

Hu Zhengdao asked, “So what are your plans now? Are you just going to donate nearly 500,000 yuan directly? To the Red Cross? Or an education foundation?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Not to other organizations. 3321 will establish its own public welfare foundation and manage it itself.”

As he spoke, Li Mu looked at Liu Nian and asked him, “What percentage of students in high schools in your area are impoverished?”

Liu Nian thought for a moment, “In the high schools in our county, impoverished students account for at least thirty to forty percent. Except for students from the county town who are better off, students from the surrounding rural areas are generally very poor.”

Li Mu then asked, “What about the high school you attended? Approximately how many third-year high school students are there?”

Liu Nian said, “In my graduating class, there were a total of six classes, with over four hundred students.”

Li Mu said, “Over four hundred students. If we calculate based on 40% impoverished students, the number of impoverished students shouldn’t exceed two hundred. Giving each person a thousand yuan in student aid would only be 200,000 yuan. It’s very easy, so it’s settled.”

Liu Nian immediately stood up after hearing this, saying with immense surprise, “Bro Mu, you’re not kidding me, are you?”

The other dormmates were also stunned. How could Li Mu so casually decide the destination of 200,000 yuan?

Li Mu sincerely said to Liu Nian, “My current idea is not to sponsor impoverished university students, but to provide a platform for them to work hard themselves. I want to dedicate my energy and funds to sponsoring high school students who are about to take their university entrance exams. So, let’s start with your alma mater.”

Liu Nian instantly became emotional, his eyes quickly reddening and welling up with tears.

The county where his family lived was a national-level impoverished county. Even the county town itself was nestled in the mountains, with a very poor economy. The high school he attended was also dilapidated. The school didn’t have dedicated dormitories for boarding students like them, so they had to use ordinary classrooms as dorms. Forty people lived in one room, all children from mountain villages. Their daily food expenses didn’t exceed two or three yuan. To study, they would pool money to buy educational supplementary materials and share them, using discarded paper to work out problems from the materials. A single school uniform would be worn from their first year of high school to their third…

With a single word from Li Mu, each of these impoverished students could receive a thousand yuan in student aid. This thousand yuan might not mean much to children in the city, but for children in mountain villages, it was truly beyond their wildest dreams.





Chapter 191: Aid Plan

Seeing Liu Nian become overly emotional, even shedding tears, Li Mu said, “Xiao Niannian, you need to show some backbone. Crying already? What will you do when you face your teachers and junior students later? You’ll be crying snot bubbles then, won’t you?”

Liu Nian was stunned and asked Li Mu, “Bro Mu, you mean…”

Li Mu said, “For the donation, we definitely need to be there in person and hand the cash directly to the impoverished students. There can’t be any third party involved between us and the poor students. So, I’ll organize a small team, and we’ll go to your alma mater together to complete the donation.”

Liu Nian said helplessly, “But our place is too far. It’s over thirty hours one way. How can we have that much time?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “We’ll fly there. We’ll arrange a chartered car in advance. After landing at your provincial capital, we’ll go directly to your county town by car. These expenses will be counted as 3321’s operating funds.”

Liu Nian hesitantly asked, “Can I go with you too?”

“Of course,” Li Mu smiled. “That’s your alma mater. How can you not go? You’re the main character of this aid initiative.”

Liu Nian saw that Li Mu wasn’t joking at all, and her emotions immediately broke down. She covered her face and burst into tears. The roommates quickly went to comfort her. Hu Zhengdao, with red eyes, said, “You rascal, why are you crying? This is such a great thing, something others would beg for! Aren’t you going to thank Bro Mu for your junior male and female students?”

Liu Nian wiped her tears, “Bro Mu, thank you!”

Li Mu shook his head with a smile, then looked at Hu Zhengdao and said, “Zheng Dao, what’s the situation at your high school? Liu Nian’s high school needs around two hundred thousand. Let’s budget a bit more, say two hundred thirty thousand, and there’ll still be over two hundred thousand left…”

Hu Zhengdao was immediately dumbfounded and asked Li Mu, “Bro Mu, you’re not joking, are you?”

Li Mu said, “Why would I be joking? The impoverished students at your and Liu Nian’s high school alma maters will be 3321’s first batch of aid recipients.”

Hu Zhengdao immediately became excited and said, “That’s great! My hometown is also an impoverished county, and there are many poor students there too.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then let’s set a plan and try to visit both your and Liu Nian’s high school alma maters as soon as possible.”

Hu Zhengdao quickly asked, “When do we start? It’s Friday today. Can we make it this weekend?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Leaving tomorrow might not be enough time. Some things need to be arranged in advance. Besides, we’re donating to students, so it definitely needs to be scheduled for one of the school days, Monday to Saturday.”

Hu Zhengdao then said, “Then let’s depart on Sunday, make the donation on Monday, and come back immediately after. Missing one day of class won’t matter.”

Li Yawei asked Li Mu, “Bro Mu, can a few of us participate?”

“Yes, you can,” Li Mu said. “Although it’s a donation, there’s quite a lot to do: arranging the itinerary, contacting drivers, communicating with the schools, contacting banks for cash withdrawals, verifying impoverished student information, distributing the grants on-site, and even coordinating with local media. So, the whole process will require at least seven or eight people.”

Upon hearing this, Sun Jian quickly said, “Alright then, count all six of us from the dorm in.”

Xue Jianfeng also said, “Yeah, this is such a meaningful thing, you definitely have to include me.”

Li Yawei said, “And me! Bro Mu, if you leave me out now, I’ll fight to the death with you.”

Li Mu nodded, “Then I’ll communicate with Senior Sister Ai again and have her bring someone along with us.”

…

Li Mu knew that more and more people were paying attention to 3321’s subsequent financial movements. Keeping this money for too long might invite gossip, so it was better to spend it quickly. The reason for choosing Liu Nian’s and Hu Zhengdao’s alma maters as the initial aid recipients was partly out of respect for his two roommates, and partly to save time and effort.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu quickly called Dong Ai, inviting her out to discuss the details. Dong Ai arranged to meet Li Mu at a coffee shop outside the campus.

These past few days, Dong Ai had focused most of her energy on 3321. The hardware facilities at Sanjianfang were already set up, and she had recruited many students and alumni willing to work at 3321. Currently, 3321 had dozens of employees, most of whom were part-time. Only one was full-time, a finance graduate from Renmin University who had just graduated last year.

Li Mu told Dong Ai about the plan to donate to impoverished high school students. Dong Ai had no objections to Li Mu’s decision, only asking, “Are your two roommates working as part-time tutors at 3321?”

Li Mu nodded, “They both are.”

Dong Ai had a flash of inspiration and said, “Then how about this: in the future, we prioritize aiding the alma maters of university students who work part-time at 3321. This way, to a certain extent, it can also increase their loyalty to 3321.”

Li Mu said, “That works. I’ll have the technical team at Baidu open a function in 3321’s student backend, allowing them to submit information about their high school alma maters. However, the specific schools we aid will be decided by us, free from any individual or group interference, and national-level impoverished counties will be prioritized.”

Dong Ai said, “Okay, then shall we go to Guangxi this Sunday?”

Li Mu said, “Yes. Tomorrow, I’ll have Liu Nian contact his alma mater to tentatively schedule the grant distribution to impoverished students at the school for Monday. If the school has no issues, we’ll book flights tomorrow, arrange car rentals and cash withdrawals there. As for the media outlets that previously interviewed 3321, I’ll leave it to you to communicate with them and see if they’re interested. If they are, they can send reporters to follow along.”

Dong Ai asked, “If they send reporters, will we cover their expenses?”

“No, we won’t, to avoid gossip.”

“Okay, I’ll contact them tomorrow.”

Li Mu added, “I’ll handle Yanjing Television myself. I know a Program Director from their news program.”

Yanjing Television was the first to report on 3321, thanks to Xie Tingfang, a Program Director for the evening news, who happened to be a 3321 user. She immediately gave them a special feature, which was very cooperative. Li Mu wanted to contact Xie Tingfang personally to tell her about this aid plan and see if she was interested.

Dong Ai then asked, “How many spots do we have on our side in total? Eight?”

Li Mu said, “Around that, about eight. With you, it’s already seven.”

Dong Ai then said, “I think Yingxue would be quite suitable. You two are high school classmates, why don’t you invite her?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “That’s a national-level impoverished county in the mountains. I doubt there’s even a decent hotel. She’s a girl, it’s better not to let her suffer along.”

Dong Ai immediately rolled her eyes at Li Mu, “I’m a girl too, why are you insisting I go then?”

“You’re different,” Li Mu laughed. “You’re the famous Senior Sister Ai, and now an executive at 3321. You absolutely must show your face for this kind of thing.”

Dong Ai shook her head and sighed, “Alright, alright. What can I do? I’m so determined to work for 3321 now. Even if you asked me to go to the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau for aid work, I wouldn’t dare complain.”

Li Mu looked at Dong Ai, smiling meaningfully, and said, “Senior Sister Ai, in half a year at most, all these 3321 matters will rely on you to be in the public eye. After all, I’m still a first-year student and can’t put the cart before the horse, forgetting my primary job of studying. You’re different; you’ve already completed your credits, and you’ll have a lot of time and energy in the future. The study pressure after Guaranteed Postgraduate Admission isn’t heavy. If you treat 3321 as your own career, your future gains will definitely exceed your expectations.”

Dong Ai understood Li Mu’s gaze. She knew that Li Mu had long seen through her intentions. For a project like 3321, being able to truly participate and have a certain degree of decision-making power and exposure within it would be immensely helpful for her future, especially for taking the national civil service exam or entering public institutions. Even if ordinary people worked hard, their political background check would only result in a normal background with no criminal record. To go a step further in the political background check, one must have relevant qualifications, and 3321 was an excellent choice.

Li Mu’s words just now were also very clear: he wouldn’t always be the one in the public eye for 3321, and he already had a suitable candidate in mind to take his place – Dong Ai.

This undoubtedly painted a very big picture for Dong Ai, instantly making her feel pumped up. She was very different from Sun Tan and his ilk. Although she also pursued fame, her sense of social responsibility was far superior to Sun Tan’s. What attracted her to 3321 was not just the fame, but also its values.

After communicating with Dong Ai, Li Mu specifically called Xie Tingfang. Xie Tingfang’s child was only a little over a year younger than Li Mu, but Li Mu naturally addressed her as Sister Xie on the phone. This single address made Xie Tingfang feel delighted, secretly thinking how sweet-tongued this young man was.

When Xie Tingfang heard that Li Mu was leading a team to Guangxi mountains for aid work, she immediately became interested. After clarifying Li Mu’s ideas, she told him, “This matter is very meaningful. We’ve actually always wanted to do a follow-up interview on 3321, but we hadn’t found a good entry point until now. If we use Liu Nian’s alma mater as the entry point again this time, it will perfectly align with the previous special feature. The first episode was about you helping Liu Nian, and now it’s about you and Liu Nian together helping students at Liu Nian’s alma mater. The two episodes will show a clear contrast.”

Li Mu then smiled and asked, “Sister Xie, so what do you mean?”

Xie Tingfang said, “Personally, I’m very inclined to use this opportunity to do another report. However, I need to communicate with our department head first. What’s your tentative schedule?”

Li Mu said, “Depart the day after tomorrow, and distribute the grants to the students at the school the day after that.”

Xie Tingfang said in surprise, “That’s quite a rush? How about this: tomorrow morning, I’ll communicate with my leader. If he has no issues, I’ll arrange for a reporter and cameraman to go with you.”





Chapter 192: What the Hell Are They Up To?

Once the entire student aid program was finalized, the efficiency with which each subsequent step was determined was astonishingly high.

On Saturday, Liu Nian contacted his alma mater. What he didn’t know was that, due to the previous program on Yanjing Television, he had become a celebrity at his school, especially among third-year high school students, who all regarded him as a role model. Many students had been quite pessimistic about going to college, thinking they couldn’t afford it even if they got in. However, Liu Nian showed them immense hope. It turned out that getting into a good university not only meant they could earn their own tuition fees, but they might even earn money to support their families while attending university. This completely overturned the traditional perception of college for those children from the mountains, so everyone’s enthusiasm for studying was significantly higher than before.

The teachers and leaders of his alma mater were already very pleased that Liu Nian could bring such great encouragement to his junior male and female students. When they heard that 3321.com, the organization behind Liu Nian, was coming to their school to provide student aid, the school leaders immediately agreed with delight and promised to cooperate fully.

With the school confirmed, Li Mu immediately had one of 3321’s administrative staff help book plane tickets and contact local car rental companies. He also had the finance department contact the bank in the small county town where Liu Nian’s family lived to arrange a large cash withdrawal.

In the afternoon, Dong Ai informed Li Mu that the media had been contacted. Basically, all media outlets that had reported on 3321 were very interested in this student aid initiative and expressed that they would send reporters to cover it. Dong Ai also contacted local media, including provincial and municipal TV stations, as well as print media, though it was still uncertain how many of them would actually go.

The guys in Dorm 606 were all very excited. Liu Nian had thought he would only have a chance to go home during the New Year, but he didn’t expect to return to his high school alma mater with Li Mu this time. Although there wasn’t enough time to visit home, he still wanted to buy some Yanjing specialties for his family, so his Dad could come to the county town in advance to pick them up.

So Sun Jian accompanied Liu Nian to the streets. Xue Jianfeng, Li Yawei, and Hu Zhengdao, all coincidentally went to find their girlfriends. They wouldn’t have time to spend with their girlfriends this weekend, so they could only meet them this afternoon and tell them that they would be going out of town this weekend and next Monday to do something very meaningful.

Li Mu’s itinerary was to depart on a six-thirty AM flight on Sunday, arriving at the provincial capital at nine-fifty AM. The administrative staff had arranged with a local tourism company in the provincial capital to rent a twenty-three-seater Toyota Coaster, which would wait at the airport before ten AM. After getting off the plane, they would directly get on board and head straight to their destination, which was about two hundred kilometers away, a four-hour drive, arriving around two or three PM.

Li Mu used the last free afternoon to complete the development of the Legend cheating software’s main program and the Activation Code distribution and verification program. Zhao Kang had already set up the verification server on Thursday, so now they could use this cheating software to make money.

This cheating software was named “Legend Overlord 2.0” by Li Mu, an upgraded version of 1.0. It offered a ten-day free trial, with several times more features than the free 1.0 version. Version 1.0 only had automatic vision and health display functions, but 2.0 had a certain acceleration effect, as well as extremely practical functions like automatic item pickup and automatic potion drinking. For current Legend players, it was definitely a dream helper.

That evening, Li Mu gave the cheating software installation package to Zhao Kang, instructing him to mobilize the water army to promote it as quickly as possible. Then, he told his core personnel to quickly negotiate partnerships with internet cafes in various regions, making sure to spread the agent network as much as possible before the ten-day free trial period ended.

Zhao Kang had experience promoting Stone Age Overlord, and now that he had a strong water army team, he was full of confidence this time, patting his chest and guaranteeing to spread the agent network across the entire country.

Li Mu trusted his ability and didn’t give any further instructions. He returned to the dorm early, quickly packed a backpack with two changes of clothes and toiletries, and went to bed early at nine PM.

…

At four AM, the six occupants of Dorm 606 got up and took turns washing up. By four-thirty AM, all six had left the dorm, each carrying a backpack.

It was still dark. The six waited at the school gate for a few minutes, then Dong Ai came out of the school with another female student. This female student was a third-year student who had followed her in the student union for over a year and had now also joined 3321.

The eight people met. Dong Ai said, “Last night, I contacted two taxi drivers and arranged for them to pick us up for the airport this morning. I called them just before coming out, so they should be here soon.”

Li Yawei shamelessly, with a hint of flattery, smiled and said, “Senior Sister Ai is so thoughtful. I was just wondering how we’d get to the airport in this darkness, without a single car in sight. What if we missed our flight?”

“You talk too much,” Dong Ai glared at him.

Li Yawei and Xue Jianfeng were the two regional managers she had appointed after taking over 3321, so they had interacted quite a bit. She knew Li Yawei was a typical Yanjing boy, very glib.

Li Yawei chuckled, about to exchange a few more glib remarks with Dong Ai, when a taxi approached from a distance and quickly pulled up in front of them.

Dong Ai stepped forward and saw that it was one of the drivers she had contacted last night. She said to Li Mu, “You four go ahead. I’ll wait for the next car.”

Li Mu said, “How about you two go first? It’s quite cold, don’t let you two ladies catch a chill.”

Dong Ai laughed, “We’re fine in our down jackets. I’m mainly worried you won’t recognize the driver of the second car. I’ve already made arrangements with him. If you get in the wrong car again, he’ll hate me.”

Li Mu nodded and said to his bros from Dorm 606, “One of you stay with me to wait for the next car, the other four go ahead.”

Li Yawei quickly said, “Oh, I’ll stay with you, Bro Mu.”

Li Mu said, “Alright, then the four of you hurry up and get in the car.”

Sun Jian and the others didn’t decline further and got into the car first. Dong Ai ran over, pulled out a hundred yuan, and handed it to the driver. Xue Jianfeng, sitting in the passenger seat, quickly pulled out his wallet, trying to stop her. Dong Ai said, “This money is 3321’s expense, you don’t need to pay out of your own pocket.”

After speaking, Dong Ai patted the car door and said to the driver, “Master, let’s go.”

The first car quickly disappeared into the night. Three minutes later, another taxi arrived. Dong Ai confirmed it was the car she had arranged. Li Mu then sat in the passenger seat, and the car sped towards the airport.

It was just five AM when they arrived at the airport. The eight people met again. No one had any luggage to check in, except for Liu Nian, who had bought some local specialties. Hu Zhengdao and Sun Jian helped him carry a little, so overall, they were traveling light.

Several media reporters also took this flight, aiming to get first-hand news material from the start, and also to hitch a ride with Li Mu and his group to the county town after landing, otherwise, it would be too far and too much hassle.

Li Mu already knew some of the reporters, including Chen Lei from Yanjing Television. Originally, these reporters wanted to conduct an interview at the airport, but Li Mu politely declined, telling these reporter friends who were on the same flight that he hoped they could first record the entire event from an observer’s perspective, and then he would accept interviews after the entire student aid program was completed.

The reporters had no objections. Anyway, the official draft would only be released after returning to Yanjing, so interviewing early or late made no difference.

Because they had gotten up so early, everyone was still a bit sleepy, so they quickly passed through security and rested on the chairs outside the boarding gate. In 2001, the popularity of civil aviation was far from what it would be more than a decade later. Flying in this era was much more comfortable than a decade later. On one hand, almost all short-to-medium-haul routes of major airlines used brand new planes. On the other hand, the passenger load factor was generally low. For this early morning flight Li Mu and his group were on, there were fewer than fifty people waiting to board in total.

Everyone rested on the chairs. Once boarding began, they immediately queued up. The first thing they did after getting on the plane was to find their seats, put away their luggage, sit down, fasten their seatbelts, and then start sleeping.

Since the plane’s load factor was less than half, the passengers were very sparsely seated. A row of three seats usually had at most two people. Li Mu and Li Yawei sat in one row, Li Mu by the window, and Li Yawei next to him. As soon as he sat down, Li Mu closed his eyes to continue sleeping, hoping to catch up on sleep during the flight. Li Yawei also closed his eyes and dozed off for a while. A minute later, seeing Li Mu still with his eyes closed, he whispered twice, “Bro Mu, Bro Mu…”

Seeing no response from Li Mu, he pulled out his phone and sent a message: “He seems to be asleep. Come on up.”

A moment later, a beautiful woman, whose looks and figure surpassed those of the flight attendants, boarded the plane.

In the row behind Li Mu, Liu Nian, who was flying for the first time and about to return to his hometown, was curiously looking around. He immediately saw the woman who entered and was so surprised he almost blurted out. Hu Zhengdao beside him quickly covered his mouth.

“Xiao Niannian, don’t say anything. That girl wants to give Bro Mu a surprise, don’t mess it up!”

Hu Zhengdao whispered to Liu Nian. Liu Nian looked up at the goddess-like woman and nodded gently.

The woman, under the gaze of all the men in the cabin, came to Li Yawei’s side, playfully stuck out her tongue at him, pointed at Li Mu beside him, and mouthed, “Is he asleep?”

Li Yawei gently stood up and whispered, “He should be asleep.”

Saying that, Li Yawei got out of his seat and said to the woman, “You sit here, I’ll go to the back.”

The woman nodded gently, whispered a thank you, then quietly placed her backpack in the overhead compartment and sat down next to Li Mu.

Li Yawei went to the back, joining Sun Jian and Xue Jianfeng.

To sit comfortably, Sun Jian and Xue Jianfeng each sat in a window seat and an aisle seat. Li Yawei didn’t want to sit alone, so he said to them, “Older Brother, Second Brother, can I sit between you two?”

Sun Jian, who was in the aisle seat, moved aside to let Li Yawei squeeze in. As soon as Li Yawei sat down, Sun Jian eagerly asked him, “Oh my god! What the hell are you guys up to? Why is Zhao Ziqiu here?”





Chapter 193: That Unconscious Doting

“Ziqiu heard we were going to do student aid, so she wanted to participate. She was afraid Li Mu wouldn’t let her go, so she asked for the flight number and bought her own ticket.”

“Holy crap!” Sun Jian exclaimed after hearing this. “Isn’t that clearly coming for Li Mu?”

“Nonsense, did you think she was coming for you? Didn’t you see her sit next to Li Mu as soon as she boarded?”

“You guys discussed this with Zhao Ziqiu yesterday when you went to Peking University to meet your girlfriends, right?”

“Yeah, we discussed it yesterday. She booked her ticket yesterday.”

Sun Jian sighed with genuine emotion: “Ah, you tell me, what kind of good fortune has Li Mu accumulated over how many lifetimes… A woman like Zhao Ziqiu, besides him, which man wouldn’t fight tooth and nail for her?”

“Heh, then think about Su Yingxue. She’s not inferior to Zhao Ziqiu in looks at all. The key is that she and Li Mu are childhood sweethearts. From what I understand, childhood sweethearts often have very strong first-love feelings involved, so I guess Li Mu is probably suffering from choice paralysis right now!”

Sun Jian said, “If it were me, I’d definitely choose Zhao Ziqiu.”

Li Yawei nodded with an ‘I understand you’ look: “I know, Zhao Ziqiu has a good figure, mainly big breasts, who doesn’t like that?”

As soon as Li Mu boarded the plane, he closed his eyes to rest, completely unaware that the person beside him had changed. Early morning flights rarely get delayed. After all passengers boarded, the plane pushed back on time, accelerated down the runway, and took off. Nearly half an hour after takeoff, the plane was already cruising at an altitude of nearly ten thousand meters when the flight attendants finally brought out the meal cart to distribute breakfast bags and drinks.

When they reached Zhao Ziqiu, she opened the small tray table for Li Mu and took a meal bag for him. The flight attendant then asked her, “Madam, what would you like to drink?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Just purified water.”

Immediately, the flight attendant pointed to the sleeping Li Mu and cautiously asked her, “And this gentleman?”

Zhao Ziqiu hesitated slightly, a mischievous and playful smile flashing across her face, and said, “I’ll ask him.”

Li Mu, in his deep sleep, wasn’t dreaming, but as he slept soundly, he suddenly felt his right arm being gently nudged. A woman beside him asked, “Li Mu, do you want anything to drink?”

Li Mu opened his eyes in a daze, the blurry figure in front of him gradually becoming clear. When he saw it was Zhao Ziqiu, his mind still hadn’t fully woken up, he just subconsciously said, “I don’t want anything to drink.”

The flight attendant got the answer she wanted and moved past Li Mu to the back row. It was then that Li Mu suddenly jolted awake, staring wide-eyed at Zhao Ziqiu and asking, “Why are you here?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, somewhat proudly yet also a little nervous, “I heard you were going to the mountains for student aid, so I wanted to follow along and see. After all, it’s such a meaningful thing…”

“Nonsense,” Li Mu blurted out. “You know it’s the mountains; the conditions there are very harsh.”

“I know,” Zhao Ziqiu, seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, quickly said, “I’m mentally prepared, don’t worry, I can endure hardship.”

Li Mu sighed, “It’s not a matter of whether you’re prepared or not…”

He wanted to say more, but Li Mu instinctively closed his mouth again.

He stared closely at Zhao Ziqiu, her flickering eyes showing a hint of grievance.

Calming down, he thought about it. Her doing this was, to a large extent, probably for him.

In this situation, it would be truly inappropriate for him to blame her. Besides, they were already on the plane; even if he didn’t want her to go, he couldn’t kick her off.

So, Li Mu’s gaze and tone softened simultaneously. He sighed lightly and said, “Alright, thankfully we’re only planning to stay one night there. When we arrive, I’ll try my best to find you a good hotel.”

Zhao Ziqiu was instantly touched and delighted. Her earlier apprehension vanished with Li Mu’s softened attitude. She gently tilted her head and leaned against Li Mu’s shoulder for a moment before sitting upright again, saying with a hint of shyness, “You’re the best.”

Li Mu unconsciously looked at her with a hint of doting in his eyes, then asked with some concern, “Woke up so early, didn’t sleep well last night?”

Li Mu’s unconscious doting filled Zhao Ziqiu’s heart with joy. She smiled shyly and nodded, “I slept for four hours.”

Li Mu glanced at the meal bag in front of him and said, “Eat something and then get some more sleep.”

“Mm…”

For a girl like Zhao Ziqiu, having finally met a boy she liked, she wouldn’t deliberately act reserved like other girls. From the first time she met Li Mu, she had a slight crush on him. After a few interactions, she felt she had fallen hopelessly in love with him. So, in her subsequent interactions with Li Mu, she was basically the one taking the initiative, including twice actively going to Li Mu’s rented apartment outside school, and this time actively buying a plane ticket behind his back to accompany him to the mountainous poverty-stricken county for student aid.

What made her happiest right now was that Li Mu wasn’t angry about her impulsive act. Instead, she saw a hint of doting in his eyes towards her. Looking at his helpless yet soft-hearted expression, Zhao Ziqiu felt incredibly happy.

Sometimes, the process of pursuing a relationship is more captivating than the result. This was precisely the case at this moment.

Li Mu psychologically accepted Zhao Ziqiu’s sudden appearance at ten thousand meters in the air. When he replayed it in his mind, he surprisingly felt a subtle sense of romance in it. However, he thought this was Zhao Ziqiu’s initiative, which made Li Mu, as a man, feel a bit strange. If it were reversed, and he had given her such a surprise, then it would definitely be pure romance, right?

If he really did that, his ‘flirting skills’ would basically score ninety-nine points. He’d deduct one point himself just to avoid becoming arrogant.

But then he thought again, this way of thinking wasn’t quite right. Wouldn’t that be equivalent to saying Zhao Ziqiu’s ‘flirting with men’ skills were very strong? He was extremely certain in his heart that she would only act this way towards him…

The plane flew steadily. Zhao Ziqiu beside Li Mu had gradually fallen asleep, her head swaying slightly with the subtle movements of the plane, eventually resting on Li Mu’s shoulder. Li Mu narrowed his eyes, inhaling the faint, delicate fragrance from Zhao Ziqiu, his mind randomly thinking of her and Su Yingxue, who was still in Yanjing, and gradually drifted back into dreams.

Dong Ai, who had been sleeping since boarding, woke up and went to the restroom. When she returned, she casually glanced at Li Mu and was surprised to find that Li Yawei, who had been next to Li Mu, had been replaced by a beautiful woman. Moreover, that woman was resting her head on his shoulder, and her slender hand was gently holding his arm, a very intimate posture, no different from a couple.

Dong Ai was surprised, then looked at Li Yawei. She took a few steps to Li Yawei’s seat and quietly asked him, “Weren’t you sitting next to Li Mu when we boarded? Who’s that girl sitting next to Li Mu now?”

Li Yawei stretched, chuckling, and said, “She’s Li Mu’s fan.”

Dong Ai pouted and said, “Don’t give me that nonsense, or I’ll deal with you back at school!”

Li Yawei was now Dong Ai’s “regional manager.” Originally, like most students in the school, he had some respect for Dong Ai. Moreover, after being urged by Dong Ai to do things a few times, he had already been impressed by her strong personality. Seeing Dong Ai’s serious expression now, he put away his jokes and said, “That girl is my darling wife’s roommate. At the beginning of the semester, our two dorms had a get-together, and she took a liking to Li Mu. After hearing about our trip this time, she bought her own ticket and came along.”

Dong Ai was dumbfounded.

From that fleeting impression just now, the girl next to Li Mu was definitely a top-tier beauty. And she also knew that Li Yawei’s girlfriend was a Peking University student. Since this girl was her roommate, she must also be a Peking University student, no doubt. Such a beautiful Peking University girl, how many boys’ dream girl must she be? How could she be chasing after Li Mu? Li Mu wasn’t even that handsome; it was just his temperament that women found appealing. In terms of looks, he was far worse than Wu Shuai, that sissy.

However, Dong Ai quickly understood. Li Mu wasn’t winning by looks; he was winning by being a prodigy. Her good friend Chen Wan was also deeply infatuated with him. Chen Wan’s external conditions were no worse than Zhao Ziqiu’s, and Chen Wan was a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman!

Ah, this guy’s romantic luck was so good that even she, as a woman, couldn’t help but feel jealous.

…

The plane landed on time at the provincial capital airport. When disembarking, Li Mu noticed Zhao Ziqiu had a huge, bulging backpack, so he helped her carry it, also slinging his own backpack over one shoulder. Zhao Ziqiu followed closely beside Li Mu, wanting to reach out and grab his arm several times, but hesitated and gave up each time.

The nine people, along with ten reporters, boarded the Toyota Coaster that had been arranged in advance. The driver wasted no time and drove straight towards Liu Nian’s hometown.

The accompanying reporters were also somewhat tired. After getting on board, they all took naps to rest. Chen Lei found an opportunity to sit in the seat across the aisle from Li Mu and quietly asked him, “Li Mu, can I ask you a few private questions?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Sure, go ahead.”

Chen Lei then asked, “For this donation, did you contact the local government?”

“No.”

Chen Lei was a little surprised and asked again, “So you just impulsively chose Liu Nian’s high school for the aid?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Actually, the student aid plan has been around for a while, but changing the strategy to specifically aid high school students is indeed a new direction we just decided on.”

Chen Lei looked around, finding no one paying attention to their conversation, and whispered, “You might not have done this type of donation before. Generally, if you don’t coordinate with the local government, it’s not easy to proceed later.”

Li Mu was indeed doing charity work personally for the first time, but in his previous life, he had participated in several charity events and contributed his humble efforts. Private organizations often spontaneously raised funds, materials, stationery, and clothing for aid in impoverished areas and schools. Everyone just went directly; no one bothered to contact the local government.

In Li Mu’s view, “I have money, I’m willing to donate. Who I donate to is my own business. Besides the recipients having the right to decide whether to accept, who else can interfere?”





Chapter 194: Li Mu’s Universal Values

Liu Nian’s hometown was Xilan County, a small county town located in the northwestern part of Guangxi. In 2016, Xilan County was still classified as a national-level impoverished county. In 2001, the appearance of this county town was so dilapidated and barren that even Li Mu couldn’t believe it.

The county town was situated on a narrow plain surrounded by mountains. There was only one old and dangerous winding mountain road leading in and out. The entire county’s population was no more than three hundred thousand, and the population within the county town itself was less than one hundred thousand. The tallest building was a seven-story dilapidated commercial building. Other than that, no residential building in the entire county town exceeded six stories. Instead, water towers built from red bricks stood out as the tallest structures in the county town.

Inside the seven-story commercial building in this county town, there used to be an Anyuan Hotel, which also housed an Anyuan Restaurant. It was considered the only and best hotel in the county town. However, Li Mu inquired and found out that the Anyuan Hotel had closed down due to a long-term lack of guests, leaving only the Anyuan Restaurant, which occasionally hosted wedding banquets for young people in the county town. The original hotel rooms had all been dismantled, and it was said that the owner was preparing to renovate them into an indoor gym.

Li Mu highly doubted how a county town with no outside visitors and no demand for a hotel could sustain a gym. But this was clearly not his concern. His main concern was how to accommodate over a dozen people.

After several inquiries, Li Mu finally found a state-run guesthouse near the bus station. The entire guesthouse only had two twin rooms; all the others were quad rooms.

Li Mu went in to inspect, and the conditions were very poor. The rooms smelled musty, there were large damp stains on the ceiling, and the bedding wasn’t very clean. However, this was clearly the only option available at the moment.

With no other choice, Li Mu booked all the remaining rooms. Then he began to assign them: the six people from dormitory 606 and two male photographers shared two quad rooms; Dong Ai, the girl she brought, and Zhao Ziqiu shared one quad room; Chen Lei and a female reporter took one twin room; and the remaining twin room was given to two other female reporters. After all, four out of the five media outlets that came had female reporters.

The remaining male photographers and reporters had no other choice but to stay in the less comfortable quad rooms. The only comforting thought for everyone was that they only needed to stay here for one night. Tomorrow morning, after completing the donation at the school, they would head directly back to the provincial capital, rush to the airport, and fly back to Yanjing.

After everyone settled down, Li Mu instructed Sun Jian and the others to take good care of the reporters, and told Dong Ai to look after Zhao Ziqiu while also contacting the local media to see when they would arrive. He also reminded Zhao Ziqiu not to cause trouble for Dong Ai and to help out as much as possible.

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips, looking wronged as she gazed at Li Mu. With so many people around, she found it hard to speak, so she could only protest silently. She hadn’t come here to stay in a dilapidated guesthouse; she wanted to experience things with Li Mu. She didn’t want Li Mu to leave her alone here.

Li Mu also noticed the hint of pleading mixed with Zhao Ziqiu’s aggrieved expression. He helplessly waved his hand and said, “Then come to the school with me. If you stay here, Senior Sister Ai will have to spend energy looking after you.”

“Okay!” Zhao Ziqiu’s big eyes instantly lit up, and the unhappiness in her brows vanished.

With everything arranged, Li Mu, accompanied by Zhao Ziqiu, Liu Nian, and Hu Zhengdao, prepared to visit Liu Nian’s alma mater first. They intended to meet with the school leaders and, while there, verify the impoverished student list and count the total number of students.

Liu Nian had already contacted the principal, who had made all the necessary preparations and was anxiously waiting at the school. Li Mu didn’t let the reporters follow, as there wasn’t much to interview today; the main event was the donation ceremony tomorrow.

Walking on the muddy street, Liu Nian somewhat sheepishly explained to Li Mu and Hu Zhengdao, “It rains a lot here, and the roads in the county town aren’t very good. There’s a lot of mud when it rains.”

Li Mu, carefully guiding Zhao Ziqiu as they walked, asked Liu Nian, “How many high schools are there in your county town?”

“Three,” Liu Nian replied. “Three general high schools and one vocational high school. The middle school I attended is Xilan County’s largest, Xilan Middle School, which has both junior and senior high departments.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Sixth oldest, honestly, don’t be upset, but this place of yours is even more run-down than our county town. Although our place isn’t great, at least there are a few tall buildings, and the roads are better than here. Plus, it rains less in the northwest, so even though it’s dusty on the roads, it’s not this muddy. Look at my pants, splattered with mud.”

Liu Nian scratched his head and smiled, “You’d probably be even more frustrated if you went to my house. When it rains, you can’t even ride a motorcycle in; you have to rely on four-wheeled vehicles or livestock-drawn carts.”

Hu Zhengdao’s expression froze for a moment, then he sighed softly and said nothing. Although he also came from an impoverished area, he couldn’t help but lament that this place was simply… too poor.

As Li Mu experienced the environment here, he suddenly felt that where one is born is indeed a technical skill.

Leaving aside what kind of family one is born into, just consider what kind of place one is born into. Everyone is from China, yet some are born in big cities, naturally enjoying various privileged conditions. Like himself, born in a small city, he wasn’t too far behind children from big cities. After all, the environment, transportation, education, and the influx of new things are relatively fast in China’s third-tier coastal cities. Worse off are those born in these second- or first-tier small cities or county towns, where the economy can’t keep up, information is relatively isolated, and the cost of moving to a larger third-tier city is too high. Even worse are children like Liu Nian, born in second- or first-tier mountainous areas, where public services, economy, transportation, medical care, and education all lag behind.

Li Mu didn’t endorse many universal values, but education was one of the few he firmly believed in. Without special assistance, if a person wanted to change their fate, the best way was to study. Being born in an impoverished county or even in a mountainous area wasn’t terrifying. As long as they could attend a university, he wouldn’t dare say they would become rich and noble, but at least they would gain the ability to leave the mountains and find their footing in the outside world. Therefore, as he walked on the muddy streets of this impoverished county town, he suddenly felt that the path of student aid was indeed a long and arduous one. Even if his own energy couldn’t cover it in the future, he had to ensure the consistent implementation of such student aid. He wouldn’t take full responsibility, but he would help as much as he could.

…

By the time they arrived at Xilan Middle School, the four people’s pants were ruined. However, no one paid attention to these details at the moment. The three followed Liu Nian into the school and headed straight for a three-story building in the corner.

Liu Nian explained that the three-story building was the old site of Xilan Middle School, completed in the 1950s. It now served as the office building for teachers and school leaders. The five-story building next to it was a product of the 1980s. It was said that both buildings were donated by a wealthy person who had left Xilan County. This building was now the main Academic Building of Xilan Middle School. On one side of a dilapidated sports field, there was also an L-shaped three-story building, half of which was student dormitories and half was apartments for single teachers.

Today was Sunday, so there weren’t many people on the Xilan Middle School campus. The inside of the school was surprisingly clean and tidy compared to the outside. The roads were paved with gravel and slag, unlike the dirty roads outside, and there was no trash along the sides of the roads.

A school without even security guards naturally wouldn’t have cleaners. To maintain the campus environment like this was truly commendable.

Arriving at the office building, Liu Nian led the three to the principal’s office on the second floor. He gently knocked on the door. The door was opened by a middle-aged man, around fifty years old, with a receding hairline. As soon as he saw Liu Nian at the door, he excitedly grabbed his hand, speaking in a dialect that Li Mu and the others couldn’t understand.

Liu Nian conversed with the man in their local dialect for a while, then turned to Li Mu and the other two, saying, “Principal Wang says he welcomes you to Xilan. He hasn’t slept since last night after receiving the call.”

Immediately, Liu Nian introduced Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu, and Hu Zhengdao to him. It was then that Li Mu learned the man’s name: Wang Jianshe, forty-seven years old this year, and he had been the principal of Xilan Middle School for five years.

Wang Jianshe was very polite to Li Mu and the others. After inviting them in, he deliberately took out prepared disposable teacups and tea leaves to brew them some tea. Wang Jianshe said he had known about Liu Nian working as a tutor for a long time. Although he didn’t understand the internet at all, he still gave 3321 a very high evaluation.

Li Mu exchanged a few polite words with Wang Jianshe. During their casual chat, Li Mu found Wang Jianshe to be very direct and decisive in his speech, with a distinct military demeanor. Upon closer inquiry, he learned that Wang Jianshe had retired from the self-defense counterattack war on the southwestern border years ago. He was a company political instructor in the army. After being wounded, he was discharged and returned to Xilan, starting as a teacher and gradually becoming principal.

Wang Jianshe had graduated from high school and, after joining the army, completed a correspondence vocational college degree from a provincial normal college. Among his peers of the same age, he was definitely considered educated.

During their casual conversation, Li Mu also stated his true purpose for coming today: to verify the list of impoverished students.

Wang Jianshe took out the roster he had prepared earlier and handed it to Li Mu, saying, “This year, our school has three hundred eighty-three graduating students in their third year of high school, and forty-eight students repeating a year, totaling four hundred thirty-one students. This list records their names, household registration types, and annual family income. This income might not be entirely accurate, but it was compiled by the homeroom teachers of all third-year classes together, so the error should not be too large. There are two hundred nine students classified as impoverished.”

Li Mu nodded and carefully examined the roster. It was indeed very detailed. In addition to the information Wang Jianshe mentioned, it also included each student’s Identity Card number and address. Students classified as impoverished were marked in red. A quick glance showed that the annual family income of impoverished students was generally within three to four thousand yuan, with some even less than two thousand yuan.

After reading it, Li Mu said to Wang Jianshe, “Principal Wang, let’s just go with these students classified as impoverished.”

Wang Jianshe asked somewhat nervously, “Student Li Mu, is it really as Liu Nian said on the phone, that each student will receive one thousand yuan?”

Li Mu nodded, “Principal Wang, please arrange it for tomorrow morning. We will hand the money directly to the students then.”

As soon as he finished speaking, someone pushed the door open. A middle-aged man, around forty years old, entered and said with a smile, “Oh, Principal Wang, do we have distinguished guests?”





Chapter 195: The Plight of a Poor Government Office

Wang Jianshe’s expression instantly turned grim as he looked at the middle-aged man who entered.

“Shen Dong, it’s Sunday today. Why are you at school?”

The middle-aged man, referred to as Shen Dong, smiled playfully and said, “I’m still the Vice Principal of our school, after all. You’re allowed to be here on Sunday, but I’m not allowed to drop by?”

After speaking, Shen Dong looked at Li Mu and the other two, trying to determine who the legendary benefactor was.

He recognized Liu Nian, last year’s top Gaokao scorer at Xilan Middle School. Hu Zhengdao, in his eyes, didn’t quite possess the aura of a benefactor. Zhao Ziqiu was exceptionally beautiful, captivating to the point of being mesmerizing, but Shen Dong wasn’t a fool; someone who traveled all the way from Yanjing to donate money certainly wouldn’t be a young woman.

Only Li Mu seemed interesting, appearing dignified and imposing.

Having identified Li Mu as the benefactor, Shen Dong strode up to him, extended a hand, and introduced himself, “Hello, I’m Shen Dong, Vice Principal of Xilan Middle School.”

Although Li Mu could tell that Wang Jianshe and Shen Dong didn’t get along, he didn’t know their background, and besides, one doesn’t hit a smiling person. So, he shook Shen Dong’s hand and said calmly, “Hello, I’m Li Mu.”

Shen Dong hadn’t seen the Yanjing Television report. In fact, most people at Xilan Middle School hadn’t. They had only heard rumors, and as the news spread, everyone only knew that Liu Nian earned a lot of money tutoring while attending university in Yanjing, more than his entire family combined. However, no one knew exactly how he earned it or through what platform.

In those days, information was still very limited, unlike after the widespread internet and mobile internet, when even in the most remote places, news and information reception wouldn’t be affected.

Shen Dong had also overheard teachers at school chatting, learning that Liu Nian, who was studying in Yanjing, had contacted the school, saying that someone from a public welfare organization was coming to donate money to the poor students in their third-year high school class. And it was rumored to be for around two hundred people, with each person receiving one thousand yuan!

A rough calculation showed that this donation amounted to around two hundred thousand yuan!

For Xilan, a national-level poverty-stricken county, teachers’ salaries were almost at the bottom among county-level middle schools nationwide. Even as a Vice Principal, Shen Dong’s monthly salary barely reached six hundred yuan. His brother-in-law, Huang Zhen, was a Director at the County Education Committee and only earned a little over one thousand yuan a month. Two hundred thousand yuan was an astronomical figure to them.

Shen Dong heard the news last night and immediately went to his brother-in-law’s house to report it. Although his brother-in-law was the second-in-command of the County Education Committee, he was stunned for a long time after hearing about the two hundred thousand yuan donation before he finally recovered.

For a second-in-command of an education committee in a coastal county, it would be easy to pocket hundreds of thousands of yuan a year. But for Xilan County, this second-in-command, apart from a slightly higher salary than ordinary staff, had no other significant benefits whatsoever.

In places with decent economies, the education system was an absolute gravy train. A spot in any key middle school could be worth several thousand to tens of thousands of yuan. But in Xilan, almost all schools struggled to enroll enough students. The reason was simple: a high dropout rate. Every summer, teachers used to be sent to rural areas to persuade students’ families to send them to school. How could there be parents bringing money to them, begging for admission? The teaching quality of the few middle schools in Xilan was relatively poor, so there was no such thing as reselling enrollment quotas.

Not only were these incomes virtually zero, but even the common methods for making small money, like English newspapers and educational supplementary materials that most education committees and schools often dealt in, couldn’t be implemented by the Xilan County Education Committee. Someone had once tried to promote them, saying that if students subscribed to an English newspaper for eighteen yuan a month, the Education Committee leaders would get a five-yuan rebate. However, the number of students in Xilan County willing to spend eighteen yuan a month on an English newspaper was less than one hundred. The schools didn’t dare to make it mandatory because there were simply too many poor students; even families barely above the poverty line were unwilling to spend that money.

Coupled with the overall low economic level and almost no allocations from higher authorities, the Education Committee, which should have been a lucrative position, had been forced by poverty into a poor government office in Xilan County.

The head of the Education Committee and Huang Zhen, its second-in-command, had been hoping since the late 1990s that higher authorities would approve a dedicated vehicle for the Education Committee, sparing them the hardship of squeezing into dilapidated public buses for every out-of-town meeting. But they waited from the late 1990s to the year 2000, and then to the end of 2001. Over these years, their standards had repeatedly dropped. At first, they wanted a new Santana, then a Shenlong Fukang. Now, they dreamed of having a used Santana, no matter how old or broken, as long as it was better than squeezing onto a public bus.

But the higher authorities kept refusing. At first, they said there was no money, then no spare vehicles. Later, they claimed there were no extra funds to provide a driver for the County Education Committee. Finally, the head told Huang Zhen to get a driver’s license, so he could drive when the two went out for meetings or inspections. Huang Zhen gritted his teeth and went. After he got his license, the higher authorities reverted to their old excuses: no money, no spare vehicles, and even a self-provided driver for the County Education Committee wouldn’t do. Eventually, tired of being pestered, the higher authorities issued an approval: if the County Education Committee could find social sponsorship and acquire a vehicle through its own efforts, they would approve a monthly vehicle subsidy of one thousand yuan.

The higher authorities’ approval made Huang Zhen and the head so furious that they cursed together in the office. Why was it that nothing was favored when it came to Xilan County? The education department was, after all, a basic public service. How could they not even have a dedicated vehicle? Which department leader didn’t have a car, be it public security, power supply, water supply, taxation, or industry and commerce? It all came down to poverty. When poverty was ingrained, a department like the Education Committee was nothing in the eyes of the common people.

A poor government office, no illicit income, just a mountain of troubles.

Having been poor for so long, they hadn’t seen much in the way of donations. Just two years ago, people from a big city drove a convoy to deliver a large pile of old clothes. The Education Committee let its own staff pick first, then distributed the rest to various schools. Other than that, they hadn’t seen any external money or supplies. Suddenly hearing that someone was coming to donate two hundred thousand yuan, Huang Zhen was already ecstatic.

He immediately consulted with the head, who lived in the same building. The two met and discussed, agreeing on a single goal: “We must find a way to intercept the two hundred thousand yuan donation. If we do, the Education Committee can get a new car before the end of this year. A brand new Santana costs one hundred twenty to one hundred thirty thousand yuan, and the higher authorities will give an extra one thousand yuan a month for vehicle subsidy. The Education Committee will be able to upgrade from a shotgun to a cannon, replacing walking and bicycles with a four-wheeled sedan.”

That’s why Huang Zhen sent Shen Dong over. He was to keep an eye on the school on Sunday, waiting for the benefactor to arrive. As soon as they did, he was to immediately call Huang Zhen at home, and Huang Zhen would pedal his bicycle over right away. No matter what, they had to trick and coax the benefactor into donating the money to the Education Committee.

Shen Dong didn’t forget his vanguard mission. He directly pulled up a stool and sat opposite Li Mu, smiling and trying to get close. “Mr. Li must have a large business in Yanjing, right? It’s truly Xilan County’s good fortune that you’re willing to come and help our students!”

Li Mu frowned, finding Shen Dong’s words a bit strange. He was the Vice Principal of Xilan Middle School. From a normal perspective, shouldn’t he be saying “our Xilan Middle School” when speaking like this? Why would he use the peculiar phrase “our Xilan County”? Before coming, Li Mu had specifically told Liu Nian to clarify with the school leaders that they represented 3321 and were here to provide student aid donations to Liu Nian’s alma mater, only donating to this one school.

Although he felt a little surprised, Li Mu didn’t say much. As for Shen Dong asking if he had a large business in Yanjing, Li Mu didn’t answer, merely smiling slightly and politely saying, “This is just what should be done.”

Shen Dong nodded, sighed, and said, “Mr. Li, you might not know, but our Xilan County is a national-level poverty-stricken county. There are dozens of primary schools, middle schools, and high schools combined throughout the county, and every single one is extremely struggling. Especially the village primary schools, oh, they’re indescribably miserable. Some village school classrooms can’t even provide basic shelter from wind and rain. Those poor primary school students are all under ten years old…”

Li Mu felt even more surprised. What did Shen Dong mean by this? Was he trying to get him to donate to the rural primary and middle schools as well? As the Vice Principal of Xilan Middle School, he was acting like a Vice Director of the County Education Committee.

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that Shen Dong was indeed acting like a Vice Director of the County Education Committee.

Before he could respond to Shen Dong, Wang Jianshe said with a hint of mockery, “Shen Dong, from what you’re saying, are you going to swap positions with your brother-in-law? Are you reporting to the County Education Committee tomorrow, Monday, to become a Vice Director?”

Shen Dong’s expression immediately darkened. He said coldly, “Wang Jianshe, why are your words so unpleasant?”

“Unpleasant?” Wang Jianshe knew what Shen Dong was scheming. The two hundred thousand yuan Li Mu brought was for the struggling third-year high school students. As the principal, he was all too clear about the impact this two hundred thousand yuan could have on this year’s third-year students. One thousand yuan per person could solve so many problems for them. Perhaps next year, the number of students admitted to university would double. At a time like this, how could he just stand by and watch Shen Dong and his brother-in-law eye this student aid donation?

Shen Dong glared at Wang Jianshe and said, “Whether it’s unpleasant or not, you know it in your heart. You’re fifty years old yourself. You’ll retire in a few years. I advise you to broaden your horizons a bit before you retire. Xilan Middle School has the best conditions in our county. You can’t just assume all schools in our county are decent because Xilan Middle School is acceptable. Take some time to visit those village primary schools, just look…”

“Look at your grandma’s leg!” Wang Jianshe slammed the table and roared, “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to! I’m telling you right now, don’t even think about it!”





Chapter 196: Treating Me Like a Dish?

Although Wang Jianshe’s words weren’t very direct, Li Mu still understood.

No wonder he always felt that Shen Dong’s stance was problematic; it turned out there was this connection to the Education Committee.

Shen Dong had always said that rural primary and secondary schools needed more help. Combined with the fact that his brother-in-law was a deputy director in the Education Committee, Li Mu understood. Intercepting and retaining donations was something he had long grown accustomed to seeing.

In later news reports, such incidents were frequently covered. Ever since Miss Guo, who drove a Maserati, became infamous, the number of corrupt officials, big and small, uncovered in the education and charity systems over the years was countless. Their methods were nothing more than two types: first, misappropriation of donations; second, interception and retention of donations.

Misappropriation of donations simply meant that funds donated by others were diverted for other uses. Interception and retention of donations, however, was quite disgusting. Typically, donors wanted to directly give to recipients, but the relevant departments would insist on getting involved, demanding that the money first be donated to them, and then they would transfer it to the recipients. In this way, the donated amount would be halved at best, and some could even intercept ninety percent or even one hundred percent.

The reason Li Mu traveled thousands of kilometers to personally organize student aid, instead of directly donating 3321’s net profit to relevant departments and public welfare organizations, was precisely his fear that the student aid funds wouldn’t reach the students’ pockets but instead fall into the hands of others. Unexpectedly, he had barely sat in the principal’s office for a short while when someone came to eye his student aid funds.

Shen Dong, hearing Wang Jianshe’s words, was somewhat enraged and humiliated, but he didn’t flare up immediately. Instead, he deliberately feigned a look of understanding the greater good and said, “Principal Wang, your thinking is too narrow-minded. You’re completely only caring about your own affairs and ignoring others’ troubles! Mr. Li intends to donate to our Xishan County’s education, and this money must be used where it’s most needed.”

Wang Jianshe retorted, “Do you know where that ‘most needed’ place is?”

Shen Dong slapped his thigh and blurted out, “How could I not know!”

“Then tell me, where is this ‘most needed’ place? If what you say makes sense and convinces Mr. Li, perhaps Mr. Li can personally deliver the money to the place you mentioned.”

Shen Dong hadn’t expected Wang Jianshe to pull such a move. Anxiously, he pointed at him, “You, you…!” He stammered for a long time, unable to articulate anything coherent.

Just then, a hurried footsteps sounded outside the door. They stopped right at the entrance, and without a knock, the door was pushed open. Li Mu looked up to see a somewhat corpulent man enter. He was wearing neatly pressed trousers, a long-sleeved blue shirt, and his hair was combed over from the right side, a typical bald spot hairstyle.

The newcomer said as he entered, “Oh, Principal Wang, who is the distinguished guest from Yanjing?”

Wang Jianshe glanced at the newcomer and said indifferently, “Director Huang, are you here to inspect our school’s work?”

The newcomer was none other than Huang Zhen, the Deputy Director of the County Education Committee.

Hearing Wang Jianshe’s question, Huang Zhen chuckled and said, “I’m here to meet the distinguished guest from Yanjing. The County Education Committee was afraid that Xilan Middle School might not host properly and neglect the guest. Also, we were concerned that you might not fully understand our county’s overall education situation, and it wouldn’t be good if you accidentally misled the guest.”

From the moment he entered, Huang Zhen, just like Shen Dong, had his eyes darting around the room. Within seconds, he locked onto Li Mu. However, he was very surprised by Li Mu’s age, as Li Mu looked to be only around twenty, perhaps not even twenty. Where did he get over two hundred thousand to donate to Xilan Middle School students?

At first, Huang Zhen wondered if the other party was just here to spout nonsense, but upon second thought, they had come all the way from Yanjing; how much would the travel expenses alone be? Who would go through such trouble just for a prank? Moreover, he even brought such a beautiful girlfriend, as stunning as a celebrity on TV.

Understanding this, Huang Zhen became even happier. Young people, when they come out to do charity, are most likely hot-headed wealthy scions. Such people are easier to coax. As long as he could divert their attention from Xilan Middle School and take them to visit the schools in the townships and villages below, it might make the passion for doing good deeds in his heart boil even more. As long as he made them feel that Xilan County had more rural primary schools that needed money more than Xilan Middle School, and with the Education Committee providing guidance, he should be able to confidently donate the money to the Education Committee.

Although Huang Zhen hadn’t had such operational experience yet, a colleague who was also the second-in-command of a poor county’s Education Committee had shared his insights during a Municipal Education Commission meeting. Their county once produced a celebrity, a military veteran who later joined a cultural troupe. He used to have a bit of fame. Later, he seized an opportunity, retired from the military, and plunged into the business world, becoming an entrepreneur in the southern reform window and earning a lot of money. A few years ago, he wanted to do some good deeds for his hometown. He originally intended to donate money to his alma mater, but then the Education Committee intervened and took him on a tour of the townships below.

The entrepreneur indeed felt that there were too many schools in his hometown that needed help, and the rural schools had far tougher conditions than his alma mater. So, he had the idea of splitting the original donation amount fifty-fifty: half to his alma mater, and half to the Education Committee. The Education Committee didn’t quit while they were ahead; instead, they privately tempted the entrepreneur with fame. If he gave all the donations to the Education Committee, they would send him three silk banners, personally delivered by staff to the reform window, to his company.

The entrepreneur immediately agreed.

His original intention of wholeheartedly donating to his alma mater was also thrown to the winds.

Huang Zhen planned to follow suit today. He would first appease this young man, prevent him from rushing to give the money to Xilan Middle School, and then play a combination of sympathy and temptation cards. He believed this young man would obediently send the money to the Education Committee.

He and the head had been longing for an assigned vehicle for too long. With these two hundred thousand in place, not only could they solve the car problem, but their lives would also be much better as the year-end approached.

Wang Jianshe was in a very bad mood at this moment. Huang Zhen had actually come too. It truly was a case of “no profit, no early rising.” It seemed the Education Committee had their eyes fixed on the over two hundred thousand in donations Li Mu was about to bring. If they really intercepted the money, then if even one-tenth of it reached the students’ hands, it would be a miracle.

As soon as Shen Dong saw his brother-in-law arrive, he hastily introduced Li Mu to him. Huang Zhen exchanged a few pleasantries and then said, “Mr. Li has come all this way to aid our Xilan County’s education. Our County Education Committee must certainly fulfill its duties as a host. Our Director Chen has already booked a banquet at Anyuan Restaurant, the best hotel in our county, specifically to entertain you, Mr. Li, and your group of philanthropists. It’s almost four o’clock now, shouldn’t we head over there, have some tea, and chat?”

Shen Dong also hurriedly echoed from the side, “That’s right, Mr. Li. Director Chen happens to be going to the countryside tomorrow to inspect work. You can chat with him and go together to take a look, which would also help you familiarize yourself with Xilan County’s education situation. You’ve come all this way; we certainly can’t let you just donate the money in a muddle and leave, can we?”

Li Mu had remained silent, watching the two of them perform their double act right in front of him, anger already simmering in his heart. What was the meaning of this? Were they really treating him like a dish? This conduct was a bit too ugly, wasn’t it? Couldn’t they at least make their superficial work a bit more professional?

At first, Li Mu thought, “one doesn’t hit a smiling person,” but in the future, 3321’s student aid would extend to more places like Xilan County. If every time they arrived somewhere, the local Education Committee tried to intercept donations, then 3321’s student aid program wouldn’t be able to continue. Therefore, this first time, he absolutely had to be tough enough. Since he happened to have media reporters with him, this first instance had to become a benchmark event, so that future evil spirits would voluntarily retreat a respectful distance when they encountered it!

The silent Li Mu spoke, saying, “Deputy Director Huang, there’s no need for dinner. The best hotel in Xilan County, a banquet there would cost a lot of money. It would be better to save it and donate to one more student.”

Huang Zhen’s heart sank. What did this mean? He was showing such importance, yet they wouldn’t even give him face. Was he truly here solely for student aid?

Huang Zhen’s mind spun, and he immediately changed his approach: “Mr. Li makes a good point. How about this, tonight, just come to my home for dinner. I’ll have my wife cook a few home-style dishes. At the dinner table, I can properly introduce you to Xilan County’s education situation and the inspection plans for tomorrow.”

From Huang Zhen’s perspective, if Li Mu was seeking fame and praise, then it would definitely be made clear at the dinner table: as long as the money was given to the Education Committee, they would provide wholehearted service in sending silk banners and writing thank-you letters. But if Li Mu genuinely wanted to provide student aid, that was fine too. Following them to the countryside to see the hardships of rural teaching, as long as the Education Committee showed concern for the common people, he would most likely give the money to the Education Committee. Besides, silk banners and thank-you letters were low-cost; they could definitely be promised. If that still didn’t work, they could have the principals and teachers of the rural primary schools bring the students to welcome him. At that point, seeing their difficult circumstances, he, a twenty-year-old young man, surely wouldn’t be able to bear it.

His wishful thinking was well-calculated; he just waited for Li Mu to agree to dinner at his home. Unexpectedly, Li Mu said expressionlessly, “There’s really no need for dinner. We’re only here to donate some student aid funds to the third-year high school impoverished students of Xilan Middle School. Tomorrow morning, we’ll distribute the money to the students and then return to Yanjing.”

Huang Zhen quickly said, “But that wouldn’t delay having a meal, would it?”

Li Mu stood up and said with a firm attitude, “Thank you for your kindness, I appreciate it.” After that, he said to Wang Jianshe, “Principal Wang, the list will be as you’ve decided. Tomorrow morning, please arrange for the students. We’ll go withdraw the money as soon as the bank opens tomorrow morning and arrive at the school before nine o’clock.”

Seeing Li Mu’s firm stance, and how he immediately blocked Huang Zhen and Shen Dong’s path, Wang Jianshe couldn’t help but look at him with new eyes. He said excitedly, “Alright! Tomorrow morning at nine, I’ll have all the students gather on the sports field!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then we’ll see you tomorrow.” He then said to Zhao Ziqiu, Hu Zhengdao, and Liu Nian, “Let’s go.”

The other three had long seen through Huang Zhen’s true colors and didn’t want to stay in the same room with such a person. As soon as they heard Li Mu say it was time to leave, they all stood up and followed him towards the door. Huang Zhen panicked and quickly chased after them, saying, “Mr. Li, Mr. Li, this donation matter you’ve decided on is truly a bit like child’s play, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu ignored him. Huang Zhen chased them out the door and said in the corridor, “Mr. Li, the township and village schools need your charitable funds even more…”

“Mr. Li, how about we discuss this? You want to donate money to Xilan Middle School, no problem, but Xilan Middle School doesn’t need so much charitable funds. How about we split the funds in two, one part for Xilan Middle School, and one part for the township and village schools…”

Li Mu, annoyed by his persistence, stopped and looked at him, saying word for word, “All the charitable funds will go to Xilan Middle School, and they will all be given directly to the students. There’s no room for negotiation on this matter!”





Chapter 197: Two Hands to Play

“That guy surnamed Li is too arrogant!”

In a private room at Anyuan Restaurant, Huang Zhen cursed angrily. The face of Chen Kai, Director of the Xilan County Education Committee, also looked extremely grim.

Shen Dong added fuel to the fire: “That kid doesn’t put our County Education Committee in his eyes at all. No matter what my brother-in-law said to him, he just wouldn’t buy it. He’s absolutely despicable!”

Huang Zhen continued, “Director Chen, it’s rare to find such a wealthy benefactor in years. Over two hundred thousand yuan, in cash! He said he’d withdraw the money directly from the bank tomorrow morning and distribute it at the school. If we don’t come up with a plan, we’ll miss this opportunity, and who knows how long it’ll be until the next one!”

Chen Kai, who had been silent until now, had a livid expression.

He was, after all, the head of the County Education Committee. Even an official in a poor government office was still an official. He had hosted a banquet for that kid, and the kid still wouldn’t buy it. This kid was indeed too arrogant. Was he so great just because he came from Yanjing? To casually bring over two hundred thousand yuan and give it to over two hundred impoverished students in a middle school under his jurisdiction, right under his nose—it was like he was starving, and someone was giving a big meal to hundreds of people right in front of him, letting him smell it but not touch it. Who was he trying to infuriate?

Chen Kai slammed the table and snapped, “That kid from Yanjing is too arrogant! And it’s damn strange, why did he go straight to Xilan Middle School?”

Shen Dong quickly said, “That kid was brought by Xilan Middle School’s top Gaokao student this year, our county’s second-highest achiever.”

Chen Kai nodded in sudden realization: “So, this God of Wealth was invited back by a student who graduated from Xilan Middle School.”

“Exactly.”

Chen Kai then said, “Alright, then. Let’s meet with that Xilan Middle School graduate first. Offer him some benefits and have him persuade that kid surnamed Li. If that still doesn’t work, I’ll personally go to the guesthouse where he’s staying. I refuse to believe that in Xilan, he can really bypass us and donate over two hundred thousand!”

Huang Zhen said, “That kid seems very stubborn. I’m afraid persuasion alone won’t be enough. We need to have a backup plan. What if he really takes the money to Xilan Middle School tomorrow?”

Chen Kai said coldly, “If we can’t reach an agreement tonight, I’ll personally go to Xilan Middle School tomorrow morning. No matter what, we must stop this money!”

…

Li Mu and the others returned to the guesthouse. Liu Nian had arranged to meet his father in the county town that afternoon to give him the things he bought for his family and some cash, so after returning to the guesthouse, he went out with the items.

For dinner, Li Mu had Li Yawei book a relatively clean, ordinary restaurant. The group left the guesthouse and went to the restaurant for dinner. Liu Nian didn’t come; instead, he found a small roadside eatery in the county town and ate with his father. They ate early, as Liu Nian’s father had to rush home before dark.

Time was short, and Liu Nian didn’t even have time to go home and see his family, which left him feeling a bit sad. However, he gave his father the money he earned in two weeks, along with some items he bought—about two thousand yuan and a pile of Yanjing local specialties.

Liu Nian’s father asked if he had kept any living expenses for himself. Liu Nian said, “I’ll have income from tutoring next week, which is enough for me. From now on, I’ll send money home every month.”

Liu Nian’s father said with a mix of relief and shame, “You can earn so much money right after starting school, you’re much more promising than me. Your Mom said that if your tutoring job is stable, we’ll build three tiled rooms next spring. I just don’t know how long you can keep this tutoring job?”

Liu Nian was well aware of his family’s situation. The house they lived in now was built ten years ago. It used to be a mud-brick and thatched house, but ten years ago, it was converted into a brick house. However, to save money, the roof was still made of thatch. Over time, it leaked everywhere. When he was home, he and his father had to repair the roof after every rain. The conditions were indeed too difficult.

“How much would three tiled rooms cost?”

Liu Nian’s father thought for a moment and said, “If we tear down our old house and tidy up the old bricks, we can save a lot on buying new bricks. It should cost just over ten thousand yuan to build. We still have three or four thousand yuan at home now.”

Liu Nian nodded gently and said, “Chinese New Year is on February 12th this year, and our holiday will probably be in early February. So, that means there are about three months left. I’ll try my best to earn ten thousand yuan before the New Year.”

Hearing the sum of ten thousand yuan, Liu Nian’s father’s eyelids twitched. He hadn’t originally wanted to ask his son for help with building the house, but the old house was truly too dilapidated, and relying on his own earnings seemed endlessly far off. Now that his son could earn money, the family finally saw hope for building a new house.

Liu Nian’s old father sighed and said, “Laizi, your dad is useless. You’ve worked hard.”

Liu Nian smiled slightly: “Dad, don’t say that. I’m a man now, and I should bear some of the family’s burdens.”

After dinner, Liu Nian watched his father ride away on the old ‘big two-eight’ bicycle left by his grandfather. Seeing his hunched figure and the clearly oversized, dilapidated bicycle so incongruously paired, Liu Nian felt a deep pang of sorrow.

If it didn’t rain, it would take two hours to cycle back from the county town. It had just rained in Xilan County today, so he probably had to carry the bicycle to get through the road near their house, right?

Thinking of the hardship of his elderly father’s journey home, Liu Nian’s eyes reddened, and hot tears streamed down his cheeks, dripping onto the ground.

A moment later, he wiped away his tears, took one last look at his father’s fading figure, turned around, and strode quickly towards the guesthouse.

The parting of loved ones brought deep sadness, and the hardship of poverty was a helpless pain. However, life was always moving in a better direction. At least he could now support himself and give back to his struggling parents.

Give himself another four years. Once he graduated, found a stable job, and settled down in that distant city, he would definitely have the opportunity to bring his family out of this mountain hollow.

When Liu Nian returned to the guesthouse, Li Mu, the reporters, and the others were still eating at a restaurant about a kilometer away from the guesthouse. As he approached the guesthouse entrance, a familiar face suddenly appeared, blocking Liu Nian’s path.

Liu Nian looked at Shen Dong in front of him and politely called out, “Principal Shen.”

Shen Dong smiled slightly, looking at Liu Nian, who was just over one meter sixty tall, and said, “Student Liu Nian, do you have some time? I have something I’d like to discuss with you privately. How about we go to a nearby teahouse?”

Liu Nian said, “Principal Shen, if you have anything to say, you can say it here.”

Shen Dong chuckled and said in a low voice, “I’m here to thank you on behalf of the school. You haven’t been away at school for long, and you’ve already brought a wealthy person back to our Xilan Middle School, and he’s donating two hundred thousand. That’s a grand move.”

Liu Nian said, “Then you should say that to Bro Mu’s face, not to me.”

Shen Dong chuckled, “It’s just that Li Mu speaks too absolutely; it’s not suitable to discuss things with him. Liu Nian, you’re a high-achieving student from our Xilan County. You must know how difficult it is for those rural primary schools under our county. This money, it should go to those who need it most first, shouldn’t it? You, persuade Li Mu well. Two hundred thousand yuan placed in Xilan Middle School would only help over two hundred students. If our Education Committee manages it, it could help at least two thousand primary school students. Which has greater significance, you can definitely tell, right?”

Liu Nian wasn’t foolish; he knew what Shen Dong was up to, but his personality was always somewhat gentle, and it was hard for him to openly refute. So he nodded and said, “Principal Shen, what you said makes sense, but since Bro Mu has already decided to donate this money to Xilan Middle School, I’m not in a position to interfere.”

Seeing that Liu Nian seemed to agree with his point of view, Shen Dong quickly struck while the iron was hot, saying, “Student Liu Nian, Director Chen of the Education Committee said that whoever can get this money to the Education Committee to benefit rural primary school students will be a great contributor to Xilan County’s education. There’s a five-thousand-yuan bonus!”

Liu Nian understood, and said with a hint of anger, “You are truly despicable! This money is for third-year high school impoverished students, to help them get into university. You even covet this money; it’s utterly inhumane!”

After speaking, Liu Nian pushed Shen Dong aside with both hands, bypassed him, and entered the guesthouse.

Shen Dong stood rooted to the spot for a long moment before reacting. This kid was actually as arrogant as that guy surnamed Li. What did this mean? Could it be that the Education Committee really couldn’t get their hands on these two hundred thousand?

Shen Dong was furious but couldn’t flare up. He could only call his brother-in-law, Huang Zhen, to inform him that he hadn’t succeeded and that Huang Zhen would have to come personally for the last resort.

The last resort was to have a frank discussion with Li Mu. If the Education Committee wanted to intercept the donation, they could only play the sympathy card and the reputation card with Li Mu. But when they brought out the rural schools as a sympathy card, Li Mu didn’t buy it at all. Now, they could only use the reputation card as an enticement.

He had to get his brother-in-law, Huang Zhen, to come over and make things clear to Li Mu privately: if the money was donated to the Education Committee, the committee could help him gain more reputation. If this path still didn’t work, then there truly was nothing else to do.

After Li Mu returned to the guesthouse, Liu Nian privately told him about encountering Shen Dong earlier. Liu Nian spoke with indignation, but Li Mu showed no emotional fluctuation. On one hand, he was used to such things; on the other hand, he had seen far worse conduct.

However, what Li Mu didn’t expect was that Huang Zhen came again at nine in the evening.

Huang Zhen found Li Mu’s room and asked to speak with him alone. Li Mu said it was fine, asked the others in the room to leave first, then found an excuse to step out himself. He borrowed a portable voice recorder from Chen Lei, learned how to use it, put it in his pocket, and returned to the room.

After exchanging a few polite words with Li Mu, Huang Zhen knew that playing the sympathy card was useless, so he directly laid out his conditions. He said, “As long as this money is donated to the Education Committee, we will absolutely, completely cooperate with you on other matters. Silk banners, thank-you letters—those go without saying, they’re minor things. We’ll also arrange television interviews and newspaper interviews. And when our Education Committee makes the public announcement, we can double your donation amount! Oh no, triple it!”

I originally planned to write three chapters last night and two today, but it seems I was showing off. The company arranged a dinner party this weekend, and I didn’t get home until almost ten. How about this: I’ll make it three chapters tomorrow as compensation.





Chapter 198: Bring It On

Huang Zhen didn’t know that Li Mu had brought several news media outlets from Yanjing himself. Dong Ai had also notified the local provincial and municipal media, who were expected to come as well. After all, it was a donation of over two hundred thousand, which was indeed a huge sum at the time. Even houses in the provincial capital only cost two thousand yuan per square meter, so two hundred thousand yuan was definitely enough for a large three-bedroom apartment in the provincial capital.

In Huang Zhen’s eyes, he thought Li Mu was just a passionate rich second-generation heir from a big city, seeking fame and praise. He offered to double the donation amount, believing he was catering to Li Mu’s preferences. Once Li Mu donated the money, the County Education Committee wouldn’t actually double the amount. An amount of four or five hundred thousand yuan would likely attract higher-level units to come and snatch a piece of the pie. As long as Li Mu agreed, Huang Zhen figured he could go back on his word later, and Li Mu would just have to watch.

Li Mu felt immense contempt for him, but on his lips, he asked enticingly, “If I donate two hundred and fifty thousand, can the County Education Committee announce to the media that I donated five hundred thousand?”

Huang Zhen patted his chest and guaranteed, “Don’t worry, as long as you donate two hundred and fifty thousand to the County Education Committee, the committee will definitely inform the outside world that your donation amount is five hundred thousand.”

Li Mu asked, “Isn’t the County Education Committee doing this a bit against regulations?”

Huang Zhen had worked in the Xilan County Education Committee, a poor government office, for so many years. His real experience in officialdom was even less than that of a village official in a wealthy region. Seeing hundreds of thousands of yuan suddenly appear, he was only concerned with finding a way to pocket it, paying no mind to whether his conduct looked good. So he said dismissively, “Mr. Li doesn’t need to worry about that. Regulations are made by people; it’s no big deal.”

Li Mu asked again, “Why is the County Education Committee unwilling for me to donate the money to the poor students of Xilan Middle School? They’ll be taking the Gaokao next year, and this money would greatly help them. Perhaps these two hundred thousand yuan could change the fates of over two hundred people. At the very least, it would give them travel expenses to go out and explore, allowing them to leave the mountains and see and experience big cities like Yanjing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen. That’s always much better than staying in the mountains.”

“Hmph!” Huang Zhen waved his hand and said with a laugh, “The fact that they can even study until third-year high school is a miracle! To be honest, the nine-year compulsory education penetration rate in our Xilan County is very low. They are already much luckier than most people. Donating money to them wouldn’t be of much use.”

As he spoke, Huang Zhen put on a sincere facade and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, look, the annual household income of poor students at Xilan Middle School doesn’t even reach three thousand yuan. What university should such a child be encouraged to attend? Encouraging them to go to university isn’t doing good deeds; it’s creating misfortune! Don’t get angry at what I’m saying, but seriously, think about it: if a child gets into university, how much pressure would their parents face? How could they afford to send them to school? If they throw their admission letter down at home and cry about wanting to go to university, their parents won’t have a good life for the next three or four years. Forcing the whole family into hardship just for their own education—it’s better to let them go out and work after high school graduation to help with household expenses, or go home and help their parents farm, sharing a bit of the burden of life. That’s what doing good deeds truly is.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “The more things continue this way, the harder it will be for children in the mountains to change their fates. Only when more and more children from the mountains get into university, go out, and change their lives, can they inspire more children in the mountains to study hard and follow the power of role models to change their destinies. Otherwise, if it’s always a vicious cycle as you describe, when will the hat of poverty ever be taken off?”

Huang Zhen had thought he had fooled Li Mu, but unexpectedly, Li Mu suddenly started lecturing him again. He didn’t want to respond to Li Mu’s words and said impatiently, “Mr. Li, you don’t need to worry about these things. Even the state has said that education is a long-term plan, taking a hundred years to show results. It’s meaningless for us to worry blindly. If you ask me, let’s talk about the donation. I know you’re returning to Yanjing tomorrow. You don’t have any objections to my proposal just now, do you? Announcing a five hundred thousand donation to the outside world will give you so much prestige when you return to Yanjing!”

Li Mu’s face instantly turned cold. The recording was almost complete. Huang Zhen would certainly pay a heavy price for his remarks, and he would be the first person to be made an example of. There was no need to waste any more words with him. So Li Mu said coldly, “Director Huang, your heart isn’t in education at all. As the saying goes, ‘those who walk different paths cannot plan together.’ There’s nothing more for us to discuss. Please leave.”

Huang Zhen was stunned. What was the meaning of this? Things were fine just a moment ago, and now he’s suddenly turning hostile? The conditions have been laid out like this, and you still won’t agree? Are you truly here solely for student aid? Don’t be ridiculous. A young punk, at most twenty years old, bringing hundreds of thousands for student aid—who the hell would believe that?

“Mr. Li, if you’re not satisfied with the specific conditions, we can discuss it further…”

Li Mu stood up, pointed at the door, and roared, “Get out!”

Huang Zhen also exploded in anger. “You came with money, and I’d treat you like a god of wealth if I could get my hands on it. But if you won’t even let me touch it, how can I worship you? What a joke!”

Jumping to his feet, Huang Zhen pointed at Li Mu and said, “You, Li! This is Xilan County territory, no matter what. Don’t refuse a toast only to drink a forfeit. If you don’t cooperate with the County Education Committee, you won’t be able to donate this money even if you want to!”

Li Mu frowned and questioned, “What? Are you saying that if I don’t give you the money, you won’t let the students accept my donation?”

“Exactly!” Huang Zhen sneered. “I’d like to see who at Xilan Middle School dares to take your money!” After saying that, Huang Zhen, afraid of scaring Li Mu away directly, threatened again, “Not only will no one dare to take your money, but I’ll also contact the media and tell them that you came to Xilan County for student aid, but privately demanded that our Xilan County Education Committee double your donation amount when speaking to the outside world. You’re just a greenhorn, and we are an educational institution. Let’s see who the public believes then.”

Li Mu, angered to the extreme, laughed instead. He nodded gently and said, “Alright, I’ve received everything you’ve said. Do whatever you want. Tomorrow morning, I will still go to Xilan Middle School to make the donation. If you’ve got the guts, then bring it on.”

Huang Zhen gritted his back teeth and spat out a harsh threat: “Good! Tomorrow, I’ll make sure you wouldn’t even have tears to cry!”

After saying that, Huang Zhen slammed the door and left. Li Mu took out his recording pen, stopped the recording, and played it back. The imported recording pen, specifically for journalists, was indeed powerful. Its high-definition stereo recording function captured every single word Huang Zhen had said. Li Mu then immediately called everyone into his room, and a dozen or so people gathered to listen to Huang Zhen’s words again.

After listening to the recording, everyone in the room, both Li Mu’s classmates and the reporters, exploded in anger. Such a shameless County Education Committee official was truly rare. The slender Chen Lei stomped her foot, declaring that she would definitely expose this unscrupulous Huang Zhen when they returned. The other reporters were also filled with righteous indignation. Li Mu said, “Tomorrow morning, we’ll take the cash to Xilan Middle School. They definitely won’t be able to stop us. As for his threats to smear me to the media, with these recordings as evidence and with you Yanjing media here, I’m not worried.”

Chen Lei said, “Li Mu, rest assured, he can’t smear you. I have a classmate who works at CCTV in the news department. When I return to Yanjing, I’ll go find him and ask him to find a way to expose this on CCTV.”

Li Mu said, “I’m not a media person, nor do I have media connections. The matter of exposure will have to rely on all of you. After all, 3321’s student aid initiatives will continue to be carried out in the future. Who knows how many more people will try to exploit student aid funds like them? If this incident can become a benchmark case, it can also make other similar local officials apprehensive.”

…

The next morning, a little past eight, everyone checked out of their rooms. They took a Coaster bus to the pre-arranged bank to withdraw two hundred and twenty thousand yuan in cash, and then drove directly to Xilan Middle School.

Wang Jianshe had long been eagerly awaiting Li Mu’s arrival. This morning, he convened a meeting with the school’s key leaders, requesting that at 9:30 AM during the long break, while all students were exercising on the sports field, everyone be gathered for a donation ceremony on the flag-raising platform. All teachers and students would witness it together, and even if it meant skipping the third class, they had to watch the entire donation.

On one hand, Wang Jianshe also wanted to return the favor; all he could offer Li Mu was sincerity. On the other hand, for such a grand event, he wanted all the students to witness it firsthand, serving as an inspiration for students in other grades as well.

At nine o’clock, the Coaster bus drove into Xilan Middle School. Just as Li Mu and his group arrived, the head and second-in-command of the County Education Committee arrived on motorcycles.

This morning, Chen Kai and Huang Zhen had a heated discussion for an hour, their eyes red. They finally decided that if Li Mu truly wouldn’t budge, they would target Wang Jianshe.

Li Mu could donate the money to the students; they couldn’t stop that. However, they could force Wang Jianshe to collect the money back from the students.

Chen Kai had already figured it out: these third-year high school students still had seven months until the Gaokao. They would simply tell them that the school would manage the money for them, returning it monthly at one hundred and fifty yuan per month. Regardless of whether the students believed it or were willing, they would forcibly reclaim eight hundred and fifty yuan from each person.

With retirement just a few years away, Chen Kai was truly desperate. No matter what, he had to get his hands on this money. If he couldn’t get it from Li Mu, he would get it from the students.

Li Mu left everyone waiting in the bus, instructing them to divide the cash into one thousand yuan portions. He then went with Liu Nian to the principal’s office to meet Wang Jianshe.

Since it was previously prepared for two hundred and twenty thousand yuan, Li Mu decided to donate two hundred and twenty thousand yuan this time. Wang Jianshe had identified two hundred and nine poor students, leaving eleven surplus spots. So, Li Mu selected eleven more students from the remaining ones, starting with those in the worst conditions, to finalize a list of two hundred and twenty people.

Wang Jianshe informed Li Mu about the plan to hold the donation ceremony at 9:30 AM. Li Mu had no objections, only telling Liu Nian, “For this donation, you will be the one to distribute the money to all the students.”





Chapter 199: Unprecedented Prestige

At half past nine, over three thousand students from Xilan Middle School’s junior and senior high divisions poured onto the sports field. Normally, this break time was for calisthenics, but today was a bit unusual. The students curiously noticed that several tables had been set up on the flag-raising platform at one end of the sports field, and several strangers were seated there. They looked young, only around twenty years old, and from their attire, they seemed to be from a big city.

Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu, the five students from dormitory 606, and Dong Ai were all seated on the platform. However, except for Liu Nian, the others were all acting as money counters and distributors today. Principal Wang Jianshe was in charge of calling out names; those whose names were called would come up to the stage, and Liu Nian was responsible for handing them the money.

Wang Jianshe had originally wanted Li Mu to give a simple speech, but Li Mu refused. For a speech at Xilan Middle School, no one was more suitable than Liu Nian, so Li Mu pushed this task onto Liu Nian. Liu Nian was naturally shy and was extremely unwilling to do such a thing, but Li Mu simply said, understatedly: “You are a role model for these junior male and female students. If you give a good speech, Xilan Middle School might have dozens, or even scores, more undergraduate students next year. If you chicken out now, you’ll lose not only your own face, but also…”

Before Li Mu finished speaking, Liu Nian gritted his teeth and said, “I’ll do it!”

Reporters from the provincial and municipal television stations were also present. Reporters have relatively open information channels, and they had long heard about 3321. Now that 3321 was in Xilan to provide student aid, it was not only big news for them but also a great opportunity to promote positive values.

At nine forty, thousands of students began to murmur. The familiar calisthenics music remained silent. Instead, the principal, dressed in an old suit, walked onto the flag-raising platform. A microphone stand was placed in front of him. Even stranger, many reporters carrying long and short lenses were gathered around. Could there be a major event?

At the back of the crowd, Chen Kai and Huang Zhen stood with their hands behind their backs. Both of their expressions were grim. Huang Zhen said with some lingering fear, “Director Chen, how did this attract so many media outlets?”

“I don’t know, it’s truly bizarre!” Chen Kai also found it strange. Xilan County was a scar on the city; the municipal television station rarely came to Xilan for interviews throughout the year. But today, not only did the municipal television station come, but even the provincial television station did, and there was a large group of reporters whose origins they didn’t know, making both of them feel immense pressure.

Huang Zhen said nervously, “With so many media outlets here, that Li fellow won’t complain about us to the media, will he?”

Chen Kai thought for a moment and said, “He can’t say much; it would be baseless accusations. Besides, we’ve always used rural primary schools as an excuse. If he really complains to the media, we can smooth things over.”

Huang Zhen said, “I’ve never been interviewed by a television station before. If I really have to face a camera, I’m afraid I won’t even be able to speak properly.”

Chen Kai sighed. He had only been interviewed a few times by Xi’an Radio and Television, but the county’s radio and television station, due to old signal towers and no funds for replacement, had a coverage rate of less than 30% in the county, so almost no one watched it.

But looking at the lineup of media outlets before them now, his entire life’s experience couldn’t even compare to that of a twenty-year-old young man.

Chen Kai said, “Don’t talk to Wang Jianshe about taking back the donations from the students today. Wait a few days until this sensitive period passes.”

Huang Zhen asked, “Will we still be able to collect the money in a few days? If we’re going to collect it, today is the best opportunity.”

Chen Kai said with a pained expression, “Not today. Wait a few days. We’ll collect as much as we can then.”

…

Wang Jianshe had never been nervous standing in front of thousands of students, but today, with a large number of reporters present, he unconsciously felt a bit of stage fright. However, being a soldier who had been on the battlefield, he quickly adjusted his composure.

When the students heard from Wang Jianshe that today their admired senior male student Liu Nian had returned to give them a speech and was bringing 3321, that student public welfare organization, to distribute student aid funds to third-year high school poor students, the entire sports field erupted.

Wang Jianshe didn’t say much more and invited Liu Nian to the stage to speak with applause. Liu Nian walked onto the flag-raising platform amidst the applause of the entire school, stood in front of the microphone, and with trembling hands, tried to lower its height.

As a former top student of Xilan Middle School, he had given speeches on the flag-raising platform more than once. Although a student representative would give a speech during the flag-raising ceremony every Monday, he was the only one in the entire school who had given speeches on stage no less than ten times during his three years of high school.

Standing on this flag-raising platform once again, Liu Nian recalled his first time on stage, which was almost exactly like now: his legs were weak, his arms trembled, and even his voice shook. However, today, when he stepped onto the stage again, he was no longer a student of Xilan Middle School, but a first-year student at Renmin University of China. This made him constantly remind himself not to be nervous. He wanted these junior male and female students to see his transformation after working hard to get into university, to make them envious, so they would have the motivation to strive for the same path.

Amidst the warm applause, Liu Nian spoke extemporaneously about his life at Xilan Middle School, his efforts to get into university, and his family’s efforts to support his university education. At least a thousand people in the audience deeply resonated with his experiences.

Afterward, Liu Nian also spoke about his impressions of Yanjing, the ancient capital, the richness and diversity of the outside world, and how he joined 3321 at school and how he used 3321 to earn his first income in life.

Over twenty minutes, Liu Nian spoke more and more easily, more and more naturally. The two to three thousand students in the audience listened intently, and not a single person felt tired despite standing for so long.

Finally, Liu Nian detailed the specifics of this 3321 student aid initiative. When he said, “Two hundred and twenty poor students from third-year high school will each receive one thousand yuan in student aid funds,” the sports field completely erupted.

Liu Nian held the list that Wang Jianshe handed him and said with red eyes, “Next, students whose names I call, please come up to the stage to receive your student aid funds.”

Li Mu and the others in the back had already continuously counted and separated two hundred and twenty thousand yuan in cash into one-thousand-yuan units. Each unit consisted of one hundred-yuan banknote folded in half, with nine other hundred-yuan banknotes tucked inside.

The first student whose name Liu Nian called was Zhang Tiezhu. He excitedly ran onto the stage and stood in front of Liu Nian. Liu Nian turned and took the one thousand yuan cash handed to him by Hu Zhengdao, and then handed it to Zhang Tiezhu. When Zhang Tiezhu received the one thousand yuan cash, he still couldn’t quite believe it was real.

Liu Nian knew time was pressing and called the second person’s name.

The speed of distributing money on site was very fast. Names were called, students came up, and received the cash from Liu Nian. One student after another came onto the stage. Later, Liu Nian felt this was still too slow, so he started calling ten people at a time to the stage, and after distributing to one group, he would call another ten.

Chen Kai and Huang Zhen watched with a pang of heartache. They had worked in the education committee for so many years and had never seen such a large sum of cash. Watching so much cash flow out like water, with a rustling sound, it was normal for them to feel distressed.

By the time Liu Nian had finished distributing all the student aid funds to the two hundred and twenty individuals, it was almost time for the third period to end. Every student who received the student aid funds looked excited, and each of them had different ideas. Some thought of sending the money home, some wanted to use the money to buy more educational supplementary materials and save for next semester’s tuition, while others considered using it for entertainment and leisure.

Li Mu couldn’t guarantee that all two hundred and twenty people would use the student aid funds for the right purpose, nor did he dwell on such matters. What he wanted to do was give poor students an opportunity. As for whether they seized it, that was not something he could decide. However, even if some people ultimately couldn’t improve their academic performance with this one thousand yuan, it could at least help them with their basic needs.

After the money was distributed, the extremely excited Wang Jianshe led everyone on stage to applaud Liu Nian again and once again encouraged everyone to study hard, as only by getting into university in the future would they have a chance to change their destiny. Students from junior high first year to third-year high school were all listening with surging passion. Their hopes for the future had always been vague and indistinct. Liu Nian’s speech, for the first time, materialized their hopes for the future, having the effect of clearing the clouds from their minds.

Wang Jianshe wanted to instruct the cafeteria to prepare a lavish meal to entertain Li Mu and his group, but Li Mu refused. As the students of Xilan Middle School dispersed back to their classrooms for the fourth period, the group of over ten people bid farewell to Wang Jianshe and the faculty and staff of Xilan Middle School, boarded the rented Coaster van, and began their journey back.

The day after returning to Yanjing, Yanjing Television released a special news report titled ‘The Anguish of Student Aid’. It spent half an hour recreating for viewers the entire process of their reporters following 3321’s head to Xilan County for student aid. Among it, the recorded content of Huang Zhen, Deputy Director of the Xilan County Education Committee, shocked the entire nation!

Although Yanjing Television’s viewership ratings in the country couldn’t rank among the top three satellite TV channels, it was still no problem for it to rank in the top five. More importantly, as a capital city media outlet, its special status made its content receive even greater attention.

That very night, a high-ranking official from a ministry or commission issued an enraged directive, demanding a thorough investigation into the matter, not only holding the Xilan County Education Committee accountable but also holding their superior leaders responsible. The official’s directive was widely reprinted by the media within a few days: “As officials in the education system, they have made no contribution to education; instead, for money, they have dragged education backward and tarnished the very foundation of education’s century-long plan. Such people corrupt the descendants of the people and the future of the nation. This kind of tumor must not be allowed to remain in the education system, and those who nurtured this tumor must also be held responsible for its emergence!”

Within a week, Huang Zhen and Chen Kai were successively dismissed. Huang Zhen, to protect himself, exposed Chen Kai, revealing the inside story of Chen Kai’s scheme to fulfill his assigned vehicle dream and target 3321’s student aid funds. The media continued to follow the story, and eventually, even the Xilan County Education Committee’s superior, the Municipal Education Commission, was implicated. Two leaders were demoted, and one received a party disciplinary warning.

3321’s reputation in the country reached an unprecedented height. Li Mu knew that no one would dare to target 3321 again.





Chapter 200: Chen Wan’s Interview Passed

“Making poor students go out to work or return home to farm is true charity.”

This statement, while plunging Huang Zhen into an abyss, also made 3321 an organization that no one in the education system dared to provoke. For a private public welfare organization with no profit motive whatsoever, local education commissions reached a consensus: as long as 3321 came to their area for student aid, they would actively cooperate to the end, ensuring these “ancestors” came happily and left smoothly.

Li Mu also gained widespread fame due to this student aid initiative. Among university students, he had become an “idol of his peers.” Even Su Yingxue, who usually carried a hint of pride, felt that the light radiating from Li Mu was now a little too dazzling. Although he was still the same to her, she hadn’t mustered the courage to ask him why he hadn’t told her when he went to Guangxi for student aid, but instead brought Zhao Ziqiu from Peking University with him.

Su Yingxue began to wonder if Li Mu’s drunken declaration of pursuing her that day was just a joke he had long forgotten, while she remained bothered by it.

However, on the third day after his return, Li Mu proactively invited Su Yingxue out for a meal. At the dinner table, he told her about his experiences in Xilan.

As Su Yingxue listened to his narration, one question kept lingering in her mind: Why was Zhao Ziqiu from Peking University also there?

But for the first time, Su Yingxue felt a hint of insecurity deep down. Precisely because of this insecurity, she dared not ask, fearing that if she did, she would receive an answer she neither expected nor could accept.

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Are you going to organize these student aid activities frequently from now on?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “There will definitely be frequent activities in the future, but I don’t plan to participate anymore.”

Su Yingxue asked curiously, “Why?”

“Too busy,” Li Mu said truthfully. “The first student aid trip was to scout the way, so I had to go. But now it seems that 3321 won’t encounter any trouble no matter where it goes for student aid in the future, so I won’t get involved anymore.”

Su Yingxue felt even more disappointed.

She had also hoped to accompany Li Mu in doing something so meaningful, but before she could even speak, Li Mu had already decided not to go again.

The old Su Yingxue always possessed an unusual sense of calm, which made her firmly believe in striving to be her best self, never envying anyone. But at that moment, she felt particularly envious of Zhao Ziqiu. Once this thought entered her mind, a faint sadness also surfaced.

Li Mu didn’t notice Su Yingxue’s abnormality. He said to her with a hint of pride, “I’ve made 3321 invulnerable. Now, with the help of many senior male and female students, including Senior Sister Ai, several full-time employees, and one or two hundred part-time employees, all I need to do is set the direction for future tasks, and they can handle the rest perfectly.”

Su Yingxue nodded distractedly. She looked up and said, “The ginkgo leaves on Ginkgo Avenue in Yanjing have all turned yellow. I heard that if we wait any longer, we won’t be able to see them. Do you remember you were the one who first told me about it?”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, “I remember. Do you want to go see them? If you do, I’ll accompany you this weekend!”

A bright gleam flashed in Su Yingxue’s eyes. She asked, her joy undisguised, “Really?”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course it’s real.”

Su Yingxue said, “Aren’t you usually very busy on weekends?”

Li Mu said, “This weekend, 3321 is going to Northern Shaanxi for student aid, but I won’t be going.”

For the second week’s trip to Hu Zhengdao’s hometown, Li Mu had already entrusted Dong Ai to lead the preparations.

Su Yingxue said happily, like a child, “Then it’s settled. You’re not allowed to change your mind at the last minute. If we don’t see them this week, we’ll probably have to wait until next year.”

Li Mu solemnly promised, “Let’s make it Saturday. Don’t worry, I’ll go with you even if it’s raining knives.”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and smiled, “If it’s raining knives, I won’t go.”

…

In fact, Li Mu still had many things to attend to. Besides overseeing Kong Lingyu’s development, the sales network for the Legend Overlord hack had already begun to spread.

Zhao Kang’s core members from Douban, nurtured with his effort and money, played a very important role in the sales of the hack. They initially opened up the internet cafe market in their local areas. Since Legend was incredibly popular, and the official version of Legend Overlord was also very popular during its free period, internet cafe owners were all willing to act as agents for the Legend Overlord hack. These core members achieved very rapid breakthroughs in their local development, then immediately moved on to conquer the markets in surrounding cities.

This process was quite simple. It was said that many internet cafe owners were themselves looking for ways to become agents for Legend Overlord. Judging by the current proportion of people playing Legend in internet cafes, an internet cafe with thirty machines would have at least one hundred to one hundred fifty customers daily, with roughly half of them playing Legend. From this, it was clear that the profit margin for being a Legend Overlord agent was very considerable. They only needed to resell activation codes, and with such a simple task, why wouldn’t they be happy to do it?

The faster the market expanded, the larger and stronger the web of money-making became. After a series of statistical surveys, Zhao Kang came to Renmin University to find Li Mu in the middle of the day. The two bros found a restaurant outside the campus. As soon as they sat down in a private room, Zhao Kang said to Li Mu, “Recently, I had my people conduct a survey. Although many studios have released Legend hacks, our Legend Overlord is still in its free trial period, so our market share exceeds ninety percent.”

Li Mu said, “In the future, we’ll stick to a price of fifteen yuan per month. If other hacks lower their prices, remember not to engage in a price war.”

Zhao Kang nodded and said, “The speed at which Legend is opening new servers is incredibly fast, which shows just how popular this game is. If we stick to the fifteen yuan price range, and other hacks drop below ten yuan, there’s still some market space for them. If we also lower our prices, I’m afraid others won’t have a way to survive. If we monopolize the hack market for this game, we might easily be targeted.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Zhao Kang to grasp this point, so he smiled and said, “That’s what I meant too. As long as we can capture half of the market share, we’re conservatively estimated to have hundreds of thousands in net profit each month. It’s best to be cautious.”

Zhao Kang said, “I’ve set up the collection account. When the money comes in, how should I give it to you?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “The money withdrawn from the collection account must be in cash. However, how to deposit the cash into our own accounts still needs to be handled carefully, so as not to attract attention. Otherwise, a huge income with an unclear source could be troublesome.”

Zhao Kang then asked, “So, do you have any specific ideas?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “It’s not quite mature yet, but there’s no rush. The Legend Overlord trial period isn’t over yet, and after it’s over, we’ll still have to wait for payment collection from the dealers.”

As he spoke, Li Mu suddenly thought of the details of dealer payment collection and said, “Oh, right, you need to have your people communicate well with the dealers. Collecting payments once a month is too long; try to shorten it to half a month or even a week.”

Zhao Kang hesitated, saying, “I’m afraid the dealers might resist. Isn’t that too frequent?”

“It’s fine,” Li Mu said. “If you tell him to earn one hundred yuan a week and make him run to the bank, he’ll indeed resist. But what if he earns one thousand yuan a week? He’ll naturally be willing. So, it mainly depends on the sales situation. You decide this. You can start with half a month, and if sales are truly booming, then try to shorten the cycle further.”

Zhao Kang nodded, “No problem, I understand.”

The two finished discussing business and began to focus on eating. Halfway through the meal, Chen Wan called Li Mu. She excitedly said, “Rascal, I have good news for you! I’ve been accepted by CCTV!”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, “Really?”

“Really, they just called to tell me I passed the interview. I’ll be an intern anchor for the morning news program, and I can start next week.”

Chen Wan’s voice trembled with excitement. Li Mu was also pleasantly surprised and immediately asked her, “How about Yanjing Television?”

Chen Wan said, “There’s no news from Yanjing Television yet, but I never dreamed I’d pass the CCTV interview. I originally thought I definitely wouldn’t get in there.”

Li Mu laughed, “Sis, you’re so beautiful, and your professional skills are excellent. It’s not surprising that CCTV chose you. By the way, sis, if you pass the Yanjing Television interview too, how will you choose?”

Li Mu had previously suggested to Chen Wan that she try to choose a relatively free and relaxed local channel, because those local channels were easiest to enter the entertainment industry. However, that was based on the premise that CCTV was very difficult to get into and opportunities were slim. Now that CCTV had unexpectedly come through first, Li Mu wasn’t sure if Chen Wan’s heart leaned more towards CCTV. If she herself preferred CCTV, he couldn’t persuade her to give up CCTV for Yanjing Television. However, if Chen Wan really chose CCTV and became a news anchor, Li Mu would be very regretful, because he had too many entertainment-related ideas that he could use to help Chen Wan, but if she chose CCTV and worked in news, he would truly be powerless to help.

Chen Wan then said, “For Yanjing Television, I interviewed for a non-news host position. If I pass, I should be able to host variety shows. I asked someone to inquire, and Yanjing Television intends to test the waters with a few variety shows this year, but they haven’t finalized anything yet. Their previous programs have always been quite serious, and they don’t have much experience in variety shows.”

Li Mu searched his memory. Yanjing Television indeed didn’t have any impressive variety shows. They had, however, followed trends and launched a few talent shows, but without exception, they were all just picking up others’ crumbs and falling short.

So, Li Mu asked, “Sis, have you heard what kind of variety shows they plan to do?”

Chen Wan said, “Huizhou Television’s ‘Super Winner’ has been particularly popular recently, even taking first place in ratings, sharing the spotlight with Xiangnan Satellite TV’s ‘Happy Camp.’ Yanjing Television also wants to make something similar.”

Li Mu smiled when he heard that.

As expected, they were still just following trends.

Local satellite TV channels were all envious of variety shows now, competing to imitate them. But no one anticipated that in a little over two years, Xiangnan Satellite TV would pivot to ‘Super Girl’ talent shows, directly leaving its previous ground-competition rivals far behind and taking off on its own.





Chapter 201: Conquest and Control

That evening, Li Mu treated Chen Wan to a celebratory dinner. Besides Chen Wan, he also invited Zhao Kang and Senior Sister Ai.

This dinner wasn’t just to celebrate Chen Wan getting an internship offer from CCTV; it was also a farewell for her. She had a flight back to Shanghai tomorrow noon, as there were still some matters at school she needed to handle.

Regarding her future plans, Chen Wan said, “If I can get the offer from Yanjing Television, I’ll choose Yanjing Television. If not, it’s fine, I’ll go to CCTV. Either way, I’m definitely coming to Yanjing, so I need to go back to school to sort things out there, and also collect some of my personal belongings.”

“Why prioritize Yanjing Television?” Dong Ai had just excitedly toasted Chen Wan with a beer because she was hired by CCTV. She hadn’t expected Chen Wan’s words to imply that CCTV was merely a backup option, and Yanjing Television was her first choice. This surprised her greatly.

Chen Wan smiled slightly, stole a glance at Li Mu, and told her, “CCTV is too serious; I’m afraid my personality won’t fit in there.”

Dong Ai sighed, “Yanjing Television is much worse than CCTV. You really need to think carefully.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

Li Mu didn’t say much about Chen Wan’s future work during dinner. He already had a plan in mind. As long as Chen Wan needed help, he could immediately establish a cultural company, pour money into promoting her, and for her sake, he was willing to copy all the talent shows and reality TV formats from later generations, snatching away their livelihoods.

After dinner, Li Mu returned the car. He drove Chen Wan back to her hotel first. As they parted, he told her, “Sis, I’ll pick you up tomorrow noon. We’ll have lunch together, and then I’ll drive you to the airport.”

Chen Wan quickly said, “I can just take a taxi, don’t trouble yourself.”

“No trouble,” Li Mu said unequivocally. “It’s settled then. I’ll call you tomorrow noon.”

With that, Li Mu didn’t give Chen Wan a chance to object. He waved his hand and said, “You go on up, we’re leaving.”

Zhao Kang and Dong Ai were still in the car, so Li Mu said to Zhao Kang, “Kangzi, I’ll drop you off at school first.”

Zhao Kang nodded, “Tomorrow, please tell Sister Wan to have a smooth journey for me. When she comes back again, I’ll arrange the first meal.”

“Alright,” Li Mu smiled slightly and drove straight towards Zhao Kang’s school.

After dropping Zhao Kang off at school, Li Mu drove towards Renmin University. Dong Ai, sitting diagonally behind Li Mu, spoke up, “Li Mu, buying a car in your first semester of university, isn’t that a bit high-profile?”

“It is,” Li Mu chuckled. “But no one at school knows I bought a car. You’re probably the first. I only bought this car to pick up Sister Wan from the airport once, and then I lent it to her.”

Dong Ai asked curiously, “You didn’t buy the car just for your Sister Wan, did you?”

Li Mu said, “Half and half, I guess. If she hadn’t said she was coming, I might not have thought about buying a car for a while.”

Dong Ai clicked her tongue, saying with a hint of playfulness, “Your sibling relationship is truly extraordinary. Xiao Wan told me you two haven’t known each other for long.”

“Not long at all.”

Dong Ai added, “I heard you met because of an accident.”

“That’s right.”

Dong Ai sighed, “Ah, sometimes fate is truly a wondrous thing.”

Li Mu nodded but didn’t respond. Chen Wan was the turning point in his life in his previous life, but he didn’t know until her accidental death that she had secretly provided him financial aid throughout his four years of university. If she hadn’t died unexpectedly in her previous life at an age when she was blossoming like a flower, Li Mu might not have developed such deep feelings for her after his rebirth. After his rebirth, his greatest motivation for painstakingly approaching her and becoming familiar with her was the hope of changing her fate.

It was precisely by approaching Chen Wan with this initial intention that Li Mu had the chance to get to know this incredibly kind woman. Over time, he had truly come to regard her as an older sister—one who needed to be protected with his heart and actions.

As they neared Yucheng Garden, Li Mu asked Dong Ai if she wanted to get off at the school gate first or park the car with him. Dong Ai said, “I’m not in a hurry, you can park first.”

Li Mu drove the car into Yucheng Garden, parked it in the underground garage, and then walked out with Dong Ai towards the school.

On the way, Dong Ai asked Li Mu, “Does Xiao Wan know about you doing Muye Technology?”

Li Mu nodded, “She knew when I first started Eting.com.”

Dong Ai said, “Qingya told me that Tieba is about to become the largest Chinese community on the internet. Is that true?”

Li Mu thought about the current competitors and said, “With Tieba’s current traffic, it should be soon.”

Li Mu spoke casually, as if it had nothing to do with him. That calm and nonchalant profile made Dong Ai’s supposedly strong heart skip a few beats.

Although she didn’t understand much about the internet, she clearly knew that being number one in any field was an extraordinary achievement. Yet, Li Mu seemed completely unfazed by these accomplishments, which suddenly gave her a new feeling towards him.

Dong Ai had always dreamed of finding an exceptionally elite man to be her partner, but her standards were always too high. Not to mention her classmates at Renmin University, even senior male students who had gone abroad, earned an MBA, and returned to chase after her, failed to move her. The reason was simple: she felt they were far from meeting the elite standards she held in her heart.

Dong Ai prided herself on being an extremely independent and self-reliant woman, but no one knew that her deepest desire for a man was to be conquered. She wanted a man strong enough to conquer and control her; that was her ultimate pursuit for a partner.

However, most of the truly elite men in society were generally over thirty-five years old. Those under thirty-five were mostly considered promising prospects. She sometimes even felt that she would have to wait until at least thirty to start a relationship, because she was only twenty-two now, and her mind couldn’t accept such a large age gap with those over thirty-five.

She just never expected that the first truly elite man she encountered would be a junior male student three years younger than her…

Subsequently, Dong Ai seemed to lose all interest, bidding farewell to Li Mu at the intersection with a hint of dejection before returning to her dormitory.

…

Back at the dormitory, the four roommates, excluding Hu Zhengdao, were playing Upgrade. Liu Nian, who was completely clueless about poker, had basically gotten the hang of it after Sun Jian taught him a few rounds. Now, playing Upgrade had become a main pastime for the dormitory during boring hours.

Liu Nian and Sun Jian were partners. Because Liu Nian’s card skills were poor, he and Sun Jian hadn’t been able to upgrade, while Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei, as partners, had already reached level nine.

Sun Jian kept reminding Liu Nian to cooperate, but Liu Nian always failed to grasp the key points. Either he missed scoring points, or his points were captured by the opponents. Sun Jian was frustrated, so Liu Nian pulled Li Mu over and said, “Bro Mu, you play for me. I’ll learn from the side. My skills aren’t good enough; I just can’t play well.”

Li Mu didn’t refuse and sat down in Liu Nian’s spot. Liu Nian then moved a stool and sat beside Li Mu, concentrating on watching him play cards.

Upgrade is somewhat different from other poker games. Most poker games are very uninteresting without a bit of stakes or punishment, but Upgrade is a game that’s fun just to play. In his previous life, Li Mu didn’t like gambling, but he occasionally enjoyed playing Upgrade with a few like-minded friends. Sometimes, they would play for more than half a day.

Li Mu, a master with over ten or twenty years of card-playing experience, immediately cooperated seamlessly with Sun Jian. From the moment he took over, their partnership hadn’t lost a single round.

Unknowingly, they played until lights out. Sun Jian said, “It’s only ten o’clock. How about we light candles and play a bit longer?”

Xue Jianfeng said sullenly, “Oh, no more, no more. Li Mu’s card skills are too good; we can’t beat him.”

Li Yawei also said with a frustrated look, “Next time Bro Mu is here, we’ll draw numbers to decide positions.”

Li Mu chuckled twice and asked curiously, “Hey, why isn’t that guy Zhengdao back yet?”

The others then looked at each other in dismay.

“Yeah, where did Zhengdao go?” Sun Jian was equally surprised.

Li Yawei said, “Maybe he forgot the time because of a date. I’ll call him.”

As Li Yawei spoke, he pulled out his phone. After making a call and hearing the prompt, he told everyone, “It’s turned off.”

Li Mu said, “How about we ask Wang Yanan? Who has her number?”

Everyone spread their hands, so Li Yawei said, “I’ll ask my girlfriend.”

With that, he called Han Xiaoxiao.

A moment later, Li Yawei said with a smug expression, “Oh my god, Zhengdao is amazing!”

“What happened?” everyone asked curiously.

Li Yawei chuckled, “Wang Yanan didn’t go back either. My girlfriend called her, and she said she had something to do tonight and wouldn’t be returning.”

Then, Li Yawei squinted and said, “No need to even think about it, those two are definitely together. Maybe tonight Zhengdao is going to break through Wang Yanan’s last line of defense.”

Sun Jian asked, “Are you sure Zhengdao is with Wang Yanan?”

“Does that even need asking?” Li Yawei pouted. “They definitely got a room. They’ve only known each other for a few months and they’ve already progressed this far. We can only envy them.”

Xue Jianfeng laughed loudly, “You’ve been with Han Xiaoxiao for so long, why don’t you grit your teeth and make a move?”

Li Yawei’s expression was a bit wistful. He clicked his tongue and said, “My girlfriend, she’s conservative in her thinking. She always says she’ll only let me ‘do that thing’ after marriage. Sigh, I’ll have to wait for a while!”

Saying that, Li Yawei looked at Xue Jianfeng and asked suggestively, “Bro Feng, have you slept with Chen Jiao yet?”

A hint of triumph flashed across Xue Jianfeng’s face: “I did it two weeks after we got together.”

“Holy cow, really?” Not just Li Yawei, but the other roommates were also shocked. Only Li Mu remained calm. He had personally seen Chen Jiao actively throw herself into Xue Jianfeng’s arms at the KTV, and Xue Jianfeng got intimate with her that very night. If there hadn’t been so many people in the KTV, they might have gone all the way that same day.





Chapter 202: The Power of Love

Everyone in the dorm thought Hu Zhengdao would be a truly happy man tonight. No one expected that Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan were snuggling close on a train bound for the Northeast. Hu Zhengdao held his dead Nokia phone, regretting that he hadn’t paid attention earlier and fully charged it.

Since the bros in dorm 606 were all in different classes, no one noticed whether Hu Zhengdao had returned to school all morning. Li Mu called him at one point and found his phone still off, which made him a little worried. But then he thought that Hu Zhengdao was a very self-reliant person, so he didn’t dwell on it.

After his morning classes, Li Mu rushed out of school. He first went to Yucheng Garden to pick up his car, then drove to the hotel to pick up Chen Wan. Her flight was at 2:30 PM, so he could take her out for a meal and then drop her off at the airport, still making it back for the first class of the afternoon.

This time, neither of the siblings felt any sadness about parting. Instead, because Chen Wan would be settling permanently in Yanjing after this trip, both siblings felt a subtle excitement and anticipation deep down.

As he dropped Chen Wan off at the airport, Li Mu said with a smile, “Sis, call me before you come, and I’ll pick you up again.”

Chen Wan nodded, her smile as bright as sunshine. “When I come back, be safe on the road.”

After seeing Chen Wan off, Li Mu was driving back to school when he received a call from Hu Zhengdao.

Li Mu also thought he had spent a romantic night with Wang Yanan last night, so as soon as he answered the phone, he couldn’t help but tease, “Well, groom, finally decided to turn on your phone?”

Hu Zhengdao asked, taken aback, “Groom? What do you mean?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Still pretending? Was being a groom too tiring last night, so you couldn’t get out of bed this morning?”

Hu Zhengdao understood the teasing in Li Mu’s words and said awkwardly, “It’s not what you think…”

Li Mu thought Hu Zhengdao was just trying to cover it up, so he asked with a laugh, “Then what is it, groom?”

Hu Zhengdao hesitated for a moment, then slowly explained the situation.

It turned out he hadn’t been a groom last night. Instead, he had accompanied Wang Yanan on a hard seat train all night, returning to her hometown in the Northeast.

The reason they rushed to the Northeast was that Wang Yanan’s family was in a dire situation. Her father had been addicted to gambling lately, losing all the family’s money and then borrowing tens of thousands of yuan in high-interest loans. Later, when the casino people came to collect debts, he was forced to sell the house. Wang Yanan’s mother absolutely refused to allow it, so in a fit of rage, her father injured her and ran off with the property deed.

Wang Yanan’s maternal uncle received a call from her mother and rushed to take her to the hospital. To their surprise, a check-up revealed that both her mother’s kidneys had atrophied, with over fifty percent loss of kidney function, and she had been diagnosed with uremia. Only then did Wang Yanan’s maternal uncle call her to tell her about the recent family changes. It happened that Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan were having dinner together yesterday evening. When Wang Yanan received the call, she rushed to the train station like crazy to buy a ticket home. Hu Zhengdao didn’t want her to bear such a huge change alone, so he bought a ticket and went back to the Northeast with her.

They went straight to the hospital after getting off the train this morning. At noon, Wang Yanan’s two maternal uncles and one maternal aunt treated Wang Yanan and Hu Zhengdao to a meal. At the dinner table, Hu Zhengdao also learned about Wang Yanan’s family situation. Her father had basically squandered all the family’s money, the property deed had been taken, and it was estimated that the house had already been sold or mortgaged. Furthermore, her father was now completely consumed by gambling, essentially disregarding all family ties. The possibility of him turning back from the brink at this point was practically zero.

Wang Yanan’s two maternal uncles and maternal aunt were all in poor financial situations. They were all former workers from an old steel plant, now all on internal retirement, receiving less than four hundred yuan in internal retirement wages per month. They also worked odd jobs to supplement their household income. Unfortunately, Wang Yanan’s mother had an extremely expensive illness. A kidney transplant would cost hundreds of thousands of yuan and require waiting in line for a donor. If she were to rely on dialysis, including various medication costs, it would be at least five or six thousand yuan a month.

The three relatives together pooled around ten thousand yuan and paid it all to the hospital. However, because Wang Yanan’s mother also had external injuries, coupled with hospitalization and uremia treatment, this amount of money would only last for one or two months. If this money ran out, they truly wouldn’t know what to do.

Li Mu was greatly surprised after listening. He hadn’t studied medicine and didn’t know why a perfectly healthy person would suddenly be diagnosed with uremia. Hu Zhengdao said, “Yanan also asked the doctor. The doctor said that the metabolic function of a normal person’s kidneys is very powerful. Even if half of it is lost, it can still handle normal bodily metabolism. That’s precisely why uremia patients often don’t notice it in the early stages. By the time they do notice anything, it’s already when their kidneys can no longer handle the load, and at that point, it’s basically uremia. So, many uremia patients don’t detect it early, and by the time symptoms appear, it’s already full-blown uremia.”

Li Mu secretly clicked his tongue in amazement. He immediately thought of his parents with concern. He resolved to remind them to get regular comprehensive physical examinations in the future, preferably in big cities like Yanjing or Shanghai. No matter what, health was always the most important thing.

Amidst his shock, Li Mu also asked Hu Zhengdao, “Is there anything I can help with? Just say the word.”

Hu Zhengdao hesitated for a moment, then said with a bit of uncertainty, “Bro Mu, to be honest, I called you because I need your help. My family doesn’t have the means, and the little money I earn from tutoring won’t solve the problem. You’re the most capable one in our dorm, so I wanted to ask you to lend me some money first, to help Yanan’s mother get through the immediate difficulties. If the money her maternal uncle and aunt pooled runs out, her mom will basically be waiting to die…”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Tell me, how much do you need to borrow?”

Hu Zhengdao stammered, “I don’t know how much you can lend me. If I could get ten thousand, that would be great. If not that much, a few thousand yuan would also work.”

Li Mu didn’t immediately say yes or no. Instead, he asked, “Ten thousand yuan won’t solve much. If the money runs out, what will you and Yanan do?”

“I don’t know,” Hu Zhengdao said. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to Yanan yet, but no matter what, we can’t let her studies be neglected. I’m thinking of contacting hospitals in Yanjing first to see how much higher the costs would be for the same treatment there. If the difference isn’t too great, we’ll try to bring her mother to Yanjing and rent a place near Peking University, so Yanan and I can take turns looking after her.”

Li Mu was secretly surprised, surprised that Hu Zhengdao was so invested in Wang Yanan’s family affairs.

Li Mu then said, “How about this, you first calm Yanan down. I’ll help you look into the hospital situation here in Yanjing. Money isn’t an issue. Forget ten thousand yuan, if you say the word, even one hundred thousand or hundreds of thousands, as your brother, I won’t stand by idly.”

When Hu Zhengdao heard Li Mu mention the figure of one hundred thousand or hundreds of thousands, he immediately sighed in relief and said with extreme gratitude, “Bro Mu, don’t worry, I’ll definitely repay the money I borrow from you as soon as possible. Once I get back, I’ll continue tutoring…”

Li Mu was amazed. Hu Zhengdao’s own family situation was already difficult, yet he was willing to take on hundreds of thousands of yuan in debt for Wang Yanan. There was only one explanation for such a huge decision: this truly was the power of love.

Immediately, Li Mu interrupted him and said, “Since you’re prepared to take on the burden of Yanan’s family matters, then handle it gracefully in front of her family. I’ll help you solve the money problem. But don’t forget your important business: you and Senior Sister Ai are supposed to lead the student aid initiative at your high school alma mater this weekend.”

Hu Zhengdao immediately said, “I’ll talk to Yanan and arrange for Auntie to transfer hospitals as soon as possible, so she can get treatment in Yanjing.”

Li Mu said, “Once it’s settled, remember not to let Yanan’s mother travel by train or plane. Contact the local hospital directly and charter an ambulance to bring her over. I’ll help you check the hospital situation this afternoon and try to find a reliable hospital near Peking University and Renmin University.”

Hu Zhengdao thanked him profusely over the phone and was chided by Li Mu. After hanging up, Li Mu immediately called Union Hospital, the best hospital in Yanjing, to inquire about the situation. The telephone consultation doctor at Union Hospital told Li Mu that for uremia patients, unless they needed kidney transplant surgery which required going to a few designated large hospitals, the daily dialysis and medication maintenance could be handled by the nephrology departments of all Class A tertiary hospitals in Yanjing. The cost of dialysis was basically similar across all public Class A tertiary hospitals.

Li Mu then called 114 to ask about the locations of Class A tertiary hospitals. He finally determined that Yanjing Third Hospital was the most suitable geographically, located right between Renmin University and Peking University. This hospital was a Class A tertiary hospital, its nephrology department was very well-equipped, and beds were not as scarce as at Union Hospital; the nephrology department still had quite a few available beds.

Li Mu immediately abandoned the idea of driving back to school and drove directly to the Third Hospital. He went to the nephrology department, found the publicly displayed fee schedule, noted down the approximate costs, and texted them to Hu Zhengdao. Hu Zhengdao quickly replied, “Overall, it’s about ten percent more expensive than Wang Yanan’s hometown.”

Li Mu replied, “Ten percent is nothing. First, confirm that Auntie’s body can handle the transfer, then quickly transfer her to Yanjing. Otherwise, it’s not practical for you two to stay there and take care of her. After all, you’re both just first-year students; your bright futures can’t be ruined just like that.”

Hu Zhengdao looked at Li Mu’s text message and said to Wang Yanan, who had just had a good cry beside him, “Li Mu said he can lend me a sum of money; one hundred thousand or hundreds of thousands is not an issue. He also helped inquire about hospitals in Yanjing. There’s a Yanjing Third Hospital not far from your school, it’s a Class A tertiary hospital, and its nephrology department still has beds. Let’s transfer Auntie there, it’ll be easier to take care of her.”

Wang Yanan said with red eyes, “How can I repay Li Mu for borrowing so much money…”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I borrowed this money, I’ll repay him.”

Wang Yanan immediately said, “How can that be? What will you use to repay him? Besides, my mom is sick, I can’t let you be the one to borrow money.”

Hu Zhengdao waved his hand and said, “You’re my girlfriend. At worst, we’ll repay this money together slowly in the future. The crucial thing is Auntie’s condition. We can’t stay here indefinitely to take care of her. Since that’s the case, it’s better to transfer Auntie to a hospital in Yanjing, where it’ll be more convenient for both of us to look after her.”

Wang Yanan pursed her lips and thought for a long time, then asked, “Are you sure Li Mu can lend us this much money?”

Hu Zhengdao nodded. “Li Mu is a man of his word. He never brags; he always keeps his word.”

Wang Yanan nodded slightly and said, “Give me the phone. I’ll call him. The money will be considered borrowed by me, and I’ll repay him slowly in the future.”

Hu Zhengdao said resolutely, “The money is borrowed by both of us, and we’ll repay it together. If you agree, I’ll make the call. If you don’t agree, then it’s all on me.”





Chapter 203: Transferring to Yanjing Hospital

Hu Zhengdao stayed in the Northeast for two days.

On Wednesday night, he stayed up all night with Wang Yanan in the hospital room. Wang Yanan’s mother had originally been most worried about her daughter’s puppy love, but today, she was completely satisfied with her daughter’s boyfriend. This young man was loyal and devoted, and that alone was enough. Her daughter might not live a very rich life with him, but she would certainly not be sad.

Wang Yanan and Hu Zhengdao persuaded her to seek treatment in Yanjing. At first, she adamantly refused, not wanting to burden her young daughter and feeling it would be better to die. But Wang Yanan and Hu Zhengdao adamantly insisted she agree, eventually declaring firmly that if she didn’t go to Yanjing, they would stay there and not leave.

Wang Yanan’s mother saw that both children were so resolute and immediately compromised. She didn’t dare joke about the future of the two children. One was from Peking University and the other from Renmin University, absolute favored ones of heaven. Even if conditions were a bit difficult now, their future was certainly limitless. If they even refused to attend university because of her, their entire future lives would be ruined.

How could a mother watch her daughter’s bright future be destroyed because of herself?

She agreed to come to Yanjing, but she also had her own little plan. Currently, there was still some money left from the medical expenses her younger brother and sister had pooled for her. Although she was laid off, she still received two hundred yuan in monthly unemployment benefits. This money was enough to support her going to Yanjing with the children first. Once in Yanjing, she definitely couldn’t just lie in a hospital bed and make two still-studying children worry about her future medical expenses. Besides, her illness was a bottomless pit that could never be filled. It would be better to find an opportunity then, when the two children weren’t around, and find a quiet place to end it all quickly.

Although she had her own plans, Mom Wang still boarded the ambulance Hu Zhengdao had chartered on the third night. The car traveled for about twelve hours, finally arriving in Yanjing on Saturday morning.

Hu Zhengdao and Dong Ai’s 3321 student aid team had a flight to Northern Shaanxi early tomorrow morning. Hu Zhengdao finally didn’t miss the chance to personally go to his alma mater to provide student aid.

On Saturday morning, the ambulance drove directly to Yanjing Third Hospital. Li Mu had been waiting at the hospital half an hour in advance. As soon as the ambulance arrived, Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan immediately got out. Wang Yanan’s mother’s condition was stable and didn’t require emergency treatment; they just needed to complete the hospitalization procedures first.

Li Mu waited in the admissions hall. The two arrived, dusty from their journey. Upon seeing Li Mu, Hu Zhengdao embraced Li Mu’s shoulder and said earnestly, “Bro Mu, thank you.”

Wang Yanan also said to Li Mu with red eyes, “Li Mu, thank you for your help, otherwise…”

Li Mu reached out to interrupt her, pulled out a bank card, and handed it to Hu Zhengdao, saying, “The password is 606606, our dorm room number. There’s one hundred thousand yuan in it. You two can manage it as you see fit.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded with immense gratitude. The words of thanks were stuck in his throat, unable to come out. Wang Yanan, beside him, was too stunned to speak. Although Hu Zhengdao had mentioned that Li Mu would lend him a sum of money, she hadn’t expected Li Mu to give the money so quickly and easily. Less than ten minutes after bringing her mother to Yanjing, Li Mu had already delivered one hundred thousand yuan.

Wang Yanan’s eyes reddened, and tears almost fell. She choked, trying to say words of thanks to Li Mu, but Li Mu spoke at that moment: “Right, hurry up and complete the hospitalization. Also, Auntie needs to register and queue for the kidney transplant as soon as possible. The sooner, the better for this kind of thing.”

Wang Yanan bit her lip and said, “The cost of a kidney transplant is simply too expensive…”

Li Mu said, “Money is not an issue when it comes to a human life. Register and get in line first. I’ve spoken with the doctor; dialysis is not a long-term solution. The only way to solve it is a kidney transplant.”

Wang Yanan looked at Hu Zhengdao with some uncertainty. Hu Zhengdao gritted his teeth and said, “Queue up! No matter what, let’s get in line first!”

With that, Hu Zhengdao began to handle the hospitalization procedures for Wang Yanan’s mother. Li Mu stood by, waiting until Hu Zhengdao had completed all the procedures. Hospital staff then notified the doctors and nurses of the Nephrology Department to receive the patient. Immediately after, a doctor with several nurses rushed over, pushing a stretcher. Hu Zhengdao quickly led them to lift Wang Yanan’s mother from the ambulance and took her into a ward in the Nephrology Department.

Li Mu went to the entrance and bought a bouquet of flowers, which he brought to the ward to greet Wang Yanan’s mother. The latter had just taken a long-distance bus and looked somewhat tired. Most importantly, her face still bore bruised scars, making her feel a little unnatural when facing strangers.

Li Mu called Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan outside the room. He first said to Hu Zhengdao, “Don’t stay at the hospital too long today. Go back tonight and pack your luggage simply. You have to catch a flight tomorrow.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t delay the student aid trip.”

Li Mu then said to Wang Yanan, “Yanan, besides me, the other five in our dorm will be going to Northern Shaanxi tomorrow and won’t be back until Monday. You’d best tell Ziqiu and the others about Auntie’s situation. After all, you’re good friends in the same dorm. They can help out at a time like this.”

Wang Yanan hesitated slightly, then nodded gently. Hu Zhengdao had important matters to attend to; going to his hometown for student aid was his recent dream, and she certainly couldn’t stop him. However, taking care of her mother by herself was indeed a bit overwhelming. If she told her dorm sisters the truth, they might be able to spare time to help her care for her mother.

Li Mu then added, “Our two dorms formed a get-together dorm since military training began. After all this time, everyone has become good friends. The twelve of us from our two dorms have formed three pairs, so it’s fair to say we’ve become like family many times over. So, at a time like this, don’t treat anyone from either side as outsiders. Starting next week, everyone will help you share the burden when they have time.”

Wang Yanan nodded gently, two lines of clear tears flowing from her reddened eyes. Li Mu offered a word of comfort, saying, “You should inform the girls in your dorm. As for our dorm, let Zhengdao inform them.”

That night, the residents of dorm 606 and the five girls from Peking University’s female dorm learned the full story. They discussed it and collectively bought some fresh flowers and nutritional supplements to send to the hospital. Everyone also took turns comforting Wang Yanan. With so many friends and classmates around, Wang Yanan finally felt a sense of relief. No matter what, everyone was there, which was a tremendous psychological comfort.

Hu Zhengdao transferred twenty thousand yuan from the one hundred thousand yuan Li Mu gave him into Wang Yanan’s mother’s hospital account, took two thousand yuan in cash for Wang Yanan, and then gave her the card. His student aid trip wasn’t long, just two days, but at this critical juncture, two days felt very long. Hu Zhengdao carefully told Wang Yanan not to worry too much or overwork herself, promising he would be back in two days.

That evening, Li Mu arranged for everyone to have dinner. As soon as they arrived at the restaurant, everyone else entered the private room, but Hu Zhengdao pulled Li Mu aside and slipped a folded piece of paper into Li Mu’s pocket at the entrance.

Li Mu opened it and saw two large characters at the top: “IOU.”

Below, it read: “I, Hu Zhengdao (Identity Card No. …), borrowed one hundred thousand yuan exactly from Li Mu on [date]. All borrowed funds shall be repaid in installments within the next five years. This IOU is hereby issued.”

Signed, Hu Zhengdao.

Besides the name Hu Zhengdao and the date, there was also a red fingerprint pressed by Hu Zhengdao.

After reading the IOU, Li Mu asked Hu Zhengdao, “Is there any meaning in writing this?”

“Yes,” Hu Zhengdao said sincerely, “If I ever lose my mind in the future and become a bastard who doesn’t repay his debts, you can take this IOU to court and sue me.”

Li Mu frowned and cursed, “Why go through all this trouble? Then I won’t lend it to you, alright?”

Hu Zhengdao looked bewildered. Li Mu impatiently stuffed the IOU back into his pocket and said, “The one lying in the hospital bed is Yanan’s mother, so this money isn’t just lent to you. If we really want to split hairs over this, consider it lent to both you and Yanan. If your lives together prosper in the future, then you two can repay me. If your lives together don’t work out well, then consider this money my wedding gift.”

Hu Zhengdao asked earnestly, “What if we don’t end up together?”

Li Mu said, “Given your current determination, I think you two can withstand any test in the future.”

…

Wang Yanan ate only a few bites of dinner before rushing back to the hospital room to accompany her mother. Li Mu had the restaurant prepare some light yet nutritious food for her to take. Hu Zhengdao quickly gobbled down his meal and also excused himself, accompanying Wang Yanan to the hospital.

After they left, Sun Jian, the oldest in their dorm, sighed and said, “Zhengdao’s life will be even harder from now on.”

Li Yawei said, “How about we all chip in some money? Just as a token of our goodwill.”

Li Mu spoke up, “Forget the money. Don’t make Zhengdao and Yanan feel indebted to everyone. For the next two days, it’ll be tough on you girls to visit often and keep Yanan company, so she can get some relief.”

Han Xiaoxiao nodded repeatedly, “Absolutely. We sisters will take turns accompanying her, so Yanan isn’t alone.”

After dinner, everyone wanted to go to the hospital again, but Li Mu felt it was a bit late, and ten or so people crowding into a multi-person ward wasn’t appropriate. So he persuaded everyone to return to school to rest. Thus, the ten people from the two dorms bid farewell at the restaurant entrance. Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei didn’t go to see their girlfriends off either; they had to get up early tomorrow, so they needed to go back and pack their things and get some rest.

Halfway back, Li Mu received a message from Zhao Ziqiu. The message said, “Thank you for helping Yanan. She’s my best female friend in Yanjing.”

Li Mu replied, “Then who’s your best male friend?”

After pressing send, Li Mu felt a bit redundant. He could somewhat tell Zhao Ziqiu’s feelings for him. With Zhao Ziqiu’s personality, nine times out of ten, she would directly say it was him.

However, Li Mu had actually miscalculated this time. Zhao Ziqiu’s reply message read: “My best male friend is Dahei.”

Li Mu asked, “Who’s Dahei?”

“A sheepdog.”

“Are you making fun of me? Be careful, I might retaliate.”





Chapter 204: Initial Outlook on Ecosystem and Closed Loop

On Sunday, Li Mu was the only one left in Room 606 dormitory in Yanjing.

He woke up early and first went to the hospital. Seeing that Zhao Ziqiu and the girls from her dorm were all there, he felt relieved. He then arranged to meet Kong Lingyu to inquire about Alipay’s development progress.

Kong Lingyu said the deadline given was another week, ten days at most, and the first version of Alipay would be ready.

By then, the remaining issues for Alipay would all be laid out before Li Mu. The biggest problem among them was which bank to partner with first, as he didn’t even know a single bank teller at the moment.

However, Li Mu didn’t reveal any of this to Kong Lingyu, but instead discussed Tieba’s next steps with him.

Li Mu said, “Currently, Tieba’s registered users, active users, and concurrent online users are all approaching those of 163 Chat Room and the other two dominant chat rooms. With a bit more effort, we can become the world’s largest Chinese community. Don’t underestimate the title of ‘world’s largest’. Once we solidify this title, many investment banks will immediately take notice of us. Then, Series B funding can be initiated.”

Kong Lingyu asked, “Do we need to raise funds so quickly? The several million we raised last time don’t seem to have been spent much. Aside from expanding the team, we’ve hardly invested anything in promotion. Wouldn’t raising funds now be a bit disadvantageous?”

No company starts Series B funding when less than half, or even less than one-quarter, of their Series A funds have been spent. Li Mu was no different. His plan was to discuss Series B funding only after spending over eighty percent of the Series A funds. Before Series B, as long as the money was spent in the right direction, every extra yuan spent could increase the company’s valuation by ten yuan or more during Series B.

However, Li Mu’s explanation for not spending much money was: “Currently, we are still in Tieba’s first phase, which is the pure community phase. We’ve done very well with the community features, and Baidu is driving traffic to us. In this situation, there’s no need for us to burn through cash. However, Tieba will soon enter its second phase. Once it enters the second phase, Muye Technology will shift into a rapid cash-burning mode.”

Kong Lingyu’s spirits lifted. “If the first phase is community, then what’s the second phase?”

Li Mu calmly uttered two words: “Interaction.”

“Interaction? What do you mean?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Personal spaces, and interactive mini-games based on personal spaces.”

As he said this, Li Mu thought of Happy Farm, QQ Farm, and QQ Parking Wars.

If Tieba were to enable personal space features on its current community foundation, and launch a few mini-games like Happy Farm that were once immensely popular in his previous life within these personal spaces, the interaction between users would instantly reach a peak. This would be incredibly powerful in promoting user stickiness and user interaction, comparable to a rocket booster.

Kong Lingyu didn’t know what Li Mu meant by ‘interaction’, and Li Mu didn’t elaborate, only instructing: “During this period, besides ensuring Alipay is well-developed, you also need to recruit several Flash development technicians and designers for me. They must be in place within the next half-month!”

Kong Lingyu was curious but didn’t press for details. He nodded and said, “Alright, Boss, I’ll convey this to Qingya tomorrow.”

As he spoke, Kong Lingyu asked again, “By the way, Boss, you said the second phase is interaction, so what’s the third phase? Could you give me a hint in advance?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “The third phase is social networking.”

“Social networking?” Kong Lingyu asked in surprise, “Community, interaction, social networking – is this a gradual development path?”

Li Mu shook his head. “In a narrow sense, it is indeed a gradual path, but if you look at the long-term future, five years or even longer, it can no longer be described as gradual, but rather an ecosystem!”

“Ecosystem?”

Kong Lingyu was a bit confused again.

The concept of an ecosystem was the core philosophy of internet giants ten years later. The reason why internet giants ten years later could become giants was because they built self-sustaining ecosystems and closed loops, thereby occupying a dominant position on the internet and making it impossible for competitors to shake them.

Tencent had QQ. Based on QQ, an instant messaging software, they launched QQ Games, a mini-game platform; QQ Zone, a personal homepage; and QQ Show, a personal customizable avatar display. Subsequent products like QQ Mail, QQ Music, QQ Browser, QQ PC Manager, and QQ Input Method were all ecosystem chains and closed loops built by Tencent around the QQ product. Only products with such complete ecosystems could become behemoths and incubate world-class apps like WeChat. Therefore, Li Mu’s positioning for Muye Technology was to start laying out a long-term ecosystem chain from now on. The stronger and more complete the ecosystem chain, the higher Muye Technology’s valuation would be.

Kong Lingyu was now also one of Muye Technology’s shareholders. Although his shares were held in trust by Li Mu, the trust agreement was clearly written. Therefore, he was also very concerned about capital operations. He curiously asked Li Mu, “Will Baidu still be the lead investor for our Series B funding?”

Li Mu thought of Tan Yaocheng, smiled playfully, and said, “The Series A agreement indeed states that Baidu has the priority right to be the lead investor, but I estimate that the Series B valuation will give them quite a shock, because—they won’t be able to afford to lead it!”

Kong Lingyu’s eyes widened in surprise. Li Mu’s subsequent words made him realize: “Although Baidu has overseas investments and is currently a pioneer in domestic search engines, they haven’t yet figured out a profit model. They themselves still need investors to sustain them. It’s already remarkable that they could persuade investors to fund our Series A. If our Series B valuation increases by more than ten times, Baidu certainly won’t be able to afford to invest themselves. At that point, it will depend on the attitude of the capital behind them towards Muye Technology.”

Kong Lingyu nodded, feeling that a bright future was beckoning him.

This meeting was Li Mu’s way of giving Kong Lingyu a heads-up so he could start improving the team in advance. Series B was crucial for Muye Technology’s takeoff. If handled well, Series B could make them soar into the sky.

…

On Sunday afternoon, Li Mu drove out onto the streets himself. He found a female caregiver at an agency, who was touted as a ‘gold-medal caregiver’.

This female caregiver, surnamed Liu, was under forty years old. Her hometown was Cangzhou, not far from Yanjing. She was said to have been a caregiver for six or seven years, having cared for patients in a vegetative state, paralyzed elderly individuals, and uremia patients. She looked kind and spoke with great discretion. Li Mu briefly consulted her about caring for uremia patients, and she answered everything clearly and expertly, showing great experience.

Li Mu didn’t hesitate much before deciding on Big Sister Liu. He offered Big Sister Liu a monthly salary of one thousand two hundred yuan, for her to full-time care for Wang Yanan’s mother alone.

Big Sister Liu was very satisfied with this salary. At this time, specialized labor like maternity matrons and caregivers hadn’t yet become highly sought after, so Li Mu felt the price was very reasonable, and she also felt it was very generous. Both parties were very satisfied.

Li Mu signed a contract with the agency where Big Sister Liu worked on the spot, paid the agency fee and the first month’s salary, and then drove Big Sister Liu directly to the hospital.

Big Sister Liu hadn’t expected this young employer, barely twenty years old, to already own a private car. She was incredibly surprised. After getting in the car, she was even a bit reserved, sitting stiffly in the passenger seat, afraid of accidentally touching something and displeasing Li Mu.

Li Mu noticed Big Sister Liu’s reservation and said with a smile, “Big Sister, you don’t need to be so stiff. Sitting upright like that is tiring. There are armrests on both sides, so just sit however you’re comfortable.”

Big Sister Liu gave an awkward smile and said, “I’m afraid I’ll damage it. This car must cost hundreds of thousands of yuan!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Cars are meant to serve people; they’re not that precious.”

Big Sister Liu nodded, her stiff body relaxing slightly. She said, “Boss Li, you’re so young and already driving a private car. You’re truly promising.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, thinking that this Big Sister Liu was quite interesting. She was certainly curious how he could afford a private car, but she didn’t directly ask what he did. Instead, she praised him for being young and promising. This minor detail showed that she was very discreet. She knew very well what could be said and what might not be appropriate to say.

Such a person was cautious and meticulous. Their mind was certainly more attentive than average. They were definitely perfectly suited for caregiving.

Li Mu didn’t answer Big Sister Liu’s question. Instead, he said, “Big Sister Liu, I have a favor to ask of you later. When we get to the hospital and you meet the patient and her daughter, don’t say what your salary is. If they ask, just say it’s not high. If they press for a specific amount, just say a few hundred yuan. If they ask for more specifics, just say that I’ve instructed you not to disclose the exact figure.”

Big Sister Liu nodded repeatedly. “Okay, I’ve got it.”

“Also, from now on, I’ll give you your monthly salary one or two days in advance. So, don’t accept payment from anyone else besides me.”

“Of course. You signed the contract with the agency, so you are my employer. I certainly won’t ask anyone else for money.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction and said, “Big Sister Liu, your place isn’t far from the Third Hospital, is it?”

“Not too far. It’s about a half-hour bus ride.”

Li Mu asked again, “Can you cook at home?”

Big Sister Liu truthfully replied, “I rent a bungalow; it’s a bit simple, but cooking isn’t a problem.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “How about this: I’ll give you an additional eight hundred yuan each month. You’ll be responsible for the patient’s three meals a day. From these eight hundred yuan, you can take a certain amount as a service fee, but the patient’s quality of life must not be compromised.”

Big Sister Liu immediately said, “My cooking skills are very good, and besides, we’re earning honest money. You can rest assured about the meals!”





Chapter 205: To See a Task Through to the End

In his previous life, Li Mu didn’t do many good deeds. Ultimately, it wasn’t that he lacked kindness; rather, he had lived a somewhat difficult life in his previous incarnation. When he encountered natural disasters or misfortunes, he could only contribute a small amount, donating a hundred or two hundred yuan. Apart from that, he almost never made a single donation exceeding one thousand yuan.

As the saying goes, “When poor, one can only look out for themselves.” In his previous life, Li Mu had always walked the path of self-sufficiency. However, things had changed significantly in this life. He had millions in cash in his pocket and a company with a valuation of tens of millions. While he still wouldn’t dare to claim he could help the entire world, he could at least help those around him.

Everyone has their own definition of helping others. Some believe that as long as they can eat their fill, they can help others; others feel they must first eat well before they can help others; still others believe they must have a Manchu-Han Imperial Feast every meal before they can help others; and some, even if they can’t finish their food, would rather throw it away than help others.

Li Mu wouldn’t claim to be the first type of person, but he was at least quite close to the second.

When he gave one hundred thousand yuan for Wang Yanan’s mother’s treatment, Li Mu never expected the money to be returned. If Wang Yanan’s mother could find a suitable donor in the future, he would also sponsor the two to three hundred thousand yuan for the kidney transplant surgery. A human life was at stake; money was nothing in comparison. Moreover, Li Mu had always felt that Hu Zhengdao was quite on his wavelength. That young man had a certain drive, a drive to take on everything as a man.

Since he had already prepared to generously spend hundreds of thousands of yuan, Li Mu naturally wouldn’t mind spending an extra two thousand yuan each month to invite Auntie Liu to add icing to the cake. As the saying goes, “see a good deed through to the end, finish what one started.”

Parking the car in the hospital’s parking lot, Li Mu led Auntie Liu straight to the inpatient building. Before entering, Li Mu reminded Auntie Liu, “It’s best not to mention that I have a car to them.”

Auntie Liu was a little puzzled but immediately nodded in agreement.

When they arrived at the ward, Wang Yanan and Zhao Ziqiu were both by the bedside. As soon as Li Mu entered, Wang Yanan quickly stood up and greeted him. Wang Yanan’s mother, semi-reclining on the bed, looked somewhat weak but also greeted Li Mu with gratitude, struggling to sit upright.

Li Mu quickly spoke to stop her, then introduced Auntie Liu to the mother and daughter.

The mother and daughter had initially thought the middle-aged woman following Li Mu was a relative of another patient in the same ward. They never expected her to be a Caregiver Li Mu had specially hired for Wang Yanan’s mother.

Wang Yanan’s mother waved her hands repeatedly, somewhat flustered. She had already learned from her daughter that Li Mu had “lent” one hundred thousand yuan to her daughter’s boyfriend, Hu Zhengdao, and Hu Zhengdao had used all of that one hundred thousand yuan for her medical treatment.

One hundred thousand yuan was a huge sum for her, an adult, let alone for a first-year student like Hu Zhengdao. Wang Yanan’s mother naturally knew that Hu Zhengdao couldn’t possibly repay this money, and she could also see that Li Mu didn’t care whether Hu Zhengdao was capable of repaying it. Therefore, in her heart, she was not only grateful to Hu Zhengdao, this extremely responsible young man, but also grateful for Li Mu’s generosity regarding her illness.

One hundred thousand yuan was already an unpayable favor; how could she accept Li Mu hiring a Caregiver for her again?

Facing Wang Yanan’s mother’s polite refusal, Li Mu simply asked her, “Auntie, do you have any relatives in Yanjing besides Yanan?”

Wang Yanan’s mother shook her head.

Li Mu then asked, “Classmates or friends?”

Wang Yanan’s mother still shook her head.

Li Mu then said, “Even if you don’t consider yourself, you must consider Yanan and Zhengdao. Their studies cannot be neglected, but you also need someone by your side at all times. If Auntie Liu is here, they can study peacefully at school during class hours. Otherwise, at least one of their studies will be delayed. I invited Auntie Liu not only to take care of you but also to make things easier for Yanan and Zhengdao.”

Wang Yanan’s mother looked up at her daughter’s haggard face and was speechless.

Should she refuse? In her current state, let alone taking care of herself, she didn’t even have the strength to find a quiet place to end her life. Neither her daughter nor Hu Zhengdao would let her out of their sight. If she refused the Caregiver Li Mu brought, the two children would never have a chance to breathe. Right now, studying was the most important thing. What was her illness compared to that? If she ruined the futures of two children because of herself, then she would truly be unforgivable even in death.

After a moment of silence, Wang Yanan’s mother gently nodded and said “thank you” to Li Mu in a hoarse voice.

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Auntie Liu will be responsible for Auntie’s three meals a day from now on. If time permits, Auntie Liu will prepare them at home and bring them over. If not, she’ll buy some food from a nearby restaurant. Auntie, you can tell Auntie Liu directly what you’d like to eat from now on.”

Wang Yanan’s eyes were red as she looked at Li Mu, wanting to express her gratitude, but her words felt too inadequate.

At the same time, she was also extremely glad that she and Hu Zhengdao had gotten together. Recalling when Hu Zhengdao was pursuing her, a few girls in her dorm had reminded her that Hu Zhengdao clearly came from a very ordinary family, dressed plainly, even a bit old-fashioned, and didn’t even have a phone. With such poor conditions, dating him would definitely be very difficult.

At the time, she didn’t know what had possessed her to start dating him. After these past few months of interaction, she had long since recognized Hu Zhengdao as an extremely responsible young man who made her feel very secure. This time, when her mother fell ill with a serious condition, Hu Zhengdao’s unwavering dedication and full effort made her even more grateful. Most importantly, without Hu Zhengdao’s connection, how could Li Mu have possibly taken out so much money to help her? He was actually doing it for Hu Zhengdao’s sake.

With everything arranged, Li Mu felt that as a man, he wouldn’t be much help by staying and would only cause trouble. He didn’t stay long at the hospital and took his leave. Wang Yanan wanted to see Li Mu off, but he didn’t let her, telling her to stay in the ward and accompany her mother. Zhao Ziqiu, who had been silent beside them, spoke up and said, “I’ll see you out.”

Li Mu nodded.

Walking side by side with Zhao Ziqiu out of the inpatient building, Zhao Ziqiu finally asked Li Mu, “You’ve taken out so much money, are you short on cash? I still have some money here; I originally planned to give it to Yanan, but you said not to make her feel like she owes too many favors, so I didn’t say anything. If you’re short on cash, why don’t you take it first?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Keep it for yourself. I’m not short on cash at all.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked him in surprise, “You just spent over one hundred thousand yuan, and you’re still not short on cash? Where did you get so much money? Didn’t 3321 claim to be non-profit?”

Li Mu said, “It’s not 3321’s money; I earned it from other ventures. You’ve been to Yucheng Garden; I’m not just working on the 3321 project.”

Zhao Ziqiu stubbornly said, “You have important things to do; you definitely can’t be short on money. I still have over two hundred thousand yuan. Why don’t you take it first? It’s fine if you don’t need it; just hold onto it. If Yanan’s mother needs more money later, you can just give it to her.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and said, “Oh my, you actually have so much personal savings!”

Zhao Ziqiu casually said, “I don’t know either. It’s all some lucky money from before, and some rewards from my Mom and Dad and relatives.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Over two hundred thousand yuan? How long did it take to save all that?”

Zhao Ziqiu casually said, “I don’t know either. I didn’t deliberately save money; it’s just what’s left after spending.”

Li Mu paused, then chuckled, “I didn’t expect you to be a little rich lady.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face flushed. She said, “I’m not showing off to you. What I’m saying is sincere. How about tomorrow noon, we find some time to meet, go to the bank, and I’ll transfer the money to you? If you don’t end up using it, you can just return it to me later.”

Li Mu looked at Zhao Ziqiu’s adorable flushed face and chuckled, “Zhao, little rich lady, I appreciate your kindness, but I truly, truly am not short on money. If I were, I definitely wouldn’t put on a show of wealth I don’t have. I’m not that kind of person.”

Zhao Ziqiu stamped her foot and said, “What kind of nickname is that? It’s awful.”

Li Mu teased, “It’s still much better than you calling me Dahei, isn’t it?”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu let out a giggle. She recalled their text message conversation from last night, where she had said her best male friend in Yanjing was Dahei, which was actually her teasing Li Mu. Now that Li Mu brought it up to her face, her pretty face flushed even more, but she deliberately pouted and said, “How do you know that ‘Dahei’ refers to you? What if it’s someone else?”

Li Mu rolled his eyes and said, “Alright, even if it’s someone else, I don’t like this name anyway; it’s quite unpleasant.”

Zhao Ziqiu wrinkled her nose at Li Mu and asked him, “Are you really not short on money?”

Li Mu gave a wry smile, “Auntie, how many times do I have to say it? I really am not short on money.”

“Alright then.” Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “Then I won’t ask you anymore. Just remember, if you’re short on money, come find me. If the money I have isn’t enough, I can help you figure something out.”

Li Mu felt touched and smiled slightly, saying, “Okay, I’ll remember that. What are your plans for tonight? Are you going back or staying here to keep watch with Yanan?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I’ll go up and see later. If she’s comfortable letting Auntie Liu handle the caregiving alone, I’ll go back to school with her. If she’s not, I’ll stay with her for the night.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Get some rest, don’t get too tired.”

“I know, don’t worry. You should head back quickly.”

“Mm, I’m going. Bye-bye.”

Li Mu strode off, and Zhao Ziqiu also turned to go upstairs. After only a few steps, she couldn’t help but turn back and run to the doorway. She had intended to quietly watch Li Mu walk away, but unexpectedly, Li Mu, who hadn’t gone far, pulled out his car keys and got into a brand new Buick GL8.

As Li Mu drove out of the hospital, he received a message from Zhao Ziqiu on his phone: “Dahei, you’re not being fair!”





Chapter 206: Ginkgo Avenue

“How am I not being fair?”

Li Mu couldn’t understand. He had just parted ways with Zhao Ziqiu, and now she was saying he wasn’t being fair. What did she mean by that? He simply pulled the car over to the side of the road and asked curiously.

Zhao Ziqiu replied, “You figure out where you weren’t fair.”

Li Mu responded, “I can’t think of anything.”

“Why didn’t you say anything about buying a car?”

“You saw it?”

“Yes.”

“How did you know I bought it?”

“A hunch.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and replied, “It’s true, I bought it. It’s not a great car, so I didn’t make a big deal out of it.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Don’t worry, I won’t blab about it. But if I ever need a car in the future, you’re not allowed to refuse me!”

Li Mu replied, “Of course. Just say the word if you need a car, even going to Japan wouldn’t be a problem.”

“You talk as if you could actually drive it there. I’m not talking to you anymore. Drive carefully on the road.”

Everyone from dormitory 606 had left, so Li Mu didn’t go back to the dorm. He stayed at Yucheng Garden for one night.

…

Li Mu ultimately broke his promise to Su Yingxue. Their Saturday appointment at Ginkgo Avenue was delayed due to Wang Yanan’s mother being transferred to another hospital. However, Su Yingxue didn’t blame Li Mu after learning the truth. After all, it was a matter of life and death, and it wouldn’t have been appropriate for them to go look at the yellow ginkgo leaves when such a major event was happening in someone else’s family.

Originally, they had agreed via text message to see how things went and reschedule, but by Monday, Li Mu couldn’t hold back. He had checked online, and it was said that this week was the last chance to see Ginkgo Avenue. If they missed this week, they would probably have to wait until next year.

On Monday morning, Li Mu deliberately asked Su Yingxue about her afternoon class schedule. When he heard she only had one public class in the afternoon, Li Mu had an idea. It was just a public class; there was no roll call, no attendance, so skipping it was fine. As for himself, the Dean had already given an internal verbal notice to the faculty and staff within the department: Li Mu’s future class attendance, dorm checks, and final exams would all be given the green light. As long as his 3321 project was still at Renmin University, he was Renmin University’s Big Panda, and everything could be indulged for him.

Li Mu didn’t attend classes that morning. Instead, he went to Zhongguancun and bought a digital SLR camera. In his previous life, Li Mu had bought a Nikon D90 to impress girls when he was working. He had roughly learned some SLR photography techniques from others. Although he wasn’t at a professional level, he was much better than ordinary people using point-and-shoot cameras. Moreover, professional photographers’ work in those days was often quite tacky, especially the shoddy photoshoots young girls took in photo studios. In terms of artistic sense and grasping trends, they were several streets behind the later selfie era.

After buying the camera, and fearing that Su Yingxue, being a top student, wouldn’t want to skip class, Li Mu deliberately called her to invite her to lunch outside the school. He parked the car in front of the restaurant and waited for Su Yingxue inside.

When Su Yingxue arrived, she asked Li Mu curiously, “Why did we have to come out for lunch in the middle of the day? We could have just eaten at school.”

Li Mu said, “I’m tired of the food at school.”

Su Yingxue nodded and asked with concern, “How is that girl’s mother doing?”

Li Mu said, “Everything is arranged. She’s no longer in life-threatening danger, but her body is still quite weak.”

Su Yingxue asked, “How many times a week does she need dialysis?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “The doctor’s arrangement is reportedly three times a week.”

Su Yingxue said in surprise, “That must be very serious then, right?”

Li Mu nodded.

Su Yingxue then said, “But your dormmate is quite reliable. That girl and her mother must be very comforted.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Don’t talk about them. What are your plans for this afternoon?”

Su Yingxue naturally said, “Classes, what else would I have planned?”

Li Mu said, “I looked at your class schedule. You only have one public class this afternoon?”

“Yes.” Su Yingxue nodded. “I plan to go to the library for a while this afternoon.”

Li Mu then said, “Su, top student, don’t go to class this afternoon. Listen to my arrangements.”

Su Yingxue asked curiously, “What are you going to arrange?”

Li Mu blinked and said, “Just follow me.”

Leaving the restaurant, Li Mu led Su Yingxue to his GL8. Su Yingxue seemed to have a hunch. Before Li Mu could even take out his car keys, she pointed at the new car in surprise and said, “Is this your new car?”

Li Mu was stunned. “How did you know?”

Su Yingxue smiled, “I’ve ridden in this model of car that you drove before, back in Haizhou. So when I saw this car, I just had a feeling.”

Li Mu nodded, took out the car keys to unlock it, and smiled, “Get on board, I’ll take you somewhere fun.”

Su Yingxue, surprisingly, didn’t press for details. She smiled slightly, nodded, and got into the passenger seat of Li Mu’s car.

Li Mu was very familiar with Yanjing’s roads. Once the car started, he hardly took any detours, heading straight for the State Guesthouse. The famous Ginkgo Avenue was near the State Guesthouse, making it Yanjing’s most renowned spot for viewing ginkgo trees.

After parking the car steadily in the parking lot outside the entrance to Ginkgo Avenue, Li Mu took out the newly bought camera from the back seat and said to Su Yingxue, “Let’s get out. We’re here.”

Although Su Yingxue had never been to Ginkgo Avenue before, she had looked up the address online. Driving along, she had already guessed that Li Mu was making up for breaking their Saturday appointment, and her heart felt sweet. She nodded slightly and pushed the door open to get out of the car.

At the end of 2001, Yanjing still had very little smog. The sun was bright, and the weather was somewhat cold and dry, but it was the best season for ginkgo leaves to fall. If they waited another week, once the cold air from the northwest arrived, it would basically blow away all the golden ginkgo leaves.

The two walked side by side around a corner of the alley, and the scenery before them suddenly opened up. In an instant, their eyes were enveloped in a golden hue. On both sides of the straight road ahead, there were ginkgo trees covered in golden leaves. The ground was also covered with a thick layer of them. The brilliant sunlight spilled onto these golden leaves, casting a colorful halo over the golden scene.

Su Yingxue’s girlish heart completely melted at this moment. She let out a joyful scream, then eagerly ran towards the golden road. Li Mu raised his camera and followed behind, capturing a series of candid shots of Su Yingxue’s back.

Beautiful girl, beautiful scenery, combined with a clear blue sky as a backdrop and perfect sunlight, every press of the shutter, for Li Mu, was equivalent to capturing a captivating masterpiece.

Su Yingxue jogged to a ginkgo tree. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled light on her, making Li Mu feel a sense of unity between person and scenery. Su Yingxue’s skin even glowed with an extraordinary radiance under this golden light. Her features, her smile—everything made the person and the scenery before him more harmonious, exquisitely flawless.

Li Mu’s eyes almost couldn’t bear to leave the viewfinder. In the viewfinder, he photographed Su Yingxue using the popular compositions of later generations. This allowed him to feel a more extraordinary artistic conception than simply looking with his own eyes.

Su Yingxue saw Li Mu constantly holding the camera, following her and taking pictures, and couldn’t help but ask with a smile, “Are you here to see the scenery or to take pictures?”

Li Mu laughed, “Taking pictures is also seeing the scenery, and it’s about freezing the scenery in your hands. It gives a greater sense of accomplishment than just looking.”

Su Yingxue playfully wrinkled her nose and threatened, “If you photograph me as an ugly monster, I’ll never come out with you again.”

Li Mu patted his chest and said, “Don’t worry, I’m putting my whole heart into these photos. You have to trust my skill and my feeling.”

Su Yingxue nodded and said, “I trust you.”

Li Mu said, “Give me a few poses. You have to follow my instructions.”

Su Yingxue said without hesitation, “Okay, tell me. I’ll listen to you.”

A not-so-long stretch of Ginkgo Avenue, with Su Yingxue there, made Li Mu feel that almost every spot was a beautiful scene.

They stayed there for over two hours. Li Mu indulged his passion for photography to the fullest. In his previous life, he had also dabbled in amateur photography, but he had never had such a perfect model to photograph.

Su Yingxue had also never taken so many photos in one go as she did today. The last time she took photos was with a few good friends, taking sticker photos. That time, she took dozens of pictures in one go.

When they were tired of playing, Li Mu had also filled the camera’s memory card with photos. So, he drove back to Renmin University. In the car, Su Yingxue kept wanting to see the photos, but Li Mu didn’t agree. The photos were all raw files, and he had, after all, learned amateur photography for a few days from others, so he knew how much post-processing affected the final image. He planned to select the photos, do the post-processing, and have them developed at a photo development shop before showing Su Yingxue the results.

Thinking of the stunning scenes he had just seen through the viewfinder, Li Mu felt even more excited about the effect of the finished photos.

Su Yingxue only asked once, and when Li Mu refused, she didn’t press further. Hearing Li Mu say he wanted her to wait to see the finished photos, she wasn’t angry; instead, she felt a sense of anticipation. She had once read a foreign novel where the author said that if you want to see how much a man likes you, or how well he understands you, let him take a few photos of you. If he photographs you more perfectly than you imagined yourself, then he must truly love you.

After dropping Su Yingxue off at the school gate, she insisted on going to the library to read for a while. Li Mu, thinking about the photos, returned to Yucheng Garden.

Upon arriving at Yucheng Garden, he received a call from Hu Zhengdao. That morning, the team led by Hu Zhengdao and Dong Ai had completed the distribution of two hundred and fifty thousand yuan in student aid funds in Hu Zhengdao’s hometown in Northern Shaanxi. According to him, because of the previous incident with the Xilan County Education Committee, 3321 had gained national media attention. More than thirty media outlets were present this time, including China Central Television, which Li Mu had longed for.

Additionally, Hu Zhengdao said that precisely because the Xilan County incident was already nationally known, coupled with the support of so many media outlets this time, the student aid public welfare project in Northern Shaanxi proceeded exceptionally smoothly. Not only did the local government and schools fully cooperate, but there was also an unexpected surprise.





Chapter 207: The Wild Dreams of Youth

The unexpected surprise Hu Zhengdao mentioned was that a local food company had approached him today. Riding the wave of the 3321 student aid initiative, they donated a scholarship fund of fifty thousand yuan to Hu Zhengdao’s high school alma mater. This fund was intended for the top ten students each academic year, as well as high-achieving students admitted to key universities. This fifty thousand yuan was just for one year’s funding; in subsequent years, they would guarantee at least fifty thousand yuan to support the fund’s operation.

The food company’s request was simple: the scholarship fund had to be named after their company.

Hu Zhengdao felt this was a good thing and didn’t refuse. The local school readily agreed. With so many media outlets present, the food company also benefited from the 3321 halo, receiving numerous media interviews.

Li Mu was very pleased to hear this news. It truly was an unexpected surprise, proving that 3321 had begun to gain centripetal force in the charity sector. In the future, 3321 would not be fighting alone on its path of student aid.

Regardless of the local businesses’ ultimate motives, Li Mu believed that as long as they were willing to contribute money, it was a huge step forward.

After hanging up with Hu Zhengdao, Li Mu began to ponder. China Central Television had already interviewed 3321 twice, and both times they hadn’t contacted him directly. Were they still taking a wait-and-see approach with 3321?

After a brief thought, Li Mu shook his head. Let them be. He had already passed the point of anticipation.

Li Mu then imported Su Yingxue’s photos onto his computer. While downloading the latest version of Adobe Photoshop 6.0, he began browsing Su Yingxue’s photos one by one.

The newly purchased camera had a resolution of less than four million pixels, but it was a DSLR after all, and the lens was made of quality materials, so the imaging effect was quite good. Coupled with perfect lighting today, and perfect models and scenery, Li Mu felt that every photo was perfect.

He had originally thought about selecting about ten photos to print, but now, looking at them, there wasn’t a single one he was willing to give up.

However, if too many similar-looking photos were put together, Li Mu worried that Su Yingxue herself would experience aesthetic fatigue. So, he forced himself to choose the ten best ones and then used Photoshop for simple post-processing.

…

Hu Zhengdao, Dong Ai, and the others returned to Yanjing around nine in the evening. Li Mu treated them to a welcome feast. At the dinner table, everyone recounted the details of this student aid trip. However, this time was very different from the last; there were almost no frustrating incidents, and everything went surprisingly smoothly.

After listening to their experiences, Li Mu said, “Our student aid efforts should become regular. We’ll continue next weekend. Yawei is a local of Yanjing, so he’s excused. Sun Jian, Jianfeng, and I, the three of us are from small cities. I don’t know about the environments you two lived in, but the conditions in the rural middle schools around my hometown are still quite poor. In the future, we can go to the middle schools in our hometowns that are not doing well and continue with student aid.”

Xue Jianfeng excitedly asked, “We also get a chance to go back to our hometowns for student aid?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Everyone here is a veteran of 3321. The initial promotion of 3321 relied entirely on your two legs and one mouth. So, each of us will have one opportunity to choose a middle school in our hometown and conduct a student aid event in the name of 3321.”

After saying that, Li Mu added, “There won’t be this opportunity in the future. The core principle of our student aid is to help those who need it most. Later, I’ll have the tech team open a feature on 3321, allowing all part-time university students on 3321 to submit information about schools in their hometowns. Then we’ll review them, create a ranking, and go through them one by one.”

Everyone was full of anticipation for this. Senior Sister Ai even said spiritedly, “If you junior male students don’t have enough time and energy, then focus on your studies. I’ll handle all these traveling affairs from now on, not missing a single one.”

Li Mu nodded, “Everyone should do what they can in the future. You don’t have to participate every time, and you also need to give others a chance to go out and see things.”

The roommates from Dorm 606 were also very understanding and immediately agreed, though they felt a slight pang of regret. They had originally discussed traveling across the beautiful landscapes of their homeland with 3321.

After dinner, everyone returned to their respective dorms, except for Hu Zhengdao, who went to the Hospital alone.

Li Mu sent Zhao Ziqiu a message, telling her, “Zheng Dao is going to the Hospital. With him and Yanan accompanying, you don’t need to stay at the Hospital. Go back and rest.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly replied, “Then I’ll leave when Zheng Dao arrives. I don’t want to be a third wheel either.”

Li Mu said, “It’s getting late. Don’t go out alone. I’ll pick you up from the Hospital.”

Zhao Ziqiu sent a simple smiling emoji made of punctuation marks and said, “You’re so kind.”

From her simple three words, Li Mu felt a hint of tantalizing ambiguity. With a slight flutter in his heart, he left his dorm and headed straight for the Hospital.

As soon as Hu Zhengdao arrived at the Hospital, a relieved Wang Yanan sighed. Although Auntie Liu was at the Hospital and was very efficient and professional, Wang Yanan was still unwilling to leave. On one hand, she wanted to accompany her mother, and on the other, she knew Hu Zhengdao was flying back to Yanjing tonight, so she wanted to wait for him at the Hospital. If she went back to the dorm to rest, they wouldn’t have a chance to meet tonight.

Seeing Hu Zhengdao arrive, Zhao Ziqiu bid farewell and left the Hospital. Wang Yanan was worried about her going back alone and wanted to go with Hu Zhengdao to escort her back to Peking University first, but Zhao Ziqiu refused. Wang Yanan still wanted to insist, but Zhao Ziqiu said, “Someone is sending me back, so don’t worry!”

Wang Yanan thought Zhao Ziqiu was deliberately lying and was about to ask who it was when Hu Zhengdao gently tugged at her sleeve from behind and whispered in her ear, “Li Mu…”

Wang Yanan immediately understood and said with a beaming smile, “Then we won’t see you off. Remember to text me when you get to your dorm.”

Zhao Ziqiu saw the scene unfold. Although her face felt a little hot, her heart was full of joy. She smiled and bid farewell to the two of them and Wang Yanan’s mother, then happily ran out of the ward.

Seeing Li Mu standing in the Hospital lobby, Zhao Ziqiu smiled shyly and took small steps towards him, asking softly, “You didn’t drive, did you?”

Li Mu nodded, “No.”

“That’s great!” Zhao Ziqiu smiled happily, grabbing Li Mu’s arm with both hands. As she walked out with him, she said, “I was thinking, if you drove such a short distance, we’d be at our school in five minutes.”

Li Mu teased, “At this hour, it would only take three minutes to drive.”

Zhao Ziqiu laughed, “Walking is better. You can spend more time with me.”

Li Mu was linked arm-in-arm with Zhao Ziqiu. They strolled out of the Hospital and slowly walked towards Peking University. With such a gentle, dependent, and charming girl by his side, Li Mu’s mood at that moment was calm and fulfilling. This feeling didn’t quite match his current physical state; he was at an age where he dreamed of roaming the world with a sword, but his current peaceful heart felt more like someone who had grown weary of great storms after entering middle age.

They didn’t exchange much conversation along the way, simply savoring the feeling in their hearts, each tasting its different flavors.

Strolling under the banyan trees along the Peking University road, Li Mu suddenly recalled the scene on Ginkgo Avenue this afternoon. The current scenery was quiet and ordinary, far less dazzling and stunning than Ginkgo Avenue, yet it seemed closer to everyday life. The colors of Ginkgo Avenue were too intense, like the flamboyant dreams of youth.

Two completely different feelings lingered in his heart, making Li Mu unable to say which feeling was better at that moment.

Downstairs from Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm building, another boy was already waiting, holding three roses and a heart-shaped folded letter. Seeing her return with Li Mu, he angrily threw the three flowers on the ground, crushed them fiercely with his foot, and then stormed off.

Li Mu stopped at the entrance, and Zhao Ziqiu also stopped, reluctantly bidding farewell to Li Mu. With a pounding heart, she returned to her dorm.

…

On Wednesday, Zhang Kexuan arrived.

Li Mu was in class that afternoon when he received a call from Zhang Kexuan. All four members of Simple Plan had arrived in Yanjing and were currently near Renmin University. After booking a private room at a high-end hotel, they called Li Mu directly, inviting him to gather with them that evening.

Li Mu had heard from Chen Wan some time ago that Zhang Kexuan was coming, but he hadn’t expected all four of them to come together. Having not seen them for a while, Li Mu missed the four of them greatly, so he readily agreed, setting a meeting time of 6:30 PM at the hotel.

After several months apart, all four members of Simple Plan were noticeably thinner than before, but overall, they looked more energetic. Zhang Kexuan, in particular, had been working out intensely in the gym during his free time and had now developed a muscular physique like a Korean celebrity. Ye Tianming also found an opportunity to cut his long hair, making him look much fresher.

The four of them eagerly asked Li Mu about his recent studies and life, and Li Mu answered each question. They also inquired in detail about the current situation of 3321 and Eting.com, which Li Mu had started operating in July or August and was now registered as Muye Technology.

When they heard that Muye Technology’s Series A valuation was fifty million, all four were stunned speechless. After a long pause, Ye Tianming exclaimed, “No wonder you put so much effort into this website back then. It turns out websites can be so valuable when done well.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and asked, “You four have been amazing recently too, haven’t you? Taking so many commercial performances that your legs are weak, and earning quite a bit of fame and money?”

The four exchanged glances and smiled. Zhang Kexuan said, “It’s all thanks to you! If it weren’t for you, we’d probably still be imitating Beyond in our rehearsal room.”

Ye Tianming also said, “Making money isn’t the main thing; the commercial performances primarily increase our visibility, so we’ve taken on more of them. And there are TV show announcements. Now the Spring Festival Gala has also sent an invitation, and there’s a whole line of companies with endorsement contracts looking for us. Logically, we’re already very successful, but we’ve been feeling very lost recently, extremely lost. Coming to Yanjing this time, we actually wanted Bro Mu to help us clear up our confusion…”





Chapter 208: Micro-Movie Plan Achieved

Li Mu was a little confused. The four rich second-generation heirs of Simple Plan were all wealthy and influential young masters. Their biggest dream was to play rock music and become celebrities. Although they hadn’t officially signed with a record company or released an album yet, their four hit songs and successful operations had already made them as famous as A-list singers.

Li Mu couldn’t understand why they, living such comfortable lives, still had problems that needed his help to solve.

Zhang Kexuan said, “We initially just had a casual attitude (just for fun), but then we met you. Our biggest dream was to make a name for ourselves in Jinling. We never expected to participate in a competition and then inexplicably become famous. Don’t think we’re busy running around every day attending various shows and events; we privately lament every day that it all feels like a dream.”

Ye Tianming also said, “Actually, we’ve always felt a bit uncertain. After all, those four songs are essentially your works. The more we sing them, the greater the psychological pressure we feel. Recently, the four of us have also tried to write some original music, hoping to gradually step out from your powerful shadow and get on the right track ourselves. But then we discovered that what we wrote was miles apart from your previous four songs…”

Li Mu knew exactly what they were thinking. He smiled and asked, “You guys haven’t seen me in so long, and now you’ve come to find me. Don’t tell me you want me to write another song for you?”

The four immediately exchanged glances.

They had indeed had that thought, wanting to see if Li Mu was willing, but now that Li Mu had asked directly, they felt too embarrassed to respond.

Zhang Kexuan scratched his head and said, “Bro Mu, don’t think so little of us. We’re not just looking for you to write songs. We’ve always sincerely regarded you as a brother and a mentor. We’ve been swamped with work while you’ve been at school, which is why we haven’t come to see you sooner. But, we didn’t specifically come to ask for a song…”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “That’s for the best. It’s not that I’m unwilling to write songs for you; the key is that you haven’t fully utilized the value of those four songs yet. Four songs for a band are certainly a bit few, but if you look at it from another perspective, a band with four hit songs has enough capital to last for at least a year!”

Li Mu knew clearly that most singers could stay popular for one or two years, or even over ten years, with just one song. Yang Chengang and Pang Long, these two could be said to have conquered the world with a single song. Everyone knew them and knew that one sang “Mice Love Rice” and the other sang “Two Butterflies,” but who knew if they had ever released an album? Or what the album was called?

Zhang Kexuan said, “Actually, our visit this time wasn’t really to ask you to write songs for us. It’s just that ever since you started school, we’ve been exceptionally busy, so we wanted to come and see you. Also, we wanted to discuss something with you.”

As he spoke, Zhang Kexuan’s expression was a bit awkward, as if he was struggling with something.

Li Mu then asked, “Just say what you want to discuss. Don’t act coy, you’re a grown man.”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled awkwardly and said, “The main thing is that we’ve been too busy lately, and the four of us can’t handle everything. Plus, many record companies want to sign with us, so we wanted to ask you if we can start signing now? Lately, it seems your energy hasn’t been focused on Eting.com.”

Li Mu suddenly understood. He remembered that when he first launched Eting.com, he had told Simple Plan not to sign with any company for the time being. At that time, he needed to use their fame and their exclusive music, posters, and photo albums to attract Eting.com’s first batch of users. Simple Plan had indeed made significant contributions to Eting.com back then. However, after Eting.com climbed to the top spot for MP3 streaming in mainland China, he used Eting.com to incubate Tieba and no longer vigorously operated Eting.com, nor did he help Simple Plan with commercial promotion.

Now that he thought about it, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed. He had indeed neglected them. Without a manager or a company supporting them from behind, the four of them handling everything themselves was indeed hard work and inefficient.

Li Mu then asked, “Do you have any companies you’re interested in now?”

Zhang Kexuan said, “We’re currently leaning towards Rock Records because they offer the best signing conditions and resources.”

Li Mu nodded, recalling Rock Records. It seemed they were relatively large in Taiwan but weaker in Hong Kong and hadn’t developed much in mainland China. In Li Mu’s impression, the more powerful record companies in mainland China in earlier years were EMI Records and Universal Music. Almost all the big stars in the Hong Kong and mainland China music scenes were monopolized by these two companies.

Li Mu then asked, “Have EMI and Universal extended an olive branch?”

“They have,” Zhang Kexuan nodded and said, “Their artists are too powerful, and resources are monopolized by the upper echelons. It’s hard for new artists to make a name for themselves. The industry generally believes that Rock Records is very focused on nurturing new talent.”

Li Mu smiled and retorted, “Do you think the four of you are still considered new artists?”

Zhang Kexuan asked awkwardly, “Are we not?”

“Of course not,” Li Mu said with a somewhat serious expression. “You are now chart-dominating legends on the domestic music charts. Four songs have been dominating the charts for a long time. It seems only ‘Sunflower’ has dropped off the charts, right?”

Zhang Kexuan said with a lack of confidence, “These four songs are indeed very popular, but considering that our image in front of the national audience is not yet fully developed, we still need the company to re-package us as new artists.”

Li Mu then asked, “What do you mean by ‘packaging’?”

Ye Tianming spoke up, “Rock Records’ intention is that if we sign, they will arrange some variety show announcements for us before we appear on the Spring Festival Gala. Their resources in Taiwan’s variety show industry are very strong, so they will also help us warm up there. After the Spring Festival Gala, leveraging its momentum, they will arrange development for us in other fields. Currently, they’ve promised that Kexuan can make a guest appearance in a Taiwanese idol drama.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of a plan he had been brewing earlier. He slapped the table and said excitedly, “Don’t you want to release an Extended Play? After the Spring Festival Gala, I’ll invest in a micro-movie, centered around the theme of ‘Old Boy,’ and you’ll be the protagonists. The momentum from the Spring Festival Gala combined with the momentum from the micro-movie will definitely push you to a new height. By then, EMI and Universal will certainly offer you better signing terms, and then you can release your Extended Play. It will definitely become famous nationwide!”

The four were stunned, wide-eyed. Although they were all very wealthy, none of them had connections in the film and television industry, so making a movie still seemed like a rather grand affair in their eyes. Now Li Mu was actually saying he wanted to make a movie for them. Did he have connections in the film and television industry?

Li Mu’s answer left the four a bit confused. He said, “I don’t have many connections in the film and television industry, and we’re not making a feature film, it’s a micro-movie.”

The four were even more surprised. Ye Tianming grinned and asked, “Damn it, movies are divided into feature films and micro-movies? Micro-movies, could they be those illegal small films?”

Li Mu chuckled and scolded, “What are you thinking? Even if you wanted to act in that kind of movie, I wouldn’t film it. The micro-movie I’m talking about is distinguished by its length, investment scale, and subsequent distribution platform.”

“What do you mean?” The four were completely bewildered.

Li Mu then simply explained, “You can think of it as a mini-movie. This movie won’t be screened in cinemas after it’s finished.”

“A movie not screened in cinemas…” Upon hearing this, the four immediately lost interest.

In their eyes, a movie that couldn’t be screened in cinemas was as useless as a car that couldn’t be driven on the road; it simply couldn’t pique their interest.

Li Mu smiled and explained, “Don’t think that movies not shown in cinemas have no influence. You should consider how much box office revenue there is nationwide in a year, and how many commercial cinemas there are in total? Many fifth-tier cities don’t even have cinemas. They usually pay more attention to the small screen, which is their home television, and computer monitors. Think about it yourselves, what movie’s coverage can compare to the News Broadcast? How many famous Hong Kong celebrities became famous in cinemas? Wasn’t it through pirated videotapes and discs? As long as you can establish a foothold on the small screen, how much impact does not being on the big screen really have?”

Zhang Kexuan stroked his chin and nodded, “That makes sense.”

Li Mu then threw out another enticing offer: “Moreover, I’m not like Rock Records, finding a minor role for just one of you. I’m custom-making a movie for all four of you. You four will be the protagonists, and it will be filmed entirely in line with the song ‘Old Boy.’ If this micro-movie becomes popular, then your first Extended Play will also have a name: ‘Old Boy.’”

Li Mu’s persuasion immediately swayed the four. Although among their songs, “Fly Higher” had the most positive energy and was most affirmed by the media and officials, “Old Boy” was clearly more down-to-earth. Its long-term dominance of the KTV song request chart proved that this song had a strong public foundation. If a down-to-earth, inspirational movie were made around it, it would certainly be very popular.

The four pressed him, “When will we film? How much will it cost?”

Li Mu stroked his chin and thought. If they were going to film, they should do it as soon as possible. Chinese New Year was in February, so the finished product had to be ready before then.

After thinking, he said to the four, “How about this: I’ll coordinate the team and equipment. We’ll aim to start filming in December. The movie doesn’t need too much money, a few hundred thousand is enough, and I’ll pay for it.”

“How could we let you do that?” The four immediately declared, “We’ll pay for it. We’ll put in one million first, and add more if it’s not enough.”

Li Mu said, “Actually, I plan to attract advertising sponsors. If done well, we won’t have to spend a cent, and we might even make money in the end.”

The others were somewhat skeptical. Ye Tianming suddenly slapped his thigh and said, “Us bros, what are you thinking? We’re celebrities now, after all. If we announce that we’re starring in a movie, getting some advertising sponsorship won’t be a problem. Bro Mu must have thought it all through, right, Bro Mu?”

Li Mu laughed, “You’re right. But as for how much sponsorship we can get, we’ll all have to work together to find resources. With your current popularity, as long as this micro-movie project is established, we can communicate with major provincial TV stations. If they can arrange for it to be broadcast immediately, we won’t ask for a single cent in authorization fees; we’ll let them broadcast it for free.”

Micro-movies were not truly mature yet, and the market was almost blank. Local TV stations at the time were also quite bold in their operations, so broadcasting micro-movies on television was not a big issue at all. To avoid the slightly sensitive term “movie,” Li Mu had already thought of an alternative title. He would directly give it to the TV stations to broadcast under the catchy title of “Simple Plan - Old Boy Youth Documentary.” This approach would certainly not carry any risks or problems in terms of operation.

Immediately, Li Mu roughly outlined the story of “Old Boy” at the dinner table. However, in this outline, he replaced the Chopsticks Brothers with the four members of Simple Plan, omitted the segment of imitating Michael Jackson’s dance, and directly used a campus band as the entry point. He narrated the inspirational story of four boys who played in a band during high school, their struggles after entering society, and their reunion to participate in a competition for their ideals. The overall plot was not much different from the “Old Boy” of his previous life, and naturally, a beautiful girl needed to be interspersed to enrich the plot.

Although the story structure was a bit melodramatic, it was indeed inspiring and passionate. The four members of Simple Plan were very excited listening to it. After hearing it, they almost didn’t want to leave Yanjing and wanted to just film this micro-movie in Yanjing in one go.

Li Mu chuckled and scolded, “If we’re going to film, we can’t do it in Yanjing. We have to go to Haizhou, to my old high school.”

The four asked, “Why?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Because of the sentiment.”

Just as he finished speaking, Li Mu received a call from Dong Ai. Dong Ai said excitedly on the phone, “Li Mu, quick, watch TV! CCTV-1!”





Chapter 209: Interview

Li Mu never dreamed that tonight’s News Broadcast would actually report on 3321, and even list it as a main feature.

At the beginning of each day’s News Broadcast, the two anchors would take turns introducing the main contents of the day’s broadcast. News that could be included in this sequence was of extraordinary importance.

Because there was no television in the restaurant’s private room, Li Mu watched the rerun on the international channel that night.

This News Broadcast dedicated two and a half minutes to reporting on 3321, this emerging public welfare platform. They not only showed the latest student aid footage from Northern Shaanxi but also edited in clips from a previous interview with Peking University’s 3321 part-time tutors. The News Broadcast’s evaluation of 3321 was: innovative, bold, efficient, and transparent.

Innovative, because this student aid model integrates upstream and downstream resources of the tutoring industry and reserves all opportunities for graduating university students;

Bold, because for the first time, someone dared to break the deadlock of traditional student aid, which only treated the symptoms and not the root cause, allowing impoverished university students to help themselves through their own abilities. Most commendably, while helping themselves, they could also help others;

Efficient, because the 3321 platform currently has nearly ten thousand registered university students, with weekly order totals reaching several million yuan and weekly accumulated student aid funds amounting to hundreds of thousands of yuan. The scale of its funds is unimaginable. CCTV even commented that if 3321 were not based on public welfare, it would be a high-quality entrepreneurial project with an annual income of at least tens of millions of yuan;

Transparent, because all financial income and expenditures of 3321 are fully public. Every student aid fund used and every student who received donations has clear, verifiable records, achieving almost 100% financial transparency.

CCTV highly praised 3321, but only briefly mentioned its founder, Li Mu, stating: “The founder of 3321 is himself a first-year student at Renmin University of China’s School of Finance and Economics.”

Beyond that, his name wasn’t even mentioned.

Li Mu didn’t mind. He understood CCTV’s modus operandi. If they had already publicized this news to such an extent, they would definitely follow up. Subsequent reports or exclusive interviews were inevitable. Li Mu didn’t dare to hope for a personal appearance on News Broadcast or Focus Interview, but he figured he’d at least make an appearance on Oriental Horizon, right? He had no other demands; just showing his face would be enough. Once he appeared on CCTV with a positive image, many things would be much easier for him in the future.

As expected, the next morning, Li Mu was called to the Dean’s office. CCTV’s Focus Interview program team had sent an official letter to Renmin University, hoping to conduct a more in-depth interview with Li Mu and Renmin University regarding 3321.

Focus Interview!

Before Li Mu could get excited, the university leaders were already thrilled.

Given Renmin University’s standing, it wasn’t unheard of for them to appear on programs like Focus Interview. However, this time was different. In the past, their appearances on Focus Interview were usually about academic or admissions matters, rarely highlighting anything particularly outstanding. Unlike established top polytechnic universities like Tsinghua University, which frequently announced major scientific research achievements, Renmin University had always been lukewarm in the media spotlight. This time was different; it was a massive public welfare project incubated within Renmin University’s campus. This alone was enough to utterly surpass all other schools nationwide in terms of quality education.

No other school could incubate a ‘freakish’ 100% positive energy project like 3321. What other schools could do was merely call on students to donate to fellow students, or for the school to donate to students. Compared to a behemoth like 3321, they were simply pathetic.

Nor could any other school educate a student as ‘monstrously talented’ as Li Mu. Of course, this was the Renmin University leaders’ own assumption. The reality was, no other school campus could have a super BUG like Li Mu, who had been reborn and was ‘full of cheats’.

CCTV’s interview time was tentatively set for Friday. The university leaders called Li Mu in to ask him to actively cooperate, not even asking if he was available or in the mood for an interview on Friday.

Naturally, Li Mu couldn’t refuse. CCTV was essentially giving him an ancient imperial yellow jacket. Although he wasn’t planning to use 3321’s banner to commit crimes, having this endorsement would make handling business much more convenient in the future.

After discussing for half a day with the university leaders, Li Mu and the school roughly formulated a unified plan.

First, for the CCTV interview, Li Mu couldn’t hog all the credit. To a certain extent, he had to make it clear to the reporters that while Renmin University didn’t directly participate in 3321, it had given him and 3321 a lot of support;

Second, the university leaders also requested that the reporters be taken to visit Renmin University’s Three Rooms, preferably to conduct the interview there;

Finally, the university leaders would accompany them throughout the entire interview.

Li Mu agreed to everything. When it was time to extend favors, he naturally extended more. The biggest benefit was that Renmin University would give him more support and convenience in the future. Maintaining a good relationship with the school was, of course, an excellent thing.

On Friday morning, reporters from CCTV’s Focus Interview program arrived at Renmin University of China’s campus. Li Mu met them at Sanjianfang. Also waiting at Sanjianfang were Dong Ai and her group of almost full-time staff, as well as his buddies from Dorm 606.

Going on TV, of course, it’s better to share the joy than to enjoy it alone. Li Mu also didn’t want to monopolize the entire fifteen-minute program. A symbolic appearance of one or two minutes, with CCTV adding a subtitle title: ‘3321 Founder — Li Mu,’ would be enough.

In front of the camera, Li Mu was humble yet confident, and his speech and demeanor were very appropriate. He showed no signs of nervousness. This performance made the CCTV reporters look at him with new eyes. Most importantly, when the reporters asked a series of questions about 3321’s founding motivation, platform design, feature development, and subsequent promotion, Li Mu answered fluently. His powerful internet logic, mixed with the future concept of O2O, stunned even the well-informed reporters.

Li Mu said, “For me, 3321 is a connection and integration of online and offline, allowing me to bring offline services online for sale. However, we still need to perfect a payment issue. If payments can also be completed online, 3321 users will find it even more convenient.”

Li Mu was casting a bait, making the reporters curious about his online payment plans, and then he would naturally propose a vague payment prototype.

As expected, the reporter asked Li Mu, “Why do you want to complete payments online?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “To provide enough convenience for our users, allowing them to bid for students’ tutoring hours and complete payments from home. They wouldn’t even need to leave their houses, just wait for the student to arrive.”

The reporter nodded, “That would indeed be much more convenient. However, what conditions does 3321 still lack to reach this step?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Actually, we can solve this problem with just a certain amount of assistance from banks.”

Having said this, Li Mu did not delve deeper into his Alipay blueprint. Hinting at it this much was enough. When he approached banks in the future, they would surely cooperate actively, because he was carrying the banner of public welfare and had the attention of top media. If they didn’t cooperate, they would likely be drowned in a flood of public criticism.

Afterward, Li Mu introduced Dong Ai and his dorm mates to the reporters, and also introduced the 3321 space that Renmin University had generously allocated to him. Moreover, Li Mu was very committed to the spirit of contract, pointing to the spacious workstations and brand-new computers in Sanjianfang, saying, “Our project has also received strong support from some socially responsible companies. For example, all the computers, workstations, and office equipment here were provided by Baidu…”

In short, he extended all the necessary favors.

The university leaders were also very satisfied with the favors extended. Li Mu didn’t take too many questions himself, subsequently deferring many of the reporters’ questions to the university leaders, while continuously emphasizing the significant support the school had given him.

After a full day, the CCTV reporters left satisfied, and the university leaders happily went home for the weekend. Li Mu, who had been tense all day, could finally relax. Although he appeared very natural in front of the CCTV reporters, he had been on edge internally, constantly reminding himself not to say the wrong thing or express the wrong meaning, otherwise, if he gave others a chance to misunderstand, it would cause unnecessary trouble in the future.

But it was fine; Li Mu was quite satisfied with his performance today, giving himself a 90 out of 100.

As he was pondering how to spend the weekend, Zhang Kexuan called Li Mu and said, “Don’t make any other plans for tonight; I’m taking you to a party.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “What kind of party? Do you have friends in Yanjing?”

“Yes,” Zhang Kexuan said. “An old childhood friend of mine moved to Yanjing with his family a few years ago and has been doing very well here. Today is a friend of his’s birthday, and he said his friend really likes Simple Plan, so he insisted I go show some support. I wasn’t going to go, but then I thought you’re in Yanjing, so I might as well bring you along to meet him. That way, if you ever need anything in Yanjing, you’ll have someone to look out for you.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “How’s your relationship with him?”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, “How should I put it? A few years ago, he looked down on me. Now that our band has made a name for itself, he’s started actively contacting me. This guy is quite capable, much stronger than any of us.”

Li Mu asked again, “Are Tianming and the others going?”

“No,” Zhang Kexuan said. “They weren’t invited, and it wouldn’t be right for me to bring them along.”

Li Mu said, “I wasn’t invited either!”

Zhang Kexuan smiled slightly and said, “I told that buddy I had a friend in Yanjing, and then I mentioned you’re the founder of 3321, so he invited you.”

Li Mu secretly clicked his tongue in surprise, but after a brief consideration, he decided to go and see. After all, he had no foundation in Yanjing. If he could connect with some influential people, it would broaden his future path.

The current Li Mu was no longer the young man who had only made a small fortune by reselling cheats. Now, he openly had 3321, and secretly had Muye Technology. He had accumulated a fair amount of capital. With a certain amount of capital, he could interact with influential people with his head held high.





Chapter 210: Sharp Eye for People

At five thirty in the afternoon, Li Mu arrived at the hotel where Zhang Kexuan and the others were staying. The four of them chatted for a while. Ye Tianming and the others mentioned that Zhang Kexuan’s friend was named Chen Ze, and his family background was quite extraordinary. His father used to be a high-ranking official in Nansu Province and was transferred to Yanjing a few years ago, joining a ministry or commission. Now, it was said he held a high position.

However, Chen Ze had always been very low-key and wasn’t arrogant or overbearing like some second-generation scions. It was just that he had a high standard for judging people. He generally wouldn’t interact much with people he looked down upon. When Zhang Kexuan was messing around with rock music, he was considered one of those idle, good-for-nothing types in Chen Ze’s eyes. But now that Zhang Kexuan had at least made a name for himself, Chen Ze had started to look favorably upon him again.

According to Zhang Kexuan, Chen Ze was very interested in Li Mu. Upon hearing Zhang Kexuan’s introduction, his voice even sounded a little joyful, and he directly said over the phone: “Please invite your friend along, everyone can get to know each other.”

Although Li Mu didn’t know Chen Ze and hadn’t even met him yet, he could guess from the tone that the other party was probably interested in him because of 3321’s reputation.

A little after six, Zhang Kexuan received a call, then stood up and said to Li Mu, “Let’s go, the car’s here to pick us up.”

Li Mu nodded, bid farewell to the other three, and left the hotel room with Zhang Kexuan. As soon as Zhang Kexuan stepped out, he put on a mask. When they got downstairs, a Bentley Arnage was already parked at the entrance. A man in the passenger seat saw them, approached, asked a question, and after confirming Zhang Kexuan’s identity, invited them into the car.

Sitting in the brand-new Bentley Arnage, Li Mu felt a bit uneasy. Bentley had just entered China in 2001. Buying this car now would almost cost five or six three-bedroom houses in Yanjing. Since Chen Ze’s family had someone working as an official in the government, he shouldn’t be so high-profile.

However, Li Mu didn’t ask much. He sat in the car, letting it take him to a villa area near the Asian Games Village.

Li Mu, who had lived in Yanjing for many years, knew perfectly well that the villas in the Asian Games Village area would become one of Yanjing’s most expensive villa districts in the future. This was because they were close enough to the city. The so-called luxury villas of later generations were all in the distant suburbs, and their prices couldn’t compare to the villas here.

The car drove directly into a villa’s courtyard. As they entered, Li Mu noticed seven or eight luxury cars of various types already parked on both sides of the road. Inside the courtyard, he could vaguely hear music coming from the house. As soon as he got out of the car, Li Mu recognized the music as a very popular disco track from that era, called “Penguin’s Game.” This song, literally translated as “Penguin Dance,” was widely used for a disco dance called the “Rabbit Dance.”

“Left! Left! Right! Right! Go—Turn—Around, GO! GO! GO!”

The almost brainwashing rhythm and lyrics suddenly made Li Mu feel a strong sense of retro nostalgia.

The young man in the passenger seat shouted into a walkie-talkie, and soon, the door opened. A young man, twenty-six or twenty-seven years old, appeared before them, accompanied by a sudden surge in volume.

“Bro Ze,” Zhang Kexuan greeted the newcomer politely. The other party smiled slightly, patted his shoulder, then looked at Li Mu and asked Zhang Kexuan, “This must be the Li Mu you mentioned, right?”

Zhang Kexuan nodded and quickly introduced, “Li Mu, this is Bro Ze, Chen Ze.”

Li Mu politely shook hands with Chen Ze and greeted him, while also observing the young man who was seven or eight years older than himself. He had a good appearance, a rather strong presence, and a sturdy build. Wearing only a T-shirt, the lines of his upper body muscles were very distinct.

Chen Ze didn’t exchange too many pleasantries with them. He just told Zhang Kexuan, “The one celebrating her birthday today is a younger sister I know in Yanjing. The car that picked you up and this villa are all hers. When you guys first became popular, she found out I was also from Jinling, and she kept pestering me, asking if I knew you. I said I did, and she’s been wanting me to arrange a meeting between you two. She’s a big fan of yours, so if she gets a little overly enthusiastic later, please be more accommodating.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded slightly. Chen Ze then said to Li Mu with a hint of politeness, “Li Mu, don’t be reserved when we go in later. I’ll introduce you to a few friends.”

“Alright.”

Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan followed Chen Ze into the villa. As soon as they entered, they found that the entire entrance hall, over one hundred square meters, along with the living room, had been decorated to resemble a bar or nightclub. There were about one or two dozen young men and women inside. Some were drinking and chatting, while others were dancing in the empty space in the middle. As soon as the three entered, a girl who was in the center of the dance floor screamed and ran towards them. She stopped directly in front of Zhang Kexuan, looked up at him, and asked, “Are you Kexuan?”

Zhang Kexuan nodded, pulled down his mask, and smiled, “It’s me!”

“Ah! It really is you!” The girl excitedly hugged Zhang Kexuan. Immediately, several other girls from the dance floor also ran over, looking surprised and delighted. They truly seemed to be Zhang Kexuan’s fans.

There was nothing to be done about it. After all, he was the lead singer and the visuals of Simple Plan. Most of Simple Plan’s fans were basically infatuated with him alone.

Chen Ze introduced them. The first girl who frantically rushed into his arms was named Du Wei, and she was the birthday girl. The rest were Du Wei’s close friends and sisters.

These fervent female fans chattered non-stop around Zhang Kexuan, even calling friends to help them take photos. Chen Ze patted Li Mu and pointed to the bar counter next to the dance floor, saying, “Come on, let’s go sit over there for a while.”

Li Mu nodded. Chen Ze turned to Zhang Kexuan and said, “Li Mu and I are going to sit at the bar for a bit. If you’re interested, come over later.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded. Although he wanted to go, he really couldn’t leave, as he was surrounded by several girls, one of whom was today’s host.

Chen Ze and Li Mu walked to the bar counter. Chen Ze said to the young man behind the bar, “Xiao Si’er, pour two beers.”

After speaking, just as “Penguin’s Game” finished playing, he said to Li Mu, “Wait for me a moment.”

He went up to the DJ, whispered something to him, and then the DJ handed him a microphone. Chen Ze took the microphone and said to everyone, “Everyone, listen up, I have something to say. Kexuan is a public figure now, so please don’t take random photos, and especially don’t upload them online. Let a few girls take photos with him, but everyone else, don’t get involved.”

The dozen or so people around nodded in agreement, showing that Chen Ze had considerable prestige in this circle.

Li Mu’s impression of Chen Ze improved. He was able to consider that Zhang Kexuan was a public figure and also thought that his participation in such an event, if it got out, would somewhat become negative news. So, giving this heads-up in advance was a form of protection for Zhang Kexuan.

When Chen Ze returned to the bar, the beer was already in front of him. He picked up a glass and said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, I’ve heard much about you. When 3321 first came out, I wondered what kind of person could come up with such a brilliant idea that brought both fame and fortune. Later, after watching the Yanjing TV report, I realized you were still a university student. Truly remarkable.”

The two clinked glasses and took a sip. Li Mu put down his glass and humbly said, “Actually, 3321 was just a lucky coincidence. It’s nothing remarkable.”

Chen Ze looked at Li Mu, smiled slightly, and said, “You created 3321 without earning a single penny from it, and every step 3321 has taken from its beginning until now has revealed extraordinary wisdom. I don’t believe it was a lucky coincidence.”

Then, Chen Ze continued, “I never expected you and Kexuan to know each other. When did you two meet?”

Li Mu replied, “This July or August.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “Their band also seemed to start gaining fame around July or August.”

Speaking of which, Chen Ze sighed and said, “Actually, I always looked down on him before. He was idle, clearly lacking the talent and ability, yet he insisted on playing rock music. Only for the sake of our childhood friendship did I reluctantly categorize him as an acquaintance. But I truly never expected him to actually make a name for himself in music. When I heard those few songs of theirs, I started to doubt my judgment of people for the first time.”

Li Mu secretly marveled. Chen Ze’s judgment of people should be quite shrewd. Zhang Kexuan and the others, before meeting him, could indeed be considered standard idlers. The four of them truly didn’t have the talent to pursue this path. Only after meeting him, and with those hit songs from later generations, did Li Mu enable them to break free from mediocrity and achieve their current success.

“Actually, Kexuan’s talent in music is still quite good. Those few songs of theirs, you could say every single one is a big hit right now.”

Li Mu tried to stand up for Zhang Kexuan.

Chen Ze said, “That’s what puzzles me. I only doubt my own judgment of people, but even now, I’m not one hundred percent sure I was wrong, because I always feel there’s some trickery involved.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “What trickery?”

Chen Ze smiled calmly and said, “I’ve seen many people suddenly get enlightened, but none so thoroughly. The reason Senna became a recognized racing legend is because he started karting from a young age and had an excellent foundation. However, I’ve never heard of someone who drove like a complete novice on the street yesterday, and then skillfully started drifting the next day. Don’t you think there’s some trickery involved?”

Li Mu thought to himself, this guy immediately saw the essence of the matter. He directly saw that it would be very difficult for Zhang Kexuan and the others in Simple Plan to suddenly write those four popular songs. However, he didn’t have any substantial evidence. Otherwise, if he caught even a slight clue, he would be able to confirm that behind Simple Plan’s rise to fame, there was definitely a massive scheme of deception.

So, Li Mu didn’t continue the conversation on that topic. Instead, he caught a piece of information from Chen Ze’s words and asked with a smile, “Speaking of Senna, do you also like F1?”

A glint of light flashed in Chen Ze’s eyes: “Love of my life!”





Chapter 211: Getting Along Well

When Chen Ze talked about F1, there was a unique sparkle in his eyes, showing that he truly loved F1 to his core.

Although Li Mu also liked F1, he wasn’t a fanatic. Still, he had some understanding of it. When Chen Ze heard that Li Mu knew Senna, he knew in his heart that Li Mu definitely understood F1.

Chen Ze said to Li Mu, “Most young people today, if they’re not true F1 fans, only know Schumacher and Hakkinen. Very few people know Senna anymore.”

Li Mu’s interest in F1 actually began after 2005. By then, F1 was already the domain of the Racing King, Schumacher. When he looked back to understand F1’s past, he learned that in F1 history, from the late 80s to the early 90s, there was another god-like figure: the Brazilian, Senna.

Li Mu was very inquisitive back then, reading extensively about Senna’s history. He was deeply fascinated by this legendary young racer. In that era, Senna drove different cars, creating one miracle after another. Unfortunately, in May 1994, he died in a track accident, and a racing legend perished.

Recalling Senna, and the later documentary film titled ‘Senna,’ Li Mu sighed and said, “The scene of the entire Brazil holding a state funeral for him after his death truly fills one’s heart with awe and respect for him.”

Chen Ze was stunned for a moment, then blurted out, “Where did you see that?”

Li Mu suddenly realized he had said the wrong thing. The footage he had seen was from the documentary ‘Senna.’ However, in this era, such footage should not yet be available domestically. On one hand, internet video had not truly taken off yet, with very few videos available for online viewing and a poor user experience due to bandwidth limitations. On the other hand, Senna’s death was in 1994, and F1 enthusiasm had not yet become widespread in China at that time.

Facing Chen Ze’s question, Li Mu said, “I accidentally found some related resources online.”

Chen Ze immediately said, “If you can still find it, give me a copy.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded, feeling a little guilty.

Chen Ze sighed, “Too few people in China know Senna. It wasn’t until the second year after his death that Guangdong Province started broadcasting F1, but even then, F1 remained very niche.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “So when did you get into it?”

Chen Ze said, “In 1988, when I was fourteen, I happened to watch an F1 race in the United States. That’s when I fell in love with F1. After that, to watch F1 in China, I always had relatives mail videotapes back from abroad.”

At this point, Chen Ze said with a face full of pride, “At the 1993 European Grand Prix, I watched him win live in the UK. From that day on, I regarded him as my lifelong idol.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. “That was an absolute classic race!”

Chen Ze raised an eyebrow and asked, “You’ve seen it?”

Li Mu nodded. “The legendary forty seconds, where Senna went from fifth to first.”

Chen Ze seemed to have found a kindred spirit. He raised his glass and excitedly said, “Come on, let’s have a drink!”

The two unexpectedly got along very well discussing F1, which made them feel much more familiar with each other. Although Li Mu was seven or eight years younger than Chen Ze, Chen Ze seemed to regard him as a peer.

As the two chatted congenially, Zhang Kexuan finally escaped the siege of several girls. He ran over and sat beside Li Mu, ordered a beer, and said with a smile to Chen Ze, “Bro Ze, your life in Yanjing is really comfortable, isn’t it? Do you often throw parties like this?”

Chen Ze smiled and said, “I rarely attend gatherings like this. If Du Wei weren’t a friend’s younger sister, I wouldn’t have come here, let alone called you.”

Zhang Kexuan asked curiously, “Du Wei is your friend’s younger sister?”

Chen Ze nodded, “Her older sister is in the United States. She called me from overseas and told me I absolutely had to come to Du Wei’s birthday party and insisted I give her a gift to make her happy. I asked her what she wanted, but she wouldn’t say, only that she lacked nothing. I asked her what she liked, and she just said she liked Simple Plan.”

As he spoke, Chen Ze looked at Zhang Kexuan and chuckled, “As soon as I heard Simple Plan, I guessed she most likely admired you. Among the four of you in the band, you’re the only one who’s barely presentable.”

Zhang Kexuan pursed his lips. “What kind of joke is that? ‘Barely presentable’? As Bro Mu would say, I’m at least considered a male god, okay?”

“‘Male god?’ Chen Ze teased, ‘I think you’re just a male psycho. It’s a good thing you cut that long hair of yours, otherwise I’d be too embarrassed to say I know you.’”

Zhang Kexuan shook his head helplessly. “Bro Ze, we haven’t seen each other in years. Can you stop constantly putting me down?”

Chen Ze’s expression became a little more serious. He said earnestly, “We haven’t seen each other in years, and I didn’t expect you to actually make a name for yourself in music now. I owe you an apology for what I said before.”

Zhang Kexuan hadn’t expected Chen Ze to suddenly become so serious. After hearing his words, he was momentarily stunned. A moment later, he laughed self-deprecatingly, “Bro Ze, you’re being too serious. Between us, there’s no need to be so formal.”

Chen Ze waved his hand and said, “My mistake is my mistake. Come, I’ll toast you.”

Zhang Kexuan hesitated for a moment, then said nothing more. He simply raised his glass, clinked it with Chen Ze’s, and the two drained their drinks.

Just then, Du Wei, the birthday girl, came closer. She stood beside Zhang Kexuan, holding a Polaroid camera in both hands, and asked him, blushing, “Brother Kexuan, I have a good friend who really likes you too. Could I take a photo of you, and you sign it for her?”

Zhang Kexuan nodded without hesitation and smiled, “You take it for me.”

Du Wei’s face was full of excitement as she took a photo of Zhang Kexuan. While the Polaroid was developing, Chen Ze, who was standing nearby, said to Li Mu, “Du Wei should be about your age. She’s also a first-year student this year, at the Yanjing Conservatory of Music.”

Only then did Du Wei finally take a serious look at Li Mu, who had come with Zhang Kexuan. At first, all her attention had been on Zhang Kexuan.

Looking at Li Mu, Du Wei felt he looked familiar, but she couldn’t recall where she had seen him. She tilted her head, observing him, anxiously rummaging through her memories.

At this moment, Chen Ze spoke up, “Weiwei, have you heard of 3321?”

“Oh!” Du Wei suddenly jumped up and said excitedly, “I remember now, you’re the founder of 3321!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, extended his hand, and said, “Hello, I’m Li Mu.”

Du Wei shook Li Mu’s hand and chuckled, “My classmates at school have been complaining that 3321 has never done any promotions at our school, nor has it registered and verified our students.”

Li Mu chuckled, “The students at your conservatory of music already come from good family backgrounds, so why would they need work-study?”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue. “You might as well just say that our school’s students don’t have good academic grades!”

“I didn’t mean that,” Li Mu chuckled awkwardly. Although he denied it verbally, he truly thought so in his heart. While students from the conservatory of music were indeed favored ones of heaven, their strengths weren’t in academic subjects, so 3321 hadn’t included them in its target group.

At this point, the photo in Du Wei’s hand had fully developed. She handed the photo to Zhang Kexuan, then gave him a marker pen. Zhang Kexuan took it. Back then, Polaroid photo paper had a black film on the back, so he signed his name on one side of the photo’s front, avoiding his face, and then gave it back to Du Wei.

Du Wei was very happy. She excitedly said, shaking the photo quickly to try and dry the ink, “My classmates all really love Simple Plan. Even though Simple Plan doesn’t have many songs, every one of them is a classic.”

Zhang Kexuan felt a little embarrassed and just smiled without responding.

Chen Ze patted Li Mu’s shoulder and said with a smile, “Let these two music enthusiasts chat. Let’s go sit over there for a bit; I’ll introduce you to some friends.”

Li Mu nodded, gave Zhang Kexuan a signal, and teased, “Kexuan, don’t always be so modest when someone praises you.”

Zhang Kexuan thought to himself, ‘I’m usually not this modest. It’s just that I’m embarrassed to show off when you’re around.’

Chen Ze led Li Mu to a nearby sofa. Three people were currently sitting on the European-style leather sofa, which could seat seven. Seeing Chen Ze approach, they all stood up and greeted him politely, “Bro Ze.”

Chen Ze nodded in acknowledgment to them, then pulled Li Mu to sit on the empty two-seater beside him. He said to the three, “Let me introduce you, this is Li Mu.”

“Li Mu, that chubby guy over there is Wang Dingbang. Dingbang, you know, like the ‘ding’ in ‘buttocks.’”

One of the chubby guys immediately protested, “Bro Ze, can you stop making fun of me like that? My Dingbang clearly means ‘stabilizing foreign lands.’”

As he spoke, Wang Dingbang said to Li Mu, “Brother, you can just call me Fatty Wang.”

Chen Ze chuckled twice, then introduced, “These two next to him are brothers, Xu Jiaming and Xu Jiahui. Jiaming just started a venture capital company. Jiahui, like you, is still a student, from Peking University.”

Li Mu nodded in acknowledgment to the two. Only then did Chen Ze say to the three, “Li Mu is from Renmin University, and he’s also the founder of 3321.”

Upon hearing ‘3321,’ the expressions of all three were somewhat surprised, especially Fatty Wang. He immediately sat up straight and said to Li Mu, “3321 is truly a genius project, little brother! When are you planning to commercialize it? If you don’t mind, I’d like to invest.”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “3321 isn’t planning to commercialize. It will remain in its current state from now on.”

“Huh?” the fatty said in surprise. “Why are you against making money? Your 3321, if you launched a profit model and simultaneously opened up nationwide investment and franchising, or simply ran it directly yourself, you could earn at least tens of millions a year!”

Li Mu said lightly, “The key to success lies in not making a profit. If it were profitable, countless competitors would pop up in minutes. Besides, honestly, I don’t want to profit from education.”

“Ah, such a great project…” The fatty shook his head, quite regretfully. In his opinion, Li Mu was too foolish; at the very least, he didn’t understand how to make money.





Chapter 212: First, Befriend Li Mu

The other two young men on the sofa hadn’t spoken. One of them, slightly older, about Chen Ze’s age, finally spoke: “Fatty Wang, stop using your speculation and profiteering mindset to judge others. While making money through education is fast, you can’t make truly big money.”

Fatty Wang glared, “You’re just talking nonsense. Who says education can’t make big money? It’s just that the time isn’t right yet. Look at New Oriental, its valuation is over one billion.”

The young man scoffed, “You said it yourself, that’s valuation. Valuations are all to trick investors, and the reported figures are heavily inflated. I advise you, why not shift your energy to the internet? That’s where the best money-making opportunities will be in the future.”

Fatty Wang shook his head, stubbornly saying, “The internet thing has too much bubble; the water’s too deep. I still prefer to do something in real industry.” Then, he put on a serious expression and said, “Bro Ze, Jiaming, interested in opening a nightclub? I heard the Sanlitun Workers’ Stadium area is being planned for entertainment industries recently. Several nightclubs have already started renovations.”

Chen Ze rolled his eyes at him, “Are you out of your mind? How can I touch that kind of business? My old man would skin me alive!”

Fatty Wang suddenly understood, apologizing repeatedly, “My bad, Bro Ze, my bad, I didn’t think it through.”

With that, Fatty Wang picked up a bottle of beer himself and gulped it down.

Chen Ze said, “Actually, I’ve looked into what you’re talking about before. Nightclubs do make quick money, but that industry is also prone to trouble.”

Fatty Wang said, “It’s not so bad, I think opening a nightclub is safer than an internet cafe. As long as a nightclub has connections with both sides of the law and enough security guards to maintain order, there generally won’t be any trouble. Unlike internet cafes, those shabby places are full of petty thugs and have no security, so fights break out all the time, practically a minor brawl every three days and a major one every five.”

Chen Ze nodded, “I understand what you’re saying, but I really can’t get involved directly in this. How about this, if you’re really going to do it, I’ll invest some shares, but not directly. I’ll find someone to invest on my behalf.”

Upon hearing this, Fatty Wang nodded repeatedly and said, “Alright, Bro Ze, as long as you’re willing to do it, I’ll handle the other issues.”

What Fatty Wang wanted was Chen Ze’s attitude. As long as Chen Ze was willing to participate, whether directly or through a proxy, as long as Chen Ze nodded, he could proceed with confidence.

Chen Ze then looked at Li Mu and asked, “Interested in investing and having some fun?”

Li Mu chuckled, “To be honest, I just finished an interview for Focus Interview today. If I turn around and open a nightclub, wouldn’t the contrast be a bit too stark if that got out?”

Chen Ze waved his hand and smiled, “You don’t need to be directly involved. Just invest a little. If you trust me, I’ll find someone to help you invest on your behalf.”

Then, Chen Ze said to Xu Jiaming, “Jiaming, you should invest a bit too. Fatty Wang’s idea is actually pretty good. Get a few good friends together, invest some money, and set up a nightclub. Then you’ll have a place to relax when you want to.”

Xu Jiaming smiled, “Alright, I have no qualms. I’ll invest directly. Fatty Wang, how many shares are you planning to leave for me?”

Fatty Wang’s smile was a bit awkward. He said to Chen Ze, “Bro Ze, your younger brother here just thought of a money-making business, and in a blink of an eye, you’re already dividing it up. If we really find seven or eight people to partner, this business won’t even be enough to fill a gap.”

Chen Ze laughed and scolded, “Look at your petty ambition. This kind of business is just for fun. If you really want to make money, I can introduce you to a path.”

Fatty Wang immediately leaned closer to Chen Ze, asking with a grin, “Bro Ze, what path are you talking about?”

Chen Ze smiled and said, “Opening a 4S dealership. I can’t speak for other places, but in Yanjing, I can help you solve the land issue.”

“Selling cars?” Fatty Wang’s smile froze a bit. “How many families can afford private cars these days, bro? How much room for growth is there in selling cars?”

Seeing that Fatty Wang couldn’t see the future development prospects of the automotive industry, Chen Ze didn’t intend to say more. He just shook his head and smiled helplessly, “Pretend I didn’t say anything.”

Fatty Wang said sullenly, “My old man won’t let me interfere with his business either. It’s really not easy to find something that makes quick money.”

Chen Ze felt that Fatty Wang didn’t quite get it, so he just smiled faintly and didn’t respond. Li Mu, however, heard the implied information in Chen Ze’s words. Opening a 4S dealership, land is the primary major problem. Chen Ze’s casual remark about being able to help Fatty Wang solve the land issue for opening a 4S dealership in Yanjing shows he is quite influential in Yanjing.

Private cars in China have only just started, and are about to usher in a decade of rapid growth. Therefore, as long as the right brand is chosen for franchising, 4S dealerships will still be very profitable in the next ten years. However, this business only has about ten years. After ten years, most 4S dealerships will enter a relatively awkward phase, coupled with successive license plate and traffic restriction policies in various cities. By then, opening a 4S dealership in Yanjing won’t make much sense.

However, right now, any Audi, BMW, or Mercedes-Benz 4S dealership would have significant profit margins, especially Audi. In the next few years, Audi will leave others in the dust in the domestic luxury car market. Successful brand marketing, extended models developed for the China market, and comprehensive government procurement are the three key factors for Audi’s success.

It’s just a pity that Li Mu doesn’t know much about the automotive industry; the waters of this industry are truly too deep.

Chen Ze didn’t bring up the 4S dealership again. Fatty Wang pulled the topic back to the nightclub, saying, “How about we look into opening a nightclub these next couple of days? The investment isn’t big, about three million yuan should be enough. If it’s done well, we can break even in less than a year.”

Chen Ze then said to Li Mu, “How about we each take ten percent?”

Li Mu quickly did some mental calculations. If it came to sensitive identities, Chen Ze’s identity was definitely more sensitive than his own. Besides, Chen Ze also said that someone could hold the shares on their behalf, which would be very discreet. For a three million yuan investment, ten percent would only be three hundred thousand yuan, which he could afford. While nightclubs are indeed very profitable, Li Mu was more concerned about what he could gain from investing in this nightclub plan.

Chen Ze was certainly someone worth befriending. As for Fatty Wang and the two Xu brothers, he couldn’t quite figure out their backgrounds. However, Chen Ze had high standards for people, so these three should have some influential backgrounds. And judging by Chen Ze’s words, if this nightclub goes ahead, they might bring in other investors.

Making more connections with influential people is naturally a good thing, but it’s also a double-edged sword. Many people’s success or failure stems from their interpersonal relationships; it’s a case of “the very source of success can also be the source of failure.”

However, Li Mu also had his own considerations. Expanding his network was essential. If the people around him weren’t as good as him, it would be difficult for him to grow. So, this circle was worth cultivating, as long as he maintained control.

So, Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “I have no objections, ten percent is fine.”

Chen Ze nodded and said to Fatty Wang, “See, the two of us only take twenty percent of yours.” Then, Chen Ze said to Xu Jiaming, “Jiaming, do you want to invest ten percent too?”

Xu Jiaming smiled, “OK, no problem.”

Chen Ze held up three fingers and said to Fatty Wang, “Three people only take thirty percent. I’ll find two more people to invest, taking another twenty percent. You keep fifty percent yourself. You should be satisfied with that, right?”

Fatty Wang nodded repeatedly, “Bro Ze, whatever you arrange, I’m satisfied.”

Chen Ze then said, “I’ll talk to those two friends later. Fatty Wang, you can go check out the place near Workers’ Stadium these next couple of days.”

Fatty Wang smiled and said, “I’ll go check it out tomorrow morning.”

In Li Mu’s eyes, a rich kid’s birthday party ultimately couldn’t escape the label of “common.” It was nothing more than inviting DJs and bartenders, letting everyone dance, drink, and chat, then turning off the lights. Someone brought out a huge cake covered in candles. Du Wei, the birthday girl, wore a Crown and made a wish during everyone’s birthday song, blowing out all the candles in one breath.

When Du Wei was cutting the cake, Zhang Kexuan pulled Li Mu aside and asked him how his chat with Chen Ze went. Li Mu said it was quite congenial. Zhang Kexuan then instructed him to stay in touch with Chen Ze, saying that while Chen Ze might not be the most impressive in all of Yanjing, he was definitely among the very influential ones.

At this moment, Chen Ze also pulled Xu Jiaming aside and said to him, “Several projects your venture capital firm invested in are like crap. Is there any way to salvage them now?”

Xu Jiaming looked a bit embarrassed and said, “Bro, please don’t mock me. My investment company turning into this mess has already made me lose a lot of face in the Xu family. I’m mocked and ridiculed at home, and now I have to suffer your criticism out here.”

Chen Ze said indifferently, “I’m not intentionally criticizing you. The key is that your investment company is indeed doing poorly. Your situation in the Xu family was already awkward, and you finally got a chance for fair competition, but you messed it up like this. Aren’t you anxious?”

“Anxious, but what’s the use of being anxious?” Xu Jiaming sighed, then took a deep breath and perked up, saying, “This competition among the Xu family’s third generation is a three-year agreement. It’s only been one and a half years, so I still have time.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “You certainly have time, but your cousins are all thriving now. The real estate project your older cousin Xu Jiahua invested in has almost reached one hundred percent profit.”

Xu Jiaming pursed his lips, “Mine has shrunk by almost half.”

Chen Ze glanced at Li Mu not far away, and said to Xu Jiaming with deep meaning, “If you want to quickly get out of this quagmire, first make friends with Li Mu.”





Chapter 213: That Impressive

Xu Jiaming couldn’t understand why Chen Ze, who always had such high standards for people, thought so highly of Li Mu.

In Yanjing, a place where all sorts of people mingled, high-end circles emerged one after another. Chen Ze also had his own circle; while he wouldn’t claim it was the absolute top in Yanjing, it was at least first-rate. His requirements for making friends were very high: capability came first. If one’s capability was slightly lacking, it had to be compensated by family background. If family background couldn’t make up for it, then connections were necessary. If any of these aspects were even slightly inferior, Chen Ze wouldn’t tacitly allow them into his social circle.

Take Fatty Wang, for example. Fatty Wang himself was a profligate scion with mediocre abilities. Although he had made a good deal of money, it was all by leveraging his family’s connections, working haphazardly. Because someone guided him, he always managed to rake in a bit of profit. If it were just him, Chen Ze would definitely look down on him. However, Fatty Wang’s father was very formidable, a well-known developer in Yanjing.

Speaking of family background, the family behind the two Xu brothers was much larger than Fatty Wang’s. Even revealing just the tip of the iceberg would likely completely overshadow Fatty Wang’s family. But the key was that the family was too large. Among the younger generation of their fathers’ generation, there were six male descendants alone, and five daughters. Counting the next generation on one’s fingers, there were over thirty people. Crucially, their grandfather had married three times, and the eleven children came from three grandmothers. No matter how vast the family fortune, with dozens of people eagerly watching, there wouldn’t be much left when divided among everyone. What’s more, from their fathers’ generation, some were favored while others fell out of favor, leading to uneven family strengths. Xu Jiaming’s father belonged to the unfavored side.

Xu Jiaming and Chen Ze had known each other for several years and were very compatible good buddies. However, Xu Jiaming and Fatty Wang actually didn’t get along at all. Xu Jiaming looked down on Fatty Wang from the bottom of his heart; a small real estate developer was utterly insignificant in the eyes of the Xu family. But he could only look down on Fatty Wang internally, because when it came to the actual power they could each wield, Xu Jiaming might not even be able to compare to him.

His attention refocused on Li Mu, and Xu Jiaming felt a bit puzzled. He had only created a tutoring website and gained a good reputation; what was so extraordinary about this boy, who was even younger than his own brother?

Xu Jiaming wanted to press further, but Chen Ze began to practice the adage that silence is golden.

Xu Jiaming looked at Chen Ze, then at Li Mu, who was chatting with Zhang Kexuan not far away. He wondered if he should go over and try to get close to Li Mu, but after a moment of hesitation, he gave up. The Xu family members all had a certain ingrained pride. For him to actively pursue befriending a university student who wasn’t even twenty yet, he couldn’t break through the barrier in his heart.

Chen Ze saw his internal conflict and struggle. He quietly shook his head to himself. For some reason, he suddenly began to feel disdain for the guys around him.

Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan were chatting idly when the little birthday girl, Du Wei, brought a cake over to them.

It was also because the lighting had been quite dim that Li Mu only now truly saw Du Wei’s appearance clearly. Du Wei was very beautiful, exuding an extraordinary youthful charm, like a girl next door, and very appealing.

Du Wei stood before them and sweetly said to Zhang Kexuan, “Brother Kexuan, when is your band releasing an album? So many people are waiting for your first album to come out! When it does, I’ll definitely buy a hundred or so copies to support you!”

Zhang Kexuan scratched his head, looked at Li Mu, then at Du Wei, and said, “Probably next year. We have a lot of things going on at the end of this year; not only do we need to prepare a micro-movie, but we also have to get ready for the Spring Festival Gala. So, releasing an album will probably have to wait until after the Spring Festival.”

Du Wei exclaimed, “You’re making a movie?”

Zhang Kexuan nodded and said, “Yes, we’re preparing for it.”

Du Wei quickly pressed, “What kind of movie is it? Who’s directing it?”

Zhang Kexuan said somewhat awkwardly, “We’re planning to turn one of our songs into a micro-movie.”

As he spoke, Zhang Kexuan looked at Li Mu, fabricating a story in his mind. He said, “We’ve entrusted Li Mu to help us write the song ‘Old Boy’ into a script, and we’ll film a movie of the same name based on this song.”

Although Du Wei didn’t understand what a micro-movie was, she still said excitedly, “That’s fantastic! I’ll definitely go to the cinema and buy tickets to support it when it comes out!”

Seeing Du Wei’s enthusiastic support, Zhang Kexuan felt too awkward to tell her that this movie wouldn’t be released in cinemas at all, and its runtime would only be one-third of a normal film.

While everyone was sharing the cake, Xu Jiaming stepped out to make a phone call to a friend. First, he asked if they had heard of 3321. After receiving a definite answer, he then asked if they knew Li Mu’s background.

The friend said they had only seen 3321 on TV and heard about it, but hadn’t researched it in detail, let alone knew anything about the story behind its founder.

Thinking of Chen Ze’s unusual attitude towards Li Mu, Xu Jiaming said to his friend, “Could you help me keep an eye on him? I don’t think he’s just involved with 3321. Could you help me investigate and see what other background he has, or his family situation?”

Hearing this, the friend couldn’t help but ask, “Jiaming, do you have a conflict with Li Mu? Let me tell you, I heard that the municipal government and the Ministry of Education are very interested in him lately. They’re privately discussing who will go to Renmin University to investigate first. I can’t say anything else, but this kid in Yanjing right now is definitely someone not to be trifled with.”

Xu Jiaming said, “Don’t guess wildly. I have no grudges or animosity with him. A friend introduced us, and I just want to understand his background.”

The friend quickly cautioned, “Never mind what his background truly is. This kid’s political standing at his age is already unmatched. If he maintains it well over the next few years, he could go directly into politics right after graduating.”

“That impressive?”

“That impressive.”



On the way back, Chen Ze drove an ordinary Honda Accord, taking Zhang Kexuan and Li Mu home. He first dropped Zhang Kexuan off at his hotel, then took Li Mu to the entrance of Renmin University.

“If there’s a chance, let’s get together again. It seems Fatty Wang is serious about setting up that nightclub. I’ll let you know once there’s a lead.”

“Okay.”

Chen Ze looked at Li Mu and said, “If you don’t want to get involved in this kind of thing, just say so. Don’t feel embarrassed.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and spoke frankly, “If I had to invest directly, I might genuinely not want to get involved. But since you can find someone to invest on my behalf, I’m quite interested.”

Seeing that Li Mu wasn’t joking, Chen Ze nodded and said, “Alright then, I’ll urge Fatty Wang this weekend.”

Chen Ze left. On his way back to the dormitory, Li Mu pondered the development potential of Sanlitun.

Currently, there likely wasn’t a large-scale nightclub in Sanlitun yet. Fatty Wang had also mentioned that several places had already started renovations and would probably open early next year. This meant that Sanlitun, the CBD of nightclubs, was about to take off.

Investing in nightclubs right now would definitely not lose money. A large-scale nightclub, conservatively estimated, would have an annual net profit of over ten million. Moreover, like a cash cow such as a supermarket, daily profits were cash inflows, and they could even enjoy credit terms for alcohol and beverages. While the money was sitting in their accounts, it could be used for other purposes.

However, 10% wasn’t really that significant. The main purpose was to connect with a circle and interact more with influential people who had strong backgrounds.

When he returned to the dormitory, everyone except Hu Zhengdao was packing their luggage. It was the weekend again, and they were heading to Yangzhou in Nansu early tomorrow morning to start a new round of student aid. This time, they were going to the hometown of their dorm leader, Sun Jian.

Li Mu didn’t have the energy to keep running around with the team, but the four guys in his dorm seemed to enjoy it immensely, one after another.

Li Mu asked Sun Jian, “Is Zheng Dao going this time too?”

Sun Jian said, “He’s at the hospital. He asked me to pack some clothes for him. He’ll meet us at the airport tomorrow.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Don’t you usually go on Sundays? Why are you leaving on Saturday this time?”

“To stay at my place for two days,” Sun Jian said with a faint smile. “Yangzhou is a famous historical city, so I’m taking them to sightsee there. Do you want to come?”

“I won’t go,” Li Mu stretched. “For this kind of thing, it’s enough to pave the way the first time. There’s no need to go every time. I’ll go when it’s our turn to do student aid in Haizhou.”

Xue Jianfeng, standing nearby, said with a smile, “Won’t that be soon? This week we’re going to Yangzhou, next week to my home, and the week after that, it’ll be your home.”

Li Mu chuckled, “So it turns out you’re going by age.”

“Exactly, that’s fair, isn’t it?” Xue Jianfeng said with a raised eyebrow and a smile.

Li Yawei shook his head helplessly, “Damn it, you five are all going to your hometowns, but I don’t get that privilege.”

Li Mu asked him with a smile, “Does your high school alma mater have any impoverished students?”

Li Yawei tilted his head and thought seriously for a long time. “You know what, there really are! Probably a dozen or so. The school gives them student aid funds every year.”

Li Mu nodded, “There you go. Let’s still focus on remote areas. The children there need help more than the children in Yanjing.”

“Alright, you guys have the final say.”

Li Mu asked Li Yawei, “You haven’t been going home on weekends lately. Aren’t your parents angry?”

“Not angry, they’re delighted,” Li Yawei said with a smile. “Ever since I appeared on TV because of the student aid, I haven’t really bragged much, but my parents have been bragging like crazy. They even specifically used a video recorder to tape the TV program from beginning to end and watch it at home whenever they have nothing to do. Today, they heard that Focus Interview came to interview us, and they told me that from today onwards, they’ll prepare a videotape every day to record Focus Interview.”

Li Mu smiled knowingly. When their children did things like this, parents would usually feel quite proud. His own parents often encouraged him to keep doing well with 3321, and even offered to donate money to 3321, which he ultimately declined.

His parents had earned some money, but he shouldn’t persuade them to get into charity. The old couple had been reluctant to spend money on food and clothing their whole lives; it was better to let them live their own lives more fully first.





Chapter 214: Raking in Gold Daily

When Li Mu woke up on Saturday, everyone had already set off for Yangzhou. The dormitory was empty, with only him left, so he got up and had a casual breakfast.

He took some time to buy some fruit and went to the Hospital. Wang Yanan and Xue Jianfeng’s girlfriend, Chen Jiao, were there accompanying her. Zhao Ziqiu said she wouldn’t be coming today, as she was going to the library to review her studies.

Li Mu asked about Wang Yanan’s mother’s condition. Wang Yanan said, “The doctor said her condition is relatively stable right now. As long as she maintains the dialysis frequency and takes her medication on time, it’ll be fine.”

As she spoke, Wang Yanan pulled Li Mu to the doorway and said to him, “I want to rent a house near the school and have Mom discharged from the hospital. From now on, I’ll move out of the dorm and live with her. During the day, Auntie Liu can help take care of her, and I’ll stay with her at night.”

Li Mu asked her, “What did the doctor say? Can she be discharged?”

“The doctor said she can be discharged.” Wang Yanan nodded. She glanced at her mother through the glass window and said with some sadness, “At first, Mom mainly suffered some external injuries from my Dad’s beating. Her mood was bad, and then she was diagnosed with uremia, so her overall condition was very poor during that period. But she’s adjusted quite well over the past week. Mom told me she doesn’t want to stay in the Hospital anymore; she feels stifled. She wants to go back to our hometown, but I won’t let her. I just want to be with her, for the two of us to live in Yanjing.”

Li Mu asked, “Have you discussed it with Zheng Dao?”

“I have.” Wang Yanan pursed her lips and only spoke after a moment, “Zheng Dao is particularly stubborn and sensitive. He might think that discharging her is to save money, so he said he’d find a way no matter how much the hospitalization costs. But he himself is incredibly worried. A few times, when he stayed with me to watch over Mom at night, I saw him pulling his hair out from worry in the middle of the night…”

Li Mu clicked his tongue. Hu Zhengdao wanted to give Wang Yanan enough sense of security at this time, a mindset he could understand. However, being too sensitive in this regard would be counterproductive.

After thinking for a moment, Li Mu said, “How about this, when Zheng Dao gets back, I’ll talk to him. Renting a house would indeed be more comfortable than staying in the Hospital.”

Wang Yanan nodded gratefully. She looked at Li Mu and hesitated for a moment before saying, “Regarding my mother’s situation, I’m truly so grateful to you. If it weren’t for you…”

Li Mu waved his hand and sighed, “Alright, if you keep saying things like that, I won’t dare to come over anymore.”

As he spoke, Li Mu changed the subject and asked, “Is Auntie Liu doing alright with her work?”

Wang Yanan nodded repeatedly, “Very good, she’s a very kind person and very meticulous in her work. Most importantly, her cooking is delicious. After interacting these past few days, she and my Mom have gotten along quite well. They even call each other ‘sisters.’ I don’t even call her Auntie Liu anymore, I call her Auntie now.”

Li Mu felt relieved. “That’s good. You and Chen Jiao stay with Auntie. I have something else to do, so I’ll be leaving first.”

After leaving the Hospital, he coincidentally received a call from the photo developing shop. The photos he had sent last time had been developed and made into an album, and he could go pick them up now.

Li Mu’s heart filled with joy, and he prepared to go pick them up immediately. Li Mu was extremely satisfied with the batch of photos he took of Su Yingxue on Ginkgo Avenue last time. After post-processing, he was left with nothing but continuous exclamations of admiration, so Li Mu was even more excited about the final printed results.

On the way, he sent a message to Su Yingxue. Unexpectedly, this academic ace was also at the library.

Li Mu was just about to suggest having lunch together and delivering the photo album to her when Zhao Kang called. Legend Overlord 2.0 had started charging at 8 PM last night, and in the fourteen to fifteen hours since then, it had sold over thirty thousand copies.

Li Mu was stunned by this data.

Over thirty thousand copies, fifteen yuan per copy, totaling over four hundred thousand, almost five hundred thousand yuan.

In less than a day.

According to the strategy Li Mu and Zhao Kang had formulated, for Legend Overlord 2.0, each monthly subscription activation code sold for fifteen yuan. Internet cafe dealers earned four yuan, Zhao Kang’s core members earned two yuan, and the remaining nine yuan was the net profit for him and Zhao Kang.

Over thirty thousand copies, resulting in a net profit of over three hundred thousand yuan. Li Mu took seventy percent, Zhao Kang thirty percent. In other words, in one night, Li Mu earned over two hundred thousand yuan, and Zhao Kang earned nearly one hundred thousand yuan.

Currently, Legend has at least millions of users, and its growth rate in the country is unprecedented. Due to Legend’s unique appeal in this era, its conversion rate for paying users is exceptionally high. Currently, both the “second cards” (time cards) and monthly cards cost over thirty yuan each. Users who spend over thirty yuan a month to play Legend wouldn’t mind spending an extra fifteen yuan to buy a practical cheat tool.

Given Legend Overlord’s lead in features and performance, it’s certain to dominate the Legend cheat market. Currently, it should be no problem to reach a hundred thousand users within one or two weeks. Perhaps by early 2002, it could even reach monthly sales of hundreds of thousands of copies.

Faced with this money-making ability, even Li Mu, whose net worth valuation had long exceeded ten million yuan, was somewhat amazed. This money-making speed was damn fast. And what he was earning wasn’t just a so-called net worth, but rapidly flowing cash. This kind of gray income didn’t even require paying taxes, unlike him, who painstakingly cashed out around one million yuan from Series A funding, with hundreds of thousands going just to taxes.

Zhao Kang said excitedly, “This is still because my core members haven’t fully opened up the market yet. Less than half of the cities nationwide have been activated! And even in those activated cities, not all internet cafes have been covered.”

Li Mu asked him, “How many core members do you have in total?”

Zhao Kang said, “Those I can trust, around twenty.”

“What about their age range?”

“Seventeen or eighteen to twenty-three or twenty-four years old.”

Li Mu said, “The market expansion capability is still not quite enough.”

Zhao Kang sighed, “It’s indeed difficult to cover all the cities nationwide; manpower alone isn’t enough. The core personnel I have right now have only seen the prospects, but haven’t actually made money yet. They’ll have to wait until the first round of payment collection arrives.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of Alipay.

If Alipay were to launch, he could turn Alipay into an open payment platform. The cheat business could then be sold directly through Alipay. This way, he could bypass internet cafe sales terminals and Zhao Kang’s core personnel, directly connect with users, and receive the monthly fifteen yuan subscription fee directly, without giving a single cent to anyone else.

However, Li Mu only thought about it for a moment before quickly giving up. It wouldn’t be difficult for Alipay to launch and become an open platform, but currently, there are virtually no e-commerce websites in China, nor is there a demand for online transactions. Even if he opened up Alipay, there would be no third-party platforms or merchants to integrate. At that point, it would only serve 3321 and the cheats, and anyone with a discerning eye could immediately guess the trickery involved.

Better not.

There’s endless money to be made in this world, but there’s not much money that can be earned by hogging all the credit.

The cheats finally started making money, and they came on so strong right from the start. Li Mu finally breathed a sigh of relief. Although Li Mu had around one million yuan in his pocket and wasn’t short on money, this amount didn’t give him much sense of security. He needed a continuous influx of cash flow to give himself more confidence. Only then would he dare to invest in nightclubs with Chen Ze, and dare to play boldly and freely in his circle. Otherwise, toughing it out would be too exhausting.

Li Mu instructed Zhao Kang, regardless of anything else, to ensure safety and leave no trace. Although he was confident he could get away clean before cheats became criminalized, in the future, to avoid jerks bringing up old scores, he still needed to be extra cautious, make money steadily and surely, and truly put that money into his pocket.

Li Mu remembered his previous “money laundering” plan. How could he gradually turn this money into traceable, legal income?

Opening internet cafes was actually a relatively good option. Li Mu had considered it early on when he and his dorm buddies frequented unlicensed internet cafes, wondering if he should take advantage of the ease of obtaining internet cafe licenses now and open a chain of internet cafes.

Internet cafes were also cash cows, making money rapidly. Later, when internet cafe regulations tightened, a single license could sell for hundreds of thousands of yuan.

However, Li Mu currently had too many things on his plate. Opening an internet cafe required registration, obtaining licenses, finding a location, renovating, and purchasing machines. He simply couldn’t handle it all right now. It might be better to let Zhao Kang handle it after the cheats made more money.

Li Mu then thought of Hu Zhengdao. Hu Zhengdao’s current financial pressure was unusually immense. If he let him get involved in the cheat business and gave him some untapped markets, it would also be providing him with a way to make money. However, Li Mu quickly dismissed this idea. After all, cheats were illicit things, and he also didn’t dare to trust Hu Zhengdao one hundred percent; it was better to be cautious.

…

In the photo developing shop, the photos in his hand gave Li Mu’s vision another baptism. Su Yingxue in the photos was simply perfectly integrated with the surrounding beautiful scenery, utterly perfect.

The owner responsible for developing the photos asked Li Mu, “Buddy, did you take these photos?”

Li Mu nodded.

The owner asked again, “Where did you learn this kind of composition and shooting angle?”

Li Mu said, “From a friend who’s a professional photographer.”

The owner praised, “They’re shot so well, the composition and techniques are very novel. This one shot from a high diagonal angle is simply amazing, and that one where the beauty casually glances back, it’s absolutely perfect.”

As he spoke, the owner added, “Of course, the model is also truly beautiful.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, and the owner handed him the completed photo album.

Li Mu opened it and took a look. The photo album’s craftsmanship was quite exquisite. The photos inside were also larger and clearer. Coupled with the rather ingenious layout and arrangement, the overall effect was greatly improved compared to viewing the individual photos.

Recalling his school days, it was once wildly popular for female students to go to photo studios to take photo collections. In that era, taking a photo collection was also very cheap, two to three hundred yuan, and one could take ten to twenty photos within the studio’s sets, and they would even be made into an album. However, it must be said that the photo studio’s shooting methods were too simple, and the shooting routines and composition methods were incredibly common and vulgar. Coupled with crude clothing and background arrangements, these photo collections would be liked by female students for at most one or two years, and then they would hide them away and never feel comfortable taking them out again.

In the end, photography, no matter how it changes, always comes back to its fundamental principle: naturalness.

Li Mu began to look forward to Su Yingxue’s reaction when she saw these photos.





Chapter 215: The Urge to Buy a Ticket and Get On Board

Li Mu had originally planned to invite Su Yingxue to lunch and give her the photo album and pictures, but he was a step too late. Su Yingxue, who was reading in the library, had been picked up by her paternal aunt. Li Mu couldn’t see Su Yingxue, and Su Yingxue was particularly eager to see how Li Mu had photographed her that day. So, she told Li Mu that she would be tutoring Xue Guilan’s younger sister at her paternal aunt’s house in the afternoon and could come out for dinner with him in the evening.

So, Li Mu arranged to drive to her paternal aunt’s house that evening to pick her up, and then they would go to Sanlitun for Western food.

Li Mu chose Sanlitun for dinner with Su Yingxue mainly because the embassy district had many foreigners, making the dining, drinking, and entertainment options more Western and modern than other places. This was also why Sanlitun would later become a hub for bars and nightclubs. Besides that, Li Mu also wanted to investigate the current state of Sanlitun’s nightlife. Once Fatty Wang’s nightclub venture succeeded, he would at least be a shareholder, so he needed to pay some attention.

When Li Mu returned to school with the photo album, Xu Jiaming was working overtime in his office.

To test the capabilities of the Xu family’s third generation of descendants, the Xu family patriarch, for the first time, set aside his favoritism or prejudice towards his sons. He personally provided each of these third-generation descendants with a sum of money, allowing them to try and build a career based on their own abilities. The patriarch had his own requirements for how this money was to be spent: first, it could not involve anything that violated criminal law; second, they could not use the Xu family’s resources or connections; third, they could not use any fraudulent means to increase capital or falsify records for their ventures.

In large families like the Xu family, which were thriving with many descendants, the family’s leader generally avoided showing overly obvious bias when dealing with their offspring, especially when it came to the younger generation. There was still a facade of fairness and impartiality. For instance, in competitions among the third-generation descendants, it was said that everyone received the same amount of money and no one was allowed to help. However, because there were significant differences in the strength of each family branch, these third-generation descendants had vast disparities in resources and connections.

Although the patriarch forbade the use of the Xu family’s resources and connections, who could truly enforce such a rule? For example, Xu Jiaming’s older male cousin (paternal side), Xu Jiahua, was the most favored among the Xu family’s twenty to thirty-year-olds. His Dad was the eldest son born to the patriarch’s first wife, more than ten years older than Xu Jiaming’s father, and was already greatly loved by the patriarch. Xu Jiahua, in turn, was his youngest son born in his old age. Among the third-generation descendants, almost no one could compare favorably with him. After he received the money from the patriarch, he did nothing, yet developers directly approached him, actively inviting him to take a stake. This was due to his Dad’s connections, but connections aren’t a written contract, so who could say for sure?

Just over a year into the competition, the company Xu Jiahua founded had already doubled its funds through a single real estate project. And this was just the valuation; once the project warmed up and went on sale, the actual profit could reach 200%.

In contrast, Xu Jiaming was in a rather miserable state. After more than a year of effort, his one hundred million had dwindled to around fifty million, nearly half of it lost.

Xu Jiaming was optimistic about the internet, but he had a bit of bad luck. He invested in several internet companies, most of which failed to survive Series A funding. In early 2001, someone introduced him to Chen Tianqiao for investment, but after a trip to Shanghai, he felt that Chen Tianqiao had too much of a gambler’s temperament and didn’t think highly of him. As a result, he missed the opportunity with Legend, which was now showing signs of rising.

His financial analyst told him that based on Legend’s performance since its launch, the estimated annual profit for Shanda’s game was conservatively in the tens of millions.

Xu Jiaming quickly tried to contact Shanda again, but Shanda, seeing immense potential in Legend, started ignoring him.

Shanda’s first round of financing after Legend’s success occurred in 2003. That was when Shanda was in an irreconcilable dispute with Actoz, the Korean game company that owned Legend’s parent company, and it was Shanda’s lowest point. At that time, SoftBank invested forty million US dollars for a 24.9% stake. This price was considered a rock-bottom price; SoftBank had made this investment anticipating that the dispute between Shanda and Actoz would be irreconcilable.

From this, it was clear that if Shanda’s development had been smooth, it wouldn’t have easily allowed capital to enter. Before Legend took off, Xu Jiaming hadn’t dared to get on board. Now, it was too late to try.

Seeing that other third-generation descendants were making money while his own funds were constantly shrinking, Xu Jiaming was very troubled. In truth, he was quite knowledgeable about economics and finance, but he didn’t understand the internet, yet he chose to stake his money in the internet industry. Therefore, his failure was to be expected.

Today, Xu Jiaming was the only one working overtime in the entire company. It wasn’t because there was any important work to do; he was simply waiting for a friend there. That friend was the person he had asked yesterday to help him investigate Li Mu’s situation. Just an hour earlier, the friend called to tell Xu Jiaming that information retrieved from the Industry and Commerce Bureau showed Li Mu also owned a company called Muye Technology. Upon hearing that Muye Technology had just registered and immediately secured Series A funding with a fifty million valuation, and that the lead investor was Baidu, which was currently starting to rise, Xu Jiaming’s eyes lit up. He instantly understood what Chen Ze had meant yesterday. Li Mu’s 3321 was not intended for profit, and Chen Ze had also said that if he wanted to get out of his quagmire, he should befriend Li Mu. The meaning of his words was very clear; it was simply sending a signal: Li Mu could help him. It seemed the reason for Chen Ze’s words was Muye Technology.

As for what Muye Technology did, Xu Jiaming didn’t ask over the phone. He only asked the other party, “How much do you know about Muye Technology?”

The other party said he had only gotten a general idea and was about to report it to him over the phone. Xu Jiaming directly said, “Come to my company, let’s talk in person.”

So, Xu Jiaming immediately rushed to his company, waiting for his friend to arrive.

Around eleven o’clock, a young man about Xu Jiaming’s age quickly walked into his company, passed through the outer workstations, and headed straight for his office.

Pushing open the door, Xu Jiaming hurriedly stood up and said impatiently, “Kuan Kuan, please sit.”

The young man called Kuan Kuan was named Qin Kuan. His family, going back seven or eight generations, were natives of Yanjing. Although his family wasn’t considered a large and prosperous family in Yanjing, they were deeply rooted, and their various channels and information networks were extremely well-connected. He was considered a somewhat unusual (in a positive, talented sense) person in Xu Jiaming’s circle. Given his family background and connections, he definitely wouldn’t have been able to enter this circle, but he possessed an extremely well-informed network, which was immensely useful to many people like Xu Jiaming. This was how Qin Kuan managed to integrate into a circle far more powerful than his own.

Qin Kuan sat opposite Xu Jiaming, pulled a document from his bag, and handed it to Xu Jiaming, saying, “These are the relevant materials for Muye Technology.”

Xu Jiaming nodded, took the materials, and glanced through them. Then he suddenly realized, “Oh, so Tieba was developed by Muye Technology.”

Qin Kuan said, “Not just Tieba, but also Eting.com. This website is currently the number one MP3 listening and download site in the country. Oh, and I heard that Tieba will soon surpass major chat rooms and forums to become the world’s largest Chinese-language community.”

Xu Jiaming’s eyes flashed as he pressed, “How soon?”

Qin Kuan smiled, “Very soon. Even if Muye announced right now that Tieba has become the world’s largest Chinese-language community, I believe no one would come out to refute it.”

Xu Jiaming exclaimed, “In that case, the valuation should be far more than fifty million.”

“Indeed,” Qin Kuan said. “Fifty million was the price one or two months ago. Now, it’s estimated to be at least two hundred to three hundred million. This is a fair valuation given by impressive industry insiders I consulted. One of them said that if Tieba can find a new profit model, the valuation will have a premium.”

Xu Jiaming asked in surprise, “Tieba is so impressive, doesn’t it have advertising revenue?”

Qin Kuan chuckled, “That’s the strange part. From Eting.com to Tieba, there isn’t a single advertisement. Both websites are very clean. Perhaps the people at Muye don’t care about advertising revenue.”

Xu Jiaming asked, “Is there any prospect in investing in Muye Technology now?”

Qin Kuan awkwardly replied, “Jiaming, it’s not about whether there’s a prospect in investing in them now, but whether they’ll even let you invest. Even before Muye Technology was established, several large companies wanted to invest in Tieba, and some even wanted to acquire it. They all sent more than one offer, but Muye only took Baidu’s money, and only gave Baidu a 10% stake.”

Xu Jiaming had gained some understanding of the internet recently. Connecting the format of Tieba with Baidu’s business operations, Xu Jiaming understood.

“It seems Muye Technology wanted Baidu’s money mainly because they valued Baidu’s resources.”

Qin Kuan nodded and said, “Jiaming, you really hit the nail on the head. Industry insiders describe Muye with two words: shrewd. From the creation of Eting.com, Li Mu meticulously planned every step. Up until now, every move he’s made has been excellent, especially the financing. Baidu only took a 10% stake, yet it contributed a significant portion of users and traffic to Tieba.”

As he spoke, Qin Kuan revealed a piece of information to Xu Jiaming: “Everyone is currently calculating how long Muye’s Series A money will last. I heard they are massively expanding their tech team and also starting to do widespread publicity and promotion. At this rate, they’ll be looking for Series B funding in another month or two.”

Xu Jiaming asked, “How many companies are interested?”

Qin Kuan laughed, “A buddy from Yahoo said that pretty much every reputable company in the internet industry is interested in Muye Technology.”

Xu Jiaming fell silent.

He did some calculations in his head. Baidu invested five million for a 10% stake in Muye Technology two months ago. Now, Muye Technology’s valuation was at least three hundred million. If Baidu exited now, five million could turn into thirty million, a sixfold increase. This rate of return was almost unprecedented.

What if they waited another year? What would Muye Technology’s valuation be then? He couldn’t say it would multiply several times over every two months from the initial fifty million valuation, but after a year, multiplying several times over from three hundred million shouldn’t be a problem, right? In that case, it would be heading towards one billion.

An intense urge to immediately buy a ticket and get on board surged within Xu Jiaming. He promptly pulled out his phone and called Li Mu.





Chapter 216: The Best Gift

Li Mu was a little surprised to receive a call from Xu Jiaming. When Xu Jiaming immediately said he wanted to treat him to dinner that evening, Li Mu was even more puzzled.

Yesterday, he and Xu Jiaming had only reached the point of nodding acquaintances. Exchanging phone numbers was merely a matter of politeness. But for him to suddenly call today and invite him to dinner was a bit inexplicable.

Xu Jiaming probably felt that his sudden invitation was a bit abrupt, so he used an excuse: “My younger brother greatly admires what you’ve done, but the situation yesterday was a bit chaotic, and we didn’t get a chance to talk properly. So, I wanted to arrange a private dinner for us.”

Li Mu felt that Xu Jiaming’s words were largely insincere. He had indeed met his younger brother yesterday, Xu Jiahui, but they barely spoke. It seemed neither of them had paid much attention to the other. Now, Xu Jiaming was calling to say his younger brother admired him, which clearly didn’t make sense.

However, Li Mu couldn’t be bothered to dwell on whether it made sense or not, because he wasn’t free that evening.

Hearing that Li Mu had plans for the evening, Xu Jiaming’s ego felt a slight blow. Although he genuinely thought Li Mu’s Muye Technology was impressive, he still believed, “I am a third-generation scion of the Xu family, a large and prosperous family. If I proactively invite you to dinner, even if you have plans, you should cancel them and prioritize me.”

Therefore, Xu Jiaming felt a bit dejected and forced himself to ask, “Then when will you be free?”

Li Mu had a lot on his plate at the moment and couldn’t say exactly when he’d be free to have dinner with the two brothers. So he said, “I probably can’t confirm yet. How about we arrange it another time?”

Xu Jiaming’s ego couldn’t sustain him asking any further. He hummed in acknowledgment, said, “Then let’s arrange it another time,” and then bid farewell.

After hanging up, Li Mu immediately put the matter out of his mind, while Xu Jiaming felt somewhat agitated.

He still had fifty million yuan and about a year and a half left. If he had the opportunity to invest this fifty million in a high-quality project and double it in a year and a half, he would only barely break even.

When the time came for all the third-generation scions to present their summary reports to the patriarch, everyone else would talk about their profits, and he alone would have just broken even. He would undoubtedly look like an idiot.

Falsify records? Even more impossible. At that time, everyone’s accounts would be audited by a specialized auditing firm, one personally cultivated by the patriarch over many years. Xu Jiaming had long heard about the capabilities of those people. Therefore, anyone daring to falsify their accounts would definitely be the biggest idiot of all.

Xu Jiaming knew clearly that the only way to turn the tide was to find an excellent project and go all in.

His gaze returned to Li Mu. Xu Jiaming hesitated repeatedly, then called Chen Ze, asking him for help to invite Li Mu out for dinner that evening to chat.

Chen Ze simply said, “Since he already said he has plans for dinner, don’t try to make him change his established schedule for you. How about this, after dinner, I’ll give him a call and see if I can arrange something.”

…

Li Mu drove out around five in the afternoon and parked his car at the entrance of the residential complex where Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt lived, according to the address Su Yingxue provided.

A few minutes later, Su Yingxue, dressed in a camel wool trench coat, walked out of the complex gate. After she got into Li Mu’s car, Li Mu asked her, “We’re having Western food tonight, is that okay?”

Su Yingxue nodded, blinking her eyes, and said, “I have no objections. You can decide what to eat, but can I see the photos first?”

Li Mu reached into the back seat and retrieved the heavy photo album. All the developed photos were also placed in a large envelope, tucked inside the album.

Su Yingxue took the album and was stunned the moment she opened it.

In the photo, she was looking up at a forty-five-degree angle, her face full of surprise as she gazed at the trees full of yellow leaves. Li Mu had captured the shot perfectly from her ninety-degree side. Her excited and focused expression at that moment was perfectly caught by him. Even Su Yingxue herself couldn’t help but be a little surprised; was she really that excited that day? So much so that the curve of her lips was so natural, and her expression and eyes were so joyful.

Flipping further, Su Yingxue was even more astonished. Li Mu’s timing for the shots was impeccable, and he was very particular about composition when taking them. When she glanced back with a smile, he intentionally shot it vertically, placing her in the center of the image, finding just the right distance and angle. The photo’s focal point was her face, while the background was the naturally blurred Ginkgo Avenue. Although the blurring effect was somewhat indistinct, that expanse of golden yellow stretching back immediately highlighted the sense of depth, creating an excellent artistic mood.

As she looked through each photo, Su Yingxue’s heart grew softer and softer. By the time she reached the end, it had almost melted.

Professional photographers can also make people look beautiful, but they often have their own set of solutions. When taking photos, they require the subject to follow their instructions completely, and then use post-production for optimization. Although the resulting photos are beautiful, they severely lack authenticity. But most of the photos Li Mu took were carefully captured moments of Su Yingxue, so when Su Yingxue saw these photos, she felt an immense surprise.

After she finished looking at all the photos, Li Mu had already driven onto the ring road. Su Yingxue carefully placed the photos back into the envelope one by one, then tucked them back into the album, and whispered, “This is the best gift I’ve ever received.”

Li Mu smiled sideways: “As long as you like it.”

It was more than just liking it; she absolutely loved it.

What she loved wasn’t her flawless self in the pictures, but Li Mu, who discovered and recorded that moment of her.

In 2001, Sanlitun was a concept rarely known to outsiders. Yanjing locals, however, knew it as the embassy district, filled with independent courtyards, surrounded by barbed wire, and guarded by armed police. Various national flags stood tall inside, and the frequency of seeing foreigners on the streets was much higher than in other parts of Yanjing, especially the surrounding restaurants, which were almost exclusively opened for these foreign residents.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Sanlitun to be so lively in ’01. In the evening, it was bustling with people, many young handsome men and beautiful women, as well as tall, well-built Western men and women. There were many exotic restaurants along the street, including French, Italian, Thai, and Iranian restaurants, among others.

Besides the many restaurants, there were also quite a few small bars. Due to it being the weekend, the bars were doing good business.

Li Mu took Su Yingxue on a casual stroll around Sanlitun, enjoying the lively atmosphere, and then went to the French restaurant Li Mu had reserved in advance. It had to be said that while Fatty Wang hadn’t seen through the future potential of the automotive market, he had a relatively accurate view of entertainment. Sanlitun indeed already had a sufficient entertainment market, with small bars everywhere, but it lacked truly large clubs. Li Mu saw that the future famous MIX was still under renovation, and judging by its appearance, it was estimated to open in January or February of next year.

There were still many empty venues and buildings in the Workers’ Stadium compound. In the future, this place would become a gathering spot for several large clubs. On both sides of the street in front of them, at night, various imported luxury cars would be parked. People would drive their luxury cars, bringing girls and friends, and spend lavishly in this extravagant place. A successful large club could easily generate over one million yuan in cash flow on a weekend night. Those wealthy scions who later became internet celebrities could even spend tens or even hundreds of thousands in a single night.

In short, the nightclub business was definitely profitable. Fatty Wang, Chen Ze, and the others had enough local connections, making it easy to earn this money. It was just that the 10% share was a bit awkward. Li Mu also knew that this money wasn’t meant for him to earn. If it really took off in the future, the dividends from the 10% share might as well be left for his friends to sign off on.

When ordering, a white waiter in a formal suit approached, speaking in somewhat broken Chinese, and handed them a menu in both Chinese and French. Li Mu casually ordered a steak, but encountered communication difficulties regarding the doneness. The waiter seemed to rarely serve Chinese people. When he asked Li Mu how well-done he wanted his steak, Li Mu couldn’t understand what he meant at all.

Su Yingxue understood the waiter’s intention and asked a question in a language Li Mu didn’t understand. As soon as the waiter heard Su Yingxue speak, he nodded excitedly, and his attitude immediately improved. Su Yingxue then explained to a bewildered Li Mu, “He’s asking how well-done you want your steak. He said he just started working here recently.”

Li Mu was a little surprised and held out one hand: “Medium.”

This time, the waiter understood. He asked Su Yingxue a few more questions, then politely took the menu and left.

After the waiter left, Li Mu curiously asked Su Yingxue, “You speak French?”

Su Yingxue nodded: “A little.”

Li Mu was even more surprised: “We never had French classes. Where did you learn it?”

Su Yingxue smiled: “My mom studied in France before, and she taught me some bits and pieces since I was little.”

Li Mu nodded gently. He actually didn’t know much about Su Yingxue’s family situation. In high school, he only knew that Su Yingxue’s father was the Deputy Bureau Chief of Haizhou City’s Municipal Bureau. As for the rest of her family, Li Mu wasn’t aware, but later at a class reunion, someone mentioned that Su Yingxue’s mother came from a scholarly family. For someone born in the 1950s or 60s to be able to study abroad was quite rare.

The two chatted at the dinner table about 3321’s student aid trip back to Haizhou in two weeks. Li Mu said he planned to take the opportunity to go home for two days and asked Su Yingxue if she wanted to go back with him. Su Yingxue calculated the time. The biggest problem with going back to Haizhou was the time. The train took almost twelve hours, so a round trip would be a whole day. With only two days on the weekend, the schedule would be too tight.

Li Mu’s plan was to fly to Jinling on Friday afternoon, then go straight back to Haizhou, expecting to arrive home around ten o’clock. He would spend the weekend at home, go to the countryside for student aid on Monday morning, then not go home again. In the afternoon, he would go directly from the school to Jinling, then fly back, arriving at school by Monday evening, though he would miss one day of classes.

She wanted to go home, but she didn’t quite have the courage to convince herself to give up a day of classes. Su Yingxue felt a bit conflicted.





Chapter 217: Actually, I’m a Dedicated Actor

Li Mu really wanted to find something to do with Su Yingxue after dinner, but in Sanlitun, the only entertainment options available after a meal were bars.

Su Yingxue wasn’t much of a drinker, and Li Mu had driven, so they awkwardly realized that after dinner, they could only head back. Su Yingxue was staying at her paternal aunt’s house for the night, and Li Mu had to take her back the way they came.

Just as they paid the bill and stepped out, Chen Ze called, asking Li Mu what he was doing. Li Mu said he had just finished dinner with a friend. When Chen Ze learned Li Mu was in Sanlitun, he mentioned there was a high-end sports club near Chaoyang Park and asked if Li Mu was interested in playing some bowling together.

Bowling was one of the best sports for social cultivation. Many people could participate, it allowed for conversation while exercising, and friendly competitions were a lot of fun. When Li Mu first started working, he occasionally played with colleagues. It didn’t cost much and was a good choice for leisure and entertainment. However, it gradually fell out of favor, and after 2010, only a small group of people still consistently played bowling.

However, at the moment, bowling was popular, making it an excellent choice for both making friends and flirting with girls.

Li Mu didn’t want his “date” with Su Yingxue to end just yet. Since Chen Ze invited them and it wasn’t far, he asked for Su Yingxue’s opinion.

Although Su Yingxue maintained her usual reserve on the surface, deep down, she also enjoyed being with Li Mu, so she readily agreed.

Chaoyang Park was less than five kilometers straight down the road from Sanlitun. Following Chen Ze’s directions, Li Mu drove to a high-end sports club named Carnival. Chen Ze said he was quite far away and would arrive a bit later, but he had called the club manager to receive Li Mu and arrange for Li Mu and Su Yingxue to go in first.

Upon their arrival at the club, the manager was already waiting in the lobby. Chen Ze’s friends were coming, and Chen Ze himself had given the instructions, so he had to be on his toes. He even called his boss after hearing that Chen Ze would also be arriving shortly.

The boss wasn’t usually at the club, but he had long given instructions that whenever these extraordinary guests came to the club, he must be notified, and he would rush over to personally entertain them as soon as possible.

As Li Mu entered the lobby, a welcoming girl stepped forward and asked, “Sir, are you a member of our club?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “My friend is.”

The manager, who had been waiting for a long time, hurried forward and asked, “You must be Mr. Chen’s friend, Mr. Li, correct?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s me.”

The manager quickly bowed and gestured, saying, “Please follow me, both of you. The lane has already been set up.”

Li Mu thanked him and followed him with Su Yingxue through the main entrance next to the front desk. Once inside, Li Mu was astonished by the sheer size and luxuriousness of the interior.

Upon entering, the interior was a grand hall with a ceiling nearly ten meters high. The corridor leading in, about eight meters wide, extended forward like an elevated bridge, with sports areas several meters lower than the corridor on either side. At a glance, the variety of activities was impressive: badminton, tennis, and table tennis on the left, and an archery range and fencing arena on the right. The space these few sports occupied was already astonishingly large.

Seeing that Li Mu and Su Yingxue seemed to be first-time visitors, the manager enthusiastically introduced the club. Besides the activities in the main hall, the club also had a dedicated fitness area and a bowling alley upstairs. Downstairs, there was an indoor swimming pool. Outside the building, there was also a mini-golf course enclosed by a thirty-meter-high fence, which Li Mu had seen from a distance when driving over; it indeed looked quite extravagant.

The manager led Li Mu and Su Yingxue upstairs to the bowling alley. The interior decoration was luxurious, and the lane equipment was so advanced that it was arguably the best Li Mu had ever seen. According to the manager, the bowling alley here was widely recognized as the best in the country. Several times, domestic bowling competitions wanted to rent the venue here, but their boss rejected all requests to avoid affecting the members’ experience.

At this moment, about half of the over thirty lanes in the bowling alley were open. The manager led Li Mu and Su Yingxue to a lane near the center and said to them, “Mr. Chen instructed that he doesn’t want to be disturbed, so the two lanes on either side of this one will be closed and unavailable to the public tonight. You two can play for a while first, and I’ll go prepare some drinks for you.”

Li Mu thanked him. After the manager left, he said to Su Yingxue, “Shall we play a game first?”

“Sure,” Su Yingxue smiled generously. “I’ve only been out a few times with my paternal aunt’s family. My technique is pretty bad, so don’t look down on me.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m not very good either. We don’t have these facilities in Haizhou.”

Su Yingxue nodded, “That’s true. My younger sister stayed in Haizhou for a few days this summer and couldn’t even find a bowling alley.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Haizhou’s spending power isn’t too weak. If someone invested in a bowling alley, they could probably make some money.”

Though they could make some money, it certainly wouldn’t be a lot.

Li Mu hadn’t touched a bowling ball in years. When he started playing, several of his throws were less than ideal, even throwing a gutter ball. Su Yingxue was clearly more skilled than him; after a few rounds, she even scored a strike once.

However, Li Mu quickly regained his touch. After half a game, each of his throws was better than the last, and by the end, he surprisingly overtook Su Yingxue in total score, much to her astonishment.

Su Yingxue thought Li Mu’s rapid progress was entirely due to his skill and talent. After Li Mu overtook her in the first game, she surprisingly lost the second game to him by a significant margin. In the third game, Li Mu clearly went easy on her, throwing several gutter balls and feigning frustration, lamenting loudly. Su Yingxue immediately saw that he was letting her win. Seeing his terrible acting, she couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

As the two were having fun, Chen Ze drove up to the entrance of Carnival with the two Xu brothers.

Twenty-year-old Xu Jiahui wasn’t very interested in such occasions. At the entrance, he grumbled, “Bro, I don’t have any problem with you getting on good terms with Li Mu, but why did you have to drag me along? I made plans with my classmates to study at the school library.”

Xu Jiaming said, “As if I don’t know you? I never heard of you going to the library on weekends for your entire first year. What’s with all this effort now? Isn’t it all for Zhao Ziqiu?”

Xu Jiahui’s face flushed, and he blurted out, “Don’t make a false accusation! I just want to spend more time reading and studying, nothing else. Besides, Zhao Ziqiu might not even be at the library. One of her dorm mates’ mothers was hospitalized, and it seems those girls are taking turns looking after her.”

“How do you know so much about her business?” Xu Jiaming curled his lip and waved his hand, saying, “You’ve been nagging the whole way. Can’t you be a bit more manly? I’ve never asked you for any favors, but this time I told Li Mu that you greatly admire him and really want to get to know him. If you don’t come, what kind of situation does that put me in?”

Xu Jiahui’s expression was a bit gloomy: “Why did you have to drag me into this? Besides, I don’t admire him at all! Are you going to make me pretend to be his fan later?”

Xu Jiahui came from a prominent family; not only was he young and wealthy, but his looks and physique were also top-notch. Coupled with his genuine love for studying, he was also an academic ace at Peking University. He was a rich young master born with a silver spoon in his mouth, who also excelled in various aspects on his own. His good upbringing made him appear humble in daily life, but beneath it all, he harbored his own pride. He knew some things about Li Mu and, while he thought this guy, who was even a year younger than him, was indeed very capable, he was far from reaching the level of admiration. His elder brother’s rhetoric about Li Mu had already wounded his self-esteem.

Xu Jiaming knew his younger brother’s feelings at the moment. Using him as a pretext was, to some extent, selling him out. However, he also had his own difficulties. The two brothers were from the same root. If he, as the eldest brother, couldn’t establish a firm footing in the Xu family, then his younger brother, as the second oldest, would have even less of a chance.

Xu Jiaming sighed, pulled Xu Jiahui aside, and whispered, “Jiahui, I’m under a lot of pressure right now, bro. I know you care about your reputation, and I do too. But the most important reputation isn’t found with Li Mu; it’s with the other members of the Xu family. If I fail this time, I’ll never be able to hold my head high in the Xu family again, and Dad won’t either. What will you do then?”

Xu Jiahui bit his lip. He had already accepted his brother’s explanation in his heart, but he still felt somewhat uncomfortable, mumbling grumpily, “But you shouldn’t have used me as a breakthrough point…”

Chen Ze waited for the brothers to finish their hushed conversation before calling them to go in together. The manager stepped forward to greet them, offered a few compliments, and didn’t forget to add, “Mr. Chen, Mr. Xu, our boss heard you were coming and is already on his way. He just called and told me to make sure you have a good time first; he’ll be here shortly.”

Chen Ze said indifferently, “Tell Lao Zuo not to bother. We’re just here to play for a bit and then leave.”

The manager quickly said, “It’s because the three of you are here! If it were anyone else, our boss wouldn’t attach such importance.”

Flattery, no matter how transparent, always works. Chen Ze didn’t say anything more, nodded, and went to the bowling alley with the Xu brothers.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue were having a blast. Seeing Li Mu about to throw, Su Yingxue quickly said with a laugh, “Li Mu, stop deliberately going easy on me! It’s no fun playing like this all the time!”

Li Mu was about to bowl but stopped, turning his head and saying with an innocent expression, “I wasn’t deliberately going easy on you!”

Su Yingxue pouted, “Your acting is terrible; the performance is too obvious.”

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly, asking playfully, “Really? I actually think I’m a dedicated actor.”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips into a smile, her eyes curving and eyelashes fluttering slightly: “With acting like yours, you wouldn’t even get a bento box as an extra.”

Li Mu was about to argue when he caught sight of Chen Ze approaching him from a distance with the two Xu brothers.





Chapter 218: Complaining It Earns Too Slowly

Chen Ze had long guessed that the friend Li Mu mentioned on the phone, the one they were going to dinner with, would definitely be a woman. But he never expected her to be such an exquisite beauty.

There were many circles of various Second Generation individuals in Yanjing, and plenty of beauties mingled within them, including celebrities, models, and flight attendants. However, Chen Ze believed that virtually none could compare to Su Yingxue.

The reason wasn’t that those women were less attractive or had worse figures than Su Yingxue, but rather that they lacked Su Yingxue’s unique temperament, or perhaps, her spiritual aura.

Seeing Su Yingxue’s radiant smile when she was with Li Mu, Chen Ze immediately concluded that they were a couple. He secretly sighed at Li Mu’s impressive skill; such an exquisite woman would likely make many young masters, who were infinitely richer than Li Mu, lose face.

Xu Jiaming was equally surprised. Li Mu’s appearance was only considered upper-middle among his peers, his charm stemming from a slightly mischievous aura. As for money, there was no need to mention it; his assets in Yanjing barely registered. Given his conditions, to find a stunner like Su Yingxue, Xu Jiaming felt Li Mu had hit the jackpot.

Xu Jiahui unconsciously compared Su Yingxue with Zhao Ziqiu. Their looks were comparable, Zhao Ziqiu was a bit stronger in terms of figure, and Su Yingxue was a bit stronger in temperament. However, when he saw Su Yingxue display a slightly more polite demeanor towards the three of them, he knew in his heart that this girl was probably quite cold at her core. Thinking this, he felt that Zhao Ziqiu was better after all; at least Zhao Ziqiu’s temperament wasn’t so icy.

Li Mu introduced Chen Ze and the Xu brothers to Su Yingxue. Then, when introducing Su Yingxue to them, Li Mu deliberately added, “This is my girlfriend.”

The three didn’t find it surprising; they had been so intimate just now, it would have been strange if she wasn’t his girlfriend.

Su Yingxue, however, felt her heart thump six heavy beats from those six words.

She guessed Li Mu’s intention in saying this, knowing that he lied primarily to prevent any of these three men from having ideas about her. Still, she was secretly delighted by Li Mu’s attitude.

Chen Ze said, “You two seem to be having a lot of fun. Should we play together or separately?”

Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue, who gave him a slightly reluctant look. Although the look was subtle, Li Mu instantly understood. So he said to the three men, “How about you three play on the lane next door?”

Chen Ze smiled and nodded, but Xu Jiaming grumbled inwardly, This Li Mu, he’s so protective of his food. No one even wanted to eat it, yet he wouldn’t even let them smell it. It’s not that I’m genuinely interested in his girlfriend, but I feel that if this personality also manifests in business, it could be difficult.

The five people split into two groups to play, but because they were right next to each other, their conversation was unaffected. Xu Jiaming wanted to find a topic to quickly get familiar with Li Mu, so he decided to set up his younger brother. He told Li Mu, “Li Mu, Jiahui has always told me how much he admires you and the 3321 platform you created. He said he regretted not having a good chat with you last time.”

Xu Jiahui felt depressed but didn’t dare to drag down his own brother. He said with a smile, “That’s right, Li Mu. 3321 has been incredibly helpful to university students. Many students at our university are working as part-time tutors on 3321.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. He was always hearing people tell him how significant 3321 was; his ears were practically calloused from it. Focus Interview hadn’t even aired yet, and he estimated he’d hear even more similar remarks daily after it did.

So, Li Mu tried to change the subject, saying, “Your university is truly impressive. You can easily find several top scorers in the college entrance examination. Much more impressive than our Renmin University.”

Before Xu Jiahui could speak, Xu Jiaming forcefully pulled the conversation back to 3321, saying, “Jiahui has always wanted to try being a part-time tutor. How about you help him out sometime and let him give it a try?”

Xu Jiahui looked at his brother, not expecting this guy to be an expert at setting up his younger brother.

Upon hearing this, Li Mu casually said, “If you’re interested, you can register directly on 3321. I’ll arrange for someone to verify your information, and once approved, you can list your available hours and wait for bids.”

Xu Jiahui nodded, not daring to respond, lest he truly put himself in an irreversible situation. Was he really going to be a tutor for a few days?

Xu Jiaming asked Li Mu casually, “By the way, Li Mu, since you could create a platform like 3321, you must have a very deep understanding of the internet, right?”

Li Mu smiled modestly and said, “I actually don’t understand much.”

Xu Jiaming thought, You’re really low-key. Although Muye Technology isn’t much among internet companies, everyone in the internet industry who knows about it is surprised by its rapid rise. Everyone comes to the same conclusion: Muye Technology’s helmsman must have an extremely profound understanding of the internet and should be an industry veteran.

“I’ve been thinking about investing in internet companies recently. Do you have any good companies to recommend?” Xu Jiaming asked playfully.

Li Mu laughed, “For investments, you might consider big companies like Baidu, Tencent, and NetEase. I think these companies are worth long-term investment; five to ten years won’t be a problem.”

Xu Jiaming asked somewhat awkwardly, “Are there any smaller companies? These companies are already well-established now, and they’re very cautious about investments, making it hard to get in.”

Li Mu, while throwing his bowling ball, said, “As for startups, I haven’t really paid much attention to them. I’m not an angel investor, let alone an investment bank, so there’s no point in focusing on those.”

Xu Jiaming nodded.

He couldn’t ask any more detailed questions; it would be too obvious.

So he had no choice but to extend an olive branch to Li Mu first: “If you’re interested in getting involved with investment banking, you could take a stake in my investment company, or perhaps I could give you some technical shares, and you could be a part-time consultant for me?”

Li Mu politely declined, “Thank you, Bro Ming, but I really can’t manage it right now. I still have to attend university and manage 3321. I don’t have the energy for anything else.”

Xu Jiaming nodded. It seemed Li Mu wasn’t planning to reveal anything about Muye Technology. Li Mu didn’t even casually mention something like, “I have other businesses outside.” This showed that he didn’t want Muye Technology to be exposed, or at least, he didn’t want Muye Technology to be exposed alongside his name.

There was nothing he could do about it. He could only get to know Li Mu first, slowly engage, and gradually deepen their relationship. Being too eager for quick success would only lead to failure at the last step.

In truth, deep down, Li Mu harbored a strong desire for investment banking. The future internet industry held so many excellent projects. Just the internet companies listed domestically and in Hong Kong were already terrifying, not to mention those listed on Nasdaq. The thought was simply frightening. Many of those companies, which would later be valued at tens of billions, hadn’t even taken shape yet, and their founders might not even fully understand computers right now. There were several big fish among them that he absolutely couldn’t let slip away.

However, this was bound to be the top priority for his future capital operations. With such a grand plan and conviction in his heart, how could he be interested in a small technical stake in Xu Jiaming’s obscure venture capital firm?

Chen Ze interjected at this moment, “Fatty Wang spent the whole day at the Workers’ Stadium area and said he found a very good venue in the compound. However, it’s bigger than he expected, and if we take it, the overall cost will increase. The investment is estimated to go up to five million. What do you guys think?”

Xu Jiaming shrugged and said without hesitation, “I have no objections.”

Li Mu also said, “I have no objections either.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “How about we find time to go take a look tomorrow? If everyone thinks it’s okay, we’ll have Fatty Wang secure the place and start the process.”

Xu Jiaming sighed, “I might not have time tomorrow. The company has too many trivial matters, and several internet projects I recently invested in aren’t going well. I’ll be working overtime at the company tomorrow.”

After speaking, he deliberately asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, do you have time tomorrow?”

Li Mu casually said, “As long as the place Bro Wang chose is within the Workers’ Stadium compound, I have no objections. However, the maximum investment cannot exceed eight hundred thousand, otherwise, I won’t invest. I can’t afford it.”

Chen Ze teased, “What are you kidding about? You can’t afford it?”

Xu Jiaming, however, said indifferently, “I’ll invest for you. You don’t need to put up the money, and Bro Ze can find someone to hold the shares on your behalf.”

Li Mu waved his hand and laughed, “I appreciate Bro Ming’s kindness, but it’s not that I can’t afford the money. It’s just that at a time like this, investing more than eight hundred thousand in a nightclub is too reckless.”

Chen Ze said, “This money definitely won’t be lost.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I know it won’t be lost. I just find it earns too slowly.”

Chen Ze, Xu Jiaming, and Xu Jiahui all looked awkward, and even Su Yingxue beside them was full of shock.

A nightclub investment of five to six million, if managed well, could break even in less than a year. Even if it took a year to break even, that would still be an annual return of 100%. If Li Mu invested eight hundred thousand, he could earn eight hundred thousand back in a year. Was such a project still earning slowly?

However, in Li Mu’s view, it was indeed slow.

He didn’t have much cash on hand. Investing five hundred thousand in a nightclub was acceptable, but if it was eight hundred thousand or more, he would have to give up. Although connections were important, he couldn’t tie up a large amount of cash resources in a nightclub just for connections.

Li Mu was more willing to use his funds for long-term projects. Internet long-term projects weren’t as simple as doubling in a year; they could potentially multiply by a hundred times in five years or a thousand times in ten years.

Masayoshi Son’s SoftBank invested a total of eighty million US dollars in Alibaba twice. When Alibaba went public in 2014, SoftBank’s stake was worth approximately sixty to seventy billion US dollars, multiplying by nearly a thousand times. This speed, let alone opening a nightclub, couldn’t even be matched by opening a coal mine.

Richard Li once held a 20% stake in Tencent for 2.2 million US dollars. Unfortunately, he sold it when it had only multiplied by five times. In 2016, Tencent’s market capitalization on the Hong Kong stock exchange was infinitely close to two hundred billion US dollars. If he had held onto it, it would have multiplied by eighteen thousand times by then.

This was the unique charm of the internet. Li Mu had seen it many times in his previous life, and in this life, he always kept it in mind.

The third chapter is delivered.





Chapter 219: Giving the Card

Given Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming’s usual way of doing things, it was naturally impossible for them to press Li Mu and ask him what faster ways to make money he knew.

Both of them simply buried this question deep in their hearts, with no one asking a follow-up.

Chen Ze secretly reminded himself that after they parted ways, he should quickly call Fatty Wang. Regardless of where they chose to operate, the total investment absolutely could not exceed five million yuan. If it did, Li Mu couldn’t know. The final offer to Li Mu had to be kept under five million yuan, ensuring that he could acquire a 10% stake for less than five hundred thousand yuan. Otherwise, if it was too expensive, he wouldn’t play along, and this connection would be difficult to maintain in the future.

Xu Jiaming, on the other hand, secretly vowed that no matter what, he had to get on Li Mu’s bandwagon. Even if there were no seats left, he would climb on the roof or hang from the bottom to keep up.

The vehicle driven by the experienced Li Mu might just sprout a pair of wings as it drove, and perhaps even four rocket boosters as it flew.

As each harbored their own thoughts, a middle-aged man with slicked-back hair quickly walked towards the five of them.

The middle-aged man was about thirty-five or thirty-six years old, looking quite a bit like a young Wan Ziliang. When he approached, he greeted Chen Ze and the Xu brothers warmly, speaking very politely, constantly using terms like “grace with one’s presence” and “honor one’s humble abode.”

Li Mu sighed inwardly. For this middle-aged man to run such an impressive club in this area, his financial resources must be extraordinary. Yet, he had to humble himself in front of these three, which was quite embarrassing. However, this was also the awkwardness of running a real business: too many powerful figures above, requiring meticulous consideration and thoroughness in connections and social interactions.

Chen Ze introduced Li Mu to the middle-aged man, saying, “This is our good friend, Li Mu, and next to him is Li Mu’s girlfriend.”

Then, he turned to Li Mu and said, “This is the owner of Carnival, Zuo Qing.”

Li Mu politely shook his hand, surprised. Zuo Qing? Who would choose such a politically charged name?

Zuo Qing noticed Li Mu’s surprise and said with a smile, “When I was born, my patriarch was labeled a political target in that revolution, so they named me Zuo Qing, the ‘Qing’ from Qinghai. It was also meant to be a homophone, hoping I wouldn’t follow in his footsteps later.”

Only then did Li Mu realize it was ‘Qing’ as in ‘green’ (or Qinghai), not ‘Qing’ as in ‘leaning’. He smiled slightly and said, “I see.”

When Zuo Qing arrived, he had already heard from his manager that Chen Ze and the Xu brothers had brought friends, and they had specifically called to arrange details, so he knew their friends were also extraordinary. After confirming there were two of them, he immediately prepared two Carnival membership cards.

After greeting Li Mu and Su Yingxue, Zuo Qing took out two exquisite small boxes, about the size of a business card holder, from his pocket and said with a smile, “These are our Carnival Gold Cards, a small token of appreciation for our first meeting. With these cards, you can come to Carnival anytime for sports and entertainment, including all our sports facilities. If you need an instructor, you can also enjoy ten hours of free instructor time each month. Additionally, in the guest room department, you can enjoy one free suite day per month, and bring up to two friends with you each time.”

Li Mu didn’t know how much a gold card for such a place cost, but looking at the scale, he estimated it would be at least one hundred thousand yuan. After all, they had a golf course.

Li Mu thanked Zuo Qing for his kindness and politely declined, saying, “Boss Zuo, you’re too kind. This gift is too valuable; I can’t accept it.”

Zuo Qing quickly said, “What’s so valuable about it? It’s our own place. When our own brothers come, shouldn’t they play freely?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “You’re right, but I’m still in school in Zhongguancun, so I don’t usually have time to come over.”

Zuo Qing then said, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t have time to come. Just keep the cards, and come whenever you have time. Our place is one of the best in the country. Occasionally coming here for exercise can not only relax your mind but also strengthen your body.”

Saying this, Zuo Qing, fearing Li Mu would decline again, deliberately added, “If you don’t have time to use it yourself, you can lend it to others. We don’t restrict who uses the card here.”

Chen Ze also stepped in to persuade, “Li Mu, Boss Zuo’s gesture of goodwill, you and your girlfriend should accept it. We’re all friends, no need to be so polite.”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then nodded, and he and Su Yingxue thanked Zuo Qing together.

Zuo Qing had actually come to do Chen Ze and the Xu brothers a favor. Seeing that it was done, he didn’t linger to delay the five from playing and found an excuse to take his leave.

Li Mu put the card away, thinking he could give it to Li Yawei. He and Han Xiaoxiao were locals and should have more free time. Even if they didn’t have time to come, he could give the card to his family. He could also tell that this favor was from Zuo Qing to Chen Ze and the others, and since he had accepted it, he naturally couldn’t let it go to waste.

Su Yingxue looked at the card in her hand, unsure what to do. She had come out with Li Mu, and then Li Mu’s friend’s friend had given such a valuable gift, leaving her a bit bewildered and unsure how to handle it.

Li Mu casually said, “If you don’t think it’s useful, you can give it to your paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law. They can come and play if they have time.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently. It seemed she had to accept the card, so this was the only way to arrange it.

…

Xu Jiahui had been bowling for a long time but hadn’t been able to perform at his usual level.

Normally, strikes were common for him, but tonight, after bowling for a while, he hadn’t gotten a single one.

The reason was simple: he kept unconsciously listening to Li Mu’s conversations with the other two. Two conflicting voices were shouting in his mind. One said, “Hey, this kid is really impressive.” The other said, “Impressive my ass, he’s just showing off.”

These two voices waxed and waned, clashing fiercely in his mind, until another voice popped out and blurted, “This kid’s girlfriend is really beautiful.”

Xu Jiahui was convinced. After three consecutive gutter balls, he was even more convinced.

After finishing a game, he said to Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming, “I’m not playing anymore. I’ll sit and rest for a bit. You guys play.”

Xu Jiaming asked with a smile, “What’s wrong? Your performance is a bit off tonight.”

Xu Jiahui waved his hand, “Not in the mood, don’t want to play. You play with Bro Ze.”

Watching Xu Jiahui go to the rest seats in the back to play on his phone, Chen Ze called Xu Jiaming to the restroom. On the way, he quietly asked Xu Jiaming, “What’s wrong with Jiahui? He seems to be in a bad mood?”

Xu Jiaming nodded and smiled, “He’s been pursuing a girl from their school, but there hasn’t been any progress. He’s been a bit off lately.”

Chen Ze clicked his tongue, “Your two brothers’ situations are really interesting. One is troubled by money, and the other is troubled by love.”

Xu Jiaming said with a hint of embarrassment, “Bro, I’m just troubled by making money. If I could just inject tens of millions or even a hundred million into the company myself, I wouldn’t even bat an eyelid. We’re not short on money; what we lack is money we earned ourselves…”

Chen Ze smiled slightly and said, “You can’t rush things with Li Mu. Also, don’t rely on Li Mu to help you. If you want Li Mu to help you with a project, you have to offer equivalent or even superior resources to exchange with him. Only with give and take will a relationship develop.”

Xu Jiaming nodded and said, “I understand all this. It’s just that I’ve been a bit impatient lately. As for Li Mu, I’ll think more about it later and see what kind of resources I can exchange with him.”

Chen Ze said meaningfully, “Sometimes, business requires getting straight to the point and talking about money directly. Other times, you need to give first and make friends first.”

Xu Jiaming said seriously, “I understand.”

After returning from the restroom, the two began to play against each other. Under Chen Ze’s reminder, Xu Jiaming adjusted his mindset. His heart was no longer so impatient, and he calmly played the game with Chen Ze, both of them enjoying themselves immensely.

Su Yingxue was a little tired, so Li Mu accompanied her to the back to rest for a while, while also watching Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming play.

It had to be admitted that their bowling skills were quite impressive, far superior to Li Mu’s. Especially Chen Ze, whose throws always had an incredible curve and spin. Sometimes, it looked like the ball was heading straight for the gutter, but then at the crucial moment, it would turn and hit a beautiful strike.

Although Xu Jiaming didn’t have throws with such high technical skill, he excelled in having a stable mindset and consistent throws, so his accuracy was also very high.

At this moment, Zuo Qing, the owner of Carnival, arrived at the bowling alley with another group of people. It was a grand group of more than ten people. Zuo Qing arranged them on the five outermost lanes of the bowling alley and even had the three adjacent lanes paused, creating an undisturbed area for them.

Li Mu glanced from afar, only thinking that the other party seemed to have a significant background, but he didn’t pay too much attention. There were too many influential people in Yanjing to keep track of.

However, not long after, a shouting voice came from not far away: “Yo, Jiaming, Jiahui, what are you two scoundrels doing here too?”

(Note: “剖该” is a transliteration of the Cantonese profanity “仆街” (puk gai), meaning “go to hell” or “damn you,” used here as a derogatory address.)

Xu Jiaming and Xu Jiahui both looked in the direction of the voice. Upon seeing who it was, Xu Jiaming immediately exploded, forcefully throwing the bowling ball in his hand towards the lane, pointing at the person and cursing, “Tang Quan, are you looking to die, you bastard?”

Li Mu also looked in the direction of the voice. The person Xu Jiaming called Tang Quan was a young man about Xu Jiaming’s age, dressed in a somewhat Korean style. He was slender, wearing a purple long-sleeved shirt, black casual trousers, and white pointed leather shoes. His clothes were slim-fit, making him appear even thinner. Coupled with his long bangs, he gave off an uncomfortable vibe.

Chen Ze, sharp-eyed, stepped sideways to block Xu Jiaming, and said in a low voice, “Don’t be impulsive. Your older male cousin, Xu Jiahua, is inside. Tang Quan must be acting on his orders.”





Chapter 220: No Sense of Decorum

Xu Jiaming naturally recognized Tang Quan, and knew that this guy had always been his older cousin Xu Jiahua’s lackey. The moment he saw Tang Quan, he had already seen his older cousin Xu Jiahua. The reason he flared up so quickly was to send Xu Jiahua a signal: using your pet dog to disgust me is going too far.

Tang Quan was twenty-five years old this year. He owned a film and television cultural company in Yanjing. The company had signed a bunch of minor celebrities and models, and frequently participated in film and television production, distribution, and cultural and sports events. He usually liked to hang out in the entertainment and ‘second generation’ circles, and it was by sending his signed female artists into the ‘second generation’ circle that he managed to gain a foothold. In recent years, he had gained Xu Jiahua’s appreciation and became one of his followers.

The conflict between Xu Jiahua and Xu Jiaming had a long history. Their fathers had been at odds for decades. Xu Jiahua’s grandmother was the patriarch’s original wife; only after her death did the patriarch marry Xu Jiaming’s grandmother. Their half-sibling fathers had been hostile to each other since childhood, and this conflict intensified even further by the third generation.

Tang Quan naturally knew his boss’s likes and dislikes. The moment he saw Xu Jiaming there, he didn’t even wait for Xu Jiahua to speak, and immediately started hurling abuse.

Xu Jiaming’s retaliation only fueled Tang Quan’s arrogance. He waved his hand, beckoned two companions, and walked over, grinding his teeth and looking utterly self-important.

Xu Jiaming naturally wouldn’t back down. He walked straight towards the three of them. Xu Jiahui immediately stood up and followed his brother. Seeing the developing situation, Chen Ze couldn’t help but feel a headache coming on, and followed them as well.

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “They’re not going to fight, are they?”

Li Mu said indifferently, “Let them fight.”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “You absolutely must not act impulsively!”

Li Mu stood up with a smile and said, “No matter what, we came together. In this situation, whether they fight or not, we should at least stand by them. You stay seated, I’ll go take a look.”

Su Yingxue wanted to stop Li Mu, but seeing his expression, she knew it would be useless. She quickly advised, “Don’t be impulsive.”

Li Mu gave her a comforting look. “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

Li Mu quickly walked over. Xu Jiaming and Tang Quan were already face-to-face, on the verge of a scuffle.

Xu Jiaming was unwilling to let his older cousin set his lackey on him. He wanted to deal with the “dog” first. After all, they all shared the Xu surname; hitting his lackey wouldn’t be a big deal in the family’s eyes, and Xu Jiahua wouldn’t dare to directly fight him.

Tang Quan also had his own agenda. His active provocation was to curry favor with Xu Jiahua, to show him that he could handle annoying people without Xu Jiahua having to lift a finger. So he was also determined; what if he really hit Xu Jiaming? Xu Jiahua would back him up anyway.

Chen Ze tried to mediate between them, but both were on the verge of conflict and seemed unwilling to listen to him.

Tang Quan glanced at Chen Ze, who was standing between them, and said with a mix of politeness and assertiveness, “Bro Ze, this is between Xu Jiaming and me. If you still consider me, Tang Quan, a friend, then don’t interfere in this matter.”

Chen Ze said expressionlessly, “I’m not familiar with you. Besides, weren’t you the one who started it just now?”

Tang Quan’s face flushed dark red.

Chen Ze was helping Xu Jiaming and didn’t forget to embarrass him in the process. Was he going to directly interfere?

Tang Quan had thought Chen Ze would at least give him some face, but he didn’t expect him to give none at all.

His expression turned unpleasant, and Tang Quan’s tone became even more overbearing. He gritted his teeth and said, “This is between Xu Jiaming and me, Bro Ze. You’d better not interfere, lest things get ugly for everyone later.”

Chen Ze sneered, “Tang Quan, two things: First, you’re not qualified to speak to me like that. Second, causing trouble for my friend in front of me is causing trouble for me. I’ll remember this.”

The moment Chen Ze’s words came out, a trace of panic flashed across Tang Quan’s expression.

Chen Ze’s influence in Yanjing was far greater than his. Although he had Xu Jiahua backing him, Xu Jiahua might not necessarily offend Chen Ze for his sake. Now, the meaning of Chen Ze’s words was that he had directly formed a grudge with him, which was quite counterproductive.

At the same time, an unremarkable-looking man stood up from the crowd opposite them. He walked forward with a fierce demeanor, smiling as he looked at Chen Ze and said, “Old Chen, Tang Quan is my man. This matter has nothing to do with you. Isn’t it inappropriate for you to just step in?”

Chen Ze smiled faintly and retorted, “Jiahua, your man came up and cursed your two younger brothers. Shouldn’t you give him two slaps?”

Xu Jiahua looked at Xu Jiaming and Xu Jiahui, the two brothers, pointed at them, and shrugged, laughing. “Did Tang Quan curse them? I didn’t hear it. It sounded like he just called them ‘puk gai’ and ‘scoundrels’! Was he wrong? As their older brother, I really want to be partial to them, but they really are scoundrels. Tang Quan wasn’t wrong at all, so what can I do!”

“Xu Jiahua, don’t go too far!” Xu Jiaming’s face was livid, and his teeth ground together.

Xu Jiahua chuckled and said, “Jiaming, whether you’re a scoundrel or not, you know it yourself without me having to say it. If you know your abilities are still far from enough, then don’t spend all day loafing around. It’s better to work hard and do something proper. You need to understand, when you’re loafing around outside, it’s not just your face you’re losing; my face, and the entire Xu family’s face, are all completely disgraced by you!”

As he spoke, Xu Jiahua pointed at Tang Quan’s face and said to Xu Jiaming, “If you were doing well, how would he dare to call you a scoundrel in front of so many people?”

Tang Quan was now relieved. He had been intimidated by Chen Ze just moments ago, but now that Xu Jiahua had come out to back him up, what was there to be afraid of? So he yelled at Xu Jiaming even more arrogantly than before, “Did you hear that? A scoundrel is a damn scoundrel! And he still thinks he’s so impressive! What the hell is he, damn it!”

Xu Jiaming and Xu Jiahui were practically trembling with rage. Xu Jiaming, seeing Tang Quan’s obnoxious face, simply couldn’t hold back anymore. He suddenly reached out and delivered a crisp slap across Tang Quan’s face with a loud smack.

Tang Quan froze, Xu Jiahua froze, and so did everyone else.

No one had expected Xu Jiaming to strike first. Now Tang Quan was completely enraged. Clutching his face, he gestured to his two henchmen, pointing at Xu Jiaming. “Damn it, go up and hit him for me!”

Tang Quan’s two henchmen were about to act when Chen Ze suddenly roared, “Everyone, damn it, calm down!”

As soon as his shout finished, Tang Quan’s two henchmen stopped. This was the time for the bosses to negotiate. If subordinates were too impulsive, they could easily cause trouble for their boss. If the negotiation didn’t yield a clear outcome, it wouldn’t be too late to fight after the boss gave the word.

Chen Ze’s expression was grim and his voice low. He scanned the surroundings, his gaze settling on Xu Jiahua. “Jiahua, give me, Chen Ze, some face. Let’s end things here today. After today, let Jiaming and Tang Quan resolve their conflict themselves. Neither of us should interfere.”

Xu Jiahua shook his head. “Chen Ze, don’t say I’m not giving you face. It’s true that this matter today is between the two of them, but Xu Jiaming hit my man. If I don’t get an explanation here, with so many friends watching, where will I put my face in the future?”

Chen Ze frowned and asked him, “Then you propose a solution first, and we’ll see if we can talk this through.”

Xu Jiahua shrugged and smiled. “I wasn’t the one who got hit, so I have no right to speak for him. Tang Quan, you tell us, how do you want to resolve this today?”

Tang Quan sneered, “Brother Hua, I want him to bow and apologize to me, and publicly say three times that he’s a scoundrel and blind to what’s obvious!”

Remembering that Xu Jiaming and Xu Jiahua were blood relatives, Tang Quan didn’t voice his even more malicious demands.

Xu Jiaming was enraged. He rushed forward, about to fight Tang Quan, but was blocked by Tang Quan’s two henchmen.

Xu Jiahua loved to see Xu Jiaming make a fool of himself. Watching Xu Jiaming, furious yet helpless, he felt an indescribable satisfaction, even laughing out loud. After a few unrestrained chuckles, Xu Jiahua patted Tang Quan’s shoulder and said, “Little brother, your demand is a bit excessive. Jiaming is my younger brother; how can I just watch him lose so much face? Why don’t you ask for something else!”

Tang Quan knew Xu Jiahua was performing a double act with him. Seeing Xu Jiahua’s expression, he knew Xu Jiahua felt his previous demand wasn’t humiliating enough for Xu Jiaming. So, with a screw loose in his head, he glanced at Su Yingxue’s position and blurted out almost without thinking, “Changing it is fine too, Brother Hua. I think that girl they brought is pretty good. As long as she spends a night with me, that slap just now will be completely wiped clean!”

A burst of incredibly unrestrained laughter erupted from the crowd behind Tang Quan. Tang Quan didn’t know whose girlfriend that beautiful woman was among their group, but he was certain of one thing: she definitely wasn’t Chen Ze’s girlfriend. Everyone in the circle knew that Chen Ze had been deeply infatuated with a girl overseas for many years. As long as she wasn’t Chen Ze’s girlfriend, he had no qualms. Moreover, he knew that using a woman to humiliate a man had the best effect.

Just as he was staring at Xu Jiaming, wondering how he would react, a blur suddenly flashed before his eyes. Immediately after, a powerful force struck his left cheek, a slap that made his body involuntarily stagger. He was dizzy for a long time and couldn’t even react.

Even Chen Ze was shocked. He stared dumbfounded at Li Mu, not expecting this kid to have such a violent temper. Both sides were already on the verge of conflict, yet he just struck without warning!

Tang Quan’s henchmen wouldn’t stand for it. If Chen Ze hadn’t stopped them when Xu Jiaming hit Tang Quan, they would have gone up and beaten Xu Jiaming. Now, an obscure kid dared to strike Tang Quan, and so viciously at that. This was truly unbearable.

The two exchanged a glance and jointly rushed forward to strike Li Mu. Li Mu didn’t dodge at all. He stood his ground, sneered, and looked at Xu Jiahua, asking, “Are all these people under your command so lacking in decorum?”

Xu Jiahua looked at Li Mu with cold eyes and asked him, “Tell me, what are the rules?”

Li Mu pointed at Tang Quan, who was still bent over and disoriented, and said coldly, “He disrespected my girlfriend. It’s perfectly justified for me to hit him. If you still consider yourselves men, then don’t interfere. Let that kid come over and fight me one-on-one!”





Chapter 221: I Won’t Let You Suffer

Li Mu had originally only intended to come and show support for Chen Ze and the Xu brothers. He had no intention of actually getting into a fight, but he never expected Tang Quan to bring Su Yingxue into it and try to provoke Xu Jiaming with such filthy language. He simply couldn’t tolerate it.

If you run your mouth, you get slapped. If you’re still not convinced, you get slapped again. Ever since his last fight with Zhang Qing and the swim team at school, he had bought a formidable knuckle duster and kept it in his jacket pocket every day. At this moment, his right hand was already wearing the knuckle duster in his pocket. If those two underlings of Tang Quan dared to come forward, Li Mu guaranteed he could take them both down in two or three rounds.

However, he still had to consider the bigger picture. Slapping Tang Quan just now was well-deserved, but if it escalated into a brawl, it would truly be more harm than good.

So, Li Mu spoke in a street-smart tone, offering a street-smart solution.

“This person insulted my girlfriend, so I hit him. If he’s not convinced, he can challenge me to a one-on-one fight.” These reasons, no matter how you negotiate or talk things out, were within the rules. However, if he got hit and wasn’t convinced, but instead brought so many people to start a group fight, then Tang Quan and Xu Jiahua would be shameless.

Xu Jiahua naturally couldn’t afford to lose face either. He glanced at Li Mu, first stopping Tang Quan’s two underlings, then said to Li Mu, “Since that’s your girlfriend, I won’t interfere in matters between the two of you.”

Xu Jiahua was also a bit annoyed. This Tang Quan was truly incompetent and prone to making things worse. At that moment, if he had been sensible, he should have continued to provoke Xu Jiaming on a personal level. But why did this kid suddenly drag in a woman of unknown background? Was his brain filled with lust? That slap was purely deserved. Xu Jiahua himself was too embarrassed to ask Li Mu for an explanation; the moment he opened his mouth, he would lose all his reputation.

Tang Quan had just barely recovered from that slap, his teeth itching with hatred for Li Mu. When he heard Xu Jiahua say that, his anger flared even more. So, he took that slap for nothing?

At this moment, Su Yingxue also rushed to Li Mu’s side, standing next to him and gently pulling him back a little. She was afraid that the other party would suddenly rush forward with several people and attack Li Mu.

Tang Quan gritted his teeth, glaring at Li Mu, trying to figure out what to say to regain face. However, after sizing Li Mu up, Tang Quan felt a bit unsure. Although he couldn’t tell how strong Li Mu’s physique was, Li Mu was half a head taller than him. Rashly fighting him might lead to a loss.

Just then, Li Mu glared at him and demanded, “What are you looking at? If you’re not convinced, let’s go one-on-one. I’m ready anytime. With so many people watching, neither of us should chicken out.”

Tang Quan was instantly speechless. What was this kid’s background? Damn it, what a character! In front of so many people, was he gloating after getting the upper hand? Did he think Tang Quan wouldn’t dare to fight him one-on-one?

Blood rushed to his head instantly. Tang Quan cursed, “Damn it!” With that, he raised his fist and lunged to punch Li Mu in the face.

Although Li Mu hadn’t practiced any martial arts, his long hours at the gym weren’t for nothing. His physical fitness was much better than Tang Quan’s, who lived a life of debauchery every day. Seeing Tang Quan suddenly attack, Li Mu didn’t dodge or evade. Instead, he directly raised his leg and kicked Tang Quan in the stomach. Tang Quan didn’t expect that before his punch even reached Li Mu, Li Mu’s foot had already connected with his lower abdomen. Li Mu easily kept his fist at bay with the length of his leg.

Li Mu’s kick was full of force. After being kicked, Tang Quan couldn’t dissipate the power at all. He involuntarily stumbled back a few steps, his legs gave out, and he plopped onto the ground.

Li Mu didn’t give him a chance to get up. He quickly stepped forward, raised his leg, and kicked Tang Quan, who was sitting on the ground, back down. Then he squatted down, pressing his right knee firmly against Tang Quan’s chest. He raised his hand and delivered a ruthless slap to Tang Quan’s face. Smack! Li Mu uttered one word: “I!”

Immediately after, another slap. Li Mu said, “Damn!”

Smack! “Your!”

Smack! “Grand!”

Smack! “Father!”

Everyone present was dumbfounded. Tang Quan’s left face was swollen beyond recognition, and his brain was oxygen-deprived and hazy. However, the several girls who came with Tang Quan and Xu Jiahua watched with surging passion. At this moment, they had long forgotten which side they were on; they just felt that this handsome man was incredibly manly! When his girlfriend was insulted, he used his actions to slap the other person’s face. It was incredibly satisfying!

Besides them, people bowling on other lanes also watched with great interest. Many girls’ excited expressions were already overflowing, as if they were all delighted to see Tang Quan get beaten.

Xu Jiahua’s expression was grim. He didn’t know where Li Mu came from or what his background was, but Li Mu’s ruthlessness caught him off guard. He had seen ruthless people, but never one with Li Mu’s approach. His previous groundwork was so good, so seamless, that now he couldn’t even stand up for Tang Quan, let alone say a word to stop Li Mu.

What was there to say? Even he himself felt Tang Quan deserved the beating.

“What a sharp one!”

Xu Jiahua sighed inwardly. Looking at Tang Quan, who lay on the ground like a dead dog, he lamented, “Why are the people around me always this useless? Can’t even pick a fight properly. He lost his mind and picked a fight with someone’s girlfriend, only to get brutally beaten. I can’t even help him.”

After Li Mu finished delivering five slaps, he had just stood up when Zuo Qing, the club owner, rushed over. Seeing that a fight had just occurred, he quickly came to smooth things over, saying, “Gentlemen, gentlemen, let’s talk things out properly. Don’t let things get out of hand.”

Xu Jiahua was annoyed. In front of so many people, he couldn’t exploit the situation using Tang Quan anymore. He didn’t even have the face to stay under the same roof as Tang Quan. He kicked the prone Tang Quan indignantly, “Are you dead? If not, get up and leave!”

After saying that, Xu Jiahua glared at Xu Jiaming, then turned and walked away.

He couldn’t stay any longer; it was too embarrassing.

Tang Quan stumbled to his feet. Before leaving, he wanted to threaten Li Mu a couple of times to get back at him, but he was intimidated by the guy’s ruthless attacks. In the end, he didn’t dare to utter a single word, tucking his tail between his legs and following the furious Xu Jiaming out. In his heart, he was still fantasizing, Next time I see that kid, I’ll take his life!

Seeing the large group of people leave, Xu Jiaming breathed a sigh of relief. He involuntarily looked at Li Mu and said, “Thank you, Li Mu.”

Li Mu frowned and said, “I wasn’t doing it for you.”

With that, he walked up to Su Yingxue, directly took her hand, and said to Chen Ze, “Bro Ze, we’re leaving first.”

Without waiting for Chen Ze to speak, Li Mu pulled Su Yingxue and walked out.

He was a bit annoyed too, because of Xu Jiaming’s “thank you.”

What the hell? I didn’t do it for you at all, why are you thanking me? Are you thanking me for hitting Tang Quan and indirectly helping you out of a bind? Someone who can’t understand the situation and misinterprets intentions like this might truly not be suitable as a friend.

Chen Ze wanted to call out to Li Mu, afraid that Tang Quan’s group might be waiting outside to retaliate, but Li Mu didn’t give him a chance to speak. In a moment, he had already led Su Yingxue out of the bowling alley.

Xu Jiaming was a bit bewildered. He looked at Chen Ze and asked, “Bro Ze, did I say something wrong?”

Chen Ze didn’t answer him. He just said, “I’ll go check,” and then quickly chased after them.

Xu Jiahua and his group had already driven away. Li Mu led Su Yingxue directly into his car. Just as he started the engine, Chen Ze caught up. Li Mu rolled down the window, and Chen Ze said from outside, “I’m really sorry. I originally wanted to invite you two out to relax, but I didn’t expect something like this to happen tonight.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It’s fine, just an accident. You didn’t want it to happen either.”

Chen Ze nodded, knowing that saying more at this point was useless. He then said to Li Mu, “I’ll handle the follow-up on this matter. You and Yingxue go back and get some rest early.”

Li Mu acknowledged him, and Su Yingxue also politely bid farewell to Chen Ze. Then Li Mu drove away from the Carnival, heading straight for the Fourth Ring Road to take Su Yingxue back to her paternal aunt’s house. On the way, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Why were you so impulsive just now? That guy clearly isn’t a good person. What if he causes trouble for you later?”

Li Mu drove and said, “I’m not close with Xu Jiaming; I just went to show support for Chen Ze’s sake. His cursing Xu Jiaming has nothing to do with me, but his insulting you is unacceptable.”

Su Yingxue nodded and said softly, “I understand what you mean. I’m just afraid you’ll suffer a loss.”

Li Mu glanced at Su Yingxue, smiling, and said, “As long as you don’t suffer injustice, it doesn’t matter if I take a small loss.”

Su Yingxue suddenly felt that even the most independent and strong woman, upon encountering Li Mu’s dominant protection and care, would probably feel captivated. At least, she herself was already deeply enchanted by him, her entire heart immersed in the happiness of being protected, unable to pull herself away.

…

For the next two days, Tang Quan kept trying to find out who the guy who hit him was. He activated every connection he had, with only one goal: to find Li Mu.

After hitting him, Li Mu didn’t take it seriously. He just secretly went and bought another knuckle duster. He paid an old man who sharpens scissors ten yuan on the street to sharpen the four blunt metal cylinders on the front of the knuckle duster.

The old man usually charged one yuan to sharpen a pair of scissors, so he was naturally delighted with this ten-fold income. However, as he watched the knuckle duster get sharper and sharper, he himself felt a chill and couldn’t help but remind him, “Young man, you shouldn’t sharpen this too much; it could kill someone.”

A knuckle duster wasn’t like scissors or a kitchen knife; the latter two had legitimate uses, while a knuckle duster was purely for fighting and showing off strength.

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Could you sharpen it a little more for me? Just a bit, and I’ll add another ten yuan.”

The old man hesitated for a moment, then nodded and gritted his teeth, continuing to sharpen it. He didn’t know that Li Mu was preparing this knuckle duster just in case; he would definitely not use it unless absolutely necessary.





Chapter 222: Inspection

On Monday, Li Mu received a notice from the school leaders: Lu Zhigang, a Standing Committee Member of the Municipal Party Committee and Vice Mayor in charge of education, was scheduled to visit Renmin University on Tuesday morning for an inspection. The main purpose of this trip was to inspect 3321, meet with Li Mu, 3321’s founder, and hold a symposium at Renmin University.

Rumor has it that CCTV’s Focus Interview program had scheduled the special feature on 3321 for Tuesday evening. Lu Zhigang’s visit at this time was also to get ahead of China Central Television. If he waited for CCTV to broadcast it before coming, it would inevitably make people think he was neglecting his duties.

With a municipal party committee leader inspecting, Renmin University dared not be negligent, nor could Li Mu take it lightly. The school leaders pulled him into a meeting for over two hours to roughly formulate a general process for welcoming, inspecting, holding a symposium, dining, and seeing off the guest.

Lu Zhigang’s secretary said they would eat in the dining hall, so the school had to hold a mobilization meeting for the dining hall staff in advance. Tomorrow’s dishes needed to be prepared with great care; they couldn’t let the leaders and audience feel that Renmin University’s dining hall was too bad.

After the brothers from Dorm 606 returned from Yangzhou, Li Mu gathered everyone, including Dong Ai, for dinner that evening. It was 3321’s first time having a leader inspect, so it was impossible not to take it seriously. Previously, 3321 had only attracted media attention, and although it had drawn official media like CCTV, it was still just media, not truly official. This time, the Vice Mayor in charge of education was coming. Although he didn’t directly oversee Renmin University, a university directly under a ministry or commission, he was still the highest leader in the city’s education system, so they definitely had to treat him seriously.

At the dinner table, Li Mu said to everyone: “Tomorrow, Vice Mayor Lu will definitely bring media with him, and I heard our Focus Interview episode is scheduled to air tomorrow night. So I estimate that Vice Mayor Lu will definitely bring Yanjing Television reporters. They’ll inspect in the morning, and by 6:30 PM, they’ll have to broadcast their own news segment before News Broadcast begins. I won’t participate in any interviews tomorrow. Senior Sister Ai, you will be in full charge of dealing with the media reporters.”

When Dong Ai joined 3321, she frankly told Li Mu that she wanted to intern at 3321, money wasn’t an issue, but she needed a management position. Li Mu also knew that Dong Ai was implicitly telling him that she wanted to use 3321’s reputation to enrich her future resume. And since Dong Ai joined 3321, she had proven her capabilities with her actions. Now, Dong Ai was basically at the helm of 3321’s overall operations, and he rarely interfered anymore.

Since Dong Ai frankly hoped to use 3321 to pave her way, Li Mu was happy to satisfy her needs. It just so happened that he also didn’t want to continue devoting a lot of time and energy to 3321 in the future, so he simply put her in the spotlight.

Dong Ai was also grateful for Li Mu’s thoughtfulness in her heart. He could discern others’ needs and had already handed over the pillow before they even yawned.

Li Mu then reminded his dorm brothers that they must all be present tomorrow. Showing their faces more in the media now might be helpful in the future.

The brothers nodded repeatedly. They were incredibly envious of Li Mu’s current treatment: no roll calls during daytime classes, no dorm checks at night, and most importantly, passing exams whether he attended or not. By their fourth year, guaranteed postgraduate admission would definitely be no problem for him. With such good privileges, the five people in Dorm 606 had long been drooling with envy.

Li Mu finally said to Dong Ai: “After tomorrow, 3321 will truly be known nationwide. It’s time to expand 3321’s business lines to other cities.”

When Dong Ai heard this, her eyes sparkled with a different kind of brilliance as she asked him: “Are we really expanding to other cities?”

Li Mu nodded: “The team size is sufficient now. Senior Sister Ai, you should come up with a plan in the next few days. The next city 3321 will enter is Shanghai, and you will be fully responsible for all market development.”

What flowed in Dong Ai’s veins was also the blood of a career woman. Li Mu entrusting such a significant matter to her instantly filled her with fighting spirit.

…

The next morning, a motorcade consisting of an Audi A6 and three Passats slowly drove into the main gate of Renmin University of China. Besides the four black sedans, there were also several police cars escorting them, providing security. The police cars stopped following after reaching the school gate. Li Mu waited downstairs at the Academic Affairs Building with the school leaders, while everyone else waited in Sanjianfang for the leaders to arrive for the inspection.

Several interview vans had already arrived half an hour ago, and several reporters had set up their camera equipment, just waiting for the leaders to arrive.

Around 9:30 AM, the A6 slowly drove over and stopped steadily in front of everyone.

A middle-aged man carrying a briefcase got out of the passenger seat. As soon as he got out, he immediately opened the rear passenger door. Then, a man with a scholarly demeanor stepped out of the car. He appeared to be around forty or fifty years old, slender, and wearing glasses, looking more like a professor than an official.

As soon as Lu Zhigang got out of the car, several school leaders from Renmin University enthusiastically went to greet him. Although there wasn’t a direct superior-subordinate relationship, the school leaders of Renmin University and Lu Zhigang had interacted before and were quite familiar with each other.

Lu Zhigang brought four people with him today: one was his secretary, one was the head of the Education Commission, and another was the official from the Education Commission specifically in charge of the Gaokao. Besides these four, there was also a plainclothes police officer, who was the captain of the district branch bureau. He was primarily there for accompaniment and security, mainly to demonstrate the district branch bureau’s regard for Lu Zhigang.

After the official handshakes and greetings, Lu Zhigang came before Li Mu. Li Mu’s Dean introduced him: “Vice Mayor Lu, this is Li Mu, the founder of 3321.”

Lu Zhigang nodded, extended his hand to Li Mu, and smiled: “Li Mu, I’ve long heard of your great name!”

Li Mu quickly said with a humble expression: “Vice Mayor Lu, you flatter me. I’m just an ordinary student at Renmin University, nothing special.”

Lu Zhigang smiled slightly: “Achieving success without becoming arrogant or impatient, that’s excellent.”

Li Mu thanked him, saying he would definitely maintain that attitude. Lu Zhigang exchanged a few more polite words with him. Afterwards, the other people accompanying him also shook hands with Li Mu one by one, but Li Mu didn’t know who any of them were.

After the ceremonial greetings were completed, Lu Zhigang and his entourage, led by the school leaders, first went through the motions at the Academic Affairs Building, which was nothing more than listening to the school leaders report on recent academic achievements and results in quality education.

Throughout this process, Li Mu couldn’t escape, because Lu Zhigang’s attention seemed to be constantly on Li Mu. He kept finding opportunities to discuss and exchange a few words with Li Mu, making Li Mu have to follow closely by his side, not daring to slack off.

Just as Li Mu was accompanying Lu Zhigang and his entourage on a tour of 3321’s Sanjianfang in the Audio-Visual Building, Tang Quan, who was still sound asleep in bed, cuddling a young model, received a phone call.

Originally, Tang Quan was a bit annoyed at being woken up by his phone, but after seeing the caller’s name, he immediately sat up and blurted out: “How is it?”

“We found out. The other party is a first-year student from Renmin University of China’s School of Finance and Economics, named Li Mu.”

“A first-year student?!” Tang Quan was shocked, but even more so, he felt utterly humiliated. After all that, he had actually been beaten by a university student?

Tang Quan quickly pressed: “What’s his background?”

“No particular background. He’s from Nansu Province and just came to Yanjing for school this year.”

Tang Quan then asked: “Then how is it that he’s with Chen Ze and those people?”

“Chen Ze is also from Nansu Province. His father was transferred a few years ago, and that’s why he came to Yanjing.”

The person on the phone then added: “Oh, by the way, Brother Quan, that Li Mu recently started some website that seems quite famous. Yanjing Television even interviewed him. You’ll need to consider thoroughly if you want to touch him.”

“To hell with that!” Tang Quan cursed resentfully: “What’s there to show off about some damn broken website? Is being on TV a big deal? I don’t know how many women on TV I’ve slept with! My only concern is his relationship with Chen Ze. Could this kid be Chen Ze’s relative?”

“I’m not sure about that. We can’t rule out that possibility.”

Tang Quan felt a wave of worry. They were both from Nansu Province, so could that kid be Chen Ze’s relative? He was itching to get revenge on Li Mu, but if Li Mu was Chen Ze’s relative, he definitely wouldn’t dare to act rashly. He wasn’t Xu Jiahua’s relative, and if Chen Ze really went all out against him, Xu Jiahua might not protect him.

Tang Quan called Xu Jiahua, wanting to gauge Xu Jiahua’s intentions. That night, when he was beaten, Xu Jiahua also felt embarrassed. He only blamed himself for doing something foolish that night, which made it impossible for Xu Jiahua to intervene in front of so many people. After leaving the Carnival, Xu Jiahua had also been cursing incessantly. From his attitude at the time, it seemed he also wanted to settle scores with that kid.

After hearing this, Xu Jiahua on the phone said to Tang Quan: “If you want to do it, go ahead and do it. Just make sure you do it cleanly. I’ll handle Chen Ze. I’ve been sick of him for a long time.”

Tang Quan felt as if he had received an imperial sword, and excitedly blurted out: “Brother Hua, leave this matter to me!”

After hanging up, Tang Quan immediately called over a few of his subordinates who usually hung around his cultural company. He thought resentfully to himself: “Including myself, that’s five people in total. We’ll go to Renmin University this afternoon, drag that kid named Li out, and give him a good beating first! If Chen Ze has a problem with it, he can go talk to Xu Jiahua!”

Li Mu, who was focused on accompanying the leaders, was completely unaware of this. He finally managed to introduce Dong Ai to Lu Zhigang, telling him that Dong Ai was the actual person in charge of many of 3321’s affairs. Then, he was finally able to step aside when Lu Zhigang started asking Dong Ai questions.

At lunch, at a four-person table in the dining hall, Li Mu and Dong Ai sat opposite Lu Zhigang and his secretary. Lu Zhigang enthusiastically asked some follow-up questions about 3321. Li Mu pushed all of them to Dong Ai. In front of the cameras today, Dong Ai spoke more than he did. Li Mu hoped that Dong Ai’s image could be more closely associated with 3321 in the public eye, while he himself only needed the golden signboard of being the founder.





Chapter 223: Charging into the Wolf’s Den (Part 1)

In the afternoon, after seeing off the visiting leaders, Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei discussed with everyone about going to the hospital to see Wang Yanan’s mother after classes. Wang Yanan had found a two-bedroom apartment near Peking University’s South Gate, and her mother was scheduled to be discharged tomorrow. The two reasoned that it would be inconvenient to visit once she was discharged and settled into the rented apartment, so they might as well go today, on her last day in the hospital.

Li Mu naturally had no objections, and neither did anyone else. The six bros from dorm 606 and the six girls from Wang Yanan’s dorm were indeed very close. Among the twelve people, there were three couples, plus the unspoken admiration between Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu. The people from these two dorms felt quite comfortable and at ease with each other.

At 5:30 PM, the six of them met punctually in the Academic Building lobby, ready to head to the hospital. At this time, Tang Quan also arrived at Renmin University with four others in a car, parking it in the public parking spaces outside the university gate. The five of them then walked into the campus, heading straight for the School of Finance and Economics.

Tang Quan was naturally arrogant. He usually ran his own cultural company and was considered a well-known figure. However, after being given a good beating by Li Mu, news of his assault had been circulating in their circle for the past two days, practically ruining his reputation.

Tang Quan, who considered himself a promising young talent at twenty-five with a thriving career, felt he couldn’t get over the humiliation of being beaten by a university student and then ridiculed by his peers. He had held a grudge against Li Mu ever since.

After finding out Li Mu’s background and receiving instructions from Xu Jiahua, he decided to completely reclaim the reputation he had lost that day. Therefore, he insisted on taking action within the Renmin University campus. No matter what, he would find that rascal and give him a good beating in front of all the students.

A few of his followers were worried, thinking that assaulting a university student on campus was a serious matter. Furthermore, there were security guards on campus, and that guy surnamed Li certainly had many classmates. If the five of them ventured deep into their territory and something went wrong, it would be disastrous.

Tang Quan didn’t care in the slightest.

He always thought that students from Renmin University were all bookworms, and those high-achieving students with excellent grades were, in his eyes, all timid and fearful. This time, he had brought a backpack full of steel pipes. Once the steel pipes were revealed, no university student would dare to meddle. Besides, that’s exactly the effect he wanted: to publicly give Li Mu a good beating! Publicly was the key!

As for whether assaulting a university student on campus was serious, Tang Quan didn’t care. With Xu Jiahua backing him, what was this trivial matter?

Not afraid of the situation escalating, nor afraid of students ganging up, Tang Quan had no worries in his heart. He only thought of one thing: he must find Li Mu. Once Li Mu was in his hands, that rascal would be finished! At the very least, he would cripple Li Mu’s right hand, making those who mocked him understand that Tang Quan was petty and vengeful, and no one should expect to gain anything from him.

Li Mu was currently the most popular student at Renmin University. Walking on campus, anyone who met his gaze, whether students or faculty, would smile and nod at him. This was a sign of their respect, as his prestige among university students was extremely high.

Initially, Li Mu was a bit unaccustomed to it, but later he became numb. Anyway, everyone was friendly, nodding, and he usually responded with a smile. Such a small gesture cost him nothing.

The six of them walked along the main road towards the campus exit, chatting about the student aid trip to Xue Jianfeng’s hometown next weekend. Xue Jianfeng came from a good family and was from the coastal area of Qilu, so they asked him to make arrangements in advance to have a good time by the sea over the weekend.

Xue Jianfeng smiled and said, “I’ll make sure there’s plenty of seafood at my place, but there’s not much to do by the sea this season. I can take you to a newly built resort; it has food, drinks, and entertainment, and it’s quite nice.”

“Great!” Li Yawei said with a smile, “Since we’re going to the seaside, I’m requesting to bring a family member this time!”

Xue Jianfeng raised an eyebrow and grinned, “Yawei, you’re not trying to find an opportunity to sleep with Han Xiaoxiao, are you?”

Li Yawei felt a little guilty, but he pretended to be relaxed and said, “I don’t have such thoughts. I’ve already agreed with Xiaoxiao that we’ll only have that kind of relationship after marriage.”

“Pfft.” Xue Jianfeng said scornfully, “Don’t I know what’s on your mind? You’re probably dying of impatience inside.”

The others also teased Li Yawei, making him blush. Li Mu also wanted to joke with Li Yawei, but Chen Wan suddenly called him. Li Mu slowed his pace slightly and answered the phone.

“Sis.”

“Rascal, I have good news for you.”

“Did you pass the final interview for Yanjing TV?”

“Oh, how did you know!” Chen Wan giggled, saying, “The results should have been out much earlier, but Yanjing TV extended the period by a few days. I just received their call today, asking me to officially report for duty next Monday.”

“That’s great!” Li Mu asked with a smile, “When are you planning to come over?”

“I’ll be there on Friday. This time, I’m staying in Yanjing for good!”

Li Mu laughed, “Welcome to settle in big Yanjing. Do you want me to help you rent an apartment?”

“No need,” Chen Wan said with a smile. “My Dad had someone help buy a small hotel-style apartment. I can move in directly once I get there.”

Li Mu wasn’t surprised. After all, Chen Wan came from a good family, and housing prices in Yanjing weren’t expensive at the time. Even good real estate projects were only six to seven thousand yuan per square meter. A small apartment, at most, wouldn’t exceed five to six hundred thousand yuan, which was nothing to Chen Wan.

While on the phone, Li Mu gradually fell a little behind his five dorm bros. The five of them also looked back and, seeing him on the phone, didn’t deliberately wait for him. There was a distance of about thirty to fifty meters between them.

It was precisely the time when classes ended in the afternoon, and a large number of students, like Li Mu, were walking out of campus. However, there weren were few people walking in the opposite direction into the campus, especially Tang Quan and his four companions. They found it very difficult to walk against the large flow of people. Tang Quan also had to keep his eyes wide open, looking everywhere for Li Mu. He himself felt it was like searching for a needle in a haystack. If he couldn’t find him, he would simply inquire about his dorm and wait downstairs.

Just then, a somewhat familiar figure flashed past Tang Quan’s radar-like eyes. He froze, immediately turning back to find that figure. Upon closer inspection, he trembled with excitement!

The person walking towards him, talking on the phone with one hand, was Li Mu.

In the crowd, Li Mu instinctively felt a strange gaze on him. Unexpectedly, he looked up and met Tang Quan’s eyes.

Indeed, enemies meeting made their eyes burn with fury. Tang Quan, standing rooted to the spot, felt his blood boil. He pointed at Li Mu and said to the four people beside him, “Damn it, that’s him! Distribute the steel pipes!”

As soon as Li Mu saw the five people approaching him quickly with steel pipes, he immediately said to Chen Wan, “Sis, I have an urgent matter. I’ll hang up first.”

With that, without waiting for Chen Wan’s response, he hung up the phone, put his cell phone into his jacket pocket with his right hand, and put on a knuckle duster inside. At the same time, Li Mu felt his left pocket through his clothes. The knuckle duster in his left pocket was sharpened. Although it couldn’t compare to a knife, wearing it would definitely pierce skin and flesh with any punch. He couldn’t use it unless absolutely necessary.

Tang Quan and his four companions rushed against the crowd towards Li Mu. Tang Quan suddenly raised a steel pipe and roared, “Li Mu, you son of a bitch, I’m going to kill you today!”

As soon as his voice fell, the person at the very front had already swung a steel pipe towards Li Mu. Li Mu quickly retreated a few steps, narrowly dodging it. His dorm bros, who were walking ahead, heard the commotion, turned their heads, and saw Li Mu being surrounded. They immediately ran towards him.

At this moment, another person had arrived, tall and strong, swinging a steel pipe directly at Li Mu.

A fierce resolve surged in Li Mu’s heart. His right hand, wearing the knuckle duster, suddenly shot out of his pocket. He sidestepped, dodging the incoming steel pipe. As the opponent swung the pipe down, Li Mu’s left hand grabbed the other end of the steel pipe, and his right fist smashed directly onto the back of the opponent’s hand holding the pipe.

The man was focused on pulling the steel pipe away when he suddenly caught a glimpse of Li Mu’s incoming fist and the knuckle duster on it. His face quickly changed, and he frantically tried to let go and dodge, but it was clearly too late.

Li Mu’s eyes were fixed on the back of his hand as he punched quickly. Before the man could pull his hand back, Li Mu’s precise punch landed. With this punch, Li Mu even heard the sound of bones shattering.

The man screamed in pain. At this moment, the bros from dorm 606 arrived. Without a word, Xue Jianfeng grabbed a guy who was trying to attack Li Mu from behind. Using his strong physique, he lifted the rascal and slammed him to the ground.

Tang Quan never expected several people to suddenly jump out to help Li Mu. Seeing two of his four men incapacitated by Li Mu and Xue Jianfeng, he immediately turned to run. Just then, someone in the crowd shouted, “Catch the guy in the black leather jacket! That guy dared to hit Li Mu at Renmin University!”

The whole process just now was very fast, and many surrounding students hadn’t reacted yet. When that shout rang out, many boys immediately turned around and quickly ran towards Li Mu or Tang Quan. Li Mu’s side quickly resolved the fight. One guy, who was dizzy from being slammed to the ground by Xue Jianfeng, was immediately beaten by Sun Jian and Li Yawei before he could even react. Another guy, whose fingers were broken by Li Mu, had also dropped his steel pipe and was clutching his right hand with his left, screaming non-stop. The remaining two had long lost their will to fight; they tried to run but couldn’t escape and were directly pinned to the ground by boys coming from all directions.

Tang Quan hadn’t run many steps before at least ten to twenty people were chasing him. Terrified, he desperately tried to escape, turning his head and fiercely throwing the steel pipe in his hand. It hit one of the chasing students on the calf. The student cried out and fell to the ground, his calf badly injured.

Tang Quan didn’t expect this to further enrage the crowd. The students behind him kept shouting, attracting the attention of those ahead. Suddenly, a student appeared in front of him. He extended his leg, blocking Tang Quan’s stride. Because of his speed, Tang Quan had no time to react and fell to the ground like a dog pouncing on food.

A dozen or so boys swarmed him, and without a word, began punching and kicking.





Chapter 224: Breaking into the Wolf’s Den (Part 2)

“

“

These were hot-blooded and impulsive youths. Seeing five outsiders brazenly holding steel pipes at the entrance of their campus, where they studied and lived, how could these students tolerate it? Moreover, their target was Li Mu, who was currently the most popular person at Renmin University. This very morning, the Vice Mayor had personally come to inspect, and in the afternoon, someone dared to come to Renmin University to assault Li Mu. They were truly digging their own grave.

“

“

Tang Quan was instantly pinned to the ground by over a dozen people, feeling punches and kicks rain down on him like a tempest. Some of these blows were light, some heavy, but clearly, the heavy ones predominated. Tang Quan initially tried to act tough, threatening the students who were ganging up on him: “I’m the boss of Datang Culture! If any of you dare to touch me, I’ll fucking kill you…”

“

“

Before he could finish, a massive fist smashed into the back of his head: “Damn you, go ahead and try!”

“

“

That punch made Tang Quan’s vision go black, and he no longer dared to provoke these banes. He could only desperately cover his face, terrified of being disfigured.

“

“

The other four guys were in no better shape than Tang Quan. Each was surrounded and beaten by a large group of male students, their screams rising and falling in succession.

“

“

Xue Jianfeng had initially been busy pummeling one of the guys, but as he fought, he was squeezed out by the surrounding students. So, he ran up to Li Mu and asked, “Are you alright?”

“

“

Li Mu shook his head. “I’m fine.”

“

“

With that, he took off the knuckle dusters from his hands, called Liu Nian over, handed both knuckle dusters to him, and instructed, “Find a place to hide these for now.”

“

“

With dozens of people involved in the group assault, the scene was extremely lively. The school security and leaders would likely arrive soon, and it might even involve the police. It wasn’t good to carry such things around.

“

“

Liu Nian weighed the two rather substantial metal knuckle dusters, too surprised to speak. Xue Jianfeng, standing nearby, was inwardly startled and urged Liu Nian, “Sixth Oldest, don’t just stand there, hurry up and go! Remember not to take them to the dorm room.”

“

“

Liu Nian nodded quickly, tucked the two knuckle dusters away, and ran off.

“

“

At this moment, the group assault continued, with more people constantly joining in.

“

“

Li Mu’s influence was indeed extraordinary. As soon as word spread that someone had tried to attack Li Mu at the school gate, a large number of male students joined the fray.

“

“

In this school, many people envied, were jealous of, and even hated him, but more people admired him greatly. Many also directly benefited from 3321. Li Mu’s current standing at Renmin University was a level higher than even the student president. Before coming, Tang Quan had thought of himself as a pack of five wolves and Renmin University as a flock of sheep. A wolf pack charging into a flock of sheep would surely be an overwhelming advantage. He never expected that once they started fighting, he would realize he was the sheep, and Renmin University was the wolf’s den.

“

“

In just a few minutes, the five men were beaten black and blue, with not a single good spot on their bodies. Who knows which student was so malicious, but while beating Tang Quan, they thought his hairstyle was a bit flashy, so they spat their chewing gum into his hair. With a rub and a grab, it firmly stuck to a clump of hair.

“

“

Another student, seeing this scene, found it exceptionally satisfying and shouted loudly, “Classmates, who’s chewing gum? Come over and give this bastard a new hairstyle!”

“

“

Tang Quan lay on the ground, covering his face and shouting in despair, “You’re breaking the law! I have connections at the Public Security Bureau! Not a single one of you will escape when the time comes!”

“

“

At this point, someone kicked him on the back of the head and shouted, “Classmates, don’t listen to this scumbag spewing nonsense! I’m from the Law School. This guy committed assault with a weapon; the nature of his crime is extremely malicious. Our motive is acting bravely for a just cause. Although it might be legally a bit unreasonable, everyone needs to understand one thing: the law doesn’t punish the masses! Even if it goes to court, our dozens, even hundreds of people, have a 100% chance of winning the case!”

“

“

“Then what are we waiting for? Beat him up!”

“

“

“Where’s the chewing gum? Not enough, give him more! This scumbag’s hairstyle is so flashy, let’s add some extra flavor for him!”

“

“

“Hey, female student watching over there, can I have the chewing gum in your mouth?”

“

“

“I… how do I give it to you…?”

“

“

“It’s fine, just spit it into my hand!”

“

“

“That’s so inappropriate…”

“

“

“It’s fine, it’s fine! Can you not rush off later? I’d like to treat you to dinner tonight!”

“

“

“Uh… alright…”

“

“

Li Mu watched as the situation grew increasingly chaotic, somewhat worried it might get out of control. Fortunately, several security personnel from the school security team rushed over. The security guards strenuously pulled the students away one by one. Looking at the few people who had been beaten, they were already a gruesome sight.

“

“

Tang Quan’s clothes had long been torn to shreds, and his entire body was covered in shoe prints. Although he tried hard to protect his face, it was still disfigured, with bruises and small cuts everywhere, looking utterly miserable. The worst part was his hairstyle; his head was full of stuck chewing gum, making him look extremely disheveled.

“

“

The head of the security team asked for a general understanding of the situation. As soon as he heard that these outsiders had come in with weapons, intending to assault Li Mu, he immediately bristled with anger. Who was Li Mu? The school leaders had already issued a notice: this was Renmin University’s prized asset, and nothing must go wrong. Fortunately, so many students helped today; otherwise, if anything were to happen to Li Mu on Renmin University campus, wouldn’t the school leaders flay the security team alive?

“

“

The security captain immediately roared, “Handcuff these thugs and take them to the security office! If anyone resists, electrocute them with the stun baton immediately!”

“

“

The handcuffs and stun batons of university security teams were registered and approved, giving them the right to use them at critical moments. However, they usually didn’t even use them once in half a year. Today, facing thugs who had charged into the school with weapons, it was an excellent opportunity to use them.

“

“

Tang Quan felt like dying. His voice had lost its previous tough talk, and he pleaded bitterly, “I beg you, call the police! Let the police handle this, alright?”

“

“

If the police got involved, Tang Quan still had ways to mediate. After all, he had been in the Yanjing circle for a long time, and he had acquaintances at the District Branch Bureau and several police stations under its jurisdiction. In a situation like this, it was much better than falling into the hands of these students and school security. Who the hell said these beasts were favored ones of heaven? Aren’t they just damn hooligans!

“

“

The security captain ignored him and instead quickly ran up to Li Mu, first asking if he was injured. After confirming he was fine, the security captain sighed in relief. Li Mu said, “Two students were injured. One was hit on the arm with a steel pipe, and another was hit on the shin bone. I just called 120; let’s send them to the hospital for examination first.”

“

“

The security captain nodded repeatedly, then pointed at Tang Quan and the others and asked, “How should we handle these guys? How about we take them back to record it, then report it to the police for handling?”

“

“

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Don’t rush to hand them over to the police. Does your security team have camera equipment?”

“

“

The security captain said, “We have a camera and a video camera. Normally, if the school catches thieves or people breaking rules, they’ll usually interrogate them first, record evidence, and then hand them over to the police for handling.”

“

“

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll trouble you to have someone bring the camera and video camera over quickly. Record the scene’s evidence and leave a proof, especially the weapons they used for assault, to prevent these guys from using connections to pull a fast one once they get to the police station.”

“

“

The security captain immediately agreed and ordered someone to run back and get the camera and video camera.

“

“

Li Mu’s real purpose wasn’t to leave evidence at all. He just wanted to record the disgraceful state of Tang Quan and his gang of bastards. As long as this scumbag didn’t change his unrestrained, indulgent, and show-off nature, this footage would disgust him for a lifetime.

“

“

The security captain also guessed Li Mu’s general intention, so he ordered people to handcuff Tang Quan and the other five guys one by one to the plane trees along the roadside. The scene of several people with their hands behind their backs embracing the plane trees was truly immensely gratifying.

“

“

Countless students watching the spectacle around them doubled over with laughter at the five men’s disheveled appearance. Tang Quan, in particular, had his hair covered in multicolored chewing gum, looking utterly disgusting.

“

“

Tang Quan felt like dying. He had never lost so much face in his life. Li Mu even deliberately sent someone to get a camera and video camera—was he trying to ruin him? If his miserable state today became known to people in his circle, no one in the circle would be willing to associate with him in the future. When mixing in circles, nothing was more important than reputation.

“

“

“Li Mu, let me off the hook today, and our dispute will be completely settled.” Tang Quan leaned against the big tree, trying to reach a settlement with Li Mu.

“

“

Li Mu glanced at him and said, “Don’t even think about it.”

“

“

Tang Quan stared intently at Li Mu. He was miserable enough today; it was no exaggeration to say it was the darkest day of his life. Now that he had proactively offered a settlement, Li Mu was still so unyielding. Didn’t he know when to quit while you’re ahead?

“

“

Tang Quan wasn’t afraid of the police; he was afraid that the security team would come to take photos and videos. So, he suppressed the resentment in his heart and said, “If you let the police handle it, I have no objection. Anyway, I’ll be out of the police station tonight. In my opinion, why don’t we negotiate privately? A few of your students were injured; I’ll cover all medical expenses and give each of them compensation of no less than ten thousand yuan. Is that sincere enough?”

“

“

The amount of ten thousand yuan immediately caused quite a stir among the students. Even the two injured students were dumbfounded, their expressions also revealing a hint of uncontrollable surprise.

“

“

Li Mu mused to himself, Tang Quan’s move had put him in an irreversible situation. The settlement condition he offered was a huge cash compensation directly to the two injured students. However, whether they could actually get this cash compensation was entirely in his hands. If he agreed, then he would lose the opportunity to kick someone when they’re down today. If he didn’t agree, not only would he be refusing the settlement, but he would also be refusing a large compensation on behalf of the two injured students. The students present would likely have complaints about him, especially the two parties involved.





Chapter 225: Li Mu Exerts Pressure

Just as Li Mu was pondering how to deal with the current problem, someone in the crowd suddenly shouted: “Damn it, is being rich so great? Is being rich an excuse to be arrogant? Is being rich an excuse to bring people to Renmin University and cause trouble? Classmates, if we let this guy get away with it today, and the news gets out, where will we Renmin University students put our faces? Won’t we become spineless in everyone’s eyes?!”

This angry roar immediately reignited the crowd’s fury. This incident was indeed egregious. What happened to Li Mu today could happen to anyone tomorrow. Moreover, everyone present was a Renmin University student, inherently possessing a centripetal force centered around their campus. A collective sense of honor erupted almost instantly because of that statement. In a flash, a chorus of curses filled the air, all directed at Tang Quan, who was handcuffed to the tree.

Li Mu didn’t see who exactly said that, but he recognized Li Yawei’s voice. That kid was always ghostly clever. For him to be able to stir everyone up again at such a critical moment made Li Mu sigh in relief.

Damn it, if Tang Quan had truly managed to corner him there, things would have been quite difficult. The words just spoken could have come from anyone present, except Li Mu. If they had come from Li Mu’s mouth, it would inevitably make people think he was only concerned with getting his revenge, or even arrogantly refusing a compensation of up to ten thousand yuan on behalf of others for his own sake.

However, with Li Yawei saying it, there were no such negative side effects.

The two injured students, seeing everyone so righteously indignant, couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Ten thousand yuan was no small sum after all; it was enough to cover a year’s tuition and living expenses. Frankly speaking, they wanted the money, but seeing the atmosphere reach such a point, they couldn’t bring themselves to speak even if they wanted to.

Tang Quan had originally thought his proposal would put Li Mu in an irreversible situation, but he never expected it to backfire, only further enraging the surrounding university students.

The security guards quickly arrived with cameras and video cameras. First, they photographed the steel pipes on the ground one by one, then captured the injuries of the two wounded students, and finally took a bunch of close-ups of Tang Quan and his four followers.

Especially the one carrying the video camera, the lens barely left Tang Quan and his four cronies.

Tang Quan desperately tried to turn his face away, doing his best to dodge the lens, but the security guard filming exchanged glances with two other colleagues. The two immediately stepped forward, one on each side, holding Tang Quan’s neck, forcing him to face the camera directly. His pathetic and embarrassing state was fully captured by the lens.

Li Mu instructed the security captain to quickly send the film rolls for developing and scanning, and then convert the videotape to digital format, copying it along with the pictures onto a DVD.

The security captain was completely confused, so Li Mu simply said, “Just give me the film and videotape.”

The security captain nodded and said, “I’ll give them all to you after we’re done filming. Just remember to return the film and videotape after you’re finished tinkering with them.”

After enough photos and videos were taken, the security captain called the police. The Municipal Public Security Bureau’s 110 command center, upon hearing that someone had broken into the Renmin University campus with intent to assault and had been subdued by students, immediately used their intercom system to ask which patrol car was closest to Renmin University, dispatching them to rush over and investigate the case, and directly forwarded the alarm information to the District Branch Bureau.

Wang Cheng, the captain of the District Branch Bureau, was watching TV in his office. Yanjing TV’s news program was on, and he was waiting to see the news about his inspection with the Vice Mayor today. When he heard that thugs had broken into Renmin University armed and committed assault, he immediately bristled with anger. He had just returned that afternoon from accompanying Vice Mayor Lu Zhigang on an inspection tour at Renmin University, and then in the blink of an eye, someone caused trouble at Renmin University that afternoon. Wasn’t this a slap in his own face?

He looked up at the TV, and the screen happened to show Mayor Lu shaking hands with a leader from Renmin University. The host’s voice-over said: “This morning, Lu Zhigang, Standing Committee Member of the Municipal Party Committee and Vice Mayor, went to Renmin University for an inspection…”

As the voice-over spoke, it showed Mayor Lu shaking hands with Li Mu. This shot lingered a little longer. Immediately after, the camera focused on two leaders from the Education Commission, as well as Wang Cheng himself.

Wang Cheng glanced at it, but couldn’t bother to keep watching. He got up and left his office, calling out to a few subordinates: “Dispatch officers! To Renmin University!”

The District Branch Bureau wasn’t far from Renmin University to begin with. The patrol cars arrived a few minutes earlier, and then Wang Cheng arrived at the scene with his team. There were too many students watching, so he didn’t see Li Mu at first, nor did he know Li Mu was involved in the incident. He went directly to the person in charge of the patrol car that had arrived first and asked about the general situation.

The patrol car person in charge reported: “The general situation is that these five people came to the school armed, intending to attack a student named Li Mu. Unexpectedly, other students launched a Group Attack and subdued these guys. Two students on the school’s side were injured, and all five of these guys were beaten beyond recognition. Also, the school security guards went a bit too far; they handcuffed people to trees before even calling the police.”

Wang Cheng’s brows immediately furrowed, and his voice rose an octave: “What did you say? Who were they going to attack?”

“Li Mu.”

Wang Cheng stomped his foot: “Damn it! Where is he? Did you see him? Is he okay?”

When he heard that someone had committed assault at Renmin University, an absurd thought had crossed his mind: an inspection at Renmin University in the morning, and then trouble in the afternoon—an astonishing coincidence. But he desperately hoped it wouldn’t be that coincidental. The only Renmin University student he knew was Li Mu. As long as it wasn’t him who was attacked, everything would be fine. But if by some unfortunate coincidence it was him, that would be utterly screwed.

He never expected that the thought he considered absurd and ridiculous in the car would actually come true!

Wang Cheng’s face immediately darkened. He directly asked, “Where is Li Mu?”

“I don’t know,” the patrol car person in charge said. “I think I heard he went to the Hospital.”

Wang Cheng’s mind buzzed. Oh my god, Yanjing TV had just broadcast Mayor Lu’s inspection of the 3321 project he organized. Tonight, Focus Interview would also broadcast a special feature on 3321, along with an exclusive interview with this kid. Yet, at this very moment, some idiot came to attack Li Mu, and Li Mu even ended up in the Hospital. If this blew up, he might even be implicated!

Wang Cheng hastily pressed, “Is Li Mu seriously injured? Which hospital did he go to?”

The patrol car person in charge didn’t understand why Wang Cheng was so concerned about a student, so he truthfully said, “He doesn’t seem to be injured. The ones injured are two students who helped.”

“Really? Are you sure?”

“Sure. I just asked the security captain. Before Li Mu left, he instructed him that if the police needed him to cooperate with our investigation, they could call him directly. He left a mobile number.”

Wang Cheng immediately sighed in relief. It’s good that he’s okay, it’s good that he’s okay. If this ancestor really had any mishap, that wouldn’t be as simple as slapping his own face. That would be slapping the faces of the District Bureau Chief, the Municipal Bureau Chief, Mayor Lu, Yanjing TV, and even CCTV. Then, with accountability going down layer by layer, wouldn’t he be the first to bear the brunt?!

Wang Cheng, relieved, was furious inside. He asked the patrol car person in charge: “Where are the thugs? Where are they all?!”

The patrol car person in charge pointed at his team’s Iveco van and said, “They’ve all been taken into the vehicle. All five of them have non-light injuries. I was just about to ask if we should send them to the Hospital first.”

Wang Cheng asked with a dark face, “Are their lives in danger?”

“No.”

“No need for a damn hospital! Take them all back to the District Bureau!”

The patrol car person in charge nodded quickly and said, “Then I’ll take them back now.”

Wang Cheng nodded: “Give me Li Mu’s number. I’ll call him.”

“Okay, please note it down, 139…”

Li Mu was with a few buddies from his dorm room, accompanying the two students to get X-rays. The ER doctor had a quick look and thought it shouldn’t be a big problem, but they still needed X-rays to check for bone injuries.

One of them was getting X-rays inside, while Li Mu and the others waited outside. His phone vibrated in his pocket.

Li Mu saw it was an unknown number, but answered without thinking much, saying, “Hello?”

“Is this Li Mu?” Wang Cheng impatiently asked as soon as the call connected.

“It’s me, who is this?”

Wang Cheng hastily said, “Student Li, I’m Wang Cheng. We just met today.”

“Oh, it’s you, Captain Wang.” Li Mu said politely, asking knowingly, “Do you need something from me?”

Wang Cheng hastily said, “I’m at your school. I heard the alarm report that someone was committing armed assault at your school, so I called to ask if you’re okay.”

Li Mu then said, “Thank you for your concern, Captain Wang. I’m fine. It’s just two classmates got injured helping me, and I’m with them at the Hospital getting X-rays.”

Wang Cheng immediately said righteously, “Student Li, rest assured about this matter. The District Branch Bureau will thoroughly investigate to the end and give you and your classmates an explanation.”

Li Mu said, “Thank you, Captain Wang. However, among those who committed the assault, one of them claimed to be the boss of Great Tang Culture in front of the Renmin University students, and even said he could get out of the Public Security Bureau tonight. He was truly too arrogant and caused a very bad impression at Renmin University. I wonder if it will be difficult for you.”

Li Mu’s words were quite direct, and the provocation he used lacked subtlety. With Wang Cheng’s astuteness, he naturally knew what Li Mu meant. Li Mu was indirectly exerting pressure on him.

Li Mu didn’t care how Wang Cheng viewed him. Anyway, his current goal was to make Tang Quan pay as high a price as possible. He had been beaten, and the humiliation was satisfying. The rest was to find a way to make the police system fight him to the bitter end. With Li Mu having said it to this extent, Wang Cheng had to consider how exactly he could give Li Mu and the tens of thousands of Renmin University students a satisfactory explanation.

Wang Cheng also had a sense of judgment in his heart. He hadn’t heard of Great Tang Culture himself, but after tonight, Li Mu was probably going to become a role model for young people nationwide. Moreover, he was currently a big favorite in the eyes of the media and leaders. Today, Mayor Lu went to inspect, and it was said that in a few days, a ministry or commission would specifically come to inspect for him. At this time, he couldn’t offend anyone, especially not him.





Chapter 226: A Single Misstep, Eternal Regret

At 7:40 PM, while Focus Interview was broadcasting its special feature on 3321, Tang Quan was squatting in the interrogation room, his hands cuffed to the interrogation chair, his face contorted in pain.

He never imagined that after coming in, he wouldn’t even have the right to make a phone call. The police didn’t treat him like a human being at all; they wouldn’t even let him sit in the interrogation chair, claiming that the fixed restraint on the chair was locked and they had lost the key. So, he could only suffer injustice by squatting beside the chair.

As for the handcuffs, the police explained that interrogation rooms required restricting the suspect’s personal freedom, which was a regulation from above, and there was nothing they could do.

So Tang Quan remained squatting on the ground, his hands dangling, for nearly forty minutes.

He hadn’t stood up since seven o’clock.

The police hadn’t paid him any attention either. After cuffing him inside, they disappeared and hadn’t returned by 7:40 PM.

The other four received similar treatment, except those four guys were arranged in pairs in two separate interrogation rooms.

As for the police, they were all outside watching Focus Interview at that moment.

Besides the police officers on duty, Wang Cheng was also watching, as were the Bureau Chief and Deputy Bureau Chief of the District Branch Bureau.

This matter was too sensitive. They weren’t sure how influential Li Mu truly was, so they could only watch the TV to see what attitude and words Focus Interview would use to describe him. Generally, the tone and attitude represented the level of importance they placed on the person.

What wasn’t so good was that Focus Interview kept praising him.

CCTV’s attitude towards Li Mu and 3321 had always been cautious. When it first emerged, they didn’t report on it; when it first went online for Auction, or when students first started offering part-time tutoring, they didn’t report on it either. After the first week, when students received their first part-time wages, they still didn’t report on it. It wasn’t until Li Mu’s first student aid initiative that they came forward to contact him.

Through all these preceding stages, CCTV had been secretly following up, investigating, and interviewing, all to understand Li Mu’s routine and 3321’s development direction. Only when no decision deviations or errors appeared in numerous stages did they begin to report on this exceptionally significant project.

It was precisely because Li Mu and 3321 had endured so many of their tests that they earned such high praise and endorsement for 3321 in the program.

In the interview, Li Mu exuded humility and confidence at all times. When introducing 3321, he was animated, yet showed no sign of smugness or self-satisfaction; only a deep sense of pride for the project was evident.

When discussing the immense changes 3321 brought to university students in Yanjing, the Host of Focus Interview couldn’t help but speak with utmost reverence, even making repeated gestures involuntarily.

“Over ten thousand students benefiting, an average hourly rate of 25 yuan, an average weekly income of 480 yuan per person, monthly income approaching the two thousand yuan mark, nearly one million yuan in weekly profits, and a large-scale student aid initiative once a week.”

The continuous presentation of data made the Host’s emotions increasingly agitated. After reciting these figures, he continued passionately: “Never before has any unit, group, or individual been able to operate such a massive student aid platform; nor has any unit, group, or individual been able to simultaneously benefit so many impoverished and work-study university students, or donate hundreds of thousands of yuan in cash student aid funds to impoverished high school students every week…”

“3321 is fundamentally different from all university scholarships. It doesn’t give a single cent to any university student; it merely gives them an opportunity to earn money, an opportunity to earn their own tuition and fees, an opportunity to give back to their parents and even society in advance. Through 3321, they not only support themselves but also resolve their families’ financial difficulties, and even, through their own labor, earn a considerable amount of student aid funds for impoverished third-year high school students nationwide…”

“Finally, we hope that the emergence of 3321 will draw more public attention to the current challenges facing education; we also hope that more people in society will understand that education should be a cornerstone of social development and progress, not an industry for profit. We further hope that more individuals like Li Mu will emerge in society, bringing new hope to education with their fervent and socially responsible hearts.”

“Thank you for watching today’s Focus Interview. We’ll see you tomorrow…”

As the familiar ending music played, dozens of people in the District Branch Bureau hall remained silent.

The Branch Bureau Chief stroked his chin, silent for a long time, then suddenly spoke: “Today’s matter must be handled strictly, especially that boss from Great Tang Culture. No one’s plea will work!”

After speaking, the Branch Bureau Chief pointed at Wang Cheng and said: “You oversee this case. Ensure it’s fair and just. If necessary, you can disclose the entire incident and all its details to the public.”

Wang Cheng immediately replied: “Bureau Chief, please rest assured, I guarantee the task will be completed.”

For Wang Cheng, being fair and just and standing up to public scrutiny wasn’t difficult. The challenge lay in whether unexpected complications would arise during the investigation. If Tang Quan truly had impressive people backing him, then achieving fairness and justice would mean pushing through against their pressure.

However, Wang Cheng had a change of heart. Currently, Li Mu had too great an advantage and was too strong in the face of media and public opinion. Even if Tang Quan really knew someone influential, they might not be willing to step forward for him at this time.

After watching Focus Interview at the Hospital, Li Mu took a taxi to the District Branch Bureau to give a statement. Wang Cheng kept assuring him that the Branch Bureau would handle the case impartially. Li Mu nodded and didn’t say much, only adding: “In that case, I’ll go back and await the results. If there’s anything else you need my cooperation with, Captain Wang, just call me anytime.”

Wang Cheng nodded repeatedly, saw Li Mu out, watched him take a taxi and leave, then immediately went into the interrogation room to personally interrogate Tang Quan.

Although the District Branch Bureau’s investigators prevented Tang Quan from contacting the outside world, well-informed people in the circle still learned about the incident.

Chen Ze never expected Li Mu to be able to single-handedly tear Tang Quan apart to such an extent. One must know that during the time Tang Quan followed Xu Jiahua as his lackey, Xu Jiaming had been provoked by him countless times and had long wished to flay him alive. However, he was always frustrated by his older male cousin (paternal side) backing him up, and Xu Jiahua had never even managed to gain any advantage against Tang Quan.

Unexpectedly, this time Li Mu single-handedly tore Tang Quan apart twice, directly landing him in jail. After watching Focus Interview, Chen Ze was even more certain that Tang Quan, having been crushed by Li Mu this time, would likely never have a chance to rise again.

Xu Jiaming also didn’t expect Li Mu to be so formidable, but recalling that Li Mu seemed a bit angry with him when he left the Carnival last time, he couldn’t help but feel impatient. He needed to find a way to mend the foundation of their friendship, which had already developed cracks despite having little basis.

While some rejoiced, others grieved. Xu Jiahua was mocked quite a bit by people in the circle today.

The reason was simple: Tang Quan had been utterly humiliated by others.

Everyone knew Tang Quan associated with Xu Jiahua in the circle. Now that Tang Quan had been put in jail by a university student, it was a complete loss of face for the circle. Many people called Xu Jiahua directly, telling him to try not to bring Tang Quan along to future circle events, as everyone was too embarrassed by it.

Xu Jiahua was vexed. Who would have thought that Tang Quan, who was usually so considerate and cooperative in handling business, would fall so completely this time? When he first heard Tang Quan was jailed, he even wanted to find someone to help get him out. But the other party simply said: “First, watch CCTV; Focus Interview is about to air. Also, Yanjing TV will re-broadcast the news at 1 AM; you can watch that.”

Xu Jiahua turned on the TV and watched today’s ‘Focus Interview’ from beginning to end. Only after finishing it did he understand that Li Mu wasn’t a sheep, but a wolf. He had painstakingly managed 3321, earning not a single cent for himself, but instead gaining an impenetrable armor. It wasn’t impossible to deal with him, but the cost was too high.

Amidst his shock, he also made a decision: this time, he would let Tang Quan fend for himself. If the Renmin University students weren’t seriously injured, he would probably just be detained for ten days to half a month. If the injuries met the light injury standard, it would likely be at least half a year, or a suspended sentence. Purely from the perspective of being jailed, the consequences wouldn’t be severe.

The only serious thing was that Tang Quan shouldn’t even think about mixing in circles anymore. Having lost so much face outside, every circle would avoid him like the plague. Even Xu Jiahua himself couldn’t keep him around anymore, or he too would become a laughingstock.

The two injured students from Renmin University quickly completed their injury assessment. The result was minor injuries, not even reaching the standard for light injury. This meant Tang Quan fortunately avoided the charge of intentional assault and wouldn’t go through the prosecution process. The District Branch Bureau directly arranged a free fifteen-day stay in a detention center for him, fairly and justly, according to the ‘Public Security Administration Punishment Regulations’.

When Tang Quan entered the detention center, his originally cool hairstyle was shaved bald. Normally, administrative detention would absolutely not involve cutting the punished person’s hair, but the gum in his hair was impossible to remove, so the detention center had no choice but to shave it all off.

Inside the detention center, Tang Quan saw some newspapers and only then understood Li Mu’s true strength: it was his 3321 banner. After a brief consideration, he knew that his social status was not on the same level as Li Mu’s at all. Having provoked such a person, and with no one to back him up, he had no chance of winning.

Xu Jiahua hadn’t appeared for two consecutive days, nor had he conveyed any information to him. Tang Quan vaguely guessed that he had given up on him. Xu Jiahua abandoning him also meant that the circle had abandoned him, and from now on, he would only have his own culture company left.

In his cell, Tang Quan was filled with endless regret. He shouldn’t have, under any circumstances, acted impulsively that night at the Carnival and spoken disrespectfully to Li Mu’s girlfriend. A single sentence had led to this grave mistake. Truly, a single misstep, eternal regret!





Chapter 227: Giving Parents a Career

The broadcast of Focus Interview turned 3321 into a major public welfare project that garnered national attention. Dong Ai, who was responsible for developing the plan to expand into the Shanghai market, very cleverly chose to directly contact the Shanghai local government. As soon as the local government heard that 3321 was preparing to launch in Shanghai, they immediately promised Dong Ai that once 3321 began operations in Shanghai, they would coordinate television and newspaper media to publish extensive news articles to build momentum for 3321. At that point, all Dong Ai would need to do was open registration for university students and their parents in Shanghai and arrange teams for on-site information verification, completely skipping the ground promotion process.

After Focus Interview first aired, Li Mu went through a few days of annoyance. Those days were precisely when the audience’s impression of him was strongest. After enduring those few days, he felt much more relaxed, and it seemed as if everything had returned to normal.

In the past few days, Xu Jiaming had invited Li Mu to dinner twice, but Li Mu had declined again, using being busy as an excuse. He could tell that Xu Jiaming was approaching him because of Muye Technology. Since Xu Jiaming had something to ask of him, Li Mu felt he should maintain his leverage.

Later, Chen Ze also invited Li Mu once, and Li Mu didn’t go either. However, Li Mu was much more polite with Chen Ze, explaining that he had too many things to deal with these days and would treat him to dinner once he was less busy.

Fatty Wang’s plan to open a nightclub was reportedly making progress. This weekend, he was going to meet with several shareholders interested in investing. For this, Fatty Wang was hosting a dinner on Saturday night to discuss the matter.

On Friday, Zhao Kang met with Li Mu and delivered some good news.

Legend Overlord had been on sale for a week, selling approximately one hundred ten thousand monthly subscription activation codes. Due to the explosive sales of Legend Overlord, Zhao Kang forcefully demanded that the underlying distributors settle payments weekly, and none of the distributors refused, wanting to secure this business.

This meant that the two of them had earned one million yuan in just one week. Li Mu received seven hundred thousand yuan, and Zhao Kang received three hundred thousand yuan.

One million yuan a week sounded somewhat alarming, but Li Mu estimated that since he was selling monthly subscription activation codes, the first week had likely already covered most Legend players. For the remaining twenty-odd days of this month, sales would definitely decline sharply until the beginning of next month, when they would see another peak.

Even so, Li Mu could basically guarantee a monthly income of over one million two hundred thousand yuan for himself and over five hundred thousand yuan for Zhao Kang. The question of how to legitimize this money became a rather tricky problem.

The first week’s income had not yet been transferred to their personal accounts. Seven hundred thousand yuan was a significant sum. Li Mu didn’t know how to legitimately consolidate it under his name.

His total bank deposits were only around one million yuan, but that one million yuan was traceable. This seven hundred thousand yuan constituted income from an unknown source. He wasn’t sure if the bank would become curious about this money, but once it was transferred to his bank account, a record would be left. Bank records, like public security system records, generally never get erased. It was better to be cautious.

Li Mu also discussed this issue with Zhao Kang. Zhao Kang also had several hundred thousand yuan in his account; he had received four hundred thousand yuan after tax when Muye acquired Douban.

Zhao Kang asked Li Mu, “This money can’t be directly deposited into our accounts, but we can withdraw it as cash and use it, right?”

Li Mu nodded. “Using cash isn’t a big problem, but you can’t convert this amount of money into cash every month, can you?”

As he spoke, Li Mu thought of his previous plan and said to Zhao Kang, “I have an idea. Let’s invest in a large internet cafe. Part of the cheats / hacks income can be used to invest in the internet cafe, and then we can use the internet cafe to legitimize the rest of the cheats / hacks income.”

Zhao Kang asked, “Is that reliable?”

Li Mu said, “It’s definitely reliable. Internet cafe income fluctuates greatly, and there’s a daily cash inflow. All the money flows from the internet cafe into our personal accounts; they won’t be able to find anything.”

Zhao Kang gasped, then laughed, “Is this what they call money laundering?”

Li Mu chuckled, “A gray income of around one million yuan a month isn’t professional enough to be called money laundering. Opening an internet cafe is a profitable business in itself, and internet cafe licenses will definitely become stricter in the future. They won’t just let internet cafes open one after another. So, I estimate that if we invest in an internet cafe, a single license might be worth several hundred thousand yuan in the future, especially in big cities like Yanjing.”

Zhao Kang said with a surprised look, “Is it that outrageous? I heard it’s easy to get one back home.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. In the next few years, in small places like Haizhou City, the transfer fee for a single internet cafe license would start at two hundred to three hundred thousand yuan. Moreover, many times, it came with bundled terms, such as the internet cafe transfer including a pile of old computers, with each computer priced far above market value. You couldn’t refuse to buy them. Even so, there was no shortage of buyers.

Not only that, in Haizhou, even a single taxi operating license could be speculated to a high price of four hundred thousand yuan in the future. The reason was simple: speculators from Zhejiang Province and Xiangbei Province formed groups to invest in taxis in third- and fifth-tier cities across the country. Upon arriving in each city, they would saturate the city with taxis. The local government had no choice but to introduce policy regulation, and once regulated, taxi licenses became extremely rare and valuable.

Li Mu remembered his Dad once lamenting in his previous life that a laid-off worker from Xiling Coal Mine spent thirty thousand yuan to buy a second-hand Xiali with a license to run a taxi. Not only did he make money every month, but just two or three years later, a single license was speculated to one hundred thousand yuan, which at that time could buy a small apartment in Haizhou.

Even so, taxi licenses were still very sought after. The reason was simple: buying a taxi license itself was a sure-profit investment. Even if you didn’t drive it yourself, chartering it out to other drivers could net you at least two thousand yuan a month. The monthly rent for a house of the same price couldn’t even reach five or six hundred yuan. Most importantly, the appreciation potential was quite significant.

“Then I’ll listen to you, let’s do an internet cafe!” Zhao Kang basically had unwavering faith in Li Mu’s words. Since Li Mu said opening an internet cafe could legitimize gray income and make money, he naturally had no objections.

Li Mu said, “Initially, let’s invest in an internet cafe with around one hundred to one hundred fifty units. The specific details will be up to you to handle. The investment ratio will still be seventy percent for me and thirty percent for you.”

Zhao Kang nodded. “I’ll take care of this; you don’t need to worry.”

The two tentatively decided to open an internet cafe early next year. Zhao Kang said, “Perfect! I was actually going to discuss something with you. Next week, 3321 is going to Haizhou for student aid, and I’d like to go back with you.”

Li Mu asked him, “Something going on at home?”

“Yeah,” Zhao Kang said. “My Mom and Dad were laid off, part of this batch at the end of the year. My Dad and Mom discussed going to Shanghai to work, but I don’t want them to go. I want to go back and discuss it with them, see if they can do something at home.”

Li Mu asked, “Why did your Mom and Dad think of going to work?”

Zhao Kang said, “They can’t sit still. They feel it’s too embarrassing to just earn that small laid-off salary at home. I just gave them one hundred thousand yuan a while ago, hoping they wouldn’t worry about money and could take advantage of being laid off to travel and have fun, but they both disagreed.”

Li Mu then smiled and said, “You should learn from me on this. Both our parents are only in their early forties. If you make them retire so early, they won’t be able to sit still. So, if you truly want to show filial piety, just giving money isn’t enough. It’s better to give your parents a career, allowing them to demonstrate their value.”

Zhao Kang listened with a look of longing, but then sighed deeply, saying, “I don’t have your brain. I really can’t think of what kind of business would be good for them. Many businesses are quite tiring and wear people out.”

Li Mu recalled his recent memory about taxi licenses. If he were to open a taxi company now with twenty to thirty vehicles, it should be quite profitable. It could probably earn five to six hundred thousand yuan a year. After three to five years, when the price of taxi licenses soared, selling twenty to thirty vehicles, including their licenses, as a package deal could fetch an estimated four to five million yuan. If held for ten or eight years, twenty vehicles could sell for eight million yuan. For himself, this revenue stream was too long and slow, but for his parents’ generation, it was an absolutely stable profit.

So, Li Mu slapped his thigh and said, “How about this: our two families jointly open a taxi company. Our family will only invest, and we’ll let your Dad manage it specifically. We’ll count your Dad’s contribution as additional technical investment and salary.”

“A taxi company?” Zhao Kang was stunned, thinking, Li Mu’s scope of work is too broad, isn’t it? He’s doing the internet, letting his parents do clothing, I heard he’s investing in a nightclub with others, and now he wants to open an internet cafe with me, and our two families are going to open a taxi company together. These businesses are completely unrelated!

However, Li Mu had his own ideas. Whether it was a nightclub, an internet cafe, or a taxi company, he wouldn’t interfere with the operations; he would only invest, which wouldn’t consume much of his energy. Especially with the taxi company, he wasn’t planning to put in his own money. Instead, he intended to let his Mom and Dad invest, so that if the taxi company succeeded in the future, it could bring his parents an additional sense of accomplishment.

Moreover, opening a taxi company or obtaining taxi operating licenses in Haizhou now basically had no barriers. A taxi company generally only needed twenty taxis to be smoothly established. Currently, most taxis in Haizhou were Xiali and Alto models, priced around fifty thousand yuan. Twenty vehicles would only be just over one million yuan. As for expenses like car insurance, maintenance, and fuel, these were all borne by the chartered drivers. Each vehicle was subcontracted in two shifts to two drivers, and together, the two drivers had to pay the company at least eighty yuan per day in vehicle rental fees. This meant that one vehicle earned at least over two thousand yuan a month.

Zhao Kang did some calculations. If they really invested in twenty vehicles, that would be over one million yuan, plus other miscellaneous expenses, it would probably be one million two hundred to one million three hundred thousand yuan. Li Mu also wanted to open an internet cafe. If he invested in both, he simply couldn’t keep up with Li Mu’s composure / state of mind.

Li Mu saw his concern and said, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t have enough money. I’ll help you out first. The cheats / hacks are constantly making money, so you can pay me back slowly. The taxi company business is hassle-free. As long as the insurance and everything else are in place, you basically don’t have to manage anything. Just handle some minor issues and collect money every month. Although the profit isn’t very fast, it can last for a very long time.”

Just relying on the vehicle rental fees from taxis, it would take at least over two years to recoup the investment in a taxi company. But Li Mu was thinking more about the future appreciation of the entire taxi industry. A single investment could yield returns for many years. Not only would they make money in the interim, but if they sold out in the end, the initial capital invested would also reliably multiply by seven or eight times.





Chapter 228: Attacked from Both Sides

On Friday evening, Chen Wan arrived in Yanjing.

She packed a large twenty-eight-inch suitcase and a massive backpack. Apparently, many other items were already packed but couldn’t be brought over; she would have her classmates in Shanghai mail them to her once she settled in.

At eleven o’clock that night, Li Mu picked her up at the airport. Chen Wan said her Dad had entrusted someone to help her buy a hotel-style apartment in Yanjing—the kind of fully furnished apartment with appliances, ready for immediate move-in. The apartment was very close to Yanjing Television, just three bus stops away.

Li Mu drove Chen Wan to her new apartment in Yanjing. The residential complex was called Runfeng Shangju, a new real estate project developed by Oceanwide Real Estate. It was said to be selling very well; although it hadn’t sold out immediately upon opening, selling more than half on its debut was quite remarkable for that year.

Chen Wan’s apartment was only a little over fifty square meters, but because it was a one-bedroom, one-living room layout, it felt quite spacious. The apartment was well-decorated, fully furnished with appliances and furniture. Most importantly, there was no noticeable odor upon entering. However, Li Mu still reminded Chen Wan to open the windows frequently to prevent formaldehyde levels from exceeding limits.

Li Mu had initially worried that Chen Wan wouldn’t have bedding for the night, but when Chen Wan opened the bedroom door to check, Li Mu realized that everything, including bedding, pillows, and even daily necessities, had already been prepared for her.

With Chen Wan coming to Yanjing for work, Li Mu had intended to fulfill his duty as a younger brother and take care of her more in her daily life. He hadn’t expected that everything would already be settled by the time she arrived in Yanjing.

Li Mu felt a little wistful. He had struggled in this city for two lifetimes, yet he still hadn’t managed to acquire an apartment. Look at Chen Wan; she hadn’t even started work yet, and she already had a place.

Only with an apartment of one’s own could one truly be considered rooted in this city.

Li Mu secretly vowed that if Muye Technology secured Series B funding, he would definitely buy an apartment for himself in Yanjing.



Li Mu had originally intended to bring Su Yingxue to the dinner party organized by Wang Dingbang, but he reconsidered and gave up on the idea. After learning about Tang Quan’s attack on him at Renmin University last time, Su Yingxue had repeatedly warned him not to hang out with shady friends. In her opinion, Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming were not people to be trifled with, and she feared Li Mu might get into trouble with them.

Li Mu agreed verbally, but he still needed friends like them. His Muye Technology was the only thing he had in Yanjing, and his foundation was too shallow.

The dinner party organized by Wang Dingbang was very high-end, held at a restaurant near Sanlitun specializing in bird’s nest, shark fin, and abalone. It was said to be the best restaurant for these delicacies in Yanjing. The scheduled time was 6:30 PM, so Li Mu left home at 5:30 PM, allowing an hour for travel, which would normally be more than enough.

The car drove directly onto the Third Ring Road from near the university. It was a weekend, and also dinner time, so traffic was a bit congested. However, compared to the massive traffic jams of later generations, this kind of congestion was merely slow-moving.

Li Mu slowly drove for over half an hour on the Third Ring Road main thoroughfare before exiting. The restaurant’s address was on the east side of the Third Ring Road overpass. Li Mu exited the main road from the west exit and needed to continue for about six to seven hundred meters to make a U-turn under the bridge.

Li Mu had already changed to the leftmost lane about one to two hundred meters before the solid line. This lane was shared for left turns and U-turns. Li Mu was slowly moving forward at the back of the queue. Just as his car entered the solid line lane, a red sedan from the right, having just pulled slightly ahead of him, suddenly swerved sharply to the left.

Seeing this, Li Mu knew he was already in the leftmost lane with nowhere to swerve left, so he immediately braked. However, because the other car forced a left turn without sufficient distance, there was a loud boom. The exact center of the car’s left side collided with the right front bumper of Li Mu’s GL8, shattering the plastic bumper.

Less than a second after that collision, Li Mu suddenly felt his car being rear-ended. Clang! It was the sound of impact and the rear bumper shattering. Li Mu hadn’t expected to be sandwiched by two cars, one in front and one behind, with less than two kilometers left to his destination.

Opening the car door and getting out, a woman in her thirties, the driver of the red sedan in front, emerged. She immediately went to inspect her car. Its left rear door had a huge dent, the side skirt beneath the door was somewhat deformed, and scratches extended from the front door all the way to the rear door. Although the damage wasn’t severe, it looked quite bad; bodywork and repainting for both doors and the side skirt would definitely be necessary.

As the woman was inspecting the damage to her beloved car, another woman emerged from the two-door sports car that had rear-ended Li Mu. As soon as she got out, she pointed at Li Mu and demanded, “How are you driving?! Who brakes so suddenly?!”

Li Mu watched this woman in her early twenties, dressed very fashionably, menacingly rush over to confront him. For a moment, he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he said, “Ma’am, you rear-ended me, so you’re entirely at fault.”

Upon hearing this, the other party angrily retorted, “Me entirely at fault? If you hadn’t suddenly gone crazy and slammed on your brakes, would I have hit you?”

Li Mu pointed to the red sedan that had scraped against his car in front and said, “Come on, take a look for yourself.”

“What am I supposed to look at?!” the female driver said exasperatedly. “This car just got its license plates three days ago, and you’ve ruined it like this! There’s nowhere to even get it repaired!”

Li Mu glanced at the other car: a Porsche 911. Judging by its condition, it was indeed a brand-new car. However, the low-slung 911 looked quite terrible after this accident. The front bumper was completely destroyed, the front hood was crumpled, and both headlights were shattered. It was truly painful to see.

However, even a 911 couldn’t escape the iron rule of being entirely at fault for a rear-end collision!

Li Mu patiently explained the traffic laws to the other party: “You didn’t maintain a safe distance from my car, which is why you rear-ended me as soon as I braked. Therefore, you are entirely responsible for the accident between us, understood?”

“Nonsense!” the Porsche female driver angrily pointed at Li Mu and snapped, “It’s all your fault! I went through so much trouble to get this car from Shenzhen, and I’ve only driven it for three days! Now that it’s crashed like this, I have to send it back to Shenzhen for repairs. Do you have any idea how long that round trip plus repairs will take?”

Li Mu frowned and asked her, “Have you studied traffic regulations?”

“Of course I have, don’t be ridiculous!” the Porsche female driver said furiously. “If your sudden braking causes a rear-end collision, it’s your responsibility!”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Alright, let’s stop talking. Call the police and let the traffic police decide.”

Just as Li Mu was about to take out his phone, the woman who had been squatting beside her sedan inspecting the damage suddenly stood up, pointed at Li Mu, and angrily shouted, “How are you driving?! Couldn’t you see I was turning left, yet you still pushed forward?! Are you blind?!”

The sudden accusation left Li Mu dumbfounded. “You crossed a solid line, fine, and I even braked to let you in. But you didn’t even drive a little further to create a safe distance before changing lanes. Now you’ve hit my car, and you’re blaming me?”

“You’re spouting nonsense!” the woman angrily retorted. “It’s obvious you deliberately blocked me from changing lanes! If you had braked earlier, how could we have collided!”

Li Mu instantly lost all desire to continue communicating. He said to the two female drivers, one in front and one behind, “From now on, none of us say another word. Let the traffic police handle everything.”

With that, Li Mu turned off his car, took the keys, crossed the road to the roadside, and after avoiding the two female drivers, called the traffic police.

Li Mu had seen many female drivers, but this was the first time he had encountered such unreasonable people—and he encountered two at once. His luck was truly something else.

While waiting for the traffic police, Li Mu bought a pack of cigarettes from a roadside newsstand and lit one. The two female drivers stood by their respective cars, first making calls, then huddling together and pointing at Li Mu on the right side of the road. Both seemed to have a strong dislike for Li Mu.

Li Mu simply decided not to bother himself with them. He waited by the roadside for twenty minutes. Seeing that the dinner reservation time had arrived, he called Fatty Wang. He didn’t mention the accident, only that traffic was a bit congested and he might be late, telling them to go ahead and eat without waiting for him.

Half an hour later, a Santana police car finally arrived. The police officer spotted the accident scene at a glance, parked the car directly under the bridge, and then walked over to the three vehicles. Seeing the traffic police arrive, Li Mu quickly walked back.

When Li Mu approached, the two women were each separately recounting the accident to the traffic police. The woman in front still insisted that Li Mu had deliberately prevented her from changing lanes, and the woman behind still maintained that Li Mu’s sudden braking was the cause of the rear-end collision and that he should bear full responsibility.

The traffic police officer gave Li Mu a sympathetic look and asked him, “Do you have anything to say?”

Li Mu pointed to the red sedan diagonally parked in front of his car, spanning two lanes, and said, “You can surely see what happened with this one, and the one behind is even simpler.”

The traffic police officer nodded and said to the three of them, “Please show your driver’s licenses and vehicle registration documents first.”

Li Mu went back to his car to retrieve his documents, and the other two also took out their documents and handed them to the traffic police.

The traffic police officer briefly looked them over. All three were the owners of the cars they were driving, and their driver’s licenses were in order. The officer then asked the two women, “How did you two get your driver’s licenses? Didn’t you read the textbook when you studied for the theory test?”

The owner of the red sedan, the woman, frowned. “What do you mean?”

The traffic police officer pointed at her car and explained, “When your car was in the second leftmost lane, you crossed a solid line to change lanes, causing a scrape with the middle car. The other party was driving within their lane, without any violation of traffic regulations. By crossing the solid line to change lanes, you are entirely responsible for the accident, and you will be deducted three points and fined two hundred yuan.”

The woman’s eyes widened, and just as she was about to question him, the traffic police officer turned to the Porsche owner behind and said, “The most important aspect of safe driving is to always maintain a sufficient safe distance from the vehicle in front. You failed to do this, which led to the rear-end collision with the car in front, so you are also entirely responsible.”

The Porsche female driver also looked indignant, finding the traffic police officer’s ruling extremely difficult to accept. The crucial point was that her car had only been back in Yanjing for three days before it crashed; anyone would find that unacceptable.





Chapter 229: Persistent Ghost

The traffic police’s ruling was unacceptable to both the driver of the front car and the driver of the rear car.

The older woman in the front car even clamored about wanting to complain that the traffic police were enforcing the law unfairly, making the traffic police’s expression very unpleasant.

The female Porsche driver in the rear car also looked indignant, but after secretly making a call and confirming with a friend that she was indeed fully responsible for the rear-end collision, she sensibly stopped her clamoring. However, her words still carried a lot of anger as she asked the traffic police, “You should first clarify the matter between us. If you say I’m fully responsible, then I’ll accept it. What should I do next?”

The traffic police said, “I will issue you an accident liability report. If you have commercial insurance, notify your insurance company. Tomorrow, both of you should go to the location designated by your insurance company for damage assessment. You will be responsible for all repair costs of the front car.”

The female Porsche driver glared at Li Mu and said unpleasantly, “I’ll admit defeat this time. Going through insurance is fine, but I don’t want to see you again, nor do I want to have any form of contact with you in the future. Just tell me, how much compensation will satisfy you, and I’ll give it to you directly.”

Li Mu was also extremely annoyed. These two female drivers, one in front and one behind, were both rare, excellent examples of the unusual (in a positive, talented sense). If he really had to haggle with them over the follow-up matters—first the damage assessment, then the car repairs, and then communicating payment methods—if the responsible party cooperated, everything would be fine. He could just drop the car off at the 4S dealership for repairs, and once it was fixed, notify the responsible party to come and pay, then he could leave with the invoice. However, sometimes, the responsible party not cooperating is the most annoying. Some deliberately don’t come to pay, intentionally making the car owner pay first. When the car owner pays and asks them for money, they might demand the car owner provide the repair invoice first. In short, all sorts of disgusting situations could arise.

Communicating these matters with these two women would most likely drive him crazy.

Li Mu’s car was not seriously damaged. The upper and lower bumper covers on the rear, and one bumper cover and one headlight on the front. It shouldn’t cost much. He might as well just go through his own insurance; it would save him trouble and effort.

So Li Mu said to the two of them, “Forget it. You two don’t need to repair my car. Just repair your own cars. In the future, practice driving more when you have nothing to do, and don’t always come out to cause trouble for others. I have something to do, so I need to leave first.”

The two female drivers simultaneously put their hands on their hips, frowned, and angrily asked, “What do you mean by that!”

Li Mu ignored them. The traffic police officer beside him asked, “Don’t you want the accident liability report?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll go through my own insurance. I don’t need it.”

The traffic police officer nodded, looked at Li Mu sympathetically, and said, “Alright, you can leave first then.”

After speaking, he said to the female driver of the front car, “Move your car forward a bit, let him leave first.”

The female driver sullenly got into the driver’s seat, started the car, and moved forward a short distance. Li Mu directly discarded the front and rear bumper covers that had been smashed, then got on board, started the car, exchanged a few polite words with the traffic police, waved, and drove away.

Li Mu was also annoyed. Encountering a minor accident when going out was nothing, but encountering an unusual (in a positive, talented sense) driver was truly unlucky. He could only silently pray that he wouldn’t encounter such an unusual (in a positive, talented sense) person again in the future.

Driving to the front of the restaurant Fatty Wang had booked, a row of luxury cars were parked on both sides of the parking lot, including even a very rare Rolls-Royce. Looking at his own GL8, it was a brand new car, but the front and rear bumpers were gone, and one headlight cover was shattered, making it too horrible to look at.

Li Mu parked the car. As soon as he entered the private room, he saw five people already seated inside. Besides Fatty Wang, Chen Ze, and the Xu brothers, there was also a man Li Mu hadn’t seen before, sitting next to Fatty Wang, who looked to be in his early twenties.

As soon as Li Mu entered, Fatty Wang, Chen Ze, and the Xu brothers all stood up and applauded. Li Mu was startled by this display. Chen Ze then said with a smile, “Li Mu, you’re really famous in these circles in Yanjing now!”

Li Mu knew he was referring to the Tang Quan incident, and helplessly said, “To be honest, I’m really not interested in this kind of fame.”

Chen Ze laughed, “That Tang Quan guy was really jinxed. You were just received by the Vice Mayor, and then he dared to attack you at Renmin University. He was simply looking to die. This time, even Xu Jiahua couldn’t be bothered to manage him. I estimate that after he gets out, he won’t be able to stay in this circle anymore.”

Li Mu nodded and sat down in the empty seat next to Chen Ze. Fatty Wang then spoke, “Li Mu, let me introduce you first. This is my good friend, Du Yang.”

Saying that, Fatty Wang patted the unfamiliar man next to him whom Li Mu was meeting for the first time. The other party also politely nodded to Li Mu.

Chen Ze said, “I have another friend coming over, but she just called and said she had something at home and might be late. She said we shouldn’t wait for her and should eat first.”

Fatty Wang laughed, “Bro Ze, the person you found to invest in our Club is Lin Lin, right?”

Chen Ze nodded, “She loves playing around with these things. She heard we wanted to open a Club and also wanted to buy some shares so she’d have a fixed establishment to play at in the future.”

Fatty Wang nodded repeatedly, “It’s really great news that Lin Lin is willing to work with us. Everyone knows Lin Lin knows the most beautiful women and has plenty of beautiful women resources. Besides the hardware, the most important soft power for opening a Club is to have plenty of beautiful women. As long as there are many beautiful women, there will be many men, and when men see many beautiful women, they’ll spend more money!”

Chen Ze said, “Lin Lin is very experienced. You can let her give more opinions on the Club’s planning, decoration, and layout. However, Lin Lin is a girl with a rather flamboyant personality, and she’s a bit of a mule that needs to be handled with care, so you need to be careful with your communication techniques with her, don’t offend her.”

Fatty Wang quickly said, “Don’t worry, Bro Ze, I’ve heard of Lin Lin’s great name long ago.”

Xu Jiaming, who had been silent all this time, now spoke to Li Mu, “Li Mu, there’s something I’d like to consult you about.”

“Tell me.”

“I recently took an interest in another internet project,” Xu Jiaming said. “The other party is a company that does online hotel booking. They received angel round funding half a year ago and are now looking for Series A funding. How much development space do you think there is in the online hotel booking business?”

Li Mu casually said, “Quite a lot. Hotel booking is just an entry point. Once you acquire users, you can use this resource in the future to integrate ticketing and tourism. What’s the name of the company you’re interested in?”

“The company is called Xingyou,” Xu Jiaming said with a smile. “Actually, I also think this market is quite large, but I don’t see it as thoroughly as you do, nor have I thought about what this business could integrate in the future.”

Li Mu didn’t seem to recall hearing the company name Xingyou in his memories, guessing that this company most likely didn’t survive in his previous life, so he kindly reminded, “This business certainly has a lot of market space, but it’s also like thousands of soldiers crossing a single-plank bridge, with only a few surviving in the end. It’s best to be cautious when making your decision.”

Xu Jiaming sighed and said, “I really don’t know enough about the internet. My investment vision in this area is still very lacking. It would be great if you were willing to be a nominal advisor here.”

Xu Jiaming brought up the old topic again, thinking about Chen Ze’s reminder to him earlier. He didn’t genuinely need Li Mu to direct his affairs; he just wanted to use this opportunity to give Li Mu some shares and slightly tie the two together.

Li Mu once again politely declined his kind offer, saying, “An advisor is out of the question. I’m not that skilled. I can only speak carelessly and say a few random things. Bro Ming, if you have any questions in this area, just ask me directly, and I’ll do my best to answer them.”

Xu Jiaming thanked him, but mused to himself that Li Mu seemed to always keep his distance from him. He was always so polite, making it difficult to improve their relationship.

To show his reciprocation, Xu Jiaming also very seriously said, “Li Mu, if you need any help in Yanjing in the future, just come to me. Whether it’s on a business level or a government level, I can help you find a way.”

Li Mu then casually asked, “Are you familiar with the banking system?”

Thinking that Alipay would soon be completed, Li Mu hadn’t started lobbying banks yet. To ensure Alipay could be used normally, he needed to ensure that major banks could open online payment merchant accounts for him at one of their branch offices. This way, the most crucial link for Alipay would be cleared. However, Li Mu hadn’t had time to talk to banks about cooperation recently, so he thought of asking Xu Jiaming if he had any channels or resources.

As soon as Xu Jiaming heard Li Mu asking about the banking system, his immediate response was, “Do you need a loan?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “I want to find the general managers of certain branch offices of major banks in Yanjing and communicate with them to open an online payment merchant account for one of my products.”

Xu Jiaming asked in surprise, “Online payment merchant? What aspect are you looking to do?”

Li Mu said, “I want to open a payment channel on the 3321.com website. This way, the time and effort costs for student parents on 3321.com when making payments can be greatly reduced.”

Xu Jiaming didn’t understand online payments, but he had very strong channel resources within the banking system. So he said to Li Mu, “I have certain connections with the big four banks: Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, Agricultural Bank of China, Bank of China, and China Construction Bank. If you want to meet them in person, I can help you arrange it, or even directly arrange a meeting at my company. This can save you a lot of trouble.”

Li Mu was delighted and immediately said, “Then I’ll trouble you with this. If possible, Bro Ming, please arrange this as soon as possible.”

Xu Jiaming said very casually, “We’re all friends, this is nothing. I’ll call them tonight and try to arrange it for tomorrow.”

For something as significant as the launch of Alipay, Li Mu wasn’t afraid of owing Xu Jiaming a favor. So he said, “It’s best if I can meet all four of these banks: Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, Agricultural Bank of China, Bank of China, and China Construction Bank. I’ll have to trouble you to arrange this for me as soon as possible.”

Xu Jiaming nodded very seriously, “Don’t worry, leave it to me. I’ll give you a result in the next two days.”

Li Mu believed that with Xu Jiaming’s reputation, finding a few bank branch managers in Yanjing to do something within their capabilities would certainly be extremely easy, perhaps even just a simple greeting would suffice. For him right now, the most important thing for Alipay in its early stages was bank relations. As long as this layer was cleared, Alipay would be able to function normally. Once Alipay was online, it could initially develop solely on the 3321 public welfare platform, but after accumulating a certain number of Alipay users through 3321.com, there would be many more things he could do with Alipay!

Just as Li Mu and Xu Jiaming were discussing bank relations, the private room door was suddenly pushed open. A beautiful girl with a gloomy face pushed the door and walked in. Li Mu instinctively looked up, and the moment he saw her clearly, he almost stood up in shock.

Damn it, what a persistent ghost!

Isn’t this the female Porsche driver who rear-ended him just now? How did she find her way here!





Chapter 230: This Won’t Do!

Li Mu instinctively thought that the female driver was here to cause trouble for him. His car was parked right outside the restaurant, so it wouldn’t be difficult for her to spot the car and then find her way in.

The Porsche female driver also froze at the entrance, staring at Li Mu, her entire expression and movements frozen in a daze.

Just then, Chen Ze smiled and said to her, “Lin Lin, we’ve been waiting for you. Come, have a seat.”

A million grass mud horses instantly galloped through Li Mu’s mind.

So she was Chen Ze’s friend, also here for this dinner party, and also planning to invest in Fatty Wang’s Club.

In other words, both of them had driven to the same dinner party, and then, one after another, they were preparing to make a U-turn under the same bridge, which led to the painful traffic accident Li Mu had just experienced.

Lin Lin was initially confused, but she quickly reacted. She immediately let out two laughs to cover her earlier surprise, saying with a hint of awkwardness and stiffness, “Sorry, everyone, something came up at home.”

Chen Ze smiled slightly, pointing to an empty seat beside Li Mu and saying, “Hurry and sit down. Let me introduce you.”

Chen Ze pointed at Li Mu and said with a smile, “This is Li Mu, the one I told you about on the phone.”

Lin Lin’s expression showed a hint of something, but she still nodded at Li Mu, saying with a forced smile, “So you’re Li Mu. We really are quite fated, aren’t we?”

Chen Ze asked curiously, “What, do you two know each other?”

“No, we don’t,” Lin Lin shook her head, looking at Li Mu and smiling meaningfully, “He looks especially like my ex-boyfriend. The moment I saw Li Mu, I suddenly remembered that scum.”

Lin Lin spoke with such sincerity that no one else suspected a thing. Li Mu knew she was indirectly criticizing him and felt somewhat awkward. He couldn’t reason with her at the accident scene, so he simply kept his distance, never expecting her to be a friend of a friend.

Fatty Wang saw that everyone had arrived. At this point, he began to urge everyone to start eating while also hurrying the waitstaff to bring out the hot dishes. Lin Lin sat next to Li Mu, periodically glancing at him from the corner of her eye, her expression carrying a faint anger that made Li Mu quite uncomfortable.

No one at the table noticed Lin Lin’s continuous hostility towards Li Mu. After the dishes were served, they didn’t immediately start discussing the main topic. Instead, they chatted about topics that young people were generally interested in for a while. Someone eventually steered the conversation to cars. Fatty Wang said his Audi A6 felt too old-fashioned to drive. If he was going to run a Club, such a car wouldn’t be suitable for daily trips to the Club. He asked if anyone could recommend a suitable car.

Chen Ze then smiled and said, “A Ferrari, what could be more suitable for a nightclub than that?”

Fatty Wang scratched his head and said, “Ferraris are too expensive and too arrogant. My old man definitely wouldn’t let me buy one; he’d probably break my legs. Is there anything a bit more affordable and less flashy?”

Chen Ze then said, “How about a Porsche 911? A 4S dealership just opened in Shenzhen, and I heard the Yanjing 4S dealership will open next year.”

Fatty Wang said, “I’ve heard of the 911, and it looks pretty good, but I haven’t driven one. Do any friends own one? It would be best if I could borrow it for a test drive.”

Chen Ze looked at Lin Lin and smiled, “Lin Lin just picked hers up from Shenzhen. Ask her if she’s willing to lend it to you for a test drive.”

Lin Lin snorted twice, glanced at Li Mu, and said to Fatty Wang, “My car broke down. I took a taxi here today.”

As soon as her newly bought Porsche 911 was mentioned, Lin Lin’s anger flared up. It was a good car, and she loved it dearly, but it crashed just three days after she bought it. Now it had been towed away. The most annoying part was that it couldn’t be repaired in Yanjing right now. At the very least, photos had to be taken and faxed to the Shenzhen 4S dealership, and they would have to study a repair plan and then send the parts to Yanjing. Conservatively, it would take more than half a month.

Fatty Wang looked bewildered, “You’ve only had it for a few days, and it broke down? What happened?”

Lin Lin frowned and said, “I’ve only driven it for three days. The radiator had a problem; it overheated.”

Aside from Li Mu, the others looked surprised. Fatty Wang pressed, “Is Porsche quality that bad? Overheating in three days, that’s a big problem! The engine might even be ruined.”

“Exactly,” Lin Lin said, looking annoyed, “I’m incredibly frustrated too.”

Fatty Wang sighed, “Well, forget it then. I’ll look at other cars. I won’t consider this one.”

The car conversation didn’t lead anywhere conclusive. Fatty Wang, preoccupied with his nightclub plan, said to everyone, “Everyone’s pretty much done eating. I’ll briefly outline some of the Club’s general plans. My idea is to directly position the Club as a European and American Hip-hop style venue. The design and decoration will be handled by a professional company. Since we’re opening a large Club, the equipment naturally can’t be subpar. So, all the stage lighting and sound systems will be directly imported from the UK. For the name, I’m tentatively thinking of Red-Club, or Hong Guan in Chinese. Isn’t there a very famous Hong Kong Coliseum over there? We can borrow some of their fame.”

Chen Ze said, “I have no objection to the positioning, but isn’t that name a bit tacky?”

Fatty Wang narrowed his eyes, “Tacky? Where’s it tacky? I think it’s quite fashionable.”

Xu Jiaming smiled and said, “Dingbang, do you only know the word ‘Red’?”

Fatty Wang quickly retorted, “Who said that? I know many words! Several colors alone. But do you think ‘Black’ would be suitable? ‘Yellow’ would be even less suitable, right? With such an arrogant name, wouldn’t the relevant departments be checking on us every day?”

Lin Lin spoke up at this moment, “Fatty, Red Pavilion or whatever is too uncreative. Who still tries to piggyback on names these days? If you want to piggyback on someone else’s fame, just call it News Broadcast Club.”

Fatty Wang’s expression was a bit awkward. He had spent days racking his brain to come up with a name he felt was excellent, only for it to be torn apart by this group the moment he mentioned it.

Especially Lin Lin’s News Broadcast Club joke, which left him speechless.

Fatty Wang thought for a moment and said, “How about Royal Club?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“Blue Jazz?”

Everyone still shook their heads.

“Grand Hyatt?”

Lin Lin waved her hand, “Forget it, you don’t need to say anymore. No matter how good the Club is, if it has a name like that, I wouldn’t even step inside.”

Fatty Wang said, “Lin Lin, you have more experience in this area. Why don’t you come up with a name?”

Lin Lin said calmly, “When naming a Club, don’t think about being domineering or familiar to audiences; it doesn’t mean much. There’s a key point, get that right, and you’ll be fine.”

Saying that, Lin Lin paused, then continued, “First, the name should ideally be in English. It’s not that I’m fawning over foreign things, but Clubs are inherently a part of Western culture, so an English name naturally sounds more natural.”

“Second, the name should be catchy and easy to say. If you use words, try not to use overly difficult ones, to avoid people not recognizing or being unable to pronounce them.”

Fatty Wang interjected, “See, my Red-Club perfectly fits both of your points!”

Lin Lin rolled her eyes at him and said, “I haven’t even said my third point yet!”

Fatty Wang quickly said, “Go on.”

Lin Lin said, “The third point is that the name must be able to attract young women. It needs to make young women feel that the name is both pleasant to say and sounds a bit classy, preferably with a touch of femininity.”

“Femininity?” Fatty Wang frowned and said, “Rose-Club?”

Lin Lin looked at Chen Ze in despair and said, “How about I just withdraw? We’re really not on the same aesthetic wavelength; communicating is too draining.”

Fatty Wang’s expression was a bit awkward. Chen Ze laughed heartily and said, “Don’t mind him, he’s a complete bumpkin. You should count your blessings he didn’t suggest calling it ‘Red Rose Nightclub’.”

Lin Lin’s previous remark also had a playful component, so she helplessly shook her head and said, “My point is, the name should be as feminine as possible, with some feminine elements. If women like it, they’ll naturally like to come. To make a Club successful, the most important points are nothing more than: a good environment, good music, and lots of beautiful women. Among these, having lots of beautiful women is the most important, because the main spenders in nightclubs are those men with excessive hormones.”

“That’s right!” Fatty Wang nodded, agreeing wholeheartedly, “Lin Lin, I agree with everything you’ve said. And I also admit that my naming ability is quite lacking. How about this, you come up with a name for our Club.”

Lin Lin raised an eyebrow, looking at Li Mu with a playful expression, and said, “The rest of us are a bunch of good-for-nothings. Isn’t Li Mu a high-achieving student from Renmin University? Why don’t you come up with one?”

Li Mu scratched his head and casually said, “How about Babyface?”

Li Mu had been to most of the famous nightclubs in Yanjing during his many years there. Besides Mix, the only names he remembered were Babyface and Coco-Banana, so he casually blurted out Babyface.

Lin Lin looked at Li Mu in surprise, stunned for a long moment before saying, “This won’t do! This absolutely won’t do!”

Chen Ze’s eyes lit up and he said, “I think that name is great! Babyface, it’s very catchy and easy to understand. I bet women would really like it.”

Fatty Wang also nodded repeatedly, “I think it’s a great name too! It perfectly fits all three points Lin Lin just mentioned!”

Lin Lin said somewhat flustered, “This name absolutely cannot be used! Absolutely not!”

“Why?” Fatty Wang frowned and said, “I thought about it, and there doesn’t seem to be any other place with the same name on the market.”

Lin Lin hesitated repeatedly, but finally spoke, “I have a childhood friend who’s also opening a nightclub. She came to me a while ago, asking me to come up with a name for her. At the time, I never thought you guys would ask me to invest in a Club, so I seriously thought about it for two days, and then…”

Chen Ze coughed twice, “And then you just happened to come up with the name Babyface, didn’t you?”

Lin Lin awkwardly covered her face, her voice muffled through her fingers, “Really… I don’t know why it’s such a coincidence, but I’m really not lying. I don’t know when my childhood friend will launch, but if the Club we’re setting up is also called Babyface, she’ll definitely hate me for life.”





Chapter 231: SugarClub

Lin Lin’s words surprised Li Mu beyond measure.

Babyface truly existed in the future, and Lin Lin said it was a name she came up with for a childhood friend. So, it was highly likely that the future Babyface was opened by Lin Lin’s childhood friend.

He had heard of and even been to Babyface, which was why he thought of the name. He never expected to meet the actual person behind it.

Everyone else present was also surprised. The Club name Li Mu thought of was one Lin Lin had already considered. Wasn’t that too much of a coincidence?

Only Li Mu knew that Lin Lin was the true person who would use this name for a nightclub.

At this moment, Lin Lin strongly objected to using the name Babyface, so the others stopped pressing and urged Li Mu to think of another one.

Li Mu felt a bit embarrassed. He remembered Maroon 5’s popular song “Sugar,” which directly translates to “sugar” and is often used by men to describe women, similar to “dear” or “baby.”

SugarClub should be quite catchy and easy to say.

When Li Mu said the name, Lin Lin was the first to nod in agreement: “Sugar is a great name too. It feels very friendly to women, and it’s also catchy and easy to say.”

Everyone else nodded as well. Only Fatty Wang asked what Sugar meant. After Lin Lin gave him a vocabulary lesson, he immediately agreed.

Fatty Wang said that the total investment for SugarClub would be controlled at around five million. Everyone would contribute proportionally based on this five million total investment. If the final cost exceeded this, Fatty Wang would cover it first, and then deduct it from future profits, calculating interest for Fatty Wang at the bank loan interest rate.

No one had any objections. In fact, except for Li Mu and Lin Lin, the other five knew that the investment plan for SugarClub was already no less than seven million, and they had privately agreed to cover the 400,000 difference for Li Mu and Lin Lin equally among themselves.

Originally, Chen Ze brought Li Mu and Lin Lin in not truly for their money, but to get them on board.

After confirming the investment amount, Fatty Wang gave a timeline. He would sign the contract with the venue tomorrow, then invite a design company to create a design proposal. Everyone would then meet to discuss the proposal, and if it was approved, construction would begin immediately.

Calculating the entire timeline, the opening would have to wait until after the Lunar New Year.

After eating and chatting, everyone left the restaurant together. Chen Ze originally wanted to see Li Mu to his car first. Seeing the front of Li Mu’s car, he asked in surprise, “Your car was in an accident?”

Li Mu nodded, glanced at Lin Lin next to him, and seeing her expression was normal, he calmly said, “A multi-car rear-end collision on the road. Couldn’t avoid it.”

Chen Ze looked at the damage to the car and said, “It’s not a big problem. Good thing you’re alright.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Then I’ll be going. Call me if anything comes up.”

Xu Jiaming spoke up, “I’ll finalize the bank matter tomorrow as soon as possible and call you.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded, “Then I’ll wait for your news.”

Lin Lin narrowed her eyes at Li Mu, her tone a little mischievous, “Drive carefully on the road. Don’t harm others or yourself.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “My driving record is perfect. Don’t worry.”

Lin Lin was instantly exasperated and didn’t respond further. Instead, she said to Chen Ze, “Is it convenient to give me a ride?”

Chen Ze said, “Sure, where are you going?”

“Home!”

Li Mu said goodbye to the others and drove his GL8, damaged front and back, back to Yucheng Garden.

…

It must be said that Xu Jiaming was very cooperative with his connections. The next day at noon, he called Li Mu and said he had arranged a meeting with the branch managers of the big four banks that afternoon at his company to discuss Li Mu’s online payment merchant business.

Upon receiving the call, Li Mu was delighted. Branch managers of the big four banks were far beyond the level of connections he needed for this matter, but this would make the Alipay situation even more stable.

Li Mu had already found an agent to register the Alipay company, named Yanjing Alipay Network Technology Co., Ltd. Kong Lingyu had also developed the Alipay website’s frontend and backend, as well as Alipay’s security controls, and was currently conducting program testing. The only thing missing was the interface with the banks.

Once the bank interface was opened and Alipay obtained its online payment merchant qualification, users could pay Alipay through the big four banks’ online banking, and Alipay’s initial goal would be achieved.

Unable to contain his excitement, Li Mu took a taxi to Xu Jiaming’s company. Xu Jiaming’s company was in Zhongguancun, only two or three kilometers from Muye Technology. This was Li Mu’s first time at Xu Jiaming’s company. The company was called Mingcheng Capital, and from the name, it was clear it was an investment bank.

Xu Jiaming’s company was not large, with a total office area of only about 300 square meters. It was Saturday, and when he arrived at the company, there was only a receptionist. After Li Mu told her his name and purpose, she quickly led Li Mu to Xu Jiaming’s office.

Xu Jiaming was fiddling with a tea set in front of his tea table. Seeing Li Mu enter, he was a little surprised and smiled, “We said three o’clock, why are you here so early? Perfect, come have some tea.”

Li Mu looked at the time; it was just past two o’clock. He smiled and said, “I didn’t have anything else to do, so I came over early.”

Sitting opposite Xu Jiaming, Xu Jiaming skillfully brewed Kung Fu tea, tinkering for a long time before producing a small pot. He poured Li Mu a cup and smiled, “Try my craftsmanship.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I don’t know much about tea. I’m afraid I’ll be wasting heavenly resources.”

Xu Jiaming waved his hand, “Drinking tea doesn’t actually have so many principles. The reason for all these procedures and rules is actually to relax. After doing all this, I can’t say anything else, but at least your mindset can become much calmer. As for actually drinking the tea, it doesn’t really matter. At least, that’s what I think.”

Li Mu nodded, picked up the miniature teacup, and took a sip. Most of the shallow sip was gone. The taste was slightly bitter, but the aroma was very rich, and it left a fresh and natural feeling in his stomach.

While tasting tea, the two chatted casually, using the tea-drinking as an excuse. Xu Jiaming was very curious about Li Mu’s understanding of the internet and asked Li Mu about the future direction of internet development. Li Mu only roughly said that he was more optimistic about social networking and gaming. He didn’t mention e-commerce. At present, truly mature e-commerce models were virtually non-existent in China, and information exchange channels both domestically and internationally were relatively closed. Generally, people who understood e-commerce had usually been abroad.

In fact, many internet concepts were introduced from abroad, and in this nascent era of the internet, those who were first to introduce models had a relatively high success rate. For example, the founder of Baidu returned from Silicon Valley, bringing the search engine concept back to China. The founder of Alibaba was the same; he had been to the United States, stayed there for a period, read several American books on the internet and e-commerce, then resigned and plunged into the business world, creating Alibaba.

Xu Jiaming looked at Li Mu with some confusion when Li Mu mentioned social networking and gaming, asking him, “Muye Technology’s Tieba seems to be just a community. It’s still quite different from social networking and gaming.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Everything has a process of continuous transformation. The biggest problem with social networking is the user’s preconceived notions about their social circles. Tencent now has tens of millions of users, with peak concurrent users exceeding one million. Users have already accumulated considerable social circles and Moments on their products. If I develop a social product, and users come over and find they can’t transfer their social circles, it’s unrealistic to ask them to transfer little by little, because their social circles, their friends, are also individual users. Everyone has their own ideas, their own thoughts. It’s hard for them to compromise if you want to transfer them from Tencent’s product to another product.”

Xu Jiaming said in surprise, “Then in social networking, no one can beat Tencent?”

“Of course not,” Li Mu smiled, “Give Tencent another ten years, and what you said will most likely be true, but it’s different now. Although Tencent has seized the initiative, it’s still not fully developed. Its only advantage now is the accumulation of existing users’ social circles. But once someone can defeat it at this level, replacing it will be a very easy thing.”

Seeing Li Mu’s confident demeanor, Xu Jiaming was secretly surprised. He was also speculating about Muye Technology’s future development direction. Now it seemed that Li Mu definitely had the ambition to do social networking, but how would he transition from Tieba to social networking?

Although curious, Xu Jiaming didn’t ask for more details. He just felt even more hopeful about the idea of investing in Muye Technology.

Around 2:40 PM, a middle-aged man in his forties was led in by the receptionist. As soon as he entered, he extended both hands to shake hands with Xu Jiaming. It was clear that he had great respect for Xu Jiaming, who was more than a decade younger than him.

Xu Jiaming introduced him to Li Mu, saying this was Chen Gang, the branch manager of the ICBC.

Chen Gang looked at Li Mu, feeling that he looked very familiar, but he couldn’t remember where he had seen him for a while. Xu Jiaming introduced him, “Manager Chen, this is my friend, Li Mu.”

“Li Mu…” Chen Gang suddenly realized, saying, “Oh, I just saw your special feature on Focus Interview a few days ago. The 3321 project is truly applaud enthusiastically and impressive!”

Li Mu smiled humbly. Banks were also departments within the system. Leaders in this system paid far more attention to current affairs news than ordinary people. In recent years, Chen Gang had watched newspapers, News Broadcast, and Focus Interview almost every day, which was why he had an impression of Li Mu, but he hadn’t immediately connected him with that episode.

Chen Gang had originally thought that Xu Jiaming called him because he needed something, but now that Li Mu, who was highly praised within the system recently, also appeared in his office, Chen Gang suddenly felt that Xu Jiaming’s real purpose for finding him this time should be related to Li Mu.

If Li Mu wanted to obtain banking resources, it would also be a good thing for him. As long as he could establish some connection with 3321, he could highlight a positive image in front of the public.

It wasn’t just Chen Gang; the three other bank branch managers who arrived later also thought the same thing the moment they saw Li Mu.





Chapter 232: First Contact with the Big Four Banks

After the four branch managers invited by Xu Jiaming arrived, Li Mu finally stated his needs: to build an online payment platform to prepare 3321 for its expansion beyond Yanjing.

The concept of online banking had already begun to develop in China in the mid-to-late 1990s. At that time, when the big banks completed their first online transfers, news channels even reported on it, signifying that China’s banking services had caught up with global trends and entered the internet era.

However, in the years that followed, the development of online banking in China could almost be described as stagnant. Apart from a very small number of people who used and dared to use online transfers, most people were still unfamiliar with online banking.

When Li Mu mentioned building a payment platform for 3321, the four branch managers were somewhat surprised. Zhai Yuan, the head of the Agricultural Bank branch, asked Li Mu, “If 3321 handles online payments, will there be technical issues in the future? For example, if a user makes a payment but your system doesn’t show a notification. If this causes disputes, will it affect the bank’s complaint rate?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I need to open online payment merchant accounts at your branches. But for users, no matter which of the big four banks they are customers of, as long as they use Alipay to transfer money, the information they see will be that they transferred money from their bank to Alipay. So, they will think this money went into Alipay’s hands. As long as the bank clearly reminds the user that the fee has been deducted, if Alipay’s feedback has a problem, users will definitely contact us.”

Zhai Yuan nodded and asked Li Mu, “What about the funds? How will the fees that users pay to 3321 through Alipay’s online banking ultimately settle?”

Li Mu smiled, “All funds will settle in the accounts Alipay opens at your respective branches. We will entrust these funds to you for hosting and accept supervision from the Central Bank.”

Hu Qiyun, the head of ICBC, asked Li Mu, “I’m not sure if my understanding is correct, but is Alipay planning to open an account with each of our four banks and entrust us with hosting? Also, when users use the online banking of the big four banks to transfer money to Alipay, will it go directly into the account Alipay opened at that bank?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Manager Hu, your understanding is correct. If I open an account at your branch, then in the future, all 3321 users across the country who pay through Industrial and Commercial Bank of China online banking will have their money transferred into the account Alipay opened at your branch.”

Then, Li Mu added, “3321 currently has a weekly transaction volume of several million, and if we expand to other cities in the future, it’s possible to have tens of millions weekly. At that time, every sum of money will remain in the bank account for a period. We will also list the big four banks as cooperative support units when 3321 is promoted nationwide.”

When Li Mu mentioned the possibility of tens of millions in weekly transaction volume settling in Alipay, the four branch managers were all pleasantly surprised. Although they didn’t personally have to perform the task of attracting deposits, it still counted towards their performance. Tens of millions in weekly capital reserves was no small matter for any branch. What’s more, Li Mu was also doing them a favor by giving Alipay the green light, which would naturally benefit them without any harm.

However, Li Mu did not reveal Alipay’s future development direction. Li Mu had always communicated with them by presenting Alipay as a derivative of 3321, making them believe it was just a tool. But once Alipay opened up the bank payment interface, this payment channel would become the top priority for his future development in the internet sector. How could one make money from the internet without their own payment channel? Using someone else’s third-party payment channel was like putting the switch to one’s main artery in someone else’s hands, allowing them to cut off the flow at any time.

Tencent’s future frenzy of attracting hundreds of millions of Chinese people to grab red envelopes on WeChat was precisely to open up the market for WeChat Pay and compete with Alipay. Without WeChat, Tencent would have been extremely vulnerable in the mobile internet era.

The four branch managers didn’t know how much room for development there was in internet payments at the moment. They only thought this was a tool Li Mu intended to use to assist 3321, failing to guess that Li Mu’s biggest goal was actually to turn it into a platform.

For the four branch managers, the immediate problem was extremely simple: they definitely had to cooperate fully with Li Mu. Not to mention the favor owed to Xu Jiaming, the public welfare effect of 3321 alone, and the future cash flow that would settle in Alipay—that is, in their bank accounts—already made it impossible for them to refuse.

In fact, Li Mu was absolutely confident that he could persuade the bank personnel even without Xu Jiaming’s connection. But the most crucial issue was that he didn’t know anyone within the bank, and it would be very difficult to get in touch with someone at the manager level. Xu Jiaming was different; with one phone call, the branch managers of the big four banks would graciously accept the invitation. This was the utility of connections. Sometimes, the difference between success and failure is just a thin veil; pierce it, and everything becomes clear.

The four branch managers made a decision on the spot: they would open online payment merchant accounts for Alipay next week and sign cooperation agreements with Alipay. With Xu Jiaming’s favor involved, Li Mu believed there would be plenty of room for negotiation on the details of the contract.

For example, the period for funds to settle in Alipay’s accounts. Without Xu Jiaming, the banks might have had a rigid requirement, but with Xu Jiaming present, this restriction from the banks could likely be waived.

Also, Li Mu had previously worried about Alipay’s future integration with other channels. If any sharp-eyed person at the bank were to restrict Alipay’s freedom to adapt to future platforms in the contract and then use that to negotiate terms, things could become somewhat passive.

Li Mu verbally discussed the contract details with the four managers. For the two points mentioned above, they verbally promised not to impose restrictions, giving Alipay absolute freedom.

That was enough.

Li Mu felt relieved and discussed a signing schedule with the four of them: Monday to Tuesday next week, signing with two banks each day. The contract details for all four banks would be consistent, ensuring fairness.

Xu Jiaming said to Li Mu, “I happen to be free next week. Your car was in an accident, right? I’ll drive you to the signing then, I’ll be your driver.”

Before Li Mu could speak, the four branch managers beside him were somewhat surprised. They hadn’t expected Xu Jiaming to be so courteous to Li Mu. It was one thing to act as a go-between, but he was even going to accompany him to the signing.

However, Li Mu genuinely appreciated Xu Jiaming’s favor this time. His words, on one hand, were meant to make these four managers realize his “deep friendship” with Li Mu. On the other hand, it was also implicitly striving for more lenient contract terms for Li Mu. If he accompanied Li Mu to the signing, those managers would absolutely not dare to arbitrarily change the contract details; what they discussed today would be what they signed next week!





Chapter 233: Core Members Meeting

That evening, Li Mu hosted a dinner at a high-end restaurant in Yanjing. On one hand, it was to thank Xu Jiaming for acting as a go-between, and on the other, to deepen his impression with the bank managers. Inevitably, he would need the bank’s help with many more matters in the future.

Li Mu was now carrying the banner of 3321, and the nature of asking for favors had fundamentally changed. As soon as the other party heard it was related to 3321, their attitude was not only excellent but also full of sincerity.

At the dinner table, Li Mu had several drinks with the branch managers of the big four banks. Unlike the atmosphere in Xu Jiaming’s office that afternoon, after a few rounds of drinks at the table, everyone switched to a more friendly mode of communication, and the atmosphere was very relaxed.

Li Mu was in a great mood. It seemed that the formation of Alipay was unstoppable. After signing the contract next Monday, they could quickly begin debugging and testing the interface between Alipay and the banks. Once the tests passed, it could be fully promoted to 3321’s users.

Leaving aside 3321, the non-profit public welfare organization, Li Mu’s internet ventures were just beginning. Eting.com was focused on music streaming, while Tieba was building a community and preparing to launch classic social products like Personal Space and Steal a Dish. Once these products became popular, Tieba’s user base would not only reach new heights but also encourage users to build their networks through games. As long as these networks were established, he would have the foundation to compete with QQ for livelihood. At that point, if he also developed an instant messaging software, it would pose a significant threat to Tencent.

As for e-commerce, Li Mu now felt somewhat overwhelmed.

After Alipay was established, logically, he could directly push forward with the Taobao project. If Taobao were launched in 2002, it would be more than a year earlier than Alibaba. However, the biggest problem now was insufficient manpower. Kong Lingyu would have more and more responsibilities in the future, making it practically impossible for him to juggle so many things. But an e-commerce platform like Taobao, once launched, required full effort to expand its territory, otherwise, it could easily be caught up and crushed by rising stars. Therefore, what Li Mu needed most now was talent.

On Sunday, before Alipay went online, Li Mu had Kong Lingyu arrange a leadership meeting. The key figures at Muye Technology currently included Kong Lingyu, Lin Qingya, and the financial director Lin Qingya had recruited.

Besides these three department heads, Li Mu also had Kong Lingyu gather the three technical leads under him, who were the project team leaders. Muye Technology currently had twenty-seven technical staff, perfectly divided into three technical groups, all managed by Kong Lingyu.

At ten in the morning, Li Mu took a taxi to Muye Technology. The core members of Muye Technology had already been waiting in the conference room for a long time.

Since the three technical project group leaders at Muye Technology were all veteran employees from the early days of Eting.com’s development, they were very familiar with Li Mu. However, Lin Qingya felt a bit awkward because she had only recently discovered that the junior male student Dong Ai had introduced her to at the dinner table when she first sought a job was actually the hidden boss of Muye Technology. They hadn’t seen each other since then, and it was only today, when Li Mu suddenly called a core members meeting, that they finally met for the second time.

Lin Qingya was extremely grateful and fortunate to have joined Muye Technology and to have received 1% stock options from the start. After truly entering the company, she quickly realized Muye Technology’s immense development potential. Its Series A funding valuation was fifty million, and its Series B valuation was now so high that even industry insiders couldn’t give a clear estimate. This was because they had seen the unique product concepts of Eting.com and Tieba, and who knew what astonishing products Muye Technology would release before its Series B financing?

Li Mu had already formed a basic concept of Lin Qingya’s role during their first meeting: she would be the general manager of Muye Technology’s support departments in the future. In other words, he could train her to handle all work other than technical and product development.

She had graduated from Renmin University with sufficient academic knowledge in finance and management, and had three years of experience working at a Japanese company. Li Mu had always believed that Japanese companies were the best places to cultivate patience in work. The fact that Lin Qingya could stay at her first job for three years, on one hand, proved that her work ability was recognized by SoftBank, and on the other, it showed that she possessed a workplace stability and patience that her peers lacked.

During this period, Li Mu’s understanding of Muye Technology’s situation, along with Kong Lingyu’s feedback, confirmed that his initial judgment was correct. Lin Qingya was very patient in her work and good at critical thinking. Every new member recruited after Muye Technology moved to Yanjing was hired or headhunted by Lin Qingya through various channels. Moreover, these new employees had high professional skills and qualities. Even Kong Lingyu was surprised that someone who didn’t understand technology could judge technical talent better than him, possessing an incredibly keen workplace intuition.

In the conference room, the veteran employees, including Kong Lingyu, greeted Li Mu warmly, addressing him as Manager Li. However, Lin Qingya and another financial director, who looked to be around thirty, felt somewhat awkward.

Kong Lingyu introduced the financial director to Li Mu. Her name was Li Yuanyuan, a native of Yanjing, with eight years of work experience. Her previous job was at a well-known venture capital firm. Kong Lingyu wondered how Lin Qingya had managed to convince her to join Muye Technology, a small operation with only dozens of people.

Li Yuanyuan was quite curious about Li Mu, not only because it was her first time meeting this boss who was not yet twenty, but also because she had seen Li Mu on television many times before and was quite amazed by his and 3321’s success. She hadn’t expected him to be the boss of her own company. To be able to create two large-scale internet projects at such a young age, his capabilities were evident.

Li Mu shook hands with Li Yuanyuan and greeted her. Lin Qingya, standing nearby, had already stepped forward and extended a hand: “Manager Li, we finally meet again. This should be our second meeting, right?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I didn’t explain the details about Muye clearly during our last dinner. Please don’t take offense.”

Lin Qingya nodded, smiling, and said, “I’m not offended at all. I should be thanking you for giving me such a great opportunity.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I also thank you for believing in Muye Technology, and everyone else in the team. It’s truly fate that people from all corners of the country can work together in one team. I hope everyone can cherish this journey with the company.”

The phrase ‘cherish this journey’ brought a sense of warmth to everyone present. Li Mu then walked to the whiteboard and said, “Let’s get down to business. I’m here today mainly for three things. The first is Muye Technology’s next step in new product development. The second is Muye Technology’s upcoming personnel and organizational structure adjustments. The third is about some plans for Series B financing.”

As he spoke, Li Mu wrote down the three brief outlines on the whiteboard: “Product Development, Organizational Structure, Series B Financing.” After writing them, he said to the six people present, “Everything we discuss in this conference room today is confidential to Muye Technology’s next phase of development. Everyone must remember that no part of the meeting content should be leaked.”





Chapter 234: The Foundation War

Li Mu’s expression was serious. The six people present, listening, unconsciously straightened their backs, their eyes fixed on Li Mu and the whiteboard behind him, waiting for him to get to the point.

Li Mu said, “Muye Technology’s future plan isn’t just to operate a community like Tieba. More importantly, we need to build our own Ecosystem in the internet domain. Therefore, from now on, our technical development team bears a great responsibility. Every step of Muye Technology’s expansion in the internet domain is inseparable from your efforts.”

As he spoke, Li Mu continued, “When I communicated with Manager Kong previously, I briefly revealed my general plan, but I didn’t go into much detail. Today, here, I’ll explain our next product plan in detail.”

“Tieba’s current user base has reached the tens of millions, and user activity points are very high. Several of our celebrity/star Tieba forums already have hundreds of thousands of followers. Many people say we are now the world’s largest Chinese community. This statement sounds impressive, but if you think about it carefully, it feels quite awkward. As for why it’s awkward, I think the problem might lie in the word ‘community’ itself. Manager Kong and the other three technical persons in charge, you all work in internet technology and products. Can you tell me, why is ‘community’ awkward?”

Kong Lingyu didn’t speak; instead, he looked at his three subordinates.

He had once heard a partial answer to this question from Li Mu, but since Li Mu had only conveyed a vague concept to him at the time, he hadn’t discussed it with his subordinates. So now, he also wanted to know how his three subordinates viewed this issue.

The three exchanged glances, somewhat bewildered. Communities were currently the hottest thing; they didn’t understand why the Boss would say it was awkward.

Seeing their bewildered expressions, Li Mu felt a momentary disappointment, but he quickly let it go. After all, they weren’t Rebirth, nor had they witnessed the future development of the internet. It was already remarkable that they could keep up with the trends of the times; expecting them to lead the trends was clearly wishful thinking.

Lin Qingya suddenly asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, regarding your point about communities being awkward, I have an opinion, though it might not be very professional. Please don’t laugh…”

Li Mu replied, “It’s fine. Since we’re discussing, we should speak freely.”

Lin Qingya nodded, saying somewhat unconfidently, “For communities, I think the biggest awkwardness should be their high substitutability. From my personal perspective, many online communities are largely similar. To me, the only differences are their popularity and user experience.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up.

Lin Qingya had hit the nail on the head.

“Very well said! That’s the correct answer.” Li Mu gave his praise very solemnly. For Lin Qingya, a young woman who had just transferred from SoftBank to an internet company, to be able to see through the essence of the community problem, perhaps it was due to natural talent, or perhaps it was the clarity of an outsider’s perspective. Regardless, it was worthy of Li Mu’s heartfelt praise.

Li Mu said, “What is a community? In fact, the various online communities are quite similar to the diverse retail markets in our daily lives. Everyone is selling different things, and the differences mostly lie in their focus, scale, and services. Some communities can be compared to a market specializing in fruits, vegetables, meat, eggs, and general produce, while others can be compared to a tobacco and liquor store. Others, such as small supermarkets, food stores, and household goods stores, are truly diverse.

Our Tieba, due to its wide variety, can be categorized as a large supermarket similar to Walmart. However, what we offer is never a strong necessity, because all the services we provide can easily be replaced by other platforms or other communities. This is what Qingya meant by ‘too easily replaceable’.”

Everyone suddenly understood.

Kong Lingyu spoke to the three technical persons in charge beside him, saying, “The biggest problem for communities in the later stages is insufficient stickiness. This is also something Manager Li has always been concerned about.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “In the internet domain, what ultimately achieves long-term success must be strong demand. Currently, the strong demand we can see is Social networking.”

The several technical staff, including Kong Lingyu, immediately became fully attentive upon hearing “Social networking,” eagerly awaiting Li Mu’s next words.

Li Mu thoroughly analyzed why Social networking would become a strong demand, and the principle behind the exponential increase in user stickiness as online social connections continuously accumulate. Online Social networking, with the expansion of connections, creates a bind between connections for users. The longer these connections are cultivated, the harder it becomes to migrate.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Tencent truly began to take off when QQ Games defeated OurGame, which was in 2003. In that year, with the boost from QQ Games, Tencent’s registered users exceeded two hundred million. This also initiated Tencent’s future routine of continuously using other products and features to bind Social networking. Before WeChat was born, Tencent was like a launch vehicle; QQ was its core, but the various products bound to it were the boosters of this launch vehicle. Without this binding continuously increasing user stickiness, Tencent could not have become the hegemon of the domestic social networking industry.

Currently, besides QQ, Tencent had no additional products. If they were to plan an ambush against it now, there was still plenty of time.

Kong Lingyu and his group of technical prodigies were also exceptionally eager for Li Mu’s strategic layout. Based on their past understanding of Li Mu, when he proposed a concept, he would certainly have a well-thought-out plan and would have already considered the specific details of its implementation. Since he brought up the concept of Social networking today, he must have already considered every subsequent step.

Li Mu said, “Our Tieba also has users now, and the number isn’t much less than Tencent QQ. But the key problem is that our Tieba is just a community network. If we want to do Social networking, we must develop our own social networking software.”

Kong Lingyu spoke, “Our current technical team already has the capability to develop applications. And we’ve been using and studying Tencent QQ, so the difficulty isn’t great. If we start development now, with you, Boss, handling the product planning and architecture, we can complete it in one or two months at most.”

Li Mu smiled, “Since we want to do Social networking, developing social networking software is an indispensable step. However, our most important issue right now isn’t developing social networking software, but rather finding every possible way to increase user stickiness on Tieba and migrate users’ connections from Tencent QQ to Tieba.”

A technical person in charge specializing in web development asked, “Manager Li, you just said it’s difficult to achieve the migration of QQ users’ connections. How should our Tieba go about doing that?”

Li Mu said, “I said it’s difficult to achieve because of the special nature of connections. A network of connections is always interactive and intertwined. If each person on QQ has an average of fifty friends, the resulting intertwined network of connections is already extremely vast. If we can’t achieve a large-scale user migration, then trying to attract users little by little will be very difficult.”

As he spoke, Li Mu continued, “However, our Tieba already has tens of millions of registered users. If we can quickly increase Tieba users, find ways to attract Tencent QQ users to register for Tieba, and increase their stickiness to Tieba, then we will have the foundation to launch social networking software. Once we launch it, users can complete the migration of their connections at low or even zero cost.”

Kong Lingyu’s eyes lit up. “Boss, you asked me to recruit Flash developers. Was it for this?”

Li Mu nodded with a faint smile. “After all that talk, it’s time to tell everyone about our Tieba’s next phase of product planning.”

After speaking, Li Mu turned around and, behind “Product Development” on the whiteboard, drew two arrows. The first arrow corresponded to six characters: “Tieba Personal Space”. The second arrow corresponded to six characters: “Web Social Games”.

Afterwards, Li Mu wrote four large characters below: The Foundation War!

As xianxia novels hadn’t really emerged yet, no one understood what the two characters “夺基” (seize foundation) truly meant.

Li Mu, however, said, “‘Seize Foundation’ is my next strategic deployment for Muye.”

The first step of the Foundation War was for Li Mu to let Tieba users enjoy QQ Zone, which only appeared in 2005, four years in advance. Then, within the Personal Space, he would launch a highly social mini-game: Happy Farm.

Happy Farm’s game mechanic of “Steal a Dish” between friends was a powerful tool for expanding social connections. Overseas, this type of game was categorized as a “Social Game.” Once users became addicted to this game, they would try every means to expand their social circles. They would not only bring in their connections from other platforms but also actively develop new social circles. In his previous life, Kaixin001 became hugely popular with this mini-game, but such games also had their drawbacks: on one hand, their lifespan was short, heating up quickly and cooling down just as fast. After a few months, such games would fall from being widely praised to being ignored. Kaixin001 failed to use other new products to retain its users during those golden few months, so its eventual decline from immense popularity to obscurity was inevitable.

Li Mu would not make such a mistake. During the peak months of the farm game, he would attract as many Tencent users as possible to join Tieba and migrate their connections to Tieba. This would also allow him to launch his own social networking software. This was the second step of the Foundation War.

Currently, Tencent QQ had limited functions, a mediocre interface, and hardly any user experience to speak of. The social networking software he intended to develop would definitely be a notch above Tencent QQ in all aspects. Moreover, once he launched his social networking software, he would immediately use newer products to replace the social games that gradually lost their popularity, achieving a binding effect on user habits. With this combination of moves, he would complete the migration of user connections, enhance user stickiness, completely replace Tencent QQ, and seize Tencent’s foundation. This was the very soul of the entire “Foundation War.”

Li Mu counted on his fingers. To replace Tencent and share in the enormous social networking pie of the future, the best opportunity was in 2002. Therefore, the Foundation War must be launched in 2002 and concluded within the year!

Additionally, Baidu still held ten percent of Muye Technology’s shares. Li Mu suddenly wanted to find an opportunity to kick them out of Muye. The thought of them later colluding with Putian-affiliated private hospitals and scamming countless patients through bid-ranking advertisements made Li Mu feel disgusted. Tieba’s early development needed their traffic, and accepting their investment was for development, but how great would it be if he could find a chance to kick them out later!





Chapter 235: Future Architecture

“Happy Farm.”

The concept of Personal Space, along with features like online photo albums, message boards, logs, and personalized short status updates, didn’t strike everyone as particularly amazing. However, when Li Mu subsequently unveiled the Happy Farm plan, everyone’s eyes lit up.

Li Mu explained that Happy Farm would give every user their own farm where they could cultivate land and plant different levels of crops. After harvesting, they could not only collect vegetables and exchange them for gold coins but also accumulate experience and level up. The farm would have a very comprehensive leveling system, with each level unlocking a new plot of land, a new crop, and granting users certain items.

These features weren’t the most interesting part. What truly captivated everyone was Steal a Dish!

Based on Li Mu’s description, everyone imagined themselves sneaking into their friends’ farms to steal crops. Stealing the crops their friends had painstakingly grown would even leave a record on the friend’s farm, indicating who stole what. This sounded incredibly fun.

Li Mu confidently stated that this game would drive everyone into a frenzy within a few months. No one doubted him, as it sounded genuinely interesting. Unlike online role-playing games focused on leveling up and fighting monsters, the farm game sounded very casual and entertaining. Moreover, thanks to Li Mu’s earlier guidance, everyone now recognized the game’s special attribute: Social networking.

After outlining the Happy Farm plan, Li Mu turned to Kong Lingyu and said, “The concept of the farm must be kept absolutely confidential. What you need to do now is lead the technical team to develop Personal Space and expand server capacity. Although the usage of online photo albums is still very low at the moment, we need to prepare in advance. The actual development of the farm game is very simple. First, have the graphic designers create the cartoon assets based on my descriptions and show them to me.”

“Understood. I’ll have the assets designed and sent to you as soon as possible.”

Li Mu then continued, “That’s all for product development. The rest is about organizational structure. Currently, our company’s specific division of labor has Lingyu in charge of technology, Qingya in charge of human resources, administration, and organizational coordination, and Sister Yuan in charge of finance. From this structure, it’s clear that we are typically heavy on technology and light on support. Right now, technical personnel make up the vast majority of the company, and this will lead to unhealthy development in the future.”

Everyone listened attentively as Li Mu continued, “What we urgently need first is a marketing team. Future promotion and marketing absolutely cannot rely on Baidu. While their initial traffic generation is effective, it will become increasingly insufficient later on. At that point, we will need our own promotion team to take over. The future plan for the promotion team must be to become an all-round force capable of integrated promotion across online platforms, television, print media, and ground promotion.”

Lin Qingya asked, “What’s the initial team size plan for this area? And the team’s annual budget? I’ll prepare a human resources requirement first.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “We can’t plan the budget annually anymore. 2002 will be our year of takeoff. My goal for Series B financing is to raise at least fifty million, of which up to half can be used for operations and promotion. This will be paramount for us to seize market share in the future.”

Lin Qingya was slightly stunned. Twenty-five million for operations and promotion. Hearing Li Mu’s bold statement, Lin Qingya felt even more admiration for him. She had also always felt that Li Mu seemed to overly prioritize technology. Although she didn’t come from an internet background, she had developed her own understanding after interacting with the industry. In her view, in the internet sector, promotion and technology are equally important, and sometimes, the former’s importance can even surpass the latter. She had been somewhat concerned that the company’s continuous emphasis on technology over other aspects might lead to problems in the future.

However, Li Mu’s words just now completely dispelled her concerns. In her opinion, her young boss was almost perfect.

Li Mu then added, “Next, our company needs to add three departments. There will be two main functional departments: one is the Marketing Department, and the other is the Operations Department. The Marketing Department will be responsible for all promotion and publicity work, while the Operations Department will be responsible for maximizing profits by utilizing the company’s existing resources through its own operational methods. Both of these departments will be set up by Qingya. The team leaders must have experience in the internet industry, and we will offer salaries higher than the market average.”

Lin Qingya immediately nodded, “Okay, no problem!”

Li Mu said, “Besides the two main functional departments, we also need to build support departments. So, the third department to be added is the Human Resources and Administration Department. This department will also be set up by Qingya and fully managed by her. In the future, it will be responsible for external recruitment and internal work such as team building, employee training, and welfare benefits. We need to gradually standardize our operations. For example, we’ll organize a core staff weekly meeting every week, assign someone to take minutes, and email them to me weekly.

Additionally, we’ll organize a quarterly meeting once every quarter. Quarterly meetings can be held at tourist attractions around Yanjing, combining leisure with meetings for about three days. This also serves as a form of indirect employee benefit. Qingya, you can refine these details. The spirit of most internet companies is urgent work with flexible systems. Flexible work schedules and one day of paid personal leave per month are a must.”

Lin Qingya replied crisply, “Understood!”

Li Mu sighed in relief, placed the whiteboard marker aside, and sat down at the conference table, smiling as he said, “We’ve covered all the serious matters. Now, let’s talk about something more relaxed: Series B financing.”

With the work discussions concluded, everyone relaxed a bit. Kong Lingyu, who had spent the most time with Li Mu, smiled when he heard about Series B financing and said, “Boss, we don’t really understand capital matters. Why don’t you give us a general idea of the plan for the next round of financing?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Our current spending rate isn’t that fast. The Series A funding is enough to sustain us for at least another six months, even without any profit. If we truly enter money-burning mode, this money would be gone in minutes. Series B financing can happen anytime, but we must choose the right moment. If we finance too early, we lose out; if we finance too late, we also lose out. We need to choose the perfect timing.”

Kong Lingyu then said, “Then why don’t we just wait until the social networking software is launched before initiating Series B financing?”

Li Mu didn’t speak, but instead asked Lin Qingya, “Qingya, what do you think?”

Lin Qingya thought for a moment and seriously replied, “I think waiting until launch to finance would be too late. Generally, after an investment intention is confirmed, there are still several rounds of negotiations, and signing contracts and receiving funds also take time. If we only start discussing financing after our flagship product is launched, the product might not have sufficient financial support in its initial stages, and its effectiveness could be greatly impacted. I believe we should discuss financing when Happy Farm starts sweeping through the market, and secure the funds before the social networking software is launched. That way, as soon as the social networking software goes live, we’ll have enough capital to make it flourish across the internet.”

Before Li Mu could speak, Kong Lingyu shook his head in self-admiration and said, “Qingya’s understanding of capital is much stronger than mine. Hearing her explain it, I feel my own ideas are truly naive when it comes to capital.”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said kindly, “Manager Kong, your main focus is on the technical side after all. If we were talking about technology, I wouldn’t understand a thing.”

Li Mu laughed, “Everyone has their specialty. Qingya is a senior female student from Renmin University, after all, and she studied finance. Her professional insight is certainly assured.”

Lin Qingya’s eyelids lowered slightly, “Manager Li, please don’t praise me so much. Compared to you, I’m just talking theory.”

Li Mu said, “Managers are all about talking theory; execution is naturally handled by others. What you just said was excellent, and it aligns with my thoughts on Series B financing.”

Taking a sip of water, Li Mu continued, “For Series B financing, my goal is a valuation of at least five hundred million Chinese yuan, with ten percent of that coming in through financing. At that time, I will negotiate with the investors for a certain cash-out quota, so that those with stock options can cash out proportionally. Whether or not to cash out will be entirely up to each individual; the company will not interfere.”

…

Series B financing was just a piece of information Li Mu conveyed to everyone. Li Mu did not discuss it further in the meeting. After covering the main points of the meeting, Li Mu announced its conclusion. After the meeting, he privately asked Lin Qingya, “Senior female student Qingya, do you have time to have lunch together? There are some questions I’d like to ask you privately.”

Lin Qingya was still a bit unaccustomed to Li Mu calling her “senior female student.” However, Li Mu felt that work was work, and life was life. Apart from work, Lin Qingya was indeed his elder senior female student, having entered Renmin University seven years before him. It was appropriate for him to call her “senior female student.”

After a moment of surprise, Lin Qingya remembered Li Mu’s invitation to lunch and nodded, saying, “I’m free for lunch.”

So, Li Mu and Lin Qingya found a very quiet restaurant together, took a mini private room, and sat down. Lin Qingya was initially a bit nervous. Li Mu inviting her privately to such an intimate place for a meal made her wonder what he wanted to talk about.

When the dishes were served and she heard Li Mu instruct the waiter not to enter casually, Lin Qingya felt even more flustered. She even wondered if this leader, who was seven or eight years younger than her, was trying to exploit her. But then again, her appearance and figure weren’t particularly outstanding, which didn’t fit the usual pattern.

The more it defied logic, the more anxious Lin Qingya became, leading her to overthink constantly.

While she was lost in thought, Li Mu personally poured Lin Qingya a cup of tea and said, “Senior female student, you know our current shareholding structure, with Baidu holding ten percent. I’d like to ask you, if I want to squeeze Baidu out or dilute their shareholding before Series B financing, what methods should I use?”

Lin Qingya’s heart immediately relaxed. So, he really did have something to ask her… What was she just thinking about?

Feeling ashamed, Lin Qingya quickly composed herself. Instead of answering Li Mu directly, she countered with a question, “Baidu is our traffic support. Why do you want to kick them out?”





Chapter 236: Multi-pronged Approach

After asking the question, Lin Qingya instantly regretted it. She felt that matters of this level were the boss’s own business. Since the boss asked her how to kick Baidu out, she should have just answered the question directly. Questioning a leader’s decision in return was a very impolite thing to do.

So, Lin Qingya quickly added, “Manager Li, please don’t misunderstand, I was just a little curious…”

Li Mu waved his hand and smiled, “Senior female student, I don’t mind you calling me Manager Li at the company, and I won’t call you senior female student at the company either. But outside the company, let’s not be so formal. You can just call me by my name.”

Lin Qingya nodded. Li Mu then comforted her, saying, “The fact that you can ask me that question proves that you’re not just working for the company, but also thinking for the company. This is a good thing; don’t worry that I’ll get angry. I’m not a narrow-minded person. In fact, if you think I’ve done something wrong, you can directly point it out, whether at the company or privately. Criticizing me or even scolding me is fine.”

Lin Qingya said with a slight hint of embarrassment, “I understand…”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Let me first explain why I want to kick Baidu out.”

Lin Qingya sat up straight, waiting for Li Mu to continue.

Li Mu took a sip of tea, his expression serious and solemn as he said, “First, Baidu’s assistance to me will become increasingly minimal in the future. Its role is temporary; once we pass this stage, we won’t need it anymore. It’s like infant formula; it’s very helpful for Muye Technology in its infancy, but once we grow into a child, we won’t need that kind of thing anymore.”

Lin Qingya pursed her lips and looked at Li Mu for a moment, then said seriously, “I don’t think you’re telling the truth.”

Li Mu countered, “Why?”

Lin Qingya said, “The reason you just gave is equivalent to crossing the river and demolishing the bridge, which, strictly speaking, is very unethical in business. But I don’t think you’re that kind of person.”

Li Mu shrugged and smiled. Kicking out a partner before the journey even begins was indeed inconsistent with Li Mu’s usual principles. However, he couldn’t possibly tell her that Baidu would later earn twelve billion yuan in advertising fees annually from Putian-affiliated private hospitals through keyword bidding ranking, and when this money was eventually passed on to consumers, they would have to pay hundreds of times that amount. A company so devoid of integrity, like the Sanlian Gang boss in Young and Dangerous saying that triads are like chamber pots – many people would eventually despise their stench, including Li Mu himself.

So, Li Mu could only say, “Fundamentally, perhaps those who walk different paths cannot plan together. I just want to move them out of Muye Technology. It might indeed be unethical, but I urgently want to do it. Moreover, this must be done as soon as possible. Once we show signs of taking off, they’ll cling on for dear life.”

Lin Qingya looked at Li Mu for a moment, thinking that Li Mu must have some other hidden difficulties. She believed Li Mu wasn’t a subjectively despicable person, so she nodded and said to Li Mu, “If you want Baidu to dilute its shares or even withdraw capital, there are only two or three ways.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Tell me.”

Lin Qingya then said, “The first is a capital increase. You are the major shareholder and have an absolute majority stake. If you require all shareholders to increase capital proportionally, then other shareholders must follow suit, otherwise their shares will be automatically diluted. However, you hold too many shares. Not counting employee stock options held in trust, we gave ten percent of the shares to Baidu, five percent to Song Liang, and another five percent to Zhao Kang, the owner of Douban. If you only do a regular capital increase, Baidu won’t hesitate. After all, for a capital increase of ten million, they only need to contribute one million, while you’d have to contribute eight million. So, you need to consider your own cash situation, as well as Baidu’s cash situation. You might end up doing it all for nothing.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Baidu is still in its cash-burning phase, so their funds shouldn’t be too ample, but they won’t be too stretched thin either. A few million should be easy for them. It’s unlikely we can make things difficult for them with a capital increase.”

Lin Qingya then said, “In that case, if you want Baidu to withdraw capital, you’ll have to make them lose confidence in the company’s future. Give them a development plan they can’t accept, making them unwilling to take risks with you.”

Li Mu understood Lin Qingya’s meaning. This method was extremely common in the internet and even traditional business sectors. It wasn’t just about scaring small shareholders with a suicidal plan; some companies even suspended operations to force small shareholders to withdraw, directly harming themselves significantly to make small shareholders leave and avoid greater losses. However, Lin Qingya might still be underestimating Baidu’s leadership. This was, after all, one of the three internet giants of China in the future. Their leaders had sufficiently long-term vision. If such a method could scare them off, they certainly wouldn’t have become the future Baidu.

So, Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “Even if I give Baidu a development plan that looks like digging one’s own grave, Baidu probably won’t withdraw capital immediately. They only invested five million yuan in total; that’s nothing to them. They’ll definitely wait and see, and I can’t ruin my current business just to squeeze Baidu out.”

Lin Qingya said with some difficulty, “Then this is hard to deal with. Baidu doesn’t hold many shares, and they don’t care about the small amount of money they’ve already invested. It’s like a stubborn leech; you can’t shake them off.”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s my dilemma too; I can’t think of a suitable solution.”

Lin Qingya asked Li Mu, “What was Baidu’s fundamental motive for investing in Muye Technology?”

Li Mu said, “Their biggest problem is insufficient user stickiness. Search engines can only handle the front-end of user interaction, while the more profitable mid-end and back-end parts they can only watch others develop. So, they wanted to try integrating other products to enhance their user stickiness. Muye Technology seized the initiative in MP3 search, and on Tieba, it gathered a large number of users with its unique community model. They initially wanted to acquire Muye Technology directly, but I refused. Later, they wanted to take a large stake, which I also refused. Finally, they could only agree to my demand to initially invest ten percent. In fact, their most fundamental hope should be to continuously increase their shareholding through financing, and then gradually wash me out. If they could gain control of Muye Technology, they would be able to directly integrate Yiting.com and Tieba under their own banner.”

Lin Qingya pursed her lips and pondered for a moment, then said, “So, their fundamental motive isn’t to invest in us to make money, but to eventually achieve gradual erosion and takeover of us?”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s just their wishful thinking.”

Lin Qingya’s eyes suddenly lit up, and she said, “Your strategic plan today has no mention of Yiting.com. It’s clear you’re more focused on Tieba and the social networking project it’s going to incubate next. If we cut losses, would you be willing to part with it?”

“Cut losses?” Li Mu frowned, “You mean, split Yiting.com off to them?”

“No,” Lin Qingya quickly explained, “My meaning is to split Yiting.com from Muye Technology, and then negotiate terms with Baidu, trying to get them to exchange their shares in Muye Technology for shares in Yiting.com. Since you don’t value Yiting.com that much, we can sacrifice some profit on Yiting.com to let them exchange for more Yiting.com shares.”

Li Mu repeated the word “exchange” to himself, his fingers tapping continuously on the table with a unique rhythm, his mind racing.

He indeed didn’t pay much attention to Yiting.com. After incubating Tieba from Yiting.com, Yiting.com’s own value wasn’t high enough. Currently, the entire music industry was free. Although it would usher in a wave of traffic peak next year, this traffic wasn’t worth much money. Simply operating Yiting.com, even with a traffic surge, could only earn advertising fees. Hao123 was already impressive before it was sold to Baidu, but its monthly advertising revenue was only about eight hundred thousand yuan. While that was a considerable sum, for someone like Li Mu, who played with concepts, that amount of money was truly nothing.

It was certain that making a music website now held little significance for anyone except Baidu and Tencent. Baidu’s music search could significantly boost user stickiness, which was its most urgent need at the moment. Tencent’s intention to do music probably hadn’t even been born yet; their biggest need at the moment was still how to expand users. In 2002, they would push the boundaries a bit, dabbling in some risque chat rooms, and only in the second half of 2003 would they launch QQ Games. Music would come even later, not until 2005.

Looking at it this way, indeed, only Baidu could maximize the value that music could bring. This thing, currently exploiting legal loopholes in copyright protection, was indeed not so honorable. If they could negotiate an exchange with Baidu as Lin Qingya suggested, and the terms were generous enough, Baidu might actually be tempted.

If Baidu stayed in Muye Technology, Li Mu would only integrate Baidu’s resources; he would never let Baidu integrate his own. Baidu, salivating but unable to get a bite, must be anxious. He might as well give them a choice: stop sniffing around in Muye’s big pot; I’ll serve you a separate bowl, and you can go eat it on your own.

However, Li Mu was also unwilling to directly give Baidu the controlling stake in Yiting.com. Baidu only had ten percent of Muye Technology’s shares. If they were to control Yiting.com, they would have to compensate with some cash.

Thinking of this, and combining it with the suggestions Lin Qingya had given him earlier, a flash of inspiration struck Li Mu: why not use a multi-pronged approach?

A multi-pronged approach meant using all the suggestions Lin Qingya had given.

First, create an exaggerated business plan, telling Baidu that he was now preparing to split Yiting.com and Tieba.

Then came the main event: in the plan for the split and the business plan after the split, the plan for Yiting.com must appear very stable – simply continue doing music and maintain its position as the number one music and audio-visual website. However, the plan for Tieba must be full of danger and uncertainty.

He needed to convey a message to them: he was going to use Tieba for a very risky attempt, and to support his risky attempt, he needed Baidu to increase capital. Baidu would certainly protest then, and that’s when he would throw them an option: If you have an objection, then I’ll split Yiting.com off and establish a separate company. You have ten percent of Muye Technology’s shares, right? I’ll exchange them for thirty percent or even forty percent of Yiting.com shares. If you want to control Yiting.com, I have no objection; just provide some cash compensation, and you can have fifty-one percent of Yiting.com. Then you can directly integrate Yiting.com into Baidu Search, you can even rename it Baidu MP3, and all that traffic will then be yours!





Chapter 237: Brains Gone Bad

Lin Qingya’s advice greatly inspired Li Mu. He didn’t fully understand many things at the capital level, but fortunately, he had enough experience and knowledge to grasp the essence of many issues with just a little guidance.

Li Mu felt that his strategy had an eighty percent chance of succeeding. Baidu itself was still a startup company, desperately trying to improve its core business. At this time, purely investment income wouldn’t be significant enough for them. The most important thing was how to directly boost their core business.

Selling them the music would definitely pique their interest. First, sell them a controlling stake to get them out of Muye Technology, and then wait until MP3s flourished next year to sell them the remaining shares at a high price. Anyway, they would be inseparable from piracy for the next ten years, so let them push the boundaries themselves.

In a great mood, Li Mu thanked Lin Qingya with a cup of tea. After lunch, Li Mu planned to return to Yucheng Garden to work out the core architecture of the communication software. As he and Lin Qingya came out of the private room and were about to walk down the corridor, they heard someone call out from behind, “Li Mu!”

Li Mu didn’t recognize the voice. He subconsciously turned his head and saw that it was Chen Ze’s female friend, Lin Lin. Lin Lin was with three or four other people, who also seemed to have just finished eating and were about to leave.

Lin Lin didn’t expect to run into Li Mu here. When she was having dinner with her family and friends, they talked about her ill-fated Porsche 911. She had been cursing Li Mu from head to toe in her mind. She didn’t expect that as she was walking, a man and a woman came out of a private room, and the man was none other than Li Mu.

Li Mu also didn’t expect to run into this troublesome woman at a restaurant. However, since she had taken the initiative to greet him, he naturally couldn’t be impolite. So he nodded and said as a greeting, “You’re eating here too.”

Lin Lin nodded, glanced at Lin Qingya, and said with a forced smile, deliberately mocking Li Mu, “Is this your girlfriend? She’s quite old, almost an old woman. You’re into older women?”

Lin Qingya’s face instantly turned ugly at Lin Lin’s words. Lin Lin, on the other hand, smiled with her arms crossed. The men and women next to her also laughed, which greatly angered Li Mu. He didn’t mind if they had opinions about him, but to attack Lin Qingya just to regain some balance was simply too despicable.

Li Mu looked at the people laughing unrestrainedly and said to Lin Qingya, “Don’t bother with these people. These guys are having group sex all day long, it’s ruined their brains.”

Lin Lin’s face, which had been wearing a smug smile, instantly froze. Two young men beside her became angry and questioned Li Mu, “Damn, how are you talking!”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Li Mu frowned, too lazy to continue talking to them at this point. He turned to Lin Qingya and said, “Let’s go.”

Lin Qingya felt a bit indignant, but she still held back, nodded to Li Mu, and walked out with him.

One of the two young men beside Lin Lin was her younger brother, and the other was her maternal younger male cousin. They were still angry about Li Mu’s insult about group sex and clamored to go up and settle the score with Li Mu. However, Lin Lin stopped them. After all, he was Chen Ze’s friend, and it was obvious that Chen Ze valued him. Besides, many people said that this Li Mu had an unconventional aura. Not only did he have the banner of 3321 behind him, but his methods were also a bit wild. Tang Quan had crossed him and was still in the detention center. Her two simple and ignorant younger brothers were definitely no match for him.

Li Mu and Lin Qingya left the restaurant together. He didn’t forget to comfort Lin Qingya, “That girl is a friend of my friend. We had a little conflict, so her harsh words were directed at me. Don’t take it to heart.”

Lin Qingya nodded and asked Li Mu, “How did you two have a conflict?”

Li Mu chuckled, “That stinky bitch had a rear-end collision with my car, and she still felt it was all my fault.”

Lin Qingya said in surprise, “Hasn’t she learned traffic regulations? Doesn’t she understand such a simple rule as full responsibility for a rear-end collision?”

Li Mu pointed to his temple and said, “That woman has a problem here.”

As he said this, Lin Lin happened to come out with her two younger brothers and two female friends. Seeing Li Mu gesturing at his head in the distance, she guessed that Li Mu was definitely talking about her. She felt a little angry, but she couldn’t do anything about it. This guy’s mouth was too poisonous, and she, a woman, would suffer if she started a shouting match with him. After all, this guy had no gentlemanly manners at all.

Her two younger brothers clenched their fists, eager to teach Li Mu a lesson at any moment, but Lin Lin kept them down, and they didn’t dare to disobey her. They could only eagerly watch Li Mu send Lin Qingya into a taxi first, and then hail a taxi himself and leave.

…

Sitting in the taxi, Lin Qingya felt like she had nowhere to go.

Today was Sunday. She came to work overtime in the morning for a meeting. The boss treated her to lunch, and now Lin Qingya suddenly didn’t know how to spend the rest of her day.

The encounter at the restaurant made her feel depressed. She always felt that she had been tempered by several years of work to be more mature than her peers, but she didn’t expect that a word from a girl in her twenties would make her feel unhappy even now.

She called her best friend, who, like her, had vowed to become a career woman from the beginning of her graduation. After graduation, one entered SoftBank and the other entered Nokia, which was booming at the moment. In three years, their relationship became closer because they had common aspirations. They had many common topics and understood each other very well. Therefore, when either of them had troubles, they would choose to confide in the other, because no one knew them better.

Receiving Lin Qingya’s call, her friend was still staying at home. Lin Qingya said, “I’m in a bad mood. I’ll come to you in the afternoon.”

Her friend giggled and said, “Come to my house. Let’s have dinner together in the evening.”

“Okay, then wait for me. I’ll be right over.”

Lin Qingya’s best friend’s name was Chen Yan. She rented a one-bedroom apartment in Xicheng, which wasn’t too far from Zhongguancun. Lin Qingya arrived at her friend’s door and rang the doorbell. When the door opened, her friend was wrapped in a bath towel, her hair still wet.

“Come in quickly. Sit wherever you like first. I’ll go blow-dry my hair.”

Lin Qingya nodded. Her friend went to the bathroom, and she sat down on the sofa in the living room. Her friend’s house was quite clean, but things were a bit messy. There was not only her pajamas on the sofa, but also a pair of her jeans. Lin Qingya picked up the pajamas and jeans, intending to put them in the closet in the bedroom. She didn’t expect that after picking up the jeans, she found an opened box of condoms in the gap under them. A transparently wrapped rubber product even protruded from the open box, looking greasy, which made Lin Qingya feel a little disgusted.

Lin Qingya held the clothes, staring at the box of condoms, not knowing what to do. After thinking about it, she simply put the clothes back as they were. Finding condoms in a girl’s house was a bit embarrassing, so she decided not to make herself uncomfortable.

After sitting for a while, Chen Yan, who had dried her hair, came out of the bathroom. Because the house had floor heating and she had just taken a shower, she entered the living room wearing only her underwear. While shaking her hair with both hands, she came to the sofa and picked up her pajamas.

As soon as she picked them up, the condoms were exposed.

Chen Yan naturally reached out and picked up the condoms, put the one that was exposed back in, closed the lid, and put it in the drawer under the coffee table.

Seeing her so casual about this kind of thing, Lin Qingya couldn’t help but ask, “Are you dating recently?”

Chen Yan shook her head, “No, I haven’t dated since breaking up with Huang Xiaolong.”

Lin Qingya said in surprise, “You two have been broken up for half a year. How come there’s still that kind of thing at home?”

Chen Yan put on her pajamas and asked with a smile, “What kind of thing?”

Lin Qingya felt her face burning a little, “That thing you just put away.”

Chen Yan chuckled and said to Lin Qingya, “Why are you still so innocent? It’s okay not to have a boyfriend, but you can’t even say the word ‘condom’?”

Lin Qingya lowered her eyes and said, “It’s not that…”

“It’s not what?” Chen Yan laughed, “Come on, say it with me: condom!”

“Oh, I don’t want to say it.” Lin Qingya waved her hands repeatedly, changing the subject, “You haven’t said why there’s that thing at home.”

Chen Yan said very casually, “I’m twenty-five years old. It’s the time when my body has needs. I can’t let my body struggle in a window period just because I broke up with Huang Xiaolong and haven’t found a successor, right?”

Lin Qingya’s eyes widened, “One-night stands?”

Chen Yan thought for a while and said with a smile, “Not really. The current one is my boss, a Finn. He’s very handsome, and his skills in that area are also very good. We both get what we need and comfort each other…”

As Chen Yan spoke, her eyes narrowed slightly, and she gently bit her lower lip, looking like she was savoring something.

Lin Qingya was even more embarrassed, “You’re in the same company. You see each other all the time. Isn’t that how inappropriate?”

“Is it?” Chen Yan laughed, “It’s mutually willing between him and me. He’s divorced, and I’m single. There’s nothing unethical about me having a relationship with him.”

Lin Qingya hesitated again and again, but still opened her mouth and said, “If it’s a serious relationship, it’s understandable, but this kind of relationship… you’ll suffer…”

Chen Yan said very indifferently, “Is sex only possible between boyfriends and girlfriends? Besides, I don’t think I’m suffering. I was with Huang Xiaolong for several years, and I gave myself to him when I was a second-year student. So many men pursued me in the middle, some were richer than Huang Xiaolong, some were more handsome than Huang Xiaolong, and some were more outstanding than Huang Xiaolong, but I never wavered. I only slept with him for so many years. As a result, he dumped me to go abroad, hooked up with a girl whose family was in the government, and they went off together to the United States. I’ve really suffered a lot following him all these years.”





Chapter 238: Worth Millions

Chen Yan’s casual remark left Lin Qingya speechless.

She knew almost everything about Chen Yan and Huang Xiaolong, much of which Chen Yan had tearfully recounted to her while drunk after breaking up with Huang Xiaolong.

Chen Yan came from an industrial city in the north. Her parents were state-owned enterprise workers, so while her family wasn’t extremely well-off, they were comfortably middle-class. Thus, Chen Yan had no financial worries during university. Huang Xiaolong’s family, however, was very ordinary; he was a “phoenix man” who had risen from a rural background through education. He relentlessly pursued Chen Yan for a year at school, and Chen Yan was moved by his persistence and talent. They started dating in their second year. It was said that Chen Yan’s first time was with Huang Xiaolong in a small, thirty-yuan-a-night motel outside the campus, and Chen Yan even paid the thirty yuan.

Huang Xiaolong was poor, but Chen Yan didn’t care, because she felt he possessed an incredibly persistent belief. With such a strong conviction, coupled with his hard work and talent, Chen Yan firmly believed he would succeed.

Throughout their four years of university, Chen Yan basically took care of Huang Xiaolong’s life. More than half of Chen Yan’s living expenses went to subsidize Huang Xiaolong, and most of her energy was also invested in him. In their fourth year, Chen Yan barely managed to get her degree certificate, graduating safely, but Huang Xiaolong was admitted to Tsinghua University’s economics graduate program. Since it was an academic master’s program, it would take a full three years to complete.

To help Huang Xiaolong complete his graduate studies, Chen Yan started working immediately after graduation. After fortunately getting into Nokia, she pushed herself to become a career woman. At that time, she even went out of her way to rent an apartment specifically near Tsinghua University, just to spend more time with Huang Xiaolong and take care of his studies and daily life.

Huang Xiaolong always said Chen Yan was the best gift heaven had bestowed upon him, and that he would marry her as soon as he graduated from his master’s program. However, Chen Yan never dreamed that in his final year of graduate school, he would secretly get together with the daughter of a high-ranking official. Like Chen Yan back then, this girl admired his talent and was even willing to have her family pay for them to continue their studies in America. Huang Xiaolong, behind Chen Yan’s back, registered their marriage in that girl’s hometown, then immediately returned to Yanjing to break up with her, and then went to America with that girl.

Chen Yan dedicated the most precious years of her life to Huang Xiaolong, even getting pregnant and having abortions twice for him over several years, but in the end, she still couldn’t win his true heart. The first one or two months after their breakup were the most painful period of Chen Yan’s life. During that time, Lin Qingya would accompany her almost whenever she had time, comforting her. Lin Qingya also thought to herself that if she were in Chen Yan’s shoes, she would probably feel like dying.

Considering Chen Yan’s legitimate relationship experience, Lin Qingya couldn’t help but shiver, unable to understand how a man could be so heartless. Now, recalling it and combining it with Chen Yan’s earlier remark, “Is sex only allowed between boyfriends and girlfriends?”, Lin Qingya’s conviction from before wavered slightly. Perhaps Chen Yan had a point.

Mentioning old wounds, Chen Yan felt a surge of stale air trapped in her chest. She shook her head and said to Lin Qingya, “You, don’t be as foolish as I was back then, and don’t be as casual as I am now. When you look for a boyfriend in the future, you must keep your eyes wide open. A scumbag in love can sometimes hurt more than a rapist.”

Lin Qingya began to understand Chen Yan, nodding gently and saying with a hint of guilt, “I’m sorry, Yan’er, I shouldn’t have meddled in your life.”

Chen Yan exhaled that stale air deeply, sat down beside Lin Qingya, and asked casually, “Alright, tell me, what’s wrong today? Didn’t you say on the phone you were feeling down?”

Lin Qingya tilted her head, pursed her lips, and gave a wry smile: “Today, a girl told me I was an old woman right in front of our boss. I’m only twenty-five, am I really old?”

Chen Yan feigned anger, “Where did that little girl come from? What a sharp tongue!”

“I don’t know her, she seemed to be the boss’s friend.”

“Damn it, why would your boss’s friend target you?”

Lin Qingya then recounted what happened at the restaurant today.

After listening, Chen Yan shook her head helplessly, “It seems your boss has a conflict with her, and you’re completely caught in the crossfire.”

Lin Qingya said, “Even if I’m caught in the crossfire, that doesn’t give her the right to call me an old woman, does it? I think that girl is at least in her early twenties, not much younger than me! Why does she get to call me an old woman!”

Chen Yan looked Lin Qingya up and down, saying, “While that woman’s words were indeed obnoxious, I have to say, your daily attire does make you look too mature. You always wear professional clothes when you go out; doesn’t that make you seem older? You’re naturally beautiful, why don’t you dress yourself up to look a bit younger and more vibrant?”

Lin Qingya grumbled discontentedly, “Do you think I want to? You know how strict Japanese companies are with their employee dress code. It’s work attire all year round. Women are fine, but men have to wear suits, shirts, ties, and leather shoes even in summer. No matter how hot it gets, they can’t take off their clothes. At first, I thought it was crazy, but then I unconsciously got used to it. Besides these clothes, all I have are sportswear for grocery shopping, running, or the gym after work. I can’t possibly wear sportswear to work, can I!”

Chen Yan glared at her, saying with a hint of disdain, “Don’t you know that in this world, between casual wear and professional attire, there’s also something called pop fashion?”

Lin Qingya said, “I haven’t been shopping in ages.”

Chen Yan sighed, “Alright, well, we have nothing to do now anyway, I’ll go shopping with you.”

“Let’s talk about it later,” Lin Qingya said. “I’m still upset, I’m not in the mood to shop right now.”

“What are you upset about? Just because some strange girl called you an old woman? It’s such a small matter. Besides, didn’t your boss get revenge for you right there? What more do you want?”

Lin Qingya suddenly felt her heart pound violently against her chest, and she stammered, “I’m just upset, let’s just chat casually.”

Chen Yan nodded, smiling, “Chat if you want to. Tell me, are you feeling amorous lately?”

“No,” Lin Qingya replied quite decisively.

Chen Yan asked her, “Has Gao Dongliang been looking for you again lately?”

Lin Qingya frowned slightly, “He’s driving me crazy. Lately, he’s changed his routine. He heard our company is developing well, so he keeps asking me if we need people, saying he wants to join.”

“His true intention isn’t the wine itself,” Chen Yan chuckled. “He’s been pursuing you for so long, he’s probably reached an age where he wants to make a desperate push, right?”

Lin Qingya shook her head, “This time, he really wants to join our company.”

Chen Yan said, “I don’t believe it. His job is so good; he earns one hundred fifty to one hundred sixty thousand a year now. He’s a white-collar worker among white-collar workers.”

Lin Qingya said, “Their company has good benefits, but new employees don’t get opportunities to stand out. He’s been toiling for several years, and besides a few general salary adjustments, his position hasn’t advanced at all.”

Chen Yan said, “Then under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t possibly go to your company. He must still be thinking of you.”

Lin Qingya said, “Don’t look down on our company. Gao Dongliang said that if I can help him get the same treatment as me, he’ll treat me like his own sister from now on and won’t harbor any improper thoughts.”

Chen Yan was so shocked she was unable to close her mouth: “Huh? What kind of act is this?”

Lin Qingya shrugged, “All I can say is that our company’s appeal is too great.”

Chen Yan caught the information in Lin Qingya’s words and asked her, “Your monthly salary must be very high now, right?”

“Seven thousand…”

“I’m dizzy, have you lost your mind? You should have been earning around ten thousand when you were at SoftBank, right?”

“Nine thousand…”

Chen Yan felt her brain couldn’t keep up: “I haven’t seen you in a while, have you been kicked in the head by a donkey? You gave up a nine-thousand-a-month job at a Japanese company to join a startup with a monthly salary of seven thousand?”

“Mhm…”

“And Gao Dongliang is willing to give up an annual salary of one hundred fifty to one hundred sixty thousand to earn the same salary as you at your company?”

Lin Qingya said, “What Gao Dongliang is mainly interested in is our company’s one percent stock options.”

“One percent stock options?” Chen Yan frowned, asking her, “You have one percent stock options at your company?”

“Mhm…”

“What’s your company’s valuation?”

“Series A funding valuation was fifty million, led by Baidu.”

“What about now? What’s the approximate current valuation?”

“Two to three hundred million, I guess.”

“Then you’re a millionaire now!” Chen Yan felt she couldn’t think straight anymore. Her good friend, who had switched to a small company, was now worth two to three million?

Lin Qingya explained, “Although I have one percent stock options, cashing them out will still be spread over several years. All companies have similar restrictions when giving stock options to employees.”

Chen Yan asked again, “How did Gao Dongliang know about your situation?”

Lin Qingya said, “He knows my younger brother, and my younger brother told him. At first, he didn’t take it seriously, but after learning about our company’s situation recently, he became interested too.”

Chen Yan nodded, exclaiming, “You’ve become a millionaire in such a short time! Your company must be growing like a rocket, right? It’s understandable that Gao Dongliang would be interested. So, what are you considering? Will you help him?”

Lin Qingya said, “I can’t help with that. He works in business public relations, and our company doesn’t have that need right now.”

Chen Yan chuckled, “Gao Dongliang must be quite shocked. He probably always thought he had a sense of superiority in front of you, but he never expected you to suddenly be worth millions.”

Lin Qingya gave an awkward smile, “I was just lucky. This job was introduced to me by a junior female student, and I never expected the company to develop so quickly back then.”

Chen Yan asked her, “How old is your boss?”

“In his twenties.” Lin Qingya didn’t dare say Li Mu wasn’t even twenty yet, so she vaguely said “in his twenties.” But even this vague statement left Chen Yan greatly astonished.

“So young, really…?”

“Why would I lie to you?”

“Does he have a girlfriend?”

“I don’t know…”





Chapter 239: Script Finalized

A new week held extraordinary significance for Li Mu.

On Monday, Xu Jiaming accompanied him to sign contracts with the Industrial and Agricultural Banks.

On Tuesday, Li Mu secured identical contracts from the Bank of China and Construction Bank.

This meant that with these four contracts in hand, Li Mu’s Alipay plan was fully cleared for launch. All that remained was integrating with the banks and conducting online tests.

To encourage parents and students of 3321 to use Alipay for payments and collections, Li Mu decided to waive all commission fees for Alipay users for one week after its launch. Since students on 3321 list their class hours on a weekly basis, this discount would have a negligible impact on future student aid funds. However, a tangible discount would surely encourage users to take the crucial first step in using Alipay.

Once Alipay launched, its integration with 3321 would be very deep. Currently, even online banking users, after bidding for student class hours, still needed to log into their online bank, input, and verify the transfer amount and recipient account. The behavioral cost for users was relatively high, and they also had to wait for 3321’s customer service to perform a manual review. Because 3321 received too many transfers daily, this process required a certain time period.

If online banking users switched to Alipay, it would be much simpler. After a user finished bidding, the page would directly display the amount to be paid and offer the Alipay payment option. Alipay users would only need to click “Pay with Alipay,” and an order would be generated, just like on Taobao in the future. The order would have a clear amount and a unique order number. Users could directly log into their Alipay account to pay, without needing to input the amount or recipient account. Moreover, as long as the transfer to Alipay came from an account with any of the big four banks, real-time confirmation would be possible. This was because Alipay had online payment merchant accounts with all the big four banks, making transfers to Alipay’s merchant accounts in each bank simple and fast.

For things that truly bring convenience to users, all that’s needed is for them to bravely take the first step; everything else will fall into place naturally.

Li Mu was awaiting Alipay’s official launch, and at the same time, he also needed to prepare for the student aid trip to Haizhou this weekend.

Li Mu knew Haizhou quite well. It wasn’t extremely poor, but there were many impoverished students. For example, the town where his paternal grandparents lived had a township middle school. Although it wasn’t as poor as Liu Nian’s hometown, it wasn’t much better either.

On Monday, Li Mu finalized this middle school with Dong Ai, asking Dong Ai to contact the school to set the student aid date for next Monday. This would also give him a chance to go back and see his Mom and Dad.

Upon hearing that she would be going to Li Mu’s hometown for student aid this time, Dong Ai suddenly became incredibly pumped up. She personally handled many things, meticulously refining every detail with great care.

On Tuesday evening, Li Yawei returned to the dorm room and told Li Mu, “Senior Sister Ai has been a bit strange this week. She used to delegate a lot of things to us, but this time she suddenly took everything back herself. Last night, she made us go over the details several times.”

Li Mu didn’t think much of it. After all, it was the first time they were going to his hometown, and he was the founder of 3321. It was normal for Dong Ai to put in extra effort out of respect for him.

…

These days, Li Mu’s mind was focused on two things: writing the core framework for the social software and writing the script.

For the social communication software that would kick off the Battle for the Foundation against Tencent, Li Mu decided to name it YY. It wasn’t that he wanted to do voice chat now, but rather that these two letters combined were catchy and easy to say.

For Li Mu, who had experienced the era where mobile internet completely crushed traditional internet, he understood that a name had to be easy to remember, easy to say, and catchy. As for how much meaning it held, there was no need to pursue it; users wouldn’t care.

Whether it was QQ, MSN, UC, or WeChat, Momo, Miliao, their names didn’t hold much significant meaning.

Li Mu’s first version of YY was set to not only have all the current functions of QQ but also several more important features. Major features included: friend group chat, a user leveling system, personal Cartoon Show, and an electronic pet.

These four core functions were what Li Mu believed were the most necessary products at the moment. The use of friend group chat was aimed at the currently popular online games and competitive games. Users with similar hobbies and tags urgently needed an instant messaging group chat tool, but QQ group services wouldn’t appear for another one or two years. So, introducing this feature would definitely be very attractive to QQ users.

The user leveling system was designed to enhance user stickiness; this goes without saying, everyone knows it.

The personal Cartoon Show was intended to mimic QQ Show, because the visual design of the internet was too monotonous at the time. The current QQ was terribly ugly, lacking any detail or aesthetic appeal. Websites were also utterly conventional, square and rigid. To improve loading speed and save bandwidth, even image pixels were pitifully low. Users needed a strong visual impact. If QQ Show were introduced at this time, it would definitely be an earth-shattering event for young people.

The electronic pet was very simple; it was designed solely to increase user stickiness. Its logic was the same as Happy Farm: to encourage users to log in daily as much as possible and ensure online duration. Moreover, pets could interact with friends’ pets in many ways, which would, to some extent, promote interaction between users.

In addition to these three core functions, there would also be Personal Space and Happy Farm, supported by Tieba. At that time, Tieba would also be renamed YY Tieba and deeply integrated with the YY software. These combination punches would be enough to leave Tencent dumbfounded and overwhelmed.

As for functions like email, network drive, file transfer, etc., they were almost useless to current internet users, so they were not considered for now.

Besides these major sections, there were also some detailed functions, such as: custom friend grouping, custom friend remarks, custom friend space access, photo album permissions, etc. These were minor details designed to enhance user experience.

The last important thing was VIP privileges. Li Mu planned to directly copy QQ’s future VIP features: VIP red names and pinning in the friend list, VIP users could appear offline to specific users, appear offline but be visible to specific users, customize away status auto-reply, and have more fun emoji packs. Most importantly, there was the cloud service. Since most users didn’t have their own computers and accessed the internet at internet cafes, Li Mu wanted to develop a chat history cloud storage function for VIP users, similar to QQ’s chat history roaming.

Apart from these, the rest was UI design. It had to be beautiful, novel, and have a high-end aesthetic. It had to be the most beautiful software in terms of UI design on Windows 98, Windows 2000, and Windows XP.

If all of this could be achieved, the Battle for the Foundation would be 99% won.

The requirements were listed, but writing the core framework was a lengthy process. Fortunately, Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry. The YY software would only be suddenly launched after Personal Space and Happy Farm went online and became hugely popular, catching everyone off guard. At that time, Tencent might not even realize that everything about Tieba was actually to incubate a social software. They might be about to or already copying his Happy Farm, never expecting that he would suddenly release a new social software far more advanced than QQ at some point, instantly pulling the rug out from under them.

Since it was the Battle for the Foundation, the more ruthless, the better.

For the Old Boy micro-movie script, Li Mu made some changes based on the original work.

First, the protagonists changed from Chopsticks Brothers to Simple Plan, two people became four. The main male lead was Zhang Kexuan, the second male lead was Ye Tianming, and the female lead was Zhang Kexuan’s character’s first love in high school. As for the third male lead, he was the main antagonist. He was initially in the same high school as the protagonists but was always overshadowed by them, and even taught a lesson by them. Later, after entering society, he made a lot of money and also got the female lead.

In terms of plot, Li Mu’s setting was: the four members of Simple Plan were madly obsessed with Beyond in their third year of high school. While their classmates were preparing for the Gaokao, they formed a band instead. The male lead and female lead had a mutual affection, showcasing a hazy campus romance that evoked youthful memories. The antagonist also liked the female lead but never managed to attract her attention.

Next, at a campus singing competition, Simple Plan performed Beyond’s classic love song Like You. Before going on stage, the male lead, played by Zhang Kexuan, used this song to confess his deep feelings to the female lead. After the performance, the two finally got together. They had even agreed to study together in Yanjing, their shared dream. Unexpectedly, the male antagonist, out of jealousy, told the teacher about their relationship, which enraged the school’s teachers. Later, the teachers informed both their parents. Zhang Kexuan was given a slap in the face by his furious father in public, and the female lead was arranged by her parents to transfer schools.

The male lead, played by Zhang Kexuan, left home with a guitar due to conflict with his father, becoming a wandering singer. The female lead successfully got into a prestigious university in Yanjing but couldn’t contact him. Remembering their original promise, the female lead was heartbroken. When she took the train to Yanjing for school, the male antagonist also boarded the train with her to Yanjing. The male lead, played by Zhang Kexuan, also boarded this train at a city in the middle of the journey, carrying his guitar. However, one tossed and turned sleeplessly in a sleeper berth, while the other smoked all night in the connection area of a hard seat carriage, and they did not meet.

Time flew by, and many years later, the male lead played by Zhang Kexuan was still a bar singer in Yanjing. The second male lead, played by Ye Tianming, had long given up on music, like Wang Taili in the original plot, opening a dilapidated barbershop on a street corner in his hometown, constantly being deliberately difficult by customers.

At the same time, Zhang Kexuan saved money in Yanjing and bought a used Alto. Just as he was happy to have his own car, he got into a rear-end collision on the road, hitting the male antagonist’s Mercedes-Benz. Here, just like in the original plot, the male lead played by Zhang Kexuan would be given a smiling slap in the face by the male antagonist, who would also tell him that he had produced a music competition show on TV. Here, Li Mu made a slight change, having the male antagonist personally tell the male lead that he had painstakingly managed to marry his first love during the years he was missing.

The male lead, played by Zhang Kexuan, was deeply struck. After drinking away his sorrows and reminiscing about his bandmates and first love, he suddenly pulled himself together. He immediately bought a ticket back to his hometown, found Ye Tianming, who was running a barbershop and feeling dejected, and found two other friends whose ideals had been worn down by the daily grind. The four of them, for the prize money and for their ideals, re-formed their band and wrote a song called Fly Higher.

Bringing Fly Higher to Yanjing, the four won first place in the preliminaries. Seeing that his plan had backfired, the male antagonist tried to use his connections to make them fail in the live-broadcast finals. Unexpectedly, during the finals, the band performed the tear-jerking song Old Boy, moving all the judges and the audience. Even though the male antagonist kept sending text messages to the judges backstage, threatening them to change their scores, these judges remained unmoved.

Finally, the four members of Simple Plan successfully reached the top in the competition as they wished. The female lead, watching the live broadcast in her mansion, cried her eyes out. She got up frantically, rushed out the door, and the entire drama gradually concluded with her retreating figure and the song Old Boy.

In the original script, the female lead was basically a minor role, and somewhat of a gold-digger. However, in the version of the script Li Mu wrote, he tried his best to portray the female lead positively, not as a materialistic gold-digger, but as a positive female character who was hurt by the male lead played by Zhang Kexuan, who avoided her for many years, but still loved him after all that time.

The reason for this setting was that Li Mu felt the biggest difference between this drama and the original Old Boy was: the original Old Boy was meant to make Chopsticks Brothers famous, so almost all efforts were poured into the two of them. In such a situation, the original naturally couldn’t create a female lead that would move and be loved by the audience. However, his version didn’t need to deliberately promote Simple Plan, especially Zhang Kexuan, who was already very famous. In this micro-movie, he would naturally become the focus of everyone’s attention and affection. In this situation, it wouldn’t hurt to create a positive female lead, one that would truly move and be loved by the audience, making the most of the resources.

Moreover, Li Mu already had an excellent candidate in mind for who would play this female lead.

This candidate was Du Wei, whom he had met at the birthday party last time.

Du Wei was young, had excellent external qualities, looked very pure and fresh, and since she studied music, she had a certain spiritual aura about her, making her very suitable for the female lead’s role. Furthermore, she was a fan of Zhang Kexuan. If he could persuade her to act in this movie, he might even save on the remuneration. And with such good conditions, this micro-movie might even make her popular after its release. Even if she didn’t pursue an acting career later, pursuing a music career would also greatly benefit her. Even if Du Wei’s family was wealthy, they might not be able to find her good works or truly build a mass appeal. But this micro-movie was a huge hit in his previous life. Now, this movie had Simple Plan, Zhang Kexuan, emotional appeal, nostalgia, campus youth, campus passion, and the song Old Boy to back it up. As long as it was filmed, it would definitely be a huge hit.

After the script was written, Li Mu immediately contacted Zhang Kexuan. Over the phone, he spent half an hour repeating the script in detail, word for word, to Zhang Kexuan. Zhang Kexuan had his speakerphone on, and the other three members of Simple Plan listened without missing a single word.

After listening, the four remained silent for a long time. When Li Mu asked how it was, the four excitedly replied in unison, “Good! It’s great! When do we start filming? What do we need to do?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Since that’s the case, then wait until I return to Haizhou on Friday, and we’ll discuss it in person!”





Chapter 240: Unexpected Turn of Events

After finishing the script, Li Mu specifically went to have a meal with Chen Wan. His older sister had started working at Yanjing Television since Monday, but he hadn’t had a chance to ask her how she felt about her work and life in Yanjing these past few days.

The two agreed on a Sichuan-Chongqing hotpot restaurant. They had originally set it for seven o’clock. Li Mu arrived at six forty, and then received a call from Chen Wan, who apologized, saying she suddenly had to work overtime and might need to wait a while.

Li Mu said, “It’s okay, you go ahead and be busy. I have nothing to do anyway, I’ll wait for you here.”

Subsequently, Li Mu waited for a full hour and a half.

At eight ten, a tired Chen Wan finally rushed over. As soon as she sat down in front of Li Mu, she said apologetically, “You must have been anxious waiting so long, right? I’m really sorry, sis, I didn’t expect to suddenly be asked to work overtime.”

Li Mu laughed, “Why are you being so formal with me? Even if I waited for you until midnight, you wouldn’t need to apologize to me.”

Chen Wan’s heart warmed. She stood up slightly, reached out and ruffled Li Mu’s hair, and said with a hint of doting, “I knew you were the best boy in the whole world.”

Li Mu leaned his head slightly towards her, letting her gently ruffle his hair, and laughed, “Sis, you’re praising me too much. How’s work feeling these past two days?”

“Work, huh…” Chen Wan suddenly looked a bit melancholic. She pursed her lips, thought for a moment, and said, “It’s alright, just busier than I imagined.”

Li Mu asked her, “What kind of work are you busy with?”

Chen Wan said, “When I interviewed, they said they’d let me be a live assistant Host for a variety show. But I guess it’ll be a while before I can appear on screen. Right now, it’s mainly training, and assisting the Host.”

“What kind of assistant?”

Chen Wan said, “Both work and life assistant. Basically, whatever they tell me to do, I do. I’m the one helping out, running errands, and buying coffee and afternoon tea.”

Li Mu frowned, “That’s a pain in the ass? Damn it, that’s not what an assistant Host should be doing!”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “It’s an intern’s life, it’s pretty much the same everywhere. Besides, the assistant Host position is actually quite sought after. I didn’t even expect to be chosen in the end. Since I need to learn and gain experience for a while, it’s okay to work a bit harder. Just get through this period.”

Seeing her so open-minded, Li Mu nodded slightly. Interns are indeed quite miserable; no matter the industry, they are almost always subjected to various demands. This kind of thing is normal for anyone, but Li Mu still felt a bit bad for Chen Wan. She was a naive and pure fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman, coming all this way to a city where she had no connections or foundation to develop her career. If she were to suffer any more injustice, he wouldn’t be able to accept it.

So, Li Mu gently reminded her, “Even though interns have to suffer a bit, you also need to have some self-protection. You should naturally do what you’re supposed to do, but for what you shouldn’t, you also need to learn to resist. Don’t humble yourself too much for an assistant Host job.”

Chen Wan’s eyes narrowed slightly, her face beaming with a unique happiness. She smiled, “Rascal, you haven’t even finished your first year of university, and you’re already lecturing me.”

Saying that, Chen Wan smacked her lips and added, “However, some people are really filthy rich now. Someone like me, who’s new to Yanjing, really needs him to look out for me more.”

Li Mu patted his chest and said, “Don’t worry, in this city, you have me for everything.”

Chen Wan’s exhaustion vanished instantly at Li Mu’s words.

…

Before leaving Yanjing, Li Mu found the agency he had been cooperating with and prepared to register another shell company. The company’s name was Muye Pictures. Although the name also contained “Muye,” this company had no capital relationship with Muye Technology.

Muye Pictures was positioned in the cultural field, such as television and film production. However, it was initially just an empty shell. Li Mu didn’t intend to truly dedicate his energy to film and entertainment. It was just that this time he was going to shoot “Old Boy,” and he needed a company entity to sign contracts with various parties, in addition to the filming team, there were also the micro-movie’s sponsors.

Because he was convinced that this micro-movie would be a huge hit, Li Mu decided to let Tieba be the chief sponsor. Besides Tieba, many other areas could be used for attracting investment, such as clothing, beverages, mobile phones, even bicycles, cars, and so on. With Simple Plan, which was currently very popular, Li Mu wasn’t worried about sponsors. The initial filming cost was set at two million. Tieba, as the chief sponsor, could directly provide a sponsorship agreement from Muye Technology, supporting a sponsorship fee of three to five hundred thousand. Then, the online broadcast rights of “Old Boy” would be authorized to Yiting.com.

As for the remaining investment, Li Mu didn’t care at all. After returning and signing the contracts with the four members of Simple Plan, and getting the contracts, he would spread the news on Tieba and Yiting.com, and he wouldn’t have to worry about people not coming to him.

This week’s student aid trip to Haizhou had a larger scale than usual. Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue also returned with the 3321 student aid team. Dong Ai had booked the flight tickets for Friday afternoon in advance and arranged for cars for airport drop-off and pick-up.

Before the last class on Friday was dismissed, Li Mu received a text message from Zhao Ziqiu: “I heard you’re going back to your hometown for student aid this weekend?”

Li Mu’s fingers flew: “Yeah, leaving soon.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied: “I originally wanted to go with you after I heard about it, but my Dad is coming this week.”

Li Mu asked: “To see you? It hasn’t been long since your parents last visited.”

Zhao Ziqiu said: “My Dad is coming to discuss business, and see me incidentally. So annoying, I still want to go out and wander around. It would be great if I could visit your hometown.”

Li Mu replied: “Better to spend time with family first. There will be plenty of opportunities later.”

Zhao Ziqiu: “But I haven’t seen you for days.”

“Last time I went to see Yan Nan’s mom, you weren’t there.”

“Then why didn’t you come to Peking University to find me? It’s not far at all!”

“Wait until I get back. I’ll treat you to dinner next week, okay?”

“You said it, no backing out.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep my word.”

“That’s more like it. Remember to tell me when you land.”

“Okay!”

The plane was at seven something. When class was dismissed at five thirty, Li Mu, carrying his already packed backpack, walked out of the Academic Building and met up with Su Yingxue at the entrance of another Academic Building.

Su Yingxue had a carry-on suitcase. Girls tend to bring more things when they travel, plus she was going to stay at home for three nights this time.

The brothers from dorm 606 also arrived one after another. Dong Ai also brought three girls to meet up with everyone. Since Dong Ai had arranged and booked the tickets for everyone, she already knew Su Yingxue would be coming with them. Upon seeing Su Yingxue, she even took the initiative to greet her, and the two chatted quite congenially.

A pre-arranged minibus was already waiting outside the school gate. Everyone walked grandly towards the school gate. Li Mu simultaneously called Zhao Kang, asking him where he was. Zhao Kang replied, “Five minutes to your school gate.”

Li Mu said “See you later” and just hung up the phone when the class advisor chased after him, panting.

“Li Mu! Where are you 3321 going for student aid this week?”

Looking at the breathless class advisor, Li Mu said, “Haizhou, what’s wrong?”

The class advisor hurriedly asked, “Are you coming back next Monday?”

Li Mu nodded, “Arriving Monday evening, won’t affect Tuesday’s classes.”

The class advisor quickly waved his hand, “No, no, no! We just received a notice from the school leaders that a ministry or commission leader is coming to Renmin University for an inspect/supervise next Monday. The Dean asked me to convey the school leaders’ instructions to him: you must be present at school on Monday morning.”

Li Mu frowned, “Our donation ceremony is on Monday! How can I make it back in time?”

The class advisor said, “Oh, then don’t go. Let Dong Ai lead the team. Wasn’t it always like that before?”

Li Mu said, “Boss, this time we’re going to Haizhou, and I’m from Haizhou!”

The class advisor paused, and said with difficulty, “Look, the secretary from the ministry or commission just notified the school leaders.”

Li Mu asked him, “Can you ask the ministry or commission leader to change the time? Tuesday, everyone will be back on Tuesday.”

The class advisor looked at Li Mu awkwardly, “This isn’t something we can decide! The ministry or commission leader is informing us, not discussing with us. You’d better put the student aid matter aside. Your 3321 will have plenty of opportunities for student aid in the future, but it’s not easy for a ministry or commission leader to visit…”

Regarding the media reports about 3321, Li Mu had gone from initial anticipation to current numbness. 3321 was already well-known, having reached his highest expectations, so in this situation, he wasn’t very interested in the ministry or commission leader’s inspect/supervise. In comparison, he still hoped to carry out a substantial student aid activity in his hometown’s rural middle school.

However, seeing the class advisor’s nervous and anxious expression, Li Mu understood that his absence on Monday would indeed be inappropriate.

After a moment’s thought, Li Mu said with some regret, “Alright, I’ll come back Sunday evening.”

The class advisor’s face lit up, “You promise then! You can’t bail out at the last minute!”

Li Mu nodded, “You can be ten thousand percent sure.”

The class advisor then sighed in relief and said, “Then I wish you a smooth journey!”

Bidding farewell to the class advisor, Li Mu felt a bit disgruntled. Su Yingxue whispered to comfort him, saying, “Don’t be unhappy. How about I come back with you Sunday evening?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “I’m not unhappy, just a bit regretful. Didn’t you already book to come back on Monday? Isn’t it good to stay home one more day?”

Su Yingxue pouted and said, “I didn’t want to miss class on Monday in the first place, you were the one who urged me, that’s why I agreed. Now that you’re changing to come back Sunday evening, I couldn’t ask for more. It’s perfect to come back with you, so you won’t be too lonely, and I won’t miss class on Monday either.”

Seeing her speak so sincerely, Li Mu felt a warmth in his heart. He nodded slightly and said to Dong Ai, “Senior Sister Ai, could you please help us rebook our tickets?”

“Okay.” Dong Ai nodded, but a strong sense of loss welled up in her heart. She had realized earlier that Li Mu perfectly matched her ideal image of a man, but she also knew that he was the object of her good friend’s secret crush. Facing Chen Wan, she already felt very inferior, but she didn’t expect that on her first student aid trip, she would also see Zhao Ziqiu, who had come specifically for Li Mu, on the plane. Upon seeing Zhao Ziqiu, her inferiority grew even stronger. Now, looking at Su Yingxue, she felt completely outshone by these three women.





Chapter 241: This is Just Too Awkward

Li Mu’s wish to personally organize student aid in his hometown fell through. He felt a little regretful at first, but after making a call to his Mom before the plane took off, he immediately saw the bright side.

His Mom was overjoyed to know he was coming home tonight, but then she thought about how Li Mu would only be home for Saturday, then on Sunday he’d have to go to the township middle school to start working on student aid, and by Monday afternoon he’d be heading straight back to Yanjing. He wouldn’t be home for long.

But when Li Mu told her about the sudden change of plans, Li Mom became even happier: “So you can stay home with Dad and Mom all day Saturday and Sunday?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “While I can’t be home 24 hours a day, I’ll definitely spend most of my time with you and Dad.”

Li Mom quickly and delightedly said, “Then I’ll go make your bed right now. Knowing you’re coming back, I just aired out your bedding today; it’s so fluffy and warm.”

Li Mu felt incredibly happy. He chuckled, “Thanks, Mom. I’ll turn off my phone now and let you know when I’ve landed.”

He turned off his phone, and the plane pushed back on time and soared into the sky. Su Yingxue, sitting next to Li Mu, pulled a novel out of her backpack: Journey Under the Midnight Sun by Keigo Higashino.

Li Mu had read this book. He had always been a fan of Keigo Higashino; not long before his Rebirth, he had just finished reading his then-latest novel, The Dream Flower. He hadn’t expected Su Yingxue to also be captivated by this engineering-trained author.

As Su Yingxue read her novel, Li Mu didn’t disturb her. Instead, he leaned across the aisle and spoke quietly with Zhao Kang.

The taxi company matter needed to be settled this trip home.

Li Mu didn’t care how much money the taxi company could make, but at the very least, it could provide Zhao Kang’s parents with a respectable business. He would also encourage his own parents to invest some money when he got home, letting them experience the joy of a successful investment.

Regarding equity distribution, Li Mu had thought of a rough allocation method: Zhao Kang would contribute 40% on behalf of his Dad, and Li Mu would have his own Dad contribute the remaining 60%. However, Li Mu’s family wouldn’t participate in daily operations; Zhao Kang’s Dad would be responsible for managing the business. Therefore, the Li family would give up another 10% of their stake to Zhao Kang’s Dad, effectively making it a 50-50 split between the two families.

Although Li Mu didn’t know how much business acumen Zhao Kang’s Dad had, a sure-win business like this couldn’t possibly lose money, could it? What’s more, in the future, the taxi licenses alone would be enough to recover all costs and ensure profit.

However, running a taxi company still required some local connections and background. Li Mu planned to ask Song Liang for help with this; it should be a simple phone call for him. Besides, Li Mu was already planning to meet with him anyway. Song Liang was a shareholder in Muye Technology, and Li Mu needed to inform him of Muye Technology’s next steps. Additionally, he needed Song Liang’s help to review the plan to push Baidu out of Muye Technology.

Just after nine in the evening, the plane landed at Jinling Airport. By the time the dozen or so people transferred to a bus and arrived in Haizhou, it was already past eleven-thirty.

The hotel Dong Ai booked for everyone was the Haizhou Hotel, so the bus drove directly to its entrance. After everyone got off the bus, Li Mu said to Dong Ai, “Senior Sister Ai, I’ll leave the student aid matters for you to follow up on.”

Dong Ai nodded and smiled, “Don’t worry, we’ve managed to successfully complete so many events without you.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m definitely at ease. Everyone, get a good rest tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll take you to the seaside. We don’t have many scenic spots here, just the sea. Tomorrow night, I’ll treat everyone to dinner, right here at the Haizhou Hotel.”

Everyone immediately agreed. Having come to Li Mu’s hometown, it was only natural for Li Mu to fulfill his duties as a host.

After watching the group enter the hotel, Li Mu then said to Su Yingxue beside him, “Kangzi and I will take a taxi to drop you home first.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly, her expression a little mysterious, and said, “My Dad drove to pick me up. I’ll have him drop you two off first!”

Li Mu felt it was a bit inappropriate for a girl’s Dad to drive two grown young men like himself and Zhao Kang home in the middle of the night, so he said, “Our neighborhoods are close, only two kilometers apart. How about we see you to your car and then take a taxi back?”

Su Yingxue looked out towards the hotel entrance and immediately recognized the Passat assigned to her Dad’s unit, which didn’t have police markings. Then she winked at Li Mu and said, “Alright, my Dad’s right outside. Let’s go together.”

Li Mu nodded, not thinking much of it. As the three of them walked out of the Haizhou Hotel courtyard, there were two black Passats parked about ten meters apart on the roadside, one in front of the other. The front one was older, while the one behind it looked brand new, from its paint to its wheels, clearly a recently purchased car.

As he accompanied Su Yingxue closer to the front Passat, Li Mu didn’t find the car particularly familiar. After all, there weren’t many car models on the streets these days, and Passats were common.

However, when the driver’s side door suddenly opened and a middle-aged man stepped out of the car, Li Mu instantly froze.

At that moment, Su Yingxue called out “Dad” to the man, and Li Mu’s face flushed so hot he wished he could find a crack in the ground and crawl into it.

For no other reason than that he “knew” Su Yingxue’s Dad, and had met him twice before.

The first time, he was driving Song Liang’s Mercedes-Benz to drop Su Yingxue home, and then on the way to the Ecological Park for dinner, he was pulled over by him. He was found to have no driver’s license, but after clarifying his school and Gaokao results, the man showed leniency, only penalizing him with twenty push-ups on the spot. At the time, Li Mu thought he was a pretty good guy, but to his surprise, after learning he was admitted to Renmin University of China, the man inexplicably added thirty more push-ups, which had always left Li Mu feeling quite frustrated.

The second time, he borrowed a GL8 from Song Liang’s company and took Su Yingxue to the Ecological Park for dinner. As they were leaving, he happened to see the man parking. Because he now had a driver’s license, he was fearless and even greeted him with a very flaunting attitude. But he never in his wildest dreams imagined that this person was Su Yingxue’s Dad!

If he had known this was Su Yingxue’s Dad, Li Mu wouldn’t have been able to avoid the first incident of driving without a license, but he definitely wouldn’t have been showing off during their second meeting. Now that he knew the truth, Li Mu’s feelings were beyond words.

This was just… too awkward…

Su Weimin was also somewhat surprised at this moment.

What was going on?! Why did his sweetie always appear in his sight with this kid? The two of them going to Renmin University together had already made him uneasy. Now, during a trip home, the two of them were actually returning together in the middle of the night. What hidden secrets were there that he didn’t know about?

Su Weimin’s mindset when looking at Li Mu now was vastly different from the previous two times. In their first two encounters, Su Weimin had regarded Li Mu as a little rascal who was bothering his precious daughter. While a bit annoying, deep down he felt this kid shouldn’t pose much of a threat. But this time, seeing him again, he considered Li Mu a major unstable factor around his daughter.

After all, he was going to become the head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau in less than a month. Originally, he had little confidence in becoming the head, but Li Jiawei was suddenly implicated in Wu Dong’s case and tragically underwent shuanggui, which allowed Su Weimin to gain a huge advantage. Not only would he be promoted to head immediately, but through the current Bureau Chief Du Cheng, who was about to be transferred to the provincial Party Committee, he also established a higher-level political network.

Precisely because of this miraculous encounter in his official career, Su Weimin’s entire state underwent a drastic change. Now, his sensitivity to political current affairs was more than just one level higher than before. Every morning, he would read several newspapers, and he watched almost every episode of the provincial TV station’s midday news, CCTV’s midday news, Legal Report, the evening provincial TV station’s news, CCTV’s News Broadcast, Focus Interview, News Probe… This was the experience Du Cheng had taught him: no matter how far one was from the top echelon, one must always keep up with the spirit of the highest levels, always be ready to quickly conform. Perhaps then, one might get incredibly lucky and be molded into a positive example, in which case, their future official career would be smooth sailing.

However, he hadn’t yet grasped the new directives from the highest levels regarding the police system, but he had seen news and exclusive interviews about Li Mu’s 3321 on various TV stations, including CCTV. For a young man not yet twenty years old to receive such extensive favor from CCTV, honestly, Su Weimin felt envy, jealousy, and a touch of admiration for him.

Admiration aside, this kid was always so close to his daughter, and he was certainly unhappy about it. Even though he had to admit that Li Mu was indeed exceptionally outstanding, even unique among his peers, as a father, he still didn’t want such a ticking time bomb near his daughter. While he had many expectations for his daughter, early romance was the one principle he absolutely could not compromise on.

When Su Yingxue walked up to Su Weimin, Li Mu was still standing about seven or eight meters away, his expression mortified. He didn’t know what to say, or even whether he should greet Su Weimin.

It was Zhao Kang who poked him in the back with a finger, whispering a reminder: “Seize the opportunity to make a good impression!”

Zhao Kang thought, This is Su Yingxue’s Dad, and he might even be your future father-in-law. Although we can’t talk about how you indirectly helped him get promoted, you can’t just not greet him! If you leave a bad first impression, it’ll be troublesome to change it later.

Li Mu felt bitter. This wasn’t their first meeting; it was the third. The crucial thing was that he’d had a minor run-in with him the previous two times. Now, it seemed, those minor run-ins had turned into a major embarrassment.

Nevertheless, Li Mu ultimately bit the bullet, waved his hand, and gave two dry laughs: “Hello, Uncle.”

Su Weimin was extremely wary. He merely gave Li Mu a perfunctory nod, then casually put Su Yingxue’s suitcase into the back seat and urged Su Yingxue to get in the car.

Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu’s dumbfounded expression and couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly. She found the current situation quite amusing. She knew about the little misunderstanding between her Dad and Li Mu, and she also knew that Li Mu had no idea this was her Dad. So, although the atmosphere was awkward upon their meeting, it also had a humorous undertone.

Su Yingxue waved goodbye to Li Mu and Zhao Kang. Watching the Passat drive away, Li Mu finally sighed in relief, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and said to Zhao Kang, “Let’s go, we’ll take a taxi back.”

Zhao Kang asked curiously, “What’s wrong with you? Are you that nervous about meeting Su Yingxue’s Dad?”

Li Mu sighed, “Ah, you wouldn’t understand.”

As they walked to the roadside, looking left and right for a taxi, the window of the brand new Passat beside them suddenly rolled down. A voice Li Mu was familiar with came from within: “Son, you won’t be able to get a taxi this late.”





Chapter 242: The Warmth of Home

Hearing the familiar voice, Li Mu subconsciously turned around. His Dad, Li Daoping, was sitting in the brand-new Passat, smiling at him.

“Dad, why are you here?” Li Mu blurted out, then snapped back to reality. His Dad was actually in the driver’s seat, could it be…?

“Dad, is this your new car?”

Li Daoping nodded, smiling as he said, “I just got it a few days ago. I didn’t tell you because I wanted to surprise you.”

Only then did Li Mu understand why his Dad had repeatedly asked him where the bus would stop. He had told him it was at the Haizhou Hotel, and he hadn’t expected his Dad to drive over to pick him up.

Zhao Kang also walked over at this moment to greet Li Dad: “Uncle Li!”

Li Daoping quickly responded, smiling as he said, “You two get on board quickly, everyone at home is waiting.”

Li Mu chuckled, pulled open the front passenger door, and sat inside. Zhao Kang also sat in the back seat.

The Passat Li Dad had bought was this year’s new 1.8T automatic model. Li Mu sat inside and looked at the configuration; it seemed to be a mid-to-high trim level. The car was very clean, and the leather seats even had cotton cushions. Li Dad cautiously started the engine, shifted gears, and drove quite steadily.

Li Mu asked him, “Dad, what made you decide to buy this car?”

Li Dad said with a fond expression, “When I was young, I knew Santana was a good car, a big German brand. After I got my driver’s license, I went to Jinling to look at cars, and this one had a suitable price, enough space, and a steady appearance, so after discussing it with your Mom, we bought this one.”

Currently, the two specialty stores run by Li Dad and Li Mom generate a combined net profit of over five hundred thousand yuan per month. Moreover, December was the most profitable peak season. From now until Chinese New Year, earning hundreds of thousands a month wouldn’t be a problem. Li Mu had assessed his parents’ current financial strength and revenue capabilities and felt that it would be very easy for his Dad to buy a Mercedes-Benz or BMW now. However, he hadn’t expected that when he actually bought a car, he would quietly purchase a Volkswagen.

Li Mu wasn’t a Volkswagen fan. Volkswagen’s ‘matryoshka doll’ design made it hard for him to find beauty in their models. The only Volkswagen model that had ever impressed him was the Volkswagen CC, but even that later became unremarkable. As for the Passat, which was practically standard issue for township government vehicles, Li Mu had even less interest. But it didn’t matter, as long as his Dad liked it.

Zhao Kang sat in the back, looking around at the Passat’s interior. He thought to himself that he couldn’t spend his money carelessly right now; he needed to prioritize investing in a taxi company for his Dad. However, his ability to earn money with cheats / hacks was very strong now. After returning to Yanjing, he could save for a few more months and buy a car for his Dad. His Dad didn’t have many aspirations in life, just a strong desire for reputation / face and a heartfelt wish for his son to succeed. Now that he had earned a lot of money following Li Mu, it was time to repay him.

Li Mom had prepared a lot of fruit at home. She knew Li Mu had eaten dinner on the plane, but plane food wasn’t tasty or nutritious, so she wanted him to have some fruit when he returned, then take a shower and get a good night’s sleep.

His bed had long been made for him. The bedding, having been sunned all day, was incredibly comfortable. Knowing he was used to heating in the north and fearing he wouldn’t tolerate the damp cold upon his return, she had recently had three air conditioners installed at home. Two of them were currently running on heat, ensuring he would feel the warmth of home the moment he stepped inside.

With everything prepared, Li Mom sat on the living room sofa, waiting to hear sounds. Her husband usually drove their car directly to the entrance of their bungalow. There weren’t many private cars in the entire neighborhood now, so as soon as she heard an engine sound, she could almost certainly tell it was her husband’s car.

The engine sound finally approached from a distance, slowly arriving outside the door. Li Mom pricked up her ears, listening for the sound of car doors opening and closing, then quickly came out of the living room, crossed their small courtyard, and reached the bungalow at the entrance.

As soon as he pushed open the door, Li Mu saw his Mom rushing towards him. He grinned, went up and hugged her, and said with a childlike smile, “Mom, I’m home.”

Li Mom was overjoyed. Although she hadn’t been separated from her son for long, she had missed him terribly. She quickly pulled Li Mu inside, afraid he would get cold outside.

Only upon entering the house did Li Mu realize that it was as warm as a heated room in the north. It was cozy, unlike previous winters when staying indoors for too long could feel even colder than outside.

Li Mom pulled Li Mu to sit down in front of the sofa and immediately urged him to eat some fruit. Li Dad followed behind them. The couple then sat on either side of Li Mu, sandwiching him between them, and began asking about his recent studies and life.

Li Mu reported casually: “Studies are easy, life is pleasant.”

His parents pressed him, asking if he was tired from the 3321 project. Li Mu replied that 3321 was already on track and he wasn’t managing it much anymore; others were handling everything.

Li Dad said with a serious expression, “3321 is a good project. Since you’re determined to use it for public welfare, you must see it through. First, don’t give up halfway. Second, don’t become greedy and misappropriate the student aid funds from 3321. If you need money, your Mom and I will sponsor you.”

Li Mu said, “The money from 3321 has only two uses: besides covering the operational needs of 3321, all the rest is used for student aid.”

Li Dad nodded: “If you’re short on money over there, remember to tell your Mom and me.”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment. He had previously struggled with the question of whether to tell his parents about Muye Technology, always dismissing the idea in the end. However, now that he had even launched something as significant as 3321, surely revealing a little about Muye Technology would be easier for his parents to accept?

Thinking this, Li Mu continued, following his parents’ line of thought: “You don’t need to worry about whether I have money to spend in Yanjing. Actually, besides setting up 3321, I also started a company in Yanjing.”

Both Li Dad and Li Mom were full of surprise: “You started another company? What kind of company is it?”

“Internet.” Li Mu said, “The internet is currently in its development phase, making it relatively easy to get into.”

Li Mom asked, “How do you have time to run a company while studying? Don’t let it interfere with your studies.”

Li Mu reassured her, “Don’t worry, Mom. The academic pressure at school isn’t heavy, and I don’t oversee the company’s affairs every day.”

Li Mom nodded, still somewhat uneasy, and said, “Why don’t you just forget about the company? Your Dad and I will give you all the money we earn from the stores in the future. You just need to watch the amount in your bank card. When you have enough money to buy a house, just buy one and keep it. I always feel that Yanjing’s housing prices will rise sharply in the future. Buy more houses and hoard them, and you won’t have to worry about your future.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. His Mom had always talked about buying property in Yanjing, and her foresight was indeed very accurate. But for him, hoarding houses was too unchallenging, and the cost-effectiveness wasn’t great. If he had the money to hoard houses, it would be better to invest it. In the future, there would be so many successful internet companies; if he had money, he would invest more, and a hundredfold profit would be nothing.

However, Li Mu couldn’t say such things to his parents, so he told them, “Indeed, now is a good opportunity to invest in real estate. Properties in Yanjing, properties in Jinling, and commercial properties are all good investment targets to consider. However, this kind of investment is a bit too conservative. I think with the economy on the rise, investing in real estate might be a disadvantage.”

As he spoke, Li Mu brought up his idea of having his parents invest in a taxi company. He first briefly explained his and Zhao Kang’s plan to them, then added, “For the taxi business, my main consideration is the issue of operating licenses in the future. The Municipal Government can’t allow taxis to proliferate endlessly, eventually filling every street. So, at some point, they will definitely implement controls. Once controls are in place, the barrier to entry will be higher, and taxi operating licenses will become valuable.”

Li Dad said, “Investing in a taxi company is similar to hoarding houses, right? While the house appreciates in value, you can also collect rent every month.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Dad’s analogy is very accurate. However, investing in taxis is more cost-effective in all aspects than investing in real estate. On one hand, the current ratio of rent to housing prices is too absurd. A house of one hundred square meters, costing around two hundred thousand yuan, fully furnished, can only be rented for a few hundred yuan a month. But a taxi, once fully set up, only costs fifty to sixty thousand yuan, and it can easily earn over two thousand yuan a month. Moreover, acquiring operating licenses now has no cost, so whatever they sell for in the future will be pure profit.”

Li Dad and Li Mom exchanged a glance. Li Dad voluntarily stepped back, saying, “Darling wife, you’re better at business than I am, you decide.”

Li Mom said with a smile, “If my son says it’s good, then it must be good. Old Zhao and his wife are also reliable people, so I don’t see any problem.”

Li Dad then said, “If you don’t see a problem, then I don’t either.”

…

In Zhao Kang’s living room.

Zhao Kang’s parents were dumbfounded / stunned, looking at their son who had just eloquently finished explaining a whole concept (business/investment) about a taxi company. Father Zhao lit a cigarette, but halfway through, he forgot to smoke it until it burned his fingers, at which point he hurriedly flicked it away, scattering ash all over the coffee table.

Mother Zhao quickly picked up the cigarette butt and dropped it into the ashtray, then wiped away the ash with a cloth. At the same time, she looked at Zhao Kang and asked him, “Was this Little Mu’s idea or yours?”

Zhao Kang said, “Of course it was Little Mu’s idea. I don’t have a brain like his.”

Mother Zhao glanced at her husband and said, “Little Mu has a brilliant business mind. Look at the two stores he opened for his parents; they earn hundreds of thousands a month. Who would dare to imagine so much money?”

Father Zhao said, “It sounds quite reasonable, but I wonder what it will be like when we actually do it. Also, if our family invests 40%, how much money will that be?”

Zhao Kang said, “Dad, don’t worry about the money. Li Mu said the maximum investment would be over one million yuan, and I can still afford 40% of that.”

Both Father Zhao and Mother Zhao were startled: “Where did you get so much money?!”

Zhao Kang said, “I earned it. Little Mu started a company, and I earned hundreds of thousands from it before. Now we’re doing some other business, and I have a guaranteed income of tens of thousands of yuan every month. So, Dad, just go for it boldly. As long as you put your full effort into it, I believe you’ll definitely be fine.”

Zhao Kang didn’t dare to say that he could earn at least six figures a month from cheats / hacks. After all, cheats / hacks were a grey area, so it was better to be low-key. After returning to Yanjing, he would have to quickly prepare to open an internet cafe. Since Li Mu said to be cautious, he definitely had to be cautious.

At this moment, Father Zhao smacked his lips, looked at Zhao Kang, and said with a mix of excitement and eagerness, “Son, I’m willing to give this a try!”





Chapter 243: I’ll Only Do This Once

The next morning, Li Mu rented a car and took his classmates, who had traveled a long way, to the beach. For lunch, he arranged for them to eat at the Ecological Park, but Li Mu himself didn’t stay. These friends were constantly together with him every day, eating together was too common. Now, his parents had become the people he ate with least often. So, Li Mu went home to have lunch with his parents, savoring his Mom’s long-missed cooking. The family of three was harmonious and happy.

In the afternoon, Li Mu specifically met with Song Liang to discuss the taxi company and Muye Technology’s future Series B financing.

Song Liang hadn’t expected that Li Mu, who was running an internet company in Yanjing valued at over one hundred million, would still have the energy to consider opening a taxi company in Haizhou.

However, after Li Mu explained the reason, Song Liang felt even more admiration for him. Zhao Kang, a young man who had just started vocational college, had earned nearly one million in the few months he followed Li Mu and received a 5% stake in Muye Technology. This could already be called a windfall. Yet, Li Mu’s current desire to start this business was to find a career for his friend’s father.

Song Liang also wondered if Li Mu sometimes went too far with favors. But then he thought, Li Mu must have considered this aspect, which was why he let his own parents invest as well, splitting the shares fifty-fifty with Zhao Kang’s father. This way, it wasn’t just helping; it was a partnership. If Zhao Kang’s father managed it well, while earning money for himself, he would also be earning money for Li Mu’s family.

After understanding this, Song Liang said to Li Mu, “A taxi company is easy to set up, and car permits are also easy to get. But aren’t twenty cars a bit too few?”

Li Mu replied, “It’s not too few. Twenty cars would cost over one million, and Zhao Kang doesn’t have much money.”

Song Liang smiled, “How can you do business with 100% cash investment? This business can be done with loans.”

“Loans?”

Song Liang nodded, “Buy ten cars first, then mortgage those ten cars for a loan. Then mortgage the newly bought cars again. This way, you can solve at least 40% of your capital problems. Plus, the current loan interest rates aren’t high; it’s quite cost-effective.”

With a smile, Song Liang continued, “I can help you find someone for this, so you won’t have to go through the trouble of buying, mortgaging, buying, and mortgaging again. I can directly get the bank to give you an ultra-low interest loan. As long as you put in one million, getting two million in loans won’t be a problem.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Ultra-low interest, how low exactly?”

Song Liang thought for a moment and chuckled, “Roughly on par with the interest rate for a two-year fixed deposit.”

Li Mu was stunned, “That low?!”

A loan interest rate roughly on par with a deposit interest rate—that was truly too low, wasn’t it? The current two-year fixed deposit interest rate should be less than 3%…

Song Liang laughed, “Banks have annual targets for issuing loans. If they meet their targets well and also increase their deposits, they can even get interest-free loans through connections. You might not have dealt with loans much, but I deal with them all day long.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment. If he invested one million and borrowed two million, having three million in hand would allow him to get about forty to fifty cars, more than double his initial plan. Yet, he would only need to tie up one million in capital, even two to three hundred thousand less than his planned investment.

Investing in a taxi company now, Li Mu’s only uncertainty was Zhao Kang’s father’s operational ability. However, once forty to fifty cars were purchased, it would definitely be a guaranteed profit.

So Li Mu said, “Then I’ll leave this matter to you, Brother Liang. I can only stay in Haizhou for two days; I’m leaving tomorrow night. I’ll have Zhao Kang’s father contact you directly later.”

Song Liang nodded, “Don’t worry about this small matter; I’ll definitely handle it perfectly for you.”

Li Mu had complete faith in him. After all, Song Liang was a local boss in Haizhou; with him, there was basically no problem that couldn’t be solved.

Before, Li Mu was worried about owing Song Liang favors, but now the two were an alliance of interests, bound by shared interests. Song Liang held a 5% stake in Muye Technology, and for the new real estate project he was opening in Sanpailou, he had reserved a 5% stake for Li Mu to invest in. He had mentioned this to Li Mu before, but Li Mu didn’t have the money at the time, so the matter was temporarily put on hold.

After discussing the taxi company, Li Mu was about to talk to Song Liang about Muye Technology, but Song Liang proactively asked Li Mu, “When do you plan to take the five percent stake I reserved for you in Sanpailou? The project has already started, and it should open for sales in early 2003.”

Li Mu asked him, “How much?”

Song Liang chuckled, “The initial investment is over sixty-eight million, so five percent is three million four hundred thousand.”

Li Mu stuck out his tongue, “Oh my, that expensive. I can’t afford it yet.”

Song Liang said cheerfully, “Come on, one percent of your Muye is worth that much.”

Li Mu laughed, “But my lack of cash is the most awkward part.”

Song Liang shook his head and smiled, “Given how profitable Muye Technology is, I’ll cover this 5% for you. You can pay me back whenever you cash out. Real estate profits aren’t as high as the internet. Based on the overall calculation of this real estate project’s cost and property price growth, it should be able to quadruple by the time it opens in early 2003. Compared to Muye, it’s just trash.”

Li Mu could see that Song Liang seemed to feel he owed him a favor. He hadn’t initially expected Muye Technology to be so profitable, with its valuation quadrupling in just a few months. The 5% real estate stake he had promised Li Mu now seemed insignificant compared to what Li Mu had brought him.

Moreover, Song Liang had a long-term vision. His intuition told him that if he held onto the 5% stake in Muye Technology, it might become his greatest wealth in the future.

Li Mu didn’t refuse Song Liang’s kindness. Although it felt a bit inappropriate to enjoy the benefits without investing any money, he had to give Song Liang a chance to balance the scales. If he acted a bit shamelessly in this matter, Song Liang could be more at ease regarding Muye.

So, Li Mu said, “How about this, Brother Liang? You advance the money for this five percent. Later, when the real estate project opens for sales, convert the five percent into property area for me. When I have ample cash, I’ll give you the money.”

Song Liang nodded, “Alright. But I suggest you give it to me after the houses are sold. I’m not in a hurry for the money.”

Li Mu, shamelessly, said indifferently, “Alright, if you don’t have any objections, I don’t either.”

Song Liang then asked, “Are you short on cash? If you need some, I can prepare it for you.”

Li Mu smiled, “I don’t need cash. I don’t have any big expenses right now.”

Song Liang said, “Anyway, if you need anything, just say so directly. Don’t treat me as an outsider.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “By the way, there’s something I’d like to ask your advice on. Could you give me some ideas?”

“Tell me.”

Li Mu then said, “I want to kick Baidu out of Muye.”

Song Liang couldn’t help but sit up straight, narrowing his eyes as he asked, “What happened?”

Li Mu stated three points: “First, Baidu has had ambitions for Muye Technology from the beginning. Keeping them in means every future round of financing will be a war without smoke.”

Song Liang agreed, “Indeed, Baidu initially wanted to acquire you completely.”

Li Mu smiled and continued, “Second, Baidu’s help to Muye is becoming increasingly useless. Baidu’s own traffic isn’t particularly astonishing right now, and their profit model is just beginning to be explored. Muye’s future development direction doesn’t rely heavily on search engines.”

Song Liang said, “I don’t understand this point; you have to weigh that yourself. What’s the third point?”

“The third point is that I feel Baidu will go astray in the future. They’ve already started keyword bidding ranking. If they single-mindedly pursue profit, it will lead to big trouble later.”

Song Liang asked him, “What kind of trouble?”

Li Mu said, “All sorts of possibilities. For example, if you mess around outside and accidentally contract a disease, and you search on Baidu for where to get it cured, it might recommend those unlicensed doctors advertised on utility poles to you. You wouldn’t know the truth, go for treatment, and not only get scammed out of money but also delay your treatment.”

Song Liang laughed and cursed, “Can’t you use someone else as an example?”

Li Mu said, “Using this example will give you a better sense of immersion.”

Song Liang gave Li Mu the middle finger and asked a question, “Why would Baidu recommend those unlicensed doctors to me?”

Li Mu said, “Because they paid more in keyword bidding ranking. For example, if you searched for gonorrhea…”

Song Liang waved his hand, “Alright, stop talking, I get it. I really want to curse their ancestors.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, “So I want to kick them out of Muye Technology. Strictly speaking, there’s actually a fourth reason, and that’s profit. If we can reclaim Baidu’s 10% stake and directly offer it to an investment bank for Series B financing, it’s estimated we could get fifty million in return.”

Song Liang asked him, “So how do you plan to operate?”

Li Mu explained his multi-pronged approach.

After listening, Song Liang said, “It’s insidious, but also classic. The business world is inherently a dog-eat-dog, bare-knuckle fight; using some tactics is to be expected. I have no objections to raise, except that I hope you can make Baidu happily withdraw from Muye and take a stake in Yi Ting, so that other investment banks don’t have issues with you later.”

Li Mu understood his meaning, fearing he would get a bad reputation in investment bank circles. So he nodded and said, “I’ll strive to make both sides satisfied with this matter. Kicking someone out midway like this, I’ll only do it this once. Every investment bank that comes in after this, I will carefully screen, and once selected, I will cooperate to the end.”

Song Liang asked, “If Muye Technology goes for Series B financing, do you have any preferred investment banks?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “I receive emails with investment intentions almost every day, but for now, they’re all pretty much the same. Muye Technology is still brewing some major plays; the real financing will only happen after those big moves are released.”

Song Liang said, “With your development speed, Muye Technology won’t need many rounds of financing before it can go public.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “If Muye Technology ever goes public, it will only be on NASDAQ.”





Chapter 244: Alma Mater’s Sentiment

For the filming of “Old Boy” at Haizhou No.1 High School, Li Mu didn’t stay long with Song Liang. Instead, while it was still early, he specifically went to Haizhou No.1 High School to visit his high school homeroom teacher.

Li Mu’s homeroom teacher was one of Haizhou No.1 High School’s top homeroom teachers, so every year he taught graduating classes. Third-year high school students only had one day off per week, so they still had regular classes on Saturdays.

Li Mu had originally thought he would just return to his alma mater to chat with his homeroom teacher, but he didn’t expect to be surrounded by a crowd of enthusiastic junior students and even many teachers the moment he entered the school gate.

During this period, the entire Haizhou No.1 High School regarded Li Mu as their greatest pride. Although he hadn’t even graduated for a full year, his news clippings from major newspapers had already been posted on the school’s honor board. The school had also given him the title of “honorary alumnus.” Since Li Mu was roughly the same age as these junior students, he was the most relatable idol in their eyes.

His entry into the school gate immediately caused a commotion. Li Mu couldn’t even reach the Academic Building for a long time, while Pang Dahai, his homeroom teacher from his third year of high school, rushed over with the grade director.

For Pang Dahai, if he were to pick out a few of his most favored and promising students from Li Mu’s class last year, even if he listed thirty, Li Mu’s name might not have been among them. The reason was simple: this student was quite average, with above-average grades and ordinary performance, nothing particularly outstanding. His strongest impression of Li Mu was that he was extremely weak in English. However, after the Gaokao, he learned that this kid, who had always been weak in English, had actually scored a perfect 150 in the English exam, which was simply unfathomable. That he even got into Renmin University was beyond his wildest dreams.

What amazed him even more was that not long after Li Mu started university, he actually launched such a major initiative as 3321. When his story was reported by major television stations, and even China Central Television, even the principal was incredibly excited. For those few days, the entire school was in a state of exhilaration, including Pang Dahai himself.

The grade director separated the junior students surrounding Li Mu, then warmly greeted Li Mu. Like Pang Dahai, he had been working hard with the third-year high school grade for many years and had also been Li Mu’s grade director back then.

Li Mu politely greeted him and Pang Dahai. Pang Dahai had received Li Mu’s call earlier and knew his purpose for coming, so he quickly took him to the Political Education Building. Knowing he was coming today, the principal had even specifically come to work overtime on Saturday just to wait for him.

Li Mu followed Pang Dahai and the grade director to the principal’s office, where Cui Guangshan, the old principal of Haizhou No.1 High School, had been waiting for a long time.

Cui Guangshan was nearly sixty years old this year. People of his age, who had worked in the education system for many years, had a strong bureaucratic air when they spoke. It wasn’t that he was putting on airs with Li Mu, but rather that he kept talking to Li Mu about political and ideological matters, urging Li Mu to bring glory to Haizhou No.1 High School, contribute to the education system, and serve the country, the party, and the people.

Li Mu listened humbly for a long time, nodding repeatedly. When he felt Cui Guangshan was almost finished, he finally got to the point, saying, “Principal Cui, I’m collaborating with a relatively famous band and want to shoot a micro-movie about youth. Part of it involves scenes set in a middle school, and I’d like to film them at our Haizhou No.1 High School. I’d like to ask for your permission.”

Cui Guangshan nodded and said, “Teacher Pang has already told me about this. In principle, I certainly have no objections. However, I must tell you, when making a film, you must shoot something healthy, positive, and uplifting, something with educational significance. That is how you are responsible to society, do you understand?”

Li Mu immediately stated, “Absolutely, please rest assured, it will definitely promote positive energy.”

“What positive energy?”

“Oh, it’s the socialist core values!”

Cui Guangshan smiled with satisfaction and said, “When do you plan to film? How long will it take? I’ll have the entire faculty and student body cooperate with you, but you must also manage the scale well and not overly disrupt the school’s normal teaching order.”

Li Mu said, “We estimate it will take at most two or three days!”

Cui Guangshan readily replied, “Alright, when the time comes, just have Teacher Pang coordinate with you directly. You two are familiar with each other, so whatever you need, just tell him. Our Haizhou No.1 High School has never had a movie filmed here before. When you shoot, you must include the name of Haizhou No.1 High School. Don’t learn from those fictional TV shows and movies that invent a fictional name and put it up.”

Li Mu promised emphatically, “Principal Cui, please rest assured. Not only will we film our prominent Haizhou No.1 High School sign, but in the acknowledgments section, the first name listed will be Haizhou No.1 High School. After all, it’s my alma mater, and it’s precisely for this sentiment that I went to great lengths, coming all the way from Yanjing to film here.”

Cui Guangshan’s eyes lit up, and he nodded with a smile, “Exactly, sentiment! People, you can never lack sentiment.”

…

With the school matter settled, Li Mu sighed in relief. The script involved filming locations in Haizhou, with the most scenes at Haizhou No.1 High School, followed by the train station and a dilapidated barbershop. The train station would be easy to handle, solvable with a bit of money. The barbershop would be even simpler; there were countless streets and alleys in Haizhou.

Just as he finished settling this matter and was about to go home, Zhang Kexuan called again, saying that the four of them had already driven to Haizhou.

Regarding the micro-movie, Zhang Kexuan and the other three members of Simple Plan were even more eager and invested than Li Mu. After Li Mu briefly explained the script over the phone, they were all moved by it and couldn’t wait to start filming immediately. Knowing Li Mu had returned last night, the four of them rushed over today, ready to discuss the matter with him in person.

Li Mu simply told them to drive to Haizhou No.1 High School to pick him up. This time, Zhang Kexuan was driving again, in that spacious Land Cruiser. Ye Tianming, as usual, gave up the front passenger seat to Li Mu. As soon as Li Mu got into the car, Zhang Kexuan drove straight to the Ecological Park, saying, “The Ecological Park has the best environment in Haizhou; it’s quiet. Let’s go there and talk slowly.”

Li Mu, feeling helpless, said, “How about this: you guys drive me home first, then you can go directly to the Ecological Park. I’ll have dinner with Dad and Mom, and I’ll come find you after dinner.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Bro Mu, all four of us are here, won’t you honor us by joining us for a meal?”

Li Mu gave an apologetic smile, “It’s hard enough to come home, and I feel like I don’t have enough time with Dad and Mom. Another day, perhaps. When you go to Yanjing, we’ll be together day and night for at least some time.”

Zhang Kexuan asked him, “So the filming locations are just Yanjing and Haizhou?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right. The main feature film will be about thirty to forty minutes long. The scenes in Haizhou will account for roughly one-third, and the remaining two-thirds will be in Yanjing.”

Zhang Kexuan then said, “That’s even better, Xiao Wan is also in Yanjing.”

“Yes,” Li Mu said with a smile, “So we’ll have plenty of time to be together day and night, and countless opportunities to eat together. Just let me go home and spend some time with Dad and Mom today.”

“Alright, you’re the boss, whatever you say goes.”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, and knowing the way like the back of his hand, drove Li Mu to his doorstep.

Back home, Li Mu discovered that it wasn’t just the family of three having dinner tonight; his maternal younger uncle’s wife and Mother’s younger sister had also come over. The two of them immediately became very affectionate upon seeing Li Mu, constantly showing great concern. Li Mu noticed they were both wearing their work uniforms and guessed they had just come straight from their stores after work. Currently, one was the store manager of Metersbonwe, and the other was the store manager of Semir. His maternal younger uncle’s wife had always been very reliable in her work. Later, Mom had made Mother’s younger sister the store manager of the Semir store, and she herself often called to check in. Reportedly, Mother’s younger sister was also putting in a lot of effort and wasn’t much worse than his maternal younger uncle’s wife. Most remarkably, her previous snobbish and sarcastic and mean flaws had quickly disappeared.

It was actually quite simple: she used to look down on Li Dad. Now, Li Mu’s family was definitely among the wealthy in Haizhou, and her former sense of superiority had long since vanished.

Li Mu also observed carefully and noted that Mother’s younger sister had indeed changed a lot. She was more tactful than before, and her attitude towards Dad was countless times better than it used to be.

For example, when Li Dad wanted to cook some smashed cucumber salad to have a couple of drinks with Li Mu that evening, Mother’s younger sister quickly said, “Brother-in-law, don’t bother, I’ll do it.”

Li Dad smiled and said, “It’s fine, I can do it.”

Mother’s younger sister quickly took the cucumber, smiling naturally as she said, “Little Mu is only back for two days. You and my sister should spend time talking with him. Haohao’s Mom and I can handle the kitchen.”

His maternal younger uncle’s wife also nodded repeatedly, firmly refusing to let Li Dad and Li Mom enter the kitchen.

Li Mu watched, feeling quite relieved. His maternal younger uncle’s wife now earned over fifteen thousand yuan a month at their own store. Mother’s younger sister’s business wasn’t as good as Metersbonwe’s, but she also earned around ten thousand yuan a month, which was far, far better than struggling to run that children’s clothing store. Most remarkably, she could now get along so harmoniously with Dad and Mom. They were all relatives; even though her attitude towards their family used to be poor, it was good that she could change. With such a qualitative change in their lives and harmonious relations among relatives, it wasn’t in vain that Li Dad and Li Mom gave her this opportunity.

Li Dad suddenly had free time and started chatting with Li Mu on the sofa. Li Dad said, “Recently, our relatives have been visiting more frequently. Our house is small, and if a few more people come, there isn’t enough space to sit or stand. Your Mom and I are thinking of selling this house, adding some money, and buying a bigger one. What do you think?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I have no objections, but don’t sell this house. Just keep it. Don’t rent it out either. I grew up here; I’d be reluctant to sell it.”

Li Dad nodded, “Then we’ll buy a house of about one hundred square meters. Your Mom also said last night that before your winter break, we’d go to Yanjing for a trip and buy you an apartment near your school.”

Li Mu neither refused nor agreed, simply smiling as he said, “Let’s buy one here at home first. One hundred square meters is still a bit small. I heard Brother Liang say that the residential complex he lives in was developed by him last year. The larger units are duplex apartments, about one hundred sixty square meters, costing less than one thousand five hundred, and they even come with a parking space.”





Chapter 245: Life Trajectories Under the Butterfly Effect

The residential complex Song Liang lived in was currently the best in Haizhou. It was very close to Haizhou No.1 High School and also quite near their own shop, located in a relatively prosperous area. The complex was built to a high standard, with average prices two to three hundred yuan higher than ordinary houses. Especially the one hundred sixty square meter large units, which were north-south facing and had excellent layouts, were even more expensive.

Even so, the price was only around one thousand four to five hundred yuan per square meter, so a one hundred sixty square meter apartment would only cost over two hundred thousand yuan.

Song Liang had mentioned before that there were twenty units of the one hundred sixty square meter layout across two buildings. However, perhaps because Haizhou had never seen such large units before, this particular layout sold quite poorly in Haizhou. Other two-bedroom and three-bedroom units, over eighty and over one hundred ten square meters respectively, had long sold out. Only two-thirds of the one hundred sixty square meter duplex apartments had been sold.

When Li Dad mentioned wanting to move to a bigger house, Li Mu’s first thought was that place.

Li Dad did some calculations. Although one hundred sixty square meters sounded ridiculously large, the total price wasn’t actually that much. The couple already had over one million yuan in their account, so buying a house for over two hundred thousand yuan was no problem at all.

Li Dad pondered for a moment and said, “How about tomorrow, the three of us go and take a look?”

Li Mu nodded. “Sure, let’s see what the community environment and unit layout are like.”

Li Mom, who was beside them, said with some hesitation, “Won’t a one hundred sixty square meter house be too spacious to live in?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Let’s buy one first and then talk about it. The renovation will take some time, and then we’ll need to air it out. We probably won’t move in until next summer. If you think it’s too big, we can buy another one around one hundred square meters. But I still suggest a larger one is better; we need to think long-term. If I have children in the future, the house will be too small for them to play around.”

Li Mom burst into laughter, patting Li Mu’s head. “You really think far ahead! Mom allows you to date in college, but I don’t want to be a grandmother before you even graduate!”

Li Mu scratched his head. “What are you thinking? That’s not what I meant.”

Li Mom chuckled, “I’m just reminding you!”

Li Dad chuckled. “If our son were in the countryside at his age, it wouldn’t be strange for him to be a father already. Li Fen is more than a year younger than Li Mu, and she’s getting married next year.”

Li Fen was Li Mu’s paternal cousin sister, his paternal uncle’s daughter. Hearing that she was getting married next year, Li Mu asked in surprise, “Dad, Li Fen is getting married so young?”

Li Dad nodded. “Your paternal uncle’s wife found her a husband’s family. Their family’s conditions are quite good; they run a flour mill in town. Li Fen and their son reportedly get along well, so both families have set the date.”

Li Mu searched through his memories from his previous life. Li Fen’s marriage should have happened around 2010. The groom was also from Haizhou, and they met while working away from home. Li Mu had even made a special trip back to attend her wedding. How could she be getting married so early in this life?

Li Mu couldn’t help but press, “What happened? Getting married so early.”

Li Dad said, “It’s very normal for a girl to get married at eighteen in the countryside. Before your paternal uncle opened the wholesale store, the groom’s family definitely wouldn’t have looked favorably upon them. But after your paternal uncle’s wholesale store started operating, business has been thriving, and he’s gained a bit of a reputation in town. That’s why the matchmaker proposed this marriage. Your paternal uncle and his wife had no objections, and after Li Fen met the groom, she was also satisfied, so they decided to hold the banquet next year.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue, his emotions feeling a bit complex.

This meant that Li Fen’s life trajectory had undergone a tremendous change because of him. If he hadn’t been reborn, allowing his parents to gain a certain economic strength, his parents wouldn’t have been able to financially aid his paternal uncle in opening a wholesale store in town. And if the wholesale store hadn’t raised his paternal uncle’s social status in town, the groom’s family or the matchmaker might not have connected Li Fen with their son.

What was certain was that the man she was now engaged to was definitely not the fellow townsman she had met while working away from home in her previous life.

Li Mu began searching his memories. How had Li Fen’s life been after she got married in his previous life?

After thinking for a long time, he couldn’t recall any clear memories.

Because Li Mu was often away, and his paternal uncle’s family lived in the countryside, they had very little contact normally, and even less after he started working.

However, Li Mu quickly found a memory: not long before his rebirth, Li Dad had mentioned that Li Fen’s husband wasn’t very reliable. Li Fen was raising their daughter, who was over four years old, and also had to earn money to support the family. Life was very hard for her.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a little relieved.

After all, she was his paternal cousin sister. Getting married so early might not seem like anything to their parents’ generation, but he felt a bit uneasy. The change in her life trajectory was because of him, and if her future wasn’t good, he would feel guilty.

However, looking at it now, it seemed better than working away from home for a few years only to end up with that unreliable husband from his previous life.

But Li Mu was still a little worried. He asked Dad, “When is Fenfen’s wedding date set?”

Li Dad said, “It’s still early. It’s set for the fifth month of the lunar calendar next year.”

Li Mu nodded. There were still six months. He didn’t have time to see Li Fen this trip, but during Chinese New Year, he could find out about her current situation and the groom’s general background. If the man wasn’t reliable, he wouldn’t let her marry so early, no matter what.

Everyone said the groom’s family had good conditions, but wasn’t it just running a flour mill in town? How good could it be? Why should his paternal cousin sister, Li Mu’s paternal cousin sister, marry such a local rich man from a rural town? If something truly felt wrong, he would find a way to persuade Li Fen to go back to school, or come to Haizhou to study, and strive to get into a university later. That would be much better than getting married and having children in the countryside at eighteen.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu didn’t say much more and asked Dad how his paternal uncle’s business was doing.

Li Dad, with a hint of excitement, said that his paternal uncle was quite sharp when it came to business. After opening his wholesale store, to boost sales, he rode his bicycle to every village within a radius of twenty to thirty kilometers. He did one thing: he asked every village’s general store and small shop if they were willing to purchase goods from him. If they were, he would deliver the goods to their doorstep in the future and give them a one-week credit period, delivering goods once a week and settling the previous week’s payment.

By offering goods on consignment and delivering them to their doorsteps, his paternal uncle quickly opened up sales channels in the countryside. He specifically hired someone who drove a motorized tricycle in town to handle deliveries. Business was thriving. A few days ago, his paternal uncle even called Li Dad, saying he planned to get a driver’s license and save up some money to buy a Changan Star after the New Year, which would make deliveries much more convenient.

His paternal uncle’s business was thriving, and Li Dad was very happy about it.

…

After Li Mu had dinner at home, he got the car keys from Dad and prepared to go to the Ecological Park to meet Zhang Kexuan and the others. He had originally intended to give his maternal younger uncle’s wife and Mother’s younger sister a ride home, but they both had motorcycles now. In a small city like Haizhou, a scooter costing around ten thousand yuan not only gave them reputation, but was also extremely convenient.

Li Mu drove to the Ecological Park. The four guys from Simple Plan couldn’t wait to ask Li Mu a series of questions. The first question was: “Who will play the female lead? Who will play the male antagonist?”

Li Mu said, “I’m leaning towards Du Wei for the female lead.”

Aside from Zhang Kexuan, the other three exchanged glances. Ye Tianming frowned. “Who’s Du Wei? Never heard of her!”

Zhang Kexuan gave an awkward laugh. “She’s Chen Ze’s friend’s younger sister.”

“Oh!” Ye Tianming raised an eyebrow. “Chen Ze, his old man’s position is so high now, he must be doing very well in Yanjing too.”

Li Mu then said, “It has nothing to do with Chen Ze. It’s mainly because that young girl Du Wei is very suitable for this role. Kexuan, what do you think?”

Zhang Kexuan thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “Du Wei is beautiful and pure, she’s indeed very suitable for the female lead’s character design. It’s just that she comes from a music background, so she might not be willing to act in a micro-movie. Even if she is, she might not be able to act well, right?”

Li Mu retorted, “At least she has a music background, what about you?”

Zhang Kexuan’s face showed extreme awkwardness. He glared at Li Mu. “Just insult me, fine, you win, I have no objections…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “When it comes to acting, we’re all starting from scratch. But I believe as long as everyone finds their footing, I wouldn’t dare say we can shoot it exceptionally well, but at least it will be passable.”

Zhang Kexuan asked, “Have you communicated with Du Wei?”

“Not yet. She’s your fan, so naturally, you should be the one to communicate with her.”

Zhang Kexuan could only nod and say, “Alright, I’ll give her a call and ask.”

After speaking, he asked again, “What about the male antagonist? Are there any candidates for this role?”

“Not yet.”

Zhang Kexuan then said, “Try to find someone who looks a bit sleazy.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “That won’t do. If we’re going to find someone, we need to find someone handsome.”

Zhang Kexuan asked, somewhat dejectedly, “Why?”

Li Mu said seriously, “If the male antagonist is an ugly and sleazy-looking man, it will definitely affect everyone’s perception of the female lead. So, the male antagonist needs to be handsome in appearance.”

Zhang Kexuan rested his chin in his hand, thought for a moment, and nodded. “You’re the director and screenwriter, you decide.”

Li Mu said, “You must try to get Du Wei to join, no matter what. Also, we’ll try to start filming before the end of the month. We’ll shoot all the scenes in Haizhou first, and then go to Yanjing to shoot the rest. After wrapping up in Yanjing, we’ll hand it directly to a post-production company in Yanjing for production.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Then I’ll call Du Wei in a bit. I hope she agrees.”

Li Mu said, “It’s not ‘I hope,’ it’s ‘she must agree!’”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, “Alright, alright, I’ll try my best.”

Li Mu then continued, “Once I’ve registered the company, you guys will sign a contract with me. Then I can use the contract to attract investment. The cost of this movie is set at around two million yuan. If the advertising investment is handled well, we might even make some money.”

Ye Tianming slapped his thigh. “Then why bother? Let my family’s company be the chief sponsor directly.”





Chapter 246: The Scales of Favors

Li Mu ultimately rejected Ye Tianming’s proposal. Muye Technology was definitely going to be the main sponsor. Even the most visionary people would underestimate the influence of the micro-movie “Old Boy” at this point, so Li Mu decided to keep the profits within his own company.

Furthermore, Li Mu wanted to send a signal to Baidu first: the genius they saw, after being a genius for a few months, was about to start showing off recklessly.

What investors fear most is when the person in charge of a company they’ve invested in starts showing off recklessly. Real money is invested so that every penny is spent where it’s most needed. If the person shows off too much, investors will feel pain and lose confidence in the future.

In fact, there are countless internet companies, and a considerable number of them have received angel round or even Series A funding, but most of them don’t make it to Series B. This is the curse of internet company financing: 60% die between Series A and Series B; 70% die between Series B and Series C. Those who grit their teeth and make it through Series C financing are generally impressive.

The key reason for this usually lies with the company’s leaders. Many young people, with annual salaries of only a little over one hundred thousand, start businesses with a burst of passion. They raise a few million or even ten million in Series A, pushing their valuation to several million or even ten million. At this point, with more cash in hand, they start to feel complacent. Some want to enjoy life prematurely, moving to better office locations, better benefits, or even buying a car, quickly squandering their Series A money, and the project fails. Some can make it to Series B, where the money raised becomes several tens of millions or even hundreds of millions. At this point, holding vast sums, their mindset inflates beyond control. Wasting money is minor; some even start to find ways to defraud investors, registering shell companies outside to siphon off investor money little by little. In the end, the project fails, but they themselves make a lot of money. Such people are not uncommon.

Muye Technology hadn’t started its Series B financing yet, and Li Mu didn’t have much money, so if he started investing in movies recklessly, the people at Baidu would definitely be annoyed.

But Li Mu was preparing to use the sponsorship of “Old Boy” as an opportunity to kick off his multi-pronged approach.

Ye Tianming didn’t know Li Mu had so many twists and turns in his mind. He just thought that Li Mu would rather go out and fool others than let his own company pay, which seemed to indicate a lack of confidence in the movie.

However, he didn’t think much of it. In his eyes, Li Mu was a miracle boy, and there was nothing he couldn’t do.

After finalizing the details with Simple Plan, the four of them rushed back to Jinling overnight. Li Mu drove home and called Song Liang, not mentioning Zhang Kexuan and the others’ visit, but simply saying he wanted to see houses in his neighborhood tomorrow.

Song Liang said, “Alright then, bring your Uncle and Aunt tomorrow morning, and I’ll accompany you to see the houses. I’ll have my wife cook some good food, and you can eat at my place for lunch.”

Li Mu originally didn’t want to trouble him so much, but Song Liang was too enthusiastic, and it was hard to refuse his kind invitation, so Li Mu agreed.

He and Song Liang were now friends of equal status, and there was no need to be too formal about many things. Li Mu still had it in mind to deepen their cooperation in the future, and perhaps the two of them could go to Yanjing together to take a bite out of the big cake of the Yanjing real estate market.

The next day, Li Dad drove, carrying Li Mu and Li Mom, and the family of three headed to Wanying Huating, the residential complex where Song Liang lived.

This complex was developed by Song Liang’s Wanying Company, and Wanying was also handling the sales. Song Liang knew Li Mu was coming to see houses today, so he had already arranged for a sales girl to wait with the keys to all the remaining large apartments.

Li Dad parked the car at the entrance of the sales office, where Song Liang was already waiting. As the car stopped, Li Mu opened the door and got out first, waving to Song Liang to say hello, then moved to the other side to help his Mom open her door.

When Metersbonwe opened, Song Liang had visited the store, which was the first time he met Li Mu’s parents. After Li Mu went to Yanjing, Song Liang visited Li Mu’s family store a few times and also met Li Mu’s parents. Before the Semir store opened, he even specifically provided building advertisements for a few days, helping with promotion and building momentum. Li Mu’s parents were quite familiar with him by now.

After Song Liang greeted Li Dad and Li Mom, he said to them, “Li Mu told me you want to buy a new house at Wanying Huating. I’ve had the sales staff at the sales office prepare everything. We can go and see it now.”

Li Dad said, “We’re troubling you, General Manager Song.”

Song Liang quickly said, “Uncle, there’s no need to be so polite. Little Mu and I have known each other for a long time; we’re very good friends. This little matter is nothing.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Mom and Dad, you don’t need to be so polite with him. We’re customers, and the customer is God.”

Song Liang also smiled and said, “That’s right, the customer is God. Let’s go in and look at the houses. I’ve had the keys to all the unsold duplex apartments prepared. We can go see them now.”

Li Dad and Li Mom nodded and stopped being so polite with Song Liang. Song Liang called over a girl, and the five of them began walking into the complex. The accompanying sales girl looked to be around twenty years old. She had been working at Wanying for over a year and this was the first time she had seen the big boss of Wanying personally accompany a client to view houses. No matter how big the client, they had never received such high-level treatment.

Song Liang’s next sentence made the sales girl’s eyes almost pop out: “Uncle and Aunt, our duplex apartments at Wanying Huating are currently on promotion: 20% off and free renovation if you buy.”

Although the real estate market wasn’t as hot then as it would be in the future, it was definitely not so bad that properties needed to be discounted and come with free renovations. For a house costing over one thousand per square meter, such a deal would likely wipe out all profit margins.

So, as soon as Li Mu heard it, he knew that Song Liang was giving another favor.

Song Liang was indeed giving a favor. Before, he had always been the one doing favors for Li Mu. At that time, Li Mu hadn’t shown any direct capabilities; Song Liang just vaguely felt he was extraordinary. But during that period, it was always Song Liang who was helping him, whether he was in a dispute with someone or his family was opening a clothing store, it was essentially Song Liang doing him favors.

Later, Li Mu repaid these favors in his own way, by actively inviting Song Liang to invest in Muye Technology. At that time, Muye Technology was valued at fifty million, and Song Liang bought five points of shares for 2.5 million. At that time, Song Liang didn’t realize Li Mu was repaying a favor, not until Muye Technology secured Series A funding and integrated a large amount of traffic and users from Baidu search. Only then did he understand that Muye Technology was actually a fast track to making money, and Li Mu inviting him into Series A was to get him on board before it truly accelerated.

Currently, Muye Technology’s generally recognized valuation in the internet industry can reach around three hundred million, and Li Mu also revealed his Series B goal. Last time he told Song Liang that he wanted to squeeze out Baidu’s 10% and transfer it to the investment bank coming in for Series B, with a target price of fifty million. This means Li Mu’s valuation for Series B is five hundred million Chinese Yuan.

His investment of 2.5 million would turn into 25 million by Series B, a tenfold increase.

Not only that, Song Liang also understood that the true value of an impressive internet company would only be realized after several rounds of financing. He estimated it would take at least until after Series E. By then, even if his shares were continuously diluted by financing activities, their actual value would definitely continue to increase.

It was precisely this unexpected return from Muye Technology that made Song Liang realize that the scales between him and Li Mu had severely tipped.

Although he was a businessman, accustomed to the brutal struggles of the market, when it came to true friends, he was like Li Mu: when he owed someone a favor, he always thought about repaying it twofold. When dealing with good friends, he felt more at ease when his own付出 was greater than the return.

Although he had also reserved five points for Li Mu in the Sanpailou real estate development project, the profit from real estate was fixed. Apart from what the government took and the development costs, the profit margin for a residential real estate project generally wouldn’t exceed 200%. So, even with these five points factored in, the scales were still severely tipped.

Song Liang was also a smart person. He knew that to change the tilt of the scales, what was needed now was favors, not money. Simply piling up numbers was meaningless; one had to be flexible. If you show me a foot of respect in terms of money, I will show you ten feet of respect in terms of favors.

A single house didn’t cost much, two hundred thousand to three hundred thousand. Even with the best renovation in Haizhou at the time, it would be fifty thousand at most. He could completely afford and was willing to give it directly to Li Mu’s family, but he couldn’t do that. Because Li Mu was also a remarkable person; when people opened up to each other, it was the intention that mattered. Crude routines were suitable for dealing with crude people, but not for remarkable ones.

Li Mom was a little surprised. She was a businesswoman now, and after opening the clothing store, she had started to more or less research the current consumption levels in the city, and housing prices were naturally one of her points of interest.

She had heard of the houses in Wanying Huating. The duplex apartments had the highest unit price, but they were also the only units that hadn’t sold out. Sales weren’t great, so a discount was understandable, but an 20% discount was quite significant, not to mention the free renovation.

Li Mom asked Song Liang, “With such a discount and free renovation, won’t you be losing money?”

Song Liang chuckled, “The renovation is just basic renovation, covering water and electricity modification, wall and floor tile laying. It doesn’t cost much. Besides, I’m the developer; I have the workers, and the materials are at engineering prices, much cheaper than finding people to renovate outside.”

Li Mom was still a bit puzzled, but Li Mu, standing beside her, smiled and said, “Mom, let’s look at the house first. If you like the house, then we can talk about these things.”

Li Mom reacted and chuckled, “You’re right, let’s look at the house first.”

The location of Wanying Huating in Haizhou was impeccable. Although the complex was in the city center, it wasn’t near the main thoroughfare, so the environment was still quite peaceful, a good place to find quiet in the midst of noise. Coupled with the complete landscaping and public facilities, and the clean environment, Li Dad and Li Mom had a good first impression of Wanying Huating as soon as they entered the complex.

The large apartments in Wanying Huating were located in the middle-to-back part of the complex, which was also the quietest section. Moreover, unlike the last few rows of buildings, they weren’t too far from the exit. So, in terms of location within the complex, it could be said to be the standard prime location.

Li Mu’s only regret was that there were no high-rise residential buildings with elevators in Haizhou at the time, so he didn’t want to choose the fourth or fifth floor. The first floor was also relatively damp, so Li Mu mainly wanted to see the second and third floors. Li Dad and Li Mom didn’t care; their own home was on the first floor, and the Xiling Coal Mine complex even allowed first-floor residents to build a small courtyard, which was very practical. However, the first-floor units in Wanying Huating only had one main door at the unit entrance, and the front balcony was sealed off with no courtyard. Thus, Li Dad and Li Mom also directly ignored the first floor.

Song Liang had the sales girl first take the four of them to an empty unit on the second floor. The duplex apartment was indeed large. Upon entering, the foyer connected to a small hall of about ten square meters. To the left was a forty-square-meter living room and balcony. To the right was a twenty-square-meter dining room connected to a spacious kitchen and a small balcony.

Stepping up half a meter to the upper level of the duplex, one first arrived at an open space of over ten square meters. Directly ahead and to the left and right were bedrooms, plus a guest bathroom. The master bedroom also had a balcony and a master bathroom.

The layout of the house was three bedrooms, two living rooms, and two bathrooms, plus two small connecting halls. The area of each room was very large. Li Mu, accustomed to his family’s mini-sized apartment, suddenly saw the layout and area of this house and had only one impression: huge! The overall size was huge, every room was huge, the kitchen and bathrooms were also huge, very spacious.

Comparing it to his own home in his mind, his family’s apartment layout was simply stifling. Take the second bedroom, for example: his family’s second bedroom was full with a 1.2-meter bed, a small desk, and a small bookshelf. But here, the second bedroom was over twenty square meters, fitting a 1.8-meter bed was no problem at all. His family’s bathroom practical area was even less than two square meters, while the guest bathroom here was three times the size of his own.

Li Mu was very satisfied with his first impression of this layout. This was the true essence of a large apartment. Those layouts where the total area was large, the number of rooms was many, but the average room area was still cramped, were simply ridiculous! Only such a spacious large three-bedroom apartment was truly comfortable to live in.

However, Haizhou residents didn’t yet have this consumption concept. Most three-bedroom apartments in Haizhou at the time were only around one hundred square meters, which still couldn’t alleviate the cramped feeling.

Li Dad and Li Mom were clearly typical Haizhou thinkers. Li Dad surveyed the spacious living room and sighed, “This living room is too wasteful. What’s the use of such a big living room?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “When the house is big, living in it feels spacious, and people don’t feel cramped. It doesn’t matter if the living room is big; the most important thing is that it can’t be small. Think about our living room; it can’t even fit a modular sofa, only a single-row three-seater sofa. If it were here, you could at least fit a 3+2+1, right? With a large coffee table in the middle, a big TV, a standing air conditioner, there’s still plenty of space left. Even if seven or eight people sit in, it wouldn’t feel crowded. How generous is that?”





Chapter 247: Unspoken Understanding

Li Dad was moved by Li Mu’s description. The benefits of a large house went without saying; if conditions allowed, he would naturally prefer a large house. He just thought a large house would be a bit wasteful, but he underestimated his family’s financial strength. Right now, for their family to buy and live in a house like this was not wasteful at all. With Li Dad and Li Mom’s income level, they could even buy a plot of land in Haizhou and build a small villa themselves.

Li Mom didn’t have many demands for the house. She just heard Li Mu speak so earnestly and felt that her son must genuinely like this house. Wanting to fulfill her son’s wish, she had no objections.

So, Li Mom was the first to make a decision and said to Li Dad: “A bigger house has its advantages. Later, if Little Mu really gets married and has children, our home should at least be big enough for the kids to run around, right? I think a house like this is quite good; it’s big enough. One of the three bedrooms can even be your study. Haven’t you always wanted your own study ever since we first got married?”

Li Dad scratched his head, recalling when they first got married. They lived in a dormitory arranged by the mine, only twenty square meters in total. Not only did they have to squeeze into public toilets, but they also had to wash vegetables and clothes at public sinks. Life was very hard. Although Li Dad didn’t have a high education, he always loved reading. Under their two beds and in an old box, his entire collection consisted of various books he had bought back then.

Li Dad had dreamed of having his own study back then, but even when Li Mu was born, he and his wife hadn’t yet received a housing allocation from Xiling Coal Mine. By the time they did get an apartment, Li Mu was already three years old, and it was only a two-bedroom unit, so Li Dad’s plan for a study never had a chance to materialize.

Two years ago, Li Mu’s family built a courtyard and a bungalow in front, but because building the house used up most of their savings, Li Dad’s wish for a study remained shelved.

For parents of the older generation, for the sake of life, for their family, for their wives and children, even their simplest wishes could be postponed again and again, until they eventually came to nothing.

But now, the situation was different.

Li Dad also knew that their current monthly income was much more than their annual income used to be. What was even rarer was that he and his wife weren’t constantly busy with their careers; they now had enough time to enjoy life. However, because they had always been accustomed to a simple life, their lifestyle and mindset hadn’t changed much. Buying a car, for Li Dad, was originally something he wouldn’t even consider. If Li Mu hadn’t mentioned it several times, he probably wouldn’t have thought of buying a car even if he had five million or even ten million in hand.

At this moment, this house in Li Dad’s mind began to be gradually filled with beautiful prospects and ideas. He started to imagine where things would fit in the house, what it would look like after placing them, how each area should be decorated, and what it would look like after renovation. There were also two other bedrooms; he wanted to buy a large bed, one point eight meters or even two meters wide. His wife had been with him for so many years, and their bed at home was still pitifully small. It was called a one point five meter bed, but in reality, it was just over one point four meters wide. Moreover, it was an iron frame bed, with iron frames at both ends and three iron beams, covered with a single piece of wooden board, and then a thin mattress. He had never even thought of buying a spring mattress.

But now, he could think about it!

Li Dad’s mood grew more and more agitated, and his heart became increasingly excited. He began to examine the two secondary bedrooms. The larger one would be for Li Mu, and the smaller one would be his study. The study would not only have a full wall of bookshelves but also a computer. His son had mastered playing with the internet, so he also needed to study hard and not be left behind by the times.

Just as Li Dad was envisioning his future study, Li Mu came up to him and said with a smile, “Mom and Brother Liang have decided on the house. We’ll go pay for it directly in a bit.”

“It’s decided just like that, so easily?!” Li Dad asked in surprise.

Li Mu nodded, “The house is good, and there’s a discount. With such a good opportunity, why not decide quickly?”

Li Dad paused, then chuckled, “At least we should look at other houses, right? Aren’t there still a few empty ones that haven’t been sold yet?”

Li Mu smiled, “Mom said this is the one. She really likes the second floor, and this house faces east, so it doesn’t get the western sun.”

Li Dad thought for a moment, then chuckled, “That’s true. Anyway, they’re all pretty much the same. The only differences after looking around are the floor and the direction.”

Li Mu crossed his arms, surveying the room, and asked his dad, “Do you have a rough plan for how you want to decorate it in the future?”

Li Dad chuckled, “I don’t have many requirements for the decoration. It’s mainly about how I’ll arrange things when I add them later. If this room is used as a study, where do you think I should put the bookshelf?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Either side would work. Later, you can buy an office desk and a computer. You can research things when you have time. These days, computers are gradually becoming indispensable in life. You can learn more in addition to reading books.”

Li Dad said happily, “That’s exactly what I was thinking. Not only will I buy a computer, but I’ll also buy more books. I’ve been reading less and less these past few years. Suddenly having free time, I feel it’s time to set aside some time to read more and enrich myself.”

At this moment, Li Mom walked in with a smile and said to the father and son, “I’ve talked to Little Song. They’ll do a basic renovation first, and then we can slowly consider how to do the detailed decoration. Our son won’t be home during this period anyway, so we’re not in a hurry to move in too soon.”

Li Dad nodded, “It’s still too early to talk about moving. Let’s finalize the house first, and then we’ll plan for the long term regarding future matters.”

Li Mom chuckled, “We just talked about getting you a study, and you’re already showing off your idioms.”

Li Mu said to Mom and Dad, “You two can look at the details again and think about how to decorate it properly later. I’ll go chat with Brother Song for a bit.”

Mom and Dad went to the master bedroom. When Li Mu walked into the living room, Song Liang was there alone. He had already sent the sales girl away. Seeing Li Mu approach, Song Liang asked with a smile, “So, are you satisfied with the house?”

Li Mu nodded, “Satisfied, extremely satisfied. So satisfied that I wish I could buy a few more sets, or even buy out all the remaining ones for you, but then I thought about it, that would be too unfair to you.”

After a joke, Li Mu then said seriously, “Brother Liang, thank you.”

Song Liang smiled slightly, not saying much. Everything was already understood without words. Li Mu had received his intentions and was very satisfied, so there was no need to say more. An unspoken understanding was the best choice.





Chapter 248: Concerns

Since he could only stay home for two days, Li Mu had to ask Song Liang for help with the taxi company matters. At the same time, he asked Zhao Kang to stay for two more days, at least until the company was registered on Monday. After that, he would rely on Song Liang to handle the relevant procedures and licenses. Most importantly, he needed Song Liang to help negotiate the loan. Li Mu’s current plan was to invest one million and borrow two million, starting with forty to fifty taxis for the first batch.

Once these were settled, the rest would be about operation and management. These could be left to Zhao Kang’s father to slowly figure out, and no one would interfere with his operations.

Zhao Kang was the most invested in the taxi company’s affairs. Even without Li Mu saying anything, he had decided to stay home for a few more days to get things started before returning. His school’s management wasn’t strict, so missing classes was generally not an issue. As for the cheats/hacks, he was handling everything online, so being at home or in Yanjing wouldn’t affect him at all.

After Li Mu explained the specifics to Zhao Kang, he arranged to meet Su Yingxue that afternoon. They would take a bus directly to Jinling Airport and then a night flight back to Yanjing.

Li Dad really wanted to drive Li Mu to the airport, but Li Mu felt his driving experience was too short. He hadn’t even driven the Passat for one thousand kilometers yet, and driving to the provincial capital late at night was too unsafe. On the way there, he would be in the passenger seat and could be of some use, but on the way back, Li Dad would be alone. Li Mu was absolutely not at ease, so he ultimately didn’t agree to Li Dad’s request. Li Dad had no choice but to drive Li Mu to the bus station.

Unable to resist Li Mom’s insistence, she also went to the bus station to see Li Mu off.

Su Yingxue was also dropped off at the station by Su Weimin. This time, not only Su Weimin came, but his wife, Fang Min, came along as well.

Fang Min’s purpose for coming this time was simple: she wanted to meet Li Mu.

After Su Weimin picked Su Yingxue up on Friday evening, he began asking Su Yingxue about her relationship with Li Mu. Fang Min, who had been constantly seeing various reports on TV recently, still had a fresh memory of Li Mu from Haizhou No.1 High School. Hearing Su Weimin’s questions, she quickly confirmed that the boy her husband had seen with their daughter multiple times was indeed Li Mu.

Fang Min was quite curious about Li Mu. This time, unlike Su Weimin, she didn’t react with the same paranoia regarding her daughter’s relationship. She simply wanted to see Li Mu with her own eyes and see what this young man, whom even CCTV highly praised, was really like in person.

As Li Mu’s Mom and Dad were instructing Li Mu to take care of himself back in Yanjing, Su Yingxue and her parents walked into the bus station’s waiting hall.

Su Yingxue saw Li Mu first and confidently waved at him, then walked straight towards him. Li Mu looked up, surprised to see Su Yingxue and her parents.

Su Yingxue’s mother was very beautiful. Su Yingxue’s appearance and temperament were most likely inherited from her mother. The two looked strikingly similar, clearly mother and daughter. Moreover, Li Mu had seen Su Yingxue’s mother in high school, so he recognized her at a glance.

Fang Min had learned from Su Weimin that Li Mu and Su Yingxue were classmates in high school, but she thought for a long time and couldn’t recall any impression of Li Mu from her past memories. Upon seeing Li Mu this time, her mind immediately made a quick comparison between the Li Mu she saw on TV and the Li Mu in front of her. Although the Li Mu on TV appeared humble and reserved, his every move and gesture revealed a hidden sharpness. To be so calm yet not lacking in confidence during a CCTV interview, let alone his peers, even many people a decade older than Li Mu might not be able to do it.

However, the Li Mu in front of her was very different from the one on TV. The Li Mu before her showed no humility, no confidence, or sharpness; only the intimacy a son displayed in front of his parents, talking to his Mom and Dad like a child.

Su Yingxue walked up to Li Mu, followed slowly by Su Weimin and Fang Min. Li Mu feigned calmness as he smiled and greeted Su Yingxue’s family, but his smile was a little awkward when facing Su Weimin.

Su Yingxue also politely greeted Li Dad and Li Mom. When Li Dad and Li Mom saw Su Yingxue, their faces showed more or less a hint of admiration.

Among the four parents, Li Dad was the first to break the silence, extending his hand to Su Weimin and politely saying, “Hello, I am Li Mu’s father, Li Daoping.”

Su Weimin reluctantly shook Li Dad’s hand, nodded, and said, “Hello, I am Yingxue’s father, Su Weimin.”

Li Dad nodded slightly, then suddenly remembered the name Su Weimin. He was secretly surprised. When Guo Lin had an accident some time ago, people at Xiling Coal Mine gossiped about it all day long. Although he had been laid off earlier, he still lived in the Xiling Coal Mine community and heard his former colleagues talk about it a lot. Later, the matter became wilder and wilder, even involving Li Jiawei, the former Bureau Chief of the Municipal Bureau. In the end, Li Jiawei fell, and Deputy Bureau Chief Su Weimin got an undeserved advantage. Everyone knew that once Li Jiawei fell, he was the definite next Bureau Chief. Li Dad just didn’t expect that this Su Weimin was his son’s classmate’s father.

However, despite his surprise, Li Dad didn’t call him out on it. He just smiled slightly and politely asked, “Are you also sending your child to school?”

Su Weimin nodded and said, “My daughter and your son are at the same university.”

After speaking, Su Weimin looked at Li Mu, his eyes showing a hint of displeasure.

Li Dad, however, looked at Su Yingxue in surprise, then at Li Mu, and then smiled, saying, “That’s great. The two children can keep each other company.”

At these words, Su Weimin’s expression became a little uncomfortable.

What did he mean “keep each other company”? Was he instigating the two kids to have an early relationship?

Perhaps feeling his words were a bit ambiguous, or perhaps seeing Su Weimin’s expression was not quite right, Li Dad quickly explained, “I meant they can keep each other company on the way back to school.”

Su Weimin felt even more displeased; it would have been better if he hadn’t explained.

On one hand, Su Weimin instinctively felt a strong sense of wariness towards the boys around his daughter. On the other hand, he also felt that Li Mu was too unconventional. Accomplished at a young age and a media darling, such a boy would inevitably be very different from his peers and bring a lot of uncertainty. Most importantly, he must be very confident, and confident men are extremely attractive to women.

Just as Su Weimin was letting his mind wander, he looked up and found that his wife, Fang Min, was chatting and laughing with Li Mu’s mother nearby, seemingly getting along very well. Li Mu and Su Yingxue were also chatting idly to the side. Looking back at Li Dad in front of him, Su Weimin felt even more uncomfortable.

At this moment, the bus that Li Mu and Su Yingxue were taking began boarding. The two then went to the boarding gate, accompanied by their respective parents. Li Mu turned around and said to his Mom and Dad, “You can go back now. I’ll call you when I arrive.”

Li Mom nodded. Although she felt a little reluctant, seeing her son standing with Su Yingxue somehow eased her reluctance a bit. It was strange, as if her subconscious was telling her that this girl beside her son could accompany him. Seeing her, seeing the two of them, made her feel much more at ease.

This situation was completely the opposite for Su Yingxue’s father.

With a worried expression, he bid farewell to Su Yingxue. After watching her get on the bus with Li Mu, he reluctantly walked out with Li Dad and Li Mom.

After some forced pleasantries, Su Weimin pulled his wife, Fang Min, away. Just over ten meters after separating from Li Dad and Li Mom, Su Weimin let out a heavy sigh and said with an awkward expression, “That kid, Li Mu, every time I look at him, I feel uncomfortable.”

Fang Min smiled slightly and said, “I actually think Li Mu is quite good. He looks good, seems spirited, and most importantly, he’s capable.”

“Capable of what?” Su Weimin snorted, saying, “Don’t think that just because that kid came up with something called ‘3321,’ he’s a genius. That kid is not someone to be trifled with. At eighteen or nineteen, he can be on brotherly terms with someone like Song Liang.”

“No way?” Fang Min said in surprise, “Is Song Liang very close to him?”

Su Weimin nodded, “Of course. Didn’t I tell you? The first time I saw him, he was driving a Mercedes-Benz to take our sweetie home. The Mercedes-Benz was Song Liang’s. The second time I saw him, he was at the Ecological Park, having dinner with our sweetie. That Ecological Park is also part of Song Liang’s businesses. Besides that, when his family’s shop opened, Song Liang even specifically put up building advertisements for him for several days. Tell me, what kind of relationship does this kind of person have with Song Liang? Do you think it could be a relationship between their parents?”

Fang Min thought for a moment and said, “Not likely. His parents don’t seem like the type to be friends with someone like Song Liang.”

“Exactly!” Su Weimin said with some irritation in his tone, “People like Song Liang, they might be outwardly respectable, but at heart, they’re not good people at all.”

“How do you know?” Fang Min looked puzzled, “It seems this person has a good reputation, law-abiding.”

Su Weimin curled his lips, “That’s probably just on the surface. Anyway, I haven’t seen many truly law-abiding real estate developers, and this Song Liang is no exception!”

Fang Min laughed, “We were talking about our daughter and Li Mu, how did you get to Song Liang again?”

Su Weimin sighed, “Isn’t it because I’m worried our sweetie will be deceived and suffer losses? That kid Li Mu looks extremely precocious. If our daughter is with someone like him, she’s most likely going to suffer losses. She definitely needs to be more vigilant. But now the most crucial thing is, I see she’s stubbornly refusing to see reason. What should I do?”

Fang Min then said, “Alright, I think we shouldn’t think so much. Our daughter has her own opinions and her own principles; she definitely won’t mess around.”

Su Weimin nodded, saying with a lack of confidence, “I hope so.”





Chapter 249: Return to Yanjing

At Jinling Airport.

After going through security with Su Yingxue, Li Mu received a call from Zhang Kexuan. Zhang Kexuan immediately asked, “Li Mu, which flight are you taking back to Yanjing?”

Li Mu gave him his flight number.

Zhang Kexuan immediately said excitedly, “I bought a ticket for the same flight! See you at the airport later!”

Li Mu asked him, “Why the sudden trip to Yanjing tonight?”

“To find Du Wei!” Zhang Kexuan said, thrilled. “Your script is absolutely amazing, I can’t wait! I called Du Wei and told her about inviting her to play the lead role, and briefly mentioned the script. She said she’d consider it, but needs to discuss it in person.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “She’s your fan, she probably wants to take this opportunity to meet you.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “I don’t care about that. This trip to Yanjing, no matter what, I have to finalize it with her. Oh, right, she said that as the director and screenwriter, you have to be there too.”

Li Mu asked, “What time did you arrange with her?”

“Tomorrow noon, we’ll eat and talk at a restaurant near her school.”

“Why the rush?” Li Mu said. “I have something tomorrow during the day, a leader’s inspection. Let’s make it for the evening.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Then I’ll call her again. Tomorrow evening is fine too. After we talk, I’ll come back the morning after.”

Li Mu asked him, “Why are you in such a hurry? Just stay in Yanjing for a couple of days.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “I have too much to do, I can’t stay. It’s almost the end of the year, so I need to quickly focus on handling all other matters. Then we just wait for our movie to start filming. The most crucial thing is that the Spring Festival Gala preparations will start getting busy in January next year.”

Li Mu thought about it and agreed. After all, it was the Spring Festival Gala. Although they were just singing a song, they were a band. Even if they weren’t truly performing live, the instrument setup, the four-person positioning, and even their stage presence would need to be rehearsed repeatedly. It was much more troublesome than a solo singer. They would definitely be swamped then.

However, thinking about how their popularity would reach new heights after the Spring Festival Gala, combined with the launch of the micro-movie, it would surely reach a short-term peak. So, the significance of early promotion was huge. He reminded him, “You need to coordinate media relations in advance. The news about Simple Plan’s first appearance on the Spring Festival Gala stage must be continuously hyped up.”

Zhang Kexuan laughed, “Bro Mu, I’ll have to rely on you to handle this. After all, you’re the expert.”

Li Mu said, “I can help with online matters, but when it comes to media, I really don’t have much ability. Oh, right, aren’t you going to see Sister Wan this trip to Yanjing? At least call her out for a meal, right?”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Oh, my brain! I completely forgot about Xiao Wan. How about this, I won’t rush back the day after tomorrow. I’ll see her first.”

“That’s more like it.”

“Wait for me at the airport. I’ll be there in about ten minutes. Tianming is driving me.”

Li Mu said, “Alright, call me when you arrive.”

Zhang Kexuan instructed, “Don’t check in yet, let’s sit together.”

Li Mu asked him, “What class did you buy?”

“First class.”

“Filthy rich person, I’m in economy class. Bye.”

Zhang Kexuan was still yelling on the phone, “Don’t be like that, I’ll upgrade you…”

Before he could finish, Li Mu hung up.

Su Yingxue, who had overheard most of the conversation, asked him, “You have a friend with you?”

Li Mu nodded, “He’s a minor celebrity.”

Su Yingxue saw Li Mu speaking so casually and couldn’t help but ask with a smile, “Look at how indifferent you are. How minor of a celebrity is he?”

Li Mu laughed, “He’s a singer. He hasn’t even signed with a record company. Strictly speaking, he’s not even a celebrity.”

Su Yingxue stuck out her tongue and laughed, “If your friend knew you said that about him, he’d probably be furious with you.”

Li Mu asked her, “Do you like Simple Plan?”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment and said, “They’re alright. Their songs are pretty good, but I don’t feel anything special about them when I see them. Why?”

Seeing Su Yingxue so calm, Li Mu felt relieved and laughed, “The friend I was talking about is Simple Plan’s lead singer.”

For a moment, Li Mu had been somewhat worried, wondering if Su Yingxue was a fan of Simple Plan. If she were, would she react like Du Wei when she met Zhang Kexuan? If it was truly like Du Wei, Li Mu knew he would be jealous. Even though his mental age was over thirty, he was absolutely certain he would be jealous. Deep down, if there was one man Su Yingxue would admire like a celebrity, he hoped that person would be himself, and no one else.

Su Yingxue’s face was filled with surprise when she heard Li Mu say his friend was Simple Plan’s lead singer: “How do you know the band’s lead singer?”

Li Mu said casually, “I knew a few of them before they became famous.”

Su Yingxue nodded and didn’t press further. Although Simple Plan was popular, to Su Yingxue, they really weren’t anything special.

The two found a less crowded corner in the waiting area near the boarding gate and sat down. Su Yingxue held her unfinished Keigo Higashino book, while Li Mu lowered his head and sent a text message to Dong Ai, asking about the preparations for tomorrow’s student aid program.

About ten minutes later, a man wearing a black mask approached Li Mu. He stopped in front of Li Mu and deliberately coughed twice. Li Mu and Su Yingxue looked up simultaneously. Li Mu recognized Zhang Kexuan at a glance. Although Zhang Kexuan saw a girl sitting next to Li Mu, looking down at a book, he hadn’t expected her to be so beautiful. He couldn’t help but sigh in his heart, this guy truly isn’t ordinary. He seems to be better than others in every aspect, such as songwriting, talent, entrepreneurship, and even the women by his side.

A rich second-generation heir like Zhang Kexuan was never short of beautiful women, but there were very few exceptional ones like Su Yingxue. The only one who could possibly compare to Su Yingxue seemed to be Chen Wan, but Chen Wan was his younger sister, so she didn’t count.

Just as Zhang Kexuan was full of admiration for Li Mu, Li Mu retorted, “Why are you here instead of sitting in the VIP lounge?”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, “I came to see you! We won’t be sitting together once we’re on the plane.”

Li Mu laughed and cursed, “Scram, scram, hurry up and scram.”

“Hahaha.” Zhang Kexuan gave a dry laugh and sat down opposite Li Mu: “Bro Mu, don’t hate the rich. I originally came to find you and pay out of my own pocket to upgrade your seat. Besides, it’s not me saying it, but a rich person worth hundreds of millions like you shouldn’t always be so stingy with yourself. What’s the point of making money if not to spend it!”

Li Mu frowned slightly and gave Zhang Kexuan a look that told him to stop, fearing he would say too much in front of Su Yingxue. He didn’t want Su Yingxue to know all about his current situation so early. At least, he couldn’t let her know about Muye Technology. 3321 wasn’t profitable, so it wouldn’t involve his net worth, but Muye Technology’s valuation was already over three hundred million. Saying that might even shock someone as calm as Su Yingxue. Moreover, Li Mu didn’t want Su Yingxue’s consideration of their relationship to be influenced by Muye Technology.

However, a moment later, he realized he had overthought it. When Zhang Kexuan said he was worth hundreds of millions, Su Yingxue merely pursed her lips and smiled, looking at Li Mu mischievously, her lively eyes seeming to tease him for being ridiculed by Zhang Kexuan.

“No need for an upgrade, I think economy class is perfectly fine,” Li Mu replied to Zhang Kexuan, then said to Su Yingxue, “This guy wearing a mask is Zhang Kexuan.”

Then he said to Zhang Kexuan, “My classmate, Su Yingxue.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded to Su Yingxue, said hello, then stood up and said to both of them, “I won’t bother you two. See you on the plane later.”

A few minutes later, Li Mu received a text message from Zhang Kexuan: “Girlfriend?”

Li Mu’s fingers flew: “Not yet.”

Zhang Kexuan replied with two words: “Understood.” But in his heart, he was muttering to himself, “What about Xiao Wan…”

After nearly two hours of flying, the plane landed at 10 PM. Since the Central Conservatory of Music and Renmin University were in different directions, Zhang Kexuan’s hotel was near the Central Conservatory of Music. So, as soon as they got off the plane, the three of them came out together, and Zhang Kexuan took a taxi by himself. He had originally wanted to tell Li Mu more about dinner tomorrow night, but then he thought that Li Mu seemed not to want the girl next to him to know too much, so he didn’t say anything further.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue also took a taxi back to school. It was late at night when they arrived. Li Mu walked Su Yingxue to her dorm building. Before she went upstairs, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Everyone in your dorm is in Haizhou. Where are you staying tonight?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I’ll just stay in the dorm. It’s more convenient.”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Then send me a message when you get to your dorm.”

“Okay.”

…

Having had one experience accompanying a Vice Mayor on an inspection, Li Mu was quite at ease with this kind of accompanying work again. However, this time the commotion was much bigger than the last. The Municipal Party Committee leaders were basically on par with Renmin University leaders in terms of rank, and they weren’t subordinate departments, so it was mostly a formality, a matter of giving face, especially since they were local officials in the capital. But this time, the leaders from the Ministry of Education were different. This was an inspection by direct superiors, so almost all senior leaders of Renmin University came, and the school had prepared welcome banners and volunteer teams in advance. It was said that the school even did a thorough cleaning over the weekend, showing how much effort the leaders put in.

The arrangements for this ministerial inspection were not much different from the last time the Municipal Party Committee leaders visited, except that before inspecting 3321, a segment was added where Renmin University leaders gave a brief debriefing report. The leaders from the ministry also affirmed Renmin University’s efforts during this period, highly praising Renmin University’s advancement in student quality education.

In short, everything was just a formality.

Li Mu accompanied them throughout, but during the school leaders’ debriefing, he just played a minor role. When it was time to inspect 3321, he dutifully led the leaders to Sanjianfang in the Audio-Visual Building. By this time, Sanjianfang was quite substantial, with dozens of part-time students working there at any given moment, mainly serving as customer service.

Li Mu was careful this time. When the ministerial leaders asked if there were any areas for improvement in the specific operational aspects of 3321, Li Mu said, “Our biggest constraint right now is that too many steps and services need to be done offline, which greatly increases our operating costs.”

It was the first time the leader had heard the term “offline,” but he quickly understood its meaning and asked with a smile, “A good model like 3321 naturally needs to blossom across the country as much as possible. If there’s anything we can help with, please feel free to bring it up.”

Li Mu said, “Thank you for your concern, leader. We have already commissioned a company in Yanjing to develop an online payment software for us. We believe it will be available to all 3321 users and students this week. At that time, student parents making payments and part-time students receiving payments will all be done online. This way, payments and receipts can be completed on the computer, saving everyone a lot of time.”

The leader nodded, approvingly, “This is a very good idea. Although the internet is a virtual world, it’s much more convenient for communication than the real world. It can connect people, and naturally, it can also connect people’s bank accounts. It’s a great idea!”

Li Mu didn’t know if the leader was being sincere, but he knew that Alipay’s advertisement had been launched. Before Wednesday this week, Alipay would complete the final debugging of its interface with the banks, and then it would go live on Thursday and Friday. Li Mu’s requirement for Kong Lingyu was to ensure that Alipay could be used for the new round of auctions this Friday, no matter what.

At noon, the leaders had a meal at the Renmin University dining hall. Just like when the Municipal Party Committee leaders came last time, Li Mu sat next to the leaders, with two student representatives opposite them. The school leaders could only make do at a nearby table.

After seeing off the ministerial leaders, Li Mu finally sighed in relief. For a long time to come, there shouldn’t be any more leaders coming to inspect. A project like 3321 could only attract leaders up to the ministerial level. Any higher would depend on luck; it was impossible for higher-level leaders to specifically come to Renmin University just for 3321. They might only inspect 3321 incidentally when they came to Renmin University for other reasons.

This was exactly what Li Mu wanted. He was already tired of constant interviews, reports, inspections, and more reports. If it weren’t for the ministerial leaders giving advance notice this time and specifically asking to see him, he wouldn’t have come to join the fun. Having Dong Ai handle it would have been enough.

Zhang Kexuan, who had nothing to do in Yanjing, rented a car. He originally wanted to go to the TV station to see Chen Wan, but it turned out Chen Wan was recording in a studio today. The most frustrating thing was that the studio wasn’t even in the TV station, but in a remote area dozens of kilometers outside Yanjing city. Moreover, Chen Wan said she was busy to the point of exhaustion, so even if Zhang Kexuan went, she probably wouldn’t have time to accompany him.

So Zhang Kexuan gave up and arranged to have dinner with her tomorrow. Then he drove around Yanjing aimlessly. When it was almost dinner time, he drove to Renmin University to pick up Li Mu.

He had already arranged the time and place for dinner with Du Wei. Whether he could finalize this perfect female lead in Li Mu’s eyes depended on this dinner tonight.





Chapter 250: Only Met Twice

Li Mu saw Du Wei again at a Japanese restaurant near the Central Conservatory of Music.

Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan, who was wearing a mask, had been sitting in the pre-booked tatami room for twenty minutes when Du Wei, fresh out of class, finally rushed in. Under the warm lighting of the private room, Li Mu noticed that up close, the girl looked even more innocent and adorable. She didn’t resemble an eighteen or nineteen-year-old university student at all; she looked more like a first-year high school student.

Although Li Mu wasn’t interested in girls as young-looking as Du Wei, he couldn’t help but marvel that she was truly a perfect fit for a campus youth film.

As soon as Du Wei entered, she bowed slightly to Zhang Kexuan and Li Mu like a well-behaved girl: “Brother Kexuan, Brother Li Mu.”

Zhang Kexuan quickly said, “Oh, Xiao Wei, you’re finally here! Please, have a seat.”

Du Wei sat cross-legged in front of them and said with a grin to Zhang Kexuan, “My roommates asked me who I was having dinner with, and when I told them it was Simple Plan’s lead singer, they didn’t believe me! How about after dinner, Brother Kexuan, you come with me for a stroll around Renmin University?”

Zhang Kexuan chuckled, “Everyone at your school is a high-achieving music student. I’m just a self-taught, unconventional musician, so I’d be too embarrassed to go. Let’s talk about the movie instead!”

“The movie, huh…” Du Wei asked with a smile, “Did you bring the script?”

Zhang Kexuan turned to look at Li Mu.

Li Mu spread his hands. “I just wrote an outline on my computer. I haven’t had time to flesh out the entire script, from scenes to dialogue.”

Du Wei looked at Li Mu with a hint of admiration and said, “Brother Li Mu, I heard a brief introduction to the story from Brother Kexuan, and I’m personally quite interested. I just have two questions…”

Seeing Du Wei hesitate, Li Mu asked her, “Don’t hold back, what are your two questions?”

Du Wei pursed her lips and hesitated for a moment before saying, “First, I’ve never acted in a movie. Forget movies, I haven’t even participated in school play rehearsals, so I have no acting experience whatsoever. Second, regarding my older sister, I told her about you wanting me to act in a movie, and she said she doesn’t know you or understand the situation, so she won’t let me agree. After a lot of persuasion, she agreed to decide after seeing the script. So, I’ll have to trouble Brother Li Mu to get the script ready for me so I can send it to her to read.”

Li Mu recalled Chen Ze mentioning that Du Wei’s older sister was abroad, in America on the other side of the world. He hadn’t expected her to be so concerned about her younger sister’s affairs from such a distance. However, Li Mu remembered that when he attended Du Wei’s birthday party, Chen Ze had said he was also entrusted by her sister to contact Zhang Kexuan to show support. With that, Li Mu was no longer surprised.

He had thought that this trip would simply involve getting Du Wei to agree, but he hadn’t expected that someone overseas would ultimately need to give their approval. Fearing the script might not appeal to Du Wei’s older sister, Li Mu asked Du Wei, “What does your older sister do abroad? Is she studying or working?”

“She just graduated recently and is working there.”

Li Mu nodded and asked again, “What kind of work does she do?”

“Architectural design.”

Li Mu thought, “Oh no, this is bad.” He feared nothing more than artists. The micro-movie Old Boy had no artistic merit; it was just a splash of melodramatic dreams and youth. However, for most people right now, this kind of melodrama was still relatively novel, so it would definitely be popular. But for those involved in art, it was hard to say. Li Mu once had a friend who first studied painting and later became a graphic designer. To show off his swagger, this buddy never watched movies that others praised. The more people liked something, the more he would criticize it. A low-budget micro-movie like Old Boy would probably be trashed by him as absolute garbage.

Seeing Li Mu fall silent with a strange expression, Zhang Kexuan couldn’t help but ask, “Hey, what are you thinking about?”

Li Mu gave a wry smile. “Nothing, just thinking about something.”

Li Mu didn’t understand the group of architectural designers, but he always felt that the professional quality within this industry varied astonishingly. Some could design magnificent modern buildings all over the world, while others designed bizarre structures resembling underwear or long johns. The polarization was quite severe.

Du Wei said to Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, when do you think you can finish writing the complete script?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “Give me a little time. I should be able to get it done in the next couple of days.”

Du Wei said, “Then I’ll give you my email address. Please send it to my email first once it’s ready, and I’ll forward it to my older sister then.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement. Du Wei’s attitude was already quite clear; she herself had no objections. As long as her older sister gave her approval, there would be no problem. It seemed he still needed to carefully consider how to write the script well to win over her sister. The thought of another pile of things waiting for him to handle recently made Li Mu’s head ache.

After dinner, Zhang Kexuan asked Li Mu to accompany him in escorting Du Wei back to school. Li Mu, thinking Du Wei was his fan, initially wanted to refuse. However, Zhang Kexuan didn’t give him a chance, directly saying, “I’ll drop you off at school later anyway, and I have something to tell you on the way.”

Li Mu had no choice but to agree. The three of them exited the private room, intending to head to the front to pay the bill, when a boy suddenly stood up from a wooden table in the central hall. He took a few quick steps and jumped in front of Du Wei, angrily demanding, “Du Wei, didn’t you say you were going to the library after school?! Why are you here?”

Upon seeing the boy, Du Wei’s expression became a little awkward. She said with a hint of displeasure, “I already went to the library! Do I need to report to you every time I go to the library?”

Li Mu took a glance at the boy and found him familiar, though he couldn’t place where he’d seen him before. At that moment, the boy pointed at Zhang Kexuan, then at Li Mu, and angrily told Du Wei, “I followed you all the way here! You didn’t go to the library at all!”

Du Wei’s willow-leaf eyebrows furrowed into two knots. She put her hands on her hips and snapped, “Lin Chu, what right do you have to follow me?!”

At this moment, the boy’s gaze swept over Li Mu, then he froze. A moment later, he shifted his eyes back, staring at Li Mu with widening eyes. Finally, he stomped his foot, pointed at Li Mu, and cursed, “Damn it, it’s you!”

Li Mu frowned. “Do I know you?”

Ignoring Du Wei’s scolding, the boy furiously pointed at Li Mu and cursed, “You dared to insult my older sister last time! I’ll fight you to the death!”

As he spoke, he rushed forward, ready to punch Li Mu. But the boy was only about 1.7 meters tall, half a head shorter than Li Mu, and quite thin. He clearly had no fighting ability. Li Mu hadn’t even remembered who he was yet and was about to block his punch and push him away when, before he could even extend his hand, the tall Zhang Kexuan raised his foot and kicked the boy to the ground, where he rolled twice before stopping.

“You little bastard, you dare to lay a hand on anyone? Did you ask me first?”

Lin Chu was sent flying by Zhang Kexuan’s kick. Ignoring the pain, he scrambled to his feet and, pointing at Li Mu, yelled at Zhang Kexuan, “Don’t meddle in other people’s business! I’m going to get justice for my older sister!”

Li Mu quickly whispered to the bewildered Du Wei beside him, “Who’s this kid’s older sister?”

Du Wei, with a hint of surprise in her expression, said to Li Mu, “His older sister is Lin Lin. Brother Li Mu, do you know her?”

“Utterly bewildered…” Li Mu cursed inwardly. He finally understood why the boy looked familiar. Last time, when he was having dinner with Lin Qingya, he had run into Lin Lin at the restaurant, and this boy was one of the several men and women with her.

Li Mu asked Du Wei, “Is this kid your friend?”

Du Wei stood on her tiptoes and whispered into Li Mu’s ear, “He’s my classmate, and he’s really annoying, but he’s not bad at heart. Don’t you or Brother Kexuan stoop to his level.”

Seeing Du Wei speak to Li Mu in such an intimate way, Lin Chu became even more furious. Remembering how Li Mu had called his older sister a whore last time, he wished he could fight Li Mu to the death. He never expected Li Mu to be so close to Du Wei, his dream girl.

Lin Chu was one of the rogue spirit Second Generation in Yanjing, Lin Lin’s younger brother. Originally, Lin Lin and Du Wei’s older sister used to hang out in the same social circles, which naturally included Chen Ze. Lin Chu had also met Du Wei through his older sister a few years ago and had been infatuated with her ever since. Du Wei had an excellent singing voice and had studied piano since childhood, determined to get into the Central Conservatory of Music to study vocal music. Lin Chu pursued her fruitlessly for several years. To get into the Central Conservatory of Music, he specifically went to study guzheng for a year. The reason was simple: the guzheng was the easiest instrument to pass exams with. After studying it a bit, making it look decent, and with some connections from his family, he successfully got into the Central Conservatory of Music.

From then on, Lin Chu became Du Wei’s nightmare. If it were anyone else, Du Wei would have gotten desperate long ago, but because Lin Chu was Lin Lin’s younger brother, and Lin Lin was exceptionally kind to her, Du Wei forced herself to tolerate him without falling out.

Today, after class, Lin Chu asked Du Wei to have dinner with him. Du Wei refused, using the excuse that she needed to go to the library to read and lose weight. Unexpectedly, the boy followed Du Wei all the way, saw her arrive here and enter the private room, and simply waited in the main hall. To his utter surprise, as soon as they came out, he ran straight into Li Mu. He wanted to stand up for his older sister but was kicked away by Zhang Kexuan.

Lin Chu felt both furious and aggrieved. When had he ever been beaten like this in his life? And to be beaten so badly, with so many people watching, even the waiters didn’t dare to step forward.

Lin Chu still yelled at Li Mu, “You coward, if you’ve got guts, don’t call for backup! Let’s fight one-on-one!”

Before Li Mu could speak, Zhang Kexuan grew annoyed. “Get lost, now! Or I’ll hit you again!”

Lin Chu stomped his foot, pointed at Du Wei, and shouted, “Du Wei, you’re coming back with me!”

Du Wei said, “Where would I go with you?! Just leave quickly, or you’ll get beaten again, and don’t tell Sister Lin Lin I didn’t warn you.”

“You…” Lin Chu almost spat blood. What kind of situation was this? Getting beaten in front of Du Wei was already humiliating enough, but then Du Wei had to twist the knife.

Lin Chu gritted his teeth and said to Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan, “Fine, if you two have the guts, don’t run! I’ll make sure you both pay today!”

He was no match for them in a fight, so he’d compete on who had more influence! After uttering his threats, Lin Chu immediately called Lin Lin.

Zhang Kexuan scoffed at his childish behavior, pushed him aside, and said impatiently, “Go play somewhere else. I don’t have time for you.”

Then, he turned and asked Li Mu, “Shall we go?”

Li Mu nodded. “Let’s go.”

Du Wei followed behind the two. As she passed Lin Chu, she initially thought about saying a few comforting words, but then decided against it. This guy was always so annoying; a little setback might do him good.

Lin Lin was having dinner with friends when she received a call from her younger brother. His first words were, “Sis, I got beaten up!”

Lin Lin slammed the table and stood up. “Who did it? Where are you?”

“It’s that punk we ran into at the restaurant last time! I just saw him again at our school gate today!”

“Li Mu? Where is he?”

Lin Chu said resentfully, “He left!”

“Left?!” Lin Lin grabbed her bag, turned, and walked out of the restaurant, speaking into her phone as she went. “Stop him! I’m coming over right now! That bastard, causing trouble again and again! This time, I’m going to fight him to the death!”

Lin Chu stammered, “Sis, there are two of them, and they’re both tall and strong. I can’t beat them.”

Lin Lin immediately said, “Then stay far away. I’ll handle this matter.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Lin Lin immediately hung up and called Chen Ze. The moment Chen Ze answered, Lin Lin angrily demanded, “Chen Ze, what kind of disgusting friends do you hang out with all day?!”

Chen Ze was taken aback by Lin Lin’s sudden outburst. “What’s going on, young lady? What did my friend do to you?”

“It’s that Li Mu!” Lin Lin scolded. “He hit my car and insulted me, and I let it go, but today he actually beat up my younger brother! This is all your friend’s doing!”

Chen Ze was very confused and subconsciously asked her, “Did you buy another car?”

He remembered Lin Lin’s 911 had already been crashed before she even met Li Mu.

Lin Lin couldn’t care less about her reputation at this point. She yelled, “He’s the one who crashed my 911!”

Chen Ze was even more confused. “What’s going on? I don’t understand. Why don’t you tell me where you are, and I’ll come find you, and we can talk face-to-face.”

Lin Lin immediately said, “Don’t look for me. First, help me find that Li Mu. Tell him if he’s a man, to arrange a place to meet me. I’ll resolve our conflict with him face-to-face.”

Chen Ze then said, “Alright, wait a moment. I’ll contact him.”

After temporarily appeasing Lin Lin, Chen Ze immediately called Li Mu. Li Mu had just finished escorting Du Wei into the school gate with Zhang Kexuan. Upon receiving Chen Ze’s call, Li Mu knew in his heart it must be about Lin Lin’s younger brother. He deliberately slowed his pace for a few steps before answering the call.

Chen Ze asked Li Mu over the phone what exactly his conflict with Lin Lin was. Li Mu gave him a rough overview.

Actually, it wasn’t anything major, just three conflicts: once she rear-ended Li Mu, once they ran into each other at the restaurant entrance and exchanged a few sharp words, and then today, Zhang Kexuan had beaten Lin Lin’s younger brother.

Chen Ze listened to Li Mu’s understated account, then sighed and said, “You two really clash in an unusual way. Although none of the three incidents were major, you have to remember, you’ve only met twice!”

Li Mu suddenly thought about it and agreed, “Oh, right…”





Chapter 251: Seeking Stability and Taking Risks

Chen Ze found the conflict between the two both amusing and exasperating, but he couldn’t let their dispute escalate. He had no choice but to tell Li Mu to avoid Lin Lin for a couple of days while he went to mediate with her. Then, when the SugarClub shareholders met in a few days, he would coordinate on the spot to help them turn over a new leaf.

Li Mu didn’t say much. Since Chen Ze put it that way, he didn’t offer any opinions.

After dropping off Du Wei, Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan drove away. Zhang Kexuan drove Li Mu back to Renmin University. The two agreed to have dinner with Chen Wan tomorrow, and then Zhang Kexuan drove off.

Li Mu got out of the car at the Renmin University school gate but didn’t return to his dorm room. Instead, he crossed the overpass to Yucheng Garden. The first thing he did upon returning was open his computer and start writing a proposal. This proposal was for Baidu, and its title was: “Regarding the Demerger of Eting.com and Tieba, and the Post-Demerger Development Strategic Plan.”

It was also time to “ease Baidu out” of Muye Technology.

While Li Mu was engrossed in writing his proposal, Lin Lin drove a Mercedes-Benz to the Central Conservatory of Music. At the school gate, she met her younger brother, Lin Chu. Lin Chu had only been kicked once, and he refused to wipe off the large footprint on his chest, waiting for Lin Lin to come and show it to her.

The huge footprint was extremely conspicuous and an eyesore to Lin Lin, who doted on her younger brother. Gritting her teeth, she asked, “Where’s Li Mu?”

Lin Chu said, “That bastard ran off with a friend of his.”

Lin Lin asked, “You didn’t stop him?”

Lin Chu lowered his gaze. “How could I dare stop him? There were two of them, and they were both half a head taller than me.”

Lin Lin pressed, “Who kicked you? Was it Li Mu?”

Lin Chu said, “No, it was his lackey.”

Lin Lin asked again, “What did he look like?”

Lin Chu shook his head. “He was wearing a mask, couldn’t see his face.”

Lin Lin immediately pulled out her phone and called Chen Ze. As soon as the call connected, she got straight to the point without a second word: “Chen Ze, if you don’t find that bastard Li Mu for me within half an hour, we’re cutting ties from today onwards!”

Chen Ze awkwardly tried to comfort her over the phone, “Lin Lin, it’s just a small misunderstanding between you and Li Mu. It’ll be fine once you talk it out. We can still be friends in the future…”

“Who’s friends with him!” Lin Lin said angrily. “If you don’t find him, I’ll go to Renmin University myself to look for him!”

Chen Ze hurriedly said, “Lin Lin, don’t get agitated. How about you tell me where you are, and I’ll come find you now? We can talk about this face to face, how does that sound?”

Lin Lin immediately said, “Then be at the Central Conservatory of Music school gate within twenty minutes!”

“Okay, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes!”

…

In this proposal, which Li Mu called a strategic plan, he boldly intended to split Eting.com and Tieba. Tieba would remain with Muye Technology, and a new company, Eting Technology, would be registered, with Eting.com being transferred to it. After the split, Muye Technology’s previous equity structure would be transferred to Eting.com. This meant that, overall, everyone’s shareholding ratios would remain unchanged; the change was from holding shares in Muye Technology to holding shares in both Muye Technology and Eting Technology.

This kind of split would have virtually no actual impact on the shareholders. However, the most important thing next was the asset distribution ratio before the split.

In other words, if the current Muye Technology were to be split into two companies, how would the company’s existing assets, human resources, and funds in its accounts be allocated? Li Mu’s proposed allocation was: Muye Technology’s current team would remain with the post-split Muye Technology, 70 percent of the operating funds would stay, and the remaining 30 percent would go to Eting Technology for Eting.com’s team expansion and daily operations.

Tieba was inherently much more valuable than Eting.com, so this allocation method was considered reasonable.

The most crucial aspect was Li Mu’s strategic plan for the two companies after the split, as the absolute controlling shareholder.

Li Mu first proposed in the plan that all shareholders conduct a capital increase before the split, based on their equity structure, totaling twenty million in cash. Seventy percent of this twenty million would be retained by Muye Technology after the split.

Next was the development plan after the capital increase. Li Mu’s plan for Eting.com was simple: build a new team, ensure daily maintenance and operations, spend money appropriately to acquire some traffic, and ensure it consistently holds the top position among music streaming websites.

In addition, Li Mu made a bold prediction regarding the future development prospects of the MP3 market: with the continuous popularization of MP3 hardware in the future, users would gradually phase out existing tape recorders, Walkmans, and CD players, turning instead to convenient and fast digital music. Therefore, future online streaming and MP3 downloads would be a huge market. Li Mu even boldly estimated that MP3 search volume would account for at least 20 percent of internet users’ search behavior in the future.

This sentence was specifically written for Baidu. When Baidu saw this sentence, if they seriously considered its possibility, then the matter of “easing them out” of Muye Technology would have a high probability of success.

To alleviate Baidu’s concerns, Li Mu also specifically analyzed the feasibility of internet MP3 streaming and downloading from the perspective of existing legal loopholes. Through his analysis, he concluded: now was the best time to develop digital music at no cost, so Eting.com was destined for a boundless future.

After finishing the plan for Eting.com, Li Mu started a new paragraph, beginning to write his “bold plan” for Tieba.

Li Mu’s first sentence was startling. He believed that in the future, Hao123 would become a traffic hegemon, an essential path for the vast number of internet users. Therefore, Hao123 had immense development prospects in the future, and might even become the lifeline of China’s internet. So, Li Mu’s plan was that once Tieba became independent, they would immediately start attracting advertisers, using advertising revenue plus the cash flow from the capital increase, to create a new Hao123.

Li Mu deliberately overestimated Hao123’s value and intentionally showed his fanaticism for Hao123 to make Baidu realize that he had run out of ideas. Although Hao123 seemed to have strong traffic now, its profitability was mediocre, and its future profit potential was foreseeable for experienced internet professionals. It would definitely reach a bottleneck, and the height of this bottleneck wouldn’t be very high.

The people at Baidu understood Hao123 particularly well. Like Baidu, Hao123 was a traffic portal, but not a place for traffic retention. Users would only transit there, and both lacked the ability to retain users. If users couldn’t be retained, it meant they couldn’t deeply tap into their potential value. This was precisely why Baidu later frantically developed a series of products like MP3, Tieba, Baidu Zhidao, Baidu Wenku, Baidu Baike, and so on. Therefore, the current Baidu should clearly know Hao123’s true potential and value.

The reason Baidu would acquire Hao123 in the future was, on one hand, to integrate this traffic hegemon and further boost Baidu’s traffic, and on the other hand, to prepare for listing in the US. However, if they were to try and create a Hao123 themselves now, they would absolutely not be interested.

Li Mu’s goal was to make them disapprove of his plan. At that time, Baidu would definitely send people to negotiate with him, trying to persuade him to give up the idea of creating a navigation website. But what he intended to do was to use the capital from his absolute controlling stake to act willfully on this choice.

Li Mu’s plan for building a navigation site was also very impractical. His goal was to complete it by early 2002 and, at all costs, surpass Hao123 in traffic before October 2002.

It was essentially an impossible mission, but Li Mu wrote it with great confidence in his plan. The current Tieba had users and traffic, which could, in turn, funnel traffic to the navigation site. Although this only solved a small part, the rest could be funded by advertising revenue and cash flow. They could buy traffic everywhere, find major software vendors to embed it. If money wasn’t enough, it didn’t matter; they would launch Series B financing in the first half of next year. If that still didn’t work, they could increase capital again. In short, they wouldn’t rest until the goal was achieved.

Finally, Li Mu used lengthy text to express his optimism about the navigation site, even firmly believing that once a navigation site capable of surpassing Hao123 was created, and the navigation site and Tieba were bound together, Muye Technology would definitely become one of China’s top internet companies.

By the time the entire proposal was finished, it was almost ten o’clock at night. Li Mu uploaded the proposal to his email, preparing to call Tan Yaocheng tomorrow for a face-to-face discussion, and then show him the proposal to see his reaction.

That night, the News Broadcast did not air the news of the leader inspecting 3321. Instead, it was scheduled for the evening news at ten o’clock. Tan Yaocheng had just finished a meeting at the company. Muye Technology’s investment had been quite successful, and the Big Boss and the investment banks behind him were very satisfied. Today, an investor director specifically came and gave Baidu a signal at the senior executive meeting: Muye Technology had excellent future development potential, and the investors hoped Baidu could be more proactive in future financing activities to secure more equity for Baidu. The ultimate goal was to gain a controlling stake in Muye Technology, and to achieve this goal, the investors were willing to provide sufficient funds.

The investor from Silicon Valley even said that if they could quickly gain a controlling stake in Muye Technology, Baidu had a chance to list on NASDAQ in early 2003. This plan surprised Baidu’s senior executives. Their earliest planned listing time was supposed to be the end of 2004, because their current bidding model was still being explored, and their profit model was not yet clear. Three years was already considered a relatively optimistic estimate.

After this meeting, Baidu’s senior executives were ecstatic, their minds filled with how to gradually bring Muye Technology into their fold through capital operation. Tan Yaocheng dragged his tired body home, too lazy to even change his shoes, and slumped on the sofa, unwilling to move. He repeatedly pondered the problem in his mind but couldn’t find any clues for a while.

The key was that Li Mu was a difficult person to deal with. He was the youngest internet genius Tan Yaocheng had ever met, extremely business-minded, and very hard to handle.

His wife came over to urge him to take a bath and relax. Tan Yaocheng lazily waved his hand, picked up the remote control, and turned on the TV. He casually flipped through channels, and when he switched to CCTV, his eyes were immediately drawn to Li Mu on the screen.





Chapter 252: Not Very Honorable

Li Mu being interviewed was nothing new to Tan Yaocheng. Today, it was just a different leader inspecting, so he didn’t think much of it at first. But upon closer inspection, he immediately picked up on the implications.

In the TV interview, Li Mu said that to solve 3321’s payment issues, they had developed an online payment platform. This was quite interesting.

Tan Yaocheng didn’t dwell on the greater significance of an online payment platform, but he did wonder where Li Mu had found people to develop it. From his understanding of Li Mu, such a shrewd person wouldn’t spend money hiring an outsourced company. Moreover, outsourced companies lacked control, and someone with Li Mu’s strong need for control wouldn’t collaborate with one.

That left only one possibility: this payment platform was developed by Muye Technology’s team.

Strictly speaking, it was no big deal. If you had an in-house team, having them develop another product wasn’t a problem. But the crucial point was that Muye Technology no longer belonged solely to Li Mu. For him to use Muye’s team to develop a new product, and for this product not to be for Muye Technology’s own use, that was a bit problematic.

However, Tan Yaocheng hadn’t yet seen what kind of payment platform Li Mu had created, so he couldn’t consider it in too much detail. But if this product had potential, Baidu would definitely demand that the payment platform be incorporated into Muye Technology. If Li Mu didn’t agree, Baidu wouldn’t necessarily quibble with him over it, but it would give them more leverage, allowing them to gain more initiative during future investment negotiations.

After watching the interview, Tan Yaocheng called Li Mu. He chatted idly about various things for a minute or two before steering the conversation to the payment platform, asking Li Mu, “I saw your TV interview. Did you create an online payment platform?”

Li Mu admitted openly, “That’s right.”

Tan Yaocheng feigned curiosity and chuckled, “How did you quietly develop such a platform? Was it specifically for 3321?”

Li Mu said calmly, “No, I registered a new company. The payment platform is registered under that shell company.”

Tan Yaocheng immediately sat up straight. He registered another company? Without consulting us? Does that mean it has nothing to do with us on a capital level? But your development team is clearly from Muye, which is a bit dishonorable.

Tan Yaocheng thought for a moment, then smiled and said, “If Muye Technology’s technical team can’t handle it, just let us know. Our technical team is very strong and can help a lot.”

Tan Yaocheng’s words were polite, but they carried a deeper meaning. When he said that if Muye Technology’s technical team couldn’t handle it, they should speak up, he was implying that Li Mu was using Muye Technology’s resources to develop the payment platform. He wasn’t truly trying to dig deeper, just wanted to give Li Mu a reminder: we know you’re using everyone’s resources for your own ventures.

Li Mu naturally understood the meaning behind his words. However, he actually took Tan Yaocheng’s hint and said with a smile, “Perfect. I’ve developed a plan for Muye Technology’s next phase of development. It’s already finalized and ready for execution. If you’re interested, I can bring it to you tomorrow. We’ll definitely need your development team in the future.”

Tan Yaocheng asked in surprise, “A new development plan? Are there new initiatives coming?”

“Of course,” Li Mu said with a spirited laugh. “If this plan is executed, it will be enough to propel Muye Technology into the ranks of the top domestic internet companies in one fell swoop!”

Tan Yaocheng’s heart leaped with joy. Could this kid have another new idea? If he could create another product similar to Tieba, Muye Technology might truly become a top domestic internet company.

So Tan Yaocheng quickly pressed, “When do you have time? Let’s find a moment to meet!”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about tomorrow then? I’ll go to your company first thing in the morning.”

Tan Yaocheng asked, “Aren’t you attending classes tomorrow?”

“I am, but I can skip them.”

Tan Yaocheng immediately said, “Okay, I’ll call our CEO now and have him join us for a chat tomorrow.”

Li Mu’s heart skipped a beat. He mused, Am I going to meet Bro Li tomorrow? The “Two Mas and One Li” of the future BTA landscape, and I’m finally going to meet one of them? Why do I feel no excitement at all?

Li Mu gave a sheepish smile, arranged to meet Tan Yaocheng at 9:30 AM tomorrow, and then hung up. Going to Baidu tomorrow, he needed to appear more formal, so he decided to go back to the dorm room to sleep and conveniently bring his laptop with him in the morning.

The bros in dorm room 606 had been constantly busy recently, traveling all over the country every weekend for student aid. The first two times were fine, but after several consecutive trips, they felt completely exhausted. This afternoon, as soon as they returned, they collapsed on their beds like corpses, too tired to even eat dinner. Only Hu Zhengdao gritted his teeth and persevered, going to see Wang Yanan and her mother. The other four were all lying on their beds.

When Li Mu returned, Sun Jian lay on his bed and said to Li Mu, “Us bros discussed it. We can’t go for student aid every week from now on; it’s going to kill us. Why don’t you talk to Senior Sister Ai and suggest forming a dedicated team so everyone can take turns?”

The other three also agreed one after another. Li Yawei said with a long face, “Bro Mu, when the plane landed, us bros all wished we could just stay on the plane and not leave. It’s too tiring. I haven’t been able to spend time with my darling wife for several weekends now.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I never said you had to go every week from now on. Who knew you’d be so diligent about it every week? I thought you were enjoying the process.”

Liu Nian said, “We enjoyed it at first, but then we couldn’t handle it anymore.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Just let Senior Sister Ai handle this directly. The funds coming into 3321 every week are far more than what we spend on student aid for one school. We can directly set up a professional team to handle it.”

The four sighed in relief, but also felt a bit ashamed for not being able to persevere. Li Mu then changed the subject, saying, “It’s been a while since we organized a get-together. How about I arrange one with Yawei’s darling wife and her dorm room?”

Li Yawei immediately sat up from his bed and seriously told Li Mu, “You should have organized it long ago! If you don’t, I’m afraid someone else will snatch Zhao Ziqiu away.”

Li Mu frowned and asked him, “What’s going on?”

“Someone’s pursuing Zhao Ziqiu,” Li Yawei said. “My darling wife told me there’s a guy who’s pursuing Zhao Ziqiu quite fiercely. He’s handsome, rich, an academic ace. Many women threw themselves at him after he got into Peking University for over a year, but surprisingly, he never had any scandals. He’s definitely the school heartthrob, nicknamed ‘Maiden Harvester’.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is he that exaggerated?”

Li Yawei nodded, “Zheng Dao knows too; Yanan told him. Why don’t you ask Jianfeng? I don’t know if his Chen Jiao told him.”

Xue Jianfeng chimed in, “She did. They say that guy’s conditions in all aspects are much better than Li Mu’s.”

Liu Nian was stunned and asked him, “Is he more handsome than Bro Mu?”

Xue Jianfeng nodded, “A bit more handsome than him, not much, just about sixteen thousand times more.”

Li Mu laughed and cursed, “Go to hell, can you tell me how you calculated such a precise number?”

Xue Jianfeng laughed heartily and said, “I just did a quick calculation and got that number. And his manners are twenty thousand times better than yours. They say he never swears, unlike you, always saying ‘your grandma’ or ‘your grandpa’ all day long.”

Li Mu kicked Xue Jianfeng’s bed frame and said, “A bunch of manly men, more gossipy than old women.”

Xue Jianfeng said, “Yawei isn’t gossiping; he’s kindly reminding you. Sometimes don’t be too picky. If you’re too picky, you might not even find someone you can barely tolerate. Zhao Ziqiu is such a good girl—beautiful, sensible, kind, and they say her family is rich too. What’s wrong with you that you’re so indifferent?”

Li Yawei sat on the edge of the upper bunk, dangling his legs, and said, “Jianfeng, you missed one thing: big chest!”

Xue Jianfeng nodded his head like a pounding garlic, “Right, right, right, big chest, good figure, simply a gem among humans!”

Li Yawei feigned displeasure and said, “What do you mean ‘simply’? She is a gem among humans, alright!”

Xue Jianfeng nodded repeatedly again, “Right, right, right, she is a gem among humans.”

Li Mu sighed, “It’s a real waste of your talent that you two aren’t performing crosstalk. I should send you two to Tiangiao to perform crosstalk!”

Li Yawei pouted, “Don’t change the subject. We’re advising you. If you miss a girl as good as Ziqiu, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

Xue Jianfeng echoed, “Not just one lifetime, you won’t recover even in two lifetimes.”

Li Mu felt somewhat awkward. He didn’t know why these two were acting crazy today, constantly bringing up Zhao Ziqiu. It wasn’t the first time this had happened, but he truly didn’t know how to handle Zhao Ziqiu’s feelings right now. It wasn’t that Li Mu disliked her; on the contrary, precisely because he liked her, he was extremely cautious. This wasn’t like meeting an attractive girl at a nightclub or bar for a one-night stand; this was a girl’s genuine feelings. If he wasn’t careful, he could hurt her.

In truth, Li Yawei and Xue Jianfeng were both feeling regretful for Li Mu. In their eyes, no woman was more suitable for Li Mu than Zhao Ziqiu. This woman was perfect in every aspect.

Sun Jian noticed Li Mu’s awkwardness and stepped in to smooth things over, saying, “You two stop giving Li Mu bad advice. He also has that fellow townsman classmate, his childhood sweetheart. Their emotional foundation must be deeper than Zhao Ziqiu’s.”

Li Yawei nodded, “Yes, I admit Su Yingxue isn’t inferior to Zhao Ziqiu in any aspect, but don’t you think she’s too cold? Except when she’s with Bro Mu, she barely shows any expression when you see her at other times.”

Sun Jian said, “Should she be crying with her mouth open or grinning widely when she’s walking, eating, or reading?”

Li Yawei waved his hand and said, “That’s not what I mean. It’s a feeling, do you understand ‘feeling’?”

Li Mu suddenly felt a bit annoyed and said, “That’s enough. I’m going to wash up. I’ll go to bed early tonight; I have something to do tomorrow morning.”





Chapter 253: Internet Bigshot

Li Mu’s mood was somewhat down because of Zhao Ziqiu. He had lived two lives, and in other aspects, he was desperately trying to reverse his fortunes. Only in matters of love did he become indecisive. He recalled his previous life in college, where he was dirt poor but still managed to date a few girls. Why was it that after his rebirth, with a successful career at a young age, he became afraid to casually fall in love?

Thinking carefully, Li Mu felt it was because the two girls around him were too outstanding. Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu were the kind of girls he would have had almost no interaction with during his college days in his previous life. So, after suddenly developing relatively intimate relationships with two such excellent girls in this life, Li Mu found himself confused and bewildered.

He didn’t know why, but Chen Wan’s image suddenly flashed in his mind.

Compared to Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu, Chen Wan was also a stunning beauty, and more mature than both of them. Strictly speaking, Chen Wan was more in line with his ideal type, but Li Mu always warned himself not to harbor improper thoughts about Chen Wan. However, deep down, some incredible evil thoughts would occasionally pop up involuntarily. The most critical thing was that when those strange thoughts emerged, the deepest part of him actually enjoyed that extraordinary feeling.

The next day, the other guys in the dorm room woke up early to prepare for class. Li Mu slept until 8:30 AM before getting up to wash. He then packed his laptop and took a taxi alone to Baidu. For him, today was a day worth recording in history because he was going to meet one of the future internet giants. Although he didn’t have much fame now, and his company had encountered various problems and played various grey areas, he was indeed a top internet bigshot in the future. Meeting a top bigshot and discussing matters as equals was truly an exciting thing for Li Mu, who had worked in the internet industry for many years.

Upon arriving at Baidu, Tan Yaocheng had already been waiting for a long time. Not only Tan Yaocheng, but also another VP and several directors were waiting in the conference room. When the receptionist led Li Mu into the conference room, everyone stood up and exchanged polite greetings with him. The last time he came to Baidu was to discuss Muye Technology’s Series A funding. That day, the people at Baidu didn’t take Li Mu seriously, only seeing him as a young newcomer in the internet industry. However, that day, Li Mu used his absolute dominance to secure the most favorable financing contract for Muye Technology’s Series A funding. In just a few months, Muye Technology’s valuation had increased several times. When Li Mu appeared here again, no one dared to underestimate him.

Especially when they heard Tan Yaocheng say that Li Mu had a major plan to announce today, one that might even elevate Muye Technology to the industry’s top tier, everyone had a few more points of admiration for this young man.

Even if Muye Technology didn’t release new products, just by operating Tieba and Eting.com well, its Series B funding next year could be valued at least four hundred million. If they expanded their business horizontally after securing Series B funding, a valuation of over one billion within a year wouldn’t be a problem. Currently, there were very few internet companies in China with a valuation exceeding one billion.

What’s more, Li Mu had brought a brand-new development plan this time. For this genius young man, perhaps he could make Muye Technology’s market value reach two billion or even more in 2002.

After Li Mu exchanged greetings with everyone, Tan Yaocheng said to Li Mu, “Please have a seat for a moment. I’ll go call Manager Li over.”

Li Mu nodded. Manager Li, a prominent figure in the future internet, who would build a massive internet group corporation valued at tens of billions of dollars. However, Li Mu himself wasn’t sure what Baidu’s current valuation was.

He hadn’t studied Baidu’s history of growth and didn’t know its financing history. At this point, Baidu had probably gone through several rounds of financing, but their current valuation shouldn’t be very high. The beta version of the Baidu search engine had been released for less than a year, and its traffic wasn’t particularly large.

However, internet valuations generally depend on concept and prospects. During the same period, no other company in China was directly competing with Baidu. Baidu would have a year next year to develop its MP3 search and search engine bidding ranking system. By 2003, it could have an income of around two hundred million. Such rapid development was inseparable from the optimism and support of investment banks. So, from this perspective, Baidu’s current actual valuation should be about twice that of Muye Technology, but it couldn’t exceed twice.

Thinking this, Li Mu wasn’t as excited. The future giant’s valuation was only one or two times higher than his own. Moreover, Li Yanhong’s equity stake in Baidu, even at its peak, couldn’t be more than his own equity stake in Muye Technology. So, if they were to truly calculate personal net worth, the famous Manager Li might not necessarily win against him.

Thus, Li Mu’s confidence instantly soared. Thinking about his plan to “invite” Baidu out of Muye Technology, and his plan to seize Tencent’s foundation, it wouldn’t be long before his net worth and Muye Technology’s valuation would surpass Baidu. Perhaps he could even become a shareholder of Baidu then. After all, in the plan to “invite” Baidu to Eting.com, Li Mu wasn’t prepared to sacrifice too many shares at the beginning. At most, he would let Baidu hold 51% controlling interest. When the MP3 market takes off next year, he could use the remaining 49% to negotiate an exchange with Baidu, and at least get some Baidu shares in hand.

Li Mu was indulging in rampant fantasies when Tan Yaocheng pushed open the conference room door but didn’t enter. A familiar-faced man walked in past him. Li Mu recognized him at a glance; the current Manager Li looked much younger than when he truly became famous.

Manager Li also recognized Li Mu at a glance. Recently, he had paid a lot of attention to this college student whose fame was soaring. From the perspective of a seasoned internet professional, he didn’t appreciate Li Mu’s 3321 model because it inherently lacked profitability and a profit model. Such a thing held no real attraction for a businessman. However, he particularly admired Li Mu’s Tieba and Eting.com. Tieba and Eting.com not only possessed advanced product concepts, but their profit models were also visible.

Manager Li enthusiastically and proactively shook hands with Li Mu, greeting him with a title that made Li Mu almost spit out his drink: “Manager Li, I’ve long admired you.”

Both of them shared the surname Li. Li Mu thought to himself, Why did you immediately steal my pre-planned lines word for word? What should I say? Should I say, “Manager Li, a pleasure to meet you?”

Just thinking about it made him feel awkward.

So Li Mu could only say, “You flatter me.”

Manager Li smiled slightly. He truly was the tall, rich, and handsome future of the internet, looking much better than the “Two Mas” (Ma Huateng and Jack Ma). However, Li Mu didn’t have much good impression of him in his heart. After shaking hands, they both sat down. Tan Yaocheng sat opposite Li Mu and said with a smile, “This should be the first time the two Manager Lis have met today, right?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Mr. Tan, please don’t tease me. In front of you seniors, how dare I call myself ‘Manager’? You can just call me Li Mu or Little Li.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “Our Manager Li was originally scheduled to go on a business trip out of town today. He heard you have a very important development strategic plan to discuss with us, so he temporarily rebooked his flight and specifically stayed to attend today’s meeting.”

Li Mu smiled at Manager Li and said, “Thank you, Manager Li, for giving Muye Technology such importance.”

Manager Li nodded slightly, “Given our relationship at the capital level, it’s only right to give it importance.”

Manager Li’s words were clear: Baidu was an investor in Muye Technology, so it was natural to pay attention to Muye Technology’s development. There was no ambiguity in this statement. However, Li Mu came today with the intention of making Baidu leave Muye, and to confuse the other party, he had to forcefully show off to achieve his goal. So, he deliberately chuckled and said with a somewhat arrogant attitude, “First, I need to correct a small error in Mr. Tan’s words just now.”

Upon hearing this, Tan Yaocheng was a bit surprised. What did he say wrong just now? He was talking about Manager Li rebooking his flight for him. What was wrong with that?

While he was still pondering, Li Mu extended a finger and said solemnly, “I brought a proposal today, but it’s not for discussion with you, but for communication. All the content of this proposal has been finalized and is ready for execution. I’m here today to communicate the proposal to you, and there are some obligations that investors need to fulfill, which require your cooperation.”

Tan Yaocheng hadn’t expected that after interacting with Li Mu for so long, he would suddenly revert to the domineering attitude he had during their first meeting. They were all so familiar now, was it necessary to be so aggressive?

Surprised, Tan Yaocheng quickly turned to look at Manager Li. Sure enough, Manager Li’s brows were slightly furrowed, clearly indicating some displeasure.

Tan Yaocheng quickly skipped over that topic and said, “Let’s take a look at your plan first.”

Manager Li didn’t speak. Li Mu took out his laptop and connected it to the old projector in the conference room.

The projector turned on, and the image gradually became clear. Li Mu opened the file, and the huge title instantly caught everyone’s attention.

“Regarding the Demerger of Eting.com and Tieba and the Development Strategic Plan After the Demerger”

Everyone’s expressions tightened. Good heavens, the Series B funding hasn’t even started, and they’re already preparing for a demerger? Isn’t that a bit too hasty?

Business demergers are common, and the demerger of segments to form new shell companies is also common. The benefits of such a demerger are, on one hand, not putting all eggs in one basket, with independent finances and debts, a more flexible structure, and smaller risks, potentially even allowing for separate independent listings in the future. On the other hand, it’s also for the development of segment businesses. Splitting into two independent companies with independent teams means higher efficiency with each performing its own duties.

However, this also has obvious negative impacts. The most immediate is increased costs: two sets of teams, two sets of leadership, and even two sets of office workplace configurations, leading to increased financial and human resource costs. Moreover, Muye Technology’s equity structure has huge disparities. Except for the 10% given to Baidu and 5% to Song Liang in Series A, all other employee shares, including Zhao Kang’s, are held in trust by Li Mu. Therefore, as the absolute major shareholder holding 85% of the shares, Li Mu would definitely have to be responsible for the operations of both companies simultaneously, which is a world of difference from simultaneously being responsible for two businesses.

Manager Li saw the title, propped his chin, and smacked his lips, “Demerging now seems a bit early, doesn’t it?”





Chapter 254: Paranoiac

Everyone knew it was too early to demerge now. Neither business had profitability yet, and both still needed continuous cash support. What truly needed to be done now was to securely obtain Series B financing. After securing Series B, they should start opening up profitability points for both businesses, allowing them to generate revenue. Once they start generating revenue, their value in the capital market will be higher. At that point, the two can demerge naturally. Muye Technology could complete its IPO in three to four years at the latest, and Eting.com’s independent IPO wouldn’t be a dream. By then, there would be two substantial fruits, very secure.

However, Li Mu was demanding a demerger now, and this timing was simply too inappropriate. Such a major and risky move would cause investors to lose confidence in Muye Technology and the person at the helm behind it. Once investors lose confidence, it becomes truly dangerous. The biggest fear in starting a business is a broken capital chain. Not making money isn’t critical; if investors are optimistic, they’ll support you. But once capital tightens and the capital chain breaks, bankruptcy and collapse are the only outcomes.

As one of the first people in China to engage with the internet, Manager Li somewhat understood Li Mu’s mindset when facing it.

In his view, young people are full of vigor and have an unyielding spirit. However, sometimes this spirit is good, and sometimes it’s bad. If one chooses the wrong direction and insists on going all the way down that path, they’re bound to stumble.

So, Manager Li subtly spoke to Li Mu with the tone of an experienced person: “Demerging is a very good idea, but doing it now is just a bit too early. If you truly want to demerge, wait patiently for a few months. It won’t be too late to demerge after the Series B financing is successful. By then, you can get more investors on board, and once you demerge, they will do their best to assist the development of both companies.”

Li Mu knew that what the other party said was very pertinent, but since he was going to be showing off, he had to go all the way. So, he let out a slightly disdainful scoff and said, “Demerging after Series B financing will be too late. Now is precisely the time to demerge and build the concept. We need to demerge first, develop both concepts into a relatively mature state, and then use a higher valuation to secure Series B financing.”

Manager Li shook his head: “This will be very difficult to pull off. Once you demerge, the investors will be disappointed in you.”

Li Mu smiled: “I’m not afraid. Investors who are disappointed by the demerger are simply lacking foresight and insight. I don’t want to cooperate with such investors. As the saying goes, those who walk different paths cannot plan together. In future financing rounds, I will definitely communicate with investors who can see through my intentions.”

Manager Li’s expression turned somewhat grim. Li Mu’s words were indirectly criticizing him. Those who didn’t support his demerger lacked foresight and insight, and Manager Li had just explicitly stated his lack of support. Wasn’t this a direct slap in the face?

Tan Yaocheng also felt Li Mu was going too far. He cleared his throat and said, “Li Mu, to be honest, Manager Li’s advice is very pertinent and objective. Eting.com’s valuation in the capital market can now reach three to four hundred million. If you take a wrong step before Series B, and investors become pessimistic, the valuation could plummet. Would you want the company you’ve worked so hard to build to be ruined in your own hands?”

Li Mu frowned: “Mr. Tan, what do you mean? It’s my company, and how I run it is my business. I just said that today I’m only here to convey this; whether you agree or not, the demerger is a done deal. Besides, you haven’t even seen my subsequent development plan. Why are you so quick to jump to conclusions?”

Tan Yaocheng said, slightly embarrassed, “I’m not trying to negate you; I’m just giving a reminder. We’re all partners and friends.”

Manager Li’s expression was already quite displeased at this point. He tapped his finger on the table and said, “Alright, let’s not have these useless arguments for now. Let’s look at the subsequent development plan.”

Li Mu nodded, tapped his finger on the keyboard, and immediately brought up Eting.com’s development plan after the demerger.

In this section, Li Mu elaborated on his optimism for the MP3 market, a view that almost perfectly aligned with Manager Li’s.

Manager Li had actually begun secretly planning an MP3 business this year, but he hadn’t been very firm about it for a while. His main concern was copyright issues. He had returned from the United States, having worked in Silicon Valley for several years, and knew how strict intellectual property protection was there. A model of unauthorized MP3 downloads would lead to financial ruin and imprisonment in the US.

However, just as he was studying the ratio between the cost of illegality and the benefits of illegality, Eting.com emerged, proving through its actions that there were indeed no clear legal provisions that could control it. European and American record companies couldn’t come to China to sue it because domestic authorities didn’t prioritize this area; they would spend a lot of effort only to lose the case in the end. And domestic record companies couldn’t sue it either; not only would a lawsuit be lengthy, but more importantly, lawyers had estimated that a difficult lawsuit would result in only tens of thousands of yuan in compensation, and it would often take one to two years.

Manager Li later specifically consulted many professional litigators and came to a clear conclusion: the law currently dared not set a precedent.

The reason was simple: there was simply too much piracy in China. In smaller cities, apart from books in Xinhua Bookstore, almost no genuine books could be found in other bookstores. Tapes, CDs, videotapes, and optical discs were the same; piracy accounted for over ninety percent. Without clear legal support now, if any court dared to set a precedent, it would likely bring trouble upon itself.

Therefore, Manager Li had recently made it clear within Baidu: no matter what, they must launch MP3 next year. Even though Baidu had already invested in Muye Technology, they absolutely could not abandon their own MP3 search and download market. The cost of MP3 hardware was getting lower and lower, and its popularity was continuously expanding. The future would definitely belong to MP3s and digital music. By then, the demand for downloads on the internet would surge. If they failed to make arrangements beforehand, they would surely suffer a terrible fate!

Manager Li didn’t feel impatient when Tieba, Sina, NetEase, Shanda, and Tencent grew because everyone had their own specialized fields. Tieba was a minimalist forum, Sina and NetEase were web portals, Shanda was online gaming, Tencent was instant messaging, and Baidu focused on search. They all kept to their own lanes; a restaurant owner wouldn’t become rivals with a clothing seller. But MP3 was different. Although MP3 was about music listening, its front-end represented a huge search volume for MP3s. Future music listeners and MP3 hardware users would surely think of a song, then search for it, find the download address, and download it to their local device or hardware.

Although MP3 search was only a part of search, it was still search!

A restaurant owner wouldn’t fight to the bitter end with a clothing seller, but they would make enemies with a breakfast vendor. On one hand, the restaurant owner also wanted to earn that breakfast money. On the other hand, if breakfast sold too well, people might inevitably treat it as a staple, eating a few steamed buns for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, which would somewhat affect the restaurant’s potential profits.

Now, looking at Li Mu’s optimism for the MP3 market, even asserting that MP3 search would account for over twenty percent of internet searches, Manager Li couldn’t sit still. If he truly allowed Eting.com to grow large, Baidu’s launch of MP3 search next year would be significantly impacted. Although Baidu also had shares in Eting.com, what good was that ten percent? It wasn’t very significant! Core business must be kept in one’s own hands! Even if he didn’t personally sell breakfast, he should try his best to attract breakfast vendors to sell breakfast in his own store, cooperating deeply with him and being under his control.

Li Mu hadn’t expected that a mere outlook on the MP3 market’s prospects would already make Manager Li restless.

And Li Mu’s subsequent plans for MP3 also gave Manager Li a strong sense of crisis. Between the lines, Li Mu was simply too optimistic about MP3, and the crucial thing was that Manager Li thought the same way…

Harboring a faint sense of melancholy, Manager Li listened as Li Mu finished his MP3 presentation. Li Mu coughed twice, cleared his throat, took a sip of water, and began today’s real main event.

“Establishing our own navigation website is imminent!”

“Navigation websites will be the first stop for over seventy percent of internet users in the future, the traffic hegemon of the internet world!”

“Expanding navigation websites and deeply exploring their potential will seize the lifeline of the entire internet world!”

“We will increase capital, sell advertisements, dedicate most of our energy to building our own navigation site, and then use most of our funds to boost its traffic and influence. We must surpass Hao123 by 2002!”

Just as with his optimism for MP3, Li Mu displayed unparalleled enthusiasm for navigation websites with an almost resolute attitude.

Manager Li’s brows furrowed even deeper. In his eyes, Li Mu had become an extreme paranoiac.

Earlier, Li Mu’s extreme optimism for MP3 made him feel that next year’s MP3 plan was in serious jeopardy. Now, Li Mu’s extreme optimism for navigation websites made him feel that once Muye Technology demerged, Tieba would be dragged to its death by his navigation website plan.

The internet is a place that emphasizes user experience. Selling advertisements isn’t impossible, but once ads start affecting users’ normal usage, users will inevitably feel resistance and cause some user churn. Now Li Mu is so optimistic about navigation sites, and his words convey a sense of going all out, even selling everything he owns and fighting to the death to make the navigation website successful. Manager Li worried that Li Mu would prematurely squeeze out all of Tieba’s value, developing the navigation website by killing the goose that lays the golden eggs.

The biggest problem was that he wasn’t optimistic about navigation websites.

In his view, a navigation website was a product with no technical skill, only suitable for the early and mid-stages of internet development. It was like a very rough map of a city; people who had just arrived or were unfamiliar with the city would need one to guide their basic needs. But once users became familiar with the city, they naturally wouldn’t need such a product anymore. The user stickiness and average usage time for such products were pitifully low. If a user spent an hour online, they wouldn’t stay on Hao123 for more than thirty seconds. Li Mu talked about deeply exploring the potential of navigation websites, but what deep potential was there to explore?





Chapter 255: I Really Don’t Want to Participate

In Manager Li’s eyes, Li Mu had presented two proposals that were as extreme as heaven and earth, life and death. Both were equally stubborn and radical, which Manager Li found completely natural. Stubborn people were often like this: one moment a genius, the next a fool. This was especially evident in times of war, the most typical example being the Nazi leader Hitler. His military concept of blitzkrieg pioneered modern mechanized warfare, yet he also committed the grave military error of fighting on two fronts, ultimately leading to his downfall.

In truth, Manager Li himself didn’t realize that he was also a potential fanatic.

Years later, when Baidu achieved great success, Li Mu had read Manager Li’s autobiography. In it, Manager Li expressed his greatest satisfaction with his years in the internet industry: focus. He said Baidu was a company focused on search, and he only engaged in search-related businesses, disdaining games and E-commerce.

However, later, when Baidu realized that what it truly lacked was a complete Ecosystem Closed loop, it was too late to desperately try to perfect itself. Precisely because of his so-called focus, Baidu missed out on E-commerce and gaming, two super-sectors of the internet industry. Later, when O2O became prevalent, Tencent and Alibaba started battling in the mobile ride-hailing sector, fighting all the way to the food delivery and group-buying sectors, a fierce competition. Baidu only then realized it had fallen far behind. By the time it frantically tried to catch up and heavily invest in O2O, it was already too late.

Manager Li saw extreme stubbornness in Li Mu, even forgetting that he, too, had the blood of a fanatic flowing in his veins. He merely felt that this young man was finally more like a mortal, because mortals made mistakes. Yet, from Eting.com to Tieba to the establishment of Muye Technology and 3321, Li Mu had made no errors in his many major decisions.

Coupled with Li Mu’s extreme optimism about MP3s today, it almost made him doubt how a young man under twenty could possess such courage and vision. But now, he felt that Li Mu also had moments of flawed judgment, such as his extreme optimism about navigation websites.

Manager Li said, “My view on the future of navigation websites differs from yours. I believe the ceiling for such products is easily reached, and they are purely products serving the nascent internet. Their obsolescence is only a matter of time.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “That’s because you’ve overlooked their immense potential for traffic aggregation. With them, you control several million or even tens of millions of internet users daily. Whatever you promote to them, they will go see or play. If we utilize this traffic portal to provide in-depth services, it will surely stir up the entire internet industry.”

Manager Li was somewhat displeased by Li Mu’s direct rebuttal, and his tone grew colder. “Navigation sites have no products of their own; they are just a collection of hyperlinks. Aside from traffic and that pile of hyperlinks, they are an empty shell. If you want to provide in-depth services based on an empty shell, it means every service and every product needs to be developed and perfected by yourself. The human and material costs for this are very high. Once a capital chain breaks in the middle, the only outcome is ruin!”

Li Mu frowned, “Who told you the only outcome is ruin? What if I can survive?”

Manager Li’s temper also flared. He said sternly, “According to your statement, your survival rate is pitifully low, less than thirty percent! Hao123 is already the industry leader. The difficulty of surpassing them is too great. They now have traffic, word-of-mouth effect, and advertising cash flow income. What about you? If you really start burning money, is the money on your books enough to last you three months? Even if Tieba sells all its available ad slots, how much profit can it bring?”

“You need to understand one thing: as long as your traffic is lower than Hao123, your traffic and income cannot be proportional. Assuming Hao123 earns one hundred thousand a month from one million traffic, with eight hundred thousand traffic, you might not even secure fifty thousand a month. Most importantly, you would constantly have to spend money to buy traffic to surpass Hao123. But think about it, will Hao123 sit idly by and wait for death? It’s an asset-light, high-return project, unlike you who are dragging along Muye Technology. They earn hundreds of thousands a month, with costs less than one tenth of that. What about you? If they also spend money to buy traffic to compete with you, what will you do? If they also seek financing in a fit of pique, what will you do? What advantages do you have?”

Facing Manager Li’s barrage of questions, Li Mu snorted coldly and said in an unfriendly tone, “My advantage is my brain! I am absolutely confident I can take down Hao123 in 2002. As long as you agree to a capital increase, I’ll have no problem!”

“Impossible!” Manager Li flatly refused, “Under these circumstances, we absolutely cannot agree to a capital increase. This kind of capital increase is a bottomless pit. Pouring money into such a bottomless pit will make investors completely lose confidence in Muye Technology. By then, it will be difficult for you to secure Series B financing!”

Li Mu also showed an unyielding attitude, saying tensely, “I am the majority shareholder. I am now demanding a capital increase. If you refuse, then I will unite with the other shareholder to make a capital increase. Whatever amount we inject, your shares will be subject to Proportional dilution!”

Manager Li said, “It doesn’t matter. Muye Technology is currently valued at least three hundred million. If you want to inject twenty million, even if calculated per percentage point, it’s only two hundred thousand. We at Baidu only need to invest two million. If we refuse to put in these two million, and you calculate it based on the current valuation, we won’t lose too much.”

Li Mu said coldly, “Manager Li, you weren’t present when the contract was signed, were you? Our contract with Mr. Tan clearly states that in the event of disputes regarding equity or capital increase, we agree to resolve it based on the company’s last financing valuation, not the market value. So, I explicitly tell you, if you refuse the capital increase, and I and the other shareholders inject twenty million, your stake will almost be halved!”

Manager Li’s expression hardened. He turned to Tan Yaocheng and asked, “Was it signed that way?”

Tan Yaocheng nodded awkwardly, “I already told you about the situation back then. Li Mu was quite assertive on this point. At the time, your intention was to ensure successful financing, so some issues could be compromised…”

Manager Li’s face instantly darkened. “Are you trying to hold us hostage?”

Li Mu said expressionlessly, “I said, you can choose not to make a capital increase. Proportional dilution will suffice.”

Manager Li pondered for a moment with a cold face. Li Mu was the majority shareholder, and he had the absolute right to demand a capital increase. If they agreed to the capital increase, everyone would contribute their share proportionally. If they refused, their shares being diluted was normal. But Manager Li was now very conflicted: the MP3 business truly had a boundless future, but the navigation website project was truly bleak. He didn’t want to invest, experiencing success on one hand and failure on the other after Muye Technology demerged. However, if he refused financing, Baidu’s stake in both businesses would be proportionally diluted, which was even more frustrating.

Li Mu’s navigation website plan was too risky, and Li Mu wanted to demerge the company, insisting on a capital increase before the demerger. Wasn’t that a rip-off? If he could demerge first, put Eting.com into a separate shell, and then demand a capital increase under the name of Muye Technology, he wouldn’t be so conflicted now. At most, he’d let Muye Technology’s shares be diluted. Anyway, it was a plan with little future, and it might even drag Tieba down to barely surviving, so he wouldn’t care that much, as long as he could keep his ten percent in Eting.com.

Thinking of this, a sharp glint suddenly flashed in Manager Li’s eyes. He suddenly thought of a possibility, a predicament that businessmen fighting on two fronts often fell into—robbing Peter to pay Paul.

If Li Mu were to fall into the quagmire of the navigation website in the future, and if no one was willing to continue investing in Muye Technology, his Muye Technology would be on the verge of death. A fanatic like Li Mu would never let his project fail. He would definitely find a way to raise funds to sustain the navigation website, waiting for the dawn of hope.

And Li Mu’s most obvious choice at that time would be to transfer his Eting.com shares and then reinvest them into Muye Technology.

If Baidu could prepare to take over at that time, utilizing Li Mu’s predicament of fighting on two fronts, it would be easy to acquire more shares in Eting.com, possibly even gaining a controlling stake.

Thinking this way, Manager Li no longer felt that Li Mu’s current stubbornness was a bad thing. He feigned contemplation, remaining silent for a while before saying to Li Mu, “How about this? If you insist on the demerger, we won’t interfere further. However, our only condition is that the capital increase happens after the demerger.”

When Manager Li said this, Li Mu was so excited he almost gave himself away.

He sensed Manager Li’s meaning: he no longer wanted to stay on Muye Technology’s ship. Since Muye was to be split into two ships, he wanted to shift his focus to the Eting.com ship. As for Muye, since he couldn’t make decisions and didn’t want to play the fool by pouring money into it, he could put it in a semi-abandoned state, letting Li Mu do as he pleased. As long as he ensured Eting.com’s development momentum, he could guarantee the return on investment.

This was even better than Li Mu had anticipated. He had originally planned to intensify the conflict, and then, when the conflict became irreconcilable, he would proactively propose a split. But he hadn’t expected Manager Li to already express this intention, making the situation seem even more in his favor.

Li Mu suppressed the excitement in his heart but deliberately put on an expression of extreme displeasure, questioning, “Manager Li, what do you mean by this? Do you really have so little faith in my future plans for Muye Technology?”

Manager Li gave a wry smile, “It’s not that I don’t have faith; it’s just that our focuses are different. To be honest, I’m interested in navigation sites, but definitely not in building one myself.”

Li Mu pressed further, “So, your suggestion that I demerge first means that after I demerge, you won’t participate in the capital increase for Muye Technology or the navigation website project?”

Manager Li knew he couldn’t hide it from Li Mu. He currently had no decision-making power in Muye Technology, so he could only speak frankly with Li Mu. He nodded and said, “To be honest, I really don’t want to participate.”

Li Mu nodded without speaking, his face as black as coal, but his heart bloomed with joy…





Chapter 256: Goodbye, Baidu.

Life is like a play, entirely dependent on acting.

Today, Li Mu truly gained a profound understanding of this saying.

The ‘fanatic’ attitude successfully made Manager Li feel negatively towards him. Manager Li was optimistic about the future market for MP3s but extremely resistant to the navigation website plan. Now, the solution was as thin as a sheet of paper, easily broken through.

The key was to see who would break through first, and how.

Manager Li was afraid Li Mu would insist on a capital increase before the demerger. In that case, most of the funds would definitely flow to Muye Technology, and most likely be wasted. He secretly hoped for the demerger first. If Li Mu wanted to increase capital for Muye Technology, he would refuse. If Li Mu wanted to increase capital for Eting.com, he would fully follow suit. Then, when Li Mu was dragged down by the navigation website and encountered financial difficulties, he would find a way to get Eting.com into Baidu’s hands.

Li Mu’s goal, however, was to have Baidu directly exit Muye Technology, exchanging their Muye Technology shares for Eting.com shares. Li Mu could accept a maximum conversion rate of three times. This meant that after the demerger, in addition to Baidu’s own 10% stake in Eting.com, Muye Technology’s 10% stake would at most be converted into 30% for them, allowing Baidu to take a maximum of 40% of Eting.com’s shares.

However, Li Mu now felt that the price could be even lower.

Seeing Li Mu remain silent, the atmosphere instantly became awkward. Tan Yaocheng found it difficult to speak, and the other VPs and directors also couldn’t interject. Everyone just looked at each other, maintaining a slightly eerie silence.

Li Mu’s expression remained grim, fluctuating unpredictably. No one knew what he was thinking, but they saw him clenching his lower lip one moment, then his fists the next, as if he were undergoing an extraordinary internal struggle.

Manager Li was the first to lose patience, comforting Li Mu, “Actually, a demerger first is fine too. Everyone has their own ideas, and we’ll still need to cooperate in the future, so let’s not let this matter cause unpleasantness.”

Since Manager Li had spoken first, Li Mu no longer held back. After several minutes of silence, he exploded!

He slammed the table, abruptly stood up, and angrily declared, “Damn it! If you don’t see the future potential and are absolutely unwilling to increase capital, then let’s just stop wasting each other’s time. Find an investment bank and sell off Muye’s shares. I’ll go talk to a new investment bank!”

Manager Li was naturally not a short-sighted person. Selling now for a few times the price difference held little meaning; what was important was the future layout of the internet. Seeing Li Mu agitated, even threatening to part ways, he quickly tried to calm him, “Li Mu, don’t get so agitated. It’s not that I’m completely unoptimistic; I just don’t see the potential in navigation websites. I’m very optimistic about MP3 online streaming and downloads.”

Li Mu said, as if sulking, “Fine, then I’ll demerge the company. I’ll convert all your shares in Muye to Eting.com shares. From now on, you’ll only hold shares in Eting.com. I’ll find an investment bank to handle Muye Technology myself. And don’t just sit on the toilet without doing anything.”

With talk of ‘shit, piss, and farts’ coming out, they saw Li Mu as truly desperate.

After Li Mu’s series of brilliant performances, Manager Li had long wished he could convert all of Muye Technology’s shares into Eting.com shares. The reason he hadn’t dared to say so was his fear of Li Mu’s resistance. Doing so would clearly show distrust in Li Mu’s navigation website plan and an attempt to mitigate his own risks. He was afraid Li Mu wouldn’t agree.

Now that Li Mu himself had said such a thing, he was instantly overjoyed.

MP3 was a major strategic move he was planning, extremely important. If converted, it would not only mitigate the risk of Li Mu’s overambitious plans for Muye Technology but also increase their stake in Eting.com. Why wouldn’t he be happy about that?

So, Manager Li hesitated for a moment and asked Li Mu, “Tell me, how should we convert it? Based on the current valuation, Tieba accounts for at least 70% of Muye Technology’s valuation, while Eting.com should only account for less than 30%, a difference of two-point-something or three times.”

Li Mu waved his hand directly and said decisively, “Three times is impossible, don’t even think about it. You’re being so perfidious, and I haven’t even pursued it with you, and you still want a three-times conversion?”

Manager Li knew he had little initiative. Either convert to Eting.com shares, or agree to Li Mu’s demand for a capital increase, or do nothing and wait for Li Mu to dilute his shares. Currently, the first option was the only good one. So he asked Li Mu, “Then tell me, what’s a suitable conversion rate? I think after the demerger, 10% of Muye Technology’s shares should be converted into at least 25% of Eting.com’s shares.”

“Dream on!” Li Mu refused without hesitation. “Just 20%, not a single point more! If you agree, we’ll sign the agreement quickly. From now on, I won’t bother you with the navigation website. If you don’t agree, I’ll go back and initiate the capital increase, and you can participate or not, as you please.”

Seeing Li Mu’s resolute attitude, Manager Li thought the man was on the verge of losing control. If he continued to oppose him now, Li Mu would probably slam the door and leave, then immediately initiate the capital increase, putting Manager Li in a passive position.

However, converting only 20% of the shares still left him somewhat psychologically unbalanced. So he made a request: “After the demerger and conversion, Baidu will have priority lead investor rights in every future round of financing for Eting.com.”

Li Mu said impatiently, “Alright, alright, alright, I’ll only seek financing from you in the future! Just sign the contract, I’m damn sick of this.”

Anyway, it was eventually going to be sold to them. MP3s might not be much to others, but for Baidu, which specialized in search services, it was an absolute treasure.

Manager Li slapped his thigh. “Alright, it’s settled. Let’s have legal draft the contract now, and we’ll sign it today.”

Li Mu said, “Can’t sign today, I didn’t bring the company seal.”

Seeing Manager Li eager to sign, Tan Yaocheng quickly said, “The company seal is simple enough, just make a call and have someone bring it over.”

Manager Li also nodded in agreement. “Yes, sign it today, so you don’t have to make another trip next time.”

Li Mu thought for a moment. Muye Technology’s company seal was at the company, jointly managed by Lin Qingya and Kong Lingyu. He might as well have her bring it over and quickly sign the contract, to avoid any further complications.

However, the act still had to continue. Li Mu said disdainfully, “Signing the contract is no problem, but I have to say, you guys are really not very generous when handling business!”

Tan Yaocheng said with a chuckle, “Don’t say that, we’re all just doing our jobs.”

Li Mu ignored him and called Lin Qingya.

Li Mu hadn’t contacted Lin Qingya for several days, so when she suddenly saw his call, Lin Qingya felt a bit nervous. As soon as the call connected, Li Mu said, “Qingya, bring our company seal to Baidu now, and find a lawyer to come with you.”

Lin Qingya asked in surprise, “You’re signing a contract with Baidu?”

“Yeah.” Li Mu said with a hint of displeasure in his tone, “They’re unwilling to take risks, they’ve chickened out. They want to convert all their shares to Eting.com.”

Manager Li and Tan Yaocheng exchanged glances and smiled awkwardly, thinking that since Li Mu was unhappy, they’d just let him vent with a couple of sarcastic remarks.

Lin Qingya was first stunned on the phone. She hadn’t expected that Li Mu, who had been racking his brains over this matter just a few days ago, would actually succeed today? Why was he still looking unhappy about such a great thing?

A moment later, Lin Qingya understood: Li Mu was acting.

Lin Qingya couldn’t help but sigh inwardly, marveling that her boss was truly shrewd to the extreme. He could even dig a pit and trick Baidu into it. It was simply unbelievable.

However, Lin Qingya didn’t dare to delay and quickly said, “Our company has a partnered law firm, I’ll contact them right away.”

“Okay, I’ll wait for you here.”

Seeing Li Mu hang up, Tan Yaocheng tentatively asked, “Li Mu, when Eting.com is demerged, what company name are you planning to register?”

Li Mu said grumpily, “Eting Technology.”

Tan Yaocheng quickly asked, “Yanjing Eting Technology Co., Ltd.?”

Li Mu nodded. “I had already thought of the name before; this name can be registered.”

Tan Yaocheng rubbed his hands and chuckled, “Alright, then let’s draft the contract with this company name. The main parties of the contract are Muye Technology and us, stating that Eting.com will be merged into Yanjing Eting Technology Co., Ltd. after the demerger, and then include the conversion ratio. Afterwards, there’s also the issue of splitting Muye Technology’s funds, which we’ll need to discuss thoroughly.”

Li Mu said, “There’s nothing more to discuss. Let’s just follow the conversion ratio. Since Muye Technology’s shares are converted at two times Eting shares, then Muye Technology’s current assets and cash will be split into three parts: two parts for Muye Technology, and one part for Eting Technology.”

Manager Li nodded in agreement, saying, “That’s very fair, we have no objections.”

Li Mu said resentfully, “Don’t worry, I won’t take a single cent more from you. At that time, the team and hardware will all be converted into cash and included in the calculation.”

Tan Yaocheng quickly complimented him, “We’re definitely at ease with how you handle things. Let’s proceed as you said.”

Li Mu sat at Baidu for half an hour. Lin Qingya then walked into the conference room with a man in his thirties. As soon as she saw Li Mu, Lin Qingya quickly said, “Manager Li, let me introduce you. This is Lawyer Chen from our partnered firm.”

Li Mu greeted Lawyer Chen and explained the details finalized with Baidu today. After Baidu’s legal department drafted the contract, Li Mu had Lawyer Chen review it. Only after confirming there were no issues did he sign his name on the contract.

Manager Li, feeling relieved, also readily signed the contract. Afterwards, both parties exchanged contracts and agreed on a time limit: Li Mu had to complete the demerger of Muye Technology within half a month. The accounts would be audited by a professional auditing firm hired by Baidu. At that point, Baidu would hold a 30% stake in Eting.com and completely withdraw from Muye Technology.

Li Mu had achieved his initial goal. Baidu held little significance for him now. When he was ready to challenge Tencent for market dominance, search engines would be of minimal importance to him. Compared to the capital saved by having them exit early, this deal was absolutely worthwhile.

Baidu also felt they had achieved their goal, avoiding a project destined to fail, and increasing their stake in Eting.com. Eting.com would surely have a boundless future.

Holding the contract, Li Mu walked out of Baidu. He finally sighed in relief, and the smile he had suppressed for so long surfaced. Goodbye, Baidu. Now that you’ve stepped down, I can take off.





Chapter 257: Targeted

Baidu was quite satisfied with this company demerger and share conversion. Although they were partners, their initial goal had been to usurp control, but Li Mu had strictly guarded the capital aspect, making it difficult for them to find a breakthrough.

The development of a company after financing is like a group of people sailing out to sea together. Everyone works to build the ship bigger and sail further. If the founder operates skillfully, they can remain at the helm. However, the investors on board are always restless. Sometimes, they don’t want the voyage to be too smooth; instead, they hope the hull might spring a large leak, using it to disrupt the helmsman’s composure, divert their energy, and even coerce them into relinquishing greater interests or even control while “helping” them solve problems.

However, Li Mu didn’t give them such an opportunity. By leveraging Baidu to lay a solid foundation for Tieba, it was like building the foundation for a skyscraper. Baidu could no longer help with the superstructure. With them gone, he could now fully focus on building the superstructure himself.

He called Kong Lingyu. He had no other requests except that Personal Space and Happy Farm must be completed as soon as possible. Moreover, Happy Farm had a very low technical barrier. Once it unleashed its immense social potential and swept through the entire network, it would definitely attract many companies to imitate it. On the internet, creativity and design were the easiest things to copy. Li Mu understood that any experienced designer could look at Happy Farm’s design and replicate it almost exactly, creating a version that was nearly identical. Therefore, the true key to victory lay in the creativity itself.

Li Mu’s goal was to first develop a 1.0 version, and then, based on 1.0, develop multiple upgraded versions. Each version would bring new creative upgrades, such as an increase in crops, decorative items, and functional items. At the same time, various promotional activities would be planned to ensure that imitating companies could never keep up with the pace.

For example, first launch Happy Farm with only farming and Steal a Dish features. Once someone imitates it, immediately release various cartoon outfits and functional items. One of the trump cards would be: fertilizer.

Normal crop cultivation requires a fixed amount of time. Even if users ensure their online time and plant and harvest crops very promptly, their leveling up process wouldn’t be too fast. But with fertilizer, it would be different. It could shorten the crop maturation time by several or even many times, making it the most important item in Happy Farm. There would also be multiple types of fertilizer: regular fertilizer, high-speed fertilizer, and rapid fertilizer.

In later years, Happy Farm’s cost of incentivizing users to share the game and invite players was extremely low. Just a few packs of virtual fertilizer would make dedicated users eager to pull all their friends into the game, demonstrating its immense appeal.

Besides fertilizer, the reserved items even included insecticide, herbicide, and friendship fertilizer. Players could also raise dogs to prevent friends from Stealing a Dish. The friendship fertilizer had a tricky use: it could make a friend’s crops mature an hour early. This meant that a player could use this fertilizer to make their friend miss their own harvest time, allowing the player to Steal a Dish.

Not only would he always reserve hidden capabilities in terms of items, but Li Mu also had several backup plans for the game’s logic, such as a hidden crop system, a pet leveling system, a land upgrading system, and a random reward system when tilling land. Even the outline for a ranch had already been proposed; once the farm launched, development on the ranch would begin.

In summary, all these technical reserves were to ensure that no competitor could pose a threat during the farm-style game’s peak lifecycle of over half a year.

Kong Lingyu also knew it was a matter of great importance. The Series B valuation would almost entirely depend on how influential this game could become. Therefore, he and his team worked tirelessly, burying themselves in overtime, solely to complete all development work as quickly as possible.

Li Mu invited Lin Qingya and Lawyer Chen for a meal. After dinner, he handed the contract to Lin Qingya, asking her to take it back to the company for filing and safekeeping.

In the afternoon, the 4S dealership called Li Mu to inform him that his car was repaired and ready for pickup anytime.

Li Mu simply drove straight to the 4S dealership to pick up his car. Chen Ze then called him, saying that Fatty Wang had already started operating SugarClub. Everyone’s investment money could be transferred to him first, and they wouldn’t need to worry about subsequent matters, as Fatty Wang would handle everything himself.

Li Mu needed to contribute five hundred thousand. This wasn’t an issue; the money could be directly transferred from the cheats income account to Fatty Wang. As long as the money didn’t directly enter his own account, there would be no risk. Being able to invest it this way was truly ideal.

However, Li Mu then thought of Lin Lin, wondering if that woman would still invest after their several conflicts.

Just as he was about to ask Chen Ze, Chen Ze spoke on the phone to Li Mu: “I originally planned to arrange a dinner for everyone, but Lin Lin is incredibly stubborn and said she doesn’t want to see you. So, I won’t organize any shareholder meetings for now. Everyone can meet privately.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and asked him, “Is she still investing?”

Chen Ze said, “Yes, she is. But she still says she’s not done with you and will probably cause you trouble in the future. However, you should give in to her a little. Lin Lin might be willful, but she still has a sense of proportion. Please be more understanding.”

Li Mu agreed. Last time, he hadn’t intended to get into a physical altercation with Lin Chu, but Zhang Kexuan, who was beside him, also had a young master’s temper and couldn’t stand it, which was why he kicked him. If they met again in the future, he naturally couldn’t escalate the conflict, or it would even look bad for Chen Ze.

Afterward, Li Mu contacted Fatty Wang, asking for his payment account. Then he called Zhao Kang, asking him to transfer five hundred thousand for him first. Legend Overlord could earn over a million a month, which was a windfall. Li Mu didn’t feel any heartache about investing this amount of money.

…

Li Mu spent an entire afternoon writing the finalized outline of “Old Boy” into a script approximately ten thousand words long, with a tentative film length of forty minutes. This script was very inspiring for Li Mu, especially when experienced alongside the song “Old Boy.” He could truly feel that impulse to go all out for an ideal. For men, besides women, perhaps the most blood-boiling thing is an ideal.

Once the script was written, Li Mu quickly sent it to Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei via email. He just wasn’t sure if Du Wei’s sister, who was far away in America, would approve.

Regardless of whether Du Wei’s sister agreed, the filming of “Old Boy” had to enter its formal preparation stage. The on-set crew members had no idea where to start, so they needed to quickly gather a team. Cinematography and sound recording, along with props and set management, were the two most crucial teams. As a micro-movie, the budget was low and tasks were few, so other aspects would be easy to handle.

The investment wasn’t a big problem. Muye Technology would be the title sponsor. For the rest, he could ask Xu Jiaming for help; he should have many business connections in Yanjing. By using the name “Simple Plan,” they could find suitable businesses to sponsor some advertising fees, and the entire film’s cost would be covered.

Li Mu wanted to visit Yanjing Film Academy directly, hoping to assemble the entire team there and also select some roles. The second male lead hadn’t been decided yet, and several other characters with lines could also be scouted from among the film academy students.

He called Du Wei, telling her that the script had been sent to her email and asking her to forward it to her sister for review as soon as possible. After doing all this, the sky outside had gradually darkened. Zhang Kexuan called, saying that Chen Wan had to work overtime again tonight, and their dinner, originally scheduled for seven, would now be moved to eight o’clock.

Zhang Kexuan said it was still early and offered to drive over to pick up Li Mu. Li Mu replied that his car had already been repaired and picked up, so he could just drive himself there.

Zhang Kexuan didn’t insist further. He reiterated the restaurant’s name and address to Li Mu, then hung up the phone.

The restaurant for dinner that evening was chosen near Yanjing Television. Li Mu arrived ten minutes early and waited with Zhang Kexuan for a while. Chen Wan finally arrived, panting, a little after eight-ten.

The moment Zhang Kexuan saw Chen Wan, he said, “You haven’t been in Yanjing for long, so why have you gotten so thin?”

Li Mu also noticed that Chen Wan had become somewhat thin, and her complexion wasn’t as radiant as before.

Chen Wan smiled, sat down opposite them, and glanced at Li Mu, a tender warmth in her eyes. She said, “Work is too busy; I have to work overtime every day.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Even for an intern, I’ve never seen anyone as busy as you. If it’s too much, I can ask some friends if they have connections at Yanjing TV to put in a good word for you.”

Chen Wan said, “No need. Being busy is unavoidable. I just need to get through this period. Things should get better once my on-camera appearances are settled.”

Li Mu asked her, “What’s this about on-camera appearances? Weren’t you hired as an assistant host? Are they still making you do odd jobs?”

Chen Wan explained, “It’s quite difficult for newcomers to appear on camera, and the Host of our program is somewhat targeting me, deliberately suppressing me from appearing. Other newcomers have already completed their on-camera training, but I’m still being assigned various other tasks, so I can only hold on for a while longer and see.”

Li Mu frowned and asked her, “Generally, how long does it take for an assistant host with a relevant major to appear on camera after joining a TV station?”

Chen Wan said, “At least a month. I haven’t even been here for a full month yet.”

Saying this, Chen Wan shrugged and added, “The key is that even if others can’t appear on camera temporarily, they’ve been doing related preparation work for on-camera appearances, so they can generally go on smoothly when the time comes. But I haven’t been assigned any on-camera preparation; instead, I’ve just been assisting the main host.”

Zhang Kexuan said with dissatisfaction, “You’re an assistant host, not a host’s assistant. Just switching the order of those words makes a world of difference in the job nature.”

Chen Wan nodded and smiled, “Yes, but there’s nothing I can do. She’s a senior. She’s been hosting this program since its very beginning, and the director has to defer to her on many matters. Her not wanting me to appear on camera now might be due to a strong protective instinct for the program. It’s understandable.”

Li Mu asked her, “What’s the name of the program?”

“Extraordinary Interview,” Chen Wan said. “It’s a celebrity interview program. Each episode, a celebrity is invited to participate in an interview, where they have a live conversation, answer questions, and do some interactions. If it’s a singer, they’ll also perform two songs live. That’s basically it.”





Chapter 258: Come Make a Guest Appearance

Interview programs can be considered the variety entertainment shows with the lowest barrier to entry. Their production costs are very low in all aspects, and currently, they are the type of variety show that all provincial and directly-controlled municipal TV stations are producing. Li Mu had never even heard of the Extraordinary Interview that Chen Wan mentioned; it probably wasn’t very famous to begin with, and its lifespan likely wouldn’t be long.

Li Mu got a general understanding from Chen Wan. Extraordinary Interview had been on air for a year and a half, with one episode per week, broadcast on Saturday nights. Currently, it was considered one of the top three variety shows in terms of ratings on Yanjing Television. However, Yanjing TV’s overall ratings were quite dismal, so being in the top three didn’t hold much weight. Not only were its national ratings low, but even its local ratings in Yanjing weren’t very high.

The original format of Extraordinary Interview was the simplest: a female main host interviewing guests alone, a 1-on-N model, mostly one-on-one. The show’s effect was rather monotonous, and combined with the main host’s rigid on-screen performance, it hadn’t seen any breakthroughs. Recently, the production team had been making some minor adjustments to the show’s effect, such as adding a small band on set to create atmosphere, and incorporating an SMS interaction platform. Before each episode, viewers would be informed in advance through newspapers and other program previews. If viewers had any questions for the current guest, they could send an SMS directly to the platform, which the production team would then filter and ask the guest on air.

The production team’s idea for this segment was to hand it over to the assistant host. They had even considered the stage effects: the interview sofa in the middle of the stage, the band on the left, and the assistant host’s position on the right. When the show entered the SMS interactive Q&A phase, the main host would give a brief introduction, one of the cameras would focus on the assistant host, who would then read out the selected audience questions on set, asking the guest to answer each one.

Overall, the assistant host wouldn’t have many opportunities to appear on camera. For the entire half-hour program, the assistant host’s screen time wouldn’t exceed three minutes. Most of the time, the camera would focus on the main host and the guests, as well as the large screen behind them. It was originally a very simple task. Chen Wan had majored in broadcasting, so she could do this small task very well with almost no training. However, the key issue now was that the SMS platform had been opened for trial, but the main host kept a tight grip on this segment. Whenever it came to the SMS interactive Q&A phase, she would take out the question cards herself and personally ask the guests, which meant Chen Wan, as the assistant host, had no chance to appear on camera.

The production team’s intention was likely to introduce a young, fresh face to bring some visual change to the audience. However, the main host, who was over thirty, seemed to view the program as extremely important, guarding every segment tightly. Not only did Chen Wan, who was nearly ten years younger than her, have no chance to appear on camera, but even the band was given a hard time by her. This was because there was a young, handsome pianist in the band who, after appearing a few times, gained considerable popularity among female viewers. Some even wrote letters to the production team, asking for the pianist’s contact information. The main host then made a request to the director, and since then, the pianist’s stage position changed from facing the stage with a 90-degree side profile to completely turning his back to the stage. Whenever the camera focused on the band, only the back of the pianist’s head would be visible.

After hearing all this, Zhang Kexuan couldn’t help but curse, “This Host is too much, isn’t she? Is she really that afraid of being upstaged?”

Chen Wan smiled without responding, while Li Mu chuckled and said, “This kind of thing is too normal. Look at all the variety shows now; if there’s an absolute core main host in a program, then among assistant hosts of the same gender, there are almost none with better looks than the core main host. The core main host sees the program as their own territory, so how could they easily allow a younger, prettier host to appear on their stage? Wouldn’t that just steal all the audience’s attention?”

Zhang Kexuan said, “But she can’t be such a pain in the ass! Forcing Xiao Wan not to appear on camera, when will Xiao Wan ever get to step into the spotlight? If you ask me, Xiao Wan, let’s first try to pull some strings. If that doesn’t work, then go back to Nansu Province TV. I can’t guarantee anything else, but back in Jinling, I can definitely ensure you a smooth sailing career.”

Chen Wan quickly shook her head. “Bro, don’t worry about these things. I was mentally prepared for this. I’m just doing my job at the station now. I’ve only just arrived, and if I start pulling strings everywhere, I don’t know what the station will think of me. Besides, I’m not really desperate to appear on camera; I’m just a bit unhappy about being treated like a personal assistant, being ordered around.”

Zhang Kexuan frowned. “Your whole family in Jinling treats you like a treasure. How can we stand by and watch you get bullied here?”

Chen Wan laughed. “I’m not being bullied, just a little tired.”

At this moment, Li Mu spoke up, “Sis, Kexuan and I are preparing to shoot a micro-movie, and there’s a role for a Talent show Host in it. Why don’t you come and give it a try?”

Zhang Kexuan slapped the table. “That’s right! How could I not have thought of that? Xiao Wan, you should try it. With your qualifications, you might even become an overnight sensation.”

Chen Wan said awkwardly, “I haven’t studied acting. I’m afraid I might not be suitable for something like this…”

Li Mu chuckled, “A Host playing a Host, just be natural! Becoming an overnight sensation might not be very likely, but it’s a chance to get some screen time first. If your station’s leaders see it, they might offer you other opportunities. We’re even making a movie; they can’t possibly deny you a chance to appear on camera even on a TV station, right?”

Zhang Kexuan nodded repeatedly. “That’s right! The station isn’t letting you appear on camera, right? Well, you’ll appear on camera in our micro-movie. When your station broadcasts this micro-movie, won’t that be appearing on camera in disguise? And it definitely won’t just be broadcast on one TV station. We’ll coordinate relationships everywhere. I can’t say CCTV will broadcast it, but at least we’ll ensure it’s broadcast on more than half of the provincial TV stations nationwide. Let that female main host who’s suppressing you see if our Xiao Wan’s charm can really be suppressed by her!”

Chen Wan was amused by Zhang Kexuan and covered her mouth, laughing, “You’re exaggerating so much! What kind of movie are you two making anyway? How come I don’t know anything about it?”

Li Mu briefly explained the Old Boy remake micro-movie to Chen Wan. After listening to the story synopsis, Chen Wan nodded repeatedly in admiration, saying, “I think this story is really good! It will definitely touch a lot of people. But how will a forty-minute micro-movie like this coordinate with TV stations for broadcast? As far as I know, TV stations haven’t broadcast this type of movie before…”

Li Mu chuckled, “That problem is easy to solve. We don’t plan to make money from the TV stations. As long as they’re willing to broadcast it, we’ll send them the copy immediately. Just the name of Simple Plan’s full participation will be enough to pique the interest of many TV stations. If they watch a preview, they’ll definitely be interested. Then they’ll coordinate the broadcast time themselves. Even if they’re not interested, we can still use public relations to coordinate; finding connections and spending money aren’t issues. Besides, the management of TV stations isn’t strict enough right now, and local stations have a lot of freedom. Our film is also positive and uplifting, so broadcasting it definitely won’t be a problem.”

Chen Wan nodded gently. “That’s true. They can broadcast this micro-movie in the time slot of a single TV drama episode. When are you planning to start filming?”

Li Mu said, “We’ll start filming this month. I’ll be setting up the crew these next few days, and once the crew is ready, we’ll start shooting. You absolutely must make a guest appearance as the Host then!”

Chen Wan nodded. “Since you said so, I’ll go.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Then it’s settled! You must make time for it.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “Don’t worry, no matter how busy I am, I’ll go to show support for you.”

Li Mu smiled with satisfaction and asked, “Does your station have any plans to do a Talent show now?”

Chen Wan shook her head. “The band competition just ended not long ago, and with the end of the year approaching, there shouldn’t be any other Talent show programs planned in the near future. However, the last band competition, co-hosted by several TV stations, gained extremely high attention because Simple Plan emerged from it, achieving results far beyond expectations. So, next year, they should plan a similar program.”

Li Mu asked her, “If a cultural company plans and produces a variety entertainment show, and then collaborates with a TV station for broadcast, with both parties co-investing and distributing income proportionally, do you think this model is feasible?”

Chen Wan thought for a moment and said, “Currently, I haven’t heard of outside companies producing variety shows.”

This model is called production-broadcast separation, where independent production companies create TV programs, which are then broadcast by television broadcasting organizations. This model might not be mature yet, but as variety shows develop and mature in the future, it will inevitably become the mainstream in the variety field, and a series of production companies will certainly emerge. For example, Canxing Production in later generations, a single company producing dozens of different types of variety shows, collaborating with different TV stations and broadcasting on different TV stations.

In the future, intellectual property will become a big hot topic, and variety show formats are no exception. The most popular variety formats, such as Britain's Got Talent and The Voice of Holland (the original version of The Voice), have had their copyrights sold all over the world. The copyright for Running Man has also been sold to nearly ten countries in Asia, with limitless commercial prospects. Muye Pictures, newly registered by Li Mu, naturally cannot miss this enormous field of television variety shows. Next year, he needs to find a way to help Chen Wan establish a firm footing at Yanjing TV, and then, together with her, bring out Super Girl first. As long as one program becomes popular, a large number of TV stations will come knocking to seek cooperation in the future.

However, at present, he didn’t have connections in the entertainment industry, making it somewhat difficult to help Chen Wan. As Li Mu pondered, he saw Zhang Kexuan next to him and suddenly had an idea. He said to Zhang Kexuan, “Kexuan, from now until the end of the Spring Festival Gala and the broadcast of Old Boy, you two should not accept any media interviews, except for CCTV. Not a single one.”





Chapter 259: It Can’t Be Such a Coincidence!

In the Spring Festival of 2009, Xiao Shenyang appeared on the Spring Festival Gala and performed the skit “Not Short of Money.” That spring, he became the hottest celebrity in the entire country, bar none. Li Mu heard a friend who worked at a fashion magazine talk about that period: as soon as the Spring Festival Gala was over, all magazines wanted Xiao Shenyang for their covers, all television stations wanted to do exclusive interviews with him, and even invite him to perform. Even TV drama and movie directors were lavishly pursuing him.

In the Spring Festival Gala of 2010, magician Liu Qian became famous across the country overnight, even more so than Xiao Shenyang the year before.

Li Mu knew too well the dominant power of the Spring Festival Gala in creating stars. He could foresee just how popular Zhang Kexuan would become once Simple Plan performed on the Spring Festival Gala.

Zhang Kexuan’s singing was fine, his looks were fine, and the four songs Li Mu gave him were all climbing the charts. It was truly a case of everything being ready, only lacking the east wind. It would be against common sense if they didn’t explode in popularity after the Spring Festival Gala. At that point, they could use “Old Boy (song title)” to assist the online army in a strong push, which would absolutely make Simple Plan the hottest celebrities in the country. By then, Simple Plan would also be sought after by major television stations, just like Xiao Shenyang and Liu Qian after their Spring Festival Gala appearances.

The reason Li Mu wanted them to refuse all media interviews was very simple: to use Simple Plan’s fame to promote Chen Wan.

Chen Wan was a Host. Although she hadn’t appeared on camera yet, she had already started her internship at the television station. Even if a main host / anchor was holding her back for now, appearing on camera was only a matter of time. Once Simple Plan became hugely popular and Zhang Kexuan became a national idol, Li Mu would personally plan a news story. For example, if the media secretly photographed Zhang Kexuan and Chen Wan intimately shopping together, major media outlets would definitely use this news to hype things up. Chen Wan’s external conditions were excellent, and in the eyes of the media, she definitely had topic potential. Therefore, a hot topic would certainly boost her popularity.

Then, Zhang Kexuan would come out to clarify Chen Wan’s identity, telling everyone that she was his younger cousin. He would reveal photos of their childhood, youth, and even recent years, as well as family photos. He would also reveal that Chen Wan was an assistant host at Yanjing Television. With irrefutable evidence, the misunderstanding would be cleared. The media would realize they had made a mix-up, and fans would realize it was a false alarm, that their idol wasn’t dating. But more ordinary viewers would discover, “Oh, this Host named Chen Wan is really beautiful! What program does she host? I must watch it.”

Zhang Kexuan would probably be extremely popular by then, but no television station would have the opportunity to interview him. Only Chen Wan would have this resource and ability. Yanjing TV would certainly not miss this golden opportunity. Furthermore, Chen Wan would already have been made popular by Zhang Kexuan, making it the perfect time to push her forward and fully promote her. The television station would definitely not miss this chance.

So-called “bind / tie together” marketing was pretty much this kind of strategy.

Why do companies, when promoting a new artist, most often use the tactic of having them involved in a scandal with other established artists from the company? Because for celebrities, scandals are the easiest way to attract attention. Li Mu also felt that this method of a big star promoting a smaller star was very simple, direct, and cost-effective. It was like how those public accounts operating on Weibo and WeChat would use the resources of their main accounts to cultivate several alt accounts, possessing a unique advantage.

However, Li Mu didn’t reveal his plan in front of the two of them. He merely warned Zhang Kexuan not to worry about anything else, just to remember not to accept interviews from any media other than CCTV. Zhang Kexuan almost always followed Li Mu’s lead in such matters, so he agreed without hesitation.

Li Mu mused to himself that in another two or three months, he would make sure Chen Wan’s name spread throughout the country. If the leaders of Yanjing TV weren’t out of their minds, they would most likely give Chen Wan a step up. Then, he would seize the opportunity to bring out Super Girl. Preparations in spring, launch (a project/business) in summer, and Chen Wan would be the sole Host from beginning to end. No one else but her.

He simply wouldn’t believe it. With him around, who could suppress Chen Wan and prevent her from shining?

…

Li Mu posted a Recruitment notice for crew members on the Yanjing Film Academy forum, seeking cinematographers, production assistants, set managers, prop masters, as well as lighting, art, and costume/makeup personnel. He left his contact number and a QQ contact.

The reason he wanted to find students was that those who already had a few years of experience usually had their own working styles and methods. He had read the original novel of this film countless times, knowing it by heart. As for his adapted version, all the shots and scenes were already very concretely conceived in his mind. Therefore, Li Mu didn’t want to find “old hands” who were already set in their ways. He wanted this micro-movie to be made entirely according to his own vision, but he lacked industry experience himself. So, he simply decided to go with amateurs all the way, assembling a team with little experience. As long as everyone could do the work and obediently follow his instructions, that would be enough.

After the post was published, Li Mu continuously received many calls. Some were students from Yanjing Film Academy, and others were film industry professionals who had graduated from the academy but hadn’t yet made a name for themselves. Li Mu simply recorded their information and planned to meet and chat with them over the weekend.

A QQ user named “Loves Pork Belly the Most” requested to add Li Mu as a friend, with the request message: “Your crew doesn’t have a producer, right?”

Seeing that it was someone related to film, Li Mu accepted the request. As soon as he accepted, the other party immediately sent a message, repeating the previous request.

Li Mu’s crew currently only consisted of himself and the already confirmed actors. Everything else was still up in the air, and naturally, there was no producer. Moreover, he felt that a micro-movie like his didn’t seem to need a producer, so he hadn’t planned to recruit for that role at all. He replied, “Not yet, not planning to recruit one.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “How can a movie not have a producer? If you had an executive producer, all the pre-production and crew-building matters could be handled by them.”

Then, they added another sentence: “Bro / buddy, you’re not from the industry, are you?”

Li Mu replied, “No, I just want to invest my own money to shoot a micro-movie.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most suddenly became interested. They weren’t quite sure what a micro-movie was, so they asked Li Mu, “What’s a micro-movie? Can you give me a rundown?”

Li Mu replied, “It’s like other movies, an independent story, but shorter in length. The whole film is about forty minutes.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most was very surprised: “This kind of film can’t be shown in cinemas!”

Li Mu replied, “I’m not planning to release it in cinemas. It will be broadcast on TV and online.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most was even more confused: “Will TV stations be willing to buy and broadcast this kind of film?”

Li Mu said, “They won’t have to pay for it. I’ll give it to them to broadcast for free.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most was completely bewildered. They asked Li Mu, “How much are you planning to invest?”

Li Mu thought for a moment: “Around two million.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most exclaimed in surprise, “Bro / buddy, two million is completely enough to shoot a ninety-minute movie! Why shoot a forty-minute one?”

Li Mu said, “Ninety minutes is too long, not suitable for TV broadcast.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “You’re the director, right?”

Li Mu said, “Yes.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “You’re also the screenwriter?”

“Yes.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most then said, “Bro / buddy, to be honest with you, I also studied directing, and I’m currently still studying at Yanjing Film Academy. I saw your Recruitment notice, and I feel what you truly lack is a producer. If you trust me, I’m willing to recommend myself to be your producer and help you coordinate all affairs. I can also find suitable talent for the positions you’re recruiting for. What do you think?”

Li Mu asked him, “Why are you studying directing but want to be a producer?”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “It’s out of necessity. I’ve shot a few things myself. This year, I shot a film similar to your micro-movie, over seventy minutes long. It’s a DV movie. Making films requires money, and I can’t even afford a good DV camera right now.”

Li Mu asked again, “Do you have experience with pre-production and crew-building?”

Loves Pork Belly the Most replied, “To be honest, I have some experience, but not very professional. Most of my contacts are current students. However, I’ve also worked on many film sets, and I can definitely do the executive producer’s job well. Plus, since I studied directing, I can better assist you with your directing work on set and provide some professional advice when necessary.”

Li Mu then asked curiously, “You said you shot a DV movie over seventy minutes long? What’s its name, and where can I watch it?”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “There’s nowhere to watch it yet. I’ve submitted it to a few small film awards. If you’re interested, I can send you a copy.”

Li Mu asked, “What’s it called?”

“Thursday, Wednesday. The name’s a bit strange, it was just something to test it out.”

Li Mu’s eyelids twitched, and he thought, “It can’t be such a coincidence, can it?”

So Li Mu asked him, “What’s your name?”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “My name is Ning Hao.”

Li Mu was overjoyed and quickly pressed, “If I invite you to be the producer for this micro-movie, what kind of compensation do you want?”

Loves Pork Belly the Most hesitated for a moment, then sent: “Around three thousand. That’s a very reasonable price.”

After saying that, they seemed a bit less confident and added: “Two thousand five hundred is also fine, but I’ll need one thousand paid before crew-building begins.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Do you have time now? Let’s meet and talk.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most immediately said, “Yes, I have time, I have time. I’m at Jisu Internet Cafe near the Yanjing Film Academy entrance. Tell me a place, and I can come find you now.”

Li Mu checked the time, it was half past seven in the evening. He asked him, “Have you had dinner? If not, let’s eat and talk. There’s an Old Dong’s Lamb Spine Hotpot opposite the East Gate of Renmin University. I’ll wait for you there.”

Loves Pork Belly the Most said, “What do you look like, or what are you wearing? I don’t have a mobile phone, so I’m afraid I won’t be able to contact you when I get there.”

Li Mu laughed, “I’m wearing grey sweatpants and a blue sweater. Come over now.”





Chapter 260: Future A-List Director

In Li Mu’s mind, from 2000 until his Rebirth in 2016, the best comedy film in mainland China was undoubtedly Crazy Stone. This movie, which burst onto the scene in 2006, was made with an investment of only two to three million yuan, yet it created a landmark comedy film. Li Mu himself couldn’t even count how many people this movie made famous.

Huang Bo, an absolute underdog actor, became one of the hottest film emperors in the country after this movie, earning the nickname “Six Billion Box Office Actor.” Guo Tao and Xu Zheng, actors who had long since faded from popularity, also found a new spring in their careers after this film. Dao Ge and Wang Xun from the movie also rose to fame through it; although they didn’t become A-list actors, they made a name for themselves in the second-tier.

Although this movie borrowed elements from foreign director Guy Ritchie, the script was incredibly ingenious. Coupled with the brilliant performances of various actors, it presented a true comedy with no dull moments, making people laugh from beginning to end. Li Mu had watched this film no less than ten times, able to recite almost every line by heart.

The director of this movie also became truly known to the world from then on, and later directed films grossing over one hundred million and even over one billion yuan, successfully joining the ranks of A-list directors in the country.

The director of this movie was Ning Hao, who had just offered his services to him on QQ.

Because Li Mu enjoyed his films, he specifically sought out Ning Hao’s earliest DV movie. The picture quality of that movie was terrible, and the cinematography was also poor, but the plot design was quite clever. The title was Thursday, Wednesday.

Calculating the time, it was clear that Ning Hao was still a student. The fact that he saw Li Mu’s post and found him, while somewhat coincidental, wasn’t entirely unexpected upon closer thought.

Currently, there were many unknown students at Yanjing Film Academy, but if Li Mu were to walk around, he could recognize at least dozens of familiar faces. This was because students from the ’98 to ’01 batches were still enrolled, and among these four batches, too many people became famous—not just actors, but also directors, cinematographers, and screenwriters. It was perfectly normal for his Recruitment post to attract a few future big names. As someone who had experienced Rebirth from the future, Li Mu would probably find it coincidental whenever he met any future celebrity.

Regardless, Li Mu was still uncontrollably excited. He quickly tidied up and went downstairs to the barbecue stand to wait for Ning Hao’s arrival. Yanjing Film Academy wasn’t far from Renmin University; it was just a few bus stops away. Li Mu waited for ten-odd minutes by the window of a Lamb Spine Hotpot restaurant when a familiar face appeared in his sight.

Although Ning Hao was currently a student at Yanjing Film Academy, he was already twenty-five years old. He looked relatively older for his age, and his appearance now was almost identical to how he looked when he filmed Crazy Stone: slightly overweight, with a receding hairline that had started early.

Ning Hao got off the bus and looked around. Upon seeing the Lamb Spine Hotpot restaurant Li Mu mentioned, he walked towards the entrance. Pushing the door open, he stood on tiptoe to look inside. Li Mu wanted to greet him first, but then he thought that Ning Hao was still unknown at this point, and it would be strange if he recognized him first. So, he calmly sat in his chair, waiting for Ning Hao to spot him.

Ning Hao quietly repeated, “Gray sweatpants, blue sweater…”

He scanned the room, and his gaze landed on Li Mu. Blue sweater, check. But he couldn’t see the pants. Ning Hao walked a few steps closer, deliberately glancing at Li Mu as he passed by. He saw that Li Mu was indeed wearing gray sweatpants, and was immediately surprised. He thought, How is this kid so young? Is he the one who just told me on QQ that he’s going to spend two million yuan to shoot a forty-minute micro-movie? He must be kidding, right?

Ning Hao instinctively wanted to leave, because he was afraid Li Mu was a swindler. And he wasn’t afraid of Li Mu swindling him out of anything else, only of Li Mu swindling him out of a meal.

He had heard stories before: some jerks would pretend to offer jobs to scam people out of food and drinks. What if this kid really posted on the Yanjing Film Academy forum to trick people? What would he do? His living expenses were already a problem; he only had over fifty yuan in his pocket, which was his entire net worth. With the end of the year approaching, no new film crews were starting, and he couldn’t even find a part-time job. If this Li Mu thing didn’t work out, he’d have to start washing dishes in a restaurant.

It was precisely because of his tight financial situation that Ning Hao was conflicted. On one hand, he was afraid Li Mu was a swindler; on the other hand, he was afraid of making the wrong judgment.

Ning Hao deliberately walked past Li Mu, hesitating a few meters behind him. After a minute of internal struggle, he gritted his teeth and decided to give it a try. What was there to be afraid of? If he found out the other party was really a swindler, he would calmly make sure to eat his fill first. If the other person tried to sneak away early, he would get up and leave, making sure to be ahead of him.

Having made his decision, Ning Hao approached Li Mu, looked down at him, and tentatively asked, “Hello, are you Mr. Li?”

Li Mu nodded and asked with a smile, “You must be Ning Hao, right?”

Ning Hao said, “That’s me.”

Li Mu enthusiastically said, “Come, come, please have a seat.”

Ning Hao sat opposite Li Mu with a slight sense of trepidation. A large pot of lamb spine hotpot was already boiling in front of them. Li Mu gestured, “Let’s eat first, we can talk while we eat.”

Ning Hao nodded, thanked him, and indeed, he was hungry. Having been fooling around in Yanjing for so long, he rarely had the luxury of eating such food. He hadn’t even had dinner yet tonight.

Li Mu also genuinely wanted to eat his fill before discussing business, but soon after they started eating, he quickly noticed that Ning Hao kept glancing at him out of the corner of his eye, seemingly very wary.

Li Mu, at this age, was a shrewd person. He guessed what Ning Hao was worried about in an instant. Remembering that Ning Hao was a heavy smoker in the director’s circle, Li Mu waved to the waiter and said, “Excuse me, could you get me two packs of Soft Zhonghua cigarettes?”

He deliberately asked for a brand of cigarettes that the restaurant wouldn’t have. The waiter looked at Li Mu and awkwardly said, “Hello, the best cigarettes we have here are Yuxi.”

Li Mu then took two hundred yuan from his pocket, handed it to her, and said, “Could you go out and buy me two packs? You can keep the rest as a running errand fee.”

Ning Hao immediately sighed in relief.

Two hundred yuan, that was definitely enough for this meal. In those days, a large pot of lamb spine hotpot wouldn’t even cost one hundred yuan.

It seemed the other party was indeed a rich and powerful person; it was unlikely he would swindle him for just one meal.

Li Mu observed Ning Hao’s reaction, finding it amusing but also understanding. Whether in the film industry or the music industry, most people are very poor before they become famous. The reason for their poverty is that they need money to support their artistic endeavors. Li Mu himself had deeply experienced this when he played in a band during university. Sometimes, to buy a piece of equipment, he would be so broke he wouldn’t recover for half a semester. Back then, to buy a guitar effects pedal called Line6, he sang for five months straight at a small bar outside the campus.

The waiter bought the cigarettes back, handed them to Li Mu, and also returned the money. Li Mu took the cigarettes and said, “Keep the money. Just bring me an ashtray.”

At that time, restaurants didn’t have smoking bans yet, and almost all the guests at several tables in the hall were smoking. The waiter happily took the money, turned around to get Li Mu an ashtray, and even gave him a lighter.

Li Mu opened one pack of cigarettes, offered one to Ning Hao, and lit one himself. Ning Hao also took out his lighter and lit his, taking a satisfying puff. With a slightly hoarse voice, he said, “You know, good cigarettes really are good cigarettes. So smooth and pure.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and handed him the unopened pack: “Take this and smoke it.”

Ning Hao quickly pushed his hand away, saying, “How can I…”

Li Mu laughed, “I don’t smoke much, and don’t be so polite. Aren’t we supposed to discuss our collaboration?”

Taking a puff of his cigarette, Li Mu said, “Let me introduce myself. My name is Li Mu, Li as in ‘plum tree’, Mu as in ‘herding’.”

Ning Hao nodded, and also stated his name.

Li Mu said, “You mentioned on QQ that you wanted to be the executive producer for my film. I’m curious, how would you integrate the resources I need for me?”

Ning Hao’s interest was immediately piqued. He flicked his cigarette ash and said with a hint of excitement, “I’ve been fooling around in this industry for a long time, followed many film crews, and know a few people. It’s the end of the year now, so many people don’t have much work and are idle. I have their pager and mobile phone numbers; one call and they’ll definitely show up. Also, our Yanjing Film Academy has a lot of student resources. From actors to production assistants and set managers, you can find them all. I have pretty good connections at school, so I can help you sort everything out!”

Li Mu asked him, “Can you coordinate a few good actors from the Film Academy for me? I still have a few character vacancies.”

Li Mu hadn’t yet decided on the lead actor for the male antagonist, and there were also a few characters with dialogue. Li Mu hoped to find some more professional actors, otherwise, if the entire film was acted by amateurs, he was afraid that everyone’s performance would be off-key, making it look fake at first glance.

Ning Hao patted his chest and said, “That’s a small matter. Tell me about the script, or let me see it, and then tell me your requirements for each role. I’ll take care of the rest.”

Li Mu smiled, “In that case, I officially hire you as the executive producer for this film.”

Ning Hao froze, put down the half-eaten lamb bone, and widened his eyes, asking Li Mu, “It’s decided just like that?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Yes, it’s decided.”

Ning Hao stammered, “Isn’t that a bit hasty?”

Li Mu chuckled in response, “Do you want me to go back on my word?”

Ning Hao quickly said, “Of course not, it’s just about the remuneration, how will you decide…”

Li Mu then said, “It’ll be as you said, three thousand yuan. I’ll advance you one thousand yuan first.”

Ning Hao visibly trembled. Three thousand yuan was just a casual quote he gave; even two thousand yuan was a bit high. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to agree directly.

He asked Li Mu, “You trust me that much?”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s just giving you one thousand yuan first. I trust my judgment; you wouldn’t trick me for a mere thousand yuan.”

Ning Hao nodded repeatedly, “You can rest assured about that. I’m a person who values integrity the most. I will definitely do my best to help you with this film!”





Chapter 261: Alipay Goes Live

Li Mu gave Ning Hao one thousand yuan in cash as agreed. Ning Hao hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so straightforward with the money. He hadn’t even started working, hadn’t signed an agreement, or even shown his Identity Card, yet Li Mu had already handed over the money.

However, Li Mu’s generosity touched him somewhat. One thousand yuan wasn’t a huge sum, but it was enough to solve his immediate problems, making it incredibly significant to him.

The two discussed the script and shooting plan over dinner. Ning Hao had a unique and clever understanding of film, so Li Mu’s straightforward emotional story, which followed a single main plotline to the end, didn’t particularly impress him; in fact, he found it a bit common. However, because he had a good impression of Li Mu, Ning Hao listened carefully and offered some pertinent advice based on his own experience.

Li Mu asked Ning Hao to help him set up the crew and find time to meet over the weekend. Ning Hao didn’t have a mobile phone yet, so he gave Li Mu a pager number before they parted ways.

Li Mu was quite interested in Ning Hao. This imaginative young director wouldn’t truly make a name for himself until 2006. If it weren’t for Andy Lau’s Asia New Director Project, he would probably have had to wait much longer to become famous.

Even with the Asia New Director Project, he only received a budget of just over three million yuan. The box office that year reached over twenty million yuan, not only making the film and director famous but also launching a large number of grassroots actors.

Now, the budget for his own micro-movie had reached two million yuan. Ning Hao was probably internally screaming. Considering the inflation rate of the yuan, two million yuan now would be just enough to shoot Crazy Stone.

Li Mu wanted to use this collaboration to persuade the still-studying Ning Hao to join his Muye Pictures. Ning Hao’s ability was beyond doubt. In addition, he also had network resources accumulated at Yanjing Film Academy. If he joined Muye Pictures, Li Mu could provide funding, allowing him to secure investments early and shoot the films he wanted to make.

Ning Hao’s efficiency was indeed extraordinary. Li Mu gave Ning Hao the information of all the relevant personnel who had contacted him, letting Ning Hao coordinate and arrange everything himself, and then find time to meet with him. By Friday, Ning Hao had already outlined the rough shape of the crew, and several extras were secured. The meticulous Ning Hao even prepared a detailed shooting budget for Li Mu. Given that Simple Plan, the biggest name, was performing for free, Ning Hao’s final estimated total cost was only about one million yuan, and this price even included the remuneration for several student actors from the film academy.

Li Mu asked him, “Among the students currently studying at the film academy, are there any good candidates? Preferably someone who already has some fame.”

Ning Hao chuckled with a high-pitched voice, “Not many current students are famous, but the 1996 class really produced some big names. Zhao Wei goes without saying, and Huang Xiaoming and Chen Kun are also quite famous. For the male villain in our film, we could consider having them play the role.”

Li Mu didn’t have much of an impression of Huang Xiaoming, but he thought Chen Kun was pretty good, so he asked him, “What’s Chen Kun’s current remuneration?”

Ning Hao said, “He’s impressive. For the drama ‘Love Story in Shanghai,’ he gets three thousand yuan per episode. He earned ninety thousand yuan from thirty episodes of that TV series, and he also gained some fame through it. His price will definitely go up now. For a movie, it would probably be thirty to fifty thousand yuan, right?”

As Ning Hao spoke, he suddenly added, “No, no, wait. Ours is a micro-movie, and he won’t be the lead. The work time will be short, so the price might be negotiable.”

Li Mu thought to himself that this price was incredibly affordable. After he became famous with ‘The Story of a Noble Family’ next year, his remuneration would surely skyrocket. Getting him for thirty to fifty thousand yuan was definitely worth it. So he said to Ning Hao, “You can contact Chen Kun about this. I’ve seen his TV series, and he’s very good. Thirty to fifty thousand yuan is fine. You’re responsible for getting him on board.”

“Okay, our budget is very generous anyway,” Ning Hao laughed. “Actually, if you ask me, our film academy has many actresses who could play the female lead. Why do you insist on finding an inexperienced music student?”

Ning Hao hadn’t met Du Wei and didn’t know how well her appearance and temperament matched the character in the script. Li Mu didn’t explain much, simply saying, “You’ll know when you meet the actress. Your film academy definitely can’t find a girl with that kind of temperament.”

Ning Hao chuckled twice, “Alright, then I’ll coordinate the people first. If you have time this weekend, let’s meet to finalize the details. If the crew is set, I’ll quickly contact shooting locations. The talent show scenes will require renting a studio, and that cost might be a bit higher.”

Li Mu instructed, “Even though we don’t necessarily have to spend the entire two million yuan budget, you absolutely cannot skimp on the places where money needs to be spent to achieve quality. The studio for the talent show scenes must be high-end, grand, and classy. Spending a bit more money is fine; the key is to achieve the desired effect.”

“Understood, don’t worry!”

…

By Friday, a new product in the e-commerce sector made its debut.

Li Mu’s own Alipay was finally officially launched.

From its launch, Alipay was deeply integrated with 3321. The promotional policy of waiving the first month’s commission immediately boosted Alipay’s registration rate among parent users to 90%, and among student groups, it reached 95%. From then on, their withdrawals on the 3321 platform could be freely operated through Alipay, making it safe and convenient. Furthermore, 3321 specifically opened an SMS platform to support Alipay’s promotion, so Alipay users would receive instant SMS notifications for payments, arrivals, and withdrawals.

When the auction began, Li Mu personally monitored user data at Muye Technology. 3321 currently had over thirty thousand registered students and users combined, forming Alipay’s first batch of users. After a round of bidding and payments, Alipay experienced no bugs or vulnerabilities throughout, and the user experience was excellent.

However, Alipay’s birth did not attract attention in the internet industry. Everyone had not yet realized the critical role payment platforms would play in the future e-commerce industry. Internet professionals who knew about Alipay only thought it was a payment channel specifically developed for 3321. 3321 itself was a very closed network and was not profit-oriented, so for internet practitioners, such a marginalized and unprofitable product was difficult to attract their attention.

This also made Li Mu sigh in relief. Alipay itself didn’t have the opportunity to rise rapidly yet; 3321’s users alone couldn’t support this payment platform. However, in the next step, Li Mu would connect Muye Technology to Alipay’s payment channel. When Muye Technology’s Happy Farm launched paid items, it would use a wave of ultra-low prices to gather users. One-cent fertilizer item packs and one-cent pet item packs were all killer moves to attract users to pay. In the field of internet payments, the most difficult part was the breakthrough from zero to 0.01 yuan. As long as a user paid one cent on this payment platform, their wallet was already half open to you.

As for Taobao, this massive e-commerce aircraft carrier, Li Mu didn’t have the ability to build it yet. Muye’s team was already operating at high capacity, and Kong Lingyu’s abilities hadn’t shown significant improvement yet. His technical strength and vision were sufficient to support Tieba, which was already quite good. In the future, there were also social networking plans for communication software, and he wasn’t sure if he could grow in time, let alone handle an internet giant like e-commerce.

However, Li Mu wasn’t worried. Talent needed to be found slowly. The concept of Taobao only needed to be developed before 2003. Even if Mr. Ma in Hangzhou launched another Taobao website early due to his butterfly effect, Li Mu wasn’t concerned at all, because he had saved himself the long period of trial and error, and had Alipay as support. Once Taobao was launched, Alipay would immediately follow with a comprehensive compensation service, and Mr. Ma would certainly not be able to catch up with such a planned and premeditated business rhythm.

Li Mu also experienced the internal beta version of the user’s Personal space and Happy Farm at Muye Technology.

The functional layout of the Personal space was similar to the initial QQ Zone, with features like messages, logs, moods, and photo albums. Professional graphic designers had also developed multiple beautiful templates for users to choose from. Overall, it was quite good, possessing basic display and interactive effects. Most importantly, Happy Farm was the key core of Muye Technology’s transformation into social networking. Li Mu not only wanted to use it to attract users to transfer their connections from Tencent QQ but also hoped to use it to help them build larger network resources on Tieba, making Tieba connections their main online network. Then, once YY was launched, users’ connections could transition to YY with extremely low operational costs.

Happy Farm version 1.0 basically met Li Mu’s expectations for the initial stage of Happy Farm. The cartoon interface design was very cute and aesthetically pleasing, and the crop leveling structure was also quite comprehensive, with initial crops ranging from white radishes and carrots to cabbages, rice, and wheat, and higher-level crops including vegetables, fruits, and flowers.

The user experience upgrade and land reclamation also had a complete structure. Users could gain corresponding experience from activities such as farming, harvesting, Steal a Dish, helping friends weed, repelling pests, and purchasing seed items. Experience and gold coins would generate a leaderboard, allowing friends to see the highest-level person and the person with the most funds among their friends at any time.

The only thing still missing was the item system, which wasn’t yet complete, but overall, it could definitely be resolved within a week.

Li Mu calculated the time: it would take another week to finalize version 1.0, and then another week to create an upgraded version of 1.0, provisionally named version 1.1. Building version 1.2 based on 1.1 would also require at least a week. However, new versions wouldn’t be released so quickly. Version 1.0 would need to be promoted online for at least a month, allowing users to understand and get invested, and for competitors to start imitating or even launching basic imitation versions. At that point, he would release version 1.1, leaving competitors no time to copy.





Chapter 262: Haven’t You Heard of Me?

This weekend, the guys in dorm room 606 didn’t go along to help with student aid. Dong Ai had assembled a team specifically for this matter, sending someone she trusted from the student union to lead it, and a finance person to accompany them throughout. This new team grandly set off for the northwest mountains, while Dong Ai flew to Shanghai early Saturday morning. 3321’s promotion work in Shanghai had already begun, and for the foreseeable future, her energy would be focused on opening up this market in Shanghai. Shanghai’s urban scale was comparable to Yanjing’s, making it a market of at least tens of thousands of users.

Li Mu, meanwhile, spent the entire day with Ning Hao. Ning Hao had rented a room in a hotel near Yanjing Film Academy, and he and Li Mu interviewed a bunch of crew members there. Many of them were recommended by Ning Hao, such as the cinematographer, his good friend Lu Ming. Li Mu didn’t know much about famous cinematographers from later generations, but since Ning Hao trusted him, his skill should be fine.

Lu Ming had worked as a cinematographer for several small-budget films and was quite experienced in that regard. He also had assistants and sound engineers he had worked with for a long time. So, using him essentially meant having the entire camera and sound recording team. As for all the necessary equipment for filming, it could be rented directly from a rental company.

Li Mu stayed at the hotel all day, basically finalizing most of the future functional staff for the crew. A few actors with speaking roles were also mostly confirmed. The only one missing was Chen Kun. Ning Hao said Chen Kun, having nothing to do over the weekend, went to Shanghai to visit Zhao Wei, who was filming “Chinese Odyssey 2002,” so he wouldn’t return to Yanjing until Sunday evening.

That evening, while eating downstairs at the hotel, Ning Hao said, “I called Chen Kun and roughly discussed it with him. He said his film fee has reached one hundred thousand yuan, and ten thousand yuan per episode for TV dramas. However, this is the price his agency quotes externally. I have some acquaintance with him but aren’t very close. His意思是 is that if it’s really a short film and he’s not playing the lead, as we said, the price could be halved.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Halving it means fifty thousand yuan. That’s fine, sign him.”

Ning Hao gave a wry smile, looking like he wanted to say something but hesitated. Li Mu then said, “Just say what’s on your mind.”

Ning Hao pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and exhaled slowly, saying, “To be honest, inviting him for fifty thousand yuan isn’t very cost-effective. I think it would be better to find a drama student from the film academy who looks good; we could get it done for three to five thousand yuan, and they wouldn’t be much worse than him.”

Li Mu didn’t respond to his words but smiled and asked, “Since you’re so good at calculating costs, if I invested money for you to make a comedy, a regular film ninety to one hundred ten minutes long, how much do you think it would cost to shoot?”

Ning Hao said, “For a comedy, it depends on the type. Is it story-driven, actor-driven, or spectacle-driven?”

Li Mu said, “Just shoot what you’re best at.”

Ning Hao sat up straight and said seriously, “Although I don’t have much directing experience, I have two tenets for filmmaking: don’t blindly believe in big investments, and don’t blindly believe in big stars. I don’t know if you’ve seen Guy Ritchie’s ‘Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels.’ The script was extremely clever, and the filming techniques were very innovative. It had a multi-threaded narrative, cross-montage editing, a super low budget of one point six million pounds, and a bunch of amateur actors, but it achieved both box office and critical success, becoming a classic of black humor.”

Li Mu was slightly surprised. He hadn’t expected Ning Hao to be influenced by Guy Ritchie so early. His “Crazy Stone” had Guy Ritchie’s influence in its plot lines and narrative techniques. He wondered if the movie “Crazy Stone” already had a prototype in Ning Hao’s mind.

Li Mu said, “After we finish this micro-movie, if you have a good script and idea, you can come to me. I’ll invest in your film.”

Ning Hao scratched his head, looking at Li Mu with disbelief. “You’re not kidding, are you? I wanted to ask you, where did you get the investment for the movie ‘Old Boy’? A two million yuan budget for a forty-minute film, I was practically dying of envy.”

Li Mu put down his chopsticks and seriously asked him, “Have you really never heard of me before?”

Ning Hao shook his head, a blank look on his face. “Never heard of you. What does your family do?”

Li Mu asked him, “Have you heard of 3321?”

Ning Hao still shook his head.

Li Mu then asked him, “Have you heard of Muye Technology?”

Ning Hao still shook his head.

Li Mu was defeated and asked him, “What do you usually do besides attending classes?”

Ning Hao took a puff of his cigarette and counted on his fingers, saying, “Well, besides classes, I also work part-time jobs. The rest of the time, I make sure to watch one to two movies every day, and I also write scripts and so on.”

Li Mu asked him, “Don’t you watch TV?”

Ning Hao shook his head. “Except for occasionally glancing at it while eating in the dining hall, I barely watch it at other times.”

Li Mu felt a bit deflated. He thought he was somewhat of a celebrity by now, but this future celebrity in front of him had never even heard of him before.

Li Mu said, “Let me put it this way: I’ve started a few companies. Besides the newly established Muye Pictures, there’s also a company called Muye Technology. It’s quite well-known in the internet circles now. You can look it up online when you have time.”

Ning Hao said skeptically, “Then I’ll go back and research it.”

Li Mu generally didn’t want to be too high-profile, but facing this future renowned director, he really wanted to gain his admiration and trust. If he wanted Ning Hao to work wholeheartedly for Muye Pictures, he first had to make him believe in his strength from the bottom of his heart. Investing a few million yuan to make a film was nothing; he could fulfill this promise next year. Ning Hao wouldn’t have to wait until 2006 to make his breakthrough.

As they were finishing their meal, Li Mu instructed Ning Hao to make sure to sign Chen Kun’s contract. Ning Hao nodded in agreement and asked Li Mu, “Do you still want to make time to meet him again?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about this: after the contract is signed, you set a time with him, and I’ll treat you both to a meal.”

Ning Hao said, “Okay, I’ll set it up with him as soon as possible.”

As the two came out, Ning Hao asked Li Mu, “How are you getting back? It’s hard to get a taxi around here. You’d have to walk a bit to the main entrance of the Film Academy to catch one.”

Li Mu pulled out his GL8 car key, pressed the remote, and said lightly, “I drove here.”

Ning Hao had a look of surprise on his face, but secretly sighed to himself. Someone under twenty years old was already driving a private car, while he would be twenty-five next year and didn’t even have a bicycle. There’s no comparison.

Also, what’s this kid’s background? A rich second-generation heir? A second-generation official? Yanjing was a place where hidden dragons and crouching tigers resided; maybe he was the young master of some prominent family.

Ning Hao watched Li Mu get into the driver’s seat, wave, and drive off. Suddenly, the company name Li Mu mentioned earlier popped into his mind.

Muye Technology, what’s its background?

Thinking this, Ning Hao turned and went to an unlicensed internet cafe in the alley.

Twenty minutes later, Ning Hao walked out of the internet cafe as if he had lost his soul. The information he had just found left him in shock, unable to recover.

It turned out that the Tieba he had been using all along was a Muye Technology product. He had wasted so much time going to the Director Tieba to discuss and exchange ideas with other users. He never expected Tieba to be developed by Li Mu’s company! And after a careful search of articles about Muye Technology on IT web portals, this company’s valuation actually exceeded three hundred million yuan.

Three hundred million yuan! Ning Hao didn’t understand internet concepts and bubbles, but three hundred million yuan was an unimaginably astronomical figure to him. For Li Mu to achieve so much at such a young age immediately made him feel deeply ashamed. And when he thought of Li Mu saying he would invest in his film, he had originally thought Li Mu was joking with him, but now it seemed that since Li Mu had a company as big as Muye Technology and had already established Muye Pictures, then investing a few million yuan for him to make a film wouldn’t be difficult at all…

Ning Hao’s biggest wish was to find an investment, to invest a few million yuan to make a real film. Now it seemed that as long as he followed Li Mu, this wish would soon be realized.

Thinking of this, he quickly found a public phone booth by the roadside, pulled out a phone book, and called Chen Kun.

Chen Kun was one year older than Ning Hao and was doing better than Ning Hao, so Ning Hao was very polite to him on the phone.

“Kun bro, the matter I mentioned to you before, have you discussed it with your agency?”

Chen Kun responded from the other end of the line, saying, “I’ve discussed it. The schedule isn’t a problem; it’s just about the price and the script. The company’s意思是 is that if it’s really just a forty-minute film as you said, then the fifty thousand yuan fee is fine. Also about the script, my agent and I both want to read it first.”

Ning Hao quickly said, “The script is fine. I’ll send it to you as soon as you return to Yanjing.”

Chen Kun reminded him, “The character’s positioning in the script must not be too bad. If it’s a major villain, I’m afraid my company won’t let me take the role.”

Ning Hao’s heart tightened. Chen Kun was playing the second male lead, who was originally the villain. If Chen Kun’s agency didn’t agree, that would be truly troublesome.

But Ning Hao was also a smart person, so he said, “Actually, this character in the script isn’t entirely bad. In high school, he had a bit of conflict with the male lead because he was pursuing the female lead. Later, when he did well, he seized the opportunity to marry the female lead. Afterwards, he caused the protagonist a little trouble, that’s all. All in all, he’s not too bad.”

As he spoke, Ning Hao changed the subject, deliberately reminding him, “The male lead of this film is the lead singer of Simple Plan. He’s very well-known in the music circles and among music enthusiasts now. He’s about to appear on the Spring Festival Gala, and this micro-movie is planned to air after the Spring Festival Gala. It will definitely attract a huge amount of attention then. You should communicate more with your agency, this is an opportunity not to be missed.”

Zhang Kexuan’s current fame was much, much greater than Chen Kun’s. Chen Kun had only just graduated from the film academy and had only filmed one TV series; his true breakthrough wouldn’t come until “The Story of a Noble Family” was released. His current fame was not on the same level as Zhang Kexuan’s. Many media outlets had been reporting on Simple Plan appearing on the Spring Festival Gala recently, and Chen Kun had also heard about it. If he could collaborate with him on a film, it would undoubtedly be a great opportunity for him.





Chapter 263: Rejecting the World for Him

Chen Kun didn’t show his excitement on the phone. Instead, he promised Ning Hao that he would communicate well with his agency. After hanging up, Zhao Wei, who was eating with him, asked, “What kind of movie is that Ning Hao looking for you to film?”

Chen Kun scratched his head. “I haven’t seen the script yet, but it’s probably an inspirational theme.”

Then, Chen Kun added, “Have you heard of Simple Plan?”

Zhao Wei nodded and said, “Of course I have! They’re a band that just emerged this year, very popular. All the companies are trying to get in touch with them.”

Chen Kun said, “The protagonist of this movie is the lead singer of Simple Plan. All four members of their band will be acting in it. The role they’re looking for me to play is the second male lead, but it’s a villain. Ning Hao said it’s not a truly evil villain, though.”

Zhao Wei’s already very large eyes instantly widened even more, startling her friend Chen Kun. “Why are you looking at me like that? It’s creepy.”

Zhao Wei blurted out, “The lead singer of Simple Plan! Do you know how famous he is now? Since My Fair Princess, I’ve released two albums and the soundtrack for Romance in the Rain. Out of all those songs, not one has made it into the top ten of several well-known music charts simultaneously. Simple Plan’s four songs, every single one of them is in the top ten of major music charts! He’s so famous, and he’s about to appear on the Spring Festival Gala. Plus, this is his first time acting in a movie. If I were you, I’d take this role even if it meant zero pay!”

Chen Kun said, somewhat surprised, “No way? Those Simple Plan songs are indeed popular, but it’s not as exaggerated as you’re making it sound, is it?”

Zhao Wei pouted and said, “You don’t understand the music industry. Their current popularity is so immense that even Yu Quan can’t even compare. And most importantly, that Zhang Kexuan is quite handsome, and he’s especially popular with girls. Even I like him a lot.”

Chen Kun pondered for about two seconds, then immediately said, “I’m calling my agent right now!”

…

On his way back to Peking University, Li Mu received a call from Hu Zhengdao. Hu Zhengdao asked Li Mu, “Bro Mu, it’s Saturday today. Where did you run off to again?”

Li Mu said, “I was out handling some business. What’s up? Do you need something?”

Hu Zhengdao hesitated, saying, “I want to ask you for a favor.”

“Go on.”

“It’s like this: you’re the only one in our dorm room with a driver’s license. Auntie Wang Yanan’s mother has been in Yanjing for quite a few days and hasn’t had a chance to see Tiananmen. I was hoping you could help rent a car and take her for a drive along Chang’an Avenue to see the night view.”

Li Mu asked, “Is Auntie’s health okay?”

Hu Zhengdao hummed in affirmation and said, “She’s quite weak. Walking or taking public transport for too long would probably be too much for her, so I thought of renting a car.”

Li Mu immediately agreed, saying, “What time? I’m available anytime.”

Hu Zhengdao hesitated for a moment, then said, a little embarrassed, “Would tonight be okay?”

“Sure.” Li Mu didn’t ask why it was so sudden. He naturally couldn’t refuse such a request, so he told Hu Zhengdao, “Wait for me, I’m on my way. I’ll be there soon.”

When Li Mu drove to the rented apartment where Wang Yanan’s mother was staying, he didn’t expect Zhao Ziqiu to be there as well.

Zhao Ziqiu had arrived in the afternoon and stayed until now. She had originally wanted to return to her dorm room, but Wang Yanan kept holding her back, insisting she stay a little longer. Zhao Ziqiu saw that it was already past eight o’clock and was worried that staying longer would affect Wang Yanan’s mother’s rest, so she was somewhat insistent on leaving. Just then, Hu Zhengdao returned from making a phone call outside and, along with Wang Yanan, persuaded her not to rush off.

Hu Zhengdao told Zhao Ziqiu that he had just called for a car and would be taking Wang Yanan’s mother to Tiananmen for a drive later, hoping she could come along. His reason was that if only Wang Yanan, a single girl, was accompanying her, it might be difficult for her to manage alone if Auntie needed to use the restroom in the middle of the trip.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t think much of it. Like Li Mu, she couldn’t refuse such a request, so she sat back down on the small sofa in the living room to wait for the “driver” to arrive.

To her surprise, the “driver” who arrived was Li Mu.

Actually, Hu Zhengdao had previously thought about renting a car to accompany Wang Yanan’s mother on a tour of Chang’an Avenue. At the time, he planned to pay for a daily car rental with a driver himself after he received his part-time tutor fees from the previous week, not wanting to trouble Li Mu at all. But after Zhao Ziqiu came over today, Wang Yanan felt that her mood had been a bit low. It wasn’t until dinner that Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask if Li Mu had visited recently. Only then did Wang Yanan realize that Zhao Ziqiu had stayed for so long because, deep down, she actually hoped to see Li Mu.

She quietly pulled Hu Zhengdao aside and asked him about Li Mu’s whereabouts.

When Li Mu was mentioned, Hu Zhengdao also looked bewildered. Li Mu had been so elusive lately, constantly running around during class hours and not returning to the dorm room at night. Now that it was the weekend, he had no idea where Li Mu was enjoying himself.

Wang Yanan gave him a strict order: no matter what, he had to find a way to get Li Mu over here. That guy was too much. He rarely took the initiative to contact Ziqiu, and Ziqiu kept coming to wait for him only to be disappointed. As her roommate, Wang Yanan couldn’t stand it anymore.

Hu Zhengdao had no choice but to combine two tasks into one: ask Li Mu to help drive Wang Yanan’s mother along Chang’an Avenue. Li Mu would rent a car and act as the driver. Besides Wang Yanan and her mother, adding himself and Zhao Ziqiu would make exactly five people.

When Li Mu arrived, he discovered that Zhao Ziqiu was also there, so he naturally greeted her, “Ziqiu, when did you get here?”

Zhao Ziqiu had been thinking about Li Mu for so long, and had given up hope of seeing him there, but then he suddenly appeared before her eyes. This made Zhao Ziqiu’s heart leap with surprise, mixed with a touch of nervousness and shyness. She stammered, “I’ve been here for quite a while. I was just about to leave…”

Wang Yanan came over and squeezed Zhao Ziqiu’s palm, smiling, “Ziqiu, why don’t you come with us to accompany my mom to see Chang’an Avenue later?”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately understood that Li Mu’s presence was secretly arranged by her friend. Feeling touched, she nodded gently and shyly said, “Okay, I don’t have anything to do back at the dorm anyway.”

Wang Yanan quickly asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, what kind of car did you rent? Can it fit all four of us?”

Li Mu nodded. “I rented a seven-seater commercial vehicle. It’s very spacious.”

“That’s great!” Wang Yanan nodded excitedly, then ran into the bedroom to tell her mother, “Mom, let’s get ready to go.”

Wang Yanan’s mother slowly walked out of the bedroom and gratefully said to Li Mu, “You’re really going to a lot of trouble, Li Mu. I didn’t expect these two kids to specifically ask you for help with this…”

Li Mu quickly said, “It’s nothing, Auntie. It’s my pleasure.”

Hu Zhengdao, standing nearby, said, “Yanan, help Auntie put on her down jacket. Let’s head out now.”

Wang Yanan asked Li Mu, “Is it cold outside? Should my mom wear another sweater?”

Li Mu said, “It’s not too cold today, and the car is already warm. Wearing too many layers might be uncomfortable in the car.”

Wang Yanan nodded and told her mother, “Mom, I’ll get your down jacket for you. I’ll also bring your sweater, just in case you want to get out and walk around later.”

Wang Yanan’s mother smiled and said, “No need for the sweater. It doesn’t get that cold in Yanjing. Our hometown must be ten degrees colder than this right now.”

Wang Yanan said, “Even so, you still need to be careful. I’ll bring both.”

Wang Yanan and Zhao Ziqiu helped Wang Yanan’s mother out the door. Li Mu and Hu Zhengdao went out a step ahead of them. Li Mu opened the car door, pulled open the middle-row seats, and told Hu Zhengdao, “You sit in the front passenger seat. Let Ziqiu sit in the third row, and Yanan can sit in the middle with Auntie.”

As soon as he finished speaking and the seats were pulled open, Hu Zhengdao bent down and squeezed into the back row, telling Li Mu, “I’ll sit in the back. Let Ziqiu sit in the front passenger seat.”

Seeing that he was already in the car, Li Mu didn’t say anything more and pushed the seat back into its original position. Just then, the two girls, helping Wang Yanan’s mother, also walked out of the building. Li Mu told Zhao Ziqiu, “Ziqiu, you sit in the front passenger seat. Let Auntie and Yanan sit in the middle.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded. She and Wang Yanan first helped her mother into the car, then she got into the front passenger seat.

Li Mu got into the car last and quickly started driving. In less than ten minutes before and after getting out of the car, the water temperature had only dropped to around eighty degrees Celsius. When he turned on the heater, warm air immediately blew out, maintaining a very comfortable temperature inside the car.

As Li Mu drove out of the residential area, he said, “Auntie, you’re sitting on the right side, so we’ll take the East Second Ring Road, then go from east to west along Chang’an Avenue. That way, we’ll pass right by Tiananmen, and you’ll get a clearer view.”

Wang Yanan’s mother quickly said, “Don’t go to so much trouble. A quick glance from afar is fine.”

Li Mu laughed. “It’s no trouble at all. Just wait and enjoy the night view of Tiananmen.”

Li Mu was very familiar with Yanjing’s roads. He drove from Peking University all the way to the North Second Ring Road, then taking the longer route around the East Second Ring Road. The entire journey was only over twenty kilometers, and in less than half an hour, Li Mu was already driving on Chang’an Avenue.

Zhao Ziqiu sat beside Li Mu, secretly glancing at his profile from time to time, watching him as he drove. Li Mu had a habit when driving: unless he was on the highway, he would rarely hold the steering wheel with both hands. Instead, his left hand would be casually hooked at the twelve o’clock position on the steering wheel, and his right hand would rest on the glove compartment armrest for support. Although his posture looked relaxed, his eyes were completely focused when driving. His concentrated look made Zhao Ziqiu’s admiration for him overflow.

She had never quite understood what exactly she liked about Li Mu, but it seemed she liked everything about him: his appearance, his personality, his voice, and everything he did. For instance, now, she liked the way he concentrated on driving, and how the streetlights and neon signs constantly flickered across his profile.

Sometimes, Li Mu was an idol in her heart, like when he single-handedly created 3321, or when he was merciless towards corrupt officials in the local Education Commission during student aid initiatives. Other times, he was a hero in her life, like that scene when they first met at a food stall near the University of Technology, where he taught those hooligans a lesson for her, and then ran wildly, holding her hand.

Compared to him, every boy who had appeared in her life seemed to fade into insignificance. Everyone at Peking University didn’t understand why she repeatedly rejected Xu Jiahui. Only she knew in her heart that for the man beside her, she could reject the whole world.





Chapter 264: Trust the People You Employ

Traffic flowed ceaselessly on the wide Chang’an Avenue, but it was well-ordered, with no signs of congestion except for a few traffic lights.

As they neared Tiananmen, they first saw the dark red brick walls of the entire Forbidden City. Li Mu reminded them, “We’re almost at Tiananmen.”

In the rearview mirror, Wang Yanan’s mother couldn’t help but sit up straight.

This was her first time in Yanjing, brought by her daughter for medical treatment. Today was the first time she truly saw Tiananmen. After all, it was the imperial palace of the Ming and Qing dynasties and a significant landmark in the modern history of China. Therefore, the Forbidden City held an extraordinary status in the hearts of the Chinese people, especially for someone her age, where it almost represented the highest reverence of their entire youth.

As they passed Tiananmen, Li Mu deliberately slowed down. However, they couldn’t pull over, so they quickly drove past Tiananmen. Li Mu said, “There’s a north-south alley up ahead where we can park. Shall we stop the car and walk back to take a look?”

Wang Yanan asked her mother, “Mom, do you feel up to walking?”

“Yes, I can,” Wang Yanan’s mother said with a smile. “You can accompany me for a stroll.”

Zhao Ziqiu turned her head and said, “Auntie, we’ll all go with you.”

Wang Yanan’s mother nodded repeatedly with relief, but a pang of sorrow rose in her heart.

Lately, a thought often crossed her mind: if it weren’t for her daughter, she might not have made it through this ordeal. And if her daughter hadn’t secretly started dating Hu Zhengdao, Li Mu wouldn’t have lent her so much money for her medical treatment. She felt deeply guilty about this. Two first-year students, incurring so much debt for her sake. And her illness was a bottomless pit. She couldn’t say when she might pass away, leaving the two children with a bottomless pit that would take who knows how long to fill.

Despite the heartache, she often felt fortunate for her daughter. Her daughter’s judgment was better than her own. Hu Zhengdao, so young and having only dated her daughter for a few months, could so resolutely shoulder such a heavy burden for her and for her daughter. Putting everything else aside, this boy was trustworthy. Some people live for decades and still can’t open their eyes to find such a good partner. This was her sweetie’s greatest happiness.

Li Mu found a place to park the car. The five of them got out together and walked back towards the Tiananmen Gate Tower. Wang Yanan and Zhao Ziqiu supported Wang Yanan’s mother on either side. Li Mu and Hu Zhengdao walked behind them. Hu Zhengdao deliberately slowed his pace. Li Mu sensed his unusual behavior, thinking he might have something to say, so he also deliberately slowed down.

When they were about twenty meters behind the three women, Hu Zhengdao whispered, “Bro Mu, do you have some way to make money outside?”

Li Mu asked him, “What makes you ask about that?”

Hu Zhengdao pursed his lips and hesitated for a moment before speaking: “Wang Yanan’s mother’s medical expenses and daily living costs are quite high. The money you lent me has already been largely spent. If Wang Yanan and I only rely on tutoring on 3321, I’m afraid the money won’t be enough. I was thinking… I was thinking, if you have other ways to make money, could you take me along? Whatever you tell me to do, I’ll do it. I definitely won’t say a word about it to anyone outside.”

Li Mu hissed, taking a breath, and said, “Don’t worry about Auntie’s medical expenses for now. Just let me know if you need more money.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I can’t bring myself to keep borrowing your money.”

Li Mu said, “I do have an internet company outside, but honestly, there’s nothing you can do there. All the positions require highly specialized skills.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded slightly, a hint of dejection in his expression.

Li Mu suddenly thought of the cheats/hacks. He and Zhao Kang were making a good amount of money selling cheats/hacks, but Zhao Kang’s core Douban team hadn’t yet expanded to cover all cities nationwide. There were still many untapped market areas. Should he bring Hu Zhengdao in and let him try?

Li Mu had considered this before, but quickly dismissed the idea at the time. The reason was simple: cheats/hacks were currently in a grey area, and would become illegal later. Even if he stopped before cheats/hacks became criminalized, if this past were known, it would still be used as a black mark to tarnish his reputation. He absolutely trusted Zhao Kang, but with Hu Zhengdao, while he didn’t distrust him, he still had some reservations deep down.

The reservations stemmed from not knowing him well enough.

In his previous life, their paths had never crossed. In this life, their friendship as roommates had only just begun…

Li Mu suddenly found himself conflicted. On one hand, he wanted to bring Hu Zhengdao in, give him a chance to earn money, and also cultivate a trustworthy helper for himself. Currently, he didn’t have many trustworthy people around him, and doing too many things himself inevitably led to neglecting others. On the other hand, he worried that Hu Zhengdao might exceed his expectations in the future, fearing he might leak his secrets and cause unnecessary trouble.

After a few seconds of hesitation, Hu Zhengdao, beside him, sighed softly and said, “If I had known, I would have studied computer science too…”

Seeing Hu Zhengdao’s wistful and emotional expression, Li Mu suddenly felt a bit self-deprecating.

Why be so conflicted? He had no decisiveness at all. When Hu Zhengdao took on the burden of Wang Yanan’s mother, he didn’t seem to hesitate as much as Li Mu was now. For anyone, there had to be a process of moving from distrust to trust. Putting aside the fact that he hadn’t known Hu Zhengdao for long, if he carefully considered all of Hu Zhengdao’s actions and details since they met, he could basically find no fault.

A young man, barely twenty years old, yet someone with over thirty years of life experience like himself couldn’t find any fault with him. Wasn’t that worth trusting him just once? Moreover, regarding the cheats/hacks, the reason he wanted to keep it under wraps was actually a kind of historical puritanism. He didn’t want people to bring up his past involvement with cheats/hacks to disgust him once he became truly famous. But among the big names in the internet industry, who didn’t have some dark history? Li Yanhong’s ranking bidding system and his disregard for copyright infuriated countless people. Once upon a time, Tencent was also called a company that only copied. Ma Huateng was mocked and ridiculed for over a decade. As for Mr. Ma Yun, when he appeared on the cover of Forbes magazine, the Americans wrote this sentence on the cover: ‘His two hundred billion empire built on fakes…’

As for Zhou Hongyi, who started with rogue software, and Lei Bus’s “dark history” of bragging and false advertising to get started, they were even less worth mentioning.

So many big names had different dark histories, yet they were still admired by countless people later on. Why should he be so conflicted and overly cautious because of Hu Zhengdao? He needed to have the courage to trust the people he employed. If he couldn’t let go of this inherent cautiousness, his future scope might not truly surpass these big names. As long as he upheld his moral bottom line and could face himself, that was enough.

So, Li Mu said to Hu Zhengdao: “I have a small business outside. It’s not illegal now, but it might become illegal in the future. However, before it truly becomes illegal, I will definitely get away clean. Are you interested?”

Hu Zhengdao stopped, staring at Li Mu without blinking. He said solemnly, “Count me in. Just tell me what to do.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It’s not something I can explain in a few words. We can talk about it in detail later.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded, his eyes red, and said, “Bro Mu, thank you.”

Li Mu patted his shoulder and chuckled, “What I’m talking about isn’t me helping you, but you working for me. I’ll pay you for your work; it’s a fair transaction. Don’t keep saying thank you.”

Hu Zhengdao acknowledged, saying, “I understand, Bro Mu.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, let’s pick up the pace. They’ve left us quite a bit behind.” With that, he quickened his steps.

Hu Zhengdao nodded and followed. He casually asked Li Mu, “That car you were driving just now, is it yours?”

Li Mu chuckled and asked him, “How did you figure that out?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I glanced at the mileage; it was just one thousand kilometers. And the fuel gauge was half empty. I’ve looked into car rentals these past couple of days, and usually, they rent out cars with a full tank and expect them back with a full tank.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re very observant. But just keep this to yourself.”

Zheng Dao nodded and said, “I understand.”

Wang Yanan’s mother’s spirits and complexion were very good. She walked several hundred meters to Tiananmen and didn’t seem out of breath. Wang Yanan was a bit annoyed she hadn’t brought a camera. Li Mu searched and searched in front of the small plaza at the Tiananmen Gate Tower before finally finding a paid photographer holding a Polaroid camera.

They paid twenty yuan for one photo. Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu, and Hu Zhengdao weren’t planning to be in the shot, but Wang Yanan called for everyone to take a picture together. Even Wang Yanan’s mother said she wanted everyone to join her for a photo. So Li Mu said, “Then let’s just take a few more. The four of us will take one with Auntie, then Zheng Dao and Wang Yanan will take one with Auntie, and then one of just Wang Yanan and Auntie.”

Everyone readily agreed. The five of them took one photo first. Immediately after, Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan stood on either side of Wang Yanan’s mother and took another photo.

Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu stood behind the photographer. Watching the three, who looked like a family, smile for the camera, they both felt a certain emotion. When Wang Yanan was taking pictures with her mother, Zhao Ziqiu quietly asked Li Mu, “Shall we take one together too?”

Li Mu turned his head to look. The girl beside him, like an elf, was blinking her large, sparkling eyes, looking at him with a face full of anticipation.

Standing beneath the Han white jade huabiao, Li Mu didn’t refuse. He said to the photographer, who had just finished taking photos, “Excuse me, could you take one of the two of us as well?”

The photographer happily agreed. On this slightly chilly evening, encountering such a good business opportunity made him feel exceptionally pleased. He stepped back a few paces, raised his camera, and said to Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu, “Could you two stand a bit closer? And young lady, link arms with your boyfriend; it’ll make for a better picture.”

Zhao Ziqiu, blushing, linked both her arms through Li Mu’s. This made Li Mu, who had initially only felt his face stiffen, feel his whole body stiffen a little too.

The photographer said, “Look at the camera, smile. Yes, young lady, bring your face a bit closer. That’s it! Perfect, 3, 2, 1, click…”





Chapter 265: I’ve Decided to Act

On the way back, Zhao Ziqiu held the black-backed Polaroid photo in her hand the whole time.

Li Mu first drove to Wang Yanan and her mother’s rented apartment, thinking of seeing them both inside before taking Zhao Ziqiu back to Peking University, and finally returning to Renmin University with Hu Zhengdao. However, Wang Yanan said, “Peking University is right nearby. Why don’t you take Ziqiu back to her dorm room first? Zheng Dao can accompany my mother and me upstairs. Once you’ve dropped Ziqiu off and come back, you two can return to school together.”

Li Mu thought it made sense. The five of them said their goodbyes outside the building entrance. Li Mu parked the car and drove Zhao Ziqiu back to Peking University.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t say much on the way, and Li Mu also felt the atmosphere was a bit awkward, so for most of the time, they walked in silence. It wasn’t until they reached the downstairs of Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm room that she turned around, shook the photo in her hand, and said to Li Mu, “Thank you. This is the best gift I’ve ever received.”

Li Mu’s heart was slightly touched. The last time a girl said something similar to him was when he had developed the photos from Ginkgo Avenue and given them to Su Yingxue. Coincidentally, both women said the same thing, and the reason was also photos.

Li Mu said, “As long as you like it. It’s getting late, hurry on up.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, wanting to say something but then giving up. She just said wistfully, “Drive carefully on your way back.”

The two said goodbye. Li Mu met up with Hu Zhengdao, and they returned to Renmin University together.

In the car, Hu Zhengdao said, “Ziqiu came very early today and never left.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment, not speaking. Hu Zhengdao added, “Yanan said she was waiting for you. I think so too.”

Li Mu asked him, “So that’s why you called me and asked me to rent a car to take Auntie for a drive around Chang’an Avenue?”

“Yes,” Hu Zhengdao said. “I didn’t originally intend to trouble you.”

Li Mu said, “This isn’t trouble at all. Don’t be so formal/treat me as an outsider in the future.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Ziqiu is so good to you…”

Li Mu was speechless. It seemed both of them were deliberately trying to steer the conversation.

Seeing Li Mu didn’t reply, Hu Zhengdao said, “I’m just being nosy. You understand life much better than us. You must already have a plan for this kind of thing.”

Li Mu didn’t speak. In truth, he didn’t have much of a plan either. Aside from his career, everything else was pretty much a mess.

…

The next day, Li Mu didn’t go anywhere. He stayed in his dorm room, shooting the breeze with a few buddies, while waiting for two pieces of news: whether Chen Kun was willing to join, and whether Du Wei’s sister, who was far away in the United States, would agree to let Du Wei play the female lead after reading the script for Old Boy (song title) micro-movie.

Before lunch, Li Mu received a call from Ning Hao. Ning Hao spoke with a slightly exaggerated voice, “Hello, is this Boss Li?”

Li Mu hummed in response and chuckled, “Spit it out if you have something to say, and if you have gas, hurry up and…”

Before Li Mu could finish, Ning Hao interrupted, “Uh, Chen Kun agreed, and his agency also agreed. We can sign anytime. I’m asking for your instruction. If there’s no problem, I’ll go sign after lunch.”

“Isn’t he in Shanghai?” Li Mu asked in surprise. “Did he come back early?”

Ning Hao said, “No, I’ll just go directly to their agency to sign. Oh, and after signing, three days before filming starts, we need to pay fifty percent of the remuneration.”

“No problem,” Li Mu said, then added, “Go pick out a phone for yourself quickly, get rid of that pager of yours. It’ll save you from making public phone calls all day long.”

Ning Hao chuckled awkwardly, “It doesn’t delay anything. If I need you, I just call your mobile. If you need me, you page me, and I’ll definitely call you back within five minutes.”

Li Mu said, “If I tell you to buy it, then buy it. Get one for around one thousand yuan, and bring me the receipt for reimbursement.”

Ning Hao said, “Isn’t that a bit inappropriate…”

Li Mu cursed, “Look at your lack of ambition! I’m sponsoring a phone for you, and you don’t even dare to take it. If I really gave you several million to shoot a movie, would you dare to accept it?”

Ning Hao grew anxious and blurted out, “I’ll go buy a phone as soon as I finish signing the contract!”

Only then did Li Mu say with satisfaction, “Come find me at Renmin University this evening, and we’ll finalize the shooting schedule.”

Ning Hao asked him, “Is the female lead confirmed yet?”

Li Mu said, “There should be news before evening. It doesn’t matter if there is or isn’t, let’s finalize things first. If it really doesn’t work out, we’ll change the female lead. I think Wang Luodan, a first-year student from your school, is quite good.”

Ning Hao exclaimed, “Older brother, where did you meet her? How come I’ve never heard of her?”

Li Mu casually said, “A buddy recommended her, but I still hope the girl I have in mind will play the role.”

Ning Hao said, “Alright, let’s talk in person this evening.”

After hanging up, Li Mu started to worry. Du Wei had said she would reply to him as soon as possible, but there was still no news. He had contacted her once yesterday, and she said there should be a result today during the day. Li Mu checked the time; it was already damn eleven-thirty. In New York, it was eleven-thirty at night, and normal people would be asleep. He guessed it was most likely off the table again today.

If Du Wei really couldn’t do it, then Li Mu’s second choice was Wang Luodan. In his previous life, this actress should have entered Yanjing Film Academy in 2001. Between 2004 and 2006, although she filmed a few shows, they were all unremarkable supporting roles. It wasn’t until 2007, when she played the second female lead Mi Lei in Struggle, that she became an overnight sensation. In Li Mu’s eyes, Wang Luodan was a distinctive actress. Although not exceptionally beautiful, she truly exuded a youthful charm when she first debuted. Unfortunately, after gaining fame, she took a wrong turn, failing to maintain her acting style from Struggle, and was eventually replaced by Bai Baihe, leaving her in an awkward position of being neither popular nor unpopular.

Li Mu hadn’t seen Wang Luodan from 2001, but he felt she was quite suitable for the role. If things really didn’t work out with Du Wei, he would have no choice but to approach Wang Luodan.

The buddies in the dorm room had a meal together at a restaurant outside school. Sun Jian, Hu Zhengdao, and Liu Nian all had tutor lessons in the afternoon. Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei were busy organizing a trip to the internet cafe to play Legend. Li Mu followed them to the internet cafe and sat for a while, distractedly joining a local area network CS game, passing the time while waiting for news from Du Wei.

Du Wei was also very anxious at this moment.

From the bottom of her heart, she really wanted to take on Li Mu’s micro-movie, not just because of Simple Plan and Zhang Kexuan, but also because the film’s plot moved her. However, her sister, far across the ocean, didn’t feel the same way. The moment she finished reading the script, she gave it a review: unbearably vulgar.

Just as Li Mu had most feared, Du Wei’s sister was a complete artsy youth, and a high-swagger artsy youth at that. Li Mu’s approach of using dreams and youth to be emotional/sentimental was already commonplace for her, having lived in the United States for so long. She didn’t want her younger sister to film this kind of movie, or rather, she didn’t want her younger sister to get involved in the film circles at all.

Du Wei knew her sister too well. She always liked to negate the mainstream to highlight her own uniqueness. For example, the cinematic classic Titanic was a tacky romance film in her eyes; only Casablanca was an immortal work among romance films. If she couldn’t even appreciate Titanic, how could she possibly appreciate Li Mu’s forty-minute micro-movie script?

But Du Wei was determined to try. She kept trying to persuade her sister, attempting to change her sister’s prejudice against Old Boy, but it seemed to have no effect.

Du Wei then tried to get her sister to listen to the song Old Boy first, hoping to move her through the music. Unexpectedly, her sister replied on QQ, “You’re a music student, why are you still interested in this kind of pop music?”

Du Wei said, “I’ve always preferred pop music a bit more… Besides, the melody of this song is so well-written, and the lyrics are very inspiring…”

Her sister, however, scoffed, “When it comes to music, I only like Etta James.”

Du Wei was speechless, feeling a bit regretful. She should have known not to tell her sister about this and just acted first and reported later. However, for so many years, she had been accustomed to seeking her sister’s opinion on everything, and she had never done anything her sister disapproved of.

Her sister, far across the ocean, sent her final message, saying, “Weiwei, it’s one in the morning here. I’m really too sleepy. I’m going to bed now. Don’t think about filming. Just focus on finishing college. If you really want to be an actress in the future, I can introduce you to try out in Hollywood. There are many more opportunities here than in China, and I also know many friends who work in the Hollywood film industry.”

Du Wei secretly grumbled unhappily. She didn’t doubt that her sister genuinely knew a few Hollywood friends in the United States, but she clearly knew that Hollywood was not an easy place for Chinese people to make a name for themselves. So far, the only Chinese movie stars who had truly made a name for themselves in Hollywood were Jackie Chan and Jet Li, and both of them were action stars. Other Chinese actors, no matter how many movies they appeared in Hollywood, were just fifth-tier supporting roles, and there was simply no chance for good opportunities.

Moreover, Du Wei’s aesthetic/taste was also different from her sister’s. Her sister thought Old Boy was cheesy/clichéd, but Du Wei felt that this micro-movie was not common/vulgar at all; on the contrary, it contained many profound truths.

The song Old Boy had already encouraged countless people. If the movie were made, who knew how much inspirational effect it would have on the general public? Du Wei truly didn’t want to miss out on such a meaningful endeavor.

After an hour of hesitation, Du Wei picked up her phone and called Li Mu.

Li Mu was groggily navigating the top vents of a warehouse in CS when he was suddenly headshotted by a police officer who jumped in.

Just as he was feeling frustrated, Du Wei’s call came in.

Li Mu quickly answered the phone and immediately asked, “Xiao Wei, what’s the news?”

Du Wei hesitated for a moment and said, “My sister doesn’t agree…”

Li Mu’s heart immediately sank with immense disappointment. It felt as if the girl he loved had finally rejected him.

However, Du Wei immediately followed up, “Even though my sister doesn’t agree, I still want to give it a try!”

Li Mu’s spirits instantly lifted, and he pressed, “Really?”

“Yes!” Du Wei said firmly, “I’ve decided to act!”





Chapter 266: Soliciting Sponsorship

On the way back, Zhao Ziqiu held the black Polaroid photo in her hand the entire time.

Li Mu first drove to Wang Yanan and her mother’s rented apartment, intending to drop them off before taking Zhao Ziqiu back to Peking University, and then returning to Renmin University with Hu Zhengdao. However, Wang Yanan said, “Peking University is right nearby. Why don’t you take Ziqiu back to her dorm room first? Zhengdao can go upstairs with my mom and me. Once you’ve dropped Ziqiu off, you two can come back to school together.”

Li Mu thought that made sense, so the five of them said goodbye outside the apartment building entrance. Li Mu parked the car and drove Zhao Ziqiu back to Peking University.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t say much along the way, and Li Mu also felt the atmosphere was a bit awkward, so they mostly walked in silence. It wasn’t until they reached the entrance of Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm building that she turned around, shook the photo in her hand, and said to Li Mu, “Thank you, this is the best gift I’ve ever received.”

Li Mu felt a slight stir in his heart. The last time a girl said something similar to him was when he had developed the photos from Ginkgo Avenue and given them to Su Yingxue. Coincidentally, both women said the same thing, and the reason was also photos.

Li Mu said, “As long as you like it. It’s getting late, hurry on up.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, seemed to want to say something else but gave up, and just said wistfully, “Drive carefully on your way back.”

The two said their goodbyes. Li Mu met up with Hu Zhengdao, and they returned to Renmin University together.

In the car, Hu Zhengdao said, “Ziqiu arrived very early today and stayed the whole time.”

Li Mu hummed in response, saying nothing. Hu Zhengdao added, “Yanan said she was waiting for you, and I think so too.”

Li Mu asked him, “So that’s why you called me and told me to rent a car to take Auntie for a drive along Chang’an Avenue?”

“Yes,” Hu Zhengdao said. “I didn’t mean to trouble you.”

Li Mu said, “This is no trouble at all. Don’t be so formal/treating as an outsider in the future.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Ziqiu is so good to you…”

Li Mu was speechless. It seemed both of them were deliberately trying to steer the conversation.

Seeing Li Mu didn’t reply, Hu Zhengdao said, “It was me being too talkative. You live much more clearly than we do. You must already have a plan in mind for this kind of thing.”

Li Mu didn’t speak. In truth, he didn’t have any plans himself; aside from his career, everything else was pretty much a mess.

…

The next day, Li Mu didn’t go anywhere. He stayed in his dorm room chatting with his dorm mates, while waiting for two pieces of news: whether Chen Kun was willing to join, and whether Du Wei’s sister, who was far away in America, would agree to let Du Wei play the female lead after reading the script for “Old Boy.”

Before lunch, Li Mu received a call from Ning Hao. Ning Hao said in a slightly exaggerated voice, “Hello, is this Boss Li?”

Li Mu hummed and chuckled, “Spit it out, if you have something to say, just…”

Before Li Mu could finish, Ning Hao interrupted, “Uh, Chen Kun agreed, and his agency also agreed. We can sign anytime. I’m asking for your instruction. If there’s no problem, I’ll go sign after lunch.”

“Isn’t he in Shanghai?” Li Mu asked in surprise. “Did he come back early?”

Ning Hao said, “No, I’ll just go directly to their agency to sign the contract. Oh, and after signing, 50% of the remuneration needs to be paid three days before filming begins.”

“No problem,” Li Mu said, then added, “Go pick out a phone for yourself and get rid of that pager. It’ll save you from making public phone calls all day long.”

Ning Hao chuckled awkwardly, “It doesn’t delay things, does it? If I need you, I’ll call your mobile directly. If you need me, page me, and I’ll call you back within five minutes.”

Li Mu said, “If I tell you to buy it, just buy it. Get one around a thousand yuan, and bring me the receipt for reimbursement.”

Ning Hao said, “Isn’t that a bit inappropriate…”

Li Mu cursed, “Look at you, so timid! You don’t even dare to accept a phone I’m sponsoring. If I really gave you a few million to make a movie, would you dare to take it?”

Ning Hao got anxious and blurted out, “I’ll buy a phone as soon as I sign the contract!”

Only then did Li Mu say, satisfied, “Come find me at Renmin University this evening, and we’ll set the shooting schedule.”

Ning Hao asked him, “Has the female lead been confirmed?”

Li Mu said, “There should be news before evening. It doesn’t matter if there is or isn’t. Let’s set it first. If it really doesn’t work out, we’ll change the female lead. I think Wang Luodan, a first-year student at your school, is quite good.”

Ning Hao exclaimed, “Bro, where did you meet her? I’ve never even heard of her!”

Li Mu casually said, “A buddy recommended her, but I still hope the girl I have in mind can play the role.”

Ning Hao said, “Okay, let’s talk face-to-face this evening.”

After hanging up, Li Mu started to worry a little. Du Wei had said she would reply as soon as possible, but there was still no news. He had contacted her once yesterday, and she said there should be a result today. Li Mu checked the time; it was already 11:30 AM. In New York, it would be 11:30 PM, and most people would be asleep. He estimated it was most likely off the table again today.

If Du Wei really couldn’t do it, Li Mu’s second choice was Wang Luodan. In his previous life, this actress should have entered Yanjing Film Academy in 2001. Although she had acted in a few plays between 2004 and 2006, they were all unremarkable supporting roles. It wasn’t until 2007, when she played Mi Lei, the second female lead in “Struggle,” that she became an instant hit. In Li Mu’s eyes, Wang Luodan was a distinctive actress. Although not exceptionally beautiful, she exuded a youthful spirit when she first debuted. Unfortunately, after becoming famous, she went down the wrong path, failing to maintain her acting style from “Struggle,” and was eventually replaced by Bai Baihe, leaving her in an awkward position of being neither famous nor obscure.

Li Mu hadn’t met Wang Luodan in 2001, but he felt she was quite suitable for the role. If Du Wei really couldn’t do it, he would have no choice but to find Wang Luodan.

The dorm mates ate together at a restaurant outside the school. Sun Jian, Hu Zhengdao, and Liu Nian all had tutoring classes in the afternoon. Xue Jianfeng and Li Yawei were eager to go to an internet cafe to play Legend. Li Mu followed them and sat in the internet cafe for a while, distractedly joining a local area network CS game, passing the time while waiting for news from Du Wei.

Du Wei was also very anxious at this moment.

From the bottom of her heart, she really wanted to take on Li Mu’s micro-movie, not just because of Simple Plan and Zhang Kexuan, but also because the film’s plot moved her. However, her sister, who was across the ocean, didn’t feel the same way. The moment she finished reading the script, she gave it a review: common/vulgar beyond endurance.

Just as Li Mu had most feared, Du Wei’s sister was a thorough artsy youth, and a high-swagger artsy youth at that. Li Mu’s approach of using dreams and youth to be emotional/sentimental was already cliché to her, having lived in America for so long. She didn’t want her younger sister to make this kind of movie, or rather, she didn’t want her younger sister to get involved in the film industry at all.

Du Wei knew her sister too well. She always liked to negate the popular to highlight her own uniqueness. For example, the cinematic classic “Titanic” was a vulgar love movie in her eyes; only “Casablanca” was an immortal work among love films. If she looked down on “Titanic,” how could she possibly look favorably upon Li Mu’s forty-minute micro-movie script?

But Du Wei was determined to try. She had been trying to persuade her sister, attempting to change her sister’s prejudice against “Old Boy,” but it seemed to have no effect.

Du Wei then tried to get her sister to listen to the song “Old Boy” first, hoping to move her through the music. Unexpectedly, her sister replied on QQ: “You’re a music student, why are you still interested in this kind of pop music?”

Du Wei said, “I’ve always preferred pop music more… Besides, the melody of this song is so well-written, and the lyrics are very inspiring…”

Her sister, however, scoffed, “The only music I like is Etta James.”

Du Wei was speechless and felt a bit regretful. She should have known better than to tell her sister about this and just acted first, report later. However, for so many years, she had been accustomed to asking her sister’s opinion on everything, and she had never done anything her sister forbade.

Her sister, far across the ocean, sent her final message: “Weiwei, it’s already one in the morning here, and I’m really too sleepy. I’m going to sleep first. Don’t think about making movies. Just finish college peacefully. If you really want to be an actress in the future, I can introduce you to try out in Hollywood. There are many more opportunities here than in China, and I also know many friends who work in the Hollywood film industry.”

Du Wei grumbled unhappily to herself. She didn’t doubt that her sister really knew a few Hollywood friends in America, but she knew clearly that Hollywood was not an easy place for Chinese people to make it. So far, the only Chinese movie stars who had truly made a name for themselves in Hollywood were Jackie Chan and Jet Li, and both of them were action stars. Other Chinese actors, no matter how many movies they appeared in Hollywood, were always fifth-tier supporting roles, with no real good opportunities.

Moreover, Du Wei’s aesthetic/taste was also different from her sister’s. Her sister thought “Old Boy” was common/vulgar, but she felt this micro-movie was not vulgar at all. On the contrary, it contained many profound meanings.

The song “Old Boy” had already encouraged countless people. If the movie were made, who knew how much inspirational effect it would have on the general public? Du Wei truly didn’t want to miss out on such a meaningful endeavor.

After an hour of hesitation, Du Wei picked up her phone and called Li Mu.

Li Mu was groggily navigating the top passage of a warehouse in CS when he was suddenly headshotted by a police officer who jumped in.

Just as he was feeling frustrated, Du Wei’s call came in.

Li Mu quickly answered the phone and immediately asked, “Xiao Wei, how did it go?”

Du Wei hesitated for a moment and said, “My sister doesn’t agree…”

Li Mu’s heart instantly sank with disappointment, a feeling akin to his beloved girl finally rejecting him.

However, Du Wei immediately followed up, “Although my sister doesn’t agree, I still want to give it a try myself!”

Li Mu’s spirits immediately lifted, and he pressed, “Really?”

“Yes!” Du Wei said firmly, “I’ve decided to act in this micro-movie!” Du Wei’s sister’s opposition didn’t come as a surprise to Li Mu. Fortunately, Du Wei made her own decision at the crucial moment; otherwise, Li Mu would have had to settle for finding Wang Luodan, a first-year student at Yanjing Film Academy.

Li Mu asked Du Wei, “For what reason did your sister object?”

Du Wei said without hesitation, “She thinks the story is a bit common/vulgar.”

After speaking, Du Wei realized she shouldn’t have said that and quickly explained, “My sister means she hopes I can do my main job well and wants me to focus on finishing college first.”

Li Mu felt somewhat depressed. Although the elements of youth, nostalgia, and ideals were a bit common/vulgar, they were grounded. He was only portraying youth and ideals, not those future youth films filled with car accidents, terminal illnesses, pregnancies, and going abroad. Was it really necessary to care so much about its elegance or vulgarity?

Li Mu asked Du Wei, “Your sister doesn’t want you to act, but you’re still joining. Won’t that make things difficult for you?”

Du Wei said, “I’ll just have to hide it from her and my family for now. If she sees the finished film after it’s shot, at most she’ll just scold me a bit.”

As she spoke, Du Wei remembered a question: “Oh, right, some scenes in the script are shot in Haizhou. How long will that take? I’m a day student now, so it might be hard to explain to my family if I go out of town to film!”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “You’re already in college and still a day student?”

Du Wei hummed, and said unhappily, “I originally wanted to live in the dorm room during the week and go home once a week, but my sister told Mom and Dad that I absolutely had to be a day student. She said she was afraid I wouldn’t adapt to the school’s living conditions, and also afraid I’d go astray once I was out of Mom and Dad’s control.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “If the Haizhou scenes are shot smoothly, the actual filming should be completed in a few days. I’ll have the coordinator try to arrange it so that we go to Haizhou to prepare first. Once everything is ready, you can come over. We’ll focus on shooting all your scenes in Haizhou first, and then you can return to Yanjing.”

Du Wei asked, “Roughly how long will it take? I’ll try to coordinate my time.”

Li Mu said, “About three days if it’s fast.”

Du Wei then said, “Okay, when will we shoot? I’ll ask for leave from school in advance.”

Li Mu chuckled, “If you’re okay, then our entire crew is complete. The fastest is next week, the latest is the week after. I’ll notify you as soon as the time is set.”

Du Wei said, “Okay, then I’ll wait for your news, Brother Li Mu.”

Li Mu thought of something and said, “Oh, right, we haven’t discussed your remuneration yet.”

Du Wei smiled and asked, “How much can you give me?”

Li Mu said, “You name your price.”

Du Wei thought for a moment and said, “I don’t want money, but Brother Li Mu, you have to do something for me.”

“Tell me.”

“Our school has a performance on New Year’s Day. I want to sing a song, and I want Brother Kexuan and his band to accompany me live.”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “I’ll agree for them!”

Ning Hao bought a simple Nokia phone and excitedly came to Renmin University to find Li Mu. The current Ning Hao was indeed a complete underdog. From his appearance to his temperament and clothing, there was hardly any artistic flair to be seen. His overall state in life was very similar to the taxi driver he cameoed as in “Crazy Racer”—he loved to laugh, sometimes in a somewhat creepy way.

The two found a random restaurant outside the school. Ning Hao smiled and handed the phone receipt to Li Mu, chuckling, “Bro Mu, you shouldn’t have paid for my phone, but I’m really in financial difficulty right now. How about this, let’s keep a record, and I’ll deduct it from my remaining remuneration later.”

Li Mu waved his hand, rounded up the amount on the receipt, and gave him the money, saying, “Consider it an early bonus. Besides, you’re several years older than me, and you look over ten years older, so don’t call me Bro Mu. Just call me by my name.”

Ning Hao said, “How inappropriate. I’m not talking about the address, I’m talking about the money. This movie of yours is destined to lose money, how can I take advantage?”

Li Mu retorted, “Why do you say my movie will lose money?”

Ning Hao gave an awkward laugh, “Isn’t it obvious? Two million invested, and no way to get it into theaters. How will you recover the cost?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You don’t need to worry about that. But this movie definitely won’t lose money. Hurry up and make the shooting schedule. We’ll shoot the Haizhou scenes first, prioritizing Du Wei’s scenes. After hers are done, we’ll shoot the others.”

“OK.” Ning Hao nodded. “The scheduling will only take two or three days. I’ve already arranged for all the equipment. We can rent a large bus then and transport everyone and the equipment in one go. It’ll only take a little over ten hours to get to your hometown.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t rent a bus. Rent a truck for the equipment to go first, and everyone in the crew will fly. Driving all the way back to my home isn’t entirely on highways, over a thousand kilometers, it might take more than ten hours. People will be exhausted and won’t recover quickly once they arrive. It’s better for people and equipment to travel separately.”

Ning Hao said, “Plane tickets are so expensive, it’s painful to see the cost.”

Li Mu said, “At least it’s less hassle than driving, and most importantly, it’s safer.”

Ning Hao nodded and said no more. When it came to safety, having the entire crew take a long-distance bus for over a thousand kilometers was indeed worrying about potential accidents on the road. Vehicle rental fee seemed to save money, but safety was also very important.

After dinner, Ning Hao went back to work on the coordination and preparation overnight. Li Mu called Xu Jiaming and arranged to meet him tomorrow to talk. Xu Jiaming had helped him a lot during this period. Li Mu knew that he wanted to invest/buy shares in Muye Technology, and his next step was Series B financing. Xu Jiaming was also a good choice. He had a good relationship with Chen Ze, so he could let him represent Chen Ze to appropriately take a few points. Muye Technology was growing too fast, and some people would definitely want to get on board forcefully. There always had to be people from the official and business circles coming in, so it was better to let in people he knew and had some connections with first.

However, Li Mu didn’t plan to directly discuss Muye Technology’s Series B financing with Xu Jiaming tomorrow. The preliminary preparations for his “Old Boy” micro-movie were almost complete, and filming would start soon. Muye Pictures held the contract for Simple Plan, so getting some investment using their fame was not a problem. Xu Jiaming’s connections in this area were definitely much deeper than his own, so it would be better to let him help solicit some sponsorship.

Money was a small matter; the biggest goal was to utilize Xu Jiaming more. Favors rely on interaction. By using him a few more times, their familiarity would grow, and then the financing matters would naturally follow.

Back in his dorm room, Li Mu held a notebook and, imitating Jiang Wen’s unique storyboard style, casually drew a few terrible storyboard sketches. Li Mu, who had no painting skills whatsoever, drew the characters in the storyboards grotesquely. Xue Jianfeng accidentally leaned over and took a look, startled, “Li Mu, what kind of bird-like thing are you drawing? It’s neither human nor ghost.”

Li Mu said, “This is art.”

Xue Jianfeng pouted, “Even printing it on paper would look better than your drawing.”

…

The next day at noon, Li Mu had lunch with Xu Jiaming. During this time, Li Mu often asked Xu Jiaming for small favors, and Xu Jiaming enjoyed it immensely. Chen Ze had told him that Li Mu was a remarkable person worth getting to know deeply. So, Xu Jiaming instinctively felt that Li Mu’s frequent requests for help meant he was considering capital-level cooperation between Muye Technology and himself. Otherwise, with Li Mu’s intelligence, if he truly didn’t want him to invest/buy shares in Muye Technology, he would never owe him any favors.

Moreover, Muye Technology had just demerged, and Baidu had converted its shares into Eting Technology. On Muye Technology’s side, Li Mu now had plenty of shares waiting to be sold.

Understanding this, Xu Jiaming’s enthusiasm for Li Mu increased by several levels.

The two sat down at the dining table, exchanged a few pleasantries, and then Li Mu got straight to the point, explaining his movie-making plan. He then said, “Currently, besides Muye Technology’s title sponsorship, no other investment or sponsorship has been finalized. I don’t have many business connections in this area, so I’ll need your help. Many advertising placement opportunities will be wasted if we don’t find a way to sell them.”

Xu Jiaming was slightly surprised by Li Mu’s movie-making plan, but quickly calmed down and asked Li Mu, “What kind of sponsorships are you planning to offer?”

Li Mu listed them one by one: “Look, since we’re making a movie, there has to be clothes, right? So, a clothing brand is one; also, a significant portion of this movie is set on campus, so a bicycle brand is another; then there are drinks, it’s a campus band after all, so if lead singer Zhang Kexuan casually drinks a bottle of soda, that ad is integrated; and then there are mobile phones, their screen time will be quite high once the social scenes begin; besides these, beer is also a good integration opportunity.”

Xu Jiaming thought for a moment and asked him, “What about cars? Do you want to integrate cars?”

Li Mu said, “The male lead in the play must drive the cheapest car, so I chose Alto. The male antagonist’s car must be a recognized luxury car, and right now, that’s BMW, Mercedes-Benz, and Audi. Alto is out of the question. If you can help me get one of those three, I’d be more than happy.”

Xu Jiaming said, “I have friends at Mercedes-Benz. I’ll contact them for you. They’ll probably be interested just because of Simple Plan.”

In truth, Xu Jiaming himself didn’t believe what he was saying. Although Simple Plan was famous, it wasn’t famous enough to attract the attention of a top international brand like Mercedes-Benz. So, if it were strictly business, Mercedes-Benz might not even look at such a sponsorship proposal. However, it would be different if he personally intervened. Mercedes-Benz had a large budget for marketing and promotion every year, and with his reputation, it would be very easy for them to provide a few hundred thousand in sponsorship as a gesture.

Xu Jiaming thought for a moment and said, “How about giving my Mingcheng Capital a chance to appear? Don’t you have a talent show in your movie? Why don’t my Mingcheng Capital sponsor that talent show? What do you think?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m reserving that spot for Muye Technology. Let’s wait for next time. Whenever I invest in a feature film, you can come and sponsor it then.”





Chapter 267: Hu Zhengdao Joins

Xu Jiaming’s efficiency far exceeded Li Mu’s imagination. In less than forty-eight hours, before Ning Hao had even finished his overall coordination, Xu Jiaming had already finalized all the product placements in the areas Li Mu had specified.

The clothing placement was Taipingniao, costing three hundred thousand yuan;

The bicycle placement was Giant, costing four hundred thousand yuan;

The mobile phone placement was Bird, costing four hundred fifty thousand yuan;

The beverage placement was Coca-Cola, costing five hundred thousand yuan;

The car placement was Mercedes-Benz, costing five hundred thousand yuan;

Yanjing Beer ultimately secured the beer advertisement placement for the entire film, costing two hundred fifty thousand yuan;

Excluding Muye Technology’s five hundred thousand yuan advertising fee, the advertising investment Xu Jiaming alone secured for him had already reached two million four hundred thousand yuan. Including Muye Technology’s five hundred thousand, the total was two million nine hundred thousand yuan, significantly higher than he had anticipated.

Although Li Mu was confident that all the sponsoring advertisers would get more than their money’s worth, others might not believe him if he said so. If he had negotiated these placements himself, securing one million four hundred thousand yuan for a two million four hundred thousand yuan deal would have been considered good. Li Mu knew that the speed at which the two million four hundred thousand yuan was finalized was largely due to Xu Jiaming’s reputation.

With all the funds in place, even if the entire two million yuan budget was spent, the film would still yield at least nine hundred thousand yuan in profit. For Li Mu, the significant aspect wasn’t the nine hundred thousand yuan itself, but this impressive initial success.

With Xu Jiaming’s help in attracting advertising sponsorships, Muye Pictures’ reputation was at least established within the circles of business elites. When the micro-movie Old Boy gains nationwide popularity, these sponsors and business elites alike will truly recognize Muye Pictures’ potential. In the future, when new films are launched, investment and advertising sponsorships will certainly not be lacking.

For Li Mu, filming Old Boy wasn’t just about helping Simple Plan with their promotion. Deep down, he genuinely wanted to venture into the film and television entertainment industry. This included not only TV variety shows but also film and television production and distribution, and even the cinema market that would boom in China in the future. If things developed normally, China would become the world’s largest film market by 2017. By then, Wanda Cinemas alone, under the Wanda Group, could easily exceed a market value of one hundred billion yuan, not to mention the massive profits from box office sales and the huge market space for film-related merchandise. Li Mu couldn’t convince himself not to get involved in such an enormous market.

Therefore, the Old Boy micro-movie was more like a stepping stone for him to enter the film and television industry. As long as it could be quick, accurate, and decisive, Muye Pictures would officially join the ranks of film and television companies. Moreover, he now had Ning Hao on board, and a large number of future celebrities and renowned directors who were currently unknown but could be discovered. Getting a share of the profits in the film and television entertainment market wouldn’t be difficult.



Just after Li Mu took the time to sign all the advertising placement contracts, Zhao Kang returned from his hometown, Haizhou. Li Mu held a welcome feast for him, and at the dinner table, Zhao Kang told Li Mu: “The taxi company matters are mostly settled. Brother Liang helped us secure the licenses, government relations, and low-interest bank loans. Now both our families have put up the money, and the car procurement contract has been signed. Once the loan comes through, we can immediately purchase the vehicles.”

Li Mu then asked: “How many vehicles are we buying in total? And what models?”

Zhao Kang said: “We have a total of three million yuan in funds. Three hundred thousand yuan will be used for renting premises and as operating capital. My Dad looked into the remaining money and finally decided to buy thirty Alto cars and twenty three-box Xiali cars. He said that cars like the Xiali, which have a trunk, have a higher chance of picking up passengers at bus stations and are more popular. Also, drivers have already started being recruited.”

Li Mu said: “Let Uncle Zhao decide on these matters himself.”

Zhao Kang smiled and said: “You were right. Giving Mom and Dad a business to run, my Dad is now full of energy every day, even more dedicated than when he used to work.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “I have something to tell you.”

“What is it?”

Li Mu said: “I want to bring Zheng Dao into the cheats business.”

Zhao Kang tilted his head and thought for a moment, then said: “Zheng Dao is a really good person, and he’s having difficulties right now, so bringing him in would be great. We also have some untapped markets that Zheng Dao can be responsible for.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “That’s exactly what I mean. But I’ll have to return to Haizhou soon to film the Old Boy micro-movie, so I’ll leave the matter of bringing Zheng Dao in to you. Tonight, I’ll call him out, and the three of us can talk. You can explain the general operating model to him, give him a list of the untapped markets, and see how much he can achieve. But make sure he’s cautious and doesn’t push blindly.”

Zhao Kang said: “I understand, don’t worry. Oh, right, I’m planning to start organizing the internet cafe matters these next two days.”

Li Mu said: “Go ahead and start. You can also have Zheng Dao help you. When it comes to everything related to the cheats, what we lack right now are trustworthy assistants.”

That evening, Li Mu called Hu Zhengdao out and took him directly to the apartment in Yucheng Garden. He and Zhao Kang planned to discuss the follow-up matters regarding the Legend cheats with Hu Zhengdao there.

Hu Zhengdao had interacted with Zhao Kang during the 3321 promotion and knew he was Li Mu’s high school classmate. Upon entering and seeing him there, he realized that the matter Li Mu mentioned was something they were doing together. After they greeted each other, Hu Zhengdao didn’t rush to ask Li Mu, waiting for Li Mu to speak first.

Li Mu asked Hu Zhengdao: “Zheng Dao, have you played Legend?”

Hu Zhengdao nodded: “I played for a few days before Yan Nan’s mother had her accident, and I even bought a time card. I haven’t played since then.”

Li Mu said: “It’ll be easy if you’ve played it.” As he spoke, he opened the Legend client on a computer and told Hu Zhengdao: “Log in to your account.”

Hu Zhengdao then sat in front of the computer and, as Li Mu instructed, logged into his account, selecting his server – Server Two: Radiance.

Hu Zhengdao was using a warrior character, currently only level 10. As soon as he entered the game, Hu Zhengdao turned to ask Li Mu: “Bro Mu, what should I do next?”

Li Mu then said: “Press F12.”

Hu Zhengdao clicked F12 and found that the game interface instantly changed. His character had logged in and appeared in Bichon Forest. Because it was night, even with a lit candle, the surrounding visibility was still very limited. But after pressing F12, the entire interface’s view was presented before him, and the players occasionally walking by all had red health bars above their heads.

Hu Zhengdao said: “Why does this look so much like that cheat called Legend Overlord? I remember everyone was using that cheat when I played Legend.”

Li Mu said: “This is the official paid version of Legend Overlord. The previous free version is no longer usable. If you try it, you’ll find that this cheat has many more features than the previous free version. Candle-free vision, health display, and walking through players are all basic functions.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded and asked Li Mu: “Is this what we’re going to do? Cheats?”

Li Mu nodded: “Legend Overlord was developed by me, and its sales are also in our hands.”

Hu Zhengdao stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. He hadn’t expected that the Legend Overlord cheat, which almost everyone in internet cafes used, was actually developed by his own dormmate. It truly felt incredible to him.

However, recalling Li Mu’s extraordinary nature, Hu Zhengdao felt relieved. Li Mu had been involved in many ventures, and 3321 had a much larger scope than a single game cheat. There seemed to be no need for him to be surprised.

Hu Zhengdao, having regained his composure, smiled and said: “Bro Mu, even if you told me one day that you developed QQ, I don’t think I’d be surprised anymore.”

Li Mu chuckled: “Cheats aren’t anything high-difficulty; they’re just a small program that can make money. Currently, there are still some cities where Legend Overlord doesn’t have agents. I’ll have Zhao Kang compile a list. You can look it over yourself and consider which areas you can try to work on. Start with the closest places first.”

Zhao Kang then opened a spreadsheet on another computer and explained the agent expansion methods to Hu Zhengdao in detail.

“Generally, it involves visiting all the internet cafes of a certain scale in the local area, negotiating the commission rate and settlement cycle with the internet cafe owners. Currently, payments are settled weekly.”

Besides the promotion methods, Zhao Kang also informed Hu Zhengdao about the commission model.

For every monthly subscription activation code sold, Hu Zhengdao would receive a basic commission of two yuan. Li Mu wanted to cultivate Hu Zhengdao as one of their own, so he raised his commission to three yuan.

This commission amount was already quite substantial. Currently, within the urban area of a fifth-tier city, Legend Overlord could easily sell over a thousand copies. If the distribution channels were expanded and Legend continued its booming trend, the commission potential would be astonishingly large. If Hu Zhengdao could develop channels with tens of thousands of users, a monthly income exceeding one hundred thousand yuan wouldn’t be impossible.

Hu Zhengdao listened carefully and nodded slightly. The sales model for the cheats was very simple: cast a wide net. Collaborating with internet cafe owners was the simplest, most convenient, and most direct method of cooperation, so visiting internet cafes naturally became the most important part of market expansion.

Hu Zhengdao asked Li Mu and Zhao Kang: “If we use 3321’s Alipay, wouldn’t that eliminate the middlemen?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Your idea isn’t wrong, but it’s not very realistic for selling cheats. Most Legend players are very young, mostly middle school students. Whether they even have bank cards is debatable, so how could they use Alipay? Besides, the cheats business is, after all, a grey area that pushes the boundaries, so it’s best to operate quietly.”

“Understood.” Hu Zhengdao nodded, a hint of eagerness in his expression: “When do I start?”

Li Mu said: “If you take this on, you’ll have to give up tutoring. Otherwise, you simply won’t be able to handle it all. You need to coordinate your schedule well. No matter what, don’t neglect your studies.”

Hu Zhengdao said earnestly: “Don’t worry, Bro Mu, I’ll arrange it well. Missing a few classes now isn’t a big deal; I can catch up with a bit of extra effort.”

Li Mu nodded and said no more. Hu Zhengdao had always come from humble origins, and he was more composed in his actions than the other dormmates. Li Mu wasn’t too worried about the details.





Chapter 268: Q Bar and You Bar

Just as Li Mu was preparing to return to Haizhou for filming, Kong Lingyu brought him significant news: Tencent and NetEase were both internally testing products similar to Tieba.

Tencent’s product, Q Bar, was developed based on QQ Chatroom and was 90% similar to Tieba in its product structure. It was said that Tencent’s idea was to directly divert traffic from QQ and QQ Chatroom to form Q Bar’s initial user base. As for NetEase, their entry point was somewhat peculiar. Their internally tested product was called You Bar, and like Q Bar, it was 90% similar to Tieba in product structure, but their intention was to make it a specialized gaming Tieba.

Ning Hao had almost completed all the preparatory work, and they were ready to depart in the next couple of days, with equipment soon to be shipped to Haizhou. However, Li Mu suddenly received this unsettling news.

In Li Mu’s memory, Tencent and NetEase had never developed any products similar to Tieba. So why were they, at this very moment, simultaneously planning to launch Tieba-like products? The only possibility was his own influence.

Tieba officially launched at the end of 2003. His appearance had brought Tieba’s launch forward by more than two years. It was precisely because he had released Tieba ahead of time that Tencent and NetEase were now interested in it.

Li Mu thought back. Besides QQ, Tencent currently had no truly impressive derivative products. Their next major product would be QQ Games, but that platform wouldn’t be born until 2003, roughly the same time as Tieba. If it followed the rhythm of his previous life, when Baidu was developing Tieba, Tencent was developing QQ Games. At that time, Baidu developed Tieba to increase user stickiness, and Tencent’s goal for QQ Games was the same. So, both companies were busy with their own affairs, with no conflict of interest, which is why Tencent didn’t divert energy to develop Tieba. But now it was different. Tencent was arguably in a product development “window period.” With Tieba’s rise at this time, it was only natural for them to follow suit.

As for NetEase wanting to create You Bar, Li Mu was a bit puzzled. Even if such a product were to be made, shouldn’t it be done by a gaming web portal like 17173? What was NetEase trying to achieve by developing a gaming Tieba now?

Li Mu suddenly remembered that NetEase would also become a company primarily focused on gaming in the future. Their first online game, “A Chinese Odyssey Online,” was supposed to launch at the end of this year, perhaps even very soon!

“A Chinese Odyssey Online” was NetEase’s stepping stone into the internet gaming market. NetEase’s development momentum was also quite strong now. In this situation, with the Tieba product model right in front of them, it was understandable that they would want to create a gaming Tieba while developing their online game.

After a comprehensive analysis, Li Mu understood the intentions of both Tencent and NetEase in developing Tieba-like products. Tencent wanted to directly compete with Tieba, while NetEase wanted to carve out Tieba’s gaming users and traffic in the vertical gaming sector. Both could be described as having wolfish ambitions. Especially Tencent, which already had tens of millions of users. If they truly managed to expand “Q Bar,” then it wouldn’t be him challenging their market dominance in the future, but them challenging his!

Li Mu reacted swiftly. On one hand, he had Kong Lingyu find ways to gather more information. On the other hand, he instructed him to strictly seal off the two products Muye Technology was currently developing: Personal Space and Happy Farm. These were his trump cards for victory, and absolute leadership had to be ensured.

Kong Lingyu had previously received Li Mu’s entire “challenge for market dominance” plan and naturally knew well in his heart the threat posed by these two major internet companies. He immediately assured Li Mu that the two core products would not be exposed under any circumstances.

Li Mu nodded, smacking his lips, and said, “Actually, this might not be a bad thing. I originally intended to use Tieba to undermine Tencent’s foundation in instant messaging software. Now, they’re even diverting energy to imitate Tieba and try to replace me. As soon as their Q Bar launches, not only will I utterly defeat their Q Bar, but I’ll also seize all the advantages they’ve accumulated in instant messaging software.”

Kong Lingyu asked, “What about NetEase?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “NetEase has no chance. Before 2003, NetEase won’t see major development in the online gaming sector. If they can’t even manage their core business well, how can they compete with me for Tieba? Current game communities aren’t professional enough. To dominate the game community, I still have a powerful tool I haven’t revealed.”

Kong Lingyu eagerly pressed, “What powerful tool, Boss?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, speaking mysteriously, “Now isn’t the time for that. First, let’s focus all our efforts on the current tasks.”

Seeing that Li Mu was unwilling to speak, Kong Lingyu didn’t press further.

Li Mu, however, was pondering YY Voice. YY Voice was a team voice software, initially a platform for game players’ team voice communication, later gradually transitioning to voice and video live streaming. In its early days, this product was very significant for game players. Whether it was real-time strategy games or online games, there would always be a need for team voice communication. Li Mu could integrate this directly with the group function when his instant messaging software launched. However, the reason he didn’t want to do it now was the current internet bandwidth limitations; instant voice wasn’t yet ready for vigorous development.

Nevertheless, this still didn’t prevent Li Mu from making phased plans. Tieba had already gathered a considerable number of gaming users. Once his instant messaging software launched and the group function was introduced, it would provide instant group communication services for these gaming users. Although it would only be text communication at this stage, it would be sufficient. As for group voice communication, that would be a matter for the next stage.

Less than two days after the news broke, Tencent’s Q Bar completed its internal testing and officially launched.

The news Kong Lingyu received also stated that Tencent planned to officially launch Q Bar on New Year’s Day 2002. However, unexpectedly, they had actually been in internal testing for half a month and couldn’t wait to push Q Bar out just before Christmas.

Even Li Mu was somewhat surprised. He had just received news of their internal testing, and they had already launched. Tencent had kept the development and internal testing process truly tight-lipped. The most embarrassing part was that Muye Technology’s Personal Space and Happy Farm hadn’t even completed internal testing yet.

Tencent had the advantage at this stage. Tieba’s share was originally 100%, and its users largely overlapped with Tencent QQ users. As soon as Q Bar launched, it directly siphoned off many users through the QQ software and QQ Chatroom. They even deployed many internet trolls to post advertisements in various Tieba forums, attempting to divert more Tieba users to Q Bar.

Almost instantly, Tieba was being written off by industry insiders.

First, there was the news of Baidu withdrawing from Muye Technology, then rumors of Muye Technology stubbornly insisting on developing a navigation website, and now the sudden emergence of Tencent’s Q Bar and the internal testing news of NetEase’s You Bar. It was no surprise that Muye Technology’s Tieba was being written off. After all, in the eyes of outsiders, Muye Technology had first lost an ally, then chose the wrong development direction, and now faced formidable rivals. With internal and external problems, it was bound to decline. If Muye Technology could come up with a strategy in time to turn the tide, it might slow this downward trend. But if they truly insisted on developing a navigation website at such a time, then the decline would likely accelerate, eventually spiraling out of control.

The moment Q Bar launched, Manager Li and Tan Yaocheng of Baidu met in the office. Manager Li asked Tan Yaocheng, “Old Tan, what do you think Muye Technology’s future holds?”

Tan Yaocheng said, “I think Li Mu is really going to mess up this time. The most crucial thing isn’t his obsession with making a navigation website, but that Tieba hasn’t secured Series B funding yet. Ideas can change with circumstances, but Muye Technology is so unfavored by industry insiders right now that investors will certainly be very cautious. Before this, Muye Technology could have easily raised Series B funding with a valuation of three to four hundred million, but now it seems that even if he lowers his price, investors won’t easily come in. They’ll definitely observe for a while. However, Muye Technology has only raised a few million in Series A funding since its inception, and a portion of that cash was transferred to Eting Technology. Their cash flow probably won’t last much longer.”

Manager Li nodded repeatedly, agreeing wholeheartedly. “You’re right. In a war, it’s not military strength that matters, but logistics. Li Mu has no supplies now, and Tencent’s Q Bar is constantly pushing. He simply can’t compete and will eventually be eaten away little by little.”

Smiling, Manager Li continued, “I think we should just watch for now and see how long Li Mu can hold out under the combined assault of Tencent and NetEase. If the time is right, I think we could give him a hand.”

Tan Yaocheng’s eyes widened. “Give him a hand?”

Manager Li chuckled. “Exactly. Even if Q Bar and You Bar jointly attack Tieba, Tieba still has certain advantages. At the very least, Tieba has accumulated content and user habits over a long period. So, its share will be eroded, but the process won’t be too fast. If Li Mu lacks the funds to fight these two companies, and no capital dares to invest in him at a critical moment, then we will re-invest in Muye Technology. Neither Tencent nor NetEase, in developing Tieba products, possesses our advantage. Tieba’s nature, allowing keyword-based forums to be freely created in the form of search keywords, is inherently designed to integrate with search engines.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “That’s true, but Manager Li, even if we invest in Tieba, it doesn’t necessarily mean we can defeat Tencent and NetEase.”

Manager Li nodded, smiling. “No need to defeat them. Tieba will be a success as long as it can maintain more than 60% of the market share and persist. If Li Mu reaches the edge of a cliff, he certainly won’t be able to save himself. At that point, only we can save him, because we can not only provide money but also traffic. If Tieba reaches the brink of survival, only we can save it!”

Tan Yaocheng laughed and said, “Our Series A investment in him was adding icing to the cake. This time, if we rescue him from dire straits, it will be a godsend. At that point, Li Mu definitely won’t be able to guard his shares as tightly as before. A significant bleed is inevitable.”





Chapter 269: Muye Technology’s Excellent Opportunity

Due to the widespread pessimism in the industry regarding Tieba’s current situation, Li Mu temporarily postponed the departure time of the film crew’s advance team and personally went to Muye Technology to hold an emergency meeting with the core management.

After analyzing Tencent’s Q Bar and NetEase’s You Bar, Li Mu didn’t think their so-called “encirclement” posed any substantial threat to Muye Technology. The industry’s current widespread pessimism about Tieba was also because they didn’t know his next move. This, for him, was actually a good thing. In such adversity, launching a super product for a complete comeback would be enough to make Muye Technology and Tieba a legend in the industry.

Quietly launching Happy Farm could also bring considerable shock to the industry, but that shock would purely be due to Happy Farm’s inherent attributes. However, if Happy Farm were to be boldly released amidst the pincer attack from Tencent and NetEase, it would be akin to detonating a thunderclap in the industry.

At the same time, it would also make Tencent, NetEase, and other internet companies eyeing Muye Technology understand one truth: “Your grandpa isn’t someone you can encircle just because you want to. Even if the situation looks dire, your grandpa will spread a pair of full wings at the critical moment, take off gracefully, and then tell those dumbfounded companies on the ground: ‘Damn it, your grandpa can fly.’”

What pleased Li Mu was that his team hadn’t lost their composure due to the appearance of powerful enemies.

Kong Lingyu had already understood the key point. Whether Q Bar and You Bar existed or not, Happy Farm, this blockbuster, was bound to shock the industry. Rather than detonating it when they were completely unaware, it was better to first attract widespread attention, and then detonate this blockbuster under the gaze of everyone.

Therefore, the atmosphere at Muye Technology’s core management meeting was quite relaxed.

So much so that after Li Mu finished analyzing the situation, everyone’s faces involuntarily broke into strange, conspiratorial smiles.

Lin Qingya said somewhat excitedly, “If we launch Happy Farm, we’ll be thoroughly slapping Tencent and NetEase in the face, wouldn’t that be like climbing to the top by stepping on others?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “In the past few days, industry opinion will continuously push us to the lowest point. Once Happy Farm is launched, it will propel us to the highest point. Even though we are still a small company with a valuation of several hundred million, this kind of reversal will be enough to shock the entire industry. Muye Technology will usher in a good opportunity for rapid development. No matter what we do, public opinion will follow us, making us easily a hot topic. As long as we seize this opportunity and continuously make moves that astound the industry, we will definitely be able to become a first-tier internet company in China after this matter settles down.”

Kong Lingyu said, “We currently only have Personal Space and a few versions of Happy Farm. Relying on them to maintain industry attention seems a bit insufficient, doesn’t it? Boss, when will our YY communication software be launched?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “YY’s launch will have to wait a bit longer. We need to ensure that all of Tencent’s user connections are migrated to our platform, and ensure that users establish even stronger connections on our platform before launching YY. Therefore, before YY is launched, we need to put in a bit of extra effort on Flash.”

As he spoke, Li Mu picked up a whiteboard marker and wrote two lines of text on the whiteboard.

Happy Pasture, Parking Wars.

Since they were going to make social games, they might as well make them to the point of being overused all at once. If Muye Technology could, by its own strength, make social games so ubiquitous and tiresome for users, that would absolutely be a huge success, because it would not only fully leverage the benefits of social games but also block the possibility of other companies copying them or following the imitation route.

Everyone present stared at the two new phrases on the whiteboard, awaiting Li Mu’s explanation.

Li Mu spent half an hour explaining the core concepts of these two games to everyone.

Happy Pasture, like Happy Farm, simply changed the medium from land and crops to various livestock. Parking Wars was also the same old thing in a new guise, changing the medium to parking spaces and various cars.

Although these games were already so common/vulgar to Li Mu that he didn’t even want to glance at them, for everyone present, every word Li Mu said was fresh.

After everyone absorbed the core concepts of these two games from Li Mu’s words, they gained an even firmer understanding of Li Mu and Muye’s future.

Li Mu said, “After saying all this, I believe you all now understand that the company is not currently facing a disaster, but an unprecedented huge opportunity. So, what everyone needs to do now is stabilize morale, lead the team well, and make good products. We will launch Happy Farm after New Year’s Day. At that time, using New Year’s Day as an occasion, we will give each person present a thirty thousand bonus, and give all our other technical and support staff a ten thousand bonus each. If everyone is cooperative, we will have year-end bonuses before Chinese New Year. After the meeting, you must mobilize the team’s enthusiasm. Winning this battle could mean winning a war, an era.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, everyone present showed joyful expressions and surged with excitement.

The bonus amount Li Mu promised was truly substantial. For company employees, money is the most direct and effective incentive, bar none. And Li Mu was very on point in this regard, willing to share profits and not hog all the credit, unlike many startup bosses who promise everything when building their empire, but immediately go back on their word and discard their loyal followers once they’ve established a foothold.

To retain talent and make them work with one hundred and twenty percent of their ability and enthusiasm, the only feasible and long-lasting method is to give them more than one hundred and twenty percent in return.

Ultimately, what does it take to retain talent?

It’s money.

Ideals and pursuits are all absurd. Any boss who talks extensively about ideals and pursuits with employees is merely trying to compensate for their lack of financial provision. Therefore, anyone who doesn’t talk about money but only about ideals and pursuits is just being a scoundrel.

Ideals should be discussed, and pursuits too, but these must be built upon a financial foundation. First, let employees receive their due compensation, then talk to them about ideals and pursuits. That kind of boss is a truly good boss.

For Li Mu, he hadn’t been a boss in his previous life, but he had been tricked by many bosses making empty promises. He had also witnessed the successes and failures of many entrepreneurs. Therefore, regarding company management, although he lacked practical experience, he had relatively objective and advanced concepts. The most important thing in the internet industry is talent. He wanted to build an ever-victorious army in the internet industry. Therefore, the one thing he absolutely couldn’t be towards his subordinates was stingy.

Just as he had almost finished saying everything he wanted to discuss in this meeting, Li Mu’s phone suddenly rang. He hadn’t expected that the person calling him at this moment would be Baidu’s CEO, Li Yanhong. Manager Li’s first question was what Li Mu was busy with. The second question was how Li Mu viewed Q Bar and the soon-to-be-launched You Bar. Before Li Mu could answer, he asked a third question: how Li Mu planned to deal with the pincer attack from Tencent and NetEase.

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly and said, “Manager Li, you’ve asked so many questions in one breath, I don’t even know how to answer you.”

Manager Li said, “It’s alright if you find it inconvenient to answer.”

Li Mu replied, “To be honest, I’m currently in a meeting with my employees, discussing how to deal with Q Bar and You Bar.”

Manager Li then asked, “Are there any feasible solutions? Do you need any help from my side?”

Li Mu said, “I haven’t thought it through yet. If I need your help, Manager Li, I’ll contact you immediately.”

Manager Li chuckled in response, then said, “Oh, by the way, there’s an Internet Development Forum in Yanjing on the 30th of this month. It’s hosted by the Ministry of Information Industry. An official in charge there, who has a good relationship with me, knows about our cooperation with Muye and wants to invite you through me. Are you interested?”

“Internet Development Forum?” Li Mu frowned and asked him, “Which companies will be attending?”

Manager Li said, “All the larger internet companies you can think of will be attending.”

Li Mu pressed further, “What about Tencent and NetEase? They’re both in Guangdong Province, will they also come?”

Manager Li chuckled, “Of course. After all, it’s hosted by a ministry, so invited companies will give some face. Moreover, those attending this forum are basically all company bigwigs.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Since those two are attending, I’ll attend too.”

Manager Li understood the meaning behind Li Mu’s words and laughed heartily, “Since that’s the case, I’ll reply to that official. The invitation letter will be mailed to your company then.”

“Okay.” Li Mu nodded. He looked at the desk calendar; December 30th was a Sunday. Holding a forum right at the tail end of 2001, and gathering all the industry bigwigs—who knew how many future super-rich individuals would be there? This was truly interesting.

Moreover, Li Mu felt that as the currently highly-watched boss of Muye Technology, it would be an outrage if he didn’t make an appearance at such a gathering of bigwigs. So many people wanted to take the opportunity to step on Muye Technology; why not let them have their fill of it face-to-face? Especially the bigwigs from Tencent and NetEase, these two were precisely whom Li Mu most wanted to see at this moment. For Muye Technology to make a more complete comeback with Happy Farm, it needed to be suppressed more thoroughly in the early stages. The greater the contrast, the greater the shock it would bring. This was an excellent opportunity.

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu told everyone about the Internet Development Forum, reiterated his instructions, and then announced the meeting adjourned.

There was still more than a week until the Internet Forum, and he didn’t have time to linger here. Because the filming of “Old Boy” had already been delayed for two or three days, it had to start now.

So, after the meeting, Li Mu immediately left Muye Technology. After leaving, he called Ning Hao. “Let the equipment depart tonight. Our staff and the initial actors will fly to Jinling tomorrow afternoon, ready to start filming!”

Ning Hao laughed exaggeratedly, “Oh, I’ve been waiting for you to say that! I’ll tell the equipment manager to depart tonight. Also, contact local hotels in Haizhou to book a block of rooms, and find a catering restaurant. As for the filming locations, you’ll have to coordinate those.”

“No problem!”





Chapter 270: Preparing to Film

Li Mu hadn’t told most of the people around him about filming the movie. It was only the day before Ning Hao’s equipment had been sent off and his crew was preparing to fly out of Yanjing that Li Mu finally told Su Yingxue about it.

Su Yingxue had developed a certain immunity to Li Mu’s knack for stirring things up. She was only slightly surprised before quickly returning to normal. When she heard that one of the main filming locations for Li Mu’s movie this time would be their high school alma mater, even the usually calm Su Yingxue felt a surge of excitement. She wished she could go back herself to witness the “grand occasion” of Li Mu directing and filming at their alma mater, but unfortunately, she had just returned home a few days ago, so going back again so soon would be unreasonable.

Zhao Kang also didn’t want to miss such a good show, but he had a pile of things waiting for him in Yanjing, so this time he could only wish Li Mu a smooth shoot from afar.

Li Mu told his dorm mates from room 606 that he would be going home for a while. When they pressed him for details, he simply said he had some family matters to attend to, without elaborating further.

Before leaving, Li Mu made separate calls to Zhao Ziqiu and Chen Wan, which finally put his mind at ease. He then boarded the plane to Jinling with over a dozen crew members.

Ning Hao had systematically coordinated the entire filming process. Currently, almost everyone heading to Jinling with them were behind-the-scenes staff. Once they arrived in Haizhou, they would first handle accommodation, catering, storage, and various preparatory tasks like securing locations, sets, and props. After all that was sorted, Du Wei, Chen Kun, and the other actors would travel from Yanjing, aiming to start filming directly upon their arrival in Haizhou.

On the plane, Ning Hao sat with Li Mu. Once the plane was flying steadily, he took out a cowhide-covered laptop from his bag and roughly outlined the filming process with Li Mu. The process included all the details, both in front of and behind the camera, including the order and coordination of every scene.

As per Li Mu’s request, Ning Hao prioritized Du Wei’s scenes in the filming schedule. Ning Hao said that if Du Wei’s acting was acceptable, her character’s scenes could be completed in as little as three days. Li Mu felt a bit uncertain about this; how long Du Wei’s scenes in Haizhou would take to film would depend on her talent for acting.

After Ning Hao finished going over the process with Li Mu, he said, “Actually, I think since we’re already investing two million to shoot this film, we might as well flesh out the script a bit and make it ninety minutes long. That way, if the forty-minute micro-movie version becomes popular on TV, we can take the ninety-minute version to cinemas for release, create a bit of buzz, and that would be another source of income.”

Li Mu asked him, “I didn’t realize you liked doing things like padding and adding unnecessary extensions?”

Ning Hao said earnestly, “If I were the director, I definitely wouldn’t do that.”

Li Mu asked him, “Then why won’t you do it, but you want me to?”

Ning Hao laughed and said, “You’re just doing this for fun, so you don’t have to worry so much. I can’t. In my life, I probably won’t be good at anything else besides dealing with movies, so I have to pay attention to my future reputation. You’re different; you’re a businessman, you want to maximize profits.”

Li Mu looked at him disdainfully and said, “If I were truly pursuing profit, I wouldn’t be investing two million to make this thing. My venture into film isn’t just for fun; in the future, I definitely plan to build Muye Pictures into a first-class film production company, both domestically and internationally. The ‘Old Boy’ micro-movie is just my stepping stone. As an outsider, I don’t understand film project planning, nor the work in front of or behind the camera, nor film promotion and distribution. I don’t even know where to find cinema connections. If I were to jump straight into making a proper feature film, I’d probably fail miserably. I’m not afraid of losing money, but I’m afraid of throwing money in and making no waves. So, I’m starting with ‘Old Boy’ to test the waters, bypassing cinemas and directly making a splash on TV media and the internet.”

Ning Hao stared at Li Mu, speechless for a long moment. Only now did he truly realize that although Li Mu was an outsider to the film industry and his main focus was on the internet, his attitude towards film was serious. The domestic film market wasn’t mature enough yet; most films released in cinemas couldn’t even recoup their costs, and the cinema distribution field was deep water. People without experience simply couldn’t make it work. But Li Mu had found another path, bypassing cinemas first before engaging with the industry. This choice was very sound.

Li Mu seriously told Ning Hao, “If our collaboration goes well this time, I’ll sign you under Muye Pictures. You’ll get a salary as soon as you sign, and starting next year, I’ll invest in at least one of your films every year.”

Ning Hao swallowed, then asked Li Mu, “You’re not joking with me, are you?”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course not. Didn’t I tell you last time? If you have a good script, come find me, and I’ll invest in it.”

Ning Hao, who had always seemed a bit dashing and uninhibited, was suddenly moved. He seriously asked Li Mu, “Why do you trust me so much?”

Li Mu couldn’t say he was a super fan of “Crazy Stone,” so he could only say, “I trust my own judgment.”

Ning Hao immediately said, “Alright, as long as you think highly of me, I’ll definitely sign!”

Li Mu nodded, “Your word is enough. Let’s film ‘Old Boy’ well first; we’ll have plenty of opportunities to cooperate in the future.”

If one were to count high-grossing directors, Ning Hao wouldn’t actually rank very high later on. “Crazy Stone” grossed tens of millions, “Crazy Racer” just over one hundred million, “No Man’s Land” over two hundred million, and his highest-grossing film, “Breakup Buddies,” was only 1.1 billion. This report card, placed in 2015 or 2016, was truly nothing special; Xu Zheng’s “Lost in Thailand” surpassed him by several streets.

However, what Li Mu truly valued was Ning Hao’s characteristic black humor and the uniqueness of his narrative style.

Li Mu firmly believed he was an extraordinary comedy master, but later on, he lacked scripts that truly fit the market. If Ning Hao were to direct “Lost in Thailand,” Li Mu couldn’t guarantee a significant increase in box office, but he could at least guarantee that the production quality would surpass Xu Zheng’s by a level. If Ning Hao were to direct the entire “Lost in” series, Li Mu believed he could provide a more profound interpretation of these comedy films.

The ability to tell a story is the most fundamental quality of a good director, and Li Mu was confident that Ning Hao possessed this ability.

…

The plane landed in Jinling, and the pre-arranged bus grandly carried everyone towards Haizhou. The crew’s base of operations this time was still the Haizhou Hotel. It was a bit expensive, but the conditions were good, and the location was extremely convenient. From there, going to Haizhou No.1 High School, the train station, the commercial street, or Li Mu’s own home, all were within a two-kilometer radius, making it perfectly suitable.

It was already eleven o’clock at night when everyone arrived at the Haizhou Hotel. The vehicle transporting the equipment had already arrived that afternoon and was parked in the Haizhou Hotel’s courtyard.

Li Mu didn’t go home; instead, he checked directly into the Haizhou Hotel. All the rooms were standard. He shared a room with Ning Hao. The next morning, he would have to go with the staff and equipment to Haizhou No.1 High School to begin preparations for filming.

After a night’s rest, everyone had breakfast by seven o’clock the next morning and departed from the Haizhou Hotel for Haizhou No.1 High School. The bus from the previous night became the crew’s designated vehicle for filming in Haizhou for the next few days. Li Mu had also informed Song Liang in advance, asking to borrow two GL8s for emergencies. Song Liang sent people to drive to the Haizhou Hotel early that morning, and the two GL8s followed the bus to Haizhou No.1 High School.

The person at Haizhou No.1 High School responsible for assisting Li Mu with the filming was Li Mu’s homeroom teacher, Pang Dahai. Upon arriving at the school, Li Mu met with Pang Dahai. He first had Pang Dahai arrange for the staff to rest briefly in the Political Education Building office, then he, along with Ning Hao and the cinematography and set design personnel, began to scout for suitable classrooms for filming.

Pang Dahai said, “The school theoretically supports your filming work unconditionally. However, my suggestion is that you try to avoid choosing graduating classes for your main filming locations. You can freely choose from the first-year and second-year high school grades. Select the classrooms first, then the students.”

Li Mu said, “Teacher Pang, please rest assured, we will only select from the first-year high school grade.”

Ning Hao nodded and said, “We don’t have any special requirements for choosing classrooms. Third floor, south-facing will do.”

South-facing was for sufficient light during filming. As for the third-floor requirement, it was because the script set Zhang Kexuan’s classroom on the third floor. In one scene, Zhang Kexuan secretly climbs out of the window during self-study to attend band practice, only to be caught red-handed by Du Wei downstairs.

Upon hearing these two requirements, Pang Dahai immediately said with a smile, “That makes it easy. First-year high school classes 4 to 10 are all on the south side of the third floor. Let’s go take a look directly. If there’s a suitable one, you can decide on it right away.”

Haizhou No.1 High School’s Academic Building was shaped like the Chinese character “吕” (Lü), with the upper and lower sections connected. It had four floors in total. Li Mu walked around the south side of the third floor with everyone. The cinematographer and set designer discussed it and settled on First-Year High School Class 6, which looked the cleanest.

After deciding on the classroom, everyone scouted other locations like the corridors, bicycle shed, plaza, and sports field. After the location scouting was complete, Li Mu asked Teacher Pang to negotiate with the school to secure an equipment room from the sports training team, to store the filming equipment.

After looking around, Ning Hao said to Li Mu, “Most of the school’s scene locations are basically set. Now we just need to decide on a location for the band performance scene. Where do you think would be suitable for that?”

Li Mu said, “Let’s set it up on the sports field. Build a professional stage there. Don’t be too frugal with the cost; it must produce a good effect. The visual effects must meet standards, and the auditory effects cannot be ignored. Our entire film will use synchronous recording, so the sound quality must be excellent.”

Ning Hao nodded, “No problem, I’ll coordinate that. Another important part is the scenes at the train station and on the train. Let us know when you’ve coordinated that, and we’ll go take a look at the location.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll make a call; we should be able to go see the location very soon.”

Li Mu didn’t have any acquaintances at the train station, but with Song Liang, the local boss, around, he could just ask someone to make a call, and all the arrangements for the train station would be cleared.





Chapter 271: Making Contact

Song Liang could do almost anything in Haizhou. Departments like the train station were completely sorted out with just one phone call. Not only could the entire train station be provided for the crew to film, but even trains for shooting could be supplied.

Haizhou Station had a rapid train service that originated there. Its daily route started from Haizhou, passed through Jinling, and ended in Pengcheng, Northern Jiangsu. This train departed in both directions every morning. The train arriving from the opposite direction reached Haizhou at two PM. After arriving at two PM, this train would be parked in the railyard until the next morning, leaving the intervening time completely free for shooting scenes of the male and female leads on the train. It was truly convenient.

In a small alley near Li Mu’s home, they found a suitable barber shop for Ye Tianming. They negotiated the venue rental price with the owner, and the scenes where Ye Tianming ran a barber shop would be filmed there.

With the locations mostly confirmed, everyone began to prepare for filming intensely. In the entire Haizhou storyline, most of the scenes were set at Haizhou No.1 High School, so the initial focus of the filming work was almost entirely on Haizhou No.1 High School.

For the students of Haizhou No.1 High School, having people come to film a movie at their school was an unprecedented event. Such a novel occurrence meant almost everyone was constantly ready to watch. Even before filming began, just the arrival of equipment had attracted a large number of students. Wherever the staff went, they were practically swarmed. Li Mu was the director of this film and a famous alumnus from Haizhou No.1 High School, so his ability to draw a crowd was the strongest; he was surrounded by a large group of people wherever he went.

Later, the school specifically issued a notice, asking everyone to cooperate well with the crew and not cause trouble for their senior male student. Only then did everyone put away their curiosity and completely obey the arrangements of the school leaders and senior male student Li Mu.

The classroom for first-year high school class six had been redecorated. Originally, there were over seventy students in the classroom. To avoid appearing too cluttered on screen, Class Six and the adjacent Class Five and Class Seven underwent a temporary redistribution. Ning Hao selected over forty photogenic students to remain in the Class Five classroom, while the remaining students temporarily squeezed into Class Five and Class Seven.

Apart from having different homeroom teachers, the substitute teachers for these three classes were all the same, so combining them wouldn’t affect their academic progress.

After all the preliminary preparations were complete, Li Mu contacted Du Wei, and Ning Hao contacted Chen Kun and the other actors who had been booked in Yanjing. The crew paid for their plane tickets, arranging for them to fly to Jinling that evening, with official filming set to begin the next morning.

To Li Mu’s surprise, Du Wei was coming with Chen Ze. Li Mu quickly called Chen Ze, asking him what the situation was.

Chen Ze said on the phone, “Xiao Wei called me. She had previously made up a lie to her family, saying she was going out of town for music training, but it was immediately exposed. In the end, she had no choice but to confess about filming the movie. Her older sister then called me and asked me to accompany her.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “So, Du Wei’s older sister has agreed?”

Chen Ze laughed, “Sort of, but she still seemed reluctant. However, Du Wei rarely insists like this, so she had no choice but to agree. But there’s one condition: I have to accompany her the entire time she’s filming out of town.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright then, you two come together. Kexuan can pick you both up in Jinling and bring you over.”

Chen Ze and Du Wei bought two first-class tickets and didn’t travel with the rest of the crew, who didn’t know them anyway. So, as soon as they got off the plane, they were picked up directly by Zhang Kexuan and his group. Including the four members of Simple Plan, the six of them drove two cars and arrived at Haizhou Hotel half an hour earlier than the other actors.

Li Mu had told Mom and Dad he wouldn’t be staying home for a few days, so he had just returned from home. When the six arrived at Haizhou Hotel, Li Mu quickly went downstairs to greet them. As soon as Chen Ze saw Li Mu, he exclaimed repeatedly, “Li Mu, oh Li Mu, you really know how to stir things up! All these things aren’t enough to keep you busy, and you still have time to come here and make a movie.”

Li Mu laughed, “Time is like a bust; if you squeeze, there’s always some.”

This common saying from a later era unexpectedly made the five men in front of him exclaim how profound it was, and even Du Wei, standing nearby, couldn’t help but chuckle.

Chen Ze shook his head and said, “I’m really impressed by you. You don’t even manage so many things at Muye Technology; how broad-minded are you?”

Li Mu shrugged, saying indifferently, “Everything at Muye Technology is proceeding according to the planned route, with no deviations. There’s no need for me to manage anything.”

Chen Ze asked, “Aren’t you worried about the pincer attack from Tencent and NetEase?”

Li Mu laughed, “Not at all.”

Chen Ze paused, then nodded slightly. Li Mu spoke so casually, perhaps he really wasn’t worried. However, with everyone outside currently predicting the downfall of Muye Technology and Tieba, for Li Mu to calmly come here to film, it shouldn’t be a case of giving up. Based on his understanding of Li Mu, he must already have a solution.

Li Mu then spoke, “The rooms are all ready, and our rooms are next to each other. You can see how to distribute them later. I’ll share a room with our Executive Producer and On-site Director here.”

Zhang Kexuan said, “Then I’ll share a room with Tianming.”

Chen Ze said, “Can I have a room to myself? That’s not being extravagant, is it?”

Li Mu laughed, “No, not at all. There are plenty of rooms.”

Du Wei, standing nearby, asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, can I also have a room to myself?”

Li Mu said, “Of course you’ll have your own room. I was actually worried if you’d be scared staying alone and who I could find to keep you company. Among our first group to arrive, only one costume designer and one makeup artist are girls.”

Du Wei giggled, “I still prefer sleeping alone.”

Li Mu then led everyone into the hotel. After allocating the rooms at the front desk, he prepared to accompany them upstairs. Ning Hao happened to be coming downstairs at that moment, so Li Mu called him over and introduced him to everyone, saying, “This is our film’s Executive Producer and On-site Director, Ning Hao.”

Everyone nodded to Ning Hao. Li Mu then first introduced Du Wei to Ning Hao, saying, “This is the female lead of our film, Du Wei.”

The moment Ning Hao saw Du Wei, he guessed she must be the female lead Li Mu had chosen. Indeed, just as Li Mu said, the purity, tranquility, and beauty this girl possessed were qualities difficult for film academy girls to have. Both her appearance and demeanor closely resembled the female lead in Li Mu’s film. His eye for casting was truly perfect.

Afterwards, Li Mu introduced everyone else to Ning Hao. Once they had all been introduced, Li Mu asked him, “What are you going downstairs for?”

Ning Hao said, “I’m going out to buy two packs of cigarettes.”

Li Mu said, “Couldn’t you just call the front desk and have them send it up?”

Ning Hao waved his hand, “Forget it. The hotel only has a few types of cigarettes, none that I like to smoke.”

Although the hotel didn’t offer many types of cigarettes, it did have nationally popular brands like soft and hard Yuxi, and soft and hard Zhonghua. Li Mu guessed that Ning Hao probably didn’t want to spend money on the hotel’s cigarettes, which were at least fifty percent above market price, and that’s why he went downstairs to buy them outside. However, Li Mu didn’t say anything, just gestured to him and said, “Go buy them. I’ll take everyone up, and we can chat more when we get back to the room.”

“OK.”

Half an hour later, Li Mu and Ning Hao were outside the door, greeting the team of actors who had just arrived from Jinling. Among them were Chen Kun and his assistant. The others were students Li Mu and Ning Hao had auditioned together: four from Yanjing Film Academy and two from the Central Academy of Drama.

Among these professional actors, Chen Kun was currently the biggest star. After all, he had starred in a first-tier TV series, and among actors his age, he was considered quite lucky. However, he naturally couldn’t compare to someone like Zhao Wei, whose luck was off the charts.

It was Li Mu’s first time truly meeting Chen Kun in person. The current Chen Kun indeed looked very young and dressed fashionably, but he didn’t have any celebrity airs. Ning Hao immediately introduced Li Mu to him, saying, “This is the director of our film.”

Chen Kun, having started in the entertainment industry, often paid attention to media hot topics. So, as soon as he saw Li Mu and heard his name, he immediately knew Li Mu’s identity: the university student who had recently been hailed as a media darling.

Chen Kun extended his hand proactively, shaking Li Mu’s hand while smiling and saying, “I’ve long admired your reputation!”

Li Mu politely replied, “The feeling is mutual. I watched your show, ‘Like Fog, Like Rain, and Like Wind,’ from beginning to end.”

In truth, Li Mu hadn’t watched a single episode, but he was thick-skinned and had good psychological resilience, remaining expressionless and full of sincerity when lying.

Li Mu’s words made Chen Kun a little shy. He humbly said to Li Mu, “Actually, my performance in that first drama was still very green. You must be laughing at me.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “Don’t be so polite. Everyone must be tired from the journey. Let’s all go back to our rooms to rest first. Tomorrow, we’ll have a meeting in the hotel conference room to discuss the filming schedule. After the commencement ceremony tomorrow afternoon, we’ll officially start shooting.”

After everyone was settled, Li Mu and Ning Hao finally sighed in relief and returned to their rooms to rest.

Chen Kun, who had his own room, was also preparing to go to sleep quickly after showering, to get enough rest for work tomorrow. Unexpectedly, his friend Zhao Wei called him, immediately asking, “Xiao Kun, have you arrived in Haizhou yet?”

Chen Kun said with a smile, “Just arrived, about to go to sleep.”

Zhao Wei asked, “I didn’t disturb your rest, did I?”

Chen Kun said, “Why are you being so polite with me? Even if you woke me up while I was asleep, it wouldn’t be a big deal.”

Zhao Wei said with a smile, “I know you’re the most loyal. My scenes for ‘Chinese Odyssey 2002’ have wrapped up, and I’m leaving Shanghai tomorrow morning.”

“Oh?” Chen Kun said happily, “Then congratulations to you! Go back to Yanjing and get some good rest for a few days!”

Zhao Wei drew out a long “Hmm,” then said, “I’m free anyway. How about I visit your set in Haizhou tomorrow?”

Chen Kun said in surprise, “You’re coming to visit the set on my very first day of work? Isn’t that a bit too eager…”

The straightforward Zhao Wei wasn’t good at beating around the bush, so she said, “Oh, I’ll be honest with you. The record company I signed with really hopes to sign Simple Plan. Recently, I heard Simple Plan was making a movie, so I’ve been paying close attention. I heard you’re also acting in this film, so they wanted me to come over and make contact…”





Chapter 272: Zhao Wei Visits the Set

The record company Zhao Wei was currently signed with was a Japanese company called Avex, known in China as Avex Trax. In the golden age of the record industry, Avex Trax was also at its peak. It had a large number of famous Japanese singers under its name, and at its height, even signed Lisa Ono. This company had very strong distribution capabilities, and Zhao Wei’s albums after My Fair Princess achieved excellent sales.

Chen Kun had initially thought Zhao Wei was genuinely coming to visit his set, but he hadn’t expected her to have an agenda. He couldn’t help but tease, “I thought you came specifically to see me. Turns out your true intention wasn’t the wine!”

Zhao Wei smiled and said, “I’m just taking care of both business and personal matters at the same time! Shanghai is very close to Haizhou, and the company will send a car to pick me up tomorrow.”

Chen Kun then asked her, “How long do you plan to stay in Haizhou?”

Zhao Wei replied, “Many media outlets are paying attention to Simple Plan and this film. Tomorrow, at your filming commencement ceremony, a considerable number of entertainment media will probably be present for interviews. My agency instructed me to arrive and leave on the same day to avoid being misrepresented by the media.”

Chen Kun thought about it and agreed. After all, Zhao Wei was already a first-tier popular celebrity, and a triple-threat star in film, television, and music, far more famous than himself. If he walked around outside now, he’d probably only be recognized by a few people. But no matter where Zhao Wei went, she was the focus of media and public attention. Her visiting his set would be a huge boost to his public image, but if negative rumors spread, he would truly be letting her down.

Zhao Wei’s record company also hoped that through this visit, Zhao Wei could show goodwill to Simple Plan. Simple Plan had consistently refused all invitations from record companies, and everyone could see they wanted to wait until after the Spring Festival Gala to sell themselves at a higher price. Avex Trax was very optimistic about Simple Plan’s future, so they hoped to build some rapport through Zhao Wei’s visit.

After all, a celebrity of her stature visiting the set was a great thing for the entire film and its cast. It was essentially a favor extended through Chen Kun.

The next morning, everyone held a mobilization meeting at the hotel. Ning Hao explained the important details to everyone. Li Mu, as a newcomer to the industry, symbolically asked everyone to work hard. Afterward, the main group headed to Haizhou No.1 High School. A very simple filming commencement ceremony was prepared on the school’s flag-raising platform. The tentative schedule for the ceremony was: Ning Hao speaking on behalf of the crew, school leaders speaking on behalf of the school, Li Mu then going on stage to express thanks, and finally announcing the official start of filming. The entire ceremony would then be complete.

Most film crews had more elaborate commencement ceremonies, not only holding press conferences but also setting up altars, offering sacrifices, and burning incense. However, Li Mu preferred to keep things simple. Aside from a banner, there was nothing else.

Many media reporters who arrived before the commencement ceremony didn’t know who the director of this film was. They came simply because of Simple Plan. Recently, Simple Plan had stopped all announcements and interviews, seemingly fully preparing for the Spring Festival Gala. The media was very interested in them, hoping to dig up exclusive news.

During the preparation phase of the commencement ceremony, more than ten media reporters arrived one after another. As soon as the reporters arrived at the school, they tried to find the lounge where the four members of Simple Plan were. A group of reporters searched the Political Education Building but found nothing. Only then did they dutifully return to the small plaza in front of the school’s flag-raising platform to wait. At this moment, the four members of Simple Plan and Chen Kun were all in a GL8 parked in a corner of the plaza. Chen Kun looked through the tinted car window at the large group of media reporters, who were digging for news as if their lives depended on it, and felt immense envy. Only truly first-tier celebrities received this kind of media treatment. He was only a third-tier celebrity now, and Zhang Kexuan, who was behind him, was a first-tier celebrity.

As the scheduled start time for the commencement ceremony approached, a Mercedes-Benz sedan drove to the main entrance of Haizhou No.1 High School. The driver honked the horn. The school security guards, who had already received instructions from the school leaders not to block private vehicles today, quickly opened the gate and let the Mercedes-Benz in.

The Mercedes-Benz drove all the way to the plaza. As soon as it appeared in the media’s sight, it was immediately spotted by the sharp-eyed reporters. Immediately, a large group of media reporters, carrying their camera equipment, rushed towards the Mercedes-Benz. They thought Zhang Kexuan would be in this car, but as they got closer, they discovered that the person inside was one of the hottest celebrities of the moment, the triple-threat star in film, television, and music—Zhao Wei.

This discovery made the media erupt as if they had found a new continent. The scene instantly exploded. Many reporters shouted through the car door, “Zhao Wei! Hello, Zhao Wei! Please look this way!”

Click, click…

Zhao Wei hadn’t expected to be swarmed by the media as soon as she arrived. Looking out the car window, all she saw were reporters and camera equipment. She quickly called Chen Kun. Chen Kun had already realized that the car surrounded in the distance was probably the one Zhao Wei was in, because Zhang Kexuan was still in the car he was sitting in. Besides Zhao Wei, no one in Haizhou could stir up such a frenzy from the media.

Just as he was about to get out of the car, Zhao Wei’s call came through. She immediately asked, “Xiao Kun, where are you?”

Chen Kun quickly said, “I’m coming over now, wait for me!”

With that, Chen Kun pushed the door open and ran frantically.

Li Mu handed over the on-site arrangements to Ning Hao and hid in the lounge provided by the school, discussing some afternoon shots with Du Wei. Ning Hao’s voice came through the walkie-talkie: “Director Li, Director Li, please come to the plaza quickly, it’s a bit chaotic out here, it seems Zhao Wei has arrived!”

Li Mu picked up the walkie-talkie and instinctively asked, “What? Zhao Wei? Which Zhao Wei?”

Ning Hao said, “Who else could it be? Little Swallow Zhao Wei!”

“Ah!” A scream came from beside him. Du Wei’s face was full of excitement: “Zhao Wei is here? Where is she, I want to ask her for an autograph!”

Li Mu quickly said, “Don’t rush, don’t rush. She’s probably here to visit the set. I’ll go to the scene first to check the situation.”

Du Wei asked, “Why would a big celebrity like Zhao Wei visit our set?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It has nothing to do with us. Chen Kun is her good friend, they were college classmates.”

Du Wei suddenly understood, “So that’s it. I’ll go with you to see!”

Li Mu asked Chen Ze, who was playing Snake on the side, “Do you want to come along?”

Chen Ze waved his hand, his face devoid of emotion, and said, “I don’t chase celebrities, so I won’t join the excitement.”

Li Mu and Du Wei came out of the lounge. The situation at the scene had stabilized considerably. Ning Hao, Chen Kun, and a group of staff had separated the reporters from Zhao Wei’s car. The reporters had also calmed down a bit, no longer swarming and chattering like before, but standing in place, continuously taking photos with their equipment.

At this point, Zhao Wei also got out of the car and greeted Chen Kun. The reporters on site immediately shouted questions at her: “Zhao Wei, why are you here at the Old Boy filming commencement ceremony today?”

Zhao Wei nodded to the media reporters and friendly said, “Chen Kun and I are college classmates and good friends, good buddies. I just finished filming in Shanghai, so I came by to visit the set on my way.”

Another reporter asked, “Have you wrapped up filming for Chinese Odyssey 2002?”

Zhao Wei nodded, “It’s wrapped up.”

Another reporter asked, “What are your feelings about this collaboration with pop diva Faye Wong? Some media reported that you had a conflict during filming, is that true?”

Zhao Wei smiled and said, “My collaboration with Sister Faye was very good. Um, can we do the interview later? I’m here to show support for my friend’s movie, I don’t want to delay their work.”

Ning Hao also quickly picked up the megaphone and said, “Please, our media friends, return to the media area first. We will definitely give everyone time and opportunity for interviews after the commencement ceremony.”

Although the media didn’t want to let Zhao Wei go so easily, many staff members were blocking their way, and Zhao Wei had followed Chen Kun in another direction. They couldn’t catch up to her, so they had to temporarily give up.

Li Mu and Du Wei happened to walk up. Chen Kun directly brought Zhao Wei to Li Mu and introduced her, “Director Li, Zhao Wei is my classmate and good friend. She’s here to visit the set.”

Although Li Mu wasn’t a fan of Zhao Wei, he had indeed liked the TV series My Fair Princess back in middle school. That show was incredibly popular at the time, so much so that it wasn’t an exaggeration to say it emptied the streets. Afterward, Zhao Wei continuously released singles, albums, acted in movies, and starred in Romance in the Rain. During that period, she could be considered one of the most influential female celebrities. So, upon seeing her suddenly, Li Mu felt a little excited.

Du Wei, beside him, was even more excited. As soon as Li Mu finished welcoming Zhao Wei to the set, she couldn’t help but excitedly say, “Sister Zhao Wei, I’m your loyal fan! Can you give me an autograph?”

Zhao Wei smiled and said, “Of course, do you have a pen?”

Du Wei let out an “Oh,” and shook her head in disappointment. Zhao Wei then smiled and said, “It’s okay, we can sign it later when you find one. We can also take a few photos together.”

Du Wei hadn’t expected Zhao Wei to be so friendly and gentle. She nodded repeatedly with joy. Li Mu checked the time and picked up the walkie-talkie, saying, “Ning Hao, Ning Hao, I’m leaving things outside to you for now. Everything proceeds as planned. When it’s time for me and the others to appear, notify me in advance.”

Ning Hao replied on the walkie-talkie, “OK!”

Li Mu then said, “Kexuan, Kexuan, don’t just rest in the car. Go to the lounge first. We have a distinguished guest at our crew. I’ll bring the guest over later.”

Zhang Kexuan had already heard the news of Zhao Wei’s arrival on the walkie-talkie and had been hesitating whether to come over. Hearing Li Mu’s instruction, he immediately replied “Okay” and then got out of the car, heading to the lounge before the media noticed.

As soon as they arrived at the lounge, Li Mu introduced the four members of Simple Plan to Zhao Wei. Unexpectedly, in front of them, Zhao Wei became somewhat overly humble, continuously praising how good Simple Plan’s songs were and how much she liked them, which made Zhang Kexuan feel a little overwhelmed. He was about the same age as Zhao Wei, but she had been famous for several years and had even performed at the Spring Festival Gala last year. She was at the peak of her career, while his band had only released four singles. Although the four songs had done very well, he knew that these four songs were Li Mu’s original compositions and had little to do with him. So, being praised so much by Zhao Wei, he felt a little self-conscious.

Zhao Wei quickly got into a lively conversation with Zhang Kexuan and the others, talking about music and records. Zhang Kexuan asked Zhao Wei when she planned to prepare her next album. Zhao Wei sighed, “Actually, I wasn’t professionally trained in singing, and my talent in that area is just average. I know my own limitations, so in the next few years, I want to focus on film and television, and put music aside for now.”

Zhao Wei originally studied acting. The reason she embarked on a singing career was related to the preferences of the My Fair Princess production team and Qiong Yao. Qiong Yao and Li Zhengfan were responsible for most of the theme song compositions for My Fair Princess, and they deliberately trained several of the main actors of My Fair Princess to become singers. Besides Alec Su, who was already a singer, Zhao Wei, Ruby Lin, and Zhou Jie all participated in singing the theme songs and插曲.

As the lead actress, Zhao Wei had good singing conditions and sang familiar songs like “There’s a Girl” and “Can’t Break Up With You” in the drama. After receiving a huge response from the audience, she truly embarked on her music career. However, according to Zhao Wei’s later descriptions, she herself had some resistance and lack of confidence towards singing.

In fact, in 2001, Zhao Wei indeed no longer wanted to sing, and for the next three years, she had no plans to release another album. It was precisely for this reason that she hoped to help Avex Trax sign Simple Plan, as a form of compensation to Avex Trax.

As soon as Zhao Wei mentioned pausing her singing career, Chen Kun, Du Wei, and the four members of Simple Plan all tried to persuade her otherwise. After all, it was not easy to have such a good situation, and it would be a pity to give it up.

Zhao Wei, however, was very calm about it. She just smiled and said, “Temporarily not singing is because I want to do better in the acting career I prefer. If I ever want to sing again, I will definitely continue to sing.”

Everyone chatted for a while and felt much more familiar with each other. Zhang Kexuan had even exchanged phone numbers with Zhao Wei. Ning Hao said on the walkie-talkie that the commencement ceremony was about to begin, so Li Mu told Zhao Wei, Chen Kun, and the four members of Simple Plan to rest in the lounge for now. If all eight of them went out at this moment, the entire commencement ceremony would probably not be able to proceed.

Du Wei didn’t follow along because she wanted to chat with Zhao Wei, so Li Mu came out of the lounge alone and headed straight for the school’s small plaza.

At this time, over a thousand people had gathered in the small plaza in front of the flag-raising platform. Classes hadn’t started yet, and many students were quietly waiting below. The order on site was very good, and the staff were methodically making final preparations. Several student actors from Yanjing Film Academy and Central Academy of Drama were also acting as volunteers, helping the crew members on site.

Li Mu stood below the stage, watching the staff busy themselves, when his eyes were suddenly drawn to a girl with a ponytail.

At first glance, this girl wasn’t particularly outstanding. Her attire wasn’t fashionable, her skin, though smooth, wasn’t fair, her forehead was large, but her eyes weren’t big. At first glance, she could only be considered an ordinary person. Yet, it was this ordinary girl who surprised Li Mu so much that he was speechless.

Li Mu called the busy Ning Hao over and quietly pointed to the ponytail girl, asking him, “When did this girl arrive?”

Ning Hao glanced at her and casually said, “Oh, her? A girl from Central Academy of Drama. Don’t we have two girls from Central Academy of Drama in our crew? This girl is their classmate, but she’s studying directing. She originally wanted to come with them and learn some experience, but she’s neither a staff member nor an actor in our crew, so I couldn’t reimburse her for the plane ticket. She just took a hard seat train overnight and arrived this morning.”

Li Mu stomped his foot after hearing this: “Look how stingy you are! Who would go broke by booking one more plane ticket? Making someone take a hard seat train all night, how could a big manly guy like you do that!”

Ning Hao was confused by Li Mu’s words: “Big brother, I’m saving expenses for the crew! A plane ticket isn’t cheap!”

After saying that, Ning Hao looked disgruntled: “Are you interested in her? Now you’re starting to feel pity for a beauty.”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “You, oh you, you’re truly foolish. Can’t you see the potential in this girl? Her appearance, her temperament, her style, she’s destined to become a huge star in the future…”

Ning Hao stared at the ponytail girl in surprise for a long time, then turned to Li Mu, looking at him as if he were crazy, and said, “Big brother, why is your vision so erratic? You said Du Wei’s image and temperament are impeccable, and I truly agree with that. But this girl you’re talking about… forgive my poor eyesight, but I really can’t agree.”

Li Mu looked at the girl again, trying his best to discard his memories of her future appearance, and simply looked at her current self. To be honest, she wasn’t particularly striking. She was the type who became more appealing the more you looked at her, and with the continuous development of fashion, it would be several years before she found a style of dressing that suited her. Her current simple attire and unadorned look truly lacked some “eye affinity.”

Seeing Li Mu staring at her, Ning Hao tentatively asked, “Is this your type? You like this kind of lazy and rustic girl?”

Li Mu cursed, “Nonsense! How can you tell she’s lazy and rustic?”

Ning Hao pouted and said, “See for yourself, a dull yellow down jacket, gray and baggy jeans, white Li-Ning sneakers, isn’t this outfit rustic enough? And look at her, a student from Central Academy of Drama, she doesn’t even have the awareness to put on makeup, too lazy to even do her hair, just tied it in a ponytail and came out. Isn’t that lazy?”

“Get out of here.” Li Mu laughed and cursed, “Go talk to her for me. Try to sign her to Muye Pictures later.”

Ning Hao awkwardly said, “Big brother, she’s studying directing, and she’s only a second-year student this year. You’re not thinking of investing in her to make movies too, are you?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “I want to sign her as an actress.”





Chapter 273: Things Just Got a Little Tricky

Ning Hao couldn’t see the potential in the young woman before him, but Li Mu knew that in the future, she would become one of the few “National Goddesses,” not only captivating a vast domestic audience but also attracting many Japanese and Korean viewers with her beauty and temperament. It was just a pity that she eventually married a Korean, which caused much lamentation among Chinese men.

Currently, Tang Wei truly didn’t possess the aura of a goddess, so it was normal for Ning Hao to feel indifferent towards her. However, Li Mu knew clearly that, apart from naturally beautiful actresses like Brigitte Lin and Angie Chiu from back in the day, most beauties in the entertainment industry needed stylish packaging to highlight their goddess-like qualities. At this time, Fan Bingbing’s inherent image was still “Golden Lock,” but who could have imagined that years later, she would manage to cultivate herself into one of the “National Goddesses”?

For Li Mu, if Muye Pictures wanted to take off, it wouldn’t just rely on exporting TV variety show copyrights and excellent films and TV series in the future. It also needed a strong celebrity team to support it. Many actors like Tang Wei, who would explode with astonishing influence in the entertainment industry later, were still unknown at this moment. For him, this was almost the best period for rapid expansion and claiming territory. Once this micro-movie was finished, he would have Ning Hao find a way to sign a batch of excellent young actors upon their return to Yanjing.

Although Ning Hao didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s vision, he still took this matter seriously and said to Li Mu, “I’ll find an opportunity to get to know her first.”

Li Mu said, “Isn’t she studying directing? Why don’t you just recruit her as your assistant for now? Let her follow the crew during this period, cover her room and board, and pay her a salary. Try to have her stay for the entire shoot.”

Ning Hao nodded and smiled, “It would be great to have a girl as an assistant. How should her salary be calculated?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Give her half of your salary. If she signs with Muye Pictures, she can start receiving a basic salary from January next year.”

Ning Hao chuckled, “Okay, I’ll talk to her after the filming commencement ceremony.”

As a student, Tang Wei’s financial situation shouldn’t be too comfortable, which was evident from her taking a hard seat train. Therefore, Li Mu believed she wouldn’t refuse a job with the crew. Ning Hao would definitely become one of his company’s exclusive directors in the future, and Tang Wei was an actress Li Mu thought highly of. So, using this work opportunity, he wanted her to get acquainted with Ning Hao first, which would make future collaborations more natural.

At two o’clock in the afternoon, Ning Hao officially announced the start of the filming commencement ceremony. He first introduced himself on stage, then briefly introduced the crew’s situation, and on behalf of the crew, thanked Haizhou No.1 High School for its assistance. After Ning Hao finished speaking, Cui Guangshan, the principal of Haizhou No.1 High School, also took the stage to speak.

At two-thirty, Li Mu, as the director and screenwriter, went on stage. The entertainment reporters barely recognized him. Coupled with Li Mu saying that he was a friend of Simple Plan and was invited by them to try his hand at directing this micro-movie, the reporters became even less interested in him.

The media not paying attention to him was exactly what Li Mu wanted. He briefly spoke a few words on stage, then invited all the actors to come up. Zhang Kexuan and Chen Kun became the darlings of the media, with reporters chasing them to ask questions. At three o’clock, Li Mu, Ning Hao, and the school leaders together announced the official commencement of filming for “Old Boy.” Afterward, the media, who had received their red envelopes for travel expenses, were sent away by staff. Ning Hao held the shooting schedule and said to Li Mu, “For our first fifteen scenes today, let’s focus on the classroom plot. We’ll shoot the band rehearsal tonight.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Okay, let’s get ready to start.”

The preparation of the crew and the coordination of the script made Li Mu realize that making a movie was not as simple as he imagined. Even if he memorized all the shots of a movie, it would be as difficult as ascending to heaven to simply imitate it. When a movie is presented to the audience, all the key elements lie in the visual and its extension. But for a director, there is simply too much to do behind the scenes. Without Ning Hao, he would probably have been overwhelmed before filming even began. This also made Li Mu feel a greater sense of reverence for the film industry. In the future, such things should still be handled by professionals. What he needed to do was gather more film and television entertainment talent under Muye Pictures.

With Ning Hao present, the entire shoot started in an orderly manner. Li Mu lacked technical directing skills, but he was very familiar with the original “Old Boy” and was good at visual storytelling. With Ning Hao assisting, the handling of the shots was excellent. The actors, primarily Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei, generally lacked professional training, so they were overly sensitive to the camera at first, resulting in less than ideal effects. This problem was not unique to them; even many so-called professional actors with years of experience inevitably carried strong performance traces when acting.

However, because the crew’s atmosphere was very good, and Li Mu and Ning Hao were constantly guiding the actors to perform naturally in various ways, the actors found the rhythm of high school campus life in just one day, almost completely immersing themselves in the high school life of the play.

What pleased Li Mu was not only that the actors found their rhythm, but also that Ning Hao had won over the future goddess, Tang Wei.

Through continuous contact, Li Mu discovered that this future goddess was basically a big, simple girl right now. A girl from Suzhou and Hangzhou, yet like a Yanjing girl, she valued friends and loyalty, even carrying a slightly naive chivalrous spirit. When Ning Hao discussed the assistant position with her, she directly patted her chest and said, “I can do any dirty or tiring work. The crew just needs to solve my accommodation problem and provide three meals a day.”

Ning Hao said, “Not only will we cover your food and lodging, but we’ll also give you a salary of one thousand five yuan after filming is completed. Our movie has a short duration, few scenes, and few characters, so the shooting period won’t be long. The actual shooting time will probably be fifteen to twenty days at most.”

Tang Wei said with a hint of panic, “I’m mainly here to learn and gain experience. I’m already very happy that the crew is willing to have me. It would be too embarrassing to take money…”

Ning Hao struck while the iron was hot, saying, “Director Li said you’re quite suitable for acting. If you’re interested, you can sign with our Muye Pictures in the future, and you can start receiving a basic salary from January next year.”

Tang Wei looked embarrassed, “I have almost no acting experience right now, and I’m not a drama student. Being an assistant is fine, but acting…”

Ning Hao chuckled, “Besides the acting department, Central Academy of Drama has produced many famous people from other majors too. Sun Honglei, who worked with Chen Kun on ‘Like Fog, Like Rain, and Like Wind’ a while ago, studied musical theater, didn’t he? Didn’t he still come out and act in TV dramas?”

Tang Wei hesitated for a long time, then nodded and said, “If there’s really a role suitable for me, I’m willing to try…”

In fact, every student who enters the Central Academy of Drama or Yanjing Film Academy has a dream of acting, and she was naturally no exception.

…

In the following days, apart from filming, Li Mu focused on the progress of Tencent’s Q Bar and NetEase’s You Bar.

As he expected, although both products had launched, their development speed was relatively slow. Apart from leveraging their platform advantages to siphon off a small portion of Tieba’s low-stickiness users when they first launched, they found themselves powerless to attract high-stickiness users later on. Currently, they still had significant barriers they hadn’t broken through, such as Tieba’s inherent community aggregation effect and the large amount of content that had accumulated on Tieba over a long period.

However, based on Li Mu’s understanding of Tencent’s way of doing things, he also knew that once Tencent decided to do something, they would definitely try to do it to the extreme. Even with imitation, they loved to take it to the extreme, to surpass their predecessors. Whether it was QQ or WeChat, the models were not invented by Tencent, but in their hands, they were transformed into two different social networking empires. From this alone, it was clear that Tencent must have a major play waiting in the wings for Q Bar.

Even he himself was secretly preparing the killer app of Happy Farm. It was impossible for Tencent to launch Q Bar at this time just for simple imitation and traffic siphoning. They must have a follow-up move ready to exert force. As for how they would exert force, Li Mu couldn’t guess. He could only wait and see, meeting force with force. No matter what tricks they used, Muye Technology would unleash the ultimate weapon of Happy Farm on New Year’s Day, showing all companies in the industry how Muye Technology could use an extremely simple small game to achieve the feat of using a small force to move a great weight in the internet field.

Sure enough, that day, while filming the scene where the band participated in a campus competition, Li Mu received a call from Kong Lingyu.

“Boss, things just got a little tricky.”

Kong Lingyu’s tone was serious from the start, so Li Mu asked him, “What happened?”

Kong Lingyu said, “Several things. First: Tencent bought the navigation position on Hao123. The words ‘Tieba’ now directly link to Q Bar.”

Li Mu hummed, “That’s normal. Previously, Tieba had no competitors, plus its huge influence, so Hao123 naturally had to provide us with a free entry point for user experience. Now that there are competitors, they can sell the entry point to others. There’s nothing we can do. This kind of thing has no legal or industry standards to support it; it’s all about money.”

Kong Lingyu said angrily, “But they should at least change the keywords, right? At least changing ‘Tieba’ to ‘Q Bar’ would show some professional ethics. Directly selling the words ‘Tieba’ to Tencent, that’s too despicable.”

Li Mu chuckled, thinking, Is this despicable? You haven’t seen bizarre things like searching for McDonald’s on Baidu and getting a KFC link, or even searching for Taobao and getting JD.com as a result. Compared to those, Hao123’s action was nothing at all.

Kong Lingyu didn’t expect Li Mu to be so unconcerned about such a big matter and couldn’t help but add, “Boss, there’s another thing. Tencent is currently hiring a bunch of web editors to mass-copy posts from our various Tieba forums. From last night until now, in just over ten hours, they’ve already copied more than ten thousand of our high-click, high-reply premium posts.”





Chapter 274: Getting Too Big for His Boots

Li Mu was quite surprised by this.

“Using user behavior as a cover for large-scale piracy—isn’t this Baidu’s usual trick? Why is Tencent starting to do it now?”

“Whether it was Baidu Wenku or Baidu Tieba in later generations, they were both hotbeds of pirated content. Back then, Baidu Wenku contained a vast amount of pirated domestic and international books and reference materials, infringing on the rights of countless writers and authors. Yet, Baidu’s consistent explanation was: all content in Baidu Wenku is uploaded spontaneously by users and has nothing to do with the official Wenku.”

“This is a classic case of pushing the boundaries, just like Tencent’s manual collection of premium content from Tieba now.”

“Using this method to pirate high-quality content from Tieba was somewhat beyond Li Mu’s expectations. However, on second thought, such things are normal for both Baidu and Tencent. Don’t forget, back then everyone used the music redirection trick to avoid risks. QQ, at first, not only imitated ICQ but even highly mimicked its name, calling itself QICQ. It only changed its name to QQ after ICQ accused it of infringement and sent a lawyer’s letter.”

“To be honest, among the successful internet companies in China, how many are truly clean?”

Kong Lingyu angrily denounced Tencent’s move over the phone as utterly unprofessional. In his view, pirating Tieba’s content would truly shake Tieba’s foundation. If Hao123’s approach was understandable, Tencent’s was absolutely unforgivable.

Li Mu was not as furious as Kong Lingyu had guessed; he was merely surprised, then relieved.

He told Kong Lingyu, “Cursing at them now is meaningless. We all started in similar ways; who doesn’t have a bit of dirt on their hands? Our Eting.com also started by pushing the boundaries—it was unethical, but not illegal. Tencent is using the same method. Now, there’s only one thing we need to think about: how to respond.”

Kong Lingyu said, “With their endless copying and pasting, our content advantage will quickly disappear. If Tencent further deeply integrates QQ and Q Bar, they could in turn shake our user base. We’ll be in danger then.”

Kong Lingyu was anxious. Tencent had suddenly unleashed two major plays since yesterday, making him feel the deep malice of a full-scale attack. Recalling Li Mu’s challenge for market dominance plan against Tencent, he sighed inwardly, “Isn’t this Tencent’s challenge for market dominance plan against Tieba? It’s just that Tencent’s approach is more direct. Compared to them, Li Mu’s challenge for market dominance plan is truly much more gentlemanly.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment: “Over ten hours, more than ten thousand posts. That’s about a thousand posts an hour. Tell me, for manual collection, how long does it take one person to copy one article?”

Kong Lingyu thought for a moment and said, “Copy, paste, publish… probably half a minute to a minute at most?”

Li Mu hummed and said, “I’ll assume they’re highly efficient, half a minute per article. One person can copy one hundred and twenty articles in an hour. They only did a little over a thousand articles in an hour. What does that imply?”

Kong Lingyu mused for a moment, then exclaimed, “They don’t have enough manpower!”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “Not having enough manpower also proves that they don’t have a true internet troll army, and their users can’t be used for this kind of thing. But we’re different from them. We have Douban under our command…”

Kong Lingyu suddenly understood!

Douban!

Outsiders had no idea what Douban was, but Kong Lingyu knew that Douban was Li Mu’s internet troll army base. Thousands of well-trained internet trolls were active on Douban; they were Li Mu’s army in the internet world.

Li Mu said calmly, “Their Q Bar is lacking content, isn’t it? Then I’ll give them a good hand tonight.”

A chill ran down Kong Lingyu’s spine. The young boss spoke lightly, but to him, it carried absolute disdain and dominance. With such confidence, it seemed the crises he saw were nothing in Li Mu’s eyes.

Li Mu quickly contacted Zhao Kang, asking him to first convene a meeting of the core members to formulate all the necessary written materials and image evidence needed to incite Tieba users. He told him to be ready, as at eight o’clock tonight, all the internet troll forces needed to be mobilized on time to several popular Tieba forums to incite users.

Tieba currently had a strong group effect. Active users regarded Tieba as their online home. Here, they not only had friends but also like-minded netizens. Everyone communicated, learned, and even talked absurdities in Tieba forums they were interested in, creating a very harmonious atmosphere. They were the group most capable of defending Tieba’s rights. With a little incitement, they would erupt with powerful cohesion. “We have an internet troll army, and tens of millions of registered Tieba users. Tencent’s Q Bar is lacking content, right? Then let’s teach them a lesson, fill it up for you overnight!”

After Zhao Kang understood Li Mu’s meaning, he immediately began mobilizing his core members on Douban. Their stickiness was even higher than before, not only because they received basic compensation from Douban, but most importantly, almost all core members were now agents for “Legend Overlord,” earning very substantial profits from it. These people’s loyalty to Zhao Kang was now overflowing.

While Zhao Kang was actively preparing, Tan Yaocheng, who was in Yanjing, noticed Q Bar’s series of actions and was quite shocked. Q Bar immediately showed two hands, each holding a large cleaver: one to cut Tieba’s traffic, and the other to cut Tieba’s content. Both choices were extremely precise, fast, and ruthless—the epitome of quick, accurate, and decisive.

Previously, Baidu was extremely reluctant to give up its stake in Tieba, but Li Mu’s business plan was too aggressive. Baidu worried that Tieba would be ruined by Li Mu himself, so they had no choice but to convert their shares into Eting.com shares, planning to make a move on Tieba later when Li Mu hit a dead end. Unexpectedly, Tieba now faced another formidable opponent with tens of millions of users, and it came with the clear intention of destroying Tieba. This far exceeded Baidu’s original estimation.

Tan Yaocheng hurried to Manager Li’s office and informed Manager Li about Q Bar’s current actions.

After listening, Manager Li sighed repeatedly, “This kid Li Mu is truly digging his own grave. We just pulled out, and before he even had a chance to stir things up much, he provoked Tencent. Now, Tieba’s foundation is being shaken. I wonder if he’ll still bother with his navigation site.”

Tan Yaocheng gave a wry smile: “Navigation site? Now Hao123 is even helping Q Bar cut off traffic. If this continues, in a while, Q Bar could replace Tieba. After all, they have QQ, an instant messaging software, and their user stickiness is very high!”

Manager Li nodded: “Where’s Li Mu? Why don’t we invite him over for a chat? Tell him we want to invest in Tieba. If he’s willing to accept our reinvestment, we can then do our best to divert traffic to Tieba from our search engine to compete with Q Bar. However, if we provide timely help this time, we’ll have to discuss the shareholding carefully.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “I heard Li Mu went out of town to shoot a movie.”

“What?” Manager Li’s eyes widened as he asked, “Shoot a movie? What do you mean?”

Tan Yaocheng then explained, “He apparently founded Muye Pictures himself and plans to invest in a forty-minute film. It’s said that after it’s made, it won’t even be able to get into cinemas.”

Manager Li shook his head repeatedly after hearing this: “This kid has indeed gotten too big for his boots! When Muye Technology’s foundation wasn’t stable, he didn’t stay to lead, leaving the company to a bunch of technical people to manage. Now, Muye Technology is facing such a huge crisis, and he’s off shooting some movie. Muye Technology’s valuation, even without Eting.com, is three hundred million! If he keeps being so dashing and uninhibited, it could halve in a week!”

Tan Yaocheng then said, “Then let’s just wait until it’s halved before talking to him. He’s probably still in the phase of psychological expansion. Since Tencent has made a move, let them give Li Mu a good beating. Once he’s been beaten and suffered losses, and his head isn’t so high, then we can talk to him.”

Manager Li waved his hand: “If Q Bar really forces his valuation to halve, even if Li Mu lets us take a controlling stake in Muye Technology, it would probably be difficult for us to reverse the situation. Tencent’s way of doing things is aggressive. Their users are the highest quality user group among major internet companies in China, with extremely strong stickiness. Once their Q Bar gains momentum, Tieba will be in trouble.”

Tan Yaocheng thought for a moment, feeling somewhat nervous himself. Baidu’s temporary withdrawal from Tieba was just a stopgap measure, but they never intended to abandon the product. Now, Tieba faced a formidable enemy, and even they were extremely anxious.

Fearing that Tieba would be completely replaced by Q Bar, Tan Yaocheng said with a serious expression, “I’ll call Li Mu and sound him out.”

Manager Li nodded: “First, see what his own plans are. Don’t mention that we can offer help.”

“Alright.”

Receiving Tan Yaocheng’s call, Li Mu wasn’t surprised. MP3 and Tieba were both the most suitable products for Baidu. Although they had chosen MP3 for now, their covetousness for Tieba wouldn’t diminish. Tan Yaocheng calling him at this time most likely meant he already knew about Q Bar’s series of actions.

Tan Yaocheng didn’t mention Q Bar directly, but asked Li Mu like a friend, “What have you been busy with lately?”

Li Mu said, “I’m shooting a movie in my hometown.”

Tan Yaocheng laughed, “You really do everything, even shoot movies…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Just for fun, I’m idle anyway.”

Tan Yaocheng was speaking on speakerphone in front of Manager Li. Manager Li heard Li Mu’s light and unconcerned tone and couldn’t help but shake his head, looking regretful.

Tan Yaocheng had seen Manager Li’s expression just now, so he asked Li Mu, “I heard Tencent recently launched Q Bar and made a series of moves against Tieba?”

Li Mu hummed and said, “Tieba wasn’t anything extraordinary to begin with. This model is easily seen through; anyone who wants to can do it.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “But they’ve cut off your traffic from Hao123, and now they’re using a boundary-pushing method to copy your content. You need to take it seriously and retaliate!”

Li Mu said, “For Hao123, any keyword will definitely go to the highest bidder. I don’t want to pay that money, so I can just forgo the traffic converted by Hao123. As for them copying my content, I don’t have many options. Do you think if I sue them, the law will support me?”

Tan Yaocheng explained, “I don’t mean for you to sue them. Suing is meaningless. Even if you were to sue, whether the court accepts the case is one thing, and even if it does, the judicial process is so slow that they might have already surpassed Tieba before the trial even begins. You need a quick and effective countermeasure.”

Li Mu smiled, “Don’t worry, Mr. Tan, I have it handled.”

Tan Yaocheng asked Li Mu, “When are you returning to Yanjing?”

Li Mu said, “I have to finish shooting the current scene before I can go back. I estimate I’ll be back just before the internet forum starts, so I’ll be able to attend.”

Tan Yaocheng asked in surprise, “With such a big thing happening, aren’t you coming back quickly?”

Li Mu retorted, “Do you think if I go back, I can stop Hao123 from diverting Tieba’s keyword traffic to Q Bar without spending money?”

Tan Yaocheng hesitated for a moment, then awkwardly said, “No…”

Li Mu then asked, “Then after I go back, can I stop Tencent from copying content from Tieba?”

Tan Yaocheng sighed, “No, you can’t…”

Li Mu then said, “Exactly. So, going back now won’t solve any problems, and it will only delay what I’m doing. Wouldn’t that be more trouble than it’s worth?”

Tan Yaocheng was helpless and said resentfully, “As long as you’ve decided, that’s fine. Call me when you’re back, and I’ll treat you to a meal.”

“Okay.”

The call ended. Tan Yaocheng looked at Manager Li, who sat in his boss chair and sighed, “I always thought he was a genius. It seems he was just a flash in the pan.”

Tan Yaocheng also sighed, “Succeeding too early doesn’t seem to be a good thing. Once they swell up, they’re simply incurable…”

…

At eight o’clock that evening, while Q Bar was still continuously using a large number of user accounts to copy premium posts from Tieba, several indignant posts appeared across major Tieba forums. The posts all condemned Q Bar’s infringement, with various evidence screenshots everywhere. The posts never spoke in the name or from the perspective of Tieba itself, but rather from the perspective of users and the authors of those premium content pieces, denouncing and criticizing. This instantly ignited the anger of Tieba’s loyal users.

The internet of this era had a strong street-smart demeanor, and netizens’ chivalrous spirit was very evident. Unlike later times, where it was full of scammers and traps, the internet now was incredibly harmonious. Not only were Tieba users very loyal to each other, but this chivalrous spirit was even stronger in games. In “Legend,” it was common for players who were a few attribute points short of equipping an item to borrow high-attribute accessories from other netizens. This form of borrowing equipment had no system constraints, no contractual constraints, but people relied on that mutual chivalrous spirit to actually return what they borrowed. This was enough to show that current netizens were full of positive energy.

After Tieba users were incited, indignant posts flew everywhere. More and more Tieba users learned about the situation, and everyone expressed their anger in the Tieba forums they frequented. Hundreds of thousands of netizens participated.

Just as everyone’s emotions were stirred to a high point, someone created a Tieba forum named “Tieba Family.” Then, a large number of internet trolls posted in major Tieba forums, telling everyone that they needed to take action, that they needed to defend their Tieba family and the fruits of their brothers’ and sisters’ labor. As a result, this newly created Tieba immediately attracted the vast majority of Tieba’s online users. According to Kong Lingyu’s statistics, at ten o’clock that night, one million six hundred thousand people were online on Tieba, and nine hundred eighty thousand were in the “Tieba Family” forum.

Originally, Tieba’s largest forum was the Legend forum, with over three hundred thousand users logging in daily. However, the “Tieba Family” forum actually gathered nearly one million people in just one hour. Even Li Mu hadn’t expected Tieba users to have such strong cohesion.

An unprecedented collective action in the history of the internet officially began.





Chapter 275: One Million Users Bombard the Forums (Part 1)

The Q Bar business unit had only recently been established within Tencent. It was directly set up as a business unit because of the promising outlook for this sector, forming a new team within the company. However, the members of this new team were all transferred from other departments, so manpower was limited. The funding plan for Q Bar’s future development wouldn’t be finalized until the new fiscal year in January, making the shortage of personnel the current weakness.

Including product development, technology, and some basic operational editors, Q Bar had only a dozen or so people in total. Normally, everyone, from project managers to ordinary editors, was engaged in copying Tieba content. This kind of work could have been outsourced to online part-timers, but the Q Bar project manager worried about the lack of control over part-timers. If news spread that Q Bar was specifically hiring web editors to pirate content, such a deliberate act of harming other companies’ interests would severely impact the company’s image. This was especially true with the upcoming Internet Conference; if a high-ranking leader were ridiculed by industry insiders over this matter during the conference, the loss would far outweigh any gain.

Although the efficiency of a dozen people was slow, it was almost the end of the year. Once the new fiscal year arrived, Q Bar would surely receive its investment budget for 2002. Given the company’s emphasis on this business, Q Bar would certainly have sufficient funds in 2002 to expand its team and scale. By then, they would be able to upgrade their equipment significantly, and their development speed would surely increase by several levels.

The main task for these dozen people was simple: first, go to the hottest Tieba forums and copy the most popular content. For example, in the Legend Tieba, there was a very impressive user named “Legendary Kiddo.” His article, “Blood Legend Exclusive Strategy Guide,” had compiled many unique tips on grinding monsters to level up, hidden maps, and monster grinding experience, making it extremely popular in the Legend Tieba. His posts were updated irregularly, and in just half a month, it had become the number one post in the Legend forum, collected by over one hundred thousand users and replied to by tens of thousands. Many parts of its content were revered as a textbook by Legend players. Q Bar naturally wouldn’t let such a good post go, and quickly copied all of “Legendary Kiddo’s” comments from this post into Q Bar’s Legend forum.

Q Bar copied thousands of similar hot articles. When Tieba users began to gather in the Tieba Family, Q Bar was still continuously copying Tieba content.

One employee from the Q Bar team, who was working overtime, was currently copying highly clicked content in the Legend Tieba when he accidentally discovered a call to action post. Clicking it open, he found that it was Legend Tieba users denouncing Q Bar’s actions. He didn’t expect a single post to attract the attention of over ten thousand people. Upon opening it, he found the comments within to be filled with public outrage. After reading them, he couldn’t help but laugh out loud at some of the childish remarks.

“Someone in the Legend Tieba posted about launching a crusade against us,” the young employee said with a smile to his colleagues nearby. “They’re saying in the Tieba that they’ll make us pay for angering them.”

A young man who was continuously copying and pasting chuckled, “What can they do? Call the police?”

A female colleague said, “In the Gaokao forum, a high school homeroom teacher is also calling for everyone to protest. I’ve copied several of his selected Gaokao Mathematics problems into our Gaokao Q Bar.”

At this moment, Luo Zhongwen, the thirty-two-year-old person in charge of the Q Bar business unit, stood up and said to his dozen or so subordinates, “Everyone, don’t pay attention to what these netizens are saying. They’ll quiet down in a few days. Our top priority right now is to expand the high-quality content on our Q Bar. Don’t slack off on this. Tonight, just like yesterday, we’ll work overtime until eleven o’clock. Everyone, put in a bit of extra effort.”

Upon hearing they had to work overtime again, everyone felt dissatisfied but dared not protest verbally. They responded listlessly. This mechanical copying and pasting really had no technical skill involved. Doing this work non-stop, almost everyone had complaints, but Q Bar was highly valued at the moment, and with the immense workload pressing down, they could only grit their teeth and cope.

At ten o’clock, the male employee who had just been copying posts from the Legend Tieba to the Legend Q Bar suddenly noticed that a post he had published on Q Bar a minute ago had disappeared from the homepage a minute later. It was replaced by a large number of posts filled with exclamation marks. This instantly surprised him. The traffic on Legend Q Bar wasn’t that big, so how could so many new posts suddenly appear?

He looked closely at the titles of these posts and nearly jumped in fright.

“Legend Tieba strongly denounces Q Bar’s shameless act of pirating Tieba content!!!”

“How can the Tieba Family allow Q Bar’s brazen trampling!!!”

“Dating Tieba is here to join the fight! Swearing to fight Q Bar to the bitter end!!!”

“Simple Plan Tieba reporting for duty! Strongly demanding the unscrupulous Q Bar stop its infringement!!!”

The male employee thought he was seeing things and instinctively pressed F5 to refresh the browser. To his surprise, upon refreshing, all the posts on the entire homepage changed again, but they were still all posts condemning Q Bar. He quickly checked the specific data from the backend and immediately exclaimed, “Something’s happened! In two minutes, over ten thousand users flooded into Legend Q Bar, publishing over eight thousand posts…”

“How is that possible!” Two minutes, over ten thousand users, eight thousand posts—this data was simply unimaginable. Such a massive influx of users in an instant was simply impossible according to common sense.

Another employee, responsible for copying content from the F4 Tieba to the F4 Q Bar, also said in astonishment, “It’s the same for F4’s Q Bar! In two minutes, there were over nine thousand users and over six thousand threads, almost all of them cursing us…”

“Sun Yanzhi’s forum too…”

“Wang Lihong’s forum too…”

“Beauty forum too…”

More and more of the dozen or so employees working overtime reported critical situations. Luo Zhongwen hadn’t even had time to verify them when, just five minutes past ten, the backend monitoring data showed that in those five minutes, over four hundred thousand users had flooded into Q Bar, and over three hundred thousand users had posted. The server load almost instantly exceeded the red line, to the point where the remaining over five hundred thousand people queuing to access the Tieba simply couldn’t get in. No Q Bar could be opened, no matter how they refreshed the Q Bar page; the server was completely unresponsive.

Those users who had successfully posted earlier found that they too couldn’t get into the server when they tried to publish more posts. At this moment, the posting requests and access requests directly overloaded and crashed Q Bar’s servers. The technical staff were sweating profusely, telling Luo Zhongwen, “Our servers can’t handle it anymore. At least eight or nine hundred thousand people are trying to squeeze into our Q Bar servers.”

“My goodness!” Luo Zhongwen’s mind buzzed. Although Q Bar’s servers hadn’t reached the tens of millions level yet because it was just starting, they could handle one million simultaneous accesses. How could they suddenly crash?

The technical staff explained, “Our servers can support one million people browsing, but they can’t support one million posting requests. The magnitude of data writes is terrifying!”

Luo Zhongwen’s thoughts turned, “How could so many users flood in at once? Is it a hacker attack? Could Tieba be retaliating?”

The technical staff said, “I filtered the users in the backend. Ninety percent of these incoming users are our QQ users. Q Bar users and QQ users are linked, so we can confirm it’s not a hacker attack.”

“Not a hacker attack? You mean, these eight or nine hundred thousand people spontaneously and simultaneously flooded into our Q Bar? Who organized this? Who has such immense influence?”

An employee suddenly stood up and said nervously, “I found a Tieba that was just created today! Everyone there is talking about forum bombing Q Bar. The check-in count for this Tieba is now one million one hundred thirty thousand!”

Luo Zhongwen’s mind almost exploded from the flood of astonishing news. A newly created Tieba with a check-in count of one million one hundred thirty thousand? How was that possible… He had some understanding of the data for Tieba’s largest forum, Legend Tieba, and it only had over three hundred thousand users!

It wasn’t just Luo Zhongwen; with the knowledge of any internet industry insider at the time, it was difficult to comprehend the true power of forum bombing. This time, the collective action of Tieba users to bombard Q Bar was much larger in scale than any forum bombing operation in later years. This was because Zhao Kang’s online army, through flawless planning, had completely enraged all Tieba users. Combined with the extremely high participation of netizens in online events at the time, this created an unprecedented collective action.

The technical staff, seeing Luo Zhongwen unresponsive for a long time, couldn’t help but press for an answer, “Mr. Luo, what should we do now? Should we temporarily shut down the servers?”

Luo Zhongwen rubbed his knuckles against his forehead repeatedly, gritting his teeth as he said, “Shut it down temporarily. Delete all the junk content these people posted, add a captcha verification mechanism for posting, and then limit the posting frequency. Each user can only post one thread per hour. Reopen after these adjustments are made.”

The product manager said, “Mr. Luo, adding a captcha will significantly worsen the user experience. Most websites don’t dare to enable captchas right now. If we implement this when we’re just starting, I’m afraid it will cause user rejection…”

Captcha was a novel invention developed by a young Yahoo engineer last year. Through distorted graphics, it filtered humans from machines, thereby preventing malicious attacks on the internet. This mechanism was hailed by industry insiders as a genius invention, but for users, it was rated as one of the most disgusting inventions on the internet in its first year of existence. The user experience was very poor. If it were ten years later, everyone would be used to it and wouldn’t think much of it, but launching a captcha mechanism now would definitely lead to users cursing them out.

Before Luo Zhongwen could reply, the product manager added, “Limiting user posting will also have a huge impact on user experience!”

Luo Zhongwen retorted, “Then what’s your suggestion? Are we supposed to quickly expand our servers and bandwidth just so they can smoothly come in and insult us?”





Chapter 276: One Million People Forum Bombing (Part 2)

A product manager’s greatest characteristic throughout their career is their focus on user experience, and the Q Bar product manager was no exception. Their servers crashing and being forced to temporarily shut down the website was already a major blow to user experience. Now, having to enable CAPTCHAs and restrict user posting times would impact user experience even more.

But Luo Zhongwen understood clearly that talking about user experience now was absurd. Having been in the internet industry for so long, he had never heard of nearly one million people jointly attacking a single website. This was probably already a record-breaking event. If he didn’t quickly implement effective countermeasures, he’d have to prepare his resignation letter tomorrow. In such a critical moment, who could still worry about user experience? Besides, Q Bar didn’t have many sticky users to begin with, and now it had attracted one million people to cause trouble. Thinking about user experience at a time like this was basically asking for trouble.

And so, at ten twenty, Q Bar became inaccessible again…

After Luo Zhongwen requested the servers be shut down, he immediately called his direct superior, the company’s vice president, to report the emergency. When the vice president heard about the Q Bar forum bombing incident, he remained silent for a while before gravely saying, “For now, do as you’ve suggested. But before going back online, make sure all that junk data is completely deleted. If users cause trouble again after it’s back online, pick out the most active ones and ban a batch of accounts as a warning to others.”

Luo Zhongwen quickly replied, “I understand. I’ll arrange for the technical team to delete all content added after ten o’clock from the backend immediately.”

“Also, hide the content you copied from Tieba for now. This incident has become so big that industry insiders will likely hear about it tomorrow. We don’t know what negative impact it might bring yet. The Internet Conference is the day after tomorrow, so don’t release this batch of content for now. See if there’s any reaction from the industry. If there’s no response, then you can release that content.”

“I understand, please rest assured.” Luo Zhongwen also knew that if industry insiders were to evaluate this matter, Q Bar would certainly not receive any sympathy; it might even be nailed to the pillar of shame in the internet industry. Hiding this batch of content first was also a good idea, to prevent others from making an issue out of it. Taking a step back, even if someone caused trouble later, Q Bar could find an excuse for itself: it could completely attribute the blame for copying Tieba’s content to the individual actions of certain users. Then, Q Bar could stand on the moral high ground, announce that it had voluntarily deleted this content and taken severe disciplinary action against these infringing users. How many other companies in the industry are this responsible?

After hanging up, Luo Zhongwen immediately arranged for the technical staff to work on multiple fronts. They wrote a ready-made CAPTCHA mechanism into Q Bar’s backend program and began deleting content and restricting user posts. Most importantly, they had to immediately expand servers and bandwidth. Otherwise, even if Q Bar restricted users to posting only once an hour, with hundreds of thousands, even one million people, they could probably crash Q Bar’s servers again in a single round.

Luo Zhongwen demanded that the server load capacity be able to handle one million people posting simultaneously. This way, if the other side returned in full force, Q Bar could stand firm against the first wave of forum bombing. Once they stood firm against the first wave, it would be manageable. The one-hour restriction would take effect, and that hour would be enough time for the technical staff to delete content and ban accounts, which would definitely weaken the opponent’s offensive by more than half!

…

While Q Bar was inaccessible, Tieba users returned to the “Tieba Family” forum to celebrate their victory. Hundreds of thousands of people posted and replied simultaneously, and the screen-refreshing speed was so fast it could almost set a Guinness World Record.

The various titles basically revolved around a few core themes: Tieba users were too impressive, Tieba users were too united, Tieba users’ strength was too powerful, Q Bar surrendered, it should have surrendered long ago…

Such a massive influx of data truly tested Tieba’s server load capacity.

Fortunately, Li Mu had always told Kong Lingyu that their server and bandwidth reserves must be sufficient. From the very beginning of Eting.com until now, Li Mu had never allowed his two websites to be troubled by server issues. It was the same now, as they strongly supported this carnival for Tieba users.

Li Mu watched the battle from home, holding his laptop. Although he didn’t personally participate in the forum bombing, having personally planned this unparalleled, super-large-scale cyber warfare, a sense of pride welled up in his heart. “Didn’t Q Bar pirate my content? This time, I rallied hundreds of thousands of users to send you content. Did it completely overwhelm you?”

However, while Tieba users were celebrating, Li Mu felt this was just the beginning. He called Zhao Kang and immediately asked him, “Kangzi, have the people I asked you to arrange for the screenshot work finished?”

“Yes, they’re done,” Zhao Kang said. “Our online army all know how to use screenshot software. We already had ample screenshots saved of the content Q Bar copied from us, and we also saved a large number of screenshots during today’s forum bombing.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “Save these screenshots well; they’ll be of great use later. Also, from these two types of images, find a few of the most representative ones and get the media to help report on them.”

Zhao Kang immediately replied, “Okay, I’ll take care of the media aspect tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “You’re in Yanjing, and most online media headquarters are also in Yanjing, so I’ll leave this matter to you. Tomorrow morning, I’ll have the company finance department give you two hundred thousand, specifically for public relations with these media. It would be best to do PR with television media and print media simultaneously. You must make them speak out at the same time, pointing the spearhead of the incident at Q Bar. If the money isn’t enough, I’ll give you more; four hundred thousand or five hundred thousand is acceptable. I have only one goal: I must make this incident a national sensation, and from a moral standpoint, I must crush and destroy Q Bar!”

Zhao Kang’s voice turned serious, and he blurted out, “I will definitely handle this well!”

Li Mu reminded him again, “Have your people remind everyone not to celebrate victory too early. Q Bar won’t be shut down for long, and they will definitely have counter-moves to deal with this.”

“I’ll go arrange it right away!”

After hanging up, Li Mu sneered inwardly. He began to realize that Q Bar’s appearance might just be a stepping stone unexpectedly given to Tieba by Tencent.

Tieba hadn’t yet made a truly industry-shaking big move. Originally, the Happy Farm he planned to launch on New Year’s Day was supposed to be his first major initiative for Tieba. Now, it seemed the forum bombing incident might become the first big move.

The Yanjing Internet Forum was the day after tomorrow. Li Mu suddenly felt a little impatient, wondering what mindset these Bigwigs would have when they looked at Tieba then?

At this moment, Zhao Kang’s online army began releasing new information on Tieba, reminding everyone not to celebrate victory too early. Q Bar’s shutdown was only temporary; they certainly wouldn’t disappear just like that. Instead, they would prepare in secret before going back online, and that time shouldn’t be too long.

While the Tieba users were excited and thrilled, hearing this sentiment, they almost all had the same attitude: “Once Q Bar goes back online, we’ll bomb it again! Bomb it every single time it comes online!”





Chapter 277: Public Relations at Any Cost

For netizens who did not participate in this million-person forum bombing event, they knew almost nothing about what happened on Q Bar in those twenty-plus minutes.

However, news among industry insiders spreads extremely quickly. Many of them were already active on Tieba. Internet Bar and IT Bar have always been popular Tieba forums for professionals. When the forum bombing operation began last night, they had already started paying attention.

The next morning, the news that Q Bar was overwhelmed by a million users spread throughout the entire internet circle.

What was most shocking was Tieba’s rallying power. Many internet professionals couldn’t understand how Tieba could have such powerful rallying power, capable of mobilizing a million people to work together to destroy a website? How could their users have such high loyalty? Currently, there are two types of users recognized by the internet as having high stickiness and high loyalty: one is instant messaging software users, and the other is online game users. The former’s strength lies in users having built their social networks on their products, while the latter’s strength lies in their users being paying users with high addiction indices and long average usage times.

However, even QQ and Legend, the hottest instant messaging software and online game at the moment, do not possess the rallying power to mobilize a million people to do one thing, unless they offer benefits to users. If QQ gave away membership services or Legend gave away game cards, perhaps they could attract a million users, but to rally a million people overnight to fight for the platform’s interests is simply a pipe dream.

To everyone’s surprise, Tieba actually achieved this pipe dream. Although everyone could see traces of online army manipulation and instigation, this was harmless, because most companies, even with online army manipulation and instigation, could not achieve such an effect. If you want to trick netizens into fighting for you, you first need to make them feel a sense of belonging to your product. Only when they see themselves as part of it will they be instigated by you and fight for you. Otherwise, if users aren’t interested in your survival, why would they pay for you?

Tieba, a website that had become the number one Chinese community but seemingly hadn’t even found a profit model, was actually able to trigger a million-person online crusade. This was truly incredible.

This also made many people begin to re-examine Tieba, and re-examine the future development space of this company. At the same time, everyone was more curious about Q Bar’s next step. Relying on the social software with tens of millions of users behind it, it certainly wouldn’t be defeated by just one forum bombing operation. Temporarily shutting down a website is nothing for an internet company; everyone knows it will definitely return in full force. Tieba won once by relying on its users; can these users help them win a second time?

Li Mu finished filming Du Wei’s last scene in Haizhou at noon. Most of this scene’s setting was in the school teacher’s office. The plot was: because Chen Xiaoshuai, the villain played by Chen Kun, was jealous of the female lead and male lead being together, he reported their early romance to the teacher. The teacher invited both their parents and informed them of the early romance. Zhang Xuan, played by Zhang Kexuan, was angrily slapped in the office by his “Dad,” while Du Weiwei, the female lead played by Du Wei, was directly taken out of the office by her parents. The moment she got on the car, her father left her with a harsh warning: “Don’t come to this school for classes anymore. I’ll arrange your transfer today. From now on, you are not allowed to see that little hooligan named Zhang!”

Subsequently, Du Wei got into the car with red eyes, and the car drove away from the gates of Haizhou No.1 High School. All her scenes in Haizhou were finished.

Since the actors had already immersed themselves in the film, the shooting efficiency was very fast. The scenes originally scheduled to be finished at 1:30 PM were all completed by 1:00 PM.

After the filming ended, Li Mu found Ning Hao and told him that he was returning to Yanjing this afternoon, asking him to lead the filming for the next two days. Eighty percent of the Haizhou scenes had already been shot, and he entrusted Ning Hao with finishing the remaining twenty percent. After wrapping up, Ning Hao was to bring the crew directly back to Yanjing, and Li Mu would wait for them there, not returning himself.

After several days of collaboration, Ning Hao and Li Mu had become buddies. On set, Ning Hao had been sharing various tasks with Li Mu. Off set, Li Mu and Ning Hao often talked late into the night about their views on the future direction of film development. Li Mu’s “bold predictions” and “broad vision” for the future impressed Ning Hao. In Ning Hao’s words: “I know you’re bragging, but there’s nothing else, I just admire you.”

It was precisely because of this increasingly close relationship that Ning Hao, without waiting for the film to end, planned to sign with Muye Pictures on the first day of 2002. At that time, Tang Wei, who was studying directing at the Central Academy of Drama, would also sign with Muye Pictures alongside him.

In his previous life, Li Mu had never been involved in the entertainment industry, nor had he ever understood it up close. In this life, just getting a little taste of it made him exceptionally interested in this circle, because he found that as long as he opened a breakthrough point in this circle, he would always have unexpected gains. When he first started preparing the film, he met Ning Hao. Through Ning Hao, he met Chen Kun. Because of Chen Kun and Simple Plan, he met Zhao Wei. When filming on set, he met Tang Wei, who was still a student.

Li Mu’s dream for Muye Pictures’ most perfect operating model was: he would continuously earn money from other fields, and then continuously invest that money into promising directors and use promising actors to shoot promising films. Because he was an experienced person and understood the development of the domestic film market, this business was guaranteed to be profitable. Moreover, if he could have even greater cash flow, he would invest in cinema chains. With more cinema chains, his own films could earn more. Earning more would attract more famous directors and celebrities to shoot more profitable films, and then open more cinema chains.

If operated properly, this was a snowballing operating model with extraordinarily vast future development potential.

…

Li Mu and Du Wei booked the same flight from Jinling back to Yanjing. The plane was scheduled to take off at 4:00 PM. Ye Tianming, who had no scenes in the afternoon, personally drove them to the airport. Before boarding at 3:30 PM, Li Mu specifically called Zhao Kang. On one hand, he inquired about the development of the situation from morning until now, and on the other hand, he asked about the media public relations situation.

Zhao Kang said he was still out handling public relations. That morning, he went to Yanjing’s largest chain supermarket and bought two hundred thousand worth of shopping cards, all with a face value of five thousand each. In his words, these shopping cards were unregistered and left no records. When giving them out, people felt no psychological burden holding them, and this supermarket’s stores were very popular in Yanjing now, with a very complete range of goods, especially home appliances selling well. Therefore, these supermarket shopping cards could be easily cashed out at a 5% discount at any time.

Li Mu inwardly praised Zhao Kang’s current meticulousness. After affirming his approach, he asked about his current public relations progress.

One hundred and sixty thousand of the two hundred thousand shopping cards had already been given out. Now, they just needed to find suitable channels for news media and print media. Li Mu immediately gave Zhao Kang the contact information for several media reporters he had dealt with when he was interviewed previously.

At the same time, Li Mu instructed Zhao Kang, “Tell all the media professionals you contact that after this is done, there will be an additional public relations fee, double the amount.”

The million-person forum bombing incident was originally big news, but if not guided, media reports on such big news often have different starting points.

For example, in this incident, some media might see Q Bar’s infringement provoking resistance from Tieba netizens. Such a media perspective would undoubtedly be beneficial for Tieba.

Some media might look deeper, pointing the topic towards the current legal blind spots and gray areas in the internet domain, attempting to provoke thought from legal departments and the internet sector. This kind of media perspective would not be very meaningful for Tieba.

If some media were to focus on the “million-person scale” of this incident and make a big issue out of it, proclaiming how immense the internet’s influence is, that could be somewhat dangerous. The fear is that listeners might take it the wrong way, and if it attracts excessive government attention, it might backfire.

Therefore, whether for the sake of relentlessly pursuing Q Bar or for his own safety, Li Mu needed to uniformly guide the media perspective to the first level, which is the simplest, most direct level: Q Bar infringed upon the rights of a large number of Tieba users, and users spontaneously organized protests on Q Bar. It was crucial to prevent any media from over-interpreting this incident. If everyone believed this incident was just such a simple cause-and-effect relationship, then this incident would not backfire and cause trouble for himself.

To achieve this goal, let alone two hundred thousand, Li Mu would not hesitate to spend two million.

This was also where Li Mu was a cut above his peers.

The development of the internet would go through many stages. Before 2000, the internet was in an exploratory phase; everyone tried to explore various possibilities of the internet, boldly proposing hypotheses and boldly exploring. After 2000, the internet entered a period of hard work lasting several years. The paths attempted during the exploratory phase were gradually being proven, and everyone was busy rapidly expanding and seizing opportunities in different domains. Therefore, internet companies in this stage dedicated most of their energy to focused development. To put it most bluntly, current internet companies aren’t very good at playing dirty tricks yet.

It was only after 2005 that the internet market would gradually enter a truly mature stage. Everyone began to lay out ecosystems, develop closed loops, software companies wanted to make hardware, hardware companies wanted to play with software, and overlapping areas started to increase. Two companies that had nothing to do with each other before 2005 might start fighting on multiple fronts after 2005. At this time, Mr. Ma of Tencent and Mr. Zhou of 3721 probably wouldn’t even dream that ten years later, their two companies would be locked in an earth-shattering, irreconcilable battle.

The future multi-dimensional, comprehensive competition also gave rise to various competitive methods. As feuds became more frequent and tactics emerged endlessly, everyone also increasingly understood how to coordinate resources during feuds. As a result, after 2005, every large internet company possessed a powerful public relations department. But looking back now, several well-known domestic internet companies don’t even have a “Public Relations Department” as an organizational structure.

In this situation, how could they possibly compete with Li Mu?





Chapter 278: Stealth Launch

At 6:30 PM, Yanjing International Airport.

Due to a flight delay, the plane Li Mu and Du Wei were on had just gotten off the ground. The moment the front wheels touched down and the engine thrust reversers engaged, Li Mu impatiently turned on his phone.

According to civil aviation regulations, communication devices should still be turned off at this time, but Li Mu was too anxious. He wanted to know what had happened on the internet during his flight.

Li Mu was concerned about a few questions: Had Q Bar relaunched? Had the media started to unify their stance to guide public opinion? Had Tencent made a statement?

Unfortunately, mobile internet access wasn’t very practical yet, so he could only secretly text Zhao Kang, hiding from the flight attendant.

Zhao Kang gave a simple reply: “Q Bar hasn’t relaunched yet, but there’s news that they’ve been busy today expanding Q Bar’s servers at the server operator’s end. It’s estimated that the expanded servers are based on the scale of one million people posting.”

“The media has already started publishing the statements Li Mu prepared to guide public opinion. They are uniformly criticizing Q Bar for infringing upon users’ rights, and this Q Bar forum bombing incident was a spontaneous protest organized by Tieba users.”

“Tencent released a brief statement before closing time this afternoon. The statement said: Q Bar had no subjective intent to infringe upon the rights of Tieba users. Copying Tieba content was purely the action of Q Bar netizens themselves and is unrelated to Q Bar’s official operations. Q Bar will rectify its content. After Q Bar relaunches, if there is still similar infringing content, we welcome netizens to supervise and report it. Tencent will arrange dedicated personnel to verify and handle it within five business days.”

Li Mu had long anticipated that Q Bar would make users take the blame. And this attitude of “you report, I verify, then handle” seemed fine on the surface, but in reality, it was a perfect wrangling process. Li Mu could guess without thinking that the entire reporting user experience would be made extremely cumbersome. If you want to report, OK, first fill out a large amount of reporter information and reasons for reporting, then upload various pieces of evidence. Completing this whole process would take at least half an hour, and most users would probably give up at this stage.

Moreover, even if reporting evidence was provided, verification would take five business days, which is a week including the weekend. After a week, they would reply with ambiguous reasons like “insufficiently clear evidence” and ask you to resubmit, or tell you it has been handed over to staff for processing and ask you to wait patiently. While waiting, half a month would pass, and by then, the reporting user would probably have lost patience.

Li Mu had long been accustomed to such things in companies within the industry.

Du Wei, who was beside him, asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, are you always this busy? You’re texting non-stop the moment the plane gets off the ground.”

Li Mu shrugged and said with a wry smile, “I’ve indeed been a bit busy lately.”

Du Wei smiled and said, “I can tell. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have even left the filming set to rush back to Yanjing.”

Li Mu nodded, “Once our micro-movie wraps up filming, I’ll be able to get some good rest.”

Du Wei asked him, “I heard your company is going to sign Brother Ning Hao and Sister Tang Wei?”

Li Mu smiled, “Yes, we’ll sign them in a few days. From now on, they’ll be Muye Pictures’ contracted director and actor.”

Du Wei hurriedly said, “What about me? Are you going to sign me too?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You’ve just started your first year of university, and you’re signing to be an actress? Will your sister agree?”

Du Wei said with a giggle, “You just started your first year too, didn’t you? We’re actually about the same age, so don’t always treat me like a child. Besides, my sister didn’t agree to me acting in the first place, but didn’t she still compromise? Anyway, I really found acting interesting, and if I have the chance in the future, I’d like to try it again.”

Li Mu immediately said cheerfully, “As long as you can decide for yourself, I have no objections. I’ll sign you to Muye Pictures then.”

Du Wei was very happy and told Li Mu, “It’s a deal then, you can’t go back on your word!”

“Of course.”

After leaving the airport, Li Mu took a taxi to send Du Wei home. Chen Ze was originally going to return with them, but at the last minute, he felt that since he had finally returned, he should go back to his old home in Jinling to see his paternal grandparents. So he entrusted Du Wei to Li Mu, asking Li Mu to make sure she got home.

After dropping off Du Wei, Li Mu immediately rushed to Yucheng Garden. As soon as he sat down on the sofa, Zhao Kang pulled out a large stack of printed materials and handed them to Li Mu.

“These are all the news articles that have been published today. Almost all first-tier online platforms have published them. Take a look first.”

Li Mu nodded, took the stack of printed articles, and read them carefully. Although the specific writing of each article and the screenshots used were different, the core indeed followed his requirements, directing all the conflict solely towards Q Bar infringing on Tieba users’ interests, with the users retaliating in condemnation.

Such content, screenshots, combined with this mass incident involving one million people, was enough to push Tieba to an absolute moral high ground. Q Bar would likely be on the defensive from now on.

Zhao Kang continued, “We contacted Yanjing Television and other provincial and municipal local media, added one hundred fifty thousand, and found a company specializing in integrating TV media resources to handle public relations with those local media. Starting tonight until tomorrow, it should be the peak of public opinion for traditional media.”

Li Mu nodded. Traditional media had a certain lag in news reporting. TV news needed to organize video script material, and print media needed to typeset and send to the factory for printing, so their response speed was slower than online media. Tonight and tomorrow should see a concentrated outburst.

Once public opinion was fully spread, Q Bar would probably find it hard to contend against many voices with its own strength, especially since Q Bar’s official statement was so pale and weak. Tencent, which had not yet developed public relations awareness, seemed destined to suffer a big loss this time, while inadvertently giving Tieba a great opportunity to hype itself up in front of the entire nation.

Without this incident adding fuel to the fire, trying to increase Tieba’s exposure on so many media outlets would be far from enough, let alone three hundred fifty thousand; three million five hundred thousand would still be insufficient. Moreover, the effect of advertising can never compare to news hotspots; this is something money cannot buy.

…

Because he had to attend the Internet Conference tomorrow, Li Mu deliberately stayed overnight at Yucheng Garden. He had been working non-stop these past few days, and finally returning to Yanjing allowed him to relax a bit. After seeing Zhao Kang off, Li Mu took a shower and went to bed before eleven, preparing to rest.

Perhaps it was due to extreme fatigue, Li Mu fell asleep almost as soon as he touched the bed. While he was sleeping soundly, a phone call woke him up. It was Zhao Kang. Li Mu groggily answered the phone, and Zhao Kang immediately said, “Q Bar has relaunched. What should we do?”

Li Mu checked the time. Damn it, it was twelve past midnight.

It seemed Q Bar had timed its relaunch precisely at midnight. Choosing this time to stealthily launch must have been difficult for Q Bar’s technical staff.

Li Mu’s sleepiness completely vanished. He quickly got up, turned on his computer, and told Zhao Kang, “First, contact your team and see how many people are online. I’ll call the technical department.”

Then, Li Mu called Kong Lingyu. As Muye Technology’s overall technical person in charge, Li Mu only interfaced with him for anything related to technology. At this moment, he naturally had to wake him from his sleep.

Unexpectedly, Kong Lingyu wasn’t asleep at all. He answered Li Mu’s call and, before Li Mu could speak, blurted out, “Boss, are we going to hit Q Bar again?”

Li Mu chuckled, “First, check how many online users Tieba has right now.”

Ten seconds later, Kong Lingyu replied, “Three hundred seventy thousand online users, two hundred ninety thousand logged-in users, eighty thousand guests.”

Getting the data back so quickly meant only one thing: he was also working overtime.

Li Mu then said, “I’m going to Q Bar now to see what preventive measures they’ve taken. You go take a look too. We’ll touch base later to avoid any omissions. First, let’s figure out their defensive measures, then formulate an attack plan.”

“Alright!”

After hanging up, Li Mu opened Q Bar. After logging in with his QQ account, he quickly browsed through several popular celebrity Q Bars and found that Q Bar had almost rolled back its data to the time before they started copying Tieba content. The current Q Bar looked calm and peaceful, as if the forum bombing incident that had shaken the internet had never happened.

Li Mu casually entered F4’s Q Bar and wrote a simple post titled: “Are F4 really handsome? What makes them handsome?”

He clicked send, and suddenly a captcha input box popped up. Li Mu shook his head and smiled. A captcha was a human-machine verification tool. If a million people were forum bombing simultaneously, a captcha would be of no use at all, because these millions were all people, not machines. A captcha might delay their posting time by a few seconds, but it still couldn’t withstand a large number of access and posting requests in a short period.

After entering the captcha and clicking confirm, the post finally went through. Li Mu then wrote another post: “Whose musical accomplishments are stronger, F4’s or Jay Chou’s?”

As soon as he clicked send, a new prompt immediately popped up.

“Sorry, you can only post once within an hour.”

Li Mu frowned. What the heck was “only post once within an hour”? Was Q Bar planning to forcibly restrict user posting and limit the average data write speed of the server this way?

It had to be said that if Q Bar’s servers were indeed expanded to handle one million users posting simultaneously, combined with this one-post-per-hour restriction, it could indeed largely prevent the server from crashing directly like last time. Because users couldn’t stack posting requests within a unit of time, it was equivalent to changing a rapid-fire heavy machine gun into a flintlock rifle that takes a long time to load and fire.

It certainly had an effect, but it also greatly damaged the user experience. With such restrictions, Q Bar’s communication function was almost paralyzed. Being able to interact only once an hour, could anyone still have a good time?

However, Li Mu’s mind turned, and he guessed that this might be a temporary expedient measure for Q Bar. The one-hour time limit was set for an extraordinary period. Later, as the heat of the situation gradually decreased, they would definitely continue to shorten this time limit.

For Li Mu, the current situation was a bit tricky, because it was now difficult to act on.

Li Mu propped his chin, carefully examining Q Bar’s interface and frowning in thought. Suddenly, a functional option caught his eye, making his eyes light up. That option was called—in-site message.





Chapter 279: Brewing the Second Round

In Li Mu’s eyes, a mature website isn’t defined by how impressive its frontend features are, but by how robust its backend defenses are.

Websites in the mature stage of the internet are fortified almost everywhere, with technical personnel racking their brains to consider most exploitable vulnerabilities. Yet, even so, no website dares to claim its defenses are impenetrable.

Some websites achieve ironclad defensive measures, but often, a single small loophole can cause all their defensive measures to fail at the last step.

Li Mu wasn’t a hacker and wasn’t particularly skilled in technical attacks on websites. What he sought was an opportunity to once again use human wave tactics to achieve forum bombing. However, Q Bar’s willingness to sacrifice user experience for technical defense left Li Mu feeling somewhat at a loss, until he noticed Q Bar’s in-site message function.

The in-site message function was actually first used by Muye Technology’s Tieba. It was essentially a simple instant messaging feature developed based on Tieba, allowing Tieba users to communicate simply and privately. This function was very simple but also extremely practical, because user information exchange on Tieba is public and one-to-many. When they choose to post on a Tieba forum, it’s equivalent to opening the content of their post to the users of that forum, or even all internet users. If they meet like-minded friends, and they want to communicate privately with a certain user, they need a process to transition from public to private. The in-site message perfectly solved this problem.

When Q Bar was designing its technical architecture, it also incorporated the in-site message function. They placed restrictions on user posting but did not impose any restrictions on the in-site message function.

Li Mu opened the in-site message function and found that the pop-up page only contained two fields: recipient and content. Other than that, there was only a send option and nothing else.

In other words, whether it was the captcha or the one-post-per-hour limit, they were all aimed at public frontend posting and replying. However, there were no restrictions on private message communication at the user backend level.

Li Mu understood that while sending in-site messages and posting differed greatly in form, they were essentially the same in terms of system backend and server load.

Both posting and sending in-site messages tested the server’s capacity to handle data write requests. However, in-site messages even had an additional logic compared to posting: the delivery logic.

A piece of data is sent from User A, uploaded and written to the server. While the server records the write, it also needs to deliver the content to User B’s user backend. When User B receives the in-site message data, it first triggers a notification function in the user backend, and then sends a receipt back to the server to record that User B has received the in-site message.

In short, this process seemed simple, but the upload and subsequent delivery of data were unusually cumbersome.

Li Mu registered a new Q Bar account, then used his old account to send in-site messages to the new account. He copied the new account’s ID, pasted it into the recipient field, then rapidly pasted junk content multiple times into the content field, quickly clicked send, and then quickly proceeded to the next round.

Li Mu timed himself and found he could send an in-site message within three to five seconds. If he was faster, he could control the time to within three seconds.

One message every three seconds, twenty messages per minute. If hundreds of thousands of people did this simultaneously, he wondered how long Q Bar’s servers could hold up.

The more Li Mu thought about it, the more potential he saw. He immediately contacted Zhao Kang, told him the specific operation method, and asked him to start preparing tonight for the second forum bombing spectacle.

Zhao Kang received the instructions and mobilized the online army he could currently command. He instructed them to post on Tieba and Q Bar. The core content of the posts was to protest Q Bar’s official explanation, which completely shirked responsibility, and to demand that Q Bar apologize to the vast number of users for its actions.

While posting, these online army members also listed carefully compiled evidence. For example, when Q Bar employees copied content, it was impossible for one user to copy one piece of content and then switch to another user to copy another. Instead, they concentrated on copying large amounts of content with one user account, then switched to another account to copy another large batch.

This operation left many evidentiary clues. Zhao Kang’s subordinates, in particular, had preserved various image evidence very completely. The filtered evidence clearly showed how they suddenly mobilized dozens to hundreds of user IDs to copy content en masse within the same timeframe. Anyone with a discerning eye could see that this was by no means spontaneous user behavior; it was clearly an organized and planned infringement.

This set of evidence was absolutely logical, well-founded, and convincing to Tieba users.

The online army published their posts in two places: Tieba and Q Bar. After publishing on Tieba, other online army members immediately helped bump posts, instantly attracting the attention of currently online Tieba users. On Q Bar, the first thing they did after publishing was to screenshot to preserve evidence, because Li Mu anticipated that Q Bar would definitely delete posts, so they prepared in advance to keep evidence of Q Bar’s deletions.

As expected, Q Bar management personnel on duty in the latter half of the night discovered the protest posts published by Tieba users. Since the content was extremely unfavorable to them, they made a decisive decision: delete without mercy, delete as many as appeared, and ban the posting users.

This allowed Zhao Kang’s online army to easily preserve a complete chain of evidence: posting on Q Bar, being deleted by Q Bar, and even having accounts banned. If further amplified with artificial rendering, this series of actions by Q Bar would certainly re-ignite the users’ anger.

The in-site message loophole had not yet been leaked by the online army. Li Mu wanted to launch another swift and precise blitzkrieg against Q Bar, which considered itself an impenetrable fortress. The current number of online users, even if fully mobilized, was not enough to support his plan.

That night, Tieba and Q Bar presented two completely different situations. Various Tieba forums had posts demanding Q Bar’s official apology, and these posts received very high attention, with users uniformly supporting them to the end. In contrast, on Q Bar, tens of thousands of users, incited by the online army, also posted many demands for Q Bar to apologize, but almost without exception, they were deleted by Q Bar, greatly infuriating these users.

Li Mu worked until past two AM, truly couldn’t stand it anymore, and went back to his room to sleep. He even specifically set an alarm for 8:30 AM.

…

The next morning, newly released local newspapers almost all reported the unprecedented major event that occurred on the internet with large sections. Zhao Kang’s public relations efforts with traditional media had begun to take effect. Besides Yanjing local newspapers, according to feedback from Tieba users, today at least thirty-plus newspapers across China reported this incident. Over half of these were the result of Zhao Kang’s public relations, while the rest almost spontaneously reported it as a hot news item. What pleased Li Mu was that these less influential local media, much like he had anticipated, pointed the source of the conflict to Q Bar’s infringement.

Many TV stations’ morning news also had related reports, including Yanjing Television. Overnight, denunciations of Q Bar, from television to the internet and then to newspapers, instantly pushed Q Bar and Tencent into a sensitive period.

Mr. Ma, who was already in Yanjing preparing to attend the Internet Conference, was furious upon learning of this matter. He made over a dozen calls to Shenzhen, on one hand severely criticizing the relevant person in charge of the incident, and on the other hand demanding that a vice president stationed at the headquarters do everything possible to salvage Q Bar’s and the company’s reputation in front of the media.

However, the denunciations were already overwhelming, and it was difficult for all the media that had already spoken out to be counter-PR’d. Media would not easily contradict themselves, so very little room was left for them.

Even with so many media denouncing Q Bar’s actions, Q Bar still did not change its tune. At 9:30 AM, they issued another statement, claiming that infringement indeed existed but was purely individual user behavior. Q Bar had already [censored] the involved accounts and reserved the right to pursue legal responsibility. At the same time, Q Bar also urged the vast number of users to be vigilant and not be exploited by unscrupulous individuals online.

When Li Mu heard this new statement, he was wearing a dark blue suit, driving his car to the entrance of a five-star hotel’s conference center in Dongcheng. This Internet Conference was being held at this five-star hotel.

The conference was scheduled to start at 10 AM. When Li Mu arrived, a significant number of invited internet professionals had already signed in and entered. Before entering, Li Mu communicated with Zhao Kang, telling him to focus on mobilizing users in Tieba during the day today. He could first call for a second forum bombing tonight at 8 PM, but not reveal the specific method of forum bombing. He just needed to do the preliminary mobilization work, attracting all users to the “Tieba Family” forum, and then inform users of the in-site message forum bombing method just before the appointed time.

Once Zhao Kang’s online army began spreading the news of tonight’s Q Bar bombing, Q Bar would certainly be on high alert. But they would be like the Three Hundred Spartans, fully fortifying their defenses, yet overlooking a narrow path that could be used for a surprise attack from the rear.

As Li Mu signed in with his invitation, Luo Zhongwen, the head of Q Bar’s Business Unit, had already received news that Tieba was brewing a forum bombing for 8 PM. He immediately gave strict and detailed instructions to his subordinates: the tech team responsible for servers would constantly monitor changes in online user numbers and prepare for traffic peaks in a timely manner; backend technical personnel would be ready at any time to implement even stricter restriction measures. He worried that forum bombing users would bypass the one-post-per-hour barrier by registering multiple accounts, so he devised an IP restriction strategy: if a user was found to be switching accounts to log in, their IP address would be immediately restricted, elevating the one-post-per-hour limit from the account level to the IP address level.

For him, this battle absolutely had to withstand the forum bombing attack from Tieba users. If the website had to shut down again because the servers couldn’t handle it, he would truly lose face!





Chapter 280: Highly Anticipated

Li Mu signed in with his company name, then followed the other attendees into the hotel’s conference center. The star-rated hotel’s conference center was very large, capable of holding at least a thousand people, with four doors on either side. At the very front was a stage, behind which a massive spray-painted backdrop read: “Yanjing City 2001 Internet Conference”.

Below the stage, at least two to three hundred tables and chairs were neatly arranged, each with a card displaying a company name. On the stage, a single podium was set up. On either side of the stage, there were ten fan-shaped arrangements of seats facing the hundreds of other chairs. The cards placed on these seats were very exquisite; some indicated the names of leaders from information departments, while others indicated “Company + Name”.

Li Mu took a quick look; the ten tables on the left side of the stage were all reserved for Bigwigs.

The CEOs of NetEase, Sohu, and Sina, three internet companies already listed on NASDAQ, were all present. Although NetEase was in a four-month suspension period from NASDAQ, it still didn’t affect its influence in China. Besides them, there were also Yahoo, Microsoft, and hardware manufacturers like Lenovo, IBM, and HP.

Looking at the seating arrangement, Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh. Since his Rebirth, the most prominent internet figure he had dealt with was Manager Li from Baidu. However, Manager Li was indeed still considered second-tier in the domestic internet sector at that time.

The first-tier figures now were still Bigwigs like Ding Lei, Zhang Chaoyang, and Wang Zhidong. The future Bigwigs of the BTA triumvirate were merely junior figures in front of these three.

Li Mu held the seating arrangement chart provided by the conference organizer and saw that Muye Technology’s seat number was 212. According to the seating distribution, it was in the middle of the second row. Li Mu looked at the two companies next to him and was immediately amused: 211 was Baidu, and 213 was Xu Jiaming’s venture capital firm, Mingcheng Capital.

Being next to Baidu was somewhat normal, after all, Baidu had initially accepted the conference invitation through their connection. But for Mingcheng Capital to also be right there was too interesting; Xu Jiaming must have deliberately swapped seats to this position.

As Li Mu was looking at the seating chart, a hand suddenly rested on his shoulder. He turned his head to see Xu Jiaming smiling at him. “You didn’t even say hello about attending this conference,” Xu Jiaming said. “Luckily, I had a sudden whim yesterday and asked someone to check if Muye Technology was on the list, otherwise, I wouldn’t have known you were coming today.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You arranged these seats, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Xu Jiaming said very casually. “I just casually made a request last night.”

Li Mu nodded, thinking to himself that Xu Jiaming was quite straightforward.

Xu Jiaming then added, “You’d better be careful today. Muye Technology is definitely going to be swarmed by the company heads attending this conference today.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is it because of the Tieba and Q Bar forum bombing incident?”

“Yes,” Xu Jiaming said. “Your Muye Technology is now the most watched company in the internet investment circle. Tieba’s immense influence truly startled all the industry insiders. After this incident, Tieba is definitely going to reach a new level and quickly become a nationwide hot topic. Tencent really paved the way for you this time.”

Li Mu smiled helplessly, “As expected, you venture capitalists are the most well-informed.”

Xu Jiaming laughed heartily and said, “After this incident, you should strike while the iron is hot and raise your Series B financing. You’ll definitely get a good valuation.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “We’ll see.”

Although he didn’t seem anxious about Series B on the surface, Li Mu had been pondering the matter of Series B financing all along.

Muye Technology was about to experience a surge in development. For Series B financing, no matter what, he had to find connections and backers. Therefore, there were a few principles for Series B financing: first, he couldn’t accept investment from internet companies; second, he couldn’t accept financing from overseas investment banks. It was best to find investors with strong backgrounds and connections. Even if he suffered a loss, it wouldn’t matter; he needed to quickly pull a backer in as a partner to ensure his safety after Series B took off in the future.

Li Mu had also carefully considered who to bring in to invest in Muye Technology’s Series B. Xu Jiaming had always been showing him various favors, and his true intention was clearly to invest in Muye Technology. However, although Xu Jiaming’s family seemed very powerful, Xu Jiaming’s status within the Xu family was a bit weak. Last time, his older male cousin Xu Jiahua slapped him in the face at the bowling alley, and he basically had no ability to resist.

However, Chen Ze was the scion of an official family, with deeply rooted connections in Yanjing, and he was also quite compatible with Li Mu. If he could come in, Muye Technology would gain substantial background and connections. But Chen Ze definitely couldn’t directly invest in Muye Technology; he would also need to find a representative, just like when he invested in SugarClub. From this perspective, Xu Jiaming was Chen Ze’s best choice for a representative. If both of them could come in for Series B, it would also be a good thing for Muye Technology.

As soon as Li Mu and Xu Jiaming sat down in the seats corresponding to their respective company names, several people immediately rushed over and surrounded them, asking about Li Mu’s position at Muye Technology and even taking out business cards to exchange with him.

Someone suddenly said, “The Muye Technology people are here.”

So, more people gathered around.

Many people who had already arrived had been staring at Muye Technology’s seats, waiting for their representatives to appear. Recently, no internet company’s popularity could compare to Muye Technology’s. Moreover, Muye Technology had always been very low-key in the industry, possessing a sense of mystery that made industry insiders even more curious about its behind-the-scenes manager.

A large group of people surrounded him, hoping to exchange business cards, but Li Mu had never printed any. He could only tell the people around him, “I’m sorry, everyone, I haven’t printed business cards yet, but I will definitely keep all your business cards safe and take them back to the company.”

As soon as he said this, everyone’s interest in Li Mu immediately diminished greatly. Li Mu’s words easily led people to mistakenly believe he was just an ordinary employee sent to go through the motions for the company. The reason everyone at the conference was interested in Muye Technology was more to get acquainted with Muye Technology’s boss, but no one guessed that the young man in front of them was Muye Technology’s boss.

But some sharp-eyed people stared at Li Mu for a long time and said, “Oh, aren’t you that Li Mu who was widely reported on TV a while ago?”

As soon as this was said, the group of people who had originally lost interest in Li Mu gathered around again.

Someone asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, aren’t you involved with 3321? Could it be that you’re also involved with Muye Technology?”

Another person next to him said, “Muye Technology, Muye… Li Mu. Muye Technology couldn’t possibly have been founded by you too, could it?”

Li Mu knew that industry insiders were very well-informed, and if they really wanted to dig into Muye Technology’s background, he couldn’t hide it at all. So he generously nodded and admitted, “Thank you for your concern, everyone. Muye Technology was indeed founded by me.”

At this, the two to three dozen people around him were instantly stunned.

Although they had anticipated it, when Li Mu said it himself, it still made many people feel incredulous.

Li Mu became famous in the internet field because of 3321. That project’s media exposure was simply too high, so industry insiders all remembered Li Mu’s name because of 3321. They knew this young man had ingeniously created an online transaction platform for university student tutors, but then foolishly announced that 3321 would not earn a single cent of profit, instead investing all net profit into the student aid fund.

At that time, many internet people sighed with regret. A super high-quality project that could immediately generate stable profits and had very strong cash flow surprisingly wasn’t for making money. What on earth was wrong with Li Mu’s head? They didn’t expect him to secretly have a really profitable big project. Before Muye Technology demerged, it was valued at least three to four hundred million. Although there was a certain decline after the demerger, the recent Tieba incident had such a huge influence that it was enough to make investors re-evaluate Tieba’s valuation. Perhaps some venture capitalists would now be willing to offer the pre-demerger valuation.

A nineteen-year-old young man created an impressive website, but unfortunately, it didn’t make money. This story would make industry insiders sigh with emotion and also help them find psychological balance: even geniuses have their foolish moments, and a foolish genius doesn’t attract envy.

But now, the story had changed versions. The genius wasn’t foolish for not earning money from 3321; instead, he had other ways to make money. 3321, Muye Technology, and Eting Technology—these three projects all belonged to him. These three websites combined were enough to crush most of the “well-known figures” present today, and even left those well-known individual webmasters in China ten thousand miles behind.

Manager Li from Baidu also arrived at this time, surprisingly squeezing through the crowd, only to find that the focus of the crowd was actually Li Mu.

Seeing Li Mu again, Manager Li felt a mix of emotions. He had originally thought Li Mu’s Tieba would suffer heavy losses against Q Bar and was even planning to take advantage of his misfortune when he couldn’t stand against Q Bar. Unexpectedly, immediately following the Tieba million-person forum bombing incident, it gave Q Bar a resounding slap in the face. Moreover, this slap was delivered in front of the entire nation; it was as if Q Bar had offered itself up to be slapped, and also helped Tieba achieve an unprecedented widespread exposure. Now, Tieba’s popularity had not only surged, but its traffic also climbed steadily. It was simply a shocking reversal.

Manager Li had always had Tan Yaocheng monitor Tieba’s data. From the million-person forum bombing incident until now, Tieba’s traffic growth had reached an astonishing 30%. A large number of users came admiringly, drawn by their reverence for Tieba, and were then converted and retained by Tieba’s community features and abundant high-quality content. This result greatly annoyed Manager Li. Baidu had just converted its shares from Tieba to Eting.com, so how did it suddenly shoot up when he wasn’t paying attention?

Others might not have seen the clues behind the million-person forum bombing incident, but Manager Li knew well in his heart. He knew this matter must have been orchestrated by Li Mu, because he knew Li Mu had long maintained a Douban forum under his control, where he had assembled a large-scale online army.

“This kid is really shrewd…” Manager Li looked at Li Mu with complex eyes, sighing endlessly in his heart.

“Wait a minute, this kid Li Mu is so shrewd, how could he stubbornly be obsessed with this wretched navigation website?”





Chapter 281: Shameless to the End

Li Mu, during that meeting, had deceived everyone present, including Manager Li, with the demeanor of a complete fanatic.

Before this moment, Manager Li had never doubted Li Mu’s determination to create a navigation website. He thought he had seen Li Mu’s fanatical traits, which was why he decided to withdraw from Tieba first, waiting for Li Mu to pay the price for his obsession before re-entering.

This method of operation is very common. In the stock market, it’s the most straightforward “buy low, sell high.”

“Buy low, sell high” is the ultimate pursuit of stock traders throughout their lives and the true core of making money in stocks. Apart from major bull markets, stock traders rarely hold onto a stock without letting go. Every day, they do the same thing: sell high and buy low. Once they discover that the prospects of a stock they hold are not optimistic, or that negative news is about to break, they will first sell the stock at a high price and then buy it back at a lower price after the negative news has passed.

It’s not just stocks; the investment field is the same. Manager Li also harbored the desire to play “buy low, sell high” with Tieba, which was why he calculated all of Tieba’s equity. He had always thought his calculations were extremely precise, but at this moment, he suddenly felt a faint worry. Li Mu had pulled off a miraculous reversal in response to Q Bar’s competition. Could such a shrewd person truly be a fanatic who would stubbornly pursue one path to the end?

Manager Li felt in his heart that he might have been deceived by Li Mu. Perhaps Li Mu had no intention of creating a navigation website at all. Looking at every step he had taken since entering the internet industry, each was meticulously planned, cautiously executed, and extremely solid. Eting.com’s entry into online music and MP3 downloads was incredibly precise, aligning perfectly with his own vision, and even predating it. Tieba’s product concept was simply genius, and what was even more shrewd was his operational method: he actually used Eting.com to nurture Tieba, letting Tieba start with singer Tieba. The cooperation and transition between the two products were simply perfect.

Now, facing Q Bar, he had pulled off such a brilliant move that even Manager Li couldn’t help but applaud in admiration. How could such a monstrously talented person possibly create a navigation website? How could he even look down on a navigation website!

Manager Li’s mood was gloomy. He sat silently beside Li Mu. Because there were too many people around, Li Mu hadn’t noticed Manager Li’s presence. When he finally managed to get the crowd to slowly disperse, a large number of business cards had been left on the table. He casually tidied them up; the various business cards stacked up to be as thick as a deck of playing cards.

Suddenly, someone next to him coughed, and a voice with a hint of resentment said, “Manager Li is really popular now.”

Li Mu looked up. Well, it was Manager Li.

So Li Mu quickly said, “Manager Li, please don’t call me Manager Li anymore. In front of you, how dare I call myself a manager?”

Manager Li chuckled and said, “You single-handedly built Muye Technology and Eting Technology, two internet companies. If we’re talking titles, you have two ‘managers,’ and I only have one.”

Li Mu waved his hand and jokingly said, “Come on, Manager Li, we’re old acquaintances. Is it interesting to undermine me like this?”

Manager Li gave a dry laugh. “It’s quite uninteresting.”

With that, Manager Li’s expression returned to normal, and he said to Li Mu, “But honestly, your counterattack against Q Bar was truly brilliant. I must congratulate you on turning misfortune into a blessing this time.”

Li Mu shook his head and humbly said, “This wasn’t my counterattack, but the counterattack of the vast number of righteous Tieba users. Since ancient times, evil cannot triumph over good.”

Manager Li smiled and nodded. “You’re right, it was the counterattack of the righteous Tieba users.”

At this point, Manager Li’s hands even involuntarily wanted to applaud Li Mu, not to praise him for being right, but to praise him for being truly shameless. After gaining such a huge advantage, he still didn’t forget to act innocent. It was clearly him who orchestrated the entire event behind the scenes. Otherwise, even if Tieba users were filled with righteous indignation, they were all online social circles. How could tens of thousands of people respond simultaneously?

However, since Li Mu was unwilling to admit it, Manager Li didn’t bother to press further. He simply went along with Li Mu’s words and then suddenly asked Li Mu, “Oh, by the way, you mentioned last time that you wanted to create a navigation website. I know a friend who is quite experienced in this area. Would you like me to introduce you?”

Li Mu didn’t even consider it, directly saying, “Thank you for your kind offer, Manager Li, but no need.”

Manager Li quickly asked, “What’s wrong? Aren’t you going to make a navigation website soon?”

“Not anymore,” Li Mu waved his hand, casually uttering these three words that made Manager Li feel dizzy.

Li Mu was truly too lazy to act with him. Besides, since he had opened his mouth to probe, it proved that he had already started to suspect. Anyway, he was never going to make a navigation website, and the truth would come out sooner or later, so acting now was useless. It was better to be straightforward.

Manager Li felt a tightness in his chest and pressed, “Why stop just like that? Weren’t you particularly optimistic about this market?”

Li Mu nodded and said very casually, “I was quite optimistic before, but not anymore.”

“Why?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Of course, it’s because of you, Manager Li. Haven’t you always said that this thing has no future? You said that the ceiling for this kind of product is easily reached, and it’s only a matter of time before it’s eliminated. I’ve thought carefully about what you said back then these past few days, and I found that you were very right, Manager Li. Navigation websites indeed don’t have much room for development, so I decided to abandon this business.”

Li Mu finished speaking lightly, not forgetting to flatter him: “It really shows that your vision is more accurate, Manager Li, much better than mine.”

Manager Li almost spat a mouthful of black blood directly onto Li Mu’s face! Can I curse your ancestors? Your shamelessness is truly something I’ve never seen in my life! This attitude of yours is clearly saying that you played us! You could at least pretend, spend a hundred yuan to register a domain name as a gesture. Now you’re not even bothering to pretend, isn’t that too disrespectful?

Moreover, you clearly deceived me, and now you’re using my own words to justify yourself. Are you planning to be shameless to the end?

Seeing his unpleasant expression, Li Mu smiled and said, “Manager Li, you are a senior. Your understanding of the internet is much stronger than mine, a junior. In the future, you’ll have to help out more with Eting.com, offering advice and strategies. You can’t be a hands-off boss.”

Manager Li was defeated.

Li Mu’s meaning was very clear: Tieba has nothing to do with you anymore, but don’t get angry. At least you still have 30% of Eting.com, and we’ll have to cooperate well in the future.

The thought of the entire company being deceived by Li Mu made Manager Li’s heart twitch. Having been in the internet industry for many years, he had never seen such a slippery character. His acting skills were comparable to Hollywood movie stars. Recalling his dictatorial-like fanatical performance that day, Manager Li couldn’t help but sigh: he is definitely the best actor in the internet circles, bar none.

Then, thinking about how Baidu was tricked by Li Mu into missing out on Tieba, what was the difference between this method and those unscrupulous stock traders who deliberately release negative news to scare away retail investors?! Worse than beasts!

Li Mu, on the other hand, was straightforward. Anyway, I tricked you. The contract is signed, Eting.com has been demerged, and the equity structure has been changed. I’m not afraid if you turn hostile now, because Tieba will transform into social software in the future, using high-stickiness social software to develop its own closed-loop ecosystem and become self-contained. Search engine assistance isn’t that important; it makes no difference whether you’re involved or not.

But for Manager Li, turning hostile was impossible. After all, he still held 30% of Eting.com’s shares. MP3 hardware sales were already starting to surge. Recalling the popularity of the Walkman, he could clearly see that MP3s were destined to replace cassette tapes, CDs, and MDs as playback terminals for the general public. Next year, MP3 search and download would surely usher in an incredible spring. For other companies, it might not matter, but for a search engine like Baidu, this was a huge deal, a major project that needed to be placed at a strategic level.

Now, Eting.com was firmly the industry leader. Even if Baidu were to avoid it and build a new MP3 search product now, it would be too late. Eting.com’s reputation was too high, to the extent that it was itself a vertical MP3 search engine. Even if Baidu launched its own MP3 search, it wouldn’t have much impact on users. Most users with listening and download needs would still fulfill them through Eting.com.

Therefore, Manager Li’s ultimate goal was to gain a controlling stake in Eting.com and then directly embed Eting.com into Baidu’s search page. To achieve this goal, he absolutely could not turn hostile with Li Mu.

As for being tricked out of Tieba by him, he could only swallow his teeth with blood. After all, it was a business, and playing within the rules of the game was not considered excessive.

Xu Jiaming sat on Li Mu’s other side, not saying a word from beginning to end, but he heard Li Mu’s conversation with Manager Li clearly and was already incredibly astonished.

Although he had known that Baidu withdrew from Muye Technology and its shares were converted into Eting Technology, he only now understood that Baidu had been played by Li Mu. It seemed Manager Li was also impressed by Li Mu. Li Mu’s cunning and his age were simply not on the same logical dimension.

As he was marveling, a pair of eyes happened to glance past him and landed on Li Mu.

Those eyes instantly widened a bit, and the flames of hatred flared up.

“Brother Hua, it’s that bastard surnamed Li!”

Tang Quan would never forget Li Mu’s appearance. He had been beaten badly by him at the bowling alley, and when he brought people to Renmin University to seek revenge, he unexpectedly ended up being beaten like a dead dog by the entire school, his hair covered in chewing gum and bubblegum. Finally, he was given a buzz cut at the detention center and detained for fifteen days.

Those fifteen days of detention were the darkest fifteen days of Tang Quan’s life. He suffered inside, and after finally being released, he found himself the laughingstock of his entire circle, and even multiple circles. When he was scorned and ostracized by his circle, Xu Jiahua also avoided him, clearly showing that he no longer wanted to keep him by his side. During that time, Tang Quan almost despaired about his future.

Fortunately, his Great Tang Culture later signed a young, beautiful, and somewhat wild-spirited amateur model. After Tang Quan took control of the amateur model with money, he sent her to Xu Jiahua’s bed. Only then did Xu Jiahua give him another chance.

Today, Xu Jiahua’s own company and Tang Quan’s Great Tang Culture were both on the invited list. As soon as they arrived at the venue, Tang Quan unexpectedly spotted Li Mu.





Chapter 282: Politeness

Xu Jiahua hadn’t noticed Li Mu. When he suddenly heard Tang Quan say, “that bastard named Li,” he looked up in the direction of Tang Quan’s gaze. The first person he saw wasn’t Li Mu, but Manager Li beside him.

Xu Jiahua frowned and said to Tang Quan, “Don’t you dare talk nonsense. I know that Manager Li; he’s the one who does search engines.”

Tang Quan was stunned. He was wondering how Xu Jiahua could possibly consider Li Mu a half-friend. Then he looked again and realized Xu Jiahua thought he was talking about Manager Li, who was next to Li Mu.

So he quickly said, “I wasn’t talking about that Manager Li, it’s the young man next to him, Brother Hua, take another look.”

Xu Jiahua looked again and immediately recognized Li Mu.

“Damn it, so you were talking about him!”

Xu Jiahua had always held a grudge against Li Mu. At the bowling alley, Li Mu had hit Tang Quan, which was a complete disregard for Xu Jiahua’s reputation. However, when Tang Quan later sought revenge but was brutally beaten and detained, Xu Jiahua learned that Li Mu had actually launched ‘3321’. Using this as a springboard, Li Mu had directly become a darling in the eyes of leaders and the media. Although Xu Jiahua had a rogue spirit, he wasn’t a fool. Upon learning of this situation, he stopped bothering with Tang Quan’s affairs, and as for Li Mu, he hadn’t thought of pursuing the matter further.

It was just that, who would have thought they’d run into each other here today?

Xu Jiahua felt quite displeased. He stared at Li Mu for a moment, and then his gaze suddenly fell upon the sign in front of him.

“Muye Technology…”

Xu Jiahua frowned deeply.

The reason Xu Jiahua came to the Internet Conference today was that he had always wanted to find an opportunity to enter the internet industry. However, the Xu family’s business had nothing to do with the internet, and his own ventures had very little connection to it either. So, he thought of attending the Internet Conference to make some connections and see if there were any good investment opportunities.

Before coming, he had consulted a friend in the internet industry about which internet companies were worth investing in. The friend had unhesitatingly said four words: “Muye Technology.”

Xu Jiahua, who didn’t know much about the internet, had no idea what Tieba was. He spent his days in luxurious indulgence; how could he have time to sit in front of a computer and research current internet products? So he asked his friend what was so good about this company.

His friend then gave an embellished account of the incident where Tieba’s one million users crushed Q Bar, concluding with: “This company will definitely be the focus of public opinion for some time to come. This period will also be their first step towards true takeoff, and their future prospects are limitless.”

After hearing the full story of the incident, Xu Jiahua himself was greatly surprised. Orchestrating a war online with one million people—just thinking about it made his blood boil with excitement. Even Xu Jiahua gave it a two-word evaluation in his heart: impressive.

His friend also said that everyone in the industry was watching Muye Technology, and they should soon be raising their Series B funding. If any VC could invest in their Series B, given Tieba’s development speed, it would at least quintuple in value within a year.

One year, five times the return – this investment return rate far exceeded the real estate business Xu Jiahua was currently involved in. He had always tried to make himself the most brilliant among this generation of Xu family descendants. Now, to completely leave his siblings behind within the final one-year deadline, he had to find a way to make a final sprint, and the internet was precisely the best opportunity he had discovered for that sprint.

His main purpose in coming today was to meet the person in charge of “Muye Technology” and then find a way to invest in its Series B. But he never expected that the one sitting at Muye Technology’s booth would be Li Mu, with whom he had a grudge.

Xu Jiahua’s mind raced. He turned to Tang Quan and said sternly, “Later, come with me to say hello. You’ll apologize to Li Mu in person. Remember, it must be sincere!”

Tang Quan was dumbfounded.

Older brother, I was counting on you to help me vent my anger, and you’re telling me to apologize to him?!

Xu Jiahua’s mindset changed incredibly quickly. Before seeing the company nameplate in front of Li Mu, he saw Li Mu no differently than he would a fly. But upon seeing the words “Muye Technology,” he saw Li Mu as a god of wealth. Like Xu Jiaming, he wasn’t short on money; what he lacked was money earned through his own abilities. With Muye Technology being so highly sought after now, he naturally didn’t want to miss this opportunity.

What’s more, Xu Jiaming was sitting next to Li Mu, which put immense pressure on him. Xu Jiaming’s current investment business was a complete mess, and in Xu Jiahua’s eyes, he had no competitiveness whatsoever. However, his closeness with Li Mu was not a good thing. If Xu Jiaming invested in Muye Technology’s Series B, it would truly pose a threat to him.

It was precisely this mindset that led him to say to Tang Quan, who stood beside him with a look of disbelief, in an unquestionable tone: “Go over there now. You absolutely must not mess this up for me.”

Tang Quan grew anxious and said, “Brother Hua, you know how badly that kid messed me up…”

Xu Jiahua retorted, “You still can’t swallow your anger?”

Tang Quan blurted out, “I’ll never swallow it, not even if I die!”

Xu Jiahua frowned and asked again, “What if you can’t swallow it? Keep seeking retaliation against him? Have you forgotten how you were detained? You usually have some connections within the public security bureau, so how come after provoking Li Mu, not only did you get beaten, but none of your connections helped you?”

Tang Quan looked sullen. “It’s all because that kid has that ‘3321’ protecting him. Damn it, I later heard that after I went in, leaders from the Ministry of Education even went to inspect their work…”

Xu Jiahua said, “It’s good that you know. One must be practical. If Li Mu had no power, you could crush him to vent your anger. But the reality is, you’d be in trouble even if you touched him with a single finger. What’s the point of being so stubborn?”

Tang Quan said, “Consider me unlucky. Can’t I just keep to my own lane with him? Why do I have to apologize to him?”

Xu Jiahua was somewhat annoyed. Was Tang Quan’s brain broken? Was he really that lacking in perception? I told you to apologize, can’t you guess my real intention? He’s a damn idiot!

Seeing Xu Jiahua’s expression turn grim, Tang Quan immediately felt he might have said the wrong thing. Xu Jiahua was not a good, innocent person. Although Li Mu hadn’t directly clashed with him, that incident at the bowling alley had certainly caused him to lose a lot of reputation. Based on Tang Quan’s understanding of Xu Jiahua, Xu Jiahua definitely held some resentment towards Li Mu in his heart. Yet today, he was uncharacteristically telling Tang Quan to apologize to Li Mu. There had to be another motive. He looked at Li Mu, then at the four large characters “Muye Technology” in front of Li Mu, and after carefully considering the pros and cons, he finally understood Xu Jiahua’s intention.

Tang Quan knew that Xu Jiahua had always wanted to test the waters of the internet. Now it seemed he wanted to curry favor with Li Mu. Having figured this out, Tang Quan understood in his heart that he definitely couldn’t refuse Xu Jiahua’s command to apologize to Li Mu.

Although he was seething with anger, Tang Quan didn’t dare to defy Xu Jiahua in such matters. He could only follow behind Xu Jiahua, walking directly towards Li Mu.

Xu Jiaming looked up and saw the two suddenly appear. His expression immediately became a little unnatural. He thought, In this kind of setting, Xu Jiahua wouldn’t still be looking for trouble with me, would he? But to his surprise, Xu Jiahua was heading straight for Li Mu, who was beside him. Bringing Tang Quan with him, Xu Jiahua smiled and said, “Mr. Li, I didn’t expect us to meet again here.”

Li Mu looked up and saw Xu Jiahua and Tang Quan. His brows involuntarily furrowed. He was surprised, Attending an Internet Conference, how did I run into these two? Do they have anything to do with the internet?

At this moment, Xu Jiahua smiled with a benevolent expression and said, “Mr. Li, my young man here has offended you quite a bit before. I originally wanted him to find an opportunity to formally apologize to you after he got out, but I didn’t expect us to run into each other here today.”

As he spoke, Xu Jiahua turned to Tang Quan and said, “Tang Quan, haven’t you always said you felt guilty towards Mr. Li and wanted to find a chance to apologize to him? Hurry up and do it.”

Tang Quan’s face flushed. He took a step forward and, steeling himself, said to Li Mu, “I’m sorry, Li Mu. Everything before was my fault. Please, as the bigger person, don’t stoop to my level.”

After saying this, Tang Quan’s heart was twitching. He had been brutally beaten twice by Li Mu, gained no advantage, and ended up in a detention center, losing all his reputation. Today, facing the culprit, he even had to apologize proactively. This kind of humiliation was truly unprecedented.

Li Mu glanced at Tang Quan, then at Xu Jiahua. Neither of these two were good people. Why would they suddenly feel like apologizing to him? Could it be that, like those who handed him business cards, what they were really looking at was Muye Technology?

It was almost certainly the case. Li Mu then said indifferently to Tang Quan, “What’s done is done; let’s just pretend it never happened. As for us, let’s just pretend we’ve never met before and give each other enough space.”

The meaning was simple: Stay away from me; I don’t want to see you again.

Tang Quan was filled with shame and indignation, unsure how to respond, when Xu Jiahua beside him said, “You go sit down in your seat first.”

Tang Quan, as if granted a great pardon, quickly turned and left.

Seeing Tang Quan leave, Xu Jiahua took out his business card holder from his clothes, pulled out a gleaming gold business card, and handed it to Li Mu, saying with a smile, “Tang Quan is a young man of mine. I didn’t discipline him well, so I must bear some responsibility. Mr. Li, perhaps you could see when you have time, and honor me with your presence for a meal as an apology.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said indifferently, “Thank you for your kind offer, but let’s save it for another day. I’ve been truly too busy lately.”

Although Li Mu didn’t explicitly refuse, his attitude was already one of keeping people at arm’s length.

Xu Jiahua’s expression didn’t change. He nodded and said with a smile, “No problem. It won’t be too late to find another opportunity after you’ve finished this busy period.”

After speaking, Xu Jiahua looked at Xu Jiaming and said with a smile, “Jiaming, you don’t even say hello when you see me. Are you still mad at your older brother?”

Xu Jiaming said with a forced smile, “How could I be? I was just afraid of interrupting your conversation with Li Mu.”

Xu Jiahua smiled and said, “It’s fine. There’s no need for so much formality between us brothers. Do you have time tonight? Let’s have dinner together.”

Xu Jiaming replied, “Sorry, I have an appointment tonight.”

Xu Jiahua nodded, “It doesn’t matter if you have an appointment. Go ahead and take care of your business. We brothers can always arrange something.”

After speaking, Xu Jiahua greeted Li Mu, turned, and left.

After Xu Jiahua left, Xu Jiaming’s face immediately darkened. He knew Xu Jiahua’s character too well. How could someone so arrogant and presumptuous be so polite to Li Mu? The reason was obvious without needing to guess: wasn’t it because of Li Mu’s Muye Technology?





Chapter 283: Leaving with Nothing in Three Years

Xu Jiahua’s performance filled Xu Jiaming with worry. If Xu Jiahua had truly set his sights on Muye Technology, currently the most sought-after ship in the internet industry, then he would undoubtedly be greatly affected.

He and Li Mu had been getting along quite well recently, and Li Mu had asked him for help a few times. Based on his understanding of Li Mu, if he were to propose investing in Muye Technology, Li Mu probably wouldn’t refuse. If he could invest all his funds into Muye Technology, he would have a chance to turn the tables in the final year.

However, if Xu Jiahua also wanted to invest in Muye Technology, then regardless of whether Li Mu accepted his investment, Xu Jiahua would definitely try every means to obstruct his own investment. That would be truly disgusting.

Li Mu, on the other hand, wasn’t thinking that much. With the successive appearance of several “acquaintances,” Xu Jiahua was quickly forgotten. Mr. Ma from Alibaba came, and Mr. Ma from Tencent also arrived; Mr. Zhou from 3721 came, and Mr. Lei from Kingsoft also arrived. Li Xingping, the founder of Hao123, who was rated as the most impressive individual webmaster in the country, was also present.

More and more figures familiar to audiences in later generations entered one after another, but at this moment, they had no dazzling halos surrounding them. After arriving, some chatted with a few acquaintances, while others went directly to their seats. What Li Mu didn’t expect was that Lei Jun, who would later be known as Lei Bus, was sitting diagonally behind him.

The future Lei Bus had not yet started playing with hardware. His position was president of Kingsoft Software. Although Kingsoft wasn’t among the “Bigwig concentration area” on one side of the stage, it was arranged in the very center of the first row below the stage. This showed Kingsoft’s status in the internet industry. With Lenovo’s big brand supporting them and several popular products at the time, they were indeed a rather impressive company in the software field.

After Lei Bus sat down, he first chatted with acquaintances on both sides of him. Then, he turned his head and saw Mr. Li from Baidu. After exchanging a few pleasantries, he finally saw Li Mu directly behind him.

Lei Bus actually extended his hand to Li Mu first, smiling as he said, “Hello, I’m Lei Jun.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, shook his hand, and said, “Hello, Mr. Lei, my name is Li Mu.”

Lei Bus laughed, “I know you. I’ve seen you on TV. Tieba is truly a great product, and the battle you fought with Q Bar was simply too brilliant.”

Mr. Ma, who was also sitting in the first row, three seats away, heard the sound, turned his face to glance at the two, then retracted his gaze, his expression slightly unnatural.

Lei Bus saw Mr. Ma’s reaction and smiled faintly. He said to Li Mu, “I think your 3321’s Alipay business is also very interesting. It targets high-end social groups and university students. Our Joyo.com is doing quite well in the B2C field for books and audio-visual products. What do you think if we open 3321’s Alipay to Joyo.com, and we pay a certain channel fee?”

Li Mu was startled. Lei Bus’s vision was so sharp? He noticed Alipay at this point? Currently, Alipay was just a payment tool for 3321; he had never exposed its attribute as a payment channel!

In other words, even Mr. Ma from Alibaba probably hadn’t seen this layer yet, because he hadn’t even started Taobao’s business model. In his mindset, Alipay would definitely be a derivative product born from Taobao. But Lei Bus, who was in software, actually saw it?

However, Li Mu quickly reconsidered. What Lei Bus valued might not truly be Alipay itself, but rather Alipay’s users—the more than ten thousand parents who used 3321 to find tutors for their children, and the nearly twenty thousand university students looking for part-time tutoring jobs on 3321. Moreover, the business in Shanghai had already started to pick up, and it probably wouldn’t be long before it reached the same scale as Yanjing.

High-income, computer-literate, and internet-savvy middle-aged people could basically be considered high-end user groups, and they had purchasing power. Such users’ demand for physical books must be higher than that of ordinary people. And university students, needless to say, almost went to a bookstore every week, whether for study or interest.

Lei Bus probably took a fancy to these high-quality customers in his hands, which was why he used Alipay as an entry point to talk to him about this.

Li Mu smiled humbly and said tentatively, “Chairman Lei, although Alipay was never intended to be open to third-party companies, since you’ve mentioned it, we can consider cooperation. However, to ensure the purity of 3321, we can only provide the Alipay interface, not any 3321 users. Otherwise, people might suspect us of using 3321 for commercial profit.”

Lei Bus was momentarily stunned, then gave an awkward laugh, “Alright, hehehe, I’ll have my subordinates contact you another day.” After saying that, he nodded and turned his head away.

Li Mu, however, was dumbfounded. Lei Bus was quite realistic; hearing the implication in his words, his attitude immediately changed. He said he’d have his subordinates contact him another day, but he hadn’t even asked for Li Mu’s contact information. This statement was truly a bit hypocritical.

But Li Mu thought carefully about Lei Bus’s future actions and didn’t find it strange. He gave a self-deprecating smile and didn’t take it to heart anymore.

…

The Internet Conference entering its formal stage was actually quite boring. The Host came out to warm up the atmosphere, and then it entered the mode of leadership speeches. After the leaders finished talking about various requirements, prospects, and hopes for the internet, the venue then entered the time slot for industry Bigwig speeches.

During the several breaks in between, each break became a good opportunity for industry insiders to chat in small groups. Li Mu stayed in his seat, and many people would come up to chat with him, incidentally asking about Muye Technology’s next development direction. Li Mu was originally prepared to politely refuse to answer this question, but to his surprise, too many people were indeed paying attention to Muye Technology. Among them, some were simply curious, some wanted to evaluate Muye Technology’s future development prospects, and some were worried that Muye Technology’s future direction would clash with their own.

Li Mu then organized a unified reply in his mind, saying, “Muye Technology will definitely continue to do a good job with Tieba, the world’s largest Chinese community, and find ways to achieve horizontal development based on Tieba. In addition, I personally am very optimistic about navigation websites. Plus, now that a navigation website has sold our ‘Tieba’ keyword and shamelessly siphoned off a lot of our traffic, we are also preparing to build our own navigation site. This should be Tieba’s key goal for the next stage.”

Everyone knew Li Mu’s words were alluding to Hao123 and didn’t doubt what he said. However, Mr. Li next to him secretly cursed Li Mu in his heart, thinking that the kid was too shameless to even bother coming up with a new excuse for lying.

In the afternoon, Li Mu humbly listened to the speeches of several industry bigwigs from his seat. NetEase’s Mr. Ding’s bold predictions about internet games greatly benefited Li Mu. He had never made games before and lacked sufficient understanding of online games. However, Mr. Ding repeatedly mentioned the huge appeal of internet games to users in his speech and compared the game business to the bone marrow of the human body. Its implication was clear: for a large internet company, the game business carried the important role of producing blood.

For a company, blood is money, the most crucial part driving the company’s operation. And online games have exceptionally strong cash flow. In the future, Shanda, The9; and later Tencent, NetEase, their core revenue basically came from online games.

However, the concept that online games could make big money was not yet widely believed by internet practitioners at the time. So, throughout Mr. Ding’s entire speech, almost everyone looked surprised and puzzled, some even disdainful. Only one person listened with shining eyes, and that person was Chen Tianqiao, the CEO of Shanda.

Li Mu also felt a bit eager. Making games was indeed very profitable, and it generated large amounts of cash. But he didn’t have the energy to plan for games right now. Should he quickly make some money and acquire a game company? With a game operation team, he could operate impressive games himself as soon as they came out.

But, which game companies were worth acquiring right now?

Shanda was out of the question; Legend was gaining strong momentum, and Chen Tianqiao wouldn’t let outsiders get on board at this time even if he were beaten to death. NetEase was an internet Bigwig now and wouldn’t pay him any attention at all. Tencent, like himself, hadn’t started making games yet. Other numerous companies hadn’t truly begun to rise yet.

Li Mu quickly pulled out the seating chart and looked at the names of the participating companies one by one, searching for clues from his memory. Halfway through, his eyes suddenly lit up.

Shanghai The9.

This was also a very impressive game company back then, starting as a virtual community, later rising with Mu Online, and successfully listing on NASDAQ through the agency of World of Warcraft. However, later, due to operational missteps and the founder Zhu Jun’s arrogance, the once very impressive The9 completely went downhill.

However, what made Li Mu curious was, what was the situation of The9 now? Legend had just become popular; their Miracle would probably come later, at least not until next year, and in his memory, true commercial operation was in 2003, more than a year from now.

Li Mu asked Mr. Li next to him, “Mr. Li, do you know about The9?”

Mr. Li frowned at Li Mu and said sincerely, “To be honest, I really don’t want to talk to you right now…”

Li Mu nudged him with his elbow, smiling, “Don’t be so petty, we’re partners, aren’t we?”

Mr. Li grumbled, “Yes, partners. Precisely because we’re partners, I’ve never thought of tricking you. What about you?”

Li Mu said with a sincere expression, “I haven’t tricked you either!”

Mr. Li scoffed and didn’t want to continue arguing with Li Mu on this topic. On the surface, it was mutually willing, but in reality, Li Mu had dug a pit for him. Everyone knew this well in their heart, but once it was brought up, it would just be a case of each side having their own argument, which was pointless, truly damn pointless.

Seeing that he stopped talking, Li Mu tapped the table and smiled, “I know you have an issue with me. How about this: I promise to gradually reduce my shareholding in Eting Technology and transfer the shares to Baidu in batches. Within the next three years, I will completely handle all Eting Technology shares and leave with nothing. How does that sound?”





Chapter 284: Blocking Its Path

For Li Mu, Eting.com had two missions: one was to provide the first stepping stone for Tieba, and the other was to make money.

Now, Eting.com had perfectly accomplished its first mission. All that remained was to sell it for a profit. The only reason it hadn’t been sold yet was that the price hadn’t reached Li Mu’s satisfaction.

Currently, Eting.com was exploiting legal loopholes to engage in piracy. Although there were no laws or regulations to restrict it yet, it would eventually become a target of public criticism. However, Li Mu had set a strict requirement for himself: to transfer all his shares and completely withdraw from Eting.com within three years, at the very latest.

Hence, his statement to Manager Li: “Leaving Eting Technology with Nothing within three years.”

Li Mu’s words struck Manager Li like a thunderclap.

After losing Tieba, his biggest hope, besides Baidu, was Eting.com. He dreamed of gaining a controlling stake and integrating Eting.com directly into Baidu Search. However, he only held a 30% stake. He had originally thought that acquiring more shares from Li Mu would be a series of mentally exhausting battles. He never expected Li Mu to be willing to voluntarily leave with nothing within three years, transferring all the shares to him.

Although he didn’t know why Li Mu would so generously abandon Eting.com’s promising future, Manager Li was incredibly excited at that moment. He blurted out, “Is that true? You’re not digging another pit for me, are you?”

Li Mu smiled, no longer calling him Manager Li, but addressing him by his English name like an old friend: “Robin, honestly, my energy is limited. Eting.com has already fallen to the bottom of my priority list. I only value Tieba, otherwise, I wouldn’t have let you convert your shares into Eting.com’s.”

Manager Li nodded and said, “Go on.”

Li Mu chuckled and leaned closer to him, saying, “I just heard Mr. Ding talk about the gaming market, and it felt like a revelation. I want to get into the gaming industry now. I just asked you about The9. A friend mentioned to me before that this company seems to be involved in gaming-related things, so I wanted to ask if you know anything about them.”

Manager Li said, “Don’t talk about games yet. Let’s get back to Eting Technology. Are you really letting go within three years?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said with certainty. “It’s not of much use to me. You’re the one who needs it most. I guessed you’re dreaming of integrating Eting.com into Baidu Search. Don’t worry, I’ll make your wish come true in 2002.”

Manager Li was startled. Li Mu could guess so accurately? This guy had truly sharp insight!

Amidst his surprise, he pressed Li Mu, “You mean, you’ll let me have a controlling stake in Eting.com within 2002?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded. “Robin, it’s the same old saying: we’re partners. Would I trick you?”

Manager Li pondered for a moment, then nodded cautiously.

Li Mu sighed, “You’re really no fun. Our cooperation is only at the Eting Technology level now. What’s the point of me tricking you about this? I genuinely think you’re a good person and I want to be friends with you. If you don’t trust me like this, then just pretend I didn’t say anything. But I also guarantee you, from now on, I won’t transfer a single point of Eting.com’s shares to you.”

Manager Li immediately grew anxious. “Hey, what kind of talk is that? Speaking so absolutely between partners hurts feelings.”

Li Mu pouted and retorted, “You’ve been looking at me with distrust all this time. Doesn’t that hurt feelings? I’m talking to you about this with a hundred percent sincere heart, and what about you? What kind of attitude is that?”

Manager Li quickly took the seating chart from Li Mu’s hand and said, “Alright, let’s talk about The9. I know a bit about this company.”

Seeing that he was finally coming around, Li Mu smiled faintly and didn’t press the issue, instead asking him, “Tell me, what do you know?”

Manager Li said, “This company isn’t doing games right now. They just launched a gaming-related online community called Gamenow. It was doing pretty well at first, then they tried to use the community to do e-commerce, which turned into a complete mess. This year, 17173 first snatched their traffic, and then your Tieba came along and snatched traffic from both of them. Now all the game players have run off to Tieba. Those two sites probably won’t last much longer.”

Li Mu remembered that The9 was indeed quite miserable before it became the agent for Mu Online, but he didn’t know exactly how miserable.

In fact, The9 first created Gamenow, then tried to expand into e-commerce on Gamenow. In 2001, they lost sixteen million yuan, which was utterly disastrous. Although they became the agent for Mu Online in 2002, they still lost twenty to thirty million yuan for the entire fiscal year. It wasn’t until 2003 that they suddenly surged due to the immense popularity of Mu Online.

It could be said that Zhu Jun and Chen Tianqiao started similarly, each relying on one hugely popular game to leap to the top of the industry. Chen Tianqiao had already seen spring, but Zhu Jun was still struggling in the depths of winter.

The most interesting thing was that Li Mu’s appearance and the emergence of Tieba had a significant impact on all other Chinese-language online communities, including The9’s Gamenow.

Li Mu thought to himself, he wondered if Mu Online had been developed yet. It might have already launched in Korea. He estimated that he could acquire the exclusive agency rights for mainland China from the Korean game company for a few million yuan. However, the biggest cost wouldn’t be the authorization fee, but the powerful hardware that needed continuous expansion and upgrades to support an online game, as well as the enormous promotional expenses.

However, this cost shouldn’t be too high. A quick calculation could give an estimate of the investment. If they lost sixteen million in 2001 and thirty million in 2002, that’s an increase of fourteen million in losses from 2001 to 2002. Assuming all these losses were due to Mu Online, this money should cover all expenses for agency fees, team building, hardware setup, and initial promotion.

Li Mu asked Manager Li next to him, “Robin, how much is The9 worth now?”

Manager Li thought for a moment and said, “Tens of millions, probably. They’re losing quite a bit right now and haven’t found a good direction or profit model. They’re probably not highly regarded in the capital market.”

Li Mu then asked, “If they can’t find a profit model, how long can they last at most?”

Manager Li chuckled, “If they still can’t find a profit model in 2002, this company is doomed.”

Li Mu laughed, “Robin, you really have a deep understanding of the companies in this industry.”

“Not really. I don’t know that much. The one sitting in front of you does.”

Li Mu frowned. Was he talking about Lei Jun? What kind of routine was this?

Robin immediately explained, “He’s known in the industry as Crafty.”

Li Mu nodded, “I understand.”

From that moment until the end of the Internet Conference, Li Mu had only one thing on his mind: seize the agency rights for Mu Online, block The9’s path, use Tieba to completely suppress Gamenow, accelerate The9’s downfall, and first put them in a dead end.

After returning to Yucheng Garden, Li Mu checked the situation of Mu Online. It turned out the game had already launched in Korea and seemed to be operating quite well. It was considered the best online game of 2001 in Korea and was much more popular than Legend there.

Li Mu calculated in his mind. Currently, there really weren’t any reliable games he could get his hands on. If he took Mu Online, The9 would probably have to develop their own games if they wanted to stay in the gaming business, but they were constantly losing money and simply didn’t have the financial strength to develop an online game.

Li Mu called Lin Qingya and asked her to pay attention to Mu Online in Korea. If possible, she should try to contact its parent company and inquire about the approximate cost of the exclusive agency rights for mainland China.

Then Li Mu called Kong Lingyu and asked him to allocate some funds in the next few days for a promotional campaign targeting all gaming Tieba forums. He needed to find a way to poach as many users as possible from Gamenow and 17173. If an online army was needed, he could directly contact Zhao Kang.

No sooner had he finished giving these instructions than Zhao Kang arrived.

Rushing to Yucheng Garden, Zhao Kang eagerly asked Li Mu as soon as he entered, “Our people are ready, and over one million users in the Tieba Family are waiting. When do we start? I can’t wait to forum bomb Q Bar again!”

Li Mu smiled, checked the time—8:20 PM—and told him, “At 8:50, quickly tell as many people as possible how to forum bomb. Start precisely at 9:00.”

As he spoke, Li Mu reminded him, “Don’t forget to release a smoke screen first. Call everyone to flood Q Bar with posts to confuse them, and then attack with in-site messages.”

Zhao Kang immediately said, “I’ll instruct them now to gather everyone to start posting around 8:40.”

Li Mu nodded, opened Tieba’s data monitoring backend, and looked at the current online data. He couldn’t help but sigh. At this time, Tieba had about two million online users, with over seventy percent concentrated in the Tieba Family. The previous forum bombing incident had indeed made Tieba widely known online. A large number of netizens came because of its reputation and were then directly converted into Tieba users, and this number was still growing.

Meanwhile, at the Q Bar division, Luo Zhongwen looked at Tieba’s real-time data estimates with deep concern. The origin of the forum bombing—the “Tieba Family” forum—had approximately 1.3 to 1.5 million users online at that moment. He knew that such a massive lineup was waiting for another forum bombing event. Q Bar was about to face an even greater test, and he couldn’t be sure if the current server load capacity could withstand an attack from so many people.

Just thinking about this kind of human wave tactic, which lacked any technical skill, sent shivers down Luo Zhongwen’s spine. When the numbers reached such a scale, even spitting could drown someone.

However, after careful consideration, Luo Zhongwen felt deep down that it wouldn’t be a big problem. Q Bar’s server load capacity was already very powerful. A million people online simultaneously, publishing content at the same time, was no issue at all. Moreover, there was now a post time limit. As long as Q Bar’s servers withstood one wave, Tieba’s users would lose!





Chapter 285: Another Forum Bombing!

At 8:30 PM, the Q Bar employee responsible for monitoring Tieba users’ movements reported to Luo Zhongwen: “People from Tieba are posting to announce the forum bombing time. They say they’ll collectively forum bomb us at 8:40 PM!”

Luo Zhongwen checked the time and sneered, “Ten minutes is enough for us to prepare. Technical department, get ready. Starting at 8:50 PM, for half an hour, any user who posts on Q Bar will be permanently banned from posting!”

The technical department employees immediately stood by, ready to eliminate the opponent’s effective forces at the first opportunity, as per Luo Zhongwen’s instructions.

If the accounts of millions of Tieba users couldn’t post on Q Bar, they would essentially have no combat power.

Luo Zhongwen’s hands trembled nervously, his mood seemingly carrying a hint of excitement. His fists clenched, making a cracking sound as he thought, “Today, I’ll see what other tricks you have up your sleeve.”

At 8:40 PM, the logged-in users of Q Bar surged from fifty thousand at 6:00 PM to one million four hundred fifty thousand, an increase of one million four hundred thousand people. There was no need to guess what these one million four hundred thousand people were here for.

The one million four hundred thousand Tieba users were quite organized and disciplined. They logged in but didn’t post, each lying in wait in their assigned Q Bar sections, having already prepared their threads and content, just waiting for the exact moment to post.

Time passed minute by minute. Luo Zhongwen was sweating nervously, and the other employees were the same. With the experience of the first time, they all knew that victory or defeat was decided in an instant. As long as they withstood the first wave, Q Bar would win. However, if they couldn’t withstand the first wave, there would be nothing they could do. If the server crashed again due to exceeding its capacity, no one would be able to help.

With two or three minutes left until 8:50 PM, several thousand people, unable to hold back, began posting. Several thousand people were nothing to the current Q Bar server, like small change.

The moment 8:50 PM arrived, countless netizens in front of their computers abandoned everything they were doing and concentrated on Q Bar to start posting. Last time, one million people responded, but hundreds of thousands of them crashed Q Bar’s server, with the rest unable to get in from start to finish. But this time was different. This time, millions of people posted simultaneously. The system only experienced some lag in the first two minutes, but it wasn’t inaccessible.

Li Mu kept refreshing the Q Bar webpage. Although the speed was a bit slow, it wasn’t like last time where he couldn’t get in at all. This proved that Q Bar had indeed spent heavily to upgrade its servers. Handling millions of people posting simultaneously was no longer an issue for Q Bar.

Luo Zhongwen stared intently at the data compiled by the technical team. From 8:40 PM until 8:53 PM, in these thirteen minutes, a total of over one million three hundred thousand posts were made.

These over one million three hundred thousand posts were mostly denouncing Q Bar’s shirking of responsibility, with the content largely revolving around a few key points: copying Tieba content was clearly their official act, yet they found various excuses and pushed the blame onto users, making users take the blame for their infringement. Such shamelessness was rarely seen in the world.

Over one million three hundred thousand posts meant that over one million three hundred thousand users had lost their combat power. This was almost the vast majority of the forum bombing main force tonight.

Luo Zhongwen couldn’t help but burst into laughter. Having withstood the first traffic surge of one million three hundred thousand, it proved that Q Bar’s server had reached an impressive level, becoming impregnable. With one million three hundred thousand users unable to post, the remaining one to two hundred thousand couldn’t stir up any waves.

Excitedly, he announced to everyone: “Tieba has run out of ideas! We’ve won this time!”

With that, he immediately instructed the staff: “Quickly batch process the junk content they sent.”

“Alright!”

The excited employees also began to handle the large amount of junk content that had just flooded in, while the technical department started running batch scripts to permanently ban users from posting. It would take some time to process over one million users.

The entire Q Bar business unit was in an uproar of celebration. Everyone was full of energy, working hard to clean up the battlefield.

Luo Zhongwen, full of vigor, called Mr. Ma, who was attending the Internet Conference in Yanjing. His first words were: “Mr. Ma, Tieba just organized another forum bombing campaign.”

Mr. Ma quickly asked, “How’s the situation?”

Luo Zhongwen excitedly said: “Our server’s capacity far exceeded their expectations. Our servers handled over one million three hundred thousand Tieba users posting very well. Now we are concentrating on setting permanent posting bans for these over one million users.”

Mr. Ma said with satisfaction: “Well done. You must keep it up and ensure Q Bar has no more mishaps.”

Luo Zhongwen said with extreme determination: “Mr. Ma, please rest assured, I will do my best in this matter!”

Just as Luo Zhongwen was enthusiastically reporting to Mr. Ma, Li Mu said to Zhao Kang beside him: “Let’s start. Let everyone unleash a wave first and see how long their server can hold up!”

Zhao Kang couldn’t help but laugh: “Although their server didn’t crash, half of those posts only appeared successfully after a minute. The server response time is too long. Facing our next offensive of one in-site message every few seconds, I think it will be completely finished within a minute!”

Li Mu smiled: “Hurry up and give the order, I’m getting a bit impatient!”

The over one million users who could no longer post on Q Bar now received notifications that spread from one to ten, and ten to a hundred. When they learned of the latest forum bombing method, they immediately opened Q Bar’s in-site message function and began preparing to send in-site messages. At this very moment, Luo Zhongwen and all the Q Bar staff were completely unaware, still immersed in the joy of victory, convinced that Tieba users no longer had any combat power. Even if each of them logged in with an alias and continued to post, Q Bar had absolutely nothing to worry about, because they could withstand the traffic surge brought by these over one million people.

However, they never expected that everyone had changed their routine. They prohibited users from posting and replying, but they never prohibited users from sending in-site messages…

The technical staff, who were deleting content and running scripts to ban accounts, suddenly found that their execution speed became abnormally slow. The script running on the server, which could originally ban thousands of users in a second, suddenly slowed down to only a dozen or so per second. The speed of content deletion also dropped to single digits per second. One of the technical staff couldn’t help but blurt out: “What’s going on? The server execution speed suddenly slowed down so much?”

No sooner had he spoken than the speed slowed down again…

At this moment, all Tieba users participating in the forum bombing were using Q Bar’s in-site message function to send messages to each other indiscriminately. They could send an in-site message every few seconds. In an instant, millions of in-site messages flooded the server, which then had to distribute and deliver them. This immediately increased the server’s load. If it were just one wave of in-site messages, the server could still handle it. But the key was that the server needed at least ten-odd seconds or even longer to process the sending, receiving, and delivery of millions of in-site messages and then feedback the delivery status information. However, the users’ second wave of in-site messages had already flooded in within a few seconds, starting to queue for processing in the sending and receiving system, which instantly greatly increased the server’s workload.

By the third round, only ten-odd seconds had passed, and three to four million in-site messages were already making it very difficult for the server to handle. It was at this point that the Q Bar staff discovered that the backend script running speed had suddenly slowed down significantly.

But by then, the server’s load was already enormous.

They had no time to check where the problem was. Immediately after, wave after wave of in-site message requests flooded the server. As more and more in-site messages piled up, it was like a warehouse overflow during a Double Eleven shopping festival. For example, if a warehouse has a capacity of ten thousand tons, and the company mobilizes all its transport resources to ship three thousand tons of goods per day, they might think it’s enough to cope. But unexpectedly, three thousand tons of goods could flood into their warehouse every hour. After a few rounds, the warehouse would be completely overwhelmed.

The principle of server overload is the same as logistics warehouse overflow. Originally, Q Bar had set limits, strictly restricting the total volume of “goods” entering daily. But unexpectedly, Li Mu directly changed his routine. You won’t accept goods? Fine, then I won’t give you goods, I’ll send you junk. The goal is the same: to fill your warehouse to bursting, no matter what it’s filled with, as long as it bursts.

Within half a minute, Q Bar’s server was on the verge of crashing. Several technical staff members said in horror:

“It seems there’s a sudden, massive data write demand, and this demand is constantly accumulating!”

“This isn’t logical! We clearly restricted their accounts from posting and replying, and even if they re-registered accounts, these over one million people shouldn’t be able to shake our server!”

“The backend script has completely stopped running!”

“Server anomaly data is unviewable, it’s almost frozen, even we can barely access it.”

Luo Zhongwen’s legs went weak, and he almost couldn’t stand. Just moments ago, he was celebrating victory, how could the situation suddenly take such an incredible and unfathomable turn?! The server was about to crash, but who could tell him what happened? Which link went wrong?

At this moment, a technical staff member suddenly cried out tragically: “It’s over, the server is down!”

Everyone’s faces instantly turned ashen, a stark contrast to their excited expressions half a minute ago. It was truly worlds apart.

Luo Zhongwen’s vision went black, and he collapsed onto the ground.

Seeing that the opponent’s server was unresponsive and completely down, Li Mu knew that his second forum bombing operation against Q Bar had succeeded. He was about to celebrate, but then a thought suddenly struck him. He turned to Zhao Kang and said: “Should we test how much instant capacity QQ’s registration server has?”





Chapter 286: Complete Victory

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, Zhao Kang understood what devious plan Li Mu was hatching.

However, Zhao Kang didn’t know much about technology, so he asked Li Mu in surprise, “QQ can handle several million people chatting simultaneously, so its server load capacity should be very strong, right?”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s for sure. However, the redundant space for the registration function’s servers won’t be reserved extensively. For tens of millions of users and peak concurrent online users in the millions, the corresponding registration function shouldn’t be very robust. It’s like a school of ten thousand people wouldn’t build a restroom system that can accommodate one thousand people simultaneously; the designed load capacity can’t be too high.”

Zhao Kang understood and chuckled, “You mean their registration function can’t handle a million people registering simultaneously, and if we mobilize everyone to register new accounts, we can cause them server downtime?”

Li Mu said, “It’s impossible to bring down their entire server system. At most, we can crash their account registration system.”

Zhao Kang said disappointedly, “That’s so boring. It would be great if we could bring all of them down.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Q Bar’s server downtime has no direct impact on QQ itself. What we need to do now is let them know that angering the Tieba users won’t just lead to resistance against Q Bar; it could even affect their most important product. Problems with Q Bar are just a superficial injury to them, but if their core product has issues, that’s an internal injury.”

“Understood.” Zhao Kang immediately contacted his subordinates, taking advantage of the opponent’s belief that the forum bombing incident was over, to mobilize forces and shift the battle to QQ for another wave.

At this moment, the Q Bar business unit was utterly silent. Luo Zhongwen was helped to a chair, his mind still blank. Several minutes later, he came to his senses and questioned the technical staff, “What exactly went wrong? We expanded our servers by more than three times, and we could easily handle over one million people posting simultaneously, so why were we still forum bombed by Tieba users?”

The technical staff quickly identified the cause and reported, “They found a vulnerability in the in-site message system. In less than a minute just now, our servers received over ten million in-site message requests. We were already running scripts to ban accounts and simultaneously mass-deleting those over one million posts. The servers simply couldn’t cope. Moreover, we didn’t expect them to target the in-site messages, so we hadn’t placed any restrictions on them.”

“Damn it!” Luo Zhongwen couldn’t help but curse. “They’re too insidious! It’s clear there are professionals behind this, otherwise, how could users find our in-site message vulnerability!”

The technical staff nodded and said, “Yes, there must be official Tieba personnel behind this, strategizing and guiding these over one million people to forum bomb. But there’s nothing we can do, after all, these millions of people are doing it voluntarily.”

Luo Zhongwen couldn’t help but grit his teeth. Such a great career advancement opportunity, and he’d messed it up twice! That damned Tieba is truly a pain in the ass, absolutely petty and vengeful. Didn’t he just copy some high-quality content from them? Was it really necessary to go to such extremes?

Luo Zhongwen had previously been a project manager within the main business system. It was only because of the internal establishment of the Q Bar business unit that he had the opportunity to take over this newly formed department. If the Q Bar business unit grew strong, his career path would have an excellent foundation. However, he never dreamed that Q Bar would be slapped in the face by Tieba twice in a row, so soon after its launch, and while he was still full of ambition, ready to make a name for himself.

The last forum bombing by a million people had already made Q Bar a target of condemnation and ridicule in public opinion. Even the Big Boss had issued a directive, telling the Q Bar business unit to quickly resolve the issues, relaunch, and withstand the pressure to develop users. But unexpectedly, just one day after its second launch, it was forum bombed again by those Tieba bastards!

Luo Zhongwen couldn’t imagine how the media and public opinion would evaluate this forum bombing incident. It would probably be even more severe than the last condemnation, right?

The person in charge of technology saw that Luo Zhongwen seemed to have also gone into server downtime, and couldn’t help but remind him, “General Manager Luo, our server capacity reserves were sufficient this time; they just exploited a loophole. If we disable the in-site message function now, we can relaunch.”

Luo Zhongwen seemed to grasp at a lifeline and eagerly pressed, “How long will it take?!”

The person in charge of technology said, “Twenty minutes at most.”

“Quick! Try to relaunch within fifteen minutes!”



Unlike the gloomy atmosphere in the Q Bar business unit, the entire Tieba, and even the entire internet, was now boiling with excitement.

Because of the first forum bombing incident, the online attention on the battle between Tieba and Q Bar was extremely high. Online media had also been closely following the latest developments in the competition between the two companies. Therefore, when Q Bar’s servers went down again this time, they almost simultaneously followed up and reported on it.

Just as news of the second forum bombing was rapidly spreading online, QQ’s technical staff discovered server anomalies.

Originally, QQ had only hundreds of thousands of new registered users daily, distributed over 24 hours, and instantaneous registered users had almost never exceeded ten thousand. But now, instantaneous registered users suddenly surged by nearly a hundredfold.

Within a few minutes, at least a million people were registering new QQ accounts, and their registration speed was incredibly fast. Some with quick fingers would register one, then immediately go to register a second. In less than two minutes, the account registration system crashed. Although it didn’t affect the normal use of the software, the registration function was completely paralyzed.

No one had expected that Tieba users would turn to the QQ software to vent their anger. When QQ came under attack, the company’s senior executives could no longer remain calm.

Tencent’s senior executives quickly learned the news. The Big Boss angrily gestured to a vice president under him, laying out three demands:

First, immediately transfer Luo Zhongwen out of the Q Bar business unit. He is to return to his original department and position, receive a public reprimand across the entire company, and have half a year’s bonus deducted. The vice president will personally take charge of the Q Bar business unit.

Second, immediately conduct a thorough inspection of Q Bar’s frontend and backend. A third forum bombing incident must absolutely not occur.

Third, immediately issue an apology letter, shifting the responsibility for previously copying Tieba content onto Luo Zhongwen. Also, announce Luo Zhongwen’s dismissal from his position as General Manager of the Q Bar business unit to alleviate netizens’ anger towards Q Bar. After New Year’s Day, publicly initiate a self-inspection, and then fire Luo Zhongwen, using him to make a statement to the media and netizens to quell public outrage. Furthermore, Q Bar’s future development must absolutely not use similar methods again.

Luo Zhongwen was anxiously waiting for the Q Bar technical staff to work overtime to block the in-site message function and delete the junk content so Q Bar could relaunch. He had no idea that due to his actions, the company’s most core product had been threatened.

The company’s vice president rushed back to the office from home, heading directly to the Q Bar business unit’s office, and angrily questioned Luo Zhongwen, “What have you done?! How could you cause such a huge mess repeatedly!”

Luo Zhongwen was stunned. He hadn’t expected the vice president to rush back to the company just to question him. He could only brace himself and say, “General Manager Guo, please don’t be angry. This time, Tieba was just too insidious. They first found a vulnerability in our in-site message system, and then secretly instigated millions of Tieba users to come over…”

The vice president, whose surname was Guo, rudely interrupted him and snapped, “I don’t care who instigated it! Q Bar, which you’re responsible for, has been forum bombed twice in a row and is now a laughingstock in the industry! Most importantly, tonight, even QQ was attacked by the other side! If anything happens to QQ, can you bear that responsibility?”

Luo Zhongwen was shocked: “QQ was attacked too? What happened…”

The vice president waved his hand and said, “You can go home now. After the New Year’s Day holiday, report back to your original department. Half a year’s bonus will be deducted, and you’ll receive a public reprimand across the entire company!”

Luo Zhongwen immediately panicked and hastily pleaded, “General Manager Guo, Tieba was behind this, we were caught off guard!”

The vice president retorted, “If you hadn’t been so clever as to have people steal Tieba’s content, how would we be in this situation today?”

Luo Zhongwen was instantly speechless.

The Q Bar business unit was handed over to him, and he saw it as a great opportunity to prove himself. So, as soon as he took over the Q Bar business unit, he prepared a series of unconventional operational methods, aiming to achieve results quickly and let his superiors see his capabilities. He thought that with these methods, Tieba could at most protest and wouldn’t be able to do anything to him. But he never expected his actions to stir up public outrage online, leading to a massive backlash.

The vice president said coldly at this moment, “Alright, go back and think things over carefully.”

Luo Zhongwen nodded dejectedly, stood up, packed his belongings, and said in a hoarse voice, “General Manager Guo, I’ll head back now.”

The vice president waved his hand, saying nothing more, but as he watched Luo Zhongwen’s retreating figure, a hint of pity arose in his heart.



The next day was the last day of 2001. Q Bar relaunched at 8 AM the following morning, and immediately after going live, it issued a statement:

In the statement, Q Bar admitted that there had been actions infringing upon Tieba and Tieba users’ rights during its operation. In response, the company had already dismissed Luo Zhongwen, the person in charge of Q Bar’s operations, and promised to delete all infringing content. At the same time, it would initiate a self-inspection and provide an explanation to the vast number of netizens after New Year’s Day.

Internet users all said that in this war between Tieba and Q Bar, Tieba had achieved a complete victory.

For Li Mu, Q Bar’s threat was now negligible. After these two forum bombings, Tieba’s reputation was widely known. While Q Bar also became widely known, its reputation in the minds of netizens was completely ruined. It had now reached a point where people were even ashamed to use Q Bar. For Q Bar to grow large, it was practically impossible in the short term, and even more so in the long term!

Li Mu wrote a brief announcement and handed it to Kong Lingyu, asking him to publish it on the Tieba homepage and in the sticky post lists of every Tieba forum. The announcement’s content was simple: First, it thanked everyone for everything they had done to protect the legitimate rights and interests of netizens and Tieba. Tieba would always stand with its users and would always pursue to the end any companies or individuals who infringed upon Tieba’s rights. At the same time, it also hoped that the vast number of Tieba users would work with Tieba to protect the legitimate rights and interests of the Tieba family, and together create an online paradise for everyone.

Additionally, Tieba would officially launch the Personal Space feature at midnight on January 1st, and for the first time, a independently developed casual fun game would be included within Personal Space. It hoped that everyone would log into Tieba after midnight and click to try it out.

Tieba’s first ultimate weapon – Happy Farm – was officially launching tonight at 24:00, which is midnight on January 1, 2002.





Chapter 287: New Product

The last day of 2001, heavy snow fell. The city didn’t become more beautiful because of the snow; instead, it was dirty everywhere, making it hard to walk. This was when Renmin University’s campus showed its advantages. The school was relatively clean, and there wasn’t much vehicle traffic, so it was covered in a blanket of white. Li Mu returned to Renmin University and was a diligent student for the day.

At noon, the six people in the dorm room met up at the dining hall. Sun Jian, the oldest, asked everyone about their New Year’s Day holiday plans. Hu Zhengdao said he was going out of town and might stay there for three days. Sun Jian curiously asked him, “Aren’t you going to take care of Yan Nan’s mother anymore?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Liu Jie will be with her these few days, and that single girl from their dorm room is also accompanying her.”

Sun Jian then asked, “What are you going out of town for?”

Hu Zhengdao glanced at Li Mu and told Sun Jian, “To visit a friend.”

Sun Jian nodded, knowing Hu Zhengdao didn’t want to elaborate, so he didn’t ask further.

Li Mu knew clearly that Hu Zhengdao wanted to take advantage of the New Year’s Day holiday to visit more places out of town and expand the marketing network for the cheats/hacks.

Sun Jian then asked Xue Jianfeng, “What about you? What are your plans for the three-day New Year’s Day holiday?”

Xue Jianfeng said, “I’m taking Chen Jiao to Wutai Mountain to look around. She’s always wanted to go.”

Sun Jian sighed, “It’s different when you have a girlfriend.”

Then he looked at Li Mu and said, “What about you, third oldest? What are your plans?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I don’t have much to do on the first, but I’ll be busy on the second and third.”

Ning Hao was almost done with filming in Haizhou. Some staff members, with equipment no longer needed in Haizhou, had already returned and were starting to set up filming locations in Yanjing. Ning Hao should also be back by the second. At that time, filming would continue at a rapid pace.

Sun Jian felt a bit dejected. He looked at Li Yawei and simply ignored him. That guy went home every weekend, let alone for New Year’s Day.

After looking around, only Liu Nian was left in the dorm room. Sun Jian knew Liu Nian was always frugal, so it was impossible for him to go home or out of town for New Year’s Day. He then asked Liu Nian, “Xiao Niannian, shall we spend these three days together?”

Liu Nian nodded. “Okay, Bro Jian, I only have three class hours each day during New Year’s Day, and I’m free the rest of the time.”

Sun Jian then said, “Let’s go visit the Summer Palace tomorrow.”

Li Mu suddenly remembered Su Yingxue had mentioned the New Year’s Eve gala to him. He curiously asked, “Didn’t you say there was a gala? Is it tonight?”

Sun Jian looked at Li Mu with a helpless expression and said, “You’re a typical student thug, appearing and disappearing unpredictably all day long, and you don’t know anything about school matters.”

Li Yawei, who was nearby, spoke up and said, “Many students went home tonight. Many places still attach great importance to the New Year’s Day holiday, so the school’s New Year’s Eve gala usually isn’t held on the night of December 31st. Our school’s is on the evening of the fifth, which is Saturday.”

Li Mu nodded with an ‘I see’ expression. Xue Jianfeng asked very curiously, “Your childhood sweetheart from high school is hosting the gala, how come you haven’t paid any attention?”

Li Mu awkwardly said, “I’ve been busy lately, you know.”

Xue Jianfeng said, “Pay more attention. Don’t just mess around all day. Money can be earned anytime, but a good girl, once missed, is gone. You didn’t express your feelings for Zhao Ziqiu, and you’re still not expressing your feelings for your childhood sweetheart. What are you trying to do?”

Li Mu deliberately changed the subject. “How are you and Chen Jiao planning to go to Wutai Mountain?”

Xue Jianfeng knew Li Mu didn’t want to continue the previous topic, so he didn’t press further. He said, “We want to go by train. The train is tomorrow morning, arriving in the afternoon. We’ll play until the evening of the third and then come back.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Wutai Mountain has a typical microclimate. Make more preparations before you go, especially for rain.”

Xue Jianfeng curiously asked, “You’ve been there?”

“Yes, I have.”

Xue Jianfeng asked Li Mu, “Wutai Mountain has so many temples, which one is more efficacious?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh. He was half an atheist. With so many temples on Wutai Mountain, he didn’t know which one was more efficacious. However, he suddenly remembered that in his previous life, when he was thirty, he had visited Wutai Mountain. At that time, he went with a few colleagues to relax. His colleagues all went to various temples to pray for various blessings, but Li Mu himself didn’t know what to pray for. Later, he followed his colleagues to a temple, and unable to resist their urging, he made a wish in one of the temples.

As a frustrated and unsuccessful middle-aged man, Li Mu’s wish was simple: he wanted to live his life over again, to start anew. Later, he truly was reborn.

However, Li Mu still didn’t believe it was the work of deities. People who were dissatisfied with reality or had regrets about the past always hoped to return to the past. This should have nothing to do with deities.

But Li Mu still tried his best to recall the name of the temple he had visited back then. He told Xue Jianfeng, “There’s one temple that seems quite efficacious. I think it’s called Wuye Temple. You can go check it out.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded, then checked the time. He asked everyone, “Do you guys have any plans for tonight? I need to go find my girlfriend; we agreed to spend New Year’s Eve together.”

Li Yawei smiled and said, “I’m going home tonight, to spend New Year’s Eve with my Mom and Dad.”

Hu Zhengdao checked the time. “I also need to go accompany Yan Nan and her mother tonight.”

Sun Jian pursed his lips, looked at Li Mu, then at Liu Nian, and said, “Third oldest, sixth oldest, shall we spend New Year’s Eve together?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I’m not spending it with you. I have something to do.”

Sun Jian looked displeased. Liu Nian quickly said, “Bro Jian, I’ll accompany you.”

Sun Jian sighed, “It’s just the two of us left to rely on each other!”

For Li Mu, there was something big to do tonight. Whether Muye Technology’s Series B valuation would be three to four hundred million or six to seven hundred million depended on the personal space and Happy Farm, which were about to launch tonight.

On the last afternoon of 2001, many office workers had no mind for work and were already looking forward to the upcoming three-day holiday. However, many senior executives of internet companies were holding internal high-level discussions in their respective companies, to study what Muye Technology’s moves would be tonight.

Although Muye Technology was not yet considered a top-tier internet company in China, its rise was simply too fast. Moreover, its recent actions had become widely known within the industry. Therefore, current internet companies, whether first-rate or not, were all studying Muye Technology’s path to success, and were extremely concerned about its next steps.

First, according to the announcement issued by Muye Technology, they were launching two products tonight. One was called Personal Space, and the other was a mini-game embedded within Personal Space.

Personal Space, in its literal sense, was easy to understand. However, many company CEOs couldn’t figure out what was so special about Personal Space. What exactly would they be doing with Personal Space?

Many people were pondering a question: What was Personal Space, and what did Personal Space need? Did it need information browsing? Or chatting? Or email? No one knew, no matter how much they thought about it.

Even Baidu’s senior executives were holding a meeting to discuss what exactly this Personal Space Li Mu was developing was.

Tan Yaocheng said, “Personal Space might be some kind of personalized service. Perhaps Li Mu really made his own navigation website, but it’s embedded within Tieba.”

Manager Li retorted, “Do you think embedding a navigation website within Tieba has any meaning?”

His inner monologue, however, was: “You guys still naively think Li Mu is going to make a navigation website? He’s already indirectly admitted to me that he was messing with me!”

Tan Yaocheng, however, didn’t know this. He just thought Li Mu was truly obsessed with navigation websites. So he said, “This Personal Space is very likely a new secondary page Li Mu is preparing to open within Tieba. Since he emphasizes ‘personal,’ it’s probably a product tailored for the users themselves. For example, users might be able to customize a navigation site within their Personal Space.”

Manager Li waved his hand and said, “I, on the other hand, suspect it’s a platform for users to display personal information.”

A product manager asked him, “Manager Li, what’s the point of a platform for displaying personal information? Writing names, writing personal descriptions? QQ already has these features. What’s the point of them doing this?”

Manager Li shook his head. “I still haven’t figured it out. Also, Li Mu said he embedded a game within Personal Space. If I’m not mistaken, Tieba’s Personal Space won’t be a software application, but a web page product based on the Tieba website. What kind of tricks can a game on a web page pull off?”

Everyone looked puzzled. Games on a web page, without even thinking, must be crudely made. How could users possibly like playing such games?

At the same time, Tencent was also holding a meeting internally to discuss Tieba’s next move. Q Bar had lost too badly this time, so much so that its total traffic today was only tens of thousands of users. Many of them were users who came from Tieba, to see what Q Bar looked like after being forum bombed. Q Bar’s current traffic was so low, yet its servers had been expanded to an astonishing degree after the first forum bombing. It could now be said that servers capable of handling nearly ten million concurrent users were supporting the usage of tens of thousands of people, resulting in an extremely high resource idle rate.

Despite this, Tencent’s senior executives understood that Q Bar had now lost the possibility of rapid growth. The current development of the internet was not yet mature, and traffic portals were inherently few, with most of them controlled by top-tier internet companies. Q Bar currently only had users from two directions: one was QQ users, and the other was users diverted from Hao123, but this was of little significance.

After two forum bombings, Tencent was very worried about Q Bar’s future prospects. They also had to pay closer attention to Tieba’s every move, because theoretically, if Tieba didn’t make mistakes in the future, they would have almost no chance of surpassing it. Their hope of surpassing Tieba rested on Tieba making its own mistakes. Currently, they were about to launch Personal Space and the “game” embedded within it, which they themselves were very unoptimistic about. At the meeting, they were even more curious about what kind of product Muye Technology would actually release.





Chapter 288: Happy Farm

On New Year’s Day at midnight, Li Mu spent New Year’s Eve with the core technical team at Muye Technology. Lin Qingya also voluntarily stayed behind, as she wanted to witness this historic moment.

Happy Farm had already undergone several rounds of internal testing at Muye Technology. Without exception, all employees became obsessed with this seemingly boring and simplistic little game. It was hard to imagine that grown men in their thirties, with wives and children, would daily check on their plots in Happy Farm: when their crops would ripen, when they could Steal a Dish from friends, when they could level up, when they could expand their farm, when they could plant more advanced crops, when they could get a dog to guard their home…

In short, everyone at Muye Technology was extremely optimistic about this game. In Lin Qingya’s words, “This game is addictive.” Muye Technology’s core employees also firmly believed that this game would completely change Muye Technology’s status among domestic internet companies. And its true goal behind it was even grander: Li Mu intended to use it to establish the largest social networking web in the domestic internet sector. Once this goal was achieved, Muye Technology would possess the best user base.

At half past eleven in the evening, Lin Qingya called the 24-hour coffee shop downstairs and ordered over a dozen cups of coffee. She stayed with a group of technical men in the company’s large technology department office, closely watching the data recording system projected onto the screen.

With only half an hour left until launch, Kong Lingyu took a small sip of coffee and asked Li Mu, “Boss, how long do you think it will take for Happy Farm to go from launch to becoming completely popular?”

Li Mu rested his chin in his hand, thought for a moment, and said seriously, “Optimistically, three days will be enough.”

“Three days…” Kong Lingyu sighed, “It sounds very difficult, but it also feels like it’s not impossible.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “Don’t forget, Happy Farm has inherent viral spreadability. Once users get invested, they’ll definitely try their best to add new friends, and even pull their friends around them to join. After all, the more friends you have in this game, the more fun it is.”

Kong Lingyu nodded and said, “Yes, when I think about that, I feel three days is possible.”

Li Mu said, “Competition and showing off are typical social networking attributes. Our product design with two sets of leaderboards will definitely make most users flock to it. Plus, with our initial model of inviting friends to receive free items, it will definitely become popular very quickly. In its first half-month online, Happy Farm will certainly bring a large number of new users to Tieba. We must be prepared to welcome a flood of traffic.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Boss, don’t worry. We definitely won’t make a fool of ourselves with server load like Q Bar did.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Always be prepared in advance.”

Watching the time gradually enter the countdown, the mood of the dozen or so people present began to grow tense, mixed with irrepressible excitement and anticipation. After a ten-second countdown, the perpetual calendar clock on the wall finally jumped to 0:00 on January 1, 2002. This was standard Yanjing time. Li Mu pressed the launch button on Kong Lingyu’s computer, and the new version of Tieba, which had been prepared for a long time, was finally officially launched.

Many loyal Tieba users and competitors were, at this very moment, waiting for midnight to arrive, eager to see what kind of “Personal space” and games Tieba would launch. So, even before midnight, a large number of users began continuously refreshing the Tieba page, waiting for the new version to go live.

Precisely at midnight, users who had been continuously refreshing the page suddenly noticed that the Tieba page popped up a prompt with an image: “2002, a new journey, embark with Tieba.”

The image was a blurred photograph, in which a Boeing 747 could vaguely be seen taking off.

At the bottom of the image, there was a beautifully designed button with only four characters: “Embark Now.”

Users eagerly clicked “Embark Now.” Subsequently, the page underwent a noticeable change. Tieba was now more visually appealing than before. Besides a more modern and aesthetic design, a “Personal space” option appeared in the upper right corner of the Tieba page. This option, as per Li Mu’s request, was rendered in red font and highlighted, making it quite prominent. According to Li Mu’s instructions, this highlight would persist for half a month.

Upon clicking to enter Personal space, users would find that the page seemed to be designed entirely on a single background. The background was a simple sky-blue gradient transitioning to white, like a cartoonized version of Windows XP’s classic background. This design approach was almost unheard of for internet users at the time, so the initial eye affinity and impression were excellent. Most importantly, the background supported user customization.

Above the background, a line of English letters was written in light blue artistic font: YYzone. Looking closely at its domain name, it was also yyzone.tieba.com.

Li Mu didn’t use any official language to describe Personal space as YYzone. He merely provided these two subtle elements, serving as a groundwork for his future instant messaging software named YY.

Many times, he also wanted people to sincerely exclaim, “Impressive!” when evaluating him. That’s why he wanted to leave a few clues for users and industry insiders, so that when they were shocked by YY in the future, he could tell them that he had actually planned all of this long ago.

The page style of Personal space was very similar to QQ Zone in later generations. This visual design was indeed very advanced in the current internet landscape. Users accustomed to various other websites would easily find it refreshing.

The initial version of Personal space integrated five major functions: “photo album,” “message board,” “logs,” “status updates,” and “games.” It was essentially a product built upon the architecture of QQ Zone. However, QQ Zone was still several years away from appearing, so these became Muye Technology’s original music.

The data on the projector began counting from midnight, and what continuously climbed at an extremely fast rate was the visit count after Personal space went online.

A large number of users poured into Personal space from the prominent entrance in the upper right corner: one hundred, one thousand, ten thousand, one hundred thousand…

At the 26th second after launch, a user tried to post the first status update, with only three words: “La la la.”

At the 39th second after launch, Happy Farm gained its first user after officially going online.

Ten seconds later, Happy Farm saw its first crop harvest. The first user to try the game, when planting wheat that required five minutes to grow, used a packet of ordinary fertilizer gifted by the system, as prompted. Ordinary fertilizer’s effect was to advance crop maturity by ten minutes, allowing crops that needed ten minutes or less to mature instantly.

In the third minute after launch, the first user to replace the default image with a custom one was born.

Within twenty minutes of going online, Personal space’s visit count reached one million.

Within these twenty minutes, six hundred eighty thousand status updates were posted, one hundred twenty thousand messages were left, and only thirty thousand photos were uploaded to photo albums.

Within twenty minutes, there were three hundred thousand new friend additions. This data counted each friend addition: if User A added new User B, it counted as one; if they then added User C, it counted as two. Only active additions were used as the measurement standard, meaning if User B was added by User A, the system would not record it again.

Within these twenty minutes, Happy Farm gained over five hundred thousand new users, with 90% of them planting their first crop.

For users, when they first opened the game, they didn’t necessarily think it would be very fun. It was just that the game’s cartoon graphics were quite appealing. However, because the game started with a foolproof automatic planting process to lower the user’s trial cost, the user conversion rate was very high.

Twenty minutes wasn’t enough to see the game’s true stickiness.

An hour later, Happy Farm had eight hundred sixty thousand active users, and the number of new friend additions reached an astonishing two million two hundred thousand.

The game’s characteristics in the social networking domain had already begun to emerge.

Many industry bigwigs were also paying attention to Muye Technology’s new moves tonight. They initially focused on Personal space. Personal space was exquisitely crafted, with numerous novel features. Many industry bigwigs secretly praised Muye Technology’s extraordinary product philosophy upon seeing the interface and these product functions. Personal space was entirely designed to increase user stickiness and interaction. Message boards, status updates, logs, and photo albums all fundamentally embodied the genes of display and interaction. These product positions would undoubtedly significantly enhance user stickiness and loyalty, proving quite innovative.

As for Happy Farm, many industry insiders immediately scoffed at it.

Current games were dominated by client-based games. Client-based games, as the name suggests, required a client application. Current web page technology wasn’t mature enough, and internet speeds weren’t fast enough. To achieve exquisite game graphics and a vast, interesting architecture, one could basically only rely on developing a client. Therefore, embedding games within web pages sounded as uninteresting as trying to modify an old-fashioned bicycle with a motorcycle engine.

However, driven by the mindset that ‘know yourself and your enemy, and you will never be defeated,’ almost all industry insiders played this game.

Manager Li was also one of them. Initially, he wasn’t keen on this cartoonish Flash game, but after playing for a while, he discovered the game’s charm.

Happy Farm’s initial stages allowed for rapid leveling up. Planting a round of crops on a few plots and harvesting them would allow one to reach Level 2, then unlock a new plot of land, a new crop, and some free items.

Rapidly leveling up users, letting them discover the changes and fun of upgrading, thus immersing them and constantly anticipating further upgrades and higher-level exclusive rights—this was almost the most strictly adhered-to principle in the gaming industry. Happy Farm’s settings in this regard were extremely powerful. Li Mu’s system architecture ensured that users would absolutely experience a clear difference with each level up. That is to say, each level had corresponding crops, every three levels allowed adding a plot, and every ten levels would unlock a special privilege, such as owning pets, building various deep-processing workshops for crops, beautifying one’s farm, and so on.

This meticulous division held immense appeal for the vast majority of users. Even Manager Li couldn’t escape its common allure. He already had a Tieba account named RobinLi, and he enjoyed frequenting internet cafes, where he met many netizens and added a group of friends on Tieba, including Tan Yaocheng and several company colleagues.

Tan Yaocheng was also playing Happy Farm at home with a research mindset. However, when he started trying to Steal a Dish from his friends, he unknowingly became engrossed.

A friend had just finished planting wheat. In the time it took to find a lighter and light a cigarette, they discovered their wheat had been stolen, making them stomp their feet and curse. Meanwhile, Tan Yaocheng stole and vanished. A successful Steal a Dish not only yielded a certain amount of crops but also provided experience and money rewards, which filled him with secret delight. It turned out that Stealing a Dish was the shortcut to leveling up quickly!

Consequently, Tan Yaocheng calculated the ripening times for his plots, then checked through his friends list one by one. As soon as he found someone whose crops were ripe but hadn’t been harvested yet, he would definitely go and grab a share. This meant placing a cartoon hand icon over the ripe crops on their land and clicking it, and that “hand” would quickly take a portion of the crops.

Manager Li played for less than an hour and had already reached CET-4, expanding two plots. He now had six plots and four types of plantable crops. After a unified harvest, he planted carrots that required ten minutes to ripen. Then he went to the restroom, originally planning to finish within ten minutes, but unexpectedly took several tens of seconds longer. When he returned, he found his carrots had already ripened, but where each plot should have yielded ten units of carrots, totaling sixty units for six plots, he was infuriated to discover that each plot had only four units left after being stolen from. He immediately gritted his teeth in anger.

A 40% minimum yield was Happy Farm’s rule, and all six of his plots had been stolen down to the minimum. This made him feel as if he had lost sixty percent of his time from the past ten minutes in an instant.

Looking closer at the list of users who stole his carrots, there was a fellow named Baiyi Piaopiao. Wasn’t that Tan Yaocheng? Damn it, he even stole my crops?

He glanced at the friends leaderboard on the right side of the game. The person ranked first was none other than Baiyi Piaopiao, while he himself was only ranked eighth. And this guy was already Level 6! How did he level up so fast?

Manager Li quickly clicked on Tan Yaocheng’s farm. Tan Yaocheng’s six plots were planted with potatoes, a crop that could only be unlocked at Level 6, requiring eighteen minutes to ripen.

Checking the time again, this batch of crops still needed fifteen hours to ripen.

Manager Li suddenly felt a surge of playful competitiveness. He mused, “Alright, you stole my crops, so I absolutely have to steal from you at least once!”





Chapter 289: Addiction

Manager Li’s state of mind was almost identical to what hundreds of thousands of Happy Farm users felt tonight.

Watching their painstakingly cultivated crops get stolen, everyone felt a pang of annoyance. Stolen crops meant fewer to harvest, and correspondingly, less experience and fewer gold coins. What’s more, waiting for the next batch of crops to mature would take more time, which only added to their frustration.

Those who successfully stole crops and protected their own naturally leveled up much faster than others. Not only did they gain plenty of experience from cultivating their own land, but they also acquired additional experience and gold coins by stealing crops everywhere. This allowed them to level up more quickly and achieve higher rankings on the friend leaderboard.

Manager Li had his crops stolen by Tan Yaocheng once, and his subconscious immediately urged him to steal back in retaliation. He casually picked up a blank A4 paper from his desk and simply wrote a line of text, noting down the maturity time of Tan Yaocheng’s crops. Afterward, he visited other friends’ farms. Occasionally, if he found a friend who needed watering, weeding, or pest control, he would lend a hand, which earned him extra experience rewards and sometimes even random item rewards, such as a packet of regular fertilizer.

However, Manager Li found that helping was easy, but stealing crops wasn’t. Everyone had just started playing and was in the most engrossed phase, basically calculating the exact time to steal. But as soon as the time came, before he could even react, the farm owner would have already harvested all the crops. This left Manager Li feeling quite frustrated.

Tan Yaocheng, however, was feeling quite pleased with himself at this moment. He had over twenty friends on Tieba, and almost all of them had activated Happy Farm and were trying it out. He repeatedly roamed around these twenty-plus friends’ farms. If he saw an opportunity to help, he’d do so immediately; if he saw an opportunity to steal, he’d act at once. His experience points shot up rapidly, and he even ranked first on the friend list. His childlike vanity made him incredibly happy, and he even worked harder to maintain his top position. During this time, he specifically checked Manager Li’s farm, and besides weeding his land, he unexpectedly received a packet of regular fertilizer.

One packet of regular fertilizer could reduce the time by ten minutes, which was quite rare. However, one packet was indeed a bit too little. With the two packets given by the system, he only had three in total. But he had six plots of land; it wasn’t enough! And if he only used it on one plot, the harvest times for the six plots would become unsynchronized, which would make managing them quite troublesome.

Tan Yaocheng still hoped to harvest and sow all six plots at the same time. That way, he would only need to remember one time point.

Over ten minutes later, Tan Yaocheng’s own crops were less than a minute away from maturing. During this time, he didn’t dare go to other people’s farms to steal crops or help out. Instead, he waited on his own farm, ready to harvest his crops the moment they matured, to prevent them from being stolen.

Several people were simultaneously eyeing Tan Yaocheng’s plot. As the saying goes, a tall tree catches the wind; being ranked first in this Moments group essentially made him the prime target for crop-stealing. So several people had already noted down the maturity time of his batch of potatoes, ready to steal what they considered high-end crops.

With less than ten seconds left on the clock, Tan Yaocheng already had his mouse cursor over the first plot, waiting. Based on his experience competing with farm owners for speed while stealing crops earlier, there was only one way to win at crop-stealing and crop-protecting: speed! Sometimes, just as he saw the opponent’s crops mature, he’d immediately make his move, only to find the crops instantly withered. This indicated that the farm owner was faster than him; as long as they harvested their crops the very first moment, they could prevent their covetous friends from coming to steal.

The moment the time arrived, all six plots matured one after another in an instant. Tan Yaocheng’s hand speed was astonishing. The moment the first plot matured, he began harvesting. By the time he finished harvesting the first plot, the sixth plot hadn’t even matured yet. This was because he had sown them one after another when he first planted. So, by understanding this pattern, he could harvest them one by one, maintaining his rhythm and leaving his opponents unable to keep up.

Manager Li saw the first plot mature and hastily clicked on it, but to his surprise, the crops on the first plot instantly withered. Immediately after, the second plot matured, but before he could click, it too withered. Annoyed, he quickly clicked on the third plot, but unexpectedly, the third and fourth plots also withered. Frustrated, he tried to steal from the remaining two plots, but they too withered quickly.

Tan Yaocheng’s hand speed this round was astonishing. Not only did Manager Li come up empty-handed, but other netizens who had been covetously lurking in the shadows also came up empty-handed. Tan Yaocheng was grinning happily in front of his computer. All six plots, sixty units of potatoes, were harvested by him without a single loss. And while harvesting, he coincidentally received another packet of regular fertilizer.

Manager Li was so furious in front of his computer that he felt like spitting blood. This Tan Yaocheng was too crafty, wasn’t he? Why was he so fast? What would it kill him to let me steal just once?

Meanwhile, Mr. Ma of Tencent was also playing this game. Originally, he had tried it with the mindset that Tieba had taken the wrong path. But after trying it out, he realized that the other party had actually produced another god-tier product. Personal space was quite good, but not god-tier. But this Happy Farm was truly amazing; it could really make people addicted. It looked simple, but its underlying logic was extremely meticulous and clear. It was like digging a step, gradually luring users in and making them unable to stop.

After playing for an hour, Mr. Ma sadly realized that Q Bar might never be able to surpass Tieba. Putting everything else aside, the product awareness of the Tieba team alone was something his own people couldn’t compare to. Now that they had released such a devastating game, what hope did Q Bar have of making a comeback?

Thinking of Q Bar gave Mr. Ma a headache. Currently, Q Bar’s server load capacity was sufficient to handle tens of millions of users browsing, but only a few tens of thousands of users logged in daily. It was like a family of three buying a train to travel; it was simply a huge joke in the industry.

While feeling troubled, he casually scrolled through his friend list, constantly switching views. Suddenly, he noticed that one of his friends’ vegetable plots had just matured. Mr. Ma hastily clicked away, a flurry of rapid clicks. After stealing a pile of crops, satisfied, he then started to worry about Q Bar again.

On the other side, Manager Li’s own crops were also almost ready for harvest. Like Tan Yaocheng, he prepared to harvest a minute in advance. However, Tan Yaocheng was more experienced, having mastered a time difference of about half a second; he would start rapidly clicking his mouse when the crops were still half a second away from maturing, and the moment the time arrived, the crops would ‘wither’ (meaning they were harvested). Manager Li, too, managed to harvest his share.

This time, Manager Li harvested six plots, but of the sixty units of crops, fifteen units were stolen by Tan Yaocheng.

A quarter of his harvest was gone.

Manager Li was itching with hatred.

“You’ve stolen from me twice, and I haven’t even succeeded in stealing from you once! This is too much!”

Looking at Tan Yaocheng’s farm again, his potatoes, planted this time, still needed another twelve or thirteen minutes to mature.

Tan Yaocheng was overjoyed. Not only had he successfully stolen crops, but he had also received another packet of regular fertilizer. Was his luck too good, or was the drop rate for regular fertilizer inherently high?

In fact, the high drop rate for regular fertilizer was intentionally adjusted by Li Mu, who instructed the technical staff to do so. Unexpectedly receiving items could greatly enhance user satisfaction, especially this kind of time-reducing, ‘cheat-like’ item, which could further ignite users’ affection and pursuit.

Tan Yaocheng, who had already accumulated five packets of regular fertilizer, began to ponder. His potatoes still needed twelve minutes. If he could get one more packet of fertilizer, he could reduce the time for all six plots by ten minutes. When the remaining time dropped to within ten minutes, he would immediately use all six packets of fertilizer to prematurely ripen and harvest all six plots. This would surely leave those who were eagerly watching the clock, hoping to steal from him, dumbfounded.

Tan Yaocheng, who felt a surge of playful competitiveness, began searching Tieba for people he could add as friends. He wanted to add as many friends as possible to increase his opportunities for stealing crops or helping out. This way, his chances of getting fertilizer would also be higher.

Coincidentally, at this very moment, many users on Tieba were posting requests to add friends and play Happy Farm together. Tan Yaocheng casually added seven or eight friends, then visited these friends’ farms to look for opportunities to help. Unexpectedly, perseverance paid off; he truly did receive a packet of regular fertilizer.

As a result, Tan Yaocheng now had as many packets of fertilizer as he had plots of land.

Manager Li was still unwilling to give up. Although it was already past one o’clock, he felt no drowsiness at all. He only thought about successfully stealing from Tan Yaocheng at least once, to get revenge for being stolen from twice. So he noted down the time, waiting for Tan Yaocheng’s harvest to approach, to go steal crops—oh no, to snatch them!

When Tan Yaocheng’s six plots of potatoes were still nine minutes away from maturing, he used six packets of fertilizer to prematurely ripen this batch of potatoes. He then quickly harvested them and replanted another round.

After this round of harvesting, his level increased by one, reaching Level Seven. He also unlocked higher-level corn, which took twenty-five minutes to mature.

Tan Yaocheng immediately bought enough seeds and planted a batch of corn. Then, seeing that it was getting late, he wanted to go to sleep. But upon second thought, he would harvest his first batch of corn in twenty-five minutes. If he went to sleep now, wouldn’t sixty percent of it be stolen?

At this thought, Tan Yaocheng’s sleepiness vanished completely. He immediately decided to wait another twenty-five minutes and go to sleep after harvesting his first batch of corn.

Manager Li calculated the time. While Tan Yaocheng’s potatoes were still unripe, he searched everywhere for opportunities to steal crops and help out. Then he suddenly noticed on the leaderboard that Baiyi Piaopiao was already Level Seven.

“How did this kid level up so fast?” Manager Li wondered suspiciously. He casually clicked open his farm. When he saw that what was planted in the plots wasn’t potatoes waiting to be harvested, but corn that had just been sown and sprouted tiny green shoots, he couldn’t help but blurt out two words: “Damn it!”





Chapter 290: Too Popular

Even after many years, Li Mu still believed that the most impressive characteristic of Happy Farm was its ability to effortlessly lower the IQ of all players.

Although this game didn’t have a long lifespan, during its most vibrant six months, its addiction index was extremely high, surpassing even most online games.

Moreover, the game’s wide user base and vast age range were astonishing. From 7 to 70 years old, any user with basic computer operating skills could generally play it.

Whether it was a middle school student saving breakfast money to go online every day or a big boss earning millions a day, once they started playing this game, they would almost uncontrollably become addicted. Internet elites like Manager Li and Tan Yaocheng naturally couldn’t escape either.

At this moment, Manager Li was quite annoyed. According to his recorded time, Tan Yaocheng’s previous batch of potatoes still needed at least another minute to be harvested. However, to his surprise, all six plots of land in front of him had turned into corn seedlings, and by his calculations, this batch of corn had been planted several minutes ago.

Manager Li calculated the time. That’s not right, he thought. How could this guy have harvested that batch of potatoes nearly ten minutes early?

Thinking carefully, the only way to accelerate ripening was to use items. Although there was regular fertilizer among the items, the system only gave two packs, and there was no option to buy more. Manager Li hadn’t even figured out where to get more fertilizer. For Tan Yaocheng to shorten the ripening time for six plots at once, he must have had at least six packs of regular fertilizer. Did he have some trick to getting fertilizer?

Manager Li really wanted to ask him, but he was a bit embarrassed to call him right away. Although he knew the other party was definitely awake, calling to ask about a game trick was truly difficult to bring up.

However, seeing that Tan Yaocheng had leveled up again and the gap was widening, he couldn’t hold back. He pulled out his phone and called Tan Yaocheng.

Tan Yaocheng answered Manager Li’s call and immediately asked, “Manager Li, is there something you need this late?”

Manager Li said, “What are you busy with? Have you rested yet?”

“Not yet,” Tan Yaocheng said with a smile. “I’m playing Happy Farm on Tieba. I see you’re playing too.”

Manager Li chuckled and said, “Yeah, I’m keeping an eye on their new developments, so I just played it casually. This game is very interesting, it’s a good product.”

Tan Yaocheng laughed, “Yes, it feels very fresh. It seems this game is going to be popular very soon.”

Manager Li absently hummed in agreement, then feigned curiosity and asked, “Oh, by the way, where did you get so much fertilizer in the game?”

Tan Yaocheng hadn’t expected Manager Li to suddenly ask such a question. After a moment of surprise, he said, “It seems you have a chance to get fertilizer by harvesting and tilling, Stealing a Dish, and helping friends weed, water, and kill pests. The probability is quite high. I went to Tieba and added many friends, so that increases my chances of getting fertilizer.”

Manager Li suddenly understood and quickly said, “I see. Alright, it’s getting late. You should rest early too. Tomorrow, we’ll have a meeting to discuss this game.”

“Okay.”

After hanging up, Manager Li immediately began searching through his entire friends list from top to bottom. He managed to Steal a Dish a few times and helped out on his friends’ farms a few times, finally obtaining two packs of regular fertilizer.

Manager Li’s interest was piqued. Realizing he didn’t have enough friends, he immediately went to Tieba and browsed around, finding many people to add as friends.

Planting crops, Stealing a Dish, helping out, and collecting fertilizer—Manager Li got completely engrossed as soon as he started playing, continuing until nearly three o’clock. Tan Yaocheng was even more ruthless. To maintain his top position, he secretly slipped into the bedroom with his laptop. While his wife was sound asleep, he would open his eyes every half hour, turn on his computer to harvest and plant crops. After two or three times, he had developed a biological clock, automatically waking up after a thirty-minute nap.

Relying on this persistent spirit, Tan Yaocheng had already broken through to Level 9 by the next morning, two levels higher than the second-ranked person on his friends list.

It wasn’t just Tan Yaocheng and Manager Li; hundreds of thousands of netizens were engrossed in Happy Farm that night. It was incredibly popular.

In Legend, a few people were teaming up to fight monsters when the Taoist Priest, who was specifically responsible for healing, suddenly said, “Oh, us bros, wait for me for two minutes, I need to harvest some crops!”

“What the heck? Where are you going to harvest crops in the middle of the night?”

“Damn it, Happy Farm on Tieba! Haven’t you played it?”

“What Happy Farm?! Legend is still more exciting!”

“Oh, I can’t talk to you anymore right now. You’ll know if you try it yourself when you have time. I’m going to harvest my crops first, otherwise those scoundrels will Steal a Dish from me later!”

Seeing that the healer was temporarily offline, the others in the team were also a bit curious. “What Happy Farm? He’s not even farming monsters, just running off to harvest crops.”

“Ugh, it’s boring anyway without him. I’ll go check it out.”

“I’ll go too. Let’s log off for now, we can talk when we come back online later.”

Such scenes were constantly replaying in every online game, even among card players in OurGame World. It was common for someone to be unresponsive for a long time. Others, confused, would curse them out until the person returned, repeatedly apologizing and saying they were just harvesting or Stealing a Dish. Upon hearing this, everyone would go register a Tieba account to check out what this Happy Farm was all about.

By nine o’clock the next morning, Happy Farm’s user base had reached one million seven hundred thousand. This growth rate was simply brutal.

Li Mu didn’t stay that late at Muye Technology; he went back to rest at two o’clock. At nine in the morning, Kong Lingyu, overjoyed, called Li Mu to tell him the astonishing number of one million seven hundred thousand. Not to mention Kong Lingyu, even Li Mu was nearly startled.

If any online game could attract one million seven hundred thousand users within nine hours of its launch, that game would be defying the heavens. No game with such a growth rate had ever appeared domestically.

However, what so many online games failed to achieve, Li Mu accomplished with a simple, low-cost Flash game. This made Kong Lingyu even more delighted.

Li Mu calmed himself slightly and asked him, “How many times have friends been added?”

“Twelve million!” Kong Lingyu said. “From last night, many people realized that this game requires more friends for faster progression, so everyone’s enthusiasm for adding friends is very high.”

A powerful social gene—this was what Li Mu truly pursued. This game could greatly stimulate users’ need to add friends, just like when QQ introduced the option to find users with webcams in its friend search function at one point, and male users frantically used it to add female netizens with webcams. Once product development targets the fundamental aspects of human nature, that product is bound to become popular.

However, Li Mu also had a slight concern. Currently, most users were adding friends by mutually adding other Tieba users on Tieba. Many even posted on Tieba asking to add each other for the farm game. Therefore, Li Mu worried that this type of social relationship, purely formed through game connections, might not be strong enough and could easily be abandoned by users. So, he told Kong Lingyu, “Tomorrow at midnight, launch an event: invite ten friends and receive five packs of regular compound fertilizer; invite twenty friends and receive fifteen packs.”

Regular compound fertilizer was one of the items in Happy Farm, an upgraded version of regular fertilizer. Regular fertilizer could only reduce crop growth time by ten minutes, but regular compound fertilizer was three times more effective, reducing growth time by thirty minutes.

Originally, Li Mu hadn’t planned to introduce this item incentive so early. However, he didn’t want users to manage their connections in Happy Farm too pragmatically from the start. He didn’t want them to treat their farm friends as temporary connections solely for the game. He wanted to encourage them to add their real-life friends as well.

The “invite friends” task required users to invite new users. New users mutually adding each other on Tieba would not count. In this situation, the user’s first choice would definitely be to invite friends around them, first transplanting their real-life social connections into Happy Farm, which was also the most feasible option for users.

From the data, Kong Lingyu could see how hard users had worked to get regular fertilizer during the nine hours since launch. If this reward was announced, most users would probably try every possible method to complete it.

However, whether it was five packs or fifteen packs of regular compound fertilizer, for Muye Technology, these virtual items were practically zero-cost, yet their incentive effect on users was astonishingly large.

At nine-thirty, Manager Li arrived at the company with a pair of panda eyes. Today was his first time being late for work, and the reason was simple: he had been Stealing a Dish too late last night.

The first thing he did upon arriving at the company was to turn on his computer, which was basically routine. However, after the computer started, he didn’t check the company’s internal intranet for work reports. Instead, he first opened Tieba. He had planted a batch of crops before leaving home, and they had already passed their ripening period by ten minutes.

Sure enough, when he checked, only 40% remained, stolen again. These friends were like rats, so malicious. Basically, if he couldn’t harvest immediately, even if he waited just ten seconds, it would result in the minimum remaining amount being stolen.

After harvesting the crops, he immediately planted another batch. Manager Li felt as if he had completed a task and sighed in relief. Only then did he realize he had become so addicted to this game. From waking up until now, his mind had been consumed by only one thing: playing Happy Farm. The special sense of accomplishment from planting and Stealing a Dish kept him feeling restless.

It was also at this moment that he truly realized how astonishing the future development potential of this game was.

It was also at this moment that he truly understood why Li Mu had asked him to leave Muye Technology.

Developing this game required time. Although he had never made a game, he understood the general process: first, the game architecture needed to be established, like a movie script, undergoing continuous revisions to get a final version. Then came team development, followed by internal testing to find various errors and bugs. Only after internal testing was approved would it be launched to the general users.

Calculating the workload involved, Li Mu must have started developing this game even before he tried to trick him.

He had been in the internet industry for so long, but this was the first time he had seen a game that could make people so quickly addicted. Manager Li felt extremely bitter. He mused that Li Mu was indeed ruthless. Now, it seemed his loss this time was truly immense.





Chapter 291: This Game Is Toxic!

This morning, a considerable number of people went to work with panda eyes. Happy Farm had reached nearly two million users overnight, including a significant portion of internet professionals.

All internet peers initially tried Happy Farm with a mindset of research and understanding. However, they never expected this game to be so easy to get addicted to. The cartoon farm art style, the childish gameplay of planting and Steal a Dish, all seemed to possess a powerful brainwashing ability. Once they started playing, they completely forgot their original purpose, with only one thought in their minds: “I need to Steal a Dish! You guys aren’t allowed to Steal a Dish from me!”

Li Mu knew very well that Happy Farm’s explosion hadn’t truly begun. The most impressive phase of this game would be when users established a massive network of connections. In the news back then, it wasn’t uncommon for Uncle and Aunt (honorifics) in their forties and fifties to set alarms to wake up at night to Steal a Dish and harvest crops. There were even cases of girlfriends breaking up with boyfriends for not helping them harvest crops in time, and most amusingly, subordinates being fired under false pretenses for Stealing a Dish from their superiors…

In short, this game has an enchanting aura, and it will create even greater miracles in the coming months.

Manager Li was addicted, Tan Yaocheng was addicted, Baidu’s talent was addicted. Similar situations were happening in almost every internet company in China.

In fact, many employees would secretly open Happy Farm as soon as they arrived at the office, occasionally going in to Steal a Dish or something, with their addiction level at full stars.

Manager Li called his assistant and asked him to notify the senior executives for a meeting in ten minutes. However, what surprised him was that half of the fixed eight-person senior executive team hadn’t arrived yet!

This was quite unexpected. The company was in a period of rapid development, and normally, senior executives wouldn’t arrive so late.

Soon after, the assistant reported again: “A small portion of the company’s technical department was also late today. The employees who have arrived seem to be in poor spirits, as if they all pulled an all-nighter last night.”

Manager Li couldn’t help but frown. Pulled an all-nighter collectively? Could it be that other people in the company were also playing Happy Farm?

Thinking that he himself was late because he played Happy Farm too late, Manager Li felt, “Damn it, this is really awkward!”

After waiting a few minutes, Tan Yaocheng rushed to the company. As soon as he arrived at the office, he heard his subordinate report that Manager Li had been looking for him. He quickly dropped his bag and hurried to Manager Li’s office, saying apologetically as soon as he entered, “Sorry, Manager Li, I overslept.”

Manager Li looked at him and said, “Overslept? I think you played too late last night, didn’t you?”

Tan Yaocheng gave an awkward smile and said, “I did play a bit late, but it was mainly for research and learning.”

Manager Li didn’t dwell on it and chuckled, “I also played quite late yesterday, that Happy Farm. It really is a very innovative and thoughtful game.”

Tan Yaocheng nodded and said, “Yes, I was researching this game all last night. The more I delved into it, the more I realized how amazing it is. It’s truly a genius idea. Who would have thought such a simple, even ‘idiotic’ game, could be so quickly engrossing and make people unable to stop playing?”

Manager Li looked at Tan Yaocheng’s obvious panda eyes and asked curiously, “Old Tan, if you were to objectively evaluate this game, what do you think of it?”

Tan Yaocheng thought for a moment and said seriously, “Damn it, this game is toxic!”

“Toxic?” Manager Li frowned.

Tan Yaocheng said, “It’s like an addictive drug, making people unable to stop once they start playing. There’s always a hidden force compelling you to focus and refocus. If you’re late to harvest, most of your crops will be Steal a Dish by others. If you’re late to plant, your leveling progress will be slower than other friends, and your ranking among friends will continuously drop. If you don’t constantly Steal a Dish or help out, you’ll fall behind everyone else in experience, gold coins, and items. So, the pressure of competition is constant, and the motivation to push you forward is abundant. In short, it’s toxic, you just can’t stop!”

After listening, Manager Li sighed, “I feel pretty much the same as you. This game seems to have a magical power; it’s hard to escape its appeal.”

After saying this, Manager Li shook his head helplessly, “That Li Mu, he’s not simple, truly not simple. Judging from his release of this game, he dug a pit for us early on. This game is key to Tieba’s rise. He clearly tricked us out beforehand, making it obvious he didn’t want us to get on board.”

“Yes, not being fair.” Tan Yaocheng clicked his tongue repeatedly. “This game will probably become popular across the entire internet very soon. By then, I wonder how high Muye Technology’s valuation will soar.”

Manager Li said, “That depends on what they plan to do with this game. The game’s inherent profitability shouldn’t be too strong. The most crucial thing is how it converts.”

Tan Yaocheng asked, “Then what do you think Li Mu’s next development direction will be?”

Manager Li shook his head, “I don’t know, I can’t guess. That Li Mu’s mind is full of strange ideas and schemes. Ordinary people really can’t figure him out.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “If this game completely takes off, Tieba’s user base will definitely climb steadily again. That kid will probably become the internet professional in China who is best at manipulating users.”

Manager Li agreed, “He himself is very good at manipulating others, especially users. His platform has a very powerful ability to subtly assimilate users.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “How about we also gather our technical department for a meeting and have them evaluate the time and cost of developing a similar game? We could integrate this game into our search engine as well.”

Manager Li said with a somewhat depressed expression, “Our product stickiness is too poor, and we have pitifully few registered users. Developing this kind of game is simple, but making it successful is too difficult. In front of Tieba, it would be like an ant trying to shake a tree. Not only would it have no practical meaning, but it would also earn us a bad reputation. You know how Li Mu treats his competitors. If you pirate and imitate his approach, do you think anything good will come of it?”

Tan Yaocheng nodded, feeling a sudden surge of regret. If the company had held onto Muye Technology tightly, then the five million it invested in Li Mu back then would have been the most successful investment in the company’s history, bar none. If Happy Farm was operated properly, it could add at least two hundred million to Tieba’s valuation. By then, Muye Technology could easily exceed a valuation of five hundred million. Remember, when the company first invested in Muye Technology, its valuation was only fifty million. That’s a tenfold difference! How many months had it been, counting on one’s fingers?

After thinking carefully, Tan Yaocheng said, “Li Mu tricked us out back then, probably wanting to buy low and sell high. He let us in for ten percent at a fifty million valuation, and he probably felt a bit unbalanced about it, wanting to clear out our ten percent and then sell it at a higher price. How about we communicate with Li Mu again, sound him out, and see what Li Mu’s ideal valuation would be if we wanted to invest in Muye Technology’s Series B?”

Manager Li pondered for a long time, stroking his chin. Ever since he realized Li Mu had played him, he had felt painful to see the ten percent of Tieba shares he had let go. If given the chance, he would naturally want to invest in Muye Technology again. Now, Muye Technology was clearly about to enter another upward trend, and if he really wanted to get on board (with an investment/opportunity) again, he had to act fast.

So Manager Li said to Tan Yaocheng, “You go organize the company’s senior executives and technical staff first. We’ll have a meeting in the conference room in ten minutes. I’ll call Li Mu.”

Tan Yaocheng said, “Alright, I’ll go organize the meeting first.”

After Tan Yaocheng left, Manager Li took out his phone and called Li Mu.

Li Mu wasn’t surprised at all to receive Manager Li’s call. He immediately greeted him, “Robin, what brings you to call me?”

Manager Li chuckled, “I called to congratulate you! You’ve created such an impressive game as Happy Farm. It seems Tieba’s rise is unstoppable.”

Li Mu humbly replied, “Robin, you flatter me too much. This is just a small, casual, fun game. I haven’t even found a profit model for it yet.”

Manager Li then said, “True, in terms of profit potential, your game still can’t compare to client-based games like Legend. Their time cards cost over thirty yuan per person per month.”

As he spoke, Manager Li suddenly thought of a question and said, “How about you sell fertilizer on Happy Farm? Just the Regular Fertilizer. I’ll take a hundred bags at one yuan each.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re trying to kill me, Robin! Charging fees and selling items right after launch? Wouldn’t that just drive users away? Not to mention I’m not ready to sell game items yet; even if I were, I’d wait at least a month. For Muye Technology, the most important task during this period is to nurture users.”

Manager Li said with a slight embarrassment, “I was just joking with you. Your game is indeed too fun, and the item settings are very appealing. If you really launch item sales, I’ll definitely support you with actual purchases.”

Li Mu said, “That would be great! When we really launch paid items, you’ll be the first to know.”

Seeing that the pleasantries were almost over, Manager Li laughed heartily and steered the conversation to what he really wanted to discuss: “By the way, Li Mu, you must be quite short on cash right now, right? Do you have any Series B plans? How about we pick up where we left off, and I’ll lead invest in Muye Technology’s Series B again?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Series B isn’t something I’ve considered yet. When I do start considering Series B, I’ll definitely give it serious thought.”

Manager Li understood that these were just polite words from Li Mu, and after a couple of polite remarks himself, he didn’t press the issue further.

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that in the time that followed, his phone was practically blown up by calls from all sorts of people.

Xu Jiaming called to congratulate him. According to him, in just ten hours, this game had become a phenomenal existence. All the capital companies in Yanjing were holding meetings today to discuss the game’s impact on Muye Technology’s valuation and its future influence on Muye Technology as a whole. More and more venture capital firms were becoming interested in Muye Technology, starting to seek connections everywhere to establish contact with Muye Technology.

Li Mu felt a headache coming on after hearing this. He wasn’t ready to face various capital firms and engage in all sorts of negotiations yet. Moreover, he already had an idea in mind: to bring Chen Ze in as Muye Technology’s backer. It wasn’t yet time for Series B, where he could openly discuss financing with all venture capital institutions.

So, Li Mu said to Xu Jiaming, “Let’s have a meal together in a couple of days. Didn’t your Mingcheng Capital want to invest in Muye Technology? We can discuss this in detail.”

Xu Jiaming was greatly excited upon hearing this and blurted out, “You set the specific time, I’m free anytime!”

Li Mu said, “I’m a bit busy these couple of days. I’ll contact you after I’m done with these busy days.”

Xu Jiaming immediately said, “No problem, I’ll wait for your news.”

After hanging up with Xu Jiaming, another call came in. It was a woman who immediately introduced herself: “Hello, Mr. Li, I’m Linda Wu, an investment manager from Sequoia Capital’s China region. I’d like to schedule a time to have a meal and chat with you. Do you have any availability?”

Li Mu was surprised that even an international venture capital firm like Sequoia Capital had focused its attention on Muye Technology. Though surprised, he said, “I’m sorry, I’m extremely busy these days. Let’s talk after this busy period.”

After dismissing such a famous venture capital institution, another call came in. The person in charge of investments at Goldman Sachs also wanted to meet Li Mu, but Li Mu refused them with the same excuse.

In one morning, Li Mu received calls from at least eight well-known domestic and international venture capital firms. They all had the same goal: to arrange a meeting with Li Mu to discuss capital cooperation.

But Li Mu wasn’t tempted in the slightest. He knew too well the routine of these established venture capital firms. If they came in, they would definitely start pulling stunts, either trying to increase their shareholding ratio and dilute the major shareholders’ rights, or wanting to sell the company at a satisfactory price after two or three years and then cash out themselves. Therefore, Li Mu decided that while he wasn’t strong enough, he should try to avoid capital cooperation with these established venture capital firms.

…

In the afternoon, Li Mu’s phone was still being bombarded with calls.

People from numerous internet companies somehow got his phone number. Some called to try to get close to someone and become familiar, some called to seek various collaborations, and some even directly sought authorization for Happy Farm.

The one seeking Happy Farm’s authorization was OurGame World, the leader among advanced online gaming platforms. OurGame World saw the extremely strong stickiness of Happy Farm, so less than fifteen hours after Happy Farm’s launch, they decided to port it to their own platform.

The relevant person in charge found Li Mu’s contact information and called him directly, even offering an authorization fee of over five hundred thousand yuan over the phone. Although it might not seem like much, in this era, a price exceeding five hundred thousand yuan was already quite astonishing.

Li Mu directly rejected their request over the phone. His wording was very direct: “Muye Technology is not considering authorizing Happy Farm for the time being.”





Chapter 292: The Hunter and the Gun

“Happy Farm” was Li Mu’s key product for using a small force to move a great weight. He also intended to use it to lay out his plans for the future instant messaging software domain. No matter how high the price offered, he would never authorize this game to any company. However, for now, industry insiders only saw the game’s popularity, but hadn’t yet discerned its true value.

Even Tencent, the current leader in the instant messaging software market, hadn’t detected what impact this game would have on their core business. After understanding and researching Happy Farm, they only pessimistically saw one thing: Q Bar was basically finished.

At the internal meeting personally convened by Mr. Ma, everyone spent half an hour “worshipping” Tieba’s newly launched Personal Space and Happy Farm.

This “worship” meant everyone was exclaiming how impressive and incredible these two products were, easily surpassing Q Bar by dozens of streets. Given that Q Bar itself was a stolen idea from Tieba, it could be said that Tieba was in a completely different league from Q Bar in terms of product. Q Bar was grabbed by the collar by Tieba and given two big slaps in the face with both hands in front of the whole nation, falling to its knees twice, only to be firmly trampled down by the vast number of netizens. Online public opinion was completely one-sided; no one sympathized with Q Bar, instead, they were all cursing it to hell.

Under these circumstances, Mr. Ma could only tacitly allow this group of people to boost others’ morale and diminish their own prestige at the conference table, because their own prestige had long been completely extinguished.

Suddenly, a product manager’s eyes lit up, and he said, “I feel that Personal Space and Happy Farm are more suitable for embedding into our products. If QQ had these two products, the user stickiness would be unimaginable!”

A single remark awakened everyone.

Sometimes, when shock comes too suddenly, it slows down the brain’s processing speed. Clearly, a large group of people at the conference table had played Happy Farm until late last night, and their thinking speed in today’s meeting was noticeably slower than usual.

Precisely because of the product manager’s words, everyone instantly switched from their Tieba-worshipping mindset to a normal state, carefully considering the genes and attributes of these two products. Everyone had to admit that these two products were naturally designed for online social networking.

What is online social networking? Social networking is about connections, communication, interaction, and display. Whether it’s on PC or future mobile internet, online social networking will always revolve around these four core points. Of course, services like hooking up are offline extensions of online social networking and shouldn’t be included in the scope of online social networking itself.

Connections, naturally, refer to friends. Users need to easily encompass all their social relationships within a social product, whether they are real-life friends or online friends. In this regard, QQ has an absolute advantage, while Tieba is catching up by utilizing Happy Farm.

Communication is instant messaging. Whether it’s voice or text, it falls under the scope of communication. In this aspect, QQ is also at the top of the domestic market, while Tieba has almost no foundation; its in-site message system can’t be considered true instant messaging. However, Li Mu is pulling a fast one; YY is secretly under development.

The above two points are QQ’s most core competitive advantages right now. However, they haven’t yet realized the importance of the latter two points: interaction and display.

Interaction and communication seem similar, but they are very different. Communication is verbal, while interaction is behavioral, and the scope of interaction is much broader. For example, simply put, it’s like users viewing each other’s profiles or homepages; more deeply, it’s like users leaving messages or liking each other’s content; and even deeper, it’s like users engaging in deep, long-term interaction within a game like Happy Farm. QQ currently has no foundation in this regard.

As for display, it’s about users presenting everything they want to show others. Personal Space’s photo album, logs, and status updates all serve this function. In the future, the ultimate expression of display will be WeChat’s Moments. In this regard, Tieba’s Personal Space has opened up a prototype, but QQ still hasn’t made any start.

Connections, communication, interaction, and display: QQ occupies the first two points, with zero in the latter two. Tieba occupies the latter two points, is catching up in “connections,” and is secretly brewing something in “communication.” Thus, it seems that in this race for the instant messaging market, Li Mu’s “bucket” is more complete than QQ’s. QQ just hasn’t realized its shortcomings yet, but once Li Mu throws out the importance of interaction and display in the future, QQ’s weaknesses will immediately be exposed.

A vice president sighed, “Indeed, if you think about it carefully, if these two products were ours, how much they would boost our user stickiness! It’s unimaginable! But with these two products in Tieba’s hands, it’s inevitably a bit lacking. How can the development potential of a community compare to social networking? Giving Personal Space and Happy Farm to them is truly wasting heavenly resources!”

Other keen-minded individuals had also begun to realize the significant meaning of Tieba’s two new products to them. Prompted by the vice president, they all felt that Tieba couldn’t fully unearth the core value of these two products.

However, they didn’t realize that Li Mu’s Tieba was not Muye Technology’s core at all; his true development core was social networking.

Their psychological feeling was very interesting. It was as if they were a robber with a knife who suddenly saw a hunter with a gun. The robber naturally felt that their chosen path was much more profitable than the hunter’s, with much greater development potential and space. However, they just didn’t have a good weapon at hand and could only fight for the world with a knife. Yet, the hunter, who was focused on hunting, was originally in an industry that didn’t make much money, but happened to have a gun. The robber would then feel that giving this gun to the hunter was a waste of resources, and only by giving it to themselves could its full potential be utilized.

But how could the robber know that the hunter, whom he saw hunting with a gun, also had the heart of a robber, and moreover, this hunter was determined to become the number one robber in the industry!

However, at this moment, the Tencent team, once they set their sights on the hunter’s gun, found it hard to restrain themselves. Everyone at the conference table expressed their opinions freely. Some suggested immediately starting to develop Happy Farm, though the name would naturally be changed to QQ Farm, given the intention to embed it into QQ.

Someone else said, “Copying Happy Farm right now, isn’t that just asking for trouble? How many days has it been since the Q Bar incident?”

Another person suggested, “How about we start with Personal Space? This model is quite general. We can modify it and create a QQ Zone. That shouldn’t draw criticism.”

Someone else proposed, “Why don’t we just make a QQ Fishery? Tieba grows crops, we raise fish. You play yours, I play mine. That way, they can’t possibly say we’re plagiarizing, right? At most, we’d just be inspired by them.”

Mr. Ma, who had been silent for a while, his eyes lit up: “Excellent! QQ Fishery. Let’s greenlight it today. The product development department will come up with the game architecture and related technical personnel requirements. These requirements will be handed over to the human resources department, who will immediately begin recruitment and ensure staff are in place as soon as possible. This matter should be done sooner rather than later!”

…

After Li Mu was bombarded with calls in the afternoon, he simply turned off his phone for several hours, only turning it back on at six o’clock. To his surprise, as soon as he switched it on, a flood of text messages continuously poured into his phone, to the point where even the phone’s message notification sound was severely lagging.

Li Mu had just read a few messages when another call came in. Seeing it was an unknown number, he casually hung up. Unexpectedly, the other party quickly called again. Li Mu hung up again, and the other party called yet again. This persistent spirit gave Li Mu a headache, and he had no choice but to answer: “Hello, who is this?”

“Is this Li Mu?”

“It’s me. Who are you?”

“Haha, hello Li Mu, I’m Xu Jiahua. It’s really hard to get a hold of you. I’ve been calling your number all afternoon.”

Xu Jiahua heard about Muye Technology’s new moves that afternoon and immediately felt threatened. Muye Technology was rising too quickly. He was afraid that Xu Jiaming would actually enter into a capital cooperation with Li Mu, which would make Xu Jiaming his biggest threat.

When Li Mu heard it was him, he couldn’t help but feel a bit annoyed, and he asked in a somewhat cold tone, “Is there something you need?”

Xu Jiahua said with a smile, “I just wanted to invite you to dinner, to apologize for what happened before. Also, I recently have a large sum of idle funds, so we could talk about any potential business collaborations.”

Li Mu didn’t want any involvement with Xu Jiahua, so he said directly, “Sorry, I don’t have time recently. Besides, I don’t think there’s anything good for us to cooperate on.”

Xu Jiahua didn’t get angry, but instead quickly said, “We won’t know if there’s an opportunity to cooperate until we talk. On my end, I can’t promise anything else, but if you need investment, I can offer you a 20% premium on top of the industry valuation. What do you think?”

Li Mu said indifferently, “Thank you for your kind offer, but it’s not necessary.” After speaking, he didn’t give Xu Jiahua a chance to reply, adding, “Sorry, I’m a bit busy right now. I’ll hang up first.”

Li Mu casually hung up the phone. Immediately, another unknown number called. Annoyed, he rejected the call, preparing to turn off his phone for a while. Before turning it off, he first called his Mom.

He first asked about the family’s recent situation. Li Mom said that business at their two stores had been very good recently. With the weather getting colder, New Year’s Day holidays, and the approaching New Year, the clothing business was entering its most profitable period of the year.

Li Mu told her and Dad not to work too hard, but Li Mom said, “Your Dad and I are looking for another storefront recently. We want to open another store.”

Li Mu was stunned: “Mom, what are you doing?! Aren’t two stores already too much to handle?”

Li Mom said very seriously, “The clothing business is good right now, and the spending power of us Haizhou people has also increased. Opening one more store means earning one more cent.”

Li Mu was resigned. He told Li Mom, “You and Dad shouldn’t open any more stores. I’ve also been working on some things, and it looks like things are going pretty well now. It’s enough for our family to live comfortably without worries.”

Li Mom advised, “Your most important thing right now is your studies. Don’t always think about making money. Your Mom and Dad are running two stores now, and we can earn a few million a year. You should just focus on studying well and don’t delay your academics for a bit of small money.”

Li Mu awkwardly repeated the two words from his Mom’s mouth in his heart: “small money”… She actually said her son was only earning small money.

“Mom, you’ve gotten full of yourself!”
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Although Li Mu didn’t want his Mom and Dad to stress themselves out by opening another store, he was secretly delighted by their growing entrepreneurial spirit. Having a venture in their lives that could bring them satisfaction and increasingly build their confidence was an excellent thing for their mindset. His only worry was that their ambition might lead them to overwork.

According to Li Mu’s estimation, his Mom and Dad had probably earned several million yuan by now. If he told them he had a company worth several hundred million yuan, he wondered how well they would take it. But then again, while the company’s valuation was in the hundreds of millions, he had only cashed out a little over one million yuan himself, which was less than what his Mom and Dad had earned in cash. That was indeed a sad story.

Fortunately, Legend Overlord was still continuously profitable, providing Li Mu with a relatively stable source of cash. The cheats could easily bring in one million yuan a month, but going higher than that would be difficult. For Li Mu, this funding source was only enough for pocket money and small-scale investments in physical businesses. To make a move in the internet sector, he still needed a large amount of cash, at least an eight-figure sum to start. For big money, he would have to rely on transferring shares of Muye Technology and Eting Technology.

Li Mom, on the phone, once again showed concern for Li Mu’s life, asking a barrage of questions about his well-being, and then asked him, “Are you dating anyone at school, you rascal?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “No, I’m not.”

Li Mom said, “Although your age isn’t ideal for dating, if there’s a good girl around, an exception can be made. Several boys in our neighborhood, a few years older than you, were very popular with girls when they were in school, but their families absolutely forbade them from dating. Then, once they graduated, they couldn’t even find a girlfriend. Some are already twenty-five or twenty-six and still don’t have a partner.”

Li Mu, remembering how he had remained single until his early thirties in his previous life, couldn’t help but mumble, “Twenty-five or twenty-six is still very young, isn’t it? No need to rush into finding a partner.”

“What do you know?” Li Mom said, “For boys, getting married at twenty-two or twenty-three is the best choice. Establishing a family before starting a career is the real way to go. Don’t listen to what some people say about establishing a career first and then a family; whether you can even establish a career is another matter entirely.”

Li Mu thought about it. Establishing a career before starting a family seemed to be the reason and excuse he used for remaining single in his thirties back then. However, in his previous life, his Mom had been very understanding of him. She rarely urged him to get married, only asking about his thoughts, and once she knew what he was thinking, she always expressed support. He hadn’t expected that, deep down, she didn’t agree with his excuses at all.

Thinking about it now, he realized that his Mom must have worried a lot during all those years he spent outside without getting married in his previous life. Perhaps she was afraid of putting pressure on him, which was why she never said anything.

Li Mu sighed inwardly and said to his Mom, “If I find someone suitable, I’ll start seeing them and look for an opportunity to bring them home for you to meet.”

Li Mom smiled and repeatedly said, “Good, good.”

Li Mu said, “My phone card has some issues. It might not be reachable for the next couple of days. I’ll go buy a new card later and tell you and Dad the new number then.”

Li Mom didn’t think much of it, only reminding Li Mu to take good care of himself.

After hanging up, Li Mu turned off his phone and pulled out the SIM card. He went out and bought a prepaid card by the roadside. Besides sending the new number to his Mom and Dad, he only gave it to Ning Hao, Kong Lingyu, and Lin Qingya. He didn’t give it to anyone else. The previous barrage of calls and texts gave him a headache just thinking about it, so this time he decided to have complete peace and quiet. For the next two days, besides his Mom and Dad, he would only be in contact with the film crew and Muye Technology.

Ning Hao received Li Mu’s text and called him back, saying that the film crew would arrive in Yanjing tomorrow. The set decorations in Yanjing were almost complete, and the crew’s plane would land tomorrow noon. After half a day of rest, they would start filming Zhang Kexuan’s scenes as a bar singer in Yanjing that evening.

Li Mu replied with an “OK,” and then the world suddenly became completely quiet.

Su Yingxue, who was celebrating New Year’s Day at her paternal aunt’s house, paced back and forth on the balcony with her phone, feeling somewhat anxious. Her paternal aunt, seeing her repeatedly pick up the phone, dial, but never connect with anyone, guessed that she might be trying to call someone unsuccessfully. Noticing her anxious expression, she walked to the balcony and asked her, “Yingxue, what’s wrong?”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “Nothing’s wrong. The heating inside is a bit stuffy, so I came out for some fresh air.”

Her paternal aunt said, “You’ve been holding your phone since this afternoon, even after dinner, looking restless. Is there something important?”

Su Yingxue then said, “I’m trying to call a friend. Either it doesn’t go through or it’s busy, and now when I call, it just says the phone is off.”

Her paternal aunt asked her, “A friend or a classmate?”

Su Yingxue said, “A classmate.”

Her paternal aunt’s interest was immediately piqued. In a casual tone, she asked, “A male classmate or a female student?”

Su Yingxue didn’t hide it: “A male classmate.”

Her paternal aunt raised an eyebrow, thinking, “Oh, something’s going on here. I need to find a way to get to the bottom of this.” Just as she was about to speak, her daughter inside the room shouted, “Mom, your eggplants are ripe! I’ll ‘Steal a Dish’ first, then help you harvest them!”

Her paternal aunt’s expression immediately turned stern. She yelled at the top of her lungs, “You brat! How dare you ‘Steal a Dish’ from your old lady!” After saying that, she stomped back into the room.

Su Yingxue watched, dumbfounded. After a moment of bewilderment, she helplessly shook her head. Before the afternoon, her younger sister had gotten her hooked on this little game too, but now she couldn’t stop trying to reach Li Mu. She didn’t even feel like harvesting vegetables anymore.

Su Yingxue called Zhao Kang, but Zhao Kang also had no news of Li Mu and couldn’t reach him either. Su Yingxue then thought of Li Mu’s dorm mates, but she wasn’t familiar with them and didn’t have their contact information. Realizing that Dong Ai should be quite familiar with the people in their dorm, she called her.

Dong Ai was on a business trip in Shanghai. When she received Su Yingxue’s call, as soon as it connected, Su Yingxue immediately asked, “Senior Sister Ai, can you get in touch with Li Mu?”

Dong Ai said, “Don’t even get me started. I’ve been looking for him all day. The 3321 university student auction officially launched in Shanghai at 8 PM tonight, and I’ve been looking for him all afternoon without finding him.”

Su Yingxue was shocked: “He didn’t even pay attention to such a big event?”

Dong Ai’s tone was also a bit dejected: “Tell me about it. He’s paying less and less attention to 3321 these days.”

“But his phone shouldn’t be off.”

Dong Ai said, “How about I ask the people in his dorm?”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “Please do ask. Let me know if you hear anything.”

Dong Ai hummed in acknowledgment, sensing Su Yingxue’s anxiety, and comforted her, “Don’t worry, that kid is smarter than anyone. Nothing will happen to him. At most, his phone just ran out of battery.”

Su Yingxue said, “Still, please confirm. Otherwise, I’ll keep worrying.”

Dong Ai hung up Su Yingxue’s call and immediately called all five people in Li Mu’s dorm. The feedback she received was that no one knew where Li Mu had gone, and no one could reach him by phone. There was absolutely no news.

Dong Ai then relayed the situation to Su Yingxue, making Su Yingxue even more anxious.

She even wanted to call Li Mu’s family to inquire, but she didn’t have Li Mu’s contact information, so she didn’t know where to start.

In her anxiety, she suddenly remembered the apartment Li Mu rented in Yucheng Garden. She quickly returned indoors, put on her down jacket, and was about to leave.

Her paternal aunt and younger sister were busy ‘Stealing a Dish’ on the computer. Su Yingxue said at the door, “Paternal aunt, I’m going out for a bit; I have something to do.”

Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt was so engrossed in the Happy Farm game that she didn’t even react before Su Yingxue had already left the house.

After Li Mu changed his phone card and ate something casually outside, he couldn’t contain his excitement at the thought of Happy Farm’s first item incentive quest launching at midnight. Midnight also marked the game’s first 24-hour milestone since its launch, and Li Mu was very much looking forward to Happy Farm’s 24-hour data.

Just like when it launched last night, all the core technical staff were working overtime. Lin Qingya stayed by their side, acting as the logistics director, ordering meals for them, buying them drinks, snacks, and even cigarettes. She spent the entire day bustling around these technical staff, busy but enjoying herself immensely.

It was almost nine o’clock when Li Mu arrived at the company. At this very moment, it was Happy Farm’s peak traffic period. Real-time data showed that the current number of online users had surpassed three million, reaching three point eight million, and was about to break four million. The total number of online users for Tieba was four point two million, meaning the game’s online users accounted for over 90% of Tieba’s online users.

Before the game launched, Tieba’s online users during this time slot were roughly over two million but less than three million. Therefore, the game’s launch directly increased the number of online users by nearly 50%, a growth rate that even surprised Li Mu.

Furthermore, the number of new users reached over seven million within a single day, and among these new users, the proportion logging into Happy Farm accounted for 98%.

In other words, almost all of the over seven million new users registered today came specifically for Happy Farm.

This game’s user stickiness was simply incredible!

Moreover, having been released so many years in advance, its impact on users at this moment was even stronger than it would be years later.

Li Mu sighed and said to Kong Lingyu, “We must fully develop the official version of YY by March. We’ll choose an opportune moment to launch it between late March and early April. During this period, we must maintain strict confidentiality. Under no circumstances can we leak the news that we are developing instant messaging software.”

Kong Lingyu nodded, but said with some uncertainty, “It’s such a massive development project. I’m afraid it will be very difficult to keep it confidential, especially since we have over a dozen technical staff involved in the development…”

Li Mu said, “Keep it as confidential as possible. Sign non-disclosure agreements. I’ll put up three hundred thousand yuan as a confidentiality bonus. If this project can remain confidential until mid-March, all team members who know about and participate in this project will share the three hundred thousand yuan confidentiality bonus. If there’s a leak before mid-March, not only will the confidentiality bonus be zero, but everyone’s quarterly bonus for the first quarter will also be deducted, including yours and mine.”
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For major project development, confidentiality and bonuses are indispensable measures. Although the issue of confidentiality had been emphasized long ago, the more astonishing Happy Farm’s data became, the more Li Mu worried about prematurely exposing their intentions.

Once their intentions were exposed, it would mean being immediately regarded as a mortal enemy by QQ, which would likely lead to their fierce encirclement, just like how Li Mu had pursued and blocked Q Bar when it launched. Every company has a strong sense of territoriality over its core products and markets, and they will fight to the death when encountering a direct competitor.

Li Mu didn’t want to openly confront an instant messaging software company with tens of millions of users yet, especially before his own product was released. If QQ realized he was threatening their foundation, he would be powerless to retaliate in the instant messaging field.

The internet industry is segmented into various categories. No company has truly formed an Ecosystem Closed loop yet, so everyone is busy with their respective fields. Everyone had their own specialized fields, and direct competition was relatively rare. Both Baidu and Tencent felt envy, jealousy, and hatred towards Tieba, but in their eyes, Tieba was an object of envy, not a real threat. On the surface, Tieba wouldn’t shake Baidu’s search foundation, nor would it shake QQ’s instant messaging foundation. As long as QQ maintained this perception, they wouldn’t view Tieba as a mortal enemy; on the contrary, they would be attracted by Tieba’s existing products.

Li Mu was now eager for QQ to imitate his Happy Farm. If they imitated Happy Farm, they would have to divert energy to build a new development team. Although this game didn’t require a large amount of work, imitation development would still take at least a month. Developing a simple Flash game was easy, but creating a web-based game like Happy Farm was more troublesome, because for any network-based game, the backend setup was not an easy task; data storage, computation, and interaction could not have the slightest problem.

Building a team, outlining product requirements and overall architecture, then starting frontend and backend development, followed by internal testing to find bugs—this entire process would take at least over a month. In over a month, they would only be able to imitate the existing 1.0 version, but Li Mu had several updated versions ready to release. Once their imitated 1.0 version launched, he would immediately release a new version. If they then chased after the new version, he would release an even newer version, always keeping them chasing frantically, gritting their teeth, but never catching up. This way, he could continuously divert their energy, focusing more of their efforts on imitating and catching up with Happy Farm. This would ensure that when YY officially launched, it would deliver a fatal blow from behind.

Li Mu, intently staring at the data, was more focused than stock investors watching the market. The continuous rise in online users, the constant increase in new users, and the continuous refreshing of game login users all made Li Mu feel an uncontrollable excitement. Making games was indeed more passionate than other internet products because their rise could be incredibly fast, beyond imagination.

As time passed, the evening traffic saw another surge. From nine to twelve o’clock, new users increased by nearly two million. This game was truly going crazy!

At exactly twelve o’clock, Happy Farm players discovered a constantly flashing yellow cartoon exclamation mark suddenly popped up in the upper left corner of the game interface. Almost all players clicked the exclamation mark to open it after seeing it, thus receiving Happy Farm’s first Item Reward Task—inviting friends.

Users only needed to invite friends to register and log in to the game. When registering, they had to fill in their ID number in the referrer field to successfully invite a friend. After inviting ten friends, they would receive five packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer. After inviting twenty friends, they would receive fifteen packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer. Moreover, this reward was cumulative. Each time it stacked, there was an additional reward of five packs of Regular Fertilizer. For example, inviting twenty people for the first time would yield fifteen packs; inviting another twenty people for the second time would yield twenty packs; the third time, twenty-five packs, and so on.

After this task was released, the new item—Regular Compound Fertilizer—also officially debuted. As a “god-tier item” that could reduce crop maturation time by thirty minutes, players buzzed with excitement as soon as the task was announced!

After twenty-four hours of familiarity, players were gradually getting the hang of it and starting to pay attention to the friend leaderboard. Because the game’s online time had been extended to twenty-four hours, the disparity in online time also led to significant differences in user levels and rankings. However, the top-ranked players were basically online all the time. These people were seizing every moment to plant and Steal a Dish, so their levels were very close. The best way to widen the gap was to use fertilizer items.

If one could get fifteen packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer, after two cycles of planting and harvesting, they could be an hour ahead of others. If they got twenty more packs, they could be even further ahead.

The item incentives kept netizens immersed in the game while also prompting them to invite their friends to join everywhere. For a time, most of the greetings exchanged on QQ were about whether the other person was playing Happy Farm.

It was hard to imagine that just one hour after the task was released, new registered users had increased by over two million.

In less than half an hour, some users had already successfully received rewards, and subsequently, the number of people receiving rewards grew rapidly.

Internet peers and industry bigwigs were also involuntarily inviting friends to join Happy Farm at this moment. Tan Yaocheng was the most typical example among them. He had secretly played all day at work today and continued playing as soon as he got home. Through unremitting efforts, he had consistently ranked first in his friend circle, but the second and third place players were also hot on his heels. This gap could basically be closed within one or two hours, so he desperately hoped to get the Regular Compound Fertilizer reward, and the more, the better.

He sent messages to every online friend in his QQ friend list, asking if they had played Happy Farm. If they replied no, he would immediately send them a link, inviting them to register and try it out. If they replied that they were already playing, he would ask to add each other as friends. The more friends he had, the more opportunities there were to Steal a Dish and help each other, which was a key factor in securing experience and gold coins.

After a round of invitations, Tan Yaocheng finally received the system’s reward: fifteen packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer. The crop he was currently planting was strawberries, which needed one hour to mature. With Regular Compound Fertilizer, he could halve the time. He now had eight plots of land. Fifteen packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer could basically ensure he could plant two rounds of strawberries in half an hour. Not only did it save an hour, but most importantly, with fertilizer, it not only saved time but also effectively prevented friends from Stealing a Dish. It truly was a case of kill two birds with one stone!
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Seeing that the Item Reward Tasks had greatly stimulated user participation, Li Mu instructed Kong Lingyu to start preparing incentives for continuous sign-ins that would grant items. The goal was for users to begin continuous sign-ins starting tomorrow, with item rewards given from the second day of continuous sign-ins, ensuring that as long as they didn’t break the streak, they would receive items every day.

Kong Lingyu asked, “We’ve developed so many items, but only used two so far. If we’re giving out items for sign-ins, which ones do you want to use as rewards?”

Li Mu smiled, “Regular Fertilizer, Regular Compound Fertilizer, and Premium Fertilizer can all be used. Golden Finger can also be brought out.”

Premium Fertilizer could reduce crop growth time by one hour. Golden Finger was an item for one-click harvesting and one-click Steal a Dish, coming in packs of three. Users could use it to instantly harvest all their own crops or instantly Steal a Dish from all their friends’ fields. It was an excellent choice for both preventing Steal a Dish and performing Steal a Dish. Especially for Steal a Dish, players who manually harvested were basically defenseless against it.

Li Mu and the team together established a more comprehensive cumulative sign-in rule. For example, starting from the second day of continuous sign-ins, within ten days, sign-ins could cumulatively earn Regular Fertilizer: one pack on the first day, two packs on the second day, and so on, up to a maximum of five packs. This meant that from the fifth day to the tenth day, users would receive five packs of Regular Fertilizer daily.

From the eleventh day onwards, the sign-in reward would change from five packs of Regular Fertilizer to three packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer. From the fifteenth day onwards, it would increase to five packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer, plus a set of Golden Finger items.

From the twenty-first day onwards, the sign-in reward would become five packs of Premium Fertilizer, plus a set of Golden Finger items.

After thirty-one days, user levels would generally have risen to a relatively high stage, and then more advanced items would be introduced as rewards.

The principle of the entire sign-in reward system was that users must log in and click to sign in every day. If there was a break in the middle, the count would reset from the beginning. This was meant to subconsciously force users to develop stickiness; the longer they signed in, the higher the cost of giving up.

After finalizing the sign-in strategy, Kong Lingyu said, “Boss, I think we can launch an item mall after a while.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Tell me your thoughts first.”

Kong Lingyu said, “It’s simple, just selling items. Everyone is trying to offer value-added services now, aren’t they? Online games go without saying, even QQ has membership services. Our game is so popular, and its in-game structure is so detailed. In the future, it will also connect with Happy Pasture and add many designs like processing workshops. User stickiness will only get higher and higher. If we launch an item mall, I believe there will be significant profit margins.”

Lin Qingya, standing by, smiled and said, “When I played Happy Farm myself, I thought, ‘It would be great if I could buy fertilizer with money.’ After all, they’re virtual items with no additional costs. If we launch an item mall, we’ll definitely be profitable.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “An item mall must be launched, but profitability isn’t the fundamental goal.”

Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya exchanged confused glances. On one hand, he said an item mall must be made, but on the other, he said it wasn’t for profit. So what was it for?

Li Mu said, “After these two busy days, the technical department can start planning the item mall. It’s tentatively scheduled to launch in about half a month. For item pricing, you can discuss it in a meeting later and give me a version to review. However, when developing it, you must create a special one-mao discount package. No matter how you price it, it must contain ten yuan worth of virtual items, and it must include popular items. Each account is limited to one purchase, and promote it aggressively for ten days.”

“0.1% discount?” Kong Lingyu looked at Li Mu in surprise. “Boss, selling ten yuan worth of items for one mao, even as a promotional price, isn’t that too low?”

Li Mu laughed heartily, stood up, and said, “Only by paying through Alipay can you enjoy the promotional price.”

After speaking, Li Mu checked the time and said, “It’s too late. I won’t keep you. I have things to do tomorrow, so I’ll head back to rest first.”

Kong Lingyu hadn’t quite grasped the meaning of Li Mu’s words, but Lin Qingya quickly stood up and asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, did you drive?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes, are you going home?”

Lin Qingya nodded somewhat shyly, “I just moved into a new place. It’s not too far from the company, just four stops. It won’t be too much trouble for you.”

Li Mu smiled, “Don’t say four stops, even if it’s forty stops, I’ll take you. I can’t let you go back alone so late, it’s not safe.”

Lin Qingya pursed her lips into a smile and said, “Then wait for me a moment, I’ll pack my things, it’ll be quick.”

After Lin Qingya finished speaking, she left the technical department for her office. Li Mu was also about to leave when Kong Lingyu suddenly stood up and said, as if enlightened, “Boss, you want to use Happy Farm to cultivate Alipay users?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “As it looks now, using discount packages as a promotional attraction should be able to accumulate a large number of users for Alipay.”

Kong Lingyu said excitedly, “Alipay itself is a payment channel, and its users are paying users. Boss, what are you trying to do? What new project are you brewing?”

Li Mu blinked and smiled, “Now isn’t the time to talk about those things. Cultivating users first is the key.”

In the future, a platform might be willing to spend several yuan to attract a user to pay even one fen, because the value of paying users is extremely high, and their potential for future development is immense. For online payments, the biggest hurdle is going from zero to 0.01. Once users cross this threshold, 0.01 can become one hundred, ten thousand, or even more. Why did WeChat plan the red envelope campaign? The goal was to achieve the user’s breakthrough from zero to 0.01. And why did they later invest in Didi, JD.com, Ele.me, Meituan, and Dianping? It was to follow up on the red envelope campaign, allowing users to achieve a breakthrough from 0.01 to one hundred or even ten thousand.

The big players in the internet industry are all interconnected. Although Li Mu hadn’t become a big player yet, he was already prepared. At this time, he naturally had to seize every opportunity to lay out plans for the future. Happy Farm’s peak lifespan was estimated to be no more than half a year, but it could cultivate a YY communication software and millions, even tens of millions, of Alipay users. With tens of millions of Alipay users, wouldn’t creating Taobao be as easy as pie?

Besides, wasn’t his cheap senior male student, Liu Qiangdong, still starting his business in Zhongguancun? His optical-magnetic products business should be booming now, and he probably hadn’t conceived the idea of B2C yet. But it didn’t matter; when the time was right, Li Mu could go find him! Doing B2C was troublesome and exhausting; it involved dealing with suppliers, setting up warehousing systems, logistics systems, after-sales systems, and so on. Just thinking about it gave Li Mu a headache; he wouldn’t do it himself even if it killed him. In the future, he would do the C2C Taobao himself, but for the B2C e-commerce platform, he could talk to “Senior Student Liu.” He would surely be in his element tinkering with these things…

…

Li Mu didn’t say too much to Kong Lingyu. After Lin Qingya finished packing, the two left the company together. On the way to the parking lot, Li Mu tentatively asked Lin Qingya, “Qingya, when you were at Renmin University, did you ever hear of a senior male student named Liu Qiangdong?”

Li Mu had only asked tentatively, not holding much hope, but to his surprise, Lin Qingya asked him with a look of astonishment, “How do you know Brother Dong? He graduated in ’96, two years before me…”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “I heard someone mention him. He’s also from our school, right? A friend once talked about him and said he’s starting a business in Zhongguancun now.”

Lin Qingya nodded repeatedly, exclaiming, “The world really is too small! Brother Dong is indeed in Zhongguancun, but he probably shouldn’t be considered just ‘starting a business’ anymore. He opened a company specializing in selling optical-magnetic products, and now he has several branches. It’s very profitable.”

After Lin Qingya finished speaking, a hint of pride unconsciously appeared on her face, but then she suddenly looked at Li Mu, and that pride instantly deflated like a balloon, completely gone. She sighed, “Alright, compared to you, Brother Dong really is still just an entrepreneur…”

Li Mu smiled, “I’m an entrepreneur too, and Muye Technology is also in its startup phase. By the way, are you very familiar with this Senior Student Liu?”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “He was very famous at school. He was especially good at tinkering with things. You always heard about him making a lot of money doing this, and making a lot of money doing that. Later, when I was in the student union, sometimes we needed funds for organizing activities, so I’d go to him for help. He was very easy to talk to and very willing to help. He had excellent connections at school. After he graduated, he often invited us junior male and female students out for meals. In the past few years since I graduated, he also frequently organized gatherings for old classmates in Yanjing.”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s great! If possible, find an opportunity to introduce me to this senior male student.”

Lin Qingya pursed her lips into a smile and said, “What a coincidence! When we had a gathering half a month ago, he was asking about you. He said he particularly admired your 3321 and that you would definitely achieve great things in the internet field in the future. I didn’t even dare tell him at the time that you were the founder of Muye Technology…”

Li Mu wasn’t surprised. Liu Qiangdong had graduated from Renmin University, so he would naturally pay more attention to Renmin University than someone from outside. Furthermore, he was obsessed with IT and the internet when he was in school, so it wasn’t unexpected that he would be interested in 3321. Although Li Mu didn’t know how strong this senior male student’s internet mindset was now, JD.com in later generations proved his vision and ability. Most importantly, being able to manage JD.com’s massive operation of thirty to forty thousand people meant his management ability was extraordinary.

If he were to be pulled into B2C, what would his opinion be now? Or should he simply be pulled into C2C first, and after his potential was stimulated early, then invest money to let him do B2C? He probably had a net worth of at least one million yuan now, but he was still far from being able to do B2C on his own.

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly felt a bit impatient to meet him.





Chapter 296: Lin Qingya’s Dilemma

Sitting in his GL8, Li Mu asked Lin Qingya, who was beside him, “Which residential complex are you living in now?”

Lin Qingya replied, “Shuangyun Yayuan.”

Li Mu frowned slightly. “I think I’ve heard of that complex. Where exactly is it?”

“It’s about five hundred meters east from the intersection at the east gate of Renmin University.” Lin Qingya glanced at Li Mu, a flicker of panic flashing in her heart as she spoke.

“Oh! I know it now. That complex is right next to Yucheng Garden. Why did you move here?”

With Lin Qingya’s reminder, Li Mu immediately recalled that Shuangyun Yayuan was indeed next to Yucheng Garden. Coming out of the east gate of Renmin University, the first complex was Yucheng Garden, and its gate faced west, basically directly opposite the Renmin University gate. The entrance to Shuangyun Yayuan was on the north side of the road, five hundred meters east of the intersection, with its main gate facing south. Li Mu had noticed that complex when he was looking for a place before, but he had only heard that it consisted of studios, one-bedroom, and small two-bedroom apartments, with generally small unit sizes, so he had given up on it.

Lin Qingya had only recently changed her apartment, and the reason she moved to Shuangyun Yayuan was due to that little thought at play in her mind. She knew Li Mu was studying at Renmin University, so when she looked for an apartment, she unconsciously searched extensively around Renmin University and ultimately chose Shuangyun Yayuan.

Facing Li Mu’s question, Lin Qingya said somewhat unnaturally, “When I was looking for an apartment, I just wanted to be a bit closer to the company, but the rent near the company was too expensive, so I went to Shuangyun Yayuan. It’s just a few bus stops from the company, about ten-odd minutes by bus, quite convenient. Manager Li, do you know the way?”

Li Mu didn’t think much of it, just nodded slightly and smiled. “I know.”

Li Mu drove out and said to Lin Qingya in a casual tone, “We’ll be securing Series B financing soon. We’ll be raising at least tens of millions of yuan. Do you have any thoughts?”

Lin Qingya thought for a moment and said, “At that time, both the company’s software and hardware will definitely need a major upgrade, right? Our current office space might not be enough. Also, I need to quickly set up the human resources department, with at least two HR specialists, and then collect a batch of resumes to build up our talent pool.”

Li Mu looked at Lin Qingya in surprise and smiled. “You’ve thought of everything so clearly. You’ve thought of everything I’ve been considering lately.”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “I’ve also been thinking about Series B financing recently. I didn’t know when you planned to raise funds, but I did some preparation work in advance.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then you can start preparing according to your plan soon. Series B financing should be finalized this month and the funds will be in place after the Lunar New Year.”

Lin Qingya suddenly remembered what her Mom had called her about a few days ago. After much hesitation, she tentatively asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, if we secure Series B financing, can stock options be cashed out?”

Li Mu said, “I will definitely strive for a cash-out ratio. Your shares and Old Kong’s are held in trust for you by me, so if you want to cash out then, I will repurchase them directly at the valuation price.”

Then, Li Mu added, “However, I still advise you not to cash out so early. Cashing out in Series B is still too soon. Although Baidu left, releasing ten percent of the shares, I still plan to dilute another ten percent in Series B. So, by the time we secure Series B financing, you’ll still have one percent of the shares. Cashing out now would only be several million yuan before tax. I still suggest you wait a bit longer. I can’t promise you’ll wait until Muye Technology goes public, but at least wait until after Series C financing. By then, the valuation will definitely be over one billion yuan, and cashing out will truly be meaningful.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said with a hint of embarrassment, “I understand what you mean, it’s just that I’ve encountered some personal issues, so…”

Li Mu said, “Tell me what’s going on, and I’ll try my best to help you solve it. But when it comes to shares, you should consider it carefully. The company’s growth is so fast right now; cashing out early would mean a huge loss.”

“I know…” Lin Qingya pressed her lips together, unsure how to speak for a moment.

She didn’t want to tell Li Mu that her Mom and Dad had been calling her constantly, urging her to find a way to get some money for her older brother’s wedding.

Lin Qingya had two siblings at home, her older brother was thirty-two this year. When he was young, he was playful and didn’t like studying. He dropped out after junior high and just drifted around. He drifted until his twenties without achieving anything significant. Later, he had a girlfriend, and to settle down and get married quickly, he went to work as a temporary laborer at a prefabrication plant in the county. However, one time, while using a hand chain hoist to lift a precast slab, the iron chain snapped, and the slab fell on his right foot, resulting in his right foot being amputated from the ankle down. From then on, he became disabled.

After her brother became disabled, the prefabrication plant only compensated him a few thousand yuan and refused to pay any more. Lin Qingya’s Mom and Dad sued them in court but couldn’t get a clear resolution. Her brother, however, not only had his girlfriend run away because of the accident but also couldn’t find any job himself. Later, he never recovered and simply started living off his parents at home.

Lin Qingya’s family background was ordinary. Her Dad used to be a worker at the county food factory and just took medical retirement last year, receiving only about three hundred yuan in pension a month. Her Mom had an agricultural household registration and never had a job. The family’s financial situation was very ordinary. Originally, Lin Qingya’s family didn’t even want her to attend university, wanting to save the money for her brother to get a wife. Later, Lin Qingya’s homeroom teacher personally went to their home to persuade them, but to no avail. Finally, Lin Qingya’s high school alma mater raised five thousand yuan in Gaokao scholarship money for Lin Qingya, which barely allowed her to attend university.

After starting university, Lin Qingya always engaged in work-study programs, relying on the money she earned from part-time jobs and scholarships to support herself through university. But in her second year, after her brother became disabled, the family’s finances became very tight. Her Mom and Dad even begged her to drop out and work to help alleviate some of the family’s financial difficulties. Lin Qingya knelt and begged her Mom and Dad to let her finish her studies, and her insistence almost made her Mom and Dad sever ties with her.

After finally persevering until university graduation, her Mom and Dad started arranging for her brother to find a romantic partner again. Her brother had no job to begin with, and after becoming disabled, he was unwilling to do anything. He lived with his parents in a miniature two-bedroom apartment of forty to fifty square meters. Lacking people, money, and property, finding a romantic partner was even more difficult.

However, Lin Qingya’s Mom and Dad strongly preferred sons over daughters and absolutely refused to see their son remain a bachelor for life. So, they asked someone to arrange a match for their son in a less affluent rural area. But as soon as people heard that Lin Qingya’s brother was disabled, jobless, and only had a non-agricultural household registration, no girl was willing to marry him.

Years passed like this, and Lin Qingya’s older brother was already thirty-two years old. Although he had lost his ambition due to his physical disability, his physiological and psychological needs as a man grew stronger with age. He desperately wanted to find a wife and get married, causing scenes with his parents every day at home, demanding that they buy him a house and find him a wife to carry on the Lin family line.

Lin Qingya’s parents naturally also hoped to find a romantic partner for their son. It wasn’t just about continuing the family line; he was already over thirty and somewhat disabled. His parents felt that if he found a wife, she could always look after him. Otherwise, what would happen to him, a disabled person, if his parents were no longer around one day?

So, Lin Qingya’s parents forcibly dumped a large part of this burden onto Lin Qingya. By then, Lin Qingya had graduated and was working in Yanjing. Her parents kept demanding that she send money home every month, saying that they had arranged a wife for her brother in the countryside. The girl’s family’s conditions were very simple: because the girl’s parents had another son who was of marriageable age, the family needed to build a new house for their son in the countryside for his wedding, so marrying off their daughter required an eighty thousand yuan bride price, not a single yuan less. In addition, the girl’s family also demanded that Lin Qingya’s family buy another house in the county town, otherwise, she wouldn’t marry.

A house in the county town would cost at least sixty to seventy thousand yuan, plus renovation, plus the eighty thousand yuan bride price, totaling at least one hundred seventy to one hundred eighty thousand yuan. For Lin Qingya’s parents, this huge sum was absolutely impossible for them to come up with.

But there was no other way. Matchmakers had been discussing it for several rounds, and this was the one with the lowest asking price. Others, upon hearing that their son was disabled, even demanded one hundred thousand or two hundred thousand yuan just for the bride price, refusing to negotiate for a single yuan less. Although they were making exorbitant demands, they had their reasons: “Your son is permanently disabled. How much would it cost to hire a caretaker for him for life? What’s more, he has no job, no income. How life would be with him is unknown; one must always be prepared to endure hardship and toil. Is one hundred thousand or two hundred thousand yuan still expensive?”

Lin Qingya’s Mom and Dad couldn’t afford the money, so Lin Qingya’s brother couldn’t get married. Now, her brother would drink one hundred fifty grams of alcohol every night and cause a scene at home. Sometimes he even started breaking things, making Lin Qingya’s Mom and Dad bathed in tears every day. They called Lin Qingya almost every few days, pressuring her to send more money home. A few days ago, it was even worse: her Dad called, saying that the girl’s family, whom they had arranged for her brother, was getting impatient. If the bride price wasn’t paid before the Lunar New Year, they would simply not consider it anymore. Now, her Mom and Dad and brother were all jumping up and down with anxiety, but the family had no money and couldn’t borrow any, so they could only pin their hopes on their daughter working in Yanjing.

Lin Qingya’s Dad asked Lin Qingya to find a way to get one hundred fifty thousand yuan for the family. Lin Qingya immediately became anxious. The wedding only needed one hundred eighty thousand yuan in total, but they immediately asked her for one hundred fifty thousand. Where was she supposed to get so much money? In the three-plus years she had been working, apart from her basic living expenses, all the remaining money had been sent home. Over these three years, she had sent tens of thousands of yuan home, leaving her with not even five thousand yuan in savings. But for her brother’s wedding, the family was only willing to cover thirty thousand, expecting her to solve the rest. This was simply too unreasonable, wasn’t it?

Her Dad’s answer was simple, even crude: “Your brother is in a bad mood, drinking and smoking all day. My meager retirement pension isn’t even enough for his drinking and smoking. Do you think all the money you send home can be saved? Don’t we have to subsidize household expenses? Otherwise, what would your Mom and Dad and your brother eat? Should we just starve to death?”





Chapter 297: Don’t Think About Cashing Out

Lin Qingya was never favored since childhood. Although her older brother was seven or eight years older than her, in her childhood memories, Mom and Dad still prioritized giving the best of everything to her older brother, even when it came to schooling.

Her older brother’s studies were always poor, and he didn’t want to continue after junior high. Yet, Mom and Dad desperately tried to persuade him to attend a vocational high school or technical school. Lin Qingya, on the other hand, had excellent grades since she was young, but Mom and Dad were still reluctant for her to continue her education. Lin Qingya had already grown into a very beautiful young woman in her youth, and her mother’s relatives kept saying that she shouldn’t continue after junior high. Such a beautiful girl, they said, should be sent to work in the south to help support the family and find a romantic partner. With her looks, she would definitely find a wealthy husband’s family/in-laws.

Dad once strongly agreed with this idea and even, for a time, didn’t want Lin Qingya to attend high school. Later, Lin Qingya ranked fifth in the entire county on her high school entrance exam, which was enough to get into the best high school in the county. However, a local coal-mining high school offered to waive all her tuition and fees for three years of high school and even gave her a one thousand yuan bonus. Lin Qingya compromised and went to that coal-mining high school, which was how she managed to get through all three years of high school.

University was even worse; her family barely provided any living expenses, and she relied entirely on herself.

Three years of high school, four years of university, and three years of work—she had almost never spoken of the hardships of these ten years to outsiders. Besides her good friend Chen Yan, no one else knew.

Lin Qingya, who had always been undervalued by her family, gave back most of her income to them during her three years of work. But Mom and Dad still didn’t give her enough respect. They roughly threw the burden of raising money onto her, completely disregarding whether she had the ability to do so.

Lin Qingya tried to explain to Dad: “I really can’t get this much money right now. Why don’t you wait another year or two? Maybe in another year or two, there will be a turn for the better.”

Dad angrily said: “A year or two? In another month or two, your brother’s romantic partner will fall through again! Your mom said that if your brother’s romantic partner falls through, she’ll take poison and commit suicide. You decide what to do!”

Lin Qingya cried, saying she really didn’t have that much money, and even if they forced her to death, she couldn’t come up with it. She didn’t mention that she had stock options worth a million yuan. On one hand, these stock options weren’t yet at the point where they could be cashed out. On the other hand, she knew clearly that if she told them, Mom and Dad might appear at the company’s entrance tomorrow, insisting on forcing her to find a way to convert the stock options into enough money for her older brother’s wedding, and then happily take the money home to arrange her older brother’s wedding.

Unexpectedly, Dad actually said: “Then why don’t you just come back? I’ll find someone to introduce you to a wealthy husband’s family/in-laws. Aunt Cao keeps nagging your mom, saying that if someone like you came back to our county to find a husband’s family/in-laws, she couldn’t guarantee anything else, but finding a millionaire would definitely be no problem. Then your future husband’s family/in-laws would give a large bride price, and your brother’s marriage would be settled. Then both you and your brother could settle your marriages, and Mom and I could die in peace.”

Lin Qingya gave up hope at that moment. She said she definitely wouldn’t go back, and even less would she marry according to his arrangements. Lin Qingya’s father said, “Then you find a way to get me one hundred fifty thousand yuan so your brother can get married. Otherwise, Mom and I will cut ties with you. You can live your good life alone in Yanjing. Our lives or deaths have nothing to do with you. Maybe one day Mom and I will drink pesticide and die together. Then our house can be left for your brother’s wedding, and my workplace can give some funeral expenses, which might just barely cover a bride price.”

Lin Qingya was heartbroken and simply steeled her heart, saying: “Don’t say anything else. I’ll find a way to get you the money. From now on, don’t come to me for family matters. When you and Mom are old, I’ll pay for your retirement. I won’t manage anything else. Don’t come to me again if something like this happens.”

Lin Qingya’s father said: “Alright, you get out the one hundred fifty thousand yuan, and Mom and I won’t need you to cry for us even if we die.”

Lin Qingya defiantly said: “I’ll give you two hundred thousand yuan, that’ll even cover the money for my older brother’s future child!”

These past few days, Lin Qingya had been thinking about how to get two hundred thousand yuan for her family. Later, she thought, the company is developing so smoothly now. If they secure Series B funding, she could just cash out that one percent of her stock options. Although she knew that holding onto them would lead to greater appreciation, she was desperate to get two hundred thousand yuan to solve her biggest problem. This was her inner demon; if she didn’t overcome it, she would never find peace.

Li Mu didn’t know any of this. He just felt that, in his impression, Lin Qingya was a far-sighted person. She should be able to see Muye Technology’s future growth potential. This was just the prelude; the real heavy hitters hadn’t been deployed yet.

Putting everything else aside, if Happy Farm could help YY grow, Li Mu was confident he could raise the company’s valuation to the billions of yuan level. Then, by taking the opportunity to launch a few more auxiliary products, they could essentially become invincible domestically. How long would it take to achieve this step? Perhaps just the entire year of 2002.

So, selling shares at this time would definitely lead to so much regret that she’d be beyond tears. Could Lin Qingya not see that?

Li Mu then asked her: “Are you encountering any financial difficulties? Do you need money urgently?”

Lin Qingya awkwardly said: “Something came up at home. I do need money quite urgently.”

Li Mu nodded and said almost without thinking: “Name a number, I’ll lend it to you first.”

Lin Qingya quickly waved her hand and said: “No, no, Manager Li, when the company secures Series B funding, I’ll cash out my stock options, and all problems will be easily resolved.”

Li Mu said: “If you really want to cash out, I can find a way to get three million yuan in cash right now to buy back that one percent of your stock options myself. But you need to understand that whether it’s three million or five million, you’ll be the one losing out, not me.”

“I know…” Lin Qingya lowered her gaze and whispered: “Actually, I’m already very content that you trust me so much and promised me one percent of the stock options even before I came to Muye Technology. Let alone three million, even one million would mean I got incredibly lucky. Otherwise, given my situation, I wouldn’t earn this much money even if I worked for another ten years.”

Li Mu frowned and said: “You’re usually so confident, why have you become so petty today?”

Lin Qingya hesitated repeatedly, stammering: “I… I…” but couldn’t explain herself for a long time.

Li Mu simply pulled the car over to the side of the road, turned on his hazard lights, and turned to look at Lin Qingya. He spoke in a serious and undeniable tone: “I can’t watch you act foolishly. Your stock options are held in trust for you by me, so I’m telling you clearly now: I won’t allow you to cash out your stock options before Series C. Don’t even think about it. If you’re short on money, we can find a way, but smart people don’t use such a foolish method as killing the goose that lays the golden eggs!”

Lin Qingya didn’t expect to be scolded by a man five or six years younger than her, and to be scolded so much that she blushed furiously and had no way to refute him. She suddenly lost control, her eyes welled up, and tears began to swirl.

Li Mu realized he had spoken a bit too harshly, so he changed to a slightly gentler tone and continued: “If you encounter any problems that require money to solve, tell me. If I can solve it personally, I’ll help you solve it. If I can’t solve it personally, no problem, we’ll have money after Series B, and then we can lend you money from the company’s accounts. But your approach of not explaining the situation when something happens, and instead foolishly trying to cash out your stock options during Series B, is too disappointing. Is this still the Lin Qingya I remember? Is this still the beautiful VP of my company? I’m counting on you to use your vision and your ability to help me carry half the weight of the company. Are you going to make me doubt my own judgment now?”

Although his tone had softened, Li Mu’s words were still a series of sharp attacks on Lin Qingya’s fragile psychological defenses, causing her to break down and instantly burst into tears. This made Li Mu a bit flustered. He quickly pulled tissues from the glove compartment and handed them to her, apologizing while asking what exactly had happened.

Lin Qingya’s psychological defenses crumbled. All her pent-up negative emotions were released, and she desperately needed someone to listen and help her process them. So, she roughly recounted all the heartbreaking past events with her family over the years.

Li Mu wasn’t very shocked after listening. He had seen many cases of older generations having a preference for sons over daughters, and he had even heard of exchange marriages, where families with sons and daughters would marry their daughters to the other family’s son so they could carry on the family line, even if the woman was unwilling, she had to make the sacrifice.

Although Li Mu also thought Lin Qingya’s parents really went too far, he couldn’t say such words; there was no need. He just gently patted Lin Qingya’s back, comforting her to stop crying, and said: “Two hundred thousand yuan, right? I’ll have someone transfer it to your account tomorrow. You can pay me back after the company’s Series C, D, or even E funding when you cash out your stock options.”

After speaking, Li Mu added: “If the stock options aren’t worth at least thirty million yuan when you cash out, then don’t even think about cashing out.”

Lin Qingya quickly said: “Manager Li, I…”

Li Mu immediately interrupted her, saying: “Don’t give them the two hundred thousand yuan all at once; it will spoil them. Give them one hundred fifty thousand yuan first so your older brother can get married. For the remaining fifty thousand, make it clear to your family that you’ll give it to your older brother when he has a child, but no one should ask for it before the child is born. If anyone asks, the money won’t be given. You must be assertive, so they don’t dare to defy you.”

Lin Qingya looked at Li Mu with red-rimmed eyes. She had wanted to refuse, but at that moment, there was no way she could refuse anymore. Although Li Mu’s words were authoritative, they moved her deeply. She even felt that this young man beside her could exude such a strong sense of security. At that moment, she even childishly felt that the young man in front of her was like Prince Charming, saving people from distress in a fairy tale. Even if her role might only be that of his servant and not his Cinderella, it still couldn’t stop her from pouring out all her maidenly devotion for him.

Lin Qingya felt that the best man in this world was probably nothing more than this.





Chapter 298: The Lie Unravels

Lin Qingya finally accepted Li Mu’s proposal to borrow money directly from him to resolve her family’s issues. However, since she had decided to take one hundred fifty thousand yuan first, she also decided to only borrow that amount from Li Mu for now.

Li Mu didn’t insist further. This one hundred fifty thousand yuan could solve her immediate problems and free her from external disturbances. As long as she was willing to accept it, he would be at ease.

Li Mu drove Lin Qingya to Shuangyun Yayuan and parked the car outside her building entrance. Before getting out, Lin Qingya hesitated for a long time before plucking up the courage to ask Li Mu, “Manager Li, it’s so late. Can you still get back to your dorm room now?”

Li Mu nodded. “I can, don’t worry.”

Only then did Lin Qingya say, “Then I’ll go up first.”

“Go on. Don’t overthink things when you get back. Get some good rest. Send me your account details tomorrow.”

Lin Qingya nodded, pushed open the car door, and before getting out, told Li Mu, “Then, Manager Li, drive slowly on your way back…”

“Okay.”

Li Mu waved goodbye to Lin Qingya, then dragged his weary body back to Yucheng Garden. It was almost three in the morning. He had been overworking himself lately, relying on his physical endurance to push through, but now a deep wave of exhaustion suddenly swept over him.

Once this bone-deep weariness struck, it was hard to resist with sheer willpower. Li Mu even felt that he might fall asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. But he still had about one kilometer to go: driving out of the complex, reaching Yucheng Garden, and then parking…

Afraid of falling asleep the moment he closed his eyes, Li Mu practically bit his tongue to stay awake as he drove the car downstairs to Yucheng Garden. Then, dazed and disoriented, he took the elevator home. The moment he stepped out of the elevator, he immediately pulled out his keys, eager to open the door and rest. Unexpectedly, just as his cough triggered the sound-activated light to flicker on, the stairwell door next to him suddenly opened. Su Yingxue, looking equally exhausted, appeared in the stairwell, staring at Li Mu with surprise. She blurted out, “Where have you been? I couldn’t reach you for so long!”

Li Mu was stunned. He looked at Su Yingxue’s red-rimmed eyes and asked in utter astonishment, “Why are you here so late?”

Su Yingxue walked up to Li Mu and said, “I’ve been calling you since evening, but couldn’t get through. I looked for Zhao Kang, then Senior Sister Ai, and even asked your dorm room roommates, but I couldn’t find you. I couldn’t rest easy, so I thought you might be here and came to look for you. But you weren’t here either. I went to your dorm room again, and when I still didn’t see you by eleven o’clock, I came here to wait for you.”

Li Mu felt a pang of heartache and blurted out, “You’ve been waiting for me all this time?”

Su Yingxue nodded and asked him, “Where did you go? Why was your phone off?”

Li Mu felt a wave of regret. He had only thought about easily avoiding those phone bombardments and had temporarily changed his number, only telling his family and a few essential work contacts. He hadn’t told Su Yingxue his new number. This was truly his oversight; otherwise, she wouldn’t have searched for him for so long, and then waited here in the middle of the night when she couldn’t find him.

But Li Mu was truly too embarrassed to tell the truth, so he made up a lie, saying, “I was busy with something outside all day, and my phone ran out of battery…”

Su Yingxue sighed. “I’m really a bit overly sensitive. I originally thought your phone might have run out of battery, but I just couldn’t reach you. The more I couldn’t reach you, the more I worried something might have happened, so I…”

Li Mu looked at her haggard and weary appearance, feeling deeply touched. He hadn’t expected his status in her heart to be so important. Just one unanswered call had made her search for everyone she could find who had connections with him, and even wait for him here for so long. When he thought about her coming out of the stairwell just now, he guessed she must have been sitting on the stairs inside for a long time…

His heart suddenly felt a mix of emotions again.

Li Mu said, “You’ve been waiting for me so long, isn’t your paternal aunt worried?”

Su Yingxue said, “I told her that my dorm room roommate was sick, and I came back to take care of her, so I’d be staying in the dorm room tonight.”

Li Mu nodded, then came back to his senses and said, “Let’s not stand here foolishly. Let’s go inside and talk.”

A trace of panic flashed across Su Yingxue’s face. “I… I should just go back to my dorm room. The dorm rooms aren’t locked during the holidays.”

Li Mu said, “Why bother going back so late? Your roommates must all be asleep. Let’s do as we did last time; you sleep in the master bedroom, and I’ll sleep in the side bedroom.”

Su Yingxue hesitated slightly, then nodded gently. “Alright.”

It was indeed too late, and going back to the dorm room was genuinely inconvenient. Moreover, the two of them had spent a night here before, so Su Yingxue had no worries about Li Mu. She just felt a little awkward deep down, but it wasn’t really a problem.

Li Mu opened the door, and he and Su Yingxue entered the apartment. As soon as Su Yingxue stepped inside, she sighed in relief and headed straight for the radiator in the living room, leaning her back against it to warm herself. Li Mu quickly asked, “Was it very cold in the hallway?”

Su Yingxue nodded and said awkwardly, “There’s no heating in the hallway. It gets a bit cold if you stay there for too long.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Why don’t you take a hot shower to warm up first?”

Su Yingxue asked him, “Are the toothbrush and towel I bought last last time still here?”

Li Mu nodded. “They’re all here, untouched.”

Su Yingxue then said, “Then I’ll go shower first.” With that, she started to walk towards the bathroom.

Just then, two chord ringtones for text messages suddenly rang from Li Mu’s pocket. Li Mu’s entire body stiffened because of those two chords. Su Yingxue’s figure also visibly paused. Li Mu felt utterly ashamed. He had just said his phone was out of battery, and then it rang in his pocket. This was too annoying! What would Su Yingxue think?

Li Mu suddenly didn’t know what to do, or even whether to take out his phone. The ringtone that just sounded was a text message alert. If he didn’t open it to check, the phone would alert him again in about a minute. Wouldn’t that be even more awkward then?

But if he took out his phone in front of Su Yingxue, how would he explain it to her? Should he say he changed his number without telling her and deliberately lied to her? Would he be worthy of her searching for him for so long and waiting for him in the cold hallway for so long?

Su Yingxue was also stunned. Her first reaction was a bit of anger. Li Mu’s phone rang; even if he didn’t take it out, she could confirm the sound came from his phone. His phone clearly had power, so why did he tell her it was dead? And if his phone had power, why was it always off when she called, and off when everyone else called?

The intelligent Su Yingxue quickly guessed that Li Mu must have secretly changed his number, because only this explanation made sense; otherwise, it would defy common sense. After all, phones back then couldn’t have firewalls or blacklists like smartphones of later generations. If a call prompted that the other party’s phone was off, then it was definitely off, no second possibility.

Although Su Yingxue was a little angry, she didn’t show it on her face. She felt that continuing this standoff would inevitably be awkward, especially for Li Mu, whose face, poor at disguising his emotions, was already plastered with embarrassment. As for why Li Mu lied, she believed he had his own reasons, and she might as well give him some space to decide whether or not to give her an explanation, or how to give her one.

So Su Yingxue said, “I’m going to shower.” After saying that, she quickened her pace and went to the bathroom. Only when Li Mu heard the sound of the shower running from the bathroom did he sigh in relief. He was actually so embarrassed that he felt as if under a paralysis spell. Now that Su Yingxue wasn’t looking at him, he took out his phone first, preparing to see who was sending him a text message so late, and with such impeccable timing.

He opened it and saw that the text message was from Lin Qingya, just one sentence: “Are you home yet?”

Li Mu sighed inwardly. Lin Qingya was just caring about him by asking if he was home. He couldn’t possibly take out his frustration on her for his lie being exposed. He could only reply sheepishly, “I’m home. You should rest early.”

Then, afraid that Lin Qingya would reply again, he quickly put his phone on silent.

Sure enough, Lin Qingya replied almost instantly: “You should also rest early. Good night!”

Li Mu didn’t reply again. All he could think about was how to explain to Su Yingxue. After all, she had been worried sick because his phone was off, and had even come here to wait for him, only to discover he had lied. He didn’t know how disheartened she must feel…

While Su Yingxue was showering, Li Mu stood foolishly in the living room, his mind racing with how to explain.

Should he tell the truth? The truth was a long story. Why was his phone off? Why was he getting phone bombardments? If he didn’t tell the whole story of Muye Technology, others would probably find this reason hard to accept. Phones were still relatively rare back then, and phone bills were ridiculously expensive. Who would bother with phone bombardment for no reason? No one had even heard of such a thing, right?

But if he told the whole truth, the story would be long. Moreover, Li Mu really didn’t want Su Yingxue to know about Muye Technology so soon. He was afraid that if he told her, it would create an invisible distance between them, just like when he first learned she got into Renmin University. In comparison, he felt like she was from a different world than him, and the sense of distance immediately widened. When he learned she went abroad, that sense of distance grew even more. And when he just started earning over ten thousand yuan a month, and she was already making hundreds of thousands of yuan a year, the distance between them was worlds apart.

He and Su Yingxue were the same age, yet he was sitting on a fortune worth hundreds of millions of yuan. The shock this fact would cause to someone his age was unimaginable.

Amidst his dilemma, Su Yingxue emerged from the bathroom. She was already fully dressed, wearing a hoodie on top and sweatpants on the bottom, her hair wrapped in a towel. As soon as Su Yingxue came out and saw Li Mu still standing in the same spot, almost exactly as he was when she went in, she guessed he must be filled with guilt. That little bit of displeasure in her heart almost immediately vanished. As for why he lied to her, Su Yingxue didn’t want to press the issue. If he was willing to tell her, he would; if not, she wouldn’t ask again.

So Su Yingxue said, “I’m going to shower.” After saying that, she quickened her pace and went to the bathroom.





Chapter 299: Will You Be My Girlfriend?

“Yingxue, I’m truly sorry…”

Facing Su Yingxue, Li Mu, his face filled with guilt, explained his reasons: “I’ve been busy with some personal ventures lately, and it always leads to a flood of calls. This afternoon, I got so annoyed answering them that before I left, I temporarily bought a new SIM card and swapped it in. I figured I’d use it for a quiet day or two and then switch back to my old one, which is why I didn’t tell you my new number.”

Su Yingxue said, “But you told others. It’s so late, and people are still texting you. Everyone else has your new number, so why couldn’t you tell me? Are you afraid I’d bother you too?”

Li Mu quickly waved his hands. “That’s not what I meant at all…”

Seeing his anxious expression, a mischievous thought sparked in Su Yingxue’s mind, and she said with a straight face, “But that’s exactly what your words implied…”

There were times when even Li Mu didn’t know how to respond. He could only stammer, “You’ve misunderstood, Yingxue, I really didn’t mean that…”

Su Yingxue nodded expressionlessly. “You just said that.”

Li Mu immediately felt speechless. Su Yingxue then added to the teasing, “Actually, you could just say that I’m not that important to you. If you said it directly, I definitely wouldn’t be angry. It’s much better than lying to me.”

Li Mu blurted out, “You’re more important to me than anything!”

Su Yingxue asked him, “Do you believe what you just said?”

“I do!” Li Mu said resolutely. “We’ve known each other for so many years. Putting other things aside, can you really not feel how important you are to me?”

Su Yingxue said with a puzzled look, “I really haven’t felt it. Have you ever told me? I don’t think so.”

Li Mu’s feelings for Su Yingxue, spanning two lifetimes and many years, poured out for the first time. He sighed deeply and said, “You haven’t felt it? In high school, I had a secret crush on you for three whole years. During those three years, most of the time I didn’t dare to look you in the eye, but every day in class, I would glance in your direction dozens of times. I probably wrote countless love letters for you, though I never sent them. Even though we saw each other every day, I’d stumble over my words whenever I talked to you. You said you wanted to learn to drive, and I eagerly went to sign up. You said you wanted to get into Renmin University, and I eagerly applied to Renmin University as well. And you still don’t know how important you are to me?”

Su Yingxue’s heart was sweet as honey, but her voice was full of innocence as she said, “You said you wrote countless love letters, but I never received a single one. And you’ve never confessed to me in any other way, have you?”

“You didn’t receive them because I always tore them up right before I was about to give them to you…” Li Mu sighed. “Last time, when we were drinking on the rooftop, didn’t I confess to you?”

Su Yingxue asked curiously, “Did you? I don’t remember you confessing.”

Li Mu had never discussed this issue so deeply with Su Yingxue. Although his mental fortitude was far stronger than his peers, Su Yingxue was ultimately his emotional and EQ weak spot. After being questioned by her like this, even his composure became a little impatient. He rubbed his forehead and said, “I said I was going to pursue you last time…”

Su Yingxue nodded. “You did say that, but you didn’t actually pursue me. You never said you liked me or anything, did you?”

Li Mu hadn’t expected his emotions to be completely swayed by Su Yingxue, but when Su Yingxue proactively asked this question, Li Mu no longer had his previous reservations. He blurted out, “I like you. I’ve liked you since the day I reported for duty in my first year of high school, and that hasn’t changed.”

Su Yingxue’s glistening eyes looked at Li Mu and asked him, “Is that really true?”

Li Mu nodded, his voice extremely sincere. “I once had a dream. In that dream, you got into Renmin University, and I only got into a bottom-tier undergraduate program in Jinling. Just like in high school, I had a secret crush on you for four years. After finally making it through graduation, I immediately came to Yanjing to find work, thinking I could finally live in the same city as you again. But as soon as I arrived in Yanjing, you went abroad to study. So I worked in Yanjing while waiting for you to come back. What I didn’t expect was to hear at a class reunion that you had gotten married overseas. You don’t know how much I regretted it at that moment. I’ll never forget that feeling…”

Su Yingxue was stunned, and after a long pause, she looked into Li Mu’s eyes and said, “I also had a dream. In my dream, I was waiting for a fool to confess to me. Everyone who knew me and him told me how much he liked me, but he never said it himself. So I kept waiting for him to speak, from sixteen or seventeen until I was thirty. Finally, I woke up in a fright, because thirty was too terrifying. I wasn’t sure if I could wait for him until then…”

Li Mu asked her, “If that fool had confessed to you when he was sixteen or seventeen, would you have said yes?”

Su Yingxue smiled sweetly. “I definitely wouldn’t have said yes.”

Seeing Li Mu’s disappointed expression, Su Yingxue added, “Sixteen or seventeen is too early. I would tell him to study hard, and if he could get into the same university as me in the future, then I’d say yes.”

Li Mu’s slightly aged heart couldn’t help but stir with excitement. He blurted out, “I’ve already gotten into Renmin University! I got in half a year ago!”

Su Yingxue said, “I didn’t say you were that fool.”

Li Mu chuckled. He could tell Su Yingxue was deliberately calling him a fool, but his heart was still incredibly excited. Su Yingxue saw that Li Mu, who had been a bit nervous and excited just moments ago, was now smiling so naturally. A feeling of being seen through suddenly welled up inside her, and she began to avoid his burning gaze.

Li Mu lowered his head, inhaling the scent of her body wash, and said with a confident and certain tone, “I am the fool you’re talking about.”

Su Yingxue immediately began to act coy, stammering, “Who said? I didn’t say that.”

Seeing her like this, Li Mu grew even more confident. He smiled slightly and said, “Your face is all red, and you’re still trying to argue.”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “I’m not…”

Li Mu smiled, lowered his head, and took her right hand. His thumb gently squeezed her soft palm. Thinking that since he’d gone this far, there was no turning back, and acting coy now would be worse than giving up entirely, he pulled her right hand, drawing her into his embrace. Li Mu gently held her with his left arm and whispered in her ear, “Su Yingxue, I’ve liked you for a very long time, much longer than you can imagine. Will you be my girlfriend?”

Su Yingxue hadn’t expected Li Mu to suddenly pull her into his arms, and she instantly became incredibly nervous. Although she had been waiting for Li Mu to confess, and had even resorted to a little provocation tonight for this very reason, now that Li Mu had truly confessed in such a direct way, Su Yingxue was suddenly a little flustered.

She had imagined similar situations in her mind. She thought that if Li Mu ever confessed to her, as long as he clearly asked her to be his girlfriend, she would not hesitate for a second. No matter the occasion, she would agree on the spot. She had long grown tired of this game of unspoken understanding, yet one that felt like being stuck in a quagmire, unable to move forward. She didn’t want to hear from everyone in the world that Li Mu liked her; she just wanted him to say it himself.

Now, he had finally said it. Su Yingxue was overjoyed, and the words “I do” almost reached her throat, but she swallowed them back down.

Held in Li Mu’s arms, she uttered something that surprised him greatly.

“Sing me a song. If you sing me a song, I’ll say yes. Like the one you sang at the KTV during graduation.”

Li Mu immediately began to sing, “Let me gently kiss your face, wipe away your sorrowful tears…”

As he sang, Li Mu’s hands already cupped Su Yingxue’s face.

Su Yingxue’s face instantly flushed red. Fearing that Li Mu would get too carried away with his singing, she quickly covered her face with both hands, her eyes slightly closed, her eyelashes trembling. “I didn’t mean sing it now…”

Li Mu looked at her, covering her face and looking so shy and bashful, and asked softly, “Then when do you want me to sing it?”

“Sing it at the gala,” Su Yingxue said, still covering her face. “At the school’s New Year’s Eve gala on the fifth.”

Li Mu said, “That’s only a few days away. Your programs must already be set. I haven’t signed up.”

Su Yingxue said, “It’s fine, I’ll help you cut in line.”

“Wouldn’t that be bad?”

“Are you going to sing or not?”

Li Mu immediately declared, “Yes, I’ll sing! I will!”

Su Yingxue uncovered her face and asked in surprise, “Really? No backing out?”

Li Mu said firmly, “No backing out.”

Su Yingxue was as happy as a child, winking playfully. “You’re not allowed to sing ‘No Longer Let You Be Lonely’ again. I want you to choose a new song for me.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said with a smile. “I’ll spoil you. Who told you you’re my girlfriend?”

Su Yingxue’s cheeks flushed crimson, her face deeply flushed, as she said, “Not yet.”

Li Mu chuckled foolishly a few times, took Su Yingxue’s hands, and said, “In my heart, you already are.”

“What’s in your heart doesn’t count. What’s in my heart counts. Whether it counts or not depends on whether the song you choose can move me.”

…

That night, Li Mu, lying in the side room, was practically sleepless.

The relationship with Su Yingxue was just one final hurdle away from being confirmed. This woman who had haunted his dreams for over a decade, this woman who had once been like a parallel line to him, was almost his girlfriend. Although he didn’t quite understand why Su Yingxue insisted he sing a song at the New Year’s Eve gala before agreeing, he was still willing to go all out to fulfill her wish.

He was excited all night, and he spent the entire night thinking about what song to sing for Su Yingxue at the gala.

There seemed to be too many classic love songs, and he didn’t know how to choose. He could either pick a classic love song that was already well-known, or choose a song that hadn’t been released yet. After thinking all night, it wasn’t until dawn that Li Mu finally had an idea.

Since Su Yingxue wanted him to sing a song for her, he would sing a song that no one had heard yet. He would sing her an exclusive love song. From now on, the song would belong to her, and she would belong to him.





Chapter 300: Valued at Eight Hundred Million

Before dawn, Li Mu called Ning Hao.

Ning Hao, groggy from sleep, answered the phone and immediately complained, “Boss, are you trying to kill me? I only went to bed at three o’clock last night, so I’ve barely slept for three hours.”

Li Mu was excited and couldn’t help but say, “Do me a favor. Before you go to the airport today, stop by my place. I have an electro-acoustic guitar there. Could you bring it back for me?”

Zhang Kexuan and the others had given him a Martin acoustic guitar, which was quite valuable. He hadn’t brought it with him when he came to Renmin University for reporting for duty, but he planned to sing for Su Yingxue at the Saturday night party. Li Mu had already chosen the song; now all he needed was a guitar.

Ning Hao agreed when he heard Li Mu needed him to bring something, saying, “Give me your Uncle and Aunt’s contact information. I’ll call them after eight o’clock and pick it up from your place.”

Li Mu then sent his Dad’s phone number to Ning Hao. Around past seven o’clock, he sent a text message to his Dad, telling him a friend would come to their house to bring back a guitar for him.

After making the call, Li Mu was about to get up when he heard the master bedroom door open. Su Yingxue came out of the master bedroom and went straight into the bathroom to wash up. Li Mu then got out of bed.

After Su Yingxue finished washing up, she saw Li Mu was also awake. A trace of unnaturalness flashed across her expression. For Su Yingxue, the most awkward thing wasn’t Li Mu’s confession last night, but rather that she didn’t know how to define her relationship with Li Mu now.

According to what was said last night, Li Mu would only be promoted to her boyfriend after singing a song for her at the party. However, in a sense, they had both revealed their hearts to each other last night, and she had almost already recognized him as her boyfriend in her heart.

It was the same for Li Mu. Although Su Yingxue had made a somewhat perplexing request, in Li Mu’s heart, Su Yingxue had been his girlfriend since last night.

However, to avoid making Su Yingxue too awkward, Li Mu’s behavior today was not much different from usual.

Su Yingxue said she wanted to go back to her paternal aunt’s house, so Li Mu drove her back. Then he called Lin Qingya and went to the bank to transfer one hundred fifty thousand yuan to her personal account.

Li Mu instructed Lin Qingya over the phone to stand firm when dealing with family issues, especially to be strong enough in similar situations in the future. As for cashing out shares, it still had to follow the stock options agreement signed previously. Like Kong Lingyu, her stock options could be gradually cashed out over the next three years. Before the cash-out window opened, she could borrow money from him or the company if she needed it, but she couldn’t bring up the issue of cashing out again.

Lin Qingya felt guilty. On the phone, she was either silent or apologizing. Li Mu didn’t say much more. Every family has its own problems; how to solve her family’s issues was ultimately up to her.

After transferring the money, Li Mu went back to rest for a few hours, waiting until Ning Hao returned to Yanjing with the film crew.

The Yanjing phase of filming for “Old Boy” officially began.

During the two days Li Mu spent with the film crew, Happy Farm had completely swept through the entire country.

In just a few days, Happy Farm’s users had already exceeded thirty million, with daily active users surpassing thirteen million.

Happy Farm’s stickiness was much higher than Tieba.

The first Item Reward Task released by Happy Farm also achieved tremendous results. Not only did it add tens of millions of users to the farm, but it also created a complex social circles network. The average number of friends for thirty million users exceeded eighty, already on par with QQ’s average number of friends.

Happy Farm’s success made the entire industry look at Muye Technology with new eyes. In terms of reputation, Muye Technology instantly became one of the top companies in the industry. Happy Farm, a single game, created history just days after its launch, becoming the game with the most players and the highest concurrent online users. It simply made every company in the industry green with envy.

Happy Farm’s success even attracted the attention of foreign media. Many internet-related foreign media reported on Happy Farm, and it was said to have caused quite a stir among industry peers abroad.

Muye Technology’s account balance was running low. Now, with Muye Technology at its peak, Li Mu finally decided to initiate Muye Technology’s Series B financing.

He had Lin Qingya contact the numerous venture capital firms interested in Muye Technology, proposing a financing condition of divesting ten percent of the shares, and asked these venture capital firms to provide their respective valuations.

After the New Year’s Day holiday, Lin Qingya gave Li Mu feedback: seventy percent of the venture capital firms valued Muye Technology at around five hundred million yuan, ten percent, who didn’t quite understand the situation, valued it below four hundred fifty million yuan, and another twenty percent valued it above six hundred million yuan. Among them were the famous Sequoia Capital, as well as Goldman Sachs and SoftBank.

Li Mu hadn’t expected that the venture capital firms offering the highest bids were all from overseas. Goldman Sachs, in particular, offered a valuation of seven hundred million yuan, the highest among all companies. From the valuations, overseas venture capital firms had stronger confidence in Muye Technology.

This was understandable. The internet started late in China, and venture capital firms that truly understood the internet were truly rare. This was also why the initial investments for most domestic internet giants came from overseas and Hong Kong/Taiwan.

After receiving these venture capital bids, Li Mu didn’t delve deeper into discussions with them. Instead, he invited Xu Jiaming out for a private meeting, ostensibly for a meal, but actually to discuss Muye Technology’s Series B financing. Li Mu knew Xu Jiaming had also been wanting to talk to him about this; he dreamed of investing in Muye Technology.

Xu Jiaming was incredibly excited to receive Li Mu’s call. The meeting was set for eight o’clock, but he arrived at the location at six and waited silently for Li Mu’s arrival.

When Li Mu arrived five minutes early, Xu Jiaming had already drunk two pots of tea by himself. As they sat together, Xu Jiaming quickly poured tea for Li Mu and said with a smile, “Muye Technology’s matters must have kept you terribly busy lately, haven’t they?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I actually haven’t been very busy with Muye Technology’s affairs these past two days. Didn’t I invest in a movie a while ago? I’ve been busy with the movie recently.”

Xu Jiaming then asked, “Is the filming going smoothly?”

Li Mu said, “Smoothly. With a reliable Executive Producer following up, everything can be resolved.”

Xu Jiaming nodded, feeling a bit restless inside. Seeing that only the two of them were present, there was no need to hide anything, so he spoke to Li Mu, “I heard Muye Technology is going for Series B financing recently. I also inquired about the industry’s offers for you. Although Mingcheng Capital doesn’t have excellent resources in the internet industry, I can match the valuation for Muye Technology. If you don’t mind, Mingcheng Capital will value Muye Technology at eight hundred million yuan. I’ll invest eighty million in cash for ten percent of Muye Technology’s shares. What do you think?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow: “Eighty million in cash? Does your Mingcheng Capital still have that much money in its account?”

“No,” Xu Jiaming said awkwardly. “There’s currently around fifty million in the account. For the remaining thirty million, I can invest under my personal name. That means Mingcheng Capital will be the lead investor, and I’ll co-invest personally!”





Chapter 301: Financing Finalized

A valuation of eight hundred million, which was a notch higher than the highest offer of intent they had received so far, seemed quite generous to Li Mu from Xu Jiaming.

However, whether Li Mu would accept Mingcheng Capital’s investment primarily depended on Chen Ze’s attitude. If Chen Ze was willing to invest, everything would be negotiable. Considering Chen Ze’s status as a high-ranking official with real power at the ministry or commission level, he had the ability to provide protection and support for Muye Technology for a while.

On the other hand, after knowing Chen Ze for some time, Li Mu had gained a certain understanding of his personality and temperament. When dealing with him, one couldn’t proactively lower their own status. Otherwise, if their mindsets weren’t even on par, it would be impossible for him to treat Li Mu as one of his own. Therefore, Li Mu had established a principle: any shares given to Chen Ze couldn’t be a gift; a gift would taint the nature of the relationship.

If Li Mu gave him a few percentage points of shares and he accepted, he would certainly provide protection and support for Muye Technology in the future. However, Li Mu would never be able to treat him as an equal, as a friend, in his presence.

Li Mu nodded noncommittally at Xu Jiaming’s offer and asked him, “By the way, what has Old Chen been busy with lately?”

Xu Jiaming knew he was asking about Chen Ze, so he said, “He contacted me a couple of days ago. He wants to open a karting racetrack on the east side of Yanjing. His patriarch isn’t too keen on it, complaining that he’s neglecting his duties.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Is it convenient for Old Chen to make this kind of investment right now?”

Xu Jiaming nodded and said, “Although Bro Ze’s Dad holds a high position, his mom has three listed companies, and their origins are quite legitimate. If he invests ten to twenty million to set up a karting track, there generally won’t be any issues. His mother’s net worth is at least in the billions, so this amount of money is nothing. However, since the patriarch doesn’t agree, he can only do it under the radar and wants me to handle it for him.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Why did he suddenly want to build a karting track? Does that thing even make money?”

Xu Jiaming replied, “Probably not. It seems he wants to create a training base and build his own racing team.”

Li Mu frowned, pondering for a moment, and said, “For something like this, the venue construction costs are very high, and future maintenance will also be a long-term expense. It’s easy to start, but the further along you go, the more troublesome it might become.”

“Exactly.” Xu Jiaming shrugged, “That’s what I told him too, but he said this is his only hobby. He wants to start with karting, train a professional racing team, and eventually compete in international races. His biggest dream is actually to cultivate a Chinese F1 driver.”

Li Mu sighed, “I didn’t expect Old Chen to be such an idealistic person.”

Xu Jiaming chuckled, “You should find some time to talk him out of it. I really think this kind of thing isn’t reliable. Not only is the investment too large, but returns are basically unlikely. But he won’t listen to me; after all, I’m even better at losing money than he is.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “This kind of thing is hard for others to persuade him on. I’ll find a chance to talk to him first. Anyway, it’s not something that can be settled in a day or two.”

Xu Jiaming nodded, unable to resist saying, “Let’s get back to our business. What do you think of the eighty million offer?”

Li Mu said, “The offer is fine, but since we’re quite familiar with each other, I need to say a few things upfront. I welcome Mingcheng Capital’s investment, but I don’t guarantee any ancillary rights. From Series C onwards, I plan to bring in multinational capital to prepare for a future listing in Hong Kong or the United States.”

Xu Jiaming gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “You know my situation. There are too many siblings and cousins of the same generation in my family, so the older generation set up this competition to test which of us younger ones is stronger. I haven’t been running Mingcheng Capital for long, and I’ve already lost half the money my family gave me. This is the last year, and I need a project to save me. So, after I invest in Series B, I won’t be increasing my shareholding further. Once the family competition among my peers is over, if you need my shares to ensure your decision-making power, I can transfer all the shares to your name, to be held in trust by you.”

With Xu Jiaming having laid it all out like this, Li Mu didn’t say anything more. He immediately said, “Come to Muye Technology next Monday, and I’ll sign the contract with you.”

Xu Jiaming’s face lit up with excitement, and he blurted out, “Once the contract is signed, the money will be in your account immediately!”

Li Mu nodded and added, “Oh, and later, help me talk to Old Chen. Ask him if he’s interested in taking a small stake here, but don’t be too obvious about it. Just see if he has any interest.”

Xu Jiaming was slightly startled, then nodded with a smile, “Alright, I’ll help you sound him out later.”

Li Mu said, “If Old Chen is willing to come in, the valuation I give him might be much lower than the one I gave Mingcheng Capital. Don’t have any objections when that happens.”

Xu Jiaming chuckled, “I won’t. I understand. I’ll ask him out for a chat this weekend.”

…

In a blink, it was Saturday. Su Yingxue had been doing costume fittings and rehearsals for tonight’s gala since yesterday. She had already managed to slip in a solo singing performance for Li Mu. Originally, the gala organizing committee teachers adamantly refused such a last-minute addition, but as soon as they heard it was a program registered by Li Mu, they immediately gave the green light. There was no helping it; this guy’s status at Renmin University was now much higher than any teacher’s, and ordinary people simply couldn’t afford to offend him.

Su Yingxue called Li Mu yesterday to ask if he wanted to attend the rehearsal, but Li Mu declined. He had already chosen the song, but he didn’t want to sing it during rehearsal. Since it was a song for Su Yingxue, he wanted to keep the mystery until the last moment.

So, on the program list released on Saturday, Li Mu’s performance was scheduled as the eighth act, with a performance time around half past eight. However, while others’ acts had names, Li Mu’s only had six characters: “Guitar and Vocals – Li Mu.”

The news that Li Mu was participating in the gala performance quickly spread throughout the entire school. There was no helping it; Li Mu’s influence at Renmin University was simply too great. He was young and already successful in his career, and he was good-looking too. In the eyes of the girls, his overall rating was much higher than those boys who only had good looks. Although he wasn’t the most handsome at Renmin University, he was definitely the most popular among the girls.

The bros in the dorm room, hearing that Li Mu had signed up for a performance, all came running to ask, wanting to know why Li Mu had quietly signed up without a word, and why the program list didn’t even include the song title. The guys were all very curious about what song he was going to sing.

Li Mu decided to keep the song a complete secret, so even when all five of them pressed him about what he was going to sing, Li Mu remained completely unfazed, replying, “You’ll find out when the time comes.”

Everyone was a bit frustrated. Xue Jianfeng teased Li Mu, “You sly dog, is it because Su Yingxue is the host that you decided to sign up for the performance?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, noncommittally.

Li Yawei said, “Do you even need to think about it? Of course! Bro Mu probably wants to sing a song to confess his feelings, who knows?”

Xue Jianfeng echoed him, feigning surprise as he asked, “Really? Then tell me, what song would a smooth talker like Li Mu choose to sing to confess to Su Yingxue?”

Li Yawei chuckled, “I think with Bro Mu’s vibe, he’d probably choose Fire Phoenix’s song, ‘The Big Sedan Chair.’”

As he spoke, Li Yawei even sang a couple of lines: “What I’m laughing about in my mouth is yo-ah-yo-ah-yo, what makes my heart beautiful is lang-ge-li-ge-lang… Just imagine, how hilarious that scene would be!”

Everyone in the dorm room burst into laughter. Xue Jianfeng said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, if you sing that song to confess to Su Yingxue, you’d scare away the duck that was practically in your mouth.”

Li Mu laughed and cursed, “Can you guys stop messing around? If you really want to know what song I’m singing tonight, just come to the venue and listen!” Then, Li Mu reminded them, “You all have to come and show your support then!”

Sun Jian said, “Of course we’re going! The class advisor gave the order yesterday; they’re taking attendance before the gala starts tonight. Those who don’t go will have their academic credits deducted. The school takes this kind of school-wide performance very seriously; even the principal has to go on stage to speak. Who would dare to skip it?”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly, wondering if these rascals would cause trouble for him tonight. He had wanted to remind them, but then decided against it. If he didn’t remind them, it might be fine, but if he did, they might just decide to make trouble.

…

The New Year’s Eve gala was held at Renmin University’s main stadium. According to the upperclassmen, the New Year’s Eve gala was the only school-wide performance of the entire academic year, and the university took it extremely seriously. Every year, special funds were allocated to prepare for this gala, and professional event management companies were hired from outside. The hardware standards for stage construction and audio equipment alone were no different from concerts for ten thousand people, even exceeding their usual standards.

Renmin University’s New Year’s Eve gala tradition had continued for over twenty years. With the development of the times, each year’s New Year’s Eve gala was more refined and grander than the last. Not only did the university take it very seriously, but its alumni who had already graduated also placed great importance on it. Every New Year’s Day, alumni would provide special sponsorship to help the university organize an even better New Year’s Eve gala.

The gala was scheduled to start at seven PM. Li Mu arrived at the stadium an hour in advance. Many students were already there, watching the fun. The stage, lighting, and all other aspects were already set up, and the scale was no less impressive than concerts held at Workers’ Stadium. Li Mu carried his guitar case, intending to take his guitar backstage first, but the security guard at the entrance wouldn’t let him in no matter what, as Li Mu didn’t have a performer’s pass.

Helpless, Li Mu could only call Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue, who was anxiously going over lines with the other hosts, received Li Mu’s call and hurriedly ran out.

Su Yingxue was wearing a dignified and elegant black formal dress. The moment she appeared, Li Mu was stunned. The dress seemed custom-made for her; even with a down jacket draped over her upper body, which made the style a bit mismatched, she still amazed Li Mu.
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Su Yingxue blushed slightly under Li Mu’s gaze. After greeting the security guard, she quickly said to Li Mu, “Come in quickly, I’ll take you to the backstage lounge to rest for a bit.”

Seeing Su Yingxue had come to pick someone up, the security guard no longer made things difficult for Li Mu and stepped aside to let him in.

As soon as Li Mu entered, he heard someone call out, “Li Mu!”

Li Mu turned his head and saw a boy wearing ancient armor walking from the other side of the passage. Looking closely, it was Dou Xueli, a fellow townsman also from Haizhou.

Dou Xueli hadn’t even reached them yet, but the security guard behind him was dumbfounded. When he had stopped Li Mu from entering, he had found Li Mu somewhat familiar but hadn’t thought much of it. After all, he worked at the university and had surely seen most of the students, so familiarity was normal. But when Dou Xueli called out Li Mu’s name, he suddenly remembered who Li Mu was.

The moment he realized the person was the highly famous Li Mu from the university, the security guard was filled with deep regret. If only he had known, he wouldn’t have stopped him even if it killed him. What if he had offended him just now? Wouldn’t he be finished?

Li Mu didn’t take the security guard stopping him to heart. At this moment, he merely looked at Dou Xueli, who was in armor, in surprise and asked him, “What kind of performance is that costume for?”

Dou Xueli laughed heartily, hugging the bulky armor on his body as he approached Li Mu. He said with a smile, “Our department is performing a newly choreographed dance, ‘Farewell My Concubine,’ and they insisted on dragging me along to play a soldier. What about you? I saw you’re doing guitar and vocals on the program list, but it doesn’t say the song title. What song are you planning to sing this time?”

As soon as Dou Xueli finished asking, Su Yingxue, standing beside him, also stared at Li Mu with sparkling eyes. She was even more curious than anyone else about what song Li Mu would sing for her tonight.

Li Mu glanced at Su Yingxue and told Dou Xueli, “I’ll be singing an original song tonight. The title is a secret for now.”

Upon hearing it was an original song, Dou Xueli couldn’t help but give Li Mu a thumbs-up. “That’s amazing! Among so many singing performances tonight, not a single one is original. You’re the only one! Our program is before yours tonight, so my buddy and I will definitely go to the audience to show support for you!”

Li Mu smiled and thanked him. Dou Xueli then said, “You two chat. I still need to hurry and find the prop master to adjust my armor.”

After Dou Xueli left, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu in surprise, “Are you really going to sing an original song tonight?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Yes.”

Su Yingxue asked again, “Did you write it yourself?”

Li Mu nodded again, “Yes.”

After speaking, Li Mu seriously added, “I wrote it specially for you.”

Su Yingxue’s heart immediately swelled with joy, not only because Li Mu was so serious that he wrote a song for her, but also because, if all went well, after tonight, she would become Li Mu’s girlfriend.

Actually, that night, she should have agreed to him on the spot, but the lingering girlish sentiment in her heart acted up, causing her to ask Li Mu to sing at the gala.

For Su Yingxue, she merely wanted the beginning of her first love to not be as abrupt as that night, and she hoped this beginning could be as romantic as possible.

She had thought that Li Mu putting effort into choosing a love song for her would be enough to move her, but she never expected him to actually write a song for her. This truly surprised and touched her.

Su Yingxue’s pretty face flushed, and even her voice trembled slightly. “You wait for me in the lounge for a bit. I’ll come find you after I finish my lines.”

Li Mu said, “It’s fine, you go do your thing. I’ll go wander around a bit later.”

Su Yingxue quickly pulled out a performer’s pass without a photo from her down jacket pocket and said, “Take this. The security guard shouldn’t stop you.”

Li Mu took the performer’s pass, took his guitar to the performer’s lounge, and found a student union cadre to help him watch it. He then came out from backstage. The security guard from before approached him nervously, apologizing, “Student Li Mu, I’m truly sorry. I didn’t recognize you just now. Please don’t take it to heart.”

Li Mu was stunned.

When the security guard initially stopped him, Li Mu simply understood the request the other party conveyed. Since he didn’t meet the entry requirements, he naturally had no other thoughts. He never expected the other party to actively come and apologize to him after knowing his name, leaving him speechless for a moment.

After a moment of surprise, seeing the fear and worry on his face, Li Mu said, “It’s fine, you were just doing your job.” Seeing the other party sighed in relief, he pushed the door and exited backstage.

At this moment, the sky had already completely darkened. All the lights inside the stadium were on. Standing on one side of the stage, Li Mu could see large numbers of students flowing in like a tide through a dozen entrances and exits. The seats inside the venue were also mostly filled.

The stadium’s spectator stands were almost packed, and the thousands of chairs placed in the inner arena were also nearly full. In the front few rows, besides the school leaders, there were also leaders invited from various departments and dozens of old alumni who graduated from Renmin University. Li Mu saw several familiar faces among them, the most surprising of whom was Liu Qiangdong.

Liu Qiangdong had also sponsored this gala, but his current standing among these well-known alumni was still at the bottom, so his seat was relatively far back, on the side of the fourth row. Next to him sat a plain-looking woman with blunt bangs. The two seemed quite intimate, and Li Mu guessed this was his current girlfriend.

Li Mu counted on his fingers. His future wife, the internet celebrity Milk Tea Sister, was born in 1993, so this year… she was only eight years old!

Li Mu looked at senior male student Liu, who was almost thirty years old, from afar, then thought of the eight-year-old girl who was still attending primary school in Jinling. Comparing the two in his mind, he couldn’t help but exclaim, “Damn, it’s good to be rich!”

…

Ten minutes before the performance, the lights in the entire venue gradually dimmed, and the stage lights began to illuminate. Tens of thousands of university students immediately erupted in cheers.

Li Mu found a secluded spot in the stands and sat down, waiting for the performance to officially begin.

At seven o’clock, festive background music played, and the performance began.

This gala had four Hosts, two male and two female. As soon as the performance started, the four walked onto the stage from both sides.

The two male Hosts were both dressed in formal attire, one in a blue suit and the other in a black suit with white stripes. The two female Hosts wore a long black evening gown and a long green evening gown, respectively.

As Su Yingxue, dressed in a black evening gown, appeared on stage, she immediately caused a chorus of wolf-whistles from the audience. Some even shouted “Su Yingxue, I love you!” and “Su Yingxue, Goddess!” and other overt declarations of love from the darkness.

The four stood in the center of the stage. Su Yingxue truly stood out as unique. Not only did she overshadow the other girl beside her, but even the two handsome male Hosts next to her faded into the background because of her.

The university’s gala was somewhat similar to the Spring Festival Gala in certain aspects. For example, the Hosts’ transitional remarks were generally quite dry and formulaic; most people’s ears had grown calluses from hearing it, and they were quite uninterested in such openings. However, whenever Su Yingxue spoke, she would still earn a round of applause from the entire hall.

After the Hosts finished their opening remarks, the first segment of the gala began: school leaders delivered New Year greetings. After the leaders finally mechanically read through their speeches, the performance officially started.

A third-year senior female student from the Finance Department sang “Good Days” in a folk singing style. A dozen girls from the Sociology Department performed a song and dance performance. The stage, lighting, and sound were all excellent, but the content of the performances inevitably felt a bit lacking.

However, the school leaders in the audience watched with keen interest. By the fifth program, a senior male student from the Graduate School sang Zheng Jun’s “Return to Lhasa.” The rock-style song combined with good vocal skills finally ignited the passion of tens of thousands of students. The response from the audience was very enthusiastic. As the senior male student reached the chorus, he was unable to contain himself and jumped and bounced on stage. The students in the audience were infected by his energy, cheering continuously, and even at one point, a mass sing-along broke out.

While the students’ atmosphere was so enthusiastic, the school leaders, however, frowned one by one. After “Return to Lhasa” ended, Vice Principal Sun Yong said to his colleagues beside him with a displeased expression, “How was the program review done? How can such chaotic songs appear on our Renmin University stage!”

Another school leader next to him also looked displeased. “What kind of behavior is that, jumping and bouncing on stage? These students below are also joining in the ruckus. The song is also a complete mess of trashy culture!”

A slightly younger leader said with a smile, “Well, it’s rock music, it’s naturally a bit rowdy. As long as the students like it.”

“Old Zheng, you can’t say that,” Sun Yong said with a dark expression. “Students also like not attending classes or taking exams, can we just indulge them? Besides, rock music is too frivolous, not serious at all. It’s completely contrary to our Renmin University’s academic and administrative principles. I won’t comment on such things existing outside, but their appearance on our university stage is a dereliction of duty in our program review!”

The principal nodded and said, “Vice Principal Sun is right. Programs appearing on the university stage must represent the university’s image. How can such chaotic songs be allowed to perform on stage? We need to initiate accountability on Monday, and the relevant person in charge must write a written self-criticism.”

Sun Yong flipped through the program list and frowned. “Look at this song, ‘Love You More Each Day.’ Just by the title, you know it’s a romantic love song between men and women. Singing such a song on our Renmin University stage, isn’t this openly promoting campus romance!”

The principal asked, “Which program number is this song?”

Sun Yong said, “The thirteenth.”

The principal waved his hand, “Instruct them to remove this song.”

Sun Yong nodded, “Okay, I’ll go instruct them later.” As he spoke, he saw Li Mu’s name and couldn’t help but mutter to himself, “Oh, that first-year student Li Mu is also singing?”

As soon as he finished speaking, several people around him, including the principal, all looked curious. “What song will Li Mu sing?”
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“It doesn’t even say the song title on it.”

Sun Yong frowned and said, “It just says ‘guitar and vocals’. I guess it’s probably not that kind of performance!”

Then, Sun Yong asked the principal, “His act is the eighth one. I don’t know what song it is. Should we find out beforehand?”

The Dean of the School of Finance and Economics chuckled, “Given Li Mu’s temperament, he must have intentionally left out the song title. If you ask him, he probably won’t tell you.”

“That kid is a real troublemaker!” Sun Yong felt a surge of anger whenever he thought of Li Mu. His nephew, Sun Tan, had been stabbed twice by Wu Shuai and was only recently discharged from the hospital, now recuperating at home. Coupled with the impact of the Zhuxuebang scandal, his dream of being named a Top Ten University Student this year was a pipe dream. To prevent people from making an issue out of the Zhuxuebang incident, he had no choice but to suspend his studies for a year, effectively wasting this academic year.

Most of Sun Tan’s misfortunes were thanks to Li Mu, yet Sun Yong himself felt helpless. On one hand, he couldn’t help Sun Tan much, only doing his best to ensure he wasn’t expelled from school because of the Zhuxuebang matter. On the other hand, he was completely helpless against Li Mu. With 3321 protecting him, no one at Renmin University could touch Li Mu in the slightest.

The principal also spoke up at this moment, “Don’t worry about it. Let Li Mu sing whatever he wants.”

Sun Yong felt even worse after hearing that. Even the principal was biased towards him. This kid truly was untouchable at Renmin University. Relying on 3321, he was practically the local tyrant of Renmin University.

However, since even the principal wasn’t willing to interfere, Sun Yong naturally couldn’t say more. He could only head to the backend first to find the person in charge of the evening gala.

The person in charge of the gala was Song Xinwen, an associate director from the Academic Affairs Office responsible for student union and related affairs. Li Mu had heard Dong Ai mention him before. He was said to be very friendly and open-minded, excellent to students, and very dedicated to student union matters, enjoying a good reputation among the student body.

Sun Yong went straight to the backend and found Song Xinwen in the performers’ lounge. Li Mu had also returned to the backend, waiting to go on stage. The next act was the seventh, which was Dou Xueli and their large-scale dance, “Farewell My Concubine.” Once Dou Xueli and his group finished, it would be his turn.

Song Xinwen had just come down from the front and was currently cheering on the performers for Dou Xueli’s large-scale dance. As soon as the poetry recitation program on stage ended, Dou Xueli’s group would go on. This was a program Song Xinwen was very optimistic about, and its stage effects were excellent. He instructed everyone not to be nervous and to showcase the best visual effects.

Just then, Sun Yong arrived with a dark expression, standing in the backend and waving directly at Song Xinwen, saying, “Xiao Song, come here for a moment.”

Song Xinwen was surprised to see Sun Yong, but he quickly instructed the performers in front of him, saying, “You all do your best! I’ll be out front watching your performance later.”

After speaking, Song Xinwen hurried over to Sun Yong and asked him, “Principal Sun, why have you come to the backend?”

Sun Yong immediately asked difficult questions, “How are you vetting the programs? That ‘Back to Lhasa’ song just now, how could you approve such a boisterous and irreverent song?”

Song Xinwen said in surprise, “The effect of that song just now was quite good, the students all liked it.”

Sun Yong frowned and snapped, “Students like holidays, so should Renmin University just stop running the school?”

Song Xinwen was dumbfounded for a moment, but quickly understood. It seemed that song had caused trouble with the school leaders. So, he could only admit his mistake first: “I’m sorry, Principal Sun, this was my oversight, I truly apologize.”

Sun Yong reprimanded, “The principal said you need to submit a written self-criticism by Monday. You need to reflect thoroughly on your work mistakes!”

Song Xinwen nodded repeatedly, “No problem, I will reflect deeply.”

Sun Yong then took out the program list, pointed to the song “Love You More Each Day,” and questioned, “What’s wrong with this song? Look at the title, ‘Love You More Each Day.’ Can such a song be sung on the stage of our Renmin University? Delete it immediately!”

Song Xinwen was speechless. At this moment, a very refined male student wearing glasses suddenly stood up and, with some emotion, said, “Principal Sun, why can’t this song be sung?”

Sun Yong frowned, looking at him, and questioned, “What does it have to do with you? Which department are you from?”

“I’m a fourth-year student from the Finance Department, and this is the song I’m supposed to perform.”

Sun Yong looked at the program list and asked him, “So you’re Yu Chao, right? What’s your purpose in choosing this song? The school is a place for scholarship and teaching. While not sacred, it’s at least solemn. Are you worthy of the nearly four years of education the school has given you by singing such an unhealthy, vulgar song here?”

Yu Chao grew anxious and argued, “How does singing at a school gala make me unworthy of the school’s education? This song is for my girlfriend. We just met each other’s parents during the New Year’s Day holiday and agreed to get married right after graduation. What’s wrong with me singing a song for her?”

Sun Yong’s eyebrows shot up, “You’re talking about dating before graduation, and even getting married right after graduation? Students like you are the scum of Renmin University!”

Yu Chao protested loudly, “Principal Sun, that’s a personal attack!”

Sun Yong snorted coldly and ignored him. Instead, he pointed at Song Xinwen and said, “If you let him go on stage and sing, just wait for the school’s disciplinary action!” After delivering this harsh warning, Sun Yong flung his hand and left, leaving behind a room full of furious students.

“How can there be school leaders like this!”

“Exactly, he’s meddling too much!”

“Damn it, you can’t even sing a love song? He must be mentally twisted!”

Among the indignant crowd, Yu Chao was ironically the quietest. He turned his back to everyone, took off his glasses, secretly wiped away a tear, then put them back on and said to Song Xinwen, “Teacher Song, I’ll go watch the performances out front. I won’t cause you any more trouble.”

Song Xinwen also looked guilty. He didn’t dare to openly defy Sun Yong, so he could only step forward and pat Yu Chao’s shoulder, saying, “I’m sorry. Please also apologize to your girlfriend for me. If you two have time tomorrow, I’ll treat you to a meal.”

Yu Chao quickly said, “No need, Teacher Song. I understand your kindness. I apologize for causing you trouble.”

After Yu Chao finished speaking, he lowered his head and walked away. Song Xinwen wanted to follow him but gave up. Li Mu, who had been sitting quietly in the corner, stood up silently and followed him out.

Li Mu caught up with Yu Chao in the corridor and called out, “Senior Yu.”

Yu Chao turned around and saw Li Mu. Although they didn’t know each other personally, he was very familiar with Li Mu, his junior male student from the same department. He was surprised that Li Mu called him, so he asked, “Li Mu, are you calling me?”

Li Mu nodded, walked up to him, and said, “Just because that guy surnamed Sun won’t let you sing, you’re not going to sing?”

Yu Chao gave a bitter smile and said, “I’ve earned enough credits and I’m graduating soon, so I’m not afraid of him. That guy surnamed Sun probably realized this when he heard I was a fourth-year student, which is why he put pressure on Teacher Song. I can’t cause him any more trouble.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Senior, what that guy surnamed Sun actually said was a warning to Teacher Song not to let you go on stage. If someone else lets you go on stage, he’ll be helpless.”

Yu Chao asked in surprise, “You mean?”

Li Mu said, “I’m the next act. After I finish singing, I’ll announce you. Do you dare to go on stage and sing?”

Yu Chao froze for a moment, then stomped his foot abruptly, “I dare!”

They were all university students, and their comprehension was not weak. As soon as Li Mu said he would announce him, Yu Chao understood.

Li Mu was already the most influential student at Renmin University, bar none. If he stood on stage and announced Yu Chao in front of tens of thousands of students, how could the school leaders stop him from singing?

Thinking that his girlfriend was still waiting in the audience for him to go on stage, Yu Chao didn’t want to slink away like that, so he agreed almost without hesitation.

Li Mu patted his arm and chuckled, “Then hurry up and get ready. Send a text message to your girlfriend, because your act is now scheduled to be the ninth one.”

…

The dance “Farewell My Concubine” was performed perfectly. The top-notch stage effects earned a thunderous applause. After the dancers took their bows, Su Yingxue, with an excited heart, stepped onto the stage. The reason Li Mu’s act was scheduled for eighth was that the hosts took turns announcing programs, and she and her partner were assigned to announce the even-numbered acts.

After going on stage, the male student partnering with Su Yingxue said according to the pre-arranged transitional remarks, “Yingxue, you’re a freshman from the class of 2001 at Renmin University. So, let me ask you, in the year 2001 that just passed, which freshman gained the most fame on the Renmin University campus?”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said, “Does that even need to be said? It’s definitely Li Mu, the founder of 3321! Everyone, am I right?”

Tens of thousands of people in the audience roared, “Right!”

The male host chuckled, “That’s right! I heard you and Li Mu are fellow townsmen. Are you from the same place?”

Su Yingxue nodded with a smile and said, “Not just the same place, but also the same high school and the same class.”

“Wow!” the male host exclaimed in surprise, “Then you must be very familiar with each other. Can I ask you a question about him?”

Su Yingxue said, “Go ahead and ask. I’ll see if I know.”

The male host chuckled, “Look, the next act is Li Mu’s guitar and vocals, but he didn’t give us the song title. I’m sure everyone is as curious as I am about what song Li Mu will sing today. Since you’re so familiar with him, can you give us a hint?”

Su Yingxue shook her head and chuckled, “I really can’t help you with that, because I don’t know what song Li Mu will sing today either. Let’s just let Li Mu come on stage himself and tell everyone.”

The male host nodded and shouted, “Alright, let’s welcome Li Mu!”

Immediately, thunderous applause erupted, and the atmosphere reached its peak for the night.

Li Mu’s popularity at Renmin University was undeniable. Thousands of students across the entire school benefited from 3321. The income of impoverished students working as tutors could even rival that of white-collar workers in Yanjing. All of this was thanks to Li Mu, so his influence at Renmin University was quite significant.

Li Mu walked onto the stage, holding his Martin guitar, and stood before the microphone stand in the center of the stage. He spoke into the microphone, “I participated in this performance and prepared this song for a girl I love, because she told me that if I sang a song for her on this stage, she would be willing to be my girlfriend…”

As soon as Li Mu’s words fell and he paused, the audience erupted in cheers and screams. He was already the focal point among Renmin University students, and saying something like that upon stepping on stage naturally detonated the emotions of the audience instantly.

The school leaders in the audience looked at each other in dismay at this moment, especially Sun Yong, whose face was extremely grim. He said to the principal beside him, “Principal, look at this, what kind of talk is this from Li Mu!”

The principal’s expression was also somewhat displeased, but he wasn’t as furious as Sun Yong. He just sighed and said, “Let him be.”

Sun Yong wished he could rush onto the stage and pull Li Mu down, but calming down, he understood in his heart that he was completely helpless against him. Not to mention himself, even the head beside him had no way to deal with him.

Su Yingxue, who had just stepped off stage, stood behind the curtain watching Li Mu on stage, her heart pounding in her throat. But besides that, her heart also fluttered like a young girl’s due to Li Mu’s public declaration just now.

The screams from the audience gradually subsided. Li Mu spoke into the microphone, “I’ve known her for a long time, and I’ve liked her for a long time. If nothing unexpected happened, I might have continued to have a secret crush on her until I realized: I absolutely cannot lose the person I love because of cowardice and boring self-respect, so…”

Li Mu took a deep breath, turned his face to look at Su Yingxue standing behind the curtain, and said, “So, the song I’m going to sing today is called ‘The Rice Shop,’ with the subtitle: Dedicated to Su Yingxue.”

Su Yingxue stood there stunned, while the cheers from the audience almost tore the roof off the entire gymnasium.

Su Yingxue! Li Mu, the most influential figure at Renmin University, actually publicly confessed to Su Yingxue, the school beauty of Renmin University! Although it was only early January, this event would absolutely become the annual topic of Renmin University in 2002!

The bros from Dorm Room 606 cheered frantically, almost tearing their throats. Li Mu’s classmates also went wild. Having such a classmate was truly damn glorious. The two indeed were a perfect match of talent and beauty, very well-suited.

For most students at Renmin University, Li Mu and Su Yingxue were indeed a perfect match of talent and beauty, and they were also high school classmates, practically childhood sweethearts. If these two got together, they would be an almost impeccable couple.

Just then, Li Mu strummed his guitar, dedicating his favorite folk music song to Su Yingxue.

As the intro began, the venue immediately fell into silence. Li Mu’s guitar playing was melodious and pleasant to the ear.

After the simple intro, Li Mu used his unique magnetic singing voice to sing this poetic work.

“In the misty rain of March, the swaying South

You sit in your empty rice shop

You hold an Apple in one hand and destiny in the other

Searching for your own fragrance…”

“People outside the window rush by

Casting their gaze on the damp road

Your dance steps glide through the empty room

And time turns into smoke…”





Chapter 304: Love Witnessed by Ten Thousand People

In later generations, Zhang Weiwei’s song “The Rice Shop” was hailed by folk musicians and folk music enthusiasts as a classic among classics. Many people covered this song, even including Old Wolf, a senior figure in the folk music scene, and rising star Li Zhi.

The lyrics of this song were very simple. The verses had only two simple stanzas. Li Mu sang softly, instantly capturing the ears of most students in the audience. However, for them, just listening made the lyrics a bit hard to fully grasp. But because it sounded good, nothing else mattered.

This song was very niche. If placed within the realm of pop music, its popularity probably wouldn’t even rival a catchy pop song by a third-rate singer. Fortunately, today’s audience consisted entirely of university students. Folk music itself was a genre that originated from student communities, and they had an extraordinary love for folk music.

After Li Mu finished the two verses, his voice gained a slight power, and with an even more perfect voice, he sang the most captivating chorus of the song.

The chorus of “The Rice Shop” had only one stanza:

“My love, can you feel tomorrow has arrived?

Our boat is docked at the pier.

I will wash my hair clean and climb the mast,

And support our home, like tender grapevines and leaves.”

The lyrics were extremely simple. The content didn’t actively describe or emphasize romantic love between a man and a woman, but rather used a calm narrative perspective to express the singer’s feelings for their beloved.

These simple lines of lyrics were the singer telling their beloved that their shared tomorrow was right before their eyes. The boat at the pier carried their future, and “washing my hair clean and climbing the mast, supporting our home like tender grapevines and leaves” represented the singer’s promise and sense of responsibility towards their love and beloved. There was no forced declaration of love or artificiality; it was like narrating the beginning of love, radiating pure simplicity and beauty.

The moment this chorus finished its first rendition, Su Yingxue’s tears fell instantly. Not only her, but almost every girl in the audience who understood these lyrics was moved. They had experienced various flowery words of confession—some sworn with solemn vows and extravagant promises, others tear-jerking and deeply moving. But no one had ever heard a confession like this: it didn’t say “how much I love you” or “how I will love you,” it simply told you, “I have made all preparations to give you a life that belongs to us.”

“I will wash my hair clean and climb the mast, and support our home, like tender grapevines and leaves…”

Li Mu repeated the chorus several times. This stanza of lyrics had already deeply resonated with everyone present. Some boys even took out their phones on the spot to text their girlfriends who weren’t there, with only this section of the chorus in the message.

The female students in the audience were already captivated. The song itself was only one aspect; the most important thing was the artistic conception of the song, which was too beautiful and too romantic. Moreover, the man in the lyrics appeared to be extremely courageous and responsible, full of a sense of security.

A female student in the audience looked at Li Mu with a face full of longing, and exclaimed, “If there was a man who could write a song like this for me, I would definitely marry no one but him!”

Another female student murmured dreamily, “I never thought Li Mu was just handsome and smart; I didn’t expect him to be so talented too! Oh my god, I feel like I’ve fallen in love with him!”

The girl next to her reminded her with a face full of regret, “He’s confessing to the School beauty. Unless something unexpected happens, he’ll definitely succeed. What chance do we have?”

Some boys in the audience gave Li Mu a thumbs up, “This bro’s talent is absolutely incredible! The goddess definitely won’t regret being with him!”

Others shook their heads and sighed, “Who knows how many Renmin University students will be sleepless tonight!”

At this moment, the Dean of the School of Finance and Economics clicked his tongue and sighed, “This Li Mu is really something. This song must be his own work! I’ve never heard such good lyrics before.”

Sun Yong curled his lips and said, “What kind of rubbish is he writing? It’s all unhealthy stuff! This guy is acting with impunity now, always thinking that with 3321 around, we won’t do anything to him. So he’s pulling all sorts of stunts in school! Tell me, how much negative impact will public confessions like this have on the school’s academic atmosphere!”

The principal, standing nearby, was expressionless. Sun Yong thought he had hit a nerve, and quickly added fuel to the fire, “In my opinion, if we don’t rein him in, he might do even more outrageous things in the future. He’s only a first-year student now; he has a long way to go!”

The principal suddenly sighed softly, shook his head, and chuckled, “Let him be.”

“Let him be?” What did that mean?

Sun Yong looked bewildered, and his heart was filled with even more anger. Just now, the principal had shown displeasure at the name of a love song, yet Li Mu had caused such a huge commotion, and he simply said, “Let him be.” Had this kid become so arrogant that even the principal was helpless against him?

Looking at Li Mu, who was passionately playing and singing on stage, Sun Yong seethed with resentment.

Su Yingxue felt her heart melting from Li Mu’s singing. Every time Li Mu sang the chorus, it made her unable to help but let her imagination run wild, as if she truly was with him in a picturesque Jiangnan water town, shrouded in misty rain, where even the air was filled with the unique humid scent of the south. Just thinking about it filled her heart with happiness.

After the first half of the song, Li Mu on stage hummed an interlude with a nasal tone, accompanied by his guitar. The soothing, melodious tune echoed throughout the entire gymnasium.

Su Yingxue suddenly felt a sense of déjà vu, but couldn’t grasp the clue for a moment, until the male host beside her couldn’t help but exclaim, “Li Mu’s voice sounds so familiar! I feel like I’ve heard it somewhere before!”

A chord in Su Yingxue’s heart was suddenly struck by a flash of inspiration.

It’s Muzi!

Yes! It’s Muzi!

Muzi only had two songs in total: “Zebra Zebra” and “When You Are Old.”

This year, the song “When You Are Old” had been overused by major TV stations, moving countless people, yet no one knew who the original singer, Muzi, truly was. The intro of that song was a guitar accompanied by the singer’s soft humming, and it felt exactly the same as Li Mu’s humming interlude right now!

Moreover, Li Mu’s name also contained the character ‘Mu’ (牧). Even more coincidentally, if the character ‘Li’ (李) was broken down, it formed ‘Mu’ (木) and ‘Zi’ (子), which sounded like ‘Muzi’ (牧子).

Oh my god!

Su Yingxue covered her mouth, looking at Li Mu on stage in astonishment, her heart filled with an overwhelming shock.

Equally shocked were several girls standing in the corridor of the stadium’s central entrance.

They had arrived ten minutes before Li Mu started singing. But since they weren’t Renmin University students, they had to stand in the corridor to watch after sneaking in. These girls were all from Peking University: Li Yawei’s girlfriend Han Xiaoxiao, Hu Zhengdao’s girlfriend Wang Yanan, Xue Jianfeng’s girlfriend Chen Jiao, and Zhao Ziqiu, who had always harbored feelings for Li Mu.

Han Xiaoxiao looked at Zhao Ziqiu beside her with a pained expression, while Zhao Ziqiu stared intently at Li Mu under the spotlight on stage, her large eyes glistening with tears.

Suddenly, Han Xiaoxiao saw large teardrops falling from the corners of Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes. Immediately after, she saw Zhao Ziqiu use her slender fingers to brush her hair upwards from her temples, subtly wiping away her tears with her palm.

Han Xiaoxiao was filled with regret. She had only casually heard Li Yawei mention on the phone that Li Mu was performing today, and then she quietly brought Zhao Ziqiu and the others along. Han Xiaoxiao originally just didn’t want Zhao Ziqiu to miss Li Mu’s performance on stage, but she had no idea that Li Mu would actually confess to Su Yingxue on stage, in front of so many people.

“Ziqiu, I don’t want to watch anymore. Let’s go.” Han Xiaoxiao tugged at Zhao Ziqiu’s sleeve, looking as if she was already tired of watching.

Zhao Ziqiu gently shook her head and said with a faint smile, “It’s so beautiful. Let’s leave after it finishes.”

Han Xiaoxiao said with a hint of disdain, “I don’t think it’s good at all. It’s just these few lines repeated over and over; I’m tired of hearing them.”

Zhao Ziqiu understood that Han Xiaoxiao felt pained for her and didn’t want her to continue suffering here. However, she admonished herself inwardly that she wasn’t the type of girl who would run away from reality. Even though the person she liked was confessing to another woman, it didn’t matter. This only represented his choice at nineteen; the road ahead was still long, so long that she couldn’t see the end. Who knew if the love she yearned for might suddenly collide with her at some intersection in the future?

Witnessing Li Mu’s romantic confession to Su Yingxue with her own eyes certainly made her sad, but it wasn’t enough to make her retreat. Listening to this deeply moving song, Zhao Ziqiu became even more resolute in her choice. She truly hadn’t misjudged him; he was indeed an impeccable good man. Even his confession was so sincere. Even though the object of his confession wasn’t her, it still moved her. The more this was the case, the more she wanted to stay and see how much he would dote on another woman. Perhaps in the future, the one enjoying such doting would be herself.

The less-than-five-minute song gradually came to an end with Li Mu’s final humming. With his last gentle strum of a chord, the entire song concluded perfectly. As the singing stopped, applause erupted. The scene was almost like an explosion. Most of the audience stood up, cheering, clapping, and screaming. Then, someone, it was unclear who, shouted, “Get together!”

Subsequently, the university students’ romantic sentiments were completely ignited by Li Mu’s confession song. The entire venue, in unison, shouted the same three words with deafening voices.

Li Mu turned around, looking at Su Yingxue, who was covering her face with her hands behind the curtain. He put his guitar aside and slightly opened his arms to her.

He had confessed in front of so many people. Now, with so many people shouting “Get together,” he had to give a clear answer to everyone in the audience.

Su Yingxue saw Li Mu opening his arms to her, and her heart suddenly felt an unprecedented panic. Her subconscious wanted to go on stage, but her legs felt as if they were filled with lead, refusing to obey.

Several girls backstage, who were preparing for the next act and knew Su Yingxue, seeing Su Yingxue still in a daze, quickly rushed forward and excitedly urged her, “Yingxue, what are you still spacing out for? Hurry up and go!”

Su Yingxue immediately broke free from her panicked and chaotic emotions. Seeing Li Mu still standing on stage with his arms open to her, a resolute determination surged within her. She tore off the down jacket draped over her, and holding the hem of her black gown with both hands, she jogged onto the stage.

The moment Su Yingxue appeared from behind the curtain, the entire gymnasium erupted!





Chapter 305: You’re Quite Self-Aware

Li Mu watched Su Yingxue run towards him, holding up her skirt. Her movements seemed to slow down a hundred, a thousand times in his eyes, so much so that this short distance of twenty to thirty meters instantly brought Li Mu’s thoughts back to his previous life, back to January 2002 of his previous life.

At that time, he was still studying at Jinling University. To get more news about Su Yingxue at Renmin University, he spent every day on the Renmin University “Spoonful Pond” forum, because people there always discussed various things about Su Yingxue. In his previous life, he saw photos of this event on the Spoonful Pond forum. Su Yingxue, who was the Host in the photos, captivated the entire audience, and him, just as she did today. But at that time, Su Yingxue had completely disappeared from Li Mu’s life.

However, in this life, he was no longer the Li Mu who secretly, like a thief, paid attention to Su Yingxue from thousands of kilometers away! On the contrary, he even stood on the stage of this gala, confessing his feelings to Su Yingxue in front of tens of thousands of university students. And the woman who once seemed untouchable in his life was now running towards him without hesitation, running into his arms.

Watching Su Yingxue get closer and closer, seeing her reddened eyes and excited expression, Li Mu’s heart couldn’t help but tremble.

He suppressed the urge to rush forward, remaining standing in place, his arms always open, until Su Yingxue came before him and desperately threw herself into his arms.

Li Mu tightened his arms around her, hugging her tightly, so excited he almost wanted to roar out loud.

When years of feelings and regrets are brought back by time and space to where they first originated, when he personally filled all those feelings and regrets, when he personally embraced the woman he had never dared to hold hands with, this was truly the most fulfilling thing!

The students below the stage exploded in excitement. They were all hot-blooded and impulsive youths, but who the hell had ever seen such a shocking confession ceremony? The key was that the confession succeeded! The two embraced in front of all the school leaders and all the students. This was simply enough to make people die of envy.

The school leaders’ expressions were somewhat grim, but at this moment, the entire venue had clearly entered “Li Mu’s time.” Li Mu controlled the emotions of the entire venue; no one could stop him, and no one could stop this group of students. So, the school leaders could only watch helplessly, powerless to do anything.

Zhao Ziqiu turned her face away and said to Han Xiaoxiao and the others, “The song’s over, let’s go.”

Han Xiaoxiao quickly nodded, pulling Zhao Ziqiu to leave. “We should have left ages ago, my ears are almost calloused from listening.”

Chen Jiao quickly said, “Let’s go eat something delicious, my treat. Ziqiu, what do you want to eat?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Let’s go eat grilled skewers and small noodles near the University of Science and Technology.”

Chen Jiao said, “We’ll eat whatever you want.”

…

This was the first time Su Yingxue, at her age, had such intimate contact with a man of the same age. In Li Mu’s arms, feeling his body temperature, her ear pressed against his chest listening to his heartbeat, this exclusive happiness made her almost wish time would stop.

Li Mu was much bolder than in his previous life. A surge of youthful impulsiveness rushed into his mind, causing him to involuntarily gently lift Su Yingxue’s chin. Before Su Yingxue could react, he lowered his head and kissed her slightly cool lips.

The people below the stage went even crazier…

Su Yingxue never expected that Li Mu would so decisively take her first kiss while she was completely unprepared, and in front of so many people. However, she felt no anger, only a slight regret that Li Mu’s kiss had come too fast; she hadn’t even had a chance to properly feel it.

Li Mu then whispered in Su Yingxue’s ear, “Wait for me to take my bow.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently. The two separated. Li Mu held Su Yingxue’s small hand with his right hand, and rested his left hand on the microphone stand. He chuckled a few times, not rushing to speak.

The crowd, who had been cheering and catcalling, gradually quieted down when they heard Li Mu chuckle into the microphone, waiting for him to speak.

Li Mu took a deep breath, then took another deep breath and loudly announced into the microphone, “I declare that from today onwards, your goddess is taken!”

“Crap! Shameless!” Li Mu’s words caused a burst of indignation among the male compatriots below the stage. Although it didn’t truly arouse public anger, Li Mu’s act of “declaring sovereignty” still displeased the male students.

Li Mu ignored the deliberate booing from below and said with a smile, “Before I leave the stage, I need to briefly introduce the next program to everyone.”

The girls who were about to go on stage to dance were stunned. According to the procedure, shouldn’t the Host come on stage to announce their program after Li Mu left? Why was Li Mu introducing their program?

As they wondered, Li Mu spoke, “Before I went on stage, Vice Principal Sun found me backstage and temporarily canceled a fourth-year senior male student’s program…”

As soon as Li Mu said this, Sun Yong’s heart sank. Could this guy be…?

Indeed, Li Mu’s next words confirmed Sun Yong’s worst suspicion.

“This senior male student and his girlfriend met each other’s parents on New Year’s Day. They’ve decided to get married after graduation, and the senior male student also hoped to sing Jacky Cheung’s ‘Love You More Each Day’ for his fiancée at tonight’s gala. But Vice Principal Sun, on the grounds that the song was unhealthy, not only wanted to delete it but also publicly cursed this senior male student backstage, calling him Renmin University’s scum…”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, continuous boos erupted from below the stage. Some even yelled curses at the top of their lungs, “Sun Yong is the scum of Renmin University!”

The stage was pitch black, and no one knew where that shout came from. Immediately, others echoed, “He’s the one who made Wu Shuai take the blame for Sun Tan regarding Zhuxuebang!”

“That’s right! If he hadn’t favored Sun Tan and made Wu Shuai take the blame alone, Wu Shuai wouldn’t have stabbed Sun Tan!”

“Serves him right! Damn it, why didn’t he stab Sun Yong, that scum, too!”

Sun Yong’s face instantly turned pale, and he trembled with rage. But at this moment, he couldn’t flare up, neither at Li Mu nor at the students shouting below. He could only suppress his anger, waiting to settle accounts later.

Li Mu then asked the students below, “Do you want to hear the senior male student sing ‘Love You More Each Day’?”

“Yes!” Every single person in the audience was a typical angry youth, and they responded in unison.

Li Mu said, “I hope the sound engineer will help play the accompaniment for this song after the senior male student goes on stage. Also, I hope the sound engineer will, no matter what, let the senior male student finish singing this song.”

After saying this, Li Mu looked back and saw Yu Chao rubbing his fists and palms behind the curtain on the other side. Then, he said into the microphone, “Next, please welcome Yu Chao, a fourth-year senior male student from the School of Finance and Economics, to bring us Jacky Cheung’s ‘Love You More Each Day’!”

Li Mu made an inviting gesture to Yu Chao, who immediately ran onto the stage. As soon as he appeared, warm applause erupted from the audience, and cheers and applause rose and fell. When Yu Chao reached the front, Li Mu stepped back, giving him the microphone. Then, he picked up his guitar, held Su Yingxue’s hand, and bowed slightly to the audience. After that, he led her off the stage amidst the applause.

At this point, the sound engineer dared not incur public wrath and played the accompaniment that had been prepared earlier.

Li Mu led Su Yingxue towards the backstage area. Su Yingxue followed him for a long distance before she remembered and said softly, “Where are you taking me? I still have to host…”

“Oh, right.” Li Mu stopped, slapping his forehead. “I completely forgot. I was going to take you out for a celebratory meal.”

Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu, her eyes full of affection, and said with a hint of shyness, “After you caused such a commotion, I don’t even know how I’m going to go on stage and host later.”

Li Mu reached out and stroked the hair on her shoulder, saying gently, “It’s fine, just go with the flow. If you make any mistakes, everyone will forgive you.”

Su Yingxue said, “Then you’re not allowed to leave. Stay backstage with me.”

Li Mu immediately nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t go anywhere. I’ll stay backstage with you.”

Su Yingxue playfully blinked, “You’re quite self-aware!”

Yu Chao’s singing came from outside, the Cantonese version of “Love You More Each Day.” He sang it quite similarly to the original. Su Yingxue listened for a moment and said, “You’ve offended Vice Principal Sun today. You need to be careful; he might cause you trouble later.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Don’t worry, he can’t do anything to me. He hated me to death over the Sun Tan incident back then. If he could do anything to me, he wouldn’t have waited until now.”

Su Yingxue nodded and said, “Try to be more low-key in the future. I don’t want you to offend all the school leaders one day and then get expelled, leaving me alone.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, if I get expelled, I’ll set up a tent in front of the Renmin University main Academic Building plaza and live here with you.”

“Nonsense…”

Sun Yong was infuriated by Li Mu today. In his many years of working at Renmin University, this was the first time he had encountered such a thing: being publicly exposed for his shortcomings by a student and then drawing a chorus of boos.

Sun Yong couldn’t swallow his anger and wished he could immediately expel Li Mu. But then he remembered that he couldn’t make that decision himself, so he immediately thought of the principal beside him.

“Principal, this kid Li Mu is really going too far. Wasn’t what he just did going against your wishes?”

The principal knew well in his heart what Sun Yong’s words implied. Deleting the song was his own decision, and Li Mu’s actions indeed showed some disrespect towards him. Sun Yong’s words were nothing more than an attempt to provoke his anger. However, upon careful thought, the matter of deleting the song was originally proposed by Sun Yong himself. If he hadn’t been quite dissatisfied with the song “Back to Lhasa,” none of this would have happened. Li Mu was also targeting him alone. To put it bluntly, Sun Yong reaped what he sowed. Now he was the one who had incurred public wrath in front of the students. How could he possibly intervene for him?

So, the principal said lightly, “We are school leaders; we shouldn’t stoop to the students’ level. They are still children and need our tolerance.”

When Sun Yong heard this, he felt like ten thousand grass mud horses were trampling his heart repeatedly…





Chapter 306: Settle the Score Face-to-Face

Li Mu was waiting for Su Yingxue to continue hosting the evening party. Zhao Ziqiu, however, feeling somewhat dejected, followed the three girls from her dorm room out of Renmin University. Following the route from her memory, she slowly walked towards the place where she had truly fallen in love with Li Mu – the snack alley near the University of Technology.

She thought about how she had confessed her feelings to Li Mu many times, both openly and subtly, but each time without a follow-up. Yet today, Li Mu had so earnestly confessed to another girl in front of so many people. This stark contrast filled her heart with a sense of defeat.

She had never understood why Li Mu didn’t accept her. Sometimes, she had even seen a shadow of love in Li Mu’s eyes. But the affection in Li Mu’s eyes always flashed by, never allowed to fully show itself.

Thinking about it now, the reason she lost to Su Yingxue was more likely due to the sentiment in his heart. After all, she was Li Mu’s high school classmate, and the romantic partner Li Mu had liked since high school. She had only known Li Mu for less than half a year; just on this point alone, she had already lost completely.

The weather was cold, and the snack alley near the University of Technology wasn’t as bustling as it was in warmer weather. Zhao Ziqiu found the grilled skewer stall where she had eaten with Li Mu before, but she couldn’t find the Chongqing noodles stall.

The girls sat with her at a small square table at the grilled skewer stall. Zhao Ziqiu ordered some skewers but barely touched them. In truth, she wasn’t hungry at all; even if she were, she had no appetite. Coming here was simply because she was thinking of Li Mu; she had fallen in love with him right here, and this place held a special sentiment for her.

Feng Si’er, who lived nearby, also had a sentiment for this snack alley, a sentiment of hatred.

When the weather was still warm, he and a few of his brothers were eating skewers and drinking here. He spotted a beautiful girl with a hot figure. For the sake of his reputation, he went up to flirt and tease her. Unexpectedly, a male student beside her, who looked frail and like a pretty boy, splashed a bowl of scalding hot noodles over him, disfiguring his face.

At that time, a bowl of freshly cooked noodles was splashed over him, a large clump of noodles and soup splattering onto Feng Si’er’s right cheek. Half of his jaw was scalded, and after going to the Hospital for examination, it was determined to be a superficial second-degree burn. The injury wasn’t severe, and the medical expenses amounted to less than twenty thousand yuan. But the crucial point was that after healing, a palm-sized patch of skin on his right cheek had tightened into a taut burn scar, practically disfiguring him.

Feng Si’er was a genuine Yanjing native, but he was Not doing proper work, engaging in all sorts of petty theft, swindling, and trickery. Sometimes, he would also dabble in things related to the underworld with a few of his unsavory friends, making him half a person of the underworld. After this incident, he borrowed money from all over to cover his medical expenses. After being discharged from the hospital, he thought about the culprit from that night day and night.

At first, he genuinely thought that Li Mu, who had injured him that day, was a student at the University of Technology. He spent days staking out various school gates at the University of Technology with a few of his brothers. When staking out didn’t work, he even snuck into the campus and searched the dorm room area for several days, but he never found Li Mu. Later, he simply couldn’t even remember what Li Mu looked like. He didn’t watch TV normally, hadn’t even heard of what 3321 was, let alone seen any reporting for duty about Li Mu.

As time passed, Feng Si’er also somewhat admitted defeat. It seemed this vendetta for his disfigurement couldn’t be avenged. Later, he vented his anger on the noodle stall vendor, threatening the owner to compensate him for his medical expenses and subsequent plastic surgery costs, and a whole host of other things. As a result, the vendor simply abandoned his stall and fled back to his hometown in Sichuan Province overnight. Feng Si’er became even more depressed; he already had no stable income, owed several thousand yuan for his medical treatment, and simply couldn’t afford the money for subsequent plastic surgery. He could only continue to muddle through with half a scarred face. Gradually, Feng Si’er’s nickname became “Scarface Feng.”

Bearing the infuriating nickname “Scarface Feng,” Feng Si’er frantically searched everywhere for Li Mu. After searching for a while, even the brothers who had initially helped him grew annoyed, directly telling him: “This is too damn annoying every day. If you want to find him, find him yourself.”

A month later, Feng Si’er himself truly couldn’t keep going; he could only swallow his bitterness. Because he was disfigured and had no money for plastic surgery, his previous girlfriend ran off. Also because of the disfigurement, no other girl was willing to be his romantic partner. Even when he went to the red-light district, he could feel the strange looks from the women. Various blows made him go to the snack alley every few days to drown his sorrows in alcohol. Of course, if he could still encounter that bastard kid, it would naturally be for the best.

If it were Li Mu, he would definitely not come to this snack alley again, for one reason: caution. After all, he had provoked someone here, and he shouldn’t come looking for trouble for no reason. If they were to meet again by chance, trouble would certainly be inevitable. What’s more, the other party had suffered a loss that night, and if they still remembered it, then this snack alley would be a key target for them to watch closely.

However, for the same situation, when a woman thinks about it, her considerations are inevitably less comprehensive and more emotional. Zhao Ziqiu had only one thought in her mind: she had fallen in love with Li Mu here, and now he was someone else’s boyfriend, so the place she subconsciously wanted to go was right here.

She hadn’t considered at all that they had made enemies with someone here back then.

Feng Si’er was quietly drinking beer by himself when suddenly four girls sat down not far away. Although he was disfigured, his lecherous heart remained intact. The act of having to glance at girls was already his instinctive reaction, more ingrained than a dog’s habit of eating feces.

With this glance, he first saw Han Xiaoxiao’s full face and Chen Jiao’s profile. Han Xiaoxiao’s appearance was quite striking, which made Feng Si’er unable to resist taking a few more glances.

Han Xiaoxiao also felt the strange gaze coming from not far away. She looked up, and her eyes met Feng Si’er’s. She immediately felt Feng Si’er’s fiery and lewd gaze, and combined with the scar on his face, it made Han Xiaoxiao feel utterly uncomfortable.

Han Xiaoxiao quickly lowered her head to avoid his gaze, which made her nauseous. Feng Si’er saw Han Xiaoxiao’s expression, as if she had just swallowed a fly, and immediately felt a surge of anger.

“Damn stinky bitch, you think your Fourth Master’s face isn’t good-looking? Damn it, if rape wasn’t illegal, your Fourth Master would make you beg on your knees!”

Feeling insulted by Han Xiaoxiao, Feng Si’er’s gaze became even more unrestrained. He even stared directly at Han Xiaoxiao, without blinking.

Han Xiaoxiao didn’t expect the scar-faced pervert opposite her to keep staring. Feeling utterly disgusted, she restlessly whispered to the other girls: “How about we finish eating quickly and leave? There’s a pervert opposite me who keeps staring, he’s making me sick…”

Hearing this, the three girls instinctively looked in the direction opposite Han Xiaoxiao. The two girls next to Zhao Ziqiu could see Feng Si’er from their profiles, but Zhao Ziqiu was facing away from Feng Si’er, so she instinctively turned her head…

Feng Si’er saw the girls all looking at him and was still internally fuming, secretly cursing, “What are these girls looking at? Haven’t they seen Fourth Master’s charm before?” However, before he could finish his internal monologue, his entire being instantly bristled upon seeing Zhao Ziqiu’s face!

After so long, he truly couldn’t remember what Li Mu looked like; even if Li Mu stood right in front of him, he probably wouldn’t recognize him. However, he still had an impression of Zhao Ziqiu’s appearance. After all, he had secretly watched this exceptional girl for most of a day before finally going up to harass her, bringing trouble upon himself. When he clearly saw Zhao Ziqiu’s face again, he recognized her almost instantly.

This was the first time since Feng Si’er became an adult that he was able to be in front of a beautiful woman without any lecherous or impure thoughts. He had only one thought in his mind: Heaven helps those who help themselves; I’ve finally found you bastards!

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t recognize Feng Si’er, but Feng Si’er suddenly sprang to his feet, grabbed a beer bottle, and charged towards the girls.

Han Xiaoxiao screamed in fright, quickly stood up, and told the other girls: “Let’s go quickly…”

But Feng Si’er didn’t give her a chance; in a few steps, he was right in front of them. He smashed a beer bottle against the edge of the table next to Zhao Ziqiu, and with a crash, the bottom of the bottle shattered, revealing sharp, fang-like glass shards. This startled everyone, but fortunately, the broken glass shards from the empty bottle’s bottom didn’t injure anyone.

“Damn stinky bitch, do you still remember your Fourth Master?!” Feng Si’er felt a surge of foul anger to his head, eager to vent it completely.

Heaven has eyes, truly Heaven has eyes. He had searched for so long without finding them, but today he found them, so he had to get back everything, principal and interest.

The ferocious Feng Si’er immediately made the girls around him scream repeatedly. Zhao Ziqiu was also stunned. Only then did she remember who he was, and she was instantly both shocked and afraid, dodging the glass shards from the beer bottle in his hand, she tremblingly asked: “What do you want?”

“What do I want?” Feng Si’er pointed to the scar on his right cheek and said resentfully: “Damn it, my face was ruined by you two! I’ve been looking for you for so long, and I finally ran into you! You’ve got some nerve, still daring to come here! Where’s that bastard from that day? Call him and tell him to come over!”

Han Xiaoxiao’s face turned pale with fright. She immediately pulled out her phone and said: “If you bother us any more, I’ll call the police!”

Feng Si’er glared fiercely at her, pointing the sharp glass edge at Zhao Ziqiu’s face, and cursed: “You damn try calling! Do you believe I’ll disfigure this woman just like me? After those two ruined my face back then, I was ready to drag you all down with me!”

Feng Si’er had drifted in society for a long time and knew that when facing trouble, you either coax or intimidate. To intimidate these girls, bluffing was the best solution.

When Han Xiaoxiao saw the glass edge reflecting a cold glint, she immediately abandoned the idea of calling the police. She nervously asked Feng Si’er: “What exactly do you want?”

Feng Si’er said coldly: “First, call that kid over. I’ll settle the score with him face-to-face!” After speaking, he lowered his head and said menacingly to Zhao Ziqiu: “That kid is your romantic partner, right? Call him and tell him to come over. We’ll settle this score face-to-face.”

Zhao Ziqiu calmed down and immediately said: “I broke up with him, and we’re not in contact anymore. Do you want money? Just name your price.”

Feng Si’er gritted his teeth and said: “Damn it, of course I want money! But I also want revenge! I don’t believe your story. Make him appear within ten minutes, or you can forget about keeping your face!”





Chapter 307: Whatever You Want, Come at Me

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t considered what consequences that bowl of small noodles from Li Mu would bring to those thugs that day. However, now seeing Feng Si’er’s ferocious appearance and the obvious scar on his face, she realized that Li Mu had indeed been quite ruthless. The noodles, which had just been served, were splashed out before he barely touched them with chopsticks, directly disfiguring the guy’s face.

Facing Feng Si’er’s threats, Zhao Ziqiu was afraid, but she stubbornly held out, unwilling to involve Li Mu. She just repeatedly emphasized, “How much money do you want? Name a price, and I’ll pay you.”

Feng Si’er not only wanted money but also wanted to vent his anger. He had already emphasized this to her once, so his tone became even more enraged: “My patience has its limits! I’ll give you one minute to make the call!”

With that, Feng Si’er pulled out his phone and called one of his brothers, blurting out, “Lei Zi, where the hell are you? Hurry to Ma Tiao Alley! I found the guy who splashed noodles on me that day!”

Upon hearing this, the other person immediately cursed loudly: “Really? Damn it, he was also the one who splashed chili oil in my eyes back then! I still remember that grudge!”

Feng Si’er urged, “Damn it, hurry up and call people over! Today we need to get an explanation from that bastard!”

“Alright, I’ll be there immediately!”

As soon as the call ended, Feng Si’er threatened Zhao Ziqiu again: “Beauty, don’t think I’m just messing around with you today. If you don’t call that kid over, you won’t be leaving today.”

Zhao Ziqiu retorted defiantly, “I told you, I’ve already broken up with him. What do you want me to do if I can’t find him?”

Feng Si’er sneered, “If you really force my hand, then I have no choice!” With that, he tightened his grip on the beer bottle, the longest glass shard almost touching Zhao Ziqiu’s face.

Han Xiaoxiao was so anxious she almost cried. Seeing that Zhao Ziqiu was unwilling to call Li Mu, she was also afraid that this scar-faced thug might, in a moment of agitation, actually injure Zhao Ziqiu. She couldn’t help but blurt out, “Take that bottle away from your hand! Isn’t it enough if I call him?”

Feng Si’er squinted at Han Xiaoxiao: “You know that kid too?”

Han Xiaoxiao nodded and quickly said, “I know him, we’re friends. I can call him right now.”

Zhao Ziqiu grew anxious and loudly said, “Xiaoxiao, don’t call him!”

Han Xiaoxiao simply ignored her. Although she knew that calling Li Mu might put him in danger, she couldn’t care less about that now. Li Mu was at least temporarily out of danger, but Zhao Ziqiu had a beer bottle full of glass shards pointed at her face. In this situation, her first priority was to prevent the other party from injuring Zhao Ziqiu in a fit of rage. Li Mu was a man, courageous and resourceful; if she called him, he could also be prepared in advance.

So, Han Xiaoxiao directly told Feng Si’er, “I’ll call him over right now.”

Feng Si’er frowned and coldly asked her, “What does that kid look like? What’s his name?”

Han Xiaoxiao truthfully replied, “His name is Li Mu. He’s quite handsome, quite tall, fair-skinned and clean-cut, with short hair.”

Feng Si’er had long forgotten what Li Mu looked like, but vaguely remembered him as a pale scholar-like young man. He figured Han Xiaoxiao wasn’t lying to him, so he pointed at Han Xiaoxiao and said, “Come over here, to my side. Let me watch your phone screen.”

Feng Si’er was afraid Han Xiaoxiao would secretly call the police. Han Xiaoxiao hadn’t even thought of calling the police because the other party had a weapon in hand. A slight carelessness could injure Zhao Ziqiu. What if they saw the police and got agitated, and Zhao Ziqiu suffered any mishap? What then?

So, Han Xiaoxiao unlocked her phone in front of Feng Si’er, found Li Mu’s name in her contacts, and called him.

At this moment, the performance was still ongoing, but after Li Mu’s climax, the subsequent acts seemed much more boring. Su Yingxue and another pair of hosts took turns announcing the next act, so they only appeared on stage once every two performances. For the rest of the time, they were behind the curtain, with Li Mu’s arm around Su Yingxue’s waist, both casually watching the performances on stage.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. Li Mu saw it was Han Xiaoxiao, answered the call, and politely said, “Hello, Xiaoxiao.”

Han Xiaoxiao blurted out, “Li Mu, where are you?”

“At school, what’s wrong?”

Han Xiaoxiao immediately got angry, rebuking him with a furious tone: “Ziqiu is being held at knifepoint right now, and you’re still with your girlfriend, aren’t you?”

Li Mu’s mind went blank, and he immediately pressed, “What happened to Ziqiu??”

Su Yingxue saw Li Mu’s face instantly change, his expression tensing up, and she was quite surprised.

At this point, Han Xiaoxiao said over the phone: “We’re in the snack alley near the University of Technology. A man has kidnapped Ziqiu. He says you disfigured him here back then, and now he wants you to come over, or he’ll disfigure Ziqiu!”

Li Mu immediately understood. It must have been that group of people he had provoked who ran into Zhao Ziqiu again. He was extremely surprised and wanted to ask Han Xiaoxiao why they went there, but he immediately swallowed the words. Now wasn’t the time to ask that; solving the problem was the most crucial thing.

So Li Mu quickly said to Han Xiaoxiao, “Tell him he’s the boss, tell him not to be impulsive. I’ll be there immediately. Whatever he wants, tell him to come at me.”

Han Xiaoxiao immediately told Feng Si’er, “He said you’re the boss, and to not be impulsive. He’ll be here immediately. Whatever you want, he said to come at him.”

Feng Si’er sneered twice and loudly said, “You bastard, get your ass over here for Fourth Master! If you dare to call the police, I’ll take your woman down with me!”

Li Mu heard Feng Si’er’s words and told Han Xiaoxiao, “Put it on speakerphone.”

Han Xiaoxiao quickly turned on the speakerphone. Li Mu gritted his teeth and said into the phone, “Don’t worry, if I call the police, I’ll be your grandson. Wait for me, I’ll be there immediately!”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Mu hastily hung up the phone and told the surprised Su Yingxue beside him, “I’m going out to handle an urgent matter.”

Before Su Yingxue could ask him, Li Mu took off running.

“Li Mu, come back!” Su Yingxue, holding her skirt, was about to chase after him. Li Mu turned his head and said, “Focus on hosting the show. I’ll call you when I’m done!”

Su Yingxue didn’t dare to just let him go, but Li Mu ran too fast. In a flash, he ran out of the backstage and disappeared. Su Yingxue, holding her skirt, chased for a while before realizing she couldn’t possibly catch up to him. She didn’t know where he was going either. In her anxiety, she could only call Zhao Kang and tell him what she had heard intermittently.

The content of Li Mu’s call sounded like someone was coercing a girl named Ziqiu and forcing him to go there. Ziqiu should be Zhao Ziqiu from Peking University. Su Yingxue had seen her when she helped Li Mu with ground promotion for 3321.

Zhao Kang got anxious as soon as he heard about this. He immediately called Li Mu. Li Mu was currently sprinting towards the school gate. Seeing Zhao Kang’s call, he answered while running.

Zhao Kang immediately asked, “Where are you going? I’ll come over now!”

Li Mu heard him say that and knew he had probably found out, likely because Su Yingxue had called him. He originally wanted to tell him not to come, but then he thought about the unknown situation they might face tonight, so he asked him, “How’s your popularity at your school?”

Zhao Kang understood tacitly and said, “My popularity in our dorm room is decent, but generally at school, it’s just average. But it doesn’t matter, just tell me how many people you need. I’ll go out now and shout, ‘Come fight, five hundred yuan per person, as many as you want!’”

Li Mu immediately said, “Damn it, that’s why I say when something happens, it’s always like brothers who consider thoroughly. Immediately find me fifty people, all tall, strong, and broad-shouldered. Whether we fight tonight or not, it’s one thousand yuan per person!”

One thousand yuan per person, let alone hiring vocational college students, would be more than enough to find a group of thugs in society to chop people. These days, a small thug’s appearance fee couldn’t exceed three hundred yuan, and that’s for those daring to fight and kill.

However, for Li Mu, what was this money worth? The most important thing was to keep Zhao Ziqiu safe, and secondly, to try his best to stay safe himself.

Zhao Kang immediately hung up the phone, jumped off his bed, picked up his teacup from the table, and suddenly smashed it on the ground, startling his roommates who were lying on their beds reading novels.

Just as they were about to ask Zhao Kang what was wrong with him, Zhao Kang roared, “Damn it, someone dared to touch my brother! All of you bros, go out and find people! Those who can fight, one thousand yuan each, come settle disputes with me!”

The guy on the lower bunk was stunned and asked Zhao Kang, “Kangzi, you’re not joking with us, are you?”

Zhao Kang frowned, “Damn your grandpa, Shuchang, are you doubting my word?”

Shuchang quickly said, “That’s not what I mean. I know you’re rich and don’t care about this. I just wanted to ask… do us bros in the dorm room get a share?”

Zhao Kang kicked the iron frame of his bed, cursing, “Two thousand yuan per dorm brother! Hurry up and get out of bed to call people for me! You don’t have to pay back the one thousand five you owe me, and I’ll even give you another five hundred!”

Upon hearing this, Shuchang immediately jolted up from his bed and blurted out, “Damn, I have a dozen or so Northeast fellow townsmen at school who I get along well with, I’ll call them all for you!”

The other people in the dorm room also hastily got up and dressed, preparing to go out and find people like Shuchang.

Zhao Kang immediately added, “I’ll wait for you downstairs, hurry up! We leave in five minutes!”

Li Mu hung up Zhao Kang’s call and immediately realized a problem: he didn’t have much cash on hand. If he needed to use money to settle things when he got there, having no cash might not work. In these days, Alipay and WeChat transfers weren’t common. If he couldn’t produce the money for the other party, and the other party got agitated and injured Zhao Ziqiu, then he would be held fully responsible for everything. So he immediately called Xu Jiaming. This guy was a filthy rich person; he should have some cash on hand. Even if he didn’t, he had so many friends that he could gather enough.

Xu Jiaming was currently with his younger brother Xu Jiahui, dining with a few friends at a high-end restaurant opened by one of their friends. When he received Li Mu’s call, he heard Li Mu immediately say, “Jiaming, something came up, I need some cash. How much do you have on hand?”





Chapter 308: Smashing with Money

Xu Jiaming instinctively touched the Gucci wallet on the dining table and asked, “How much do you need?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Several hundred thousand. Can you get it? It’s urgent.”

Hearing the urgency in his voice, Xu Jiaming quickly said, “Wait a moment.”

As soon as he finished speaking, he asked his friend who owned a shop, “Second oldest, how much cash do you have in your shop?”

The young man called Second oldest said, “Not much in the shop, but I have several hundred thousand in the safe in my office upstairs.”

“Exactly how many hundred thousand?” Xu Jiaming pressed.

“I forgot, around seven or eight hundred thousand, why?”

Xu Jiaming blurted out, “Give it all to me, a friend needs money urgently for something.”

After speaking, he said to Li Mu on the phone, “Is seven or eight hundred thousand enough?”

Li Mu said, “That’s enough. Come to Ma Tiao Alley near the University of Technology.”

Xu Jiaming asked, “Do you need me to bring people to help?”

Li Mu said, “No need, just lend me some money. I’m troubling you to deliver it.”

Xu Jiaming immediately said, “Alright, I’m coming over now.”

With that, he pulled out his car keys, handed them to his younger brother Xu Jiahui, and said, “Start the car and wait for me. Second oldest and I are going upstairs to get the money.”

Xu Jiahui nodded and asked him, “Who called?”

“Li Mu.”

After Xu Jiaming finished speaking, he went upstairs with his friend. Xu Jiahui immediately took it seriously. He had no choice but to; he knew his older brother had just reached a cooperation agreement with Li Mu to invest in Muye Technology’s Series B round. Moreover, his older brother was putting all of Mingcheng Capital’s remaining funds into it, essentially staking his entire fate on Li Mu. If Li Mu needed help with anything at this moment, not only would his older brother have to go all out, but he himself would also have to.

Just as Xu Jiahui was about to get the car, Lin Lin, who was also at the table, suddenly stood up and said with raised eyebrows, “Jiahui, I’m coming with you.”

Xu Jiahui quickly said, “Lin Lin sis, please don’t come along. We don’t even know what’s happening or how serious it is.”

Lin Lin immediately followed him and said, “It’s fine, I won’t cause any trouble for you. I’ll just come and see.”

Xu Jiahui was already a bit intimidated by her. Seeing that she had followed, he couldn’t say much more and quickly went out to start the car.

Xu Jiahui started Xu Jiaming’s Mercedes-Benz G55, which had been specially imported from the United States. He then backed the car up to the restaurant entrance. As soon as it stopped, Lin Lin pulled open the back door and slipped inside. She had heard that Li Mu was in some kind of urgent situation and needed money, and her intuition told her he was in trouble. For some reason, she really wanted to see him make a fool of himself.

Xu Jiaming carried seven hundred fifty thousand in cash in a large black backpack on his shoulder. His friend, Second oldest, followed closely behind, helping him support the massive backpack. When they reached the car, Second oldest opened the trunk door for him, and Xu Jiaming tossed the bag inside.

Second oldest asked him, “Should I come with you?”

Xu Jiaming waved his hand, “You go about your business. I’ll transfer the money to you tomorrow.”

Second oldest said, “What am I busy with? Don’t be so formal with me!”

Xu Jiaming patted his shoulder, “Really, no need. My friend didn’t say he needed extra hands, so don’t worry about it.”

Seeing no change in his expression, Second oldest nodded.

Xu Jiaming quickly got into the passenger seat. As soon as he sat down, he urged Xu Jiahui to drive quickly. Xu Jiahui drove the car out of the parking lot while winking at Xu Jiaming, signaling him to look back.

Xu Jiaming turned his head and saw Lin Lin sitting behind him, looking at him with a smile. He immediately felt a headache coming on. “My dear sister, why are you coming along!”

Lin Lin raised an eyebrow and chuckled, “Li Mu and I are old acquaintances after all. If something’s happened to him, it’s only right for me to go and see.”

Lin Lin emphasized the words “old acquaintances” particularly hard. Xu Jiaming immediately understood that Lin Lin was coming along to watch the drama unfold. Chen Ze had already come out to appease her about that misunderstanding with Li Mu, and she was still holding a grudge?

But Xu Jiaming had no choice; he couldn’t just kick her out. He could only say, “Look, Li Mu is my God of Wealth now, so don’t be petty with him. We’re all friends, uh… even if we can’t be friends, there’s no need to be enemies, right?”

Lin Lin frowned and said, “Look how nervous you are. I promise you, I’ll just watch tonight and won’t say a word, alright?”

With her promise, Xu Jiaming felt mostly relieved. He nodded and said, “Alright, you have to keep your word.”

…

Li Mu hailed a taxi at the school gate and arrived at Ma Tiao Alley in less than ten minutes. As soon as he got out of the car, he called Zhao Kang to ask how long he would take to arrive.

Zhao Kang was currently heading there with around fifty people. He himself would arrive in five minutes, but because everyone was taking separate taxis, it would probably take ten minutes for them all to gather.

Li Mu said, “Don’t let everyone come in later. Split into two groups and block both ends of Ma Tiao Alley for me. There are no other intersections in the middle of this alley.”

Zhao Kang said, “Then I’ll arrange for them to block the intersections, and I’ll go in and check the situation.”

Li Mu instructed, “When the time comes, just pretend you don’t know me.”

Zhao Kang also instructed, “Don’t go in yourself. Wait until I arrive before you go in.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll go in and see what’s happening, and first make sure Ziqiu and the other girls are alright.”

Zhao Kang said, “What if they beat you up without a word once you go in?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll try to be careful. Using money to negotiate should buy me some time.”

Zhao Kang wanted to persuade Li Mu further, but Li Mu had already hung up and walked into the alley. After walking twenty or thirty meters, he saw a group of people forming a circle by the roadside. Seven or eight people, all around thirty years old, were surrounding Zhao Ziqiu and the other girls.

Feng Si’er’s home was nearby, and a few of his fairly close buddies also lived not far away. They arrived faster than Li Mu and immediately surrounded Zhao Ziqiu and the four girls as soon as they got there.

By the time Li Mu arrived, Feng Si’er’s beer bottle wasn’t held up to Zhao Ziqiu’s face. His friends were somewhat sensible and told Feng Si’er to rein it in. Their goal today wasn’t just revenge; it was also about money. Not to mention the disfigured Feng Si’er, three of the seven or eight people present had also suffered some losses from Li Mu that day. So, everyone was thinking about how to extort more money from this man and woman; that was the real business.

Feng Si’er still harbored that viciousness and resentment in his heart. The moment he saw Li Mu, his eyes immediately blazed with hateful fury.

He couldn’t recall what this kid looked like, but he hadn’t expected to recognize him when they actually met.

When Zhao Ziqiu saw Li Mu truly arrive, her eyes fixed on him. She wanted to speak but held back.

Li Mu walked closer, maintaining a safe distance of two or three meters from the group. He began, “So many grown men surrounding a few girls, isn’t that a bit unreasonable?”

Feng Si’er glared at Li Mu, then waved a hand at his buddies beside him. “Damn it, that’s him! Brothers, let’s loosen his bones first, and vent some of my anger!”

Before the few people behind Feng Si’er could move, Li Mu held up a hand in a stopping gesture and said loudly, “I’m here to solve the problem. If you want to hit me today, no problem, I can let you hit me. But you need to think carefully: if you lay a hand on me today, I will not pay you a single cent.”

Feng Si’er became furious. “I don’t damn want your money! I’m damn going to ruin your face!”

Li Mu retorted, “Don’t you want to get your face fixed? Plastic surgery and skin grafts aren’t a big deal these days; it’s just a matter of money.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “We’re all adults here. If you’re acting on impulse, hold it in for a moment. First, listen to my suggestion. If you can’t accept it, I’m here today, and you can solve the problem however you like. How about that?”

Feng Si’er was extremely angry. Several times, he impulsively wanted to rush forward and stab the beer bottle in his hand into Li Mu’s face. But deep down, a hint of cowardice was at play, making him waver for a moment.

A guy behind him, who had once had chili oil thrown in his eyes by Li Mu, yelled, “Si’er, let him speak first. Let’s hear how he wants to resolve this.”

Feng Si’er nodded, staring coldly at Li Mu. “Speak. How do you want to resolve it?”

“Compensation.” Li Mu stated two words plainly. “How much money will make you drop this matter? Name a figure. As long as it’s not too excessive, I’ll give you the money, and we’ll solve this once and for all.”

Feng Si’er frowned, looking at the young man of about twenty in front of him. He wondered why he spoke with such confidence. Was he really that rich at such a young age?

Feng Si’er didn’t believe Li Mu actually had the money to compensate him, but he still demanded an exorbitant price. “Unless you produce three hundred thousand right now!”

Li Mu watched as Zhao Kang brushed past him, walked through the crowd, and slipped into a small cigarette shop by the roadside. His confidence grew slightly. He smiled faintly and said, “Three hundred thousand is not a problem. Are you sure you’ll drop the matter once you receive three hundred thousand?”

Feng Si’er had never dreamed that Li Mu could actually compensate him three hundred thousand. Three hundred thousand was an astronomical figure! He had consulted a doctor, and given his current condition, the total cost for skin grafts and plastic surgery would be less than one hundred thousand.

Unsure if Li Mu was telling the truth, Feng Si’er hesitated for a moment and said, “If you can bring three hundred thousand in cash tonight, I’ll consider us even. Otherwise, I’ll ruin your face first!”

Li Mu nodded gently and said, “Alright, I’ve already told my friend. He’ll bring the money over shortly.”

Feng Si’er frowned. “Don’t you damn play tricks on me!” With that, he turned his head and went back to Zhao Ziqiu, pointing the beer bottle at her face again. “If you play tricks on me, I’ll ruin your girlfriend first!”

This was the first time Li Mu had personally seen him point the sharp glass shards at Zhao Ziqiu. At this moment, he wished he could tear this bastard apart. His eyes fixed on Feng Si’er, he gritted his teeth and said each word distinctly, “If you want money, then immediately take that thing away from her! If you dare to harm a single strand of her hair, I’ll smash you to death with money!”

Normally, if a twenty-year-old kid said something like that to him, Feng Si’er wouldn’t believe it; instead, he’d walk up and give him a big slap. But today, seeing the ruthlessness in Li Mu’s eyes, as if his words carried full confidence, Feng Si’er’s heart actually thumped a little.

With that thump in his heart, Feng Si’er’s hand lost its previous momentum, and the beer bottle involuntarily moved a few inches away. Yet, he still wanted to save some face and threatened Li Mu, “If the money doesn’t come, neither of you will escape!”

Just as he was speaking, a Mercedes-Benz G55, speeding all the way, drove directly into the alley entrance. Xu Jiahui’s first glance was at Li Mu, his second at Feng Si’er, and his third at Zhao Ziqiu. He was instantly dumbfounded.

Xu Jiaming didn’t think about any of that. Seeing the situation was somewhat dangerous, he instructed the two of them not to get out of the car. Then, he immediately pushed the door open, got out, and directly pulled the bag of money from the trunk.

Feng Si’er and his group didn’t recognize a square SUV like the G55, but they recognized the Mercedes-Benz emblem. In those days, Mercedes-Benz cars weren’t domestically produced in China; anything associated with the brand was pure import and incredibly expensive. Anyone who could drive such a car was either wealthy or influential.

Xu Jiaming, carrying the heavy black backpack, came up to Li Mu, cautiously observing the group around them. He asked, “What’s going on?”

Li Mu waved his hand, signaling him not to ask yet. Instead, he first asked for the bag. Feng Si’er and his group didn’t know the bag was full of cash. Seeing Li Mu bring someone over, they were all a bit confused. Feng Si’er was nervous, repeatedly twirling the beer bottle in his hand, seemingly sweating a lot from anxiety.

Li Mu glanced at Feng Si’er, then reached into the bag and pulled out two stacks of money. Two bundles of hundred-yuan bills immediately captured everyone’s attention. The moment Feng Si’er saw that the other party had actually brought money, he was indescribably excited. If he could really get three hundred thousand, he would definitely drop the matter. Ten thousand for skin grafts and plastic surgery, and he would still have two hundred thousand left. This was a huge sum!

The eyes of the others nearby also went wide. The guy who had chili oil thrown in his eyes by Li Mu immediately spoke up, “Bro, you also threw chili oil in my eyes back then. How do we settle that score?”

Li Mu directly threw twenty thousand from his hand to him and said coldly, “That’s all. Take the money and stand aside, don’t say anything. Our score is settled.”

The man barely caught the two bundles of cash Li Mu threw. He was already satisfied. When he came today, he thought he’d be happy just to extort a few thousand yuan, but now he suddenly got twenty thousand. As soon as he had the money in hand, he immediately stepped aside, holding up the money in his hand and gesturing to Li Mu, “Bro is principled!”

Li Mu didn’t respond to him. He then asked the remaining few people, “Who else was there that day?”

The remaining six people quickly raised their hands. “I was there.” “Me too!” “I also had chili oil thrown in my face!”

Li Mu nodded. “Alright, since you were all there, it’s twenty thousand per person. We’ll settle it one by one. Those who take the money, stand aside. My words still stand: don’t speak, don’t interfere.”

The six people immediately crowded forward excitedly. Li Mu gave each person twenty thousand without hesitation.

Seeing that only Feng Si’er was left, Li Mu expressionlessly pulled money from the bag, tossing it bundle by bundle onto the ground. He tossed thirty bundles in a row, then said to Feng Si’er, “The money’s all here. Drop what’s in your hand, take the money, and scram!”

Feng Si’er had been dumbfounded since Li Mu threw the first bundle of money. He watched as Li Mu tossed a full thirty bundles of hundred-yuan bills onto the ground. He was so excited he couldn’t even speak. Looking at the calm-faced Li Mu, he said in a trembling voice, “You two step back. I’ll leave once I take the money!”

Li Mu said, “You don’t need to worry, your buddies are all still here.”

Although he said that, he still pulled Xu Jiaming back a few steps.

Seeing this situation, Feng Si’er immediately dropped the beer bottle in his hand in excitement. He took off his jacket, knelt on the ground, and began picking up the money. He placed the bundles of money on his jacket, arranged them, wrapped them up, and then used both sleeves to tightly secure the money.

While he was collecting the money, Li Mu quickly moved the girls behind him. Then, while Feng Si’er was picking up the money, he sent a text message to Zhao Kang: “Don’t let any of them go later. If they resist, have your people act. Twenty thousand for breaking a leg.”

Zhao Kang instantly replied with one word: “Okay!”





Chapter 309: Punish Them Severely

The fifty or sixty people Zhao Kang brought had already blocked both ends of Ma Tiao Alley. These dozens of people, hearing they would each get one thousand yuan, were pumped up like they’d been injected with chicken blood when they left school. They carried all sorts of strange weapons, mostly legs from temporarily dismantled stools, and a few more aggressive ones had even pulled out batons hidden under their beds. Dealing with just a few people like Feng Si’er was as easy as pie.

Zhao Kang had received Li Mu’s text message and already left the small shop. He watched the situation from tens of meters away. Feng Si’er had just carefully wrapped the money, clutching it tightly to his chest like a treasure. He looked at Li Mu with a mix of excitement and wariness, slowly backing away.

“Bro, I’ve taken the money. All the grudges between us are canceled out!” Feng Si’er had received so much money, far exceeding his psychological expectation, so the hatred in his heart had long been offset by the cash.

He wanted to call it quits, but how could Li Mu let him have his way? Thinking of leaving the upcoming show to Zhao Kang to handle, he didn’t bother wasting words with Feng Si’er. He waved his hand, “Now take the money and get out of my sight.”

Feng Si’er didn’t want to stay there any longer either. Clutching the money, he turned and greeted his buddies, “Us bros, let’s go.”

Each of those few people had received twenty thousand yuan and were ecstatic. Several even felt that just showing up had earned them twenty thousand, which was easier than dreaming. So, they decided to secure their gains and quickly leave while they were ahead. They immediately turned and walked towards the other end of the alley.

Seeing them heading his way, Zhao Kang quickly turned and walked out. At the same time, he called the students blocking the other end, telling them to hurry in and follow the group of seven or eight men to prevent them from turning back and running. He then quickly rushed to the end of the alley to meet up with the students guarding there.

Seeing the group leave, Li Mu finally sighed in relief. He turned to Zhao Ziqiu and asked, “Are you all right?”

Zhao Ziqiu gently shook her head, avoiding Li Mu’s gaze, and said, “We’re fine, thank you.”

Li Mu noticed that Zhao Ziqiu had suddenly become quite distant in front of him. Connecting the dots, he subconsciously asked, “Did you go to Renmin University tonight?”

Zhao Ziqiu lowered her eyelids, gently nodded, and didn’t speak. Seeing the hint of dejection in her expression, Li Mu didn’t know what he was feeling, but he felt a strange emptiness, and the more he thought about it, the more it felt off.

Han Xiaoxiao, standing by, felt awkward for the two of them in that moment. She couldn’t help but say, “Li Mu, you just let those bastards take the money?”

Li Mu snapped back to reality, gritting his teeth, he said, “It’s best if he takes it. If he didn’t, it would be harder to deal with him.”

As Feng Si’er and his group walked further away, twenty or thirty young men, all around 1.8 meters tall, suddenly rushed in from behind Li Mu and the others. They carried all sorts of strange “weapons” and thundered past them, sprinting into the alley.

Feng Si’er and his group were almost at the alley’s exit when suddenly twenty or thirty people flooded in, completely blocking the three-meter-wide alley entrance. The group was startled. Feng Si’er tightly clutched the three hundred thousand yuan and tentatively said, “Us bros, excuse me, please let us pass.”

Zhao Kang looked at Feng Si’er with cold eyes. With a swish, he violently swung out the baton in his hand, pointed it at Feng Si’er, and roared, “Beat them!”

Li Mu had only told him to control the people, but Zhao Kang had no intention of letting these jerks off. With a single roar, the group of fierce, wolf-like youths charged forward like madmen.

Feng Si’er and his group were so scared they didn’t dare to resist. They turned to run back, only to discover that another twenty or thirty people had come up behind them, a dense crowd completely sealing off both ends of the alley.

Seeing the two groups closing in from both sides, Feng Si’er’s face turned pale with fear. He said to the people beside him, “Damn it, that kid set us up!”

No sooner had he spoken than Zhao Kang swung his baton, the metal tip slamming onto Feng Si’er’s arm. He cried out in pain, his hand loosened, and the clothes wrapped around the money fell to the ground. Fortunately, Feng Si’er had wrapped it tightly; not only was it inside a zipped pocket, with the zipper pulled up, but he had also wrapped a sleeve around it. The bundle of money just fell to the ground but didn’t scatter.

Feng Si’er ignored the piercing pain in his arm and tried to bend down to protect the money, but dozens of people rushed forward and began to savagely beat the group.

Fifty or sixty people against seven or eight, in an alley with no escape route, Feng Si’er’s group had no power to fight back. They were soon wailing endlessly. Some of the people on the outer perimeter couldn’t find a gap to land their punches and kicks, so they shouted, “Those inside, send some out to us! We can’t hit anyone, damn it!”

As soon as he finished speaking, two or three bruised and battered guys were kicked out, only to be surrounded by the outer group and beaten savagely again.

At this moment, Li Mu heard the loud commotion from the other end of the alley. He turned to Zhao Ziqiu and said, “You all get in the car for a bit. I’ll go take a look.”

Xu Jiaming quickly said, “I’ll go with you.”

Zhao Ziqiu was still standing there in a daze. Li Mu simply walked over and opened the rear door of the Mercedes-Benz. Just as he was about to tell her to get on board, he realized Lin Lin was sitting inside.

Li Mu was surprised and embarrassed. Before he could speak, Lin Lin had already gotten out of the car and said to Li Mu, “Let them sit inside.”

Li Mu told Zhao Ziqiu to get in the car, but Zhao Ziqiu remained motionless. It was Han Xiaoxiao who ran over and pushed her into the car. Seeing that the back seat was spacious, Han Xiaoxiao said to Wang Yanan and Chen Jiao, “Let’s all four of us sit in the back.”

Wang Yanan and Chen Jiao then followed and got into the car. Li Mu tossed the backpack containing the money under the passenger seat and said to Xu Jiahui, “Jiahui, I’ll leave these girls in your care.”

Xu Jiahui nodded, glanced at Li Mu, then looked at Zhao Ziqiu through the rearview mirror, his expression complex.

Li Mu didn’t notice Xu Jiahui’s expression. After he nodded, Li Mu closed the car door and said to Lin Lin, “Sorry to make you sit in the front for a bit.”

Lin Lin said, “I’m not sitting. I’ll go with you to watch the fun.”

Li Mu didn’t object. He nodded and motioned for Xu Jiaming to walk into the alley with him.

By the time Li Mu and the other two arrived, Feng Si’er and his group had already been beaten black and blue, so much so that they didn’t even have the strength to wail.

Li Mu called Zhao Kang over and told him to clear the people away first. The fifty or sixty beast-like university students reluctantly stopped, then split into two groups, blocking both sides.

Feng Si’er and his group lay sprawled out in the open space surrounded by the crowd, each of them disfigured. Feng Si’er had taken the worst of it; his entire body was covered in injuries. He’d been hit by the batons more than ten times, and wherever he was struck, there was a patch of bruising. Even his bones had been significantly affected; his right shin bone seemed fractured, swollen to the size of an egg, causing piercing pain.

Seeing Li Mu approach, Feng Si’er furiously cursed, “You motherf***ing bastard, you dared to set me up!”

Li Mu didn’t say a word. He raised his leg and kicked him hard in the face. The kick left him dizzy and disoriented, and blood gushed from both his nostrils.

Zhao Kang picked up the bundle of cash from the ground and brought it to Li Mu, saying, “The money’s all here, didn’t scatter. Not a single bill seems to be missing.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “We can’t take this money.” Then he pointed at Feng Si’er, “Give it to him.”

Feng Si’er, his face covered in blood, couldn’t understand what Li Mu meant. Was this whole scheme just to vent anger? And he was still supposed to take the money?

Zhao Kang also didn’t understand Li Mu’s intention.

At this point, Li Mu spoke again, “Kidnapping, extortion, with an involved amount of three hundred thousand yuan. The sentencing should start at ten years, right?”

Feng Si’er immediately panicked. Terrified, he roared, “You said you wouldn’t call the police! Do you have any code of honor, damn it?!”

Li Mu frowned at him and said with disdain, “Do a bastard like you, who uses a weapon to threaten young girls, even deserve to talk about a code of honor?”

Then he sneered, “However, I always keep my word. I absolutely will not call the police. But if someone else calls the police, then I’m powerless.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Kang immediately pulled out his phone and unhesitatingly dialed the 110 emergency number.

Feng Si’er’s accomplices were all stunned. Feng Si’er had just threatened those four girls, which should count as kidnapping. The crucial thing was that the girls actually gave him three hundred thousand yuan, which made the nature of the crime quite severe. As long as the police were called, they would definitely be treated as accomplices, and would be sentenced to at least two or three years.

The guy who had first extorted twenty thousand yuan from Li Mu quickly pulled out the money and placed it on the ground, begging for mercy, “Bro, please show mercy! We were all tricked into coming by Feng Si’er. We didn’t do anything to those girls. We don’t want this money. Please be lenient and let us go!”

The others also frantically pulled out their money, as if the cash had suddenly become a hot potato, and no one dared to keep it on them for another second.

At this moment, Zhao Kang had already gotten through to the 110 emergency center and reported a kidnapping and extortion case in Ma Tiao Alley. This was Li Mu’s ultimate goal. Feng Si’er’s crime of kidnapping and extortion was inescapable. Taking Li Mu’s money would only make his downfall more decisive. Moreover, this beating he received was in vain. With his complete criminal responsibility and evidence, the students Zhao Kang brought today were acting bravely for a just cause! Feng Si’er was scared out of his wits, struggling and begging Li Mu to let him go. His friends were also weeping bitterly, pleading with Li Mu for leniency. For a fleeting moment, Li Mu had considered letting the others off the hook, but he instantly dismissed the idea completely.

To become a strong person in this society, one doesn’t necessarily need to be ruthless, but one cannot show any undue leniency towards any enemy or potential threat. Although these few people were just showing up, they knew the nature of the situation before they came, and after arriving, they showed no intention of stopping before it was too late. Fundamentally, they were Feng Si’er’s accomplices. If the police determine Feng Si’er to be a suspect in kidnapping and extortion, then these people, without exception, are all accomplices and should face legal sanctions!

At that instant, a surge of ruthlessness flooded into his mind. Li Mu even decided to punish them to the extreme. He pulled out his phone and found the number for Wang Cheng, the captain of the District Branch Bureau. He was the one who had stepped in last time when dealing with Tang Quan. Contacting him proactively was to let the police know that the victims this time were his friends, and he was an indirect victim. This was a clear move to exert pressure using his own influence and the banner of 3321, preventing Feng Si’er from pulling strings to mediate and cutting off all his escape routes!





Chapter 310: No Intentional Estrangement

Wang Cheng immediately brought his people to the scene after receiving Li Mu’s call. Kidnapping and extortion were extremely serious crimes, and with Li Mu involved this time, he had to take it seriously.

Upon arriving, Wang Cheng first sought out Li Mu, sighing in relief only after confirming he wasn’t injured. He thought to himself, ‘This young master is truly not someone to be trifled with. Last time he was fighting with some outsiders at Renmin University, and now he’s tangled with street thugs again.’

Li Mu briefly explained the situation to Wang Cheng: He had some past grievances with Feng Si’er here, and today Feng Si’er had coerced his friends, the four girls including Zhao Ziqiu, using them to threaten him into bringing money.

Actually, Feng Si’er hadn’t told him to bring money over the phone, but Li Mu said so anyway. He wanted to strengthen the evidence chain for Feng Si’er’s suspected kidnapping and extortion from the police’s perspective as much as possible.

Wang Cheng largely understood after listening and indeed realized the seriousness of the situation. Coercion with a weapon in public had already constituted a heinous crime of kidnapping, and the total amount involved, three to four hundred thousand, was also considered a huge sum. So, he immediately became fully alert, quickly instructing his subordinates to control the suspects, then to process the scene, taking photos and preserving evidence.

After giving these instructions, Wang Cheng said to Li Mu: “For this case, I’ll need you and those girls you mentioned to come to the District Branch Bureau to give statements. Where are those girls? Also, we need to find some eyewitnesses nearby to collect objective evidence.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “The girls are in my friend’s car. I’ll have my friend drive them directly to the District Branch Bureau later.”

Wang Cheng said, “That works. We’ll also need to take that money to the bureau as evidence first. Once we’ve processed all the relevant evidence, we’ll notify you to retrieve it.”

Li Mu said, “No rush with the money. If it’s needed as evidence during public prosecution, the District Branch Bureau can keep it.”

Wang Cheng waved his hand and smiled, “If every piece of evidence had to be presented in court, how big would the courtroom need to be? We’ll just organize the evidence here, photograph it, and have it notarized internally.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, thank you, Captain Wang.”

Wang Cheng quickly said, “Between us, why are you being so polite?” Then, Wang Cheng quietly reminded him, “Li Mu, it’s best if the media doesn’t find out about this matter, don’t you agree?”

Wang Cheng was also worried that Li Mu might leak this matter to the media. Although he would certainly handle it impartially, such a heinous case occurring in a public place within their jurisdiction, once exposed, would have a negative impact on him and the leadership of the District Branch Bureau.

Li Mu knew what he was worried about, so he nodded, deliberately not giving a definitive answer: “I don’t want the media to know either. Sometimes they can indeed be quite troublesome.”

Wang Cheng quickly said, “You can rest assured about this; we will definitely handle it impartially, swiftly and strictly.”

At this very moment, Xu Jiahui in the Mercedes-Benz was enduring the most awkward and agonizing moment of his life.

From the moment Zhao Ziqiu and the other girls got on board, he wanted to greet Zhao Ziqiu, but alas, the three girls beside her automatically ignored him as soon as they got in, counseling Zhao Ziqiu as if no one else was there. The advice was simple: on one hand, to comfort her not to be scared anymore by what happened today, and on the other, not to get stuck on Li Mu.

To make Zhao Ziqiu feel better, Han Xiaoxiao even deliberately criticized Li Mu, saying he wasn’t that great, and even listed his many flaws, such as not being very handsome, not being very considerate, and being a bit chauvinistic. In short, she said a bunch of nitpicking things, making Han Xiaoxiao secretly apologize to Li Mu in her heart. Their intention was to help Zhao Ziqiu see things more clearly and not waste any more energy on Li Mu.

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t spoken, her mood extremely low. She listened to them talk about Li Mu for a long time without any reaction, until the negative energy in her heart accumulated to an extreme point, and she finally couldn’t help but say: “Stop talking about him. It’s his freedom to be in a relationship, he didn’t do anything wrong. It’s my freedom to like him, and I didn’t do anything wrong either.”

Han Xiaoxiao quickly said, “We just don’t want you to get too deeply involved, we’re not blaming you or him…”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said seriously, “You know, I’ve been deeply involved for a long time. I was already trapped even before we knew each other that well. I’ve been mentally prepared for many things, so don’t worry about me. Li Mu is just with Su Yingxue now; there’s still a long future ahead. University has only just begun.”

Han Xiaoxiao stared at Zhao Ziqiu in surprise, wanting to say something but holding back. It seemed Zhao Ziqiu was prepared to fight a long battle for Li Mu. In this situation, further persuasion would be meaningless; it was better to let her calm down on her own.

The atmosphere in the car suddenly fell silent. Xu Jiahui, sitting in the driver’s seat, secretly looked through the rearview mirror, watching the girl he liked shed tears of sorrow for another man. He truly felt what it was like to have his heart cut by a knife. He had been pursuing Zhao Ziqiu for some time. Although there had been no progress, he had never been pessimistic; instead, he had always been full of patience, because he always felt that a truly good girl would inevitably require effort and dedication to win over. As long as she wasn’t in a relationship, he had a chance.

However, he never expected that although Zhao Ziqiu wasn’t in a relationship, her heart already belonged to someone else, and coincidentally, that person was Li Mu…

Xu Jiahui believed that with his inner qualities, appearance, family conditions, and background, almost no one among his peers could compare to him. Yet, there was only one person he truly admired from the bottom of his heart, and that was Li Mu.

Li Mu might be slightly less handsome than him, and his family background couldn’t compare to his own, but Li Mu’s personal abilities were simply heaven-defying. He single-handedly founded Muye Technology, and this company demerged into two in less than half a year. Now, their combined valuation could reach around nine hundred million. This level of power was something Xu Jiahui had never heard of.

Xu Jiahui couldn’t help but lament how fate played tricks on him. He felt inferior only to Li Mu, yet the girl he admired deeply in her heart liked precisely him. Moreover, from their conversation, it seemed Li Mu, despite having a girl as wonderful as Zhao Ziqiu actively pursuing him, still abandoned her and chose someone else. It was one thing for Zhao Ziqiu to like Li Mu, but Li Mu was now with another woman, and she still liked him so steadfastly. This made his heart ache with even more bitterness.

At this point, Wang Cheng’s subordinates had collected all the on-site evidence and found several eyewitnesses willing to go to the Public Security Bureau to give statements. With both human and material evidence in place, they prepared to escort Feng Si’er and his gang back to the District Branch Bureau for interrogation.

Li Mu naturally had to go, and Xu Jiaming, as one of the eyewitnesses, also had to go. Even Zhao Kang and a few student representatives who had taken action also needed to go. However, Zhao Kang and the others were purely acting bravely for a just cause, a point Li Mu had already discussed and reached a consensus on with Wang Cheng.

Li Mu also needed to go to the District Branch Bureau with Wang Cheng, so he said to Xu Jiaming beside him: “Call Jiahui and ask him to drive the girls to the District Branch Bureau. You and I will go with Captain Wang’s car.”

Xu Jiaming nodded, took out his phone, and called Xu Jiahui. Li Mu also took out his phone and dialed Zhao Ziqiu’s number. As soon as he dialed, he felt a pang of regret, quickly hung up, and instead called Han Xiaoxiao’s number.

Just as Xu Jiahui picked up his phone, Han Xiaoxiao’s phone rang. Seeing it was Li Mu, she quickly answered. Li Mu said on the phone: “Xiaoxiao, you’ll go to the District Branch Bureau with that car later to give statements together. I’ll go with the police car, and we’ll meet at the District Branch Bureau.”

Han Xiaoxiao said okay, then told Zhao Ziqiu: “Li Mu wants us to go with the car to the District Branch Bureau to give statements.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s stubborn streak immediately flared up: “Why didn’t he call me? Is he deliberately avoiding me?”

Han Xiaoxiao awkwardly said, “I don’t know, probably not…”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately took out her phone and called Li Mu back. As soon as Li Mu answered, she said seriously from the other end: “Li Mu, I can accept you however you are, but the one thing I can’t accept is you deliberately estranging yourself from me. At worst, we’re still friends, aren’t we?”

Li Mu was still thinking of an excuse to explain, but Zhao Ziqiu hung up the phone, causing Li Mu a pang of heartache.

Seeing Li Mu finish his call, Wang Cheng said to him, “Let’s go.”

Li Mu nodded. Lin Lin quickly asked, “Hey, what about me?”

Li Mu felt a headache looking at her, and not wanting to offend this young lady, he spoke gently: “It was troublesome for you to come all this way. Why don’t you go home first?”

Lin Lin said with considerable dissatisfaction, “I’m an eyewitness just like Jiaming. How come he gets to go give a statement, and I have to go home by myself? No, I have to go too.”

Li Mu said almost without hesitation, “Alright, let’s go together then.”

At this moment, he couldn’t afford to argue with Lin Lin here, so Li Mu immediately agreed to her request.

Wang Cheng quickly coordinated with one of his assistants, telling him to go to another car, and then cleared the three back seats of his own car for Li Mu, Lin Lin, and Xu Jiaming. After the three got on board, the police car quickly drove towards the District Branch Bureau. Meanwhile, Xu Jiahui also started his car without a word, heading to the District Branch Bureau via another route.

The police car Li Mu was in arrived first. After getting out, they waited for a moment at the entrance of the District Branch Bureau before Xu Jiahui arrived in the Mercedes-Benz SUV. The car stopped in front of Li Mu, who then opened the rear door, letting the four girls out. Before closing the door, he said to Xu Jiahui from the back seat: “Jiahui, please wait in the car for a moment. Jiaming and Lin Lin will go in with me to give statements. Thank you for your trouble.”

Xu Jiahui didn’t want to turn his head at all, but out of politeness, he still turned back and said faintly to Li Mu, “It’s nothing, it’s what I should do.”

This turn of his head was perfectly seen by Han Xiaoxiao, who was standing by the car’s rear door. She exclaimed in surprise, “Oh, Xu Jiahui, it’s you?!”





Chapter 311: Ruthless Methods

Seeing Han Xiaoxiao recognize him, Xu Jiahui felt awkward but still rolled down the car window. Zhao Ziqiu also saw Xu Jiahui, a flicker of surprise crossed her face, but the next moment she turned her head, fixing her gaze on Li Mu.

Xu Jiahui greeted Han Xiaoxiao, and in response to her question, told her that Li Mu was his older brother’s friend. Han Xiaoxiao nodded. She had intended to ask why he had been in the car for so long without greeting them, but then she realized that the four women had been sitting in the car for a long time without noticing him either, so she gave up on asking that awkward question.

Li Mu walked side-by-side with Zhao Ziqiu into the District Branch Bureau building, whispering instructions to her: “Later, when you give your statement, tell the police the truth about everything. But there’s one thing you must remember clearly: you need to emphasize to the police that when the guy named Feng called me today, he mentioned money over the phone.”

Zhao Ziqiu understood Li Mu’s intention. After much hesitation, she asked, “If we say that, won’t the consequences be a bit too severe for him?”

Li Mu said, “With people like him, you never know what will happen if you run into them again. So, it’s better to just let him stay in prison for a longer period.”

Zhao Ziqiu hesitated, a troubled expression on her face, and said, “But if that’s the case…”

“Don’t say ‘but’,” Li Mu said. “This is still him not having hurt you. If he had actually hurt you today, I would go all out, even selling everything I own, to get him a life sentence.”

Seeing Li Mu’s resolute expression, Zhao Ziqiu obediently nodded. Although her feelings for the current Li Mu were somewhat complex, there was no doubt that Li Mu’s desperate rush to her aid today had truly solidified her judgment. Her affection for him deepened further after this incident. Whatever he asked her to do, she likely wouldn’t refuse, including asking her to lie to the police.

Wang Cheng was indeed very considerate of Li Mu’s feelings. He found a large conference room and arranged for Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu and her three friends, Zhao Kang and his four or five companions, Xu Jiaming, and Lin Lin to all give their statements together.

For the official statements, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu were the primary narrators. Li Mu recounted the full sequence of events to the police in detail, and Zhao Ziqiu’s account was largely consistent with Li Mu’s. When the police questioned Zhao Kang, he firmly insisted that he had received a distress call from Li Mu and had come with his classmates to act bravely for a just cause, intercepting the criminal suspect who was carrying a large sum of money and attempting to flee the scene. Since the suspect was eager to escape and made the first move, they acted in self-defense against him.

Xu Jiaming’s statement was even simpler. He truthfully stated that he was having dinner with friends when he received a call from Li Mu asking for money, so he brought the money to help. At the scene, he witnessed the entire process of Feng Si’er threatening Zhao Ziqiu with a weapon.

Wang Cheng had also basically clarified the entire sequence of events. Regarding Feng Si’er’s initial conflict with Li Mu, given that Li Mu acted in legitimate self-defense and Feng Si’er himself did not call the police, the police would not investigate further. Feng Si’er had the right to file a civil lawsuit against Li Mu, but it was merely a right. The chances of him winning in court were not high. Although this guy wasn’t a major villain, he had a long history of misconduct, with over a dozen criminal records combined. A judge would definitely not support his claims in court.

Setting aside the earliest incident, looking solely at today’s events, the sequence of the entire matter was very clear. Feng Si’er’s act of threatening Zhao Ziqiu’s personal safety with a weapon had indeed fallen within the scope of kidnapping. And his taking of Li Mu’s three hundred thousand yuan, this evidence not only made the kidnapping charge more conclusive but also brought him a second charge: extortion.

Among these, the kidnapping charge carried the most severe penalty, followed by extortion, but the amount involved was substantial. Three hundred thousand yuan was truly enough for Feng Si’er to spend ten to twenty years in prison.

However, after seeing the statements from Feng Si’er and his group, Wang Cheng also realized some issues.

The biggest discrepancy in the statements from both sides was: when Feng Si’er held Zhao Ziqiu hostage to force Li Mu to appear, he did not proactively mention money to Li Mu. Feng Si’er and his several accomplices were interrogated separately, and each of them gave consistent accounts on this matter: they did not initially mention asking for money; the money was brought by Li Mu himself and given voluntarily.

Wang Cheng wasn’t a fool; a brief analysis was enough for him to guess the general situation. These suspects had all been given a good beating, then continuously guarded by a group of students, and were directly interrogated separately upon arrival at the District Branch Bureau. They had no time or opportunity to collude on their testimonies, so their statements should be more credible.

However, the people on Li Mu’s side all claimed that after Feng Si’er and his group held Zhao Ziqiu hostage, they demanded Li Mu come to the scene and bring a large sum of cash.

After careful analysis, Wang Cheng felt that the general framework of the incident itself was likely correct. First, Feng Si’er held Zhao Ziqiu and the other girls hostage, then demanded Li Mu’s presence. However, Li Mu most likely prepared the money in advance to resolve the issue, while also deliberately setting a trap for Feng Si’er.

Wang Cheng sighed inwardly: Li Mu was indeed shrewd, and his methods were ruthless enough. In fact, the foolish act Feng Si’er committed was a standard version of underworld thugs seeking revenge, something that basically happened daily in the world of delinquents. Feng Si’er, in order to find Li Mu for retaliation, threatened and coerced Zhao Ziqiu with a weapon. In this process, he most likely had no idea what crime he was committing. Such legal illiteracy was not uncommon among thugs, just like Hei Pi, played by Huang Bo in “Crazy Stone.” Robbery, theft, fraud, assault—he didn’t see any big problem with them. Only when Dao Ge was about to hack his love rival with a cleaver did he say, “Murder is against the law.” This was enough to show that in his mind, only murder was a serious crime; everything else was irrelevant. Thus, he simply didn’t understand the law and had no idea what kind of trouble his impulsive actions would bring him.

If it were merely coercing Zhao Ziqiu to call Li Mu out for revenge, even if this act went to court, it would receive a lenient sentence because there was no subjective intent to kidnap. After all, this act of coercion had a preceding cause, which was the scar on Feng Si’er’s face. Most importantly, Feng Si’er did not actually harm Zhao Ziqiu or anyone else, which would also be a basis for a lenient sentence in court.

But the most, most important thing was that Li Mu brought several hundred thousand yuan in cash, and Feng Si’er’s group, being greedy, actually took all the money. At this point, it was basically beyond remedy. Once they took Li Mu’s money, the nature of the entire incident immediately worsened by more than just one level.

Wang Cheng had worked in the public security system for so many years; he knew all too well how easy it was for someone with a slight understanding of the law to set a legal trap for someone who didn’t. Feng Si’er had definitely been trapped by Li Mu.

However, Wang Cheng merely sighed inwardly. When actually handling the case, he still had to follow Li Mu’s account. On one hand, he didn’t want to offend Li Mu, to avoid bringing trouble upon himself. On the other hand, Feng Si’er had taken the money; even if Li Mu had set him up, he still couldn’t clear his name. Those three hundred thousand yuan would still be counted against him. He could only blame Feng Si’er himself for his bad luck, for picking a fight with Li Mu of all people.

The statements were almost done when Li Mu received a call from Su Yingxue. Su Yingxue asked with concern over the phone: “How are things? I heard from Zhao Kang that you’re giving statements at the District Branch Bureau. Is it resolved?”

Only then did Li Mu realize that Su Yingxue had been getting updates on the situation from Zhao Kang all along, but had never called him directly, probably not wanting to bother him.

He told Su Yingxue over the phone: “It’s almost resolved. We can leave once we finish giving our statements.”

Su Yingxue said: “The evening party is over. I’ll change and come find you, is that convenient?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment but ultimately didn’t refuse: “Okay, come over.”

Wang Cheng organized all the witness testimony and physical evidence from Li Mu’s side and said to Li Mu: “The follow-up matters are now in our hands. If we need you to provide new evidence, I will contact you. If not, you can pick up the money in a few days. I’ll notify you by phone.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then thank you, Captain Wang.”

Wang Cheng waved his hand: “It’s my duty. Such a big incident happened in our jurisdiction; I should be apologizing to you on behalf of the District Branch Bureau.”

Li Mu said, “This isn’t the District Branch Bureau’s responsibility, Captain Wang, you’re exaggerating.”

After a few polite exchanges, Wang Cheng offered to send everyone back in a car. Li Mu then asked him to arrange a car to take Zhao Ziqiu and her three friends back to Peking University.

After finishing their statements and exiting the conference room, the one who felt the deepest impact among the group was Lin Lin, who had remained mostly silent.

She had originally wanted to see Li Mu make a fool of himself, but after following the entire process, she realized that this guy, Li Mu, was truly unusually ruthless when it came to his methods.

Putting everything else aside, she had personally witnessed Li Mu proactively giving money to that group of unfortunate individuals. Especially the main culprit named Feng; when Li Mu threw three hundred thousand yuan in cash onto the ground, even he was stunned. He took the money, Li Mu successfully rescued the person, and then, not only were these unfortunate individuals given a good beating, but now Li Mu firmly insisted to the police that the money was extorted by them after the kidnapping. This group was arrested by the police on suspicion of kidnapping and extortion. Not only would the main culprit spend at least ten years in prison, but all the money Li Mu spent today would also be recovered without a single cent missing.

The more Lin Lin thought about it, the colder she felt down her spine. Originally, whenever she thought of him, she would be filled with resentment, but now that hatred had vanished. In her mind, Li Mu was insidious and ruthless, and going against him was definitely not a good idea.

Li Mu said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Go back and get some good rest. Don’t think about this anymore.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded. Just as she was about to speak, she looked up and realized Su Yingxue had arrived.

Su Yingxue also saw Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu, and the others coming out of the lobby of the District Branch Bureau building. Seeing them approach, she walked over with a slight smile, nodded to the people she knew, including Zhao Ziqiu, and then stood before Li Mu, asking him, “Are you alright now?”





Chapter 312: The Score Isn’t Settled Yet

Su Yingxue learned the general situation of today’s events from Zhao Kang. Knowing that Zhao Ziqiu had encountered such a serious incident, she understood why Li Mu had been so anxious at the time.

Although Su Yingxue understood Li Mu’s reaction a hundred, a thousand times over, Li Mu was her boyfriend now. As his legitimate girlfriend, she couldn’t help but feel a bit wary of his relationship with Zhao Ziqiu. The reason she rushed over when things were almost settled today was simple: she felt she needed to come and assert her sovereignty in front of Zhao Ziqiu, to let her know that she was now Li Mu’s girlfriend. The rest was left unsaid.

Li Mu understood Su Yingxue’s feelings and gently told her, “The problems are all resolved, no need to worry.”

Su Yingxue nodded, then turned to Zhao Ziqiu with concern, “Ziqiu, are you alright?”

“I’m fine, thank you for your concern…” Zhao Ziqiu looked into Su Yingxue’s eyes. She had expected this girl to be full of hostility towards her, but at the moment their eyes met, there was only concern in Su Yingxue’s gaze. This made Zhao Ziqiu feel a bit awkward. No matter what, Li Mu was Su Yingxue’s boyfriend, and he had rushed over because of Zhao Ziqiu’s situation, which wasn’t fair to Su Yingxue herself.

In Su Yingxue’s heart, Zhao Ziqiu had always been a sensitive presence. From the first time she saw her, her intuition told her that this woman was deeply in love with Li Mu, and she had long realized that Li Mu’s feelings for her were definitely not limited to just ordinary friendship. Zhao Ziqiu was beautiful, had a better figure than herself, and was enthusiastic and generous – probably the type of girl men liked most. Compared to her, Su Yingxue didn’t feel she had any advantages, and because of this, she always felt a sense of crisis.

However, Su Yingxue was, after all, a dignified and magnanimous woman. Coming here today, she didn’t intend to use any actions or words to assert her sovereignty in front of Zhao Ziqiu. Her mere presence here was enough to send that signal.

She gently took Zhao Ziqiu’s arm and walked aside, whispering, “I heard Zhao Kang explain the general course of events. Just hearing it scared me…”

Seeing the two girls whispering to each other, Li Mu couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but he could see that their expressions were very friendly, even intimate. He felt an indescribable feeling. If this were before the Republic of China era, Su Yingxue would definitely have the potential to be a good main wife. Although she had territorial instincts in love, she could be wary without being hostile towards potential rivals. This alone showed her broad-mindedness.

Lin Lin, seeing that the fun was over and Li Mu hadn’t made a fool of himself, felt somewhat disappointed. She said to Xu Jiaming, “Let’s leave soon. You take me home first, I still need to go back and harvest vegetables.”

Xu Jiaming nodded and said, “I’ll say goodbye to Li Mu first.”

Then, Xu Jiaming found Li Mu and asked him, “Is there anything you need help with? If you’re not satisfied with the sentencing of those guys later, I can help you find someone to ensure they get a heavier sentence.”

Such matters were commonplace for Xu Jiaming; they were often handled within the circles of influential people in Yanjing.

Li Mu told Xu Jiaming, “No need to make any special arrangements. I believe the current evidence is enough for them to be in for a rough time.” After speaking, he thanked Xu Jiaming again and promised to transfer the money he had used earlier to his account tomorrow. Xu Jiaming didn’t agree, only saying that he would just take the cash back once the police returned the money.

Li Mu didn’t stand on ceremony with him either. He saw him and Lin Lin get on board, then thanked Xu Jiahui. He also took another one hundred thousand yuan in cash from Xu Jiaming, packed in a black plastic bag, before watching the three of them drive away.

Immediately, Li Mu called Zhao Kang aside, handed him the one hundred thousand yuan in cash, and instructed, “Go back and distribute this money among your classmates.”

Zhao Kang opened the plastic bag, glanced inside, and said, “We don’t need this much, sixty thousand yuan is enough.”

Li Mu replied, “Keep the rest for now. Also, find a day to buy a safe and put it in Yucheng Garden. Take some cash from the Legend Overlord funds and put it in the safe. You should always have some cash on hand in the future, so you don’t have to borrow money from others when you have an urgent need.”

Zhao Kang nodded, “Okay, I’ll do it tomorrow.”

Li Mu asked him, “How’s the internet cafe project coming along?”

Zhao Kang said, “I looked at a storefront, it’s pretty good. It’s between our two universities, and it can fit about one hundred machines upstairs and downstairs. We’re still negotiating the price. Do you want to take some time to go see it?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “I won’t go. You’re in charge of everything. If you finalize it, start renovations quickly and try to open after the New Year.”

Zhao Kang said, “Then I’ll try to finalize the storefront next week.”

Li Mu instructed, “Before you start, invite Wang Cheng out for a meal. Give him some money to make arrangements and help connect you with the Industrial and Commercial Bureau and the fire department. You need to open up these crucial connections to avoid future trouble.”

Zhao Kang nodded, “I understand.”

After speaking, Zhao Kang looked at Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu, who were still chatting privately in the distance, and asked Li Mu with some concern, “How do you plan to resolve things between them?”

Li Mu shrugged, “How else can I resolve it? Yingxue has already agreed to be with me, hasn’t she? From now on, I’m a man with a romantic partner.”

Zhao Kang said, “Yingxue is certainly a good girl, but Ziqiu is also one in a million. In my opinion, you should find a way to take them both.”

Li Mu was dumbfounded, “Are you living in the Republic of China era? You think I can still take a concubine?”

Zhao Kang said, “I think it’s even freer now than in the Republic of China. You’re so capable, how can such a small matter stump you?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but curse, “Alright, alright, stop with the nonsense. Scram!”

Zhao Kang chuckled, “Then I’ll be going.”

After seeing Zhao Kang and the others leave, Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu had also finished their chat. Both were smiling and talking cheerfully, which surprised Li Mu. Not just him, but even Han Xiaoxiao and the other two girls were stunned, their faces full of wonder.

Wang Cheng, who had been waiting in the distance, saw that Li Mu was almost done and stepped forward to ask, “Should I arrange a car to send the female students back to Peking University now?”

Li Mu looked at Zhao Ziqiu and asked her, “Ziqiu, you and the others should take the car Captain Wang arranged back to school to rest.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and asked, “How will you and Yingxue get back?”

Li Mu replied, “We’ll take a taxi back.”

Wang Cheng quickly said, “I’ll arrange another car to send you two back. It’s hard to get a taxi late at night.”

Li Mu politely declined, “Our school isn’t far, so we won’t trouble you.”

Seeing Li Mu refuse, Wang Cheng didn’t insist. He called a subordinate to bring a police car and had him send the four girls back first.

Li Mu watched the four get on board. He told Han Xiaoxiao, who was in the passenger seat, “Text me when you get to the dorm room.” Then he told Zhao Ziqiu, who was in the back, “Remember to get some good rest when you get back.”

After seeing everyone off, Li Mu bid farewell to Wang Cheng and walked out of the District Branch Bureau with Su Yingxue. Standing by the roadside, Su Yingxue suddenly suggested, “Let’s walk back, it’s not that far.”

Li Mu nodded, took her hand, and said, “Let’s go. Anyway, the dorm room won’t be locked tonight.”

…

On the way back, Xu Jiahui was somewhat absent-minded. Several times while driving, he neglected the distance to the car in front, only slamming on the brakes after Xu Jiaming reminded him. Xu Jiaming saw that Xu Jiahui was in a bad mood and guessed it was because of Zhao Ziqiu. So, he had Xu Jiahui pull over, switched places with him to drive, and let Xu Jiahui sit in the passenger seat.

Looking at Xu Jiahui’s listless and despondent face in the passenger seat, Xu Jiaming couldn’t help but sigh, “Jiahui, cheer up. Such a small matter isn’t worth being so dejected over.”

Xu Jiahui nodded vaguely but didn’t speak. Lin Lin, sitting in the back, was confused and asked Xu Jiahui, “Jiahui, what’s wrong? You seem to be in a bad mood.”

Xu Jiahui forced a smile and said, “I’m fine, Sister Lin Lin, just a little tired.”

Lin Lin didn’t know about his pursuit of Zhao Ziqiu, so she just nodded gently and said, “Then take a nap and rest for a bit.”

After speaking, Lin Lin asked Xu Jiaming, “By the way, Jiaming, you’re getting quite close to that Li Mu now, aren’t you?”

Xu Jiaming said, “My Mingcheng Capital is investing in Muye Technology’s Series B round.”

Lin Lin said, “What exactly does Li Mu’s Muye Technology do? Also, I need to remind you, be careful when cooperating with Li Mu. That kid is too cunning; he has a whole bag of tricks for swindling people.” Lin Lin already had a conflict with Li Mu and disliked him greatly. After witnessing his deceptive methods today, her prejudice against him grew even stronger.

Xu Jiaming smiled slightly and said, “I can understand. If you were him, you wouldn’t necessarily be more merciful.”

Lin Lin said, “Then I would openly and aboveboard destroy the other party, not dig such traps for them.”

Xu Jiaming shrugged, “It’s actually the same thing. If Li Mu had enough background, he wouldn’t need to dig traps at all; a direct word would be enough to get those people sentenced to ten or twenty years. It’s just that he doesn’t have that kind of power, so his achieving his goal through unconventional means is just as effective.”

Lin Lin said with lingering fear, “Whatever you say. Anyway, I’ve figured it out. I’ll try to stay as far away from that guy as possible in the future, lest I get played to death without even knowing it. From now on, I don’t want any more involvement with him.”

Xu Jiaming smiled without speaking. Li Mu and Lin Lin already had a conflict and were mutually disdainful, so if they ignored each other from now on, it would actually be a good thing.

Seeing Xu Jiaming no longer respond, Lin Lin pressed for an answer, “You still haven’t told me what Li Mu’s Muye Technology actually does.”

Xu Jiaming drove on, looking straight ahead, and said, “That Happy Farm game you’re utterly obsessed with all day long, do you know who made it?”

Lin Lin frowned, “Could it be Li Mu?”

Xu Jiaming nodded, “It’s Muye Technology’s.”

Lin Lin’s eyes instantly widened, “What did you say? Happy Farm was made by Li Mu’s Muye Technology?”

Xu Jiaming countered, “You’re so obsessed with that game, and you don’t even know which company made it?”

Lin Lin said, “My friends recommended it to me, and I was just focused on playing the game. Who pays attention to what their company is called?” With that, she pulled out her phone and eagerly said to Xu Jiaming, “Quick, give me Li Mu’s phone number, I need to talk to him.”

Xu Jiaming said, “Didn’t you just say you didn’t want any more involvement with him?”

Lin Lin said, “That doesn’t count! You didn’t tell me Happy Farm was his doing! No, no matter what, I have to make him get me some fertilizer! I haven’t settled the score with him yet for his friend beating up my younger brother!”





Chapter 313: Three Hundred Bags of Fertilizer

Li Mu and Su Yingxue walked hand-in-hand through the Renmin University campus. It was late, so the campus was quiet and serene.

Su Yingxue said, “The song ‘The Rice Shop’ you sang today touched so many people.”

Li Mu squinted at her and asked, “Did it touch you?”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and asked Li Mu, “You tricked me into giving you my first kiss. Do you think I was touched?”

Li Mu quickly moved in front of Su Yingxue, smiling, “That first kiss was too short; I doubt you had time to fully experience it. Let me give you another one as compensation.”

With that, Li Mu leaned down. Su Yingxue shyly dodged, flustered, “I don’t want your compensation, I…”

Before she could finish, Li Mu had already sealed her lips.

Although she said no, when Li Mu truly kissed her, Su Yingxue still awkwardly and actively responded.

The two stopped on the narrow path leading to the dorm room, gently embracing and softly kissing. The inexperienced Su Yingxue, led by Li Mu, gradually found her rhythm.

Li Mu had no impure thoughts in his heart. He simply focused on feeling the girl he had been infatuated with for two lifetimes, feeling her slightly reserved kiss, her slightly flustered breathing and heartbeat. His heart was filled with satisfaction.

Just as he was savoring the beautiful moment, Li Mu’s phone suddenly vibrated wildly in his pocket, shattering the lovely atmosphere.

Their lips parted, and Li Mu reluctantly pulled out his phone.

It was an unknown number.

After a moment of hesitation, he pressed the answer button.

“Hello, Li Mu!”

Lin Lin’s voice on the phone sounded a bit impatient.

Li Mu recognized her voice, especially when she spoke quickly; her voice was very distinct.

Although he didn’t know why Lin Lin suddenly called him, Li Mu politely asked, “Is there something you need?”

Lin Lin said, “We haven’t settled the matter of you hitting my younger brother last time!”

Li Mu felt a headache coming on. He hadn’t been the one to hit her younger brother; Zhang Kexuan had. Besides, hadn’t Chen Ze helped communicate with her? With no follow-up for so long, he had assumed Chen Ze had appeased her. He hadn’t expected her not to mention it when they met today, only to call him specifically after they parted ways.

Li Mu asked her, “Then tell me, how do you want to resolve it?”

Lin Lin immediately said, “Send me one hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer in Happy Farm! Oh no, two hundred bags!”

Li Mu had been worried she might make some excessive demand, but he hadn’t expected her to ask for only fertilizer in Happy Farm…

Li Mu sighed in relief. It seemed Happy Farm’s influence was indeed significant. Lin Lin protected her younger brother Lin Chu so fiercely, yet in her heart, her younger brother getting beaten was only worth two hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer in Happy Farm.

Logically, as the game’s developer and official operator, Li Mu shouldn’t agree to such a request that would undermine game fairness. However, Happy Farm was a social networking game, and the game world was not fully open but a semi-closed friend circle. So, even giving her some items would only have a certain impact within her friend circle and wouldn’t affect the entire game’s tens of millions of players.

So, Li Mu readily agreed, “Alright, give me your account, and I’ll arrange it.”

Lin Lin immediately asked excitedly, “Really? You’re not allowed to go back on your word and trick me!”

Li Mu immediately said, “Of course it’s real. How about I add another hundred for you? Is that generous enough?”

Upon hearing this, Lin Lin immediately said excitedly, “Very generous, very generous, extremely generous! I’ll treat you to a meal another day!”

Li Mu quickly said, “Oh, no need to be so polite.”

“It’s only right,” Lin Lin said excitedly. “I’ll text you my farm account later.”

“Okay.”

Xu Jiaming, who was driving, was dumbfounded. Lin Lin had previously been irreconcilable with Li Mu, practically sworn enemies, but now just some in-game items had dissolved all the hatred in Lin Lin’s heart?

At this moment, Lin Lin, while texting Li Mu, excitedly said, “Jiaming, Li Mu promised me three hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer! Three hundred bags! Hahahaha, how many levels can these three hundred bags of fertilizer raise me? My sisters are definitely going to be so jealous! Fertilizer is an item you can’t even buy!”

Xu Jiaming really wanted to ask, what would Lin Chu, the younger brother she had doted on since childhood, feel if he knew she traded his beating for a pile of game items?

However, Lin Lin’s reaction also proved, from another perspective, how appealing Happy Farm was. Li Mu was also preparing to launch paid items in the near future, and he believed it would trigger a payment frenzy then. Xu Jiaming felt even more anticipation for Li Mu and Muye Technology’s future.

Meanwhile, Li Mu also hadn’t expected to resolve the several conflicts he had with Lin Lin so easily. He found Lin Lin’s proposed solution somewhat amusing and exasperating.

Putting away his phone, Li Mu took Su Yingxue’s hand again and walked towards her dorm building.

When they arrived at Su Yingxue’s dorm building, Su Yingxue reminded Li Mu, “Go back and rest early.”

Li Mu nodded. Su Yingxue then said, “There’s one more thing I need to ask you. You have to answer me honestly.”

Li Mu said, “Go ahead and ask. I’ll answer truthfully.”

Su Yingxue asked, “The singer online named Muzi, is that you?”

Li Mu generously admitted, “It’s me.”

Although Su Yingxue had already mentally confirmed this answer, when Li Mu said it himself, it still secretly shocked her. She had never imagined Li Mu had the ability to compose songs, and all three songs, in her opinion, were excellent. With such a talented boyfriend, Su Yingxue’s sense of happiness greatly increased.

“You’re honest,” Su Yingxue said to Li Mu, winking playfully. “You can’t casually use your songwriting skills on other girls in the future.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, saying with a hint of indulgence, “Then I’ll only write songs for you from now on.”

Su Yingxue nodded with a satisfied expression, reluctantly saying, “Then I’m going upstairs.”

Li Mu nodded. Just as Su Yingxue was about to enter, he pulled her hand, drew her into his embrace, and gently kissed her forehead. Only then did he whisper in her ear, “Go on.”

Watching Su Yingxue enter the dorm unit door, Li Mu turned around and walked towards his own dorm. On the way, he called Kong Lingyu and instructed him about giving Lin Lin the game items. Kong Lingyu then relayed the message to the on-duty administrator, who immediately delivered the three hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer to Lin Lin’s item box in Happy Farm.

Xu Jiaming drove Lin Lin home. The first thing Lin Lin did upon arriving home was rush straight to her room and turn on her computer.

Before going out to dinner tonight, she had planted a batch of pomegranates that took two hours to mature. By now, they must have been stolen by friends, leaving only the minimum yield. But it didn’t matter. Lin Lin only wanted to quickly harvest all the pomegranates, then plant a batch of sugarcane that took an hour and a half. This way, she could harvest again after showering, and then she could go to sleep.

After logging into Tieba and opening the game, Lin Lin found that, as expected, her crops had been stolen to the maximum. She harvested the current crops, planning to go Steal a Dish after planting sugarcane. She accidentally noticed the item box option flashing repeatedly. She subconsciously clicked it open and immediately let out a surprised scream!

Three hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer! It really was three hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer!

While all other players were diligently signing in daily for those few bags of Regular Fertilizer, she now had three hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer! Each bag of Premium Fertilizer could reduce a crop’s maturity time by one hour. She could choose crops that matured in exactly one hour and use the fertilizer to make them instantly mature. This way, she could continuously harvest three hundred plots of land. The experience gained from harvesting three hundred plots would be enough to propel her from fourth place on the friend leaderboard to first, and it would also bring more gold coins. Gold coins were very useful; they could be used to buy seeds and land. As levels increased, high-level crop seeds became more expensive, and the cost of opening new land also increased. Besides that, gold coins could also buy decorations, making them extremely useful.

Currently, on Lin Lin’s friend leaderboard, the first and second places were her two best friends, and the third place was her younger brother Lin Chu. However, their levels weren’t much different from Lin Lin’s. The first place was only four levels higher than Lin Lin. Three hundred bags of Premium Fertilizer could directly help Lin Lin overtake them by about four to five levels.

Lin Lin was ecstatic. She immediately bought dozens of banana seeds because bananas matured in exactly one hour, making them perfect for this.

After planting bananas in all her plots, Lin Lin immediately clicked the Premium Fertilizer icon. A blue-packaged fertilizer icon replaced her mouse cursor. She quickly clicked on all the plots in turn. Each banana seed she clicked on instantly matured without any delay.

Lin Lin quickly fertilized all her land, then used a Golden finger harvesting tool. With a rustling sound, all the freshly matured banana trees were completely harvested, and her experience points soared. She was just a little bit away from leveling up.

Then, Lin Lin immediately started planting a second batch of bananas. Dozens of seconds later, she harvested another batch of bananas and successfully leveled up, gaining the right to open new land. She opened new land without hesitation, then planted bananas in all of them again.

Two or three minutes later, Lin Lin had already surpassed Lin Chu, who was in third place, becoming third herself, and was only one level away from second place.

Another two or three minutes passed, and Lin Lin successfully surpassed the previous second-place holder. She was now only one level away from first place.

Lin Chu, who lived next door to Lin Lin, had just finished showering and came out of the bathroom in his room. His hair was still wet as he sat directly in front of his open computer. His crops were due to be harvested in five minutes. He had timed his exit from the bathroom precisely to harvest vegetables.

Seeing that there were still five minutes left, Lin Chu prepared to scroll down the friend leaderboard, checking one by one for any crops he could Steal a Dish or anyone who needed help.

Originally, Lin Chu was ranked first on his friend list. As soon as he focused on the leaderboard, he was astonished to find that, after just a shower, he had dropped to second place. In first place was his older sister.

What the hell? Wasn’t she two levels below him? How could she have overtaken him so quickly?





Chapter 314: Small-Scale Popularity

Lin Chu stared at the friends list ranking in astonishment for a long while before instinctively clicking on his sister’s farm, wanting to see what was going on.

As soon as he clicked, he saw Lin Lin had just finished harvesting. The crops in the field had already withered. Lin Chu sighed, “If I’d come a little earlier, I could have stolen some.”

No sooner had he spoken than the withered crops on his sister’s land on the computer screen were shoveled away one by one. Immediately after, seeds were sown again.

“Bananas?” Lin Chu was surprised to see his sister planting bananas in her farm. At her current level, planting bananas was very inefficient. Could it be that she had calculated she would go to sleep in an hour, so she wanted to harvest one more batch before sleeping?

“That must be it.” Lin Chu still had some doubts in his mind. How did his sister’s level rise so quickly? He would have to ask her later. He wondered if she had been secretly grinding wheat like crazy.

Wheat was currently the lowest-level crop in the farm and also the fastest to grow. A netizen had posted a statistical thread on the Happy Farm Tieba, stating that if one wanted to level up quickly, they should frantically plant wheat. This way, the experience points per unit of time would be the highest. For example, if one planted wheat twelve times in an hour, the experience gained would be about sixty percent higher than planting bananas once. However, the biggest drawback of planting wheat was the constant operation required, making it impossible to be distracted. Although Lin Chu was obsessed with this game, he couldn’t continuously plant wheat every five minutes. But his sister didn’t seem to have that much free time either.

However, on second thought, this was the only plausible explanation. Perhaps his sister had found someone else to help her grind wheat. She had so many suitors; she could just ask one of them to help her grind for an entire day.

Lin Chu felt that if Du Wei was willing to ask him to help grind wheat, he would be willing to do it for her twenty-four hours a day without stopping. Such was the charm of women.

Thinking of Du Wei, Lin Chu sighed, casually picked up a cigarette from beside the computer, and lit it. Just as he took a puff, he suddenly glimpsed that all the bananas in his sister’s farm on the screen had matured!

That’s right! They had really all matured!

Lin Chu’s eyes widened, but before he could take a closer look, a large patch of ripe bananas was instantly harvested, leaving only withered banana trees all over the ground.

Lin Chu exclaimed in his heart, “What’s going on? Am I seeing things?”

He rubbed his eyes and looked again. The withered banana trees were all cleared, then a pile of bananas was planted, and then, in an instant, the ground full of bananas matured again!

Because Lin Chu, from a friend’s perspective, could only see the result but not Lin Lin’s operation process, he didn’t know that this was all due to fertilization. And he didn’t even consider it, because fertilizer was simply too rare. Now, by consistently checking in every day, one could only get a few packs of Regular Fertilizer. Regular Fertilizer was useless; it could only shorten the time by ten minutes and couldn’t be stacked. One could only accumulate enough and then collectively reduce all crops by ten minutes.

Lin Chu shot up to his feet, pushed open the door, and rushed straight to his sister’s room. He knocked a few times on the door, and as soon as Lin Lin opened it, he quickly slipped inside, ignoring Lin Lin who was still by the door, and went straight to the computer. He urgently said, “Sis, what method are you using to make bananas mature instantly? Are you using some kind of cheat?!”

“No, there’s no such thing.” Lin Lin gave an awkward smile and said, “You must have seen it wrong.”

Lin Chu said with certainty, “How could I? I saw the bananas in your field mature instantly.”

After saying that, Lin Chu added, “And I saw it twice! How did you do it? Tell me the trick!”

Lin Lin realized she couldn’t gloss over it anymore, so she said, “I used fertilizer.”

“Fertilizer? What kind of fertilizer is that powerful?!” Lin Chu looked disbelieving.

Lin Lin said, “It’s Premium Fertilizer. It can shorten the crop’s maturity time by one hour.”

Lin Chu said, “That’s impossible! I know about Premium Fertilizer; the official explanation states it. But this kind of fertilizer is only a reward after twenty-one consecutive check-ins. Right now, you can’t randomly obtain such a high-level fertilizer. Besides, if you use it like this, how much do you have?!”

Lin Lin said, “Three hundred packs. I’ve used about half of them now.”

Lin Chu paused, then quickly sat down in front of Lin Lin’s computer and opened her item box. Sure enough! There were still over a hundred packs of Premium Fertilizer left.

Lin Chu was shocked: “Sis, where did you get so much fertilizer?! Is there some loophole to exploit? Or some way to buy it?”

Lin Lin gave a wry smile: “You can’t exploit it, and you probably can’t buy it either, because items can’t be gifted between friends.”

Lin Chu pressed her, “Then how did you get three hundred packs?!”

Lin Lin looked at Lin Chu’s eager expression and felt a bit bad. She couldn’t tell him: I settled your beating incident privately for you, and in exchange, I got these three hundred packs of fertilizer… If she said that, their sibling bond would surely break.

So Lin Lin could only evasively say, “I have a friend who works at this company, and they secretly got me some.”

Lin Chu didn’t doubt it in the slightest and blurted out, “Can you ask him to get some more? Get me three hundred packs too? I’ll give him ten thousand yuan.”

Lin Chu didn’t care about money. Ten thousand yuan for three hundred packs of Premium Fertilizer in Happy Farm was a completely acceptable price for him.

Lin Lin, however, couldn’t agree to him, so she could only placate him, “I’ll help you ask tomorrow, okay?”

“Okay.” Lin Chu nodded repeatedly, then said to Lin Lin, “Sis, I’m going back to my room now. Later, when you harvest bananas again, can you wait a few seconds and let me steal a round first?”

Lin Lin almost instantly stomped her foot: “You wish!”

Lin Chu said, “Sis, don’t be so stingy. I’ll just steal one round. You won’t lose much. Besides, you have so much fertilizer, a batch every few seconds, it’s fantastic! What’s the harm in letting me steal a little?”

Lin Lin originally wanted to refuse, but then she remembered that these three hundred packs of fertilizer were obtained by sacrificing Lin Chu. So she had no choice but to nod and agree. However, despite agreeing, Lin Lin was still extremely reluctant. After fully immersing herself in the Happy Farm game, the feeling of having one’s crops stolen was quite infuriating. Sometimes, she almost wanted to call the police. Even for her own younger brother, she was reluctant to let him steal. Heartache was natural.

…

Lin Lin spent an hour squandering all three hundred packs of fertilizer. The first thing she thought of after waking up the next day was to call Li Mu. She repeatedly pondered what reason she could use to ask Li Mu for more fertilizer. Later, she even wondered if she should let Lin Chu go bother Li Mu again. If Li Mu kicked him, she could then use that as an excuse to ask Li Mu for three to five hundred packs of fertilizer. Anyway, Lin Chu was quite sturdy; a kick wouldn’t be a big deal.

Li Mu was still asleep at this time, completely unaware that Lin Lin was already itching to stage an accident for compensation to get fertilizer from him. He also had no idea that his song “The Rice Shop” from yesterday had taken Spoonful Pond by storm today.

Discussions about the evening party had begun at Spoonful Pond last night. The most talked-about topic was Li Mu’s public confession to Su Yingxue. When this topic came up, naturally, Li Mu’s original folk music song from last night, “The Rice Shop,” couldn’t be ignored.

At first, someone just wrote down the lyrics of “The Rice Shop” from memory. Then, a few netizens helped correct the mistakes. Those who liked it praised it for being concise, evocative, artistic, profound, and deep, among other things. Those who disliked it also had a bunch of their own reasons: unclear, nonsensical, unpleasant, boring, hollow, bullshit…

However, given that it was a university student group and the breeding ground for folk music, the vast majority of people still liked this song.

So everyone discussed it in the forum. Besides discussing the song, they also discussed why Li Mu was so impressive. Most male students at Renmin University hadn’t even mastered quickscoping in CS, yet he had created “3321” and become famous. Then, he wrote a song himself and won the heart of the beauty. The key was that the song he wrote was really damn good.

Some attentive listeners put forward an argument: Li Mu was very likely the “Muzi” on Eting.com. His “Zebra Zebra” was deeply loved by university students and was jokingly rated as the best song to confess feelings to fallen women. The song “When You Are Old” also appealed greatly to university students, and most importantly, it catered to mainstream media and was now almost known to everyone. Many people, after being reminded, went back to listen to these two songs again and immediately realized the similarity between them was quite high. Combined with the names Li Mu and Muzi, everyone basically concluded that Li Mu was Muzi.

This made Li Mu’s reputation even more impressive, because both of these songs were released before the start of the semester. At that time, Li Mu had just graduated from high school, yet he had already written such brilliant musical works. His talent was truly extraordinary.

The discussion continued for a while. By this morning, someone had uploaded a recording of Li Mu singing “The Rice Shop” last night. This instantly reignited the discussion’s fervor.

The person who uploaded the audio was a girl from the Renmin University school broadcast group. Yesterday, she used her voice recorder to record all the singing performances at the evening party, which naturally included Li Mu’s “The Rice Shop.” This morning, seeing many people on “Spoonful Pond” expressing a desire to hear the song again, she clipped out Li Mu’s audio from that time and uploaded it to Eting.com.

Generally, the sound quality of externally recorded music performances isn’t very good because there are many instruments, and external recording captures all instruments, vocals, and ambient sounds uniformly, rather than internal track recording and then mixing. So it sounds very muddled. However, the “The Rice Shop” recorded by this broadcast group girl had excellent sound quality. One reason was that the school broadcast station’s voice recorder was relatively high-end. Another reason was that Li Mu’s song was too simple; just a guitar and a voice were enough, so the sound quality also sounded very good.

As soon as this song was uploaded to Eting.com, it immediately became popular on a small scale among the students of Renmin University of China.





Chapter 315: Seize the Opportunity

Li Mu was woken up by Ning Hao’s incessant phone calls. One of the major scenes for the micro-movie Old Boy, the talent show audition scene, was about to begin filming. The crew had rented a studio in the Beijing suburbs and, according to Li Mu’s requirements, transformed it into an audition site for a show called ‘China’s Good Songs’. The studio had been set up overnight and was just waiting for Li Mu to inspect the results. If it wasn’t good, they would immediately rectify it; if it was, they would start filming at once.

Li Mu promised to arrive by eleven, and only then was Ning Hao satisfied. He told Li Mu, “I’ll wait for you here. Eleven o’clock, don’t be late. The rent for this studio alone is several thousand yuan a day, it’s killing me.”

Li Mu promised to be on time, then quickly got up to wash. While brushing his teeth, he played with his phone one-handed and discovered that Su Yingxue had sent him a message that morning, asking if he was awake.

Li Mu casually replied to Su Yingxue: “Just woke up, what are you doing?”

“Getting ready to pull you along for breakfast after you wake up and reply to me.”

“Aren’t you going to your paternal aunt’s house today?”

“Classes start tomorrow, so I’m not going today.”

“Then do you have any plans for today?”

“No, I’m waiting for my boyfriend to make plans.”

“Haha, your boyfriend will be done washing up soon. I’ll wait for you downstairs at your dorm room, and we’ll go out and have some fun today.”

“Really? Where are we going?”

“It’s a secret for now.”

“Okay, I’ll wait for you in the dorm room then.”

After Li Mu finished washing up and getting dressed, he greeted his bros in the dorm room and hurried out. Sun Jian watched Li Mu dash off in a flash, unable to say anything in time.

Xue Jianfeng clapped his hands and said, “See? What did I tell you? There’s no need to wait for him for breakfast. He just started dating, how would he have time to eat with us bros?”

Sun Jian scratched his head: “My bad. Let’s hurry up, I wonder if the fried dough sticks at the dining hall are sold out. I really don’t want to eat the steamed buns with noodle filling from the dining hall anymore.”

Liu Nian said, “Oh right, where did Dao Ge go?”

Xue Jianfeng shrugged: “Zheng Dao has been appearing and disappearing mysteriously lately. He vanished as soon as the holiday started and hasn’t sent any news. Should we call him and ask?”

Sun Jian said, “Let’s ask him when he gets back. Come on, let’s go eat.”

When Li Mu arrived downstairs at Su Yingxue’s dorm room, many male students were standing there with breakfast, seemingly delivering it to their girlfriends or girls they admired. When these people saw Li Mu, they all smiled and nodded in greeting, though they were secretly muttering to themselves that even the incredibly cool Li Mu, who was untouchable at school, was now just like everyone else, rushing to his girlfriend’s dorm room as soon as he woke up.

Su Yingxue came out wearing a gray coat. The large hood of the coat covered her head, making her face almost invisible. She walked up to Li Mu, and her delicate, palm-sized face peeked out from under the hood. She blinked and asked Li Mu, “Have you had breakfast?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Let’s eat at the breakfast shop outside Yucheng Garden. We’ll drive there.”

Su Yingxue responded, “Okay, I’ll follow your lead.” With that, she naturally linked her arm through Li Mu’s, and like a little bird leaning on him, followed Li Mu out of the campus.

Li Mu couldn’t recall ever seeing Su Yingxue as dependent on a man as she was today, like a little girl. Though surprised, he thoroughly enjoyed it. In his opinion, the shadow of the career woman from his previous life was becoming less and less visible in the current Su Yingxue. Perhaps, by being with him in this life, Su Yingxue’s future life priorities might change.

After they ate at the entrance of the residential area, Li Mu drove Su Yingxue straight to the set. The main task for the morning was setting up the studio. Li Mu wasn’t sure if Su Yingxue would be interested in these new things, and he didn’t really want the set to be the location for their first date after getting together. However, Ning Hao was pushing the schedule too hard, and Li Mu felt he had to set a good example for the entire crew.

…

While Li Mu drove Su Yingxue to the set, Xu Jiaming, in an effort to sound out Chen Ze for Li Mu, deliberately invited Chen Ze for morning tea. After a brief chat, Chen Ze asked if something had happened to Li Mu last night. Xu Jiaming wasn’t surprised by how well-informed he was, so he recounted Li Mu’s events from the previous night to Chen Ze.

After listening, Chen Ze smiled and commented, “If Li Mu is given a little more time to truly integrate into Yanjing’s larger social circles, these circles will definitely become much more interesting.”

Xu Jiaming nodded and said, “Do you want to hear something even more interesting?”

Chen Ze laughed, “Go on.”

Xu Jiaming said, “Lin Lin made peace with Li Mu yesterday.”

“Really?” Chen Ze said in surprise, “Last time I said everything I could, and she only agreed not to cause Li Mu trouble for the time being. Why did she suddenly make peace? Did Li Mu apologize to her?”

Xu Jiaming chuckled, “Li Mu didn’t apologize to her. She actively sought reconciliation with Li Mu. Her terms for reconciliation were also very interesting: Li Mu gave her three hundred packs of Happy Farm’s item fertilizer, and Lin Lin completely forgave him. This morning, she even called me, saying she wanted to find an opportunity to treat Li Mu to a meal, but she was afraid of it being awkward, so she wanted me to join them.”

Chen Ze was stunned: “What’s going on?”

Xu Jiaming asked him, “Have you played Happy Farm?”

Chen Ze nodded: “I have, but it’s just okay, not really my style. I’ve been thinking about setting up a karting track recently.”

Xu Jiaming then said, “This game has now become popular nationwide. The daily online users are even more than Legend, and most people who play it get addicted.”

After hearing this, Chen Ze sighed, “Li Mu will probably become a powerful mixer in these circles in the future.”

Xu Jiaming curiously asked, “What do you mean by mixer?”

Chen Ze laughed, “He can break up hard blocks and then re-bond the broken-up people together. Not only that, he’s also a born game balance disruptor. If you sign the contract with him, barring any accidents, after this entire year, you’ll be first in the assessment among all the Xu family’s peers. But if he doesn’t sign with you, you’ll be last. So, isn’t he a game balance disruptor?”

Xu Jiaming nodded and said, “My only worry now is that if I sign with Li Mu, Xu Jiahua will jump out and cause trouble.”

Chen Ze said, “He will definitely cause you trouble, because now, if you casually ask anyone who understands the internet, they’ll tell you that Muye Technology has enormous development potential. It has users, stickiness, and products. In less than half a year, it went from zero to fifty million, and then to eight hundred million. Imagine how powerful it will become if it continues for another year? How could Xu Jiahua just watch you seize this opportunity to turn the tables on him and defeat him?”

Xu Jiaming said, “If he causes trouble, I’ll fight to the death with him. This is my last chance, and I won’t let him stop me no matter what.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “If you need me to step in, I won’t stand idly by either.”

Xu Jiaming thanked him, then said, “Oh, right. Li Mu wanted me to ask you if you’re interested in investing in Muye Technology?”

Chen Ze raised an eyebrow and asked him, “Li Mu said that?”

Xu Jiaming said, “Of course. What I say doesn’t count. Li Mu isn’t too clear on your situation, whether it’s convenient for you or if you’re willing, so he asked me to ask you. The implied meaning in Li Mu’s words is that if you come in, the valuation he gives you will be much lower than the one he gives me.”

Chen Ze smiled slightly: “He really is an interesting person. As for investing in Muye Technology, I’m sure anyone would be willing now, and I certainly am. But it still depends on the specific operation.”

Xu Jiaming then said, “As long as you’re willing, I’ll let Li Mu know later. He’ll definitely talk to you about the specifics of how to proceed.”

“Alright.”

…

Du Wei had been in a wonderful mood these past few days. Two days ago, at the music academy’s New Year’s Eve gala, Simple Plan’s four members suddenly appeared on stage and accompanied her performance, immediately causing a huge sensation at the school. On Friday night, at the awards ceremony, she won the Best Vocal Performance award for the New Year’s Eve gala. For students at the music academy, the New Year’s Eve gala is held once a year, and everyone is a professional talent. To receive the Best Vocal Performance award at such an annual event is an immense honor for students in the vocal department.

Du Wei only got the video of her performance from the school yesterday, and after much effort, she sent it to her older sister, Du Fei, who was far away in America. To her surprise, her sister, who was always quite strict with her, also praised her performance highly. Du Wei was so happy she couldn’t sleep well all night.

She finally got up around ten in the morning. Before Du Wei even had a chance to wash up, her phone received a call from an American number—it was her sister.

Du Wei answered the phone and sweetly asked, “Sis, why are you calling me so early?”

“It’s already past ten at night here, and you call that early?” Du Fei deliberately asked her in a slightly stern tone, “Little lazybones, you didn’t just wake up, did you?”

Du Wei smiled shyly and said, “I’ve been up for a while.”

“I don’t believe you,” Du Fei humphed, then got straight to the point: “Oh right. You said the micro-movie you acted in, the director’s name is Li Mu, right?”

“Yes, Brother Li Mu, what’s wrong?”

Du Fei asked again, “Is it Li Mu from Renmin University? Did he also create a website called 3321?”

“Yes,” Du Wei asked curiously, “Sis, why are you suddenly interested in Brother Li Mu’s identity?”

Du Fei said, “I have a good friend in America who graduated from Renmin University. She often visits a student forum for Renmin University students abroad. She shared a song with me, the one that Li Mu sang at Renmin University’s gala.”

“Really?” Du Wei also said in surprise, “I didn’t even know how Brother Li Mu sang. You heard it?”

“Mm,” Du Fei said, “The song he sang seems to be one he wrote himself, called ‘The Rice Shop’. But that’s not the most crucial part. The crucial part is that many people speculate he’s Muzi, the one who sang ‘Zebra Zebra’ and ‘When You Are Old’!”

Du Wei froze, then after a long moment, asked in disbelief, “Are you serious? Brother Li Mu is Muzi? I love his songs the most, even though there are only two, they’ve always been the two most looped songs on my MP3!”

Du Fei said, “I didn’t believe it at first either, but after carefully comparing them, I found it’s most likely true. You can go to their school forum and listen to ‘The Rice Shop’. You’re a music student, so you can definitely judge if they’re the same person. Because of my friend, the Chinese community here is now listening to ‘The Rice Shop’. Whether they understand music or not, they’ve all given it very high praise and can’t stop complimenting the song.”

Du Wei quickly said, “Okay, I’ll go listen to it now.”

Du Fei said, “Don’t rush. Let me ask you, has your movie finished filming?”

Du Wei replied, “Not yet, it’ll probably take about half a month more.”

Du Fei then asked, “Have the theme song, interlude songs, and so on for your movie been decided?”

Du Wei said, “Yes, they have. The theme song is ‘Old Boy’, and the interlude song is ‘Fly Higher’. Brother Li Mu said that a segment of ‘Sunflower’ will also be used in the middle. All three songs are by Simple Plan.”

Du Fei let out an “Oh” and said, “I wasn’t very supportive of you acting in this common micro-movie at first, but yesterday I watched your performance video and listened to Li Mu’s live recording, and I have an idea.”

Du Wei then said, “Sis, just tell me what you’re thinking.”

Du Fei said, “Look, first, I’ve always believed in your talent in music. Your external conditions, singing skills, and piano technique are all excellent. You have great potential to become a powerful singer who is also an idol. It’s just that you’re too young right now. I originally planned to find some relevant resources for you when you graduated or were about to graduate, to let you try entering the industry. However, now there’s a good opportunity right in front of you. The most important thing about getting into the music industry is having good songs. Although Li Mu has only released three songs, the quality of his work is indeed very high. If he can write a good song for you to sing and put your song in his micro-movie, it will definitely lay a very good foundation for your career.”

Du Wei was stunned. After a moment, she said awkwardly, “Brother Li Mu is very busy, he might not have time to write songs for me. Besides, I haven’t prepared myself to enter the music industry. I just started my first year…”

Du Fei interrupted her, saying, “It’s best to become famous early. While your relationship with Li Mu is maintained by this movie, the possibility of him agreeing to this request is higher. If you wait until this movie is finished, it will be difficult to ask him to write songs, and besides, how would you catch a ride on the coattails of this movie then?”

Du Wei said, “Sis, I don’t want to trouble Brother Li Mu, and besides, I really haven’t thought about entering the music industry or becoming famous…”

Du Fei said, “He tricked you into filming a movie, and you’re not afraid of becoming famous?”

Du Wei explained, “I agreed to film this movie because I could perform with Brother Kexuan and them, and also because I really liked the story. Besides, our movie won’t be screened in cinemas, so probably not many people will know about it.”

Seeing that she couldn’t reason with her younger sister, Du Fei said, “Go listen to his song ‘The Rice Shop’ first. This matter isn’t urgent for a day or two. Think about it, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Du Wei obediently said, “Sis, then I’ll go listen to the song.”

“Go ahead, talk tomorrow.”

After Du Fei, far away in America, hung up the phone, she couldn’t help but mutter, “Silly girl, you don’t know how to seize such a good opportunity. If you don’t seize it, I’ll help you seize it.”

Immediately after, Du Fei called Chen Ze.





Chapter 316: I Agreed

Chen Ze was chatting casually with Xu Jiaming when he saw the number on his phone. His expression immediately became a little excited, but it returned to normal in an instant. Then he said to Xu Jiaming, who was in front of him, “It’s Du Fei’s call.”

Xu Jiaming raised an eyebrow, an expression of understanding on his face, and stood up, saying, “I’m going to the restroom. You two have a good chat.”

Xu Jiaming stood up and left. Chen Ze impatiently pressed the answer button. Although he looked very excited, his tone was very calm as he asked, “Hello, Feifei, it’s so late. What made you think of calling me?”

Du Fei said, “I need you for something.”

Chen Ze replied, “Tell me, what is it?”

Du Fei said, “You and Li Mu should be quite familiar with each other, right?”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Friends. We haven’t known each other for long, but we hit it off quite well. What’s up?”

Du Fei then said, “If you have time, find a chance to talk to him. I want him to write a song for Xiao Wei.”

Chen Ze asked in surprise, “Have Li Mu write a song for Xiao Wei? Li Mu can write songs?”

Du Fei asked him, “You’re friends with him, and you don’t know if he can write songs?”

Chen Ze said with a hint of embarrassment, “I really don’t know about that.”

Du Fei then said, “You just need to help me talk to him and try your best to get him to agree. If this works out, I’ll treat you to a meal after I return to the country.”

Chen Ze asked, “When are you coming back?”

Du Fei said, “Soon. I’ll be back at the end of January.”

Chen Ze then smiled and said, “Alright, I’ll talk to Li Mu and see if he’s willing to help. If this really works out, just don’t forget what you just said.”

Du Fei immediately said, “I’ll definitely keep my word. But there’s one more thing. If you can help make that happen too, I’ll treat you to a week’s worth of meals, no problem.”

Chen Ze’s eyes lit up, and he immediately sat up straight, asking her, “Tell me, what else is there?”

Du Fei then said, “Isn’t Xiao Wei acting in Li Mu’s micro-movie? It would be best if Li Mu could write a song that fits Xiao Wei’s role in this micro-movie, and then include it in the movie as an interlude song.”

Chen Ze asked in surprise, “Are you trying to get Xiao Wei into the entertainment industry?”

Du Fei said, “Whether she enters the entertainment industry or not is another matter. I want her to first gain the qualifications to enter it. She’s loved music since she was a child, but in the domestic environment, if she wants to achieve something in music, the best way is to enter the entertainment industry. I just want to help her find an opportunity to experience it. Whether she wants to pursue this path in the future is up to her.”

Chen Ze understood and said, “Alright, I’ll go talk to Li Mu later and see if he’s willing to help.”

Du Fei said, “Then I’ll be waiting for your good news!”

As an older sister, Du Fei knew that music was her younger sister’s greatest hobby and pursuit. Naturally, she also hoped her younger sister could find her own value in the music field.

For Du Fei, she didn’t support Du Wei entering the entertainment industry as an actress, but she relatively supported her entering as a singer to experience it. To achieve fame and success in music domestically, becoming a singer was indeed the best path. The acting industry was much more complex, making it easier to encounter disreputable people in the industry. The music industry, however, was much simpler than the acting industry. Du Wei would only need to sing, without needing direct contact with the various kinds of people in that circle. The Du family had the ability to provide her with enough support and could also isolate her from any unsavory elements, allowing her to sing peacefully and without worry.

Li Mu brought Su Yingxue to the set of the Old Boy micro-movie. Ning Hao, who was wearing a military overcoat, saw Su Yingxue for the first time, and his eyes nearly popped out of his head in shock. When he heard that Su Yingxue was Li Mu’s girlfriend, he was practically dying of envy for this guy who was several years younger than him.

Afterwards, Ning Hao took Li Mu and Su Yingxue to briefly look at the current studio setup. The stage effects on site were similar to the popular talent shows that would emerge later. However, this talent show in the movie had five judges. Li Mu was quite satisfied with the overall effect; it was simple, stylish, and grand. Only some details still needed to be perfected. Once the details were complete, if this set were used to film the competition scenes in Old Boy, the audience would intuitively feel that this “competition” carried a lot of weight.

Li Mu confirmed the final completion time with Ning Hao. Ning Hao coordinated a bit and received a response that it would be completed by 2 PM. He then began notifying the actors, preparing to set the filming start time for 4 PM today.

Since they were filming indoor scenes, there was no need to consider time factors for the shoot. To save expenses and finish the studio scenes as quickly as possible, Ning Hao arranged for the actors to work non-stop and overtime for the next two days. The scenes where Chen Wan played the Host were scheduled for tomorrow night. Tonight, they planned to shoot some audition footage and live footage of Simple Plan performing Fly Higher.

Su Yingxue listened to the two of them talk for a long time before realizing that when Li Mu said he was taking her out to have fun, he actually meant accompanying him to work. When Ning Hao went to busy himself with the set, she privately said to Li Mu, “Someone is suspected of mixing up concepts and just going through the motions!”

Li Mu chuckled, feigning ignorance as he asked, “Who is it? Who’s going too far?”

“You,” Su Yingxue pouted. “Didn’t you say you were taking me out to have fun? I thought it would at least be an amusement park or something. I never imagined it would be a movie set…”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Visiting a movie set and seeing firsthand how movies are made, don’t you think that’s very interesting?”

Su Yingxue looked around the set, wrinkling her nose as she looked at Li Mu, seemingly a bit unhappy. But just as Li Mu felt a little guilty, her expression changed, and she suddenly beamed with smiles, saying, “Actually, it’s quite interesting. I can’t wait to see what you’re like as a director.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Ning Hao just said filming starts at 4 PM. You’ll see it then.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but exclaim, “Just how strong is your relationship with those four from Simple Plan? So strong that they’re willing to entrust their movie to you to direct?”

Su Yingxue didn’t know that the Old Boy movie was actually invested in and filmed by Li Mu’s Muye Pictures. She instinctively thought that this micro-movie, which centered its story around the song of the same name, must have been invested in and filmed by Simple Plan. And the reason they would find Li Mu, who had no directing experience, to direct it was most likely due to their good personal relationship.

Seeing that Su Yingxue didn’t quite believe in his directing ability, Li Mu smiled and said, “This micro-movie will premiere on major TV stations after the Spring Festival. You’ll know then if I have a talent for directing.”

As for the directing industry, Li Mu was a typical latecomer, and one who had only watched movies without participating in any film production, a self-taught individual. If he were to direct a completely new movie on his own, he would most likely mess it up. However, if he were to re-create a movie he had seen in his memory, building upon the original, it would be much simpler. After all, every shot, every scene, and every line of dialogue already had a very clear concept in his mind. With the assistance of a professional like Ning Hao, Li Mu would essentially be able to present everything he wanted. The quality of the film he directed wouldn’t be inferior to the original, and with some subtle changes, it might even subtly surpass the original.

The work of setting up the venue was nearing completion. Ning Hao, along with the heads of cinematography and lighting, began setting up the equipment. As noon approached, the entire set was divided into two parts. One part was a standard talent show recording set, where the stage effects were excellent and the display effect was very prominent. The judges’ panel was also designed to be very eye-catching, highlighting the importance of the judges. The audience seating had low visual requirements, and its overall framework was completely set up. Besides this, the remaining part was the film crew’s workspace, where all the equipment and behind-the-scenes staff would carry out the filming of the entire scene.

According to his memory, Li Mu directed the staff to create visual effects for the set that were about 90% similar to a talent show. Seeing that it was almost noon, Ning Hao came over and asked him, “Boss, are you eating with everyone for lunch? We ordered boxed meals from a nearby restaurant, two meat dishes and one vegetable dish. They’re not bad.”

Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue beside him and thought that bringing her along to accompany him at work was already not being fair. Taking her to eat boxed meals with him on top of that, even if she didn’t mind, he would feel bad about it. So he said to Ning Hao, “We’ll eat out.”

Su Yingxue then said, “Don’t eat out. Why don’t we just eat here too, to avoid wasting time.”

Li Mu didn’t agree. He pulled her out of the set and drove into the city to find a restaurant.

While driving, Chen Ze called Li Mu and immediately asked, “Do you have time for lunch? I’d like to treat you to a meal.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Not possible for lunch today, I have an appointment.”

Chen Ze then asked, “What about tonight? Are you free tonight?”

“I’ll be at the set tonight,” Li Mu said. “The set will be finished by this afternoon, and then we’ll have to start filming intensely.”

“Oh, I see…” Chen Ze said with some disappointment, “Then are you free tomorrow? Or if that’s really not possible, how about we grab some late-night supper?”

Li Mu realized that Chen Ze probably had something quite important he wanted to tell him in person, so he asked with a smile, “If you have something, you can tell me over the phone first. If it’s really urgent, I can come find you tonight.”

Chen Ze hesitated for a moment, then said, “Then I’ll briefly tell you over the phone.”

Immediately, Chen Ze told Li Mu about the matter Du Fei had called to entrust him with. After speaking, he was afraid Li Mu would refuse, so he continued with a somewhat pleading tone, “Du Fei and I have a very good relationship, and she’s also doing this for Du Wei’s sake. If you can agree, please try not to refuse. Brother, I owe you a favor…”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh. He had long heard that Chen Ze liked Du Wei’s older sister. When Du Wei went to Haizhou for filming, he accompanied her throughout at Du Fei’s request. Now, Du Fei was calling to ask him for help. It seemed he was truly devoted to Du Fei.

Chen Ze’s call also gave Li Mu a new idea. Since Du Wei had such good conditions, why not naturally promote her in this movie? Her role in this micro-movie was second only to Zhang Kexuan. If a suitable song were chosen for her as an interlude, she would very likely become an instant hit with the movie.

So, Li Mu very straightforwardly said to Chen Ze, “Alright, I agree to this.”





Chapter 317: Difficulty Choosing

Chen Ze hadn’t expected Li Mu to agree so readily. After all, he was asking Li Mu for a song, and even someone like Chen Ze, who didn’t understand music, knew how important a song was to a singer or songwriter.

Everyone in the music industry knew the immense significance a good song held for a singer. A single hit could elevate a fifth-rate singer to the top overnight, allowing them to live off its success for a lifetime. Take Richie Ren’s ‘Too Softhearted,’ for instance; it was practically his golden hit. Sun Yue’s ‘Wish You Peace’ was the same.

Chen Ze repeatedly thanked him over the phone, his voice even trembling with excitement. Such an uncomposed reaction genuinely surprised Li Mu. From this, he could tell that Chen Ze’s feelings for Du Fei must be true love; otherwise, how could he be so dedicated?

Chen Ze felt Li Mu was really giving him a lot of ‘face.’ He had asked with such little confidence, yet Li Mu had agreed without hesitation. Such a friend was truly beyond words.

Li Mu, however, was indifferent to it. A good song was indeed precious, but he had too many good songs in his mind. The most troublesome thing for him, regarding Chen Ze’s request, was deciding which song to give Du Wei.

After hanging up Chen Ze’s call, Li Mu began to ponder.

Du Wei’s role in ‘Old Boy’ was, overall, that of a tragic female lead. Although she and Zhang Kexuan were childhood sweethearts, he had left her life without a word. She had always yearned for Zhang Kexuan, but ultimately couldn’t overcome time and reality, marrying a man she didn’t love. Only after she was already married did Zhang Kexuan reappear in her world by participating in a singing competition. However, by then, she had almost completely missed her chance with him. The film’s ending also concluded with her tearfully watching Zhang Kexuan participate in the finals. If a song were to be chosen from the perspective of her character, its tone would definitely need to be more melancholic.

The first song title that came to Li Mu’s mind was F.I.R.’s ‘Our Love.’ One particular lyric from it perfectly matched the love story of the male and female leads in the film, the most widely sung line: “Our love, once gone, will never return.”

However, while this song was good, its overall mood was a bit too tragic. The micro-movie itself was only about forty minutes long, and the main plot revolved around Simple Plan’s four members’ dedication and pursuit of their ideals. The romantic relationship between the male and female leads was merely a subplot. If such a song were used to emphasize their aborted romance, Li Mu felt it would be putting the cart before the horse and overshadowing the main theme, making it quite unsuitable.

Next, Li Mu thought of Adele’s ‘Someone Like You.’ While this song was also melancholic, it wasn’t a simple expression of sadness. Instead, it conveyed that sadness from a place of remembrance and well-wishing for the other person, interpreting it with a feigned sense of letting go. Its artistic conception was more than a notch above ‘Our Love.’ However, choosing this song also had many drawbacks. For instance, English songs inherently lacked relatability for Chinese audiences, and very few English songs ever appeared on domestic music leaderboards. If he chose this song for Du Wei, it would most likely not become popular.

Besides these, many hit songs by domestic female singers began to flood Li Mu’s mind, but the more that appeared, the more indecisive he became about which one to choose.

Suddenly, Qu Wanting’s hit song, ‘You Exist In My Song,’ surfaced in Li Mu’s mind. The mood of this song was quite suitable, and in later generations, it had truly become incredibly popular.

Just as Li Mu was about to settle on this song, another one suddenly came to mind: Heavenly Queen Faye Wong’s eponymous theme song for the film ‘Fleet of Time.’

In Li Mu’s mind, the lyrics of ‘Fleet of Time’ were among the top-tier works in Mandarin songs, penned by Lin Xi, a legendary lyricist in the Chinese music scene. Especially the lines in the chorus were worth deep contemplation.

“If we meet again without tear-filled eyes, can we still blush?

Like that beautiful rumor of ‘forever together’ hastily etched that year.

If the past is still worth cherishing, don’t let bygones be bygones too quickly.

Who would be willing to just let go of each other, without a care or connection?

We need to owe each other, otherwise, what would we reminisce about…”

Not only the lyrics, but the melody of this song was also first-rate. Leung Chiu-pak was also a very renowned music producer from Hong Kong. He had not only collaborated with numerous A-list singers but had also served as the music director for ‘I Am a Singer,’ possessing profound musical accomplishments.

As Li Mu recalled the song, he found himself humming it inwardly, feeling that it was quite suitable, more than just ordinarily suitable.

Li Mu was torn between ‘You Exist In My Song’ and ‘Fleet of Time.’ By the time the car pulled up to the entrance of a famous Sichuan restaurant, Li Mu still hadn’t made a decision.

If Li Mu were to choose subjectively, he would lean more towards ‘Fleet of Time.’ However, the Heavenly Queen had too many classic songs, and ‘Fleet of Time’ hadn’t actually achieved phenomenal popularity in later generations. Instead, ‘You Exist In My Song’ had become incredibly popular across the country for a period. Li Mu wasn’t sure if ‘Fleet of Time’ possessed the ‘phenomenal hit’ gene, but ‘You Exist In My Song’ undoubtedly did.

However, ‘Fleet of Time’ also had its winning points. In terms of depth, artistic conception, and melody, it surpassed ‘You Exist In My Song.’ This song’s lifespan would also undoubtedly be longer, and its potential to become a classic in the future was greater.

Sitting at the dining table with the menu, Li Mu was still repeatedly comparing the pros and cons of the two songs. Seeing Li Mu somewhat absent-minded, Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask, “What are you thinking about? You’re so engrossed.”

Li Mu snapped back to reality and awkwardly said, “I want to write a song for the female lead of our film, but I can’t quite decide what perspective to write it from right now. I have two ideas, and it’s hard to choose between them.”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “Why don’t you write both ideas? That way, you’ll have two more works, and the girl will have an extra choice.”

Li Mu asked her, “You mean write two songs for her to choose from?”

Su Yingxue nodded and chuckled, “Since you have the talent to write songs, and you write them so well, why not challenge yourself and write a bit more?”

Li Mu thought about it and realized she had a point. Writing one song was writing, and writing two was also writing. Since he couldn’t choose, he might as well write both and have Du Wei record them as two demos. Then, they could all decide together which one to put into the film. The song chosen for the film would be his payment to Du Wei and his favor to Chen Ze. As for the extra song, it could be a gift to Du Wei. He had to admit, Li Mu was quite fond of Du Wei; though she was roughly his age, he felt a protective affection for her, like for a younger sister.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu’s inner turmoil immediately vanished. He quickly ordered several dishes Su Yingxue liked from the menu.



Back at the set, Li Mu stayed for nearly eight hours straight, only finishing the day’s scheduled shots at ten o’clock.

Su Yingxue stayed behind Li Mu the entire time, watching him intently scrutinize the monitor, then jump out to offer various suggestions to the props and photography crew with gestures and words, and then run off to coach the actors. He seemed incredibly professional. What surprised and impressed Su Yingxue, however, was that every time Li Mu made a request, the shooting effect improved upon the last. Not just Su Yingxue, but even Ning Hao and Chen Kun felt that Li Mu had an exceptional grasp of camera work. He knew precisely when to push the camera, from what angle, and along what trajectory; when to showcase a certain aspect of an actor; and when to capture a crucial detail on set. Li Mu mastered all of these perfectly.

Although Ning Hao didn’t particularly care for films with straightforward plots and little technical skill, through continuous collaboration with Li Mu, he discovered that Li Mu possessed immense talent for filmmaking. Some of the feelings he created were things Ning Hao himself couldn’t even conceive or achieve. If Li Mu were given a bit more time to accumulate more experience, he might even be able to direct a ninety-minute feature film.

By the time they wrapped up filming at ten o’clock, Zhang Kexuan’s voice was practically shot. When they finally called it a day, he gulped down water while complaining to Li Mu, “When musical performances appear in other movies, they usually just play the backing track and lip-sync. But you insisted on real singing! I sang for over four hours today alone; my voice is practically ruined!”

It was no wonder Zhang Kexuan was grumbling. Today, they had captured both songs and two sets of shots for Simple Plan’s preliminary and final rounds in the film. Moreover, Li Mu was someone who strove for perfection. He felt there were too many instances of fake singing and playing in movies, many of which were so fake they made people cringe. Music was half the soul of his film, and he didn’t want the two most important sets of shots in the movie to be replaced by fake singing and playing. That would simply feel too poor.

Li Mu playfully scolded him, “I’m doing this for your own good, and for the good of the film! Real playing and real singing give the audience a much more authentic experience. You’ll definitely thank me for this someday.”

However, grumbling aside, Zhang Kexuan understood Li Mu’s intentions. He said with a smile, “I’m not throwing a tantrum; I’m just really tired, so I’m letting off some steam.”

Li Mu said, “Go back and rest your voice well. When we film Sister Wan’s scenes, we’ll add some close-up shots for you, and you’ll still need to sing a few lines then.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded, “I’ll go home and sleep for ten hours tonight; I’ll definitely be completely refreshed tomorrow!”

“That’s good then,” Li Mu said with a smile to everyone. “That’s it for today; we’ll continue tomorrow.”

Ning Hao also raised his hands, clapping as he said, “Pack up, pack up! Once you’re done packing, you can leave.”

Li Mu stood up and said to Su Yingxue, “Let’s go too.”





Chapter 318: Chen Wan’s First On-Screen Appearance

Outside Su Yingxue’s dorm room.

Li Mu looked at her, a hint of fatigue in her expression, and said apologetically, “You worked hard staying with me on set all day today. Must have been boring, right?”

Su Yingxue playfully replied, “Actually, it was quite fun. Watching my boyfriend work seriously is also a kind of enjoyment.”

Then, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Are you going back to the dorm room tonight?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Yes, my guitar is still in the dorm room. In a couple of nights, I’ll go to Yucheng Garden to write some songs. I already have a rough outline in my mind.”

Su Yingxue’s face lit up with anticipation as she asked, “Can I be there when you write songs?”

Li Mu smiled, “How about you be the first listener when it’s done?”

Su Yingxue smiled happily, “Okay, tell me as soon as you finish writing it.”

Li Mu agreed, saying, “It’s getting late. You should go up and rest.”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, then said, “If you have time, can you record the song ‘The Rice Shop’?”

“Alright!”

After bidding farewell to Su Yingxue, Li Mu returned to his dorm building. Before going upstairs, he took out his phone and, after much deliberation, sent a text message to Zhao Ziqiu.

“Asleep yet?”

“Not yet, just finished showering.”

“How are you feeling today?”

“Pretty good.”

“That’s good. Get some rest early. Good night.”

After sending this message, Li Mu sighed in relief. Although he had been busy all day, he was still thinking about Zhao Ziqiu. She had just gone through such an unexpected incident, and he wondered how well she was adjusting her mood and state of mind. Now that she replied she was fine, he felt relieved.

Just as he was putting his phone in his pocket to go upstairs, his phone rang again. Zhao Ziqiu sent a message: “I miss you. Do you miss me?”

Li Mu stopped, and after a long pause, replied with two words: “I do.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied, “Good that you do. Good night.”

“Good night.”

Back in his dorm room, Xu Jiaming also sent Li Mu a message, informing him about the discussions he had with Chen Ze regarding Chen Ze investing in Muye Technology. Chen Ze was interested in investing, and as for the specific details, Li Mu would have to talk to Chen Ze himself.

Li Mu roughly calculated in his mind. For this Series B round, he would directly transfer the 10% shares previously cleared from Baidu to Xu Jiaming’s Mingcheng Capital, exchanging these ten points of shares for eighty million in cash, all to be invested into Muye Technology’s account. He would then transfer 5% of the shares to Chen Ze at a valuation of four to five hundred million, and in return, get about twenty million in cash for himself. This money would have significant uses later.

…

The next day, Li Mu spent the entire day on set. After the daytime scenes were filmed, he drove to Yanjing Television in the evening to wait for Chen Wan, planning to pick her up and take her to the set.

At 6:30 PM, Li Mu watched Chen Wan emerge from the Yanjing Television building. As she reached the entrance, a young man with a side-parted hairstyle emerged from a Mercedes-Benz S600 parked outside. He got out of the car, then went to the passenger seat and pulled out a large bouquet of red roses. At a glance, there had to be at least ninety-nine roses.

The young man, holding the flowers, walked straight towards Chen Wan. Chen Wan looked up and saw him approaching her. She immediately stopped in surprise, then quickly lowered her head and tried to walk around him to avoid him. However, the young man reacted quickly, sidestepping and taking two quick steps to block Chen Wan’s path. He then held out the flowers and said solicitously, “Miss Chen Wan, these flowers are specially for you. Please accept them.”

In this era, not many people drove a Mercedes-Benz and carried a large bouquet of fresh flowers to pursue a girl. Perhaps ten or eight years later, it would be common/vulgar, but in the eyes of girls today, such a gesture was still very romantic. So, several girls who were leaving the television station at the same time immediately screamed in excitement, stopping to watch the two with envious expressions.

Chen Wan was extremely embarrassed. She blurted out, “I don’t want them, please take them away.”

The young man was not discouraged by the rejection and quickly added, “Let’s have dinner together tonight. I’ve already booked a table at the best Western restaurant in Yanjing.”

Chen Wan hurriedly said, “I’m sorry, I already have plans tonight.”

After saying this, Chen Wan tried to walk around him, but unexpectedly, the young man blocked her path again, his tone a bit firmer than before. He said, “I’ve already booked the table, Miss Chen Wan, please give me some face?”

Chen Wan shook her head, “I’m sorry, I really can’t.” She tried to leave again, but the other party quickly reached out and grabbed her wrist. His tone was somewhat impatient as he said, “Chen Wan, I understand you want to play hard to get, but constantly putting on airs is boring, isn’t it? It’s just a dinner. You’ve refused me five times already. As the saying goes, ‘good things come in threes,’ but for you, ‘good things come in fives’ should be fine, right?”

Chen Wan didn’t expect the other party to directly grab her wrist, and her tone turned cold. She reprimanded him, “Please let go of my hand. We’re not familiar, so it’s impossible for me to have dinner with you.”

With so many people watching, the young man’s face turned extremely ugly. He said with a hint of threat, “If you don’t have this dinner with me today, believe it or not, I’ll make sure you can’t stay in Yanjing Television anymore?”

No sooner had he finished speaking than he felt a hand suddenly clamp down on the arm he was using to grab Chen Wan. A surge of force instantly came, making him yelp in pain, and he instinctively released Chen Wan’s hand.

He looked closely and saw a young man gripping his forearm tightly. Enraged, he blurted out, “Who the hell are you, trying to die?”

Li Mu twisted his wrist with force, bending the other party’s arm over his head. With another twist, it hurt him so much that he howled, “Damn it, let go of me, or do you believe I’ll kill you?”

Li Mu increased the pressure on his hand and said coldly, “If someone doesn’t want to bother with you, don’t shamelessly force yourself on them. What kind of manly thing is it to force a woman to have dinner with you? Your mother wants to have dinner with you every day, why don’t you go back and accompany her?”

“Ow, damn it, you’re your mom…”

Before he could finish his sentence, Li Mu increased the pressure on his hand even more, making tears well up in his eyes from the pain as he continued to howl.

Chen Wan had just recovered from the shock and joy of Li Mu’s sudden appearance. She stepped forward, took Li Mu’s arm, and said, “Don’t stoop to his level. Let’s go.”

Li Mu had originally intended to make this jerk admit his mistake and beg for mercy before letting him go, but hearing Chen Wan say that, he couldn’t be bothered to waste any more time with such a jerk. He pushed him away, then released his hand, dropping a single word: “Scram.” Then, he pulled Chen Wan towards his car.

The young man glared at Li Mu through gritted teeth, but he didn’t dare to confront Li Mu physically, so he could only leave a threat: “You little bastard, I’ll remember you. Just you wait.”

Li Mu didn’t even bother to turn his head. He directly took Chen Wan into his car, started the engine, and headed straight for the set.

Driving on the road, Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “Sis, what does that person do?”

Chen Wan frowned and said, “A rich second-generation heir. He’s a friend of one of my colleagues. He came to our television station once to discuss something, and then he started bothering me. He comes to our station’s entrance every few days. Today is the fifth time.”

Li Mu asked, “What’s this kid’s background?”

Chen Wan shook her head, “Not sure. I only know his family makes baijiu.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, “Baijiu has high profits. If done well, it can indeed make a lot of money.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Next time if he dares to come looking for you again, just call me.”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu and asked him with a strange tone, “Call you, and you’ll come over and fight with someone again? Didn’t you just get out of the Public Security Bureau?”

Li Mu asked her in surprise, “How did you know?”

Chen Wan said with a hint of jealousy, “I know a lot more. I also know you wrote a song to confess to a young girl and even kissed her in public, didn’t you?”

Li Mu awkwardly scratched his head, “Sis, your information is really well-informed. I’m afraid Senior Sister Ai might not even know about me going to the Public Security Bureau, right?”

Chen Wan nodded, “She really doesn’t know, but I have my own sources of information. I basically know most of what’s going on with you.”

Li Mu smiled, “My Sister Wan is still the best!”

“Stop flattering me,” Chen Wan huffed, “If you really see me as your sister, why didn’t you consult me about something as big as dating?”

Just as Li Mu was about to speak, Chen Wan continued, “Even if you didn’t consult me, I have no right to control you. But after you started dating, why didn’t you tell your sister?”

Li Mu shamelessly said, “I was going to tell you today, actually. I’ll invite you to dinner another day so you can formally meet her. You’ve met the girl before, she’s my high school classmate.”

Chen Wan naturally felt uncomfortable about Li Mu dating, but she wasn’t angry with him. Instead, she felt a bit sad inside. She had liked Li Mu for more than just a day or two, but this liking made her feel uncertain, because she was a few years older than Li Mu, and Li Mu had always seen her as an older sister. She didn’t even have the courage to confess to Li Mu, so she could do nothing about him dating.

Although Chen Wan felt bad inside, she pretended to suddenly understand and said, “Oh, I know which girl it is. When we were still in Haizhou, there was one time I drove you to the driving school registration point, and the girl waiting for you there was her, right? You both got into Renmin University together, didn’t you?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right, it’s her.”

Chen Wan nodded somewhat forlornly, murmuring with dimmed eyes, “That girl is quite good, very beautiful.”

Li Mu was driving and didn’t notice Chen Wan’s change in expression. He just nodded along with her words, laughing it off and saying, “Although she’s beautiful, she’s still a bit behind you, Sis.”

“Come on,” Chen Wan said, “Don’t flatter me now, it’s too fake.”

Li Mu quickly explained, “I really wasn’t flattering you, Sis. The aura and charm you possess are something Yingxue, who isn’t even twenty yet, can’t compare to.”

Chen Wan wrinkled her nose, “Are you indirectly saying I’m old?”

“How could I?” Li Mu raised his right hand and said, “I swear, Sis, you are currently in your most beautiful age. Your beauty now is simply incomparable to that of girls under twenty.”

Chen Wan sighed, smiling, “Alright, alright, I was just joking with you.”

Then, Chen Wan, not wanting to continue the topic, asked Li Mu, “Are my bro and the others on set?”

Li Mu nodded, “Some of your shots are with them, so they’ll stay to finish those scenes with you.”

Chen Wan said with some worry, “I haven’t studied acting, I only acted in plays with classmates in college. What if I don’t perform well?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh, “Believe me, you’re relatively professional. Kexuan and the others have no acting experience at all, and Du Wei hasn’t even faced a camera, but they’ve been honed, haven’t they? Your role mainly has three key points: first, showcase your perfect external conditions that are several levels above others; second, demonstrate your skills and abilities in hosting; and finally, build up the tense atmosphere of the competition in the drama. That’s it. It’s basically all about using your broadcasting and hosting skills.”

Chen Wan nodded gently and said, “If you put it that way, I can relax a little. I was just afraid of dragging you down. If I don’t perform well and you have to find other actors to replace me, my sin would be too great.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry at all. I have full confidence that you’ll succeed.”

Then, Li Mu asked her again, “By the way, Sis, how have you been at the television station recently? Has there been any progress on appearing on camera?”

Chen Wan shook her head and said, “No, it’s basically impossible right now.”

Li Mu said with certainty, “Don’t worry, once this movie is released, you’ll definitely get a chance to appear on camera!”

…

Li Mu drove her to the set, and then they immediately began filming her scenes.

Beyond imagination, Chen Wan, making her first on-screen appearance, performed perfectly. Her filming was much easier than expected. After all, she studied broadcasting and hosting, and this time, she was playing a host character in the movie, essentially herself. She only needed to bring out her professional skills and perform perfectly in front of the camera. Therefore, Chen Wan’s shots went very smoothly.

To highlight Chen Wan’s hosting skills in this movie, Li Mu deliberately wrote a relatively long host script for her to familiarize herself with beforehand. Her hosting style would be similar to Zhao Ziliang in the “I Am a Singer” program, relaxed and natural. The shots for her also used crane shots from above, along with continuous close-ups and follow-shots. This not only highlighted her appearance, temperament, and figure, but also, combined with the long script, perfectly showcased her grasp of facial expressions, speaking tone, and hosting composure.

Chen Wan’s performance was also excellent. She was very natural in front of the camera and quickly brought out the tense atmosphere of a major competition. After watching her finish these few shots, Li Mu had even more confidence in her hosting skills. With her image, temperament, and personal ability, hosting a talent show would be no problem at all. When the time came, he would use a novel program structure and competition rules to complete the framework of the entire show, and then pair her with a few influential judges. She would definitely become a well-known host in the country. Once she gained enough fame, he would then plan a reality show for her, which would surely propel her into the ranks of top-tier hosts.

Chen Wan’s scenes were all finished by around eleven o’clock at night, and the entire crew was quite satisfied with her performance.





Chapter 319: Into the Tiger’s Den

Three days passed in a flash.

By Wednesday, Happy Farm had already created a miracle in China’s internet sphere.

Daily online users exceeded eight million, with over five million users consistently logging in every day for a week. From the data, user stickiness had far surpassed QQ during the same period, and even exceeded all other websites and clients in China, becoming the most sought-after product in the Chinese internet landscape.

It was also on this day that Li Mu arranged to meet Chen Ze to discuss the share investment.

Li Mu chose not to meet at the company but at a high-end tea house. The two found a quiet private room, sipping tea while discussing business.

Because Xu Jiaming had already sounded him out, Chen Ze knew well in his heart what Li Mu wanted to talk about, even though Li Mu hadn’t specified the reason when he invited him.

The two sat down and chatted for a bit. Chen Ze asked Li Mu about writing songs for Du Wei. Li Mu casually replied, “I’ve prepared two songs for Du Wei this time, and they’re almost finished. When they’re ready, I’ll let her choose one to be an interlude song in the Old Boy film. The other one will be recorded as a single for her, and I’ll promote both on Eting.com.”

Chen Ze was surprised that Li Mu had prepared two songs for Du Wei and couldn’t help but thank him, “Thank you so much, Li Mu. Du Fei and I can finally deliver on this.”

Li Mu smiled, “There’s no need to be so polite between us. Besides, I have a good impression of Du Wei, and I’m happy to have her sing my songs.”

Chen Ze couldn’t help but ask, “You wrote two songs in just a few days?”

Li Mu said lightly, “How could it be that fast? On average, one song takes a month to prepare. It’s just that I happen to have a few semi-finished works that I haven’t released yet. I just took two of them out and revised them for Du Wei.”

Upon hearing that Li Mu was directly giving Du Wei his nearly finished works, Chen Ze immediately said, “Good brother, I owe you a big favor this time!”

For Chen Ze, making money was a minor matter. Even investing in Li Mu’s Muye Technology was far less important than Du Fei to him. He was born into a family of officials and businessmen. Not only was his Dad in a high position, but his Mom’s family business was so vast that he would never have to worry about money in his life. Chen Ze, already a winner in life in his twenties, had only one goal now: Du Fei. His biggest dream was to bring Du Fei back from America, marry her, and spoil her for a lifetime. If she wanted to reach for the sky or delve into the earth, he would fight to the death to fulfill her wishes.

It was because of this obsession with Du Fei that Chen Ze particularly appreciated Li Mu’s favor. Du Fei rarely asked him for help; even the last time she asked him to accompany Du Wei on a film shoot, it was in a commanding tone. But this time was different; she had formally asked for his help, and from her tone, she attached great importance to the matter.

Therefore, Chen Ze especially hoped that Li Mu would be cooperative and write a good song for Du Wei to satisfy Du Fei. Now that Li Mu said he had prepared two songs for Du Wei, how could he not be excited?

Li Mu said, “I’ll finish both songs this weekend. Then I’ll call Xiao Wei out and let her choose.”

Chen Ze quickly said, “You must call me too! Or why don’t we just go to my house?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright, you provide the place this weekend. If Xiao Wei picks up these two songs quickly, I’ll find a recording studio next week and take her to record them.”

Chen Ze asked him, “Are the lyrics not done yet, or the music?”

Li Mu replied, “The music isn’t done yet, but the lyrics are.”

Chen Ze quickly said, “Can you send me the lyrics first later? I’ll forward them to Du Fei for a look.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “So urgent? Showing her the lyrics won’t be of much use, will it? Why not wait until we record a demo and then send it to her to listen?”

Chen Ze said with an unsettled expression, “It’s fine, let her see the lyrics first to see if she has any opinions. Du Fei is very picky; she didn’t even like the Simple Plan songs.”

Li Mu thought to himself, “Those Simple Plan songs were also given by me. The key is the difference in song styles. The songs given to Simple Plan, except for ‘Li Bai,’ were all inspirational. However, the two songs chosen for Du Wei this time, ‘Fleet of Time’ and ‘You Exist In My Song,’ are both emotional and sentimental songs. Both the lyrics and music are top-notch in Chinese music. I wonder if they will catch Du Fei’s eye.”

Besides, Chen Ze’s impatient, almost childlike demeanor also surprised Li Mu. Usually, Chen Ze seemed composed and introverted, but once emotions were involved, his intelligence seemed to go offline. However, such a person was quite interesting, at least he valued relationships.

So Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “Tonight, when I get back, I’ll send the lyrics of both songs to your email. You can forward them to Du Fei for her to see.”

Chen Ze slapped his thigh and excitedly said, “Great! I’ll be waiting for your email then!”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly and said, “Then let’s talk about Muye Technology. This venture of mine is doing quite well now. If you’re interested, why don’t you invest some shares? I can’t promise anything else, but I’m confident that Muye Technology’s valuation will increase tenfold within the next five years.”

Chen Ze nodded and smiled, “Everyone is so optimistic about Muye Technology now. Although I don’t know much about the internet, I have enough confidence in you. Since you’re willing to let me join in, I’ll just buy a long-term meal ticket from you. How much do you want me to invest?”

Li Mu smiled, “Based on Mingcheng Capital’s valuation, I’ll give you a 50% discount. How about you invest five percent?”

Chen Ze was a clear-headed person and understood Li Mu’s general intention. Logically, if Li Mu wanted him to invest and provide a backer for Muye Technology, even giving him five percent of the shares would be nothing. Moreover, people who wanted to give him company shares could line up at his doorstep, but Li Mu chose not to.

Li Mu never intended to give away shares from beginning to end; he only offered a discount, asking Chen Ze to buy them. However, the meaning revealed was also very clear: Li Mu indeed wanted to win him over to be Muye Technology’s backer, but he wasn’t prepared to worship him like a god. Instead, he wanted Chen Ze to invest money…

Thinking of this, Chen Ze felt that Li Mu was indeed interesting and worth befriending. In his opinion, only people who put themselves on the same level as him could become friends. Those who immediately lowered their stance could never become friends.

Moreover, Chen Ze had never accepted shares that people offered by lowering their stance. First, he wasn’t short on money, and second, he couldn’t give people an excuse to harm his own Dad. If Li Mu had offered him shares, he still wouldn’t have taken them.

However, investing money was different. Friends could maintain their relationship longer by settling accounts clearly. As for Li Mu giving him a discount, Chen Ze accepted it with a clear conscience because by investing in Muye Technology, any future help Muye Technology needed from him would become his obligation. He felt it was fair to exchange this for a 50% discount from Li Mu.

So, Chen Ze agreed almost without hesitation, blurting out, “I’ll use a shell company. I’ll sign the contract with you and Jiaming then.”

Li Mu smiled and reminded him, “Jiaming’s money goes into the company’s account, but your money goes into my personal pocket. I need to make that clear to you beforehand.”

Chen Ze laughed, “Whatever you want. I’m not a capitalist; I don’t care how you use the money.”

Seeing his straightforwardness, Li Mu said no more, nodding, “Then we’ll sign the contract on Friday.”

…

Li Mu didn’t have dinner with Chen Ze but instead invited Su Yingxue for hotpot. After dinner, Li Mu asked Su Yingxue if she wanted to hear the two songs he had finished writing, as he had promised to let her be the first listener.

Su Yingxue agreed almost without hesitation, excitedly being “tricked” by Li Mu into Yucheng Garden under the pretense of listening to songs.

This was the first time Su Yingxue had come here with Li Mu since they got together. For Li Mu, a man and a woman alone in such a private space naturally meant doing something mischievous. But Su Yingxue hadn’t thought there was any trick involved. As soon as she entered, she excitedly told Li Mu, “I want to hear the songs…”

Li Mu turned to look at her, a mischievous smile on his face, and scooped Su Yingxue into his arms, teasingly saying, “Now that you’re here with me, you’ve walked into the tiger’s den.”

Su Yingxue gasped, held in Li Mu’s arms. She looked down at his face, bit her lower lip shyly, and asked him, “What mischief do you want to play…”

Li Mu kissed her deeply on the lips. Their breathing gradually quickened, and Li Mu instinctively held Su Yingxue tighter in his arms.

Su Yingxue had little experience with intimate physical contact; she had only just learned to kiss a few days ago. Being affectionate with Li Mu in such an ambiguous posture made her face flush almost to the point of bleeding. Li Mu supported Su Yingxue’s body with one hand, while his other hand instinctively moved to her side, along the hem of her down jacket, trying to explore inside. It was truly too many layers for winter; besides a knitted sweater, she even had thermal underwear underneath.

Just as Li Mu’s hand was about to find the hem of the thermal underwear, he suddenly felt a sharp pain on his tongue. He looked at Su Yingxue, who was glaring at him with a look of shy indignation, and she playfully scolded, “You said you’d sing for me, why are you being a scoundrel?”

Li Mu stopped his hand movements and said with a smile, “How can kissing your own girlfriend be called being a scoundrel?”

Su Yingxue glared at Li Mu with her beautiful eyes, “What are you doing with your hand?”

Li Mu shamelessly said, “You’re wearing too much, and the heating in the room is strong. I’m afraid you’ll get hot.”

Su Yingxue pouted charmingly, “Still arguing, put me down first.”

Li Mu also didn’t want Su Yingxue to feel things were progressing too fast, so he gently put her down. As soon as Su Yingxue’s feet touched the ground, she asked Li Mu with a guilty look, “Did I bite you too hard just now?”

Li Mu nodded, “My mouth tastes like blood.”

Su Yingxue asked nervously, “Really? Let me see quickly if it bled.”

Li Mu reached out and cupped the back of her head, kissing her lips again, then said, “I was just kidding, it’s fine. Didn’t you want to hear me sing? Take off your down jacket and sit on the sofa. I’ll go get the guitar from the room.”





Chapter 320: Two Great Songs

Li Mu emerged from his workroom with a guitar, finding Su Yingxue already seated gracefully on the sofa, waiting.

Li Mu handed her the A4 paper with the lyrics for “Fleet of Time” and “You Exist In My Song” written on it. “These are the lyrics for two songs. Take a look first, and give me your opinion when you’re done.”

Su Yingxue took the lyric sheet. Looking at Li Mu’s slightly messy but undeniably attractive handwriting, the first lyrics that caught her eye were from “You Exist In My Song.”

“Without a single bit of preparation, without a trace of hesitation…”

Su Yingxue silently read through the lyrics of the song, savoring them for a moment. She then smiled and said, “They look pretty good. Just by reading the lyrics, it feels very heartfelt.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “Now, take a look at the next one.”

The next song was “Fleet of Time.” If “You Exist In My Song” was an excellent high school student essay, then “Fleet of Time” could be considered a master-level literary work. In Li Mu’s opinion, the gap between the lyrics of the two songs was at least two Wang Fengs wide.

For Su Yingxue, “You Exist In My Song” was indeed good, but it wasn’t truly outstanding. Compared to Li Mu’s three folk music works, the lyrics of this song even felt a bit below standard, not on the same level as those three songs at all. However, thinking that it was a song written for a girl, Su Yingxue felt relieved.

But then she looked at the next song. The four characters “Fleet of Time” made Su Yingxue’s eyelashes tremble. Upon seeing these words, she seemed to have already guessed the direction of the lyrics: it should be a song reminiscing about the past.

Carefully reading the main body of the lyrics, Su Yingxue was quickly and completely drawn in. The further she read, the more absorbed she became, and her expression grew increasingly surprised.

Although these lyrics weren’t Lin Xi’s top-tier work, they still couldn’t obscure their inherent brilliance. Nostalgia itself is a sentiment, and the lyrics of this song perfectly evoked this special sentiment, while also making people look forward to the future, anticipating “if we meet again without red eyes, can we still blush?” and “owing each other, yet still connected.”

After finishing the lyrics, Su Yingxue connected them with the script for “Old Boy” that Li Mu had shown her. Scene after scene unfolded in her mind, and paired with these lyrics, she unconsciously felt an urge to shed tears.

She reread the entire lyrics several times before finally looking up. She gazed at Li Mu and said, “These lyrics are truly excellent. I want to hear you sing this one first…”

Li Mu sang this classic song in a lower key, with a slightly deep tone. From the moment he opened his mouth, Su Yingxue was captivated by the song. Holding the lyrics in her hand, listening to Li Mu’s dedicated singing and playing, she instantly fell in love with “Fleet of Time.”

At the same time, Su Yingxue was equally surprised by the talent Li Mu displayed. He always managed to bring her different surprises, each time making her feel as if she was getting to know him anew. And when that person was her boyfriend, this surprise was filled with even more delight.

When Li Mu finished the song, Su Yingxue’s eyes were already red. Women are inherently more emotional than men, so the lyrics of “Fleet of Time” could reach a woman’s heart more directly.

Afterward, Li Mu sang “You Exist In My Song.” This song’s popularity was once extremely high, and for a certain period, it was an absolute hit. Although its depth was somewhat lacking, the melody was incredibly catchy and easy to say. So, after hearing the melody of this song, Su Yingxue’s overall impression of it was much higher than just reading the lyrics. The music, to a certain extent, compensated for the vagueness of the lyrics, achieving a good complementarity.

After listening to both songs, Su Yingxue felt completely conquered by Li Mu’s talent. She also felt fortunate for herself; she never imagined her boyfriend would be so outstanding and exceptional.

Su Yingxue said, “Both of these songs are very good. If Du Wei truly has a good voice, these two songs will surely become popular across the entire country.”

Li Mu asked her, “Which song do you think should be chosen as the interlude song for the film?”

Su Yingxue replied almost without hesitation, “I choose ‘Fleet of Time.’ Although the lyrics and melody of ‘You Exist In My Song’ are also fitting, it truly lacks the impact that ‘Fleet of Time’ has internally. If this song is used as the film’s interlude, it will also be an excellent boost for the character Du Wei plays.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “Then let’s set this song as the film’s interlude. I hope Du Wei thinks the same as you.”

Saying that, Li Mu stood up and told Su Yingxue, “Wait for me for a moment. I need to send the lyrics of these two songs to a friend, so he can forward them to Du Wei’s sis.”

Li Mu emailed the lyrics of the two songs to Chen Ze, then sent Chen Ze a text message telling him the lyrics had been sent. Chen Ze immediately replied with an “OK” and eagerly opened his computer to check his email. He first opened and looked at the lyrics of the two songs. He didn’t understand lyrics much, but both songs seemed quite decent to him, so he forwarded the lyrics to Du Fei and then immediately called her.

Du Fei, on the other side of the ocean, was in her morning hours. She received Chen Ze’s call and heard that the lyrics had been sent. She immediately opened her email to check. After reading them, she was so surprised she was unable to close her mouth from smiling for a long time.

Du Fei was an artsy youth. Although she studied design, she loved literature and music and had a good literary background herself. So, when she saw the lyrics of these two songs, her feelings were similar to Su Yingxue’s. She could give “You Exist In My Song” an “excellent,” but for “Fleet of Time,” she could almost give it a “perfect.”

After reading them, her attention was almost entirely focused on “Fleet of Time.” Such a wonderful set of lyrics, if paired with good music, would be simply invincible.

Du Fei herself was a young person heavily influenced by Western culture. Whether it was music, literature, or religious and architectural aesthetics, she leaned more towards Western styles in her heart. As for Chinese music, she rarely listened to it, and the ones she truly liked were very few. When it came to lyricists in the Chinese music scene, she only admired two people: Lin Xi and James Wong. Lin Xi’s lyrics were delicate, tender, and lingering; when emotions ran deep, just a line or two could bring tears to one’s eyes. James Wong, on the other hand, was grand and majestic; a few lines of lyrics could sketch out a grand and majestic aura and demeanor, utterly unrestrained.

And these lyrics for “Fleet of Time” had quite a similar style to Lin Xi’s lyrical work. Although they couldn’t compare to Lin Xi’s peak works, such as “Red Bean,” they could absolutely stand alongside most of Lin Xi’s other works.

What surprised her even more was that these lyrics actually came from a young man under twenty years old. This was truly incredible. Could that young man who wrote the common/vulgar script for “Old Boy” really write such excellent lyrics?





Chapter 321: Series B Financing Secured

Du Fei rarely felt admiration for a young person, and even more rarely anticipated something as much as she did the composition of these two lyrics.

The thought that one of these two songs was likely written for her beloved younger sister, Du Wei, filled her with uncontrollable joy.

After reading both sets of lyrics, she immediately called Chen Ze back and blurted out, “Are these two songs a choice between one or the other? I’ll choose Fleet of Time for Xiao Wei.”

Chen Ze paused for a moment, realizing he hadn’t made it clear that Li Mu was preparing two songs for Du Wei this time.

So he smiled and said, “Both of these songs are for Xiao Wei. Li Mu’s intention is to choose one as the film’s interlude song, and record the other at the same time. He’ll promote it on Eting.com after the movie airs.”

Du Fei asked in surprise, “Really? How can Li Mu be so generous? Both songs for Xiao Wei?”

Chen Ze coughed twice and said, “Li Mu and I have a very good relationship. After I mentioned this to him last time, he took it to heart, so he directly offered the two songs he had mostly composed and intended to keep for himself to Xiao Wei. Otherwise, how could he produce two high-quality songs in such a short time?”

This deliberate attempt to take credit, by rights, shouldn’t have been something someone of Chen Ze’s intellect would do. But no matter how smart men or women are, in the face of true love, their IQ and EQ can drop to zero. Just like him now, his overall behavior was more like that of a fourteen or fifteen-year-old boy.

But Du Fei appreciated his gesture. After all, he had helped her fulfill her request in a way that was many times more perfect than she had expected. She had indeed wanted a good song for her sister, but she never imagined she would get two. Judging solely by the lyrics, one of these songs was a good song that met her expectations, and the other was a classic good song that far exceeded them.

So, Du Fei said gratefully, “Chen Ze, you are truly very generous. There’s nothing more to say, I’ll definitely thank you properly after I return to China!”

Chen Ze had been busy for this very sentence, and immediately felt immensely satisfied. He chuckled and said, “As long as you’re satisfied, don’t be so polite with me. You said you’d be back in early February last time, right? Has a specific date been set yet?”

“Not yet,” Du Fei said. “The firm has been quite busy lately, so I probably won’t know when I can leave until the end of the month.”

Chen Ze then said, “I think you should just resign and come back to China. What’s so good about staying in America? It’s so far from home, and it’s not like there’s necessarily real development there.”

Du Fei smiled and said, “Ultimately, I do plan to develop my career back home. It’s just that modern architectural design in China is still too far behind the West right now. If I return to develop my career, my personal vision and skill improvement space would be very limited. I want to gain more experience before going back.”

Chen Ze asked her, “How long will that take, roughly?”

Du Fei said, “Three to five years, I suppose. I’m still young, after all.”

Chen Ze changed his approach to persuade her: “But if you keep drifting around outside like this, Uncle and Aunt must miss you a lot. They must wish you were by their side.”

Du Fei said, “If I were an only child, I probably wouldn’t be able to stay abroad for even a month. But Xiao Wei is still at home, isn’t she? She goes to school right near home, she hasn’t gone far. With her accompanying Mom and Dad, I’m much more at ease. Besides, Mom and Dad aren’t planning to retire yet; they’re still busy with their business every day and don’t really need my constant companionship. I’ll use these few years while they’re still in their prime to quickly improve myself, and then when they get older, I’ll go back and stay by their side.”

Du Fei’s words were reasonable and well-founded. Chen Ze couldn’t find any points to refute for a long time, so he just sighed and said, “Let’s talk about these things when you come back. Let me know in advance when you’ve decided on a return date, and I’ll pick you up at the airport. Also, my mom keeps nagging about missing you, saying you must come over for dinner at our house when you return to China.”

Du Fei laughed, “Tell your Auntie Xie that when I go back, I’ll definitely visit her at home. I also want to eat her sweet and sour pork, it’s simply the best sweet and sour pork in the world.”

Chen Ze’s heart leaped with joy: “Then it’s settled! I’ll relay your words to her later, she’ll be very happy.”

Du Fei responded, “Okay. Oh, right, one more thing. Have you asked Li Mu when he can help Xiao Wei record these two songs?”

Chen Ze said, “Li Mu’s intention is to finish the compositions before the weekend. He’ll have Xiao Wei come over this weekend to familiarize herself with the songs, and if there are no issues, she’ll enter the recording studio next week.”

Du Fei said excitedly, “Go buy a digital voice recorder. I can’t wait for the studio-recorded version. Please record Xiao Wei when she does her trial singing this weekend, and then send me the MP3 file.”

“Okay, I’ll go buy one in a bit.”



On Friday afternoon, Xu Jiaming and Chen Ze, each accompanied by their lawyers, arrived at Muye Technology to sign the Series B financing agreement with Li Mu.

Series B financing was an extremely crucial hurdle for Li Mu. Although Muye Technology had already made Tieba and Happy Farm popular nationwide, the amount of capital on its books was only in the millions. Without a massive influx of funds, it would be impossible to push forward with full force. After this Series B financing, Xu Jiaming’s eighty million would directly enter Muye Technology’s account. For Li Mu, these eighty million would be enough to sustain operations until YY’s launch.

Ultimately, YY was Muye Technology’s core pillar product for the next five to eight years. As long as YY eliminated QQ, he would immediately build a comprehensive ecosystem, following QQ’s trajectory. When mobile internet arrived in 2010, he would then create WeChat. These two aircraft carrier-level products could ensure Muye Technology’s invincibility for the next twenty years.

As for E-commerce, Li Mu’s own plan was to launch it after YY went online. E-commerce was too demanding; he needed to find a suitable partner. Alibaba’s Mr. Ma was already worth hundreds of millions, so approaching him was unrealistic. Besides, that person’s tactics were first-rate; collaborating with him in his strongest domain might not yield good results. However, Liu Qiangdong, Senior Male Student Liu, was not a big shot yet. If he could be persuaded, Taobao could be launched first.

As for the future JD.com he would build, its scale would still be far inferior to Taobao. If they could cooperate, he would guide him to focus on Taobao first.

In the conference room, Li Mu, accompanied by Lin Qingya and a collaborating legal counsel from his side, finalized the contract template with Xu Jiaming, Chen Ze, and their respective lawyers. The specific financing details were: Xu Jiaming would invest fifty million in the name of Mingcheng Capital, taking a five percent stake, and another thirty million in his own name, taking a three percent stake. Chen Ze would invest twenty million using a shell company held by his mother, taking a five percent stake. Neither investor would have special privileges; when the company underwent a new round of financing in the future, their shares would be proportionally diluted like those of other shareholders.

All three parties had no objections to the contract. After signing it on the spot, the two investors arranged for their finance departments to prepare the transfers.

According to the normal financing process, investors are usually quite assertive, and do not immediately provide funds after signing. Some even wait until the equity structure has been changed with the industrial and commercial authorities before transferring the money in batches to the account. However, Xu Jiaming and Chen Ze’s trust in Li Mu far exceeded typical capital relationships, so they requested their finance departments to transfer the money to the account that very afternoon.

Eighty million would go to the company’s account, and twenty million would go to Li Mu’s personal account after tax reporting.

After the contract was signed, Xu Jiaming and Chen Ze prepared to take their leave. Before departing, Chen Ze pulled Li Mu aside and whispered, “Don’t forget about Xiao Wei’s trial singing this weekend.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered. I’ll contact you tomorrow.”

After seeing the two off, Li Mu gathered all of Muye Technology’s core personnel in the conference room. Everyone sat excitedly, their eyes fixed on the two contracts in Li Mu’s hand. They all knew that the Series B financing agreement had been signed today, but they were still waiting for Li Mu to personally announce the good news.

Li Mu held the two thick financing agreements, shook them in his hand, and declared spiritedly, “Our Series B financing has been completed! Eighty million in cash will be in the account before the end of the workday today. From today onwards, the company will enter its second phase of development!”

Thunderous applause erupted in the conference room.

An entrepreneur’s greatest pursuit is a company’s valuation in the capital market. Muye Technology achieving an eight hundred million valuation in half a year was almost a legend in the internet industry. Although Xu Jiaming had given some premium for this valuation, as long as investors were willing to pay, it proved the value of this valuation!

The applause gradually subsided, and Li Mu put down the contracts. He solemnly told everyone present, “2002 is our most crucial year. Our challenge for market dominance against QQ is already brewing. YY is also under intense development. What makes me most delighted is that our Happy Farm has already achieved user network accumulation and migration in such a short time since its launch. This will be the foundation of our victory. Therefore, all persons in charge must be clear about our focus for 2002: everything revolves around rapid development. For future team building and operational promotion, don’t be concerned about money; prioritize efficiency first! We must spend these eighty million in financing reasonably and efficiently within the year 2002. Before we run out, we will initiate Series C financing. By then, we will have become the top leader in the instant messaging field!”

Li Mu’s words stirred everyone’s emotions. When Li Mu first founded Eting.com, even the veteran employees never imagined that Muye Technology could one day reach such an astonishing scale. Li Mu’s ideas were often radical, but his words were being realized one after another. Everyone firmly believed that after YY launched, it would definitely replace QQ and become the number one instant messaging software in China. By then, Muye Technology would truly enter an explosive growth phase.

Li Mu said to Lin Qingya, “Qingya, continue to do a good job of talent reserve for the company. Find a few headhunting firms to partner with regularly and search for suitable talent profiles across the entire internet industry. Also, Lingyu, you must plan the team well. The technical team is the foundation of our future survival. I would rather have a constant surplus of technical personnel than ever see our technical staff stretched thin, understand?”

Lin Qingya and Kong Lingyu agreed very readily.

Li Mu continued, “Chinese New Year is in another month. If I’m not mistaken, Chinese New Year should be on February 12th. Our finance department needs to prepare to issue salaries early. Salaries should be distributed around February 5th. All employees will receive a triple salary year-end bonus this year!”

The triple salary year-end bonus left all the mid-to-senior level managers present dumbfounded. This method of distributing year-end bonuses was unimaginable in any industry in China. Even state-owned enterprises and public institutions with excellent benefits couldn’t manage to give a triple salary just for the year-end bonus. In the internet industry, it was even less likely now; if word got out, it would probably make industry professionals die of envy.

From an employee’s perspective, receiving a double salary at year-end would probably already be very satisfying. However, with Muye Technology’s rapid development, what Li Mu cared about most was employee incentives. Back then, Chen Tianqiao’s younger brother, Chen Danian, gave a Tesla to each member of one of his product teams as a year-end bonus. This greatly impacted Li Mu. It wasn’t about being jealous of others having such good luck, but rather realizing how rare it was for a boss to be willing to share profits with employees. In contrast, internet companies were full of stingy bosses. Leaving aside the big bosses for a moment, especially in internet startups, nine out of ten bosses were cheapskates, and eight out of ten were scammers. Such companies, no matter how impressive they were in the early stages, would generally struggle to escape the curse of “Series C death” because they couldn’t retain talent.

Just as everyone was still processing the significant good news of the triple salary year-end bonus, Li Mu continued, “After the Lunar New Year, the company will establish an ‘Outstanding Contribution Award.’ The company will provide ten apartments and ten cars as rewards for employees who make significant contributions in 2002. In addition, I will personally allocate a certain percentage of shares as employee stock options. So, everyone must put in their full effort. If you work hard in 2002, at least fifty percent of the people in the company will become millionaires.”

After speaking, Li Mu said to Lin Qingya, “Qingya, make a note: we don’t need to buy the cars yet, but we can acquire the ten apartments first. Look for a suitable new real estate project in Zhongguancun, for apartments around one hundred square meters, with a unit price of about six hundred thousand, and buy ten units in the company’s name.”

Cheers immediately erupted in the conference room. As a boss, Li Mu was indeed generous enough, and coupled with his ability to lead everyone to rapid growth, employees easily developed a sense of belonging with such a boss.

Ten apartments, at merely six million, were nothing significant for Muye Technology at present. However, once these ten apartments were purchased, the incentive for employees would be unimaginable. Many Beijing Drifters in the future would lament that Yanjing’s housing prices were too high, or that they didn’t seize the opportunity when prices were low, but these were merely self-consolations. Yanjing, as China’s premier first-tier city, has had housing prices that were difficult for average wage earners to afford since the turn of the millennium. Although current housing prices were cheaper than ten years later, incomes were also lower than ten years later. It could be said that whenever one wished to take root in Yanjing, housing was always the biggest hurdle.

Muye Technology only had dozens of people in total, and with ten apartments available, everyone had a high chance of getting one. Li Mu wanted to send a signal: as long as Muye Technology employees worked hard, they would have the opportunity to take root in Yanjing in 2002.





Chapter 322: Money is Still Too Little

Muye Technology’s Series B financing was not revealed to the industry at all. Everything was completed privately and low-key. Before 5:30 PM on Friday, eighty million was deposited into the company account in two separate payments. The twenty million Li Mu cashed out, after tax, left sixteen million in his account.

Li Mu wanted to take a portion of this sixteen million to register an investment company in the United States. Many future world-changing internet products would be born in the US. Li Mu himself knew that many products couldn’t be developed by him alone, relying on the domestic market. So, it was better to prepare in the US beforehand. Once the time was right, he would do some angel investing there. The most exorbitant profits in the world come from angel investing; countless cases exist where ten thousand dollars turned into one billion dollars. Li Mu absolutely didn’t want to miss out on such a good thing, which only required investing money and waiting for geometric appreciation.

For the rest, Li Mu planned to make some investments domestically.

The era of online games had arrived. Although he couldn’t get his hands on a phenomenon-level, big-money-making online game like Blood Legend, he still wanted to get involved with Mu Online and World of Warcraft. He had seen The9 company from Shanghai at the last Internet Conference, and Li Mu had set his sights on them. He had already asked Lin Qingya to communicate with Mu Online’s parent company in Korea. Reportedly, the agency price they quoted was two point six million, plus operational profit sharing.

The popularity of Legend in China had made game companies in Korea and other countries realize the vastness of the Chinese market. Current game agency fees were getting higher and higher, and every company demanded a share of operational profits. The two point six million quote naturally had some padding. Li Mu estimated he could push the price down to around two million. As for operational profit sharing, fifteen percent was Li Mu’s psychological upper limit. It would be best to first push down the overall price and sharing ratio, then increase the agency fee to lower the sharing ratio, because the sharing was where the real big money was.

He asked Lin Qingya to make time to visit Korea before the Lunar New Year to help him secure the agency rights for this game. He and Zhao Kang would register a new company, with Muye Technology taking a stake. This way, once the game’s agency rights were secured, they could use the resources on Tieba to integrate online game players. With users, a community, promotion channels, and even soon social networking, these were all advantages needed to operate an online game, and Li Mu had them all. Therefore, he had the grasp to run Mu Online well.

He knew something about Mu Online’s history. The game itself was an absolutely good game for its time and indeed had been popular in China for a period. It could be said that this game laid the foundation for The9. However, it was later ruined by cheats. The9’s operations were in a muddle, failing to recognize the immense damage cheats caused to the game itself. By the time they realized it, it was too late to turn the tide. Various crooked cheats had thoroughly destroyed the game’s original well-thought-out world structure, and player loss became unstoppable.

Now, it was certain that Mu Online would not change compared to his previous life. If he took it over, as long as he managed operations and promotion well, and at the same time, ruthlessly suppressed cheats from the start, this game would definitely burst forth with even stronger profitability. Surpassing Legend was not impossible; Legend would be plagued by rampant cheats and private servers by this year and next.

Besides games, many other promising internet companies would emerge in the future. Their initial startup phase would be a good time for him to invest. In these few years, investing some money into well-known projects that would succeed later, after a few years, even without counting his own companies, the total assets of the companies he had taken a stake in would add up to an extremely vast sum.

This was also why Bigwigs in the industry liked to be angel investors. Few people were truly angels; in fact, they were even more evil than venture capitalists.

The sixteen million in income was not worth getting excited about for Li Mu, who had long made two-pronged plans for the future, both domestically and internationally, because if this money were used for investment, the scale was still too small.

So, Li Mu, who became a millionaire overnight, didn’t even feel like celebrating with a bottle of beer. On Friday, he slept in at the dorm room. On Saturday morning, he took his guitar to Chen Ze’s small villa in the northern suburbs of Yanjing.

As soon as Du Wei saw Li Mu, her face flushed, and she avoided his gaze, not daring to look at him. The reason was simple: she was too embarrassed to ask Li Mu for songs herself, but she never expected her older sister to handle the matter entirely. By the time she received the audition notice, the lyrics for Li Mu’s two songs were already written and ready.

Li Mu didn’t understand sight-singing and ear training or music theory, so he could only write lyrics and guitar chord charts. He couldn’t write melody scores. So, he handed a printed copy of the lyrics to Du Wei and said, “I’ll play and sing it once first, and you write down the score.”

Du Wei nodded, holding a pen and paper, waiting for Li Mu to start singing.

So, Li Mu, holding his guitar, sang both songs once in front of them.

This performance left Du Wei awestruck.

Du Wei already knew Li Mu was Muzi, so she wasn’t surprised by Li Mu’s voice. What truly surprised her were the two songs themselves, because in her opinion, they were simply too good.

Thinking that these two excellent songs would be given to her to sing, Du Wei felt as if she was still dreaming. And then, remembering that these were originally songs Li Mu had kept for himself, but had temporarily changed and given to her, her gratitude and guilt towards Li Mu deepened.

But Li Mu merely encouraged Du Wei, saying, “You must do your best to sing these two songs well.”

After hearing Li Mu sing twice, Du Wei had already written down all the scores and had mostly learned them herself. After familiarizing herself with the tunes for a while, she had basically mastered both songs.

During the audition, Li Mu played the guitar backing track for her. Du Wei began her audition with “You Exist In My Song.” The moment she opened her mouth for the first line, Li Mu knew in his heart that Du Wei would become very popular, because her voice was simply too good.

Li Mu stayed at Chen Ze’s home, practicing with Du Wei until the afternoon. After Du Wei had fully mastered both songs, Li Mu was more eager than anyone for Du Wei to enter the recording studio and properly record them.

Chen Ze repeatedly recorded Du Wei’s audition several times, selecting the best performances for each of the two songs, and sent them via email to Du Fei, who was far away in the United States.

At 7 AM local time in the United States, Du Fei had just woken up when she received a call from Chen Ze: the audition recordings had been sent.

Du Fei hurriedly opened her computer, downloaded the two songs, and impatiently clicked play.

She was so eager to hear what the melodies of these two songs were like, and how her younger sister’s voice would be showcased. Although these two guitar and vocals audition versions were a bit rough, they couldn’t hide the outstanding composition of the songs and Du Wei’s perfect vocal lines.

These two songs gave Du Fei a huge surprise. She didn’t even realize that she had been almost constantly shedding tears while the two songs were playing.

By the second week, Li Mu rented a recording studio in Yanjing and found a few relatively well-known musicians in the Yanjing area. He spent two days working with Du Wei in the recording studio, recording both songs completely.

The filming of the “Old Boy (song title)” movie also entered its final stages, expected to wrap up filming around January 20th.

…

Hu Zhengdao had been somewhat elusive lately, missing quite a few classes. Sometimes he would disappear for two or three days. In the dorm room, besides Li Mu, no one else knew what Hu Zhengdao was busy with. When they called him or asked him directly, the answer was always the same: “Busy making money.”

Everyone knew Hu Zhengdao was under immense pressure. For Wang Yanan’s mother’s illness, he had borrowed an astronomical figure from Li Mu. For a child from the mountains like him, repaying this sum seemed almost indefinitely far off. So, when he was busy making money outside, everyone felt it was inappropriate to ask for more details, wanting to preserve Hu Zhengdao’s dignity.

Only Li Mu knew that Hu Zhengdao had been traveling all over China during this time, looking for Legend Overlord Dealers / Distributors. Upon arriving in each city, his first task was to search for internet cafes all over the streets, then start negotiating from the largest internet cafes, talking to them one by one. Because Legend was incredibly popular now, and Legend Overlord’s reputation was also far ahead of the competition, Hu Zhengdao’s sales efforts were very smooth. He could basically reach a partnership with every internet cafe he talked to.

After reaching a partnership with an internet cafe, Hu Zhengdao would apply to Zhao Kang to open an account for them. The internet cafe could then use this account to apply for monthly subscription codes from Legend Overlord’s server. Generally, an internet cafe’s application limit was one hundred. After reaching one hundred, they could no longer apply for new monthly subscription codes unless they settled the payment for those one hundred monthly subscription codes first, only then could they apply for a new batch of one hundred codes. This method effectively prevented internet cafes from defaulting on payments or delaying payment periods. Typically, an internet cafe with dozens of computers could sell about ten monthly subscription codes a day. This income, which had almost no cost, was very substantial for internet cafe owners.

Precisely because of Legend Overlord’s explosive sales, Hu Zhengdao’s commission income was also rising sharply. In less than a month, he had visited over two hundred internet cafes, big and small, across China. On average, he could sell over one thousand activation codes per day. His personal income alone could reach three to four thousand yuan a day. By mid-January, Hu Zhengdao’s accumulated income had already reached one hundred thousand yuan. Zhao Kang was preparing to cash out the money and settle it with him, but Hu Zhengdao refused. He wanted to use this money to repay Li Mu.

Li Mu told him there was no need to rush to repay him; he could keep the money in the account for now. If Wang Yanan’s mother needed a kidney transplant, it would require another sum of money, so it was better to save the money now.

Hu Zhengdao couldn’t argue with Li Mu and agreed.

Meanwhile, due to Legend Overlord’s absolute monopoly, thirty percent of the millions of monthly active paying users of Legend were using Legend Overlord cheats. Legend Overlord’s monthly sales were approaching five million yuan. After tiered profit sharing, Li Mu’s average daily income from the cheats had already exceeded fifty thousand yuan.

Legend Overlord’s earning speed, far ahead of the competition, had already greatly surpassed Li Mu’s best previous expectations.





Chapter 323: Hello, Senior Liu

Li Mu, along with Zhao Kang and Muye Technology, registered a new company named Baofeng Entertainment with a 6:2:2 equity structure. Li Mu held 60%. The reason for this name wasn’t to imitate Baofeng Video, but rather Li Mu’s way of paying tribute to Blizzard.

Li Mu held immense respect and admiration for this company, which had created top-tier games like Warcraft, StarCraft, Diablo, and World of Warcraft. Naming it “Blizzard” directly felt inappropriate, so “Baofeng” it was. Perhaps in the future, a true alliance between Baofeng and Blizzard could even be achieved.

Lin Qingya quickly connected with Webzen in South Korea. Both parties agreed to a formal business meeting at the end of the month. Lin Qingya took her team to South Korea to negotiate the agency rights for “Mu Online” with Webzen. Before she left, Lin Qingya also helped Li Mu connect with someone else: Liu Qiangdong, their mutual senior male student who was still in the optical disc business, proactively sought out Lin Qingya, wanting to meet Li Mu.

Lin Qingya relayed Senior Liu’s intention to meet Li Mu. From her tone, it seemed Senior Liu was quite looking forward to meeting him.

Li Mu naturally couldn’t miss such a great opportunity to meet an impressive person, especially before they truly became impressive. So, he readily agreed.

Thus, the day before Lin Qingya departed for South Korea, Li Mu and Senior Liu sat face-to-face for the first time, thanks to her arrangement.

Li Mu recalled having met Senior Liu at least three or four times. Besides the last time at the evening gala, all other encounters were from his previous life. When he came to Yanjing to work as a programmer, he had admired him for a period, attending two of his lectures. Later, due to work, he was even invited to a JD.com supplier conference, where Senior Liu also gave a speech.

However, this was indeed the unprecedented first time they had sat face-to-face at a dining table.

What surprised Li Mu was that while he had been trying to maintain his composure and not appear overly excited in front of Senior Liu, Senior Liu, on the other hand, could barely conceal his excitement and enthusiasm. Li Mu even saw a hint of respect in his eyes.

Although Senior Liu was several academic years and several years older than Li Mu, his demeanor during this meeting was incredibly humble. The reason was simple: Li Mu’s current achievements far surpassed his own, and Senior Liu had no idea about his own future successes. Therefore, in his eyes, this junior classmate was many times more impressive than himself, and he was there to humbly seek advice.

With Lin Qingya introducing them, Li Mu and Senior Liu quickly became acquainted. Li Mu raised a glass of beer and said to him, “Brother Qiang, I’d like to toast you.”

Senior Liu quickly picked up his own glass with one hand and gently supported the bottom of Li Mu’s glass with the other, humbly saying, “I wouldn’t dare, I should be toasting you!”

As he spoke, Senior Liu raised Li Mu’s glass higher while lowering his own. He tilted his glass and clinked it against Li Mu’s, keeping his rim one or two centimeters lower than Li Mu’s.

Li Mu said, “Brother Qiang, you’re my senior male student. If you keep treating me like an outsider, it really won’t do. I’m so much younger than you, aren’t you just embarrassing me?”

Senior Liu quickly replied, “This is only proper. I’ve long heard about your outstanding achievements in the internet field. Today, I asked Qingya to help invite you to dinner because I wanted to learn from your experience and gain some insights.”

Li Mu recalled that Senior Liu had earned his first fortune by utilizing his programming skills while still in school. He could be considered among the earliest people in China to engage with internet technology at a fundamental level. He entered the industry earlier than Mr. Ma of Ali, who only understood what the internet was after a trip to the United States in 1995, and he started directly in the technical field, meaning his foundation was quite solid.

Therefore, when Senior Liu spoke of wanting to learn from his experience, Li Mu felt somewhat ashamed. He humbly replied that his understanding of the internet was merely mediocre, while Senior Liu had already begun earning money from the internet back in college, entering the field much earlier than himself.

Senior Liu, however, shook his head repeatedly and sighed, “At the time, it was just a personal hobby, so I taught myself some programming skills. But later, I realized that relying on technology alone in the internet field didn’t offer much development, so I switched to making CD burners and optical discs. Even now, I’m still just muddling along.”

Li Mu smiled, “I heard Brother Qiang that you’ve opened several stores now. Your revenue should already be quite substantial, right?”

Senior Liu said with a wry smile, “Please don’t call me Brother Qiang anymore. If you don’t mind, just call me Senior Liu. It sounds more amiable.”

Li Mu nodded. Senior Liu continued, “There isn’t much profit margin in the physical economy. Whether in Zhongguancun or electronic markets in other cities, the profit margin for optical-magnetic products is fixed; it only decreases, never increases. I originally thought my current venture was pretty good, but after witnessing Muye Technology’s rise, I realized that what I’m doing isn’t a venture at all, just a low-buy, high-sell business. So, I really want to try the internet. But honestly, I only have a superficial understanding of the internet at a basic level. I’m completely clueless about real business models, products, users, and operations. That’s why I wanted to meet you, hoping to learn more from your experience if there’s an opportunity in the future.”

Li Mu then said, “Senior Liu, if you have any ideas about the internet, we can exchange thoughts. There’s no need to talk about learning; perhaps a business model you suddenly come up with will be even better than what I’m doing now.”

Senior Liu smiled slightly, his impression of Li Mu improving further. He chuckled, “Actually, I’ve been thinking these past few days. I have a rough business model, but it’s still very immature…”

Li Mu smiled, “No worries, tell me about it. I can help you brainstorm.”

Senior Liu then said, “Alright, I’ll give you a rough idea. You see, what I mainly deal with now are optical-magnetic products. A large portion of my sales comes from consumables, and a significant amount is from repeat customers. My ability to acquire new customers is too weak. I want to try selling my optical-magnetic products on an online platform, starting locally in Yanjing. Users in Yanjing would place orders online, and after I receive the order information, I’d arrange for dedicated staff to deliver the items to their homes and collect payment.”

Li Mu was stunned. Wasn’t this the earliest prototype of JD.com’s B2C e-commerce? However, in his previous life, JD.com’s transition to B2C was actually due to SARS. The sharp decline in customer traffic and sales forced Liu Qiangdong to move the sales of optical-magnetic products online to mitigate the impact of SARS. It was from that point that he gradually built up JD.com, starting with optical-magnetic products, then moving to the consistently popular computer hardware and 3C home appliances, and eventually becoming the fully diversified JD.com of the future.

Logically, for Liu Qiangdong to have this idea, the trigger condition should have been the SARS outbreak in 2003. Why was it triggered in early 2002 now?

Li Mu thought about it. The only possible reason was himself.

It was also possible that Liu Qiangdong’s optical-magnetic business was originally thriving and he was complacent. If the 2003 SARS outbreak hadn’t pushed him to the brink, he wouldn’t have started innovating with e-commerce. But now, suddenly, his own junior male student, a kid not even twenty years old, had started an internet company and created two ace products that swept through the entire country, reaching a valuation of several hundred million in just half a year. This reality deeply affected him, making him abandon his complacency and seek greater breakthroughs. Ultimately, it led him to conceive the idea of e-commerce more than a year in advance.

Realizing this, Li Mu felt so excited he wanted to slam the table.

There was nothing else to it. Liu Qiangdong had now come up with the internet idea ahead of schedule, and the reason was because of him. This was the perfect time for him to properly influence Liu Qiangdong.

So, Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “Senior Liu, this project of yours immediately heads in a capital-intensive direction. That’s not optimistic!”

Senior Liu asked curiously, “Capital-intensive? What do you mean?”

Li Mu counted on his fingers, explaining item by item: “Look, if you want to do online e-commerce, that’s not a big problem; investing in product development would be enough. But you also want to handle sales and delivery yourself. In that case, you’d need your own warehousing and your own delivery system. Since you’re in physical retail, you should already have existing warehousing, so I’ll set that aside for now. But let’s talk about delivery. For a place as large as Yanjing alone, you’d need at least a dozen people for your delivery team, right? How much would their salaries be? To ensure speed and efficiency, the delivery team would need motor vehicles, wouldn’t they? Would one truck be enough? How many motorcycles would you need to buy? How much would these costs alone be? You’d have to invest so much money before even starting. That’s what I mean by a capital-intensive direction.”

Upon hearing this, Senior Liu’s expression immediately turned a bit bitter.

There’s a world of difference between a person’s mindset in favorable circumstances and in adversity. The problems Li Mu mentioned sounded indeed severe and very risky to the current Liu Qiangdong. However, Liu Qiangdong during the SARS outbreak in 2003 had no choice but to stake everything. Yet, at this moment, he simply lacked the resolve to stake everything.

So, Senior Liu awkwardly asked Li Mu, “Then what do you suggest? Should I entrust the delivery aspect to the Post Office?”

The express delivery industry was still very underdeveloped at the time. Neither STO Express nor SF Express could establish a nationwide logistics network; they could only form small-scale transportation networks within specific regions of the country. Apart from the Post Office, no other company could operate on a national scale. Therefore, when people thought of express delivery, the only option that came to mind was the Post Office.

Li Mu then dealt another blow, saying, “The Post Office’s fees aren’t cheap. Standard mail is inexpensive but too slow; users definitely wouldn’t accept that. Express delivery is faster, but the price is high. How much does one optical disc cost? How much do ten cost? But the express delivery fee for ten optical discs might be several yuan. Would users be willing to pay that several yuan?”

If Li Mu had said these words a few years later, people would have thought he was an idiot. But saying them now, it was indeed a thought-provoking question.

Senior Liu lowered his eyelids and sighed, “It seems this path won’t work!”





Chapter 324: Going All Out With You

Senior Student Liu was somewhat dejected by Li Mu’s direct blow. He truly hadn’t thought through the internet or his online sales model thoroughly enough. After all, he wasn’t the Liu Qiangdong who sought a desperate counterattack in a desperate situation; he was the Liu Qiangdong who, seeing Li Mu’s success, realized the greater opportunities in the internet and, with an impetuous and envious mindset, wanted to try his hand at it.

For Li Mu, he naturally had to mercilessly crush Senior Student Liu’s idea. It wasn’t just that he harbored ill intentions and wanted Senior Student Liu for his own use; there was another significant reason: SARS hadn’t arrived yet!

With SARS not yet here, Li Mu dared to say that no one in China could truly succeed in e-commerce, whether it was JD.com’s B2C model (business-to-customer) or Taobao’s C2C model (customer-to-customer). Neither could take off!

The SARS epidemic in 2003 filled the entire nation with fear, leading people to actively avoid face-to-face interactions and proactively seek other ways to replace close-range offline interactions. This was a necessary prerequisite in the history of China’s internet development that propelled the growth of e-commerce. Against this major societal backdrop, online transactions became the nation’s savior and had the opportunity to achieve a perfect initial success.

Liu Qiangdong’s success with JD.com during SARS was possible, but doing it now would most likely lead to failure. His capital-intensive investment would probably result in bankruptcy before SARS even began.

Mr. Ma’s success with Taobao at Ali during SARS was possible, but doing it now would most likely also lead to failure. Without the push of history, achieving success would require ten or even a hundred times the effort, and trying to achieve easy success would be even harder.

At this time, the only person who could successfully develop e-commerce was probably Li Mu, because he had users! Because he had his own information dissemination channels! Because he had his own payment channels! Because he was about to have his own online paying users! The fundamental reason for this last point was that the Happy Farm prop store was about to launch.

Whether Li Mu pursued the Taobao model or the JD.com model, Tieba and Happy Farm could quickly push products to tens of millions level users, rapidly attracting their attention, and then use Alipay to convert them into paying users. Therefore, Li Mu was the only true master of e-commerce at this moment. Only he could make e-commerce big and strong without relying on SARS. Besides him, no one else could! Joyo couldn’t, EachNet couldn’t, and Alibaba couldn’t either!

Just as Liu Qiangdong sighed helplessly, Li Mu changed the topic and suddenly said, “Senior Student Liu, your capital-intensive model is indeed difficult to implement. However, if you really want to do e-commerce, you can wait a bit. I’m currently preparing related e-commerce projects, and we can cooperate then.”

Senior Student Liu’s eyes immediately lit up again, and he asked Li Mu in surprise, “We cooperate together?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right. We can jointly fund a company specifically for e-commerce, contributing capital proportionally.”

Senior Student Liu was overjoyed. He had no real successful experience in the internet or e-commerce, not even practical experience. Li Mu, however, was different; he had built a large internet enterprise in just half a year. Compared to him, Liu Qiangdong truly had a world of difference. For Li Mu to be willing to guide him was already incredibly exciting; how could he possibly hope to start a business with him?

Liu Qiangdong himself didn’t know how much energy he could unleash in the internet and e-commerce fields, but Li Mu knew. What Li Mu truly needed now was a right-hand man or partner with strong vision, strong capabilities, strong management skills, and a strong big picture perspective. Kong Lingyu was from a technical background; managing a technical team of a few dozen people was fine, but managing a hundred would probably lead to chaos. Lin Qingya certainly had management talent, but her work experience wasn’t enough. Management positions are different from technical positions; there are geniuses in technical roles who can excel without experience, but almost none in management. Impressive people in management teams basically start by leading two or three people and gradually progress to leading hundreds, thousands, or even tens of thousands. Only by continuously improving management experience can one become a true management talent.

Currently, Li Mu didn’t have such a great management talent by his side, but Senior Student Liu happened to be one.

If he could bring him in to do e-commerce together, Li Mu would truly be able to heave a huge sigh of relief. Then, doing both B2C and C2C wouldn’t be a problem.

Senior Student Liu was still immersed in the joy of Li Mu proactively wanting to start a business with him. Seeing him just grinning foolishly without speaking, Li Mu couldn’t help but press, “Senior Student, what do you think?”

Liu Qiangdong, in his joy, finally reacted. He was too busy being happy and actually forgot to agree first.

This was a capable person wanting to pull him up; if he missed this opportunity, it might never come again.

So, Senior Student Liu immediately stated, “As long as you think highly of me, I’ll go all out, even selling everything I own, to work with you then.”

Senior Student Liu’s words also conveyed an underlying attitude: I am willing to do anything to be your partner. Since it’s a partnership, I must take a stake. It doesn’t matter if taking a stake requires capital; I’ll sell everything I own to contribute. My fear is that you only want me to work for you and not take a stake, or only take a very small stake. That would be very awkward.

Liu Qiangdong, after all, was a boss worth tens of millions; it was impossible for him to become a mere employee in the internet field.

Li Mu naturally understood the meaning behind his words. Joint funding was essential because only then could Senior Student Liu’s absolute enthusiasm and ability be fully mobilized. However, the investment ratio also required careful consideration. For this e-commerce project, Li Mu definitely had to be the major shareholder. If he were to truly do it with Senior Student Liu, he would need to take at least 70% of the shares.

However, Li Mu didn’t make things too clear now. The e-commerce project, in his plan, would not launch until at least the second half of this year. In the first half, his energy was focused on Muye Technology and YY.

Immediately, Li Mu said to Senior Student Liu, “Don’t worry, Senior Student, once the project starts, I will definitely co-invest with you as partners. As for the investment ratio, we can discuss it in detail then. It’s too early now.”

Senior Student Liu was waiting for Li Mu’s words. As long as there was an agreement, he could rest assured. As for the ratio, discussing it now was indeed meaningless. If he asked for too little, he would definitely regret it in the future. If he asked for too much, and Li Mu thought he was greedy and didn’t want to play with him anymore, he would also regret it. So, it was better to wait until Li Mu was truly ready to start the project, and let him make the first offer.

After that, the two no longer discussed this topic. Instead, they brought Lin Qingya into the conversation, and the three chatted idly. After dinner, Li Mu and Senior Student Liu exchanged contact information. Li Mu gave Senior Student Liu a final reassurance: “Senior Student, although the e-commerce project won’t start immediately, feel free to contact me anytime if you have nothing else to do. We can chat and have tea; don’t lose touch.”

Senior Student Liu nodded repeatedly, feeling that this junior classmate of his was truly good at handling business, and completely without airs. A billionaire being so polite to a struggling vendor selling optical-magnetic products was simply beyond words.

Finally, Li Mu and Lin Qingya watched Senior Student Liu drive away in his Accord. Only then did Li Mu ask Lin Qingya beside him, “Are you going home or…?”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “I’m going home to pack my things. I’ll go to Korea tomorrow.”

Li Mu asked her, “What time is your flight tomorrow?”

Lin Qingya said, “Twelve thirty PM.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Once you get to Korea, negotiate aggressively with Webzen. We now have the world’s largest Chinese community, which also includes the largest game community. Whether it’s 17173 or The9’s Gamenow, or other game communities, they are basically almost dead now. This means we have the most vertical game players in China. Only we can operate Mu Online well. Besides us, whoever they choose will find it difficult.”

Speaking, Li Mu added, “You must be aggressive, but also show sincerity within that aggression. Let them know our resources. Let them voluntarily lower the agency fee and revenue share. Then you can proactively raise the agency fee, but drive the revenue share down as much as possible. Drive it down as low as you can. Instill in them the concept: even if we give them a very low revenue share, because we have powerful resources to support it, they will definitely earn more.”

Lin Qingya immediately said, “I understand, Manager Li. After I go there tomorrow, I will make sure they understand the pros and cons clearly. Also, Manager Li, I have another question.”

Li Mu said, “Go ahead.”

Lin Qingya said, “What’s the upper limit for the agency fee we can offer them?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, “If they are willing to lower the revenue share to below 10%, the agency fee can be up to five million.”

Lin Qingya asked curiously, “Do you have such grasp over this game?”

Li Mu laughed, “I have grasp over our resources. Other companies trying to operate this game would incur very high online and offline promotion and distribution costs. But for us, promotion and distribution are basically zero cost, because no other company, including Shanda, can compare to our resources in this area. With such powerful resources, even a trash game, I can make it popular.”

After Tencent gained hundreds of millions of sticky users, their approach to games was much like what Li Mu described: even trash games could be promoted to make money. Although Li Mu doesn’t yet have the scale of hundreds of millions of users, Tieba and Happy Farm, in the current internet market, have a user proportion not much different from future Tencent’s, arguably even on the same level.

Even current Tencent’s game promotion ability can’t compare to Muye Technology’s. The fundamental reason is that Tencent hasn’t formed a community yet. Its social network is point-to-point, where each user can only interact with individual users. Li Mu’s community, however, is point-to-group, where each user can interact with a massive user base. The latter clearly has greater game promotion capabilities.

Therefore, one can also see from history how much opportunity Baidu wasted by not trying to do games after Tieba became popular.





Chapter 325: Item Shop

On the day Lin Qingya departed for Korea, Muye Technology officially announced that the Happy Farm Item Shop would officially launch at 9 AM this Sunday, the day after the announcement.

This was about to be the first online item sales platform in domestic games, and Happy Farm was also the first game in the gaming industry to introduce an item sales model. While traditional online games were still selling game cards, Li Mu had already started value-added payment services with a Flash game.

After this announcement, online opinions were divided. Supporters believed that enabling item sales would allow financially capable users to accelerate their in-game progress, trading cash for levels, which was very fair. Opponents, however, felt that if item sales were introduced, it would undoubtedly severely disrupt game balance, leading to leaderboards dominated by paying users and making it impossible for free users to play.

Li Mu wasn’t too concerned about the opposing views. Since he was making a game, making money was always the biggest goal. Any game, once it introduced a payment model, would face opposition from non-paying users. However, profitability still relied on paying users. As long as paying users were satisfied, the game would make money.

However, Li Mu’s greater hope was to use the Item Shop to incubate Alipay. Therefore, he quickly announced another piece of news in Happy Farm that instantly excited a large number of users: in addition to traditional mobile phone bill payment channels, “Alipay” users could enjoy a special offer to purchase a ten-yuan gift package for only 0.1 yuan. The ten-yuan gift package included ten packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer, ten packs of Premium Fertilizer, and five sets of Golden Finger.

Since user levels had generally increased significantly, twenty packs of Regular Compound Fertilizer and Premium Fertilizer didn’t actually have a very noticeable effect on users’ current levels. However, these props were usually extremely rare, and now that a large gift package could be bought for just ten cents, it still held immense appeal for the vast majority of users.

If it were sold for ten yuan, the number of buyers might be greatly reduced, but if it only cost ten cents, a great many people would still be willing to buy it.

As a result, Happy Farm users went wild. Everyone started discussing what Alipay was. Based on the introduction and link provided by Happy Farm, it was clear that Alipay was something that linked to online banking. Through it, users could bind bank cards from the big four banks and make small-value online payments. Since it was also the only channel for the discount, a large number of Happy Farm users flocked to Alipay that day, registering accounts and binding their bank cards.

Originally, Alipay only had tens of thousands of users, primarily 3321 users and students in Yanjing and Shanghai. However, in just one day, Alipay’s registered accounts soared to over five million, with nearly half of those users successfully binding their bank cards.

For Li Mu, this was an unimaginable surprise.

In a single day, over two million users had bound their bank cards. Their wallets now had an unobstructed gateway to the internet. They had already incurred the behavioral cost of registering and binding their bank cards to Alipay. From now on, when they needed to make a payment, they would only need to enter their card number and password.

Using Alipay, Li Mu could now push various products to them. As long as these users were interested, they could easily pay and complete online transactions. This significance was immense. In the future, if he wanted to do E-commerce, these Alipay users would be the backbone.

While Happy Farm was doing its pre-launch promotion, companies in the industry also truly understood the Alipay product for the first time. Currently, internet payment channels were very limited. Ordinary online banking almost monopolized online payments. Another payment method was mobile channel payment, but this payment channel was not truly online payment in the strict sense. It couldn’t be directly linked to a user’s wallet, only to their mobile phone bill. Therefore, this type of payment was not suitable for large transactions and was generally used for payments under several tens of yuan.

However, in the current internet market, from online games to various software and platform value-added services, the average ARPU value (Average Revenue Per User) was very low. Thus, mobile payments were sufficient. Various companies providing value-added services were relying on China Mobile and China Unicom’s mobile payment channels to survive, with almost no one expanding their own payment channels.

In this general environment, Alipay became an alternative.

Major companies in the industry were studying Alipay’s model, but after much research, no one discovered its true value. Even Manager Li of Baidu, while chatting with Tan Yaocheng, expressed his confusion: “Didn’t Li Mu create Alipay to serve 3321? Why did he bring it to Happy Farm now? His Alipay payment method isn’t any better than online banking payments. What’s the point of it?”

Tan Yaocheng shrugged: “It’s hard for us to guess Li Mu’s thoughts. 3321 has such a massive monthly transaction volume, yet he’s never thought about incorporating 3321. But a payment method he developed for 3321, he actually went out of his way to register a company for it. I’ve always found that a bit strange. Now he’s binding it with Happy Farm; it seems he wants to build Alipay’s user base.”

Manager Li said, “Isn’t it enough to have online banking payments from the major banks and SMS and mobile bill payments from the two operators? So many companies are getting rich now from SMS value-added services, with both explicit charges and hidden deductions, making money from consumers at an incredibly fast pace. Why doesn’t he use these existing channels and instead go develop something like Alipay?”

Tan Yaocheng sighed and said, “Manager Li, let’s not worry about Muye Technology’s affairs. I don’t see any point in him developing Alipay.”

Manager Li sighed with emotion: “However, I can imagine that once Happy Farm’s Item Shop officially launches, the profits should still be quite considerable. That Li Mu kid is truly shrewd. He already tricked us out before the game even launched. Now we can only watch him make money.”

“Exactly!” Tan Yaocheng chuckled wryly: “The profit potential of this thing is limitless. So many players are obsessed with it. Once the Item Shop goes online, it will definitely be embraced by a considerable number of users with spending power. A pack of fertilizer sells for several dimes in the Item Shop. To quickly plant a dozen plots of land for one round would cost several yuan, nearly ten yuan. If you grind fertilizer for a whole day, you won’t get off without spending several thousand yuan. The profitability is absolutely extraordinary.”

Manager Li frowned and said, “Has Li Mu actually raised his Series B funding? Why haven’t we heard any news?”





Chapter 326: Korea Webzen

“The history of bragging on the internet is long-standing, and there are two aspects people love to brag about the most: first, company transaction volume, and second, company valuation and financing.”

“If an internet company releases news on online media and venture capital platforms, claiming to have raised tens of millions in financing and a valuation of hundreds of millions, then both of those figures should be discounted by eighty percent, or even ninety percent.”

“Li Mu’s routine is different from theirs. He doesn’t need to falsify information in the market to attract attention, nor does he need to rely on deception to increase company valuation. Therefore, he never publicly announced the Series B financing. Even Xu Jiaming’s Mingcheng Capital didn’t release any news, so people in the industry had no idea that the two companies had privately completed tens of millions in financing.”

“For Manager Li of Baidu, missing out on Muye Technology was a significant regret. Now, seeing Muye Technology turn Happy Farm into the most popular game in the country, the envy, jealousy, and hatred in his heart were almost indescribable. Due to his misjudgment, Baidu hastily withdrew from Muye Technology, which left him unable to face the capital behind him.”

“Tan Yaocheng’s mindset was slightly better. He wasn’t Baidu’s CEO, so he didn’t have to bear the burden of Baidu’s huge mistake of withdrawing from Muye Technology. Seeing that Muye Technology would soon achieve large-scale revenue generation through Happy Farm, he comforted Manager Li, saying, ‘Actually, Li Mu is quite independent in how he does things. If we hadn’t withdrawn from Muye Technology, he might not have directly put Happy Farm under Muye Technology’s name. Look at Baofeng Entertainment, which he just founded; Muye Technology only holds a twenty percent stake. If he had taken Happy Farm out to form a new company back then, with Muye Technology investing twenty percent, he could have legitimately imported Muye Technology’s users. But we only had a ten percent stake in Muye Technology at the time, which would have translated to only two percent in the new company, making it insignificant.’”

“Manager Li nodded. ‘You’re right. Li Mu is shrewd. He wouldn’t have brought Happy Farm into Muye Technology to develop it if he hadn’t gotten rid of us.’”

“As he spoke, Manager Li curiously asked him, ‘How much of Alipay does Li Mu own?’”

“‘One hundred percent, I think,’ Tan Yaocheng said. ‘At the time, that company was just providing payment channels for 3321. No one expected it would now be integrated with Muye Technology.’”

“Manager Li said, ‘I’m truly impressed by this kid. Where did he learn all these tricks? Look at how many shell companies he’s playing with now: Muye Technology, Eting Technology, Muye Pictures, Baofeng Entertainment, Alipay. The capital structures of these shell companies are all different, and they cover different fields. Most importantly, they can also achieve resource complementarity. He’s playing with company shells like a master right from the start of his entrepreneurship. What will he achieve in the future?’”

“Tan Yaocheng shrugged and smiled. ‘In short, he’s better at it than us.’”

“Manager Li sighed. ‘Our business is still too singular. Otherwise, I’d also want to create a sub-business and put it into a shell company. Only then can we break free from the constraints of capital.’”

“…”

“That afternoon, Lin Qingya, who had already arrived in Hancheng, the capital of Korea (at this time, Hancheng had not yet been renamed Seoul), brought the newly established BD Department to the headquarters of Webzen. In Webzen’s conference room, she met with Vice President Jin Youquan of Webzen.”

“Jin Youquan placed great importance on this business negotiation with a Chinese company because he had already seen the impressive success of ‘Legend,’ developed by their competitor Actoz, in China. The current popularity of ‘Legend’ in China had far exceeded the estimates of both the development company and the agency operating company. Its booming momentum made Webzen extremely envious. They believed that ‘Mu Online,’ which they developed, was far superior to ‘Legend’ in terms of world structure, game-playability, visual effects, and more. If this game were launched in China, it would surely surpass ‘Legend.’”

“But the biggest problem was that no company from China had expressed interest in ‘Mu Online.’”

“Shanda Games was currently focused on operating ‘Legend’ and couldn’t possibly divert attention to a second game. NetEase was also busy developing its own games. Netstar’s agency of the Japanese cartoon online game ‘Magic Baby’ had just begun its internal testing. Besides these, there seemed to be no other well-known game operating companies in China. One must know that domestic game operations at the time heavily relied on promotional capabilities. If promotion was inadequate, a good online game with thirty thousand to fifty thousand players would already be a miracle. But if promotional capabilities were strong enough, even a trashy online game could reach an astonishing scale of hundreds of thousands or even over a million users. In Jin Youquan’s eyes, ‘Legend’ was just such a trashy online game.”

“Crude graphics, a simple world structure, simple character types, and a simple leveling system—‘Legend,’ in the eyes of Korea’s top game engineers, was a third-rate, outdated game. Yet, what baffled Jin Youquan and many other top game engineers was why ‘Legend’ could be so popular in China.”

“Ultimately, they attributed the success to Shanda Games, believing that a good operator could play an immeasurable role.”

“Originally, Jin Youquan had also screened Chinese internet companies for suitable operators of ‘Mu Online,’ but unfortunately, after privately reviewing these companies, he couldn’t find anyone truly suitable to operate ‘Mu Online.’”

“Tencent had once entered Jin Youquan’s radar. In his view, Tencent had a considerably large user base, and if they converted user resources to games, there would be great potential. However, Tencent had no experience or actions in game development yet and currently seemed almost completely unrelated to online games. Even if Jin Youquan thought they were suitable, it was meaningless because the other party wasn’t ready.”

“Baidu had also been a potential partner for Jin Youquan, but similar to Tencent, Baidu hadn’t shown any intention of developing games.”

“After several inquiries, Jin Youquan even found it difficult to find a suitable operator in China to promote ‘Mu Online.’”

“Muye Technology’s Tieba was indeed very popular, but he didn’t understand Chinese and only knew that Tieba was a Chinese community, not even knowing its nature. So, he almost immediately dismissed it without much detailed investigation, to the extent that he didn’t even know Muye Technology had launched a new product—Happy Farm.”

“This time, Lin Qingya came to discuss the agency rights for ‘Mu Online’ as a representative of Baofeng Entertainment. Jin Youquan knew almost nothing about ‘Baofeng Entertainment’ and wasn’t very interested. However, since it was the first Chinese internet company to proactively approach Webzen about ‘Mu Online’ agency rights, if Webzen’s attitude was poor, it might create a negative impression in China. So, Jin Youquan had no choice but to go through the motions.”

“As Jin Youquan and Lin Qingya sat facing each other, he still wondered why this company called ‘Baofeng Entertainment’ would send such a young woman to negotiate with him. She looked only twenty-three or twenty-four, or perhaps twenty-five or twenty-six? Did she understand the internet? Did she understand games? Did she have enough authority to make decisions at this table?”

“Forty-year-old Jin Youquan, in his first impression of Lin Qingya, felt a slight disdain for her.”

“Out of professional courtesy, Jin Youquan didn’t show his disdain. After shaking hands with Lin Qingya and introducing themselves, he posed his first question: ‘Hello, Ms. Lin. I hear your company wishes to act as the agent for our ’Mu Online’ in China. Could you please give a general overview of your company’s basic situation?’”

“The translator orally interpreted the question into Chinese. Lin Qingya nodded after listening, and with a slight smile, said, ‘Our company was just established this month in Yanjing. The company’s registered capital is two million, and its business scope includes software development, operation, and related peripheral production and sales in the field of internet culture and entertainment.’”

“Upon hearing it was a newly established company, Jin Youquan almost got up to leave. He already held some disdain for Chinese internet and gaming companies, believing them to be technologically and conceptually behind Korean companies. Moreover, Webzen was one of Korea’s top game development companies; he didn’t think highly of many well-known Chinese companies, let alone a newly registered one.”

“Jin Youquan’s expression turned somewhat unpleasant. Almost instantly, he completely dismissed the idea of Baofeng Entertainment acting as the agent for ‘Mu Online.’ His earlier professional smile vanished. He looked at Lin Qingya and said, ‘We prefer to cooperate with companies that have a sufficient user base and strong online and offline promotional capabilities. Your company has just been established, and I believe it would be difficult for you to operate ’Mu Online’ successfully.’”

“Lin Qingya smiled calmly and said, ‘Mr. Jin, I haven’t given you a more detailed introduction to our company yet. Our company’s second major shareholder is Muye Technology of China.’”

“Jin Youquan paused, then asked, ‘How much of your company does Muye Technology own?’”

“‘Twenty percent.’”

“Jin Youquan’s expression improved slightly. Muye Technology’s stake in Baofeng Entertainment meant that Baofeng Entertainment could obtain necessary resources from Muye Technology. Although Muye Technology didn’t have a gaming operation ‘gene,’ it was at least a community with tens of millions of users, so it had some foundation. He then said, ‘As far as I know, Muye Technology’s main product is a Chinese community. Now that you’re getting into games, how many of Muye Technology’s users can successfully convert?’”

“Lin Qingya smiled and asked him, ‘Mr. Jin, how much do you know about Muye Technology?’”

“Jin Youquan replied, ‘I know Muye Technology has the world’s largest Chinese community, but you and I both know how much exaggeration there is in such claims. We also have a very famous forum in Korea that calls itself the world’s largest Korean forum, but its users are only a few million internet users domestically.’”

“Lin Qingya said, ‘The population covered by the Chinese language is, after all, much larger than that by Korean. Muye Technology alone has tens of millions of users within China and is now one of the companies with the most registered and daily active users in the country. On this level, there are no more than three companies in all of China that can rival Muye Technology.’”

“Jin Youquan nodded and asked Lin Qingya, ‘Does your company, or Muye Technology, have any experience in game operations?’”

“In Jin Youquan’s eyes, Baofeng Entertainment having Muye Technology as a background only barely made him look at them with slightly higher regard. But in his heart, he still completely refused to accept entrusting ‘Mu Online’ to such a company. Therefore, his question wasn’t meant for Lin Qingya to answer, but rather to make her understand the huge gap between her company and an excellent online game like ‘Mu Online.’”

“At this moment, Lin Qingya, with a confident expression, asked him, ‘Mr. Jin, have you heard of Happy Farm?’”

“‘Happy Farm?’ Jin Youquan frowned. The translator also translated these four characters literally, making him think Lin Qingya was genuinely asking about a farm. So, he replied with disinterest, ‘I’ve lived in Hancheng since I was a child. My father is a military officer, and my mother is a university professor. I haven’t had any contact with farms since birth, and I’m not very familiar with farm matters.’”

“Seeing his answer delivered with such a sense of superiority, Lin Qingya couldn’t help but chuckle slightly. ‘Mr. Jin, you’ve misunderstood. The Happy Farm I’m referring to isn’t a real farm for planting or raising animals, but an online farm simulation game that Muye Technology recently launched.’”

“‘Farm game?’ Jin Youquan’s brows furrowed even tighter. ‘A rural farm can also be made into an online game? If it were a single-player game running on a handheld console, I might understand, given the existence of Japan’s ’Harvest Moon.’ Developing a farm-themed game isn’t impossible. But how much scope can an online farm game have? How many users does this game have? Thirty thousand? Fifty thousand?’”

“Thirty thousand to fifty thousand was already Jin Youquan’s optimistic estimate. In his years of making games, he had seen many games that never broke ten thousand users from launch to shutdown.”

“Lin Qingya, at this moment, pursed her lips and smiled demurely. ‘Mr. Jin, you’re greatly underestimating this game’s user base. Our game currently has nearly forty million users, and its daily active users exceed fifteen million.’”

“‘How is that possible!’ Jin Youquan was so shocked he nearly leaped from his chair, saying dumbfounded, ‘Forty million users, fifteen million daily active users? Ms. Lin, you’re not joking with me, are you?’”

“Lin Qingya chuckled, ‘If I were joking, this joke would be meaningless. Mr. Jin, if you take the time to learn about ’Happy Farm,’ I believe you’ll know whether I’m joking or not.’”

“Jin Youquan’s expression immediately turned serious. He looked at Lin Qingya and earnestly asked, ‘Ms. Lin, how many days do you plan to stay in Hancheng?’”

“Lin Qingya said, ‘That depends on how our talks go, but it shouldn’t exceed three to five days.’”

“Jin Youquan immediately said, ‘Then can we temporarily conclude here for today? I’ll have our staff arrange your accommodation. I think we’ll need some time on our end to learn about this ’Happy Farm’ you mentioned.’”

“Forty million registered users, fifteen million daily active users—if Muye Technology could truly create such an impressive game, and held a twenty percent stake in Baofeng Entertainment, then Webzen would not hesitate to cooperate with them, even if it meant groveling.”
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Lin Qingya declined Jin Youquan’s kind offer, citing her pre-booked itinerary and hotel, leaving him an afternoon and an evening to thoroughly understand Happy Farm, which was already sweeping across China’s internet.

The second negotiation between the two was scheduled for ten o’clock the next morning, and nine o’clock that same morning was the launch time for Happy Farm’s Item Shop.

The pre-launch hype for the Item Shop had reached its peak. Every Happy Farm user knew about the Item Shop’s impending launch, and each user had also received another piece of news: by using Alipay, they could purchase a 10 yuan item pack for just one percent of its price, a mere ten cents.

Millions of users were waiting for the moment the Item Shop went live. They had already registered their Alipay accounts in advance, just waiting to get their hands on the special ten-cent item pack. A considerable number of users with strong financial backing, like Lin Lin, were also eagerly anticipating the Item Shop’s launch, ready to quickly spend tens of thousands of yuan to boost their levels.

Muye Technology’s technical and product teams had always worried about one issue: if the influx of paying users caused the balance between free and paying users to become too skewed, it might lead to a large number of free users abandoning the game. However, Li Mu was unconcerned. If payment options were simply opened on Happy Farm’s existing structure, then over time, paying users would indeed cause a significant imbalance in the game, leading to a large loss of free users. But Li Mu had a series of already developed updated versions in hand. He would continuously improve Happy Farm’s playability, ensuring that both free and paying users could find their place in the game.

Whether it was Happy Farm or QQ Farm, their lifespans weren’t particularly long. However, there was a mobile game called ‘Hay Day’ (known in Chinese as ‘Cartoon Farm’) that remained popular for a long time. This game was launched by the famous Finnish mobile game company Supercell. When mentioning Supercell, too many classic mobile games come to mind: ‘Clash Royale’, ‘Clash of Clans’, and ‘Boom Beach’ are all well-known games they developed. ‘Cartoon Farm’, launched in 2012, was essentially a rehash of an old concept, taking the already declining farm game genre and developing and integrating it deeply. Through excellent architecture, design, and development capabilities, it greatly expanded the playability of farm-style games. Li Mu already had several versions of Happy Farm up his sleeve, many of which drew inspiration from ‘Cartoon Farm’s’ successes.

For example, future farms would integrate ranching games, and not just by simply combining farms and ranches. Instead, a processing step would be added at the game level to facilitate the transition from agricultural products to livestock products. For instance, farms could grow wheat and corn, and chicken coops could produce eggs. However, a new system would connect the two: the processing step. Raising chickens requires chicken feed, so where would the feed come from? Players would have to build a feed mill, then grow the wheat and corn needed for chicken feed themselves. And eggs wouldn’t be the final product; they would serve as both goods for sale and raw materials for many other products, such as biscuits, cakes, ice cream, and so on…

Once a complete processing system was integrated, it would thoroughly link all the agricultural and livestock products players produced in the game, instantly boosting the game’s fun and playability significantly. And this was just one aspect; in the future, this game would also feature a very interesting system: player-to-player business and sales.

Once products from agriculture, animal husbandry, and processing became raw materials for higher-level products, the demand for raw materials would become exceptionally huge. Not every user could perfectly balance their resources in all aspects. Therefore, opening a trading system for agricultural products between players would allow users to trade raw materials and agricultural products with each other. The price at which users sold items to the system would only be half of what they could sell to other users. This would encourage users to complete transactions with other players, achieving deeper game interaction, and users could also adjust their in-game industrial structure according to their own needs and positioning.

For example, if a player didn’t want the arduous task of simultaneously growing crops, making feed, and raising poultry, they could adjust their industrial structure. They could grow more profitable cash crops, purchase cheap agricultural products needed for feed, then continuously process feed, and resell it to players who needed it. In this way, they would essentially become a feed producer within the game. Some users who focused their energy on poultry farming could then purchase feed from such users to engage in large-scale breeding.

Of course, animal husbandry and processing couldn’t be limited solely to chicken feed and eggs. Wheat could be made into bread, pigs could produce pork, cows could produce milk, and sheep could produce wool. These were the simplest first-level processing relationships. There were many other areas that could be deeply explored; for instance, combining pork and bread could be further processed into hamburgers…

Once players could trade, it was akin to instantly revitalizing the flow of various raw materials and goods among tens of millions of users across the entire game world. This was like establishing a system within the vast game world that could bring the entire game world to life. Moreover, to enhance this flow of raw materials and goods, Li Mu also developed a system of tasks.

The design of the task system involved enabling a small delivery truck in the user’s farm. After saving up to buy a small truck, users would begin their delivery career, receiving ten different orders each day. Each order required different items, and most crucially, the gold coins rewarded for each order were far higher than the combined price of all the items it required, plus bonus experience. This would incentivize users to diligently complete tasks for higher returns. However, users themselves couldn’t possibly fulfill ten different orders through self-sufficiency alone; they would have to rely on trading with other users to gather the necessary items for the tasks.

In this way, the relationship between players would no longer be about competition, but mutual need. High-level paying players would produce better items, and the products from their farms would be very valuable to ordinary users. Paying players would mass-produce high-level rare products that were relatively advanced for ordinary users, and they would have to sell these products for gold coins. This would perfectly solve problems for lower-level users. Therefore, once this game developed to a certain extent, the attitude of ordinary players towards paying players would be one of dependence. If a player had no paying users in their friend circle, their path to progress would be harder. But if they became a paying user within their friend circle, many friends would rely on them to level up quickly, bringing them an additional sense of accomplishment.

This was Li Mu’s entire world architecture. In the future, Happy Farm would be intricately linked, with paying and non-paying users coexisting harmoniously, and a complete sense of unity both inside and outside the game.

Just as Li Mu was full of hope for the future of Happy Farm, Tencent was practically working overtime company-wide, holding a mobilization meeting involving all departments.

At this mobilization meeting, Tencent’s Vice President Guo Haiming announced a piece of news to the nearly one hundred employees present: Tencent’s closed-door developed social game, QQ Fishery, had completed all testing and would officially launch the day after tomorrow. At that time, QQ would also release its latest version update: QQ2002beta2. The only real difference between beta2 and the beta1 version released less than a month ago was the addition of an entry point for QQ Fishery in QQ2002beta2.

Since its inception, Tencent’s QQ Fishery project had been developed in strict secrecy by the technical department. The development process was kept tightly under wraps; even employees in other non-technical departments across Tencent were largely unaware, and even people in the QQ Operations Department didn’t know that the technical department had already developed the beta2 version.

The reason QQ Fishery’s development was kept so tightly under wraps was due to Guo Haiming’s own difficulties. Logically, there was no need to be so secretive about such matters, but the key was that their competitor, Muye Technology, was whom they were imitating. Back when they imitated ICQ, they hadn’t encountered such a strong counterattack as from Muye Technology. The thought of the several instances of Q Bar’s forum bombing made Guo Haiming’s back go cold. Thinking of Q Bar, which had such a huge investment and servers capable of handling one million concurrent posts, now barely having one hundred thousand daily active users and becoming almost a laughing stock in the industry, Guo Haiming became even more afraid of Muye Technology’s reaction once they learned about QQ Fishery, because that company was simply outrageously unpredictable.

To avoid targeting from Muye Technology as much as possible before launch, Guo Haiming demanded strict secrecy throughout the entire development process, fearing any trouble.

The most important reason for announcing QQ Fishery to the entire company today was the leadership’s decision to seize the opportune moment of Happy Farm’s Item Shop launch and quickly bring QQ Fishery online.

As for why Happy Farm’s Item Shop launch was considered a good opportunity, the main reason was that Tencent’s senior executives believed that after Happy Farm’s Item Shop went live, it would hurt the feelings of free users. At the very moment free users were most resistant to the Item Shop, QQ Fishery would use the gimmick of being permanently free, not selling game props, and creating an absolutely fair gaming environment to attract this group of users.

First, use a fair-minded gimmick to lure users from other platforms, then, once users develop stickiness on their own platform, go back on one’s word—this tactic is endlessly common in the internet domain, having existed practically since the birth of the internet. Although it’s been overused by industry insiders, it is indeed very attractive to users.

This was the fundamental purpose of Guo Haiming holding this mobilization meeting.
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”

”

At the meeting, he used a projector to demonstrate QQ Fishery, explaining to the employees who were learning about it for the first time: “Our QQ Fishery, from its graphics to its operation and game architecture, is basically our original creation. Players start with a fishery as their base, and each user defaults to having six fishing plots. Each plot can be used to raise different types of fish fry. Different types of fish fry require different activation levels and have varying maturation times. Users earn game experience and gold coins by buying fish fry, raising fish, and selling fish. Experience is the only way for users to level up, and gold coins are the only currency for users to buy fish fry, fish medicine, fishing nets, and open new fishing plots in the game.”

”

”

“Our users can also visit other users’ fisheries to steal fish, use fish medicine to help others cure diseases in their fisheries, or use fishing nets to help others catch threatening sharks, thereby gaining experience. We also provide users with props that can accelerate fish growth, called fish food. Fish food comes in many types, from common to basic, intermediate, and advanced. These props can only be obtained randomly or by continuous daily sign-ins.”

”

”

On the screen was a somewhat crude beach. The top one-third of the game interface showed a beach, houses, and fishing boats, while the bottom two-thirds was the ocean, divided into square fishing plots by nets. On the right side of the game, there were also a friends leaderboard and a game leaderboard. Overall, in terms of layout and functional modules, it was basically no different from Happy Farm, but the visual effects were not as good as Happy Farm. Happy Farm’s visual effects were cute, beautiful, and very cartoonish. Although QQ Fishery was also cartoonish, it felt a bit unrefined in some places compared to Happy Farm, not as comfortable to look at.

”

”

Guo Haiming publicly stated that this game was his company’s original creation, but he said it without much confidence. Anyone with a discerning eye could tell at a glance that this game was a complete imitation of Happy Farm, just under a different name. However, he certainly couldn’t tell his employees that it was an imitation of Happy Farm, so he could only brazenly boast.

”

”

Almost all the employees below were Happy Farm users. As soon as they saw QQ Fishery’s interface and functional settings, they basically knew that over ninety percent of it was plagiarism. They started whispering among themselves, which made Guo Haiming a bit awkward. So, he raised his hand, interrupting the discussions below, and then continued: “Our game will directly integrate QQ users’ friends. This means that when users play, they will immediately see all their friends in the game’s friend list, which will help them form stronger social connections.”

”

”

“Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock, Happy Farm will launch their Item Shop. At that time, a considerable portion of their free users will undoubtedly be extremely resistant to the Item Shop’s launch. We need to leverage this user rejection of Happy Farm as an opportunity to guide users to our QQ Fishery.”

”

”

“Next, I’ll assign the launch tasks. The Operations Department must immediately establish an online army team. After Happy Farm goes premium, they are to attack Happy Farm’s profiteering in Tieba and other major forums, inciting user rejection of Happy Farm. The Technical Department must be ready for the launch at nine o’clock the day after tomorrow. Once launched, we must ensure the stability of the game’s operation and absolutely not allow the opponent’s online army to crash our servers.”

”

”

“After the game launches, the Operations Department must immediately recommend QQ Fishery to users through our QQ software. Additionally, we will launch an activity where inviting users grants QQ membership. Anyone who successfully invites twenty friends to activate the QQ Fishery game will receive ten yuan worth of QQ membership service for one month, which can be accumulated. Furthermore, after a user continuously signs in for one month, they will also receive one month of membership in the following month.”

”

”

“At the same time, after launch, we must continue to mobilize the online army to build momentum online, attacking Happy Farm’s paid props, and comparing QQ Fishery to Happy Farm. While Happy Farm charges, our QQ Fishery is not only free but also offers QQ membership value-added services as rewards. I believe we will quickly be able to poach Happy Farm’s users.”

”

”

Guo Haiming’s words made the employees realize the company’s determination this time. This QQ Fishery was different from the previous Q Bar. Q Bar was a complete imitation and plagiarism, and it copied Tieba, which had the highest user stickiness. Most importantly, it also stole quality content from Tieba users, which immediately incurred public wrath. That’s why Muye Technology was able to exploit it, with several forum bombings causing Q Bar to never recover.

”

”

However, the nature of QQ Fishery was different. QQ Fishery at least changed its name, and its positioning was to seize an opportunity. Firstly, it appeared when users had the most complaints about Happy Farm, so there was no need to fear the opponent having gathered overwhelming public support. Its appearance would also not directly touch the interests of Happy Farm players; instead, it offered them a better choice, at least on the surface.

”

”

Looking at it this way, QQ Fishery really had a chance.

”

”

…

”

”

At this moment, Li Mu was not aware of the threat posed by Happy Farm. He had already made all future plans for Happy Farm and was just waiting for it to enable payments tomorrow morning to start generating profit. A greater significance was to promote Alipay, enabling it to reach tens of millions of users, and specifically tens of millions of paying users. Li Mu had a good grasp of this.

”

”

That evening, Kong Lingyu sent Li Mu a surprising message: Tencent had secretly developed a game called QQ Fishery and had decided to officially launch it the day after tomorrow. This game was basically a complete imitation of Happy Farm, simply changing the game’s architecture from a farm to a fishery, moving it from land to ocean, and changing planting to fish farming. But apart from these, there were basically no other changes.

”

”

Li Mu was stunned. Game development takes time. Even a small game like Happy Farm requires a team, time for design, development, and testing. Even with Tencent’s strong technical capabilities, it would take at least half a month. Why hadn’t he received any news?

”

”

Considering the time required for development, the other party must have started the project right after Happy Farm launched, undertaking closed development with a large team for such a long time. The fact that he hadn’t received any news showed how well Tencent kept its secrets.

”

”

Kong Lingyu explained: “This project was strictly confidential within Tencent. Only the development team and leadership knew about it; other employees were completely unaware. The reason this news got out today is because Tencent internally lifted the embargo on this project today. Tencent held a mobilization meeting today, and the entire company began preparing for QQ Fishery’s launch. The news quickly spread within Tencent and was then released by lower-level employees.”

”

”

Li Mu couldn’t help but curse: “Damn it, it’s truly a pain in the ass! This is blatant plagiarism! How is this any different from plagiarizing someone else’s novel and just replacing the protagonist’s name and place names? The key is doing this when someone else’s novel is about to go premium for sale. Isn’t this clearly plagiarizing and then trying to sabotage them!”

”

”

Kong Lingyu was also very angry: “It looks like they want to take advantage of us starting to charge to launch an encirclement campaign against us. If they really manage to pull this off, I’m afraid they’ll poach a lot of our users! How about we just announce a delay in the Item Shop’s launch plan due to special reasons, and let them be stuck with QQ Fishery?”

”

”

“How is that possible?” Li Mu said. “Their game has already been developed. Even if they don’t release it temporarily, they won’t be stuck with it. Even if we delay the Item Shop’s launch now, it won’t affect them much, because as long as we still plan to launch the Item Shop, they can jump out at a critical moment and sabotage us.”

”

”

Kong Lingyu said: “Then let’s hurry up and update versions and features, quickly improve our game’s playability so that QQ Fishery can’t keep up with our pace.”

”

”

Li Mu hummed, saying in a displeased tone: “At the moment, that’s the only way. We’ll launch the Item Shop as normal first. After their QQ Fishery launches the day after tomorrow, we’ll consider which new modules to release to increase user stickiness, based on the specific situation of their game.”

”

”

Kong Lingyu said: “Okay, then let’s first see what their features are. I don’t think their game will have any innovations compared to our current version of Happy Farm.”

”

”

Li Mu said: “We’ll know that the day after tomorrow. Don’t let it affect you for now; ensure the smooth launch of the Item Shop tomorrow.”

”

”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu felt a bit agitated. The reason he had developed so many modules and features for Happy Farm in advance and kept them under wraps was to create distance from competitors who might imitate him. He generally wasn’t worried about competitors imitating and plagiarizing, but he was most worried about Tencent’s follow-up.

”

”

Social games themselves are built on social connections. When he first made Happy Farm, because players hadn’t established connections, he specifically introduced various methods to incentivize them to invite and add friends, allowing them to replicate all their social networks on Happy Farm. Tencent, compared to him, had a much stronger foundation in social connections. Its core was social networking, built on person-to-person communication, forming strong social ties. Although the user network he had cultivated in Happy Farm was also vast, it could only temporarily allow users to play games there. Therefore, compared to Tencent’s instant messaging social networking, his social aspect in the gaming field was much weaker than theirs. He had originally planned to launch YY to completely address this shortcoming, but before YY came out, Tencent followed up to make a social game, and that was truly a bit deadly!

”

”

They already had strong social connections and client support. If they developed social games on this foundation, it would definitely be a perfect storm of timing, location, and human resources. And he was now preparing to launch the Item Shop, where user resistance was high, making it the most vulnerable stage. If they managed to steal his thunder with a plagiarized game, his losses would be substantial.

”

”

However, if he didn’t launch the Item Shop, he could only ensure he wasn’t in a vulnerable stage, but the opponent’s strong social advantage would still remain, and there would still be some danger. Moreover, he absolutely could not give up the Item Shop launch to compromise with them. On one hand, he couldn’t swallow this insult, and on the other hand, this was the best opportunity to quickly cultivate Alipay. Senior Student Liu Qiangdong was still waiting for his call. Only by building up Alipay first and then venturing into E-commerce could they truly take off! Alipay’s biggest advantage in the E-commerce field was its intermediary effect: payment first to Alipay, then the seller ships, and the buyer confirms receipt before payment is released. This was a killer move that greatly alleviated users’ concerns about online shopping! How could such an important matter be affected by a QQ Fishery?!

”

”
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The next morning at nine o’clock, Happy Farm’s Item Shop officially launched.

The moment payments were enabled, in addition to a large influx of users rushing to the shop to make purchases, an overwhelming wave of negative public opinion fermented across various Tieba forums and other online forums.

Within an hour, over one million special offer packs, priced at 0.1 yuan each, were sold, generating over one hundred thousand yuan in sales. Sales of other items reached over a million yuan, with many filthy rich users buying large quantities of items in units of hundreds, thousands, and even tens of thousands.

Meanwhile, on Tieba and other forums, a large number of netizens suddenly appeared, leading the charge to incite ordinary users’ resistance against Happy Farm.

The entire Muye Technology team was working overtime, but Li Mu, taking advantage of Sunday and the snow that had coincidentally fallen last night (though there was little snowfall in the city, news reported heavy snow in the northern mountains of Yanjing), drove Su Yingxue early in the morning to admire the snow on the Wild Great Wall in the north.

Yanjing is surrounded by mountains on three sides, and generally, where there are mountains, there are scenic views. However, not many places have been developed into tourist attractions yet. Li Mu knew of a section of the Wild Great Wall that only gradually became popular among travel enthusiasts after 2008. The scenery there was incredibly beautiful, and it had barely been artificially developed. Most importantly, there were very few people, making it an excellent spot for a self-driving trip.

For Li Mu to throw such a major event as the Item Shop launch to the back of his mind and go enjoy the snow, it did show a certain degree of nonchalance. However, he knew in his heart that the real tough battle would be tomorrow, after QQ Fishery launched. Today’s biggest problem was merely the online public opinion. Tomorrow, his opponent would come at him with real weapons. He had already handed all online public opinion issues to Zhao Kang to handle, and he himself had come out to relax for a day, preparing for a fight to the death with QQ Fishery tomorrow.

Zhao Kang had been working with Li Mu for a long time; he was the only partner who had participated in all of Li Mu’s projects from the beginning until now. Li Mu entrusting him with the day before the battle meant Zhao Kang fully understood what he needed to do. A large online army under Douban began to act, counterattacking various aggressive comments. Tencent’s online army, which they could currently mobilize, seemed massive, but compared to Douban’s, it was merely a drop in the ocean.

No company or individual could afford to operate an online army as vast, professional, and strictly organized as Douban’s. If it were purely dependent on overwhelming with money, it would likely drag down most internet companies that hadn’t yet figured out how to profit. If Li Mu hadn’t given the agency rights for the Legend Overlord cheats / hacks to Zhao Kang’s core members, Li Mu and Zhao Kang wouldn’t have been able to support the increasingly large Douban team either.

Legend Overlord allowed Zhao Kang’s core members to earn money, binding them tightly to Zhao Kang through profit. And to protect these interests, they did their best to firmly bind their own subordinates. In this era, having a large online army at the grassroots level actually didn’t require very high costs; they could even be made to work diligently for a week with just a monthly subscription activation code for Legend Overlord.

Because each layer could tightly grasp the next, Douban’s online army team had no rival in the current domestic internet landscape. In just one morning, they defeated their opponents. Often, an inciting post from an opponent would be met with a dozen or twenty counter-replies within a minute.

Meanwhile, Zhao Kang had been personally handling public relations with domestic online platforms, especially large web portals and forums. At this moment, these public relations connections played an excellent role. At Zhao Kang’s instruction, apart from Tieba, almost all other online platforms and forums sided overwhelmingly with Muye Technology. Inflammatory remarks published on their platforms were almost all mercilessly deleted. As for Tieba, it went without saying: one was deleted, and the account was banned for a month, with absolutely no leniency.

The swift and decisive deletion of posts inside and outside Tieba left Tencent at a loss. Located far away in Shenzhen, they currently didn’t even have a public relations department, let alone public relations connections with other online platforms. Zhao Kang used both favor and money, and Tencent could only watch helplessly as their online army’s efforts were continuously deleted by major platforms, yet they couldn’t find any solution to the problem.

Li Mu, at this moment, was hand-in-hand with Su Yingxue, ascending a section of the Ming Dynasty Great Wall. Standing on the city wall, they admired the surrounding scenery. His phone buzzed with text messages; Zhao Kang and Kong Lingyu separately reported the current online public opinion situation. Zhao Kang said that, apart from Tieba, all other online platforms were already under his control. Kong Lingyu, on the other hand, reported that Tieba showed no leniency towards any comments slandering Happy Farm, deleting them all the way through.

Li Mu casually replied to both of them, instructing Kong Lingyu to record and preserve all information about the posters of attacking posts, including registration time, registration IP address, and login IP address. He also asked him to filter out all attacking comments originating from Shenzhen IP addresses and to make a complete set of screenshots as evidence.

Subsequently, Li Mu made the same request to Zhao Kang, though it would be more difficult for him to operate on other platforms. So, Li Mu specifically instructed him to overwhelm with money if he couldn’t manage it otherwise, but to ensure all evidence was preserved.

Kong Lingyu didn’t understand Li Mu’s intention and asked how significant doing so would be. Even if most attackers came from Shenzhen, they couldn’t use this to sue Tencent for unfair competition; they would basically still suffer in silence.

Zhao Kang, however, understood Li Mu’s intention better than Kong Lingyu. He immediately guaranteed, “Don’t worry, I won’t miss any information related to Shenzhen.”

Zhao Kang truly grasped what Li Mu wanted to do. He wouldn’t use this information to publicly accuse Tencent of secretly using an online army to attack Happy Farm. He would simply retaliate in kind. After QQ Fishery launched, he would specifically compile a statistical summary of a large amount of attacking information originating from Shenzhen, then use his online army to push it out, directly having them spread the narrative online that Tencent was secretly attacking and slandering Happy Farm to promote their plagiarized QQ Fishery, all backed by a massive chain of evidence, letting users decide for themselves.

The online army gained no advantage, leaving Tencent’s vice president, Guo Haiming, feeling somewhat depressed deep down. A large amount of information was published, but after a few minutes, the survival rate was less than five percent. Whatever remained, no matter which platform it was posted on, would be eliminated by the opponent. At this rate, no matter how much they posted, the final result would be the same. What’s more, his own online army was far inferior to Muye Technology’s in both capability and scale; achieving the opponent’s level of information bombardment was simply a pipe dream.

However, his overall mindset was still relatively relaxed, as he placed more hope on tomorrow. Once QQ Fishery launched tomorrow, he would push the most direct advertisements to tens of millions of QQ users, and then use his online army to cooperate on other websites, going all out and fighting to the death to snatch users from Happy Farm.

Currently, Muye Technology monopolized the social game market, holding one hundred percent of the market share. In this situation, Guo Haiming felt that as a predator, Tencent would ultimately be victorious once their game launched, no matter what.

This game was different from Tieba. What truly created stickiness for Tieba was its continuously accumulated users and content. Content was important, but this game was all about social networking. QQ had no shortage of social connections, so it definitely wouldn’t repeat Q Bar’s mistakes. Therefore, in this situation, for every user he snatched, Happy Farm would lose one; for every hundred snatched, Happy Farm would lose a hundred. The only question was whether he would achieve a major victory or a minor one. Either way, he was holding a knife and cutting from someone else’s body.

…

At ten o’clock in the morning, Lin Qingya once again arrived at Webzen’s company headquarters, preparing to meet Jin Youquan.

Yesterday, Jin Youquan specifically found the only Chinese person at Webzen to act as his translator and thoroughly explained the specific gameplay of Happy Farm. Jin Youquan, who advocated for client-based games, originally scoffed at such simply made Flash games. But after truly understanding the game’s mechanics, his eyes lit up.

As people who worked in games, having struggled and toiled in the game industry for so many years, they not only understood game technology very well but, more importantly, had a very precise grasp of market demand and user psychology. In a very short time, Jin Youquan saw the true appeal of this game.

He then learned a lot about other aspects of Happy Farm. Only when he had gathered most of the relevant information did he understand Lin Qingya’s confidence.

Although Baofeng Entertainment was a new company, it was clear that Muye Technology was backing Baofeng. Furthermore, the major shareholder of Baofeng Entertainment was also the major shareholder of Muye Technology, which further ensured that Baofeng Entertainment would definitely be able to obtain all the resources it needed from Muye Technology.

The most important thing in making games was understanding user demand. Companies like Shanda needed to buy advertisements on online platforms and conduct ground promotion in offline internet cafes, using both methods to promote games and gather users. But Muye Technology already had such a massive user base. As long as these games imported Mu Online, with Mu Online’s game quality, Jin Youquan believed it could quickly become popular throughout China.

Last night, Jin Youquan didn’t sleep a wink.

He was the person in charge of the company’s game copyright export, meaning he had the final say on Mu Online’s copyright distribution in various parts of the world. While this power sounded immense, in reality, overseas copyright revenue was merely a drop in the ocean for Webzen, because they hadn’t earned any money from overseas markets yet.

Mu Online was Webzen’s first flagship work that brought them fame. Development of Mu Online began in 2000, and in just over a year, they were already well-known in Korea. However, it was regrettable that Mu Online, their flagship game, had not yet been exported overseas. In their eyes, the most important game market was still the domestic market.

Historically, Mu Online indeed wasn’t exported to many countries: China in 2003, Japan in 2004, and then it declined…

As a senior executive who could directly make the final decision on Mu Online’s overseas copyright ownership, Jin Youquan naturally hoped to further enhance his importance at Webzen through the success of Mu Online’s overseas export. Therefore, he attached great importance to Mu Online’s overseas copyright ownership, especially in populous China and the game industry-developed Japan. After learning about Happy Farm, he had already decided deep down to cooperate with Baofeng Entertainment. However, what conditions to propose to Baofeng Entertainment became his most torn issue.





Chapter 330: It’s Not Necessarily You

Since Mu Online hadn’t yet been authorized in any country, Webzen’s internal understanding of authorization fees was still somewhat vague.

With the current exchange rate of approximately 1 RMB to 170 Korean Won, Jin Youquan felt that an agency fee of four or five hundred million Korean Won would be enough to satisfy him. The key issue was the operational revenue sharing ratio, as this was the fundamental source of continuous future earnings.

Originally, Jin Youquan’s psychological expectation was an agency fee of four or five hundred million Korean Won, plus about 20% of the annual operational net profit. However, when making an offer, he would set the price a bit higher to leave some room for the Chinese to bargain.

However, after arriving at the company at nine o’clock this morning, he immediately began to pay attention to the launch status of Happy Farm’s Item Shop. People in the game industry are most concerned about two data points for other games: users and transaction volume. He already knew Happy Farm’s current user count yesterday; now he just wanted to know how much transaction volume this simple game could generate.

At exactly ten o’clock, Lin Qingya was already seated in Webzen’s conference room, but Jin Youquan didn’t go to meet her immediately. Instead, he stayed with the Chinese engineer, waiting for grapevine news from China.

In just one hour, Muye Technology generated over one million in transaction volume. Although this data wasn’t publicly disclosed, Muye Technology itself didn’t demand strict internal confidentiality. A game’s true transaction volume couldn’t be hidden; companies and competitors in the industry would certainly find ways to uncover it. Therefore, the transaction volume of paid games was now basically semi-public. While data might not be directly searchable online, one could easily find out the approximate transaction volume of a certain game by asking any industry insider.

The Webzen engineer from China happened to have studied computer science at university in Yanjing, and most of his classmates were employed in Zhongguancun. So, by asking around, he basically got the full picture.

When Jin Youquan learned that Happy Farm’s Item Shop had generated over one million in transaction volume and attracted over one million paying users within an hour of its launch, he was so astonished he could barely speak.

Mu Online had yet to break one million paying users within Korea, but a Flash game had over one million paying users and generated over one million in transaction volume in its very first hour of item sales.

This wasn’t what shocked Jin Youquan the most. What truly astonished him was that Happy Farm’s Item Shop had a completely different charging philosophy from other online games. Other online games primarily sold game time, meaning that the most basic aspect of playing a game was still charged for. They generally offered users two consumption methods: a time card or a monthly card. Although a single time card or monthly card cost around twenty or thirty yuan, both were currently just a one-time deal for the game company.

If a user bought a time card, they would absolutely not make any further cash purchases within the game until the time ran out. Any spending would be privately arranged between players, beyond the game company’s control.

The same applied if a user bought a monthly card; they wouldn’t make any further cash purchases within the game during that month or purchase cycle.

But Happy Farm didn’t operate that way. It didn’t charge users for the basic act of playing the game; instead, it offered various paid items. Although the average transaction value for a single purchase was far lower than a time card or game card, the crucial point was that this thing was a bottomless pit. Spending one dime on it was possible, and spending ten thousand yuan or even more was also possible. Its consumption had no time limit and no upper ceiling, offering immense potential.

This charging model fundamentally overturned Jin Youquan’s traditional understanding of game monetization. He began to feel a sense of admiration for Muye Technology. With a respectful heart, he entered the conference room to meet Lin Qingya, and his first words were an apology for his tardiness.

Lin Qingya didn’t mind the few minutes of his delay. She smiled magnanimously and didn’t immediately get to the point. Instead, she asked Jin Youquan, “Mr. Jin, did you try to learn about Happy Farm yesterday?”

At the mention of Happy Farm, Jin Youquan’s surprise was evident on his face: “Oh, yesterday I found an engineer from China and had him demonstrate and explain Happy Farm to me. It’s truly amazing! It’s hard to imagine a game could be made this way; it’s incredibly imaginative.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “Happy Farm started charging today, but its monetization model is different from your company’s Mu Online. I wonder if Mr. Jin noticed that?”

Jin Youquan nodded: “I did notice. It’s very innovative.”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “Happy Farm’s success is partly due to the game itself, and partly due to the tens of millions of Tieba users. Our Baofeng Entertainment hasn’t developed games yet, so we don’t have our own client-based games. However, we now have the same user base as Happy Farm, which means tens of millions of Tieba users. Therefore, I believe that if our Baofeng Entertainment can acquire an excellent client-based game, we can still make it as successful as Happy Farm.”

Jin Youquan agreed, saying, “I have no doubt about that. You have the best user base, and we have the best client-based game. In this regard, we are complementary. And since you focus on the Chinese market and we focus on the Korean market, we don’t have direct conflicts of interest. Therefore, I believe we have a great opportunity to cooperate.”

Lin Qingya smiled and nodded, then asked Jin Youquan, “Mr. Jin, what specific requirements does your company have for overseas companies acting as agents for Mu Online?”

Jin Youquan couldn’t help but sit up straight and said seriously, “We have two types of requirements for overseas agency companies: soft requirements and hard requirements. Soft requirements include the agency company’s channel capabilities, promotional capabilities, and operational capabilities. Hard requirements include the agency terms provided by the agency company, as well as standards for server setup, maintenance, and bandwidth.”

Lin Qingya said, “I won’t elaborate on the soft requirements. Mr. Jin, our capabilities in these areas should be evident to you.”

Jin Youquan said, “Of course.”

Lin Qingya continued, “Let’s talk about hard capabilities. First, I can promise that our company will absolutely not be stingy when it comes to critical issues like game server setup, maintenance, and bandwidth. Not only will we not be stingy with server investment, but we will also proactively allocate sufficient server redundancy to ensure a good user experience, preventing situations where one server is about to crash while another hasn’t even been set up yet.”

Pausing, Lin Qingya looked at Jin Youquan and said, “As for the terms you just mentioned that the agency company provides, I believe that is the most crucial point for whether we can cooperate. My leader is also very interested in what price Webzen is willing to authorize the game to us for.”

Jin Youquan coughed twice and said, “Overseas authorization for games currently mostly adopts a model of agency fee plus operational revenue sharing. Miss Lin, you should be aware of this, right?”

Lin Qingya nodded but didn’t speak.

Jin Youquan continued, “I need to explain why this model is widely adopted. First, the agency fee is the threshold for cooperation. Although our Webzen isn’t a huge company, it’s not like any company can just come and take our game authorization. The initial threshold is the agency fee. The agency fee not only brings us a certain income but also helps us gauge the financial strength of the agency company. Operating an online game indeed requires substantial financial backing. If a company without sufficient strength takes our game agency, then our game is very likely to completely die in that regional market due to the agency company’s inadequacy.”

Lin Qingya nodded slightly: “I understand that point very well.”

Jin Youquan continued, “Operational revenue sharing prevents our cooperation from becoming what you Chinese often call a ‘one-time deal.’ Game agency isn’t simply buying a commodity where you pay and I deliver, and that’s the end of it. On the contrary, after a cooperation intention is reached for game agency, the subsequent cooperation is close and long-term. We will continuously upgrade the game to ensure it always has stronger competitiveness, retaining old users and attracting more new ones. Therefore, after cooperation, we also need to constantly provide your company with the latest versions of the game and be responsible for all technical support for new versions, excluding translation. So, for us to value each other more and to achieve greater mutual benefit, operational revenue sharing is indispensable.”

Lin Qingya leaned slightly forward and asked, “Mr. Jin, I actually understand everything you’ve said. Why don’t we discuss Webzen’s specific conditions? We are currently at the stage where ‘everything is ready, only waiting for the east wind,’ and we are eager to find a perfect partner. We truly cannot afford to waste time.”

Although Lin Qingya’s words were a bit eager, the underlying meaning she conveyed was not that she was desperate to acquire Mu Online. She merely wanted Jin Youquan to know that Baofeng Entertainment now had the foundation to make a game successful. What they urgently needed was a reliable client-based game, but this urgent need didn’t mean they had to get Mu Online. Instead, if negotiations for Mu Online didn’t work out, they would quickly switch to the next option.

In short, Lin Qingya was letting Jin Youquan know: “I’m in a hurry, but it’s not necessarily you. Don’t give me too much preamble or explanation. Just tell me your conditions directly. My time is precious and I can’t afford to waste it. Not being able to waste time also means not having much time to consider, so if your conditions are too high—so high that Baofeng Entertainment needs to deliberate carefully—then you’re basically out of the running.”

Seeing that the other party was eager to know Webzen’s price, Jin Youquan understood her implied meaning. After a slight hesitation, he said, “Webzen’s authorization conditions for Mu Online in the Chinese market are: an agency fee of six hundred million Korean Won, plus 23% of the net profit annually.”

Lin Qingya remembered Li Mu’s instructions before she came. Facing Jin Youquan’s price, which was almost double his original expectation, she proudly shook her head and said with a smile, “Mr. Jin, that price is impossible!”





Chapter 331: Mu Online Acquired

Jin Youquan didn’t expect Lin Qingya to accept this price. He was just following the usual practice of quoting a higher price to leave room for negotiation, a basic skill applicable to everything from selling vegetables to selling aircraft carriers.

So, Jin Youquan smiled and said to Lin Qingya, “If your company has any concerns about the specific terms, we can discuss them further. May I ask what aspects you are dissatisfied with?”

Lin Qingya didn’t hide anything and calmly stated, “Our company cannot concede so much on the revenue share. Although we have a capital relationship with Muye Technology, as individual companies, we and Muye Technology are indeed two relatively independent entities. While Muye Technology can bring us a large number of users and related resources, this resource integration is not free. Both companies need their own financial transaction volume for future capital operations. Therefore, no matter whose game we represent, the majority of the profit must go to Muye Technology. If Webzen takes another twenty-something percent, there won’t be much left for us.”

Jin Youquan nodded and said, “I understand that point very well. Muye Technology is an internet company with a valuation of hundreds of millions of yuan. Its rapid rise requires strong financial transaction volume to support it.”

Changing his tone, Jin Youquan then spoke about Webzen’s situation: “Our game, Mu Online, had very high development costs. Both its visual effects and gameplay experience are far superior to a third-rate game like Legend. Just maintaining continuous updates for the game requires a strong technical team. Additionally, we need to provide various on-call technical support to the agency company. If the profit margin is too low, it will be very difficult to manage overall.”

Lin Qingya smiled and asked him, “Mr. Jin, let’s set aside the agency fee for now. Regarding the operational profit share, what’s the lowest percentage you’re willing to accept? Honestly, when you directly quoted twenty-three percent, I didn’t even know how to haggle.”

Lin Qingya’s implication was that Jin Youquan’s current offer was too outrageous and inflated. She didn’t even feel like negotiating, wanting Jin Youquan to present an offer that she considered at least reasonable, and then she would bargain based on Baofeng Entertainment’s situation.

Jin Youquan hesitated for a moment and said, “Then let’s say twenty percent. This percentage is already very low in the industry.”

Lin Qingya smiled faintly, looking at Jin Youquan noncommittally, then suddenly stated, “A ten percent operational profit share, and an agency fee of five million yuan. This is my offer, Mr. Jin, please consider it.”

Upon hearing this offer, Jin Youquan immediately felt some dissatisfaction. His offered agency fee was six hundred million Korean Won, which converted to over three million yuan. The other party’s offer of five million yuan was higher than his expectation, but a ten percent operational profit share was simply too low. He held a good game, not a trash game. If it were a trash game, he might agree to such an offer, basically just earning the agency fee. But Jin Youquan had great confidence in Mu Online. Moreover, China’s market size was much larger than Korea’s, and he knew how much profit Mu Online could generate if successfully operated in China.

Judging by Legend’s current trend, an annual profit of over one hundred million yuan was easily achievable. Mu Online was no worse than Legend and could certainly reach that level. Conceding ten percent on the operational profit share would mean sacrificing tens of millions of yuan in profit annually. He was not a short-sighted person; how could he possibly agree to such an offer?

Thus, with a hint of indignation as if he had been insulted, he looked at Lin Qingya and said, “Miss Lin, a ten percent profit share is simply too low. This is unacceptable to Webzen, and I dare say, no company capable of creating a top-tier online game would agree to such an offer!”

Lin Qingya smiled calmly and generously said, “Mr. Jin, you’re being too absolute. In the business world, nothing is absolutely impossible. You think our offer percentage is too low, but have you heard of an old Chinese saying, ‘small profits but quick turnover’?”

The translator rendered these four characters into Korean, leaving Jin Youquan somewhat confused. A literal translation made it difficult for him to immediately grasp the meaning.

So Lin Qingya explained, “Actually, these four characters are very simple. They merely mean: lower the profit margin, and sales will be higher. This saying is quite fitting for our two companies. If Webzen is pursuing a high revenue share, that’s easy. A large number of internet companies in China would agree to your offer, perhaps even offers of thirty or forty percent. The weaker a company’s own capabilities, the more likely they are to make concessions and compromises in such matters. If Webzen gave Mu Online to a company that is struggling in China and needs to make a desperate gamble with Mu Online, then they might indeed agree to a high percentage share. But if you give Mu Online to such a company, how much actual profit would you truly gain?”

Jin Youquan remained silent. He understood the logic, but it still didn’t make him accept the ten percent offer.

Seeing his silence, Lin Qingya continued, “The company I used to work for was in the investment industry. We once invested in a local Chinese food processing enterprise. Their products’ primary sales were concentrated in Walmart, Carrefour, and several large local Chinese supermarket chains. For such large retailers, the supplier’s position is quite bleak. Not only are profit margins severely suppressed, but suppliers also have to deliver goods first and bear several months of payment terms. If the retailer needs it, the supplier even has to make concessions from their own profits to cooperate with the retailer’s price reduction promotions. However, when dealing with small, scattered supermarkets and wholesalers, the supplier’s position is superior. Payment upfront before delivery is the basic rule. Furthermore, suppliers have many stringent assessment requirements. So, it seems suppliers have no standing before large retailers, yet they are dominant before small sellers. From a supplier’s perspective, feeling dominant is far more comfortable than the former. But what about the proportion of profit? The former often accounts for seventy percent or more, sometimes even more. Doesn’t that sound quite ironic?”

Jin Youquan’s expression was a bit awkward after listening. He didn’t know that Lin Qingya was actually just spouting nonsense; she had never invested in any food processing enterprise during her time at SoftBank. She was merely recounting a story she had heard to Jin Youquan, making him understand that with Muye Technology’s resources supporting it, Baofeng Entertainment could become the Walmart of China’s online gaming industry, while Webzen and other online game developers would be the suppliers.

Jin Youquan understood what Lin Qingya was implying, but his dissatisfaction prompted him to retort, “What Miss Lin said certainly makes a lot of sense, but I believe there are quite a few companies in China now with tens of millions of users, aren’t there? Tencent has no fewer users than Tieba and Happy Farm, Baidu’s user base is also huge, and there’s NetEase, Sina, Sohu…”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Their user numbers are indeed massive, but which one of them is currently suitable for operating online games? NetEase just launched their ‘Fantasy Westward Journey’ less than two months ago; they haven’t even taken good care of their own child, so would they adopt someone else’s? As for the others, do you think they would be interested in Mu Online?”

Jin Youquan said, “China actually has many medium-sized internet companies that operate internet products related to games. They all have great potential for game operations.”

Lin Qingya smiled confidently and said, “Actually, to be frank, almost no medium-sized domestic company currently possesses the ability to fully promote and operate an online game in China. Muye Technology’s Tieba is currently the largest Chinese community and also the largest gaming community. Other gaming communities have virtually no popularity to speak of right now. Those companies you mentioned that operate game-related products are basically struggling under Tieba’s suppression. Even if Webzen gave them Mu Online for free, they wouldn’t be able to operate it at all.”

As she spoke, a wolf-like ruthlessness appeared on Lin Qingya’s delicate and beautiful face, her eyes flashing with a cold glint. She said, word by word, “If Baofeng Entertainment finds a game suitable for itself, it will be determined to make it number one in China. At that time, all online games operating concurrently within China will become Baofeng Entertainment’s opponents. We will mobilize all resources to encircle and intercept our competitors, preventing any opponent from successfully breaking through.”

Jin Youquan hadn’t expected this beautiful Chinese woman in her twenties to suddenly release such a powerful signal. He looked at Lin Qingya’s serious and resolute expression, and for the first time, felt a sense of awe towards her.

If Baofeng Entertainment truly intended to become China’s strongest online game operating company, then undoubtedly, if Mu Online were given to any other company, it would certainly face their obstruction and suppression. Looking at the current situation, China’s large internet companies indeed do not possess the conditions to operate Mu Online, and as for the medium-sized enterprises, it goes without saying. Even if they could operate Mu Online, they probably wouldn’t be a match for Baofeng Entertainment and Muye Technology behind it. If this game doesn’t take off in China within the first six months of its launch, it’s basically impossible for it to ever succeed. This is an unwritten rule in the gaming industry.

In other words, if Mu Online was messed up by a Chinese agency company, then the game would only earn an agency fee in China.

The intense struggle within Jin Youquan made him very uncomfortable. However, he came from a technical background and was not skilled in business negotiations. Once Lin Qingya assertively forced him to lower his head, he couldn’t find a way or an entry point to regain his footing.

The sad truth was that Webzen currently had almost no talent truly skilled in business negotiations. It was a technology-driven company that relied on product superiority, not strategy, to win in the online gaming market. This weakness was also the root cause of Webzen’s future ups and downs, its decline and eventual rebirth.

At this moment, seeing that he was somewhat losing ground, Lin Qingya played her last trump card.

“Mr. Jin, I forgot to tell you that Alipay, which currently provides payment channels for Happy Farm, will serve as a strategic cooperation channel for our Baofeng Entertainment. What we control is not just tens of millions of internet users, but also millions of paying users…”

As soon as Jin Youquan heard this, his heart sank. He understood that he was no match for this young Chinese woman before him. She had peeled back the layers of Baofeng Entertainment’s strength, tactics, and goals, and then presented a strict “friend or foe” attitude. The situation no longer allowed Jin Youquan to say no.

Small profits but quick turnover was a rule of the sales industry, and Jin Youquan understood it. The online market was dominated by channels, and Jin Youquan also understood that. He understood all the principles, but sometimes he just couldn’t get past his own mental block. He was determined to make Webzen’s Mu Online a global success, but Webzen’s operational capabilities were inherently poor. The leadership, including himself, was ambitious but lacking practical skills, strong in technology but weak in operations. Fortunately, Lin Qingya made Jin Youquan recognize the reality at the negotiating table: although Baofeng Entertainment currently had no games to speak of, with Muye Technology and Alipay supporting it as two major channels, it had the ability to become the “dad” of China’s online gaming industry.

Jin Youquan weighed the pros and cons in his mind and said to Lin Qingya, “We don’t have very high demands for the agency fee, but can the revenue share be increased? Fifteen percent should be a very reasonable amount.”

Lin Qingya stuck firmly to the bottom line Li Mu had given her: “Ten percent. I cannot make any more concessions on this issue. However, I’ve said almost everything I need to say, Mr. Jin, and you should understand that if Mu Online is authorized to Baofeng Entertainment for agency, the scale of this game in China will certainly not be inferior to Legend.”

Jin Youquan thought for about half a minute, then gritted his teeth: “Alright! Ten percent it is! But I want a minimum yield of five million yuan per year! If the ten percent share doesn’t reach five million, your company will need to make up the difference!”

Lin Qingya agreed almost without hesitation.

Li Mu hadn’t discussed the minimum yield with her, but she thought to herself, since Li Mu valued Mu Online so highly, its profitability couldn’t be bad. Legend was currently earning tens of millions level per month, so could Mu Online not even earn fifty million yuan a year?

She trusted Li Mu’s judgment and capability, so she agreed to the five million yuan minimum yield without any pressure.

That afternoon, Lin Qingya signed the authorization agreement with Jin Youquan at Webzen. Baofeng Entertainment acquired the exclusive agency rights for Mu Online in China for an agency fee of five million yuan, plus a ten percent operational profit share. The contract term was six years. Within these six years, Baofeng Entertainment had to guarantee Webzen a minimum yield of five million yuan annually. If the actual revenue exceeded five million yuan, the share would be based on the actual revenue; if the actual revenue fell below five million yuan, Baofeng Entertainment would make up the difference to ensure the five million yuan minimum yield.

Before signing, Lin Qingya called Li Mu. Li Mu generally agreed to all the terms of the agreement, adding only one additional condition: within the six-year term, Baofeng Entertainment would have the right to transfer the agency rights. Jin Youquan also seized the opportunity to propose an additional requirement: if the agency rights for Mu Online were actually transferred, Baofeng Entertainment could only transfer eighty percent of them, with an additional ten percent as compensation to Webzen.

In other words, if Li Mu wanted to pass it on to another party within the six years, Webzen would receive a twenty percent profit share.

Li Mu had no objections. Mu Online wouldn’t generate significant profits for many years. World of Warcraft was set to be released in 2004, and he definitely had to secure its agency rights in China. Including negotiation time, localization and voice-over time, server setup, and testing, it should be able to launch in early 2005. By then, Mu Online would inevitably become a second-tier game. He could divest Mu Online after acquiring the World of Warcraft agency rights, selling it for a good price before World of Warcraft arrived.

The contract was signed. Before dark, Lin Qingya left the business department’s liaison responsible for the cooperation and prepared to return to China with the contract.

Baofeng Entertainment had acquired the agency rights for Mu Online. She knew there would be many more things for her to busy herself with. Since Li Mu had set up such a shell company, all of Muye Technology’s teams would certainly have to contribute personnel and effort to Baofeng Entertainment. Baofeng Entertainment currently had no staff, so finding an office and expanding the team would still fall to her.

Li Mu heard that Lin Qingya was returning that very night. He had originally wanted her not to rush, to rest well for a night and return the next morning, but Lin Qingya had already booked her flight and insisted on coming back.

Li Mu asked her why. She told Li Mu that tomorrow was Monday, and it was also the launch day for QQ Fishery. She didn’t want to miss such a moment when the entire company was united against a common foe.

Since she had put it that way, Li Mu said no more, only feeling gratified that Muye Technology had such a dedicated employee.

The initial stage of entrepreneurship is about creating a business; the intermediate stage is about building a team. Li Mu was currently in the team-building stage. Every talent who could withstand the test and settle down was a huge asset to Muye Technology.

Since Lin Qingya’s plane was scheduled to land in Yanjing past eleven at night, Li Mu asked for her flight number and told her he would drive to the airport to pick her up that evening, considering it a gesture of his care for his subordinate as a boss.

…

Li Mu and Su Yingxue played in the northern suburbs until the afternoon. They climbed two hills along the Ming Great Wall, took many beautiful photos, and after enjoying a delicious meal at a farmhouse restaurant, began driving back.

In Li Mu’s memory, when he and his colleagues used to take weekend road trips to the Beijing suburbs, the return journey on Saturday afternoons or evenings would always be terribly congested. Sometimes, a drive that should take just over an hour would take three hours to even enter the Sixth Ring Road. However, this situation didn’t exist in 2002. The GL8 sped along the newly opened highway, arriving at Yucheng Garden by just past eight o’clock.

Li Mu parked the car in the underground garage and deliberately asked Su Yingxue, “Go back to the dorm room now, or come up for a bit?”

As soon as Su Yingxue heard Li Mu invite her upstairs, her pretty face flushed slightly: “Let’s just go back to the dorm room.”

Seeing her feign ignorance and disregard his subtle invitation, Li Mu said to Su Yingxue, “How about we go up for a while first, look at the photos we took today on the computer, and then I’ll take you back to the dorm room after we’re done?”

Su Yingxue lightly bit her lower lip, looking at Li Mu. She knew he had other intentions, but seeing his expectant expression, she couldn’t help but nod.





Chapter 332: CC

Actually, Su Yingxue had misunderstood Li Mu. Li Mu wanted her to come upstairs and sit for a while, not to take advantage of the situation to do anything intimate or take liberties with her. Rather, he felt a slight burden in his heart that made him feel somewhat stifled.

Since his rebirth, Li Mu felt that he had achieved something, but he clearly sensed that his current ambitions had greatly changed from when he first reborn.

When he first reborn, he was eager to change his poor and miserable fate as a programmer. He sold a set of cheats / hacks for hundreds of thousands, and the moment the money was transferred to his account, he was almost ecstatic. But now, for Li Mu, with tens of millions in cash in his account, Muye Technology valued at eight hundred million, and Eting.com valued at one hundred to two hundred million, if all his shares were cashed out, he could earn at least five hundred million in cash. This was an unimaginable fortune, yet he no longer found the same wild joy he felt when he first sold the cheats / hacks.

Calming down and thinking about it, as his ventures grew larger, his aspirations also grew higher. Initially, he was solely focused on making money, but now, making money had become more of a hobby. Every time he launched a new product, every time he stirred up a new wave in the internet industry, Li Mu found a sense of purpose. So, he didn’t have time to experience life after becoming rich; all his thoughts were dedicated to entrepreneurship. He needed this sense of purpose to satisfy himself.

He had preemptively taken Tieba and MP3 download, laying out the foundation for internet communities. Taking these two products from Baidu essentially crippled half of Baidu’s efforts. Developing YY and secretly planning instant messaging was to cut off Tencent’s roots in the instant messaging field, thereby replacing them as the internet company with the strongest user control. Cutting off Taobao and Alipay’s brands and connecting with Liu Qiangdong to prepare for E-commerce was to rapidly expand / claim territory in the future B2C and C2C fields.

Li Mu had made secret moves against the future BTA giants, all to perfect these areas and achieve his own success in the internet field. For this goal, he didn’t even have time for enjoyment. With a net worth of tens of millions, he drove an inconspicuous GL8, owned no real estate, and rented this three-bedroom apartment as his off-campus base.

He yearned for success and was already moving further and further down the path to success. The further he went, the more cautious he became about the future, especially regarding the current Tencent, which he was very wary of.

After suffering a huge loss with Q Bar, Tencent was still able to return in full force, imitating Happy Farm and creating QQ Fishery to fight to the bitter end with him. This showed their jealousy / envy of Happy Farm. Now, they had learned from the lesson of rashly launching Q Bar, and were carefully managing their composure / state of mind for launching the Item Shop. At this moment, they played a combination of moves, preparing to replace him. Even with all his preparations, Li Mu dared not let his guard down.

Internet companies are different from traditional industries. The rise of traditional industries is a continuous accumulation of time and effort, while internet companies can rise in an instant if they find the right point and stand at the sensitive period / hot topic. Precisely because of their rapid rise, internet companies also decline very quickly, and can be defeated by competitors at any time. Over the past two decades, countless internet companies have turned into smoke / come to nothing overnight. The most famous example is Netscape, which was incredibly powerful at its peak, rapidly rising to a market value of several billion US dollars, but when Microsoft launched IE3.0, Netscape’s market was instantly crushed by Microsoft.

Li Mu’s current situation was almost identical to Netscape’s during its glorious period.

Tieba was impressive, and Happy Farm was also impressive. Now, Happy Farm was charging for props, just like Netscape Navigator, which charged 45 US dollars, and was unrivaled in its momentum. Tencent was binding / tying together the free QQ Fishery with QQ, just like Microsoft was binding / tying together IE browser with Windows, intending to impact his market with free services.

Li Mu couldn’t be sure how much impact Tencent’s binding / tying together of QQ Fishery with QQ would have, but judging from Tencent’s future development scale and way of doing things, this time they were definitely not an ant trying to shake a tree (idiom). They might even tear off a piece of his business, or even make the Happy Farm model itself become a wedding dress for others.

After a full day of relaxation, as night approached and QQ Fishery was about to launch, Li Mu’s sense of crisis grew stronger.

Su Yingxue, who entered the door with Li Mu, also noticed his unusual behavior. After they both entered, he suddenly turned around with a tired expression and gently embraced her.

Su Yingxue returned the hug, but felt her body growing heavier and heavier. Li Mu rested his chin on her shoulder, and the weight of his entire body was constantly shifting onto her.

Su Yingxue gently patted Li Mu’s back and asked with concern, “Are you tired?”

Li Mu nodded. Su Yingxue felt his movement through her shoulder and said with a pained expression / heartache, “I should have known not to run so far. I’m fine, I can rest on the way back and forth, but you still have to drive…”

Li Mu whispered, “It’s not from playing outside, it’s from thinking.”

Su Yingxue then asked him, “What are you thinking about that makes you so tired?”

Li Mu teased her, “I’m thinking about how I can marry you in the future. Your Dad doesn’t like me at all…”

Su Yingxue’s cheeks flushed, and she softly said, “That’s not true, he doesn’t dislike you, he just worries about me getting hurt outside.” After speaking, Su Yingxue breathed hot air into Li Mu’s ear and said, “Besides, you’re definitely not this tired from thinking about that.”

Li Mu said in her ear, “How about going to the inner room and lying down with me for a while? If I can hold you and sleep for a bit, I’m sure I’ll be completely refreshed.”

Su Yingxue pursed her lower lip, thought for a moment, then softly said, “Then carry me… My shoulders are sore from you leaning on me for so long.”

Li Mu’s spirits immediately soared. He bent down and picked her up, striding towards the bedroom.

When Li Mu gently placed Su Yingxue on the bed, her body on the bed slightly arched, her eyes flickering, not knowing where to look. She glanced around but deliberately avoided Li Mu’s gaze. Li Mu also didn’t show any signs of losing control the moment he entered the bedroom. He simply lay down behind Su Yingxue, then extended his right arm for her to rest her head on, and gently placed his left hand above her lower abdomen, gently embracing her.

The woman he loved was always the best comfort when a man was feeling down. Just holding Su Yingxue’s entire body in his arms from behind, Li Mu felt incredibly at ease. At this moment, he even felt that no matter how many tough battles he had to fight outside or on the internet in the future, as long as the woman in his arms was still there, he had nothing to worry about.

No matter what, he wouldn’t lose everything.

Although Su Yingxue had a relatively independent personality and mindset, like all women, her back was usually the most insecure area. Now, being held by Li Mu from behind like this, her back instantly transformed from the most insecure place to the most reassuring place. This feeling also made her heart warm, and she couldn’t help but gently grasp Li Mu’s large hand resting above her lower abdomen.

The two remained motionless in this position for half an hour, until Li Mu suddenly felt an urge, making him unable to resist slowly moving the hand that was resting on Su Yingxue’s lower abdomen upwards.

From the moment he started moving, Su Yingxue realized his intention. However, this time she gave up on resisting. Perhaps she felt that Li Mu’s hand was still separated by two layers of close-fitting clothing, or perhaps she felt that she shouldn’t be too strict with Li Mu. In short, this time she tacitly approved of Li Mu’s actions.

Passing over her flat lower abdomen, Li Mu’s large hand climbed onto the most alluring curve of Su Yingxue’s body. Although separated by clothes, Li Mu still felt the hidden grandeur.

Li Mu wasn’t too presumptuous; he merely stroked gently, not daring to move wildly or apply force. While being bold, he still retained a touch of gentlemanly demeanor. Su Yingxue didn’t speak; aside from her breathing being slightly heavier, there was nothing else unusual.

Li Mu’s mind was racing, and he sincerely praised, “I’ve known you for so long, I never thought you’d be so…”

After “so,” Li Mu suddenly became speechless. The word he subconsciously wanted to say was “well-endowed,” but he felt that such a term was somewhat frivolous. Then he felt as if he had started off wrong, and no matter what he said after such a beginning, it wouldn’t sound quite right.

Su Yingxue suddenly turned around, looking at Li Mu with a deep gaze, and said, “Are you trying to say my breasts are bigger than you imagined?”

Seeing the usually dignified and graceful Su Yingxue say something like that, Li Mu was somewhat flustered.

A moment later, Li Mu no longer had the psychological burden of being a gentleman. He chuckled and said, “They are indeed quite big, beyond my imagination.”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment and asked him, “Do you prefer Zhao Ziqiu’s figure? Her figure is much better than mine.”

Li Mu quickly said, “I like yours just the way it is. Not too tall, not too big, it’s perfect for me.”

Su Yingxue playfully said, “You’re just saying that. All men like girls with great figures, and you’re definitely no exception.”

Li Mu said, “There are many with good figures, and many women with large breasts, but for me, I prefer what’s just right.” As he spoke, Li Mu’s hand on her moved, his fingers gently contracting as if to grasp, and he chuckled, “It’s a bit difficult to hold in one hand right now, but if we were bare, I believe it would be just right. Although not as big as a D, it should be pretty close to a C minus, right?”

Su Yingxue instantly understood what Li Mu meant, her face immediately turning red, but she stubbornly argued, “What do you mean ‘C minus’!”

Li Mu said, “It’s just a tiny bit smaller than a normal C.”

Su Yingxue wrinkled her nose, “Who told you it’s a tiny bit smaller? It’d be closer if you took out the ‘minus’!”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, “Really?”

Su Yingxue’s face was red but she still insisted, “Of course it’s true!”

Li Mu then shamelessly said, “Then let me check it out.”

“You…” Su Yingxue was speechless. She pinched Li Mu’s waist, and only after hearing Li Mu let out a yelp did she release her hand and demand, “Tell me, how many girls have you checked?”

Li Mu immediately swore solemnly, “I swear to heaven, not a single one! May I be a puppy if I lie to you!”

Although Li Mu had gotten involved with a few girls in his previous life, to be honest, he hadn’t with any in this life. So, for him, saying this wasn’t lying; it implicitly referred to this life, and those experiences from his past life didn’t count.

Su Yingxue snorted a few times, “Liar, I don’t believe you! There were quite a few girls who liked you in high school.”

“Really?” Li Mu asked in surprise, “Girls liked me in high school?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Yes, even though you were quiet and didn’t talk much in high school, you still looked pretty good. Your bowl cut was a little silly, but it looked quite cute, and because you usually didn’t like to talk, you also had a cool vibe. There were several girls in our class who had a good impression of you at the time.”

Li Mu smiled and asked her, “What about you? When did you start having a good impression of me?”

Su Yingxue then said, “Probably in the second semester of second-year high school.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why did you have a good impression of me? I wasn’t particularly outstanding in class.”

Su Yingxue pouted and smiled, “Because every time I turned around, I’d find you secretly looking at me, and you’d always avoid my gaze. I’m a bit stubborn, so the more you avoided me, the more curious I became. Then I’d often turn around to look at you for no reason, and after looking so much, I don’t know why I developed a good impression.”

Li Mu gently kissed her lips, “Life is truly full of possibilities. I never dreamed that you had a secret crush on me back then.”

“It was clearly you who had a secret crush on me, okay?”

“But you just said you developed a good impression of me, and you didn’t confess to me after developing a good impression. Is it wrong to say you had a secret crush on me?”

“Yes, it’s wrong. It was you who had a secret crush on me.”

“Then we both had a secret crush on each other,” Li Mu said with a smile, holding Su Yingxue even tighter. “Weren’t we discussing the CC issue? How did we get sidetracked to this?”

“CC?” Su Yingxue looked puzzled.

Li Mu chuckled, “You said C, one is C, so two naturally make CC.”

Su Yingxue’s small hand once again found Li Mu’s waist, and she said with a hint of threat, “If you dare to talk nonsense again, I’ll pinch you!”

Li Mu immediately sighed, lying flat on the bed as if listless and despondent.

Su Yingxue thought he was angry and quickly said, “I’m just kidding, don’t be angry.”

Li Mu gave her a weak glance, sighed, and covered his eyes with his arm.

Su Yingxue realized he seemed genuinely angry, so she proactively turned to her side and hugged him, coaxing him, “Will you listen to me? Is it okay if you say it’s CC?”

Li Mu remained unmoved.

Su Yingxue’s voice was a little lost as she said, “Li Mu, I was wrong, please don’t be angry. Actually, I don’t really object to what you said, it’s just… I’m not quite used to it, but I’ll definitely get used to it slowly, okay?”

Li Mu still remained unmoved.

Su Yingxue’s voice was already tinged with a hint of pleading, “What do you want to do to stop being angry? Or… if you really want to know if CC is real, I’ll let you measure it yourself…”

Li Mu instantly opened his eyes, “Really?”

Su Yingxue suddenly changed her attitude or reneged on a promise, wrinkling her nose and pinching Li Mu’s waist, “I knew you were tricking me!”





Chapter 333: Truly Lousy Skill

Under Su Yingxue’s playful twisting, Li Mu surrendered.

His lustful desire ultimately didn’t turn into lustful courage; he could only assess her with his large hands through her clothes, never daring to go further.

Su Yingxue’s heart was only open to Li Mu up to this point. She wasn’t deliberately reserved; she simply felt that, as a good girl, she should take some responsibility for herself. Li Mu could constantly attack her psychological and physiological defenses, and she could continuously retreat, but she absolutely had to control the pace, retreating little by little, ceding territory bit by bit, and never appearing to collapse at the first touch.

Li Mu held Su Yingxue and dozed off for a bit. At half past nine, they left. Li Mu walked Su Yingxue back to her dorm room. Before parting, they lingered downstairs at the dorm building, being lovey-dovey for over ten minutes, before Su Yingxue reluctantly went upstairs. Li Mu returned to Yucheng Garden to get his car and drove straight to Capital Airport.

Lin Qingya, the key contributor who helped him secure Mu Online with a 10% revenue share, had returned. Li Mu had promised to pick her up at the airport, so he naturally couldn’t break his word.

After driving to the airport and waiting for a while, Lin Qingya’s flight from Hancheng arrived in Yanjing. When Li Mu picked her up, she was already visibly exhausted. The past few days in Korea had truly been a grueling journey for her, without a moment of leisure.

Almost collapsed into the passenger seat of the GL8, Lin Qingya’s primary concern was how Li Mu planned to deal with QQ Fishery, which was launching tomorrow.

Hearing her question, Li Mu smiled and said, “There are three things we can do right now.”

“First, we need to enhance our game’s competitiveness. We’ll observe QQ Fishery’s launch tomorrow and, at an opportune moment, release some new features and game sections that we’ve already developed;”

“Second, our online army is ready at all times to counter Tencent’s online public opinion war;”

“Third, we’ve prepared for public opinion guidance, and once the time is right, we’ll bite them back.”

Lin Qingya asked in surprise, “Aren’t we going to sue them?”

“Sue?” Li Mu frowned.

“Exactly!” Lin Qingya perked up, saying with some indignation, “If QQ Fishery really is, as the rumors suggest, almost a complete copy of our Happy Farm, then we can sue them for infringement!”

Li Mu waved his hand and smiled, “Suing them is useless. The law doesn’t cover this area yet, so we’d have no legal basis to sue them. Look at all the internet companies in China right now; which one isn’t imitating someone else’s business model?”

Lin Qingya said, “But we can’t just let them copy us so easily, can we? If we do, who knows how many companies will imitate our products in the future.”

Li Mu said, “Before relevant national laws are enacted, there’s no need to sue when encountering such things.”

Lin Qingya asked, “Then what should we do?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Just work hard to take them down.”

Seeing Li Mu speak so casually, Lin Qingya still felt a little worried, but subconsciously, she found him more masculine than before. A young man, yet he harbored immense boldness and energy within him. While surprising, it was precisely these qualities that made her admire and like him.

So, Lin Qingya smiled sweetly and said, “Manager Li, I believe you can definitely lead us to victory over QQ Fishery!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Defeating QQ Fishery is just the first step; there’s more excitement to come. Since they’re playing so insidiously, we need to accelerate the launch of our YY. We’ll aim to launch it after the New Year and directly cut off their roots.”

Lin Qingya blinked, “We can definitely do it!”

Li Mu glanced at her and asked with a smile, “How was your trip to Korea?”

“Actually, there’s nothing particularly special; I just felt their cities were a bit more developed than ours.”

Li Mu smiled, “Are you saying Hancheng is more developed than Yanjing?”

“Mm.” Lin Qingya nodded, “Besides that, there wasn’t much else. I didn’t have time to learn much these past two days. If I get another chance to go on a business trip there, I’ll definitely take a good look around.”

Li Mu said, “Since Webzen has already signed with us, our two companies will naturally have a lot of contact in the future. For minor matters concerning Webzen, hand them over to the respective liaisons, but for major issues, you’ll still be the one to interface with them.”

Lin Qingya acknowledged him and said, “Signing them for a five million minimum yield per year, we won’t lose money, will we?”

Li Mu shook his head, smiling confidently, and said, “Trust me, if we operate this game, we’ll make a fortune.”

Lin Qingya asked him in surprise, “Manager Li, how much profit do you think this game can make in a year?”

“One hundred million should be no problem.”

Lin Qingya asked in astonishment, “Can it really reach that high?”

“Really.”

In Li Mu’s memory, the year before Mu Online was operated, there was a loss of over twenty million. In 2003, when Mu Online was operated, the company’s net profit for that year was nearly fifty million. This also accounted for promotional operations and the team and hardware services supporting Mu Online’s operation. Roughly calculated, the revenue for that year definitely reached tens of millions. The number of users he now controlled far exceeded The9’s back then, and he had Alipay as a payment channel, which meant no revenue share for payment channels. This could also greatly reduce the revenue share from offline sales. With more users and higher profit margins, Mu Online’s annual revenue could comfortably exceed one hundred million.

If Mu Online took off, and he then found a way to suppress Shanda’s Legend, Mu Online’s revenue would likely be even higher.

Given that Mu Online in his previous life had died at the hands of cheats, Li Mu was certain of one thing: he absolutely had to completely block Mu Online’s cheats. From the very beginning, he would crack down hard on cheats. At the same time, he could make Legend Overlord completely free, allowing Legend’s cheats to run rampant. Before long, Legend private servers would also appear, and Legend’s lifespan, when calculated, wasn’t actually that long.

However, as soon as he thought of private servers, Li Mu remembered Mu Online. After 2004, a large number of private servers for Mu Online also emerged. It was said that, like Legend private servers, this was because the game’s source code was leaked in Korea. It seemed he would have to explain clearly to Webzen, to manage their internal affairs well, and strictly prevent the leakage of source code.

Hearing that this game was confidently expected to earn one hundred million a year, Lin Qingya’s entire demeanor underwent a 180-degree reversal. Previously somewhat listless, she now immediately became excitedly restless, clenching her fists and waving them continuously, exclaiming, “That’s wonderful! If we have a hundred million in annual revenue, then Baofeng Entertainment will become a leading company in the domestic online gaming industry in just one or two years!”

Li Mu said, “What if I told you that my goal is to take all of our company entities public independently, with more than half of them listed in the United States? Would you believe me?”

Lin Qingya was stunned for a moment. She hadn’t even considered a domestic listing, let alone an overseas one, yet Li Mu spoke of taking all their companies public. This was no small ambition; in Lin Qingya’s eyes, it truly counted as grand ambition. If anyone else had said this, Lin Qingya might have thought they were very idealistic, but when Li Mu said it, she didn’t doubt him in the slightest. She had been completely ‘brainwashed’ by Li Mu; essentially, whatever Li Mu said, she believed.

The car pulled up downstairs at the residential complex where Lin Qingya rented. Lin Qingya unbuckled her seatbelt, hesitated for a moment, then mustered her courage to tentatively ask Li Mu, “Manager Li, would you like to come up for a bit and have some tea?”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then said, “I won’t go. I’m a bit tired and need to go back and rest. I have to go to the company tomorrow morning.”

Lin Qingya had finally mustered the courage to invite Li Mu upstairs for a bit, and she felt a little awkward when he refused. But as soon as she heard him say he was tired, she said with a look of guilt, “It’s all my fault. I should have just taken a taxi back after getting off the plane. I shouldn’t have troubled you to make the trip…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You’re my great contributor. Don’t even mention picking you up at the airport myself; even if I had to go to Korea to pick you up, I’d do it willingly. You, on the other hand, must be exhausted from working non-stop these past few days. Go back and get some good rest; tomorrow, the company has a tough battle to fight.”

Lin Qingya nodded, and as she pushed open the car door, she said, “Then I’ll head up now.”

Li Mu called out to her, “Wait a moment.”

Lin Qingya turned back to look at Li Mu. Li Mu asked her, “How are things with your family?”

Lin Qingya gave a bitter smile, “They’re mostly resolved.”

Li Mu then said, “Sometimes you have to learn to refuse, even with those closest to you.”

Lin Qingya nodded, smiling, and said, “You don’t know the customs where I’m from. It’s fortunate that my older brother and I aren’t far apart in age. If I were only fifteen or sixteen now, I probably would have been married off for money long ago. It’s like that in our area; the preference for sons over daughters has been passed down through generations, becoming increasingly severe.”

Li Mu frowned and asked her, “Is it that outrageous?”

Lin Qingya said, “Last year, a younger friend from our village told me that there was a family in the village who borrowed money everywhere to buy a wife for their son, a woman trafficked by human traffickers. Less than a year later, that wife was rescued by the police. At the time, she was pregnant, about six months along, and had an abortion at our county hospital before being sent home by the police. It was a boy. After the woman was taken away by the police, the man’s family of three committed suicide by drinking pesticide. It was entirely due to the deeply ingrained preference for sons over daughters and the desire to carry on the family line.”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly and instructed, “The shares and bonuses for you core employees will be a considerable income in the future. You need to be more mindful of your own interests.”

Lin Qingya nodded gratefully, “I understand, Manager Li. Don’t worry.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “Alright, you go on up. I’m leaving.”

…

The next morning, Li Mu didn’t go to school. He drove to Muye Technology before eight o’clock, arriving just past eight. Li Mu had thought that a company starting work at nine wouldn’t have anyone there yet, but to his surprise, when he arrived, he found that every single person in the entire technology department had arrived, and even more than half of the other colleagues from supporting departments were there too.

Everyone knew that today was an important and tense day for Muye Technology. Therefore, everyone spontaneously arrived at the company early, entering a tense working state as soon as possible.

At this moment, Li Mu felt touched. It wasn’t easy for one person to make money, and it was even harder to lead a group of people to make money. But leading a group of people who wholeheartedly wanted to do things well to make money was truly rare. No matter how large the team, team spirit, at its core, boiled down to one sentence: the spirit of ownership. If everyone treated the company as their own and worked hard from the bottom of their hearts, that team would surely be invincible.

Li Mu arrived at the large office of the technology department. Kong Lingyu was already there, monitoring the data. Li Mu approached him and asked, “The Item Shop has been online for 23 hours. How are things?”

Kong Lingyu’s face was shiny with oil, and he couldn’t hide his excitement as he said, “Over four million Alipay users purchased the 0.1 yuan special offer package, and over eight hundred thousand used the SMS payment channel. The item sales revenue in 23 hours reached eight point seven million!”

Li Mu nodded, “With over ten million users, over eight million in transaction volume on the first day isn’t really that impressive; it’s less than one yuan per person on average. This is because today is destined to be a peak, and under normal circumstances, it will trend downwards afterward, eventually stabilizing around a certain amount. By the way, most of these over four million Alipay users probably only bought the 0.1 yuan special offer package, right?”

Kong Lingyu nodded and said, “Yes, only Alipay users could enjoy the special offer, so 60% of Alipay users only bought the 0.1 yuan special offer package. However, the remaining 40% of Alipay users are truly impressive; their average consumption amount reached almost five yuan!”

Li Mu said, “It looks like the 24-hour sales revenue should reach nine million, but hitting ten million will be truly difficult. There’s less than an hour left, and it’s not during peak time.”

Kong Lingyu smiled and said, “Boss, this is already very impressive! Our game’s cost is very low, and our proportion of paying users is very high! Although most users only spent ten cents, just as you said, as long as they pay that ten cents, as long as they incur the behavioral cost and open up the Alipay payment channel, they will definitely make more purchases in the future.”

Li Mu said, “Exactly. That’s why we must regularly hold various promotional activities. For us, props are zero cost, but for users, they are great things that can greatly enhance game satisfaction. Users might not pay attention to full-price sales, but once prices are reduced or discounts are offered, it becomes very hard to control their desire to buy. Eventually, their psychological defenses will collapse, leading to higher consumption.”

Kong Lingyu nodded repeatedly and said, “Oh, Boss, at exactly eight o’clock, Tencent pushed a wave of hard advertisements. QQ Fishery was displayed on the ad banner of every chat dialogue box.”

Li Mu said, “Open it and let’s see.”

Kong Lingyu opened his QQ, randomly selected a friend’s avatar, and double-clicked to open the chat box. A long, slender banner ad displayed a line of glowing text: “QQ Fishery will officially launch today at 9:00 AM. To ensure fairness, the game will not feature any paid items. Come and raise fish with your QQ friends!”

Behind the text were some visual details of the game: an ocean, tidal flats, a fisherman carrying a fishing net, and small fish leaping out of the water.

Li Mu looked at the text and background image and said disdainfully, “The copywriting and graphic designer’s skill are truly lousy!”





Chapter 334: QQ Fishery’s Trump Card

Users who experienced QQ in 2002 should know that QQ at that time basically had no aesthetic design. Their ads were so low-quality that even the font was the most basic Fangsong, and they used yellow to create a constantly flickering effect. From this alone, it was clear that the other party could not possibly copy the essence of Happy Farm. Every visual detail of Happy Farm was meticulously designed for that era. Copying it exactly was possible, but trying to transplant the design concept to other things would naturally result in a much poorer effect.

Although the advertisements were already out, the game had not yet launched. At this point in time, a large number of online army posts appeared on Tieba and other websites and forums. Although the content varied, the core message was the same: Happy Farm’s monetization strategy had hurt users’ feelings. Now Tencent had launched QQ Fishery and promised not to sell items, maintaining a fair gaming environment. Everyone should abandon Happy Farm and switch to QQ Fishery.

Li Mu was well-prepared for such posts. Zhao Kang’s core members were all Tieba administrators. They could delete posts, ban accounts, and block IP addresses from their own computers. In addition, their large online army was active in various Tieba forums. As soon as one was discovered, it was immediately reported and then blocked, taking less than a minute.

As for external websites, it was all about throwing money. Zhao Kang had long since established his public relations connections by spending money. So even if direct control wasn’t possible, handing it over to the relevant contacts at those platforms could effectively solve the problem.

While everyone in Muye Technology’s technical department was on high alert, there was also a chorus of complaints.

Competition is one thing, but it’s one thing to imitate me, and another to come and undermine me. That’s just too much.

Kong Lingyu said, “Boss, we’re currently pinching online public opinion, but we can’t stop their hard ad placements. They’re using every dialogue box ad to promote QQ Fishery. Once it launches, their user base will likely grow very quickly.”

Li Mu nodded, “They have their own users and channels. We can block them on external websites, but on their own products, we are helpless. With such aggressive advertising, at least one thing is certain: most QQ users will definitely go to QQ Fishery to check it out. However, the real competition is still in the product itself. We’ll see who is stronger or weaker when their QQ Fishery is compared to our Happy Farm. Considering they have the bonus of QQ, an instant messaging software, while we have the minus point of the Item Shop, we must far surpass them in terms of product to make up for this positive and negative gap.”

Kong Lingyu asked him anxiously, “Boss, you still haven’t decided which sections we’re going to update, have you?”

“Not yet,” Li Mu waved his hand. “It’s not too late to decide after they launch and we’ve seen their product!”

Nine o’clock sharp.

The 24-hour data for the Item Shop’s launch was released. There were still over four million Alipay paying users, SMS paying users exceeded nine hundred thousand, and the total consumption amount also successfully surpassed nine million, though it was only a few tens of thousands over.

The over four million paying users were what Li Mu valued most. He was already very satisfied with this achievement. However, he had no time to celebrate; in the blink of an eye, QQ Fishery had already launched.

The moment QQ Fishery launched, internal Tencent data showed over four hundred thousand concurrent data requests. Their online users were only five hundred eighty thousand. Such a high request ratio proved that the game was attractive enough for QQ users; at the very least, it had successfully piqued the curiosity of most users.

Li Mu also opened QQ Fishery at this moment. After more than ten seconds of loading, QQ Fishery’s welcome interface appeared on the screen. The game’s background music was cheerful but quite simple, just a short MIDI loop playing repeatedly. After entering, users had to click login first. There was a prompt during login: “Logging in is considered as defaulting to activate QQ Fishery.”

When Li Mu entered his QQ number and entered QQ Fishery, a somewhat strange-looking cartoon fisherman character popped out, prompting him to enter the tutorial phase.

The overall design of the game was very “copycat.” Although it was similar to Happy Farm and used a cartoon presentation style, there was still a significant gap compared to Happy Farm in terms of element visual design, color matching, and coordination.

Because the game’s theme was a fishery, the visual presentation was somewhat illogical and hard to accept. The screen was only so big, and each small divided fishing pond was about half the size of a matchbox. But every time fish fry were put in, what grew inside was a “nest” of six small fish. Happy Farm used elements of planting various crops on land. So, at each growth stage of the crops, the screen only added subtle swaying to a static state, for example, the plant leaves would move very slowly, gently, and regularly, making it look very comfortable and natural.

But QQ Fishery’s visuals were a bit flawed. Perhaps the designers considered that fish fry are living creatures, and it would be too strange if they just stayed still after being dropped in. So, they designed six fish fry to move clockwise around a central point, round and round, making people dizzy…

Li Mu shook his head as he watched. It seemed Tencent was also in a hurry, otherwise, they wouldn’t have released such an obviously unpolished product. However, upon closer inspection of the game, its architecture was quite complete. From the basic game logic, to elements, upgrades, interactive design for stealing dishes and helping, and then to sections like leaderboards and displays, it was basically no different from Happy Farm.

Li Mu tried to stock several fishing ponds with fish fry. The result was several constantly circling groups of fish fry that he found truly unbearable. However, this might just be his perspective as someone from the future. Users who hadn’t experienced the diverse internet products of later generations probably wouldn’t be too torn over this issue.

In fact, just as Li Mu said, users weren’t particularly bothered by QQ Fishery’s copycat appearance. After trying it out, they found that the game’s overall structure was the same as Happy Farm. Because they had experience with Happy Farm, they found this game very easy to pick up.

Immediately after, they discovered something interesting. While trying out the game, a small star on the sidebar leaderboard suddenly flickered. Then a prompt popped up: “Your friend: XXXX has also activated QQ Fishery. Go check out their fishery! Click for a gift!”

Subsequently, users could enter their friend’s fishery interface simply by clicking on the avatar of a newly activated QQ Fishery friend. Then they would see a prompt to open a treasure chest. With a “ding-dong” sound, they would open the chest to find a random reward of fish food or gold coins and experience.

At first, QQ users only occasionally saw a prompt. Soon, these prompts became more frequent. As more and more QQ users came in to try the game, all their friends who had already activated QQ Fishery would receive such prompts. They would also 100% open a treasure chest in their fishery. Then users began actively inviting friends who hadn’t yet gone online and activated to do so quickly, which led to another peak in activations.

Li Mu slapped the table and stood up, startling everyone in the technical department. At this moment, Li Mu said with a grim expression, “This is exactly what I’m most afraid of! They are too clear about their own advantages. Right from the start, they directly leveraged the social network that QQ users had already accumulated. This feeling of constantly seeing friends join creates a very strong sense of belonging for users. The more friends who join, the more interested they become in the game!”

Chen Wenqiang, Tieba’s product director, said with a depressed expression, “This is their biggest advantage. If only our YY could launch right now!”

Li Mu waved his hand, “YY won’t launch until after the New Year at the earliest. If we can’t withstand the pressure from QQ Fishery, and our Happy Farm users are lost in large numbers, our YY plans will be greatly affected.”

Sun Jianfei, the technical person in charge of Flash development, spoke up, “Manager Li, we only have two directions we can take now: update the game and fight a public opinion war!”

Li Mu nodded in agreement and asked him, “What are your thoughts on game updates?”

Sun Jianfei said, “Actually, our current game feature reserves are already very strong; Tencent is simply no match. The key is that we need to carefully consider which features to release. We can’t release too many at once, because if we release too many, once the other party learns them, our advantage definitely won’t last long. We can only, as you, Manager Li, told us early on, release new features little by little, keeping the other party constantly struggling to catch up.”

Li Mu nodded, “Jianfei, continue.”

Sun Jianfei continued, “The most important thing now is what features we bring out to compete with them. I personally feel that our biggest disadvantage right now is our social network. Although our users have already established a vast social circle within our game, we don’t have instant messaging software to serve as a carrier for their social connections. Tencent users, on the other hand, can directly communicate with their friends through QQ, which is very convenient and fast. So, in terms of social network competitiveness, our overall strength is still inferior to Tencent’s. Now, we must introduce features that compensate for this gap, to get our users interacting with each other, and quickly!”

Li Mu looked at him and said, “In that case, we’ll have to bring out our game quest system and user trading system.”

The game quest system was a car delivery section Li Mu had created for the game, imitating HayDay’s cartoon farm. Users could purchase a small truck and receive orders from the system. However, the system would request various types of products, making it difficult for him to complete independently. At this point, user trading would be opened, allowing each user to list various goods on their shelves and sell them at a price. This way, users, in order to complete quests and get higher rewards, would go “shopping” in their friends’ stores, buying various items. The interaction between users would instantly increase many times over compared to simply stealing dishes, helping weed, or killing pests.

Sun Jianfei said to Li Mu, “Manager Li, I think these two features are the most suitable to open now. Once we open these two features, our users will experience very interesting friend trading, friend collaboration, and system quests. This way, the game’s social aspect will greatly improve!”

Li Mu nodded and asked the others, “What do you all think?”

Everyone else also expressed their agreement. After all, everyone could now see where their shortcomings lay. The weakness was insufficient interaction and poor communication between users. However, since YY couldn’t launch yet, the communication issue was difficult to solve immediately. But enhancing interaction could compensate for this problem.

So, Li Mu said, “Jianfei will take the lead. Immediately start preparing for a version update. This time, we will not only open these two features but also the pet feature, bringing out the dog-raising function!”

Dog raising was a type of item in the farm. Once it was available, users could use gold coins to buy dog kennels and a seven-day trial period for the lowest-level hunting dog. The actual purchase of a hunting dog required reward points. Reward points could not be bought with gold coins or cash; they could only be obtained as rewards from completing quests. Each car order quest, in addition to giving users gold coins, experience, and random items, would also reward users with a certain amount of points. Only by accumulating points from completing quests could one truly buy a hunting dog that would forever belong to them.

Hunting dogs were very useful. They could serve two purposes when friends came to steal dishes: one was to reduce the quantity they stole, and the other was to make them randomly drop gold coins.

For example, when User A’s corn was ripe, and a friend came to steal, usually six ears of corn could be stolen from each plot. But because the hunting dog was there, only four ears were stolen. And when the user saw the quantity displayed, it wasn’t simply 6 changed to 4, but 4 written as 4 (6-2), clearly telling them that they could have stolen six, but because the owner had a dog, they could only steal four. This would stimulate users who stole dishes to also want a hunting dog.

As for randomly dropping gold coins, it was because the dog would attack the dish-stealer. A bite would show text like “-25 gold coins,” informing them that they lost 25 gold coins because they were bitten by the dog.

However, there were two interesting points about the hunting dog feature. First, the higher the dog’s level, the more effective it was, but the more points required for purchase. Second, dog food could not be bought with gold coins or cash; it also required points. And once a dog ran out of dog food, it couldn’t function. This would doubly incentivize users to complete quests and earn points. While stimulating them to frantically complete quests, it would also encourage them to frantically engage in various product transactions with friends.

In short, every feature, every link, and every item in Li Mu’s Happy Farm was interconnected. The constantly intersecting and interlocking clues ultimately formed a sturdy, invisible net. And what it firmly captured was user stickiness and loyalty!





Chapter 335: Remarkable Achievements

In the first few hours after QQ Fishery launched, its data was truly brilliant.

By 5 PM, eight hours after QQ Fishery’s launch, over ten million QQ users had logged in, and more than 70% of those logged-in users activated QQ Fishery.

Such a powerful conversion rate made the entire Tencent team’s blood boil with excitement. Everyone was as if injected with adrenaline. QQ Fishery’s ability to attract so many users in such a short time was already enough to draw the attention of the entire internet industry.

However, despite QQ Fishery’s popularity, surprisingly, its success didn’t have a significant impact on Muye Technology’s Happy Farm. Muye Technology’s users continued to log in, check in, and play the game. Compared to the same period last Monday, the daily active users (DAU) dropped by less than 10%, which Li Mu found somewhat unexpected.

It seemed that the user stickiness developed on Happy Farm wouldn’t be interrupted by QQ Fishery’s launch. Users merely diverted some of their attention to try out the new QQ Fishery. However, because they had been playing Happy Farm for so long, they had their own rankings, game friends, and accumulated prop rewards from continuous check-ins. If they abandoned it, they would lose everything.

For users, the two games could coexist for a period. They would continue playing the old game while dedicating some effort to explore the new one. After a period of adaptation and selection, they would generally make a final choice. Only then would the true victor be revealed.

Nevertheless, Tencent had already begun celebrating victory. QQ Fishery had gained user recognition, which, for them, was already a first-stage triumph.

At this moment, Li Mu was busy arranging for his subordinates to quickly complete the preparations for the latest version of Happy Farm’s launch. Li Mu didn’t want to wait until tomorrow anymore; at 8 PM tonight, the latest version of Happy Farm would be officially updated, which would be a major upgrade for the current Happy Farm.

At this very moment, Guo Haiming, the person in charge of the QQ Fishery project, was full of vigor. QQ Fishery’s initial success opened his eyes to a whole new world. Previously, the company’s development goals revolved entirely around the QQ software, and no one had ever imagined that Tencent would one day venture into games. However, QQ Fishery succeeded, and its user conversion rate was so high that it made Guo Haiming realize QQ’s true potential. With such a powerful user conversion rate, anything the company did would be like adding wings to a tiger, especially when it came to games.

With an excited heart, he arrived at Mr. Ma’s office, knocked on the door, and upon seeing him, Mr. Ma smiled and asked, “How are the current statistics for QQ Fishery?”

Mr. Ma had personally gone to check on it two hours earlier and had already seen QQ Fishery’s initial success, so he was even more concerned about the subsequent data trends of QQ Fishery.

Guo Haiming reported the data to Mr. Ma, then added, “Mr. Ma, I truly believe our user conversion rate is incredibly high. If we try to develop games, I think we’ll definitely have a very promising future.”

Mr. Ma’s eyes lit up, and he said with a smile, “Ever since I came back from your side, I’ve been thinking about this very issue. Our user conversion rate is indeed very high, but we, who were solely focused on QQ, didn’t even realize it ourselves. Furthermore, Muye Technology’s Happy Farm made me understand a principle: a good internet company can never offer only one product to its users. It must also find ways to make users dependent on it in other areas. Only then can user stickiness be continuously enhanced, keeping users firmly in hand.”

As he spoke, Mr. Ma continued, “Take Muye Technology, for example. Their Tieba is their core business, and Happy Farm is a complementary business. But you’ll notice that after Happy Farm launched, it not only developed the game itself but, more importantly, it also bound Tieba’s original users even more securely. Although they’ve now spun off Eting.com, Eting.com still provides excellent support for Tieba; even user logins are interoperable, which is another form of support for Tieba. We, however, precisely lack this kind of support. QQ is our core business. Our next step must be to develop various supporting products around QQ. QQ Fishery is just one of them, and QQ Fishery will continue to compete with Happy Farm. I think, at this point, we can imitate another company and launch another gaming business.”

Guo Haiming quickly asked him, “Mr. Ma, which company are you referring to?”

Mr. Ma pushed up his glasses and smiled mysteriously, “Lianzhong!”

“Lianzhong!?”

Guo Haiming said in surprise, “We’re going to make that kind of chess and card game platform? Lianzhong is a dominant force right now. Do we have any hope of competing against them?”

Mr. Ma smiled slightly, “This is what I just said: complementary support for the core business. Think about it, isn’t Happy Farm an absolute hegemon? Yet our QQ Fishery still achieved great success. Lianzhong is indeed the hegemon in chess and card games, but what’s its biggest drawback? Its biggest drawback is its single service. If we create a QQ Game Hall, our users will be able to log in with their QQ account once and then chat, play QQ Fishery, and also play chess and card games within QQ Games. This can also integrate friends, allowing them to play chess and card games with their QQ friends anytime. How convenient is that? Does Lianzhong have this kind of complementary service?”

“No…” Guo Haiming felt his blood circulation accelerate. QQ Fishery’s success not only gave him a feeling of invincibility but also made Mr. Ma feel like he held a powerful buff aura. With QQ’s massive user base and powerful distribution capabilities, they could achieve almost anything. Although Lianzhong was formidable, its user base wouldn’t be larger than QQ’s, nor would its user stickiness be stronger. Therefore, if QQ were to create a QQ Game Hall, Lianzhong’s defensive capabilities wouldn’t even compare to Muye Technology’s.

Muye Technology at least had Tieba and Eting.com. What did Lianzhong have besides games?

Guo Haiming asked excitedly, “Mr. Ma, when do you plan to start this project?”

“Don’t rush,” Mr. Ma chuckled. “We don’t have enough technical team right now to develop a large project. Before the New Year, your task is to make QQ Fishery bigger and stronger, to surpass Happy Farm and even push Happy Farm to a dead end. After the New Year, we’ll first have internal discussions, strive to initiate the project in March, and launch it in the second half of the year.”

According to the original trajectory, QQ Games wouldn’t have launched until 2003. But because of Li Mu, and because of Li Mu’s Happy Farm, Mr. Ma’s sensitivity to games had significantly improved. He now had the idea of imitating Lianzhong ahead of schedule.

However, it was a pity that he didn’t have immediate plans for QQ Game Hall; instead, it was leisurely scheduled for the second half of the year. Li Mu’s YY was targeted for launch in late February or early March. By then, one of the two instant messaging software, YY or QQ, would surely perish. And Li Mu had a strong grasp that it wouldn’t be his own!

Just then, a technical person in charge, carrying a laptop, rushed in through the door. Seeing Mr. Ma and Guo Haiming chatting opposite each other, he swallowed, greeted them as Mr. Ma and General Manager Guo, then said to Guo Haiming, “General Manager Guo, Happy Farm has released an announcement.”

Guo Haiming asked in surprise, “What announcement did they release?”

The technical person in charge quickly walked in, placed the laptop on the desk in front of them, and said, “Please take a look.”

Guo Haiming and Mr. Ma simultaneously looked at the laptop screen. It displayed Happy Farm’s game interface, with a cartoon notice board floating at the very top. It read: “In light of the shameless plagiarism of Happy Farm by unscrupulous competitors, Happy Farm has decided to undergo a comprehensive game upgrade at 8 PM tonight. On the path of shameless competition, we will always stay ahead.”

Though no names were mentioned, everyone knew who Happy Farm’s announcement was referring to. Guo Haiming said disdainfully, “They’re updating tonight at 8 PM? What kind of trick can they pull off in such a short time?”

Mr. Ma said, “Pay close attention and see what moves they make.”

“Alright!”

…

Because Li Mu had completely blocked online attacks against Happy Farm, there was no negative publicity about Happy Farm online. However, after Happy Farm issued its announcement, it sparked a heated discussion online. But what everyone was concerned about wasn’t how Muye Technology would upgrade Happy Farm; they were focused on whether Muye Technology and Tencent would clash head-on.

After all, everyone could see that QQ Fishery was a blatant imitation and plagiarism of Happy Farm. No one needed to guess that the ‘unscrupulous competitors’ mentioned in Muye Technology’s announcement were referring to them.

This denouncing announcement garnered Muye Technology considerable support from netizens. While Happy Farm’s charging model might affect a group of users unwilling to pay for games, Happy Farm’s approach was understandable. The game was free, but props were clearly priced; you could buy them if you wanted, and no one would bother you if you didn’t. It was entirely up to the user.

QQ Fishery’s approach, however, was indeed too easy to ignite a surge of user indignation. Coupled with Zhao Kang secretly fanning the flames, a wave of denunciation against QQ Fishery quickly swept across the internet.

However, despite the denunciations, QQ Fishery’s users were not affected at all.

At 6 PM, Tieba’s official account pinned a post at the top of various Tieba forums. The post severely denounced the shameless acts of a certain company in Shenzhen and listed multiple charges against it. Besides imitating Happy Farm, there was also evidence that the company had hired an online army to attack Happy Farm online in advance. Tieba provided a series of screenshots from the users’ frontend and backend, revealing the registration and login IP addresses of hundreds of online army users from Shenzhen, along with their post content. Anyone with a discerning eye could tell that this was an orchestrated effort by an online army from Shenzhen, and coincidentally, the company that imitated Happy Farm was also located in Shenzhen.

As soon as these direct chains of evidence were displayed, netizens were instantly filled with righteous indignation. Many internet users, in all their years of interacting with the internet, had never seen such shameless behavior: stealing from others while simultaneously biting them back…

Public outrage erupted once again!





Chapter 336: Deep Despair

In fact, for the three future hegemon-level internet companies, BTA, the anger of netizens was meaningless. Every year, so many people cursed Tencent, yet Tencent’s revenue continued to climb steadily. In the future, it would even be the most profitable gaming company in the world for many consecutive years. People had long grown accustomed to cursing Tencent while still using QQ and WeChat, playing Tencent-operated games, and constantly recharging. The more they cursed, the more they often spent.

It was the same for Alibaba. Netizens said Taobao was full of fake goods, but they still bought more and more fakes, no matter how fake they were. A large group of “chop-hand” shoppers, unable to stop themselves, would buy fake goods, be so angry they couldn’t eat for a day, only to turn around and browse, buy, and “chop hands” again the next day.

The same applied to Baidu. During the day, they would curse Baidu online for advertising Putian-system hospitals, but at night, they would continue to use Baidu to search for pirated novels and movies.

This was the nature of netizens. It was precisely this characteristic of netizens—cursing but not boycotting—that led to a strange phenomenon in domestic internet companies: those not cursed didn’t make money, while those that made money were cursed to high heaven. In fact, the more they were cursed, the more money they made.

Because of this, the public outrage sparked by QQ Fishery this time did not concern Tencent. They only looked at QQ Fishery’s data, seeing that users were constantly increasing, and they paid no mind to how much they were cursed outside.

QQ Fishery’s user base continued to grow, entering another peak growth period around seven in the evening. The total number of online users also accumulated steadily. However, around eight in the evening, this growth rate suddenly slowed down.

The reason was simple: the latest version of Happy Farm was about to be released!

Guo Haiming was also keeping an eye on Muye Technology’s new version of Happy Farm. Originally, he had been dismissive of this so-called new version. Muye Technology was releasing their latest version just eleven hours after QQ Fishery launched. What good could they possibly release? In such a short time, it was impossible to make any significant changes.

All colleagues in the QQ Fishery business unit were also closely monitoring Happy Farm’s movements, fearing that Happy Farm might pull out some hidden killer move and instantly shatter their newly established victory. Guo Haiming, however, reassured everyone in front of them all: “Everyone, don’t worry. It’s impossible for Muye Technology to make any major changes in such a short time. Our QQ Fishery is gaining such good momentum. In my opinion, it will only take a week at most to surpass Happy Farm in terms of registered users and online users. If we’re fast, three days will be enough!”

Three days to surpass Happy Farm, which had already become a miracle. If it truly happened, Tencent would have created an even more remarkable miracle. Guo Haiming’s confidence and optimism infected everyone. They erupted with gladiatorial fighting spirit. No one left work voluntarily, waiting to see QQ Fishery continue to create miracles.

Guo Haiming checked the time. It was seven forty. They usually left work after six, but no one in the entire business unit had left. He couldn’t help but say, “Except for those colleagues who specifically volunteered to stay and work overtime, the rest can go back and get some good rest first.”

Those colleagues who were not required to work overtime all expressed, “We want to witness the success of QQ Fishery! Not only do we want to wait until the new version of Happy Farm is launched, but we also want to wait until nine in the evening, because that’s the twelve-hour mark for QQ Fishery’s launch. We all want to witness firsthand what kind of miracle everyone has created within the twelve-hour mark!”

Seeing everyone so united, Guo Haiming laughed heartily and said, “Gentlemen, today is just the beginning. Our days of creating miracles are still ahead.”

With that, he stood up, took out his wallet, pulled out one thousand yuan, and handed it to his assistant, saying, “Go to the Hong Kong-style tea restaurant across from our building and order some food and dim sum, make it as lavish as possible.”

The assistant took the money, held the cash up and shook it, and loudly announced to his colleagues, “Everyone, General Manager Guo is treating us to dim sum! Tell me what you want to eat, and I’ll order it!”

The colleagues in the entire business unit became even more excited, cheering enthusiastically.

At this moment, Mr. Ma walked in and asked with a smile, “Why is everyone so happy?”

Guo Haiming’s assistant smiled and said, “Mr. Ma, General Manager Guo said he’s treating everyone to a meal.”

Mr. Ma nodded and chuckled, “QQ Fishery has achieved such great results, he should indeed treat everyone to a meal. Everyone, work hard and push through this week. On Friday, I’ll treat your entire business unit to a big meal!”

Everyone cheered again. Guo Haiming asked Mr. Ma with a smile, “Mr. Ma, you haven’t left work yet?”

“Not yet,” Mr. Ma said. “I came over to check on your situation. Also, didn’t Happy Farm say they’re updating to a new version at eight? I want to see it.”

Guo Haiming nodded, glanced at his Omega watch, and said, “Ten more minutes…”

…

Many Happy Farm users were also waiting for Happy Farm’s update at this moment. They wanted to know what changes Muye Technology would bring to the game in such a short time.

As soon as eight o’clock struck, almost all users, competitors, and industry peers refreshed Happy Farm on their computers, eager to see what kind of changes Muye Technology would introduce this time.

Happy Farm was originally a god-tier game, but unfortunately, it was copied by Tencent, the only other company capable of operating such a game. At this critical moment, if Muye Technology could continue its divine might and deliver another major update, it would truly create a legend and have a chance to make QQ Fishery die prematurely. But if this update was all talk and no substance, with no real meaning for players, then it would seem like they had lost their composure, and it would likely be difficult to win against QQ Fishery in the future.

At exactly eight o’clock, countless curious users refreshed and reloaded the game assets, immediately discovering new system prompts. However, at this moment, no one yet realized what kind of changes Muye Technology had brought to the game.

Users first discovered a cartoon bus stop outside their farm, with four red sticky notes pasted on it. Clicking on them revealed that they were four orders, all from the system. However, the system described the four orders in a personified manner. For example, the first task some users saw was that the town’s flour mill needed fifty units of wheat, twenty units of corn, and ten units of sweet potatoes. The order’s validity was eight hours, and the rewards were one thousand two hundred gold coins, one hundred fifty experience points, one random prop, and five vouchers.

Users who frequently played the game quickly calculated how cost-effective this task was. Firstly, the same units of items, if sold to the system, would only fetch less than seven hundred gold coins. The system gave one thousand two hundred, which was equivalent to about eighty percent more, very appealing. What’s more, one hundred fifty experience points were also rare; planting crops on one plot for an hour would only yield about ten experience points. So, earning an additional one hundred fifty experience points just by selling things was even more cost-effective.

As for random props, it was easy to understand: a random game prop would be given. But “vouchers” were a bit puzzling. What were vouchers?

At this moment, the “vouchers” on the interface flashed. Users clicked on them, and an introduction to vouchers immediately popped up. It turned out that vouchers were also a type of in-game currency, but they were a separate system, different from gold coins and real money. It was as if the entire game had three sets of in-game currency rules. What these vouchers could be used for would be further explained next.

Clicking “Next Step,” the introduction to hunting dogs appeared. How to buy a dog kennel, how to buy a dog, what uses dogs had, and how to feed them were all presented in great detail to the players.

Happy Farm players went wild!

Oh my god, the game suddenly became so much more interesting! There were tasks now, and they could get more gold coins, experience, and props. They even had hunting dogs! Everyone was constantly annoyed by others stealing their crops. Now, with hunting dogs, it was simply too awesome! Not only could it reduce the success rate and quantity of crops stolen by friends who came to steal, but it could also bite off gold coins from them. It was practically a divine artifact!

While overjoyed, they saw the next prompt. The prompts were interconnected. The next step led back to the original bus stop, introducing that the bus stop could be used to accept tasks, and accepting tasks could yield a special currency—vouchers. Now, it was time to talk about how to complete tasks from the bus stop.

The tasks at the bus stop could theoretically be done by anyone, but the key was that to do these tasks, one first needed to buy their own truck.

The most basic truck could be bought with in-game gold coins, for fifty-eight thousand eight hundred eighty-eight gold coins. Although a bit expensive, given its earning potential, the money could be earned back in just a few days, not to mention the experience, props, and vouchers.

Therefore, almost all users whose accounts had enough gold coins (fifty-eight thousand eight hundred eighty-eight) bought a truck immediately.

Once the truck purchase was complete, the blue single-cab truck bounced and drove to the bus stop. The animation was very cartoonish and fun. After the truck arrived at the bus stop, the bus stop immediately popped up a prompt: a new task could be started. But at this moment, an item suddenly flashed on the screen: next to the farm’s bus stop, an image of a wooden small counter appeared. The small counter was glowing golden, attracting all players’ attention. At this moment, the system popped up another prompt: “Did you know? From now on, you can list your items in the counter and sell things to your friends, or go to your friends’ counters to buy what you need.”

Users clicking on the wooden small counter would find a two-tiered grid pop up, with five slots on each tier, totaling ten slots. Users could click on any slot to list items from their warehouse. The quantity of items listed per slot could not exceed twenty, meaning a maximum of twenty items could be sold as a group in the shop.

In addition, users could customize item prices, but there was an upper limit to the price range: they could only sell for a maximum of one hundred fifty percent of the system’s recycling price, and a minimum of one gold coin. Except for paid props, everything else could be traded. At the bottom of the counter, there was a string of small avatars and nicknames, all of which were the user’s friends. They could click on any friend’s avatar to directly enter their counter and see what they were selling.

At this moment, almost all players cheered excitedly. This way, the game became so much more fun! Not only were there tasks and hunting dogs, but most importantly, the connection between players and friends was greatly enhanced. Previously, good friends could only “Steal a Dish” or help each other out; deeper interaction was impossible. Now it was different. Now friends could help each other. If I needed something for a task and you had it, you could give it to me; if you needed something and I had it, I could give it to you. Or, if neither of us had what the other needed, we could help keep an eye out while browsing friends’ shops.

Boys playing this game with girls no longer had to worry about not having a chance to show off. If a “goddess” needed something, they could immediately list it at the lowest price and let the “goddess” buy it back for one gold coin, quickly helping the “goddess” increase experience, level, and funds. They could also mutually benefit with the “goddess,” greatly increasing the game’s enjoyment.

Muye Technology’s technical department was now packed with people from the entire company. Everyone was staring at the new version’s game data. At eight ten, ten minutes after the new version was launched, over one million of the fifty-eight thousand eight hundred eighty-eight gold coin trucks had been purchased. After all, it was a game with over ten million daily active users. At this time, over two million people were online, and over hundreds of thousands who hadn’t bought the small truck yet, over ninety percent were because they didn’t have enough gold coins.

So, the game suddenly became lively!

Users who had enough money to buy a truck immediately started desperately doing tasks. Currently, everyone’s bus stop only had four tasks simultaneously, and tasks refreshed every eight hours. This meant that if users didn’t complete or finish a task within eight hours, all tasks would be reallocated after eight hours, and uncompleted tasks would be wasted.

Users who didn’t have enough money to buy a truck started selling all sorts of things, putting everything from their warehouse into the shop, and even started asking their friends to help them farm some money. Although the game didn’t allow direct gold coin transactions between users, players could “achieve a goal through unconventional means” by selling items cheaply to friends, who would then sell them back at their original price. This seemed like a bug, but it was a backdoor Li Mu specifically left for players, allowing them the psychological satisfaction of finding a way around the rules.

Besides doing tasks and saving money to buy trucks, users also claimed the free trial hunting dogs. However, a problem arose: raising a dog required a dog kennel. Dog kennels were cute and available in multiple styles. The cheapest cost six thousand eight hundred eighty-eight gold coins, and the most expensive, a super luxury dog kennel, even cost two hundred thousand gold coins. So, some users with enough gold coins immediately bought dog kennels and successfully claimed their trial hunting dogs. Those without money felt immense pressure, desperately planting crops, selling things, and asking friends for help to save money for trucks and dog kennels.

Such significant changes completely transformed the nature of the game. The entire Happy Farm was like boiling water, bubbling with excitement!

At this moment, in the QQ Fishery business unit, the entire place was dead silent, a stark contrast to the enthusiastic atmosphere that had almost brought down the roof just moments ago. Everyone stared dumbfounded at the computers in front of them, a deep sense of despair welling up in their hearts…





Chapter 337: Crushed Again!

Powerful competitors are indeed despair-inducing.

Especially with this update to Happy Farm, it was as if Pandora’s Box had suddenly been opened, captivating all users once more. The interaction and bonds between players were elevated by more than just one level with this update. The new version brought a crushing superiority even over its own old version, let alone QQ Fishery, which was still imitating Happy Farm’s old version.

Whether it was Mr. Ma or Guo Haiming, they were both stunned by Happy Farm’s upgrade. Amidst their despair, a thought emerged in their minds: Who is behind Muye Technology’s products? Who is the real product manager? Why does he have such astonishing and enthusiastically applauded product designs?

Just as everyone was surprised and despairing, QQ Fishery’s data began to plummet.

Online users continuously dwindled. After familiarizing themselves with all of Happy Farm’s new features, a large number of users unhesitatingly abandoned QQ Fishery and wholeheartedly immersed themselves in Happy Farm’s new gameplay.

At this time, a flood of user feedback appeared online. Everyone was praising Happy Farm’s upgrade, saying its fun factor had significantly increased. Amidst these comments, another narrative began to emerge. Some people on the internet said: “Happy Farm is still impressive. Tencent imitated it to create QQ Fishery, but just over ten hours later, Happy Farm immediately released an updated version and directly crushed QQ Fishery. I wouldn’t bother playing such a low-quality, inferior imitation game like QQ Fishery. It’s truly embarrassing to play that game. If any of my friends played it, I’d cut ties with them immediately.”

Similar comments quickly flooded the entire internet and garnered widespread support from users. It seemed everyone had forgotten the harm caused by Happy Farm’s charging policy. In the competition between Happy Farm and QQ Fishery, they fully sided with Happy Farm. At this point, they began to view QQ Fishery’s appearance from Happy Farm’s perspective, seeing it as shameless plagiarism. Coupled with Happy Farm instantly leaving its competitor far behind, when someone deliberately used the topic to guide the public to scorn QQ Fishery, the masses were easily swept into this emotion.

All of this was, of course, Li Mu’s arrangement. He always kicked his enemies and competitors when they were down. Once a product successfully gets labeled as “low-quality” among users, that product is essentially doomed.

As the new version of Happy Farm was creating a sensation online, everyone in the QQ Fishery business unit felt their spirits plummet to rock bottom. The feeling of going from the clouds to the depths was incredibly bitter. Many hadn’t even had time to savor the joy and happiness they felt moments ago before being cast into the eighteen layers of hell, utterly disheartened.

Just then, Guo Haiming’s assistant entered with several tea restaurant staff, carrying an abundance of incredibly rich and delicious food. The assistant excitedly called out to everyone, “Folks, dinner’s ready! General Manager Guo is treating us to a particularly lavish meal today, so grab it while you can!”

He had expected that after saying this, his colleagues would cheer and rush forward to snatch the food. But to his surprise, everyone present was indifferent, merely staring at him with ashen faces, including Guo Haiming and Mr. Ma. This sent a shiver down his spine.

What was this routine?

When he left earlier, everyone in the business unit had been in high spirits. How could everyone be so deflated in less than an hour? What on earth had happened?

Guo Haiming cleared his throat twice at this moment and said to everyone, “Let’s not let our opponents affect our mood. We still need to eat. Everyone, please hurry and eat something.”

Few people responded to Guo Haiming, and no one came forward to take food. The assistant was extremely puzzled but could only first have the delivery staff leave the meals, then proactively asked Guo Haiming, “General Manager Guo, what would you like to eat? We have char siu rice, roast goose, beef balls…”

Guo Haiming waved his hand, “I have no appetite. I won’t eat.”

The assistant’s facial muscles twitched involuntarily. He thought, You just told everyone to eat, why aren’t you setting an example?

With Guo Haiming’s behavior, even the hungry employees dared not entertain the thought of eating, choosing only to endure, letting the pile of food emit its tempting aroma.

By ten o’clock at night, no one had touched the tea and rice dishes that had been bought. At this point, Happy Farm’s concurrent online users exceeded five million, while the pathetic QQ Fishery’s online users had dropped to less than three hundred thousand. According to feedback from backend monitoring, out of these less than three hundred thousand online users, over one hundred fifty thousand had not performed any operations within the last half hour, meaning they had essentially already left, merely not closing the QQ Fishery webpage.

Guo Haiming was utterly humiliated. Mr. Ma had been silently watching the data trends beside him until he could no longer bear to look. He finally spoke, “Let’s call it a day. I’m leaving first.”

Guo Haiming blurted out, “Mr. Ma, we can also follow up and develop these features. I’ll organize a meeting tomorrow to discuss how long it will take to design and develop them.”

Mr. Ma said, “If we lost the first round and still imitate them, it will be very difficult to survive. They clearly have technical and development reserves. We can’t win by trailing behind them. And as they continuously develop new features, constantly increasing users’ time and energy investment in the game, it will be even harder for us to shake their foundation.”

Guo Haiming gritted his teeth and said, “We will develop entirely new game features and strive to surpass them!”

Mr. Ma nodded slightly, stood up, and said, “You follow up on this. Q Bar is already dead. If QQ Fishery dies too, the impact on us will be too great. You must understand how much manpower, material resources, financial resources, and our own proprietary resources we diverted for these two projects, how much capital we expended, and how much core business development we delayed…”

Guo Haiming said shamefully, “Mr. Ma, I understand everything you’ve said.”

Mr. Ma said, “It’s good that you understand. The only thing we can be thankful for is that there are currently no direct competitors in the market. Otherwise, with these two consecutive failed gambles, our own foundation might be harmed by our rivals.”

Guo Haiming awkwardly lowered his gaze, “I will not give up on QQ Fishery. Please rest assured, I will give you a satisfactory answer.”

At this moment, at Muye Technology, the entire company was filled with joy, just like the QQ Fishery business unit before eight o’clock.

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief. Since the most potentially threatening competitor to Happy Farm had already failed, this game could essentially rest easy.

And the new version of Happy Farm also brought him an unexpected gain. Users no longer minded Happy Farm’s charging issue because Happy Farm’s new task system was quite ingenious. There would always be a particularly high-reward task that required some relatively advanced materials for that user, forcing them to buy. At this point, high-level real-money players in the friend circle played their part. They wouldn’t keep so many raw materials occupying their warehouse space, so they generally kept enough for their own needs and sold the rest on the shelves, conveniently helping lower-level friends solve their task problems.

Paying users, being high-level and resource-rich in the game, belonged to the elite group within the game. They also happened to play the role that the elite class should play: helping middle and lower-class people develop quickly. Therefore, the game was harmonious from top to bottom, and no one was cursing Muye Technology for being greedy or destroying game balance anymore.

Moreover, the development of new features further promoted the growth in the number of real-money players and the direct surge in consumption.

Although vouchers in the game could not be purchased directly, they could be obtained by farming tasks. High-level users would be willing to spend money to buy props first to accelerate initial production, and then better farm tasks and gold coins. The basic rule was that orders refreshed only once every eight hours, but if real-money players completed tasks early, they could use real money to refresh tasks early, costing two yuan per refresh.

Even wealthier users would directly top up yuan to purchase more advanced trucks. The low-level truck, which cost fifty-eight thousand eight hundred eighty-eight gold coins, only generated four orders every eight hours. However, upgraded trucks could generate six orders, eight orders, or even ten orders every eight hours. But the upgraded trucks were not cheap: a truck that generated six orders cost thirty-eight yuan, one for eight orders cost sixty-eight yuan, and one for ten orders cost ninety-eight yuan.

Despite this, over three hundred thousand various trucks were sold in just one night. Trucks purchased with real money not only greatly boosted the game but also, having a high-level truck parked on the farm was a status symbol for players.

Thus, in that single night, the Item Shop’s sales exceeded twenty million yuan.

On the first twenty-four hours of the Item Shop’s launch, sales were just over nine million yuan. However, in this short single night, just a few hours, sales exceeded twenty million yuan. This was simply a miracle in the internet industry, a speed of earning money that even Legend couldn’t compare to, causing an uproar throughout the industry.

However, these twenty million yuan in sales also represented a peak that Happy Farm itself would find hard to surpass. Most users willing to spend dozens of yuan on items like trucks made their purchases tonight. This wasn’t repeat consumption; moving forward, unless new versions were launched, it would be impossible to reach this sales figure again.

In China’s internet industry, Happy Farm had already helped Muye Technology ascend to the pinnacle, making its name famous throughout the industry.





Chapter 338: Wrap Party

In the following days, a relaxed Li Mu no longer concerned himself with Muye Technology’s affairs. He simply had Lin Qingya quickly recruit people for Baofeng Entertainment to start working on the localization and voice acting for the game Mu Online. At the same time, they were to set up servers and prepare for testing and launching after the Lunar New Year. As for himself, he didn’t personally manage these matters. Instead, he focused his energy with Ning Hao and the rest of the crew to completely finish filming the micro-movie Old Boy, successfully wrapping it up.

On the day filming wrapped, Li Mu, accompanied by Su Yingxue, hosted a banquet for all crew members at a five-star hotel in Yanjing. At the same time, he prepared one hundred thousand yuan in cash, packaged into red envelopes, each containing two thousand yuan. He planned to give one to everyone present.

All behind-the-scenes members were there. Most of the important main actors also came, including the four members of Simple Plan, Chen Kun, and Du Wei. Even Tang Wei, who had only joined the crew for a few days previously, was there. However, Chen Wan was the only one who didn’t come. When Li Mu invited her, she said she had to work overtime today and couldn’t spare the time. Li Mu felt a pang of regret but didn’t press her.

The crew members already knew Su Yingxue and that she was Li Mu’s girlfriend. Su Yingxue had also visited the set with Li Mu a few times, so she was quite familiar with everyone. Everyone harmoniously clinked glasses, celebrating the wrap-up. Li Mu toasted everyone, thanking them for their dedication and effort during filming. Then, with a wave of his hand, he had Ning Hao bring over a black briefcase.

Ning Hao now seemed to have become Li Mu’s personal subordinate. He was usually grinning playfully, and with his deliberate bowing and scraping to Li Mu, he acted even more subservient than a typical subordinate. The black briefcase was handed to Li Mu. Li Mu opened it in front of everyone and said, “Words of thanks shouldn’t just be spoken; there should be concrete action. Our film was able to wrap up on time before the New Year, thanks to everyone’s collective effort. The New Year is almost here, and I don’t have much to offer, so here’s a New Year red envelope for everyone, consider it an early New Year’s gift!”

Everyone was pleasantly surprised by Li Mu’s words. Throughout the filming period, Li Mu had been exceptionally good to everyone in the crew. First, the salaries were generally higher than those of other crews; although not by much, it certainly made people feel content. Second, Li Mu never mistreated anyone regarding the crew members’ food and accommodation; good food, good drink, and good lodging were Li Mu’s consistent principles for everyone. Most importantly, during the filming process, Li Mu got along very well with everyone; he didn’t put on airs or throw tantrums just because he was the investor and director. Everyone got along very harmoniously.

Now, with Li Mu treating everyone to a wrap party at such a high-end restaurant and distributing red envelopes, it naturally left everyone overjoyed.

Ning Hao held the open briefcase. Li Mu went from table to table, handing a red envelope to each person. As he distributed them, he said, “These New Year red envelopes are all the same; everyone gets two thousand. So there’s no need to guess who got more or less, they’re all identical.”

The mention of two thousand yuan made everyone inwardly marvel at the generosity of this young boss and casual director. Two thousand yuan in Yanjing was roughly two months’ salary for an ordinary person. But for Li Mu, it was just a red envelope given casually; his generosity was truly evident.

Li Mu distributed them until he reached Tang Wei. He smiled as he handed her a red envelope and said, “Tang Wei, this is your red envelope.”

Tang Wei looked at Li Mu in surprise, her face flushed, and said, “Director Li, I… I didn’t contribute much to this film. When I went to Haizhou for experience with my classmate before, you even covered my food, lodging, and travel expenses. Today, I’m just here to freeload on a meal, how can I accept your red envelope…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Don’t forget, you’re already a signed actress with Muye Pictures now. You’re one of our own, so it’s only right for you to take a red envelope.”

Tang Wei scratched her head shyly and said, “I’m just a directing student. You insisted on signing me, but I actually felt embarrassed to sign with Muye Pictures, afraid of holding the company back…”

Li Mu pointed to Ning Hao beside him and said, “Look, Director Ning is also a signed director with Muye Pictures now. I plan to find some funding this year and let Director Ning direct a film himself. When that happens, the female lead will definitely be you.”

Tang Wei’s eyes widened in surprise. Excited yet somewhat lacking confidence, she said, “Really? But I’m afraid I’m not good enough…”

Li Mu smiled as he tucked the red envelope into her hand and said, “Trust me, you can do it.”

At this moment, many people at the tables were eager to try, unable to resist saying, “Director Li, if the company starts a new film after the New Year, please let us work with the company and Director Ning again!”

The reason Li Mu went to such lengths and spent an extra one hundred thousand yuan was to foster a sense of belonging to Muye Pictures among these people. He wanted them to feel that the best work was to start projects with Muye Pictures, so that in the future, when Muye Pictures filmed new projects, they would come without hesitation.

So, Li Mu smiled and said, “Don’t worry, as long as we start a new project, we will definitely contact everyone.”

Afterwards, Li Mu distributed red envelopes until he reached Chen Kun. Chen Kun was the biggest star in the entire crew when it came to acting. However, compared to Zhang Kexuan, who was sitting next to him, he felt somewhat inferior. Zhang Kexuan had little experience in the acting circles, but his popularity and recognition in the music industry far surpassed Chen Kun’s. What Li Mu didn’t expect was that although the two were originally playing opposing roles in the film—one the male lead, the other the villain—their private relationship progressed quickly, reaching the point where they called each other ‘bro’.

Li Mu was naturally pleased to see this. Although Chen Kun wasn’t famous yet, he definitely would be in the future. Moreover, he had good friends like Zhao Wei and Zhou Xun. In the future, many well-known actors in the film and television industry could be connected through him.

Li Mu handed the red envelope to Chen Kun, smiling as he said, “Handsome Kun, you’ve also contributed a lot to our film. Thank you for being willing to join our micro-movie.”

“Handsome Kun” was a nickname given to Chen Kun by the crew. It was first called out by Ning Hao, who looked a bit scruffy. Later, because Chen Kun got along very well with everyone, they all started calling him that. Chen Kun himself didn’t reject it, and even secretly felt a bit smug.

Chen Kun stood up at this moment and smiled slightly, “Director Li, I’m also especially grateful that you were willing to give me this opportunity. I’ve gained a lot by joining our crew.”

Li Mu nodded, knowing that Chen Kun’s words were polite. He himself probably didn’t think highly of this micro-movie. In fact, perhaps everyone except himself didn’t think highly of the micro-movie Old Boy. But it didn’t matter; the promotional and distribution work for Old Boy had already begun. Zhang Kexuan and his connections, leveraging their family background, influence, and fame, had already secured broadcasts on over ten provincial television stations. Online, Li Mu had been warming up the audience for this micro-movie on Eting.com and Tieba. Once this micro-movie was fully released on television and online, it would definitely become an instant hit. By then, Chen Kun might even burn incense to celebrate not missing out on this film.

As for whether Chen Kun could continue to cooperate with Muye Pictures in the future, Li Mu didn’t dwell on it. He was signed with an agency, and his agent handled his commercial affairs. For a newcomer like him, the ability and space to make his own decisions were actually quite limited.

Afterwards, Li Mu approached the young girl Du Wei. Li Mu had now become Du Wei’s biggest idol. Her two singles, Fleet of Time and You Exist In My Song, had already been recorded. She loved these two songs so much that she often couldn’t sleep at night. Countless times she thought she was dreaming, otherwise how could she have had the chance to get such excellent songs? Therefore, she felt that her greatest fortune was meeting Li Mu.

Li Mu handed her the red envelope and smiled, “Xiao Wei, after the New Year, you might become famous nationwide. If you’re still interested in making movies then, you must come find me!”

Du Wei stood up, flattered, and said earnestly, “Brother Li Mu, don’t worry, if I ever act again, I’ll only act in your films!”

Li Mu nodded and said with a smile, “We can talk more about this privately later.”

After distributing the red envelopes in a circle, Li Mu deliberately skipped the four members of Simple Plan. He simply told them, “You are the bosses, so don’t take this money. Consider it saving expenses for the company.”

The four understood Li Mu’s intention and, with a laugh, tacitly agreed to his suggestion.

Finally, after everyone else had received theirs, Li Mu personally handed a red envelope to Ning Hao. He then whispered to Ning Hao, “Haozi, you’ll be a signed director for Muye Pictures from now on. Once the film is edited, you can take a month off and go back to brainstorm a script. As long as the script is reliable, my promise to you will stand: I’ll invest in a film for you to direct.”

The reason Li Mu had told everyone earlier that he needed to find investment for new films, but privately told Ning Hao directly that he would invest in a film for him to direct, was mainly because he didn’t want to expose his true wealth. Everyone now thought this film was funded by Simple Plan for their main song, even Su Yingxue believed this. However, to make Ning Hao wholeheartedly follow him, Li Mu had previously revealed his situation to him. Ning Hao also knew that Li Mu, despite his young age, was already a big boss with a net worth of over one hundred million yuan. It was rare for someone to appreciate him so much and be willing to sign him, not only offering a basic salary but also promising to invest in his films. Therefore, he signed a binding contract almost without hesitation.

For a newcomer like Ning Hao, directing a film on his own was incredibly difficult. He was talented but lacked sufficient connections. A film required at least one million yuan in initial investment. No one would be willing to give so much money to an inexperienced young man. Therefore, if he followed his original life trajectory, he would remain unrecognized for his talent for several more years. It wasn’t until 2006, when Andy Lau’s Asian New Director Project gave him three million yuan in investment to film Crazy Stone. He indeed seized this rare opportunity, and Crazy Stone became an instant hit.

However, there were still at least three or four years until Crazy Stone was greenlit and began filming. If Li Mu didn’t intervene in his life trajectory, he would continue to languish for the next three or four years.

Therefore, for Ning Hao himself, Li Mu’s support deeply moved him, and he was determined to dedicate himself to following Li Mu.





Chapter 339: Guess Who I Saw?

The appreciation banquet lasted quite late. Towards the end, Li Mu drank a good amount of alcohol, mostly from people who came over to toast him. He deliberately avoided hard liquor, sticking to beer, but still felt a bit lightheaded.

Before everyone dispersed, Li Mu whispered to Su Yingxue beside him, “Honey, you drive later.”

Su Yingxue said, “But I don’t have much experience…”

Li Mu then said, “It’s fine, I’ll guide you from the side.”

Hearing this, Su Yingxue didn’t think much of it and nodded in agreement.

Before everyone dispersed, Li Mu raised his beer again and toasted everyone. After filming wrapped up, all the shooting work was complete. What remained was post-production work like editing, effects, and mixing, which most of the people present wouldn’t be involved in. So, basically, they wouldn’t have a chance to meet again unless they collaborated in the future.

After the toasts, everyone dispersed, full and satisfied. Before leaving, Li Mu pulled Ning Hao aside and instructed him to prepare for the film’s post-production work as soon as possible, ideally starting within the next two days. Ning Hao was now pumped up and couldn’t stop, so he immediately agreed to Li Mu, saying, “I’ll start preparing first thing tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu said, “No need to rush so much. At least give yourself a day off.”

Ning Hao waved his hand, “I can’t sit still anymore. I want to finish this film in one go, then I can rest properly during the New Year!”

Seeing his enthusiasm for work so high, Li Mu said no more, only reminding him, “Don’t forget to write the script.”

Ning Hao nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I already have several stories in my head.”

As he spoke, Ning Hao quietly asked Li Mu, “Boss, do you have resources for distribution and cinemas? If not, you need to find them quickly. Film revenue relies almost entirely on distribution and cinemas. If resources are insufficient in this area, even the best film will struggle to achieve high box office numbers.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, knowing full well he had no resources in this area. However, he already had a grand blueprint: to build his own cinema chain. The domestic film industry wasn’t developed enough yet, so the cost of building a cinema chain at this time would be the lowest, and the market the emptiest. If he could control cinema resources before the film box office surged, it would be equivalent to controlling the fate of all films in the domestic market. After all, cinema chains are the most direct and crucial link for extracting money from consumers’ pockets, and their importance to the film industry is akin to Alipay and WeChat Pay’s importance to the E-commerce industry.

In the future, a single Wanda Cinemas chain would have a market value of nearly one hundred billion, not to mention its potential influence on the entertainment industry. Therefore, investing in cinema chains was definitely a good business.

However, investing in cinema chains also had an awkward aspect: high initial costs and slow early returns. Li Mu himself definitely didn’t have the financial means for it. But in the future, he could transfer a portion of Muye Pictures’ shares to Muye Technology, which would allow him to extract a sum of money from Muye Technology. Then, he could continuously use Muye Technology to support this subsidiary. At the same time, Muye Pictures could also generate its own revenue by investing in and producing popular film and television dramas that it was familiar with. If managed well, it would certainly be a considerable income.

Full and satisfied, everyone walked out of the hotel together. Li Mu and Su Yingxue stood hand-in-hand by the entrance, waiting for their car. A valet from the star-rated hotel drove the car up to them, then got out and handed the car keys to Li Mu.

Li Mu turned his head and handed the car keys to Su Yingxue, saying, “You drive.”

Su Yingxue nodded, took the car keys, and walked around to the driver’s seat. Li Mu also pulled open the door and got in. Su Yingxue, somewhat skillfully, started the car, shifted gears, released the handbrake, and then slowly drove away.

Just then, a middle-aged man, accompanied by a white-haired elder, also walked to the spot where Li Mu and Su Yingxue had gotten into their car. The middle-aged man stared blankly at Li Mu’s GL8. The elder beside him asked, “Shao Hua, what are you looking at?”

The middle-aged man suddenly snapped back to reality, pulling his gaze away from the GL8. He quickly said to the elder beside him, “Nothing, Secretary Cao.”

The elder nodded slightly. Just then, a driver pulled up in an Audi A6. The driver personally got out and opened the rear passenger door for the elder. Before getting in, the elder said to the middle-aged man, “Shao Hua, let Xiao Zhang drop you off first.”

The middle-aged man quickly said, “Please, Secretary Cao, let him drop you off first. After you’re home, then Xiao Zhang can trouble himself to take me.”

The elder smiled and waved his hand, “I remember your home isn’t far from here. Let him drop you off first, don’t decline. Get in.”

When the middle-aged man heard that the elder actually remembered his home wasn’t far from there, he was secretly delighted. He no longer insisted and said, “Thank you, Secretary Cao,” before getting into the front passenger seat.

The middle-aged man’s home was indeed not far from the five-star hotel. The Audi reached his residential complex in just about ten minutes. The middle-aged man then thanked the elder again and instructed the driver to take the elder home before getting out of the car and walking towards his own house.

On the way back, he recalled the scene he had witnessed earlier when leaving the hotel. His heart grew anxious, and he quickened his pace, hurrying back home. His wife was in the living room watching TV with their daughter. As soon as the middle-aged man entered, he waved to his wife on the sofa, “Yue Hua, come to the room, I need to tell you something.”

Su Yuehua, who was engrossed in watching TV, couldn’t help but say, “Oh, if you have something to say, just say it now.”

The middle-aged man was about to speak, but then remembered his daughter was still with his wife, so he gave up and continued, “Oh, just come to the room. I have something to tell you privately.”

“Oh, how annoying,” Su Yuehua sighed helplessly. She stood up and walked towards the bedroom, muttering, “What’s so mysterious that it has to be said in the room…”

Their daughter on the sofa also smiled and said, “Yeah, Dad, what secrets do you and Mom have that you can’t tell me?”

The middle-aged man waved his hand at his daughter on the sofa, smiling, “Watch your TV!”

He then hurried into the room, closed the door, and said to Su Yuehua, “I just accompanied Secretary Cao to Winston for a social engagement. Guess who I saw when we came out?”

“Who?” Su Yuehua frowned, her face full of curiosity.

Women are naturally gossipy creatures, and especially with her husband’s tone, it was truly suspenseful.

At this moment, Su Yuehua’s husband, Wang Shaohua, lowered his voice and said, “I saw Yingxue!”

“Yingxue?” Su Yuehua was even more surprised. “Yingxue’s school is in Zhongguancun, and Winston is near our home, at least twenty-some kilometers from her school. Why would she be here so late? What was the situation then? Did you talk to her?”

Wang Shaohua hesitated for a moment and said, “I’m telling you, don’t get anxious. Secretary Cao and I were coming out of Winston, and we happened to see Yingxue and a boy get into a car and leave.”

“Left?” Su Yuehua pressed for an answer, “You mean she left Winston with a boy, right?”

Wang Shaohua nodded, “Aren’t you asking obvious questions?”

Su Yuehua rolled her eyes at him. “Yingxue is my niece, of course I have to get to the bottom of it!” She then asked nervously, “What’s the situation with her coming out of Winston so late with a boy?”

Wang Shaohua spread his hands. “I don’t know either. Before they got into the car, I saw their backs, and they were holding hands. At that time, I hadn’t recognized her yet. It was only when the valet drove the car up, and the boy gave the car keys to Yingxue, and Yingxue walked around the front of the car to the driver’s seat, that I recognized her.”

Su Yuehua’s expression immediately grew more anxious. “You’re saying Yingxue and a boy came out of Winston, and they drove off, and Yingxue was driving?”

Wang Shaohua nodded repeatedly, “Yes.”

“How old was the boy?”

“He looked about Yingxue’s age.”

Su Yuehua’s heart instantly tightened. She slowly sat on the edge of the bed and murmured to herself, “The car definitely isn’t Yingxue’s. That means the car is most likely the boy’s. To have a car at such a young age, whether it’s his or his family’s, this boy’s family background must be quite good. And they came out of Winston, where the prices are so high…”

At this point, Su Yuehua suddenly stood up and urgently asked, “You mean this child Yingxue… she wouldn’t… she wouldn’t have gone astray, would she?!”

Wang Shaohua didn’t know how to answer his wife’s question. If he said no, then the situation tonight was truly inexplicable. If he said yes, his wife would probably go crazy with worry.

Seeing her husband remain silent for a long time, Su Yuehua couldn’t help but say, “No, I have to call Yingxue and ask her clearly.”

“Don’t!” Wang Shaohua quickly stopped her, saying, “What kind of thing is it to call Yingxue and ask her now? How do you expect her to answer you over the phone?”

Su Yuehua said, “I have to ask her what her relationship with that boy is and what they’re doing so late! My Second Brother only has this one precious daughter. She’s in Yanjing, and Second Brother entrusted me with looking after her. My Second Sister-in-law even specifically told me to keep an eye on her and make sure Yingxue doesn’t get into an early relationship at school. This is such a big deal, how can I not get to the bottom of it?”

Wang Shaohua said, “This isn’t something you can clarify with just a phone call. How about another day we invite Yingxue over for dinner, and then you can ask her privately in person? If you call her now, how could you possibly get the truth? It would only make Yingxue resistant.”

Su Yuehua said with some agitation, “Yingxue drove off with a boy. It’s late at night. What if something happens between them, and Yingxue gets confused and something inappropriate occurs? What do you say we do then?”

Wang Shaohua checked the time and said, “They’ve been gone for about twenty minutes. Driving from here to Renmin University will probably take half an hour. How about you wait a bit longer, then call Yingxue’s dorm room to see if she’s back? Their lights out is usually at ten-thirty, so there’s less than half an hour left. If she’s not back in her dorm by ten-thirty, then call her phone. No matter what, no matter what excuse we use, we have to get her to our house tonight.”

Su Yuehua thought for a moment and nodded gently. Her husband’s method seemed the most rational and appropriate. First, they would bet that Yingxue wasn’t in an early relationship or that she had everything under control and would return to her dorm room before lights out. If not, then things would have gone too far, and she would call Yingxue’s mobile phone directly, and as her husband said, no matter what method they used, they would get her to their house first.

…

At this very moment, Li Mu and Su Yingxue were still on their way back to Renmin University. Although Su Yingxue hadn’t driven much on the road, there were fewer cars at night, so she drove relatively smoothly. Li Mu occasionally pointed out directions to her from the side, feeling quite at ease with her driving.

While driving, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Are you okay? Does your head still hurt?”

“Still a bit.” Li Mu rubbed his temples. “Drinking too much beer just gives me a headache; otherwise, I’m fine.”

Su Yingxue said, “Are you still going back to your dorm room tonight?”

“No,” Li Mu said. “I need to take a hot shower and get a good night’s sleep. The dorm room doesn’t have those conditions, so let’s go to Yucheng Garden instead.”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment and asked him, “You drank so much, can you manage by yourself?”

Li Mu took the hint, “Definitely not.”

Su Yingxue subconsciously asked him, “Then what should we do?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You can stay with me. At least you can pour me some water or something. If I’m not feeling well, you can take me to a Hospital or help me call an ambulance.”

Su Yingxue asked nervously, “Is it that serious?”

Li Mu said, “It’s better to be safe than sorry. My alcohol tolerance is just average, and tonight was an exceptional performance. If I feel unwell tonight and no one is around to take care of me, something might really go wrong. For example, what if I slip and fall in the shower and become unconscious? So the best solution is for you to stay with me at Yucheng Garden tonight.”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment. Seeing that Li Mu’s face was indeed flushed from drinking, and fearing he might have an accident alone at Yucheng Garden, she agreed, “Alright, I’ll stay with you tonight.”

This was exactly what Li Mu was waiting for. Hearing Su Yingxue agree, he quickly said, “You can’t go back on your word.”

Su Yingxue knew Li Mu had some ulterior motives. She nodded with a hint of shyness and said, “I won’t go back on my word, but you can’t be too bold.”

Li Mu then asked her, “What counts as being too bold?”

Su Yingxue rolled her eyes at him and retorted, “Just like before.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but press further, “Boss’s wife, can’t you give me a discount?”

“No.”

Li Mu chuckled. Whether it was possible or not, talking was useless; he had to rely on action to achieve it. In any case, he had made up his mind tonight: he wouldn’t sleep in a separate room. At worst, he would hold Su Yingxue and have a wonderful night’s sleep.

Su Yingxue drove the car to Yucheng Garden. As soon as they arrived home, Su Yingxue urged Li Mu to quickly take a shower to freshen up. Li Mu himself realized he reeked of alcohol, so he plunged into the bathroom for a shower. Su Yingxue then tidied up the room for Li Mu, organizing some casually placed items and putting a few accumulated clothes from Li Mu’s bedroom into the washing machine.

At ten-thirty, a phone call rang precisely in Su Yingxue’s dorm room. Her roommate answered the phone and heard a woman on the other end ask, “Hello, I’m looking for Su Yingxue from your dorm room.”

The roommate subconsciously replied, “Oh, Yingxue didn’t come back tonight. She probably went to her relatives’ house…”





Chapter 340: I’ll Make It Up To You Next Time!

To Su Yingxue’s dorm mates, they had long gotten used to Su Yingxue not returning to the dorm at night. After all, they knew she had relatives in Yanjing and would stay at their place every now and then, so they weren’t surprised by her absence from the dorm room. When someone called looking for her, they naturally used this excuse.

But the student who answered the phone didn’t know that the caller was Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt, Su Yuehua, who was also Su Yingxue’s only relative in Yanjing.

As soon as Su Yuehua heard that Su Yingxue hadn’t returned to the dorm room, her heart sank, and her phone slipped from her hand, falling to the ground. The phone’s back cover and battery flew far away.

Wang Shaohua quickly picked up the phone, back cover, and battery, then reassembled them. Su Yuehua nervously said, “What is Yingxue thinking… She’s usually so well-behaved, so outstanding… How could she do something like this…”

Wang Shaohua comforted her, “Don’t jump to conclusions. Everything is still unclear, and you don’t know the full situation.”

Su Yuehua anxiously said, “What more do I need to know? You saw her drive off with a boy, and now she hasn’t returned to the dorm room. Today isn’t the weekend, and the dorm closes at this hour, so she can’t get out or in. She’s clearly not returning to the dorm at night. For a girl to spend the night out with a boy, she’s going to suffer a great loss!”

Wang Shaohua hesitated for a moment and said, “Why don’t you give her a call?”

Su Yuehua came to her senses and immediately said, “Call, I must call. I need to ask her where she is!”

Wang Shaohua said, “You need to be careful with your words. You can’t directly question her.”

Su Yuehua asked, “Then what should I say?”

Wang Shaohua thought for a moment and said, “Just say you called her dorm room and she wasn’t there, then ask her where she is. Since it’s so late and she hasn’t returned to the dorm, she must have nowhere to stay. You can say that we’ll come pick her up to stay at our place. Absolutely do not ask directly, and don’t mention that I saw her drive off with a boy, so she doesn’t feel resistant.”

Su Yuehua thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “Alright, I’ll do as you say.”

…

With Su Yingxue there, Li Mu showered much faster than usual, always not wanting to leave her waiting alone outside. Besides, Li Mu’s mind was currently focused on urging her to shower quickly. He had no lewd intentions; he just wanted to hold her and get a good night’s sleep after she finished her shower.

When Li Mu came out of the bathroom wearing only a pair of shorts, Su Yingxue was cleaning the living room. Li Mu saw that in just a short while, she had tidied the living room to be several times neater than usual. He sighed inwardly, realizing that he had never noticed before that Su Yingxue was truly a good girl, adept at both social graces and domestic tasks. In his previous life, Su Yingxue was a good student outside and a career woman at work; no one had ever seen what she was like at home. Now that he saw her, he realized she was truly beautiful and wise.

Su Yingxue saw Li Mu come out shirtless and couldn’t help but say, “Why aren’t you wearing pajamas? Don’t catch a cold.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “It’s fine, the heating is quite strong. So, why don’t you go take a shower too?”

Su Yingxue gave him a chiding look and said somewhat shyly, “I’ll finish tidying the living room first, then I’ll go.”

Li Mu then said, “I’ll take care of the rest. You go quickly. I’m a bit tired and want to go to bed early.”

Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu and sighed softly, saying, “Alright, I’ll listen to you.”

With that, Su Yingxue placed the cleaned ashtray aside and told Li Mu, “You should smoke less.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I don’t even smoke a pack a week.”

“You still need to smoke less, preferably not at all,” Su Yingxue said without question, then added, “I’m going to shower now.”

Just as she finished speaking, Su Yingxue’s phone rang. She took out her phone, her expression subtly changed, and she looked up at Li Mu, saying, “It’s my paternal aunt…”

Li Mu quickly said, “I won’t say a word!” He then sensibly shut his mouth, and at the same time, picked up his own phone from the coffee table and put it on silent, fearing a call or text message at that moment.

A sense of unease flashed through Su Yingxue’s mind. Intuitively, her paternal aunt usually wouldn’t call her this late. It was already ten forty; was there something important for her to call now?

With a hint of trepidation, she pressed the answer button. Su Yingxue tried her best to make her voice sound normal: “Hello, paternal aunt.”

“Yingxue.” Su Yuehua also tried to keep her tone calm, feigning casualness as she asked, “I just called your dorm room, and your dorm mate said you weren’t there. Are you out playing?”

Su Yingxue’s heart sank. She quickly said, “Um… yes… I was singing with a few classmates and didn’t notice the time…”

Su Yuehua said with a hint of reproach, “It’s not the weekend, why are you singing with classmates?”

Su Yingxue paused, thought for a moment, and stammered, “Well, one of my classmates was having a birthday, so we went out to sing…”

Su Yuehua’s heart rate suddenly quickened. On one hand, she was a bit angry, and on the other, somewhat disappointed. Her niece had always been excellent in both academics and character since childhood, with an image and temperament that were one in a million. She was the one she was most proud of among the younger generation in the family, even her own daughter couldn’t compare. But now, why was she out alone with a boy at night, and had even learned to lie?

Although she was a bit angry, Su Yuehua still tried to keep her voice normal, saying, “You, you’re just focused on playing, with no sense of time. At this hour, can you still get back to your dorm room?”

Su Yingxue worried that if she said she could get back, her paternal aunt would definitely call the dorm room again to confirm. So, she had no choice but to say, “The dorm room is closed now, I can’t get back. A few of us are planning to stay out for the night…”

“Stay out for the night?” Su Yuehua’s eyelids twitched uncontrollably when she heard this. She quickly said, “How can that be! Girls shouldn’t just stay out overnight; it’s too dangerous!”

Su Yingxue glanced at Li Mu and said somewhat guiltily, “Paternal aunt, you don’t need to worry. There are several of us, and we’re right near the school…”

“That’s still not acceptable,” Su Yuehua’s tone suddenly became tough. She blurted out, “Where are you? Tell me the address. Your paternal uncle-in-law and I will drive to pick you up and bring you home to sleep.”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “Paternal aunt, please don’t trouble yourselves. I’m really fine…”

“Absolutely not!” Su Yuehua said, “Yingxue, this is not open for discussion. If you don’t tell me the address, your paternal aunt will have no choice but to call your mother. Otherwise, if she finds out I knew you weren’t returning to the dorm at night and didn’t do anything about it, she’ll definitely be angry.”

As soon as Su Yingxue heard her paternal aunt bring up her mother, she instantly gave up resisting. She quickly said, “Paternal aunt, please don’t worry. Can I take a taxi to your place in a bit?”

Su Yuehua’s tone softened slightly: “Don’t take a taxi. Tell me the address, and your paternal uncle-in-law and I will leave now.”

Su Yingxue said, “It’s so far, and it’s late at night. It’ll be too much trouble for you and paternal uncle-in-law to drive out. I’ll just take a taxi over now.”

Seeing that Su Yingxue didn’t want to give the address, Su Yuehua said, “It’s fine if you take a taxi yourself, but you must be home within half an hour. The road conditions are good at this time; half an hour is enough to get here from near your school.”

Su Yingxue could only say, “Okay, I’ll take a taxi back now.”

“Hurry up!”

Su Yingxue hung up the phone, looking at Li Mu with a helpless and guilty expression, saying, “My paternal aunt insists I go to her place…”

Li Mu had heard mostly everything from the side and nodded understandingly, saying, “I’ll take you.”

“No need, you’re quite tired today. Get some rest early.”

Li Mu said, “It’s fine, I’m not tired. I wouldn’t feel at ease if you went alone.”

“But you drank alcohol…”

“It’s fine, I didn’t drink too much.”

“Didn’t you say you were dizzy just now?”

“It’s gone after the shower.”

As he spoke, Li Mu was already putting on his clothes. Seeing his firm attitude, Su Yingxue didn’t refuse further.

Li Mu got dressed, picked up his phone and car keys, and said to Su Yingxue, “Let’s go.”

Su Yingxue’s eyes sparkled. She walked up and gently leaned into Li Mu’s embrace, pressing her cheek against his chest, and said, “I’m sorry, I can’t stay with you tonight. Will you be okay by yourself?”

Li Mu nodded, gently stroking her back, and said, “I’ll be fine. Actually, I’m not really ill; I just wanted to act spoiled and trick you into staying with me.”

Su Yingxue stood on her tiptoes, lightly kissed Li Mu’s lips, and looked at him, whispering, “I’ll make it up to you next time!”

Li Mu immediately brightened up: “You said it, no backing out!”

Su Yingxue smiled shyly: “When have I ever tricked you?”

The two walked out hand in hand. After reaching the underground garage, Li Mu directly unlocked the car and prepared to get into the driver’s seat. Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask him, “Are you really okay to drive?”

Li Mu nodded. He had a slight headache on the way back earlier, but after showering, he was basically no different from a normal person. Although he knew he shouldn’t drink and drive, he really wasn’t at ease letting Su Yingxue go alone, so he could only knowingly break the rules this one time.

Su Yingxue knew Li Mu felt regret, and in fact, she also felt some regret. Tonight was supposed to be a very cozy world for two. Su Yingxue herself was looking forward to the feeling of sleeping soundly in Li Mu’s arms until dawn, but today was just a bit unlucky. Her paternal aunt, who rarely called the dorm room checking up on someone, happened to call the dorm room today. Now that things had reached this point, she really didn’t dare to go against her paternal aunt’s wishes.

There weren’t many cars on the ring road, and the journey was smooth. Under Su Yingxue’s guidance, Li Mu drove to the residential complex where her paternal aunt lived and parked the car on the roadside outside the complex gate.

In a secluded corner inside the complex, Wang Shaohua pointed to Li Mu’s GL8 and said to Su Yuehua beside him, “This is the car I saw in Winston.”

Su Yuehua nodded. Although they were dozens of meters away, they could still clearly see into the GL8’s driver’s seat under the streetlights. They could see Su Yingxue sitting in the passenger seat, and a handsome boy with clear features sitting in the driver’s seat. Looking at him alone, Su Yuehua felt he seemed decent and kind-faced, but as soon as she thought of his unclear relationship with her niece, she felt a surge of anger.

Su Yingxue was the cherished jewel of the entire Su family. In the eyes of the Su family, anyone who approached her and coveted her before she turned twenty-two years old was unforgivable.

Li Mu had no idea that two pairs of eyes were watching him intently from the darkness. Seeing that he had dropped Su Yingxue off, which only took twenty-five minutes, he held Su Yingxue’s hand, brought it to his lips, kissed it, and said, “Don’t rush off, stay with me for a bit.”

Su Yingxue nodded, leaned to her left, shoulder to shoulder with Li Mu, then gently rested her head on his shoulder.

Su Yuehua’s eyes nearly popped out. She stamped her foot anxiously: “Oh no, Yingxue is really in an early relationship, and they’re so intimate…”

Wang Shaohua was also stunned. He had always hoped his daughter would emulate Su Yingxue, but who would have thought this girl would suddenly fall into an early relationship? And an early relationship would have been one thing; campus romance usually just involved holding hands and writing love letters. But Su Yingxue was so intimate with that boy, it clearly wasn’t the first time. And to think, Su Yingxue was originally planning on not returning to the dorm at night; it was just a coincidence that he ran into her this time. But for so long before this… Wang Shaohua didn’t dare to think further. Like Su Yuehua, he had very high expectations for Su Yingxue, and now he couldn’t help but feel somewhat disappointed.

Su Yuehua couldn’t watch anymore. She pulled out her phone and called Su Yingxue, immediately asking, “Yingxue, where are you?”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “I’ll be there soon.”

Su Yuehua said, “Then I’ll come out to meet you now.”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “No need, paternal aunt, I’m already at your complex gate. I’m getting out of the car now.”

Only then did Su Yuehua say, “Alright, come up quickly then.”

After hanging up, Su Yuehua was still staring at the two people in the car in the distance. A scene that made her jaw drop appeared: Su Yingxue in the car put down her phone, said something to the boy beside her, and then actually leaned over and kissed him.

This time, Su Yingxue’s主动吻李牧 was no longer a brief, fleeting kiss like before, but clearly carried a different kind of passion. She lingered with Li Mu for a dozen seconds before reluctantly pulling away. She told Li Mu, “My paternal aunt is rushing me. I’m leaving. Be sure to drive carefully on your way back. Text me when you get home.”

Li Mu nodded, and softly said, “You go quickly. See you at school tomorrow.”

“Mm.” Su Yingxue nodded reluctantly, then unbuckled her seatbelt and pushed the door open to get out. As soon as she got out of the car, Su Yuehua pulled Wang Shaohua and ran back, afraid that Su Yingxue would see them.

Su Yingxue didn’t know that her relationship with Li Mu had been mostly exposed. As she walked into the complex and entered her paternal aunt’s apartment, she still thought that her paternal aunt’s call today was just a coincidence.

Su Yuehua, who had arrived home first and just taken off her coat, looked at Su Yingxue. Her eyes were bright, her nose bridge high, her lips, face shape, figure, and temperament were all flawless. She was much more beautiful than Su Yuehua was in her youth. But, such a beautiful girl, how could she…

Thinking of this, Su Yuehua couldn’t help but feel a pang of heartache. Watching Su Yingxue change her shoes, she hadn’t had a chance to speak when Su Yingxue, feeling somewhat guilty, spoke first: “We got a bit too engrossed in playing today and didn’t pay attention to the time. Otherwise, we definitely would have rushed back before the dorm room closed.”

Su Yuehua hesitated, then looked at her silent husband beside her, and said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, you go take a shower first. Your paternal aunt will sleep in the same room with you tonight; I have something to tell you.”





Chapter 341: A Prophecy Fulfilled

Su Yingxue felt her paternal aunt’s attitude was strange. She seemed to hesitate several times, which was a significant deviation from her usual fiery and straightforward personality.

Her aunt’s unusual behavior made Su Yingxue feel somewhat uneasy.

If her aunt believed her lie, she wouldn’t be afraid of her aunt getting angry about the false story. She could just admit her mistake, promise it wouldn’t happen again, and the matter would surely pass.

Conversely, if her aunt didn’t believe her, it would be a bit troublesome.

Seeing her aunt’s abnormal demeanor now, Su Yingxue felt it was possible she truly hadn’t believed her lie.

In that case, Su Yingxue felt uncertain.

Her cousin was already asleep, and there was no one she could ask for information. Helpless, she could only follow her aunt’s instructions and go take a bath first.

Su Yuehua whispered to her husband for a while, then sent him back to their bedroom. She went to the guest room prepared for Su Yingxue, half-lying against the headboard, waiting for Su Yingxue to finish bathing so they could talk.

Su Yuehua’s home was a four-bedroom apartment spanning one hundred and fifty square meters, which was quite luxurious in Yanjing at the time. On weekdays, she and her husband lived in the master bedroom, their daughter Wang Xinran in one of the secondary bedrooms. Of the remaining two bedrooms, one was a guest room and the other a study. After Su Yingxue came to Yanjing, the guest room became her exclusive bedroom.

Su Yuehua was a university student in the 1980s. After graduating, she stayed in Yanjing and had taken root there for many years. She had risen to the position of office director in a public institution. While her income was considerable, it wasn’t particularly high among civil servants in Yanjing with over ten years of experience. However, her husband Wang Shaohua came from a well-off family. He was a native Yanjing local and the only son in his family, so they took great care of him. Furthermore, his elderly father had worked in the Municipal Party Committee Office years ago. Before retiring, he arranged for Wang Shaohua to join the Construction Committee and, through connections, promoted Wang Shaohua to the position of deputy-level official researcher. Wang Shaohua was also highly regarded by Cao Jian, the director of the Construction Committee. In another year or two, he was set to be promoted again, at which point his decision-making power within the Construction Committee would be much stronger than it was now.

Among the Su family, Su Weimin was currently doing the best. Du Cheng, the Bureau Chief of Haizhou Municipal Bureau who had been parachuted in, had already been transferred back to the provincial department. Su Weimin had just taken office, and his rank and actual power were considerably higher than Su Yuehua’s. However, in terms of individual family strength, Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua’s family was much stronger than Su Weimin’s. The Construction Committee, where Wang Shaohua worked, was a desirable department with significant perks. Although his position wasn’t high, he had support from above, and his income was very considerable.

However, Su Yuehua was not arrogant because of this. Instead, she had long combined her own experiences with Su Yingxue’s parents to outline a perfect future for her.

Su Yuehua hoped that after Su Yingxue completed her undergraduate studies and earned her degree at Renmin University, she would go abroad to a top university for further study, then return to Yanjing. At that time, she would look for a local Yanjing romantic partner for her. With Su Yingxue’s excellent qualities, she would surely find a rich second-generation heir or a third-generation official heir from a prominent family in Yanjing. This way, she could quickly take root in Yanjing and even establish a direct connection to Yanjing for her father, who was far away in Haizhou. She believed her Second Brother, Su Weimin, would surely grasp any opportunity given to him.

It was precisely because she had already planned out her life for her that Su Yuehua was so worried about Su Yingxue’s situation today. Previously, Su Yingxue had unknowingly followed the path her family had planned, but if there was a deviation in the middle, she didn’t know if she could save it.

Su Yingxue also felt that something was amiss. While showering, she kept pondering what her aunt was trying to do.

After she finished showering and came out, her phone received a text message. Li Mu had arrived home safely and sent her a message: “Sweetheart, I’m home, no need to worry.”

Su Yingxue quickly replied: “Then go to bed early. I won’t text you later. Auntie is sleeping with me tonight, and it seems she has something to tell me.”

Li Mu replied: “Okay, you rest early too.”

Su Yingxue took her phone and entered the bedroom. Su Yuehua was leaning against the headboard. Seeing her enter, she feigned curiosity and asked, “Yingxue, someone’s still texting you this late?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “A classmate.”

Su Yuehua didn’t ask further, smiling, “The last time Auntie slept in the same bed with you, you had just started elementary school. In the blink of an eye, you’ve grown into a big girl.”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “For several years during holidays, when I came to Yanjing, Xinran would always cling to me and want me to sleep with her.”

Su Yuehua said, “Yes, Xinran clings to you the most. Ever since she started junior high, she’s completely looked up to you as a role model. As her older sister, you need to set a good example for her.”

Su Yingxue hummed in agreement, went around to the other side of the bed, and slipped under the covers. She didn’t lie down immediately but leaned against the headboard like her aunt.

Su Yuehua looked at Su Yingxue and tentatively asked, “Yingxue, you’ve been studying in Yanjing for almost half a year now. Do you feel like you’ve adapted?”

Su Yingxue nodded and said, “It’s pretty good. University life is easier to adapt to than I imagined.”

“That’s good,” Su Yuehua smiled faintly, but her heart was torn, unsure how to bring up the topic she wanted to ask about. She knew Su Yingxue’s personality well: she was truly obedient and sensible, but definitely not the kind of child who lacked initiative and only listened to elders’ arrangements. On the contrary, she had always been a very opinionated girl, and sometimes, if she got stubborn, she was truly difficult to sway. So, when discussing such topics with her, she had to gradually find an entry point.

After much thought, Su Yuehua tentatively asked her, “At school, there must be quite a few boys pursuing you, right?”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said, “Actually, at school, most girls have someone pursuing them.”

Su Yuehua smiled and said, “These young boys who just started university, once they’re out from under their parents’ supervision, they’re like wild ponies unleashed. You need to be vigilant about the boys at school.”

Su Yingxue smiled noncommittally. Su Yuehua then asked, “Is there any boy you have a good impression of right now?”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment. She didn’t know how to answer her aunt’s question. It seemed her aunt’s conversation, moving from shallow to deep, had a hidden meaning, and it gave Su Yingxue a clue: perhaps what she most wanted to ask was whether she had a boyfriend now.

Su Yingxue pursed her lips, initially wanting to directly tell her aunt no. But then she thought of the series of unusual events tonight and felt that her aunt must have caught onto something; otherwise, she wouldn’t go to such lengths to sleep in the same bed with her late at night and discuss such topics.

So, she didn’t hide too much. After a moment of thought, she gently nodded, “There is one.”

Su Yuehua immediately perked up and asked her, “Is he from your school, or from outside?”

Su Yingxue said, “From school.”

Su Yuehua frowned slightly.

She didn’t quite believe Su Yingxue’s statement. Although the boy seemed to be about the same age as her, having a car at such a young age was not typical for a university student. Even if his family had some money, it was unlikely they would buy a car for a child still in school. By all appearances, he seemed to be from outside.

Su Yuehua wasn’t very good at beating around the bush, and forcing herself to do so all evening had almost made her anxious. In her haste, she grasped Su Yingxue’s hand and solemnly asked her, “Yingxue, tell Auntie the truth, are you in a relationship?”

Su Yingxue looked into her eyes, her gaze filled with nervousness and seemingly a hint of disappointment. Su Yingxue’s intuition told her that her aunt definitely knew.

Perhaps it was the news of Li Mu publicly confessing to her at school that had reached her ears, or perhaps she had seen her and Li Mu together on some occasion. Although she didn’t know how her aunt knew, Su Yingxue was certain she already knew, which was why she went to such great lengths to ask her.

So, Su Yingxue didn’t hide it. She nodded and said seriously, “Yes, I am.”

Su Yuehua pressed, “What does the other person do?”

“My classmate…”

“Which year is he? How old is he?”

“The same year as me, the same age as me.”

“He’s not even twenty yet, and his family bought him a car?”

Su Yuehua spoke quickly and impulsively. As soon as the words left her mouth, Su Yingxue understood everything.

Su Yuehua also realized she had said too much, but since it was already out, she simply stopped holding back. She told Su Yingxue, “Your paternal uncle-in-law saw you tonight.”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and quietly asked, “At Winston, right?”

“Yes,” Su Yuehua sat up straight, looked at Su Yingxue, and said, “Tell Auntie the truth, what exactly does that boy do?”

Su Yingxue truthfully said, “He really is my classmate. We were in the same class in first-year high school, and then we both got into Renmin University.”

Upon hearing this, Su Yuehua slapped her forehead, “He’s that Li Mu your Dad mentioned?!”

Su Yingxue nodded, “It’s him.”

Su Yuehua looked heartbroken and said, “Your Dad specifically talked to me about that boy. When you came out to study, your Dad worried about him the most…”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but mutter, “Why would Dad worry about him?”

Su Yuehua sighed, “Isn’t it because he was worried that boy would run off with you! I can’t believe it actually came true! Tell Auntie, what stage have you and that boy reached?”

Su Yingxue lowered her head awkwardly, “What stage…?”

Su Yuehua said, “You drove off with him late at night and didn’t return to the dorm room. Were you two planning on not returning to the dorm at night?”

Su Yingxue nodded lightly and explained, “Mainly, he drank a bit too much tonight, and I wanted to stay and take care of him…”

“Drank too much?” Su Yuehua couldn’t help but scold, “You actually believe that kind of trick to fool little kids?”

Su Yingxue said, “I was with him at a dining together tonight, and he really drank a lot of alcohol.”

Su Yuehua quickly said, “If he really drank too much, you absolutely shouldn’t have gone. What if the alcohol stimulated him and he did something bold to you?!”





Chapter 342: Invite Him to Dinner

“Auntie, what are you thinking? Li Mu isn’t the kind of person you’re describing…”

When Su Yuehua heard Su Yingxue still defending Li Mu, she asked her, “Do you understand men better, or do I? Boys at this age are constantly thinking all sorts of wild thoughts. He had been drinking, and you were alone with him in a room. Who can say for sure what he might do?”

Su Yingxue said, “Li Mu really isn’t what you think. I’ve known him for a long time; I know what kind of person he is.”

Su Yuehua couldn’t help but say, “I don’t think that kid is a good person. Your Dad even specifically mentioned him to me, saying he saw his roguish charm and dashing and uninhibited demeanor early on and felt furious whenever he saw him.”

Su Weimin, who came from a criminal investigation background, had honed his ability to read people for over twenty years. The first time he met Li Mu, when he stopped his car and made him do push-ups, Su Weimin realized that this kid was harboring ill intentions towards his daughter. Later, he accidentally ran into his daughter going out to eat with him, and then the two coincidentally got into the same university. This series of events made Su Weimin quite worried about Li Mu’s presence. So, even before Su Yingxue took the train to Yanjing, he had already told his younger sister, Su Yuehua, to pay close attention to his daughter’s situation and keep a close eye on her, to prevent her from going astray.

Su Yuehua had always followed Su Weimin’s instructions, including calling Su Yingxue home to eat and stay every weekend to cut off her free time, and then going to Renmin University to check on her every now and then. For a long time, Su Yingxue’s behavior had been quite good, and she never expected her to suddenly do something so bold.

Su Yingxue didn’t expect her Dad’s misunderstanding of Li Mu to be so deep. She couldn’t help but say, “Dad and Li Mu did have a bit of a misunderstanding. That incident wasn’t Li Mu’s fault. Li Mu was driving me home, and Dad happened to see him, so he stopped Li Mu’s car and even made him do push-ups…”

Su Yuehua’s tone held a hint of anger: “You’re still speaking up for him at a time like this? If your Mom and Dad found out, wouldn’t they be furious to death because of you?”

Su Yingxue said with a hint of sadness, “Auntie, I really like Li Mu. I feel like us getting together was already quite difficult. Li Mu isn’t the dashing and uninhibited person you say he is. You can’t look at him through colored glasses just because of a small misunderstanding between him and my Dad.”

Su Yuehua said, “Let’s not talk about your Dad’s misunderstanding with him for now. He’s just a first-year student, yet he’s driving around showing off. I think not only is there something wrong with him, but there’s also something wrong with his family. Do normal families spoil their children like that?”

Su Yingxue said, “Li Mu’s car wasn’t bought by his family; he bought it himself. And he’s usually very low-key; even his dorm room mates don’t know he bought a car. You can’t say he’s showing off just because he drives a car…”

“Bought it himself?” Su Yuehua frowned. “How could a student who just started university afford a car?”

Su Yingxue said, “I don’t know exactly what he does, but he’s doing a lot of things right now. That 3321 that was always being reported on TV a while ago? He’s the one who created it.”

Su Yuehua was stunned. She had heard of 3321’s great reputation. At the time, when she was watching TV at home, her husband Wang Shaohua had even praised the project highly. However, Su Yuehua hadn’t delved too deeply into the matter, so she hadn’t remembered Li Mu’s name or appearance. Now, hearing Su Yingxue say this, she immediately remembered that 3321 was indeed said to have been created by a university student. She never expected it to be Li Mu.

“Is 3321 really his doing?” Su Yuehua couldn’t help but ask.

Su Yingxue nodded repeatedly: “It’s him. I even helped him when he was promoting it.”

Su Yuehua fell into contemplation. Things seemed to be very different from what she had imagined. The 3321 project’s influence was indeed enormous; even she, who didn’t pay much attention, often heard people talk about it, and CCTV had reported on it more than once. For Li Mu, a young man under twenty years old, to achieve such a feat, his ability was truly outstanding.

Seeing Su Yuehua silent, Su Yingxue continued, “Actually, Li Mu has many good qualities. He can write his own songs, and he sings exceptionally well. You’ve always liked Muzi’s song ‘When You Are Old,’ haven’t you? That song was sung by Li Mu, and he wrote it himself.”

Su Yuehua was instantly dumbfounded.

As a middle-aged woman, the songs she usually liked were along the lines of “Looking at Flowers Through the Mist,” “Yearning,” and “Good People Live a Life of Peace.” She had always been unable to appreciate pop music, but when “When You Are Old” became popular, it easily moved her. From then on, she basically listened to the song every day and would hum it to herself whenever she had nothing to do.

Su Yuehua had been curious at the time about what this Muzi actually did, why there wasn’t even a photo of him online, and why he had only released two songs before disappearing without a trace. She had thought he was very mysterious, but she never expected him to be Li Mu, the very person her Second Brother Su Weimin was so wary of.

To be able to create a nationally renowned enterprise like 3321, and also write such a deeply moving song as “When You Are Old,” Su Yuehua began to re-evaluate Li Mu in her heart. From these two points alone, Li Mu was already an outstanding figure among his peers. She wouldn’t say he was perfect in every way, but he certainly wasn’t as bad as her Second Brother made him out to be. It seemed her Second Brother viewed him with a strong personal bias.

Su Yuehua’s expression softened slightly, and she asked Su Yingxue, “How long have you two been together?”

Su Yingxue said, “Not even a month yet.”

When Su Yuehua asked how they got together, Su Yingxue told her about Li Mu publicly confessing to her at the party. She also took out her MP3 player and let Su Yuehua listen to “The Rice Shop,” which Li Mu had sung live.

Su Yuehua wore the headphones, listening to the deeply poetic song, while watching Su Yingxue’s involuntarily happy expression. She sighed inwardly, realizing that her niece had truly fallen in love.

As a woman herself, after hearing Su Yingxue talk about so many of Li Mu’s good qualities, Su Yuehua felt a bit more understanding towards Su Yingxue. While Su Yingxue was indeed excellent, Li Mu seemed to possess even greater talent. Su Yuehua now thought about it carefully and wasn’t surprised that she was attracted to Li Mu.

By this point in the conversation, Su Yuehua’s mindset had changed significantly. She was no longer as serious as before, and she said to Su Yingxue in a low voice, “If he’s truly as excellent as you say, and you two are together, although Auntie doesn’t approve, I can understand. But you have to tell Auntie the truth: have you two gone that far?”

Su Yingxue was a little embarrassed and said, “He actually respects me a lot. We haven’t done anything bold…”

Su Yuehua understood and sighed in relief. She told Su Yingxue, “No matter when, no matter how good your romantic partner is, a girl should maintain her proper decorum.”

Su Yingxue nodded repeatedly: “I know…”

Su Yuehua sighed, “The way he treats you shows he truly cares about you. Such an excellent boy is hard to find. If you can handle the situation well, Auntie won’t oppose you two being together…”

Su Yingxue looked up in surprise: “Really? Then can you please not tell Mom and Dad about this yet?”

Su Yuehua thought for a moment and said, “I can promise you not to tell them for now, but I need to meet this Li Mu and see what he’s like.”

Then, Su Yuehua asked, “When do you two have a holiday?”

Su Yingxue said, “In a few days, about a week from now. The holiday will last until the twenty-third day of the first lunar month.”

Su Yuehua nodded and said, “How about this: you tell Li Mu that before the holiday, your paternal uncle-in-law and I would like to invite him to dinner.”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and thought, then said, “I’ll ask him tomorrow if he’s willing.”

Su Yuehua said, “If he’s really as excellent as you say, he definitely won’t refuse.”

Su Yingxue stuck out her tongue: “I’m afraid if I suddenly tell him that you and paternal uncle-in-law want to meet him, he might not adapt well.”

“Oh, you,” Su Yuehua shook her head helplessly. “You’re already taking his side so early? If you really want to be with him, my hurdle is probably the easiest to clear, isn’t it?”

Su Yingxue quickly pleaded playfully, “I’ll ask him tomorrow and try my best to get him to agree, okay?”

Only then was Su Yuehua satisfied. She nodded slightly and said, “Alright, go to sleep. You have to get up early for school tomorrow.”

Su Yingxue didn’t expect such a disturbance to temporarily pass peacefully. She also sighed in relief. With the winter break approaching, if her Mom and Dad found out about her relationship now, she probably wouldn’t have any peace during the entire break. Therefore, no matter what, she had to pacify her paternal aunt and make her keep it a secret for now. However, to achieve this goal, it seemed she would still have to rely on Li Mu.

…

Li Mu didn’t know that Su Yingxue was almost sleepless that night. After driving back to Yucheng Garden, the alcohol had mostly worn off, and he felt energized instead. He opened his computer and wrote a short-term plan for himself.

School was about to go on holiday, and his Mom and Dad were waiting at home, so he definitely couldn’t go back too late. However, the school holiday would last for over a month, and many things at Muye Technology, Eting Technology, Baofeng Entertainment, and Muye Pictures couldn’t halt operations. Eting Technology’s matters were the simplest, just normal operation and maintenance. But besides that, the others were not simple.

Muye Technology had the most going on. Happy Farm was at its peak popularity, and although QQ Fishery had been suppressed, no one knew if they had gone into closed development again, so the threat still existed. As for YY’s development, there could be no relaxation for a moment; after the New Year, they also had to prepare for its launch, which was the top priority.

Baofeng Entertainment’s team building had already begun. While building the team, they also had to localize the game. If they wanted to launch it as soon as possible after the New Year, the task was very heavy.

As for Muye Pictures, it was simpler. He would work with Ning Hao and the editor on the film’s editing in the next few days. The remaining post-production work could be left for Ning Hao to supervise. This couldn’t wait until after the New Year; once Simple Plan performed at the Spring Festival Gala, this micro-movie would need to be released while it was hot.





Chapter 343: Chokehold

The next morning, Su Yingxue got up early and took the bus back to school. Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua saw her off. After Su Yingxue left, Wang Shaohua quietly asked his wife, “How did the talk go last night?”

Su Yuehua shook her head helplessly and said, “We guessed right. The little girl is indeed in love.”

Wang Shaohua quickly said, “Then you must quickly tell your Second Brother. This kind of matter is quite serious.”

Su Yuehua said, “No hurry. I told Yingxue to ask that boy to come out. We’ll treat him to a meal and see what he’s like.”

Wang Shaohua was bewildered. “What’s this all about?”

Su Yuehua didn’t answer his question. Instead, she asked him back, “You know about the 3321 university student part-time tutor website, right?”

“Of course.” Wang Shaohua nodded and said, “Didn’t I tell you? It’s a very impressive idea. Even our director hired a university student tutor for his granddaughter through it. Apparently, the university student he hired was even the top scorer in the liberal arts Gaokao from Qilu.”

Su Yuehua said, “3321 was started by Yingxue’s little boyfriend.”

“What?”

Wang Shaohua was stunned. “You mean, the kid who drove Yingxue home last night is the founder of 3321?” As he spoke, Wang Shaohua scratched his head. “What was that kid’s name again? CCTV aired it several times, and Yanjing TV also aired it. His surname is Li, what was his full name again?”

“Li Mu.”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Wang Shaohua interjected, “It’s Li Mu, look at my memory…”

After speaking, Wang Shaohua pressed her, “Are you sure it’s that Li Mu?”

Su Yuehua said, “Yingxue wouldn’t tell such an easily exposed lie. That Li Mu is her high school classmate. You can go online later and check if Li Mu is from Haizhou.”

Wang Shaohua nodded and turned to go to the study. “I’ll go check.”

Su Yuehua grabbed his collar and pulled him back. She gave him a glare. “I didn’t tell you to check now. Quickly wake our daughter up. We’ll drop her off for her professional classes on our way to work. Otherwise, all three of us will be late.”

Wang Shaohua quickly nodded. “Understood…”



Happy Farm, as Muye Technology’s flagship product, has now made people in the industry prostrate themselves in admiration. When the game’s transaction volume is calculated in millions every day, Muye Technology’s valuation has invisibly increased significantly again.

The level of a company’s valuation depends on its products, its team, its status in the industry, and its future development prospects. This is also why many companies keep losing money but their valuations keep rising. For example, JD.com, capital invests in it not to earn immediate profits, but to bet on a future.

Muye Technology was previously in a state of burning money, with little profit, relying on the several million from Series A funding to maintain operations. The money on the books was getting less and less, but because the product was impressive and the future prospects were good, its valuation could reach several hundred million.

However, Muye Technology is now truly impressive. The launch of Happy Farm’s Item Shop and its new version were two consecutive heavy blows. Not only did they significantly raise Happy Farm’s status, but most importantly, it started making money!

Such a simple game, consistently bringing in several million in transaction volume per day, is quite remarkable. So Muye Technology’s valuation in the industry has increased significantly again. If Li Mu were to seek financing now, offers of over one billion would likely be everywhere.

After these two heavy blows from Muye Technology, industry insiders finally understood Li Mu’s strategy. The biggest Easter egg and foreshadowing within it was this thing called Alipay.

When Alipay was first developed, Li Mu did almost no external promotion, only doing targeted promotion among 3321’s students and parents, first accumulating a certain user base for himself. But at that time, the industry didn’t pay attention to the potential behind Alipay, only viewing it as a tool for 3321. A few observant people, like Manager Li from Baidu and Tan Yaocheng, realized there was more to it, but at first, they couldn’t quite see it clearly.

But now, Alipay’s role instantly became clear. In the eyes of industry companies, it is a complete online payment channel. Li Mu developed it and used 3321 as a testing ground. After it matured, he directly transplanted this channel to Happy Farm, directly generating nearly ten million Alipay users. Moreover, Happy Farm using Alipay as its payment channel can also save a large amount in channel costs. The money in Happy Farm users’ pockets all went directly into his own pocket, with no outflow in between.

Precisely because of Alipay’s rapidly growing user base, many companies in the industry saw its benefits. Therefore, shortly after nine o’clock the next morning, something Li Mu hadn’t expected happened.

Lin Qingya called Li Mu. A person claiming to be Shanda Games’ Business Director found Muye Technology, hoping to discuss cooperation with Muye Technology.

Li Mu was curious why Shanda Games would seek cooperation with him.

Lin Qingya said, “The other party seems to be quite interested in Alipay.”

Li Mu immediately understood. He instructed her, “Please entertain him first. Just say that I usually arrive at the company at ten o’clock, and I’ll talk to him then.”

After hanging up, Li Mu quickly got out of bed and washed up, preparing to go to Muye Technology to meet this Business Director sent by Shanda Games.

As for why Shanda Games was interested in Alipay, Li Mu was also very clear in his mind. They were currently in a stage of vigorous development, and payment channels were a big problem they faced.

Although major banks have now opened online banking, using online banking alone is still very troublesome, not as convenient as Alipay. Therefore, most of Shanda Games’ future game card sales will still have to go down to major internet cafes and newsstands, with these terminals acting as game card resellers. Although this covers a very wide area, the drawbacks are also very obvious: the cost is too high.

Just like Legend Overlord, which Li Mu is secretly developing now, a monthly subscription activation code sells for 15 yuan, but at least six yuan in profit has to be distributed in between. The cost of using internet cafes as a payment channel is as high as 40%. Shanda Games’ game card business won’t be much easier than his. For a game card costing over 30 yuan, at least 20-30% of the profit has to be used for channel operations and revenue sharing.

If Legend also had Alipay, then this 20-30% of the cost could be saved. However, developing a payment channel is simply impossible for them now. Even if they invested manpower and resources to develop it, they would still need to open up channels with banks. And these are just the initial stages; how to develop users afterward is a major challenge.

And now, Alipay is not only a mature payment channel but also has nearly ten million active users. If Shanda Games can cooperate with Alipay and obtain a relatively lower channel cost, then the benefits for their game card sales would be immense.

Li Mu got ready to leave. His phone received a text message from Su Yingxue: “Lazybones, are you up yet?”

Li Mu replied, “I’m up. Have you reached school?”

“Yes, I’m in class.”

“Nothing happened last night, right?”

“Last night, my paternal aunt asked me about us.”

“What did you say?”

“She seemed to have seen me with you before, and last night the dorm room closed and I still hadn’t returned, so she guessed. I couldn’t hide it from her, so I confessed.”

Li Mu saw this message and quickly asked her, “What’s your paternal aunt’s attitude? She won’t make things difficult for you, will she?”

Su Yingxue replied, “My paternal aunt said she wants to treat you to a meal with my paternal uncle-in-law…”

Li Mu was stunned for a moment. After recovering, he immediately replied, “Ask paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law when they are free, I’ll arrange it.”

Su Yingxue, who was in class, saw Li Mu’s message and couldn’t help but laugh out loud. After being glared at by the professor, she quickly controlled her expression and replied to Li Mu, “You should call them Uncle and Aunt, that’s more appropriate…”

Li Mu replied, “Oh, it’s bound to happen sooner or later.”

Su Yingxue replied, “You’re incorrigible. When are you free? I’ll discuss it with them.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and replied, “How about this, pick an evening in the next few days. As long as they both have time, I’m definitely free. I’ll arrange the location.”

“Okay, I’ll call my paternal aunt at noon to ask. You’ll have to behave well then. If my paternal aunt is satisfied with you, she might even help us keep our relationship a secret from my family. But if she’s not satisfied with you, one phone call and my Mom and Dad might come to Yanjing.”

Li Mu immediately stated, “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely satisfy paternal aunt!”

“Then it’s up to your performance.”

After chatting with Su Yingxue, Li Mu felt a little nervous about Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law wanting to meet him. But now there was no escaping it; he could only perform well then. Otherwise, if Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt told her Dad about them being together, given her Dad’s dislike for him, he’d probably have to fight for his life.

When he drove to Muye Technology, it was already past ten o’clock. Lin Qingya saw him arrive at the company, came to his office, and said, “I’ve arranged for the Shanda Games person in the meeting room. Do you want to meet him?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Come with me.”

“Okay.” Lin Qingya nodded and came to the meeting room with Li Mu.

Inside the meeting room, a man around thirty years old saw Li Mu and Lin Qingya enter. He quickly stood up and shook hands with Li Mu, and introduced himself, “Hello, Manager Li. Let me introduce myself first. My name is Fu Bin, and I am the Business Director of Shanda Games in Shanghai.”

Li Mu shook his hand and politely said, “Hello, Mr. Fu. Please have a seat.”

Fu Bin sat opposite Li Mu. He took out two business cards from his briefcase and handed them to Li Mu and Lin Qingya. Li Mu took the business cards and curiously asked him, “I heard from Manager Lin that Mr. Fu is representing Shanda Games and wants to discuss cooperation regarding Alipay?”

“That’s right.” Fu Bin nodded and smiled. “We know Alipay is your personal company, and it’s registered with a virtual address, so we came directly to Muye Technology to visit you.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Your company’s ‘Legend’ is really popular right now.”

Fu Bin humbly said, “In terms of profitability, our ‘Legend’ is probably far behind your Happy Farm.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “It’s different. Your scale is larger. I estimate your transaction volume must be many times ours.”

Fu Bin smiled noncommittally and said, “Actually, speaking of profitability, our General Manager Chen personally said he particularly admires your development strategy. Cultivating Alipay, such a high-quality payment channel, in advance—this aspect is much stronger than ours. I’m here on behalf of General Manager Chen, hoping to discuss cooperation regarding the Alipay payment channel with you.”

Li Mu asked, “How does your company wish to cooperate?”

Fu Bin then said, “We hope Alipay can be integrated into ‘Legend’. Users can directly complete payments for game cards through Alipay. We’re wondering if you currently have plans to open up Alipay?”

Li Mu said, “Alipay is an online payment channel. Since it’s a channel, its nature is naturally open. We can provide technical interfaces to connect your online game card sales interface. However, we also need to appropriately charge a portion of channel fees.”

Fu Bin nodded. “That’s natural, but how exactly will the channel fees be charged?”

Li Mu then said casually, “I think a 10% channel fee should be quite suitable. Currently, besides the most basic online banking, you probably don’t have any other channel that charges below this percentage, do you?”

Fu Bin didn’t expect Li Mu to propose such a perfectly appropriate percentage right away. Currently, Shanda Games’ payment channel costs are indeed very high. Online banking costs are low, varying slightly among banks, but generally below 5%. But the awkward thing is that the user base is small; most users don’t know how to use it and are reluctant to bother with online banking. Next are the China Mobile and China Unicom SMS payment channels, where the channel cost is generally around 15%. Although the revenue sharing percentage is high, it’s more convenient for users to operate than online banking, so there are many more users paying via SMS than via online banking. The highest channel costs come from offline resales like internet cafes, phone booths, and newsstands. Shanda Games cannot go to every city and every internet cafe to deal with grassroots merchants. To quickly expand their sales network, they can only use a multi-level agency model. In this way, they must ensure profit margins from the end sellers to the intermediate agents. Calculating it, the channel cost accounts for about 30%. But the most critical point is that this channel happens to be the most convenient for users, and therefore also the most used channel.

Shanda Games naturally didn’t want so much money to be wasted on sellers, so they set their sights on Alipay, which already had nearly ten million users. However, Alipay’s 10% channel revenue share was indeed a bit high compared to Shanda Games’ psychological expectation. Although it was still very cost-effective when calculated, Alipay was not a state-owned enterprise after all, and its operating costs were not high. With a 10% channel revenue share, costs could at most account for one-tenth of it, leaving nine-tenths as Alipay’s profit margin. Shanda Games would not be happy to give such a high profit ratio to others. This was equivalent to working hard to earn money for someone else, which would annoy anyone. In their view, 5% was a more reasonable percentage, which they could accept, and Alipay would still have sufficient profit.

After 2010, online payment platforms gradually increased. At that time, payment channels like Alipay took less than 1% in channel costs from merchants, most maintained around 0.5%. This percentage was even more than twice as low as that of China UnionPay POS machines. The reason was simple: competition among payment channels was too fierce then. Everyone could only control channel costs at a level roughly equal to operating costs. In that era, anyone who dared to ask for a 10% channel cost would simply be courting disaster.

But now it’s different; it’s Alipay’s monopoly period. Before competitors emerge, Li Mu must firmly hold the profit point at a level that the other party is unwilling to accept, yet has no choice but to accept. The control of this profit point is very much like the “rental fees” charged by taxi companies. The rental fees they charge always manage to choke taxi drivers. On one hand, it makes them curse daily, feeling that they work hard driving while the company easily takes all the money. But on the other hand, they also know that despite their dissatisfaction, driving is ultimately better than other jobs. So, they can only curse the company while driving from dawn till dusk.

10% will certainly be very painful for Shanda Games to accept. But putting aside the psychological factors at play, they also know that this revenue sharing percentage can bring them more profit than before.

Fu Bin pondered for a moment and sincerely said to Li Mu, “Manager Li, we think 5% might be more suitable. If you can reserve enough profit margin for us, then we will also offer certain discounts within our user base, encouraging new users to use Alipay as much as possible. In this way, we gain more profit, and you, while gaining considerable profit, also gain more Alipay users. This would be a win-win situation, what do you think?”

Li Mu was slightly attracted by this proposal. If Legend was truly willing to give Alipay users certain discounts, it would indeed be very beneficial for Alipay. After all, Happy Farm only reached a portion of users, and Legend was also a game with an extremely large user scale. If the users of both could be integrated, it would be an even greater boost for Alipay. However, there was a bug in its implementation: the discount percentage.

So, Li Mu asked him with interest, “If you lower my revenue share by 5%, what discount percentage are you willing to give users? It certainly won’t exceed 5%, because then your profit margin would actually become lower.”

Fu Bin thought for a moment and said, “I’ll have to discuss this with the company.”

Li Mu smiled, “If you can only give users a 3% or 2% discount, for users, the significance is basically negligible. Therefore, simply using this method, it’s difficult for us to gain additional benefits from it.”

Fu Bin felt a bit ashamed. It was indeed a cooperation model he had suddenly thought of just now, but after Li Mu pointed it out, he also felt that it wasn’t so easy to become a reality. For Alipay, controlling a portion of Legend users’ top-up channels, every additional percentage point in revenue share would significantly increase income. But for users, a 120-hour time card or a 30-day monthly card costs 35 yuan. A 3% discount would only save one yuan. What’s the point?





Chapter 344: Recruiting Talent at All Costs

Li Mu had his own ideas about Legend. Legend was definitely a fast track in the internet industry right now. How to get on this fast track and make some money was something he had been pondering since his Rebirth. However, after understanding Chen Tianqiao’s routine, Li Mu realized one thing: it would be very difficult to openly make money from them. That’s why Li Mu created Legend Overlord, to secretly earn some related benefits from Legend.

However, now Shanda Games had proactively approached him, and they were interested in his payment channel. This made things interesting.

Li Mu had his own ranking for users of major internet companies. Although many internet companies could achieve hundreds of millions of users, the quality of these users varied greatly. Alipay users had a very high quality level because they were all paying users. Alipay controlled a crucial link in how users’ money flowed online. QQ users, in terms of payment proportion, were inferior to Alipay, but due to its complete ecosystem, it could tap into users’ potential profits through various other paid services, so its user quality was second only to Alipay. However, the user quality of tool-based software like Qihoo 360 and Sogou Input Method was not very high. Although they had a large number of users, it was difficult to convert them effectively, and their user value was not high.

Currently, Alipay users were in the top tier, but Legend users were also top-tier. The reason was simple: Legend was a paid game. All users above level 7 had to pay, otherwise they couldn’t play. Therefore, all Legend users above level 7 were paying users, and their user quality was not much worse than Alipay’s.

However, the biggest difference was that Alipay was like the zipper on a user’s wallet, capable of directly taking money out of it. Legend, on the other hand, didn’t have that ability; it could only take money from users through others’ hands.

Li Mu also valued Legend’s paying users greatly. Fu Bin’s suggestion indeed moved him. If Legend users could be encouraged to use Alipay as much as possible, Alipay would gain another large group of paying users. Moreover, if Alipay’s third-party payment channel gained renown through Legend, many businesses would want to integrate Alipay’s payment channel in the future, and then cash would come rolling in.

However, although Fu Bin proposed something that excited Li Mu, he couldn’t provide an implementation proposal that would truly move Li Mu. Just like the calculation Li Mu made earlier, even if he sacrificed five percentage points of profit and Shanda Games subsidized all of it to the users, it wouldn’t bring much discount to the users, so the appeal would naturally be insufficient.

On one hand, Li Mu firmly insisted on a 10% revenue share and wouldn’t budge. On the other hand, Fu Bin had no other way to persuade Li Mu. The atmosphere in the meeting room suddenly became awkward. Fu Bin didn’t want to use the company’s pre-determined bottom line to secure the cooperation agreement with Alipay. If he did, he would lose a lot of face when he returned to the company. Therefore, he couldn’t agree to the 10% demand, at least not yet.

At this moment, Lin Qingya noticed the deadlock in their conversation and smiled, smoothing things over, “Manager Li, I think Mr. Fu’s idea of a win-win situation is indeed beneficial to both sides. However, his proposed method might be difficult to get off the ground. I have a suggestion, though I’m not sure if it will be useful.”

Li Mu said, “Tell me about it.”

Lin Qingya smiled, “How about this: both sides sign a contract for a period with a 10% commission. After that period, Shanda Games will need to cooperate with us for a promotion, offering at least a 20% discount to Alipay users. It would be even better if the discount could be lower. Of course, we won’t ask Shanda Games to always provide such a large discount. This kind of discount only needs to be given once to attract users to use Alipay as a payment channel. After that, we can reduce the commission rate to 5%, but Shanda Games must offer Alipay users a long-term 2% discount. In other words, Alipay users will permanently enjoy a 2% discount. This discount will be exclusive; no other channel can offer a discount. If another channel does offer a discount, Alipay users will enjoy a discount on top of that discount.”

Li Mu immediately smiled after hearing this. Interesting, Lin Qingya’s suggestion was truly interesting. She knew that offering a mere 2% or 3% discount right from the start wouldn’t get users’ attention. Therefore, she wanted Shanda Games to take a hit first, sacrificing a portion of their profits to attract users to Alipay. A 20% or even 30% discount, compared to the negligible 2% or 3% discounts, was a significant incentive, enough to attract users to register and link their Alipay accounts.

As long as Shanda Games took this initial hit, Alipay would reciprocate by lowering the channel fees and simultaneously requiring Shanda Games to allocate 2% to subsidize users. This way, the habit of Alipay users continuing to use Alipay could be maintained.

Only then could a win-win situation be achieved.

Furthermore, Lin Qingya had fully considered Legend’s current upward trend, which was why she proposed cooperating with a 10% commission rate for a period. She definitely wanted to wait until Legend’s popularity was even higher, or even reached its peak, before having Shanda Games offer discounts to attract users.

Fu Bin also understood Lin Qingya’s intention. For him, this was acceptable, because once Shanda Games offered a significant discount, the channel fees would permanently drop to 5% afterward. That was cutting it in half directly! It was worth it! Moreover, he believed that General Manager Chen Tianqiao would definitely agree to this proposal.

Overall, this proposal was very feasible. The only question was how long the initial 10% revenue share would last.

In Fu Bin’s view, he naturally hoped that Shanda Games would start offering discounts to Alipay users from next month and directly secure the 5% channel revenue share. However, Li Mu would definitely not agree to that.

But if Li Mu dragged out this period for too long, Shanda Games wouldn’t agree either.

So Fu Bin asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, I think General Manager Lin’s suggestion is excellent. If we cooperate according to Miss Lin’s proposal, how long do you think we should sign for the initial 10% revenue share?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “If I say one year, you’d definitely find it hard to accept. If you say three months, I can’t accept that either. How about this: we’ll tentatively set it for six months. However, these six months are the maximum duration. In between, I will consider an appropriate early termination based on Legend’s operational performance. Perhaps, once it’s truly in operation, I might agree after three months.”

Fu Bin nodded, “Six months is also relatively easy for us to accept. How about this, Mr. Li, after I return to the hotel today, I’ll communicate with the company. If the company has no objections, I’ll come over tomorrow to discuss the specific cooperation details with you. If the company has objections, I’ll negotiate with you again.”

Li Mu had no objections either, saying, “Tomorrow, you can directly contact General Manager Lin. I’ve fully entrusted this matter to her.”

“Alright,” Fu Bin said with a smile, standing up. He shook hands with Li Mu and Lin Qingya, then said, “Then I’ll take my leave for today.”

Lin Qingya stood up to see Fu Bin out. Li Mu said to her, “Come to my office in a bit.”

Lin Qingya nodded and accompanied Fu Bin out. Li Mu then returned directly to his own office.

A few minutes later, Lin Qingya knocked on Li Mu’s office door. After she entered, Li Mu invited her to sit opposite him and said, “You’ll be responsible for following up on this Shanda Games matter. I have two bottom lines: the 10% revenue share and the six-month term cannot be shortened further. Additionally, the discount Shanda Games offers to Alipay users cannot be less than 25% off. On top of that 25% discount, if they are willing to give up another 5%, I will also give up 5% of that month’s profit to reciprocate to the users with them. This way, we can offer Alipay users a 35% discount once. In another six months, Legend’s paying users will reach an astonishing number, which will definitely be very beneficial for us.”

Lin Qingya immediately nodded and said, “Then I’ll negotiate with them based on these bottom lines.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Oh, right, our school is about to go on holiday for about 35 days. I estimate I won’t be at the company for about a month, or won’t be able to be there frequently. Aside from the Lunar New Year holiday, you need to arrange the work and benefits for all departments. Keep operations stable if there’s nothing special. If there’s an emergency, coordinate with Old Kong to respond immediately. If you can’t handle it, contact me.”

Lin Qingya immediately said, “Don’t worry, Manager Li, I’ll arrange everything.”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course, I trust you on that.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked her again, “Have you made any progress with Baofeng Entertainment?”

“Yes, I have,” Lin Qingya said. “I’ve contacted the technical heads of several companies in Yanjing through headhunters and am currently discussing their compensation. We’ll build the team as quickly as possible. Once that’s done, we can start operating the game.”

Li Mu nodded, sighing, “The talent we lack most right now is technical talent. First and foremost, we need truly top-tier architect experts. You can try to establish contact with CTOs from major companies and get their resumes for me. If there’s a suitable candidate, we don’t care how much it costs; we must secure that true talent.”

Lin Qingya said, “I don’t really understand technical matters, so I’m afraid I won’t be able to accurately identify talent in that area.”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s alright. You just need to help me find resumes of people who are relatively well-known in the market and the industry, and then bring them to me. I’ll do the vetting.”

Li Mu couldn’t say much else, but he had memorized a long list of names of technical experts in the internet industry. So, as soon as he saw a familiar name, he would definitely be able to judge their technical capabilities. If he could poach impressive technical experts, he wouldn’t have to worry about his many future ventures. He wasn’t concerned about people in marketing or management; his senior male student Liu Qiangdong was an excellent talent, just waiting for his call. The most lacking talent right now was technical talent, and the Lunar New Year was approaching. From now until after the New Year was precisely the peak season for job hopping.





Chapter 345: Fayue Restaurant

Li Mu had a technical background and had also worked on products, so he deeply understood the impact an impressive technology could have on a product and a company. For instance, Tencent’s former CTO, Zhang Zhidong, under whose leadership QQ’s core architecture was still in use from millions of users up to hundreds of millions. Another example was Alibaba’s exceptionally powerful stress resistance capabilities demonstrated during the Double Eleven event. And then there was WeChat, which handled tens of billions of messages daily, with Moments alone reaching several billion visits – a terrifying scale. Li Mu himself would find it incredibly difficult to develop such a massive architecture, a system serving hundreds of millions of people at once. Even if he were to lead a team, he would probably be far out of his depth.

A genius in a certain field relies on outstanding talent and aptitude. In his previous life, Li Mu was just an ordinary technician. Even with a second chance at life and years of advanced experience, it was impossible for him to become a god-tier technical expert. This drawback hadn’t yet manifested due to the current stage of internet development, but the day he needed to develop an architecture to support tens of millions of people accessing, chatting, sending pictures, making video calls, and transferring files, he would surely fail due to insufficient technical support.

Therefore, with money in hand, the most crucial task now was to recruit more top-tier experts.

Lin Qingya also sensed Li Mu’s urgent need in this area and immediately partnered with several headhunting firms, frantically scouting for suitable candidates within the industry.

Li Mu spent a day delegating and entrusting company matters to the core leadership, led by Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya. He left Muye Technology in the evening. Su Yingxue called Li Mu to tell him that she had already arranged to meet her paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law, who would be free tomorrow evening. As for where to eat, Li Mu could decide.

Li Mu asked her, “What do your paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law like to eat?”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “It seems neither of them cares much about food, so don’t make it too grand. Just find a decent restaurant.”

Li Mu agreed verbally, but thought to himself, They might not care, but I certainly do. This is the first time I’m treating Su Yingxue’s family to a meal, so I must make a good impression.

So Li Mu thought of Xu Jiaming. That guy knew how to enjoy himself the most; he’d surely know better than Li Mu which restaurants in Yanjing were high-end.

Over the phone, as soon as Xu Jiaming heard that Li Mu was taking his girlfriend’s family out for dinner, he immediately said, “A friend of mine opened a Western restaurant; it’s definitely the best in Yanjing. I’ll give him a call and have him reserve the best table for you. Just go directly tomorrow, and the bill will be on my tab.”

Li Mu didn’t stand on ceremony with him over the phone and said, “Then I’ll trouble you to give him a heads-up for me.”

He would secure the reservation first, and then pay for the meal himself tomorrow.

Xu Jiaming quickly booked the table and sent the address to Li Mu, who then forwarded it to Su Yingxue. The dinner was set for seven in the evening.

Su Yingxue didn’t know what kind of restaurant it was and forwarded it to her paternal aunt without much thought. The result, however, gave Su Yuehua quite a shock.

“Fayue Restaurant…” Su Yuehua, who had just finished work and settled into her husband’s car, exclaimed in surprise, “Yingxue’s little boyfriend is actually inviting us to Fayue for dinner tomorrow night.”

“Fayue?” Wang Shaohua said in astonishment, “Wouldn’t a meal there cost five figures? I heard that restaurant was opened by a very wealthy Second Generation. It’s rarely open to the public and usually only entertains the Second and Third Generations of Yanjing. They say the chefs and waiters are all specially invited from France, and all the ingredients and drinks are air-freighted from abroad. It’s incredibly luxurious.”

Su Yuehua nodded, “I heard some of the red wines there cost over one hundred thousand yuan. The prices are exorbitant. I should tell Yingxue to ask him to change the location. Even if he can make money, he can’t afford such extravagance.”

Wang Shaohua also agreed, “It’s indeed too luxurious. There’s no need.”

Su Yuehua called Su Yingxue and tactfully said that Fayue Restaurant was a bit too extravagant, suggesting Li Mu change the location. She and Wang Shaohua mainly wanted to meet Li Mu and get to know the young man, to see what he was like. What they ate was irrelevant.

Su Yingxue quickly contacted Li Mu and relayed her paternal aunt’s words. Li Mu didn’t want to be too casual, so he lied, claiming that Fayue was opened by a friend and that the internal prices were actually very favorable.

It was only after several rounds of communication through Su Yingxue that Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua finally dispelled the intention of asking Li Mu to change restaurants.

However, Su Yuehua was still a bit surprised and asked Wang Shaohua, “You just said that Fayue only entertains those Second and Third Generations who have a significant background?”

Wang Shaohua nodded, “Basically, yes. They put a very exquisitely made menu on a stand at the entrance, with the prices of the dishes marked very prominently. Ordinary people would almost certainly not go in after seeing it. I heard a good steak sells for over a thousand yuan.”

Su Yuehua frowned and said, “How much beef can you buy for over a thousand yuan? At least ninety kilograms, right!”

Wang Shaohua chuckled, “I heard the beef is imported from Japan, but I don’t know what makes it so special.”

Then, Wang Shaohua added, “That Li Mu seems to have a wide circle of friends. Could he have gotten into the circles of those Second Generations in Yanjing?”

Su Yuehua said, “Which of those Second Generations doesn’t come from a family with tens of billions to hundreds of billions in assets? Li Mu just arrived in Yanjing not long ago; how could he know people in those circles?”

Wang Shaohua laughed, “I don’t know either, but his 3321 is truly impressive. If he were to use it for profit someday, he could easily earn tens of millions a year. But he chose to declare 3321 a non-profit organization, using all profits for student aid. That kind of boldness is truly extraordinary.”

Su Yuehua smiled faintly and said, “The way you describe him, I’m quite eager to meet him. If he’s truly a capable young man and genuinely cares for Yingxue, then I won’t object to them being romantic partners.”

Wang Shaohua said, “You’re quite open-minded.”

Su Yuehua waved her hand, “It’s not that I’m open-minded. There are many capable men nowadays, but few can be truly captured by a woman. If Yingxue genuinely finds herself a good match, why would I object?”

Wang Shaohua nodded, “You have a point.”

…

The next afternoon, after all classes had ended, Li Mu waited for Su Yingxue at the door of her classroom. Su Yingxue exited the classroom with her classmates, saw Li Mu, and walked up to him, stopping and asking with a smile, “Why are you here?”

Li Mu said, “I’m waiting for you to be dismissed so we can go to dinner together.”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “I was just about to call you and suggest we meet at the school gate.”

Li Mu replied, “I just slipped out of my classroom too, came a few minutes early to wait for you.”

Su Yingxue smiled faintly, naturally linking her arm through Li Mu’s, and the two walked side-by-side out of the Academic Building.

“Final exams are coming up soon. Have you reviewed your coursework?” Su Yingxue asked Li Mu on their way out of school.

“No…” Li Mu smiled, “It’s fine. I can skip the exams and still pass all subjects.”

Su Yingxue shook her head helplessly and chuckled, “You’re probably the only one in the entire school with that privilege. But you shouldn’t take your studies too lightly. Besides being busy with your external affairs, you should also set aside some time to study.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I don’t skip all my classes. I’ve learned a bit, at least.”

Su Yingxue smiled faintly and said no more.

They drove to Fayue Restaurant, which Xu Jiaming had recommended. It was only six-thirty. Li Mu and Su Yingxue parked the car and had just reached the restaurant entrance when a tall, beautiful European woman greeted them, asking Li Mu in standard Mandarin, “Hello, sir. Do you have a reservation?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes.”

The woman took out a small notepad and politely asked him, “May I have the name of the person who made the reservation?”

Li Mu gave his own name, thinking that if Xu Jiaming hadn’t booked it under his name, giving Xu Jiaming’s name would work too.

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, before the woman could react, the restaurant’s main door opened from inside. Xu Jiaming emerged with a young man Li Mu hadn’t seen before and said with a smile, “Li Mu, why are you here so early? I thought you’d arrive around six-fifty.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I deliberately came early today, afraid of traffic and being late. By the way, why are you here?”

Xu Jiaming said, “This is a friend’s restaurant, after all, so I come here often.” As he spoke, Xu Jiaming put an arm around the young man beside him and said to Li Mu, “Come, come, let me introduce you. This is Li Tong, nicknamed Old Second. He’s a good buddy of mine.”

Then, Xu Jiaming said to Li Tong, “Old Second, this is Li Mu, whom I’ve told you about before. He’s like a brother to me.”

Li Tong very politely extended his hand to shake Li Mu’s, smiling, “Hello, Li Mu. Nice to meet you. I’ve heard Jiaming mention you several times and have always wanted to meet you.”

Li Mu said, “You’re too kind. I’m sorry for disturbing you by coming here today.”

Li Tong waved his hand, “What’s there to be sorry about? Coming to show support for a buddy is highly desirable for me.”

Li Mu then introduced Su Yingxue to the two of them, saying, “Let me introduce you. This is my girlfriend, Su Yingxue.”

Su Yingxue nodded to both of them. Xu Jiaming said with a smile, “Younger sister-in-law is so beautiful, you’re truly blessed.”

Li Tong, standing nearby, said, “Come, come, let’s not stand around foolishly outside. Let’s go inside and sit.”

The four entered the restaurant. Li Mu took a quick glance around and was full of praise for the environment. The entire restaurant’s decor, furnishings, and ambiance were basically like the high-end Western restaurants seen in European and American movies, frequented by Westerners. The overall lighting was dim, and each table had an exquisite candelabra, creating a wonderful atmosphere. There was also a trio of violinists, currently playing a melodious and pleasant classical piece in front of a couple’s table.

Li Mu was somewhat of a bumpkin and had never eaten at such a high-class restaurant before. He even felt a little unaccustomed to it upon entering. Li Tong spoke up, “Let’s go straight to the second floor. I’ve reserved the best four-person table by the window on the second floor for you.”

Li Mu said, “Thank you so much, Li Tong, for being so thoughtful.”

Li Tong chuckled casually, “You’re just like Bro Ming; just call me Old Second. We’re all close buddies, so this is nothing.”





Chapter 346: Can’t Figure It Out

Fayue Restaurant is located in the most bustling area of Sanlitun, right next to one of its busiest and liveliest intersections. Fayue Restaurant has three floors. The first and second floors are open to the public, while the third floor is Li Tong’s private domain, housing his office and a space for entertaining close friends. Right next door is Fayue Coffee, a two-story establishment, with Fayue Bar on its third floor—an authentic European-style quiet bar. The restaurant, coffee shop, and bar are all Li Tong’s own ventures. It’s said that he has already pre-booked the 35th, 36th, and 37th floors of a 37-story building currently under renovation nearby. He plans to begin decorating after the New Year and open a Fayue Hotel.

Li Tong’s plans are essentially geared towards building a group corporation, and all his ventures are located in Sanlitun, one of Yanjing’s hottest commercial districts, which speaks volumes about his financial strength.

Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law hadn’t arrived yet, so Li Mu chatted with Li Tong and Xu Jiaming for a while. Thinking of Sanlitun, Li Mu remembered Fatty Wang’s SugarClub, in which he had also invested, but he hadn’t kept up with its progress. He asked Xu Jiaming, “By the way, how’s Old Wang’s SugarClub coming along?”

Xu Jiaming said, “He mentioned it a couple of days ago; it seems about seventy to eighty percent done. They’re rushing the construction now, preparing to open on the second day of the Lunar New Year. That’s when the most people are out having fun.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Then I won’t have time to come show support.”

Xu Jiaming smiled slightly and asked him, “You’re going on holiday soon, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “Soon, just a few more days.”

“Going back as soon as the holiday starts?”

“Yes, leaving as soon as the holiday starts.”

Xu Jiaming nodded and asked him, “Have you seen Old Chen recently?”

Li Mu knew he was asking about Chen Ze. He shook his head and said, “Haven’t seen him these past few days.”

Xu Jiaming laughed, “Old Chen has been crazy busy lately; he doesn’t pay attention to anyone who tries to find him.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What’s he busy with?”

Xu Jiaming shook his head and said, “I don’t know what he’s busy with, but I heard Du Fei is coming back soon. Old Chen probably wants to get a lot of things done before she returns so he can free up time to spend with her.”

Li Mu clicked one’s tongue in surprise, “Old Chen is quite devoted.”

“He is,” Xu Jiaming said. “He’s famous in our circles. No matter how many women throw themselves at him, it’s useless. He doesn’t even spare them a glance; his mind is completely on Du Fei.”

Li Tong chuckled, “Brother Chen and Sister Fei have been entangled for many years, haven’t they? I wonder what Sister Fei is thinking, she never gives him a clear answer.”

Xu Jiaming smiled and said, “Their situation is very complicated; we can’t comment on it.”

With that, Xu Jiaming changed the subject and said to Li Mu, “Today you’re meeting the family. Did you find out their preferences beforehand?”

Li Mu glanced at Su Yingxue beside him and spread his hands, “My girlfriend said her paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law don’t care much about food.”

Xu Jiaming said, “It doesn’t matter if they don’t care. The chef here at Old Second’s place is excellent; everyone will be satisfied.”

Just as he finished speaking, a man in a work uniform quickly walked over and said to Li Tong, “Manager Li, two guests have arrived. They said they’re with Mr. Li Mu. Our greeter has already brought them in.”

Li Tong nodded and said to Li Mu, “Then we won’t disturb you here. Li Mu, if you need anything, just tell the waiter here. I’ve already arranged everything.”

Xu Jiaming also said, “We’ll go upstairs for some tea. Call us if anything comes up.”

Li Mu and Su Yingxue thanked them, and the two hurried off. Less than half a minute after they left, the white female greeter from downstairs personally led Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law upstairs.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue quickly stood by the table. When the greeter brought the two closer, Su Yingxue blushed slightly and called out, “Paternal Aunt, Paternal Uncle-in-law.”

It was her first time bringing a boyfriend to meet family, and although they weren’t her parents, Su Yingxue was still a bit nervous and shy.

Li Mu was also a little nervous, but his expression remained composed. He politely greeted them, “Hello, Paternal Uncle, Auntie.”

This was Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua’s first face-to-face meeting with Li Mu. Although they had seen him on TV before and also from a distance in real life, it wasn’t until they met him in person that they realized Li Mu was quite handsome. He was also tall and stood upright and energetic in front of them.

Su Yuehua’s first impression of Li Mu was very good, possibly because she had heard some of his stories and already had the impression that Li Mu was a talented individual. So, upon meeting him and seeing his excellent appearance and demeanor, she felt even more strongly that Li Mu possessed both talent and good looks, which was very rare.

Wang Shaohua felt the same way. Li Mu wasn’t the type of pale scholar, frail and delicate, but rather appeared much more composed than his peers.

Both of them nodded to Li Mu. After everyone sat down at the dining table, Su Yuehua smiled and said, “I’ve seen you on TV before and knew that you and Yingxue were both studying at Renmin University, but I didn’t pay much attention then. I never expected you and Yingxue to be high school classmates.”

Although Su Yuehua knew Li Mu and Su Yingxue were in a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, she deliberately didn’t say it aloud. Instead, she brought up their classmate relationship, which was actually an indirect way of expressing her attitude: she didn’t want to immediately acknowledge their early relationship.

Li Mu smiled and said, “Yingxue and I were in the same class in our first year of high school. When it came time to apply for university, I originally wanted to choose the same major as her, but my scores weren’t good enough, so I couldn’t get in.”

Wang Shaohua glanced at Li Mu, smiled slightly, and didn’t say much, but his impression of Li Mu improved a few points.

Li Mu’s words were quite direct: he came for Su Yingxue, pursuing her from high school until now, implicitly demonstrating his feelings for her.

Su Yuehua also understood Li Mu’s underlying meaning and asked with a smile, “Little Li, how many people are in your family?”

Li Mu said, “Three. I’m an only child.”

Su Yuehua nodded and then asked, “Are your Mom and Dad both in Haizhou?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, both are native Haizhou residents.”

Su Yuehua said, “You don’t seem very old, and you’re an only child, so your parents should only be in their early forties, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “My Mom and Dad married early and had me early. This year my Dad is forty-one, and my Mom is forty.”

Su Yuehua frowned slightly, then immediately smiled and said, “Then your Mom and Dad are indeed very young. What do they do?”

Su Yuehua was currently speculating about Li Mu’s parents’ professions. If Li Mu’s father was only twenty-two and his mother twenty-one when Li Mu was born, then she could conclude that Li Mu’s Mom and Dad had not attended university, at most having a high school education.

Su Yuehua has four siblings: two older brothers and one younger sister. All four of them are university graduates. Not only them, but even their parents were university students before the founding of the nation, making them a family of scholars. When it came to finding in-laws for these four families in the future, money was not the primary consideration; the educational background of the other family was probably what they cared about most.

However, Su Yuehua didn’t have a bad opinion of Li Mu because of this. After all, Li Mu was a Renmin University student, and from that alone, he was a good match for Su Yingxue.

Li Mu didn’t hide anything regarding Su Yuehua’s question: “My Mom and Dad used to be employees at Xiling Coal Mine. They were laid off last year and opened a clothing store in Haizhou.”

Su Yuehua nodded gently, her eyes revealing a hint of disappointment that she couldn’t quite conceal.

In recent years, the wave of layoffs had been surging, especially in state-owned manufacturing and energy enterprises. Four or five out of ten male employees were laid off, and eight or nine out of ten female employees were laid off. Coal mines were not considered good workplaces to begin with, and both husband and wife being laid off was even worse. In contrast, her second brother’s family: her second brother was recently promoted to full position, becoming the head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau. For someone his age, reaching this level was already quite remarkable. And her sister-in-law was also a national civil servant, a section-level cadre at that. Comparing Li Mu’s parents with Su Yingxue’s parents, there was indeed quite a disparity.

As for opening a clothing store, the moment Su Yuehua heard “opened a clothing store,” she couldn’t help but associate it with the small shops selling low-quality clothing on the streets and alleys of Haizhou. This made the sense of discrepancy in her heart even greater.

Su Yuehua couldn’t not respond, so she casually asked, “Opening a clothing store should still be quite profitable, right?”

She said this, but she didn’t actually think so. A clothing store, in a place like Haizhou, could it even make twenty or thirty thousand yuan a year? That would be a miracle.

Su Yingxue realized that her paternal aunt might be dissatisfied with Li Mu’s family situation, so she quickly pretended to casually say, “Paternal Aunt, Li Mu’s Mom and Dad have excellent foresight. They first opened a Metersbonwe specialty store in Haizhou, and then they opened a Semir one.”

Su Yuehua was stunned. Although she didn’t wear these two brands, her daughter liked them, and she often accompanied her daughter to shop there. These two stores were currently the most popular brands among young people, so their business was always very good, especially on weekends, when even the fitting rooms had queues.

Although she wasn’t in business, Su Yuehua had heard about these franchised brand specialty stores. In Yanjing, opening one might cost over a million yuan. Even in a small city like Haizhou, it would probably take hundreds of thousands to get one off the ground, right?

Thinking of this, she became very curious about Li Mu’s family. In those days, to know how much a worker could earn, one only needed three pieces of information to infer it: location, enterprise, and position. First, Haizhou: the average salary in Haizhou was less than one thousand yuan. Coal enterprises might be slightly better, but the salary wouldn’t be much higher than ordinary wages. And most importantly, Li Mu’s Mom and Dad had been laid off, which proved their positions weren’t high. It was estimated that when both were employed, they collectively earned at most two thousand yuan a month. How could a family with this income level have the capital to open two specialty stores after being laid off?

Su Yuehua just couldn’t figure it out.





Chapter 347: Pales in Comparison

Wang Shaohua was also pondering the same things as his wife, Su Yuehua.

He worked in a government agency, had access to a large amount of information, and judged matters more accurately than Su Yuehua. Although it was just past 2001, the domestic economic situation had not yet benefited ordinary workers. On the contrary, these past few years were the most painful for workers. Previously, workers’ treatment was second only to cadres; they received national wages, ate Commercial grain, and enjoyed excellent benefits in all aspects of basic necessities. It was known as a secure livelihood.

However, after the state-owned enterprise reform in recent years, state-owned enterprises have successively laid off workers. Take government agencies as an example: previously, an agency would have a switchboard room. All internal and external calls had to be manually connected through the switchboard room. One switchboard room with two old switchboard machines required at least eight job positions: one person per machine, three shifts, plus one shift on rotation. It wasn’t that there were no modern devices to replace them; it was just that enterprises and units were unwilling to lay off workers or reduce official staff positions. But once the reform began, enterprises and units had to adapt to marketization and started introducing advanced equipment. When one piece of equipment came in, eight operator positions disappeared, and being laid off became a matter of course.

Under these circumstances, Wang Shaohua could almost conclude that an ordinary dual-income couple family, even if they weren’t laid off, could only achieve a relatively comfortable standard of living, not even reaching a moderately prosperous one. In such a situation, the average savings of an ordinary dual-income couple family would almost certainly not exceed fifty thousand yuan. Yet, Li Mu’s parents were able to take out several hundred thousand yuan to open a shop after being laid off. To him, this was almost as unbelievable as an elementary school student directly getting into university.

Seeing Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua deep in thought but silent, the atmosphere at the dinner table became slightly awkward. Li Mu then spoke up: “Uncle and Aunt, we’ve been so busy chatting that we haven’t ordered yet. How about we order our food first?”

“Oh, alright…” Su Yuehua snapped back to reality, offered an apologetic smile, and nodded slightly.

Li Mu asked the waiter to bring four exquisite menus and handed them to the four people at the table. The menu was trilingual—Chinese, English, and French—and looked very impressive. Upon opening it, the prices were even more astonishing.

If one were to order a proper Western meal, including bread, appetizers, steak, dessert, red wine, and so on, the cost per person could not be less than two thousand yuan. Moreover, the bottom of the menu stated that the restaurant would charge an additional 15% service fee.

Although Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua were genuinely middle-class and elite in Yanjing, in this high-end restaurant tailored for Yanjing’s top echelon, its terrifying prices made them hesitate for a long time without ordering anything.

Su Yingxue also hadn’t expected the prices here to be so frightening. She looked at the menu, unsure what to do. Finally, Li Mu had to speak to the waiter: “How about this? Could you please have your chef prepare four set meals for the four of us, and then open a bottle of red wine?”

As he spoke, Li Mu glanced at the wine list, skipping over the five-digit red wines and choosing a bottle of Mouton dry red wine priced around three thousand yuan. Li Mu didn’t understand red wine; he just felt that this price was relatively moderate on the wine list. Anything too cheap would be embarrassing, and anything too expensive was unnecessary.

The waiter noticed that the other three hadn’t ordered. Although Li Mu’s way of ordering was a bit alternative, it was also the best solution at the moment. So, he asked: “May I ask how well-done each of your steaks should be?”

After everyone stated their preferences, the waiter turned and left. Su Yuehua looked at Li Mu and asked in surprise: “Little Li, is your current living allowance provided by your family, or…?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “I’ve been doing some things with friends, and I have a relatively stable source of income.”

Su Yuehua saw that Li Mu’s answer was vague. Although curious, she didn’t press for details, only asking Li Mu: “I heard you even bought a car?”

Li Mu nodded: “I bought a commercial vehicle.”

At this moment, Wang Shaohua, who was beside them, spoke up: “Little Li, if your 3321 were to retain even a small profit potential for yourself, it should be a very considerable income, shouldn’t it?”

Li Mu said calmly: “The key to 3321’s success is not making a profit. Because we don’t make a profit, no one competes with us. Otherwise, once I wanted to make money, others who wanted to make money would follow suit. If this kind of thing has too strong a commercial atmosphere, the entire ethos would change.”

Wang Shaohua nodded slightly. Li Mu spoke casually, but he understood that Li Mu’s casual words represented the unhesitating abandonment of millions to tens of millions in annual profits. Such a massive potential income, even he himself couldn’t resist. Yet, a young man could so decisively give up such huge profits from the very beginning for the sake of the purity of this endeavor. This made him full of admiration for Li Mu, and he felt that this young man was truly difficult to comprehend.

Su Yuehua said: “I heard Yingxue say that you also write songs?”

Li Mu said: “I learned guitar before, can strum a bit, so I tried writing some.”

Su Yuehua then said: “That Muzi online, is that you?”

Li Mu said: “It’s me.”

Su Yuehua praised: “Your songs are all very good. Yingxue even played your song ‘The Rice Shop’ for me, which was also excellent.”

Li Mu smiled humbly: “Actually, I’m just an amateur dabbling for fun.”

Su Yuehua laughed: “Excessive humility is pride.”

Li Mu scratched his head.

Su Yuehua gently nudged her husband’s leg under the table, then stood up and said: “I’m going to the restroom.”

After Su Yuehua got up and left, Wang Shaohua, who had just realized what was happening, also quickly stood up and said: “I’ll go too.”

Arriving at the restroom entrance, Su Yuehua was already waiting there. Seeing Wang Shaohua approach, she quickly stepped forward and whispered in his ear: “We’ll pay for this meal later. It wouldn’t be right to let a young man treat us on our first formal meeting. We don’t want them to think our Su family members lack social graces.”

Wang Shaohua nodded and said: “Don’t worry, I checked before leaving; I have my card with me.”

Only then did Su Yuehua relax. She said: “I’ll go back first. You go to the restroom and come back later.”

Su Yuehua left after speaking. Wang Shaohua obediently entered the men’s restroom and deliberately waited an extra minute before coming out.

When Wang Shaohua returned, the waiter had already started serving the meal. Li Mu noticed that the red wine the waiter brought was not the one he had ordered, but he didn’t recognize its name. He only knew two red wine brands: Great Wall and Lafite. Besides those two, he couldn’t recognize any others.

Li Mu didn’t understand red wine, nor did the other three at the table. Wang Shaohua simply said: “Since we’re driving, let’s drink a little less, just a glass or two.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling as he raised his glass, and said: “Yingxue and I would like to toast Uncle and Aunt.”

Su Yingxue also blushed as she raised her glass and said: “Paternal Aunt, Paternal Uncle-in-law, we’d like to toast you.”

Su Yuehua didn’t speak, merely raised her glass. Wang Shaohua, beside her, also raised his glass and said with a chuckle: “Yingxue, drink a little less.”

Although none of them understood red wine, the wine truly had an excellent taste, and the dishes were also very delicious, especially the steak. It completely overturned Li Mu’s perception of steak, and even his perception of beef. He discovered for the first time that beef could be made so incredibly tasty. The flavor and texture of this steak were more than just one notch above those localized Western restaurants that specifically attract couples.

Western meals are elaborate and involve many steps, so they take a long time. When they were almost finished, Li Mu asked the waiter to clear his steak plate. The conversation at the dinner table had been harmonious, but it later evolved into Su Yuehua and Su Yingxue, the aunt and niece, speaking in low voices, while Wang Shaohua and Li Mu conversed with each other.

Wang Shaohua was very interested in Li Mu’s 3321 and kept asking Li Mu about some operational details. Li Mu answered all his questions seriously. Wang Shaohua learned about Li Mu’s initial motivation for creating 3321, as well as the promotion and entry methods he used when he first started. He praised the young man’s business acumen endlessly, even saying: “Initially, I also wanted to try finding a tutor for my daughter on 3321, but my daughter has a very good relationship with Yingxue and kept insisting that only her older cousin tutor her, so I didn’t pursue it further.”

As he spoke, Wang Shaohua suddenly thought of something: “Oh, right, the Alipay integrated with 3321, you made that too, didn’t you?”

Li Mu nodded: “Alipay was a supporting tool I developed for 3321 back then.”

Wang Shaohua asked, puzzled: “Then why is Alipay also used when recharging Happy Farm?”

Li Mu was startled. He hadn’t expected Wang Shaohua to know about this. He probably also played Happy Farm, but he likely didn’t know about his relationship with Muye Technology, or perhaps he played Happy Farm but hadn’t paid attention to the company’s name. So Li Mu said: “Although Alipay was initially just a payment tool for 3321, I registered Alipay as a separate company back then. After Alipay gained many users, Happy Farm wanted to utilize Alipay as a payment channel, so I provided Alipay to Happy Farm.”

Wang Shaohua asked: “This shouldn’t be free, should it?”

Li Mu nodded: “Alipay charges a certain percentage of commission.”

Wang Shaohua suddenly understood. He felt that he finally knew where Li Mu’s money came from, even though he maintained a non-profitable 3321. It was Alipay. Providing Alipay to merchants like Happy Farm was just like banks collecting a revenue share from merchants for credit card swipes.

Thinking of this, Wang Shaohua was inwardly astonished. Happy Farm had so many users; monthly top-ups must amount to tens of millions, right? How much of a revenue share could Li Mu get by letting them use Alipay? Even if it was just 1%, that would be one hundred thousand yuan a month! And that was just his conservative estimate…

His and his wife’s combined income was just over ten thousand yuan a month, which was already considered absolute middle class in Yanjing. But compared to Li Mu, it truly paled in comparison.





Chapter 348: Two Demands

Although Wang Shaohua had severely underestimated Li Mu’s net worth and earning capabilities, even his underestimated figures left him considerably surprised by this young man, who was not yet twenty years old.

While Su Yuehua and Su Yingxue were chatting, she overheard them discussing Alipay and was inwardly astonished. She hadn’t heard everything clearly, but she gathered the gist: it seemed Li Mu had provided something to Happy Farm for a fee. She couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Little Li, are you still collaborating with Happy Farm?”

Li Mu nodded. Wang Shaohua, who was beside them, said, “Didn’t you forget? Last time, I helped you set up an Alipay account to buy a special Happy Farm package.”

Su Yuehua replied, “I remember! It was a great deal, getting a bunch of props for ten cents.”

Wang Shaohua said, “That Alipay was developed by Little Li. It was originally meant to complement 3321, and now it’s collaborating with Happy Farm.”

Su Yuehua nodded thoughtfully. So Alipay belonged to Li Mu. This young man was only a first-year student; how could he create an internet product linked to banks?

After dinner, Li Mu called the waiter. Just as he stated his intention to pay, Wang Shaohua immediately pulled out his wallet, took out his bank card, and said to Li Mu and Su Yingxue, “I’ll pay for this meal.”

Li Mu was about to politely decline when the waiter told Wang Shaohua, “Sir, this meal has already been charged to Mr. Xu’s account.”

Wang Shaohua asked curiously, “Who is Mr. Xu?”

“Mr. Xu Jiaming.”

Wang Shaohua frowned. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t recall who it was at the moment. However, he was certain he didn’t know such a person.

Li Mu had already guessed that Xu Jiaming would most likely charge the bill to his own name behind his back, so he had prepared to insist on paying himself no matter what. He didn’t expect Wang Shaohua to suddenly step in, card in hand, eager to pay. Fearing Wang Shaohua’s persistence and a potential argument over who would pay, Li Mu said to Wang Shaohua, “Uncle, Mr. Xu is a friend of mine. Since he was so kind as to settle the bill, we don’t need to worry about it.”

Wang Shaohua calculated in his mind that this meal would cost at least several thousand to tens of thousands of yuan. He had been gritting his teeth, thinking it was just a month’s salary for him and his wife, and though it would be painful to see, it wasn’t insurmountable. But to his surprise, someone had already paid the bill. Besides his astonishment, Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but marvel, Li Mu’s network of connections seemed quite extraordinary.

Xu Jiaming and Li Tong didn’t show themselves until the four were ready to leave. Li Mu sent Xu Jiaming a message with just two words: “Thanks.” Xu Jiaming replied, “We’re brothers, don’t be so polite with me.”

Li Mu understood that Xu Jiaming was essentially treating him like a savior now. Xu Jiaming didn’t lack money; what he lacked was the ability to make money himself. Muye Technology, with Happy Farm’s massive user base and daily transaction volume, was seeing its valuation shoot up like a rocket. Li Mu estimated Xu Jiaming must be waking up laughing in his dreams.

Outside the restaurant, Su Yuehua said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, why don’t you come back with me tonight? Your younger sister has been clamoring to see you.”

Su Yingxue understood her paternal aunt’s implication, guessing she had something to say to her. She secretly glanced at Li Mu, then nodded and agreed.

So Li Mu watched from the parking lot as Su Yingxue got into her paternal uncle-in-law’s car. After they drove off, Li Mu got into his own car and drove back.

Su Yingxue sat in the back with her paternal aunt. As soon as the car entered the main road, Su Yuehua couldn’t help but ask her, “Yingxue, do you know Li Mu’s true background?”

Su Yingxue replied, “Didn’t he tell you all? His Mom and Dad are Xiling Mine employees, and he’s their only child.”

“That’s not what I’m asking,” Su Yuehua said. “What I mean is, do you know if his family has any unusual connections or network?”

Su Yingxue shook her head. “I don’t know. Paternal aunt, why are you asking this?”

Su Yuehua said, “If his family situation and background are truly as he described, how could he have accomplished so much in Yanjing in such a short time? Even dining at such a high-end restaurant, someone secretly paid the bill for him. Your paternal uncle-in-law has been born and raised in Yanjing for thirty or forty years and doesn’t receive such treatment…”

Wang Shaohua, who was driving, said somewhat indignantly, “Wife, you can’t look down on people! Although my official position isn’t high, there are plenty of people eager to treat me to meals, okay?”

Su Yuehua said, “Those who are eager to treat you to meals are doing so because they need you to handle business for them. It’s only because your Construction Committee has been so sought after these past few years. What they’re after is the small bit of privilege you hold, and some confidential planning information from your Construction Committee. But Li Mu is just a university student; what do you think they’re after from him?”

Wang Shaohua shrugged. “Then I don’t know.”

Su Yuehua then said, “So I think Li Mu might still have some background. Perhaps he has some influential relatives in Yanjing.”

As she spoke, Su Yuehua asked Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, has he really never mentioned anything about it?”

Su Yingxue awkwardly replied, “Li Mu really doesn’t seem to have any relatives in Yanjing. We even talked about it when we were chatting before coming to Yanjing. He said that at least I have relatives in Yanjing, but he doesn’t know anyone here…”

Su Yuehua frowned. “That’s strange. Putting everything else aside, just Alipay alone is quite extraordinary. How can it transfer money from the online banking of the big four banks? Without the banks’ consent, how could it work?”

Wang Shaohua said, “You’re absolutely right. Alipay truly couldn’t have been realized without the banks’ approval.”

Su Yuehua glanced at Su Yingxue, sighing inwardly. Her niece truly had good judgment. Although she herself couldn’t fully grasp Li Mu’s background, this young man was indeed exceptionally outstanding, with boundless potential.

As they neared home, Su Yuehua instructed Su Yingxue, “Regarding you and Li Mu, your paternal aunt won’t object for now, but I have a few demands.”

Su Yingxue hastily said, “Please tell me, Paternal Aunt.”

“First, you must maintain a good balance. No matter how good a man is, a girl must never lose her proper reserve;”

“Second, your paternal aunt will temporarily help you keep it from the family, but you must find a way and a time to explain it clearly to your Mom and Dad yourself. You can’t drag it out too long; they must know before your second year of university.”

Su Yingxue immediately agreed. Only then did Su Yuehua relax, linking arms with Su Yingxue with an expression of doting affection.

Li Mu didn’t return to Yucheng Garden. He parked his car and went straight back to his dorm room. As soon as he arrived, he received a message from Su Yingxue asking, “Are you home?”

Li Mu replied, “I’m in the dorm room.”

“Why did you come back to the dorm room today?”

“You’re not here, and I’m too lonely by myself in Yucheng Garden.”

“Glib, smooth-talking! I never heard you say you were lonely when you were by yourself in Yucheng Garden before.”

Li Mu sent a “hehe,” then said, “Let’s go to Yucheng Garden tomorrow night. I’ll cook something delicious for you.”

Su Yingxue said, “I’m afraid my paternal aunt will call the dorm room again to check up on me…”

Li Mu said, “Where did your mind go? I didn’t say you had to stay the whole night; it’s just dinner.”

“Then tomorrow after class, let’s go buy groceries together at the supermarket near school.”

Li Mu replied with an “Okay.” Just as he was about to send it, he thought of today’s meeting and couldn’t help but ask again, “What kind of impression did Paternal Aunt and Paternal Uncle-in-law get of me?”

Su Yingxue replied, “Quite good. They’re willing to temporarily keep it a secret from the family for me, but they want me to be frank with the family before my second year of university.”

Li Mu then said, “How about we tell your Mom and Dad when you go back for Chinese New Year? I’ll buy some things and visit your home to pay New Year’s greetings to Uncle and Aunt.”

Su Yingxue replied, “Be careful my Dad doesn’t beat you out of the house.”

Li Mu: “No way. My future mother-in-law will definitely be on my side.”

“How shameless!”

…

The brothers in the dorm room had all started getting busy. Although they were also founding team members of 3321, the school’s tolerance for them was far less lenient than for Li Mu. So, with exams approaching, they still had to bury their heads in their studies. However, Hu Zhengdao wasn’t in the dorm room; according to Xue Jianfeng, he was accompanying Wang Yanan and her mother.

Aside from Hu Zhengdao, the other four were all in the dorm room, buried in their books. Li Mu sat alone by his bed, bored. Su Yingxue had gone to take a shower, and there was no one to chat with via text message, leaving him utterly bored.

There wasn’t much to do with a single-function phone; its limited features could be explored in just a few minutes. He either opened his messages to look at old conversations or opened his contacts to see if there was anyone he hadn’t contacted in a long time.

Suddenly, Li Mu discovered Zhao Ziqiu’s name. Her name was at the very bottom of his entire contact list. Li Mu painstakingly scrolled through his contacts, from letter A all the way to Z, before finally seeing her name appear on the phone screen.

He thought about how he hadn’t seen much of Zhao Ziqiu since the incident with Feng Si’er. He hadn’t actively sought her out, and she hadn’t contacted him much either. Li Mu considered calling or texting her to ask about her recent situation, but after a moment’s thought, he gave up. However, after giving up, Zhao Ziqiu’s words from back then echoed in his mind: “I don’t accept intentional estrangement.” But wasn’t he intentionally estranging her? And although she had said she wouldn’t accept it, it seemed she had accepted it after all.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt an emptiness in his heart. At one point, he even childishly thought that Zhao Ziqiu didn’t keep her word. She had explicitly said she wouldn’t accept intentional estrangement, yet she hadn’t contacted him again. Even a call to scold him would have been fine, at least it would let him know that she was serious when she said those words back then.

Just as he was feeling melancholic, Hu Zhengdao pushed the door open and walked in. He cast a somewhat dejected glance around the dorm room, then, noticing Li Mu was there, a look of surprise appeared on his face. He put on a slight smile and said playfully, “Oh, you finally decided to come back today!”

Li Mu saw that his expression seemed to be forcing a smile and couldn’t help but ask him, “What’s wrong? You look like you’re in a bad mood.”

Hu Zhengdao looked around, saw everyone busy studying, and then quietly said to Li Mu, “It’s nothing much. How about we go out for a walk?”





Chapter 349: No Room for Even a Single Word

Li Mu and Hu Zhengdao left the dorm room building together. Hu Zhengdao pulled out a pack of Hongmei cigarettes from his pocket, took out two, put one in his mouth, and handed the other to Li Mu.

Li Mu took the cigarette, curious, and asked him, “When did you learn to smoke?”

Hu Zhengdao lit his own cigarette, then lit Li Mu’s, and said, “Didn’t I run around to internet cafes a while ago? Every internet cafe I went to, people offered me cigarettes. At first, I refused, but then, I don’t know how, I just started smoking as if possessed.”

Li Mu held out his hand to shield the lighter’s flame. When the cigarette lit, he took a deep drag, but he hadn’t smoked Hongmei cigarettes in a long time, and the strong inhale made his throat scratchy. He coughed a few times, tears even streaming from his eyes, and said to Hu Zhengdao, somewhat embarrassed, “Looks like I pushed you into this mess.”

Hu Zhengdao chuckled, “Third oldest bro, don’t say that. You pulled me out of a mess. If you hadn’t given me this livelihood, I really wouldn’t know what to do about Yanan’s mother.”

Although the dorm room had a seniority ranking, they rarely spoke of it. Li Mu asked him, “What’s wrong today? You seem to have something on your mind.”

“Yeah,” Hu Zhengdao said. “Yanan’s mother’s condition has worsened recently. She went to the Hospital for dialysis today, and the doctor said her physical condition isn’t optimistic. They processed her admission paperwork this afternoon.”

Li Mu quickly asked him, “What happened?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I asked the doctor, and they said it’s chronic organ failure. She needs to be in the Hospital 24 hours a day to prevent sudden complications.”

Li Mu sighed, and after a moment, asked him, “Do you need money?”

Hu Zhengdao shook his head. “Selling ‘Legend Overlord’ is quite profitable. It’s enough to cover her treatment costs. Today, I privately asked the doctor, and the doctor said if she doesn’t get a kidney transplant, she won’t last more than half a year.”

Li Mu asked him, “Does Yanan know?”

“She knows.” Hu Zhengdao gave a wry smile. “When I went to ask, the doctor was puzzled, saying, ‘Your girlfriend just asked, why are you asking again?’”

Li Mu asked, “How’s Yanan’s mood?”

“She forces herself to be strong in front of her mother, but sheds tears when her mother isn’t looking.”

Li Mu then asked, “What about the kidney transplant?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “It’s on the waiting list. There are so many people in line, who knows when that will be. Almost all the beds in the Nephrology Department of the entire Hospital are full, all with this disease. Most are waiting for a kidney transplant, but more than half the beds in the kidney transplant department are empty. Only people who have just had a kidney transplant or just donated a kidney stay in that department. The chances are too small. Even Yanan’s tissue matching wasn’t successful, so the chances for a stranger are even smaller.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Adjust your emotions. Both mother and daughter are relying on you now. If you’re downcast all the time, it will be even harder for them to hold on.”

Hu Zhengdao took a deep drag from his cigarette. “I’m doing a good job of pretending in front of them, but my heart aches for Yanan. With the way her father is, she’s almost given up hope. Now her mother’s condition is so serious. If Auntie really passes away one day, I’m afraid she won’t be able to bear it.”

Li Mu then advised, “Isn’t there still time? As long as a kidney is found and the transplant surgery is done, it can last at least ten years, right?”

Hu Zhengdao gave a wry smile. “That’s what they say, but the chances are very small after all.”

Li Mu said, “Even if the chances are slim, there’s still hope. Wait patiently, maybe a miracle will happen.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded slightly, flicked away his cigarette butt, and then pulled out another one to light. He said, “Actually, running around selling cheats isn’t the main reason I started smoking. It’s mainly because my mood is too suppressed. Smoking helps relieve it a bit.”

Li Mu patted his shoulder and said, “Don’t think so much for now. These next few days, quickly review your studies and prepare for exams. Then, during winter break, find more time to run your business and raise your income by an order of magnitude. No matter what the outcome of Yanan’s mother’s situation is in the future, you’ll have the ability to cope.”

Hu Zhengdao understood Li Mu’s meaning. Indeed, selling cheats currently brought in a high income. If he could expand into more untapped markets, his income would be even higher. This way, if Wang Yanan’s mother could wait for a kidney, he would be able to afford her surgery costs; if a kidney couldn’t be found and she passed away from the illness, he would still be able to take care of Wang Yanan and give her a stable life.

Li Mu actually admired Hu Zhengdao quite a bit. His own family situation wasn’t good, and his girlfriend’s family had such a huge problem not long after they started dating, yet he could grit his teeth and endure it. This was truly manly. Li Mu saw in him the courage and boldness to give his all for the person he loved.

After they chatted for a few minutes, Hu Zhengdao’s mood eased considerably. He pulled out his phone and said to Li Mu, “I’ll make a call first to ask about the situation. I originally wanted to stay and take care of her, but Ziqiu, Chen Jiao, and the others went, saying it was inconvenient for a grown man to be there, so they urged me to come back.”

Li Mu nodded. Hu Zhengdao called Wang Yanan, and Li Mu could only hear Hu Zhengdao’s side of the conversation.

“Honey, how’s Auntie doing?”

“It’s good that she’s asleep. Can you manage tonight?”

“Ziqiu is staying with you? That’s good. You two take turns sleeping for a bit, don’t both tough it out.”

“Okay, I’m back in the dorm room. Don’t worry, I’ll find time to study. I’ll bring my textbooks tomorrow night.”

After hanging up, Hu Zhengdao said to Li Mu, “It’s good, Ziqiu is staying with her tonight.”

Li Mu nodded, wanting to ask about Zhao Ziqiu’s situation, but after much hesitation, he didn’t speak.

Hu Zhengdao looked at the time and said, “Third oldest bro, shall we go back? The wind’s picking up, and it’s quite cold.”

“Okay, let’s go back.”

Hu Zhengdao flicked away his second cigarette butt and walked back to the dorm room building with Li Mu. As they approached the dorm room door, Li Mu suddenly stopped and asked him, “How has Zhao Ziqiu been recently?”

Hu Zhengdao looked at Li Mu in surprise and chuckled, “I thought you didn’t care.”

“Nonsense.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Ziqiu looks pretty good, but she’s lost a lot of weight. Her chest even shrank by a cup size.”

Li Mu frowned deeply at this. Hu Zhengdao quickly said, “Don’t misunderstand, Yanan told me that.”

Li Mu nodded gently and said nothing more.

…

At this moment, by the Hospital bed, Wang Yanan’s mother had fallen into a deep sleep. Wang Yanan and Zhao Ziqiu were sitting by the bedside. Wang Yanan’s eyes were red as she looked at her sleeping mother on the bed. Her entire body, especially her face, was visibly swollen, her complexion was terrible, and an indwelling catheter used for long-term dialysis was connected to the side of her neck, which was quite a disturbing sight.

Many times, Wang Yanan would stare blankly at her sleeping mother like this. She would remember her mother when she was healthy, remember the happy and harmonious days their family of three once had, and also remember her father, who had disappeared without a trace. She wondered if he felt a trace of guilt while hiding from debt, or if he ever thought about how her mother and she were doing now.

Thinking of how their once happy home had become like this, Wang Yanan prayed to God for all of this to be like a nightmare that would disappear when she woke up. However, she had made such a wish countless times, but it was simply not efficacious.

Zhao Ziqiu glanced over and saw Wang Yanan silently shed two more lines of tears. She couldn’t help but reach out and hold her hand, comforting her softly, “Don’t cry. Things will definitely turn around. If you’re always so pessimistic, Auntie might feel even worse if she sees you.”

Wang Yanan nodded gently, wiped away her tears, and whispered, “I’m used to it. I just start crying for no reason.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled slightly and said, “Why don’t you lie down and sleep for a bit? I’ll watch Auntie.”

Wang Yanan said, “I’m not sleepy. You sleep first.”

Zhao Ziqiu chuckled, “But I’m not sleepy either.”

Just as she finished speaking, her phone vibrated twice in her pocket. Zhao Ziqiu quickly took it out, glanced at it, and then expressionlessly put it back.

Wang Yanan asked her, “Is it Xu Jiahui again?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded but didn’t speak.

Wang Yanan smiled and said, “He’s really persistent. How many messages does he send you a day?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I haven’t counted, and I’m too lazy to.”

Wang Yanan said, “He cares about you so much, you should reply to him occasionally, even out of politeness. You can’t be so cold.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “If he didn’t care about me so much, and just sent messages occasionally like a real friend, I would definitely reply to him. The key is he…”

Wang Yanan understood what Zhao Ziqiu meant. She shook her head and said, “He’s truly sincere towards you, and his conditions are so good. Don’t always be so stubborn.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked her, “If he were pursuing you, what would you do? Would you acknowledge him?”

Wang Yanan didn’t even think about it and said, “I definitely wouldn’t acknowledge him. I already have Hu Zhengdao, and I’m content.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I also have someone else in my heart. There’s no room for him.”

Wang Yanan knew the “someone else” she spoke of was Li Mu, but she still asked her, “Even if you have someone else in your heart and there’s no room for another person, can’t you at least make room for a text message?”

Zhao Ziqiu said seriously, “No room. Forget a text message, there’s no room for even a single word.”

Wang Yanan was stunned. She hadn’t expected that after so long, Zhao Ziqiu still couldn’t let go of Li Mu even a little. She couldn’t help but sigh softly and said, “But you know Li Mu’s current situation. Why not be more open-minded? Xu Jiahui is a good person. You could try spending time with him, maybe you’ll fall for him.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I’m actually quite open-minded. That’s why I won’t consider trying to spend time with Xu Jiahui. I wasn’t planning on dating in college before I met Li Mu, and now I’m even less prepared to.”

In Zhao Ziqiu’s heart, some places were reserved for that specific person in her life. Even if he wasn’t by her side, even if he was with someone else, she would never let anyone else replace his place in her heart. Life was still long, and she was only nineteen years old. She firmly believed she could afford to wait, even if the waiting process was long and painful.





Chapter 350: From Now On, Just Wash Here

Su Yingxue and Li Mu’s “early relationship” received temporary approval from her paternal aunt. Although this approval came with two additional conditions, for Su Yingxue, it was already incredibly satisfying.

It was only after bringing Li Mu to meet her paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law this time that she realized: having the person she loved receive her family’s approval brought far more happiness than receiving her family’s approval herself. Moreover, her feelings for Li Mu now felt even more uninhibited.

After a day of classes, the two met outside the Academic Building. Like other couples, they walked out of school, leaning against each other. Su Yingxue, rarely seen in such a way, said to Li Mu in a spoiled tone, “What delicious food are you going to make for me tonight?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and chuckled, “Let’s go to the supermarket and see. We’ll buy whatever you want to eat.”

Su Yingxue asked him, “You’ll know how to cook it once we buy it?”

Li Mu nodded, “Of course.”

Having drifted alone in Yanjing for so long, Li Mu had some cooking skills. Sometimes, he simply got tired of eating out. He suddenly discovered that occasionally buying ingredients and cooking a meal himself, no matter how simple, brought immense happiness. Later, Li Mu got used to buying groceries and cooking every weekend, which is how he developed some skill in preparing home-cooked dishes.

The two arrived at the supermarket like a young couple going about their daily lives, pushing a cart and buying a large pile of vegetables and a bottle of red wine before returning to Yucheng Garden. Li Mu prepared four dishes for the evening, with sweet and sour pork ribs and Mapo Tofu being Su Yingxue’s specific requests.

For Li Mu, cooking itself wasn’t difficult; the challenge lay in the preparation and cleanup before and after cooking. The processes of picking, washing, cutting, and marinating were far more tiring than the actual cooking. Fortunately, Su Yingxue diligently helped him, and two people working together were much more efficient than one.

After they finished the preparatory work together, Li Mu told Su Yingxue, “You go out and watch TV for a bit. It’ll get smoky in the kitchen when I cook.”

Su Yingxue shook her head, gently hugged Li Mu from behind, and whispered, “I’ll stay with you. Maybe there’s something else I can help with.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’ve already helped with everything you could. I can handle the rest myself.”

Su Yingxue still shook her head, “No, I want to watch you cook.”

Li Mu, resigned, nodded and told her, “Stay a little further away, so you don’t get splattered later.”

For Li Mu, the most important principle in cooking was heat control: how hot the oil should be when adding green onions, ginger, and garlic; how hot when adding meat; how high the flame should be for stir-frying or stewing; and finally, how high the flame should be for reducing the sauce. Mastering the heat control ensured that the taste of a dish would basically be perfect.

Su Yingxue stared intently from the side, watching Li Mu busy himself at the stove. Each time Li Mu finished a dish, she would help carry it aside. Only after Li Mu had prepared all four dishes did they leave the kitchen and sit down at the dining table.

Li Mu specifically opened the red wine they bought and poured a glass for himself and Su Yingxue.

The home-cooked dishes Li Mu made might not have been extraordinarily delicious, but they were certainly on par with, if not better than, those from an average restaurant. Su Yingxue praised them endlessly. Being in a good mood, she unknowingly drank a bit more wine. After dinner, Su Yingxue had consumed at least one-third of the seven hundred milliliters of red wine, with the remaining two-thirds going into Li Mu’s stomach.

After eating, the two tidied up the dining table and kitchen. By the time they finished everything and returned to the living room, the effects of the alcohol were gradually setting in for Su Yingxue. Her small face was flushed crimson, and her eyes were slightly hazy.

On the living room sofa, the two embraced while watching a boring variety show. Su Yingxue held her long hair to her nose, sniffed it, and said with a look of disgust, “I’m covered in cooking smells, even my hair.”

Li Mu laughed, “I told you not to stay in the kitchen, but you wouldn’t listen.”

Su Yingxue, holding her hair between her fingers, asked Li Mu, “My hair was so close to you just now, didn’t you find it disgusting?”

Li Mu said with a cheeky grin, “To me, it smells fragrant.”

Su Yingxue sniffed her own clothes as well and said, “You might not mind me, but I mind myself. I’m going to take a shower.”

With that, Su Yingxue stood up and checked the time. It was just past eight o’clock; still early. She just needed to be back in her dorm room before half past ten to avoid her paternal aunt checking up on her.

Seeing that she was serious, Li Mu also pretended to sniff himself, saying with a look of disgust, “Oh, I smell pretty bad too. I need a shower as well. How about we go together?”

Su Yingxue’s already reddish cheeks instantly flushed crimson. She lowered her head, not daring to look at Li Mu, and picked up her phone from the coffee table, whispering, “Why don’t you go first? I’ll wait a bit.”

Li Mu’s abrupt suggestion was half sincere, half a joke. Now that Su Yingxue was so shy, Li Mu naturally felt too embarrassed to tease her further and quickly said, “I was just kidding with you. You go ahead.”

Su Yingxue then gave Li Mu a shy glance and turned to go to the bathroom.

Soon, the irregular sound of the shower running came from the bathroom. Every movement Su Yingxue made under the showerhead caused the sound to change.

Having drunk a little wine, Li Mu felt a heat surge through his body. When Su Yingxue came out, he was afraid she would notice the change, so he quickly said, “I’m going to take a shower now.”





Chapter 351: Are You Satisfied Now?

Li Mu slipped into the bathroom, turned on the mixing valve, and warm water quickly poured down, washing over his body.

The heat from the water transferred to his body, combined with the alcohol in his bloodstream, made him feel even hotter. Li Mu could only turn the mixing valve to the right, making the water a little cooler. A little cooler wasn’t enough; Li Mu kept nudging the mixing valve further and further to the right until the water washing over his body was almost ice-cold.

However, Li Mu also comforted himself internally, telling himself that good things come to those who wait. Since she was already his girlfriend, there was no need to rush. Being too eager might be difficult for Su Yingxue to adapt to. As a man in his thirties, he also needed to learn to be considerate of a young girl.

Su Yingxue’s phone rang just then. Seeing that it was her older female cousin Wang Xinran calling, she quickly answered.

Wang Xinran said on the phone, “Sis, where are you?”

“I… I’m at school, what’s wrong?”

Wang Xinran said, “I went to Yanjing Film Academy’s training class for a professional lesson today. My mom told me to find you and go home together. I just got on the bus to your school.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “Paternal aunt told you to find me to go home? It’s not even the weekend…”

Su Yingxue usually only stayed overnight at her paternal aunt’s house on Fridays and Saturdays because her house was a bit far, making it inconvenient to come to school from there the next morning. Today was Wednesday, and she had classes tomorrow as usual. Why did her paternal aunt suddenly want her to go to her house again? Her paternal aunt hadn’t called her directly, instead sending her older female cousin to find her, which didn’t make sense.

So Su Yingxue had to first tell Wang Xinran, “Wait for me a moment, I’ll check what time my first class is tomorrow.”

Wang Xinran said with a giggle, “Don’t bother checking! My mom said she absolutely wants me to bring you back, so you’ll have to make the trip with me!”

As soon as Su Yingxue heard this, she knew she couldn’t refuse. She could only reluctantly agree, “Alright then, I’ll wait for you at the school gate.”

“Then hurry out, I’m only a few stops away.”

When Su Yingxue hung up the phone, Li Mu had already walked out of the room and asked her, “Who called?”

Su Yingxue glanced at him, saw that he was bulging beneath, quite alarming, and quickly turned her face away, not daring to look at him. She said, “My older female cousin. She said she’s coming to school to find me, to go home together.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Your paternal aunt is making you go to her house again?”

Su Yingxue nodded, still not looking at Li Mu, and said, “I need to make a call first.”

After speaking, she picked up her phone and called her dorm room. After her roommate answered, Su Yingxue asked if anyone had called looking for her. Sure enough, her roommate said a woman had called earlier asking if she was there.

The landline phone in the dorm room was practically an impenetrable barrier for parents checking up on them.

Su Yingxue guessed that her paternal aunt had called the dorm room, probably found she wasn’t there, and then told her older female cousin to call her, insisting she go to their house.

Helpless, Su Yingxue had to tell Li Mu, “I have to go. Yanjing Film Academy is quite close to here, my younger sister should be arriving soon.”

Li Mu’s restless heart and body calmed down. He said with a long face, “Is your paternal aunt a detective?”

Su Yingxue saw his displeased expression and couldn’t help but chuckle. Her beautiful eyes looked at Li Mu, and she wrinkled her nose, saying, “You’re acting like you’re suffering an injustice, so what about me?”

Li Mu quickly went up and hugged her, saying earnestly, “Baby, it can only be like this today. I’ll make it up to you next time.”

Su Yingxue was exasperated. She lightly patted his back twice and grumbled, “Getting a bargain and still acting innocent, that’s you.”

Li Mu reached out to lift her clothes, saying playfully, “Let me hurt them two again before you leave…”

“Who two?” Su Yingxue was initially puzzled, but as Li Mu’s hand went to a forbidden place again, she was instantly speechless. Her face flushed, and she stomped her foot in exasperation, “How can you be so shameless…”

Shameless or not, Li Mu still had to obediently put on his clothes and see her out. Originally, Li Mu wanted to just drive her and her older female cousin back, but Su Yingxue didn’t dare agree. She was afraid her older female cousin would find out about her and Li Mu. Her older female cousin was always a big mouth, and she would definitely go back to Haizhou to see her paternal grandparents during Chinese New Year. If she accidentally let it slip in front of the family, Su Yingxue wouldn’t have a good time that year.

When Li Mu heard this reason, he couldn’t insist anymore. Fortunately, there was a direct bus from the Renmin University school gate to her paternal aunt’s house, so transportation was very convenient.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue walked together to the school gate. When Su Yingxue called her older female cousin, her older female cousin said she was one stop away. Li Mu knew it wasn’t convenient for him to appear in front of her older female cousin, so he lightly kissed Su Yingxue goodbye at the school gate and, feeling bored alone, simply returned to his dorm room.

A little south of Renmin University’s East Gate was a small bookstore. At this moment, a cute and beautiful girl was pretending to browse books at a small stall outside the bookstore, but her eyes were actually fixed on Su Yingxue, who was standing under the lights near the school gate. This girl was Su Yingxue’s older female cousin, Wang Xinran. In fact, she had already arrived before Su Yingxue did, but she deliberately lied to Su Yingxue, saying she was still one stop away, and then she found this bookstore and hid.

The location of this bookstore was excellent, and there were many students browsing books there. With people coming and going at the school gate, she could hide herself well, and the view was very open, allowing her to see the entire Renmin University school gate and the situation across the road. Because of this, Wang Xinran was surprised to discover that her older female cousin had actually walked hand-in-hand with a tall, handsome man from the Tiangiao across the road. What made her feel even more incredible was that before entering the school gate, the man had even kissed her older female cousin goodbye.

Oh my god!

Wang Xinran felt like she had caught the biggest news in the world, something even more shocking than 9/11 last year. Her intelligent, beautiful, and diligent older female cousin was actually in a relationship! This was more astonishing than an iron tree blooming.

These past two days, Wang Xinran had felt that her Mom and Dad were a bit off. They kept whispering about something behind her back, and when she approached, they would pretend nothing was wrong. It was clear something fishy was going on. She also deliberately tried to eavesdrop a little. Although she didn’t understand the specifics, she did catch her older female cousin’s name, so she guessed that her Mom and Dad were discussing something about her older female cousin.

Wang Xinran was usually mischievous. Although her academic performance wasn’t good, her mind worked incredibly fast on other matters. Today, her mom unusually called and instructed her to definitely bring her older female cousin home. Wang Xinran felt that when things are abnormal, there’s always something fishy going on. She deliberately lied to Su Yingxue, arrived at Renmin University early, and hid in the bookstore to watch. Sure enough, she discovered this astonishing secret.

While surprised, Wang Xinran was also curious about her older female cousin’s boyfriend. She wondered what his background was, to be able to win over a model student like her older female cousin, who seemed incapable of love. She had always firmly believed that someone like her older female cousin definitely wouldn’t date before twenty-five and wouldn’t get married before thirty. She never expected her older female cousin to have hidden it so deeply, already finding a boyfriend in her first year of university. The most shocking part was that she was so open, kissing her boyfriend right at the school gate. She was truly bold.

However, if Wang Xinran knew that Li Mu had once stolen Su Yingxue’s first kiss in front of tens of thousands of people across the entire school, she might understand why Su Yingxue didn’t care about kissing Li Mu at the school gate at all.

Seeing that enough time had passed for the bus to travel one stop, Wang Xinran slipped out of the bookstore and then blended into the crowd, walking towards the Renmin University school gate. The Renmin University bus stop was originally south of the East Gate, so walking from this direction, she was certain her older female cousin wouldn’t suspect anything.

“Sis!”

Su Yingxue heard the familiar voice, looked in the direction of the sound, and saw Wang Xinran in the crowd. She smiled and walked towards her, saying, “Why did your class go so late today?”

Wang Xinran laughed, “Isn’t the art exam coming up soon? So I have to practice my professional lessons hard these days.”

Su Yingxue asked, “Is the art exam next month?”

Wang Xinran nodded, “They said it’s on the ninth day of the first lunar month, February 20th.”

Su Yingxue said, “That’s certainly not long from now.”

Wang Xinran asked her, “When do you all go on holiday until?”

Su Yingxue said, “I heard school starts on March 1st, but the school hasn’t officially announced it yet.”

Wang Xinran quickly said, “I don’t care, you have to come and accompany me for the exam on February 20th.”

Su Yingxue said, “But it won’t even be the Lantern Festival yet. I have to stay home and celebrate the Lantern Festival with your maternal uncle, maternal uncle’s wife, and maternal grandparents before I can come to Yanjing.”

Wang Xinran shook Su Yingxue’s arm, whining, “I don’t care, you just have to come. If you don’t accompany me, I’ll feel uncertain. What if I don’t pass then? My academic subjects can only get a little over four hundred points at most. If I don’t get into Yanjing Film Academy, I won’t have a school to attend!”

This was Su Yingxue’s first year studying away from home. Before, she used to spend Chinese New Year and Lantern Festival with her family. Besides her Mom and Dad, there were many relatives and elders, especially her paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents who were still alive. If she really had to come to Yanjing before the ninth day of the first lunar month, she wouldn’t be able to spend the Lantern Festival with her family.

So, Su Yingxue tried to negotiate with Wang Xinran, “Isn’t it the same if paternal aunt accompanies you? Your external conditions are so good, and you have talent in acting. You’ll definitely pass.”

Wang Xinran pouted, “No, I don’t want my mom to accompany me, I only want you.”

“But…”

Seeing that Su Yingxue still didn’t want to agree, Wang Xinran immediately pulled out the trump card she had just acquired: “If you don’t accompany me, I’ll tell my maternal uncle’s wife that you have a boyfriend!”

Su Yingxue thought that after her paternal aunt knew about her situation, she had deliberately avoided discussing it with her younger sister and had promised to keep it a secret, so she definitely wouldn’t tell her younger sister such a thing. Therefore, she thought Wang Xinran was deliberately threatening her, so she smiled and said, “Trying to threaten me with false accusations? Go tell her then, let’s see who she believes.”

Wang Xinran put her hands on her hips and grumbled, “I’m not falsely accusing you, I saw it all just now! Tell me, who was that handsome man who just kissed you?”

Su Yingxue’s expression froze. After a moment, she said angrily, “Oh, you brat! You played tricks! Were you here already?”

Wang Xinran said triumphantly, “Not too early, just a few minutes before you and that handsome man, but a few minutes was enough.”

Saying this, Wang Xinran said in a negotiating tone, “If you promise to accompany me to the art exam, I guarantee I won’t tell anyone about this. How about it?”

Su Yingxue felt both love and hate for her, but could only compromise, “Alright, alright, I’ll accompany you, isn’t that enough!”

Wang Xinran immediately beamed with joy, linked arms with Su Yingxue, and said with a giggle, “Now that’s my good older sister! Let’s go, let’s cross the road and take the bus home!”

Su Yingxue was truly helpless with her. She could only shake her head and sigh, and go home with her.

The bus wasn’t crowded at night. The two sisters chose to sit in the very back corner. Wang Xinran eagerly asked her, “Sis, is that handsome man your classmate?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Didn’t you see him enter the school? Why are you still asking?”

“Hehe.” Wang Xinran giggled, then asked, “What year is he?”

“First-year student.”

“Where’s he from?”

“Are you done or not?”

“Just tell me, this is my last question!”

“Haizhou.”

“Wow! Your fellow townsman! Did you two know each other before?”

“Didn’t you say that was your last question just now?”

“This one is! Hurry and answer me.”

“No answer!”

“Were you two together in high school? Your early relationship started way too early!”

“Wang Xinran, shut up!”





Chapter 352: Zhao Kang’s Final Kick

In the blink of an eye, school was about to go on holiday. Besides dealing with exams these past two days, Li Mu also made time to visit Wang Yanan’s mother, though he didn’t run into Zhao Ziqiu at the Hospital.

Meanwhile, Li Mu and Su Yingxue didn’t have another chance to further their relationship. Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt, Su Yuehua, seemed very anxious about the period leading up to the holidays, so she required Su Yingxue to sleep at her house every day. Coincidentally, this period was when Wang Xinran was diligently attending her acting classes, so basically, every day Wang Xinran would go to Renmin University after class and walk with Su Yingxue.

With Su Yingxue closely monitored by her paternal aunt, Li Mu suddenly felt a bit downcast. He stopped going to Yucheng Garden every night and just stayed in his dorm room.

Li Mu’s good bro, Zhao Kang, found a girlfriend just before the holidays. The girl was a beautiful academic ace from Yanjing Jiaotong University. The reason they met was mainly due to a guy named Wang Ke, who was Zhao Kang’s bunkmate and the girl’s paternal cousin brother.

Zhao Kang paid great attention to how he conducted himself and interacted with others at school. Not only in his dorm room, but his reputation was very high throughout the entire school. He was also very generous when spending money with classmates, so he was often surrounded by a group of classmates who would freeload off him, calling him “Kang bro” one after another.

It wasn’t that Zhao Kang became arrogant after getting rich. Rather, he had led online armies for a long time and knew that self-interest was the fastest way to win people over. Spending a bit more money on them normally was actually just a drop in the ocean for him. But these people were very useful at critical moments, basically available at his beck and call.

Because Wang Ke was Zhao Kang’s bunkmate, he was the closest to Zhao Kang and also the one who received the most benefits from Zhao Kang. He ate Zhao Kang’s food and played with Zhao Kang’s things all day, wishing that even the money for pursuing girls was sponsored by Zhao Kang. Over time, he felt he had no way to repay him, so he “sold out” his paternal cousin sister.

Ever since the summer vacation, when Zhao Kang started dabbling in Stone Age cheats/hacks with Li Mu, his ambition had soared. He originally had no intention of dating, but he couldn’t resist Wang Ke’s constant prodding. With his matchmaking, he had a meal with Wang Ke’s paternal cousin sister.

Wang Ke’s paternal cousin sister was named Wang Jia. She was a second-year student at Yanjing Jiaotong University. Her appearance was considered above average, but she was a very good person, obedient and sensible, and very pure. She immediately captured Zhao Kang’s heart, making him quickly fall in love.

From then on, Zhao Kang would go to Jiaotong University every few days. He’d find Wang Jia to eat with, whether he had a reason or not, and also frequently gave her gifts and created romantic moments.

At first, he sent flowers, books, or other small, meaningful items. He was also exceptionally considerate towards Wang Jia in his daily life, sending texts and calling her every day to check in on her. Wang Jia didn’t have much feeling for Zhao Kang at first, but like other women, she was touched by the man’s meticulous care. Over time, she developed a good impression of Zhao Kang.

Through frequent contact, Zhao Kang discovered that Wang Jia’s family background was ordinary. She was relatively frugal in her daily attire, meals, and shopping. So he changed his approach, sending slightly more expensive items every few days.

For example, he always felt that Wang Jia shouldn’t be using her old Motorola phone. It so happened that they had just watched the popular Korean movie “My Sassy Girl” together, so Zhao Kang bought her the hottest Samsung A288 phone at the time. At first, Wang Jia absolutely refused to accept it, but Zhao Kang had a better way to “coerce” her. He dangled the unopened phone box outside the Tiangiao, telling Wang Jia that if she didn’t want it, he would throw the phone down from there, and they would never contact each other again. Wang Jia couldn’t bear to become strangers with Zhao Kang, nor could she bear to see such a good phone fall from such a height. So she compromised.

That phone became the stepping stone for Zhao Kang’s relationship.

After Wang Jia accepted that phone, she became the focus in the eyes of the other girls in her dorm room. She was not vain by nature, but when others envied her for having such a generous and loving boyfriend, she felt vanity for the first time. Her feelings for Zhao Kang also rapidly increased because of this.

Later, Zhao Kang discovered Wang Jia didn’t have a computer. He went to Zhongguancun himself and spent eighteen thousand yuan to buy the latest model of IBM laptop. When he appeared downstairs at Wang Jia’s dorm building carrying the laptop box, the girls in the entire dorm building erupted in excitement.

Jiaotong University didn’t have many female students to begin with, and most of them were science and engineering students. It could be said that pretty girls were rare. So, the atmosphere among girls in such schools was actually very good. There had never been a situation where a big spender from outside the school came to Jiaotong University to pursue girls. A guy like Zhao Kang, who directly brought a laptop worth nearly twenty thousand yuan to give to his girlfriend, was even more unprecedented.

Zhao Kang wasn’t some big spender from outside the school. He was even a year younger than Wang Jia. His identity wasn’t that of a rich second-generation heir who liked to toy with young girls. Everyone who knew Wang Jia knew he was Wang Jia’s boyfriend, her official boyfriend.

A guy who was still willing to spend so much even after successfully pursuing a girl was even rarer in the eyes of girls.

Wang Jia was stunned by the weight of the gift, but Zhao Kang always had a way to make her accept it. This time, the reason he used was: “Look, so many people are watching. You’re my girlfriend. If you reject me in front of all these people, how will I ever have the face to come to your school again?”

When Zhao Kang said this, the girls watching the fun nearby all screamed aloud. Wang Jia could see the envy and jealousy on their faces. At that moment, she was so happy she almost fainted.

Wang Jia finally accepted Zhao Kang’s extremely significant gift. She also became the most envied girl at Jiaotong University. This girl, who wasn’t materialistic, had her psychological defenses broken by Zhao Kang’s material offerings. Their relationship continued to heat up, to the point where the speed of Zhao Kang’s relationship development was far faster than Li Mu’s and Su Yingxue’s.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue dragged their feet until before the holidays and had only just managed to “break through the upper body,” and only that one time. As for Zhao Kang and Wang Jia, they were almost at the point of “the final kick.”

Zhao Kang, wanting to break through the last barrier, had been subtly expressing his desires to Wang Jia in various ways. Wang Jia understood in her heart and wasn’t truly repulsed; she was just hesitant and struggling. After all, it was a woman’s most precious first time, and she always subconsciously reminded herself to be cautious.

Right up until the holidays were approaching, Zhao Kang still hadn’t been able to break through that final hurdle. Anxious and impatient, he had no choice but to play the “pity card.” He poured out his reluctance and pain to Wang Jia about the upcoming holidays and being separated for over a month. He invited Wang Jia to go to a famous hot spring hotel in the northern suburbs of Yanjing to soak in the hot springs together, after their exams and before the official start of the holidays.

The moment Wang Jia thought about being separated from the man she loved for over a month, she felt extreme reluctance in her heart. This emotion filled her entire body, to the extent that even though she knew what Zhao Kang inviting her to a hot spring hotel meant, she still agreed.

For Wang Jia, she was already prepared to dedicate her body to her beloved. Although it was much earlier than the age she had originally envisioned, her heart was full of love for him, making her no longer care about such things.

Zhao Kang was extremely excited. He had arranged with Li Mu in advance to borrow his car, but he hadn’t told Li Mu that he was in a relationship. He wanted to wait until everything was settled before saying anything. This was his usual style.

Li Mu heard he wanted to borrow the car for two days and agreed without thinking anything of it. Anyway, he didn’t have anything important to do for now, so having a car or not made no difference.

That morning, Zhao Kang came to Yucheng Garden and drove away Li Mu’s GL8. He first drove to Jiaotong University, picked up Wang Jia, and then drove her to the hot spring hotel he had already booked.

Zhao Kang had prepared for this day for a long time. Not only did he book the most luxurious suite with a private hot spring at the hot spring hotel by phone, he also specifically bought a large bouquet of roses and then paid more than double the price of the flowers, entrusting the florist to send someone to deliver the flowers to the hot spring hotel room that evening.

Taobao had not yet been born, and offline physical stores’ same-city delivery services hadn’t even extended beyond the Fifth Ring Road. But this didn’t stump Zhao Kang, because there was no problem that couldn’t be solved with money. After giving a few hundred yuan extra, the shop owner decided to personally drive and deliver it to him.

Everything was ready, just waiting for that romantic and sacred moment tonight. The two people sitting in the car had different thoughts. Zhao Kang was eager to “break” his adult male body, while Wang Jia still felt a faint fear about such matters. On one hand, it was because some things, once lost, could never be regained. On the other hand, she had also heard a girl in her dorm room say that a woman’s first time was almost excruciatingly painful.

…

While Zhao Kang quietly went to enjoy a world for two with his girlfriend, Li Mu was signing a contract with Shanda Games’ representative at Muye Technology. Both parties had reached an agreement regarding Alipay providing payment channels for Shanda Games’ Legend. For the first six months, Alipay would extract ten percent of the transaction volume from Legend users through its own channels as commission. In the seventh month, Shanda Games would need to conduct a 35% discount promotion specifically for Alipay users. And Alipay would also need to cooperate with Shanda Games’ promotional activities, waiving all commissions for Shanda Games in the seventh month. Then, starting from the eighth month of their cooperation, Alipay’s commission would be reduced to five percent, and Shanda Games would also offer a long-term 2% discount to Alipay users starting from the eighth month.

Since Alipay was exclusive to Li Mu at the company level, Li Mu couldn’t entrust Lin Qingya to sign this contract on his behalf. He could only personally bring the official seal and company seal of Alipay’s registered company, meet with Shanda Games’ representative Fu Bin, and complete the signing in Muye Technology’s conference room.

After the signing was completed, Fu Bin felt as if relieved of a heavy burden. The company headquarters was quite satisfied with this cooperation. The most important thing was that the commission rate would be relatively halved after six months. Although they still had to subsidize users by 2%, for Shanda Games, subsidizing money to users had a positive effect. Giving it to the payment channel provider was basically a wasted effort.

Li Mu was also in a good mood. Alipay had taken its first step in connecting with other enterprises for commercial operations shortly after its establishment. Every move of “Legend” was highly anticipated in the entire internet domain and would also have a certain promotional effect on Alipay.

At noon, Li Mu invited Fu Bin to eat together, taking Fu Bin, Lin Qingya, and Kong Lingyu with him. They went to a very famous roast duck restaurant in Yanjing. As a result, before the chef had even finished carving the roast duck, Li Mu received a call from Zhao Kang. As soon as he answered, an unfamiliar voice came from the other end of the line.

“Hello, are you Zhao Kang’s friend?”

“Yes, I am. What’s wrong?”

“He was injured in a fight. He’s at our Hospital now.”





Chapter 353: Playing Dirty

Li Mu didn’t know why Zhao Kang was injured or why he had gone all the way to Xiaotangshan. The call was from a doctor at Xiaotangshan Hospital, who said Zhao Kang was beaten with a girl. Zhao Kang’s injuries were more severe; though not life-threatening, he was undergoing a thorough examination. The girl’s condition was much better; she had some light injuries but nothing serious.

Hearing there was a girl involved, Li Mu had a rough guess. Zhao Kang borrowing his car was probably to take a girl out. Xiaotangshan’s hot springs were famous, so he likely went there. But how could they get beaten while at the hot springs? Who did it? Was it a fight over a girl?

Li Mu couldn’t guess, nor did he have time to. After clarifying the situation, he hung up and told Fu Bin, “I’m sorry, a friend of mine ran into some trouble, and I need to go check on him. Let Qingya and Ling Yu accompany you. The three of you can have a good chat. Perhaps after Alipay and Shanda Games cooperate, Muye Technology might also be able to form some kind of partnership with Shanda Games in the future.”

Fu Bin smiled, “Yes, I think that’s very possible. Manager Li, if you have something urgent, please go ahead. I’ll visit you again next time I’m in Yanjing.”

Li Mu nodded, then excused himself and left. He hailed a taxi straight to Xiaotangshan Hospital. With no traffic at all, the car still took a full hour to reach its destination.

Upon arriving at the Hospital, Li Mu headed straight for the emergency department. He asked the nurses if there was a patient named Zhao Kang. After asking three people, he finally got a clear answer. According to the nurse, Zhao Kang was in the wound cleaning room, getting his injuries handled.

Li Mu hurried over, led by the nurse. As soon as he entered, he saw Zhao Kang, bruised and swollen, with half his head shaved. A doctor was stitching his wound, and a girl with a tear-streaked face sat beside him.

Seeing Li Mu enter, Zhao Kang weakly waved at him, but this pulled on his arm injury, making him wince in pain. The doctor quickly said, “Don’t move, it’s almost done.”

Li Mu blurted out, “What happened? Who did this?”

Zhao Kang grinned, saying, “To be honest, I don’t know them.”

“Don’t know them?” Li Mu was even more puzzled. “Generally speaking, people don’t just attack others for no reason.”

The girl beside Zhao Kang looked at him with a pained expression and choked out, “We really don’t know those people. Zhao Kang had just driven the car into the hotel parking lot, and as soon as we got out, several cars rushed up from behind and surrounded us. Those people immediately started hitting us, and they even said…”

“That’s enough, Jiajia,” Zhao Kang interrupted Wang Jia, waving his hand. “Don’t say anything more for now.”

Although Wang Jia didn’t know why Zhao Kang interrupted her, she saw the insistence in his expression and quietly nodded, obediently closing her mouth.

Li Mu felt something was off, so he asked Zhao Kang, “Kangzi, are you hiding something from me?”

Zhao Kang smiled slightly, hesitated for a moment, then asked Li Mu, “Little Mu, did you offend someone?”

Li Mu frowned, “What makes you say that?”

Zhao Kang explained, “I drove Wang Jia from Jiaotong University, non-stop. Shortly after I drove into the hot spring hotel, several cars surrounded us. About ten people immediately started hitting us without a word. Halfway through, one of the guys said they hit the wrong person, but he also said the person was wrong, but the license plate was correct. That guy even asked me who the owner of that GL8 was. I told him I rented the car. So, I think they were coming for you…”

The anger Li Mu felt from his brother being beaten suddenly surged to his head. So, Zhao Kang took this beating for him!

Wrong person, but the license plate was correct. This clearly meant they were targeting him. Maybe they had been following his car from the city and only made their move in Xiaotangshan.

But if they were coming for him, why ask Zhao Kang who the owner of the car was? Did they not know him? No, that didn’t make sense either. If they didn’t know him, why would they have such a deep grudge against him?

Li Mu gritted his teeth and asked him, “What were those people like? Especially the guy who said they hit the wrong person.”

Zhao Kang narrowed his eyes and thought for a moment. “Those people have significant backgrounds. The cars that surrounded me included a BMW, a Volvo, and a Ferrari. I saw that Ferrari when I drove out of the city, but I’m not sure if it was the same one. The guy who said they hit the wrong person at the scene was driving the Ferrari. He looked outwardly respectable but inwardly rotten. I can’t really describe any specific features.”

Li Mu’s mind raced. He hadn’t offended anyone who drove a Ferrari, had he? Moreover, Ferraris were extremely rare in China at that time. There probably weren’t more than twenty in all of Yanjing. He knew very few people who could afford and would drive such a flashy sports car, and those were friends introduced by Chen Ze. Even if they weren’t true friends, they wouldn’t resort to attacking him.

After much thought, Li Mu remembered Xu Jiahua. He had some past conflict with him, and Li Mu had ignored him when he wanted to invest in Muye Technology, so Xu Jiahua must have been quite displeased with him.

But on second thought, it was unlikely to be Xu Jiahua. He wouldn’t go to the trouble of asking Zhao Kang who the owner of the GL8 was.

Li Mu wanted to ask someone about it, starting with the Ferrari, so he asked Zhao Kang, “What model was that Ferrari?”

Zhao Kang shook his head. “I don’t recognize it, but it was very, very new, almost brand new. Probably just picked up recently.”

“What color?”

“Red.”

Li Mu pondered who among his acquaintances would be familiar with sports cars in Yanjing. Chen Ze? He liked go-karts and F1. Xu Jiaming? That kid didn’t like supercars; he preferred all kinds of off-road vehicles.

Suddenly, Lin Lin came to Li Mu’s mind. When she crashed into him, she was driving a newly bought Porsche 911. She should know a lot about sports cars.

So Li Mu immediately called Lin Lin.

Last time, after Lin Lin made her request to Li Mu and got a large batch of Happy Farm fertilizer from him, she kept her word and had already written off her grievance with Li Mu. So, when she received Li Mu’s call again, she didn’t have any negative emotions, only asking him, “What makes you think of calling me?”

Li Mu said, “There’s something I want to ask you about.”

Lin Lin said, “I knew you wouldn’t call me for no reason. Go on, what do you want to know?”

Li Mu said, “I want to ask you, how many red Ferraris are there in Yanjing?”

Lin Lin casually replied, “Not many, I guess. There are only about ten or twenty Ferraris in total, and although red makes up the majority, it’s still a small number. What’s up?”

Li Mu then asked, “Do you know anyone who recently bought a new one?”

Lin Lin said, “Yes, Cai Zhengmao and Geng Yang just bought two identical red Ferrari F360-Modenas together. They picked them up less than half a month ago.”

Li Mu asked, “What are their backgrounds?”

Lin Lin explained, “Cai Zhengmao’s family is in import and export; they’re quite powerful in Yanjing. Basically, all the imported luxury cars that aren’t available domestically in Yanjing come through him. As for Geng Yang, he’s a new kid in the circles. His family is nouveau riche. His father opened a liquor factory in Jinan. What was that liquor called? Ji Shen Laobai Gan. It’s been doing very well these past two years, with sales of several hundred million a year.”

Li Mu nodded to himself, but then he suddenly caught a key phrase in Lin Lin’s words—liquor.

He recalled when he went to the TV station to pick up Chen Wan, he had encountered a young man driving a Mercedes-Benz who was relentlessly pursuing Chen Wan. It was said his family owned a liquor factory. Li Mu had a minor conflict with him at the time but didn’t take it seriously afterward. He never expected this guy to remember it. Although he didn’t recognize Li Mu, Li Mu was driving that GL8 when he picked up Chen Wan that day. He must have remembered the license plate, which led to Zhao Kang getting beaten today.

Li Mu was furious. This Geng Yang played dirty. He absolutely would not let this matter go!

Immediately, Li Mu told Lin Lin, “Thanks, I’ll treat you to a meal another day.”

Lin Lin was about to say there was no need, but before the words left her mouth, Li Mu had already hung up.

Lin Lin was so angry she stomped her foot, cursing, “Do you have any manners? How dare you hang up on me before I’m finished!”





Chapter 354: We’ll Settle This Slowly

Li Mu hung up the phone and immediately began to ponder how to settle the score with Geng Yang. Seeing his ashen face and silence, Zhao Kang couldn’t help but ask, “Any news?”

Li Mu nodded and briefly explained the situation to Zhao Kang. When Zhao Kang heard the whole story, he gnashed his teeth in anger. “That bastard! How dare he keep pestering Sister Wan? Just because his family has some dirty money, he thinks he’s hot stuff!”

Li Mu, standing nearby, said coldly, “I’m definitely going to make him pay for this.”

Zhao Kang said, “Forget it. Like you said, that kid has quite a background, and his family is powerful. We don’t have a foundation in Yanjing, so this matter will be difficult to handle.”

Li Mu said, “I definitely need an explanation; I can’t just let this go. As for how to handle it, we’ll play it by ear.”

With that, Li Mu called Xu Jiaming and asked if he knew Geng Yang. Coincidentally, Geng Yang had been present when Xu Jiaming had dinner with friends a few days ago. According to Xu Jiaming, Geng Yang was currently desperately trying to integrate into Yanjing’s various social circles. He had been introduced by an intermediary to one of Xu Jiaming’s friends, and through that, he wanted to get to know Xu Jiaming’s entire group. He also deliberately bought a car from Cai Zhengmao, even the same Ferrari model as Cai Zhengmao, just to make a connection with him. At the same time, he spent all day hanging out with Tang Quan, having a blast playing around with minor celebrities, and even trying to get close to Xu Jiahua through Tang Quan.

He was clearly a guy who was desperately trying to worm his way into Yanjing’s young upper-class society.

Li Mu asked Xu Jiaming if he could find Geng Yang’s phone number. Xu Jiaming quickly found Geng Yang’s mobile number and, while giving it to Li Mu, also asked, “What do you want with that kid? He doesn’t look like a good person. Stay away from him, lest he stick to you like a dog skin plaster.”

Li Mu didn’t mention his grudge with Geng Yang, only saying he wanted to ask him about something. He then hung up and directly dialed Geng Yang’s number.

Geng Yang was currently driving his Ferrari back to the city. On the way, Tang Quan called him, saying that Xu Jiahua wanted to host a party at one of his small villas that afternoon. Three or four influential people who usually had a good relationship with Xu Jiahua would be there. Tang Quan had already prepared a dozen young and pretty amateur models and third- or fourth-tier minor celebrities, planning to head over soon, and wanted to bring Geng Yang along.

Geng Yang was originally annoyed that he hadn’t managed to corner Li Mu. He had a relatively simple mind; when he hit Zhao Kang, he heard Zhao Kang was driving a rented car and didn’t suspect anything, only thinking it would be even harder to find the kid who had shown off to him that night.

However, upon receiving Tang Quan’s call, Geng Yang’s mood immediately brightened. He had met Xu Jiahua two or three times, but at most, they had just eaten together, always arranged by Tang Quan. Xu Jiahua hadn’t really taken him seriously. He had spent millions on Tang Quan precisely because he wanted to get connected with Xu Jiahua. The party Tang Quan mentioned on the phone sounded like an excellent opportunity.

Geng Yang drove alone, planning to meet Tang Quan first. While driving, his phone suddenly rang. Seeing an unfamiliar number, he didn’t think much of it, answered, and said in a casual, uninhibited tone, “Who is it?!”

On the other end of the line, Li Mu asked him, “Are you Geng Yang?”

“I am. Who are you?” Geng Yang’s tone was slightly arrogant.

Li Mu said on the phone, “You hit my friend today. How are we going to settle this score?”

Upon hearing this, Geng Yang immediately cursed wildly, “Damn it, who the hell are you?! It’s his honor that I hit him! If you’re not convinced, I’ll beat you up too!”

Li Mu said coldly, “I was the one who taught you a lesson outside the TV station that day. Today, you laid a hand on my brother. Let’s settle all our old and new scores together.”

“Holy crap, it really is you!” A surge of anger immediately accumulated in Geng Yang’s chest, and he gnashed his teeth, “I’ve been looking for you for a long time! Where the hell are you? I’m coming to find you right now. If I don’t kill you, my name isn’t Geng!”

Li Mu said, “Alright, but don’t rush. I called you today just to tell you something. My name is Li Mu—Li as in ‘wood’ and ‘son’, Mu as in ‘ranch’. This is my phone number. From today onwards, a grudge has been formed between us. There will be plenty of time in the future; we’ll settle this score slowly.”

Li Mu wasn’t foolish enough to arrange a fight with him; he was good at using his wits, not relying on who could gather more thugs. So, after he finished speaking, he hung up. Geng Yang immediately called back, but Li Mu directly rejected the call, not even bothering to answer.

Zhao Kang, lying in the hospital bed, asked him, “What are you going to do about that kid? I think even if you don’t look for him, he’ll come looking for you.”

Li Mu nodded, laughing self-deprecatingly. “Fortunately, he’s a nouveau riche from out of town. If he were born and raised here, and also worth hundreds of millions, I’m afraid I really wouldn’t be able to outplay him.”

Zhao Kang said, “Yeah, families in traditional industries have plenty of reserves, unlike those in the internet business whose families are full of empty promises.”

Li Mu chuckled, “It can’t exactly be called empty promises; it’s more like acceptance bills. Cashing out takes time.”

Zhao Kang smiled and said, “So what do you think is best? Now that you’ve given him your information, he’s definitely going to cause you trouble.”

Li Mu said, “Fortunately, he just arrived in Yanjing not long ago and has no local foundation. Before causing me trouble, he’ll definitely go and inquire about me first. I don’t think he’ll actually come looking for trouble after he’s inquired. I’m just thinking about how to help you vent this anger.”

Zhao Kang said, “I’m not a child anymore. I didn’t think about hitting back after taking a beating.”

Li Mu nodded, saying seriously, “What I’m pursuing isn’t hitting back, though of course, if I could hit back, that would be best. I’m aiming to deliver a bigger blow to him, ideally one he can’t recover from.”

At this point, Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “His family runs a distillery, Ji Shen Laobai Gan. I don’t seem to have much of an impression of it. Have you heard of this brand?”

Zhao Kang said, “I’ve heard of it. It’s been quite famous these past two years, advertising everywhere. It doesn’t have much market where we are, but it sells very well in the North. In Yanjing, two types of liquor are most popular right now: Erguotou and Ji Shen Laobai Gan. Unlike Erguotou, which is all mid-to-low end, Ji Shen Laobai Gan’s biggest success has been creating several high-end liquors that are highly recognized in the market. Sometimes when I eat out, I find that in slightly upscale hotels, this is basically what’s being drunk at the tables. Its popularity has risen, and consequently, its lower-end liquors are also selling very well.”

Li Mu frowned, “It’s that impressive? Aren’t high-end liquors usually Maotai and Wuliangye?”

Zhao Kang waved his hand and said, “It’s different. Ji Shen Laobai Gan is even more popular than those two brands in the North right now. It’s mainly because their advertising is excellent. How does the slogan go? ‘Ji Shen Laobai Gan, fully embodying the true heroism of northern men…’”

“Damn, that’s really vulgar.”

Zhao Kang said, “Vulgar though it may be, that slogan is highly recognized by northerners. So, to embody what they call ‘true heroism,’ they love drinking Ji Shen Laobai Gan when they’re out. Their high-end liquors start from two hundred and go up to thousands.”

Li Mu smacked his lips. “Let me make a call.”

Immediately, Li Mu contacted Lin Lin again. She knew so much gossip; she should be very well-informed about the situation in various circles in Yanjing.

Lin Lin had just been cursing Li Mu for being rude after he hung up, but she didn’t expect him to call again. She answered the phone and asked irritably, “What do you want now?”

Li Mu quickly asked her, “How much do you know about Geng Yang’s background?”

“Do I owe you something?” Lin Lin asked in an unfriendly tone.

Li Mu quickly said, “Big sis, please help me out. It’s really urgent.”

Lin Lin said, “What does your urgent matter have to do with me?”

Li Mu coaxed, “Big sis, it’s just a small effort for you, but it would be a huge help to me. I’ll definitely remember this favor. I’ll treat you to a meal later, a real treat.”

Lin Lin hummed twice and said, “I can help you, but on one condition.”

“Tell me.”

“Don’t you still have a lot of unreleased props in your Happy Farm? The Premium Fertilizer available now only shortens the time by one hour. It’s basically useless for me to grow high-level crops now! Give me some more advanced props!”

Li Mu said, “I’ll ask for you. If they release more advanced fertilizer, I’ll have them give you some more, alright?”

Lin Lin knew Li Mu kept his word, so she said with satisfaction, “Alright. Tell me, what do you want to know about Geng Yang? I’ll tell you upfront, I don’t know much.”

Li Mu then said, “Just tell me everything you know.”

Lin Lin thought for a moment and said, “I know his family runs a distillery. His net worth should be in the billion-level. In his local area, he’s probably considered the richest man, but in Yanjing, he’s utterly insignificant. However, he’s the only son in his family and spends money lavishly. He’s currently looking everywhere, trying every possible way to get into social circles and mix in. He’s very close to Tang Quan, the one you beat up.”

Li Mu nodded. From the information Xu Jiaming revealed, Geng Yang currently had three connections in three different circles: one in Xu Jiaming’s circle, one in Cai Zhengmao’s circle, and the third with Xu Jiahua. Among these, it was certain that Xu Jiaming’s circle wouldn’t be used by him. As for Xu Jiahua, it was hard to say. Tang Quan had a deep-seated hatred for him, and Xu Jiahua definitely hated him to the point of itching with anger. If Geng Yang made that connection, Xu Jiahua’s circle would definitely support him. The remaining one was Cai Zhengmao, whom Li Mu didn’t know.

So Li Mu asked Lin Lin, “What’s his relationship with Cai Zhengmao?”

“Not great,” Lin Lin said. “Cai Zhengmao mentioned it to me. He actually looks down on him, but because Geng Yang bought a car from him, they only appear to have some acquaintance on the surface.”

It seemed he hadn’t truly integrated into Cai Zhengmao’s circle either.

Li Mu then asked Lin Lin, “Besides that Ji Shen Laobai Gan distillery, does his family have any other businesses?”

“No,” Lin Lin said. “His biggest goal in coming to Yanjing to navigate social circles is actually to find some projects to work on. His family’s distillery has good profits, and they can get a large sum of cash by mortgaging it with the bank. It’s said that he most wants to get into real estate in Yanjing, but he doesn’t have the connections yet.”

Li Mu nodded and asked Lin Lin if there were any other details. Lin Lin thought for a long time but couldn’t think of anything else. After Li Mu thanked her, he hung up.

It seems Ji Shen Laobai Gan is the foundation of Geng Yang’s family. Is there a way for him to make an issue out of this brand?





Chapter 355: Using a Small Force to Move a Great Weight

Sometimes, Li Mu’s methods were truly ruthless. Just like when he dealt with Guo Lin, he wouldn’t let it go until he had completely brought down their entire family. The final outcome was exactly as he wished, leaving Guo Lin’s family no chance of recovery. Now, Li Mu held the same attitude towards Geng Yang. This type of person was different from Feng Si’er. Feng Si’er was a brute of a hooligan whose greatest ability was to risk his own life. Geng Yang, however, had money and a background, and he was petty and vengeful. Since he had made an enemy of such a person, Li Mu had to first strike at his foundation.

Moreover, this time, Geng Yang didn’t just injure Zhao Kang and his girlfriend; his real target was Li Mu himself, and he wouldn’t give up on finding another opportunity to retaliate. So, it was time to settle all scores, old and new. The problem wouldn’t be solved until he was utterly destroyed.

This time, Li Mu wasn’t going to call the police again. For the beating Zhao Kang took, calling the police would at most lead to a few arrests, two days of detention, a fine, and then negotiating a compensation amount. For someone like Geng Yang, he could easily find people to take the fall for him. Even if everyone else besides him was caught, it wouldn’t mean anything.

If he was going to play, he’d play with some technical skill.

Li Mu, waiting at the Hospital with Zhao Kang for his condition to be observed, thought for a long time. Since Geng Yang’s family’s biggest core industry was Ji Shen Laobai Gan, Li Mu gradually formed a rough plan in his mind. He called Ning Hao, who was busy with post-production for the movie, and told him that a few more shots needed to be filmed. He asked Ning Hao to contact the original crew and find some extras.

Ning Hao was dumbfounded. The movie had already been completely filmed according to the script, so why did they need to reshoot? What kind of shots?

Li Mu said, “Reshoot a scene of Zhang Kexuan drinking alone at a restaurant. Then, find me a few extras with good acting skills. Listen carefully to the requirements for the extras.”

“First, the extras must be short, ugly, and fat, but also look like nouveau riche. The kind of vulgar people you see on the street, wearing thick gold chains, spitting everywhere, whistling at girls, and urinating against walls in broad daylight.”

“Second, their acting skills must be excellent. The more obnoxious and arrogant their acting style, the better.”

On the other end of the phone, Ning Hao had already imagined what kind of people Li Mu was describing. He immediately pressed him, “Boss, what are you trying to do? What kind of role would those people have in the movie?”

Li Mu said calmly, “Just go prepare. I’ll tell you about the specific plot details when we meet.”

Ning Hao sighed helplessly, “Alright, I’ll get things ready then.”

Li Mu said, “Come to Yucheng Garden tonight. I’ll give you some money then.”

“Okay, I’ll come find you tonight.”

Li Mu’s idea was simple: “Your liquor business is doing very well, isn’t it? Your Ji Shen Laobai Gan has great sales in the North and is highly recognized in the high-end market, right? Fine, then I’ll use a small force to move a great weight, employing clever tactics to completely subvert your product’s image.”

Li Mu’s rough idea was to find a few actors with suitable appearances, dress them up as particularly disgusting and ill-mannered nouveau riche—preferably resembling Chen Kai, the thug boss from ‘Goodbye Mr. Loser.’ He’d find several of them and arrange the scene in a restaurant. These nouveau riche would be in the restaurant lobby, eating while being boisterous, picking their noses, spitting, blowing their noses loudly, and leering with rotten teeth. In short, they should be as disgusting as possible. And on the dining table of these nouveau riche, there must be bottles of Ji Shen Laobai Gan.

In this part of the plot, Zhang Kexuan, having suffered a setback, would be drinking alone in a corner. The ill-mannered behavior of these people would make everyone in the restaurant dare not speak out despite their anger. Zhang Kexuan would then criticize them for their lack of manners, which would enrage these nouveau riche. Then, he would design some repulsive lines for them.

For example: “What’s wrong with talking loudly? I’ve got plenty of money!”

Or: “What the hell are you? Don’t you see what kind of liquor I’m drinking when I eat out? Ji Shen Laobai Gan, several hundred per bottle! Can you afford it? One bottle of this can buy a hundred bottles of that trash on your table, you poor bastard! And you dare criticize me?”

As long as the key points of nouveau riche, ill-mannered, and arrogant conceit were established, the rest of the plot would be easy to conclude. When Zhang Kexuan’s emotions flared, an older sister would come up to offer a few words of advice. He would ultimately choose to endure, deciding to transform this humiliation, along with the humiliation brought by the male antagonist, into motivation for his music creation. This would then seamlessly connect with the original plot that followed.

Given Li Mu’s confidence in the micro-movie ‘Old Boy,’ this trope of intentionally slandering Ji Shen Laobai Gan would easily resonate with people. If Ji Shen Laobai Gan was favored by such utterly low-class nouveau riche in the film, wouldn’t its actual users inevitably recall scenes from the movie when drinking it in public?

At that point, he would then use an online army and fabricate some soft articles to spread online, thoroughly linking Ji Shen Laobai Gan with low-mannered nouveau riche. This would forcefully brand it as ‘extremely low-class’ in consumers’ minds, likely causing a huge impact on the Ji Shen Laobai Gan brand itself.

Although Li Mu hadn’t extensively researched the liquor market, based on his experience, few liquor brands, apart from the very well-known first-tier ones, could maintain a strong market presence long-term. Most brands were a flash in the pan. Drinkers were also heavily influenced by trends. For example, in his previous life, Li Mu worked in Yanjing. One year, when he went home, everyone was drinking brand A liquor. The next year, when he returned, brand A was no longer popular, and everyone started drinking brand B. Another year later, brand A liquor might not even be available for purchase.

Li Mu actually didn’t have much of an impression of the Ji Shen Laobai Gan brand. It was highly probable that its lifespan was only meant to be a few years anyway. If that was the case, he could greatly accelerate the brand’s decline. Once people lost interest in Ji Shen Laobai Gan, other liquor brands would immediately emerge to replace it. Li Mu firmly believed that at that time, people would help him kick Ji Shen Laobai Gan while it was down.

This was Geng Yang’s family’s pillar industry. If it collapsed, things would get interesting.



Geng Yang couldn’t get through to Li Mu’s phone, furious and with nowhere to vent. He was still cursing and grumbling when his car arrived at Tang Quan’s company.

Tang Quan was in his office, holding a beautiful female singer and drinking tea, while instructing her, “When you go to Young Master Xu’s place today, you must perform well. If you serve him well, I’ll release an album for you after the New Year.”

The female singer gave a charming smile and said, “Mr. Tang, don’t worry, I’ll serve Young Master Xu just as well as I serve you.”

Tang Quan patted her shapely backside twice, smirking, and said, “You’ll have to be even more attentive than you are with me. He’s my God of Wealth!”

No sooner had he finished speaking than Geng Yang pushed the door open and walked in, looking annoyed.

Tang Quan saw that he seemed to be in a mood and asked curiously, “Yangzi, what’s wrong? Weren’t you going out to beat someone up? Don’t tell me you got beaten up instead?”

“Don’t even mention it!” Geng Yang said angrily. “I chased that motherfucker all the way from the Fourth Ring Road to Xiaotangshan, even specifically calling to gather forces for a frantic pursuit. Only halfway through the fight did I realize, damn it, it wasn’t the right person.”

“Damn, that’s really unlucky,” Tang Quan chuckled. “It’s fine, there’ll be other chances sooner or later. Take your time searching, you’ll definitely find that kid.”

Geng Yang said, “I’ve already found him. Even though I didn’t get to him, that kid just called me! Damn, he even dared to threaten me, showing off with a GL8! Next time I catch him, I’ll finish him off!”

Tang Quan chuckled, “Yeah, driving a beat-up GL8 and acting so arrogant. Your Ferrari could buy a dozen of his cars.”

Then, Tang Quan asked again, “Did that kid call you to challenge you to a fight?”

Geng Yang shook his head, “That kid backed down. I asked him where he was, but he wouldn’t say no matter what. He even gave me a name, but I bet it’s most likely fake.”

Tang Quan then said, “What’s the name? Let me see if I can ask someone to look into it for you.”

Geng Yang thought for a moment and said, “Li Mu. Li as in the character for ‘plum,’ and Mu as in the character for ‘pasture.’”

Tang Quan froze, his jaw nearly hitting the floor. “What did you say? Li Mu? Are you sure his name is Li Mu?”

“Positive,” Geng Yang nodded. “He said so himself.”

Tang Quan remembered that Li Mu indeed drove a GL8. He had been surprised back then that this guy, with so much money, drove such an unremarkable car.

So Tang Quan hurriedly asked Geng Yang, “Describe what that Li Mu looks like.”

Geng Yang thought for a moment and gave a rough description. Tang Quan slapped his thigh. “It’s him!”

Geng Yang asked Tang Quan in surprise, “You know him?”

Tang Quan nodded, “I know him, but we’re not on good terms.”

Tang Quan was too embarrassed to mention his past dealings with Li Mu. He had suffered greatly at Li Mu’s hands before, and just thinking about it made him feel ashamed.

Geng Yang asked Tang Quan, “What’s that kid’s background?”

Tang Quan suddenly didn’t know what to say. Should he say Li Mu was impressive? He certainly was, but Tang Quan didn’t want to admit it himself. Should he say he was trash? As soon as he said it, this guy might go and settle scores with Li Mu. If he won, it would help Tang Quan vent some anger, but if he couldn’t win, given Li Mu’s outrageous nature, this kid would basically be finished.

Crucially, Tang Quan didn’t think Geng Yang, with his intelligence, could gain any advantage against Li Mu.

That kid Li Mu was cunning and treacherous, and even the police protected him. It was as if he had trained in the Golden Bell Shield and Iron Cloth Shirt, making him invulnerable. In such a situation, anyone who dared to touch a single strand of his hair would probably be ‘invited’ by the police to ‘enjoy blessings’ inside. If Geng Yang got put away by Li Mu, where would Tang Quan find another sucker like him?

So, Tang Quan said to Geng Yang, “I can’t explain this guy’s background to you in a few words, but he’s really not someone to mess with. The key is, he has a particularly good relationship with the police. If he calls the police, they’ll definitely arrest you, and they won’t care what your background is.”

Geng Yang frowned. “That kid has such a good relationship with the police?”

Tang Quan grunted, “Good isn’t quite the word for it, it’s more like the police are obligated to protect him.”

“Why?”

Tang Quan glanced at Geng Yang and chuckled, “You probably don’t know what 3321 is, do you?”





Chapter 356: Planning Together

Geng Yang had only recently arrived in Yanjing and wasn’t familiar with many things there. Not to mention 3321, he had only heard of Happy Farm but never seen it. He wasn’t particularly fond of computers or the internet; he preferred to live a life of hedonism, immersed in a world of luxury cars, beautiful women, and alcohol.

He didn’t care what Li Mu did for a living. He only knew that Li Mu had once humiliated him in front of Chen Wan, and he had held a grudge about it ever since, even now.

Tang Quan also asked Geng Yang how he had gotten into a conflict with Li Mu. Geng Yang explained, “My family wanted to focus on the Yanjing market, so a while ago, they sent me and a manager from the factory to Yanjing TV to discuss advertising cooperation. That’s when I saw a pretty girl there.”

“A pretty girl?” Tang Quan frowned, thought for a moment, and said, “Yanjing TV doesn’t have many pretty Hosts, do they? I think they’re all quite ordinary.”

Geng Yang said, “Not a Host, a staff member. But she’s genuinely beautiful, much prettier than those female Hosts you often see on TV.”

“Oh…” Tang Quan nodded, then asked, “So your conflict with Li Mu was because of that pretty girl?”

Geng Yang hummed in affirmation and briefly explained the general situation at the time.

After listening, Tang Quan smiled and said, “You hit Li Mu’s friend. From what I know about him, he definitely won’t be done with you. That kid’s methods are quite ruthless. You can talk to Brother Hua about this later; he doesn’t get along with Li Mu, so maybe he can give you some advice.”

Geng Yang nodded, but he didn’t take Tang Quan’s words to heart. He didn’t know Li Mu’s background, but he always felt that kid was nothing special. Young, driving a GL8 – how much capital could he have to be so arrogant? He’d settle the score with him when he had time.

Li Mu stayed with Zhao Kang and Wang Jia at the Hospital until five in the afternoon. The doctor came to check on them again, and after confirming there were no major issues, told Zhao Kang he could go home. He just reminded him to come to the Hospital every day to change his dressings and protect the wound from infection.

Li Mu drove the car back from the hot spring hotel and took Zhao Kang, whose head was wrapped in several layers of gauze, and Wang Jia back to the city.

Zhao Kang looked a bit disheveled now. Sitting in the car, he stared at himself in the rearview mirror for a long time, then smacked his lips and said, “I’m going home in a few days, and now I’m covered in injuries. I don’t know how I’m going to explain this when I get back.”

Li Mu said, “Just say you had a minor conflict with some hoodlums while eating out, and the police have already arrested them. That way, Uncle and Aunt won’t worry too much.”

Zhao Kang nodded and said, “It can’t be hidden, so this is the only way.”

Li Mu saw Wang Jia sitting silently beside Zhao Kang and couldn’t help but ask her, “Jiajia, where are you from?”

Wang Jia shyly said, “I’m from Huibei.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Huibei should be quite close to Pengcheng, right?”

Wang Jia said, “Less than one hundred kilometers, I think. It’s only an hour by train.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Then it’s not too far from our Haizhou either.”

Zhao Kang suddenly remembered something and said, “Little Mu, why don’t we drive back instead of taking the train?”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “What made you think of driving back? Driving back is fine, but it’s a bit far, over ten hours.”

Zhao Kang looked at Wang Jia with a doting expression and said, “Jiajia and her younger brother only got standing tickets, and the train from Yanjing to their home takes ten hours too. It’s too tiring for them. Why don’t they drive back with us? We have to go to Pengcheng first anyway, so it’s just a little extra drive to drop them off at home.”

Wang Jia quickly said, “You don’t need to go to all that trouble. Haven’t you already bought sleeper tickets? My younger brother and I can look after each other on the train. We’ll be there soon enough.”

Zhao Kang said, “I originally wanted to go to the train station to see if there were any scalpers selling sleeper tickets, but I ended up in this state, and I really don’t want to go out and make a fool of myself. Driving back is actually fine. Little Mu and I can take turns driving, so it won’t be too tiring. If we leave in the morning, we’ll be home by evening.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Driving back is fine. We’ll be staying home for quite a while, and it’s inconvenient without a car. It’s good to drive it back. I’ll ask Yingxue later if she wants to come along.”

“Okay, ask her.”

As the car approached the city, the sky had completely darkened. Li Mu hadn’t eaten lunch, and Zhao Kang and Wang Jia hadn’t eaten a bite either. They were all feeling quite famished. Li Mu said, “Let’s find a place to eat first. I’ll call Ning Hao to join us.”

Zhao Kang said hesitantly, “Why don’t I just go back to the dormitory? In this state, I’m really not suitable for public places.”

Li Mu then said, “Then let’s go to Yucheng Garden. I’ll have the restaurant downstairs send some dishes up, and we can eat at home.”

Zhao Kang didn’t refuse anymore.

Li Mu called Ning Hao and invited him to meet at Yucheng Garden. After arriving at Yucheng Garden, Li Mu gave the keys to Zhao Kang, telling him and Wang Jia to go up first. He then went to the restaurant at the entrance to order some food. Just then, Ning Hao arrived, so Li Mu went upstairs with him.

The downstairs restaurant quickly delivered a table full of dishes. At the dinner table, Li Mu discussed in detail with Ning Hao the events he encountered today, as well as his plan to reshoot shots and ruin the image of Ji Shen Laobai Gan. Ning Hao listened, dumbfounded, staring eagerly at Li Mu, and exclaimed, “Brother, is it really okay to play people so ruthlessly?”

Li Mu asked him, “What’s wrong with it?”

Ning Hao gave an awkward laugh. “Nothing really. I just think this move is too devious. Forget ordinary people, even beyond the average person wouldn’t come up with a trick like this…”

Li Mu said, “My goal is simple: to ruin this brand. So you must help me find the right people. Remember what I told you on the phone today: the more disgusting their image looks, the better.”

Ning Hao nodded. “I understand. I’ll go look for people tomorrow. I’ve also communicated with our production team; everyone is currently out of work and ready to start anytime.”

Li Mu asked him, “How long do you think it will take to finish shooting?”

Ning Hao thought for a moment and said, “It’s just a set of shots inside a restaurant. Find the right actors, find the right restaurant, book it for a day, and it can definitely be done within a day. But you’ll need to confirm the time with Zhang Kexuan.”

Li Mu smiled. “He’s coming to Yanjing tomorrow for the Spring Festival Gala rehearsal; he told me before.”

Ning Hao then said, “Then there’s no problem. Once these shots are filmed, we can directly insert them between the male protagonist being humiliated by the male antagonist and his decision to rewrite the song. It will also enhance the build-up for the male protagonist’s eventual rise after being suppressed. The effect should be quite good.”

Li Mu said, “Alright then, get ready quickly. Come on, let’s eat first.”

After dinner, Li Mu gave Ning Hao one hundred thousand yuan in cash and sent him off. Zhao Kang had some things he wanted to discuss privately with Li Mu, so he had Wang Jia take a taxi back to school first.

After Wang Jia left, Zhao Kang sat annoyed on the sofa, cursing, “Damn it, I’ve been brewing this romantic plan for so long, and that damn guy completely ruined it!”

Li Mu laughed out loud after hearing him. “Good for you! No wonder you specifically went to the Xiaotangshan hot spring hotel. So you were secretly dating! And you didn’t even tell me. That’s not very loyal of a bro, is it?”

Zhao Kang sighed. “Don’t even mention it. I originally wanted to show off to you after my romantic plan succeeded, but who knew… sigh, let’s not talk about it anymore. The holiday break is in a few days. When I come back, I’ll rent a place to live. There will be plenty of opportunities then.”

Li Mu then said, “Why don’t you buy a place after the New Year? I want to buy a house too; renting still doesn’t feel quite right.”

Zhao Kang said, “Buying is possible, but I don’t have that much money on hand. I gave some of my money to my family a while ago, and I only have a few hundred thousand left. Buying a house now would cost at least nearly one million, wouldn’t it?”

Li Mu asked him, “Doesn’t Legend Overlord have several million in its accounts now?”

“It does, but like you said, this money isn’t exactly clean. Won’t there be problems if I use it directly to buy a house?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then asked, “How’s the internet cafe coming along?”

Zhao Kang said, “It’ll be open for business after the New Year.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “How about this: after the New Year, Muye Technology will buy ten apartments to reward the employees who contribute the most throughout the year. I’ll have the company help you buy one too. The company will advance the money first, and you can repay the company later when you receive dividends or cash out from financing.”

Zhao Kang was delighted and quickly asked him, “Is that allowed?”

Li Mu said, “There’s no reason it wouldn’t be. You’re also a company shareholder; granting this small privilege is fine and won’t affect company operations.”

Zhao Kang immediately clapped his hands. “Alright! I’ll buy one!”

…

The party organized by Xu Jiahua had been a scene of decadent revelry since the afternoon. Several men were surrounded by a bevy of beauties, having an absolute blast.

Xu Jiahua and his buddies were having a very unrestrained time, but Tang Quan, who had provided so many beautiful women, seemed quite reserved. Geng Yang wasn’t very familiar with Xu Jiahua yet, and in front of him, he couldn’t even be considered a subordinate. Since Tang Quan was so restrained, Geng Yang didn’t dare to be too presumptuous.

After several bottles of foreign liquor, the atmosphere in the villa grew even more heated. The floor heating was on full blast, the air conditioning was running, and with so many people, the temperature inside the villa soared to thirty degrees Celsius. Xu Jiahua was embracing two scantily clad, sexy beauties, his hands roaming freely. Although he wasn’t lacking in good women, he still had a taste for this kind of thing.

After several rounds of drinks, Tang Quan personally refilled Xu Jiahua’s glass with mixed liquor and said, “Brother Hua, you’re in such good spirits today, do you want to try one against three tonight?”

Xu Jiahua roughly groped the chest of a girl beside him, took a sip of his drink, and laughed presumptuously, “One against three is nothing! Tonight, I’m going one against four. All of you listen up: if you serve me well tonight, each of you gets one hundred thousand tomorrow morning.”

The girls around them immediately became overwhelmed with excitement, stepping forward one after another to flatter Xu Jiahua with highly provocative gestures and words.

The girls under Tang Quan’s wing were essentially what would later be called escort girls. Under Tang Quan’s arrangements, they often had opportunities to earn money in the circles of the super-rich. Earning ten to twenty thousand a night was common, but a sky-high price of one hundred thousand for a single night had never happened. One hundred thousand yuan was a huge sum of money, enough to sleep with a second-tier female celebrity. For them, getting this price meant they would basically do anything, no matter how many people you brought or how strange the request.

Seeing Xu Jiahua in such high spirits today, Tang Quan smiled and said to him, “Brother Hua, let me tell you something quite coincidental.”

Xu Jiahua glanced sideways at him. “What is it?”

Tang Quan pointed to Geng Yang beside him and said with a smile, “Geng Yang actually has a grudge with that Li Mu. He hit Li Mu’s friend today.”

Xu Jiahua frowned, his gaze falling on Geng Yang.

He wasn’t interested in second-generation individuals from nouveau riche families. If one were to rank the second-generation elites in Yanjing, the top spots would definitely go to the offspring of the most prominent official families, followed by those like himself, third-generation descendants of established families with decades of foundation. After that would be the second-generation individuals with a net worth of over ten billion yuan. As for someone like Geng Yang, in his eyes, he was nothing at all. Although Tang Quan was trying hard to facilitate Geng Yang’s acquaintance with him, in Xu Jiahua’s view, Geng Yang only had the potential to be a follower.

However, how could this guy have a grudge with Li Mu? Xu Jiahua looked at Geng Yang with interest and asked about the general situation.

After listening, Xu Jiahua felt a degree of contempt. It turned out to be just another trivial matter involving a woman. He hadn’t expected Geng Yang to hold a grudge and mistakenly hit Li Mu’s friend. This Geng Yang, just like Tang Quan, was simply too low-tier.

Remembering how Li Mu had repeatedly been at odds with him, and how he had made Muye Technology flourish in such a short time, Xu Jiahua felt a surge of indignation. He glanced at Geng Yang and said indifferently, “That kid Li Mu is quite resourceful. If you can beat him, you’ll be one of us in this circle.”

Geng Yang immediately grew excited upon hearing this. “Brother Hua, don’t worry, I’ll definitely finish off that Li fellow.”

Xu Jiahua waved his hand. “You need to use your brain when doing things. If you only think about getting physical, you won’t be able to outplay him. If you don’t believe me, just ask Tang Quan.”

Geng Yang looked at Tang Quan in surprise and asked, “Brother Quan, have you gotten physical with Li Mu before?”

Tang Quan gave an awkward laugh and said, “I did before. I didn’t get the better of him, and he even played a trick on me. That kid has the police protecting him, and I ended up being detained for fifteen days.”

Geng Yang was shocked. He had no idea that Tang Quan and Li Mu had a grudge, and he certainly hadn’t expected Tang Quan to have suffered a loss at Li Mu’s hands. However, Xu Jiahua’s words gave him a rough understanding. If he really wanted to get physical with Li Mu, he would likely repeat Tang Quan’s mistake. But if not physical, what else could he do? He wasn’t good at using his brain for these kinds of things.

Seeing him deep in thought, Tang Quan nudged him twice with his elbow and whispered, “Later, we two brothers can plan this together. Come on, let’s first toast Brother Hua.”

Geng Yang came back to his senses and quickly, along with Tang Quan, raised his wine glass with both hands, stood up, and bowed slightly. He respectfully said to Xu Jiahua, “Brother Hua, I’d like to toast you.”





Chapter 357: My Sister’s Boyfriend

On the second-to-last day before the school holidays, Ning Hao found a suitable filming location: a Lamb Spine Hotpot restaurant near Yanjing Film Academy.

It was said to be the best Lamb Spine Hotpot within a few kilometers of Yanjing Film Academy. Ning Hao rented the entire restaurant for a full day for ten thousand yuan, which also included two meals for the entire crew. Filming was scheduled from the next morning until the next evening.

The night before filming, the crew had already transported the equipment to the site and began setting up. Li Mu also met the six extras Ning Hao had gone to great lengths to find.

To Li Mu’s astonishment, these six individuals, in terms of their appearance, were each more unusual than the last. Any one of them could rival Chen Kai, the thug leader from Goodbye Mr. Loser, and two of them even surpassed him.

Ning Hao said that these were all well-known character extras from near the Yanjing Film Studio. Each one was ugly to a new extreme, and to get roles and increase their payment, they actively cultivated an even more gruesome appearance. Normally, films would only use one or two such actors at most, but no one expected Li Mu to use six at once.

It was like six Ru Hua characters suddenly appearing in a Stephen Chow movie; the visual style was so “beautiful” it was almost too horrible to look at.

However, this scene was exactly what Li Mu wanted. The uglier the visuals, the greater the impact it would have on Ji Shen Laobai Gan.

On the day of filming, Li Mu had Ning Hao instruct someone to buy a pile of fake gold jewelry from the market. At that time, it wasn’t yet popular for men to wear very thick gold chains, but Li Mu still felt that gold chains better suited the visual he wanted. So, almost every one of the six extras had a large gold chain, and in addition, the main actor also had a gold watch that looked quite arrogant. The fully ‘armed’ scene almost perfectly presented the ideal image Li Mu had in his mind.

Zhang Kexuan had just arrived in Yanjing and hadn’t even had time to attend the CCTV rehearsal when Li Mu summoned him with a phone call to film this extra segment.

The core of Li Mu’s scene wasn’t Zhang Kexuan, but rather these six extras. In particular, the main role among the six extras was crucial; he needed to embody the key to the entire segment—the disgusting facade of a low-mannered nouveau riche.

Although this character actor had participated in many film and television productions, most of them were minor roles without lines. This was his first time taking on a role with a significant amount of dialogue, so he was a bit nervous. A scene that was only two or three minutes long, filmed from morning until afternoon, still didn’t truly satisfy Li Mu.

Li Mu wanted that naturally inherent nouveau riche demeanor, with even the act of spitting having very high requirements. Thus, filming continued until dusk without truly satisfying Li Mu.

Li Mu called over the main extra, who was dressed as a nouveau riche, and patiently said, “The spitting action must be presumptuous, but not too deliberate. And your tone of voice must convey that feeling of extreme arrogance. The more arrogant, the better.”

The main extra nodded repeatedly, a bead of sweat forming on his forehead from anxiety. He had never played a role with so many lines, and the director also required him to specifically portray the character’s inherent traits, so he was a bit nervous and struggling to grasp the essence.

Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry. He told him to take his time to ponder and try to find the feeling he wanted.

At this time, it had already grown dark outside. Wang Xinran, who was attending professional training classes, had just been dismissed. Two hours later, she and some of her classmates had a physical training class, so they decided to go out for a meal together before returning to school for their class. As the girls discussed what to eat, one of them suggested Lamb Spine Hotpot.

The Lamb Spine Hotpot restaurant at the entrance of the Film Academy was quite famous among the students for its good taste and its two branches. Basically, eighty percent of its daily customers were students from the Film Academy. Since Wang Xinran started her professional classes at the Film Academy, she had eaten here a few times and had a good impression of the place. When she occasionally craved something satisfying, this was an excellent choice, so when someone suggested eating here, she agreed with hardly any hesitation.

The girls walked out of school together, talking and laughing. When they arrived at the entrance of the Lamb Spine Hotpot restaurant, they discovered a ‘Temporarily Closed’ sign. The girls were greatly disappointed, but one of them looked inside and saw that the brightly lit interior had been set up as a film set.

Since they were all students aspiring to enroll in the Film Academy, she was quite sensitive to filmmaking. She exclaimed in surprise, “Look, they’re actually filming inside!”

Wang Xinran, like the other girls, looked through the glass display window. Indeed, filming was underway inside the restaurant, with two cameras intensely shooting around a table in the center of the dining area.

A girl beside her stuck out her tongue and said, “Why are those men so disgusting?”

Wang Xinran took a closer look. Sure enough, the six men standing around the dining table, drinking and playing finger-guessing games, were each uglier than the last. They were all dressed in gaudy, colorful clothes and wore thick gold chains, making them look quite unpleasant.

Wang Xinran lost all interest and said to the girls beside her, “Oh, let’s not watch anymore, it’s so disgusting. How about we go eat something else? There’s a Sichuan cuisine restaurant across the road that’s pretty good.”

The other girls also nodded repeatedly. The scene before them was indeed quite nauseating. Although they were all very interested in filmmaking, with such disgusting men as the main actors, they really couldn’t muster the enthusiasm to keep watching.

Before leaving, one girl suddenly pointed to a man sitting in a corner of the restaurant and exclaimed, “Oh, quick, look! Isn’t that handsome man Zhang Kexuan, the lead singer of Simple Plan?”

The girls looked closely. Indeed! Who else could that man be but Zhang Kexuan? His profile looked cool and handsome, truly embodying the demeanor of a handsome man.

Wang Xinran had always liked the Simple Plan band, especially their lead singer Zhang Kexuan. After all, he was the core of the band and the one with the highest visual appeal. Seeing Zhang Kexuan, her mood became a bit unsettled. She excitedly said, “I want Zhang Kexuan to sign an autograph for me!”

The girl beside her said, “But they’re filming, and they’ve rented out the place, so we can’t go in.”

Wang Xinran said, “If we can’t go in, then let’s wait a bit!” No sooner had she spoken than she suddenly saw a somewhat familiar figure: Li Mu, sitting behind the monitor.

Her eyes instantly widened. Wasn’t that man her older sister Su Yingxue’s boyfriend?





Chapter 358: A Small Test

Although Wang Xinran had only met Li Mu once, he had left a deep impression on her, and she recognized him at a glance. Wang Xinran couldn’t help but feel curious: why was her older sister’s boyfriend at a film set? And from the looks of it, he seemed to be the director.

This left Wang Xinran somewhat bewildered. Her friends beside her were all staring intently at Zhang Kexuan, but Wang Xinran’s eyes remained fixed on Li Mu.

Just then, one of Wang Xinran’s close classmates said, “Let’s wait until they finish filming or during a break, then go in and ask Zhang Kexuan for an autograph!”

The others nodded in agreement, but Wang Xinran alone watched the filming scene inside the restaurant very seriously. Although the sight of the six men together was truly too horrible to look at, once Wang Xinran roughly understood the plot they were filming, she looked at the six men’s performance again and actually felt that they were quite dedicated and had a certain level of skill.

As the last shot was successfully filmed, Li Mu called out, “Cut!” then happily announced, “All the reshoots for today are finished! Old Boy has officially wrapped up filming this time!”

The crew on set applauded, and the actors relaxed from their performance state. Ning Hao then arranged, “Everyone, quickly pack up the equipment and props. The restaurant owner will be serving us dishes soon, we’ll have dinner right here.”

The crew immediately began dismantling the equipment, and several waiters quickly came out to clear the dining tables used by the actors. Bowls of ready-made Lamb Spine Hotpot were then brought out.

Zhang Kexuan came up to Li Mu and asked with a smile, “What kind of grudge do you have against this Ji Shen Laobai Gan? You’re really messing with them.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “I just don’t like the young master of that distillery.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded, not asking for details about what happened, just casually asking him, “When are you planning to go home?”

Li Mu replied, “I’ll be back in the next couple of days. How about you?”

Zhang Kexuan said, “I’ll wait another two or three days, then head back after I’m done with things here. I’ll have to come back again before the New Year.”

Li Mu then said, “You definitely won’t have left before I do, so let’s have a meal together then. We can call Sister Wan too.”

“Sure,” Zhang Kexuan agreed without hesitation. Just as he was about to speak, a crew member ran over and said, “Director Li, Kexuan, there are a few young girls outside who want Kexuan to sign autographs…”

Zhang Kexuan looked towards the door and saw that there were indeed a few girls standing outside, sensibly not coming in, and all looking expectant. He waved directly at them and said, “Let them in.”

Seeing Zhang Kexuan wave them in, the girls immediately ran in gleefully. Wang Xinran also followed them in, pretending to be very curious and looking around. Instead of crowding around Zhang Kexuan like the other girls, she casually walked up to Li Mu, pointed at the crew members who were packing up the equipment, and asked curiously, “Director, what are you filming?”

Li Mu glanced over. The girl speaking to him was very pretty, her eyes darting back and forth over him, looking somewhat mischievous. He smiled and replied, “We’re filming a micro-movie.”

“A micro-movie?” Wang Xinran asked curiously, “What’s it about?”

Li Mu replied, “It’s about chasing dreams.”

Wang Xinran quickly said, “I’m an acting student too. Director, can you give me a role?”

Li Mu smiled apologetically and said, “I’m really sorry, but we just wrapped up filming tonight. Everything’s done.”

Wang Xinran said with a disappointed expression, “Oh, I see… So, after you finish directing this film, when will your next one start shooting? If there’s a suitable role, could you arrange one for me?”

After speaking, Wang Xinran leaned close to Li Mu’s ear and whispered mysteriously, “If you give me a good role, I don’t mind being exploited for it.”

Li Mu was instantly taken aback.

This girl looked only seventeen or eighteen, yet she was so desperate for a role that she would actively ask to be exploited? She looked quite pretty, and the way she said those words so naturally suggested it probably wasn’t her first time doing something like this.

A decent girl like her, having to resort to such crooked ways—Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a pang of pity. His attitude towards her also became somewhat stiff, and he said expressionlessly, “I’m not a professional director. I won’t be filming anymore in the future.”

Seeing Li Mu suddenly become much colder towards her, Wang Xinran was quite satisfied with his attitude. If this guy had actually gone along with her words and acted particularly enthusiastic, she would have insisted her older female cousin break up with him.

Then, Wang Xinran pressed Li Mu, “Director, you said you’re not a professional. So what do you do?”

Li Mu replied indifferently, “A student.”

Wang Xinran asked again, “Are you a student at a film academy? From the directing department?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No, not from a film academy.”

By this time, Zhang Kexuan had already signed autographs for Wang Xinran’s friends. The girls were content and ready to leave. Seeing Wang Xinran still chatting with Li Mu, they urged, “Xinran, let’s go, we haven’t eaten yet.”

Wang Xinran nodded, looked at Li Mu, and smiled, “Director, I’m leaving now. See you if we get the chance.”

Li Mu didn’t think much of it. Out of politeness, he said goodbye, then didn’t say anything more.

After the girls went out, those who had gotten Zhang Kexuan’s autograph asked Wang Xinran, “Xinran, why didn’t you go ask Zhang Kexuan for an autograph? Instead, you went to chat with that director?”

Wang Xinran said with a grin, “I think that director is quite interesting.”

After speaking, Wang Xinran took out her phone and called Su Yingxue, “Sis, when are you going to call your boyfriend out? Let’s have a meal together?”

Su Yingxue asked her in surprise, “What’s gotten into you? Why the sudden idea?”

Wang Xinran said, “Isn’t it because I want to get to know my future Brother-in-law? Besides, I’ve already promised to keep your secret. Can’t you grant me this small wish?”

Su Yingxue said, “He’s been quite busy lately. He definitely won’t have time before the holidays. How about when you go to Haizhou for Chinese New Year, I’ll find an opportunity to introduce you two?”

…

Li Mu had a meal with the crew. As he was about to return to Yucheng Garden after dinner, he received a call from Chen Ze. Chen Ze invited Li Mu out for a drink. Li Mu initially thought he was in a bad mood, but upon asking, he learned that Du Fei had returned from America. Chen Ze was currently on his way to pick her up and planned to take her to a bar for a couple of drinks that evening. Du Fei had specifically emphasized wanting to meet Li Mu, which was why Chen Ze had called him.

Li Mu had never met Du Fei and had no particular connection with her. Moreover, he knew Chen Ze had been pursuing Du Fei for years, and now that she had finally returned to the country, how could he go and be a third wheel? So he politely declined, “I have something else tonight. Why don’t you two just go alone?”

Chen Ze understood the meaning behind Li Mu’s words and smiled faintly, saying, “Don’t worry about being a third wheel. Du Fei also invited Lin Lin tonight. Since there’s already one third wheel, why don’t you just come too? Two guys and two girls would make it more balanced.”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then agreed, saying, “Where is it? Tell me the address.”





Chapter 359: The Inspiration of Waiting for a Rabbit by a Stump

In a bar in Sanlitun, Li Mu met the long-renowned Du Fei for the first time.

Du Fei was about the same age as Chen Ze, around twenty-five. She was beautiful and capable, looking very much like Su Yingxue after she became a career woman in his previous life. In Li Mu’s opinion, while women’s beauty might vary, good temperament isn’t determined by a pretty face. A woman like Du Fei, with a high education, a broader perspective and insight than most girls, and her own pursuit of a career, refined by experience in the office, possessed a unique aura of a woman who yields to no man, which was quite captivating.

No wonder a second-generation heir like Chen Ze, with his impressive looks, family background, and personal abilities, would fall for her and persist in his difficult pursuit for so long.

Du Fei had lived abroad for many years and didn’t have many friends in China. Most of her close childhood friends were now also overseas. After returning to China, Chen Ze was usually the only one constantly around her. Over time, she developed a habit: if she wanted to go out after returning, she sometimes couldn’t think of anyone to call besides Chen Ze. Lin Lin was one such person, but their relationship wasn’t very close, and they didn’t have many common topics.

Upon first meeting Li Mu, Du Fei was incredibly surprised. Although she had heard many impressive anecdotes about him before seeing him, it was only after meeting him that she couldn’t help but sigh, “This guy is truly too young!” And yet, this young man, not even twenty years old, had created Muye Technology, Tieba, Eting.com, Happy Farm, 3321, and Alipay. He was simply the most acclaimed talent in China’s internet industry recently.

It was one thing for him to be outstanding in the internet domain and a top-tier earner, but the crucial point was that at such a young age, he was also a quite influential lyricist and composer, and a semi-professional singer. The two songs he wrote for her beloved younger sister, Xiao Wei, simply left her in awe.

Both were inwardly amazed by each other. After Chen Ze played the go-between and introduced them, Du Fei readily raised her glass and said to Li Mu, “I’ve heard about you for so long, and today I finally get to meet you in person. Come, I’ll toast you, and thank you for those two songs you gave Xiao Wei.”

Li Mu raised his glass and clinked it with hers, smiling slightly. “No need to be so polite. Those two songs found their best home with Xiao Wei.”

Lin Lin was completely confused. After the two finished their drinks, she couldn’t help but ask, “What two songs? How come I don’t know about them?”

Du Fei pointed at Li Mu and chuckled, “Ask him yourself.”

Lin Lin turned to look at Li Mu, who said mysteriously, “You’ll know after the New Year.”

“Hmph, as if I care that much!” Although she was incredibly curious deep down, Lin Lin maintained her unyielding personality, giving Li Mu a glare before turning to Du Fei and asking, “Feifei, are you going back after the New Year?”

Du Fei nodded. “Yes, I am. There’s still a lot of work to do at the firm.”

Lin Lin said, “If you ask me, you should come back to China to develop your career. Architectural design can be done anywhere, it doesn’t have to be in America. It’s so far away, and so much work.”

Du Fei chuckled, “A little hardship is nothing. The main thing is that I’ve only recently graduated, and my abilities, vision, and way of thinking aren’t mature enough yet. My personal design style is still being explored. This is the time when I need to toil and gain experience in a top-tier firm to make a name for myself later. It won’t be too late to return to China to develop my career once I can independently secure architectural designs in the US with project costs reaching tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of US dollars and see them perfectly completed.”

Li Mu observed carefully, noting that Chen Ze’s expression held both surprise and disappointment.

To secure architectural designs with project costs of tens of millions or hundreds of millions of US dollars entirely on one’s own was truly not easy to achieve. Although Li Mu didn’t understand architecture, he knew in his heart that no one would be foolish enough to entrust such a large investment project to a young woman in her twenties to design, unless she had connections.

In the future, China would see a plethora of bizarre buildings emerge, some even reaching new heights of ugliness—buildings shaped like underpants, long johns, or certain organs, and so on. It was estimated that the designers for these projects all had connections and got in through the back door.

Chen Ze also felt that Du Fei’s aspirations were too grand, almost impractical. Out of love for her, he had researched the architectural design industry and only after careful study did he realize how difficult it was to make a name for oneself in it. First, most designers lacked good opportunities. There were only a limited dozen or so world-renowned architectural design firms, and almost every one of them had at least one legendary top-tier expert presiding over it. The entire firm would revolve around this ‘great expert.’ High-cost projects already had ample design budgets from the very beginning of their establishment, and project bidding would only occur among top-tier firms. It was already difficult for newcomers to even get into a top-tier firm, and even harder to make a breakthrough once inside.

However, Du Fei seemed very confident in herself, and calmly said, “I believe I can achieve this goal before I turn forty.”

“Forty?” Chen Ze had never heard Du Fei mention such a timeline before, and his mind was a bit dazed.

Although Du Fei was optimistic, she wasn’t blindly so. She said seriously, “It’s very difficult for female designers to make a name for themselves. To have even a small reputation in the industry by forty is already quite remarkable.”

Chen Ze nodded, remaining silent.

Du Fei was very curious about Li Mu and couldn’t help but ask him a couple more questions. “I heard you’re only a first-year student now?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation, nodding slightly.

Du Fei exclaimed, “That’s truly impressive. If someone like you were at one of those famous American universities, you’d probably have dropped out to start a business long ago, just like Bill Gates.”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “And Zuck.”

Du Fei asked curiously, “Who’s Zuck?”

Only then did Li Mu come back to his senses. Mark Zuckerberg should be younger than him; he was probably only seventeen or eighteen this year and still in high school, so Facebook certainly hadn’t been born yet. Naturally, Du Fei couldn’t have heard of him.

However, as soon as Li Mu thought of Mark Zuckerberg, he immediately thought of that super social giant that would later rapidly grow to hundreds of billions of US dollars—Facebook. This company was simply too legendary, the youngest among the world’s top internet companies.

In his previous life, as a programmer, the post-80s billionaire Mark Zuckerberg had always been his idol. He had studied Mark Zuckerberg’s entrepreneurial history and clearly remembered several key milestones in his startup journey.

In October 2003, Mark Zuckerberg, then a student at Harvard, created Facemash, a website for rating the attractiveness of Harvard students. This website became very popular at Harvard after its launch but was shut down by the university not long after. However, this experimental website sparked new inspiration for Mark Zuckerberg, and it was at this moment that he decided to create Facebook.

Speaking of his experience founding Facebook, there were many coincidences and many inevitabilities. One inevitable factor for its success was the product’s name: Facebook, or ‘Face Book’.

In fact, Mark Zuckerberg had a special fondness for the word ‘Face’ in his concept of social networking. This was evident from Facemash, his first experimental startup, and his subsequent second startup project, named Facebook, further demonstrated his devotion to this word.

Besides the name, the domain name also reflected Mark Zuckerberg’s extraordinary fondness for the word ‘Face.’ For internet entrepreneurs, a good domain name is absolutely the start of success. For example, a significant part of hao123’s success can be attributed to its simple and memorable domain name. Similarly, Taobao, Baidu, and NetEase 163 all have exceptionally simple or catchy and easy to say domain names. If Taobao.com hadn’t been called Taobao initially, but ‘Let’s All Buy Together,’ it’s estimated that Jack Ma wouldn’t have achieved his future net worth.

Mark Zuckerberg also placed great importance on domain names. After deciding on the name for his second startup project—Facebook—what he wanted most was the Facebook.com domain. However, at that time, the Facebook.com domain was already taken. Mark Zuckerberg contacted the owner to try and purchase it, but even though the asking price was only around tens of thousands of US dollars, it was completely unaffordable for Mark Zuckerberg, who was still a student at the time.

Unable to afford the domain, he settled for the second best and registered TheFacebook domain, which further proved Mark Zuckerberg’s obsession with this name.

Later, after Facebook secured financing, Mark Zuckerberg spent two hundred thousand US dollars to buy the Facebook.com domain, all to elevate his website to the next level. This is also why Tencent, 360, and JD.com spent heavily to acquire domain names matching their brand names.

Thinking of this, a flash of inspiration suddenly struck Li Mu’s mind. Mark Zuckerberg, remembering Facebook, Li Mu could confirm two points.

First, Mark Zuckerberg had no money when he started his business, so he wasn’t some rich second-generation heir or a moderately successful entrepreneur. He was just a student, a Harvard student who couldn’t even come up with ten to twenty thousand US dollars.

Second, Mark Zuckerberg had an obsession with Facebook; otherwise, he wouldn’t have gone on to register TheFacebook domain after being unable to afford the original one.

Based on these two considerations, if he registered TheFacebook domain first, and then found an opportunity to buy the Facebook domain before 2003, wouldn’t that essentially block both Mark Zuckerberg’s primary and alternative routes? All he would need to do is put his contact information on these two domains, and then he could just wait for a rabbit by a stump?





Chapter 360: Domain Name Sets the Stage, Fate Plays the Tune

In Li Mu’s eyes, Mark Zuckerberg was a phenomenon.

Not just because he was the youngest multi-billionaire, but also because of the extraordinary vision and capability he displayed throughout his entrepreneurial career.

For an ordinary person starting a business, let alone creating an internet behemoth like Facebook, worth hundreds of billions of dollars, the key was that even by 2013, Mark Zuckerberg was still able to maintain his shareholding ratio in Facebook at around 30%. This was significantly stronger than the top-tier experts in China’s internet industry, who were in their forties and fifties. That’s why he could surpass all founders of domestic internet companies in personal assets, which was truly impressive.

Countless reborn individuals in novels would never miss the chance to cling to Mark Zuckerberg’s coattails. The methods they used were varied and strange: some would travel across the ocean to invest in him at Facebook’s inception, while others would even specifically go to the United States to befriend him before Facebook was even founded. But Li Mu didn’t think that way.

Firstly, if he waited for Facebook to be founded before going to the United States to invest in Mark Zuckerberg, it wouldn’t make logical sense. With so many internet companies and projects emerging daily in Silicon Valley, why would a Chinese person travel all the way to find a Harvard student and proactively invest money in him? Even Mark Zuckerberg would probably be startled.

Moreover, it wasn’t easy for a Chinese person to invest in an American startup, especially when it involved incorporation. Directly investing money was troublesome, and the other party might not be willing to accept it. Most importantly, one needed a perfectly registered and fully compliant company in the United States, with several million to tens of millions of dollars sitting in its account. Then, upon finding a good project, one could directly sign a contract with the investee in the company’s name. That would be much more convenient and formal.

Rash investment wasn’t suitable, and early-stage investment was also very risky. Mark Zuckerberg was first and foremost a Harvard University student, who then developed the intention to start a business within the school, becoming an entrepreneur. His progression from a student to an entrepreneur who conceived the Facebook idea was a predetermined path already planned by history. If Li Mu didn’t intervene beforehand, Mark Zuckerberg, far across the ocean, would certainly proceed at his original pace. He would definitely establish Facemash in 2003 and conceive the Facebook idea by the end of 2003, then begin working on its implementation in 2004.

So, the most crucial step finally arrived.

Since Li Mu didn’t intervene in Mark Zuckerberg’s predetermined path, Mark Zuckerberg would surely try to purchase the Facebook domain name at the beginning of his venture. Back then, the domain holder quoted a price in the tens of thousands of dollars, which deterred Mark Zuckerberg, who was just a poor student. If this domain name were in Li Mu’s hands, by late 2003 or early 2004, Mark Zuckerberg would definitely contact him to try and buy the domain. Li Mu’s ultimate goal wasn’t to sell the domain to him by the end of 2003, but to use this opportunity to invest directly in him.

Li Mu mentally reviewed the timeline of Facebook’s development.

In February 2004, Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook went online, starting at Harvard and gradually spreading to other universities. At this time, he was an ordinary student, operating Facebook as a small extracurricular startup project.

It wasn’t until September 2004 that Mark Zuckerberg received Facebook’s first angel investment: five hundred thousand dollars from PayPal founder Peter Thiel. By then, Facebook had already demonstrated its extraordinary expansion capabilities.

A scene couldn’t help but be mentally pictured in Li Mu’s mind.

If the timeline were pulled back to a certain day in 2003, Mark Zuckerberg, slacking off in a Harvard University classroom, would finally conceive the Facebook Idea after chewing through his fifty-eighth pencil. The more he thought about it, the more he felt this Idea was simply brilliant and highly feasible. So, he painstakingly endured until class ended, then rushed like lightning to his dorm room, opened his computer, and prepared to visit a domain registration proxy website to snatch up the Facebook domain. He didn’t know if the domain had already been registered, but he must have silently hoped in his heart that it was still available for registration.

When he typed “facebook.com” into the domain search box, he then discovered, to his dismay, “This is a pain in the neck!” My brilliant idea was actually snatched up by someone else! It seems I wasn’t the first to think of the phrase “Facebook.” Someone who randomly hoarded domain names with a dictionary must have thought of this phrase before.

Then, he couldn’t wait to see what on earth this Facebook.com was.

After opening it, he finally breathed a sigh of relief, because there was nothing on the page except for one sentence: “This domain name is for sale,” followed by an MSN contact.

“So it’s just a domain hoarder.”

At this moment, Mark Zuckerberg breathed a sigh of relief. He wouldn’t immediately think of registering “Thefacebook.” He would think, “A domain name with this kind of phrase shouldn’t sell for much, right? A few thousand dollars would be the absolute maximum. If I haggle a bit, it might even be cheaper. He certainly wouldn’t be like me, able to put the concept of a social networking website for university students with a high level of swagger and the slightly peculiar phrase ‘Facebook’ together!”

Then, Mark Zuckerberg added this MSN contact.

At this moment, Li Mu, who had been waiting for Mark Zuckerberg for two years, came online with a smirk.

Mark Zuckerberg said on MSN, “Hello, sir, I’d like to purchase the Facebook domain name you own.”

“Oh? How much are you willing to offer?”

“I think five hundred dollars would be a good offer for a domain like this.”

Li Mu sent him a laughing emoticon: “Sorry, I’m not really inclined to sell this domain name. I’m more inclined to use it to build a social network, starting with universities. And I’ve already begun preparations; I’m planning to put a few million dollars into it to start.”

“This is a pain in the neck!!!”

Just imagine, what would Mark Zuckerberg think when he heard his own idea being articulated by someone who owned the Facebook domain name?

It’s over. This person is ahead of him in every way, and most importantly, they have money and are willing to invest several million dollars to test the waters.

There’s a huge difference between starting a business with money and starting one without.

If starting a business were likened to wanting to set up a large car rental company, what a wealthy person would do is buy a fleet of cars and then build an operations team;

A person without money would first find the cheapest way to assemble cars, then try to put together one or two first. It goes without saying how strenuous the assembly process would be: procuring various parts, DIY-ing those that couldn’t be bought or afforded, then combining them, and conducting all sorts of tests.

After completing this series of tasks, he would finally prove that he could assemble one or two cars. At this point, if an investor recognized the cars they assembled, they would give them a sum of money to assemble another batch. This is the legendary angel round investment.

After securing angel investment and assembling a certain quantity, it would still be far from enough to operate a truly large car rental company. They would then need to find someone to invest a second sum, which is Series A funding.

After finally securing Series A funding and barely assembling enough quantity, only then would they begin to build a better operations team…

This would be almost half a century slower than someone with money. It’s like the race between the tortoise and the hare; if the hare doesn’t make a big mistake, the tortoise will never catch up.

Although the analogy isn’t perfect, the entire internet industry’s entrepreneurial landscape is like this. When Jack Ma founded Alibaba, he succeeded because of the vacuum in the domestic market. If someone had directly come out with tens of millions of dollars to do the exact same thing as him, he might have failed from the very beginning.

At this point, Mark Zuckerberg would most likely be disheartened. He would suddenly be at a loss, perhaps needing a few days to think it over, but more likely, he would abandon the intention to start this business.

Just as he was at a loss, Li Mu suddenly asked him, “By the way, could you tell me what you plan to do with this domain name?”

“Me?” Mark Zuckerberg said with a self-deprecating laugh, “I also wanted to create a social networking website, but now, I think I might need to reconsider.”

Li Mu suddenly said generously, “It’s incredible that we thought of the same thing; this must truly be fate. In fact, if we have the chance, we could sit down and discuss this shared concept of ours. If our ideas align, I can give you the domain name and invest a sum of money in you, letting you help me realize this plan. After all, I’m simply too busy and want to split myself to do other things. If I entrust it to others, I’m afraid they won’t understand my vision.”

“Really?” Mark Zuckerberg found it hard to imagine someone willing to invest in an unknown like him, who had nothing. But the other party’s reason was also compelling: “You thought of the same thing as me, which proves your thought process is very similar to mine. If you’re capable enough, I’d feel at ease investing in you.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Of course it’s true. It’s just that I have something to attend to recently and need to make a trip to Cambridge, Massachusetts. Where are you located? When I return from Cambridge, we can arrange a place to meet. I can have my assistant book your round-trip flight then.”

Mark Zuckerberg was actually at Harvard University, and Harvard University was in Cambridge. The reason Li Mu said this was actually to ensure the fish would be more firmly hooked.

So, one can imagine that when he heard this, he would probably believe in fate just like a Chinese person, and go crazy with excitement…

“Oh my goodness, sir, I’m right here in Cambridge! In fact, I’m still a current university student at Harvard! If you come to Cambridge, could we possibly find some time to meet?”

“My God, this is truly the Creator’s marvel! How can there be so many coincidences and overlaps between us? This is such a strong connection! No matter what, I must meet you. So, wait for my message; I’ll contact you once I arrive in Cambridge.”

“This is truly God’s will! I’ll be waiting for you in Cambridge!”

“Okay, wait for me, young man!”

This was Li Mu’s complete plan, which could be simply summarized as: Domain Name Sets the Stage, Fate Plays the Tune.

Afterward, Li Mu was certain that no matter where he was or what he was doing at the time, the very first thing he would do was buy a plane ticket to Cambridge, USA…





Chapter 361: Brother Dong is Anxious

Du Fei saw Li Mu staring blankly at his wine glass, grinning foolishly, and couldn’t help but interrupt his reverie: “What good things are you thinking about? Your mouth is wide open.”

Li Mu looked up and saw Du Fei looking at him with a teasing expression. He then smiled and said, “Sister Fei, when are you going back to America?”

Du Fei thought for a moment and said, “It should be after the fifteenth day of the first lunar month.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Does the company give such a long holiday?”

Du Fei nodded: “I exchanged it for various overtime and compensatory leaves. Besides, the firm isn’t busy right now. Actually, after 9/11, our firm’s projects decreased by about 20%. We used to be constantly busy, but now we finally have time to breathe.”

Li Mu said, “Then, after you go back, can you help me with something?”

Du Fei asked him, “Just tell me what you need directly. I’ll definitely help if I can, and if I can’t, I’ll create the conditions to help. I haven’t properly thanked you for Xiao Wei’s matter yet.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and said, “No need to be so polite. Actually, what I need help with is very simple. I want to register a company in America, but I don’t understand the relevant procedures at all, nor do I know how to operate it. Could you help me inquire about it when you go back?”

Du Fei looked at Li Mu in surprise, unable to understand this young man’s approach. Why open a company in America? Had his business expanded to America so quickly?

However, although Du Fei was curious, she didn’t ask further. Thinking that this was a trivial matter, she immediately agreed, saying, “I’ll help you consult with my friends over there and see what procedures people with China nationality need to follow to open a company in America.”

Chen Ze asked Li Mu, “Why do you suddenly want to register a company in America? Are you trying to get a green card?”

Li Mu shook his head: “For investment.”

Chen Ze asked curiously after hearing this, “Isn’t it better in China? The American market is a bit too mature, isn’t it?”

Li Mu smiled: “The internet industry is changing with each passing day. Even in America, there are a bunch of new companies trying out various new ideas. This is a good opportunity to stake his money. If you stake his money on ten, as long as one succeeds, you can recover all your capital and potentially bring in a hundredfold profit.”

Chen Ze said, “They all say the internet bubble is severe. Hearing you say that, it really is. Are you planning to cast a wide net for investments in America?”

Li Mu said, “Casting a wide net is unlikely. Investment needs to be targeted. If the project is good, the prospects are good, and the founder and team are good, with these points in order, you can basically invest.”

Chen Ze nodded. He wasn’t very good at business, so he didn’t express an opinion. Du Wei, however, was very interested in Li Mu’s plan and asked him, “If you register a company in America, where do you want to open it?”

“Silicon Valley,” Li Mu said almost without hesitation.

Silicon Valley is a hub for the internet industry and high-tech. In this place, impressive companies like Microsoft, HP, Google, Intel, Facebook, SanDisk, Tesla, Nvidia, and many more are abundant. Registering a company here means that many high-tech enterprises that emerge in the future will have the advantage of being in a favorable position. Any internet company is inseparable from the support of investment banks. If one can gain a little reputation in the internet investment field, there will be plenty of good projects seeking them out in America in the future, practically a continuous flow of wealth.

Du Fei seemed to have anticipated Li Mu’s answer, nodded, and said, “Okay, I’ll help you inquire about it when I get back.”

…

After the last upgrade, Happy Farm received excellent user feedback. Not only did user numbers and user stickiness significantly increase, but even daily average top-ups saw a slight rise. This mini-game has now become Li Mu’s money tree. Coupled with the Series B financing money, Muye Technology now has very abundant cash flow. Although there’s a lot of money, Li Mu doesn’t plan to invest in new projects for the time being. The money needs to be saved for when YY is heavily promoted after the New Year. At that time, he will activate the money-burning mode. Online, offline, TV media, traditional print media—all available resources will be mobilized to build momentum for YY’s launch in a short period, aiming to catch QQ off guard with continuous moves right from the start.

Besides Muye Technology, Alipay’s development has also benefited significantly recently. It is not only the first internet payment channel but also now the first and only payment channel with tens of millions of users. Users of both Happy Farm and Legend games are continuously being funneled into Alipay, leading to such rapid development momentum for Alipay that industry insiders have begun to take notice.

Li Mu’s senior male student, Liu Qiangdong, who is still in the optical-magnetic products business, has also been following Li Mu’s moves recently. When he realized that Alipay had opened up the wallets of tens of millions of people, he became eager to cooperate with Li Mu to engage in E-commerce. Li Mu had mentioned this intention last time, but there had been no follow-up since then. Liu Qiangdong was a bit anxious. Seeing that Renmin University was about to go on holiday in a couple of days, he couldn’t help but proactively call Li Mu to meet, wanting to ask him if he had a concrete plan.

Li Mu did not refuse Senior Student Liu’s invitation over the phone. Senior Student Liu booked a restaurant not far from Renmin University, and invited Li Mu for dinner the following evening.

Upon arriving at the restaurant, Li Mu found that Senior Student Liu was not alone; his current girlfriend was also in the private room. Seeing Li Mu enter, both of them stood up and greeted Li Mu warmly, inviting him to sit down. After exchanging pleasantries with them, Li Mu sat down and said with a smile, “Senior Student, why such a sudden invitation for dinner?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled slightly, exchanged a glance with his girlfriend, and said, “You’re about to go on holiday soon, and I figured you’d be leaving Yanjing quickly. If you leave, we won’t see each other until after the New Year, so I wanted to meet you before you go.”

Li Mu smiled and asked, “Brother Qiang is also from Nansu, right? Are you going back for New Year this year?”

Liu Qiangdong nodded: “We’re actually fellow townsmen, but I’m from Northern Jiangsu. I’m going back to my hometown for New Year this year, but I won’t be able to leave until the very end of the year.”

Li Mu then looked at Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend and curiously asked her, “And you, sister-in-law? Where are you from?”

Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend said, “I’m from Yanjing.”

Li Mu asked, “Then, sister-in-law, are you going back to your hometown with Brother Qiang this year?”

Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend shook her head and said, “I can’t get away.”

Seeing her answer so directly, Li Mu pondered. He had heard that Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend had a very unusual family background, and initially looked down on Senior Student Liu for starting a business in Zhongguancun, eventually breaking up with him. Looking at it now, Senior Student Liu has been doing the optical-magnetic products business for quite some time, so perhaps their relationship has already begun to decline.

At this moment, Senior Student Liu also awkwardly said, “Xiao Jing has a lot of family matters, and New Year is especially the busiest time.”

Li Mu nodded. Thinking that Senior Student Liu would likely be dumped soon, and after being dumped, he would go find a little girl who wasn’t even ten years old yet, Li Mu felt it was truly unbearable. It would be better if he stayed with his current girlfriend. So, he deliberately said, “Senior Student, I think you can prepare to sell your optical-magnetic products business after the New Year. You, a high-achieving student from Renmin University, doing that kind of business in Zhongguancun is really a bit unreasonable.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, his peripheral vision secretly observed Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend. Sure enough, as soon as Li Mu finished speaking, a glimmer of light flashed in her eyes. Her parents had privately told her the same thing at home; they didn’t appreciate Liu Qiangdong, feeling he lacked ambition and only cared about petty gains. She had also subtly brought it up with him, but he remained unmoved. Now that Li Mu said the same thing, she immediately looked at Senior Student Liu, waiting for his answer.

Senior Student Liu smiled awkwardly and said to Li Mu, “Originally, I thought this industry still had some prospects, at least good profit margins, but after talking with you last time, I lost interest in this industry. My mind is constantly thinking about the internet. To be honest, I’m a bit tired of it now. If there’s a good opportunity, I’d love to pull out immediately.”

Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend also shared this thought. She had always hoped that Liu Qiangdong would give up the optical-magnetic products sales business and take the civil service exam to enter a state organ. However, now she had another intention: if Liu Qiangdong could truly build a career with Li Mu, it would also be an excellent choice. After all, Li Mu’s rise was incredibly fast, astonishing everyone. Cooperating with him, she believed, would definitely allow Liu Qiangdong to make a qualitative leap.

Li Mu also understood the meaning in Senior Student Liu’s words and perceived his girlfriend’s thoughts. After a moment of thought, Li Mu spoke, “How about this, Senior Student? After the New Year, you should quickly monetize all your resources related to optical-magnetic products. After the New Year, my Muye Technology has a major initiative. Once that major initiative is done, we’ll work together on E-commerce. My Alipay is already taking shape and can directly pave the way for E-commerce. Muye Technology has so many users, which can be funneled to the E-commerce website in the future. This business will definitely take off quickly.”

Liu Qiangdong’s expression brightened, and he blurted out, “Are you sure? If you’re sure, I’ll sell all the optical-magnetic products before the New Year.”

Li Mu didn’t expect him to be so anxious, so he smiled and said, “Don’t worry, it will definitely launch in the first half of the year. We can prepare after returning from the New Year. I happen to have a good domain name that’s suitable for E-commerce.”

Liu Qiangdong curiously asked, “What domain name?”

Li Mu smiled: “Taobao.com. ‘Tao’ from ‘taojin’ (gold panning), and ‘bao’ from ‘baobei’ (treasure).”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, Liu Qiangdong said with a surprised expression, “Taobao… This word is very fitting, and it’s so catchy.”

Li Mu nodded and said with a smile, “I think so too. It should be one of the most suitable domain names for E-commerce in China. After the company is established, you’ll serve as the general manager, contribute 10% of the capital proportionally, and I’ll give you another 10% in management shares, for a total stake of 20%.”





Chapter 362: Should I Give You a Ride?

For Li Mu, since Senior Student Liu was now eager to dive into the internet industry and was so determined to start a business with him, he couldn’t afford to drop the ball. He had to get Taobao up and running by the first half of this year. Liu Qiangdong was, after all, a formidable figure who would lead tens of thousands of people at JD.com; his management ability, market insight, and professional ethics were beyond question.

Li Mu currently needed to focus on instant messaging, online payments, and online games. E-commerce was naturally also an indispensable part of his plan. This was a massive undertaking. He had already preemptively secured Taobao and Alipay, and with Liu Qiangdong on board, he had essentially brought B2C and C2C into his pocket. In comparison, C2C was a light-asset project, much like Taobao in its early days: building a platform for users to conduct transactions with each other. He only needed to perfect, manage, and operate the platform. Therefore, Li Mu decided to start with the C2C model first.

Compared to C2C, B2C was a capital-intensive project. Once the B2C model was adopted, issues like supply channels, warehousing, logistics, and delivery systems had to be resolved. The highest cost among these was delivery. If he were to build his own logistics and delivery system, it would require at least tens of thousands of people to cover the entire country, along with building more than ten or even more warehousing bases. This model was a cash furnace, and there was no need to launch it too early.

As for giving Senior Student Liu an additional ten percent management shares, Li Mu’s thinking was also simple: the bigger the pie, the harder it was to hog all the credit. Senior Student Liu’s capabilities were evident. Although Liu himself wasn’t aware of his full potential, Li Mu knew it very well. Once such a person discovered their own potential, it would be difficult for them to remain subordinate to others. Offering him twenty percent shares was also a way to bind him for the future. If the benefits and imaginative space presented to him were large enough, it could significantly diminish his self-confidence, making him subconsciously believe that he wasn’t capable of achieving more than what he currently had.

Li Mu’s twenty percent offer indeed moved Liu Qiangdong. Imagining it in terms of Muye Technology, twenty percent was worth at least two hundred million yuan, which was far better than painstakingly selling optical-magnetic products.

Thus, the two happily reached an agreement. Liu Qiangdong himself began preparations to transfer all his optical-magnetic stores and businesses after the New Year. His girlfriend, Xiao Jing, was also delighted. Liu Qiangdong’s willingness to leave Zhongguancun’s electronic market, that mixed bag of good and bad, was a great thing for her. At the very least, her parents would no longer feel that his chosen profession was too low-end. If his e-commerce venture with Li Mu took off, it might even make her family look at him with new eyes.

Zhao Kang’s superficial injuries had healed considerably these past two days. Li Mu also discussed with Su Yingxue about driving home. Li Mu’s initial intention was not to let Su Yingxue suffer, so he wanted her to take a sleeper train back to Haizhou, arriving the next morning after a night’s sleep. He would drive with Zhao Kang and drop off Zhao Kang’s girlfriend and younger brother on the way.

In Li Mu’s view, Zhao Kang had taken that beating because of him, so he couldn’t refuse this small request.

Su Yingxue decided to go with Li Mu. Li Mu was initially reluctant to agree, but after Su Yingxue went and refunded her ticket, Li Mu didn’t say anything more. It was incredibly difficult to get train tickets back once they were refunded, especially sleeper tickets, so he could only agree to take her with him by car.

Li Mu set the departure time for the morning of the second day of the official holiday. On the first day of the holiday, he still wanted to visit Wang Yanan’s mother at the Hospital. He heard that Peking University’s holiday started a day earlier than Renmin University’s, so he figured Zhao Ziqiu and the others should have already gone home by the time he went to the Hospital.

On the afternoon of the last class, the class advisor came in, announced the holiday schedule again, and wished everyone a Happy New Year and a safe journey home. Renmin University was officially on holiday.

Li Mu left the classroom and called his Mom, telling her that school was out and he would drive back with Zhao Kang the day after tomorrow morning, arriving home probably in the evening.

His Mom heard that Li Mu was driving back and repeatedly told him, “You must pay attention to safety on the road, don’t rush. Even if you find a place to rest for a night in between, that’s fine.”

Li Mu said, “I know, Mom, don’t worry. We’ll drive slowly, there definitely won’t be any problems.”

His Mom said, “Our house is finished with renovations. Song Liang found the renovation company, and they say all the materials used are imported and environmentally friendly. Song Liang had someone test it, and it seems the formaldehyde and everything else passed the standards. We can move in now.”

Li Mu said, “Then let’s celebrate the New Year in the new house this year, it’ll be more spacious.”

His Mom smiled, “Your Dad thinks so too. This year he wants to invite your Paternal grandparents over. Usually, on weekends, your maternal uncle’s wife and Mother’s younger sister often come to visit us. During the New Year, there will probably be even more visitors, and our small house won’t have enough space.”

The new house bought from Song Liang was large enough and had an excellent layout. In his previous life, Li Mu hadn’t been able to buy a new house for his Mom and Dad to live in, but this year, the family could finally celebrate the New Year in their desired big house. Although the house wasn’t worth a huge amount of money, that sense of satisfaction couldn’t be achieved by money alone.

After talking with his Mom, Li Mu immediately called Su Yingxue. Tomorrow morning, they would go to the Hospital to see Wang Yanan’s mother, and in the afternoon, they would go shopping to buy some things for his family. His Mom and Dad’s earning ability was overflowing now, so they didn’t lack anything. However, it was his first time returning home from Yanjing for the New Year, and when he visited his Paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents for New Year greetings, it wouldn’t be good to go empty-handed. Anyway, the GL8 had enough space. With five people traveling, the remaining space could hold a lot of things. He might as well buy more Yanjing specialties to take back as gifts.

Su Yingxue immediately agreed. She said she wanted to go to Daoxiangcun to buy some pastries for her grandmother. Her grandmother had stayed in Yanjing for a period and had a special fondness for Daoxiangcun’s pastries.

The two agreed on a time, and Li Mu prepared to go have dinner with his dorm room buddies. They had agreed to have a farewell meal tonight, as they would all be going home tomorrow, except for Hu Zhengdao, who would stay in Yanjing for a while to accompany Wang Yanan and her mother.

Li Mu was about to head directly to the reserved restaurant when his phone suddenly rang with a call from Zhao Ziqiu. Li Mu saw her name appear on the phone screen, slightly startled, but felt inexplicably nervous inside, as if he had been secretly anticipating her call for a long time.

Li Mu answered the phone, pretending to be calm, and said, “Hello Ziqiu, are you on holiday?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “We went on holiday yesterday. Today, everyone went to the Hospital to see Yanan’s mother, and then they started going home one after another this afternoon.”

Li Mu then asked her, “What about you? Have you decided when you’re going home?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Yes, it’s tonight, a flight at a little past two in the morning tomorrow.”

Li Mu asked, somewhat surprised, “Are there still flights at that hour?”

“Yes,” Zhao Ziqiu said, “They’re extra flights added for the Spring Festival travel rush. Tickets were hard to get, so I only managed to buy this one.”

Li Mu then said, “That time is a bit too late. Even a morning flight would be better.”

Zhao Ziqiu sighed, “It’s because I couldn’t get any other tickets. Usually, I buy afternoon flights so I can still make it home for dinner.”

Li Mu subconsciously asked her, “It’ll be hard to get a ride that late, won’t it? Should I give you a ride?”

Zhao Ziqiu’s voice immediately became joyful, “Really? Can you?”

Her call, in fact, had this very purpose.

Li Mu affirmed, “Yes, it’s too unsafe for you to be alone at that time. I’ll pick you up from Peking University a little past one in the morning.”

Zhao Ziqiu said happily, “Okay, then I’ll wait for your call in the dorm room.”

Li Mu said, “No problem, I’ll call you when I arrive a little past one.”

Li Mu hadn’t actually flown many times and wasn’t aware that domestic flights generally wouldn’t have departures at three in the morning, unless there was a flight delay. Scheduled flights would not be set at this time. Usually, planes would fly their last leg of the day before twelve o’clock midnight, then rest and undergo maintenance, and fly the first leg of the next day around six or seven in the morning.

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t bought a three o’clock ticket at all; it was the first flight from Yanjing to her destination at seven in the morning. The only reason she lied to Li Mu and told him it was three o’clock was to use this opportunity to spend more time with him.

Li Mu didn’t know any of this. Because he had promised to give Zhao Ziqiu a ride, he only drank one bottle of beer during dinner with his dorm room buddies that night, which made the others quite unhappy. They had originally agreed to drink until they were drunk and satisfied, but Li Mu suddenly dropped the ball.

Li Mu said he had to drive for something later that night, so everyone pressed him about where he was driving to, but Li Mu refused to say.

Su Yingxue didn’t look for Li Mu that night either. She would be returning to Haizhou the day after tomorrow, and she had to accompany her cousin for these two nights. This was actually her paternal aunt’s instruction; in short, she couldn’t be given another opportunity to not return to the dorm at night before the holiday.

After dinner, Li Mu returned to the dorm room and set an alarm for twelve thirty, then slept fitfully for a few hours.

At twelve thirty, the alarm went off. The other guys in the dorm room, who had been drinking, were sleeping like logs. Li Mu got up, washed his face, and left the dorm room.

Zhao Ziqiu had been waiting anxiously alone in her dorm room for a long time. Her dorm mates had all left, and Wang Yanan was at the Hospital with her mother. Only she remained, guarding her already packed luggage in the dorm room, waiting for Li Mu’s call.

Li Mu drove the car to the Peking University school gate before calling Zhao Ziqiu. He told her, “Come out, I’m here. Wear more clothes, it’s getting windy outside and quite cold.”

“Okay, I know. Wait for me, I’ll be right there.”

After hanging up, Zhao Ziqiu was as joyful as a child. She quickly stood up and did a final check of the empty dorm room: windows were closed, plugs were pulled out, bedding was rolled up and covered with clean plastic sheets, and the trash can and various containers were confirmed to be spotlessly clean.

After confirming everything, Zhao Ziqiu dragged her small suitcase out of the dorm room, locked the door, and happily jogged all the way to the school gate.

She hadn’t seen Li Mu for many days. Zhao Ziqiu now only wanted to rush into his arms without hesitation the moment they met. These past few days, she had grown tired of silently thinking about him alone. She didn’t want to wait anymore, nor did she care about the fact that Li Mu already had a girlfriend. She just wanted to see him, just wanted to tell him her feelings, or even just hold him without speaking. She had already decided: as long as he didn’t reject her, as long as he kept a place for her in his heart, she would be fine with whatever he wanted.





Chapter 363: Just Want to Stay with You for a While

Zhao Ziqiu had indeed lost a lot of weight these past few days, unknowingly shedding several kilograms. Her already tall figure now appeared a bit slender.

Recalling what Hu Zhengdao had told him about Zhao Ziqiu’s situation, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a pang of heartache.

However, Zhao Ziqiu’s mental state was excellent. From the moment she entered Li Mu’s sight, it was clear she was smiling broadly, looking very happy. It was the same when she got into the car; the corners of her mouth were constantly upturned. The slight weight loss had made her facial features even more perfect than before. Although she was thinner, she was more beautiful.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t show the awkwardness Li Mu had expected when she saw him. As soon as she got into the car, she instinctively buckled her seatbelt and asked Li Mu with a cheerful smile, “You weren’t waiting too long, were you? The road was a bit dark, so I didn’t dare drive too fast.”

Li Mu looked into her eyes, smiled softly, and said, “I wasn’t in a hurry. But you, it’s quite cold tonight, and you don’t seem to be wearing much. Are you cold?”

“Not cold,” Zhao Ziqiu shook her head, smiling. “Wearing too much is uncomfortable on a plane. Besides, it’s not too cold where my family lives.”

Li Mu said, “A three o’clock flight, you’ll probably arrive around five, right? It must be cold in Hangzhou at five in the morning.”

“It’s fine,” Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue and said, “My Dad is picking me up at the airport.”

Li Mu nodded. It was good that someone was picking her up. He would drop her off at the airport, and then her father would pick her up, which would put his mind at ease.

The streets of Yanjing were already very empty at past one in the morning. The road conditions couldn’t have been better. Li Mu didn’t drive fast, steadily heading towards the airport. Zhao Ziqiu, sitting in the passenger seat, would occasionally steal a glance at Li Mu’s profile, then deliberately find interesting topics to chat with him about.

Zhao Ziqiu said that Hangzhou was quite interesting during the New Year, with a strong festive atmosphere. Li Mu’s home wasn’t far from Hangzhou, and she asked if he had time to visit for a few days.

Li Mu smiled and agreed, but didn’t give a definite answer, only saying he would definitely go if he had time. Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “If you come, I’ll take you around properly. Actually, Hangzhou has many great places outsiders don’t know about—delicious food, fun activities, and beautiful sights.”

Li Mu kept nodding, repeatedly saying, “Then I must definitely go and see it if I get the chance.”

Zhao Ziqiu then said, “You really have to take it seriously and consider it.”

Li Mu said firmly, “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely consider it carefully.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled contentedly and said, “You can tell Uncle and Aunt and bring them along.”

After discussing that topic, Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “Does Su Yingxue know you came to see me off?”

Li Mu shook his head and truthfully replied, “I didn’t tell her.”

Zhao Ziqiu tentatively asked, “She usually doesn’t stay with you at night?”

At this moment, she was thinking of the apartment Li Mu rented in Yucheng Garden. Sometimes she would let her imagination run wild, thinking that Li Mu and Su Yingxue had already built their little love nest there. After all, it wasn’t uncommon for first-year students in relationships to occasionally live together.

Li Mu heard the question, smiled slightly, and said, “Her paternal aunt knows about us, so she’s very strict with her. She calls every night to check on her, or simply tells her to go home. She guards against me like I’m a thief.”

Zhao Ziqiu chuckled, then gave Li Mu a deep gaze and said, “Then you must have a record, that’s why she’s guarding against you.”

Li Mu pouted and smiled, “I really don’t.”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately brightened up at this answer, looking at Li Mu with a cheerful smile and saying, “Fortunately, I don’t have relatives in Yanjing.”

Li Mu wasn’t sure if there was some hidden meaning in Zhao Ziqiu’s words, but he didn’t dare to think in that direction. Unexpectedly, Zhao Ziqiu immediately followed up, “Next semester, I also want to rent a place near the school. I can live alone occasionally and relax.”

Li Mu said, “Girls shouldn’t just casually rent houses, especially someone like you. Living alone outside is too dangerous.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “What’s wrong with someone like me?”

Li Mu glanced at her sideways and chuckled, “Too beautiful, easily leads to crime.”

Zhao Ziqiu widened her eyes and asked, “Really?”

Li Mu nodded, saying earnestly, “Really.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted, “I don’t believe it. We’ve been in private contact so many times, how come you haven’t shown any signs of wanting to commit a crime?”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile, “You can’t compare me to those potential criminals. I’m a person who has received higher education, after all.”

Zhao Ziqiu wrinkled her nose, “You might as well just say I’m not attractive enough.”

Li Mu immediately raised his right hand, “I swear, I really didn’t mean that!”

Zhao Ziqiu hummed, ignoring him. Instead, she unbuckled her seatbelt and took off her down jacket. Once the down jacket was off, Zhao Ziqiu was only wearing a thin black knit top underneath. The knit top was very form-fitting, and her astonishing curves were once again on display. Li Mu took a quick look and inwardly cursed Hu Zhengdao, thinking, ‘What nonsense, she clearly still looks so full.’

Li Mu glanced, then quickly shifted his eyes forward, asking her, “Is the heater on too high?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “It’s hot. Besides, wearing a down jacket in the car is quite tiring.”

Li Mu then instructed, “Remember to put it on before we get to the airport, so you don’t catch a cold when you get out of the car.”

Zhao Ziqiu hummed, giving Li Mu a sly look but saying nothing.

As they were about to exit the airport expressway, the car would head straight for the terminal building. Zhao Ziqiu suddenly said to Li Mu, “Um, can you pull over for a moment?”

Li Mu saw Zhao Ziqiu pointing to the emergency lane on the side of the road and asked her in surprise, “What’s wrong?”

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips and hesitated for a moment, then said in a slightly coquettish tone, “Don’t ask yet, just pull over first and I’ll tell you, okay?”

Li Mu thought she might suddenly need to use the restroom and couldn’t wait until the terminal, so he didn’t think much of it. He turned on his turn signal and prepared to pull over.

Zhao Ziqiu pointed to the bottom of the overpass not far ahead and said to Li Mu, “Just stop under that bridge.”

Above the bridge ahead was another highway. Here, due to its proximity to the airport, there were already streetlights. Under the overpass was a completely dark, shadowy area. Zhao Ziqiu asking him to stop there made Li Mu conclude that she was most likely in urgent need of a restroom, so he pulled the car over and stopped.

Along the emergency lane near the airport, vehicles often parked with their hazard lights on. This was quite common along this route, almost entirely drivers picking people up who didn’t want to drive into the parking lot early. They would wait here for flights to land, and after the plane landed, they could drive directly to the arrival level of the terminal to pick up people and drive away. This not only saved parking fees but also the hassle of going to the parking lot after picking someone up. It was better at night, with basically one car parked every one or two hundred meters. If it were daytime, there would be a car parked every few dozen meters, densely packed all the way to the toll booth.

There happened to be no cars under the bridge Zhao Ziqiu chose. Li Mu pulled the car over, turned on the hazard lights, and tentatively asked her, “Do you need to use the restroom?”

Zhao Ziqiu blushed and shook her head, “No…”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Then what is it?”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu and said with a hint of shyness, “I just want to stay with you for a while.”





Chapter 364: I Have the Best Gift for You

Li Mu checked the time. Her flight was at past three, and it was not yet two. The terminal was only a few kilometers away. He figured they could still spare half an hour, so he nodded and said, “I have to get you to the terminal by two-thirty, or it’ll be trouble if you miss your flight.”

Zhao Ziqiu rubbed the smooth nail of her left hand with the pad of her right index finger and said, “Well, actually… actually, the flight is at seven in the morning.”

“Seven?”

Li Mu was stunned. It was just past one, and it was a cold early morning in the twelfth lunar month. If the flight was at seven, and he dropped Zhao Ziqiu off at the airport past six, there would be four or five hours in between with nothing to do. Li Mu understood Zhao Ziqiu’s intention in deliberately lying to him: she definitely wanted to spend more time with him. This also meant that they definitely wouldn’t be able to sleep for those four or five hours.

In fact, Li Mu also wanted to spend more time with Zhao Ziqiu. It wasn’t easy to meet a beautiful girl who was chasing after (romantically) him. Li Mu had a special feeling for her. Although he felt a pang of guilt when he thought of Su Yingxue, he truly couldn’t bring himself to refuse Zhao Ziqiu.

But for such a long time, would they just stay in the car? And on the highway? It wasn’t safe to keep the car parked on the emergency lane of the highway like this.

Seeing Li Mu remain silent, Zhao Ziqiu felt very uncertain / no confidence. She asked him with a hint of worry, “Are you angry?”

Li Mu quickly shook his head. “No, how could I be?”

Zhao Ziqiu lowered her eyelids, her eyes fixed on the window, and whispered, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have lied to you. The reason I told you the flight was at three was just because I wanted you to spend more time with me. After all, the holiday is quite long, almost forty days…”

Seeing her a little down and self-reproaching, Li Mu quickly said, “You don’t need to apologize, I’m not blaming you.”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu. “You seemed a bit angry just now, not saying anything.”

Li Mu smiled. “I wasn’t speaking because I was thinking about how we should pass the time. We still have a few hours, and sleeping is definitely not realistic. Staying on the highway like this isn’t safe either.”

Zhao Ziqiu saw that Li Mu’s expression truly showed no signs of anger, and immediately felt relieved. She didn’t know where she found the courage, but she leaned closer to Li Mu, grabbed his arm, and gently shook it, pouting, “Anyway, I just want you to be with me until I get on board the plane. As for where we go, I’ll listen to you.”

Li Mu glanced at the fuel gauge, which was almost at the bottom. He said, “Let’s get off the highway first, find a gas station to fill up, and buy some water or something. It’s so cold, let’s not get out of the car. We can just stay in the car with the heater on.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded repeatedly like a child. As long as Li Mu was with her, she had no objections to anything he said.

She even had a thought in her mind: if Li Mu suggested driving back to Yucheng Garden, she definitely wouldn’t refuse.

Li Mu drove off the highway, not heading to the terminal, but instead circling out of the airport area. He drove a few more kilometers towards the city center, found a 24-hour gas station, filled up the tank, and bought some drinks and snacks at the convenience store. Only then did he get back into the car, start the engine, and find a quiet, almost deserted path with no streetlights in the already desolate Shunyi District to stop.

There wasn’t a single light around, and coupled with the overcast sky, it was practically pitch black. When Li Mu turned off the headlights, he could barely make out faint outlines of things outside the car window.

Zhao Ziqiu tried her best to act as she did when she first met Li Mu, chatting with him about various topics with the most relaxed and joyful mindset. During this time, she didn’t mention Su Yingxue, as if he wasn’t in a relationship. Zhao Ziqiu talked to Li Mu about interesting things at school and small troubles in life.

When they talked about the time Zhao Ziqiu first went to the Renmin University swimming pool, Zhao Ziqiu suddenly asked Li Mu, “Do you still remember the birthday gift you gave me?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Of course I remember, a folding bicycle.”

“That’s right.” Zhao Ziqiu giggled, blinking her eyes and playfully asking Li Mu, “Why did you give me a bicycle back then?”

Li Mu said, “I didn’t give it alone; the whole dorm room gave it.”

“That’s not true.” Zhao Ziqiu had a ‘you’re lying’ expression and said, “Zheng Dao said that you picked out and bought the bicycle yourself, and it was just given to me in the name of the whole dorm room.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and said, “That kid, he spills everything.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled sweetly and pressed him, “So why did you give me a bicycle back then?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I thought a bicycle would be more practical.”

“Practical?” Zhao Ziqiu leaned her pretty face closer to Li Mu and asked him, “Was it so I could more easily come to Renmin University to find you?”

Li Mu said evasively/vaguely, “That’s one aspect…”

Zhao Ziqiu stared at Li Mu, not speaking for a long time. Her large eyes made Li Mu feel a bit uncomfortable, and his gaze began to dart away. Then Zhao Ziqiu suddenly asked him, “Tell me, if I had been a little more proactive back then, would you have gotten together with me?”

Li Mu was caught off guard by the question.

When he first met Zhao Ziqiu, he was already attracted to her, and she had been quite proactive towards him. He had always seen it and kept it in his heart. However, he had a long-standing obsession when it came to relationships, and that obsession was Su Yingxue. If it weren’t for Su Yingxue, he probably would have fully embraced Zhao Ziqiu long ago.

Seeing Li Mu remain silent, Zhao Ziqiu bit her lip, and suddenly became brave.

While Li Mu was somewhat evasive from her question, she suddenly leaned forward. Half a second later, she gently kissed Li Mu’s lips.

After a long while, Zhao Ziqiu’s pretty face was flushed, but her eyes looked at Li Mu without any shyness, full of affection, saying, “Li Mu, I like you. No matter what, you need to remember that there’s a girl who has liked you ever since she first met you. She’s never been in a relationship, and she has no experience interacting with the opposite sex, but she’s always been waiting for you. Even knowing she might get hurt, she’s never avoided you. Even if you have a girlfriend, she doesn’t care. She has no other demands, as long as you have her in your heart…”

Li Mu felt a warmth in his heart. He nodded but didn’t speak.

When Zhao Ziqiu took her boarding pass and prepared to go through security, she reluctantly left. Before parting, she said to Li Mu again, “Come to Hangzhou for the New Year! I have the best gift for you!”





Chapter 365: Love is Just Life’s Fart

The plane carrying Zhao Ziqiu took off on time at the end of the runway. Li Mu, who had already parted ways with her, didn’t leave. Instead, he parked his car on the roadside closest to the runway, wrapped in a down jacket, and leaned against the car door, smoking several cigarettes.

At exactly seven o’clock, Li Mu recognized the Boeing 767 carrying Su Yingxue, nicknamed ‘Vegetable Airlines.’ The moment it ascended into the sky, the eastern horizon had just begun to show a fish-belly white.

Li Mu finished a cigarette, watching the plane take off against the wind, circle around the airport, and then fly south. A song instantly came to mind: Li Zhi’s ‘City in the Sky.’

The plane flies through the sky, City in the Sky

We, in the twilight under the rain

Now I am in a foreign land at night

Feeling you flicker on and off…

Among the lyrics of this song, the one that resonated most deeply with Li Mu was: ‘Love is nothing but life’s fart, tormenting both me and you.’

Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu were both women who made Li Mu’s heart flutter. The former, he had been Haunted by Dreams of for two lifetimes, and finally, his wish came true. The latter, however, captivated him at every moment—her image, her scent, her soft lips, her perfect curves, all so real.

If love truly were sacred, untainted, and exclusive, then it would be the cruelest thing in the world. He was no saint; he had uncontrollably fallen in love with two women. Both were so perfect, just like the vast internet empire he was currently planning. Was instant messaging impressive? Yes, so impressive it was indispensable. But wasn’t e-commerce impressive? No, that thing was even more impressive than instant messaging, so impressive that if he missed out on it, he would definitely regret it for life. If anyone doubted it, they just had to look at the Bigwigs who regretted not investing in Alibaba.

Zhao Ziqiu’s text message, sent before she turned off her phone, was still displayed on his screen: “Remember to miss me.”

Li Mu gave a wry smile. Everything that had just happened was vivid in his mind. That profound memory had been etched into his very bones in such a short time; it was impossible for him not to think of her.

Kissing her, holding her, missing her, thinking of her—yet there was still Su Yingxue by his side, who still made his heart flutter. Two forces wrestled in his mind, leaving Li Mu unable to find a solution for a while. After finishing a few cigarettes and watching the plane disappear, he couldn’t be bothered to think anymore. He simply tossed the cigarette butt and drove away.

Having not slept all night, Li Mu didn’t feel tired at all. Getting in, starting the engine, and shifting gears, he did it flawlessly. The GL8 quickly sped onto the highway, roaring all the way towards the city.

Li Mu suddenly felt that this GL8 was too dull. It was so mediocre—not ugly, not expensive, with enough space and power, good handling, and decent comfort. However, mediocrity also meant it lacked character, and at this moment, for Li Mu, its biggest flaw was its lack of passion!

He definitely had to get a sports car to drive when he had the chance, for no other reason than to experience that surging passion.

An excited Li Mu sped all the way back to Yucheng Garden. He ate something downstairs, went upstairs for a shower, and then, full of energy, drove out to pick up Su Yingxue at the entrance of her paternal aunt’s residential complex. They bought some things together and went to the Hospital to see Wang Yanan’s mother.

Wang Yanan’s mother was not in good condition; her spirits were very low, and her body was somewhat swollen from lying in bed. When she saw Li Mu, she forced herself to chat with him for a few moments, expressing her gratitude. Li Mu had once heard someone say that being sick was the most undignified thing, and the feeling was quite evident at this moment. A perfectly healthy person, after falling ill, not only suffered physical and mental pain but also endured additional torment.

Around ten in the morning, Li Mu, Su Yingxue, Hu Zhengdao, and Wang Yanan together escorted Auntie into the dialysis room. The four of them couldn’t stay inside, so they stood in the hallway.

Wang Yanan’s mental state was also very poor; she kept watching her mother, who was undergoing dialysis treatment, through the window. Hu Zhengdao asked Li Mu: “Are you two going back tomorrow?”

Li Mu nodded: “Leaving early tomorrow morning.”

Hu Zhengdao then said: “Then you must be extra careful when driving. Safety first.”

Li Mu said: “Don’t worry. What about you, when are you leaving?”

Hu Zhengdao glanced at Wang Yanan and said: “I’ve told my family about the situation. Auntie Liu wants to go back to her hometown for Chinese New Year. I offered to pay her more, but she said she has elderly and young ones at home, and after working so hard away from home for so long, it would be unreasonable not to go back. So, during those few days of Chinese New Year, I’ll have to stay here and accompany her. Currently, I’m scheduled to go back on the 23rd day of the twelfth lunar month and return on the 28th, which is exactly when Auntie Liu’s train leaves that evening.”

Li Mu said: “So you won’t be celebrating Chinese New Year at home then.”

“That’s right.” Hu Zhengdao sighed and said: “My Mom and Dad understand. They even want to come and see Auntie after the New Year.”

Li Mu said: “You and Yanan shouldn’t overwork yourselves either. If Auntie Liu isn’t here for Chinese New Year, you can find a suitable local person to help with the care. At worst, you’ll pay a bit more, but someone will always be willing to do it, and it can help lighten the load for both of you.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded and asked Li Mu: “Third oldest bro, what are your plans for the afternoon?”

Li Mu said: “Yingxue and I are going out to buy some things, some gifts to take home for Chinese New Year.”

Hu Zhengdao said: “Auntie Liu will be here soon. We two want to go to Yonghe Temple to burn incense and get a peace talisman. Do you want to come along?”

Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue and asked her: “Do you want to go?”

Su Yingxue nodded and said: “Let’s go. Everyone says Yonghe Temple is quite efficacious, and I’d like to pay my respects too.”

Li Mu then said: “Alright, when Liu Jie arrives, we’ll go together.”

“Okay.”

Just as they agreed, Li Mu received a text message from Zhao Ziqiu: “I’m home, so sleepy.”

Li Mu quietly replied: “Then get some rest quickly.”

“Okay, I’m going to sleep now. You remember to miss me.”

…

Yonghe Temple was the most popular temple in Yanjing, belonging to Esoteric Buddhism. Li Mu had heard before that Esoteric Buddhism was the most efficacious for making wishes, especially powerful for seeking wealth and good fortune, which was why many celebrities believed in it. However, Li Mu didn’t believe in such things, because it was said that there were three hundred thousand living Buddhas in Chaoyang District alone. Even Teacher Zhang, the professional emperor actor who only knew how to puff out his beard, glare, and pound tables, almost became a living Buddha. Li Mu always felt that such matters were a bit like feudal superstition.

However, he also understood the psychology behind religious belief. Sometimes, people always needed something to carry their hopes. When they couldn’t bear the weight themselves, they placed their hopes on others. When others couldn’t sustain it either, they placed their hopes on deities. As long as there was hope in one’s heart, people could live more diligently.

In front of the temple’s enormous Buddha statue, Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan knelt devoutly on prayer mats, their hands clasped, prostrating themselves and kowtowing. Li Mu and Su Yingxue stood outside the hall. Su Yingxue gently tugged at his sleeve and whispered: “Let’s go and pay our respects too.”

Li Mu initially felt some resistance in his heart, but then a thought suddenly surged through his mind: his ability to experience Rebirth, the theory and reasons behind it were inexplicable. Materialism couldn’t explain this phenomenon. Perhaps it truly was related to some deity in the unseen world. Since he had benefited from some invisible existence, it was better to maintain a sense of reverence. So, he nodded. After Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan finished their prayers, he and Su Yingxue also walked forward.

Li Mu imitated Su Yingxue, kneeling down, bowing his head, palms facing upwards, then kowtowing, bringing his clasped hands to his forehead, and slowly moving them to his chest. He repeated this three times.

At first, Li Mu was merely reverent, but then he also tried to make a wish in his heart.

He didn’t pray for wealth or marital destiny; he only wished for his family’s good health and for everything to go smoothly.

In his view, the wealth of this lifetime depended entirely on his own efforts, and his marital destiny in this lifetime also depended entirely on his own control. He had witnessed too many ups and downs in the business world; he knew how to earn an immense fortune for himself. The only thing he didn’t know was how to properly manage the concept of ‘marital destiny.’ He feared he would be too greedy in this matter, just like with his ventures, unwilling to let go of any good project. And he himself wasn’t someone who knew how to make choices, so he wondered what kind of situation he would end up in.

Su Yingxue, beside him, was clearly much more devout than he was. Every one of her postures was earnest. She made no sound, yet her mouth seemed to be muttering prayers, much like Wang Yanan earlier.

After praying to the deities, Wang Yanan acquired a peace talisman from the religious items counter and specifically asked a master to consecrate it. Although Li Mu didn’t quite believe in it, seeing how devout Su Yingxue had been, he also acquired a peace talisman to give to her. The talisman wasn’t expensive, but consecration required a small donation. Hu Zhengdao felt that sincerity made it efficacious, so he immediately gave one thousand yuan. Li Mu took out his wallet, intending to give one thousand yuan like Hu Zhengdao, but Su Yingxue, beside him, was a step ahead. She took a one hundred yuan banknote from his wallet and respectfully placed it into the donation box.

She whispered in Li Mu’s ear: “Sincerity is enough.”

Li Mu nodded. After the master consecrated the peace talisman, he placed it in Su Yingxue’s palm.

After leaving Yonghe Temple, Li Mu drove Hu Zhengdao and Wang Yanan to the Hospital and bid them farewell: “We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning. Please take good care of Auntie. If you need any help, Zheng Dao, contact me promptly.”

Hu Zhengdao nodded slightly and said: “Third oldest bro, be careful on the road. Sister-in-law, keep an eye on him and don’t let him drive while fatigued.”

Su Yingxue calmly accepted Hu Zhengdao’s address for her just now, nodded, and said: “I will, don’t worry.”

After a brief farewell, Li Mu drove Su Yingxue away from the Hospital. They went to a shopping mall and bought many things, most of which Li Mu bought for his family. Su Yingxue only bought a few boxes of pastries from Daoxiangcun. Li Mu quickly paid for them, saying: “You can’t just buy food to take home, right? Do you want to buy something for Uncle and Aunt?”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly: “I’m not working yet; I’m still spending my family’s money. It feels a bit awkward to use their money to buy things for them. Just buying some pastries for the elders to show my sincerity is enough.”

Li Mu said: “Give me a chance to curry favor with my future father-in-law, won’t you?”

Su Yingxue covered her mouth and chuckled: “If you try to curry favor with him now, he won’t reciprocate, and it might even backfire. In their eyes, I’m still a child; they even give me lucky money for Chinese New Year. Just let me play my role as a child properly.”

As she spoke, Su Yingxue linked her arm through Li Mu’s and said: “Aren’t you going to buy a gift for your younger brother who just started junior high? I think boys definitely like race cars. How about buying him a good remote-controlled car?”





Chapter 366: Wish Fulfilled

Li Mu wasn’t very good at catering to people’s preferences, and buying gifts could easily lead him in the wrong direction. However, with Su Yingxue advising him, Li Mu quickly picked out some suitable gifts for his family.

For his Dad and Mom, he bought a pair of couple’s watches. Although Li Mu’s financial situation was quite solid now, he didn’t buy overly extravagant watch brands. He chose a pair of Omega mechanical watches, which together cost around forty thousand yuan.

For his Paternal grandparents, he bought some practical health supplements. For his paternal cousin sister from his paternal uncle’s family, he bought a regular laptop. She was eighteen this year and had dropped out of school, but she was currently helping out at the family’s wholesale store. Young people her age should already be getting into computers and the internet industry. Li Mu bought her a computer so she could learn more, or at least get more exposure and broaden her horizons.

As for that rascal Xiao Hao, Li Mu completely adopted Su Yingxue’s suggestion and bought an imported remote-control car worth two to three thousand yuan. This type of remote-control car wasn’t just a toy; it was a model. According to the salesperson, it was a US-imported 1:10 short course truck model, very high-end, with four-wheel drive, differential locks, and independent four-wheel suspension. Its speed and off-road capability far surpassed ordinary remote-control toys.

While the two of them were shopping, Zhao Kang was utterly bored out of his mind, lying on his dorm room bed with his head wrapped in gauze. His exaggerated appearance made him completely lose interest in going out. Most of his dorm mates had already left, leaving only his loyal lackey, Wang Ke, who was also his girlfriend Wang Jia’s paternal cousin brother, still in the dorm room with him.

Because Zhao Kang had already agreed with Wang Jia to drive her and Wang Ke back to their hometown first, Wang Ke was waiting to leave with Zhao Kang tomorrow morning. He had been with Zhao Kang constantly for the past two days for no other reason than his sis had told him to take good care of him. Although Zhao Kang didn’t need his care, he was still an injured person, so Wang Ke’s attention was always focused on him.

They were leaving tomorrow, and Wang Ke had been in the dorm room with Zhao Kang all day. Watching Zhao Kang from when he woke up this morning until now, without brushing his teeth or washing his face, just lying on the lower bunk, unshaven and looking utterly dejected, he couldn’t help but send a message to his paternal cousin sister, Wang Jia: “Sis, Kang bro is completely dejected right now.”

Wang Jia was packing her luggage in her dorm room. Upon receiving this message, she quickly asked with concern, “What’s wrong?”

“What else could it be? He’s just dejected. Since he woke up, he hasn’t brushed his teeth or washed his face, hasn’t eaten anything, just drank a few sips of water. He’s smoked quite a lot of cigarettes though.”

Wang Jia questioned, “Then why didn’t you tell him to go out and eat something?!”

Wang Ke replied, “You’re wrong, sis! I’ve been telling him to go out for breakfast since I woke up, but he refused, saying it was too embarrassing to go out during the day. I said I’d buy something back for him, but he said he had no appetite. He said he still had a bucket of instant noodles and would just make that if he got hungry tonight.”

Wang Jia grew anxious, “How can he just eat one bowl of instant noodles a day?!”

Wang Ke replied, “Tell me about it, but there’s nothing I can do. You’ll have to figure this out. Why don’t you come to our dorm room and see him?”

Wang Jia asked, “Is it appropriate for me to go? Can I get in?”

Wang Ke quickly replied, “There’s nothing inappropriate about it. Our school is on winter break, and the male dorms are basically unsupervised. I’ve seen several girls swaggering in these past two days, and the dorm manager doesn’t even bother to ask.”

Wang Jia then asked, “How many people are left in your dorm room?”

“No one,” Wang Ke said. “Just Kang bro and me. We’re both leaving tomorrow morning too.”

Wang Jia then said, “Alright, I’ll head over now. Come down and pick me up.”

Wang Ke said, “Bring Kang bro some food. When you get here, I’ll go to the internet cafe to play, so you two can have your private time.”

Wang Jia didn’t say much, only, “I’m leaving now.”

Zhao Kang was completely unaware of the messages between Wang Ke on the upper bunk and Wang Jia. He lay on the bed, looking dejected and feeling extremely annoyed.

Since the last beating, Zhao Kang’s mood hadn’t improved. It wasn’t that he couldn’t swallow his anger about being beaten; it was mainly because the good thing with Wang Jia, which was supposed to happen naturally, was interrupted by his injury right at the final step before success. This made him incredibly frustrated. Although his desire for intimacy hadn’t died, he was still wounded. Because of the head injury, he didn’t even feel like going out, let alone taking Wang Jia to a hotel to get a room and pick up where they left off.

The most depressing thing was that he was going home tomorrow, and in this sorry state, he really didn’t know how to explain it to his Mom and Dad. If the neighbors saw him back home, he’d be damn ashamed. So the more he thought about it, the more irritable he became.

Wang Jia left the school and took a taxi directly to Zhao Kang’s school. At the school gate, she bought him some takeout food, then carried the packed meal boxes into the school. When she reached the dorm building where Zhao Kang lived, she sent Wang Ke a message, asking him to come down and pick her up.

Wang Ke sprang off the bed and said to Zhao Kang, who looked half-dead on the lower bunk, “Kang bro, I’m out of cigarettes. I’m going downstairs to buy a pack.”

Zhao Kang picked up a half-pack of Yuxi from the stool beside his bed and tossed it to him, saying, “I still have some here.”

Wang Ke took the cigarettes, then put them back on the stool by the bed, saying, “This half-pack isn’t even enough for you to smoke yourself. I’ll buy two more packs. Not just for tonight, but for the road tomorrow too.”

Zhao Kang then threw his wallet from the stool to him, saying, “Then go buy a carton of Soft Zhonghua.”

Wang Ke was startled, “Buy such good cigarettes?”

Zhao Kang said, “My bro occasionally smokes them too. He’s the main driver tomorrow, so he’ll probably want some. He’s not as unrefined as us, so it’s better to buy something good.”

Wang Ke nodded and didn’t say anything more, turning to go downstairs. From Zhao Kang’s usual attitude when talking about Li Mu, he could discern a bit: Zhao Kang seemed to attach great importance to Li Mu, even being somewhat obedient to him in certain respects. The last time Zhao Kang called everyone out to fight late at night, it was also to handle business for Li Mu. Wang Ke had been there that day and could tell that Li Mu was quite extraordinary.

The vocational college that Zhao Kang and Wang Ke attended was indeed third-rate among the many universities in Yanjing. The academic atmosphere of the school was also somewhat lax and casual. The most obvious sign was that there was a small convenience store downstairs in every dorm building. This store sold cigarettes and alcohol, and its main customer base was students.

Wang Ke went downstairs and saw Wang Jia standing outside the dorm building. He waved to her, saying, “Sis, over here.”

Wang Jia was a little nervous, hesitating for a second or two before stepping towards Wang Ke.

Wang Jia came to Wang Ke’s side, still a bit worried, fearing that the dorm manager would stop her from entering. Wang Ke, however, calmly pointed to the convenience store behind the dorm manager’s gatehouse and said to her, “Sis, wait for me for a bit. I’m going to buy a carton of cigarettes.”

With that, Wang Ke ducked into the small convenience store.

This small convenience store was run by the dorm manager’s wife. On weekdays, it sold cigarettes, alcohol, and snacks, and also had a washing machine for paid laundry. Students paid three yuan per load to wash clothes, using the school’s water and electricity, which was practically a cost-free business. However, the school was too lazy to manage it. The dorm manager, because his wife ran the store, often deliberately maintained good relations with the students in his building. For those who frequently bought things, even if they didn’t return to the dorm at night every day, he would turn a blind eye. For students like Zhao Kang, who were heavy spenders at the convenience store, the dorm manager would even wake up with a smile and open the door for them if they knocked at one o’clock in the morning.

Now that more than half of the students in the dorms had left, the dorm manager was too lazy to worry much. He just watched TV in the back of the convenience store, occasionally glancing out to check the situation. Seeing Wang Jia come in, he was about to come out and ask, but then he saw Wang Ke greet her and head straight for his store. He smiled and teased Wang Ke, “Little Wang, is that your girlfriend?”

“Brother Zhang, don’t mess around,” Wang Ke said. “That’s my sis, my paternal cousin sister, same Paternal grandparents.”

The dorm manager immediately nodded and didn’t suspect anything. Wang Ke and Zhao Kang were both regular customers there. If Wang Ke brought a girl into the dorm room, he wouldn’t care, so there was no need for him to lie.

Wang Ke then came to the counter, looked into the glass display case, and asked him, “Brother Zhang, how many Soft Zhonghua do you have left?”

The dorm manager laughed, “Not many. This brand usually sells well before winter break; people buy them to give to teachers.”

Wang Ke then asked, “Is there still enough for a carton?”

The dorm manager nodded, “Enough.”

“Alright, hold it for me then.”

The dorm manager laughed, “You’re doing well, upgrading your equipment significantly.”

Wang Ke waved his hand, “Kang bro’s buying.”

After paying and getting the cigarettes, Wang Ke called Wang Jia to go upstairs with him. The moment the dorm room door opened, Zhao Kang didn’t even lift an eyelid. In his mind, there was no one but Wang Ke.

However, a familiar delicate fragrance suddenly wafted into his nostrils. Zhao Kang subconsciously looked up and found Wang Jia standing by his bed, as if a gentle breeze had carried her there, an unbelievable sight.

After a few seconds of shock, Zhao Kang flipped over and scrambled off the bed, muttering, “Damn it, why are you here?”

Wang Jia looked at Zhao Kang with a pained expression and said, “I missed you. I heard you weren’t eating well, so I came to see you.”

Zhao Kang turned his head and saw Wang Ke behind him, cursing, “Damn it, you’re such a loose-lipped one!”

Wang Ke had already put on his down jacket, placed the cigarettes and wallet on Zhao Kang’s bedside, and said with a cheeky grin, “Sis, Brother-in-law, you two have a good chat. I’m going to the internet cafe for an all-nighter.”

Wang Jia subconsciously said, “Are you crazy? You’re leaving first thing tomorrow morning, and you’re still going to an internet cafe for an all-nighter!”

Wang Ke laughed, “Anyway, I don’t drive. I’ll just sleep once I get on board the car. Play all night, then sleep all day tomorrow until I get home. How great is that?”

Wang Jia thought about it and realized what he said made sense.

Zhao Kang inwardly praised Wang Ke for being so perceptive. He tore open the newly bought carton of cigarettes, tossed him two packs, and instructed, “Be back before seven o’clock in the morning.”

Wang Ke left. Zhao Kang got up and rushed into the bathroom, washing his face, brushing his teeth, and shaving…

When he came out, he was a completely new man. Wang Jia pointed to the food on the table and said, “Eat something first, it’ll get cold soon.”

Zhao Kang’s bloodshot eyes stared at Wang Jia. His mind heated up, and he lunged forward, tackling her onto his bed.

Zhao Kang’s accumulated frustration and anger from the past few days almost exploded in that instant. He had missed his chance last time, and now Wang Jia had delivered herself to him. If he didn’t grasp this opportunity well, he would truly have to wait until school started again.

Wang Jia hadn’t expected Zhao Kang to make such a move right away, but she didn’t resist at all. Instead, she actively responded to Zhao Kang’s actions.

Zhao Kang quickly stripped Wang Jia completely bare. He hastily found his position, but at the final step before success, Zhao Kang suddenly flinched again. His body stiffened, and he said apologetically to Wang Jia, “Jiajia, I can’t let your first time be in a place like this. It’s too simple and crude, I’m sorry. After the New Year, we’ll go back to the hot spring hotel. I’ll definitely give you the most unforgettable first time…”

Before he could finish, Wang Jia suddenly propped herself up and wrapped her arms around his neck. After a passionate kiss, she gasped for breath and whispered in Zhao Kang’s ear, “I don’t want to wait until after the New Year. I want to give it to you, right now. This place isn’t crude at all. This is where you’ve slept for half a year. I just want to give it to you here…”

Zhao Kang was deeply moved. The image of this girl in front of him seemed to instantly transform into the most beautiful face in the world. With Wang Jia like this, what reason did he have to flinch?

When the sacred moment arrived, Wang Jia frowned tightly in pain, biting hard into Zhao Kang’s shoulder. Zhao Kang gasped in pain but didn’t utter a sound…





Chapter 367: Going Home for the Holidays

Zhao Kang, whose head was still wrapped in several layers of bandages, finally became a man. In his embrace, Wang Jia also completed her transition from girl to woman. Although the environment was a bit simple, what was rare was their mutual affection, and nothing was more important than that.

The next morning, when Li Mu met Zhao Kang at his school gate, he picked up him and Wang Jia, the siblings, at once. Li Mu was surprised to find that all three of them had dark circles under their eyes, especially Zhao Kang, whose expression was full of exhaustion. But strangely, he seemed to be in a very good mood, a mysterious/secretive smile constantly on his face.

Li Mu had no intention of prying into their private matters, but he inadvertently noticed that Wang Jia’s movements were extremely cautious when she got into the car, especially the slight pain in her expression the moment she sat down. Li Mu’s heart was basically as clear as a mirror.

Taking another look at Zhao Kang, this kid looked absolutely like he had overindulged. There was no need to guess what he had done last night.

Li Mu sighed inwardly, “This kid Zhao Kang is really something! A few days ago, he missed a chance to score, but last night he finally seized the opportunity. It seemed he scored quite a few goals.”

As soon as Wang Ke got on board, he sat in the back row, muttering, “I’m so tired from hacking away at Legend all night. I’m going to sleep first. Wake me up if anything happens.”

Zhao Kang also said to Li Mu, “I’m going to nap for a bit. Call me when it’s my turn to drive.”

Li Mu nodded, but thought to himself, “I’m afraid your legs will be too weak to press the brake or accelerator. Forget it.”

Li Mu drove to Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt’s house to pick her up. On the way, the three people in the back were almost all asleep.

After picking up Su Yingxue, Li Mu drove south all the way. Departing at a little past seven in the morning, by half past twelve in the afternoon, Li Mu had driven over four hundred kilometers. The road conditions were quite good. They had lunch, then immediately continued their journey. By a little past four in the afternoon, they had already reached Pengcheng. From Pengcheng, they drove several tens of kilometers further south on the national highway, reaching Wang Jia and Wang Ke’s hometown. Then they turned back to Pengcheng to get on the highway and drove all the way back to Haizhou. It was already eight in the evening when they arrived in Haizhou. The entire journey took a little over twelve hours.

Li Mu drove the entire way himself. Although Zhao Kang repeatedly offered to take over for Li Mu, Li Mu still didn’t let him drive. He smoked a pack of cigarettes himself and successfully drove the car to Haizhou.

As soon as he returned to Haizhou, the damp air made Li Mu feel very familiar. But once he got home, he felt his body was very unaccustomed to this kind of weather. It wasn’t that Li Mu had forgotten his roots, but rather that all southern children who had been to the north and enjoyed heating had this common trait: they could no longer adapt to their hometown’s winter.

The south is damp and cold. In winter, the temperature is mostly around minus two or three degrees Celsius. On the surface, the temperature seems much warmer than in the north, but if you actually experience it, it’s practically freezing to death.

Damp cold is a bone-chilling cold. The air humidity is often over ninety percent, incomparable to Yanjing’s air humidity of around ten percent. In this kind of weather, one constantly feels a bit damp all over and can’t get warm no matter what.

Although Li Mu’s home had air conditioning installed, the heating effect of air conditioning was too far off compared to central heating. Moreover, the old brick building had no wall insulation layer at all, so even with the air conditioning on, it was hard to get warm.

As soon as he arrived home, Li Dad and Li Mom had already prepared a lavish meal. The family of three happily ate dinner. Li Dad and Li Mom asked Li Mu about his studies and life at school, and Li Mu asked Mom and Dad about their life and business at home.

Li Dad and Li Mom’s current life was very good. Although they had opened two large clothing specialty stores, fortunately, they didn’t need to be there every day. They basically just visited the stores once a day, found time each week to reconcile accounts and understand the business operations. For the rest of the time, they were basically free to do as they pleased, sleeping early and waking early every day, and consistently exercising. They occasionally traveled to other places for leisure, or visited the south for business inspections. Their life was very comfortable.

Mom and Dad originally had plans to open another specialty store, but after communicating with Li Mu last time, Li Mu didn’t quite approve, so they temporarily shelved the plan to open a new store. However, their desire to expand their business scale never died, and they were still thinking about finding opportunities to open new stores after the New Year.

Li Mu offered a few words of advice and then said no more. If Mom and Dad truly enjoyed doing business, then he should let them have free rein. If he kept stopping them from doing it, they might not be happy.

Li Mu took out the gifts he had bought for them, handing the two exquisite watch boxes to them, and said to Mom and Dad, “These are gifts your son bought for you. I hope you like them.”

Li Dad and Li Mom didn’t recognize the Omega logo. Only when they opened them did they realize they were watches.

Li Dad examined the exquisite watch face and asked Li Mu, “Son, these watches must have cost a lot, right?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “They didn’t cost much. The main thing is that they suit your and Mom’s temperament.”

Li Dad said, admiring them, “Big cities are still better. Where could we buy such beautiful watches in our Haizhou?”

Li Mom also chimed in, “Haizhou must be ranked among the last cities in the country, right? There isn’t even a single tall building in the city.”

Li Dad slapped the table, pointing at Li Mu, “Son, study hard! Never come back to Haizhou in the future. Develop well in a big city! Your Mom and Dad’s current goal is to earn more money so that after you graduate from university, you can directly take root in Yanjing!”

After dinner, the family of three chatted in the living room. Li Mu felt unbearably cold after only a few sentences. In southern rooms, body heat constantly dissipates. The weather here is such that you don’t feel cold at first, but if you stay a little longer, you’ll find that without the divine artifact of central heating, which can constantly replenish heat, the indoors simply cannot get warm.

Li Mu put his down jacket back on and asked his Dad, “When can we move into our new house?”

Li Dad said, “The twenty-fourth day of the twelfth lunar month. I asked someone, and that day is suitable for moving into a new house.”

Li Mu counted on his fingers. Fortunately, it was only a few days away.

The newly bought house was a reinforced concrete structure, much stronger than brick-concrete houses. Song Liang had mentioned to him before that although the community he built also didn’t have central heating, the wall insulation of the houses was done very well. All the windows were double-glazed, and the insulation effect was much better than their own single-pane windows. With that kind of house combined with air conditioning, heat could be retained, and it would naturally be much warmer.

At this moment, Li Dad said again, “Oh, right. After we move, I want to bring your paternal grandparents here to stay for a while. Your grandfather isn’t in very good health; he’s had silicosis for so many years, and he can’t breathe well in winter, and the old house in the countryside is too cold. I want to bring them both over and then take your grandfather to our city hospital for a thorough check-up.”

Li Mom said, “Then after we move, you can drive to pick them up.”

Li Dad then said, “Let’s all three of us go together. We can also visit some relatives while we’re at it.”

Li Mu said, “I also bought some gifts for paternal grandparents, and for Fenfen, I bought her a laptop so she can learn things in her free time.”

Li Mom smiled and said, “Fenfen is getting married at the end of March.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Didn’t you say it was in the fifth lunar month last time? Isn’t that still half a year away?”

Li Dad interjected, “Your paternal uncle is doing great now. He delivers goods to almost all the small shops in the villages within a radius of several tens of kilometers. That minivan hasn’t been idle since he bought it. He can’t handle all the deliveries himself, so he’s hired another driver, and he also wants to open another store at the east end of the town. Now that he’s making money, many people, even knowing Fenfen is already engaged, still come to their door trying to arrange a marriage for her. The groom’s family is afraid your paternal uncle’s business will grow bigger and he might go back on his word in the future, so they want to move the wedding date forward.”

Li Mu frowned and said, “An eighteen-year-old girl, in the city, she would have just graduated from high school. Can she really have a good life marrying so early?”

Li Dad said, “That’s how it is in the countryside. Among girls Fenfen’s age, only a very small portion are still in school. The rest either go out to work or get married and children. If a girl Fenfen’s age stays at home and doesn’t marry, she’ll be laughed at in another two years.”

Li Mu knew that his paternal cousin sister wasn’t very educated, but she was definitely a good girl. Marrying at eighteen was definitely not a good thing in his opinion. The reason Li Mu thought of buying her a computer was also because he wanted her to broaden her horizons a bit, and while she was still young, carefully decide her future. He didn’t want her to marry in a muddle without ever even leaving the town in her lifetime, and certainly not to be at home raising children when her peers were just entering university.

On the second day after returning home, Li Mu visited his maternal grandparents. Then Dad hosted a dinner for Mom’s entire family of relatives. Li Mu gave the remote-controlled short course truck to Xiao Hao. Xiao Hao loved it so much he couldn’t put it down. He used to dream of having a remote-controlled car, but his mom never bought him one. A while ago, she had just bought him the best remote-controlled car at the department store, which cost over three hundred yuan. Xiao Hao loved it immensely, but today, after seeing the remote-controlled short course truck Li Mu brought back, he realized that his own remote-controlled car was trash in front of it.

On the third day, Li Mu visited Song Liang. Although the two of them had a significant age difference, they were kindred spirits, so their relationship had always been close. Song Liang canceled his dinner engagements for the day and invited his wife to join them in having drinks with Li Mu.

Muye Technology, in which Song Liang had invested, already had a valuation exceeding one billion yuan. Song Liang had invested two and a half million yuan for a five percent stake, and its current value had already exceeded fifty million yuan. This speed made Song Liang himself unable to believe it. Yet, Muye Technology’s reputation was undeniable. Anyone familiar with the internet industry knew that Muye Technology was developing rapidly, and with Happy Farm as a cash cow, its future development was immeasurable.

Song Liang had once chatted with a classmate who was also in the internet industry. At that time, he didn’t mention his relationship with Muye Technology; he merely asked the other party how high Muye Technology’s actual value was. To his surprise, the classmate said that Muye Technology’s current strength hadn’t truly manifested yet. Tieba had risen, Eting.com had demerged, and Happy Farm had also grown large, but no matter how one looked at it, Muye Technology seemed to be playing a game of “all stars revolving around the moon.” Industry insiders all thought Tieba was the “moon,” but he felt that the true “moon” had yet to appear, and Muye Technology still had bigger backup plans that hadn’t been revealed yet.

Although what this classmate said was just speculation, Song Liang believed it, because he knew that Li Mu’s actions were very unconventional and often made it impossible for people to figure out his routine. Whether it was Tieba, music, or even Happy Farm, everyone thought these were Muye Technology’s core businesses, but it was very likely that for Li Mu, they were all just supporting acts.





Chapter 368: Responsible for Her Future

In the days leading up to the move, Li Mu and Mom and Dad frequently traveled between Haizhou and Jinling to buy various home appliances and furniture. Li Dad and Li Mom’s consumption habits had improved significantly compared to before; in this regard, they had abandoned the concept of saving money. Everything for the new house was newly purchased, and all the furniture and appliances in the old house were left behind and not moved.

The three of them worked together, and finally, on the twenty-fourth day of the twelfth lunar month, they moved into their new house. On the day of the move, Li Mom and Li Mu’s maternal uncle’s wife prepared a big meal at home, inviting relatives for a housewarming feast, which was considered a celebration of moving into a new house. The next morning, Li Mu drove his GL8, taking Mom and Dad back to their old home in the countryside.

The family had a reunion dinner at paternal uncle’s house. Because of Li Dad, paternal uncle’s life situation had undergone tremendous changes. Both paternal aunts’ families had also started small businesses with Li Dad’s financial aid, and their lives had also improved significantly.

During the banquet, paternal uncle and Li Dad drank some white liquor. It was clear he was in a very good mood. Pointing to his son and daughter, he said, “After the New Year, once Fenfen gets married, I’ll be able to put my mind at ease. I’ll earn more money to build a new house for Little Bin. Once he gets married, I’ll consider my mission complete!”

The family at the dinner table shared similar views. No one thought it was inappropriate for Li Fen to marry so early. In their opinion, Li Fen had already dropped out of school and was at home. Girls of similar age in the same village who didn’t attend school or work outside had mostly gotten married or found good husband’s families/in-laws. Naturally, Li Fen couldn’t delay. What’s more, her future husband’s family/in-laws had a great reputation in the town. They owned a flour mill, their family background was quite wealthy, and they were well-known in the town.

Li Mu observed Li Fen’s expression. He noticed that when everyone was discussing her upcoming marriage, her expression showed no hint of happiness or shyness. Instead, there was a trace of worry between her brows. She seemed unwilling.

Li Fen was only one year younger than Li Mu. She was quite good-looking, had a good personality, and was a very down-to-earth girl. From what he remembered, she only studied until first-year high school and then dropped out. She had worked for a year in the county town. Only after her family opened a wholesale store did she return to help. If following the trajectory of his previous life, she wouldn’t have returned home but would have gone to work in the south with fellow villagers. She would have married in her early twenties. Because of his interference, her life trajectory had changed last year. It was precisely because she stayed home to help that her family had the intention of finding her a husband’s family/in-laws. And it was also because paternal uncle’s business had been booming recently that the Qi family, who owned the flour mill, took a liking to her as their future daughter-in-law.

If Li Fen was satisfied with this marriage, Li Mu probably wouldn’t interfere. But he clearly saw that Li Fen was unwilling, so he couldn’t bring himself to let it go. Everything had reached this point because of his subtle influence; he should be responsible for her future.

So, while the family was discussing what dowry to prepare for Li Fen, Li Mu suddenly asked Li Fen, “Fenfen, what do you want?”

Li Fen looked up at Li Mu. She wasn’t very familiar with this older male cousin (paternal side). They only met a few times a year, so there was still some awkwardness between them. Yet, it was this somewhat unfamiliar older male cousin (paternal side) who had come to their house today and given her a laptop she wouldn’t even dare to dream of. This overwhelmed Li Fen, and several times she thought she was dreaming. She knew her older male cousin (paternal side) was attending university in Yanjing, and it was the highly renowned Renmin University of China. She also knew her older male cousin (paternal side) was very capable. It was said that the clothing store opened by their eldest paternal uncle and eldest paternal aunt was started with money he earned. Therefore, Li Fen was filled with admiration for Li Mu, who was only one year older than her.

At this very moment, when she heard her older male cousin (paternal side) ask for her opinion, the suppressed feeling of suffering injustice in Li Fen’s heart was suddenly ignited by Li Mu’s words. When her family was arranging / getting things ready for this matter, they had barely consulted her. Her personality was too gentle, and she didn’t dare to defy her parents’ wishes, so her attitude had always been vague. Her family thought she had tacitly approved, so they gradually pushed this marriage forward with the Qi family, making it more concrete. By the time she wanted to refuse, she realized she had already missed the best opportunity to do so.

Recently, no one had asked her what she truly thought. When her older male cousin (paternal side) suddenly asked this question, Li Fen hesitated for a long time, but still mustered the courage to say, “Actually, I don’t really want to get married. I want to go out and see the world…”

After Li Fen finished speaking, she nervously lowered her head. Li Mu’s paternal uncle’s wife heard these words. She casually waved her hand and said, “What else can you do outside besides working? Look at the girls from our village who went out to work, how many of them are doing well? The Qi family’s financial conditions are so good! If you marry into their family, you won’t have to worry about anything in the future. Your Dad and I will also subsidize you, so that you won’t be looked down upon by your husband’s family/in-laws. By then, your life will definitely be the best among these girls.”

Li Fen whispered, “But I really want to go out and see the world. I’ve only been to Jinling once in my life, and I haven’t been anywhere else. I don’t want to get married so early…”

As Li Fen spoke, tears of suffering injustice involuntarily fell. The relatives at the table saw this and were suddenly at a loss. Paternal uncle’s wife was embarrassed for a moment, then quickly smiled and smoothed things over, saying, “It’s nothing, it’s nothing. She just feels unaccustomed to the idea of marrying into another family. Which sweetie doesn’t cry a few times before getting married? She’ll be fine after a month or two of marriage.”

Li Fen’s tears immediately streamed down her face. Her voice also choked up, “Mom, I really don’t want to get married, and I don’t like that Qi Dayong…”

Li Mu’s paternal uncle’s wife frowned. Her tone was somewhat angry as she questioned her, “If you didn’t want to get married, why didn’t you say so earlier? Things have come to this point, and now you say you don’t want to get married? The Qi family’s bride price has already been given to your Dad. The master chefs for the banquet have already been hired. You think you can just say no and not get married?”

With this scolding from paternal uncle’s wife, the atmosphere at the dinner table instantly froze. After being reprimanded by paternal uncle’s wife, Li Fen neither retorted nor explained, but just kept her head down and cried.

At this moment, Li Mu said, “Paternal uncle’s wife, please don’t get angry. Fenfen must have her own reasons for not wanting to get married. Why don’t we let her explain her plans first? What does she want to do if she doesn’t get married?”

Paternal uncle’s wife looked at Li Mu. Her tone softened slightly as she said, “Little Mu, you don’t know this girl Fenfen. She never says what she’s thinking; she’s just too hesitant/coy, extremely hesitant/coy…”

Li Mu said, “Let her explain her plans herself.”

Paternal uncle’s wife then asked Li Fen, “Then you tell us, what do you want to do if you don’t get married?”

Li Fen looked up and said, “I want to go out and work.”

“Work?” Paternal uncle’s wife refused without hesitation, “Our family doesn’t lack the few hundred yuan you’d earn by going out. What’s the point of you running off alone?”

Li Fen said, “I just want to go out and see the world. I don’t want to get married in a muddle like this.”

Paternal uncle’s wife’s face turned very ugly. She slammed her chopsticks on the table, “You stubborn girl! Are you deliberately trying to make your Dad and me lose face in front of all these relatives?”

Provoked by paternal uncle’s wife’s words, Li Fen stood up and walked out. Her younger brother (subordinate) Li Bin was about to go after her. Li Mu stood up and said, “I’ll go. You all continue eating. I’ll try to persuade her.”

After saying that, Li Mu quickly took two steps, went out the main gate, chased her out of the courtyard, and called out to Li Fen, who was walking ahead and still wiping away tears.

Li Fen stopped. Li Mu walked up to her and asked, “Why aren’t you even eating now?”

Li Fen wiped away her tears and said, “I can’t get through to Mom at all.”

Li Mu then advised, “The reason you can’t get through to her is that you haven’t found a solution that both of you can accept. Your unwillingness to marry already goes against her wishes. And going out to work is even less acceptable to her.”

Li Fen said somewhat indignantly, “Going out to work can also earn money to subsidize the household. My classmates who go out to work can earn five or six hundred a month. The factories provide food and accommodation, and they can send three or four hundred home each month. Don’t they just want me to marry Qi Dayong because they’re after his family’s money?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Now that your family’s wholesale store business is so booming, how could Mom and Dad bear to let you go out to work? They don’t lack the small amount you’d earn. They want you to get married not because they’re after someone else’s money, but just to make your life better. Didn’t your Mom say that after you get married, to prevent your husband’s family/in-laws from looking down on you, she and your Dad would continue to subsidize your life?”

Li Fen said with red eyes, “But I really don’t want to get married…”

Li Mu nodded and said, “You can’t just keep saying you don’t want to get married without offering a truly effective solution. If Mom and Dad agree to your request and don’t force you to marry, how will you live your life from then on?”

Li Fen hesitated for a long time, then whispered, “I don’t know. I just wanted to go to the south to work. If the family hadn’t opened this wholesale store, I might have already gone south with my classmates. Only after they opened this wholesale store did I come back to help. I didn’t expect them to arrange / get things ready for my marriage so early.”

Li Mu sighed helplessly. A thought became even firmer in his mind: No matter what, he couldn’t let Li Fen unwillingly marry too early.

At this moment, he suddenly thought of some rather unusual colleagues he had encountered in the office (workplace) in his previous life. An intention formed in his mind. He then asked Li Fen, “Then, do you want to go out and study?”

“Study?” Li Fen looked at Li Mu in surprise. “I dropped out before even finishing first-year high school. What kind of school can I attend now? Go back and start from first-year high school?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Go directly to university.”

“University?” Li Fen was even more confused/bewildered. In her situation, how could she possibly attend university?

Seeing her bewildered expression, Li Mu explained, “Many private universities don’t require you to take the Gaokao / college entrance examination; you can enroll just by paying tuition. Although they are called universities, they primarily provide training for adult college entrance examinations. However, at least their model isn’t too different from regular universities. You can also experience university study and life. If you study hard at school, you can also obtain a nationally recognized adult college entrance examination diploma. Even if you don’t pass the exam, with this experience and a private university diploma, you can still find a job at a company. It’s much better than looking for a job with just a junior high or high school diploma.”

Li Fen once had deep aspirations for university. But at that time, her family’s financial situation was very poor. After she dropped out of high school early, she completely gave up all her aspirations and hopes for university. However, Li Mu’s words ignited a glimmer of hope in her. Although she had heard that private universities were generally not very reliable, Li Mu’s words were very fair. Even though the school wasn’t a nationally recognized regular university, at least in form, it wasn’t much different from other universities. If she worked hard, obtaining an adult college entrance examination diploma would be very useful for her future.

Li Fen, whose heart was instantly filled with hope, quickly realized a serious problem. She said, “If I go out to study, the tuition, miscellaneous fees, and living expenses will be too high. Mom and Dad definitely won’t agree.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “I’ll cover all your expenses for school.”





Chapter 369: Reaching a Consensus

Because he had influenced Li Fen’s life trajectory, Li Mu felt a strong sense of responsibility towards her. Li Fen was only eighteen years old. Li Mu hoped she could leave the countryside, broaden her horizons, and gain more knowledge. He couldn’t let her go out and work hard, so studying was the best option for her right now.

Although private universities might not hold much prestige, the key was their low barrier to entry, which would allow her to experience the joys of university life. Moreover, studying in a big city like Yanjing or Shanghai would also be a personal growth experience for her.

Furthermore, private universities weren’t entirely useless. They were still universities, after all. While the state didn’t strictly recognize the diplomas from private schools, when applying for jobs at companies, a private university diploma was far more useful than a high school diploma.

Based on Li Mu’s work experience in his previous life, students from private universities actually made up a large proportion of the workforce. After all, millions of private university graduates entered society every year, and most of them found jobs. Take Li Fen, for example: if she chose a reliable major at a private university, her employment prospects after graduation would be far better than directly working in a factory in the south.

Moreover, for highly specialized fields like hotel management or tourism, academic requirements were very flexible. As long as the major was relevant, it was easy to find a job. What’s more, Li Mu’s current businesses were easily valued at over a billion yuan, and what they would develop into in three or four years was unimaginable. By then, arranging a respectable job for Li Fen would be incredibly easy. It would certainly be better than letting her stay in the countryside and marry too early.

The company Li Mu worked for in his previous life generally divided employees into three different factions. One was the academic ace faction with high academic qualifications. These people were either masters or doctors from top domestic universities, or they had returned from overseas MBA programs. This group was highly valued by the company, and they occupied most core positions and leadership management positions.

Another group was like Li Mu: ordinary undergraduate graduates from domestic universities who didn’t pursue postgraduate studies. Their academic qualifications weren’t particularly impressive, but they could generally hold their own in their positions. However, climbing higher was extremely difficult, especially for technical roles like Li Mu’s. So, they basically stayed in the same stable position for years, with little future prospects.

Then there was the group who graduated from specialized colleges or private universities. Their diplomas had low academic value, and they typically held support or sales positions. Although this group started slightly lower than others, because the barrier to entry for their roles wasn’t high, they still had the opportunity to achieve something through hard work.

For Li Fen, hearing Li Mu talk about studying made her feel a little longing. She knew her older male cousin was very capable, and providing for her to go to school shouldn’t be difficult for him.

However, thinking about the annual expense of at least ten thousand yuan for schooling, Li Fen hesitated again. After all, this money was an astronomical figure to her. Even if it was nothing to Li Mu, it was still a huge psychological burden for her.

Li Mu saw the longing and desire deep in her eyes. He patted her shoulder and said, “It’s settled then. I’ll go talk to your Mom and Dad later. You won’t get married. First, we’ll spend some money to get you a high school diploma. In July or August, you can choose a private university that interests you, and I’ll handle the rest. By September, you can directly report for duty at the school.”

Then, Li Mu added, “If you don’t want to get married so early, going to school is the best solution.”

Li Fen looked at Li Mu gratefully and nodded gently. She truly didn’t want to marry so early. The suggestion her older male cousin gave her now was indeed the best choice she could think of. Going to school, experiencing what most of her peers experienced—nothing could be better for her.

But Li Fen also had her worries. She said, “The Qi family is very famous in town, and they have strong connections. Qi Dayong is even a notorious profligate son in town. I’m afraid they’ll cause trouble for our family if we go back on our word.”

Li Mu gave her a comforting look and said, “Don’t worry, I’m here. They won’t be able to pull any tricks.”

They were just a family from a township enterprise. A net worth of several million yuan might seem impressive in town, but within Haizhou, they didn’t amount to anything. Li Mu’s net worth was over a hundred times theirs. If they dared to cause trouble, he could overwhelm them with money.

Taking Li Fen back to the dining table, Li Mu announced his solution in front of the whole family: negotiate with the Qi family, annul the engagement, return the bride price, and apologize to them. After all, the Li family was breaking the agreement unilaterally. They needed to resolve things clearly with the Qi family first. Then, after Chinese New Year, they would find a high school for Li Fen to attend the second half of her third-year high school. It was already too late to sign up for this year’s Gaokao, so she wouldn’t participate. After getting a high school diploma, she would directly enroll in a private university and report for duty when school started.

Li Mu’s proposal left the entire table of relatives dumbfounded. None of them had ever thought of sending Li Fen, who had dropped out for over a year, back to school, let alone sending her to university.

For middle-aged people in the countryside, university was an incredibly sacred and unattainable place. It was amazing if two or three students from a village could get into university in a year, and that was earned through diligent study. Li Fen had dropped out for a year or two in between, and she could go directly to university without even taking the Gaokao? Is university that easy to get into?

Li Mu briefly explained the situation of private universities to his family. He painted a somewhat idealized picture of private universities, aiming to make them more receptive to his proposal. Li Mu also clearly told his paternal uncle and paternal uncle’s wife that all of Li Fen’s schooling expenses would be covered by him.

His paternal uncle and paternal uncle’s wife refused to agree. His paternal uncle’s wife said, “Little Mu, Fenfen isn’t cut out for studying. Letting her go to school would be a waste of money. Besides, there’s no way we can let you pay for it. Your paternal uncle and I have improved our lives so much thanks to your family’s help. How can we let you pay again…”

Li Mu said, “Paternal uncle’s wife, it was Dad’s idea to open this wholesale store for paternal uncle. If Dad hadn’t had this intention, Fenfen wouldn’t have come home to help. Now, because of Dad’s idea, she came back to help at the family’s wholesale store, which led to this engagement with the Qi family. If Fenfen’s life isn’t happy in the future, Dad, and even our whole family, wouldn’t be able to live with themselves.”

After Li Mu said this, Li Dad’s expression changed slightly.

He had never considered Li Fen’s marriage from this perspective. Although he had lived in the city for many years, his thinking was still quite traditional. He didn’t see anything wrong with Li Fen marrying early; in fact, he thought she had reached a suitable age for marriage, and her future husband’s family was well-off, so he thought it was a good thing for her. However, Li Mu’s words enlightened him. Li Fen was originally working outside to supplement the household income. Her Mom and Dad didn’t earn much, and her younger brother was still studying at a technical school; it was a time when money was needed. If he hadn’t suggested opening this wholesale store for his brother, Li Fen would definitely have continued working outside, and the Qi family wouldn’t have looked favorably upon his brother’s family background. This marriage was highly likely the result of his subtle influence.

Thinking about it this way, Li Dad also felt a great responsibility. What if Li Fen wasn’t happy in the future? Could he live with himself?

The answer, naturally, was no.

Now, Li Fen’s attitude was clear: she didn’t want to get married. Then she absolutely couldn’t be forced, because that would be irresponsible towards her life.

After carefully considering Li Mu’s proposal, Li Dad thought it was excellent. He knew his son could make money. Although he didn’t know exactly how much he could make, providing tens of thousands of yuan for Li Fen’s education was certainly no problem for him. Besides, he now had two stores, earning hundreds of thousands a month. If his son didn’t have the money, he would provide for her schooling himself. This amount of money was small change. However, if Li Fen could go out, experience things, and see the world, it might have a very important impact on her future.

Sending her to a big city was far better than letting her marry in the countryside.

So, Li Dad also spoke up, “I think this is a good idea. It’s better for Fenfen to go out and gain some experience.”

When his paternal uncle heard that even Li Dad agreed, he put down his chopsticks, furrowed his brows, thought for a long time, looked at Li Fen, and asked her, “Fenfen, you tell me, what do you want to do now?”

Li Fen said, “Dad, I want to go to school. I want to experience university life like on TV. Even if I can’t go to university, I want to go out and work. In short, I want to go out and see the world. I don’t want to stay here, and I don’t want to get married so early.”

His paternal uncle sighed, slapped the table, and said, “Alright then, if you want to go to school, I’ll provide for you. The marriage is off. I’ll go to the Qi family tomorrow to return the bride price and apologize to them.”

When Li Fen heard this, she immediately burst into tears, as if relieved of a heavy burden. Li Dad then said, “Since Little Mu said so, the money for Fenfen’s schooling will be his responsibility. None of us should interfere.”

His paternal uncle said, “How can that be, older brother? I can earn several thousand yuan a month now, which is more than I earned farming for two years before. There’s no problem at all for me to provide for Fenfen’s schooling.”

Li Dad waved his hand, “Listen to me. Let Little Mu arrange these things for Fenfen. He understands things better than us.”

Li Mu also interjected at this moment, “Yes, paternal uncle, you don’t need to worry about this. I’ll handle it for Fenfen. Right now, we need to resolve the Qi family matter first. Our Li family broke our promise first, so we need to negotiate and resolve this properly with them. If they’re not satisfied, we’ll have to bear some economic compensation. Haven’t they already started arranging the wedding? Tomorrow, you go communicate with them. Whatever money they spent, we’ll compensate them fully, even if we have to give a bit more emotional compensation. Money isn’t the issue, but the key is not to let outsiders think that we, the Lis, don’t know how to handle business.”

His paternal uncle nodded, “Alright, I’ll buy some things tomorrow and go to their house to have a good talk with them.”

Li Dad said, “Tomorrow, we’ll drive Mom and Dad back to the city. This Chinese New Year, all of you come to the city and celebrate it at our house.”





Chapter 370: Get Down on Your Knees

The next morning, Li Mu drove his Mom and Dad, and paternal grandparents back to Haizhou City. Li Dad had made an appointment for Li Mu’s paternal grandparents to have a physical examination at the Hospital the next day, so they could recuperate well in the city for a while.

Just as Li Mu, his Mom and Dad brought his paternal grandparents to their new home, Li Dad received a call from his second aunt. On the phone, his second aunt cried, saying that Li Mu’s second uncle had been beaten by the Qi family. Not only did the Qi family beat him, but they also chased him all the way home, blocking their door and demanding an explanation from the second uncle’s family. The second uncle was covered in injuries and still lying at home, unable to even go to the clinic.

Li Dad immediately became anxious upon receiving the call, but he didn’t dare let Li Mu’s paternal grandparents know. He pulled Li Mu and Li Mom aside, briefly explained the situation, and then told Li Mom and Li Mu to stay home with the paternal grandparents while he drove back to handle things himself.

Li Mu quickly stopped him, saying, “Dad, what problem can you solve by going alone? Don’t let those Qi people beat you up too. I’ll go.”

Li Dad asked him, “What problem can you solve by going?”

Li Mu said, “At a time like this, I can’t solve much either. I’ll ask Song Liang for help.”

Li Dad hesitated for a moment, then said, “Always asking Song Liang for help, isn’t that a bit much?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Dad, don’t worry about it. My relationship with Song Liang is better than you think.”

Li Dad didn’t know about Li Mu and Song Liang’s relationship, much less their cooperation at the capital level. Li Mu befriended Song Liang, this local boss, and let him invest / buy shares in Muye Technology from the very beginning for two reasons.

First, Song Liang’s personality suited him, and Li Mu wanted more cooperation with him, looking for opportunities to penetrate the soon-to-be-booming real estate market through him in the future.

Second, although Song Liang wasn’t involved in the underworld, he was extremely well-connected and influential in Haizhou, far beyond what “local boss” could describe; he was more like a local dragon. Li Mu’s biggest goal in getting close to him was to have him help look after his family, ensuring no one would provoke his family in Haizhou. Now was the time to use him.

For something like his second uncle being beaten by the Qi family, a phone call to Song Liang, asking him to bring Zhang Wanjun, would be enough. Zhang Wanjun was a top figure in the Haizhou underworld; he alone could suppress the Qi family and prevent them from rising.

Li Mu immediately called Song Liang, briefly explaining the situation. Song Liang didn’t say a word, immediately saying, “Wait at home. I’ll find some people and drive to your place, then we’ll go together.”

Li Mu thanked him, not forgetting to add, “As soon as possible. It’ll still take us over an hour to get there.”

Song Liang had been struggling / toiling in the business world for so long that he saw many things very clearly, such as his relationship with Li Mu. He could see Li Mu’s greatest potential demand from him was to ensure his family’s safety in Haizhou. Li Mu’s Mom and Dad had opened two such thriving specialty stores and used various powerful promotional methods that greatly affected other businesses. If they didn’t have a backer / patron, their family’s business would certainly be frequently disrupted and harassed, and might even be unable to continue. But the reason no one dared to say an inappropriate word to Li Mu’s Mom and Dad until now was precisely because Song Liang was there.

When the two stores opened, Song Liang provided building advertisements, attended to send flower baskets (for openings), and performed the ribbon-cutting ceremony. He had long since sent a signal to Haizhou citizens that Li Dad and Li Mom had an extraordinary relationship with him, and were people he greatly respected. Anyone who dared to cross them would first have to weigh the pros and cons.

It was precisely because he had done so well in this regard that Li Mu, while building his career far away in Yan Capital, would proactively think of him.

This was an exchange of interests, but in some ways, it was also an extraordinary friendship, and a very deep one.

Song Liang immediately contacted Zhang Wanjun. When Li Mu had a conflict with Guo Yuhang, Song Liang had also sought out Zhang Wanjun. The two also had deep vested interests. Zhang Wanjun had been making a living under Song Liang for the past two years, basically obeying Song Liang’s every command. So when Song Liang called, he immediately gathered his subordinates and drove to the address Song Liang had given.

Haizhou was small. In twenty minutes, Song Liang, with a few of his right-hand men, and Zhang Wanjun, with his trusted confidants, arrived at the entrance of Li Mu’s new residential area in eight vehicles.

Li Dad insisted on going with Li Mu. Li Mu didn’t object. Leaving Mom at home to take care of paternal grandparents, Li Mu and Dad drove his Passat out of the residential area, met up with Song Liang and his group, and the eight vehicles followed Li Mu’s Passat, heading imposingly towards Li Mu’s old home.

At this very moment, at Li Mu’s second uncle’s doorstep, over ten people from the Qi family were blocking the courtyard, cursing continuously.

Because last night at the dinner table, the Li family reached a consensus to call off the engagement and let Li Fen go to school, Li Mu’s second uncle didn’t go directly to the wholesale store as usual this morning. Instead, he took some cigarettes and alcohol from the flat-roofed house used as a warehouse at home, and he and Li Mu’s second aunt personally went to the Qi family to apologize. When the Qi family heard that Li Mu’s second uncle had come to call off the engagement, they were immediately enraged and humiliated. They were prominent figures in the town, and Li Fen’s marriage to Qi Dayong had already been set. They had also informed relatives and friends and were just waiting to marry Li Fen into their family. They never expected the Li family to come to break off the engagement right before the joyous occasion of the New Year.

To the Qi family, this was simply a slap in the face.

Li Mu’s second uncle’s attitude was very sincere. He returned the betrothal gift, gave gifts, spoke kind words, apologized, and even promised to compensate the Qi family for the expenses incurred for the marriage. But the Qi family still didn’t calm down. Qi Dayong’s father, Qi Decheng, furiously pointed at Li Mu’s second uncle, cursing him as unappreciative, saying that his son taking a liking to their sweetie meant their family had climbed a high branch. Now they were coming to break off the engagement, did they really think the Qi family had no one and could be bullied like this?

Qi Decheng also said, “Take your things and money and get out. Marry your sweetie over after the New Year on the agreed date, and we won’t pursue this matter. Otherwise, our two families will become enemies, and our Qi family will definitely make your life difficult.”

Li Mu’s second uncle apologized again, but his attitude was also clear: his sweetie wouldn’t marry. “I’m sorry to your family, so whatever demands you have, just state them. As long as they’re reasonable, I’ll agree.”

But the Qi family didn’t listen to this. Seeing Li Mu’s second uncle’s firm attitude, the Qi family members also became very furious. Qi Dayong’s paternal uncle, Qi Delin, felt that he was coming to slap the Qi family’s face right before the New Year, so he directly started hitting him. Several men from the Qi family beat Li Mu’s second uncle. The first time they hit him, Li Mu’s second uncle’s injuries weren’t serious, so he and his wife ran home. But they didn’t expect over ten people from the Qi family to directly show up at their door, demanding that Li Mu’s second uncle must marry Li Fen over at the previously agreed time, absolutely forbidding them from breaking the engagement.

Li Mu’s second uncle disagreed. The arrogant/presumptuous Qi family members beat him again in Li Mu’s second uncle’s courtyard. This time, several young, strong male laborers from the Qi family struck quite hard, beating Li Mu’s second uncle until his head was bleeding. Li Mu’s second aunt, Li Mu’s younger sister, and younger brother, the three of them trying to break up the fight and stop the Qi family, all suffered some injuries.

Li Mu’s second aunt called the police, but the town Police Station didn’t dispatch police/respond to a call at all after knowing it was the Qi family’s business. The police system in 2002 was not perfect enough, and the supervision and control were not strong enough. Such things were too normal in the countryside.

Finally, with no other choice, Li Mu’s second aunt called Li Dad for help.

Li Mu drove much faster than usual. Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun’s racing team also followed quickly. What was originally over an hour’s journey took less than fifty minutes.

The racing team drove into the village. When they were close to Li Mu’s second uncle’s house, the cars couldn’t move forward because many villagers had come out to watch the fun / spectating, blocking the already narrow dirt road near Li Mu’s second uncle’s house, making it impossible for cars to pass.

Li Mu simply parked the car by the roadside and got out. The around twenty people brought by Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun also got out of their cars and jogged all the way to Li Mu’s second uncle’s house with Li Mu.

When Li Mu led the people into the courtyard, several men from the Qi family were smashing things wildly in the courtyard. There wasn’t a single good pane of glass in any of the windows. The chicken coop in the courtyard had been torn down, and seven or eight laying hens were all smashed to death, kicked to death, or beaten to death. The watchdog, Big Yellow, was also lying on the ground, covered in blood and dying. Li Fen and Li Bin, the siblings, were blocking the main hall door of their house, refusing to let this group of people in. Qi Delin threatened, “You surnamed Li, if you don’t come out and give us a satisfactory explanation, I’ll set your house on fire and make sure your family can’t have a good New Year!”

Li Mu, who had just entered, immediately became furious upon hearing this, and shouted, “What are you doing?!”

The Qi family members turned their heads and realized that around twenty people had entered grand / imposing (describing a group), surrounding them all in the middle of the courtyard.

Qi family’s oldest, Qi Decheng, frowned at Li Mu and asked him, “What are you doing? What business is this of yours?”

Li Mu said, “You ran to my second uncle’s house to injure people, and you’re still asking me? If you don’t give an explanation today, none of you will leave this door.”

Qi Decheng looked at this menacingly group of people, feeling uncertain / no confidence for a moment, not knowing where they came from. But after thinking carefully, the Li family shouldn’t have much capability; they just ran a wholesale store. It was true they made some money, but compared to his own family, they were far behind. What was the use of having many people? In such matters, one had to compete with family assets.

So, Qi Decheng arrogantly/presumptuously said, “You haven’t even bothered to ask around. In this entire town, we, the Qi family, have never been afraid of anyone.”

Zhang Wanjun walked up to Qi Decheng at this moment and asked him expressionlessly, “Where did you crawl out from?”

Qi Decheng was used to throwing his weight around in town. He didn’t even notice Zhang Wanjun’s unfamiliar face. Suddenly, someone appeared and spoke such disrespectful words to him, which immediately enraged Qi Decheng. He immediately roared from deep in his throat, “Damn, you damn thing, are you tired of living? Do you believe I…”

Zhang Wanjun narrowed his eyes, raised his hand, and delivered a powerful slap, smack, sending Qi Decheng reeling and landing on his backside on the ground.

Zhang Wanjun snorted, saying with disdain, “You damn thing, you talk too much nonsense!”

Qi Delin, seeing someone hit his oldest brother, immediately became furious. He was a well-known thug in town, and his status / position in town was almost comparable to Zhang Wanjun’s status / position in Haizhou. So, seeing his oldest brother being hit, he immediately grabbed a hoe from the ground and swung it, aiming to smash it onto Zhang Wanjun’s head. At this moment, one of Zhang Wanjun’s subordinates suddenly pulled out a sawed-off five-shot shotgun from under his overcoat. Before Qi Delin could bring the hoe down, he directly pressed the muzzle against Qi Delin’s forehead.

Qi Delin froze. The Qi family froze. The Li family also froze. Even Li Mu was stunned, never expecting that Zhang Wanjun’s subordinate would come with a gun.

Looking closely at the guy holding the gun, with a fierce face, like Sun Honglei in “Conquer,” Li Mu felt a bit familiar. After a moment, he remembered: his name was Lu Yong, Zhang Wanjun’s top enforcer. When Guo Yuhang had tried to ambush him at the driving school with Zou Hua, it was Lu Yong who had scared Zou Hua’s subordinates into scrambling and fleeing in all directions.

At this moment, Lu Yong gritted his molars, and with a fierce expression, said to Qi Delin, “Get down on your knees!”





Chapter 371: Don’t Say I Didn’t Give You a Chance

Li Mu had not anticipated such a situation at all. In his opinion, there was no need for a sensitive item like a gun, or even a knife, in this kind of situation. However, he didn’t understand Lu Yong, nor did he understand Lu Yong’s routine for handling things.

Every time Lu Yong went out with Zhang Wanjun to handle business, he would definitely carry a gun. Regardless of whether the matter was big or small, even if Zhang Wanjun was just going out for a meal with someone, Lu Yong would always carry a gun and follow him closely.

When it was hot, he would carry a “Hualong-made” imitation Type 54 pistol close to his body; when it was cold, he would carry a five-shot shotgun with a sawed-off barrel. This habit had remained unchanged for years.

This was also why Lu Yong could become Zhang Wanjun’s confidant. He was always ready to shoot or even kill for his boss, and he was also always ready to flee.

With Zhang Wanjun keeping him by his side, Lu Yong was like a pitbull, devoid of pain and unwilling to back down, constantly exerting the most powerful deterrence and lethality.

At this moment, Qi Delin was trembling all over, terrified by the gun muzzle pressed against his forehead. He was also a man of the underworld and quite well-known in the town, but at most, he was someone who would use a knife to chop people. He had never reached the point of carrying a gun. Moreover, this small town had a backward economy; it had no mountains, no mines, and no coast, so there were no interests worth defending with a gun. Therefore, the moment he saw Lu Yong draw his gun, he realized he had encountered a tough opponent today and concluded that this group of people was definitely not from this town.

Qi Delin was adaptable; he could be arrogant when powerful and humble himself when necessary. The moment the gun muzzle pressed against his forehead, he immediately dropped the hoe he was holding high and nervously said, “Brother, don’t be impulsive, I didn’t mean it…”

Lu Yong pressed the gun muzzle even harder against Qi Delin’s forehead and gritted his teeth again, saying, “Get down on your knees!”

Qi Delin’s legs went weak, and with a thud, he knelt on the ground, raising his hands in a pleading gesture. “Brother, please be the bigger man and don’t stoop to my level…”

Lu Yong said expressionlessly, “Shut your mouth!”

Qi Delin sensibly shut his mouth, not daring to say another word.

Qi Decheng, lying on the ground, also somewhat feared Lu Yong’s gun muzzle. He proactively spoke up, “Gentlemen, what happened today is a misunderstanding. Li Daoguang agreed to the marriage between my son and his daughter, and took our family’s betrothal gift. Our wedding date was set, the chef was hired, and the invitations were sent out. Today, he told me he wanted to call off the engagement, and we were so angry that we caused a bit of a dispute.”

Li Mu’s Second Aunt came out of the Main hall, her face still bruised and her body stained with blood. Angrily, she pointed at Qi Decheng and said, “Our Daoguang came to your door to apologize, and we returned the betrothal gift. We also promised to compensate you for your losses. Why did you still resort to violence and hit people?”

Qi Decheng then said, “Those were all misunderstandings, just a moment of anger…”

Second Aunt cried and questioned, “A moment of anger, and you still came to my house to attack us? My husband was beaten until he was covered in blood, and you still weren’t satisfied, smashing my house into this state…”

Li Dad hurriedly asked her, “How is Daoguang?”

Second Aunt cried, “Older cousin, quickly go inside and see! Daoguang was beaten so badly he can’t get up from bed!”

Li Dad immediately ran into the house. Li Mu quickly said to Song Liang, “Brother Liang, please arrange for one of your subordinates to drive my Second Uncle to the Hospital.”

Song Liang gave a signal to his driver, who immediately called another person to follow him inside. Li Mu also followed to check the situation. Seeing his Second Uncle lying on the bed, with several wounds on his face bleeding profusely, indicating serious injuries, Li Mu quickly had Song Liang’s driver and the other person lift his Second Uncle and get him on board to the Hospital. Li Mu said to Li Dad, “Dad, you go with them too, and take Second Aunt. I’ll handle things here.”

Li Dad said with some concern, “Can you handle it? I’m worried that if those people you brought act impulsively, they might cause big trouble…”

Li Mu reassured him, “Don’t worry, they know their limits. It’s just to intimidate them; they won’t actually go all out.”

Li Dad hesitated for a moment. Seeing that his Second Uncle was not in good condition, he nodded and said, “Then I’ll accompany your Second Uncle to the Hospital first.”

Li Dad took Second Aunt with him to accompany Second Uncle to the Hospital. Before leaving, he instructed Li Mu to be rational and not impulsive. Li Mu agreed.

After they left, Zhang Wanjun asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, how do you want to handle these people?”

Seeing his relatives beaten and his home smashed beyond recognition, Li Mu was furious. He questioned Qi Decheng, “You Qi family are truly impressive. Others came to your door to apologize, and you chased them all the way back to their house, beating them and smashing their home into this state. How do you plan to resolve this matter today?”

Qi Decheng knew he had provoked a tough opponent. Having been in the business world for a long time, he was also adaptable. He forced a smile and explained, “Actually, these are all misunderstandings. We were a bit impulsive. We apologize. We will cover all of Daoguang’s medical expenses, lost wages, and everything else. We will also bear all the losses to the house!”

Li Mu nodded. “If you think this solution is fine, then it’s easy to handle. My solution is this: whoever among you laid hands on my Second Uncle, I will break their hands today. I will bear all the medical expenses and lost wages for the broken hands, and I’ll give an additional twenty thousand yuan per person for emotional damages. What do you think?”

Song Liang waved his hand. “Xiao Mu, don’t be so petty. Give them one hundred thousand yuan each.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said to Qi Decheng, “Alright, then it’s one hundred thousand yuan each.”

Upon hearing this, Qi Decheng’s face turned pale. He quickly said, “Then tell me how to resolve it.”

Li Mu gritted his teeth, kicked Qi Decheng, and then followed up with two loud slaps, hitting him with both hands. He cursed angrily, “How to resolve it? I’ll beat you up first, then we’ll talk about how to resolve it!”

Qi Decheng was seeing stars from Li Mu’s beating. The Qi family members around him watched him being beaten, and although they were furious, none dared to step forward. Qi Decheng pleaded for mercy while secretly glancing at his younger brother, Qi Delin, who was currently having a gun pressed against his forehead by Lu Yong, his face pale with fright. He then looked at his son, Qi Dayong, who stood foolishly behind his mother, unmoving.

Li Mu laid hands on Qi Decheng because he was truly enraged. The Qi family had gone too far, chasing them all the way home to beat people during the Lunar New Year, and acting incredibly arrogant. In such a situation, merely discussing compensation was meaningless. What Li Mu wanted was to vent his anger for his Second Uncle’s family and, at the same time, let the Qi family experience the consequences of hitting people.

Seeing Li Mu make his move, Zhang Wanjun waved his hand and said to his subordinates behind him, “Give all the men a good lesson! If any of the women dare to act unruly, beat them too!”

As soon as he finished speaking, Lu Yong swung the five-shot shotgun and smashed its buttstock onto Qi Delin’s head, immediately leaving him covered in blood. The other subordinates also pulled out their batons and gave the Qi family men a thorough beating. In an instant, the entire courtyard was filled with wails.

The Qi family men screamed miserably from the beating, attracting villagers who were spectating outside to climb the wall and look into the courtyard. Seeing this, Zhang Wanjun patted Lu Yong’s shoulder and whispered, “You drive back first, to avoid trouble.”

Lu Yong understood that if the police arrived and saw the gun, things would get somewhat troublesome. So he nodded and said, “I’ll drive to the village entrance. Brother Jun, call me if you need anything.” With that, Lu Yong tucked the gun into his overcoat, turned, and opened the gate to leave the courtyard.

Having followed Zhang Wanjun for so many years, he had long developed a tacit understanding with him. So, he didn’t drive far, just waited at the village entrance, leaving the engine running. If the police came, he could leave with his gun at any moment. If the other side brought reinforcements, he could carry his gun in to provide support at any moment. He had done this countless times with Zhang Wanjun.

In the courtyard, all the Qi family men, young and old, were basically lying on the ground. Li Mu’s anger had subsided slightly. He asked Qi Decheng, “Alright, now tell me, how do you plan to compensate us?”

Qi Decheng was covered in injuries, and the other male members of the Qi family were in the same state. They had no power to fight back against Zhang Wanjun’s subordinates. Seeing his family beaten like this, Qi Decheng felt resentment, but he still had to humble himself. He said to Li Mu, “The engagement between the two children is called off, and our Qi family will never bring it up again! In addition, I will compensate Daoguang’s family fifty thousand yuan.”

Li Mu said, “The cancellation of the engagement is settled, and neither family should bring it up again in the future. However, I’m not satisfied with the compensation amount. You beat people and smashed their home into this state during the Lunar New Year, and you think fifty thousand yuan will solve the problem?”

Qi Decheng thought to himself that this matter wouldn’t end peacefully today. He gritted his teeth and said, “Then I’ll add another twenty thousand yuan!”

Li Mu frowned. “Another twenty thousand? Do you think this is a vegetable market where you can haggle over prices?”

“Add fifty thousand!” Qi Decheng’s heart was bleeding. “A total of one hundred thousand!”

Li Mu’s frown deepened.

Just then, Zhang Wanjun walked over and gave Qi Decheng another slap. Frowning, he roared, “You think one hundred thousand yuan will settle disputes? Do you believe I can make your entire family spend the Lunar New Year lying in hospital beds?”

Qi Decheng was on the verge of tears, pleading, “Brother, just name a price. If I can afford it, I will pay!”

Zhang Wanjun looked at Qi Decheng and said indifferently, “Don’t say I didn’t give you a chance. You can make one phone call now to find someone to help. Just one chance. Think carefully about who you want to call. After the call, we’ll discuss how much you’re willing to pay.”

Qi Decheng’s heart kept thumping. He never expected the other party to be so ruthless. Seeing Zhang Wanjun’s demeanor, he didn’t seem like an ordinary person; he looked very much like someone from the underworld. Qi Decheng suddenly didn’t know what to do.

Right now, all the men in his family were beaten and lying on the ground, yet the other party actually told him to call for help. Although Qi Decheng didn’t understand their intention, he pondered to himself: if he really called for help, who should he call? The police? He probably wouldn’t even finish dialing 110 before the other party would make trouble. Besides the police, who else could he call? He could only find someone from the underworld to help settle disputes.

Underworld matters are settled within the underworld; this was also a rule of the underworld. Zhang Wanjun looked exactly like a man of the underworld, so Qi Decheng thought he should quickly call a friend from the underworld. Perhaps this matter could still be mediated.

Soon, Qi Decheng thought of a friend of his. This person was also a prominent figure in the underworld in the county town, with a very unusual background. If he asked him for help, perhaps he and Zhang Wanjun might even know each other. The entire Haizhou region wasn’t that big, and when people from the underworld met and talked things out, there was a high chance they knew each other or had connections. With a mediator saying a few good words, this matter might just blow over.

So, Qi Decheng immediately pulled out his phone and called the person. As soon as the call connected, he hurriedly said, “Brother Min, it’s Decheng. I’ve run into some trouble, and I need your help.”

The other party asked Qi Decheng, “What’s wrong, Old Qi? Where are you? Who’s causing you trouble?”





Chapter 372: Zhang Wanjun, Haizhou’s Underworld Boss

Qi Decheng spoke into the phone, “I don’t know this big brother either. We had some misunderstandings, and they came with guns. I hope Brother Min can mediate with this big brother, preferably to resolve the big issues into small ones, and the small ones into nothing…”

“Alright.” The person addressed as Brother Min was quite righteous. He immediately asked, “First, tell me roughly how you got into this conflict with them?”

Qi Decheng briefly explained the situation over the phone. Brother Min hesitated for a moment, then said, “How about this, give the phone to that friend, I’ll talk to him.”

Qi Decheng hurriedly handed the phone to Zhang Wanjun, saying, “Big brother, my friend wants to talk to you.”

Zhang Wanjun sneered, took the phone, put it on speaker, and calmly asked, “Hello, who is this?”

The other party was very polite. He began, “Bro, I’ve roughly heard about your conflict with Qi Decheng. Decheng was indeed wrong, he shouldn’t have resorted to violence. But you’ve already beaten his people, and now you want one hundred thousand yuan in compensation. That’s a bit unreasonable. We’re all in the underworld, let’s give each other some face. In my opinion, if Qi Decheng compensates you fifty thousand yuan, we can let this matter go. We’ll consider it a case of ‘not fighting, not knowing each other’. What do you think?”

Zhang Wanjun laughed and asked him, “What are you, and who gave you such a big reputation? Fifty thousand? Didn’t that guy surnamed Qi tell you that I wouldn’t agree to even one hundred thousand?”

The other party hadn’t expected Zhang Wanjun to be so arrogant despite speaking politely. He immediately flared up and said coldly, “Bro, if you don’t appreciate the face given, you won’t get even fifty thousand!”

Zhang Wanjun chuckled, saying, “How about this, I won’t set the terms for the compensation amount. You and that guy surnamed Qi can discuss it yourselves. Just let me know when you have a result. My name is Zhang Wanjun, and my phone number is 139***88888.”

After speaking, without waiting for the other party to recover from his shock and bewilderment, Zhang Wanjun hung up the phone.

…

When Chen Xinmin received Qi Decheng’s call, he was playing cards with friends at his bathhouse in the county town. He and Qi Decheng had known each other for many years, and their relationship was good. Qi Decheng’s flour could be directly supplied to some food factories in the county, and a considerable portion of that was due to Chen Xinmin’s influence in the underworld, using both soft and hard tactics. Qi Decheng hadn’t treated Chen Xinmin unfairly either; even now, Chen Xinmin still received a sales revenue share from Qi Decheng’s flour mill every month.

When Qi Decheng called, saying he had gotten into a conflict, Chen Xinmin thought he wanted him to come over and help, which made him feel a bit awkward. It was Lunar New Year, and Chen Xinmin didn’t want to get involved in any trouble. Those who have been in the underworld are superstitious; during the New Year period, they all hope to be at ease for a good omen in the coming year. However, he didn’t expect Qi Decheng merely wanted him to mediate with the other party, so he readily agreed.

But to his surprise, the guy on the phone was so dense, completely not principled, and spoke so harshly. Chen Xinmin immediately got angry. He was also from the underworld; who in the county town didn’t give him reputation? The other party dared to speak like that, simply looking to die.

But when the other party reported his name and phone number, Chen Xinmin was instantly dumbfounded.

Zhang Wanjun?

Chen Xinmin knew exactly who Zhang Wanjun was. He was a big brother level figure in Haizhou’s underworld. Compared to him, what was Chen Xinmin? Nothing.

Chen Xinmin was terribly nervous, but he still held a glimmer of hope, thinking the other party might be trying to intimidate him and wasn’t actually Zhang Wanjun. Just then, a few bros playing cards with him asked, “What’s going on? Someone showing off to you?”

Chen Xinmin swallowed hard and asked the others, “Does anyone here know Zhang Wanjun?”

Among the three people playing cards, two shook their heads without thinking, saying, “How could someone like me have the chance to know a figure like Zhang Wanjun?”

Only one bro spoke up, “I’ve had two meals with Brother Jun, but there were many people eating, so he probably doesn’t know me.”

Chen Xinmin immediately thought of the extremely easy-to-remember phone number with five eights at the end that the other party had just given him over the phone. He then recited the number and asked, “Is this Zhang Wanjun’s mobile number?”

The man nodded and said, “Everyone in the Haizhou underworld knows his phone number; it’s very easy to remember.”

Chen Xinmin’s heart tightened. He immediately pulled out his phone and dialed. Zhang Wanjun answered the call and only said three words: “Hello, who is this?”

Chen Xinmin’s heart, which had been in his throat, immediately plummeted to rock bottom.

The voice was identical to the person he had just had a conflict with on the phone. Having just spoken to him, Chen Xinmin could confirm that the two voices belonged to the same person.

In other words, the person he had just cursed on the phone was indeed Zhang Wanjun…

Chen Xinmin was utterly terrified. He stammered, “Brother Jun, I am truly sorry. It was I who didn’t know who he was dealing with, I was blind, I…”

As Chen Xinmin admitted his mistake, Zhang Wanjun also recognized his voice and said coldly, “Stop wasting my time. You and that guy surnamed Qi quickly discuss a result and tell me. We’ll settle your account slowly later. You’d better be quick; I’m not a very patient person.”

After Zhang Wanjun finished speaking, he hung up the phone directly.

The reason Zhang Wanjun had Qi Decheng make that call at that moment was to have him directly contact his most relied-upon backer. It was pointless to intimidate Qi Decheng; it was better to intimidate his backer, which would resolve Li Mu’s problem once and for all.

However, Zhang Wanjun hadn’t expected the guy on the phone to be so arrogant. So, at the end of the call, he announced his name to make the other party carefully weigh the pros and cons.

When Chen Xinmin learned Zhang Wanjun’s identity, he was indeed scared by the implications. Zhang Wanjun’s call had ended a while ago, but he was still sitting at the card table, dazed.

A few bros playing cards with him asked, “What’s wrong? What happened? The one you cursed on the phone just now, it couldn’t have been Zhang Wanjun, could it?”

Chen Xinmin snapped back to reality and said with a mournful face, “It was him…”

The other three men’s expressions tightened, and they all looked at him with extremely sympathetic eyes. Having provoked Zhang Wanjun, he probably wouldn’t be able to stay in the Haizhou underworld.

Chen Xinmin also realized the seriousness of the problem and immediately called Qi Decheng back. The moment Qi Decheng answered, Chen Xinmin furiously cursed, “Qi Decheng, fuck your mother! How dare you scammer me! I’m telling you, if I get into trouble, you won’t get away either!”

Qi Decheng was dumbfounded. He was still waiting for Chen Xinmin to help mediate, so why did he suddenly call to curse and threaten him?

“Brother Min, what are you saying? We’ve had a relationship for so many years, how could I scammer you…”

Chen Xinmin cursed exasperatedly, “You’re courting disaster yourself, going against Brother Jun, and you drag me in to take the fall for you? What are you thinking?”

Qi Decheng hurriedly asked him, “Brother Min, what do you mean? Who is Brother Jun?”

Chen Xinmin roared, “Are you really blind? The one who was talking to me on the phone just now was Zhang Wanjun, Haizhou’s underworld boss!”

Qi Decheng repeated, “Zhang Wanjun?”

Immediately, he suddenly woke up as if from a dream and asked with a trembling voice, “You… are you telling the truth?”

Chen Xinmin cursed, “Of course it’s true! I don’t care how you got into conflict with Brother Jun, you must satisfy Brother Jun with this matter, or neither of us will have a good time!”

Qi Decheng was also scared silly. He stammered, “Then what should I do…”

Chen Xinmin said, “Pay money, apologize, what else can you do! If you don’t give Brother Jun a satisfactory answer, just think if your Qi family can still stand in Haizhou! Do you still want to run your flour mill?!”

Qi Decheng looked up at Zhang Wanjun, then snapped his flip phone shut. He crawled on his knees to Zhang Wanjun’s feet and, without a word, repeatedly kowtowed several times.

There was no other way. Zhang Wanjun was too famous. Everyone knew his ruthless and cruel nature and his unmatched power in the Haizhou underworld. Qi Decheng, at best, was a rural entrepreneur with a several million yuan fortune; how could he play with Zhang Wanjun?

The other men of the Qi family were dumbfounded by the kowtows. Qi Decheng, his face full of remorse, said to Zhang Wanjun, “Brother Jun, I’m sorry, truly sorry. I didn’t know who he was dealing with. Please, you are a person of great magnanimity, don’t stoop to my level, a small fry like me. For today’s matter, our Qi family is willing to compensate two hundred thousand, oh no, three hundred thousand yuan to Daoguang’s family. From now on, we will never cause Daoguang’s family any more trouble. I beg you to show mercy, don’t stoop to our level…”

Zhang Wanjun ignored him, looked at Li Mu, and asked, “Do you agree to this condition?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes.”

Zhang Wanjun then said to Qi Decheng with a cold face, “Since their family is willing to let you off, I won’t argue with you any further. Go prepare the money quickly and send it over before dark. As for the rest of the people, men and women alike, clean up the house and yard for me. Replace the broken glass with new ones; not a single shard of glass should be left on the ground. Go buy new chickens too. This dog isn’t dead yet, quickly send it to the veterinary clinic for treatment. People raise dogs for companionship; this isn’t just an ordinary animal, it’s a loyal companion to their family. If it can’t be cured, you’ll have to pay another one hundred thousand yuan in compensation.”

Qi Decheng dared not refuse after hearing this. He nodded vigorously in agreement. Then he struggled to stand up and said to Zhang Wanjun, “I’ll go prepare the money right away…”

“Wait a moment.” Zhang Wanjun stopped him and said, “Call that guy from earlier on the phone and tell him to come here today to apologize in person. If he does, I’ll consider the matter as if it never happened. As for how he apologizes, that will depend on his sincerity. Do you understand?”

Qi Decheng quickly nodded, “I understand!”

After speaking, he scrambled and fled, preparing to rush home to get the money, and at the same time, called Chen Xinmin to relay Zhang Wanjun’s last words.

Chen Xinmin’s voice was distorted with anger: “Qi Decheng, you old bastard, if Zhang Wanjun makes things difficult for me, you won’t have an easy time either.”

Qi Decheng was now completely intimidated by Zhang Wanjun, only thinking of resolving this matter quickly, even if it cost more money. So he said to Chen Xinmin, “Brother Min, this is my fault, but don’t get angry. You know I didn’t mean it. Now that Zhang Wanjun has specifically asked you to come, I’ll suffer injustice by asking you to make a trip. I’ll give you one hundred thousand yuan, and you can bring it over to Zhang Wanjun as an apology. After this matter is over, I, your bro, will definitely apologize to you properly…”





Chapter 373: Just Suddenly Felt Like Buying One

It was the twenty-sixth day of the twelfth lunar month, only a few days until New Year. In the countryside, where the New Year atmosphere was strongest and traditions most numerous, this was the busiest time before the holiday.

Every household was busy preparing for the New Year, and the Qi family was even busier.

First, the Qi family men, who had been beaten black and blue, and the Qi family women, whose eyes were red from crying, had put aside all their own affairs. A dozen or so people were bustling in and out of Li Mu’s Second Uncle’s courtyard.

The Qi family specifically went to the Town market to find the glass shop Boss. They brought materials and tools to cut glass and repair windows on site. Several men from the Qi family were rebuilding the chicken coop. Laying hens were impossible to buy, so they could only buy them from surrounding neighbors. Laying hens were not cheap, and villagers were reluctant to sell them. The Qi family paid several times the market price to buy ten laying hens from the surrounding villagers. The older women of the Qi family were sweeping and cleaning, wiping floors, not daring to relax for a moment.

When Li Mu’s Second Uncle returned from the Clinic after having his wounds treated, he was stunned by the sight before him. He wanted to ask but didn’t know where to start. It was Li Bin who vividly and exaggeratedly recounted what had just happened to his Mom and Dad, which truly startled Li Mu’s Second Uncle and Second Aunt.

Not long after Second Uncle returned, Qi Decheng came back. He was carrying a large black travel bag. As soon as he saw Li Mu’s Second Uncle, he took a few quick steps forward, knelt on the ground, and began apologizing with snot and tears, saying he had been momentarily confused and begging for his forgiveness. At the same time, he opened the black travel bag, saying it contained four hundred thousand, of which three hundred thousand was his compensation, and one hundred thousand represented Chen Xinmin’s apology.

While Li Mu’s Second Uncle and Second Aunt stared blankly at the large pile of cash, Qi Decheng turned to Zhang Wanjun and said, “Brother Jun, Xinmin asked me to bring one hundred thousand over first as an apology. He said he’s already on his way. When he arrives, he’ll personally apologize to you. I hope you, as a magnanimous person, won’t stoop to his level.”

Zhang Wanjun nodded with a forced smile and said, “Consider yourselves sensible. Seeing that your attitude is sincere, I won’t hold it against you. But you must remember, don’t let there be a next time.”

Qi Decheng finally let out a long breath and nodded repeatedly, saying, “Don’t worry, Brother Jun, there definitely won’t be a next time.”

At this moment, Li Mu’s Second Uncle said, “Old Qi, take this money back. I can’t accept it.”

Upon hearing this, Qi Decheng’s heart, which had just settled, tensed up again. He quickly knelt on the ground, bowing, and said, “Daoguang, please don’t torment me anymore. If you accept this money, we’ll be even. I promise to avoid you whenever I see you in the future!”

Li Mu’s Second Uncle shook his head, sighed, and said, “I also bear some responsibility for this, as I was the one who went back on my word first. Let’s just let this matter go. Even if we can’t be in-laws, we can still be friends…”

Qi Decheng waved his hands repeatedly in fright: “Daoguang, please don’t scare me. Take this money. As long as you accept it, whatever relationship we have in the future is up to you. If you say we’re friends, then we’re friends.”

Li Mu’s Second Uncle felt that he really couldn’t accept such a large sum of money; if he did, his conscience would bother him. So he insisted that Qi Decheng take the money back.

Li Mu then spoke, “Second Uncle, if you don’t want to accept this money, then I’ll propose a compromise.”

Li Daoguang thought Li Mu’s compromise would be for him to accept less money, so he quickly waved his hand and said, “Xiao Mu, Second Uncle really can’t take a single cent of this money…”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I know you don’t want it, and that’s fine. We won’t take the money. However, since the Qi family is so sincere, how about this: your business is getting better and better, and you’ve even hired a driver. One minivan isn’t enough anymore. Why don’t you let the Qi family buy a pickup truck and lend it to you for use? It won’t be for too long, just for five years for now. But for these five years, the Qi family will be responsible for the car’s insurance and maintenance.”

Li Daoguang awkwardly said, “How can that be…”

Qi Decheng, standing by, instantly nodded like a chick pecking rice: “No problem, no problem! I’ll arrange for someone to go to Jinling tomorrow to take a look and buy a good one!”

Li Mu said, “Alright, it’s settled then.”

No sooner had he finished speaking than a middle-aged man in his early forties rushed into the courtyard. As soon as he entered, he nervously asked, “Which one is Brother Zhang Wanjun?”

As soon as Qi Decheng saw that the newcomer was Chen Xinmin, he quickly ran over and led him to Zhang Wanjun.

Chen Xinmin was quite bold; he slapped himself a dozen or so times in front of Zhang Wanjun and pleaded with a basketful of good words before Zhang Wanjun reluctantly accepted.

The one hundred thousand that Chen Xinmin nominally offered to Li Daoguang was also rejected by Li Daoguang. However, Zhang Wanjun didn’t just let him off the hook, saying, “Qi Decheng buying a pickup truck to lend to the Li family is his apology. What are you going to do?”

Chen Xinmin, who had just been given a pass by Zhang Wanjun, quickly declared, “All the future fuel costs for the pickup truck will be on me!”

For Chen Xinmin, this money would be paid by Qi Decheng anyway.

Zhang Wanjun nodded, his tone serious, “Since you two have promised, you must keep your word. I don’t want to come back and bring up old scores with you again.”

“Don’t worry, don’t worry, absolutely!”

Li Mu should have invited Song Liang and Zhang Wanjun for a meal, but tonight was the first day his Paternal grandparents were at home, so he absolutely couldn’t go out. Thus, he could only postpone the meal. Song Liang didn’t care about such things, so he directly invited Zhang Wanjun and his group of brothers to the Ecological Park.

On the way back, Li Dad kept asking Li Mu how he knew a person like Zhang Wanjun. Li Mu attributed all of it to Song Liang.

Although Song Liang didn’t say many words today, Zhang Wanjun’s help was entirely out of respect for him.

Li Dad remained silent for a long time after listening, then sighed, “Let’s invite Song Liang for a meal another day.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said to Li Dad, “Song Liang and I have our own ways of handling favors and resolving things between us. You don’t need to worry about it, and certainly don’t feel indebted to him. In the future, if our family needs his help with anything, just go to him. The favor will be on my head.”

Li Dad said, “It’s even more troublesome if you owe someone a favor. Dad doesn’t want you to be constrained by favors in the future.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’ve already advanced a great favor to Song Liang a long time ago, so you can rest assured.”

Li Dad then said, “That Zhang Wanjun, you shouldn’t get too close to him. If something happens, it will reflect poorly on you…”

Li Mu nodded: “I have no personal connection with Zhang Wanjun. He is Song Liang’s man, or more precisely, Song Liang’s blade. Even if I need his help, I’ll ask Song Liang, not directly interact with him.”

Li Dad nodded and said, “Don’t forget you have the 3321 banner to carry. In the future, be cautious when making friends outside, especially when judging their nature. White and red are fine, but you absolutely cannot touch black; it will have a bad influence on you.”

Li Mu readily agreed. To be honest, he didn’t want to get involved with the underworld, but he definitely needed the ability to mobilize resources in that area. Having only money wasn’t enough, and being in the right wasn’t enough either. Sometimes, you also needed fists.

…

The aftermath of this incident went very smoothly. The engagement between Li Fen and Qi Dayong was dissolved. The Qi family paid a considerable price for their arrogance; not only did they lose face and have to spend the New Year with injuries, but they also spent over one hundred thousand to buy a Jiangling pickup truck and “lend” it to Li Daoguang.

After this incident with the Qi family, Li Daoguang’s reputation in the Town soared like a rocket. The benefit was that no one dared to look down on him anymore. Even those competitors who had harbored ill intentions towards him sensibly backed down. Since even the boastful Qi family was humbled before the Li family, no one in the Town dared to provoke the Li family anymore.

In the few days before the New Year, Li Mu secretly went on two dates with Su Yingxue. However, their dates were like sneaking around; they only dared to quietly hold hands in the car. Haizhou was too small, especially during the New Year, where they could run into acquaintances anywhere. Li Mu was especially afraid of seeing Su Yingxue’s Dad, who was the Bureau Chief of the police department.

He had always wanted to find a suitable place to spend some intimate time with Su Yingxue, but there was never an opportunity. Zhao Kang, on the other hand, dragged Li Mu to Jinling before the New Year to drive with him and pick up a Passat for his Dad.

Indeed, there weren’t many car models to choose from back then. Zhao Kang didn’t like Japanese cars, and his Dad always highly praised German Volkswagen. Plus, Li Mu’s Dad’s Passat looked very stylish, so he also bought a Passat, planning to give his Dad a surprise.

But after picking up the car, Zhao Kang, with temporary plates, was about to part ways with Li Mu in Jinling. Li Mu was puzzled, “Aren’t you going to drive it back to Haizhou to get your Dad’s license plates? Where are you going with temporary plates?”

Zhao Kang scratched his head, looking embarrassed, and told Li Mu that he had secretly arranged with Wang Jia to go directly to Wang Jia’s hometown, over two hundred kilometers away, after picking up the car today. They would spend a romantic night together, and then Zhao Kang would drive back to Haizhou tomorrow.

Li Mu was speechless. So, Zhao Kang had arranged to spend a romantic night together with Wang Jia. This young man, who had just lost his virginity, truly knew the taste of marrow, driving over five hundred kilometers to satisfy his lower body. He was certainly energetic…

The two parted ways at the entrance of the Vehicle Management Office. Li Mu told Zhao Kang to drive safely, then drove back to Jinling himself. Thinking that he and Su Yingxue still hadn’t made any real progress, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a wave of anxiety.

On the way back, Li Mu had a sudden impulse and called Song Liang, asking if Song Liang had any finished, ready-to-sell show homes.

Song Liang asked in surprise, “Didn’t you just move into a new house?”

Li Mu said, “I want to buy another one.”

Song Liang was very curious, “What made you think of that?”

Li Mu said, “Nothing in particular, I just suddenly felt like buying one. I don’t even own a house under my own name right now.”

Song Liang then said, “Alright, I’ll have someone check the status of the show homes for you. You can take Uncle and Aunt to see them when you have time.”

Li Mu quickly said, “I’m buying it myself; I can’t let my Mom and Dad know.”

Song Liang laughed, “Are you planning to keep a mistress in a luxurious house?”

Li Mu said, “Never mind that, just have someone help me compile the information quickly and arrange for me to view the properties as soon as possible.”

Song Liang teased, “As soon as possible? How soon?”

Li Mu said, “I’m on my way back to Haizhou. I can view properties in two hours.”





Chapter 374: Chinese New Year’s Eve

Right now, it wasn’t yet the time for real estate to truly boom. Housing prices in Haizhou had always been relatively rational, just over one thousand yuan per square meter. The market was also very rational; only those with genuine needs would consider buying a house, and there were almost no people hoarding properties for speculation.

Song Liang’s vision was quite advanced. From the development patterns of real estate in first-tier cities, he saw the potential for housing prices to rise in future third, fourth, and fifth-tier cities. So, in the year two thousand, he pulled in various investments and bank loans, investing in three real estate projects at once. Besides one project still under construction, the other two had already launched.

The residential real estate project Li Mu’s family had recently bought into was the first to launch and also had the best geographical location. It was now mostly settled. However, even if it still had vacant units or suitable show homes, Li Mu wouldn’t buy one for anything.

His current idea was very practical, and a bit self-serving. He just wanted to spend several hundred thousand yuan to buy a house and leave it there, mainly to have a private space. After buying the house, he could invite Su Yingxue to their new home for dates. A world for two, a confined space, would be more conducive to the development of their relationship. Furthermore, the real estate market was currently the best ‘bank’ in the country; throwing money into real estate was infinitely more cost-effective than putting it in a bank. In Haizhou, housing prices would double in another two or three years.

Although Song Liang currently only had one suitable real estate project, he had six show homes within that project.

This residential complex had six unit types, so before its launch, they deliberately furnished six show homes, one for each unit type. The interior design was done by designers specially hired from outside, and their design principle was to make the decor as grand and luxurious as possible, to maximally stimulate people’s desire to buy a home.

Therefore, he summoned the sales manager in charge of this real estate project under him. Before Li Mu arrived in Haizhou, he had already found the keys to all six units, so he could directly take Li Mu to see them once he arrived.

Li Mu drove his car directly to the residential complex named Wanying New City. Song Liang, accompanied by the sales manager, went with Li Mu to view all six units. The unit types ranged from sixty square meters to one hundred thirty square meters. Li Mu took a liking to a one hundred six square meter large two-bedroom unit, with two bedrooms and two living areas. The living room and bedroom areas were both spacious enough. Besides that, smaller rooms felt too cramped, and having too many large rooms felt empty.

Li Mu immediately decided to buy this unit on the spot. The room was fully furnished with appliances and decor; he only needed to replace the spring mattress and hire someone to thoroughly clean the room. Besides, whether he’d even need the spring mattress was another matter.

Song Liang knew that a unit like this was nothing to Li Mu, so he directly had the sales manager calculate a normal internal price for him. Including the unit and the renovation, the internal price came out to approximately three hundred thousand yuan in total. Song Liang also had the sales manager give Li Mu a parking space, located right outside Li Mu’s building entrance.

Li Mu went to the sales center and paid for the unit in full with his card. He then entrusted the sales manager to find a few cleaning aunties to clean the new home. He himself bid farewell to Song Liang and went for a stroll around the furniture store.

Although it was almost the very end of the lunar year, the furniture store was still operating normally. Li Mu picked out two relatively high-end spring mattresses and had them delivered to the new home. He also bought bedding and quilts, and with that, the new home was considered settled.

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that while he had prepared the house at the fastest possible speed, Su Yingxue was too busy to meet him.

Today was already the twenty-eighth day of the twelfth lunar month. Starting from the twenty-seventh day of the twelfth lunar month, the Su family no longer ate out. Everyone in the family was busy preparing for the New Year, and Su Yingxue had no suitable excuse to come out and meet Li Mu.

In a blink, it was Chinese New Year’s Eve. The custom in Haizhou was to focus on eating the New Year’s Eve dinner and then staying up late to welcome the New Year. On this day, the entire city of Haizhou was basically empty, and businesses had also closed. Nearly every household was at home preparing the New Year’s Eve dinner. The dinner was quite sumptuous, usually starting in the morning and continuing until seven or eight in the evening.

Li Dad and Li Mom had long since bought all the ingredients needed for the New Year. Second Uncle, whose injuries were mostly settled, drove his own minivan, carrying his family of four, and paternal aunt’s family of four, to Li Mu’s home to celebrate the New Year. Starting from noon, the entire extended family began to prepare the New Year’s Eve dinner.

Zhang Kexuan had been calling Li Mu since the afternoon. He had been preparing for a long time at the CCTV Spring Festival Gala program site. Tonight, their performance was scheduled for around 10 PM, considered a prime time slot. They were about to step onto the nation’s largest stage, and Zhang Kexuan and the other three were extremely nervous.

Li Mu teased him over the phone: “What’s there to be nervous about? The performance is all fake singing and fake playing. You don’t have to worry about playing or singing wrong. Just make sure your fly isn’t open before you go on stage, and you, the lead singer, don’t hold the microphone upside down when you appear. After a few minutes of lip-syncing, you’ll truly become famous nationwide.”

Zhang Kexuan said: “It’s easy for you to say, but this is a gala watched by over one billion people! Even a slight mistake could embarrass us in front of over one billion people.”

Li Mu chuckled: “It’s fine, just treat it as a rehearsal. Even if you mess up, it doesn’t matter. On the second day of the New Year, our ‘Old Boy’ will be broadcast on over a dozen provincial and municipality-level TV stations. That will definitely help you save face.”

Then, Li Mu added: “However, if you can really step up and perform perfectly at the Spring Festival Gala, then for a period after ‘Old Boy’ airs, you will undoubtedly be the hottest male celebrity in the entire country, bar none.”

Recalling the explosive popularity of Xiao Shenyang after his Spring Festival Gala appearance, his momentum was truly unmatched for a time. It was just a pity that he lacked staying power and couldn’t maintain that popularity for long. However, Li Mu had already made a complete plan for Simple Plan. After the Spring Festival Gala, they would first use one to two months to let the public digest their performance at the Gala and in ‘Old Boy’. At the same time, Li Mu had also prepared two new songs for Simple Plan; he would have them enter the studio to record as soon as the Spring Festival was over. When their popularity started to wane, he would release the new songs to maintain their momentum.

Zhang Kexuan also knew that this truly concerned the fate of the band Simple Plan. If they performed well in this one show, becoming superstars would be just around the corner. He encouraged himself and said to Li Mu: “Just wait in front of your TV. We will definitely give our best performance.”



At eight in the evening, Li Mu’s family began their first New Year’s Eve dinner in their new home. Li Dad was exceptionally happy today. Paternal grandparents were there, Second Uncle’s family of four was there, and paternal aunt’s family of four was also there. Except for the eldest paternal aunt who had to go to her in-laws’ home for the New Year, the entire family was present.

Nowadays, their own lives had undergone earth-shattering changes. Along with that, the lives of the entire extended family had seen tremendous improvement and progress. With it being a festive occasion, Li Dad’s mood was even more joyful.

He poured a glass of white liquor for himself, Li Mu’s Second Uncle, and Li Mu. He poured red wine for the other women, and filled the children’s glasses with drinks. The joyful Li Dad raised his glass high and said to his younger brother and younger sister: “For the first toast of this New Year’s Eve dinner, let’s honor our elderly parents. May they enjoy good health.”

Second Uncle Li Daoping nodded, smiling as he said to Li Bin and Li Fen: “And you two, too, toast to your paternal grandparents together.”

Li Mu and his paternal aunt’s younger male cousin also stood up. Li Mu’s paternal grandparents were unable to close their mouths from smiling. The old couple hadn’t been this happy in years.

After the first toast, Li Dad sighed and said: “Honestly, I never imagined we could celebrate the New Year together so happily. In the past, whenever New Year came around, I either didn’t have time to go back, or if I did, I’d just sigh and lament how difficult life was with Second Uncle in private…”

As Li Dad spoke, a hint of sadness flashed across his expression. Recalling those years, life was indeed not easy. He and Li Mom had given their all, yet could only ensure their family of three could survive at a normal standard. Every time they returned to their hometown, he wished to show more filial piety to his parents and help his younger siblings more, but he always felt powerless. For him, as the eldest son, this feeling was extremely painful and had brought him endless frustration.

Li Mu’s Second Uncle also lowered his eyelids and sighed deeply. His life used to be even harder. He farmed a few mu of land in the countryside, barely making enough to eat and drink all year round. He couldn’t even afford to support the education of his son and daughter. His eldest daughter, Li Fen, dropped out of high school before finishing to work and help the family. If it weren’t for her, his second child, Li Bin, wouldn’t even have had the chance to attend a technical school.

Li Dad had opened that Wholesale store for him. After this period of diligent management, he had not only earned enough for a minivan but also had an income of ten to twenty thousand yuan every month. He had also consistently kept half of his income for Li Dad, because Li Dad had used this very method to persuade the stubborn Second Uncle to agree to manage the Wholesale store in the first place.

Thinking of all this, Li Mu’s Second Uncle was filled with gratitude and relief. Thankfully, he hadn’t foolishly defended his ‘poor dignity’ in front of his elder brother, which was why his family had undergone such earth-shattering changes today.

Li Mu felt the same surge of emotion. The timing of his Rebirth was just right, preventing the catastrophic scene from his previous life. In his past life, his parents were Laid off, and he failed his college entrance exam, causing a huge blow to their family of three. For four or five years after that day, those were the hardest days for Li Dad and Li Mom, a hardship they couldn’t even imagine now.

At this moment, Li Dad said again: “Before, our house was small, and we couldn’t bring Mom and Dad to live in the city. Now it’s good; our entire extended family’s lives are starting to improve. No matter how high we climb, maintaining an upward trajectory is always the most important thing. This second toast, then, is to our entire extended family, wishing us all a better and better life!”

At the dinner table, everyone, young and old, was touched. Li Mu refilled his Dad’s glass. He raised his glass again, and starting with Li Mu, looked at each child at the table one by one, saying: “Xiao Mu, Xiao Bin, Fenfen, Jiaqi, Jiale, you are all siblings. As parents, we might only be able to accompany you for another thirty or forty years, but you still have fifty or sixty years ahead of you with each other. In the future, you might not be in the same place, and you might rarely see each other, but you must remember four words: blood is thicker than water. No matter what, always remember each other, take care of each other, and support each other. This third toast, then, is to all of you, wishing you a bright future!”





Chapter 375: Bidding Farewell to the Old and Welcoming the New

Li Mu’s new home’s dining room and living room are connected. The living room has a large 3-horsepower standing air conditioner, paired with a 1.5-horsepower wall-mounted air conditioner in the dining room. Both units heating simultaneously kept the temperature around 23 degrees Celsius.

This was the warmest New Year’s Eve Li Mu had ever spent. This physical warmth touched the softest part of his heart. How much money he earned, how much his Mom and Dad earned, how much his relatives and friends earned because of him – all that could be set aside for now. Just this warm New Year’s Eve was something Li Mu couldn’t provide for his parents in his previous life.

Haizhou’s summers were hot and humid, and its winters were cold and damp; both extremes were torturous weather. Li Dad and Li Mom lived frugally. Only after Li Mu started working could he afford to install an air conditioner in their old house. That AC unit provided decent cooling in summer, but its heating in winter was too weak. Li Mu, who was almost a moonlight clan (living paycheck to paycheck), had never been able to buy his parents a new home.

But now, seeing the happiness and contentment radiating from his parents’ faces amidst the clinking of glasses, this was the most fulfilling thing Li Mu had achieved since his Rebirth.

He had helped his parents find success in their careers, allowing them to prove their worth. And by increasing their own value, they gained the respect of relatives and friends. Now, they were using their success to help other relatives around them, thereby demonstrating their worth on another level. This series of chemical reactions was the best health tonic for Mom and Dad, making them live with more hope, more spirit, and growing younger with each passing day.

The TV was broadcasting the Spring Festival Gala. Xie Xiaodong and Stefanie Sun sang a rather unremarkable song, but its title was quite interesting: “Connecting with the World.”

This was a song with the internet as its theme. The lyrics described how the internet brought the whole world together in a magical virtual space. The song wasn’t particularly good, but it fully foreshadowed the rise of the internet era. The internet bubble, which once made people turned pale at the mention of it, was over. 2002 marked the true beginning of the internet’s recovery.

At ten past ten, after a boring skit featuring multiple actors, the shots switched to Host Cao Ying. This female host, who would later almost disappear from public view, smiled and said: “In the recently concluded Year of the Snake, we heard so many new songs and saw so many new singer faces. Some say that 2001 was the year the Chinese pop music scene rose, and in the latter half of 2001, a band burst onto the scene. To date, they have released a total of four songs, but every single one is a classic, and every single one has ranked in the top ten on major song leaderboards. This achievement is unimaginable for all of us, and this young group has also come to our Spring Festival Gala stage today, and they will bring us their most classic song!”

At this point, Cao Ying’s voice rose a few octaves as she grandly introduced: “Please welcome Simple Plan, performing the song ‘Fly Higher’!”

At this moment, the screen switched back to the stage. On stage, four cool young men, dressed in slim-fit suits and sporting a distinct British vibe, were already standing. All four had cut their long hair, looking very energetic. This band, with their suits, ties, and short, sharp hairstyles, was refreshing. This was Li Mu’s idea; on the CCTV stage, they needed to appear as formal as possible to appeal to the stage Director team and most of the audience.

Zhang Kexuan looked very handsome today. He didn’t bring a guitar on stage. Guitarist Xia Ji and bassist Gu Wei each held their instruments, and Ye Tianming sat before a Pearl drum kit. As the keyboard’s background music began, Zhang Kexuan stood with his feet shoulder-width apart, holding the microphone with both hands, his expression slightly cool. Just as he was about to start singing, he slowly raised the microphone to his lips, perfectly lip-syncing the “song.”

Life is like a great river

Sometimes calm, sometimes wild

Reality is like a set of shackles

Binding me, unable to break free

This enigmatic life, sharp as a knife

Wounding me again and again

I know the kind of happiness I want

Is in that higher sky

I want to fly higher, fly higher

Dance like a gale, break free from the embrace

I want to fly higher, fly higher

Wings stir up a storm, my heart cries out

Fly higher

This incredibly inspiring and positive song, “Fly Higher,” had long been sung by people across the nation. This time, when Zhang Kexuan led Simple Plan onto the Spring Festival Gala stage to sing it again, their status in the public’s mind received a huge boost. This was because the public already had an unspoken understanding: anyone who could perform on the Spring Festival Gala stage was a major celebrity/star.

Therefore, tonight, Simple Plan, with their perfect performance, became major celebrities/stars in the hearts of the people.

Moreover, Li Mu noticed that Simple Plan and their song “Fly Higher” had an incredibly wide audience. Li Mu’s paternal aunt’s youngest maternal younger male cousin, who was only ten years old, was singing along to the entire song. Li Fen and Li Bin were doing the same. Even Li Dad could hum a couple of lines. When the song ended, even Li Mom couldn’t help but praise: “This song is really well-written! And the young man singing is very handsome!”

Li Mu’s Paternal grandparents also nodded and chuckled: “The young man is very handsome, but I think my grandson is better looking!”

Li Mu thanked his Paternal grandparents for the compliment, but thought to himself, these guys have truly become A-list singers. And most of this was due to him, using songs from the future and internet marketing and promotion strategies to help them reach this height step by step. Li Mu felt a great sense of accomplishment about this.

Zhang Kexuan and the others bowed and exited the stage to the thunderous applause of the live audience. The first thing they did backstage was call Li Mu. Li Mu walked to the balcony, pressed the answer button, and Zhang Kexuan’s voice, excited to the point of stuttering, came through: “Bro Mu… Bro Mu… How was our performance?”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “Perfect performance, one hundred points. Starting tomorrow, you’ll be superstars.”

After encouraging Zhang Kexuan and the others for a few moments and promising to have a meal with them when he had time, Li Mu turned and returned to the living room. A moment later, his phone received a text message from Chen Wan: “Rascal, did you watch their performance?”

Li Mu replied with a smile: “Of course I watched, didn’t even blink!”

Chen Wan said: “My whole family was watching, oh my goodness, they were absolutely stunning! My maternal uncle’s wife was crying her eyes out, she was so thrilled…”

Li Mu replied: “With a son so promising, it’s natural to be excited, I understand. When did you come back?”

Chen Wan said: “I flew back to Jinling yesterday morning.”

“Are you still coming back to Haizhou?”

“I’m afraid I won’t have time to go back. All our relatives are in Jinling, and we only have seven days off. I have to go back on the fifth day of the New Year.”

“Alright, then we’ll have to meet back in Yanjing.”

Chen Wan asked: “Did you go back to your hometown for New Year?”

“No, I’m in Haizhou. I just moved into a new home and brought my Paternal grandparents over for the New Year.”

“Moved to a new home? Which complex?”

“Wanying Huating.”

“Oh, I forgot to wish you a Happy New Year. Happy New Year, you little rascal.”

Li Mu was speechless: “It’s not even midnight yet.”

“Saying it now is the same. I’m a bit sleepy. I’ll go to sleep after watching Zhao Benshan’s skit.”

Li Mu asked her: “Aren’t you waiting until midnight? At midnight, we go downstairs to light firecrackers, bidding farewell to the old and welcoming the new.”

Chen Wan replied: “That’s true. I’ll stay up a little longer then.”

In fact, it wasn’t just Chen Wan; at this very moment, audiences across the nation were probably waiting for Zhao Benshan’s skit to begin.

In recent years, Zhao Benshan’s skits had a massive influence on the Spring Festival Gala, essentially becoming the most anticipated closing act, bar none. Last year, he collaborated with Gao Xiumin and Fan Wei on the skit “Selling Crutches,” where his role as The Great Persuader had people across the nation doubled over with laughter on New Year’s Eve. This year, everyone was even more excited for his skit, but most people didn’t know that this year’s skit by Zhao Benshan was the sequel to “Selling Crutches,” titled “Selling a Car.”

Li Mu’s entire family was also waiting for Zhao Benshan to take the stage. When Zhao Benshan’s skit finally began, Li Mu’s family stared intently at the television. When Fan Wei walked onto the stage carrying a pair of crutches, the skit officially began.

This skit was no different from the version in his previous life. Zhao Benshan, playing The Great Persuader, and Fan Wei, playing Chef Fan, met as adversaries. Chef Fan tried to get an explanation for being tricked last year, but unexpectedly, he fell into another one of The Great Persuader’s traps. The Great Persuader successfully influenced Chef Fan with various riddles and brain teasers. Zhao Benshan then asked Chef Fan, who was now in a wheelchair, the final question: “One plus one…”

Chef Fan immediately blurted out the answer: “If it’s right, it’s two; if it’s wrong, it’s three!”

Zhao Benshan excitedly said: “Congratulations, you’ve already given two answers!”

At this point, Chef Fan’s reluctance to get off the wheelchair made Li Mu’s entire family laugh so hard they could barely breathe.

On TV, Zhao Benshan, playing The Great Persuader, said to Chef Fan in the wheelchair: “Alright, you’ve found the root of your illness. You go home first, we need to go back. My QQ Fishery is waiting for me to harvest fish!”

Li Mu shot up from his seat. QQ Fishery?! Product placement?! Hadn’t QQ Fishery been half-dead for ages? Why was it suddenly advertising on the Spring Festival Gala? And it was product placement in Zhao Benshan’s most popular skit, and Zhao Benshan himself said it…

Li Mu frowned deeply. He no longer had the mood to watch the rest of the program. He immediately returned to his bedroom, opened his computer, and prepared to check the current situation of QQ Fishery.

Li Mu knew that Tencent didn’t lack brilliant people, and he also knew that Mr. Ma’s vision was definitely among the best in the domestic internet industry. If it weren’t for his Golden finger, constantly using future knowledge to guard against them, Tencent would probably have already won the battle between Tieba and Q Bar. Therefore, he was very clear in his heart that Tencent’s product placement was definitely targeted. The biggest possibility was that they had also upgraded QQ Fishery.

Just then, Li Mu received a call from Kong Lingyu. Kong Lingyu’s voice carried a hint of nervousness and seriousness: “Boss, did you watch the Spring Festival Gala?”





Chapter 376: As If Blessed by Heaven

Kong Lingyu asked Li Mu if he had watched the Spring Festival Gala. Li Mu hummed in affirmation, “I watched it. I’m just turning on my computer now.”

As soon as Li Mu mentioned turning on his computer, Kong Lingyu knew that Li Mu had already seen the product placement for QQ Fishery during the show. He said, “I opened QQ Fishery. It really has been updated. Just like our last update, they’ve launched some new features, including a pet feature, a task feature, and a friend feature. Besides that, they’ve also launched a new section where users can buy processing workshops with gold coins. One is a sushi restaurant, where you can turn salmon into sushi, and the other is a cannery, where you can turn sardines into canned goods. They’re also starting to build a processing system, just like us.”

Li Mu had already turned on his computer. He said, “Wait a moment, I’ll take a look.”

Li Mu quickly looked at the current QQ Fishery and found that it had made significant progress in terms of visual appeal, game menus, and interactive experience. They had basically “borrowed” all the elements from Happy Farm’s last update. They also had a pet mode, where you could raise dogs to prevent fish from being stolen, and they had a task mode, though they didn’t copy Happy Farm’s “small truck” design. However, one thing they did was original: the processing industry system.

In Li Mu’s view, QQ Fishery must have changed its architect and product manager. Although most of this update was copied, the processing industry system had already been developed in advance for Happy Farm but hadn’t been released yet. So, the fact that they could think of creating this new system on their own was commendable.

Currently, QQ Fishery had only opened two processing workshops for users: the sushi restaurant and the cannery. But Li Mu believed that they must already have a relatively complete system architecture, just not fully released all at once. Whether it was Happy Farm or the previous QQ Fishery, from a broad systemic perspective, the virtual worlds in both games only had primary industries: Happy Farm was agriculture, and QQ Fishery was fishery. Now, QQ Fishery had taken a step ahead of Happy Farm and begun to venture into the secondary industry, which is processing.

In fact, in the version of Happy Farm that Li Mu hadn’t released yet, this system had long been developed to be very mature.

In Li Mu’s Happy Farm, every crop had a corresponding processing system, and it was interconnected, not only with a massive architecture but also with very intricate logic.

For example: after building a mill, wheat could be processed into flour. After building a bakery, flour could be used to make bread alone. If sugar and butter were added, it could be used to make biscuits and cookies. If a restaurant was built, flour plus pork could be used to make steamed buns, and with beef, it could make ramen.

In the above architecture, sugar required planting sugarcane, and after harvesting sugarcane, it was made using a sugar refinery. Pork required building a pigsty to raise pigs, and beef also required building a cowshed to raise cattle.

Raising pigs could not only yield pork but also bacon. Raising cattle could not only yield beef but also milk.

Milk and sugar, combined with an ice cream machine, could make ice cream.

Bacon, beef, and bread could be used to make hamburgers.

Corn could be made into popcorn, or it could be combined with grains like wheat and soybeans in a feed mill to produce feed for livestock such as pigs, cattle, sheep, and chickens.

Building a cinema meant popcorn and ice cream could be provided to guests who came to watch movies.

Various fruits like oranges, carrots, strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, and mangoes could be made into various juices using a juicer and offered along with popcorn and ice cream to guests watching movies.

Sheep could produce wool and goat milk. Wool could be made into sweaters, and goat milk into cheese.

Chickens could produce eggs, which could be made into cakes and egg tarts.

Cotton could be woven into cloth, which could then be used to make clothes.

There were many, many more such product relationships…

Agricultural products from the primary industry were processed into various goods in the secondary industry. These goods could be exchanged for money and used for higher-level tasks, thus encouraging users to continuously improve their industrial system.

In addition to these interconnected industrial chains, Li Mu also developed a third industrial chain, which was the service industry.

For example, cinemas, restaurants, clothing stores, and cake shops. The system would designate the user’s farm as a tourist attraction, sending a certain number of virtual guests each day. These guests would buy various agricultural products and also consume within the tertiary industries there.

In short, the system Li Mu designed for Happy Farm was a very complete and massive architecture, far beyond what the current QQ Fishery could compare to.

At this moment, Kong Lingyu said to Li Mu, “I check QQ Fishery and Q Bar every day. Yesterday, QQ Fishery hadn’t updated yet. Today, they suddenly inserted such an advertisement during the Spring Festival Gala, and when I opened QQ Fishery again, it had indeed updated. It seems they’ve been planning this for a long time.”

Li Mu smiled helplessly and said, “Their ability to imitate is indeed very strong. If it were an unprepared company, they would probably have been crushed by them long ago.”

Kong Lingyu said, “This kind of product placement is really new. To convince a big shot like Zhao Benshan, it must have cost a lot of money, right?”

Li Mu said, “Not only did they have to get him to agree, but they also had to get the Spring Festival Gala production team’s approval. Is Tencent’s cash flow that abundant?”

Kong Lingyu said, “Last year, South Africa’s MIH Millard International Holdings Group acquired a 20% equity stake in Tencent from Pacific Century CyberWorks (PCCW) in Hong Kong, and another 12.8% equity stake from IDG. They are Tencent’s second largest shareholder, holding about 33%. However, both of these equity acquisition cases were conducted between other shareholders, and Tencent didn’t gain any revenue from them. They’ve probably spent a lot of money messing with Q Bar and QQ Fishery. They should be in a relatively cash-strapped phase right now.”

Pacific Century CyberWorks (PCCW) in Hong Kong was currently controlled by Richard Li. He had initially invested over one million US dollars in Tencent, taking a 20% stake. However, he clearly lacked foresight, holding the shares until June last year, when he sold all his Tencent shares to MIH for over ten million US dollars. Richard Li initially thought this deal, which earned him ten times his investment in just two years, was a stroke of genius, but he never expected it to become the biggest failure of his investment career. For ten million US dollars, he missed out on hundreds of billions of US dollars.

Considering that Tencent had successively failed with two products, its prospects in the capital market shouldn’t be very good. So, Li Mu inferred, “Then it’s very likely they’ve secured more financing.”

“I haven’t heard anything,” Kong Lingyu said. “There’s been no news of them getting financing.”

Li Mu then said, “It could be an internal capital increase, or it could be a continued transfer of shares to MIH, getting them to make a follow-on investment. In any case, they must have gotten another sum of money, but don’t worry, this money won’t be too much. At most, it’s in the tens of millions of US dollars, very likely only in the millions.”

Kong Lingyu exclaimed, “That’s still a huge sum of money!”

Li Mu laughed, “It is a huge sum, but it can’t withstand them burning through money like this. The reason they’re trying so hard is definitely because they saw Happy Farm’s powerful daily transaction volume and realized it’s an excellent cash cow. So, they’re biding their time and enduring hardships, trying to make a comeback unexpectedly by leveraging the Spring Festival Gala. But it doesn’t matter. We’ll let them be happy for one night. Tomorrow, you gather the core technical personnel online. Before 8 PM tomorrow night, you must update the next version of Happy Farm.”

As he spoke, Li Mu himself understood the key point, and his mood instantly brightened. He laughed heartily, “This is truly as if blessed by Heaven!”

Kong Lingyu had worked with Li Mu for a long time, and his thinking had become much closer to Li Mu’s. Hearing Li Mu say this, his mind stirred, and his eyes quickly lit up as well: “Boss, I understand! You’ve always had us prepare updated versions of Happy Farm, waiting for this very day, haven’t you? When Tencent focuses its efforts on QQ Fishery, they will sadly discover that no matter how hard they try to catch up, they can never keep pace with us. We can always make their efforts turn into smoke in the shortest possible time. At this point, their energy, manpower, technical strength, and financial resources are all skewed towards QQ Fishery, and they will inevitably neglect QQ’s own needs. They think QQ is invincible now, but they have no idea that our YY is almost finished development, and our YY is far superior to QQ in all aspects…”

“Exactly,” Li Mu laughed. “They’re investing so much energy and financial resources into QQ Fishery now, even putting advertisements on the Spring Festival Gala. This shows how much they value QQ Fishery. They are too confident in QQ itself right now, which is why they are desperately trying to establish QQ Fishery as a continuous source of cash flow, hoping to use this cash flow to support QQ. However, once our YY goes online, it will pose a threat that pulls the rug out from under them. If QQ’s foundation is cut off by us, all their beautiful dreams will come to an end.”

Kong Lingyu immediately said, “Then I’ll notify everyone to prepare right now, prepare to update Happy Farm Version 3, and let them taste the flavor of despair!”

At this very moment, several senior executives at Tencent were once again filled with hope for the future of QQ Fishery. Zhao Benshan’s skit was the top priority of the Spring Festival Gala every year, and this year’s “Selling a Car” was still as effective as ever. It was foreseeable that within the next week, the “Selling a Car” skit would be broadcast countless times on CCTV’s major channels and re-broadcast countless times on major local stations. The QQ Fishery brand would appear in the audience’s view with every re-broadcast. This advertising effect was simply much stronger than advertising on any TV station, at any time slot!

And what they were most confident about was their newly created QQ Fishery processing system. They also realized that this architecture opened up a new game system, effectively enriching the game by more than double and making the game experience more three-dimensional. They were no longer as blindly confident as they once were. They didn’t plan to rely on this QQ Fishery update and the Spring Festival Gala product placement to eliminate Happy Farm; they just wanted to snatch a portion of the market share from Happy Farm. This was all surging cash flow!





Chapter 377: Another Update…

Li Mu’s mind churned with Tencent’s financing records from his previous life.

In fact, the company’s financing history was very simple and clear. At the beginning of its venture, Ma Huateng, in order to raise operating funds, sold 40% of the shares to two companies as early as 1999. IDG and Pacific Century CyberWorks (PCCW) jointly invested 2.2 million US dollars, each holding 20% of Tencent’s shares.

According to the exchange rate at that time, 2.2 million US dollars was approximately close to 20 million RMB.

If we consider this 1999 investment as Tencent’s Series A funding, then Tencent historically did not undergo a Series B funding round.

The equity transaction that occurred in June 2001 was not financing, but rather MIH of South Africa acquiring shares from Pacific Century CyberWorks (PCCW), IDG, and even Tencent’s management. This had nothing to do with financing.

Tencent relied solely on its Series A funding to develop all the way until its listing in Hong Kong in 2004, directly becoming the first internet stock in China. The reason was simple: they always had relatively abundant cash flow to support themselves.

In other words, Tencent was a company that was extremely good at making money. Their value-added services based on QQ had already begun operating and were a huge success. If Li Mu hadn’t appeared out of nowhere and diverted Tencent’s attention twice, they would have continued to develop this way, and until their listing, they wouldn’t have needed any further capital investment, because they could not only sustain themselves but also accumulate a large amount of cash flow.

Historically, Tencent also used this strong cash flow to continuously strengthen its wings. If they hadn’t launched Q Bar and QQ Fishery, they would have gone on to develop QQ Games, their own web portal, and continuously improved QQ’s product functions and user experience. Then they would have tested the waters with games, found better cash cows, and thus built a powerful Penguin Empire.

But the problem now was that the current trajectory of internet development was no longer the same as in his previous life. The internet industry now had a huge bug, and that bug was Li Mu.

Li Mu originally only intended to develop YY to seize the instant messaging market, but he never expected Tencent to fixate on him. First, Q Bar imitated Tieba, then QQ Fishery imitated Happy Farm. So, Li Mu outwardly defended his two celebrity products, while secretly using his accumulated technology and product reserves to drag Tencent into a vortex similar to the US-Soviet arms race during the Cold War.

Meanwhile, YY, which was being developed under the radar, was almost ready to bear fruit.

Li Mu began to look forward infinitely to the day YY launched, anticipating what state Tencent would be in at that moment, and what struggles and reactions they would have.

It was like a country sending a large army to invade a neighboring country twice, attempting to seize its territory. After two failed attempts, they planned a third attack. When they retreated for the third time, they suddenly discovered that their own country had already been occupied by the neighboring country.

This feeling, just thinking about it, was incredibly satisfying.

Carefully reviewing Tencent’s history, Li Mu also set a goal for himself: Muye Technology would not seek financing for two years, and must achieve complete self-sufficiency through strong profitability!

YY had many types of value-added services: YY Membership, YY Space Yellow Diamond, YY Game Blue Diamond, YY Pet Pink Diamond, YY Show Mall, and so on.

YY Games’ value-added service was very simple: recharging Happy Beans. However, Happy Beans could be used for any game, and this model was simply a bottomless pit for sucking money out of users…

At 11:55 PM, continuous firecrackers were already sounding outside. Haizhou placed particular importance on setting off firecrackers for New Year’s, with the firecrackers at midnight being especially significant. Li Mu’s Dad pushed open Li Mu’s door and said, “Xiao Mu, let’s go set off firecrackers. Your Second Uncle and paternal aunt are also going to the hotel.”

Li Mu nodded, turned off his computer, put on his clothes, and went out. He brought a string of 20,000 firecrackers. The entire family, except for his paternal grandparents who were already asleep, came downstairs. Li Mu spread the whole string of firecrackers on the roadside, lit a cigarette, and ignited the fuse. After a burst of crackling and popping, everyone wished each other a Happy New Year.

With the sound of firecrackers, the old year passed. For traditional Chinese people, the new year truly began after midnight.

Li Mu’s phone began to buzz non-stop with text messages, mostly from classmates, and a few from his core employees.

Su Yingxue sent a text message: “Happy New Year!”

Li Mu replied: “Happy New Year, my dear. Are you free tomorrow? I miss you.”

Su Yingxue said: “I miss you too, but I don’t have time tomorrow.”

Li Mu asked: “Then when will you have time?”

Su Yingxue said: “Tomorrow I have to visit relatives for New Year’s greetings and eat dumplings in the evening. And on the second day of the New Year, I have to go to my maternal grandmother’s house for dinner. On the third day, my paternal aunt’s family is coming from Yanjing. These few days are particularly busy, but I will definitely find a way to squeeze out time to be with you, though I might not be able to have a meal with you.”

Li Mu said: “Anything is fine, it depends on your schedule.”

Zhao Ziqiu also sent a text message: “Happy New Year, you little hooligan.”

Li Mu smiled, his fingertips replying: “Happy New Year, Big Boobs.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied a few minutes later: “Are you missing them?”

Li Mu was stunned. When did Zhao Ziqiu become so bold?

Although surprised, Li Mu quickly replied: “Yes, ever since we parted at the airport, I’ve been missing you for a long time.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied to him: “Then come to Hangzhou to meet them!”

Li Mu replied: “I want to go, but I probably can’t get away.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied: “You can bring Uncle and Aunt along.”

Li Mu said: “Sigh, my paternal grandparents are at my house, they definitely can’t leave, and it’s not good for me to run off alone.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied: “Then be a good baby at home and miss them a bit longer. Meet them after you return to Yanjing.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s teasing ignited a fire in Li Mu’s mind, bringing back all the images from that night in the car. The fire in his lower abdomen quickly sank to his groin, and it didn’t subside until he lay in bed…

On the first day of the New Year, the first thing Li Mu did after waking up was to pay New Year’s greetings to his paternal grandparents, Mom and Dad.

After breakfast, Li Mu went out to his maternal uncle’s house to pay New Year’s greetings to his maternal grandfather and maternal grandmother. Downstairs, he met his maternal uncle’s and Mother’s younger sister’s families. Both families were coming to pay New Year’s greetings to Li Mu’s Mom and Dad today. Li Mu greeted them for the New Year, then drove himself to his maternal uncle’s house.

Meanwhile, Kong Lingyu remotely directed Happy Farm’s core technical team, silently beginning preparations for the new version update.

Since Happy Farm was already a game with tens of millions of users, a lot of technical preparation was needed to ensure a smooth new version update. So, even Li Mu wasn’t entirely clear on the exact timing, only telling Kong Lingyu four words: “As fast as possible.”

When the opponent attacked with full force, the most effective way to highlight one’s strength and strike at the opponent’s morale was to deliver a powerful counterattack in the shortest possible time. Li Mu wanted the QQ Fishery team to understand one thing: Happy Farm’s technology and product development were more than an era ahead of them; no matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t catch up.

…

On the first day of the New Year, CCTV had three channels replaying the Spring Festival Gala at different times. Simple Plan became popular, The Great Persuader’s skit also became popular, and QQ Fishery, to some extent, also became popular.

In 2002, the common people were still very naive; they didn’t understand too many of the “routines” of later generations. Ten years later, when people saw a certain brand in any skit, article, or TV show, they would immediately think of product placement. But most people at that time truly hadn’t grasped the underlying meaning.

Most people thought that The Great Persuader was really interesting, even playing a game like QQ Fishery that only young people would play.

QQ Fishery, whose daily active users had already dropped to the tens of thousands, began to show signs of recovery after the Spring Festival Gala. As of 6 PM on the first day of the New Year, QQ Fishery’s daily active users reached one million, a twenty-fold increase.

Many users who had played QQ Fishery before but abandoned it came back to check it out because of the Spring Festival Gala. They found that the game had greatly improved and progressed, seeming quite interesting. Coupled with friends being active in their friend list, they decided to give it a try.

Tencent was very satisfied with this response. They had spent millions of funds and used special connections to secure The Great Persuader’s one-line advertisement. The closed development of the new version of QQ Fishery during this period also consumed a large amount of their technical development capabilities. It could be said that Tencent had poured a lot of effort into this game. They needed this game to return to the level of one million daily active users, and they even hoped it could bring them daily transaction volume of six or even seven figures.

For this new version of QQ Fishery, Guo Haiming replaced the previous person in charge of the product and hired an architect from Korea with a high salary. At the same time, he transferred QQ’s product manager. The two collaborated to create today’s QQ Fishery. Guo Haiming was very satisfied with this new version of QQ Fishery. With the new processing system, the game experience instantly became much more three-dimensional and fun to play. The team was still developing more processing props, striving to make the game even more playable.

If it weren’t for catching the fast track of the Spring Festival Gala, Guo Haiming wouldn’t have updated QQ Fishery at this time. Instead, he would have waited another half a month until the processing system was more fully developed before launching. However, he still adopted Mr. Ma’s suggestion. The current QQ Fishery had already greatly improved compared to the previous version. In addition to elements imitating Happy Farm, it also had its own exclusive new elements. Although the new elements were not yet mature, the Spring Festival Gala only happened once a year, and to reverse the situation against Happy Farm, they had to seize this opportunity.

Just ten minutes past six, Guo Haiming had already compiled a data report from the new version’s launch until now and sent it to Mr. Ma via email. Afterward, his wife came to the study and said, “Dear, the dumplings are ready, come out and eat.”

Guo Haiming, in a great mood, nodded and went to the dining room with his wife. Their three-year-old son was already holding a bowl, struggling to eat the large dumplings with a spoon. Guo Haiming sat next to his son, picked up a dumpling with chopsticks, and smiled, “Let me taste if my wife’s cooking has declined.”

As he finished speaking and brought the dumpling to his mouth, ready to bite, his phone in his pocket rang.

He took it out and saw it was his technical head. After answering the call, Guo Haiming didn’t expect that, on New Year’s Day, the other party would say in an almost crying voice, “It’s over, General Manager Guo, those bastards at Happy Farm have updated again…”





Chapter 378: Old Boy Premieres (Part 1)

Guo Haiming knew that Muye Technology definitely had a new version of Happy Farm that hadn’t been released yet, but he hadn’t expected that their new version would coincidentally choose the same development direction as his own.

This update to Happy Farm didn’t open up a third-industry structure, but the processing system derived from agriculture was basically 80% updated. The sheer scale and intricate game logic of this update essentially made the newly updated QQ Fishery look insignificant.

At the same time, Happy Farm’s poultry and livestock officially launched. In addition to their farms, players now had ranches to play with, though everything was integrated within Happy Farm’s existing structure.

Every update Li Mu made in response to QQ Fishery was seen by players and industry insiders as a fundamental transcendence of QQ Fishery. If the earliest Happy Farm was likened to a bicycle, then when QQ Fishery imitated it by creating a bicycle, Li Mu immediately upgraded Happy Farm to a motorcycle. And when the opponent, based on the motorcycle framework, built a three-wheeled motorcycle with a canopy, Li Mu directly drove out a real four-wheeled car, always a generation ahead of his competitors.

When Guo Haiming saw the latest version of Happy Farm, he instantly despaired over QQ Fishery. He had finally found an innovative direction, only to discover that his opponent had already advanced far in that very direction. This blow was simply too great. What’s more, the company had just invested millions of yuan in advertising for QQ Fishery. Besides product placement in a Spring Festival Gala skit, the company had also pre-purchased various offline advertisements in first-tier cities, planning to follow up the Spring Festival Gala’s popularity with offline ads. But now, it seemed all of it might be in vain.

QQ Fishery’s user base continued to decline, with data fluctuations being quite obvious. In just one day, it had dropped back to its pre-Chinese New Year’s Eve level. However, Happy Farm didn’t gain much either. Although such a significant update was released, the increase in new users wasn’t substantial. The new version’s greater effect was to stabilize existing users. From this perspective, Li Mu still incurred some losses. Without QQ Fishery, he could have updated only once every three months or even half a year, releasing only a small portion of new content each time, which would have been enough to maintain user stickiness. But now, he had been forced by QQ Fishery to implement two major, rapid updates, significantly depleting his product reserves.

Nevertheless, it was ultimately about winning decisively and fiercely protecting Happy Farm’s cash flow, so this sacrifice was insignificant to Li Mu.

During the Chinese New Year, Tencent’s senior executives were in a gloomy mood due to Li Mu’s repeated crushing victories.

Happy Farm players, on the other hand, were quite joyful because they had discovered a pattern: whenever QQ Fishery updated, Happy Farm would immediately follow suit with an update, and it would always be more fun than QQ Fishery. So everyone began calling QQ Fishery their “unwitting benefactor,” because if it weren’t for it, Happy Farm might not have updated with so much fun content so quickly. Consequently, the Q Bar, which had been on the verge of dying, saw a small peak in traffic over the next two days. A large number of users flocked to the QQ Fishery Tieba within Q Bar, posting messages to thank QQ Fishery for its contributions to the vast number of Happy Farm players.

After the new version of Happy Farm went premium, Li Mu’s focus shifted away from it. On the first and second days of the New Year, television programs were almost entirely dominated by the lingering warmth of the Spring Festival Gala. By the third day of the New Year, the micro-movie Old Boy, directed by Li Mu, was finally set to premiere.

Originally, Li Mu and Zhang Kexuan had separately contacted over twenty first-tier city and provincial TV stations, arranging for them to simultaneously premiere Old Boy on their respective channels. Without exception, all these over twenty TV stations agreed to cooperate, because Li Mu had explicitly stated that Muye Pictures, as the copyright owner of the film, would not charge these TV stations a single cent in copyright fees for broadcasting the movie.

Because Simple Plan was already very famous, and it had long been announced that they would be performing on the Spring Festival Gala stage, it was destined that their fame would grow even greater after Chinese New Year’s Eve. Therefore, these TV stations were very willing to cooperate. Moreover, this was the golden age for television development; the general administration had not yet begun to fully interfere with the production and broadcasting of TV programs, so major TV stations had a very high degree of autonomy. After reviewing the script for Old Boy, they promised that it could definitely be broadcast. After all, the main theme of the entire micro-movie was quite positive energy, and there was nothing in it that violated current national laws and regulations.

However, after receiving the sample film, several TV stations backed out. The feedback Ning Hao received was that several northern TV stations had a relatively close advertising partnership with Ji Shen Laobai Gan, and Old Boy contained shots that clearly attacked and tarnished Ji Shen Laobai Gan. Therefore, they were unwilling to broadcast it, proposing a solution where that segment of the plot could be cut before broadcasting.

Ji Shen Laobai Gan’s main market was concentrated in the northern regions, and they currently regarded Yanjing as a top priority. Thus, among the TV stations that refused to broadcast, Yanjing Television was naturally included.

Ning Hao reported this situation to Li Mu, who simply said, “Tell them, either don’t broadcast it, or if they want to broadcast it, they’re not allowed to make a single cut to our film!”

“We’re giving it to you to broadcast for free, and you’re still trying to negotiate terms with me? Do you know how many TV stations, magazine publishers, and radio stations are hoping to invite Simple Plan for an interview or a cover shoot right now? And here you have a micro-movie starring Simple Plan, adapted from their hit song, given to you for free broadcast. If a few northern TV stations aren’t willing to air it, there are plenty of TV stations nationwide who are eager to broadcast it. Li Mu didn’t care about these few stations backing out; without them, the micro-movie Old Boy would still become popular. Don’t forget, he also had his online platform!

On the third day of the New Year, banner advertisements were displayed at the top of every Tieba, announcing that the micro-movie Old Boy, starring Simple Plan and sharing the name of their song, would premiere tonight at 8:00 PM!

This single announcement captured the attention of countless netizens.

Simple Plan was currently the most talked-about celebrity/star group. Their perfect performance at the Spring Festival Gala had garnered countless fans. A movie starring them, with the song title Old Boy—the same name as their classic inspirational song—both these factors were incredibly appealing.

Clicking the banner redirected the page directly to Eting.com. Eting.com had created a dedicated sub-page for Simple Plan, featuring the movie’s promotional poster and an online playback button. However, the button was currently gray, with a countdown timer next to it indicating that viewing would be available precisely at 8:00 PM tonight. There was also a download button, which would also become available precisely at 8:00 PM.

Overall internet speeds were still very slow at the time. Although technology supported online video, bandwidth was the key constraint limiting its development, which resulted in a very poor user experience for online video. This was why Li Mu also had to provide the option to download the film source. Watching online was too slow and laggy; downloading it locally and then watching it would be much better.

In addition, Li Mu used a more prominent area to list the TV stations that would be broadcasting Old Boy, and advised netizens to watch it on television if possible due, to internet speed limitations.

Not only was Li Mu building anticipation, but major TV stations were also doing so.

Starting from the morning of the second day of the New Year, all the TV stations confirmed to broadcast Old Boy continuously interspersed trailers within their main programming. Li Mu had Ning Hao cut a forty-second trailer for them, which they broadcast during breaks in various programs. With a total of twenty-one TV stations, after two days and one night of anticipation building, at least tens of millions of people were eagerly awaiting the micro-movie.

To witness this moment, Li Mu sent Su Yingxue a text message in the afternoon, asking if she was free that evening to watch the premiere of Old Boy with him at 8:00 PM.

Su Yingxue replied, “My paternal aunt’s family is here. My whole family is going to have dinner together at a restaurant tonight…”

Only then did Li Mu remember that Su Yingxue had previously mentioned that her paternal aunt’s family would be visiting on the third day of the New Year.

Remembering how closely Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt always watched her, and that she likely wouldn’t relax her vigilance upon returning to Haizhou this time, Li Mu felt a little down. He texted Su Yingxue back, “Oh, I see. Then you should dutifully have dinner with them.”

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “The broadcast time is 8:00 PM, right?”

“That’s right.”

Su Yingxue then asked, “Where are you planning for me to watch it with you?”

Li Mu replied, “Somewhere private, where we won’t be disturbed while watching TV.”

Su Yingxue asked, “Is it far from Haizhou Hotel?”

Li Mu replied, “Not far. It’s about a ten-minute drive.”

Su Yingxue replied, “Then pick me up at Haizhou Hotel between 7:30 PM and 7:40 PM tonight. Let me know when you arrive, and I’ll find an excuse to slip away.”

Li Mu asked her, “Will that work?”

Su Yingxue replied, “There’s nothing that won’t work. Even if I say I’m going to the restroom, I can seize the opportunity to slip out.”

Li Mu said, “Your family will definitely be angry, right? After all, it’s a family dining together with so many relatives.”

Su Yingxue replied, “It’s alright. Old Boy is your hard work. How could I miss watching the premiere with you? Remember to pick me up on time.”

Li Mu’s heart swelled with joy. He replied, “I’ll definitely be on time!”

Li Mu’s Second Uncle and paternal aunt had already left. Only his Mom and Dad, and Paternal grandparents remained at home. Tonight, Li Mom was cooking, and Li Mu deliberately asked her to start dinner early. They began eating at 6:30 PM, and after finishing by 7:00 PM, Li Mu stood up and said, “Mom and Dad, Paternal grandparents, I have something to do and need to go out for a bit. I’ll be back later.”

Li Mom asked, “Where are you going?”

Li Mu said, “A few high school classmates said they wanted to get together and go singing.”

Li Mom asked him, “Are you driving?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “Don’t worry, we’re just going to sing and chat, no drinking.”

Li Mom nodded, not thinking much of it, and instructed Li Mu, “Go ahead, but don’t stay out too late.”





Chapter 379: Old Boy Premieres (Part 2)

Although the Su family had produced many high-achieving students over the years, Su Yuehua was the only one who had taken root in Yanjing. Su Yuehua herself was the youngest among her peers, so she had been doted on since childhood. Not only did Su Yingxue’s paternal grandparents spoil her, but Su Yingxue’s paternal uncle, father, third paternal uncle, eldest paternal aunt, and second paternal aunt all especially cherished Su Yuehua. Therefore, every year when she returned home from Yanjing to visit relatives, it was the liveliest time for the Su family.

It was also because Haizhou was truly too small. There were only two decent restaurants: the long-established Haizhou Hotel and the recently built Ecological Park. However, Su Weimin’s current status was somewhat special. As the head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau, he was usually very self-disciplined. The Ecological Park had a complex shareholder background and was a bit too luxurious, so this family dinner could only be held at the Haizhou Hotel.

The entire family sat in the largest private room at the Haizhou Hotel, and the atmosphere was incredibly lively. This New Year was especially joyous for the Su family, mainly due to Su Weimin’s great promotion to the head of the Municipal Bureau. Although some time had passed, the Su family was still immersed in the celebration. Su Weimin was the only one in the Su family who pursued an official career, but half a year ago, his political prospects were not optimistic. Li Jiawei was firmly suppressing him at the Municipal Bureau, and he lacked strong connections with the provincial department. Su Weimin’s greatest possibility was to remain suppressed under Li Jiawei until Li Jiawei retired. By the time Li Jiawei retired, Su Weimin would be at least fifty years old. Even if he was the first in line to become the head of the Municipal Bureau at that point, no one could be sure if a bureau chief would be parachuted in by the higher-ups. Therefore, the possibility of him breaking through in the Haizhou Municipal Bureau was almost zero.

However, many things take unexpected turns, just like in short track speed skating. When the seeded athletes are battling it out in front, theoretically, the pacers behind them have little chance of winning a medal. But when the seeded athletes start pulling stunts, the pacers behind can, in a daze, be the first to cross the finish line and win the championship.

Su Weimin was pretty much the one who picked up the slack. Even now, he hadn’t figured out who was targeting Li Jiawei back then, giving him such a huge gift that allowed him to become a head in his forties, and even establish connections with the provincial department. His official career, which had seemed to have a clear end in sight, suddenly gained broader development and imaginative space.

Su Yuehua was especially happy for her Second Brother, Su Weimin. Their relationship had been the best among all the siblings since childhood. This was her first time seeing him since his promotion to head, so Su Yuehua toasted Su Weimin several times at the dinner table, wishing him continuous promotions and a long and successful career.

Su Weimin was also exceptionally happy and couldn’t help but drink a few more glasses. Afterward, he chatted with Su Yuehua about his daughter, smiling as he asked Su Yuehua’s husband, “Shao Hua, Yingxue hasn’t caused you any trouble in Yanjing, has she?”

Wang Shaohua quickly replied, “Second Brother, what are you saying? I’ve never seen a child more sensible than Yingxue. My wife and I would love for Yingxue to become a day student and just live with us every day.”

Su Weimin quickly said, “The child is grown now, let her get more experience on her own.”

Su Yuehua nodded. In fact, she had considered having Su Yingxue become a day student next semester, but this thought was just a fleeting idea and she hadn’t truly planned to do so, as she was worried that excessive control over Su Yingxue would provoke her resistance.

Su Yingxue was a bit absent-minded at this moment. It was almost seven forty, and they had only been eating for a little over half an hour. At this rate, the dinner would probably not end until nine o’clock at the earliest. Li Mu had sent a text message a few minutes ago saying he was already at the restaurant entrance. She was thinking of finding a suitable time to slip away.

Her cousin, Wang Xinran, said impatiently, “Mom and Dad, ask the waiter to turn on the TV. We’re waiting to watch the premiere of Old Boy!”

Su Yuehua frowned and asked her, “What Old Boy?”

Wang Xinran blurted out, “Oh, it’s Brother-in…”

Wang Xinran instinctively wanted to say it was the micro-movie directed by her brother-in-law, but instantly realized she was about to cause trouble. She quickly corrected herself, “It’s the micro-movie starring the Simple Plan band that Sis especially likes.”

When Su Yuehua heard the words “Simple Plan,” she nodded slightly and said, “Oh, I know. That band that came out of Jinling. Didn’t they perform at the Spring Festival Gala too?”

“Yes,” Wang Xinran said. “They sang Fly Higher at the Spring Festival Gala. They also have a song called Old Boy, and the micro-movie premiering tonight is adapted from that song.”

Su Weimin smiled and said, “Then let the waiter turn on the TV. Let’s watch it together. This band is quite interesting. I really like the song Fly Higher.”

At this moment, Su Yingxue stood up and said to her mother beside her, “Mom, I’m going to the restroom.”

Fang Min didn’t think much of it and nodded slightly. Su Yingxue got up and left. Wang Xinran’s eyes darted around, and she said, “I need to go to the restroom too.” With that, she chased after Su Yingxue.

As soon as Su Yingxue stepped out, Wang Xinran ran out and called from behind, “Sis, wait for me.”

Su Yingxue immediately felt a headache coming on. She turned to look at Wang Xinran and asked in surprise, “Why are you out here too?”

“To the restroom,” Wang Xinran took a few steps to catch up with Su Yingxue, grabbed her arm, and said with a giggle, “Hey, Brother-in-law’s movie is premiering, didn’t he invite you to watch it together?”

Su Yingxue was slightly startled, then thought that she was going to sneak out anyway and couldn’t hide it from Wang Xinran. She whispered to her, “He’s waiting for me at the entrance. I’m going to find him now. Can you cover for me?”

Wang Xinran said in surprise, “Brother-in-law’s here? Where are you two going for your private time?”

Su Yingxue glared at her. “You talk too much! Quick, tell me, are you willing to cover for me?”

Wang Xinran giggled, “Willing, yes, but how should I do it?”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment and said, “Just say you ran into some high school classmates in the restroom, and a few of them are also having dinner here, and they pulled me over to catch up.”

Wang Xinran calculated the time and said, “It’s already seven forty-five. The premiere is at eight, and it’s forty minutes long. If you watch it and then rush back, it’ll probably be nine o’clock. We’ll probably be leaving by then.”

“It’s fine,” Su Yingxue said. “I’ll just say I went to sing karaoke. You just tell them what I told you, and I’ll send a text to my mom.”

Wang Xinran hesitated slightly, but then, thinking it concerned her sister’s happiness, she nodded very loyally and said, “I can help you, but you have to promise me one thing.”

Su Yingxue said, “Didn’t I already promise to accompany you for your art exam when we go back to Yanjing?”

“That doesn’t count,” Wang Xinran said. “You have to make Brother-in-law treat me to a meal.”

Su Yingxue nodded. “I’ll ask him when he’s free.”

Wang Xinran said, “It has to be before I go back to Yanjing. It doesn’t count if you treat me after we’re back in Yanjing.”

“Okay!”

…

Su Yingxue walked straight out of the restaurant. As soon as she stepped outside, she saw Li Mu’s GL8 parked by the roadside with the engine still running. She quickly walked over, got into the car, and sat down, finally letting out a sigh of relief.

Li Mu quickly put the car in gear and drove off, asking Su Yingxue, “How did you get out?”

Su Yingxue said, “I said I was going to the restroom, and Xinran followed me out. I asked her to help me lie to the family.”

After she briefly explained what happened, Li Mu said with a smile, “I also told my mom I was going to a classmate gathering…”

Su Yingxue laughed, “Xinran wants you to treat her to a meal, and she specifically said it has to be before she leaves, not after she goes back to Yanjing.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright, you can’t offend your Mother’s younger sister. I’ll check my schedule and arrange it.”

Su Yingxue said, “Okay, you decide. If you don’t have time, it’s fine to treat her after we go back to Yanjing. Oh, right, where are we going?”

Li Mu smiled, “Just follow me.”

Li Mu drove to Wanying New City and parked the car directly in his parking space. Su Yingxue saw Li Mu take her to a residential area and had something she wanted to ask, but she held back. She followed Li Mu all the way to the door of his newly bought house.

As soon as she entered, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu in surprise, “This wouldn’t happen to be your home, would it?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Mom and Dad bought it. It’s a show home, they bought it and just left it empty.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently, not thinking much of it. She knew that Li Mu’s Mom and Dad ran a business in Haizhou, and with their two stores doing so well, buying a few houses was very easy.

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “Will Uncle and Aunt be coming over?”

“No,” Li Mu said casually. “This house was bought for me. They just pay for it and don’t worry about anything else. They didn’t even keep a key.”

Su Yingxue felt relieved upon hearing this. This place wasn’t like the apartment Li Mu rented in Yanjing. When they were both in another city, being alone in a room didn’t carry any psychological burden. But in Haizhou, and in a house bought by Li Mu’s Mom and Dad, she was worried that Li Mu’s Mom and Dad might suddenly return and find them alone in the room.

Li Mu had originally wanted to get intimate with Su Yingxue, but it was three minutes to eight. So, the two quickly held hands and sat on the living room sofa. Li Mu turned on the TV, tuning it to Nansu Television Channel One.

At this very moment, the four members of Simple Plan, along with their families, were gathered at Ye Tianming’s villa. Everyone had intentionally eaten dinner early and were sitting in the living room by seven forty, staring at the large rear-projection TV, waiting for the premiere of Old Boy.

Zhang Kexuan, Ye Tianming, Xia Ji, and Gu Wei had now become the pride of their respective families. The four business families had never imagined that their children could go so far in the arts. The Spring Festival Gala a few days ago had already made them incredibly proud, and today, the micro-movie they starred in was also premiering on more than twenty television stations nationwide.

Although the parents of the four had questioned the form of a micro-movie, believing that a film that couldn’t be shown in cinemas was somewhat unpresentable, it was only when they saw the list of broadcasting television stations compiled by Zhang Kexuan that they truly realized how extensive the reach of this micro-movie was. Tonight, at least tens of millions of people would watch this micro-movie simultaneously. Including re-broadcasts, the covered population was estimated to exceed one hundred million.

While the Spring Festival Gala was impressive, its exposure time was only about five minutes, whereas this micro-movie was over forty minutes long, equivalent to a single episode of a TV series. The parents, who came from business backgrounds, could clearly calculate the immense influence of being exposed to over one hundred million people for more than forty minutes.

Du Wei and Du Fei’s family were also staring intently at Xiangnan Television at their home in Yanjing. There was no other choice; Yanjing Television had given up the right to premiere Old Boy this time due to a conflict between the film and an advertiser.

At 8 PM, twenty-one television stations simultaneously began broadcasting Old Boy. The opening was a fifteen-second ink wash painting style video. A brush outlined a shepherd boy playing a flute on the back of a buffalo. Then, the image of the buffalo and the shepherd boy continuously shrank, and a vast grassland was outlined in ink wash around them. Finally, four strong, vigorous brush strokes appeared above the screen—Muye Pictures.

The highly anticipated Old Boy finally began.





Chapter 380: Phenomenal Explosion in Popularity

Su Yingxue nestled in Li Mu’s arms, intently watching the scene on the television.

The film began in a classroom, a most ordinary, distinctly Chinese-style classroom. The blackboard newspaper was filled with content about the Gaokao and encouraging slogans. In the center of the blackboard, it read: “195 days until the Gaokao.”

The footage had a slight yellowish tint, with warm and bright color grading, perfectly highlighting a nostalgic feeling.

A stern male teacher stood on the podium, angrily questioning the whereabouts of two absent students. Immediately, the scene shifted to a simple band rehearsal room, where Zhang Xiaoshuai, played by Zhang Kexuan, was leading his band members in rehearsing Beyond’s “Like You.” He planned to dedicate this song to the girl he had a secret crush on, Du Jiayi, played by Du Wei, at the school’s New Year’s Eve gala.

Zhang Kexuan wore a light blue and white school uniform, his jacket tied around his waist. Coupled with his clean, handsome appearance and neat short hair, he looked exactly like an eighteen-year-old high school student, without any sense of incongruity.

The story began to unfold from this campus band he led, progressing steadily until Du Jiayi, played by Du Wei, appeared. Du Wei’s fresh and innocent face and well-behaved demeanor perfectly portrayed the image of the most popular school beauty on campus, instantly captivating the audience.

A handsome boy and a beautiful girl, combined with a very down-to-earth campus atmosphere and the scent of first love, made the film increasingly attractive even before the plot fully developed.

Subsequently, the story reached its first small climax. The program Zhang Kexuan submitted was a cover of the 1998 anti-flood song “For Whom.” Unexpectedly, once on stage, he unilaterally changed it to “Like You” and implicitly confessed his feelings to Du Wei. After this performance, the two confirmed their romantic relationship and promised to go to university in Yanjing together.

This part of the story felt incredibly beautiful and romantic to young people, and it even carried that thrill of rebellion. Even Su Yingxue, beside Li Mu, watched with an excited expression.

However, the most common scene in early school relationships appeared: the male antagonist, played by Chen Kun, informed the teacher about their early relationship. The furious teacher began to forcibly separate the lovers. Zhang Kexuan’s father rushed to the school and slapped him in front of everyone, while Du Wei’s parents also arrived and insisted on taking her out of school, transferring her to another city.

Zhang Kexuan ran away from home with his guitar, followed by his career as a bar singer. The hardship of those days left people sighing with emotion.

Meanwhile, on another storyline, Du Wei firmly remembered her promise with Zhang Kexuan. She got into a school in Yanjing, hoping to reunite with the now-unreachable Zhang Kexuan once she arrived in Yanjing. Zhang Kexuan, influenced by his promise, also traveled to Yanjing alone with his guitar to continue his bar singing career.

On the same train, the former lovers traveled: one bought a standing ticket, standing and smoking in the connection between the train cars with his guitar on his back, while the other lay tossing and turning, unable to sleep in a sleeper berth. Both were missing each other, unaware that they were on the same train.

Although this part of the story was a bit common, it fit the plot very reasonably, making it very emotional for the audience and a key tear-jerking moment. Just as the film recalled Zhang Kexuan’s every little detail from Du Wei’s perspective, a background song that moved everyone began to play.

It was “You Exist In My Song,” sung by Du Wei.

Originally, Li Mu only wanted to use one of Du Wei’s songs in the film, “Fleet of Time.” This song was meant to appear in the latter half of the story, when Du Wei, already married, watched Zhang Kexuan on TV and cried. “You Exist In My Song” was to be released separately after the film aired.

However, Li Mu later changed his mind and added this song to this segment of the film. The lyrics perfectly captured the mood of Du Wei’s character at this moment; to her, Zhang Kexuan was the “you” mentioned in the lyrics.

“Without any warning, without a single worry, you just appeared like that.

But then you just, without me even realizing, quietly disappeared, leaving no trace in my world.

From then on, you only exist in my memories, in my song.”

The appearance of this song at this moment maximized the emotional impact of the plot, making the tear-jerking effect even more profound. The shots were already somewhat melancholic and evoked sighs of emotion, and then this song was suddenly interspersed, perfectly enhancing and fully expressing the emotions the plot and visuals aimed to convey.

Most viewers were deeply moved by this segment. Many girls in front of their televisions were successfully brought to tears by the song. Even Su Yingxue, beside Li Mu, watched with red-rimmed eyes.

Next, to the audience’s surprise, the two did not meet by chance in Yanjing. Several years passed in the blink of an eye. Zhang Kexuan was still a bar singer, but he had matured significantly. Driving a second-hand Alto, he rushed between various bar districts in Yanjing, constantly performing at different venues. During an unexpected rear-end collision, he crashed into a luxurious Mercedes-Benz S600. As he felt extremely anxious about this, the male antagonist stepped out of the car.

The story began to enter its third and final stage.

Zhang Kexuan was insulted by the other party. Recalling his musical dream from back then, he decided to find his old companions, rekindle their dream together, and participate in a competition.

Ye Tianming, Xia Ji, and Gu Wei appeared once more. Zhang Kexuan found Ye Tianming, who was numb like a walking corpse, in a barbershop. He took him and the other two companions, wrote “Fly Higher,” and went to Yanjing to participate in the preliminary round of the competition.

The Host, played by Chen Wan, also appeared in this part of the story. Beautiful, tall, and graceful, coupled with a perfect vocal range, she immediately attracted the attention of many viewers.

Simple Plan secured first place in the preliminary round. The story reached its second climax. The four’s persistence in pursuing their dreams finally yielded initial rewards. Accompanied by the song “Fly Higher,” the audience was also moved by their belief and effort in pursuing their dreams.

Then, Chen Kun interfered, attempting to eliminate Simple Plan in the live televised finals. Simple Plan wrote the eponymous song “Old Boy” for the finals. At the moment the finals began and Simple Plan took the stage, Du Wei, practicing yoga in her mansion, was astonished to see Zhang Kexuan on TV and recognized him instantly.

Subsequently, Zhang Kexuan sang “Old Boy” on the finals stage.

“That’s the one I miss day and night, the one I deeply love,

How should I express myself?

Will she accept me?

Perhaps I’ll never say those words to her,

Destined to wander the world,

How can I have any attachments…”

Just the opening two short stanzas of lyrics almost perfectly expressed Zhang Kexuan’s feelings for Du Wei. After hearing this part, Du Wei stood blankly in front of the TV, covering her mouth and nose with her hands, tears streaming down her face.

The subsequent lyrics were even more emotional and inspiring, every line resonated deeply. The Host in the drama was moved, the judges were moved, and even the antagonist Chen Kun was moved, quietly wiping away tears from the corners of his eyes below the stage.

At this moment, even more tears came from the audience. The biggest climax of the story, and its most emotional part, finally arrived.

As the song ended, the judges all gave full marks on their scoring devices. Then, the film did not show any further plot about Simple Plan, nor did it show the host announcing their championship. Instead, it refocused the camera on Du Wei’s flawless face. Her eyes were red-rimmed, tears continuously falling, and the film’s visuals gradually darkened. Just as it was about to turn completely black, the music started again.

It was “Fleet of Time,” sung by Du Wei.

This song was like a final commentary on the entire film’s emotional arc; the melody and lyrics were just perfect.

“In that fleeting year, how many times did we say goodbye, only to delay it again?

Too bad whether one has loved or not isn’t a passionate debate.

In that fleeting year, we hastily made unbearable promises,

Only to wait for others to fulfill them…”

“If we can’t meet again with red eyes, can we still meet with flushed cheeks?

Like the beautiful rumor we hastily carved that year, to be together forever.

If the past is still worth cherishing, don’t let bygones be bygones too quickly.

Who would be willing to be like this, without any ties or concerns for each other?

We must owe each other, otherwise, what would we reminisce about?”

As the song played, the film’s credits list appeared on the black screen: Director: Li Mu, Screenwriter: Li Mu, Executive Director: Ning Hao.

Then came the highly anticipated cast list. Zhang Kexuan was already known to the world, but everyone wanted to know who played the female lead.

The credits began to appear: “Zhang Xiaoshuai – Zhang Kexuan (played by), Du Jiayi – Du Wei (played by)…”

The audience firmly remembered Du Wei’s name.

Following that was the full list of other crew members.

At this moment, all the viewers, besides being immersed in emotion and song, were fixed on the credits, waiting for the song information to appear. They knew that “Fly Higher” and “Old Boy” were Simple Plan’s songs, but what they were eager to know was who sang these two female-voiced songs, and what the singer’s name was.

Finally, the credits displayed: “Interlude Song – ‘You Exist In My Song’, Performed by: Du Wei, Lyrics by: Muzi, Composed by: Muzi; Ending Theme – ‘Fleet of Time’, Performed by: Du Wei, Lyrics by: Muzi, Composed by: Muzi.”

Tens of millions of viewers were utterly shocked at this moment. No one had expected that these two incredibly beautiful songs were sung by the pretty female lead in the film—oh no, by the actress who played the female lead.

My goodness, an actress can sing this well?

The film’s final credits ended with the song “Fleet of Time.” The visuals slowly faded out, just like the song “Fleet of Time.” When everything concluded, the audience had not yet recovered their senses.

At this moment, the vast majority of viewers felt a sense of feeling lost and disappointed. Is that it? Is that f***ing it!? Did they win the championship or not? Zhang Xiaoshuai, who had disappeared from Du Jiayi’s world, reappeared. Did she actually go to meet Zhang Xiaoshuai? Didn’t the lyrics say: “If we can’t meet again with red eyes, can we still meet with flushed cheeks?” Does this imply they will meet? Can they get back together after meeting? Will there be a sequel? When will the sequel be released?

After the film ended, the Simple Plan Tieba and Old Boy Tieba were almost forum bombed. Countless netizens flooded in to discuss, ask questions, praise, and express their feelings. Some even immediately created a Du Wei Tieba and quickly posted threads there, asking everything about Du Wei: Who is Du Wei? What works has she acted in before? What songs has she sung before? Where can I find her posters or photobooks? Where can I listen to the two songs she sang in the movie? For the former questions, netizens didn’t know, but for the last question, all netizens gave one answer: Go to Eting.com, it must be there!

On the night of the third day of the New Year, countless people were simultaneously downloading the “Old Boy” micro-movie and passionately discussing related topics with netizens. “Simple Plan” and “Du Wei” exploded in popularity overnight, becoming the biggest hot topics on the internet. Its popularity was so immense it could only be described as phenomenal. This wave of popularity, even Professor Do and Song Joong-ki of later generations, couldn’t compare to it…





Chapter 381: Did You Offend Someone?

Overnight, Old Boy became a massive hit during the Spring Festival.

It truly possessed all the ingredients for massive success. Firstly, it had a clichéd yet resonant core: a true master of nostalgia, sentimentality, ideals, and underdog stories. Although it was just a micro-movie, it didn’t prevent it from being appreciated by most people.

Secondly, the casting was perfect. Zhang Kexuan not only had an excellent voice and high visual appeal, but he had also accumulated considerable fame. As a band’s lead singer and rhythm guitarist, he was perfectly suited for the role, almost as if it were tailor-made for him. Du Wei was beautiful and had exceptional temperament, not to mention some acting skills. Although she hadn’t formally studied acting, her performance truly came from the heart, which captivated a large number of viewers. Although Chen Kun played the antagonist, he was eventually moved by the protagonist and turned over a new leaf. Coupled with his handsome looks, viewers couldn’t bring themselves to hate him; instead, they developed a special fondness for him.

Besides these main characters, Chen Wan, who made a guest appearance as a host, also received widespread attention. This was mainly because she was so beautiful and her temperament perfectly matched the role’s positioning, earning her the affection of many viewers. Someone created a new Tieba for her, and many netizens flocked to it, praising her beauty, temperament, and perfect performance. When a netizen revealed that Chen Wan was an intern anchor at Yanjing TV and hadn’t yet had the chance to appear on camera, a large number of netizens complained of injustice on her behalf, some even posting questions on Yanjing Satellite TV’s Tieba. For a time, she also became a hit.

Finally, the film’s visual language was cleverly presented. Li Mu, trying his hand at directing for the first time, didn’t employ any special techniques or tricks. He simply used scenes imagined in his mind, paired with perspectives and color tones he felt were appropriate, and with professional support from Ning Hao, the film’s visual effects looked very realistic and could evoke the audience’s emotions. One could even say that it was precisely the lack of elaborate techniques that made the film appear more authentic.

It was much like Giddens Ko’s You Are the Apple of My Eye, whose plot was actually quite trite, its core nothing more than a failed first love. But precisely because the casting was very clever, and the visual language was very real and unpretentious, it was able to lead a craze for youth films and achieve high box office and high praise.

After the movie finished broadcasting, Eting.com immediately launched Du Wei’s two songs, Fleet of Time and You Exist In My Song. Tieba and Eting.com had been continuously compiling relevant data, and that very night, millions of users were discussing, downloading, and online streaming Old Boy. This level of popularity wasn’t even reached when Happy Farm launched.

After all, twenty-one provincial TV stations simultaneously premiered it, with tens of millions of viewers watching directly. So, this time, Old Boy really blew up…

That night, as Li Mu was sending Su Yingxue home, Geng Yang, the young master of Ji Shen Laobai Gan, was driving to Yanjing.

He had been having so much fun and feeling so free in Yanjing recently that he didn’t want to stay home for another minute. After finally enduring until the third day of the New Year and dealing with all the relatives at home, he drove his newly purchased Ferrari and rushed to Yanjing overnight.

His cronies in Yanjing had already organized a very lively gathering. Tang Quan took the lead, renting a villa and a luxury yacht in Sanya City, Hainan, and contacting several supermodels from Shanghai. They planned to have a blast in Sanya for a week. It was said that each person could have two female companions, and if interested, they could even swap partners.

Geng Yang was a rich second-generation heir from a small place. He had money but didn’t know how to have fun. With his mind, he couldn’t come up with truly creative ways to play. But Tang Quan had been steeped in Yanjing’s social circles for many years and was considered an expert in this area, which especially suited Geng Yang’s taste.

At this very moment, after inadvertently seeing Old Boy broadcast on TV, Geng Yang’s Dad, Geng Jianyong, was almost exploding with rage at home.

He hadn’t intended to watch, but his youngest daughter was a fan of Simple Plan and kept clamoring to watch the premiere, so the family watched with her in the living room. Unexpectedly, a certain segment of the plot almost made him faint from anger. In the film, there was a group of utterly ill-mannered, disgusting, and eye-sore individuals drinking high-end Ji Shen Laobai Gan produced by his own distillery. They even claimed that only they were worthy of drinking their liquor, using this to insult the male lead. Wasn’t this intentionally smearing Ji Shen Laobai Gan’s name?

Geng Jianyong immediately called someone to inquire about Muye Pictures’ background, but as the owner of a local distillery, his connections were mostly local, and he had no real way to investigate a company in Yanjing. However, as soon as he thought that this company was from Yanjing, his mind started working. Logically, no company would intentionally tarnish its own brand unless there was competition or a conflict. The other party was a cultural company, so they couldn’t possibly have a grudge against his distillery, meaning the latter possibility was greater.

Also, what exactly does that director Li Mu do?

His son, Geng Yang, had been in Yanjing recently. Could it be that he offended someone?

Geng Jianyong immediately called Geng Yang. Geng Yang was speeding on the highway and was somewhat impatient when he answered the phone. Unexpectedly, Geng Jianyong immediately reprimanded him harshly: “Did you cause me some trouble in Yanjing, you brat?”

Geng Yang said in surprise: “No, I didn’t. When I was in Yanjing, I was busy promoting our family’s liquor brand. Haven’t you seen that our brand’s sales in Yanjing are getting higher and higher now? The Yanjing agent is a good friend of mine, and he’s reliable. In the first half of this year, I’ll work with him to further increase our efforts in Yanjing. We must get our Ji Shen Laobai Gan sales into the top three!”

Geng Jianyong cursed: “Top three, my ass! Don’t you know our Ji Shen Laobai Gan was put into a movie to be smeared?”

Geng Yang frowned and asked: “What’s going on, Dad?”

Geng Jianyong said angrily: “Get your ass back here, right now! Otherwise, you won’t get a single penny from home ever again!”

Upon hearing this, Geng Yang knew the situation was probably very serious. His father had always had a high tolerance for many of his actions and wouldn’t usually be this angry. When he bought a Ferrari for several million yuan, his father just called him a prodigal son a couple of times. Today’s situation was clearly more serious than him buying a Ferrari.

Geng Yang immediately took the nearest exit off the highway, turned around, and rushed back. Fortunately, he had only left after dinner and had been driving for just over an hour.

By the time Geng Yang returned home, the self-built villa was already packed with people. Geng Jianyong had urgently summoned all the distillery’s core staff to the house. A distillery with annual sales exceeding one hundred million yuan had nearly twenty core employees, including five managers responsible for sales in major regions across the country, not including Geng Yang, who was in charge of Yanjing and its surrounding areas.

Geng Jianyong had built his business step by step, steadily and surely. For so many years, the most important thing in business was reputation. He had been building the Ji Shen Laobai Gan brand for over a decade, and only in the last two years had it truly entered a crucial period of accumulated strength finally bursting forth. Yet, he never expected it to suddenly be smeared like this in a movie. He was so angry that his chest felt as if a huge boulder was pressing down on it. After calling Geng Yang, he immediately summoned all the distillery’s core staff.

While Geng Yang was on his way back, everyone had already discussed the matter several times, but hadn’t reached a conclusion.

They analyzed Muye Pictures’ motives but couldn’t figure out why. They couldn’t come up with a good solution for remedial measures either. Some even suggested suing Muye Pictures, but on what grounds to sue became the biggest problem.

Muye Pictures didn’t say a single bad word about Ji Shen Laobai Gan. Literally speaking, they actually praised Ji Shen Laobai Gan as a good liquor in the film. But the key was that the actors who praised it were utterly disreputable, and their manners were appallingly low, which directly dragged down Ji Shen Laobai Gan’s image. But how would they sue if this went to court? Would they sue them for the actors being too ugly or having too low manners?

A slightly younger marketing manager said: “Chairman, we can’t win a lawsuit against them for something like this. Think about it, in TV shows and movies, villains who flaunt their wealth and bully others often drive luxury cars. The bullies who monopolize and dominate the market all drive BMWs and Mercedes-Benzes. Has BMW or Mercedes-Benz ever sued anyone? They wouldn’t win even if they sued.”

Another manager nodded in agreement: “Manager Ye is right, suing is out of the question. And even if we sued, it would be a long process. What we need to do now is quickly implement remedial measures. Simple Plan is red-hot right now, and this Old Boy will definitely be replayed continuously in the coming days. We need to quickly find the root of the problem and find a way to make them stop replaying it, or cut out this segment of the plot during replays.”

Manager Ye then said: “This time, our Jizhou Provincial TV didn’t broadcast it. I’ll make a call and ask what’s going on.”

Everyone nodded in agreement. Manager Ye immediately called an acquaintance at the TV station. Ji Shen Laobai Gan started in Jizhou Province and had a long-term advertising partnership with Jizhou TV. He called the contact person, and after explaining his purpose, the other party said he had just finished watching the micro-movie and wasn’t clear on the specific situation, but promised to communicate with the people in charge of TV programs at the station.

Ten minutes later, the other party provided feedback: The provincial TV’s program team had indeed received a sample film from Muye Pictures. Initially, it was to be freely authorized for premiere on Jizhou Provincial TV. However, after the program team’s person in charge reviewed the film, he felt that this film would conflict with Ji Shen Laobai Gan, so they directly suppressed it. But he wasn’t from the advertising department, so he didn’t inform them about it.

Subsequently, the other party also revealed a piece of data: The twenty-one TV stations that premiered Old Boy achieved record-high viewership ratings. The analysis of the reason was mainly due to TV stations in some regions not being within the premiere scope, and viewers watching the program across regions.

The implication was clear: The Old Boy micro-movie had fierce momentum, and the influence of this film would be very significant. Ji Shen Laobai Gan’s current situation was grim.

Upon hearing this news, everyone’s face turned serious.

Just then, Geng Yang returned.

As soon as he entered, seeing such a big commotion, Geng Yang was also somewhat taken aback. On the way back, he had been wondering what exactly had happened, but couldn’t figure it out. Seeing so many people, Geng Yang realized the situation was truly very serious. Could it really be related to him?

As soon as Geng Jianyong saw Geng Yang return, he immediately called him over with a dark expression and questioned him: “Tell me honestly, did you offend someone in Yanjing?”

Geng Yang’s face was full of surprise: “No, I didn’t…”

Geng Jianyong said: “Do you have any impression of this company, Muye Pictures?”

Geng Yang shook his head: “No…”

Geng Jianyong then asked: “Then do you know someone named Li Mu?”

His eyes instantly widened: “Holy crap, what kind of stunts is he pulling now?”





Chapter 382: Securing Priority Rebroadcast Rights

Late at night, while Old Boy was still being widely praised on Tieba, Geng Yang watched the downloaded film with a dark expression.

When he saw the part where the film slandered Ji Shen Laobai Gan, Geng Yang almost impulsively smashed his computer. But he was inexplicably captivated and held back, as if subconsciously waiting for Du Wei to reappear, because Geng Yang had shamelessly fallen for the actress the moment Du Wei first appeared on screen.

Finally, as the film ended, the anger Geng Yang had suppressed for half a day instantly erupted. He shoved the monitor to the ground, smashing it to pieces, then cursed, “That bastard Li, I’m going to kill him!”

Seeing his reaction, Geng Jianyong immediately understood. He questioned him with a cold face, “Tell me, what exactly happened?!”

It was the first time Geng Yang had seen his father so furious, so he quickly recounted the general course of events.

The matter was actually quite simple. When Geng Yang was negotiating an advertising contract with Yanjing TV, he took a liking to a female employee named Chen Wan. He pursued her aggressively, and one day, Li Mu, who was there to pick up Chen Wan from the TV station, witnessed it. Li Mu made him lose a lot of face in front of Chen Wan, so he held a grudge.

After that, he accidentally spotted Li Mu’s car, brought people to chase it, and beat up Li Mu’s friend. However, after the assault, he hadn’t seen Li Mu again. Li Mu had only called him to say he would settle the score slowly, but Geng Yang hadn’t taken it seriously at all.

He never dreamed that Li Mu would pull such a stunt; it was utterly insidious.

Geng Jianyong, fuming, swung his hand and slapped Geng Yang across the face. “I warned you long ago not to be so arrogant in Yanjing. Yanjing is full of hidden dragons and crouching tigers; is it a place you can mess around in? You little brat, you go there and cause such a huge problem, and now they’ve smashed our family’s brand. Do you have any idea how much loss this will bring our family?”

Geng Yang covered his face, his expression full of resentment, and said, “I’ll kill that Li guy with my own hands!”

Geng Jianyong raised his hand and delivered another slap.

“Who are you going to kill? Your old man here can only protect you when you’re running wild in southern Hebei. Do you really think everywhere is like your own doorstep?”

Geng Yang grew anxious and loudly questioned his father, “What’s the point of hitting me now? You should be thinking about how to solve the problem!”

“How to solve it? The only thing we can do now is to make them stop the spread. What kind of background does that Li Mu have?”

Geng Yang gritted his teeth and said, “He’s in IT. He opened a tutoring website called 3321, and also an IT company called Muye Technology. This Muye Pictures should also be his company.”

Geng Jianyong said with a dark expression, “Come out with me first!”

Geng Yang followed Geng Jianyong back to the living room, where the core executives of the winery were still waiting. Geng Jianyong’s gaze swept across everyone, finally settling on the youngest, Manager Ye. He said, “Little Ye, you’re considered a high-achieving student from our winery. Let me ask you, how much do you know about 3321 and Muye Technology?”

Manager Ye, who graduated from a first-tier financial university in the provincial capital, had the highest education at Ji Shen Winery and was the most exposed to the internet among the group. As soon as he heard “3321” and “Muye Technology,” he began, “Chairman, I know a little about both of these. 3321 is a public welfare website created by a student, helping university students find part-time tutoring jobs. It’s very impressive; Central TV, People’s Daily, and Xinhua News have all reported on it. Focus Interview even did a special report. Leaders from the Yanjing Municipal Party Committee and the Ministry of Education have all inspected it. It’s quite extraordinary.”

“Muye Technology is the company behind the recently popular Happy Farm. It also has a Tieba, and it used to have Eting.com, which was later demerged. However, I saw news in the internet industry recently that some people estimate Muye Technology’s valuation to be at least over one billion, and Eting.com at least two to three hundred million. A few days ago, Muye Technology’s Happy Farm was updated again, so its valuation should have increased further, easily over one billion.”

Upon hearing all this, Geng Jianyong gained a general understanding. Although he didn’t know exactly what 3321 was, from Manager Ye’s introduction, he could sense that it was something favored by national media and senior leaders. Appearing on national media seemed effortless for them. Could he, a winery owner in a third-tier city, afford to provoke them?

And Muye Technology, valued at over one billion? Ji Shen Winery had been operating for so many years and finally achieved annual sales of over one hundred million, but its profit margin was only around 15%. Coupled with the rapid changes in the white liquor industry and high advertising and distribution costs, a winery that could earn fifteen million a year would absolutely not sell for ten times its net profit. Reaching a valuation of one billion would be a miracle.

Then there was Muye Pictures. Although he didn’t know its value, it could actually invite celebrities who had performed at the Spring Festival Gala to make a film. This meant they either had significant capital or extensive connections.

All these projects were done by Li Mu, and Li Mu happened to be the director and screenwriter of this film. Geng Jianyong instantly felt a massive headache. Although the other party was just a young man, comparing them on various levels, it felt as if his decades of hard-earned wealth were no match for the other person’s.

And the film’s influence had only just begun. If they didn’t find a way to stop it, it would likely bring devastating damage to Ji Shen Liquor.

Geng Jianyong looked at Geng Yang, seething with anger, and rebuked, “Call that Li Mu right now. First, apologize, then bring up compensating his friend. Ask him how much he wants; anything within one million, don’t even think about it, just agree immediately. After you’ve discussed everything, then bring up the film and beg him to have the TV stations delete that segment when they rebroadcast it.”

Geng Yang immediately grew anxious. “Compensate him one million? Are you crazy? I wouldn’t give him that money even if I fed it to dogs!”

Geng Jianyong frowned, looking at him with disappointment, and said, “You talk as if you’re paying out of your own pocket. Don’t forget, the money you spend when you go out is my money, and that flashy car you bought is also my money! You caused trouble, and the money spent to clean up your mess is still my money! You must resolve this matter before tomorrow morning. After it’s resolved, don’t even think about returning to Yanjing. Go to the winery’s grassroots level and work and learn honestly. Temper your personality well. If you can’t resolve it, from today onwards, you’re to stay home and not go anywhere. I won’t give you another cent!”

Geng Yang had just been slapped twice by his father, and now he was being publicly scolded in front of so many people, forced to apologize to Li Mu. Anger rushed to his head, and he turned and walked out, ignoring Geng Jianyong’s shouts behind him. Without a word, he got into his Ferrari after leaving the house, started the car, and drove back towards Yanjing.

He was now consumed by hatred for Li Mu. If he knew where Li Mu was, he would probably drive straight there to settle the score. But he knew very little about Li Mu’s situation, and he couldn’t stay at home, so he could only go to Yanjing first, to consult with Tang Quan for the long term. Tang Quan also had a grudge against Li Mu, so he could help Geng Yang think of a solution.

…

Early the next morning, while Li Mu was still asleep, Ning Hao called him. Li Mu groggily answered the phone and heard Ning Hao’s hoarse voice excitedly say, “Boss, our film really became an instant hit this time!”

Li Mu mumbled, “I knew that last night. You only found out today?”

“Yeah! I only found out when a bunch of people called me just now.” Ning Hao wasn’t aware of the data from Eting.com and Tieba yesterday, so he wasn’t entirely clear on just how much impact Old Boy had created. But starting at seven o’clock this morning, a flood of calls came in, catching him completely off guard.

All the calls were from major TV stations, a significant portion of which had premiered Old Boy. Their purpose in calling was simple: they wanted to be the first to rebroadcast Old Boy, to secure priority rebroadcast rights.

The premiere at eight o’clock last night was simultaneously broadcast by twenty-one TV stations. During the broadcast last night, the ratings data for each station soared, and as soon as the program ended, a large number of viewers called, asking when the film would be rebroadcast. The reason was simple: it was simply too good, and they couldn’t wait to watch it a second time, fearing they might accidentally miss the broadcast time.

But the problem was that when Muye Pictures initially granted authorization, it only authorized the premiere, not rebroadcasts. Furthermore, the contract clearly stated that no TV station was allowed to rebroadcast without permission, or they would be held fully accountable.

This was a threshold Li Mu had intentionally set. The premiere could be free, but the terms for rebroadcasting would require detailed negotiation. If Old Boy could spark a bidding war after its broadcast, then the rebroadcast rights would certainly be put up for discussion. In reality, every station could get a chance for a free rebroadcast; Li Mu wouldn’t set a barrier here to spread influence. However, who got to rebroadcast before others would depend on their capabilities.

Li Mu said, “First, greet them and tell them we’ll fax them the authorization document, authorizing a rebroadcast tonight at ten. If anyone wants to rebroadcast before ten, they can state their conditions. If suitable, we’ll authorize them to broadcast earlier.”

Ning Hao said, “I’ll inform them about this as soon as possible and try to finalize it before noon.”

Li Mu said, “Pay attention to Xiangnan Television. If their interest is strong, you might want to communicate with their contact person. We can appropriately give them some preferential treatment, letting them be the first to rebroadcast, in exchange for a favor.”

Ning Hao asked Li Mu, “Boss, are you very optimistic about Xiangnan Satellite TV?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation and said, “They’re doing very well among provincial channels right now. In the future, Muye Pictures will need stable relationships with local TV stations, so giving them a favor first isn’t a bad thing.”

Li Mu’s plan for Muye Pictures focused on three aspects:

First, to make feature films, not missing the era of surging growth in the future cultural and entertainment market.

Second, to establish cinema chains, which would be a key factor influencing domestic box office in the future.

Third, to create variety shows that could become globally popular. After a few variety shows became hits, they could directly authorize them and earn money globally. Moreover, and most importantly, whether it was talent shows or reality shows, they were the best platforms for star-making. Mastering these games, it would be incredibly easy to launch new talent. The Voice, Super Boy/Girl, Running Man, The Amazing Race, I Am a Singer, Got Talent, and so on—there were simply too many models to play with.

This third point would require strong support from local TV station relationships. Building a good relationship with Xiangnan Satellite TV would be a great help.





Chapter 383: Must Sign with Muye Pictures

Old Boy successfully ignited a wave of youthful enthusiasm across the country. Whether they were currently in their youth or had already passed it, everyone who watched this micro-movie was successfully captivated by it, becoming its loyal viewers.

Those with the means had already downloaded the film from Eting.com and watched it multiple times on their computers, while many more who temporarily lacked the means could only wait for a re-broadcast. This included potential viewers who had missed the premiere on the third day of the New Year but were now itching to see it after being recommended by those around them. Therefore, at this point, it was conservatively estimated that tens of millions of users hoped to see a re-broadcast.

So, whichever TV station could re-broadcast Old Boy two hours, or even one hour, earlier, would exclusively enjoy this massive pie of tens of millions of users. Such a huge influx of users would be a tremendous boost to viewership ratings, and for TV stations, there was no more important metric than viewership ratings.

Under normal circumstances, for such a popular film or TV series, the TV station’s acquisition cost would not be low, especially if they wanted exclusive broadcast rights or exclusive premiere rights, they would have to pay a considerably high fee to the copyright holder. Although the current market hadn’t heated up yet, if a TV station wanted to broadcast a major production TV series exclusively on satellite TV channels, the cost per episode would definitely be over one million. And if it was a 4+1 broadcast model, meaning four satellite TV channels plus one local station, the price would be slightly lower, but still hundreds of thousands per episode.

Exclusive satellite TV channel broadcast meant exclusive copyright, while 4+1 meant shared viewership. Generally, for good film and TV series, TV stations hoped to secure exclusive broadcast rights, but if the cost was too high, they could only be content with the second best and opt for 4+1. If they couldn’t even afford that, they could only wait for others to make it popular and then acquire it cheaply to rehash old content.

For major production TV series, viewership ratings were unpredictable. Unless it was a viewership dominator like My Fair Princess, other TV series found it difficult to guarantee ratings before broadcast. However, Old Boy was different; it had already been verified and was sought after by countless people overnight. If re-broadcast, its viewership would definitely not be low.

If this 45-minute micro-movie were to be measured against a high-rated TV series, its significance would certainly be greater than or equal to that of a single TV episode. Therefore, Li Mu’s psychological price floor was at least one million, with no upper limit.

After Ning Hao understood Li Mu’s clever scheme, he immediately took on the responsibility of Muye Pictures’ business director. He communicated with the various TV stations that approached them, uniformly quoting five million as the starting price. If they found it expensive, they could bargain, but ultimately, the highest bidder would win. Of course, Li Mu had specifically instructed him regarding Xiangnan Satellite TV, so the scales would naturally tip slightly towards Xiangnan Satellite TV. The specific outcome would depend on the offer from Xiangnan Satellite TV.

Early in the morning, Ning Hao’s exorbitant price quote caused a frenzy in the TV industry.

The business and copyright acquisition departments of the major TV stations were all privately connected. Although they were competitors, they often served as each other’s sources of information in private, and even partners in driving down prices. Muye Pictures quoted five million for the priority re-broadcast rights of Old Boy, leading to widespread complaints among the relevant heads of many TV stations in private.

A 45-minute micro-movie, quoted at five million, and only for priority re-broadcast rights – this price was truly outrageous. Some TV stations’ psychological price limit was only around one million, with the highest reaching two million at most. Any higher, and they simply wouldn’t dare to take it, fearing that the gains wouldn’t outweigh the losses.

Li Mu was not in a hurry. It was only early morning on the fourth day of the New Year, and all of China had yet to fully recover from its winter slumber. Once it shook off its drowsiness, the buzz around Old Boy would continue. This micro-movie would quickly become a focal point of public opinion, and it was clearly just the beginning. So, if he waited another half-day, TV stations might involuntarily raise their offers.

During the Spring Festival holiday, the internet industry’s active hours were pushed back by lifestyle habits to around eleven in the morning. Eleven o’clock was a watershed moment; most people would wake up, eat, finish their tasks, and then start browsing the internet. Many of them headed straight for Tieba, actively participating in the Simple Plan, Du Wei, Zhang Kexuan, and Old Boy Tieba forums.

Although the Du Wei Tieba had only been established last night, by 11:30 AM, posts had already exceeded three hundred thousand. This level of activity caught up with the Simple Plan, Zhang Kexuan, and Old Boy Tieba forums, making it the hottest Tieba from last night until now, bar none. Its traffic was almost comparable to the Di Ba of later generations.

Although it wasn’t yet the surge era of nationwide star-making, the number of new artists debuting each year was not small. However, no one had been able to partner with a top-tier group like Simple Plan right from their debut, as Du Wei had. Moreover, she herself possessed both looks and charisma, backed by the hype of a popular micro-movie IP and supported by two popular singles. With so many factors working together, Du Wei was instantly propelled to prominence.

At this time, Zhao Kang’s online army was also secretly exerting influence, stirring up a wave of discussion about Old Boy across various Tieba forums and online communities. Netizens seemed to have nothing else to do but discuss Old Boy on various platforms and media. Even in Legend, a large number of players were discussing: “Have you watched Old Boy?”

“Yeah, it was damn good.”

“Damn it, I cried three times.”

“Ah, I really like Du Wei…”

“That song Du Wei sang, You Exist In My Song, is simply amazing!”

“I actually prefer Fleet of Time a bit more!”

“Du Wei is my goddess! I wonder when she’ll release new songs!”

Eting.com also benefited greatly from the premiere of Old Boy. Although online viewing didn’t benefit many users, the download count for Old Boy quickly reached the millions and was still increasing. Most impressively, Du Wei’s two songs on Eting.com saw their play counts skyrocket. Just past noon, the combined play counts for both songs exceeded ten million, with three million downloads.

At the start of the New Year, these two songs already displayed a powerful chart-dominating momentum. Almost all radio stations were playing these two songs, looping them every so often, as if afraid listeners would change the channel if they didn’t hear them.

The real craze was only just beginning.

Not only were audiences and listeners flocking to it, but people from major film, TV, and record companies were also stunned.

There were currently no truly mature micro-movies in China, and Old Boy was a groundbreaking first. Previously, people in the film and TV industry operated movies in this way: major productions went directly to cinema chains, while minor productions that couldn’t get into cinema chains were sold directly to TV stations, especially to movie channels. Major productions, after their theatrical run, would then be sold cheaply to various TV stations for broadcast, with the copyright becoming cheaper the later it was acquired.

However, regardless of whether it was a major or minor production, no one had ever considered altering the runtime. Industry insiders believed that anything under 90 minutes couldn’t be called a movie, so all films started at 90 minutes, with some even lasting several hours.

Old Boy, this 45-minute “movie,” was a complete anomaly. Its runtime was consistent with a TV series, but the key was that it told a complete story within 45 minutes – concise and powerful, like a delicate, slender beauty with not an ounce of excess fat.

Furthermore, Old Boy’s operational model was very interesting: it was offered for free broadcast to major TV stations, meaning they completely gave up the possibility of revenue from broadcast rights. At first glance, it seemed foolish, but a closer look at the subsequent effects brought a sudden realization: they were actually using this free authorization method to instantly expand their influence and make Old Boy explode in popularity overnight.

Now, Muye Pictures was even craftier. After the explosion in popularity, they immediately set their sights on priority re-broadcast rights. It was possible that a single priority re-broadcast right could not only recoup their costs but also turn a profit.

However, the current film, TV, and record companies weren’t concerned with how much profitability Old Boy itself had. What they cared about most were Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei, these two rising future celebrities.

Zhang Kexuan, needless to say, was already hugely popular. He had just participated in the Spring Festival Gala, and the movie he starred in had premiered to an excellent reception. His current momentum among male singers was unmatched. Record companies had long wanted to sign him, and now that desire had become even stronger. Film and TV companies also saw his potential and were eager to sign him.

Du Wei’s market potential was no smaller than Zhang Kexuan’s. Her voice had the strength to become a top-tier singer, her appearance had the potential to become a top-tier idol, and while her acting was still a bit green, it was definitely much stronger than most idol actors. With some training, she could become a powerful acting talent. Such a talent was naturally destined for a multi-faceted career in film, music, and television.

Film, TV, and record companies had very strong connections. They quickly found Du Wei and extended olive branches to her through various means. Several record companies wanted to sign Du Wei as a singer, promising to gather eight excellent songs for her to release an album within a year. Several film and TV companies also wanted to sign Du Wei as an actress, promising no less than two cinema chain films per year, along with at least two TV series appearances. In just one morning, contracts flew towards the Du family like snowflakes, not only startling Du Wei but also her parents and her older sister, Du Fei.

Du Fei had originally just wanted to gain more leverage for her younger sister’s music career, which was why she asked Li Mu to write songs for her. But she never imagined that Li Mu would single-handedly turn her younger sister into a future top-tier celebrity. So many companies swarming in truly caught her off guard.

Du Wei and Du Fei’s parents, however, had their own views on the matter. They believed that Du Wei becoming famous was not a bad thing, but she absolutely had to grasp her own direction and must not casually agree to any company, handing over her future music or acting fate to just any company. Muye Pictures, however, was an exception.

Du Wei’s parents felt that both the role customized for their daughter and the two songs prepared for her were impeccable. Muye Technology, as a company, was also impeccable in terms of both vision and strength. If their daughter was to enter the acting industry in the future, she absolutely had to sign with Muye Pictures. Only this company could put their minds at ease!





Chapter 384: Enduring Humiliation for a Greater Purpose

Li Mu received many calls throughout the morning. Zhang Kexuan, Ye Tianming, and the other two called to express their gratitude. Du Wei and her older sister Du Fei also called to thank Li Mu profusely. Afterward, Chen Ze, Xu Jiaming, Lin Lin, Fatty Wang, and others all called to congratulate him. Among them, Xu Jiaming brought Li Mu a piece of news: several companies that sponsored Old Boy had called him to express their thanks. Originally, they had only invested in some product placement in Old Boy casually, with the mindset of losing money, out of respect for Xu Jiaming. But now, it seemed their product placement had paid off handsomely, with the actual display effect being dozens of times more than their initial investment.

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that even Chen Kun called to thank him. The villain he played this time didn’t leave a completely bad impression on the audience overall, and his eventual change of heart at the end salvaged quite a few impression points for the character. As a result, many people were deeply impressed by his role and gave full affirmation to his performance on Tieba. Moreover, Chen Kun’s Tieba fan count soared from over six thousand to seventy thousand, more than a tenfold increase.

After finally finishing a string of calls, Ning Hao told Li Mu that he had received many calls that morning from industry producers, directors, screenwriters, and heads of film and television companies. They were all inquiring about the copyright of the micro-movie Old Boy. Some wanted to remake it into a feature film, while others wanted to expand the plot and remake it into a TV series.

Li Mu asked him, “How much profit do you think there is in remaking it into a feature film?”

Ning Hao said, “The scale of movie box office revenue isn’t very optimistic right now. If we use the original cast, it might reach tens of millions, but if we change the cast, I can’t guarantee it.”

Li Mu asked, “Do you think you could handle directing the Old Boy feature film?”

Ning Hao smiled and said, “I could, but honestly, I’m not really suited for this kind of film.”

Li Mu chuckled and asked, “What do you think you’re suited for?”

Ning Hao said, “I’ve been brainstorming a black humor script recently. I’ll show it to you once I’ve finished writing it.”

Li Mu thought to himself, Don’t tell me you’re writing ‘Crazy Stone’ right now. The box office is so sluggish at the moment; making Crazy Stone would be a bit of a loss. Besides, Li Mu wasn’t sure about the current situation of Huang Bo, who played the core character of Hei Pi in Crazy Stone. Li Mu remembered that two years ago, Huang Bo filmed Guan Hu’s Get on the Bus, Let’s Go. After that low-budget movie and before filming Crazy Stone, he seemed to have worked as an extra for many years, only starting to make a name for himself around 2005 with Migrant Workers’ Survival. Li Mu wasn’t confident if his acting skills were sufficient to carry Crazy Stone yet.

However, Li Mu didn’t press the issue. Everything would wait until Ning Hao’s script was written.

The priority rebroadcast rights for Old Boy were settled by noon. With Li Mu’s approval, Ning Hao sold the priority rebroadcast rights to Xiangnan Satellite TV for two million yuan. The price was slightly lower than other offers, but sacrificing a little profit was also an investment for Li Mu. Xiangnan Satellite TV had already become the number one satellite TV channel in the country since the first season of My Fair Princess aired, making it the most suitable partner in Li Mu’s eyes.

Due to the rapid pace of events, after Ning Hao faxed a contract to Xiangnan Satellite TV, Xiangnan Satellite TV immediately transferred the funds to Muye Pictures’ corporate account. They then scheduled the rebroadcast of Old Boy, moving their originally scheduled programs. Old Boy would be rebroadcast punctually at 7:30 PM, right after the News Broadcast concluded.

Since other TV stations had scheduled their rebroadcasts for 10:00 PM, Xiangnan Satellite TV began continuously running floating text advertisements at the bottom of various TV programs from noon onwards, announcing the 7:30 PM rebroadcast of Old Boy, in order to maximize the time difference.

Geng Jianyong, who had been racking his brain all night trying to figure out how to handle the crisis public relations, was going crazy. The negative impact of Old Boy’s premiere last night hadn’t even been remedied, and Xiangnan Satellite TV was already openly promoting the rebroadcast schedule. This was simply driving him to despair.

Geng Jianyong asked someone to contact the relevant persons in charge at the TV stations, hoping they could stop broadcasting Old Boy or edit out the segments related to Ji Shen Laobai Gan from Old Boy, but all his requests were rejected.

The reason was simple: Muye Pictures’ requirement was that not a single frame could be cut. They were broadcasting the copyright for free, and if they violated the contract terms, they would be held accountable. And with Old Boy being so popular, it was even more impossible to stop them from rebroadcasting it. To these TV stations, Geng Jianyong was not a major client, and some didn’t even have advertising partnerships with him, so they naturally wouldn’t give him face.

Meanwhile, Xiangnan Satellite TV’s promotional efforts continued to intensify. By the afternoon, some live news programs even reported on Old Boy as news, simultaneously announcing Xiangnan Satellite TV’s priority rebroadcast slot for that evening. It seemed Xiangnan Satellite TV was going all out to spread the news as widely as possible before 7:30 PM.

Geng Jianyong was pacing around constantly, frantic. He directly contacted the bank and, through his connections there, froze all of Geng Yang’s bank cards. Then he called Geng Yang, who had left home last night, and laid down a harsh ultimatum: “If you don’t resolve this problem today, you won’t get a single penny from home starting today.”

Geng Yang hadn’t expected his father to pull such a move. If he had known earlier, he definitely would have gotten a new card and transferred all the money out. But now it was too late; all his bank cards were under loss protection. Although he had his Identity Card and could report the loss and replace the card, he had to go back to the account-opening bank to do so. Since his father could freeze his cards from the local bank, he could naturally also have the local bank refuse to replace his card.

Without money, Geng Yang couldn’t survive in Yanjing. His daily expenses in Yanjing were no less than five figures, but after all his bank cards were frozen, he only had a few thousand yuan in cash.

Geng Yang immediately panicked and sought out Tang Quan to discuss a solution. Tang Quan’s opinion was that Li Mu was so insidious, he naturally couldn’t be let off the hook. However, with his funding cut off by his family, Geng Yang couldn’t even think about getting revenge on Li Mu, let alone surviving in Yanjing. As the saying goes, a gentleman’s revenge is never too late. So, he strongly advised Geng Yang to humble himself to Li Mu first, call him to beg for mercy, and even if he had to grovel, he needed to get through the current crisis.

Tang Quan had his own ulterior motives for doing this. Geng Yang was a patron of his, and if Geng Yang lost his funding, Tang Quan would also suffer significant losses indirectly. Furthermore, while he had a conflict with Li Mu, he couldn’t afford to provoke him. Now that Geng Yang had a conflict with Li Mu, Tang Quan hoped to further intensify Geng Yang’s hatred for Li Mu. Making him grovel and apologize to Li Mu was definitely a good idea.

If Geng Yang adopted his suggestion, regardless of whether Li Mu accepted it or not, Geng Yang’s hatred for Li Mu would greatly increase due to his bowing and scraping. If Li Mu happened to accept Geng Yang’s act of humility and gave their family a pass on the Old Boy micro-movie matter, Geng Yang could restore his funding. Moreover, with Geng Yang’s petty and vengeful personality, he would absolutely not appreciate Li Mu’s favor.

Kill two birds with one stone.

Geng Yang was quite resistant to Tang Quan’s suggestion. Make him bow and scrape to Li Mu? He’d rather be killed, or rather, he’d rather take a knife and fight Li Mu to the death.

Tang Quan could only sigh, looking like a brother who understood him, and earnestly and repeatedly said, “Brother, think about it. Li Mu is a guy whose net worth is counted in the hundreds of millions. Under normal circumstances, you and I combined could barely contend with him. But if you lose your funding, we’d be like having one hand cut off, and the strongest one at that. How can we fight him?”

Geng Yang’s face turned ashen, and he gritted his teeth, saying, “Damn it, I just can’t swallow this. Apologize to him? I’d rather be chopped up…”

Tang Quan could tell that Geng Yang had actually made some compromises in his heart, but he was just putting on a brave front and wanted to save face. So he quickly comforted him, “Don’t worry, brother. Just endure it for a bit, take a step back to get through this current hurdle. We’ll always have a chance to make that Li guy pay back a thousandfold, a hundredfold later.”

Geng Yang nodded with difficulty, hating every moment. “When this is over, I’ll freaking kill him!”

Tang Quan laughed heartily, patting his shoulder and saying, “That’s right. Enduring humiliation for a greater purpose isn’t a bad thing; on the contrary, it’s the motivation to wipe out past shame.”

Geng Yang pulled out his phone, hesitated repeatedly, then finally dialed Li Mu’s number. The two had a brief conversation on the phone once before, and that was their only interaction since Zhao Kang was beaten. Immediately after, Li Mu launched such a sudden and devastating attack on Geng Yang, directly targeting his family’s business, striking with both ruthlessness and precision.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Geng Yang to call him. Upon receiving his call, Li Mu’s tone was cold: “What do you want?”

Geng Yang clenched his fists and said, “Li Mu, our conflict is between us. You shouldn’t have targeted my family. That’s not being fair, and it’s against the rules.”

Li Mu hummed and said, “As for our conflict, you hit my friend, which was also against the rules. So, you were the one who broke the rules first.”

Just as Geng Yang was about to argue, Li Mu impatiently said, “State your business. If it’s still this kind of nonsense, I’m hanging up.”

Tang Quan quickly whispered to Geng Yang beside him, “Be adaptable, prioritize the bigger picture!”

Geng Yang’s expression was as ugly as if he had eaten dirt. He forced himself to calm down, trying to soften his tone: “Uh, about your friend getting beaten last time, that was my fault. I apologize, and I’m willing to compensate. Just name a price, money is negotiable. As long as you delete the segments about our Ji Shen Laobai Gan from Old Boy, we’ll keep to our own lanes from now on.”

Li Mu said, “I’m not short on money, and my friend isn’t either. We wouldn’t even look at one or two million.”

Geng Yang was fuming inside, but he forced himself to ask, “Then tell me, how do you want to resolve this?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about this: my friend said that Ferrari you were driving when you hit him was quite arrogant. Before 7:30 PM tonight, drive that Ferrari to Haizhou and compensate him with it.”
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Li Mu and Geng Yang’s talks broke down, as expected.

Because Li Mu never intended to negotiate with him.

He thought he could just pay some money after assaulting someone and call it quits? Not only would I not agree, but Zhao Kang is now worth tens of millions, so he wouldn’t agree either.

Besides, the uncut version of “Old Boy” had already premiered. Li Mu would absolutely not remove the shots related to Ji Shen Laobai Gan during re-broadcasts, because then everyone would realize he had backed down to Ji Shen Laobai Gan, which might inadvertently give them a huge advertisement.

So, on this issue, Li Mu was determined to hold his ground. No satellite TV channel could cut even a single frame of his film.

Geng Yang hated Li Mu, but he couldn’t stop “Old Boy” from re-broadcasting on Xiangnan Satellite TV at 7:30 PM. Tens of millions of users tuned in to watch Xiangnan Satellite TV, pushing its viewership rating to 10%. This figure greatly energized the leaders of Xiangnan Satellite TV, and the key contact person who secured the priority rebroadcast rights for “Old Boy” from Muye Pictures at the favorable price of two million was specifically commended by the station’s leadership.

Li Mu instructed Ning Hao to inform all major satellite TV channels tomorrow morning that from tomorrow until the end of the first lunar month, they could freely arrange re-broadcast times and frequencies without needing to communicate with Muye Pictures for confirmation. However, one point still needed to be ensured: no cuts to the film.

At the same time, Li Mu told Zhao Kang that the online army should continue fanning the flames and let him control the pace of how exactly to do it.

After arranging these two matters, Li Mu stopped paying attention to the subsequent developments of “Old Boy,” because he discovered that a new internet craze was already stirring.

Eting.com’s data showed that in the past two days, online music streaming volume had surged to an unprecedented high, and at the same time, MP3 download numbers had also significantly increased compared to before.

On the surface, these two data points seemed to be due to Du Wei’s two popular works, “Fleet of Time” and “You Exist In My Song,” but Li Mu detected a different scent within them.

The data often revealed deeper details. Li Mu believed that starting from 2002, the number of computer hardware and MP3 hardware units began to increase noticeably, especially MP3 players. In 2001, these were rare items costing thousands, but during the Spring Festival, prices suddenly began to loosen and break, and now a decent MP3 player could be bought for seven or eight hundred yuan, with cheaper ones available for four or five hundred yuan.

Li Mu realized that the spring for MP3 hardware was coming, and thus, the spring for Eting.com was also approaching.

Although Li Mu had long considered selling Eting.com entirely to Baidu, this didn’t prevent him from making Eting.com even more valuable while MP3 players were hot. If Baidu considered it the key to their next breakthrough, then they would buy it for five hundred million, or even one billion, and if it became scorching hot, they would still buy it for two billion.

Given this situation, Li Mu suddenly felt a strong urge to strike while the iron was hot and make a move in the MP3 field.

The development and popularity of an industry often depend on a single company or product, just as the MTK system spawned China’s entire copycat phone industry, and the iPhone led the global smartphone revolution. If Eting.com could seize this opportunity to make a move, it was highly likely to rapidly accelerate the development of domestic MP3 software and hardware, making its development pace much faster than in his previous life.

Li Mu believed that the core of the MP3 craze was hardware, followed by software. If MP3 players could rapidly decrease in price and quickly penetrate ordinary users, they would certainly boost MP3 downloads.

As for lowering hardware prices, Li Mu also had a rough proposal. This was an era of opaque hardware profits, with large profit margins. If he, under the name of Eting.com, found a company that could OEM MP3 players, custom-ordered a large batch of Eting.com-branded MP3 players, and then dumped them onto the market at a cost price, making absolutely no profit, the first benefit would be a direct increase in the number of MP3 player users. Secondly, it would force other MP3 manufacturers to lower their prices, thereby triggering a widespread price reduction wave, rapidly lowering MP3 prices and entry barriers, just like Shenzhou’s impact on the laptop market, and he would do it even more ruthlessly.

If MP3 players could drop to their 2003 price levels from his previous life in 2002, then online MP3 streaming and downloading would become one of the hottest internet sectors in 2002. And Eting.com, currently, was more than an era ahead of its competitors in terms of streaming playback, page UI, user experience, and product features. Therefore, once MP3 players became popular this year, Eting.com would be the biggest beneficiary.

Li Mu almost had an impulse to immediately go to Shenzhen himself, find a few suitable OEM factories there, and quickly custom-order a batch of MP3 players. The estimated cost could be controlled within three hundred yuan. For an initial order of one hundred thousand units, it would only require thirty million yuan, and he could also negotiate specific payment methods with the manufacturers, striving for a certain credit term to reduce capital investment.

However, Li Mu quickly suppressed this impulse. While doing it now would certainly be fine, he would be wasting an excellent opportunity – Taobao.

Just imagine, if Taobao.com were established, paired with Alipay as the payment channel, and then hundreds of thousands of MP3 players sold at factory cost were made available on Taobao, how much would that boost Taobao?

With Alipay users now exceeding ten million, perhaps one hundred thousand MP3 players at factory cost could sell out within a few days, which would also greatly help Taobao’s reputation and visibility. How could Li Mu miss such a good opportunity?

It seems launching Taobao is indeed imperative!

Li Mu could only temporarily shelve his MP3 plan. After the New Year, he would return to Yanjing and quickly find Senior Student Liu Qiangdong to launch Taobao.com together.

…

On the fifth day of the New Year, Lin Qingya suddenly called Li Mu. She said that she had attended a high school reunion last night, and a high school classmate, upon hearing she was at Muye Technology, recommended her maternal older male cousin who had just returned from abroad. Reportedly, her maternal older male cousin went to the United States for further studies in 1991, obtaining Master’s and Doctorate degrees in Computer Science from the University of Minnesota. He studied until 1998 before starting work, and he had only worked for one company so far: the famous Google overseas.

The moment Li Mu heard the two words “Google,” a strong sense of faith, as a programmer, spontaneously arose within him.

In the minds of most computer technical personnel, Google was the company with the highest reverence. Even Apple couldn’t compare. Google had too many products that influenced the world, and too many tech gurus who could influence the world; anyone you randomly picked would be top-tier in the industry.

Li Mu asked Lin Qingya, “What’s that person’s name?”

Lin Qingya said, “His name is Fang Xudong.”

Fang Xudong?

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. He had heard of this person in his previous life; he was Google’s most impressive Chinese software engineer. Fang Xudong returned to China in 2005 to serve as CTO at a major internet company, becoming one of the industry’s recognized top ten CTOs, an absolute tech guru.

As soon as he heard that Lin Qingya knew Fang Xudong, Li Mu immediately pressed, “Is this Fang Xudong planning to return to China for his career?”

“Not exactly,” Lin Qingya said. “My classmate told me he’s interested in returning to China, but he’s always lamented the lack of good internet companies and employment environments here. However, when he came home for the New Year to visit relatives this year, he mentioned our company to my classmate. Apparently, he’s very impressed with our company, so when my classmate heard I was working here, she wanted to introduce him to me. His family also really hopes he can work back in China.”

Li Mu understood. Fang Xudong currently only had the idea of returning to China but hadn’t found a good option, which was why he didn’t return until 2005 in his previous life. However, Muye Technology didn’t exist in his previous life. Would Muye Technology this time be able to impress this tech guru?

So Li Mu asked, “Have you met him?”

“Not yet,” Lin Qingya said. “I got his contact information, but I haven’t scheduled a meeting. I don’t understand technology, and I’m afraid that a bad conversation might lower his impression of our company. My thought is, Manager Li, could you possibly take some time to come over in person? If he’s truly capable, our future technical aspects would be much easier to handle.”

Lin Qingya had long been searching for suitable technical personnel worldwide at Li Mu’s request. After the New Year, Baofeng Entertainment would begin internal testing for “Mu Online,” and Li Mu also wanted to venture into e-commerce, so the talent gap in technology was too large. If he couldn’t find another tech guru who could take charge independently and lead a team, many of Li Mu’s businesses wouldn’t be able to proceed.

This information about Fang Xudong was an unexpected gain. Lin Qingya was also afraid she couldn’t get him on their side, which was why she called Li Mu for help.

Li Mu agreed without hesitation, telling her to arrange a meeting with Fang Xudong, as early as tonight. Lin Qingya’s home was in Southern Shandong, not too far from his own, just a few hours’ drive away.

Lin Qingya immediately contacted Fang Xudong. Since it was an introduction through an acquaintance, and that acquaintance was Fang Xudong’s maternal younger cousin, Fang Xudong’s attitude on the phone was very friendly. When Lin Qingya explained the company she worked for and told him that her Boss wanted to personally come and talk to him, Fang Xudong was also quite surprised. He had some understanding of Muye Technology, but only on the business and technical levels, without detailed knowledge of its other background. However, for the CEO of a company valued at over one billion yuan to personally come and meet him showed considerable sincerity, so Fang Xudong agreed without hesitation.

The meeting was set for 7 PM that evening, at a relatively upscale restaurant in Zao City, Southern Qilu. Lin Qingya gave Li Mu the address and time. Li Mu instructed her, “Help me book a hotel in the city. I’ll stay in Zao City tonight.”

Excited, Li Mu set off alone in his car after lunch.

At 5 PM, Li Mu’s car arrived in Zao City. Zao City was the southernmost city in Qilu. Its geographical location was somewhat unique; the old urban area gradually declined due to inconvenient external transportation, while Xueguo District, located in the western part of Zao City, was traversed by the Beijing-Shanghai Railway, making transportation convenient, so its development gradually caught up with the old urban area. The dinner location Lin Qingya had booked and Li Mu’s hotel were both in a three-star hotel there.
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Lin Qingya’s home was in a small county town north of Zao City, tens of kilometers from Xueguo District, and not easily accessible. She was due back at work in Yanjing on the sixth day of the New Year, and had already bought a train ticket from Zao City West Station back to Yanjing for the evening of the fifth day of the New Year before the holiday. Today, she had traveled from her home to Xueguo District with her luggage, planning to eat dinner and then take the midnight train back to Yanjing.

Since Li Mu didn’t want to drive back overnight, he asked Lin Qingya to book a room for him at a hotel. After Lin Qingya arrived in the afternoon, she checked Li Mu into his room first. However, she didn’t put her own luggage in the room but instead left it at the hotel front desk. Lin Qingya didn’t wait for Li Mu in his room either; she ordered a coffee in the hotel lobby and read a book while waiting for him.

After Li Mu arrived and found Lin Qingya in the lobby, he sat opposite her, ordered a cup of tea, and began discussing Fang Xudong.

Li Mu wanted more details about Fang Xudong, such as his current income level at Google, his position, and his areas of responsibility.

Lin Qingya said, “I called my high school classmate again this afternoon and indirectly inquired. Fang Xudong’s annual income at Google should be around one million RMB, which is roughly over one hundred thousand US dollars.”

Li Mu nodded. While over one hundred thousand US dollars might not sound like much, its purchasing power was still very strong at the time. At the very least, after a year’s living expenses, the remaining money would be enough to buy a small apartment in Yanjing. He was definitely at the level of a super high-income professional.

Lin Qingya continued, “As for what he does at Google, my classmate isn’t very clear. But what’s certain is that he’s thirty-three this year and is an only son. His family really hopes he can return to China for his career, and he does have that intention now, but he hasn’t found a suitable opportunity.”

Li Mu then asked, “Does this person have any particular personality traits?”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “He’s said to have high intelligence and high emotional intelligence, and he’s very friendly. That’s all I know.”

“Oh dear.” Li Mu rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was wary of people with both high intelligence and high emotional intelligence. If you talked to them about ideals, they’d talk about reality; if you talked about reality, they’d talk about ambitions. To poach such a person, persuasion wouldn’t be very effective; he’d need to offer something substantial. However, his current ventures, while decent in China, might not seem reliable in the eyes of Google’s technical talent.

However, Li Mu quickly adjusted his mindset. Since he was here, he shouldn’t be overly concerned about gains and losses. If it worked out, great; if not, he wouldn’t lose anything.

That evening, Li Mu met Fang Xudong in the private room Lin Qingya had booked at the restaurant. Fang Xudong was dressed in A&F casual wear. What surprised Li Mu was that the thirty-three-year-old Fang Xudong didn’t look like an internet professional at all. He was about 1.8 meters tall, slender, with no hair loss or glasses. He looked very cheerful and energetic.

Fang Xudong was even more surprised to see Li Mu than Li Mu was to see him.

He had followed Muye Technology and had a clear and deep understanding of its development and products. However, he never expected that the CEO of Muye Technology would be a young man who looked barely twenty.

The two shook hands and exchanged greetings. After a brief chat, Fang Xudong learned that Li Mu was still in university, and only a first-year student at that, which completely threw Fang Xudong off.

After asking Li Mu’s birth year, he realized that Li Mu wasn’t even twenty years old yet.

Fang Xudong had studied in China before going abroad, so he knew the routine of the domestic education system. Before university, almost all students followed the same path and learned the same knowledge. Only after entering university would they diverge into different academic fields: some studying economics, some medicine, some law, and some computer science.

The technical field of the IT industry was a vast academic domain. To achieve even a modest success in this field, one needed to have been deeply involved in foundational technology and the IT industry for several years. Yet, how could a young man like Li Mu have founded Muye Technology, a company rising like a rocket, in his first year of university? By conventional analysis, he couldn’t possibly have strong development skills, let alone precise product awareness. Could he be a genius?

But Fang Xudong was precisely the kind of person who least believed in academic geniuses. Whenever others boasted about ten-year-olds getting into university, or talked about the University of Science and Technology’s youth classes, prodigy classes, or genius classes, he always felt that anything related to academics required years of effort and accumulation. So-called geniuses, for the most part, couldn’t withstand the test of time and reality.

This was also the fundamental reason why, after Lawrence Bragg, there had never been another Nobel laureate in their twenties. Even Lawrence Bragg himself had only achieved that honor through his father’s influence; he shared the Nobel Prize in Science with his own father. If he had relied solely on himself, it would likely have been at least his thirties before it was possible.

In contrast, artistic geniuses were understandable.

Li Mu could see the doubt in Fang Xudong’s eyes, which he had already anticipated.

After they were seated, Li Mu deliberately asked Fang Xudong, “I hear Mr. Fang holds a high position at Google. May I ask which section you are primarily responsible for?”

Fang Xudong said, “At Google, I primarily work on PageRank, a technology related to web page ranking.”

PageRank was an algorithmic technology for web page ranking invented by Larry Page. Its core function was to provide a detailed calculation formula for search engine page rankings. Although Li Mu had never worked on search engines, he had heard of this field.

Li Mu nodded and said calmly, “Larry Page’s algorithm is definitely a top priority for Google right now. It must be a very high-level internal section, isn’t it?”

Fang Xudong nodded and said, “Advanced algorithms are Google’s core advantage in leading the search engine field.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and casually asked him, “Google shouldn’t just have the PageRank algorithm now, right? Doesn’t Google have a HillTop algorithm internally? Have they started combining the two algorithms yet?”

Li Mu’s casual, offhand question completely stunned Fang Xudong.

Fang Xudong wasn’t particularly surprised that Li Mu knew about the PageRank algorithm and its founder. The PageRank algorithm wasn’t exclusive to Google; Larry Page had invented it while at Stanford University. Anyone with some knowledge of search engines would know about this algorithm, or at least have heard its name, even if they didn’t understand its logic.

However, the HillTop algorithm was a core technology related to search engine algorithms. This algorithm had only been developed by a Google employee in the second half of last year and had just been patented in the same period. It was still largely in the confidential stage. Currently, Google hadn’t even acquired the patent for this algorithm from that employee and was still conducting compatibility tests. It was estimated that it would be at least another year before it could be truly put into use.

Now, for the young Li Mu in China to know about this algorithm, even if only its name, was incredibly astonishing. The only possibility was that he had genuinely researched this field extensively and had his own channels for acquiring information.

Fang Xudong praised him from the bottom of his heart, “It seems Mr. Li is very well-informed about the industry’s development.”

Li Mu saw that the other party was truly starting to take him seriously. He smiled slightly and said, “Although Muye Technology isn’t planning to enter the search engine market, search engine technology is one of the most important technologies on the internet. I’ve always approached understanding and learning some superficial knowledge in this field with a sense of awe.”

This was precisely the effect Li Mu wanted. At the very least, he couldn’t let Fang Xudong underestimate or doubt his capabilities. He needed to let him know that although he was young, and his technical prowess might be considerably less than Fang Xudong’s in terms of current internet architecture, his understanding of the internet was likely no weaker than his, perhaps even far superior.

Fang Xudong said, “Muye Technology is already very impressive. Tieba, this minimalist BBS, not only lowered user entry barriers and operating costs but also opened up infinite possibilities through the innovation of open registration by keywords. It will definitely be a crucial product in China’s internet future.”

Li Mu smiled modestly and asked Fang Xudong, “In your opinion, what is Muye Technology’s greatest advantage right now?”

Fang Xudong said, “Naturally, it’s the users. Tieba is a massive online community that gathers users based on various interests. With Tieba’s strong user scale as a foundation, Muye Technology will have many directions to choose from in the future.”

Li Mu asked him, “What do you think is Muye Technology’s biggest problem right now?”

Fang Xudong smiled and said, “Honestly, achieving this level in just over half a year has exceeded many people’s imaginations. Even many top-tier experts in the internet industry probably couldn’t have done it so cleanly and efficiently. Tieba’s product model is excellent, and Happy Farm’s model is also excellent. What’s rare is that it also has strong profitability.”

After a series of appreciative and affirming remarks, Fang Xudong hesitated for a moment and said, “If you really want me to nitpick, I think Muye Technology’s biggest problem is that it doesn’t have a truly strong-demand product. Tieba, no matter how you look at it, seems more like a complementary product. While it’s very powerful, it should ideally accompany a stronger, high-demand product. If it were under Baidu or Tencent, in my personal opinion, it would be a better fit.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, “Are you saying that Tieba isn’t suitable to be the core of an internet company on its own?”

Fang Xudong smiled slightly and said, “You can’t put it so absolutely. I can only say that if you want to build a top-tier internet company, you can’t make Tieba your core product. If you want to build a first-class internet company, Muye Technology already is one.”

After a pause, Fang Xudong added, “Muye Technology is like a very sharp bayonet. It’s powerful enough in the realm of cold weapons, but it should ideally be paired with a gun.”
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Li Mu strongly agreed with Fang Xudong’s statement.

He had long realized that community products like Tieba could not become true core products. Products that couldn’t generate strong demand from users were unsuitable to be considered core. That’s why he planned YY, intending to use instant messaging software as Muye Technology’s true core.

Fang Xudong’s ability to see the essence and weaknesses of Tieba showed that this technical talent had a profound understanding of the industry and its products.

Li Mu then asked him, “In your opinion, what should Muye Technology use as its core for future development?”

Fang Xudong hesitated for a moment, then smiled, “I can’t say for sure. If you just want me to talk about products with strong market demand, I can offer some insights. But if you want me to combine that with Muye Technology, I’m afraid what I say might deviate from Muye Technology’s actual situation.”

Li Mu smiled, “Just chat freely.”

Fang Xudong said, “Actually, the internet industry’s development has only just matured in terms of exploring the internet world’s framework. But what can be built upon this framework is probably hard for anyone to imagine. From the current perspective, products with strong demand are all closely related to users’ lives and habits.”

“Do you think communities are a strong demand? Their user stickiness is very high. Users might come to places like Tieba and watch for several hours without blinking. But high stickiness doesn’t mean strong demand. If they can’t go online or log into Tieba for the next few days, they won’t feel their lives are significantly affected.”

“Games also have high stickiness, and their profitability is relatively high. But there are too many competing products for them in the internet industry, and their lifespan isn’t long enough. Users will churn in large numbers after six months or a year, so they can’t be considered a strong demand.”

“In contrast, search is a strong demand. Once you leave the search function, the entire internet world seems dark to you. Instant messaging software is also a strong demand. Your real-life friends and online friends are all there. Without it, you would become exceptionally lonely in the internet world…”

Li Mu nodded, “Search and instant messaging software are indeed the top strong-demand products for internet users right now. Speaking of these two areas, do you think computer security counts as a strong demand?”

“Of course!” Fang Xudong smiled, “The market for antivirus software and firewalls is huge, but this strong demand cannot be focused on a single product. It’s like how everyone needs to eat, but not everyone eats the same thing. There are too many competing products in the computer security market. It’s true that the demand is strong, but for a company, it can only be positioned as a regular low-frequency product. So I don’t think any company can become a top internet company by relying solely on computer security.”

At this point, Fang Xudong gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “If what I just said got out, many people might call me arrogant. But I think that’s just how it is. Computer security software itself is just a small accessory in the internet industry, much like an airbag’s position in the entire automotive market: very important, but it accounts for too small a proportion of the overall automotive industry.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement, “The market significance of computer security is indeed not large enough. No matter how fancy you make security software, it remains a very low-frequency product. Although it protects computer security constantly, from the user’s perspective, users barely think about it during most normal computer use. Its influence on users is simply too low. If you want to build an Ecosystem based on security software, the imaginative space is indeed limited.”

What first came to Li Mu’s mind was Qihoo 360. At its peak, 360 had over five hundred million users, and its installation base accounted for 94% of the total PCs in China. What was its value at that time? Before delisting from the NYSE, its total market value was less than ten billion US dollars.

Within that less than ten billion US dollar valuation, there was a whole host of products like 360 Security Guard, 360 Antivirus, 360 Mobile Assistant, 360 Browser, search engine, 360 hardware, 360 Mall, and so on. Yet, Tencent’s market value at the same time was nearly twenty-five times higher.

So Fang Xudong was absolutely right. A company focused on computer security couldn’t become a top-tier company. 360’s user stickiness wasn’t high; most installed users didn’t even bother to register. Its user value was significantly lower than Tencent, Alibaba, or even Baidu. In Li Mu’s view, the reason it struggled to reach the top was that its core product was inherently flawed. Therefore, it could never stand on the same level as Tencent and would only fall further and further behind.

Fang Xudong hadn’t expected Li Mu to think exactly the same way on this point, and to also believe that the development space for computer security wasn’t large enough. His impression of this young man improved even further. It wasn’t that he was arrogant, nor was he dismissing the security field; he just felt it couldn’t become extremely large, and Li Mu’s view surprisingly coincided with his own.

At this point, Li Mu asked him again, “Tell me about Tencent and Baidu.”

Fang Xudong smiled, “You have quite a history with Tencent, so let’s talk about them first. Although Muye Technology won against Tencent beautifully in both Q Bar and QQ Fishery, Tencent QQ’s foundation is actually much more solid than Tieba’s. While their instant messaging market share is very high right now, their wings aren’t fully grown. It’s a bit irrational for them to rashly compete with Muye Technology in other areas at this point. If they focus most of their energy on elevating QQ, truly making it a flagship social networking product for the internet, and dedicate a small amount of energy to extending it as a complementary product to QQ’s core, it won’t be long before it becomes one of China’s top internet companies.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and asked again, “What about Baidu?”

“Baidu seized the early advantage in strong search. Google’s current development direction is still primarily based on English search. Simply put, from the perspective of current computer users, English is still the main and most widely used language. Even Google can’t compete with Baidu in the domestic market right now. Google won’t be like Tencent, losing focus by dabbling in Q Bar and QQ Fishery. It must first establish its dominant position in English search before it can possibly compete with Baidu. If Baidu is smart and diligent enough, it should already be a top domestic internet company before Google enters China.”

Li Mu mused, As expected of a high-achieving student, his perspective on issues is quite insightful. Google was currently unable to concern itself with the non-English search market, so it wouldn’t rush even as Baidu grew. Instead, it would continue to steadily develop its core product to perfection, and once that core was stable, it would then find ways to enter other national markets.

If Tencent had this foresight, they definitely wouldn’t have blindly followed suit with Q Bar and QQ Fishery. This showed that Tencent’s tendency to follow trends was ingrained early on. It was just that in this period in his past life, they hadn’t found suitable products to imitate. His own appearance was like planting a few wildflowers along Tencent’s development path, making them unable to resist the temptation, stopping prematurely to try and pick them.

Li Mu, who was determined to bring Fang Xudong under his wing, smiled and asked him, “Are you interested in returning to China for development?”

Fang Xudong nodded and said, “Yes, I am, but there isn’t a very suitable opportunity right now.”

Li Mu didn’t beat around the bush and directly extended an olive branch: “How about considering Muye Technology?”

After talking with Li Mu, Fang Xudong had a very good impression of him. But when it came to employment, Muye Technology wasn’t quite attractive enough for him. He himself felt that Muye Technology’s subsequent development might lack momentum, and furthermore, with Muye Technology’s current product structure, there wasn’t much scope for his skills.

Thinking that their conversation had been quite congenial, Fang Xudong didn’t bother with formalities or polite remarks with Li Mu. He directly said, “Muye Technology is developing very well right now, but I’m still concerned about its future development space. Also, if I were to join, what position would you want me in?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “CTO.”

Fang Xudong asked, “What are Muye Technology’s current technical needs primarily focused on? Further development of Tieba, or games?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said with a serious expression, “Honestly, with the game Happy Farm, you should be able to tell what aspect I value most about it.”

Fang Xudong nodded and said, “User connections.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu said, “For truly making games, I have another shell company, and I’ve already bought a game from Korea that’s currently in internal testing. That’s another matter. First, let me tell you about Muye Technology’s current situation. As you said, Tieba isn’t suitable as a core product, so I’ve been brewing a true core product for Muye Technology. It’s now in its final development stages and can begin internal testing after the New Year.”

Fang Xudong’s eyes lit up, “Can you reveal what kind of product it is?”

In Fang Xudong’s view, since Li Mu had dismissed Tieba’s potential as a core product, the true core he had chosen must be even bigger than Tieba. It could be instant messaging, but Fang Xudong couldn’t be certain.

Li Mu didn’t answer Fang Xudong’s question. Instead, he said, “Let me tell you about other aspects of my strategy, and then we’ll discuss the question you just asked. You mentioned that strong demands include search, social networking, and security, but you didn’t mention e-commerce or payment channels. In my eyes, both of these are major areas of strong demand.”

“E-commerce will become a new global business model in the future, including but not limited to retail, wholesale, customization, and cross-border e-commerce. Therefore, e-commerce platforms are imperative. It might seem that e-commerce is still in its infancy right now, but it will definitely become a behemoth in the internet industry. No internet project’s business model is more direct and clearer than that of e-commerce.”

“The rise of e-commerce will inevitably require the support of online payment channels. However, online payment channels don’t just serve e-commerce. Strictly speaking, online payment channels will be the most crucial link for the internet to extract money from users’ pockets. Most internet projects need a profit model, and with a profit model, there must be supporting payment channels. In the future, those doing e-commerce, games, or value-added information services online will all need to complete payments online. But payment channels require sufficient technical strength and also need to open up bank relationships, which means their barrier to entry is very high. Not all companies can develop them themselves; they will have to seek out public third-party payment channels for cooperation.”

Fang Xudong listened in silence, but his gaze towards Li Mu gained several more glints of light. He and Li Mu now had a consensus in their hearts: Li Mu’s technical prowess might not be as good as Fang Xudong’s, but Li Mu’s understanding and vision for the internet industry were definitely superior to Fang Xudong’s.

At this moment, Li Mu continued with a faint, confident smile, “I already have a payment channel. If you know about 3321, you’ll know Alipay. If you know Alipay, I can tell you that 3321 and Alipay were both created by me. Although Alipay is an independent company, it was incubated within 3321, grew through Happy Farm, and is now providing payment services for Shanda Games’ Legend. At the same time, it will also be the pillar of my e-commerce industry.”

“Speaking of e-commerce again, I will definitely launch e-commerce operations in the first half of this year. I’ve already registered the domain name: Taobao.com, ‘Tao’ from ‘panning for gold’ and ‘Bao’ from ‘treasure’.”

Fang Xudong was stunned. He had heard of 3321 before and hadn’t thought much of it at the time, only finding the idea good but nothing remarkable technically. However, as soon as he heard that Li Mu was behind it and that he had used 3321 to incubate Alipay, Fang Xudong was convinced.

Li Mu’s way of doing things was always about mutual leverage and interlocking steps, with very close connections between them. He used 3321 to nurture Alipay, Eting.com to nurture Tieba, and Tieba to nurture Happy Farm. Happy Farm not only revitalized Tieba’s users but also rapidly elevated Alipay’s payment channel scale. Alipay, in turn, could provide services for Happy Farm and also support future e-commerce and even value-added services for all products.

Fang Xudong looked at Li Mu, filled with shock, and mused, What kind of monster is this young man? When others start businesses in the internet industry, their biggest fear is a lack of focus; only by grasping a core and continuously digging deep can they succeed. But he’s different. He’s laid out so many products for himself in one go, yet hasn’t lost sight of anything. His industrial chain is truly complementary and intertwined, allowing each product to become stronger with the support of others.

At this moment, Fang Xudong was truly impressed by Li Mu, this young man more than ten years his junior. He felt both admiration and awe, and exhaled deeply, saying, “Manager Li, I am willing to join Muye Technology, or any of your other shell companies.”

Li Mu’s heart lit up, and he smiled as he asked him, “Aren’t you going to ask about salary and benefits first?”

Fang Xudong smiled slightly and said, “After hearing all that you’ve said, I don’t think there’s any need to discuss it. You can decide.”

Li Mu asked again, “Then don’t you want to know what the suspense I built up earlier was about? Don’t you want to know what Muye Technology’s true core product is first?”

Fang Xudong said, “That should be Muye Technology’s core secret. It’s only right to join first and then inquire. I was presumptuous just now.” As he spoke, Fang Xudong looked at Li Mu, and with a change of topic, added, “But I guess it’s probably an instant messaging product.”
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Fang Xudong’s guess was correct, and Li Mu didn’t deny it.

He said he was indeed developing an instant messaging software and preparing to make a move in social networking, but he didn’t reveal too much. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Fang Xudong, but rather that he felt it wasn’t necessary.

Fang Xudong was a tech guru in his field. A product that was already nearly developed didn’t require him to waste any more energy. What Li Mu needed was for him to help build other products, or to provide solutions when YY would one day need to handle massive data streams from tens of millions of users for voice, video, and file transfers.

Currently, there were two areas where Fang Xudong’s involvement was needed: one was Mu Online, which was his next source of cash flow, and the other was Taobao.

Taobao required strong technical support. On one hand, it needed solutions for handling a large influx of users, and on the other, it needed to provide a complete and secure trading environment. Beyond that, there was another crucial point: algorithms.

Taobao’s algorithms were a profound field of study, just like Google’s research into webpage ranking algorithms. They aimed to recommend the most suitable, most attractive, and most conversion-driving results to users, enhancing user experience and stickiness, and increasing the platform’s overall conversion rate.

This kind of algorithm wasn’t just about simple recommendation weight or ranking weight formulas. More importantly, it needed to create accurate user profiles based on user behavior patterns.

“User profiling” was still an unfamiliar term to current internet industry professionals, and even Fang Xudong hadn’t systematically researched it.

When he asked Li Mu about the fundamentals of user profiling, Li Mu said, “If we develop Taobao in the future, we can determine a user’s geographical location through their login IP address. Don’t underestimate this feature; it can first help us identify the region our users are in. Based on their region, we can then assess the economic development, average salary level, and approximate purchasing power of that area.”

Fang Xudong nodded. Although he hadn’t worked in e-commerce, what Li Mu said was easy to understand.

Li Mu continued, “Secondly, we need to record every search a user makes to analyze their interests.”

Fang Xudong said, “Understood, similar to cookies.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Precisely, our own recorded user cookies. Based on their interests, we need to develop a logical algorithm for user profiling. For example, if a user primarily searches for and buys men’s products, we can categorize them as male. If they mostly buy women’s products, we categorize them as female. While this won’t be one hundred percent accurate, it will at least cover most cases. In such situations, we can appropriately recommend female-related items to users we’ve identified as female. However, knowing just the gender isn’t enough. We also need to infer their age based on what they like and are interested in. If they prefer fashionable brand clothing, we can infer their age is likely under thirty. If, in addition to fashionable clothing, they also look at books and stationery, we can categorize them as a student. Given the current penetration of the internet, students who can shop online are most likely university students. So, we can temporarily classify this user into the female university student category. This way, we can recommend products that female university students would be interested in.”

As he spoke, Li Mu pointed to Lin Qingya beside him and said, “Suppose there’s a female user whose login IP address is Yanjing, and her shipping address is within Yanjing’s Third Ring Road, and her user information name is Lin Qingya. Then we’ve already grasped her basic information. But that’s far from enough. We also need to infer her age, between twenty and thirty, based on her preference for fashion, cosmetics, and skincare products. We can also roughly determine her monthly income level based on the price range of products she pays attention to and her spending amount on the platform within a given period. If her monthly salary exceeds ten thousand yuan, then she’s a female senior white-collar worker. This way, we can refine our age assessment, raising her age bottom line to around twenty-five. Then, if we analyze her purchase history and find that the items she buys are all on the higher end of their respective categories, we can essentially determine her user profile.”

Fang Xudong said, his face showing surprise, “In that case, the information we’ve gathered is: Lin Qingya, around twenty-five years old, lives within Yanjing’s Third Ring Road, earns over ten thousand yuan a month, and likes to buy high-quality fashion and cosmetics. This is already very detailed…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Still not enough. For example, if she occasionally pays attention to male-oriented products for her age group, we can infer she might not be single. If she looks at maternity products, we can infer she’s married and planning to conceive. If she looks at baby products, she might already be pregnant or have a child. The more precise our user profiles are, the more accurately we can recommend suitable products to them, making them realize that we understand them better and cater to their preferences more than other similar websites. This way, we’ll always stay ahead of our competitors.”

Fang Xudong looked at Li Mu with immense admiration, not holding back his praise. “The concept of user profiling is incredibly useful. Your understanding of the internet industry truly puts me to shame. Many aspects are things I’ve never even considered, let alone heard of. If we can get a head start on researching user profiling algorithms, then everything we do will be like adding wings to a tiger.”

Li Mu nodded. “Algorithms are the soul, the core, the mindset, something others can’t see. They’re more like an invisible secret weapon that kills without a trace. If done well, they will ensure success in the internet industry.”

Fang Xudong immediately said excitedly, “In that case, let me be responsible for the research and development of this set of algorithms. Taobao’s backend support can also be entrusted to me; I’ll design an efficient solution for it.”

“No problem,” Li Mu said, extending his hand with a smile. “Welcome aboard.”

Fang Xudong extended his right hand and shook Li Mu’s firmly. His heart, eager to pursue excellence, was already stirring.

Li Mu promised Fang Xudong an annual base salary of eight hundred thousand yuan, plus one percent of Muye Technology’s stock options. Year-end bonuses and project bonuses were separate. Although the income was slightly lower than what he earned at Google, considering the difference in living costs between Yanjing and Silicon Valley in the United States, the salary difference was largely negligible. Most importantly, Muye Technology’s one percent stock options, calculated by current market value, were worth at least ten million yuan. Of course, Li Mu also had his own restrictions on the stock options: they could be cashed out gradually over three years, and if he left within three years, the remaining options would be considered automatically forfeited.

The generous compensation, coupled with the new worldview Li Mu outlined for him, filled him with anticipation for the future. For someone obsessed with technology, money was secondary; the desire to achieve impressive feats was paramount. At Google, Fang Xudong couldn’t lead any projects, but with Li Mu, not only would Li Mu provide him with opportunities, but also with ideas—all of them impressive ideas that made Fang Xudong’s heart race.

After dinner, Fang Xudong said he might need one to two months to handle his current affairs. After returning to the United States, he would submit his resignation to his company, hand over his work clearly, and once his employment relationship was sorted out, he could return to China. At that time, he would fly directly to Yanjing to report to Muye Technology.

After the meal, Li Mu was in high spirits. What the internet industry lacked most were tech gurus, and now he finally had his first one. With the first, there would be a second and a third, and then they could support even larger internet products and build a powerful internet empire.

After Fang Xudong left, Li Mu said to Lin Qingya, “Qingya, you played an indispensable role in today’s success.”

Lin Qingya asked Li Mu, “Is this Fang Xudong really that impressive?”

Li Mu nodded. “Technologically, he’s beyond reproach, very impressive.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “That’s good. In the future, I’ll try to find a few more brilliant people like him to join our company.”

Li Mu clapped his hands and said, “From now on, you are Muye Technology’s CHO, Chief Human Resources Officer.”

Lin Qingya said, “Whatever you say, Boss. I’ll definitely follow your lead.”

The two walked to the asphalt road outside the restaurant. Li Mu asked, “Where do you live? I’ll take you back.”

Lin Qingya said, “I’m taking the train back to Yanjing tonight. I have to go back to work at the company tomorrow.”

Li Mu asked, “Isn’t the official start of work the day after tomorrow?”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “A few of the human resources girls and I are going back a day early to prepare for everyone’s return to work.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “It’s popular in the south to give employees a start-of-work red envelope on the first day back to work after the New Year. I can’t go back that early, so please talk to finance, give them a heads-up, and the day after tomorrow, give every employee an eight-hundred-yuan red envelope on my behalf, as our company’s first start-of-work lucky money after the New Year.”

Lin Qingya said, “It’s great working for a Boss like you, always finding ways to give employees all sorts of benefits.”

Li Mu said, “Appropriately sharing profits is one of the most important qualities a qualified Boss should possess. Those who hog all the credit can never truly dominate. Once the industry heats up, you’ll find countless Bosses who hog all the credit have their teams completely poached overnight.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “I understand what you mean.”

Li Mu continued walking and talking, “Let me tell you a true story, which I heard from an older friend of mine.”

Lin Qingya walked beside Li Mu and said, “Please go on.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “You’re older than me, no need to be so polite. We haven’t just met. Back to the topic: an old employee of a company asked for his salary to be raised from eight thousand to ten thousand yuan. The company refused, so the employee resigned. After he left, the company’s HR department found someone with a monthly salary of fifteen thousand yuan to replace him, but sadly discovered that this person’s work ability was far worse than the old employee’s. In the end, by the time they found a suitable candidate with similar abilities to the previous old employee, the salary they offered had already exceeded twenty thousand yuan.”

Lin Qingya pursed her lips and said, “Such things are quite common. The main reason is that the company’s own salary adjustment mechanism isn’t reasonable enough. Old employees’ salaries don’t increase, but when recruiting new employees from outside, they have to offer salaries based on the latest market rates, which often results in new hires earning more than long-term employees.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Actually, it’s not that the salary adjustment mechanism is unreasonable. The fundamental problem is that the company’s management is overly confident, believing that the older an employee is, the less likely they are to leave easily. They think that the inertia and familiarity the company provides can compensate for part of their labor remuneration. This is an extremely foolish way of thinking. Little do they know that ‘a tree dies if moved, but a person lives if moved.’ Once a team experiences instability, the loss to the company is immeasurable. Therefore, you must fight for fair salaries and reasonable promotion models for our employees. I don’t want our company to be one where outsiders are seen as more capable, nor do I want our company to passively undergo a major overhaul every so often. What I want is stability. We should only be eliminating unqualified employees; there should never be a situation where qualified employees eliminate us.”

Lin Qingya nodded earnestly. “Manager Li, please rest assured, I will definitely remember that.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “What time is your train? I’ll take you to the station.”

“Midnight,” she said. “You don’t need to see me off. Go back to your room and rest early. I’ll sit for a bit and head to the station at eleven.”

Li Mu checked the time; it was just past nine o’clock.

Seeing her empty-handed, Li Mu asked, “Where’s your luggage?”

Lin Qingya said, “I left it at the hotel front desk.”

Li Mu waved his hand without further ado. “Come on, let’s go to my room to rest for a bit. I’ll take you to the station at eleven.”

Lin Qingya’s heart instantly tensed. She was about to refuse, but seeing Li Mu’s sincere expression, not like he was just being polite, her heart immediately felt like a startled fawn had burst in, making her chest ache slightly.

For Li Mu, Lin Qingya was filled with admiration and affection. Although she was a senior female student to Li Mu’s senior female student, and several years older than Li Mu, it didn’t stop her from developing a subtle affection for this young Boss beside her. In her eyes, Li Mu was simply too outstanding, so outstanding that even if one were to pick from men in their thirties, they wouldn’t find anyone as exceptional as Li Mu.

Being outstanding was one thing, but this Boss was also so handsome that one couldn’t look away. Most importantly, he was considerate of his employees and thoughtful towards women. Last time, when she was tormented by family matters and her mind went blank, she foolishly went to ask him if she could cash out her shares, even after signing a three-year stock option agreement. But not only did he not get angry, he even helped her resolve her immediate difficulties. So whenever Lin Qingya looked at him, she always felt this man was perfectly flawless.

If she had to find one flaw in him, it would be that he was simply too young.

Lin Qingya was six or seven years older than him. Although she was still in her prime, she felt incredibly insecure due to the age difference, always having that melancholic feeling of “you were born, but I am already old.”

Li Mu, however, didn’t think too much of it. He regarded Lin Qingya as one of his most trusted confidantes. Unlike Kong Lingyu, who excelled at complete obedience but whose abilities were ultimately limited, Lin Qingya not only obeyed orders but, more importantly, possessed outstanding capabilities and a superior way of thinking. Although she knew nothing about technology, she was an excellent management talent. With her, Li Mu could ensure his rear was secure.
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Lin Qingya had booked Li Mu the best luxury business suite in this three-star hotel.

A so-called luxury business suite was nothing more than a room with an extra living area of about twenty square meters, and the decor was rather ordinary.

Lin Qingya didn’t bring her luggage. She followed Li Mu to the room, and Li Mu invited her to sit on the sofa for a while. Waiting outside for two or three hours in the dead of winter would be too agonizing. The room was warm, so Li Mu suggested she rest there. When it was time, he would take her to the station, so she could sleep on the train and arrive in Yanjing the next morning.

As soon as the two of them sat down on the sofa, Li Mu’s phone rang. He picked it up and saw it was Su Yingxue. Li Mu naturally said to Lin Qingya, “It’s my girlfriend calling.”

Lin Qingya nodded gently, cooperating by not making any sound. She knew Li Mu had a girlfriend; when he confessed to Su Yingxue, the Renmin University students exploded in anger. Dong Ai had even specifically told her about it, and at the time, she felt that Dong Ai’s tone seemed to carry a hint of feeling lost and disappointed when she spoke of it.

As soon as the call connected, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “What are you doing, my dear?”

Li Mu said, “I’m in Qilu, handling some matters. What about you?”

Su Yingxue said, “I’m out buying a pack of cigarettes for my dad. All the cigarettes at home were given away by my mom.”

Li Mu laughed, “Auntie probably wants Uncle to quit smoking. If you’re still buying him cigarettes, be careful, Auntie might get mad at you.”

Su Yingxue said, “It’s fine. Anyway, my mom knows she’s deceiving herself. Once my dad goes to work, she can’t stop him from smoking at all.”

Then, Su Yingxue added, “Oh, right, my younger sister is taking the Yanjing Film Academy’s art exam on the ninth day of the New Year. I promised to go with her. I’ll be returning to Yanjing with my paternal aunt’s family the night after tomorrow.”

Li Mu had heard Su Yingxue mention this before, so he said, “Since you’ve already promised her, then go. I’ll head back after the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, once I’ve finished celebrating the New Year at home.”

Su Yingxue said, “Xinran has been pestering me these past two days, saying she wants you to treat her to a meal. When my family watched ‘Old Boy’, they didn’t connect your name to you, but she guessed it was you right away. So she really wants to get to know you. Do you have time tomorrow evening?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Yes, I do. How about this, I’ll treat both of you to a meal at the Ecological Park? The environment there is nicer.”

Su Yingxue said, “Sounds great! Anything is fine, I was just worried you wouldn’t have time.”

Li Mu said, “I can’t afford to offend my sister-in-law. I’ll definitely make sure she’s satisfied tomorrow.”

After hanging up, Lin Qingya said with an envious look, “You’re so good to your girlfriend.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “She’s my girlfriend, of course I have to treat her well.”

Lin Qingya nodded and asked, “Is she also from Renmin University?”

“Yes, we’re in the same year, and we were high school classmates.”

Lin Qingya asked, “Does she know what you’re doing now?”

Li Mu shook his head, “She knows some of it. She knows about 3321, Alipay, and that I filmed ‘Old Boy’, but she doesn’t know about Muye Technology or anything else.”

Lin Qingya looked curious, “Why don’t you tell her?”

Li Mu shrugged and said, “I can’t really explain it. Maybe I want our relationship to remain as pure as possible, or maybe I’m afraid of scaring her. It’s not just her; my Mom and Dad don’t know either right now.”

Lin Qingya nodded in understanding. As a young person, his achievements were indeed too great. Even those closest to him would probably need time to slowly accept this fact.

Li Mu remembered Lin Qingya’s family matters and asked her, “Have all your family issues been resolved?”

Lin Qingya nodded, “They’ve all been resolved. It was really just about money. As long as they’re satisfied, it’s fine.”

Seeing her expression was a bit unnatural, Li Mu comforted her, “Any problem that money can solve isn’t really a big problem.”

Lin Qingya sighed softly and said, “On the way here from home today, I was thinking that from now on, I’ll only come back to this house once a year for the New Year. Actually, for them, whether I come back or not doesn’t matter, as long as the money is given. I mainly just don’t want to spend the New Year all alone in Yanjing, otherwise, I wouldn’t even have the heart to come back. If I get married in the future and have a place to spend the New Year, I probably won’t even have the heart to come back once a year. If my future husband can cherish and dote on me, I wouldn’t want to return to this home for the rest of my life.”

Li Mu realized he might have said the wrong thing, bringing up a sore subject. But seeing Lin Qingya like this, she must have a lot of things hidden in her heart, and keeping everything to herself and bearing it alone might not be a good thing for her.

Lin Qingya looked up at Li Mu and asked him, “Manager Li, would you be interested in listening to me complain a bit?”

Li Mu sat up straight and said, “I’m all ears.”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “Actually, it’s just complaining about fate. It’s not that I’ve had such a miserable life, but I just feel that from childhood to adulthood, I’ve never been cherished or doted on by anyone. In Zao City, the preference for sons over daughters is particularly strong. When my paternal grandparents’ generation was young, what families compared was the number of sons they had. My paternal grandparents had six children in total, but only my Dad was a boy, so their family was always bullied by others in the village. If a family had few sons, neighbors with more sons would bully you and take advantage of you. My Dad was used to being bullied since he was little, so his preference for sons over daughters was even more severe than my paternal grandparents’ generation.”

“My Dad caught a good break. When he was young, he got into state-owned enterprise recruitment, so he managed to land a secure livelihood. However, state-owned enterprise employees were strictly monitored regarding family planning. He already had my older brother, but he always felt he didn’t have enough sons, so he wanted to secretly have another one. To have me, my mom went to hide at my second paternal aunt’s house in the countryside for over half a year after she got pregnant. After I was born, when they found out I was a girl, she left me in the countryside for my second paternal aunt to raise. When I was little, I took my second paternal uncle-in-law’s surname. At that time, I always thought my second paternal aunt and uncle-in-law were my parents, until I was two years old, and my mom returned to the countryside, pregnant again, to secretly have a third child.”

“The third child was another girl, and my mom wanted to just abandon her and leave. My second paternal aunt simply didn’t have the energy to care for that younger sister of mine, so my mom instructed her to give the child away. I didn’t understand back then, I didn’t know that girl was my own sister. When I was seven, it was time for me to go to school, but I didn’t have household registration. My second paternal aunt and uncle-in-law had two children, and if they registered my household, it would be considered an over-quota birth, and they would be fined. But without household registration, I couldn’t go to school. So my second paternal aunt took me to my Mom and Dad’s place, had a big argument with them, then left me there and angrily walked away. My second paternal aunt’s idea was simple: she just wanted me to go to school, and a child who was seven years old and still an unregistered person would cause many, many problems. My Mom and Dad initially refused no matter what, but they had nowhere to put me, so they could only temporarily keep me at home.”

“That era was when state-owned enterprise employees were most strictly scrutinized for family planning violations. Not only were there special work groups investigating day and night, but later, a reward policy for reporting violations was also introduced. I hadn’t lived at my Mom and Dad’s house for long before they were reported. A work group came down to verify, but they refused to admit anything no matter what, and indiscriminately kicked me out of the house. I was only seven, with no money in my pocket, and I cried downstairs all day. My Mom and Dad’s neighbors couldn’t bear to watch, so they secretly took me home and asked if I knew any relatives’ contact information. I remembered my second paternal aunt’s address, so she took me on a public bus and sent me back.”

“My second paternal aunt was furious after hearing about my experience at home. She gathered my other four paternal aunts, and the five of them took me back, demanding that my Mom and Dad keep me and register my household. My Dad had no choice. Accompanied by my paternal aunts, he completed my household registration. The family planning group arrived immediately after, and they fined them eight thousand yuan. My five paternal aunts contributed half. From then on, I stayed with my Mom and Dad, but they had no affection for me and initially didn’t even want me to go to school. Later, it was the teachers from the company school who found my Mom and Dad, and out of concern for their reputation among colleagues, they reluctantly agreed to let me attend school.”

“When I took the high school entrance exam, I ranked first in the entire school and fifth in the entire county. My Mom and Dad didn’t want me to continue my education, so I gave up the best high school and went to the mining high school that offered to waive my tuition and fees for three years. After getting into Renmin University, I received a scholarship from my high school alma mater and red envelopes from my five paternal aunts. I worked as a tutor in the city for two months, saving enough for my first year’s tuition. For the next three years, I relied on poverty subsidies, scholarships, and part-time jobs to get through until graduation. After I graduated from Renmin University and started working, my parents’ attitude immediately changed. From initially ignoring me, they became endlessly demanding. They asked me for money to renovate the house, to pave the yard with cement, for my older brother’s small business, for my older brother’s gambling debts when creditors came knocking, and now that he’s older and can’t find a romantic partner, they ask me for money for that too. The slightest hesitation, and all three of them would immediately turn hostile, calling me an ungrateful wretch, saying they had struggled to put me through college only for me to turn my back on them, telling everyone they were blind to have raised a wolf cub…”

Li Mu listened, dumbfounded. He had heard of similar situations, but never one as extreme as Lin Qingya’s. The Xiling Coal Mine also had very strict family planning enforcement; only underground miners were allowed a second child, everyone else was forbidden. Some people would also run back to their rural hometowns to secretly have children, then bring them back years later, but they wouldn’t dare to change their household registration and would always claim they were relatives’ children. However, these families were all very loving towards their second child, regardless of gender, for a simple reason: the parents felt they owed the child too much and wanted to compensate them well.

But Lin Qingya’s experience was an extreme case. Her parents not only didn’t feel they owed her, but instead felt she owed them. It was hard to imagine how Lin Qingya managed to study from elementary school all the way through high school graduation in such a family environment.

Lin Qingya had said so much in one breath, yet her emotions didn’t fluctuate much; instead, she felt increasingly relaxed. She continued, “My second paternal aunt is getting old. I went to see her this year. Neither of her two sons are very filial, perhaps due to limited circumstances. She and my second paternal uncle-in-law still rely on cultivating his own small territory to make a living. Qilu is different from other provinces; the per capita arable land here is especially small, less than one mu. They can only grow some food for themselves. Fortunately, in the countryside, people mostly exchange grain and a small amount of money for staple foods like jianbing and shaobing, so they can barely scrape by. And all these years, I’ve blindly tried my best to please the three people in my family, and I haven’t been able to truly repay my second paternal aunt and uncle-in-law. When I left, I gave them all the year-end bonus we received this year.”

Li Mu nodded, “Listening to you, you shouldn’t have given a single cent for your older brother’s wedding.”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “Yes, actually, I regret it terribly. I wish I had just ignored them, let them cry, make a scene, and threaten suicide. Anyway, they wouldn’t really hang themselves. If that money had gone to my second paternal aunt and uncle-in-law, it would have been enough for their retirement, at least.”

As she spoke, Lin Qingya suddenly perked up, sitting up straight and saying to Li Mu, “You don’t know, when I left home today, I told my Mom and Dad that I’ve repaid this family enough over the years. Now that I’ve even paid for my older brother’s wedding, from now on, I won’t entertain any more of their demands. If I come back for the New Year next year, I’ll give them five thousand yuan for living expenses and accommodation. If I don’t come back, then so be it. You have no idea how ugly their expressions were. They wanted to curse me, but I didn’t give them a chance. I grabbed my suitcase and left. Thinking about it now, I feel how decisive I was at that moment.”

Li Mu laughed, “Hearing you say that, it sounds quite satisfying.”

Lin Qingya blinked and smiled playfully, “I think so too. Although I also feel it might not be entirely right, thinking about it still feels great. I can’t live so foolishly anymore. I need to be good to those who are good to me, and for those who aren’t, as long as I have a clear conscience, I can just put them out of my mind. After I return to Yanjing, I’ll change my phone number. Anyway, they haven’t visited me in Yanjing all these years, they don’t know where I live or work. Once I change my phone number, they won’t be able to bother me anymore.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, about to praise Lin Qingya for making the right decision, when Lin Qingya looked at him and asked, “Manager Li, can I ask you for something?”

Li Mu said, “Go ahead.”

Lin Qingya said somewhat shyly, “It’s not a big deal, really. I just want to lean on your shoulder for a bit. My heart still feels a little uncomfortable right now. But don’t worry, I won’t soak your shoulder with tears.”

Li Mu saw that she spoke as if joking, but her words carried a faint hint of helplessness. He didn’t think much of it, just nodded gently, moved closer to her, and patted his shoulder, saying, “Come here.”

Lin Qingya smiled shyly and said, “Manager Li, you really are the best Boss I’ve ever met. Don’t worry, I’ll just lean for a moment.”

After speaking, Lin Qingya giggled and slowly tilted her head, gently resting her cheek on Li Mu’s shoulder. A moment later, she sighed, “It’s really nice to have someone to lean on at a time like this…”

Li Mu checked the time. It was ten o’clock at night, and her train was due to depart in about two hours. He softly said, “Take a nap. I’ll take you to the station at eleven.”

“Okay, thank you, Manager Li.”

Leaning on Li Mu’s shoulder, Lin Qingya felt an unprecedented sense of security. Li Mu told her to take a nap, and somehow, despite herself, she actually felt sleepy.

Her eyelids grew heavier and heavier, and finally, she couldn’t resist, drifting off to sleep on Li Mu’s shoulder.

Li Mu also closed his eyes and took a nap, but he didn’t actually sleep. After about ten minutes, he felt his shoulder become warm and damp. Opening his eyes, he saw Lin Qingya, asleep on his shoulder with her eyes closed, silently welling up with tears from the corners of both eyes.

Li Mu didn’t react, nor did he rashly wipe away her tears. He remained motionless, even breathing carefully, afraid of disturbing her.

Li Mu knew the truth that there is no greater sorrow than a heart that has died. But if one could completely give up on the emotional ties in their life, it might not be a bad thing. Lin Qingya was experiencing the moment of Phoenix Rebirth. If she could break these shackles and emerge from these nightmarish shadows, then she would become even stronger, and for her, wouldn’t that also be a good thing?





Chapter 390: Brother-in-law is the Best

Lin Qingya slept on Li Mu’s shoulder until eleven o’clock. Seeing that it was almost time, Li Mu gently woke her up. The moment she opened her eyes, Li Mu quietly stood up, not letting her see his shoulder, which was already soaked with her tears.

After putting on his jacket, Li Mu and Lin Qingya went downstairs together to get her luggage. He drove her to Zao City West Station and put her on a passing train bound for Yanjing.

Until they parted ways, neither of them mentioned the tear stains on Li Mu’s shoulder.

Li Mu slept one night in a hotel in Zao City, and after waking up the next day, he returned to Haizhou. When passing by Ecological Park, he booked a private room there before driving back to Haizhou. On the way, he passed through Pengcheng. Compared to Haizhou, Pengcheng was also considered a large city, so Li Mu made a special trip into Pengcheng city to buy two small gifts, preparing to give them to Su Yingxue and her cousin, whom he hadn’t met yet, during dinner that night.

At six in the afternoon, Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran, using the excuse of going for Skewered Hotpot, left their home together. Li Mu was already waiting at the entrance of Su Yingxue’s residential complex.

Wang Xinran was in an exceptionally good mood. She was indeed very much looking forward to seeing Li Mu, not just because he was her sister’s boyfriend, but also because he was surprisingly the director of the popular micro-movie Old Boy. Most importantly, she had actually met him before, and that time she had deliberately tested his character. The result of that test had left Wang Xinran quite satisfied with his performance. She wondered if Li Mu would still remember her when they officially met this time.

As soon as Su Yingxue came out of the residential complex, Li Mu saw her. Although it was already dark, he could still make out her familiar figure and clothes under the streetlights. Su Yingxue was wearing a purple down jacket today. Beside her was a girl of similar height, slender, wearing a white down jacket, but Li Mu couldn’t see her face clearly.

The two walked closer, but due to the backlighting, Li Mu couldn’t make out their facial features. It wasn’t until they reached the car and Li Mu got out to open the rear sliding door for them that he finally saw Wang Xinran’s appearance clearly.

At first glance, Wang Xinran was sweet and lovely, definitely a delicate beauty, but she was still a bit less stunning than Su Yingxue. Li Mu inwardly marveled at how much the two resembled sisters.

Wang Xinran gave Li Mu a generous giggle and playfully said, “Hello, Brother-in-law.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected this young girl to be so sweet-tongued. He quickly nodded at her and said with a smile, “Hello.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Mu looked at her smiling face again and suddenly felt as if he had seen this girl somewhere before.

The next second, a memory fragment automatically played in his mind. Li Mu recalled the young girl who had walked in asking for a role when he was reshooting shots for Ji Shen Laobai Gan at the restaurant that day. She had even offered to accept “casting couch” arrangements, which had greatly shocked Li Mu.

Li Mu didn’t know that Wang Xinran had actually seen him and Su Yingxue together long ago. That day, seeing him filming, Wang Xinran had merely come in to test him. Li Mu had thought Wang Xinran’s behavior that day was genuine, so when he discovered she was actually Su Yingxue’s cousin, he felt incredibly awkward.

Wang Xinran saw that Li Mu’s gaze was a bit strange. Being clever and mischievous, she immediately understood what Li Mu was thinking. She giggled and said, “Brother-in-law, this is our third meeting!”

“Three times?” Li Mu was confused. Wasn’t it the second time?

Su Yingxue was also stunned. She asked Wang Xinran in surprise, “Xinran, you two have met before? It should be that you’ve seen him once, but he hasn’t seen you, right?”

Seeing both Li Mu and Su Yingxue utterly confused, Wang Xinran giggled happily.

Li Mu saw Wang Xinran only laughing and not speaking, so he looked at Su Yingxue in bewilderment. Su Yingxue then said, “The very first time was when Xinran called one day saying she was taking classes at the Film Academy and was coming to Renmin University to find me to go home together. She hid in the bookstore at our school gate and saw us.”

Li Mu suddenly understood. So that’s how it was. If that was the first time, then the second meeting at the filming set made perfect sense. Wang Xinran must have recognized him and deliberately came in to test him.

Li Mu thought to himself, fortunately, he had always been an upright and honest straightforward guy. Otherwise, if he had really lost his head that day, seeing a pretty young girl offering herself and becoming lustful, it would have truly led to a huge mistake.

Li Mu gave a helpless smile and nodded, “I see. So I was tricked by Xinran…”

Li Mu understood, but Su Yingxue didn’t. She asked Li Mu in surprise, “What exactly happened? I don’t understand.”

Li Mu then said, “It seems Xinran hasn’t told you about her second meeting with me.”

Su Yingxue looked at Wang Xinran and asked curiously, “Xinran, what’s going on? I’m completely confused.”

Wang Xinran covered her mouth and chuckled, “I’ll tell you slowly once we get in the car.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Let’s get in the car first. We have plenty of time to talk.”

Li Mu drove towards Ecological Park. Wang Xinran and Su Yingxue, sitting in the back row, began whispering to each other. Wang Xinran’s voice was extremely low as she leaned into Su Yingxue’s ear, so Li Mu couldn’t hear anything. However, Su Yingxue’s expression revealed some information. At first, she was full of surprise, then she began to nod with a smile, and later, Su Yingxue even laughed out loud, saying to Wang Xinran with a hint of reproach, “Why didn’t you ever tell me about this?”

Wang Xinran said with a giggle, “It would have been boring to tell you beforehand. I just wanted to see Brother-in-law’s stunned expression when he saw me.”

The three sat down in the private room at the restaurant. Li Mu let Wang Xinran order some dishes according to her preference, and he also ordered some according to Su Yingxue’s taste. After the waiter left, Wang Xinran rested her chin on her hand, blinking her eyes at Li Mu, and asked with a hint of admiration, “Brother-in-law, you have no idea how popular Old Boy is right now! All my classmates who are studying acting have been talking about this micro-movie on QQ these days. They practically treat it like a divine film! Everyone is deeply moved after watching it. They say even the university students at the Film Academy highly recommend it.”

Li Mu said, “It’s just an entertainment micro-movie, it’s not as divine as you make it out to be.”

Wang Xinran said, “It is that divine! Everyone watches the replays over and over again as if they’re obsessed. Not only us young people, but even my Mom and Dad, and my maternal uncle and his wife, said Old Boy was filmed very well and has quite a market among middle-aged people.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Really?”

“Yes,” Wang Xinran said. “That day, our whole family was eating together, and my sister ran out to find you. Our whole big family watched it while eating in the private room at the restaurant. At first, when your name appeared, my Mom whispered to my Dad, asking if it was you. My Dad said it was probably just a coincidence of names. Then they watched it from beginning to end with me, and after finishing, they all praised the film endlessly.”

Li Mu knew that the maternal uncle and his wife she mentioned were Su Yingxue’s parents. Upon hearing that they also liked the micro-movie he had filmed just for fun, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little smug.

At this moment, Wang Xinran suddenly thought of a question and asked Li Mu, “Brother-in-law, how did you discover Du Wei?”

Li Mu said, “Du Wei is my friend’s younger sister. When I saw her, I just felt that her image and temperament were particularly suitable for the role of Du Jiayi.”

Wang Xinran said, “She’s also an amazing singer, absolutely fantastic!”

Li Mu nodded, “She is indeed very good.”

“But Brother-in-law is still the best!”

Li Mu smiled slightly. While humility was important, he was happy to accept such praise from Wang Xinran.

Wang Xinran then said, “Getting back to Du Wei, you have no idea how many girls studying acting envy her, including me. The Film Academy is incredibly hard to get into, especially the performance major. It’s easier if you have connections. If you don’t have connections, child stars who have played some roles before or amateur actors also find it relatively easier to get in. The hardest is for people like me who have no connections and no acting experience. But for someone like Du Wei, who becomes famous nationwide after acting in just one production, getting into the Film Academy would be as easy as pie.”

Li Mu had heard Su Yingxue mention that Wang Xinran was preparing for the Film Academy entrance exam. Seeing her sigh like this, he asked, “Are you confident about this year’s art exam?”

Wang Xinran shook her head, “Not very confident. I feel I don’t have enough advantages.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why do you feel that way?”

Wang Xinran replied, “I feel I don’t have any special characteristics. Not to mention the senior female students at the Film Academy, even compared to my classmates in the acting training class, I don’t stand out.”

Su Yingxue, who was beside them, comforted her, “Xinran, don’t be so unconfident. I think you have a lot of acting talent. You’re clever and mischievous, much better than those actresses who can only show one or two expressions. Work hard, and you’ll definitely become an excellent actress.”

Wang Xinran giggled, “Sis, thank you for your encouragement. I’ll definitely work hard, starting with getting into the Film Academy.”

After speaking, Wang Xinran looked at Li Mu again and said with an expectant look, “Brother-in-law, if you ever make another micro-movie like Old Boy, or anything else, remember to reserve a role for me so I can get some practice, okay? My demands aren’t high, just a few lines will do.”

Li Mu agreed without hesitation, “Don’t worry. If I get another chance to make a film, or if any of my friends make a film, I’ll definitely try to get you a role.”

Wang Xinran immediately poured herself a full glass of drink and said excitedly, “Brother-in-law, for that promise, I’ll toast you a drink.”

Li Mu poured himself a cup of tea and said with a smile, “Then I wish you success in your art exam.”

Wang Xinran nodded, glanced at Su Yingxue, and said with a smile, “I’ve taken my sister away to accompany me. She won’t be able to be by your side for a while, so you’re not allowed to get angry.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but say, “Alright, if you keep being so cheeky, I won’t go with you.”

Wang Xinran immediately said sensibly, “I was wrong, Sis.”

On the seventh day of the Lunar New Year, Su Yingxue left with her paternal aunt and her family of three. After she left, Li Mu would often look at the cross-shaped anti-theft door key on his keychain and ask himself a question: What was the point of buying this apartment? After all that effort, it was just to watch the premiere of Old Boy with Su Yingxue.

As for Li Mu’s little ulterior motives, they had basically all fallen through…





Chapter 391: Sign with Muye Pictures

On the twenty-first day of the first lunar month, Li Mu and Zhao Kang drove together, passing through the city where Zhao Kang’s girlfriend Wang Jia lived. After picking up Wang Jia and her younger brother Wang Ke, they returned to Yanjing together.

Renmin University’s holiday extended until the twenty-third day of the first lunar month, with classes officially resuming on the twenty-fourth.

However, the start date of classes wasn’t important to Li Mu. At Renmin University, he had already achieved an unassailable position simply by virtue of 3321. No one could do anything about his frequent absences, and besides, no one wanted to trouble him.

They set off in the morning and traveled all day, arriving in Yanjing in the early evening. While still on the road, Li Mu received a call from Du Fei, asking if he was back. Li Mu told her he was on his way back to Yanjing, and Du Fei insisted on treating him to a meal.

Li Mu initially wanted to refuse, but Du Fei said she was returning to America tomorrow, so Li Mu immediately agreed.

Many specialized service industries in China were not yet well-developed. If Li Mu wanted to invest and open a company in America now, he couldn’t find a suitable agency. Moreover, Li Mu wanted to acquire Facebook’s domain name by waiting for a rabbit by a stump, and he absolutely couldn’t use a Chinese company as the main entity. Doing so would lead to many complications when investing in Mark Zuckerberg, and the company itself would be rejected by the American capital market. It was much more convenient to register directly in America.

Li Mu had no friends in America, only Du Fei, whom he had met once. At least she owed him a favor, so he could ask her for help with this matter.

Li Mu mentioned to Du Fei, “Let’s call Old Chen too.”

Du Fei had no objection. “Then you contact him.”

Li Mu contacted Chen Ze, explained the situation, and Chen Ze readily agreed.

He knew Du Fei was leaving tomorrow and had intended to treat her to a meal today to gather one last time, but Du Fei hadn’t agreed, saying she was planning to treat someone else to dinner that day. She hadn’t mentioned Li Mu, and only when Li Mu called did Chen Ze realize that the person Du Fei was treating was actually him.

Du Fei wanting to treat Li Mu to a meal didn’t surprise Chen Ze at all. Previously, Du Fei had thanked Li Mu merely because Li Mu had given Du Wei two good songs. Du Fei even felt that by agreeing to let Du Wei participate in Li Mu’s micro-movie, she was, to some extent, giving Li Mu face. At that time, she hadn’t been optimistic about micro-movies like Old Boy, thinking that this format, neither quite a TV series nor a film, wouldn’t be popular. But to her surprise, the film had been incredibly popular since the third day of the first lunar month and was still going strong.

More than half a month had passed, and the film’s popularity was still astonishingly high; it was simply incredible.

Du Wei, with her excellent performance and the two songs Li Mu gave her, had become extremely popular. None of this had been foreseen by Du Fei, so she also felt that she owed Li Mu a big favor.

Li Mu dropped Zhao Kang and the others off at a restaurant near Zhongguancun, then drove himself to the restaurant Du Fei had booked. This time, Du Fei had booked a restaurant inside a club called Prince Gong’s Mansion Club. This club was located next to the historical Prince Gong’s Mansion from the Qing Dynasty, a large complex combining traditional courtyard houses and modern architecture.

It was Li Mu’s first time hearing about this club and his first time visiting. Fearing he might not find the way, Du Fei had specifically asked Chen Ze to wait at the entrance.

When Li Mu saw Chen Ze, his car was parked in front of an imposing Qing Dynasty gatehouse. Seeing Li Mu’s car approach, Chen Ze got out and waved to him, then motioned for Li Mu to follow him through the gatehouse.

Li Mu was somewhat curious. There was no plaque or inscription hanging above the gatehouse, only four stern-faced middle-aged men standing upright at the entrance. Chen Ze’s car was politely stopped as it approached. Chen Ze then showed a beautifully made card, and then pointed to Li Mu’s GL8 behind him and explained something to the men. Only then did they allow Li Mu to enter with him.

After entering the gatehouse, there was a stone path about one hundred meters long. Driving to the end, they found the area suddenly opened up to a spacious view. The first thing that caught the eye was an extremely exquisite courtyard complex. On both sides were small parking lots, totaling an estimated one hundred parking spaces. Chen Ze drove his car to the main entrance of the courtyard, and Li Mu followed closely, parking his car steadily.

Two young men in Chinese tunic suits immediately walked out from the main entrance and opened the car doors for them. Li Mu saw Chen Ze get out directly and hand his car over to them, so he also got out. The young man beside him bowed ninety degrees and said, “Sir, please come in,” then got into the car and drove it to the parking lot.

Chen Ze gestured for Li Mu to walk inside. A beautiful girl dressed like a Republic of China era female university student immediately approached and politely asked Chen Ze, “Young Master Chen, you’ve arrived. How would you like to arrange things tonight?”

Li Mu was still a little unaccustomed to the girl addressing Chen Ze as “Young Master Chen,” but considering her attire, he didn’t find it strange. Perhaps this Prince Gong’s Mansion Club simply adopted such a retro style.

Chen Ze was already used to this style. He said to the girl, “Miss Du has arrived, right?”

The girl quickly nodded and said, “Both Miss Du have arrived. They are in Anxiang. Please follow me.”

Stepping deeper into the courtyard, the luxury here had a unique charm. The bluestone-paved ground was flat and dry, and there was a massive spirit screen carved with nine lifelike dragons of various forms. The eaves corridors on both sides, from the stone walls to the corridor roofs and pillars, were all exquisitely crafted. All the bricks, tiles, and inner and outer eaves were freshly painted. Coupled with the unique large red lanterns inside the courtyard and corridors, it truly gave one a feeling of traveling through time.

The courtyard was very large, with multiple courtyards and exits. Li Mu, visiting for the first time, didn’t quite grasp the layout and just followed the two deeper inside. After passing through two courtyards, he could see different names appearing on the doors of the side rooms: some were called “Shuidiao Getou,” others “Xijiang Yue,” “Manjiang Hong,” “Qinyuan Chun.” It turned out these rooms were named after cipai (lyric poetry tune titles).

“Anxiang” was no exception; it was a rather obscure cipai from Jiang Kui’s self-composed tune praising plum blossoms. The name came from Lin Bu’s masterpiece praising plum blossoms, “Sparse shadows fall as the water clears, a hidden fragrance floats in the twilight moon.” For Li Mu, he had only heard of it before, and he couldn’t remember a single word of its specific content. After The Story of a Noble Family became popular in 2003 and 2004, the two characters “Anxiang” became closely linked in the Chinese people’s memory with Sha Baoliang’s song of the same name.

Compared to the outside, the room was even more luxurious. Upon entering, there was a Chinese-style foyer separated by eight folding screens. Passing around the screens and a wooden bead curtain, there was a hall combining Chinese and Western styles. The chairs, coffee tables, and decorative furnishings were all in a Chinese style, almost entirely made of solid wood. However, the overall layout was not as overly formal as a traditional Chinese hall, but rather had the feel of a modern living room. On a wooden high stool in the corner, there was also an exquisite incense burner, burning a stick of sandalwood incense, and the scent was surprisingly pleasant.

Du Fei and Du Wei, the two sisters, had already arrived. As Chen Ze and Li Mu entered, they quickly rose to invite them to sit. Beside the coffee table, a beautiful tea ceremony master dressed in ancient style was brewing Gongfu tea. Du Fei said, “Our sisters don’t really like tea, and we didn’t know what kind of tea you two prefer, so we ordered Da Hong Pao for you. If you don’t like it, we can change it.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I don’t know much about tea either, anything is fine.”

Chen Ze smiled and said, “I love Da Hong Pao.”

Du Wei shyly said to Li Mu and Chen Ze, “Brother Li Mu, Brother Chen Ze.”

Li Mu looked at her and smiled slightly, asking her, “You’re so popular lately, are you used to it?”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue. “Not at all. Sometimes I even regret it.”

Li Mu asked her, “Do you regret participating in Old Boy, or singing those two songs, or both?”

Du Wei quickly said, “Brother Li Mu, I was just joking. Sometimes I feel uncertain and under a lot of pressure, so I think if I hadn’t filmed this movie, I might have lived a more relaxed and carefree life. But then I think that if it weren’t for this movie, I would have missed out on those two songs, so then I don’t regret it anymore…”

Li Mu nodded and smiled. “Eileen Chang said that one should become famous early, because if it comes too late, the joy isn’t as pure. Some people say her words are too utilitarian, but I think they make a lot of sense. The earlier one becomes famous, the sooner one can experience that pure joy. If you achieve fame before twenty, you can achieve success and fame by your thirties, and then you’ll still have enough youth to live the life you want. In contrast, if you only achieve great success in your thirties, you’ll have to pay too much to maintain your popularity. Moreover, for those who achieve fame young, people are more tolerant even if they make mistakes. After all, there’s a specific term called youthful arrogance.”

Du Wei listened, somewhat confused. Du Fei, on the other hand, gave Li Mu a deep look, then said to Du Wei, “Your Brother Li Mu is imparting wisdom to you. It doesn’t matter if you don’t understand it completely. Just remember that becoming famous now isn’t a bad thing. Before thirty, you can wholeheartedly pursue your musical dreams. No matter how big a stage you want, sis will definitely help you fight for it. After thirty, if you find a man you like and want to live your own life, sis will support you too. At the very least, you won’t have any regrets in your music career.”

Du Wei nodded gently, two shallow dimples appearing as she smiled. She said in a playful, endearing tone to Du Fei, “Thank you, sis.”

Du Fei winked at her, then asked Li Mu, “How do you think Xiao Wei should proceed from now on?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “She should definitely continue her studies. She can sign with an agency, but her studies must not be delayed. A common problem in the domestic entertainment industry is the generally low level of education; most celebrities are latecomers with unconventional backgrounds. An academic idol star’s image would be greatly enhanced. Also, she shouldn’t randomly take on film and TV roles, and even more so, she shouldn’t sing any substandard musical works just to make up the numbers. Before graduating from university, it’s best to periodically release a small number of high-quality works to maintain exposure while building up her foundation. Then, after graduation, she can make a big impact.”

Du Fei said, “If she signs with an agency, she might not have that much freedom. The company will definitely look for scripts and roles everywhere, and also commission songs from people, and there will certainly be some lower quality works.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “That’s simple. Sign with Muye Pictures. I guarantee Xiao Wei will have at least one feature film of ninety minutes or more released in cinemas each year, and she’ll be the female lead. At the same time, I’ll give her at least three good songs. We won’t let her take on any commercial performances or commercial activities. TV appearances will only be for programs on first-tier TV stations, and no more than four times a year. How does that sound?”

Du Fei’s biggest goal today was actually to entrust Du Wei to Li Mu. She never expected that Li Mu would proactively give her an incredibly satisfying answer…





Chapter 392: Subtle Fragrance

Li Mu was very optimistic about Du Wei’s future as a star.

She was almost entirely different from all the young female celebrities Li Mu knew in his previous life.

Firstly, her purity was completely unadorned; everything about her was so real and natural, which was incredibly rare.

Secondly, her inherent qualities were truly outstanding. The moment she opened her mouth, she instantly displayed the strength of a top-tier singer. Even just standing there with a single expression, she was absolutely qualified to be an idol actress. With proper training, she even had the potential to become a powerhouse actress.

Thirdly, she genuinely came from a prominent family. Money isn’t everything, but with sufficient financial backing, her perspective on art could be purer. At the very least, she wouldn’t be blinded by too much utilitarianism.

In fact, many excellent actors and singers in China, in order to make money, frequently took on various bad films, sang various bad songs, participated in all sorts of commercial performances, gigs, and announcements, effectively turning themselves into “low-class” figures. For Du Wei, such a situation was entirely impossible.

Muye Films had just released its first work this year, and had signed Director Ning Hao and actress Tang Wei. If Du Wei were signed, it would mean having two signed actors and one signed singer.

Although the numbers were pitifully small, at least they covered the four major areas: directing, film, television, and music. Though the sparrow is small, it has all the vital organs.

However, this was just the beginning. Once Muye Films started collaborating with satellite TV channels on talent shows, there would be no need to worry about future singer resources. As for actor resources, that would be even easier. Li Mu knew a large number of big-name actors who were still struggling at this very moment, especially the two who could form an “iron triangle” with Ning Hao: Huang Bo and Xu Zheng. Together, these three could support more than half of the powerhouse comedy film industry.

Du Fei unhesitatingly accepted Li Mu’s invitation on behalf of Du Wei. This was also the unanimous conclusion reached by the Du family after half a month of discussions during the Lunar New Year. Du Wei had her own musical dream, and if she wanted to pursue it to the extreme, becoming famous was inevitable. Given this, it was best to entrust Du Wei to the person who could best nurture her growth, and Li Mu was the best choice.

Li Mu wouldn’t treat her as a tool for making money, nor as a means to harvest faith in the world of fame and fortune. On the contrary, Li Mu would be like a gardener, meticulously nurturing her growth, watering and fertilizing her, allowing her to blossom in her most beautiful form.

Du Fei looked at Li Mu and solemnly said, “I’m entrusting Xiao Wei’s future to you.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, then looked at Du Wei and said, “From today onwards, you’ll be a signed artist of Muye Films. As your Boss, I should at least give you a welcome gift.”

Du Wei blinked her large eyes and asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, what gift are you going to give me?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ll give you another song, a song that fits the mood.”

The three people in the room, besides Li Mu, were all curious. What kind of song would Li Mu give Du Wei? Everyone knew that anything he produced was never subpar; perhaps it would be another classic.

At this moment, Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “The room is called ‘Subtle Fragrance,’ so I’ll give you a song with the same name. I’ll find time to write it for you when I get back, and then we’ll go into the studio to record it.”

Du Wei asked him in surprise, “Brother Li Mu, is the song title really ‘Subtle Fragrance’?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right, it’s called ‘Subtle Fragrance’.”

Du Wei stared at Li Mu with adoration, asking, “Could it be an impromptu creation?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Half and half. The melody already had a rough shape in my mind, but the lyrics only came to me today.”

Li Mu had long grown accustomed to appropriating from the future. He had been reborn in 2016, and it was now 2002. That meant he had fourteen years he could “overdraw” from. After those fourteen years, he would have to walk the remaining path on his own. He had to achieve the greatest possible success within these fourteen years, and in Li Mu’s eyes, there was no upper limit to this success.

In Li Mu’s memory, the song “Subtle Fragrance” was composed around the end of 2002. It was custom-made by Sanbao and Chen Tao for the TV series “The Story of a Noble Family.” The quality of this song was, naturally, beyond doubt. On some level, this song also made the TV series “The Story of a Noble Family” a success, and even more so, it made the singer Shabao Liang famous. If not for this song, he would have had no chance to enter the public eye. In other words, this song single-handedly made a singer famous who was otherwise unlikely to succeed, which speaks volumes about its excellence.

If this song were given to a singer whose image, temperament, and personality were more suited to the entertainment industry, it could unleash even greater star-making potential. In Li Mu’s opinion, this song was more suitable for a female singer, especially one with Du Wei’s ethereal voice.

Du Fei was very pleased to see Li Mu taking such good care of Du Wei. In fact, this was what she, as an older sister, should be doing, but she couldn’t pamper her, take care of her, or pave the way for her while being so far away. Now that Li Mu was here, Du Fei knew he would do an even better job than she could.

And thinking of owing Li Mu such a huge favor, Du Fei quickly said, “Aren’t you going to register a company in the United States? I’ve asked my friends there, and it’s not a big problem. You just need to find a reliable and good agent. If you don’t mind, I can help you find one when the time comes.”

Li Mu quickly replied, “That would be great, I couldn’t ask for more.”

Du Fei then said, “Let’s add each other on QQ. It’ll be easier to contact each other later.”

Li Mu pulled out his phone and chuckled, “Okay, what’s your QQ number? I’ll write it down and add you when I get back.”

Du Fei recited a string of numbers, and Li Mu noted them in his phone. In his mind, he was pondering: it was already early March. According to the original plan, YY should be launching this month. If it succeeded, it might change the chat content of hundreds of millions of people in the future. For example, the perfectly normal question “What’s your QQ number?” might be replaced by “What’s your YY number?”

In the PC instant messaging software market, whoever won would influence hundreds of millions of people, especially at this time, which was the best opportunity for internet products to lay their foundation. Currently, PC penetration in China was not yet high, and commercial PCs, primarily internet cafes, accounted for a much higher proportion than personal home PCs. This determined that the domestic instant messaging software market had strong exclusivity; only one product could succeed in this field, and other products wouldn’t even find a narrow space to barely survive. If YY succeeded, QQ would be crushed to dust, and YY would dominate the industry for at least twenty years.

Du Fei’s flight was at ten AM tomorrow, the only direct flight from China to New York, with a flight time of fourteen hours. In Du Fei’s own words, “It’s a long journey.”

To prepare in advance and to spend more time with her family, Du Fei politely declined Chen Ze’s suggestion to go singing together after dinner. The four of them left Prince Gong’s Mansion Club. Du Fei bid farewell to Chen Ze and Li Mu, then drove away with Du Wei. Chen Ze watched, feeling lost and disappointed, as Du Fei’s car disappeared from sight. Only then did he turn to Li Mu and ask, “Want to grab a drink?”

Li Mu shrugged and smiled, “I’m free.”

Chen Ze nodded, “Then let’s go. I have something I want your opinion on.”

Li Mu then asked him, “Where should we go for a drink?”

Chen Ze blurted out, “SugarClub, of course! It just opened not long ago, and it’s already the most popular nightclub in Yanjing.”

Li Mu then realized. SugarClub, which he had a share in investing, had already opened on the sixth day of the Lunar New Year. Fatty Wang had even called him to deliver the good news and said there would be an opening ceremony, but Li Mu was in his hometown, so he couldn’t attend. After returning, Li Mu had completely forgotten about SugarClub.

Chen Ze said, “Fatty Wang keeps praising you as a genius. The name SugarClub is very popular with young people, especially the pretty girls. They’re always talking about SugarClub, so the business is booming.”

Li Mu laughed, “Then I definitely need to go show some support.”

Chen Ze said, “Let’s drive our own cars there. When we head back tonight, we’ll ask Fatty Wang to arrange designated drivers.”

“Okay.”

…

The two drove one after another towards Workers’ Stadium. Workers’ Stadium was much livelier now than it had been before the New Year.

In the days after the New Year, several large nightclubs and bars had opened at Workers’ Stadium, creating a cluster effect. And SugarClub was not only the largest nightclub at Workers’ Stadium but also the largest in all of Yanjing.

As the car pulled up to the entrance of SugarClub, Li Mu noticed that the parking lot was almost full. In the center of the huge neon entrance sign was a colorful candy shape. The “SugarClub” font design was very stylish and somewhat cute, making it very appealing to women.

Li Mu and Chen Ze parked their cars under the Security Guard’s direction and walked side-by-side into SugarClub. As soon as they reached the entrance, a Security Guard stopped them and asked them to buy tickets. Chen Ze asked, “Isn’t it Monday today? Why do we need to buy tickets?”

SugarClub, like other nightclubs, usually didn’t charge an entrance fee, but on Friday and Saturday nights, men needed to buy tickets to enter.

The Security Guard said, “Sorry, sirs, company policy. During the Lunar New Year month, all male customers are required to pay an entrance fee.”

Chen Ze looked at Li Mu, shook his head, and chuckled, “Fatty Wang is just obsessed with money.”

With that, he pulled out his wallet, took out a card, and handed it to the Security Guard.

The Security Guard glanced at it, saw it was a SugarClub Diamond Membership Card, immediately stood at attention, apologized to Chen Ze, then quickly stepped aside and gestured for them to enter. After the two went in, he immediately pressed the switch on his walkie-talkie headset and said, “Diamond Card Guest No. 1 has arrived!”

Chen Ze was SugarClub’s Diamond Card Guest No. 1. For Fatty Wang, Chen Ze was the most important connection he had. So, after the club opened, he immediately customized a batch of Diamond Cards and specifically gave No. 001 to Chen Ze.

On opening day, Chen Ze had come to send a flower basket and had dinner with everyone, but he hadn’t actually played at SugarClub before. Today was his first time.

Fatty Wang was in his general manager’s office on the third floor, getting intimate with a beautiful woman he had met at the club. As soon as he heard the walkie-talkie announce that Guest No. 1 had arrived, he immediately got up from the woman and said, “I need to go downstairs.”

The beautiful woman asked him, “Who is Guest No. 1 that makes you so serious?”

Fatty Wang chuckled, grabbed her breast, and said, “Don’t ask so many questions. Wait here obediently for me.”

The beautiful woman pouted and said, “I won’t wait for you. I’m going downstairs to play for a while.”

Fatty Wang nodded, “Alright, you go play first. I’ll satisfy you properly tonight.”





Chapter 393: The Dream-Chasing Big Boy

At this moment, Li Mu and Chen Ze had just entered SugarClub. A massive wave of sound washed over them, the bass even vibrating their chests. Under the dazzling lights, countless young men and women swayed in the middle of the dance floor, and the surrounding booth seating was packed with people. Business was exceptionally booming.

It was Li Mu’s first time at SugarClub, and he looked around the hall with great curiosity. He then saw Chen Ze waving to him from the staircase, so he quickly followed him up to the second floor.

On the second floor, private rooms were built around the dance floor. The dance floor, DJ booth, and T-stage on the first floor had a ceiling height of seven or eight meters, allowing a clear view of the dance floor below from the second-floor corridor and private rooms. Chen Ze led Li Mu to a private room with the door number V001 and swiped the membership card directly to open the door.

Inside was a KTV private room about thirty square meters in size. As soon as they entered, the sound waves from outside were immediately cut off, only faintly audible. The entire private room was lined with soft-padded sound-absorbing material, so the sound insulation was particularly good. The room also had four high-power speakers inside. If turned on, they could synchronize with the DJ’s music, allowing people in the private room to feel the lively atmosphere downstairs. But if the people in the private room wanted to discuss something, turning off the speakers would instantly make the place quiet.

When Li Mu entered the private room, Fatty Wang happened to arrive on the second floor and caught a glimpse of his profile. He was about to follow them but a thought instantly crossed his mind. He asked over the walkie-talkie, “How many people entered as guest number one just now?”

“Two.”

Fatty Wang stopped, cupped his chin, and pondered for a moment. It was just Chen Ze and Li Mu, and they had gone directly to the private room without greeting him. Most likely, they had something to discuss, and it wouldn’t be good for him to go over unannounced. So, he turned around and went back up, saying into the walkie-talkie as he walked, “Unless guest number one requests something, don’t disturb him.”

After giving the instructions, he turned and went upstairs, returning to his office.

Li Mu and Chen Ze sat opposite each other at a table in front of the large floor-to-ceiling window of the private room. Chen Ze pointed at the clearly visible dance floor outside the glass and said, “Fatty Wang is quite shrewd. This private room uses double-layered soundproof glass. The outer layer is one-way glass, so you can see out from the inside without obstruction, but you can’t see in from the outside. It’s completely soundproofed and has a reconfigured sound system, suitable for both quiet and lively settings. It’s said to be very popular with the wealthy. There are fewer than twenty private rooms here in total, five of which are reserved for VIP members. For the remaining ones, if you come spontaneously, the minimum consumption for one night is over ten thousand. If you want to rent one for the whole year, the minimum annual consumption is one million.”

Li Mu smiled, “He’s providing customized services for the wealthy. Nightclubs in China are inherently places with clear consumption tiers. Those without money can just jump around a bit to get their fill. Those with a bit of spending power can order a few bottles of wine at the bar. Those with even higher spending power sit in the booth seating next to the dance floor. The highest tier enters these private rooms. It’s very finely and reasonably divided.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “He’s naturally suited for this line of work. Actually, last time I told him to get some money and set up two 4S dealerships to sell cars, which would make much more money than what he’s doing, but he didn’t dare.”

The development of private cars in China began to take off after 2000 and started to surge around 2010. It can be said that anyone involved in the automotive industry before 2010, as long as they chose the right brand, made a lot of money. After 2010, it became difficult to make a profit regardless of the brand chosen. Chen Ze’s optimistic view of the current automotive sales industry was indeed very precise. Moreover, setting up 4S dealerships now and acquiring one or two plots of land would also be a considerable income in a few years.

Then, Chen Ze continued, “Fatty Wang can’t see the future of the automotive industry. His vision is more suited for shallower industries like nightclubs and bars. In these industries, he can unleash his abilities and imagination, like a fish in water. That’s not bad either.”

Li Mu smiled, “Since you’re optimistic about the automotive industry, why don’t you get involved? I think in the next five or six years, the automotive industry will be profitable.”

Chen Ze nodded, “We share the same view. But I’m not planning to do it myself. My Mom has a trading company, and she’s planning to transform that company shell to import cars. This year, she should bring in a few brands in the North China region, first opening a few 4S dealerships, then gradually expanding their reach.”

Li Mu said in agreement, “That’s a good direction. In the future, the profitability of a single 4S dealership will be limited, but a car trading company that controls many 4S dealerships can try many things. It’s not just about selling cars, but also auto finance. The prospects are still very broad.”

Chen Ze smiled, “It’s rare for someone to be optimistic about this. Many people now think that car trade doesn’t have much prospect, and it’s better to invest these funds in real estate projects. But I actually think this project also has great prospects.”

Saying that, Chen Ze pressed the call bell, called a waiter, and ordered some drinks. They ordered a bottle of whiskey, and also some soda water and ice. After a few drinks, Chen Ze revealed a project he was still hesitant about to Li Mu.

“I want to acquire a piece of land to build a karting track, but I’m a bit unsure. Can you give me some advice?”

Li Mu recalled the karting he often played in tourist attractions in his previous life and asked in surprise, “A karting track shouldn’t cost much, right? If you want to do it, just try it. I think your monthly allowance is enough to set one up.”

Chen Ze smiled and waved his hand, saying, “I’m not planning to build that kind of mass-entertainment karting track. I want to build a professional-grade karting track, even a level higher than karting. It must at least be a professional-grade track certified by FIA and meeting the requirements for official Formula Three races.”

Li Mu was stunned for a moment and asked, “What is FIA?”

“International Automobile Federation.”

“What about Formula Three?”

“F3, it’s entry-level Formula racing. After F3 is F3000, and above that is F1.”

Li Mu secretly clicked his tongue in surprise and asked him, “Why build a professional-grade racetrack?”

Chen Ze said very naturally, “To set up a racing team.”

“And then?”

“Train drivers to compete,” Chen Ze said. “Racing is a dream. At my age, there’s no future in becoming a race car driver. Might as well use the money I have to invest in a professional racing team. Maybe one day I can train China’s first F1 driver.”

Li Mu knew Chen Ze was obsessed with F1, but he didn’t expect him to be obsessed to this extent. He had heard Xu Jiaming mention once that he wanted to build a racetrack, but Li Mu just thought he was joking and didn’t take it seriously. He didn’t expect Chen Ze to actually have this idea.

Li Mu didn’t understand racing, but he knew it was the biggest money pit. It’s said that once an F1 car starts running, the cost per meter is several US dollars. The operating costs of a racing team are terrifyingly high, dubbed the most expensive sport. Even until 2016, China hadn’t produced a true F1 driver. Chen Ze was having this idea now. Although Li Mu wasn’t sure if he had done it in his previous life, he could at least be sure that even if he did, it certainly didn’t succeed.

So, Li Mu asked him, “How much does it cost to invest in a racetrack?”

Chen Ze said, “I’ve roughly calculated it. If the track length is about 2.8-3 kilometers, the standard width is about 12 meters, and the maximum design speed is 250 kilometers per hour, the cost would probably be over one hundred million. This doesn’t even include the cost of the land.”

Li Mu listened, dumbfounded, “That expensive?”

Chen Ze nodded, “It can’t be as simple as just building a track. There need to be many matching supporting facilities, and the operating costs are also relatively high.”

Li Mu asked him, “Then how much does it cost to maintain a racing team?”

Chen Ze thought for a moment and said, “If it’s to maintain a standard F3 racing team, I definitely can’t afford it. It would burn hundreds of millions a year, at least. My idea is to first build the venue to F3 standards, while retaining the feasibility of expanding and upgrading to an F1 professional track. Then form a karting team, select some promising talents, and start with karting. If the racetrack operation can show some improvement and attract some sponsorships, then we can slowly prepare for the F3 racing team.”

Li Mu said cautiously, “I think this investment scale is too large, and there’s no profit model. You’re spending over one hundred million to invest in a venue. If this venue can’t make a profit, you’ll have to continuously invest in basic operational and maintenance costs. This cost shouldn’t be low, right? What’s more, you also want to set up a karting team and an F3 team, so the costs will be even greater.”

Chen Ze smiled, “Before, I probably would have just thought about it. But it’s different now. I’ve invested in five percent of your Muye Technology, and Muye Technology’s development momentum is so good. I have a premonition that this five percent stake will become an enormous fortune in the future. So now, even if I’m burning money for a dream, I have more confidence than before. Plus, after watching your ‘Old Boys’, I feel even more strongly that people should pursue their ideals while they’re young, and not wait until they can no longer bother before regretting it.”

Li Mu didn’t know whether to laugh or cry after hearing this. So it turns out that his appearance gave Chen Ze the confidence to burn money, and even ‘Old Boys’ became a potential factor prompting him to build a racetrack. In that case, Chen Ze probably didn’t build a racetrack in his previous life, or even if he did, it certainly wasn’t on the scale he was talking about today. It seemed Li Mu had subtly had a different influence on him.

Li Mu was confident that Muye Technology’s valuation would exceed ten billion within three years. Tencent’s valuation was already nearly seven billion RMB when it listed in Hong Kong in 2004. If Muye Technology’s valuation didn’t exceed ten billion by 2005, it would simply be a disgrace for Li Mu. So, it seemed he could definitely guarantee Chen Ze an ample source of funds in the future. Thinking about it carefully, the opportunities for a person to pursue their ideals regardless of everything were truly too few.

Chen Ze said, “I’ve basically decided to go for it, but honestly, I’m not really cut out for business. As you said, if the racetrack is built, how to find a profit model in the future will be a big problem. I can accept not making money, but I’m afraid if I keep losing money, I won’t be able to bear it myself one day. That’s why I came to ask for your advice, to see if you have any good ideas.”





Chapter 394: Let’s Just Start a Club

Chen Ze hoped to get a good suggestion from Li Mu, but Li Mu himself was a bit at a loss.

Frowning and pondering for a long time, Li Mu said, “Honestly, I’m completely bewildered about how a standalone racetrack can be profitable. It’s similar to a venue; besides renting it out, how else can it make money? It’s even less versatile than a stadium. A stadium can host sports events, performances, and concerts, but a racetrack, apart from racing, doesn’t seem to have many other uses, does it? Moreover, domestic racing seems quite underdeveloped, and this industry is very niche. Being niche means it’s hard to attract attention, and capital is unlikely to be willing to invest. The possibility of profitability is too small…”

“Exactly.” Chen Ze sighed. “My wish is to push domestic racing forward, even if it’s just a small step. But what’s still uncertain is how much it will cost to actually make that happen.”

As he spoke, Chen Ze looked at Li Mu and said, somewhat lacking confidence, “Actually, I was hoping you could do this with me. You have more business acumen than I do. If you were to come in and do this together, I’d hand all the operational matters over to you. I could then wholeheartedly focus on the racing team, and that would be perfect.”

Li Mu nodded, but when he thought about how such a massive investment in a racetrack could be profitable, he was also at a loss. After drinking two whiskies with soda water with Chen Ze, a thought suddenly flashed through his mind, and he blurted out, “How about we just start a club!”

“Start a club?” Chen Ze asked in surprise. “What do you mean?”

What Li Mu thought of at that moment were the various supercar clubs that the Second generation individuals had established in his previous life. Although he didn’t understand the internal operational mechanisms of such clubs, these sports car clubs were all the rage. They held great appeal for both sports car owners and the general public, and often became hot topics in society. If they could establish a supercar club now and gather all those who drove supercars, putting aside the interest groups they represented, their sheer spending power alone was already formidable.

The more Li Mu thought about it, the more feasible it seemed, so he said to Chen Ze, “How about we establish a supercar club based on the racetrack? We can leverage the racetrack to brand this club as the most high-end and authoritative sports car club in the country. This club won’t just be a platform for sports car owners to socialize and network; it will also be a place where they can drive their supercars and fully unleash their wild side. Most importantly, a sports car easily costs millions, so anyone who can afford one must be a truly formidable individual, either impressive themselves or from an impressive background.”

“If we use sports cars to gather these people together, the networking potential within this club becomes limitless. The owner of a real estate company might be a member, the scion of a group corporation might also be in this club, and even certain officials, or the Second or Third generation members of prominent families. These individuals can create even more possibilities through their interactions. If we operate it well, in the future, people might even specifically buy a sports car just to join for the club’s powerful network of connections.”

Chen Ze said, “There are many high-end clubs in China. Yanjing alone has no fewer than five. The Prince Gong’s Mansion Club we visited today is one of them, and there’s also the Chang’an Club and the America Club. The members of these clubs are all very impressive, and they’ve basically realized the networking potential you’re talking about.”

Li Mu chuckled. “It’s different. The biggest difference between the clubs you mentioned and the supercar club I’m talking about lies in their ‘carrier.’ What are their carriers? High-end clubhouses, dining, entertainment, meetings—these are all quite common, more suitable for successful individuals who are relatively older, more composed and reserved. For young people like us, these clubs might not be truly interesting. But if we use supercars as the carrier, it’s vastly different. Most people who like supercars are young, impetuous, with surging hormones, needing a more direct release—that’s why they buy sports cars. If we can develop the concept of this club well, making it a dream for all non-supercar owners to join our club, and a source of pride for all supercar owners to be members, then the club will be half successful.”

“Since we’re running a club, we’ll naturally charge membership fees. People who drive supercars won’t care about annual fees of tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands. The key is what kind of services you can provide them. Don’t forget, we’re building our own racetrack, and it’s a Formula Three track. This way, we can pass on the construction and operational costs of the track to our members. Besides racing team training days, we’ll open it to members at other times and organize various racing events for them. This will significantly reduce our track costs.”

The more Li Mu spoke, the brighter Chen Ze’s eyes became, as if he had suddenly grasped a key to the door of success.

At this point, Li Mu added, “If we only provide racing services to our members, that’s far from enough. Racing is our exclusive advantage, but we also need to offer the basic services that other clubs provide. Our club will be located right next to the racetrack. We can build a high-end clubhouse, a high-spec hotel, and also add professional supercar maintenance and repair services. Currently, supercar maintenance and repair in China is definitely a very troublesome issue. Last time, Lin Lin’s 911 rear-ended my car, and her 911 couldn’t even be repaired in Yanjing. A 911 is only considered an entry-level sports car, and if that’s the case for it, what about Ferrari? What about Lamborghini?”

“We need to organically integrate our members’ lives and entertainment with automobiles, allowing them to enjoy an automotive lifestyle, automotive entertainment, and all related customized services. This way, we can generate a lot of derivative income based on supercar owners. Furthermore, these supercar owners are all patrons. In the future, when our racetrack and racing team need sponsors and advertisers, they will be the best choice, providing immense help to the operation of the track and the team.”

“Besides these, we also need to implement user tiering. For example, the basic requirement to join the club is owning a sports car. Owners of million-level sports cars who pay tens of thousands in annual fees can become regular members, enjoying the corresponding benefits. Owners of two-million-level sports cars who pay one hundred thousand in annual fees can become intermediate members, enjoying their corresponding benefits. Owners of sports cars valued at over three million can become senior members, enjoying their corresponding benefits. We must fully customize different automotive lifestyle services for members of different tiers, and at the same time, allow them to make many like-minded friends while enjoying the services. Then, you can bring your car trading business into the club to sell sports cars. We can also collaborate with international private aviation companies, domestic high-end yacht clubs, and the Hainan sea-view villa areas to plan various extraordinary experiences for our supercar owners. In short, it’s all about organic integration.”

Hearing this, Chen Ze drained his glass in one gulp and said excitedly, “Although the hardware requirements for such a club are very high, its profitability will definitely be very strong! Those clubs I just mentioned are all very profitable!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “If the club is operated well, it’s bound to be profitable.”

Chen Ze slapped the table and stood up, saying with irrepressible excitement, “That’s impressive! Let’s do exactly as you said!”

Li Mu was also convinced by his own words, and he nodded, saying, “Alright, let’s do it together!”

Chen Ze said, “If we’re doing this, do you have any good ideas for the club’s location?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I lean towards the area near the airport. First, the airport vicinity is noisy, which naturally suits a racetrack, another high-noise activity. With planes constantly taking off and landing, no one will complain about a racetrack disturbing residents. Second, land near the airport should be very cheap and underdeveloped. Real estate developers are currently scrambling to develop northern and southeastern Yanjing; no one wants to develop near the airport. So, the area around the airport is basically still a godforsaken place. Third, transportation in the airport direction is good. Not to mention the airport expressway, didn’t the country promise to connect the airport to the Olympic Village with a subway before the Olympic bid? At that time, with the airport subway and airport expressway, transportation will be more convenient than in other areas.”

Chen Ze pondered for a moment, then nodded repeatedly and said, “That makes a lot of sense. It seems the area around the airport really is the most suitable place. Currently, the vicinity of the airport is basically desolate. Let alone building a racetrack, there’s more than enough space to build another airport.”

Li Mu said, “You have connections in this area, so you can start by selecting the site and finalizing the land. Once the land is secured, construction can begin immediately.”

As he spoke, Li Mu looked at Chen Ze with deep meaning and said, “The racetrack is one part, and the supporting facilities are another. If we’re going to build a club, the scale of the supporting facilities will be enormous, much larger than those clubs in the city. Just the member center alone will need sections for dining, accommodation, sports, entertainment, parking, automotive services, and a whole series of other functions. So, from an architectural design perspective, it absolutely must have its own style. In my opinion, once we’ve secured the land and taken the first step in this whole endeavor, you can have a good talk with Du Fei. Don’t let her work in America anymore. Hand over the entire supporting facilities section of the club to her to manage. Such a large project should be enough for her to realize her ambitions, right? And it can also help you alleviate the pain of longing…”

Chen Ze lowered his head in thought for a moment, then gave Li Mu a thumbs-up. “Brother, your logic is truly impressive!”

After that, he eagerly said, “Quickly, give our future sports car club a name!”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Let’s call it ‘China Supercar Club,’ with the English name ‘China-Supercar-Club,’ abbreviated as CSC!”





Chapter 395: CSC Club

If they were to set up a club within the city, the hardware investment wouldn’t be too high. The solution for most clubs’ venue issues is no different from that of a bathhouse: they rent a space and then renovate it. As long as there’s an impressive design and renovation team, any desired effect can be achieved.

However, for Li Mu’s supercar club concept, the hardware investment would be enormous.

Li Mu and Chen Ze roughly calculated that a Formula Three standard racetrack would require a total investment of no less than one hundred twenty million yuan. This figure already includes the entire racing circuit, from the track and seating to other direct supporting facilities. Since it’s a Formula Three standard, the construction of the entire track would take approximately one year.

As for the Club’s supporting hardware, the required capital would likely be even higher. It would need to be built to the standard of a high-end comprehensive hotel. Since the target audience is the Club’s members, the scale could be slightly smaller, but the overall specifications must be high. Therefore, preliminary estimates suggest that the total investment in this area cannot be less than one hundred million yuan. Of course, if the land could be acquired cheaply, the related investment could be further reduced.

Housing prices in Shunyi are currently very low; a residential complex near the airport is quoted at just over two thousand yuan per square meter. So, it seems land prices shouldn’t be too expensive either.

Li Mu’s cash flow wasn’t abundant. His legitimate funds totaled just over ten million yuan. Although his ‘cheats’ still generated several million yuan in income, that money was currently in another account and hadn’t been withdrawn. If he were to launch a project with Chen Ze that required at least two hundred million yuan in investment, would take one to two years to build, and whose profitability timeline was uncertain, Li Mu would face significant financial pressure.

Although the more than two hundred million yuan wouldn’t need to be invested all at once, at least half of the cost would be required in the first six months—that’s one hundred million yuan! If he were to take a ten percent stake, just for fun, that would be fine. But if Chen Ze wanted him to take a larger stake, he simply couldn’t afford it. While he held shares in companies like Muye Technology and Eting Technology, they were currently in a period of extremely rapid growth and development. Cashing out shares now would result in too great a loss.

Chen Ze also understood Li Mu’s current situation. Although Li Mu’s businesses were flourishing, he personally didn’t have much cash on hand. His largest sum was the approximately ten million yuan he cashed out from Xu Jiaming during Muye Technology’s Series B financing. Undertaking such a large project would severely strain his cash reserves.

As for Chen Ze, he hoped Li Mu could take a larger stake in this project, at least forty percent. Not for any other reason, but primarily because he lacked confidence in his own operational capability, while he was very optimistic about Li Mu’s. Only if Li Mu held a significant enough stake in the future CSC could he be sure that Li Mu would prioritize this project and operate it diligently.

So, Chen Ze said to Li Mu, “If this project gets off the ground, I’ll cover all the initial startup capital. The shares will be split sixty-forty, with me taking sixty and you forty. We’ll allocate the investment based on the actual amount invested, but you won’t need to put in any money upfront. You can make additional investments when you have more disposable funds, or simply wait for the Club to become profitable in the future and deduct it from your share of the dividends.”

Chen Ze took on all the financial pressure himself, which was an incredibly generous offer for Li Mu.

Since things had come to this, Li Mu couldn’t refuse. He agreed, saying, “You can advance the initial startup capital for me. I plan to reduce some of my holdings in Eting Technology in the second half of this year, which should free up a substantial amount of capital. I’ll inject it then.”

Seeing Li Mu accept his invitation, Chen Ze immediately smiled and said, “Great! These are minor details. Let’s get moving quickly. I’ll go register a company later and then look for municipal connections to see if we can link the racetrack with sports events and sports venues as a municipal project. If we can, we might get some government support in terms of policy, land, and future operations.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s quite important. Starting this year, the Municipal Government will definitely be meeting continuously with the Domestic Olympic Committee regarding Olympic venues. Constructing a large number of sports facilities in Yanjing is certainly imperative. If the government takes a long-term view, they will also begin to study the operational issues of venues after the Olympics. If they can prioritize this issue in advance, they might seize this opportunity to introduce a series of subsidy policies targeting both state-owned and private sports venues.”

In Li Mu’s memory, the sports sector wouldn’t truly flourish across the board in China until 2014, because the leaders of that era placed great importance on sports-related work. However, this didn’t mean the current government wasn’t paying enough attention to sports. After the successful Olympic bid in 2001, sports-related issues had already gained attention from both the national and local governments. Once the entire populace valued sports, even private sports venues could benefit significantly.

Chen Ze said, “I’ll communicate as soon as possible. Then, let’s find some time to check out the area near the airport and study the site selection issue. The construction period for this project is too long, we can’t delay! I’m already a bit impatient!”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “I think you’re impatient to go find Du Fei and ‘influence’ her to return to China with this project, aren’t you?”

Chen Ze immediately said, “Wasn’t that your idea? I think it’s very reliable. Once the site selection and land matters are settled, I’ll go talk to her.”

Li Mu nodded, “Alright, your honesty leaves me speechless…”

Chen Ze said, “I’ll be responsible for the supporting matters like funding, land, and approvals. You should properly plan the development direction and strategy for our Club + racetrack + professional racing team.”

Li Mu agreed, and in his mind, he continuously deliberated on the feasibility of his plan. In his previous life, there were so many supercar clubs, but they seemed to be merely organizations for showing off wealth and holding gatherings. They often flaunted various sports cars and luxurious lifestyles on Weibo, yet no one truly focused on sports cars, and no one even truly drove them on a racetrack.

In developed countries, most modified car and sports car owners regularly participate in an event called a ‘Track Day.’ As the name suggests, this event involves dedicating a day to experiencing the true thrill of car racing on a professional racetrack open to the public. This is a form of car culture. However, in China, modified cars cannot be driven on public roads, and supercars lack professional racing venues. As a result, sports cars have only fostered a culture of showing off wealth, with nothing else beyond that.

In the future, if he and Chen Ze’s CSC takes off, it will become the first supercar club in China with its own professional racetrack. If they can popularize the ‘Track Day’ concept among future supercar owners in China, it could also change the negative impression supercar owners leave on the general public. As for whether ‘Track Day’ will be accepted in China, Li Mu wasn’t worried. In his view, any habit or culture needs guidance and cultivation. Once guided properly, anything has the potential to sweep through.

Thinking this way, Li Mu suddenly felt that establishing this CSC was also a very meaningful endeavor.

…

With their discussion largely concluded, both were in good spirits and finished a 750-milliliter bottle of whiskey.

Meanwhile, Fatty Wang figured the two had probably finished their serious discussion, so he brought over a bottle of treasured XO and, specifically for Li Mu, a diamond membership card with the number V003. Fatty Wang said he had been saving this card for Li Mu, waiting to personally hand it to him when he visited.

As one of the shareholders, Li Mu gladly accepted the membership card. With this card, he would have his own private room at SugarClub, where he could bring friends to enjoy themselves at any time. As for consumption, simply swiping the membership card would grant him seventy percent off the price, and he wouldn’t even need to pay cash; the charges would be recorded under the shareholder’s name and deducted from his dividends later.

Fatty Wang’s thorough consideration for the shareholders made Li Mu’s eyes light up. Although Fatty Wang hadn’t received a higher education, his market foresight was somewhat lacking, and he had a strong air of commercialism about him, he had an excellent grasp of human nature. He understood very well how to cater to people’s psychology and was definitely a master in the service industry.

Li Mu even thought that once CSC was established, he could bring Fatty Wang over to specifically handle the member services section; he would surely do an excellent job.

With Fatty Wang joining them, the three inevitably drank a bit more. By the time Li Mu left SugarClub after the gathering, he was starting to feel light-headed and heavy-footed, yet his mind remained clear and sharp. Li Mu hadn’t expected that immediately upon returning to Yanjing, he would take on such a demanding and massive project, making him feel busy all at once. There were many things to do within three months: YY’s internal testing and launch, and Mu Online’s internal testing and launch. The former was Muye Technology’s future core, while the latter was Li Mu’s goldmine for 2002 and 2003. Both were very important.

In comparison, the Taobao plan could only be temporarily postponed. Li Mu had been maintaining email communication with Fang Xudong, who was far away in the United States. In his recent email, Fang Xudong told Li Mu that he had submitted his resignation to Google and was currently preparing to hand over his ongoing projects. However, due to the extensive nature of technical development work, the entire handover process would take at least one month, and Google would certainly not release him until all handovers were complete.

Li Mu calculated that if Fang Xudong could return to China by mid-April, it would be a miracle; it might even be May.

However, Fang Xudong mentioned in his email that his work had currently been distributed among other colleagues by his superior, so he had relatively ample energy now and could remotely take over some development work in advance.

This made Li Mu overjoyed. He planned to entrust Fang Xudong with architecting Taobao’s entire transaction system and display ranking logic. For an E-commerce website, the frontend, backend, and UI weren’t major concerns. The most crucial aspect was the core technology that supported the architecture: it couldn’t lag or make errors when ten thousand people were transacting and paying, nor when one million people were. Later, when the E-commerce boom arrived and tens of millions of people were panic buying during an event, the transaction system would also need to withstand the load. The importance of this work was immense; if Li Mu were to do it himself, it would be virtually impossible, as he lacked that capability.





Chapter 396: An Olive Branch from Xiangnan Satellite TV

The internet industry is the fastest developing field in the world. Sometimes, a single product can change the world overnight. However, if one calmly observes, most projects with far-reaching influence in the internet industry have surprisingly long incubation periods.

For example, Microsoft, Google, Apple, Oracle, and even Tencent and Baidu, all took several years for their first core products to gain a foothold in the market. Even Facebook took five years to surpass its competitor, MySpace. This shows that while the internet changes the world quickly, products that change the world are the result of years of honing, and only a very few of them succeed, while countless others have failed.

In Li Mu’s view, the development of a truly successful internet product goes through several essential stages:

First, the inception of an idea;

Second, finding an entry point;

Third, product development and testing;

Fourth, user accumulation;

Fifth, exploring profit models;

Sixth, forming a complete closed loop ecosystem;

The time spent on these six stages varies, but even the fastest requires several years of exploration and refinement.

However, for Li Mu, with the advantage of his rebirth, he could directly skip the first two stages, and then succeed in the third stage on the first try, avoiding many detours in product development. The success in the first three stages, combined with advanced internet operation awareness, allowed him to achieve twice the results with half the effort in the user accumulation stage. As for profit models, he was even clearer; he knew the profit models of every successful internet product over the next decade or so, and these models were only discovered by their teams after years of exploration. Therefore, he didn’t need to waste any time in this stage either.

Thus, Li Mu could directly produce YY, which was significantly more powerful than the current QQ, within a few months. The only time consumed was the unavoidable development phase. He could also create Taobao within a few months. The only time-related emotional ties still lay on the technical level, because ideas were always available, concepts were always available, but to transform them into products, code still had to be typed character by character.

With such speed, Li Mu was, in principle, not afraid of any company and possessed the absolute strength to launch blitzkriegs on multiple fronts. Give him another year, and he could achieve decisive victories across vast distances in multiple fields.

Once YY succeeded, Taobao wouldn’t be far behind.

Although Li Mu was full of ambition, he dared not slow down his overall composure by even half a beat in controlling the entire process.

Before the car even reached home, he called Kong Lingyu, telling him that he had returned to Yanjing and to notify all core management of Muye Technology for a strategic meeting the day after tomorrow. Li Mu explicitly told Kong Lingyu that the meeting would be highly confidential and not held at the company. As for the specific location, Li Mu called Lin Qingya and asked her to find a five-star hotel conference center for tomorrow. He instructed her to have the company’s senior executives enter directly tomorrow morning, where they would eat, drink, relieve themselves, and sleep all within the venue.

Strategic meetings needed to be held off-site. The company was growing, with more and more new colleagues, many of whom were newcomers to the workplace. They might not understand or lack confidentiality awareness. Passing by a conference room door, they might accidentally overhear crucial information. If they didn’t take it seriously and spread it, it could potentially lead to unpredictable losses for the company.

Lin Qingya asked Li Mu in surprise, “Manager Li, will this meeting last a long time?”

Li Mu said, “Prepare for one day, book rooms for everyone, and arrange for services like massage and spa. After the meeting, everyone will rest at the hotel for one night and then come to the company for work the next day.”

Lin Qingya understood Li Mu’s intention and said, “Then I’ll arrange it tomorrow. What’s your budget for this?”

Li Mu said, “You’re the company’s vice president. There’s no need for me to approve the budget for such matters. Just have a general idea in your mind and prepare according to your own concept.”

Li Mu hoped that Lin Qingya could become more independent, take on more responsibilities within her area, and develop a strong sense of ownership. He didn’t want her to come to him for approval on every little thing, as that would not only prevent him from relaxing but also hinder her long-term growth.

Except for product development, which Li Mu still didn’t dare to delegate, he was willing to entrust other matters to people he trusted. For instance, he was willing to put Lin Qingya in charge of the company’s human resources, business cooperation, and a certain degree of fund allocation. He was also willing to let Kong Lingyu manage the entire technical team, and in the future, he was willing to entrust critical technical work like product architecture to Fang Xudong. The prerequisite was that they must have the ability to shoulder these responsibilities. If their abilities were temporarily insufficient, Li Mu was willing to train them or give them opportunities to find their composure, but the key was that they must have the will to shoulder the burden.

Lin Qingya was very smart. From Li Mu’s words, she realized he was somewhat dissatisfied with her habit of asking for approval on everything. So, she said very straightforwardly, “I will get this matter off the ground by tomorrow noon.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Good. Email all core management when it’s ready.”

…

In recent days, Chen Wan’s mood had been quite complex.

The complexity mostly stemmed from her work. She was originally an intern anchor at Yanjing Satellite TV but was sidelined by the main host and never got a chance to appear on camera. Unexpectedly, after Li Mu brought her along to make a cameo appearance in the micro-movie Old Boys, she inexplicably became popular.

This kind of popularity was different from Du Wei’s or Zhang Kexuan’s. Chen Wan’s popularity was very low-key. Although she didn’t gain tens of millions of fans like Du Wei, she serendipitously gained a group of loyal fans. These loyal fans particularly loved her host image in Old Boys because her performance was impeccable, and her professional qualities were fully displayed. Attentive fans quickly discovered that she was indeed a host and worked at Yanjing Satellite TV, though currently still an intern. These fans had been watching Yanjing Satellite TV since the Chinese New Year, and even now, they hadn’t seen Chen Wan on TV for even a single camera shot.

Angry fans continuously called and wrote to the TV station. It was said that over the past ten-plus days, the TV station had received thousands of calls and letters combined, asking why Chen Wan wasn’t allowed to appear on camera. The program group Chen Wan belonged to originally had only a small basket for letters at the reception desk, receiving an average of five to ten letters daily. Now, they received over one hundred letters every day, always filling the basket to the brim.

Yanjing Satellite TV had been broadcasting for so long, and no host had ever received such treatment from fans. After all, being in the capital, it was constantly overshadowed by Central TV and lacked truly outstanding programs, so not enjoying such treatment was normal.

However, suddenly, an intern anchor who had never had the chance to appear on camera gained a large following of fans, which instantly became a hot topic at Yanjing Satellite TV.

Colleagues at the TV station discussed Chen Wan daily, whether out of gossip, jealousy, or a sense of justice complaining of injustice for Chen Wan. Chen Wan, who was previously unknown and only secretly admired by some male colleagues, suddenly became a well-known celebrity within the TV station.

The leaders of Yanjing Satellite TV realized that since Chen Wan had become a celebrity, and with so many fans following her and her professional qualities wonderfully showcased in Old Boys, not letting her appear on camera anymore would be inexcusable, both publicly and privately. So, the station leaders began to research which program to place Chen Wan in. Some suggested exerting pressure on her existing program group to let her serve as an assistant host in the Extraordinary Interview program as originally planned. However, regarding this proposal, three different voices emerged among the station’s leadership.

The first voice supported the proposal, advocating for Chen Wan to be an assistant host for Extraordinary Interview and insisting on pushing for her to appear on camera as soon as possible.

The second voice opposed the proposal, believing that Chen Wan’s current popularity was too high, and it would be unreasonable for her to be an assistant host on such a lukewarm program. They suggested she should be given a new program to lead on her own. Yanjing Satellite TV had been dreaming of investing in a flagship program for over a decade or two without success, and they could take a gamble on Chen Wan.

The third voice, however, believed that Chen Wan’s popularity was merely a temporary phenomenon, coming and going quickly. The station didn’t need to be overly sensitive and might as well stick to the original state of mind. This was because adopting the first proposal would offend the female host of Extraordinary Interview, who was currently the most popular female host at Yanjing Satellite TV. If the second proposal were adopted, it would likely cause resentment among all colleagues at the station: why should a recent university graduate receive preferential resources, or even her own dedicated program? Just because she went out and acted in a micro-movie? Chen Wan was still in her internship phase, and her contract didn’t restrict her from appearing outside the station, which allowed her to exploit a loophole. If she were given generous treatment, wouldn’t it set a very bad precedent for future hosts? What would they do if all future hosts racked their brains to participate in various films and TV dramas?

While these three voices remained deadlocked, Chen Wan, caught in the middle of this whirlpool, was not having an easy time. She didn’t intend to be the center of attention, but circumstances pushed her right into the middle of public opinion. The feeling of people discussing her behind her back every day was not pleasant, and sometimes it made her feel unusually exhausted.

Unexpectedly, at this awkward time, Xiangnan Satellite TV actually extended an olive branch to her.

Xiangnan Satellite TV keenly perceived Chen Wan’s market value. This time, they offered one hundred and twenty percent sincerity to poach Chen Wan, because their offer was for Chen Wan to join Xiangnan Satellite TV and co-host the nationwide hit variety show, Happy Camp, with He Jiong, Li Xiang, and Li Weijia!

Xiangnan Satellite TV had always been the most market-oriented among the local satellite TV channels. They understood a rule from the late last century, during the phase of preparing to become a satellite TV channel: everything must follow market rules, producing TV dramas and variety shows that the market liked. Therefore, they did not have the bloated bureaucratic system and factional struggles that existed within Yanjing Satellite TV. The program Director was coincidentally looking for a female host to complement the current host lineup. They had already had a favored romantic partner in mind, Xie Na, who had briefly joined Happy Camp in 2000 and then left. According to historical progression, Xie Na indeed returned to Happy Camp in 2002.

However, Chen Wan’s appearance changed this historical progression. The Director of Happy Camp felt that Chen Wan was more suitable for the program’s needs than Xie Na.





Chapter 397: Pulling Strings for Help

Xiangnan Satellite TV, ever since My Fair Princess aired, had already become the top provincial satellite TV channel in the country. This satellite TV channel was a platform that countless Hosts dreamed of.

Unlike CCTV, CCTV’s main hosts primarily followed a political path. Their current atmosphere was still very serious; they wore suits and ties and maintained a stern demeanor at all times, conveying the most correct moral compass on television. This platform carried immense responsibility, and in some respects, its importance surpassed all other TV stations. However, precisely because of these reasons, CCTV inherently lacked entertainment genes.

For Hosts who wanted to become famous, make money, and thrive in the entertainment industry, CCTV was a constraint, while Xiangnan Satellite TV was the most suitable stage.

Especially Happy Camp, this program was currently one of the hottest variety shows in the country. There were few programs that could compete with it; Huizhou Satellite TV’s Super Winner might be the only opponent of the same caliber. However, while the programs were of similar caliber, the TV stations themselves had a significant disparity. It felt like two equally strong football clubs, one in the Korea K1 League and the other in the Premier League. The platform gap was not just a little bit.

Chen Wan had not told anyone about the invitation from Xiangnan Satellite TV, including Li Mu, because she vaguely felt that if she told Li Mu about it, he would strongly advise her to accept. But this was also the key source of her complicated feelings.

She didn’t want to leave Yanjing.

Xiangnan was about 1,500 kilometers from Yanjing, too far. She had only just managed to come to the city where Li Mu was, and if she had to leave after only a few months, she was truly unwilling.

Although she knew Li Mu already had a girlfriend, and a very excellent one at that, Chen Wan still wanted to stay in this city with him.

Although she also knew that even with Li Mu in the same city, they couldn’t meet very frequently, and the 10 kilometers separating them was not much different from 1,000 kilometers, Chen Wan still wanted to stay and be with him.

Even if they didn’t meet, even if she knew he had a girlfriend, just thinking that she was still in the same city as him, and if she missed him, a single phone call would make him rush to her side no matter what he was doing – Chen Wan felt she couldn’t leave Yanjing. At least, as long as Li Mu was still in this city, she didn’t want to leave.

However, if she considered the issue rationally, from a career perspective, this was an excellent opportunity to soar to great heights.

Old Boys unexpectedly made Chen Wan popular. Chen Wan knew that any popularity needed to be maintained with exposure. But she had been unable to get opportunities to appear on camera at Yanjing Satellite TV. Before long, her current fans would gradually lose their enthusiasm. Perhaps in another month, her Tieba would be unvisited, and her name and face would be forgotten. The ultimate result might be the abandonment of her professional career.

If a female host in her twenties was unable to appear on camera for a long time, even if she managed to after a few years, she might not get a good program. By then, she might only be able to host a night news broadcast or a weather forecast.

At Yanjing TV, she was an entry-level intern anchor who didn’t even get a chance to appear on camera. However, if she accepted Xiangnan Satellite TV’s invitation and developed in Xiangnan, she would be able to appear on the hottest variety show in the country. The gap between these two was worlds apart; for most girls who studied broadcasting and hosting, it was practically a light-year, in other words, a distance they could never bridge in a lifetime.

But for Chen Wan, this distance was actually just Li Mu.

If it weren’t for Li Mu, she would have agreed the moment the call came, then packed her bags and taken the earliest flight to Xiangdu, leaving this city where she had suffered so much.

Chen Wan, already in a complicated state of mind, couldn’t help but sigh at Li Mu’s charm whenever she thought of these things. He was three years younger than her, yet he could make her completely devoted to him, keeping her restless all day. Now, with such a great opportunity before her, she was still torn between hell and heaven in making a choice. Could this guy be her fated adversary from a past life?

This also reflected Li Mu’s capability from another perspective. She had only appeared on camera two or three times in that micro-film, and those two or three appearances had surprisingly built a ladder to heaven for her, giving her the chance to soar.

The invitation from Xiangnan Satellite TV’s Happy Camp production team had been sent several days ago, and Chen Wan had not yet made a decision. Meanwhile, the Director of the Happy Camp production team had also conducted a rough investigation into Chen Wan’s background.

After a simple investigation, the Director labeled Chen Wan with two tags: from a prestigious university and a prominent family background.

Chen Wan’s personal qualities and professional competence were beyond doubt. Even though she only appeared in two or three shots in Old Boys, as a professional variety show Director, he could tell at a glance that Chen Wan’s abilities were impeccable.

Being from a prestigious university added to her personal aura. A girl like her had the qualifications to join any TV station in the country, yet she chose Yanjing Satellite TV, which was a waste of her talent.

Her prominent family background led the Director to a certain misunderstanding about Chen Wan’s career plans. He thought that perhaps precisely because her family conditions were very good, Chen Wan didn’t care much about how high or far her career path could go. There were many possibilities for why she hadn’t responded for days; she might even simply like Yanjing, and that was it. So she didn’t care how impressive Xiangnan Satellite TV was; she might just be refusing because she didn’t want to leave Yanjing.

Although the saying “rich and willful” would be coined much later, the concept was already deeply ingrained.

Many things are strange, but this Director just took a liking to Chen Wan. The moment Chen Wan’s image appeared, he believed she was the most suitable candidate, thus rejecting all other previously good options. He was stubbornly convinced that he would rather not add anyone to the program for a year than fail to poach Chen Wan. From the perspective of artistic pursuit, this was a case of “quality over quantity.”

A gathering with colleagues gave this Director a piece of information: a leader in the station responsible for film and television drama acquisition had some connections with Muye Films. Previously, Muye Technology had sold the priority rebroadcast rights for Old Boys to Xiangnan Satellite TV at a friendly price of two million. Afterwards, it was proven that the value of these priority rebroadcast rights was at least five million, and optimistically estimated, their long-term influential value was tens of millions.

The mid-level leader who served as the liaison with Muye Films also received commendation from the station for this excellent acquisition work, enjoying unrivaled momentum for a time.

A few days ago, a key person in charge from Muye Films “coincidentally” went on a business trip to Xiangdu and specifically met with that mid-level leader. The two reportedly drank and made merry until midnight, feeling like old friends.

So, he decided to leverage this connection, pulling strings to have that mid-level leader help him communicate with Muye Films, asking them to indirectly inquire about Chen Wan’s true thoughts, and ideally, persuade her to accept his offer.

Thus, this message made a big circle between Yanjing and Xiangdu, passing from Xiangnan Satellite TV to Ning Hao, who had recently returned from Xiangdu.

The reason Ning Hao went on a “business trip” to Xiangdu was also Li Mu’s instruction for him to try and build good relationships with the relevant persons in charge at Xiangnan Satellite TV. The previous friendly price wasn’t given for nothing; it was only worthwhile if it led to friendship, otherwise, it would be a huge loss.

Ning Hao immediately understood, pretending to be on a business trip to meet with Xiangnan Satellite TV’s liaison. The two became friends. He had originally thought he would inevitably need to ask them for help in the future, but unexpectedly, they called him and asked for his help instead.

Upon hearing the request, Ning Hao was also stunned. He hadn’t expected Xiangnan Satellite TV to want to poach Chen Wan. He wasn’t familiar with Chen Wan, but he knew she was Li Mu’s older sister and was currently interning at Yanjing Satellite TV. He never imagined that they would want to directly poach her to host the hottest variety show, based solely on a few shots of her in Old Boys.

An extremely excited Ning Hao immediately relayed this news to Li Mu, who was at the time preparing to go dining together with his roommates.

Today happened to be the day before the official start of the semester. Li Mu’s roommates had successively returned to school. After the vacation, having not seen each other for many days, everyone decided to have a meal. Sun Jian, the oldest of the roommates, strongly requested no family members be brought along, to show some respect to him and Liu Nian, the two single men. Everyone readily agreed. Li Mu offered to treat them, organizing everyone to go satisfy their cravings. So, the six men went together to Guijie to eat spicy crayfish.

A large basin of spicy crayfish had just been served, and Li Mu had only eaten two when his phone rang. He painstakingly removed his disposable gloves and wiped the oil that had seeped into his fingers. Li Mu pulled out his phone, somewhat annoyed, and saw that it was Ning Hao who had interrupted his delicious meal. He answered the call and complained, “What’s going on, Brother Hao? Why call now of all times? I just sat down and peeled two crayfish, and your call comes in.”

Ning Hao chuckled, “Sorry, boss, I didn’t know you were eating spicy crayfish. But you’re really not being fair; you didn’t even tell me you were eating spicy crayfish, knowing it’s my favorite.”

Li Mu laughed and scolded, “If you want to eat, set a time and I’ll treat you anytime, until you can’t walk anymore. But what do you need me for now?”

Ning Hao said, “I have good news for you.”

Li Mu asked, “What good news?”

Ning Hao laughed hoarsely a few times. Even over the phone, Li Mu could sense the almost inherent slyness on his face.

“Director Wang from Xiangnan Satellite TV, the liaison responsible for acquiring film and television dramas for the main station, just called me. He said Director Zhou from Happy Camp asked him for a favor. Boss, you know Happy Camp, right?”

“What’s the point of talking nonsense? Of course I know it. Get to the point!”

“Hehe, Director Zhou from Happy Camp wants to invite Chen Wan to join Happy Camp and co-host with He Jiong, Li Xiang, and Li Weijia!”

Li Mu shot up from his seat, asking involuntarily, “Holy crap, is that for real?”





Chapter 398: Persuasion

“Absolutely true!”

Facing Li Mu’s persistent questions, Ning Hao pounded his chest. “I just got a call from Director Wang. From what he said, it seems Director Zhou had privately contacted Chen Wan before, but she never gave him a direct reply. Director Zhou is worried she won’t agree, so he wants us to lobby her. After all, we’re the producers of Old Boys, and he thinks our relationship with Chen Wan should be closer.”

Li Mu felt a surge of anxiety. Chen Wan hadn’t mentioned this to him, and she hadn’t given Xiangnan Satellite TV a clear reply. Could it be that she wasn’t interested?

For Li Mu, although he didn’t like variety shows like Happy Camp, the influence of Happy Camp was incredibly powerful. The hosts who emerged from this show were basically all top-tier celebrities in the country. If one could take root in this program, why worry about lacking popularity?

Precisely because of this, Li Mu instinctively believed that the invitation from Happy Camp was of great significance to Chen Wan, almost an unmissable opportunity.

So Li Mu didn’t bother eating. He left the restaurant directly and called Chen Wan from outside.

Chen Wan didn’t know Li Mu had already heard about Happy Camp. Calculating the time, Li Mu should have already returned to school to register, so she answered the phone with a smile and asked him, “You rascal, have classes started?”

Li Mu said, “Not yet, classes officially start tomorrow.”

Chen Wan then asked, “You’re back?”

“Yeah, I’m dining with my dorm buddies.”

As he spoke, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Sis, did Xiangnan Satellite TV call you?”

Chen Wan was startled. After a moment, she asked, “You heard about it?”

“Yeah.” Li Mu asked her, “It’s such a great opportunity, why aren’t you accepting it? Anyone else probably wouldn’t even hesitate, let alone Yanjing Satellite TV has never let you appear on camera. There’s no point in dragging it out.”

“Is that so…” Chen Wan’s voice was slightly hesitant. “But… I don’t think I like Xiangdu very much…”

Li Mu said, “But this concerns your future. If you stay in Yanjing, your career won’t get any help. But if you go to Xiangdu, you might become the most beloved female host in the country this year…”

Chen Wan on the other end of the phone suddenly fell silent. In terms of career aspirations, she definitely hoped to develop in Xiangdu, but she was also very reluctant to leave Yanjing.

Li Mu guessed she might not want to leave Yanjing, so he persuaded her, “The main job of a variety show host is actually quite relaxed. For a weekly show, many times the hosts coordinate a schedule to record two episodes consecutively. The rest of the time is relatively free. This is why so many variety show hosts can pursue diverse careers. By then, you’ll have ample time to often return to Yanjing, and you might even only work there for one-third of the month, spending the rest of the time in Yanjing.”

Chen Wan said, “The TV station might not give that much freedom, right? What you’re talking about is the treatment for big-name hosts.”

Li Mu laughed, “Sis, you are a big-name host! Don’t you see how popular you are now? With your looks and temperament, you’re definitely among the top few female hosts in the country. And don’t forget, you’re not alone; I’m here too. I’ll take Muye Films to negotiate with Xiangnan Satellite TV, using all the resources they’re interested in to cooperate and exchange with them, ensuring you have ample freedom at the station. Besides, Muye Films will be making its own variety shows in the future, and you are my best host candidate. If you can first accumulate enough fame using Xiangnan Satellite TV as a platform, Muye Films will also benefit greatly in the future.”

At this point, Li Mu’s tone carried a hint of pleading. He said, “Sis, don’t hesitate anymore. Yanjing Satellite TV really has no future, and their internal bureaucracy is very heavy, not suitable for your development. Even if you give them ten years, they might not be able to produce a decent program. And for the first two years, you can travel between the two places. After two years, most variety shows are estimated to be produced centrally in Yanjing. By then, you’ll have even more time to stay in Yanjing.”

Chen Wan’s voice held a touch of disbelief. “Are you serious?”

Li Mu laughed, “Of course! In the future, variety shows will get bigger and bigger in scale, and they will definitely need large-scale and very professional recording studios. Yanjing is the central city for media technology development. Not only are media outlets concentrated here, but online media is even more concentrated, and the infrastructure is much stronger than in other cities. Most importantly, celebrities are more concentrated.

In the future, various professional large-scale recording studios might emerge in clusters in Yanjing. By then, most indoor variety shows from all over the country will choose to record in Yanjing. In the future, whether it’s Xiangnan Satellite TV, Nansu Satellite TV, or Jiangzhe Satellite TV, their variety show recording sites might just be separated by a wall. Even the hosts of these shows might live in Yanjing. If this model hasn’t formed before 2004, then I’ll invest money to make it happen.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you doing all this just so I can spend more time in Yanjing after going to Xiangnan Satellite TV?”

Li Mu answered without thinking, “Of course. If you’re unhappy staying in Xiangnan for a long time by yourself, I won’t be at ease either. I remember you said when we first met that you had no relatives or friends, not even an acquaintance, in Xiangnan.”

Chen Wan smiled softly. She hadn’t expected Li Mu to remember such a small detail, and her heart swelled with warmth. Thinking of everything Li Mu had just said, Chen Wan also felt that if she continued to hesitate, Li Mu would look down on her.

If it really was recording two episodes each time she entered the studio, then two weeks’ worth of work could be completed in two or three days. Plus some post-production work, she could at least ensure she had one week of rest every two weeks. Don’t be fooled by how busy popular hosts seem; that’s because they also take on various commercial performances, events, and engagements. Their actual main job isn’t truly that busy.

Hearing Li Mu make so many plans for her, and thinking that she could return to Yanjing every other week, and that the flight only took two hours, Chen Wan’s previous concerns vanished. She gave Li Mu a clear answer over the phone: “Alright, I’ll contact Director Zhou tomorrow and tell him I’m willing to accept his invitation.”

Li Mu laughed, “That’s great! Once you officially debut on Happy Camp, I’ll represent Muye Technology and send you two congratulatory gifts.”

Chen Wan asked curiously, “What congratulatory gifts are you planning to send me?”

Li Mu said, “Simple Plan and Du Wei haven’t accepted any variety show engagements since the premiere of Old Boys. I’ll have them both go and show their support for you.”

…

Ma Weiwei had been at Yanjing Satellite TV for five years. For the first two years, like Chen Wan, she worked as an assistant to the star host at the time. After two years, she still hadn’t made a name for herself. Forget about hosting her own program; even in the program where she served as an assistant host, she rarely got an opportunity to showcase herself, and her lines were pitifully few.

The star host at the time was just like her now, with a strong sense of territoriality, afraid that Ma Weiwei would steal her thunder in her program. So, before each recording, she had to finalize the script for the entire show. If any of Ma Weiwei’s lines had too many words, she would definitely streamline or cut them. In short, she made sure Ma Weiwei’s speaking time in a single shot never exceeded ten words, so that her appearance time in any individual shot wouldn’t exceed two seconds.

For two years, Ma Weiwei remained an extra at Yanjing Satellite TV, until she “drank too much” at the station’s annual meeting and schemed to get a senior executive into her bed.

That night, Ma Weiwei drank a lot but wasn’t drunk. A senior executive from the station eagerly offered to take her home, and she didn’t refuse. That executive, taking advantage of Ma Weiwei’s “drunkenness,” tried to take advantage of her, but unexpectedly, Ma Weiwei became a bit wild “after drinking.” He couldn’t control himself and ended up having relations with her.

From then on, Ma Weiwei became his mistress. Ma Weiwei didn’t want money or status; she only sought to make a name for herself at the station. That executive was happy to get what he wanted from Ma Weiwei, offering a little of the station’s resources while easily possessing her body.

And Ma Weiwei, leveraging this relationship, successfully broke free from the constraints of the previous star host. First, she hosted non-prime time news programs for a period, then a prime time weather program, and later, when celebrity interview shows became popular, that close executive custom-made a program entirely her own—Extraordinary Interview. In one and a half years, she created Yanjing Satellite TV’s most popular variety show and became Yanjing Satellite TV’s most popular female host.

Originally, Ma Weiwei was very satisfied with her current situation, but since the New Year, her mood hadn’t improved.

Speaking of which, her mood began to be negatively affected by her work in the second half of last year. This impact came from an intern female anchor named Chen Wan, who had just graduated and passed the entrance exam into her program team.

Chen Wan was younger than her, more beautiful than her, and her temperament was also much stronger. In a program team she dominated, the appearance of a female colleague who surpassed her in every aspect would put anyone in a bad mood. This made Ma Weiwei feel immense competitive pressure.

At first, Ma Weiwei wanted to drive Chen Wan out of her program team and send her to another team. But she narrow-mindedly believed that if Chen Wan appeared on camera in other programs at Yanjing Satellite TV, she would still pose a huge threat to her. She was Yanjing Satellite TV’s top female host, and a competitor like Chen Wan, placed in any program, would impact her.

Ma Weiwei really wanted to simply drive Chen Wan out of Yanjing Satellite TV, but for an anchor who got in based on her own ability like Chen Wan, the station would definitely not fire her proactively unless she made a mistake. So Ma Weiwei decided to keep Chen Wan in her own program team. Only then could she use her absolute control over the team to completely suppress her and ensure she had no opportunity to appear on camera.

She thought everything was under control, but unexpectedly, this Chen Wan secretly went out and made a cameo in a micro-film. What was even more unexpected was that this micro-film was incredibly popular, so much so that Chen Wan, an intern anchor who had never appeared on camera, became popular along with it.

These past few days, the station had been endlessly debating how to arrange Chen Wan, and Ma Weiwei was also restless. Seeing how popular Chen Wan was now, she felt an unprecedented sense of crisis. She even had a hunch that if Chen Wan appeared on camera at Yanjing Satellite TV, her top female host status would be lost.

The audience doesn’t care how many years you’ve struggled at this station to reach your current position; they only idolize the youngest and most beautiful one, and Ma Weiwei absolutely cannot allow this to happen.





Chapter 399: Resignation

When Chen Wan agreed to Li Mu’s proposal to accept Xiangnan Satellite TV’s invitation, Ma Weiwei was lying on her bed at home, in the arms of the man who had changed her destiny, a man fifteen years her senior.

The man already had a family, and his child was even in high school. So, from the first day they became involved, they had always chosen Ma Weiwei’s residence for their dates.

Initially, it was in Ma Weiwei’s rented studio apartment, on a small, second-hand bed that creaked with every slight movement.

Later, it was in Ma Weiwei’s rented high-end apartment, on a one-point-eight-meter wide spring mattress.

And even later, it was in the large three-bedroom apartment Ma Weiwei had bought, on a high-end spring mattress that you would sink into, and that wouldn’t make a single strange sound no matter how much you tossed and turned.

After serving him devotedly, Ma Weiwei nestled in the man’s arms and said, “Darling, why does it seem like the station wants to use her again these past two days?”

The man took a puff from his cigarette, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “The Station Director personally asked why there hasn’t been any action from below, considering Chen Wan has been popular for so many days. But he hasn’t said that she must be given an important role. It’s just that several of us are bickering over opinions, and there’s no clear decision yet.”

Ma Weiwei said with some concern, “Chen Wan has an alarming number of fans now. I’ve been a host for so many years, and I haven’t received even a few hundred letters from viewers in total. My Tieba fans aren’t even five thousand. Chen Wan has only been around for a few days, and her Tieba fans are already over one hundred thousand. If this continues, and she’s really given an opportunity, won’t she just leap right over my head? I don’t care, you have to suppress that Chen Wan no matter what.”

The man gently patted her shoulder, comforting her. “Don’t worry, it hasn’t been decided yet, has it? The best outcome is for the station to remain inactive and keep Chen Wan on your program. You can continue to suppress her and prevent her from appearing on camera, or control her screen time and content. Everything will be pretty much the same as before, and her fans will slowly lose their enthusiasm. If the station insists on using her, then I’ll find a way to arrange her into a low-rated program, making sure she doesn’t stand out too much.”

Upon hearing this, Ma Weiwei’s expression turned a little ugly. “Can’t you find a way to get her out of Yanjing TV?”

The man replied, “Easier said than done. So many people are watching her now. Not giving her an important role is already hard to explain away. If we get her out, wouldn’t that be telling the whole world there’s some trickery involved? The best solution now is to keep her suppressed within our station. Otherwise, if she’s picked on and forced out, and then gets poached by another station and becomes popular, you and I will face even greater pressure.”

He continued, “Think about it, what if a station like Shanghai Satellite TV or Xiangnan Satellite TV, which have much higher ratings than us, poaches her, gives her a program, and she then uses that opportunity to reveal that she was ostracized and suppressed while at Yanjing TV? Wouldn’t her fans curse you to death then?”

Ma Weiwei said with a frustrated expression, “Many people are already cursing me on my Tieba. I don’t know who started spreading it online, saying that I’ve been suppressing Chen Wan and preventing her from appearing on camera. Many people have gone to my Tieba to post, and the content of those posts is offensive.”

The man sighed softly. “It seems we still need to sign a formal long-term contract with Chen Wan first. Regardless of whether we let her appear on camera or not, we’ll sign her on with the treatment of a regular main host, so she can’t job hop for several years. Then we can find a way to suppress her and prevent her from rising to prominence. Once her popularity fades, everything will be fine.”

Ma Weiwei immediately nodded repeatedly. “You’re still the most thoughtful. Just pretend we’re going to give her an important role, use a contract to bind her, stipulate that besides our station, she cannot accept interviews or participate in film and television dramas anywhere else. Tie her down for three to five years, then we’ll see.”

“Alright,” the man said dotingly. “Don’t worry, I’ll have someone find her to sign the official main host agreement first thing tomorrow morning.” He then checked the time and said, “Alright, I have to go. She should be done tutoring the child.”

Ma Weiwei said with some disappointment, “Leaving again? You haven’t spent the night with me for several months.”

The man said helplessly, “I can’t help it. After the child started high school, she hasn’t been traveling much lately. We’ll just have to find an opportunity when I’m on a business trip.”

Ma Weiwei pouted and nodded, saying, “Alright then. Anyway, I’m available anytime. I just want you to hold me while I sleep, the kind where you sleep until dawn, not the kind where you smoke a cigarette after we’re done and then rush home.”

“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

As the man spoke, he sat up and began to get dressed.

Ma Weiwei also quickly got up to help him dress, not forgetting to remind him, “Don’t forget about Chen Wan. Do it first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, I know.”

…

The next morning at eight-thirty, shortly after Chen Wan clocked in at the company, Zhao Hezheng, the Deputy Manager of the Human Resources Department, personally came to Chen Wan’s program team’s large office with a set of blank contracts. As soon as he saw her, he smiled and said, “Oh, Xiao Wan, I really must congratulate you.”

Chen Wan recognized him as the third-in-command of the station’s HR department and asked in surprise, “Director Zhao, do you need something from me?”

Zhao Hezheng nodded, his small eyes narrowing into slits from smiling. “Last night, Deputy Station Director Zhan personally called me and told me to come find you to sign a contract first thing this morning.”

Chen Wan asked him, puzzled, “Sign what contract?”

“An official employment contract for a host,” Zhao Hezheng pulled out a thick stack of contracts from his folder and said with a grin, “Congratulations, you’re the fastest intern host in our station to become a full-time employee!”

Everyone in the office was stunned speechless upon hearing this, looking at Chen Wan with envious and jealous gazes. Although most of them were behind-the-scenes staff, they also knew the station’s hierarchy. At a TV station, besides high-level leaders, generally, behind-the-scenes staff were not as prestigious as on-camera staff. Although an intern host was the lowest tier of on-camera work at the TV station, in terms of status within the station, they were much stronger than general behind-the-scenes staff. If promoted to an official host, their status would be higher than most behind-the-scenes staff. Not only would they have their own dressing room and makeup room, but even their own stylist and makeup artist. Moreover, once they became an official host, opportunities to appear on camera would greatly increase. Chen Wan was already this popular without even appearing on camera at Yanjing Satellite TV; what would happen if she actually did?

What’s more, under normal circumstances, an intern host’s internship period was one to two years, some even extended to three years, but Chen Wan had only been here for half a year. As Zhao Hezheng said, she was indeed the fastest intern host to become a full-time employee.

Just as everyone was filled with envy for Chen Wan, she said with an apologetic expression, “I’m sorry, Director Zhao, I can’t sign this contract.”

Zhao Hezheng was stunned, and everyone else was stunned.

“Why can’t you sign it? This is an opportunity many people dream of!”

Zhao Hezheng felt his brain wasn’t working properly. Every time he went to sign an official agreement with an intern host, they would be so excited they’d want to jump up and punch through the ceiling. Only Chen Wan showed not a hint of joy on her face.

Just as everyone was astonished, Chen Wan spoke. “I’ve already decided to resign. My resignation letter is already written.”

With that, Chen Wan took a handwritten resignation letter from her bag and handed it to Zhao Hezheng, saying, “Director Zhao, this is my resignation letter. I formally submit my resignation to you and hope you can approve it as soon as possible.”

Yanjing Satellite TV’s internal management was a bit chaotic. All hosts of news programs were managed by the Director of the Broadcasting Department, but hosts of variety shows and other programs were nominally directly managed by the Deputy Station Director. This was because the Deputy Station Director not only had to manage these hosts but also held the ultimate decision-making power over programs other than news programs. However, in actual day-to-day work, the Deputy Station Director would not directly inquire about intern hosts like Chen Wan. Chen Wan’s actual supervisor in her work was the program team’s Director, but the program team’s Director’s actual supervisor was Ma Weiwei. Therefore, Chen Wan could only hand her resignation letter to Zhao Hezheng, as he was in charge of human resources, and the termination of labor contracts and employment relationships ultimately had to go through him.

Upon hearing Chen Wan say she wanted to resign, Zhao Hezheng quickly asked with concern, “Xiao Wan, why resign when things are going so well? The station highly values you now and plans to nurture you well once you sign the official contract. Perhaps they might even create a program specifically for you. If you resign now, you’ll simply ruin your own future.”

Chen Wan said apologetically, “I’ve thought about it carefully, and I might not be quite suited to our station’s environment, so I want to resign early.”

Zhao Hezheng asked tentatively, “Xiao Wan, have you found a new opportunity? Are other stations trying to poach you?”

Chen Wan pressed her lips together and didn’t tell the truth. Instead, she said, “My family doesn’t really want me to stay in Yanjing. They want me to go back to Nansu, closer to home. So after I resign, I want to see if there’s an opportunity at Nansu Satellite TV.”

Not letting Yanjing Satellite TV know that she was going to Xiangnan Satellite TV to host Happy Camp was also Li Mu’s intention. Li Mu knew that someone at Yanjing Satellite TV had always been suppressing Chen Wan and making things difficult for her. If they found out Chen Wan had an opportunity to spread her wings and soar, someone might turn jealousy into hatred and secretly cause trouble. It was better to avoid trouble if possible. The best outcome was to calmly resign from Yanjing Satellite TV and then quietly sign the contract with Xiangnan Satellite TV.

Zhao Hezheng was skeptical of Chen Wan’s explanation. After pondering for a moment, he said, “Xiao Wan, I’m not in a hurry to finalize the official contract with you. And you, don’t rush to bring up your resignation. Give me some time; I’ll go talk to Station Director Zhan. This is a big matter, I can’t make the decision alone.”

Chen Wan said, “Director Zhao, you’re the head of human resources. I’m just a little intern; can’t you make the decision?”

Zhao Hezheng gave an awkward smile. “To be honest, I used to be able to, but not anymore…”





Chapter 400: Will Not Take Another Step

Zhao Hezheng knew that the discussions among the station directors about Chen Wan had not stopped these past few days. He was able to reach the position of Human Resources Director, and his eye for detail was exceptionally sharp, allowing him to clearly see many small clues within the station. How Ma Weiwei rose to power, even if most people in the station didn’t know, he knew well in his heart. These past few days, the internal debates and power struggles surrounding Chen Wan, and the ins and outs of various viewpoints, Zhao Hezheng was also perfectly clear on them. Deputy Station Director Zhan had always been hesitant to immediately give Chen Wan significant responsibilities, but now he suddenly proposed signing an official contract with her in advance. Zhao Hezheng knew exactly what he was planning.

Normally, if an intern host like Chen Wan wanted to resign, she would just need to inform the official host who mentored her. That person would then notify him, and he could immediately process the resignation. But now, he dared not casually process Chen Wan’s resignation. He had to wait until Deputy Station Director Zhan arrived and ask for his opinion.

Zhao Hezheng didn’t dare to take her resignation letter and left with the unsigned contract. Chen Wan’s colleagues gathered around, asking about the real reason for her resignation. They all felt that Chen Wan’s sudden resignation at this time must mean she had found a better opportunity.

But Chen Wan didn’t reveal a single detail, only saying she wanted to return to Nansu to develop her career.

No one doubted this explanation much. After all, Nansu Satellite TV was not inferior to Yanjing Satellite TV. The key was that if Chen Wan went to Nansu Satellite TV, with her current reputation, she would definitely be able to appear on camera smoothly. If they were in her shoes, they probably wouldn’t be willing to stay here and continue to endure being picked on.

Zhao Hezheng rushed to the Deputy Station Director’s office and reported Chen Wan’s intention to resign to Deputy Station Director Zhan Yun.

In Zhan Yun’s imagination, Chen Wan would surely be unable to refuse the huge temptation of being promoted to an official main host in advance. As long as she signed the contract, her fate would be completely in his hands. But he never expected that not only did she not accept this official contract, she even proposed to resign. Zhao Hezheng said she had prepared her resignation letter in advance, which meant she had already made up her mind.

Compared to an intern contract, an official contract had many more restrictions. Most clauses in an intern contract stipulated what an intern host must do, and if they violated a clause, the usual outcome was dismissal. An official contract was different. It meant the station had recognized the host’s future development prospects, and thus would bind them tightly with the contract.

To put it simply, the principle of an intern contract was: “Work hard or scram”; the principle of an official contract was: “No matter what, you have to work for me.”

Chen Wan had signed an intern contract. In an intern contract, the station had very few obligations: a salary of two to three thousand yuan per month, basic social security, and nothing else. The remaining requirements were all related to work discipline. Moreover, there were no restrictions on resignation for intern main hosts. According to the contract, an intern host needed to submit an application to their superior one month in advance if they wished to resign. If they resigned without authorization, their salary for that month would be withheld, and nothing more.

Zhan Yun mused, if Chen Wan resigned, he would probably be held responsible. Although he was a Deputy Station Director, if calculated by actual power, he wouldn’t even rank in the first tier. The Station Director, Executive Deputy Station Director, Deputy Secretary of the Party Committee, Editor-in-Chief, and Deputy Editor-in-Chief were all senior executives in the first tier of actual power. His position as Deputy Station Director in charge of variety shows only ranked him in the second tier in terms of actual power. Although various parties were currently bickering over Chen Wan’s next arrangements, no one wanted to see Chen Wan resign. At that time, everyone would surely turn their guns on him, demanding to know what caused the loss of such talent.

Therefore, no matter what, Chen Wan could not leave. Keeping her, continuing to wrangle with others over her issues, and then completely sidelining her once her popularity faded—that was the best choice.

So, Zhan Yun instructed Zhao Hezheng: “Xiao Zhao, no matter what, you must keep Chen Wan. Find a way to make her sign the official long-term contract. The salary and benefits can be adjusted up by one or two levels above the official employee standard, that’s fine, but the key is to retain the talent. If she still doesn’t agree, tell her that within this year, the station will definitely arrange an independent program for her. Tell her these words came directly from me.”

Zhao Hezheng nodded repeatedly, smiling: “Since you’ve said so, I believe Chen Wan definitely won’t be able to refuse. Many people work for three to five years and might not even get such treatment.”

Zhan Yun waved his hand: “Go on, have a good talk with her. Reason with her, appeal to her emotions.”

Zhao Hezheng said diligently: “Don’t worry, I will definitely have a good talk with her.”

Coming out of Zhan Yun’s office, Zhao Hezheng went to find Chen Wan again. This time, he didn’t talk to her in Chen Wan’s office, but invited her to his own office. After closing the door, with only the two of them present, he adopted a cautious demeanor, lowering his voice and saying: “Xiao Wan, I just came out of Deputy Station Director Zhan’s office. I have two pieces of incredibly good news to tell you, so you better be mentally prepared.”

Zhao Hezheng thought that by building suspense like this, Chen Wan would be very interested. Unexpectedly, Chen Wan said: “Director Zhao, I just want to resign now, so for me, the only good news is that Deputy Station Director Zhan approves my resignation application and helps me process the resignation procedures as soon as possible.”

Zhao Hezheng was stunned. After a moment, he recovered and awkwardly smiled: “Xiao Wan, what are you saying? Whether you resign or not, at least let me finish! Deputy Station Director Zhan just said that after you become an official employee, your benefits will be raised by two levels. You know the different employee grade lines in our station. Take the host line, for example: after becoming official, you’ll enjoy Host Level One benefits, a monthly salary of five thousand yuan, plus a monthly allowance of one thousand yuan for makeup and clothing. That’s six thousand yuan, double what you get now! And you’ll get two consecutive promotions, meaning that as long as you sign the contract, you’ll have the Host Level Three benefits: a monthly salary of seven thousand yuan, plus a monthly allowance of two thousand yuan for makeup and clothing. Under normal circumstances, you wouldn’t get to enjoy this treatment without working for three or four years!”

Chen Wan said calmly: “Director Zhao, I truly just want to resign. This has nothing to do with money.”

Zhao Hezheng took a breath, looked at Chen Wan, and seeing that she showed no sign of being swayed, he had no choice but to say: “Deputy Station Director Zhan just said that as long as you sign the contract, he will definitely arrange an independent program for you within this year—your own program. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”

Chen Wan shook her head, saying faintly: “I just want to resign.”

Zhao Hezheng looked at Chen Wan in surprise and asked: “Are you absolutely determined to resign?”

Chen Wan nodded and said: “Absolutely!”

Zhao Hezheng sighed: “How about this, you go back and think about what I just said. Don’t be impulsive. If you regret it later, the loss would be huge!”

Chen Wan said: “Director Zhao, I don’t need to consider it anymore. I am formally submitting my resignation.”

With that, Chen Wan took out her resignation report again and handed it to Zhao Hezheng, saying: “Director Zhao, I am now formally submitting my resignation application to the company. Please process it according to the procedure.”

Zhao Hezheng suddenly found himself in a difficult position, unsure how to respond, or even whether he should accept this resignation report.

Seeing his torn expression, Chen Wan placed the resignation report on his desk and said: “Director Zhao, I’ll be leaving now.”

After Chen Wan left, Zhao Hezheng, holding her resignation report, also rushed to Zhan Yun’s office.

After listening to Zhao Hezheng’s report and looking at the resignation report he handed over, Zhan Yun flew into a rage. He tore the resignation report to shreds in a few swift movements and angrily told Zhao Hezheng: “I don’t care what method you use, you must make Chen Wan sign the contract!”

Zhao Hezheng said awkwardly: “Station Director Zhan, aren’t you making things difficult for me? If she’s unwilling to sign, I can’t force her. She’s determined to resign, and nothing I say will work. Besides, she’s just an intern host at our station. Even if I wanted to force her to stay, I could only do so for a maximum of one month. What’s more, if she gets unhappy and simply doesn’t show up, we can’t do anything about it. At most, we can withhold all her unpaid wages, and that’s it.”

Zhan Yun angrily questioned: “Didn’t your human resources department set breach of contract liabilities when drafting the contract? Didn’t it include clauses that if she unilaterally resigns, we have the right to demand a large sum of money as compensation, or the right to impose non-compete clauses preventing her from working in related industries for several years?”

Zhao Hezheng chuckled awkwardly: “This is a contract for intern hosts, basically interns. We didn’t promise many obligations in the contract to begin with, so how could we impose so many restrictions on them? If intern contracts were so strict, like binding contracts, how would we recruit interns? We would lose face in the industry.”

Zhan Yun knew his anger was a bit unwarranted, but he still couldn’t control the rage in his heart. He told Zhao Hezheng: “Go and call Chen Wan over here for me!”

A few minutes later, Chen Wan and Zhao Hezheng arrived together at Zhan Yun’s office. Zhan Yun’s anger from earlier had vanished, replaced by the attitude of a superior showing concern for a subordinate. He first inquired about Chen Wan’s work, then expressed that the station had indeed neglected to arrange her on-camera appearances during this period. Finally, he stated that the station had decided to focus on cultivating her, skillfully bringing up the request for Chen Wan to sign an official contract.

Out of respect for her superior, Chen Wan initially didn’t interrupt him. After he stated the signing requirement, Chen Wan’s voice was soft, but her tone was firm as she said: “Station Director Zhan, thank you for your cultivation, but I have truly decided to resign. So I can only thank you and the other station directors for your kind intentions. I apologize.”

Zhan Yun smiled gracefully: “Resigning is simple, just a matter of paperwork. But have you considered how much you will lose once you resign?”

With that, Zhan Yun didn’t give Chen Wan a chance to speak and continued: “Let’s not talk about benefits, nor opportunities. Let’s just talk about our welfare. You know, our station has a batch of specially approved household registration quotas every year, as well as employee housing benefits. Do I need to say how significant household registration quotas are? Just the employee housing alone, do you know how much money it would save you when buying a house in Yanjing? At least half the market price! You wouldn’t want to be struggling and renting after floating around in Yanjing for several years, would you? If you sign an official contract, I will fight for all these benefits for you, allowing you to settle down in Yanjing within one or two years.”

Chen Wan said faintly: “Station Director Zhan, to be honest, I’m not very interested in Yanjing household registration. As for the employee housing you mentioned, I’m not interested either. Before I came to work at our station, my family had already bought a house for me nearby, so I don’t need to rent.”

It wasn’t that Chen Wan intended to show off, but she realized that Zhan Yun underestimated her too much, believing she would change her decision for petty gains. That’s why she gave him a gentle counterattack. Moreover, she felt a bit strange in her heart: why was Zhan Yun so insistent on not letting her leave? Logically, an employee of her level wouldn’t require him to personally communicate with her. Now, he was desperately trying to keep her, and it felt like his motives were impure.

Zhan Yun was speechless for a while, then first spoke to Zhao Hezheng beside him: “Xiao Zhao, you can go back to your work.”

Zhao Hezheng nodded and turned to leave the office.

Only then did Zhan Yun speak to Chen Wan: “Comrade Chen Wan, you are still young, and sometimes being young and impetuous is understandable. However, sometimes you can’t just act on your own impulses. When the station is about to give you significant responsibilities, you propose to resign. Are you being worthy of the station’s cultivation of you over the past six months?”

Hearing such high-sounding words, Chen Wan felt a bit of anger rise within her, and her tone became somewhat firm. She said: “Station Director Zhan, I’ve been at the station for half a year, and I haven’t had a single opportunity to appear on camera. If it weren’t for the words ‘intern main host’ written on my work badge, I would even think I was a behind-the-scenes staff member of the program team. Are you saying that the station’s cultivation of me over the past six months refers to these things?”

Zhan Yun said evasively: “Not appearing on camera these past six months wasn’t because the station intentionally prevented you from doing so, but rather to give you sufficient training before appearing on camera. Look, aren’t we preparing to make you an official employee now? And we’ll even arrange your own program for you. Isn’t this a case of the bitter ending and the sweet beginning right away?”

Chen Wan looked at Zhan Yun and said seriously: “Station Director Zhan, please arrange the procedures for me. I have truly made up my mind to resign. No matter what you say, I must resign.”

Upon hearing Chen Wan speak so absolutely, Zhan Yun’s expression immediately darkened. He stared at Chen Wan and said with a hint of threat: “I advise you to consider it carefully. Perhaps your family background is quite good, so you think many things are very simple. I have been in the radio and television industry for more than twenty years, and I have very extensive network resources among domestic satellite TV channels. With just a word from me, after you leave Yanjing Satellite TV, you will absolutely not be able to enter any provincial satellite TV station. In the end, you’ll either languish in a small-town TV station in a third- or fifth-tier city, just getting by, or simply leave this industry altogether. I imagine you are also an ambitious person in the hosting field; you wouldn’t want your career path to lead to a dead end, would you?”

Chen Wan hadn’t expected Zhan Yun to resort to threats after failing to persuade her. Thinking of how she had been picked on and wronged at the station before, and now being threatened like this for wanting to resign, she angrily told Zhan Yun: “Station Director Zhan, do whatever you want. From now on, I will not take another step into Yanjing Satellite TV!”

With that, Chen Wan turned and left, ignoring Zhan Yun’s shouts behind her. She didn’t even look back.

After packing her belongings, Chen Wan walked straight out of the TV station. As soon as she stepped out, she called Li Mu and said: “Rascal, I resigned!”





Chapter 401: YY’s Strategic Deployment

When Li Mu received Chen Wan’s call, he was already at the conference center of a five-star hotel in Yanjing City, preparing to hold a meeting with Muye Technology’s core members. Hearing Chen Wan’s words, Li Mu didn’t think much of it and asked her, “Have you already submitted your resignation?”

Chen Wan said, “I didn’t submit my resignation; I just packed my things and left directly.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “You don’t need to follow the procedure?”

“No!” Chen Wan said indignantly, “I originally gave them enough respect, but I didn’t expect them to threaten me, so I just walked out.”

Li Mu frowned. “How did they threaten you?”

Chen Wan grumbled, “They said they could make it impossible for me to join any provincial satellite TV channels with just one word, and even make me unable to stay in this industry. It’s truly shameless.”

Li Mu chuckled, “What they said, even a three-year-old might not believe it. Don’t worry about it. Even if he really has the ability to influence Xiangnan Satellite TV, it doesn’t matter. Just come directly to Muye Films.”

Chen Wan asked, “Go to Muye Films? Are you going to support me?”

Li Mu said, “At first, I’ll support you, but later, you’ll support me. Give me two to three years, and I’ll definitely make you the most popular female Host in the country!”

Chen Wan’s mood instantly brightened, and she said with a smile, “Then I’ll be relying on you from now on.”

Li Mu replied, “Alright, sis, I’ll hold this meeting first. If it ends early tonight, I’ll come find you for dinner.”

“Okay, you go handle your important business first!”

Zhan Yun was only a second-tier leader at Yanjing Satellite TV, and he was even less significant in the national radio and television system. When he threatened Chen Wan, he made it sound like he had a lot of influence in the industry, but in reality, his influence was negligible.

Firstly, Zhan Yun couldn’t actively contact any TV station and ask them to jointly blacklist Chen Wan with him. At most, he could only wait until Chen Wan found a new employer, and then try to communicate with the relevant person in charge of that new TV station. This was also limited to situations where he had a good relationship with someone at the new TV station who could manage Chen Wan. Otherwise, if there was no connection at all, or just a nodding acquaintance, going to someone and asking them to help blacklist someone would be akin to seeking death.

So, Zhan Yun knew in his heart that the threat was his last card, and it was a bluff. If he bluffed Chen Wan, he won; if not, he lost.

Chen Wan hung up Li Mu’s call and communicated her situation with the Director of Happy Camp. Upon hearing the details, the other party was immediately overjoyed and hoped to meet Chen Wan soon. It would be even better if Chen Wan could make a trip to Xiangdu. Additionally, once Chen Wan’s contract with Yanjing Satellite TV was terminated, both parties could sign the contract, and the sooner the better, because Happy Camp currently desperately needed to incorporate new elements, especially a Host like Chen Wan, who had extremely high appeal to fans.

Hearing the other party’s stance, Chen Wan felt a little relieved. Regardless, after she submitted her resignation, Yanjing Satellite TV had to terminate her employment contract within one month. This meant she only had to wait one more month at most to completely extricate herself from Yanjing Satellite TV.

…

Today, Li Mu once again gathered all the senior executives of Muye Technology for a meeting. In Li Mu’s mind, this meeting held extremely significant strategic importance for Muye Technology’s future development, so he attached great importance to it.

The core of the meeting revolved almost entirely around YY, the instant messaging software that had been eagerly preparing since last year. Now, all development work was basically complete, and internal testing was imminent.

Regarding the internal testing, Li Mu raised several requirements at the meeting.

First, the internal testing should be kept as confidential as possible. Basic testing personnel would not participate in this internal testing; all internal testing work would be completed by core members.

Second, identify and rectify deficiencies as quickly as possible. If product bugs were found, they must be fully rectified without delaying the entire internal testing period.

Third, the initial internal testing period was set for fifteen days. If the product went online within fifteen days and the number of bugs was below Li Mu’s required baseline, everyone would be rewarded. If it went online after fifteen days, the bonus would be deducted by 20% for each day of delay. After five days, meaning after twenty days, the bonus would be zero. If it was delayed further after twenty days, the relevant responsible persons would be disciplined. Regardless of how many days it took to go online, if the number of bugs was higher than Li Mu’s required baseline, the bonus would be zero, and the relevant responsible persons would be disciplined.

In short, Li Mu’s requirement was to resolve the internal testing issues within fifteen days and ensure that the product could operate normally after its official launch.

Li Mu requested Kong Lingyu and other company leaders to take the lead in making a pledge of responsibility, then opened his carefully prepared PPT. Before the launch, he would explain his plan for YY, this super product, to the core members one last time.

On the PPT, based on YY’s basic interface, Li Mu used prominent boxes on both sides to mark eight sections of content. These eight sections corresponded to the eight product modules that constituted the basic functions of YY’s first version.

Li Mu sat at one end of the large conference table, pointing to the projection screen behind him and saying, “Gentlemen, given that YY will be Muye Technology’s most core product for the next five to eight years, I must specifically explain to you the eight small Ecosystem modules we have currently developed around YY.”

With that, Li Mu began to elaborate on the specific positioning and core significance of these eight modules.

The first module, undoubtedly, was the basic instant messaging service. This was based on QQ, with the addition of some basic cloud services, such as: custom user nicknames and lists; roaming user chat history.

The second module was the YY Group service. Users were no longer satisfied with one-on-one communication. Online communication, like real-life conversations, couldn’t always be one-on-one. There were also one-to-many group conversations, but current instant messaging software didn’t yet provide this service. YY Group was born for this purpose, and in the future, it would become half of the instant messaging market.

The third module was the YY Cartoon Show service, based on user-provided content, short for YY Show. Users could customize their personal cartoon avatars here. In addition to facial features, hairstyles, skin color, and body type, there were richer choices for clothing, accessories, backgrounds, and props. This module was a powerful tool for attracting users to top up and pay.

The fourth module was a simple, cartoon-style personal electronic pet module. Although many technical personnel felt this module was not very significant, Li Mu insisted on doing it. This was also key to him maintaining user stickiness and enhancing interaction between users.

The fifth module was Tieba. In the first version of YY, Tieba was already integrated. Users could directly open and automatically log in to Tieba from the YY client. At the same time, various notifications from Tieba would be displayed on the YY client, including instant messaging with Tieba friends, which would also be directly supported by YY.

The sixth module was Personal Space. When Li Mu launched Personal Space on Tieba previously, the domain name he used was yyzone.tieba.com. This was an Easter egg Li Mu himself buried in the internet industry. When everyone saw YY go online, they would understand that all of this had actually been part of his plan all along. Additionally, the top-level domain for YY had been acquired by Muye Technology for a six-figure price. Therefore, in the future, Tieba’s domain name would be associated with tieba.yy.com, and yyzone.tieba.com would be associated with zone.yy.com, officially beginning domain name unification.

The seventh module was Happy Farm. As Muye Technology’s current true core profit generator, Happy Farm naturally had to be deeply bound with YY. In the initial version of the YY client, Li Mu directly placed Happy Farm in the client’s quick launch bar. The entrance in the Personal Space was also retained. Currently, user enthusiasm for Happy Farm was very high. After user enthusiasm decreased in the future, he would naturally remove the Happy Farm quick launch entrance when updating YY.

The eighth module, and the last one, was Eting.com, which had already been spun off. Although Eting.com had achieved independence in terms of company structure, for Li Mu, he was a major shareholder of Eting.com and also a major shareholder of Muye Technology. Although they were two companies, they were still under his control. Therefore, he could directly integrate Eting.com’s MP3 online streaming into YY. The YY client also had a “Music” quick launch bar. Clicking on it would directly jump to Eting.com, and Eting.com would synchronize YY user listening information, allowing users to choose whether to publish it on their YY status.

Among the eight modules, some were previously independent entities, but now, Li Mu had given them a new mission: to build an Ecosystem around YY. If Muye Technology’s industries were compared to the solar system, then YY was the sun, and the other planets, large and small, all revolved around YY, the sun.

Now, Li Mu had integrated these eight modules into the YY software. Whether they could operate according to his requirements in the future would depend on the efforts of those present.

After introducing the concept of his entire Ecosystem, Li Mu presented his node requirements for YY’s subsequent development: “Based on our existing users of Tieba and Happy Farm, my requirement for you all is: within one week after YY’s launch, the number of registered users must exceed ten million; within one month, the number of registered users must be on par with Tieba and Happy Farm; within two months, achieve an overtake of QQ on all levels; and within three months, completely crush QQ.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Kong Lingyu and asked him, “Manager Kong, you are the general manager. Please state your position first. Are there any issues with these requirements?”

Kong Lingyu said without hesitation, “No issues.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “These are my operational requirements for you. However, the technical department personnel, starting from YY’s official launch, must immediately begin developing YY’s second upgraded version, and at the same time, develop a new flagship product.”

Everyone looked at each other, not knowing what new flagship product Li Mu was referring to.

Li Mu tapped his knuckles on the table and said, “The new flagship product is also centered around YY. I have a rough initial concept here; you can take a quick look.”

After speaking, Li Mu pressed the arrow key on the computer to switch to the next PPT slide. At this moment, a product concept diagram appeared, and everyone’s eyes focused on the title: YY Game Platform.





Chapter 402: Showing Favor to Muye Technology

Regarding the YY Game Platform, the product concept map Li Mu provided was also very simple.

The basic product requirements were: develop an independent client product that could be logged into directly from its own client, or launched and logged into from the YY client. The core of this game platform product would be a collection of small chess and card games, such as poker games, mahjong games, and various puzzle board games. The basic requirements were similar to the Lianzhong platform: users select the game type, then the game zone and room, then enter the room, choose a table, and start playing.

The basic requirements were simple, and there was already a product available for reference. However, a larger portion of Li Mu’s product concept map focused on how the YY Game Platform would support YY on the user level in the future, including displaying user game status, quick invitations to games, displaying game records on YY, activating game memberships and displaying member badges on YY, and so on.

In the past, if netizens wanted to play chess and card games together, the general process was for each to register an account on Lianzhong, then tell the other person their game room and table number on QQ. The other person would then locate them step by step based on the clues. At present, users didn’t see any problem with this; in fact, they took it for granted. However, once they experienced convenient, integrated services, they would realize how much convenience and special treatment platform integration could bring them. At that point, they would not only become picky but also very lazy. Trying to make them play games with friends using the old process would be wishful thinking. With direct friend location on QQ, they could complete the entire process from opening the game platform to sitting opposite their friend with a single click. These highlights would also need to be reflected on YY in the future.

After Li Mu finished introducing his general requirements for YY Games, he said, “Don’t underestimate a client platform for chess and card games. This product is also a customized supporting product for YY users, and it will play a very important role in YY’s future.”

With that, Li Mu added, “Lianzhong’s user base should also be at the tens of millions level now. If I remember correctly, their platform’s peak concurrent users exceeded two hundred thousand in January this year. If no competitors emerge this year, reaching four hundred thousand shouldn’t be a problem. Chess and card games are different from our Happy Farm. Although Happy Farm has high stickiness, its user operation is intermittent. Even if a user is online for over five hours a day, their actual operation time doesn’t even reach one-third of that. But chess and card games are continuous in terms of user operation. You have a maximum of thirty seconds for a hand; if you don’t play within thirty seconds, the system automatically considers it a forfeit. This forces users to focus most of their energy on the game.”

“What we ultimately want to do is to use YY as the core, supplemented by various different products, to collectively seize the largest share of users’ online time. The best outcome is that users will be too busy using our own products when they go online. In that case, all our competitors will be nothing to fear.”

Li Mu’s requirement was to spare no effort in seizing users’ online time, which was also the direction major companies would strive for in the future. In the future, Muye Technology would be based on YY, venturing into the entire internet entertainment industry. All industries related to entertainment could be integrated into Muye Technology: social networking, communities, games, music, film, and animation. Organically combining these segments would surely make it an aircraft carrier in the internet entertainment field.

Currently, Muye Technology’s technical team was continuously expanding. The number of people in the technology and product-related teams already exceeded eighty. Li Mu was still asking Lin Qingya to continuously recruit more technical talent, aiming to expand to two hundred to three hundred people within this year, thereby building a powerful development center.

In the future, this development center wouldn’t need to consider company ownership, as it would provide technical support for all his future internet companies. They would simply sign contracts with Muye Technology and receive salaries from Muye Technology. However, if his other companies needed them for development, they could directly issue development tasks. When companies settled accounts with each other, a rough outsourcing technical development fee would be calculated, and then other companies would pay Muye Technology. This way, it would be equivalent to other companies paying Muye Technology’s technical team for outsourced development, which would also ensure fairness at the level of the various companies and their shareholders.

Li Mu believed that although he had over ten years of foresight, the entire company’s operation couldn’t solely rely on exhausting his control over the future. It also required active participation and innovation from company employees. Only then could the company operate in a healthy cycle. Therefore, he told everyone present at the meeting, “The company also encourages everyone to continuously innovate in the product development field. If you have your own ideas on how to increase user stickiness around YY, you can brainstorm with your colleagues and superiors at any time. I will urge General Manager Lin to introduce an innovation incentive policy as soon as possible. Everyone must remember one thing: for internet companies, innovation is the primary productive force.”

Besides formulating a detailed plan for YY’s launch at the meeting, Li Mu also spoke with Lin Qingya privately about the internal testing of Mu Online.

Baofeng Entertainment now had over thirty people, thanks to Lin Qingya continuously dedicating her energy to recruiting talent and building the team for Baofeng Entertainment. Li Mu’s positioning for Baofeng Entertainment was game agency, not involving self-development, so the team’s requirements for technical professionalism were not strong. The most important technical person was a server setup engineer. Lin Qingya poached a relevant professional from Shanda Games at an annual salary of five hundred thousand yuan, so the entire game’s progress was orderly.

Li Mu requested YY to officially begin its closed internal testing at 8 PM tomorrow evening, and Mu Online’s internal testing was set to start at 8 PM this Friday evening. YY’s internal testing needed to be kept as confidential as possible, but Mu Online did not. Li Mu instructed Lin Qingya to have Baofeng Entertainment’s promotion and distribution market manager directly connect with the person in charge of promotion resources at Tieba. Then, he would arrange for Zhao Kang to mobilize the online army to support it. Starting tomorrow, they would preheat Mu Online on Tieba and simultaneously organize a prize-winning event on Tieba. At that time, users interested in the game could check in at the Mu Online Tieba. Twenty lucky users would be drawn daily during the internal testing period, and in addition to receiving an internal testing registration code, each would also receive a Nokia mobile phone in the thousand-yuan price range. Furthermore, three of the luckiest users would be selected daily to receive three laptops in the eight thousand-yuan price range.

Calculated this way, the direct operating cost on Tieba each day would only be tens of thousands of yuan. But which internet company currently had such financial power? For some large companies, it wasn’t that they couldn’t afford the money, but rather that they hadn’t yet figured out user positioning. They still had a concept in their minds that hadn’t been overturned: their goal was to make money from users, not to spend money on them. With this budget, they would rather give it to promotion channels than to users, as that would be putting the cart before the horse.

This kind of advanced and aggressive promotion method of spending money on users was currently something only Li Mu could do without any psychological burden.

It was conceivable how much stir giving away so many prizes daily in 2002 would create among netizens, and how quickly it would generate the hottest topics among them. When The9 operated Mu Online, the game started making money as soon as it launched, but their game operations were incredibly terrible. Li Mu now had Tieba in hand, as well as Alipay, currently the best payment channel in the country, and he was also brewing YY, a sharp weapon. Once Mu Online launched, he was confident that Mu Online in his hands would be far more profitable than in The9’s hands. This game would definitely achieve an average daily revenue of over three million yuan within the next two years. So, compared to that, this initial cost was insignificant.

…

Li Mu didn’t stay at the hotel that evening. Instead, he drove to find Chen Wan before dinner. The two found a quiet restaurant to eat. Chen Wan told Li Mu that she had already called the Director of Happy Camp to discuss the current situation. The Director asked her to go to Xiangdu as soon as possible to discuss the specific details, with the meeting scheduled for next Monday.

In Li Mu’s view, the possibility of Xiangnan Satellite TV regretting their decision was almost zero. They were people with a very keen market sense. In the field of radio and television, there were very few people whose overall manners could rival Chen Wan’s. What’s more, Chen Wan could attract countless fans with just two or three shots. Once she truly appeared on television, she would definitely become famous in the shortest time possible.

Happy Camp was currently in an awkward period. Its leading female Host, Li Xiang, no longer had her ambitions in Xiangdu, or rather, not in hosting. She had always wanted to develop in Yanjing and at a higher level. She was a very ambitious person, and Xiangnan Satellite TV now seemed unable to keep up with her needs. So, it was precisely before Li Xiang’s complete departure that they needed to find a qualified successor to carry the banner of the most popular female Host after she left. Originally, Xie Na was a reluctant backup candidate, but now, Chen Wan was the most suitable choice.

Moreover, the information Ning Hao brought back from Xiangdu last time was that Xiangnan Satellite TV’s senior executives were very interested in Muye Films. They were also indirectly inquiring, wanting to know the true relationship between Muye Films and Muye Technology.

Although the names of the two companies were very similar, from a capital perspective, the two companies were relatively independent. However, Ning Hao directly admitted the close connection behind these two companies. His phrasing was: Muye Films and Muye Technology were invested in by the same Boss, it’s just that they weren’t registered under the same household registration.

As soon as he said this, Xiangnan Satellite TV’s senior executives truly understood the connection between the two companies.

Although Muye Films had only recently been established and only had one micro-film work, they could tell the relationship between this company and Muye Technology from the name alone. This made them realize that behind Muye Films, there was a very powerful online promotion resource—Tieba. Tieba had tens of millions of users. If they could connect with Muye Technology, Xiangnan Satellite TV would have a strong partner in the internet industry in the future.

The reason they contacted Chen Wan through Muye Films should also be to show favor to the Boss behind Muye Technology and Muye Films through this matter. Signing Chen Wan was equivalent to opening up this layer of relationship.





Chapter 403: Internal Testing Begins

YY’s internal testing finally began quietly.

Li Mu installed the internal test version of the software on his laptop and spent an entire night testing it alone in Yucheng Garden.

Li Mu gave the software a score of 90 points; it was excellent.

This was likely the internet’s first software to integrate its own ecosystem. The eight modules Li Mu wanted were all included and integrated seamlessly with the software itself.

The UI interface, compared to current internet products, had a futuristic feel. The softened edges, color transitions, icon display effects, and aesthetic design of the dialogue boxes had all reached the level of five years in the future. This software would definitely make current users’ eyes light up.

Usage was also very smooth. Information dialogue boxes were separated left and right, with received messages displayed on the left and sent messages on the right. This was a basic configuration for future instant messaging software, but currently, no company had considered this level of detail. The internet was still in its industrial revolution era; everyone was frantically researching and developing various products, but no one was thinking about how to make products more refined and aesthetically pleasing.

YY Cartoon Show also shone with extraordinary brilliance in the hands of several cartoon designers who had returned from studying abroad. Japan and the United States were far ahead in their understanding of cartoon and comic characters. This design team’s designers combined the characteristics of Japanese and American anime/comics to develop a large number of cartoon characters, costumes, and props with diverse styles. Overall, it was more than a notch above the QQ Show of his previous life, earning Li Mu’s high praise.

Mu Online also began internal testing. Although Li Mu had the authority to rename the game in Chinese, he still kept the original name. This game was destined to create a miracle.

Unlike YY’s low-key and confidential internal testing, Mu Online’s internal testing was quite high-profile!

Industry insiders had long known that Baofeng Entertainment had secured the agency rights for Mu Online in China, but only a few of them knew that this company had a certain capital relationship with Muye Technology. They knew that Mu Online should launch its domestic server internal testing in the first half of the year, but they didn’t expect the news of the internal testing to come so fiercely.

Tieba went almost all out, dedicating all its promotional resources to Mu Online, advertising this magnificent online game everywhere. Combined with Li Mu’s event of giving away internal test accounts, Nokia phones, and laptops for check-ins, the check-in count for the Mu Online Tieba exceeded eight million on the first day of Mu Online’s internal testing announcement.

This data shocked peer companies.

At the same time, various screenshots of the internal test game also began to appear online. The game’s graphics were top-notch among current online games, much better than Legend’s. However, games like Legend couldn’t be measured by graphics alone. Nevertheless, Mu Online, whether in terms of graphics, characters, skills, equipment, or world structure, far surpassed Legend. So, as long as it was well-operated, surpassing Legend would be very easy.

Because Mu Online caused a sensation across the entire network as soon as its internal testing began, netizens paid extremely high attention to it. Baofeng Entertainment also announced that after fifteen days of closed internal testing, the game would launch an open beta without data wipes, and full registration would be available during the open beta. However, the official announcement did not tell the public when charging would begin. Li Mu’s idea was to start charging one month after Mu Online’s open beta operation began.

From the first day of internal testing, every 24 hours, at eight PM on the second day, the official team would announce the Tieba nicknames of 23 lucky users and their non-detailed addresses. At the same time, the official team also photographed the purchased prizes and mailed them to users via EMS. Since many users were already active Tieba users with a considerable number of followers on Tieba, no one had any doubts about the lottery event. This open and transparent method attracted more netizens to flood in. Regardless of whether they were interested in the game, they would flock to the Mu Online Tieba to check in. Just clicking a check-in button gave them a chance to win valuable prizes. With such low user cost, even if the winning rate was very low, why not participate?

All work was proceeding in an orderly manner. The two most important tasks at hand had officially begun operation, and Li Mu temporarily sighed in relief. He had originally decided to attend classes properly for a few days and live the life a normal student should, which could also be considered an indirect rest for himself.

For a long time, the probability of seeing Li Mu in the classroom was lower than winning the lottery. Not only did his classmates feel this way, but even the teachers did.

Every teacher, when calling roll before class, had basically developed the habit of automatically ignoring Li Mu’s name. Li Mu was too famous at school; favored by school leaders, loved by Municipal Party Committee leaders, and praised by ministry and commission leaders, he was also continuously reported by the most authoritative media. He had long been a household name at Renmin University. Teachers also knew that for a student who could stir up trouble and even major events, not coming to class was normal. His presence in class, on the other hand, made them feel as awkward as having a leader observe their lecture.

Li Mu’s behavior in class was quite low-key. He usually found a secluded corner to sit in, mostly fiddling with his phone, occasionally looking up to listen. Although he wasn’t very focused during class, he absolutely never disrupted discipline.

That afternoon, while attending a public lecture, someone suddenly tapped Li Mu’s shoulder from behind. Li Mu turned his head and saw it was Dong Ai, whom he hadn’t seen in a long time.

Dong Ai now appeared much more mature than before. Whether it was her hairstyle, makeup, or attire, she had the capable air of a professional woman. Li Mu looked at her in surprise and asked in a low voice, “Senior Sister Ai, why are you also attending a first-year public lecture?”

Dong Ai rolled her eyes at him. “You’re playing dumb. I’m about to graduate, what kind of class would I be listening to? I came specifically to find you!”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why are you looking for me?”

Dong Ai said angrily, “Why do you think I’m looking for you? You dumped everything about 3321 on me and then just ignored it. Now I’m swamped from morning till night, and I still have to come back to prepare my graduation thesis. I heard you were here, so I came to catch you.”

Li Mu felt a bit embarrassed. “You’re truly incredibly resourceful. I only just got here about ten minutes ago.”

Dong Ai pouted and said, “Come on, let’s sneak out the back door. I need to talk to you about something.”

Li Mu also felt that talking to her like this with his head turned in class wasn’t a good look. He nodded, crouched out of his seat, and exited the classroom through the back door.

After they left the Academic Building, Dong Ai said to Li Mu, “Here’s the situation: 3321 has now launched in Yangcheng (Guangzhou) and Shenzhen. These two cities alone have our team completely overwhelmed. If we want to quickly popularize 3321 in major cities nationwide, with our current manpower and scale, it will take at least one or two more years. We now have an idea: we want to cooperate with 211 and 985 universities across the country, with the schools responsible for 3321’s local operation. However, several universities we contacted subtly indicated that they wanted some tangible benefits, but the universities also have concerns, feeling that since we are a non-profit organization, if they directly profit from us, it will affect their public image.”

Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “So, what you’re saying is, they don’t want to help for free, they want money but also want to save face, and they’re unwilling to take money directly, right?”

Dong Ai nodded. “That’s basically the gist of it.”

Li Mu then said, “If you feel there’s a need for rapid expansion now, then negotiate a periodic contract with these universities. Within the contract period, they will be responsible for helping us operate 3321 locally, and we will donate 30 percent of the commission to the school for them to establish an education fund. The school will decide how to specifically allocate the funds; we won’t interfere. This way, even if there are issues of fund misuse internally, it will have absolutely nothing to do with us.”

Dong Ai sighed. “You’re still the one with the flexible mind. I’ve been thinking about how to reach an understanding with them while avoiding unnecessary hidden dangers for ourselves. Now that you’ve said it, I understand. Give the money to the schools in the name of an education fund, and we won’t care how they handle it.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Sometimes, you need to be adaptable. If universities are willing to do this, they will actively promote it even without a single penny of profit. But if they themselves want to pursue profit, you need to give them an opportunity to exploit, but we ourselves cannot operate illegally. Trading this 30 percent commission for an untapped market and the remaining 70 percent commission means that this money, once it reaches our hands and becomes our student aid fund, can truly serve the public.”

Dong Ai said, “I was just about to ask for your instructions regarding our student aid fund. Although we still maintain the frequency of student aid activities every week, with two to three student aid teams simultaneously conducting activities, our spending rate is still too slow. We currently have over thirty million in cash sitting in the account, and I don’t know how to handle it.”

Li Mu was also stunned when he heard this. “Over thirty million? Is it that much already?”

Dong Ai said, “Yes, business has now launched in four major cities, and the total capital of the student aid fund will continue to increase in the future. If we still insist on the previous strategy that student aid funds must be distributed directly to students, this money will accumulate more and more, and society might start to question it.”

Li Mu nodded gently after listening. “That’s true. When there’s less money, every penny can be controlled very precisely. But when there’s a lot of money, trying to control it that precisely would incur too high a labor cost.”

Dong Ai also said, “That’s what I’m thinking too. We are a non-profit organization ourselves, and the employee scale should not be too large. If it’s too large, it becomes bloated internally, operational costs increase, and it’s more susceptible to external questioning.”

Li Mu thought seriously for a moment, then said, “Then let’s do this: before September this year, take out thirty to forty million and plan a nationwide student aid project, specifically targeting impoverished high school graduates from poor regions and families who have been admitted to university. As for the specifics, you come up with a proposal.”





Chapter 404: Charity is a Double-Edged Sword

Li Mu deeply understood one thing: charity, this special and sensitive field, is a double-edged sword. It must be handled with extreme caution. If one chooses not to do it, then don’t do it at all; simply donate a sum of money when society is in need. This isn’t considered charity, but rather supporting charitable causes. However, if one chooses to engage in charity, then it must be done wholeheartedly and completely transparently, especially the funds, which must be fully transparent, and the entire charity team must be absolutely incorruptible.

Hundreds of thousands of tutor orders are generated by 3321.com every week, and a large amount of commission accumulates in the accounts. This is not a good thing. Doing charity is not about saving money; the fund pool must be controlled at a relatively small value required for normal operation. Then, a safety threshold should be set. Once the funds reach the threshold standard, all outlets must be immediately opened to bring the threshold back down to the operational requirement. Most foundations that accumulate large amounts of charitable funds in their hands, widely collecting funds but distributing little, have financial problems. Even some charity foundations established by international celebrities have countless financial scandals; once exposed, they immediately become universally despised, facing widespread condemnation.

3321.com’s fund is different from many others. 3321.com is a private education fund, and education is a basic public welfare covering the entire population. Therefore, an education fund does not need to reserve large amounts of money to deal with emergencies and natural disasters. Thus, Li Mu and Dong Ai set a benchmark: 3321.com’s future normal fund reserve would be ten million yuan. If it falls below this value, all student aid activities would be suspended, and the money would be reserved for the operation of 3321.com and the student aid foundation. If it is above this value, student aid activities would proceed normally. If the funds reach fifty million yuan, larger-scale student aid activities would be immediately planned to quickly reduce the funds to the normal value of thirty million yuan.

Ten million yuan is the baseline fund level, thirty million yuan is the normal fund level, and fifty million yuan is the overflow fund level. These are equivalent to the three water levels for a reservoir: when below the baseline, water is stored and supply to downstream is stopped; when above the overflow level, floodwaters are released; within the normal range, water is supplied normally downstream.

However, this is just a current standard. If 3321.com’s ability to attract funds increases in the future, this safety threshold will also increase accordingly.

Currently, 3321.com’s financial status is announced quarterly, with financial reports available for free download by the entire network on the 3321.com website. Its transparency is very high, and its public credibility is also very high. As long as the funds are properly controlled and a large amount of money is not kept in hand, this foundation can gain the trust of the public and become the most credible charitable organization in the country.

Li Mu also hoped that 3321.com could grow larger and larger, with the scope of educational charity rising accordingly, not only to benefit more poor students but also to continuously enhance his own reputation. Currently, the country has not yet begun to regulate the internet, and international information platforms like YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook have not yet emerged. However, as the internet environment becomes more developed, the country’s regulation of the internet will become stricter. At that time, relevant political background will become particularly important. Li Mu wanted to build an internet company with a multi-billion scale; having Chen Ze’s connection, combined with the reputation he built for himself through 3321.com, would be enough. But if he wanted to build an internet company worth tens of billions or hundreds of billions, Chen Ze’s background would be far from enough.

At a coffee shop near the school gate, Li Mu and Dong Ai finished discussing 3321.com. Dong Ai then began to lament, “Starting next year, with my postgraduate courses, my time might not be as ample as this year. Things at 3321.com are getting busier and busier. Do you think we should find a professional manager to take charge in the second half of the year? I can just work as a deputy under them.”

Li Mu smiled, “You can be the professional manager yourself! Our 3321.com office is right at Renmin University. Next year, you’ll continue your master’s studies at Renmin University, which basically means you can balance work and study.”

Dong Ai said, “I’m afraid I won’t be able to handle it all and will delay things.”

Li Mu waved his hand, looking at Dong Ai with certainty. “At any time, your mind controls your actions. I trust your ability in project operation and your big picture perspective; otherwise, I wouldn’t have simply handed 3321.com over to you to manage. However, you also need to find your own trusted right-hand men, and appropriately delegate authority and tasks. You should still be able to handle it easily. You know, 3321.com is a non-profit project; its biggest advantage is having no competitors. So your pressure is cut in half. In a world without enemies, you just need to do your best.”

Dong Ai said with some lack of confidence, “I’m afraid that as 3321.com grows larger, my personal ability won’t be enough to manage it. If we cooperate with major universities across the country, our scale will rise another level. At that point, we might enter a phase where over twenty million yuan in funds come in every month. This operation is truly too big…”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “For you, no matter how big the operation gets, it doesn’t matter. If there’s more money, just change the way you spend it. This year, if we plan to use thirty million yuan in July to provide financial aid to poor students who have just been admitted to university, we might choose to provide two thousand yuan per person, aiding fifteen thousand people. If we have the ability to double our funds, then we’ll aid thirty thousand people. Why do you feel pressured by such a simple matter?”

Dong Ai said, “Actually, my main pressure comes from not knowing how to make our accumulated funds generate additional value. From what I understand, many charity foundations invite financial experts to operate investment and wealth management projects, and the returns are quite substantial. Our money, apart from earning a little bank interest, doesn’t have any other value-added channels…”

As she spoke, a hint of self-reproach even appeared on Dong Ai’s face. She always felt that having tens of millions of yuan sitting idle in the accounts, unable to generate profit on its own, was a considerable failure. She had never expressed this emotion to anyone else before, until meeting Li Mu today.

Li Mu listened to her words, smiled slightly, and gave her a comforting look. “For a normal company, financial operations are a good thing, and letting money sit idle in the accounts after earning it is indeed a waste. But for 3321.com, and for you, not understanding financial operations and not touching them is the best outcome. What if financial operations can make money? Ultimately, we take from the people and use for the people, pouring all these funds into poor students and the nation’s education cause. In this regard, 3321.com has already done exceptionally well. We are a pure, 100% charitable system, so don’t think about adding icing to the cake. Because charity is too complex; everyone is watching you. In the eyes of the public, our money is either in the accounts, in the pockets of poor students, or transformed into physical items like stationery, school bags, Academic Buildings, and so on. There must be a straight line in between. If it detours to any other point, it will bring unnecessary trouble upon ourselves.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “So, as long as you firmly maintain the mindset of pure charity, you don’t need to worry about these concerns at all.”

A few ripples flickered in Dong Ai’s deep, tranquil eyes, like a still pool. She had long discovered that no matter what this boy, three years her junior, said, she would easily be persuaded by him. But she hadn’t expected that after not seeing him for several days, his charm seemed to have made significant progress. At one point just now, she even felt a sense of complete submission to him.

It was this boy who single-handedly created 3321.com, this massive tutor platform—or, in Li Mu’s words, an O2O service platform. It was also this boy who quietly founded Muye Technology, an emerging internet company whose valuation had already reached billions. Recalling the first time she met Li Mu, she could never have imagined that in such a short time, he would become a billionaire.

Li Mu was definitely the only billionaire Dong Ai knew in real life, and a billionaire under twenty years old at that.

Although Dong Ai harbored affection for Li Mu, she had never thought that she would have a romantic involvement with him. She couldn’t help but ask herself a question: what kind of woman could possibly be worthy of a man as outrageously excellent as Li Mu? Frankly speaking, she felt that no woman she knew was worthy of him. His current girlfriend, Su Yingxue, wasn’t worthy, and even her good friend, Chen Wan, wasn’t worthy.

Li Mu saw Dong Ai staring at him, somewhat lost in thought, and couldn’t help but ask her, “What’s wrong? Is there something on my face?”

“Yes,” Dong Ai snapped out of it, smiled slightly, then quickly lowered her head and took a shallow sip of coffee to hide her slight fluster.

Li Mu subconsciously touched his face while asking her, “What’s on my face?”

Dong Ai looked at him and couldn’t help but laugh, “A nose, eyes, a mouth…”

Only then did Li Mu realize she was teasing him, and he shook his head with a smile. Dong Ai saw Li Mu’s helpless expression and laughed for a while before calming down. She said, “I came back wanting to have dinner with Xiao Wan, but when I called her, she said she went to Xiangdu?”

Li Mu nodded, “She went on Monday, discussing contract matters with Xiangnan Satellite TV.”

Dong Ai said, “She told me. I really can’t believe Happy Camp invited her to be a Host. The leap is just too big; it feels like an overnight success.”

Li Mu chuckled, “She’s still far from the sky.”

Dong Ai looked at Li Mu’s confident expression and nodded gently.

She certainly believed Li Mu when he said that. Li Mu treated Chen Wan like his own older sister. With his help behind the scenes, Chen Wan would definitely go further in her hosting career, perhaps even further than she could imagine.

Sometimes, Dong Ai sympathized with Chen Wan, because in her view, Chen Wan had fallen in love with a man she could hardly reach. From what she knew of Chen Wan, she might even hide that feeling in her heart forever, always interact with Li Mu as an older sister, and watch him grow stronger, attracting more and more outstanding women, and even watch him get together with other women. The thought of this alone was painful.

But sometimes, Dong Ai also envied Chen Wan. At least she had a younger brother who truly cared for her. Although there was no blood relation, he regarded her as his closest kin. Dong Ai, like Chen Wan, was an only child, and she deeply understood the lack of sibling affection that only children experienced. If she could have such a younger brother, even if it was this kind of non-blood-related sibling relationship, it would be enough to satisfy her.





Chapter 405: Racetrack Site Selection

Li Mu told Dong Ai to develop a large-scale student aid proposal as quickly as possible, then begin pre-heating it soon. A longer pre-heating period would bring greater reputation.

No one is immune to seeking fame and praise. Even the world’s top philanthropists who donate everything they own don’t do so quietly. Li Mu was no different; he also wanted to gain more recognition. Building his reputation was one aspect, but more importantly, he needed to feel a sufficient sense of accomplishment to motivate himself to continue.

Li Mu gave Dong Ai so many tasks while she was preparing her graduation thesis, yet she showed no dissatisfaction or complaints. Instead, she felt incredibly energized, as if she had been injected with a stimulant. The benefits at 3321 were no worse than those at external companies, and she could also earn praise. In some ways, it was the most ideal job.

As time passed, YY’s internal testing gradually deepened. No product is perfect, and some deeply hidden bugs were continuously discovered. However, Muye Technology’s technical team had an extremely positive attitude: they diligently searched for bugs, fixed them immediately upon discovery, respected bugs but never feared them. Li Mu firmly believed that such efficient and rapid refinement would lead to a great product. Microsoft’s operating systems had countless bugs, with new ones discovered almost daily, yet this did not hinder Windows’ market share.

Mu Online was truly a big deal now. Recent discussions in the internet industry were almost inseparable from it.

Because Li Mu had made new strides in Mu Online’s promotion methods, he was no longer satisfied with Tieba’s promotional capabilities. Relying on Muye Technology’s strong cash flow, he, in Muye Technology’s name, publicly lent Baofeng Entertainment twenty million in cash. The contract for these twenty million specified a repayment period of one year, calculated at the current prevailing commercial loan interest rates of ordinary banks.

Of these twenty million, fifteen million were for promotion, and the remaining five million were for adding servers. Li Mu told the engineers responsible for server setup, “During the public testing period, don’t just open a few or a dozen servers; that’s petty. Prepare more servers according to the highest standards in the current online gaming industry. After public testing begins, aim to open several new servers every day for a period. We must not only operate Mu Online to its fullest but also set a new standard for the industry.”

They needed to show the ambition of spending heavily on infrastructure. This would be especially important for future cooperation with Blizzard.

As for promotion, Baofeng Entertainment’s marketing team not only bought advertising space on high-traffic platforms across the entire internet but also invested a considerable sum offline.

Mu Online advertisements appeared at bus stops, subway stations, and office buildings in first-tier cities like Yanjing, Shanghai, Yangcheng (Guangzhou), and Shenzhen. The sheer volume of advertisements could almost be described as brutal.

At the busiest intersections, Tiangiao, and building facades in Zhongguancun, there were massive spray-painted advertisements for Mu Online. The cool 2.5D game graphics captivated everyone who had ever played an online game.

Baofeng Entertainment’s major initiative also drew public attention to its unique background. When everyone learned that this company had intricate ties with Muye Technology, they all believed that Mu Online was Muye Technology’s top priority for the next stage.

Precisely because of this, coupled with the immense momentum of Mu Online’s internal testing, which attracted almost all attention, YY’s internal testing received excellent cover. To this day, no news about YY has been released to the market.

Ever since his last conversation with Chen Ze about the CSC concept, Chen Ze had been deeply captivated by this grand plan.

These past few days, he had been working on various levels to smooth relationships, wanting to acquire land from the government at a low price and to exchange the racetrack for certain government support and subsidies.

However, his father, a high-ranking official in a ministry or commission, rejected his idea. His father’s meaning was very clear: first, he disapproved of Chen Ze doing such a thing, but if he insisted, the family could provide some appropriate support, for example, his mother could openly provide financial assistance. But this was limited to financial support, as his father could not provide other direct assistance or help him smooth relations with the Yanjing Municipal Government.

In his father’s view, there shouldn’t be a big problem for the racetrack to receive government support in the future, as it was a sports project, supported by international competitions, and would fill a gap in Yanjing in this area. However, Chen Ze absolutely could not try to demand conditions from the government during the preparation stage, otherwise, it would be easy for someone to make an issue out of it. A project that seeks government support from the very beginning, if someone wanted to use it as leverage in the future, could easily be tarnished as getting something for nothing or using others’ resources for personal gain.

This directly cut off Chen Ze’s initial idea of acquiring land at a low cost through the government. So, the only thing he could do was select a site himself, and then apply to the government after determining the site intention.

Thus, Li Mu was dragged by Chen Ze to search for suitable land in Shunyi District, where the airport was located.

In 2002, Shunyi could only be described as a remote and backward area. The average housing price was less than three thousand, and because of the airport, it was highly functional but had a relatively weak community feel. The land cost should not be high, they thought. However, after driving around Shunyi for two days, their shared feeling was: it was a pain in the ass.

The reason for the difficulty was simple: Shunyi’s development had not yet begun, and areas with convenient transportation were scarce. They were either close to the most urban areas or only near the airport. Other places indeed had very large areas of empty land and wasteland, but often lacked even a single paved road. When the racetrack was built and the CSC Club was established, members would drive supercars from the city all the way to the racetrack. Even if a full highway wasn’t required, at least a first-class road standard was needed. The areas near the city could no longer provide enough space for a professional racetrack, so it seemed they could only choose near the airport.

But then another problem arose: there were many villages near the airport, and acquiring land there would definitely involve demolition work. Li Mu and Chen Ze were not skilled in real estate and didn’t understand it well. The thought of engaging in demolition work immediately gave them a headache.

The most annoying thing was that although the specific plan for Yanjing Airport’s Terminal 3 had not yet been released, rumors were flying everywhere. It was widely rumored that Yanjing Airport would expand, adding a new terminal building on top of the existing Terminals 1 and 2 to cope with the airport’s almost saturated situation. And everyone knew that the government wanted to complete it before the Olympics began, so by calculation, the new terminal would have to start construction by 2014 at the latest.

Combining this timeline, it was easy to deduce the relocation time. Generally, at least one year was needed for relocation work before construction began. Therefore, by the end of 2002 at the latest, the specific site selection proposal would definitely be released, and demolition negotiations would definitely begin.

So, currently, all the villages around the airport were eagerly waiting for demolition. Various rumors about the new terminal were rampant, and rumors about the site selection for Terminal 3 were even more numerous. Some said it would be in the east of the existing airport, others said in the west, some said it would develop north, and even more said south. Everyone had their own theoretical basis. Therefore, what villagers in the surrounding villages talked about most every day in the fields, at the alley entrances, and under the shade of trees, was where demolition was more likely, arguing endlessly from morning till night.

Precisely because the villagers around the airport now felt that the pipe dream of demolition might fall upon them, every household was waiting for the final news. At this time, acquiring land around the airport would cost significantly more than under normal circumstances.

After two consecutive days of fruitless searching, as the two discussed over drinks with a map in a SugarClub private room, Li Mu voiced his thoughts.

He felt that the current inflated cost of acquiring land near Yanjing Airport was due to the unannounced plan for the new airport terminal and the high psychological expectations of the local villagers. If they truly wanted to acquire land near the airport, they should wait until the terminal plan was announced. At that time, the psychological cost of relocation for villagers not included in the new terminal’s demolition scope would immediately plummet, and then there would be much room for negotiation on price.

Chen Ze told Li Mu, “I knew about the T3 site selection a few months ago. It’s southeast of T2, a total of over twenty thousand mu of land. Demolition-related work will start in the second half of this year, affecting about eight to ten villages and over ten thousand households. If we follow your suggestion, we’ll have to wait at least another two or three months. The government should announce the T3 site selection after two or three months.”

Speaking, Chen Ze pursed his lips and said, “I don’t want to wait that long. Can you think if we have any better options?”

Li Mu blurted out, wanting to say they could look outside the Sixth Ring Road, but then suddenly remembered that the Fifth Ring Road wasn’t even open yet, let alone the Sixth Ring Road. So he said, “We can also be a little further from the airport, within five kilometers isn’t a problem. But it’s best not to involve demolition. Neither of us is in commercial real estate; demolition and resettlement are too troublesome, and we’re both unprofessional.”

Chen Ze nodded, pulled out a map of Yanjing, found the airport’s location, and pointed to a waterway marker on the east side of the airport, saying, “Then let’s go look east of the airport. There’s a river east of the airport, already outside the potential range of the new terminal. How about we go check it out?”

Li Mu was very familiar with Yanjing after 2010. He found the future T3’s exact location on the map, then, relying on memory, located the future Sixth Ring Road. Based on the scale, he roughly calculated the distance. Five or six kilometers southeast of the future T3 location would likely be where the Sixth Ring Road passes in the future. The Sixth Ring Road’s passage would inevitably connect with the airport, so as long as the future racetrack’s site was near this connection, transportation would be much more convenient. Being a few kilometers further from the airport was nothing for drivers.

Li Mu used a pen to draw a large circle with a radius of about three kilometers on that area of the map and told Chen Ze, “Let’s look around here.”

Chen Ze briefly looked at Li Mu’s chosen site, nodded, and said, “Alright, we’ll go first thing tomorrow morning.”





Chapter 406: Real Estate is a Big Piece of Cake

The area Li Mu marked on the map was quite interesting.

Currently, that area seemed quite awkward, separated by several kilometers from the airport and the airport expressway, with a river in between. However, its transportation would become extremely convenient in the future.

In the future, the newly constructed Sixth Ring Road would traverse this area from north to south. The Sixth Ring Road, soon to be completed, was a circular expressway encircling the entire Yanjing, designed for vehicle speeds of one hundred kilometers per hour, and it would have multiple connecting roads to the city.

For instance, the future Yanping Expressway, connecting Yanjing City to Pingu County, would run from west to east through the city, brush past the airport, exit the Sixth Ring Road, and go directly to Pingu County. At that time, it would intersect precisely near the area Li Mu had designated, forming a transportation hub.

If the racetrack were built here and the CSC club established, by the time of the Olympics, members from Yanjing City could arrive directly from the city via several options: the airport expressway, the Jingping Expressway, or the Sixth Ring Road. The entire journey would be on expressways, so supercars would have no issues driving there. For members from Tianjin or Tangshan, there would also be direct expressways, making it very convenient.

The only problem, however, was time.

It was currently 2002, with six years remaining until the Olympics.

Even if the racetrack construction was slow, it should be completed within one or two years. Therefore, the current traffic conditions in this area were particularly important. It needed to at least allow supercars to connect to the airport expressway. If not, they would have to find a way to cooperate with the government to build roads. In that case, the roads certainly couldn’t be built to first-class highway standards due to the high cost; even for just a few kilometers, the construction cost would likely reach the hundred-million yuan level. They could first build a sufficiently flat second-class road for temporary use. Fortunately, the cost for a few kilometers of second-class road wasn’t high; an investment at the tens of millions level would suffice. If the government contributed a bit and the enterprise contributed a bit, the matter would be settled.

Chen Ze shared this idea. He could acquire land without relying on government connections or receive subsidies in advance through them, but a joint venture with the government to build roads was feasible. This was inherently a win-win situation and wouldn’t become a political liability.

As for Li Mu, he was quite optimistic about the racetrack project, so he was willing to work with Chen Ze. Building a racetrack and forming a racing team alone was almost certainly destined to lose money. However, if they combined it with supercar owners to create a high-end club with genuine substance, profitability wouldn’t be a major issue. Most importantly, as a club, it could naturally gather connections and resources among its members.

Early the next morning, Chen Ze drove a low-key Mitsubishi Pajero, taking Li Mu directly to Shunyi. The car first went to the airport, then exited the end of the airport expressway, and took a side road towards the location Li Mu had marked on the map.

It was the first time for both of them to visit the area. When they first saw the road conditions, Chen Ze and Li Mu were pleasantly surprised. The journey from the airport to their destination was less than seven kilometers, including a four-kilometer two-lane concrete road. The road wasn’t wide but was very flat. Chen Ze, who often drove low-chassis sports cars, confidently asserted that this road would be fine for sports cars; the only issue was its narrowness.

Once they crossed the river, they entered an area where cultivated land was relatively concentrated. The density of villages was much lower than on the west bank of the river. It was primarily cultivated land, with a smaller proportion of rural residential land. By estimation, if they wanted 1.33 square kilometers of land, at least ninety percent of it would be cultivated land.

The available area for selection was vast, at least thirty square kilometers. Within this thirty-square-kilometer range, there were no factories or mines, only villages and cultivated land. Chen Ze roughly estimated the cost: given Shunyi’s current economic level, compensation for agricultural land could not exceed five thousand yuan per mu. For 1.33 square kilometers of land, including relocation costs and government land acquisition fees, the total would not exceed twenty-five million yuan.

An area of 1.33 square kilometers was entirely sufficient for building a Formula 3 racetrack. If built to top-tier Formula 3 standards, 0.67 square kilometers would suffice. However, because it also needed to incorporate supporting facilities like automotive services, hotel, and entertainment services, a provisional standard of 1.33 square kilometers was more appropriate.

After a day of touring, both were relatively satisfied with the location. However, since neither of them were professional site design or construction talents, they could only provisionally mark out an area of about thirty square kilometers. They would then contact professional racetrack design companies, invite them for an on-site survey, and ultimately select the most suitable site for the racetrack and the entire track layout.

On the way back, Chen Ze, full of enthusiasm, spoke endlessly to Li Mu about his plans for the future racetrack and the details of forming a racing team. Chen Ze said, “Currently, Shanghai, Yunnan, Jiaodao, and Yangcheng (Guangzhou) all have their own professional racing teams, but they are all rally racing teams, participating in domestic rally championships. Our goal is to be the first F3 racing team in the country, but we’ll still have to start with rally racing.”

Li Mu asked him, “Where do rally racing vehicles come from?”

Chen Ze said, “It depends on the situation. Normally, racing teams freely purchase vehicles as long as they meet race requirements. If an automobile manufacturer builds a team themselves or jointly with others, they use the manufacturer’s car models. If we can find a suitable automobile manufacturer to co-establish a team in the future, that would also be a good option.”

As he spoke, Chen Ze said to Li Mu, “Have you heard of Hyundai from Korea?”

“I have,” Li Mu nodded. There was no reason for him not to know such a popular street car brand.

Chen Ze smiled, “I heard recently that the Yanjing Municipal Government is leading talks with Hyundai from Korea to introduce a joint venture. They plan to establish a shareholding joint venture automotive investment company with Hyundai in Yanjing. Hyundai will then set up a production line in Yanjing. The Municipal Government attaches great importance to this matter, and it’s very likely to launch in the second half of this year.”

Only then did Li Mu recall that Hyundai had not yet established a factory in the country. No wonder he hadn’t seen many Hyundai cars since his Rebirth.

Speaking of Yanjing Hyundai, Li Mu suddenly remembered that their future factory site was in Shunyi. Back then, a child of a distant relative from Li Mu’s hometown started working in the Yanjing Hyundai workshop after graduating from vocational college, and Li Mu had even visited him once.

Recalling the address carefully, it should be not far north of the location they had just chosen for the racetrack.

Moreover, the Yanjing Hyundai of his memory had created a miracle for joint venture cars back then, causing quite a stir in the international automotive market: negotiations in the same year, signing in the same year, production in the same year, and cars rolling off the line in the same year. This series of processes should all have been completed in 2002.

Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “Once Hyundai enters the market, we can discuss forming a joint racing team with them. They’ll be new to the domestic market and will definitely be desperate to expand. Next year, when our racetrack is completed, it will be the perfect time for them to develop their domestic automotive market. Forming a joint team shouldn’t be a big problem for them. Plus, they have their own production lines, car models, and technology, so directly using Hyundai cars would save us a lot of trouble.”

Chen Ze nodded, “Hyundai has its own rally racing team, but not in China. What you’re suggesting is very promising. I’ll find a way to contact them once they’re established here.”

Li Mu said, “At that time, you can mention Muye Technology to them. If they’re interested in co-establishing a racing team, Muye Technology’s online promotion resources can be offered to them as a return.”

“Okay!”

Li Mu asked him, “How are your talks with Du Fei going?”

Chen Ze said, “I’ve roughly discussed it. She’s quite interested, but she’s still a bit hesitant. If she comes back to work on our project, it would essentially mean giving up her job in the United States. She’s currently making a decision.”

Li Mu said, “I’ve heard people say that it’s not easy for Chinese people to make a living abroad, especially in developed Western countries, where there’s always some degree of exclusion towards Chinese people. International students might not feel it, but once they enter the workforce, they’ll experience the unfriendliness of the locals because they believe that Chinese people working in their country are taking their job resources. Du Fei should have a deep understanding of this. When you persuade her to come back, you must choose your words carefully. You need to find the most sensitive point in her heart and then make an issue out of it.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “I understand what you mean. But I also have some concerns. We do have a racetrack project, but what about Du Fei’s career development in China after she finishes this project? That might be her biggest worry.”

Li Mu had a flash of inspiration and asked Chen Ze, “Are you interested in real estate?”

“Real estate?” Chen Ze frowned. “You’re not suggesting I invest in real estate just to find Du Fei a job, are you? That’s too high a price!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Is the price high? I just suddenly feel that with cities developing so rapidly and housing prices increasing frighteningly fast, the real estate industry, which is so massive, has only just begun to accelerate. At this point, acquiring a few plots of land casually is bound to be profitable. Establishing a real estate development company, keeping Du Fei tied to the domestic market, and we can still make money—why not? Not just residential real estate, but also commercial real estate. Building landmark office buildings, large malls, hotels, and cinemas in the city center will certainly have great potential in the future. It’s like the SOHO Modern City built last year, which embodies a similar concept, though it’s still in an unformed, embryonic stage.”

Chen Ze smacked his lips and said, “It’s true that real estate has high profits, but I’m not familiar with it, and real estate development requires a large initial capital. We also have a project of no less than two hundred million yuan to invest in the next two years, and the first two or three years will likely be purely investment. Within these two or three years, I basically won’t be able to spare any extra money.”

Then, Chen Ze asked Li Mu, “Are you familiar with real estate? If you truly have a grasp of it, it’s not impossible to do. We could raise some funds and start on a small scale.”

From the moment this topic began, the person Li Mu thought of was Song Liang. Although he was currently just a developer in Haizhou, a fifth-tier city, after so much contact, Li Mu had great confidence in Song Liang’s abilities. This person was truly an underutilized talent in Haizhou. If given a springboard, he should also have the strength to become a top-tier real estate developer in the country.

Real estate companies like Wanda, Vanke, Evergrande, Poly, and SOHO basically didn’t have truly mature commercial real estate models yet. Wanda had only just begun experimenting with its first-generation Wanda Plazas in second-tier cities. It would be at least after 2005 before they truly started operating commercial real estate. If Song Liang could be provided with a springboard this year, allowing him to successfully land in Yanjing, then relying on Li Mu’s understanding of Yanjing’s future urban development and housing price trends, they could easily develop several profitable real estate projects to establish a firm foundation and accumulate sufficient strength before moving into commercial real estate. With people like Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming, connections and money wouldn’t be an issue.

Li Mu knew he didn’t have the capability or the aptitude for real estate, and moreover, his heart was set on the internet industry, leaving him no time for traditional industry. But if Song Liang came, Li Mu could use his help to get involved in real estate. After all, it was a huge piece of cake; if he couldn’t get a slice, so be it, but if there was an opportunity, he would definitely try to take a bite.

So, Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “I think we really should seriously consider this real estate venture. I have a friend who’s in real estate back in my hometown, and he’s very good at what he does. If he’s willing to develop in Yanjing, then the three of us can do it together. You and I wouldn’t need to be directly involved; he would operate it. If you’re short on cash, you wouldn’t even need to put in money, just provide connections.”

Chen Ze was somewhat tempted. Real estate profits were so immense that anyone would be jealous. Even ordinary people wanted to borrow money to speculate on housing, let alone him. So he asked, “Is your friend reliable?”

Li Mu nodded, “Reliable. If you’re interested, I’ll have him come to Yanjing another day, and we can sit down and talk. If we think it’s feasible, we’ll directly decide on the shareholding percentages, then register the company and get started.”

Chen Ze hesitated slightly, then nodded and said, “Alright, let’s arrange a meeting to talk. I am indeed quite interested in this area.”

Li Mu calculated for a moment and said, “Next week, perhaps Monday or Tuesday.”

Chen Ze asked him, “Wouldn’t the weekend be more suitable?”

Li Mu replied, “I’m not free on the weekend. Du Wei and I have an appointment for these two days for me to teach her the song ‘Hidden Fragrance.’ If there are no issues, we’ll go into the studio to record it this weekend.”

Chen Ze asked in surprise, “Is that the song you mentioned last time at dinner, the one you thought of on the spur of the moment? The one named after the private room?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right.”

Chen Ze looked at Li Mu as if he were a monster. “You’ve already written both the lyrics and music?”

“Yes, I have.”

Chen Ze couldn’t help but exclaim, “You’re truly a monster! Tell me, is there anything you couldn’t make work?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Music is just a talent, nothing extraordinary.”

Chen Ze asked him, “What about the internet industry? Is that also a talent?”

Li Mu said, “For the internet industry, it’s because I have my own foresight regarding its future development. Fortunately, my predictions have been quite accurate so far.”

Chen Ze couldn’t help but ask again, “Do you have such foresight for the future of real estate?”

Li Mu nodded confidently, “Yes, and it’s very strong!”





Chapter 407: Generous Contract

Zhan Yun had been suppressing Zhao Hezheng, preventing him from processing Chen Wan’s resignation from Yanjing Satellite TV. To avoid accountability from senior executives, he specifically went to the senior management and lodged a complaint, filled with righteous indignation. He spoke to the leaders about Chen Wan’s alleged transgressions, such as having grown too big for her britches, looking down on Yanjing Satellite TV as a platform, refusing to sign a formal contract, and leaving without a word.

To completely divert the leaders’ attention, Zhan Yun even fabricated many lines Chen Wan had never said. For instance, in front of the Station Director and Deputy Secretary, he said, “That girl Chen Wan, after making a cameo in a micro-film and gaining a bit of popularity, has forgotten her place. She doesn’t even consider our station worthy of respect. She even said our station’s leadership is too corrupt and bureaucratic, that our station has narrow vision, and that we won’t be able to achieve anything in ten or twenty years…”

These words thoroughly offended the senior executives of Yanjing TV.

None of them doubted Zhan Yun’s words, because they didn’t know that Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei had been suppressing Chen Wan, not giving her any chance to shine. The facts they could see were that Chen Wan had indeed simply walked away, not even following the normal resignation procedures. And all the information they received came from Zhan Yun’s baseless fabrications; whatever Zhan Yun said, they believed.

Saying the station’s leadership had narrow vision was already a great disrespect to the leadership. Saying they were corrupt and bureaucratic basically offended them to death. The three major accusations leaders feared most were corruption and embezzlement, bureaucratic tendencies, and conduct issues. Chen Wan, with “one sentence,” had put two of those three hats on Yanjing TV’s leadership.

No one bothered to think why Chen Wan had resigned, nor why she hadn’t had a single opportunity to appear on camera despite being signed with Yanjing Satellite TV for so long. They simply felt that this young girl, Chen Wan, was indeed unappreciative.

For the station’s senior executives, they had originally planned to cultivate Chen Wan well while her popularity was high, to boost Yanjing Satellite TV’s viewership. Now, it seemed all their efforts had come to nothing.

However, because Zhan Yun pushed all the blame onto Chen Wan and fabricated so many groundless remarks about her, the station leaders were extremely displeased with Chen Wan. They immediately gave Zhan Yun two instructions: delay her resignation certificate as much as possible; and if they heard any news of Chen Wan going to another station, report it promptly. The intention behind “reporting promptly” was quite clear: in any industry, some people believe they have significant influence across the entire industry and thus maliciously suppress their peers. Yanjing TV’s leaders felt disrespected by Chen Wan, so they strongly hoped to use their industry influence to teach Chen Wan a lesson.

At the very least, TV stations across the North China region still gave each other some face. If they knew which TV station Chen Wan was going to, a phone call from their senior executive to the other party’s senior executive, with a slight hint, would completely ruin Chen Wan’s future.

In the first few days, no one knew which TV stations Chen Wan was contacting. The few newcomers at the station who had decent relationships with her also didn’t know what Chen Wan was busy with.

When Chen Wan went to Xiangdu, she didn’t inform anyone at Yanjing TV. She quietly flew there alone and met with the core leadership of the Happy Camp production team.

Zhou Sheng, the Director of Happy Camp, had an excellent impression of Chen Wan. His partners also believed that Chen Wan’s image and temperament were top-notch, making her a rare and excellent Host. They even had Chen Wan try appearing on camera in a small studio, improvising a segment as a Host. To their surprise, Chen Wan was not only beautiful and dignified, but most importantly, her stage presence was completely uninhibited. The most crucial thing was her entertainment gene; she was very good at livening up the atmosphere on stage.

Subsequently, the Happy Camp directing team reached a unanimous conclusion: Chen Wan was the female host they needed most right now. They all knew that Li Xiang’s heart wasn’t in Xiangnan Satellite TV and they couldn’t keep her, so they wanted to quickly train Chen Wan while Li Xiang hadn’t left yet, to ensure a smooth transition later.

Zhou Sheng even hoped to sign Chen Wan directly, but since Chen Wan had not yet terminated her contract with Yanjing Satellite TV, he drafted a contract. After signing and stamping it on behalf of Xiangnan Satellite TV and Happy Camp, he left the date blank. He then had Chen Wan take this duplicate contract back to Yanjing. Once she terminated her contract with Yanjing Satellite TV, she could sign the contract herself and come directly to Xiangnan Satellite TV for work.

The contract offered by Xiangnan Satellite TV was also very generous. Xiangnan Satellite TV only signed Chen Wan to be the Host for Happy Camp. If other programs required her, the station would negotiate with Chen Wan and then sign a supplementary agreement. For other areas of development such as film, entertainment, and music, Xiangnan Satellite TV did not impose any restrictions. However, for competitive reasons, they restricted Chen Wan’s autonomy in hosting for other TV stations within the contract, which essentially meant signing Chen Wan as an exclusive host, though the wording was relatively subtle.

In addition, Chen Wan’s monthly salary was ten thousand yuan, with a two thousand yuan transportation allowance and a three thousand yuan clothing and makeup allowance each month. The station would provide her with a single apartment in Xiangdu. Happy Camp would record twice a month, two episodes consecutively, each time for four to seven days. Generally, the first two days would be spent going over the script and rehearsing with other hosts, and the following two to four days would be for recording. For the rest of the time, the hosts had free rein, as long as they didn’t violate contract terms or host programs for other TV stations, they would basically not be subject to any interference.

After seeing the contents of this agreement, Chen Wan was so excited she could hardly believe her eyes.

Compared to her contract with Yanjing Satellite TV, this contract was infinitely better.

Leaving aside the money, just in terms of time, Xiangnan Satellite TV gave her considerable freedom. This meant she could spend most of her time in Yanjing or at home. If the station had no other matters, she only needed to come to Xiangdu once every half month, and each visit would be at most one week.

Generally, new Hosts wouldn’t receive such treatment. Chen Wan’s contract, in terms of freedom, was almost identical to that of veterans like Li Xiang and He Jiong. However, the reasons behind this were complex. It wasn’t just Chen Wan’s personal ability and popularity; Li Mu had also had Ning Hao send a signal to Xiangnan Satellite TV’s liaison: if Happy Camp signed Chen Wan, Muye Technology and Muye Films’ relevant resources would lean towards Xiangnan Satellite TV.

If Chen Wan joining Xiangnan Satellite TV and Happy Camp was likened to a career marriage, then Li Mu’s Muye Technology and Muye Films would be her strong backing.

Xiangnan Satellite TV’s target positioning was different from Yanjing Satellite TV’s. Xiangnan Satellite TV saw things very clearly: they wanted to take the entertainment route, completely using a market economy perspective to determine their future direction. Therefore, they needed the support of the internet, this emerging medium. Currently, there were only two internet companies nationwide with high stickiness user bases: Tencent and Muye Technology. The former required a lot of money, and the latter had connections with Chen Wan and had quietly given a heads-up that resources would lean their way. So, they naturally chose to establish a subtle relationship with Muye Technology, which is why they signed Chen Wan with such generous terms.

When Chen Wan returned to Yanjing with the contract, Li Mu couldn’t pick her up because he was engrossed in recording Hidden Fragrance with Du Wei in the recording studio. So, he handed his car keys to Zhao Kang, asking him to pick up Chen Wan from the airport on his behalf.

When sung by a female voice, Hidden Fragrance had a completely different feel from the original. Du Wei’s ethereal and melodious voice, combined with her precise emotional expression, didn’t involve deliberately straining her voice to hit high notes or showing off explosive power. Instead, she sang in the most dedicated way, and paired with the song’s lyrics and artistic conception, it was truly poignant.

Li Mu himself had always felt that having Sha sing Hidden Fragrance was quite unsuitable. Sha’s voice was indeed good, but his appearance and stage presence were too ill-suited for this song. Whenever Li Mu saw him sing it, he always felt a sense of incongruity. But when he saw Du Wei sing it, Li Mu truly experienced a higher level of artistic conception for the song, and it made him realize that a good song not only needs to sound beautiful, but looking beautiful while performing it is the most perfect. High visual appeal helps one get by easier everywhere than the average person.

The song took two days to record and for initial post-production, basically consuming the entire weekend. It wasn’t fully recorded until Sunday afternoon, though post-production wasn’t finished yet. Du Wei had sung over twenty takes, both complete and fragmented. The sound engineer needed to find the best parts from these twenty-plus takes and piece them together to create a truly professional-grade recording studio work.

Li Mu personally participated in the post-production. Du Wei, due to her immense liking for the song, also stayed in the recording studio, wanting to witness the birth of the song’s final product with her own eyes.

Originally, Su Yingxue had wanted to ask Li Mu out to watch a movie and go shopping over the weekend, but knowing he was busy recording, she didn’t disturb him. At six in the afternoon, she sent Li Mu a message, asking him, “Are you done recording?”

Li Mu replied, “Finished recording, currently doing post-production.”

Su Yingxue then asked, “If you’re done recording, can I come over to take a look now?”

Li Mu said, “Of course, come on over.”

Su Yingxue asked, “Will I be disturbing you?”

Li Mu replied, “No, come quickly. We’ll have dinner together after post-production is done.”

“Okay, I’ll head over now.”

Li Mu sent the recording studio’s address to Su Yingxue, then continued to watch the sound engineer work on post-production mixing. The sound engineer, Chen Yadi, was Zhang Kexuan’s friend. Du Wei’s previous songs, Fleet of Time and You Exist In My Song, were recorded in his studio. Li Mu was quite familiar with him. Chen Yadi was currently listening and editing audio tracks, while also exclaiming, “Miss Du’s voice is amazing! Post-production almost only requires editing and mixing; there’s hardly any need for pitch correction or embellishment.”

Du Wei, standing nearby, humbly said, “Thank you for the compliment, Teacher Chen.”

Chen Yadi quickly said, “I wouldn’t dare call myself a teacher. Mr. Li is the true teacher! Someone who can write songs like this has an understanding and mastery of music far beyond mine!”

Li Mu laughed, “Old Chen, stop teasing me. You’re a lyricist and composer yourself, a master of arrangement, and a post-production master. Besides singing, you’ve basically got every other aspect of music covered.”

Chen Yadi smiled slightly and said, “Doesn’t your Muye Films plan to develop into the record industry?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No plans in that regard for now.”

Chen Yadi said with a hint of regret, “Traditional records are on the decline now. Your Eting.com has such strong development momentum. If you were to set up an online record company and do online distribution in the future, you might even be able to reverse the current situation of the record industry.”

Li Mu laughed, “Don’t find more work for me. I’m already swamped with work; I can’t possibly handle that.”

Chen Yadi nodded understandingly and asked him, “When do you plan to premiere Hidden Fragrance?”

Li Mu said, “Eting.com has been doing pre-promotion for a few days now, and netizens are very much looking forward to it. It’ll be finished editing tonight and officially go online on Eting.com tomorrow night.”

Chen Yadi nodded, then remembered something and said, “Oh, right. A few friends from record companies heard that Fleet of Time and You Exist In My Song were recorded in my studio, and they’ve been asking me if I know Muzi. They want to commission a few songs from you, all for first-tier singers. Are you interested?”

Li Mu said, “I’m not really interested in that kind of thing. Let’s forget it.”

Chen Yadi sighed, “Alright. After Hidden Fragrance is released, they’ll definitely keep asking me. I’ll tell them then that you don’t commission songs externally.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, then looked at Du Wei beside him and chuckled, “Any good songs in the future will also prioritize Weiwei for singing.”

Du Wei glanced at Li Mu, blushing, and said, “Brother Li Mu, why are you so good to me…?”

Li Mu laughed, “Because I like you, and I see you as my own sister.”

Du Wei shyly lowered her eyelids, not daring to look at him. Just then, Su Yingxue arrived, led in by a recording studio staff member. Upon seeing Li Mu and Du Wei, she first winked and smiled at Li Mu, then smiled and waved at Du Wei.

Du Wei sweetly said, “Sister Yingxue.”

Du Wei had met Su Yingxue a few times during filming before, and Su Yingxue also had a very good impression of her. The two were actually only a year apart in age, but Du Wei was quite pure-hearted, more like a first-year high school student. So, like the old-at-heart Li Mu, Su Yingxue also treated Du Wei as a younger sister.

Su Yingxue said to Du Wei, “I’ve actually wanted to come and hear you sing Hidden Fragrance for a long time. I’ve only seen the lyrics for this song; I haven’t heard the tune yet. But I was afraid of delaying your important work, so I never came over.”

Du Wei smiled shyly and said to Su Yingxue, “Although it’s a bit embarrassing, I still have to say, this song is truly amazing. Mainly because Brother Li Mu wrote it so wonderfully.”

Li Mu’s expression remained unchanged as he calmly said, “Writing it well is one aspect, but the main thing is that you sing it well. If this song were sung by someone else, it would truly be wasting heavenly resources.”

Chen Yadi then said, “The editing and mixing are done. We haven’t done noise reduction and final mastering yet. You can listen first and see if anything needs to be adjusted.”

Du Wei quickly said, “Perfect! Let Sister Yingxue listen.”
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The orchestral prelude began, setting a magnificent tone for the song even before Du Wei started singing.

The strings gradually swelled, building to a surging climax in just a little over ten seconds, then immediately subsided. Following that, Du Wei’s ethereal, melodious voice, reaching deep into the heart, came through.

“When petals leave the flower

Hidden fragrance remains

Scent dissipates after wind and rain

No one comes to smell…

If love tells me to go on

I will fight until love’s end

If the heart dies in splendor

Love will be reborn from the ashes

Unforgettable whispers

Use your smile to commemorate me

Let the heart die in splendor

Let love be reborn from the ashes

Wildfire burned the grass

And look, it’s spring again…”

The lyrics were concise, grand, and carried a hint of sorrow, but more so, a resolute devotion to love. Paired with Du Wei’s voice, they easily resonated with listeners.

Su Yingxue had read the lyrics beforehand and loved them. Although the lyrics had already impressed her, hearing the music for the first time still left her astonished again.

When the song ended, Su Yingxue’s eyes were slightly red. She felt that the song carried a certain emotion that moved people, and it deepened with each performance.

After listening to this version, Li Mu was also deeply touched. After a moment of careful consideration, he said to Chen Yadi, “Old Chen, in my opinion, this version is perfect. There’s no need for further post-production sound editing. This version is too authentic, and the feeling is excellent.”

Chen Yadi nodded. “I think so too. It makes it feel more real. What do you think, Miss Du?”

Du Wei smiled shyly and said, “I have no objections, I’m very satisfied with this!”

Li Mu asked Su Yingxue, “What do you think?”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said, “I don’t understand these things, but this song is truly amazing. I think it’s impeccable.”

Li Mu then said, “Okay, this is the version! Old Chen, please help send this version to Xiao Wei’s older sister via email first.”

Du Fei had been clamoring to hear the song as soon as possible, so Li Mu asked Chen Yadi to send it to her immediately.

After Chen Yadi finished sending the email and copied the source file onto an optical disc, Li Mu invited everyone to dinner. Since Zhao Kang had taken the car, Li Mu and Su Yingxue took a taxi after dinner. They first dropped Du Wei off at home, then returned to school with Su Yingxue.

Before sending Su Yingxue back to her dorm room, the two walked hand-in-hand around campus for nearly half an hour. Like other couples, they embraced and kissed in secluded spots, deepening their intimacy.

Seeing that the dorm room was about to close, Li Mu watched Su Yingxue enter the dorm building before turning to walk towards his own dorm building. On the way, he received an overseas call from Du Fei, who was in the United States.

Her first words were: “Li Mu, you are absolutely amazing!”

Li Mu laughed, “Are you talking about ‘Hidden Fragrance’?”

“Yes!” Du Fei excitedly said, “It made me cry!”

Li Mu checked the time and said, “It should be a little after ten in the morning in New York. You should be at work, right?”

“Yes,” Du Fei said. “I just came out of a meeting and secretly listened to it. It’s really fantastic! Thank you!”

Li Mu said, “Big sis, if you really want to thank me, hurry up and help me register the company.”

Du Fei said, “Don’t worry about that, I’ve already found friends to help with it. The procedures for actual operations are a bit more complicated, but it won’t take too long. I’ve had him hire professionals to help with the registration, and it should definitely be done by April.”

Li Mu felt relieved and said, “When the time comes, also help me find a suitable part-time manager. I’ll need one.”

“No problem.” Du Fei readily agreed, saying, “I’ll definitely handle this for you perfectly.”

After successfully registering the company in the United States, Li Mu planned to acquire the Facebook domain name. Other Facebook-related domains, such as TheFacebook, ThatFacebook, Facebooks, and so on, had already been registered by Li Mu in China through Wanwang. Once the Facebook domain was secured, he would have monopolized most of the possibilities for that phrase in domain names. At that time, Mark Zuckerberg, that high-achieving student from Harvard, would definitely seek him out. This was the march of history, beyond doubt.

…

Du Wei’s “Hidden Fragrance” became a hit.

Previously, the moment Du Wei’s voice came out of the monitoring speakers in the recording studio, everyone present was convinced that this song would definitely be a hit.

Without any surprise, as soon as the song went online on Eting.com, it quickly climbed to the number one spot on the Yi Ting Hot List, with its index more than five times higher than the second-place song.

Netizens spared no praise for the song.

Someone said: “Du Wei has shown me a different side of her again. Her voice is truly amazing. Three songs, three different feelings, yet she sings them all with her own unique flavor. Truly remarkable!”

Someone said: “A girl of Du Wei’s age, so beautiful, and with such a good voice, she’s probably the only one in the entire country! If she officially debuts, she will definitely become a top female singer!”

Someone else said: “Du Wei shouldn’t rush to debut now. It’s good just to release a song occasionally, like this! She is one of the few academy-trained singers in the domestic music scene, with much stronger professional skills than those self-taught singers. If she can patiently finish her music academy studies, I believe her strength will improve even further!”

Since the lyrics and music for this song were still credited to Muzi, Li Mu’s “stage name” also gained considerable popularity among netizens.

“Teacher Muzi is truly incredible and mysterious. Although he hasn’t written many songs, every single one is a classic!”

“Teacher Muzi’s debut was actually quite recent. ‘Zebra Zebra,’ ‘When You Are Old,’ ‘Fleet of Time,’ ‘You Exist In My Song,’ and ‘Hidden Fragrance’—these five songs are all fantastic. Such a consistently high-quality lyricist and composer is definitely top-tier!”

“Don’t forget, Teacher Muzi’s voice is also excellent! His own renditions of ‘Zebra Zebra’ and ‘When You Are Old’ are songs I’ve always been reluctant to delete from my MP3 player. You know, my MP3 player can only store around ten songs! Now there’s Du Wei’s ‘Hidden Fragrance,’ so it looks like I need to save up to buy a 64-megabyte MP3 player, or ideally, go straight for a 128-megabyte one. That way, I can store at least thirty to forty songs…”

After “Hidden Fragrance” went online, not only did it receive overwhelming praise, but its data feedback also perfectly aligned with Li Mu’s previous industry judgments.

The download speed set a new record, and the increase in downloads indicated that the number of terminals capable of playing MP3s was also continuously growing. Currently, the widely popular MP3 playback devices were either computers or MP3 players. Evidently, the latter had lower costs and would spread faster.

Li Mu checked online but couldn’t find recent sales data for MP3 players. However, on Zhongguancun Online, the variety of MP3 players had noticeably increased.

Currently, major brands like Samsung, JNC, and MSC had MP3 player prices that were more expensive than Li Mu had estimated. The cheaper ones now were 32-megabyte MP3 players, priced within three to four hundred yuan, while 64-megabyte ones started at five hundred yuan, and 128-megabyte ones were close to one thousand yuan. If an MP3 player had an LCD screen and could display Chinese song information, the price would be even higher.

However, brands like Huaqi, Haier, Lenovo, Founder, and Aidel had already started releasing related products, so a significant price drop for MP3 players should not be far off.

Li Mu felt that he could now begin preparing his plan to disrupt the MP3 player market. This would not only be the driving force behind Eting.com’s complete rise but also a secret weapon for Taobao’s stunning debut, making it extremely important for his next steps.

With Eting.com’s rise, he could begin to cash out his Yi Ting shares in batches and according to plan, acquiring a large amount of cash for himself. If Taobao could start selling Yi Ting MP3 players in large quantities right from the start, it would definitely attract the attention of countless manufacturers, distributors, and even small merchants. This platform could quickly attract a large number of sellers to join, and only with numerous shops could users truly develop online shopping habits.

Therefore, the small MP3 player carried the rapid rise of the E-commerce empire Li Mu envisioned, holding immense significance.

Upon careful analysis, if one wanted to make an early impact in the hardware market of this era, there were two crucial factors: industrial design and price.

If he invested tens of millions of yuan to custom-order around one hundred thousand units, the OEM cost should not be much higher than other manufacturers. Moreover, he planned to sell them on Taobao, which would save a considerable amount in channel fees compared to current hardware manufacturers. It was important to note that for manufacturers like Lenovo, channel costs in this era were unimaginably high. Obstructed channels and too many intermediary layers were also factors contributing to the persistently high hardware prices.

The domestic MP3 market was divided into three tiers: the high-end was almost entirely monopolized by Korean brands, the mid-range consisted of a few well-known domestic brands, and the low-end was the nascent stage of some copycat OEM machines, whose brands had virtually no influence.

Li Mu had enough strength to wage a price war against opponents in all three tiers, but to shake the status of Korean brands, he absolutely needed powerful industrial design to win.

Not all consumers cared only about money; they also cared about a product’s appearance and user experience.

Li Mu felt it was necessary to find a product design company to first design the appearance and functions of the MP3 player he wanted to make, and then find reliable OEM manufacturers. Production didn’t need to wait for Taobao to go online; he could start customizing first and arrange delivery when Taobao launched.

So, Li Mu began to ponder his requirements for the MP3 player’s appearance.

The first thing he thought of was the Moonlight Box series, which hadn’t been released yet. This series was considered a classic product in the early domestic MP3 market, but on closer inspection, it was still a bit ugly. Some models, viewed from a 2016 perspective, had curved designs that resembled mini massagers for women.

Next, he thought of the more conventional rectangular devices. Many brands had released such devices, and it seemed difficult to make them distinctive.

Li Mu also thought of Sony’s S700; its classic dial controller had swept through the market for a period back then.

However, after much thought, Li Mu realized that what he truly liked was the iPod. But since the first-generation iPod had already been released, Li Mu leaned towards adopting the iPod Nano’s appearance.

The Nano was a slender, thin, elongated strip, with a cross-section designed as a flattened oval. Both its visual appeal and grip were excellent. Due to cost considerations, a color LCD screen was certainly not possible now, but that was fine. He could use the most common monochrome screen available, make the screen a bit larger so it could display more content—song lists, even lyrics—then design a circular control button in the lower half, an MP3 jack at the top, a data cable jack at the bottom, and a lanyard hole in the upper right corner. This would basically be quite good.

However, Li Mu could only conceive a rough idea in his mind; the specifics still needed professional designers to provide a proposal.

Li Mu called Fang Xudong, who confirmed his departure date was early April and his arrival in China would be mid to late April. He had already started writing the backend architecture for Taobao, and he said it was progressing very smoothly.

So Li Mu decided to first ask Senior Student Liu Qiangdong to register the company, and then have him quickly build an operations team. As for Taobao’s frontend and backend, he could entrust it to his own research and development center, which wouldn’t be a big problem.

Since Liu Qiangdong and Li Mu had agreed to start an E-commerce venture together before the New Year, Liu Qiangdong had been waiting for Li Mu’s news. Not long after the New Year, he had already transferred all his shops and was now at home every day reading books related to E-commerce.

Since transferring all his shops and leaving the Zhongguancun Electronics Plaza, Senior Student Liu’s relationship with his girlfriend, Gong Xiao Jing, had also improved significantly. Previously, Gong Xiao Jing and her family had somewhat looked down on his status as a small vendor. Now, even though he stayed at home all day without a profession, Gong Xiao Jing still held great hope for him because she had personally witnessed Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong’s agreement. Li Mu’s Muye Technology was so powerful now that even Gong Xiao Jing’s family was astonished. Upon learning that Liu Qiangdong was going to collaborate with him, her family’s attitude towards Liu Qiangdong immediately underwent a huge change.

In fact, Gong Xiao Jing’s family had privately said that if Liu Qiangdong really started a company with Li Mu, and as Li Mu said, Liu Qiangdong invested ten percent and took a twenty percent stake, then Gong Xiao Jing and Liu Qiangdong could prepare for their wedding.

Gong Xiao Jing conveyed her family’s wishes to Liu Qiangdong, and because of this, Liu Qiangdong had been waiting for Li Mu’s call this whole time, waiting until the flowers withered.

However, Liu Qiangdong was also very patient. He knew that Li Mu was a very busy person right now, and rushing him would be meaningless, possibly even counterproductive. So he suppressed his anxiety and waited for Li Mu to contact him.

When Li Mu’s name appeared on his phone screen, Liu Qiangdong excitedly grabbed the phone and quickly pressed the answer button.

“Hello, Li Mu.”

Liu Qiangdong tried to keep his voice calm.

Li Mu laughed on the phone, “Senior Student, what have you been busy with lately?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I haven’t been busy with anything. All the shops have been transferred. I’m at home every day reading books, books related to E-commerce.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s great, the books you’re reading will soon come in handy!”
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Ever since Senior Student Liu sold off his businesses in Zhongguancun, Gong Xiao Jing immediately began preparing for the national civil service exam in the second half of the year.

Originally, after graduating with her Master’s degree, she could have directly entered a ministry or commission through her family’s connections as a transfer student. However, for Senior Student Liu’s entrepreneurial dream, she had gone with him to Zhongguancun to start a business. Now that all the Zhongguancun businesses had been transferred and Senior Student Liu had Li Mu’s promise, she could confidently withdraw and follow her family’s instructions to restart her plan of joining a ministry or commission.

However, the opportunity for transfer students was only available to fresh graduates, so she could only go through the national examination route now.

Gong Xiao Jing and Senior Student Liu’s relationship was very good now, but they hadn’t officially moved in together. Most of the time, Gong Xiao Jing lived at her home in Yanjing with her Mom and Dad.

Senior Student Liu was extremely excited after receiving Li Mu’s call. Li Mu had arranged to meet him that evening, so he immediately called Gong Xiao Jing. Gong Xiao Jing was reading when she heard Senior Student Liu say that Li Mu wanted to meet him to discuss the specific launch of the project. She excitedly shouted in her study, “That’s great!”

Then, she closed her book and said, “I’ll go with you!”

Senior Student Liu smiled and said, “That’s what I was thinking. Li Mu also said to bring you along.”

Gong Xiao Jing happily asked, “What time did you arrange?”

“Eight o’clock, at a Sichuan cuisine restaurant near Renmin University.”

“Okay, pick me up at my place at seven o’clock!”

“OK!”

After hanging up the phone, Gong Xiao Jing checked the time. It was almost six o’clock, so she left her study and hurried back to her room to put on some makeup and change clothes.

Her Mom was cooking in the kitchen. Hearing the movement, she poked her head out and called to her, asking, “What’s the rush?”

Gong Xiao Jing said, “Mom, I’m not eating at home tonight. Qiangdong is coming to pick me up later, and we’re going out to eat.”

Gong Mom said, “Don’t always eat out, it’s not hygienic. Why don’t you ask Qiangdong to come eat here? Your Dad and bro will be home from work soon.”

Gong Xiao Jing quickly said, “We’re not going out just to eat. It’s because Li Mu, Qiangdong’s junior classmate, contacted him to talk about the specifics of their collaboration.”

“Li Mu?” Gong Mom asked, “Is that the Li Mu you mentioned before?”

“Yes, it’s him,” Gong Xiao Jing said. “His Muye Technology is now valued at over one billion yuan, starting from that. He’s a very impressive young man. He and Qiangdong get along well and want to do something together. Didn’t I tell you about it before the New Year?”

Gong Mom smiled, “I don’t really understand these things. I heard your Dad mention it. Your Dad praises that Li Mu endlessly, keeps saying how incredibly capable he is…”

Just then, the door opened, and Gong Xiao Jing’s Dad and bro entered the house together.

Gong Xiao Jing’s bro, Gong Xiaolong, had been married for several years, and his son was already in elementary school. However, his wife had taken their child to a school-organized parent-child educational trip these past few days, so Gong Xiaolong had been coming home for dinner every day.

Coincidentally, both father and son worked in ministries or commissions, though not the same one. The patriarch had a higher rank and had an assigned vehicle for commuting, so Gong Xiao Jing’s bro would hitch a ride back with him.

As soon as they entered the house, Gong Dad sniffed and said to his son beside him, “Oh, son, your Mom stewed fish today!”

Gong Xiao Jing’s bro, Gong Xiaolong, smiled and said, “Your favorite braised rainbow trout, definitely.”

Gong Mom smiled and said, “You two have noses sharper than a dog’s. Hurry and wash your hands, we’ll eat soon.”

Gong Dad nodded. Seeing Gong Xiao Jing at the kitchen door, he smiled and asked, “Xiao Jing, how was your reading today?”

Gong Xiao Jing laughed, “Dad, I’m already in my twenties. You still want to check my homework when I read?”

Gong Dad chuckled, “I’m just urging you to study hard, afraid you’ve forgotten everything you learned in the past two years and won’t pass the national exam.”

Gong Xiao Jing pouted, “You can rest assured about that, I have a grasp of it.”

Then, Gong Xiao Jing said, “Dad, you and bro stay home and eat with Mom. I’m going out to eat.”

“Why? Going out when it’s already dinner time?”

Gong Xiao Jing said, “I’m going with Qiangdong to meet Li Mu. Li Mu contacted Qiangdong this afternoon, saying that the project he planned is about to start.”

“Oh?” Gong Dad’s eyes narrowed slightly, asking with a hint of surprise, “The project they planned is about to launch?”

“It should be,” Gong Xiao Jing said. “Qiangdong has been preparing for a long time. Lately, he hasn’t done anything else but read and research e-commerce.”

Gong Dad nodded approvingly, “Good, very good. Qiangdong is a high-achieving student from Renmin University after all. If he doesn’t want to enter a government department and wants to plunge into the business world, that’s fine, but he at least needs a good mindset. That young man Li Mu is truly extraordinary. It’s a great opportunity for Qiangdong to connect with him.”

Gong Xiao Jing felt delighted hearing her Dad’s approval of Liu Qiangdong. Her Dad’s opinion of him had already greatly improved even before they started collaborating with Li Mu. If Liu Qiangdong and Li Mu’s venture truly succeeded in the future, then there would be no more obstacles to her relationship with him.

Gong Xiao Jing happily said, “Dad, I’ll tell you more later. I’m going upstairs to get ready and change clothes first.”

“Go ahead,” Gong Dad nodded. Just as Gong Xiao Jing turned to leave, he suddenly called out to her, “Oh, right, ask Qiangdong to come over for dinner another day.”

Gong Xiao Jing’s eyes widened. It took her a moment to react, then she said excitedly, “Okay, I’ll tell him when I see him!”

Gong Mom had suggested several times for Liu Qiangdong to come over for dinner, but this was the first time Gong Dad had said it. This was a huge step forward.

Gong Xiao Jing happily went upstairs like a young girl, putting on makeup and changing clothes, meticulously dressing up. When she came out, her Mom and Dad and bro had already finished eating and were still chatting at the dinner table.

Seeing Gong Xiao Jing come downstairs, her bro Gong Xiaolong said, “Xiao Jing, is there news about Qiangdong’s matter?”

Gong Xiao Jing smiled, “We’re about to meet, so there should be news soon.”

Gong Xiaolong laughed, “Tell Qiangdong to work hard. Maybe one day, if I don’t want to muddle along at my unit anymore, I’ll go work for him!”

“Bro, don’t tease Qiangdong!” Although Gong Xiao Jing knew her bro was just teasing her, she still felt as if she had eaten honey.

Just as she was speaking, her phone rang. Liu Qiangdong had arrived.

Gong Xiao Jing then told her family, “Mom and Dad, bro, I’m going down. Qiangdong is almost here. I won’t ask him to come up today, he’s not prepared.”

“Alright,” Gong Dad nodded. “Go ahead. Don’t forget to ask him to come over for dinner another day.”

Gong Xiao Jing happily agreed and trotted out the door.

After Gong Xiao Jing left, Gong Mom asked her husband, “Old Gong, is what Qiangdong is doing with that Li Mu reliable?”

Gong Dad shrugged and smiled, “I’m not too sure what they’re planning, but that young man Li Mu is truly too formidable. Since it’s a project he’s leading, I think it’s very reliable.”

Gong Mom looked curious, “You always say this Li Mu is very capable, but how exactly is he capable?”

Gong Dad extended two index fingers, forming the shape of a ten, and said, “This young man, not yet twenty years old, has a net worth of over one billion yuan, and he achieved it all on his own.”

…

The first thing Gong Xiao Jing said after getting into Liu Qiangdong’s car was, “Qiangdong, my Dad just said he wants you to find time to come over for dinner.”

Liu Qiangdong habitually put the car into first gear and released the handbrake, preparing to set off. Hearing this, he didn’t even control the clutch, which he was usually so familiar with. He lifted it too quickly, and the car immediately stalled.

Liu Qiangdong didn’t even realize it had stalled. He looked at Gong Xiao Jing in surprise and asked her, “Your Dad really said that?”

Gong Xiao Jing nodded, “Yes, he just said it, two or three times.”

Liu Qiangdong quickly pressed, “Was it his own idea, or your Mom’s idea?”

Gong Xiao Jing said, “Before my Dad came home, my Mom mentioned it once. After my Dad came back, he also brought it up himself. They both thought of it independently.”

Liu Qiangdong said excitedly, “Oh my, what’s gotten into my future father-in-law today? He’s never actively asked me to come over for dinner before!”

Gong Xiao Jing laughed, “Look how happy you are. Ever since we transferred the shops, my Dad’s attitude towards you has softened a lot. You should thank Li Mu. If it weren’t for him, you’d probably still be watching the shop in Zhongguancun now.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly, “That’s true. Aren’t we going to meet him now to discuss the details!”

With that, he stepped on the accelerator and said in surprise, “Why isn’t this broken car moving?”

Gong Xiao Jing smiled helplessly and said, “Didn’t you know it stalled just now?”

“Stalled?” Liu Qiangdong looked at the tachometer in surprise. It was indeed at zero.

He gave an awkward smile. Without taking it out of gear, he directly pressed the clutch and restarted the car. This time, he set off very skillfully and drove straight to the restaurant they had arranged with Li Mu.

On the way, Gong Xiao Jing said to Liu Qiangdong, “If Li Mu gives a rough timeline today, you should urge him a bit more later. Don’t be shy. It’s best to keep the pace fast, so he doesn’t get too busy and then forget about this matter.”

Liu Qiangdong drove and said, “I know. Don’t worry. If he confirms today that he wants to start, I’ll find a way to urge him to speed up the progress later.”

Gong Xiao Jing nodded and said, “Some details need to be discussed thoroughly with him. When partnering in business, it’s best to clarify all the details first. This should be reflected when signing the ‘gentleman’s agreement after the villain’s agreement,’ especially regarding shares. We cannot accept shares held in trust. When registering the company, whatever shares you are given must be registered with the industrial and commercial department, to avoid any potential changes later.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Li Mu said last time that I would contribute 10% of the capital and hold 20% of the shares. The extra 10% is management shares he’s giving me. I estimate he won’t be so quick to directly register that extra 10% to me when registering the company. Normally, management shares and technical shares are considered stock options, and there are conditions and time limits to acquire them.”

Gong Xiao Jing said, “I have no objection to that, but our 10% must be reflected in the industrial and commercial registration information. These days, too many business partnerships end up in bickering and lawsuits. It’s best to discuss everything openly and honestly before starting, so you have no worries, and then you two can wholeheartedly do a good job.”





Chapter 410: The Way of a Gentleman

Li Mu had always felt that the direction of one’s life was a very subtle thing. Even a slight external influence could change a person’s predetermined path, and he felt this even more keenly after his Rebirth.

For now, the topic of a predetermined life path was hypothetical for everyone else, but for Li Mu, it was a tangible reality. Take Liu Qiangdong, for example. If Li Mu hadn’t appeared, he would have certainly followed his predetermined path from his previous life: starting a business in Zhongguancun, trying E-commerce during SARS, founding JD.com, breaking up with his girlfriend, JD.com’s rise, marrying a post-90s internet celebrity/influencer, and becoming a winner in life.

But Li Mu appeared in his life at just the right time in 2002, like a bright lighthouse on his life’s journey. Even if Li Mu hadn’t called him, he would have made decisions different from his previous life due to Li Mu’s brilliance. When they last spoke, Liu Qiangdong had revealed his intention to test the waters of the internet industry. This decision was subtly made after seeing the light radiating from Li Mu, his junior male student from Renmin University.

If he had started in the internet industry earlier, he most likely wouldn’t have thought of doing B2C E-commerce because of SARS. Perhaps he would have tried other internet projects. In short, whether Li Mu established contact with him or not, his life path had already been influenced by Li Mu and had changed from his previous life.

As for whether this change was good or bad for him, Li Mu wasn’t sure, nor did he need to be. Now that he had captured Liu Qiangdong’s entrepreneurial spirit, in this life, he would be his partner.

The only regret was that the future internet celebrity/influencer in Jinling, who was only nine years old this year, might have already missed the boat with Senior Student Liu.

Li Mu thought this was a good thing. If there were fewer stories of young girls marrying wealthy men old enough to be their fathers in this society, it could give future young people more confidence. It was better to leave the future young women for the future young men to conquer.

Li Mu sat alone in the private room of the restaurant, waiting for the arrival of Senior Student Liu and Senior Student Gong, the couple. The couple arrived more than ten minutes before the appointed time, and as soon as they entered, it was clear they were holding hands intimately, their faces beaming with happiness.

Li Mu looked at them and teased, “Senior Student Liu, Senior Student Gong, what makes you so happy?”

Senior Student Liu laughed heartily and said, “After waiting so long, I finally received your call. How could I not be happy?”

Gong Xiao Jing echoed, “That’s right, Qiangdong sold off all his stores after the New Year. He’s been waiting for your call all this time.”

Li Mu quickly invited them to sit down and said with a smile, “It’s not really a ‘call.’ I have great trust in Senior Student Liu’s abilities, so I just wanted to do something together with him. I’ve been very busy lately, so I haven’t had time to have a good talk with Senior Student Liu. Today, let’s take this opportunity to discuss everything openly and thoroughly. If we all agree, we can start.”

Liu Qiangdong said excitedly, “I’ve been ready for a long time. You decide how we cooperate.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Let’s order first. We can talk while we eat.”

After ordering, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong drank tea instead of wine, chatting as they went. Li Mu was very frank and didn’t hide anything. “I’m too busy with things right now. Muye Technology is internally testing a major product, and the gaming company has also started internal testing a game licensed from Korea. Besides these, I have some other miscellaneous emotional ties privately. If I were to take on a small new project, I might still find time to handle it, but if it’s about starting a completely new field, my personal energy is already stretched thin.”

“I am very optimistic about the E-commerce sector, and I lean towards starting with C2C. I’ve discussed the product planning for Taobao with Senior Student Liu before, and with Alipay in hand, plus Muye Technology’s strong user base, the user-to-payment chain is already open up. We basically have the core essentials for E-commerce. So, I want to establish a new company specifically for E-commerce.”

“The normal operate of the new company will be entrusted to you, Senior Student Liu. We two will determine the development strategy, I will determine the technical development, and you will determine the operational development. As I said last time, we will jointly fund it. I will contribute 90%, and you will contribute 10%. The equity distribution will be: I will hold 80%, and you will hold 20%. Your 20% shareholding ratio, Senior Student Liu, will be directly reflected in the capital contribution information in the industrial and commercial system when the company is registered.”

As soon as Li Mu said this, Senior Student Liu and his girlfriend, Gong Xiao Jing, were stunned.

At first, they were worried that Li Mu might not be willing to directly give Liu Qiangdong the promised 10%. They never expected Li Mu to proactively offer the answer they most desired.

The additional 10% directly reflected in the industrial and commercial registration was the most direct and authoritative way of equity recognition.

Li Mu continued, “I prefer like-minded friends. Although Senior Student Liu and I haven’t met much, we get along very well. So, I won’t be secretive about the shares. However, since we’re putting in real money to do things, some matters need to be communicated clearly beforehand. Therefore, I have a few requirements regarding the shares.”

Senior Student Liu quickly said, “Please, tell me any requirements you have.”

Li Mu nodded and said seriously, “First, non-compete restrictions. I don’t need to explain this; any industry has such restrictions for senior executive. After we cooperate, neither you nor I can engage in or invest in companies or individuals in related industries outside of this company.”

Senior Student Liu nodded without hesitation: “That’s natural.”

Li Mu continued, “Secondly, cash out restrictions. Before capital comes in, you and I are original shareholders. After capital comes in, we must maintain consistency in major strategies and not cash out too early.”

Li Mu didn’t doubt Senior Student Liu’s vision. Once he saw the company’s development prospects, he shouldn’t do something like killing the goose that lays the golden eggs by cashing out early. However, it still needed to be made clear. Most capital was not benevolent; they came with money, but also with swords and guns. Li Mu had to ensure that Senior Student Liu, as an original shareholder, always remained on the same front as himself. The restriction on cashing out was a harsh truth, and harsh truths should be stated upfront.

Senior Student Liu nodded without hesitation: “You set the rules for cashing out; I have no objections to that.”

Li Mu said, “Currently, we’ll tentatively allow cash out after Series C, but Series C cash out cannot exceed 20% of individual shareholding ratio.”

“OK!”

Li Mu added, “Once our venture takes off, the non-compete restrictions will always be in effect. If, due to disagreements or differing ideas, someone withdraws midway, as long as the withdrawing party does not engage in the same industry, their shares will remain under their personal control. If they do engage in the same industry, the shares must be immediately liquidated and repurchased by the company at the valuation of the most recent financing.”

Senior Student Liu thought for a moment and then agreed. This requirement was not harsh; everything revolved around the core of non-compete. Moreover, the industry’s non-compete requirements were far stricter than Li Mu’s. Most companies’ shareholders, once they violated non-compete restrictions, would either have their shares forcibly forfeited or diluted, or the company would forcibly repurchase them at the registered capital value. Although these were very unfair, they were written into contracts beforehand, and once a complete falling out occurred and a shareholder violated them, these provisions were fully supported by law.

Repurchasing at registered capital was a very common and very unfair constraint. Even if a company was worth one billion, but its registered capital was only ten million, 20% of the shares would only be worth two million. In comparison, what Li Mu said—repurchasing at the valuation of the most recent financing—was very, very generous.

Li Mu’s idea was also simple. Although he was more successful than Liu Qiangdong now, he still had some respect for him. He was a brilliant person in the internet industry in his previous life, and his ability to cooperate with him in this life was fate. Therefore, if the cooperation ultimately couldn’t continue, Li Mu hoped that they could part ways peacefully rather than having a complete falling out.

“That’s all I wanted to say. The points I just mentioned, if Senior Student Liu has no objections, will be clearly reflected in our contract.”

After Li Mu finished his requirements, Senior Student Liu and Gong Xiao Jing’s good impression of Li Mu increased significantly. It was rare to find a lead partner who truly laid everything out on the table, and even rarer to find someone willing to put all agreed-upon terms into a contract. Many founding members initially only received empty promises from the Boss. Before conquering the world, the Boss was more generous than anyone, eager to promise even the not-yet-obtained world to his subordinates. But once the world was conquered, it was a case of “when the birds are gone, the bow is put away; when the rabbits are dead, the hounds are cooked” (idiom).

Some people rose to become multi-millionaires or billionaires with the rise of startup companies, but more people were forced to pack up and leave in disgrace after the startup succeeded. Li Mu couldn’t guarantee anything else, but at least he wouldn’t let his employees or partners feel disheartened. This wasn’t just because he was willing to share profits, but also because he firmly believed in the importance of teamwork. One could earn less money, but one couldn’t lose people’s hearts.

Although Li Mu was much younger than Senior Student Liu and Senior Student Gong, he demonstrated his way of a gentleman in business before them. Senior Student Liu’s every desire was basically fulfilled, and he couldn’t hide his excitement as he asked Li Mu, “When exactly do we start? And how do we operate?”

Li Mu said, “We can start registering the company now. The technical aspects of the company can temporarily be handled by Muye Technology’s development team. However, we still need to rent an office building and build an operational team first. So, we’ll register the company with a scale of ten million in the near future.”

Senior Student Liu asked, “Is ten million the registered capital, or the actual capital contribution?”

Li Mu said, “It’s the actual capital contribution. Registered capital has time limits, so we’ll go with five million for that. We’ll actually contribute ten million for the company’s first phase of operate.”

After speaking, Li Mu asked Senior Student Liu, “Senior Student Liu, will one million be too much pressure?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled, “No problem. I recovered quite a bit of funds from selling the stores.”

Li Mu nodded, “Then that’s OK. That’s for company registration. Next, let’s discuss the specific business operations.”





Chapter 411: Unwilling to Let Go

Taobao.com, a C2C product whose very name was steeped in the essence of E-commerce, was the king of domestic E-commerce in Li Mu’s previous life.

However, a closer look at the development history of all 2C (to-customer) E-commerce websites targeting ordinary consumers in China reveals that before Taobao.com took off, domestic E-commerce had already been on the rise for several years. Taobao was not the earliest, nor even among the first batch of 2C platforms to operate in China. Before it, B2C and C2C had already cultivated market space domestically.

Joyo.com, EachNet (eBay China), Dangdang.com, and 8848 were all developing, but in 2003, they were intercepted by Taobao. A significant reason for this was Taobao’s advanced strategy and precise positioning. B2C had too high a cost and was excluded from the initial stages. B2C also lacked a strong market and supporting infrastructure. EachNet (eBay China), the big brother of C2C, was still trying every possible way to extract commission from users and merchants. Americans were accustomed to the commission market, but they didn’t understand the mindset of Chinese people, which led to sellers complaining bitterly about the platform.

While eBay racked its brains to prevent buyers and sellers from contacting each other and ensure normal commission collection, Taobao.com, from its very beginning, directly announced that it would be permanently free for both buyers and sellers. The reason was that Taobao’s development strategy was to increase scale, while eBay’s strategy was to increase revenue. The strategic positioning of the two was worlds apart.

After Taobao used this strategy to attract a large number of users, coupled with high-investment promotional marketing, Taobao.com’s traffic rapidly increased. The subsequent emergence of Alipay completely dispelled all user doubts about online shopping, thoroughly stimulated the national demand for online shopping, and achieved its own rapid ascent.

Li Mu didn’t think he could compare to Boss Ma, a Great Persuader with extraordinary vision and exceptional eloquence, so he wasn’t going to pull any stunts. His positioning for Taobao.com was almost identical to Boss Ma’s Taobao.

At the dinner table, Li Mu explained the core points of his planned Taobao.com to Senior Student Liu, which boiled down to three main points.

First, stick to C2C.

Second, insist on being free.

Third, provide good supporting infrastructure.

Supporting infrastructure included various elements such as promotion, marketing, product development, ecosystem building, and so on.

Senior Student Liu had recently studied many E-commerce books and cases and largely agreed with Li Mu’s positioning. He also felt that B2C had too high a cost and too many limitations. In the initial stage, it was more suitable to be a platform serving both buyers and sellers. Only after growing to a certain scale should they transform themselves into sellers and venture into B2C.

With aligned philosophies, things would be much easier to handle.

Li Mu said, “In the early stages, the most important aspects of Taobao.com will be technology and operations. Senior Student Liu, after the company is established, you need to build a strong operations team as quickly as possible, recruiting elites at all costs.”

Senior Student Liu nodded and said, “Don’t worry about that. I have plenty of alumni resources from Renmin University alone, and coupled with social recruitment, finding elites won’t be a problem.”

Li Mu had no doubt about this. His connections were definitely wider than his own. After so many years of struggling and toiling, his judgment and control over people should also be much stronger than his own. He was an impressive BUG, and Senior Student Liu was an impressive executable file. In terms of execution, he was definitely much stronger than himself.

Li Mu continued, “Once we start this, I will pour all my resources into it. I will bring in Muye Technology’s users, leverage Alipay’s channels, and also find ways to integrate Eting.com and Baofeng Entertainment. What you need to do is lead the team well and complete every stage of our planned tasks as quickly as possible.”

There was one thing Li Mu hadn’t mentioned yet: after YY goes online, he would integrate YY into Taobao.com. Taobao.com would not develop a new communication tool; instead, it would embed YY, making YY Taobao.com’s native instant messaging system. This would not only avoid redundant development and internal competition between sibling products but also greatly promote YY’s development.

This was equivalent to integrating the current Aliwangwang and QQ.

YY was still highly confidential. Li Mu personally demanded full confidentiality from all senior executives at Muye Technology meetings, and he naturally couldn’t disclose it to outsiders, including Senior Student Liu.

Senior Student Liu said, “I will definitely give it my all.”

Li Mu said, “Then, for the next two days, I’ll trouble you with the company registration and office building selection. After that, start with recruitment. Find a legal professional to draft a contract. Let’s sign the contract first, then I’ll put in five million for company registration. Once the company is successfully registered and the company account is opened, I’ll immediately transfer the remaining four million. Your one million can also be transferred after successful registration.”

Liu Qiangdong knew that Li Mu’s financial strength was far greater than his own, so he didn’t say much and readily agreed to Li Mu’s suggestion.

Next, the two discussed some other details.

For example, the company name would be registered as Yanjing Taobao Network Technology Co., Ltd.; the company’s location would be in the Zhongguancun area; the target scale for 2003 was over one hundred people, so the office building area could not be less than one thousand square meters.

Liu Qiangdong had an exceptionally strong entrepreneurial passion, so Li Mu entrusted all these matters to him. After YY went online, Li Mu would then arrange for Muye Technology’s development team to allocate some manpower and energy to develop Taobao’s frontend and backend.

And with Fang Xudong, who was still in Silicon Valley, USA, once he returned to the country and was in place, this matter would essentially be settled.

They had eaten well and drunk well, but most importantly, they had discussed everything thoroughly. Liu Qiangdong was beaming, like a college graduate who had just found a satisfying job, unable to contain his inner excitement.

Before knowing Li Mu, he thought he was quite successful. Born in a rural area in Northern Jiangsu, he got into Renmin University, and within a few years of graduation, he had accumulated assets worth one million. Anywhere, he could be considered a talented person with minor achievements. But compared to a monster like Li Mu, he felt incredibly insignificant, beyond description.

Now, he had left his small boat and stepped onto Li Mu’s large ship. For tomorrow, he could finally look forward to a much longer future.

After dinner, the three said goodbye in the parking lot. Liu Qiangdong and his girlfriend, Gong Xiao Jing, got back into their car. Watching Li Mu’s car drive off first, he didn’t start his own car, nor had he even inserted the key into the ignition. Gong Xiao Jing couldn’t help but ask him, “What’s wrong? Why are you spacing out?”

Liu Qiangdong glanced at her, his eyes filled with intense excitement and love for Gong Xiao Jing. He chuckled foolishly and said, “I’m too excited. I’m afraid my hands will shake and I won’t be able to drive well. Let me calm down for a bit.”

Gong Xiao Jing also looked at him with tender eyes, exchanging glances and giggling softly, “Then calm down quickly. I have to be home by eleven at the latest. There’s less than two hours left. I can go to your place and keep you company…”

“Really… really?” Liu Qiangdong’s expression grew even more surprised.

Gong Xiao Jing nodded, shyly saying, “Why would I lie to you?”

Liu Qiangdong rubbed his hands vigorously, excitedly saying, “Let’s go, let’s go now…”

…

The news of Chen Wan’s audition at Xiangnan Satellite TV couldn’t be kept secret within the station.

After all, Happy Camp was currently Xiangnan Satellite TV’s ace entertainment variety show. The news that a new Host had been confirmed for this show was difficult to keep under wraps.

First, people within Xiangnan Satellite TV learned about the news, and then, it spread throughout the industry.

The radio and television industry was actually a very small one, especially the satellite TV channels circles. There were only a few dozen satellite TV channels nationwide, and the total number of frontline practitioners was only a few tens of thousands, fewer than the number of taxi drivers in Yanjing alone. So, it was expected that the news would spread quickly.

People from other stations were not surprised by this news. It was a fact that Chen Wan was very popular, and she hadn’t even had a single opportunity to appear on camera at Yanjing Satellite TV. Once she truly started getting exposure, her popularity would definitely soar. Although she lacked seniority, her popularity was enough to compensate, and she was certainly worthy of the Happy Camp program.

Furthermore, anyone with a discerning eye could see the suppression she endured at Yanjing TV. In such circumstances, anyone would choose to leave and seek a better position.

However, when this news reached Yanjing Satellite TV, it caused an uproar within the station.

For ordinary employees who had been enduring internal high pressure and the corruption of the bureaucratic system, Chen Wan had almost become a heroic figure in their eyes. After being suppressed and treated unfairly at Yanjing TV, she angrily resigned and immediately received an offer from Xiangnan Satellite TV, and as a legitimate Host for Happy Camp no less. The vast difference was astonishing; the slap in the face effect was unparalleled; and the inspirational effect was surprisingly good.

A discarded talent who couldn’t even get an on-camera opportunity at a second-tier satellite TV channel, transformed overnight into a Host for a top-tier satellite TV channel and a top-tier program. What could be a more perfect comeback than this?

The employees were excited and talked about it with relish, but the senior executives were extremely furious. Chen Wan’s comeback was tantamount to hitting them with both hands, repeatedly slapping them in the face.

The moment several senior executives heard the news, they immediately began to communicate with the senior executives they could reach at Xiangnan Satellite TV, attempting to use their slight influence in the industry to make Xiangnan Satellite TV give up on Chen Wan, thereby blacklisting her.

Meanwhile, Ma Weiwei, upon hearing the news, was so angry that she couldn’t eat all day. Chen Wan was a pawn she had suppressed tightly. Now, with a single comeback, her status was much higher than her own. A little intern who had just debuted was now going to host Happy Camp, while she herself had struggled for several years, and her body had struggled with Zhan Yun for several years, only just starting to host a program with very mediocre ratings, Extraordinary Interview. Why?

There had always been gossip within the station, saying that she had been suppressing Chen Wan and preventing her from appearing on camera. Now that Chen Wan had made a comeback, wasn’t it also a slap in her own face? The most annoying thing was that someone had spread these matters online. Now, everyone who followed Chen Wan on Tieba knew about it. The Tieba users of Happy Camp Tieba and Chen Wan Tieba were practically going crazy, celebrating the good news of Chen Wan going to Happy Camp. The Tieba moderators of both Tiebas even applied for the two Tiebas to become friendly Tiebas. Within a day, hundreds of thousands to millions of netizens expressed their anticipation and blessings for Chen Wan joining Happy Camp.

That was one thing, but the key was that in both the Happy Camp Tieba and Chen Wan Tieba, a group of netizens were cursing Ma Weiwei, and there was even a large group of netizens constantly posting insults in Ma Weiwei’s Tieba.

Ma Weiwei specifically went to her Tieba. She didn’t have many fans to begin with, and now those fans had also defected, condemning her in the Tieba. Someone said, “I never thought Ma Weiwei was such a petty person.”

Someone else said, “Ma Weiwei is too jealous. She suppressed Chen Wan for so long, not letting her appear on camera. Now it’s good, Chen Wan is going to Happy Camp soon. She must be so ashamed she wants to crawl into a hole.”

These words were still somewhat acceptable, but more posts used language that made Ma Weiwei furious.

For example: “Ma Weiwei isn’t pretty at all. Compared to Chen Wan, she’s miles apart. She’s so ugly and deliberately suppresses others, she’s truly shameless!”

“Ma Weiwei suppressed Chen Wan from appearing on camera, and the senior executives of Yanjing TV didn’t even bother to intervene. It’s clear they’re siding with Ma Weiwei. I wonder if this obnoxious woman Ma Weiwei has some unspeakable secret with the senior executives of Yanjing TV!”

“I bet this bitch Ma Weiwei is some senior executive’s private car!”

“Or maybe she’s a public bus for the senior executives, who knows!”

“Damn it, I’ll never watch any show with Ma Weiwei again, this ugly, obnoxious woman!”

Immediately after, Ma Weiwei also found a large number of netizens posting protests in the Yanjing Satellite TV Tieba, all saying things like they wouldn’t watch if she was there, or that it would be against heavenly principles if she didn’t leave.

Seeing so many people attacking her, Ma Weiwei was almost on the verge of a breakdown. She had never expected that her deliberate suppression of Chen Wan would provoke such a huge backlash. This made her furious and even more panicked, fearing that these netizens would continue to attack her, causing her popularity to plummet to rock bottom.

At 9:10 PM that night, the latest episode of Extraordinary Interview she recorded aired. She stayed at the station, waiting for the viewership data. In the first five minutes of the broadcast, staff members reported real-time national viewership data: Extraordinary Interview’s ratings plummeted from its previous average of 0.23% directly to 0.18%, a shocking drop.

After fifteen minutes, the ratings dropped again to 0.15%. Such a large fluctuation was unprecedented for a variety show on Yanjing Satellite TV. The stunned Ma Weiwei then realized that the netizens online were conducting a boycott against her, and hundreds of thousands of people had already participated. Ma Weiwei’s heart instantly sank into an ice cellar, panicking to the extreme.

That night, Ma Weiwei fled the TV station like a madwoman. The first thing she did was secretly call Zhan Yun, crying and pleading with him to find every possible way to blacklist Chen Wan, absolutely not allowing her to go to Happy Camp. It would be best to exert pressure on Xiangnan Satellite TV as soon as possible, making Xiangnan Satellite TV abandon hiring Chen Wan as the Happy Camp Host, and immediately issue a denial.

What Ma Weiwei said, how could Zhan Yun not want the same? Not just him, but the first and second-in-command at the station thought the same, but the reality was not as good as they imagined.

Zhan Yun said dejectedly, “The Station Director privately contacted the other party’s senior executive and stated our demands, but the other party’s senior executive kept using evasive language, saying that it was inconvenient for them to interfere in such matters, otherwise it would have a bad influence within the station. They even pushed it to others. The Station Director then found other persons in charge, who then said that they couldn’t go against the station’s wishes, and also said that the contract had already been given to Chen Wan…”

At this point, Zhan Yun sighed and said, “In my opinion, trying to stop Chen Wan from going to Xiangnan Satellite TV is basically hopeless. Now, the news of Chen Wan joining Happy Camp is spreading like wildfire online. Xiangnan Satellite TV, seeing Chen Wan’s influence, will definitely be even more unwilling to let go.”
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Ma Weiwei was almost driven mad.

Ever since she got her first show at the station, this was the first time she had felt such a sense of powerlessness again.

Originally, it seemed everything was under her control, including her own show, Zhan Yun, and most of the hosts and program directors at the station. They basically had to follow her wishes, not to mention Chen Wan, the intern host who only graduated this year. She was so naive and fragile, so weak that a single word from Ma Weiwei could prevent her from appearing on camera even once.

But who would have thought that it was precisely the most inconspicuous and fragile Chen Wan who would suddenly burst forth with such powerful energy? Ma Weiwei couldn’t even suppress her, let alone escape her current brilliance.

Even the station leaders couldn’t exert pressure on Xiangnan Satellite TV, which showed that the other party didn’t care about them at all, and also highlighted how much they valued Chen Wan. That would have been bad enough, but what was infuriating was that there were so many infatuated fans online eagerly waiting for her to appear on camera. What did she have? Wasn’t she just a little younger and prettier? What had she ever hosted? Besides a cameo in a micro-film, what else did she have? She had never even been on a real stage, so why did she gain so much? Ma Weiwei had put in so many years of effort, sacrificed her body and freedom in relationships, only to be easily crushed by her. This was simply too unfair!

However, while Ma Weiwei was furious, she also knew deep down that she was powerless to change the current situation. Stop Chen Wan from going to Xiangnan Satellite TV? How could she have that ability? Even the station didn’t have that ability. A sense of frustration instantly swept over her, making Ma Weiwei feel breathless.

The most critical thing was that this incident had already brought severe negative consequences for her. There was a lot of criticism within the station, a flood of curses online, and even viewership ratings had plummeted so much. If Chen Wan successfully appeared on Happy Camp, Ma Weiwei would certainly be overshadowed by this dark cloud for a long time. As long as Chen Wan maintained relatively high popularity, someone would definitely attack Ma Weiwei for having suppressed her. If this continued, her status at the station might even be jeopardized.

Zhan Yun was in the same boat. The leaders had been humiliated by Chen Wan’s comeback. They wanted to display their authority and try to blacklist Chen Wan, but they were rejected by Xiangnan Satellite TV. They were filled with anger with nowhere to vent it. Before long, this pent-up anger would surely turn on him, and his pressure would be even greater than Ma Weiwei’s current stress.

At present, Zhan Yun also had no way to influence Chen Wan’s next steps. The only thing he could do was stubbornly delay her resignation procedures for a month, which would at least temporarily postpone Chen Wan’s start date at Xiangnan Satellite TV.

Although it was useless, it could at least cause some trouble for the other party. This was the only way he could make things difficult for Chen Wan right now.

As expected, Chen Wan contacted Zhao Hezheng from HR, hoping he could process her resignation as soon as possible. After consulting with Zhan Yun, Zhao Hezheng replied to Chen Wan, stating that Zhan Yun required her resignation procedures to be processed one full month after the date Chen Wan had last submitted her resignation.

Although this was clearly meant to be disgusting, from the perspective of the matter itself, it complied with the contract’s regulations. Only after exceeding one month could Chen Wan apply for arbitration with the labor department. Chen Wan knew this was deliberately making things difficult for her, trying to stall her for a bit more time. So, she didn’t try to fight it. A month was a month; after all, it was only a little over twenty days.

…

After Li Mu finished recording his songs, Song Liang immediately arrived in Yanjing.

Ever since that day when he went with Chen Ze to Shunyi to select a site for the racetrack, and they discussed real estate on the way back, Li Mu had contacted Song Liang. He briefly explained the situation and asked him to come to Yanjing when he had time.

Song Liang hadn’t expected Li Mu to want him to get into real estate in Yanjing. When he first heard about it, he wasn’t very interested, mainly because he felt he couldn’t make it work in the deep waters of Yanjing. But when he thought about collaborating with Li Mu, he gained a bit more confidence. Li Mu was so steady in his actions; he wouldn’t fight a battle he wasn’t sure of. And when he heard Li Mu mention Chen Ze, he felt even more that this venture had potential.

Song Liang understood very well that real estate didn’t have much technical skill. To succeed in this field, one only needed four things: connections / network, capital, foresight, and experience.

Connections / network were used to smooth out various stages, from acquiring land and obtaining loans to planning, construction, and sales.

Capital was the foundation of everything. Connections / network needed capital to operate, and project progress also required capital. It was also needed to prevent banks from pulling the rug out from under someone.

Foresight determined the future of a real estate project. Whether the same investment earned double or a hundred times its value largely depended on foresight.

As for experience, it was equally important in real estate development. One needed experience not only to drive the normal progress of a project but also to deal with the government, with residents being relocated, and with land acquisition households, managing complex relationships.

If he were to develop a real estate business in Yanjing, Song Liang believed he had enough experience and sufficient capital. As long as he didn’t operate large projects, the problems wouldn’t be too big. His foresight shouldn’t be a major issue either. The biggest problem was connections / network.

Song Liang also felt that if Li Mu got involved, the capital aspect would be somewhat supplemented. Li Mu had unique business foresight, so he could also play a significant complementary role in the foresight aspect.

In that case, capital, foresight, and experience – all three points would be present and sufficient.

What remained was connections / network.

This was the greatest value Chen Ze, as mentioned by Li Mu, represented. With a father who was a high-ranking official in a ministry or commission and a mother who was the CEO of a listed company, such a person would undoubtedly have significant connections / network in Yanjing. If he could bring his connections / network into the venture, then all four points would be complete, and the likelihood of success would greatly increase.

Thus, Song Liang specifically flew to Yanjing to meet Li Mu.

Li Mu personally drove to the airport to pick him up. On the way back to the city from the airport, Li Mu roughly explained his ideas to Song Liang.

Li Mu’s idea was simple: Song Liang would come, establish a company, and both Li Mu and Chen Ze would invest / buy shares. Li Mu would provide the capital, Chen Ze the connections / network, and Song Liang would operate it. The goal for this year was to develop one to two residential real estate projects, and then start operating commercial real estate next year.

Song Liang said, “I’m relatively experienced with residential real estate projects, but I’m not very familiar with commercial real estate. Back when I worked with Tianming’s Dad, the commercial real estate model was very singular. It was just the same old routine of department stores and shopping malls, nothing new. Although I don’t know how you plan to develop commercial real estate, based on my understanding of you, you definitely wouldn’t approve of that model.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “The commercial real estate model you mentioned is too common. You get a piece of land, build a shopping mall, and each floor is planned to sell different types of goods. While this can make money, it’s too uninteresting.”

As he spoke, Li Mu paused and added, “The commercial real estate I want to do primarily needs two points: integrated consumption and landmark status.”

“Integrated consumption means the functions need to be diversified. It’s not just about shopping; it also needs dining and entertainment, and even high-end supporting office buildings. It’s like Wangfujing: the department store is famous, the snack street is also famous, and there are cinemas, KTVs, hotels, and office buildings nearby. So Wangfujing is an integrated consumption complex. However, the problem is that each section within it operates independently. If one developer were to uniformly plan, develop, attract tenants, manage, and operate them, the energy they could unleash together would be much stronger. This is the integrated consumption I want.”

“As for landmark status, it’s easy to understand. Just like every city has its most famous places: when you mention Jinling, you think of Fuzimiao, Qinhuai River, and so on; when you mention Yanjing, you think of Wangfujing, Xidan. If we make our commercial real estate an integrated consumption hub, the rest is to promote this concept, so that people in the city subconsciously think of this place whenever they think of consumption. They will consider it their top choice for shopping, entertainment, dining, and all other consumption and leisure activities. They will view consuming here as a trend. At that point, this project will become a landmark of the city.”

After listening to Li Mu’s explanation, Song Liang sighed softly and said, “This kind of project is quite massive. Do you have the grasp / mastery?”

Li Mu said, “I have the grasp / mastery that it can make money once it’s done well. As for how to do it well, that’s up to you. After all, I know nothing about the specific operation of real estate. I don’t even know how you cooperate with banks.”

Song Liang said, “Cooperation with banks is very simple; it’s mutually beneficial. Banks also have revenue pressure, and real estate is quite hot right now, so they are very willing to invest money in real estate projects. Typically, a developer acquires land, mortgages it to the bank, and then the bank provides the developer with a loan. The developer uses the money to start development, and after the real estate project is completed and sold, they repay the bank loan.”

Li Mu asked him, “What’s the approximate leverage here? If it’s a real estate project claiming a total investment of one billion, how much capital does the developer need to put in?”

Song Liang said, “Generally, it’s between 10-20%, mainly used for acquiring land. After all, once you have the land, the bank will give you money.”

As he spoke, Song Liang added, “If your relationship with the government is strong, you can even defer the land transfer fees. Then you use that land to get money from the bank. The bank will approve the loan once they see the land, providing the initial capital. This is essentially getting something for nothing – starting work directly with the bank’s money without spending a penny of your own. And once the building is constructed, even before it’s topped off, you can mortgage it again to extract another sum from the bank for subsequent funding. Generally, this money can sustain the project until sales begin.”

Li Mu listened, clicking his tongue in surprise / awe. “Using government land to get money from the bank, and then earning money from the public after starting construction – that’s truly getting something for nothing!”
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Song Liang’s understanding of real estate was far more profound than Li Mu’s. He said to Li Mu, “If you asked me to summarize real estate in one sentence, I don’t think I’d use ‘get something for nothing.’ In China, real estate is more like a story of borrowing a chicken to lay eggs.”

“The land is the chicken that the government can order. As long as developers have the ability to borrow the chicken, banks, holding vast amounts of feed, will immediately lend you the feed. How many eggs this chicken can lay depends on the real estate developer’s skill. After all, the chicken isn’t borrowed for free; if things go wrong, the business of borrowing a chicken to lay eggs can also end up with all efforts coming to nothing.”

Li Mu was thinking about the richest man’s son who later became an internet celebrity. His family’s commercial real estate was spread across the country. When Wanda Plazas became landmarks in first and second-tier cities nationwide, it was said that Wanda received investment invitations from hundreds of cities annually. Local governments, to attract Wanda Plaza’s presence, would often offer extremely favorable policies and support, sometimes even allowing them to acquire land at zero cost in some cities. Even so, Wanda would still carefully consider whether to invest in that location.

Doing large-scale commercial real estate, with the government willing to give away land for free, might sound like a pipe dream now, but Li Mu knew clearly that this was not an impossible fantasy; it was something that had genuinely happened.

Wanda’s model was considered very advanced in China’s commercial real estate. It wasn’t just simple commercial real estate development and operation. Behind Wanda Plaza, there were a large number of mid-to-high-end brands bound together. Wherever a Wanda Plaza opened, the bound enterprises would follow and set up shop. Therefore, once Wanda Plaza chose to enter a city, it brought not just ordinary consumption and entertainment, but also a cluster of well-known brands, which was extremely attractive to consumers. Moreover, for local governments, it was a multi-benefit investment promotion strategy, which is why they would lower their status and offer various preferential policies to attract Wanda Plaza.

It was precisely because of Wanda’s operating model that Wanda had the qualification and confidence to say that seemingly arrogant but undeniable statement: Wanda Plaza is the city center.

Compared to commercial real estate, the government’s status in residential real estate was absolutely superior. Unless one had extremely strong internal connections, it was highly unlikely to receive significant preferential support from the government for residential real estate. The only few possibilities were high-risk, difficult-to-operate projects like old city renovation, shantytown transformation, or new city construction, which could lead to utter ruin at any time if not handled well.

Song Liang saw Li Mu silent, still seemingly lost in thought while driving, and couldn’t help but ask him, “What are you thinking about? Tell me?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Still thinking about commercial real estate. The more I think about it, the more I feel it has great potential.”

Song Liang said, “If you really think it has great potential, then we can try to get involved. The commercial real estate plan you just mentioned, I think it’s very farsighted. However, if we really want to do commercial real estate in Yanjing, we first need to establish ourselves here, starting with residential real estate to test it out and accumulate some capital. After all, the cost of commercial real estate is very high.”

Li Mu nodded. Money wasn’t an issue. This year, he had at least four cash flows. One was the Legend Overlord cheats, which brought in about one million in income per month.

Another was Happy Farm, with a daily transaction volume in the millions. If it could maintain its popularity this year, it could earn at least a few hundred million yuan. Then there was “Mu Online,” which was about to finish its internal testing. If this game couldn’t achieve a daily transaction volume of three to five million in the first half of the year, it would be a waste of his rebirth. The peak data when The9 operated it was a daily transaction volume of nearly ten million.

The last cash flow was YY, which was about to launch. If YY launched and its various value-added services took off, its daily transaction volume would also need to be at least in the millions to be reasonable.

Li Mu was the absolute major shareholder of Muye Technology and Baofeng Entertainment. The money he would earn this year was estimated to be an astronomical figure. This didn’t even include the projected income from Li Mu’s plan to cash out his Eting.com shares. If that were included, this year would truly be a huge harvest.

With so many profit points in hand, Li Mu had enough grasp to invest in real estate projects. This year, he would first test out residential real estate and work well together with Song Liang and Chen Ze. If this team truly had chemistry, they could start large-scale commercial real estate projects next year. Perhaps he could even transform and launch Yanjing’s “Wanda Plaza” in 2003.

Driving, Li Mu said to Song Liang, “I booked a luxury suite at a five-star hotel for you on the East Third Ring Road. Chen Ze will come over for lunch, and we’ll eat and chat directly in the hotel room.”

“Okay, you’re the host, I’ll follow your arrangements.”

Just as he finished speaking, an urgent horn blared from behind the car. Li Mu glanced in the rearview mirror. A black sports car was tailgating his car, constantly honking and flashing its high beams.

Puzzled, Li Mu noticed the lanes on his left and right. On the left, the overtaking lane, a sedan was half a car length ahead of him, moving at a similar speed, around 120 kilometers per hour. On the right, a large bus was also moving fast, at least 110 kilometers per hour, slightly behind him. The black sports car behind clearly wanted to overtake, but at this moment, none of the three cars, including Li Mu’s, left enough space for it to pass. It kept honking and flashing its lights from behind, likely trying to urge Li Mu to speed up and make way for it.

Being so rudely urged from behind annoyed Li Mu a bit. What was so great about a sports car? On the highway, one should still follow traffic rules. His car was already at the maximum allowed speed. If it wanted to overtake, it should find a way from the sides. At the very least, he wouldn’t speed up just to make way for it. So, Li Mu ignored it and maintained his speed of 120 kilometers per hour.

The black sports car behind saw that Li Mu wasn’t paying attention to it, so it kept honking and flashing its high beams. Although it was daytime, the high beams from the car behind were still very noticeable, flashing annoyingly.

Song Liang turned his head to look and couldn’t help but curse, “What’s a BMW Z4 showing off about?”

Li Mu’s expression was slightly annoyed: “Just showing off.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, the BMW behind finally waited until the bus on its right had pulled a certain distance away. Then, it suddenly accelerated, quickly overtaking Li Mu from the right. The moment it was parallel to Li Mu, Li Mu clearly saw the BMW driver: a young man in his twenties. Besides him, there was a beautiful girl in the passenger seat. The BMW driver drove parallel to Li Mu for a few seconds, gave Li Mu the middle finger, and seemed to be cursing and grumbling something. Then, he floored the accelerator and rapidly sped up. Immediately after, as soon as he was half a car length ahead, he suddenly merged from Li Mu’s right side, very quickly, directly in front of him. Overtaking at such close range, and suddenly from the right, this driver was clearly trying to cut Li Mu off at high speed. If Li Mu had instinctively swerved sharply, he would have definitely lost control and crashed directly into the guardrail in the middle of the road. This driver’s behavior was simply reckless, showing no regard for human life, and could definitely be called dangerous driving.

Fortunately, Li Mu kept a tight grip on the steering wheel and wasn’t affected by the other car’s sudden merge, but seeing the car merge so closely still made him break out in a cold sweat. If that jerk had forced his way over a moment earlier, the two cars might have scraped. This was on a highway; his car was going 120, and the other car was going at least 160. Even a slight scrape could total both cars. There were many cars on the road today, and if an accident really happened, it would definitely involve other vehicles.

Li Mu, who rarely experienced road rage, watched as the black BMW Z4 weaved like an S-shape through the traffic ahead and sped away. He couldn’t help but curse, “Damn it, that bastard is driving like he wants to die!”

Song Liang said annoyed, “Yanjing really is a big city; drivers here have such short tempers. Damn, a small sports car is so arrogant. If he were driving a Ferrari, wouldn’t he be flying to the heavens?”

Li Mu gritted his teeth and said, “That car wasn’t even licensed. If I don’t run into him again, fine, but if I do, I’ll settle the score!”

Song Liang laughed and said, “Alright, don’t get so angry. You too, driving a GL8, while he’s driving a BMW Z4. One of his cars costs at least two or three of yours, of course he won’t put you in his eyes. If you were driving a Mercedes-Benz S600, do you think he would have dared to rush you from behind? He wouldn’t dare even if you gave him the guts.”

Li Mu nodded. Song Liang was right. Driving on the road was indeed like that; people driving expensive cars seemed to naturally have more prestige than those driving ordinary cars.

Song Liang then said, “You should get a new car too. This car isn’t suitable for you. You’re alone in Yanjing, at most you’ll have a girlfriend, what’s the use of buying a seven-seater commercial vehicle?”

Li Mu said, “At first, I just wanted something low-key and practical, and I didn’t want to buy an old-fashioned car like an Accord or Passat, so I bought this one.”

“Change it quickly,” Song Liang waved his hand and said, “Get one that starts at one million yuan. Then, fewer people will dare to challenge you on the streets. There are definitely many imported luxury cars in Yanjing; you should look for one.”

Li Mu was swayed by Song Liang’s words. He had thought about changing cars before. The GL8’s comfort was acceptable, but its handling and power were far inferior. Its acceleration was sluggish, and it didn’t have that feeling of shooting forward with a single press of the accelerator. It took almost over ten seconds for it to accelerate from 0 to 100 on the highway, and accelerating past 120 was even more strenuous. Although Li Mu wouldn’t race others, being bullied like that on the road was unbearable. What’s more, in that instant just now, he truly felt uneasy. Although his car at 120 wouldn’t drift, it definitely wasn’t stable. If something really happened, he wouldn’t even have tears to cry.

Besides, he had plenty of money now, so getting a new car was reasonable.
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Convincing Chen Ze to dip his toes into real estate wasn’t a difficult task for Li Mu and Song Liang.

Song Liang himself was an experienced real estate developer, and he had a knack for matching anyone’s most comfortable frequency when discussing matters. He would then use his excellent eloquence and outstanding insights to make the other person feel as if they had met a true confidant.

What’s more, Li Mu was there to back Song Liang up. Putting everything else aside, Song Liang was also a shareholder of Muye Technology, having invested in the Series A funding round. This clearly showed the very close relationship between Li Mu and Song Liang.

After Song Liang explained the four key elements of real estate—connections, capital, vision, and experience—to Chen Ze, Chen Ze immediately realized that he, Li Mu, and Song Liang could perfectly complement each other in these four areas. Coupled with the current real estate boom and excellent market rates, success was guaranteed as long as they acted.

Ever since he invested in Muye Technology, ever since he wanted to build a racetrack, and ever since Li Mu outlined the blueprint for the CSC Club for him, Chen Ze had transformed from a wealthy second-generation heir from an official family who wasn’t particularly interested in making money into a driven young man with a strong desire to make money.

Originally, the concept of making money truly wasn’t in Chen Ze’s mind. He had only recently graduated, and in his own words, he hadn’t had enough fun yet. But after meeting Li Mu, his mindset underwent a drastic change.

Initially, his Dad didn’t even want him to build a racetrack. However, after learning that Chen Ze held a 5% stake in Muye Technology, his Dad basically stopped obstructing him. He knew clearly that his son now had a sense of ambition for his career. If he and his Mom teamed up to stop him, with Chen Ze’s personality, he might cash out his Muye Technology shares to pursue it.

Everyone could see Muye Technology’s future development prospects. At this point, Chen Ze’s parents also didn’t want to see him killing the goose that lays the golden eggs for a mere dream. So, the family offered a solution: he could do it, and his Mom could provide the funds, but his Dad couldn’t offer government-level support. There was also another requirement: he couldn’t cash out his Muye Technology shares. His Dad had even privately advised him to find a way to get Li Mu to invest in the racetrack project.

After Li Mu presented the CSC Club proposal, Chen Ze also discussed it in detail with his parents. To his surprise, his parents greatly praised the plan. The cohesiveness of high-end clubs in terms of connections and resources was beyond imagination, and people of his parents’ caliber understood this even more clearly. However, upon closer thought, one would realize that current high-end clubs primarily targeted successful individuals from the power and business sectors, with no club paying attention to the children of these high-end successful individuals. Yet, their children also possessed extraordinary influence. If a younger generation could gather these people and resources, there would be too many things they could accomplish.

It was precisely Li Mu’s own success and his plan for CSC that made Chen Ze’s parents look at Li Mu with new eyes, and they lavished praise on him in front of Chen Ze. This, to some extent, also stimulated Chen Ze, making him realize that if he wanted his parents to look at him with new eyes, he must achieve something significant in his career. Working with Li Mu now was the best opportunity.

When discussing the real estate company, Song Liang verbally presented a proposal. His current Wanying Real Estate held a Level 2 real estate development qualification. Since the total area of developed housing met the standard last year, they had already begun applying for a Level 1 qualification, which would be approved soon. The three of them could first register a branch company of Wanying Real Estate in Yanjing specifically to handle accounts for Yanjing real estate projects, using Wanying Headquarters’ corporate entity to participate in bidding and development.

The specific execution process would be: they would start registering the company soon, while Song Liang would initiate a detailed and in-depth investigation into Yanjing’s housing prices and real estate projects. Chen Ze and Li Mu would be responsible for gathering relevant information on land. If there was a suitable real estate project, the three would then meet to discuss the specific implementation plan. Once they entered the development phase, Song Liang would have full authority.

As for the shareholding ratio, the three also reached a unified agreement: Song Liang would take a 45% stake, Li Mu a 35% stake, and Chen Ze a 20% stake. However, Chen Ze’s investment would primarily be in the form of government connections and relevant information, supplemented by cash. He only needed to pay 8% of the funds, while Li Mu and Song Liang would proportionately bear the remaining 92% according to their respective shareholding ratios, meaning Li Mu would be responsible for 40.25% and Song Liang for 51.75%.

Li Mu and Song Liang also reached an agreement: if Song Liang was tight on funds and unable to contribute his 51.75% during project initiation, Li Mu would cover the deficit for him. Song Liang would then privately pay Li Mu interest at the normal bank loan rate. This was essentially Li Mu lending money to Song Liang, who would then invest it into the project.

Li Mu originally didn’t want such a hassle; a simple agreement that he would cover Song Liang’s cash shortage would suffice. But Song Liang insisted on clarifying the interest and other details. In his view, this was a joint business venture, and for the sake of everyone involved, many details shouldn’t be handled too emotionally.

The three chatted very smoothly at the dining table in the hotel suite. When dinner was almost finished, Chen Ze asked Song Liang, “Brother Liang, how long are you planning to stay in Yanjing this time? If you have enough time, you can stay for a few days and have some fun.”

Song Liang smiled slightly and said, “I’m heading back tomorrow morning.”

Chen Ze asked him, puzzled, “So soon?”

Song Liang nodded and said, “Yes, there are a lot of things to do with the new property development opening in Haizhou. But since we’ve settled this matter, I’ll be coming over frequently from now on. Anyway, it’s only a two-hour flight.”

Chen Ze sighed and said, “Li Mu and I aren’t familiar with the specific operations of real estate. In the future, we’ll have to trouble you, Brother Liang, with many things here. You’ll have to work hard in the early stages.”

Song Liang laughed, “It’s only right. The three of us each have our strengths, so we should definitely do what we’re good at. It’s only right for me to make a few more trips.”

Saying that, Song Liang looked at Li Mu and teased, “I’m just worried that Xiao Mu won’t be able to spare the time and energy to attend to things here. Xiao Mu, tell me, how many companies do you have now?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “If you want to expand the scale of your business, shell companies are definitely indispensable. Look at actual Fortune 500 companies; pick any one, and the total number of wholly-owned, controlling stake, and minority stake companies under it would be at least hundreds, spread globally. How many do I have now? Besides, there’s overlap at the business level, so it’s not troublesome to operate.”

Chen Ze laughed and said, “Li Mu and I have another matter to attend to, regarding the racetrack and sports car club. Once I register the company, he’ll have one more company where he holds a stake.”

Song Liang looked at Li Mu and said helplessly, “You are absolutely the most active person I’ve ever met. Look at how much you’ve made happen in the short time you’ve been in Yanjing.”

Li Mu laughed, “Life is about making things happen. If you don’t seize the chance to do things while you’re young, you won’t have the drive when you’re older.”

Song Liang nodded, smiling, “Whatever you say makes sense to me. Damn it, I just can’t help but be convinced by you.”

Chen Ze also burst out laughing, “Brother Liang, I feel the same way you do about that.”

For this, the two even exaggeratedly shook hands.

Li Mu saw that it was still early, so he stood up and said, “Let’s not stay in the hotel. Let’s go to SugarClub and have some drinks to relax.”

The two readily agreed. Chen Ze didn’t forget to let Song Liang in on a secret: “Brother Liang, Li Mu also has shares in this SugarClub.”

Song Liang was stunned for a moment, then chuckled softly and shook his head, exclaiming with emotion, “I truly feel inferior to him!”

…

Sanlitun was quite far from the school, so Li Mu also drove his GL8. Li Mu intended for Song Liang and Chen Ze to get to know each other better, so he let Song Liang ride in Chen Ze’s car, while he drove the GL8 behind them.

Arriving at SugarClub again, Li Mu parked the car under the Security Guard’s guidance. As soon as he got out, he had a distinct feeling: the entrance of SugarClub was full of luxury cars.

Perhaps he had been stimulated by that BMW Z4 on the road today, making him more sensitive to luxury cars. A quick glance showed that the two rows of cars at the entrance were mostly BMWs, Mercedes-Benzes, Audis, Lexuses, and even higher-end models. There were even sports car brands like Porsche, Maserati, Ferrari, and Lamborghini, as well as ultra-luxury cars like Rolls-Royce and Bentley.

Li Mu had previously been puzzled as to why some high-end sports car brands hadn’t officially entered the Chinese market for sales, yet they occasionally appeared in Yanjing. Later, Xu Jiaming revealed to Li Mu that as long as you had connections, any car could be obtained in China now, and they could all get licensed plates. There were people in their circles who specialized in this business. As long as you could afford the price, you could directly purchase a specified model from abroad and bring it into the country through legitimate or illegitimate channels. Illegitimate channels basically involved smuggled cars, while legitimate channels were similar to what would later be known as parallel import cars.

Yanjing had many wealthy people, and the high-end car market was actually very large. Many people, for the sake of face and novelty, specifically sought out relevant traders to purchase cars from overseas, making the market very booming.

At this moment, Chen Ze also parked his car and came over with Song Liang to Li Mu. Seeing him looking at the cars, Chen Ze couldn’t help but say, “Thinking of getting a new car?”

Li Mu nodded.

Chen Ze patted Li Mu’s shoulder and said, “I just heard Brother Liang talk about what happened on your way back from the airport. Your GL8 is indeed too low-key. Get a better one. I’ll find someone to get you a good license plate. From now on, no one in Yanjing would dare to cross your car.”

Li Mu said, “I definitely need to buy a car, I just haven’t decided what to buy yet.”

As the three spoke, they simultaneously walked into SugarClub. Chen Ze asked Li Mu, “What type of car do you like? Sedan or SUV?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “SUV.”

Chen Ze said without hesitation, “Get a third-generation Range Rover. It’s new and very imposing.”

Li Mu subconsciously shook his head, “I don’t really like the Range Rover.”

Thinking of the car’s future user demographic, Li Mu wasn’t too keen on the Range Rover model.

Then, Li Mu suddenly remembered Xu Jiaming’s black Mercedes-Benz G55 and blurted out, “I want to get a G55, silver.”





Chapter 415: Seeking Justice for Chen Wan

Chen Ze heard Li Mu say he wanted to buy a G55 and couldn’t help but remind him, “That car isn’t very comfortable. The suspension, tuning, and seats aren’t really suited for city driving.”

Li Mu asked him, “A car costing two or three million, it can’t be less comfortable than my GL8, can it?”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Of course, that’s not the same thing. What I mean is, for its price range, the G55’s comfort is quite ordinary, but it’s definitely much better than your GL8.”

Li Mu said, “That’s enough then. I really like that car. It’s upright and square, very imposing.”

Chen Ze nodded, “That car is quite good for off-roading. But if you’re interested, just buy it. Anyway, that amount of money is nothing to you.”

Li Mu asked him, “Can I buy it domestically, or do I need to have someone get it for me?”

Chen Ze said, “It’s not easy to buy domestically. Let’s ask Fatty Wang later; he has connections in that area.”

Arriving at the private room, Fatty Wang had already rushed over upon hearing the news. His bar business had been excellent recently, and his face was radiant. As soon as he arrived, he busied himself arranging for cigarettes and alcohol. Li Mu introduced Song Liang to Fatty Wang, but didn’t elaborate, simply saying he was a family friend.

Fatty Wang shook hands with Song Liang, and at the same time, didn’t forget to pull out a business card and hand it over, saying, “Brother Liang, if you ever come to Yanjing, just look for me. I’ll provide a one-stop service for food, drink, and entertainment, guaranteed to be more thorough than what Li Mu arranges.”

Song Liang nodded his thanks and took the business card. Chen Ze, who was beside them, said, “Oh, right, Li Mu wants to buy a G55. You have a lot of friends in this area, can you help him find one?”

Fatty Wang said, “Oh, for buying a car, you definitely have to find Old Cai. He’s the top guy for dealing in cars in Yanjing. As long as it’s a civilian vehicle, no matter the brand or model, if you give him enough money, he can find a way to get it in. If you order a car like the G55 from a domestic dealer, it’ll take forever, at least several months. But if you go through Old Cai, it’ll definitely be delivered within a month at most.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Who is Old Cai?”

“Cai Zhengmao,” Fatty Wang said. “His family is in import-export trade. He himself is particularly fond of cars, especially luxury sports cars, so he used his family’s channels and connections to start a business dealing in imported cars. He mainly sources cars from the North American and Middle Eastern markets, then ships them to Tianjin port. He can handle the car purchase and all customs declarations directly.”

Li Mu felt the name sounded familiar and couldn’t help but say, “I feel like I’ve heard this person’s name somewhere before.”

Fatty Wang asked, “Have you two met?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No, I haven’t.”

Fatty Wang said, “Then maybe you heard about him from a friend in one of your circles. Jiaming’s G55 was also arranged by him. That kid has a hell of a lot of luxury cars, at least eight or nine, from Rolls-Royce to Ferrari.”

“Ferrari!” Li Mu suddenly remembered!

Back then, Geng Yang, who had been pestering Chen Wan, had beaten Zhao Kang. Li Mu had called Lin Lin to inquire about it, and Lin Lin had mentioned this person’s name at the time. It seemed Geng Yang and he had both bought red Ferraris, and Geng Yang had driven that Ferrari to the hot spring hotel to have people beat Zhao Kang.

That kid Geng Yang hadn’t made any moves recently. Li Mu wondered what relationship this Cai Zhengmao had with him.

So, Li Mu asked him, “Have you heard of someone named Geng Yang? What’s his relationship with Cai Zhengmao?”

Fatty Wang immediately thought of the situation and burst out laughing, “If you hadn’t mentioned Geng Yang, I would have almost forgotten! That kid was really messed up by you!”

As he spoke, Fatty Wang swallowed and continued, “After that kid came to Yanjing, he bought a Ferrari and spent money treating people all day long. He finally managed to get one foot into the circles, but after your ‘Old Boys’ premiered, his family scolded him so badly that he ran straight back to Yanjing from his hometown. Not long after, I heard his family completely cut off his finances. He had no money on hand. Tang Quan, who used to hang out with him, stopped bothering with him. Even Tang Quan couldn’t be bothered with him, so someone like Cai Zhengmao wouldn’t even look at him. Geng Yang probably couldn’t sustain it anymore and dejectedly went back to his hometown in Jizhou.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, “That’s good. Otherwise, if he had a close relationship with Geng Yang, he might not be willing to sell me the car.”

Fatty Wang chuckled, “Your reputation in these circles in Yanjing is really damn big now. Ji Shen Laobai Gan’s sales have dropped significantly, and it’s said to be all thanks to you. Our local Erguotou and several liquor brands from the Northeast, seeing Ji Shen Laobai Gan going downhill, have been relentlessly pursuing and attacking them, leaving Ji Shen Laobai Gan in a very sorry state now.”

Li Mu knew that ‘Old Boys’ would definitely have a certain impact on Ji Shen Laobai Gan, but he didn’t know the exact extent of the impact. However, this was also the price of their arrogance.

Fatty Wang then asked, “When do you want to order the car? I can arrange for him to meet you.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “There’s no need to meet. Since you’re familiar with him, could you please help me inquire about the price? I want a silver G55. Ask him to give me a quote and also ask how long it will specifically take.”

Fatty Wang immediately nodded and said, “I’ll go make a call and ask.”

After speaking, Fatty Wang left the private room first. About five minutes later, he re-entered and said to Li Mu, “I just asked. He said he has a Middle Eastern custom bulletproof G55, silver, and he’s looking for a buyer. The selling price is three million five hundred thousand. If you’re interested, pay a five hundred thousand deposit, and it can be loaded onto a ship next week.”

Li Mu calculated in his mind. A G55 would cost over two million including tax now. A bulletproof custom version sounded so high-end, its price should at least double. But three million five hundred thousand, that price seemed a bit too cheap.

Before Li Mu could voice the puzzlement in his heart, Fatty Wang explained, “Cai Zhengmao said this was custom-ordered by a wealthy individual in the Middle East. Later, they didn’t like it and switched to ordering a military version Hummer H1. So, this car was sold off cheaply. It’s said it’s never even been driven. It was shipped from Germany to the Middle East and has just been sitting there in the Middle East. If it came in at full price, it would probably be around five million.”

Li Mu nodded. At that moment, while he was tempted, he also felt that spending three million five hundred thousand on a car might be a bit excessive. However, thinking about his encounter on the road today, a thought solidified in his mind: no matter what, he needed a safe, robust, and somewhat symbolic car. Otherwise, if something were to happen one day, it wouldn’t be something that three million could make up for.

So, Li Mu made up his mind and said to Fatty Wang, “Please tell him I’ll take the car. Give me an account number, and I’ll transfer five hundred thousand to his account tomorrow.”

“Alright,” Fatty Wang nodded, “I’ll contact him right away.”

Fatty Wang conveyed Li Mu’s intention to buy the car to Cai Zhengmao. The other party gave a rough timeline: it would be loaded onto a ship next week, a twenty-day voyage to Tianjin. He had special channels, so once the car landed, he could complete the procedures and have it delivered to Yanjing within three days. He would then arrange for the car to be transported to Yanjing, and Li Mu could pay him the remaining three million then.

…

After initially settling the real estate development cooperation matters with Song Liang and Chen Ze, Li Mu realized that he hadn’t contacted Chen Wan for the past two days. The last time Chen Wan came back, Zhao Kang had driven his car to pick her up from the airport. Since then, he hadn’t found time to contact her.

On the day Song Liang left Yanjing, Li Mu invited Chen Wan out for dinner. It was then that he learned she hadn’t yet been able to complete her resignation procedures.

At the dinner table, Chen Wan pretended to be relaxed and said, “It looks like I’ll have to wait another twenty-odd days. If they still don’t process my resignation after a full month, I’ll apply for arbitration. It’s only about twenty days anyway. Xiangnan Satellite TV said it’s fine and they can wait, so I can also take this opportunity to rest for a while.”

Li Mu said, somewhat annoyed, “Yanjing TV’s way of doing things is too disgusting. When you were there, they suppressed you, not even giving you a chance to appear on camera. Now that you’re leaving, they still can’t quickly process your resignation. It’s simply harming others without benefiting themselves, just trying to make things difficult for people.”

Chen Wan smiled slightly, and instead, comforted Li Mu, “Don’t be angry, it’s fine. If they want to be despicable, let them be despicable. We won’t stoop to their level.”

Li Mu said, “I just feel wronged for you. Enduring so much injustice for so long is one thing, but even when you’re leaving, you have to be played. That host of ‘Extraordinary Interview’ definitely has an unspeakable relationship with your station’s leadership.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “I don’t know about that, and don’t guess blindly. After dinner, come shopping with me at Wangfujing. The weather is getting warmer, and I want to buy a lighter jacket.”

Li Mu nodded, no longer discussing the TV station issue with Chen Wan, but instead began to ponder it in his heart.

When Chen Wan first joined Yanjing Satellite TV, she was assigned to the ‘Extraordinary Interview’ program team as an intern assistant host. Ma Weiwei thought she was young, beautiful, and had a good temperament, so she kept suppressing her, not allowing her to appear on camera or go to other program teams. Her intention was very clear: she didn’t want Chen Wan to appear on any program on Yanjing Satellite TV. If it were just Ma Weiwei acting alone, she might have been able to suppress Chen Wan at first. But after Chen Wan became popular through ‘Old Boys’, she would definitely have entered the station leadership’s sight. Even so, she still didn’t get a chance to appear on camera, which indicated that Ma Weiwei was definitely not suppressing Chen Wan solely with her own abilities; there must have been senior leadership helping her.

Li Mu had heard far too much gossip and about various shady dealings in the entertainment and host industries, so he instinctively determined that Ma Weiwei and a certain senior executive at Yanjing TV must have a close relationship. Therefore, Li Mu’s thoughts throughout the evening were focused on Ma Weiwei. Although Chen Wan was happy to have peace and willing to waste a month to achieve a peaceful resignation, Li Mu simply couldn’t swallow this anger. If Chen Wan was still going to be troubled by these people even as she left, then would all the injustice she suffered during her time at Yanjing Satellite TV just be for nothing?

She might be very magnanimous and open-minded, but Li Mu couldn’t be. He felt that he absolutely had to seek justice for Chen Wan in this matter.

So he called Xu Jiaming. After exchanging pleasantries, he asked him, “Jiaming, wealthy families like yours can’t avoid all sorts of inside stories and gossip, so you probably have to deal with private detectives regularly, right?”





Chapter 416: Private Detective

Hearing that Li Mu wanted to hire a private detective, Xu Jiaming was slightly surprised, then chuckled into the phone and asked, “What do you need a private detective for?”

Li Mu said, “I definitely have a use for a private detective. Don’t ask so many questions, just introduce me to someone suitable.”

Xu Jiaming said with a smile, “I know quite a few private detectives. How about I introduce you to one of my go-to guys?”

Li Mu pouted. “Showing off, huh? ‘Go-to guy’…”

Xu Jiaming laughed. “He’s definitely a top-notch private detective. I’ll give him your number later and have him contact you.”

“Alright.”

A moment later, Li Mu received a call from an unfamiliar number. As soon as he answered, a slightly deep male voice asked, “Hello, is this Mr. Li?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgement. “Yes, it is. Who is this?”

The other party said, “I was introduced by Mr. Xu. I run an investigation company. When would you be available to meet so we can discuss things in person?”

Li Mu immediately understood that this must be the private detective Xu Jiaming had recommended, so he said, “I’m free tomorrow afternoon.”

The other party said, “Okay, if it’s convenient, you can come to my office to talk.”

Li Mu said, “Let’s meet in Zhongguancun. I’ll send you the specific address later.”

When hiring a private detective to investigate someone, it’s crucial to ensure you remain in the shadows and can’t be traced back to the source. Therefore, Li Mu, being cautious, decided to meet the person in person.

The other party readily agreed, saying, “Then I’ll wait for your text.”

Li Mu arranged to meet the man in a teahouse in Zhongguancun. The next afternoon, a little after four o’clock, Li Mu met the private detective Xu Jiaming had introduced.

The business card the man handed over showed his name was Xu Jianjun. He wasn’t tall, dark, and wiry, and he didn’t smile, looking every bit like someone who had served in the military.

Li Mu didn’t immediately state his request to Xu Jianjun. Instead, after introducing themselves, he asked about the general state of the private detective industry and Xu’s experience in the field.

Xu Jianjun said, “Private detectives have been developing in the country for over a decade, but it’s still a relatively niche industry. There are currently about ten thousand practitioners, and their professional quality varies greatly. It’s quite chaotic, I’d say. I’ve been in this line of work for six years and have made a bit of a name for myself.”

Then, Xu Jianjun looked at Li Mu and said frankly, “To be honest, I generally don’t take on new cases anymore. I mainly serve a few large clients. If it weren’t for Mr. Xu’s introduction, I wouldn’t have taken your case.”

Li Mu thought to himself, Oh ho, this Xu Jianjun looks like he’s in his early thirties and has been doing this for several years. He should understand the essence of the service industry. Those in the service industry should have a “customer is God” attitude, no matter what. But he’s speaking so bluntly, saying he’s only taking on the case because of Xu Jiaming. He’s got a bit of arrogance about him.

However, Li Mu wasn’t unhappy. The person Xu Jiaming introduced must have solid professional skills. A little arrogance is fine.

So, Li Mu said, “I want you to follow someone and investigate her private life, especially to find out the identities of the men she’s in close contact with. It would be even better if you could get photos, videos, or audio recordings.”

Xu Jianjun nodded, saying expressionlessly, “Mr. Li, for just tracking and investigation, my standard rate is three thousand yuan per day. If the target is a public figure or a well-known person in business or politics, the fee will be higher. Also, providing photos is standard. If you need videos or audio recordings, the fee will be adjusted accordingly. If it involves gathering evidence in indoor or private locations, the risk and cost are higher, so that will also be more expensive.”

Li Mu said, “I understand. Money isn’t an issue. I want as much information as possible, and private locations are fine too.”

Xu Jianjun quickly pulled out a small notebook and said, “Then please give me a detailed description of the target you want me to investigate.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “The person I want you to investigate is Ma Weiwei, a Host at Yanjing Satellite TV.”

Xu Jianjun immediately used his unique recording method to write a long string of Chinese characters and letters in his notebook. Li Mu glanced at it and found that there was no discernible pattern at all. He had no idea what Xu was recording; probably only he himself knew.

Xu Jianjun finished writing and looked up at Li Mu. Li Mu continued, “I need to know which men she has close relationships with in her private life after work, who she eats with, who she rides with, who she goes to private places with, even who she goes home with, who she brings home, etc. The more details, the better.”

Xu Jianjun nodded slightly and asked, “What’s the time frame? How long do you need me to investigate?”

Li Mu said, “Follow her for a week first.”

Xu Jianjun said, “If you tell me specifically what kind of information you want, I can give you feedback as soon as I get it. If you don’t tell me specifically, then I’ll collect information according to the needs you listed and connect with you every three days.”

“Connect every three days?” Li Mu asked him, “Can you connect every day?”

“Yes, but increasing the frequency of connection requires extra money.”

Li Mu was speechless, waving his hand and saying, “Then add it!”

Xu Jianjun nodded, then immediately calculated the bill and said to Li Mu, “Three thousand yuan per day for basic service, plus an extra two thousand because the person you mentioned is a public figure, plus five hundred for connecting every day, which is five thousand five hundred yuan per day. Seven days is thirty-eight thousand five hundred.”

As he spoke, Xu Jianjun added, “You said earlier that you need as much information as possible, so I’m assuming that in addition to photos during tracking, you also need video and audio recording services. This item costs an additional one thousand yuan per day, which is another seven thousand yuan for seven days. In addition, eavesdropping and hidden cameras in private places are charged per instance. For ordinary residences, one installation and removal costs thirty thousand yuan in total, villas cost fifty thousand yuan, and office spaces cost eighty thousand yuan. The default operating cycle of the equipment is ten days. If it’s less than ten days, it’s calculated as ten days. If the time is exceeded, the price is calculated on a daily basis. If it is discovered by the other party and interrupted, it will be charged according to the number of days it has been successfully operated. I will refund you for the part that is less than ten days.”

“In addition, all the eavesdropping and hidden camera equipment I use will be specially treated, and the data can be transmitted back in real time, so even if it is discovered by the other party, it will not affect the data collected before, and it will definitely not cause you any trouble.”

Li Mu calculated in his mind that the cost of investigating her for a week would be about one hundred thousand yuan. This guy’s price is really too high. How many white-collar workers can’t earn one hundred thousand yuan a year? For him, it’s just a week’s work pay.

Xu Jianjun saw that Li Mu’s expression was strange, smiled slightly, and said, “Actually, to be honest, Mr. Li, my quotation is basically double the market price, so generally speaking, but I can provide the best service in the industry, so everything depends on whether this matter is really important to you. If it is not so important, there is no need to spend so much money to investigate the other party.”

Li Mu didn’t really care about the money, he just felt that the charge was a bit outrageous, but it was just a sigh, not really thinking it was too expensive and wanting to give up. Since Xu Jianjun was so confident, and even Xu Jiaming recommended him, then he should still have some skills. If he could dig up the scandal between Ma Weiwei and a certain leader of the TV station, one hundred thousand yuan would still be very cost-effective.

So Li Mu agreed on the spot and said, “No problem, just do as you said, preferably starting tonight.”

Xu Jianjun nodded: “If you start tonight, then Mr. Li, you need to pay me one hundred thousand yuan in advance, which is equivalent to a pre-payment. After the task is completed, the excess will be refunded and the shortage will be made up.”

Li Mu then said, “I’ll go to the bank to get the money for you later.”

Xu Jianjun took out a black thickened plastic bag and a Nokia blue-screen mobile phone from his briefcase, handed them to Li Mu, and said to him: “In order not to leave you with any worries, you will use this mobile phone to contact me in the future, and I will call this mobile phone if I need to find you. Also, when you withdraw the money later, put it in a plastic bag, and I will wait for you in the car at the bank entrance. Just throw the money in through the window, and leave the rest to me.”

“No problem.”

……

Ma Weiwei has been troubled by Chen Wan recently.

The online attacks against her continued, and even a large number of viewers called the TV station’s hotline every day to scold her, and even wrote letters to scold her. The most disgusting thing was that sometimes when she came to work in the morning, she would find notes attacking her scattered around the TV station, which made her constantly talked about in the TV station, and she was also under a lot of pressure. Because her condition has been extremely poor recently, Ma Weiwei has repeatedly rejected Zhan Yun’s demands in that regard, and immediately drives home after get off work every day, not wanting to contact any unnecessary people, just thinking about enduring humiliation and bearing the burden of this incident, and waiting for the heat to gradually subside.

After getting off work in the afternoon, Ma Weiwei drove home, but she didn’t know that a car followed her all the way from the TV station to the community, and even figured out her house number.

The next morning, Xu Jianjun came to the entrance of the community where Ma Weiwei lived and squatted, and waited until Ma Weiwei drove away from the community before quietly touching Ma Weiwei’s door. After confirming that no one was at home, Xu Jianjun opened Ma Weiwei’s door lock with a superb technique in twenty seconds, and then quickly entered the home of this single Host.

The wireless transmitting bug was very small. Xu Jianjun stuck one upwards on the bottom of the sofa in the living room, and hid another in the gap on the back of the head of the bed in the bedroom.

The camera, which was less than two millimeters in diameter, was installed in the ceiling lights in the living room and bedroom. The main body was glued to the lamp panel with strong double-sided tape, and the tiny camera connected to the cable was directly installed in the gap.

Xu Jianjun was very experienced in installing cameras. The camera was installed in the lampshade. It could not be seen when the light was on, and it could not be seen when the light was off.

If the light is on, no one will look directly at the ceiling light. Even if they look directly at it, the light will attract all the attention, and it is impossible to find any clues in this gap. The main body glued to the lamp panel will not even reveal a shadow, which is the so-called blind spot under the light.

After doing this, Xu Jianjun immediately dealt with all the traces he had left behind, and then quietly retreated.

Xu Jianjun is indeed top-notch in the private detective industry, so top-notch that few people in the industry really know his name, because since he showed his ability in reconnaissance, he immediately became the go-to detective for large families and wealthy people, so that he no longer needs to take on other jobs, let alone do any publicity and promotion. Moreover, under normal circumstances, he will not accept new customers introduced by old customers, because he does not want his energy to be too scattered, and he does not want too many people to know about him, which will make his old customers feel that he is no longer as focused and safe as before.

Under normal circumstances, Xu Jianjun likes to deal with wealthy businessmen. Most of their needs are for commercial information and business intelligence of competitors. This kind of work has technical skill, challenges, makes a lot of money, and has a sense of accomplishment, unlike most private detectives in society, who investigate some boring gossip every day, or some trivial matters of adultery between men and women. This time Li Mu asked him to investigate the private life of a female Host, and he felt a little disgusted in his heart, but there was no way, who made him always put the needs of customers first? As long as he accepted the client’s commission, he couldn’t refuse even if the client asked him to do something vulgar.

But then again, if it wasn’t for Xu Jiaming’s introduction, he wouldn’t have accepted Li Mu’s commission no matter what. After all, more than half of his income comes from the Xu family, and it is Xu Jiaming and his family, so Xu Jiaming is his biggest customer, and he has to give him this face (social standing).

After installing the eavesdropping and hidden camera equipment, Xu Jianjun’s work has just begun. In the coming week, he needs to spend most of his time and energy on Ma Weiwei’s affairs. He first arranged for his assistant to squat near the TV station to guard Ma Weiwei. Once Ma Weiwei leaves the TV station, his assistant will bite her tightly and follow her for filming. He and another assistant will always stay in a modified minivan. The bugs and hidden cameras he installed in Ma Weiwei’s house transmit sound and video through radio signals, all of which are actively captured and recorded by the vehicle-mounted radio equipment. Compared with those devices that can actively transmit wirelessly, only this kind of equipment can guarantee a longer standby time, otherwise he would have to sneak into Ma Weiwei’s house at least every other day to replace the batteries for the equipment.

The distance of radio propagation is limited. Generally, in order to ensure the transmission quality, he needs to ensure that the straight-line distance between himself and Ma Weiwei’s house does not exceed one kilometer. Therefore, once Ma Weiwei goes home, he has to rush to the radio reception range in time and monitor the situation in Ma Weiwei’s house in the car.

Zhan Yun hasn’t been able to get a chance with her (idiom, to get close to a beautiful woman) on Ma Weiwei for several days. For him, after getting used to Ma Weiwei, a beautiful woman who is more than ten years younger than himself, he can no longer adapt to the old woman at home. Ma Weiwei has been hiding from him these days, and she doesn’t answer his calls or reply to his text messages after get off work. Once he plucked up the courage to go to her door, he was kicked out by her. Ma Weiwei said that she was not in the mood to sleep with him. Although Zhan Yun was angry, he couldn’t express it. After all, he could also understand Ma Weiwei’s current situation.

However, the emotions that have not been released for so many days have been accumulating in Zhan Yun’s heart. In the TV station, he accidentally saw Ma Weiwei’s back, staring at her upturned and full buttocks, Zhan Yun gritted his teeth in his heart and swore: “No matter what reason you have today, father (informal, used by son to refer to father) is going to fuck you!”





Chapter 417: A Productive First Day

In the afternoon, Ma Weiwei received a text message from Zhan Yun in her office.

“Get off work early, I’ll come to your place tonight.”

Ma Weiwei frowned tightly when she saw the message, then replied: “I’m not in a good mood, maybe another day!”

Zhan Yun’s tone was forceful: “No, it has to be tonight!”

“I’m on my period!”

“Impossible!”

“It’s true!”

“Don’t trick me, you never wear light-colored pants when you’re on your period! There hasn’t been an exception in years!”

Ma Weiwei looked down and saw that she was indeed wearing white pants today, and immediately felt a headache.

She indeed had this habit. An unexpected period during her student days, combined with light-colored pants, left her traumatized. Since then, she developed a habit of never wearing light-colored pants or skirts during her period. Having personally experienced one of a woman’s biggest embarrassments once, she never wanted to experience it a second time in her life.

Given how long her private relationship with Zhan Yun had lasted, it wasn’t surprising that he noticed this detail.

Ma Weiwei reverted to her previous excuse: “I’m really not in a good mood, can we do it another day?”

Zhan Yun was furious: “You use this excuse to fob me off every day. What do you take me for? I want you to accompany me, and I have to beg you???”

Zhan Yun rarely repeated punctuation marks in his texts. If he used three exclamation marks or three question marks consecutively, it usually meant he was genuinely very emotional. After all this time, although Ma Weiwei had no feelings for him, she understood him to some extent. As a mistress, the most important thing was to gauge his moods. She had been feeling down lately, and she had initially thought Zhan Yun would understand to some extent. Once her mood improved, she would coax him and perform well, and the matter would pass. But seeing him now, Ma Weiwei knew she couldn’t fool him anymore.

So Ma Weiwei sighed and replied via text: “Alright, I’ll leave right after work. You can just come over then.”

Seeing Ma Weiwei’s message, Zhan Yun, who was in his office, finally relaxed a little. He then took out his keys, opened his office cabinet, and pulled out a paper bag that was folded shut and taped.

Zhan Yun opened the bag, and inside lay a pink nurse uniform. In those days, adult toys hadn’t yet become a widespread trend in the country, but uniform fetish had long been rampant in the adult films of island nations. Zhan Yun had finally managed to find a workwear store and bravely bought this proper nurse uniform. In his mind, he had already fantasized countless times about Ma Weiwei wearing it and letting him have his way with her in bed. After waiting so many days, it was finally going to happen today.

So, he called his wife and told her: “Darling wife, pick up the child and eat out tonight. I have to go north to have dinner with some entrepreneur friends.”

“Then make sure you drink less. Don’t drive if you drink too much. Ask the restaurant to arrange a designated driver, or take a taxi back.”

Zhan Yun’s wife didn’t suspect anything. Ever since her husband climbed the ranks, he had clearly become busier than before. Directors, producers, and actors often sought him out for meals, and some entrepreneurs always tried to win him over. Zhan Yun had also brought home a good amount of ‘gray income’ from these engagements. Therefore, his wife was very supportive of his ‘social networking’ outside. A few days ago, she had just bought a new apartment for her Mom and Dad, and she had clearly become the most promising among her siblings. This was all because Zhan Yun was gaining influence, and she naturally understood the importance of such ‘social networking’.

Zhan Yun smiled and said: “Don’t worry, I know my limits.”

Just as he was about to hang up, his wife cooed: “My driver’s license came two months ago, when are you going to buy me a car? If you buy me a car, then when you have these social engagements outside, I can drive to pick you up.”

This was exactly what Zhan Yun feared. If he really bought her a car, and she insisted on driving to pick him up when he used such an excuse again, what then? Would he have to sneak out of Ma Weiwei’s place, exhausted, and then run to the entrance of some restaurant or club, secretly douse himself in alcohol smell, and wait for her to pick him up? Don’t be absurd, I’m willing to spend money to buy her Mom and Dad a house, isn’t that precisely to make her content for now and stop bringing up buying a car?

So, Zhan Yun said: “You, you need to be more low-key with your spending. You just bought a house for your Mom and Dad a while ago, spending over eight hundred thousand yuan in one go, and now you want a car again. Buying a house is fine; with your Mom and Dad’s names on it, outsiders won’t know we paid for it. But if you buy a car, and we each have one, what will people say? My monthly salary is only around ten thousand yuan, and yours is only a few thousand yuan. Won’t owning two cars be too conspicuous?”

When Zhan Yun brought up the house purchase and then mentioned how conspicuous a car would be, his wife immediately deflated. Indeed, she had just bought a house for her family, and Zhan Yun’s willingness to spend such a large sum on her Mom and Dad had already filled her with joy. With Zhan Yun saying that, she truly felt that bringing up buying a car at this moment was a bit excessive. So, in a self-reproaching tone, she said: “Husband, don’t be angry. It was my oversight, I’m sorry. I won’t bring it up again.”

Zhan Yun, knowing how to give her an out, said lightly: “It’s not that buying a car is out of the question, it’s just that the time isn’t right yet. Don’t overthink it, I know what I’m doing.”

With that, Zhan Yun’s wife’s mood improved significantly. She immediately smiled and said: “Husband, you’re the best! Thank you, husband! Mwah, mwah, mwah, mwah!”

Hearing the kissing sounds from the phone, Zhan Yun’s brows furrowed, and his lips curled upwards in disdain. The thought of his ‘old hag’ wife deliberately acting cutesy gave him a headache. It truly was as the saying went: ‘Ugly people cause more trouble.’

Ma Weiwei was still better. Young, beautiful, with an excellent figure, and most importantly, obedient. He could ‘develop’ any part of her body he wanted, however he wanted, and Ma Weiwei always complied. Of course, her recent bad mood made some resistance understandable.

Stroking the pink nurse uniform, Zhan Yun’s face lit up with a smile, his excitement barely contained.

…

Ma Weiwei left work on time, driving away from the TV station, unaware that from the moment she exited, she was being watched.

As one of Yanjing’s top private detectives, Xu Jianjun naturally wouldn’t work alone to guarantee high-quality service to his clients. In fact, he had a team of nearly ten people, more than half of whom were soldiers he had led during his time as a non-commissioned officer in the military. Xu Jianjun was originally a scout in the Yanjing Garrison Command. After retiring, he was incidentally introduced to the private detective profession for money, and immediately felt that his skills had found their purpose. He started by working for others, then went solo, and later, several soldiers he had trained also retired and were recruited by him, becoming his capable subordinates.

With the professional qualities of scouts, quasi-military management, and high-end equipment support, Xu Jianjun’s team, strong in both ‘software’ (skills) and ‘hardware’ (equipment), rapidly grew. However, Xu Jianjun himself was very cautious. He never allowed clients to meet his team members, nor did he ever disclose client information to his team members. Team members would only know who to track or investigate when executing a mission, but even after completing the task and receiving their share, they would never know who the actual employer was. This was also a testament to Xu Jianjun’s professionalism.

With vehicle-mounted radios paired with relay stations, his team could communicate in real-time within Yanjing city. The information that Ma Weiwei had left work and was driving home was immediately relayed to Xu Jianjun. He quickly directed his subordinates, who were with him, to drive their specially modified minivan towards Ma Weiwei’s neighborhood.

Ma Weiwei indeed drove straight home, without any stops. She drove her car directly into her residential complex, and after parking in the underground garage, she immediately locked the car and went upstairs to her apartment.

Xu Jianjun was already in position. He had his subordinates park the car in a small alley, while he sat in the fully enclosed rear compartment. This area had been modified, with a radio signal receiving and transmitting system installed at the bottom of a seat, connected to a decoding device and a laptop.

Xu Jianjun put on his over-ear headphones, turned on the receiver, and fiddled with the computer for a moment. Immediately, he received two feeds. Both were live video transmissions from Ma Weiwei’s home: one of the living room, and one of the master bedroom.

Two or three minutes later, Ma Weiwei arrived home. Xu Jianjun could clearly see the apartment door open and the lights turn on. After a moment of a completely white screen, the camera adjusted to the new lighting conditions, capturing the living room very clearly.

Back home, a weary Ma Weiwei took off her shoes and coat, then went to the bedroom to change into a set of pajamas. Xu Jianjun witnessed her entire changing process but maintained excellent control over his psychological and physiological responses, showing no fluctuations.

After changing into her pajamas, Ma Weiwei walked to the living room and sat on the sofa. Just as she turned on the TV, her phone rang. Xu Jianjun heard her say into the phone: “I’m home. Where are you?”

Then, Ma Weiwei said again: “Okay, I’ll go shower first. Just come straight up when you arrive. The spare key is still in the usual spot.”

Immediately after, once the other person finished speaking, Ma Weiwei, frowning with an impatient expression but an unchanged tone, said: “Don’t worry, I won’t spray any perfume, and I’ll use unscented shower gel. I won’t leave any scent on you.”

After speaking, Ma Weiwei hung up, somewhat annoyed, and threw the phone onto the sofa. She then stood up and headed straight for the bathroom.

Xu Jianjun had strong professional ethics; he hadn’t installed any listening or hidden camera devices in the bathroom.

From the earpiece, the faint sound of running water could be heard. Xu Jianjun mused to himself: “From what Ma Weiwei said on the phone, it’s clear a man is going to her place for a rendezvous. And she even said she wouldn’t use perfume or unscented shower gel, to ensure no scent is left on him. This clearly indicates the other party is a married person… Could this case really be so smooth? A harvest on the very first day?”





Chapter 418: Let’s Use a Different Routine to Finish Them Off

When Zhan Yun entered, Ma Weiwei was still showering in the bathroom.

Anxious and not looking around, Zhan Yun entered and, hearing the sound of water from the bathroom, blurted out, “Baby, are you done yet?”

Ma Weiwei said from behind the bathroom door, “Almost.”

Zhan Yun immediately took out the gift bag from his briefcase, pulled out the pink nurse uniform, and said impatiently, “Don’t wear your pajamas after you shower. I’ve prepared a new outfit for you.”

“New clothes? Where did you get new clothes?”

Zhan Yun said, “I bought them, especially for you!”

Ma Weiwei said, “New clothes need to be washed before you wear them!”

Zhan Yun quickly said, “No need to wash them, just put them on for a moment so I can take a look.”

Ma Weiwei was silent for a moment, then said, “Alright, put it on the rack by the bathroom door.”

Zhan Yun hurriedly took the nurse uniform over and then returned to the living room, took off his coat, and began to rub his hands together in anticipation.

Inside the bathroom, Ma Weiwei was initially curious. Zhan Yun had never bought her clothes before. She wondered if he had lost his mind or something, suddenly thinking of buying her clothes? With his taste, she might not even like what he bought.

After showering and drying herself, Ma Weiwei opened the bathroom door and saw a neatly folded pink outfit on the wooden rack beside the door. Curious, she picked it up, and a white item fell out. She picked it up and saw it was a nurse’s hat. Spreading the clothes out, she confirmed it was indeed a one-piece nurse uniform.

Ma Weiwei immediately thought of scenes from those adult films. When she was in college, her boyfriend often watched those discs with her in his rented apartment. At that time, her boyfriend jokingly said he would buy her such an outfit to spice things up when they got intimate. Ma Weiwei thought it was novel at the time, but the idea remained just talk. She didn’t expect that today, Zhan Yun, who was almost twenty years older than her, would make it happen.

However, Ma Weiwei had no feelings for Zhan Yun. Although they had this illicit relationship, she not only disliked Zhan Yun, but she also found the old man disgusting. When she entered this relationship, she was at the most precious stage of her life. No one would want to serve Zhan Yun, this middle-aged man with a deteriorating figure and receding hairline, at that time. She was already exhausted from dealing with him in bed, especially now that she was in such a poor state, and she still had to cater to his perverted tastes, which made her feel nauseous.

However, Ma Weiwei understood that since she couldn’t avoid sleeping with him this time, she might as well completely satisfy all his desires. Only by satisfying him could she get something in return.

So, Ma Weiwei didn’t wear any underwear and directly put on the nurse uniform. She deliberately unbuttoned it very low, revealing her deep cleavage. Then, she put on the nurse hat, looked at her seductive self in the mirror, took a deep breath, and then put on a charming smile like a fallen woman and walked out.

Zhan Yun was instantly ignited the moment Ma Weiwei appeared before him in the nurse uniform. He didn’t expect Ma Weiwei to be so cooperative and deliberately dressed so slutty. Her proud figure, set off by the pink nurse uniform, was simply a delicacy in the eyes of a man. The feeling Ma Weiwei gave him far exceeded his expectations.

In the living room, Zhan Yun pounced on Ma Weiwei like a hungry wolf, kissing her cheeks and neck wildly while excitedly saying, “Weiwei, you know me best…”

Xu Jianjun, in front of the screen, had long realized he would witness a physical battle, but he didn’t expect it to be so wild.

The two started a battle in the living room. Zhan Yun, old but vigorous, lifted her skirt and charged forward, pushing the battle line from the living room to the bed in the bedroom.

The two in the heat of passion never expected that everything was being watched by a third party, and the whole process was being recorded.

At ten thirty in the evening, Zhan Yun, having a second round of intercourse, pulled up his pants and reluctantly said goodbye to Ma Weiwei. Ma Weiwei cuddled with him inside the door for a while, pretending to be reluctant to send him out. Then, she closed the door and rushed into the bathroom to shower, while Zhan Yun whistled, complacent, and went downstairs to get his car, ready to go home.

Little did he know that as early as when he was getting dressed, Xu Jianjun had his men drive to the entrance of the residential area. After recognizing him driving out, Xu Jianjun immediately had his men follow him. Li Mu wanted to know who Ma Weiwei was having an affair with. He had to follow the clues to find out the identity of this old man.

Xu Jianjun followed Zhan Yun all the way to the family compound of Yanjing TV before realizing that the other party, like Ma Weiwei, was from the TV station.

The TV station family compound had strict management, and vehicles without passes couldn’t enter. This was Xu Jianjun felt there was no need to follow, so he said to his men, “Let’s go, turn around and go back.”

The young man driving was a few years younger than Xu Jianjun. As he turned around and drove back, he laughed, “Boss, is this Ma Weiwei’s lover?”

Although he hadn’t seen the surveillance video, he didn’t need to use his brain to guess what was going on.

Xu Jianjun didn’t deny it and nodded.

The young man slapped his thigh and cursed with a look of relief, “I’ve long been unhappy with this Ma Weiwei. Damn it, I didn’t expect her to be having an affair with an old man from the TV station! That person looks like a TV station leadership/executives, no wonder she’s so arrogant / rampant in the TV station!”

Xu Jianjun asked in surprise, “What’s wrong? Ma Weiwei hasn’t offended you. Why do you act like you have a grudge against her?”

The young man said, “Yanjing TV has a particularly beautiful intern host called Chen Wan. Ma Weiwei has been suppressing Chen Wan and not letting her appear on camera, forcing Chen Wan to leave. Chen Wan is now going to sign with Xiangnan Satellite TV, but Yanjing TV is suppressing her and not letting her go through the resignation procedures. It’s all her fault!”

Xu Jianjun shook his head and said, “Don’t pay attention to these gossip all day long. After a long time, your IQ will be lowered too!”

……

Back at his own studio, Xu Jianjun searched online for information about the senior executive of Yanjing TV. Ma Weiwei was, after all, one of the most famous female main host / anchor of Yanjing Satellite TV. The person who could exploit her must be a senior TV station leadership/executives, so the scope of that balding man’s identity was actually not that large. He must be one of the top ten TV station leadership/executives of Yanjing TV.

As soon as he searched, sure enough, Xu Jianjun easily recognized the bald man he had investigated today. His name was Zhan Yun, one of the Deputy Station Director of Yanjing TV.

So, Xu Jianjun called to Li Mu to make a pre-arranged report.

Li Mu had been carrying the Nokia mobile phone that Xu Jianjun gave him. The phone hadn’t made a sound all day. He had just laid down on his bed in his dorm room when it rang.

Li Mu quickly got up, took the phone to the balcony, and answered it on the balcony.

“Mr. Li?”

Li Mu hummed. “It’s me, go ahead.”

Xu Jianjun said, “Tonight, we followed Ma Weiwei. A man arrived at her house at seven fifteen in the evening and had relations with her. The other party left Ma Weiwei’s residence at ten thirty and went home. We followed all the way, and the other party drove into the Yanjing TV family compound.”

Li Mu was overjoyed and quickly asked him, “Did you find out who it is?”

“I did.” Xu Jianjun said, “The other party is called Zhan Yun, one of the Deputy Station Director.”

Li Mu had guessed that Ma Weiwei must have a backer in the TV station. He didn’t expect Xu Jianjun to find out so quickly. He immediately said “good” three times.

Xu Jianjun, hearing that Li Mu was very satisfied with the investigation result, asked him, “Mr. Li, is there any need for us to continue monitoring?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and then said, “Continue monitoring, but only monitor the situation at her home. Don’t worry about where she goes or who she meets usually.”

Li Mu only wanted to know who her backer in the TV station was. As for whether she had similar affairs with other people, he was not interested at all.

Xu Jianjun said, “In that case, I’ll give you a discount on the fees for the next few days.”

Li Mu said, “No need for a discount. Help me keep an eye on that Zhan’s wife. I want to know some specific information about her and her daily routine.”

“Okay.”

Although Li Mu didn’t ask, he knew that Xu Jianjun must have video data of Ma Weiwei and Zhan Yun having an affair. According to normal operating processes, if he exposed the relevant information online through a safe channel at this time, the careers of both of them would suffer a devastating blow. However, this was not a good method, because Yanjing was not Haizhou. It was okay to use this method to deal with Guo Lin in Haizhou, but if he used the same method to deal with Zhan Yun in Yanjing, it would definitely cause a backlash from government departments.

Zhan Yun was, after all, a civil servant of the state, and he was the Deputy Director level. If he failed in the internet industry, it would inevitably bring some trouble to the internet industry. Even if there was no direct trouble, at least they would be watched more closely by the higher-ups, so he absolutely could not operate this matter through the internet industry. He had to use a different routine to finish them off.

Li Mu’s idea was to bide his time, continue to follow the movements at Ma Weiwei’s home, then investigate the specific situation of Zhan Yun’s wife, and at the right time, give the evidence to her and use her as a weapon.

Xu Jianjun’s efficiency was indeed very fast. The next day, he found out the relevant information about Zhan Yun’s wife. Zhan Yun’s wife was named Zhang Juan, and she worked in the neighborhood office near the TV station family compound. After two days of tracking, Zhang Juan’s daily routine was very simple. She sent her children to school in the morning, then went to work at the neighborhood office. Her work was very easy. She went to work at nine in the morning and left at eleven to pick up her children, buy groceries on the way home to cook. In the afternoon, she sent her children to school again at one, and stayed at the neighborhood office for a few hours until five, when she left again. Others worked eight hours a day, but for her, it was six hours.

According to Xu Jianjun’s tracking investigation over the past two days, he found that Zhang Juan had a rather fiery temper. When she went out to visit during work, she spoke the loudest, and her tone and attitude towards people were not good. She was easily impatient, whether it was towards colleagues or residents and vendors in the area. She obviously had an air of superiority, so she often quarreled with people. Similar situations occurred three times in two days.

Moreover, Zhang Juan was petty. She would haggle over prices with vendors in the farmers market for a dime (ten cents), and even liked to take advantage of others. For example, when buying groceries, vendors usually used simple scales to weigh things, and they would usually give a little extra, but Zhang Juan always made the vendors push the weight inward as much as possible until the balance arm bounced high before she was satisfied. She would even take a head of garlic or a scallion from others after they had already weighed and paid for their groceries, and pretend that she had forgotten to buy it. Then, regardless of whether the stall owner was willing or not, she would take it and leave.

After Xu Jianjun reported these situations to Li Mu, Li Mu basically sketched out the image of a middle-aged shrew / virago in his mind. He asked Xu Jianjun to select some clear photos of Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei having an affair, to wash them out, and wait for his notification. Then, he told him to pay attention to Ma Weiwei’s movements. If Ma Weiwei and Zhan Yun showed any signs of wanting to have another private affair, he should notify him in advance.

That night, Zhan Yun went out to attend a media conference. After the meeting, he had dinner with some friends in the industry. On the way home, he remembered the passionate encounter with Ma Weiwei a few days ago and felt restless. Taking advantage of the fact that he hadn’t arrived home yet, he called Ma Weiwei.

Ma Weiwei was watching TV at home. Seeing Zhan Yun calling, she frowned and answered the phone. Zhan Yun said on the phone, “Come home early from work tomorrow afternoon. I’ll come find you.”

Ma Weiwei’s expression was very ugly, but she said charmingly, “Can we postpone it for a couple of days? I’m not feeling well these days…”

Zhan Yun said, “Today, I talked to an old classmate from CCTV. He said that Andy Lau from Hong Kong will come to CCTV next week to participate in the recording of a charity program. I want to ask him to help and communicate with the other party’s brokerage company to get him to record an episode of Extraordinary Interview…”

“Really?!” Ma Weiwei was immediately energized said excitedly, “Can you really get Andy Lau?”

Her program had not yet done interviews with the Four Heavenly Kings. The highest she had done was a first-tier celebrity from the mainland or a near first-tier celebrity from Hong Kong and Taiwan. However, she had never had a truly top-tier celebrity from Hong Kong and Taiwan on her Extraordinary Interview. Andy Lau was the most popular of the Four Heavenly Kings and was simply an evergreen tree in the entertainment industry. If she could do an episode with him, the ratings of Extraordinary Interview would definitely rebound significantly. If she prepared well and did a good job with this episode, it would also, to some extent, improve the level of Extraordinary Interview. Not only would the audience’s attention be increased, but it would also be much easier to find first-tier celebrities in the future.

At this time, Zhan Yun became coy, smiling slightly and said, “My relationship with that old classmate is very strong. If I put down my airs and ask him for help, he will definitely do his best, but…”

Ma Weiwei naturally knew what Zhan Yun was thinking, and immediately said, “It’s hard to explain over the phone. Why don’t you come to my house tomorrow and tell me? I’ll leave early tomorrow and buy some groceries. Let’s have dinner together when you come. You haven’t had dinner with me privately in a long time.”

Zhan Yun immediately beamed: “Okay, I’ll have enough of you tomorrow night…”





Chapter 419: An Opportunity Arrives

That night, upon learning that the shameless pair planned to hook up at Ma Weiwei’s home the next day, Li Mu felt an opportunity had arrived.

The next morning, he specifically arranged to meet Xu Jianjun. In a private room at a teahouse, he explained his entire plan to Xu Jianjun. Only after confirming that Xu Jianjun had fully understood and absorbed everything did he proactively pay the bill and leave.

Xu Jianjun sat alone in the private room, still reeling from the shock of their conversation.

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it. After finishing it, he couldn’t help but sigh, “How did that guy’s mind even work? So devious, so malicious! If I do what he said, it would be utterly immoral. But then he added another one hundred thousand yuan, which makes things a bit awkward. And what’s even more awkward is, why do I instinctively feel so good thinking about his plan…?”

After several days of trailing them, Xu Jianjun, as a normal man in his thirties, found Zhan Yun, that old scoundrel who exploited women, somewhat contemptible. He was also quite annoyed by the shrew and common face of Zhan Yun’s wife, Zhang Juan. Therefore, as he thought about Li Mu’s entire plan, he instinctively felt an extraordinary anticipation.

He checked the time; it was almost ten o’clock. He quickly put out his cigarette, then got up and left, calling his subordinates to have them get into position near the street office where Zhang Juan worked, awaiting his arrival.

At ten-thirty, Xu Jianjun met with his subordinates, distributed the general assignments, and then hid in the car, observing the movements at the street office.

At eleven o’clock, Zhang Juan exited the street office precisely on time, riding her small motorcycle, intending to buy some groceries at a market near her son’s school.

However, just as she rode out, at a T-junction, she was suddenly hit on the front wheel by an imported 400cc motorcycle. Fortunately, Zhang Juan was moving very slowly, and the other party had braked in advance, so the collision was only a minor scrape; there were no major issues.

Still shaken, Zhang Juan barely managed to steady her bike without falling. Immediately, she yelled at the motorcyclist who had hit her, “Are you blind, or did your dad die? Can’t you look where you’re going?”

The other party wore a mirrored helmet, so his facial expression wasn’t visible, but his actions conveyed his mood: He braced his motorcycle with one foot, then used less than half his strength with the other foot to kick Zhang Juan and her bike to the ground.

Although Zhang Juan, who had fallen, was not seriously injured, she was furious. But before she could vent her anger, the other party twisted the throttle. After a roar from the engine, he and his bike sped off and vanished.

Zhang Juan was enraged. She picked herself up and cursed for a few moments, then called her husband, Zhan Yun.

Zhan Yun was discussing the declining viewership of “Extraordinary Interview” with several mid-level leaders. When he received Zhang Juan’s call, he just said in a perfunctory manner, “Hello.”

Zhang Juan said, seething with rage, “Husband, some bastard on a motorcycle just hit me, kicked me, and then ran off!”

Zhan Yun frowned and asked her, “What happened?”

Zhang Juan roughly recounted the situation, saying, “I don’t care, you have to find that bastard for me!”

Zhan Yun heard there was nothing serious, and that she likely got hit because of her big mouth, so he didn’t take it to heart. He prevaricated, asking, “Did you see the other party’s license plate number?”

“No, it looked like it wasn’t registered.”

“Then did you remember his appearance?”

“No, he was wearing a big helmet; I couldn’t see anything.”

Zhan Yun said, “Then where am I supposed to find him for you?”

Zhang Juan huffily said, “Then call the police! You’re the Station Director of the TV station; if you ask them to investigate, they’ll definitely find a way to figure it out!”

Zhan Yun got a headache. He quickly found a secluded spot and said to Zhang Juan, “Is this small matter worth calling the police for? Nothing serious happened. What if we catch him? Would you be satisfied if he apologized and compensated you three hundred or five hundred yuan? So, asking the police to go to great lengths to investigate and arrest someone, don’t we owe them a favor? Don’t we have to return favors? Can a favor be settled with three hundred or five hundred yuan?”

Zhang Juan had hoped her husband would help her vent her anger, but instead, he lectured her. Feeling displeased, she was about to argue with Zhan Yun when he continued, “I’ve told you many times, don’t always be so aggressive when you’re out. You can’t stand even a little loss. If you hadn’t cursed at him today, would he have kicked you?”

“You…” Zhang Juan was speechless with anger. Zhan Yun impatiently said, “Oh, I’m not talking about this with you. Go pick up the child. Oh, and also, I have a social engagement tonight, so I’ll be back late.”

Zhan Yun hung up the phone after speaking. Zhang Juan stood by herself, holding the phone, fuming for a long time. Ultimately, she was helpless and could do nothing about it but suppress her anger, then rode her small motorcycle to the market.

Arriving at the market, Zhang Juan parked her motorcycle at the entrance and took her handbag from the front basket before entering. But when she went to pay, she discovered her wallet was gone.

She had clearly checked when she left work, making sure her wallet and phone were in her bag before heading out. She hadn’t opened her bag at all on the way, so how could it be gone?

Zhang Juan turned her bag inside out, but still found no trace of her wallet. She immediately felt a pained expression as if a piece of her own flesh had been cut off. It was a Gucci wallet she had just commissioned someone to buy from Hong Kong last month, costing nearly four thousand yuan, and it hadn’t even been used for a month before it disappeared! Moreover, it contained her identification, bank cards, and several hundred yuan in cash…

So, Zhang Juan immediately called the police. Nearby patrol officers quickly arrived and took her to a nearby law enforcement booth to take a brief statement. But when the police asked Zhang Juan for specific details, she was completely clueless.

Aside from being grazed by the motorcycle in the middle, she hadn’t stopped her vehicle at all. And during the collision, she had kept her eyes on the helmeted person; there was no way he could have stolen her wallet right under her nose.

The police finally concluded that it must have been stolen sometime after she parked at the market and before she went to pay for her groceries inside. Markets are inherently crowded and chaotic, so it was perfectly normal for pickpockets to be working there.

Zhang Juan asked the police when they could catch the thief and recover her wallet. The police could only say, “We have opened a case and will investigate as soon as possible. If there’s any progress, we will contact you.”

Zhang Juan grew anxious. “Will that be who knows when that will be?”

The police spread their hands and said, “I can’t make any guarantees.”

At that time, the city’s “Skynet” surveillance system had not yet begun construction; city camera coverage was very low. Except for banks, places like markets simply had no surveillance equipment, making petty theft cases very difficult to investigate. The police were well aware that most street theft cases that had already occurred were hard to solve promptly. Usually, when a thief was caught on the spot, they would investigate their background to recover some stolen goods, then contact the victim to identify them, but the chances of recovery were very slim.

Zhang Juan grew agitated and threatened the investigating officers: “My husband is the Deputy Station Director of the TV station. If you don’t follow up on this, beware, I’ll have the TV station expose you!”

After saying this, she called Zhan Yun again, complaining about losing her wallet and griping about the police’s dismissive attitude.

“Why are you so careless? If you lost your wallet, go find it! What’s the point of just calling me?” Zhan Yun was exasperated. She couldn’t handle the smallest thing and only knew how to call him. If a wallet was lost, could father magically get it back for her or something?

Zhang Juan had not expected to call her husband for comfort, only to be blamed instead. Before she could speak again, the furious Zhan Yun quickly dismissed her in a few words, then used the excuse of having things to handle and directly hung up the phone.

Zhang Juan’s dissatisfaction with Zhan Yun’s attitude began to grow significantly. She had been scraped by a car and kicked by someone, and he didn’t take it seriously. Now her wallet was lost, and she called him to complain, but he still didn’t care about it, not even offering a word of basic comfort.

At this moment, the police exchanged glances in dismay/confusion, unsure if her claim about her husband being the Deputy Station Director of the TV station was true or false. While Zhang Juan was on the phone, they looked back at the information she provided. Indeed, the address listed in the home address field was that of the TV station’s family compound. So the lead officer offered reassuring promises: “Madam Zhang, please rest assured, we will do our utmost to investigate this case as quickly as possible. Once we have a result, we will notify you immediately.”

Zhang Juan saw that her threat had some effect and that their attitude had become much more serious. Her mood eased slightly. She checked the time; it was already eleven-forty. She couldn’t continue to argue, so she hurriedly left the booth and rode her bike to school to pick up her child.

With her wallet lost and no groceries bought, a frustrated Zhang Juan could only rush to the school while calling her Mom, recounting all the unlucky things that had happened today, and then said she would take her child to eat at her strong backing for lunch.

Zhang Juan kept lamenting in her heart that she was truly having a run of bad luck today, but she had no idea that this string of bad luck had only just begun.

After eating, Zhang Juan left her son at her strong backing for his afternoon nap. She rode her bike home, took a card to withdraw some cash, and returned to the street office. She spent the entire afternoon agitated and angry over the two incidents that had occurred at noon.

In the afternoon, after getting off work, Zhang Juan went to the market for the second time, planning to buy some vegetables for dinner. She bought some vegetables and scammed some green onions, ginger, and garlic, then went to the meat stall. She asked for the price of pork ribs. The Boss at the meat stall said pork ribs were seven yuan fifty fen per 500 grams. Zhang Juan casually said, “Then give me three ribs.”

The Boss nodded, separated three ribs, put them on the scale, and said, “It’s 1.05 kilograms, fifteen yuan seventy-five fen. You can pay fifteen yuan fifty fen.”

Zhang Juan said, “Chop them for me.”

The Boss said nothing more, took his knife, and skillfully chopped the ribs into small pieces. Just as he was about to bag them, Zhang Juan hurriedly spoke, “Don’t rush. Take off the large bones at both ends, I don’t want them. Just pick out the smaller ribs from the middle and weigh them again for me.”

The meat stall Boss said awkwardly, “Big sis, our ribs are sold by the rib. Once they’re weighed and chopped, you say you only want the middle parts. What am I supposed to do with the rest?”

Zhang Juan frowned and said, “You keep the rest and continue selling them. What else can you do?”

The meat stall Boss said, “No one will want them if I continue selling them; I’ll have to sell them cheaply. We’re a small business to begin with, and you’re making it hard for us.”

Zhang Juan became displeased, and her voice grew louder: “Is that how you do business? If I don’t want it, are you going to force me to buy it? Is there any justice?”

The meat stall Boss saw that many people were attracted by her loud voice, so he bit the bullet and said, “How about this, if you only want the smaller ribs, you’ll have to add one yuan per 500 grams. I’ll weigh them again for you.”

“Why?” Zhang Juan immediately yelled, “You yourself said seven yuan fifty fen per 500 grams, and now you’re raising the price on me? Are you bullying me?”

By now, the crowd of onlookers had grown larger. Seeing many people looking at him with questioning and angry eyes, the meat stall Boss immediately admitted defeat, “Alright, alright, consider it my bad luck. I’ll weigh them again for you.”

After speaking, the meat stall Boss quickly picked out the smaller ribs and reweighed them on the scale: “0.65 kilograms, nine yuan seventy-five fen.”

Only then did Zhang Juan satisfactorily take out her wallet, pull out a ten-yuan note, then put it back. She then gathered paper money and coins to make up nine yuan forty fen, handing it to the Boss and saying, “No small change left. This is close enough.”

The butcher admitted defeat and waved his hand, “Alright, alright, if you don’t have it, then you don’t have it.”

Zhang Juan was pleased. She took the ribs and was about to leave. At this moment, a young man, unable to stand it anymore, stepped forward and loudly pointed at Zhang Juan, saying, “How can you be so shameless, woman? This Boss sells ribs by the rib for seven yuan fifty fen per 500 grams. You told him you wanted three ribs. He weighed them for you and chopped them, then you said you didn’t want the ends, only the middle, and still wanted to pay at the seven yuan fifty fen price, and then you even shorted him thirty-five fen! You’re this old, aren’t you ashamed to do such a thing?”

Many onlookers initially didn’t know the full story; they thought the meat stall Boss was bullying a woman. But after this young man stepped forward to speak out against injustice, they realized that this woman was shamelessly taking advantage of someone else.

Zhang Juan saw the people around her pointing and immediately flared up, angrily cursing at the young man, “What the hell does my shopping have to do with you? Which one of your fathers didn’t wear underwear and exposed you?”

The young man didn’t get angry hearing this; he just sneered, “Look at you, you’re like an old eggplant. I feel like vomiting just looking at you. Do you think I want to bother with you? If you just bought things properly, who would be bothered to care about you?”

How could Zhang Juan tolerate such an insult? For so many years roaming the streets and alleys, markets and shopping malls, she had always been the one to pick on others. When had she ever been picked on by someone else? And what this young man said was extremely unpleasant, instantly making her flew into a rage. She reached out to scratch the young man, cursing, “Damn it, I’ll tear that mouth of yours today!”

The young man didn’t give her a chance to get close. Without hesitation, he delivered a loud slap in the face across her cheek, cursing, “Go take a good look at yourself, how ugly you are. You want to — my eldest paternal uncle? My eldest paternal uncle wouldn’t spare a second glance for an ugly hag like you, not even if he were blind in one eye!”

This slap was quite powerful, not only making Zhang Juan’s face sting, but also stunning her completely. With that force, she landed on her backside and howled loudly, pointing at the young man and acting unruly, “You dared hit me! My husband is the TV station…”

“TV your mother!”





Chapter 420: The Darkest Day in History

“Damn your mother!”

The young man didn’t wait for Zhang Juan to finish speaking before delivering another slap in the face across her features. This one was even harder than before, instantly halting Zhang Juan’s cries.

Everyone was caught off guard. The young man, having no intention of lingering, turned and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Zhang Juan sitting on the ground, completely dumbfounded.

The onlookers, who knew what had happened, felt no sympathy for Zhang Juan, who had received two slaps. The crowd, feeling immensely gratifying, gradually dispersed, leaving only a small group who pointed at her, their faces alight with schadenfreude.

Zhang Juan was furious. She scrambled up, pulled out her phone, and called Zhan Yun, immediately bursting into tears. “Husband, someone almost beat me to death! You have to get revenge for me!”

Zhan Yun was already preparing to leave work.

Ma Weiwei had already left work an hour earlier, saying she was going to the supermarket to buy groceries and red wine to prepare a lavish candlelight dinner for him that evening. Just a moment ago, Ma Weiwei had texted him, saying she had bought a Japanese maid outfit from a cosplay store and planned to wear it while making dinner for him tonight.

Ever since he experienced the extraordinary pleasure of the nurse uniform last time, Zhan Yun hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it. He had originally intended for Ma Weiwei to wear the nurse uniform again today, but he never expected her to proactively buy a Japanese maid outfit. Such outfits were extremely revealing in Japanese films, and just the thought of it gave him an overwhelming surge of excitement.

Zhan Yun was internally impatient, wishing he could immediately fly to Ma Weiwei’s home to fully experience the feeling of a sexy maid. However, just as he stepped out of his office, he received his wife’s sobbing phone call.

Zhan Yun’s brows furrowed. He knew his wife always exaggerated; she would tell him she almost didn’t make it back alive even if she just tripped while walking. So, he didn’t take her claim of being almost beaten to death seriously. He simply asked, “What’s wrong with you again?”

Zhang Juan cried, “I was beaten at the vegetable market!”

Zhan Yun blurted out, “How did you get beaten again? What did you do?”

Zhan Yun, knowing Zhang Juan’s personality well, was all too familiar with how she acted when she was out. He had told her countless times to be more low-key. Although she always promised to behave, she would reveal her true colors as soon as she went out. The incident this morning already sounded like a very minor fender bender, yet she just had to be verbally abusive and curse at people. Getting kicked was her own fault. This time, she must have gotten into another argument at the vegetable market.

Zhang Juan heard the accusatory tone in her husband’s voice, and an immense sense of grievance welled up within her. Sitting on the ground, she shrieked hoarsely, “I was beaten while buying groceries at the vegetable market! And you’re still questioning what I did? Do you even care whether I live or die anymore?”

Zhan Yun patiently asked her, “Who hit you? How did they hit you?”

“I don’t know what little bastard came out of nowhere! I was just buying some pork ribs; I didn’t provoke him or bother him. He just rushed out, cursed at me, and then hit me! Hurry up and get over here, if you don’t come soon, I’ll die right here!”

Zhan Yun quickly said, “Then call the police immediately! Don’t let that brat get away!”

Zhang Juan said, “He already ran away! You hurry over here, I’ll call the police right now!”

Zhan Yun was so utterly frustrated that he felt like spitting blood. He had no choice but to ask for the address, then drove towards the vegetable market where the incident occurred, calling Ma Weiwei along the way to explain that his wife had gotten into some trouble and he needed to go deal with it first.

Ma Weiwei didn’t mind. She said, “It’s fine. I just finished grocery shopping, and it’ll take a while to prepare everything back home. I’ll take my time and wait for you. Just make sure you’re home before 7:30.”

Zhan Yun sighed in relief. “You’re the best. Wait for me obediently!”

With that, he hung up the phone and drove straight to the vegetable market.

When he arrived, the police were already there—the same officers who had filed Zhang Juan’s report this morning. They never dreamed that this broad would cause trouble again.

The police wanted to take Zhang Juan back to record a statement and file a report, but Zhang Juan just sat on the ground in front of the meat stall, refusing to get up. One moment she was crying and cursing that there was no law and order in the world, the next she was crying and cursing the people for being too cold and indifferent. Then she would cry and blame the police for being incompetent and useless.

When Zhan Yun arrived at the scene and saw this, he was so furious he almost spat blood.

Judging by the spirits with which Zhang Juan was acting unruly and cursing in public, it was clear there was no serious injury. Her face was a bit red and swollen, but other than that, she was perfectly fine; it just looked like she’d been slapped a few times.

Zhan Yun walked over, biting the bullet, and said to Zhang Juan, “Why are you sitting here? What kind of behavior is this? Get up quickly!”

Upon hearing the familiar voice, Zhang Juan looked up and saw it was her husband. She immediately burst into wails, hugging Zhan Yun’s leg and wailing, “Husband, you’re finally here! Someone almost bullied me to death! I have no face left to live!”

Zhan Yun, being watched by so many people, was thoroughly embarrassed. He whispered, “Get up first, pay attention to appearances!”

Zhang Juan had waited so long for him, hoping to release her frustrations and gain his heartache and affection. But Zhan Yun showed no sign of caring for her, which made Zhang Juan’s heart turn cold. She said discontentedly, “What appearances? Why aren’t you asking if I’m alright first! I was beaten!”

Zhan Yun, suppressing his anger, crouched down and gritted his teeth as he warned Zhang Juan in her ear, “If you want to act unruly, do it at home! Here, you need to pay attention to appearances! What if someone recognizes me and word gets out? How would that look?!”

Zhang Juan knew Zhan Yun very well. Seeing how serious he was, she knew she had to rein herself in a bit. In public, and with her husband being a leader at the television station, she indeed needed to be mindful of their image.

Zhang Juan patted her backside and stood up, still holding Zhan Yun’s arm with a wronged expression. Zhan Yun slightly sighed in relief and asked one of the uniformed police officers beside him, “Officer, what exactly happened here?”

The older police officer among them had already recognized him. He nervously extended both hands and said, “You are Station Director Zhan…”

Seeing that the other party had recognized him, Zhan Yun quickly intercepted the officer’s attempt to say “Station Director Zhan” by shaking his hand. He said, “Officer, perhaps you can just tell me what happened.”

As they shook hands, Zhan Yun subtly pressed his fingers into the officer’s palm. The officer instantly understood tacitly that Zhan Yun did not want his identity publicly revealed. He quickly cleared his throat and said, “It’s like this: Ms. Zhang was buying pork ribs here and got into a minor dispute with the stall owner. They eventually reached an agreement, and after she paid, a young man suddenly appeared. He first verbally abused Ms. Zhang, then slapped her twice and ran off. We were just about to take Ms. Zhang back to file a report and quickly dispatch officers for investigation.”

Zhan Yun asked Zhang Juan, “You were just buying pork ribs, why did you get into an argument?”

Zhang Juan, shifting the blame, said, “He was forcing a sale and trying to raise the price at the last minute!”

The stall owner, who had remained silent until now, became desperate and blurted out, “Madam, you can’t just make false accusations! When you came to buy my pork ribs, I clearly told you it was 7.5 yuan per five hundred grams. You said you wanted three pieces. After I weighed and chopped them for you, you suddenly said you didn’t want the ends, only the center ribs, and you insisted I sell them to you for 7.5 yuan per five hundred grams! What kind of logic is that? Let everyone here judge! Does anyone buy things like that?”

As soon as the stall owner spoke, Zhan Yun’s face completely was embarrassed.

Damn it, he made at least a million yuan a year, and this stinky bitch was trying to haggle over such small change at the vegetable market, causing such a disgusting scene! How much money could she possibly save? Is ten or eight yuan even worth creating a fuss over? It’s utterly despicable!

At this moment, some of the onlookers also chimed in, “Exactly! This woman is shameless, she insisted the boss was forcing a sale. That young man earlier just wanted to reason with her, but she started cursing at him. She totally deserved that slap in the face!”

Zhang Juan erupted in fury, pointing at the woman, who was around her age, and cursed, “Fuck your mother! Who are you calling shameless? What the hell does it have to do with you?!”

Zhang Juan was inherently uneducated and lacked manners. Her nature was to never suffer even the slightest disadvantage. In her mindset, if she suffered a loss, she had to get it back twofold on the spot. If she was cursed, she had to curse back twofold on the spot. So, she completely disregarded Zhan Yun’s presence beside her and immediately put her hands on her hips, ready to launch into a cursing match with the other woman.

At that moment, the surrounding crowd started pointing at her and cursing. Some said she deserved to be beaten, while others said she got off easy, and that her mouth was so obnoxious, tearing it to shreds wouldn’t be too much.

Zhang Juan’s fury surged. She was practically ready to contend with the entire crowd in an argument, and just as she opened her mouth, her voice hoarse, she shouted, “I’ll f*ck your…”

Before she could finish, Zhan Yun, his face utterly ghastly, swung his hand and delivered a slap in the face across Zhang Juan’s features. He roared, “Are you ever going to stop?! Get your ass home immediately, don’t you dare disgrace yourself outside like this!”

Zhang Juan felt she had suffered so much injustice today, and she never expected her own husband to lay a hand on her too. She immediately burst into wails, ready to collapse onto the ground and act unruly. Zhan Yun gritted his teeth and fiercely threatened her in her ear, “Zhang Juan, I’m telling you, if you don’t control that shrewish temper of yours and stop causing trouble for me outside, we should just get an early divorce. I can’t afford to be disgraced like this. After we divorce, I don’t care where you go to act unruly and throw tantrums!”

Zhan Yun was truly furious. He had always looked down on women like Zhang Juan; she had no looks, no education, and no manners—she was just an uneducated, unrefined woman. If it weren’t for her father being a minor leader at the television station back then, why would he have married her?

Although Zhang Juan felt so wronged that her heart was almost exploding, seeing that Zhan Yun was truly angry, she could only forcefully suppress her emotions and nodded through her tears.

Zhan Yun pulled Zhang Juan, ready to leave. The police officer called out from behind, “Station Director Zhan… no, I mean, Ms. Zhang, will you still come with us to give a statement?”

Zhan Yun answered for her, “No, we won’t. You can go back.”

Dragging Zhang Juan out of the vegetable market, Zhan Yun asked her, “How did you get here?”

Zhang Juan, feeling wronged, pointed silently at her small scooter not far away.

Zhan Yun asked her, “Can you still ride it?”

Zhang Juan shook her head.

Zhan Yun checked the time again. “Our son should be out of school by now, right?”

Zhang Juan nodded.

Zhan Yun sighed. “Get on board. We’ll pick up our son first, then I’ll drop you two off at home. I have a social engagement tonight!”

Zhang Juan didn’t dare to say anything. She nodded and silently got into the passenger seat.

Zhan Yun started the car and drove straight towards his son’s school. Zhang Juan had annoyed him so many times today and had even delayed his important plans, infuriating him. Now, his mind was filled with nothing but anger towards Zhang Juan, and leftover images of Ma Weiwei in a maid outfit. He only wanted to pick up his son quickly, send this troublesome woman home, and then he could peacefully go find Ma Weiwei to spent a romantic night together.

After picking up his son and dropping the mother and child off at home, it was almost seven o’clock. Theoretically, there was plenty of time, but Zhan Yun didn’t even go upstairs. He had the mother and child get out at the residential compound entrance, then anxiously hurried to Ma Weiwei’s residential compound.

Although Zhang Juan remained silent the whole way, the more she thought about it, the angrier and more wronged she felt. After taking her son home, she wasn’t even in the mood to cook. She put it off until her son kept crying that he was hungry, at which point she frustratingly went to the kitchen. Only then did she realize that despite going to the vegetable market twice today, she hadn’t bought back a single vegetable leaf. The groceries and pork ribs she bought this afternoon had long since been thrown to the winds.

Having no other choice, Zhang Juan could only boil two packets of instant noodles to make do. Just as the noodles were almost ready in the pot, she suddenly heard a knock at the door. She quickly came out of the kitchen and headed straight for the front door.

As soon as she opened the door, there was no one outside, only a crumpled newspaper on the ground with tiny flames flickering on it. Some vile person had played a prank. Fortunately, the fire wasn’t large and hadn’t spread to the entire newspaper. Zhang Juan instinctively stomped on the flames with her foot. With a squish, a pile of soft, mushy substance splattered out from around her sole, getting all over her legs. The door and walls also didn’t escape their fate.

A foul odor instantly rose, and only then did Zhang Juan realize that what she had just squashed with her foot was, in fact, poop…

Zhang Juan jumped up and started cursing, yelling almost every vulgarity she knew. After the neighbors came out to see, they also couldn’t maintain their composure and joined her in cursing, all while dealing with the splattered poop.

After finally cleaning up all the poop at the entrance, Zhang Juan returned to the bathroom and took a shower. She washed her legs no less than five times.

After she finished showering and came out, she instinctively called Zhan Yun again to complain. At this moment, Zhan Yun had already arrived at Ma Weiwei’s place. The two had just finished the candlelight dinner meticulously prepared by Ma Weiwei, who was dressed in a maid outfit. Zhan Yun, who was already bursting with anticipation, was just about to engage Ma Weiwei in the dining room when his phone suddenly rang, startling him. He had to pause his “charge” and retrieve his phone from his discarded pants. Seeing it was Zhang Juan again, he was almost exasperated to death.

This was the fourth time! Was this stinky bitch a persistent ghost today?!

Enraged, Zhan Yun answered the phone and cursed, “Zhang Juan, are you going fucking crazy?! Is there no end to this? Don’t you know I have things to do?!”

Zhang Juan said, feeling wronged, “Husband, someone left a lump of poop at our doorstep…”

Zhan Yun didn’t even consider why someone would leave a lump of poop at their doorstep. He just screamed hysterically, “You’re calling me about a lump of fucking poop? You can’t even deal with a lump of poop?! I’m fucking busy, I don’t have time for your nonsense!”

With that, Zhan Yun directly turned off his phone.

Zhang Juan also became hysterical. What the hell was going on?! What happened today?! It was practically the darkest day she’d experienced in over forty years of her life! She had never encountered such frustrating times; why was everything going against her?

At this very moment, in a car parked at the entrance of the residential compound, one of Xu Jianjun’s subordinates held a thick kraft paper file bag. He spoke into his walkie-talkie, which was connected to a repeater, “Boss, when should I deliver the package?”

Xu Jianjun was currently monitoring every move inside Ma Weiwei’s home from nearby. Seeing that the “flames of war” had reignited between the two, he spoke into the walkie-talkie, “Almost time. Deliver it now!”





Chapter 421: First, Drive Them Mad

Even the most mentally strong and rational person has a limit to what they can endure. Today’s events had already pushed Zhang Juan far beyond her limit. However, she couldn’t even imagine that everything she had experienced from day until now was just a warm-up arranged for her by Xu Jianjun at Li Mu’s direction. The real ultimate move hadn’t even been unleashed yet.

After suffering through an entire day of torment, Zhang Juan collapsed on the sofa, feeling like she was on the verge of a mental breakdown, when that damned doorbell rang again.

Zhang Juan’s scalp almost exploded with anger. She ran to the kitchen, grabbed a knife, and charged menacingly towards the door. She flung the door open, ready to chop people, only to find no one there once more.

However, this time there was no burning newspaper or feces on the ground. Instead, there was a thick kraft paper file bag.

Zhang Juan suppressed her rage and used the kitchen knife to pry open the file bag, cautiously peering inside.

She had expected another unscrupulous prank, but to her surprise, there was no feces or anything disgusting. Instead, it was a thick stack of what appeared to be documents.

Zhang Juan was suspicious. She picked up the bag and casually pulled out the thick stack of documents.

The image on the top sheet hit her like a bolt of lightning.

The first photograph showed her husband and a woman lying naked in bed. Her husband had a cigarette in his hand, looking like he usually did after finishing. And she quickly recognized the woman: it was Ma Weiwei, the female Host from his network!

Zhang Juan trembled with rage as she stood in the doorway, but instinct compelled her to keep looking at the photos and documents. As she went further, the images became even more appalling!

There were several pictures of Zhan Yun naked and Ma Weiwei wearing a nurse uniform, engaged in a fierce battle. Each picture was in a different location: on the bed, under the bed, the headboard, the foot of the bed, the sofa, the chairs, the coffee table, the floor…

Moreover, each one was a different position, with no repeats.

As she flipped through, there were also photos taken secretly of her husband driving, as well as photos of him entering and leaving the family compound, but the name of the family compound was deliberately not shown!

Zhang Juan knew without a doubt that someone was informing her that her husband was having an affair, and it was with the famous female Host from his station!

After a whole day of darkness and torment, coupled with her husband’s repeated neglect, she was already on the verge of going berserk. Now, these photos weren’t just the last straw that broke the camel’s back, but the last mountain! And Li Mu intended to drive Zhang Juan to madness step by step.

Zhang Juan had indeed completely lost her mind. The undeniable proof of her husband’s infidelity was in her hands. She never dreamed that he would actually be messing around with another woman, and the worst part was, it was the young and beautiful Ma Weiwei. They had worked together for years, so who knew when they had started their affair?!

Thinking back to the past few years, Zhan Yun had been so miserly when it came to their intimate moments. Whenever she desired him, he would either use exhaustion as an excuse, or complain about aches and pains, and even mention kidney deficiency every day. But he seemed to be having a wild time with that fox spirit! Where was the sign of kidney deficiency?

The more Zhang Juan thought about the great injustice she suffered and his impatient attitude towards her, the more her teeth itched with hatred. No wonder, so he had a woman outside! He didn’t even care that she was beaten tonight and was in a hurry to leave. He said he had a social engagement, but did he really? Or was he embracing that little fox spirit Ma Weiwei and rolling around on some hotel bed at this very moment?

The more Zhang Juan thought about it, the more she believed that her guess was very likely. Her brain’s thinking mode had become completely extreme. There was no shred of rationality left. All she could think about was finding that heartless bastard Zhan Yun, finding that shameless Ma Weiwei who seduced her husband, and making them both pay the price!

At this moment, an unfamiliar number called Zhang Juan’s cell phone. She immediately answered, and heard a strange, hoarse voice say on the other end of the line: “Your husband has been having an affair with Ma Weiwei for many years. To be honest, your husband is now engaged in intense exercise with Ma Weiwei in bed. Do you want to know exactly where they are?”

When Zhang Juan heard this, she knew it! Zhan Yun didn’t care that she was crying so hard, and turned around to meet his mistress! In extreme anger, she howled like a madwoman, asking: “Where are they? Where are that bastard Zhan Yun and that shameless Ma Weiwei?”

The hoarse voice on the phone said: “You have half an hour to prepare. I will call you again in half an hour to tell you their exact address, so you can catch them in the act.” Then the other party hung up.

Zhang Juan was so angry that she was about to grind her teeth to powder. She sent her son to her neighbor across the hall, then called her older bro, crying so hard that she could barely breathe, and it took her several minutes to explain what had happened.

Zhang Juan’s bro Zhang Lei, upon hearing that his sis’s husband had been cheating, and that it was a long-term affair with a mistress, immediately raged: “Xiao Juan, tell your bro what you want to do!”

The continuous torment of the whole day had left Zhang Juan full of resentment. She resolutely said: “I’m going to catch them in the act! Right now! I’m going to teach that pair of adulterers a good lesson!”

Zhang Lei immediately said: “You wait, I’ll find a few good buddies and come to your house right away!”

Fifty-year-old Zhang Lei considered himself a Yanjing veteran, and had made many friends over the years. A few phone calls later, he had gathered seven or eight reliable buddies. They prepared knives and sticks, swarmed into Zhang Lei’s house, and then took two cars to Zhang Juan’s house. Zhang Juan hurriedly left the house with a kitchen knife in her bag and got into Zhang Lei’s car at the entrance of the family compound.

“Xiao Juan, where are that adulterous couple now?”

Zhang Juan held her cell phone, a look of hatred on her face, and said: “I don’t know yet, I’m waiting for a call.”

Just as she finished speaking, her cell phone rang.

It was a text message from the same unknown number: Hurry to Swan Bay!

Swan Bay was a relatively well-known upscale residential area in Yanjing. Zhang Juan had gone to see it twice when it first opened and liked it very much, but Zhan Yun was unwilling to buy it no matter how many times she mentioned it. Seeing that the address given by the other party was Swan Bay, Zhang Juan immediately directed her bro Zhang Lei to drive straight to Swan Bay.

…

Zhan Yun was getting old, so he could only manage to do it once a day with Ma Weiwei most of the time. He had the desire to do it twice, but his strength was lacking. However, Ma Weiwei had been so sensible these past two times. The nurse uniform had made Zhan Yun’s blood pump, and it was easy to do it twice. Today, the maid outfit had made Zhan Yun even more completely infatuated. As Zhang Juan and the others were leaving their home, Zhan Yun was actively planning to launch a third attack.

Ma Weiwei did not expect that this old man would perform so well today. When she thought about the Andy Lau exclusive interview he had promised her, she could not help but blow into his ear and say: “When will Andy Lau’s matter be settled? Once you’ve settled things with the agent, I can quickly prepare the script for the interview and try to make this episode more outstanding…”

Zhan Yun smiled and said: “I will definitely help you settle Andy Lau’s matter. Instead of thinking about how to make the show more outstanding, why don’t you think about how to serve me more comfortably?”

Seeing that Zhan Yun seemed to be getting hard again, Ma Weiwei couldn’t help but exclaim, “Are you going for the third time?”

Zhan Yun grinned lewdly: “If you coax him well, we’ll do it a third time.”

Ma Weiwei teased: “Is that okay? What if your wife forces you to pay public funds when you go back tonight?”

Zhan Yun curled his lips: “Why mention her? It spoils the mood. You should coax my little bro properly.” After he finished speaking, he pressed Ma Weiwei’s head down with one hand, making her go all the way down.

As Ma Weiwei was trying to make Zhan Yun regain his vigor, Zhang Juan had already arrived at Swan Bay with her people. Just as they reached the entrance of Swan Bay, she received another text message on her cell phone: “Building five, unit one, 1505.”

Zhang Juan immediately told her bro Zhang Lei to drive into the family compound. At this time, she received another call from the unknown number. The other party said on the phone: “Go to the underground parking first. Go up from the underground parking. Your husband’s car is parked down there. There is a set of Security Guard uniforms under his car. Have one of you put it on. After you go up, remember to trick Ma Weiwei into opening the door first. Just say that you’re from the property management company, and that a resident accidentally bumped into her car in the underground parking and wants to discuss insurance compensation with her.”

Zhang Juan busy said: “I know!”

If she hadn’t been reminded by this call, she might have foolishly brought a group of people to smash the door. If Zhan Yun hid inside and refused to come out, they would be helpless/could do nothing about it. As soon as Ma Weiwei called the police, the police would arrive within minutes and detain this group of people directly.

Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei were in the heat of passion when they heard a knock on the door. Both of them were stunned. Ma Weiwei frowned and asked, “Who’s knocking on the door at this hour?”

Zhan Yun said with a rough breath: “Ignore them.”

At this time, the knocking on the door became a little louder, and a man’s voice came: “Is Miss Ma home?”

Ma Weiwei ignored him, but the other party did not give up. He knocked on the door again and said: “Hello, Miss Ma, I’m from the property management. Your car was accidentally bumped into in the underground parking. The car owner wants to communicate with you face to face about insurance compensation.”

When Ma Weiwei heard this, she felt a little anxious. Without suspecting that the other party was tricking her, she said to Zhan Yun: “You wait for me obediently first. I’ll go see what’s going on.”

Zhan Yun said: “Just leave a phone number and negotiate a solution tomorrow. Don’t waste too much time.”

Ma Weiwei nodded: “I know, I’ll be right back.”

Ma Weiwei conveniently took a long robe nightgown from the clothes rack, wrapped it around her exposed maid outfit, and then walked out of the bedroom and came to the front door.

Ma Weiwei was a public figure, and in addition to living in a civilian family compound, unlike Zhang Juan who lived in a family compound, she was usually more cautious. Before opening the door, she looked through the peephole of the security door. There were two people standing outside, one wearing a Security Guard uniform and the other wearing a leather jacket. She subconsciously thought that the person next to the Security Guard must be the one who bumped into her car in the underground parking.

Without any suspicion, Ma Weiwei opened the door. The moment the door opened, she didn’t even have time to speak. The man in the Security Guard uniform kicked her into the house, and then the person in the leather jacket turned around and waved. The remaining six or seven people, including Zhang Juan, who were hiding at the end of the corridor swarmed up and rushed into Ma Weiwei’s house in an instant.





Chapter 422: The Money Was Well Spent

Zhan Yun heard Ma Weiwei let out a miserable shriek. Before he could even climb out of bed, Zhang Juan and Zhang Lei, along with several men, burst in. Zhan Yun felt as if struck by a thunderbolt; his vision went black, and his mind instantly went blank.

However, Zhang Juan, who had long since amassed enough fury, quickly used concrete action to snap him back to reality. Her furious slaps, like those of a madwoman, rained down on Zhan Yun’s face. Zhan Yun tried to block with his hands, but Zhang Lei and his buddies immediately pinned his limbs, leaving him unable to move and only able to take the beating.

Zhang Juan was clearly not satisfied with such simple retaliation. In her rage, she straddled Zhan Yun, scratching his face and body up badly, while hysterically cursing, “I’ll teach you to mess around with that fox spirit!”

Zhan Yun, his face covered in blood, exasperatedly cursed back at her, “Get lost! Who the hell I sleep with is none of your damn business! I’m divorcing you! Tomorrow!”

Before Zhang Juan could speak, Zhang Lei flared up. Several hard blows landed on Zhan Yun’s face, breaking his nose bridge. He roared, “Divorce, huh? Divorce, huh! Fine! I’ll cripple this face of yours!”

Zhan Yun wailed endlessly, shouting, “Call the police, call the police, call 110!”

Upon hearing this, Zhang Lei laughed instead of getting angry, then delivered several more hard punches, saying, “Who the hell are you asking to call 110? Is your dad here, or your mom?”

Zhang Juan turned her head to look into the living room, seeing Ma Weiwei still lying on the floor, stared intently by two men. She said exasperatedly, “Bro, drag this bastard out and beat him up with that fox spirit!”

Zhang Lei seized Zhan Yun by the neck and with a mighty pull, hauled him from the bedroom into the living room, then kicked him to the ground, where he lay in front of Ma Weiwei.

Ma Weiwei’s face turned deathly pale with fright. She never dreamed such a day would come, that Zhan Yun’s wife would bring people to storm her home and beat her. Now, seeing Zhang Juan’s demeanor, if she wasn’t even sparing her own husband, how could she spare her?

Sure enough, Zhang Juan stared at Ma Weiwei, inadvertently catching sight of the revealing clothes hidden beneath her disheveled pajamas. Fury instantly burned within her. She rushed forward and grabbed Ma Weiwei’s hair, pulling it back forcefully. Ma Weiwei’s head was involuntarily yanked backward, and then Zhang Juan slapped her face fiercely, hitting with both hands, cursing furiously, “How dare you seduce my man! I’ll tear that slutty face of yours to shreds!”

Ma Weiwei saw stars from the blows, several times almost screaming for help, but then she remembered she was a public figure. If she attracted neighbors or the police, her career would be completely ruined, so she had no choice but to give up. She whimpered and begged for mercy, “Sister Zhang, I beg you, please stop hitting me! I didn’t seduce your husband, it was your husband who…”

Zhang Juan was in no mood to care who seduced whom. She only cared about desperately beating Ma Weiwei, while roaring as if losing her mind, “Speak! You whore, speak! When did you two get together!”

How could Ma Weiwei dare to speak? If she were to tell the history of their affair, she’d have to go back four or five years. If Zhang Juan found that out, wouldn’t she just kill her…

Seeing Ma Weiwei didn’t answer, Zhang Juan sneered, “Fine, not speaking, huh! Alright! I’d like to see how stubborn you are!”

With that, she turned and snatched an iron rod from her brother’s hand, fiercely swung it, and struck Ma Weiwei’s arm directly, hitting her so hard Ma Weiwei felt like her bones were about to shatter.

“Tell me or not! Tell me or not! Tell me or not!”

Zhang Juan had completely lost her mind. The iron rod in her hand swung continuously, leaving several severe injuries on Ma Weiwei’s arm. Zhang Lei, seeing his sister in a lethal stance, quickly snatched the iron rod from her hand, reminding her, “Juan’er, calm down. Beat her if you must, but don’t kill her.”

Zhang Juan roared, “Today I want to kill this whore! At worst, I’ll kill them both and pay with my life!”

Then, Zhang Juan stared intently at Ma Weiwei, cursing, “I’ll teach you to be promiscuous! I’ll teach you to be slutty! Dressed like this, and you still dare to say you didn’t seduce my man!”

Everyone stared dumbfounded as Zhang Juan rushed forward to rip at Ma Weiwei’s clothes, tearing off her pajamas and ripping her maid outfit to shreds. Ma Weiwei lay on the ground, crying, begging for mercy, and rolling around. The men all remained indifferent, because they discovered that not only was Ma Weiwei’s maid outfit revealing, but she damn well wasn’t wearing underwear either. Such an opportunity probably wouldn’t come once in decades.

Xu Jianjun watched the scene through the surveillance video. It had more or less met the requirements Li Mu had given him earlier, so he gave Li Mu a call, saying, “I think the situation inside is more or less settled. Should I notify the police now?”

Li Mu hummed in agreement, “Notify them.”

Xu Jianjun hung up and used another phone to dial 110, reporting to the police dispatch, “My neighbor’s house seems to have been forcibly broken into by a group of criminals! She’s Ma Weiwei, a Host from Yanjing TV. I’m afraid someone might be trying to kidnap her!”

The operator quickly asked him, “What’s your address?”

Xu Jianjun said, “Her address is Swan Bay, Building 5, Unit 1, one thousand five hundred and five…”

How serious the nature of this news was—a famous female host from Yanjing TV having her home forcibly broken into—the police were clearer on this than anyone. Moreover, once she experienced any mishap, the police’s responsibility would be undeniable. And if a public figure had an incident, it would make Yanjing’s public security seem insufficient, leading to an extremely negative impact.

So, the dispatch center immediately contacted the nearest branch bureau and Police Station. A Criminal Investigation Captain from a branch bureau personally led the team, organizing a police force of over thirty officers who rushed to Swan Bay.

Watching seven or eight police cars screech into Swan Bay, Xu Jianjun knew that Li Mu’s commission was complete. He said to one of his subordinates, “After the police take everyone away, go up and retrieve the cameras and listening devices.”

Even if the police found those devices, they wouldn’t be able to trace them back to him, but the equipment was still bought with money, so they might as well retrieve them if possible.

…

The next day, many rumors circulated in Yanjing.

The residents of Swan Bay said that Ma Weiwei had an affair with a married man last night and was ambushed at home and violently beaten by his wife. A large number of police officers even arrived, alarming the entire Swan Bay.

Employees and family members of Yanjing TV were also gossiping. They heard that Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei were having an affair, and Zhang Juan went to catch them in the act, causing a big scene. So much so that Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei didn’t come to work today. Zhang Juan, along with her brother and several others, were reportedly criminally detained.

Even more well-informed people said that Zhang Juan specifically hired private detectives to investigate and track Zhan Yun, which led to her catching the evidence of his affair.

Word on the street quickly received this grapevine news. In just one morning, although the incident had not been reported by any media, it still became a sensation throughout Yanjing.

Soon, someone revealed that Union Hospital separately admitted Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei last night. Both were seriously injured and were estimated to be unlikely to be discharged from the hospital within a month.

The leaders of Yanjing TV quickly verified the full story behind the incident with the public security system. In addition to their outrage, they did not forget to hastily distance themselves. Yanjing TV publicly announced that Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei were suspended from their positions for investigation due to violating station rules. Zhan Yun’s work was taken over by another Deputy Station Director named Xu, and the Host of “Extraordinary Interview” was temporarily replaced by Xue Lulu, the Host of “Legal Time and Space.”

Li Mu and Xu Jianjun met again at a teahouse. Li Mu settled the accounts with him. In addition to the one hundred thousand he had given him previously, Li Mu additionally paid him one hundred fifty thousand for the series of plans yesterday.

Xu Jianjun took the money and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, do you have the phone I gave you earlier with you?”

Li Mu nodded, took out the Nokia phone, and handed it to him.

Xu Jianjun said, “I’d better take the phone back and dispose of it. It’s good to be careful. I don’t think the police will investigate these things. Even if they did, they wouldn’t trace it back to you or me. You can rest assured.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. Xu Jianjun was right; the possibility of anyone coming after him because of this incident was very slim. The police wouldn’t delve deeply into these matters, and even if they did, it would be useless. Xu Jianjun had handled all related clues very cleanly. Additionally, Li Mu wasn’t worried that anyone would attribute Zhan Yun’s predicament to himself, or to Chen Wan. The reason was simple: the commotion Zhang Juan caused last night was simply too big, and she precisely went directly to Ma Weiwei’s house to catch them in the act of adultery. The outside world would instinctively assume that Zhang Juan herself investigated and did all of this. Even if Zhang Juan explained that it wasn’t her, it would be useless; as soon as the incident happened yesterday, the blame would be squarely on her.

Xu Jianjun had been in this line of work for many years. He was not just a private detective, but also wealthy people’s secret all-around helper. As long as the money was sufficient, he would do both legal and illegal things. Moreover, he had strong professional ethics; he knew that upholding secrecy was his secure way to make a living. So, his discretion and security measures were tighter than anyone else’s. Li Mu wasn’t worried that he would leak anything, because Li Mu intuitively felt that the dirty deeds Xu Jianjun did for others were far dirtier than this matter.

As for Xu Jianjun, this deal was indeed profitable. Not only did he earn a lot of money, but he also learned a new set of methods. The series of traps Li Mu set for Zhang Juan was truly eye-opening for him.

As he was leaving, he said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, if there’s any business patronage in the future, just contact me on the old phone number.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “So, from now on, will I be considered one of your regular customers?”

Xu Jianjun nodded and smiled faintly, “I wasn’t actually planning to take on more pre-existing clients, but working with you is very interesting, so you should be the last spot on my regular customer list for the next one or two years.”

After this collaboration, Li Mu greatly appreciated Xu Jianjun’s execution ability and professional qualities. For him, he also hoped to maintain a cooperative relationship with Xu Jianjun, so he shook his hand and said with a smile, “In that case, I wish us more opportunities for cooperation in the future.”

“Great!” Xu Jianjun responded with a smile, saying, “Then I’ll be going, Mr. Li. We’ll contact each other by phone if anything comes up.”

Li Mu spent the cost of a car to deal with these two obnoxious people, Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei, but he didn’t feel a pang of regret at all. Instead, he felt it was extremely gratifying. Chen Wan was almost like family to him; what’s two hundred fifty thousand compared to getting this revenge for her? Money used this way is truly satisfying!

However, Li Mu’s only regret was that he couldn’t fan the flames online to make these two infamous nationwide. Although people were discussing the matter online, without the systematic operation of a large online army, those online revelations simply didn’t amount to much and were even less likely to become hugely popular.

But while Li Mu felt regret, he understood very well that this was a booming period for internet development. He should try his best not to let the internet become associated with too much negativity, and especially not let the power of online public opinion be revealed too early.

Chen Wan, resting at home, also heard the news. At first, she was very surprised, but she soon understood. No wonder Ma Weiwei had such great influence at the television station. No wonder she herself had been completely suppressed with no chance to rise again. No wonder she was given such a hard time when trying to resign. It turned out Ma Weiwei also had Zhan Yun above her.

Thinking clearly about these things, the always kind Chen Wan couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction in her heart. Having seen so many bad and obnoxious people abuse their power, being able to see them face retribution was indeed a joyous occasion celebrated by all.

Chen Wan, like a child, called Li Mu and said to him, “Rascal, I have some absolutely astonishing news for you.”

Li Mu, as the instigator of last night’s incident, naturally knew what Chen Wan wanted to say, but he still feigned great curiosity and asked her, “Sis, what amazing news? Tell me quickly!”

Chen Wan giggled, “Do you know? Ma Weiwei was caught in bed having an affair with a leader at the station by his wife! Both of them have been suspended by the television station!”

“Really?” Li Mu feigned surprise and said, “That’s truly satisfying!”

Chen Wan said, “It is indeed quite satisfying to hear that news.”

Li Mu quickly said, “I estimate that the reason Yanjing TV delayed your resignation was because those two were making things difficult. Now that they’ve been suspended, why don’t you ask Yanjing TV’s HR department again? It would be even better if you could expedite the resignation procedures.”

Chen Wan then realized, and chuckled, “I hadn’t thought of that! I’ll call and ask in a bit.”

To Li Mu’s surprise, Chen Wan obtained her resignation certificate that very afternoon.

Zhao Hezheng, the head of HR, had originally not dared to process Chen Wan’s procedures due to being intimidated by Zhan Yun’s tyranny. However, he also knew that Chen Wan would definitely soar to great heights once she joined Xiangnan Satellite TV. So, he had privately told Chen Wan the truth: it wasn’t him holding back her resignation procedures, but the station’s leaders.

Now that Zhan Yun had fallen from power, he naturally would no longer make things difficult for Chen Wan. Chen Wan made one phone call, and he quickly completed the resignation procedures, issuing the resignation certificate and stamping and signing it.

Chen Wan was completely free. She had obtained her resignation certificate from Yanjing TV, and in her hand, she held an open-ended contract from Xiangnan Satellite TV. She could now sign a new date and her name on the contract at any time, making it fully effective.

Overjoyed, Chen Wan called Li Mu out to celebrate. Li Mu also put aside what he was doing and made a special trip to accompany her for a celebratory dinner. Seeing Chen Wan’s cheerful look, sweeping away all gloom, Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh with emotion: two hundred fifty thousand was simply too damn worth it. Money used this way is truly satisfying!

The only regret Li Mu had was that he couldn’t fan the flames online to make these two infamous nationwide. Although people were discussing the matter online, without the systematic operation of a large online army, those online revelations simply didn’t amount to much, and were even less likely to become hugely popular.

However, while Li Mu felt regret, he understood very well that this was a booming period for internet development. He should try his best not to let the internet become associated with too much negativity, and especially not let the power of online public opinion be revealed too early.





Chapter 423: Letting the Impressive Product Go First

The fifteen-day internal testing period for YY and Mu Online was coming to an end.

During the internal testing, both YY and Mu Online discovered some bugs and promptly patched and upgraded them. However, for these two products undergoing internal testing at the same time, the difference in their influence was worlds apart.

Mu Online had been heavily promoted online non-stop, and it had also activated its money-burning mode, conducting extensive offline promotions in first-tier cities. On top of that, it had been lavishly giving away phones and laptops for over ten days like a filthy rich person. Now, the number of people following this game had reached seven to eight million.

Seven to eight million people—the majority of users in the entire country who truly played large-scale client-based games were already here.

Mu Online continuously released internal testing invitation codes, allowing a portion of users to participate. At the same time, it kept releasing images and details of the game’s internal testing to the public. As a result, even though most people couldn’t play the game, their understanding of it was already very high. Industry insiders, seeing Baofeng Entertainment’s aggressive promotion for the first time—and witnessing Mu Online’s growing online attention—unanimously concluded that this game would become the new king of domestic client-based games in 2002.

As for Legend, currently at its peak, Mu Online brought immense pressure to it. After all, Legend had many shortcomings compared to Mu Online; the two were fundamentally not on the same level.

While the attention of internet industry professionals was drawn to Mu Online, Li Mu’s true focus was on YY.

He understood a game’s lifespan all too well. Few games could last over three years, and even if they did, their revenue would significantly decline. Although online games had strong revenue generation capabilities, they lacked uniqueness and user stickiness. A better game could emerge at any time and replace them.

The online gaming market truly exemplifies ‘the waves behind push the waves in front.’ Sometimes, a single new wave can completely wipe out a whole group of previous ones on the beach.

However, compared to online games, YY was the most powerful core of a proper internet empire. If maintained well, it could generate profits for at least twenty years, earning money from the PC internet era all the way to the mobile internet era. Even if smart wearables and VR devices truly rose in the future, they would not pose a threat to instant messaging software with its powerful social networking capabilities.

What immensely comforted Li Mu was that YY’s internal testing went exceptionally smoothly. Not only was it smooth on the technical and product levels, but with the exceptionally high-profile Mu Online attracting all the attention, YY’s confidentiality was also maintained very well.

Over ten days passed, and the industry heard absolutely no news about YY.

And according to the sequence of internal testing times, the first product to announce the end of its internal testing was YY.

Due to confidentiality, Li Mu’s testing tasks for YY only included internal testing and no public testing. Once all discovered issues were resolved during internal testing, it could go live directly.

Mu Online’s internal testing was also basically coming to an end. In fact, no new bugs had been found during the last two or three days of testing. Technical personnel comprehensively assessed that the current program stability, localization stability, and server stability already met the requirements for official launch and operation. However, since Mu Online had announced a clear internal testing period to the public, it had to wait until the full fifteen days were over before officially launching public testing on the sixteenth day. In fact, the main purpose of public testing was free trial play, first attracting users by offering free public testing that wouldn’t erase data, much like the free public chapters of online novels. The goal was to cultivate user stickiness first, and then charge for services once user stickiness reached a certain level.

On the fifteenth day of YY’s internal testing and the fourteenth day of Mu Online’s internal testing, Li Mu once again gathered his core team for a meeting. During the meeting, he announced a decision that surprised everyone: postpone the launch of YY, with the specific launch time to be determined later. Mu Online’s public testing time would proceed as originally planned, launching on the sixteenth day, precisely after the fifteen days of internal testing concluded.

Everyone was surprised by Li Mu’s decision, especially Kong Lingyu. He knew too well Li Mu’s emphasis on YY. He knew that in Li Mu’s eyes, YY was above all else. YY’s entire product and technical architecture were personally orchestrated by Li Mu, who poured a tremendous amount of effort into it; it was almost like his child. Why would he suddenly postpone YY’s launch date without a reason?

To this, Li Mu replied, “According to the original plan, YY was to officially launch tomorrow night at eight o’clock. However, these past two days I’ve been thinking about a question: the launch order of YY and Mu Online. Should YY launch before Mu Online, or after it?”

Everyone became even more confused. The original plan was for both products to launch after fifteen days of internal testing. The difference was that YY underwent secret internal testing, while Mu Online had been heavily advertised since the first day of its internal testing. Now that YY’s internal testing was already finished, what was the intention behind changing the plan at this point?

Moreover, the most fundamental question was, YY and Mu Online were two completely unrelated products under two different companies. Could there be some connection between them?

Lin Qingya’s thought process was different from that of the technical personnel. When technicians heard this question, their first thought was whether there was some connection between the two products, which was merely a judgment call, and their inner answer leaned towards “no.” But Lin Qingya knew that since Li Mu was considering it this way, there must be some connection between them. Therefore, what she needed to figure out was what exactly those connections were.

Soon, while others were still pondering whether to choose “yes” or “no” for a judgment question from a cause-and-effect logical perspective, Lin Qingya had already grasped the key point.

“Manager Li, I think YY should launch after Mu Online.”

Li Mu asked her, “How did you come to that conclusion?”

Lin Qingya said, “I didn’t think about it too deeply, but I just felt that Mu Online’s initial promotional efforts are too strong, and YY has no promotion whatsoever. If we were to launch YY now, it would be equivalent to us having to restart a similar promotional campaign to Mu Online’s internal testing, which would be too costly. If Mu Online launches first, it will definitely attract a large influx of users in a short period. In that case, we can find a way to leverage the buzz of Mu Online’s public testing to promote our YY.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and nodded, saying, “That’s a very good point. It’s like entertainment companies always use established big stars to support newly debuted small stars. For a new artist, spending several million to tens of millions to host a concert might not be as effective as just appearing once on stage during a big star’s concert. Right now, Mu Online is our big star. Since Mu Online is currently the focus of national attention, we might as well let Mu Online launch first. Once it has users, it will be much easier for us to promote YY. Otherwise, with so many people currently focused on Mu Online, our re-promotion of YY might see its effectiveness greatly diminished due to users’ high expectations for Mu Online.”

Sun Qian, a veteran technician who had joined the Muye Technology team back in the Eting.com era, suddenly raised his right hand at this moment. Seeing him raise his hand, Li Mu gestured for him to speak, saying, “Sun Qian, tell us your thoughts.”

Sun Qian said excitedly, “I thought of a very practical point. If, as Manager Li said, we launch YY after Mu Online, then we can really make an issue out of the YY Group feature. I’ve been following Legend’s situation. Guilds are already very common in major servers, and they are unprecedentedly united. However, the problem is that guild communication has never had a good channel. In-game guild chat is unreliable: first, it can’t receive offline messages—people not online simply don’t receive guild chat messages, even if they log on later; second, it can’t save chat history; and third, Legend’s chat box design isn’t suitable for large group chats, making it very easy to miss content and difficult to scroll back. This problem also exists in our Mu Online. Game players desperately need a true group chat tool right now, and our YY Group is practically their savior.”

Li Mu listened with great appreciation, leading the applause. “Sun Qian put it very well. Although YY and Mu Online are essentially two different products, and even belong to different companies, we ourselves know that these two products are mutually open. Therefore, we must try our best to find points where these two products can combine. Once they can combine on certain levels, it will be a significant boost for both products. There’s little point in launching both products together; it’s better to let the impressive product go first.”

After hearing this, everyone understood why Li Mu planned to launch YY after Mu Online.

Compared to YY, Mu Online had already received ample groundwork. Currently, ten million users were closely following Mu Online, eagerly anticipating it. Everyone was waiting for this groundbreaking 2.5D online game to conclude its internal testing and officially open public testing. Mu Online was undoubtedly the most anticipated product in the domestic internet industry right now. That’s why Li Mu temporarily altered the previously set launch plan, letting Mu Online launch first.

Within Muye Technology, this strategy became the standard operating rule for products launching concurrently in the future. Internal employees referred to it as: letting the impressive product go first.

…

In April, the weather in Yanjing had begun to warm up significantly.

Zhao Kang’s internet cafe had opened. Over one hundred brand new computers, along with a clean, tidy, and somewhat high-swagger interior space, quickly made this internet cafe, named E-Home Internet Cafe, a favorite among high-achieving students from several surrounding universities.

The name E-Home was chosen by Zhao Kang. He managed this project almost entirely by himself. Initially, he insisted on Li Mu naming it, but Li Mu flat out refused and directly handed the naming rights to him. After thinking for a long time, Zhao Kang came up with this name. According to him, the letter ‘E’ represents the ‘E-era,’ which is a letter most liked by the internet industry now. As for ‘E-Home’ combined, it had two layers of meaning: one was a home for the internet, and the other was a homophone for “a home.”

E-Home Internet Cafe, “A Home” Internet Cafe, certainly had a nice ring to it.

From the day it opened, the internet cafe was packed, almost operating at full capacity 24 hours a day. Except for a twenty-minute shutdown and cleaning period each morning after overnight users left, the cafe was running at full power almost all the time.

Zhao Kang purchased reliable multi-functional software from outside for internet cafe management, membership, and cashier duties. He also hired a dependable manager, along with several rotating network administrators and sales personnel, ensuring the internet cafe ran very smoothly.

For the first two days after the internet cafe opened, most users only played two games and one software: Half-Life, Legend, and QQ, respectively.

However, on this evening around seven o’clock, nearly ninety percent of the over one hundred machines in the internet cafe were running one game—Mu Online.

Low-key Zhao Kang, pretending to be an ordinary customer, sat next to Li Mu in front of a computer. The internet cafe was bustling with conversation, everyone talking about Mu Online’s registration opening at eight o’clock sharp.

Although Mu Online’s client had been available for download for a while, users couldn’t play without an invitation code. Today was the day Mu Online officially opened its public testing. After so many days of promotional warm-up, users had been eagerly anticipating it. So, even before eight o’clock, E-Home Internet Cafe’s machines were fully occupied by Mu Online fans.

Most of these people came in groups: two, three, four friends together, some even an entire dorm room of eight people, just waiting for the moment registration opened to rush into the long-awaited game world.

Occasionally, someone would exclaim, “Oh, only twenty minutes left! Everyone pay attention! If we’re among the first to register and join, we’ll have a chance to become the most impressive characters on the server! If we can even manage to create the first guild on the server, that would be even more impressive!”

Someone else said, “When we register later, make sure to thoroughly research the characters. The characters in this game are much more complex than in Legend. I’ve heard users who participated in the internal testing say that team character coordination is very important in this game. Let’s each choose different characters to familiarize ourselves with them, find patterns, and see which combinations of characters work best together!”

Besides those seriously discussing the game, there were also some impatient people continuously swearing, “Damn it, why is time passing so slowly! I’ve been eager for this for ages!”

Zhao Kang whispered to Li Mu, “Mu Online is really explosive right now. This game is definitely going to be a huge hit after it launches!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “It’s definitely going to be a huge hit, but the question is, how big of a hit will it be?”

With that, Li Mu asked him, “How well have we been selling the monthly subscription activation codes for Legend Overlord recently?”

Zhao Kang said, “Still the same, just over one million a month. It’s not increasing anymore.”

Li Mu then said, “Tonight, have your core personnel responsible for distribution contact the internet cafe bosses they’ve developed and ask them how many people are playing Mu Online in their internet cafes, and what the reputation is like. Just say we’re conducting market research and preparing to launch a Mu Online hack while the iron’s hot, and these internet cafes will sell it for us then. Ask them to cooperate seriously with our research, preferably taking three to five days for thorough research, and also make a comparison with Legend. That way, the results will be more intuitive.”





Chapter 424: Mythical Beast of the Online Gaming Field

At eight o’clock in the evening, Mu Online, representing the pinnacle of online game strength, officially launched in China!

The Mu Online operations team timed the launch with extreme precision. Before eight o’clock, the registration button on the client was grayed out. At eight o’clock, it immediately turned vibrant and colorful.

The first player to click it in an internet cafe yelled, “You can register now!!!”

Immediately after, a cheer erupted in the internet cafe. Almost everyone surged into the registration page and began signing up for their Mu Online accounts.

Regarding its initial server architecture, Mu Online was unprecedented. Right from the start, it opened five major regions: North China, Central China, East China, South China, and West China. Each major region simultaneously had ten sub-regions, and each sub-region contained eight servers. This means Mu Online launched with a total of four hundred small servers, and each small server could accommodate at least two thousand concurrent players, with an additional five hundred to one thousand redundant slots. Calculating this, Mu Online, upon its official public testing launch, already possessed the capability to handle one million concurrent users playing the game.

When the server selection interface was fully displayed, not only were users stunned, but even the industry insiders observing Mu Online were dumbfounded.

Setting up such a massive server system right from the start was virtually unheard of in the online gaming industry. Baofeng Entertainment’s high confidence in this game was evident.

Moreover, what was even more astounding was the meticulous attention Mu Online paid to user experience, which could be seen during registration. Although the server division was highly complex, with five geographical major regions alone, the system would automatically match the user’s actual major region based on their IP during registration to reduce the user’s behavioral cost. This meant that when a Yanjing player registered and selected a region, they only needed to choose the corresponding server within the North China region by default. Furthermore, the sub-regions within the major regions were automatically matched based on their capacity.

For example, North China users would default to registering in North China Region One first. After North China Region One reached twenty thousand registered users, they would automatically be assigned to North China Region Two. Users generally only needed to select the corresponding server to complete registration directly. If they had specific preferences for the major or sub-regions, they could also select them manually.

The default registration of twenty thousand users per region was merely an initial threshold. If, with twenty thousand registered users, the peak concurrent users on a single day only reached one thousand, the server would automatically open up another twenty thousand registration slots, keeping the server load in optimal condition.

An online game with one million concurrent users had not yet appeared in this world. Even Legend, as impressive as it was currently, only had three to four hundred thousand concurrent players. If history had followed its course, Legend’s concurrent players could have surpassed seven hundred thousand in the second half of this year, a figure Li Mu remembered as the highest in the global online gaming industry at the time.

Mu Online’s server scale at launch was more than double that of Legend, which had been operating for over half a year at that point. The main reason was Li Mu’s immense hope for this game. Baofeng Entertainment, backed by Muye Technology, was financially much stronger than The9 in his previous life, and Tieba’s powerful promotional capabilities were also incomparable to The9’s. With money and resources, combined with lessons from his past life that allowed him to avoid detours, Li Mu had a full grasp to truly make Mu Online flourish in his hands.

Facts proved that Mu Online, with powerful backing, was a miracle in itself.

At eight-thirty, Li Mu received operational data: in the half-hour since public testing and open registration officially began, Mu Online’s registered users had increased by three point two million.

Three million registered users in half an hour — even if there were instances of single users registering multiple times, this data was still nothing short of heaven-defying in this era.

Similarly, at eight-thirty, the concurrent player count reached one point one million. Even with such a lavish server configuration, it was running at full capacity.

The Mu Online operations team immediately set the maximum limit at one point two million. This user level was the highest intensity the servers could handle; anything beyond that would make it difficult to guarantee smooth server operation.

According to server records, there were still over two hundred thousand users attempting to squeeze into the servers, but because the servers stopped responding to external login requests, they could only stay at their clients, repeatedly trying.

Li Mu sat in a chair at the internet cafe, lazily sinking into the comfortable computer chair. The computer remained idle, doing nothing, while his entire attention was focused on the Mu Online players around him.

The surrounding players praised the game as soon as they started playing. The internet cafe was filled with the exclamations of various Mu Online players. The game’s graphics and operations began to win over players’ loyalty from the very first moment.

Mu Online was originally supposed to be launched in China in 2003. At that time, Mu Online had already achieved tremendous success in Korea. The9 had staked everything on getting this game, giving Webzen a very high profit share. However, the cost Li Mu paid to acquire this game was much lower than what The9 paid in 2003. Not only was the price lower, but most importantly, the game launched in China half a year early, and the game itself had a massive impact on domestic users. Players in this era had not yet developed strong loyalty to Legend, so in their eyes, this game was much better than Legend.

Li Mu suddenly felt that he might have severely crippled the future Shanda Games. If Legend couldn’t maintain good momentum for two to three years, the powerful Shanda Games group in the future might suffer from congenital developmental defects; deformity would be a small matter, but a miscarriage would be a major one.

Li Mu was inherently a believer in the butterfly effect, and he had brought the launch of Mu Online in China forward by half a year, which was bound to have an extremely powerful impact on the original landscape of the domestic online gaming market.

Zhao Kang also saw the potential of this game from the reaction of the hundred people in the internet cafe. He couldn’t help but tease Li Mu, “According to your previous definition of cheats/hacks, are you going to desperately prevent Mu Online cheats/hacks now?”

Li Mu nodded seriously, recalling the enormous negative consequences of The9’s laissez-faire attitude towards cheats/hacks. With determination, he said, “If there’s one Mu Online cheat/hack, I will kill it. If there are two, I will kill both. Not only do we need to promptly block all cheats/hacks, but all users found using cheats/hacks will be permanently banned. No leniency will be shown. Operating an online game is like running a casino; I want to create an absolutely fair gaming environment for my guests. I absolutely cannot let anyone cheat on my turf!”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “Except for myself…”

…

According to Li Mu’s estimation, Mu Online’s server load might be full for the first few days after launch, but a significant portion of these players should be onlookers who flocked in due to the bandwagon effect. As the public testing continued, like sifting sand, players would constantly be filtered and refined. Li Mu would be quite satisfied if, within the next three months, it could gradually stabilize at a level of five hundred thousand concurrent online players.

However, the industry’s predictions for Mu Online were much more optimistic than Li Mu’s. After witnessing the explosive popularity on the night of the public testing, and considering the game’s inherent qualities, most internet industry companies believed that once the game officially began charging, its transaction volume would surpass that of the currently popular Blood Legend, and it would become the first online game to achieve over one million concurrent users.

To Li Mu’s surprise, player demand for Mu Online did not decrease at all in the following days; instead, it continued to climb. Except for the period from two AM to ten AM when server load could slightly relax, the servers were constantly full at other times, and more and more players tried to enter the game.

Initially, two hundred thousand people were blocked outside the gates. Three days later, this number reached five hundred thousand. And as Mu Online sparked heated discussions on Tieba and major forums, with many players sharing game screenshots and content, it became a spontaneous water army, giving Mu Online another strong push. As a result, the number of people trying to squeeze into the game during peak hours continued to grow daily.

Li Mu then suddenly realized that he thought he had unleashed a howling, hungry beast cub. Even if it was of excellent breed and grew rapidly, it would still need some time. But he never expected that from the moment it was born, it was already a substantial mythical beast, and its growth rate was astonishingly fast.

Fortunately, Baofeng Entertainment had ample funds “borrowed” from Muye Technology, possessing strong reserves for setting up new servers. Li Mu, upon regaining his composure, immediately arranged for the relevant persons in charge to add more servers, increasing the game’s server load capacity to accommodate two million concurrent players.

Two million concurrent players in China was a height that only Tencent-published games like DNF and CF might reach in the future. Even World of Warcraft’s domestic server didn’t have that capability. If Mu Online could truly achieve two million concurrent players during peak hours, its daily active users would definitely be in the tens of millions level, and its monthly transaction volume could potentially reach hundreds of millions of yuan. After deducting all manual operation costs and the small share given to Webzen, the monthly profit would absolutely exceed one hundred million yuan. This wasn’t just a gold mine; it was a money printing machine.

As Mu Online continued to sweep through China, Li Mu set a final launch date for YY, which he had delayed, for one week after Mu Online’s launch.

In the final twenty-four hours before YY’s launch, Li Mu confirmed several key matters with his core team.

First, YY was scheduled to launch at eight o’clock in the evening on the following day. Li Mu had always favored this golden time slot for internet usage.

Second, one hour before YY’s launch, Tieba ads, Tieba in-site messages, and Happy Farm in-site messages would simultaneously begin pushing YY advertisements. The advertisement content template had already been prepared, using the most concise language to tell users what YY was and what its impressive functions were.

Third, all users could register for a YY account directly after downloading the YY client. YY accounts would be issued in the form of numbers. Old users could bind their YY accounts to their Tieba accounts with one click. After binding, the user’s Happy Farm would receive a prop package worth ten yuan. The technical department absolutely had to ensure that the registration, binding, and reward领取 processes were smooth, no matter how high the instantaneous traffic was.

Fourth, YY’s friend cloning function was the core of quickly storming the beach and seizing market share. Therefore, the team had to ensure that on YY’s launch day, the registration and binding rate among Tieba logged-in users reached eighty percent or higher. If it didn’t, reward policies would immediately be implemented to compensate.

As long as these four points were done well, the rest was entirely up to the users.





Chapter 425: Critically Ill

YY’s launch entered its countdown, and the entire team was like a rocket development team right before a launch – not just nervous, but highly excited.

They had been developing YY for a long time. This product, born in their hands and constantly refined, was more than just a simple product to them; it was their effort and their hope. Every technical and product developer involved genuinely believed that YY would be a groundbreaking product in the history of the domestic internet industry, pushing internet social entertainment for netizens in the country to an unprecedented new height. To say nothing else, in their eyes, with the user base of Tieba and Happy Farm, merely YY’s YY Group feature would be enough to become a killer move to defeat QQ. As for YY’s other game-changing features, compared to QQ, they would become YY’s second, third, or even fourth killer move to defeat QQ.

Moreover, this time, Li Mu wasn’t just leading the YY team into battle. Once YY launched, Baofeng Entertainment would also leverage the current immense popularity of Mu Online to provide strong support for YY. At that time, the entire game, from its client to its in-game features, would issue system announcements, using group chat as an entry point to attract game players to register. Furthermore, Mu Online would gift a registration gift pack to players who registered for YY, containing a certain amount of gold coins and game props. Mu Online’s user base became another powerful trump card for YY. All these trump cards would be unleashed in one go the moment YY was released.

Li Mu had been brewing this “challenge for market dominance” for a long time. The reason he unleashed so many trump cards at once was that he intended to fight a swift and decisive lightning annihilation war: initiating it quickly, attacking with full force, eliminating the enemy swiftly, and eliminating future troubles once and for all.

He didn’t want to get entangled in a protracted feature-chasing war with his competitors again. He wanted to leverage his absolute advantage to change user habits and migrate user connections within the shortest possible time, becoming the sole overlord of the instant messaging domain.

That night, Li Mu tossed and turned in his bed in Yucheng Garden, unable to sleep. Since his rebirth until now, he had created many products, but none had excited him so much that he couldn’t sleep like YY. Muye Technology was finally about to show its true fangs to the entire internet industry. This was absolutely a milestone event in the development of the domestic internet. Only when YY launched and replaced QQ could it herald the birth of a vast internet empire. At that time, Li Mu himself would be the master of this future empire. With such immense possibilities in the future, how could he not be excited?

At three in the morning, Li Mu was still wide awake. He groped his way up in the darkness, wanting to light a cigarette. Just as he lit the lighter, his phone surprisingly rang.

It was Zhao Ziqiu calling. Li Mu answered the phone and heard her voice, so tense it was choked with sobs, ask, “Li Mu, where are you?”

Li Mu said, “I’m in Yucheng Garden. What’s wrong?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Can you come to the Hospital? Yanan’s mother is dying!”

Li Mu jolted upright and blurted out, “Wait for me, I’ll be there soon!”

He dressed as quickly as possible, went downstairs as quickly as possible, and drove as quickly as possible. In less than twenty minutes, Li Mu arrived at the Hospital where Wang Yanan’s mother was. At the entrance to the emergency room, he saw Wang Yanan, who was crying so much she was almost out of strength, leaning against Zhao Ziqiu’s shoulder with a desperate expression.

Only the two of them were at the Hospital. As soon as Li Mu arrived, he asked them, “How are things?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Auntie was fine when she went to sleep. Around two in the morning, Yanan noticed something was wrong and called the doctor. The doctor said it was cardiac arrest caused by hyperkalemia, and they are currently resuscitating her.”

Li Mu wasn’t quite sure what hyperkalemia was, but hearing that it caused cardiac arrest, he realized the condition must be very serious. Yanan’s mother was already a severe uremia patient, threatened by various complications, and hyperkalemia was likely one of them.

Li Mu saw Wang Yanan’s sorrowful expression and hollow eyes, as if she had gone numb. He sat beside Zhao Ziqiu and asked her in a low voice, “Where’s Zheng Dao?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Zheng Dao went out of town; he just left yesterday. The incident happened too suddenly, and he wouldn’t be able to make it back right away, so I didn’t have Yanan call him. But the two of us felt insecure waiting here, so I called you to come over…”

Li Mu nodded. Hu Zhengdao often traveled for sales and developing channels for Legend Overlord, and now he was getting further off track, his whereabouts currently unknown.

Li Mu said some comforting words to Wang Yanan, but it was clear they had little effect on her. The three of them waited at the emergency room door until six-thirty in the morning, when the red light on the emergency room door, which read “Resuscitating,” finally went out.

The three of them had been staring at that light for several hours, none of them having even a hint of sleepiness. The moment the light went out, Wang Yanan, Zhao Ziqiu, and Li Mu all stood up simultaneously and immediately walked to the emergency room door.

Just as they reached the door, the emergency room door opened, and several doctors and nurses emerged. One of them approached the trio and told the extremely nervous Wang Yanan, “The patient has been resuscitated, but her condition is still very critical. She will be transferred immediately to the ICU once she stabilizes a bit.”

After speaking, the doctor saw the three of them sigh in relief. He hesitated for a moment, then couldn’t help but remove his mask, looked at Wang Yanan, and sighed softly, saying, “Yanan, you and your mother have been receiving treatment at our Hospital for a long time. I understand your situation very well. There are some things I cannot hide from you. Your mother’s condition is now very serious. Even if she stays in the ICU indefinitely, she probably won’t last much longer. Moreover, the ICU costs are too high; the average daily cost is around 6,000 yuan. I think you should consider whether to…”

Before the other party finished speaking, Li Mu somewhat impolitely interrupted him, saying, “Doctor, you don’t need to worry about the cost. If the patient needs to stay in the ICU, then let’s proceed as you suggested. We choose the most aggressive treatment method. As for the money, you don’t need to worry.”

This doctor was very familiar with the situation of Wang Yanan and her mother. On one hand, he sympathized with their plight; on the other hand, he was moved by the bond between mother and daughter, as well as Hu Zhengdao’s sense of responsibility. However, emotion aside, facts were facts. Wang Yanan’s mother had been ill for so long, and they had already spent two hundred to three hundred thousand yuan. If they still couldn’t find a kidney donor, it would be a bottomless pit. As long as she was alive, large amounts of money would be consumed, especially when her condition was critical and she needed to enter the ICU. Most families couldn’t afford a daily treatment cost of several thousand or nearly ten thousand yuan, let alone these two university students.

Li Mu knew the doctor had been trying to ask Wang Yanan if she wanted to give up aggressive treatment. He also knew the doctor was considering it out of good intentions, but the reason he impolitely interrupted him was that he didn’t want him to say those words that would persuade someone to give up. Although well-intentioned, it was indeed cruel.

The doctor heard Li Mu’s words, glanced at him, and nodded slightly, saying, “Alright, then. When the patient is transferred to the ICU later, you’ll need to deposit another sum into the patient’s medical card before tonight. ICU charges accrue daily, so it’s best to deposit a bit more, just in case.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Okay, we understand. Thank you, Doctor.”

The doctor waved his hand lightly. “You can’t go in to see the patient right now. When she’s transferred to the ICU later, you also shouldn’t get too close, and don’t even try to talk to her.”

After the doctor left, Li Mu said to Wang Yanan, “Yanan, you don’t need to worry about the money. I’ll cover Auntie’s treatment costs. I’ll call Zheng Dao later and have him rush back to be with you as soon as possible. Don’t worry too much yourself; don’t let your own health suffer.”

Tears streamed down Wang Yanan’s face. She had a phrase stuck in her chest, wanting to say it but not daring to. She knew that she and Hu Zhengdao already owed Li Mu too much. If she let him pay again at this point, she wouldn’t know how to face him. However, at present, she had no other choice. No matter what, her mother’s life was paramount.

So, she bit her lip tightly and nodded heavily, wanting to say thank you, but the words never came out.

At seven in the morning, Yanan’s mother, still in a coma, was wheeled out of the emergency room. Nurses and doctors very efficiently transferred her to the ICU on the same floor. Wang Yanan only followed the gurney and took a few glances as her mother was moved. Once she entered the ICU, she was completely isolated; not only could she not enter to visit, but even the blinds on the windows were fully drawn, making it impossible to see anything inside.

Zhao Ziqiu originally wanted to take Wang Yanan back to her rented apartment to rest, but Wang Yanan was unwilling to leave right away. So, Zhao Ziqiu stayed with her, silently waiting by the ICU entrance, while Li Mu stepped aside to call Hu Zhengdao.

“Hello, Third oldest bro,” Hu Zhengdao’s voice sounded a bit tired. He asked, “What made you think of calling me?”

Li Mu asked him, “Where did you go?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I’m in Guizhou Province.”

Li Mu asked, “Why are you there? Developing new channels?”

Hu Zhengdao hesitated for a moment and stammered, “Not developing channels; I’m busy with other things.”

Li Mu’s tone was somewhat reproachful. “What kind of important matter would make you travel all the way to Guizhou Province? You left Yanan here alone. What’s she supposed to do if something happens to her mother?”

Hu Zhengdao explained, “I was planning to return tomorrow after I finished my business…”

Li Mu said, “Auntie is in critical condition. After being rescued all night, she was just barely stabilized, but her condition is very unstable. She’s already in the ICU. Come back as soon as possible.”

Upon hearing this, Hu Zhengdao urgently pressed Li Mu for the specific situation. Li Mu briefly explained, and Hu Zhengdao didn’t speak for a long time.

After a long while, Hu Zhengdao finally said, “Third oldest bro, to be honest with you, I came out this time to find a kidney donor for Auntie.”

Li Mu asked him in surprise, “Where did you go to find a kidney donor?”

At first, Hu Zhengdao stammered, not wanting to tell the truth. It took several inquiries from Li Mu to learn that Hu Zhengdao was actually out of town meeting a rather unusual person.

Hu Zhengdao had long ago helped Wang Yanan’s mother queue at the Hospital, waiting for a kidney donor, but there had been no news. Some time ago, a relative of another patient of Wang Yanan’s mother found a kidney donor outside and completed a kidney transplant surgery. Hu Zhengdao discreetly inquired and found out that the source of the other party’s kidney was a bit shady.

The person introduced Hu Zhengdao to a man nicknamed Old Hei, who was in his forties and an organ broker. There were many people in the unofficial sector doing this kind of business. These individuals were active year-round in economically struggling areas of the Southwest and Northwest, searching everywhere for brain-dead patients lying in hospital beds, or critically ill patients who wouldn’t live much longer due to other illnesses. Once found, they would persuade the families to proceed with compensated organ donation. Outwardly, it was called “donation,” but in reality, it was trafficking. Once they persuaded the family, the broker would help these critically ill patients undergo tissue matching, establishing their own matching database. Once a patient waiting for a kidney donor successfully matched with one of these critically ill patients, Old Hei would negotiate the price with the patient’s family. After the price was agreed upon, they would wait for the donor’s death, then immediately retrieve the kidney for transplant through designated donation.

Hu Zhengdao was a university student, after all, and he knew in his mind that while this matter was under the guise of “donation” and the donor’s family agreed, its actual nature was illegal organ trafficking. However, he was now solely focused on helping Wang Yanan’s mother completely resolve her uremia issue; otherwise, in her current state, she wouldn’t last much longer. So, Hu Zhengdao didn’t care if the matter was legal or not. After two or three phone conversations with Old Hei, he learned that Old Hei was very cautious, requiring a meeting first and seeing the patient’s information before considering taking the case. Thus, he traveled alone to Guizhou Province to meet Old Hei in person.

Li Mu was also dumbfounded after hearing this; after all, he had never dealt with such matters. So he asked Hu Zhengdao, “What’s the likelihood of success for this kind of thing?”

“Hard to say,” Hu Zhengdao said. “I just met him last night and gave him Auntie’s information. He said he currently has more than forty pre-tested potential donors. If none of his donors match, his friends also have some that can help with matching, but the price will be a bit higher. He told me he can probably match with hundreds of donors in total. Whether a match can be found depends on luck.”

Li Mu then asked, “What about the price?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “He said the price isn’t fixed; it depends on the donor’s age, gender, and physical condition. Generally, the younger the donor, the higher the price. Typically, it costs one hundred twenty to one hundred thirty thousand yuan.”

Li Mu nodded to himself and then asked, “Once we give him the tissue matching data, will we not need frequent tests? He can just take it and match it with his donors?”

“He said so.”

“Alright,” Li Mu said, “then make another appointment with him later and confirm everything. If you don’t need to stay there, then come back as soon as possible.”

“Okay, I’ll arrange to meet him later and buy a plane ticket to return this afternoon. Also, Third oldest bro, I have a favor to ask you: please don’t tell Yanan yet. I’m afraid the greater her hope, the greater her disappointment will be.”

“Understood,” Li Mu said.

Li Mu didn’t tell Wang Yanan about this matter. He obtained her mother’s medical card from Wang Yanan and deposited five hundred thousand yuan by swiping the card at the billing counter. The Hospital’s treatment was drawn from the account; as long as there was money in the account, all necessary treatment would proceed without any delay.





Chapter 426: Am I at a Disadvantage?

“

After dealing with these matters, it was already 9:30 AM. Wang Yanan had been tense all night, and her emotions had been sorrowful all night. By this time, she was so exhausted she couldn’t even sit still. Zhao Ziqiu finally managed to persuade her to go back and rest, after much convincing. After all, her mother was in the ICU, and even if Wang Yanan stayed by the door, she wouldn’t be able to see her.

”

“

Li Mu drove the two of them to Wang Yanan’s rented apartment nearby. Wang Yanan was indeed utterly exhausted, and after returning to the room, she fell into a deep sleep in the master bedroom where her mother usually slept.

”

“

Seeing Wang Yanan fall asleep instantly from extreme fatigue, Zhao Ziqiu said with a pained expression, “Yan Nan has really been too tired lately. She’s been at the Hospital this whole time, not getting a single good night’s sleep. The sudden deterioration of her condition last night truly terrified her.”

”

“

Li Mu sighed and asked her, “Did you rush over from Renmin University last night, or had you been at the Hospital the whole time?”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I’ve been here the whole time. Zheng Dao went out of town, so I came to keep her company and help her out a bit.”

”

“

Li Mu said, “You haven’t slept much all night either. Why don’t I drive you back to your dorm room to rest?”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu said, “No, I have to watch over Yan Nan. At the very least, I can’t let her wake up and find herself alone.”

”

“

Li Mu then said, “Then go inside and sleep with her for a while.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu yawned, her face weary, but she still shook her head and said, “I’m not a still sleeper, I’ll disturb her rest.”

”

“

Li Mu said, “Then you can’t just sit here. Why don’t you go sleep in the room next door?”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu and asked, “What about you?”

”

“

Li Mu said, “I’ll go back once you’re asleep.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu asked him, “You’re going back to Yucheng Garden?”

”

“

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded. “I’ll go back and rest for a bit too.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu pressed her lips together, hesitated for a moment, then whispered, “If you leave, I’ll feel a bit panicked being alone.”

”

“

Li Mu didn’t think too deeply about it and said, “Then I’ll leave after I see you fall asleep.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu nodded quickly.

”

“

When Wang Yanan’s mother’s condition wasn’t so severe, the second bedroom in this apartment was where Wang Yanan and Hu Zhengdao stayed. Later, when Wang Yanan’s mother’s condition worsened and she was readmitted to the Hospital, the two of them mostly stayed at the Hospital. The apartment was essentially left vacant. The bedding in the second bedroom had been put away to prevent dust, leaving only the bare bed frame.

”

“

Seeing this, Zhao Ziqiu sighed and said, “I think I’d better not sleep. I’ll just tough it out.”

”

“

Li Mu said, “You should still sleep for a bit. Let me see if the bedding is in the wardrobe.”

”

“

He opened the wardrobe and, sure enough, the quilt, mattress, and pillows were all there. Two sets of clean four-piece bedding sets were also neatly folded in the cupboard. So he said, “Come on, let’s make the bed, you get some sleep.”

”

“

Immediately, Li Mu took out the mattress from the wardrobe and spread it on the bed, telling Zhao Ziqiu, “Go get a four-piece set, and we’ll put the quilt cover on together.”

”

“

…

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu, with a flushed face, hurriedly put the box back into the wardrobe and deliberately pretended as if nothing had happened, saying to Li Mu, “Let’s put the bedsheet on first.”

”

“

Li Mu hummed in agreement, spreading out the bedsheet. The two of them each held one end and flattened the sheet on the bed. After they put on the quilt cover, Li Mu told Zhao Ziqiu, “It’s already past ten. Hurry up and get some sleep.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “What about you?”

”

“

Li Mu said, “I’ll sit for a bit. I’ll leave once you’re asleep.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, seeming to want to say something but held back. She glanced at Li Mu, pursed her lips, and asked him, “Do you think my figure is…?”

”

“

Li Mu replied without hesitation, “Excellent, absolutely superb.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu then asked, “And my looks, are they acceptable?”

”

“

Li Mu said, “Of course, also superb.”

”

“

“What do you think of me as a person? My temper and personality?”

”

“

Li Mu said, “Also very good.”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, but pouted, feeling a bit lost, and said, “Li Mu, tell me, am I at a disadvantage?”

”

“

“At a disadvantage for what?”

”

“

“You just said my figure, looks, temper, and personality are all good. So I should count as an excellent girl. A girl like me, last time at the airport, I even specifically told you to come to Hangzhou during winter break, that I had the best gift for you. But you insisted on not coming. Not coming is one thing, but why are you not even willing to look at me face-to-face now?”

”

“

Li Mu quickly said, “I’m not unwilling! Besides, there were really too many things happening during Chinese New Year…”

”

“

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head, “I don’t believe you. You know in your heart what gift I was talking about. If you really wanted it, you could have made some time, no matter what.”

”

“

Li Mu said, “I…”

”

“

He uttered one word, but then didn’t know how to continue.

”

“

Seeing Li Mu fall silent awkwardly, Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips and said, “Never mind, I won’t make it difficult for you. But I’m very sleepy right now and want to sleep for a bit.”

”

“

Li Mu quickly said, “Then you sleep. I’ll watch over you here.”

”

“

“You idiot, you’re sleepy too!” Zhao Ziqiu said, “You haven’t slept all night, so don’t drive back. Why don’t you just make do with sleeping here for a while too? Besides, I feel quite insecure right now. If you leave, I’m afraid I won’t be able to sleep.”

”

“

Li Mu was about to politely decline, but seeing the deep, lingering gaze in Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes, the words on his lips were swallowed back. After a slight hesitation, he secretly gritted his teeth but said in a feigned casual tone, “Alright.”

”





Chapter 427: Keeping Your Secret to My Grave

The two exhausted individuals slept embraced, and for both of them, this sleep was exceptionally peaceful.

In his previous life, Li Mu drifted aimlessly for over thirty years. Although he had a few girlfriends, he was mostly alone. So now, a desire to protect and cherish her involuntarily bloomed in his heart. The feeling was simply dreamlike and beautiful.

Li Mu had never considered himself a fickle person. Yet now, he couldn’t resist Zhao Ziqiu’s deep affection. Although he hadn’t figured out how to properly handle his relationship with her even as he drifted off to sleep, there was at least one thing Li Mu was firm about: he would not disappoint her.

Zhao Ziqiu, on the other hand, was much simpler. Her entire being was focused on Li Mu; as long as she could win Li Mu’s true affection, she was willing to give anything.

Wang Yanan had slept soundly all day. Hu Zhengdao, who had rushed to Yang City Airport in Guizhou Province, called her, but no one answered. He then called Li Mu, but again, no one answered. He tried Zhao Ziqiu, and still no one picked up. Hu Zhengdao roughly guessed that the three of them were probably resting. After such a long period of nursing, Hu Zhengdao felt that staying up late to care for someone in the Hospital was the most exhausting. It was far more tiring than working a night shift at a 24-hour McDonald’s; he was mentally and physically drained.

Hu Zhengdao’s flight was at six in the evening, and it would arrive in Yanjing around nine. Since phones had to be turned off on the plane, he worried Wang Yanan would be anxious if she woke up and couldn’t reach him. So, before the plane took off, he sent her a message, telling her he was already on the flight and would see her in a few hours. He told her not to be afraid or worry, as he would face everything with her.

After sending the message, a flight attendant politely approached Hu Zhengdao and said, “Sir, the plane has already pushed back and is about to take off. Please turn off your mobile phone…”

Hu Zhengdao quickly nodded apologetically, turning off his phone as he said, “My apologies.”

The flight attendant offered a polite smile, then went to check on other passengers in the cabin. Hu Zhengdao looked at the dim sky outside the window, a wave of fatigue washing over him. He lay back in his seat, closing his eyes to rest.

Recalling his experiences during this period, Hu Zhengdao sometimes found himself admiring his own resilience. A kid from the mountains in the northwest, not only dating a Peking University student but also supporting himself through tutoring and even helping his family back home. Back then, he felt utterly content, always thinking his life had begun to undergo a massive transformation. But he never expected that such good days would only last a few days before something happened to his girlfriend’s family.

At first, Hu Zhengdao didn’t even know what uremia truly was. Yet, it was his deep affection for Wang Yanan that made him shoulder this immense burden without hesitation. He had carried it for so long, and that truly was worthy of admiration. Of course, he also understood that if Li Mu hadn’t generously helped financially and then arranged such a high-paying job for him selling Legend Overlord, not only would he not have been able to bear it, but Wang Yanan’s Mom probably wouldn’t have been able to last this long either.

As for Li Mu, Hu Zhengdao felt that even if he could one day repay the money he owed him, the favor he owed him would likely be irrepayable for a lifetime.

When Wang Yanan was vaguely woken by a mobile phone text message, it was the final reminder for Hu Zhengdao’s message. Opening her eyes, she felt not only a splitting headache but also profound exhaustion throughout her body. But the moment she opened her eyes, her mind was filled with her Mom, who was still in the ICU. She quickly struggled to get up, wanting to go to the Hospital to see her.

After a difficult time getting up and dressed, Wang Yanan finally remembered her phone’s earlier notification. She picked up her phone and saw missed calls and a message from Hu Zhengdao. She called him back first but found his phone was off. Only then did she open the message, realizing he had already boarded the plane and was on his way back.

Wang Yanan didn’t know that Hu Zhengdao had gone out this time to find an illegal organ broker. She only knew that Hu Zhengdao had gotten a well-paying job from Li Mu; the only downside was that it often required him to travel. Wang Yanan had once asked Hu Zhengdao what kind of work he was specifically doing, but Hu Zhengdao had never explained it clearly, only saying it involved internet industry-related matters, but he hadn’t told Wang Yanan about the cheats/hacks.

Seeing Hu Zhengdao’s message greatly comforted Wang Yanan. Previously, there were always people whispering in her ear, saying Hu Zhengdao came from a poor background and wasn’t good enough for her, subtly advising her to stop and break up with him sooner. But now, all those people who spoke such words had completely shut up. Now, all the girls at Peking University knew that she had found an incredibly reliable and responsible boyfriend, and the number of people who envied her was anything but small.

Wang Yanan came out of her room, quickly washed her face, and prepared to leave. Only when she reached the door did she realize that Zhao Ziqiu’s and Li Mu’s shoes were still by the entrance. Since waking up, she had assumed they had already left. So, were they still here?

Wang Yanan instinctively looked at the spare bedroom door. She mused, “Could Ziqiu and Li Mu be in the spare bedroom?”

Thinking this, she couldn’t help but walk closer and gently push open the door. The sight of the two sleeping soundly inside startled her!

Wang Yanan suddenly let out a laugh. She immediately covered her mouth, backed out, and gently closed the door again.

As a roommate and close friend, Wang Yanan knew Zhao Ziqiu’s feelings for Li Mu all too well. Although she also knew that Li Mu had a girlfriend, at this moment, seeing them sleeping together like that, Wang Yanan felt very happy for Zhao Ziqiu. Regardless, she hoped most that Zhao Ziqiu’s efforts would be rewarded. The scene she had just witnessed was truly the most genuinely joyful sight she had seen in a long time.

After backing out of the spare bedroom, Wang Yanan’s mood significantly improved. With her mood lifting, her body also felt much lighter. After putting on her shoes, she left the house alone and walked to the Hospital.

The ICU doctors were still unwilling to let her enter for visitation. They only told her that her Mom had just completed dialysis three hours ago and was now resting, and her vital signs had stabilized considerably, meaning she was out of danger.

The doctor also said that all the equipment in the ICU was very complete, including specialized blood dialysis equipment. Therefore, her Mom could receive almost all necessary treatment on her ICU bed, except for surgery.

Hearing all this, Wang Yanan’s anxieties finally eased. Seeing that she still didn’t want to leave, the doctor opened a small gap in the sealed ICU blinds, allowing her to get closer and see her mother sleeping on the hospital bed. Wang Yanan remained standing by the glass window. She didn’t want to go anywhere else; she just wanted to stay there with her Mom, waiting for Hu Zhengdao to return.

When Li Mu woke up, the sky outside had already completely darkened. Zhao Ziqiu was still sound asleep, sleeping exceptionally sweetly.

Zhao Ziqiu was woken by Li Mu’s movements. She blinked her eyes and mumbled, “I slept so soundly…”

Li Mu asked her, “Are you hungry? Want to grab something to eat?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, then suddenly remembered Yan Nan. She quickly said, “Oh, I’ll go check if Yan Nan is awake. What if she sees us like this… it wouldn’t be good…”

“Okay!”

Zhao Ziqiu rushed to the master bedroom to check, returning with a surprised voice, “Yan Nan isn’t home.”

“Not home?” Li Mu asked, frowning. “Did she go out?”

“Maybe. I’ll call and ask her!” Zhao Ziqiu said, pulling out her phone and dialing Wang Yanan.

Wang Yanan, who was at the Hospital, received Zhao Ziqiu’s call and couldn’t help but ask her, “Are you awake yet?”

“Mmm.” Zhao Ziqiu instinctively responded. Only then did she realize the implication, wondering if Yan Nan had come in and seen them while she was asleep. She asked guiltily, “When did you leave? Did you go to the Hospital? You didn’t even tell me.”

Wang Yanan chuckled, “I’m at the Hospital. When I left, you two were sleeping so soundly, how could I bear to disturb you…?”

Zhao Ziqiu’s pretty face immediately flushed crimson. She stammered, “Yan Nan, please don’t just… don’t say anything…”

Wang Yanan quickly said, “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone, not even Zheng Dao! I’ll keep your secret to my grave!”

Zhao Ziqiu finally relaxed. She whispered, “You’re the best! Li Mu and I want to go out and grab a bite. Do you want to come along?”

Wang Yanan said, “I won’t go. I don’t have much of an appetite. I’m staying at the Hospital with Mom; I’ll wait for Zheng Dao to come back, and then we’ll eat together.”

“Zheng Dao’s back?”

“Yes, he’s on the plane. He’ll be here soon.”

Zhao Ziqiu felt relieved. She said, “Alright then, I’ll go to the Hospital to see Auntie after I eat.”

Wang Yanan quickly said, “Don’t bother rushing over again. My Mom’s asleep now, and you won’t be able to see her if you come. You and Li Mu should enjoy your private time together!”





Chapter 428: YY Goes Live

”

”

After hanging up with Wang Yanan, Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue at Li Mu, her pretty face flushed, and whispered, “Yanan saw everything.”

”

”

Li Mu asked, “Saw what?”

”

”

Zhao Ziqiu lowered her eyelids and said, “She saw you holding me while I slept. But she said she’d keep it a secret for me and wouldn’t tell anyone, not even Zheng Dao.”

”

”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “Is she not eating with us then?”

”

”

“No,” Zhao Ziqiu said. “Zheng Dao will be back soon. She’s waiting for him at the Hospital to eat together.”

”

”

So Li Mu said, “Let’s go, then. We’ll go out to eat.”

”

”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, gently hugged Li Mu’s waist, and, in a soft, pleading voice, said, “I want to eat home-style cuisine. There’s a Hangzhou cuisine restaurant that’s quite authentic. Will you come with me?”

”

”

Li Mu readily agreed, teasing, “As long as you don’t suggest eating at a food stall on the roadside, I have no objections.”

”

”

Their past experiences eating at food stalls together hadn’t been particularly pleasant, so Li Mu had concluded that it was best not to go to roadside eateries with exceptionally beautiful women; it avoided a lot of trouble.

”

”

Li Mu drove Zhao Ziqiu to the Hangzhou cuisine restaurant she mentioned. Just as they sat down to order, Li Mu’s phone rang. He looked down and saw it was Kong Lingyu, so he told Zhao Ziqiu, “You order first, I’ll take this call.”

”

”

With that, Li Mu got up and walked to a secluded spot. He answered the call, and Kong Lingyu’s impatient voice came through, “Boss, YY is about to go live! Why aren’t you here? You didn’t even respond to me online.”

”

”

“Oh…” Li Mu cursed inwardly, This is a pain in the neck. He had an emergency last night, and then slept all day today, completely forgetting such an important matter.

”

”

So Li Mu pretended to be calm and said, “Everything that needed to be instructed has been instructed, and everything that needed to be prepared has been prepared. You can handle the launch yourselves. Do you still need my on-site guidance?”

”

”

Kong Lingyu quickly said, “That’s not what I meant, Boss! I just feel that at such a historically significant moment, you should be here to witness it with us…”

”

”

Li Mu glanced at Zhao Ziqiu, who was still ordering nearby, and casually said to Kong Lingyu, “It’s just a launch. This is only the beginning. Let’s celebrate together once your user base exceeds one million.”

”

”

Kong Lingyu could only say, “Alright then. We’ll proceed according to the original plan. I’ll contact you immediately with any updates after the launch.”

”

”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Tell everyone not to slack off right now. Once YY’s users exceed ten million, I’ll host a celebration banquet for everyone.”

”

”

“Got it!” Kong Lingyu chuckled. “I think we’ll be able to reach ten million users in less than a month!”

”

”

After hanging up, Li Mu returned to his seat. Zhao Ziqiu had already ordered the food. As Li Mu sat opposite her, she blinked and smiled, saying, “I ordered some of the more famous Hangzhou dishes. I’m not sure if you’ll be used to them.”

”

”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’m not picky. I can eat anything, sweet, sour, bitter, or spicy.”

”

”

A Beijing Drifter who had been struggling for years usually had a mouth that wasn’t picky about food.

”

”

At exactly eight o’clock, as the waiters began gradually serving the dishes, YY finally officially launched.

”

”

The core product, which Li Mu had guarded with the highest level of secrecy, was finally released.

”

”

Unlike the absolute low-key approach of YY’s internal testing, the moment eight o’clock arrived, Muye Technology went all out. All users logged into Tieba, or Happy Farm, or Eting.com, or even Mu Online, received a system notification. To facilitate communication among Tieba and Happy Farm users, and to make it easier for gamers to group chat, Muye Technology had specifically developed a powerful instant messaging software called YY. Happy Farm and Mu Online players who downloaded and registered a YY account would also receive a grand gift pack of in-game props.

”

”

For players of these two games, YY’s advertising slogan was a single sentence: “Can you imagine five hundred people group chatting together?”

”

”

Although YY had many groundbreaking features, only two points attracted users the most: one was YY Groups, and the other was the in-game props. As for YY Show, YY Pet, and YY Space, these were features users would need to discover gradually; they wouldn’t immediately grab attention upon launch.

”

”

Group chat was a latent, urgent need for gamers that currently required a solution. However, before group chat truly emerged, they could only conduct it within games or in chat rooms. Both options faced the same issues: the inability to receive offline messages and the difficulty of saving chat logs. Moreover, the user experience for these two forms of group chat was subpar; players disliked them but had no other choice.

”

”

However, YY’s boasted five-hundred-person group chat caught their attention. Because Muye Technology’s products were all developed with a very user-friendly design and were easy to use, users had a high degree of trust in products from Muye Technology. Thus, most of these gaming users immediately downloaded YY to try it out.

”

”

Interestingly, after they successfully registered a YY account, YY’s beautiful and advanced product interface suddenly popped up a prompt: “Do you want to bind this account to your Tieba ID?”

”

”

Users who had a Tieba ID and had also activated Happy Farm tried to enter their Tieba ID and password to bind their accounts. After binding, they were astonished to find that their entire Happy Farm friend list had been synced to their YY friend list! What’s more, some of these friends were even online!

”

”

This was the user network Li Mu had strategically laid out using Happy Farm back then. Li Mu understood the importance of connections for instant messaging software all too well. That’s why, from the very beginning when he decided to develop YY, he had already secretly paved the way for it. Happy Farm was inherently a game that became more fun the more friends you had, and at first, he encouraged players to add friends using various methods precisely so they would avidly expand their network on Happy Farm. All of this finally proved enormously useful today!

”

”

The current user situation was roughly as follows: Tieba and Happy Farm jointly had approximately sixty to seventy million users. Among these, over 90% were users of both Tieba and Happy Farm. These individuals had essentially cultivated a powerful network of connections on Happy Farm, and the structure of this network was clearly even larger than their connections on QQ.

”

”

When users tried a new social networking software, opening it to find an empty friend list was the biggest obstacle to that software’s development. This was also the key reason why no product had ever been able to defeat QQ or contend with it equally within the country. However, when users tried YY, they discovered that Muye Technology had thoughtfully imported all their friends from Happy Farm and Tieba. The number of people in their friend list was even greater than their number of QQ friends! This made them feel incredibly welcomed and familiar!

”

”

And so, YY’s social networking journey officially began the moment it went live.

”

”

Someone had just registered for YY and bound their Tieba ID, only to suddenly discover that out of a three-hundred-person friend list, twenty or thirty were online, including some of their good friends. They immediately clicked on one friend’s chat window, only to be surprised by what they saw: on the right side of the chat box, there were two cute cartoon figures, one above the other. The upper cartoon figure displayed the other person’s nickname, while the lower one displayed their own.

”

”

They didn’t bother chatting with their friend right away. Instead, curious, they first clicked on the cartoon figure displaying their own name. Upon entering, they were exceptionally delighted to discover they had entered a page called YY Show. Here, they could freely define their cartoon avatar’s facial features, hairstyle, body type, and even various beautiful outfits, as well as the background behind them.

”

”

Some facial features, hairstyles, body types, outfits, and backgrounds were free. After trying them on and being satisfied, one could click ‘save’ to officially define them as their cartoon avatar. However, some items were paid; while they could be tried on, they couldn’t be saved.

”

”

But even with some paid features being unusable, it was enough to surprise and excite ordinary users. So everyone started defining various cartoon avatars for themselves while chatting with online friends on YY.

”

”

“Oh, you registered for YY too!”

”

”

“Hey, quick, look at my YY Show! Isn’t it cute?”

”

”

“Oh my gosh, your YY Show avatar looks so much like you!”

”

”

“Wow, you must have paid for that Eiffel Tower background, right? It’s stunning!”

”

”

For a time, social interactions flowed constantly, and the entire YY platform was buzzing with excitement.

”

”

Furthermore, a considerable number of users, after binding their Tieba IDs, immediately opened the chat group section. There, they discovered that they could actually create YY Groups. So, they immediately tried creating their own group. After clicking to open it, the user experience was also very straightforward: there was only a user guide informing them that every user could freely create a group with a maximum limit of one hundred people. By entering a group name, selecting a group category, and clicking ‘Create’, a group was born. Simultaneously, the system would automatically assign a group number and prompt the group owner: “You can now invite your friends to join the group chat.”

”

”

Consequently, various chat groups were rapidly established, and large groups of people began chatting endlessly, “flooding” the groups with messages. This feeling was as if one had suddenly stepped into a high-end coffee shop with cool air conditioning and delicious food. Only then did they realize that their previous group chats were practically equivalent to shouting themselves hoarse while standing in the sun in 40-degree weather—the difference between the two was like night and day.

”

”

At the same time, users also discovered another feature: YY Pet.

”

”

YY Pet was also very interesting, equivalent to the handheld electronic pet game consoles that had recently been popular. However, YY Pet’s cartoon graphics were far superior to the monochrome screens of those electronic pet game consoles. The only catch was that everyone’s current pet was still just an egg; what kind of pet would hatch would only be revealed after continuously checking in for ten consecutive days.

”

”

However, the official introduction stated that the pet system offered dozens of different types of cute pets, each with distinct genders. Once grown, they would also possess various skills and could even PK or marry friends’ pets. In short, it was also a long and highly anticipated nurturing system…

”

”

At eight fifteen, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu were only halfway through their dinner when Li Mu’s phone rang again. It was still Kong Lingyu.

”

”

The moment Li Mu answered the phone, Kong Lingyu, unable to contain his excitement, exclaimed, “Boss, YY’s registered users have already reached two point six million!”

”

”





Chapter 429: The Birth of a God-Tier Product (Part One)

“Twenty minutes, two point six million registrations.”

Li Mu himself couldn’t believe it.

He didn’t doubt his promotional capabilities; perhaps within those twenty minutes, at least five million users nationwide had received YY-related promotions. However, he hadn’t expected such an impressive conversion rate. Two point six million users – a goal that others might take half a year or even longer to achieve – he had reached in just twenty minutes.

An internet product has many crucial elements, but download and registration are undoubtedly the top two most important. For YY to have over two million people download and register within twenty minutes, this conversion was simply miraculous.

And what’s even more miraculous was yet to come.

YY Group chats completely detonated a new mode of online communication for domestic internet users that night. Everyone could create a group, supporting large groups of up to five hundred people. A group chat was essentially an unprecedented private customized chatroom: the name could be set by the users, members decided by them, and even the administrators decided by them. Users could also send announcements to all members within the group, and chatting was completely free. All chat records would be saved locally, and even if users were offline, it didn’t matter; all group messages would be saved on the server without missing a single one, immediately appearing before the user upon logging in.

Gamers, classmates, colleagues, friends, family, and netizens with common interests – the group chat craze was instantly ignited. Hundreds of thousands of various groups were created in an instant, and their influence exploded.

More and more netizens downloaded, registered, and logged into YY. Although almost every one of them had a QQ account and were long-time QQ users, when faced with YY, a new product whose functions utterly surpassed QQ, their transition was incredibly smooth.

If QQ was an indispensable staple in users’ daily diet, then YY brought not just the staple, but also cold appetizers, hot dishes, soup, and dessert. Who wouldn’t adapt to such an upgrade?

The only ones who might not adapt were probably the internet industry professionals.

Internet companies, including Tencent, had already closed for the day at this time, with only a few technical maintenance personnel and customer service staff on night duty. Customer service work at night was relatively leisurely; generally, they would just browse the internet, and some would secretly play Happy Farm during work breaks.

Two customer service girls saw the YY-related promotions on Happy Farm. To exchange for Happy Farm prop gift packs, both downloaded and registered YY accounts, and simultaneously bound them to their Tieba IDs. After binding, these two girls, like other YY users, were astonished to find that almost all their connections/network were automatically migrated to YY. Amidst their surprise, one of them suddenly realized that this YY seemed to have many similarities with their own company’s QQ, and yet it was much better than QQ. This should become a powerful competitor to their product, right?

So, the customer service girl conveniently contacted a technical staff member who was still working overtime on QQ, sending him the YY download link with a message: “Brother Hui, take a look at this. It’s a new product just released by Muye Technology.”

Customer service staff usually had extensive contact with the technical department. Many users called with inquiries that customer service often had to resolve through technical support, so their relationship was very familiar.

The technical staff member referred to as Brother Hui was named Chen Hui. He was a team head in the QQ maintenance department. He led a six-person team and rotated shifts with two other teams for daily QQ maintenance. Today happened to be his team’s night shift. Everyone was conscientiously monitoring backend data, reports, and server status; no one was slacking off to play games, so they were completely unaware of Muye Technology’s moves.

Seeing the message from the customer service girl, Chen Hui curiously clicked on the link, saying to a colleague on duty beside him, “Hey, Muye Technology has a new product out again.”

A colleague, typing code, asked without looking up, “Really? Don’t tell me Happy Farm got another upgrade? I’ll check it out after work.”

At that moment, Chen Hui had already opened the link and found it was the YY download interface. He said, with a mix of curiosity and surprise, “Wow, Muye Technology actually released a client application this time!”

“Really?” Several team members immediately gathered around, asking curiously, “Muye Technology also released a client application? What kind?”

“I don’t know either.” Chen Hui shook his head. From that download page, he couldn’t tell anything specific about the software other than its name, YY. This was because the page was merely a download address; all promotional content had already been released on other media, guiding users to download from here, so the YY download interface had no text description.

One technician said, “Why don’t we download and install it to see?”

Chen Hui hesitated slightly, then shook his head and said, “Forget it, let’s look into it after work. Focus on your tasks.”

Upon hearing this, the other technicians said no more and returned to their seats to resume work.

Ten minutes passed. The customer service girl was utterly amazed by YY’s various functions. As an ordinary user, she could feel that YY was countless times superior to their own company’s QQ, whether in terms of interface design, operational experience, or practical features. After using YY for over ten minutes, she no longer wanted to go back to QQ.

The other customer service girl, who had also downloaded and tried YY, felt the same way. Both of them, in particular, had no resistance to the adorable YY Show. Although YY Pet was currently just a pet egg, seeing its卡通 interface, pet image, and description, they were so adorable they couldn’t resist. They only wanted to hatch the pet egg as soon as possible to see what kind of pet they would raise.

The more she played, the more excited she became, and she couldn’t help but tell Chen Hui on QQ, “Brother Hui, have you tried YY yet? I think it’s much more powerful than our QQ!”

Chen Hui replied curiously, “What exactly is that YY?”

The customer service girl said, “It’s an instant messaging software similar to our QQ, but it has many more features than our QQ!”

Upon seeing this message, Chen Hui blurted out, “Damn it!”

The people around him heard his exclamation and couldn’t help but ask, “What’s wrong, boss?”

Chen Hui, impatiently opening the previous download link and clicking to download YY, said to the technicians around him, “It seems Muye Technology has also made an instant messaging software!”

“What?!” Everyone was stunned.

Their company had been chasing Muye Technology, copying two of its products; now, was Muye Technology going to copy their product in return? Was this Muye Technology’s retaliation?

Chen Hui said, “I’ll download it and see what this YY actually is.”

A moment later, the YY installer was downloaded. Chen Hui quickly clicked to install it. After the program finished installing, he immediately chose to open YY. However, just the YY login screen alone made him feel an enormous gap.

The current QQ had no significant UI elements. From the login box to the main software interface to the dialogue boxes, everything had the same style: dark blue borders, light gray buttons, pale blue background – as ugly as could be. But the crucial point was that no one found it ugly at the time; after all, a software less than 3MB in size, how refined could one expect it to be?

However, upon seeing YY’s login interface, everyone was surprised to discover that YY’s UI design was simply a stroke of genius. Although it was also a square login interface, YY never made its edges straight and rigid. The lines and corners had a certain softness and shadow, giving the entire software interface a much stronger sense of three-dimensionality. Moreover, the login interface had a subtle rippling water effect, simple and elegant, completely feeling like software from 2010 onwards; it was indeed extremely advanced for its time.

Amidst his surprise, Chen Hui didn’t forget to quickly register a YY account. After registering and logging in, YY immediately popped up a prompt to bind Tieba ID. Upon seeing this prompt, Chen Hui’s heart sank. He seemed to have grasped Muye Technology’s intention and true ambition, but for a while, he couldn’t quite put it into words, always just missing the point.

Chen Hui had also played Happy Farm, and because many of his real-life friends were playing, he now also took a bit of time each day to play, see how his friends were developing, what good things they were selling, and do some tasks while also selling products from his own farm.

Seeing YY prompt for Tieba ID binding, Chen Hui didn’t think much of it. He entered his Tieba ID, account, and password, then gently pressed Enter. A moment later, the scene on the screen made everyone present involuntarily gasp.

“Hiss… this… this is simply… this is truly impressive!”

A team member behind him exclaimed, “After binding, it instantly migrated all your friends from Tieba and Happy Farm! This gives users no chance to hesitate at all!”

Chen Hui was also dumbfounded, cursing, “Damn it! This is just shameless! They had this wishful thinking all along! No wonder! No wonder they desperately promoted Happy Farm, desperately诱导 players to add more friends and invite more friends—they were planning this all along!”

Watching Chen Hui’s YY friend count instantly reach two hundred eighty-seven people, a team member beside him couldn’t help but ask, “Boss, how many QQ friends do you have?”

Chen Hui invoked QQ with a hotkey and checked, again stunned by the sight before him: he only had seventy-six QQ friends! Not even a fraction of his YY friends!

At that moment, a sharp-eyed young man pointed at the YY interface and said, “Oh, look at your YY online friends count!”

Chen Hui looked. The YY friend list showed his friend count as: ninety-three out of two hundred eighty-seven. This meant, excluding invisible status, ninety-three friends were online. Looking at QQ, there were only twenty-seven…

Just then, a strange icon at the bottom suddenly flashed. This icon displayed three head-shaped icons. Chen Hui curiously clicked on it, and a floating prompt immediately popped into view: “Sadness Across Thirty Thousand Li” invites you to join the Harbin Institute of Technology Class of 1994 Computer Science Group 5 Alumni Chat.

In the group chat, there were already twenty-three people, and most of them were online. Not only that, but they had all changed their nicknames to their real names and were now chatting heatedly in the group. Chen Hui knew the name of every person speaking. Although nearly half of them were neither his QQ friends nor his YY friends, it was because someone created such a group that everyone pulled in a few people, gradually expanding the group to twenty-three members.

A person named Chen Xiandong sent a message: “Everyone, quickly pull in all the classmates you can contact! Our class has fifty-two people in total; let’s try to get every single one in!”

Everyone online in the group chat responded. Someone even mentioned Chen Hui in the group, saying, “Chen Hui, you scoundrel, you’re clearly online and joined but haven’t spoken. Hurry up and change your nickname first!”

Chen Hui saw the name, Zhang Long, his university roommate. Back then, their relationship had been quite good, but after graduation, he chose to head south while Zhang Long stayed in the Northeast and signed with a state-owned enterprise, and their connection gradually faded. However, Zhang Long’s sudden message in the group still touched Chen Hui deeply. So many familiar faces here, all his classmates from four years of college – that feeling of warmth and nostalgia instantly swelled in his heart.

Chen Hui quickly changed his nickname and also sent a message: “Hello everyone!”

A person named Hu Zichen said, “Oh, Chen Hui’s here! Do you still remember me?”

Chen Hui typed, “I do, Zichen! I bothered you quite a lot with my English exams back in school.”

Hu Zichen sent a smiling emoji and said, “Good, you have a conscience. Oh, right, do you know who I’m working with at the same company now?”

Chen Hui curiously asked him, “Who?”

Hu Zichen said, “Zhang Yao! That girlfriend you had in college!”

Zhang Yao…

As that name appeared before his eyes, Chen Hui’s heart sank. She was his first love. From the second half of his first year until his third year, they dated for nearly three years. Later, because she had an ambiguous relationship with a male fellow townsman, he became dissatisfied and broke up with her after several big arguments. Even now, he often thought of Zhang Yao, full of longing. Sometimes he blamed himself; he hadn’t truly found any substantial evidence of anything happening between her and that fellow townsman. It was just his jealousy, making him overly paranoid, which gradually drove their relationship to its end.

Seeing Chen Hui go silent, Hu Zichen couldn’t help but say again, “Zhang Yao often mentions you! Whenever she talks about you, she says she deeply regrets it and that if you two hadn’t sulked and had talked things through calmly and collectedly, you might not have broken up.”

Someone interjected, teasing, “Oh, speaking of Zhang Yao, I remember her! She was really not bad-looking!”

That sentence made Chen Hui’s heart clench painfully. He couldn’t help but type, asking, “How is she doing now?”

At this moment, Hu Zichen replied to what others in the group chat were saying, “She’s doing great. We’re at the same company, and she earns more than me. She’s already a core member of the company now.”

After saying that, Hu Zichen added, “Oh, right, she’s been single since graduation. Many people chased her, but she never fell for anyone. I think she still has feelings for you. The other day when we were having dinner and talking about you, she sighed and felt upset while recounting your past.”

Chen Hui suddenly felt his typing fingers tremble slightly: “Where is she now?”





Chapter 430: The Birth of a God-Tier Product (Part 2)

When Chen Hui asked, “Where is she now?”, he sincerely hoped and prayed that Hu Zichen would tell him she was in Shenzhen.

Because when he heard Hu Zichen say that Zhang Yao hadn’t dated anyone in the past few years since graduation and had been dwelling on their breakup from back then, he was absolutely certain that Zhang Yao had definitely not betrayed him; it was his own petty suspicion that had made him miss out on her.

And in these past few years, he had always cared about the girl with whom he had shared his first time. If she really was in Shenzhen, he would immediately ask for her address, then get up and leave without hesitation. No matter what, he had to find her, right then and there!

However, Hu Zichen’s answer instantly turned his hope into smoke.

“In Yanjing. We both became Beijing Drifters after graduation.”

Chen Hui felt a surge of frustration, couldn’t help but inwardly exclaim, “Why didn’t you come to Shenzhen! Why didn’t you come to Shenzhen! This is the bridgehead of reform, a star city full of opportunities! Why didn’t she come!”

At this moment, Hu Zichen asked Chen Hui, “Where are you now? I heard you were in Shenzhen some time ago?”

Chen Hui felt somewhat crestfallen, but still struggled to control his fingers, typing a reply: “Yes, I came to Shenzhen right after graduation to find opportunities.”

“Shenzhen is pretty good too; I’ve heard opportunities are everywhere,” Hu Zichen said. “Oh, right, add me as a friend!”

Chen Hui instinctively asked her, “What’s your QQ number?”

Hu Zichen said, “Oh, you can just add me on YY directly in the group. YY is so convenient, who would still use QQ in the future!”

After speaking, Hu Zichen added, “Oh, right, Zhang Yao is also online on YY. Do you want to add her?”

Chen Hui hesitated for a moment. Though he struggled intensely internally, he replied, “I won’t add her, to avoid awkwardness.”

Hu Zichen said, “What’s there to be awkward about? Maybe you two can rekindle your romance. Oh, right, are you still single?”

Chen Hui said, “Yes, I’m single.”

Hu Zichen said, “Then you should definitely reconnect with her!”

Chen Hui said, “Let’s leave it for now. I’ll still not contact her.”

Hu Zichen asked in surprise, “Why?”

Chen Hui replied, “The time isn’t ripe yet.” But what he was thinking was: “I’m going to resign! I’m going to Yanjing! Right now!”

He was all alone in Shenzhen, living in a rented apartment, his most valuable possession in Shenzhen being a bicycle. Aside from his current job and a vision for the future, he actually had nothing in Shenzhen.

While ideals were important, Chen Hui felt at this moment that ideals could be pursued anywhere, but the person he had missed might not always be there for a reunion. If he just smiled wryly and threw what Hu Zichen told him to the back of his mind, he might never get another chance to see Zhang Yao in his life. But if he resigned now and went to Yanjing, then he would definitely be able to reunite with her. Regardless of whether they still had a chance to get together, at least it would give himself closure.

So Chen Hui immediately stood up and said to a team member beside him, “Quickly call Mr. Zhang and tell him about YY!”

The team members around him had been silently watching Chen Hui’s group chat. Seeing him stand up, they couldn’t help but ask him, “Boss, where are you going?”

Chen Hui said impatiently, “I’m going to the train station! To buy a ticket to Yanjing!”

“Huh?” Everyone around him stared, dumbfounded. However, remembering the chat content they had secretly seen behind him, they all understood his actions, some even felt admiration.

One of them said, “Boss, if you manage to get the sister-in-law, you definitely have to inform us when you host the wedding banquet!”

Chen Hui frowned slightly, then after a moment, understood that these guys had been secretly watching his chat. But he didn’t mind, instead, he laughed excitedly: “Okay, if it really happens, I’ll bring you wedding candies when I come back!”

With that, Chen Hui packed his backpack and ran out.

He could be said to be quite irrational at this moment, but he felt that his decision was well thought out. No matter what the outcome, he would not regret today’s decision.

As for whether resigning like this was a betrayal of professional ethics, Chen Hui couldn’t care less now.

YY’s popularity had ignited a roaring fire online, but offline, many people hadn’t yet felt the unprecedented revolution happening on the internet.

For Tencent’s senior executives, the news spread from the duty maintenance team, transmitted layer by layer online, until it reached Mr. Ma around ten o’clock at night.

Mr. Ma hastily opened his computer, wanting to see how terrifying his enemy was, just as Li Mu dropped Zhao Ziqiu off at Peking University. Kong Lingyu then called him to report on the situation two hours after launching.

Registered users had broken the six million mark ten minutes ago, reaching 6.38 million. It was simply terrifying. At this time, the total number of simultaneous online users in China’s internet industry was only around the tens of millions level, and more than half of them had registered for YY.

Backend monitoring data showed that YY Group had begun to exert its effect. Millions of chat groups had sent over three billion messages within two hours, averaging more than two thousand messages per group.

Meanwhile, the number of YY Show users reached 4.5 million, with 1.2 million users recharging, and total recharge amount exceeding ten million.

YY Membership service was also very popular. Privileges of YY Membership included chat history roaming, red name prominent display, invisible to them visible, visible to them invisible, fast leveling, and the ability to create 500-person YY Groups, etc. These privileges attracted 1.6 million people to purchase membership services, with an average purchase duration of 2.4 months, and total sales reaching forty million.

All of this happened within those two hours, from 8 PM to 10 PM.

Two hours, just the length of a movie, and Muye Technology’s YY had gained over six million users and over fifty million in revenue! And what was most frightening was that it wasn’t an online game; it was just software, an instant messaging software.

Such performance was unprecedented and unheard of in China’s internet industry!

Li Mu understood clearly that Muye Technology was truly about to explode. Tieba was impressive, Happy Farm was impressive, but these two products alone weren’t enough to push Muye Technology into the realm of China’s top-tier internet companies. However, once YY reached tens of millions of users, Muye Technology would become an undisputed top-tier player in China’s internet industry, and indeed, a top-tier among the top-tier.

YY, coupled with its YY Group feature, caused a massive shift in Chinese users’ instant messaging behavior. That night, YY Group reshaped the traditional one-to-one connection of instant messaging software. Now, netizens’ connections also began to align with normal social circles; they could not only make many friends but also chat with many friends anytime and anywhere through instant messaging. This had a fundamental difference from products like Tieba and forums.

Connections also began to expand rapidly at this moment. The spreadability of connections on the internet, which was previously almost zero, began to be fully unleashed. Joining a group meant meeting a bunch of new friends or finding a bunch of old friends. Similar to what happened to Chen Hui that night, it also happened to thousands upon thousands of others. Emotion and surprise, accompanying YY, became the two most important keywords at YY’s birth.

Meanwhile, positive reviews for YY flooded the internet. The newly established YY Tieba was practically overwhelmed, overflowing with praise. Li Mu had given all netizens a taste of peak excitement in advance.

Chen Hui queued up for a long time at Shenzhen train station that night and bought a hard seat ticket departing at 8 PM tomorrow night, bound for Yanjing.

A regular train from Shenzhen to Yanjing took about thirty to nearly forty hours. If it were a sleeper berth, it would still be bearable, but a hard seat was simply too painful. Yet Chen Hui didn’t feel it. He thought to himself that this trip to Yanjing, he wasn’t planning on returning. Once there, he wouldn’t just look for Zhang Yao; he’d also look for a job and a place to live, figure out how to establish himself in Yanjing. All of this was still unknown, so he had to save money, keep some ready for emergencies. As for how exhausting forty hours in a hard seat would be, he didn’t care, because his mind was full of Zhang Yao, and he hardly felt any fatigue.

Mr. Ma spent half an hour carefully studying all of YY’s features, as well as its deep integration with Tieba, Happy Farm, and Eting.com. When he finished studying these, he felt as if struck by lightning, sitting in front of his computer, his heart filled with despair.

He had calculated everything, yet he never figured out that Muye Technology had brewed up such an ultimate weapon. YY was simply a one-hit kill weapon. Once unleashed, it instantly shattered his confidence.

Compared to other users, Mr. Ma saw YY more clearly. He understood the soil that nourished YY: the fertile land and ample fertilizer from Tieba and Happy Farm. And YY wasn’t just a seed; it was a large tree that had been secretly planted all along, and now it was only just beginning to reveal itself. He also understood Muye Technology’s current strategic intent. In fact, everything Muye Technology had done before was merely to serve as a foil for YY; their positioning was entirely as accessories to YY.

YY now had users, user connections, a large community in Tieba, a national game in Happy Farm, as well as YY Show, YY Pet, and Eting.com. In short, Muye Technology had built a complete Ecosystem around YY. It was just that the core of this chain had not emerged before, and he himself had never truly realized their intention.

Mr. Ma even accidentally saw the Easter egg Li Mu had left.

Previously, Tieba’s Personal Space’s domain was yyzone.tieba.com, a subdomain under the top-level domain. He hadn’t pondered why Personal Space used ‘yyzone’ back then, until today, until he discovered that Tieba’s Personal Space was officially renamed zone.yy.com, and was still redirecting from the old domain.

Upon realizing the hidden meaning, Mr. Ma felt a chill down his spine. It turned out that as early as when he was thinking of replicating the Tieba and Happy Farm models, Li Mu was simultaneously plotting against him. Unlike himself, Li Mu wasn’t as reckless and overconfident as he had been initially. Li Mu had made thorough preparations before making his sudden move. To ensure victory, he even launched what could be called a god-tier product. With such overwhelming strength, how could he possibly compete with him?





Chapter 431: Helping You Build Your Popularity

The grand debut of YY was like detonating a nuclear bomb for the domestic internet industry.

Muye Technology was already quite established, but the sudden launch of YY made everyone realize something. Before YY’s release, Muye Technology was a fleet comprising top-tier destroyers, cruisers, submarines, anti-submarine capabilities, and powerful supply ships. This fleet already seemed incredibly powerful, but with the launch of YY, it was as if an aircraft carrier had been added. Only then did everyone truly understand that the real core of this fleet was this aircraft carrier; it wasn’t just an ordinary fleet, but an aircraft carrier battle group.

In an instant, Muye Technology soared to become an unrivaled behemoth in the domestic internet sector. Countless people exclaimed, utterly disbelieving of Muye Technology’s incredibly deep routine. This move of doing it under the radar shattered not only the dreams of its competitor QQ but also the dreams of countless other internet companies.

Mr. Ma was incredibly tense at this moment. He immediately summoned the company’s core management and rushed back to the office overnight for a meeting. Before tonight, QQ had no rivals nationwide. After tonight, QQ’s formidable future competitor had emerged, one that might even become its nemesis.

Including Mr. Ma, eight core members of Tencent rushed out that night to return to the company for a meeting. The atmosphere in the meeting room at past eleven o’clock was grim. The eight people sat opposite each other at the large conference table, each with a laptop open in front of them. Everyone had downloaded YY and was continuously experimenting with all its product features. What internet professionals feared most was watching a competitor’s product completely overwhelm their own on every level. After the QQ core management team thoroughly researched YY, everyone felt this way.

Many held their mouse in one hand and a cigarette in the other, smoking and sighing as they observed. The meeting room was filled with curling smoke, just like everyone’s mood at that moment—hazy and gloomy.

Mr. Ma knocked on the table and asked with a dark expression, “Tell me your thoughts.” Then, he looked at Guo Haiming, who was to his right, and said, “Old Guo, you’re more familiar with Muye Technology. You go first.”

Guo Haiming squinted, took two deep puffs from his cigarette, and stubbed out the butt in the ashtray before saying with a worried expression, “YY and our QQ have absolutely identical positioning; they’re practically mortal enemies. They’ve developed everything we have, and they’ve done it far better than us. They’ve also developed things we once conceptualized but hadn’t started due to energy and capability issues, and they’ve done those even better than we imagined. Even many features we never thought of, they’ve implemented, and still done them exceptionally well. Under these circumstances, I truly don’t know what to do. Even if we completely mimic their product for development and upgrades, and even if our development process takes no detours and product testing goes smoothly, it would still take at least several months. Everyone knows well in their hearts what a few months mean in the internet industry; a gap of a few months could easily become an unbridgeable era.”

Everyone nodded involuntarily.

Guo Haiming was spot on. In the internet industry, an advantage of a few months could entirely crush a competitor. Take Happy Farm, for example. Even though QQ Fishery desperately chased after it, Happy Farm always remained an era ahead of QQ Fishery in terms of product. As a result, QQ Fishery could never catch up to it, and the data gap between the two was simply worlds apart. QQ Fishery’s daily active users were now less than 100,000, while Happy Farm’s daily active users numbered in the millions. The popularity of such light Flash games among internet users was horrifyingly high; the number of people playing Happy Farm every day was as high as those using QQ or Baidu. This was the gap, an eternally insurmountable gap.

Mr. Ma clicked his tongue and said expressionlessly, “Besides these, can you suggest any practical and feasible countermeasures?”

Guo Haiming was stunned. He then lowered his head and murmured, “How to deal with it… To be honest, I haven’t thought of anything yet…”

Mr. Ma waved his hand. “Next, Old Liu.”

The senior executive known as Old Liu said, looking embarrassed, “We can’t catch up on the product side. We can only think of ways to catch up in terms of operations. How about this? We simply give customers virtual value-added services, like QQ Coins and membership services, to stabilize the users first.”

Mr. Ma nodded. “That’s not a bad idea. Anything else?”

“Nothing.”

Mr. Ma said again, “Next.”

“Mr. Ma, I think we can first imitate YY and port the group chat feature and avatar customization features to QQ. These two features are incredibly appealing to users. If we don’t catch up quickly, once users truly form usage habits, our situation will become even more critical.”

“That makes sense. A product proposal for the group chat feature and avatar customization features must be drawn up immediately, especially for the group chat feature. The core technical architecture must be carefully designed, as supporting hundreds of people chatting together needs to be fast and stable.”

At this point, someone couldn’t help but interject, “Mr. Ma, Old Liu is right. It’s basically hopeless for us to catch up on product development now. Development cycles are at least several months. After a few months, no one can imagine how big YY will have grown. If by then our users have all churned, and our product has only just caught up to YY in a few features, it will be very difficult for us to turn the tide!”

These words resonated strongly with several people present, including Guo Haiming. Guo Haiming said, “Mr. Ma, this is a critical moment of life or death. YY is so incredibly powerful, and we have very little time to react. Once YY reaches 50 million registered users, or even over 100 million, it will be very difficult for us to turn the situation around! Currently, besides QQ, we have no other presentable products. If QQ fails, then we fail!”

“Exactly. From now on, our user base will shrink, our profitability will be severely impacted, and all the value-added services we’ve built around QQ will surely experience a sharp, plummeting decline…”

Once pessimistic emotions were ignited, they spread faster than imagined and greatly affected everyone’s mood. Mr. Ma’s brows were practically twisted into a knot. In his heart, he felt the same despair as these people. With his professional expertise and understanding of the instant messaging software market, he was even more desperate than the others, because he could no longer see any decisive advantage for QQ. At a glance, the war between YY and QQ would inevitably result in QQ’s devastating defeat.

Now, all solutions could only be considered a desperate struggle.

Mr. Ma’s state of mind at this moment was one of anger and regret. He regretted most prioritizing the development of Q Bar and QQ Fishery, two failed products, earlier due to his envy of Muye Technology’s achievements, pouring vast amounts of manpower and resources into them.

Tencent had fought two battles against Muye Technology. Although Muye Technology won each time, Tencent had never considered Muye Technology a true threat until today. This was because their core business was very clear: instant messaging, and their core product was QQ. It didn’t matter how powerful Muye Technology’s Tieba or Happy Farm were. Even if Tencent failed to copy them, it simply meant they didn’t snatch food from someone else’s bowl; they hadn’t lost any of their own existing share, and that was enough.

However, the YY that Muye Technology launched today instantly shattered the confidence of Mr. Ma and everyone else at Tencent, from top to bottom.

…

YY’s data continued to soar like a rocket, breaking the 10 million user mark in less than 20 hours. Within 24 hours, the user count had already surpassed 13 million.

Currently, QQ has over 100 million registered users, with actual users estimated to be around 60 to 70 million. Li Mu’s goal was to surpass QQ within a month, and within two to three months, cut QQ’s market share by at least 80%, thereby establishing YY’s dominant position in the instant messaging sector. With this goal in mind, the current achievements were merely a beginning.

After YY had been online for 24 hours, Li Mu stopped staring at the data. He went out to have dinner with Chen Wan. After dinner, he specifically drove her to SugarClub. The siblings ordered a pile of drinks and snacks in their private room, chatting and drinking while listening to the dynamic DJ music from outside. The atmosphere was incredibly lively.

The main reason the two went out for dinner and drinks was actually for Li Mu to host a farewell meal for Chen Wan, as she would soon be leaving Yanjing.

Following Zhan Yun’s suspension from Yanjing TV due to issues with his conduct, he was immediately investigated by the disciplinary committee.

The disciplinary committee targeted him because the scandal he caused was simply too big, and its impact too negative. The higher-ups intended to kick him when he was down, hoping to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys and sound the alarm bells for others. The core issue of the disciplinary committee’s investigation was not the exposed misconduct of Zhan Yun himself, but the unexplained wealth of him and his wife.

It was said that after the disciplinary committee became aware of the caught-in-the-act-of-adultery scandal, they immediately began investigating all his assets. Zhan Yun’s own financial security and confidentiality practices were rather amateurish. The disciplinary committee easily found millions of yuan in funds in his wife’s account, as well as transaction records showing she had paid for a house for her mother from that account.

Furthermore, Zhan Yun also had seven secret properties in Yanjing, worth around 10 million. These assets were already enough to land him in prison for twenty years.

After Zhan Yun’s downfall, Chen Wan smoothly terminated her employment contract. After a few days of rest, she finalized her contract date with Xiangnan Satellite TV. This Friday, Chen Wan would report to Xiangnan Satellite TV, and on Monday, she would officially begin her on-the-job training.

Li Mu opened a bottle of champagne to celebrate with Chen Wan. After they clinked glasses, Li Mu asked her, “Sis, have they discussed the schedule arrangements with you over there? Once you go, when will you appear on the show, and when will you get time off?”

Chen Wan said, “I’ve clarified the details with Xiangnan Satellite TV. This trip to Xiangdu, the first week will be for on-the-job training and auditions. The second week, I’ll be preparing to enter the studio for formal recording. If the recording goes smoothly, and nothing comes up, I should be able to rest in the third week, for about seven to nine days. I’ll return to Yanjing then.”

Li Mu nodded gently upon hearing this, thinking that Xiangnan Satellite TV and the Director team of Happy Camp must be very confident in Chen Wan’s personal qualifications and professional ethics. They must now only be thinking about getting her to appear on camera for the show as soon as possible. Because Old Boys had been airing for so long, its popularity and influence were declining. The longer they delayed her appearance, the less return on investment Xiangnan Satellite TV and the Happy Camp production team would get.

Chen Wan then said, “Actually, I’m quite lacking in confidence. I’ve never appeared on a TV show before, and suddenly having to appear on Happy Camp, the psychological pressure is immense.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Happy Camp wins because it’s purely entertainment-focused. The show’s entry point is well-chosen, the segments are innovative, and with some well-known guests, viewership is guaranteed. The hosting style is very casual, so you absolutely shouldn’t feel any psychological pressure. Just adjust yourself well, perform according to the script on stage, be your graceful self when needed, and appropriately humorous when it’s time to entertain, and you’ll be fine.”

After speaking, Li Mu couldn’t help but add, “Sis, I have to remind you, although Happy Camp is an entertainment show, you absolutely must not be too entertaining. Your hosting style can be humorous, but the personal aura you project must be high-end, grand, and tasteful. You absolutely must not go down the path of acting foolish or crazy.”

Chen Wan laughed and said, “Even if you asked me to act foolish or crazy, I doubt I could…”

Li Mu nodded and then said, “For your very first appearance, bring all four members of Simple Plan and Du Wei with you. Let them come and support you.”

Chen Wan was dumbfounded upon hearing this. “The bandmates and Du Wei, ever since Old Boys was released, they haven’t participated in any TV shows. Many television stations have been scrambling, pulling strings to invite them, but none succeeded… If I bring all five of them? Isn’t that making too much of a fuss?”

Li Mu said seriously, “Your first episode officially joining Happy Camp must be high-profile. We need to ensure that as many viewers as possible watch the first episode, so more viewers can deepen their impression of you. Also, I’ll talk to the company people later. After your first episode is recorded, I’ll fully assist in promoting this episode through Tieba and YY, to make sure that the viewership for your first episode on Happy Camp breaks the show’s highest record!”

Chen Wan listened, dumbfounded, and mumbled, “That’s way too big of a fuss…”

Li Mu waved his hand. “This isn’t making a big fuss. For your first stage appearance, I absolutely must help you build your audience rapport. The more viewers like you, the smoother your path will be going forward. So I must use every possible method to guide viewers towards you. If 5 million people watching this show can retain 50,000 fans for you, then 50 million people watching can retain 500,000! While I don’t have many celebrity resources, having Simple Plan and Du Wei supporting you for that most important first episode is enough. With your own appeal, their influence, and sufficient traffic, we will definitely be able to boost your popularity!”





Chapter 432: A Stunning Debut

Li Mu was someone who liked to prepare thoroughly before doing anything, even over-preparing. Especially since he began his entrepreneurial journey after his rebirth, he always adhered to the invaluable advice of “better safe than sorry.” He approached supporting Chen Wan with the same mindset.

In Li Mu’s view, Chen Wan’s first appearance on Happy Camp was her professional debut, and it had to be as grand as possible for her to truly make a stunning debut.

The reason for having Simple Plan and Du Wei join her to lend their support was simple. Firstly, Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei were highly popular. Du Wei, in particular, with her excellent image, temperament, and voice, had overtaken others, with data for several of her songs even surpassing Simple Plan’s online performance. If these two participated in Happy Camp together, they would surely attract a large audience – this was the first reason.

Secondly, Happy Camp’s host lineup was quite large. Including Li Xiang, He Jiong, and Li Weijia, there were already three hosts. With Chen Wan joining, there would be four. These four hosts would undoubtedly have their subtle rivalries on stage. Also, the private relationships between celebrity guests and hosts were very important. Generally, if a celebrity guest had a better relationship with a certain host, they would naturally interact more with that familiar host during the show, and their cooperation would far exceed that with other hosts.

Similarly, a host who had more interaction and better cooperation with guests would also shine more in the program. Chen Wan had no celebrity connections and was a newcomer. If she faced unfamiliar celebrities right at the start, she might end up being at a loss on stage. That’s why he wanted Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei to go together. Zhang Kexuan was Chen Wan’s maternal older male cousin, and Du Wei was very obedient to him. With the two of them on stage, they would naturally interact more with Chen Wan, which would greatly help elevate her.

Therefore, Li Mu decided to do something unconventional: immediately play both of his ace cards, just to make a stunning debut.

Chen Wan understood Li Mu’s intentions. Her career journey to this point had largely been influenced by Li Mu. If not for him, she wouldn’t have come to Yanjing; if not for him, she wouldn’t have gotten the opportunity at Xiangnan Satellite TV; similarly, if not for him, she wouldn’t have decided to go to Xiangnan Satellite TV. Thus, Chen Wan was willing to entrust her career path to Li Mu, letting him make decisions for her. She naturally wouldn’t object to the decisions he made.

Li Mu said, “As long as your debut is a stunning one, your popularity will soar rapidly. In the future, I’ll also find ways to help you integrate various resources and use my own resources for exchange, swiftly making you the top female host of Xiangnan Satellite TV.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “I don’t have such grand ambitions. I’ll be satisfied just doing well with this one program.”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “Sis, with your personal qualities, as long as no one secretly tries to sabotage you, you can achieve the position of top female host on any channel!”

Chen Wan covered her mouth, chuckling happily, “You’re always flattering me. I know exactly where I stand.”

Li Mu then said, “We can just wait and see, can’t we, and find out how much potential you really have.”

With that, Li Mu refilled both their champagne glasses, raised his cup, and said, “Sis, I wish you a splendid future at Xiangnan Satellite TV!”

Chen Wan nodded, clinked her glass with Li Mu’s, her eyes holding a faint smile and deep affection as she said, “Sis also wishes your Muye Technology to soar to great heights!”

In truth, Muye Technology had already truly come into its own. Although YY had only been online for one day, Muye Technology’s valuation in the eyes of venture capital had nearly doubled. Muye Technology’s current realizable valuation would not be lower than three to four billion. In other words, if Li Mu wanted to go for Series C financing now, many venture capitalists would accept an offer of four billion. However, Li Mu had a grand vow in his heart: no more financing before going public.

Muye Technology had positive cash flow thanks to Happy Farm, which not only allowed it to sustain itself but also generated enormous profits. Now, with YY being so strong and the conversion rate for value-added services being astonishingly high, future cash flow would only get better and better. So, in this situation, Li Mu wouldn’t be interested in offers of four billion, five billion, or even ten billion.

Based on the current rate of cash inflow and YY’s future revenue-generating capabilities, Muye Technology would not lack money in the future. It was highly likely that it could replicate Tencent’s feat back then, achieving continuous profitability for several years and not accepting any investment until it was listed.

Ultimately, having money and the ability to continuously earn money was the most crucial thing.

Chen Wan didn’t understand much about the internet industry, but she could see the media’s and many people’s evaluations of Muye Technology, so she was genuinely happy for Li Mu.

The brother and sister had drunk quite a bit at SugarClub. Li Mu was slightly tipsy, while Chen Wan was almost drunk, her pretty face flushed and her eyes a little hazy. So Li Mu suggested to Chen Wan that they stop for the night and he would take her home.

Chen Wan pursed her lips, looking at the bottle with a little champagne left at the bottom, and tentatively asked Li Mu, “Can we drink a little more? I haven’t really had my fill today.”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said, “Then finish this bit, and once it’s gone, we won’t order any more.”

Chen Wan’s eyes lit up, and she happily said, “Okay, let’s finish these.”

With that, she picked up the bottle herself, poured a small half-glass for Li Mu and herself, completely emptying the bottle.

After they finished drinking, Li Mu called the waiter and instructed him to put the bill for his private room directly on his tab, and also to arrange a designated driver for him.

The waiter knew he was a shareholder of the club and eagerly agreed. He then left the private room and contacted Fatty Wang, telling him that the VIP guest was leaving.

Fatty Wang knew when Li Mu arrived. The moment any VIP client at SugarClub presented their VIP card, the staff would immediately report it to him. Fatty Wang knew Li Mu had brought a woman, so he naturally understood it wasn’t good for him to disturb them. However, he had instructed the waiter to notify him when Li Mu was about to leave so he could meet him then. This way, he wouldn’t interrupt anyone’s good time, and he wasn’t worried that the woman Li Mu brought was someone who couldn’t be seen, because if she was, Li Mu definitely wouldn’t have brought her here.

Fatty Wang was very well-informed. He knew Li Mu was really hitting it big now. Compared to his already impressive status, he was now even stronger. After YY’s launch, Muye Technology became incredibly hot in the capital market, and Fatty Wang finally understood why Li Mu, a young man not even twenty years old, could make figures like Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming actively seek him out. The energy contained within Li Mu surpassed everyone’s imagination.

So, ever since he heard Li Mu came to SugarClub, Fatty Wang’s mind became active. He remembered Li Mu asking him to order a Mercedes-Benz G55 through Cai Zhengmao. Thus, shortly after Li Mu arrived, he called Cai Zhengmao to ask where the car was.

Cai Zhengmao replied that the car should still be on the ship, but he wasn’t exactly sure where.

For Cai Zhengmao, reselling cars was just a side business he was interested in; he didn’t actually rely on it for a living, so he wasn’t very concerned about the entire process. He simply told Fatty Wang that the shipping period was around twenty days, and it would naturally contact him once it arrived at port, at which point he could tell Fatty Wang to pick up the car.

Fatty Wang was clearly dissatisfied with this answer. He pressed Cai Zhengmao to provide a specific arrival time at port, adding that it was a car ordered by a very important friend and hoped he would pay a bit more attention.

Cai Zhengmao, having no choice, could only save him face. Late at night, he called his own shipping company to confirm the cargo ship’s location and received news that the cargo ship carrying Li Mu’s ordered G55 was about to enter Bohai Bay and would arrive at port in a dozen or so hours.

Fatty Wang finally relaxed. After thanking Cai Zhengmao, he waited until the waiter told him Li Mu was preparing to leave before getting up and going downstairs to find Li Mu.

Hearing a knock, Li Mu thought it was the waiter and said, “Come in.” When the door opened, he saw it was Fatty Wang.

Fatty Wang pushed the door open but didn’t enter, instead smiling at Li Mu and Chen Wan from the doorway, then asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, I heard you were here. I came to say hello. Am I not disturbing you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “What are you talking about? No disturbance at all. Let me introduce you, this is my older sister, Chen Wan.”

After speaking, Li Mu turned to Chen Wan and said, “Sis, this is Old Wang, the Boss of SugarClub, nicknamed Fatty Wang.”

Fatty Wang slightly hunched his shoulders with a hint of awkwardness, waved, and smiled at Chen Wan. Li Mu invited him to come in and sit, but Fatty Wang waved his hand and said, “No, no sitting. I mainly came to tell you that the car you ordered last time is almost here. It should arrive at port tomorrow. If Old Cai speeds up the customs procedures, it should be done in two days. That means the car should be in Yanjing in about three days.”

Li Mu was delighted and asked, “It’s arriving so quickly?”

Fatty Wang smiled and said, “It’s been over half a month already. I was afraid you’d be anxious, so I urged Old Cai a bit. He’ll get the relevant procedures done as quickly as possible.”

Li Mu said, “Then thank you very much, Old Wang. I’ll transfer the remaining money to you tomorrow.”

Fatty Wang waved his hand with a smile and said, “Between us brothers, there’s no need for ‘thank you.’ It’s a small matter. When the car arrives, it’ll be directly transported to Yanjing. Just have Old Chen make a call for you and get a set of impressive license plates.”

Li Mu nodded. Chen Ze had mentioned this before. When the new car arrived, he would help him sort out a set of license plates. There were many intricacies with car license plates in Yanjing. Besides ordinary people’s plates, license plates starting with specific letters and numbers represented the owner’s identity and status. Anyone with a discerning eye was well-informed about these special combinations and could enjoy many additional privileges on the road, making things much more convenient.

Actually, for Li Mu, the most important thing wasn’t how many privileges the license plate had, but that if he drove around with license plates that no one would dare mess with, something like being aggressively overtaken by a BMW Z4, which happened last time, definitely wouldn’t occur again.





Chapter 433: A Bit Interesting

On the day the silver G55 arrived in Yanjing, Li Mu and Zhao Kang had just dropped Chen Wan off at the airport.

On the way back from the airport, Li Mu received a call from Fatty Wang. He said the car had arrived, parked in a warehouse on the East Fourth Ring Road. The relevant procedures were all handled, and Li Mu could drive it directly to get licensed plates.

Upon receiving the call, Li Mu was also very excited. Although he occasionally self-reflected that he shouldn’t get too carried away, truthfully, he was damn tired of driving that GL8!

Average handling, average comfort, average power, average looks – it was just average all around. Initially, driving it felt quite good, but now it could no longer meet Li Mu’s needs.

Zhao Kang had long heard about Li Mu ordering a car. The Mercedes-Benz G-Wagen was still largely unknown to most people in China at that time. Only those who deeply researched cars knew of the Mercedes-Benz G-Class. He himself had searched extensively online to understand the origins of the Mercedes-Class.

However, Zhao Kang’s car aesthetic differed from Li Mu’s. He didn’t particularly like the boxy shape of the G55, nor was he fond of off-roading. He preferred luxury sedans, such as the BMW 7 Series and Mercedes-Benz S-Class.

When they discussed their preferred car models, Li Mu said, “Why don’t you just buy a BMW 7 Series? Its handling, power, and comfort are all excellent.”

Zhao Kang scratched his head. “To be honest, I haven’t decided if I should buy a car yet. Didn’t I just buy one for my Dad during the New Year? Wouldn’t buying another seem a bit wasteful?”

Li Mu glared at him, saying, “You’re scolding me, aren’t you?”

Zhao Kang quickly waved his hands. “I wouldn’t! With your current net worth, let alone buying a car for around three million yuan, you could even afford a private jet!”

Li Mu said, “You’re also a shareholder in Muye Technology, so your own net worth isn’t low. You still have some income from cheats / hacks, and your internet cafe is up and running. You have substantial capital.”

Zhao Kang laughed heartily, saying, “You make a good point! I’m worth over one hundred million now, at least…” After speaking, Zhao Kang cocked his head and looked at Li Mu, smiling in a dashing and uninhibited way, “How about I get one too?”

Li Mu nodded, encouraging him, “Go for it! Earning money is for enjoyment.”

Zhao Kang slapped his thigh and said excitedly, “Right! I’ll get one! Is the 7 Series BMW sold domestically?”

Li Mu said, “It should be, check at a 4S dealership.”

“Alright!” Zhao Kang rubbed his palms together eagerly. “You’ve got me itching now. I’ll go with you to pick up your car first, then you come with me to a 4S dealership.”

…

Fatty Wang, hearing that the car had arrived, had rushed early to Cai Zhengmao’s warehouse in Yanjing to see it. Cai Zhengmao himself happened to be there inspecting the newly arrived batch of cars. When he saw Fatty Wang, he asked about the car’s location and condition, then couldn’t help but ask in surprise, “Fatty Wang, who is that Mercedes for? Why are you so attentive?”

Fatty Wang laughed, “A good bro / buddy. He entrusted me with something, so of course, I have to be attentive.”

Cai Zhengmao pouted. “Damn it, I know you! Last time, when your friend picked up that Bentley, you weren’t this attentive. I think your friend even came to pick it up himself, searched the factory area for over half an hour to find the place, and then complained to me that you hadn’t given him clear directions.”

Fatty Wang gave an awkward laugh, saying, “It’s different this time. I wasn’t very familiar with that guy last time. This time, he’s like brothers.”

Cai Zhengmao asked him, “Who is it? Do I know him?”

Fatty Wang said, “You probably don’t. He’s someone from Old Chen’s network.”

Cai Zhengmao nodded slightly, saying thoughtfully, “People from Old Chen’s network are usually shareholders in your bar, aren’t they?”

Fatty Wang said, “That’s right, the bro / buddy picking up the car is also one of my shop’s shareholders.”

Cai Zhengmao laughed, “Your bro / buddy is quite lucky this time. That G55 was specially customized by Mercedes-Benz for a filthy rich person from the Middle East. Its factory price was almost three million yuan, more expensive than a Rolls-Royce. But he didn’t like it before it even arrived, and found someone to get him a military version of the Hummer H1 from America, so this car was sold off cheap.”

Fatty Wang laughed, “So, according to you, this car could be sold for the same price as a Rolls-Royce here in China.”

Cai Zhengmao said, “I wish. Special customized cars of brands like Mercedes-Benz and BMW can only fetch a good price when sold to the person who ordered the customization. Selling them to others is meaningless. If a modified G55 was the same price as a Rolls-Royce, would you buy the G55? Unless your brains were kicked by a donkey.”

Fatty Wang nodded. “You’re right.” Then, he couldn’t help but ask, “We’ve been talking for half the day, where’s the car? Let me see it.”

Cai Zhengmao waved his hand. “This batch of cars is inside, queuing up for washing and waxing. It rained in Tianjin the day before yesterday, so the cars waiting for customs clearance were covered in mud.”

Upon entering the factory building, Fatty Wang saw more than twenty cars that had arrived. They were currently lined up, waiting to be washed and waxed. Li Mu’s G55, though covered in a layer of dust, was easily recognizable; it was the only SUV in this batch of arrivals.

Seeing Li Mu’s car at the very end of the line, Fatty Wang couldn’t help but say, “Oh, my bro / buddy will be here soon. Hurry up and wash his car first!”

Cai Zhengmao rolled his eyes at him, saying, “Your bro / buddy wants to pick up a car, my bros also want to pick up cars! The first few cars here belong to Chang’an Club members. They’ll all be here soon.”

Fatty Wang took out an exquisite cigarette case, pulled out a thin, handmade cigar, and handed it to Cai Zhengmao, saying, “Old Cai, Brother Cai, with our relationship, is this really a big deal? Anyway, those Chang’an Club people you mentioned haven’t arrived yet. Have them wash my friend’s car first now. When my bro / buddy arrives later, his car will be clean and shiny waiting here for him. Wouldn’t that make him feel more comfortable?”

Cai Zhengmao took the cigar, smiling, “Fatty Wang, you’re being so attentive, I really want to see who this person picking up the G55 is…”

Fatty Wang said, “He’ll be here soon. I’ll introduce you two then.”

Cai Zhengmao nodded, then told a few technicians who were waxing a Ferrari, “You guys, drive that Ferrari aside for now. Bring over that G55 from the back and wash it first.”

Seeing their Boss personally give the order, the technicians immediately stopped what they were doing. One started the Ferrari and drove it to the side, another ran to drive the G55 over, and the rest got their car washing equipment ready, immediately starting to clean the car as soon as it stopped in front of them.

Fatty Wang shouted from the side, “Us bros, please bear with it and wash it thoroughly! I’ll treat everyone to lunch today, two hundred yuan each!”

As he spoke, Fatty Wang took out his wallet from under his armpit, pulled out one thousand yuan, and handed it to a young man who was registering vehicle information nearby, saying, “Please give this to the bros / buddies who are washing the cars.”

Cai Zhengmao looked at Fatty Wang, saying nothing verbally, but constantly muttering inwardly, ‘What’s wrong with Fatty Wang? Which master is he serving that he’s so attentive?’

In fact, for Fatty Wang himself, he now felt that Li Mu’s ability to make money was simply too great. Considering Xu Jiaming’s valuation of Muye Technology at eight hundred million yuan for his investment, Fatty Wang had initially invested eighty million yuan in Li Mu, getting 10% of Muye Technology’s shares. Now, its market value could reach at least five hundred million yuan. In only about half a year, it had multiplied more than six times, and its future appreciation potential was unimaginably vast. Even bowing to the God of Wealth might not bring such fortune!

For Fatty Wang himself, although his family also had some influence, what he currently had to show for himself was just a SugarClub. He also wanted to cling to a “big leg” and make big money, so he naturally hoped to get closer to Li Mu. Maybe he would have an investment opportunity in the future and could make a huge profit like Xu Jiaming.

…

Li Mu drove to the spot Fatty Wang designated. It was a small industrial area outside the Fourth Ring Road. Cai Zhengmao had a row of warehouses here, occupying about five or six thousand square meters in total. Cars arriving from Tianjin after customs clearance would first be transported here.

Li Mu drove his GL8 into the factory area and found Cai Zhengmao’s row of factory buildings. Just as he parked outside the door, Fatty Wang ran out. As soon as Li Mu got out of the car, Fatty Wang walked up to him, waving, “The car is all ready! Just waiting for you to pick it up. I’ve inspected it for you; from top to bottom, inside and out, there’s not even a tiny scratch. It’s just been waxed, absolutely beautiful!”

With Fatty Wang’s description, Li Mu felt a bit impatient. He waved to Zhao Kang, and the two quickly followed Fatty Wang into the factory building. As soon as they entered, Li Mu was startled by the sight. Dozens of various luxury cars were parked inside the vast arched factory building, simply too many to count. From Ferraris to Lamborghinis, then to Bentleys and Rolls-Royces, dozens of luxury cars parked here. Their market value alone amounted to at least two hundred million yuan. Moreover, the lighting within the factory building was excellent, making every car look even more dazzling.

Li Mu only learned today that China already had such large-scale luxury car importers in 2002. According to Fatty Wang, this Cai Zhengmao, who specialized in reselling cars, disdained opening a physical store or doing any advertising. Yet, he never worried about cars not selling. People who wanted to order cars from him always had to queue up. If a car was relatively common or had a lower unit price, he wouldn’t even bother dealing with it.

The G55 Li Mu ordered this time was considered a relatively common transaction for Cai Zhengmao. He rarely dealt with the entire Mercedes-Benz lineup, except for the AMG series, which he occasionally handled. The reason was simple: in his eyes, Mercedes-Benz was a relatively low-key brand. He dealt with sports cars or ultra-luxury cars, and Mercedes-Benz AMG barely touched the threshold of ultra-luxury cars.

After a brief moment of surprise, Li Mu spotted his silver G55 among the dazzling array of luxury cars. The silver G55 had an extremely strong metallic texture, and freshly waxed, combined with the factory’s lighting, made the car truly brilliant.

The G55 was already larger than other sports cars and ultra-luxury cars, and its retro design was highly recognizable. Its boxy shape, imposing front fascia, and Mercedes-Benz emblem, in Li Mu’s eyes, were simply works of art.

Although this car became relatively widespread in China in later generations, it never reached the ubiquitous level of, say, a Land Rover Range Rover. This had always been one of Li Mu’s cherished Dream Cars. Now, it stood quietly before him, awaiting his command. This feeling was quite wonderful.

Li Mu pulled open the exceptionally heavy door of the G55. He could tell the car glass was much thicker than ordinary cars. It was then that Li Mu remembered that this car was actually a modified bulletproof vehicle; not only the windows, but the entire vehicle must have been reinforced and modified.

Sitting in the driver’s seat of the G55, the SUV’s high body gave him an exceptionally elevated view, making the surroundings feel much more expansive. The interior was simple, which also matched Li Mu’s personal aesthetic taste.

The car key was already in the ignition. Li Mu lowered the car window and shouted to Fatty Wang, “Old Wang, is it okay if I take it for a spin?”

Fatty Wang said, “Damn it, it’s your car! Of course you can drive it away!”

Li Mu laughed, “Alright then, I’ll test it out first.” Then, Li Mu waved to Zhao Kang, “Kangzi, come up and experience it!”

Zhao Kang had been unable to contain his excitement since he first saw the car. At Li Mu’s call, he immediately rushed enthusiastically to the passenger seat, pulled the door open, and sat in. Once inside, he started looking around and touching things, his face filled with surprise.

Cai Zhengmao walked up to Fatty Wang at this moment and whispered, “Is that kid in the driver’s seat the bro / buddy you were talking about?”

Fatty Wang nodded.

Cai Zhengmao frowned slightly, thinking, ‘He doesn’t look particularly impressive. Instead, he looks eagerly impatient at the sight of the G55, a bit like he hasn’t seen much of the world. However, for such a young guy to afford a G55, his family must have some influence. Could he be a Second generation kid from a prominent Yanjing family?’

So, Cai Zhengmao asked Fatty Wang, “What’s his background? Which family’s young master is he?”

Fatty Wang shook his head and said, “No, he’s not a Second generation. He runs several companies himself.”

Cai Zhengmao was even more surprised. “Runs companies? Started his own business?”

“Yes, built from scratch.”

Cai Zhengmao looked at Li Mu, who had already started the G55 and was slowly driving it out of the factory building. He said to Fatty Wang, “Alright, built from scratch at such a young age, and he can afford a car worth over three million yuan? Quite interesting.”

Fatty Wang nodded, praising almost to himself, “More than just a bit interesting.”

Cai Zhengmao then propped his chin with one hand and asked, “How long has this kid been in business?”

Fatty Wang pondered for a moment, then said, “Less than a year, I think.”

“Less than a year?” Cai Zhengmao frowned. “Being in Yanjing, starting from scratch, how much money can one earn by working themselves to death in less than a year? Spending over three million on a car alone, isn’t that a bit over the top?”

Fatty Wang chuckled. “He’s over the top? To be honest, he might be the most low-key billionaire I’ve ever met.”

“Billionaire?” Cai Zhengmao asked in surprise, “What industry is he in? What’s his company called?”

Fatty Wang said, “He’s in the internet industry. He has several companies, I can’t even name all of them, but I remember one.”

“What’s it called?”

“Muye Technology.”

“Muye Technology? Sounds very familiar.”

“It’s the one that made Happy Farm. Haven’t you played it?”

“Damn it…”





Chapter 434: Li Mu Is One of a Kind

Cai Zhengmao’s family possesses considerable capital. If you were to compare Muye Technology to his family’s industries, Li Mu would still be far behind. However, if you compare Muye Technology to Cai Zhengmao himself, Cai Zhengmao would be even further behind.

With the explosion of YY’s popularity, Muye Technology has truly become a household name. Although Muye Technology’s reputation was not low before, neither Tieba nor Happy Farm, the two popular products before, were strong necessities. Therefore, users’ awareness of Muye Technology was still somewhat insufficient. But with YY’s rise, Muye Technology finally grasped the strongest necessity for netizens in this era—instant messaging. Thus, Muye Technology’s current fame is simply soaring.

It is said that YY’s registered users exceeded forty million within days of its launch. Cai Zhengmao had seen related news articles, where the author stated that YY’s rise had surpassed everyone’s expectations. Looking at it now, it was estimated to break fifty million within a week of launch. At the same time, the author also called YY a product like a virus, spreading incredibly fast, and claimed it had an overwhelming advantage over its most direct competitor, QQ.

User reviews for these two products were almost overwhelmingly in favor of YY. In fact, as YY users continued to increase and the activation rate of YY users’ friend lists kept rising, many users had already begun to abandon QQ. If this trend continued, YY could thoroughly defeat QQ in a very short time and ascend to the throne of domestic instant messaging software.

Some estimated the market space in this field to be at least more than thirty billion. This meant that if Muye Technology eliminated QQ, it could exclusively enjoy a thirty-billion-sized pie in the future. This figure alone scared many people, but no one knew that the market space for the social networking field, represented by instant messaging, could even far exceed three hundred billion. Even now, Muye Technology is severely underestimated.

Cai Zhengmao was shocked. It’s truly infuriating to compare oneself to others. He always thought he was quite impressive, but he never expected that the other party, a young man not even twenty years old, would have a net worth exceeding five billion.

No wonder Fatty Wang was so diligent. So, that young man was the founder of Muye Technology. If he remembered correctly, his name should be Li Mu.

So, Cai Zhengmao asked Fatty Wang for confirmation, and Fatty Wang didn’t hide it. He nodded and said, “That’s right, he’s Li Mu.”

“Oh wow…” Cai Zhengmao’s face flushed hot. He remembered how he had just thought Li Mu was like a nouveau riche who became complacent after earning a bit of money. He couldn’t help but feel ashamed. He awkwardly said to Fatty Wang, “Why didn’t you tell me the truth earlier? I just felt a bit looked down on him…”

Fatty Wang jiggled his loose flesh and chuckled maliciously, “To be honest, I did it on purpose. I know you usually look down on everyone, so I wanted to see how you’d react to a grain of sand in your eye.”

Cai Zhengmao lightly kicked his butt with the inside of his foot, cursing, “You’re truly annoying!”

…

Li Mu drove this specially customized G55 around the factory area. The comfort of the G55’s seats was slightly inferior to luxury cars costing around one million, but it was much better than the GL8, so Li Mu was very satisfied. It’s always good for a man to drive a manly, rugged car.

In addition, the G55’s V8 engine, specially tuned by AMG, not only had over five hundred horsepower, but most importantly, its torque was very high. With such powerful assurance, even though its weight exceeded three tons after modification, its power remained fierce, as mighty as a beast.

Zhao Kang, sitting in the passenger seat, couldn’t help but exclaim, “This car is too powerful, and it looks incredibly durable. It would definitely be awesome to take this car off-roading.”

Li Mu said, “I wanted a durable car like this. From now on, when I drive this car on the road, let’s see who dares to drive dangerously with me!”

With a three-ton body, extra reinforcement throughout the vehicle, and large 275mm wide tires, the car drove very steadily on paved roads, practically a road-going armored vehicle. If he drove this car on the highway and another Z4 dared to cut him off, Li Mu wouldn’t worry at all. Even if the other car scraped him at high speed, he wouldn’t be afraid. The Z4 might crash and kill the occupants at high speed, but this G55 probably wouldn’t even wobble, continuing to drive steadily.

After a simple test drive, Li Mu handed the car over to Zhao Kang for a spin. After Zhao Kang had his fill, he drove the car directly back to Cai Zhengmao’s workshop. As soon as the car stopped, Fatty Wang came over and asked Li Mu, “How do you like it?”

Li Mu jumped out of the passenger seat and said contentedly, “It’s fantastic, beyond imagination.”

Fatty Wang cheerfully said, “Good, as long as you’re satisfied. Have you called Old Chen yet? Ask him to arrange the license plates for you. We’ll get a temporary plate from the store for you now, and you can go to the Vehicle Management Office for inspection and official plates on Monday.”

Li Mu nodded. Just then, Cai Zhengmao walked over, extended his right hand to Li Mu, and politely said, “Hello, my name is Cai Zhengmao, Fatty Wang’s friend.”

Li Mu had heard of this person before, first when Geng Yang picked up that red Ferrari from him. However, he didn’t seem to have much of a connection with Geng Yang, so Li Mu had no other opinion of him. He politely shook his hand and introduced himself.

Cai Zhengmao pointed to Li Mu’s G55 and said, “I have another workshop behind this one that specializes in ultra-luxury car repair and maintenance. The workers and equipment are top-notch in the country. After you take this car, I’ll take care of its future repairs and maintenance. If you need anything, just drive the car over.”

Fatty Wang was surprised and said, “Li Mu, you have a lot of face. Everyone knows Old Cai never bothers with after-sales service when he sells cars. You have to pay for maintenance and repairs yourself. He’s very shrewd.”

Cai Zhengmao understood that Fatty Wang’s words were helping him clarify this favor to Li Mu, otherwise, if Li Mu thought this was standard service, the favor would be for nothing. So he smiled and said, “Some ultra-luxury car brands haven’t even entered the domestic market yet. It’s an industry rule that cars from unofficial channels don’t have after-sales service.”

Cai Zhengmao was so polite, and Li Mu also politely expressed his gratitude. At the same time, Cai Zhengmao took out a business card and handed it to Li Mu, saying, “If you need anything in the future, just call me directly.”

Li Mu took the business card and said thank you. He hadn’t printed business cards himself, so he didn’t bring it up.

Cai Zhengmao gave Li Mu two sets of temporary license plates and watched him and Zhao Kang leave with Fatty Wang. Fatty Wang said, “Old Cai, bro, I owe you one for this. I’ll treat you well at SugarClub another day.”

Cai Zhengmao patted Fatty Wang’s shoulder: “If there’s an opportunity, let’s get Li Mu and Chen Ze to sit down together.”

Fatty Wang chuckled and asked, “What, are you interested in their connections?”

Cai Zhengmao nodded: “I’m not interested in Chen Ze. There are hundreds of people in Yanjing at his level or higher. But there’s only one Li Mu in all of Yanjing, so of course, I’m very interested.”

Fatty Wang then said, “Actually, I’ve always regretted not getting closer to him earlier. When I first met Li Mu, I didn’t pay much attention to him. I just thought Old Chen was very good to him and valued him a lot. I never expected this guy to be so low-key before, and then suddenly start gaining momentum in the second half of last year. I didn’t have a chance to get on board. Old Chen and Xu Jiaming caught the wave.”

Cai Zhengmao clicked his tongue and said, “Xu Jiaming has really made a comeback now. Investing ten percent of Muye Technology’s shares, it’s multiplied several times! Among the entire Xu family’s generation, Xu Jiaming was at the bottom before, but now he’s the top. Xu Jiahua curses and throws fits hating him all day long, they’re almost fighting.”

Fatty Wang said, “I heard recently that Li Mu and Old Chen are still working on other projects.”

Cai Zhengmao asked him, “What projects?”

Fatty Wang stroked his chin and pondered for a moment, then said, “I heard they’re building a racetrack in the suburbs.”

“A racetrack?” Cai Zhengmao frowned: “Can this project make money?”

Fatty Wang said, “I used to think it wouldn’t make money, and Old Chen himself thought it wouldn’t make money either. But Li Mu came up with some idea for him, and now they’re preparing to co-invest and do it together. Old Chen is now running around, smoothing things out, and he’s even hired a design team from abroad. They’ll probably come to China soon to survey and select a site. They’re full of energy.”

Cai Zhengmao said, “Then aren’t you going to try and get involved?”

Fatty Wang waved his hand: “I’m not very interested in cars. Old Chen told me to open a 4S dealership before, but I wasn’t interested. I think this SugarClub project is pretty good. I’m planning to open ten to twenty branches nationwide before anything else.”

Cai Zhengmao said, “Help me find out what’s going on with the racetrack project. I know Chen Ze likes racing. If he’s doing it himself, I’m not interested, but since Li Mu is involved, they must have found some good connections. I have a lot of resources in the automotive field, so maybe I can team up with them and make things happen.”

“Sure,” Fatty Wang said: “I’ll help you look into it.”

Cai Zhengmao checked the time and said, “Alright, it’s almost noon. Don’t leave yet. I’ll treat you to lunch.”

Fatty Wang didn’t hesitate: “Alright, I’ll follow your arrangements.”

…

When Li Mu drove away from Cai Zhengmao in the brand-new G55, Zhao Kang followed behind in his GL8. The two first went to Yucheng Garden together. After parking the GL8, Zhao Kang got out of it. Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry to get out of his car and asked him, “Are we still going to the 4S dealership?”

Zhao Kang paused slightly, then gritted his teeth, “Yes!”

Li Mu smiled and waved his hand, “If you’re going, get in.”

Since Li Mu and Zhao Kang started stirring things up with the cheats, they had indeed made a lot of money, but they hadn’t really spent it lavishly. Today, Li Mu buying a car also influenced Zhao Kang’s spending habits to some extent. Although Zhao Kang had always wanted to buy a car, he had never taken actual steps. Today, spurred on by Li Mu, he suddenly felt a strong urge for the pleasure of spending a large sum of money.

Afterward, Li Mu drove Zhao Kang to the BMW 4S store.

At the BMW 4S store, Zhao Kang took less than half an hour to finalize a BMW 735i worth over one million. Then came swiping his card, paying, and getting insurance. The speed of it all made the sales associate unable to close her mouth from smiling in astonishment.

After buying the car, the excited Zhao Kang, before getting into his new car, suddenly asked Li Mu, “Oh right, didn’t you say you wanted to buy a house before the New Year?”





Chapter 435: Internet Hardware Dream

Li Mu indeed wanted to buy a house.

On one hand, he didn’t own a single house in Yanjing. On the other hand, considering Yanjing’s housing prices, buying early was always a good idea. With the spare money he had, buying another house would be quite easy.

Li Mu had considered this before, but buying a house wasn’t an urgent need for him; he simply couldn’t prioritize it when busy. However, for Zhao Kang, the thought of buying a house had always been on his mind. After all, he and Wang Jia were still in the early stages of their relationship, and they were constantly getting rooms every now and then. Although Zhao Kang didn’t feel heartache about the money spent on rooms, he still longed for a fixed little love nest. The feeling was completely different from just getting a room at a hotel; the latter offered a much stronger sense of psychological satisfaction.

Seeing him bring up buying a house, Li Mu decided to go along with it. He would find some time recently to look around, and if he found a suitable one, he would buy it.

Afterwards, Li Mu called Chen Ze again. The cars had been picked up, but he still needed Chen Ze’s help with the license plates. And it wasn’t just one, as previously agreed, but two cars for him and Zhao Kang, meaning two license plates.

For Chen Ze, two A8-prefixed license plates were not a difficult matter. Li Mu called him to explain the situation, and he immediately guaranteed Li Mu. “I’ll arrange it shortly,” he said. “On Monday when the Vehicle Management Office opens, I’ll have someone contact you to schedule getting the license plates.”

Hearing this, Li Mu felt relieved and thanked him. Chen Ze then added, “Oh, right, I contacted a high-end racetrack design company in Italy. Their surveyors will be arriving in China next week. I plan to take them to survey the plot of land we’re interested in. Once a suitable location is chosen, they can create a mature design proposal. Once the design proposal is released, we can then start preparing for the racetrack’s construction.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is the land ready?”

Chen Ze replied, “I’ve already coordinated with the Municipal Government regarding that entire plot of land. After we pick a site, the Municipal Government can issue the land use permit at any time. I’ve already opened up all these channels.”

Li Mu then asked, “If the racetrack’s site selection and design start soon, then the supporting facilities for our future CSC Club will also need to be launched quickly. How have your discussions with Du Fei gone regarding this?”

Chen Ze said with a hint of excitement, “We’ve basically confirmed it. She’ll resign and come back after the racetrack’s site is chosen, and directly join our real estate company with Brother Liang.”

As he spoke, Chen Ze added, “I promised her that our real estate company would develop large-scale commercial real estate within three years, and that she would serve as the chief designer. If we can’t achieve that, I’m afraid she’ll hate my guts.”

Li Mu laughed, “Don’t worry. Operating large-scale commercial real estate within three years isn’t a big problem. If things go smoothly, it might even be possible within two years.”

Chen Ze said, “I can’t worry about all that right now. My priority is to influence/persuade her back first. I’ll leave the rest to you.”

After finishing his call with Chen Ze, Li Mu waited until evening, which was morning in New York, and made a special call to Du Fei.

He had been wanting to find Du Fei for two reasons.

One, he wanted to know the progress of the company registration. The other, he wanted to ask if she knew any reliable industrial designers or teams.

Thinking of Mark Zuckerberg launching Facemash in October this year, effectively kicking off the grand prelude to his entrepreneurship, Li Mu felt that he absolutely had to acquire Facebook’s main domain name, and a series of related domain names, by the first half of the year. And ideally, they should be directly registered under an American company. This would make domain transactions, future communication with Mark Zuckerberg, or even investing in him, much more convenient.

Furthermore, Taobao was already under development. Fang Xudong had not only been developing the core architecture, but would also be returning to China soon. Taobao would be launching before long. By then, he would need to create a custom-made MP3 player for Eting.com, and the design work was already urgent.

Du Fei told Li Mu on the phone that most of the company registration procedures were nearly complete. They just needed to wait for the final review, which would definitely be resolved within a few business days. As for the industrial design, after hearing Li Mu’s requirements, she told him, “I’ve noticed your luck is incredibly good. No wonder when people like you start businesses, money seems to grow legs and run into your pockets!”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Why do you say that?”

Du Fei said, “It just so happens I know a British girl. She graduated in 2000 from Northumbria University’s School of Design in the US, which is one of the top-tier design schools. Moreover, she was recognized as a prodigy by the school. After graduation, she traveled the world while taking on industrial design commissions for various companies. She designed a phone model for Ericsson before she even graduated and won an award in Sweden. Before graduating, she had already collaborated with Fortune 500 companies like Siemens, HP, and IBM. Her foundational skills are beyond doubt, and she currently holds offers actively extended by several major international companies.”

Li Mu sighed with emotion, “That high-end? I just want to design an MP3 player; I wonder if she would even consider it?”

Du Fei said, “Her field is electronic product industrial design anyway. Aren’t MP3 players really popular right now? Do you know about an American company called Apple, which released a wildly popular MP3 player called the iPod?”

Li Mu grunted, “Of course I know.” But he thought to himself, ‘I’m actually planning to plagiarize the design of the iPod Nano 4; should I tell you that?’

Du Fei added, “She’s a huge fan of the iPod, so I think she’d be very interested in designing an MP3 player.”

Li Mu asked her, “Do you have her contact information then?”

Du Fei said, “She doesn’t have a mobile phone abroad; she only uses email and MSN. She seems to be in a country neighboring China right now. She told me on MSN a while ago that she plans to arrive in China in early May.”

Li Mu was overjoyed, “That’s fantastic! Meeting in person would be ideal. Can you ask her exactly when she’ll be in China? Please ask her to make Yanjing her first stop. I’ll cover all her expenses there. We can discuss business while enjoying the beautiful sights of Yanjing.”

“Sure!” Du Fei said, “She’s a very cool girl, and she values relationships highly. If you take good care of her, you might even become friends.”

Li Mu replied, “Aren’t you confident in how I handle things? If she comes to Yanjing, I’ll make sure she feels at home.”

Du Fei said, “Then I’ll leave her a message on MSN shortly to see if she can arrive in China earlier, and tell her about your situation. If she’s interested, you two can discuss the rest in person.”

“Great!”

After finishing his conversation with Du Fei, Li Mu couldn’t help but think to himself: if the other party truly was a highly talented industrial designer, as Du Fei described, then this person would indeed be a godsend for him.

Currently, electronic products hadn’t yet entered the smart era. The core of digital products still lay in industrial design. The major hit phones before the advent of smartphones, apart from Nokia’s reliance on cost-effectiveness and durable quality, were essentially all successful due to their outstanding industrial design.

Whether it was Samsung’s slider phones and rotating cameras, or LG’s ‘chocolate’ phone that “blushed” at a touch, or for example, Motorola’s Razr V3, all these products succeeded because of their design. Especially the V3, the world’s most classic flip phone, achieved global sales of one hundred thirty million units thanks to its exceptional industrial design. Li Mu still remembered the V3’s iconic nickname – the ‘Blade’.

Li Mu wanted to use an MP3 player to simultaneously advance the development of Eting.com and Taobao. Therefore, this MP3 player had to be as perfect as possible, especially in terms of industrial design. If it could truly astonish consumers, then his plan would certainly achieve great success. Thus, highly skilled industrial design talent was indispensable.

Moreover, Li Mu also harbored a hardware dream, and hardware represented the largest piece of the pie in the future internet industry market. Any ambitious internet professional would not abandon the pursuit of hardware. It was just that Li Mu had never considered realizing his hardware manufacturing dream too early. He had hoped to wait two more years, entering the hardware market when smartphones were about to emerge. However, if the time truly arrived earlier, then getting involved in hardware manufacturing ahead of schedule might not be a bad thing either.

The reason Apple Inc. is powerful is partly due to its software, but even more so due to its hardware sales. Microsoft and Apple are both powerful in the software domain, but the former is countless orders of magnitude behind the latter in terms of hardware. Hardware products that easily cost thousands or even tens of thousands of yuan have a customer unit price far higher than that of the software industry or the internet virtual service industry. Moreover, once users develop stickiness to hardware, this high customer unit price investment becomes cyclical. A seasoned Apple fan invests at least over ten thousand US dollars, or even more, in Apple products within three years. The profit potential is astonishingly large.

Thinking of all this, Li Mu placed even greater importance on his custom MP3 player plan. If this entry point was chosen well, and he could release a product that truly astonished people, it might be a great opportunity to enter the hardware field. From a future perspective, the hardware market isn’t much more difficult than the software market. As long as the right approach is chosen, hardware can also be launched with light assets. The most crucial point is to absolutely never engage in hardware production oneself.

When an internet company does hardware, it only needs to excel at industrial design and software design, then select a reliable original equipment manufacturer (OEM) for contract production. As long as they strictly control quality on their end, the entire hardware production process is handled. The rest is promotion and sales.

Current electronic hardware manufacturers are still constantly laying out sales channels, from Headquarters to regional master distributors, then to provincial agents, and then to city-level agents. Establishing this sales channel is quite arduous, and there are numerous dealers/distributors to manage and maintain. This not only significantly increases costs but also adds many uncontrollable factors. However, for current manufacturers, they have no other options, because e-commerce is still merely an infant in its cradle. Large manufacturers simply wouldn’t take it seriously, nor would they foresee its immense impact.

Li Mu was now preparing for the launch of Taobao. In other words, he was currently building an online sales channel that bypassed traditional sales channels. Once this channel was opened up, if he were to do hardware, everything would be like a fish in water.





Chapter 436: Unprecedented Cruelty

Du Wei said that the English girl hadn’t replied to her messages all day. No email, no MSN. She figured the girl was focused on being a backpacker and hadn’t found time to go online.

Li Mu knew that rushing wouldn’t help, so he told her to let nature take its course. For now, they could only wait until the other party came online to establish contact.

Aside from the MP3 player, Li Mu had many other things to busy himself with.

First up was YY. Within one week of its launch, YY’s user base had surpassed fifty million, and its growth rate remained rapid.

Unlike QQ’s so-called hundred million users, YY’s user activity was incredibly high.

The current QQ had a large number of duplicate accounts and zombie users. A significant portion of people had two or even more QQ accounts, and a considerable number rarely logged in, with their average login frequency being less than once a week.

In other words, YY’s current fifty million users, apart from a small number of possibly overlapping accounts, were almost all highly active internet users.

According to the synchronized data provided by Happy Farm, out of the fifty million YY users, forty-one million had linked their Tieba and Happy Farm IDs, meaning the number of highly active users exceeded forty million.

The forty million users not only brought about the surge in popularity for one software but also a substantial influx of cash from value-added services. In just seven days, YY’s value-added services raked in over one hundred million.

Muye Technology’s analytics specialists estimated that, based on the current user base, YY’s monthly revenue generation from value-added services should be around two hundred million. Currently, many manufacturers were actively contacting Muye Technology’s business personnel, hoping to get a quote for YY’s promotional resources. They wished to place advertisements on YY, but Li Mu did not agree. His instructions were simple: YY would not accept any advertisement placements for the time being.

The news that Muye Technology would not accept advertisements quickly spread within the internet industry. There were few fools in the internet industry. The fact that Li Mu would refuse money delivered right to his doorstep wasn’t because he was arrogant or didn’t care about money, but because he valued user experience more than money.

Rumor had it that QQ earned over ten million a month just from selling chat box advertisements. Given QQ’s enormous user base and display effectiveness at the time, it was worth that price, or even more. This was also one of the reasons Tencent had never needed financing, because it was exceptionally adept at leveraging its existing resources to make money.

Li Mu felt that if YY imitated QQ by putting several constantly flashing and changing banner ads in its chat boxes, the impact on user experience would be too severe. It might have been acceptable if it were the only player in the market, leaving users with no room for negotiation, but when there were competitors, Li Mu was unwilling to do such a thing.

Therefore, Li Mu issued a statement to Muye Technology’s business department: as long as QQ’s daily active users remained higher than three hundred thousand, YY would not consider accepting advertisements.

This message was directly relayed by the business department to merchants interested in advertising on YY, immediately causing a huge stir in the internet industry.

Some said Muye Technology was too arrogant, while others believed its approach was the best choice. Some criticized Muye Technology’s competitive tactics as too crude, while others thought such methods were the most effective.

Li Mu’s statement was akin to Liu Qiangdong’s requirement for his book division team in JD.com in later years, when he established the JD.com Books Department to suppress Dangdang: the books and audio-visual department was not allowed to generate a single cent of gross profit for the company within three years, or net profit within five years, otherwise the entire department would be fired.

Liu Qiangdong’s meaning was simple, and identical to the message Li Mu was now sending: I can earn not a single cent, but I will still crush my competitors!

In the business world, there was no room for mercy. In previous years, the domestic internet industry competed on who had better aesthetics or was easier to use. Now, Li Mu wanted to compete on who could survive longer while starving, who could last longer stripped and thrown into the snow. This was the model of internet competition several years in the future, and for internet professionals today, it was a cruelty they had never experienced. If the internet waited another decade, the competitive tactics would become even more brutal, evolving into: everyone throwing all their money out desperately, seeing who could attract more people to snatch it, and who could keep throwing it longer to win. Of course, competition reaching such a stage usually ended with both sides being unable to withstand it, then putting down their “weapons,” shaking hands, and pooling all their assets, stopping the money-throwing, and starting to extract money from users together.

Recently, Tencent was already panic-stricken and in disarray due to the birth of YY. They could only watch helplessly as users continuously churned away without any solutions. Now, with Li Mu suddenly releasing such a statement, an even deeper shadow was cast over the entire company.

Li Mu’s arrogance deeply stung the entire company, but what truly pierced their hearts was the stark reality.

Although QQ had already begun to develop its group chat feature and avatar customization features, judging by the current trend, QQ’s daily active users would drop below one million before they even finished developing these features. While the company still had tens of millions on its books, revenue was constantly declining, and they would soon be operating at a deficit. If it came to that point, bankruptcy wouldn’t be far off.

As a group of executives racked their brains for countermeasures, representatives from South Africa’s MIH Group rushed from Hong Kong to Shenzhen. Holding a 33% shareholding in Tencent, they were truly anxious.

Currently, Tencent’s equity structure was still simple: the team held approximately 60%, the MIH Group held 33%, and the remaining 7% was with IDG.

However, the team’s 60% equity was relatively dispersed; even Mr. Ma himself hadn’t reached a percentage as high as 33%. Therefore, the true major shareholder of the company at present was MIH.

Historically, MIH had always had a trust and tolerance for Tencent that far exceeded that of countless ordinary investment companies. From the very beginning, they held a very firm belief in Tencent’s future. That’s why they acquired 20% of Tencent’s equity from the hands of the Hong Kong richest man, the Li family’s eldest son, and then acquired the remaining shares from IDG. They held onto their shares consistently; apart from when the company went public, MIH had never actively reduced its shares in Tencent.

But… that was all in the previous life, after all.

In this life, Li Mu had endured hardships to achieve his goal and done it under the radar, digging such a massive pit for QQ. Seeing QQ on the verge of falling into an abyss, MIH couldn’t sit still any longer.

Their representative, a Caucasian man named Dean Cooper, arrived in Shenzhen to meet with Mr. Ma. He put forward a suggestion: QQ must immediately abandon profitability, sacrificing earnings to gain users. At this point, they absolutely could not be focused on money; the more they focused on money, the shorter they would live. Therefore, MIH’s suggestion was: stop all advertising collaborations, offer QQ membership and other value-added services for free or at extremely low promotional prices, or think of other ways to give back to users. In short, everything was aimed at fostering a closer relationship between QQ and its users.

Mr. Ma gave his response based on this suggestion put forth by Dean representing MIH.

“Mr. Cooper, to be honest, I am willing to temporarily abandon profitability to contend with Muye Technology. However, Tencent is different from Muye Technology. All of Tencent’s current income comes from QQ, whereas Muye Technology’s income comes from Happy Farm. Currently, YY has only given up commercial advertising revenue, not revenue from value-added services. If Tencent stops both value-added services and advertising business entirely, then merely relying on the tens of millions we have on our books, we could at most sustain for half a year. A large team needs to be supported, massive servers and accompanying bandwidth services need to be maintained, and other miscellaneous company expenses are also a considerable sum. Without income, we genuinely cannot last long.”

Dean said, “Mr. Ma, this is also a key issue I’ve come to discuss with you. We at MIH are unwilling to watch QQ fall. Therefore, we are willing to increase our stake in Tencent at this stage. We are already in discussions with IDG to acquire their 7% shareholding. We are also willing to acquire another 20% of Tencent’s shareholding from you and your team at a reasonable valuation. However, we have one condition: all acquisition funds must be retained for Tencent’s subsequent operations; you and your team are not permitted to cash out.”

After saying this, Dean added, “Of course, to demonstrate MIH’s determination to overcome this difficulty with you, we are willing to add an extra 20% of the acquisition funds to Tencent, all of which will also be used for operations.”

MIH’s intention was clear: they didn’t want QQ to be defeated by YY, rendering their shares worthless. They wanted to put more money in and take another gamble. If they lost, they’d lose a bit more, but if Tencent pulled through, MIH would make a huge profit on this investment! This was the true essence of venture capital!

If Tencent had been thriving and prosperous, it would have been almost impossible to acquire that 7% shareholding from IDG or more shares from the founding team. Even if possible, it would have come at an extremely high premium. But now, in this critical time, there was significant downward pressure on the share transaction price. Even if they couldn’t force it down too much, they could at least eliminate all premiums.

Mr. Ma hesitated slightly. Given the current situation, if they didn’t stand up to Muye Technology, QQ might die. If QQ died, all of their efforts would come to naught. The small amount of money on the books would essentially be gone after paying severance to employees and shareholders. This meant he actually had no way out. If he played defensively, at most he’d leave with a few million after the company dissolved. If he launched an offensive, at most he’d be dismissed without a cent. From this perspective, he would naturally be unwilling to give up without a fight.

However, if he agreed to MIH’s demands, with MIH acquiring IDG’s 7% and an additional 20% from his team, their shareholding ratio would reach an astonishing 60%. At that point, MIH would have a controlling stake, and would the company still be under his control?

Mr. Ma pondered for a moment, then said to Dean, “How about this: for the specific financing ratio and valuation, let’s discuss them slowly in detail. My idea is, if we can agree on a ratio and price acceptable to both parties, then we’ll sign a memorandum first. Then, we’ll set a warning line for our cash flow. If the funds reach that warning line, we will then transfer the equity according to the terms signed in the memorandum.”

For Mr. Ma, he had never been in such a predicament since starting his business. From mid-2001, he had been confidently leading QQ to new heights, a time when he was complacent. Unexpectedly, Muye Technology suddenly emerged and struck him a heavy blow. While this blow was painful, if he were to surrender the position of major shareholder to MIH now due to the immediate pain, he clearly found it somewhat unacceptable. However, he also understood that if he waited until he truly couldn’t hold on to transfer shares, the valuation at that time would surely be too horrible to look at. Therefore, he hoped to negotiate the ratio and price now, and then accept it when he truly couldn’t hold on any longer.

Dean and MIH had also anticipated that Mr. Ma would propose similar requests. Before Dean arrived, he had already received instructions from MIH. Their main purpose this time was to help Tencent overcome its difficulties and ensure that their previous investment would not go to waste. Therefore, if Mr. Ma did not want to transfer shares so early, they would not force him. Everything was focused on solving the problem. Since Mr. Ma’s current intention was to first set the terms and then leave himself a little hope, MIH naturally wouldn’t kick him when he was down.

So, Dean said, “In principle, I can accept your proposal. However, for the specific terms of the memorandum, I will need to report back to the group corporation before I can give you a definite answer.”

Mr. Ma nodded, sighing in relief slightly, and said, “It’s alright, Mr. Cooper. We are old acquaintances and comrades-in-arms on the same front. I’ll arrange for you to stay in Shenzhen for a few days, and we can discuss the specifics at our leisure.”

Dean replied, “No problem. I’ll be staying in Shenzhen for the next few days.”

After a pause, Dean added, “Mr. Ma, that was just the first point. I also have another suggestion from the group corporation that I’d like to convey to you on this visit.”

Mr. Ma quickly said, “Please, speak.”

Dean said, “We have also studied Muye Technology’s YY. Based on the opinions of some of our analysts, we hope QQ can put more effort into product development. Ideally, it should immediately find a new breakthrough point in its products. To be honest, we believe that if QQ simply imitates YY’s features now, it will certainly die. Currently, we can only fully develop new products and strive to surpass YY with the product itself to possibly reverse this situation.”

Mr. Ma pursed his lips and nodded heavily.

He also had been thinking the same thing; it was just that if they suddenly had to develop a new product now, everyone was completely clueless. To reverse the situation with a new product meant that the new product had to be powerful enough. Where could they find such a powerful new product idea in a short amount of time?

Just then, Guo Haiming suddenly slapped his forehead and exclaimed, “Mr. Ma, do you still remember? You once had a very impressive idea about card and board games. You said back then that if we had such a game hall, integrated directly into our QQ, it could utterly surpass Lianzhong…”

Mr. Ma suddenly shot up from his chair, truly standing up.

He, too, only remembered it when Guo Haiming mentioned it. In fact, several months ago, he had an impressive product idea. At that time, he wanted to imitate Lianzhong and create a QQ Game Hall. But because he had QQ, a powerful instant messaging software, he could seamlessly transfer users and their friends to the QQ Game Hall, using card and board games to enhance QQ users’ stickiness.

It was just a pity that back then, he was too confident in the situation and allocated most of the technical development resources to Guo Haiming for QQ Fishery!

The thought filled Mr. Ma with endless regret. He had originally planned to fully dedicate efforts to QQ Game Hall after Guo Haiming took down Happy Farm, but who would have thought that things would progress step by step to this goddamn point today!





Chapter 437: Ning Hao’s Script

Li Mu himself knew that it wasn’t easy to kill off a competitor, because no one would simply sit back and wait to die in a competition.

In the first few days, QQ, which had always enjoyed smooth sailing and a monopoly in the domestic instant messaging market, hadn’t recovered. Once they did, they would surely try every possible method to counterattack. What’s more, they had capital backing them. To ensure their money wasn’t wasted, capital would definitely step in as a firefighter at critical moments. Sure enough, after just one week, the MIH Group arrived, bringing provisions and ammunition, along with a large blade ready to carve out a share from Tencent.

MIH’s intervention suddenly reminded Mr. Ma of a flash of inspiration he had several months ago.

At that time, he was in a superior position in the competition with Muye Technology, holding the initiative. So, he only thought of first dealing with Muye Technology, seizing its two core products, and then slowly developing the product concept for QQ Game Hall. But he didn’t expect that the previous QQ Fishery and Happy Farm dispute would consume so much of his manpower, material resources, and energy – most importantly, his development team’s energy – preventing the project from ever starting. Coupled with being constantly hammered by Muye Technology recently, he had actually completely forgotten this idea.

Reminded by Guo Haiming, Mr. Ma immediately realized that his initial idea of imitating OurGame’s game hall could very well be the key to QQ turning the tide.

Subsequently, the somewhat excited Mr. Ma swept away his gloom and excitedly told Dean about his game hall idea.

Dean was also very excited after hearing it. He understood the development trend of Lianzhong in China very well, knowing that chess and card games were extremely popular domestically and had very strong user stickiness. He also knew there was great business potential here. After hearing Mr. Ma’s explanation, he too realized how impressive it would be if QQ could integrate a game hall.

Lianzhong’s biggest problem was its single platform, but QQ was different. It was, after all, a large platform with over one hundred million users. With a large user base and extensive user connections, QQ would have a new element when developing a game hall that Lianzhong lacked: social networking.

Dean was a top-tier investment expert and had a deep understanding of the internet industry. After careful consideration, he felt there was great potential for this platform. He couldn’t help but give Mr. Ma a thumbs up, saying, “Mr. Ma, this product concept is really excellent. I think even if it can’t defeat YY, it can at least guarantee QQ a place!”

Mr. Ma thought the same. He told Guo Haiming, “Notify all technical personnel. We’re holding a brainstorming session tonight. We must clarify the product logic and requirements for the game hall in the shortest possible time!”

Guo Haiming was equally excited. He nodded repeatedly, stood up, and said, “I’ll go notify them right away!”

Guo Haiming left. Mr. Ma sat back down in his chair and told Dean, “I will assign most of the technical development team to accelerate the development of the game hall. At the same time, our imitation of YY’s group chat feature and cartoon show will continue to be developed. By then, our QQ Groups will allow all users to create large groups of five hundred members for free! The cartoon show will also be promoted with the lowest discounts. Combined with the game hall, QQ will definitely be able to regain the initiative!”

Dean also nodded repeatedly and said solemnly, “I believe in you, Mr. Ma. Under your leadership, QQ will surely turn defeat into victory!”

…

Ning Hao, who hadn’t contacted Li Mu for several days, suddenly called him. He said he had finished writing a script and was ready to show it to Li Mu.

Li Mu gladly agreed and invited him out for a meal together.

At the dinner table, Li Mu received Ning Hao’s bound script. When he saw the three large characters ‘贼中贼’ (Thieves Among Thieves) printed in black on the cover.

Li Mu curiously looked at the first page and was surprised to find that this ‘Thieves Among Thieves’ was Ning Hao’s future breakthrough work and also a pinnacle of domestic comedy films—Crazy Stone.

Li Mu’s expression remained calm, but the further he flipped, the more surprised he became. The entire script’s story structure had almost no fundamental difference from Crazy Stone, which was released in 2006. The only differences were some discrepancies in the description of the scene divisions compared to the Crazy Stone film.

Li Mu took half an hour to finish the script. Ning Hao watched Li Mu with a nervous expression. Only when Li Mu closed the script did he eagerly ask, “Boss, what do you think?”

Li Mu didn’t answer directly, but instead asked him, “When did you get this idea?”

Ning Hao said, “This story concept actually dates back to 2000. To be honest, I was influenced by Guy Ritchie’s Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels and Snatch, which gave me this story structure. It just stayed in my head, and I never had time to write it. Didn’t you promise to invest in a film for me this year? So I’ve been writing this script recently.”

Li Mu nodded, his admiration for Ning Hao growing.

In the future, countless directors would get a sudden burst of inspiration, haphazardly come up with some rubbish idea, and immediately dare to turn it into a film. The finished products would be abysmal, completely unworthy of being called cinematic works. True good directors would meticulously craft a story, a scene, sometimes even conceiving it in their minds for many years. Only after everything was crystal clear would they put their heart into filming it. Films made by such directors could truly be called masterpieces.

Li Mu asked again, “Why is it called ‘Thieves Among Thieves’?”

Ning Hao scratched his head, “I just wanted to borrow some of Mission: Impossible’s glory…”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, pondering to himself. He had actually anticipated Ning Hao and his Crazy Stone before. From Li Mu’s previous mindset, he didn’t want Ning Hao to make Crazy Stone so early, because he worried that Ning Hao wasn’t mature enough yet, and he also worried that Huang Bo, a future five billion Film Emperor, wasn’t mature enough. However, looking at the script, Ning Hao’s grasp of the overall storyline for Crazy Stone was already extremely proficient, so he must have been prepared for a long time. As for Huang Bo, if his acting skills weren’t up to par, they could be coached, so that wasn’t very important.

Thus, Li Mu finally voiced his opinion on the script: “The script is excellent. The handling of black humor has Guy Ritchie’s style, and you’ve successfully localized that style. I think this film can be made.”

“Really?” Ning Hao eagerly pressed, “Can it really be made?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “There’s definitely no problem with making it. First, tell me your budget.”

Ning Hao instinctively wanted to say two to three million, but considering that his boss was a filthy rich person, he mustered his courage and held out five fingers, stuttering, “Five… five million…”

Li Mu waved his hand, “For such a good script, five million isn’t enough. Let’s set it at twenty million for now!”

“Twenty… twenty million…” Ning Hao’s hand trembled, knocking over the beer glass in front of him. He didn’t care about the beer spilling on him, staring at Li Mu and asking, “Boss, are you kidding me?”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course not. A twenty million budget, with room to increase to thirty million.”

Ning Hao said somewhat fearfully, “Boss, the concept for this film really doesn’t need such a high budget… A low-budget production is enough…”

Li Mu smiled slightly, speaking with great magnanimity, “Within that twenty million, ten million is the payment for a king-level actor.”

Ning Hao waved his hands repeatedly in fright, “No need, no need. This kind of low-budget black comedy doesn’t need a king-level actor…”

Li Mu waved his hand, “We must have a first-tier actor participate to have box office appeal. This is a market demand, unless you don’t want to make money.”

Although Crazy Stone was a box office dark horse in 2006, it only made twenty-three million. In the same year, Curse of the Golden Flower grossed almost three hundred million, The Banquet grossed one hundred thirty million, and Fearless grossed one hundred million. Compared to them, Crazy Stone could only rank around twenty-something in the year’s box office.

If Li Mu remembered correctly, at that time, the media highly praised Crazy Stone, and even CCTV News specifically mentioned this low-budget comedy film. But even so, its box office was only twenty-three million. The reason for this was simple: the director and actors weren’t famous.

Domestic movie box office is very closely related to the director and actor lineup. If the director and actors are unknown, even a very good film like Crazy Stone will struggle, but even badly made films by well-known directors and actors have market guaranteed. This is the fan effect.

If Crazy Stone were released in 2015 or 2016, with the same cast, its box office would probably not be lower than two billion. But in 2006, it was only twenty-three million, and that was with many spontaneous water army fans contributing to reach that height. Therefore, Li Mu did not want it to repeat the same mistakes. If they were going to do it, they would do it big.

Ning Hao, however, felt somewhat insecure due to Li Mu’s promise of twenty to thirty million. He said, “To be honest, I don’t think any of the roles in this film are suitable for first-tier stars, because they are all very down-to-earth characters, so…”

Li Mu smiled, “I think that international thief from Hong Kong in your script would be very suitable for a first-tier male actor from Hong Kong to play. For example, Andy Lau. If he plays it, he wouldn’t even need dubbing; his Hong Kong-style Mandarin accent would perfectly fit the character’s needs in the script.”

Ning Hao wiped some sweat and said, “Actually, for this role, I was also planning to cast a Hong Kong actor, but I thought a faded Hong Kong male actor would be enough…”

Li Mu waved his hand and said seriously, “You can’t think about the problem that way. From the perspective of the roles themselves, indeed, none of them necessarily require a king-level superstar. But if we consider the market, we must have enough attention-grabbers.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Also, I think for the role of the boss thief’s girlfriend, you could consider Tang Wei. She’s also our contracted actress now; you can let her try to appear on camera. And Zhang Kexuan, he’s a first-tier star now, so he should at least have a cameo role. His part doesn’t have to be big, but at least we can make an issue out of it when we promote the film. As for Du Wei, forget it, there really isn’t a suitable role for her in this.”





Chapter 438: Everyone is Copying OurGame

In Li Mu’s heart, although Crazy Stone was a film centered on ordinary city folk, it didn’t mean it had to adhere to the previous makeshift acting troupe’s casting.

In Li Mu’s eyes, there were four outstanding characters in Crazy Stone: Huang Bo as Hei Pi first, Guo Tao as the security captain second, Wang Xun as the four-eyed real estate assistant third, and Liu Hua as the boss of thieves fourth.

These four people were all from grassroots casts back then, but after Crazy Stone became a hit, all four of their acting careers reached new heights, especially Huang Bo, who started with this film and gradually rose to the top.

Therefore, for Li Mu, he hoped that Ning Hao could use these four actors for Crazy Stone this year. If Xu Zheng could also be invited, that would be even better. Although his role in Crazy Stone was not significant, it was this collaboration that made him and Huang Bo, along with Ning Hao, an unshakeable trio. Moreover, Xu Zheng himself was quite talented and a potential powerhouse.

In addition, Li Mu also had another idea: to sign as many of these actors as possible to Muye Films through this movie. These individuals were all without exception powerhouse actors, which was extremely rare.

Ning Hao’s brain was still struggling to process everything. After all, he came with the hope of five million, or at least three million, but Li Mu immediately spoke of twenty to thirty million, and even wanted to invite Andy Lau, the Heavenly King, to star. This move was too grand, just like Bai Jingjing in Fantasy Westward Journey who only went to seek mentorship but then a man suddenly appeared wanting to marry her on the spot. He was basically in a state of utter confusion.

Li Mu understood Ning Hao’s mindset; he probably would feel the same way himself. In fact, Ning Hao had a difficult time some years ago. Take Crazy Stone, for instance: the idea had been around since 2000. It was something that could have been done with three million, but he waited for six years. After Crazy Stone became famous, he was always grateful to Andy Lau for investing in his film, which shows how much he yearned for this opportunity.

Now, Li Mu had brought his dream forward by four years and even increased the stakes for him. He was not just excited, but also a little apprehensive.

He said, “With an investment of twenty to thirty million, the box office needs to reach one hundred million just to break even. What if I lose money…”

Li Mu spread his hands indifferently and said, “If you lose, you lose. Am I going to make you pay me back?”

Ning Hao awkwardly said, “That’s not what I mean… I mean I’d feel bad. You’re so good to me; if I lose money for you again, this…”

Li Mu continued to guide him, “Don’t think thirty million is a lot; a thirty million film is actually just ordinary. As for the box office, don’t feel pressure. Although we don’t have many resources in the film and television industry, don’t forget that our distribution capability on the internet is extremely powerful. You just need to make a good movie, and I’ll handle the box office.”

Ning Hao was slightly taken aback. He was also a smart person, and as soon as he heard Li Mu mention the internet, he immediately understood Li Mu’s intention.

With Muye Technology’s powerful distribution capability, he could instantly promote a movie directly to tens of millions of people. These tens of millions of people would then create a social ripple effect, and the final number of people reached would certainly be even greater. This distribution capability was something the traditional film and television industry lacked. If he made a good movie, and Li Mu leveraged this resource and helped the movie secure enough film screening slots, then the film’s box office wouldn’t be a concern.

Understanding this point, Ning Hao finally gained some confidence. He said to Li Mu, “Boss, I’ll go back and carefully consider the script first, trying to make it more detailed. I’ll show it to you then.”

Li Mu nodded, “If you’re going to shoot it, when do you want to start?”

Ning Hao thought for a moment and said, “Around June or July.”

Li Mu asked again, “How long do you expect to film?”

Ning Hao said, “The previous plan was to finish shooting within two months, as it was a small budget film after all. But now, I’ll have to go back and recalculate. With higher costs and finer production, the time frame will also need to be longer.”

Li Mu nodded, “No rush. We just need to aim for a release in the New Year’s holiday box office period at the end of December, or early next year.”

Ning Hao said, “That timing should be fine.”

Li Mu smiled, “You’ll have to make it really good then. This movie is Muye Films’ first major big-screen film, so we must make a name for ourselves. If this movie is successful, our future development will also be smooth.”

Ning Hao grinned, “Boss, just rest assured. As long as you trust me, I’ll give it my all.”

Li Mu laughed mockingly, “Nonsense. I’ve promised you thirty million, how else do you want me to trust you?”

Hearing this, Ning Hao hugged the “Thieves within Thieves” script and chuckled foolishly for a long time.

Li Mu asked him, “For this movie, what’s your expected salary? Tell me.”

Ning Hao said, “Boss, fifty thousand for director’s fee is enough for me.”

“Fifty thousand?” Li Mu frowned, “What nonsense are you talking to me about? If I give you fifty thousand for a director’s fee, how am I supposed to continue in this business?”

Ning Hao chuckled, “If you think it’s too little, I wouldn’t mind if you give me another fifty thousand.”

“Buzz off,” Li Mu said impatiently, “A guaranteed five hundred thousand director’s fee, plus a 10% share of the net box office profit. How much you earn depends on your skill.”

Hearing this, Ning Hao was stunned and didn’t react for a long time. Not only was the five hundred thousand ten times what he expected, but he clearly understood what a 10% box office share meant. If this movie lost money, so be it, but if it made money, Li Mu’s single sentence was equivalent to promising him 10% of the film’s net profit…

Ning Hao still wanted to decline, but Li Mu just waved his hand, saying, “Alright, let’s each handle our own parts. I’m responsible for providing the money, and you’re responsible for the work. How I provide the money is my business; I’ll decide that myself. You don’t need to say anything more. Just do your job well.”

Ning Hao nodded, not speaking, only sighing in his heart that he was truly lucky to have met Li Mu, such an outstanding patron. And the other party trusted him so much, making him suddenly feel the urge to serve with utmost devotion.

Li Mu suddenly thought of Du Wei. He always felt that with Du Wei’s excellent conditions, it was a waste for her not to pursue all-round development in film, TV, and music. But after much thought, Crazy Stone was indeed not suitable for her to star in. Pondering for a long time, he suddenly thought of a movie—You Are the Apple of My Eye.

You Are the Apple of My Eye was a phenomenal film, and it was also considered a high-quality youth film. It once led a major trend of youth films in China. If it weren’t for its success, there wouldn’t have been so many later youth films filled with cliché elements like mistresses, pregnancy, abortion, car accidents, and terminal illnesses.

In later years, So Young, You Who Sat Next to Me, and Fleet of Time were three youth films released back-to-back. Netizens once teased that these three films had an astonishing 100% abortion rate, and even specially summarized it with a saying: “Youth films have three treasures: abortion, car crash, and forever misery,” which clearly showed the rampant nature of youth films at the time, and also the immense success of You Are the Apple of My Eye.

Du Wei’s temperament was perfectly suited for Shen Jiayi in You Are the Apple of My Eye. Plus, Du Wei had already shown her youthful aura in Old Boys. She was probably the most suitable girl in Li Mu’s mind to star in a campus youth drama, and the best choice to play Shen Jiayi.

However, if he were to make You Are the Apple of My Eye, he didn’t have a suitable director on hand, and he truly had no time or energy to moonlight as a director to make a movie. Old Boys alone had worn him out significantly. Ning Hao had Crazy Stone to prepare, and he wasn’t suitable for this style either. So, Li Mu felt that if he wanted to make You Are the Apple of My Eye, he still needed to find a director.

He asked Ning Hao, “Do you know any directors suitable for campus romance films?”

Ning Hao asked, “What kind of campus romance?”

Li Mu said, “It’s about a male and female lead who initially like each other, and after going through secret crushes, competitiveness, and saying one thing but meaning another, they finally get together, only to break up over some trivial matter, and in the end, the girl marries someone else. That kind of campus love story.”

Ning Hao burst out laughing after listening. “Now that you put it that way, I do know a suitable director.”

Li Mu then asked, “Who is it? Introduce me, please?”

Ning Hao chuckled, “It’s you, Boss! Wasn’t Old Boys exactly that kind of vibe? You’re very good at it!”

Li Mu glared at him and said, “I’m earning around a million per day; where the hell do I have time to make movies? Seriously, scout one out for me, and make sure they’re reliable.”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, Ning Hao immediately nodded and said, “I’ll go back and look for someone suitable.”

Li Mu said, “Take it seriously. If they’re reliable, this movie can be launched alongside Crazy Stone, both hitting the New Year’s holiday box office period at the end of the year.”

Ning Hao nodded, “OK, I’ll get it done as soon as possible!”

After finishing dinner and discussing the movie, Li Mu drove Ning Hao back. Seeing Li Mu’s newly purchased imposing G55, Ning Hao was surprised by Li Mu once again. From the moment he saw the car until he got out, his eyes were practically fixated on every detail of the G55.

Li Mu watched his unconscious reactions and told him before he left that if Crazy Stone’s box office could reach three hundred million after its release, he would give him an additional G55.

Ning Hao waved his hands repeatedly in fright, saying he couldn’t imagine three hundred million at the box office and didn’t deserve such an expensive car. Li Mu left him with one sentence: “Only those who dare to dream and act can be heroes,” and then drove away.

On the way back, Kong Lingyu called Li Mu and said, “Boss, Tencent removed all commercial advertisements today, and their membership service is also on a special promotion. It’s one fen per month, which is equivalent to a 99.9% discount.”

Li Mu asked him, “One fen per month, can users customize how many months they buy? For example, buying half a year or a year at once.”

“Please wait, I’ll check.” Kong Lingyu paused for a moment, tested it, and then told Li Mu, “No, only single months can be purchased.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then don’t worry about it. They themselves don’t have the resolve of staking everything.”

Kong Lingyu asked, “They’re doing this to maintain user stickiness, shouldn’t we react?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “No need to react for now. When they go all out and allow members to buy one or even two years for one fen, then we’ll react. We’re not fighting a price war; that’s too low-end.”

Kong Lingyu was startled for a moment: “Uh, alright then…”

Li Mu sensed that Kong Lingyu was still worried, so he smiled and comforted him, “Don’t let their price war throw off your composure. Their product is outdated in many functions compared to YY. Many of our core features, even QQ membership users cannot enjoy. This means that for these demands, QQ membership cannot replace ordinary YY users. This is our core competitive advantage. If we blindly follow them into a price war, it will only throw us into chaos.”

Kong Lingyu said, “I understand, Boss.”

Then he added, “Oh, by the way, when YY was conducting its strategic deployment earlier, we have almost completed the YY Game Hall architecture you proposed. The design team has also designed the interfaces for several popular games. I’ll send them to your email; you can take a look when you have time.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “That fast? It’s only been about a month since the strategic deployment, right?”

Kong Lingyu said, “Our main focus was on developing the game architecture and the hall system. As for the games themselves, to save time, I bought the source code from other chess and card game development companies and then did secondary development based on that source code. Coupled with our new visual design, the speed has been much faster.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Well done, Old Kong, your mind is getting more agile! How many game codes did you buy?”

Kong Lingyu said, “Thirteen in total. For card games, there’s Three-Player Landlord, Four-Player Landlord, Shengji, Paodekuai. For chess games, there’s Chinese Chess, Army Chess, Checkers, and Gomoku. For Mahjong games, there’s Cantonese Mahjong, Taiwanese Mahjong, and Sichuan Mahjong. In addition to these, there’s also Tetris and Billiards.”

Li Mu was dumbfounded. “So many types?!”

“Yes,” Kong Lingyu said, “That company originally imitated OurGame to create an online chess and card platform, but their capital chain couldn’t keep up later. After the game platform launched, they couldn’t promote it, and now it has stopped service due to lack of operating funds, so they sold all the games they developed as a package.”

Then Kong Lingyu added, “Tetris, Billiards, and Sichuan Mahjong these three haven’t been fully developed yet. I poached their entire technical development team, and they are now working here to continue development. Their team only has thirteen people in total, and their salaries aren’t high. The capital amount wasn’t large, so I didn’t report it to you in time.”

“Great! Excellent work!” Li Mu was overjoyed after hearing this. Kong Lingyu had truly unearthed a treasure for him! Delegating power to him and other core members had a great effect. An online game development team, plus over a dozen game programs packaged together – such a good opportunity was simply too good to miss.

Li Mu pressed him, “Will they sell the game programs to other companies again?”

Kong Lingyu said, “No, I bought them out as a package for three million. All copyrights are with us. If they resell them, they will bear criminal liability. Besides, the core members of their team are all in our company, and they are very satisfied to be working here.”

After speaking, Kong Lingyu added, “Boss, this price was slightly expensive, but there were other companies with acquisition intentions at the time. I was afraid delays may bring trouble, so I bought it directly.”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s fine. Spending this much extra money is nothing. For us, the time saved is much more cost-effective than the money spent, not to mention gaining a mature team. That alone is worth it!”

This was the advantage of delegating power to a certain extent. Muye Technology was growing bigger and bigger, and Li Mu was stirring up many things. In most cases, he couldn’t preside over the company’s daily operations, so he couldn’t personally control everything. Delegating power and letting capable and trustworthy subordinates make decisions for him often yielded better results.

Take Kong Lingyu’s acquisition of game source code and the development team this time. If Kong Lingyu had reported the matter to him, and he then had to understand all the details of the other party and assess if the price was appropriate, he could easily have missed such a good opportunity. For a matter of several million, Kong Lingyu made the final decision himself, which was fast and efficient, and better helped him determine his position. He was not just an employee; he was a senior executive of the company, and he had his own authority.

While Li Mu was relieved, he then asked him, “Then when do you think YY Game Hall can integrate these dozen-plus games and release them to the public?”

Kong Lingyu thought for a moment and said, “Around twenty days should be fine.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “That timeline works. You must ensure quality and quantity; don’t be greedy for speed.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Don’t worry, Boss, we have it all under control.”

Li Mu then asked him, “I mentioned to you before that each mini-game needs to have some cute and interesting dialogue templates, and that you should find male and female voice actors separately. Has that been done?”

Kong Lingyu said, “Yes, we found six people in total, three men and three women. Each game has six different versions recorded. We haven’t decided which version to use yet. Boss, would you like to listen to them yourself and make a choice?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I won’t interfere with such matters. You are the product developers; you should decide what style is more suitable for your product and more acceptable to your users.”

Kong Lingyu then said, “Alright, I’ll gather everyone tomorrow for a vote, majority rules.”

“OK!” Li Mu said with satisfaction, and then added, “Oh, right, the design team must package the game’s visual effects well. The company’s future UI, graphic design, and element design capabilities must be continuously strengthened. You should keep in communication with Qingya on this. If you feel there’s insufficient manpower, add people immediately; don’t hesitate.”

“Understood,” Kong Lingyu said, “I’ll call Qingya to discuss it later.”

While Li Mu felt pleased with Kong Lingyu’s progress, he didn’t know that Mr. Ma, far away in Shenzhen, had also conceived the idea of copying OurGame’s games.

Sadly, Mr. Ma also didn’t know that Li Mu was doing the same thing, and had even started earlier than him. He was only just beginning to lead his team to sort out the product framework, while Li Mu’s YY Game Hall was nearing completion and already had over a dozen games…





Chapter 439: The British Girl Arya

After nearly forty-eight hours, Du Fei finally got in touch with the British girl who did design work.

She was currently in Nepal, where she had originally planned to trek in the Mount Everest region on the Nepalese side. However, due to altitude sickness, she had to turn back and spent a few days recovering in the Hospital before finally feeling better.

The girl’s original idea was to trek in the Nepalese Mount Everest region for seven to ten days, then travel overland from Nepal into China to begin her China tour. But because of the altitude sickness, she decided to fly from Kathmandu, the capital of Nepal, to China. However, direct flights from Kathmandu to China were very rare at the time, and worried about her altitude sickness, she didn’t dare to fly directly to Lhasa. So, she was planning to transfer via Dhaka or Bangkok.

Before finalizing her route, the British girl went online to inform her family that she was safe, and that’s when she received Du Fei’s MSN message.

Du Fei told her that she had a friend in China who wanted to design an MP3 player and had asked her to find a talented industrial designer, which made Du Fei think of her.

The British girl was already worried about her tight budget because she couldn’t enter China by land and had to transfer flights in another country, significantly increasing her expenses. Upon hearing that Du Fei had found her a part-time job, she accepted almost without hesitation.

After Du Fei confirmed the details with her, she called Li Mu to inform him of these matters.

Li Mu listened and then asked, “When is this British chick coming to China? Is Yanjing her first stop?”

Du Fei said, “Don’t call her ‘British chick’; she has a name.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I know she has a name, but you didn’t tell it to me.”

Du Fei said, “Her name is Arya, A-r-y-a. Arya Johnson. She plans to fly to Bangkok tomorrow, then from Bangkok to Yanjing. She should arrive in Yanjing the day after tomorrow afternoon.”

“Alright,” Li Mu said, “Tell me the flight number then, I’ll pick her up at the airport.”

Du Fei said, “She mentioned that designing an MP3 is fine, but the design fee will be twenty thousand US dollars.”

Li Mu laughed, “What I lack here right now is talent; what I least lack is money.”

Du Fei chuckled, “You’re just bragging.”

Li Mu said, “Seriously, I’m desperate for talent, so much so that I almost went to a tattoo parlor to get six characters tattooed on my forehead: ‘People are naive, money is plentiful, come quickly!’”

This was the first time Du Fei had heard that trope/meme, and she doubled over with laughter on the phone. It took her a while to recover, saying, “I’ll come over to join you guys after a while. I hope you’re really as you say, naive people with plenty of money!”

“Absolutely.”

…

Two days later in the afternoon, Li Mu stood in front of the T2 terminal exit at Capital Airport, holding up a large sign with a string of English words: Arya Johnson.

After the flight from Bangkok landed, a large crowd of various people gradually streamed out from the exit. Li Mu held the sign for over twenty minutes when a young, somewhat thin Caucasian woman, about one meter seventy-three tall, stood in front of Li Mu and said in very unfamiliar Chinese, “Nǐ hǎo…”

Li Mu turned his head to look. The girl was tall and slender, with blonde hair and blue eyes, and a delicate face, quite resembling the American actress Blake Lively, known as ‘S’ from Gossip Girl, who later had a rumored romance with Little Leo.

The girl was carrying a massive, somewhat terrifying hiking backpack, with a sleeping bag strapped to the bottom and a pair of hiking boots hanging off it, clearly a typical backpacker.

Li Mu was about to ask if she was Arya Johnson when she pointed at the name on the sign, then pointed to herself, and said, “Excuse me, I’m Arya Johnson, are you Mr. Lee?”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu immediately nodded and said, “Yes, I am. Great to see you.” With that, Li Mu extended his hand and lightly shook Arya’s hand.

Arya finally sighed in relief and said in English, “Du Fei told me about your situation. I’ll be staying in China for a while longer this time, and I’ll help you finish the MP3 design work first.”

Li Mu nodded, then offered to help her with her backpack and head to the parking lot.

Arya said awkwardly, “This bag is too heavy; I’ll carry it myself.”

Li Mu chuckled, “In China, if a gentleman walks empty-handed with a lady carrying such a large bag, everyone would look down on him. People would say he has no gentlemanly demeanor.”

Arya stuck out her tongue and said with a smile, “Alright then, no matter what, I can’t let a gentleman be misunderstood.” With that, she took off the enormous backpack and handed it to Li Mu.

The moment Li Mu took the backpack and felt its weight, he was secretly surprised. This backpack must have weighed at least fifteen to twenty kilograms. It was truly admirable for a girl to travel the world carrying such a heavy backpack.

After getting in the car, Li Mu drove and said to Arya, “I’ve booked a hotel room for you. I’ll take you to the hotel first so you can drop off your things and rest. Then we can go to eat dinner together. It’s five o’clock in Yanjing right now, and we plan to have dinner at seven.”

Arya quickly waved her hand and said, “Mr. Li, you don’t need to be so polite. I’m used to staying in youth hostels; it’s too wasteful to stay in a hotel…”

Li Mu said without question, “What you prefer when you’re backpacking is your choice, but since you’ve come to Yanjing, you are my guest. I can’t let my guest stay in a youth hostel. Moreover, if you’re going to work, you also need a quiet and comfortable environment.”

Arya wanted to refuse again, but remembering what Du Fei had told her about Chinese people’s hospitality and the characteristic machismo of Chinese men, she didn’t argue further.

Then, the two chatted for a bit. Li Mu learned from Arya that she was twenty-four years old and had been traveling the world since graduation, which had been for over a year now. In that year, she had visited over sixty different countries, traveling from North America to South America, then following a research vessel that stopped for supplies in Argentina to Antarctica, from Antarctica to Africa, then northward along Africa to Europe, from Western Europe to Eastern Europe, and then from Moscow via the Black Sea to Turkey, and finally to Asia. Along the way, she experienced countless local customs and traditions. Whenever she ran out of money, she would stop and find a temporary job or take on a design project, saving enough money to continue her journey.

While admiring her courage and perseverance, Li Mu was also secretly relieved, thinking that he was fortunate his English from his previous life was still passable enough that there were no communication barriers.

Li Mu asked her why she chose to travel the world in such a challenging way after graduation instead of working.

She replied, “I don’t find it challenging at all. On the contrary, I find it incredibly rewarding. Once I’ve traveled to all the places I want to go, I’ll return home to England and meticulously write my travel experiences into a book.”

Li Mu then said, “Then be sure to send me a copy when it’s done.”

Arya stuck out her tongue and said, “I don’t even know if it will be published after I write it.”

Li Mu chuckled, “If it can’t be published, just send me an electronic version.”

Arya giggled and agreed, “Alright then, I’ll definitely send you a copy then…”

The hotel Li Mu booked for Arya was a five-star hotel on Chang’an Avenue. Li Mu had booked a business suite in advance and prepaid a sufficient deposit to ensure Arya’s accommodation and daily signed expenses at the hotel.

Since starting his business, Li Mu’s approach to talent has always been high-premium. It’s not that he has money with nowhere to spend; primarily, it’s for future considerations. His business will expand more and more in the future, and he will earn more and more money. The prerequisite is a strong team. As long as it’s talent, Li Mu is willing to offer a higher price and better treatment than others. True talent will always make you earn more than you spend. The more you spend, the more you often earn.

Having been out for so long, Arya had never encountered anyone as thoughtful and considerate as Li Mu. Although he needed her for work, what he had done already exceeded the scope of her work compensation. This made her feel somewhat overwhelmed and uneasy, but more than that, she felt touched.

Li Mu escorted her to the room door but showed no intention of entering. Instead, he took out a large kraft paper envelope from his pocket. Inside were ten thousand Chinese Yuan in cash, a brand new Nokia phone, and a savings card with fifty thousand Yuan in savings.

Li Mu said, “This cash can save you the trouble of exchanging Chinese Yuan. If you need to make any purchases, you can choose to pay with cash or swipe your card. The card’s password is 123456. You can also withdraw cash from an ATM; ATMs have an English operation mode, so it’s very simple. A Chinese phone card has already been installed in this phone, and international call service has been activated. You can use it to contact your family and friends anytime. I’ve saved my number in it, so if you need to contact me about anything, you can just call me directly.”

Arya quickly waved her hand and said, “Mr. Li, thank you for your kindness, but I can’t accept this money…”

Li Mu said, “You can temporarily consider it your compensation. If you haven’t spent it all by the time you leave, I’ll convert the remaining amount into US dollars and give it all to you. How about that?”

After Li Mu said this, Arya considered for a moment. She had spent some money while ill, and transferring flights to Yanjing had also cost a lot. Now, all her worldly possessions were probably less than one thousand US dollars. At this point, it seemed she really shouldn’t put on a brave front. So, she took the envelope from Li Mu with both hands, held it to her chest, and said with a grateful expression, “Thank you, Mr. Li, you are truly too kind!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Go in and put your things down, and maybe take a shower and rest. It’s five o’clock Yanjing time now. We plan to have dinner at seven. I’ll wait for you in the hotel lobby at seven. I’ve booked a table today for Yanjing’s most famous Yanjing Roasted Duck. We’ll go and try it tonight.”

Arya was almost teary-eyed after hearing this. Although she had always been a very independent and strong woman, this was the first time she had been cared for so thoughtfully by someone other than her parents. So, she suddenly realized that being cared for felt so special; it was a very unique and wonderful feeling.

Li Mu didn’t linger after speaking. He waved his hand and turned to the elevator entrance, taking the elevator downstairs. He felt that Arya, after over twenty hours of transit to Yanjing, must be extremely tired, and she needed to rest first.





Chapter 440: Who is the Undercover

Li Mu ordered a coffee in the hotel lobby downstairs, picked up a few newspapers, and stayed alone for two hours.

Five minutes before seven, a figure suddenly appeared. Arya, dressed in A&F casual wear, stood before Li Mu, her golden wavy hair still carrying tiny water droplets.

“Mr. Li, I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.”

Li Mu put down his newspaper and said with a smile, “If I wasn’t worried you were hungry, I could have waited longer.”

With that, Li Mu stood up and gestured for Arya to go first. Arya smiled slightly and walked ahead, with Li Mu following behind her. The two left the hotel together.

Li Mu had reserved a private room in Yanjing’s famous Da Dong Roast Duck restaurant beforehand. On the way there, Arya constantly gazed out the window, seemingly curious about everything in China.

Li Mu asked her, “Before you came to China, did you know much about China?”

Arya tilted her head, thought for a moment, and said, “Not much. Western media rarely introduce the specific customs and traditions of China; it’s mostly about country-to-country relations. All I knew were the Great Wall and pandas. I originally thought China would be quite backward, but Yanjing looks very developed.”

Li Mu said, “There are still many scenic spots around Yanjing. I’ll take you around these next few days.”

Arya quickly said, “Mr. Li, I think we should focus on work first. Once the work is done, I can relax and enjoy myself.”

Li Mu nodded. “Alright, if you think work comes first, then let’s focus on work.”

Arya then asked Li Mu, “Du Fei said you want to make an MP3 player. I’d like to know what your specific requirements are.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I have a rough idea in my head, but I’m not a professional, so I can’t turn what I’m imagining into blueprints or renderings.”

Arya laughed. “That’s fine. Just tell me your thoughts generally.”

Li Mu then said, “I want a design that is simple, lightweight, aesthetically pleasing, and technologically advanced. As for product functions, I don’t demand too much; the front should be as simple as possible. I prefer it to be like an iPod, with only a screen and a simple circular control area on the front. The headphone jack should be on top, and the data port at the bottom. However, the shape shouldn’t be as square as theirs; I want an elongated shape with a certain curvature for a comfortable grip…”

Then, Li Mu added, “Oh, right, I also want to design a matching pair of headphones to go with it. I hope they’re stylish and futuristic.”

Arya listened, then said in surprise, “Your requirements are already very detailed. Tonight, I’ll go back and draw a few sketches based on your needs, and then modify and adjust them according to your feedback.”

“Okay!”

For Yanjing’s gourmets, Da Dong Roast Duck is probably the top choice for Peking duck, much tastier than Quanjude or Pian Yi Fang. Arya had never eaten Yanjing roast duck before. The first time she saw the chef slice the duck in front of her, she was too surprised to speak. And when, under Li Mu’s guidance, she wrapped a piece of roast duck in a lotus leaf pancake and took a bite, her eyes immediately widened, and she exclaimed “Oh-my-god!” three times.

“I never thought duck could be this delicious! My goodness, this is simply the most wonderful food I’ve ever eaten!”

Arya praised the roast duck highly. British people are naturally not good at cooking, and while she was studying in America, she mostly ate Western fast food like pizza, hamburgers, and tacos. When she occasionally ate Chinese food, it was usually dishes like Kung Pao Chicken. This was her first time tasting such exquisite and refined Chinese cuisine.

Li Mu told her, “China’s culinary culture is a very complex and vast system. It’s hard to say what place it ranks in the world, but within this vast system, there are indeed too many delicious things. Roast duck is just one of the inconspicuous ones.”

Arya said, “Oh, right, I’ve had hotpot in Chinatown before. It tasted very good, very spicy. I love spicy food.”

Li Mu chuckled. “I heard that Chinese restaurants abroad often modify their dishes to suit local tastes, so I estimate the hotpot you had in Chinatown wasn’t too authentic. Since you like spicy food, you must try authentic Yuzhou Hotpot. However, we don’t need to go to the trouble of going all the way to Yuzhou; Yanjing has a few relatively authentic ones. I’ll take you tomorrow.”

Arya quickly said, “Then it should be my treat tomorrow!”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then readily agreed, smiling, “Alright, you treat.”

During their brief interaction, Li Mu found Arya to be a very genuine and unpretentious girl. She didn’t care about maintaining a ‘lady-like’ image while eating. When she encountered food she liked, she would eat continuously. Even when she was stuffed, she would still say she was full while picking up her chopsticks again, trying to eat the next target food.

Her seemingly slender build possessed an incredibly strong appetite. Li Mu even felt that Arya could eat more than he could.

Finally, Arya, unable to eat any more, put down her chopsticks contentedly and gently wiped her oily lips. Her first words made Li Mu burst out laughing.

“Heaven knows what I’ve been through recently! The food in Nepal almost gave me anorexia, and India, oh my god, the food in India tasted decent, but the hygiene was truly worrying. I kept getting stomachaches, to the point where I dared not eat anything but fast food…”

Li Mu laughed. “I haven’t been to those two places. Hearing you say that, I think I’ll avoid them in the future.”

Arya said, “Actually, those two places don’t have the worst food. They just pale in comparison to roast duck.”

After dinner, Li Mu sent Arya back to the hotel, reminding her to rest well. As for the design sketches, it wouldn’t be too late to draw them tomorrow.

Back at Yucheng Garden, Li Mu called Chen Wan. She had already started her induction training and auditions this week. Li Mu wanted to ask her how she felt about the place.

Chen Wan had just finished work and returned to the small apartment arranged for her at the station. She was initially physically and mentally exhausted, but the moment she saw Li Mu’s name light up on her phone, she immediately became completely invigorated. Happily answering the phone, she playfully asked him, “What made you think of calling me?”

Li Mu said, “Just checking on you. Wanted to ask how you feel about things there, and how you’re adapting.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “Although I’m busy every day, I’m adapting quite well. We’ll be going into the studio to record the show next Wednesday.”

Li Mu asked her, “I previously asked Ning Hao to say hello to them. For your first episode, I arranged for Simple Plan and Du Wei to support you. Did your Director approve?”

“Yes, they approved,” Chen Wan said. “The Director is very excited. Mainly because all the TV stations want to host their show, but they never had the chance. If they come to Happy Camp, it will greatly boost the show’s publicity.”

Li Mu asked her, “Is the script out yet?”

Chen Wan said, “The script isn’t out yet. It’ll probably be out by the weekend or next Monday. But it’s just the same fixed routines: the Hosts open by setting the atmosphere with pre-designed lines, then they introduce the guests, conduct interviews and interactions, play some games, and then the guests perform. That’s pretty much it.”

Then, Chen Wan grumbled, “Actually, I think the game segments on Happy Camp are quite boring, especially the one where guests stand on a small platform and sing while looking at a prompt board. It doesn’t feel like there’s much humor, and most of the guests look a bit awkward.”

Li Mu thought to himself that he rarely watched TV, and he never really liked Happy Camp either. He didn’t know much about the current Happy Camp. He painstakingly recalled his impressions of the early Happy Camp from his previous life and felt that the overall style was very unsophisticated. From the perspective of more than a decade later, it would probably be a screen full of awkwardness.

Li Mu was always unwilling for Chen Wan to follow Xie Na’s wild and crazy route. However, if Happy Camp’s style remained unchanged, the Hosts would probably gradually be influenced by that style. For Li Mu, he hoped Chen Wan could use Happy Camp as a stepping stone, and then launch her own show, or venture into reality shows, Talent shows, or even the entertainment industry. Therefore, Li Mu felt it was necessary to help her elevate Happy Camp’s style slightly.

Around 2014, Li Mu dated a girlfriend a few years younger than him who rather liked watching Happy Camp. She often dragged and forced Li Mu to watch it with her. What Li Mu remembered most vividly about Happy Camp was that they brought a party game called “Ghost Hunting” (捉鬼) to the show and renamed it “Who is the Undercover.” He had to admit that, although Li Mu didn’t particularly like the show’s style and routine, this party game, which shared striking similarities with the Mafia game, was very appealing.

Li Mu was obsessed with Mafia games for a period, often finding a club to play all night with friends on weekends. That feeling of tension, excitement, and brain-teasing was wonderful. However, the Mafia game after all had a “killing” theme, so it would definitely be picked holes in if it went on a TV show. Therefore, using a method like “Who is the Undercover” was the perfect choice.

So Li Mu said to Chen Wan, “Sis, I recently devised a small game with some friends. I think you could recommend it to your Director team. If your Hosts play this game with the guests on the show, the entertainment effect should be excellent.”

Chen Wan curiously asked him, “What kind of game is it?”

Li Mu said, “The game is called ‘Who is the Undercover.’ It’s basically…”

Li Mu spent over ten minutes on the phone explaining the general process of “Who is the Undercover” to Chen Wan. After listening, Chen Wan said in surprise, “It sounds really interesting…”

Li Mu laughed. “This game can really liven up the atmosphere. If you can present this game on stage, not only will the Hosts and guests have fun playing, but the live audience and viewers at home will find it even more interesting.”

Chen Wan excitedly said, “Then I’ll talk to the Director tomorrow and see if he’s interested.”

Li Mu said, “It’s best if you can get a few people from the production team to play it and try it out. Some things are hard to grasp the essence of just by talking about them.”

Chen Wan was eager to try. “You make it sound so interesting. I want to find someone to play it with right now, but I don’t have any friends here. I’ll have to wait until I go to work tomorrow…”





Chapter 441: An Addictive Game

Director Zhou Sheng of Happy Camp had long considered upgrading the show.

Currently, variety shows on various satellite TV channels are largely similar. Compared to them, Happy Camp doesn’t have any fundamental differences. The only distinction is that Xiangnan Satellite TV’s viewership ratings are much higher than other channels, which is thanks to the historical accumulation from the My Fair Princess era. If it weren’t for the high ratings, Happy Camp wouldn’t attract so many stars. With access to first-tier stars, Happy Camp’s ratings further increased, which is the fundamental reason for its true success.

If one were to discard Xiangnan Satellite TV’s halo and the stars, what advantages would Happy Camp have left? Zhou Sheng couldn’t say.

Although Happy Camp’s host lineup was quite strong, with a new star like Chen Wan about to join, frankly speaking, the original hosts only became popular on Xiangnan Satellite TV. Before joining this show, they didn’t have much market influence themselves.

In summary, everything originated from Xiangnan Satellite TV’s strong viewership resources, allowing Happy Camp to have smooth sailing all the way. But just looking at the program content, Zhou Sheng always found it unremarkable. In terms of the entertainment value of the program model, it was even inferior to Anhui Province’s Super Winner. If Xiangnan Satellite TV’s viewership resources were on par with Anhui Province, Happy Camp would certainly not have reached the level of Super Winner.

Zhou Sheng had always wanted to change this awkward situation. Xiangnan Satellite TV was the number one satellite TV channel in the country, and he also wanted to create the number one variety show in the country. However, the core content of a variety show is not that easy to replace or upgrade; a slight misstep could easily ruin the show.

Currently, Happy Camp’s overall model has solidified. Typically, it involves partnering with stars, film crews, and management companies. For example, when a new drama is about to air, the production company coordinates with the Happy Camp team to arrange the lead actors to do an episode. If it’s a movie star, they usually come to promote a new movie; if it’s a singer, most likely they are there to promote a new album or concert. Watching one or two episodes occasionally might feel good, but watching too many becomes boring.

Zhou Sheng felt that the current Happy Camp urgently needed a brand-new, eye-catching model. This model didn’t necessarily have to replace the entire show’s process; even replacing just one part could achieve unexpected results.

In fact, Zhou Sheng’s consideration was very professional. Whether now or in the future, the core highlight is a crucial part of a variety show. The reason Running Man became so popular was the “name tag tearing” segment. Without this segment, the impact of the entire show would be greatly reduced. The key core of The Voice lies in the blind audition revolving chair setup; it was this unusual talent show model that made it stand out from all kinds of talent shows.

However, a good model is easy to talk about but extremely difficult to discover. During this period, Zhou Sheng and the production team thought of at least a dozen new models, but without exception, all were rejected.

After more than ten new proposals were aborted, Zhou Sheng began to look for breakthroughs in other areas. This was why he proactively sought out Chen Wan, a complete newcomer in the hosting field. The old model had been mechanically sustained, and since the model couldn’t be changed, he could only find an entirely different new face to break the deadlock.

Just as Zhou Sheng was struggling to find a new model, Chen Wan suddenly came to him during her lunch break that day and said, “Director Zhou, a friend of mine told me about a party game model. I think it’s very suitable to be a new segment in our show. I wanted to ask if you’d be interested in learning about it.”

“Alright,” Zhou Sheng put down his chopsticks and said seriously, “Go ahead. I’ll listen.”

Chen Wan said, “This game is quite interactive. I’ll briefly explain how to play. If you think it’s good, we can find some colleagues to try it out.”

Zhou Sheng nodded, interlacing his fingers on the table, appearing to listen attentively.

Chen Wan then explained the rules of “Who is the Undercover” in detail. After Li Mu told Chen Wan the specific game process over the phone last night, fearing she might not fully understand, he specifically wrote a very detailed game explanation for her and sent it to her email. In the morning, Chen Wan read Li Mu’s explanation several times, only coming to discuss it with Zhou Sheng after thoroughly understanding it. So, even though she hadn’t personally experienced the game, she knew its rules perfectly.

Zhou Sheng had been producing variety shows for many years and had an innate keen sense for this kind of content. He was like an experienced antique appraisal expert who, upon seeing a good item, might not immediately grasp its essence but by simply looking, could tell if it was good or not.

The rules of “Who is the Undercover” are not difficult. It’s essentially two factions, two different but very similar words, and then through intense and brilliant reasoning, brain-burning, and psychological warfare, one defeats their opponent.

Zhou Sheng listened for a moment, and his eyes already lit up. With his years of experience, his first thought was: This has potential!

It really has potential!

Those who haven’t played “Werewolf” might find it uninteresting— a bunch of people sitting there, with nothing but their mouths, absurd and boring. But once you actually try it and play it, you realize its immense playability. Moreover, it comprehensively and thrillingly tests intelligence, eloquence, and psychological resilience.

“Who is the Undercover” is a similar type of game, so Zhou Sheng was very interested as soon as he heard about it.

To further outline the game’s rules and effects in his mind, Zhou Sheng closed his eyes and thought for a moment, then couldn’t help but say to Chen Wan, “Xiao Wan, explain it again. I’ll close my eyes and think it over carefully.”

Chen Wan nodded and explained the game rules from the beginning once more.

This time, Zhou Sheng hadn’t even finished listening completely when an expression of pleasant surprise appeared on his face. After Chen Wan finished speaking, he opened his eyes and excitedly said, “This game idea is absolutely brilliant! The person who came up with this game is a genius! The game process is tense and fun, not to mention it has strong topicality. Especially the word selection segment, we can completely customize it. If we’re making a martial arts-themed episode, we can use words like ‘Eighteen Dragon Subduing Palms’ and ‘Nine Yin White Bone Claw’. If we’re doing a film and television episode, we can use movie and TV drama titles for the game, or even the names of two lead actors. The scope of operation is very wide!”

As he spoke, Zhou Sheng couldn’t wait to stand up and said to Chen Wan, “Xiao Wan, you go ahead and eat. I’m going to organize people and coordinate a large conference room. This afternoon, we’ll thoroughly test this game in the conference room. If this game works out, you’ll truly have done a great service to our Happy Camp!”

Chen Wan didn’t expect Zhou Sheng’s reaction to be so strong; he was leaving before even finishing his meal. She nodded and hadn’t even spoken yet when Zhou Sheng, unable to wait, already left.

Chen Wan had just finished her own meal when Zhou Sheng called, “Xiao Wan, come to conference room three. I’ve organized our crew colleagues to come and discuss it together. You lead!”

“Okay, Director Zhou, I’m coming now.” Chen Wan had no choice but to get up and rush to conference room three. As soon as she arrived, more than twenty people who regularly worked on the show were already there. Zhou Sheng was directing people to move the conference table to the side, leaving only eight chairs. Then he called out names, “Liu Ming, Chen Yihui, Gao Hanhan, Su Xiaoxiao… you guys are quick-witted. Later, Xiao Wan will lead you to try out the new game. The rest of you will sit in front with me as the audience and experience the viewing effect of this game.”

Chen Wan didn’t expect him to make such a commotion. Although she hadn’t truly played the game herself, at this moment, she could only take charge temporarily.

Zhou Sheng had just named six people, plus Chen Wan, making a total of seven. According to the game rules, an undercover person needed to be selected by drawing cards first. Chen Wan asked Zhou Sheng for the playing cards he had prepared, picked out the cards from Ace to 6, and then picked a King. She then explained the general rules, that whoever drew the King among the seven would be the undercover.

Afterward, Chen Wan said to Zhou Sheng, “Director Zhou, later you’ll need to come up with two similar but different words, and then give the different words to different roles. Once the game participants know their words, we’ll start describing the word we received in turn. Everyone should try their best to describe it in a way that the undercover doesn’t figure it out, but also gives hints to their teammates. If you’re the undercover, you should try to confuse others and not be seen through. After the seven of us describe our words one by one, everyone will start to vote quickly to identify who the undercover is. Whoever gets the most votes is eliminated in that round. If the eliminated person is the undercover, then the undercover fails; if someone else is eliminated, the game continues until the undercover is found, or the undercover survives until the last round.”

After the rules were explained, everyone was eager to try. Those assigned to be the audience also sat neatly opposite the seven players, waiting for the game to begin.

Once everyone understood the rules, Zhou Sheng thought of two words: “steamed bun” and “dumpling.”

Then, the game officially began. The first person to draw the undercover card was a boy. In the very first round, he was discovered by others due to nervousness and was immediately identified.

The second round proceeded, and the person who drew the undercover card still couldn’t maintain good psychological resilience, being identified in just the second round. However, when everyone made a wrong identification in the first round, the audience began to understand the fun of the game.

After that, everyone gradually got into the swing of things, with some undercover agents even truly holding on until the end to win. In that game, everyone made incorrect identifications round after round, putting a lot of psychological pressure on the other players and making the audience truly feel the excitement and thrill of the game.

Although Zhou Sheng was acting as the referee, he was also very diligently observing every minor detail of the game. As the seven players got more and more into the zone and played with more technical skill, he became increasingly excited. As an observer, he was currently viewing the seven people playing the game from a director’s perspective. It must be said, from a director’s viewpoint, the atmosphere was excellent. The people on stage were very engaged, and the audience was completely engrossed. One must remember, they weren’t ordinary viewers; they were professionals in variety shows. Logically, their discernment for variety shows should be much higher than that of ordinary people! If even they could have this much fun, then the show’s effect on set would definitely be explosive.

The game went on for about an hour, and Zhou Sheng said to an assistant beside him, “Xiao Liu, go get a DV camera, and bring a tripod.”

The assistant understood tacitly and immediately ran to get a portable DV, setting it up on a tripod in the corner to film the ongoing game.

The screams and laughter from the conference room attracted the attention of many colleagues from other departments. Zhou Sheng then ordered another assistant to guard the door. If colleagues or TV station leadership wanted to enter, they were to be told that the production team was testing a new game and could not be disturbed. He did not want onlookers or executives to interfere with the current immersive atmosphere. Once the test was over, they could just show the recording to the TV station leadership.

The assistant who was assigned the task looked very hurt and said, “Director Zhou, I still wanted to watch a bit longer…”

Zhou Sheng laughed and chided, “You go guard first, I’ll find someone to replace you later, how about that!”

The assistant could only nod helplessly, standing by the conference room door, explaining to passing colleagues and leaders who wanted to come in and see what was happening.

When the game progressed to a certain point, the seven players, including Chen Wan, had already become seasoned players. They played the game very skillfully, constantly setting traps for opponents, and then quietly finding excellent points of difference to subtly release information to their teammates. Exciting moments followed one after another.

Seeing how much fun the seven people were having, the “audience” who had understood the rules also wanted to give it a try. So, the participants began to continuously rotate with their colleagues in the audience. Before they knew it, more than twenty people happily played in the conference room for the entire afternoon.

Zhou Sheng was ecstatic. He felt that the interactive model and show atmosphere of “Who is the Undercover” were surprisingly good. If hosts and guests played it on stage together, the effect would definitely be excellent. Moreover, the game rules were simple, easy to learn, and incredibly addictive. Before recording the show, half an hour would be enough to teach the guests how to play. There would be no need to worry about guests not understanding, not knowing how to play, or being unwilling to play. If they could come up with some more interesting and amusing word pairs, the show’s effect would be even better.





Chapter 442: Xiangnan Satellite TV’s Efficiency

At six in the evening, a group of people had been playing for over four hours and still hadn’t had enough. Some who got tired of playing watched, while others who got tired of watching played. In short, everyone’s enthusiasm for this novelty was remarkably high.

Zhou Sheng was in an excellent mood. He clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention and announced, “Everyone, stop for a moment and listen. I have three things to announce!”

Everyone stopped their game and looked at Zhou Sheng, who was radiating with satisfaction, his spirits soaring. It was clear he was in an exceptionally good mood.

Zhou Sheng cleared his throat and declared loudly, “First thing, I’ve decided to add the ‘Who is the Undercover’ game segment to the two episodes we’ll be recording next week. It will replace our previous singing game and will last for fifteen to twenty minutes!”

Upon hearing this, the production team immediately clapped and cheered with joy.

The singing game, in their eyes, had long been stale and tedious. Most guests weren’t particularly keen on playing that game, and the audience had long suffered from aesthetic fatigue. The reason it hadn’t been rashly removed was simply the lack of a good game mode to replace it.

After trying ‘Who is the Undercover’ today, everyone immediately got addicted to it. They all had their own comparisons, and they knew that if this game replaced the old singing game, the show’s effect would be dramatically different! This mode might even become a signature segment for ‘Happy Camp’. Given Director Zhou’s decisive adoption of this new game, they were naturally thrilled.

At this point, Zhou Sheng smiled and added, “Don’t get too excited yet. Although I’m the Director of the production team, any changes to the program’s flow still need to be reported to the TV station leadership. Whether the new game is eventually adopted or not, their decision is final.”

As he spoke, Zhou Sheng’s tone suddenly shifted. He continued, “However, you don’t need to worry too much. I think the chance of the TV station leadership rejecting it is practically zero. Tomorrow, I’ll show them the game process we just filmed. If that’s still not enough, I’ll invite them over, and we can give them another live demonstration. I’m sure after this afternoon’s practice, you’re all very familiar with ‘Who is the Undercover’!”

Xiangnan Satellite TV’s executives have always respected market demands, a fact recognized by all station employees. Therefore, they weren’t worried that the TV station leadership would oppose this game. After all, the ‘Who is the Undercover’ format was indeed fantastic and truly suited the ‘Happy Camp’ program.

Someone couldn’t help but ask Zhou Sheng, “Director Zhou, what are the second and third things you need to announce?”

Zhou Sheng extended his hand, palm facing up, gesturing towards Chen Wan, and said, “Second thing: this game was brought to us by Chen Wan. Regardless of whether it ultimately appears in our show, our entire production team owes her our thanks. Chen Wan just joined our team, and she hasn’t even completed her first week of audition, yet she’s already made such a significant contribution to our production team. I won’t say anything overly flattering, but I’ll express our gratitude with a bow!”

Having said that, Zhou Sheng actually performed a full ninety-degree bow towards Chen Wan in front of everyone. The others also applauded, which made Chen Wan feel a little embarrassed.

Zhou Sheng then held up three fingers and said, “Third thing: given such a great achievement today, as the Director, I should treat everyone to a meal. How about this: we’ll first go to Xiangqing Garden for dinner, and then to Candy KTV for karaoke!”

Over twenty people cheered in unison. After an afternoon of playing, the team seemed to have grown closer. When their leader announced he was treating them to dinner and karaoke, the team’s sense of happiness seemed to increase significantly.

Today, Chen Wan, who had only recently joined, became the protagonist of the team. What’s interesting is that she was the only Host from ‘Happy Camp’ present today. The other Hosts had mostly become big names by now; He Jiong and Li Xiang were, of course, top-tier stars in the hosting industry, and Li Weijia had also accumulated very high popularity on this show. Therefore, these three had many other commitments besides their main work, which meant they were rarely at the station. Their relationship with the production team staff wasn’t really like being part of one team; instead, they were high above, having essentially detached themselves from the ‘soil’ of the production team.

Thus, Chen Wan, the newly arrived Host, became the only Host among the two dozen staff members present today. And today, while bringing a great gift to the production team, she also gave the team members an extremely pleasant afternoon, even influencing Zhou Sheng to extend that pleasantness into the evening. This rapidly increased everyone’s sense of closeness towards her.

Li Mu didn’t know that a small game of ‘Who is the Undercover’ had excited the entire ‘Happy Camp’ production team so much, nor that by relying on this small game, he had unexpectedly helped Chen Wan establish a very good popularity with the team. This would be of great help to her future days on ‘Happy Camp’.

…

The next morning, Li Mu received a call from Arya. She said she had already conceptualized a few sketches and wanted to meet Li Mu to discuss them. If Li Mu had any feedback, she could revise them at any time. She wanted to complete the initial design sketches for the MP3 player first, and once the overall framework was approved, she would then proceed with designing the details.

Li Mu readily agreed but felt that meeting directly in a hotel room wouldn’t be appropriate. So, he asked her to meet at the hotel’s coffee shop and drove there himself.

On the way to the hotel, Li Mu received another call from Chen Wan. The moment he answered, Chen Wan’s excited voice came through: “You rascal, you’re absolutely amazing!”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “What’s up? Why are you making such a fuss?”

Chen Wan said excitedly, “The ‘Who is the Undercover’ game segment has been adopted! And it was passed by unanimous vote by the entire production team, and also by unanimous vote by the TV station leadership! Everyone is praising this game; it’s simply incredibly impressive! Sis, I practically worship you, muamua!”

Two clear and sweet kissing sounds came through the phone, making Li Mu’s heart involuntarily beat a little faster.

After a moment, Li Mu asked with a smile, “Really? It was adopted so quickly? I thought it would take at least ten days to half a month to discuss.”

Chen Wan said, “The Director made the decision yesterday afternoon, and this morning, he communicated it with the TV station leadership. Now it’s officially confirmed! Next week, we’re going to record two episodes back-to-back, and ‘Who is the Undercover’ will officially be adopted as a core game starting from those two episodes. Today, the Director couldn’t wait to arrange for designers to create game-related materials. Because of the rush, they’re first designing a props version, and then they’ll find a reliable manufacturer to custom-make electronic display screens.”

Even though Li Mu had anticipated that Xiangnan Satellite TV’s efficiency in adopting new things would be very high, he hadn’t expected it to be this high. A content change for a flagship variety show not only affected the show’s survival but, to a large extent, also concerned the television station’s overall viewership. Yet, for such an important matter, their senior executives could make a decision in less than twenty-four hours. This efficiency was truly unbelievable to Li Mu.

However, it was precisely this efficiency that further solidified Li Mu’s confidence in strengthening future cooperation with Xiangnan Satellite TV. Especially when it came to producing variety shows or talent shows in the future, Xiangnan Satellite TV would undoubtedly be the first one he thought of. After all, everyone wants to collaborate with reliable and efficient partners, let alone Xiangnan Satellite TV, which is the number one satellite TV channel.

Chen Wan then said, “We’re about to have a meeting to discuss the specific details of the program changes. I just called to praise you and then to thank you. After I told the Director about the ‘Who is the Undercover’ format yesterday, everyone’s attitude towards me seems to have improved a lot.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Were they treating you badly before?”

Chen Wan quickly explained, “That’s not what I meant. After all, I just arrived, so everyone was still a bit unfamiliar with me, only polite on the surface. Now, they’re showing more warmth and initiative.”

Li Mu felt relieved and said seriously, “If anyone dares to bully you, you must tell me. No matter who it is, I won’t let them off easily!”

Chen Wan chuckled, “Got it. With a younger brother like you, who would dare to bully me? Sis needs to go now, I’m off to a meeting.”

Li Mu laughed, “Okay, go ahead.”

Chen Wan said, “Be a good boy in Yanjing, okay? Sis will come back to see you next week after she’s done with work.”

“Got it. I’ll treat you to a meal when you get back.”

Chen Wan said, “Okay, Sis is off to the meeting, mua!”

Right after that ‘Mua!’, came the dial tone as she hung up. Li Mu shook his head with a helpless smile, put his phone aside, and focused on driving.

…

When Li Mu saw Arya, she was sitting in a corner of the coffee shop, sketching with a pencil in a sketchbook. Only when Li Mu approached did he realize she was actually sketching drafts for an MP3 player. The sketch Li Mu saw only outlined a rough shape: a slender rectangle for the front, and a rectangle with rounded edges for the side. It looked quite appealing, but it wasn’t exactly what Li Mu had in mind.

Arya saw Li Mu and enthusiastically invited him to sit beside her. She then immediately flipped forward a few pages in her sketchbook and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I drew a few sketches yesterday and this morning. Let me show them to you first.”

Li Mu nodded and looked at her sketchbook. The content on the first few pages was quite detailed. On the two facing pages, there were large illustrations of the front and back, as well as cross-sections of the two sides and the top and bottom. Because Li Mu had previously stated his requirements, Arya’s designs were mostly rectangular prisms. However, the first design had an equilateral triangle cross-section, which also looked quite unique.

After looking through several sketches, Li Mu was surprised by one thing: although the sketches Arya designed weren’t exactly what he wanted, he had to admit that all the models she designed looked very good.

Li Mu felt that this was probably the capability of an impressive designer: what she designed might not be precisely what you wanted most, but it could still make you like it. Arya was definitely a talent in industrial design for the future. It was just a pity that he wasn’t familiar with the field of industrial design; he had only heard of one person, Jony Ive, Apple’s Chief Design Officer.





Chapter 443: The Stunning MP3 Player

Jony Ive was the soul of Apple’s industrial design, serving as chief designer since the iPod era. After the iMac and iPad, he reached the pinnacle of his career during the iPhone era, lauded as the smartest designer worldwide and the most coveted secret weapon for all competing companies. For a long time, he was the most impressive industrial designer in the world, bar none.

If not for Apple’s spectacular success, Li Mu might not even have remembered Jony Ive’s name. Thus, he had no idea how successful Arya had been in the field of industrial design in his past life. However, judging solely by the sketches she casually drew in one night, Li Mu felt that this woman’s achievements would surely not be inferior.

What Li Mu didn’t know was that Arya and Jony Ive were alumni of the same school, both having graduated from Northumbria University’s School of Design. In the future timeline, Arya would join Apple in 2003 and become Jony Ive’s most capable assistant.

After Arya showed Li Mu several design sketches, she asked him, “Mr. Li, which of these sketches do you think is closer to what you’re looking for?”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “I think the last one, the one you were still drawing, is closer.”

“Really?” Arya quickly flipped to the last page. The sketch there was still just a simple outline. At this point, Li Mu pointed to her sketched upper and lower cross-sections and said, “However, I hope these two sides can be packed up, to become a flattened oval shape.”

Arya nodded, quickly used an eraser to wipe away the previously outlined cross-section sketch, and then redrew a flattened oval.

Li Mu was mostly satisfied and told her, “It would be even better if it could be designed to be lighter and thinner.”

Arya said, “Right now it’s just a sketch; you can draw a sketch however you want. But I still need to consider the hardware configuration, including what kind of screen, what kind of buttons, what kind of memory you plan to use. Most importantly, what kind of battery you want to use. If it’s a lithium battery, the design will be more flexible. If it uses ordinary AA or AAA batteries, the design will be more constrained, because the battery is quite thick, so…”

Only then did Li Mu realize that while using a design similar to the iPod Nano 4 for the MP3 player was fine, the most crucial issues were hardware and manufacturing. The biggest problem with using the Nano 4’s flattened shape was the battery. Without a lithium battery, even the smallest AAA battery (or size 7 battery) would significantly impact the thickness.

If a lithium battery were used, the thickness issue could be well resolved, but the cost would naturally be much higher. It was 2002, and the cost of lithium batteries was surprisingly high; a single phone battery could easily cost several hundred yuan. If an MP3 player were equipped with a lithium battery, the cost would exceed users’ affordability.

The purchasing power of domestic users was indeed still relatively weak at this stage. Li Mu had to consider the cost issue; otherwise, if he really created an MP3 player that started at two or three thousand yuan like an iPod, it would completely disrupt his plans.

This also made Li Mu realize the one-sidedness of an outsider’s thinking; he hadn’t thought about something as important as the battery in advance.

Li Mu clicked his tongue and asked Arya, “If we use ordinary batteries, do you have any good design suggestions?”

Arya said, “Most MP3 players use ordinary dry cell batteries for power. There’s only one drawback: the overall design has to be based on the battery. However, if we use a single AAA battery, the design controllability will be greater. I suggest using this power source. In that case, we can use the triangular cross-section design from before. I can widen the front as much as possible and reduce the thickness, using an isosceles triangle design. By making the apex angle as large as possible, it will be lighter and thinner and also highlight the player’s front more.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Try to modify it and see.”

Arya immediately flipped open to a fresh page and began sketching lines with her pencil.

The front of the device was quickly outlined. Following that, Arya started sketching the cross-section. She first drew an isosceles triangle with a large apex angle.

Li Mu offered his suggestion: “Could the three corners of the cross-section be designed with arcs? That would look more natural.”

Arya tapped her pencil lightly on the sketchpad, her eyes lighting up: “That’s an excellent suggestion!”

With that, Arya began to process the edges based on the isosceles triangle, making them smoother and more natural, similar to the iPhone 6’s four-arc design. She transformed the cross-section into a rounded triangle, which in turn enhanced the overall design aesthetics.

The battery compartment was perfectly placed within the apex angle of the equilateral triangle. The protruding curved edge could precisely house the battery, while the narrowing sides could give the illusion of a thinner overall device.

Unbeknownst to them, nearly an hour passed. Arya’s pen tip sketched more and more lines, gradually filling the blank paper until a design sketch, much like a charcoal drawing, appeared before Li Mu, leaving him astonished.

The product’s overall functional layout was similar to the iPod Nano, but it differed in that Arya added many of her own design elements. Although it was thicker in the middle than the Nano due to the battery compartment, it still looked very beautiful overall, far more appealing than all other MP3 players of this era.

The design of the battery compartment cover was quite traditional, a battery cover not much larger than a size 7 battery. At the bottom of the entire player’s back, there was a recessed slot for securing the battery cover.

Li Mu was somewhat dissatisfied with this design point. He said to Arya, “Can the entire back be designed as a removable battery cover?”

Arya asked, somewhat in surprise, “The entire back as one piece? Wouldn’t that be too troublesome to remove?”

Li Mu chuckled, “If it’s a whole piece that’s removable, then a snap-on mechanism won’t work. We need to use hidden catches, meaning the back cover should be designed to slide open. You push open the catches to remove it. When it’s closed, there won’t be any seams or traces visible on the entire back.”

This design was still quite novel at the time, but in the future, almost all electronic product remote controls would adopt this hidden catch method. The biggest advantage of this method was its aesthetic appeal and integrated appearance, unlike traditional battery covers that looked abrupt.

Although Arya hadn’t seen this method before, after Li Mu’s brief explanation, she immediately understood what he wanted. In just over ten minutes, she drew a full back cover sketch that looked excellent.

This also made Arya look at Li Mu with new eyes. Although he hadn’t studied design, his creative inspiration seemed to surpass many people, and even she found it very avant-garde.

Regarding headphone design, Li Mu’s requirement was simplicity while ensuring a sense of design. Under Li Mu’s guidance, Arya revised the design several times, and finally, in a muddle, produced a design similar to Apple’s headphones. Li Mu was also very satisfied with this version. There was nothing he could do; Apple’s industrial design had been universally recognized and affirmed in his previous life, and they were the only industry representatives Li Mu could recall.

After the overall design sketches were finalized, Arya herself couldn’t put down the final design. She sincerely told Li Mu, “Mr. Li, actually, more than half of this player’s creativity is yours. I think it would be more appropriate to cut the fee we agreed upon by half.”

Li Mu said sternly, “That’s two different matters. Even if part of it is my idea, you are helping me perfect it. There’s no reason to discount the fee. Besides, if you were to cooperate with another company and they proposed some requirements for you to change, would you give them a discount? That doesn’t sound like your professional style.”

Arya quickly said, “That’s not what I meant…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Then it’s settled. Even though we haven’t signed a contract, the payment was discussed previously. Both of us must adhere to the spirit of the contract. That way, if we have opportunities for future cooperation, we can proceed more effectively.”

Arya’s design talent was exceptionally high and she was highly professional. However, she had yet to enter the workplace, and she was somewhat subjective in handling collaborations, feeling that the work she did was far less than anticipated and thus felt awkward accepting full payment. But once Li Mu brought up the spirit of the contract, she no longer insisted. She told Li Mu, “Mr. Li, starting today, I will begin working on the rendering and formal design drawings. Once the formal drawings are complete, I will provide design standards for internal hardware such as the screen, motherboard, buttons, and jacks. You can then communicate with the OEM to have them design the internal hardware according to these standards.”

Li Mu nodded, looking forward to the results after the renderings and design drawings were complete. This was crucial for the major strategies of Taobao and Eting.com in the future. As long as this MP3 player could succeed, Taobao could save itself at least a year of struggle. If Eting.com’s official flagship store on Taobao could sell hundreds of thousands of MP3 players within a year, then Li Mu could launch a B2C platform similar to “Tmall Mall” in 2003. If one product could achieve hundreds of thousands in online sales, countless enterprises struggling with traditional sales channels and costs would be vying to partner with him.

…

Three days later, Li Mu received the complete design materials for the MP3 player from Arya, including precise design drawings for every component, as well as exploded views and renderings.

Li Mu had Arya create a stunning rendering for him. The image featured nine newly designed MP3 players. Although the models were identical, the colors of their casings varied: red, orange, yellow, green, cyan, blue, purple, silver, and black—a total of nine colors. Displaying these nine colors simultaneously was also imitating the Nano’s approach, partly to elevate the aesthetic of their product line and partly to cater to a wider range of tastes.

Li Mu was very satisfied with Arya’s design. The effect of the renderings was so good that Li Mu felt as if he had instantly Leapfrogged five years into the future.

After confirming that there were no modifications needed for the design drawings, Arya temporarily bade farewell to Li Mu. She planned to take about a month to travel around China. Li Mu, wanting to fulfill his host’s duties, offered to take her sightseeing around Yanjing, but she declined. She longed to visit the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau, so she bought a train ticket to the southwest from Yanjing. After Li Mu settled her expenses, he let her keep the phone he had given her and told her to call him promptly if she encountered any problems in the country.





Chapter 444: E-commerce Segment Fully Launched

After getting the design blueprints, Li Mu looked for Lin Qingya, asking her to arrange for people to help him find some manufacturers capable of OEM production for MP3s. Ideally, they should be relatively large OEM companies, and it would be even better if they were located in mainland China.

Lin Qingya immediately assigned three business liaison personnel to specifically handle this matter, searching for suitable OEM companies for MP3 production.

Li Mu attached great importance to this matter. In addition, he asked Lin Qingya to continue sending people to Taiwan, Japan, and Korea to investigate and understand the OEM resources in the MP3 industry. He wasn’t very confident in mainland China’s electronics industry in 2002. In those years, the powerhouses of the electronics industry were Japan, Korea, and Taiwan. Sending people out to investigate the industry further was very meaningful, as Li Mu understood he wouldn’t be making just this one piece of hardware.

Li Mu’s goal was to customize and sell a minimum yield of five hundred thousand MP3 players this year, but for the first batch, he would customize ten to twenty thousand units. After Taobao went online, they would launch a promotional wave and see how it went.

When Li Mu ventured into e-commerce now, the conditions were far more mature than when Alibaba first launched Taobao. This wasn’t merely because he had already transformed Alipay into a payment channel with tens of millions of users, but also because he had amassed a large user base through Tieba, Happy Farm, and the rapidly rising YY.

For Li Mu, it was as if he already held both the early Tencent and early Alibaba in his hands. These two colossal internet industry companies, each with assets exceeding two hundred billion US dollars in later generations, spent years entangled in a love-hate relationship, helpless against each other. Tencent possessed a massive user stickiness but lacked e-commerce genes, and despite pouring money and resources into it, they couldn’t make a dent in the e-commerce sector, eventually having to invest and buy shares in JD.com. Alibaba, on the other hand, was brimming with e-commerce genes and wanted to leverage its enormous online shopping user base for social networking, yet it inherently lacked social networking genes. It also poured money and resources into it but ultimately failed to establish a social networking presence.

Now, he had already gained a firm footing in the social networking domain. YY’s registered users were continuously climbing, already approaching the eighty million mark. In terms of registered user count, it was only a small distance behind QQ and would soon catch up. In terms of user stickiness, YY, with its powerful product functions, and the cooperation of Tieba, virtual spaces, and Happy Farm, had long surpassed QQ, leaving it far behind.

QQ was now starting to decline. Although they had canceled all commercial advertisements, this couldn’t compare to YY, because YY itself had no ads, and its product UI design was an era ahead of QQ. When everyone was making clean, ad-free chat software, YY’s experience still far surpassed QQ’s.

As for QQ’s QQ membership price reduction campaign, the results over many days showed that this move actually had little effect. For users who had completely abandoned QQ and switched to YY, they found everything they wanted on YY. Moreover, their connections had fully migrated over and were even integrated with connections from Tieba and Happy Farm. Even if QQ membership services were given away for free, they wouldn’t go back to using them. The reason was simple: users’ reliance on social networking software had strong exclusivity; once focused on one, they wouldn’t use other similar products.

The only thing that made Li Mu slightly worried was whether Tencent would have a stroke of genius in their upcoming product development. If they did, Tencent might temporarily regain some ground; otherwise, YY would quickly erode its market share.

In Li Mu’s view, YY crushing QQ, and even driving QQ off the historical stage, was already a done deal. What he needed to consider now was no longer how to compete with QQ, but rather how to effectively transition the massive user base of the YY product suite to the future Taobao. Therefore, the two most important tasks currently were the customization of MP3 players and urging the Taobao website to go online as soon as possible.

Fortunately, Fang Xudong returned in time.

When Fang Xudong returned, Liu Qiangdong had already rented an office building in Zhongguancun and begun assembling a basic operations team. The frontend and backend development for the Taobao website was already progressing in an orderly manner at Muye Technology’s R&D center. Fang Xudong didn’t disappoint either; he had already completed more than half of the core framework he was writing for the Taobao website.

Fang Xudong’s return at this time directly signaled to Li Mu: the E-commerce segment could be fully launched!

Thus, the moment Fang Xudong returned, Li Mu specifically invited him and Senior Student Liu out for a meal, to introduce Fang Xudong to him.

Whether it was Liu Qiangdong or Fang Xudong, both were top-tier experts who had reached the pinnacle in their respective fields in their previous lives. Therefore, even though it was their first meeting, they highly recognized each other, feeling as if they were old friends at first sight.

The three chatted for a while. After Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong had become familiar with each other, Li Mu laid out all his plans for the next phase of Taobao at the dinner table.

Everything about Taobao’s future would be based on these three people at the table, including Li Mu himself. He would be responsible for all major directions, overarching frameworks, and necessary resource integration for Taobao’s future. Liu Qiangdong, as the general manager, would directly oversee the entire operation of Taobao except for the technical department. Fang Xudong’s position would be Taobao’s CTO, leading the technical team and being responsible for all technical work.

Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong, these two ’Brother Dong’s, would be parallel in their positions and could not interfere with each other. For daily needs, they could cooperate, but should any disagreements arise, Li Mu would make the final decision. They had to obey Li Mu’s decisions unconditionally, without any objections.

Neither of them had any objections to Li Mu’s requirements. When Liu Qiangdong decided to work with Li Mu, he was prepared to build a successful enterprise together under Li Mu’s leadership. As for Fang Xudong, he was doing very well at Google. His decision to return to mainland China and join this team was also due to the development opportunities Li Mu offered, so his natural positioning was to be a good subordinate to Li Mu.

Before Fang Xudong returned to mainland China, he was at Google, waiting for his departure while simultaneously writing Taobao’s core framework. It just so happened that during that time, YY launched. Fang Xudong immediately downloaded YY for an in-depth experience. After thoroughly trying it out, he not only felt even more fortunate about his decision to join Muye Technology but also admired Li Mu even more.

Even as early as their first meeting, Fang Xudong had already discussed his views on Muye Technology with Li Mu. At the time, he didn’t know that Muye Technology was secretly developing YY, the ultimate weapon. He told Li Mu that Muye Technology at the time was like a very sharp bayonet, powerful enough in the realm of cold weapons, but it should ideally be paired with a gun. What he never expected was that Li Mu had already realized this problem back then; he skipped the gun entirely and developed a massive cannon, and that massive cannon was YY.

At the dinner table, Liu Qiangdong asked Fang Xudong how he had met Li Mu and how Li Mu had persuaded him to join. Fang Xudong sighed, “To be honest, I’ve always been quite proud of myself, but before meeting Manager Li, I had never encountered such a person. What I understand, he understands; what I don’t understand, he also understands. What I’ve thought of, he’s thought of; what I haven’t even considered, he’s also considered; even things I could never possibly think of, he’s thought of. At that moment, I felt I had no choice but to join; otherwise, I would regret it for the rest of my life.”

Liu Qiangdong also sighed, “You’re right. Before I knew about him, I was a moderately successful merchant in Zhongguancun. Honestly, with an annual income of tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands, I was quite satisfied. I even considered myself an outstanding alumnus from Renmin University, which is why I occasionally sponsored after-school activities for junior male and female students at the university. But when I heard about him, I realized that I wasn’t outstanding at all. With such a benchmark standing here, I don’t even qualify as outstanding.”

Li Mu rubbed his nose and laughingly asked, “Is it really appropriate for you two to openly flatter me like this?”

Liu Qiangdong waved his hand and said seriously, “I’m not flattering you. Xiao Jing isn’t here today; if she were, she’d tell you what state I was in when I first learned you were the founder of Muye Technology.”

Fang Xudong laughed and said, “I feel the same way about that. After I finished talking with Manager Li, I also felt quite peculiar for a time. I think we probably share the same feeling.”

Li Mu smiled helplessly and said, “Alright, I’ll believe you for now. Let’s talk about the project. Taobao’s goal is to launch by the end of May or early June. All our remaining technical progress must be set according to this timeline. However, whether it specifically launches at the end of May or early June will also depend on when the first batch of MP3s can be produced.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I’ve already started having the operations team members prepare. Every day, they’re finding ways to establish contact with EachNet sellers. Once our platform goes online, we’ll be able to precisely deliver information to these sellers and do our best to attract them to our Taobao website.”

Li Mu nodded. Senior Student Liu truly meticulously detailed every step and process, no matter how big or small; that was indeed extraordinary.

Speaking of EachNet, Li Mu couldn’t recall exactly when it was acquired by eBay, so he asked Liu Qiangdong, “Senior Student Liu, what’s the situation with EachNet now?”

Senior Student Liu said, “They just received thirty million US dollars from eBay in March and are currently doing large-scale promotions.”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully. That thirty million US dollars probably had some inflated figures; the actual money EachNet received might not have been that much. Furthermore, he wasn’t worried at all that EachNet would become a competitor. In fact, EachNet’s current model was practically incubating the domestic C2C industry. They had been cultivating C2C since the late last century, allowing sellers and buyers to understand what e-commerce and online transactions were. They had tilled the earliest soil for this industry, and then they started digging their own grave, always wanting to extract profits directly from sellers, which led to sellers accumulating long-standing grudges. Later, Boss Ma launched Taobao, directly throwing out the slogan of ‘lifetime free,’ and snatched away everything EachNet and eBay had painstakingly cultivated.

For such a company, Li Mu wouldn’t just not consider it a potential opponent; he couldn’t love it enough. In his previous life, it was Boss Ma who picked the fruits; this life, it was his turn!





Chapter 445: Applying to Muye Technology

The night YY launched, Chen Hui, who had traveled alone from Shenzhen to Yan Jing by an overnight train, had already been there for several days.

During these days, he had constantly wanted to find Zhang Yao, his university girlfriend. However, after nearly forty hours on a green-skinned train, much of his courage had dissipated, and this unfamiliar city had filled him with apprehension and self-doubt.

Chen Hui had been staying in a small hotel in Zhongguancun for the past few days. During the day, he wandered around the various office buildings in Zhongguancun before returning to sleep at night. He wasn’t sure what he was thinking or what he wanted to do; he just subconsciously felt that he might randomly encounter Zhang Yao in Zhongguancun.

He didn’t actually know where Zhang Yao worked, nor did he feel comfortable pressing Hu Zichen for information. He just intuitively believed that, like himself, Zhang Yao had studied computer science, making it more likely she worked in Zhongguancun. Thus, while he hoped to meet her, he also despondently left the decision of whether they met to fate. If destiny favored him, perhaps at a certain intersection in Zhongguancun, he would turn around and run into her.

After wandering around Zhongguancun for several days, Chen Hui failed to encounter Zhang Yao as he wished. Among the dozens of alumni he knew from Harbin Institute of Technology who worked in Yan Jing, he hadn’t bumped into a single one.

When the weekend arrived, Chen Hui temporarily gave up on going to Zhongguancun and instead found an internet cafe to log into his YY account.

He hadn’t logged into his YY account for many days, but to Chen Hui’s surprise, all the messages in the YY Group had been received since the night he left, totaling over seven thousand messages.

Chen Hui was truly impressed by these people. What could they possibly chat about to accumulate over seven thousand messages in one go!

After marveling at this, Chen Hui felt even greater admiration for YY.

Putting everything else aside, the YY Group had just been launched, yet its activity points were so high. Logically, when any group was chatting, at least half of the people were offline. This meant that when user A sent a message in the group chat, Muye Technology had to push this message to all online users in the group, and at the same time, archive the data for all offline users on the server. This was far more difficult than processing one-on-one offline messages; it was exponentially more complex.

From this perspective, Muye Technology must be handling an unimaginable number of offline messages every day, a quantity that was probably more than a hundred times that of QQ’s peak, truly monstrously powerful.

Chen Hui originally intended to close the over seven thousand group chat records directly, but after a slight hesitation, he moved his mouse from the close option to the message manager.

YY’s current message manager was already very intelligent. It allowed selecting dates and supported chat history searches. The first keyword he searched for in the group chat history was “Zhang Yao.”

Although Zhang Yao was not his classmate, he desperately hoped that Hu Zichen, who worked with her, might mention some information about her in the group chat.

After searching, a message containing the keyword quickly popped up. It was indeed sent by Hu Zichen: “Oh, I really envy Zhang Yao; she got an offer from Muye Technology today, a development position with P7-level salary.”

Chen Hui’s eyes lit up when he saw this message. He quickly clicked the “view surrounding messages” button next to it, and instantly, the chat records before and after that sentence were displayed. Chen Hui couldn’t help but exclaim in his mind, “How did Muye Technology’s product managers design their brains? How can they develop so many surprising small features…”

It turned out that the topic was everyone in the group discussing their current salary situations. Hu Zichen had complained that he could only earn three thousand yuan a month now, and then he said that he envied Zhang Yao.

Subsequently, a large number of people in the group expressed their sentiments, mostly words of envy and longing. Immediately after, someone asked, “What does P7-level mean at Muye Technology?”

Hu Zichen replied, “Muye Technology’s internal employee levels have two dimensions: a P-sequence and an M-sequence. The P-sequence stands for Professional, meaning technical positions; the M-sequence stands for Management, meaning managerial positions. Each sequence has levels from one to ten. P7-level means she’s already at the technical expert level, with a monthly salary of thirteen thousand yuan!”

When Chen Hui saw this, his face burned. Before he left Tencent, his monthly salary was eight thousand yuan, which he already considered quite high. Compared to Zhang Yao’s annual salary of one hundred fifty thousand yuan, it was less than half. Someone earning thirteen thousand yuan a month in Yan Jing now was practically a white-collar worker among white-collar workers.

Looking further down, Hu Zichen added, “And Muye Technology guarantees a minimum yield of 14-month salary every year!”

“What does 14-month salary mean?”

“It means they get paid for at least fourteen months a year!”

“Damn it…”

Someone asked, “Why can she get such a high level?”

Hu Zichen said, “Because she’s got the capability. She led the development of a hospital outpatient registration and consultation system at our company, and this year, over twenty sets were sold, at one hundred thousand yuan per set.”

“Wow! It’s not even halfway through the year, and over twenty sets have been sold. How much commission will your company give her?”

Hu Zichen grumbled, “That’s the annoying part. They initially said they’d give her 5% of the sales as a bonus, which would be a little over one hundred thousand yuan. But our shameless Boss went back on his word and changed it, claiming they’d promised 5% of the net profit. He had the finance department calculate it, and guess how much the net profit was after deducting all costs?”

A bunch of people below eagerly asked, “How much?”

Hu Zichen said, “Only three hundred thousand yuan! They even included her and her team’s office space amortization, office computer depreciation, and utility costs. In the end, she only got six thousand yuan in commission.”

“That’s a pain in the ass!” the group erupted in curses.

Hu Zichen also said, “Exactly. That’s why she went to interview at Muye Technology. Once she got the offer, she submitted her resignation to our company, but our company’s Boss is too shameless. He insisted on keeping her for another month, so she can only report to Muye Technology next month.”

Seeing this message, a thought suddenly bloomed in Chen Hui’s mind—apply to Muye Technology! No matter what, he had to get in before Zhang Yao officially joined Muye Technology! He had one month. If he succeeded, he would wait patiently for her at Muye Technology. If he failed…

Chen Hui’s confidence suddenly wavered.

He had been working in computers for a long time and possessed excellent technical skills, but his psychological resilience was average. He was generally a contradictory individual, simultaneously self-deprecating and arrogant. He wasn’t confident that Muye Technology would hire him, but for him, there were no other paths left to choose. So, he could only submit his resume to Muye Technology’s public HR email address.

…

It was already early May, and the weather in Yan Jing was a bit abnormal. For some reason, it suddenly became hot, reaching 30 degrees Celsius.

Mirroring the weather, YY was at this time continuing its unstoppable advance in the field of instant messaging.

Registered users had exceeded one hundred million, and the peak concurrent online users had surpassed seven million, more than double QQ’s peak.

In contrast, QQ’s peak concurrent online users had dropped from over three million to below the one million threshold, roughly 25% of its peak. Its financial performance for April was dismal; all advertising had ceased, they had paid a portion of breach of contract penalties, and revenue from value-added services had stalled.

Currently, the atmosphere throughout Tencent was as tense as wartime. Although many support functions were almost at a standstill, Mr. Ma still didn’t dare to lay off staff. At this critical juncture, he knew he couldn’t destabilize morale.

Recently, QQ’s entire technical team had been working under high pressure. The senior executives had finally made up their minds to decisively cut ties and let go. Tieba and QQ Fishery completely stopped technical maintenance and development. Anyway, these two almost-dead products didn’t have many users, so all technical resources were concentrated on product development.

The technical team was divided into two large groups: one group focused entirely on developing a new version of QQ, while the other focused entirely on developing the QQ Game Hall. Mr. Ma’s requirements for the new QQ version were: UI design and user experience must match Muye Technology, and QQ Groups and avatar customization features should be actively promoted as main priorities. As for the QQ Game Hall, he demanded it be launched by mid-June at the latest, and it must include at least eight popular board and card games.

If it were just developing the Game Hall, the time might be sufficient, but if they also had to develop games, that was truly a bit beyond reality. However, Mr. Ma’s demands left no room for negotiation. He just wanted to relentlessly push the team forward, because he didn’t have much time to wait.

After the finance department informed him of the projected operating costs for May, he felt utterly distraught. The tens of millions of yuan on the books actually couldn’t sustain them for long. He couldn’t help but feel anxious.

Currently, the company’s monthly labor expenditure was around over two million yuan, and office costs were about six hundred thousand yuan. These were still considered small expenses. The company currently hosted thousands of servers nationwide, and the monthly hosting fees, rack space fees, and bandwidth costs amounted to millions of yuan. Calculating this, monthly expenses easily reached the tens of millions level, meaning the money on the books couldn’t last long at all.

Li Mu had also been wondering what move Tencent was preparing on the product front, but he never expected that he and Mr. Ma had already collided on this matter.

In early May, Li Mu experienced the current YY Game Hall at Muye Technology’s technical center. Following Li Mu’s requirements, YY Game Hall’s design was also quite grand and sophisticated. The product logic of the Game Hall didn’t deviate much from Lianzhong’s. After clicking login, users entered a game selection interface. After selecting a game, they would choose a corresponding room, and upon entering, they would see a lobby filled with game tables. Users could quickly match into a game here or choose any table to sit at and participate.

After a character sat down and clicked “Ready,” they entered the waiting phase. If enough people were present and everyone clicked “Ready,” the game would automatically start, and at that point, a dedicated game window would pop up.

The game experience was excellent; both visual and auditory aspects were meticulously crafted. Li Mu even specifically tried out the character dialogues, finding them much more interesting than QQ games in his previous life.





Chapter 446: Because of Love…

Li Mu asked Kong Lingyu when the YY Game Hall would be fully integrated and ready for launch.

Kong Lingyu said, “It will definitely be up before the fifteenth of this month; we are striving to launch it before the tenth.”

Li Mu nodded and told Kong Lingyu, “This month seems to be the gaming month. The Game Hall launches mid-month, and Mu Online will also begin officially charging mid-month.”

Kong Lingyu curiously asked, “How are Mu Online’s current stats looking?”

Li Mu casually replied with four words: “Crushing Legend.”

To be more specific, it had over twenty million registered users, daily active users exceeding five million, and a peak concurrent user count of one point two million. The peak concurrent user count was a record set on the first day of public testing, and it represented the server’s maximum capacity. Because Mu Online had a powerful promotional campaign at the time, users flocked in, setting this record. Since then, the peak concurrent users have remained at around one million.

However, even one million is double the current Legend’s numbers.

There was no other way; strong promotional capabilities provided the capital for showing off. Tieba could import a significant number of users to Mu Online every day. YY had not yet started commercial advertising, otherwise, it would be another powerful traffic portal for Mu Online.

These advantages were not something Shanda Games possessed.

In Li Mu’s previous life, Shanda Games’ Legend was at its peak in 2002. That year, there was a gap in domestic online games; aside from Legend which stood out as unique, other games were slow to prosper. Even Mu Online only entered the domestic market in 2003, which created an unparalleled fertile ground for Legend’s development.

However, the 2002 of the present was not the 2002 of his previous life.

Legend had experienced many problems in the past few months. Internal issues included: too many game bugs, money farming, item farming, trading loopholes, a large number of players being scammed, unpopular official updates, and a significant loss of users.

External issues included: cheats/hacks reaching their peak dominance while Shanda Games remained inactive. Players who wanted to play the game properly had to not only purchase game cards but also buy Legend Overlord cheats. Otherwise, if they only bought game cards and not cheats, compared to others who bought cheats, they were essentially playing with their hands and feet tied and eyes gouged out—too weak to even play.

The issue with Legend cheats was severe. The Legend Overlord cheats Li Mu covertly created were not the root cause; the fundamental reason was the official’s inaction. Even if Li Mu hadn’t created cheats, others would have, and they would also charge for them, still impacting game players.

Mu Online in his past life also died due to the proliferation of cheats/hacks. The rampant spread of such tools was equivalent to a form of bundled sales. The prevalence of cheats had completely destroyed the fairness of the game, leaving players in an imbalanced state from the moment they entered the game. To play the game well, they had to spend money on cheats to compensate for the balance they lacked compared to other players.

It was precisely for these reasons that a significant portion of Legend’s loyal users gradually began to abandon Legend and gravitate towards the fair Mu Online.

Currently, Mu Online has a dedicated team focused on monitoring cheats/hacks. They ban one as soon as it appears, and they also ban user accounts permanently. No matter your level or how you appeal, if you use cheats and are detected by the system, your account is permanently banned.

Li Mu’s resolve was clear: to completely abandon those who liked to opportunistically exploit online games and to create a cheat-free, pure, and fair gaming environment for the majority.

Judging from Mu Online’s current user base, the game’s profitability will reach a ten-digit figure annually. Li Mu, since starting his venture, was finally about to usher in the spring of cash flow. Baofeng Entertainment and Muye Technology were different; the money Muye Technology earned had to remain in Muye Technology’s accounts for subsequent operating funds, whereas the money Baofeng Entertainment earned, after deducting operating funds, could all go into his own pocket.

Thinking of this, Li Mu nearly wanted to cry.

This was truly when the bitter ends and the sweet begins. To make one hundred million and dare to spend eighty million—good days were truly coming.

After experiencing the YY Game Hall, Li Mu was quite satisfied with all aspects of the product’s details. At this pace, he wouldn’t need to personally test it before launch; it already possessed the quality to directly launch and be scrutinized by the public.

Just then, Sun Qian walked quickly over and said to Kong Lingyu, who was beside Li Mu, “Manager Kong, I just interviewed a development and maintenance engineer. We’re currently short-staffed in this area, and this person is quite good in all respects, but the key is that he came from Tencent. He just moved from Shenzhen to Yan Jing. Do you think there might be any issues with this?”

Kong Lingyu frowned. “From Tencent? And he came from Shenzhen to Yan Jing?”

Sun Qian nodded. “Exactly. That’s why I’m worried he might be a mole sent by Tencent.”

In internet companies, the phenomenon of so-called “moles” is actually very common. However, they are not necessarily highly skilled hackers or agents like in spy thrillers. The most common scenario is: two companies have a direct competitive relationship, and one sends an employee, or specifically hires someone from outside, to join the competitor’s company through a job application. This person doesn’t necessarily need to steal commercial secrets, but at the very least, they can learn many management details, the team’s working psychology and status, and the timing of their progress.

Internet companies often experience situations where many employees are poached by a competitor. This usually means someone internally is causing trouble, first learning employee contact information, then salary levels, company benefits, current work, and their attitudes towards the company and leaders. Once an opportunity is found, the competitor’s HR will privately contact them, offer enticing conditions, and combine it with a certain degree of psychological public relations to successfully get them on their side.

Sun Qian’s concern was precisely this. Muye Technology’s biggest competitor right now was Tencent; calling them mortal enemies would not be an exaggeration. At this time, for a Tencent employee to come for an interview, it was difficult for anyone not to overthink.

Kong Lingyu then spoke, “A development and maintenance engineer is not a very critical position. To be safe, it’s better not to hire this person. Tell him to go back and await notification for a final interview, then just discard his resume.”

Sun Qian nodded and was about to leave when Li Mu suddenly interjected, “Are you two thinking too much?”

Kong Lingyu awkwardly said, “Boss, it’s for caution. Even if there’s a one in ten thousand chance, we have to eliminate that threat.”

Li Mu laughed, “If he were truly sent by a competing company, he wouldn’t write his experience at that company on his resume. Can’t you figure that out?”

When large companies recruit, they conduct background checks on resumes. If someone had ulterior motives, they would try their best to hide it rather than directly listing it on their resume for an interview. So, Li Mu instinctively felt that this former Tencent employee who came for an interview was simply there for an interview.

Kong Lingyu hesitated, asking Li Mu, “Boss, do you mean to hire him?”

Li Mu said, “Not necessarily, we can take a look first. After all, he’s from Tencent, so his connections among Tencent employees should be quite extensive. There are many brilliant people within Tencent. If Tencent were to be defeated by us one day, I would still very much hope to directly incorporate their core team. Of course, their Mr. Ma is an exception.”

Saying that, Li Mu added, “If you’re worried about this person, you can put him in another department, like Tieba. Just don’t let him get involved with the YY business line for now.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Then I’ll go take a look. Sun Qian, tell him to wait ten minutes; I’ll go conduct the final interview.”

Sun Qian nodded, turned, and left.

Li Mu told Kong Lingyu, “I’ll go with you in a moment. You ask your questions, and I’ll ask mine if I have any, otherwise I’ll just listen in.”

“Alright.”

…

Muye Technology had two external meeting rooms specifically for interviews and small business meetings. Chen Hui sat in one of them, feeling a little anxious, waiting for Muye Technology’s leadership to come for the final interview.

The interviewer who had just conducted his initial interview said that Muye Technology’s general manager would personally conduct the final interview, which made Chen Hui feel even more nervous.

The main reason was that this interview was too important for him. He had impulsively rushed from Shenzhen to Yan Jing, wanting to rekindle his romance with his ex-girlfriend. But after arriving in Yan Jing, he backed down, especially since she had already received a Level P7 offer from Muye Technology, making him even less courageous to approach her directly.

Right now, Chen Hui prayed in his heart that no matter what, no matter the position or the salary, he just wished Muye Technology would hire him. That way, he could wait for Zhang Yao at Muye Technology. Then, they would have a chance to meet again, and she wouldn’t feel that he had come just for her. This way, if they actually met, the atmosphere wouldn’t be too awkward. As for whether they would have a chance to get back together, that could be planned for the long term, after all, they would be in the same company, constantly together.

After the initial interview, they didn’t send him home to wait for news but immediately arranged a final interview. This pace, while making Chen Hui more nervous, also provided deep reassurance. Generally, arranging a final interview right after the initial one indicated that his initial interview had passed and that the company was likely quite satisfied with him; otherwise, they wouldn’t be in such a hurry.

At that moment, the meeting room door was gently pushed open. Kong Lingyu was the first to walk in, followed by Li Mu. Kong Lingyu politely greeted Chen Hui, didn’t introduce himself, and sat down opposite him with Chen Hui’s resume in hand. Li Mu sat down next to Kong Lingyu.

Kong Lingyu briefly reviewed Chen Hui’s resume and asked him, “I see your resume states you’ve been in Shenzhen since graduating in 1998?”

Chen Hui nodded, somewhat nervously, and said, “Yes, I arrived in Shenzhen in July 1998, and my first job started in September 1998.”

Kong Lingyu nodded slightly and asked again, “You’ve been in Shenzhen for so long; what made you leave Shenzhen and choose to develop in Yan Jing?”

Chen Hui pursued his lower lip, hesitating repeatedly. All the high-sounding reasons he had thought of earlier surprisingly wouldn’t come out at this crucial moment.

After clasping his hands together and placing them below his chin, he hesitated for a long while before speaking four words: “Because of love…”





Chapter 447: To Be A Benefactor in Others’ Lives

“Because of love.”

Li Mu had never heard anyone utter these four words during a job interview.

“Because of love.”

If the occasion hadn’t been so inappropriate, he would have even hummed along: “Never easily saddened, so everything looks like happiness…”

Not only was Li Mu surprised, but Kong Lingyu was also curious and couldn’t help but ask, “Would you mind elaborating?”

Chen Hui hesitated slightly, then spoke with an air of just going for it, “You’ve seen my resume. My last job was at Tencent. On the very night your company’s YY was launched, I was still leading our maintenance team on duty…”

With that, Chen Hui, who had been feeling downcast, suddenly opened up and recounted everything: how he downloaded YY while at work, how he heard news of his ex-girlfriend in a YY Group, and the story of how they tragically missed out due to a misunderstanding. He then unreservedly recounted how he impulsively came to Yan Jing, yet didn’t dare to face her directly, and how hearing that she had received an offer from Muye Technology and had a bright future made him feel even more inferior.

Finally, Chen Hui sighed deeply and said, “Actually, my reason for interviewing at your company is to get hired by Muye Technology before her, and wait for her here…”

Kong Lingyu was astonished and didn’t know what to say. He looked at Chen Hui, then at Li Mu. Li Mu was equally surprised. He never imagined it would be such a romantic, yet somewhat tragic and helpless, love story.

A moment later, Kong Lingyu shook his head helplessly and said, “Our company, in principle, does not encourage internal employees to date. Since she has already received an offer, if you were to join…”

Chen Hui quickly interjected, “We’ve broken up, and haven’t been in touch for years.”

Kong Lingyu nodded, “Yes, but you just said yourself that your purpose for coming here is her.”

Chen Hui said earnestly, “If you believe my professional skills and personal qualifications are suitable for the position I’m applying for, then I hope my private matters won’t influence your judgment. If the company truly discourages internal employees from dating, and if the two of us do get back together, I will immediately resign and let her stay at the company. I’ll find another job.”

Kong Lingyu smiled helplessly and said, “Director Sun, who interviewed you earlier, has already assessed your professional skills, so I won’t ask you any more questions about that. As for your emotional matters, the company doesn’t want to interfere too much; just make sure you handle it properly. But I do need to lay down three rules with you beforehand.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Hui was so excited he could barely speak. He swallowed hard before managing to squeeze out two words: “Tell me!”

Kong Lingyu said, “First, the love story you just told cannot leave this conference room. In other words, you must never mention it to any other colleague in the future, to avoid causing a negative impact on other employees.”

Chen Hui immediately nodded, “I will definitely not mention this to anyone again.”

“Good.” Kong Lingyu smiled slightly and continued, “Second, if your ex-girlfriend also joins the company, you can pursue her, but you must not cause her unnecessary trouble. If she rejects you, you must maintain proper boundaries and keep your distance.”

Chen Hui listened and nodded without hesitation, “I understand, I will definitely comply.”

Kong Lingyu continued, “Third, if the two of you do get together, you must inform me immediately, and I will consider how to specifically handle your work situations.”

Chen Hui nodded instantly and agreed, “No problem, I’ll follow all your instructions!”

Kong Lingyu nodded and said, “Based on your work experience, I can provisionally offer you a P6 probationary period. The monthly salary range for P6 is eight thousand to ten thousand yuan. The exact amount will need to be discussed with HR later. If you perform exceptionally during your probationary period, you can be promoted to P7 upon becoming a regular employee.”

Muye Technology’s recruitment process had long been standardized by Lin Qingya: Resumes submitted to the company were first screened by several dedicated HR personnel who conducted initial screenings, such as eliminating candidates who didn’t meet educational or professional skill requirements, or those with insufficient qualifications. Resumes deemed generally suitable were then periodically sent to department heads for relevant positions for their review. Department heads personally selected resumes, identifying candidates they were interested in, and HR would then notify those candidates to come for an interview.

For any interview, the initial interviewer should be the department head for that position. They would primarily assess the candidate’s relevant skills based on the needs of their team. If the candidate’s professional skills were acceptable, the department head could generally make the final decision. They would then determine the candidate’s level based on their qualifications, professional competence, and interview performance. Only when the department head was indecisive, or if the position was extremely critical, would their superior conduct a final interview.

Under normal circumstances, if a department head gave their approval, it essentially meant the person was hired. However, they still needed to communicate with HR one last time. HR, from a more macroscopic perspective, would make a specific judgment on the candidate and then set their salary standard within their assigned level.

For example, the salary fluctuation for P6 was eight thousand to ten thousand yuan. The exact amount would depend on Chen Hui’s performance with HR and HR’s overall assessment of him.

After entrusting Chen Hui to HR, Li Mu and Kong Lingyu left the conference room. In fact, Li Mu still had a very good impression of Chen Hui. This person might not be a top talent in technology, but at the very least, he was a very typical and relatable programmer, which deeply resonated with Li Mu. Like Li Mu in his previous life, most hard-working IT professionals shared a general and unified template: not too many grand ideas, down-to-earth, every penny earned through diligent typing, diligent and responsible, yet life was extremely dull, even empty. If they liked a girl, they’d be too timid to speak up, and hearing others were doing well brought comfort but also greater inferiority…

Chen Hui was like a microcosm of Li Mu’s previous life. In his previous life, Li Mu also ran from Jinling to Yan Jing for a beloved girl, but Chen Hui had one aspect that Li Mu admired: at least he took the initiative. In contrast, Li Mu himself stayed in Yan Jing for so long in his previous life, even after Su Yingxue returned from her studies in America and they were in the same city, he never had the courage to establish any contact with her. Chen Hui at least came to Muye Technology for an interview, while Li Mu did nothing.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a little emotional. He said to Kong Lingyu, “Let’s arrange this person for the Tieba business unit first. He’s already a small Team Leader. After he joins, let Director Sun give him more responsibilities to see if we can push him to become a brilliant talent. Also, let Director Sun talk to him more to understand the situation at Tencent.”

“Okay.” Kong Lingyu made an OK gesture, “Got it.”

Li Mu wanted to help Chen Hui as much as possible within reasonable bounds. He hadn’t encountered many benefactors in his previous life. In this life, now that he had some capability, he felt he should try to be a benefactor in others’ lives. The main reason wasn’t for others, but to gain a compensatory sense of satisfaction for himself.

…

After talking with HR, Chen Hui received a monthly salary of nine thousand yuan. He could report for duty and join the company next Monday.

Although it was only one thousand yuan more than what he earned at Tencent, Chen Hui was still very satisfied. Kong Lingyu also promised that if he performed exceptionally during his probationary period, he would be promoted to P7 upon becoming a regular employee, essentially putting him on the same level as Zhang Yao.

Of course, the most important thing wasn’t how much money he’d make, but that with the job offer, he could now confidently wait for Zhang Yao’s appearance at Muye Technology. This was no longer like aimlessly wandering around Zhongguancun like a headless fly, because he knew he would definitely wait for Zhang Yao here.

Coming out of Muye Technology, Chen Hui was in an exceptionally good mood. He eagerly began searching for rental information in the surrounding residential areas. Work was settled, and Zhang Yao wasn’t far away. He needed to settle down in this city as soon as possible, and the first thing was to rent a place.

Chen Hui had saved some money during his years in Shenzhen, and in the future, he would earn a monthly salary of nine thousand yuan or even more. However, based on his usual spending habits, he would definitely look for a single room under five hundred yuan to just make do alone. But this time, thinking of Zhang Yao, he gritted his teeth and rented a fifty-square-meter one-bedroom apartment within five kilometers of Muye Technology for one thousand five hundred yuan a month. Subconsciously, it was for a certain hope.

After signing the contract with the landlady and paying the rent and deposit, Chen Hui sat on the small sofa in the one-bedroom apartment, constantly surveying his surroundings with his eyes, finding everything very satisfactory.

Chen Hui’s family background was neither good nor bad, but he had always been relatively independent. Since graduation, he hadn’t asked his family for money and had supported himself. To save money in Shenzhen over the years, he had lived in small bedrooms of less than ten square meters in shared apartments and in self-built houses in Shenzhen’s urban villages where sunlight never reached for twenty-four hours. He had experienced the dilemma of queuing for the bathroom in the mornings and evenings and had been forced to overhear the numerous intimate activities of the young couple next door.

Precisely because his previous living conditions were so compromising, this one-bedroom apartment with a monthly rent of one thousand five hundred yuan gave Chen Hui a sense of satisfaction far exceeding its actual value.

After working for so many years, this was the first time Chen Hui allowed himself to live in such a nice place. Although it was just an apartment, to him, it signified a brand new and beautiful beginning.

In the afternoon, Chen Hui went out to buy a lot of daily necessities, tidied up his new apartment, and applied for broadband. However, the Netcom staff told him that on-site installation would take at least three working days.

Utterly bored, Chen Hui went to an internet cafe and habitually opened QQ first. But after opening it, he realized he only had about a dozen friends on QQ, and fewer than twenty were online, all of whom were without exception former colleagues from Tencent.

After all, no matter how good YY was, Tencent employees couldn’t use it during working hours.

Chen Hui then opened YY. Out of the two to three hundred friends who had migrated from Tieba and Happy Farm, over ninety-five percent had activated YY. Dozens were online, and several groups were constantly blinking with notifications, quite lively.

Since he was online on QQ, one of Chen Hui’s former subordinates sent a message: “Boss, how’s it going with sister-in-law?”

Chen Hui愣神, froze for a moment, then replied, “I haven’t plucked up the courage to find her yet. I found a job first.”

“Boss, which company are you at now? How’s the pay?”

Chen Hui thought for a moment and replied, “I’m at a company that develops medical software. The pay is alright, I guess…”





Chapter 448: A Trance Between Past and Present Lives

Li Mu was a little disoriented as he left Muye Technology.

Li Mu saw himself in Chen Hui. In the elevator, countless snippets from his past life involuntarily flooded his mind.

Li Mu even had the illusion that perhaps when he walked out of the office building, he would have returned to his struggling programmer self, the Li Mu of his past life. After all, he had worked in Zhongguancun for many years in his previous life; everything here was too familiar to him. It felt as if a spatial and temporal overlap had suddenly appeared, and if he wasn’t careful and stepped on it, his destiny would be instantly switched back.

Lost in his trance, Li Mu even forgot that he should have gone straight to the underground parking garage. He followed the stream of commuters out of the office building and headed towards the streets of Zhongguancun with the crowd. Line 10 hadn’t opened yet. He followed the crowd across the wide Tiangiao, involuntarily stopping by its side. He suddenly realized he was incredibly familiar with this bridge. Time seemed to have instantly rewound to 2006. For about a year or two back then, it seemed he crossed this very Tiangiao every day after work to catch a bus on the other side, returning to his rented room. That was in a village called Tangjialing, located outside the North Fifth Ring Road, famous for housing many migrant workers. The media referred to its residents as “Ant Tribe,” and within Yanjing’s internet industry, it was once called the cradle of IT talent in Zhongguancun.

Life back then, both materially and spiritually, was so arduous that Li Mu dared not dwell on it. Uprooted from home, without a stable residence, and utterly worthless—no number of similar words could adequately describe it.

Now, that strange psychological pull pushed Li Mu onto the Tiangiao again. Looking at the bus stop not far below, Li Mu seemed to see himself standing amidst the dense crowd there, struggling to squeeze onto a bus back to Tangjialing, a heavy laptop bag on his back. At this moment, Li Mu felt like he was watching from a god’s-eye view, observing his past self. The feeling in his heart was incredibly bitter.

Just then, behind Li Mu, on the other side of the Tiangiao, a young man with long hair sat on the ground, leaning against the bridge’s railing, playing guitar and singing. His voice was hoarse yet magnetic. The song he sang was very familiar to Li Mu: Overload’s “Memories of Nine Facets.”

“I once saw memories of nine facets,

I have forgotten yesterday’s news,

I have clouds filled with wind and rain to give you,

You will understand the fear of death.

Passing before that strange high platform,

I have forgotten to prove my courage.

When soaring high in the sky,

I have understood the secret of existence…”

The young man completely mimicked Gao Qi’s voice and singing style. The first time he sang, he used a normal tune, and his guitar playing was soft and ethereal. But after the first verse, he suddenly strummed vigorously with a pick, and his voice abruptly rose an octave. On this bustling street, he sang the second verse, oblivious to those around him, his voice hoarse and desperate.

The sudden rise in pitch and the abrupt change in vocal style instantly pulled Li Mu out of his god’s-eye view. He snapped back to reality, standing motionless, listening to the young man behind him finish the song. Only when he sang the line, “When soaring high in the sky, I have understood the secret of existence,” for the final time, did Li Mu let out a long breath.

He instinctively reached back and touched his shoulders. Realizing he wasn’t carrying the heavy backpack from his memories, the grip of an invisible force on his heart eased slightly. He then pulled out his phone and called Mom. On the phone, he tried his hardest to keep his voice from trembling, asking Mom how things were at home recently.

He was terrified that Mom would, like in his past life, tell him that Dad had found another such job somewhere, or that she was helping out in a restaurant kitchen, or even worse, that she and Dad weren’t short on money and he should just focus on his work in Yanjing without putting too much pressure on himself.

Miraculously, Li Mom chuckled and said, “Things at home are quite good lately. Your Dad and I booked plane tickets. Tomorrow, we’ll drive to Jinling, then head to Quanzhou. I’m packing right now.”

Li Mu asked, “Why are you suddenly going to Quanzhou? Fujian Province, that’s quite a distance.”

Li Mom laughed, “When I went to Wencheng in March for the Metersbonwe ordering fair, I heard from a local agent that their Quanjin brand is preparing to get Andy Lau as a representative to heavily promote this new brand called Quanjin. I’m not sure if it’s reliable, but this brand doesn’t have a master distributor for Nansu Province yet. Your Dad and I are planning to go over and check out their situation. If it seems reliable, we’ll try to negotiate and get the provincial distributorship.”

Hearing this, Li Mu immediately felt a great sense of relief. The content he subconsciously feared most, his mother hadn’t mentioned. And when Mom casually talked about securing the Nansu Province master distributorship for Quanjin, Li Mu suddenly snapped out of his trance. “Right!” he thought. “Today is indeed different from the past. What was I even worrying about just now?”

Immediately, Li Mu instinctively patted his pocket, pulled out a Mercedes-Benz car key, smacked his forehead, put the key in his pocket, and turned to walk back. At the same time, he said to his mom on the phone, “Mom, I advise you and Dad to just stick with the two stores you have now. There’s no need to make things happen too much and tire yourselves out again.”

“Not tired at all,” Li Mom chuckled. “We don’t have much to do now. We don’t need to manage either of the two stores, and Zhao Kang’s Dad is handling the taxi company too. We both feel a bit idle. Finding something to do gives us a sense of accomplishment. Otherwise, daily life is too boring. Your Dad keeps saying that everyone his age is working, and those who aren’t are just a bunch of retired old men. He doesn’t even have anyone to hang out with when he’s free. Besides, this deal might not even work out. Your Dad and I are going with a tourist’s mindset; we might travel in Fujian Province for half a month before coming back.”

Hearing this, Li Mu no longer tried to dissuade them. As long as they liked it, that was all that mattered. If doing business brought them joy, then he had no other requests.

Thus, Li Mu thought back to the Quanjin brand. Although he couldn’t recall exactly when they invited Andy Lau to be their representative, he knew it definitely happened, and Quanjin did rise to prominence on Andy Lau’s fame. So he told his mom, “I know a friend in Yanjing, someone in the entertainment industry. A few days ago, they seemed to mention that Andy Lau was taking on an endorsement for a southern clothing brand. It sounded like they were talking about Quanjin. It should be quite reliable. If you and Dad are really interested, go ahead and secure it.”

Li Mom asked in surprise, “Really? Then this matter is most likely reliable! We need to quickly get the distributorship before they become famous!”

Li Mu smiled, “Okay, then after you go to Quanzhou, please share any news with me in a timely manner.”

“Alright,” Li Mom readily agreed, then asked, “Son, how have you been lately?”

“I’m doing great.”

“Are you short on money?”

“No, I’m not. I made some money making things happen, and now I don’t even know where to spend it.”

“If you don’t know where to spend it, save it. But don’t put too much energy into making money; studying well is what’s fundamental.”

“Okay, I know…”

After Li Mom hung up, Li Mu turned around. The young man across from him was still playing his guitar as if no one else was there. This time, the song he was singing was “Give Me A Little Love” by The Face, a song Li Mu hadn’t heard in many years.

The young man sang with extreme passion, as if deeply empathizing with the song. As he played and sang with his head down, tears streamed from his eyes, falling onto his worn and battered folk guitar.

Li Mu’s heart ached. Judging by his age, he seemed to be roughly the same as himself; by his appearance, long flowing hair, worn yet intensely stylish clothes; by the songs he sang, classic rock songs from veteran domestic bands of the ’90s; and by the money on the guitar case in front of him, which seemed to amount to less than ten yuan, he didn’t care. All his energy was focused on playing guitar and singing.

Li Mu felt he could guess the young man’s situation. He must be the guitarist, perhaps even the lead singer, for some underground rock band. He was likely living a very struggling life, most likely residing in Tree Village, where Yanjing’s underground rock musicians clustered. He was forced to set aside his dignity to busk, yet even while busking, he didn’t sing popular songs that the masses enjoyed; he only sang the songs he loved.

Li Mu sighed softly. After silently listening to him finish “Give Me A Little Love,” he took out his wallet, pulled out all the hundred-yuan notes inside, totaling about two thousand yuan. Then he walked up to the young man, knelt down, and tucked the money into the guitar case in front of him. The young man watched, startled, as Li Mu slipped a stack of hundred-yuan bills into his guitar case, and tried to rise in a panic. Li Mu stood up, lightly patted his shoulder, and after saying one sentence, turned and walked away.

What Li Mu said was, “If you must bow your head, why bow to life when you could bow to the market?”

Leaving the bewildered young man behind, Li Mu quickened his pace, walking back.

Thanks to the young man’s “Memories of Nine Facets,” Li Mu had now completely emerged from his trance and had left behind his former struggling self. He knew that at this moment, he wasn’t going to Tangjialing but to drive his Mercedes-Benz G55 and then go find Su Yingxue. Although he had made the mistake of liking two people at once, Su Yingxue was the one who had taken the deepest root in his heart. As long as Su Yingxue was by his side, Li Mu wouldn’t lose himself between two worlds as he had just now. As long as Su Yingxue was by her side, he was resolute, certain, and absolutely sure that he would never go back and live a life without her, like in his past.

The more Li Mu thought this, the faster his steps became. Simultaneously, he took out his phone and called Su Yingxue, asking her where she was.

Su Yingxue said she left school early today to accompany her younger sister, Wang Xinran, at their paternal aunt’s home.

Li Mu eagerly said, “I want to see you. I’ll come pick you up now, let’s have dinner together tonight.”

Su Yingxue listened, then said with some difficulty, “Does it have to be today?”

Li Mu asked her, “Are you busy?”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, then told Li Mu some bad news.

Her cousin, Wang Xinran, had received her art exam results. With a difference of 0.5 points in her professional score, she had failed, holding the dubious title of having the highest professional score among the eliminated students.

Normally, Wang Xinran wouldn’t have found it too difficult to accept such a result, but this time was different. The Yanjing Film Academy had admitted over twenty “connected individuals” in one go, essentially directly pushing out over twenty students who should have been able to get into the performing arts program. She had prepared for so long, and all her dreams were poured into this. To be eliminated so suddenly in this manner made it very hard for her to accept.

Wang Xinran was in very low spirits. She had stayed cooped up in her room all day, not eating or drinking. Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law had taken the day off to accompany her, but couldn’t alleviate her mood, nor could they even get her to open the door. Finally, left with no alternative, they had to call Su Yingxue for help, asking her to come back and try to persuade her.

Upon hearing this, Su Yingxue left directly without even finishing her last class. She was now almost at her paternal aunt’s house.

When Li Mu heard this, he was very understanding, but he genuinely wanted to see Su Yingxue too much, so he said to her, “Then you first try to persuade Xinran. Tell her I’m treating her to a big meal tonight, and ask if she’s willing.”

Su Yingxue nodded and said, “Alright, I’ll see how she is when I get there. If she’s willing, I’ll bring her to you.”

Li Mu said, “No need, you stay with her for now. I’ll drive over now and wait at your paternal aunt’s residential complex entrance.”

Su Yingxue said somewhat apologetically, “If she’s unwilling, I might not be able to have dinner with you tonight. I’m afraid you’ll make the trip for nothing.”

Li Mu comforted her, saying, “It’s fine. If she’s unwilling, just come downstairs for five minutes so I can see you. That alone will make this trip worthwhile.”

Su Yingxue felt a warmth in her heart and softly said, “Alright then, let me know when you arrive.”

Li Mu returned to Muye Technology’s office building basement, retrieved his car, and drove directly towards Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt’s house. Su Yingxue quickly arrived at her paternal aunt’s home as well. As soon as she entered, her paternal aunt, Su Yuehua, whispered to her, “Xinran has been locked in her room all day. No matter what your paternal uncle-in-law and I say, she won’t open the door. She hasn’t eaten or drunk all day, not even used the bathroom. Your paternal uncle-in-law and I are absolutely frantic!”

Su Yingxue said, “She might be resisting communicating with you right now. Your constant urging her to open the door might be counterproductive. Why don’t you and paternal uncle-in-law go back to your room first? I’ll go talk to her.”

Su Yuehua nodded, pulling her husband, who wore a pained expression, toward the bedroom. Before Wang Shaohua entered the bedroom, he earnestly said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, you must gently persuade your younger sister. No matter what, she needs to eat first…”

Su Yingxue quickly replied, “Paternal uncle-in-law, don’t worry. I’ll persuade her to eat.”

Once the couple entered their room, Su Yingxue went to the door of her younger sister Wang Xinran’s room, gently knocked, and said, “Xinran, it’s me. Could you open the door for your older sister? Can I come in and be with you?”

Wang Xinran’s slightly hoarse voice came from inside the room: “Older sister, I want to be alone for a while…”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said, “Haven’t you been alone all day? Haven’t you had enough time alone?”

Wang Xinran said through the door, “I’m so annoyed from being alone! Mom and Dad keep nagging me about this and that. They’ve almost driven me to a mental breakdown!”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “I’m not here to lecture you. I’m your older sister! I came all this way just to be with you, not to persuade or preach. We’ve been so close since we were little, how sad would I be if you shut me out now?”

There was silence inside the room for a long moment. Then, after a while, the door lock clicked open. Wang Xinran, her eyes red and swollen, opened the door, her lips pursed in a wronged expression as she looked at Su Yingxue. She whispered “Older sister,” and immediately, tears started falling relentlessly.

Seeing her like this, Su Yingxue smiled gently. Without a word, she took a step forward, opened her arms, and pulled her into a hug.

After finishing this chapter, a nameless sadness filled my heart.
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Wang Xinran had over a dozen siblings and cousins from her parents’ generation, but her relationship with Su Yingxue was the closest.

The two sisters were close in age and got along well. Moreover, Wang Xinran had always looked up to Su Yingxue as her role model, so among all her relatives, she was the one most willing to be close to Su Yingxue.

Teenagers in their rebellious phase can be stubborn and resist their parents to the very end, but it’s different with peers they feel closest to. So, when Su Yingxue said those words, Wang Xinran dropped all her defenses.

She buried herself in Su Yingxue’s embrace, shedding two streams of aggrieved tears. Su Yingxue didn’t try to comfort her with words, but simply held her, gently stroking her back.

After a long while, once Wang Xinran had vented her aggrieved feelings, she choked out, “Sis, I don’t have a school to go to anymore… The Film Academy is just too corrupt…”

Su Yingxue comforted her, “How can you not have a school to go to? We can still take exams for other universities, it’s not Gaokao yet, is it?”

“Gaokao is in just two months. My academic subjects grades can only get me four hundred-something points at best. If I don’t go to an art academy, I won’t get into any good university, and besides, I’ve always wanted to get into the Film Academy.”

Su Yingxue said, “Don’t be afraid if your grades aren’t good enough. Sis can tutor you. If you’re truly determined to get into the Film Academy, the worst-case scenario is repeating a year of school and trying again next year.”

Wang Xinran shook her head, “I don’t want to repeat a year again. This year, to accommodate connected individuals, they intentionally raised the art exam standards. If dozens more connected individuals try to get in next year, they might just fail me again.”

As she spoke, Wang Xinran couldn’t hide her anger. “Before the results were announced, my Dad had someone inquire about my scores and the art exam situation this year. They said I was definitely going to be admitted. But when the scores and cutoff line were announced, I missed it by only 0.5 points! My Dad called to ask, and others told him that the performing arts major suddenly squeezed in twenty or thirty connected individuals this year, which meant twenty or thirty spots were taken from the original admission list.”

Su Yingxue said, “Don’t think so much about it right now. I think what you should do most right now is to pull yourself together. Use these last two months before Gaokao to raise your academic subjects grades. Whether you repeat a year or not, give yourself more options. Otherwise, if you keep cooping yourself up in your room like this every day and your academic subjects grades also turn out bad, then you’ll truly have nowhere to go to school.”

“Look, for students with Yan Jing household registration, the Renmin University cutoff score is only a little over five hundred points. If I remember correctly, last year’s lowest score for liberal arts was five hundred forty-eight points. If you work harder, maybe we’ll become alumni next year, wouldn’t that be great?”

Wang Xinran said, somewhat unconfidently, “But I’m afraid I can’t score that high in academic subjects, especially since there are only two months left…”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “That’s why you need to pick yourself up quickly! Two months is perfectly fine for liberal arts. Seizing these last two months gives you a very big chance. Sis will come back often to tutor you. If it really comes down to it, I’ll shamelessly ask Li Mu to find a top scorer in the college entrance examination from 3321 to give you one-on-one tutoring.”

Wang Xinran’s mood lightened considerably, and she couldn’t help but say, “If Brother-in-law knows I can’t even get into the Film Academy, will he look down on me? Brother-in-law is already a Director at such a young age…”

Su Yingxue shook her head helplessly. “What you’re saying isn’t relevant. Whether he’s a Director or not has nothing to do with whether you can get into the Film Academy. Even if you don’t get in, he won’t look down on you because of that. But if you become so dejected and give up on yourself over a small setback, he’ll definitely look down on you.”

Just as they were talking, Li Mu sent Su Yingxue a message: “I’m here. How are things on your end?”

Su Yingxue looked at Wang Xinran and said, “He’s already at the community entrance. He wants to invite you to eat something delicious together. Do you want to go?”

Wang Xinran couldn’t help but ask, “Ah? Brother-in-law knows already?”

“Yes,” Su Yingxue replied calmly, not hiding anything from her. “He originally wanted to invite me out for dinner, but I said no, I needed to stay with you. So he suggested we all go together, and he’d treat you to a big meal. He’s here now, and you haven’t eaten all day. Do you want to go?”

Wang Xinran pursed her lips, her face full of indecision.

Su Yingxue chuckled softly and said, “Actually, to become an actress, you don’t necessarily have to get into the Film Academy. If someone is willing to give you a chance, you might become famous instantly. Last time, I remember he promised to look for you to act in his new projects, right?”

“Mm!” Wang Xinran nodded repeatedly, wiping away her tear stains with her hand. “Brother-in-law promised me.”

Su Yingxue smiled, “Then quickly change out of your pajamas and let’s go out to eat. You haven’t had anything all day.”

“Okay,” Wang Xinran nodded gently. She changed her clothes in front of Su Yingxue, then looked in the mirror. Her reflection looked frighteningly haggard. She couldn’t help but ask Su Yingxue, “Will I scare Brother-in-law if I go out looking like this?”

Su Yingxue said, “You look beautiful even like this.”

Wang Xinran nervously looked at herself in the mirror again. After much thought, she still gave up the idea of putting on makeup and left the room with Su Yingxue.

Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua, the couple, had been listening to the sounds from their bedroom. When they first heard Wang Xinran open the door for Su Yingxue, they sighed in relief. Hearing the door open again, they couldn’t resist opening their own door and coming out. Seeing Wang Xinran dressed to go out, they both felt much more at ease. Su Yuehua intentionally acted very casually, as if nothing was out of the ordinary, and just asked curiously, “Where are you two sisters heading?”

Wang Xinran kept her head down and remained silent. Su Yingxue said, “Li Mu wants to treat Xinran to dinner. He’s already at the community entrance. We’ll just go out for a bite and come right back.”

Su Yuehua was overjoyed. Although she didn’t encourage her niece to have an early relationship, Li Mu’s appearance was truly timely. So she quickly said, “Then you two go quickly! After dinner, you can stroll around a bit, no need to rush back.”

Su Yingxue gave her aunt a reassuring look, then took Wang Xinran’s hand and left.

After they left, Su Yuehua finally let out a long breath and sank weakly onto the sofa. She said to her husband, “It should be fine this time.”

Wang Shaohua nodded, sighing. “I’ve felt very uneasy all day today too. If I had more influence, those other connected individuals wouldn’t have squeezed Xinran out.”

Su Yuehua held her husband’s hand and smiled comfortingly. “What would you do with such great influence? Children have their own paths to walk, and occasionally experiencing setbacks is also good. I don’t want her to be unable to withstand even such a small blow when she enters society later. Let’s just consider this as forcing her to mature.”

Wang Shaohua said, “It’s different. This is her dream, not a piece of clothing or a doll. I don’t want her to miss out on her dream so early.” As he spoke, Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but say, “Secretary Cao should have acquaintances in the Education Department. Do you think it would work if I asked him for help?”

Su Yuehua waved her hand. “Right now, Secretary Cao is using you. What kind of situation is it for you to be using him? Besides, as you said, Secretary Cao might have acquaintances in the Education Department. Have you thought about how much trouble it would be to pull strings? Secretary Cao would contact the Education Department, then someone from the Education Department would have to contact the Film Academy, and they’d need to find the right person, someone with decision-making power, someone who can change the Film Academy’s decision. How many uncertainties are there in that? If Secretary Cao agrees to help you and it works out, you’ll owe him a huge favor. If it doesn’t work out, imagine how awkward it would be for him to face you every day?”

Wang Shaohua had an epiphany. The superior-subordinate relationships in government departments are extremely sensitive, and asking a leader for a favor is already a big taboo. What if you ask for help and the leader can’t accomplish it? That would be a real slap in the face.

Su Yuehua couldn’t help but comfort him again, “Alright, our sweetie has finally managed to get over it, so don’t get yourself worked up again. If she truly wants to get into the Film Academy, the worst-case scenario is trying again next year. The reason our sweetie was squeezed out is also because her specialized subject grades weren’t good enough. When they squeeze people out, they start from the bottom of the admission list and work their way up. If she could have scored among the top few, they wouldn’t have been able to squeeze her out no matter how hard they tried. She’s only eighteen, preparing for her dream for an extra year won’t hurt.”

Wang Shaohua nodded. With his wife saying so, he felt much more at ease. He smiled slightly and said, “Must be hungry, I’ll heat up the lunch.”

Wang Shaohua was about to get up, but Su Yuehua pulled him back. “Don’t bother heating it up, it’s just annoying to look at. The kids have already gone out to eat, let’s go out too. It’s been a while since we left the kids and went out for a meal. I want to go back near the school and eat that Northeast pork bone stew. I wonder if it’s still open.”

Wang Shaohua laughed, “We’ll know if we go and see, let’s go!”

Seeing her husband so decisive, Su Yuehua’s mood instantly brightened. She jumped up from the sofa like a little girl and excitedly said, “Let’s go, I want the biggest portion!”

Wang Shaohua grabbed the car keys, and he and Su Yuehua changed their shoes and headed downstairs to get the car. The couple had spent the whole day feeling upset and worried for their daughter, but now the clouds had finally cleared. Their mood was naturally fantastic. As the car drove out of the community, they happened to see Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran walking to the roadside. Wang Shaohua instinctively stepped on the brake. A few seconds later, a young man suddenly emerged from the driver’s seat of a Mercedes-Benz SUV parked by the roadside. He waved at Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran. The two girls were momentarily startled, then Su Yingxue pulled Wang Xinran into the back seat of the Mercedes-Benz SUV.

Wang Shaohua pointed at the Mercedes-Benz vehicle in the distance and asked his wife beside him, “That’s Li Mu, right? It’s a bit far, I didn’t see clearly.”

“Yes,” Su Yuehua nodded. She had seen clearly; it was indeed Li Mu.

Wang Shaohua sighed, “Oh my, that kid changed cars again.”

Su Yuehua asked curiously, “What kind of car is that? It looks so strange.”

Wang Shaohua said, “Didn’t you see that big Mercedes-Benz logo in front of the car?”

Su Yuehua said, “I saw it, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen this kind of Mercedes-Benz before.”

Wang Shaohua muttered, “I think I have seen it, but I can’t remember the model.”

Just then, Li Mu drove off with the two girls, passing by the community entrance. The car was about to cruise past Wang Shaohua at a ninety-degree angle. Wang Shaohua instinctively hit the gas, turned the steering wheel sharply to the right, and followed.

When he saw the model and license plate on the back of the car, Wang Shaohua’s entire demeanor changed. “I remember now, it’s a G55! That car costs over two million yuan! Where did Li Mu get so much money? And the license plate starts with A8, which, judging by the number segment, belongs to the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs. Where did he get such influence?”
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Although Wang Shaohua didn’t have much influence himself, when his patriarch was still in power, he was considered to have connections in the government. He was well aware of many minor details in Yan Jing. Taking car license plates as an example, everyone thought an A8 plate meant it was impressive, but that wasn’t necessarily true. A8 plates were too broad; one had to look at the numbers following A8. Only the numbers at the front represented certain privileged departments, while the numbers at the back were merely for borrowing prestige or making up the numbers.

Li Mu’s license plate, based on its number sequence, belonged to the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs. However, not all these license plates were genuinely issued by the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs itself. The administration used a portion of them, and the remaining quotas were generally distributed to connected individuals. These connected individuals weren’t just anyone who happened to know someone inside; there were fewer than one hundred genuine internal plates that could be issued outside the departments.

Su Yuehua was a little surprised to hear about the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs and subconsciously said, “Maybe he borrowed it? Isn’t his car a commercial vehicle?”

Wang Shaohua sighed, “To be able to borrow this car and this plate is already extraordinary.”

Su Yuehua chuckled, “Have you forgotten? Last time he invited us to eat at Fayue Restaurant, and someone secretly paid the bill for such an expensive meal. He has extensive connections.”

Wang Shaohua sighed, “You’re right. That kid’s 3321 project is now collaborating with 211 and 985 universities nationwide. According to the Ministry of Education’s internal assessment, 3321 is currently the largest student aid charity project in the country in terms of funding scale and student coverage. There were even some departments that were jealous and wanted to forcibly incorporate 3321 under a state-backed brand, but a higher-level leader directly issued a directive: no department is allowed to interfere with 3321; it should be allowed to develop independently. You can see how influential he is.”

Su Yuehua asked curiously, “A higher-level leader? How high?”

Wang Shaohua smiled and said, “I don’t know the specifics, but from the sound of it, it’s quite high, certainly above the ministry or commission level.”

Su Yuehua immediately understood and sighed, “I hope he can maintain the right direction. The stage for 3321 has been set so grandly. If nothing goes wrong, there will naturally be many benefits, but if he loses control, I’m afraid all the previous efforts will be wasted.”

Wang Shaohua said, “You’re referring to the money issue, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Su Yuehua said. “The 3321 project is like a snowball, growing larger and larger. Now that it’s launched nationwide, the entire platform’s income is increasing. All this money is at his disposal. Can a twenty-year-old young man keep control of it? Although it wouldn’t be illegal for him to use 3321’s money, the reputation he worked so hard to build would be gone.”

Wang Shaohua nodded, but then said, “Actually, I think that worry is a bit unnecessary. If he wanted to make that money, he wouldn’t have announced his non-profit decision when 3321 was founded; all the money earned would have been his. But he directly announced he wouldn’t make a single penny. Someone who can come up with a project like this must have thought these things through very clearly.”

“Let’s hope that’s the case.”

…

Li Mu didn’t know that Wang Shaohua had followed him for two or three kilometers. He was driving and asking Wang Xinran what she wanted to eat.

Wang Xinran looked left and right in the car, but when it came to deciding what to eat, she was completely clueless and couldn’t answer any questions.

Su Yingxue had been wondering since she got on board; she had no idea Li Mu had changed his car, and seeing him drive such a vehicle surprised her greatly. But with her younger sister there, she couldn’t ask, so she could only suppress her puzzlement.

Seeing that neither of them had much of an opinion, and considering Wang Xinran might not be in a great mood, Li Mu thought of treating her to a big meal, which might cheer her up a bit.

After much thought, the only high-end restaurant Li Mu remembered was Fayue Restaurant; he hadn’t been to any others. So, he directly pulled out his phone and called Li Tong, the Boss of Fayue.

Ever since Xu Jiaming introduced them and he treated Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law to a meal at Fayue, Li Mu hadn’t contacted Li Tong. When he called, the other party’s voice was also somewhat surprised: “Oh, Li Mu, long time no see! You haven’t come back to my place.”

Li Mu laughed, “Yeah, I’ve been quite busy lately.”

Li Tong said, “I know you’re busy. Muye Technology is making such big waves now that even I, an outsider, hear people talking about it every day.”

Li Mu said, “Just a flurry of pointless busyness.” Then, Li Mu added, “Do you have any tables available at your restaurant? I’d like to bring some friends over for dinner later.”

Li Tong immediately said, “Yes, no matter how good Fayue’s business is, I always keep reserved spots specially for friends. Just come directly, I’ll tell the manager. When you arrive, just give your name to the greeter.”

“Alright, thanks, I’ll be right over.”

Li Tong laughed, “You’re coming to show your support for me; I should be thanking you. Don’t be so formal, just come quickly.”

Li Mu hung up the phone, and Wang Xinran couldn’t help but ask, “Brother-in-law, where are you taking us to eat?”

Li Mu said, “Fayue Restaurant.”

“Fayue?” Wang Xinran’s eyes widened. “Is it that Fayue Restaurant where you treated Mom and Dad last time?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s the one.”

Wang Xinran hurriedly said, “Oh no, I heard eating there is super expensive. Let’s not go.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Your brother-in-law has money, so you don’t need to worry about the cost. Just eat your fill.”

Wang Xinran couldn’t help but laugh aloud, giving Li Mu a thumbs up, “Brother-in-law, you’re awesome!”

Li Mu didn’t talk about the Film Academy with Wang Xinran the entire way. He occasionally cracked a few jokes with her. He could tell her mood was much better than when she first got on board, and her brows had relaxed, which also relieved Su Yingxue.

After parking the car at the entrance of Fayue, Li Mu led the two girls to the front door of Fayue Restaurant. The European Caucasian hostess at the door immediately walked up and asked, “Sir, do you have a reservation?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I called your Boss.”

The Caucasian woman immediately understood and asked enthusiastically, “Are you Mr. Li Mu?”

“That’s me.”

The Caucasian woman immediately bowed slightly, then made a gesture to invite them in, saying, “Your table has been reserved on the second floor. Our Boss said you could order first, and he’ll rush over shortly.”

Su Yingxue had experienced this before, so she wasn’t surprised by the scene. Wang Xinran, however, was too shocked to speak. She had heard others say that Fayue Restaurant was the most high-end Western restaurant in Yan Jing, with a starting per-person consumption of several thousand, and ordinary people couldn’t even get a table with money, because the restaurant operated entirely by reservation and didn’t accept walk-in guests. She was already very surprised that Li Mu wanted to treat her to a meal there, but she hadn’t expected her “brother-in-law” to have so much face here that the Boss himself would rush over just for his visit.

On the second and third floors of Fayue Restaurant, there was one window seat on each floor with the best view and location. These two seats couldn’t even be reserved by regular customers, as they were reserved by Li Tong himself. Only his friends could secure these two spots, and he insisted that these two seats should never be casually used to entertain guests, no matter how crowded the restaurant was; if no friends came, Li Tong would leave these two tables empty.

This time, Li Tong arranged the window seat on the second floor for Li Mu, the same table where he had treated Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law last time.

After they sat down, the waiter brought the menu. Li Mu told Wang Xinran to order first, but after flipping through the menu, she couldn’t bring herself to order anything because the prices were terrifyingly expensive. She felt she would have a sense of guilt no matter what she ordered, so she told Li Mu, “Brother-in-law, you order. I’ll eat whatever you order.”

Li Mu was helpless and looked at Su Yingxue, “Why don’t you order for Xinran?”

Su Yingxue nodded slightly and ordered some dishes at relatively moderate prices.

Wang Xinran hadn’t eaten or drunk anything all day, so it was impossible for her not to be hungry. Now that her mood had eased, she had an appetite, and the Western cuisine at Fayue was indeed impeccable, so she ate with great zest, almost transforming her sorrow and indignation into increased appetite.

Halfway through the meal, Wang Xinran couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Brother-in-law, will you still make movies in the future?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Yes, but if I make another movie, I won’t be the Director.”

“Huh?” Wang Xinran was happy at the first half of the sentence but inevitably disappointed by the second half. She asked, “Why won’t you be a Director? You’re so talented…”

Li Mu said, “I’m not professional enough. Directing a micro-film is barely acceptable, but I’d expose my weaknesses if I directed a big movie. So, I don’t plan to be a Director anymore; I plan to be a producer.”

Wang Xinran’s hopes rekindled when she heard this: “A producer has more power! If you become a producer, can you arrange a role for me in a new film? I don’t plan to take the Film Academy entrance exam anymore. I want to study hard for the next two months and try to get into Renmin University. But I’ve studied acting for so long and haven’t had a formal performance yet; I don’t want to just give it up quietly…”

Li Mu asked her, “Why don’t you want to take the Film Academy exam anymore?”

A hint of dejection flashed across Wang Xinran’s face: “The Film Academy is full of dirty tricks; it’s quite disheartening.”

Li Mu nodded. For the Film Academy, which was the main training ground for the entertainment industry’s reserve forces, it would be strange if there weren’t any dirty tricks. Wang Xinran was a sacrifice of such dirty tricks. Li Mu understood her feelings well. Working hard on specialized courses from early morning till late night, only to be squeezed out by connected individuals despite having passed the exam—anyone would find that unacceptable.

Immediately, Li Mu said, “This year, we should be starting a campus youth film, similar in tone to ‘Old Boys’. If the project launches, I will definitely arrange a significant role for you.”

When Li Mu last met Ning Hao to discuss the ‘Thieves Among Thieves’ script, he had already thought about investing in and producing the movie ‘You Are the Apple of My Eye’. Du Wei was to play the female lead, to cultivate a star host for Muye Films, but there seemed to be no problem with Wang Xinran playing a supporting female role.

Wang Xinran heard Li Mu’s clear answer and immediately became excited, asking, “Really?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Of course it’s real, and this time it’s not a micro-film; it’s a big movie.”

“That’s great!” Wang Xinran said excitedly, “As long as you arrange a role with a few lines, I’ll be perfectly content to appear in a movie with lines.”

Li Mu said, “This movie will probably launch in the second half of the year, right after the Gaokao. You should focus on preparing for the Gaokao during this period. Maybe filming can start right after the Gaokao ends. However, you must work hard these two months. If you can’t get into a good university and have to repeat a year of school, then you might miss out on this movie.”

Wang Xinran immediately nodded repeatedly and said, “I’ll definitely work hard!”

Su Yingxue smiled contentedly, “It’s good that you know to work hard. Don’t just talk, eat some more.”

At this moment, a group of four people came up the stairs and sat at a table to the side of Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran. Among the four, there were three middle-aged people and one girl, who looked about eighteen or nineteen. After these people sat down, a middle-aged woman called over a waiter and eagerly said to the middle-aged man and woman in front of her, “Director Xu, Director Shan, please order first. This restaurant is the best Western restaurant in Yan Jing, especially their Sirloin steak; it uses top-grade Japanese Wagyu, and the taste is superb.”

The middle-aged man and woman, after seeing the price of Wagyu Sirloin steak on the menu, were secretly surprised. The middle-aged man smiled and said, “Ms. Zhang, you are truly too polite. When friends eat together, there’s no need to come to such a nice restaurant; it makes us feel somewhat uneasy…”

The woman next to him also nodded repeatedly in agreement, “Director Xu is right. Coming to such a fine restaurant makes us feel a bit apprehensive…”

The flamboyantly dressed middle-aged woman sitting opposite them chuckled, “Look at you two, it’s just a meal, what’s the big deal? My husband is a senior member here, it’s like our own place. You two have helped us so much by admitting our Yueyue into the final list. Our Old Chen even said he wanted to thank you two personally, but he’s currently in Japan discussing a project and can’t get away. That’s why he told me to make sure I entertain you two well. When he returns from Japan, he’ll invite you two separately.”

The middle-aged man stroked his bald spot hairstyle and chuckled, “These are minor details, no need to be so formal. General Manager Chen is too; why treat us as outsiders?”

The strikingly dressed woman chuckled, “A child’s matter is the biggest matter. So, this might not seem like much to you two, but for our family, nothing is more important than this.”

Saying this, the woman put her hand on the little girl’s back and said to the two of them, “You two, after the child enrolls next year, she’ll need more of your care at school. Our Old Chen said that once the child turns twenty, he’ll invest in making movies to help her debut. At that time, we’ll still need your help with some resources in that area.”

Originally, Li Mu had no intention of listening to their conversation, but when he heard them talk about investing in movies, he couldn’t help but glance over. He saw the man with the bald spot hairstyle’s eyes light up with excitement, and he nodded repeatedly, saying, “You can rest assured, we will do our utmost then.”

Wang Xinran also heard the conversation from their table. After glancing over, her expression immediately became stunned.

Li Mu asked her, “Xinran, do you know them?”

Wang Xinran turned her head back, her expression suddenly very dejected. She nodded slightly and quietly said, “That girl is Chen Yueyue, she was my classmate in the Film Academy’s performance training class. The woman sitting next to her is her mother. The man sitting opposite them is the Director of the Film Academy’s Admissions Office, and the woman is the Director of the Performance Department.”

Hearing Wang Xinran say this, and combining it with the conversation he had unintentionally overheard, Li Mu instantly understood. That unremarkable-looking girl named Chen Yueyue was one of the connected individuals who had squeezed Wang Xinran out.





Chapter 451: Too Arrogant

Wang Xinran and Chen Yueyue weren’t very close. They attended different high schools, but since the start of their senior year, they had both been taking specialized classes in the Film Academy’s acting training program. Chen Yueyue had an ordinary appearance, the kind you’d lose in a crowd and have trouble finding again. Her acting skills were also extremely exaggerated, making her basically the worst-qualified girl in the training program. However, Chen Yueyue had one thing no one else could hope to match: her family was rich.

It was said that Chen Yueyue’s family were billionaires, and her mother often came to pick her up from Yanjing Film Academy in a Rolls-Royce. Chen Yueyue was usually quite flamboyant in the training program, always carrying herself with an air of arrogance.

Wang Xinran clearly knew that Chen Yueyue’s professional class performance had always been at the bottom of the class. Today’s unexpected encounter revealed a fact to her: even Chen Yueyue, who was at the bottom of her professional classes, had been admitted to Yanjing Film Academy.

Wang Xinran’s expression was very downcast, and her body involuntarily twisted slightly, afraid of being seen and recognized by Chen Yueyue.

At this moment, at the table next to them, Chen Yueyue’s mother, Zhang Lan, was in an exceptionally good mood. After mentioning her husband’s plan to invest in a film for their daughter, she had been quietly observing Director Xu and Director Shan’s expressions. Noticing an undisguised excitement from both of them, she realized her objective had been achieved.

The reason Zhang Lan brought up this “trope” was simply to paint a grand vision for them, making them understand that her family intended to spend a large sum to promote their daughter’s debut. As businessmen from traditional industries, they knew nothing about film; they had no professional skills or talent, just money. In the future, when investing in films, they would need to find experienced and resourceful people in the industry to help manage the funds. As long as Director Xu and Director Shan maintained a good relationship with their family, they would have the opportunity to get a share of the profits.

As for how to maintain a good relationship, that was too simple: taking good care of their daughter and providing her with every convenience they could offer would be enough.

So, with a smile, she said, “From now on, we’ll completely entrust our Yueyue’s matters to you two.”

Director Xu and Director Shan nodded repeatedly, continuously saying, “Absolutely, absolutely. With your child at our school in the future, you and Mr. Chen can rest completely assured.”

Director Xu and Director Shan had each received a generous six-figure sum from Zhang Lan. In their minds, Zhang Lan was a God of Wealth, so they naturally tried to accommodate her in every way.

While they chatted brazenly at their table, Wang Xinran at her table listened with a heart full of grievance. It was people like them, relying on wealthy families and connections, who could snatch away what belonged to others. What Chen Yueyue snatched away was not only her chance to attend Film Academy but also her dream.

The Film Academy’s undergraduate acting program only opened two classes a year, admitting fewer than one hundred students in total. Those who could get in through sheer talent typically had outstanding professional qualities. Like Wang Xinran, who was constantly squeezed out by more than twenty connected individuals, yet still managed to rank first among the thousands who failed the exam. This clearly showed her professional qualities were absolutely up to standard, but it also showed her luck was truly terrible. If even one fewer person had pulled strings, just one, Wang Xinran would have secured the last spot. But things just happened to be that dramatic, and it was this feeling of being utterly unlucky that had left her dazed all day.

But Wang Xinran never expected that Li Mu, merely taking his older sister and her out for a meal, would actually run into Chen Yueyue. And to make matters worse, she overheard with her own ears that Chen Yueyue was one of the culprits who squeezed her out. This instantly brought back her improved mood into a state of vexation.

It wasn’t just her; Li Mu and Su Yingxue also felt great dissatisfaction towards Chen Yueyue and her mother, as well as the two directors from the Film Academy.

Especially Li Mu, whose peripheral vision caught the four people at that table, feeling quite displeased.

The usurpation of public resources was a common occurrence, but the most infuriating was the usurpation of educational resources. Like Chen Yueyue, she didn’t possess the necessary qualifications herself, yet insisted on using money to operate to achieve her goal of entering Yanjing Film Academy. With a fixed number of admission slots, her presence was like a bandit, directly snatching away what rightfully belonged to others. Li Mu felt utter disgust for such people and their parents.

And those two directors from the school, treating public education resources as bargaining chips for their own gain, disregarding the efforts of other students, treating students’ ideals and futures as child’s play for profit. Such people were completely unfit to work in the education system.

Enduring it for a while, Wang Xinran felt too stifled. She stood up and said to Li Mu and Su Yingxue, “Sis, Brother-in-law, I’m going to the restroom.”

As Wang Xinran spoke, she had already stood up and was about to turn towards the restroom when Chen Yueyue’s peripheral vision suddenly caught a moving figure. She instinctively glanced over and immediately recognized Wang Xinran.

“Xinran, what are you doing here!” Chen Yueyue suddenly greeted Wang Xinran with a joyful expression, leaving Wang Xinran somewhat bewildered.

Standing up to go to the restroom was precisely to avoid listening to them talk about infuriating and disgusting things, but she never expected to be recognized by Chen Yueyue as soon as she stood up.

Wang Xinran could only give Chen Yueyue an awkward smile and said, “Oh, Yueyue, it’s you. What a coincidence.” After speaking, Wang Xinran tried to take a step towards the restroom, but unexpectedly, Chen Yueyue stood up and actively approached her, taking Wang Xinran’s hand, acting as if they were extremely close. However, what she said next instantly made Li Mu furious.

Chen Yueyue said with a hypocritical smile, “I can’t believe you even dare to eat here. The prices are so high. I wonder if a child from a poor family like you can afford it? Do your Mom and Dad earn enough in a year for you to eat one meal here?”

As soon as these words came out, Li Mu instantly bristled with anger, and Su Yingxue, along with the other diners, were stunned.

Although Fayue’s customers were all wealthy, due to Li Tong’s vetting, their outward manners were generally acceptable. No matter how depraved they might be on the inside, at least on the surface, they were polite and courteous, and their conversations were full of benevolence and morals. No one had ever heard such grating words in Fayue Restaurant.

Li Mu slammed the table and shot to his feet, pointing at Chen Yueyue, who wore a scheming look, and snapped, “How are you talking? Do you have any manners?”

Chen Yueyue frowned, her triangular eyes glaring at Li Mu as she yelled, “Who are you? What’s it to you? Did I step on your tail?”

Li Mu squinted, sizing her up, then looked at Chen Yueyue’s mother, Zhang Lan, and asked, “Who brought this girl? She has no manners, aren’t you going to control her?”

Hearing this, Zhang Lan immediately stood up, angrily pushed her chair away, glared at Li Mu, and loudly demanded, “Who are you talking about? Who do you say has no manners? What the hell are you, daring to indirectly criticize me here? Do you know who I am?”

Li Mu retorted coldly, “I don’t know who you are, and I’m too lazy to indirectly criticize you. I’m talking about your sweetie. If you can’t teach her manners, then keep her locked up at home. Don’t let her run around biting people randomly.”

Zhang Lan was furious at Li Mu’s impolite words. She said arrogantly, “Kid, this is Fayue. Elsewhere, I’d have someone rip your mouth off!”

Li Mu narrowed his eyes at her and said, “Go on, try and rip it off for me to see?”

At this point, Chen Yueyue on the side also turned vicious, discarding even her previous scheming expression. She looked at Wang Xinran with utter disdain, pointing her finger at Wang Xinran’s face, and sneered arrogantly, “You must be dying of heartbreak because you missed getting in by 0.5 points, right? Let me tell you, you brought this on yourself. I’ve hated the sight of you for a long time, shamelessly flirting in the training program all day long, even daring to try and hook up with Wei Tianyu. To tell you the truth, I had my mom pay someone to change your score. You think you can still get into Film Academy? Dream on! If you dare to apply again next year, I guarantee you still won’t get in!”

Wang Xinran was as if struck by lightning after hearing these words. Su Yingxue was filled with uncontrollable rage. She rushed over and pulled Wang Xinran behind her, then reached out and pushed away Chen Yueyue’s aggressive finger. Unexpectedly, Chen Yueyue became even more agitated, reaching out to slap Su Yingxue, while cursing and grumbling, “Where did you come from, you obnoxious slut! How dare you push me?”

The scene instantly spiraled out of control. Li Mu saw her assaulting Su Yingxue, while Su Yingxue barely managed to step back and dodge. He was instantly furious, casting aside all gentlemanly demeanor. He rushed forward and shoved Chen Yueyue, who was still trying to hit Su Yingxue, to the side. Pointing at her, he said word by word, “Try to move again, just see. Don’t think I won’t hit a woman!”

“How dare you touch my sweetie!” Zhang Lan saw Li Mu push her daughter, and she instantly became desperate. She grabbed her Louis Vuitton handbag and swung it at Li Mu.

“Damn it, you want to fight, do you?” Li Mu cursed, reaching out to catch the incoming handbag. With a sudden tug, he yanked Zhang Lan’s bag from her hand. Then, with anger burning in his heart, Li Mu slammed the Louis Vuitton handbag onto the ground. The contents of the bag instantly scattered everywhere.

Zhang Lan was driven mad with rage. Pointing at Li Mu, she said, “Fine, if you’ve got the guts, don’t leave. I’m calling people to deal with you!”

As Zhang Lan spoke, she reached for her phone on the table to make a call. Li Mu ignored her and instead questioned Chen Yueyue, “You just said Xinran’s score was changed by someone you found, right?”

Chen Yueyue was accustomed to being arrogant. She glared at Li Mu with utter insolence and said, “Yeah, I found someone to change it, so what? If you’ve got a way, use it; if not, just go die!”

As these words came out, Li Mu, Su Yingxue, and Wang Xinran all understood. Wang Xinran wasn’t just unlucky or simply squeezed out by connected individuals; it was Chen Yueyue, a connected individual, who deliberately had someone lower her score below the admission line. Instantly, all three were seething with anger, especially Wang Xinran. Realizing she had been targeted by a double scheme, she angrily pointed at Chen Yueyue and demanded, “How dare you change my score? You’re utterly despicable and shameless!”

Chen Yueyue folded her arms, scoffing coldly, “You should be celebrating, actually. I originally wanted to find someone to disfigure you. More than seeing you fail the exam, I wanted to see your face burned into a ghost by sulfuric acid! Let’s see how you’d hook up with Wei Tianyu then!”





Chapter 452: Fight to the Bitter End

From the meaning of Chen Yueyue’s words, Li Mu understood that the fundamental reason for the incident was Chen Yueyue’s jealousy over the male student named Wei Tianyu.

Although Li Mu didn’t know the specific details of the incident, for Chen Yueyue to do something so excessive purely out of jealousy, she was undoubtedly the party with full responsibility.

Chen Yueyue was accustomed to being arrogant and overbearing, and her excessively domineering mindset was twisted. A twisted mindset not only leads to a skewed moral compass but can even cause a lack of basic human decency. Li Mu had heard of many similar incidents: male students who, failing to win over a female student, killed or disfigured the other party; female students who, out of jealousy, gang-assaulted classmates and filmed various unbearable videos; and even some students who, just to slightly increase their own chances of university admission, secretly changed their classmates’ college applications, leaving them with no university to attend; and even those who anonymously fabricated evidence to report classmates for Gaokao cheating, completely ruining their future…

People like Chen Yueyue were typical examples of low-quality rich second-generation heirs in China. It was just like the globally shocking kidnapping and abuse case that happened in America before Li Mu’s Rebirth, which was committed by a few Chinese rich second-generation exchange students who had too much money to spend, only caring about being overbearing and utterly disregarding the law, committing truly heinous acts.

In the past, whenever he saw such news online, Li Mu, as an onlooker, couldn’t help but feel angry. Not to mention that today he had witnessed it firsthand, making this anger even stronger.

The behavior of scum like Chen Yueyue, if it were after 2012 when the internet became developed, would probably cause millions to curse her online. It was a pity that she was born in an era relatively lenient for scum, a time when cyberbullying hadn’t yet taken shape.

However, Chen Yueyue, having committed such a sordid act, not only showed no remorse at all but even told Wang Xinran that she wished to disfigure her. Her twisted mindset was simply beyond extreme.

Hearing Chen Yueyue proactively admit to changing the scores, Director Xu and Director Shan at the dining table couldn’t sit still. How could they have imagined encountering a student whose scores had been altered right here? Moreover, Chen Yueyue, to maximally strike at the other party and simultaneously display her influence, actually blurted out the matter of changing scores in public. If this were to spread, they would be in immense trouble.

Chen Yueyue was used to being arrogant; she spoke only to please herself and maximally attack others, completely disregarding the consequences. Directors Xu and Shan, however, were scared to death by their guilty consciences.

The two exchanged glances. Director Shan was clearly more flustered than Director Xu, quietly saying in his ear, “How coincidental, to encounter this student surnamed Wang while having a meal…”

Director Xu looked depressed, “I don’t know either…”

Today, Zhang Lan had deliberately invited them to eat at Fayue: first, because the two had helped her daughter get into the Film Academy; second, to show off her influence in front of them. After all, this was the best French restaurant in all of Yan Jing; in the eyes of the city’s wealthy, Fayue was the best choice for entertaining guests—high-end, grand, and classy. The key was that the food truly tasted unbelievably good.

And Li Mu had come here today also to comfort Wang Xinran, wanting to take her somewhere nice to eat. Because he had been to Fayue once before, and Boss Li Tong was a friend of Xu Jiaming, he had subconsciously chosen this place.

Both parties had come to Fayue for matters related to school. One side was celebrating their name appearing on the admissions list, while the other was there to comfort someone who had failed to make the list that day. And then, quite coincidentally, they ran into each other, truly without the slightest bit of preparation.

Only now did Wang Xinran understand that the fundamental reason she hadn’t been admitted to the Film Academy was actually Wei Tianyu, who was, in her eyes, more annoying than flies. Knowing the truth, she clenched her teeth, her face overflowing with indignation.

For Chen Yueyue, at this moment, watching Wang Xinran’s hateful and pained expression, her heart was completely filled with the pleasure of revenge.

She had actually disliked Wang Xinran for a long time, and there were many reasons for this. The two had met in a training class. Among the seventy or eighty guys and girls in the class, Wang Xinran was the prettiest and also the best at her major subject, constantly praised by teachers. This alone made Chen Yueyue very unhappy. But most importantly, a male student Chen Yueyue had a secret crush on in class had actually been frantically chasing Wang Xinran, and this was the true fuse of the entire situation.

That male student was Wei Tianyu, as Chen Yueyue called him. He was her high school classmate and also the child of Chen Yueyue’s father’s friend. The two had known each other for five or six years, and Chen Yueyue had always openly liked him. Even Chen Yueyue’s parents knew about this; Zhang Lan even strongly encouraged Chen Yueyue to pursue Wei Tianyu, precisely because Wei Tianyu had excellent qualities in all aspects. Not only was he handsome, with clear features and a tall stature, but most importantly, his family’s conditions were not at all inferior to their own, even quite a bit better. If her daughter could get together with him, Zhang Lan would naturally be overjoyed.

However, in Wei Tianyu’s eyes, Chen Yueyue’s conditions were quite ordinary. It was one thing that her family background was a step lower, but the key was that she looked too plain, simply not appealing to him. So he had always politely refused Chen Yueyue, maintaining a rather distant attitude.

Although always rejected, Chen Yueyue showed no intention of retreating. In fact, the main reason she wanted to apply to the Film Academy was for Wei Tianyu. Wei Tianyu entered the training class first, and she followed closely, also enrolling. She had originally thought that being constantly together would allow her to continue her offensive, but unexpectedly, as soon as Wei Tianyu arrived at the training class, he fell in love with Wang Xinran at first sight and even directly began frantically chasing her. The extremely envious Chen Yueyue naturally couldn’t accept this.

Although Wang Xinran had always ignored Wei Tianyu’s pursuit, he adopted an attitude of fighting a protracted battle. Anyway, Wang Xinran’s performance in her major subject was excellent, and even the training class teachers said she could definitely get into the Film Academy. Wei Tianyu’s family had also already helped him pull strings, so even if he scored zero on the art exam, he could definitely get in. Therefore, from Wei Tianyu’s perspective, they would be classmates in the Film Academy anyway, and there would be plenty of opportunities over four years, so he could bide his time and slowly pursue Wang Xinran.

This completely infuriated Chen Yueyue. Her family was also helping her pull strings, so getting into the Film Academy was like a game for her. However, what she least wanted to see was Wang Xinran, herself, and Wei Tianyu all getting into the Film Academy together. So she meticulously plotted to remove Wang Xinran, this potential problem. Her own professional acting skills were very poor, and to get into the Film Academy, she had to rely on her family’s help. So she simply had her Mom also get rid of Wang Xinran along with helping herself.

Zhang Lan had originally strongly supported and hoped her daughter would get together with Wei Tianyu. As soon as she heard there was such a threat lying between the two of them, Zhang Lan was quite annoyed. In her view, if Wang Xinran also got into the Film Academy, it would not only jeopardize her daughter’s lifelong happiness but, most importantly, with Wang Xinran there, her daughter couldn’t even guarantee a good mood for four years of university. So no matter what, she had to kick this girl out of the Film Academy’s gates.

The art exam was unlike the Gaokao; whether it was grading or releasing scores, the entire process was decided by the Film Academy itself, so there was a lot of room for manipulation. Even before the scores were publicly announced, Chen Yueyue already knew Wang Xinran’s major exam score was very high, among the top ten candidates of this cohort. In order to retaliate against Wang Xinran to the greatest extent, Chen Yueyue deliberately had her mother pull strings to push Wang Xinran’s score to the top of the failed list, just 0.5 points below the admission line, solely to make her collapse.

This way, she not only vented the hatred in her heart but, most importantly, for the next four years, she could continue to keep an eye on the boy she openly liked. Even if she couldn’t have him, she absolutely wouldn’t allow him to have any possibility with Wang Xinran.

The arrogant Chen Yueyue didn’t forget to continue attacking Wang Xinran at this moment: “Don’t you want to get into the Film Academy the most, and become an actress the most? I’m telling you, you’ll never get into the Film Academy. And when you apply for university in the future, it’s best not to choose Yan Jing. Get as far away from me as possible! If I find out you have any involvement with Wei Tianyu, I’ll make your life worse than death!”

Li Mu was completely infuriated by this arrogant Chen Yueyue, thinking that no matter how big a fuss this incident caused today, he would fight to the bitter end with this mother and child. At this very moment, if Su Yingxue hadn’t tightly gripped Li Mu’s hand, Li Mu wished he could just give this scum mother and daughter a good beating on the spot. Then the police could intervene, the television station could expose it, and he wouldn’t care or bother.

Before today, Li Mu might still have considered his own situation, keeping 3321, Muye Technology, and the fact that Yan Jing was full of talented people in mind, thus acting cautiously. But when he realized that he was ultimately not the Li Mu who had carried a backpack and squeezed onto a bus back to Tangjialing, but the Li Mu who drove a Mercedes-Benz G55 to have dinner with his girlfriend Su Yingxue, he knew he should change his way of living. If he had to be so timid even to vent his anger, he might as well go back to being that struggling Programmer!

Immediately, Li Mu, with a dark face, said to Chen Yueyue, “I advise you to think before you speak. If you have no brain, then shut your mouth first.”

Saying this, Li Mu then pointed at Zhang Lan, as well as Director Xu and Director Shan who were sitting there looking uneasy, and said, “And you three, every single one of you today, let’s first properly resolve this matter of changing scores.”

Hearing Li Mu say he wanted to resolve the score-changing matter with them, Director Xu hastily and awkwardly said, “Student, you might have some misunderstanding. Chen Yueyue just casually said it; there’s no such thing as changing scores…”

Li Mu said, “Don’t try to fool me. I’m only giving you 24 hours. However the scores were changed by you, change them back for me. Remember, only 24 hours, otherwise you’ll bear the consequences.”

Chen Yueyue stomped her foot and shouted, “What are you? You say change and it changes? I’m telling you, as long as I, Chen Yueyue, am here, Wang Xinran can forget about getting into the Film Academy!”

Zhang Lan picked up her phone and read a text message, then immediately started cursing and grumbling, “Yueyue, don’t waste words on this kind of person. He’s in trouble today!”





Chapter 453: Li Mu Is Deadly

At this moment, five or six young men, twenty to thirty years old, arrived at the restaurant entrance. They pushed the door, ready to rush inside. The restaurant’s greeter quickly blocked them, asking, “Do you have a reservation, please?”

The leader was Zhang Lan’s husband’s driver. He had received Zhang Lan’s call saying she had been beaten up here, so he immediately called a few brothers over to help out. To him, his boss’s wife being in trouble was a good opportunity to prove himself. As for how influential this restaurant was, he didn’t know and didn’t care to know. So, he arrogantly barked at the greeter, “Our Boss’s wife upstairs got beaten. If you know what’s good for you, get out of the way now!”

Seeing that these people meant trouble, the restaurant manager immediately stepped forward, blocking their path and warning, “This is Fayue. Think carefully before you do anything.”

“What about Fayue? Damn Yingyue and Deyue, I’ll still ram my way in anyway!”

To work for their boss, they needed the courage to disregard consequences. Anyway, their boss would clean up their mess in the end, so the few of them weren’t worried at all. Instead, they shouted even more rampantly, “If you damn block our way again, we’ll damn take you down with us!”

The restaurant manager knew there was a conflict brewing upstairs among guests. He had already called Li Tong, who was on his way. At a time like this, these people were clearly up to no good, and he absolutely couldn’t let them in, lest the situation upstairs escalate. Seeing that the other party remained unmoved and even grew more arrogant, his face darkened. He pulled out his walkie-talkie and said, “Bar, send some people to the restaurant door. Someone’s causing trouble here.”

Next to Fayue Restaurant were Fayue Cafe and Bar. As soon as the walkie-talkie clicked, over a dozen burly male waiters, around one-point-eight meters tall each, immediately streamed out from the bar. They instantly surrounded the few troublemakers at the entrance. Although they didn’t lay a hand on them, their intimidating aura immediately intimidated the previously arrogant individuals, scaring the fight out of them.

Zhang Lan, not seeing anyone come upstairs after a long wait, couldn’t help but pull out her phone and call, immediately demanding, “Where are you all?”

The driver who answered the phone was surrounded by over a dozen people, too afraid to even breathe. Receiving his Boss’s wife’s call, he could only say annoyedly, “General Manager Zhang, a dozen or so waiters are blocking us from going up…”

Upon hearing this, Zhang Lan cursed angrily, “Useless!”

With that, she hung up the phone. She glared viciously at Li Mu and said, “Just you wait, this isn’t over yet!”

Su Yingxue then said to Li Mu, “Why don’t we leave? I’ve seen enough of these people’s true colors.”

Li Mu saw Wang Xinran looking at him eagerly as well, seemingly unwilling to stay here any longer. So, he took a card and a pencil, used by waiters for taking orders, from a small drawer beside the table. He wrote his name and phone number on it and walked to Zhang Lan, saying, “How about this? Within twenty-four hours, if you have the influence to find people, go all out. You can find me at Renmin University anytime. My name is Li Mu, and I’ve written my name and phone number on this card. Now, I’m giving you an offer to resolve this: Within twenty-four hours, you and these two dregs of the education system, change Wang Xinran’s score back, and change your daughter’s score back as well. Then, personally come to apologize. If you do this, I won’t pursue the matter further. If you fail to do so after twenty-four hours, don’t blame me for showing no mercy.”

Zhang Lan was about to retort, but Director Xu and Director Shan exchanged glances, both seeing the panic in the other’s eyes.

Renmin University, Li Mu – these two keywords put together immediately revealed Li Mu’s identity to them.

Although the Film Academy wasn’t directly related to academic institutions like Project 985 and Project 211 universities, it was still within the education system. And within the education system, who didn’t know Li Mu’s great name?

Fine beads of sweat immediately appeared on Director Xu’s forehead. He picked up a napkin, wiped his face, and then stood up rather guiltily, “Hello, Li Mu. I’ve long admired your reputation. Is there some misunderstanding about this matter?”

Director Shan also stood up, forcing a smile, “There must be a misunderstanding here. Things are not as Chen Yueyue claimed. She doesn’t know our Film Academy’s art exam scoring process. It’s absolutely impossible for us to manually change scores for art exams…”

At this moment, both of them were thinking very simply: no matter what, they absolutely couldn’t admit to changing scores. Otherwise, if Li Mu used his influence to make an issue out of this, both of them would stumble, and in a way they wouldn’t be able to recover from.

Li Mu frowned and asked them, “Still not admitting it?”

Director Xu and Director Shan exchanged glances. Director Xu said with a wronged expression, “This really is a misunderstanding…”

Li Mu raised his voice and questioned again, “Still not admitting it?”

Director Xu dared not argue with Li Mu and just lowered his head, pretending not to hear.

Li Mu thought to himself, I’m giving them a way out, but they won’t take it. Since they won’t, then there’s no way out at all.

Li Mu immediately called Dong Ai and told her, “Senior Sister Ai, please notify all media affiliated with 3321 right now. I am officially reporting that the admissions homeroom teacher and the Performance Department Director of Yanjing Film Academy have accepted bribes, unilaterally changed students’ art exam scores, and opened back doors for connected individuals, depriving deserving students of their admission slots and giving them to unqualified students. Also, emphasize to them that I will bear all legal responsibility for my words and actions, and I ask the relevant departments to investigate and supervise!”

Dong Ai didn’t know what had happened to Li Mu, but hearing this, she said without hesitation, “OK, should I notify the media right now?”

For Dong Ai, having been in charge of 3321 for so long, she had dealt with major media outlets a lot. 3321 was a frequent guest on media news pages, and Dong Ai herself maintained good media relationships. A few days ago, she had even specifically created a YY Group for media reporters with over three hundred members. For many of 3321’s new initiatives, she would directly send messages to reporters in the group. Helping Li Mu convey this message was simply too easy. YY Group plus phone calls—everything would be handled quickly.

Li Mu affirmed, “That’s right, notify them now.”

Dong Ai asked, “Do you have the names of those two Directors?”

Li Mu glanced at Director Xu and Director Shan and said, “I don’t know their names yet, but tell the media that I can cooperate with personnel from the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments to identify and point them out at any time.”

After Li Mu made this call, Director Xu was so scared his legs went soft. He never imagined Li Mu would play so ruthlessly. 3321, such a massive student aid organization, was not only an invulnerable steel beast in the education field but also a completely positive news source in the eyes of the media. From Central TV, down to television stations in various counties and cities, and local newspapers and magazines – which one hadn’t reported on 3321? Which one hadn’t reported on 3321 from a completely positive angle, praising 3321 to the skies?

Now, Li Mu was going to use 3321’s media channels to target them. If this news truly got out through 3321’s media channels, they would be completely finished. This recruitment season, he and Director Shan had each pocketed over one million. Under Criminal Law, this was considered a particularly large amount, and if confirmed, it would mean at least over ten years in prison. If Li Mu really mobilized so many media outlets to target them, under the high pressure from the media and the public, the court would certainly impose a severe sentencing. This was already common knowledge in the country!

Moreover, his and Director Shan’s method of making money was too simple. How could it withstand the investigation of the judicial departments? It would definitely be an open-and-shut case, with no chance of escape…

Director Xu, pale with fright, hastily softened his tone with Li Mu, “Li Mu, there must be a misunderstanding here. Perhaps there was a slight issue when we were tallying internally. I beg you, please don’t be impulsive, don’t rush to conclusions. We will go back to the school right now to thoroughly investigate. If there really was a mistake, we will correct it immediately! Please, you must make another call and tell them not to notify the media. It’s not worth making such a big fuss over a small matter…”

After speaking, he quickly turned his face and frantically winked at Director Shan, saying, “Director Shan, I think we should both quickly go back to school now and thoroughly investigate these issues…”

Director Shan was terrified, her body turning soft and her scalp tingling from Li Mu’s move. She nodded repeatedly and said, “Yes, yes, yes, we’ll go back and investigate right now. We’ll definitely get to the bottom of this.”

Li Mu looked at the two panicking individuals and said coldly, “No need. The call has been made, and I will absolutely not retract it. Don’t forget, I gave you a chance earlier.”

With that, he looked at Zhang Lan, who was utterly stunned, and said, “You think you have so much influence, don’t you? I’ll be waiting to see how you still manage to get your daughter into the Film Academy now. Also, if you still want to play, keep the phone number I gave you.”

Then, Li Mu turned to Chen Yueyue and said, “And you, you just said that as long as you were around, Wang Xinran wouldn’t get into the Film Academy. OK, if that’s the case, then you won’t get in!”

Before the mother and daughter could react, Director Shan, being a woman, was the first to have her psychological defenses collapse. With a thud, she knelt on the ground, crying and pleading with Li Mu, “Li Mu, I beg you, don’t blow this matter up so big. I admit we changed Wang’s score. We will change it back immediately tonight. It absolutely won’t affect Wang’s admission. Also, we will definitely change Chen Yueyue’s score back to her original score and absolutely not allow a dreg student like her into the Film Academy. Please, be magnanimous, make a call and retract your previous words. Don’t bother with the likes of us two.”

Director Shan had broken down, and Director Xu didn’t hold out much longer either. He was shaken by Director Shan’s action, and likewise, with a thud, he knelt on the ground, pleading repeatedly, “Director Shan is right. We will do our utmost to rectify this matter and absolutely not let Wang’s interests be harmed in any way. And we absolutely won’t allow a dreg student like Chen Yueyue to have a chance to enter the Film Academy. Please have mercy and give us a chance to correct our mistakes…”

Zhang Lan was dumbfounded. She even forgot to be angry. She just couldn’t understand what ability this kid named Li Mu had, that with a single phone call, he could scare these two Directors senseless, even immediately turning against her and calling her daughter a dreg? Were these two really afraid of Li Mu’s official report? In this day and age, who was afraid of someone threatening an official report? Who were they trying to scare?

Zhang Lan didn’t know Li Mu’s background, but Director Xu and Director Shan, who did know Li Mu’s background, were truly scared out of their wits. At this moment, they wouldn’t care what Zhang Lan and her husband’s background or influence were. Turning against her merely meant returning the money to her. But Li Mu, to Director Xu and Director Shan, was deadly!

“I gave you a chance,” Li Mu said, ignoring the two people kneeling before him. He gently patted Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran’s backs and said, “Let’s go.”





Chapter 454: I’m Not Done With You

Li Mu led the two girls straight out, completely ignoring Director Xu and Director Dan, who were still kneeling, as well as the stunned Zhang Lan and her daughter.

Upon reaching the first floor of Fayue, Li Mu was about to pay the bill when the waiter said, “Mr. Li, our Boss just called to say he’s on his way. There’s a bit of traffic, but he’ll be here soon. Would you like to wait for him?”

Li Mu wasn’t in a good mood, so he tactfully declined, “Please tell your Boss for me, my two friends aren’t feeling well today, so I need to take them back first. I won’t wait for him here. We can talk another time when we meet again.”

The waiter nodded. After swiping Li Mu’s card to pay the bill, Li Mu took the two girls out. At the entrance, a dozen security guards from Fayue Bar were still surrounding the burly men, who showed no temper at all. Li Mu headed directly to the parking lot. After the two girls got in the car, Li Mu said, “How about I take you back first?”

Su Yingxue nodded slightly, while Wang Xinran seemed a bit lost in thought. Li Mu spoke to comfort her, “Xinran, I will definitely seek justice for you in this matter. Today marks the end of those two Directors’ good days. Once this incident is thoroughly investigated, your scores will definitely be restored, and your admission will certainly not be an issue.”

Wang Xinran pursed her lips and said, “Brother-in-law, thank you, but I don’t feel like going to Film Academy anymore.”

Li Mu said, “Whether you go or not is another matter for now. First, we need a reasonable explanation. Don’t worry, not only will I get you justice, but I won’t let those two Directors off easy either. As for Chen Yueyue, after tomorrow, the Film Academy definitely won’t dare to admit her.”

Li Mu spoke with full confidence. 3321’s media connections were so strong that no other company in the country dared to compare. The reason was simple: no matter how powerful a company was or how good its media relations were, there would inevitably be blind spots or media channels controlled by competitors. That was why no company in society was free of negative news. 3321 was different; it was a star-level non-profit student aid project with transparent financial records and a wide range of beneficiaries. Therefore, to this day, no media outlet had ever defamed 3321.

As the founder of 3321, filing a real-name report against two Film Academy Directors was inherently a highly topical event for the media. Coupled with perfect media relations, once this news reached the media, it would definitely become a media hotspot and attract significant public attention. At that point, the doomsday for Xu and Dan would arrive.

With such a major scandal breaking out, even the most foolish senior executives of the Film Academy would choose to sacrifice a pawn to save a rook. On one hand, they would ruthlessly hand over Xu, Dan, and other responsible parties to the judicial authorities; on the other hand, they would have to quickly correct the mistakes committed by these two. Therefore, Li Mu was certain that Wang Xinran would definitely be re-admitted to Yanjing Film Academy.

Wang Xinran nodded slightly upon hearing this. Li Mu gave her an immense sense of security at that moment. If he hadn’t been there, the experience just now would likely have become the biggest setback in her life. Fortunately, he was doing his utmost to protect her, trying his best to prevent her from being harmed in every way.

While Li Mu was speaking, media outlets across the country, especially those in Yan Jing, had already begun to receive the news.

Li Mu, the founder of 3321, had filed a real-name report against the Director of Admissions and the Director of the Performance Department of Yanjing Film Academy for corruption, bribery, and malfeasance for personal gain, and was willing to assume all legal liabilities. This was absolutely the explosive news of the evening! Everyone knew that 3321’s buzz never diminished, and as more and more university students and prospective university students benefited from it, the platform’s reputation had become unparalleled. It was definitely a benchmark in the domestic charity and education fields. Its founder had always been a media darling, even a favorite of national-level media. For him to create such a huge stir now, it certainly wasn’t groundless, so this was bound to be big news.

Thus, that night, all internet media outlets immediately issued breaking news alerts, reporting on this sudden incident. Several television stations had already begun preparing scripts and materials to include this explosive news in their later evening news broadcasts. Even newspaper agencies were scrambling to change their newspaper layouts, rushing to add this latest breaking news before going to print.

Unknowingly, Li Mu had mobilized a considerable number of large and small media outlets across the country, making them participate in this matter.

……

Shortly after Li Mu left, Li Tong rushed over. Upon inquiring, he found that Li Mu had already departed, but fortunately, the troublesome mother and daughter were still there.

Li Tong quickly ran up to the second floor of Fayue Restaurant. The situation on the second floor at this moment was a bit strange: Xu and Dan were still kneeling, their eyes hollow, as if half-dead, while Zhang Lan and Chen Yueyue were still gnashing their teeth in anger. Zhang Lan had not left after Li Mu departed; instead, she had called her husband, who was far away in Japan, angrily telling him what had happened at the restaurant today and asking him to come back as soon as possible to stand up for her and her daughter.

Just as the call ended, she saw Li Tong stepping upstairs and immediately went up to him, saying with a mix of anger and grievance, “Xiao Tong, you’re finally here! We mother and child were almost bullied to death in your restaurant!”

Li Tong frowned, finding her familiar. After a moment of thought, he recalled her identity, though they weren’t truly close. So he coldly asked, “Are we very familiar?”

Without waiting for her reply, he turned to an on-duty employee beside him and ordered, “Tell me, what exactly happened?”

Zhang Lan blurted out, “Your customer was too arrogant! He actually laid hands on us mother and child in front of so many people!”

Li Tong looked at her with disgust and said with a cold face, “Excuse me, I wasn’t asking you!”

Although Li Tong didn’t know exactly what had happened, when he heard that it was Li Mu, whom he had personally arranged seats for, who had gotten into a conflict with someone, he instinctively leaned towards Li Mu. Though he wasn’t familiar with Li Mu, he knew all about him, including 3321, and especially the extensive affairs Li Mu managed outside. What’s more, Xu Jiaming was his closest friend, and Li Mu was key for Xu Jiaming to regain his status in the Xu family. Let alone not knowing who was right or wrong in the matter, even if Li Mu were ten thousand times wrong, he would still unhesitatingly side with him.

The on-duty employee he questioned had been on the second floor the whole time, so he was very clear about what had happened that night. When Li Tong asked, he recounted everything he had seen in detail. By the time he finished explaining the situation, Li Tong instantly bristled. He turned and glared at Zhang Lan, “Provoking my friend in my restaurant, how can you be so arrogant?”

Zhang Lan’s expression was somewhat astonished. She hadn’t expected Li Tong to be friends with that guy, and judging by his attitude, he seemed to utterly disregard her. His tone was exceptionally stern, surprising her internally and making her feel embarrassed.

Zhang Lan dropped her slightly reproachful tone and switched to an overly familiar one, saying, “Xiao Tong, I’m Uncle Chen’s wife, Chen Guanghua. You should remember me, right?”

Li Tong nodded and said in an unfriendly tone, “I know who you are. You don’t need to keep emphasizing it to me.”

Zhang Lan gave an awkward smile, trying to appease him, “I was just afraid you’d forgotten.”

Li Tong ignored her. He waved his hand and called the restaurant manager over, instructing him, “This table’s bill tonight is free of charge.”

Upon hearing this, Zhang Lan’s expression immediately relaxed a lot. It seemed that although Li Tong wasn’t pleased, he at least showed enough courtesy and respect; otherwise, he wouldn’t have immediately told the manager to give her a free bill.

However, Li Tong’s subsequent words took a 180-degree turn, leaving Zhang Lan dumbfounded.

Li Tong said, “Check which membership card they used to reserve the table, and cancel that card. Instruct everyone to remember these people’s faces. From now on, no matter whose card they use, they are not allowed to step half a pace into Fayue!”

The restaurant manager immediately nodded, “I understand.”

Li Tong then frowned and looked at Zhang Lan, saying coldly, “As for what happened today, you’d better give my friend a reasonable explanation, or else I, Li Tong, am not done with you, including your husband. Remember my words, now get out.”

Zhang Lan hadn’t expected Li Tong to disrespect her so much. She was furious internally, and her expression was incredibly awkward. She never imagined that Li Tong would turn hostile so suddenly. No matter how formidable his background was, he was at least running a restaurant business. She didn’t expect him to treat customers as gods, but he should at least give customers basic respect, right?

But although Zhang Lan thought this, she dared not say another word. Seeing so many people around staring at her, watching the show, her face burned. She could only grit her teeth and say to Chen Yueyue, “Yueyue, let’s go!” With that, she pulled Chen Yueyue and turned to leave.

Li Tong didn’t bother with her. Instead, he looked at Xu and Dan, who were kneeling on the ground, and said lightly, “If you want to kneel, kneel outside. Don’t disturb other guests’ dining here.”

Xu and Dan, whose hearts were filled with despair, had no strength to get up at all. They only had one thought in their minds: This time, they were truly doomed.

Li Tong frowned and said to the staff members beside him, “Escort them out.”

The staff quickly complied, escorting the two men out of the restaurant. At this point, Li Tong turned to the other guests on the second floor and said, “My apologies everyone, for disturbing your meal. This meal is on me tonight.”

After saying this, Li Tong went directly to his office on the third floor. As soon as he entered, he immediately pulled out his phone and called Li Mu. Li Mu was driving, but seeing it was Li Tong’s call, he still answered.

Li Mu immediately took the initiative to express his apologies, saying, “Li Tong, I’m really sorry about today. There was a slight unpleasantness in your restaurant with your customers, and I caused you trouble.”

Li Tong quickly said, “Brother, I’m the one who wants to apologize to you. What are you apologizing to me for? If I had been in the restaurant today, I wouldn’t have let that Zhang mother and child be so arrogant.”





Chapter 455: Why Are You Two Here?

Li Mu drove Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran home, instructing Su Yingxue to take good care of Wang Xinran. After watching the two enter the residential complex, he started his car and left.

Su Yingxue took Wang Xinran back home. Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua, the couple, had also returned, having eaten their fill. Seeing the two back, Su Yuehua couldn’t help but ask with a smile, “How was your meal?”

Wang Xinran softly said, “It was good. I’m going back to my room first.” With that, she headed straight for her room.

Su Yingxue quickly followed, saying, “Xinran, let’s sleep together tonight.”

Watching the two enter Wang Xinran’s room one after another, Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but ask his wife in a low voice, “Why does our sweetie still seem a little down?”

Su Yuehua said, “This is already good. Are you expecting her to be bouncing around excitedly as soon as she steps through the door?”

Wang Shaohua waved his hand, “Not exactly.”

Su Yuehua said, “Alright, let’s not linger in the living room. Our sweetie will feel uncomfortable coming out to wash up later. Let’s head back to our room, wash up, and go to sleep too.”

Wang Shaohua could only shrug, saying, “Alright, let’s go back to the room first. We’ll deal with other things tomorrow.”

Su Yuehua also stood up. As they walked towards their room, she said, “You go to work as usual tomorrow. I’ll take another day off to stay home with Xinran.”

Late into the night, Xu and Shan, who had been escorted out of Fayue Restaurant by the security guards, desperately rushed back to the Film Academy, attempting to quickly restore all the altered art exam scores before the media began a large-scale attack. At the same time, both of them called their families, instructing them to immediately visit the homes of the connected individuals to return the money. They had to return all the money before dawn. But the problem was, the bribes they had received had long been deposited in the bank. Now, each of them needed to return over one million in illicit income, but where could they get so much cash in the middle of the night?

However, upon hearing how critical their situation was, the families on both sides frantically called relatives and friends everywhere, borrowing money to raise cash. Whether there was still room for negotiation depended on whether these two matters could be resolved tonight.

They just didn’t know that news from the media spread extremely quickly.

While the two were still busy changing scores at the Film Academy, the Dean and Secretary and other leaders of the Film Academy had already heard about the matter from media professionals they knew. They were then greatly enraged and took it extremely seriously, immediately calling Xu and Shan directly, severely questioning them on two points: first, how they provoked Li Mu; and second, whether the score alteration was true.

How would Xu and Shan dare to admit to altering the scores? They could only say that due to a minor oversight in their work, a student’s score was messed up, and unexpectedly, that student had some connection to Li Mu, which angered him.

The Dean naturally knew Li Mu’s influence within the education and media systems. Regardless of whether his two subordinates were telling the truth or not, what he cared about most was the school’s reputation. If Li Mu really stirred up a major scandal, he didn’t care whether Xu and Shan lived or died. What he cared about was that as the Dean, he would inevitably be implicated.

Thus, the Dean severely demanded over the phone, “The media has already started to publish or is preparing to publish. I don’t care whether you two did what Li Mu said or not, and I don’t care what methods you use. Even if you have to go to his door and kowtow to beg for mercy, you must make Li Mu stop pursuing this matter. Otherwise, just wait for the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments’ investigation. Even if the investigation results prove you two are innocent, you can forget about staying at the Film Academy!”

Xu and Shan now had no room for retreat. Either Li Mu would send them to prison, or Li Mu would make them scram from the Film Academy. The key to all of this lay with Li Mu, and the fundamental reason Li Mu was fighting to the bitter end with them was due to Wang Xinran and Chen Yueyue’s art exam scores.

At this moment, their guts turned green with regret. At Fayue, Li Mu had given them a chance. If they hadn’t tried to play dumb with Li Mu back then and had agreed to change the scores back and apologize within twenty-four hours, Li Mu might not have been so tough. Unfortunately, there’s no medicine for regret in the real world.

After much deliberation, the two finally made a decision. They first modified the art exam score records, then re-created an art exam score notice for Wang Xinran with her original scores. After that, they found Wang Xinran’s home address from the student registration archives. The two, clutching a notice and two anxious hearts, set off for Wang Xinran’s home that very night to apologize and beg for forgiveness.

Around eleven PM, Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua lay in bed chatting. Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran also lay on Wang Xinran’s bed, still awake. Wang Xinran spoke very little, just staring blankly at the ceiling in a daze. Su Yingxue stayed by her side, occasionally saying a few words reminiscing about the past, trying to lighten the atmosphere between them.

Wang Xinran suddenly turned over, looking at Su Yingxue’s profile, and curiously asked, “Sister, how did you meet such a good man like Brother-in-law?”

Su Yingxue turned to face her, smiling slightly, and said, “Didn’t I tell you? He and I were high school classmates.”

Wang Xinran nodded and said, “I know that. What I actually want to ask is, how did you two get together?”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, then said, “If you’re just talking about the process, he confessed to me, and I accepted. But if you go deeper, I actually had a good impression of him when we were in high school, and I could feel he had a good impression of me too, but neither of us ever mentioned it to the other. Later, he also got into Renmin University, and that’s when I felt that good impression instantly elevated to the level of fondness. Subconsciously, I felt that if he confessed to me, I would agree to get together with him. Or you could say, by then I already wanted to get together with him, I was just waiting for him to confess.”

Wang Xinran sighed softly, sincerely saying, “I really envy you. I hope I can also find a boyfriend like Brother-in-law after I go to college.”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “You, don’t always call him ‘Brother-in-law’ haphazardly in front of him from now on.”

Wang Xinran rarely smiled, and asked, “What, are you shy?”

Su Yingxue’s eyes darted slightly, saying, “It’s not that I’m shy, it’s mainly that I’m afraid he might feel awkward. When it’s just the two of us chatting privately, I don’t mind what you say.”

Wang Xinran nodded, “I know, I’ll pay attention from now on… Oh, right, Sister, where did Brother-in-law get so much money? His previous car was brand new, why did he change it again? The Mercedes-Benz he drove today must cost over one million, right?”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips, sighed softly, and said, “I don’t know where he gets so much money either. He doesn’t go to class often, and I’m not entirely sure what he’s specifically doing, but the Alipay company that comes with 3321 is something he built himself. That one seems to be cooperating with some companies now and has some income.”

Wang Xinran’s face was full of adoration, “That’s incredible! My Dad doesn’t know what year he’ll ever be able to drive a Mercedes-Benz…”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “When it’s time for him to drive one, he naturally will. You just spend all day lost in crazy thoughts.”

Wang Xinran smiled awkwardly and asked, “Sister, do you think Brother-in-law can help me get my altered scores changed back?”

Su Yingxue wasn’t clear about Li Mu’s other matters, but she was very familiar with 3321. Thinking of Li Mu’s attitude today and what he said to Zhang Lan and her son, and to Xu and Shan, she knew Li Mu could definitely resolve this matter.

So, she said seriously, “Don’t worry, he definitely can. I estimate it might be settled as early as tomorrow.”

Wang Xinran’s face lit up with uncontrollable joy, saying, “Brother-in-law is really amazing! He scared those two directors so much they knelt down, almost kowtowing to him.”

Saying this, Wang Xinran fell into thought again, mumbling, “If the scores really do get changed back, I actually still really want to go to the Film Academy…”

Su Yingxue said, “After the scores are changed back, whether you go or not will be entirely up to you.”

Wang Xinran nodded gently.

Just as they were speaking, a few knocks sounded outside. Wang Xinran curiously mumbled, “It’s already eleven o’clock, who would be knocking at the door?”

Su Yingxue put her arm around her neck and laughed, “It’s probably for paternal aunt or paternal uncle-in-law. Alright, don’t worry so much, go to sleep early.”

In the master bedroom.

Su Yuehua also heard the knocking and was a bit surprised, asking her husband, “Who could it be this late?”

Wang Shaohua, though surprised, still smiled and said, “Who it is, we won’t know until we open the door and see, right? You lie down, I’ll go check.”

With that, Wang Shaohua got up, wearing his pajamas, and went to the living room. He unconsciously opened the door. As he hadn’t yet adjusted to the bright lights, his first glance outside after opening the door didn’t spot anyone. Wang Shaohua frowned, about to close the door, when he suddenly heard two thumps from beneath his feet. Startled, he instinctively jumped back. Only after focusing did he realize that there were a man and a woman kneeling at the doorway, and they had just kowtowed loudly to him…

What in the world…

Wang Shaohua was scared speechless, exclaiming, “Who are you!?”

Knocking on the door in the middle of the night and kowtowing – this wasn’t just incredible, it was utterly appalling.

Director Xu’s voice was full of tears as he said, “Mr. Wang, hello, I am Xu Yang, the Director of the Film Academy’s Admissions Office. This is Shan Juan, the Director of the Film Academy’s Acting Department. We’ve come here to apologize and seek您的forgiveness for your family…”

Wang Shaohua’s brain wasn’t working fast enough. He had never been to the Film Academy and didn’t know these two directors from there. But hearing them announce their identities, his worldview and values were utterly overturned. His daughter had failed an exam, and today, in her greatest pain, he had even sadly thought that if he could fulfill his daughter’s dream of attending the Film Academy, he would be willing to go to the Film Academy and kneel before the leaders. But who could have foreseen that in the middle of the night, two people claiming to be directors from the Film Academy would come to his house and kneel and kowtow to him…?

Su Yuehua also heard the commotion and came out of the bedroom. Seeing two people kneeling at the door, she was both startled and scared, and couldn’t help but ask her husband, “Shao Hua, what’s going on?”

Wang Shaohua stammered, “I don’t know either. As soon as I opened the door, they were like this. They claim to be directors from the Film Academy, I don’t know if it’s true.”

“It’s true, it’s true!” The two nodded repeatedly. At the same time, Xu Yang reached into his jacket pocket and took out a work license, intending to hand it to Wang Shaohua. Just then, Wang Xinran’s voice came from behind Wang Shaohua: “Why are you two here?”





Chapter 456: Handle Things Beautifully

“Xinran, you know them?”

Su Yuehua looked at her daughter in surprise, then pointed at the man and woman kneeling before them, who were even older than herself. She couldn’t understand what was happening.

Wang Xinran nodded, her expression indignant as she said, “They are the Admissions Director and the Head of the Performance Department from the Film Academy…”

Wang Shaohua was stunned. Were they really directors from the Film Academy? What were these two directors doing kowtowing at their doorstep in the middle of the night?

Director Xu and Director Shan were desperate. If they could get Li Mu to let them off, they were willing to do anything. Otherwise, tomorrow morning’s sun might be the last they saw while free. A ten-year sentence was the minimum, with a maximum of life imprisonment. And Li Mu’s media connections were so powerful; thinking of this, both of them were almost collapsing in panic.

Wang Xinran briefly explained the situation they encountered at dinner tonight to her astonished and surprised parents. Once she finished, Wang Shaohua, who was usually good-tempered, also became furious.

He had originally thought his daughter was pushed out by connected individuals because her grades weren’t good enough, but he never expected such a hidden agenda. His daughter’s grades had actually been secretly lowered by these two unscrupulous people!

Director Xu cried, tears streaming down his face, “We were negligent for a moment. We rushed back to the school overnight to re-sort all the scores…”

As he spoke, he pulled out an art exam score notification from his pocket and handed it to Wang Shaohua with both hands, saying, “Wang Xinran’s art exam score this time is 85.5 points. Please take a look, this is the corrected transcript.”

Wang Shaohua snatched the transcript, his eyes scanning it. It showed Wang Xinran’s professional art exam score was 85.5, ranking eighth in this year’s art exam. It was an incredibly impressive score. Thinking of his daughter’s aggrieved look all day today, Wang Shaohua was so angry he wanted to slap them repeatedly.

Su Yuehua was indescribably enraged too. She understood that these two had come to their door because they were afraid Li Mu would expose their illegal activities to the media. Not only did she not soften her heart at all because they were kowtowing for forgiveness, but she found them even more disgusting and vile.

Director Shan then shuffled forward on his knees towards the house, crying, “We came late at night to bother you because we just want to beg your family to forgive our momentary lapse in judgment. Please, for the sake of our active efforts to correct this, give us a chance! Please!”

With that, Director Shan kowtowed again.

Director Xu followed suit, kowtowing beside him, his bald spot hairstyle looking even more disheveled. He reminded himself: a true man can be adaptable (can be arrogant when powerful and humble when necessary). In the face of imprisonment and confiscation of assets, what is a kowtow or a kneel worthless? If they could just resolve this peacefully, even bruising their head would be worth it.

Su Yuehua doesn’t buy it in the slightest. She angrily rebuked, “You used my daughter’s future for personal gain. We absolutely will not forgive this kind of behavior. You can leave. The law will naturally give us a fair account of this matter; we don’t need you to correct it!”

Upon hearing this, Director Shan immediately burst into tears, wailing, “Please calm down, don’t stoop to our level. We both have our own families. My two children are still studying abroad. What will happen to them if something happens to me…”

Director Shan had unintentionally spoken from the heart, but it completely enraged Wang Shaohua: “Where did the money for your two children to study abroad come from? Wasn’t it exchanged for the ruined futures of one child after another?”

Director Xu, seeing that the other party remained unmoved, used his killer move. He slapped himself in the face with both hands, crying, “We were wrong! We were wrong!”

He repeated it six times, delivering six slaps, then pleaded tearfully, “We made a mistake due to momentary confusion, but we deserve a chance to reform, don’t we? Please help us, tell Li Mu, ask him not to pursue this anymore. We are willing to compensate, name any amount…”

Su Yuehua said righteously, “I don’t want your compensation, nor do I need your hypocritical apologies and pleas. Please leave my house, right now, immediately!”

Director Shan persisted, saying, “Please be merciful, otherwise both of our families will be ruined…”

Su Yuehua instantly flared up, shouting angrily, “If you don’t leave now, I’ll call the police!” With that, she immediately turned and went back to her room, picking up her phone to dial 110.

Seeing this, Director Xu knew that pleading was useless. It would be even more troublesome if she really called the police. In utter helplessness, he and Director Shan slinked away.

After they left, Su Yuehua let out a long sigh of relief and said to Wang Shaohua, “With Li Mu’s influence, what will happen to them?”

Wang Shaohua thought for a moment: “If things escalate to court, they won’t get away with less than fifteen years, will they?”

Su Yuehua nodded softly, clutching her fists, and said with emotion, “Good, truly good!” Then, she turned to Su Yingxue and said, “Yingxue, tell Li Mu that your paternal aunt wants to treat him to a meal. Our family of three wants to thank him in person. Ask him when he’s free.”

…

After Zhang Lan returned home, she called her husband, who was in Japan, and infuriatingly embellished a long story about what she and her daughter had experienced that day.

Chen Guanghua was currently in Japan negotiating a major cooperation project. He had built from scratch in the plastics manufacturing industry. Over ten years ago, he and his wife were both employees of a state-owned plastics factory. Later, during the state-owned enterprise reform, Chen Guanghua, being quick-witted, used backdoor channels to buy the plastics factory’s production line at an extremely low price and started working independently.

Later, with the development of China’s automobile manufacturing industry, his plastics factory began seeking transformation, venturing into automotive parts manufacturing. However, they mainly produced various low-standard, low-technical skill plastic parts needed inside cars. Currently, his main partners were several domestic truck brands, and he himself had always wanted to enter the passenger vehicle market. Still, insufficient production processes, lack of brand recognition, and limited sales channels made it difficult for his products to gain a foothold in the more demanding passenger vehicle market.

Some time ago, Chen Guanghua learned that a subsidiary of a large Japanese conglomerate that manufactured plastic parts intended to relocate its production line to China and form a joint venture with relevant local enterprises to catch the fast track of the rapidly developing China’s domestic car market. For China’s manufacturing enterprises in the early 21st century, a joint venture meant market competitiveness. Chen Guanghua very much hoped to facilitate this cooperation, thereby allowing his industry to take a big leap forward.

When he received the call, Chen Guanghua had just finished dinner with the Japanese representatives. After a few days of contact, they had shown a certain level of recognition for his company’s situation, and both parties had already set to sign the contract tomorrow. Chen Guanghua was also waiting to seal this cooperation before triumphantly returning home.

For the joint venture factory, the Japanese side would provide technology, equipment, and patents, while he would contribute people, effort, money, and land. In addition, the Japanese side would also provide sales channels after the factory was built and operational. Without saying anything else, several Japanese automobile companies had already established joint ventures in China; the demand for plastic parts was huge, so there would be no worries about sales for their products.

Back at the hotel, Chen Guanghua, who had been feeling high-spirited, was greatly angered after hearing about his wife and daughter’s plight. He immediately asked about Li Mu’s background. After Zhang Lan finished recounting the incident, Chen Guanghua angrily said, “Damn it, he’s got a little fame in the education system and doesn’t know his place! I’ll go back tomorrow after signing the contract with the Japanese manufacturer. At that time, I’ll definitely help you two get revenge!”

Zhang Lan reminded him, “That kid has a good relationship with Li Tong. Li Tong canceled your membership card at the restaurant on the spot.”

“Li Tong’s friend?” Chen Guanghua was momentarily stunned, and a doubt crept into his heart.

Li Tong’s family ranked among the top twenty in Yanjing, possessing immense financial resources and connections. In contrast, Chen Guanghua was a self-made man with no strong family connections. Now, worth over one billion yuan and with an annual income of tens of millions, he was certainly a standard multimillionaire, but his magnitude still paled significantly compared to Li Tong.

Zhang Lan also said, “The two surnamed Xu and Shan seem to be quite scared of him. Just now, Director Xu’s wife called me, saying she wants to return the money I gave him. I think he doesn’t want to help us with Yueyue’s enrollment anymore. Yueyue is throwing a fit now, saying if anything goes wrong with her schooling, she’ll kill herself to show us.”

After hearing all this, Chen Guanghua clicked his tongue and said with a dark expression into the phone, “How about this, we’ll discuss this in detail when I get back. Li Tong is powerful, but we don’t rely on him to earn a single penny, so there’s no need to fear him. Once I seal this contract tomorrow, I’ll be running a Sino-Japanese joint venture. Anyone who wants to cause trouble will have to weigh the consequences first.”

…

Li Tong felt very guilty all night.

His friend had a meal at his restaurant and was angered by one of his customers, and he wasn’t even there. This made him feel somewhat inadequate.

After much deliberation, he told Xu Jiaming about the incident. Xu Jiaming was also quite indignant upon hearing about it and inquired about the other party’s background. Li Tong had some understanding of his restaurant’s members and roughly explained Chen Guanghua’s situation.

Xu Jiaming didn’t say much and immediately had someone investigate Chen Guanghua’s background.

What happened at Fayue Restaurant spread not only in the media but also very quickly within Yanjing’s social circles. Some people who were present at the scene during dinner later gossiped with friends, spreading the story. It even reached Chen Ze’s ears.

Chen Ze called Xu Jiaming in the middle of the night, opening with, “Did you hear about Li Mu’s matter?”

Xu Jiaming hummed in affirmation, saying, “Yes, Li Tong called me.”

Chen Ze said, “Li Mu has notified all media outlets to publicly denounce them by real name. It seems he’s quite desperate about this.”

Xu Jiaming said, “Indeed. Apart from 3321, he’s very low-key about other matters. This time, escalating things so much, he must be truly desperate.”

Chen Ze said, “We are both Muye Technology shareholders. We usually don’t contribute much effort or resources. If he encounters trouble outside, we can’t let him feel wronged. I’ve mostly understood Chen Guanghua’s situation. His factory, production lines, warehouses, and logistics are all in Yanjing. I’ll take care of things on the Yanjing side. You can handle the rest as you see fit.”

Xu Jiaming chuckled, “Alright, I’ve also looked into it. He’s currently in Japan discussing cooperation with a Japanese company and is about to sign the contract. Coincidentally, our family has been cooperating with that Japanese company’s parent company for over ten years. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say we’re their most important partner in China. So, his contract won’t be signed tomorrow, for sure.”

Chen Ze understood immediately upon hearing this. Before he could speak, Xu Jiaming had already thought of the same thing. He smiled with satisfaction and said, “Let’s handle things beautifully. After it’s done, let’s invite him out for a meal together. I happen to have something to talk to him about.”

“Okay, should we call Li Tong too?”

Chen Ze pondered for a moment: “Yes, call him. He’s worth befriending.”





Chapter 457: Resource Integration and Multifaceted Linkage

Today was Chen Wan’s first official recording session in the studio.

From the morning, she had been in Xiangnan Satellite TV’s No. 1 studio recording two episodes of Happy Camp for the end of May. Recording two episodes consecutively on her first day in the studio was indeed a significant challenge for Chen Wan.

However, her personal professional manners were excellent, and the veteran Hosts were very friendly to her. As a result, the entire process went very smoothly, without the mistakes she feared or holding back the production team.

Although Chen Wan was a complete newcomer at Xiangnan Satellite TV, everyone knew she had already garnered considerable popularity. Most importantly, she had the strong backing of Muye Technology and Muye Films. While Muye Films was a newly established film and television cultural company, Muye Technology was extraordinary. It influenced tens of millions of internet users, and its online influence far surpassed that of Xiangnan Satellite TV. Therefore, everyone treated Chen Wan with a friendliness exceeding that given to any other newcomer.

Among the two episodes recorded today, the first one was the most important, as it was the Old Boys special. The entire Simple Plan band, along with Du Wei, came in person to show support for Chen Wan.

During the recording, the Simple Plan band and Du Wei instinctively gravitated towards Chen Wan, giving her very high exposure in her debut episode on Happy Camp. Chen Wan’s generous and witty hosting style also earned great praise from the production team.

In this episode, Simple Plan performed Old Boys live, and Du Wei also performed Fleet of Time live. Judging from the audience’s mass sing-along, these two songs had truly become so popular that no one didn’t know how to sing them.

Most importantly, in the first episode, the Hosts and guests officially introduced Who is the Undercover, a brand-new party game, on the Happy Camp stage for the first time. The game achieved excellent comedic and interactive effects on the spot, leaving the audience cheering for more. When the game reached exciting parts, the enthusiastic audience nearly brought the house down.

Director Zhou Sheng also knew how to return a favor. He specifically arranged for He Jiong to deliberately explain to the audience before playing the game that it was brought by Chen Wan and selflessly shared with the production team. For this, the other Hosts even had a special segment of applause to thank her, which Chen Wan herself hadn’t expected.

In between the recording of the two episodes, while the Hosts were changing clothes and reapplying makeup, Zhou Sheng couldn’t help but exclaim, “Our Happy Camp has never had such a great live effect, has it?”

The assistant next to him nodded, “Indeed. The audience members are employees of the sponsoring companies, and they’re usually not very willing unless there are employees who are particularly interested. But today’s audience was truly thrilled! The live effect of Who is the Undercover was truly beyond imagination. I think our viewership will increase significantly when this episode airs; it will definitely stand out from all other variety shows.”

“Yes, with a new game, a new Host, heavyweight guests, and Muye Technology’s online support, this episode’s ratings and reputation are bound to explode,” Zhou Sheng could hardly contain his excitement. At the same time, his impression of Chen Wan grew even better. She had just arrived and already brought such a huge gift; this girl was truly his lucky star.

After the two episodes were finished, the production team prepared to find a restaurant to celebrate. As the Hosts were removing their makeup in the dressing room, Li Xiang picked up her phone and saw a text message. With a surprised look, she couldn’t help but ask her assistant, “Caicai, which episode is scheduled for the 3321 core team to record the charity education special for Happy Camp?”

The girl called Caicai replied without hesitation, “Sister Xiang, it’s the second episode in June.”

Li Xiang said, “So that means it will be recorded in late May.”

Caicai nodded.

Li Xiang asked again, “Has the guest list from 3321 been finalized? Does it include their founder Li Mu?”

Caicai thought for a moment and said, “I don’t think so. Among the people coming from their side, the highest-ranking person is called Dong Ai.”

Li Xiang murmured to herself, “That Li Mu is so high-profile in his actions, it would be great if we could invite him.”

Chen Wan, who was nearby and overheard her mention Li Mu, couldn’t help but smile, “Sister Xiang, Li Mu hasn’t appeared much in 3321’s affairs for a long time, has he?”

“That’s right.” Li Xiang nodded and smiled, “His Publicly denounced report today will surely sweep the nation tomorrow. It would be perfect if he could come for the episode we record at the end of the month.”

Chen Wan asked curiously, “Publicly denounce? What happened?”

Li Xiang handed her phone to Chen Wan and said, “Here, see for yourself.”

Chen Wan took the phone and saw a text message from “Zhang Dandan.” Chen Wan knew Zhang Dandan was a Host for Xiangnan Satellite TV’s evening news, and the content of her message startled Chen Wan.

“Sister Xiang, Li Mu from 3321 just had Dong Ai, 3321’s CEO, issue a media announcement, publicly denouncing two directors from Yanjing Film Academy for corruption and abusing their power. Hundreds of media outlets have already responded to this matter, and it’s expected to become a major hot topic soon. The 3321 core team will be on your show for engagements soon, so you might want to pay attention.”

Upon seeing this, Chen Wan’s first thought was whether Li Mu had been bullied. Otherwise, given his personality, he wouldn’t blow up a matter this big, mobilizing all media resources. This was simply unimaginable.

However, she didn’t show too much surprise in front of Li Xiang, nor did she call Li Mu directly. This was because Li Mu’s other identity was still very mysterious to most people, and Xiangnan Satellite TV was no exception. Although they had discussed cooperation with Muye Films and received promises of promotional help from Muye Technology, the points of contact were never Li Mu. No one knew the specific situation of the Muye Technology and Muye Films boss.

Thinking of this, Chen Wan said to the makeup artist, “Xiao Bei, wait for me. I’m going to the restroom.”

The makeup artist immediately stopped working. Chen Wan stood up, picked up her phone from the table, and left the dressing room. She found an empty corner and called Li Mu.

Li Mu was currently at home testing Taobao’s backend. When he saw Chen Wan calling, he quickly answered, smiling, “Sister, still awake so late?”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but get straight to the point, “I heard you issued an announcement to the media. What happened? Is something wrong?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “It’s nothing major. I just couldn’t stand the actions of some people, and I want them to pay the price for what they’ve done.”

Chen Wan asked, “Is it necessary to blow it up this big? I’m worried it will negatively impact you if it escalates.”

Li Mu smiled and comforted her, “Don’t worry, Sister. All the content I’m reporting is real and verifiable.”

“What if the police can’t find evidence?”

“If they can’t find evidence, the most they can do is accuse me of slander. If that happens, I’ll accept it. Don’t worry about it, I have a grasp of the situation.”

Chen Wan felt a little relieved then and said, “Then you must handle it well.”

Li Mu acknowledged. Hearing some utterly bewildered and noisy sounds around her, he couldn’t help but ask, “Haven’t you gone home yet so late?”

Chen Wan said, “I was in the studio today, and I just finished recording two episodes.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Really? How was the effect?”

Chen Wan said genuinely, “It was exceptionally good. It should be the best episode of Happy Camp ever.”

“When will it air?”

“In the latter half of the month.”

“I’ll definitely watch it as soon as it’s broadcast.”

Chen Wan said, “I’m off tomorrow. I don’t have much planned for the next week, so I’m thinking of resting tomorrow and returning to Yanjing the day after.”

“Great,” Li Mu said, smiling, “Tell me your flight number after you buy the ticket, and I’ll pick you up.”

“Okay, I won’t talk to you anymore, Sister. My makeup isn’t off yet, and they’re going to celebrate after this.”

“Okay, be careful yourself. Don’t drink casually when you’re alone in another city.”

“Mm, I know. You get some rest too.”

…

At this moment, Li Mu, who was at the center of the incident, was quite calm. He was busy reviewing Taobao’s backend and his work emails. As for Wang Xinran’s situation, all he needed to do was entrust the remaining matters to the media. Xu and Shan would surely be investigated, arrested, interrogated, and finally sentenced. The Film Academy would definitely step forward to correct all errors, Wang Xinran would surely enroll in school again, and Chen Yueyue would definitely not be able to enter the Film Academy’s gates. If there were any variables in between, he would mobilize even more powerful resources to push things forward.

Most of Taobao’s backend functions were already completed, and frontend development was nearly done. However, Li Mu was still not entirely satisfied with some display details. He had already organized a document and sent it, asking the designers to refine it further and strive for better results.

Currently, Fang Xudong had already completed the core architecture for Taobao, and frontend and backend adjustments wouldn’t take too long. The embedded YY feature within the transaction system had also been developed, waiting to be debugged once all interfaces with Alipay were ready. By then, the entire framework would be complete. The rest would be filling in and modifying details. After these were done, the platform could be announced as built, and all other tasks would be handed over to operations.

Lin Qingya informed Li Mu in an email that she had arranged for the MP3 player’s appearance design patent to be applied for, and the details of the contract manufacturers were included as an attachment. Li Mu still needed to decide which manufacturer would be chosen.

The MP3 player patent designed by Arya was under Li Mu’s personal name. He planned to register a personal brand before MP3 production began, then package and authorize his brand and hardware to Eting Technology. At that time, Eting.com would have an additional naming right on the MP3 player, much like how China Mobile customized special model phones from Nokia, which wouldn’t affect Nokia’s own brand display.

Li Mu’s reason for doing this was simple: he wanted to use the MP3 player as an attempt in the hardware field. If this MP3 player could be an instant hit, it could ignite a hardware brand. Eting.com, in his eyes, was merely a chess piece and an ATM. After Tieba was established, its role as a chess piece became increasingly minor, leaving only its mission as an ATM. He would certainly gradually sell it to Baidu, so he absolutely could not give away the patent rights and brand name of this hardware to Eting Technology for free.

After operating in this mode, Eting Technology would then publicly announce that they had exclusively customized a certain brand of MP3, and designated Eting.com’s official flagship store on Taobao as the sole sales channels for this MP3. Finally, all of Muye Technology’s various online resources would be used to promote it and direct users to Taobao. People would complete orders and payments on Taobao, and finally, the Postal Service would deliver them. This would be easily handled. After that, people would remember Eting.com, remember Taobao, and also remember the MP3’s own brand. A single investment would yield multiple layers of beneficiaries.

This was the resource integration and multifaceted linkage Li Mu desired, and it was the fundamental reason why he painstakingly set up such a large operation: to make every aspect of his venture support and cooperate with each other, in order to achieve a vast and admired enterprise!





Chapter 458: Chen Guanghua’s Grand Ambitions

After finishing the tasks at hand, Li Mu downloaded the MP3 OEM manufacturer data from the attachment. This time, he had sent out three teams, each returning with detailed information and basic quotes from no fewer than ten OEM factories.

Li Mu reviewed them one by one, starting with the mainland China OEM factories. There were four in total, mostly concentrated in Shenzhen and the surrounding Dongguan area. Their overall quotes were lower; for a 64MB memory configuration, most of the OEM prices were around 300 yuan. However, the retail price of a typical 64MB MP3 player generally doubled this cost. Taiwan had three factories, two of which were relatively well-known and had their production lines in mainland China, but their prices were about 10% higher. Korea had two, with quotes around 370 yuan, making them the highest among all OEM factories.

Li Mu focused on the introductions of several mainland China OEM factories and found that a company named Fuguang in Shenzhen was quite powerful. They were currently manufacturing MP3 players for numerous domestic brands, including the relatively famous Patriot.

As for the Taiwanese companies, MP3 player OEM was not their main business, and the brands they collaborated with were relatively niche. However, judging from their OEM product introductions and brochures, the overall processing technology level of Taiwanese companies was slightly higher. This was normal; in 2002, mainland China’s electronics manufacturing industry was still in the catching-up phase, with many small businesses but fewer large-scale enterprises. Furthermore, Taiwan had historically been the world’s electronic OEM hub, so their experience and strength in this area were indeed superior to mainland China’s companies.

As for the Korean OEM companies, Li Mu found them somewhat puzzling. Their overall strength was not even comparable to that of the Taiwanese companies, yet their prices were higher. Thus, after a simple comparison, Li Mu immediately dismissed the Korean companies.

After several rounds of screening, Li Mu selected Fuguang and Taiwan’s Zhonghui. He then replied to Lin Qingya via email, asking her to arrange for someone to further communicate and negotiate with these two OEM factories to see if prices could be lowered further, while also ensuring delivery speed. Most importantly, the factories needed to provide a repair rate guarantee: if the repair rate was below the agreed standard, the repair costs would be borne by their side; if it exceeded the agreed rate, the exceeding costs would be borne by the factory. Furthermore, the factories had to guarantee that the overall repair rate within one year would not exceed 10%.

The current MP3 player market was a mixed bag, with even well-known brands adopting OEM and white-labeling practices, not to mention countless obscure small brands. Li Mu checked online and found that the highest repair rates for unknown MP3 player brands reached 40-50%, while well-known brands were typically between 10-20%. Those with slightly better quality control could generally keep it around 15%. Therefore, Li Mu’s demand was not excessive; to build a good brand, at minimum, hardware quality needed adequate assurance.

After replying to the email, Li Mu lay in bed, contemplating the brand. Creating hardware required a simple, memorable brand, making the brand name crucial. In later generations, there were so many mobile phone brands, but some had bizarre, odd names that utterly killed any desire to purchase, even causing a sense of awkwardness just by looking at them.

For example, there was a classic online joke: “Hey, what phone did you buy?” “I bought a hammer.” “Damn, why are you cursing me out…”

However, this matter was not urgent; he could take his time thinking about it later.

He turned off his computer, lay in bed, and just as he was about to fall asleep, his phone vibrated. Li Mu picked it up and saw a text message from Su Yingxue: “Thank you so much for what you did today…”

Li Mu replied: “Do you really need to be so polite with me?”

Su Yingxue replied: “This was very important for my paternal aunt and her family of three. I’m thanking you on their behalf. Also, my paternal aunt said she wants to treat you to dinner and asked when you’re free.”

Li Mu replied: “Let’s talk about it once this matter has settled. Tomorrow, the media will all be active, and the Film Academy will likely respond quickly. As for the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments, once the media exposes something, their efficiency in handling matters becomes extraordinarily fast. So, I feel it should be resolved by the day after tomorrow. We can discuss dinner then. Otherwise, if something unexpected happens, I’d feel really bad about it.”

Su Yingxue said: “You’ve already done more than enough. If it weren’t for you, Xinran might never have known the hidden truth. And even if she learned it from Chen Yueyue’s mouth later, she would definitely have been deeply hurt. Fortunately, she met Chen Yueyue today, and you were there to protect her.”

Li Mu’s mind suddenly replayed that moment of daze on Tiangiao, recalling “Haunted by Dreams,” and the feeling he had when he suddenly awoke and thought of Su Yingxue. He then became certain of one thing in his heart: no matter what, Su Yingxue was the most direct proof of his existence in this world. She alone was the person he had missed in his previous life and never met again. She alone was the one who had haunted his dreams for so many years in his past life. And now, she had become his girlfriend, which was the greatest reversal in Li Mu’s two lifetimes, a lighthouse ensuring his life would not go astray.

With this thought, Li Mu replied: “As your boyfriend, I have to defend everything around you.”

“It’s so good to have you…” Su Yingxue lay beside Xue Guilan’s younger sister, clutching her phone, her face filled with sweetness and happiness. Her mind unconsciously replayed the strong connection that had led her and Li Mu to this point. She had never imagined they would both get into the same university and then become a couple, much less that Li Mu would unleash such astonishing energy in college. So much so that many times, she felt she wasn’t good enough for him; compared to him, she was simply too ordinary.

…

The next day, starting from six in the morning, major television stations began broadcasting news of Li Mu’s public denouncement of two directors at the Film Academy. Apart from CCTV, almost all provincial and municipality-level television stations across the country aired the report without exception. Several newspapers sold in Yanjing that morning also covered the incident with very prominent layouts. Besides reporting the incident itself, the media also characterized it, uniformly stating in their reports: if this matter were confirmed true after investigation, it would likely pull back the curtain on corruption in the art exam domain for art academies. For a long time, the public had significantly questioned the fairness of art exams, and this incident might become a landmark event in the history of art exams.

The media collectively rallied, pushing Li Mu and the Film Academy into the sensitive period of public opinion. However, Li Mu and the Film Academy stood in completely different positions. Li Mu, thanks to 3321, enjoyed an excellent reputation with both the media and the public. Furthermore, from an essential analysis of the incident, Li Mu could not have baseless accused the two directors, as he stood to gain no benefit from it. As for the two accused directors, they were not trusted by anyone at this moment, because if they had indeed engaged in fraud and illegal activities during the Film Academy’s art exams, the illicit gains would likely be enormous, as Yanjing Film Academy was, after all, the most famous, indeed the premier, temple-level film academy in mainland China.

While public opinion in mainland China brewed a storm, Chen Guanghua, far away in Japan, was in high spirits.

His wife’s call last night was just a minor interlude for him. Although he was angry, his mood today was unusually good. His wife and child’s trivial matters were nothing compared to what lay ahead, because today he was officially signing a contract with the Japanese company’s representative. This signaled that he would become the owner of 50% shares in a Sino-Japanese joint venture. Once the contract was signed, all resources promised by the Japanese side — new processes, new technologies, new products, new buyers — would immediately begin to materialize. This marked the dawn of a new era.

At 7:30 AM local time, Chen Guanghua woke up early and put on the best suit he had brought with him. After his assistant rushed over to help him meticulously tidy his appearance, he emerged from his hotel room full of vigor.

His signing team, too, was already prepared. Chen Guanghua led everyone to the hotel restaurant for a hearty breakfast, where he held a brief meeting at the table, or rather, a short motivational speech.

“We’re leaving at eight-thirty and arriving at their company promptly at nine. Damn these Japanese have strung us along for so long and constrained us so much in the contract. As long as we can sign this agreement quickly, I’ll put up with all of it. Today, we’re cutting through the red tape, finalizing the contract details on the spot, and signing it on the spot. Even if it takes until tomorrow, we must get this contract signed! I won’t feel at ease until it’s done, delays may bring trouble.”

As he spoke, he looked at his wife’s younger brother, Zhang Lan’s brother Zhang Shan, and said, “Xiao Shan, you need to engage more with that Japanese contact and build a good relationship, because once the contract is signed, he’ll definitely be the Japanese head of our joint venture project. You must do everything you can to make them speed up the factory construction. You can privately sound him out; if he’s looking to make some money, slip him a bit. Once he’s in mainland China, use all your charm to win him over. Aren’t you most familiar with Yanjing’s entertainment spots? Take him there every few days and completely charm him!”

Zhang Shan chuckled and said, “Brother-in-law, as long as you reimburse me, I’ll make sure he’s well-entertained; he’ll be so happy he won’t even long for Japan anymore!”

Chen Guanghua said with a serious face, “How can he not long for Japan? He needs to be here for more ‘days’!”

The whole table burst into laughter.

Zhang Shan cheerfully asked, “Brother-in-law, once we sign with the Japanese this time, will we be able to secure supply contracts from Japanese manufacturers like Honda, Toyota, and Nissan in the future?”

Chen Guanghua said, “The Japanese side indicated they have the resources to provide, but we also need to find a way to communicate well with the mainland China counterparts of these joint ventures. If we open up both sides, it’s practically a sure thing.”

After speaking, Chen Guanghua said with an expectant look, “If we can start production and successfully enter the automobile sector within this year, next year’s profit will be at least two hundred million yuan. By then, with all these manufacturer connections opened up, we can cut loose from the Japanese and produce auto parts in other areas ourselves. Then, we can directly distribute them through our own manufacturer sales channels. The automobile industry’s development momentum is so strong; if we seize this opportunity, will there be a lack of opportunities to make money in the future? At that point, what’s a mere plastic parts processing factory? We aspire to become mainland China’s largest auto parts manufacturer!”





Chapter 459: Brought Down the Sky

At this moment, Chen Guanghua was exceptionally excited. Sitting at the dining table, he felt like an emperor directing the affairs of the land, leading his brave and skilled subordinates to conquer territories. He also felt that he was about to get on the fast track to wealth, leveraging this cooperation with the Japanese Company to open up a new world. From then on, he would be free to soar like a fish in the wide sea or a bird in the high sky. The future appeared truly magnificent.

But things often turn out to be so dramatic. Just as he was leading his subordinates out of the hotel restaurant, preparing to take a car to the Japanese company, the Japanese liaison called the accompanying translator. The translator, who was about to get into the car, froze instantly upon receiving the call. Chen Guanghua, sitting in the car, couldn’t help but urge, “Xiao Han, what are you spacing out for? Get in the car quickly.”

Xiao Han, the accompanying translator, said to Chen Guanghua with a long face, “General Manager Chen, the Japanese liaison called and said the contract can’t be signed. They told us not to come over.”

“What?!” Chen Guanghua flinched, then snapped, “What kind of trick is this? We’ve been negotiating for so long, and they just say they won’t sign? Find out exactly what’s going on!”

Xiao Han nodded, asked a series of questions in Japanese over the phone, and then reported to Chen Guanghua, “They said their parent company adjusted its strategy and isn’t going to establish a joint venture factory with us. They want to further evaluate stronger related companies.”

“Damn it!” Chen Guanghua’s mind buzzed and exploded. He blurted out, “Get in the car! We’re going to their company to demand an explanation. Are they treating me like a fool?!”

Xiao Han quickly got into the car. Ten minutes later, the group arrived downstairs at the company. Chen Guanghua charged ahead, getting out of the car and trying to rush directly into the company’s main entrance. However, he was stopped by the security guard at the door. The guard bowed and spoke a long string of Japanese. Chen Guanghua, unable to understand, shouted to Xiao Han, “Tell this gatekeeper to get out of my way!”

Xiao Han hurriedly stepped forward to negotiate, but to no avail. Instead, the other party called over a few more security guards using a walkie-talkie. Several guards stood side by side, blocking the entrance completely, giving Chen Guanghua no chance to enter.

Xiao Han said to Chen Guanghua, “General Manager Chen, he says entering requires a prior appointment, and our previous appointment has already been canceled by their internal staff. In other words, the person in charge who was supposed to negotiate with us personally canceled today’s meeting.”

“Damn it! These bastards!” Chen Guanghua’s veins pulsed on his forehead. The feeling was like arranging a road trip with a friend, but crucially, you don’t have a car yourself. So, to prove your worth, you spend days diligently planning routes, packing all kinds of luggage, and preparing food, drinks, and supplies for the road, only to arrive at your friend’s house on the morning of departure and find that they’ve already left without you.

Xiao Han continued to negotiate with them, explaining that his side had been negotiating with their company for many days, and that cooperation was about to begin. They insisted that such a sudden turnaround at a critical moment required an explanation.

Just then, someone came out from the Japanese company and communicated with Xiao Han, telling him, “I’m sorry, but we only reached an intention to cooperate earlier; we didn’t sign any contract or memorandum. Now that we’ve changed our strategy, not signing with you doesn’t violate any principles. Please also do not continue to cause trouble at our company entrance, or we will call the police and let them handle it.”

Seeing that Chen Guanghua had lost his composure, Xiao Han reasoned with the other party alone: “We’ve been in Japan for so many days. You at least owe us an explanation, right?”

The other party thought for a moment and said, “If you provide your round-trip air tickets to Japan, hotel receipts, and proof of your recent expenses in Japan, our company can reimburse the costs.”

Xiao Han was dumbfounded.

This was clearly a sign they were turning hostile. What had happened? Just a few days ago, as the translator, he had followed everything closely, and the Japanese side’s attitude had always been quite good. Although some details were strict, that only indicated their serious intent to cooperate, which was why they were so meticulous with the contract clauses.

But in just one night, everything they had discussed changed? What kind of trick was this? Didn’t people say the Japanese were rigorous and trustworthy in their dealings? How did they also learn to play games in business?

Chen Guanghua was still shouting loudly. Days of hard work and dreams had come to nothing, and his mood was understandably terrible. He had genuinely hoped to open up a massive new market and get a piece of the pie, but he didn’t expect such an unfavorable start, getting thoroughly swindled by the Japanese company.

Given Chen Guanghua’s temper, he wished he could hit someone, then find a large brick and smash the company’s glass door to smithereens. But his subordinates kept reminding him that this was Japan, an unfamiliar place. If he really resorted to violence, setting aside everything else, just dealing with the Japanese police would be enough to put him in for a rough time. The mildest outcome would be deportation; at worst, he might even end up in court.

Xiao Han’s negotiations yielded no results, so he came back to Chen Guanghua and said, “General Manager Chen, I think they’re determined not to cooperate. The guy from their company just said to provide our flight itineraries and hotel accommodation proof, and they’ll reimburse our travel expenses for these past few days in Japan…”

“Reimburse travel expenses…” When Chen Guanghua heard those words, he almost vomited blood.

Who the hell needs those few bucks? Are the Japanese intentionally trying to spite me to death? What’s the damn difference between this and buying a lottery ticket for two yuan to win a five-million grand prize, only for someone to tell you your ticket has a problem, give you your two yuan back, and tell you to get lost?

Chen Guanghua was fuming, yelling and screaming outside the Japanese company, utterly unwilling to leave. He couldn’t accept the Japanese side’s outrageous attitude and tactics. But at the moment, besides cursing in public and protesting right there, he truly couldn’t think of any other solution.

Meanwhile, the industrial district in southeastern Yanjing underwent a sudden fire safety inspection. A large number of inspectors directly descended upon Chen Guanghua’s factory. After a thorough two-hour inspection, they pinpointed a host of fire safety issues and ordered an immediate halt to production for rectification. The factory would only be allowed to resume operations once all safety hazards were completely addressed.

Personnel from the environmental protection department also arrived, stating that the factory was illegally disposing of industrial waste. While demanding rectification, based on their shortcomings, they issued a legitimate and well-substantiated fine of three hundred thousand yuan.

The traffic and transportation department also arrived. Most of the factory’s over twenty large delivery trucks were found to have illegal modifications, to be oversized or overloaded, and to lack proper operating permits. Consequently, the vehicles were impounded and sealed, pending resolution.

Lu Junmin, Chen Guanghua’s trusted confidant left in China to manage the factory, was practically going crazy. He had to deal with so many departmental heads sent to the site by himself, and at the same time, quickly find time to call leaders with connections in these departments for help. He hadn’t skimped on showing respect or making arrangements in various aspects and links normally, so they couldn’t just let their subordinates pick a fight now. If a factory were to operate strictly according to all national standards, it would have gone bankrupt long ago, losing even its underwear. So, didn’t everyone produce ambiguously like this? What did it mean when they all ganged up on us?

As a result, the relevant leaders he contacted all stated that they wouldn’t take the blame. Firstly, this sudden inspection was not initiated by them; secondly, the people who went to the site for inspection were acting on instructions from higher-ups, and they lacked the capability to interfere. They expressed their apologies.

While Lu Junmin was frantic, someone from FAW called him again: “We heard something happened at your factory? Can our latest batch of parts be delivered on time? Our truck production line is operating at full capacity this month. If you let us down, we’ll demand compensation!”

Lu Junmin quickly offered reassurances with a forced smile: “Don’t worry, our issues here are minor and will be resolved quickly; they won’t delay supply.”

After hanging up, someone from Dongfeng also called…

That entire morning, Lu Junmin was so busy his clothes were soaked with sweat two or three times. All sorts of bad things came one after another throughout the morning, and no matter what he tried to do to resolve them, he found no effect.

In one morning, production was halted, the vehicle fleet was grounded, equipment was sealed, and the warehouse was likewise sealed. The entire production process was crippled. Now even the buyers were exerting pressure. This truly was a Group Attack! What exactly happened? Did he bring down the sky or something?

With the factory stalled, Lu Junmin could only report and appeal for help to Chen Guanghua, who was still far away in Japan.

Chen Guanghua was still outside the Japanese company cursing. He didn’t answer one call, then two. On the third, he finally flipped open his phone, answered it with extreme displeasure, and snapped at Lu Junmin, “Do you know how expensive international roaming is? Couldn’t you tell I didn’t want to answer? You have no common sense at all. Why do you keep calling repeatedly when I’m not answering?”

Lu Junmin hadn’t expected Chen Guanghua to be like he’d swallowed gunpowder, but he couldn’t dwell on that. He could only say in a muffled tone, “General Manager Chen, something big has happened at the factory.”

Chen Guanghua’s expression instantly tightened. “What big thing happened?”

Lu Junmin recounted the situation to Chen Guanghua over the phone. Chen Guanghua listened, initially dumbfounded. How was this possible? How could all the departments and companies related to the factory concentrate their trouble-making at the same time? Wasn’t it obvious someone was targeting him?

Who could it be? Who has such great influence? All his connections were useless at this moment. He was in Japan himself; how could he have offended someone back home?

After another thought, Chen Guanghua’s expression suddenly turned serious, followed immediately by dread.

Something’s not right! The Japanese company here also suddenly changed their minds; everything was agreed upon, and then they instantly turned their backs. Back home, it was even worse; almost everyone who could cause trouble came seeking it. This meant someone with great influence was targeting him!

But Chen Guanghua couldn’t understand. Who had he provoked? What kind of deep-seated grudge would lead someone to be so ruthless, leaving no room for survival?

Chen Guanghua gritted his teeth and said to Lu Junmin, “Don’t panic yet. Hold steady and wait for me to return.”

After hanging up, the earlier aggressive cursing demeanor instantly vanished. With a cold expression, he said to the people around him, “We can’t stay in Japan any longer. Book the earliest flight back!”

The group didn’t react immediately, baffled by Chen Guanghua’s behavior. Just moments ago, he was still cursing in public, denouncing the Japanese company and demanding an explanation. Had he suddenly given up?

Zhang Shan, his wife’s younger brother, couldn’t help but ask, “Brother-in-law, are we just letting this go? That would be letting those Japanese bastards off too easily!”

Chen Guanghua gritted his teeth. “Damn it, if we go back any later, the factory will be gone! Stop standing around blankly. Book your flights, check out of your rooms, and get back to Yanjing as fast as possible!”





Chapter 460: Tip of the Iceberg

Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming’s plan was to severely pinch Chen Guanghua by the throat, making him gasp for air, panic, and feel the agony of near-death, and then release information, letting him know exactly why all of this was happening.

So, this was only just the beginning. Even if Chen Guanghua called in every favor to investigate, he wouldn’t be able to find out who was behind it. He also never thought the reason for the events lay with Li Mu, because in his eyes, Li Mu was merely the founder of that 3321, famous yes, but without such immense influence.

Li Mu was unaware of how badly Chen Guanghua was being taught a lesson. The day after the media announcement, the Yanjing Film Academy publicly released all the true scores. Furthermore, the school leaders personally visited Wang Xinran to present her with her final art exam transcript and apologized to her and her parents, stating that it was all due to the Film Academy’s mismanagement. They promised that once the public security and judicial organs completed their investigation, Wang Xinran would receive a satisfactory explanation.

This time, Wang Xinran’s parents calmly and collectedly accepted the new transcript and the school leaders’ apology. After all, they were not the culprits; they had a very clear sense of right and wrong on this matter.

At the same time, the school leaders, having understood the entire situation, also assured the family that the scores of Chen Yueyue and more than twenty other students who had passed the art exam through score manipulation had been voided by the Film Academy. They were also permanently banned from reapplying to the Yanjing Film Academy. The wicked truly reaped what they sowed.

At this point, for Wang Xinran’s family, the matter had been perfectly resolved.

Li Mu also felt that this was sufficient. He had helped Wang Xinran get justice, the arrogant Chen Yueyue would no longer be able to attend the Film Academy, and the two principal culprits, the department heads, would not escape imprisonment.

As for Zhang Lan, Li Mu decided not to bother dealing with her.

However, Li Mu didn’t expect that someone else was taking care of Zhang Lan for him, and even her husband Chen Guanghua, along with their family’s businesses.

With everything resolved, Su Yuehua once again proposed to Su Yingxue that they invite Li Mu for a meal. This time, Li Mu didn’t refuse, so Su Yuehua chose a restaurant not far from Renmin University and reserved a private room.

When Li Mu and Su Yingxue arrived together, Su Yuehua’s family of three were already there. As soon as they saw Li Mu enter, the couple immediately stood up. Su Yuehua gave Wang Shaohua a look, signaling him to greet Li Mu, so Wang Shaohua said with a smile, “Come, come, Li Mu, come sit down. We’ll have a drink later.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “Hello, Uncle and Aunt. I apologize for making you wait.”

Wang Shaohua chuckled and said, “We haven’t been here long at all. Come, take a look at the menu. Order whatever you like. Although the ambiance here isn’t as good as Fayue, the food is absolutely delicious. I’ve ordered a roasted whole lamb, their specialty, and it tastes fantastic.”

Li Mu handed the menu to Su Yingxue beside him, letting her order. Then he said to Wang Shaohua, “Just hearing you describe it makes my mouth water. I feel like it’s been years since I had roasted whole lamb.”

Wang Shaohua laughed, “If you want to eat it again sometime, we can go on a road trip. Two or three hundred kilometers northeast of Yanjing is grassland. The roasted whole lamb made by the local herdsmen is absolutely delicious. It’s not like the kind you get in restaurants, where they roast it, debone it, and serve it. They slaughter the whole lamb directly, set it up over a bonfire, roast a layer, eat a layer. The taste is incredible.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up hearing this. There were indeed many fun places around Yanjing, but he was so busy all day that he never had time to go out and relax.

Wang Xinran said, “Dad, you’re making my mouth water! When are you going to take me to eat it again?”

Wang Shaohua said, “The best season to go to the grasslands is July or August. The grass grows the best then, and the scenery is also the best. If you go now, it’s just barren grass and bald mountains. When the grassland turns green, we’ll go together and play for two days.”

Li Mu readily agreed. Su Yingxue had almost finished ordering the dishes. When she called the waiter over, Wang Shaohua asked Li Mu, “Did you drive?”

Li Mu shook his head, “We walked here.”

Wang Shaohua nodded, “Alright then, waiter, bring a bottle of Wuliangye.”

Li Mu said, “Won’t you have to drive later? How about we have some beer instead?”

Wang Shaohua waved his hand and said, “It’s fine, your Auntie will drive later. If you can’t drink too much, then you take four parts and I’ll take six.”

Hearing this, Li Mu no longer refused. Half a jin of liquor was not a problem for him, so he agreed.

Su Yuehua said, “I’ll also have a bottle of beer.”

Wang Shaohua said, “You’ll have to drive later.”

Su Yuehua then said, “It’s okay, Xinran and I will share one.”

Seeing her insistence, Wang Shaohua didn’t object further.

When the food and drinks were served, Li Mu promptly poured white liquor for the two of them. Su Yuehua poured a glass of beer for herself and her daughter. Then Wang Shaohua raised his glass and said, “Li Mu, we owe Wang Xinran’s schooling issues to you this time. If it weren’t for you, the injustice she suffered would have been immense. As a father, I still feel pained and fearful whenever I think about it. Our family toasts you for everything you’ve done for Xinran. Thank you.”

No sooner had Wang Shaohua finished speaking than Su Yuehua also raised her beer glass and said to Li Mu, “What your Uncle Wang said is from the bottom of our hearts as a family. We are all especially grateful to you. If you hadn’t helped, we dare not imagine the potential consequences that might have unfolded later…”

Wang Xinran also raised her glass and said, “Sis… Oh no, Older Brother Li Mu, I really don’t know how to thank you. In short, thank you very, very much…”

Li Mu hadn’t expected the family of three to come out with such a coordinated display right from the start. He quickly raised his glass and stood up, saying earnestly, “These are all things I should do. You don’t need to be so polite; you’re treating me as an outsider. This glass, I toast to you all. I’ll drink this first as a sign of respect.” With that, Li Mu gulped down the white liquor in his small glass.

After the first drink, the atmosphere at the dinner table became much more relaxed. Wang Shaohua found Li Mu more and more pleasing to the eye, unable to resist having a few more drinks with him.

After three rounds of drinks, Wang Shaohua and Li Mu were chatting congenially when he asked the question that had long piqued his curiosity: “Xiao Mu, is your 3321’s monthly revenue now several million?”

Li Mu said, “Per week, actually. A few days ago, Dong Ai told me that after partnering with various 211 and 985 Project Universities across the country, the monthly stated revenue is over ten million.”

Hearing that figure, both Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua were startled. Wang Shaohua glanced at his wife and asked, “With so much money going into 3321’s account, do you handle this money directly?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I don’t. The commission portion of the money is deducted directly from the Alipay accounts of the students’ parents and the part-time university students. The deducted money goes directly into 3321’s official Alipay account. Besides covering various daily expenses, it’s used for scholarship projects. This money never enters a private account; its flow is clear.”

Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua had always worried that Li Mu, being young, might not be able to control his desires for money. If he were to touch 3321’s funds, with his current reputation, it would likely bring him significant negative repercussions. Hearing him say that he never handled 3321’s money, Wang Shaohua felt a little relieved but couldn’t help but ask, “Then the Mercedes-Benz you drove the other day, was it yours or a friend’s?”

Li Mu calmly replied, “It’s mine.”

Wang Shaohua was extremely surprised. He glanced at Su Yuehua and saw that she was equally shocked. Both of them had always thought that the Mercedes-Benz Li Mu drove that day must have been borrowed, not only because the car was frighteningly expensive, easily over two million, but more importantly, the license plate couldn’t be bought with money. That was truly a plate from the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs’ own designated number series. Even if Li Mu had money, he might not have the influence to acquire that license plate.

Utterly astonished, Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but ask, “Did you buy that car yourself, or was it given to you by someone else?”

Li Mu replied, “I bought the car myself, and a friend helped me get the license plate.”

Su Yuehua subconsciously asked, “Xiao Mu, where did you get so much money?”

After speaking, Su Yuehua realized her question was a bit sensitive and quickly explained, “Don’t misunderstand, Auntie doesn’t mean anything else. I just worry that you might be criticized in the future.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, knowing that he had to provide an explanation for this question, not just to Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua, but also to Su Yingxue. So, he began, “Auntie, please rest assured. I truly don’t handle a single cent of 3321’s money. However, the Alipay used by 3321 belongs to my personal company. Currently, I’m just providing this payment channel to 3321’s student parents and part-time students free of charge.”

Changing the topic, Li Mu continued, “But I’m also

collaborating with other companies on a paid basis using this payment channel. For example, Shanda Games’ online game ‘Legend’ now integrates with the Alipay payment channel for their online game card sales. In fact, the proportion of payments through Alipay has already reached 85% of their online sales. From every cent paid to Shanda through Alipay, I take a 10% cut. Although most of their sales are still concentrated in offline channels, my gross monthly income probably ranges from several hundred thousand to over a million.”

“10%?” Not just Wang Shaohua, but even Su Yuehua and Su Yingxue, the aunt and niece, were stunned. They had heard of “plucking a feather from a passing goose,” but that was only taking a small profit. Li Mu was practically plucking wings from the geese!

Wang Shaohua exclaimed, “How could Shanda possibly agree to such a high commission rate? That’s even more exploitative than bank transaction fees!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Uncle, your understanding is flawed. To Shanda, I’m not just an intermediary for transfers and remittances. If so, a 1% handling fee would be extraordinary. To Shanda, I’m not just a payment channel but also a direct sales channel. Their traditional game card sales rely mostly on offline channels. Sales terminals need to be established in every internet cafe, every newspaper and magazine kiosk, every bookstore and stationery shop, and so on. The costs involved in this are much higher. First, their dealers have to go door-to-door, right? If they can’t cover it all themselves, they need agents to help. This means agents and distributors at every level will siphon off profits. For a 35-yuan game card, if they can take home 25 yuan in the end, that’s already very good. But working with me is different. I have so many Alipay users, and the payment process is so simple and convenient. Users can directly purchase game cards through Alipay, without any intermediate steps. I only charge them 3.5 yuan. Tell me, Uncle, which is more cost-effective for Shanda?”

Upon hearing Li Mu’s explanation, Wang Shaohua was suddenly enlightened. In his heart, he felt not just admiration for Li Mu, but even a strong sense of shame at his own inadequacy. Yet, he did not know that what Li Mu had revealed today was merely the tip of the iceberg of all his assets.





Chapter 461: As Long As We Rely On Each Other

After dinner, Su Yuehua, who had half a bottle of beer, drove her husband and daughter away.

On the way back, Wang Shaohua, who had a little to drink, sat in the passenger seat and mused, “I really can’t believe it. Li Mu, that kid, is so young, yet his capabilities are immense. I always thought he had enough ability and foresight, but not a strong sense for making money. Now it seems I’m the narrow-minded frog at the bottom of the well, making a fool of myself. How did his brain even grow? He took a massive charity project like 3321 and used it to cultivate a payment channel for himself. He doesn’t have to manage anything, or do anything; as long as he activates the payment channel for merchants, he can continuously make money from it. He’s simply a genius!”

Su Yuehua sighed, “One can only say Su Yingxue’s vision is too good, unbelievably good.”

Wang Shaohua said, “Your older brother and sister-in-law kept telling us to be careful and wary of him. Look, he hasn’t even finished his first year of university, and he’s already earning over one million a month. What kind of concept is that? He can buy an apartment in Yanjing in a month…” As he spoke, Wang Shaohua slapped his thigh and said, “No! I spoke too soon! Li Mu only mentioned the game Legend. Who knows if there are other games or online merchants using his Alipay as a payment channel? If so, his monthly income would be even higher than that! Maybe two apartments a month, or even three…”

Su Yuehua said, “Why are you still using apartments as a unit of currency to calculate?”

Wang Shaohua chuckled, “Once money is calculated in millions, I instinctively think of one million as an apartment, specifically a large three-bedroom apartment of 130 square meters.”

Su Yuehua shook her head helplessly, “Look at your petty aspirations.”

Wang Shaohua said, “I can’t help it. I keep thinking about buying another apartment. You know, when our sweetie comes to the Film Academy in the future, we can buy one near Zhongguancun. How great would that be?”

Su Yuehua sighed, “It’s not that far from home to begin with, is it? Even with traffic, it’s only an hour by car.”

Wang Shaohua said, “Then she can’t come back every day, can she? Two hours commuting back and forth every day. My heart aches for my daughter. Rather than that, I’d rather have the capability to buy an apartment near her school. We could live near the school from Monday to Friday and return to our current home on weekends. Ah, just thinking about it makes me happy.”

Wang Xinran, sitting in the back, knew that her Dad liked to talk a bit of nonsense when he had a few drinks, so she said, “Oh, Dad, please don’t get rich! If you get rich, I’ll never be free of you! When I go to school, you’ll want to live next to my school, and when I work, will you want to live next to my company? What if I find someone from another city and marry far away? Will you even go and buy a house at the groom’s family’s place?”

Wang Shaohua laughed heartily, “That’s not what I mean, sweetie! Your Dad doesn’t want to control you forever. Your Dad just wants to provide you with more convenience and better conditions.”

Su Yuehua said, “Alright, alright, you’re endless once you’ve had a drink.”

Wang Shaohua chuckled, “What’s wrong? Is talking illegal?”

Su Yuehua chuckled helplessly and could only say, “Alright, alright, if you’re happy, keep talking.”

Wang Shaohua nodded, and said seriously, “Wife, let’s get back to this Li Mu matter. What do you think your older brother and sister-in-law would feel if they really knew about Li Mu’s situation?”

Su Yuehua asked, “He can make money, but it has nothing to do with them. What feelings could they have?”

Wang Shaohua waved his hand, “I meant, how would they feel about Su Yingxue dating Li Mu?”

Su Yuehua frowned. She hadn’t had a chance to think about that question yet.

However, what Wang Shaohua said was also very realistic.

Her older brother and sister-in-law had always forbidden Su Yingxue from having an early relationship, but who would have known that Su Yingxue’s boyfriend was such a capable young man? Not to mention his reputation, as someone who likes to argue might say reputation is useless, but money is different. Money is a tangible thing, and whether one admits it or not, money is the greatest symbol of society.

Li Mu, at such a young age, easily earns over ten million a year, and drives a car worth over two million. That’s not just a car; in Wang Shaohua’s words, that’s two apartments driving on the street! If they knew Li Mu’s true situation, would they still oppose the feelings between the two young people?

Su Yuehua thought to herself, if it were her, she wouldn’t object. Although the child was still in school, she was an adult now and would be twenty next year. Girls could even get married and obtain a marriage certificate at that age; how could they still be forbidden from dating at nineteen? Moreover, capable men are always a scarce resource in society, far scarcer than beautiful women. If you don’t grasp them early, they might disappear without a trace before you know it.

Wang Shaohua saw her speechless and couldn’t help but ask, “Wife, I’ve been talking for so long, you should at least give your opinion.”

Su Yuehua said, “I can voice my opinion, sure, but I can’t represent my older brother and sister-in-law. Besides, don’t look down on them too much. My older brother is at least the head of the Municipal Bureau now, and his future prospects are very bright.”

Wang Shaohua said, “I, on the other hand, think we can give them a little hint. And you too, don’t watch Su Yingxue so closely from now on. Someone as smart as Li Mu, won’t he see that you’re guarding her against him by watching her day and night?”

Su Yuehua pursed her lips and remained silent for a long time, but her heart had already softened a little.

…

Li Mu had a bit to drink, but not too much, and walked towards the school with Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue remained silent beside Li Mu. Her heart was complicated at that moment. The things Li Mu revealed at the dinner table today shocked her, but also made her feel a little inferior. Ever since she got together with Li Mu, besides their normal romantic feelings, she often unconsciously felt the gap between them. At heart, she was actually a very strong-willed girl, but ever since Li Mu started showing those astonishing achievements, she even began to feel an indescribable sense of resignation. No matter how hard she tried, she only fell further behind Li Mu. This feeling was actually quite conflicted.

Li Mu saw her walking with her head bowed and couldn’t help but gently pull her into his arms, asking, “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

“No, nothing,” Su Yingxue looked up, smiled faintly, and said, “I was just a little startled by you.”

Li Mu understood what she meant. A monthly income in the millions – it wasn’t just Su Yingxue; probably any girl her age would be startled. This was one of the reasons Li Mu hadn’t wanted to make too many things public. But keeping it under wraps wasn’t a sustainable solution. Take the car for example: the GL8 could barely be explained away, either as something he earned by doing some wheeling and dealing, or as a car his Mom and Dad doted on him and bought for transportation, neither of which would cause too much surprise. But after he bought the G55, the situation immediately changed.

Although his Mom and Dad’s store income was considerable, the scale of that income and this car, which superficially looked like it was worth over two million but was actually worth over three million, were worlds apart. His Mom and Dad’s story couldn’t support such a luxury item.

However, Li Mu couldn’t just hold onto his money without spending it. After almost getting into an accident when a BMW Z4 was driven recklessly while he was in his GL8, he felt that his safety was the last thing he should risk, so he definitely needed a good car.

With a good car came a string of problems. For example, Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua were both very curious about whose Mercedes-Benz it was. Li Mu knew he would face such questions, so he revealed one of his many ventures: Alipay.

Fortunately, the explanation about Alipay could support the story of this car. However, the matter of Alipay still gave the other four people at the dinner table that day, including Su Yingxue, a tremendous shock.

Sometimes, if it were gold-digging girls, they might dream of their boyfriends suddenly revealing their identity one day, perhaps as the heir to a business empire or an overbearing CEO of a major company, who would then take them to live a life of upper-class comfort without any worries, pampering them into the happiest women in the world.

But Li Mu knew clearly that Su Yingxue wasn’t that kind of girl. For instance, the day he drove the G55 to pick her and Wang Xinran up, both were surprised when they saw the car. Wang Xinran’s eyes held excitement in addition to surprise, but Su Yingxue’s eyes held nothing but surprise.

Recalling her walking with her head down the whole way, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy. He reached out, pulled her into his arms, and gently comforted her, “Actually, for me, Alipay was just an unintended consequence. When we were working on 3321 together, you participated, many people participated. Everyone at that time just wanted to do something that could benefit others. In the end, the project succeeded, Alipay also developed, and then it gained the ability to make money…”

Su Yingxue gently placed her hands on Li Mu’s back, smiled faintly, and whispered, “You don’t have to explain all this to me. I understand you. Whether it was 3321 or Alipay, you had already thought through every detail before you started. I’m not feeling inferior because of your success right now. In fact, every time I see you accomplish something, my heart is genuinely happy for you. I just occasionally feel anxious, worried that the gap between us will grow wider and wider…”

Li Mu held her for a long time and said seriously, “There’s actually no gap between us. The amount of money doesn’t represent much. Our feelings are what matter most, aren’t they?”

Su Yingxue nodded gently, smiling slightly, “No matter how successful you become in the future, as long as you need me, I can always be behind you, accompanying and supporting you. I wouldn’t have a single complaint, even if it meant giving up my small dreams.”

Li Mu gently kissed her forehead, “Just having those words from you is enough. Whether I succeed or fail in the future, as long as I’m alive and you’re by my side, I won’t lose myself. Perhaps one day, I’ll grow tired of making money, and turn around, just as you said, to be behind you, accompanying and supporting you as you pursue your dreams. As long as we can rely on each other, that’s more important than anything.”





Chapter 462: Who Is Targeting You

In the street on a May evening, embracing Su Yingxue under a street lamp, oblivious to those around him, was a profound psychological satisfaction for Li Mu. Su Yingxue’s hidden feminine side was also activated by Li Mu; gently nestled in his arms, she treated him as her entire world.

The beauty of this moment made Li Mu’s heart restless again. He unconsciously whispered in Su Yingxue’s ear: “How about not going back to the dorm room tonight?”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, then looked up at Li Mu, her eyes full of warmth, but her expression carrying a hint of struggle and hesitation: “My aunt will definitely call to check on me tonight… She hasn’t stopped since last time…”

Li Mu suddenly remembered, lamenting how he could have forgotten this.

Su Yuehua was usually very strict with Su Yingxue. Knowing that he had a bit to drink today, and that he was walking with Su Yingxue, she would probably be even more vigilant. Li Mu didn’t want a repeat of last time, when Su Yingxue wasn’t in her dorm room, and Su Yuehua kept calling, as anxious as if her house was on fire.

So Li Mu sighed, looking up at the sky: “Let’s go, I’ll walk you back to your dorm room.”

He said it very lightly, but his heart was quite melancholic.

Seeing his sullen expression, Su Yingxue couldn’t help but stand on her tiptoes and kiss his lips. After a long moment, their lips parted, and she chuckled softly, “Don’t be mad. I’ll think of something later; there will always be a chance.”

Shortly after Li Mu walked Su Yingxue back to her dorm room, Su Yuehua also drove back home with her husband and daughter. After taking a shower, she subconsciously picked up her phone to make a call. Calling Su Yingxue’s dorm room at this time every day had become a routine for her.

When Wang Shaohua saw her, he subconsciously asked, “Yingxue still has three years of school left. Are you going to keep making these checking up on her calls for three years?”

Su Yuehua froze, looking at her husband, then at her phone, suddenly undecided.

Wang Shaohua advised, “Alright, Yingxue surely knows what she’s doing. Besides, if some things are really bound to happen, can your calls checking up on her at night truly prevent them?”

Su Yuehua said, “Look at what you’re saying, that’s not what I meant.”

Wang Shaohua asked, “Then what did you mean?”

“I…” Su Yuehua was at a loss for words. She said she didn’t mean that, but she was actually afraid her niece would be foolish and suffer. But Wang Shaohua was right; such things couldn’t be prevented by her calls alone. Moreover, she was now one hundred percent satisfied with Li Mu. Perhaps it was better to let some things take their natural course than to impose harsh restrictions.

After much hesitation, Su Yuehua put her phone back down, sighing, “Forget it, you’re right. Children will grow up eventually.”

…

Chen Guanghua’s factory had been shut down for three days. In these three days, he had almost worn out his shoe soles running around, but no matter who he found, it didn’t alleviate his situation in the slightest, because everyone’s attitude was very clear—they couldn’t help him.

No one could help him, at least not with his influence; he didn’t know a single person who could help him.

Chen Guanghua became increasingly desperate, and his wife, Zhang Lan, was the same. While the couple was fraught with anxiety, their pampered daughter ignored it all, simply crying, making a scene, and threatening suicide every day at home, determinedly insisting that they figure out a way to get her back into the Film Academy.

The couple had no extra energy to deal with her, because if the current problem wasn’t solved soon, the factory would only face bankruptcy.

However, Chen Guanghua still couldn’t find any key points, nor could he even inquire about who was targeting him or why.

Days passed. Not only had he failed to sort out any of the relevant departments, but all of his collaborating partners had also sent him stern demands for accountability. Unable to supply goods normally, he could only play the sympathy card tactfully while letting his lawyer mediate with the other party’s legal department, to avoid greater losses if things turned ugly and they ended up in court.

As for Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming, they weren’t ready to let Chen Guanghua know the crux of the problem immediately. For them, the more Chen Guanghua failed to see the truth, the more he would panic. They intended to torment him thoroughly for a while first.

On May 9th, YY Game Hall began to intensify its final debugging.

Mu Online was officially going to start charging on May 15th. Li Mu didn’t want the two game products to clash, so he had Kong Lingyu choose to release the YY Game Platform at 8 PM on Friday, May 10th.

Although Mu Online was a game under Baofeng Entertainment, there were only so many internet users at the time. If one started charging officially and another launched a free game platform on the same day, there would still be some conflict.

To ensure the smooth launch of YY Game Hall on May 10th, Li Mu stayed at Muye Technology all day on the 9th, supervising the development and testing personnel’s final preparations before launch.

All the games had completed their secondary development, and their visual, auditory, and experiential effects were excellent. Li Mu had personally tried them. While the technical level might not compare to QQ Game Hall ten years later, it was at least on par with QQ Game Hall around 2008, and even looked better than QQ Game Hall from that era.

Testing went smoothly, with every pre-planned test segment passing successfully. Therefore, Li Mu was in a very relaxed mood. YY Game Hall was extremely important in the YY Ecosystem because it was a board and puzzle game platform specifically designed for YY users. Its biggest mission was to increase the stickiness of YY users. Once this product launched, YY and QQ would fundamentally widen their gap. From then on, Li Mu would no longer need to pay attention to QQ.

Meanwhile, Chen Guanghua’s factory had been shut down for over a week.

During this past week, Chen Guanghua was like a stray dog, frantically seeking help everywhere to no avail. All the departments and companies that could cause him trouble were now asking difficult questions.

Several purchasing clients had already turned hostile. Even if they re-ordered from other companies, the process of adjusting production lines, making molds, trial production, qualifying inspections, and then mass production would take a considerable amount of time. Therefore, their lawyers had begun calculating the losses Chen Guanghua’s breach of contract had caused them, preparing to initiate legal proceedings.

However, the factory’s restart was still a long way off. Chen Guanghua was forced to pay the fine, but the fire department then gave him a rectification proposal. After taking the proposal to a construction company for an estimate, he found that the total cost for everything would be close to forty-six million.

The construction company also said that if this proposal was implemented, among other things, Chen Guanghua’s factory would definitely have the highest fire safety facility standards in the country, bar none, because the proposal included everything required by relevant regulations, not strictly required but suggested, and recommended…

How could Chen Guanghua play the fool? He knew that before clarifying the root cause of the problem, even if he spent the money, the other party could find other issues and slowly torment him to death. So he held one belief: to humble himself and beg everywhere, just to figure out the cause of the problem first.

Today, Chen Guanghua ran around all day again for nothing. Since the incident, he had lost a lot of weight.

In the evening, as he sat in his car, exhausted and ready to go home, his old leader, who had been silent, finally called him.

Seeing his old leader’s call, Chen Guanghua immediately answered, anxiously asking, “Old leader, how are things? Have you found out who is targeting me?”

The old leader said, “Xiao Chen, I’ve inquired about what you want to know. Do you know how much trouble you’ve gotten yourself into this time?”

Chen Guanghua hastily asked him, “Old leader, what exactly happened? Please tell me quickly, I’ve been so worried these past few days that I’m losing all my hair.”

The old leader said, “This time, someone from the Xu family wants to target you, and someone from the Chen family also wants to target you. You’ve offended two entities you absolutely cannot afford to provoke. Do you still think your factory can reopen? I think no one can help you this time.”

Chen Guanghua subconsciously asked, “Which Xu family, which Chen family?”

The old leader said, “Among those surnamed Xu in Yanjing, look to the very top…”

At these words, Chen Guanghua’s heart sank. Among those surnamed Xu, looking to the very top—wasn’t that the immense super-family beyond anyone’s reach? The Xu family’s vastness and power were known nationwide, but when had he ever provoked anyone from the Xu family?

Without time to think further, he pressed on, “Who is the Chen family?”

The old leader said, “Chen Xiangdong’s son.”

“Chen Xiangdong…” Chen Guanghua felt the name was familiar but couldn’t recall who it was for a moment. He vaguely felt this person was from a government department, so he initially searched through the list of the Yanjing Municipal Government in his memory, but after searching for a long time, he couldn’t find a match. The old leader prompted him, “Which ministry or commission is the most popular/sought after right now?”

Chen Guanghua’s mind spun: “Are you talking about the National Development and Reform Commission—”

The old leader quickly said, “Just know it yourself.”

Chen Guanghua did know. With that hint from the old leader, he knew exactly who Chen Xiangdong was referring to. This made him utterly limp. This was a super powerful ministry, almost the most powerful among departments of the same level, whether in terms of real authority or resources.

Chen Guanghua asked his old leader with a mournful face, “Did you hear why they want to target me?”

The old leader hummed in affirmation, then said lightly, “I heard. I couldn’t find out myself until my grandson told me today. Did your wife provoke a young man named Li at a restaurant a few days ago?”

Chen Guanghua’s eyes widened instantly. Before he could speak, the old leader reminded him, “My grandson said that a junior from the Xu family and Chen Xiangdong’s son are very close to that young man named Li. When your wife provoked him, those two naturally wanted to help him get revenge. As you know, young people their age are very honorable and loyal.”

Chen Guanghua was completely stunned. He choked for a long time, unable to utter a single word. At that moment, the old leader said on the phone, “Xiao Chen, that’s the situation. Handle it yourself. I have something else to do, so I’m hanging up now.”





Chapter 463: Begging for His Forgiveness

After the call ended, Chen Guanghua was suddenly jolted awake. Once he understood the full scope of the situation, the anger in his heart was beyond words. He never in his wildest dreams imagined that his current predicament was all due to a conflict his wife had in a restaurant with someone else.

When he first heard his wife talk about it, he thought the other party was just a somewhat well-known college student. But he never expected that person to have such powerful backing. Now, having learned the truth, he almost wanted to beat Zhang Lan bloody. He fumed inwardly: This spendthrift woman has not only ruined the opportunity for our company to flourish, but she might even destroy its very lifeline.

Filled with rage, he arrived home. The moment he walked in, Chen Yueyue was in the living room arguing with Zhang Lan, screaming and yelling: “I don’t care! I’m going to the Film Academy! If you don’t fix this, I’m running away from home!”

Zhang Lan was also annoyed: “I don’t have time for your damn problems right now. If you want to run away from home, then go ahead, it’ll be out of sight, out of mind!”

Chen Yueyue burst into tears. Just then, she saw her dad return and immediately rushed over to him, grabbing his sleeve and shaking it desperately, crying out: “Dad, I don’t care, I’m going to the Film Academy! I’m going to the Fi—”

“Go to hell with your damn Film Academy!” A furious Chen Guanghua raised his hand and slapped Chen Yueyue hard across the face. Then, pointing at her, he cursed almost incoherently: “All day long you’re out there causing trouble for your father! You won’t be so arrogant anymore once you’ve ruined this family completely!”

Chen Yueyue, who had never been hit before in her life, immediately wailed loudly. Seeing this, Zhang Lan rushed over and pulled her daughter behind her, shouting at Chen Guanghua: “Chen, are you crazy?! You mess things up outside and can’t fix them, so you come home to take it out on your daughter?! If you have the capability, go lash out at others!”

Upon hearing that, Chen Guanghua truly felt what it meant for anger to burn in his heart. That damned Zhang Lan still didn’t realize that she was the one who had caused all this trouble, and she dared to speak to him like that. All the humiliation and fury he had suppressed for days finally erupted at that moment. He swung his fist violently, hitting Zhang Lan’s face. The blow sent her stumbling backwards and falling to the ground.

Losing his temper, Chen Guanghua stepped forward, seizing Zhang Lan by the neck with both hands and shaking her vigorously, cursing: “Trouble I caused?! You two, mother and daughter, are the ones who caused all this! And you still want me to lash out at others?! The Japanese company joint venture I’ve been chasing for so long fell through, and now the factory is almost done for! So many people are chasing me for goods and compensation, and you’re still yelling at me here?!”

Zhang Lan was dazed by the beating and the violent shaking, but hearing his words, she asked with difficulty: “What are you talking about? How did this become something we two, mother and daughter, caused? Who did we offend?”

Chen Guanghua stopped shaking Zhang Lan’s neck and instead slapped her face hard twice, so hard his hand tingled with pain. He angrily cursed: “Why did you have to provoke that person surnamed Li when you were eating at Fayue that day, just because you had nothing better to do?!”

Zhang Lan instinctively retorted: “He cursed your sweetie for having no manners, how could I be happy listening to that?”

Chen Guanghua glared at the terrified Chen Yueyue beside them, then snapped at Zhang Lan: “Your sweetie is also spoiled rotten by you! Look at her, does she even resemble a child anymore?! If she hadn’t been obnoxious and provoked that classmate from her training class, would that person surnamed Li have gotten into a conflict with you?! If you two had just gotten along that day, I would have returned with the joint venture contract from the Japanese company ages ago!”

Zhang Lan felt a bit uncertain, stammering: “What do you mean by all this? What does any of this have to do with that person surnamed Li?”

Chen Guanghua yelled: “Do you have any idea that all of this is because of him?!”

Zhang Lan was dumbfounded. She no longer cared about Chen Guanghua hitting her; she just stared blankly and asked: “What did you say? All this trouble was caused by that person surnamed Li?”

Chen Guanghua had vented enough. Feeling a little more rational, he sat down on the ground, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and took a few deep drags before telling Zhang Lan what his old superior had told him on the phone.

Zhang Lan listened, utterly terrified: “You mean it’s the Xu family, and that Chen family, working together to target our family?”

Chen Guanghua nodded, his face dark, and said: “They’re both helping that person surnamed Li vent his anger.”

Zhang Lan quickly asked: “Can we find someone to talk to them? To plead our case, at worst we can apologize, and just let this matter go…”

Chen Guanghua looked at Zhang Lan as if she were an idiot: “How is your brain wired?! If I could find someone who could talk to them, would the situation be like this today?!”

Upon hearing all this, any grievance Zhang Lan felt from the beating she had just suffered vanished. She was only shocked, scared, and regretful, crying: “But I didn’t know that person surnamed Li had so much influence, and it was just an argument, who knew it would reach this point…”

“What’s the damn use of saying that now?” Chen Guanghua said. “Before, they didn’t release any information; they probably just wanted to put some pressure on us and teach us a lesson. Now that they’ve released the information, it’s about what we do after knowing.”

Zhang Lan pressed: “Then what should we do?”

Chen Guanghua said irritably: “Besides offering apologies and trying to beg for his forgiveness, what other options do we have? If that person surnamed Li isn’t satisfied, if he doesn’t nod, our family’s factory will probably be out of business.”



The final testing of YY was nearing its end. Li Mu and Kong Lingyu chatted in a relaxed manner. Li Mu was quite satisfied with the product that was about to launch. He said: “YY Game Platform being able to launch this early, Old Kong, you deserve great credit. After the launch, I’ll give you and the YY Game Platform project team a 500,000 project bonus. You can decide how to distribute it.”

Kong Lingyu smiled: “I was actually looking for a chance to talk to you about this. It doesn’t matter to me, but the project team members have worked very hard during this period. If there’s a project bonus, it would be a form of affirmation and encouragement for everyone.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “A project bonus is deserved; I’d remember it even if you didn’t say anything. Also, YY Game Hall is the first independent client product within the YY Ecosystem to launch after YY itself. Its future operation is extremely important for the entire YY Ecosystem, so you need to put more effort into it.”

Kong Lingyu immediately said: “Don’t worry, Boss, I understand.”

Li Mu continued: “The areas and products the company is involved in are increasing, and the team size is getting larger. You and Qingya need to pay special attention to cultivating the company’s middle management. In the future, every department and every project team must have someone capable of carrying the full responsibility.”

“Understood.”

Just as he was speaking, Li Mu’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and was surprised by the unfamiliar number at first glance: 138xxxx8888, a four-digit repeating number, and four eights. This number clearly wasn’t ordinary. Li Mu answered curiously, said hello, then heard a woman stammering on the other end: “Hello… May I ask if you are Mr. Li Mu?”

“This is he. Who is this?”

The caller chuckled awkwardly and said: “Hello, Mr. Li, I’m Zhang Lan, Chen Yueyue’s mother…”

Li Mu frowned. At first, he wondered why this woman was calling him. Then he remembered he had left her his phone number. Was she perhaps still displeased?

So, Li Mu asked her coldly: “What do you want?”

Zhang Lan immediately said in an extremely fawning tone: “I’m calling to apologize to you. That day at Fayue, my child and I offended you greatly. I hope you can be the bigger man and forgive our mother-daughter impudence.”

Li Mu pondered. Given this woman’s outrageous character, the possibility of her actively calling to apologize was almost zero. Although he wasn’t clear about her exact purpose, he was certain that her sudden apology call definitely meant she had something to ask for.

So, Li Mu, a bit impatiently, asked: “Just tell me what you want, otherwise I’m hanging up.”

Zhang Lan hurriedly said: “Please don’t hang up! Mr. Li, my family of three has all realized that what my child and I did that day was truly wrong. My husband has also been blaming me, telling me to apologize to yo—”

Before she could finish her sentence, Li Mu directly hung up the phone. This woman was talking nonsense; it was clear she was just spouting absurdities. Given her character, the likelihood of her genuinely acknowledging her mistake and apologizing was almost zero.

Zhang Lan didn’t expect Li Mu to hang up directly. As she stood there stunned, Chen Guanghua said from beside her: “Call him again. Get straight to the point. Ask him what he needs to be satisfied and what it will take for the Xu family and Chen family to back off. Tell him to name his conditions first.”

Zhang Lan nodded and called Li Mu again. Li Mu answered with some annoyance and asked her: “What exactly do you want to say?”

Zhang Lan’s voice was extremely soft: “Mr. Li, to be honest with you, we truly realize our mistake, and we especially want to apologize and reconcile with you. Please, tell us if you have any conditions or demands. Feel free to propose them, and we will do our best to meet them. After the matter is resolved, we also hope you can show mercy and give our family’s factory a way out…”

Although Li Mu was somewhat confused by her words, he still gleaned some information from them. It seemed she was coming to him to mediate because of problems with her family’s factory. But he hadn’t done anything to her family’s factory; the most probable scenario was that someone was doing it on his behalf.

So Li Mu said: “I don’t need your apology for this matter. The people you truly need to apologize to are Wang Xinran and her family. Only when you have their forgiveness will this matter be resolved.”

After saying this, Li Mu hung up the phone again and then called Chen Ze.

The only one with the influence to put someone’s factory out of business like that was probably him.

Sure enough, when Li Mu casually asked, Chen Ze frankly admitted on the phone: “After hearing about what happened at Fayue, Jiaming and I decided to help you vent some anger.” He then briefly explained the situation to Li Mu.

Li Mu listened and chuckled: “Good. That’s how they’ll learn a lesson.”

Chen Ze said: “However, Jiaming and I also decided not to go for the kill. If their attitude is good and you’re satisfied, I’ll shut them down for a month. If their attitude isn’t good, we’ll keep them shut until it improves.”

Li Mu smiled: “Alright, I’ll treat you two to a meal sometime soon.”

Chen Ze said: “How about tomorrow? Tomorrow’s the weekend, and everyone’s free.”

Li Mu replied: “You might be free, but I’m not.”

“What do you have going on?”

Li Mu said calmly: “Tomorrow, I’m delivering a fatal blow to QQ.”





Chapter 464: Occupying Fragmented Time

QQ’s current market share is rapidly shrinking, but to Li Mu, it remains his biggest competitor.

To become a behemoth, one must resolve to eradicate all potential competitors, turning the entire world into one’s hunting ground. How can one allow others to snore beside their bed? While this ambition is difficult to achieve, one must strive towards this direction!

In the instant messaging sector, Li Mu’s goal is to dominate. Only by capturing ninety percent of the market share can he rest easy. Before reaching that goal, any software that can seize more than five percent of the market will become a competitor he will fight to the bitter end, especially QQ, the industry hegemon from his previous life.

Currently, QQ has a significant gap in various aspects compared to YY, but Li Mu dares not relax in the slightest. He knows very well this company’s strength in product development; one could say it’s the company that understands products best in China’s future. As long as it exists, it poses a threat to Li Mu. Who knows, they might develop a new feature or product that could reverse their decline.

YY Game Platform is the fatal blow Li Mu prepared for QQ. Regardless of what products QQ is currently brewing, one thing is certain: their current revenue has shrunk significantly, transitioning from a profitable state to a loss-making one. Li Mu doesn’t know how long they can sustain losses, but currently, if they want to catch up with YY in several core features, it would only take a few months. Tencent started making a profit as early as last year, and they certainly have a lot of funds sitting in their accounts this year, plus capital backing them. Perhaps they truly can engage in a prolonged battle with him for one or two years. If both sides get caught in a back-and-forth product struggle, where one chases and the other copies, that would be absolutely unacceptable to Li Mu.

Therefore, what Li Mu needs to do now is to ensure YY completely eliminates QQ, not just in areas QQ has already entered, but also in areas it hasn’t yet touched. He must arm himself with new products that go beyond the instant messaging realm, and this new product is the YY Game Platform.

Based on Lianzhong’s current scale, Muye Technology’s Marketing Department previously made an estimate: after YY Game Hall goes online, its concurrent online users would likely struggle to exceed six hundred thousand, given the current market conditions. The market space isn’t considered very large.

The Marketing Department’s reason for this was: current user demand for games is mostly concentrated on client-based games, and their stickiness and loyalty to client-based games are irreplaceable. Small mini-games, like card and puzzle games, can only serve as casual entertainment, so user stickiness isn’t high, and the user base shouldn’t be too large. Moreover, YY Game Hall currently only has two types of paid props: Game Blue Diamond and Happy Beans, so its future revenue scale may also be relatively limited.

However, Li Mu is very optimistic about the future of YY Game Hall. The reason is simple: while this product might struggle to achieve the high user stickiness of client-based games in the short term, it possesses two characteristics that no client-based game has: extremely high ubiquity and a high share of fragmented time.

Regarding “extremely high ubiquity,” most people couldn’t understand it when only Lianzhong existed. However, Li Mu clearly knew that as the internet developed further, various games would proliferate. Even if some games could achieve a monthly transaction volume of over one hundred million, their user ubiquity would still be far from matching QQ Game Hall. This is because the vast majority of users cannot all flock to a single client-based game. For example, even at its peak, World of Warcraft only had ten million players in China, but the number of people who played QQ Game Hall was almost as large as the number of QQ users. This is QQ Game Hall’s unique advantage.

As for high fragmented time occupancy, it’s essentially because YY Game Hall’s positioning is the same as QQ Game Hall in the past: it doesn’t aim for users to immerse themselves in it for long hours daily like with client-based games. Instead, it seeks to capture users’ fragmented time with the flexible advantages of quick launches, quick gameplay, and short single-game durations.

For example, when bored, play a few rounds of poker; when tired of client-based games, play a few rounds of Dou Di Zhu to clear your head; while waiting for friends to play CS, but they haven’t arrived yet, play a few mini-games; while waiting for a movie to load, play a few games to avoid a painful wait; when in a group chat and not wanting to type anymore, a few friends can join to play some mini-games together…

This is what occupying fragmented time means.

From a product perspective, the mini-games within YY Game Hall are extremely light and fast products in terms of user experience. First, they don’t demand high computer performance and consume very little performance when running. Second, they aren’t played in full-screen mode but rather in a full-windowed interface, making it convenient for users to perform any other operations while playing games, such as chatting on YY, browsing web pages, watching videos, or listening to music.

Not requiring users to concentrate all their energy and not interfering with simultaneous use of other products makes YY Game Hall highly efficient for users and keeps their behavioral costs low, thus making it more suitable for filling users’ fragmented time.

However, no one on the internet currently realizes the concept and importance of fragmented time. Even Lianzhong itself doesn’t possess this attribute, as it lacks strong core products to support it. A standalone gaming platform cannot lower users’ behavioral costs; entering a username and password to log in is far less convenient than a YY user launching YY Game Hall, because a YY user only needs a single left-click of the mouse to automatically complete the entire launch and login process.

To capture users’ fragmented time, the product itself must be extremely minimalist, even more so.

Furthermore, a product that can firmly occupy users’ fragmented time is truly remarkable, because the accumulated stickiness from fragmented time usage, after reaching a certain level, will actually be higher. To give a simple analogy, mobile phone users often get tired of a certain game and uninstall it, but once an application like Toutiao for fragmented reading is installed on their phone, most users will keep it on their phone indefinitely and use it sporadically multiple times a day. The more they use it, the more loyal they become.

Li Mu’s hope for YY Game Hall is for it to firmly occupy users’ fragmented time, leading to a qualitative increase in YY user stickiness.

Meanwhile, inside Tencent, far away in Shenzhen, there was also a scene of intense hard work.

Tencent had been on a regular overtime schedule for many days. Since YY’s launch, all technical employees have been operating under the 996 work system: working from nine in the morning to nine in the evening, six days a week.

Tencent employees also knew that this was a critical moment for their survival. With its powerful products and the support of Tieba and Happy Farm, YY was sweeping through the instant messaging sector like a hot knife through butter, while their own QQ’s market share was shrinking. At this juncture, all hope rested on product development.

What Mr. Ma cared about most was the development of the QQ Game Platform. He had long realized that if they only competed with YY in instant messaging itself, they would be at a disadvantage in every aspect. They urgently needed to find a breakthrough, a way to turn the tide with a surprise victory. Therefore, the QQ Game Platform was his biggest hope at the moment.

Dean Cooper, the representative from MIH, had been stationed in Shenzhen for some time. He even “worked” at Tencent every day. Although he didn’t understand technical development, he needed to see Tencent operating in an orderly manner, to witness their confidence in defeating their competitor, and to relay the situation here to headquarters in a timely manner. If Mr. Ma or headquarters had any information they needed to convey, he would deliver it in person.

It was already evening, and Dean knocked on Mr. Ma’s office door. Following his habit of the past few days, he came in at this time to discuss the latest progress and situation with Mr. Ma, exchange some information, and then he could return to his hotel.

Of course, Dean was very interested in the China tea Mr. Ma brewed for him. People from Guangdong Province love drinking tea; almost every leader’s office would have a tea set and a tea tray. Every day, Dean would drink several cups of tea personally brewed by Mr. Ma before leaving when he had his fill.

Seeing Dean enter, Mr. Ma stood up directly from his desk and walked to the sofa, saying casually to Dean, “Dean, come and sit.”

Dean chuckled and said, “Drinking your China tea these past few days, I’m almost addicted. Every time it gets to this hour, I can’t help but come to your office.”

Mr. Ma smiled faintly, “Drinking tea is good for your health and can uplift your mood. Usually, I can’t sleep at night if I drink tea, but with so much stress lately, having some tea in the evening actually helps me sleep better.”

As he spoke, Mr. Ma had already started boiling water to brew tea. Dean sighed with emotion, “I can see that you and your employees have been under great pressure recently. However, your desperate work attitude is greatly appreciated by my superiors. He has always had great faith in you and your team. Even with an opponent of Muye Technology’s Magnitude, he believes that you will certainly be able to lead the team to reverse the current situation. Our demands aren’t high; securing forty percent of the market share would already be a great success. Reaching fifty percent or even higher would be even better.”

Mr. Ma said with great confidence, “Forty percent is not a problem. As long as our QQ Game Platform goes online, I have the grasp for it. After all, YY is currently just a single client, plus two web products, Tieba and Happy Farm. Our QQ Game Hall, however, will be the first client-based product linked to QQ, and there’s so much more we can do with this product in the future.”

Dean smiled, “I’m also very optimistic about your new product. If it takes off, user stickiness for QQ will definitely increase significantly. This is an advantage Muye Technology doesn’t possess.”

After saying this, Dean couldn’t help but sigh, “What I’m more concerned about now is whether Muye Technology will copy our ideas and develop a game platform based on YY when the time comes.”

Mr. Ma said, “That’s very possible. After all, everyone in the product model sphere learns from and copies each other. YY itself copied our QQ, adding some original features on top of QQ. This kind of behavior is shameless, but there’s no way for us to prevent it. The only way is to always stay ahead.”

“Additionally, while I’m having our development team accelerate the development of QQ Game Hall, I’m also having people search everywhere for suitable development teams. I want to temporarily increase our development capabilities by a Magnitude. A budget of several million will be enough to ensure we have strong development capabilities to continuously provide upgrades and updates for QQ Game Hall. Muye Technology’s battlefront is currently too stretched. If they try to imitate us from scratch after our QQ Game Hall goes online, it will definitely be difficult for them to catch up.”





Chapter 465: Rich and Willful

It was almost nine o’clock, and Muye Technology’s YY Game project team was still working overtime.

Kong Lingyu hadn’t left, Lin Qingya hadn’t left, and Li Mu hadn’t left either.

After Li Mu finished his hearty boxed meal, he drank half a cup of coffee. This blend of Chinese and Western styles felt quite good.

The entire company was still brightly lit. After the technical staff working overtime finished their meals at their computer desks, a few young administrative women went around to collect the leftovers, wipe down the desks and keyboards, and then deliver the prepared coffee. Although it was a small detail, it greatly increased the goodwill of these programmers who were battling on the technology front, and everyone could feel a strong sense of team spirit filling their hearts.

Li Mu wouldn’t claim to be a brilliant boss, but he was definitely a reliable one. He would also make empty promises to his employees, but anything he promised would certainly be delivered upon. He would also let his employees charge forward recklessly, but he would coordinate all resources, including front-line ammunition, long-range artillery strikes, and logistics supply. He would ensure his ‘soldiers’ only needed to focus on fighting: if they ran out of bullets, they’d turn their heads to find someone handing more to them; if they were hungry, someone would put food in their mouths; if they were thirsty, someone would bring a kettle to their lips.

It was precisely because of his absolute reliability in these aspects that Muye Technology’s team cohesion became unparalleled.

Kong Lingyu, who had eaten two boxed meals by himself, came to find Li Mu after satisfying his hunger and thirst. Pushing the door open, he said, “Boss, would you like to go over our competition process again?”

Li Mu nodded: “Okay, I’ll be right there, just a moment.”

The “competition” Kong Lingyu spoke of was Li Mu’s killer move to vigorously promote the YY Game Platform this time.

Li Mu had been thinking for a while: after the YY Game Hall launched, there was only one crucial problem he needed to solve: how to get as many users as possible to try the YY Game Hall as quickly as possible.

So, in early May, he gathered the members of the YY Game Hall project team for a brainstorming session. He proposed the framework, and everyone refined it, developing a plan for rapid promotion of the YY Game Platform: the YY All-People Dou Di Zhu Competition.

The competition plan formulated by Li Mu and his team members was this: after the YY Game Hall launched, the flagship game “YY Happy Dou Di Zhu” would simultaneously kick off a half-month-long Dou Di Zhu competition. Players entering the YY Happy Dou Di Zhu Hall could directly click to participate with one click. The competition process was very simple: the regular rounds of the competition would run synchronously 24 hours a day across multiple matches. Whenever three hundred players were gathered, a new round would automatically begin.

Each regular round of the competition would randomly arrange three hundred players to play five consecutive games. After five games, based on score rankings, the top ninety players would advance to the next round, while the remaining two hundred ten would be eliminated. Eliminated users could return to participate in other regular rounds.

After the ninety players entered the next round, their scores would be reset to zero. They would then play three more consecutive games, and the top nine players with the highest scores would advance to the finals. The final round would also consist of three games, with the highest score after three games winning.

Players who won a single round would receive a Champion Medal and fifty YY Coins. The second-place winner would receive thirty YY Coins, and the third-place winner would receive twenty YY Coins.

As for the eighty-one players who entered the second round but did not reach the finals, they would receive five thousand Happy Beans, valued at five YY Coins, after the game. The six players who reached the finals but did not secure a top-three finish would receive ten thousand Happy Beans, valued at ten YY Coins, after the game.

The Champion Medal for a single-round winner served as a ticket to advance to the Champion Tournament. Starting one hour after the game launched, which would be nine PM tomorrow night, a Champion Tournament would commence every hour. Possessing one Champion Medal allowed direct registration, and participating once would consume one Champion Medal.

The format of the Champion Tournament was the same as the regular rounds: a three-hundred-player match with multiple elimination rounds. However, the first-place winner of the Champion Tournament would receive a Motorola V70 mobile phone, valued at four thousand yuan and known as the ‘Cold and Charming Swivel Beauty,’ gifted by Muye Technology. The second-place prize was a Samsung mobile phone, valued at over two thousand yuan, and the third-place prize was a Nokia mobile phone, valued at over one thousand yuan.

The V70 was one of the hottest phones at the time; its innovative swivel design captivated countless eyes. It was also Motorola’s flagship model. In this era, the appeal of a four-thousand-yuan phone to netizens went without saying. If there were a prize giveaway on Weibo in 2016, and the prize was an iPhone, at least tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of people would participate. Let alone now, with Muye Technology giving away one phone every hour for fifteen consecutive days.

Li Mu simply loved this aggressive promotional method, directly playing the role of a super filthy rich person in front of users. This would give users a superior impression of the platform. Moreover, since it was a major competition, the prizes had to be abundant. Only abundant prizes could provide users with immense motivation to participate. For Muye Technology now, spending around two hundred thousand yuan on prizes every day was a piece of cake, but the effect it produced was something that two hundred thousand yuan couldn’t measure.

Furthermore, this game mode essentially trapped users in a loop: if they wanted to play games to win a phone, they first had to win a single-round championship. If they were eliminated midway, they would have to return in full force. After multiple attempts, they would finally win a single-round championship and sign up for the Champion Tournament. If they were eliminated at any stage, they would have to start all over again.

However, since the entire game was expected to have at least hundreds of thousands of players, if all of them participated in the challenge, then at least thousands of single-round champions would be produced in one cycle. With thousands of single-round champions lining up to enter the Champion Tournament, winners for first, second, and third place in the Champion Tournament would certainly emerge. Therefore, once this mode began to operate, the prizes for every Champion Tournament would never go unclaimed. At that time, the game interface would constantly scroll with messages like: ‘User [X] won the Champion Tournament in [Y] round and received a Motorola V70 valued at four thousand yuan, gifted by Muye Technology.’ This would be an immense incentive for other users.

Li Mu and Kong Lingyu went together to watch the technical staff’s second full simulation of the entire competition process: how users would join, how the system would determine the number of participants and start promptly, how users would be allocated and eliminated, how YY Coins and Happy Beans would be automatically distributed, and how the Champion Tournament would notify winning users and promptly connect them with customer service staff…

All the processes were thoroughly reviewed. There were no problems; the logic of each step was very clear, and everything ran very smoothly.

Kong Lingyu said to Li Mu, “Our competition is truly too aggressive. Giving away three phones every hour, for fifteen consecutive days, it’s going to explode once it launches!”

Li Mu smiled: “Now do you understand why I chose that promotional slogan for the competition?”

Kong Lingyu couldn’t help but laugh as he said, “Rich and willful, it really is too willful! Haha!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Believe me, this phrase will become a huge hit.”

This time, Li Mu also had Zhao Kang arrange for the online army on Douban to coordinate with him. Once the YY All-People Dou Di Zhu Competition began and the slogan ‘Rich and willful’ was put out, the online army would do everything they could on Tieba, major forum chat rooms, and YY Groups to repeatedly mention these four words, ‘Rich and willful,’ to quickly turn it into an internet hot topic. At that time, whenever anyone saw ‘Rich and willful,’ besides its own internet buzzword attribute, they would immediately think of the YY Game Hall.

Never underestimate the influence of these four words. Human thought is logical, and the subconscious has an instinctual memory for the origin of anything. If these four words were born alongside the YY Game Hall, then once they become popular, they will forever carry the YY Game Hall label. It’s like in later generations, when people mention ‘underdog,’ they will automatically think of Li Yi Bar, or how the Great Emperor’s ball control was like Henry’s. This kind of promotion is a subconscious, brainwashing-like enchanting aura of publicity; its effect will definitely be incredibly powerful.

After every step was repeatedly reviewed and confirmed, Li Mu was finally completely at ease this time. On his way out of the company, his mind began to anticipate the official launch of the YY Game Hall at eight PM tomorrow night.

…

Before he even reached Yucheng Garden, Li Mu received a call from Su Yingxue. Su Yingxue told him the news that Zhang Lan’s family of three had come to Wang Xinran’s family that evening to apologize, and were subsequently driven out by Su Yuehua.

Reportedly, Su Yuehua was extremely furious, not only because the incident of her daughter’s scores being altered was orchestrated by those two, mother and daughter, but also because they had greatly humiliated her daughter at Fayue Restaurant that day. If Li Mu hadn’t been there, Su Yuehua could hardly imagine how much psychological trauma that day’s events would have caused Wang Xinran.

As a parent, it was difficult for her to truly forgive them.

Chen Guanghua immediately offered to compensate with money for the psychological trauma his wife and daughter had caused Wang Xinran. However, Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua’s stance on this issue was extremely firm: this was not a problem that money could solve.

Chen Guanghua, who had been driven out, waited anxiously at the door for an hour but failed to get Su Yuehua and her husband to change their minds. He could only return home dejectedly.

When Li Mu heard this news, he couldn’t help but chuckle: “Indeed, they shouldn’t be allowed to accept their apology so easily. Let them reflect for a while before reconsidering.”

Su Yingxue said, “Although they are certainly infuriating, I still don’t understand why they suddenly changed their tune and went to their door to apologize. What was the reason? Did they have a sudden pang of conscience?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Do you want to hear the truth or a lie?”

Su Yingxue huffed: “Of course, the truth!”

Li Mu then said, “The truth is, they certainly didn’t come to apologize out of a sudden pang of conscience. They were forced by the current situation and had no choice but to apologize.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “Why? There seems to be no reason.”

Li Mu said, “A friend of mine shut down their family’s factory. I told them today that their factory will only be able to resume operations when their family satisfies Xinran’s family. Otherwise, it will remain sealed. That’s why they went to apologize.”

Su Yingxue asked him, utterly astonished, “What kind of friend do you have? How are they so powerful?”

Li Mu replied, “A scion of an official family, the kind Zhang Lan’s family can’t afford to offend.”

Su Yingxue was somewhat immune to Li Mu’s extraordinariness by now. Ever since she learned he earned millions a month, hearing that he had friends who could shut down Zhang Lan’s family factory didn’t seem so hard to understand. She merely asked Li Mu curiously, “What if my paternal aunt never forgives them? You can’t keep someone else’s factory shut down indefinitely; it wouldn’t escalate to such a severe extent.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry about that for now. Even if your paternal aunt forgives them today, their factory will still have to remain shut for at least a month. Let’s keep them hanging for a bit.”





Chapter 466: Building Momentum

“

Currently, in the online casual gaming market, there are only two true platforms: one is the famous Lianzhong, and the other is Bianfeng, which hasn’t quite come into its own yet.

“

Lianzhong is currently the boss of the world’s casual gaming market, a formidable empire at present. However, due to its single product line, this seemingly powerful empire has long been on shaky ground. If Li Mu doesn’t seize its fruits today, then following historical events, Mr. Ma will come to do so next year. Once a competitor with a genuine ecosystem-building philosophy appears, this seemingly magnificent edifice of Lianzhong will collapse in an instant.

“

As for Bianfeng, it only has a few million users right now. Before Shanda Games acquired it, it was like a malnourished infant. Now that Li Mu, this internet juggernaut who constantly doesn’t play by the rules and sweeps everything aside with a single move, is also entering the online casual gaming platform arena, Bianfeng pretty much doesn’t even need Li Mu to act directly. The bricks falling from Lianzhong’s collapse will be enough to finish it off.

“

At this moment, Li Mu didn’t know that he actually faced three opponents, or strictly speaking, two and a half: besides Lianzhong and Bianfeng, there was also the QQ Game Hall, which was more than half developed.

“

Tieba had recently been promoting this month’s late-May Happy Camp, and user attention was very high. After all, Chen Wan, Simple Plan, and Du Wei were all making their first appearances on Happy Camp. By 8:00 AM on May 10th, all Tieba promotions were suddenly replaced with a series of puzzling advertisements.

“

“Rich and willful, you’ve never seen a filthy rich person like this!”

“

“Muye Technology’s new May event begins tonight at 8 PM! Three mobile phones given away every hour: one Motorola V70, one Samsung, one Nokia!”

“

“The event lasts for fifteen days, providing seventy-two phones non-stop every day!”

“

When users saw these inexplicable advertisements, they were frankly perplexed. The advertisements were too strange; they simply announced an event giving away phones, three phones every hour for fifteen days. But how exactly were they being given away? There were no specific event rules, so how were people supposed to participate?

“

In a single morning, Muye Technology’s puzzling event became a hot topic of discussion on the internet.

“

There was no other way; Li Mu’s method was too simple and crude: nothing but throwing money around, and every penny spent resonated clearly. When netizens learned that Muye Technology planned to give away one thousand and eighty mobile phones in fifteen days, they practically went mad, feeling anxious and restless trying to figure out how they would be given away.

“

However, everyone was at a loss, still not knowing what kind of event Muye Technology intended to hold, how it would be done, or how the phones would be given away. Helplessly, everyone interested in this advertisement copy began to wait for 8 PM. No one knew if a link would suddenly appear at 8 PM for people to click and grab, and they didn’t want to miss a great opportunity by being too late.

“

Li Mu’s strategy, to be precise, was learned from Boss Ma of Alibaba. In 2009, Boss Ma held the first one-yuan flash sale event on Taobao. The rules were very simple and crude: at each time slot, several items of different value would be released, but each item would only cost one yuan. Whoever grabbed it would own it. Li Mu once heard an Alibaba operations staff member mention that this event directly pushed Taobao’s traffic to an unprecedented peak, and the cost incurred was not high. It leveraged netizens’ self-confident psychology. For example, a five-thousand-yuan laptop sold for one yuan—everyone had a chance to grab it, resulting in millions of people waiting in front of their computers to start grabbing.

“

This was a clever tactic, a ‘small force to move a great weight,’ and when used well, the effect was astonishing.

“

A large online army began to operate, commenting or participating in discussions about this topic everywhere, and always adding a few lines: “Rich and willful, this is truly rich and willful…”

“

Judging by the online buzz, Li Mu estimated that millions would likely be waiting for Muye Technology to give away phones at 8 PM tonight. Once 8 PM arrived, he would release the YY Game Platform and simultaneously announce the rules for the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament. When millions compete for one computer, everyone still feels they can get it. Now, with three mobile phones given away for free every hour, everyone will surely feel they can get one. Moreover, this process of acquisition is much more comfortable than the flash sale type where one stares unblinkingly at the clock, hand poised on F5, ready at any moment. This is because all prizes are decided during the game. You win a phone while playing, and it doesn’t matter if you don’t win; you can just keep playing, as the game is quite interesting and addictive anyway.

“

Muye Technology’s inexplicable new move not only attracted a large number of netizens but also a great deal of attention from companies within the industry. Many companies now regard Muye Technology as a product benchmark and an operations textbook, closely following its every move. Although they couldn’t understand what new trick Muye Technology was pulling, everyone understood one principle: paying close attention would surely allow them to learn something.

“

Mr. Ma of Tencent was also very curious.

“

What kind of trick is this? Are they going to have a lottery on YY?

“

He felt that Muye Technology must have concluded that Tencent was facing financial difficulties, so they were trying to compete to see who was more rich and powerful. Because Muye Technology had immediately announced that YY would not accept any commercial promotions, Tencent had been forced to stop all advertising collaborations. Advertising revenue had not only plummeted, but they had also incurred a certain amount in breach of contract penalties. Now, Muye Technology was not only not making money but also pouring money into it, making it truly difficult for Tencent to keep up with their composure.

“

The entire internet began to closely watch Muye Technology’s new moves. Unconsciously, the phrase “rich and willful” began to spread among netizens’ circles, and the magic of these four words started to show. The internet was full of comments about being rich and willful; some were initiated by the online army, and some were spontaneous from netizens. In short, these four words became popular in less than a day.

“

No one knew exactly what Muye Technology was up to, but everyone paid close attention, waiting for 8 PM to arrive.

“

…

“

At 7 PM, a large wave of promotional offensive was already poised in the trenches, waiting only for the charge horn to sound at 8 PM.

“

Everyone at Muye Technology was filled with nervous anticipation. Even other departments had now lifted their information embargo, and everyone was waiting to witness the grand debut of the YY Game Hall.

“

This included Chen Hui, who had just joined not long ago.

“

Since Mr. Ma had not yet decided on the strategy for developing QQ Game Hall when Chen Hui left Tencent, and QQ Game Hall was highly confidential within Tencent, he didn’t know that his former employer was also developing a product with the same positioning. When he learned that his new company, Muye Technology, had developed the YY Game Hall and saw its product introduction, he silently mourned for his former employer for a minute. He could see that once YY Game Hall was released, QQ would have no power to resist.

“

However, Chen Hui quickly adjusted his mood. He was no longer a Tencent employee but a Muye Technology employee. Most importantly, Zhang Yao, whom he had longed for day and night, would be joining Muye Technology at the end of the month. This was his biggest aspiration besides work at the moment, so his past with Tencent held little attachment for him.

“

The administrative department ordered Pizza Hut pizzas for employees working overtime and those staying to witness a historic moment. The massive order volume required several Pizza Hut restaurants to collaborate in preparing them. Li Mu looked at the hundreds of employees before him and said to Lin Qingya, “Find a capable subordinate and have him prepare to set up a racing team for the company.”

“

“A racing team?” Lin Qingya asked, “What are the specific requirements?”

“

Li Mu said, “Investigate the living situations of our employees, select some concentrated areas, and start several employee shuttle bus routes that go to and from the company. Additionally, I see that our current office space won’t be enough for long, and the team’s size will continue to expand in the future. Hurry up and look for a new office workplace. It’s best to choose a high-end, conveniently located office building. It would be even better if we could take control of an entire floor or even two floors. Renovations will take some time, so this needs to be started early.”

“

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “Our current office area can accommodate about one hundred more people. If we move departments like customer service and editing out when the time comes, we can free up several dozens more workstations, which should sustain us for another six months. Do you think we should look now or wait a while?”

“

Li Mu said, “Look now. The company’s cash flow is so abundant, and its revenue generation is also very strong. We need to find ways to spend some money. The office space must be good and large, but just don’t go outside Zhongguancun.”

“

In later years, internet companies like Tencent, NetEase, Sohu, and Sina all had their own large buildings in Yanjing, each bigger than the last. Li Mu also thought that in the second half of this year or next year, after the company’s influence, capital, and tax contributions all reached a higher level, he could communicate with the government, buy a plot of land, and build a Muye Tower to serve as Muye Technology’s headquarters. This was very feasible. And at that time, he could directly hand the construction over to Song Liang, which would also provide some work for the real estate development company he, Chen Ze, and Song Liang had jointly established—achieving multiple goals at once.

“

However, buying land, building, decorating, and using it, even at the fastest pace, would likely be delayed until 2004. Therefore, before that, they would still need to rent workplaces elsewhere. Many companies, as they grow, have scattered workplaces. For example, Baidu, which took root in Yanjing, had over ten large and small workplaces within Yanjing alone before Baidu Tower was put into use, with various departments demerged and scattered to every corner of Yanjing, making internal coordination quite laborious. Therefore, Li Mu would rather spend a bit more money upfront to rent large workplaces. If they weren’t fully used, they could just sit vacant; it was far more convenient than having to scramble for temporary space elsewhere if they ran out.

“

Lin Qingya understood Li Mu’s meaning and immediately nodded, saying, “I’ll arrange for people to scout office buildings in Zhongguancun tomorrow.”

“

Li Mu hummed, looked at the time, and murmured, “Another twenty minutes. It’s almost time.”

“

At this very moment, far away in Shenzhen, Dean Cooper, sent by MIH to help Tencent through its difficulties, habitually came to Mr. Ma’s office. Seeing him enter, Mr. Ma quickly picked up his laptop and greeted him, saying, “Dean, you’ve come at just the right time. We can drink tea while waiting to see what Muye Technology is up to.”

“





Chapter 467: Forced to Die by YY

Mr. Ma considered ten thousand possibilities for what Muye Technology was up to, but the one thing he didn’t expect was that Muye Technology would develop an online casual game platform, just like them.

Although he felt a slight unease about the upcoming announcement from Muye Technology, a belief always sustained him: QQ Game Hall would be launched next month. He didn’t dare claim it could reclaim all lost ground, but at the very least, it could stem the tide of their continuous retreat.

Mr. Ma skillfully boiled water and scalded the tea set. Beside him, Dean suddenly said, “Mr. Ma, could I try?”

Mr. Ma looked at him, pointed at the tea set, and asked curiously, “You want to try making tea?”

Dean nodded and smiled, “I’ve watched you brew tea so many times, I know every step, and I really want to give it a try.”

Mr. Ma smiled slightly, nodded, and handed him the kettle. Dean began to brew the tea with a semblance of professionalism. He performed every step—how to wash the tea set, how to rinse the tea leaves, and how to strain—very standardly. It was clear he had genuinely studied it.

After the tea was brewed, Dean poured two cups, placing one in front of Mr. Ma, and said with a smile, “Here, try my handiwork.”

Mr. Ma smiled, picked up his teacup, glanced at the time on his laptop, and said, “It’s eight o’clock.”

As he spoke, he instinctively reached to open YY’s official website. Suddenly, the YY client he had logged into earlier popped up a push notification in the bottom right corner. When Mr. Ma saw the notification, the teacup instantly slipped from his hand, and scalding tea splashed onto his leg. Yet, he showed no reaction, only staring dumbfounded at the push notification, his face ashen.

Seeing Mr. Ma’s extreme reaction, Dean couldn’t help but ask, “Mr. Ma, what’s wrong?”

Dean, who couldn’t understand Chinese, didn’t know what the YY notification said. Mr. Ma, his face dazed, said, “Muye Technology has launched their YY Game Platform, and simultaneously commenced the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament, where you win phones by participating in competitions. So, they were doing the same thing as us, and they started even earlier…”

Dean was utterly horrified upon hearing this. Muye Technology and Tencent were doing the same thing? Good heavens, this was Tencent’s last resort!

Mr. Ma recovered his composure and quickly clicked the link to the download page. He then immediately downloaded and installed the YY Game Hall. Once the YY Game Hall finished downloading and installing, YY itself also completed a small plugin update. A Game Hall logo on the interface kept flashing, and a prompt appeared: “You can log into YY Game Hall with one click here.”

Mr. Ma felt another heavy blow to his heart.

They just launched and already integrated the products. Their product awareness is incredibly strong!

Mr. Ma’s hand trembled as he clicked the one-key login button. The YY Game Hall client immediately launched, directly skipping the login interface, and quickly entered the game hall.

Whether it was the current OurGame Game Hall, Bianfeng, or the QQ Game Hall still under development, their product’s visual treatment was stuck in the current era: dull colors, common elements, crude interfaces, and low pixel density. However, YY Game Hall’s interface was at least two eras ahead of them. Upon entering, the design-rich interface, sophisticated color scheme, and clear image elements felt truly epoch-making. This left Mr. Ma utterly disheartened. There was no comparison, no comparison in any aspect. They couldn’t even compare in terms of time; their own QQ Game Hall, still under development, needed almost another month to launch.

At this moment, all thirteen games were visible in the game list area. The top-ranked one was, of course, Happy Dou Di Zhu. Behind Happy Dou Di Zhu, a “Tournament in Progress” tag was attached. Mr. Ma double-clicked to open it, and the game hall automatically downloaded the Happy Dou Di Zhu game package, then automatically installed and opened it directly.

Mr. Ma saw the one-click participate in a competition button but didn’t click it immediately. Instead, he first briefly reviewed the tournament rules. When he understood the entire rule set of the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament, his heart was struck hard once again.

Not only was the product excellent, but the operations were also incredibly impressive. They were truly leaving no room for survival…

After reading the rules, Mr. Ma, with a heavy heart, tried clicking the one-click participate in a competition button. He found that it immediately jumped to the matchmaking interface, which prompted: “Three hundred players full, tournament about to begin.”

Mr. Ma was surprised internally. Was it that easy to gather three hundred people? It filled up almost instantly, with hardly any waiting time?

What he didn’t know was that at this very moment, there were millions of netizens eagerly waiting in front of their computers for Muye Technology to unveil the mystery of “rich and willful.” In just this short time, hundreds of thousands had already completed the download and started participating.

Mr. Ma tried playing a round on the Happy Dou Di Zhu interface.

The exceptionally good user experience delivered another critical blow.

The game interface was stunning, the game effects extremely smooth, and the user experience absolutely perfect. It wasn’t just flawless; there were too many aspects that made him involuntarily exclaim, “Why? Why are they so good at this?!”

The YY Game Hall and its flagship game, “Happy Dou Di Zhu,” not only convinced Mr. Ma internally but were also influencing players nationwide with unprecedented momentum.

Currently, OurGame was a platform that basically didn’t understand how to cater to user experience. Its only advantage was the lack of competitors, forcing casual game players to grudgingly use it. Even with numerous dissatisfactions with the product experience, they could only grit their teeth and endure, as there were no other options. After all, Bianfeng’s user experience was equally poor, and it had few users, so most netizens were unwilling to specifically register an account there.

However, once YY Game Hall launched, players suddenly realized they had become gods! The incredibly comfortable interface and the very simple and convenient operation mode utterly fascinated users.

Playing games on OurGame was like dealing with some bureaucratic departments. To achieve even a small goal, a lot of effort and time were required, yet the other party was completely unwilling to make improvements. To get the desired outcome, one could only stubbornly persist. But after playing YY games, they discovered how incredibly happy they felt when the platform actively considered their needs.

Especially after entering the game, they truly felt the charm of the YY Game Platform. When a game started, there was cheerful background music but also various cartoonish sound effects. For instance, dealing cards and playing cards had very crisp sound effects, creating a strong sense of rhythm. After the cards were dealt, during phases like “Call the Landlord,” “Challenge the Landlord,” and “Pass,” there were human voice-overs. What was interesting was that when male users played, the system used a male voice, and when female users played, it used a female voice.

During gameplay, playing certain cards also had sounds: for example, “Three,” “Pair of Threes,” “Three with One,” “Airplane.” The most exciting sound was that of a “Bomb.” Whenever a bomb was played, the voice-over would be more excited than other sounds, accompanied by an explosion sound effect, giving the player immense psychological satisfaction.

When fellow players at the table inadvertently sent voice messages, everyone else at the card table was completely won over by Muye Technology’s product details.

“Hey, hurry up! I’ve been waiting so long the flowers have wilted!”

“Your card skills are truly astonishing! I am impressed!”

“It’s truly a pleasure to cooperate with you…”

Various phrases, coupled with exaggerated tones, had an excellent effect in enhancing the game’s atmosphere.

After experiencing a few rounds, players genuinely found this game incredibly addictive. The entertainment it provided far surpassed the game of Dou Di Zhu itself, continually surprising players in various ways.

Previously, players only opened OurGame when they were so bored they didn’t know what else to do, playing a few rounds of poker on that awful product interface. But today, YY Game Hall had all players captivated as if by magic. Online games were temporarily ignored, and all their focus was on the Dou Di Zhu Tournament. Of course, a significant part of this success came from the tournament’s rewards and marketing, but regardless, Li Mu’s goal was achieved.

Mr. Ma tried it for a few minutes, but he forcefully exited the game before even one round was finished. At this moment, he felt utterly heartbroken because he knew in his heart that, compared to the YY Game Hall before his eyes, his still-under-development QQ Game Hall had already been handed a premature death sentence.

It wasn’t his fault; the opponent was simply too strong, far surpassing them in every aspect. What he hadn’t thought of, they had thought of. What he had thought of, they had already accomplished. Under these circumstances, no matter how he tried to catch up, it would be impossible. What belief could he use to sustain himself further?

Dean, beside him, was also disheartened. He had been at Tencent these past few days and was very familiar with the development progress and design plans for QQ Game Hall. Now, after comparing them, he even felt that there was no need to continue developing QQ Game Hall, because it would be dead on arrival anyway.

Dean’s mood was extremely vexed at this moment. He hadn’t taken a single sip of the tea he had brewed for the first time. He merely watched as Mr. Ma tried one game after another. The more games Mr. Ma tried, the more evident the despair on his face became.

Seeing that even Mr. Ma was despairing, Dean himself no longer held any hope. He even wanted to write a report to headquarters, telling them his current view: the problems Tencent now faced were unsolvable. In an instant messaging market where “one mountain cannot accommodate two tigers,” an opponent had emerged that could crush Tencent in every aspect. Under such circumstances, if they continued to resist stubbornly and invest further, it would be like trying to fill a bottomless pit with money; the final result would inevitably be futile and only lead to greater losses.

Looking at Mr. Ma with sympathy, Dean asked him, “What are you going to do now?”

Mr. Ma sighed, took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes, and said with extreme fatigue, “I don’t know what to do now. This QQ product has been cornered to death by YY.”





Chapter 468: If Zhou Yu Was Born, Why Was Zhuge Liang Also Born?

Originally, QQ could have established itself in instant messaging and gradually developed into an internet empire.

Originally, QQ could have soared into the sky in the era of mobile internet, becoming a king-tier instant messaging platform through Mobile QQ and WeChat.

Originally, QQ could have forged a Legend, reaching the pinnacle of Asia in 2016 with a market value of two trillion Hong Kong dollars.

However, Li Mu came.

After Li Mu’s Rebirth, it’s safe to say that, at the very least, the original development trajectory of the domestic internet market would be completely disrupted. Taking QQ as an example, Li Mu, as early as when he founded Eting.com, had already begun brewing a “challenge for market dominance” against QQ. After several waves of attacks, the YY Game Platform has now effectively nailed QQ down in 2002, pinning it at the very time it should have been rapidly rising. From now on, QQ might barely cling to life and continue to offer services, but its user count would plummet to freezing point, and it would no longer be a threat.

In this era, Li Mu was the person who understood Tencent the most in the world, and also the one who understood QQ best. Even Mr. Ma was still “crossing the river by feeling the stones,” but Li Mu knew Tencent’s routine perfectly. A massive user base was the core foundation for the success of all its subsequent products; once it lost its user base, Tencent would lose everything.

At this moment, Mr. Ma was completely disheartened.

He knew that no matter how much he chased, it was too late. Muye Technology’s sharp blade had already pierced Tencent’s heart. Even if it was still beating, no one could reverse its inevitable demise.

Dean saw Mr. Ma’s face full of dejection, as if he had suddenly exhausted all his strength, and couldn’t help but advise him, “QQ is dead, but Tencent is still alive. If you adjust promptly now, perhaps you can still transition. But if you drag this on, not only will QQ die, but Tencent will also die. As you know, staff expenses, servers, bandwidth, and basic operational costs are all enormous expenditures. The funds on the books won’t last long, and seeking financing now is almost impossible.”

Speaking, Dean added, “If I report the current situation to headquarters, they will certainly lose confidence in QQ, but they have never lost confidence in you. From the very beginning, we firmly believed that you could achieve something great. So, you cannot be dispirited now. You need to seriously consider one question: If you decisively give up on further developing QQ now, stop investing in QQ, and conduct another round of layoffs, then with the remaining funds on the books and the remaining team, it would be enough for you to start a new project. But if you insist on exhausting everything on QQ, I’m afraid headquarters will lose confidence in you too.”

Mr. Ma gently nodded, sighing, “There’s an ancient saying in China: ‘If Zhou Yu was born, why was Zhuge Liang also born?’ I used to think that Zhou Yu had an improper mindset, was overly jealous, and hadn’t found his own place. Today, I truly understand how he felt then. He must have been like me now, surpassed and crushed by an opponent at every turn, utterly defenseless before them…”

Dean listened, somewhat bewildered, but knew he was terribly down. So, he said nothing, just lightly patted his shoulder.

Mr. Ma sighed again and said to Dean, “Give me a few more days to consider. Even if I stop further development of QQ Games, I cannot let QQ cease operations. I must keep it alive, even if it can only barely cling to life.”

Dean nodded and said, “My intention isn’t necessarily to cease operations, but to stop large-scale investment of funds and energy, and instead concentrate most of the funds and energy on other areas, avoiding Muye Technology. Perhaps we can still find a chance to make a comeback.”

Just as Mr. Ma uttered his lament, “If Zhou Yu was born, why was Zhuge Liang also born?”, the momentum of the YY Game Hall was already unstoppable!

Half an hour after the YY Game Hall and the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament launched, the number of participants in the tournament exceeded one million.

It was the first time such a grand carnival existed on the internet, where playing games could win a large number of prizes. Thus, the attention of netizens nationwide during this period was almost entirely on the YY Game Hall and the Dou Di Zhu Tournament.

Because mobile phones could be won every hour, netizens currently online almost cast aside everything else they were doing and devoted themselves wholeheartedly to the tournament. Winning a mobile phone through the competition held even greater appeal for users than Boss Ma of Alibaba’s one-yuan flash sale back then. That’s because the flash sale product was only one item, relying solely on speed and luck. But this competition relied on skill; as long as you played well, you had a chance to overcome all obstacles and emerge victorious, ultimately winning a mobile phone. Moreover, even if you didn’t play well, it didn’t matter. You could practice slowly, get familiar with the game slowly – there were fifteen days! One thousand eighty mobile phones! With such high odds, it was definitely worth trying hard! Besides, even if you didn’t win a mobile phone, there was no loss. You might even win YY Coins and Happy Beans.

One hour later, the first round of the Champion Tournament officially began. At this point, the online users in the YY Game Hall had already exceeded two million.

This number seemed astonishing, but YY’s current online user count had already surpassed five million.

The number of players was still increasing!

Kong Lingyu said to Li Mu, “Boss, it looks like we’ll have about ten thousand single-game champions every hour, but there are only three hundred slots for the Champion Tournament per hour, which is far from enough…”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Don’t worry about it. Let the users push and scramble for themselves.”

Boss Ma made hundreds of thousands of people scramble for one laptop back then; I’m much more generous than him!

Setting aside the appeal of the tournament, the YY Game Hall itself was extremely attractive to users.

Casual games were originally entertainment people often played after meals, or during friend gatherings, so netizens picked it up very quickly. Coupled with YY Game’s unimaginable experience, the vast majority of users were quite satisfied.

The reason Li Mu organized the tournament was to rapidly cultivate user stickiness within fifteen days. This way, once the tournament ended and it entered official operation, users would develop significant reliance on it, to the point where they would want to come in and play for a while whenever they had a bit of free time. As long as this goal was achieved, the objective of occupying users’ fragmented time would also be reached, and the YY Game Hall would naturally become an indispensable part of their internet life.

The actual situation was developing in the direction Li Mu anticipated, and user enthusiasm even exceeded his previous expectations.

At nine o’clock, the Champion Tournament officially began.

Many people didn’t manage to get into the Champion Tournament, but besides feeling regretful, they didn’t completely waste their efforts. That’s because they received fifty YY Coins and a Champion Medal. Fifty YY Coins within the YY system were equivalent to fifty yuan. They could be used to purchase member services, buy YY Show items, Happy Farm props, YY Space decorations, YY Pet props, and even be exchanged for Happy Beans to play games in the future. In short, they had many uses and were very attractive to users.

Those who couldn’t enter the Champion Tournament buried themselves in a new round of single-game matches, while the matches within the Champion Tournament also commenced in full swing.

After almost an hour of competition, the first Champion Tournament champion of the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament was born, along with the runner-up and third-place winner. Customer service staff immediately contacted the three winners, obtained their personal information and addresses, and then, after somewhat blurring their personal information, scrolled it across the game hall banner.

The first batch of three mobile phones was awarded! Netizens were greatly encouraged again and continued to bury themselves in fierce battles.

The head of the Marketing Department began assigning tasks: starting today and ending at twelve AM the day after tomorrow, Marketing Department staff were to compile the addresses of all users who won first, second, and third prizes during this period. These addresses would then be separated into the major regions of East China, Central China, South China, West China, and North China, and a route would be planned to be as convenient as possible. At that time, the Marketing Department would dispatch five prize distribution teams to these five regions, distributing prizes along the planned routes. Each team would also have accompanying photographers to film, bringing back firsthand visual materials for the second wave of promotion.

This wasn’t Li Mu’s idea; Li Mu didn’t want to make his employees “stir things up” like this. This was the Marketing Department head’s own initiative. He felt that for netizens, even if they participated, if they didn’t win a prize, they would more or less suspect if there was any trickery or insider dealings involved. But by adopting this method, it could not only dispel the doubts of many users but also promote the corporate image, because the act of traveling thousands of kilometers to deliver prizes in person was simply too thoughtful and responsible.

The Marketing Department had operational KPIs, and in the future, they would also be responsible for the market promotion and marketing work of the YY Game Platform. So, their suggestion was also a way to boost their own work. Li Mu didn’t refuse; since the leaders and employees of the Marketing Department all wanted to do it, he readily agreed, going with the flow. It was merely an increase in some operational costs. Currently, Muye Technology had abundant positive cash flow, so Li Mu didn’t need to painstakingly save money on operational costs. As long as the money was well spent, it would certainly be spent.

Just as the Dou Di Zhu Tournament held by the YY Game Hall ignited a nationwide Dou Di Zhu craze, Lianzhong was equally despairing, just like Tencent.

Lianzhong had always considered itself a hegemon in a niche market, developing without threat in this sector. In its early stages, it always worried about competitors fighting a life-or-death battle, but developing all the way to now, it had grown into a colossus among online casual game platforms. So, it never imagined that any opponent could impact them in such a short time. It was complacently immersed in its easy and optimistic development momentum, paid no attention to news within the broader internet environment.

Furthermore, after Haihong Holdings took a controlling stake in Lianzhong, there had always been conflicts with the Lianzhong team, and Haihong also didn’t understand user needs. As a result, the team’s morale had long since disintegrated. It was only because there were no competitors that everything still appeared strong, but no one knew that Lianzhong at this time was already outwardly strong but inwardly weak.

Thus, the sudden launch of Muye Technology’s YY Game Platform almost immediately had the effect of “pulling the rug out from under” Lianzhong.

Lianzhong’s maintenance staff discovered that as soon as eight o’clock arrived, users on their platform rapidly flowed away. In just one hour, online users plummeted from two hundred sixty thousand to less than thirty thousand. This was a signal like the end of the world.

After half a day of checking their own system and finding no issues, the slow-witted maintenance staff finally realized that the online world outside of Lianzhong had been conquered by a few keywords!





Chapter 469: Sweeping the Nation

“YY Game Hall”, “YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament”, and “rich and willful” – these three keywords had become the core topics in China’s internet world.

Due to Muye Technology’s incredibly powerful promotional capabilities, these keywords had deeply penetrated people’s minds, to the extent that everyone was flocking to the YY Game Hall to participate in the Dou Di Zhu Tournament and win mobile phones.

Given YY’s current popularity, one point was clear: over ninety percent of OurGame users also had YY. Therefore, when they played OurGame while logged into YY, they had already seen the advertisements Muye Technology placed. So, if they were going to play anyway, why not play in the YY Game Hall? After all, the latter offered a chance to win a mobile phone.

Only after users actually arrived did they pleasantly discover just how much easier and better the YY Game Hall was to use compared to OurGame. If one were to compare the two game halls to cars, YY was the BMW, prioritizing control, while OurGame might not even measure up to a hand-held tractor. Once users tried it, they immediately made their decision: to hell with your hand-held tractor; once I’ve driven a BMW, I never want to touch it again in this life.

Consequently, OurGame’s users began to rapidly migrate to the YY Game Hall starting at eight o’clock. Within an hour, OurGame lost eighty-eight percent of its user base.

For OurGame, this feeling was like a local rich man, living a life of comfort without worries about basic needs, taking a nap after a full meal at home, only to open their eyes and find that all their valuables had been swept clean, leaving their house bare.

Over two hundred thousand users vanished in a short period, with not even a fraction left over. Of the remaining thirty thousand users, eighteen thousand were merely idling. OurGame’s leadership almost went mad upon hearing this news.

They couldn’t understand it. Even if a formidable opponent appeared, shouldn’t the battle be fought inch by inch? “I have a million troops guarding, and years of meticulously built fortifications. How did you manage to wipe me out without even a greeting? This isn’t how a blitzkrieg should be fought, is it? How on earth did you do it? Was it a nuclear weapon? Is there no code of honor left?”

The panic-stricken management immediately convened an emergency meeting at the company. Investors with controlling stake arrived, as did the founding team’s management. When these two groups previously sat together in the meeting room, it was usually rife with internal friction: one side would propose something, the other would try to shoot it down; one side would present an idea, the other would directly reject it. They were constantly engaged in give and take, having long found each other disagreeable. But this emergency meeting today was the first time in a long while that they met without immediately clashing.

Everyone had heard the rumors on their way there: Muye Technology, a rising star in the internet industry, had suddenly launched a game platform, then organized some kind of absurd tournament, and it had instantly become popular. No one understood why. After rushing back to the company and watching the technical staff demonstrate the YY Game Hall in the meeting room, this group finally understood that Muye Technology had truly come with a nuclear weapon this time.

A large group of people discussed all night in the meeting room under immense pressure and a sense of crisis, eventually arriving at a sorrowful conclusion: they couldn’t compete. No matter what, they couldn’t compete with Muye Technology. Whether in terms of the product itself, user numbers, or the company’s financial strength and profitability, OurGame and Muye Technology were simply not on the same level. They couldn’t even surpass Muye Technology in a single aspect. The only thing they could do now was to imitate Muye Technology, launch their own tournament, and offer a large number of prizes to attract users back.

OurGame’s founding team had a far deeper understanding of the internet than the investors. They believed that at this moment, they should develop along two lines: one line could immediately use tournament activities to attract users back, but if this line ran alone, users would only come to OurGame for the prizes. Once OurGame stopped providing prizes, users would unhesitatingly flock to YY. Product is king; this was an eternal truth of the internet. They were already inferior to Muye Technology in marketing, promotion, and sales channels, and their product was also a large step behind. It would be strange if they could still hold on.

Therefore, the founding team suggested that they must simultaneously start the second line: product development. However, the problem was that ever since OurGame was taken over by controlling stake investors, the investors had let OurGame rest on its laurels, surviving merely because there were no competitors. As a result, their development capabilities were very weak; the entire development team consisted of only five people. If they wanted to completely redevelop OurGame, they would need a large team of at least dozens of people, and it would require at least a two-month development cycle.

The investors remained indecisive.

The meeting continued late into the night. Ultimately, OurGame decided to launch the OurGame Dou Di Zhu Tournament tomorrow, with its rules referencing Muye Technology’s, but the prizes were a tier lower. The grand prize was a Nokia phone worth just over one thousand yuan, the second prize was a 128MB MP3 player, and the third prize was a 64MB MP3 player.

After the meeting adjourned, the founding team left annoyed. As they departed, a conclusion had set in each of their hearts: OurGame would surely die; it had no future whatsoever.

If OurGame was in such a state, Bianfeng was even more dismal. Already struggling, after the YY Game Hall launched, the concurrent users on their platform dropped to just over a thousand people. It was utterly bleak, essentially a direct death sentence with no room for negotiation.

…

Muye Technology once again created an astonishing achievement this weekend. The YY Game Platform caused a stir comparable to YY’s launch, perhaps even more astounding than when YY first launched. Because of the “rich and willful” marketing campaign, the attention it garnered even surpassed YY’s initial launch.

The next day, major media outlets reported on the YY Game Platform, hailing it as a new, epoch-making internet product. Traditional media marveled at its speed in sweeping through the nation overnight, while internet media showered praise on its product.

The YY Game Platform allowed internet professionals to glimpse the beginnings of an Ecosystem for the first time. Although people did not yet have the concept of an Ecosystem, everyone recognized an obvious phenomenon: if one software could organically combine with another, the influence they collectively generated would be far greater than if they were demerged.

Muye Technology’s current product model already had a rough prototype. Discerning individuals could already discern Muye Technology’s true strategy. A senior editor at NetEase wrote in their self-authored article: “It can be confirmed that all of Muye Technology’s future businesses will revolve around YY. Muye Technology has now formed a healthy internal system. To use a somewhat inappropriate analogy, YY is the sun, occupying an absolute dominant position in the solar system. Tieba, YY Game Hall, Happy Farm, YY Space, and even Eting.com will all become major planets in this solar system. And I believe that with Muye Technology’s powerful strength, they will certainly create more new products for this Y Y-centric system in the future. It won’t be long before a super giant emerges in China’s internet, and without a doubt, this super giant will be Muye Technology.”

Under the media’s high praise, the YY Game Hall continued to set new, devastating records.

Within a single day, over ten million YY users logged into the YY Game Hall, which essentially meant that the vast majority of YY’s daily active users had logged into the YY Game Hall.

The average daily usage duration per user exceeded three hours, which was incredibly, truly incredibly impressive. The powerful stickiness of the game hall, fueled by the “rich and willful” rewards, virtually exploded.

Dou Di Zhu became a national game overnight. Homes, internet cafes, and even offices were filled with countless players participating in the Dou Di Zhu Tournament on the YY Game Hall. With a first-class product and powerful promotion, the YY Game Hall swept the nation overnight.

By noon on the second day, system data showed that over thirty thousand people had played continuously for more than fifteen hours. This meant that these thirty thousand-plus people had not stopped playing since around eight o’clock the previous day.

Upon seeing this data, Li Mu suddenly realized a problem he had previously overlooked. He immediately notified the Operations Department and Technical Department of the YY Game Hall to hold a meeting, demanding the introduction of an anti-addiction system. All users who played continuously for eight hours must have their accounts restricted from logging in, and could only log in again after two hours, before entering the next anti-addiction计时 phase.

Many at the meeting felt it was unnecessary, as no game currently bothered to introduce such an anti-addiction system; everyone wished for users’ average usage duration to be as long as possible.

However, Li Mu’s stance was firm. He insisted on implementing anti-addiction measures. This was not only about the company’s attitude towards the physical and mental health of players but also a reflection of the company’s social responsibility. If they didn’t add an anti-addiction system now, the government would eventually require online game companies to do so in the future. If Muye Technology acted first, it would gain praise from the government, media, and users in the public opinion sphere. Moreover, an anti-addiction system that only activated after eight hours should not affect most users and therefore would not negatively impact the overall user experience.

From the end of 2001 until now, media had reported multiple cases of internet users dying suddenly due to gaming, with Legend being the most frequently implicated. Several instances involved people playing Legend continuously in internet cafes and dying suddenly, as well as news of people holding their urine for extended periods while engrossed in Legend, leading to bladder ruptures. These were not alarmist tales; Li Mu had heard many in his previous life. Therefore, while YY Game was newly launched, the anti-addiction system had to be launched as soon as possible. Proactively launching an anti-addiction system differed significantly from being passively required by policy. It was better to do this sooner rather than later. Additionally, he also planned to communicate with the Mu Online team as soon as possible to have them simultaneously add an 8+2 hour anti-addiction system to Mu Online.

Four updates delivered.





Chapter 470: Muye Technology is Too Crafty

The concept of “anti-addiction system” was a term the government would later use when imposing requirements on internet gaming companies. From the government’s perspective, their goal was to prevent excessive addiction among gamers, so the term “anti-addiction” was very precise. However, for Li Mu, while he intended to promote his 8+2 anti-addiction system, he absolutely could not use “anti-addiction” directly. He needed a concept that was more approachable, showing proactive care for players, to let them know, “I hope you get enough rest and are considering your physical health.”

Therefore, Li Mu named his anti-addiction system “Health Care.”

The phrase “anti-addiction system” was something the government would introduce in the future, carrying a strong official flavor that could easily trigger resistance from users. But calling it “Health Care” would make a world of difference to users.

So, when the anti-addiction system for YY Game or Mu Online launched under the nature of “Health Care,” the push notifications presented to users had to be as friendly as possible. For example: “Dear player, YY Game reminds you that you have been online for eight continuous hours. For your physical health, please rest for two hours before logging back into the game. Thank you for your cooperation.”

The message conveyed should be entirely about care, never making users feel like they are being prevented from indulging.

According to current online game user data, the average daily online time for players is less than five hours. Only a very small number of users continuously stay online for eight hours or more. For these users, this caring form of control should not cause too much backlash.

After discussing the anti-addiction system, the meeting refocused on data. On the first day of the platform’s launch, an additional over five million YY accounts were registered. This data was also very encouraging, proving that YY Game Hall was not just an accessory to YY; to a certain extent, it could reciprocate by boosting YY’s growth.

Someone internally at Muye Technology suggested: “Can we follow Tencent’s previous approach and temporarily stop free registrations, instead opening a phone-based registration service? Users could register for YY accounts via phone, and we could cooperate with telecom companies to charge about two yuan per call as an information fee. This would also be a substantial income.”

Li Mu rejected this suggestion without hesitation, and in front of everyone, he rebuked the主管 who made the suggestion for lacking foresight. He then established a core principle for Muye Technology’s future development: For any Muye Technology product, the core basic services must never charge users a single cent. Earning money is fine, but only through paid value-added services. Any idea that violates this core philosophy will not receive company support.

This was the future direction of internet development. If Li Mu wanted to win from the start, he had to recognize this earlier than anyone else. This applied to Muye Technology, and it would apply even more so to the future Taobao and Alipay. Taobao would absolutely not charge service fees directly to any buyers or sellers; this would be its fundamental basis. And Alipay, apart from charging integrated merchants, would not charge a single extra cent to any ordinary user or Taobao shop owner; this would be the fundamental reason for Alipay’s widespread adoption.

However, Li Mu didn’t outright kill the idea. He said suggestively, “Free core services are our basic principle, so I won’t agree to charging for registration, which would cut off our own foundation. However, you can broaden your thinking and consider other value-added services. For example: ordinary number registration doesn’t cost money, but those are just ordinary randomly assigned numbers. If a user wants a special number, they would have to pay a certain fee to get it. This is acceptable, providing users with sufficient choices between paying and not paying.”

Everyone’s eyes lit up. An operations staff member blurted out, “You mean we can offer self-selected number registration for a fee? How should we price it appropriately?”

Li Mu smiled, “Don’t set a direct price. Don’t say ‘we’re selling a number for X amount of yuan,’ because that will still cause resistance for users. We can adopt a service fee model. For instance, our system won’t release three-of-a-kind numbers, four-of-a-kind numbers, or even better number segments; it won’t release birthday number segments starting with 19 or phone number segments starting with 13X. If users want these kinds of number segments, they must pay a certain service fee to use them. We’ll give these paid numbers a definition, such as ‘Premium Numbers’. Users choosing different Premium Numbers would need to pay different monthly prices, such as a ten yuan tier, a fifteen yuan tier, a twenty yuan tier, and so on.”

“Would this fee have to be paid continuously?”

Li Mu nodded, his face firm, and said, “Yes, once chosen, it must be paid continuously. We must clearly state the service fee. If users can’t accept it, they can register for a random free number. If they can accept it, they are free to choose. However, we cannot just charge users a service fee for nothing. For every Premium Number, we will also provide a free member service and give them a ‘Premium Number’ label so their friends know they are using a Premium Number, maximizing the satisfaction of users’ vanity.”

He paused, looking at the stunned group, then Li Mu added, “Also, you must clearly distinguish the tiers for Premium Numbers. The better the number, the higher the price. If there are exceptionally good numbers, do not release them for now. Keep them and wait for the right price in the future.”

The group stared at Li Mu dumbfounded. Although everyone knew this boss was not only a product fanatic but also an operational genius, they had no idea his grasp of operations could delve into such intricate details. The concept of “Premium Numbers” was excellent. It seemed like not much money on the surface, but once a user chose a Premium Number, they would contribute at least 120 yuan to the company annually. If there were hundreds of thousands of Premium Number users, that would be tens of millions in revenue that year!

The current conventional wisdom among internet practitioners regarding users and profit was: for paid products, users equal revenue (like the current online games requiring game cards); for non-paid products, users equal traffic, and traffic equals advertising revenue (evident from the various small advertisements plastered across major websites, most of which could only gain profit through this most primitive method). However, for Li Mu, users equal resources, and resources equal the development of all additional value. To convert users into sustainably developable resources, one must provide free services that users develop a strong attachment to, turning them into a rigid demand. Based on these free core services, one can continuously leverage other products to develop additional value from users.

Therefore, Li Mu dared to say now that YY would be permanently free to register. Not just YY, but his mobile internet communication products would also definitely be free when the mobile internet era arrived in the future.

This was also Tencent’s path to success in his previous life. Tencent’s QQ, WeChat, and all its online games were free, yet Tencent’s gaming revenue ranked first among global gaming companies, which was sufficient to show that they had long explored this path and consistently mastered it.

…

The YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament continued to heat up. More and more people were winning new mobile phones. Early morning on the third day after launch, members of the five small teams departed Yanjing according to their designated routes. From Yanjing, they traveled to distribute prizes to lucky users. For each prize, the staff personally handed the phone to the user and took a commemorative photo with them. Before heading to the next city, the accompanying photographer used the internet to send the photos back to the company, which were then published by the operations team.

Tieba also began promoting these prize distribution photos. This move greatly increased user trust and raised the tournament’s popularity to another level.

Below every awards post, many people left comments, either envious, congratulatory, or praising. In short, the atmosphere was positive and uplifting.

On the same day, YY Game Hall’s “Health Care” feature went online and received widespread praise. Mu Online followed closely behind; on the second day after “Health Care” launched in YY Game Hall, it also launched its own “Health Care” system.

Although many users had not personally witnessed the “Health Care” prompts, users who received them uploaded screenshots to Tieba for discussion. The vast majority of netizens whose login was paused by “Health Care” showed no resistance; instead, they highly praised Muye Technology’s personable operational approach. Many felt a warmth in their hearts when they saw the “Health Care” prompt after playing for eight continuous hours. From the lines of “Health Care,” they discovered Muye Technology’s meticulous attitude. At the very least, they truly cared for their users.

This time, CCTV, which had never reported on Muye Technology before, as well as the official newspaper and other state media, publicly praised Muye Technology’s approach. In their reports, they mentioned: Muye Technology being able to remind users to pay attention to their physical health and persuade them to rest while making games is a first among domestic internet enterprises. This practice not only represents Muye Technology’s care for users but also demonstrates Muye Technology’s strong social responsibility as an internet enterprise.

Official media outlets particularly favored morally upright actions. They would sporadically criticize the negative trends in the internet industry and attribute many negative social phenomena to the internet’s inducement of users, especially online games, which were considered the culprits poisoning the younger generation in the eyes of state media. However, Muye Technology’s “Health Care” system in YY Game Hall made them publicly praise a company involved in online games for the first time.

Many companies in the same industry, upon seeing Muye Technology’s move and the state media’s lavish praise, secretly cursed Muye Technology for being crafty. The “Health Care” anti-addiction system that Muye Technology proactively introduced not only received positive reviews from users but also completely won over the official media. With such promotion from official media, it was practically a massive free advertisement.

And the official media’s objective in praising Muye Technology was very clear: to remind other gaming companies to follow suit.

Consequently, while major gaming companies gnashed their teeth and cursed, they actively began developing their own “Health Care” systems…





Chapter 471: Facebook Domain Acquired

YY Game Hall’s rapid rise to popularity, in just a few days, pushed Muye Technology’s valuation to a new high. Previously, Muye Technology’s valuation in the capital market was around five billion, but now, some in the capital market have already offered six billion.

Under normal valuation, even if YY Game Hall instantly gained an enormous user base, its initial valuation wouldn’t exceed one billion. The crucial point is that Muye Technology’s Ecosystem is already taking shape, and the capital market knows that as long as YY Game Hall is tied to YY, its value will definitely be worth one billion or more.

However, no matter how the capital market valued Muye Technology, Li Mu was not prepared to cash out his shares in Muye Technology. Muye Technology’s profitability was already very strong, with a net profit of tens of millions level each month. The accumulated funds were sufficient for future operations and new business development. At this time, the capital was the least of his concerns.

As Muye Technology’s sole competitor in the market, Lianzhong also launched their Dou Di Zhu Tournament. To Li Mu’s surprise, their competition format was essentially a complete copy of the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament, only differing in the prizes offered.

Although compared to YY Games, Lianzhong’s user experience was significantly worse, the lure of prizes still attracted a group of users back to Lianzhong.

Muye Technology’s YY Game Hall operations team had initially negotiated with them regarding the infringement issue, but unexpectedly, the other party simply ignored them. After repeated protests, Lianzhong finally gave a reply: Lianzhong did not believe that their tournament infringed upon Muye Technology or YY Game Hall in any way. If Muye Technology insisted on the existence of infringement, they could pursue legal action directly.

Li Mu, however, was unfazed by this. He believed that Lianzhong was currently on the verge of collapse, and imitating his tournament could only temporarily delay its downfall. In this era, no platform could continuously subsidize users with its own funds unless the continuous subsidies could wear down competitors. Otherwise, no matter how much money was poured in, it would be futile. With Lianzhong’s current scale, wanting to outlast Muye Technology was simply a pipe dream. Therefore, if they were willing to subsidize users by imitating the tournament, he would let them.

Aside from Lianzhong, Bianfeng was already a dead game, with no way to revive itself.

YY Games was gaining momentum, and Li Mu received another piece of good news: Du Fei had successfully registered his company in America. Although it took longer than Li Mu expected, it was indeed because, in those years, the procedures for Chinese citizens to register companies in America were much more cumbersome than they would be later.

Li Mu personally invested one hundred fifty thousand US dollars into this company’s account. Then, Li Mu used this American shell company to contact an American company named AboutFace to negotiate the purchase of the Facebook domain.

In 2005, Facebook purchased this domain from this company, spending two hundred thousand US dollars to acquire the Facebook.com primary domain. However, by that time, Facebook had already begun to scale, so the price had been driven up. At present, AboutFace’s asking price for this domain was merely fifty thousand US dollars.

Li Mu haggled with the other party on the domain trading website for an hour, and the final transaction price was set at thirty-two thousand US dollars.

Without any hesitation, Li Mu, in the name of the American shell company, acquired this domain which would later create boundless miracles.

The Facebook domain finally fell into Li Mu’s hands!

Subsequently, Li Mu used the company’s name to register all domains related to Facebook. Almost every one he could think of was registered, costing less than two thousand US dollars in total.

After this, Du Fei specifically called Li Mu, asking if he intended to conduct business in America and if he needed her or friends’ assistance. Li Mu told her, “This shell company will remain dormant for now and will be activated next year or the year after.”

Du Fei was confused; Li Mu had been actively pursuing the company registration, so she didn’t understand why there was no further activity after it was registered. Li Mu didn’t elaborate, simply stating that he had his own plans.

Li Mu’s purpose in registering a company and buying the Facebook domain in America was to dig a pit for the future Mark Zuckerberg. History had already given him a mission to create miracles, and at the moment that mission arrived, the Facebook primary domain would be an essential path in his life. He would certainly try to buy the Facebook domain, and if he did, he would fall into the pit Li Mu had dug. If he chose to forgo purchasing that domain and instead tried to register ‘Thefacebook’ domain, Li Mu would still have a pit waiting for him. In short, as long as he wanted to create Facebook in this lifetime, he would inevitably seek out Li Mu first.

Sometimes, Li Mu even thought he could just retire before he was twenty. Because if Muye Technology found an excellent professional manager to advance in the direction he had set, it would only become more valuable in the future, earning him more money than he could ever spend. Under his operation, Mu Online would surely achieve at least several billion in net profit within the next two or three years. Just with this one game, he would have enough to live comfortably for a lifetime.

Moreover, there was Mark Zuckerberg. If he could become his angel investor in the future, giving him several million US dollars in exchange for around forty percent of Facebook’s shares, then the profits he could generate in the future would be more than he could spend in several lifetimes.

However, this thought only flashed through Li Mu’s mind for an instant before he completely dismissed it.

Just getting by, even if he did well, he wouldn’t feel any sense of accomplishment. Li Mu also wanted to one day be like Boss Ma of Alibaba, brazenly bragging in front of the whole world without batting an eye: “The biggest mistake in my life was founding Alibaba…”

Li Mu hoped that one day, when Muye Technology’s valuation reached the hundreds of billions of US dollars level, he could also sigh in front of the media and say, “The biggest mistake in my life was founding Muye Technology.”

If by then Taobao’s market value also reached the hundreds of billions of US dollars level, he would add, “The second biggest mistake in my life was founding Taobao…”

If a media outlet asked, “Mr. Li Mu, what advice would you like to give young entrepreneurs?”

Li Mu would also want to say, in a low-key manner, “You can set your goals a little lower at first. For example, I’ll just make one billion first…”

Therefore, to become a world-renowned, impressive figure in the future, Li Mu still had to fight to the death to work hard.

Muye Technology’s situation was now stable. The next step was to continue improving YY’s Ecosystem product chain. YY Mail and YY Cloud Storage needed to begin development, and the online games to be operated under the YY system in the future also needed to be planned. YY’s true major profit direction in the future was at the game level. Therefore, Li Mu also had to consider whether to establish a game development team within YY. If he did, they could develop proprietary games. If not, he would have to use his knowledge of the future game market to aggressively acquire profitable games from the market and operate them himself.

However, there was still sufficient time to slowly plan the game matters, as it was almost time for Mu Online to unleash its brilliance.

On the eve of Mu Online’s official monetization, a contact person from Muye Technology’s Marketing Department received MP3 prototypes produced by two OEM companies from Shenzhen and Taiwan.

After the two prototypes were delivered, Li Mu immediately rushed to Muye Technology to inspect them. The design of the devices was indeed stunning, arguably the best-looking MP3s on the market at the time. This was because the current iPod was still establishing its aesthetic standards, and its style hadn’t truly formed yet; users didn’t find the first-generation iPod particularly visually appealing. While other MP3s on the market came in various shapes, many had designs that quickly became tiresome, such as the Moonlight Box, which looked conspicuously like the remote control for certain popular female toys of the future.

The device customized by Li Mu had a stylish, elegant, and highly aesthetic design, and it was quite visually enduring. All employees who saw the prototypes couldn’t put them down.

Li Mu carefully compared the two prototypes. From a manufacturing process perspective, the machine produced by the Taiwanese manufacturer was indeed superior. The casing, buttons, and ports were all seamlessly fitted and exquisitely crafted. Although the difference in the Shenzhen-produced one was not significant, a careful comparison still revealed shortcomings in its manufacturing process.

In terms of user experience, the difference between the two was not substantial. The Taiwanese manufacturer’s choice of button material provided a better tactile feel, as the buttons had a slight springiness, offering very comfortable force feedback when pressed. In contrast, the Shenzhen manufacturer’s product used harder materials, so it didn’t feel as pleasant to press as the former.

Li Mu inquired about the production capacities of the two manufacturers. The Taiwanese manufacturer’s maximum daily production was two thousand units, while Shenzhen’s was two thousand five hundred units.

Calculating based on an initial order of one hundred thousand units, the former would require fifty days, and the latter forty days. Moreover, there was a lot of preparatory work to be done before mass production, so a few extra days would need to be added.

By this calculation, it would take at least one and a half to two months to receive all one hundred thousand units.

It must be said that Li Mu found the production speeds of both factories unacceptable. However, this was the drawback of OEM manufacturing. The production lines of every OEM manufacturer were not idle; they were still producing similar products for other companies. Their surplus capacity was limited, and as a new entrant into the hardware field, Muye Technology lacked sufficient decision-making power with the OEM manufacturers, making it impossible for them to allocate most of their production capacity to Muye Technology.

Insufficient production capacity and an excessively long lead time—Li Mu couldn’t afford to wait.





Chapter 472: Be Prepared for Others’ Malice

Taobao.com is nearing completion and is definitely set to launch in June. If the MP3s can’t meet this deadline, the launch plan for Taobao.com will have to be delayed to accommodate production capacity issues.

Actually, Taobao.com could launch first, but Li Mu felt that without a compelling selling point, it would be difficult to promote Taobao.com in its early stages. Just inviting small sellers alone would consume a significant amount of manpower and resources. Rather than that, it would of course be better to directly introduce a landmark event and build its reputation right from the start of Taobao.com’s launch.

If Taobao.com launches and he simply uses platforms like YY, Tieba, Eting.com, and Alipay to force traffic to it, it wouldn’t be very meaningful. Without an attention-grabber, the user conversion rate would be too low. If a user enters for the first time and finds nothing attractive, it would be much harder to draw them back in later.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s mind, he hoped the MP3 release could align with Taobao.com’s launch, to maximize the effect.

Facing the uncooperative situation with the two contract manufacturers, Li Mu deliberated repeatedly and decided on a proposal to custom order from both.

In the name of Eting Technology, contracts were signed with both companies for manufacturing. The first batch ordered forty-five thousand units from the manufacturer in Taiwan and fifty-five thousand units from the manufacturer in Shenzhen, with a prepayment of 30% of the cost. Eting Technology didn’t have much money on its books when it demerged, so it borrowed a sum from Muye Technology’s account, to be repaid after this batch of MP3s was produced and sold.

The production timeline for both factories was set at twenty-seven days, with deliveries of one hundred thousand units staggered in three phases: 30%, 30%, and 40%. The fastest batch, totaling thirty thousand units, could be produced in two weeks, just in time for early June.

With the first batch of goods arriving in early June and subsequent batches arriving every week thereafter, Li Mu had confidence to launch Taobao.com in early June, directly featuring flash sales for the MP3s. At that time, the delivery period could be uniformly set to one week later. After all, the price advantage would be significant, and internet users hadn’t yet been spoiled by Taobao’s future twenty-four-hour delivery service, so users should be quite willing to accept this term.

All critical details had been thought through. Just before the impending contract signing, Li Mu had a sudden thought. Late that night, he called his subordinates, urging them not to rush the signing the next day. Then, he hastily contacted Lin Qingya, wanting to discuss a rather important and urgent matter with her.

The two met at a twenty-four-hour cafe in Zhongguancun. After Li Mu ordered a latte for each of them, he shared a concern with Lin Qingya.

“Just now, I suddenly thought of a problem. Right now, we are small customers to any contract manufacturer. Most of their production capacity is allocated to large, established clients, and those major clients also contribute the majority of their revenue and profits. If our MP3s launch on Taobao.com following my zero-profit sales strategy, it will create a huge impact on all existing MP3 brands. At that point, we will definitely become the common enemy of all MP3 brands. What if they exert pressure on the contract manufacturers to stop producing for us?”

Li Mu’s concern was not unfounded. Once a disruptor appears in an industry, no matter how fierce the competition was before, that disruptor will become the common target. Just like Shenzhou Computers, when they broke into the integrated machine market back then, they waged a price war. Their advertising slogan, “4880, Pentium 4 Computer Taken Home,” propelled Shenzhou nationwide overnight, simultaneously making them a sworn enemy of other brands in the industry. If Shenzhou hadn’t produced all their integrated machines themselves while acting as a disruptor, they probably would have been strangled at the contract manufacturing stage long ago.

Li Mu didn’t intend to think that domestic MP3 companies were so annoying, but one must be on guard against others. If he was going to disrupt others’ livelihoods, they would definitely jump up and fight him tooth and nail.

It was only when Lin Qingya heard Li Mu bring up this issue that she recalled the immense threat it posed.

If it truly unfolded as Li Mu described, incurring the wrath of the entire MP3 industry, the possibility of multiple companies colluding to exert pressure on contract manufacturers was very high. In that scenario, it was highly probable that contract manufacturers would abandon their production for Eting.com due to multi-faceted pressure.

Lin Qingya asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, if we disregard the contract manufacturers for a moment, how many units of our MP3s do you think we could sell in a year if they were launched, assuming we had sufficient supply?”

Li Mu smiled, “Conservatively, this year’s MP3 market is nearly ten million units. If we disrupt the market with a non-profit model and have ample supply, selling more than three million units certainly wouldn’t be an issue.”

Lin Qingya said, “Three million units, that’s nearly one billion in sales. If the market truly is that large, could we invest in building our own factory, or simply acquire one?”

Li Mu shook his head, saying, “I don’t want to get involved in hardware production. Once you get tangled in the manufacturing process, there are simply too many troubles.”

Lin Qingya asked curiously, “Most hardware companies have their own production lines, don’t they? Some major brands only outsource manufacturing for smaller products that constitute a minor percentage of their business.”

Li Mu chuckled, “If we produce them ourselves, the complexities involved are beyond imagination. Putting aside everything else, a factory requires stacking up hardware, staffing up with manpower. Production lines need to be designed, custom-built, maintained, and frequently upgraded. A large team of workers demands extremely complex management systems. The procurement of parts and raw materials is fraught with too many hidden dealings, and cutting corners is hard to avoid. If we were to handle all these things ourselves, it would be a massive headache. In contrast, I’d rather slightly increase the cost and let the contract manufacturer worry about these issues for me. All I need to do is give them my requirements and money, and they handle all aspects of production, quality control, and after-sales service. It’s clearly stated in black and white in the contract: if you do well, I pay; if you don’t, I’ll settle accounts later. Much easier, isn’t it?”

Lin Qingya’s beautiful eyes suddenly sparkled with a different kind of light. She exclaimed excitedly, “Manager Li, I have an idea. Listen and see if it’s useful.”

Li Mu nodded, “Tell me.”

Lin Qingya immediately sat up straight, saying excitedly, “You just mentioned clearly stating things in black and white in the contract. That made me suddenly think, can we sign a large contract with the manufacturers in advance? Even though we’re initially ordering one hundred thousand units, we could set the contract for one million two hundred thousand units.”

Li Mu was about to say that if a deposit was paid for one million two hundred thousand units according to normal procedures, the amount of money would be astronomical.

At this point, Lin Qingya continued, “We can break down the large contract internally. One part is a direct purchase agreement for one hundred thousand units, for which we pay 30% of the cost upfront according to normal procedures, and they start production. For the remaining one million one hundred thousand units, we’ll sign an intent agreement with them. We commit to placing additional orders for one million one hundred thousand units with them within the year. For this, we can pay an intent deposit of five yuan or ten yuan per unit. If we breach the contract and abandon the order, the intent deposit will be theirs without compensation. If they breach the contract and fail to supply on time, they will need to pay us five or ten times the compensation for damages.”

Li Mu paused, then asked, “Are you suggesting we create a contract trap?”

Lin Qingya nodded repeatedly, “That’s exactly what I mean. Factories certainly have no resistance to orders. As long as they can take control of the production capacity, they will definitely accept the order without hesitation. If they can’t handle the capacity themselves, I believe they’ll still take it on and then subcontract it to others, because every order represents actual profit for them.”

“Currently, the two contract manufacturers provide us with a monthly production quota of only about one hundred thousand units. We can use their stated production capacity as a basis, and citing concerns about them adjusting their allocation, sign an intent agreement for one million one hundred thousand units with them. The factories will definitely agree without hesitation, because on the surface, this intent order for one million one hundred thousand units appears to be entirely beneficial with no drawbacks for them. First, we’ll give them an intent deposit. Second, they can lock in the profit from one million one hundred thousand units in advance. Moreover, the manufacturers can’t possibly foresee the future situation they’ll face; they’ll be highly desirable of this.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu’s mind was instantly enlightened.

Lin Qingya’s intention was to set a trap for the manufacturers. Both manufacturers currently had some surplus capacity, and surplus capacity meant reduced profits for them. So, they naturally hoped to produce at full capacity, securing so many orders at once, orders which they could fully absorb. Furthermore, the other party was also offering an intent deposit upfront, which gave them practically no reason to refuse. Even if breaching the contract meant paying ten times the intent deposit as compensation, they still shouldn’t refuse, because they knew perfectly well that the likelihood of them paying this ten-fold compensation was almost zero, unless uncontrollable factors like natural and man-made disasters occurred. Li Mu could even alleviate their worries on this point by directly adding a clause to the contract: excluding force majeure such as weather and disasters.

However, in this way, once the manufacturer signed the contract, if they tried to stop production for him under external pressure, that wouldn’t fall under the category of force majeure. At that point, if they dared to not produce for him, they’d have to compensate him tenfold. Unless they literally burned their own factories down, there would be absolutely no room for negotiation.

Thinking of this, Li Mu also grew excited and praised, “Qingya, your method is truly brilliant! Alright, since this matter is of great importance, tomorrow you should meet with legal, and as swiftly as possible, draft a new contract for the contract manufacturers according to your proposed method. But you must remember that within the one-year master contract, it must be stipulated that the manufacturing price will be readjusted monthly based on the market price of storage chips. The manufacturers should agree to this; with how quickly hardware updates nowadays, other brands would also consider this issue when signing contracts with manufacturers, and prices would definitely be adjusted frequently within relatively short periods.”

Lin Qingya nodded, saying, “Then I’ll get to work on this as soon as I’m in the office tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “It would be best if we could entice them to commit more production capacity in the contract. If we could sign for two million units, that would be even better.”

Lin Qingya thought for a moment, then said, “That might depend on their current order situation, but I believe their orders for the second half of the year are likely still pending. If we place our order first and pay the intent deposit first, they’ll definitely prioritize us.”





Chapter 473: Never Short on Money Again

Lin Qingya’s work efficiency was consistently astonishing.

The very next morning, she had already drafted a new contract and sent it to her subordinates who were at the forefront, preparing to sign with the contract manufacturers. She instructed them to adopt a new negotiation strategy and strive to secure the new agreement.

The frontline employees immediately took the new contract to discuss with the contract manufacturers. It was the first time the manufacturers had seen this way of doing things; the buyer was actually afraid they wouldn’t sell, insisting on signing an advance order agreement and paying a certain deposit, with a ten-fold compensation clause if the manufacturer refused to sell.

Nonsense, why wouldn’t I sell? I’d be thrilled to sell more!

The MP3 market was volatile, with a chaotic mix of domestic and international brands, and even more unbranded or small-brand products nationally. Thus, it was an industry that changed in the blink of an eye. Many companies launched MP3s, but for most of them, their core business wasn’t MP3s. Their attitude towards MP3s was therefore cautious. Currently, the furthest MP3 orders at contract manufacturers were only for the next three months. Orders beyond that — for example, for the fourth month — would likely only be received next month, or even the month after.

Precisely for this reason, the contract manufacturers were often worried about future orders for their MP3 production lines. It would be strange if they didn’t agree to the first played the fool they encountered who was willing to sign a one-year agreement upfront.

Within a day, the frontline employees successfully secured deals with two contract manufacturers. The Taiwan-based manufacturer signed a contract for one million five thousand units, while the Shenzhen-based manufacturer directly signed for one million six hundred thousand.

However, the situations for both were similar. The Taiwan-based contract manufacturer could only allocate a maximum capacity of one hundred fifty thousand units to Eting Technology for the first three months, but starting from the fourth month, they could increase capacity to one hundred thousand units per month for the following nine months. The Shenzhen-based contract manufacturer could only provide a maximum capacity of two hundred fifty thousand units for the first three months, but could increase capacity to one hundred fifty thousand units per month for the subsequent nine months.

In response, Eting Technology needed to pay a 30 percent deposit for the first one hundred thousand units, and simultaneously pay an intent deposit for all prospective orders, at 10 yuan per unit, in a one-time payment. This amounted to just over twenty million yuan, a sum Li Mu could still afford.

However, spending over twenty million yuan was like buying insurance for himself. If the contract manufacturers were to face pressure and want to discontinue their cooperation, they would have to seriously consider if they could afford the compensation. This amounted to over two hundred million yuan in liquidated damages, which would be virtually impossible for contract manufacturers, whose profits were already razor-thin, to pay.

This was precisely the effect Li Mu wanted. He would first offer money to put a collar around their neck. As long as they willingly wore it, Li Mu would, barring any unforeseen circumstances, never tighten the leash. But if they ever tried to break free, that collar would be the end of them.

Once the factories signed the contracts, Eting Technology transferred the funds as agreed, and both factories immediately began preparing for production.

In the days prior, Li Mu had racked his brains trying to come up with a suitable name for the hardware brand, but couldn’t think of one for a long time. Later, seeing that the signing was imminent, he simply decided to pursue something catchy and easy to say, just like Apple. So, in what felt like child’s play, he created a hardware brand trademark: Mango. Li Mu’s thought at the time was that perhaps in the future, when people mentioned ‘fruit phones,’ they wouldn’t be talking about Apple, but about Mango.

Apple’s logo was an bitten apple, but Li Mu didn’t use a mango image for his brand’s logo. Instead, he directly used a stylized English typeface for ‘Mango’ as the brand logo. The font was somewhat similar to Philips and Nokia, but it used the orange-yellow color of a mango, which still gave it great swagger.

The first hardware product under the Mango brand would be the MP3 that was about to go into production. Li Mu had absolute grasp that he could make it an instant hit.

After settling with the contract manufacturers, Li Mu specifically made a trip to Taobao’s office to meet with Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong.

Li Mu told the two about signing the MP3 manufacturing contract and simultaneously presented his requirements for Taobao’s launch date: “Launch on June 6th, and simultaneously begin customized MP3 sales on the launch day.”

Fang Xudong said almost without thinking: “Launching on June 6th is no problem. With a bit of extra effort, we could even launch on the 1st if needed.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “June 6th it is.”

Fang Xudong nodded. Liu Qiangdong wanted to ask Li Mu why he chose this specific date, but ultimately held back.

As for why Li Mu chose June 6th for the launch, it was actually very simple: that day was his birthday.

After all, he wanted to give himself a unique birthday gift, and Taobao’s significance was certainly enough.

Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu: “If we proactively communicate with smaller sellers on EachNet and other platforms, our project might be exposed prematurely. Is that a problem?”

Li Mu said: “No problem. Taobao can be exposed early, but other aspects cannot, such as Muye Technology being responsible for traffic acquisition for future Taobao, Alipay providing online payment channels, and Eting.com’s customized MP3s being sold exclusively, and so on. If these aren’t revealed, Taobao would essentially be an infant in its cradle in others’ eyes; no one would take it seriously.”

Liu Qiangdong said: “Understood. Then I have nothing to worry about.”

Li Mu said: “I’ll leave everything before the launch to the two of you. I’m truly swamped with too many things lately and can’t spare the time.”

Liu Qiangdong asked: “Haven’t your YY Game Hall been launched for several days now? I see its development momentum is incredible. Aren’t you going to take a vacation before Taobao launches? What else do you have to be busy with?”

Li Mu said: “I still have Baofeng Entertainment to manage! Mu Online is about to start monetization!”

Only then did Liu Qiangdong remember that Li Mu was also running games outside of this. Shaking his head, he sighed: “Comparing oneself to others is truly infuriating. Can your game surpass Legend in terms of revenue this year?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said: “Within two months, it should be no problem.”

…

Having temporarily completed the tasks at hand, Li Mu hadn’t even had a moment to catch his breath when Mu Online was about to begin its monetization.

Fortunately, this time there wasn’t much for Li Mu to do; everything that needed doing had already been taken care of. The rest depended on what kind of report the market would give Mu Online.

From the start of its internal testing, Li Mu had already been organizing events on Tieba to build momentum for Mu Online. During its public testing, the game attracted a large number of players with its exquisite 2.5D graphics, vast world structure, and comprehensive profession and skill systems. Li Mu had long prepared everything for it, just waiting for the day to begin monetization.

However, although Mu Online avoided beginning monetization on the same day YY Games launched, it was only five days later and the YY National Dou Di Zhu Tournament was still ongoing, so its monetization launch day was still somewhat affected by YY Games.

Normally, Mu Online’s daily active users stabilized at over three million, with peak concurrent users around eight hundred thousand. However, since YY Games launched, this number has dropped by roughly 10 percent, and the average user session duration has declined even more sharply, reaching 30 percent. Li Mu, however, understood that the decrease in average session duration was because users were dedicating some of their time to the Dou Di Zhu tournament. A mere 10 percent drop in DAU and peak concurrent users was still acceptable to Li Mu.

On the day Mu Online officially began monetization, 280 people logged into the game, and one million two hundred thousand bought game cards. Mu’s game cards were priced the same as Legend’s: 35 yuan for 120 hours, or a 35 yuan monthly subscription for unlimited time. Additionally, players could choose 20 yuan for 60 hours, or 20 yuan for fifteen days. If purchased via Alipay, they would receive a 5 percent discount and a chance to randomly receive bonus time. For example, purchasing a 35 yuan game card offered a chance to randomly gain 1-10 hours of extra time, and purchasing a 35 yuan monthly card offered a chance to gain 1-3 extra days. The 20 yuan tier did not include random bonuses.

Therefore, among the one million two hundred thousand people who bought game cards on the first day, nearly eight hundred thousand recharged using Alipay, and 90 percent purchased the 35 yuan tier game card. The rest primarily came from internet cafe sales systems.

In a single day, revenue surpassed thirty-five million yuan.

Conservatively estimated, out of the tens of millions level users in this game, over two million would eventually convert into paying users. Furthermore, loyal users’ login intervals would not exceed three days. Therefore, two million paying users could bring in at least fifty to sixty million yuan in revenue. As for the total number of paying users, Li Mu wasn’t entirely certain. But if luck was on their side, if subsequent operations could cater well to user psychology, and if Legend remained indifferent to cheats/hacks, then breaking three million paying users wouldn’t be a big problem.

As the majority of revenue came from Alipay, it saved Li Mu a considerable amount in game card sales channel fees, further boosting actual profits.

Li Mu was incredibly excited upon seeing these figures. If it was purely about money, today was absolutely the most thrilling day he’d experienced since his rebirth. He had earned over ten million yuan in a single day. Unlike Muye Technology’s situation, 60 percent of this money was entirely at his disposal, so he could withdraw and spend it at any time. As long as he paid taxes, he could transfer it directly to his personal card.

After being an entrepreneur for so long, Li Mu finally dared to let out a triumphant roar to the sky: “Father will never be short on money again!”

After Mu Online launched, he finally felt rich and powerful enough to call Chen Ze, immediately asking: “Old Chen, when are we finally starting our racetrack + club project? Quickly set a date so I can invest money into it!”

Chen Ze chuckled over the phone: “The Italian design team has already started producing design proposals and blueprints. Once the proposals and blueprints are out, we can immediately begin. Oh, by the way, has Song Liang registered his real estate company in Yanjing yet?”

Li Mu said: “It’s already registered. We’re just waiting to test it out with this project first.”

Chen Ze said: “I’ve also spoken with Du Fei, and she’ll be back next month. She’ll focus on the club project first. If you still need her to do anything for you in America, you’ll need to do it soon.”

Li Mu thought of Facebook, and how all of Facebook’s ancestral domains were already in his possession, and the American company was registered. Now he didn’t have to worry about anything; as long as he could influence/persuade Mark Zuckerberg when the time came, he would be completely satisfied.

So, Li Mu smilingly said to Chen Ze: “I don’t need her help with anything anymore. Hurry and get her back to ease your lovesickness!”





Chapter 474: Preparing in Advance

Li Mu could tell that Chen Ze on the phone was doing much better than he was.

For him, there were only two pursuits left in this stage of his life: the racetrack and CSC Club project, and Du Fei. His ideals and love had both begun to take shape.

Fortunately, he had made significant progress in both matters.

Regarding the racetrack and CSC Club, the site selection for the track had been completed, and Chen Ze had also obtained land use approval from the Municipal Government. Any compensation involving cultivated land would be strictly handled according to national standards. Chen Ze and Li Mu both agreed that land requisition should be handled with quick and decisive action: swift acquisition, prompt compensation, and rapid construction, to eliminate any future worries.

As for Du Fei, she had already begun preparing to return to China. In the future, she would not only be responsible for the ancillary design of the CSC Club but also serve as the future designer for Yanjing Wanying Real Estate.

Chen Ze told Li Mu on the phone, “The entire design proposal will probably take another month to be finalized. We can start the land requisition compensation during this month, but neither of us has experience with this kind of thing. Do you think we should ask Brother Liang to come over, or send someone else to handle this?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll make a call later and ask him. If he’s not too busy, I’ll have him come over. We should let professionals handle professional matters.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Then I’ll leave this to you. Talk to Brother Liang and ask him to come over as soon as possible to get the land acquired. That way, I can finally relax.”

Li Mu agreed. Chen Ze then added, “I’ve been inviting you to dinner for ages. Haven’t you finished being busy these past few days?”

Li Mu said, “How about tomorrow evening?”

Chen Ze laughed, “Sure, I’ll make the arrangements for tomorrow night.”

“Forget it,” Li Mu said. “This meal should logically and emotionally be arranged by me. Don’t try to take over, or I won’t go.”

Chen Ze said, “Alright, you’ve got money anyway, so it’s your call.”

After hanging up, Li Mu immediately contacted Song Liang. He didn’t directly mention wanting him to come to Yanjing, but first asked if he was busy with things at hand.

Song Liang gave Li Mu a four-word reply: “Utterly bored.”

There really wasn’t much going on. Ever since the company in Yanjing had been registered, Song Liang’s mind had already flown away.

Haizhou was too small. Even after going through a lot of trouble to develop one or two real estate projects, selling them all would only earn tens of millions. He also had to split the money with various shareholders and make arrangements with different connections. Moreover, Song Liang understood that Haizhou didn’t have much room for development. This city was neither a strategic transportation hub nor a tourist destination. The future real estate market space was clear at a glance; the scale couldn’t be expanded much.

Ever since his last trip to Yanjing to meet Li Mu and Chen Ze and discuss forming a real estate development company together, Song Liang had shifted his dreams for the future from Haizhou to the infinitely vaster Yanjing. He had already registered the company and prepared everything, just waiting for Li Mu’s call.

Li Mu said, “The racetrack and club project is about to start. Neither Chen Ze nor I are professionals when it comes to land acquisition here. Brother Liang, if you’re not busy, could you come over first and help handle this? Then, once the full design proposal is out, we can arrange for a construction company to begin work.”

“Great!” Song Liang chuckled. “I’ll tie up loose ends here in the next couple of days, and then bring a few assistants over.”

Li Mu said with delight, “That would be perfect. I also have a few other things I’d like to discuss with you in person.”

Song Liang replied, “Alright, then I’ll plan to spend most of June in Yanjing. We can communicate anytime if anything comes up.”

When it came to real estate development, Li Mu’s mind wasn’t only on the current racetrack and club project. He also had plans to build an office building for Muye Technology and to have Wanying Yanjing Company venture into residential real estate.

There were still many places in Zhongguancun where high-rise buildings could be constructed. When Li Mu considered the future site for the Muye Technology Building, a thought came to mind: Subway Line 10 would be Zhongguancun’s main transportation artery in the future. The opening of Line 10 had also played an indispensable role in the history of Yanjing’s rising housing prices. Thinking carefully, Subway Line 10 was one of the projects commemorating the Olympics. Before the 2008 Olympics began, Yanjing opened three subway lines, including the Airport Line, Olympic Line 8, and Line 10.

In terms of population coverage, carrying capacity, and influence, Line 10 was the most powerful.

After the completion of Line 10’s first phase, it not only connected most of Yanjing but also completely revitalized Zhongguancun. Working in Zhongguancun became increasingly convenient, which led to a large number of companies flocking there.

It was only 2002 now, and construction on Line 10 was still at least a year away. Li Mu remembered reading some history about Line 10; although the concept for this line had been proposed long ago, in 2002, the Municipal Government was still endlessly debating its specific route.

While no specific plans had been released yet, preparing in advance and finding ways to acquire land was paramount. Li Mu wanted to build the Muye Technology Building near a future Line 10 subway station. Regardless of whether he currently had the financial capacity, he could first acquire the land through Chen Ze’s connections.

As for residential projects, it was even more crucial to seize the opportunity. This wasn’t just for making money, but also for the future of Muye Technology and Taobao.

Muye Technology had already risen, and Taobao was on the verge of gaining momentum. Both would be top internet companies in China in the future, so Li Mu had to make plans in advance for future team retention.

As the company grew larger and profits higher, besides ensuring employees earned more, other supporting employee benefits had to be excellent. In the future, all shareholders would not only have to allocate a certain amount of stock options for core employees but also provide sufficient living security. This was because employees of larger companies, especially outstanding employees within large companies, would be more valuable in the eyes of other companies and eagerly sought after by competitors and headhunters. How to retain talent would be the biggest challenge facing Muye Technology and Taobao in the future.

Once a company developed to a certain point, its enemies would no longer be others, but itself; crises would no longer come from external sources, but from within.

In other major cities, housing was the biggest problem in life. Li Mu wanted to take advantage of the current situation, where housing prices and land prices hadn’t yet soared, to plan for future employee welfare housing for both companies.

Previously, Muye Technology had purchased ten apartments to reward the most outstanding talent who contributed the most to the company that year. These ten apartments provided immense motivation. However, as Muye Technology grew larger, incentivizing with free housing became less applicable. If they could acquire a batch of employee housing belonging to the company and then sell it to employees at prices far below market value, combined with long-term interest-free loans provided by the company, they could retain excellent employees for longer and leave no opportunities for competitors.

Besides considering the company’s future development, Li Mu also hoped that Song Liang could lead Wanying Yanjing Company to catch the next wave of rising housing prices. Line 10 would have a significant driving effect on housing prices, especially for concentrated residential areas in the east. At this time, finding a way to help Wanying acquire some land would definitely provide a huge boost to Wanying’s future development.

The East Third Ring Road and Dawang Road between the East Third and East Fourth Ring Roads were all areas where housing prices would surge in the future. Currently, there was still endless debate and indecision about whether Line 10’s north-south route would follow the East Third Ring Road or Dawang Road, but it would definitely be set along the East Third Ring Road in the future. If Wanying could acquire a few plots of residential land along the East Third Ring Road subway line in advance, they would all become money-printing machines in the future. Even if they couldn’t develop them all themselves, holding onto them until the end of the year or early next year, and then reselling them once the subway plan was officially finalized, would yield enormous profits.

…

The next day, Li Mu invited Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming out for a meal. The two also specifically invited Li Tong, the owner of Fayue Restaurant. Li Tong was originally a good friend of Xu Jiaming, and as Chen Ze put it, Li Tong was someone well worth forming a close relationship with.

This time, they didn’t go to Fayue again. Everyone met at a resort hotel in the suburbs of Yanjing. Li Mu chose the place, and it was said that the abalone there tasted exceptionally good, making it one of the best places for abalone in Yanjing.

Li Mu wasn’t particularly interested in delicacies like bird’s nest, shark fin, and abalone on a normal day, but today’s main purpose was to thank Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming. These two had helped him exert considerable deterrence against Chen Guanghua during the previous incident at Fayue Restaurant. As a result, Chen Guanghua was still frequently visiting Wang Xinran’s home to apologize and plead for forgiveness. However, Su Yuehua had given him no opportunities. His consistent groveling, in fact, psychologically compensated to a large extent for the harm Wang Xinran and her family suffered in that incident.

At 6 PM, Li Mu arrived at the hotel first. Chen Ze was the second to arrive. After only a few minutes of casual chat, Xu Jiaming and Li Tong arrived together.

As soon as they met, Xu Jiaming couldn’t help but tease Li Mu, “Boss Li has been making frequent moves lately, looks like you’re about to make a huge fortune!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Compared to you, isn’t this just small change? Your family is large and prosperous, do you even notice my paltry sum?”

Xu Jiaming chuckled and sat directly in front of Li Mu, saying, “Brother Mu, leaving other words aside, first and foremost, you are my savior. If it weren’t for your help, I would have been completely ruined this year.”

Li Tong also chuckled from the side, “That’s right, Li Mu, your Muye Technology is getting too much attention now. I reckon it won’t be long before you’ll be ringing the bell on NASDAQ.”

Li Mu humbly waved his hand, “NASDAQ isn’t the right time yet. If we go ring the bell on NASDAQ now, we’ll cash out a bit, but ultimately, it will benefit the Americans.”

Xu Jiaming asked Li Mu, “What? No plans to go public in the near future?”

Li Mu said, “Not only no plans in the near future, but not even within the next one or two years. Muye Technology’s cash flow is so healthy that going public right now would be like doing charity. As long as Muye Technology doesn’t hit a bottleneck that’s difficult to break through, I won’t even consider going public.”

As he spoke, Li Mu teased, “However, if you ever want to cash out, just say the word in advance. I can take over all your shares and give you full freedom anytime.”

Xu Jiaming burst out laughing, “Brother Mu, don’t be silly. Given my admiration for you, I would never actively divest my shares in Muye Technology.”





Chapter 475: Why Not?

As Li Mu and Xu Jiaming chatted and laughed, Li Mu also revealed some news in advance: “If the company prepares stock options for core employees in the next step, all shareholders must gratuitously and proportionally offer a part of their shares to be reserved specifically for employee stock options.”

Xu Jiaming naturally understood this principle. All companies basically adopt this method when dealing with employee stock options: shareholders collectively transfer shares proportionally to then establish a stock option pool specifically for employees. So, he nodded and said, “You can decide the proportion. Since I’ve boarded your ‘train,’ I will certainly support any of your decisions unconditionally.”

With that, Xu Jiaming also said, “To be honest, Muye Technology’s valuation has increased almost tenfold so far, and I haven’t really contributed anything. I’ve always felt quite embarrassed about that. If the company needs my help with anything in the future, you must speak up. As long as I can do it, I will give it my all.”

Chen Ze also nodded and said, “The two of us can’t really get involved in the operations of Muye Technology, nor can we help much, but other aspects are fine. Although we are shareholders, we certainly can’t just reap the benefits without contributing. If there’s anything we can help with, any resources we can bring in, just say the word.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Coincidentally, I have a plan, but it’s still quite vague. Since you’ve both said so, I’ll just bring it up roughly. You can take a look and offer some suggestions.”

The two then said, “Go ahead.”

Li Mu said, “Next, Muye Technology will need its own office building and its own employee housing. I rarely deal with the government, so these matters will require your help. But don’t worry, I will definitely consume your resources. As long as Muye Technology values a piece of land, you just need to help secure the approvals. I will pay whatever it costs, according to market price. I don’t need a single cent of discount.”

Chen Ze nodded: “Commercial land isn’t too expensive right now, so it should be easy for Muye Technology. Residential land is even less of a concern. Currently, the area of developable land inside Yanjing’s Fourth Ring Road is very large. Apart from a few particularly hot spots, the other prices are not expensive. It’s enough for Yanjing for several years. And if you’re willing to consider outside the Fifth Ring Road in the future, the prices will be even cheaper.”

Li Tong chimed in, “Line 13 will be operational soon, and when that happens, northern Yanjing will definitely boom, especially around Zhongguancun. It’s certain that the Zhongguancun IT industry will extend north in the future. So, for employee housing, choosing the north is very convenient. In the future, employees can commute via Line 13. A while ago, I accompanied a friend to Huilongguan to look at some land. Do you know how desolate it is there now? As far as the eye can see, there isn’t even a single building, just barren land.”

Xu Jiaming laughed, “That’s right. Whether it’s inside or outside the Fourth Ring Road, with Old Chen and me here, you really don’t need to worry about acquiring land. You just go look, and if you like something, say the word. Whether it’s for commercial or residential use, we will help you smooth things over with the government.”

Li Mu said, “With your words, I’m at ease. I’ll entrust the hardware support for Muye Technology in Yanjing to the two of you in the future.”

The two laughed, saying it was simply what they should do as shareholders. Li Mu didn’t treat them formally either. The capital relationship between these friends was very healthy, unlike business partnerships between friends where they invest, work, and share profits together, which often end in unpleasant partings and even destroy friendships. Li Mu’s partnership with them had a very clear division of labor: he handled the money-making, while they provided funds, helped out, and utilized their connections. The rest didn’t concern them. If they ever wanted to stop cooperating, they could cash out based on the valuation at any time, everything open and transparent.

As they were chatting, the waiter began serving dishes. Li Mu asked the three if they wanted to drink. Xu Jiaming immediately pulled out his car keys and said to the pretty waitress, “Miss, please take these car keys and get four bottles of 30-year Maotai from the trunk of the Bentley with license plate ending in ‘888’ parked at the entrance.”

Just as the waitress was about to take the keys, Chen Ze quickly said, “No hard liquor tonight, let’s just have some beer.”

Xu Jiaming said, “Old Chen, what kind of joke is that? Drinking beer with my boss is so undignified. That’s a 30-year vintage from 1980. Aren’t you going to have a couple of sips?”

Chen Ze laughed, “Don’t tempt me. Let’s have a small drink tonight over dinner. After dinner, we can go to SugarClub for another round. Drinking heavily at the dinner table isn’t that fun.”

Xu Jiaming thought about it and agreed. At SugarClub, they could also listen to music and experience the nightlife atmosphere. So he said, “Alright then. Beer is really too weak. Let’s split one bottle of Maotai among the four of us. Two hundred and fifty grams each is nothing for us, right?”

Chen Ze stopped refusing when he heard him say that.

The waitress brought the liquor over, and Xu Jiaming told her to open it directly. The 500g bottle of liquor was equally divided into four small decanters. Li Mu first poured himself full, raised his glass, and said to the three, “On behalf of what happened last time, you bros have been very thoughtful. I’ll toast you all.”

Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming raised their glasses with smiles, but Li Tong felt a bit embarrassed, thinking that he really shouldn’t raise this glass. He said with a hint of awkwardness, “Li Mu, I couldn’t make it in time last time. I’ve been feeling really bad about it. I won’t drink this glass with you. You three drink, and after that, I’ll toast you individually.”

Li Mu laughed, “What are you talking about? I was already feeling bad about causing trouble at your establishment.”

Xu Jiaming then said to Li Tong, “Second oldest, why are you being so formal with your own brothers? Hurry up and drink this first one with us, then you can do whatever you want. Anyway, it’s just 125 grams each. Once we’re full and done drinking, we’ll move on to the next round.”

Upon hearing this, Li Tong no longer insisted. He nodded to Li Mu, and everyone drank the first glass together.

Li Mu and Li Tong were not very familiar with each other; this was their first time drinking together. However, Li Tong was a very reliable person, and he was also Xu Jiaming’s good friend. The two intentionally drank several more cups of wine to foster their relationship.

With a little alcohol, the men became more relaxed in their conversation. Li Tong remembered Chen Guanghua and his family and asked Li Mu, “What’s the situation with the Chen family now? Have they shown any sincerity in resolving the problem?”

Li Mu laughed, “I’m not entirely sure about the specifics, but my girlfriend’s younger sister’s family hasn’t forgiven them yet.”

Chen Ze said, “If they haven’t forgiven them, keep their factory shut down. Let them resume work whenever they’re satisfied.”

Xu Jiaming chuckled, “That Chen fellow, even if he doesn’t die this time, he’ll still lose a few…”

Chen Ze knocked on the table and playfully scolded, “You eldest paternal uncle! Can you use a different term? It sounds awkward.”

Xu Jiaming burst out laughing and said, “Alright, alright, changing the term. Chen Guanghua, even if he doesn’t die this time, he’ll still lose some weight. Their factory has been shut down until now, the losses must be severe. After this matter is dealt with and the factory reopens, who knows how long it will take for them to make a comeback.”

Chen Ze said to Li Mu, “I understand what your future sister-in-law’s family means; they probably feel they can never forgive the Chen Guanghua family for what they did to their child. However, sometimes it’s better to look at things from a different perspective. That Chen fellow is now eager to resolve this matter, so he must be willing to bleed a lot. Why not give him a chance to show his sincerity? Let him put up a sum of money to settle this, that way your future sister-in-law’s family can also get some tangible compensation. Why not?”

Li Mu nodded, “That makes sense, but her Mom and Dad seem to be civil servants. If they directly accept a large sum of compensation from Chen Guanghua, they might be vulnerable to blackmail in the future.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “That’s simple. You directly find Chen Guanghua and give him a solution. He’ll definitely see you as their savior. You tell him to compensate with a house to settle the matter. In the future, he should keep a low profile and learn to behave. After one month, I’ll let his factory reopen. Chen Guanghua certainly won’t refuse. Given his current situation, as long as it gets his factory running again, even if you ask him for a villa, he’d willingly give it. Once he buys the house, directly register it under your name, and then you transfer it to your future sister-in-law. This matter will be settled.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and felt that Chen Ze’s suggestion made a lot of sense. Su Yuehua wasn’t genuinely still hating the other party now; she simply didn’t want any contact with them. That’s why every time Chen Guanghua showed up, he was ruthlessly turned away at the door.

In fact, the core problem had already been solved. The scores were changed back, and the two corrupt directors were officially arrested two days ago. Wang Xinran would definitely get into Film Academy now, and the arrogant Chen Yueyue would never even dream of entering the Film Academy in this life. Her whole family had also suffered severe punishment; the factory was shut down, and they had even come to apologize. There was no need to truly force the Chen Guanghua family to a dead end over this matter. Why not seize this opportunity to secure some actual benefit for Wang Xinran?

Li Mu’s thought at this moment was that Wang Xinran was going to the Film Academy this year, which was a bit far from home. Why not have Chen Guanghua buy a house near the Film Academy as compensation? To avoid trouble for Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua, who were civil servants, he could first take possession of the house and then gift it to Wang Xinran. As for Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua, Li Mu felt they should also be able to accept it. The only worry now was if they would be stubborn and refuse a free house right in front of them, which would be a bit awkward.

However, Li Mu instantly changed his mind. No matter what, he should first get the house. If Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua refused to accept, he could slowly work on convincing them.

Li Tong also said, “These past few days, Chen Guanghua and Zhang Lan keep coming to Fayue to find me. I cancelled their membership cards, but they still wait for me even though they can’t get in. They just want me to help smooth things over. Li Mu, if you want to meet them to discuss this, I can help you arrange it. I bet they’d come over immediately with just one call.”

Li Mu quickly waved his hand, “I don’t want to meet them. Why don’t you relay a message for me? Just say it’s from me, tell him to buy a house near the Film Academy, and this matter will be considered resolved.”

Li Tong asked curiously, “How big? Any specific requirements?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Tell him to buy whatever he thinks is appropriate. This kind of thing depends entirely on his personal sincerity.”





Chapter 476: I’ll Make Sure Mr. Li Is Satisfied

Chen Guanghua was driving his Rolls-Royce himself, parked by the roadside at the entrance of Su Yuehua’s neighborhood. He had just been given the cold shoulder again at Su Yuehua’s home. No matter how he pleaded and coaxed, Su Yuehua refused to acknowledge him, almost calling 110 (the police) right in front of him. Chen Guanghua had no choice but to slink downstairs, his heart growing increasingly anxious.

Today, he was alone in the car. On previous occasions, he had brought his wife and child to apologize, but each time they were turned away. Later, Chen Guanghua analyzed it carefully and realized that Su Yuehua and her husband must still harbor resentment towards his wife and child. So this time, he came alone, bringing sincere humility to apologize, but Su Yuehua still didn’t buy it.

Every parent has a fiercely protective side when it comes to their children. Su Yuehua felt a surge of anger every time she saw the family of three, so much so that she couldn’t even be bothered to speak to them, let alone accept their apologies.

Chen Guanghua was so worried in the car that he ran his hands through his hair. He smoked three cigarettes in a row, still unsure of his next step. Chen Ze’s influence was truly immense; unless he gave the word, Chen Guanghua couldn’t get the factory to resume operations no matter whom he sought out.

Just as he was considering whether to go back and plead with Li Mu again, Chen Guanghua’s phone suddenly rang. He looked down and saw it was Li Tong.

Although he didn’t know why Li Tong was calling him, for Chen Guanghua, seeing Li Tong’s call felt like grasping a lifeline.

Chen Guanghua hastily answered the phone, his voice trembling slightly: “Hello, Bo-Boss Li.”

Li Tong hummed in acknowledgment and said, “There’s a solution now for the trouble your wife and child caused last time. Would you like to hear it?”

Upon hearing this, Chen Guanghua was so excited that tears nearly welled up. He nodded frantically into the phone: “Yes, yes! Please tell me!”

Li Tong said, “Li Mu’s idea is that the girl named Wang Xinran is about to go to university, and as you know, she’s attending the Film Academy. The school is a bit far from her home…”

Chen Guanghua immediately blurted out, “I understand, I understand! I’ll buy her a car! Please tell me, what does Mr. Li mean? Does he want a Bentley, a Rolls-Royce, or something else?”

Li Tong was speechless for a moment, then chuckled twice and said, “Not a car. It’s not appropriate for a young girl to drive such a fancy car to school. Li Mu’s intention is for you to look around near the Film Academy and buy a residence for the young lady.”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Chen Guanghua said with almost no hesitation. “Since that’s what Mr. Li wants, I’ll go buy it tomorrow! Oh no, I’ll go look around the Film Academy right now!”

As he spoke, Chen Guanghua started his car and asked again, “Boss Li, could I trouble you to ask Mr. Li if he has any specific requirements for the house?”

Li Tong replied, “Li Mu said there are no specific requirements. You decide based on your sincerity.”

“I understand, I understand!” Chen Guanghua immediately said, “Then I will definitely handle this matter to Mr. Li’s satisfaction!” After saying that, he gratefully said to Li Tong, “Boss Li, thank you so much! You’ve saved my life!”

Li Tong said, “Don’t misunderstand, I didn’t facilitate this. I’m just helping to pass on a message. It’s because they don’t want to make things too difficult for you, so they’re proactively offering a solution. You just need to show your sincerity and perform well. In the future, keep your wife and child in check, and don’t let them cause trouble again.”

Chen Guanghua immediately guaranteed, “Please rest assured, and please tell Mr. Li to rest assured. I will definitely perform well, and I’ll send my child abroad next month so she won’t stay in the country causing Mr. Li any more trouble…”

Chen Guanghua’s words sounded good, but in reality, he was sending Chen Yueyue abroad mainly because she had no school to attend in China. After Li Mu publicly denounced Xu and Shan, it wasn’t just as simple as the two of them being criminally detained. The Film Academy, to prove its own integrity to society, specifically issued a statement exposing the names of all students who had been admitted to Peking University through Xu and Shan, and explicitly stated to society that these students on the list would never be admitted again. Later, the entire education system received this list, and to avoid trouble, they basically refused to accept any students on it. Chen Yueyue currently had no other school options in China apart from attending unaccredited universities. Rather than letting her attend an unaccredited university, Chen Guanghua preferred to send her abroad.

Li Tong then told him, “Once you’ve found a suitable house, you can just buy it. However, the title transfer should first be registered under Li Mu’s name. You don’t need to worry about anything else. As long as Li Mu is satisfied, your factory will naturally resume operations next month.”

Chen Guanghua felt a weight lift from his heart, almost sighing out all the pent-up resentment of the past days. He said excitedly, “Rest assured, I will definitely satisfy Mr. Li.”

After hanging up, Chen Guanghua immediately drove straight to the Film Academy. His first goal was to research what real estate projects were available near the Film Academy, which ones were good, and if the good ones had good layouts. Once he found something suitable, he would buy it as soon as possible. Forget just buying a house; he would be happy to spend tens of millions to buy a villa, because if he dragged this on any longer, the additional losses would simply be beyond that magnitude.

…

The weather was getting hotter and hotter, and SugarClub’s business was booming even more.

However, Fatty Wang’s care for his shareholders remained steadfast. No matter the time, even when business was so good that they had to limit entry at the door, everyone knew they wouldn’t have to worry about finding a spot when they arrived.

This time, Li Mu, Chen Ze, and Xu Jiaming, three shareholders, came together, which greatly excited Fatty Wang. After hearing about it, he quickly went to the private room to meet with them. After entering, he greeted each one individually. When he saw Li Tong, Fatty Wang smiled and said, “Oh, Second Oldest, you’re here too!”

Li Tong smiled slightly, “It’s been a while since I last saw you, Old Wang. You’ve gotten fatter.”

Fatty Wang shrugged, his chest fat jiggling. He laughed, “Living a life of luxury and excess here every day, it’s easy to gain weight. But you, kid, running a restaurant and living such a comfortable life, how are you still so thin?”

Li Tong chuckled, “We’re two extremes. You gain weight just by drinking cold water, while I can eat anything and not get fat.”

Fatty Wang rubbed his nose, “I wish I had your physique.”

Then, Fatty Wang exchanged pleasantries with Li Mu, “Li Mu, you’re playing on a grand scale now. Bro, I’m just waiting to see your name on the Forbes list.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Stop kidding around. My small ventures won’t make it onto Forbes. Are you going to put me on it?”

Fatty Wang laughed, “Look at you, always so humble. Sometimes, one doesn’t need to be so low-key.” He then raised an eyebrow at the others, “Us bros, there’s a super hot pole dancer performing at the club these past few days. Want me to invite her up to perform a private dance for you in the room? She doesn’t have to wear clothes.”

Chen Ze laughed and cursed, “Give me a break. If we really wanted that kind of fun, we wouldn’t come here at all. We’re just here for a second round of drinks tonight. Hurry up and get us bros some alcohol.”

Fatty Wang nodded, chuckled, “Alright then, you guys are in luck today. Today, I’ll personally serve us bros.”

Xu Jiaming laughed and cursed, “Get lost quickly, and send that big-chested girl over instead.”

Fatty Wang chuckled, jiggling the fat on his chest, and said, “Sorry, can’t switch her. Just wait.”

After finding out what the few wanted to drink, Fatty Wang withdrew from the private room. The first thing he did after coming out was call Cai Zhengmao.

Ever since Li Mu picked up that Mercedes-Benz G55 from Cai Zhengmao, Cai Zhengmao had been frequently contacting Fatty Wang. Truth be told, Cai Zhengmao, being an arrogant guy who mingled in Yanjing’s social circles, looked down on most people, including Fatty Wang. But now, he was actively trying to curry favor with Fatty Wang for one sole purpose: he hoped to get to know Li Mu through Fatty Wang. He was very interested in Li Mu as a person, and even more interested in the car-related project Li Mu and Chen Ze were working on.

When he received Fatty Wang’s call, Cai Zhengmao was having a blast with a few friends at a private club. As soon as he heard Fatty Wang say that Li Mu, Chen Ze, Xu Jiaming, and Li Tong were all at SugarClub, he couldn’t sit still.

He had long wanted to befriend Li Mu, and recently, with the big stir Li Mu had created, that desire had only intensified.

So Cai Zhengmao said to his friends, “Us bros, I have something to do. I’ll head off first today.”

“You’re kidding, Zhengmao,” a friend of similar age blurted out. “Those Russian bombshells are almost here. You’re leaving now? Not planning on having your fun?”

Cai Zhengmao said, “I really have something. Besides, I’ve been with plenty of foreign women. Western Europe, Eastern Europe, North America, South America… I haven’t been with any from Africa, but which ones haven’t I been with?”

His friends nodded grudgingly. Cai Zhengmao wasn’t wrong. This guy frequently traveled abroad, was young and wealthy, and basically picked up women wherever he went. So the women he’d been with could almost form a map of Europe and America.

Cai Zhengmao bid farewell to his friends and immediately drove straight to SugarClub. A few days ago, Fatty Wang had helped him inquire about the project Li Mu and Chen Ze were working on. Cai Zhengmao was extremely interested after hearing about it. It wasn’t that he thought the project would make a lot of money; rather, he believed that if the CSC Club could be established, gathering this group of second-generation individuals in Yanjing in one place, then there would be too many things they could do in the future. If Chen Ze were the only one behind this, he probably wouldn’t be interested, but since Li Mu was involved, he had to take it seriously. It seemed that Li Mu had an extremely high success rate in whatever he did, and his business acumen was unbelievably powerful. If he participated in this project, it was bound to succeed.

The four of them at SugarClub didn’t truly drink to get drunk. Instead, they drank some whiskey with ice and ginger water, spending most of their time chatting idly. The atmosphere was much more comfortable than drinking in a restaurant.

As they were drinking, Fatty Wang pushed the door open and said to Li Mu, “Cai Zhengmao is here. He heard you were here and wanted to come over and sit for a bit, and ask how you feel about driving that car. Do you want me to let him come over?”

Li Mu looked at the other three. He wasn’t close with Cai Zhengmao, and if his friends weren’t happy about Cai Zhengmao joining, it wouldn’t look good for him to ask Fatty Wang to invite him over. If it truly caused loss of face, he could just go over and greet him himself.

Chen Ze saw Li Mu’s hesitation and chuckled, “It’s fine. If he wants to come, let him.”





Chapter 477: Inviting Cai Zhengmao to Join

If one were to ask who was the most sought-after person in Yanjing’s various second-generation circles, the answer would undoubtedly be Li Mu.

It had been a long time since someone with such a dazzling aura had appeared in Yanjing’s circles. Moreover, the halo around Li Mu wasn’t due to his influential background, but rather his immense earning capability.

This kind of halo carried more weight.

Often, the aura of a powerful family background merely dazzles, but genuinely converting it into money still requires a process of energy transformation. It’s like guarding a coal mine; turning it into electricity still takes a lot of effort. But Li Mu, this guy, was a nuclear power plant himself, and no one knew the true size of his installation base.

Although Chen Ze and Cai Zhengmao weren’t close, they actually understood each other quite well. Cai Zhengmao was usually aloof, looking down on most people, and his emotions were usually plain on his face. He rarely saved face when he disliked someone, and he seldom主动 initiated connections with others. Yet, today he actually asked Fatty Wang to mediate and connect with Li Mu, which surprised Chen Ze considerably.

In fact, it wasn’t just Chen Ze; Li Tong and Xu Jiaming were also surprised. This was seemingly the first time they’d heard of Cai Zhengmao actively lowering his stance to forge a connection with someone.

Soon, Fatty Wang arrived with Cai Zhengmao.

As soon as he entered, he greeted everyone individually. He knew all four people present, including Li Mu, and had interacted with them to some extent, but always briefly.

After greeting them, Fatty Wang pulled him down to sit, smiling, “We’re all old acquaintances; let’s just have a few drinks together.”

Cai Zhengmao was still preoccupied with his excuse for coming and bit the bullet, asking Li Mu, “How’s that G55 to drive?”

Li Mu offered a polite smile and said, “It’s very good.”

Cai Zhengmao nodded. “That’s good then.”

Suddenly, he didn’t know what to say.

Cai Zhengmao wasn’t really skilled at this kind of conversational atmosphere; he generally preferred straightforward communication. But this time was different. To build a good relationship with Li Mu, he had to find a topic to start with.

So, while feeling inwardly cringe, he asked Li Mu, “Does your car have high fuel consumption?”

Li Mu was helpless. He wondered why Cai Zhengmao was bringing up such an awkward and boring topic when he could just speak his mind or be more subtle. He could only chuckle, “That car weighs three tons, after all, so the fuel consumption is indeed quite high. It’s twenty-something liters per hundred kilometers.”

Fatty Wang couldn’t watch anymore and finally spoke for Cai Zhengmao, this proud straightforward guy, with something relevant to the main topic: “Li Mu, Zhengmao knows a lot about supercars. More than half of the supercars running on North China roads were sold by him, and he still handles their maintenance. If your racetrack and club officially open for business in the future, Zhengmao here can provide a lot of help.”

Fatty Wang’s direct words finally gave Cai Zhengmao an opportunity to steer the conversation to the main point. He nodded and said, “I have car sources, clients, and potential clients. If there’s an opportunity to integrate with your project, I believe it will lead to a win-win situation.”

Li Mu nodded, glanced at Chen Ze, and noticing his slightly surprised expression, he smiled and said, “Zhengmao, you’re also interested in the racetrack?”

Cai Zhengmao waved his hand and said, “I’m not very interested in a standalone racetrack project. If we all chip in some money to create a place for playing with cars in the future, that sounds reasonable. However, trying to make significant moves with just a racetrack might be difficult. But I’m more interested in your club model. If the club and the racetrack are combined, the prospects are much broader.”

Li Mu knew Cai Zhengmao wanted to get involved with the CSC Club. However, this project was primarily led by Chen Ze, and Chen Ze was also the major shareholder. Whether to bring in new partners was a decision Li Mu couldn’t make unilaterally, out of respect for the rules and for Chen Ze. So, he tactfully said, “This project hasn’t officially started yet, and we can’t be sure how big its future prospects are; we also can’t afford to be too optimistic.”

Li Mu could only use evasive language with Cai Zhengmao for now. If you don’t explicitly say you want to join, I won’t explicitly say whether I’ll let you in. I’ll just pretend I don’t understand your point. Once you speak openly, I’ll hand the decision-making power to Chen Ze. If he agrees, I won’t object. If he doesn’t agree, I won’t support it either.

Cai Zhengmao was currently a bit torn. If he had to actively say something like “can you let me join?”, he would lose face. But Li Mu was using evasive language and avoiding the topic, leaving him unsure how to proceed. If he continued using evasive language, they might just spend the entire evening engaging in a give and take without getting anywhere. But if he went straight to the core topic, he felt he would lose face, and he also worried about being rejected by Li Mu and Chen Ze, which would be even more embarrassing.

At this moment, Chen Ze, observing from the side, understood Cai Zhengmao’s objective and Li Mu’s indecisiveness. He suddenly spoke, “Zhengmao, I think if you’re interested, you could integrate your high-end car sales and high-end vehicle after-sales service and maintenance into the club. Li Mu and I originally discussed figuring out how to perfect these aspects ourselves, but to be honest, we don’t have anywhere near your connections or channels in the import and export sector. If you come in, we’ll go directly from having nothing to having a mature operation in these areas.”

As soon as Chen Ze said this, Cai Zhengmao’s spirits lifted. Chen Ze’s words made Cai Zhengmao feel incredibly comfortable. Cai Zhengmao had initially felt a bit ashamed for actively seeking others to bring him in, but unexpectedly, Chen Ze actually took the initiative to extend an olive branch.

Cai Zhengmao, barely containing his excitement, said, “If that’s the case, not only my pre-sales and after-sales services, but my entire customer base can also be brought into the club.”

Chen Ze nodded. “Your resources in that area are well-known; everyone is very clear about them.”

After speaking, Chen Ze looked at Li Mu again and asked him, “Li Mu, what do you think?”

Li Mu had deliberately glanced at Chen Ze moments ago and then consciously avoided Cai Zhengmao’s topic, already signaling to Chen Ze: he would not make the decision regarding Cai Zhengmao, leaving the specific decision to Chen Ze. Whatever Chen Ze decided, Li Mu would have no objections, which also implied that he could accept Cai Zhengmao joining.

It was precisely because Chen Ze received this message from Li Mu that he took the initiative to invite Cai Zhengmao, also clarifying his own opinion. So Li Mu nodded and said, “If Zhengmao joins, the speed at which our business takes shape will certainly be significantly faster.”

Chen Ze smiled at Cai Zhengmao and said, “Zhengmao, how about this: let’s not drink next time. Instead, let’s find a quiet place to discuss the specifics. What do you think?”

Cai Zhengmao naturally agreed cheerfully. He hadn’t expected to finalize the matter at the dinner table anyway; just confirming their intention was enough. How to cooperate specifically, for example, how much money he would contribute, what stake he would take, and what responsibilities and obligations he would bear, all needed to be communicated privately and slowly.

Having achieved his goal, Cai Zhengmao felt a weight lift off him. His usual aloofness completely vanished today, and he interacted very well with Li Mu and the others at the table. Not only did he frequently clink glasses with people, but he also often participated in the table conversations. After sitting in the private room for half an hour, Cai Zhengmao excused himself, stating he had some matters to handle at home. As he left, he told Li Mu and Chen Ze, “Just let me know when you’ve discussed and decided on a time and place to meet. I don’t have much going on lately, and my schedule is very flexible.”

“Okay, we’ll definitely contact you once the time and place are set, don’t worry.”

With Cai Zhengmao leaving, Fatty Wang also felt he had bothered them enough, so he rose and left with Cai Zhengmao. Once the two were gone, Chen Ze said to Li Mu, “Regarding CSC, if Cai Zhengmao joins, it will save us a lot of trouble.”

Li Mu nodded. “I think so too. I just wasn’t sure what you intended earlier.”

Chen Ze said, “Cai Zhengmao’s background, strength, and channels are all very powerful. However, Cai Zhengmao has very high standards. His approaching us definitely isn’t as simple as just becoming a resident merchant for the club. If we truly let him in, we’ll definitely have to give him a portion of the shares.”

Li Mu chuckled, “As for shares, as long as our combined stake ensures we have a controlling stake, there’s no problem. Both the racetrack and CSC won’t generate huge direct profits in the future; their profitability is limited. A bit more or less in shares won’t make a big difference. The most important thing is the resource integration capability once this club is established. If we do that well, we’ll definitely benefit immensely in the future.”

Chen Ze nodded in agreement and asked Li Mu, “How much stake do you think is appropriate for him?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “We each give him ten percent. He definitely won’t be happy with too little. In addition, I will give you another one percent from my share.”

The original share structure of the entire project was very simple: Li Mu held forty percent, and Chen Ze held sixty percent. As for Song Liang, he didn’t take a stake in this project; instead, the specific development of this project in the future would be handled by Wanying Yanjing Company, which Song Liang had registered.

Since capital contributions hadn’t officially started yet, the issue of giving shares to Cai Zhengmao could be resolved quite flexibly. If they each took out ten percent, Chen Ze would have fifty percent, Li Mu thirty percent, and Cai Zhengmao twenty percent. Since this was the only project Chen Ze was personally going to manage, Li Mu naturally wanted him to hold an absolute controlling stake. Therefore, Li Mu would give Chen Ze one percent from his own thirty percent, making Chen Ze hold fifty-one percent, achieving absolute control. The difference between thirty percent and twenty-nine percent for Li Mu was not significant.

Li Mu ensured Chen Ze maintained a controlling stake in the project not only to secure Chen Ze’s control over the project but also to give him absolute peace of mind. Li Mu had started several businesses himself and was very clear in his own mind: he wasn’t greedy to hold the vast majority of shares in a company. However, he absolutely had to ensure that he maintained a controlling stake in his own company before it went public. Only then could he have absolute peace of mind to continue moving forward.

Li Mu thought this way, and Chen Ze naturally had similar considerations. Hearing Li Mu’s very generous offer, he was full of gratitude. He raised his glass to Li Mu and said, “I toast you. No need for extra words, it’s all in the drink.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. Before drinking, he said to him, “Brother Liang will be here the day after tomorrow and might stay until next month. Let’s quickly finalize things with Cai Zhengmao. Once that’s done, we’ll contribute capital proportionally and prepare to launch.”





Chapter 478: Earning Fast, Spending Faster

Chen Guanghua spent an entire day scouting the area around the Film Academy, visiting virtually every real estate project within a three-kilometer radius.

This area was close to the North Third Ring Road, with average housing prices around 9,000 yuan per square meter. After thoroughly familiarizing himself with all the real estate project information, he shortlisted several high-end residential compounds. These high-end compounds had just opened this year, offering the best layouts and locations among the nearby communities, and their prices were slightly over 10,000 yuan.

Chen Guanghua kept having doubts. He wasn’t sure how much Li Mu could stomach, or what size of house would satisfy him. After scouting around, the largest unit he found was a 170-square-meter duplex, which would cost approximately two million yuan — the most expensive per square meter in the vicinity. But Chen Guanghua was afraid Li Mu wouldn’t be impressed.

The losses this whole incident had already caused him were probably insurmountable even with dozens of two million yuan payments. Now that Li Mu had instructed him to buy a house as atonement, Chen Guanghua unconsciously raised the cost of resolving the matter significantly. Although this was already the best house he could find near the Film Academy, he was extremely worried that Li Mu would be dissatisfied. After all, as the saying goes, price represents sincerity. If Li Mu felt that buying this house wasn’t sincere enough, the problem would become serious again.

Chen Guanghua had no choice but to expand his search radius, specifically looking for more expensive properties. He eventually found a high-end villa complex in the suburbs, about a ten-kilometer drive north of the Film Academy. The current average price there was around 18,000 yuan per square meter, with typical units being about five hundred square meters, totaling roughly ten million yuan. This price certainly conveyed sincerity, but it didn’t quite meet Li Mu’s requirements for geographical location.

Left with no other options, Chen Guanghua decided to buy both houses. He then personally went to Fayue Restaurant to find Li Tong, handed him the keys to both properties, informed him of their exact locations, and asked Li Tong to help deliver them to Li Mu. To further emphasize his sincerity, Chen Guanghua also entrusted Li Tong to convey a message to Li Mu: if Li Mu liked them, both houses would serve as atonement.

When Li Tong called Li Mu to relay the message, Li Mu was on his way to the airport to pick up Song Liang. Hearing that Chen Guanghua had bought two houses, one large and one small, one far and one near, he pondered for a moment. He decided to keep the 170-square-meter duplex and find an opportunity to give it to Wang Xinran. As for the larger one, if he took it and gave it to Wang Xinran too, he was afraid he might scare her family. But he certainly couldn’t keep it for himself; otherwise, he would be profiting from the incident. However, after a careful thought, Chen Guanghua had already bought them; it was like two pieces of meat already cut off and presented to him. If he returned the larger one, it would be letting Chen Guanghua off too lightly.

After thinking it over, Li Mu smiled and said to Li Tong, “Please tell him I’ve accepted the smaller one. I’ll arrange for someone to handle the transfer of ownership with him later. As for the larger one, have him designate it as a donation to 3321.”

Li Tong chuckled, “That’s smart of you. Alright, I’ll go give him your answer now.”

Li Mu thanked Li Tong, who immediately hung up and communicated with Chen Guanghua. Upon hearing that Li Mu wanted both houses, big and small, Chen Guanghua felt a sharp pang of pain in his heart. But he truly had no choice; his heart was bleeding, but he could only readily agree aloud. He also asked Li Tong to tell Li Mu that he would donate the villa to 3321 this year, and the duplex could be transferred at any time, the sooner the better.

After Li Tong finished speaking, Li Mu called Zhao Kang, telling him to go to Yucheng Garden to get a copy of his Identity Card, then find Chen Guanghua to help transfer the house to Li Mu’s name.

Zhao Kang probably knew the full story behind the incident. As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, he immediately dropped what he was doing and drove to Yucheng Garden.

That afternoon, 3321 received a donation from Chen Guanghua: a five-hundred-square-meter villa located in northern Yanjing. 3321 immediately publicized this information on its website, though omitting Chen Guanghua’s name: “Today, 3321 received a villa, measuring 508 square meters in total, located on [redacted] Road, donated by an entrepreneur surnamed Chen. Within three working days, 3321 will consign this villa to a real estate auction company for auction. All proceeds from the auction will be injected into the 3321 student aid fund. Supervision from all sectors of society is welcome.”

The villa Chen Guanghua bought for ten million yuan was donated in one go, yet his name couldn’t even be displayed.

As for the 170-square-meter duplex, Zhao Kang and Chen Guanghua met and completed the transfer in just half an afternoon. Chen Guanghua willingly gifted this house to Li Mu. From then on, both houses were in his possession for less than a day before they became unrelated to him.

After losing two houses as compensation, Chen Guanghua soon received news from the fire and environmental protection departments, informing him that his factory could resume operations in early June.

At this point, Chen Guanghua finally sighed in relief. At the same time, he secretly reminded himself that from now on in Yanjing, he must remember to tuck his tail between his legs and behave, not just for himself, but also for his wife and children.

…

After Song Liang arrived in Yanjing, the land acquisition for the racetrack and CSC Club officially began.

This time, a total of two thousand one hundred mu of cultivated land needed to be acquired. The land acquisition cost was approximately 4,500 yuan per mu. Once the compensation process began, the government would assign dedicated personnel to assist, to avoid too much resistance.

Chen Ze called out Cai Zhengmao, and the three of them—Chen Ze, Cai Zhengmao, and Li Mu—had another private discussion. Cai Zhengmao would bring in his automotive pre-sales and after-sales business in the future, with its income and profits also integrated into the CSC Club. Given that his current business income was still substantial, the agreed outcome was that Cai Zhengmao would contribute 10% of the capital, and after his automotive business was integrated, he would then exchange it for an additional 10% stake in the CSC Club, holding a total stake of 20%.

Cai Zhengmao only needed to contribute 10% of the capital. Chen Ze, with a 51% stake, and Li Mu, with a 29% stake, would proportionally split the remaining 10% of the capital required. Thus, the final capital contribution percentages were: Chen Ze at 57.4%, Li Mu at 32.6%, and Cai Zhengmao at 10%.

The total estimated project investment costs around two hundred million yuan. This means Chen Ze, Li Mu, and Cai Zhengmao would need to invest a full two hundred million yuan according to their current capital contribution ratios. If further investment was required after the initial two hundred million yuan, Cai Zhengmao would contribute according to his actual equity stake of 20%, while Li Mu’s and Chen Ze’s capital contribution ratios would also decrease to match their actual equity.

Song Liang was a professional in the real estate sector. After estimating the costs, he calculated a starting investment scale of fifty million yuan. Li Mu immediately withdrew his share of 16.3 million yuan from Storm Technology, which had already earned over sixty million yuan. The number of paying users for Mu Online was growing, and Li Mu estimated that the monthly transaction volume wouldn’t be less than one hundred million yuan, with even higher profit potential. So, this amount of money was truly trivial for him.

The racetrack and the CSC Club had completed their company registration under the name Yanjing Jinshun International Co., Ltd. Chen Ze had chosen the name casually; “Jinshun” was derived from the meaning “golden Shunyi.” This was merely the name registered with the industrial and commercial administration. In the future, the racetrack would be nominally known as Yanjing CSC International Racetrack, and the club as Yanjing CSC Club. CSC (China-Supercar-Club) would be their main brand going forward.

As for Wanying Yanjing Branch, Li Mu, Song Liang, and Chen Ze officially began injecting capital. Song Liang held a 45% stake, Li Mu 35%, and Chen Ze 20%. However, Chen Ze was initially given a preferential condition: he only needed to pay 8% of the funds. Li Mu and Song Liang would proportionally bear the remaining 92% according to their respective shareholding ratios. This meant Li Mu was responsible for 40.25% and Song Liang for 51.75%. The actual investment was thirty million yuan, so Li Mu invested another twelve million yuan.

Li Mu truly experienced what it meant to earn fast and spend even faster. He invested nearly thirty million yuan into the two projects at once, and this was only the preliminary investment. Going forward, the CSC project would require another fifty million yuan or so, and the real estate sector remained unknown. If they started acquiring land soon, it would require at least several hundred million yuan in capital.

During the day, Song Liang was busy leading people to sign land acquisition agreements with villagers. In the evening, back at the hotel, Li Mu and Chen Ze came to him again to discuss the next steps for the real estate development company.

Discussing the start of real estate development, Li Mu outlined his initial plan: “Building the CSC Club will be Wanying Yanjing’s first project. Then, I need to find commercial land for Muye Technology to build an office building. If suitable land is found, construction can begin in the second half of the year. This project will also be given to Wanying Yanjing. Besides that, there’s also the Muye Technology employee housing project. All three of these projects will first pass through Wanying Yanjing before being subcontracted to construction companies. Wanying Yanjing will only need to be responsible for supervising the engineering quality and progress. At that time, our companies will conduct transactions at normal market prices, which will allow Wanying Yanjing to generate some income. However, this is just the beginning. We’ll need to think together about how to operate beyond this.”

Song Liang nodded and said, “What you’ve outlined is all fine. For Wanying Yanjing, these projects involve subcontracting and supervision, offering some profit potential without requiring much initial investment. However, we also need to push forward with our own real estate development projects. I want to start with residential real estate. These next few days, I’ll research the vacant land situation within Yanjing’s Fourth Ring Road and select a suitable one to develop a residential real estate project first.”

Chen Ze said, “Brother Liang, Li Mu mentioned this before you arrived. Acquiring land isn’t a big problem right now. Just tell me once you’ve pinpointed a suitable spot. The highest land price for residential use in Yanjing is currently just over five thousand yuan per square meter. We can acquire the land first, then mortgage it to a bank. I can then approach familiar banks to provide leverage, and the funds will start flowing.”

Song Liang asked them, “You two are more familiar with Yanjing. Where do you think the real estate market in Yanjing has greater prospects right now?”

Chen Ze said, “I think it’s Beitucheng Road. The east-west route of Subway Line 10 is largely set, and it will run along Beitucheng Road.”

Li Mu said, “If it’s already decided, everyone will flock there. Everyone is now watching the route of Subway Line 10. Wherever it’s confirmed, land there will be snatched up. I think we should avoid the main battlefield and choose the East Third Ring Road instead. I roughly looked into it a couple of days ago; land prices near the East Third Ring Road are around four thousand yuan per square meter. Hasn’t the Beitucheng area already broken five thousand?”

Chen Ze said, “The East Third Ring Road hasn’t risen too sharply yet because the north-south route of Subway Line 10 hasn’t been decided. If it’s set on Dawang Road, it would deviate 1.5 kilometers from the East Third Ring Road, and then the prices wouldn’t be worth it.”





Chapter 479: Collapse of an Empire

The planning for the first phase of Line 10 is almost finalized. The east-west route has been basically decided to bypass the North Third Ring Road and instead follow Beitucheng Road. As a result, land prices along Beitucheng Road have already seen a surge. Many real estate developers are eyeing this area, making land不仅 expensive, but also difficult to acquire.

With Chen Ze’s help, acquiring a plot of land along the east-west section of Line 10 would certainly be no problem. However, the land prices are set. If they were to acquire land in the northern area now, the price would be at least 20% higher. Moreover, this section of the subway runs outside the Third Ring Road, so its appreciation potential cannot compare to the East Third Ring Road in the future. Li Mu knows clearly that in the future, housing prices along the East Third Ring Road will be the most expensive along the entire Third Ring Road.

Thus, Li Mu said to them, “If we’re truly going to acquire land, I lean more towards the East Third Ring Road. Even if the north-south route for Line 10 hasn’t been decided yet, I think the East Third Ring Road has the highest probability.”

Chen Ze smacked his lips and said, “I’ve heard some talk that the route for Line 10 might be unified. If the east-west route is within the Third Ring Road, then the north-south route will definitely also be within the Third Ring Road. If the east-west route is outside the Third Ring Road, the north-south route will be the same. It shouldn’t happen where one side is within the Third Ring Road and the other is outside. Now that the east-west route is basically set outside the North Third Ring Road, how much possibility do you think the East Third Ring Road still has?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I think the possibility for the East Third Ring Road is at least eighty percent or higher.”

Chen Ze asked curiously, “Why are you so confident?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I might see problems differently from you all. You’re looking at how Line 10 should primarily consider the most densely populated and traffic-congested areas. But I believe Line 10, needing to open for operations before the Olympics, will prioritize economic development and the nation’s image.”

He continued, explaining in detail, “When I say ‘nation’s image,’ I don’t mean the subway itself is a national image. Rather, it’s about the special areas the subway passes through that represent the nation’s image. Where does Dawang Road pass through? Besides residential areas, it’s all residential areas. But what does the East Third Ring Road have? The East Third Ring Road is close to the embassy district, agricultural exhibition centers, the CBD, and other dispersed eastern commercial areas. Especially the CBD—although it’s not finished yet, have you considered what scale the CBD will reach by 2008? The government has allocated up to twelve billion for the CBD’s municipal construction. In the future, the CBD is sure to become Yanjing’s commercial landmark. If there isn’t a corresponding subway line, the CBD might not mind, but can the government afford to lose face?”

Song Liang listened, his brows furrowed. Chen Ze pondered for a long time before saying, “I understand what you mean. You’re saying that the government might be more focused on the connection between Line 10 and the Olympics. The Olympics are about showcasing our national prestige, so the stops Line 10 passes through must align with that theme.”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s my judgment.”

Chen Ze nodded slightly, “It makes sense. After all, this is our centenary Olympics, a national effort to host the Olympics. The standard set is very high.”

Li Mu said, “So my preference is the East Third Ring Road. I don’t think there is a location with better development prospects than the East Third Ring Road right now.”

Chen Ze asked Song Liang, “Brother Liang, what’s your take?”

Song Liang rubbed his temples with his fingers and said, “I think Xiao Mu makes a lot of sense. ‘Nation’s image’ is very persuasive.”

Chen Ze no longer hesitated, immediately saying, “Alright, then we’ll set our target on the area along the East Third Ring Road.”

Li Mu took the map from Song Liang and drew a rough outline near the Workers’ Stadium with a red pen, saying, “Pay special attention to the area around Sanlitun. Just look at how popular SugarClub is right now, and you’ll know that it’s bound to become a center for leisure and entertainment in the future.”

Chen Ze nodded, “Okay, it’s settled then. We’ll try to acquire any suitable land we find.”

Li Mu unconsciously let his gaze fall on the map again. Yanjing currently had no Wanda Plaza. Li Mu looked at the future site of Wanda Plaza. Right now, it was just a designated CBD area. Construction for Wanda Plaza wouldn’t begin until 2003 at the earliest. However, the development quotas for the current CBD up to 2008 had already been carved up. If they wanted to engage in commercial real estate, they needed to accelerate their pace as much as possible, because the industry already had several giant companies, and the road to catching up was long and arduous.

…

After finalizing plans for CSC and the new Wanying Yanjing branch for the coming period, Li Mu’s focus returned to Muye Technology. QQ wasn’t dead, so he dared not slack off. Even if QQ died, he still wouldn’t dare slack off. YY was far from mature yet; it needed more complementary products to solidify its dominant position.

Li Mu’s next desired new product features for YY were email and cloud storage. Email is an indispensable part of the user ecosystem; almost every internet company offers its own free email service, and in the future, many companies will even provide enterprise email services. Therefore, YY must also have its own email service.

Besides email, Li Mu also hoped YY’s development team could create a brand new product: cloud storage.

In his previous life, Tencent was also one of the first companies to dabble in cloud storage products. In the early days, Tencent QQ members had 64 or 128 MB of free online storage. Although this product never made a big splash, it was quite essential for the entire product line’s ecosystem.

Li Mu was in his office but didn’t gather his core employees in the conference room for a meeting. Instead, he organized everyone to speak freely in the YY Group chat.

Li Mu stated his two requirements. After discussion, everyone highly approved of both, and the relevant person in charge of the Technical Department immediately stated they clearly understood Li Mu’s needs and would begin product development as soon as possible.

Aside from these two minor features, Li Mu had a larger product development plan in mind. However, he knew that the current YY team had no one capable of shouldering the heavy burden of developing this new product. The plan for the new product was group voice and video calls.

YY itself could adequately support regular voice and video calls, but if it were to scale up to group voice or video calls, the existing audio and video call protocols would need upgrading. Because this involved the entire set of streaming media-related technologies, the development work would not be easy. However, if YY could achieve group voice and video calls by 2002 or early 2003, then YY could explore many new products in the future.

If the مربوط technologies could be opened up, it would not only enable audio and video chat based on YY groups, but also allow for the creation of voice chat rooms, video chat rooms, and even the direct introduction of the concept of live video streaming.

But the biggest problem right now was the lack of specialized talent skilled in streaming media technology. Fang Xudong’s forte was page technology, and it would likely be difficult for him to personally develop such a product.

Li Mu suddenly thought of Mr. Ma’s most capable technical backbone, Zhang Zhidong. If Tencent ever disbanded, Li Mu resolved, he absolutely had to find a way to poach him to Yanjing, among other things.

However, Li Mu currently had no idea what state Tencent was in. Even now, most QQ users had completely disappeared, but Li Mu remained that “loyal user” who logged in every day. As long as he was using a computer and it was connected to the internet, he would open both QQ and YY simultaneously.

It’s just that QQ was too desolate now. Li Mu’s QQ friends had long stopped lighting up their avatars or speaking, and no one else was adding his QQ as a friend. The reason Li Mu kept QQ logged in wasn’t for anything else, but just to wait for the day he received a system notification from Tencent to all users, telling them that they had given up.

In fact, during the days since YY Game Hall launched and continued to be popular, Tencent’s internal state had been chaotic. Since the launch of YY Game Hall, Mr. Ma had been pondering whether to cease development of QQ Game Hall and stop investing manpower and resources into the QQ business line. After several days of consideration and multiple internal and capital meetings, Mr. Ma formally decided to stop maintaining QQ from that point forward.

Stopping maintenance meant that QQ would forever remain in its current state. It wouldn’t cease operations, nor would it receive updates or maintenance. If problems arose, they would be let be. As long as it was still usable, it would be allocated a certain server capacity and bandwidth to continue providing service. If it became unusable, it would naturally exit the historical stage. In short, Tencent had completely abandoned QQ.

Mr. Ma originally wanted to persevere, but Tencent’s core employees, and even the investors, had completely given up hope for QQ. At this point, Mr. Ma could only make the painful decision to cease maintenance. Simultaneously, the partially developed QQ Games were also completely abandoned.

After QQ ceased maintenance, Tencent began a large-scale layoff. Most employees on the QQ-related business lines were dismissed. The remaining were core technical product backbones and operations personnel; these were the capital Mr. Ma needed to rise again.

Most of the QQ servers also ceased service. Currently, QQ’s server bandwidth could only sustain a maximum of two hundred thousand concurrent users, and this value had a large redundancy, because the highest daily concurrent users for QQ were currently less than eighty thousand.

Just as Li Mu and Muye Technology’s core employees finished discussing YY’s next round of new product planning in the YY Group, the QQ icon, which had been unchanged in the lower right corner of the computer screen for years, was suddenly replaced by a small loudspeaker. Li Mu immediately used a hotkey to bring it up and instantly saw the official notification sent by account 10000.

QQ to all users: Tencent has officially decided to cease maintenance of QQ starting today and deeply apologizes for this decision.

Li Mu was one of the first users to receive this message.

After reading the message, Li Mu excitedly paced back and forth in his office several times. Crushing QQ and replacing it had always been a dream of Li Mu’s, and today, that dream was finally realized.

He recalled the colossal internet empire of his previous life, which, in this life, had collapsed in his hands in 2002. The sense of satisfaction Li Mu felt was simply indescribable. As one commercial empire crumbled, another was destined to rise from its ruins.

After exploding for so many days in a row, I really couldn’t stand it today. Three updates for today, and then back to work tomorrow. Sigh.

S```





Chapter 480: Digging Them All Up

The news of QQ halting maintenance did not come as a surprise to those in the internet industry, but it still shocked many.

It wasn’t surprising because QQ was clearly no match for YY. What was shocking was that a god-tier product, once boasting over one hundred million registered users and the highest user stickiness in the industry, could die so quickly. This served as a stark reminder of the market’s ruthlessness and Muye Technology’s formidable power.

For a long time, competition in the internet sector had been a drawn-out war. Any platform or product, once it achieved scale, would inevitably generate a certain degree of user stickiness. To destroy an opponent, one first had to change the habits of their sticky users, a process that inherently required prolonged effort.

However, Muye Technology’s campaign to dismantle QQ utterly stunned all companies in the industry. They discovered that the previously established market rules had completely changed in Muye Technology’s hands. Even a product like QQ could be defeated in such a short time by a rapid blitzkrieg. Other companies, then, stood no chance against Muye Technology.

For a time, the internet industry was filled with apprehension, everyone fearing for themselves.

Everyone worried that Muye Technology might one day decide to expand into new business lines and snatch their livelihood. For any company, a conflict with Muye Technology’s business lines almost certainly meant facing the strongest opponent in the industry.

Shanda Games feared Muye Technology entering online gaming. NetEase feared Muye Technology developing email services. Kingsoft and Rising feared Muye Technology creating antivirus software. Yahoo, Sina, and Sohu feared Muye Technology building web portals.

Currently, Li Mu had indeed launched Mu Online, but Mu Online hadn’t been integrated into Muye Technology. Although Mu Online put significant pressure on Legend, Shanda Games’ real fear was Muye Technology directly developing games using YY’s product Ecosystem and user base. If that happened, YY’s Ecosystem advantage in game operations would severely impact their future development.

In truth, Li Mu currently had no desire to compete directly with them, though he would eventually enter their markets. What Li Mu most wanted to poach now was Tencent’s team.

The vast majority of employees laid off by Tencent were from the QQ project business unit. Although QQ had failed and given up, these individuals were still the best talent in China’s instant messaging industry. The reason YY could defeat QQ wasn’t because YY’s technical team was exceptionally strong, but because Li Mu, while writing the large framework for YY, also acted as YY’s product manager, even formulating and directing various strategic and tactical collaborations. Only then did YY manage to defeat QQ. Otherwise, QQ would have always been far ahead of the competition in this industry, which speaks volumes about the incredible strength of its technical team.

Mr. Ma, of course, knew this. He came from a technical background and understood technology very well. He couldn’t bear to give up any member of QQ’s technical team, but reality was harsh. Since he had decided to abandon QQ, the QQ technical, operations, and supporting teams were the first departments slated for layoffs. By giving up QQ, Mr. Ma was effectively abandoning the entire instant messaging software market. In such a situation, these highly specialized instant messaging professionals became a burden to him.

What was a burden to Mr. Ma was the talent Li Mu dreamed of acquiring. Li Mu’s most desired talent now primarily fell into two categories: technical talent and management talent.

Management talent needed no elaboration, while technical talent determined Muye Technology’s future speed in product development.

Other companies might have a software go through project initiation, requirement definition, multiple requirement adjustments, and then development, with further requirement changes during development, followed by several rounds of testing and bug fixes before it’s considered mature. But for Li Mu, as long as there was enough technical talent, he just needed to set the correct direction and ensure no one took detours. The rest depended on how many people were available to work together; the more people, the faster the progress.

Therefore, upon receiving the news that QQ had halted maintenance, Li Mu immediately instructed Kong Lingyu to inform Chen Hui to come to his office.

A few minutes later, a somewhat nervous Chen Hui knocked on Li Mu’s office door and then pushed it open.

“Manager Li, you asked for me.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, pointing to the chair in front of him. “Come, Chen Hui, have a seat first.”

Chen Hui nodded and walked over to sit opposite Li Mu. During his interview, he hadn’t known that the quiet young man sitting beside Kong Lingyu was the company’s real boss. He only learned the truth after joining Muye Technology. Now, Li Mu had bypassed several levels of management to summon him to his office, making Chen Hui inevitably feel a sense of apprehension.

After Chen Hui sat down, Li Mu didn’t get straight to the point but asked him, “Are you adapting well to the company in this time?”

“Very well,” Chen Hui nodded repeatedly. “The director has given me a lot of responsibility, and it’s also made me realize that my abilities are far beyond what I previously thought. So, I’ve been constantly pushing myself to unleash more potential and work diligently. It’s been very fulfilling.”

Li Mu asked him, “Has your girlfriend from university reported to our company yet?”

Chen Hui smiled shyly and said, “Not yet. I’ve inquired indirectly, and she should be starting on the 27th, which is the last Monday of this month.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s not long from now.”

“That’s right,” Chen Hui quickly added, fearing Li Mu might disapprove. “Manager Li, please don’t worry. If we can get back together, I’ll immediately resign from the company.”

Li Mu said, “From what you’re saying, I feel like the company is just a tool for you to get your girlfriend back, and you’ll drop it once you’re done.”

Chen Hui quickly waved his hand, “That’s not what I mean, Manager Li. What I mean is, while I very much hope to stay at Muye Technology, if we really do get back together, I’d have to respect company regulations.”

Li Mu laughed, “Manager Kong’s point that day was just that we don’t advocate for it. Not advocating doesn’t mean opposing it. So, whether you two end up together or not, you can both continue working at Muye Technology.”

Chen Hui asked in surprise, “Really, Manager Li?”

Li Mu nodded, “I’ve said it, so who would have an objection? Even if I advocate for internal equality, I can’t possibly lack even this much decision-making power.”

Chen Hui scratched his head, “You’re right.”

Seeing that Chen Hui seemed more relaxed, Li Mu steered the conversation back to business, asking him, “By the way, did you receive the news about QQ halting maintenance?”

Chen Hui’s expression immediately turned somewhat regretful as he nodded, “I did.”

Li Mu then asked, “What’s the situation with your former colleagues now?”

Chen Hui sighed, “Most of them are unemployed. Although the company promised N+1 compensation, most employees are still very depressed. Some of them have been working in instant messaging for two, three, or even four years. They are definitely top-tier talent in this industry in China, but now it’s basically impossible for them to find a job in this field. Some went to interview at internet companies in Shenzhen, and their salaries are barely half of what they used to earn.”

Internet technical talent sometimes has to face this awkward situation: when what you’re best at is completely useless to others, you’re nobody in their eyes, no matter how strong you are. It means nothing.

Li Mu asked Chen Hui, “Do you have a rough estimate of how many people from QQ’s technical and operations departments were laid off in total?”

Chen Hui thought for a moment and said, “Excluding the support departments, just from technical and operations, there should be around one hundred people. That means all the professionals in the instant messaging field were laid off. The rest are core management and some more versatile technical personnel.”

Li Mu understood. It wasn’t much different from what he had guessed. Mr. Ma had given up QQ, but he wouldn’t abandon the internet. He still had capital, a team, and financial backing, so he would definitely discard QQ and find a new area to make a comeback.

Regardless of what he planned to do in the future, Li Mu could at least be certain of one thing: he wouldn’t be making instant messaging software anymore. YY’s biggest enemy had vanished.

Li Mu felt very relaxed thinking about this and asked Chen Hui, “If Muye Technology is willing to offer them a salary no less than what they had at Tencent, do you think they would be willing to develop their careers in Yanjing?”

The guileless Chen Hui didn’t realize that Li Mu’s core purpose in meeting him today was precisely this. When he heard Li Mu say this, he immediately became excited and asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, you’re not joking with me, are you?”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course not.”

Chen Hui said, “Most of them are from other regions. If there aren’t good development opportunities in Shenzhen, and Yanjing can offer them a more ideal salary, I think they would definitely be willing to come.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, how about this? While your ex-girlfriend hasn’t joined yet, you can put in some hard work these next few days and take a business trip to Shenzhen. I’ll give you a week. During this week, try your best to arrange meetings with all your former colleagues from QQ’s technical and operations departments to chat. I’ll assign you an HR person. They can then introduce our company’s situation to your former colleagues. If they’re interested, they can talk directly with the HR person and, if an agreement is reached, they can join immediately. How does that sound?”

Chen Hui immediately stood up excitedly and said, “Manager Li, I have no problem at all!”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction, picked up the phone on his desk, and dialed Lin Qingya directly. He said to her, “Qingya, pick a well-spoken, clever, and attractive young woman from HR. Once you’ve chosen her, have her come to my office.”

A moment later, a beautiful girl of about twenty-five years old appeared in Li Mu’s office. Her name was Zhang Xiaodi, a P6-level HR in the human resources department. She was originally an ordinary headhunter from a partner headhunting company. Because of her excellent speaking skills and quick wit, Lin Qingya, who had just taken over human resources, took a liking to her and directly poached her.

Zhang Xiaodi was a local Yanjing girl. Not only was she beautiful, but she also had a great personality, was eloquent, and could talk to anyone. IT technical men were generally more introverted and tended to be nervous and shy around pretty girls. So, sending a charming and eloquent pretty girl would be more effective in swaying them and making them decide to join Muye Technology.

Li Mu briefly explained his requirements to Zhang Xiaodi. Starting tomorrow, she and Chen Hui would go to Shenzhen. Chen Hui would be responsible for continuously inviting former Tencent employees out for meals and meetings. Zhang Xiaodi would be responsible for informing these former Tencent employees about Muye Technology’s salary grade standards and benefits. In short, the goal was to impress them as much as possible. Regardless of whether Muye Technology ultimately decided to sign them, the first step was to make them willing to come to Yanjing and join Muye Technology. This would allow the company to maintain the initiative.

In addition, Li Mu also asked Zhang Xiaodi to assign an impression score to each former Tencent employee through conversations at the dinner table. This impression score would then be combined with their resume for a comprehensive evaluation.

This was Zhang Xiaodi’s first face-to-face meeting with Li Mu. Being entrusted with such an important task by the company’s president, she was incredibly excited. She listened and remembered every word Li Mu said with utmost attention, secretly vowing to do an excellent job.

After both Chen Hui and Zhang Xiaodi had clarified their respective tasks for the business trip tomorrow, Li Mu sent Chen Hui back. Only after Chen Hui left did Li Mu say to the remaining Zhang Xiaodi, “Once you arrive in Shenzhen, when discussing specific compensation, if the other party is dissatisfied with the offer, you can provide a certain premium based on their work experience. This premium should not exceed their original salary or 20% of the corresponding normal salary within Muye Technology’s等级. Otherwise, if their salary is revealed after they join, too high a premium will have a negative impact on the company’s current technical staff.”

Li Mu waited for Chen Hui to leave before saying this because he was afraid Chen Hui might foolishly reveal everything to his former colleagues. Li Mu still hoped to recruit these former Tencent talents to Yanjing at normal salary levels as much as possible. It wasn’t that he was unwilling to spend more money, but he wanted to maintain relative fairness in employee salaries as much as possible, preventing existing employees from feeling undervalued or developing prejudices against new hires.

Zhang Xiaodi immediately nodded and said, “Don’t worry, Manager Li, I will do my best to handle this matter.”

Li Mu said, “The laid-off technical and operations employees from Tencent, combined, number at least one hundred people. Chen Hui’s KPI for this business trip is how many people he introduces to you, while your KPI is how many people ultimately decide to give up Shenzhen and come to Yanjing to join Muye Technology. If the success rate exceeds 50%, it’s considered passing. If it exceeds 70%, I’ll have General Manager Lin promote you next month!”

Zhang Xiaodi giggled and said, “Then I will definitely put all my effort into poaching!”

Li Mu nodded, “Go ahead and poach boldly. It’s best if you dig them all up!”

```





Chapter 481: A Wild Card Appears

Currently, Tencent was left with only dozens of core employees and tens of millions of yuan in operating funds lying idle in their accounts. No one had specific work now; every day, everyone would arrive at the office and dive into the conference room for brainstorming sessions, discussing various possible product ideas.

The laid-off employees had already begun re-entering the talent market. However, the problems these individuals faced were very obvious. Most enterprises in Shenzhen were currently in electronic manufacturing, with few internet companies. The demand for talent in the software development field was low. In this sector, Shenzhen couldn’t compare with Yanjing at all, and in the future, Yanjing would continue to widen its advantage in the internet field over other first-tier cities.

Around a hundred people flocked to the talent market, and most returned empty-handed time and again. Either they couldn’t find a suitable company, or there were no matching positions. A senior engineer specialized in instant messaging software development could earn over 10,000 yuan monthly salary at Tencent. However, after entering the talent market, despite years of work experience, it was difficult to even find a job paying three thousand yuan.

Currently, the average salary in Shenzhen’s IT industry hadn’t even surpassed the two thousand yuan mark. These senior engineers, once considered white-collar elite in others’ eyes, now found it extremely difficult to even secure the salary of a regular white-collar worker.

On one hand, it was because Shenzhen lacked matching companies, and thus, matching positions to offer them. On the other hand, their work experience at Tencent now didn’t add value; in fact, it only detracted from it.

Just a month or two ago, Tencent was the star enterprise of Shenzhen’s internet industry. Not only did industry peers know about it, but even ordinary Shenzhen citizens knew that the nation-sweeping QQ was developed and operated by this company located in Shenzhen. Back then, Tencent employees wore a powerful halo. But now, QQ had completely declined, and had even just issued an announcement ceasing maintenance, almost equivalent to a critically ill patient abandoning treatment and awaiting natural death. In such circumstances, as defeated generals, they were laid off by the company and flowed back into the talent market. Not only were they not looked upon with respect, but they were often scorned.

“With such extensive experience, why couldn’t you bring QQ back to life?”

“Even Tencent has given up on instant messaging; how could we possibly develop instant messaging software? Besides, if you were truly brilliant in the instant messaging field, why would Tencent abandon QQ?”

“We currently only need a system maintenance personnel. During the probationary period, the monthly salary is 1,800 yuan. If you’re interested, leave your resume behind. If our internal review finds you suitable, we’ll contact you for an interview.”

Such conversations were repeated daily in this young city.

Before Chen Hui left work, the admin department had already booked flight tickets for him and Zhang Xiaodi for tomorrow morning. After returning home, with YY running on his computer, Chen Hui began to pack some simple luggage, then made separate calls to his former subordinates.

After checking with them one by one, Chen Hui discovered that all six subordinates from his team had now been laid off. However, their team’s situation was somewhat better; after all, as product maintenance personnel, virtually every internet software requires maintenance staff. So, half of them quickly found prospective companies. Although finding new jobs didn’t seem difficult, they faced a major problem: a severe drop in salary and benefits.

When Chen Hui originally left Tencent, his monthly salary was 8,000 yuan. Most of his subordinates earned between 2,000 and 5,000 yuan. Tencent’s benefits at the time were excellent; technical talent could generally earn over 2,000 yuan monthly salary upon joining. With increased years of experience, improved company performance, and individual work performance, they also had two to three salary adjustment opportunities each year. However, after finding new jobs this time, they discovered that the salaries offered by prospective companies were generally 30% or more lower than what they received at Tencent.

A technical employee with three years of experience and a monthly salary of 5,000 yuan could generally only be offered 3,000 yuan by a new employing company. Moreover, there was a minimum two-month probationary period, during which the salary would only be 80%. Calculated, for the first two months, they would only receive a monthly salary of 2,400 yuan, more than half less.

After Chen Hui learned about their situation, he felt great pity for them. In such circumstances, everyone had to bow their heads to life’s realities; they didn’t even have the chance to remain stagnant, directly reverting to the salary standards of one or two years prior. Chen Hui believed that if Muye Technology offered salaries no lower than what they received at Tencent, they would definitely be willing to come to Yanjing.

Over the phone, Chen Hui didn’t tell them the full truth, only informing them that he would be on a business trip back to Shenzhen tomorrow. He suggested they could get together if they had time.

As soon as his former subordinates heard this, they were incredibly excited, each vying to throw him a welcome feast. Chen Hui decided to use them as a breakthrough point; after convincing them, he would then persuade others. He planned to stay in Shenzhen for a week, and during this week, he would meet everyone from Tencent’s laid-off technical and operations departments. Whether they could be poached would depend on how Zhang Xiaodi communicated with them then.

After packing his belongings, the YY message notification on his computer suddenly started ringing incessantly. Chen Hui went to his computer to check and saw that a laid-off former Tencent employee had created a “former Tencent employees’ discussion group” on YY. A fellow townsman who used to be in Tencent’s development department had added him to it.

Currently, there were already over forty people in the group, with basically more than 80% online. Messages in the group were non-stop. The group owner was a popular senior member from the Technical Department. He continuously urged everyone in the group to invite other former Tencent employees who had also been laid off, or those who had left Tencent earlier. He encouraged everyone to maintain communication within the group, exchange information, and share any good opportunities they found.

Chen Hui’s heart brightened, and he thought to himself: “YY Group truly is a game-changing product, incredibly convenient to the extreme. Without YY, relying solely on the old QQ, how could there be such free, casual, and completely private group chats like this? Moreover, with this group, his mission to Shenzhen this time would be much easier to accomplish.”

Chen Hui couldn’t help but type on his keyboard, asking: “How is everyone doing now? Are there still good opportunities in Shenzhen?”

“What good opportunities?” a colleague from the development department said. “I’ve almost run my legs off these past two days. There are quite a few companies that need software development, but the salaries they offer are too low, and they also find all sorts of faults with me, saying that I’ve only worked in the instant messaging field for the past few years and am actually a complete newcomer in other areas…”

“Damn it, today a software development company offered me a monthly salary of two thousand yuan, with a probationary period of six months! I wished I could have turned hostile on the spot. If Qiang Zai hadn’t held me back, I probably would’ve truly gotten into a fight with them!”

“You’re too impulsive. You shouldn’t have said so much to them today; you should’ve just left. Look at me, I couldn’t even be bothered to pay attention to those idiots!”

At this moment, the fellow townsman who added Chen Hui to the group asked him, “Ah Hui, how are things for you in Yanjing?”

Chen Hui replied, “Quite good. After coming here, I realized Yanjing suits me better than Shenzhen.”

The fellow townsman asked him, “How does it suit you better? Tell us.”

Chen Hui said, “I feel Yanjing is a bit more welcoming than Shenzhen.”

Someone in the group said, “Shenzhen feels more welcoming and open, doesn’t it? There’s a saying, ‘Once you come, you are a Shenzhener.’”

Chen Hui chuckled, “I used to think so too, but after coming to Yanjing and comparing the registered resident populations of the two cities, I realized that’s actually not the case. In 2001, Shenzhen’s registered residents numbered only 1.32 million, but its permanent resident population was over 7 million. Everyone thinks it’s difficult to get household registration in Yanjing and that there are many restrictions on outsiders, but Yanjing’s current permanent resident population is only over 13 million, while its registered residents number 11 million.”

Immediately, someone in the group said, “That’s outrageous! Shenzhen’s proportion of registered residents is so low!”

Chen Hui said, “Yes, at first I also wondered if the data was wrong. Logically, given how open Shenzhen is, it should have attracted many new registered residents. But data doesn’t lie; among Shenzhen’s permanent residents, the proportion of registered residents is less than 20%.”

The fellow townsman asked him again, “How’s the urban environment in Yanjing? I only went there once with my Mom and Dad when I was little, and I don’t remember much.”

Chen Hui said, “I like it a lot. Yanjing’s urban layout is very orderly; most roads run precisely north-south and east-west, so you’ll never get confused about directions when you go out again.”

Someone asked Chen Hui, “Ah Hui, how’s your income in Yanjing?”

Chen Hui said, “During the probationary period, it’s 9,000 yuan. After becoming a regular employee, I should be able to get a promotion. The exact salary I’ll receive will depend on negotiations with the HR department. The salary range for a promotion is 10,000 to 13,000 yuan.”

Many people in the group sighed, “That’s really good! You were smart to go to Yanjing without hesitation. Otherwise, if you had waited until QQ ceased maintenance before looking for a job, you’d probably be looked down upon just like us.”

Chen Hui tentatively said, “Actually, you could also consider coming to Yanjing. There are many opportunities here, and the salary shouldn’t be lower than what you received at Tencent.”

Some in the group said they no longer dared to be so confident, while others mentioned that finding a job in Yanjing was too troublesome and their future uncertain. Still others felt Yanjing was too far, fearing they wouldn’t adapt if they blindly moved there.

At this moment, another batch of people joined the group consecutively. Among them was Liu Xuebin, the Associate Technical Director of the QQ project team. Zhang Zhidong, as Tencent’s CTO, had personally mentored two brilliant technical talents over the years. These two were previously the Technical Director and Associate Technical Director of the QQ project team, respectively. The Director, Xu Wenhong, was Zhang Zhidong’s confidant, so Zhang Zhidong kept him by his side. Associate Technical Director Liu Xuebin, however, had direct competitive conflicts with Xu Wenhong in terms of ability and professional domain, and he didn’t have as good a relationship with Xu Wenhong and Zhang Zhidong. Thus, he became the highest-ranked employee laid off by Tencent this time.

As soon as Liu Xuebin joined, everyone actively greeted him. When he was at Tencent, he was very close with his employees, and he was willing to fight for their interests while also sparing no effort in nurturing his subordinates. Therefore, he had excellent popularity.

After rounds of screen-filling greetings, Liu Xuebin sent a message: “Thank you, everyone! My main reason for joining the group today is to share some news with you all. The HR Director from Sina in Yanjing contacted me. They are currently developing an instant messaging product and want to poach our team.”

When Chen Hui saw this message, his heart sank. This was truly a wild card appearing out of nowhere. QQ had already abandoned treatment, and Sina still wanted to snatch people from Muye Technology?





Chapter 482: What’s There to Brag About?

When the colleagues in the group heard that Sina was poaching a team, and that it was for their old line of work, they all seemed very interested. They asked Liu Xuebin for specifics in the group, including Sina’s current plans and progress, as well as how they intended to deal with Muye Technology, the new dominant force in instant messaging.

Liu Xuebin said, “I’m not clear on the exact details. Their project is currently in a confidential stage, and not much specific content has been revealed. However, they suggested an in-person meeting, so I plan to go to Yanjing next Monday to discuss it with them face-to-face.”

Someone asked, “Manager Liu, if our entire team were to go, what kind of benefits could they offer us?”

Liu Xuebin replied, “I’m not sure about that either. They just said they could offer competitive salaries and benefits, but the exact standards will only be known after a face-to-face discussion.”

Immediately, Liu Xuebin sent another message: “Have you all found jobs yet? If this Yanjing opportunity turns out to be reliable, is anyone willing to go?”

There were now over sixty people in the group, with more than forty online. Most of the replies expressed a desire to first confirm the salary and benefits before considering going to Yanjing. After all, Yanjing was too far from Shenzhen; a distance of over two thousand kilometers was almost equivalent to crossing half of China.

Liu Xuebin said, “Then let’s discuss it after I return from Yanjing. I’ll tell you all the specifics then, and we can discuss whether to develop there together. Although this is a good job opportunity that aligns with our skills, if their strategic positioning isn’t clear enough, I’m afraid they won’t be able to stand up to YY’s pressure in the future. If we make things happen over such a long distance, only for them to abandon instant messaging soon after, then it won’t be worth it.”

What Liu Xuebin said was very realistic, and everyone responded that it was fine. Liu Xuebin specifically @ed Chen Hui in the group and said, “Ah Hui, I’ll be in Yanjing next Monday, probably for a few days. Do you have time to grab a meal together?”

Chen Hui replied, “Sounds good, Manager Liu. Contact me when you arrive. My current mobile number is 1380101XXXX.”

“OK, I’ll contact you when I get to Yanjing.”

Chen Hui said, “By the way, I’m going to Shenzhen for a business trip tomorrow. If everyone has nothing planned, we could find time to organize a get-together.”

Most of the colleagues in the group said it was fine, and that Chen Hui should contact them anytime he arrived in Shenzhen, as they were all idle anyway and had plenty of time.

Liu Xuebin went offline after updating everyone on Sina UC’s situation. Chen Hui didn’t continue chatting in the group either, instead thinking about quickly informing his superior about the Sina matter.

Chen Hui didn’t know that Sina had long been brewing the UC project and that it was originally planned to launch in mid-July 2002. Sina’s original plan was excellent; they had already started developing UC when Tencent was rising. When they saw Tencent starting to charge for user registration so early, they wanted to launch UC while Tencent was messing around. However, just when the project was about to meet the launch conditions, Muye Technology suddenly appeared.

They had been preparing for a long time to attack a major enemy, their cannons were ready, and they were just about to make their move, only for their opponent to be taken down by someone else. It was only then that Sina realized there was an even stronger opponent hidden in this industry, one much more powerful than QQ.

However, unlike Tencent, Sina’s core business was its web portal, and users and traffic were its current core elements. As for developing UC, it was because they wanted to conquer the instant messaging industry, not defend it like Tencent. Regardless of who held the current market share in instant messaging, Sina had to start from scratch. So, for them, they would fight if they could, and whatever share they could get was a win. Every bit of market share gained was a victory. The worst-case scenario was simply failure, which merely meant losing a little money.

It was with this mentality that Sina adjusted UC’s development strategy before its launch. They decided to slow down UC’s launch pace, re-develop and upgrade the product, maximize its product strength, and then compete with Muye Technology.

Like Li Mu, Sina also targeted the team that Tencent had laid off. If they could poach the entire team and invest them in a new round of UC development, it would be a huge boost to the UC development team’s strength. Perhaps they could even fight against YY. Even if they couldn’t match it, at least they could enter the instant messaging software market through UC, and then leverage Sina’s existing users to gain some market share.

UC’s positioning was originally that of a scavenging jackal; even when facing an elephant, it was willing to try. An elephant has plenty of meat, and every bite taken is a profit.

Chen Hui didn’t have Li Mu’s number, so he immediately reported the news to his superior, Sun Qian. Upon hearing it, Sun Qian immediately reported to Li Mu.

If not for this call, Li Mu would have almost forgotten about the existence of UC. UC’s fate in his previous life was quite tragic. Sina originally wanted to emerge and compete for the market when Tencent’s positioning went astray, but Mr. Ma was too adaptable. He immediately changed his strategy upon detecting the crisis, directly suppressing UC until it couldn’t rise. Just like that, UC was completely abandoned before it even gained popularity.

However, the abandoned UC did not immediately exit the market. Sina continued to operate the software for a long time. Eventually, it was basically just for self-entertainment. Its external users had all been lost. Finally, they simply set an internal requirement: internal employees were not allowed to use QQ during work hours and could only communicate using UC. So, UC became Sina’s internal communication tool, which was a kind of waste utilization.

Li Mu carefully analyzed UC’s situation and basically understood UC’s mindset. It was the same as Tencent’s mindset when they created Q Bar and QQ Fishery: as long as their core business was unaffected, they could freely try other convenient things and compete with other companies for market share.

Li Mu wondered to himself, Tencent had approached him with this very mindset, made several futile attempts, and then was hit by his surprise attack, with their home base taken. Didn’t Sina learn anything? It’s just a web portal, what’s there to brag about? It’s bad enough you want to compete for market share, but now you want to poach my team too.

So Li Mu called Zhang Xiaodi: “The original 20% salary premium should be increased to a maximum of 50%. No matter what, we can’t let Sina succeed.”

Zhang Xiaodi immediately assured him after listening, “I will do my best to poach the most people at the lowest cost.”

Li Mu hummed, said, “Use your grasp,” then hung up and called Lin Qingya.

Lin Qingya had just finished showering. A thin bath towel was wrapped around her chest. While blowing her hair, she looked at the phone on the vanity. Unconsciously, she thought of her boss, Li Mu. If initially Lin Qingya had feelings for Li Mu, now she basically regarded him as a life lighthouse. She still had a secret crush on him, but it had reached the point where it was just liking and admiration, without hoping for possession. Lin Qingya considered herself to have sublimated. If it were before, even in her dreams, there were all sorts of scenes of her and Li Mu getting together. But now, when she dreams of him, he is basically directing Muye Technology’s employees in conquering various fields of the internet.

While she was lost in thought, the phone screen suddenly lit up, followed by the ringtone and vibration. Lin Qingya saw the words on the screen immediately, so delighted she couldn’t believe it. How was it that just as she was thinking of him, his call came through?

Lin Qingya answered the phone with the joy of a young girl, saying hello, Manager Li. Then Li Mu said, “Qingya, pay attention recently. Find a highly qualified Editor-in-Chief for Muye Technology.”

Lin Qingya knew that Li Mu’s call must be about work, so Li Mu getting straight to the point didn’t make her feel lost. Instead, she immediately got into work mode and asked him, “Editor-in-Chief for which area?”

“YY Portal,” Li Mu said. “It’s time for us to build up our portal. The general plan will roughly refer to traditional portals like Sina, NetEase, and Yahoo. We definitely need to do it more meticulously than them.”

Lin Qingya didn’t know why Li Mu suddenly wanted to hire an Editor-in-Chief for a portal, but she understood Li Mu’s style of doing things: act on an idea immediately, without delay. If Li Mu wanted to create a web portal, he would definitely find a way to make it happen as soon as possible.

Web portals were originally something Li Mu planned to focus on after the second half of this year. His energy was currently concentrated on the YY product ecosystem and Taobao, and he didn’t want to launch a web portal so early.

The primary domain name was already reserved for the future web portal, but a portal is different from a product. Products focus on features and experience, but portals focus on content, requiring a powerful Editor-in-Chief to lead and a large number of editors to follow up, creating high-quality content that users like. This is a heavy task that requires accumulation over time.

However, since Sina wanted to go against him, he absolutely couldn’t give them an easy time. It was fine for them to enter instant messaging; Li Mu welcomed it with open arms. But in response to Sina, Li Mu would also immediately launch the portal project. This was called tit for tat.

At the same time, Li Mu also remembered hao123. Its traffic was already very strong now. Before Baidu acquired it, he should find an opportunity to take control of it first. This way, the traffic from the navigation website would be in his hands, along with YY’s vast user base. Once the YY Portal launched, traffic could immediately be diverted to it from YY and hao123, securing the source of traffic in his hands, which would allow YY Portal to rest easy in the future.

For Li Mu, taking control of the navigation website, besides gaining massive traffic, had another very important strategic significance: to curb competitors.

In his previous life, hao123 was in Baidu’s hands. Baidu was already dominant in search, so its ability to suppress competitors might not have been too obvious. But if hao123 was in Sina’s or another company’s hands, it would definitely use hao123 to curb competitors, the simplest way being to deny competitors any display opportunities, and not include any competitor content, directly cutting off their traffic from there.





Chapter 483: Strike First, Then Buy

The next morning, Li Mu called for a discussion meeting at the company. He first brought up Sina’s plan to develop instant messaging software, then shifted the topic to how to acquire Hao123.

Li Mu didn’t need to say much about Hao123; everyone present was a seasoned internet professional and was very familiar with Hao123, the number one personal website in China.

Initially, everyone didn’t understand why Li Mu wanted to acquire Hao123. A navigation website with low technical skill but high profit from enormous traffic was undoubtedly useful for traditional internet companies. However, for Muye Technology, a company centered around client-side products, its significance wasn’t that great.

But when Li Mu announced in the meeting that he intended to build a web portal, everyone understood his true intention.

Sina wanted to develop instant messaging and compete with Muye Technology for talent. It seemed Li Mu was furious and wanted to teach Sina a lesson, or perhaps even eliminate Sina entirely.

So, everyone began to seriously discuss Hao123.

The technical faction supported building a navigation website similar to Hao123, using YY’s massive traffic to foster it and YY’s cash flow for widespread online promotion, even extending promotion offline. Surpassing Hao123 would only be a matter of time. However, the operations faction leaned more towards a full acquisition. Given Hao123’s current profitability, Li Xingping’s net profit was at least three million yuan annually, and the initial valuation wouldn’t be lower than ten times net profit. Therefore, an acquisition would cost at least thirty million yuan, and it wasn’t even certain if Li Xingping would agree.

Li Mu also felt that directly acquiring Hao123 with money right now would be too difficult. Its low operating costs and high advertising revenue made it a goose that laid golden eggs. If he were in Li Xingping’s shoes, he would never sell it for thirty million yuan, unless Muye Technology’s shares were included in an exchange.

But Li Mu preferred not to acquire Hao123 at such a high cost. For him, its strategic importance wasn’t as great as it was for Baidu. Therefore, Li Mu stated his expectations at the meeting.

“We need to find a way to acquire Hao123 using only money, and the price shouldn’t be too high. I don’t want to be played the fool.”

As everyone was at a loss, Ding Jian, the director of the Business Department, asked, “Can we strike first, then buy?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, tell me your thoughts.”

Since Lin Qingya recruited Ding Jian from a multinational corporation to Muye Technology, he hadn’t yet truly worked on a major project. Muye Technology hadn’t initiated a formal acquisition until now. When Li Mu brought up acquiring Hao123 today, he immediately became energized.

Ding Jian carefully sorted out his thoughts and calmly said, “Hao123 is at its peak right now. It has no competitors, extremely low operating costs, enormous user traffic, and very high advertising and ranking revenue. At this point, the owner’s psychological stance is also at its strongest. With such a healthy business model, he probably wouldn’t be interested if any company approached him for an acquisition. The cost to persuade him would be too high.”

Li Mu nodded. Ding Jian was right. If a person could easily make several million yuan net profit a month, they wouldn’t lose their nerve even in front of Bill Gates, unless an extremely high price was offered to make them compromise.

At this point, Ding Jian continued, “If we also build a navigation website, which wouldn’t require too high an investment, and then use YY to direct traffic to it, just by letting people know we’re doing this and making them believe we’re going all out to push it, I think with Muye Technology’s current momentum in the internet industry, Hao123 will definitely become very nervous. He only has Hao123, while we have so much more. Once he’s nervous, worried, and scared, then we go talk to him about an acquisition, and his psychological price will definitely drop significantly.”

Ding Jian’s strategy of striking first, then buying was perhaps the most feasible way to meet Li Mu’s demands at the moment. Otherwise, as internet traffic becomes more valuable, Li Xingping’s income would definitely grow higher and higher. By then, acquiring his Hao123 would be far too difficult.

In Li Mu’s previous life, Li Xingping received tens of millions in cash from Baidu, and Baidu shares far exceeding that value. Although Li Mu wasn’t clear on the exact amount, it was conceivable that Li Xingping’s actual income was in the hundreds of millions. If he had held onto his Baidu shares, the actual return could have been even higher.

Ding Jian’s suggestion was very reasonable and feasible. The ‘strike first, then buy’ tactic was not uncommon in the internet industry, and many companies had mastered it to great benefit. These four words gave Li Mu some inspiration and also made him ponder why Baidu acquired Hao123 in his previous life.

Given Manager Li’s outrageous tendencies, paying such a high price to acquire Hao123 clearly didn’t conform to common sense. Baidu also had enormous traffic, and the technical barrier to entry for navigation websites was appallingly low. Baidu could easily create something similar. Why pay such a high price to acquire Hao123?

But as soon as he thought of the time when Hao123 was acquired – 2004 – Li Mu suddenly had an epiphany.

There was only one reason: going public in the US.

If Baidu hadn’t been absolutely determined to go public successfully in 2004, they certainly wouldn’t have spent such a high price to acquire Hao123. If the IPO plan had been delayed by two years, Manager Li would definitely have gone after Hao123, either killing it off and replacing it, or scaring him into a low-price acquisition, rather than idly watching him walk away with such huge profits.

Simply put, it was a matter of mutual benefit.

Baidu wanted to go public and needed to tell the market more impressive stories and make more bold claims. Acquiring Hao123 gave them more capital to boast and tell stories. When pursuing greater benefits, they naturally wouldn’t mind minor details, allowing Li Xingping to earn more as long as he actively cooperated with their strategic plan.

So, Li Mu now had a general plan in mind: strike first, then buy, just as Ding Jian suggested.

Therefore, Li Mu said, “The technical team will assign a few web developers. Starting today, we’ll establish a navigation website project group to develop our own navigation website. Give me the website planning and design draft as soon as possible. Also, register the YY123 domain name. If it’s already registered, find a way to buy it.”

Sun Qian immediately raised his hand and affirmed, “We will complete the task as required.”

Li Mu continued, “The operations team needs to find a way to integrate YY’s resources and come up with an operations proposal. Be sure to think clearly about how to promote it, how to direct traffic, and how to make things happen. Also, investigate information on Li Xingping from Hao123. It’s crucial to place a large number of offline advertisements in his hometown to give him maximum pressure. Make him feel urgent pressure both online and offline, so he can’t eat or sleep peacefully!”

The pressure a giant brings to an industry is enormous. For example, in later generations, Tencent. Any internet entrepreneur knew they had to be constantly wary of Tencent, because once Tencent took an interest in their business model, there were often only two possibilities: either Tencent crushed them, or they couldn’t stand up to the pressure and were acquired by them.

Muye Technology was now considered a giant in China’s internet industry. Li Mu believed it could certainly bring immense pressure to individual webmasters like Li Xingping. Therefore, Li Mu instructed the operations team to build momentum, to make him live constantly in a sense of crisis. Unlike Li Xingping, Li Mu oversaw an entire ecosystem, while Li Xingping only had the Hao123 section.

The operations team immediately understood tacitly. Sometimes, tricking people could bring a sense of accomplishment. This wasn’t cunning and treacherous, but rather market rules. Muye Technology had been coveted by many until now, so occasionally coveting others was only natural.



The plane carrying Chen Hui and Zhang Xiaodi landed at Shenzhen airport around noon. After both checked into their reserved hotel rooms, Zhang Xiaodi told Chen Hui, “We don’t have anything scheduled for this afternoon. Could you put together a rough list for me? I’ll compile the statistics.”

Chen Hui nodded, saying, “I’ve arranged to have dinner with my former subordinates tonight. You should join us. We’ll explain our intentions to them at the dinner table.”

Zhang Xiaodi made an “OK” gesture. “Let’s start with your subordinates. We’ll defeat them one by one, batch by batch, and person by person.”

Just then, Zhang Xiaodi received a call from Li Mu. After listening to Li Mu’s instructions, she hung up and turned to Chen Hui, saying, “Manager Li just called specifically to instruct the finance department to advance three hundred thousand yuan to my salary card. He wants us not to be too stingy with business entertainment. For meals and such, try to set a high standard. It’s also a way to show your colleagues our soft power. So, for dinner tonight, you should choose as high-end a restaurant as possible.”

Chen Hui thought for a moment and said, “Then let’s choose the Ruiji Hotel. It’s a five-star hotel, and I hear their dining is very high-end in Shenzhen.”

Zhang Xiaodi chuckled, “Great! That way, we can also enjoy ourselves. I’ve never eaten at a five-star hotel before.”

The two returned to their respective rooms. Chen Hui first dialed 114 to get the Ruiji Hotel’s phone number, then made a reservation for a private dining room. Afterward, he connected to the internet in his room, logged into YY, and in the small group chat with his six subordinates, he typed: “Brothers, I’ve arrived in Shenzhen. Just checked into the hotel. Tonight, let’s eat at the Ruiji Hotel. Seven o’clock, Manhattan Hall. I’ve already made the reservation.”

Several unemployed tech guys in the group chat were online. When they saw Chen Hui was treating them to dinner at the Ruiji Hotel, they immediately erupted.

“Boss, did you strike it rich? For seven of us, one meal at the Ruiji Hotel must cost five or six thousand yuan, right?”

“Yeah, the消費 level at the Ruiji Hotel is too high. I say we go to our old spot. Three hundred yuan is more than enough for seven of us, including food and drinks.”

“Boss is here on a business trip this time. Maybe it’s on the company dime, right, Boss?”

Chen Hui smiled, quickly typing a line of text: “Tonight’s meal is indeed on the company’s expense, so you don’t need to worry about it. Just come and eat your fill!”

A subordinate in the group said, “Wow! Boss, how long have you been at the new company to have such great power to spend company money on food and drinks?”

Chen Hui said, “Less nonsense! Seven o’clock tonight, Ruiji Hotel, Manhattan Hall. Did you all get that?”

“Received!”

“Received!”





Chapter 484: The More, The Better

Ruiji Hotel.

As one of Shenzhen’s best five-star hotels, Ruiji Hotel primarily handled most of the city’s high-end business accommodations and banquets.

Normally, the per-person dining cost here was over five hundred yuan. In 2002, five hundred yuan had significant purchasing power; the monthly food expenses for an average family of three were roughly around five hundred yuan.

For Chen Hui to treat them at Ruiji Hotel was indeed overly lavish for his subordinates. However, since Chen Hui said the company was paying, they were happy to seize the opportunity to experience Ruiji Hotel’s service thoroughly.

At Ruiji Hotel’s Manhattan Hall, Chen Hui’s subordinates arrived one after another. However, they were somewhat puzzled when they discovered a beautiful woman also present in the luxurious private room.

Logically, for Chen Hui to travel to Shenzhen and use company funds to treat them to such extravagance was certainly sensitive, and to some extent, definitely violated regulations. But not only did Chen Hui do it, he even specifically invited a beautiful colleague along. What kind of routine was this?

Everyone had arrived, and the food and drinks were ordered. Chen Hui first exchanged pleasantries with them, asking about their recent situations.

Seeing how well Chen Hui was living since going to Yanjing, even able to treat them to dinner at Ruiji Hotel on a business trip, the others felt great envy. When they spoke of their current circumstances, they all shook their heads and sighed repeatedly.

After discussing their current situations, one of Chen Hui’s subordinates couldn’t help but ask him, “Boss, you said last time you joined a software development company that makes medical system software, right? Usually, the benefits at such companies aren’t that great. How is your company so rich and powerful?”

Chen Hui smiled mysteriously and said, “Now I have to tell you the truth. Actually, the company I joined in Yanjing is Muye Technology…”

“Muye Technology?!”

The entire table of six instantly gaped in astonishment.

Muye Technology! The Muye Technology that personally wiped out QQ, shattered the peaceful and quiet lives of several hundred people, and turned over one hundred people into stray dogs. Chen Hui actually worked there! While this surprised the six, they also felt a strangeness in their hearts.

In truth, as technical professionals, they weren’t the type to show foolish loyalty to a company. However, the thought that Muye Technology was the culprit behind everything, and their former boss had left Shenzhen for Yanjing at QQ’s most crucial moment to join the arch-rival company, they inevitably felt a bit awkward.

Just then, a subordinate suddenly remembered something and blurted out, “I get it! Boss, you went to Muye Technology because your sister-in-law was going there, right?”

The moment he said that, everyone instantly recalled.

Why Chen Hui suddenly decided to resign that day and took a train to Yanjing that very night was because, in the YY Group, he had heard others talking about his ex-girlfriend. The other six people present at the time were watching, and they knew Chen Hui’s ex-girlfriend had long since received an offer from Muye Technology. Now that Chen Hui himself had joined Muye Technology, the most probable explanation was for his ex-girlfriend.

Realizing this, the complex and awkward feelings they had just experienced were significantly eased. At least, there was a hidden reason for their boss leaving the company at a crucial moment and joining their arch-rival’s company, which made them feel much better.

At this point, Chen Hui revealed his true purpose for coming to Shenzhen: “Actually, I came this time entrusted by the company’s leadership to meet and talk with you all, to ask if you’re interested in coming to Yanjing and joining Muye Technology.”

At his words, the others were instantly dumbfounded. After a long moment, one person asked incredulously, “Boss, does Muye Technology really want to poach us?”

Chen Hui nodded: “Absolutely true.”

Someone asked, puzzled, “Can Muye Technology possibly be interested in us? After all, our products are far inferior to theirs, and their team must be much more skilled than ours.”

Chen Hui said, “You don’t need to feel inferior about that. The boss of Muye Technology actually praises you all highly. It was his personal instruction for me to come on this business trip and poach as many of our old colleagues as possible.”

The others quickly asked, “What kind of compensation can Muye Technology offer us?”

Chen Ze said, “Currently, the promise is a salary no less than what you received at Tencent.”

A salary no less than what they received at Tencent—just that one sentence—had already impressed everyone present.

The predicament they faced was that they couldn’t even find a job that could reach 70% of their Tencent salary. If they factored in the probationary period, it would be even more miserable. Therefore, with Muye Technology offering such compensation, everyone was extremely satisfied.

At this moment, Zhang Xiaodi spoke, “If everyone is willing to develop in Yanjing, Muye Technology will fully guarantee your income levels. Not only will your salaries not be lower than at Tencent, but even the probationary period will be waived. You’ll sign official employment contracts directly. If you sign the agreement and come to Yanjing, our company will reimburse your airfare and also provide a settlement allowance of no less than five thousand yuan.”

Li Mu hadn’t discussed it in such detail with Zhang Xiaodi, nor had he brought up the concept of a settlement allowance. However, in Zhang Xiaodi’s view, Li Mu was even willing to increase salaries by 50%. Her promising them a settlement allowance of no less than five thousand yuan didn’t actually increase costs, as high salaries were a continuous expense, whereas airfare and settlement allowances were one-off payments.

In the future, when the BTA landscape took shape and the three major internet companies became rich and powerful, they were indeed willing to spend generously when recruiting talent. For example, Alibaba, when poaching someone from another city to work at their Hangzhou headquarters, would definitely reimburse airfare. Furthermore, based on the person’s level, after their arrival in Hangzhou, the company would first pay for over ten consecutive days of hotel rooms, giving them enough time to find housing and settle down. Then, for the first three months, an additional monthly settlement allowance would be provided to subsidize rent. The purpose was simple: to ensure that when someone decided to relocate for development, they would have no worries.

Zhang Xiaodi’s ideas were undoubtedly ahead of their time, but for the current domestic internet industry, there really hadn’t been a case of a company trying to poach a team of one hundred people from another city. So, she felt that some matters simply required special treatment.

The others were even immediately tempted. Rather than suffering here, it was better to go to Yanjing and try their luck. After all, Yanjing’s urban scale was much larger than Shenzhen’s, and more importantly, they could go to Yanjing with a sufficiently strong guarantee.

Looking at Muye Technology now, their feelings were no longer as complicated as before. Everyone was able to set aside their preconceptions and objectively view Muye Technology, currently the hottest company in the internet industry.

Undeniably, Muye Technology was truly powerful; otherwise, it couldn’t have so effortlessly crushed QQ. Moreover, Muye Technology’s product concepts were extremely advanced, making it an object of inner reverence for all technical personnel. Working at this company was also a very fortunate thing for everyone; at least, they wouldn’t have to worry that YY would one day be wiped out by a competitor like QQ.

Thus, the six individuals all expressed their willingness to join Muye Technology.

Chen Hui sighed in relief and told the six, “Believe me, you definitely won’t regret going to Yanjing.”

A subordinate asked him, “Boss, how many people is Muye Technology planning to poach from Shenzhen?”

Chen Hui said, “Muye Technology wants everyone from the technical and operations departments; the more, the better.”

The crowd exchanged glances. Someone said, “Then quickly tell everyone in the group! Especially communicate with General Manager Liu; if possible, have General Manager Liu meet with Muye Technology’s boss in person. Perhaps we can even get better benefits.”

Chen Hui said, “I still hope we can talk face-to-face. How about this: tomorrow, I’ll organize a gathering for our old colleagues. We’ll notify everyone in the group and tell them I want to treat everyone to dinner tomorrow. The location will still be Ruiji Hotel. Tomorrow, when we’re all together, I’ll tell everyone, and we can discuss it thoroughly.”

“Okay!”

That evening, the first thing the six well-fed individuals did upon returning home from Ruiji was to help Chen Hui promote the dinner gathering in the group. While emphasizing Ruiji Hotel, they didn’t forget to remind everyone that Chen Hui would be using company funds to treat them to this meal.

At this time, the YY Group already had over one hundred members, and most of them received this message directly in the group. While everyone was surprised why Chen Hui dared to be so extravagant and wasteful with company funds, Chen Hui appeared and put their minds at ease.

“Everyone, please rest assured. This isn’t a prank, nor is it any irregular operation. I just want to gather with you all. Everyone must arrive on time tomorrow.”

Liu Xuebin sensed something unusual. He asked Chen Hui, “Ah Hui, you didn’t specifically come back to poach us for a certain company, did you?”

Around one hundred people dining at Ruiji Hotel would mean over ten tables of banquets, starting at a minimum of sixty to seventy thousand yuan. Chen Hui couldn’t possibly be that wealthy, nor could he be so bold as to misappropriate public funds. Even if he had the audacity to misappropriate public funds, he absolutely couldn’t afford to pay that much money himself to treat everyone to dinner, unless he was crazy.

Liu Xuebin’s question garnered agreement from many in the group. Everyone felt that Chen Hui was certainly holding something back. Perhaps Liu Xuebin was right; his trip to Shenzhen this time might indeed be aimed at this group of fellow sufferers.

Facing their questions, Chen Hui deliberately played coy: “You’ll know the exact situation when you come tomorrow. Let’s eat and drink, and chat while we eat.”

Chen Hui felt that announcing Muye Technology was extending an olive branch in the YY Group wasn’t very appropriate; at the very least, it wouldn’t be as impactful as discussing it in person. Their current mindset was similar to that of his few subordinates: they always considered themselves Muye Technology’s defeated opponents. Among so many internet companies nationwide, Muye Technology was probably the least likely company for them to join.

Therefore, once he told them this news in person, it would undoubtedly cause a massive stir among them.





Chapter 485: Not Yet Cornered

In the banquet hall of the Ruiji Hotel, nearly a hundred former Tencent QQ business unit employees gathered for the first time since their dismissal.

Everyone present was indescribably shocked by the high swagger of this gathering. The most puzzling question for them was why Chen Hui would make such a big commotion and invite so many people to dine here.

The Chen Hui everyone remembered was a very simple, frugal single man. Even before he resigned, everyone knew he was very thrifty. Earning a monthly salary of eight thousand yuan in Shenzhen, the apartment he rented was even less appealing than those of many young people just starting their careers. Therefore, the image they had of him was vastly different from an environment like the Ruiji Hotel.

Among the large group of laid-off employees, Liu Xuebin, who held the highest position, was just as surprised and curious as everyone else. As soon as he arrived at the banquet hall and saw Chen Hui, he asked him with a look of astonishment, “Ah Hui, what’s with all this commotion today?”

Chen Hui smiled and said, “General Manager Liu, today I mainly wanted to gather everyone for a get-together.”

Liu Xuebin leaned closer to Chen Hui’s ear and asked, “I heard them say you’re spending public money today? You’re not just getting carried away and messing around, are you?”

Chen Hui assured him, “Certainly not, General Manager Liu, you don’t need to worry. We can talk while we eat later.”

Liu Xuebin nodded slightly, instinctively feeling there was some hidden meaning he wasn’t privy to, and it might even be related to everyone present. But he couldn’t quite figure out what was specifically going on, so he could only suppress the puzzle in his heart and take a seat at one of the tables.

All former colleagues who could make it today were present; the rest were largely tied up with other matters. Before the event began, Chen Hui spoke openly and honestly in front of nearly a hundred former Tencent QQ business unit employees: “Everyone here today, including myself, we all once worked together in the same company, the same business unit, even the same department. I’m sure you’re all wondering why I invited you here for this dinner, curious about what I’m up to. Now, I’ll tell you openly and honestly.”

That opening statement immediately captured everyone’s attention.

Chen Hui felt a little nervous too. Although he was very familiar with everyone present, it was his first time being the center of attention in such a setting. He kept forcing himself to stay calm, but deep down, he was still worried he wouldn’t be able to control the situation. Taking a deep breath to compose himself, Chen Hui stated the sole purpose of his trip: “To be honest, I only have one mission on this business trip to Shenzhen: to invite as many of you as possible to take up positions in Yanjing.”

As soon as he said this, everyone except his old subordinates was too surprised to speak. Some of the quicker-witted ones paused for a moment before asking Chen Hui, “Ah Hui, have you joined a headhunting firm now? No way, right?”

No one would believe that a technical talent would be so irrational as to become a headhunter. In their eyes, the only relationship between technical talent and headhunters was that when a technical talent became exceptionally skilled, headhunters would try every means to poach them—and that was it, right?

Most of the others shared this sentiment at the moment. They consistently felt that Chen Hui’s job shouldn’t be to poach people; this wasn’t his forte, nor was it something he was good at.

Chen Hui then smiled a little awkwardly and said, “Someone like me certainly isn’t suited to be a headhunter. To be frank with everyone, I’ve now joined Muye Technology. This time, I’m here on behalf of Muye Technology to invite you all to join Muye Technology’s YY business unit.”

The name Muye Technology evoked incredibly complex emotions for everyone present. From the day YY launched, all the way until QQ’s layoffs and the announcement of its discontinuation, the most talked-about name daily was Muye Technology.

While employed, they spent their work hours researching ways to counter Muye Technology, marveling at its insurmountable nature. After work, they were constantly questioned by those around them: “How much impact will Muye Technology have on you?” “Muye Technology seems much more impressive than you guys.” “How long can you last against Muye Technology?”

It’s no exaggeration to say that these four words had tormented everyone present. And now, this very company that had been tormenting them actually wanted to absorb them. This was genuinely difficult to stomach.

Someone voiced the same opinion as Chen Hui’s subordinates, feeling that Muye Technology had completely surpassed Tencent, so there was no reason for them to poach the employees laid off by Tencent. But Chen Hui replied, “Although QQ has voluntarily exited the instant messaging arena, our company’s president still believes that all of you here are the most top-tier talent in the instant messaging field. That’s why, upon learning of Tencent’s layoffs, he immediately sent me to Shenzhen to extend an invitation to you in person.”

Liu Xuebin couldn’t help but ask Chen Hui, “Ah Hui, does Muye Technology’s YY business unit need this many people? Our business unit alone produced over a hundred people. Can Muye Technology really absorb all of them?”

Chen Hui nodded, “Muye Technology’s future development direction isn’t just YY; it’s about building a vast and complete Ecosystem around YY, its core product. That’s why our company places great importance on the technical development team. Muye Technology’s development center currently has two or three hundred technical employees, but they all have their own specific task directions. In the future, we will have multiple parallel development project teams or even business unit structures, specifically focused on new product development around YY. So, if you’re willing to join Muye Technology, most of you present will first be integrated into the YY business unit, and then a batch of current YY business unit employees will be released to support other project teams or business units.”

Once Chen Hui explained this, everyone understood. Muye Technology, after all, was playing big. With so many products currently, anyone with a discerning eye could see that they were aiming for a product cluster, so a high demand for technical talent was also understandable.

Once Chen Hui clarified that, everyone’s focus naturally shifted to compensation. Most people were currently experiencing frustrating times, and the vast majority hadn’t found jobs. The distance between Shenzhen and Yanjing wasn’t their primary concern, but they absolutely wanted to know what kind of compensation they would receive if they chose to head north.

Thus, Chen Hui formally invited Zhang Xiaodi to come forward.

To avoid disrupting Chen Hui’s opening, Zhang Xiaodi had not shown herself until Chen Hui called for her. Only then did she step out, introduce herself to everyone, and then inform them of Muye Technology’s basic commitments, along with the concepts of flight reimbursement and settlement allowance that she had independently devised.

It must be said that Zhang Xiaodi was very eloquent and beautiful, so her explanations easily swayed people. Some of the more eager ones even immediately expressed their willingness to join Muye Technology. However, while others were tempted, they also knew that Sina was similarly attempting to poach this team, and like Muye Technology, Sina’s headquarters were also in Yanjing. Therefore, many people’s real intention was to wait until Sina made a higher offer before comparing the two. After all, there wasn’t much development for them in Shenzhen, so they might as well choose between Muye Technology and Sina, and go to Yanjing to give it a good try.

As everyone shared their own thoughts, Liu Xuebin spoke more objectively: “Ah Hui, Muye Technology is truly esteeming us, these defeated generals, and on behalf of everyone, I thank your boss. But honestly, speaking personally, while I acknowledge Muye Technology’s strength, deep down, I don’t have a good impression of them. After all, they personally brought an end to our product. To be frank, if I had two paths—one to join Muye Technology, and another to join a different company and be given a chance to defeat Muye Technology—my heart would lean more towards the latter.”

Many people agreed with Liu Xuebin’s words. In truth, they were all technical and product people, and they all possessed a strong sense of pride. If they were to simply go work for Muye Technology, they would probably feel a bit of an unpleasant taste in their mouths.

Chen Hui also understood this mentality. If Zhang Yao weren’t about to join Muye Technology, Muye Technology would probably be the last company he’d want to join in Yanjing.

Zhang Xiaodi took in everyone’s reactions. She understood very clearly that, in summary, these people hadn’t yet been forced into a corner. Or rather, with two companies suddenly pursuing them, they had gone from near despair to being somewhat picky. If Sina hadn’t interfered, she estimated that she could have secured about eighty of these nearly one hundred people on the spot simply by outlining the salary and benefits.

Once Zhang Xiaodi clearly understood their psychology, she realized that Li Mu’s request to her before she left would probably be difficult to achieve. These people would definitely wait for Sina to make an offer, then compare it with Muye Technology’s situation, and choose the most optimal one. And from the implications of their words, if the conditions were similar, their inner inclination would definitely be towards Sina, not Muye Technology.

Seeing Chen Hui’s somewhat torn expression, Liu Xuebin said apologetically, “Sorry, Ah Hui, I might not be able to give you an immediate answer today. How about this: you wait until I’ve finished talking with Sina in Yanjing before making a decision.”

Others also chimed in, all expressing their hope to get Sina’s offer first before making a final decision.

Zhang Xiaodi recalled Li Mu’s earlier instruction: he was willing to offer a premium of up to fifty percent. However, she couldn’t bring herself to say it. She felt that when Li Mu said that, he was only thinking about competing with Sina and securing the team. But he hadn’t considered the immense impact it would have on Muye Technology’s veteran employees if these people ultimately joined the company with a fifty percent premium over their original salary. For defeated competitors, for “defeated generals,” to receive a premium of over fifty percent above their original salary to join the company—this would be too devastating for the old employees and too damaging to the company’s team spirit.

So, Zhang Xiaodi, once again making a decision on her own, completely suppressed the fifty percent premium issue and didn’t mention it. Instead, she seized a crucial piece of information from Liu Xuebin’s words and said to him, “General Manager Liu, since you’ve already decided to go to Yanjing, why not take this opportunity to have a face-to-face chat with our Manager Li? What do you think?”





Chapter 486: Chen Wan’s Happy Camp Debut (Part 1)

After Li Mu heard Zhang Xiaodi’s report on the phone that night, he realized that his previous idea contained a threat to his existing team. After a deep self-reflection, he also realized that this matter could not be achieved in the most direct and clumsy way. Winning by throwing money around, while direct, was also the most unstable. Moreover, he least appreciated leaders who believed “an outsider monk chants scriptures better,” yet he almost became such a person himself without intending to.

Therefore, after affirming Zhang Xiaodi’s approach, Li Mu redefined the principle for this matter: First, when poaching the Tencent team, he wouldn’t offer a single cent of premium (business); second, if they chose Sina, it was simple: if they couldn’t be friends, they would remain enemies. If he made them unemployed again, and unemployed in the great Yanjing at that, he hoped they wouldn’t regret it when they stood on the streets of Yanjing.

As for Liu Xuebin agreeing to meet him in Yanjing, Li Mu didn’t refuse. He scheduled a time with Liu Xuebin, right after his meeting with Sina, at Muye Technology’s own office.

Subsequently, Li Mu called Zhang Xiaodi and Chen Hui back. Since the QQ team wanted to observe the market, there was little point in the two of them staying there. It was better for them to return and focus on their own work.

However, it wasn’t without gains this time. Some people were willing to come directly to Muye Technology, though not many. Including Chen Hui’s six previous subordinates, there were only eleven people in total.

After Zhang Xiaodi and Chen Hui returned, Li Mu felt that the confrontation with Sina needed to happen soon.

The first thing to act on was the development of two websites: a web portal and a navigation site. From a technical standpoint, both were very simple. For Muye Technology’s current development team, it would take less time than it takes a bunch of smokers to finish a few cigarettes to develop these two websites on a technical level.

As these two websites were rapidly developing, Lin Qingya mobilized the entire human resources department and all cooperating headhunters to frantically search for an Editor-in-Chief capable of leading a web portal.

Li Mu’s pace was clear: since it was a completely new department, they needed to start by recruiting the overall person in charge first. Recruit the leader, then let the leader build their team according to their own preferences. They could bring their former subordinates or interview candidates individually to select the most suitable people. In short, the power to assemble the team would be fully delegated, allowing this leader to build the team they were most satisfied with.

Once the team was in place, the website could prepare for launch. However, content needed to be cultivated before going online. At this point, the focus shifted to the YY123 navigation site. YY would definitely direct traffic to it, and Li Mu would also spend money to buy traffic online and invest in offline advertising to attract traffic. He wouldn’t dare say it could surpass Hao123 in a short time, but gaining a certain amount of traffic quickly was very easy. With just one pop-up ad daily, there would be at least hundreds of thousands to tens of millions of viewers. Even if the conversion rate was only 5%, the website’s daily traffic would still be one hundred thousand UV, or over one hundred thousand unique IPs.

At that time, Li Mu would play a little game with Li Xingping, titled “See How Strong Your Mental Fortitude Is.” YY would aggressively direct traffic, there would be overwhelming advertising online, and in the city and province where Li Xingping resided, there would be massive offline advertising, allowing YY123 to completely surround his online and offline life. He would see if Li Xingping would worry, if he would be afraid. If he was scared, Li Mu would give him a flat price: sell it or don’t. If he didn’t sell and it ended up a useless asset, he shouldn’t blame Li Mu for not giving him a chance.

Market competition was brutal. More often than not, it wasn’t that you provoked me, but that I saw you developing well in some area, and I decided to take you out and replace you. Lianzhong being completely overtaken by Tencent back then was the most direct proof. Therefore, Li Mu’s current attitude towards Hao123 was also clear: I’ve got my eye on your current significance to the internet market. Don’t tell me you’re worth one hundred million, and don’t tell me you have huge growth potential. I want to buy you for under twenty million. Are you selling? If you don’t sell, I’ll find every way to force you to!



This Friday, Xiangnan Satellite TV was in a state of tension from top to bottom.

Tonight at 8:15 PM, the broadcast of Happy Camp had a great chance to set a new record.

As the Director of Happy Camp, Zhou Sheng had been waiting for this day for nearly half a month. In the past half a month, they had finished recording the first episode of Happy Camp after Chen Wan joined. They had also edited a simple preview, which had been intermittently broadcast across various Xiangnan Satellite TV channels over the past week, garnering significant attention from users. The number of viewers calling to inquire about this episode was several times higher than for any previous program.

Li Mu also fulfilled his promise. He had promoted the show on YY Tieba for a long time, and although he had diverted his energy in between to promote the YY All-Stars Dou Di Zhu Tournament, it was only after QQ announced it would cease service that Li Mu finally began advertising on YY. He had previously boasted that as long as QQ still had three hundred thousand daily active users, he would never let YY accept any advertising. Now he had kept his word, and YY’s first pop-up advertisement was for Happy Camp. Li Mu truly gave Happy Camp a huge gift, and his stance was very clear because he personally devised two advertising slogans: one was “Old Boys Lead Cast Variety Show Debut,” and the other was “Chen Wan’s Happy Camp Debut!”

Li Mu’s intention was to send a message to Xiangnan Satellite TV: Don’t misinterpreting intentions and assume Muye Films and Muye Technology are trying to curry favor with you. We are simply steadfastly supporting Chen Wan.

Xiangnan Satellite TV naturally understood this clearly, which made them very fortunate to have enlisted Chen Wan as their new Host. In the past, there were rumors, with the most common question being: “Why are we using a newcomer for such an important show? She only appeared twice in that Old Boys micro-film. She hasn’t even had a formal appear on camera on a TV program before. Is she really suitable for our show?”

But now, everyone at Xiangnan Satellite TV knew that Chen Wan wasn’t just suitable for the show; one could even say the show was barely worthy of Chen Wan. Consider what Chen Wan brought to the show and to Xiangnan Satellite TV: she brought Simple Plan and Du Wei’s variety show debut after Old Boys aired, which was also Du Wei’s first ever variety show appearance; she brought the new game “Who is the Undercover,” which was extremely popular with all Xiangnan Satellite TV employees, leaders, and even the live audience; and she brought the surging flood of traffic from Muye Technology in the internet domain. To put it mildly, these were a great help to Happy Camp. To put it more broadly, they were a huge driving force that could help Xiangnan Satellite TV reach a higher level.

Just for the resources Chen Wan brought to Xiangnan Satellite TV, her current status within the entire Xiangnan Satellite TV was comparable to the top female host, Li Xiang. Although Li Xiang had already seen significant enhance in the entire entertainment industry, when it came to background, she couldn’t compare to Chen Wan. Putting everything else aside, Muye Technology alone was enough to leave Li Xiang far behind in the dust.

Chen Wan’s appeal, the allure of the Old Boys creative team, and the push from Muye Technology also created another miracle: this week’s Xiangnan TV Guide sold out on its first day of release because it featured a special report on this episode of Happy Camp, along with a photograph of the new and old hosts sharing the stage.

This was the best-selling issue of Xiangnan TV Guide. Most of the time, the weekly Xiangnan TV Guide only sold 70%, or 80% on a good day. However, this issue not only sold out on its release day last Wednesday, but an additional five hundred thousand copies were printed on Wednesday night and still sold completely out by Thursday. So, another five hundred thousand copies were printed on Friday, and it was officially declared sold out on Monday. This was because it was already the broadcast week, and the next week’s newspaper would be on sale on Wednesday, so they stopped reprinting.

The leaders and employees of Xiangnan Satellite TV, as well as Happy Camp Director Zhou Sheng, could predict from the unusually high sales of Xiangnan TV Guide that the viewership ratings for this episode of Happy Camp would be astonishingly high.

Li Mu had received an invitation from Chen Wan a few days ago. For her Happy Camp debut tonight, she was in Yanjing and hoped Li Mu could come to her home to witness it with her. To express her gratitude to Li Mu, she also planned to cook for him at home and insisted that Li Mu agree to come no matter what.

At such an important and significant moment, Li Mu naturally couldn’t refuse Chen Wan. So, as soon as she mentioned it, Li Mu readily agreed, canceling all his plans for Friday evening, including dinner with Su Yingxue and a text invitation from Zhao Ziqiu for a movie.

Li Mu left Muye Technology after work and arrived at Chen Wan’s home around seven in the evening. Chen Wan, wearing an apron, opened the door for him, smiling, and said, “Have a seat first, I’m just about to wash the vegetables.”

Li Mu changed into slippers as he said, “I’ll help you, I’m just idle anyway.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “How can you do that? Today, I, your elder sister, want to thank you, not have you travel all this way, canceling a bunch of things, just to help me out.”

Li Mu said, “Won’t it be quicker if two people do it together?”

Chen Wan squeezed Li Mu’s face. “Less nonsense. Go to the living room and watch TV, or go to my bedroom and get online. My laptop is in the bedroom. Don’t interfere with the kitchen. I’ve timed it perfectly; dinner will be ready on time at eight o’clock.”

Seeing her persistent attitude, Li Mu could only say, “Alright then, I won’t cause you trouble. Don’t make too many dishes. Two dishes are enough for the two of us.”

Chen Wan said, “Oh, don’t worry about it.” Then she asked him, “I told you not to drive so you could have a drink tonight. You didn’t secretly drive, did you?”

Li Mu shook his head, looking like a good child. “Sister, I took a taxi here…”

Chen Wan gave Li Mu a charming look and a flying kiss, saying, “Good boy!”





Chapter 487: Chen Wan’s Happy Camp Debut (Part Two)

Chen Wan was not skilled at cooking. In all her life, her cooking experiences were few and far between. Not only did she have little experience, but the results of her cooking rarely turned out well. Nevertheless, she still hoped to personally cook for Li Mu at home. Not for any other reason than to let this “younger brother” know her gratitude and how much she cared for him.

Before meeting Li Mu, Chen Wan had never imagined that she could become a Host for a top-tier domestic variety show so early. Her family had originally planned for her to return to Jinling after graduation, then they would use their connections to get her into Nansu Satellite TV or Jinling TV. After a few years of enduring, her family would spend some more money and find more people, perhaps to secure her own program. That would have been considered ideal.

However, Chen Wan was only twenty-two years old this year. At twenty-two, she was scouted by Xiangnan Satellite TV. Even before she received her graduation certificate, she had already become an official host for Happy Camp. This was almost unprecedented in the entire Host industry of China. Everything felt like a dream; it was almost the best career start a Host could possibly have. Chen Wan knew clearly that all of this was not due to her own strength or opportunity, but rather Li Mu’s tireless efforts in pushing everything forward from behind the scenes.

When someone blocked her path, Li Mu would promptly intervene and clear the obstacles. When she hesitated, Li Mu would carry and drag her forward. To ensure she stood more firmly at her high position, Li Mu even mobilized all the resources at his disposal to support her.

Chen Wan’s family, who had originally been exerting all their effort to find connections for her, now completely regarded her as the pride of their family, just like Zhang Kexuan after he became famous. In this large family, primarily focused on business, they never imagined a celebrity would emerge. Yet now, suddenly, there were two. Although Chen Wan’s fame was currently far less than Zhang Kexuan’s, once she became an instant hit on Happy Camp, her popularity would definitely be no less than his.

Her classmates from the same graduating class and major were now incredibly envious of her. Every television station had its exploitative hidden rules; even in the small fifth-tier city TV stations, it was common for veterans to suppress newcomers, preventing them from rising. Among the many classmates who signed with various satellite TV channels, only a small minority of them got the chance to appear on camera, and even those were very inconspicuous roles. They were either a front-line reporter for a news segment, or an assistant who appeared on camera for no more than two minutes per hour in a program. Yet, even so, they all felt they were developing quite well, while most of the remaining people were still struggling, bitterly waiting for an opportunity to appear on camera.

But who would have thought that Chen Wan, who had been at Yanjing TV with no news and no opportunities to appear on camera, would surprisingly sign with Xiangnan Satellite TV out of nowhere, and directly as an official host for Happy Camp? Among the three Hosts partnering with her, two were top-tier Hosts in China, and though the third wasn’t yet top-tier, they were already a household name. Generally speaking, for a Host to reach Chen Wan’s level within ten years of their debut would be considered a success, let alone for her who only officially graduated this July.

Ever since the news of Chen Wan joining Happy Camp spread, many classmates actively contacted her. Even some of the most arrogant classmates from school put aside their pride to try to get close to someone, some even specifically traveled to Xiangdu to see her, just to establish a connection with her. They didn’t aim to join a top variety show like Happy Camp like her; they only hoped to secure a position that would allow them to appear on camera at Xiangnan Satellite TV through her connections.

For Chen Wan, Li Mu was almost a guardian angel sent by the heavens. She never dreamed that one accidental mistake, hitting Li Mu who was rushing to his exam, would actually bring her so much good fortune. It was precisely because of this that she particularly believed there was a strong connection or fate between her and Li Mu.

Chen Wan was flustered in the kitchen. Li Mu tried to help her multiple times, but without exception, Chen Wan pushed him out of the kitchen. Li Mu, feeling helpless, could only wait in the living room.

Chen Wan had decorated her apartment very cozily. The living room sofa was paired with a Japanese-style tatami mat and a low tea table. The red wine and candle holders Chen Wan had specifically bought were now placed on the tea table. It seemed dinner would be eaten on the tea table.

Li Mu sat cross-legged in front of the tea table, picked up the remote control, and turned on the television. At that moment, News Broadcast was airing on TV. Li Mu changed the channel to Xiangnan Satellite TV, waiting for Happy Camp to start at eight fifteen.

At eight o’clock, Chen Wan, who had been busy in the kitchen for over an hour, finally opened the kitchen door, carrying a plate of food in each hand. She placed the dishes on the tea table and said to Li Mu, “Wait for me, there are two more dishes.”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly and looked at the two dishes just brought to the tea table: a vegetable salad and a Lotus Pond Stir-fry. The vegetable salad looked quite presentable, but as for the Lotus Pond Stir-fry, the oil seemed to have been too hot, so the vegetables were a bit blackened.

Next, Chen Wan brought out two more dishes: braised pork ribs and cola chicken wings.

Li Mu realized that whether it was women now or women ten years from now, one thing was enough to judge their cooking skills: if they made cola chicken wings, they were usually super culinary novices.

So Li Mu began to feel heartache for his stomach, and at the same time, he warned himself inwardly that no matter what, he had to pretend it was delicious.

Chen Wan finally took off her apron and came to the living room, holding a plate and chopsticks. She said to Li Mu somewhat sheepishly, “If it’s not very good, or if you’re not used to the taste, we can go out to eat instead.”

Li Mu said, “How can we go out to eat? No matter what, I can’t let your effort go to waste.”

Chen Wan nodded repeatedly, saying, “I secretly tasted it; it’s not all that bad.”

Li Mu said seriously, “Even if it’s bad, I’ll love it.” After speaking, he rubbed his hands and asked, “Can we eat now? I’m practically starving to death.”

Chen Wan said, “Let’s start, I’ll pour you some wine.”

Soon, each of them had a glass of red wine in hand. Chen Wan and Li Mu sat side by side, facing the television. Chen Wan raised her wine glass and said to Li Mu, “Here, Sister, I toast you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

Li Mu said seriously, “Sister, if we’re not treating each other as outsiders, then don’t keep saying ‘thank you’.”

Chen Wan nodded repeatedly and smiled, “Alright, you’re the one with too many rules. I won’t say thank you, but I can still toast you, right?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and gently clinked his glass against hers. “Come on, let’s take a sip and then dig in.”

Chen Wan said, “Happy Camp is about to start too!”

Immediately, they each took a sip of red wine. Then Chen Wan looked at Li Mu, who had already picked up his chopsticks, with a nervous expression.

Li Mu picked up a somewhat blackened piece of snow pea, put it in his mouth, and chewed a few times. It was a bit bitter and hard to chew. Compared to the original tender and crispy texture of snow peas, it was indeed much worse. Fortunately, the saltiness was just right, making it at least edible.

Chen Wan asked Li Mu, “Is it really bad?”

Li Mu, with a straight face, said, “No way, it’s very delicious. I’ll have another chicken wing.”

“Okay, quick, try it out. This is a new recipe I learned.”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, picked up a chicken wing, and took a bite. The thick layer of syrup left Li Mu listless and despondent. He had no idea how much cola she had put in, for the sauce to reduce down to so much sugar. It seemed to have no other flavor than sweetness.

But Chen Wan’s eyes were full of anticipation, so Li Mu could only steel himself and eat the entire chicken wing. Then, he couldn’t wait to raise his glass and clink it with Chen Wan’s: “This taste is also good, Sister. Let’s have another drink.”

Li Mu needed the red wine to buffer and correct his palate.

Just then, Xiangnan Satellite TV’s last advertising slot ended, and the opening sequence for Happy Camp began to appear on the television screen.

Li Mu quickly put down his chopsticks and sat up straight, pointing at the television and excitedly saying, “It’s starting!”

Chen Wan’s nervousness instantly shifted from her cooking to this episode of the show.

Although she had already watched the final version of this episode beforehand, and her performance should have been impeccable, she still worried if there were any subtle details she hadn’t done well, which Li Mu might notice.

Li Mu’s attention was indeed entirely focused on the television at this moment. This episode was Chen Wan’s debut on Happy Camp. He had helped Xiangnan Satellite TV promote her in every way for so long, all for Chen Wan to become an instant hit on this program.

At this very moment, inside the Xiangnan Satellite TV building, Zhou Sheng was also closely monitoring the viewership data for this episode.

Happy Camp’s viewership rating had previously been hovering around three to four percent, rarely breaking four percent. However, this time, even before the program started at eight o’clock, the viewership rating had already reached six point eight percent, almost double the average viewership rating.

At eight fifteen, when Happy Camp’s opening sequence began to air, the viewership rating further increased, reaching eight percent. By the time the opening sequence finished playing and the four Hosts appeared together, the viewership rating had reached eight point three percent.

He Jiong began, “Hello everyone in front of your televisions, welcome to the latest episode of Happy Camp. I’m your Host, He Jiong.”

The shots immediately shifted to Li Xiang. Li Xiang smiled and waved at the shots, “Hello everyone, I’m Li Xiang.”

Next was Li Weijia, who had been a second-tier Host for years.

Then, the close-up shots finally focused on Chen Wan. Chen Wan was wearing a royal blue dress that day, with silver mid-heels on her feet and her hair casually and naturally draped over her shoulders. Her attire was extremely simple, yet her demeanor was incredibly grand, and paired with a faint, charming smile, she exuded goddess-like charm without appearing distant or cold.

Chen Wan on the television held a microphone, gently waving her hand a few times, her voice melodious and her diction clear: “Hello everyone, I’m Chen Wan, the new Host joining Happy Camp.”

At this moment, Chen Wan’s smile, her eyes, her vocal quality, her makeup, and her attire instantly conquered Li Mu. With just this one close-up shot, Li Mu couldn’t help but murmur: “No one can stop you this time…”





Chapter 488: Utterly Surpassed by Chen Wan

Chen Wan’s first set of close-up shots conquered not only Li Mu but also tens of millions of viewers across the nation watching in front of their televisions.

Countless men in front of their televisions at this moment, just like Li Mu, felt utterly surpassed by Chen Wan’s set of close-up shots. Among TV hosts, it was rare to see a woman like her; she was flawlessly perfect, whether visually, audibly, or emotionally.

Immediately after Chen Wan’s debut set of close-up shots, the viewership continued to rise, reaching 9.2%, tripling the average.

Zhou Sheng was indescribably excited. He had originally thought this episode’s ratings would only double the average, but he didn’t expect them to soar to such a high proportion all at once.

Li Mu was also very excited. He raised his wine glass and said to Chen Wan, “Sister, your performance in this set of shots was truly wonderful, absolutely flawless!”

Chen Wan’s cheeks were slightly flushed. She raised her wine glass and asked Li Mu, “Is it as good as you say?”

After clinking glasses, Li Mu drank half the red wine in his cup and praised, “I’ve known you for so long, and I was utterly captivated by you just now. It’s easy to imagine how stunning your performance was to the viewers in front of their televisions.”

Chen Wan’s heart was filled with joy and encouragement upon hearing Li Mu say he was captivated by her.

On television, after Chen Wan finished her self-introduction, He Jiong stepped forward, brought his fingers together to point at Chen Wan, and said to the camera, “Xiao Wan is appearing on our show for the first time today, but I believe our audience friends are already very familiar with her. I think everyone present and those in front of their televisions have seen a certain micro-film; Xiao Wan made a cameo appearance in that film…”

As He Jiong was speaking, the shots moved to some of the audience members below the stage. Many audience members’ mouths were forming the words “Old Boys.”

He Jiong smiled and asked everyone, “Does anyone know the name of the micro-film I’m talking about?”

The audience below the stage shouted in unison, “Yes!”

He Jiong said, “Alright, I’ll count one, two, three, and everyone say the name of the film together! One… two… three!”

As soon as the word “three” fell, the audience below the stage loudly shouted, “Old Boys!”

Li Xiang then smiled and said, “Wow, everyone seems to have seen this film! What a perfectly synchronized answer!”

Li Weijia chuckled, “Sister Xiang, don’t you know? When the micro-film ‘Old Boys’ was replayed on our Xiangnan Satellite TV, it achieved a 10% national viewership rating, becoming the champion of national viewership at that time!”

Li Xiang, feigning annoyance, said, “Of course I know! Please, I’m also a staff member of Xiangnan Satellite TV, aren’t I? I just didn’t expect that our audience friends here today would have also seen this film.”

He Jiong smiled and said, “Li Xiang, you shouldn’t be surprised that everyone has seen it; you should be surprised if anyone hasn’t. Although ‘Old Boys’ is only a little over forty minutes long, the discussions it sparked online surpassed all films this year and in the past, with unprecedented popularity. Moreover, the theme songs from this film have also become the hottest songs right now. We won’t even mention Simple Plan’s ‘Old Boys’ and ‘Fly Higher’; ‘Fleet of Time’ and ‘You Exist In My Song’ alone have become regular fixtures at the top of the pop music charts. For a while, these two songs even alternated positions as the number one and two on major music charts…”

Li Weijia interjected, “Right, speaking of ‘Old Boys,’ I think this micro-film is simply amazing! Not only did it make several hit songs famous, but it also catapulted Du Wei and Xiao Wan to fame. Do you know, even though Xiao Wan only had a limited two or three sets of shots in ‘Old Boys,’ she gained hundreds of thousands of fans after the film aired? Honestly, Xiao Wan now has nearly double my followers on YY Tieba…”

Li Xiang then looked at Chen Wan, “Then, taking this opportunity, I have to interview Xiao Wan. Xiao Wan, what kind of opportunity did you have to play a Host in this film?”

Chen Wan pursed her lips slightly, thought for a moment, and then smiled, “Well, I actually majored in broadcasting and hosting. When ‘Old Boys’ was being filmed, I was interning at Yanjing Satellite TV. A friend introduced me to a film crew that needed a host character and asked if I’d be willing to make a cameo. I thought at the time that even though I hadn’t studied acting, having studied broadcasting and hosting for so many years, playing a host as myself should be fine. So, I joined the ‘Old Boys’ crew with the intention of helping a friend.”

Li Xiang nodded, and with an envious expression, said, “Xiao Wan, do you know, I’ve always particularly loved movies, and directors have invited me to make cameo appearances in two films—probably two or three years ago. I consecutively took on two films and three TV dramas, but I didn’t have your luck; none of the films or TV dramas I made cameos in became popular.”

After speaking, Li Xiang covered her face with one hand, looking listless and despondent.

Chen Wan then asked in surprise, “Really? Sister Xiang, tell me the names of the films and TV dramas; I’ll definitely find a chance to watch them when I get back.”

Li Xiang quickly waved her hand, “Never mind, I’d rather not make a fool of myself here. Those films and TV dramas probably aren’t known by many people now even if I mentioned them.”

Having said that, Li Xiang changed the topic, stating, “Speaking of ‘Old Boys,’ besides Xiao Wan’s wonderful performance in it, what left an even deeper impression on everyone should be Zhang Xiaoshuai and Du Jiayi’s actors, Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei. After ‘Old Boys’ aired, Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei did not appear in any television programs, which led to a large number of netizens posting online, hoping to see them on television. I imagine our audience friends here today and those in front of their televisions must also be particularly eager to see them, right?”

The audience below the stage said in unison, “Yes, we are!”

He Jiong then said, “Today’s episode is not only Xiao Wan’s first official episode joining our Happy Camp, but it also has a very, very special feature. That is, several of her good friends have also joined her on the Happy Camp stage. As for who they are, we’ll have Xiao Wan reveal it herself.”

The close-up shot returned to Chen Wan. Chen Wan smiled and said, “Some of these good friends I’ve known for a long time, and one I met in the ‘Old Boys’ crew. First, let’s welcome my old friends—all the members of the Simple Plan band!”

As soon as her voice fell, Zhang Kexuan, along with the other three members of the Simple Plan band, ran out from the stage’s通道. Their cool appearances quickly drew screams from a large crowd of female audience members.

After the four Simple Plan members greeted everyone, Chen Wan continued, “Our next friend is a young girl several years younger than me, and also Du Wei, the actress who played Du Jiayi in ‘Old Boys’.”

At this moment, Du Wei, dressed in blue jeans paired with a white T-shirt, exuding a distinct campus vibe, walked out from the通道, waving her hands gently as she went and greeting, “Hello everyone, I’m Du Wei.”

The appearance of the four Simple Plan members and Du Wei instantly ignited the atmosphere on stage and made the viewers in front of their televisions exceptionally excited.

With the guests’ appearance, the program’s viewership climbed another notch, reaching 10.3%, surpassing the rating data from when ‘Old Boys’ was first replayed.

By this point, Li Mu and Chen Wan had already eaten half of the dishes she made. Chen Wan realized her cooking was a bit of a failure today, but Li Mu consistently appeared to be enjoying it very much, eating non-stop.

After the guests appeared, the program transitioned from the hosts’ warm-up segment into the official program segment, which was the guest interview segment. In the past, He Jiong and Li Xiang typically took the lead in these interviews, with Li Weijia playing a supporting role. However, in today’s program, these three veteran hosts intentionally left more opportunities for Chen Wan. Many topics of particular interest to the audience were asked by Chen Wan on the audience’s behalf. Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei, the two highly popular main characters, were also very cooperative with Chen Wan’s interviews. They answered everything they could without any hesitation or concealment, giving Chen Wan a valuable opportunity to showcase herself.

Chen Wan’s performance was also excellent; her hosting style had appropriate tension and relaxation, and she mastered the pacing very well. From start to finish, she didn’t make a single verbal slip or even a pronunciation error.

When the interview segment ended, He Jiong said, “Next, we’ll go into a commercial break, and then it’ll be time for our game segment. This time, our game segment has undergone very significant changes compared to before. The biggest change is that we’ve added a new game brought by Xiao Wan, and this new game will become a featured game for our Happy Camp in the future. I’ll give you a hint in advance: this game is incredibly fun. Viewers in front of your televisions, don’t go anywhere! We’ll be right back after the commercials!”

Immediately after, the television screen started showing commercials. Li Mu and Chen Wan had already finished one bottle of red wine. Chen Wan was slightly tipsy but exceptionally happy. Seeing that the wine was finished, she went to the kitchen again to open another bottle and brought it over. Li Mu saw this and asked her, “Still drinking?”

Chen Wan nodded and said, “I’m happy today, so just drink a bit more with me.”

Li Mu didn’t refuse and chuckled, “Today is certainly worth celebrating. After tomorrow, I’m afraid I won’t be able to casually come over to have dinner and drinks with you like this.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but ask him, “Why not?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Starting tomorrow, you’ll be a true public figure. Many people will like and follow you, and media reporters will make you the focus of news. By then, who knows how many paparazzi will be waiting outside your door, ambushing to snap photos of scandals involving you. How could I casually come to your house like that then?”

Chen Wan said, “What’s inconvenient about that? You’re my younger brother.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “What you said is true, but the paparazzi won’t think that way. They are the best at fabricating stories from rumors.”





Chapter 489: Ratings Break Records

For Li Mu, he wholeheartedly hoped Chen Wan would keep getting better.

In Chen Wan’s previous life, she faced two major hurdles: one was her father’s business failure, and the other was her husband’s leveraged stock trading that resulted in their financial ruin. Now, Li Mu was practically certain that Chen Wan had completely avoided her previous life’s husband. As for her father’s hurdle, it would occur around 2015, still over ten years away. That was nothing to fear. Li Mu believed that by then, with his scale, no matter how difficult an issue Chen Wan’s Dad encountered, it would be nothing to him. He could easily help him resolve everything.

With that, Chen Wan’s two future hurdles had essentially been smoothed over by Li Mu. So now, Li Mu wasn’t worried that Chen Wan’s future would turn into a tragedy; he simply wanted Chen Wan to be as good as possible.

Although Li Mu hadn’t achieved much in his previous life, he considered himself strong-willed. After graduation, he worked hard in Yanjing. While he didn’t earn much, besides his parents, he hadn’t indebted himself to anyone or received favors from them. However, after attending Chen Wan’s funeral in 2015, he realized that Chen Wan was the only person, besides his parents, who had ever shown him kindness.

If Chen Wan hadn’t paid his university tuition and living expenses for four years during the four most difficult years when his parents were laid off, Li Mu couldn’t imagine how much hardship his parents in his previous life would have endured to support his higher education. Since heaven had given him a chance at Rebirth, he stubbornly believed he, too, had to give Chen Wan a chance at rebirth. This was what he owed her. Heaven had not allowed him to rebirth just to rectify his own regrets, but to rectify the regrets of everyone around him.

A drop of kindness must be repaid with a gushing spring; this had been Li Mu’s initial intention towards Chen Wan since his rebirth. Furthermore, the two, who had barely interacted after the car accident in their previous lives, had developed deep feelings through their time together in this life. Therefore, if she truly became a popular Host drawing widespread attention, Li Mu would rather maintain a certain distance from her than add any unnecessary trouble to her career development.

Chen Wan didn’t quite believe she would become a public figure in the true sense overnight. This was just her first time appearing on stage; it would only make more people aware of her. For an audience to go from knowing to liking to idolizing, a psychological development process was required. Thus, one program was unlikely to make her a household name.

However, upon hearing Li Mu seemingly suggest keeping a certain distance in the future, and imagining that she might indeed become a public figure attracting attention everywhere she went, Chen Wan felt an indescribable sensation. She felt she wouldn’t be smug because of fame; instead, she might regret it even more.

Just as Li Mu said, if she became a public figure, even he would have to keep a certain distance from her. Chen Wan found this hard to accept. She felt that she hadn’t even had any substantial intimacy with Li Mu, and now she would have to maintain distance? Wouldn’t that put him even further away?

Thinking about this, Chen Wan already began to feel regret. Actually, when Ma Weiwei suppressed her at Yanjing Satellite TV, she wasn’t particularly eager to solve that problem. A bigger reason she was willing to passively endure it was that being at Yanjing Satellite TV allowed her to be closer to Li Mu. If she hadn’t talked to Li Mu about Ma Weiwei suppressing her and preventing her from appearing on camera, she might still be working as a small assistant at Yanjing Satellite TV.

Chen Wan wasn’t actually a very career-driven woman. Her life trajectory in her previous life proved this well: she returned to Jinling right after graduation, and her family arranged for her to become a Host of a provincial satellite TV channel variety show. However, that program wasn’t very popular, and Chen Wan didn’t truly strive to perfect her role as a Host. She simply married a man whose identity Li Mu didn’t know, then worked and lived a plain and ordinary life, until her life eventually plunged into a great tragedy.

Li Mu’s appearance gave Chen Wan a huge push, so much so that Chen Wan herself didn’t understand how she had muddled her way to this point. Although her career was progressing by leaps and bounds, the thought that Li Mu might deliberately keep a certain distance from her in the future made her feel not a single bit of happiness; instead, it brought an almost uncontrollable vexation.

The advertising break ended, and the program resumed. The game segment finally appeared.

Li Mu had been eagerly anticipating seeing how much recognition Who is the Undercover would receive from today’s audience. So, from the moment the game rules were explained, he watched the television screen engrossed, not noticing that Chen Wan’s mood beside him had subtly changed. She even drank all the red wine in her glass by herself, without clinking glasses with Li Mu.

After the rules were clearly explained, the audience present were already full of anticipation. And when everyone began playing the first round, the viewers immersed themselves wholeheartedly, sometimes bursting into laughter at the Hosts and guests’ performances in the game, sometimes feeling immense regret for their incorrect judgments, and sometimes getting exceptionally excited for someone’s brilliant performance.

After the first round of the game, the audience was completely fired up. In the second round, the guests played with even more vigor, and the audience watched with even greater engagement. By the third round, the audience’s expressions showed they absolutely loved this brand new game.

The ratings also increased again during the third round of the game, directly soaring to an astonishing 11.9 percent!

This rating was unimaginable for any variety show on any satellite TV channel, except for the CCTV Spring Festival Gala.

From 2000 to 2016, the highest-rated variety show in China was the 2005 Super Girl finals. That program’s ratings reached 11.65 percent, which was already the peak for domestic variety shows. This rating almost meant that more than half of China was following Super Girl, and this powerful ratings data spawned a large number of celebrities who remained active in the entertainment industry’s front lines in the future, such as Li Yuchun, Zhou Bichang, Zhang Liangying, and the highly famous He Jie, Ye Yiqian, and so on.

Now, Happy Camp’s ratings had unexpectedly created a figure that even Super Girl would likely be unable to catch up to: 11.9 percent. Such a powerful rating was almost unimaginable. What kind of new stars would such strong ratings give birth to?

Li Mu didn’t know the exact data at this moment, but he could see the increasingly warm atmosphere on site. The close-ups of the audience’s expressions were very genuine, clearly showing they were fully engrossed in the game. The Hosts and guests also got further into the zone, making the game more technically skilled or comedic. By the time the game ended, even Li Mu, who had long been indifferent to this kind of game mode, couldn’t help but want to applaud these rounds of the game.

Chen Wan’s performance during these rounds of the game was impeccable. She was the key figure of these rounds; every wave of excitement in the game was initiated by her. Her perfect performances and comebacks at several critical moments earned everyone’s rapturous applause.

After watching the entire game process engrossed, Li Mu became even more convinced that Chen Wan would become an overnight sensation. Her performance in this episode basically didn’t require much buffer time for the audience; most viewers, especially male viewers, would certainly be unable to resist the charm she displayed on stage.

After the game segment, the entire program began its final stage. After the Hosts interacted with the guests, the guests prepared to go on stage to sing. Li Mu turned his face to Chen Wan and said, “Sister, your performance was excellent.”

After speaking, Li Mu just then noticed that Chen Wan’s cheeks had turned a flushed red, and her eyes had a slightly hazy look; it was clear she had drunk too much. Li Mu then saw that the newly opened bottle of red wine was already more than half empty. He asked her in surprise, “How did you drink so much without saying a word?”

Chen Wan squinted her eyes at Li Mu, tossed her phone aside, and asked Li Mu with a smile playing on her lips, “Rascal, why did you insist I go to Xiangnan Satellite TV?”

Li Mu said, “Of course, I wanted you to have a better career development.”

Chen Wan pouted her lips and asked Li Mu, “Why do I need such good career development? I don’t really seem to have such strong career ambitions.”

Li Mu smiled, “If being a Host is your dream, then I have to find a way to make your dream come true to the greatest extent possible. You first need to become a top-tier Host in the country. After that, if you ever get tired of being a Host, you won’t have any regrets.”

Chen Wan silently handed her phone to Li Mu. Li Mu looked down and saw a text message sent a few minutes ago from someone named “Director Zhou”: “Xiao Wan, the peak ratings hit 11.9 percent, making it the first variety show to break 10 percent in ratings! Thank you, thank you for everything you brought to Happy Camp! With you here, I believe Happy Camp will definitely achieve even greater glory! And you will certainly become the top female Host at Xiangnan Satellite TV and even nationwide!”

Li Mu finished reading the text message and exclaimed in surprise, “That’s amazing! The ratings are actually this high! I thought reaching nine percent would be fantastic! Sister, after tonight, you’ll definitely be famous nationwide!”

Chen Wan, however, showed no signs of excitement on her face. She tilted her head, her eyes hazy, and looked at Li Mu for a moment, then gently leaned her head on Li Mu’s shoulder and asked him, “Tell me the truth, why have you always been so good to me? From the moment we met, I was the one who owed you. All this time, I haven’t even had a chance to repay you, but instead, you’ve been taking care of me and helping me. How could I have such good fortune? I hit someone as foolish as you, injured you, and yet I’m the one who stumbled upon great luck.”

Li Mu recalled everything, his heart deeply moved. He smiled lightly and said, “Maybe in my previous life, I owed you too much, and this life is to repay that debt.”

Chen Wan stretched her legs straight under the coffee table, leaning against the edge of the sofa. Like a shy girl, she looked at Li Mu and softly asked, “Then how deeply did you hurt me in my previous life, that you need to work so hard to repay me in this one?”





Chapter 490: Long and Enduring

Facing Chen Wan’s half-drunk, half-awake question, Li Mu felt a sense of relief and playfully said, “Perhaps it’s not because I hurt you in my previous life; maybe you were kind to me in your previous life, so in this life, I’ve come to repay your kindness.”

Chen Wan pursed her lips, smiled, and shook her head, saying, “I don’t like that version. Let’s try another.”

Li Mu chuckled and asked, “What kind of version do you prefer?”

Chen Wan thought seriously for a moment and said, “For example, in my previous life, I was your chaff and bran wife. I married you, gave birth to a bunch of children for you, but in the end, you grew tired of me and ran off with other women, breaking my heart. So now you’ve come to compensate me in this life.”

“Or, in my previous life, I was your mistress, following you without asking for status or title, only wishing that I had a place in your heart and could occasionally be with you. But in the end, you grew weary and abandoned me.”

After hearing her two story versions, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Am I really that heartless?”

Chen Wan’s eyes curved with a smile as she said, “I said it was a previous life; none of us know what we were like back then. Since you brought up the topic, I’m just using my imagination.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, “Alright, if you like these two versions, then we’ll go with them.”

Chen Wan hummed in agreement and chuckled, “Do you know what these two versions have in common?”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, “I know. The ending of both stories is that I hurt you.”

Chen Wan burst out laughing and said, “You’re still the smart one.”

But at this moment, a voice whispered softly in Chen Wan’s heart, stimulated by the alcohol: ‘The common point of these two versions should be that we were together, you idiot…’

Chen Wan sighed inwardly, lightly wiggling her feet like a silly child—together, apart, apart, together—her eyes fixed on her toes, as she mumbled, “If that’s the case, then you’ve chosen the wrong way to repay kindness.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile and casually replied, “If it’s truly the version you described, then I’d certainly have to marry you again and treat you wonderfully in countless ways to make up for it.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Wan let out a laugh, feigning disdain as she said, “Rascal, you haven’t even reached the legal marriage age yet. If that were the case, I’d have to wait several more years for your compensation.”

After speaking, Chen Wan changed the subject and asked Li Mu, “Your birthday is on the sixth of next month, isn’t it?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes, the sixth. Sister, how did you know?”

Chen Wan said, “I found out after I accidentally hit you. The Hospital had your identity information.” She then spoke with a look of regret, “I was in Xiangdu at the beginning of the month, so I’m afraid I won’t have the chance to celebrate your birthday with you.”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s fine. Birthdays aren’t that big of a deal, just a meal.”

Chen Wan said, “Anyway, you have a girlfriend. It’ll be good if she can spend it with you then.”

Saying that, Chen Wan asked again, “Oh, right, how are things with your girlfriend?”

Li Mu took a sip of red wine and said, “Not bad, but we don’t see each other very often.”

Chen Wan said in surprise, “You two are at the same school, and you don’t see each other often?”

Li Mu replied, “How could I have time for school lately? I have too many things on my hands, I’m busy every day. And her family is very strict, so we don’t get many opportunities to be alone.”

Chen Wan asked curiously, “Isn’t she from Haizhou too? You two are studying in Yanjing. What does it matter if her family is strict? They can’t possibly come all the way to Yanjing to keep an eye on her, can they?”

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly, “She happens to have an aunt in Yanjing. From Monday to Friday, she calls the dorm room every night to check on her, and on weekends, she calls her over to her own home…”

Chen Wan was speechless after hearing this and asked Li Mu, “Why does it sound like you’re always thinking about her time at night? Are you planning something naughty?”

Li Mu paused in surprise, then scratched his head: “Am I?”

Chen Wan rolled her eyes at Li Mu and said, “It’s already very obvious, okay? Do you only think of looking for her at night?”

Li Mu said awkwardly, “Of course not, it’s just that I have too many things to do usually; I’m at the company all day.”

Chen Wan nodded and no longer teased Li Mu. Instead, she said seriously, “You can’t just be busy and neglect her. Your career is already very successful. Why are you putting such great pressure on yourself?”

Li Mu sighed softly, “The internet is developing too quickly. Once it starts running, it’s truly impossible to stop.”

Chen Wan said, “Aren’t you already so far ahead? QQ has already withdrawn from the competition. You should give yourself some time to relax.”

Li Mu nodded, agreeing readily, but thought to himself: Now is precisely the time for rapid expansion in the domestic internet industry. Those future big shot companies are watching intently. He had only just forced Mr. Ma out of the instant messaging market. As for the rest, he couldn’t promise to defeat them one by one, but at the very least, he had to take down those Great Persuaders who were overly smug in their past lives and constantly fed poisonous chicken soup to the poor underdogs. You like to say you regret starting those great businesses after you’ve made your fortune, right? Fine, then don’t start them at all.

Chen Wan knew Li Mu had his own ideas about everything. It was easy for him to change himself, but it was too difficult for her to change him. So she said no more, refilled Li Mu’s glass, and told him, “Come on, let’s finish this bottle between the two of us.”

At this moment, Happy Camp on TV was drawing to a close. As guests, Simple Plan and Du Wei performed their songs respectively. The ratings did not break the peak of 11.9% and were now gradually falling, but the 11.9% myth had already quickly spread throughout the radio and television system.

The show hadn’t even ended, yet most television professionals knew about this incredible data. Chen Wan’s phone began to receive endless congratulatory calls, first from leaders and colleagues at Xiangnan Satellite TV, then from her classmates, and even former colleagues from Yanjing Satellite TV. Many people she hadn’t contacted for a long time came out of the woodwork to congratulate her.

The incessant phone calls made Chen Wan feel utterly annoyed, so she simply turned off her phone. After drinking another half a glass of red wine, she suddenly, like a child throwing a tantrum, asked Li Mu, “Why are the ratings so high?!”

Li Mu said, “This is also caused by a combination of factors. Not only did you newly join, but there’s also Simple Plan and Du Wei, and Muye Technology has been promoting this episode. With so many conditions met simultaneously, such high ratings can be achieved. I estimate the next episode’s ratings will drop. At the very least, Muye Technology won’t be helping Xiangnan Satellite TV with free promotion for the next episode. How many of the users gained during this promotion period will stay depends on the ratings of the next few episodes.”

Chen Wan leaned back on Li Mu’s shoulder and told him, “Rascal, I feel a little regretful.”

Li Mu asked her, “What’s wrong? Regret what?”

Chen Wan shook her head and said, “I don’t know. Maybe I regret going to Xiangnan Satellite TV, or maybe I regret not choosing a career as a Host in the first place. If I had chosen behind-the-scenes work, I might have been able to settle down steadily at Yanjing Satellite TV. No matter what, I would be closer to you, and you wouldn’t have to worry that if I became famous one day, interacting with me would burden you.”

Chen Wan was feeling lightheaded from alcohol at this point. The stronger the effects of the alcohol, the more fragile her mind became. Her usual hidden vulnerability gradually gained the upper hand, making her feel intensely worried and scared at this moment. She was afraid that everything Li Mu was doing was to help her launch her career, and once she was launched, once the horse started running, Li Mu would slowly let go.

Upon hearing her words, Li Mu quickly tried to comfort her, “Sister, that’s not what I mean…”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu and asked him, “Then are you afraid that you’ll be targeted by the media or even have scandals spread if you interact with me too much in the future?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No, but…”

Chen Wan quickly interjected, “I’m not afraid either.”

Li Mu nodded, saying seriously, “I understand.”

Chen Wan sat cross-legged in front of Li Mu, her hot eyes narrowed as she looked at him, half-drunk, half-awake, “You don’t understand. I haven’t finished what I was saying. Actually, for a long time now, I’ve regretted other things.”

Li Mu asked her, “Regret what?”

Chen Wan pursed her lips and thought for a long time before finally speaking, “I regret that I shouldn’t have recognized you as my younger brother from the start. If we had clearly defined ourselves as friends when we first met, then I wouldn’t feel any guilt liking you as a friend, or even any psychological pressure to actively pursue you. But every time you call me ‘Sister,’ it makes my heart ache so much. I hurt, but there’s nothing I can do. I can only comfort myself by saying: If I look at it from another perspective, if I can’t have a boyfriend like you, having a younger brother like you isn’t bad. But even with that self-comfort, my heart still aches.”

“Sometimes I feel that if everything could start over, I would rather not have driven out that day. That way, perhaps we wouldn’t have had any intersection in this life, and I wouldn’t have to be this miserable…”

Perhaps due to drinking too much, or perhaps because her feelings for Li Mu had been suppressed for too long, Chen Wan couldn’t hold back her emotions at this moment. Tears instantly welled up. She then closed her eyes for a moment, picked up the wine glass, tilted her head back, and drained it.

Li Mu was not a fool. As a man who had been reborn in his thirties, how could he not see the feelings of a pure woman in her twenties like Chen Wan for him? As a normal man, he couldn’t possibly be indifferent to a good woman like Chen Wan, who was almost flawless. Sometimes, he even felt that Chen Wan was the kind of woman most suitable for a lifelong companion—tender as water, long and enduring.

At first, Li Mu’s intention towards Chen Wan was purely to repay kindness, to change her life trajectory and prevent her from repeating past mistakes. However, as his feelings deepened, Li Mu had already placed Chen Wan in that position requiring his lifelong protection. He felt an extraordinary sense of responsibility and mission towards her. Therefore, Li Mu felt that even merely fantasizing about her in his heart would be a defilement of that responsibility and a disrespect to her.

However, facing Chen Wan’s drunken confession, Li Mu’s heart, which he had always considered clear, was now in turmoil.





Chapter 491: Fate Across Two Lifetimes

Chen Wan, emboldened by the alcohol, spoke the truths hidden in her heart that she had never dared to utter. This left Li Mu’s mind in turmoil, yet he couldn’t utter a single word to refuse her.

Subconsciously, Li Mu reached out and gently pulled Chen Wan into his embrace. At this moment, his thoughts suddenly became incredibly profound. He sighed to himself, realizing that this might truly be the fate between him and Chen Wan—a fate spanning two lifetimes.

In his previous life, Chen Wan had hit him with her car; that was their only interaction in their former lives. In this life, the scene where she accidentally injured him became the starting point of his rebirth. If the opportunity of rebirth was an immense stroke of luck, Li Mu wondered if his rebirth was his own good fortune or Chen Wan’s. If he dwelled on it, he had lived an ordinary and wasted dozen years, and countless others were just like him, or even less significant. Why was he specifically granted this fortune, and why was it precisely the year after Chen Wan’s accidental death that he was reborn?

After truly getting to know Chen Wan and understanding this woman, a tender spot for her gradually developed deep within Li Mu’s heart. Influenced by Chen Wan’s kind and pure nature, Li Mu felt that if Heaven had eyes, it genuinely shouldn’t have given such an impeccable woman an ending as desolate and regrettable as she had in his previous life.

Li Mu sighed. Perhaps all of this truly was Chen Wan’s destiny. Her plight was such that even Heaven felt pity, and so, among all sentient beings, it chose him to travel back in time to grant her a happy and beautiful future.

Such a strong connection, spanning two lifetimes and reversing space and time, if measured by the idiom “ten years of cultivation to cross the river in the same boat, a hundred years of cultivation to sleep on the same pillow,” would be impossible to achieve even over several lifetimes.

Since she truly loved him, and he also had feelings for her, if he could truly support her wholeheartedly someday, why would he ever betray her?

Half-drunk, half-conscious, Chen Wan was held in Li Mu’s arms, clinging tightly to him. Her hands gently wrapped around his waist as she murmured, “You want me to be a career woman? I can try my best. Actually, being a career woman is quite good. It’s okay to be a little tired; at least life is fulfilling. Being busy with work every day allows me to ignore many things. I can stay unmarried until I’m thirty or forty, and I can secretly love someone for a very long time…”

Li Mu softly said, “I don’t actually want you to be a career woman. I just feel that since being a Host is your dream, I should help you realize it more completely, so you can go further on the path of your dreams.”

Chen Wan asked, “What if I told you that, no matter how it’s achieved, being with you is my biggest dream? Would you be willing to help me achieve it?”

Li Mu nodded, stating earnestly, “I would.”

With that, Li Mu held her even tighter.

Chen Wan closed her eyes and softly hummed a lyric: “If this is a dream, I wish to sleep forever and never wake up…”

Li Mu said, “If you feel that being a career woman puts too much pressure on you, then don’t do it. This is my fault. I’ve been busy pushing this, but I forgot to ask you your true feelings.”

Chen Wan said, “I don’t feel too much pressure. I’m just afraid you’ll drift further and further away from me. I don’t actually need you to legitimately be with me; it’s just that my heart is only for you, every moment of every day. Although I’ve never been in a relationship, I know I’m the type of woman who finds satisfaction in love alone. I’m afraid my heart won’t be able to hold anyone else besides you. If you ever feel heartache for me in the future, just let me be your mistress. I won’t have any complaints even if I’m nameless for my entire life. If one day you stop loving me, or I stop loving you, I’ll silently leave and live in a new way.”

Li Mu asked her, “Why in the future, and not now?”

Chen Wan smiled, “Because you haven’t grown up yet, and I still need to focus on becoming the career woman you hope for.”

As she spoke, Chen Wan looked into Li Mu’s Yanjing eyes, then added, “You want me to be a career woman, and I’ll do my best not to disappoint you. So, if I also want you to do something for me, would you be willing?”

Li Mu nodded, “Tell me.”

Chen Wan raised her head, looking at Li Mu, and reached out to caress his face. Emotionally, she said, “I want you to become stronger, so strong that in the future, even if the whole world knows I became your mistress, not a single person would look down on me, and certainly no one would gossip.”

Li Mu said, “I will work hard to do that, to the best of my ability.”

“Such a good boy!” Chen Wan’s fingertips caressed Li Mu’s face, her smile blooming like a flower. “Also, don’t call me Sister anymore.”

Li Mu asked, “What should I call you then?”

Chen Wan said, “Whatever you like, just don’t call me Sister. In the first month I knew you, I really liked you calling me that, but after the first month, I didn’t like it at all.”

Li Mu said, “Okay, then I won’t call you that anymore.”

Chen Wan nodded, rubbed her temples, and said, “My head hurts.”

Li Mu said, “There were two bottles of wine total, and you drank over one bottle yourself. It would be stranger if your head didn’t hurt.”

Chen Wan pouted, “Alcohol gives cowards courage. If I hadn’t drunk, I’d still be your Sister right now. But I drank, and I spoke. At the very least, I’ve become your future ‘unofficial’ partner.”

Li Mu said, “Starting tomorrow, you’ll be famous nationwide. My pressure is immense.”

Chen Wan chuckled, “Serves you right. You caused this yourself, so you have to find a way to solve the problem.”

Li Mu nodded seriously, “First, I’ll work hard to grow up, and then I’ll work hard to become even more amazing.”

Chen Wan’s face was flushed. “I’m not in any hurry at all.”

With that, she couldn’t help but stretch, yawning as she said, “I’m getting dizzier and dizzier. I want to sleep.”

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll help you to the bedroom.”

Chen Wan said, “I’m afraid I’ll fall asleep the moment I close my eyes. What about you?”

Li Mu said, “It’s fine, I can…”

Before he could finish speaking, Chen Wan succumbed to the effects of the alcohol. She instinctively closed her eyes and immediately fell into an unconscious state. Her body gradually lost balance, and she slumped forward into Li Mu’s arms. Li Mu barely managed to support her, asking dumbfounded, “You’re already asleep?”

Chen Wan showed no reaction. Li Mu tried calling out, “Sister?”

Still no reaction. It seemed she really couldn’t stand up to it anymore.

Li Mu sighed lightly, picked her up horizontally, and gently placed her on the bed in the bedroom. Then he went to the bathroom, wet a towel, and wiped her face and hands and feet. Seeing her sleeping peacefully and deeply, Li Mu leaned against the doorframe for a long while without moving.

In this life, it truly wasn’t easy to have such a woman treat him this way. Regardless of whether her heart would change in the future, he shouldn’t let her suffer any harm. If she needed it, he was willing to protect her for a lifetime.

Since he was looking at an entire lifetime, there was no need to rush what was right in front of him, even though Chen Wan, sleeping soundly on the bed at that moment, stirred Li Mu’s heart in countless ways.

Chen Wan slept, and Li Mu dragged the network cable, surfing the internet in Chen Wan’s living room until late into the night.

Li Mu checked Chen Wan’s Tieba. In one evening, her Tieba had gained over one million fans, and the number of posts reached hundreds of thousands. Most of this data started climbing after 8:30 PM, but in just three and a half hours, her Tieba became the one with the highest data growth for the entire natural day—there was no other.

Tieba users showered Chen Wan with praise. It had been a long time since a Host appeared who possessed both an elegant and poised hosting style, yet could also naturally display an entertaining gene without any awkwardness. Although Li Xiang was very famous, she always gave people a somewhat reserved feeling, lacking genuine entertainment value. As for the remaining well-known female Hosts, most could only boast one label: either pretty, or unique, or intellectual, or something else. In comparison, the newly debuted Chen Wan seemed much more well-rounded.

Some users, by transcribing program videos, immediately captured perfect moments of Chen Wan from the first episode and posted the images on Tieba, leading to massive user downloads.

Chen Wan’s influence extended beyond that. Some viewers, because they liked her so much and couldn’t immediately rewatch the rerun of Happy Camp, could only download the video file of the Old Boys micro-film from Eting.com. In the past seven days, the daily average downloads for Old Boys were around three thousand times. However, the download volume for the period between 8:30 PM and midnight already reached over fifty thousand times, which clearly showed how much influence she now had over users.

Although Chen Wan didn’t seem particularly interested in becoming a top female Host, Li Mu was still proud of her achievements. Regardless, this was the best proof of Chen Wan’s capabilities.

Not only Chen Wan’s Tieba but also Happy Camp’s Tieba benefited greatly. A large number of viewers posted on the Happy Camp Tieba, praising this episode as exceeding everyone’s imagination, especially the newly revised game segment, which was praised to the skies.

Undoubtedly, the game Who is the Undercover was madly chased after by television viewers. This fresh, interesting, and highly interactive game mode brightened the eyes of almost all viewers, and at the same time, it filled other satellite TV channels with envy, jealousy, and hatred. They were all in the same industry and clearly understood the charm of this new mode. Without a doubt, this one game alone was enough for Happy Camp to rely on for two or three years.

While filled with envy, jealousy, and hatred, the success of the new Happy Camp episode and the extremely high praise for Who is the Undercover also gave other TV stations great innovative impetus. After all, a new game mode could receive such great user recognition, prompting other TV stations to begin racking their brains, hoping to find a game mode that could stand out in the eyes of viewers, just like Happy Camp.

Li Mu closed his laptop and dozed off on the sofa in Chen Wan’s living room for the night.

The next day, when Li Mu opened his eyes, it was already nine in the morning. Pushing open the door to Chen Wan’s bedroom, she was still sleeping soundly.

Li Mu hadn’t eaten well last night, and as soon as he woke up, his stomach was growling. However, because Chen Wan’s home was often unoccupied, the refrigerator was empty. Li Mu took Chen Wan’s keys and went downstairs to a convenience store to buy some bread and milk, along with a block of butter and a small carton of eggs.

Returning to Chen Wan’s home, she was still asleep. Li Mu simply boiled a few eggs, took out two round plates, poured milk into glass cups, and arranged sliced bread on each plate. As he was cutting the butter, Chen Wan quietly came up behind him, wrapped her arms around him from behind, and whispered, “When I opened my eyes, I thought you had left…”





Chapter 492: An Opportunity Not To Be Missed, It Won’t Come Again

Li Mu knew from Chen Wan’s intimate gesture that she hadn’t forgotten what happened last night. However, Li Mu himself didn’t feel awkward. He smiled slightly, deliberately avoiding the address “Sister,” and teased with a laugh: “You slept for nearly twelve hours. Finally decided to wake up?”

Chen Wan snuggled against Li Mu: “I woke up in a daze just now, and I could have closed my eyes and slept a bit more, but then I suddenly thought of you, so I quickly got up to see if you were still here.”

Li Mu said: “You were drunk. Could I really just leave you at home and walk away?”

With that, Li Mu turned off the gas stove and opened the bubbling soup pot. He said to Chen Wan: “You go wash up first. I just need to take out the eggs and soak them in cold water, then we can eat.”

Chen Wan nodded and said: “Don’t turn around. I’m hideous right now, all dishevelled and dirty-faced.”

Li Mu said: “Don’t worry, I definitely won’t turn around.”

Chen Wan immediately released her arms from around Li Mu. Li Mu instantly broke his word and turned to look at her, but just as he turned, Chen Wan, who hadn’t moved away at all, stood on her tiptoes and leaned in, giving him a light kiss on the lips before he was ready. While Li Mu was still in a stunned daze, Chen Wan said, blushing: “I told you not to turn around. That’s the price for not keeping your word.”

Li Mu lightly smacked his lips: “That felt pretty good. Any more?”

Chen Wan took a step back: “Nope, that’s it. My first kiss, you got off easy.”

Li Mu said: “It was just a tiny little touch. Does that count?”

Chen Wan stated very toughly: “Of course! If it touched, it counts!”

Li Mu could only spread his hands: “If you say it counts, it counts. Go wash up first, then come eat.”

Chen Wan nodded and walked towards the bathroom, then suddenly poked her head out from the doorway, asking Li Mu: “Do you remember what we talked about last night?”

Li Mu said: “Of course. Look, I haven’t called you Sister since I woke up today.”

A faint blush quickly spread across Chen Wan’s face: “Good that you remember. I’m going to wash up.”

Li Mu prepared breakfast and tidied up the leftover food on the coffee table from yesterday. Chen Wan also finished washing up and sat beside Li Mu, asking: “Where did you sleep last night?”

Li Mu pointed to the sofa: “Here.”

Chen Wan lowered her gaze, looking elsewhere as she asked him: “Why did you sleep on the sofa? You could have slept in the room, the bed’s so big.”

Li Mu said: “I wanted to, but you were drunk yesterday. As the saying goes, a gentleman does not take advantage of someone in their vulnerable state. If you said that today, I would…”

Chen Wan saw Li Mu suddenly stammer, and couldn’t help but ask him: “If I said it today, then what?”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “I’d rather respectfully obey.”

Chen Wan put down the bread she had just picked up, looked seriously at Li Mu, and said: “Even though I drank a bit much yesterday, every single word was sincere.”

Seeing her seriousness, Li Mu also became serious and said: “Me too.”

Chen Wan then picked up the bread again, took a bite, and said: “So, an opportunity not to be missed, it won’t come again.”

Li Mu dropped the bread in his hand back onto the plate, looked at Chen Wan, and said: “You’re messing with me.”

Chen Wan said: “How am I?”

Li Mu complained: “Just now, let’s not play the hindsight conclusion game. We didn’t talk about me sleeping in your room last night, so how was I supposed to know that was an opportunity?”

Chen Wan said: “We’ve known each other for so long, and our relationship has always been quite intimate. Do you think I’d mess with you over something as simple as letting you sleep in my bed for a night?”

Li Mu suddenly realized: “Oh, you mean sleeping in your bed for a night.”

Chen Wan nodded: “Yeah, what did you think it was?”

Li Mu pinched the bridge of his nose: “Alright, you win.”

Afterward, he stubbornly stopped eating.

Seeing that he seemed genuinely annoyed, Chen Wan quickly picked up the bread from his plate and held it to Li Mu’s mouth, saying seriously: “Alright, I was just teasing you. Be good and eat something first.”

Li Mu sighed deeply, no longer joking with her. He said seriously: “I have to go to the company today; there’s a meeting to touch base on this afternoon. Where are you going this afternoon?”

Chen Wan suddenly remembered something, slapping her forehead: “I almost forgot! I’m meeting an old classmate for lunch. She’s in Yanjing on a business trip from Shanghai and said she wanted to have a meal with me.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her: “When did you two make the appointment?”

Chen Wan said: “A few days ago, I think it was Tuesday. Why?”

Li Mu reminded her: “You’d better wear a mask and sunglasses when you go out today. Also, definitely don’t go to crowded places for meals.”

Chen Wan subconsciously asked him: “Why?”

Li Mu said: “Don’t you remember Happy Camp’s 11.9% ratings last night?”

Only then did Chen Wan remember.

From when the alcohol started making her feeling lightheaded last night until now, her mind had only been on Li Mu. As for Happy Camp, she hadn’t even thought about it. Only after Li Mu’s reminder did she recall the text message Zhou Sheng had sent her yesterday.

A peak rating of 11.9%. The now-sober Chen Wan was startled by this figure once again.

As soon as Chen Wan seriously considered what a 11.9% rating truly signified, she felt a chill run down her spine. A 11.9% rating was enough to make anyone a star, the kind that would become known across the entire nation.

Seeing Chen Wan’s surprised expression, Li Mu couldn’t help but remind her: “If you want to continue down this path, you need to quickly adapt to the impact that ratings bring. You’ll have to brave the pressure and make this better and better, otherwise, if it’s just a flash in the pan, you’ll become a laughingstock.”

Chen Wan immediately became strong-willed, saying: “I will definitely work hard to adapt and do well. I just worry about adding more pressure on you.”

Li Mu remembered their mutual promises from last night and smiled slightly: “No matter how much pressure there is, I will definitely see it through.”

After breakfast, Li Mu bade farewell to Chen Wan after a light embrace, leaving her home alone. His mood was complex yet unusually light. In his view, as long as he held onto the belief of protecting her for a lifetime, nothing else mattered. Whatever their future held, whether it was right or wrong, he would never let her be alone.

If she was destined to be entangled with him for life, he would entangle with her, making sure this life was not lived in vain. If one day her mind changed, or she met a man more suitable for her, and she reverted to seeing him as a younger brother, Li Mu would transform all the feelings he had for her into familial love, remaining her most reliable strong backing for a lifetime.

…

On this Saturday morning, Chen Wan had become the most discussed and watched Host.

Aside from television media, who, for competitive reasons, deliberately chose not to report on Chen Wan and Happy Camp, all other major newspapers, magazines, and online media extensively covered Chen Wan’s debut on Happy Camp. In an extremely short period, she had become known to hundreds of millions of viewers.

Chen Wan rummaged through boxes and cabinets to find a mask, put it on, and headed out. As soon as she entered the elevator, she was recognized by a neighbor inside. Chen Wan had no previous interactions with this neighbor, but having seen her a few times in the community, the neighbor had recognized her while watching TV last night. Unexpectedly, they bumped into each other right after Chen Wan stepped out. Although Chen Wan was wearing a mask, her figure, eyes, and hairstyle were still immediately recognized.

Inside the elevator, standing before Chen Wan, the neighbor praised her performance from last night to the skies. She even rummaged through her bag, looking for paper and a pen for Chen Wan’s signature, and was visibly disappointed when she couldn’t find any. Chen Wan had to say that there would be plenty of opportunities in the future, and only then did the neighbor give up.

After exiting the elevator, Chen Wan put on her sunglasses, but she was still recognized several times within the community.

After all, people in the community occasionally saw each other and were somewhat familiar. Moreover, Chen Wan herself was a beauty, so those who had seen her in the community had very deep impressions of her.

Ordinarily, Chen Wan could leave the community gate in three minutes, but this time it took her over twenty minutes. Even the security guards at the entrance took out paper and a pen used for visitor registration, asking Chen Wan for an autograph. Fortunately, the apartment her father bought her was in a relatively high-end community with strict management and a less complicated mix of residents.

It was also fortunate that camera phones had not yet become widespread, and people didn’t usually carry cameras when going out. Otherwise, Chen Wan’s outing today would likely have been even more difficult.

After leaving the community and getting into a taxi, Chen Wan finally let out a sigh of relief. She finally understood what Li Mu had been trying to express last night. Once one became a public figure, they would receive attention from countless people, to the extent that most of their privacy would be difficult to conceal. It seemed that from now on, whether in Yanjing or Xiangdu, she would have to try to be more low-key and avoid publicizing details of her personal life. She worried that doing so might bring even greater pressure to Li Mu.

Li Mu returned alone to Yucheng Garden, took a quick shower, and had some lunch downstairs before heading to Taobao’s office for a meeting with Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong. Although the general principles for Taobao’s launch had been decided, the three still wanted to review the specific procedures and key points one last time before going live.

Thinking about the house Chen Guanghua bought for Wang Xinran that was still in his name, Li Mu planned to talk to Wang Xinran’s parents after the meeting and inform them about the house.

However, after much thought, Li Mu felt it would be better to contact Wang Shaohua first. He was the head of the family, and men generally approached matters less emotionally than most women. Otherwise, if Su Yuehua was still too angry to accept the house right in front of her, it would be a bit awkward.

Before leaving for Taobao, Li Mu called Wang Shaohua. Wang Shaohua was at home at the time and was a bit curious about receiving Li Mu’s call; it was the first time Li Mu had called him since they exchanged phone numbers.

Su Yuehua was also somewhat surprised, wondering why Li Mu would call her husband directly. After Wang Shaohua answered the phone, Li Mu exchanged a few pleasantries with him, then asked: “Uncle Wang, are you free this afternoon? I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

Wang Shaohua thought for a moment and said: “I’m free this afternoon, no plans.”

Li Mu then said: “Alright then, I’ll drive to pick you up around five in the afternoon. We can find a place to sit and chat for a bit.”

Seeing that Li Mu didn’t seem to want to reveal any clues over the phone, Wang Shaohua agreed, saying: “Alright, we’ll get in touch this afternoon then.”

“Okay.”

After hanging up, Su Yuehua asked him with some curiosity: “Did Li Mu need something from you?”

Wang Shaohua nodded: “It seems he wants to talk to me alone. I agreed; around five this afternoon.”

Su Yuehua asked: “He didn’t say what it was about, or any details?”

“No,” Wang Shaohua shrugged. “It seems he didn’t want to say, so I didn’t ask. We’ll find out when we meet.”

Su Yuehua didn’t think much of it and said: “You go then. Yingxue is coming over this afternoon, and tonight I’ll take her and Xinran for Korean barbecue. Xinran has been clamoring to go these past couple of days.”





Chapter 493: Being Deliberately Mysterious

It was four-thirty in the afternoon when Li Mu finished his meeting with Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong. After driving away from Taobao, Li Mu called Wang Shaohua. Upon confirming Wang Shaohua was at home, he told him he would drive over to pick him up.

Wang Shaohua initially wanted Li Mu to give him an address so he could drive over himself, but Li Mu had no such intention. He could only agree to wait for Li Mu at home and connect by phone upon arrival.

After Su Yingxue arrived at her paternal aunt’s home, she heard that Li Mu had proactively contacted her paternal uncle-in-law and seemed to genuinely have something to discuss with him. Her curiosity piqued, she quietly called Li Mu to ask what he wanted with her paternal uncle-in-law.

Li Mu kept her in suspense, saying, “I can’t tell you yet. It’s a secret for now. I’ll have Uncle relay it to you later.”

Su Yingxue, feeling helpless, couldn’t help but mutter, “So mysterious. You can’t even tell me?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “No, it’s just this matter is a bit special. Are you at Xinran’s house right now?”

Su Yingxue said, “Yes, but I’m on the balcony.”

Li Mu then said, “Regarding the incident at Fayue last time, Chen Guanghua has come to apologize multiple times, but Auntie doesn’t seem to have the slightest intention of letting him atone for his mistake. So, I took the liberty of having Chen Guanghua buy an apartment near the Film Academy as a small compensation for Xinran and Uncle and Auntie.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “Compensation… an apartment?”

“That’s right.”

“Why would they offer such a huge compensation?”

Su Yingxue felt her moral compass was somewhat overturned. Although the Chen family’s actions were truly excessive, they, along with the two Film Academy directors who helped them commit their misdeeds, had already paid the price. Her paternal aunt was still feeling upset and hadn’t fully recovered, but with a little more time, the matter would surely gradually fade. If Chen Guanghua really tried to compensate with an apartment, that would truly be excessive.

Li Mu said, “The Chen family must have deeply realized their family’s mistakes by now.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask, “Who told you? Did Chen Guanghua tell you himself?”

Li Mu said, “The apartment has already been bought and is temporarily transferred to my name. But I’m afraid Auntie might stubbornly refuse to accept it, so I wanted to meet with Uncle first to discuss it and persuade him to accept this apartment.”

“But an apartment involves such a high amount, doesn’t it? Even the cheapest second-hand apartments near the Film Academy cost seven to eight thousand yuan per square meter, I think. I heard my paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law chat about it once; they did want to buy an apartment near the Film Academy, but the price was too high, and they’ve been hesitant.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Well, that’s perfect then. No more hesitation needed. There’s a ready-made apartment right in front of them: a one hundred seventy square meter large duplex, with a market value of about two million yuan.”

“Two million yuan?!” Su Yingxue felt her brain couldn’t even keep up with Li Mu’s speaking pace. Chen Guanghua compensated Xue Guilan’s younger sister’s family with a two-million-yuan apartment? Was he crazy?

Li Mu said, “Don’t tell them about this yet. I’ll communicate with Uncle first. If he’s willing to accept it, then he can talk to Auntie and Xinran.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask him, “What if my paternal aunt and the others don’t accept it?”

Li Mu said, “If they absolutely refuse, then you can step in and persuade them. If they still don’t accept it in the end, then donate it to 3321. We certainly can’t return it to the Chen family.”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, then asked, “If they accept it, will there be any hidden risks?”

Li Mu said, “No, the apartment was first transferred to me, and when the time comes, I’ll directly transfer it to Xinran. There are no hidden risks.”

Su Yingxue replied, “Alright, I understand. You go talk to my paternal uncle-in-law first.”

Li Mu said, “Okay, I’m on my way to pick him up. I’ll hang up now and talk to you later.”

“Mm…” Su Yingxue responded, hesitating for about two or three seconds before saying, “Darling, thank you for being so thoughtful about this matter all along.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Isn’t this just what I should do?”

The G55 drove to the entrance of Wang Shaohua’s residential complex. After receiving Li Mu’s call, Wang Shaohua came out from his home alone, walked to the complex entrance, saw Li Mu’s G55 parked by the roadside, walked directly over, opened the passenger seat door, and got in.

“Uncle Wang.” Li Mu greeted Wang Shaohua, then started the car and drove away from the complex. Wang Shaohua, seated in the passenger seat, asked Li Mu, somewhat curious, “Where are we going?”

Li Mu chuckled, “There’s something I want to tell you in person, but if I start now, I wouldn’t know where to begin. How about you come with me to a place first? It will be much easier to talk once we get there.”

Wang Shaohua felt puzzled, but couldn’t help but shake his head with a smile, saying, “You young people just love being deliberately mysterious. But I’m not as impatient as your Auntie Su. Since you don’t want to say now, I won’t ask. I’ll just listen when we get there.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “This is also why I invited you out to discuss this matter. Your personality and way of considering problems should allow you to make a more rational choice.”

Wang Shaohua raised an eyebrow and chuckled, “Young man, you’re saying so many irrelevant things, but you won’t say where we’re going or what the matter is. You’re just trying to make me more and more curious!”

Li Mu said, “Just consider it me trying to maintain a little suspense. We’ll talk when we get there.”

Li Mu drove onto the Third Ring Road and headed north. Wang Shaohua saw they were going in the direction of Zhongguancun, and his confusion deepened. He had initially thought Li Mu wanted to invite him to dinner to discuss something, but now it seemed his assumption was wrong. If it were just dinner and a chat, Li Mu wouldn’t need to be so secretive about the destination. Could this kid be taking him to some mysterious place? Or perhaps, to one of those places that couldn’t be seen in the light of day?

At this thought, Wang Shaohua actually felt a little nervous. Could this kid Li Mu really be pulling him along to some Heaven on Earth or fairyland-like place to indulge in decadent activities? If the car really stopped in front of some private club later, should he follow along, or turn around and go home?

Carrying a curious heart, Wang Shaohua was driven by Li Mu off the Third Ring Road. He recognized the exit at a glance: wasn’t this heading towards the Film Academy? This made Wang Shaohua even more perplexed.

He wanted to open his mouth and ask Li Mu, but then he thought that this kid had his own plans. It would probably be futile to ask; Li Mu definitely wouldn’t tell him in advance, and he’d only embarrass himself. So, he just forced himself to suppress his curiosity, feigning calmness as he said to Li Mu, “Oh, we’re at the Film Academy.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “We’ll be there soon, but we’re not going to the Film Academy.”

Wang Shaohua subconsciously asked, “Then where are we going?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Uncle Wang, calm down, we’re almost there.”

The car drove past the Film Academy’s west gate. Four hundred meters ahead, Li Mu pulled over to the left to make a U-turn at the intersection, then drove directly into a high-end residential complex by the roadside named Huafu Haoting.

Wang Shaohua was completely baffled. He completely failed to guess Li Mu’s purpose in seeking him out today. He simply gritted his teeth, too lazy to even try guessing anymore, and decided to just wait for Li Mu to reveal the mystery.

Li Mu parked the car below a twenty-two-story high-rise building, slightly inward from the center of the Huafu Haoting complex, then said to Wang Shaohua, “Uncle Wang, we’re here. Let’s get out.”

Wang Shaohua unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the car, a puzzled expression on his face. Although the sky was gradually darkening, visibility was still quite good. After getting out, Wang Shaohua briefly surveyed the surrounding environment. In the very center of the complex was a large park with excellent greenery, complete with pavilions, rockeries, fountains, and an artificial lake. Most of the buildings in the complex were eighteen stories or lower, with only the one in front of them reaching twenty-two stories.

He had heard of this Huafu Haoting complex before. When he and his wife had come to the area to check out real estate market conditions, he had deliberately avoided this complex. The reason was simple: it was too expensive. It had a low floor area ratio, a large green space area, good apartment layouts, and the smallest units started at one hundred square meters, selling for roughly eleven thousand yuan per square meter. His and his wife’s previous idea was to find a compact two-bedroom apartment near the Film Academy, with an area within seventy square meters and a total price not exceeding six hundred thousand yuan. That way, they could comfortably manage the down payment and loan. If the unit price exceeded one million yuan, it would be quite a burden, let alone the fact that the smallest apartment here cost around one million one hundred thousand yuan.

Li Mu led Wang Shaohua into one of the units in the twenty-two-story residential building. Each unit had two elevators. While waiting for the elevator, Wang Shaohua looked around and asked Li Mu, “Is this two elevators serving three households per floor?”

Li Mu nodded, “It hasn’t been long since it launched for sale. About eighty percent have already been sold, I think, and many owners have already started renovating.”

Wang Shaohua felt he had probably guessed Li Mu’s intention. The last time they had dinner, Li Mu had already indicated that his monthly income was in the millions. With his financial strength, buying an apartment here would be quite easy. Bringing him here this time, it was most likely that he had already bought an apartment here and intended to use Wang Shaohua to lay his cards on the table with the Su family.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue had been together for some time. Although Su Yuehua had known for a while, she had grudgingly agreed to Su Yingxue temporarily not telling her parents about it. However, Su Yuehua had also kept a very close eye on Su Yingxue, only giving up on nightly phone check-ins a few days ago. Wang Shaohua himself was not a member of the Su family, and his perspective on the issue was more objective. If he were Li Mu, he would definitely feel a stir of indignation and would seize an opportunity to display his strength to the Su family. Perhaps Li Mu had bought an apartment here and was preparing to flex his muscles for the Su family.

And although Li Mu was young, his way of doing things was very mature and he always had his own plans. Wang Shaohua believed that even if he wanted to flex his muscles, he definitely wouldn’t directly and bluntly display his strength to the Su family. He needed a buffer to achieve this goal in a suitably gentle way. That’s why he thought of Wang Shaohua; after all, Wang Shaohua was the most suitable person to be that buffer for him. This also explained why he had brought him here so mysteriously.





Chapter 494: When It’s Time to Flaunt It

As Li Mu entered the elevator, he pressed the button for the 10th floor. Wang Shaohua looked a bit puzzled and asked, “This building must have at least twenty-something floors, right? Why are there only eleven floors in the elevator?”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s actually 22 floors, but this building is entirely duplex apartments, so the elevator only has eleven floors.”

“Entirely duplex?” Wang Shaohua secretly clicked his tongue in surprise and couldn’t help but ask, “How large is one of these apartment layouts?”

“Around 172 square meters,” Li Mu said. “I can’t recall if it’s 172 point something or 171 point something.”

Wang Shaohua exclaimed, “Good heavens, 172 square meters! The housing prices here are about eleven thousand per square meter. Wouldn’t that come out to one point eight or one point nine million?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Roughly two million. Higher floors cost extra. Did you notice, this complex only has one building over 20 floors? All the others are only a dozen floors high. That’s to give the high-rise duplexes a more expansive view.”

After hearing this, Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but feel a sense of inferiority. He himself was scrounging and hesitating just to buy an apartment for his daughter’s university, while Li Mu, so young, drove a car worth over two million and lived in a two-million-yuan apartment. The gap was simply enormous!

The imported Mitsubishi elevator ran smoothly and quickly. With a ding, it reached the tenth floor. As the elevator doors opened, Li Mu gestured for Wang Shaohua to exit first, then followed him out and used the key to open the door to apartment 1001.

As soon as the door opened, Wang Shaohua was stunned by the layout of the unfinished apartment.

From the front door, one could directly see the massive floor-to-ceiling windows and balcony of the living room on the opposite side. The living room, nearly forty square meters, appeared exceptionally spacious, and it connected to an open-plan kitchen and dining area, together reaching almost sixty square meters. It was transparent, generous, and incredibly grand.

Li Mu introduced, “The layout of this apartment is quite good. The lower floor has the living room, kitchen, dining area, balcony, one bedroom, and one bathroom. Upstairs there are three bedrooms plus one bathroom. So, it’s a four-bedroom, two-living room, two-bathroom setup. The master bedroom upstairs also has a balcony just like the living room downstairs. From up there, the view is quite wide, and the entire Film Academy is visible.”

Wang Shaohua followed Li Mu to look around the lower floor and then the upper floor. After seeing it all, the envy on his face was uncontrollable. He truly loved this apartment. Although it was currently in an unfinished state, he already had an image in his mind of how it would look after renovation. The apartment layout was simply superb, with two elevators serving three households per floor, and the entire building actually only had eleven floors. The complex was high-end, security was strict, far exceeding his own psychological expectations for a house. Moreover, it was only a few hundred meters and a single road away from his daughter’s school, and the road even had a Tiangiao for safe crossing, making it almost impeccably perfect.

If there had to be a flaw, it might be the price. If this apartment were one million yuan, Wang Shaohua would immediately, without hesitation, raise the money for the down payment. He and his wife had worked for so many years, and their truly idle assets only amounted to a few hundred thousand yuan. And with their child going off to university in a few months, they also needed to reserve enough education funds from that few hundred thousand.

Doing the math, the money they could flexibly use for buying a house wouldn’t exceed three hundred thousand. Considering that renovations would cost at least another one hundred thousand, and they’d have monthly mortgage payments afterward, while ensuring their quality of life, the total price of the house could only be controlled around six or seven hundred thousand. Any more would really be beyond their means.

But looking at Li Mu, buying such a large apartment by himself was simply outrageously luxurious.

Wang Shaohua sighed inwardly. Su Yingxue’s Mom and Dad, and even his own wife, had been wary of Li Mu for so long, fearing he’d abduct the Su family’s sweetie. Now, Li Mu was under 20, had an annual income of over ten million, and had bought such a good apartment. Such a boy would probably be fought over by parents of girls.

Standing on the balcony of the upstairs master bedroom, protruding from the stairs, Li Mu pointed to a section of the campus not far away and said, “Look, Uncle Wang, that’s the Film Academy.”

Wang Shaohua squinted, then exclaimed, “Oh, it really is! This apartment is truly excellent. Auntie Su and I have always wanted to buy an apartment near the Film Academy to make it easier for Xinran when she goes to university. But no matter where we looked, the apartments were either too expensive, too old, or the layout and location weren’t suitable. But this complex of yours is truly impeccable.”

Then, Wang Shaohua sighed, “I’ll have to go back and discuss it with Auntie Su and see if we can buy a smaller one here. If it’s a million, we could grit our teeth and pay the down payment first, then borrow some money for renovation, and sell our old house once it’s renovated.”

Li Mu said, “Selling the old house would be too much trouble.”

Wang Shaohua said, “No choice. A million is too high a price. This is the only way to buy it without too much pressure.”

At that moment, a sudden idea popped into Wang Shaohua’s mind. He thought, since Li Mu was so wealthy, if he borrowed a few hundred thousand from him, he could easily buy a smaller apartment here without affecting his child’s schooling or the family’s living standards afterward. However, Li Mu was, after all, a junior and Su Yingxue’s boyfriend. If Su Yingxue’s relatives started asking Li Mu for money at this point, it would truly be a burden on Su Yingxue. Even if Li Mu lent the money, he would harbor opinions about Su Yingxue’s family, even if he didn’t say anything.

Li Mu at this point began to guide Wang Shaohua, “Actually, this apartment layout is the most suitable for you. Look, you normally have a family of three, needing two bedrooms. Yingxue comes over every weekend, so you need a guest room. If it’s a three-bedroom layout, you wouldn’t even have a study.”

Wang Shaohua gave a wry laugh, “When I first bought our current apartment, I wanted to set up a study, but later I found it was impossible to dedicate a separate study because relatives and friends often come to Yanjing. To accommodate them, we turned the spare room into a guest bedroom.”

Wang Shaohua held a Master’s degree and was a typical intellectual. From elementary school, he carried the title of “bookworm” all the way through his Master’s graduation and into his work life. Even now, he still loves reading. For someone who loves reading, a dedicated study is an absolutely indispensable amenity. A study doesn’t have to be big, and the decor can be simple; just two bookshelves, a desk, and a miniature tea set would be perfectly sufficient. But even such a simple wish was hard for Wang Shaohua to realize.

Wang Shaohua was born and raised in Yanjing, and his relatives were also local Yanjing natives. Usually, when relatives visited each other, they rarely stayed overnight. But Su Yuehua was different; she was from Haizhou, her family was in Haizhou, and she was the only one of the Su family who had settled in Yanjing. Whenever relatives from Haizhou came to Yanjing for something, they basically had to stay overnight at her house. For a while, Su Yuehua’s father wasn’t well and came to Yanjing for treatment and recuperation, and he and Su Yuehua’s mother stayed in Yanjing for two or so months, mostly living at their house. Su Yuehua’s brothers would also come to visit in turns every few days, with or without reason, so the house was never peaceful. Although Wang Shaohua had complaints, he also clearly understood that he could only endure such things and had no other choice. He had to show respect to his wife and his wife’s family. So, from an emotional and family perspective, sacrificing a study wasn’t a big deal.

However, Wang Shaohua still longed for a study of his own. Even though he knew it was hard to achieve, he still wanted one. So, Li Mu’s words instantly stirred that small wish in his heart. If he could have a study of his own, a space where he could be undisturbed and freely immerse himself in the world of books, that would truly be too fortunate.

Li Mu could also guess the situations Wang Shaohua would encounter. In his previous life, he worked in Yanjing for many years and knew many local friends or colleagues in Yanjing. Some of them, after marrying wives from other regions, would often vent their frustrations during gatherings. One day, they would say, “My darling wife’s second paternal uncle is in Yanjing for business and staying at our place.” The next day, “My darling wife’s third maternal uncle’s wife is in Yanjing for medical treatment and staying at our place.” The day after that, “Her Mother’s younger brother is bringing his child to university and staying at our place.” He had heard too many similar complaints, to the point of becoming numb.

Li Mu was not from Yanjing, nor did he have any regional prejudice, but he also admitted that when Yanjing locals and non-locals married and settled in Yanjing, it indeed led to many similar issues. One couldn’t say who was right or wrong; it was simply that their situations were different. Overall, the local party would inevitably feel some helplessness and grievance.

Wang Shaohua sighed softly at this moment, lamenting, “Ultimately, one needs to earn more money! If I could really buy such an apartment, perhaps all problems would be solved.”

After speaking, Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “By the way, what made you think of buying an apartment here? Are you planning to move out of school later?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’m not planning to move in here.”

Wang Shaohua asked in surprise, “Then why did you buy it? Are you hoarding property?”

Li Mu shook his head, “Not exactly. This apartment was given to me by someone else.”

Wang Shaohua was stunned and asked Li Mu, “Who is so generous? Two million yuan worth of apartment, just given to you outright?”

Li Mu felt that the groundwork and leading questions were sufficient, so he smiled and said, “Uncle Wang, to be frank with you, this apartment was given by Chen Guanghua.”

“Chen Guanghua?” Wang Shaohua’s mind raced. “Are you talking about Chen Yueyue’s Dad?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes, him.”

“Why would he give you an apartment?”

Li Mu smiled, “After what happened at Fayue last time, a few of my friends helped teach Chen Guanghua a lesson. Later, he couldn’t stand up to him, so he ran to your house to beg for forgiveness, but you and Auntie Su ignored him. So he came to beg me instead.”

Wang Shaohua was愣了片刻 for a moment, then sighed, “No wonder he kept coming to apologize. I was wondering, this man is a well-known entrepreneur in Yanjing, why would he be so humble and subservient to apologize? So it was because of you…”

Li Mu felt that when it was time to show off, he should appropriately act the part. So, he nodded with a profound smile, “My friends used some connections to shut down his factory. I told him, whenever he satisfied you, we would then consider letting him resume operations. He spent so long at your house but couldn’t solve the problem, so he came to beg me again. I thought about it, we shouldn’t hold such a grudge forever. Although his wife and child were a bit overbearing, he shouldn’t bear such a huge loss for it. So I told him to buy an apartment and give it to your family, as an apology.”
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Wang Shaohua’s brain was temporarily overwhelmed by the massive amount of information.

After staring blankly for a long while, he finally pieced together the meaning of Li Mu’s words.

Li Mu’s friend had shut down Chen Guanghua’s factory because of what Zhang Lan and Chen Yueyue did at Fayue that day. Li Mu’s condition for the factory to reopen was that his family must be satisfied. Chen Guanghua had apologized multiple times at their door but was refused entry by his wife. Subsequently, Li Mu told him to buy this house as an apology to his family, and the crucial part was that Chen Guanghua actually bought it…

Seeing Wang Shaohua remain silent for a long time, Li Mu said, “Uncle Wang, that’s roughly how it happened. To avoid causing unnecessary trouble for you and Auntie Su, I had Chen Guanghua transfer the house to my name first. If you and your family are willing to accept this solution, then I will transfer the house to Xinran. There are no legal issues whatsoever; the house purchase funds and ownership transfer chain are clear, so you and Auntie Su can rest assured.”

Wang Shaohua seemed flustered and said, “But, the house is too valuable, how can we accept it…”

Li Mu said, “Although the house is valuable, the nature of what his wife and daughter did was also very serious. What’s two million for a house? In a developed country, if you find an insect in your food, the court might rule a compensation amount worth much more than a house.”

Wang Shaohua looked troubled: “Wouldn’t that make it seem like we’re profiting from our daughter’s misfortune…”

Li Mu said, “I’m afraid you might think that way. If you feel that taking this house means profiting from Xinran’s misfortune, then it proves that you don’t value Xinran’s dignity enough.”

Wang Shaohua immediately waved his hand: “That’s not what I meant…”

Li Mu asked him, “But isn’t that precisely what you’re trying to convey? That because the house is worth two million, it’s too valuable, and therefore unacceptable.”

Wang Shaohua was suddenly speechless.

Li Mu said, “Don’t think about all those abstract things for now. Look at what’s in front of you. This house, as long as you and Auntie nod, will belong to your family of three. Imagine, a house like this, the entire renovation can be done very well for two hundred to three hundred thousand. If you start decorating now, it can be finished within two months. After letting it air out for a period, you can move in within four months. It’s not even June yet, so no matter what, you can move into a new house by the end of the year.”

Wang Shaohua pursed his lips, unsure how to reply to Li Mu. He genuinely liked the house and subconsciously wanted it, but he couldn’t yet overcome the mental hurdle.

Li Mu slipped the key into his hand and said, “How about this, property is an issue with long-term implications. Don’t rush to discuss it with Auntie. Think about it yourself first. If you can’t accept it or understand it, then we’ll donate the house. You can donate it to a charity or to 3321. If you think it through yourself first, then go discuss it with Auntie. The final decision rests with your family. You hold the key. If time permits, you can bring Auntie and Xinran to see it together. If they like it too, I think there’s nothing more to consider. Quickly transfer the house to Xinran’s name, then immediately find a suitable renovation company to provide a proposal and quote, and then start work. Xinran starts school in September, you need to hurry.”

Wang Shaohua couldn’t bring himself to decisively say yes or no yet. Li Mu, seeing his hesitation, felt a bit disappointed and didn’t expect a clear answer right then. He secretly decided that his involvement in this matter ended here. He had said all he could. If Wang Shaohua and his wife could figure it out, the house was theirs. If not, missing out was their own fault.

Wang Shaohua also accepted Li Mu’s suggestion. Regardless, he had to decide whether to accept it or not first. Otherwise, if he hadn’t made up his own mind, discussing it with his wife at home would be meaningless. If their opinions differed, and either side compromised, it would inevitably lead to awkwardness later, especially since, as Li Mu said, a house is an issue with long-term implications. If opinions were not unified, it could continue to affect them for several years or even decades.

Leaving Huafu Haoting, Li Mu and Wang Shaohua found a random restaurant to eat something. Wang Shaohua was a bit absent-minded, so Li Mu didn’t bother him much. After eating, he sent him back. Li Mu decided not to interfere with the rest of the matter, leaving it to their family to consider. If it really didn’t work out, Su Yingxue could also help advise them. As for himself, he had done all he could and would just wait for their final decision.

…

From mid-May onwards, the domestic MP3 player market was no longer just quietly rising; it suddenly began a fierce surge. Industry reports showed a sharp increase in shipments from various manufacturers, pushing the popularity of MP3 hardware to an even higher level than before.

All of this stemmed from an entertainment storm that Li Mu had anticipated: Jay Chou, a new music sensation who had already made a name for himself in Taiwan, finally became popular in mainland China.

Originally, Jay Chou could have become popular in mainland China earlier. His album “Fantasy,” released in the latter half of last year, should have taken off in mainland China early this year according to historical trends. However, due to the emergence of Simple Plan and Du Wei, two new talents in the mainland music scene, coupled with the Spring Festival Gala giving Simple Plan a huge opportunity to build momentum, Jay Chou’s brilliance was somewhat suppressed by the combined efforts of Zhang Kexuan and Du Wei in the preceding months. But what’s destined to be popular will eventually be. Jay Chou’s “Fantasy” wasn’t just subtly rising in streaming and download data on Eting.com; it had now caught up with Simple Plan, trailing only Du Wei.

Jay Chou was different from Simple Plan and Du Wei. He was a talented original music singer, his compositional ability in songwriting was explosively strong. Coupled with Vincent Fang’s strong assistance, this duo was not only prolific but also incredibly high-quality. Simple Plan and Du Wei both relied on Li Mu “writing” good songs for them, and Li Mu couldn’t really openly and madly plagiarize future works. Therefore, it was only a matter of time before Jay Chou crushed them both in data rankings.

Jay Chou’s popularity spurred the rapid development of the MP3 industry. The number of MP3 download sites on the market suddenly increased significantly.

Li Mu specifically took time to research the current situation of the MP3 website market and created a competitive analysis report.

Currently, apart from Eting.com, no website with a daily average traffic of over five thousand was ad-free, nor could any website compare with Eting.com in terms of product development. Moreover, Eting.com’s SEO optimization was impeccable, and with Baidu’s strong support behind it, its advantage in search engines was unparalleled. Almost all long and short keywords related to music, such as: MP3, MP3 download, listen to music, online streaming, music, online streaming, etc., were almost without exception captured by Eting.com. Therefore, Eting.com’s conversion ability through search engines was frighteningly strong.

Baidu had the most comprehensive and direct user search data. From the direct data, it was evident that the search volume for MP3s was skyrocketing, rising at a terrifyingly fast pace. This made their covetousness for Eting.com even stronger.

On Monday, Li Mu received a call from Tan Yaocheng, Baidu’s vice president.

Tan Yaocheng was an old acquaintance of Li Mu. Although they hadn’t been in much contact recently, he was at least one of the Baidu executives Li Mu was most familiar with. His call to Li Mu was very polite, first praising Li Mu’s recent major initiatives, then bringing up the long-overdue trope of catching up, suggesting they have a meal together.

Li Mu had just finished the competitive analysis report for music streaming and download websites over the weekend, and Tan Yaocheng came calling. Li Mu knew exactly what his intention was. Their only capital-level connection now was Eting.com. They must have seen the fierce resurgence of MP3s and couldn’t sit still.

When Baidu divested from Muye Technology, they exchanged Muye Technology’s shares for 20% of Eting.com’s shares, holding a total of 30% in Eting.com. However, Li Mu was still Eting.com’s largest shareholder, and the absolute controlling shareholder. Baidu wanted to quickly get Eting.com now, and then integrate MP3 streaming and downloading into MP3 search. Therefore, they urgently wanted to acquire more shares of Eting.com from Li Mu.

Li Mu could not possibly sell Eting.com shares at the moment, because his Mango brand was about to launch its first batch of MP3 players. These players were custom-made by Eting.com. On the back of each MP3 player, in addition to the high-swagger Mango brand logo, there was also Eting.com’s logo and the words “Eting.com Custom Model.” Once this product was publicly released in conjunction with the launch of Taobao, it was debatable how much recognition Mango would gain, but Eting.com would definitely advance further with this momentum, and its value in Baidu’s eyes would be even higher then.

Eting.com’s capital structure was very simple after Li Mu spun it off through Muye Technology’s Series A financing. Originally, Li Mu held 85%, Baidu 10%, and Song Liang 5%. Later, Baidu’s share exchange with Muye Technology resulted in Baidu holding 30%, with Li Mu proportionately divesting 18.8% and Song Liang 1.2%. So, the current share structure is: Li Mu 66.2%, Baidu 30%, and Song Liang 3.8%. Li Mu is the absolute major shareholder.

If Baidu wants to acquire shares in Eting.com, Li Mu can simply cash out Eting.com. Anyway, in the future, music streaming will definitely move towards legitimate licensing, and by then, he won’t need a platform like Eting.com to add blemishes to his record. Selling it to Baidu would be the best option, but the timing of the sale would depend on market rates.

When Li Mu does business, making money is making money, but he won’t block his own path. Currently, in the YY product ecosystem, Eting.com provides music support. If Eting.com’s shares are ever fully transferred to Baidu, that would be the best time for him to create the YY Music client.

YY Music would then become an independent client product, just like YY Game Hall. It would not only be a player for local playback but also an online music streaming and download client platform integrated into the YY Ecosystem. This would not only break free from the constraints of traditional web products but also have a huge impact on the globally popular Winamp player.

Li Mu’s principle is: sell 1.0 products to others, and then develop new 2.0 products that can completely replace them. After all, it’s a fair deal where both parties are mutually willing. If Baidu wants a non-compete clause, that’s fine too; he’ll sign a non-compete agreement for not creating an online streaming and download website for a few years, and then directly abandon the streaming website to develop streaming software.
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Soon to meet Li Mu again, Tan Yaocheng’s mood was rather complex. Muye Technology’s current valuation had far surpassed Baidu’s. Initially, Li Mu, in his eyes, was just a personal webmaster similar to Li Xingping. He never expected that Li Mu would develop Muye Technology to such a height in such a short period.

Tan Yaocheng didn’t understand and couldn’t figure it out. Muye Technology, under Li Mu’s control, was like having cheats enabled. It was like a super player in Legend who had full map coordinates and vision. Compared to him, other companies were like the lowest-level players, without a map, without coordinates, and with only a tiny field of vision illuminated by a candle. To find a location, they might have to take a detour and walk through the entire map.

From its inception until now, Muye Technology had taken every step steadily, and each step had stunned the entire internet industry. And Li Mu was not even twenty years old this year. No one knew how much development potential Muye Technology would have in the future.

What pained Tan Yaocheng the most was that Baidu had withdrawn from Muye Technology earlier, exchanging Muye Technology’s shares for twenty percent of Eting.com’s shares. Looking back now, it was like trading a watermelon for a sesame seed, an extremely heavy loss.

Now, Tan Yaocheng was again ordered by Manager Li to discuss the Eting.com shares with Li Mu. The golden age of MP3 search had already begun. If Baidu couldn’t integrate Eting.com, it would truly miss this excellent opportunity. With Eting.com’s current influence, Baidu could no longer bypass it and directly pursue MP3 search. If Baidu did that, Li Mu would definitely go against Baidu, and it would be more loss than gain.

For Baidu, the best solution was to acquire more Eting.com shares from Li Mu, quickly reach a controlling stake, and then they could directly integrate Eting.com.

The two agreed to meet at 7 PM. Li Mu was slightly late by seven or eight minutes. When he arrived at the restaurant, Tan Yaocheng had already waited for half an hour.

Upon meeting, Li Mu immediately apologized to Tan Yaocheng: “My apologies, Mr. Tan, things are too busy, I was delayed for a bit.”

Tan Yaocheng smiled slightly, pushed up his glasses, and said: “You’re a very busy man now, with so many things to do. I’m already very satisfied that you have time to see me.”

Li Mu sat down opposite Tan Yaocheng and laughed: “But speaking of which, it really has been a while since we last met.”

Tan Yaocheng nodded: “Exactly. We’ve also been very busy recently. We just developed a search plugin for IE, so users can directly enter keywords to search in IE from now on.”

Li Mu chuckled: “You’re expanding your business very actively now. Are there any new directions in other areas?”

Tan Yaocheng chuckled: “Our business might be active, but it still can’t compare to your Muye Technology. Look at your recent moves, they’re simply too frequent. You even outcompeted Tencent QQ. I predict that by next year, Muye Technology will be the largest internet company in China. By then, your net worth will definitely be on the rich list.”

Li Mu said: “Those are just empty words, you can’t cash them out.”

Tan Yaocheng said: “Who says you can’t cash them out? If the capital market gives you a valuation of six billion, you just have to nod and you can immediately get a sum of cash.”

Li Mu laughed: “Forget it, I don’t have the thought of cashing out now. After all, I’m not short on money, so why seek financing to cash out?”

Tan Yaocheng asked him curiously: “Are you planning not to seek financing before going public?”

Li Mu nodded: “As long as Muye Technology’s cash flow is positive, I won’t need financing. YY will soon start accepting commercial advertising, and revenue will increase further, so the cash flow will be sufficient.”

Tan Yaocheng sighed: “I really envy you. Even Manager Li often laments that we, this group of internet professionals who returned from overseas, considered ourselves the most knowledgeable in the domestic internet sector, but each of us falls short compared to you. Among so many internet companies in China now, very few have truly found a business model, and you are one of them. YY’s stable revenue is also the main reason why capital particularly favors Muye Technology.”

Li Mu said: “You can’t just look at YY’s revenue without looking at YY’s costs. Our team of several hundred people now has extremely high labor costs and office costs, and server bandwidth costs are also incredibly high.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask him: “By the way, Mr. Tan, you should know many senior talents in data processing. Could you introduce some to me to help me set up a few Internet Data Centers (IDCs)?”

Tan Yaocheng said: “You’re planning to set up large data centers?”

Li Mu nodded: “I’ve had this idea for a long time, but I haven’t had high-end talent in this area. Our energy was focused on competing with Tencent for a while, but now it’s time to prepare for a rainy day.”

In the future, large internet companies would partner with telecom operators to set up their own data centers. This would not only reduce costs but also provide better server and network support for their products. Li Mu also wanted to provide Muye Technology with powerful server support, so this aspect had already been put on the agenda.

Tan Yaocheng said: “I can introduce some senior engineers in the industry to you then. They can give you some advice and even help you solve some problems.”

Li Mu smiled: “That would be incredibly helpful, I’ll treat you to dinner when it’s done.”

Tan Yaocheng waved his hand: “Given our relationship, is there a need to be so polite about such a small matter?”

With that, Tan Yaocheng began to get to the point, saying to Li Mu: “Actually, the reason I invited you out today is because I wanted to discuss something with you.”

“Go on.”

Tan Yaocheng then said: “It’s like this, we’ve also been greatly inspired by Muye Technology recently, and we want to develop attached products with Baidu Search as the core. We’re very interested in MP3 search. Manager Li said you previously promised him that you would leave Eting.com with nothing and transfer all your shares to Baidu within three years. So he wanted me to ask you if we could do an early round of equity acquisition?”

Li Mu asked with a smile: “How much does Manager Li want to acquire?”

Tan Yaocheng said: “Manager Li’s idea is to value Eting.com at five hundred million, and we’ll cash acquire thirty percent of the shares from you and another shareholder.”

Li Mu nodded. A price of five hundred million was not low. After all, it was still difficult to find a profit model in the field of MP3 search, listening, and downloading; only the simplest traffic advertising could be done. Looking at Eting.com’s current traffic, the potential advertising revenue was probably around one or two million per month. Even with room for growth, it wasn’t worth five hundred million overall.

If sold to other companies, it would probably only fetch one or two hundred million at best. However, Li Mu would certainly not sell at that price, and other companies might not buy it for more. But for Baidu, it was different. Their core business was search, and the demand for MP3 search was rapidly increasing. Eting.com, however, controlled most of the traffic and users. Baidu wanted to enhance the scale of its search services, so it had to get its hands on this huge source of MP3 traffic.

Li Mu asked Tan Yaocheng: “If you take a controlling stake in Eting.com, do you intend to use Eting.com to power Baidu’s MP3 search?”

Tan Yaocheng knew he couldn’t hide it from Li Mu, so he nodded frankly: “We also need some new businesses now to enhance user stickiness.”

Li Mu said: “Old Tan, we have a good relationship, but private matters are private, and public matters are public. If Baidu has this idea, then I have to make things clear upfront: even if I agree to transfer thirty percent of the shares to Baidu, at most I’ll allow Baidu to open a dedicated entrance leading to Eting.com. I will not allow Eting.com to in turn divert traffic to or act as a wedding dress for Baidu’s products.”

Li Mu knew what Baidu was thinking. Baidu wanted to integrate Eting.com into the Baidu search engine, and they would definitely focus on developing their own MP3 search. So, if he gave Eting.com to them, they wouldn’t think about how to make Eting.com better; they would only think about how to divert Eting.com’s users to their own MP3 search section as much as possible.

Tan Yaocheng was somewhat embarrassed to hear Li Mu speak so definitively, and he chuckled: “Li Mu, to be honest, if Eting.com can’t divert traffic to our own products, then Eting.com is meaningless to us.”

Li Mu said: “How is it meaningless? At least you have thirty percent of Eting.com’s shares. Even if you can’t integrate Eting.com into Baidu Search, it’s still one of your Baidu company’s assets. You initially invested five million, and now thirty percent of Eting.com’s shares are worth at least fifty million. It hasn’t even been a year, and you’ve already made a huge profit.”

Tan Yaocheng said, annoyed: “If you hadn’t kicked us out midway, our initial five million would be at least five hundred million now!”

Li Mu chuckled: “Old Tan, even with ten thousand yuan to start stock trading, you often get shaken off by the market maker, let alone investing several million in a company? If you get shaken out of the market by the market maker when stock trading, you can only blame your own wavering resolve. Can you blame the market maker for not being fair?”

Tan Yaocheng said with a bitter smile: “You’re right, our resolve was not firm. We haven’t said much more about that matter. But to be honest, Eting.com is really not that useful to you now, but its significance to us is different. If you let Baidu have Eting.com now, Baidu will definitely be able to give you greater returns in terms of resources in the future.”

Li Mu said: “Old Tan, who told you Eting.com isn’t important to me? To be frank, I recently did an analysis of the MP3 listening and download market, and also a competitive analysis of companies in the same industry. The demand for digital music is constantly rising and will soon become the number one category for internet users’ search behavior, accounting for the highest proportion. In this situation, how could I possibly give Eting.com to you?”

Tan Yaocheng looked at Li Mu in surprise, subconsciously asking him: “You still have time and energy to research the digital music market?!”

Tan Yaocheng didn’t expect Li Mu to have such a clear understanding of the current development momentum of MP3s. Baidu’s own internal data showed that over twenty-five percent of daily searches by Baidu users were related to MP3s, and this proportion was continuously increasing. Therefore, MP3s had become the largest category in user search behavior. User searches in other areas were all-encompassing, but no single category could currently compare to MP3s.
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Baidu’s biggest dream right now is to acquire Eting.com, and then add a new MP3 search feature based on its existing search engine. However, if they can’t acquire Eting.com, developing an MP3 search engine themselves would be too time-consuming and effort-intensive. After all, most users who listen to and download MP3s online are currently gathered on Eting.com. Furthermore, Eting.com has done an exceptionally good job of satisfying users’ specific needs. Whenever users think about listening to or downloading songs, they directly open Eting.com and rarely use Baidu to search.

Although Baidu in later generations will dominate most of the search engine market share in China, there are certain niche areas they have no chance of getting involved in. For instance, online shopping. When a user wants to buy a piece of clothing, they will instinctively open Taobao and search directly on Taobao. Very few people will use Baidu for that. This is because Taobao has already deeply ingrained itself with users in the realm of online shopping, leaving Baidu with little competitiveness.

The current situation with music is likewise. Even if Baidu launches its own MP3 search, it will be very difficult for them to catch up because Li Mu started nearly a year earlier. The only good solution is to integrate Eting.com.

Tan Yaocheng’s mission today was to try to persuade Li Mu, using various conditions, to entice Li Mu into selling shares of Eting.com. However, he didn’t expect Li Mu’s nose to be sharper than a dog’s. Just as Baidu caught a whiff of the rising MP3 market, Li Mu had already completed his industry analysis and competitive analysis.

Filled with utmost helplessness, Tan Yaocheng still gritted his teeth and tried to persuade Li Mu: “You can only maintain Eting.com right now; it’s difficult for it to quickly cash out. But if you sell it to Baidu, you could cash out tens of millions or even over one hundred million in a short time. This is a tangible benefit.”

Li Mu said: “Old Tan, where did you hear that from? Who told you I could only maintain Eting.com? To be honest, not only do I not plan to give up on Eting.com, but I’m also preparing for a major initiative while the industry is picking up.”

As he spoke, Li Mu pulled out a prototype of the Mango MP3 player from his pocket. He had specially brought it today to show Tan Yaocheng.

Li Mu handed the Mango MP3 player to Tan Yaocheng and said: “Take a look at this.”

Tan Yaocheng took the Mango MP3 and asked in surprise: “Is this an MP3 player?”

Li Mu nodded.

Tan Yaocheng asked perplexedly: “Why are you showing me this?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Look at the back.”

Tan Yaocheng curiously flipped the Mango MP3 over and looked closely at the line of text on the back, almost spitting blood on the spot.

“Eting.com Custom Edition?”

Tan Yaocheng stared at Li Mu in disbelief: “You’re already getting into hardware?!”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “Not really, I just want to get involved while the MP3 market is on the rise and MP3 player sales are skyrocketing, and incidentally increase Eting.com’s visibility.”

Tan Yaocheng was internally shocked and couldn’t help but say: “I really can’t see through you. Are you planning to sell this custom MP3 yourself?”

Li Mu said noncommittally: “Hardware has a very strong influence.”

Tan Yaocheng carefully examined the MP3 in his hand and said in surprise: “This player is very beautiful, much better looking than anything on the market. Mango, what brand is this?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, his expression indifferent: “Mine.”

“What?” Tan Yaocheng’s eyes almost popped out: “This brand is yours? What is going on, you’ve started your own hardware brand now?”

Li Mu didn’t want to reveal his hardware plans. He waved his hand and said: “This is all to serve Eting.com. For this device, I’ve already ordered one hundred thousand units from the OEM, and sales will begin next month. By then, Eting.com’s visibility will rise another level.”

Tan Yaocheng looked at Li Mu, silent for a long time. After a while, he sighed: “Bro, when are you planning to make a search engine?”

Li Mu asked him: “What’s wrong?”

Tan Yaocheng said with a mournful face: “Now that you haven’t interfered with search engines yet, you’ve already ventured into almost everything else. You have to leave us some room to breathe!”

Li Mu said: “Don’t worry, I’m not interested in search engines.”

Tan Yaocheng asked: “What about MP3s then? Are you really going all out on this thankless task? You must know yourself that making money from MP3 search, listening, and downloading is basically non-existent…”

Li Mu chuckled: “I’m not short of money right now, so some projects don’t need to be profitable. I’ll just maintain them for now.”

Tan Yaocheng became anxious and said: “We’ve been cooperating for so long, you should at least give us a chance, right? MP3 is too important to us now. If you’re not satisfied with my offer, we can discuss it further. We will always make you happy.”

Li Mu said: “Old Tan, it’s really not appropriate to always refuse you. How about this, I have a suggestion: the Eting.com custom MP3s will arrive next month. At that time, we’ll re-evaluate Eting.com’s value based on the sales of these custom Eting.com devices. But I don’t want you to pay; you can exchange it with Baidu’s shares.”

Tan Yaocheng quickly asked Li Mu: “If Baidu wants to exchange shares for all of your Eting.com shares at that time, would you be willing?”

“Yes, one hundred percent willing.” Li Mu smiled: “As long as you give me a satisfactory proposal, I definitely won’t refuse.”

Tan Yaocheng immediately said: “Then I’ll discuss it with General Manager Li tonight and ask him to come up with an exchange proposal for you as soon as possible.”

Li Mu said: “Don’t rush. Wait until my custom MP3s are launched before you give me a proposal.”

Seeing Li Mu’s shrewd and calculating expression, Tan Yaocheng could only nod and ask Li Mu: “How do you plan to sell this batch of MP3 players? The sales channels must be the most challenging aspect of hardware sales, right?”

Li Mu noticed Tan Yaocheng’s slight skepticism, nodded and said: “We found a new channel for sales.”

Tan Yaocheng responded: “A new channel? Does it have any competitiveness compared to established brands with well-developed channels?”

Li Mu smiled mysteriously: “Whether it will succeed or not is still uncertain right now. We’ll have to wait and see the actual situation.”

Li Mu could roughly guess some of Baidu’s current situation. As the number of internet users grew and their understanding of the internet deepened, search engines became an indispensable part of most users’ online experience. Baidu’s current trend was certainly becoming clearer, but for them, clear was clear, but it wasn’t a breakthrough yet. If they could integrate Eting.com’s MP3 business now, it would be a huge boost for Baidu.

Li Mu had originally not planned to sell Eting.com’s shares too early. That was because he had previously considered selling them little by little to Baidu, exchanging shares for money, which would take three years to cash out gradually. This way, his shares would fetch a good overall price. However, if Baidu was willing to exchange its own shares for Eting.com, why wouldn’t he be happy to do so?

The future of Eting.com was like a child with innate defects; its development prospects were in no way comparable to Baidu’s. However, while Baidu was not yet that powerful, and while Baidu’s demand for Eting.com had even reached a ravenous level, it was better to exchange Eting.com for a certain percentage of Baidu shares as soon as possible. Not only would he not have to worry about Eting.com’s future, but he would also become a Baidu shareholder. When Baidu lists on NASDAQ in the future, this would be another huge fortune.

How many Baidu shares Eting.com could be exchanged for, or how many shares Baidu would be willing to exchange for Eting.com, would entirely depend on what level Eting.com could reach next. If the Mango MP3 customized by Eting.com achieved great success, Eting.com’s value would be even higher. Li Mu estimated that his 66.2% stake in Eting.com would at least be exchanged for 6.6% of Baidu’s shares. Baidu’s valuation was not very high yet, so this exchange ratio could be considered quite realistic. If Baidu’s demand for Eting.com became more urgent at that time, they would probably be willing to sacrifice more.

…

In a four-star hotel in Zhongguancun, Yanjing, Liu Xuebin, the former vice general manager of Tencent’s QQ business unit, returned to his hotel, slightly fatigued, after a full day of meetings with Sina. Liu Xuebin began reporting the day’s negotiation progress to the former Tencent employees in their group chat.

“The situation with Sina is that they’ve already developed a 1.0 product, but due to the emergence of Muye Technology’s YY, they’ve decided to redevelop a 2.0 version before launching, otherwise the 1.0 product would have no competitiveness against YY. So, after we arrived, we directly merged with their original development team to jointly develop the new version.”

Everyone had basically guessed the situation Sina was facing with instant messaging, that it must have been affected by YY, which is why they were forming a large team to redevelop. The question everyone was concerned about now was what kind of benefits they could receive, so they all asked in the group.

Liu Xuebin said: “As for the benefits, they are willing to offer a 1.3 coefficient. Everyone can use their actual after-tax salary from the past six months as a benchmark, and upon joining Sina, they will receive 1.3 times that amount after tax.”

As soon as this salary package was announced, it immediately caused a stir in the group.

It wasn’t easy for everyone right now; let alone getting 1.3 times their former salary, even getting 80% of what they used to earn was difficult. So, this package instantly captivated a large number of people. Upon seeing these benefits, their hearts had already flown to Yanjing.

Liu Xuebin then said: “I also negotiated a settlement allowance with Sina. Everyone will receive one month’s salary as a settlement allowance after signing the contract, to cover travel expenses from Shenzhen to Yanjing and rental costs.”

The group completely exploded. For many, this was like transitioning from hell to heaven. A large number of people in the group were incredibly excited, eagerly asking when they could sign the contract with Sina.

Some slightly more rational individuals remembered Muye Technology and asked Liu Xuebin: “General Manager Liu, have you spoken with Muye Technology? What kind of benefits can they offer?”

Liu Xuebin said: “I’ve scheduled a meeting with them for tomorrow afternoon. We’ll discuss the specifics then.”

At this point, Liu Xuebin was already not planning to negotiate with Muye Technology because he had reached an agreement with Sina’s senior management for a very substantial signing bonus. As long as he signed with Sina, he would receive a signing bonus of three hundred thousand. If he brought a team of over eighty people to sign together, the signing bonus would be five hundred thousand.





Chapter 498: Wishing You a Bright Future

The concept of a signing bonus first originated in foreign companies. It was typically set by large corporations specifically for high-end talent. For example, Oracle might offer a mid-to-senior manager a signing fee of five hundred thousand to one million yuan, given their capabilities and resources. As soon as the person signed the employment contract, this sum would be immediately paid. Other large multinational corporations operated similarly. Currently, domestic companies most closely aligned with Western businesses are those in the internet industry. Apart from Muye Technology, almost all major internet companies have foreign capital stakes, so their practices are also very Westernized.

Given Liu Xuebin’s level, it would have been difficult for him to secure a signing bonus of three hundred thousand to five hundred thousand yuan in 2002. At that time, Tencent wasn’t particularly impressive, and now that QQ had been defeated by Li Mu, Liu Xuebin had even less of a halo over his head. The only reason Sina was willing to offer such a high signing bonus was due to the circumstances, a matter of mutual need. In Sina’s eyes, among China’s top three instant messaging teams, the first was Muye Technology’s YY team, the second was Tencent’s QQ team, and the third was their own.

Currently, if Sina still wanted to compete with Muye Technology, the only viable option was to acquire Tencent’s QQ team, which ranked second. That’s why they had promised Liu Xuebin personally a three hundred thousand yuan signing bonus. If he could bring most of his team members to Yanjing, Sina would give him five hundred thousand yuan.

Liu Xuebin had great prestige and popularity within the Tencent QQ team. This time, he realized that if he leveraged his popularity within the team slightly, there was a good chance he could secure an unexpected windfall of five hundred thousand yuan. What did five hundred thousand yuan mean in today’s terms? Liu Xuebin could directly buy a house in Yanjing with that amount, paid in full.

For Liu Xuebin, who had been with Tencent since its early days for several years, he still didn’t have the financial means to buy a house in Shenzhen. Now, as long as he led his team to join Sina, he could immediately take root in Yanjing. For him, this significance was immense.

For these five hundred thousand yuan, Liu Xuebin’s heart completely turned towards Sina, abandoning Muye Technology. However, for the sake of giving his other team members an explanation, Liu Xuebin still came to Muye Technology on Tuesday afternoon as agreed.

To get this team on his side, Li Mu personally met with Liu Xuebin in his office, intending to have a good talk and impress him with Muye Technology’s grand future prospects.

Liu Xuebin met Muye Technology’s helm for the first time. He was surprised to learn that Muye Technology’s leader was the same person behind 3321, which had become nationally renowned. Li Mu’s comprehensive success was truly astonishing. However, for Liu Xuebin himself, he wasn’t there to discuss cooperation this time; he was deliberately there to go through the motions, expecting and hoping for the talks to fail.

Li Mu spoke with one hundred percent sincerity, but to his surprise, Liu Xuebin’s attitude was very mercenary and realistic. He immediately asked Li Mu: “Manager Li, if our team joins Muye Technology, what kind of benefits can you offer us?”

Li Mu was a little surprised. Liu Xuebin was, after all, a senior manager at the deputy director level. While money was indeed important, shouldn’t they first discuss their respective ideas, views, and outlook on the future of the industry?

However, Li Mu didn’t deliberately avoid the topic and said: “My HR department should have already discussed your team’s specific benefits with you. I can guarantee that your compensation after coming to Yanjing will not be lower than your income level at Tencent. In addition to that, each of you will receive a settlement allowance. As for your personal compensation, I can arrange for you to discuss it in detail with our Human Resources Director.”

Liu Xuebin pursed his lips and said impolitely: “Manager Li, let me tell you my and the team members’ thoughts. First, the team members hope to receive 1.5 times their previous salary at Tencent. As for myself, I prefer a cooperation model of annual salary plus stock options.”

Liu Xuebin was demanding an exorbitant price. Even Sina hadn’t offered the team members 1.5 times their salary. When he asked Li Mu for so much, he actually had only one thought in mind: it would be best if the talks failed, then he could tell the team members that negotiations with Muye Technology broke down, and Sina’s current offer was very suitable, so everyone should just sign with Sina.

Li Mu was also shocked by Liu Xuebin’s exorbitant demand, but he didn’t show it on his face. Instead, he took a sip of tea and said unhurriedly: “1.5 times the salary is impossible. If I gave your team that kind of benefit, there would be no way for me to explain it to my own team. It’s impossible for the losing side to receive better treatment than the winning side.”

Liu Xuebin said: “Actually, my team’s strength is very high, but QQ was defeated by YY because there were problems with QQ’s product and operations strategy. If Tencent had a strong product manager, QQ’s market wouldn’t have been snatched away by YY.”

Li Mu asked him: “Do you think Sina has a strong product manager?”

Li Mu’s meaning was simple: Tencent lost, and you complained about not having a good product manager. Okay, do you think that by bringing your team to Sina, Sina will definitely have a product manager who can compete with YY? Aren’t you afraid of experiencing another failure just like the one you went through at Tencent?

Now, Li Mu could honestly say that he was the best product manager in the internet field, perhaps even globally. The reason was simple: his experience was more than a decade ahead of the current internet landscape. When he played with certain concepts, no one in the contemporary internet sphere had even thought of them, and even if they had, they hadn’t implemented them. Therefore, no matter who helped Sina develop UC, Li Mu had absolute mastery in crushing UC, just like he crushed QQ.

Liu Xuebin also understood Li Mu’s implied meaning. Although he felt a bit embarrassed, he still said confidently: “I don’t know if Sina has a strong product manager any more than you do, but I believe our team has sufficient ability to define a product ourselves. Once freed from the constraints we had at Tencent, everyone will definitely come up with more in-depth and distinctive product ideas.”

Li Mu’s brows furrowed slightly. He realized that Liu Xuebin’s attitude didn’t seem to be aimed at negotiating. Even someone with low emotional intelligence, if they truly wanted to cooperate with another person, wouldn’t use this kind of attitude. The only possibility was that he wasn’t here with the intention of cooperating at all.

Li Mu asked Liu Xuebin: “If I can’t give you and your team the benefits you expect, will you stop considering Muye Technology?”

Liu Xuebin nodded and said: “I suppose that’s how it would be. After all, we also need to survive. Everyone is leaving their familiar environment and traveling thousands of kilometers to Yanjing, precisely to get satisfactory benefits that will allow everyone to live in this city. As you said, merely giving us a salary level equivalent to before, plus a small settlement allowance, is completely unacceptable to us.”

Li Mu knew perfectly well what was going on. He nodded, smiled slightly, picked up his teacup, and said: “Wishing you a bright future.”

Liu Xuebin also realized that Li Mu was seeing him out. He finally sighed in relief. Good, the talks had failed. Now he had a good explanation for everyone. The only remaining task was to quickly persuade everyone to accept Sina’s offer, and somehow gather eighty people.

Thus, the inwardly excited Liu Xuebin also put on a show of dignity, picked up his teacup, and said to Li Mu: “Thank you for the good wishes, Manager Li.”

Li Mu smiled and said: “I have quite a lot of things to deal with, so I won’t see you off. You can contact me after you arrive in Yanjing, and we can have a meal together.”

Liu Xuebin nodded, stood up, and smiled: “Then, Manager Li, I’ll be leaving now.”

“Take care.”

Liu Xuebin left, and Li Mu’s expression immediately turned cold.

Although Li Mu didn’t know the specific details of Liu Xuebin’s talks with Sina, he realized that Liu Xuebin’s internal scales had completely tipped towards Sina. This meant he had made his choice to continue being an enemy of Muye Technology. In that case, talking further was unnecessary. Meeting on the battlefield was the most suitable approach.

After Liu Xuebin left, Li Mu called for Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya. After they arrived at his office, he asked them: “How’s the navigation site coming along?”

Kong Lingyu said: “It was finished this morning. The content for the navigation site is too simple; a few of us web engineers finished it in a few days. We were just about to ask you, Boss, when you plan to launch it.”

Li Mu said: “It’s good that it’s done. Don’t rush to launch it for now. Wait for my notice.”

Kong Lingyu nodded: “Okay.”

Li Mu said: “Alright, Old Kong, that’s all for you here. You can go back to work.”

Kong Lingyu noticed a hint of hostility radiating from Li Mu today, so he didn’t ask for details. He nodded and said: “Then I’ll go back to work. Boss, just call me if you need anything.”

Kong Lingyu left, and Li Mu asked Lin Qingya: “How’s the search for a senior editor-in-chief going?”

Lin Qingya said: “We’ve been following up with a few people recently. Most of them are pretty good, but considering our strategic intent, these individuals might not be able to shoulder the responsibility. However, there’s one person I think is very suitable, but she is currently a senior executive at a company and also holds stock options.”

Li Mu asked her: “Which company is she from?”

Lin Qingya said somewhat awkwardly: “She’s from Sina.”

“From Sina?” Li Mu was also a bit surprised. He had never thought of poaching someone from Sina; he just wanted to crush Sina.

Lin Qingya said: “Her name is Chen Tong, and she’s currently Sina’s Executive Vice President.”

Li Mu suddenly remembered the name. Chen Tong, Sina’s lone hero! For over a decade, she was deeply rooted in content, creating many legends for Sina. Later, due to Shanda Games and Sina’s own special circumstances, she left Sina to join Lei Bus’s team. Her time under Lei Bus was nothing remarkable to speak of, but the impressive things she did during her years at Sina were quite numerous.

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask Lin Qingya: “Have you communicated with her?”

Lin Qingya said: “I didn’t dare to communicate too closely. After all, she’s a Sina person, and I didn’t dare state my intentions. I just had the headhunters probe if she was interested in changing jobs, only mentioning that a major company in the industry wanted to poach her and could double her salary. However, she flatly refused, not even showing any desire to learn more.”

Li Mu frowned and asked her: “Do you have her resume?”

“Yes.” Lin Qingya took out an A4 paper from her folder and handed it to Li Mu, saying: “This is what I pieced together by asking people for information everywhere. Some parts might not be completely accurate.”

Li Mu nodded, took it, and after just one glance, slapped the table: “So, she’s a senior male student from Renmin University!”





Chapter 499: Just the Law is Enough

In Li Mu’s previous life, he came from a technical background and didn’t know much about content operations. However, he had heard a lot about Chen Tong. Chen Tong was arguably the backbone of Sina’s content efforts and had a deep understanding of content operations. If Li Mu could really poach him, his web portal plan would be a sure thing. Chen Tong would undoubtedly be his Chief Content Officer. His capabilities were more than sufficient, and he could be relied upon until at least 2010 and beyond.

Thus, Li Mu called Liu Qiangdong to ask if he knew Chen Tong. Liu Qiangdong replied, “I’ve met him, but we’re not close.”

Chen Tong was not young; he was already in his late thirties this year, several years older than Liu Qiangdong. They had met at alumni gatherings and knew of each other, but they didn’t have much of a connection.

However, being alumni made things convenient. Even if they weren’t familiar with each other, they could always find a third party to introduce them. So, when Liu Qiangdong heard about Li Mu’s request, he immediately agreed to it. He planned to first find an alumnus familiar with both of them to facilitate an introduction, then slowly sound out Chen Tong’s intentions.

Li Mu felt a little more at ease. In his previous life, Chen Tong had worked at Sina for nearly two decades before finally being forced out. This showed his incredible steadfastness. Poaching such a person would be very difficult, and the success rate would be low. Therefore, Li Mu had to achieve his goal through unconventional means by having Liu Qiangdong sound out his intentions first, and then finding a rift between Chen Tong and Sina to make an issue out of.

Since Sina’s ambition to develop UC remained undying, Li Mu regarded it as one of his next main enemies. Liu Xuebin was determined to embrace Sina and once again stand against Muye Technology, so Li Mu would also make him his next target to destroy. He was now offering this team a genuine path to survival. If they didn’t take it, he would give them a genuine dead end instead. This time, he wouldn’t leave them any room for negotiation.

Li Mu’s idea was to first eliminate Sina’s core business. Therefore, the web portal had to be a priority. Li Mu was determined to build a web portal, and he was determined for it to be the number one in the country. Before the advent of mobile internet, a web portal with massive traffic still held significant importance.

As for navigation sites, Li Mu would definitely make a move. He was bound to get Hao123.

After entrusting Chen Tong’s matter to Liu Qiangdong, Li Mu called Chen Hui into his office and informed him of the details of his conversation with Liu Xuebin.

Even a tech geek like Chen Hui sensed some trickery. In his view, there was no need for Liu Xuebin to make the meeting with Li Mu so tense. Even if he was determined to go to Sina, he shouldn’t have acted that way. However, Chen Hui couldn’t understand what benefit Liu Xuebin would gain from doing this.

Li Mu said, “Pay attention to how he recounts our conversation to others when he goes back. I suspect Sina offered him a pretty high personal benefits package. If he attributes the failure of our talks to Muye Technology, then my guess will definitely be correct.”

Chen Hui nodded and asked Li Mu, “If General Manager Liu really accepted some benefits from Sina, what should we do? General Manager Liu has very good popularity within our large team. If he speaks for Sina, most people will probably choose to follow him.”

Li Mu said, “It’s his freedom where he wants to go. It’s also your team’s freedom to choose whether to follow him. We don’t need to mind this too much. Those who join us are comrades, those who join a third party are friends, and those who join a competitor are competitors. Since they are competitors, we’ll just compete fairly and legally.”

Chen Hui said no more and replied to Li Mu, “Then I’ll go back and keep an eye on it.”

On the evening Liu Xuebin left Muye Technology, he informed everyone in the YY Group for former colleagues. His statement was: “Sina was very generous; they’ve already promised a salary premium and settlement allowance. All that’s left is to sign. Muye Technology, however, really lacked sincerity. They only offered the original salary standard, and Muye Technology’s leaders are too arrogant. They don’t genuinely value the QQ team, so if the QQ team joins, they’ll be suppressed and led by the original YY team.”

Such a stark contrast immediately gave the QQ team members a clear answer. Even if the compensation had been the same, they wouldn’t have wanted to join Muye Technology as defeated generals. They instinctively felt that they would be looked down upon at Muye Technology, and thinking about it made them uncomfortable.

Moreover, Sina’s compensation was truly much better than Muye Technology’s. A thirty percent premium, if they had stayed at the original Tencent, would have been impossible to get for at least one or two years. So now, everyone instantly felt their troubles vanish and saw new hope.

Most people didn’t consider a long-term question: whether going to Sina and helping Sina develop instant messaging software truly had a future. Muye Technology’s pace in destroying QQ could be described as crushing effortlessly, incredibly dominant. Once Muye Technology bared its fangs, it left QQ virtually no chance to resist. They had already been utterly defeated once; what right did they have to fight Muye Technology again at Sina?

They currently saw Sina offering better compensation, but they didn’t fully consider if going to Sina could help them build a career, nor did they consider where they would go if Sina failed. Although the salary was thirty percent higher, who knew how long they would be able to keep that salary?

Blindly job hopping for salary without considering the other company’s comprehensive strength and development prospects is a major taboo, especially joining a newly established department within a company, which poses the greatest risk. For a company, developing new businesses is just an experiment, and their overall existing businesses provide support. In such a situation, if a new business attempt fails, at worst, they will give up, disband the new business team on the spot, and cut losses in time. This doesn’t cause much damage to the company’s overall foundation. However, employees who job-hopped for the new business suffer heavy losses. They might only receive a month or half a month’s salary as compensation, but their career would gain a huge black mark.

For Li Mu, recruiting former QQ team members at their original salary level was already very generous. After all, YY was unequivocally the industry leader, currently holding over ninety-five percent market share in China’s instant messaging sector. While their salaries at Muye Technology might not be as high as at Sina, they would be much more stable and offer better development. If they couldn’t see this, there was nothing he could do.

If they were laid off by Sina in the future, their work experience over these few years would accumulate two consecutive major black marks, making it even harder to find suitable jobs. Li Mu would still open his doors to these people then, but the offer would only be eighty percent of their Tencent-era salaries, and they would be completely isolated from core departments, made to do the most basic programmer work. Take it or scram.

…

Liu Qiangdong quickly contacted Chen Tong through a good old alumnus friend. The alumnus arranged a dinner party, and Liu Qiangdong and Chen Tong had a meal together. After the meal, Liu Qiangdong told Li Mu, “Chen Tong is a very idealistic person, and he has poured a lot of effort into Sina. Looking at his feelings for Sina, I estimate it will be very difficult to poach him.”

Li Mu said, “I don’t believe it. In this world, apart from familial affection, no other feelings are truly stable. Even love is unreliable, so what’s an employment relationship worth?”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, “You say that easily. Take Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya under you, for example. These two trust you, and you trust them, willing to delegate authority to them to try what they want. They’ve achieved certain accomplishments with you, and you’ve given them considerable salaries and stock options. Do you think if someone wanted to poach them now, they could succeed?”

Li Mu said, “They definitely could, but it depends on how they poach, and with what conditions. What moves a person isn’t necessarily money, nor sincerity. It could be an ideal, a vision, a perfect self-image presentation. Even lovers whose affections are stronger than metal can be instantly captivated by a stranger at a certain moment, thus being swayed. Otherwise, how do you think those unbreakable relationships end up with third-party intervention?”

Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “You’ve said so much, but how exactly do you plan to poach him?”

Li Mu frankly said, “I haven’t figured it out yet.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “That’s nonsense.”

Li Mu asked him, “When you two had dinner, did you discuss your views on the internet industry? Did he talk about his ambitions in the internet domain?”

“Yes,” Liu Qiangdong said. “He’s very dedicated to web portals, believing it’s the most crucial link for people to access the internet and understand the world. So he’s very hopeful of creating the best news web portal in the country. He’s been working towards this goal all these years at Sina, treating Sina like his own child.”

Li Mu nodded, musing to himself, “Treating Sina like his own child, huh? Good. Then I’ll start with his ‘child’.”

Li Mu called Kong Lingyu and made a small technical request: henceforth, YY servers were to screen URLs sent by users.

While screening URLs, two complementary features also needed to be developed. The first was to establish URL source authentication for different websites, categorized into greenlists, whitelists, and redlists. For websites on the greenlist, when users sent their URLs within YY, a corresponding prompt would appear, informing the user that the website was authenticated and very safe. For whitelisted sites, a vague prompt about an unknown source would be given, allowing users to decide whether to open it. For redlisted sites, it would be directly flagged as a dangerous website, advising users to click with caution.

The second complementary development feature was the ability to completely block specified website links. For example, if Li Mu wanted to block Sina across the entire YY platform, users would not be able to post Sina’s URL in any place where information could be published, such as YY chat, group chats, Spaces, journals, game chats, or comments. As soon as a Sina URL was posted, the system would immediately block it.

Kong Lingyu said, “The idea of greenlists, whitelists, and redlists is excellent. It can help users identify many malicious software implant and virus-infected or prank websites, significantly increasing user safety online. But wouldn’t the blocking feature somewhat affect user experience? Also, wouldn’t doing this violate industry ethics?”

Li Mu chuckled contemptuously, “We’ve done so many things to enhance user experience, so an occasional setting that affects user experience slightly won’t hurt. As for industry ethics… as long as it doesn’t violate national laws and regulations, we can do anything we want within our own product ecosystem. Who we want to block is entirely up to our preference. For competitors, just the law is enough. What’s more, many companies don’t even care about the law when competing, so why should we care about industry ethics?”





Chapter 500: Dragging Down

Liu Xuebin was a man with a certain shrewd, calculating cleverness.

He cleverly exploited the fact that both Muye Technology and Sina were eager to acquire the former QQ technical team. Using Muye Technology as leverage, he negotiated high salaries and benefits for himself and his team with Sina. He also analyzed the situation, believing that compared to Muye Technology, Sina was more willing to spend a large sum of money. Furthermore, Sina was in the dark, while Muye Technology was in the open. Threatening Sina with Muye Technology would easily yield results. However, if he were to threaten Muye Technology with Sina, and Muye Technology were to make an issue out of it, Sina would find out their product had been leaked to a competitor, and he would likely become enemies with Sina.

Therefore, considering all factors, he believed that only by using Muye Technology to threaten Sina could he secure the best contractual terms from Sina. So, no matter what, he had to sign with Sina, and bring his team along.

After finalizing the cooperation with Sina, Liu Xuebin capitalized on the complex emotions everyone harbored towards Muye Technology. Combining this with the benefits offered by Sina, he portrayed Muye Technology as nothing short of a Purgatory for the former QQ technical team. He effortlessly guided most team members to make the choice he desired.

After Liu Xuebin returned to Shenzhen and met with the former QQ team, he immediately received clear intentions from eighty-four people on the spot. They all unhesitatingly wanted to follow Liu Xuebin’s lead and join Sina. This greatly excited Liu Xuebin. The five hundred thousand signing bonus was secure. He could bring his wife and children to Yanjing and buy an apartment directly. In his years in Shenzhen, after various expenses, he hadn’t saved much money, so five hundred thousand in cash was indeed a very significant sum for him. Moreover, he was guaranteed a basic salary of four hundred thousand, plus quarterly and year-end bonuses, and other benefits. Living in Yanjing for just one year would surely bring him an income of one million.

Sina’s HR Director immediately flew to Shenzhen the next day with eighty-five contracts, signing labor agreements with Liu Xuebin and the other eighty-four individuals.

Sina could no longer wait, and these technical personnel, who had been dismissed by QQ for some time, were also bored out of their minds. So, after signing the contracts, they hit it off immediately. On the first Monday of June, eighty-five people, including Liu Xuebin, officially reported to the company to complete their onboarding procedures.

After the contracts were signed, Sina’s HR Director reported the good news to the Yanjing headquarters. Sina’s CEO excitedly convened a meeting of all senior executives and department heads to formulate Sina’s subsequent operational policies. During the meeting, Sina’s CEO placed high hopes on UC, believing that as long as Sina UC could approach Muye Technology in terms of product quality, it would surely succeed in the future. This was because Sina was currently one of the top Chinese web portals, with a very large user base. If they could leverage the advantages of their portal to achieve some success in the instant messaging field, it would greatly enhance the company’s stock price.

Investors liked to hear stories, and the grander the story, the more confident they would become, and the higher the company’s stock price and valuation would be. Sina had been playing second fiddle on NASDAQ for two years, and they understood this very well. Therefore, the most important thing now was to take new steps, build up UC, and make UC the first flagship product born from Sina’s web portal.

Chen Tong was a Vice President and also the person in charge of the entire web portal. Therefore, every future strategy for UC would require his support. Also, due to his immense success with the portal, the CEO believed that Chen Tong’s product and operations ideas were very clear and that he would definitely be able to provide excellent advice for UC.

However, unlike others at the conference table, Chen Tong felt neither excited nor expectant at this moment. Even before Muye Technology released YY, Chen Tong believed that UC could not win against QQ because Sina lacked the genetic predisposition for social networking.

Sina currently had two major business segments. The first was its web portal, and the second was the wireless department, which had just been established this year. These two segments were very different. The web portal provided a platform for online news and information content, giving users a place to understand current affairs and various content sections. The wireless department, on the other hand, primarily collaborated with the two major operators, focusing on value-added services for mobile wireless devices, directly earning money from the vast number of mobile phone users through sales channels. The former model was very healthy, while the latter was somewhat opportunistic.

In 2002, mobile wireless value-added services were not yet heavily involved with the mobile internet. Currently, wireless value-added services primarily referred to various value-added services developed for mobile phone users, the most representative of which was caller tunes. While the caller tune business as a whole was relatively healthy, many practices that used gimmicks like fortune-telling, wealth-seeking, name-reading, or marital destiny predictions to induce users to subscribe to various value-added services via SMS were deliberately setting up various billing traps for users.

Often, if a user inadvertently sent an SMS message, they would be charged a monthly subscription fee of several yuan or even more than ten yuan from their bill every month thereafter. In a time when mobile phone charges were still very expensive, most users didn’t notice a significant increase in their monthly expenditure of a few or more than ten yuan, so complaints from users were very rare, yet profits were frighteningly high. This kind of “push the boundaries” model was the most profitable type of wireless value-added service.

Chen Tong believed that Sina’s true core at present was still its web portal, and the quality of web portal users was not just a little bit worse compared to YY users. YY users’ reliance on YY had reached an indispensable point, but for Sina users, there were simply too many web portals nowadays, and politically related content was generally all very similar. Therefore, Sina users had not developed a true sense of dependence on Sina. At this point, to dedicate such enormous energy and manpower to go head-to-head with YY was truly unwise.

However, the senior management didn’t care. They simply felt that the instant messaging field was a treasure trove. Regardless of whether Sina had a chance, they wanted to give it a try. Every bit they gained was a success, and at worst, it would just be a failure. If it failed, they would simply abandon it. Such a small cost was still easy for Sina to bear, and even if the new business line failed, it wouldn’t have any impact on the stock price.

Facing this “guerrilla strategy” from the senior management, Chen Tong voiced his concerns: “Muye Technology’s style has always been peculiar and aggressive. Their understanding of internet users and products far surpasses everyone present here. Moreover, Liu Xuebin also said that Muye Technology has been eyeing their team, very keen to absorb them into the YY team. Under such circumstances, if Liu Xuebin brings a team of nearly one hundred former QQ technical personnel to join Sina, Muye Technology will likely get the news very quickly. By then, this team won’t even have familiarized themselves with Sina’s environment or typed a single character of code for Sina UC before we become Muye Technology’s sworn enemies.”

The CEO chuckled: “Old Chen, don’t be so afraid of Muye Technology just because their current momentum is developing rapidly. Our venture into social networking is just an attempt. If it succeeds, it’s a win-win situation; if not, our losses will be minimal. So what if we compete directly with Muye Technology? Just because Muye Technology and YY are strong, does it mean no one in the country will dare to develop instant messaging software anymore?”

Chen Tong said: “General Mao, that’s not what I mean. I think Muye Technology’s style is too ruthless. Tencent copied their Tieba and a farm game, and Muye Technology directly created YY and killed off QQ. Under such circumstances, for us to rashly compete with them, we must be extremely cautious. What if they turn around and launch their own web portal? How would we respond then?”

The CEO waved his hand: “Old Chen, if everyone had your mindset, we would still only be a web portal twenty years from now.”

Another Vice President, on the same level as Chen Tong, also nodded and said: “Old Chen, we all admit you’re skilled in operations, but when it comes to new ventures, your attitude shouldn’t be overly cautious. If you’re worried that the company launching new businesses and antagonizing Muye Technology will force Muye Technology to bring the fight to the web portal you’re in charge of, then that thought is entirely unnecessary.”

Chen Tong came from a content background and was an idealistic internet professional. The biggest obsession for someone like him wasn’t making money or achieving fame, but rather creating the best products, providing the best services, and building the best brand. Yet now, his well-intentioned warning was being misinterpreted by others as fear of being implicated, which he found hard to accept.

Chen Tong retorted: “Old Xu, what you’re saying is too much. I’m not worried that the web portal will be implicated. I just think we’re all oversimplifying the progress of things and being overly optimistic about the consequences. So I’m offering an objective opinion to encourage everyone to slow down a little and regain composure.”

The Vice President referred to as Old Xu was named Xu Jinzhong. He was primarily responsible for Sina’s revenue and the development of new businesses, and he had always been somewhat at odds with Chen Tong. At this moment, he deliberately seized the opportunity to embarrass Chen Tong, saying: “Old Chen, it’s true that you want everyone to slow down a little and regain composure, but by your logic, everyone who drags down the team is also helping everyone slow down, aren’t they? Every single person present today, besides you, strongly supports the UC project. And we have the product, the team, and the resources; our chances of success are high. Why are you always so negative?”

Chen Tong was about to retort, but seeing that everyone else also looked agreeable, with some even nodding to themselves, he knew that anything more he said today would be useless. Xu Jinzhong’s words had already resonated deeply with the others. They must now believe that he was afraid the web portal would be implicated by Muye Technology in the future, and thus would rather halt the company’s new business expansion to ensure the safety of his own small territory. If he continued to oppose, he feared he would become a public enemy.

So Chen Tong gritted his teeth, waved his hand, and said: “Alright, I retract what I just said. I fully support it.”





Chapter 501: The First Move in the Siege

For Chen Tong, the past few years joining Sina have been a perfect professional experience. Sina provided him with a stage to showcase his ambitions, and he, in turn, reciprocated, delivering a near-perfect report card to Sina. At Sina, he spearheaded numerous reforms for the web portal, making Sina one of the top Chinese web portals. At present, it’s no exaggeration to say he’s one of Sina’s most important talents.

However, precisely because of Chen Tong’s meritorious status at Sina, his popularity within Sina was not very harmonious. Especially among other high-level executives, many harbored feelings of envy, jealousy, and hatred towards him. The most core business segments were flourishing in Chen Tong’s hands, so others inevitably coveted them. Even if they couldn’t pull Chen Tong down from his position as the person in charge of the web portal, they at least wanted to make breakthroughs in other new business segments to counterbalance him.

UC was a good opportunity to counterbalance Chen Tong. Everyone present clearly understood that the instant messaging field had huge market potential. QQ had previously been developing value-added services based on communication products, which gave them positive cash flow that other internet companies couldn’t match. After YY replaced it, it further developed value-added products to a new height, with countless services that made users willingly pay. With such a powerful traffic web portal as its backing, even if Sina UC could capture twenty percent of the market share in domestic instant messaging, it would absolutely be a very significant core business.

Therefore, Chen Tong’s dissenting voice at today’s meeting sounded particularly grating to others’ ears.

This also made Chen Tong feel the rifts within Sina’s senior management team for the first time. They weren’t completely united toward a common goal; as they advanced, some inevitably lagged behind, harboring resentment towards those ahead. And there were always some who wished to trip up their colleagues, making them advance slower, so they could always be suppressed.

As the saying goes, a tall tree catches the wind. Chen Tong used to think that Sina had given him such great autonomy and such selfless support, making it the dream team he most desired. But today, with his somewhat dull emotional intelligence, he finally truly understood that everything was just a facade. The company wanted him to advance as quickly as possible, but his “comrades” didn’t see it that way. Now, when he raised objections to UC, everyone revealed their hidden true colors.

Objecting to UC, Chen Tong honestly asked himself, with not an ounce of selfishness. If the instant messaging field were still in the QQ era, he wouldn’t have opposed UC. But the crucial point was that as soon as UC’s 1.0 version was developed, QQ was replaced by YY. Muye Technology’s routine for handling things was too profound. He instinctively felt that once they became direct enemies with Muye Technology, Muye Technology would not passively defend but would retaliate comprehensively. Although Sina was a NASDAQ-listed top domestic internet company, facing such a powerful opponent as Muye Technology, it would definitely fail in an easy success and suffer a loss. That’s why he proposed halting the UC project, or at least not becoming direct opponents with Muye Technology for now. But among the entire senior management, no one stood on the same side as him.

The entire team had already made its decision, so Chen Tong could only abandon his opposing view, watching them become the direct rivals of the burgeoning Muye Technology.

Li Mu realized that poaching Chen Tong might be a protracted battle, so he had Lin Qingya clear out the Editor-in-Chief position for the web portal. He decided to first recruit an experienced Deputy Editor-in-Chief to handle the preliminary work. His plan for the web portal was very clear: first, the page design must have a futuristic feel. Current internet web pages were too ugly. Li Mu gave detailed opinions, requiring the web portal’s design to reach a standard five years ahead of its competitors.

Apart from page design, the entire web portal’s page hierarchy also needed to be as detailed as possible. Not only should there be very clear vertical sections, such as: news, sports, entertainment, finance, automotive, real estate, technology, gaming, education, fashion, etc., but each vertical section would also be divided into several clear three-level categories. For example, under the broad category of news, there would be three-level categories like instant scrolling news, domestic news, international news, current affairs, social news, military news, and so on, providing users with the clearest access paths.

Furthermore, even more important was to plan an algorithm system for user behavior analysis, tagging content and users, and then analyzing their Weight based on these tags to precisely push content they might be interested in to users. This algorithm system would be a permanent solution; as the tag library grew larger and the rules became more detailed and logical, this algorithm system’s analysis of users would become increasingly accurate. If maintained for several years, it would become the largest Chinese user tag algorithm in the country, and even the world. In the future, it could be used not only for web portals but also in various internet products, similar to Toutiao, whose tag library and algorithms are among the best in the mobile internet era. The reason this algorithm is top-notch is that it can truly understand users, provide them with their favorite content, and greatly increase user conversion rates. If this algorithm were given to Meituan, it could be used for group buying; if given to Taobao, it could be used for E-commerce; if given to Ctrip, it could be used for travel. Its utility is immense.

The core algorithm can be understood as a magical buff aura in the internet and mobile internet era, similar to buffs in games. A top-tier algorithm is like a super buff in games that increases various attributes, significantly enhancing the overall attributes of a product. And once this buff is mastered, all products under one’s banner will receive a huge boost, which is profoundly significant.

Given that Fang Xudong specialized in algorithm-related technology when he was at Google, Li Mu handed this tag library and algorithm task to him. Fang Xudong had already completed the core architecture development for Taobao, and currently had no pressing matters, so he could focus his energy on setting up this tag library and algorithm system.

Fang Xudong himself was also very interested in Li Mu’s plan. He was relieved to discover that Li Mu not only possessed strong product and operations thinking but also had a deep understanding of user-based internet algorithms. In fact, many companies in the industry ultimately succeed not by products, but by various core technologies, and algorithms are one such core technology.

…

By the end of May, many things were happening simultaneously.

Chen Wan’s second appearance on Happy Camp aired. Leveraging her excellent performance and outstanding personal qualities, she continued to gain nationwide popularity, her momentum unrivaled for a time.

Wang Shaohua still held the keys to the duplex apartment Li Mu had given him at Huafu Haoting. Almost every other day, he would drive there himself to take a look before driving home. However, he hadn’t yet made up his mind whether to accept the apartment. If he decided to accept, he would immediately tell his wife; if he decided not to, he would return the keys to Li Mu, letting Li Mu decide the apartment’s ultimate ownership.

Liu Xuebin arrived in Yanjing with a large contingent of people and officially joined Sina. Such a massive personnel movement could not be kept secret in the industry; the entire industry knew that Sina was also making a move into instant messaging software.

The six people under Chen Hui, along with over a dozen other team members who were optimistic about Muye Technology, joined Muye Technology. Upon their arrival in Yanjing, all of them were integrated into the YY business unit. Chen Hui himself was also transferred by Kong Lingyu from the Tieba business unit into the YY business unit.

This weekend, Chen Hui learned that his ex-girlfriend, Zhang Yao, would be joining the company next Monday, and curiously, she would be assigned to the same department as him, the YY business unit, though she would be in the development department while he was in the maintenance department.

Chen Hui was both ashamed for failing to recruit the former QQ team for Muye Technology and thrilled about Zhang Yao’s arrival next Monday. While he wrestled with this contradiction, Li Mu officially initiated the siege on Sina.

However, Li Mu’s first move left the entire internet industry dumbfounded.

YY123.com officially launched.

The much-anticipated Muye Technology suddenly launched a navigation website, leaving everyone somewhat at a loss. Many companies even thought that Muye Technology, which had always been so impressive, had finally run out of ideas. They expected a more incredible new product, but never thought they would make something as undistinguished as a navigation website.

The launch of YY123, besides making Hao123’s founder Li Xingping so nervous he couldn’t sleep, actually brought a sigh of relief to other companies. It was like discovering that an unreachable goddess occasionally burps, farts, and picks her nose in front of others, instantly making her seem much more approachable.

At present, the entire internet industry indeed looked down on navigation websites, believing that these ‘online favorites’ – childish and even somewhat idiotic – wouldn’t last long and would soon be completely phased out by users as their familiarity with the internet deepened.

However, while the industry always felt navigation websites were low-end and would eventually be abandoned by users, they failed to realize that the most crucial essence for internet companies to understand was, in fact, human nature.

Users are indeed constantly growing, but they are also constantly becoming lazier, and laziness is humanity’s most fundamental original sin.

Most technological progress stems from human laziness, and the internet is no exception. A significant portion of internet products exists to make things easier and more convenient for users. Why did Hao123’s lifespan and value exceed everyone’s expectations? Why did it lead countless companies to frantically build their own navigation websites? It’s precisely because of user laziness. It’s not that they aren’t growing, but they are willing to choose the simplest and least effort-consuming products.

Hao123 might be low-class, but it would be a huge mistake to understand it as being prepared for internet novices. It’s not a product for internet novices; it’s a product for internet lazy people. It’s a cloud-based favorites list. Users don’t need to remember any website domain names or save any websites locally; they just need to open Hao123, and they can perform all current web access from there. A large number of websites from various industries queue up on Hao123, waiting for users to click.

For users, they don’t need to remember anything; remembering Hao123 is enough. In this situation, most users, even as they continue to grow, will still set Hao123 as their homepage because it truly is convenient. When Baidu acquired Hao123, no one in the industry was optimistic, but Hao123 ultimately became the largest traffic source besides Baidu’s search engine.

While everyone underestimated and looked down on navigation websites, the only one standing in Muye Technology’s way was a still-immature Li Xingping…





Chapter 502: Let Du Wei Be the Endorser

When industry insiders scoffed at YY123, Li Xingping was so anxious that he got a fever overnight and couldn’t even speak.

He discovered that Muye Technology’s YY123 had completely copied his idea, but because they had a powerful design and development team, their overall quality was more than just one level higher than Hao123.

Furthermore, Muye Technology’s Ecosystem always managed to make any of its products incredibly successful.

For example: YY123 also enabled one-click login for YY users. Li Xingping initially didn’t understand why a tool-like navigation website would also offer user registration and login features—wasn’t that redundant? It would only increase the user’s behavioral cost and be less convenient than Hao123. But when he actually opened YY, he realized how amazing YY123 was.

YY123 added a custom section under its homepage’s secondary navigation bar, allowing users to define their own favorites, and this favorites feature included a cloud recording function.

If User A logged into YY and opened YY123, then customized the websites they frequently visited within the YY123 interface, the next time they used any other computer, as long as they logged into YY and opened YY123, these customized sections would instantly appear from the cloud. The speed was extremely fast, as links are just strings of characters, and the data traffic is negligible. The small icons also occupied very little space. So, even if users logged in from another computer, the process of cloud data synchronizing to local page display could be completed instantly.

It was precisely this function that sent Li Xingping into a panic.

Li Xingping was like someone who sets up a street stall at night to apply screen protectors to phones. Normally, he made a living with his superior craftsmanship and wasn’t afraid of competitors. But one day, if phone manufacturers started providing screen protector services right out of the factory, and with better craftsmanship and materials than his own, that would truly be fatal.

Powerful resource integration capabilities and product linkage capabilities have always been the core elements that Li Mu relies on to ensure YY’s competitiveness. He meticulously designed so many interlocking product architectures; how could a mere Li Xingping possibly withstand them?

Hao123 had a lot of traffic, but Muye Technology also had many users. Just a pop-up in the bottom right corner of YY could bring tens of millions of daily active users to YY. For Li Xingping, who was fighting alone without any other products to rely on, it was a massive, doomsday-level crisis.

Li Mu personally came up with a slogan for YY123: “True online browsing starts here.” He then required YY to display a pop-up to users every day. When users saw the ten characters “True online browsing starts here,” their subconscious minds would become curious about what ‘true’ online browsing actually was. They might even develop a psychological suggestion: “Is my current online browsing not ‘true’ online browsing?”

Driven by curiosity, users would click to enter, immediately opening YY123 and automatically logging in. At this point, a friendly reminder would guide users to customize their own navigation website.

Was the technical skill high? Not really.

Was the effect amazing? Absolutely f***ing amazing.

As soon as YY123 launched, it provided an excellent user experience with its powerful customization features and robust cloud system. Even users who were normally lazy about using navigation websites were happy to customize their own navigation site. In this era, there were countless products online, but very few truly gave users autonomy. YY Space had strong openness, allowing users to define a lot of content themselves, and thus it was greatly popular with users. Now, YY123 continued to excite users.

Originally, Li Xingping’s life was very comfortable. While Hao123 was looked down upon by many, it brought him hundreds of thousands in advertising income every month. Earning hundreds of thousands a month in this era completely transformed Li Xingping’s life. He bought a large house and a luxury car in Yangcheng thanks to Hao123, driving back to his hometown every few days to drink and carouse with a few friends, then returning to Yangcheng to live the life of a filthy rich person in a big city. He had been living this comfortable life for a long time, ever since Hao123 was born. He had never encountered a true competitor. He was like a fish with its own private lake, relaxed and at ease.

But now, an enemy, a giant in the domestic internet industry, had emerged and directly become his most direct competitor. Li Xingping was deeply uneasy, fearing that Muye Technology would destroy him just as they had destroyed QQ.

However, what Li Xingping didn’t realize was that Li Mu had long been determined to completely dominate him, to deliver a three-dimensional, online-to-offline, virtual-to-real strike. There were only two paths before him: either be acquired by Muye Technology, or wait to be crushed by Muye Technology.

As early as when formulating the hit-and-buy strategy, Li Mu decided that Muye Technology would launch a massive offline advertising campaign throughout Guangdong Province, completely surrounding Li Xingping with YY123 ads, putting maximum pressure on him, and striving to make him compromise in the shortest time possible.

So, on the second day after YY123 went online, which was the first day of the new week, Business Director Ding Jian came to Li Mu and directly stated his request: “Manager Li, I think our YY needs an advertising representative.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Representative? Why?”

Ding Jian said, “If we have a well-known representative for offline promotion, the effect will be much better. Many brands are propped up by a celebrity face. Moreover, I think our online products like YY Show, YY Space, and YY Games actually need a brand image representative even more.”

Li Mu then said, “Tell me your thoughts. What kind of representative would be suitable?”

Ding Jian said, “It must be a well-known and young idol star, female is best, because most of our product designs feature cartoon characters. If we have a young and beautiful female star as a representative, the effect should be much better.”

Li Mu nodded. Ding Jian made sense. Whether for online or offline advertising, a celebrity’s aggregation effect was the highest. If YY-related products were going to find a representative, the first person that came to Li Mu’s mind was Du Wei.

Du Wei was cute and sweet in appearance, the perfect image in the minds of many young men. She was also pure and simple, without any blemish. She was currently a high-achieving student at a conservatory of music, sang well, acted well, and was very popular online. If she were to represent YY products, it would be most suitable.

So, Li Mu asked Ding Jian, “What do you think of Du Wei?”

Ding Jian immediately stood up from his chair and excitedly said, “Manager Li, Du Wei is the most perfect candidate in my heart!”

Li Mu smiled, “I’ll coordinate this matter. I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

Ding Jian excitedly said, “Then I’ll patiently await your news. I’ve already dispatched people to Guangdong Province and they are currently discussing the details of offline advertising cooperation with some advertising agencies. Once they reach an agreement, our offline advertisements can blossom all over Guangdong Province at any time.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “That’s the kind of momentum we need. Once offline advertising spreads throughout Guangdong Province, Li Xingping will feel the pressure of being surrounded on all sides.”

Ding Jian asked, “Then when should we approach Li Xingping about the acquisition?”

Li Mu said, “Don’t rush yet. We’ll use various methods to wear him down. Once he falls into disarray, we’ll directly acquire all of Hao123 with a package price, cleanly and decisively. After acquiring it, we’ll directly redirect Hao123’s domain to YY123, and our goal will be achieved.”

Li Mu was very optimistic about having Du Wei endorse YY products, not just because of Du Wei’s personal qualities, but also because Li Mu had personally made her famous. Endorsing YY would not only help YY progress further but also help Du Wei significantly enhance her popularity through YY’s powerful internet online promotion capabilities. Such a good opportunity, domestic female stars at the moment would probably rush to do it, even paying out of pocket to do so. Li Mu would be reluctant to give such a vast promotion resource to anyone else, but for Du Wei, he could readily accept it.

Moreover, Du Wei’s management contract was also signed with Muye Films, so in principle, Li Mu could have her endorse a series of YY-related products at any time. However, Li Mu treated Du Wei like a younger sister, and with Du Fei around, his first thought was to ask for Du Wei’s wishes. If Du Wei was willing, he would then discuss it with Du Fei.

Du Wei also always regarded Li Mu as a talented big brother who took great care of her and admired him quite admirably. When Li Mu told her about the endorsement, she barely thought about it before telling him, “Brother Li Mu, I have no objection. You can arrange it.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then I’ll also have to communicate with your sister. If she also has no objection, then we can prepare to sign the contract.”

Du Wei said, “Brother Li Mu, my sister might be quite busy these two days. She’s been handling affairs in America; she doesn’t even have time to answer my calls. She’ll return to China next week after she finishes what she’s working on.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Your sister is returning next week?”

Du Wei said, “Yes, didn’t you and Brother Chen Ze keep urging her to come back and start a racing club together? Mom and Dad even said they were especially grateful to you two; she never agreed to come back when they urged her, but you convinced her.”

Li Mu smiled, “Alright then, I’ll wait until she comes back and find an opportunity to talk to her in person.”



Muye Technology’s venture into navigation websites didn’t alarm industry insiders. No one realized that Li Mu’s core purpose in building a navigation website was actually to create a comprehensive Chinese web portal.

Sina was still busy developing their Version 2.0 of UC, and no one paid attention to what Muye Technology was currently doing. Only Chen Tong noticed that something was amiss.

Chen Tong couldn’t understand why Muye Technology would create a navigation website. Even if navigation websites had great prospects, based on Muye Technology’s situation, they didn’t need web traffic.

YY, Muye Technology’s product with the highest daily active users, was a client-side product. Web traffic didn’t have much impact on client-side products. Moreover, YY’s current daily active users completely dwarfed those of navigation websites. Why bother turning back to painstakingly create a largely useless navigation website? As for YY’s other product lines, they were all centered around YY, with most of their traffic originating from YY. Was Muye Technology making a navigation site now to exert force on the web-side?





Chapter 503: Muye Technology Threat Theory

Chen Tong felt that Muye Technology creating a navigation website must be coveting its traffic aggregation capabilities on the web-side. So, when he peeled back all appearances and looked at the essence, he realized that Muye Technology was definitely going to exert force on the web-side.

The current web product models were relatively single. Aside from forums, chat rooms, and some functional websites for viewing images, reading books, watching videos, or listening to music, most of the rest were web portals. Of course, web portals came in many types. Sina, for example, was a comprehensive web portal, but sites like Zhongguancun Online, Autohome, and 17173 were niche web portals.

Chen Tong carefully analyzed Muye Technology’s product line. He felt that Muye Technology’s existing web products didn’t need them to strategically arrange web-side traffic at all. Their Tieba, Happy Farm, and Personal space were all supported by YY, already absorbing the vast majority of internet users. At this point, web traffic would only add icing to the cake and wouldn’t be very significant.

Given Muye Technology’s usual routine, why would they create a product that was so useless to them? Moreover, Muye Technology’s move was a bit boring, directly imitating a personal site with low technical skill, and mobilizing vast resources to work together, clearly intending to drive Hao123 to a dead end. For such a large company, why bother doing something like this?

Chen Tong pondered alone for a long time: They didn’t need web traffic, yet they were still making such a navigation website. The only logical explanation was that Muye Technology wanted to control web-side traffic.

Once he understood this, Chen Tong broke out in a cold sweat. Although navigation sites generally felt low-end, their traffic was indeed not to be underestimated. If Muye Technology could really eliminate Hao123 and replace it themselves, then all well-known web websites across the country would have their lifelines choked.

Sina’s daily traffic constitution currently had four main directions. Ranking from largest to smallest, the first was search engines, the second was Hao123, the third was user stickiness from direct logins, and the fourth was external links. Hao123, ranking second, contributed at least 25% or even 30% of Sina’s traffic source. This included not only new users but also user stickiness. However, this group of user stickiness didn’t log in by directly typing Sina’s website address but rather through Hao123, so their traffic portal was also Hao123.

If one day, Sina’s link was removed from Hao123, Sina would lose at least 15-20% of its traffic. This was the fresh blood supply of new users; if the input of new users ceased, the overall traffic would be heavily impacted. At the same time, those users with high stickiness who jumped to Sina via Hao123 inherently relied on Hao123 more than they relied on Sina. Therefore, once they couldn’t find Sina’s entrance on Hao123, they would very likely choose to directly enter other web portals through Hao123, which would mean the loss of user stickiness.

Thinking about this carefully, it was actually terrifying. For a web portal, losing 20% or even more traffic would be a devastating blow, especially for a listed company like Sina. Even a slight piece of negative news would severely impact its stock price and greatly destroy investor confidence.

Nervous Chen Tong immediately reported the possibilities he had considered to Sina’s decision-making level. However, when his words reached the ears of the top management, everyone believed Chen Tong was alarmist.

Firstly, they believed that all Muye Technology had done was set up a navigation site. Chen Tong’s assertion that Muye Technology was creating a navigation site to seize control of the entire web’s traffic was an over-interpretation of Muye Technology’s actions. It was like interpreting Lu Xun’s articles in Chinese language textbooks; a mere ellipsis would often be analyzed repeatedly, sometimes said to represent the author’s mood, other times said to highlight the author’s critique and satire of something at the time. Chen Tong was now remarkably similar to a Chinese language teacher.

Secondly, they felt that Chen Tong was deliberately being alarmist. He must still have dwelled on something about the company’s insistence on doing UC, so he continuously propagated the “Muye Technology threat theory,” making everyone believe his initial claims, making them fear Muye Technology, and thus abandoning the UC venture.

Because Chen Tong had strongly opposed UC in the past, everyone now labeled him as someone who would drag down progress. Whenever he brought up issues related to Muye Technology, people would subconsciously refer to his attitude when he initially opposed UC. This made Chen Tong’s image within the company’s core management become that of a small-minded person who only cared about his own small territory and disregarded the company’s overall development prospects.

Chen Tong was very stubborn. Even though he had already caused some resentment among the core management towards him, he still firmly warned: “Muye Technology’s current interference with web traffic certainly bodes ill. It’s common knowledge that we’ve absorbed the former QQ technical team. Muye Technology definitely won’t sit idly by. Starting with web traffic is very likely a major move by Muye Technology targeting Sina. If we don’t take it seriously, once they seize control of the web traffic’s lifeline, we’ll be in dire peril!”

“Old Chen.” The Chief Operations Officer frowned tightly, his voice already somewhat unfriendly. He said coldly, “Can you please stop interfering with the UC matter? Your current task is to manage the web portal well and provide strong traffic support for UC in the future. As for other matters, you don’t need to worry about them. Even if Muye Technology really tries to interfere with web traffic someday, we might not truly fear them. After all, they don’t have much advantage on the web-side.”

Another vice president also nodded and said, “Old Chen, you’re a bit over-glorifying Muye Technology. Never mind that these are just your conjectures; even if you’re right, you can’t stubbornly believe that whatever Muye Technology wants to do will definitely succeed. Our Sina website has been operating for so many years and has such a vast user base. Even if they create a YY123 navigation site and deliberately try to block our traffic, we don’t need to fear them at all. The traffic contributed by navigation websites is not irreplaceable in the first place, and what’s more, YY123 isn’t the only navigation website. If YY123 doesn’t have Sina’s entrance, a significant portion of our users will certainly choose other ways to log into Sina. This is a manifestation of our competitiveness in the web portal domain.”

Chen Tong retorted, “What if Muye Technology also creates a web portal? What if they redirect all the navigation website’s traffic to their own web portal?”

The Chief Operations Officer sighed and said, “Old Chen, it’s pointless for you to keep nitpicking. If we follow your logic, all internet companies wouldn’t be able to do anything Muye Technology has done, otherwise they’d have to guard against Muye Technology’s retaliation. We’d have to guard against Muye Technology making web portals, Shanda Games would have to guard against Muye Technology making games, and Kingsoft would probably have to guard against Muye Technology making antivirus software. Do you really take Muye Technology for a god?”

Chen Tong stuck to his view, pressing, “Don’t tell me I’m nitpicking now. Just tell me, what if Muye Technology really decides to create a web portal? They already have YY, a star product, with user stickiness far exceeding ours. Now they’re starting to strategically arrange navigation sites, getting web traffic into their own hands. At that time, with YY and the navigation site both pushing their own web portal, what will we use to counter them? Who will take responsibility if Sina’s traffic is doubly choked then?”

The Chief Operations Officer grew agitated, slamming the table and angrily saying, “If it’s truly as you say, then I’ll take responsibility for it! Are you satisfied now? If you are, I earnestly request that you focus your energy on the web portal. As for other matters, you don’t need to consider them, and they don’t concern you!”

The other party’s sudden act of slamming the table in anger left Chen Tong feeling cold inside. He couldn’t understand why everyone thought his opposition to UC was dragging them down. He couldn’t understand why no one realized how dangerous Muye Technology’s current actions were for Sina.

Coming out of the meeting room, Chen Tong was in a gloomy mood. He made arrangements beforehand to meet a former Renmin University alumnus. The two decided to have some drinks together after work to alleviate their troubled spirits.

This Renmin University alumnus was the one who had arranged the dinner between Liu Qiangdong and Chen Tong. When he received Chen Tong’s call inviting him for drinks, he readily agreed. Then, remembering Liu Qiangdong’s request, he asked, “Should we call Qiangdong along too? He really respects you, his old senior male student.”

Chen Tong remembered Liu Qiangdong and suddenly felt a strong desire to talk with him.

His friend, who was a mutual connection between him and Liu Qiangdong, was a confidant with whom he could talk about anything. However, that friend chose an official career path after graduation, becoming a national civil servant. While they could discuss life, their career conversations didn’t align. But Liu Qiangdong, he certainly appealed to Chen Tong’s taste.

Regarding Liu Qiangdong, this junior male student who used to do optical-magnetic products business in Zhongguancun, earning almost hundreds of thousands annually, Chen Tong had felt a bit disdainful of him the first time he met him and heard about his affairs. A high-achieving student graduated from Renmin University, settling down in Zhongguancun to do small business with a bunch of unscrupulous merchants reeking of money, it really felt a bit shameful for Renmin University.

However, when he met him again last time and the three of them had dinner together, Liu Qiangdong actually took the initiative to talk about the internet with Chen Tong. It was then that Chen Tong realized Liu Qiangdong actually had a deep understanding of the internet, and many of his views were similar to his own. Last time, Liu Qiangdong mentioned he had apparently transferred his storefront and was partnering with others to build an E-commerce website, which was currently in the pre-launch preparation phase. At that time, the two took the opportunity to discuss e-commerce, and some of Liu Qiangdong’s insights even made Chen Tong couldn’t help but praise him profusely, believing this junior male student was simply an unheralded genius in the field of e-commerce.

Chen Tong did not know that at this very moment, Liu Qiangdong’s “e-commerce gene” had been activated more than a year earlier than in his previous life. The person who activated his e-commerce gene was none other than Li Mu, the founder of Muye Technology. Many of the views Liu Qiangdong had used to influence Chen Tong at that time…

At this moment, Chen Tong felt that discussing the current issues he was facing with Liu Qiangdong, someone who understood the internet, might bring some relief. So, he immediately agreed, saying, “Let’s call Qiangdong as well. The three of us can find a place to have a drink together.”





Chapter 504: Strategizing the Overall Picture

Liu Qiangdong had known for a long time that Li Mu was keen on poaching Chen Tong.

Although he didn’t know why Li Mu was interested in Chen Tong, a senior from Renmin University at least a dozen years his senior, he felt that as Li Mu’s partner, he should do his best to help him solve problems, even if the matter had nothing to do with Taobao, which they were building together.

So, when he received a call from the intermediary saying that Chen Tong wanted to invite him and himself for drinks, he agreed without hesitation.

Chen Tong chose an elegant restaurant with a strong scholarly ambiance. After the three met at the restaurant, Chen Tong quickly ordered a spread of good dishes perfect for pairing with drinks and a kilogram of white liquor. As soon as the food and drink arrived, Chen Tong personally poured three glasses of liquor and, addressing Liu Qiangdong and another old alumnus, Xiao Zheng, said, “Thank you both for making the journey. I’ll toast you first.”

As the intermediary who brought the two together, Xiao Zheng glanced at Chen Tong and asked him, “What’s wrong, Old Chen? Did something bother you?”

Chen Tong waved his hand, “Today, I mainly want to drink with you all. Let’s not bring up anything frustrating.”

Xiao Zheng nodded slightly, raised his glass, and said, “If you don’t want to talk about it, then don’t. It’s all in the drink. Come, let’s have one.”

Liu Qiangdong guessed that Chen Tong must have encountered something unsatisfactory at work; otherwise, he wouldn’t have arranged to drink immediately after getting off work. With a thought, he didn’t say much at first, merely accompanying Chen Tong for three rounds of drinks. Once Chen Tong was slightly tipsy, Liu Qiangdong spoke, “Brother Chen, my little brother and I are launching our E-commerce website next week. If you’re free then, would you mind coming over to give our team some training?”

Chen Tong gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “I’m just a website developer; what do I know about E-commerce? I’d best not mislead anyone.”

Liu Qiangdong hurriedly said, “Brother Chen, in the end, E-commerce also wins by content. You’ve been working on internet content for so many years and are very experienced. If my team members could grasp even thirty percent of your understanding of the internet and users, I’d wake up laughing in my dreams.”

Xiao Zheng also chimed in at the opportune moment, “That’s right, Old Chen, you’re quite qualified in the internet industry. Go give a lecture to Qiangdong’s young people and deepen their understanding of the internet. It would also help Qiangdong enhance his team’s level.”

Chen Tong sighed softly, “Alright, if you’re not afraid of me misleading people, then I’ll shamelessly make a fool of myself once.”

Liu Qiangdong smiled, “Then I’ll arrange it. We’ll set the time for next Friday afternoon. Brother Chen, will you be free then?”

Chen Tong didn’t overthink it, nodding and saying, “Yes, I don’t have other plans for now, so let’s set it for next Friday.”

Throughout the evening, Chen Tong didn’t discuss the frustrating work matters he faced with Liu Qiangdong or Xiao Zheng. However, Liu Qiangdong vaguely sensed that Chen Tong carried a significant amount of resentment, likely due to some conflict with Sina. This would undoubtedly be good news for Li Mu, who had always wanted to poach him.

The two accompanied Chen Tong until eleven at night. All three drank a lot, but they also drank according to their own capacity, so no one truly got drunk. After returning home, Liu Qiangdong called Li Mu and briefly explained the day’s situation.

Li Mu heard Liu Qiangdong mention drinking with Chen Tong and how Chen Tong seemed a bit off. He asked Liu Qiangdong, “What do you think is his current problem?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I think it’s most likely related to work. He’s poured too much effort into his work, so it’s normal to be in this state if he’s encountered frustrations there.”

Li Mu said, “Sina’s current development is going very well. What does he have to be frustrated about?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “It could also be a conflict or disagreement with others. I vaguely heard some news that he doesn’t seem to support Sina recruiting the QQ team to continue developing UC.”

Li Mu said, “Possibly. If I were him, I wouldn’t support Sina doing UC either.”

Liu Qiangdong stated, “No matter the reason, this is at least a good sign for Muye Technology. The prerequisite for poaching Chen Tong is to make him feel disappointed with Sina. Otherwise, relying solely on money and benefits makes it too difficult to poach him. At least now there’s been some loosening.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and couldn’t help but ask, “By the way, you invited him to give a lecture to the Taobao team next Friday? Our Taobao is launching next Thursday. What evil scheme are you cooking up?”

Liu Qiangdong laughed, “I’m not cooking up any evil scheme; I just want to find an opportunity to show Brother Chen a little bit of our foundation, to let him know the gap between Sina and Muye Technology. I’ve been telling him I’m doing an E-commerce website, but I haven’t told him what kind of website it is. Next Thursday, when we launch, leveraging the first batch of MP3s customized for Eting.com, we’re bound to make some noise. He’s sure to hear about it. If he asks me then, I’ll tell him directly. If he doesn’t ask, I’ll continue to play coy. But no matter what, he can’t go back on his word, so he’ll definitely come to Taobao headquarters on Friday. You can come too. I’ll make him feel a sense of defeat first, and then you can use your best psychological offensive to completely destroy his confidence and feelings for Sina.”

Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “The method is good, but isn’t it a bit underhanded?”

Liu Qiangdong said very seriously, “Forget it. I don’t think it’s an underhanded trick. After a few interactions, I find Brother Chen quite to my liking. And you’re very keen on poaching him for Muye Technology. So, I’d rather help you destroy his pride and make him submit to you than let him, with his pride and career, be completely destroyed by you like QQ. I’m doing this to save him, to give him a better future. Otherwise, if you defeat Sina one day, his path forward will be difficult.”

…

On the eve of Taobao’s launch, YY123 continued its strong performance.

In these past few days since its launch, YY has given YY123 a full-user pop-up notification daily, causing YY123’s traffic to continuously surge in a short period. This daily pop-up kept Li Xingping anxious.

Over one weekend, his Hao123 traffic dropped by forty percent. YY’s destructive power was indeed somewhat unacceptable.

Li Mu’s current plan was to continue using YY to funnel traffic to YY123, constantly eroding Hao123’s market share. First, he would make Li Xingping suffer from anxiety, then deliver the final fatal blow with Du Wei’s offline advertising endorsement. After that, he could proceed with acquiring Hao123.

The navigation website matter had entirely entered Li Mu’s rhythm. Li Xingping couldn’t avoid Li Mu’s routine. It was only a matter of time. However, the web portal issue made Li Mu a bit anxious. Without a suitable person to take charge, he found it difficult to compete with established web portals like Sina and NetEase, because Li Mu knew that web portals relied not on traffic, but on content.

After 2012, internet professionals collectively predicted the decline of web portals, believing that web portals, along with PC-side and web-side, were already on the decline, even entering their twilight years. However, Li Mu believed that web portals were indispensable aircraft carriers in the web domain.

If Sina hadn’t relied on its powerful web portal, it would have been impossible to build up its blog business, let alone Weibo, especially Weibo, a product that reached a market value of several billion US dollars and became a major tool that ultimately saved Sina. NetEase’s foundation was also its web portal; otherwise, its gaming industry would never have been able to take off. A good web portal, like a good product, represents traffic and users.

Having a powerful web portal in hand opens up too many future development directions. Many new product models in the future will first appear in web form, taking shape on the PC web-side, and then gradually shift to mobile internet after the advent of smartphones and the 3G era. Video websites and E-commerce websites both originated from the web-side, including YouTube, Facebook, Youku, Wiki, blogs, Weibo, matchmaking, dating, and other models all originated from the web-side. In Li Mu’s view, Tencent’s web portal had always been too poor. They focused too much on the QQ product, concentrating all their energy on QQ. With QQ’s consistent dominance, if it had truly prioritized its web portal from the beginning, how could it have given Youku a chance to rise, and how could it have struggled so hard to catch up with Taobao and fail to defeat Sina Weibo?

Tencent Weibo went to great lengths to surpass Sina Weibo but ultimately had to abandon that product line. The reason it couldn’t defeat Sina Weibo wasn’t due to a lack of traffic, nor was it because it lacked the “gene.” The most crucial factor was that it never truly solidly established itself during the web portal era. Almost all of the QQ portal’s traffic came from QQ; it was essentially a web portal built up by sheer force of QQ. But if you really delve into the content itself, none of the QQ portal’s sections were professional enough. Its news wasn’t as good as Sina’s and NetEase’s, its video wasn’t as good as Youku’s and Tudou’s, its sports wasn’t as good as Sina’s and LeSports’, and its automotive content wasn’t as good as Autohome’s. Unless recommended through QQ pop-ups, very few users would actively choose the QQ portal.

Without dedicating effort to content and refining it thoroughly, how could one foster true user dependence? This is the key reason why Tencent failed to develop Weibo and video successfully.

Precisely because Li Mu recognized the crux of the problem, he had an extremely urgent desire for Chen Tong. Building up the web portal would provide more possibilities for future development. With the continuous increase in bandwidth, too many business lines could be derived from the web-side in the future. Moreover, there were certain business lines that YY couldn’t handle. In a time when hardware and networks couldn’t support the mobile internet era, web portals were needed to fill the gaps in YY’s capabilities.

Li Mu was planning many things. He also wanted to do everything, just like Tencent in his previous life. Tencent in his previous life had almost ventured into every industry in the internet domain, including instant messaging, mobile internet, online gaming, WeChat, websites, video, blogs, Weibo, email, alumni networks, O2O, C2C, B2C, and so on. In almost all fields, Tencent would first try to do it themselves. If they succeeded, great. If they didn’t, they didn’t give up but rather achieved their goal through unconventional means, investing in other related enterprises to gain a certain market share in that industry. Even for products that genuinely couldn’t take off, they never abandoned them; at worst, they would just launch them and let them fend for themselves.

Li Mu’s goal was to become a new-era Tencent. He wanted to strategize the overall picture, just like Tencent did in his previous life. The only difference was that he wanted to ensure every step was as perfect as possible from the very beginning.





Chapter 505: Heard Love Had Returned

Monday morning, seven o’clock.

Zhang Yao intentionally woke up early today. By seven o’clock, she had already finished her morning routine and was meticulously picking out the clothes she would wear.

Last Friday, Zhang Yao had finally completed her resignation procedures. After resting for two days over the weekend, she could finally report to Muye Technology for her first day.

Although the residential area she lived in was less than half an hour’s drive from Muye Technology’s offices, she still woke up early to prepare. She placed immense importance on starting her new job today; it was her first official day of work at Muye Technology, and it held extraordinary significance for her.

As a delicate woman, Zhang Yao didn’t look like someone who worked in IT, much less in technology. However, she had reached her current standing through her own efforts. After receiving an offer for a P7 position at Muye Technology, her achievements and stature in the field of technology even surpassed most of her male alumni. Therefore, her first day of work at Muye Technology was exceptionally significant.

Zhang Yao changed outfits three times in front of the mirror before finally settling on a formal yet capable ensemble: a white short-sleeved blouse, dark gray slim-fit trousers, and a pair of wedge leather shoes.

After checking herself in the mirror for over ten minutes, Zhang Yao was finally satisfied and ready to leave.

Before stepping out, Zhang Yao’s heart suddenly recalled Chen Hui, her boyfriend from university. For so long, Zhang Yao had been thinking of him. She had heard a long time ago that he was in Shenzhen and that he had joined Tencent. However, a while ago, Tencent, which had always had excellent development momentum, was suddenly utterly defeated by Muye Technology. Not only did they abandon the maintenance of QQ, but they also cut almost their entire QQ technical team. Zhang Yao vaguely heard that Chen Hui might have been among those laid off, which made her worry about his current situation for a time. She really wanted to ask him how he was doing, but several times she mustered the courage only to retreat at the last moment.

A few days ago, Zhang Yao heard the big news in the industry: almost the entire former QQ technical team had joined Sina. This instantly filled her with anticipation. She instinctively thought that Chen Hui must also be one of the QQ team members who had gone to Sina, which meant that Chen Hui had come to Yanjing from Shenzhen, two or three thousand kilometers away.

Zhang Yao couldn’t help but wonder. Sina and Muye Technology were both in Zhongguancun. If Chen Hui had indeed joined Sina, would they have a chance to meet accidentally on the streets of Zhongguancun, or by a breakfast stall next to a bus stop in Zhongguancun, or perhaps on a bus traveling between Zhongguancun and the surrounding residential areas?

Zhang Yao also wondered, after such a long time, would he still recognize her? But she quickly reassured herself, thinking that she hadn’t changed her hairstyle in years, keeping it shoulder-length medium hair, so she shouldn’t have changed much from a few years ago. They were once so close; if they had a chance to meet again, he should still be able to recognize her.

However, Zhang Yao then worried, would she still recognize Chen Hui? He was very thin in college, only 55 kilograms at a height of 1.8 meters, and his short, neat haircut made him look very energetic. But in the few years she had been working, she noticed that men in the internet industry gained weight particularly fast, gaining several kilograms a year as if it were nothing. If Chen Hui had also gained weight, his appearance must have changed significantly. Besides, she didn’t know if his myopia had worsened. What if they brushed past each other, Chen Hui couldn’t see her clearly, and she didn’t recognize him? Wouldn’t that be too much of a pity?

From the moment she left her home and boarded the bus, Zhang Yao kept an eye out for men around 1.8 meters tall, trying to find Chen Hui in the crowd. But even after she arrived at the Muye Technology building, she didn’t see any face resembling Chen Hui.

She felt a slight disappointment, but when Zhang Yao looked up and saw the nameplates of various companies in the elevator lobby, and spotted the large characters for “Muye Technology” among them, she instantly perked up again. She comforted herself: if Chen Hui had come to Yanjing, they would have plenty of opportunities to meet in the future. Although Yanjing was very large, they both worked in Zhongguancun, so sooner or later, they would run into each other.

Squeezing into the elevator, Zhang Yao had already adjusted her mindset, deciding to devote all her energy to work first.

Muye Technology started work at 9:30 AM. Zhang Yao arrived at exactly 9:10 AM. Fortunately, Lin Qingya required the front desk and HR department to start half an hour earlier to facilitate receiving new hires. Muye Technology was growing in scale, and new employees were joining almost every day.

Upon arrival, Zhang Yao presented her identification documents to the front desk. The front desk had received the list of all new hires for the week from HR last Friday and knew that three new employees would be joining that morning, with Zhang Yao being one of them. So, the front desk led Zhang Yao to a reception conference room, asked her to fill out the new hire information form, and then found a dedicated HR specialist to discuss other onboarding details with her.

While Zhang Yao was filling out the forms in the conference room, the anxious Chen Hui had just left his home.

Knowing that Zhang Yao was starting her new job that morning, Chen Hui was so excited that he couldn’t sleep all night. Too many thoughts revolved in his mind: how he should act when they met, how he would boast to their future children about his heroic story of pursuing love for a thousand miles if they got married and had kids. Everything, present and future, tangible and intangible, he thought about almost everything he could.

After a whole night of thinking, Chen Hui initially decided not to sleep at all. To his surprise, he kept going until seven o’clock, but his mind simply couldn’t resist, and he fell into a deep sleep the moment he closed his eyes. If he hadn’t dreamt that Zhang Yao married another man, startling him awake, he probably would have slept until noon or later.

He opened his eyes; it was already past nine. Chen Hui hastily washed up and rushed out towards the company. He arrived at the company at 9:40 AM. Being very familiar with the company’s procedures, he clocked in and then wandered around the doors of several conference rooms. Not seeing Zhang Yao, he decided to return to his workstation first and then look for her in the development department.

Unexpectedly, just as Chen Hui walked into the Maintenance Department office, before he even reached his desk, an HR specialist walked in right behind him with Zhang Yao. The HR specialist smiled and said, “Everyone, please put down what you’re doing for a moment. I’d like to introduce our new colleague.”

This was a Muye Technology tradition: when new colleagues joined, an HR specialist would take them to each department to introduce them to all colleagues. It was hard for one person to remember hundreds of people, but easy for hundreds of people to remember one. Spending a few tens of minutes visiting each department meant everyone would remember the new colleague. Whether inside or outside the company, old colleagues would smile and nod when they saw new ones, and even strike up a conversation, which could give new hires a stronger sense of belonging and help them integrate into the team sooner.

Chen Hui had just reached his desk and hadn’t had time to sit down when he instinctively turned his head sharply upon hearing the words, meeting Zhang Yao’s eyes as she followed HR through the door.

Zhang Yao recognized Chen Hui at first glance, instantly stunned by this unexpected scene. It was as if, in that instant, all her senses were reduced to just her eyes, and the only thing she could see was Chen Hui, who was gazing back at her not far away.

Although Chen Hui knew he would meet Zhang Yao today, he didn’t expect it to happen so unexpectedly. Coupled with how long he had waited for this moment, when it truly arrived, he, like Zhang Yao, had eyes only for each other.

At this moment, the HR specialist introduced Zhang Yao to everyone, saying, “This is Zhang Yao, our new Senior Engineer in the Development Department of the YY Business Group.”

Zhang Yao was pretty, and her attire radiated elegance, which greatly impressed the group of technical men. They were astonished that someone working as a programmer could be so beautiful, and they all began to applaud fervently.

Only Chen Hui remained motionless, as if he had been struck by a paralysis spell.

The HR specialist looked at Chen Hui and smiled, “Chen Hui, why aren’t you applauding to welcome her? Are you perhaps stunned by the beauty of our new colleague?”

Chen Hui snapped back to reality. Although he had a thousand words he wanted to say to Zhang Yao, he remembered he was still at the company. When he joined, he had promised Kong Lingyu that he absolutely would not let colleagues know about his relationship with Zhang Yao. So, he suppressed the urge in his heart, applauded, and said unnaturally, “Welcome, welcome, a warm welcome to our new colleague!”

The HR specialist jokingly said to Zhang Yao, “This is Chen Hui, our team leader in Maintenance Department Group Two. He might be a little excited seeing you.”

Zhang Yao didn’t know why she was seeing Chen Hui here, but the moment she saw him, she realized that after all this time, Chen Hui hadn’t changed much at all. He was still as thin, his hair still as short. The only difference was that his stubble was more noticeable, making him look much more mature than before.

Zhang Yao’s heart instantly returned to her university days, recalling all their shared memories, and remembered her favorite song from after graduation.

“I heard from a friend there

That you, my confidant, had returned

I wanted to ask him to greet you for me

Just because I feared meeting you and being unable to speak

Do you still have many feelings about the past?

You who once broke my heart

I still deeply love…”

As the melody of Sandy Lam’s “Heard Love Had Returned” played in her mind, Zhang Yao’s eyes instantly misted over. If it weren’t for the HR specialist’s joke just now, her tears probably would have uncontrollably fallen.

After saying this, the HR specialist then said to Zhang Yao, “Let’s go. I’ll take you to greet the colleagues in the Testing Team.”

Zhang Yao gave Chen Hui a deep final look. Although she had countless words to say and countless questions to ask Chen Hui immediately, she could only suppress them for now, turning to follow the HR specialist.

The moment Zhang Yao turned to leave, Chen Hui’s tense nerves finally relaxed. It was as if his soul had been instantly drawn away; he slumped weakly into his chair, staring blankly at his fingers.

At ten o’clock, Kong Lingyu came to Li Mu’s office and said, “Chen Hui’s ex-girlfriend has joined the company.”

Li Mu was reviewing the email on the MP3 player production progress. Hearing this, he instinctively looked up and asked with interest, “Oh really? How is Chen Hui feeling?”

Kong Lingyu smiled, “I haven’t seen either of them yet. I just heard it from Sun Qian on YY.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Try to provide more convenience for them. Chen Hui has indeed had it tough. If the two of them can get back together, it would be a heartwarming story.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Don’t worry, Boss, I’ve arranged everything. Some of the future collaboration work between the Maintenance Department and the Development Department will be assigned to the two of them.”

Second update, three more will follow tomorrow!





Chapter 506: Which is More Important: Face or Love?

The HR Specialist took Zhang Yao around to visit each department. After returning to her workstation, Zhang Yao’s department leader called her into the office and assigned her first task at Muye Technology—to be the liaison between the development team and the Maintenance Department.

Since both teams revolved around YY, their daily communication was quite close. When the Maintenance Department encountered any product emergencies, they had to immediately communicate with the development team, so smooth communication was essential. However, previously, everyone communicated directly in the YY Group or by email, and there was no designated liaison. It wasn’t realistic for Zhang Yao to immediately start development work right after joining the company, so letting her be the liaison to familiarize herself with the job was a very normal decision.

Zhang Yao thought to herself, isn’t Chen Hui in the Maintenance Department? And he’s even a team leader. If she became the liaison for the Maintenance Department, would she have to go to their department often? If so, she would definitely be happy about it, but she wondered if it would cause Chen Hui any trouble. He probably never expected to meet her here at Muye Technology, right? If he no longer thought of her, then her sudden appearance would also be a disturbance to his life.

At the same time, Chen Hui was called into the office by Sun Qian. Sun Qian was quite skilled at conversation; he didn’t ask Chen Hui anything related to Zhang Yao, pretending not to know about it and adopting a business-as-usual demeanor. He said to Chen Hui, “The new colleague in Development has been assigned to be the liaison between the development team and the Maintenance Department. To ensure smooth communication between the two departments, you will be our liaison from now on. The new colleague is currently undergoing departmental training. After the training, find a meeting room and schedule a meeting with her.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Hui was so moved he couldn’t speak.

He wasn’t foolish; he knew the company was creating an opportunity for him. At this moment, only a few members of the leadership team across the entire company knew about him and Zhang Yao. By specifically arranging for Zhang Yao to work with him, they were surely trying to give him more chances to interact with her.

Although grateful, Chen Hui also knew that Sun Qian deliberately spoke in such a business-as-usual manner because he didn’t want to bring the matter into the open; an unspoken understanding was sufficient. So, he solemnly nodded and said, “I understand, Mr. Sun.”

Back at his seat, Chen Hui found that the company’s main YY Group had already started a queue to welcome the new colleague. Zhang Yao sent a message in the group at ten o’clock: “Thank you everyone, please take care of me in the future.” After that, she went silent. Chen Hui didn’t have her as a friend, but he could see from the group list that she was offline, so he guessed she might be undergoing onboarding training.

Chen Hui double-clicked to open the temporary chat window with Zhang Yao, typed a few lines, then selected and deleted them all. Immediately after, he tried to add her as a friend through the group list, but after much hesitation, he didn’t have the courage to press the send button. After several struggles, he still didn’t know what his first words should be upon reuniting with Zhang Yao.

As he was still torn, Zhang Yao’s status changed to “online.” He realized that Zhang Yao must have returned to her workstation, so he instinctively clicked send immediately. Only after clicking did he realize that what he had written in the friend request was: “Hello, Chen Hui from Maintenance Department.”

This was far too formal; would she be disappointed after seeing it? He regretted not using the previous version; he had written: “Yaoyao, long time no see.”

In less than half a minute, Zhang Yao’s message accepting the friend request came through. The two officially became friends. At the same time, Zhang Yao sent a smiling emoji, followed by two words: “Hello.”

Chen Hui’s heart suddenly ached. It felt cruel for two people who once loved each other to communicate in such a way. He also realized what Zhang Yao must have felt after seeing his friend request.

At this moment, Chen Hui, on impulse, quickly typed on the keyboard: “Want to have lunch together?”

Zhang Yao quickly replied: “The department is dining together for lunch.”

Upon seeing this reply, Chen Hui felt a pang of disappointment. However, what Zhang Yao said was true; Muye Technology had an unwritten tradition that when a new colleague joined, the department head would treat everyone to lunch to help colleagues get to know each other better.

A moment later, Zhang Yao sent another message. The four words in this message thrilled Chen Hui: “How about in the evening?”

Chen Hui immediately replied: “Yes! After work, I’ll treat you to a hotpot-style dish. I know a place near the company that tastes especially good.”

When they were together, Zhang Yao particularly loved eating that hotpot-style dish. Back then, they would go out every week for a change of pace, and it was almost always to eat that dish. When Zhang Yao saw that Chen Hui still remembered her past preference, she couldn’t stop her tears. She quickly wiped them away with her hand and swiftly replied with two words: “Great!”

Chen Hui sighed in relief and said, “I’ll find a meeting room later so we can discuss work matters.”

Zhang Yao replied: “Okay, sure. You decide the time.”

Chen Hui then said, “I’ll book the meeting room and let you know later.”

Around eleven o’clock, Chen Hui waited in the meeting room for Zhang Yao, who arrived by herself. The two met in a relatively private space, and the atmosphere instantly became awkward again. Although both still harbored deep feelings for each other, neither dared to brazenly speculate about the other’s true feelings. Though Chen Hui wanted to be more proactive, he didn’t dare to overdo it, lest he scare Zhang Yao or make her uncomfortable. So, Chen Hui constantly reminded himself that he had waited for so long, and at this moment, he absolutely could not be too hasty or impulsive. With both of them working at the same company from now on, there would be plenty of opportunities.

Therefore, during this private conversation, Chen Hui did not say anything unrelated to work. Zhang Yao, having several years of workplace experience, quickly adapted to this clear separation of public and private matters. After they settled on the method and frequency for their future work liaison, it was nearly lunchtime. Zhang Yao had to go to her department lunch, so Chen Hui opened the meeting room door for her, signaling for her to go first.

Zhang Yao smiled, nodded her thanks, and was about to leave when Chen Hui couldn’t resist calling out to her. He said with a slight nervousness, “Don’t forget about dinner tonight.”

Zhang Yao smiled and said, “I remember. You said you’d treat me to a hotpot-style dish.”

Chen Hui chuckled, scratching his head: “Then we’ll connect before work ends.”

…

After work, the two walked side by side on the bustling streets of Zhongguancun, in stark contrast to the hurrying crowds around them. However, along the way, both seemed preoccupied with their own thoughts and spoke little. Even after sitting down in the restaurant, Chen Hui couldn’t find a suitable topic for a while and could only bite the bullet and ask Zhang Yao, “How was your first day at work?”

Zhang Yao smiled slightly and said, “It felt pretty good.”

In reality, what Zhang Yao wanted to say was that today was probably the most pleasantly surprising day she had experienced in years. Before leaving home, she had been fantasizing, secretly hoping that fate would grant her an unexpected encounter with Chen Hui in Zhongguancun. But she never imagined that destiny would deliver a surprise beyond her wildest dreams, placing her and Chen Hui in the same company.

Thinking of this, Zhang Yao couldn’t help but say, “I never expected to see you at Muye Technology. I originally thought you would have joined Sina with the QQ team.”

Chen Hui’s heart brightened, and he pressed on, “You knew I was at Tencent before?”

Zhang Yao was somewhat embarrassed by the question. She nodded lightly and said uncomfortably, “I heard from Zichen and other classmates that you went to Shenzhen right after graduation and then joined Tencent.”

Chen Hui was unable to close his mouth from smiling. Zhang Yao had always known his situation; she must still care about him! This was an excellent sign!

Zhang Yao saw Chen Hui staring at her, grinning foolishly, and couldn’t help but ask him, “Why are you grinning like that?”

Chen Hui chuckled and said, “I’m happy to see you again; after all, it’s been so long since we last met.”

Zhang Yao nodded and asked him, “When did you come to Yanjing? Didn’t you tell your classmates?”

Chen Hui rubbed his nose and lied, “I just arrived a few days ago. After the QQ team disbanded, both Sina and Muye Technology tried to recruit people. I felt Muye Technology had better development prospects, so I signed with them. I haven’t had a chance to greet everyone yet.”

After saying this, Chen Hui couldn’t help but despise himself: You brains kicked by a donkey? Why are you trying to save face now? After all this, can’t you tell which is more important, face or love? Why didn’t you just tell her you came all the way from Shenzhen overnight, despite everything, just for her? Why didn’t you tell her you wandered around Zhongguancun like a lost soul for days just to see her? Why didn’t you tell her that you gathered the courage to apply to Muye Technology because you knew she was about to join, and then waited for her until now? Why didn’t you tell her that after several years, you still love her and did all this just to be with her again?

Chen Hui scolded himself repeatedly in his mind. Although he understood his mindset—his desire to save face and that hint of male chauvinism—it compelled him to act tough in front of Zhang Yao at this moment, making him unwilling to seem too eager or obnoxious, because deep down, he still feared Zhang Yao would reject him.

He could only be sure now that Zhang Yao had always cared about him, but that was far from enough to support his subconscious primary objective. He had traveled thousands of miles to Yanjing not to reminisce with Zhang Yao and remain friends; he had come to win her back, to stay by her side and continue their journey together, to marry her, to have children with her, and never to be foolish enough to leave her again for the rest of his life. What he wanted was too far-reaching, too immense. He wanted to win back her entire heart. When he thought about it carefully, what was face worth in the face of such a grand goal?

However, words spoken are like water poured out – Chen Hui’s personality dictated that he could no longer go back and overturn what he had just said, nor reveal the truth of the matter. Zhang Yao also accepted his seemingly flawless explanation and softly said, “We were separated by such a long distance, and hadn’t had contact for so long. It’s truly fate that we could meet again in Yanjing, and even work at the same company.”

Chen Hui felt incredibly depressed, and his self-contempt reached an extreme. With a bitter expression, he asked Zhang Yao, “Can I have a beer?”





Chapter 507: Several Times Through Storm and Rain

Chen Hui’s alcohol tolerance was quite low, Zhang Yao knew, but she still let him drink.

After two bottles of beer, Chen Hui started to feel a bit dizzy. Zhang Yao asked with concern, “You went south right after graduation. Are you used to Yanjing after being here for a while?”

Chen Hui didn’t think too much and blurted out, “I’ve been away from the North for too long. When I first came to Yanjing, I wasn’t used to the weather here. I’d get a nosebleed every morning or evening for more than ten consecutive days…”

Zhang Yao asked, her face full of worry, “Did you go to the Hospital to get it checked? Are you still getting them now?”

Chen Hui waved his hand and said glumly, “Not anymore. It was mainly just those first few days when I wasn’t used to it. The South gets a lot of rain, and it always feels damp. You wash a piece of clothing and put it out in the sun, and it takes a whole day to dry. Yanjing, on the other hand, is great. You hang clothes in the bathroom after washing, and they dry overnight even without sun. The weather is so erratic.”

Zhang Yao relaxed and chuckled, “And to think you went to university in the Northeast for four years. If they sent you back to the Northeast now, you’d probably get eight nosebleeds a day.”

Chen Hui said, “It’s just that I got used to being in the South. I guess after a bit more time, I’ll adapt to the Northern climate again.”

Zhang Yao nodded, but then suddenly furrowed her brows and asked Chen Hui, “You just said you had nosebleeds for more than ten consecutive days? How long have you been in Yanjing?”

Chen Hui subconsciously said, “Around a month.”

“A month?” Zhang Yao couldn’t help but ask, “Your QQ team only disbanded about half a month ago, didn’t it? You only signed with Muye Technology after it disbanded, so how could you have been here for a month?”

Chen Hui immediately realized he had spilled the beans. He couldn’t help but shiver, stammering, “I misspoke earlier. It was only for a few days, and I’ve only been here for a little over a week.”

Zhang Yao saw Chen Hui’s bewildered / at a loss expression and knew he was lying. She said, somewhat displeased, “Chen Hui, we haven’t seen each other in so many years. Is such a small thing worth lying about?”

Chen Hui gave an awkward laugh, “I didn’t…”

Zhang Yao stared at Chen Hui for a moment, making his heart race. He couldn’t help but look away, unable to meet her gaze. Zhang Yao said angrily, “Forget it, I’m full.” With that, she actually stood up to leave.

Chen Hui quickly grabbed her hand, rushing to explain, “Zhang Yao, don’t be angry. Please sit down and listen to my explanation…”

Zhang Yao stood before Chen Hui and said, “Then explain it to me now. If you can convince me, I’ll sit down and listen. If you can’t, then I’m going back.”

Chen Hui bit his lower lip, hesitated for a moment, then decided to just go for it, “Alright, I’ll tell you.”

Picking up the third bottle of beer, Chen Hui chugged half of it in one go. He drank too quickly, choked, and coughed for a good while before saying, “I really have been here for a month. The night YY launched, I was on duty. I downloaded YY to study it, and unexpectedly, my classmates from our year created a group chat and added me. Hu Zichen mentioned you to me, saying that you hadn’t found a romantic partner all these years and often talked about me. I hadn’t dated anyone these past few years either. I’d always regretted breaking up with you back then, and I’ve never been able to let go of you. But there was nothing I could do; my personality was too cowardly, and I never dared to look for you. That night, after hearing what she said, I had a sudden surge of emotion and bought a ticket to Yanjing that very night. I wandered around Zhongguancun for days but didn’t see you. I heard you were about to start working at Muye Technology, so I came for an interview, hoping to wait for you here…”

After pouring out everything he wanted to say, Chen Hui felt an immediate sense of relief. Zhang Yao, however, was dumbfounded. She stood frozen for a long time, then asked him with red eyes, “You fool, why didn’t you tell me earlier? You even deliberately lied and tricked me just now.”

Chen Hui sighed deeply, “We haven’t seen each other in so long. I didn’t know what your situation was like, and I was afraid telling the truth would put too much pressure on you.”

Zhang Yao asked him, “Then tell me, that night you rushed to Yanjing on a whim, was it just to see me?”

Chen Hui, finding a burst of courage from somewhere, blurted out, “Of course not! I wanted to find you and then start over with you!”

Zhang Yao sat back down opposite Chen Hui, tears instantly streaming down her face: “You’re always like this, bottling up everything you want to say, and yet you’re so stubbornly set in your own ways. Once you make up your mind, you stick to it no matter what; no one can change you. It was the same back then when you misunderstood something between me and Qin Feng, but you didn’t say anything. You just kept it inside, stubbornly sulking, arguing with me, and breaking up. If only you could tell me what was on your mind, we wouldn’t have had to break up…”

Chen Hui also wiped away tears, drained the last half bottle of beer, and choked out, “A lot of our classmates from that graduating class came to Yanjing. I heard from the girls in your dorm room that you had signed with an enterprise in Yanjing back then. At the time, I really wanted to come to Yanjing to develop my career too, but then, stubbornly, I kept thinking that the more I couldn’t let go of you, the more I had to force myself to pick up and let go. That’s why I went to Shenzhen alone. You don’t know how long it takes to travel from the Northeast to Shenzhen. I just stood there in the connecting part between two train cars, swaying and crying. By the time I got to Shenzhen, my eyes were all swollen. I slept in a cheap underground motel for three days before I even dared to go out and look for a job…”

Zhang Yao said, “From graduation until now, you never once sought me out. I always thought you’d forgotten me long ago, or perhaps even married and had children. I often went to your old classmates to inquire about you, but most of them didn’t know your recent situation.”

Chen Hui nodded, “I didn’t have many classmates in Shenzhen, just a few alumni I wasn’t very close with. I always wanted to ask about you, but I was too embarrassed to bring it up to others. If Hu Zichen hadn’t mentioned it to me actively in the group, I wouldn’t have known what your situation was like now…”

Zhang Yao looked at him with red eyes, asking with a mix of grievance and anticipation, “You know what my situation is now, so what are your plans next? Is it just to see me and know my recent situation? And then you’ll go back to being like before, never telling me what you’re thinking or planning, never letting me know?”

Chen Hui pulled out a cross-shaped anti-theft door key, slapping it on the table, and said, “I’ve been working for several years now, and I’ve never brought myself to rent such a good place – a private one-bedroom, one-living-room apartment for one thousand five hundred a month. It’s only three stops from the company, and takes just fifteen minutes to get to work every day…”

Zhang Yao pressed her lips together and stared at him for a long moment, then asked, crying, “I’m asking you what you’re planning, not where you live or how much the rent is per month!”

Chen Hui got anxious and retorted, “Don’t you know I’ve always been extremely stingy with money since I was in school? I came all the way to Yanjing alone, interviewed at Muye Technology, and rented such an expensive apartment. Don’t you know what my plans are?”

Zhang Yao’s heart was already overjoyed, but she outwardly decided to push him for everything. She said impatiently, “I don’t know! I’m not an eighteen or nineteen-year-old girl anymore; I don’t want to play those childish games with you where you say half and I guess the other half. I don’t want to use my brain. If you’re going to say it, say it all. If you keep talking in halves and dragging your feet, then I’m just going home to sleep.”

Chen Hui’s face turned beet red. He gritted his teeth and stomped his foot, then, emboldened by the alcohol, loudly declared, “I intend to reconcile with you, I intend to live together with you, I intend to marry you, I intend to have children with you…”

Chen Hui practically roared the last two sentences. Everyone in the restaurant was drawn to Chen Hui’s unusual actions and what he was saying. They all looked at him, some pointing, others covering their mouths to stifle laughter or whispering to each other.

At this moment, Zhang Yao stood up and loudly said, “Boss, check, please.”

Chen Hui quickly said, “What are you doing? I’ve said everything, and you’re still leaving?”

Zhang Yao said, “Not only am I leaving, but you have to come too.”

Chen Hui stubbornly said, “If you want to go, you go. I’m not going!”

Zhang Yao picked up his cross-shaped key from the table, and with a deep gaze, looked at him and asked, “If you don’t come, how would I know where home is?”

Chen Hui was stunned for a moment, then instantly awakened. At that moment, it was as if the clouds had parted to reveal a clear sky. He was so excited he couldn’t speak. Just then, the restaurant boss came over and said to the couple, “With the beer, that’s fifty-three in total.”

Chen Hui pulled out a one hundred-yuan bill and handed it to the boss, saying, “Keep the change.” Then he pulled Zhang Yao’s hand and left the restaurant.

For these two, who had carried each other in their hearts for many years, tonight was the first complete release in all those years. Zhang Yao had only ever had Chen Hui in this life, and Chen Hui was no better off than Zhang Yao; they were absolutely a pair of partners in whom soul and body were doubly compatible.

After their intimate moments, Chen Hui held Zhang Yao and asked her, “When do you want to move in? I’ll help you move.”

Zhang Yao lay nestled in Chen Hui’s arms and purposely said, “My lease isn’t up for another two months…”

Chen Hui blurted out, “Move! Move tomorrow! I’ll go help you move after work!”

Zhang Yao smiled and said, “That’s right. Some things you don’t need to discuss with me; just make the decision yourself.”

Chen Hui said, “But this is a matter for two people, isn’t it? I need to ask for your opinion…”

Zhang Yao said, “Some matters between two people require my opinion, and some don’t. You need to learn to decide for yourself what the proper grasp / mastery is.”

Chen Hui said, “Okay… I’ll try my best…”

Zhang Yao remembered something, sat up, and looked at him, asking, “Oh, by the way, the company probably doesn’t allow employees to date, right? How should we tell the company about us?”

Chen Hui clicked his tongue, “I haven’t thought about exactly what to say yet. Let’s wait a few days before discussing it. I’ll think about how to communicate with Manager Sun. Also, your position is higher than mine, so if one of us really has to leave, it’s more appropriate for me to go.”

Zhang Yao said, “But it’s more suitable for you to stay at Muye Technology. After all, you worked on QQ for so many years and are quite familiar with the instant messaging business.”

Chen Hui chuckled, “It doesn’t matter. When I interviewed, I told Manager Kong and Manager Li that the reason I came to Muye Technology was for love. Now that I’ve found love, I can leave Muye Technology anytime.”

Zhang Yao noncommittally said, “Let’s just wait a few more days and see.”





Chapter 508: Hunger Marketing + Pre-sale Model

The next morning, Li Mu gathered Kong Lingyu, Lin Qingya, Ding Jian, and the Eting.com team for a meeting in his office to discuss preparations before the launch of the Mango MP3 player.

With Taobao.com’s launch still over a week away, the first batch of thirty-one thousand MP3 players from the two contract factories in mainland China and Taiwan had already shipped. They were expected to arrive in Yanjing within three days. Li Mu’s provisional launch composure was to first initiate pre-orders on Eting.com and then begin sales on June 6th, the day Taobao.com officially launched. Shipping would commence about one week later, around June 13th.

During the past period, the contract manufacturers had to coordinate production capacity, arrange production plans, open molds, produce samples, and then manufacture the first batch of goods, so efficiency was relatively slow. However, once these preparations were complete, they could deliver goods weekly. Furthermore, a contract for over two million units bound them, ensuring that the production capacity allocated to Mango would increase over time. This way, Li Mu had a buffer period of nearly twenty days from now until June 13th, allowing him to release the full quota of one hundred thousand units directly onto the market with the first batch.

Li Mu’s idea was to officially reveal information simultaneously on Eting.com and YY on June 1st. The revealed content would include the Mango MP3 player’s appearance, specifications, and pricing. However, the sales channels would not be disclosed. In other words, users would only know that Muye Technology had customized a batch of very stylish MP3 players ready for sale, at a price roughly sixty percent of the market price. But they wouldn’t know how Eting.com would sell them. Furthermore, Eting.com would only sell one hundred thousand units in the first batch, and the sales model wouldn’t activate until June 6th. However, interested users could pre-order, because only pre-order users would have the opportunity to purchase a Mango MP3 on June 6th.

This way, news of Eting.com disrupting the MP3 market could be released first, causing a huge stir without exposing Taobao.com. The full truth would only be revealed when Taobao.com went online.

The attendees of the meeting didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s pre-sale idea. They couldn’t grasp why users had to pre-order before being able to place an order to purchase. This model hadn’t been used by anyone yet.

Li Mu had been reborn from an era when e-commerce was flourishing. Even if he hadn’t personally implemented various internet marketing strategies, he was accustomed to seeing them. Whether it was Xiaomi’s hunger marketing or the pre-sale model Tmall and JD.com used during their Double Eleven warm-ups, each had its pros and cons. Therefore, Li Mu was prepared to combine hunger marketing with a pre-sale model this time.

First, he would use Xiaomi’s routine: widely promote how good their product was, how awesome the design, how powerful the hardware, and how affordable the price, as if they were losing money on every unit sold. After stimulating users’ curiosity and enthusiasm, he would then tell them, “I only have one hundred thousand units in the first batch.” “It’s obvious these will be incredibly difficult to get.” “It’s okay, you can pre-order; it costs nothing, but only pre-order users will be eligible to buy.” “On June 6th, you’ll have the chance to snap up my product.”

Thus, Li Mu, for the first time, transformed into an internet marketing guru, delivering a lively and highly forward-thinking e-commerce marketing lesson to his core team.

Li Mu said, “You just need to remember one thing: when promoting our products externally, they are always the best. And you must learn to compare our strengths with our competing products’ weaknesses. As long as it’s an area where we have an advantage, feel free to boast boldly. If we encounter our weaknesses, then learn to play to our strengths and avoid our weaknesses, and don’t mention a single word about them.”

“Once our product is accepted by users, we must project an image of being a rare commodity. The first batch of one hundred thousand Mango MP3 players must be sold out instantly within three minutes, making all customers who fail to buy feel that not getting one is a loss!”

Ding Jian asked Li Mu, “Manager Li, what if users don’t buy them all within three minutes?”

Li Mu glared, “Then create the illusion that the products have been sold out instantly! Even if only ten thousand units or even five thousand units are sold within three minutes of launch, you must immediately halt sales on the system and display a ‘sold out’ message to everyone!”

Kong Lingyu was stunned, “Boss, isn’t that faking it?”

Li Mu asked him, “The Jiangnan Leather Factory downstairs has been saying it’s their last day for half a month now, repeating it for half a month straight. What do you make of that phenomenon?”

Kong Lingyu awkwardly replied, “I don’t believe it at all; I don’t even look.”

Li Mu said, “That’s you. They say it’s their last day every day. Their potential customers have already excluded people like you who pass by every day. If you didn’t fall for it on the first day, you’ll never be their potential customer. Their potential customers are those who pass by their storefront for the first time each day; they are the true potential users. As long as he maintains his potential customers well, he can make money. As long as he can make money, he’ll continue to run his shop here, still calling every day ‘the last day’. Only when this place truly stops making money will it be time for him to leave.”

Kong Lingyu said, “But we’re not small vendors. If a company our size does that…”

Li Mu solemnly said, “If you want to do marketing, don’t have any psychological pressure. You need to focus all your energy on making users interested in your product. Of course, during promotion, you can exaggerate appropriately, but you can’t exaggerate infinitely.”

Speaking further, Li Mu continued, “As for the flash sales, do exactly as I’ve said. At 8 PM on June 6th, Taobao.com will officially launch. At precisely 8 PM, the Mango Eting.com flagship store will also go online and begin sales. At 8:03 PM, no matter how many units have been sold, the Front Desk must display ‘sold out’. Make users patiently wait for the next flash sale. Only this way can we create an aura of our product being a rare commodity in the market, drawing more attention and attracting more potential users.”

Although some people didn’t fully grasp Li Mu’s intention, since it was already Li Mu’s command, everyone immediately expressed compliance.

Li Mu added, “Ding Jian, these two days you need to communicate well again with the leaders of Yanjing Post Express. It’s imperative that their EMS business fully supports our logistics at that time.”

Current logistics were still very underdeveloped. Among the numerous civilian express delivery companies that would flourish in the future, most had not yet been established. Those that had already started were Zhaijisong, STO Express, and SF Express. Currently, Zhaijisong was the strongest, followed by STO Express. SF Express was still focusing on the “small slice of cake” in the Pearl River Delta and Shenzhen-Hong Kong express parcels, and its strategic direction hadn’t yet adjusted. Therefore, the most reliable express service at present was actually Postal EMS. At the very least, with Yanjing as the center, Postal EMS had relatively good timeliness in all third-tier cities nationwide. Moreover, no private express company had a network as comprehensive as the postal service.

Ding Jian said, “Manager Li, please rest assured. I’ve already spoken with EMS. One hundred thousand units can be directly distributed to ten branch offices for processing at that time, ensuring they leave Yanjing within one day.”

Li Mu nodded in satisfaction. Current express delivery services offered little in terms of timeliness, so being able to depart from the origin within one day was already exceptionally good. Generally, current express transport prioritized resource utilization over timeliness. To fill vehicles with enough cargo, some branch offices might accumulate goods for a specific route for two or three days before dispatching them all at once.

After the meeting, Li Mu requested Ding Jian and the person in charge of Eting.com to quickly release the Mango MP3 pre-sale information on Eting.com. Just as everyone started preparing for the MP3 pre-sale, Sun Qian approached Li Mu and said, “Manager Li, Zhang Yao just submitted her resignation to me.”

Li Mu frowned, “The Zhang Yao who just started yesterday?”

Sun Qian nodded.

Li Mu couldn’t help but say, “No way? Did Chen Hui rush things too much and scare her off?”

Li Mu had always been quite attentive to Chen Hui’s situation. On one hand, he genuinely saw a shadow of his past self in Chen Hui and decided to help him out. On the other hand, he also felt that someone like Chen Hui deserved a beautiful love.

However, the woman resigning after just one day of employment made Li Mu instinctively think that Chen Hui had messed things up.

At this moment, Sun Qian said with a smile, “Chen Hui was indeed quite impatient. I don’t know how he managed it, but Zhang Yao just started yesterday, and Chen Hui already won her over. Today, when Zhang Yao submitted her resignation, she confessed to me that she and Chen Hui had decided to get together. To avoid making things difficult for the company, she proactively offered to resign and leave, so Chen Hui could continue his development within the company.”

“Holy crap.”

The plot had taken a one hundred eighty-degree reversal from what he had imagined. Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, then regained his composure and laughed: “This Chen Hui really has some skills! It’s been less than twenty-four hours since their first meeting, which was supposed to happen years later…”

Sun Qian laughed, “I guess they still had feelings for each other, so things just naturally fell into place.”

Li Mu said, “Since things just naturally fell into place, we can’t break up a loving couple. Special situations require special handling. Talk to them; both can stay at Muye Technology simultaneously. However, they must clearly separate personal and professional matters. If there’s any blurring of lines between personal and professional, then the company won’t be blamed for being unsympathetic.”

Sun Qian nodded and said, “Then I’ll talk to them privately about this later.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and called Lin Qingya over. He discussed some details about employee relationships with her. Lin Qingya’s argument was, “Currently, all large companies have relatively clear clauses prohibiting employee relationships, and we’re not the only one.”

Li Mu said, “We don’t encourage office romances, but we also can’t absolutely forbid them. White-collar workers living in big cities now face immense work pressure. Every day, besides work, the remaining time is spent resting; they hardly meet any friends other than colleagues. Office romances are very prone to occurring. We just need to adhere to three principles: First: Office romances must not involve sensitive positions, such as HR or finance. Second: Office romances cannot affect work. Third: Once an office romance transforms into a factual marriage, we would then require one person to resign, or leave the same business group. As long as these three points are managed well, office romances are not entirely impermissible.”





Chapter 509: Li Mu’s 2002

For those working in China’s MP3 industry, today marked their first major earthquake.

Eting.com suddenly put up a banner advertisement on its homepage, announcing the imminent release of Eting.com custom-version MP3 players, a collaboration with and custom order from the Mango brand. Even YY began supporting Eting.com, providing pop-up recommendations that gathered a large number of users.

This was likely the first time Chinese MP3 manufacturers and enthusiasts had ever seen such a dazzling visual advertisement. Nine colors of Mango MP3s were displayed with black at the center, red, orange, yellow, and green on the left, and cyan, blue, purple, and silver on the right, all set against a metallic grey-black background. The entire promotional poster looked exceptionally high-end and was incredibly eye-catching.

On this banner ad, the 64MB player, designated as the Mango-ME, astounded everyone, but its price left everyone even more flabbergasted.

The Mango-ME was priced at only 368 yuan. One must remember that the cheapest unbranded 64MB players currently cost around 550 yuan, and major brands were at least over 600 yuan. An MP3 player at 368 yuan was incredibly cheap, almost unfathomable. What’s more, the Mango-ME came with a free, very beautiful pair of headphones, matching the device’s color, with nine colors to choose from.

In addition, Eting.com announced that the first batch of Mango-ME devices would be limited to 100,000 units, available on a first-come, first-served basis until sold out.

Suddenly, the Mango-ME attracted a large number of netizens. Many users who planned to buy an MP3 player or were interested in them were tempted. The Mango-ME’s design utterly surpassed all similar products on the market. Moreover, it was not just a little cheaper than similar products on the market; users found no reason to refuse such an MP3 player.

However, Eting.com seemed to be deliberately playing coy. No one knew how to actually purchase the Mango-ME. For now, it was only available for reservation on Eting.com. Any registered Eting.com user could reserve a Mango-ME and receive a twelve-digit reservation code. The reservation code was free and did not obligate the user to purchase the Mango-ME, but if a user wanted to buy one, they had to reserve it in advance and possess a specific reservation code.

Yet, Eting.com provided no guidance on how to use the reservation code. They simply stated that sales would officially begin at 8 p.m. on June 6th, and reserved users could open Eting.com before 7:50 p.m. on June 6th to await the official launch.

Zhao Kang’s online army moved opportunely, spreading information about the Mango-ME everywhere like a virus, comparing its price, appearance, and various specifications against those of competing products. Without a doubt, the Mango-ME’s cost-effectiveness completely crushed MP3 players under 700 yuan. Moreover, even high-capacity MP3s with 128MB of memory were only superior to the Mango-ME in terms of capacity; other aspects still couldn’t compare.

MP3s were not high-tech products to begin with. Most products used the same chips and decoding standards. The only performance differentiator was memory; the rest came down to brand, price, and appearance. The Mango-ME’s weakness was its unknown brand, but Eting.com somewhat compensated for Mango’s lack of brand recognition. As for price and appearance, the Mango-ME feared no competitor.

Based on the Mango-ME’s incredibly high cost-effectiveness, coupled with Eting.com and YY’s strong promotion and the online army’s coordinated efforts, the promotional effect was remarkably significant. In just one day, the number of Mango-ME reservations reached 2.18 million, which not only surprised Li Mu but also startled MP3 manufacturers!

Although reservations had virtually no barrier, Li Mu hadn’t expected the reservation count to reach such a high number in such a short time. However, he was still somewhat concerned about the conversion rate of these reservations. In his previous life, some domestic mobile phone brands would pre-sell on JD.com, with reservations often reaching several million, but when sales actually began, the real conversion rate might not even reach 1%. However, the Mango-ME product showed full sincerity, and with MP3s still popular now, Li Mu subconsciously believed that the Mango-ME’s conversion rate shouldn’t be too bad.

That night, MP3 manufacturers and distributors collectively suffered from insomnia. They hadn’t experienced the era of e-commerce exaggeration and didn’t know how much “water” was in the current data. The two to three million reservations indeed terrified them.

However, the industry was also discussing the situation of Eting.com’s distribution channels. Why hadn’t their distributors received any relevant news?

MP3 manufacturers’ current distribution channels were precise down to the retail counter, sinking from master distributors and city-level distributors all the way down to a specific store or electronic market counter. Therefore, the lower levels were very familiar with industry dynamics. Normally, news about which brand’s vendor occupied which counter in an electronics market spread very quickly. But currently, from manufacturers to vendors, no one had heard of the Mango brand, no one had seen its stores or counters, and no one knew how it intended to distribute its products. A first batch of 100,000 units was basically a mid-range MP3 brand’s total national sales for a month.

For Li Mu, Eting.com and Mango’s biggest task right now was to pave the way for Taobao, with their own development being secondary. Therefore, he didn’t plan to reveal any information related to Taobao yet. He would first use the Mango-ME to attract user attention, then directly guide users to Taobao. Alipay would simultaneously provide payment channel support, and then things would fall naturally into place.

If it were 2016, and you asked any internet professional how to create an online best-seller in 2002—one with monthly sales of tens or even hundreds of thousands of units—they would surely think the questioner was foolish. In 2002, internet users hadn’t surpassed 60 million, and the e-commerce model was cumbersome and had low penetration. How could you create a best-seller online?

However, the 2002 of the present was already different from the 2002 of Li Mu’s previous life.

The emergence of Eting.com had, to some extent, accelerated the development of MP3 listening, downloading, and even MP3 player hardware.

The appearance of Tieba had also, to some extent, increased the number of internet users in China, contributing to the expansion of the current user base.

The introduction of Happy Farm further changed the current public’s enthusiasm for games. How many middle-aged or even older people, who had never touched a computer, became internet users because of this game? It could be said that Happy Farm still had millions of users who had not activated YY, proving that these users were purely farm users.

The advent of 3321 allowed the backbone of society, meaning the parents of the post-80s generation, to begin interacting with the internet.

The appearance of Alipay turned the social backbone developed by 3321 into the first batch of seed users for online payments. In addition, it cultivated a large number of contemporary university students who generated income on 3321 and possessed financial independence. These were also among the current internet payment user groups. Subsequently, Alipay began integrating with third-party merchants like Legend, further expanding its current user base.

The emergence of YY further increased the current internet user base. The popularity of YY Groups transformed online socializing overnight into group socializing, and a large number of users who had not previously engaged with the internet became netizens for the sake of group socializing.

Subsequently, Happy Farm and YY’s value-added products jointly propelled Alipay users to a magnitude of tens of millions. That is to say, Alipay currently had bank cards linked to over ten million people. This scale was barely achieved by Alibaba in 2004, the second year after Alipay’s launch.

Li Mu’s Rebirth and all the actions he had taken, weaving such a vast and interwoven web, had already altered the internet of 2002 from his previous life beyond recognition, turning it into his own 2002.

Some things were difficult to achieve in 2002 in his previous life, but in Li Mu’s 2002, everything became much simpler.

…

While the Mango-ME attracted countless people’s attention, another major global event occurred.

The 2002 Japan/South Korea World Cup finals officially began.

The China Men’s National Football Team qualified for the World Cup finals for the first time in history, and the nation’s passion for football reached its peak.

Li Mu’s dorm mates barely missed a single match from the opening game. If they couldn’t watch in the dorm room, they’d go to the dining hall or a small restaurant outside the campus. But too many people watched there, so they discussed pooling money to rent a small apartment off-campus. This way, they could go there every day there was a match and watch the live broadcast together.

People like Liu Nian, Sun Jian, and Hu Zhengdao wouldn’t have dared to be so extravagant originally, but ever since 3321, these few, whose financial situations were relatively tight, had become much more comfortable. So, when they acted collectively, everyone could keep pace with the spending.

Li Mu hadn’t been to school for many days, and these guys hadn’t included Li Mu in their discussion about renting a place. However, Li Yawei insisted on calling Li Mu, not to get him to chip in, but because he felt that if Li Mu didn’t show up soon, they’d almost forget they had such a dorm mate.

Li Mu answered Li Yawei’s call and, upon hearing that a few of them were planning to rent a place to watch football, was slightly surprised, then laughed, “Don’t bother renting a place. I’ve rented an apartment in the residential complex near the East Gate. You can watch there.”

Everyone knew Li Mu had certainly rented a place outside school, so Li Yawei wasn’t surprised by Li Mu’s words. He just asked Li Mu, “Will us watching the game there disturb you and sister-in-law too much?”

Li Mu said, “Stop the damn nonsense. When’s the next game?”

“Tonight at 7:30 p.m., Spain versus Slovenia.”

Li Mu said, “Alright, you guys arrive at Yucheng Garden by the school’s East Gate at 7 p.m., then call me.”





Chapter 510: The Hidden Truth Behind the Breakup

Li Mu was half a football fan. In his previous life, he would occasionally stay up late to watch major games, but he wasn’t truly passionate about football. He enjoyed watching it but never played, nor did he have a truly favorite team. When an El Clásico came around, he would often waver, supporting Real Madrid one match and perhaps Barcelona the next, depending entirely on his mood.

During this World Cup, Li Mu, like everyone else, was swept up in the nationwide fervor and eagerly followed the matches, only to grow increasingly disappointed.

Stimulated by Li Yawei’s call, Li Mu casually searched online for predictions about the national team’s matches. When he saw that most experts predicted the national team would beat Costa Rica, draw with Turkey, lose to Brazil, and then qualify for the knockout stage as group runner-up with four points, Li Mu pouted and muttered to himself, “What a load of rubbish!”

Fortunately, tonight’s match wasn’t the national team’s game, otherwise Li Mu wouldn’t even bother to glance at it.

Originally, the six dorm mates had planned to gather at Li Mu’s rented apartment to drink and watch the game. However, in the afternoon, Hu Zhengdao called Li Mu, anxiously saying, “Third oldest bro, everyone’s planning to watch the game tonight, but I can’t make it. Just calling to let you know.”

Li Mu asked him, “What’s wrong? Is something the matter?”

What instantly came to Li Mu’s mind was Wang Yanan’s mother. Hu Zhengdao had basically devoted all his energy to her during this period, and only matters related to her could make Hu Zhengdao so anxious.

Hu Zhengdao said, “A broker called me. He said he has a donor whose tissue has matched Yan Nan’s mother. I need to go over there right away.”

Li Mu asked, “If there’s a match, just have him bring the person to Yanjing for the surgery. Pay him whatever amount he asks for. Why do you need to go in person?”

Hu Zhengdao replied, “Before they come, I need to pay a thirty thousand yuan deposit. Only then will he bring the person over. Once they’re here, the money won’t be refunded. It would be troublesome if the person is very old or in poor health, so I think it’s better to go and see first. If there are no issues, I’ll pay him on the spot, bring him and the donor back directly, arrange another tissue matching, and if there’s no problem, they can be admitted to the hospital to prepare for surgery.”

Li Mu then said, “This is a big deal. Go quickly. Let me know if you need money.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I have enough money. I just felt bad about breaking our plans for the get-together, so I called to explain the situation.”

Li Mu said, “Why are you still treating me like an outsider? Go take care of your business first. We can meet up again after you’re done.”

Hu Zhengdao laughed and said, “We were just discussing today that your birthday is in a few days. We’re thinking of treating you and sister-in-law to a meal to celebrate your birthday. So, why don’t we just gather on your birthday?”

Li Mu readily agreed, saying, “Alright, let’s meet then.”

Since he had agreed to watch the game with the others, Li Mu bought some snacks and small dishes to go with beer downstairs from his apartment after work. He also got a crate of beer. He painstakingly lugged the twenty-four bottles of beer and other items upstairs, then called Li Yawei to tell them to come over directly.

The bros gathered in Li Mu’s rented apartment, drinking and chatting while waiting for the game to start. The atmosphere was excellent; even Liu Nian, who usually didn’t drink much, had nearly two bottles because he was in such good spirits.

After a few rounds of drinks, Sun Jian spoke up, “Li Mu, your birthday is in a few days. I talked it over with the other bros, and we’re planning to treat you to a meal to celebrate your birthday. Will you be free then?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Yeah, Zheng Dao already told me on the phone.”

Sun Jian cursed good-naturedly, “That Zheng Dao, always so mysterious. He always drops out at crucial moments.”

Li Mu said, “You guys need to be understanding. He carries a much heavier burden than we do.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded, “Zheng Dao is under a lot of pressure. If it were anyone else, they probably couldn’t handle this situation with Yan Nan’s mom.”

Li Mu smiled and asked, “Suppose something like this happened to Chen Jiao, what would you do?”

Xue Jianfeng gave a small smile and said, “Li Mu, you probably don’t know, but Chen Jiao and I broke up.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “When did that happen?”

“Half a month ago.”

“Why did you break up?”

“Incompatible personalities.”

Li Yawei, standing nearby, teased with a laugh, “Old Xue, you’ve been sleeping with her for so long. Why didn’t you say anything about incompatible personalities earlier? Now that you’ve had enough, you’re saying your personalities don’t match? That’s a bit shameless, isn’t it?”

Xue Jianfeng pouted and said, “Don’t think Chen Jiao was at a disadvantage being with me. She made the first move with me back then. Besides, she wasn’t a virgin at all, and had much more experience in bed than I did. There are several positions I only learned from being with her. Whenever you’re ready to end your virginity with Han Xiaoxiao, just come to me beforehand, and I’ll teach you some of what I learned from Chen Jiao.”

Li Yawei scoffed, “I don’t need you to teach me. Fanjima and Cangjing are my best teachers.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded, “It doesn’t matter who you learn from, just don’t think I hurt her by breaking up with Chen Jiao.”

Li Mu noticed a hint of suppression in Xue Jianfeng’s expression and realized there might be some hidden truth to the matter that even Li Yawei didn’t know. Worried that they might argue about it, he picked up a bottle of beer and said, “Come on, let’s have another. The game’s about to start.”

Xue Jianfeng glanced at Li Mu, then picked up his own bottle and clinked it with Li Mu’s, saying, “Let’s have one together.”

The game continued until past nine, with Spain easily winning 3-1, defeating Slovenia. The entire game was quite good, considered a rather exciting match in the group stage. Everyone watched the game while chatting, eating, and drinking. By the time the game ended, all twenty-four bottles of beer were almost gone.

On average, it should have been less than five bottles per person, but Li Mu only drank four. Xue Jianfeng, who held his liquor well, drank a lot. Once he got into the swing of things, he drank very quickly; Li Mu estimated he drank at least ten bottles that night.

After the game finished, the few of them prepared to return to the dorm room to rest. Li Mu was about to see them off and then clean up the apartment, but Sun Jian, somewhat drunk, slurred, “Li Mu, do you and Su Yingxue often meet secretly here?”

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly, “No, I live here alone.”

Li Yawei asked him in surprise, “Brother Mu, you and Su Yingxue haven’t gotten to the ‘final step’ yet?”

Li Mu asked him, “Have you and Han Xiaoxiao?”

Li Yawei said, “My situation with Han Xiaoxiao is different.”

Li Mu felt a surge of bitterness, “My situation with you is also different.”

Li Mu didn’t say the other thing: at least when Han Xiaoxiao lived in the dorms, no one checked up on her, but Su Yingxue had an aunt who checked up on her all day long.

Sun Jian put an arm around Li Mu’s shoulder and said, “What’s the point of you living alone here? Why don’t we go back to the dorm room tonight? We can buy some more beer on the way back and drink on the rooftop. This season, going to the rooftop at night to feel the breeze and drink beer feels so damn good.”

Li Mu asked him, “Do you have the rooftop key?”

Sun Jian pointed at Li Yawei, “This kid has it.”

Li Yawei pulled out a set of keys from his pocket, displaying one of them, and told Li Mu, “Last time the dorm manager came for a phone check-in, I had just finished cutting a watermelon and politely offered him some. He acted like he’d never seen a watermelon before, and ate half of the half watermelon I bought for twenty yuan himself! I was so annoyed I almost cursed him out. After he ate his fill and wiped his mouth, he left his keys in our dorm room. The next day, I had a set of keys copied for both the dorm building and the rooftop…”

Li Mu lived in Yucheng Garden primarily for the convenience of commuting to Muye Technology. However, everyone had enjoyed themselves thoroughly tonight, both with the food and drinks and the football game. He also felt it wasn’t quite enough, so he nodded and said, “You guys, help me clean up. Once we’re done, we’ll head back to the dorm room.”

“Alright!”

The five of them bought over twenty cans of beer, snuck them into the school, and climbed all the way up to the rooftop of the dorm building. The weather in Yanjing was already getting hot, but fortunately, it was still very cool at night. It was Li Mu’s first time drinking on the rooftop. The five men sat in a row on the relatively safe inner ledge of the rooftop, drinking and chatting while looking at the brightly lit girls’ dorm across the way. It felt as if they had suddenly escaped the busy and tiring world of business, immediately rediscovering the wonderful ease and comfort of university life.

Li Yawei went back to the dorm room midway, returning with a pair of miniature binoculars. He held the binoculars up and scanned the girls’ dorm opposite for a long time, then sighed, “Why are girls dressed so conservatively in their dorm rooms these days? Nothing to see.”

Sun Jian snatched the binoculars, immediately raising them to his eyes and muttering, “It’s a bit cool at night this season. Girls would get cold if they only wore underwear. Wait another month and see, I guarantee you’ll see nothing but lingerie models.”

Li Yawei said, “You’re full of it. In another month, summer vacation will be here, and I’ll be looking at ghosts!”

The two of them were engrossed in their discussion about the girls’ dorm while Liu Nian seemed to be dozing off drowsily. Suddenly, Xue Jianfeng handed Li Mu an newly opened can of beer and whispered, “My family had some changes two months ago. Mom and Dad were short on cash, and gave me less living expenses. Chen Jiao kept nagging about wanting a new phone. I told her I’d buy it in two months, but then she turned around and hooked up with a local guy from her school. That guy bought her a new phone, and then she came to break up with me. She’s really damn obnoxious!”

Li Mu asked him in surprise, “What’s the situation at home?”

Xue Jianfeng waved his hand and said, “It’s nothing major at home, just some temporary cash flow problems that will sort themselves out in a while. It’s just that Chen Jiao, that woman, is truly damn obnoxious. She did something like that, and then she told the girls in her dorm that I played with her and then dumped her, which made those girls in her dorm have an opinion of me. You didn’t see how Yawei was trying to corner me with his words today.”

Li Mu glanced at Li Yawei, who was still busy fighting Sun Jian for the binoculars. He reached out and patted Xue Jianfeng’s shoulder, saying, “Yawei doesn’t know the truth. He might be influenced by Han Xiaoxiao and her friends, and have some opinions about you and Chen Jiao. Since you didn’t plan to tell them the truth, don’t take it to heart yourself.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded seriously. He indeed hadn’t planned to tell the truth, not so much to save Chen Jiao face, but mainly because he didn’t want to lose face himself.

However, unwillingness to tell the truth did not mean he was willing to suffer in silence. At this moment, he didn’t say much, but Li Mu could see a hint of resentment in his drunken eyes.





Chapter 511: Was Taken for a Sucker

Xue Jianfeng drank quite a bit more wine by himself and had a heart-to-heart talk with Li Mu. It turned out that ever since he and Chen Jiao got together, he had been spending a lot of money on her. Xue Jianfeng’s family gave him one thousand yuan in living expenses each month, which was a truly filthy rich person’s level for that era. However, more than half of that money was spent on Chen Jiao. Since they started dating, Chen Jiao’s expenses for food, clothing, daily necessities, and pocket money were almost entirely covered by Xue Jianfeng. Chen Jiao, in turn, tried every way to please and flatter him, making him feel that the money was well spent.

Sometimes, when Chen Jiao wanted something more expensive, Xue Jianfeng would find excuses to ask for money from home. For Chen Jiao’s birthday, Xue Jianfeng bought her an LV handbag, which cost over six thousand yuan, roughly half a year’s living expenses for him. At the time, his family wasn’t facing any difficulties and tried their best to meet Xue Jianfeng’s requests.

Two or three months ago, Xue Jianfeng’s family had a large sum of money tied up in their business that couldn’t be recovered. To deal with the crisis, they also obtained a loan from the bank. His family was a bit short on cash for a while, so they temporarily reduced Xue Jianfeng’s living expenses to six hundred yuan a month. Even so, it was still double what most students received. However, as Xue Jianfeng’s living expenses decreased and his family stopped giving him extra pocket money, Chen Jiao’s quality of life immediately dropped. Not long ago, she wanted to get the popular Motorola V70, but Xue Jianfeng couldn’t afford a phone that cost three or four thousand yuan. So, he gently refused Chen Jiao, telling her that his family was having some temporary issues and he would buy her a phone later.

Unexpectedly, as soon as Chen Jiao heard about his family’s troubles, she turned on him quicker than flipping a book page. From then on, it became as difficult as ascending to heaven for Xue Jianfeng to ask her out. Chen Jiao always had various excuses to refuse, and eventually she just wanted to break up with him. Xue Jianfeng had a high school classmate at Peking University, and after asking them to help him inquire, he found out that Chen Jiao had already hooked up with a local Yanjing boy from their university. Some people had seen them get a room off-campus, and others had seen them having sex outdoors in the small grove by the school’s sports field late at night. Without realizing it, Xue Jianfeng’s cuckold’s hat was already shining bright green.

After hearing these reasons, Li Mu also lamented that Chen Jiao was truly despicable to the extreme. He genuinely wondered how a woman of such character managed to get into Peking University.

It was clear that Xue Jianfeng was in a very bad mood. Li Mu feared he would take it too hard, so he comforted him, “Honestly, you yourself know very well how you and Chen Jiao got together in the first place. You must have known what kind of person she was. I’m not surprised that something like this happened.”

Xue Jianfeng nodded. Of course, he understood what Li Mu meant. Back then, he didn’t really have strong feelings for Chen Jiao. In the very beginning, it was his dorm boss, Sun Jian, who had been interested in her, but Chen Jiao had no feelings for Sun Jian at all. Later, when they all went out for a get-together and slept at a KTV, Chen Jiao actively climbed into Xue Jianfeng’s arms, and that’s when they started being together.

As for why Chen Jiao made such a move at the time, Li Mu thought about the current situation and figured out seventy or eighty percent of it. Chen Jiao wasn’t exceptionally beautiful; she was only slightly above average. Among the six people in his dorm room, three had relatively poor family backgrounds, which Chen Jiao would definitely look down on. At that time, in others’ eyes, those with more comfortable circumstances were probably himself, Li Yawei, and Xue Jianfeng.

He didn’t need to elaborate on himself; shortly after the get-together with their dorm, Zhao Ziqiu openly had a crush on him and would come to the Renmin University swimming pool every day to find him. Even if Chen Jiao had been interested in him, she would most likely have felt the competition was too intense. It was the same for Li Yawei; he was childhood sweethearts with Han Xiaoxiao, and they were both from Yanjing. Han Xiaoxiao’s features, figure, and personality were all better than Chen Jiao’s. Li Yawei would have to have lost his mind to be interested in Chen Jiao. That left only Xue Jianfeng.

Xue Jianfeng was from Qilu, quite sturdy in build. Although not very handsome, he was more masculine than the average university student. Most importantly, this guy came from a good family. In terms of living expenses, he should have been the highest in the dorm, apart from Li Mu. He dressed well, used good things, ate and drank well, and was quite generous with money, which was why Chen Jiao chose him. Although Xue Jianfeng initially had no feelings for her, he couldn’t resist a young maiden actively throwing herself into his arms. In this day and age, at this age, there weren’t many girls willing to fully open up their bodies. Chen Jiao completely satisfied Xue Jianfeng physically, and gradually captured his youthful heart.

What Xue Jianfeng hadn’t expected was that after more than half a year together, Chen Jiao had quietly caused their positions to swap. Initially, Chen Jiao had actively thrown herself into his arms, and he himself had approached the relationship with a casual attitude. But he never imagined that now, the one with the casual attitude was Chen Jiao, and he, without realizing it, had fallen deeper and deeper, only to finally discover that he had been treated as a sucker by Chen Jiao all along…

It wasn’t until the lights out rule came for the female dorm opposite that Li Yawei and Sun Jian stopped their squabbling over the telescope. They turned around and saw that Liu Nian, who had the lowest alcohol tolerance, had unknowingly tilted his head and fallen asleep leaning against the inner eaves wall. Looking at Li Mu and Xue Jianfeng, the two of them were still drinking.

Li Mu tried to comfort Xue Jianfeng for a long time, and only felt relieved when he saw that Xue Jianfeng’s mood had lightened considerably.

Li Yawei didn’t know what the two were chatting about. He just looked at the pile of empty cans in surprise and asked, “How did you two drink all our alcohol?”

Li Mu said, “Who told you guys to be too busy peeping?”

Li Yawei rubbed his eyes and said, “My eyes are almost goddamn blind from looking.”

Sun Jian, still wanting more, said, “Let’s come again tomorrow night. I saw a girl in the dorm room on the far right of the fourth floor opposite us who’s really pretty!”

Li Mu jumped down from the inner eaves, picked up a plastic bag, told a few of them to collect the empty cans, and then carried the sleeping Liu Nian back to the dorm room.

Early the next morning, the bros in the dorm woke up for class. Only Xue Jianfeng, who had drunk too much the night before, was still half-asleep. Sun Jian wanted to call him awake, but Li Mu stopped him, pulled him aside, and whispered, “Keep an eye on Jianfeng these next few days. Talk to him more often. Grab a meal together or go to an internet cafe to play a game or something. Try not to leave him alone, except during class time.”

Sun Jian curiously asked, “What’s wrong? Is something up?”

Li Mu said, “Just keep an eye on him. As for what’s wrong, if he’s willing to talk, he will. If not, then don’t push it. I won’t say more.”

Sun Jian rarely saw Li Mu speak so seriously. Usually, he was very casual with the bros in the dorm, even when they were helping promote 3321 at universities across Yanjing, he hadn’t been this solemn. So, he nodded and said, “Don’t worry. Liu Nian and I are both single bachelors. From now on, whatever we do, we’ll include him.”

Li Mu and the other four from the dorm came out together. The five of them went to the dining hall for breakfast. Afterward, Li Mu separated from them. They went to their respective Academic Buildings, while Li Mu left the school gate and took a public bus directly to Taobao.

Taobao’s launch was imminent. Li Mu had done too much preparatory and groundwork for its arrival, preparing it like both a father and a mother for so long. With the “due date” approaching, no one was more excited than him. These past few days, he planned to stay at Taobao, watching it closely until its official launch.

Liu Qiangdong had been constantly busy these past few days. The division of labor for Taobao was: he was responsible for all operations work, Fang Xudong for technical support, and Li Mu for strategy formulation and integrated marketing. Currently, Li Mu’s main focus was the release of Mango-ME, while other matters were basically handed over to Liu Qiangdong.

The immense pressure also made Liu Qiangdong unleash extraordinary potential. He led his team in making all the preparations he could think of. Like Li Mu, he was just waiting for the market and users to test it after the launch.

Li Mu arrived at Taobao and went over the launch process with Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong in Liu Qiangdong’s office.

Liu Qiangdong said, “My side’s preparations are almost complete. Now there’s just one last task: pre-launching the seller shops we’ve already negotiated with and pre-listing their products. After the website officially launches at 8 PM on June 6th, their shops and products will go live simultaneously.”

Li Mu nodded. The idea of pre-listing was Liu Qiangdong’s, and Li Mu wholeheartedly agreed. For any internet service, content is the most important thing. Without enough content, without good and high-quality content, it’s difficult to retain users. In the Web era, a website’s retention rate and conversion were among the most critical data points. Promotion involves finding traffic everywhere and bringing users in, but how many of those imported users can be retained and become sticky users depends on the website’s content.

For a web portal, if there isn’t a large quantity of high-quality content, even high traffic is useless. Music websites, novel websites, and future video websites and vertical websites are the same. E-commerce websites are even less able to escape this rule. The reason Taobao became so powerful wasn’t just because Alibaba’s products were well-developed, nor just because Alipay provided payment channel support. Most importantly, it gathered sellers and products from all over the country, and even the world. Users have a fixed mindset: whatever you want to buy, you can definitely find it on Taobao.

What Liu Qiangdong was doing now was finding enough content in advance for the upcoming Taobao. Those sellers were basically attracted by his team from among EachNet’s sellers. They were not only promised a lifetime exemption from commission fees but also given a promise of certain resource preference for the earliest sellers to join. For these sellers, all they had to do was open a shop on Taobao and upload some products. Why wouldn’t they?

Liu Qiangdong’s work was even more meticulous. He had already obtained all the shop and product information from these sellers and arranged a specialized team to create shops and upload products for them in the backend in advance. Furthermore, following Li Mu’s suggestion, he assembled a small team of graphic designers and copywriters to optimize the product details and descriptions for these shops. The purpose of this was, on one hand, to make the product descriptions more attractive to users, and on the other hand, to keep the product features confidential. Online sellers are hard to control, and before the website launched, they couldn’t be allowed to access the website backend in advance.

After the team made all necessary preparations for these shop owners, once the website launched, their dazzling array of products would immediately be presented to users. At the same time, they would officially gain backend access and start doing business on Taobao from the moment it launched, effectively giving Taobao a sufficient content foundation from day one.





Chapter 512: This is Such a Pain in the Neck!

Inside Taobao.com, everyone was bustling with activity. Just as Li Mu and Senior Student Liu began preparing for Taobao.com’s Going premium, domestic MP3 manufacturers started heated discussions regarding Eting.com and Mango-ME. Mango-ME was clearly a disruptor coming to snatch everyone’s livelihood. Such a disruptor would not be welcomed by any company in the industry. On the contrary, its appearance suddenly united the major manufacturers, who had previously been fighting daily, into an unbreakable alliance. Everyone solidified one belief: no matter how much they competed before, they should now unite to devise effective countermeasures to curb Mango-ME’s development.

MP3 brands in Yanjing held an industry meeting. Early in the morning, the heads of over a dozen MP3 brands met at the conference center of a star-rated hotel in Yanjing. As soon as all attendees arrived, a heated discussion began. First, everyone wanted to know which company the newly appeared Mango brand belonged to.

Mango-ME had only recently launched its online promotion, and no one in the MP3 industry knew its origins. Several industry Bigwigs with some influence tried to inquire around but couldn’t find any clear answers. However, they did know Eting.com; this company, jointly held by Muye Technology and Baidu, could be considered the “mother” of the MP3 industry.

Before Eting.com exposed Mango-ME, the entire MP3 industry regarded Eting.com as its savior and promoter. Had Eting.com not emerged, the spring of MP3s would likely have been delayed for a while longer. Everyone had been celebrating the existence of such a dominant MP3 streaming and download website online. It allowed more users to access digital music, leading them to gradually abandon traditional playback devices like tape players, Walkmans, and CD players. Digitalization’s destructive power over traditional devices was exceptionally strong; once users experienced digitalization, they would quickly be drawn to its many conveniences, and digital devices would become increasingly popular.

But unexpectedly, Eting.com, the industry promoter, had transformed itself into their biggest competitor, even introducing a product that seemed nearly perfect, with an equally perfect price.

During the meeting, people in the MP3 industry were puzzled by one thing: how was Mango-ME’s price of 368 yuan achieved?

The head of an MP3 brand with monthly sales exceeding two hundred thousand units said, “Currently, when we custom-order 64MB MP3s from original equipment manufacturers, the cost is definitely above 300 yuan, and the retail price is definitely above 500 yuan. To ensure channel providers have a profit, our selling price can absolutely not be lower than 500 yuan. If it’s below that price, either we lose money, or the channels and dealers lose money. But how did Mango achieve this price of 368 yuan?”

Patriot’s head was equally perplexed: “To compete with Korean brands, we squeezed profits at every step, barely managing to bring the retail price of a 64MB unit under 600. This Mango-ME is even more ruthless than we were when competing with Korean brands. Its selling price is probably only thirty to forty yuan higher than its cost price. If you factor in the costs of various stages and taxes, they’d have to lose at least a hundred yuan on each unit sold for it to make sense. The question is, who would do that? Aren’t they out of their minds?”

“We need to clarify one thing now: was the 368 yuan price set by Mango, or by Eting.com? If Mango set it, then they truly are out of their minds. But if Eting.com set it, does that mean Eting.com merely custom-orders products from Mango, and Eting.com handles all other aspects itself? Mango would only be responsible for shipping, and Eting.com would bear all channel costs.”

“Where would Eting.com get such extensive sales channels?” said the head of Lenovo’s MP3 division. “Everyone here is an industry veteran; you all know how difficult it is to build a nationwide sales channel right now. Companies like ours are somewhat better off; at least in the PC sector, we already have established sales channels. But for a brand specializing solely in MP3s, the difficulty and cost of setting up distribution channels are immense.”

Someone interjected, “I don’t understand it either. We’ve been inquiring everywhere for the past two days, but we haven’t heard anything yet. It’s only a few days until Mango-ME’s release, but there’s still no sign of their sales channels. Our dealers are located nationwide, and almost every electronics mall has our agent counters, but so far, we haven’t even seen a single advertising billboard related to Mango-ME.”

Patriot’s head said, “It’s meaningless for us to investigate which sales channels they’re using now. The immediate issue is how we respond to Eting.com and this Mango-ME. Our retail sales data has been steadily declining these past two days. As soon as Mango-ME’s advertising launched, our sales dropped by almost sixty percent. This impact on us is simply too great.”

Although the market originally had competition, everyone competed while following market rules, which could be considered fair and friendly. However, the emergence of Eting.com and Mango-ME was clearly aimed at destroying them. If Mango-ME truly sells at this price, other brands will have no way to survive.

“Our retail sales have dropped by seventy percent in the past two days!” Founder’s head said, annoyed. “Whether it’s the price of 368 yuan or its stunning appearance, Mango-ME has successfully captured the attention of all potential MP3 users. This is evident from their pre-order numbers. Before coming here this morning, I specifically checked, and the pre-orders have already exceeded three million units. It seems all potential MP3 users nationwide are currently focused on Mango-ME, hoping to buy it on the 6th. Luckily, Mango-ME’s first batch is only one hundred thousand units. After these one hundred thousand units are absorbed by the market, other users will still have to be content with the second best and choose our products.”

Lenovo’s head’s eyes suddenly lit up, and he said, “Does anyone know what Mango’s production model is? Do they have their own production lines? If not, which company are they using as their original equipment manufacturer? Currently, original equipment manufacturers in mainland China, Taiwan, and even Korea all cooperate with us. Especially the OEM production lines in mainland China and Taiwan, basically eighty percent of their capacity is dedicated to those of us present, including Lenovo itself. If we can find Mango’s original equipment manufacturer and use our combined influence to exert pressure on the manufacturer, we can definitely choke them out.”

His words were an eye-opener.

Lenovo’s head’s words made everyone immediately realize the turning point. As long as they could curb Mango’s production, whatever price it sold for wouldn’t matter, because market demand was there, and it was growing. Even if Mango’s price had an advantage, if its production capacity was insufficient, most users would still need to buy products from other brands.

Lenovo’s head continued, “Under normal circumstances, Mango likely doesn’t have its own production capacity yet. As long as we find their contract manufacturer, and then collectively exert pressure on the original equipment manufacturer, we might completely cut off their supply. In that case, they won’t have a chance to rise. If they turn to setting up their own production lines, their products probably won’t hit the market until next year or the year after.”

Everyone immediately grew excited. They had recently been thrown into disarray by Mango-ME, believing that they and the entire industry faced a ferocious invader. But now, after discussing it together, everyone realized that even with such a low price and strong competitiveness, Mango-ME still had a major weakness. Once its production capacity couldn’t keep up, it would be like an armored vehicle without fuel; no matter how powerful it was, it would simply break down and be unable to move.



Meanwhile, the two companies in mainland China and Taiwan that were acting as OEMs for Mango were also quite anxious.

When they signed the contract, they were only responsible for production based on demand, but they didn’t know their client’s future operations strategy. After Eting.com’s Mango-ME advertising was released, the manufacturers finally understood that the company they were cooperating with actually had the ambition to revolutionize the industry. Mango-ME’s pricing would undoubtedly make it the sworn enemy of the entire industry. Most of their orders and profits came from other brands, and they realized that if Mango-ME launched, if other brands’ profits were severely affected, and if those brands found out they were Mango-ME’s original equipment manufacturer, they would likely come to demand an explanation.

Unexpectedly, this thought quickly turned into reality.

Dozens of MP3 manufacturers collaboratively searched for clues. In just one morning, the two companies in mainland China and Taiwan that manufactured for Mango as OEMs were unearthed. Subsequently, various companies with existing partnerships with them sent letters accusing the two enterprises of aiding and abetting evil, and presented an extremely tough solution: if they didn’t immediately cease their OEM manufacturing for Mango, other companies would jointly terminate their OEM contracts with them.

The two OEM manufacturers felt utterly bewildered and frustrated. What did Mango’s price war have to do with them? What was the logic behind so many manufacturers uniting to exert pressure on them?

Not only were their major OEM clients questioning them, but even their peers who also did MP3 OEM manufacturing were questioning them, asking why they would cooperate with an industry disruptor like Mango. If Mango truly destroyed the industry, or dragged future industry profit margins down to an extremely low state, the ones suffering losses wouldn’t just be the MP3 brands, but also them, the OEM manufacturers.

Only then did the two OEM manufacturers realize that the moment the industry found out they were doing OEM manufacturing for Mango, they had already become public enemies within the industry.

They could ignore the shouts and protests from their peers, but these united manufacturers basically accounted for all their orders apart from Mango. If they truly terminated their cooperation, their next step would be utter disaster. At this moment, both OEM companies had only one thought: they hoped to quickly distance themselves from Mango. No one wanted to become a public enemy within the industry because of Mango.

Acting as OEM for Mango didn’t earn them much more profit than working for other brands, yet it led to them being besieged by other brands. These two OEM factories had unspoken grievances, feeling as though they had been duped or implicated by Mango. For them, the best solution in their minds was to stop cooperating with Mango once this batch of goods was completed. But then they realized that they each still had OEM contracts with Muye Technology for over one million Mango-ME units.

The trap Lin Qingya had set for these two OEM factories when they initially signed was precisely to prevent them from backing out. Muye Technology had paid over twenty million in deposits at a price of ten yuan per unit. If the two companies wanted to back out, they would have to compensate with ten times the deposit as liquidated damages, totaling nearly three hundred million yuan. Even if they were beaten to death, they couldn’t afford that much money…





Chapter 513: The Cornerstone of Taobao

The major MP3 brands formed an Anti-Mango Alliance. They not only issued strict warnings to the two companies manufacturing as OEMs for Mango, but also gave ultimatums to other OEM manufacturers in the industry. The core message was simple: anyone who cooperates with Mango is everyone’s public enemy and will be boycotted by the entire industry.

Companies that hadn’t collaborated with Mango were secretly relieved, and at the same time, held emergency internal meetings, requiring that no cooperation be undertaken with any enterprise related to Mango or Eting.com. Currently, the entire MP3 industry is divided into three camps: one is the high-end Japanese and Korean import camp, who sell swagger and brand, so they aren’t too concerned about price wars; the second is the vast domestic MP3 camp in the middle, which relies on cost-effectiveness to snatch business from Japanese and Korean companies but is now being pulverized by Mango’s cost-effectiveness. They account for over 70% of the entire industry’s market share; the last camp is this newly emerged Mango.

The war between the latter two is likely to break out at any moment, so for OEM manufacturers, it was time to pick a side.

Undoubtedly, everyone is in it for the money. No one dared to defy universal condemnation and go against the entire industry. Therefore, Mango was isolated by the industry even before its official launch.

The only two “comrades-in-arms” left by its side were the OEM partners whom Li Mu had bound to him with over twenty million in cash.

These two OEM companies continuously received threats and warnings from other partners, demanding that they immediately cease their cooperation with Mango. However, for them, it was beyond their control.

To avoid becoming the target of public criticism for the entire industry, these two companies returned calls and faxes to their partners, explaining that they were forced into this situation. Each had received over ten million from Muye Technology, and this money had been invested in new production lines. If they were to breach the contract now, they would have to compensate over one hundred million. For OEM manufacturers, how much net profit do they make in a year? If they had to pay one hundred million for no reason, that would wipe out at least two or three years of net profit.

The major MP3 brands received replies from these two companies. While cursing Mango as shameless, they continued to threaten the two enterprises. Their stance was simple: “We don’t care what kind of contract you signed with Mango. We only look at the result. If you continue to manufacture products for Mango, indirectly helping Mango suppress other brands, then we will immediately terminate our cooperation agreements and will never again engage in any OEM manufacturing cooperation with these two companies.”

Most OEM manufacturing contracts are signed monthly or quarterly. Since the brand side is Party A, the responsibility for their breach of contract is outlined very lightly in the agreement; at most, they would pay tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands to immediately cease cooperation with the OEM manufacturer. At this time, to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys, they would certainly be willing to bear this small cost of breach.

The two OEM companies were almost driven mad. Over 80% of their production capacity was allocated to these brands. If these brands really called off cooperation, what would they eat afterward?

However, if they didn’t produce over one million units of goods for Mango as stipulated by the contract, the compensation they would face would be even more frighteningly high.

After much deliberation, the two OEM companies unanimously chose to sound out Mango’s contact person for feelers, vaguely hinting at the possibility of being unable to cooperate due to pressure. Mango’s business contact person simply dismissively said, “Discuss specific cooperation matters with me. If it involves legal issues, don’t discuss it with me. Go discuss it with our legal department. Our legal department’s phone number is…”

Mango had no room for negotiation. Meanwhile, other MP3 brands, in order to completely isolate Mango, had already begun preparing letters of termination to sever contracts with these two companies, instantly plunging the two enterprises into despair.

When Muye Technology’s front-end business team received this news and immediately reported it to Li Mu, he was in a meeting with Liu Qiangdong’s team at Taobao.

After Li Mu heard about these matters on the phone, his mood immediately brightened. He instructed the other party, “Pay close attention to the situation. If those MP3 companies really terminate their contracts with them, you immediately follow up on behalf of Mango, and take control of all their freed-up production capacity. But don’t say this now; wait until they are desperate, then go talk to them.”

The front-end business representative immediately understood tacitly. “Don’t worry, Manager Li, I understand.”

Hanging up the phone, Li Mu smiled and said to everyone in the meeting, “Our Mango brand and Eting.com are now on the MP3 industry’s blacklist.”

Everyone looked at Li Mu curiously, waiting for more details.

Li Mu continued, “The current situation is that most MP3 brands have formed an alliance specifically targeting Mango and Eting.com. They are collectively exerting pressure on all OEM manufacturers, demanding that these OEM companies do not cooperate with us and do not manufacture as OEM for our products. Now, most MP3 OEM companies have also stated that they will not engage in any form of cooperation with us.”

Upon hearing this, some people below looked surprised, and some were quite worried, but Liu Qiangdong smiled exceptionally brightly.

Of course, Li Mu was also smiling very brightly.

Liu Qiangdong said, “Haven’t we already signed over two million OEM manufacturing contracts with two companies? And we paid a deposit in advance. If they don’t deliver products to us, they will be liable for ten times the liquidated damages, right?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “To be exact, 2,650,000 units. The company in Shenzhen signed for 1,600,000 units, and the company in Taiwan signed for 1,050,000 units.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Two million six hundred fifty thousand units are enough to provide a powerful driving force for Taobao, and products of this magnitude are also sufficient to bring a significant impact to this industry.”

Li Mu looked at him and asked with a smile, “General Manager Liu, you were smiling so happily just now, it must not be just because of this. Why don’t you tell everyone what you are really smiling about?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I think you’re smiling much more happily than me. Why don’t you go first?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “You go ahead and talk. I trust your business acumen.”

Liu Qiangdong then said with a smile, “Since Manager Li gives me such praise, I will venture to say a few words.”

With that, Liu Qiangdong cleared his throat and said, “I’m happy because we’ve not only attracted the attention of the entire MP3 player industry, but we’ve even made them feel fear. This also proves that our influence is now very strong. They are now simply trying to curb us through production capacity, but if they knew we still have over two million units in shipments this year, they would probably be too nervous to sleep. At that point, they will also realize that they have no way to curb our development and can only try their best to cut costs to lower their prices.”

At this point, Liu Qiangdong deliberately paused, looked at everyone with a wide smile, and continued, “The cost price of our Mango is basically consistent with other brands, but we win because of product design and sales channels. If we personally demonstrate the sales capability of Taobao as an online sales channel, then these brands, to save costs and increase sales, will surely actively choose Taobao as their new sales channels. I believe it won’t be long before half of the national MP3 sales will be concentrated on Taobao.”

Liu Qiangdong finished speaking and looked at Li Mu. Li Mu smiled faintly and took the lead in applauding, saying, “General Manager Liu spoke very well. Why did we create Mango, and why are we selling Mango-ME without earning a single penny? The reason is not the immense development potential of the MP3 player market, but rather that the nation’s demand for electronic products is constantly rising. The market space for products like complete PCs, custom-assembled computer parts, laptops, MP3s, digital cameras, and so on will continue to enhance. Traditional sales channels have excessively high costs, but online sales costs are much lower. With lower costs, prices can naturally come down. When ordinary people realize that the same products are much cheaper online than in physical stores, they will naturally tend to purchase online.”

“For manufacturers, online sales channels don’t require them to share profits with Dealers/Distributors, nor do they need to build stores, run markets, or develop sales channels. They only need to open an official flagship store on Taobao to sell their goods nationwide. For ordinary sellers, if they have an offline store, their goods can only be consumed locally, but adding an online store doesn’t increase any costs, allowing them to sell products nationwide. Why wouldn’t they? If they don’t have an offline store but have a source of goods, then it’s even more suitable. They don’t need to invest a single penny in a storefront; they just need to register a seller account on Taobao, and then they can open an online store on Taobao facing the entire nation. Why wouldn’t they?”

“For us, although Mango-ME doesn’t make money, it can cultivate users’ online shopping habits, letting users know about online shopping, understand online shopping, and use online shopping. As long as users take this step, it’s equivalent to providing the best development impetus for our Taobao. Some might say that our Mango-ME supply is insufficient, and among the many users who reserved, perhaps only one percent will ultimately be able to buy a Mango-ME. But this is not an issue we need to worry about. We never intended to sell Mango-ME to all users. Our goal is to make all potential users pay attention to Mango-ME, and then in turn, pay attention to Taobao. As long as they start paying attention to Taobao, we have already succeeded!”

After saying all this, Li Mu paused and continued, “Just now, I received a call from Mango’s front-end business team. The two companies manufacturing as OEMs for Mango have been isolated by other MP3 brands. These brands are threatening them that if they don’t stop cooperating with us, all other brands they work with will cease their cooperation. However, it’s a good thing we made contingency plans in advance. Even if these two companies offend all other MP3 brands, they absolutely wouldn’t dare to offend us, because they can’t afford the compensation. Now those MP3 brands are foolish enough to use this method to force them to pick a side. Once they terminate their contracts and release their production capacity, we’ll take control of whatever amount they release! Every Mango-ME sold on Taobao is a cornerstone for Taobao’s growth and ascendancy!”





Chapter 514: Senior Student Liu’s Logistics Obsession

It was Liu Qiangdong’s turn to lead the applause. What he admired most about Li Mu was this very quality: he never did just one thing. He always did one thing that would simultaneously set many other things in motion, and he would also consider many potential factors, preparing for various unforeseen incidents. This was Li Mu’s capability, and it was also the direction he had to desperately learn from and catch up to.

Senior Student Liu now admired Li Mu a hundred times over, and he was a hundred times more grateful for their cooperation.

After applauding, Liu Qiangdong said, “I am now full of confidence in Taobao’s future, but my only concern is our future delivery process. EMS’s throughput capacity is too weak, and their timeliness is not very ideal. State-owned enterprises tend to drag their feet; it’s common for shipments from Yanjing to Shanghai to take three to five days. If our Taobao sellers continue to join, users continue to increase, and daily order volume keeps rising, then the domestic logistics capacity will reach saturation. If the timeliness is too poor, it will definitely restrict Taobao’s development.”

Li Mu said, “EMS is simply the only option we have for now. However, in the future, once e-commerce becomes widespread, private courier companies will surely see the development prospects and accelerate their growth. There might even be a situation where various courier companies blossom. Therefore, I believe logistics delivery won’t be a major problem.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, “Private enterprises are naturally the most sensitive to profit. But what I want to say is, can we build our own logistics system? If we can establish our own logistics, exclusively serving Taobao stores, then the profit margin is definitely guaranteed. Moreover, if we control the logistics process ourselves, we can provide users with a better online shopping experience.”

Li Mu asked him, “You want to build your own logistics system?”

“Yes!” Liu Qiangdong said decisively, “I think building our own logistics system is very necessary. If the logistics process is left to a third party outside of the buyer and seller, it will inevitably face several serious problems: First, timeliness cannot be guaranteed; second, security cannot be guaranteed; third, service standards cannot be guaranteed.”

“Timeliness is a crucial aspect of logistics delivery. If a user shops online, from the moment they place an order and make payment, they are already looking forward to receiving the goods. But they have to wait—wait for the seller to ship, wait for the courier company to pick up, then wait for the courier company to transfer. Finally, when it reaches the customer’s city, it still has to be arranged layer by layer, which could easily take a week or more to start. This timeliness is too slow. If a user needs to buy something they’ll use within a week, they will carefully consider the issue of online shopping logistics timeliness, and very likely end up buying it from a physical store.”

“Security is a core issue in the logistics process. Third-party couriers, even the postal service, frequently experience damage to items. Their employees find it difficult to be diligent and responsible with items during the logistics process, and courier companies haven’t seriously tried to solve this problem. Moreover, every courier company has unfair clauses regarding item damage, so they fundamentally don’t have the will to solve this issue. If online shopping develops in the future and various logistics companies operate at high capacity, the rate of item damage during logistics will definitely increase significantly.”

“Service standards relate to user experience. Only with our own employees can we impose uniform requirements and training for their appearance and communication skills. Door-to-door delivery, smiling service, polite greetings—these are all things that third-party courier companies find difficult to provide.”

Li Mu listened in surprise. From what Senior Student Liu said, it was very clear that he already had a very detailed understanding of logistics systems. Li Mu had thought he only became interested in proprietary logistics systems later, after establishing JD.com as a B2C platform. He hadn’t expected Senior Student Liu to be so persistent about it at this point.

In fact, owning one’s logistics system is an absolutely crucial link. When Boss Ma was developing Taobao, he didn’t have the energy or financial resources to consider building his own logistics. Although he later publicly stated that he had little interest in logistics, his obsession with it was actually no weaker than Liu Qiangdong’s later on. He greatly admired Wang Wei of SF Express, but unfortunately, Wang Wei didn’t cooperate with him. His later move to set up Cainiao Logistics also demonstrates his mindset towards logistics.

Senior Student Liu’s strong commitment to a proprietary logistics system deeply moved Li Mu.

Li Mu clearly understood that having one’s own logistics system was an extremely important part of e-commerce.

JD.com’s winning strategy in the B2C sector was its proprietary logistics system. JD.com’s logistics were fast, offered good service, and had a low damage rate. The reason for this lay in Senior Student Liu’s strong control over his proprietary logistics system. JD.com Logistics also effectively solved the problems Senior Student Liu had just raised.

JD.com’s logistics not only addressed speed, service, and security, but more importantly, JD.com developed its cash-on-delivery service based on its proprietary logistics system. This was truly one of JD.com’s core advantages that allowed it to succeed back then. Without a proprietary logistics system, it would have been impossible to offer cash-on-delivery in the early days, especially given the security and credit term issues that plagued third-party courier companies handling collections.

When Boss Ma was developing Taobao, he didn’t have the energy or financial resources to consider building his own logistics. Although he later publicly stated that he had little interest in logistics, Li Mu felt that those remarks were purely sour grapes, a bit hypocritical, just like when he said his biggest regret was creating Alibaba—it wasn’t his true feelings.

Actually, his obsession with logistics was no weaker than Liu Qiangdong’s later on. He greatly admired Wang Wei of SF Express, but unfortunately, Wang Wei didn’t cooperate with him. His later move to set up Cainiao Logistics also sufficiently revealed his attitude towards logistics.

Li Mu believed that Senior Student Liu could, like Wang Wei of SF Express, build his own logistics system. As long as he was given enough resources, he could definitely establish the logistics system, just as he had set up JD.com Logistics in his previous life.

However, a logistics company is not an online product. For Li Mu, he couldn’t find a shortcut to quick success. Moreover, building logistics based on Taobao is vastly different from building logistics based on JD.com. When Liu Qiangdong built JD.com, JD.com Logistics was more like a local O2O product. It started with a small team and a few vehicles, primarily serving Zhongguancun in Yanjing, then gradually expanded to cover all of Yanjing, and later built a North China warehouse, radiating to larger regions.

To put logistics simply, it’s like urinating in the snow on a sports field. For B2C, you start from a standing point, spreading as wide as your capability allows, walking and spreading, little by little, until one day it covers the entire sports field. This is more gradual and easier to achieve, at least the starting cost is low.

But if you want to build logistics based on a C2C system, you must cover the entire country. Even if you don’t cover the entire country initially, you need to include first- and second-tier cities first. This difficulty is much greater. You would have to hire a bunch of people to stake out areas in different places first, which is a rather capital-intensive project.

Li Mu wasn’t afraid of capital-intensive projects. His current various incomes were very healthy, and funding a logistics system wouldn’t be an issue. But the key was that it would be too slow. People would have to be recruited one by one, vehicles bought one by one, and business halls and branch offices built one by one. Too slow.

Li Mu asked Liu Qiangdong, “If you’re really going to build your own logistics system, how do you plan to start?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I lean towards acquiring a company. If acquisition isn’t feasible, we’ll start with first-tier cities: Yanjing, Shanghai, Yangcheng (Guangzhou), and Shenzhen. We’ll set up four hubs in these four cities, primarily handling logistics between them.”

Pausing, Liu Qiangdong added, “From Yanjing to Shanghai, a truck takes about seventeen or eighteen hours. Shanghai to Shenzhen is roughly the same time. Yangcheng (Guangzhou) and Shenzhen are very close. This way, we can basically ensure that goods from Yanjing to Shanghai will have their logistics transportation problem solved within thirty hours, and the entire process from collection to delivery within forty-eight hours. It will be the same for Shanghai to Yangcheng (Guangzhou) and Shenzhen. Yangcheng (Guangzhou) to Shenzhen can be completed within twenty-four hours for the entire process, and Yanjing to Yangcheng (Guangzhou) and Shenzhen will take no more than seventy-two hours.”

Li Mu said, “This sounds relatively simple, but it’s still somewhat idealistic. If our order volume is small, our trucks won’t be able to depart fully loaded to ensure timeliness. The payload might even result in over fifty percent waste, making the cost too high. If we want to lower costs, our trucks would have to reach full or near-full load before departing, which would significantly impact timeliness. Moreover, for transportation distances exceeding two thousand kilometers, like from Yanjing to Yangcheng (Guangzhou), we must prioritize air transport, with land transport as a secondary option.”

If one were to build a courier service, especially a top-tier one like SF Express, logistics resources would be particularly crucial. SF Express started with air shipments, but it took several years of development before they finally had enough money to lease their own cargo planes, eventually buying them to form their own fleet.

In SF Express’s early days, the cargo holds in the belly of domestic passenger planes became SF Express’s core resource for rapid transit. Li Mu guessed that at present, the resources in civil aviation cargo holds probably haven’t been monopolized yet. If Liu Qiangdong truly intended to embark on logistics, then his first advice would be for him to secure as many of the domestic airlines’ belly cargo hold capacities as possible.

Liu Qiangdong smacked his lips at this, looking at Li Mu and saying, “You’re right. I haven’t had time to carefully consider many of the detailed issues with building our own logistics. I was being a bit naive.”

Li Mu comforted him, “Don’t worry, this is inherently a massive system, with countless details that require careful deliberation and repeated refinement. No matter who tries to figure it out, they probably wouldn’t understand it completely in a short while.”

Then, Li Mu said, “If you’re truly interested in logistics, we can look at existing courier and logistics companies on the market. Ideally, we’ll acquire one as a whole package. If we can’t, then we’ll do it ourselves, as you suggested: start between major cities, using those cities as hubs, and gradually spread outwards to cover areas, eventually expanding nationwide.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded and said, “We’ll wait until our Taobao website officially launches, and then we’ll carefully consider this based on the situation.”





Chapter 515: Su Yuehua’s Troubles

The offensive and defensive alliance formed by the MP3 brands demonstrated astonishing efficiency at a crucial moment. Termination letters snowed in, and the two OEM manufacturing companies found themselves isolated by the entire industry even before Mango-ME was launched. The demands from the industry were simple and clear: the two OEM manufacturing companies were to immediately cease their cooperation with Mango.

As for the deposit and penalty agreements the two companies had signed with Mango, the MP3 brands suggested delaying. They advised applying to the court to have the agreement declared void, freezing it in court first, and then slowly bickering. By taking advantage of the window period during court proceedings, they could stall Mango’s production. As long as product manufacturing couldn’t keep up, no one would need to worry about Mango causing any significant upheaval.

However, this suggestion clearly had enormous loopholes. First, the contract itself was signed in black and white, and the court would never support voiding the agreement. Even if, for argument’s sake, the court accepted the OEM manufacturing companies’ appeal, their appeal would ultimately be rejected. If the OEM manufacturing companies directly halted production before the court had given a clear ruling, Mango could counter-sue based on the contract, and the OEM manufacturing companies would certainly lose the case. At that point, the companies would face massive cash compensation. If they couldn’t pay, Mango could request the court to enforce collection, and the companies would be done for.

But if they continued to manufacture for Mango, the companies would find themselves in an equally awkward position: they would gradually lose most of their orders within a month, their livelihoods hanging by a thread.

Aside from imposing severe sanctions on Mango’s OEM manufacturers, the current MP3 industry also had its own views on Mango, the disruptor. Having been in the business for many years, they understood the cost of MP3 products. The 368 yuan price tag for Mango-ME made it absolutely impossible to profit. When accounting for sales channels and other expenses, it was more likely to lose money than to break even.

They estimated that the OEM manufacturing cost for each Mango-ME unit should be around 320 yuan. The remaining 48 yuan, after accounting for taxes, would leave practically nothing. At this selling price, the average estimated loss per unit would be around 100 yuan. Even with Eting.com’s backing, Mango couldn’t really be so foolish as to do something like that.

In their eyes, no one would be so foolish as to engage in losing ventures. The only reason Mango would do this was to gain prominence through low-price marketing, leveraging Eting.com’s huge influence within the music enthusiast community. The most likely scenario was that Mango would only release a small quantity of ME units at a loss, and then, once brand recognition was established, raise the price for official sales.

According to their understanding, the maximum quantity of Mango’s first batch of goods would not exceed one hundred thousand units. Although Mango publicly announced that one hundred thousand units would be sold at 368 yuan, industry insiders predicted that the actual number of MP3s Mango would truly sell at 368 yuan could not reach one hundred thousand units. In fact, if the actual number could reach twenty thousand units, it would already be impressive; the remaining units would certainly be sold at prices exceeding 468 or even 500 yuan, which would be in line with market norms.

No matter how Mango initially created hype to attract attention, the MP3 industry was firm on one point: Mango’s ultimate goal was profit. As long as it wanted to profit, it would definitely raise product prices. At that point, its competitiveness against other brands would only be limited to Mango-ME’s excellent aesthetic design. Aesthetic design was nothing; even with patents, ways to safely copy it could be found.

Therefore, besides putting immense pressure on Mango at the OEM manufacturing level, everyone had also formulated their own countermeasures.

Firstly, all brands would collectively plan a discount promotion. However, this promotion would only be launched after Mango-ME went premium. The reason was simple: Mango-ME’s publicity blitz was so extensive, and it was impossible for them to truly release one hundred thousand units at a loss just to make noise. Therefore, the actual 368 yuan machines would definitely be in short supply. No matter what final price Mango would set later, once Mango began to raise the price, other brands would immediately launch their discount promotions, thereby attracting users who couldn’t buy Mango-ME. Them, they would proactively serve the users Mango couldn’t handle.

Secondly, based on Mango-ME’s design, they would quickly imitate several similar products to increase their own products’ competitiveness and simultaneously divert market attention from Mango-ME.

However, despite all their meticulous planning, they made a critical error in the very first stage. From the very beginning, Li Mu had no intention of making a single cent from Mango-ME. Furthermore, he did not have the channel costs that his competitors assumed. 368 yuan—that was a break-even price. To accelerate Taobao’s development, to promote the popularization of MP3 terminals, and to drive the rapid growth of the MP3 industry and Eting.com, he could continue to operate at this price indefinitely.

Just as all the brands in the MP3 industry believed they had established their industry authority through this blockade, Mango’s Front-end Business, acting on Li Mu’s direct orders, rushed to the two OEM manufacturing companies, bringing them desperately needed good news.

Mango was willing to place additional orders based on the initial OEM manufacturing contract signed for the first batch of Mango-ME, under completely identical conditions. No matter how much idle production capacity these two OEM factories had, Mango would take it all.

This meant that the contract for the first one hundred thousand units would be signed again under the exact same terms. Mango would absolutely not take advantage of their misfortune by driving down prices or increasing demands while the two companies were in distress. Moreover, these two companies would no longer need to worry about other companies terminating contracts because Mango would take on all their production capacity. Even if all the capacity of both companies were freed up for Mango, Mango could fully absorb it.

For the two OEM manufacturing companies, this news was not merely a lifeline, but a rescue helicopter, directly saving them completely from their current predicament.

They didn’t feel at all that Mango had set them up; instead, they felt that the other MP3 brands were truly despicable. To achieve their goals, those brands had resorted to coercion, practically trying to drive them to ruin. They had previously threatened them with cessation of cooperation; now that all their capacity was signed over to Mango, they were more than happy for those companies to stop cooperation.

Thus, the legal departments of the two OEM manufacturing companies began to respond to the termination letters with exceptional eagerness. All incoming termination letters were immediately signed and stamped, giving them legal effect, and then the signed and stamped agreements were sent back to all the cooperating companies that had initiated termination.

Now it was the turn of those cooperating companies to be dumbfounded. Their true purpose in unilaterally issuing termination letters was to force the OEM manufacturers to pick a side. But they never expected the two OEM manufacturing companies to agree so readily, and even fear they might go back on their word, immediately converting the unilateral termination letters into fully legally binding contract documents confirmed and accepted by both parties.

The panicked major MP3 brands frantically made inquiries and finally understood that Mango had already approached these two companies and signed up all the MP3 production capacity released by their contract terminations.

The major brands in the MP3 industry immediately convened another emergency meeting. This time, what they needed to discuss was how to snipe Mango in the official market.

Even now, they still believed that Mango would undoubtedly raise the price of ME; a price of 368 yuan was self-destructive, and no company present, including Mango, could afford to play that game. They would not participate in a protracted battle at 368 yuan. They would wait until Mango had lost enough money and started thinking about profitability. Then, they would all lose a bit of money together to definitively kill it off. If Mango ultimately raised its selling price to around 500 yuan, these companies would join forces to pull competing products’ prices down to the 450 yuan level. They would all incur losses together after Mango had incurred its losses, jointly taking Mango down.

…

Su Yuehua had been feeling troubled lately.

There was a colleague at her workplace, who had been locked in a years-long rivalry with her, always at loggerheads. The two had strikingly similar backgrounds in many aspects: both were graduates of prestigious universities, both were from out of town who had passed the civil service exams to work in Yanjing, both had married local Yanjing men, and both had a daughter who was about to enter university, and remarkably, both daughters were art specialty students. The only difference was that Wang Xinran was applying to the Film Academy, while her colleague’s daughter, being good at tennis, was entering Yanjing Sports University as a specially recruited student this year.

Because their situations were so similar and they worked in the same department, the competition between them had always been fierce. What was most aggravating was that Su Yuehua’s image and temperament were a notch above her rival’s, which constantly irked the other woman. She believed Su Yuehua gained many advantages simply by being pretty, thus seeing Su Yuehua as her greatest competitor. Years of rivalry had led them to extend their competition from work to every other aspect of their lives.

For example, if Su Yuehua bought a designer dress, her colleague would surely buy one within three days, and it had to be better than Su Yuehua’s. If Su Yuehua got a new phone, her colleague would definitely get an even better one.

The usual petty comparisons over clothes, food, and daily necessities were one thing, but what truly bothered Su Yuehua was when her own daughter had failed the art exam, while her colleague’s daughter was specially recruited by Yanjing Sports University. During that period, her colleague had openly and covertly mocked and ridiculed her at work, overjoyed that she had finally won a round against Su Yuehua. Later, thanks to Li Mu, her daughter’s art exam results were rectified, which finally allowed Su Yuehua to feel a sense of triumph. However, she never expected her colleague to then challenge her again over buying a house.

Yanjing Film Academy and Yanjing Sports University were separated by just one road. Both women intended to buy a house nearby in advance to make things convenient for their children’s future schooling. When Su Yuehua and her husband were first looking at real estate projects, her colleague had always paid close attention. As soon as she heard Su Yuehua had looked at a certain community or apartment layout, she would also go see it, and she would always look at a better apartment layout. Su Yuehua toured around and didn’t find anything suitable, and her colleague guessed she was in an awkward financial position where she couldn’t find anything that matched her budget and taste. So, she kept making sarcastic remarks to Su Yuehua, mocking her for constantly looking at houses yet never buying.

This afternoon, as soon as Wang Shaohua picked up Su Yuehua, he noticed she was somewhat downcast and couldn’t help but ask her, “What’s wrong today? Did something unpleasant happen?”

Su Yuehua said angrily, “It’s that Zhang Shuqin again!”

Upon hearing the name Zhang Shuqin, Wang Shaohua knew this woman had been openly and covertly competing with his wife for years, often bothering her. So he immediately asked her, “What kind of stunts is that Zhang Shuqin pulling now?”

Su Yuehua sighed, “Flaunting, as always. For years, she’s flaunted every trivial matter. She bought a bracelet and showed it off, claiming it was Hetian jade brought back by someone from Xinjiang Province. She bought a purse and insisted it was specially purchased from Hong Kong. When our Xinran failed the art exam and her sweetie was specially recruited by the Sports University, she didn’t spare me any mockery at work. Lately, she’s been constantly sarcastic about us buying a house. Today was even worse; she publicly said we’ve practically walked the pavements bare touring the real estate projects around the Film Academy, yet she hasn’t seen us actually buy anything. She even said the sales associates at those real estate projects hide from us the moment they see us.”

Wang Shaohua frowned and said, slightly annoyed, “Her mouth is too loose, isn’t it? Whether we buy a house or not has absolutely nothing to do with her!”

Su Yuehua looked quite depressed and said, “She and her husband just bought a one hundred thirty square meter large three-bedroom apartment in Huafu Haoting this weekend, and she’s so puffed up she doesn’t know her own name! After all these years of competition, she finally has one thing she can definitively beat me at, so of course she’s going to make an issue out of it!”

After saying this, Su Yuehua, still upset, asked Wang Shaohua with teary eyes, “Tell me, isn’t it just buying a house? What’s so great about it? Yes, we can’t afford a house for over a million yuan, but she didn’t have to say those disgusting things in front of so many colleagues, did she? And she just kept going on about how great Huafu Haoting is, and she deliberately told me, ‘Yue Hua, you and your husband probably haven’t seen houses in Huafu Haoting, right? The houses there are really good, great environment, great layouts. There’s a one hundred square meter small apartment, not sure if it’s still available, you two should hurry and check it out, it would be best if you bought one and we could be neighbors.’ She even said if we don’t have enough money, just say the word, we’ve been colleagues for so many years, she should help. You don’t know how hateful her smug face was then…”

“That’s simply too much bullying!” Wang Shaohua was filled with indignant anger as he listened to his wife describe these words. He could imagine how terrible his wife must have felt being picked on like that at work.

Infuriated, Wang Shaohua asked, “Where is she? I’ll go have a talk with her!”





Chapter 516: All Other Mountains Seem Small

Hearing that Wang Shaohua wanted to go reason with Zhang Shuqin, Su Yuehua immediately waved her hand. “Forget it,” she said. “I just felt a bit uncomfortable, so I confided in you. What’s the point of reasoning with someone like her? She’d love for anything that gives her a bit of face to blow up into a huge drama. Besides, even if her words were disgusting, if we actually started arguing, she might just claim she had good intentions and then turn around and bite us. I don’t want my colleagues to think I’m jealous of someone else buying a good house, or that I can’t stand to see others do well.”

Wang Shaohua sighed, “I really don’t know how someone like her managed to pass the civil service exam. She’s practically a common shrew!”

Su Yuehua said, “Knowing she’s a shrew is enough. We can’t argue with her. Let her say whatever she wants. Today’s incident was just me not adjusting my own mindset properly.”

Wang Shaohua let out a long sigh, staring blankly at the steering wheel. Seeing him frozen and still, Su Yuehua couldn’t help but ask, “What’s wrong? Let’s drive home. We still need to buy some groceries to cook for sweetie.”

Wang Shaohua hesitated for a long time. The indecision that had been building inside him for so many days suddenly coalesced into an impulse. He looked up at Su Yuehua and said, “Call sweetie and tell her to eat out. I’m taking you somewhere.”

“Where are we going?” Su Yuehua asked, surprised.

Wang Shaohua didn’t answer. He just said, “You’ll know when we get there.”

Su Yuehua thought her husband wanted to take her out for a big meal to cheer her up, so she nodded and didn’t press for details.

However, Wang Shaohua drove all the way to Huafu Haoting.

The moment the car drove through the gates of Huafu Haoting, Su Yuehua became agitated. She couldn’t help but ask Wang Shaohua, “Honey, you didn’t impulsively decide to buy a house here, did you?”

Wang Shaohua replied noncommittally, “You’ll know once you come inside with me.”

Su Yuehua grew even more convinced of her opinion and began to advise him, “Honey, the houses here are really too expensive, and there aren’t any small apartment layouts of sixty or seventy square meters. If Zhang Shuqin has the money, let her buy it. We’re not going to be played the fool.”

Wang Shaohua said, “Don’t be so quick to speak. Come inside and see for yourself.”

Su Yuehua sighed, her face full of helplessness.

“I knew I shouldn’t have said anything to you. It’s one thing for me, a woman, to occasionally be influenced by others, but how could you be affected too? Even if we bought the smallest apartment layout here, we could at most scrape together a down payment. We wouldn’t even have money for renovations. Not to mention the monthly mortgage payments, our sweetie also has school, and these four years will be a considerable expense…”

Wang Shaohua said, a little impatiently, “Oh, for goodness sake, I told you not to speak yet! Why do you never stop nagging once you start?”

Seeing Wang Shaohua, who was usually such an agreeable person, becoming a bit impatient, Su Yuehua sensibly kept quiet. No matter what, she knew she couldn’t argue with her husband at this moment. She couldn’t let other people’s words affect their relationship. Su Yuehua was very clear on this point.

The car didn’t stop at the Huafu Haoting sales office. Instead, it pulled up in front of the tallest building in Huafu Haoting. Su Yuehua was curious, wondering what her husband was up to, when a black Passat drove over. It stopped directly in front of their car, and a heavily made-up woman stepped out of the passenger seat. With a look of pleasant surprise, she looked at Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua in the car and exclaimed, “Oh, I just told my husband that this car looked like Shaohua’s, and it really is! What are you two doing here? Did you really come to a realization and decide to buy a house here?”

Su Yuehua was truly extremely annoyed. She never imagined that she’d just been driven half to death with anger by Zhang Shuqin at work, and now, after being brought to Huafu Haoting by her husband, she’d run into her again here.

Was Zhang Shuqin truly the bane of her existence, sent by Heaven to temper her?

Wang Shaohua hadn’t expected such a coincidence either, but he didn’t show any displeasure. Instead, he opened the door and got out, asking Zhang Shuqin with a courteous and polite smile, “What a coincidence, Shuqin. What are you and Shao Zhen doing here?”

Zhang Shuqin had been waiting for that very question. She waved her hand and said modestly with a smile, “My Beibei is going to Sports University this year, so Shao Zhen and I were thinking of buying a house near the school to make it easier to take care of her daily life and meals when she’s studying. The residential compound has already started renovations. We paid a ten thousand yuan renovation deposit to the Property Management Company. If we renovate during the concentrated renovation period, the deposit will be refunded after completion. But if we renovate after the concentrated renovation period, the money won’t be refunded. So, we’re eager to get our house renovated quickly. Today, we made an appointment with the renovation company to come over and take measurements and create a proposal. We didn’t expect to run into you two.”

Zhang Shuqin chuckled, “You wouldn’t believe how annoying the property management is in these high-end compounds. Take this renovation deposit, for instance. In other compounds, you can renovate whenever you want. But not here. If you don’t renovate during the concentrated renovation period, and the elevator protection panels are removed, they won’t let you use the elevators to transport materials. You can, but they’ll deduct it from your renovation deposit. And if there are already owners living nearby, renovation times have to avoid morning and evening, otherwise they’ll force a power cut and work stoppage.”

Wang Shaohua said with a surprised expression, “Oh, that strict? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

Zhang Shuqin smiled and said, “Of course you wouldn’t know. But if you buy a house here, you’ll find out. The property management here is very strict. However, being strict has its benefits; at least the safety of residents can be guaranteed later on.”

After saying that, Zhang Shuqin added, “I have to say, I’m sharp-eyed. I just saw what looked like your car entering ahead of us, so I told Shao Zhen to follow and take a look. Shao Zhen even told me it couldn’t possibly be you two, but it really is.”

At that moment, a swarthy middle-aged man with a crew cut stepped out of the black Passat. This was Zhang Shuqin’s husband, Shao Zhen. Shao Zhen was a minor official in the traffic police system. Although his rank wasn’t high, he held some real power. It was rumored that he had connections to make extra money through illicit means, and his income was considerably more substantial than Wang Shaohua’s.

Since their wives had been colleagues for many years, the two men naturally knew each other. Shao Zhen greeted Wang Shaohua and smilingly repeated the question his wife had just asked, but to which Wang Shaohua and his wife hadn’t responded.

“Shaohua, are you and Yue Hua here to look at houses?”

Because his wife often complained at home, saying things like Su Yuehua had stolen many opportunities from her just because she was pretty, Shao Zhen didn’t have a good impression of Wang Shaohua and his wife. At this moment, he naturally wouldn’t miss a chance to help his wife vent her frustration.

Wang Shaohua gave an awkward smile. “We were also looking at some things related to houses. We didn’t expect to run into you two here.”

Shao Zhen nodded. “Shaohua, to be honest, if you have the ability, I’d recommend you and Yue Hua buy a set here. If we steel ourselves and go for it, it’s mainly for the convenience of the children later on. Look, this compound is right next to Sports University, and across the Tiangiao overpass is the Film Academy. It’s just perfect.”

Wang Shaohua also said with an expression of agreement, “Yes, I’ve always thought this place was the most suitable too.”

Shao Zhen chuckled, “If it’s suitable, buy it, don’t hesitate. If you have any financial difficulties, just say the word. Our two families have known each other for so many years; we’ll definitely try our best to help if we can.”

Su Yuehua was extremely angry. She hadn’t expected Zhang Shuqin to still not be satisfied after saying so much at work today. Now she had even brought her husband along to pick on her and her own husband. Along with her fury, she also felt some resentment towards Wang Shaohua. Just now in the car, when he heard she had been wronged, he was filled with righteous indignation and wanted to reason with the other party. But why, the moment they met, when the other party started with their sarcasm and mockery, did he wilt and look like he was walking straight into a trap others had set?

At this moment, Zhang Shuqin noticed that Su Yuehua’s expression was off. Feeling extremely smug, she said, “Hey, you two haven’t gone to the sales office to have someone show you around, have you? Why don’t you come see our place first?”

Wang Shaohua asked, “Shuqin, which building is your house in?”

Zhang Shuqin pointed to the tallest building and said, “It’s the one right behind it.”

“What floor?”

“The tenth floor.”

Wang Shaohua looked up at the 22-story building in front of them and tutted, “Oh dear, the view probably isn’t very good there, being blocked by this building.”

Zhang Shuqin nodded and casually said, “There’s nothing we can do. This building is all two-story duplexes, over 170 square meters each, and a single unit costs two million yuan. The best feng shui and views in this compound are all given to it.”

Wang Shaohua stroked his chin and said, “What a shame. It would have been better if you bought into this building. If it was even higher, the view would be more expansive. Living behind this… honestly, it’s too cramped.”

Zhang Shuqin heard Wang Shaohua presumptuously commenting that her house was cramped, and she snorted with a hint of disdain. “Shaohua, that’s not how you talk. How is it cramped living behind this? It’s a large three-bedroom apartment of 130 square meters, what’s cramped about that? You and Yue Hua weren’t even planning to buy a small two-bedroom apartment of 70 square meters, were you? Wouldn’t that be cramped?”

Wang Shaohua offered a slight smile. “Don’t misunderstand me. My point is that living behind this building means the view is blocked very badly, which makes it feel cramped. How could a 130-square-meter apartment possibly be cramped when it’s so big?”

Zhang Shuqin felt that Wang Shaohua was completely displaying a petty suspicion, clearly exhibiting ‘sour grapes’. Her expression was already somewhat displeased, but she forced a smile and said, “You have a point. If you and Yue Hua were to buy a large duplex of over 170 square meters here, then you definitely wouldn’t feel cramped.”

Shao Zhen also added to the teasing, saying with a smile, “That’s right, Shaohua. Make an effort and buy a duplex apartment here. And if you’re going to buy, buy a high-rise. That way, your family of three will live in complete comfort. This building is the tallest in the entire compound; living here is truly like being surrounded by stars holding up the moon. Living up here, there’s no way it would feel cramped at all.”

Wang Shaohua nodded in strong agreement. “You’re absolutely right!”

After that, Wang Shaohua said with a composed expression, “We’ve already bought one. It’s also on the tenth floor, just like yours. It really isn’t cramped here at all. What was that old saying again? Ah, yes, ‘All other mountains seem small.’”





Chapter 517: Thank You, Li Mu!

Wang Shaohua’s single sentence stunned the three people beside him.

Su Yuehua knew him best. She was most aware of their financial situation. Let alone buying the largest duplex apartment here, even the smallest apartment layout would put significant pressure on them as a couple. Now, her usually down-to-earth husband, just because of a bit of sarcasm from the other party, was brazenly boasting in front of others. This was completely out of character for him.

Shao Zhen quickly reacted, instinctively assuming Wang Shaohua was boasting. He couldn’t help but laugh, pointing at the tall building, and asked with a chuckle, “Shaohua, are you saying you bought a house in this building?”

Wang Shaohua nodded, his expression unchanged, and said, “Yes, I bought one. We haven’t started renovating yet. Like you, we also came today to take a look and figure out the specific renovation proposal.”

Zhang Shuqin concluded that Wang Shaohua was bluffing. In her heart, she utterly despised Wang Shaohua, musing that this man was utterly useless. Cornered by her and her husband’s words, he claimed to have bought a duplex apartment in this building. He truly just said whatever came to his mind, didn’t he? Does he think he can brazenly say anything he wants without being held accountable?

For Zhang Shuqin, she would seize every opportunity to strike at Su Yuehua, and this time, it was simply the best chance in years.

Originally, the incident where Su Yuehua’s daughter failed her art exam made her feel it was the best opportunity. But that time, heaven must have been blind, as a turning point suddenly appeared, allowing Su Yuehua to reverse the situation. This time, however, was different. If Wang Shaohua had obediently backed down just now and let her and her husband mock him a bit, the matter would have passed pleasantly. But he stubbornly chose to save face at this moment. In that case, she definitely had to seize the opportunity, no matter what, and corner him first! That way, tomorrow at the company, she would have plenty to chat about with her colleagues.

“Su Yuehua’s husband couldn’t afford a house in Huafu Haoting, yet he insisted on boasting, claiming he bought a duplex apartment worth over two million yuan. In the end, I exposed him. It was truly too embarrassing…”

Zhang Shuqin was already eager to spread these words throughout the entire company.

So, Zhang Shuqin said to Wang Shaohua with a strange chuckle, “Oh, Shaohua, you’re really capable! Such a big, expensive house, and you buy it just like that? How come we didn’t hear a peep about it beforehand?”

Wang Shaohua said meaningfully, “It’s just buying a house; it’s not a big deal. Why would I need to make it known to the whole world? If I deliberately told others, they might congratulate me to my face but secretly curse me for showing off. Don’t you think?”

Zhang Shuqin realized Wang Shaohua was indirectly criticizing her, and she felt quite displeased. She then said, “Shaohua, that’s not right. We’re all colleagues, and we all want to buy a house nearby. If you had just informed us, we could have specifically bought together and been neighbors in the future.”

Wang Shaohua said, “See? We didn’t mention our house purchase, but you still ended up buying here. So we’ll still be neighbors in the future. It’s quite a coincidence.”

Su Yuehua felt things were getting out of hand. Her husband was spouting so much nonsense about things that weren’t true. Did he really think those two were easy to fool? They were difficult to deal with. Now that he had boasted like this in front of them, she didn’t know how they would extricate themselves. Those two weren’t good, innocent people; they would definitely get to the bottom of this.

To prevent her husband from falling into deeper embarrassment, Su Yuehua interjected, “By the way, Shaohua, something came up at home. How about we head back?”

After saying this, Su Yuehua winked at her husband, meaning, “Take this chance to gracefully exit; let’s leave quickly before they corner us. It’ll be truly difficult then.”

Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin exchanged glances, both understanding that Su Yuehua also wanted to help Wang Shaohua escape.

What a joke! Wang Shaohua shouldn’t even think about getting away clean today. Not even the Jade Emperor could save him!

So, Shao Zhen spoke before Wang Shaohua could, “Shaohua, we haven’t seen the duplex apartment layouts in this complex. Since you’ve bought one, why don’t you just take us up to see it? Let us also open our eyes and see what a house over one hundred seventy square meters looks like.”

Shao Zhen was telling the truth. He and Zhang Shuqin had indeed never seen a duplex of one hundred seventy square meters because they explicitly knew they couldn’t afford it. Although Shao Zhen had some sales channels for making money, buying a two-million-yuan house was still out of their reach. Their current one hundred thirty-square-meter, three-bedroom apartment was already bought very reluctantly, the maximum they could afford. He and his wife initially wanted a two-bedroom apartment of around one hundred square meters, but later gritted their teeth and bought their current one.

Wang Shaohua heard Shao Zhen speak, and with a faint smile, he said, betraying no signs of nervousness, “Didn’t you two also schedule an appointment with a renovation company? Don’t let me waste your time. The house is here anyway; you can see it another time.”

Shao Zhen burst into laughter. It wasn’t that he wanted to laugh; he simply couldn’t hold it in. Only today did he discover that Wang Shaohua was such an imbecile. They were all adults; even if they seemed amicable on the surface, the underlying competition and sarcasm were obvious. Today, you’ve already boasted; you still expect to get away clean without showing me the “duplex apartment” you bought? Dream on.

Zhang Shuqin felt the same way. She said with a laugh, “Oh, the renovation company wants to make money. Don’t even talk about making them wait a little while; they’d obediently wait until tomorrow morning if we asked. Anyway, we’re just downstairs. It won’t take more than ten minutes for you to take us up and show us.”

Su Yuehua felt the situation was beyond salvageable, but she still tried to salvage it. She tugged at Wang Shaohua’s sleeve and said to Zhang Shuqin and Shao Zhen, “Oh dear, I’m so sorry. Shaohua likes to joke around, and sometimes he jokes inappropriately. Please don’t mind him.”

Su Yuehua was already showing weakness. Her meaning was clear: “My husband is boasting. If he won’t admit it, I will for him, and then I’ll concede to you two. Please don’t go too far; know when to stop.”

But Zhang Shuqin didn’t buy it at all. She was the type of person who, once she got a handle on someone’s weakness, would want to mercilessly exploit it. How could she possibly spare Su Yuehua and Wang Shaohua an ounce of face?

She snorted twice and said, “Oh, Yue Hua, we’re all colleagues. Are you looking down on us? We may not be able to afford a duplex apartment, but since you’ve bought one, isn’t it alright to show us around? We’d also like to experience the feeling Shaohua mentioned, where all other mountains seem small. After all, the building behind us, as Shaohua said, is too cramped.”

Su Yuehua was almost frantic. What was going on? They would see each other regularly, so why did Zhang Shuqin have to be so aggressive?

Just as Su Yuehua was impatient and worried, unsure how to help her husband resolve the situation, Wang Shaohua suddenly sighed and waved his hand at Su Yuehua, saying, “Yue Hua, look, Shuqin is already angry. Why are you still talking about these useless things? They want to go up and see it, so let them. Even if you want to be low-key, we’ll all live in the same community eventually; you won’t be able to hide it, will you?”

Su Yuehua was truly stunned then. In her heart, she had already cursed Wang Shaohua ten thousand times: “Wang Shaohua, oh Wang Shaohua, when I married you, I never thought you’d become so foolish one day?! I gave you an out, but you wouldn’t take it. I even squatted down to let you step on me to get down, and you still wouldn’t. Not only that, you kept pushing further. What exactly do you want? Do you want those two to slander you as utterly worthless outside before you’re satisfied? Do you want me to never be able to hold my head high at work again before you’re satisfied?”

At this moment, seeing that his wife had no reaction, Wang Shaohua stepped forward, grasped her hand, and said calmly, “Come, let’s go up.”

Then he turned to Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin and said, “Since neither of you are in a hurry, let’s all go up together.”

Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin nodded repeatedly, their hearts blossoming with joy. Since Wang Shaohua was willing to die, they were willing to bury him.

Wang Shaohua pulled Su Yuehua’s hand toward the unit entrance. Su Yuehua’s eyes were red with anger, and she vehemently resisted going in with him. She wished she could shake off Wang Shaohua’s hand right then, run away, and find a private place to cry for a while.

However, at that moment, Wang Shaohua calmly pressed his thumb gently into her palm.

Su Yuehua’s heart instantly calmed down quite a bit. She knew her husband well. Whenever she felt worried, scared, uncertain, or lost, he would give her this silent promise. This gesture meant he would handle everything, and everything would be alright.

But Su Yuehua had a second thought: How could this situation possibly get better now? Didn’t she know Wang Shaohua’s capabilities? With Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin watching intently, how could he possibly solve this problem? Could he really conjure up an apartment here? Don’t be ridiculous.

But Wang Shaohua didn’t give her a chance to hesitate. He pulled her into the unit entrance, and Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin, arm in arm, joyfully followed them into the elevator, looking as if they were enjoying a good show. In their eyes, Wang Shaohua’s brains had truly been kicked by a donkey today. He wasn’t leaving himself any way out. If this matter got out in the future, he would have no one to blame but himself.

The twenty-two-story duplex building only had eleven selectable floors. Wang Shaohua pressed the 10th floor, and the elevator doors slowly closed. Su Yuehua’s heart was like still water; she felt she might lose all the face she had accumulated in her life today. But now, she was somewhat resigned. “Who cares?” she thought. “My husband is my choice anyway. Since he’s decided, and he’s so resolute, I might as well just go all in. If we’re going to be embarrassed, we’ll be embarrassed together.”

Ding! With a chime, the elevator stopped on the 10th floor.

Exiting the elevator, there were three apartment doors each to the left, front, and right: 1001, 1002, 1003.

Shao Zhen felt that Wang Shaohua was just one step away from revealing his true colors. So, he impatiently bared his fangs, saying with a laugh, “Shaohua, you’re not living in 1004, are you?”

Wang Shaohua looked at him and smiled brilliantly, a smile that made Shao Zhen’s heart feel somewhat uneasy. Zhang Shuqin also felt that Wang Shaohua’s smile was very eerie, as if she and her husband had been tricked by him.

Wang Shaohua looked at the door of 1001, but what he thought of was Li Mu.

He remembered the feeling of intense envy when Li Mu first brought him up here, and he thought Li Mu had bought a large duplex for himself; he remembered the indescribably shocked feeling when Li Mu told him that this house was the compensation he had obtained for his daughter; he remembered his torn state these past few days, and the feeling of secretly coming to glance at it every day after work…

And now, he looked forward to his wife’s reaction once this door opened. Even more, he anticipated Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin’s reactions after the door opened.

Wang Shaohua had never been this vain, nor had he ever been so filled with a desire to fight as he was today. He truly realized that money was a damn good thing. It could buy things that others yearned for but couldn’t reach; it could make you hold your head high; it could smash the faces of your adversaries and, even more, destroy their will.

Before today, he had been hesitating whether to accept this house that Li Mu had secured for his daughter. His intellectual’s pretentious pride had always made him feel that taking this house would be selling his daughter’s dignity. But now he understood a truth: self-respect isn’t something one gets by merely thinking about it; self-respect must be earned outside. Therefore, this house, regardless of whether his wife would accept it once she knew, he was determined to keep it!

Thank you, Li Mu, for aggressively securing such a luxurious mansion for his family;

Thank you, Li Mu, for giving him an opportunity to completely smash the faces of his wife’s adversaries;

Thank you, Li Mu, for giving him a flawless experience of showing off. This feeling made his usually honest and simple self ecstatic!

With that, Wang Shaohua, bearing a mysterious and inscrutable smile, pulled out a finely crafted security door key from his pocket.

Shao Zhen recognized the key at a glance. When the property was handed over, the saleslady had specifically explained that Huafu Haoting’s security doors were complimentary from the developer. The door bodies were custom-made by top domestic security door manufacturers, and the locks were even more impressive: they were the latest high-end security door locks specifically ordered from Korea. Each lock came with three keys from the factory. If one was lost, a replacement had to be custom-ordered from the manufacturer based on its serial number, with each key costing at least five hundred yuan. This terrified Shao Zhen, making him dread losing even one by accident.

He had never believed that Wang Shaohua had truly bought a duplex apartment here. However, when Wang Shaohua pulled out the key, Shao Zhen’s heart suddenly twitched. He couldn’t help but ask himself, “Did he really buy it?”

He looked at his wife, and Zhang Shuqin’s eyes mirrored his own, filled with doubt and alarm, fearing that Wang Shaohua would actually open that door.

Wang Shaohua didn’t give them much more time. He took out the key, walked to the door of 1001, and the key clicked into the lock. Then, with a gentle twist, a crisp click echoed from within the lock.

This click resonated in the hearts of the other three like a thunderclap on dry land, exploding with a loud boom.

Wang Shaohua gently pressed down on the doorknob, and then the door was easily pushed open. Wang Shaohua then stood by the doorway and said to the dumbfounded Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin, “Gentlemen, ladies, please!”





Chapter 518: Future Dowry

What Wang Shaohua opened was more than just a simple door.

This push not only dealt a fatal blow to Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin but also opened a new door in his own life. He finally broke free from the pedantic thinking of an intellectual, which would have a profoundly far-reaching impact on his future path.

And his push also made Su Yuehua feel the greatest shock of her life.

Su Yuehua was dumbfounded. Shao Zhen and Zhang Shuqin exchanged glances, each seeing in the other’s eyes a shock almost equivalent to a nuclear explosion.

How could this be? How could this be! Wang Shaohua opening this door completely overturned all their speculations. In other words, from the moment they met Wang Shaohua until now, Wang Shaohua hadn’t been lying or bragging. He and Su Yuehua had quietly and discreetly bought a luxurious mansion worth over two million here! How in the world did they manage to do that!

Thinking back to all the conversations they’d just had, Shao Zhen wished he could crawl into a crack in the ground. Zhang Shuqin’s thoughts were much simpler; she truly wanted to rush to the grand balcony of this duplex and jump off to end it all.

While her words were a bit exaggerated, her feelings at the moment were not exaggerated at all.

She had been competing with Su Yuehua for many years. The last time Wang Xinran’s art exam score was reverted to its original score, she felt so miserable that she couldn’t eat or sleep well for days. Today, she thought it was heaven’s blessing, that she had finally seized a sure-kill opportunity. She never expected to be slapped hard and undeniably across the face by Wang Shaohua.

And that was secondary.

The most important thing was that imagining Su Yuehua living in this one hundred seventy-two-square-meter duplex luxurious mansion, while she herself lived in her one hundred thirty-square-meter three-bedroom apartment behind it, made her heart ache beyond measure.

Although the difference in size between the two apartments was only forty-two square meters, the price difference was immense. Including the additional fees for a high-rise, Su Yuehua’s duplex was roughly eight hundred thousand more expensive than her newly bought apartment. Eight hundred thousand! It would take her and her husband several years to save that much, even if they didn’t eat or drink.

At this moment, Wang Shaohua, who was usually gentle and refined, walked to the balcony and waved at the two: “Shao Zhen, Shuqin, come over here and see; then you’ll understand what I meant by ‘all other mountains seem small’.”

Shao Zhen’s face burned hot, and Zhang Shuqin couldn’t raise her head.

Both husband and wife were the kind of people who couldn’t stand to see others doing well. Even if someone else’s shirt had one more button than theirs, they would be uncomfortable for half a day, let alone the current situation.

Seeing that they were unresponsive, Wang Shaohua walked to the other side of the living room, pointed out the window, and said: “Shao Zhen, Shuqin, that building behind is your home, right? We can just see it from here. Your view over there is blocked by this building; it really is a bit cramped.”

This time, Shao Zhen also couldn’t raise his head.

Zhang Shuqin felt a strong impulse: she couldn’t live here anymore! She couldn’t live in this complex! Otherwise, every day she walked onto her balcony and saw this high-rise building standing before her, her heart would feel uncomfortably blocked, and she’d wish she could take a quick-acting heart-saving pill.

Wang Shaohua continued: “Huafu Haoting is indeed a good complex, but to be honest, only this one duplex building truly offers north-south transparency. I’ve studied all the other apartment layouts, and they’re all corridor-style building structures with mixed apartment layouts. Generally, a unit only faces one direction, either east, south, west, or north.”

Shao Zhen haltingly nodded, then plucked up his courage and said: “Um, Shaohua, we should get going. It’s not good to keep the renovation company waiting too long.”

Zhang Shuqin also chimed in: “Yes, yes, we’ll leave first.”

Wang Shaohua said: “Oh, Shuqin, didn’t you say it was fine to let the renovation company wait? You wanted to see the apartment, but you haven’t really seen it yet. You haven’t even been upstairs.”

Zhang Shuqin smiled awkwardly and said: “Um, we won’t go up. We’ll come another day. We really have something urgent today…”

Shao Zhen added: “Yes, we’ll come another day to see it.”

Wang Shaohua said with an expression of regret: “Alright then, you two go ahead and be busy. I won’t see you off.”

“No need, no need,” they said, then turned around and fled.

Staying there for another second was torment.

Wang Shaohua walked over and closed the door, feeling incredibly satisfied.

Su Yuehua, who had been silent all this time, finally walked up to Wang Shaohua and pressed him: “Husband, what’s going on with this apartment?”

Wang Shaohua said: “This apartment will be our new home from now on.”

Su Yuehua asked in astonishment: “How did you get this apartment?”

Wang Shaohua said: “How this apartment came about isn’t something that can be explained in a word or two. In short, all thanks to Li Mu.”

“Li Mu?!” Su Yuehua’s mind couldn’t even process it.

Wang Shaohua then rephrased: “Or rather, thank Yingxue. Li Mu must have done all this for her sake.”

Su Yuehua immediately said: “You’re killing me with suspense! Quickly tell me what this apartment is all about!”

Wang Shaohua nodded and recounted everything related to the apartment to Su Yuehua in full detail.

Su Yuehua didn’t recover for a long time after listening. Several minutes later, she asked Wang Shaohua: “You’re planning to accept this apartment?”

Wang Shaohua hummed in affirmation, saying without hesitation: “I can’t afford an apartment here, let alone such a big duplex. But I can afford the renovation costs. This will be my sweetie’s apartment from now on, her home in Yanjing and her dowry for the future.”

Su Yuehua seemed to struggle to understand, saying: “If we take this apartment, won’t it be like selling out Xinran’s dignity?”

Wang Shaohua said: “Precisely because others harmed our sweetie’s dignity, Li Mu went to get this apartment from them for her. Otherwise, how do you think our sweetie’s dignity could be restored? How do you think we could restore our sweetie’s dignity? The Film Academy changed the scores because they corrected their mistake. The Chen family came to apologize because Li Mu was exerting pressure on them. If Li Mu hadn’t exerted pressure, our sweetie’s score wouldn’t have been reversed, no one would have come to apologize, and there certainly wouldn’t be this apartment now.”

Su Yuehua knew how Li Mu had exerted pressure on the Film Academy back then. He had publicly denounced Directors Xu and Shan by real name, truly exposing the matter. It was precisely because of his influence that the Film Academy swiftly implemented remedial measures. Her daughter being able to re-enter the Film Academy was entirely Li Mu’s achievement.

She just hadn’t expected that Li Mu, to vent his anger for her daughter, would also use his vast connections to pressure Chen Guanghua and even shut down Chen Guanghua’s factory. No wonder Chen Guanghua was so humble in coming to apologize; it was all because of Li Mu.

This current apartment was also thanks to Li Mu. Chen Guanghua, feeling intimidated by his influence, was willing to buy this apartment as compensation and to settle the matter.

Her husband was also right. This apartment was something Li Mu fought for on their daughter’s behalf. They had no right to refuse, and moreover, with a two-million-yuan apartment right before their eyes, neither of them knew how to refuse.

Su Yuehua said: “How about we go back and discuss it with our sweetie?”

Wang Shaohua nodded and said: “Gaokao is coming soon. Let’s tell her after she finishes her exams.”

Su Yuehua hummed in agreement, tacitly accepting Wang Shaohua’s suggestion. She then remembered Li Mu and asked Wang Shaohua: “We also need to show our appreciation to Li Mu, after all, he helped so much, both openly and discreetly.”

Wang Shaohua said: “I’ve thought about that too, but I don’t know how to thank him. It feels like no matter what we do, it will seem too insignificant.”

Su Yuehua sighed softly: “Let’s think hard about it.”

…

The National Football Team’s World Cup debut had concluded. The Costa Rica team, like the National Football Team, was also trained by Milutinović. The former was just an amateur team. Everyone initially thought the National Football Team could easily win their first match and secure three points. However, unexpectedly, they were defeated 0-2 by this amateur team.

After losing to Costa Rica, everyone clearly realized that the National Football Team qualifying was hopeless. Turkey’s strength was far above that of the National Football Team; getting a draw would already be a miracle. Furthermore, the third opponent was the great four-star Brazil. So the National Football Team’s best possible outcome was two losses and one draw, accumulating one point, and the worst outcome was three losses, accumulating zero points.

The crucial match was a complete defeat, and the public’s attitude towards the National Football Team immediately shifted dramatically, with curses everywhere. Li Mu saw the overwhelming reports and secretly congratulated himself for not watching the match again. Taobao was launching in two days, and he no longer had the energy to focus on football.

On June fifth, the day before Taobao’s launch, Li Mu spent the entire day on Taobao. Taobao’s launch would quickly push the C2C e-commerce model to a new height. As an platform that would be completely free for both buyers and sellers, and integrated with Alipay, Taobao’s potential in the C2C field was by no means comparable to EachNet’s current status.

Although it was a C2C model website, Li Mu had also planted a B2C Easter egg within it. If Mango could become an instant hit on Taobao, then a B2C model similar to Tmall would also open up a brand new business model for domestic enterprises. The possibilities contained within it were immensely vast. Li Mu didn’t know how high the true ceiling of e-commerce was, but Alibaba’s future market value of over two hundred billion US dollars was already high enough to require Li Mu to strive and fight for years, or even more than a decade.

If Taobao’s launch went smoothly, Li Mu would definitely have Liu Qiangdong initiate the construction of an independent logistics system. Liu Qiangdong already had this idea; Li Mu must provide him with the conditions as soon as possible to realize this idea under Taobao’s corporate umbrella. Otherwise, for someone as capable as him, once he gets the hang of things at Taobao, if Taobao doesn’t provide him with the conditions for this, he will definitely achieve it through other channels. Building an independent logistics system is the top priority for establishing a self-operated B2C model! JD.com without an independent logistics system could be utterly decimated by Tmall in minutes, but with its own logistics, JD.com would be like having an impenetrable shield. Whether it’s Tmall or other B2C platforms, no one could shake it even a little.

After working all day at the company, Li Mu left Taobao at seven o’clock and headed home.

Originally, he had wanted to stay longer after work, but Li Yawei and the others wanted to go to Yucheng Garden to watch tonight’s match between Germany and Ireland. Among the guys in the dorm room, Li Yawei and Sun Jian were die-hard German team fans, so they were much more enthusiastic about this match than anyone else. Li Mu couldn’t afford to drop the ball on this matter.





Chapter 519: Proper Reserve

Hu Zhengdao had just returned from out of town, and this time, Dorm Room 606 was finally gathered at Li Mu’s rented apartment.

The donor whose tissue matching with Wang Yanan’s mother was successful had arrived in Yanjing and was admitted to the hospital where Wang Yanan’s mother was, beginning pre-operative examinations.

After working tirelessly and exhausting himself for so long, Hu Zhengdao finally felt relieved. A passionate football fan, he loudly declared he wanted to drink to his heart’s content with everyone tonight.

The six of them bought a large amount of alcohol and dishes and came to Yucheng Garden, where they ate, drank, had fun, and leisurely watched a somewhat dull football match.

Germany and Ireland drew 1:1. The German ‘Panzer’ had been leading 1:0 until the final moments when they were reversed by Robbie Keane, a second-rate striker playing for Tottenham. This was the first time Oliver Kahn’s goal had been breached in this World Cup; the second and third times would come in the final decisive match against Brazil.

After the match, Li Yawei was quite upset; the unknown Irish striker had ruined his celebratory mood. Xue Jianfeng was still reeling from being cuckolded and utterly miserable, so these two drank a lot of beer with great understanding.

Li Mu and Hu Zhengdao talked a bit more about Wang Yanan’s mother. According to Hu Zhengdao, if all went well, the surgery could happen as early as late this month. Although Wang Yanan’s mother’s physical condition wasn’t great, it was better than when she first entered the ICU, and the doctors said she could withstand the transplant surgery.

Li Mu finally sighed in relief. If the surgery was successful, it wouldn’t just be a matter for Wang Yanan and her mother; Hu Zhengdao would also be able to relax significantly in the future. He had indeed given too much during this period. Not to mention others, even Li Mu, who had lived as a middle-aged man into his thirties in his previous life, greatly admired him.

It wasn’t until nearly half past ten that Li Yawei, slurring his words from drinking, shakily stood up and said to Li Mu, “Brother Mu, why don’t you come back to the dorm with us tonight?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I won’t be going back today; I have something to do early tomorrow.”

“What do you have to do? Isn’t it your birthday tomorrow? Everyone agreed to celebrate it with you tomorrow night, and sister-in-law too, have you forgotten?”

Li Mu replied, “I haven’t forgotten. The restaurant is already booked: Yunhai Residence, Erhai Hall. You all can arrive at seven tomorrow evening.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Yan Nan can’t make it tomorrow; she needs to stay at the hospital with her mother. She asked me to apologize to you and also wishes you a happy birthday in advance.”

Li Yawei, half-asleep, vaguely heard the words ‘Happy Birthday,’ and suddenly said, “Oh, why don’t we all just stay here tonight and stay up to usher in Brother Mu’s birthday? It’ll be his birthday at midnight.”

Li Mu laughed and chided, “Get lost! Why would I want you bunch of grown men to usher in my birthday? Besides, an entire dorm room not returning to the dorm at night? That’s way too high-profile.”

Li Yawei chuckled, “I was just being polite with you. Look how nervous you are! Tell me, is there a girl coming to stay up with you tonight?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No. But if you’re happy to stay, I don’t mind.”

Li Yawei said, “Forget it, I won’t bother you here. I’ll go back to the dorm with the other bros to sleep.”

Li Mu escorted the tipsy group downstairs and watched them help each other across the Tiangiao before feeling relieved and turning to go home.

Although Li Mu wasn’t particularly interested in celebrating his birthday, after returning alone to his apartment in Yucheng Garden, he couldn’t help but feel a touch of melancholy and sentimentality.

This was Li Mu’s first birthday since his Rebirth. After midnight, he would just turn twenty years old, an age often considered the prime of life. Yet, no one knew that within this twenty-year-old body resided a thirty-something soul from the future.

Many times, Li Mu felt lonely. This loneliness wasn’t because he lacked company, but because there was no one he could confide in, no one who could understand him. At twenty years old, having built such a career, Li Mu had achieved an unprecedented sense of accomplishment. However, behind this achievement lay a secret that he could never share with anyone, not even the parents who gave him life and raised him. This secret, Li Mu knew, was destined to be guarded until the end of this life. The feeling wasn’t pleasant; over time, Li Mu even worried he might develop depression.

During his previous long talk with Chen Wan after drinking, Li Mu had deliberately spoken half-truthfully about his previous life. That was a disguised form of confession for Li Mu, a way to reveal the truth of the matter in a manner that others wouldn’t understand, or even if they did, wouldn’t believe. While somewhat like ‘scratching an itch through a boot’ (meaning ineffective or insufficient), it at least served some purpose.

Li Mu expected that when he grew old, he would write an autobiography encrypted with his own language and logic, covertly revealing his true identity within it in some way. It would only be made public after his death. If anyone could decipher its mysteries, it would surely spark a fierce debate in the world, much like Wang Mang, who was suspected by his contemporaries of being a time-traveler. Perhaps it could even make his identity a timeless mystery, eventually leading to novels and films being made about it—that would be quite interesting.

Drinking a bit more alone, Li Mu stood on the balcony, looking down at the neon-lit city of Yanjing. A surge of ambition suddenly welled up within him. In the future, he vowed to erect a landmark building belonging to him in this city. While he couldn’t say ‘I came, I saw, I conquered,’ he would at least leave a distinct mark in this city, thereby proving his existence to the world.

At eleven o’clock, Li Dad called Li Mu and said with a smile, “Son, you’ll be twenty in a little while. What are your thoughts on that?”

Li Mu chuckled, “No particular thoughts, just that I still feel quite young.”

Li Dad said, “Twenty is the best age. You’ve only lived less than a quarter of your life. Your task now is to enjoy life. In a few years, you’ll realize these past few years were the best time of your life, so don’t regret it when you look back then.”

Li Mu respectfully said, “Thank you, Dad, I’ll remember that.”

Li Dad cheerfully said, “This is the first time you’ve spent your birthday away from Mom and Dad since you were little. Your mother originally said she wanted to go to Yanjing to celebrate with you, but I stopped her.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why, Dad? It would be great if you and Mom came to Yanjing for a couple of days.”

Li Dad said, “You’re already so grown up; I don’t want to interfere too much with your life.”

Li Mu said, “It’s mainly that I have too many things going on right now, otherwise I would have taken some time off for my birthday to go home for a couple of days.”

Li Dad said, “It’s not good for a boy to be too attached to home. You can keep your family in your heart, but don’t run home every other day…”

Before Li Dad could finish speaking, Li Mu heard his mother say unhappily, “Don’t talk nonsense to our son! If he comes home less often in the future, I won’t forgive you!”

“Oh, wife, that’s not what I meant…”

“Go on, go away, let me talk to our son for a bit.”

Li Mom forcefully snatched the phone, and then her voice immediately softened countless times as she smiled and said, “My dear son, happy birthday!”

Li Mu chuckled foolishly, “Thank you, Mom!”

Li Mom asked him, “How are you planning to celebrate your birthday?”

Li Mu said, “I’m just going to have a meal with a few friends from my dorm tomorrow, just a simple celebration.”

Li Mom asked curiously, “Just you and your dorm roommates?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation and said, “Just a few roommates.”

“Oh dear,” Li Mom sighed, “Son, you’re old enough to date now. Don’t always hang out with your roommates every day; you should get to know more pretty female students!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Mom, I have a girlfriend.”

“Really?” Li Mom asked in surprise, “Where is the girl from?”

Li Mu said, “Do you remember that time you and Dad went to the bus station to see me off to Jinling? There was a girl then…”

Li Mom excitedly said, “Oh, oh, oh! I remember now! Was it that little girl surnamed Su? Her parents were also there at the time. You said you had a girlfriend; is it her?”

Li Mu didn’t hide it and admitted frankly, “Yes, it’s her.”

“Excellent, excellent!” Li Mom said, smiling happily. “I really liked that girl at first sight. She’s pretty, has great poise, and is very generous and poised. Definitely a rare find, a good girl. Her father is the Public Security Bureau Chief in our Haizhou, isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

Li Mom chuckled, “My son is truly capable! To be able to win over the daughter of the Public Security Bureau Chief, that’s not simple!”

At this point, Li Dad pressed from the side, “Really? Is it really that little girl surnamed Su?”

Li Mom said, “Xiao Mu said it’s her!”

“Heh!” Li Dad chuckled, “Good job, son! That girl is definitely one in ten thousand; you must grasp this opportunity well!”

Li Mom interjected, “When are you bringing her home for a meal?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Let’s talk about it later. We’re still young now; aren’t you afraid of the neighbors gossiping if I bring her home for a meal?”

Li Mom said, “Let them say whatever they want. With such a wonderful future daughter-in-law, others would be envious but can’t have one like her anyway.”

Li Dad said, “You also need to consider the girl’s situation. Coming to our home so early, would she feel awkward?”

Li Mom chuckled, “I just said it casually. It’s fine if you don’t bring her home yet, Xiao Mu, just make sure you handle it well.”

Li Mu replied, “Don’t worry, Mom, I know what I’m doing.”

Li Mom said, “Mom knows you know what you’re doing. It’s getting late, so get some rest. You have classes tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “Then you and Dad should also get some rest early.”

“Alright, once again, happy birthday, my dear son!”

After Li Mom hung up, Li Mu sighed inwardly. In this life, his parents’ personalities were far more cheerful than in his previous life. Their current attitude towards life was countless times more optimistic than at this point in his previous life. In his previous life, this period was their most arduous stage, whereas in this life, it was the most relaxed and most fulfilling time they had felt in forty or fifty years.

As he was sighing with emotion, his phone rang again. This time, it was Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Mu answered the call and heard Zhao Ziqiu ask him, “Li Mu, where are you?”

“At Yucheng Garden. What’s up?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I’m just passing by your building. Do you want to come down and meet?”

Li Mu had been thinking of her, but he didn’t expect her to be passing by his building at this time, so he blurted out, “Why don’t you come up? There’s nowhere to sit downstairs.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I won’t come up. It’s too inappropriate for a girl to go to your place so late at night alone.”

Li Mu didn’t know why she had suddenly become so proper and reserved around him, suddenly drawing such a clear line, which filled him with a bit of a lost feeling.

Feeling lost, Li Mu could only say, “Then wait there, I’ll be right down.”





Chapter 520: The Gift

The slightly tipsy Li Mu arrived at the entrance of the residential complex but didn’t see Zhao Ziqiu. It wasn’t until a yellow Volkswagen Beetle by the roadside rolled down its window and a fair, delicate hand extended out, waving at Li Mu, that he heard Zhao Ziqiu say from inside the car, “Li Mu, over here!”

Only then did Li Mu spot her. He hurried over in a few steps, bending down to look at the elaborately dressed Zhao Ziqiu in the car, and asked in surprise, “Why are you still out so late? Haven’t returned to your dorm room yet at this hour?”

Zhao Ziqiu chuckled and said, “I was with some friends at Sanlitun, just got back. I can’t go back to the dorm room tonight, I’m sleeping over at a friend’s house.”

Li Mu felt a little uncomfortable hearing this. Dressing up so nicely and going to Sanlitun to play until so late, not even returning to her dorm room, and having to stay at a friend’s house — this wasn’t something a good girl like her should be doing.

Li Mu instinctively asked her, “What kind of friends? Guys or girls?”

“Girls,” Zhao Ziqiu said casually, then looked at Li Mu and asked him, “You smell strongly of alcohol, have you been drinking?”

Li Mu replied, “Yawei and a few others came over to watch the game; I had a little.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “I also had a little too. My friend has a villa in the suburbs, and there’s a big party there tonight. Lots of people, we can drink some more when we get there.”

Li Mu frowned, his tone becoming stern as he questioned, “You drove here all the way from Sanlitun while intoxicated?”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue and said, “I didn’t drink much, just two small bottles of beer.”

“You still can’t drink and drive!” Li Mu blurted out. “Do you know how dangerous drunk driving is?”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu, saying with a half-smile, “Don’t you often drink and drive too?”

Li Mu was instantly speechless. After a moment, he argued defensively, “That doesn’t count as drunk driving for me. I only drive when alcohol has no effect on me whatsoever. You’re different.”

“Quibbling,” Zhao Ziqiu pouted. “I was just passing by your place and suddenly remembered I hadn’t seen you in so long, so I called you to meet up. If you scold me, I’ll leave.”

Li Mu had no choice but to say, “Alright, alright, I won’t talk about your drunk driving. You’re still going to drink this late? Do you have classes tomorrow?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “It’s fine, I don’t have any important classes tomorrow anyway.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but say, “I’ll get you a hotel room tonight. You get a good night’s sleep and then go to school obediently tomorrow.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “Why?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, couldn’t think of a suitable reason, but still said toughly, “No why, it’s decided. Wait for me a moment, I’ll go upstairs to get my wallet.”

Zhao Ziqiu stopped him, smiling, “I’ll listen to you and not go then. I have money, you don’t need to trouble yourself.” With that, Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “Do you want to come up and sit for a while? Bending over to talk is quite tiring.”

Li Mu nodded, didn’t say much, pulled open the car door, and got in.

He thought they were just going to sit and chat, but Zhao Ziqiu unexpectedly smiled and told Li Mu, “Buckle your seatbelt.”

Li Mu asked her, “What for?”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled radiantly, “Just buckle it if I tell you to.”

Li Mu, resigned, pulled down the seatbelt and fastened it. At this moment, Zhao Ziqiu started the car, and the little Beetle shot out, quickly heading towards the main road.

Li Mu didn’t know where Zhao Ziqiu intended to take him. The car’s CD player had just finished reading the disc and began playing a song Li Mu was very familiar with: “I Do, I Do, I Do, I Do, I Do” by the Swedish group ABBA from the 1970s.

After the brass intro, the elegant female vocals wafted out.

Love me or leave me

Make your choice, but believe me

I love you

I do, I do, I do, I do, I do

I can’t conceal it

Don’t you see, can’t you feel it

Don’t you do

I do, I do, I do, I do, I do…

The gist of the lyrics was very simple; anyone with even a basic grasp of English could easily understand it. The whole song repeatedly expressed one central idea: “I love you.” You can decide to love me or leave me, but please believe me, I love you. I cannot hide my love for you, don’t you see it, don’t you feel it?

ABBA, as a group, was almost contemporaneous with Teresa Teng, famous internationally in their time, but their popularity in China was not high. This was because when the group was popular abroad, China had not yet opened up, and by the time China did open up, they had already disbanded.

Li Mu didn’t know how Zhao Ziqiu’s car came to have such a CD. He didn’t know when or how Zhao Ziqiu had come to like ABBA, nor did he even know when Zhao Ziqiu had bought the car.

Although the music’s melody was familiar, Li Mu couldn’t feel happy at all. He suddenly felt as if Zhao Ziqiu was drifting further and further away from him. They rarely contacted each other, and he was unaware of so many of her changes. Perhaps he had consumed too much of her affection, leading to the current situation. Li Mu felt uncomfortable, but he also understood very clearly that for things to have reached this point, no matter how unwilling he was, he had no one to blame but himself.

It was this feeling of being lost and disappointed that prevented Li Mu from pondering what the song signified appearing in Zhao Ziqiu’s car at that moment. He certainly didn’t misinterpret intentions by thinking it was a confession from Zhao Ziqiu to him.

The three-minute song quickly finished. Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “Is this song nice?”

Li Mu nodded, “It’s one of ABBA’s most classic songs.”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu in surprise, asking him, “You know ABBA too?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation, saying with a slightly listless spirit, “I’ve heard many of their songs.”

Zhao Ziqiu then asked Li Mu, “Can you understand what this song is singing about?”

Li Mu nodded, “I got full marks on the Gaokao English exam…”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled, “Oh, right! Then I don’t have to worry.”

Li Mu had had some alcohol, and his mood wasn’t great, so his mind wasn’t entirely clear. He didn’t quite grasp the meaning behind Zhao Ziqiu’s words, merely asking her, “Where are you driving to?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “It’s a secret. Just come with me, you’ll see.”

“Alright,” Li Mu nodded helplessly.

There were very few vehicles on the streets of Yanjing at night. Zhao Ziqiu drove the car out of the city, reaching the main gate of a villa complex in less than twenty minutes. Zhao Ziqiu slowed down to swipe her card and enter the complex. Li Mu, recalling what Zhao Ziqiu had said earlier, thought she was taking him to her friend’s party and, uncharacteristically, felt angry. He questioned Zhao Ziqiu, “Didn’t you tell me just now that you weren’t going to that party? Why did you drive here again?”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, as if he were truly angry, Zhao Ziqiu said coquettishly, “You didn’t want me to drink, so I brought you along. If you don’t like it once we’re there, we can just leave after a little while. Then I’ll listen to you, find a hotel myself, and go to school obediently tomorrow, okay?”

Li Mu’s heart softened slightly. Thinking that they were already here, and Zhao Ziqiu had given her promise, it would be unreasonable for him not to agree. He nodded, “As long as there’s no drinking, anything is fine.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled, “Okay, you said it.”

Li Mu sighed softly, not saying anything more. He checked the time; it was a quarter to midnight. He had originally intended to stay up late to welcome the New Year quietly by himself, but unexpectedly, Zhao Ziqiu had pulled him to attend some party. Li Mu had no interest in this type of social networking gathering, let alone on the verge of his own birthday.

Zhao Ziqiu drove the car into the villa complex and stopped in front of one of the detached villas. She took a small remote control from the car’s storage compartment and pressed it lightly. The villa’s electric gate opened to both sides. Zhao Ziqiu then drove the car directly into the yard, stopping it right by the villa entrance and turning off the engine. She said to Li Mu, “We’re here. Get out of the car.”

Li Mu looked up at the completely dark villa and asked her, surprised, “It’s pitch black, is this where they’re having a party?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “It’s not time to start yet.” After speaking, Zhao Ziqiu pushed open the door and got out of the car.

Li Mu, half-believing, followed her out of the car. He looked up at the dark villa, extremely puzzled. It didn’t look like anyone was inside!

Li Mu, his heart filled with suspicion, followed Zhao Ziqiu through the main door. It was completely dark inside. He suddenly started feeling uneasy, not knowing what awaited him. He began to feel that something wasn’t quite right.

After entering, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t immediately turn on the lights. Li Mu hadn’t even adjusted to the darkness inside when Zhao Ziqiu casually closed the door. Li Mu suddenly wondered if everything Zhao Ziqiu had done before was just an act. Had she conspired with a few of his dorm room buddies to give him a surprise? Would the lights suddenly come on, and then those guys jump out and yell “Surprise!” at him?

The more Li Mu thought about it, the more he felt it was highly likely. Otherwise, why would Zhao Ziqiu come looking for him so soon after those guys left? She had said a bunch of nonsense to trick him over; maybe that bunch had already arrived ahead of time and were waiting inside.

Li Mu was waiting for the lights to come on and reveal the truth, but unexpectedly, in the darkness, a warm body suddenly rushed into his arms. Zhao Ziqiu suddenly hugged him tightly and whispered four words in his ear: “Happy Birthday.”

Li Mu instinctively asked her, “Where are those bastards?”

Zhao Ziqiu whispered, “Besides you and me, there’s no one else here.”

Li Mu was stunned.

Seeing that he hadn’t reacted for a long time, Zhao Ziqiu asked somewhat guiltily, “Are you angry? I didn’t mean to trick you. I just thought your birthday is coming up soon, and I know you have a gathering tomorrow night, which I can’t attend. So I thought I’d celebrate with you in advance tonight…”

In the darkness, Li Mu couldn’t see Zhao Ziqiu’s face, but at that moment, all his previous feelings of being lost and disappointed vanished instantly. He finally understood that the girl in his arms wasn’t drifting further away from him as he had thought, but had meticulously prepared everything just to wish him a happy birthday.

At that moment, besides being moved, Li Mu felt a strong sense of relief, as if something precious had been lost and then found. His heart warmed, and he hugged Zhao Ziqiu tightly, lowering his head to kiss her lips. They embraced in a passionate kiss.

A long while later, their lips parted. Li Mu was overcome with emotion, remembering the past, and couldn’t help but quietly ask Zhao Ziqiu in her ear, “Where’s my birthday gift?”





Chapter 521: The Best Birthday Gift

When Li Mu saw Zhao Ziqiu off at the airport before the New Year, Zhao Ziqiu had told him to visit Hangzhou during the New Year, saying she had the best gift for him.

Li Mu naturally understood what she meant by the best gift, and he yearned for it deeply. But back then, he hadn’t quite sorted out his thoughts; even if Zhao Ziqiu had no complaints, he wouldn’t have dared to act rashly. However, the blurred overlay of two lifetimes he experienced on the Tiangiao overpass in Zhongguancun made Li Mu realize the preciousness of Rebirth. It also made him bolder; as long as he liked something, he wanted it, and that certainly included Zhao Ziqiu.

To Li Mu’s shame, many of the developments between him and Zhao Ziqiu had been initiated by her, a girl. Leaving aside the past, tomorrow was his birthday, and she knew he had arranged a dinner with his dorm room roommates, where everyone would bring their girlfriends, so she planned to stay up late to welcome the New Year with him a day early. She even went to great lengths to trick him into her car and bring him to this villa, which he didn’t even know the location of. Her thoughtfulness deeply moved Li Mu and solidified his resolve: no matter what, he mustn’t fail her…

This time, he didn’t want to miss out again!

…

A long while later, completely drained of energy, Zhao Ziqiu softly asked him, “You’re not going back tonight, are you?”

Li Mu gently hugged her and said, “I’m not going anywhere tonight.”

Relieved, Zhao Ziqiu said, “Suddenly, I feel that it was right you didn’t go to Hangzhou during winter break.”

Li Mu asked her, “Why?”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled shyly and said, “Not only not going to Hangzhou, but also last time at Yan Nan’s house, and Mother’s sister coming at just the right time. Everything was in preparation for today. Today is your twentieth birthday; this could only happen today to be truly perfect.”

Li Mu nodded. He also felt that this transition from nineteen to twenty years old was perfect beyond imagination.

Zhao Ziqiu continued, “It took quite a bit of effort to trick you into coming over today. I knew you were drinking at home with Zheng Dao and the others. I was worried you’d drink too much, and also worried they’d stay over or drag you back to the dorm room. I waited downstairs at your house all night. I only felt relieved when I saw you come down to see them off.”

Li Mu said, “They left after ten. You waited in the car for an hour?”

“Yes,” Zhao Ziqiu said, looking at Li Mu with her sparkling large eyes and smiling. “What if I had tricked you over around ten? We couldn’t just stare at each other until midnight, could we? If it happened before midnight, the meaning wouldn’t be as perfect.”

“OCD!” Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh.

Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu in surprise, “What’s OCD?”

Only then did Li Mu remember that the trope / meme of OCD hadn’t caught on yet. So he smiled and said, “OCD means ‘perfectionist’, and it’s perfectly demonstrated by you.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted and said, “It is! This timing is just right, and it makes it even more special…”

…

When Li Mu opened his eyes, the sun was already high in the sky, and Zhao Ziqiu was still in a deep sleep.

He glanced at the European-style wall clock; it was already eleven in the morning. He had slept a bit too soundly.

Looking at Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu’s heart swelled with satisfaction. If it weren’t for Rebirth, he probably wouldn’t have had any connection with her in this lifetime. But now…

Just then, the phone in Li Mu’s pants pocket started vibrating non-stop. He gently moved Zhao Ziqiu’s hand, cautiously got out of bed, picked up his pants from the floor, and pulled out his phone. It was Liu Qiangdong calling.

The moment Li Mu answered, Liu Qiangdong asked him, “Bro, Taobao is Going premium today, why are you playing disappeared?”

Li Mu quietly walked out of the bedroom and said, “Last night, a few friends had some drinks to celebrate my birthday. I just woke up after drinking too much.”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled helplessly, “Ah, to be young. Don’t you have plans tonight? At eight PM Going premium, you definitely won’t be able to stay in the office, right?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment. “Everything’s arranged. I won’t be at the company overseeing things with you when we Go premium.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Then make some time to come this afternoon. At such a crucial moment, everyone feels a bit leaderless without you there.”

Li Mu said, “Aren’t you the general manager? Isn’t it fine with you there?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “The thing is, I feel leaderless too!”

“Damn it.” Li Mu said, “Alright, I’ll see if I can drop by this afternoon.”

“Then I’ll wait for you.”





Chapter 522: Extremely Cost-Effective

After hanging up Senior Student Liu’s call, Li Mu finally noticed dozens of unread text messages on his phone. Opening his inbox, he saw that they were all birthday wishes from relatives and friends. Not only were there elders like Mom and Dad, Mother’s younger sister, and maternal uncle’s wife, but also Li Mu’s paternal cousin sister and maternal younger male cousin. Even Xiao Hao, who was in junior high, sent Li Mu a birthday message from his mom’s phone, which read: “Happy birthday, bro! Your little brother, Xiao Hao.”

Besides his family, Su Yingxue sent Li Mu a message exactly at midnight: “Darling, happy 20th birthday!”

Chen Wan’s message said: “Happy birthday, handsome! I’m in Xiangdu and can’t come back to celebrate with you. I’ll make it up to you when I return.”

The rest were from Zhao Kang, his buddies from the dorm room, Zhang Kexuan, Du Wei, Ning Hao, Chen Ze, Xu Jiaming, and other princelings in their circles, as well as some of his close subordinates from his company.

In addition, there were several missed calls; Su Yingxue had four, and Chen Wan had two.

Li Mu picked a few key ones and replied to them one by one, thanking them and explaining that he had drunk too much last night, which was why he couldn’t reply in time.

Su Yingxue replied first, asking Li Mu: “Just woke up? Are you alright?”

Facing Su Yingxue’s concern, Li Mu felt a surge of guilt. However, thinking of Zhao Ziqiu still sleeping soundly in the room, Li Mu also felt no regret. It was surprising how these two conflicting emotions coexisted quite harmoniously within him. He felt that he would surely find a way to compensate and make it up to Su Yingxue in the future. After all, if he could accomplish something as incredible as Rebirth, then nothing else would be a problem.

Immediately, Li Mu replied to Su Yingxue: “I’m fine, just slept very soundly. Don’t worry.”

Su Yingxue replied: “That’s good. Don’t drink at dinner tonight.”

Li Mu said: “Okay, I won’t drink tonight.”

Su Yingxue added: “I ordered a cake for you. If anyone else wants to buy one, tell them not to. I’ll bring it directly to the restaurant tonight.”

Li Mu replied: “How about I pick you up from school after I finish my work?”

“Good.”

After chatting with Su Yingxue and replying to a pile of text messages, Li Mu finally put his phone down temporarily and carefully looked around the villa he was in.

He had arrived too late last night and gone straight to one of the bedrooms, so Li Mu had no concept of what the villa looked like. Now, taking a rough look, he realized that this villa was truly extraordinarily luxurious. Asian Games Village alone was prime real estate, and villas like this would become rarer over time. It would be absolutely impossible for new villas to appear within the Fifth Ring Road in the future. Rich people wanting to buy villas later on would only be able to do so outside the Fifth Ring Road or even the Sixth Ring Road.

After a quick tour of the first floor, Li Mu found that the building area on this floor alone was at least three hundred square meters. From what he saw outside last night, the villa seemed to be a three-story plus two-story model, with the second and first floors having the same area, and the third floor occupying most of the space, leaving a large terrace. In addition, there was a staircase leading underground, and he wasn’t sure if the basement was one or two levels deep.

Calculating this, it had to be over one thousand square meters at the very least. If it were held until after 2012, its price would surely exceed one hundred million.

Li Mu seemed to recall hearing that actor Zhang Guoli had a villa of about one thousand square meters in Yanjing, and by 2012, its estimated value was already calculated in the hundreds of millions of yuan, with the actual transaction price reaching over one hundred million or even higher. Real estate would be the strongest hard currency in China in the future. Anyone who could afford this villa in this era must have terrifying influence.

Li Mu also wondered if this villa belonged to Zhao Ziqiu’s family, since she brought him here. If it was hers, then her family was truly extraordinary. After all, Zhao Ziqiu’s family was from Hangzhou, and they could afford to buy such a villa in Yanjing and leave it empty. Who knew how many other properties they had in Hangzhou and other places.

Although he had long sensed that Zhao Ziqiu’s family background was unusual, Li Mu hadn’t expected them to be this powerful.

As he was musing, Zhao Ziqiu, dressed in lace lingerie, came out of the bedroom looking for him. Seeing Li Mu standing in the living room, she gently hugged him from behind and said in a slightly coquettish tone, “I woke up and didn’t see you, so I thought last night was just a dream.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Even if you didn’t see me, you should have seen my clothes, and the sheets on the floor…”

Zhao Ziqiu had just picked up the sheets before coming out. Hearing Li Mu mention them now, her pretty face immediately flushed crimson, and she spat, “Pervert!”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, asking Zhao Ziqiu, “Is this your family’s house?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded.

Li Mu sighed, “I never thought I actually slept with a little rich lady…”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled sweetly, “Am I a very cost-effective girl?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re truly extraordinarily cost-effective. This villa alone must be worth at least ten to twenty million. But you’ve really hidden it well.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I never intended for anyone to know. The main reason I brought you here was that besides this place, I didn’t know where else to take you given the situation last night.”

Li Mu said, “You could have come to my place.”

“No way,” Zhao Ziqiu laughed, “You guys must have stirred things up quite a bit at your place last night with all that drinking. Besides, I could trick you into getting in the car and bring you to my house, but how could I trick you into taking me to your place?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s true.”

After speaking, he turned and gently embraced Zhao Ziqiu, asking her, “Are you hungry? Do you want to go out and get something to eat?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “You must have something important to do this afternoon, right? Let’s just have a quick lunch outside, and then you can go attend to your business.”

Li Mu said apologetically, “Yes, I do have something quite important to do this afternoon, so I might not be able to stay with you.”

Zhao Ziqiu leaned against Li Mu’s arm, smiling, “It’s fine. You go do your work. I can go back to school for class. You can celebrate your birthday with them and Su Yingxue tonight. I won’t look for you. Just tell me when you have time and want to see me, and we can meet here. My Mom and Dad hardly ever visit for more than a few days a year anyway, so this place is empty most of the time.”

Li Mu nodded emphatically, saying nothing more. Zhao Ziqiu had already said so much, and there was no need for him to say anything else besides feeling touched.

So he picked Zhao Ziqiu up and carried her towards the bedroom, which startled Zhao Ziqiu, who squirmed like a loach, begging, “Please don’t do it again today, it still hurts…”

Li Mu looked into her eyes and asked, “What if I still want to?”

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips for a moment, then tightened her arms around Li Mu’s neck, leaned closer, and gently kissed his lips, saying with immense seriousness and affection, “If you still want it, then I’ll give it to you…”

Li Mu bent down and kissed her back. After a long moment, he said with a doting expression, “How could I bear to make you suffer more? Let’s leave it for now. We can talk about it again in a few days when you’re better.”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu with eyes like flowing water and said, “This time, you’re not allowed to make me wait so long again.”

Li Mu nodded, saying earnestly, “Okay, this time, I won’t let you owe me for too long either.”

…

At noon, Li Mu drove the Beetle car, taking the somewhat inconvenienced Zhao Ziqiu to the vicinity of Peking University. The two found a restaurant for lunch, and then Li Mu dropped Zhao Ziqiu back at Peking University. Zhao Ziqiu asked him to help drive the car to her residential complex and park it, as she was staying in her dorm room tonight, and the car wasn’t suitable for driving onto campus.

Reluctantly bidding farewell to Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu drove the Beetle car back to the Yucheng Garden basement, then switched to his G55 and headed straight for Taobao.

The entire Taobao team was filled with a tense atmosphere. As soon as Liu Qiangdong saw Li Mu, he excitedly said, “Big bro, you’re finally here! We’re going premium in less than seven hours. Older brother, I’m so incredibly nervous right now!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Senior Student Liu, in my eyes, you have the demeanor of a great general. How are you still nervous at a time like this?”

“Of course I’m nervous!” Liu Qiangdong said, “I’ve never genuinely been involved in the internet before. Taobao is my first time, and it’s about to go premium. How can I not be nervous?”

Then, Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “It’s going premium at 8 PM tonight. Aren’t you nervous at all right now?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I’m just quite expectant.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Actually, I feel like there’s nothing left to be expectant about. We’ve done so much preparatory work, and I believe Taobao will definitely be a huge hit once it goes premium. The main reason I’m nervous now is that I’m worried about whether all our supporting processes can stand up to the huge pressure.”

Li Mu asked him, “What kind of huge pressure are you referring to?”

Liu Qiangdong counted on his fingers: “Look, first, it’s the website’s stress resistance. I’m afraid the instantaneous traffic will be too heavy at 8 PM tonight, and the servers won’t stand up to it. Second, after one hundred thousand Mango-ME units are snatched up, millions of Users will be forced to divert within Taobao. Although we have hundreds of other stores going premium at the same time, I’m worried that those third-party sellers won’t be able to provide good service and meet Users’ demands. Third, I’m still a little worried about the logistics side.”

Li Mu asked Liu Qiangdong, “Did you ask Xudong how high the peak traffic is expected to reach tonight?”

Liu Qiangdong told Li Mu, “The latest data transferred from Eting.com at noon shows that the pre-order quantity for Mango-ME has reached five million one hundred ninety thousand units, and it’s still growing at a rate of about fifty thousand units per hour. Taobao has now issued an equal number of pre-order codes to Eting.com’s port through internal interfaces. Tonight’s theoretical peak should reach several million people simultaneous access.”

The Magnitude of several million people simultaneous access was quite vast. Liu Qiangdong was somewhat worried about Taobao’s backend load capacity. Upon hearing such a massive Magnitude, Li Mu also felt a little uncertain and called Fang Xudong over to ask for his opinion.

Fortunately, Fang Xudong was very calm. He told Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong that Taobao’s backend currently had very strong pressure-bearing capacity for instantaneous peak traffic. Even if over five million people logged in simultaneously to try to purchase, the website wouldn’t crash at the User level. For Users, at most, the response speed would be slightly slower. The backend possessed excellent technical logic for handling and relieving pressure.

The load capacity of a backend system sometimes doesn’t depend solely on the number of servers and the bandwidth. It depends more on the backend system designer’s planning and construction level for the entire backend logic and for handling, relieving, and distributing pressure. This is very similar to architectural mechanics. With the same materials and construction costs, a design that better conforms to architectural mechanics will often greatly increase a building’s stress resistance, just like how people in ancient times built a Zhaozhou Bridge that could last for a thousand years, while modern idiots might build a bridge that collapses in half a year.

This was Fang Xudong’s capability, after all, he was a top engineer from Google. This kind of thing was no challenge for him at all.





Chapter 523: Boss Ma’s Keen Sense

Information exchange between different industries was not smooth enough. For instance, EachNet currently knew that a competitor was contacting merchants on its platform everywhere and that the competitor’s platform was called Taobao, but they didn’t really take it seriously.

Because no internet business model could be exclusive, especially e-commerce websites that didn’t require much technical expertise. There were ten to twenty such platforms, large and small, in the country. Some were major competitors to EachNet, while others were simply not worth fearing. Many platforms, after Going premium, were in a state of having no money and no traffic, and would soon shut down for good. Moreover, they didn’t know Taobao’s full details—who invested in it, what kind of team it had, nor what kind of resources Taobao had gathered.

As for the MP3 industry, they knew that Eting.com had partnered with a brand named Mango to create the Mango-ME, priced ridiculously low, but they didn’t know what channels Mango-ME planned to use for sales, nor that it was already prepared to Go premium together with an e-commerce website called Taobao.

If there was someone who understood both the e-commerce industry and the MP3 industry, as well as some information about Muye Technology and Li Mu, they might be able to piece together the approximate underlying connections of the whole matter through comprehensive analysis of various bits of information. However, Li Mu had done a decent job protecting his privacy, so currently, aside from his own people, no one could integrate so much diverse information from various industries.

Far away in Hangzhou, Boss Ma had been rooted in e-commerce for several years, but he had always focused on information services between businesses, which didn’t involve online transactions.

After several years of development and SoftBank’s substantial investment, Alibaba had now become a powerful large-scale internet enterprise. Boss Ma keenly realized that Alibaba.com, which was rooted among small and medium-sized enterprises, was becoming increasingly stagnant in terms of development. He felt that the true core of e-commerce was not about integrating with small and medium-sized enterprises, nor about creating an information exchange platform for them. With the continuous improvement and growth of social productivity, national GDP, and the global circulation of goods, the true core of e-commerce would inevitably sink down to the final retail segment.

Boss Ma’s initial inspiration for his internet mindset and e-commerce mindset came from America. He was very clear about the business models of eBay and Amazon, and he also understood the significance of PayPal’s existence. In fact, he was already considering the feasibility of operating retail e-commerce in China. He also clearly understood the concepts of B2B, B2C, and C2C models. Alibaba was currently focused on B2B, but the ceiling for B2B in China was too low; he could easily see its limit now. For him, he was not satisfied with the current situation at all. He had been contemplating the feasibility of B2C and even C2C in China since last year. After a long period of careful consideration, he had made up his mind that the next direction for Alibaba’s development would be C2C in China.

Similar to Li Mu, Boss Ma also thought very long-term about his ventures, and his control over resource coordination was exceptionally strong. His current B2B operations were, in some ways, laying the groundwork for future C2C. In fact, when the time was right, he would transform the B part of B2B into the C part of C2C, thereby smoothly transferring resources and building a new e-commerce platform rooted in retail.

In this concept, Boss Ma had long considered first adapting eBay’s model to the domestic market environment, and then imitating PayPal to create an online payment channel in China based on RMB settlements. However, he had not yet found the right timing, so these concepts had not truly been implemented.

When Alipay was created by Li Mu, Boss Ma had been nervous for a while. Alipay and PayPal shared the exact same core concept as products, and this was also the product model he intended to imitate in the future. Its sudden appearance, created by someone else, made him worry that the other party, like him, had set their sights on the e-commerce market.

However, Alipay’s birth environment was very unique; it was a product that emerged alongside 3321, a completely charitable platform. This made Boss Ma sigh in relief. In his view, Alipay was a tool Li Mu had built for 3321. Although Li Mu later began to open Alipay to third-party companies, this should have been just an unintended consequence. As long as Li Mu didn’t notice the e-commerce industry, he wouldn’t need to worry.

However, recently, from fragmented pieces of information he heard from various sources, Boss Ma caught a whiff of something amiss.

What first made him feel puzzled was the enormous stir Mango-ME caused in the MP3 industry.

Initially, when he heard that Mango-ME was actually custom-made by Eting.com, he found the matter interesting. This was because internet companies and hardware companies were clearly distinct at the time; he had never heard of an internet company abandoning software to dabble in hardware. Eting.com was the first.

As someone with a deep understanding of the internet, Boss Ma looked at Eting.com with new eyes. He felt that for an internet company to dare to dip into hardware and even cause a stir in the hardware industry was, in itself, a remarkable feat. In some ways, it proved that internet enterprises had immense room for development and very diversified directions.

But with increasing understanding of Mango-ME and the MP3 industry, Boss Ma discovered something particularly hard to comprehend: Mango-ME’s cost issue.

His perspective on the matter was entirely different from those in the MP3 industry. The MP3 industry thought Mango wanted to enter and get a share of the profits, but Boss Ma felt that Mango-ME looked more like a tool for Eting.com. Since Muye Technology was behind Eting.com, he became even more curious about it. Given Muye Technology’s rapid development, how could it be interested in the meager profits of MP3s? What was its real purpose? That was his first question.

Furthermore, Mango-ME’s price was close to its cost, which made it even stranger. Distribution channel costs for hardware sales were very high; establishing channels required enormous manpower and material resources, and maintaining them necessitated ceding large profit margins. This was one of the reasons why hardware prices remained high. What ability did Eting.com and Muye Technology have to save these costs? That was his second question.

To date, the entire MP3 industry had not heard of Mango or Eting.com establishing any specialty stores or even any dedicated counters. The advertised release date was drawing closer, yet there was no trace of any offline sales channels. By then, what channels did they intend to use to sell one hundred thousand Mango-ME units? That was his third question.

Synthesizing these three major questions and combining them with his understanding of e-commerce, Boss Ma vaguely felt that Mango-ME would likely adopt an online sales model. Only online sales could resolve the cost and sales channel issues.

However, one question remained unresolved: what was the motive behind doing this? Just to sell MP3s? Impossible, Boss Ma wouldn’t believe it for a second.

Could it be for e-commerce? That possibility was very high!

Boss Ma deliberated, thinking that Muye Technology probably wanted to leverage Eting.com to create a music-related B2C platform, while also building a music-related hardware brand. This way, an ecosystem could be formed. However, he hadn’t realized that while he was looking at eBay and PayPal, Li Mu was looking at Taobao and Alipay. Everyone was “copying” each other; it was inherently a fusion where “you are in me, and I am in you.” It didn’t matter who conceived an idea first; whoever ultimately triumphed in that creative domain would be the most formidable.

Boss Ma had recently instructed a small team under him to keep an eye on Eting.com, Muye Technology, and Mango-ME. Today was Mango-ME’s launch day, and Boss Ma himself was very curious about what Muye Technology was really planning. So, he prepared to work overtime with the team specifically monitoring these issues to see what secrets about Mango-ME’s launch today he hadn’t guessed.

Li Mu stayed on Taobao until past five o’clock before leaving the team and heading out alone.

On the way back to school, he first called Su Yingxue, arranging to pick her up at the school gate and then go get the cake together. Afterward, he called his dorm room buddies, telling them to prepare to meet at the restaurant. Besides his five dorm room buddies, Li Mu also invited Zhao Kang and his girlfriend, taking advantage of the opportunity for everyone to get together.

Since the restaurant wasn’t far from the school, Li Mu didn’t drive. After parking his car, he walked to the school gate to wait for Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue deliberately slipped out of the classroom ten minutes early. As soon as she saw Li Mu, she told him, “Let’s go get the cake first, then go to the restaurant, order the dishes, and then tell everyone to come over.”

Li Mu replied, “Then I’ll tell them to set off a bit later and wait for my call.”

Su Yingxue linked arms with Li Mu, and the two walked to a bakery not far from the school. Su Yingxue had ordered a large fruit cake for Li Mu, and specifically had someone write “Happy Birthday, Darling Li Mu” in chocolate sauce in the center of the cake, with the signature: Xue.

The two arrived at the hotel, ordered a table full of dishes, and only after the cold appetizers were served did Li Mu call everyone to start heading over.

Those who had been ready quickly arrived one after another. Sun Jian, Liu Nian, and Xue Jianfeng were all bachelors. Wang Yanan had to take care of her sick mother at the Hospital, so Hu Zhengdao was also alone. Only Li Yawei brought his girlfriend Han Xiaoxiao, and Zhao Kang brought his girlfriend Wang Jia.

Su Yingxue was very comfortable appearing as Li Mu’s girlfriend in such settings. Although usually not very talkative, she was very enthusiastic with everyone today, constantly asking what they wanted to eat or drink, showing particular care for the other girls, and clearly acting like a hostess.

The gentlemen all wanted some beer, so they called the waiter to bring some iced beer first. As soon as the beer arrived, Li Yawei proactively stood up to open the bottles, uncorking seven in one go and distributing one to each of the gentlemen present.

Seeing him hand Li Mu a bottle of beer, Su Yingxue said to Li Yawei, “Don’t let Li Mu drink today. He drank too much with you all yesterday. Let him have some soft drinks today.”

Li Yawei smiled and said, “Sister-in-law, Brother Mu’s alcohol tolerance is excellent. I’ve never seen him drunk in all the time I’ve known him. Yesterday when we left, he was perfectly fine; he even walked us downstairs.”

Li Mu’s heart sank. He thought, “Oh no, I forgot to tell them,” and Li Yawei’s mouth was just too quick to speak.





Chapter 524: Taobao’s Initial Success!

Li Yawei let slip, and Li Mu felt a jolt of nervousness, but Su Yingxue didn’t seem to take it seriously. She simply told Li Yawei, “Even if he has a good alcohol tolerance, he shouldn’t drink too much. How about just two bottles of beer for him?”

Li Mu readily agreed, going with the flow, saying, “Too much beer has a strong aftereffect; my head still hurts a bit from last night. Tonight, I’ll just have two bottles to go with the flow.”

Li Yawei noticed something was off and realized he might have said the wrong thing. He quickly interjected, “Alright, alright. You really drank a lot of beer last night; no one could stop you. Today, just drink a little less.”

Zhao Kang, standing by, joked, “Today is your birthday, so everyone will go along with whatever you want to drink. But you won’t be so lucky next time; only two bottles is truly embarrassing.”

Xue Jianfeng also said, “Among us in ‘606,’ only Li Mu can match me drink for drink. If you’re going to hold back, I won’t feel like drinking either. Since it’s your birthday today, we’ll make an exception, but next time, five bottles minimum.”

Li Mu nodded and laughed, “Alright, alright, I’ll definitely make it up to you sometime.”

Su Yingxue then said, “You all think Li Mu drinks too little, so I’ll join you guys for a bit.”

When the boys heard that Su Yingxue was volunteering to drink on Li Mu’s behalf, they immediately applauded, praising Su Yingxue as a strong woman. Li Mu, however, was a little displeased and spoke up, “Don’t listen to her; don’t let her drink.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said, “It’s fine if I just have a little.”

Li Mu shook his head, “That won’t do either.”

Hu Zhengdao, from the side, said, “Brother Mu, since you’re drinking less today and sister-in-law is willing to drink for you, just let her have a little.”

Zhao Kang gave Wang Jia a signal, and Wang Jia immediately understood tacitly, speaking up, “Li Mu, since Yingxue wants to drink with everyone a little, I’ll have some with you all too.”

Zhao Kang immediately nodded, saying, “Drink up, we’re happy today, you should drink a bit too.”

Seeing that two of the three women present were going to drink, Han Xiaoxiao also refused to be outdone and said, “In that case, I’ll have some too.”

Li Yawei then said, “Drink, I’ll carry you back if you drink too much.”

Seeing the situation, Li Mu no longer objected and told Su Yingxue, “Just drink in moderation, don’t drink too much.”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Okay.”

As Li Mu’s official girlfriend, Su Yingxue didn’t have many occasions to interact with his friends, mainly because Li Mu rarely set foot in school all day. Otherwise, under normal circumstances, having been with Li Mu for so long, she would have long become familiar with his friends and gotten along well with their girlfriends.

There were times when Su Yingxue was very reserved, but deep down, there were also times when she wished to be like other girls, accompanying her boyfriend whenever she had time, whether it was private time together or with his friends. She wanted to integrate into Li Mu’s world, but at times, she felt Li Mu’s world was too mysterious for her to truly fathom.

Around seven o’clock, the dinner party officially began with Su Yingxue. She voluntarily poured herself a glass of beer, stood up, and said to everyone, “Thank you all for coming to Li Mu’s birthday today. I’ll toast you all first.”

After she finished speaking, before Li Mu could even react, she downed the beer in her glass.

Li Yawei led the applause and, with a strong Beijing accent, exclaimed, “Sister-in-law is so forthright!”

Everyone else enthusiastically agreed, raising their glasses. Sun Jian, being the oldest present, spoke up, “For the first toast, let’s not wish Li Mu a happy birthday. Let’s toast Yingxue first. Who would’ve thought our Renmin University goddess is also a strong woman! Li Mu, this kid, is truly incredibly lucky to find a girlfriend like her!”

Everyone promptly expressed their agreement and toasted Su Yingxue.

…

The atmosphere at the table grew increasingly lively, while Taobao had completed its final preparations for launch.

In a few tens of minutes, this C2C e-commerce platform, at least five years ahead of its time, would officially unveil itself. It would appear to the world as a mature system: a C2C website that had a significant number of sellers and goods upon launch, a B2C prototype website that had brand flagship stores upon launch, and an e-commerce website supported by a powerful online payment channel upon launch. While it might not astound the world, it was certainly enough to shock the domestic internet industry, which boasted nearly one hundred million netizens.

At 8 PM, while Li Mu was still drinking and making merry with everyone, Taobao finally went live.

At exactly 8 PM, what was truly displayed externally was a purchase link for Mango-ME. Eting.com had been running banner ads for several days, previously showing reservations for Mango-ME, but at exactly 8 PM, it instantly changed to display a ‘click to purchase’ button.

A large number of users who had pre-ordered Mango-ME and were waiting for its release had been refreshing the Eting.com homepage since before 8 PM. As soon as they saw the ‘click to purchase’ button, they immediately clicked it. At this very moment, the users waiting to buy Mango-ME felt almost exactly like the users ten years later waiting to snatch up Xiaomi phones the moment they went on sale. They had tremendous enthusiasm for the Mango-ME product and were very eager to complete their purchase immediately.

When users clicked the purchase link, the page instantly redirected to Taobao’s purchase interface. According to the page hierarchy, the current purchase page was Taobao – Mango Eting.com Flagship Store – Mango-ME Product Details Page. Here, users could see more exquisite images and textual descriptions of Mango-ME, with the prominent price displayed as: 368 yuan (postage 23 yuan).

At this time, netizens had not yet truly begun to engage in online shopping. In the initial stage of online shopping, before Taobao sellers entered fierce competition and logistics costs significantly decreased, it was considered perfectly justified for users to pay postage for online purchases. Therefore, users were not surprised by the 23 yuan postage. After all, Mango-ME was attractive and affordable; paying 368 yuan, or even 468 yuan, would still be a very cost-effective deal.

Many users who had been eagerly anticipating Mango-ME immediately began placing orders. Taobao’s purchase process was very simple: first, register as a user. If one was an Alipay user, they could log in directly with their Alipay account without needing to register. Currently, Alipay had over ten million users, so the operational cost of these users transferring to Taobao was almost zero.

A considerable number of users with Alipay accounts immediately logged in using their Alipay accounts. After logging in, they went straight to the order placement page, filled in their shipping address, name, and contact information, and then proceeded to the next step, which took them directly to the payment interface. After successfully paying with Alipay, the purchase was considered complete.

The user-friendly details were not limited to direct login with Alipay accounts; users’ entered shipping addresses were also directly stored in their address book, making it convenient for their next online purchase. Users who successfully completed a purchase on Taobao also had a chance to win prizes, with a 100% chance of randomly receiving a Muye Technology YY value-added service redemption code. The minimum prize was a three-day YY membership or a three-day free trial of YY Game Hall’s prestigious Blue Diamond membership, while the highest prize could be a free one-year YY membership or one hundred YY Coins. After successful payment, users immediately received their gift; they could copy the redemption code and redeem it directly within YY.

Using virtual currency with no actual cost to drive and stimulate consumption was a business model Li Mu strongly advocated. Currently, YY Coins had a significant market online, not only usable for various YY value-added services but also in areas like Happy Farm and Personal Space, making their application range very wide.

If Li Mu owned a soft drink company, carelessly launching an event like buying a bottle and getting one yuan in YY Coins would likely lead to terrifyingly high sales. If any enterprises were interested in such cooperation, they could also come to Muye Technology to discuss. For example, if Master Kong wanted to launch a similar event for its product line, Muye Technology could sell them tens of millions of YY Coins in bulk at a fifty percent or even thirty percent discount. If it could boost their sales, they would certainly come back to buy more.

At this moment, users had not yet begun to focus on Taobao itself; they were simply placing orders for Mango-ME as quickly as possible. Starting from 8:01 PM, users began successfully completing purchases. These were almost all Alipay users who already had Alipay accounts. The inventory of one hundred thousand units began to decrease steadily, and the rate of decrease became faster and faster.

At 8:02 PM, more than half of the one hundred thousand units had already been successfully sold. As the time progressed and reached the duration needed for large numbers of users to become familiar with the process, the order volume increased rapidly. Many Alipay users bypassed the hassle of registering an account, quickly refreshing the remaining inventory with rapidly completed orders. The inventory depletion rate reached a peak of over one thousand units per second. At 8:03 PM, with the successful sale of the last Mango-ME unit, all one hundred thousand machines were declared sold out.

Almost every professional in the MP3 industry was paying attention to Taobao. They continuously refreshed the page, watching the inventory rapidly decrease like a falling meteor. When, after three minutes, the Mango-ME sales page showed “sold out,” countless ‘grass mud horses’ galloped through everyone’s minds!

No one had ever witnessed such sales speed. One hundred thousand units, sold out in just three minutes, generating a sales revenue of thirty-six point eight million yuan. This speed was simply insane, something the physical retail industry had never experienced in its entire history.

Many people, including Liu Qiangdong, found this sales volume and speed unbelievably powerful. He called Li Mu excitedly to tell him the news that Mango-ME had sold out in three minutes. He felt everything was like a dream; Taobao had achieved a brilliant initial success. However, Li Mu felt that three minutes was not at all outrageous.

Boss Ma’s Double Eleven event in his previous life was much more powerful than Muye Technology’s current speed. During the golden age of Xiaomi phones’ hunger marketing, hundreds of thousands of phones sold out within minutes of going on sale, far more powerful than Taobao’s current Mango-ME launch. Mango-ME’s ability to achieve this unprecedented success was not only due to its unusually high cost-effectiveness but also the powerful channel traffic from YY and Eting.com. Achieving this result through multiple efforts was still within Li Mu’s expectations.

Although one hundred thousand Mango-ME units had sold out, many users were still browsing the purchase interface. The Mango-ME interface now featured a pinned banner advertisement stating that the second round of Mango-ME sales would begin in fifteen days, with the price remaining unchanged at 368 yuan.

To everyone’s surprise, Mango-ME, after achieving such a perfect initial success, did not raise its price! This made the MP3 industry truly feel the end was nigh.

In truth, even more shocked than those in the MP3 industry were the professionals in the internet industry, especially the senior top-tier experts with keen insight. From Taobao’s initial success, they realized the advent of a new era!





Chapter 525: Taobao’s Wolfish Ambition

E-commerce has developed to this day, but no platform has ever given the industry such a radical move.

Tonight, Taobao delivered a dose of powerful medicine to the entire industry, pushing beyond its tolerance, causing executives of all e-commerce platforms to tightly clutch their hearts on this otherwise calm and uneventful night.

Before tonight, no one had imagined that e-commerce could be played this way.

Moreover, Taobao’s highlight tonight was not just Mango-ME. Aside from Mango-ME, a large number of private shops and various categories of goods were launched simultaneously. After Mango-ME briefly shone brilliantly, their own light began to emerge.

The advantages of Taobao’s model and ecosystem gradually became prominent.

Whether it was EachNet or Zhuoyue, they did not have their own online payment channels. All transaction funds relied on offline completion; either transactions were done face-to-face in the same city, or buyers had to transfer money via bank first. Fraud incidents frequently occurred, where money was spent but goods never arrived, and in the end, there was no way to file a complaint.

However, when users began to browse any product other than Mango-ME, they would receive a pop-up advertisement prompt. The content of this advertisement was later hailed as the best product in China’s e-commerce, bar none.

The content of this advertisement was: “Alipay, Pay with Peace of Mind!”

Behind these six prominent characters was a very direct yet rapidly impactful advertising slogan: “Effective immediately, Alipay promises all users nationwide: Use Alipay for online shopping on Taobao; if you dare to pay, I dare to compensate!”

The next line read: “When online shopping, pay to Alipay first. Only after you receive the goods and confirm them to be correct, pay the seller. Safe and secure!”

Unlike selling Mango-ME, which had Eting.com and YY’s endorsement, no one worried about its credibility. However, for other third-party sellers, it was entirely different. Users lacked sufficient trust in them. Online shopping, a transaction that couldn’t be done face-to-face, would struggle to develop rapidly without a foundation of trust.

Now, things were different. Alipay transformed from a simple online payment channel into an online transaction guarantee medium. Users could pay and purchase anything they fancied, but sellers wouldn’t receive the payment immediately. They first needed to ship the goods to the user. After the user received the goods and confirmed they were correct, the user would then confirm with Alipay, and finally, Alipay would pay the seller.

This provided the most direct constraint on sellers: if you dare to play tricks, you won’t get the money!

Alipay fundamentally eliminated the possibility of e-commerce fraud from the root source. Secondly, it largely curbed the possibility of sellers passing off inferior goods as quality ones. As long as the buyer possessed basic discernment ability, they could initiate a refund to the seller at any time, ensuring the seller received no money at all.

This product perfectly suited China’s national conditions at the time and largely catered to user psychology. From this moment on, online shopping transformed from an adventurous novelty into a consumer behavior with sufficient safeguards.

With Alipay’s guarantee, many users began to confidently and boldly browse various sellers’ shops on Taobao. When they encountered something of interest, they genuinely tried to communicate, inquire, and purchase.

YY provided 100% integrated instant messaging support for Taobao. Users could directly initiate temporary conversations with sellers on their YY accounts, asking any questions they had, and could even add sellers as friends. To fully cater to user needs, YY specifically developed two new friend modes in its latest version: one called “Game Friend” and another called “Taobao Friend.”

If users met friends in the YY Game Hall and wanted to add them as partners for future card games or other mini-games, they could choose to add them directly as friends within the Game Hall. However, if users had certain concerns and only wanted the other person as a game friend, not wanting them to know or have permission to view other personal information such as their QQ Space, Tieba, or photo album, they could choose to add them as a “Game Friend.” This way, the other party wouldn’t see any relatively private content, only being able to add them to the “Game Friend” list, chat, and make voice/video calls.

It was the same for Taobao Friends. Buyers and sellers could add each other as friends, but if the buyer didn’t want the other party to view their private information, they could add them as a “Taobao Friend.”

After a user inquired about a product via YY, they could immediately make a purchase. As long as payment was made to Alipay, the seller had to ship the goods via express delivery within forty-eight hours. Otherwise, for every delayed delivery, they would suffer corresponding deductions in their delivery speed index. If the index was deducted, it would also affect their shop and product ranking Weight.

YY and Alipay were fully embedded into Taobao, allowing internet professionals to truly understand what a product ecosystem was, and the powerful influence generated by the combination of product ecosystems.

Mango-ME sold out, and other products were constantly being purchased by users. On its first night online, Taobao had already generated a sales volume that no other e-commerce platform in the country could surpass in a month.

EachNet had initially thought that Taobao was merely an emerging, rudimentary e-commerce platform. Only after Taobao went online did they realize that Taobao was not a helpless infant; it was a born soldier. Not only was it strong itself, but it also came equipped with weapons and protective gear from Muye Technology and Alipay. It appeared as a fully armed superhero, while in its presence, EachNet was nothing but an unarmed civilian.

Countless physical business owners felt as if a door to a new world had opened that night. They truly discovered that e-commerce was a powerful sales channel capable of disrupting traditional product sales. An MP3 brand could sell one hundred thousand MP3 players in three minutes—this was only due to their insufficient production capacity and a stock of merely one hundred thousand units. If they had three hundred thousand units, could they sell out in fifteen minutes or even faster? If they had one million units, could they sell out completely within an hour?

If MP3 companies could achieve such astonishing sales performance on Taobao, what about mobile phone companies? Could they also create such miracles on Taobao? Would there be a day when a mobile phone manufacturer could sell hundreds of thousands or even millions of phones in a single day on Taobao? The customer unit price for mobile phones was much higher than MP3 players. Even at one thousand yuan, hundreds of thousands of units would translate into hundreds of millions in sales!

If mobile phone companies could do it, could clothing companies, daily necessities companies, and computer hardware companies as well? With so many physical manufacturing industries in the country, would Taobao also provide them with a brand new and incredibly powerful sales channel?

For a time, due to the positive outlook for Taobao’s future, the number of seller applications in Taobao’s backend sharply increased! Among them, there were also those who tried to register flagship stores for certain brands. However, these individuals, driven by speculative purposes and attempting to lock in brand keywords in advance, tragically discovered that Taobao had strict manual review for seller applications. Any shop name had to pass manual review before being confirmed, and Taobao clearly stated that if a name involved any brand, authorization from that brand or direct business licenses of the brand must be provided.

In addition to the amazement from the e-commerce and physical economy sectors regarding Taobao, veteran internet companies such as Baidu, Sina, NetEase, and Yahoo were also incredibly astounded by Taobao’s emergence. Among them, the most shocked was Boss Ma in Hangzhou.

He was utterly astonished to find that his worst fears had become a reality.

Someone was going to build a C2C retail e-commerce platform before him. The other party had not only done everything he had thought of and not thought of, but they had also done it exceedingly well.

Taobao, launched tonight, was a standard C2C platform. However, it didn’t develop naturally and gently like EachNet or eBay. From the outset, it introduced Mango as a huge catalyst, thus creating a massive sensational effect upon launch and even possessing the potential for vigorous B2C development.

Combining the fragmented information he had received earlier, Boss Ma, observing the current Taobao, could already conclude that Mango-ME, widely discussed among netizens, was actually Taobao’s stepping stone in the e-commerce field. This product was not meant to snatch the livelihood of MP3 brand manufacturers; it was here to escort and protect Taobao. Moreover, its true intention was extremely vicious: to ensure Taobao’s success, it almost wiped out the entire MP3 market! To put it more cruelly, Mango-ME was a cold-blooded, sword-wielding guard, who, to make Taobao move faster and farther, wielded a treasured blade that cut through iron like mud and was invincible, wiping out MP3 companies along the way, using their blood to make an example of for Taobao!

No wonder it could sell Mango-ME in such large quantities at such a low price. With Taobao as the e-commerce distribution channel, its entire channel cost was merely the express delivery fee of over twenty yuan for EMS, and even this money was paid by the users themselves. As for promotion costs, they were completely covered internally by Eting.com and YY, making the cost negligible.

Under such circumstances, the cost of a Mango-ME unit, apart from manufacturing costs, only needed to include tax, logistics, and warehousing fees. The latter two costs, due to the large volume, were so appallingly small when spread across each MP3 player.

Using such vicious methods to grow its platform, this Taobao truly harbored wolfish ambition!

Boss Ma’s veins bulged with anger in his home at this moment. His group of partners were already accustomed to holding meetings in his apartment. Everyone was gathered there now, watching him almost irrationally accuse Taobao. But none of them knew that this unassuming middle-aged man before them would, in the future, nearly cripple half of China’s physical retail economy. Of course, the impact brought about by this had both good and bad aspects, so the specific merits and demerits could not truly be judged.

Boss Ma said: “Taobao’s approach is simply that of a bandit! A vampire! A public enemy of the entire real economy! If we continue to indulge it, it will constantly destroy one industry after another to strengthen itself!”

Boss Ma also said: “Our small businesses on Alibaba will also be impacted by it in the future. If it develops to a certain scale, it will be enough to convert the small businesses on our platform into small retail sellers on its platform! Ultimately greatly weakening the influence of our platform!”

Regarding this point, Boss Ma himself had always had his own ideas. In his previous life, he wanted to transform the small businesses on Alibaba into small sellers on Taobao, helping the B on B2B convert into the former C on C2C. However, at this very moment, all his ideas had already been implemented by Taobao, making him feel boundless despair.





Chapter 526: Boss Ma’s Counterattack Plan

June 6, 2002, was a day worthy of being recorded in the annals of domestic e-commerce.

That evening, Taobao made its grand debut, ushering in an era where over one billion people would engage in online shopping. Besides the one hundred thousand units of Mango-ME selling out completely in three minutes, the number of orders placed in other stores that night also reached a staggering 430,000. Alipay’s “You Dare to Pay, I Dare to Compensate” policy completely allayed buyers’ concerns, while the products available online became more diverse and competitively priced.

The 430,000 orders made sellers on various platforms realize that a new era had arrived. Before this, although a group of sellers were active on e-commerce platforms, they never realized that the e-commerce industry could truly grow strong and become profitable.

EachNet’s entry point was problematic; it completely mimicked eBay and lacked localization. After receiving investment from eBay, it further strayed down eBay’s path. EachNet’s development direction was true C2C, focusing on the exchange of goods between ordinary people, especially second-hand items. However, the Chinese people did not have as long and widespread a second-hand culture as America, so this model’s development in China was severely constrained.

Although some sellers later specialized in doing business on EachNet, their enthusiasm for operating their stores was highly restricted under eBay’s overall direction and their commission system.

Li Mu was someone who understood things in hindsight. It was only after Taobao’s success that he truly grasped how precisely Taobao’s entry point was chosen. Taobao focused all its efforts on using the e-commerce model to serve the retail industry for over one billion people in China. Therefore, while its model was C2C, it was actually a micro B2C for small businesses and merchants. The premise for every Taobao seller to become a professional merchant was making them realize that this platform could make money, and earn a lot of money! This would give them enough motivation and enthusiasm to invest in this industry. Every small merchant was a component of the giant aircraft carrier that was Taobao.

Li Mu built Taobao a year in advance to directly cut off Alibaba and Boss Ma’s development space in this domain. In his previous life, SARS was a huge driving force for the development of domestic e-commerce. In this life, Li Mu used Alipay, YY, Eting.com, and Mango-ME to jointly promote the development of e-commerce. Because Li Mu’s efforts were so comprehensive, the current development momentum of e-commerce is in no way inferior to the general environment of SARS in 2003, and even far exceeds that period.

During the SARS period, Chinese people passively chose online shopping due to caution and worry; currently, Chinese people actively choose online shopping due to Taobao’s complete ecosystem and payment process.

It was precisely because Boss Ma saw Li Mu’s development intentions that he began to panic. On one hand, he demanded Lu Zhaoxi immediately prepare a proposal for building their own C2C platform, and on the other hand, he began planning a meeting with Li Mu in Yanjing.

Boss Ma had been in the internet industry for many years and had cultivated deep political connections for himself, so he quickly learned almost all of Li Mu’s background details. He was very clear about the capital relationships between Li Mu’s various companies and knew that Taobao was an enterprise jointly owned by Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong. Liu Qiangdong was just a merchant who ran a physical store in Zhongguancun; his stake in Taobao was not high. The true brain behind Taobao was Li Mu.

When Boss Ma announced in the meeting that he wanted to go to Yanjing to meet Li Mu, a core member couldn’t help but ask him: “Mr. Ma, Li Mu has developed so many industries now, why has no media ever thoroughly exposed him? Almost all reports related to him are about 3321, but his role in Muye Technology, Eting.com, and Taobao has never been revealed.”

Boss Ma said: “Li Mu is very lucky. As early as when he was doing 3321, he had already caught the attention of high-level leaders. The high-level leaders were very interested in him and had long indicated that his development should not be interfered with. As long as he wants to keep a low profile, these domestic media will not expose him or push him into the public eye.”

A chorus of astonished gasps filled the room. No one expected that Li Mu, at such a young age, had been specifically singled out for attention by high-level leaders. This was truly extraordinary political standing; even if he didn’t enter politics in the future, it would greatly assist him in business and entrepreneurship.

Lu Zhaoxi clicked his tongue and said, “To be noticed by high-level leaders at such a young age, Li Mu’s luck is truly extraordinary.”

Boss Ma said, “Li Mu doesn’t rely on luck. You must not have read his Gaokao English Essay.”

“English Essay? What’s so special about it?” Everyone present was even more puzzled.

Boss Ma sighed, “I don’t think it’s anything too special; it’s just a praise for the Yanjing Olympics. But there’s a slogan in his essay that the leaders particularly liked.”

“What slogan?”

Boss Ma said: “one world, one dream.”

“One world, one dream? What’s so great about that?”

Boss Ma explained: “This sentence structure cannot be understood literally. The ‘one’ in ‘one world’ is not a quantifier; it’s not talking about one or several worlds. It means ‘the same’ world. ‘One dream’ means ‘the same’ dream. The two echo each other. You can translate it as ‘one world, one dream,’ or more specifically, ‘one world, having one dream,’ and this dream is the Olympics.”

Everyone looked at each other in dismay, four English words, with so much deep meaning?

Facing the doubts, Boss Ma said: “Don’t forget, I was an English teacher before starting my business. The true meaning of these four words is exactly what I said. Our country’s leadership attaches great importance to international appearance and also to building positive connections with the world. The inherent meaning of this slogan is to call on the whole world to jointly pursue the Olympic dream, abandon prejudice, seek common ground while reserving differences, and develop together.”

Cai Chongxin said: “Mr. Ma is right. This sentence looks simple, but it resonates before and after, and it aligns very well with our national spirit and the mindset of our national leadership. It also accurately conveys our national motivation for hosting the Olympics.”

Lu Zhaoxi asked again: “How did high-level leaders come to pay attention to Li Mu’s Gaokao English Essay?”

Boss Ma said: “Li Mu’s Gaokao English Essay first appeared in the selected Gaokao English essays of that year after the Gaokao, and then it was promoted by the Ministry of Education to the entire English teaching system. After 3321 was launched, high-level leaders highly recognized this model. From the descriptions I heard, high-level leaders highly praised it, saying: ‘The 3321 model truly fundamentally solves the economic problems of impoverished university students. It not only helps current impoverished university students become self-reliant to complete their studies but also allows these impoverished university students to pass on knowledge to students who are about to take the Gaokao, improving their grasp of knowledge. Most importantly, it invests all the profits generated in the above links back into impoverished high school students, giving them the opportunity to enter university. After they enter university, they can then use this platform to become self-reliant and help more people at the same time. This is a complete virtuous cycle, far surpassing any scholarship charitable fund or organization.’”

Everyone present was dumbfounded. If high-level leaders truly gave 3321 such a high evaluation, then Li Mu could genuinely act arrogantly/unscrupulously.

Boss Ma continued: “It is precisely because high-level leaders once made such comments in private that those below them cater to their preferences and often report on Li Mu’s activities. That’s why Li Mu’s Gaokao English Essay made it into internal references. After the leaders read it, they highly approved of this essay and personally issued an instruction to transfer this essay to the Yanjing Olympic Organizing Committee. In my opinion, perhaps the slogan for the 2008 Olympics will be those four words from Li Mu.”

Gasps of exclamation rippled through the room. Boss Ma, however, sighed at this point: “So this opponent is very difficult to deal with. He has such formidable capital and extremely keen market intuition. The key is that he is already far ahead of us. Catching up now is too difficult.”

Cai Chongxin asked him: “So what do you intend to do by going to Yanjing to see him?”

Boss Ma said: “I want to cooperate with him on Taobao. We can bring all the small businesses from our Alibaba platform into Taobao. However, Taobao would need to transfer a portion of its shares to us for this cooperation. In addition, we will immediately set up our own logistics system. If discussions with Li Mu go well, in the future we can incorporate our logistics system into Taobao and exchange it for a certain percentage of Taobao’s shares.”

Cai Chongxin said: “If we want to invest in Taobao now using Alibaba’s resources, I’m afraid Li Mu definitely won’t agree. He’s currently very prominent, and he also has various supporting resources. He probably wouldn’t think highly of Alibaba.”

Boss Ma nodded, his expression resolute, and said: “Let’s talk about it. Everything is negotiated. When I first wanted to do e-commerce, how many of you believed me? How many of you took what I said seriously? After we talked, didn’t you all end up sitting here?”

Everyone in the room chuckled. It was undeniable that Boss Ma’s eloquence was incredibly powerful, rare to find. Many inside the company jokingly called him The Great Persuader, because he could truly twist what was bent into straight, and black into white. Anyone who talked to him or heard his speeches would be influenced by his powerful eloquence and logic. Li Mu was only 20 years old this year. Although his achievements were extraordinary, in front of a shrewd person like Boss Ma, he might really be willing to cooperate with Alibaba.

One must know that many of those present were earning six figures annually before 2000, yet they were easily persuaded by Boss Ma to resign from their jobs, even leave their superior environments abroad, return to China, gather in Hangzhou, and strive with him on a basic salary of several hundred yuan per month. In terms of social experience, who among them wasn’t far stronger than Li Mu?

Boss Ma, at this moment, with the demeanor of a great general, waved his hand and sternly said, “This time I will meet Li Mu in person. If we can’t reach an agreement, then we must quickly launch our own C2C platform. While focusing on converting merchants within the Alibaba platform, we must also simultaneously develop our own logistics system!”

“Develop logistics?” Boss Ma’s boundless thinking had caused some of those present to fall behind. Weren’t they supposed to do e-commerce? They did B2B before, and now C2C, which everyone could understand. But why develop their own logistics system? Wouldn’t that cross over into the physical economy? And it was a capital-intensive project that Boss Ma was most reluctant to touch right now! What was the meaning behind doing this?

Boss Ma said with a determined expression: “Currently, if we want to compete with Taobao in C2C, competing on platform or traffic is no match for Taobao. It has YY, a powerful traffic portal, behind it; we can’t even come close. And don’t forget, Li Mu has Alipay, a powerful payment channel, in hand. Alipay has now transformed into a security guarantee for online shopping transactions, and it’s Taobao’s biggest reliance for being invincible. We cannot defeat him in these areas, so our only way to counterattack right now is logistics!”

At this point, Boss Ma deliberately paused, scanned the room, and seeing that some people had begun to understand while others still looked puzzled, continued: “Since Taobao has made the user experience from information browsing to payment and purchase very mature, we will avoid his strengths and perfect the backend process from payment and purchase to successful receipt. As long as we secure this point, we will have a chance to turn the entire situation around!”

Lu Zhaoxi clapped his hands excitedly and said: “Logistics and delivery are the most important offline环节 of e-commerce. Li Mu does well online, so we will focus on offline. If we have the most efficient and secure logistics system in our hands, and integrate it into our own platform, we will have a huge, irreversible advantage compared to Muye Technology. The circulation of goods is becoming more and more nationwide now. Although we don’t have Taobao’s traffic and popularity, we can also place most of Taobao’s goods on our own platform. We can also attract their sellers. If the same item, from the same seller, takes five days for logistics on Taobao but only three days on our platform, then we’ve won for sure!”

“Exactly!” Boss Ma nodded repeatedly, very pleased. “Zhaoxi sees it very accurately. Online things can be copied and pasted, but offline is different. It might only take us one or two months to replicate a Taobao, but if Li Mu were to build a logistics system from scratch, it would take at least half a year or even longer. By then, he won’t be able to catch up even if he wanted to. As long as logistics can give us a six-month lead, we’ll have enough time to reverse Taobao users’ spending habits! That is the key to our counterattack against Taobao!”

Cai Chongxin also excitedly said, “If that’s the case, then we must start preparing immediately. Regardless of whether Li Mu is willing or not, we must refine and perfect our logistics. With enough bargaining chips, we can give Li Mu a choice: to be a friend or an enemy.”

Boss Ma nodded and said: “Not only must we build logistics, but it must be completely confidential in the early stages. Zhaoxi, you’ll be responsible for the C2C platform. Chongxin, you’ll be responsible for building the logistics system. Both of these tasks require establishing dedicated business units. Starting next week, move out and rent new independent office spaces. Everyone must spare no effort on this matter. If we can take down Taobao, all of you here will be billionaires in the future. If we fail, our dreams from back then might be greatly diminished!”





Chapter 527: Shattering Chen Tong’s Shackles

It was Friday, the second day since Taobao’s Going premium.

Chen Tong, one of Sina’s key figures, left the company a few hours early to head to his junior classmate Liu Qiangdong’s company. He was preparing to give a small training session to Liu Qiangdong’s employees as promised, sharing some of his insights into the internet.

Last night, he had witnessed Taobao’s astonishing debut, which left an extremely deep impression on him.

Chen Tong had been involved in the internet for so many years that his understanding of it was truly incomparable to ordinary people. He knew very well the importance of business models in the internet industry. Sina suffered from its model; the web portal’s profit model was too monotonous, and the income from wireless operations was somewhat unpresentable. New platforms with clear model positioning, like Taobao, earned his strong approval.

However, he hadn’t linked Taobao to Liu Qiangdong. It wasn’t that he looked down on Liu Qiangdong; it was mainly because Liu Qiangdong had always been too low-key in front of him. According to Liu Qiangdong’s usual descriptions, he seemed to still be in a struggling startup phase, and his team wasn’t particularly mature.

Moreover, from last night until now, Chen Tong had been sympathetic towards Liu Qiangdong. He had just sold all his businesses, preparing to venture into the e-commerce field, only for Taobao, such a formidable enemy, to suddenly emerge.

He was quite clear about Taobao’s background: it had the backing of YY and Eting.com, and the full support of Alipay. Even an idiot could see the close connection between Taobao and Muye Technology. So, he instinctively felt that Liu Qiangdong would likely have a very difficult time this time.

Following the address Liu Qiangdong gave him, Chen Tong drove his Shenlong Fukang to the building where Taobao’s office was located. Liu Qiangdong was already waiting for him in the parking lot.

The moment Chen Tong got out of the car, Liu Qiangdong eagerly stepped forward and enthusiastically said, “Ah, senior male student Chen, you’re finally here.”

Chen Tong looked at Liu Qiangdong with some surprise. He felt that in his own expectations, Liu Qiangdong shouldn’t be acting this way. He seemed too happy, completely unlike the melancholy, lamenting, and depressed state Chen Tong had anticipated. It wasn’t that he wanted to see him make a fool of himself, but the facts were clear. If it were himself, he would also be extremely disheartened, so why was Liu Qiangdong so happy?

After exchanging a few pleasantries with Liu Qiangdong, Chen Tong followed him towards the elevator, tentatively asking, “Qiangdong, how’s your company doing right now?”

“It’s going great!” Liu Qiangdong chuckled. “The company’s operations are quite good.”

Chen Tong was even more puzzled.

However, Chen Tong found it awkward to ask for more details, so he didn’t pursue the topic further. Instead, he told Liu Qiangdong, “I prepared a PPT today, but I’ve been quite busy with work lately, so the PPT was put together in a hurry. Please don’t mind if there are any imperfections.”

Liu Qiangdong laughed, “Senior male student Chen, you’re too kind. I’m already incredibly honored that you’re willing to come and train these young people on the control of internet content. Even without a PPT, if you just chat with them and impart some useful things, I would be perfectly satisfied.”

Chen Tong smiled slightly, “I’ll do my best.”

Following Liu Qiangdong upstairs, all the way to Taobao’s entrance, Chen Tong was instantly struck speechless by the large, eye-catching company name.

“Yanjing Taobao Network Technology Co., Ltd.”

Isn’t this Taobao?

Chen Tong stood dumbfounded at Taobao’s entrance, gazing wide-eyed at Liu Qiangdong, and asked in astonishment, “Qiangdong, you said you were starting an e-commerce website, but is it Taobao?”

Liu Qiangdong saw his dumbfounded expression and felt a little guilty. He didn’t want to hide it from him; after all, he was his senior male student, and Liu Qiangdong harbored no malicious intent towards him. However, he wanted to help Li Mu poach Chen Tong, which was why he resorted to this last resort. He deliberately concealed it to some extent to shatter Chen Tong’s confidence and scholarly pride, believing that only this way could he break his shackles and allow him to gain a new lease on life.

So, Liu Qiangdong gave an apologetic smile and said, “I’m sorry, senior male student. The matters regarding Taobao previously had to be kept confidential, so I didn’t tell you in too much detail. The reason I scheduled the training for today is also because I had an agreement with the major shareholder that my relationship with Taobao could only be publicly revealed after Taobao’s Going premium…”

Although Chen Tong was still lost in shock, he nodded in understanding upon hearing Liu Qiangdong’s explanation. They had both worked hard to build their careers, and he was very familiar with confidentiality agreements and non-compete agreements.

However, Chen Tong no longer had that faint sense of aloof arrogance he had before. Instead, he felt an unconscious hint of lacking confidence.

Although Sina had already listed on NASDAQ and was considered a top-tier internet company in China, those who had a deeper understanding of the internet knew that Sina faced significant bottlenecks in its future development. Without a clear business and profit model, its recognition in the capital market would be difficult to enhance. The saying “unable to find something suitable due to a mismatch between budget and expectations” perfectly described a company like Sina.

But Taobao was different. Taobao was a brand new platform, a platform that could shock the internet industry overnight. On its first night after going live, in the four hours from eight PM to twelve AM, Taobao processed over five hundred thousand Shan, with sales reaching nearly seventy million. This data simply left internet professionals of that era dumbfounded.

Furthermore, Taobao’s background and resources were extremely strong, and the industry was very optimistic about Taobao’s future. Now he was actually going to train members of this team on the internet, which made him feel somewhat worried. If their understanding of the internet was even sharper than his own, wouldn’t he be showing off his meager skills in front of an expert?

At this moment, Liu Qiangdong also sensed Chen Tong’s concern and couldn’t help but say, “Senior male student, to be honest, most of Taobao’s operations team members are newcomers. Their understanding of the internet urgently needs deepening. And you can probably guess our relationship with Muye Technology. Our technical team has a strong Muye gene, so their capabilities are indeed outstanding. As a result, my operations team seems to have too large a gap, inevitably dropping the ball sometimes. This time, I mainly wanted you to train our operations team.”

Hearing this, Chen Tong’s heart calmed down slightly. It wasn’t that he was vain; it was mainly that he didn’t want to make a fool of himself by showing off his meager skills or misleading others. With Liu Qiangdong’s explanation, he understood his current situation. The ratio of skill levels among various departments within a company was indeed crucial. If the operations team was strong but the technical team was weakling, or vice versa, the company’s future development would definitely lead to growing divergences. If the company’s leadership wasn’t decisive enough, the company might end up in endless internal friction. But if the leadership was decisive, they would immediately cut the weaker team and replace it with a stronger one.

So Chen Tong took a deep breath and said, “Alright, then let’s stick to the plan. I’ll just try to explain my understanding.”

Liu Qiangdong quickly thanked him, saying, “I told everyone that the training will be in the main conference room at four in the afternoon. There’s still some time; why don’t we go to my office and sit for a bit?”

Chen Tong nodded. He indeed had many questions he wanted to ask Liu Qiangdong, but he also needed a relatively private environment.

When the two arrived at Liu Qiangdong’s office, Chen Tong discovered that Liu Qiangdong’s Title at Taobao turned out to be general manager.

Upon entering the office, Chen Tong couldn’t help but ask him, “Qiangdong, how did you end up collaborating with Muye Technology?”

Liu Qiangdong scratched his head and chuckled, “Senior male student, to be honest with you, little brother here is also clinging to a strong leg.”

Then, Liu Qiangdong asked him, “You know Muye Technology’s founder, right?”

Chen Tong nodded, “I know, Li Mu, the young man who founded 3321.”

“That’s right,” Liu Qiangdong said. “Li Mu is still studying at our Renmin University; he hasn’t even started his second year yet. I met him at the end of last year, and inspired and motivated by him, I realized that selling optical-magnetic products in Zhongguancun was simply too unpromising. So I decided to try and find some projects to work on in the internet sector. Li Mu then found me and said he was willing to collaborate with me to do something. Tell me, I had no money and no experience, yet he was willing to collaborate with me. Wasn’t I just hit by a pie falling from the sky?”

Chen Tong nodded repeatedly upon hearing this. Li Mu actively seeking out Liu Qiangdong for collaboration was more than just being hit by a pie falling from the sky for Liu Qiangdong; it was like being hit by a gold ingot falling from the sky.

The disparity in strength between Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong in this world was still very significant. However, this gap was mainly due to the former being too powerful. Li Mu’s willingness to collaborate with Liu Qiangdong was akin to Schumacher actively seeking out Jimmy Lin to team up and conquer the F1 instance.

Liu Qiangdong continued, “Li Mu said he wanted to do e-commerce back then. I knew absolutely nothing about e-commerce. I intensively studied for a whole winter but was still an outsider. To be honest, all the major decisions are currently being made by Li Mu. Although I’m listed as general manager, I’m actually still actively learning and improving myself.”

Chen Tong asked curiously, “You partnered with Li Mu to do Taobao; how many shares did he give you?”

Liu Qiangdong said frankly, “The investment ratio is 9:1, and the share ratio is 8:2, with me holding twenty percent.”

Chen Tong’s eyes almost popped out in shock.

Twenty percent? What kind of concept was that? Did Li Mu’s brains get kicked by a donkey? Even if he wanted to recruit Liu Qiangdong, there was no need to offer such a high proportion of shares, was there? After all, Liu Qiangdong was just an individual business owner operating in Zhongguancun before. Even if Li Mu was very optimistic about him, there was absolutely no need to do this.

It wasn’t that Chen Tong looked down on Liu Qiangdong; it was just that he considered issues based on current reality. Liu Qiangdong indeed hadn’t had the chance to demonstrate his formidable capabilities yet. Based on the objective judgment criteria of the current internet industry, Liu Qiangdong was definitely not worth such a large share proportion from Li Mu.

Look at the share structure of Sina’s core management; Chen Tong’s own shareholding was pitifully small, so much so that it couldn’t even be calculated as a percentage, only as a number of shares. Moreover, cashing out had strict, almost harsh, restrictions. Compared to Liu Qiangdong’s treatment, it was like Jimmy Lin and Schumacher competing in driving skills – how could one even compare? Any comparison would be filled with awkwardness…





Chapter 528: Professional Talent Are All Fanatics

Chen Tong had always been very curious about Li Mu. Ever since Sina incorporated the former QQ development team, Chen Tong had been closely monitoring every move Muye Technology made. He worried that Li Mu would preemptively ambush Sina before Sina UC went premium, and Sina’s biggest target currently was its web portal.

Muye Technology’s YY123 traffic continued to rise. Supported by the YY user system and cloud records, YY123’s traffic had already surpassed Hao123. Chen Tong had always feared that Li Mu would use navigation websites to block and retaliate against Sina, but after waiting so many days without any movement from Muye Technology, Chen Tong finally understood that Li Mu’s energy had recently been focused on Taobao.

Chen Tong asked Liu Qiangdong, “You’re probably quite familiar with Li Mu now. What kind of person do you think he is?”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled and replied, “A genius, the only genius I’ve ever seen in my life.”

Chen Tong nodded and said, “In such a short time, he has driven so many projects, and each project has developed very rapidly. He is indeed a genius in the internet domain.”

Then, Chen Tong asked him, “What do you think of his character?”

“Character?” Liu Qiangdong laughed heartily and said, “Why did you suddenly think of asking that? Actually, Li Mu is, on the whole, a very principled person who clearly distinguishes between friends and foes. He’s very good to those around him, absolutely excellent character. But he’s very ruthless to his enemies. Anyone who blocks his path or tries to hinder his progress is essentially treated as a sworn enemy, and he shows no mercy in competition. Look at Tencent, six months ago, many people still thought Tencent would become one of the top internet companies in the country.”

Liu Qiangdong’s words were pointed. Although Tencent had now completely given up its instant messaging business, Sina had at this time picked up the business Tencent abandoned, putting it in direct competition with Muye Technology’s core products. His words were also a reminder to Chen Tong that, under the current circumstances, Li Mu would definitely view Sina as a formidable opponent.

Chen Tong understood Liu Qiangdong’s hint and was not surprised. Although he had not interacted with Li Mu, he could tell from Li Mu’s consistent routine of doing things that he would definitely make a move against Sina. The question was what exactly he was brewing against Sina.

The Taobao Operations Department didn’t have many employees, about thirty people in total. They were all seated in the conference room, where they applauded under Liu Qiangdong’s lead, welcoming Chen Tong, who was there to provide training.

Chen Tong stood at the front of the conference room. After smiling and greeting everyone, he humbly said, “I’m not here to give a lecture today; rather, I’m mainly here to share my personal views on internet content with all of you.”

With that, Chen Tong opened his PPT, pointed to the three main sections in the PPT on the projector, and introduced, “I personally feel that in the internet era, three sections are most important: traffic, Sales channels, and content.”

“Sina and Taobao are fundamentally no different in their core essence; everyone is creating website products. Therefore, website traffic is indeed very crucial. Traffic is the foundation of a website and one of the decisive factors for its revenue, so its importance goes without saying.”

“Sales channels refer to all paths and mediums that connect the website with Users. For example, although Sina has high traffic among domestic web portals, a significant portion of that traffic is introduced through various third-party Sales channels. For example, users might see our short links or news advertisements on Hao123 and jump to our website from Hao123; or users might perform a keyword search on Baidu and find a Sina.com page indexed by Baidu; and another example is our reciprocal link exchange with other websites, where users from those websites visit Sina via the friendly links.”

“Content refers to the most fundamental things we provide to Users. For example, the domestic and international political news, sports, entertainment, finance, and real estate information that Sina provides to Users; and similarly, the various categorized goods sold by shops on Taobao.”

Chen Tong briefly introduced these three sections. At this point, he didn’t notice a young man entering at the other end of the conference room, wearing black casual pants and a plain white T-shirt. This person was Li Mu.

Chen Tong then said, “In the current internet industry, everyone is promoting two core ideologies: one is ‘traffic is king,’ and the other is ‘channels are king.’ In essence, what the internet is focusing on right now is still traffic, which means our UV and PV. This idea isn’t wrong, because traffic is the most direct way for a website to monetize. At Sina.com, advertising revenue accounts for over eighty percent of current revenue. The higher the traffic, the more expensive the advertising resources become.”

At this point, Chen Tong’s tone shifted, and he said, “However, I personally believe that the internet industry will eventually enter an era where content is king. I’m not saying that traffic and Sales channels are unimportant; I just want to say that if we temporarily set aside the shackles of traffic and Sales channels to analyze the problem, the principle is actually very simple: the better the content you provide to Users, the higher user stickiness your website will have, which will then naturally lead to higher user retention rates. This way, combined with various operational tactics, the website’s Users can continuously consolidate, and ultimately, you will still acquire massive traffic.”

“When we created Sina.com, we realized that when internet Users focus on news, what they want is not the same content as various news programs and major newspapers. News programs are limited by length and broadcast cycles; it’s difficult for them to continuously invest energy in reporting on a single news section. While newspapers have detailed section divisions and the content is very rich, their timeliness is lower. The latest information delivery takes at least one day’s publication cycle. Moreover, both of these news models are limited by longer production cycles and higher production costs, making their timeliness even worse, and their ability to provide timely feedback on major news is very weak.”

“For ordinary Users, news programs and newspapers can already satisfy their pursuit of news. But for internet Users, who are accustomed to efficiency and high speed, the timeliness of news programs and newspapers is somewhat unbearable. For example, the 9/11 incident that shocked the world last year saw overwhelming news coverage, but insufficient timeliness and continuity were the biggest problems. Users were extremely concerned about this incident, to the point that they hoped to receive the latest developments every few minutes.”

“Although Central TV at the time also had scrolling text news alerts at the bottom, their display method was one-way. Users could not customize queries and receive the content they wanted. So, we launched 24/7 rolling news on Sina, refreshing the latest developments of events at the fastest frequency. When Users followed the 9/11 incident on Sina.com, they could see a complete news record updated by the minute, from the moment the event began to the latest information currently available. The entire development of the situation had an extremely clear organization on Sina.com, which other websites did not possess.”

“It is precisely because we have such fast, comprehensive, accurate, and objective content that Sina.com’s traffic and user numbers have continuously enhanced. This is the biggest asset for Sina.com’s success.”

Next, Chen Tong further elaborated on his deeper insights into content. Li Mu, sitting below the stage, listened silently, partly agreeing with his views.

The internet world will go through a series of “XX is king” eras. Not just “traffic is king” and “channels are king”; content, products and models, Ecosystems, and closed loops have all been buzzwords in the internet industry. The internet will not eventually settle on one single layer but will have clear functional and domain divisions. In general and vertical web portal domains, and in the internet entertainment domain, content will undoubtedly be king; but in broader areas like instant messaging, e-commerce, and O2O, the platform will surely be king; and in computer security and various vertical software domains, the product will again become king.

Chen Tong started out in content creation, so it’s understandable that he would overly deify the role of content. He has this characteristic, which allows him to make Sina.com very successful, but if he were asked to develop 360 Security Guard with this characteristic, even if given the complete product strategy, he might not even achieve ten million installations. If he were tasked with creating WeChat in the era of mobile internet, the tragic outcome would surely be others having their efforts usurped and him kicking the bucket. If he were to make smartphones, that would be even more ridiculous; even if given Apple’s concept, he might end up creating a Kindle.

However, Li Mu also understood that professional high-end talent are all fanatics, which is why there are rarely all-around type high-end talent. The more fanatical a person is in one aspect, the more likely they are to achieve perfection in that aspect. But if asked to do other things, the results might be even worse than an average person’s.

Halfway through his talk, Chen Tong unintentionally spotted Li Mu sitting at the back of the conference room. He had seen reports related to 3321 and recognized Li Mu at a glance. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to be there, which caused him a moment of surprise on stage. Fortunately, he adjusted very quickly and soon re-immersed himself in his PPT presentation.

Li Mu stayed in the conference room until the end. After Chen Tong finished, he and others stood up together, applauding Chen Tong’s excellent speech. Chen Tong had clearly conveyed the importance of internet content to all the employees present today, making everyone feel greatly benefited. Liu Qiangdong walked up to Chen Tong and said, “Senior Male Student Chen, please stay a bit longer. Li Mu wants to treat you to dinner tonight. It’ll just be the three of us, Renmin University alumni.”

Chen Tong was even more surprised.

He hadn’t thought Li Mu would want to poach him, because he didn’t yet know Li Mu’s plan to build his own web portal. He instinctively felt that he and Li Mu were separated by an unknown magnitude. Why would Li Mu come to listen to his speech and then invite him to dinner? Was he perhaps trying to take that opportunity to extract some information about Sina from him? Or was he trying to convey some messages to Sina through him?

After much thought, Chen Tong nodded and said, “Then I’d rather respectfully obey.”

His words were very polite, but what Chen Tong was thinking in his heart was to clarify Li Mu’s attitude towards Sina through this contact.





Chapter 529: Invitation from Hong Kong

In a private room at a serene Japanese restaurant, Li Mu, Liu Qiangdong, and Chen Tong sat together. As their junior male student, Li Mu proactively poured some sake for them, then said to Chen Tong, “Senior Student Chen, I’ve heard your famous name for a long time, but never had the chance to meet. Today, my wish is finally fulfilled. Allow me to introduce myself: I am Li Mu, a 2001 matriculant from Renmin University.”

As Li Mu poured the sake, Chen Tong cupped his hands under the sake cup. From this gesture alone, it was clear that although Li Mu addressed him as a senior, Chen Tong subconsciously lowered himself a step. He felt that in front of Li Mu, he was more of a junior. After all, having been in society for so long, he no longer categorized status based on age or matriculation time, but rather ranked people in his mind based on social standing and strength.

He wasn’t feeling inferior, but he still felt a head shorter in front of Li Mu.

Hearing Li Mu speak so politely, Chen Tong felt somewhat awkward. He replied courteously and humbly, “Manager Li, you’re too polite. Compared to you, how could I be considered famous?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Senior Student Chen, if you weren’t from Renmin University, I’d have no issue with you calling me Manager Li. But you, like Senior Student Liu, are both senior male students from Renmin University. Out of respect for the school, I must call you ‘senior student.’ Besides, we have no business dealings. I grudgingly accept Senior Student Liu calling me Manager Li in a work setting, but it seems a bit unreasonable for you to still address me as Manager Li in a private gathering like this, where we’re just having a drink.”

Li Mu’s words served as a gentle prod to Chen Tong. Although Li Mu’s tone was very mild, it put some pressure on Chen Tong. He could only nod and say, “Alright, then I’ll just call you by your name, like Qiangdong does.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction and smiled, “I’ve basically listened to everything Senior Student Chen shared today, and I’m deeply impressed. On behalf of Taobao’s operations team, I must thank you for your selfless sharing today.”

Chen Tong politely waved his hand, “You’re too kind. It was nothing remarkable; just a casual chat about some of my humble opinions on the internet. I’m not even sure if they’ll be of practical use to Taobao’s operations team.”

“Of course they will,” Li Mu said with a smile. “Taobao’s operations team is different from its technical team. The technical team is mostly supported by Muye Technology’s core technical strength, whose experience and capability are top-tier in the industry. But the operations team is a new team that was only recently set up, and they still have many shortcomings in terms of experience. Your insights today gave them a very meaningful educational lesson, which will certainly play a very positive role in their future development.”

Liu Qiangdong also said, “That’s right, Senior Student Chen. E-commerce is an emerging industry, and it hasn’t truly developed in mainland China, so everyone lacks experience. We especially need seasoned experts like you to share some in-depth insights into the internet field.”

Chen Tong’s face flushed slightly, and he said, “Whether now or in the future, your achievements on the internet will far surpass mine, so please stop ganging up to flatter me into oblivion…”

“Not entirely,” Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Senior Student Liu and I are currently focused on products, platforms, and the Ecosystem, but neither of us is as professional as you when it comes to content management.”

Chen Tong curiously asked Li Mu, “What do you mean by ‘Ecosystem’?”

Li Mu explained, “An Ecosystem refers to the vertical and horizontal integration between various products, working together to create a system that maximizes resource utilization and return on investment. For example, the mutual cooperation between Muye Technology’s major products, the sharing and joint expansion of user groups, and so on.”

Chen Tong nodded thoughtfully and said, “Muye Technology is involved in so many fields; is it all part of building its own Ecosystem?”

Li Mu nodded, “Exactly. Including Taobao and Alipay, they are all part of this larger Ecosystem.”

Chen Tong seized the opportunity to ask him, “What is the positioning of navigation websites within Muye Technology? Websites with such low technical skill don’t seem to align with Muye Technology’s usual style.”

Li Mu asked, “In your eyes, what is Muye Technology’s style?”

Chen Tong thought for a moment and said, “I feel Muye Technology’s style is: using superior concepts and technology to do things others haven’t thought of or couldn’t accomplish.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s only one aspect. In the realm of arts, it is said that true art appeals to both sophisticated and popular tastes. In the internet industry, it’s even more important to have a mix of high-end and low-end products. While navigation websites may not require high technical skill, they are indispensable internet tools for a large number of users.”

There was something Li Mu didn’t say: he now controlled the communication entry points for users’ internet access, and the entry points for user shopping and payment. However, he hadn’t yet gained control of the general web entry points for users’ internet browsing. Navigation websites are very important web entry points, and web portals are even more so.

Chen Tong also sensed that Li Mu was holding something back. He felt that most of Muye Technology’s previous products were launched with high-profile, aggressive marketing, making them known throughout the entire industry. However, with YY123, they hadn’t truly gone all out; they were only promoting their own navigation site through their existing products. The typically high-profile, aggressive marketing had yet to be seen at all for the navigation website.

In fact, Li Mu had long been prepared for a high-profile, aggressive marketing strategy. However, his energy had recently been focused on Taobao. Now that Taobao was premium and had achieved tremendous success, he would be able to free up his energy to dedicate himself to his plans for dealing with Hao123 and Sina.

Currently, YY’s URL greenlist and domain blocking functions had already been developed but had not yet gone premium. Once the head-on war with Sina began, all information related to Sina would vanish from the YY Ecosystem, which had over one hundred million users. Once Hao123 was acquired and successfully linked to YY123, Sina would completely disappear from YY123.

At the dinner table, Chen Tong found an opportunity during a conversation about web portals to ask Li Mu, “Does Muye Technology have any intention of developing a web portal right now?”

Li Mu could discern Chen Tong’s sentiment and allegiance to Sina, and he knew that simply trying to persuade him wouldn’t be enough to lure him away. So, he lied on this matter, shaking his head and saying, “Web portals aren’t very significant to Muye Technology at this stage. I’m not ready for that yet.”

Although lying wasn’t ideal, he certainly couldn’t tell Chen Tong that he had already begun preparing a web portal. If Chen Tong were to report back to Sina, combined with his work on YY123, it might allow Sina to guess his intentions, which could make things tricky. The news about the web portal couldn’t be leaked before he successfully acquired Hao123.

Even though Li Mu didn’t reveal anything about web portals, Chen Tong still felt deeply worried. The Ecosystem concept Li Mu emphasized today finally made Chen Tong understand what Li Mu intended to do. Li Mu was continuously building new weapons, and his ultimate goal was to create one or more powerful aircraft carrier battle groups. YY was one such aircraft carrier, the soul of Muye Technology’s vast Ecosystem. Sina was now aggressively poaching people to develop UC to go against YY, which could truly be called Li Mu’s future mortal enemy. Heaven knew what countermeasures Li Mu would take next.

The three chatted for a long time in the private room. After all, they were all from Renmin University. Although Li Mu was a new matriculant, he shared common roots with the two graduates, and everyone worked in the internet industry, so they hit it off very well. However, Chen Tong remained wary of Li Mu, and although he hid it well, he couldn’t escape Li Mu’s keen perception.

Although Chen Tong was a standard fanatic in Li Mu’s eyes, Li Mu’s desire to poach him for Muye Technology grew stronger. In the future, Muye Technology would not only develop web portals but also internet-based general entertainment. They would build their own high-quality content library, including not just web content but also video, music, books, film and television, and games. These areas would require a powerful content chief controller, and Chen Tong was the most suitable candidate. Future companies like Xiaomi would poach him precisely to build a vast content chain to support their various hardware, software, and MIUI. Li Mu’s goal was the same.

The path to poaching him would be a heavy responsibility and a long road ahead.

…

After bidding farewell to Chen Tong and Liu Qiangdong at the entrance of the Japanese restaurant, Li Mu walked back alone to Yucheng Garden. Since he had been drinking, he left his car downstairs at Taobao and didn’t drive it.

Halfway there, Ning Hao, whom he hadn’t heard from in a long time, suddenly called him. Li Mu thought it was about the two movies finally making progress, but to his surprise, Ning Hao told him a strange piece of news: A charitable foundation in Hong Kong had suddenly contacted Muye Films, hoping to invite Du Wei to a fundraising gala to be held in Hong Kong in mid-month.

Li Mu was very surprised and asked him, “A fundraising gala in Hong Kong? Why would they invite Du Wei?”

Ning Hao said, “Their public relations email stated that the person in charge of their foundation greatly admires Du Wei, and Du Wei also has a good popularity base in Hong Kong. So, they hope that Du Wei can participate in this fundraising gala as a special guest, which would also promote cooperation between Hong Kong and mainland China in the field of charity.”

Li Mu was even more puzzled and couldn’t help but ask, “What charitable foundation?”

Ning Hao coughed twice and cleared his throat, saying, “The Hu Miao Foundation. It’s a charitable foundation dedicated to protecting minors and preventing them from suffering sexual abuse.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and said, “The focus of this foundation is a bit alternative…”

Ning Hao said, “It is a bit alternative. They knew that Du Wei’s management contract was with our company, so they sent an official letter directly. If you think it’s inappropriate, I’ll send an email rejecting them.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about this: forward the email to my email inbox. It just so happens that I need to talk to Du Wei and her Sister these next couple of days about Du Wei endorsing YY. I’ll ask Du Wei what she thinks then.”

Ning Hao replied, “Alright, I’ll forward the email to your inbox later.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and asked him, “How are things with the movie ‘Thieves Among Thieves’?”

“The script and storyboards are almost done. I’ve reached out to some old friends, and the crew is pretty much set. I’m planning to go to Yuzhou this week to scout for a suitable filming location.”

Li Mu then said, “Speed things up! Once you’ve set a filming date, quickly contact Heavenly King Liu’s management company to see if you can secure his schedule.”

Ning Hao said, “Okay, I’ll do it as soon as possible. Oh, by the way, you asked me last time to find a Director suitable for a campus romance film, and I actually have a suitable candidate this time!”
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Hearing that Ning Hao had already found a director for the campus youth film, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask him: “Who is the suitable candidate you mentioned?”

Ning Hao said: “The day before yesterday, I had dinner with Chen Kun, and he said that he took on a TV series some time ago, which will be released in two months. He collaborated with the Taiwanese actress Ruby Lin, and the director is named Teng Huatao. This person is also my senior male student from Film Academy. Although he is not famous now, his control over contemporary urban emotions in his dramas is very accurate. I think he should meet your requirements.”

Li Mu felt the name Teng Huatao sound very familiar. After thinking carefully, he did seem to have directed many youth romance films and TV series. Dwelling Narrowness, Naked Marriage Era, and Love Is Not Blind were all once hugely popular youth romance films in his previous life. His ability to control this genre should be very strong, and he should be able to handle the movie You Are the Apple of My Eye.

So Li Mu asked him: “Have you established contact with him?”

Ning Hao said: “I communicated with him and asked if he had any intention of filming a campus youth romance film. He said he indeed had no free slots in the second half of the year, but the key thing was that he wanted to see the script first.”

Li Mu then said: “Alright, you keep in touch with him. I’ll find time to sort out the rough script.”

The original novel of You Are the Apple of My Eye was only about one hundred thousand characters. If written as a script, it would probably only be tens of thousands of characters, and the plot outline was already in Li Mu’s mind, so it wouldn’t require much conceptualization. With Li Mu’s hand speed honed over years as a Programmer, he could finish it in at most a week.

Ning Hao said: “Then once your script is out, I’ll set up a meeting with him for us to chat.”

“Okay.” Li Mu reminded: “Oh, right, don’t forget what I told you last time. For the movie Thieves Among Thieves, you must give the role of the gang boss’s girlfriend to Tang Wei, and try to make her role more prominent.”

“I know.” Ning Hao said: “I’ve appropriately increased the role’s part in the script I’m revising, it should be quite prominent.”

Li Mu then asked him: “Have you locked down the actor for the funniest thief role?”

Ning Hao said: “We have a few potential candidates, including two relatively well-known second-tier actors, but I’m most inclined towards an unknown actor.”

Li Mu asked with interest: “Unknown? Who is it?”

Ning Hao smiled and asked him: “Have you seen a low-budget movie called Get on the Bus?”

When Li Mu heard him mention Get on the Bus, his heart immediately filled with joy. It seemed Ning Hao had indeed been preparing for Crazy Stone for many years; he was already paying attention to Huang Bo now. Li Mu had thought that Huang Bo was too unknown at this point, and Ning Hao might not think of him, needing Li Mu to guide him.

So Li Mu hummed and said with a smile: “I’ve seen that movie you mentioned, directed by Guan Hu, it was broadcast on the Movie Channel.”

Ning Hao said excitedly: “The core role of that thief, the person I’m leaning towards, is the actor who played Gao Ming in it. His name is Huang Bo, a very distinctive actor.”

Li Mu said: “I have an impression of him, this actor is indeed very distinctive and also quite suitable for this role. Let’s cast him.”

“Great! I was afraid you wouldn’t be happy if I suggested him.”

Li Mu asked him: “Why would I be unhappy?”

Ning Hao said: “You always said you wanted to cast big-name actors, and this actor’s fame is too small. I thought you hadn’t even heard of him or his works…”

Li Mu said: “Just tell me if you have any suitable candidates, and we can discuss them. Apart from Heavenly King Liu, who is non-negotiable, we can communicate about the others. You can freely cast any actor you deem suitable, as long as they fit the character’s needs. However, let me remind you, it’s best to sign a management contract with the actors and bring them under our Muye Films.”

Ning Hao sighed in relief: “Alright, you can rest assured.” He then said, a little uncomfortably: “Boss, can you assign some business and public relations staff to Muye Films? Once I start setting up the production team, I won’t have time to focus on other things.”

Li Mu said: “I’ll send an HR Specialist over to you. Have the HR Specialist build up the daily maintenance and operations team. From now on, you can confidently go and prepare your films.”

Ning Hao said happily: “That’s great!”

…

Li Mu’s annual plan for Muye Films wasn’t extensive. In terms of products, it was just two films: Crazy Stone and You Are the Apple of My Eye. The core purpose of these two films was to establish Muye Films firmly in the film and television industry. Besides this goal, the two films also had some additional objectives, such as: the first film was to make Ning Hao successful, and incidentally, to push Huang Bo and Tang Wei to debut early; the other was to help Du Wei reach a higher level, and incidentally, to give Wang Xinran an opportunity to appear on camera.

Although Du Wei had only acted in one micro-film, released three singles, and appeared on Happy Camp once, her current popularity was no less than that of a first-tier star. Even Li Mu hadn’t expected that she even had considerable popularity in Hong Kong; otherwise, that Hong Kong foundation wouldn’t have invited her as a special guest. This was a very good signal, proving that Du Wei’s visibility was increasing, and it wouldn’t be long before she would not only be sought after in mainland China but would even become a superstar throughout the Chinese world.

To Li Mu, Du Wei was the future top female host of Muye Films, a banner for the company’s female artists. Finding every way to elevate her to maximum popularity would also greatly boost Muye Films. Therefore, the next step was not only to prepare a major movie for her but also to use all of YY’s resources to increase her exposure. The urgent matter was to quickly sign the endorsement contract with her.

Li Mu knew Du Fei had returned to China two or three days ago, but recently he had been busy with Taobao’s matters and hadn’t found time to invite her. For the arrangements made for Du Wei, after Du Wei herself agreed, Li Mu still needed to reconfirm with Du Fei out of respect.

Thinking of quickly finalizing Du Wei’s endorsement and then continuing to fight to the bitter end with Sina, Li Mu didn’t hesitate. He immediately called Du Wei, asking her to invite her older sister so they could find time to meet and chat this weekend.

Du Fei’s phone call sounded very noisy. She loudly said: “Brother Li Mu, my older sister and I are at SugarClub. My sister asked if you want to come over. Brother Chen Ze is here too.”

Li Mu was stunned for a moment, thinking to himself that Chen Ze’s progress was quite rapid; Du Fei had just returned, and he was already asking her out to a nightclub? It seemed they wouldn’t be long until they became a couple. Why would he, who was merely a third wheel, go join in the fun when others were flirting? He was about to refuse, but then he thought, Chen Ze invited Du Fei, but Du Fei brought Du Wei, a little third wheel. Even if he went, it wouldn’t ruin Chen Ze’s good thing, and perhaps he could even help distract Du Wei, the little third wheel.

So, Li Mu said to Du Wei: “Then you all wait for me a bit, I’m on my way.”

Half an hour later, Li Mu took a taxi to SugarClub. In Chen Ze’s exclusive private room, he met Du Fei, who had just returned from America and hadn’t even fully adjusted to the time difference.

Li Mu greeted Du Fei, and Chen Ze teased Li Mu, saying: “You haven’t even called recently, and we’ve all been waiting for you to meet up and start working.”

Li Mu said: “Then why didn’t you call me?”

Chen Ze said: “I knew you must have been crazy busy lately, so I just waited for you to finish up first.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “From now on, just call me directly if anything comes up. No matter how busy I am, our matters need to be pushed forward as soon as possible.”

After speaking, Li Mu said to Du Fei: “I’ve been wanting to discuss something with you. Du Wei’s management contract has been signed with me. I want her to do a large-scale commercial endorsement. What do you think?”

Du Fei asked curiously: “Endorse what?”

Li Mu said: “Endorse Muye Technology’s full range of products, of course, with YY as the main focus.”

Du Fei’s eyes widened in surprise: “Endorse the full range of products? Have Du Wei be your Muye Technology’s image representative?”

Li Mu nodded: “That’s what I mean, what do you think?”

Du Fei chuckled and asked Li Mu: “First, tell me how much endorsement fee you’re offering?”

Li Mu smiled: “You name your price.”

Du Fei smiled faintly and said earnestly: “Du Wei is already a contracted artist under your company. You can decide these matters yourself. From now on, as long as Du Wei has no objections, I won’t interfere much; you have full authority to decide everything.”

Li Mu was slightly stunned, then laughed: “You’re giving me full authority now? Are you really that trusting?”

Du Fei nodded, glanced at Du Wei, and said with a loving expression: “You’ve done more for her than I could have imagined. How could I still be worried? Besides, I’ll also be an employee of your company from now on. Not only will my younger sister’s matters be decided by you, but even my own matters will be decided by your company.”

Li Mu laughed: “Since you’ve put it that way, then I won’t be polite. YY’s registered users have already surpassed one hundred million, with actual users exceeding sixty million. It can be said to be the most powerful internet platform in the country right now. After binding Du Wei with YY, her exposure will increase geometrically, which will also greatly enhance her future development. As for the endorsement fee, I think we’ll set it at five million yuan per year for now.”

Du Wei’s current market value could certainly not reach an endorsement fee of five million yuan per year, but for Muye Technology, this amount of money indeed didn’t matter.

However, Du Wei, upon hearing this offer, waved her hands repeatedly in alarm. In her own view, her most respected and admired Brother Li Mu asking her to endorse, she would definitely agree immediately as long as her older sister nodded, and helping out for free would be a way to repay Li Mu; how could she ask for his money?

Although five million yuan was nothing to Du Fei, Li Mu’s offer still surprised her a little. She quickly said: “I was joking with you, don’t take it seriously. We letting Du Wei enter the entertainment industry isn’t because we want her to make money, but because we want her to fulfill her long-held dream. To be honest, even top stars can only earn so much money. Our family truly doesn’t care about this. We’re entrusting Du Wei to you. The only responsibility you need to bear is to ensure her healthy development in the entertainment industry. On this principle, the further she goes, the better. That’s enough.”
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Du Fei completely entrusted Du Wei’s future development to Li Mu. The first thing Li Mu planned for her was to quickly start endorsing YY. First, they needed to immediately find a 4A advertising agency to package the entire endorsement and promotion project and hand it over to them. They should first develop a concept for flat graphic ads, then have Du Wei quickly shoot several sets of flat graphic ads for YY’s major product lines, covering online and traditional offline advertising.

After all, current online advertising is limited by browser plugins and bandwidth, so most ads are displayed in 2D flat graphics. Offline advertising isn’t much more flexible; most are also flat graphic ads. Only television and a very few display screens can show video advertisements. Video ads are relatively more troublesome and have longer production cycles, so it’s better to start with flat graphic ads first.

So Li Mu told Du Wei, “I’ll have the company’s publicity department find a capable advertising agency to come up with a concept first. Once they have a concept, I’ll have them contact you before filming begins.”

Du Wei was very well-behaved, nodding gently and saying, “Brother Li Mu, you make the arrangements.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I’ll ask them to try and schedule it on a weekend, so it doesn’t disrupt your classes.”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue, glanced at Du Fei, and quietly told Li Mu, “Our classes aren’t that packed, usually only three to four lessons a day, so it doesn’t have to be a weekend.”

Li Mu replied, “Alright then, I’ll have them start working and see how efficient they are.”

As he spoke, Li Mu remembered the Hu Miao Foundation in Hong Kong and said to Du Wei, “There’s something else. Today, a charity foundation in Hong Kong contacted Muye Films, hoping to invite you to participate in a charity gala they’re holding in the middle of this month. You’d be a special guest, mainly just attending and giving a simple speech. Are you interested?”

Du Wei asked curiously, “Hong Kong Hu Miao Foundation? Brother Li Mu, are you sure that’s the name?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes, I’m sure.”

Du Wei immediately became excited and said, “I’d love to go!”

Li Mu didn’t know why Du Wei was so excited, but seeing her strong desire, he said, “Alright then, I’ll have someone send a reply and ask them to send an invitation letter. Charity galas usually raise funds. I’ll have the finance department prepare a cashiers check for you to donate two million Hong Kong dollars to the Hu Miao Foundation in Muye Films’ name at the event. Although the influence of Hong Kong’s entertainment industry is declining, it’s still at a relatively high level right now. Increasing your exposure in the Hong Kong media would be greatly beneficial for both you and the company.”

Du Wei nodded repeatedly, her face full of excitement, and asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, can you come with me?”

Li Mu said, “I don’t have a travel permit, so I’m afraid there won’t be enough time to get one. Why don’t you ask your sister if she has time to accompany you?”

Du Wei glanced at Du Fei, who was chatting with Chen Ze, and stuck out her tongue, saying, “It’s so annoying going out with my sister. She controls everything, even telling me off if I walk a little slowly…”

After speaking, Du Wei blinked her large, watery eyes at Li Mu and pleaded, “Brother Li Mu, please come with me! We can fly there on the day and fly back the morning after the gala. It will only be less than two days in total.”

Li Mu said awkwardly, “But I really don’t have a travel permit. I haven’t even applied for a passport.”

Du Wei said, “Going to Hong Kong isn’t that troublesome. I can have my dad’s company in Hong Kong send you an invitation letter. You can expedite the travel permit application with an invitation letter. If you apply for it locally in Yanjing, I can find someone to help you expedite it, and you can get the travel permit within three days. Plus, you’ll get a business visa. If you want to get a passport, I can also find someone to help you expedite it.”

Li Mu asked her curiously, “How do you know all this so clearly?”

Du Wei laughed, “I go to Hong Kong frequently, so I’m somewhat of an expert in this area.”

Li Mu hesitated slightly and said, “I don’t know the exact time of the gala yet. How about I confirm that first before we decide?”

Du Wei said, “If you’re free, just accompany me there. After all, it’s only a little over a day.”

Seeing her expectant expression, Li Mu pondered for a moment and then nodded, saying, “Alright, I’ll go with you then. It’ll be a good chance for me to see Hong Kong for the first time and broaden my horizons.”

Du Wei was so excited she was flailing her arms. Du Fei, not far away, asked curiously, “Xiao Wei, what are you so happy about?”

Du Wei excitedly said, “The Hong Kong Hu Miao Foundation invited me to be a guest at their gala, and Brother Li Mu promised to come with me!”

Du Fei frowned and asked, “What is the Hu Miao Foundation? I’ve never heard of it.” She then looked at Chen Ze and asked him, “Have you heard of it?”

Chen Ze shook his head and asked, “What’s its background? Is it an environmental organization for tree planting?”

Du Wei said with an embarrassed expression, “No, it’s a public welfare organization that prevents minors from sexual abuse.”

“Huh?” Du Fei asked in surprise, “Why would this organization invite you?”

Du Wei giggled, “I don’t know, I only care if I can see Brother this time.”

Du Fei was even more surprised, saying, “You want to see Du Ping? Didn’t he go to Australia? He’s been gone for more than a month.”

Du Wei pouted, “No, not that annoying Du Ping! The Brother I’m talking about is Leslie Cheung!”

Only then did Du Fei realize. She remembered that her sister’s biggest idol was Leslie Cheung from Hong Kong, and Leslie Cheung indeed had a nickname called “Brother.”

Li Mu, hearing about Leslie Cheung, suddenly asked Du Wei curiously, “Where are you planning to see Leslie Cheung?”

Du Wei smiled, “Brother is a Pioneer Ambassador for the Hu Miao Foundation! He and Karen Mok are both Pioneer Ambassadors for the Hu Miao Foundation. He should be there at the gala!”

Speaking, Du Wei was already bubbling with excitement, saying, “Brother has rarely made public appearances these past few years, but he still frequently participates in these charity events. Since it’s the Hu Miao Foundation’s gala, I’m sure he’ll be there!”

Li Mu was not a fan of Leslie Cheung, but he had a good impression of this legendary figure. Whenever he thought of Leslie Cheung, he would recall his classic films and familiar to audiences songs. Leslie Cheung’s achievements are well-known to every Chinese person. It’s no exaggeration to say that he was the best male artist in Hong Kong to integrate film, television, and music. He was practically a god-like presence in both the music and film industries. Not to mention how classic films like Farewell My Concubine, A Better Tomorrow, and Once a Thief are, he single-handedly ignited a new trend in the Cantopop scene with just one song, “Monica,” a cover of a Japanese song, earning him the title of king of male Cantopop singers. What was most praised about him was his impeccable character. Not only did he have excellent popularity in the entertainment industry, but he was also famously known for mentoring younger artists, and many Hong Kong stars had received his beneficence.

However, Heaven envies the talented, and Leslie Cheung passed away too early. Li Mu distinctly remembered that he died on April Fool’s Day. When the news broke that day, countless people thought it was an April Fool’s joke, but as the news reports became more detailed, everyone realized that what the news said was true.

Li Mu was initially a bit unclear about the exact date of his death, but after thinking it over carefully, it seemed to be the same year as SARS, which meant next year!

Upon realizing this, Li Mu inwardly cautioned himself. Since he had unintentionally gained the opportunity to meet Leslie Cheung, perhaps it was preordained by fate. He had to go to Hong Kong this time, no matter what. Whether he could meet this legendary star at the Hu Miao Foundation gala or not, it seemed to be by will of heaven. If he had the chance, he hoped to find a way to change Leslie Cheung’s destiny, because through countless reports, Li Mu knew that his downfall back then was due to depression. So, none of this was irreversible; he just needed to find a suitable method, and perhaps everything could be changed.

Li Mu was not a savior, nor did he possess the mindset of one. Since his Rebirth, he had mostly thought about changing his own and his family’s fate, rarely actively burdening himself with too strong a sense of mission. Chen Wan was an exception because she had indeed shown him kindness. This accidental opportunity to establish some connection with Leslie Cheung somewhat sparked a sense of mission in his heart. If for nothing else, it was to prevent those who loved him from lamenting his unexpected passing for over a decade.

In September 2015, when Li Mu went to Hong Kong, he visited Madame Tussauds Wax Museum. There, he was surprised to find a large pile of still fragrant flowers and countless messages handwritten by fans surrounding Leslie Cheung’s wax figure. Li Mu lingered there for a long time, reading many of the messages, and felt deeply moved. An artist who had passed away so long ago yet was still remembered by so many people should be a legend, not a regret.

Ning Hao said he would forward the email to him, but Li Mu couldn’t check his email right now. So he quickly sent a text message to Ning Hao, asking for the specific time of the Hu Miao Foundation Charity Gala.

Ning Hao quickly replied, “June 13th, 7 PM.”

Li Mu calculated that there were still six days left. Since Du Wei said she could find contacts to send an invitation letter and expedite the travel permit, there was still enough time. So he told Du Wei, “Then we’ll book our flight for the morning of the 13th. You’ll need to help me with the permit application tomorrow.”

Du Wei hurriedly nodded and said, “Don’t worry, Brother Li Mu, I’ll contact them for you tonight. Someone will proactively contact you tomorrow and tell you where to go to apply for the permit.”

Li Mu didn’t doubt Du Wei’s words. It was said that her family background was quite impressive, so getting a travel permit should be very convenient. He could also apply for a passport at the same time. Next year, he would probably be ready to go to America to meet Mark Zuckerberg, so getting his passport now would allow him to apply for a US visa in advance.

Du Fei, standing nearby, asked Du Wei discontentedly, “Brat, why don’t you want me to go with you? I can go anytime, no permit needed.”

Du Wei said coyly, “Sister, didn’t you just get back? You have a lot of things to deal with, so I don’t want to trouble you.”

Du Fei pouted, “Just say you don’t want me to go, don’t make excuses…” She then added, “But honestly, I really don’t want to make things happen. Flying back for nearly twenty hours, I don’t want to get on a plane again for one or two months. Just let your Brother Li Mu go with you, I’ll be relieved.”
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Although Du Wei was young, her efficiency was truly extraordinary.

The following morning, Li Mu received a call. A middle-aged man, who claimed to be the head of a certain entry and exit administration bureau, proactively contacted Li Mu, providing his address and contact information, and telling him to call directly when he had time to come over so he could personally help him process the full set of documents.

Li Mu asked how soon he could get the documents, and the man’s reply was very straightforward: if they worked overtime on the weekend, the documents could be made by Monday of next week. He even said that arrangements would be made for someone to personally deliver the documents to Li Mu, so there would definitely be no problem getting them on Monday.

Li Mu instructed Muye Technology’s promotion department to quickly find a capable 4A advertising agency and asked them to tailor a promotion proposal for Du Wei. Afterward, he drove over to get the documents processed. It was already mid-June, less than ten months until next year’s April Fool’s Day. As he recalled, Leslie Cheung had not participated in any film or television dramas during this period, seemingly only dabbling slightly in music, with most of his public appearances being for charity. If he couldn’t meet him at the Hu Miao Foundation gala in Hong Kong this time, it would likely be very difficult to find other opportunities.

However, Li Mu knew in his heart that this kind of thing could only depend on fate. Given his current situation, even if he were to proactively request a meeting with him as a successful businessman, it would likely be difficult to impress the other party. So, everything depended on this upcoming trip to Hong Kong.

It was just noon when he finished processing the documents. Su Yingxue called Li Mu, asking what he was doing. Li Mu honestly told her that he was out processing documents.

Su Yingxue curiously asked, “Why the sudden urge to go to Hong Kong?”

Li Mu then told her that he would be accompanying Du Wei to Hong Kong next week.

Su Yingxue knew Du Wei. She had visited the set a few times when filming Old Boys and had met Du Wei. Du Wei knew she was Li Mu’s girlfriend and often greeted her proactively. Su Yingxue had a very good impression of Du Wei, always feeling that she was a very sensible and well-behaved young girl. Although she was only one or two years younger than Su Yingxue and Li Mu, overall, she felt like a girl three or five years younger, very innocent.

However, Su Yingxue still harbored a faint apprehension in her heart.

Su Yingxue didn’t know why she felt this way. In the past, she wasn’t like this. Her mindset had always been one of calmness beyond her peers, and this calmness contained a subtle hint of confidence. But when it came to her relationship with Li Mu, she always felt an increasing lack of self-confidence.

In Su Yingxue’s eyes, she always had two quite threatening romantic rivals. One was naturally Zhao Ziqiu, whom she had met when promoting 3321. The other was Dong Ai, who now managed 3321 for Li Mu. The former, of course, went without saying; the entire Renmin University knew that she had proactively pursued Li Mu. Not only did many male students at Renmin University feel envy, jealousy, and hatred about this, but even male students from Peking University were quite indignant. The reason Su Yingxue used provocation to make Li Mu confess to her at that time was also due to her concern about Zhao Ziqiu. She vaguely felt that Li Mu seemed to be wavering between her and Zhao Ziqiu, so she took the initiative to secure her status as Li Mu’s girlfriend in advance.

As for Dong Ai, Su Yingxue hadn’t heard any rumors related to Li Mu. However, she had seen the way Dong Ai looked at Li Mu. As a woman herself, she always felt that Dong Ai’s eyes held a certain affection for Li Mu. The way Dong Ai dedicated herself entirely to managing 3321 for Li Mu also made her seem especially like Li Mu’s right-hand man. Although women in such positions might appear to have a purely professional relationship with Li Mu, they often caused the most worry. Dong Ai had excellent qualities in all aspects and was highly capable. Her ability to manage 3321 so well was enough to prove that she and Li Mu shared a lot in common professionally. What relationships often fear most is when a man and a woman develop commonalities in areas outside of their romantic feelings. Common ground can act like a magnet, drawing the two closer; it can also be like a chemical reaction, sparking more conversations and a deeper mutual understanding, thus fostering profounder emotions.

As for Du Wei, she now also started to feel an involuntary worry, even though she was very innocent. But innocence didn’t mean she wouldn’t develop a good impression of the opposite sex. Li Mu wrote scripts and directed micro-films to create roles for her, and also wrote several classic songs for her. Now that she was invited to Hong Kong for a gala, Li Mu was even going to accompany her. Leaving aside whether she would fall for Li Mu, there was one question Su Yingxue simply couldn’t understand: Why was Li Mu so good to her?

So, Su Yingxue tentatively asked him, “Is it just you and Du Wei going this time?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, we’re going on the 13th and coming back on the 14th.”

Su Yingxue felt a little uneasy. Her boyfriend was accompanying another girl to Hong Kong and staying overnight. With just a man and a woman alone, was this really appropriate?

Perhaps Li Mu and Du Wei truly had a pure relationship, but in such circumstances, Su Yingxue couldn’t help but overthink it when she heard about it. And Li Mu hadn’t informed her beforehand. It just so happened that she called him right after he had finished processing his documents. If she hadn’t made that call, would he have simply not told her any of this?

Su Yingxue suddenly felt a little uncomfortable. She really wanted to ask Li Mu why he didn’t tell her in advance, or ask if she wanted to go too. But the words died in her throat, and she gave up. She didn’t want to appear to Li Mu as an unreasonable woman who only complained.

So, she said in a calm tone, “Just arrange your time reasonably, don’t be so rushed, it’s too tiring.”

Li Mu didn’t notice anything amiss with Su Yingxue on the other end of the phone and said with a smile, “It’s fine, don’t worry.”

Su Yingxue hummed in response and said, “Then you drive first, we’ll talk later.”

Li Mu checked the time; it was precisely dinner time. He asked her, “Where are you? Do you want to have lunch together?”

“I’m at my paternal aunt’s house,” Su Yingxue said. “I came over this weekend to help Xinran with her homework.”

Li Mu said, “That doesn’t prevent us from eating together. I’ll pick you up, and we can eat near your paternal aunt’s house. I’ll take you back after we eat.”

Su Yingxue smiled and said, “That’s too much trouble. Don’t make things happen. I’ll go back to school tonight. How about we eat together in the evening?”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, what time do you plan to leave your paternal aunt’s house tonight? I’ll pick you up.”

“Around 5:30 PM. If it’s convenient for you, give me a call beforehand to confirm.”

“Okay.”

After hanging up the phone, Su Yingxue couldn’t help but sigh. Just then, Wang Xinran walked into the room. When Su Yingxue had called Li Mu earlier, Wang Xinran had prudently stepped outside. Now, upon entering, she saw her sister sighing while holding her phone and couldn’t help but ask, “Sister, what’s wrong?”

Su Yingxue snapped back to reality, looked up, and smiled, “Nothing at all.”

“You’re still tricking me.” Wang Xinran walked up to Su Yingxue and whispered, “Are you having an argument with Brother-in-law?”

“No,” Su Yingxue said. “He wanted to have lunch together, but I said it wasn’t convenient, so we changed it to dinner.”

“Oh…” Wang Xinran nodded gently and said, “Isn’t that a good thing? Why are you sighing?”

Su Yingxue gave an awkward smile and covered it up, “I didn’t sigh. Maybe you misheard.”

Wang Xinran pouted, “You don’t treat me like one of your own at all, it’s boring.” With that, she sat down glumly at the small desk and picked up a novel to flip through.

Su Yingxue hadn’t expected her attempt at concealment to be seen through by Wang Xinran. On second thought, her performance just now must have been quite crude. Wang Xinran seeing through her wasn’t the main issue; the crucial part was making her younger sister think she was being formal, which truly hurt her feelings. So, she walked over and sat on the bed beside Wang Xinran, seriously saying, “Xinran, do you think Li Mu and I are a good match together?”

Hearing this, Wang Xinran instinctively said, “Of course, a perfect match of talent and beauty, you couldn’t be a more perfect match!”

Su Yingxue smiled faintly, a hint of bitterness in her expression, and said, “Is ‘a perfect match of talent and beauty’ truly a compliment?”

Wang Xinran looked at Su Yingxue, startled, “Otherwise? Could it be a derogatory term?”

Su Yingxue shrugged and chuckled self-deprecatingly, “Anyway, I don’t think it’s a compliment.”

For Su Yingxue, she undoubtedly liked Li Mu very much. But in her eyes, the speed of Li Mu’s transformation, however, made her feel increasingly powerless to keep up. If she and Li Mu before university were just two ordinary candles, then after going to university, Li Mu began his continuous transformation. His light grew stronger and stronger. He was no longer a candle flame flickering with a faint glow, but an incandescent lamp illuminating the entire room. And she was still that candle, giving off a faint, almost negligible light under his brilliance.

Other women might be happy to accept such a vast difference, comforting themselves with a phrase like ‘a perfect match of talent and beauty’. But she was different. She wasn’t a woman born for love, nor was she one born to simply enjoy life. She had her own clear pursuits and dreams.

The more this was the case, the more Su Yingxue worried. Not only about those potential competitors, but also about her own future, fearing that the growing disparity between them would lead to a crossroads with Li Mu.

Su Yingxue also wanted her own light to shine more brightly, but Li Mu always gave her a sense of despair that she couldn’t possibly overcome. If she could willingly be a beautiful lampshade, perhaps things would be better. But from the trajectory of her life in her previous life, it was clear that although she appeared gentle, her inner self was exceptionally resilient and incredibly ambitious. Before realizing her dreams, she feared she couldn’t willingly stay by a man’s side, spending her days living under his dazzling light…

At the same time, she also feared that one day Li Mu would begin to realize this awkward situation. She feared that one day, Li Mu would no longer need a lone candle flame flickering under his dazzling light. If that day came, what kind of situation would she and he face?





Chapter 533: Clues

Wang Xinran, despite her young age, was perceptive. She quickly noticed a few clues from Su Yingxue’s reaction and couldn’t help but ask, “Sis, is there something going on between you and Brother Li Mu?”

Su Yingxue instinctively nodded, then immediately realized her mistake and quickly shook her head. She was about to try and cover it up, but seeing Wang Xinran’s “I’ve already seen through you” expression, Su Yingxue simply gave up on the pretense and said, “I always feel there’s a certain distance between him and me.”

Wang Xinran asked curiously, “What kind of distance are you talking about?”

Su Yingxue hadn’t originally intended to delve deep into this topic with Wang Xinran, but these emotions had been bottled up inside her for a long time, and she had been looking for an outlet. Since Wang Xinran was her closest sister growing up, Su Yingxue sighed softly and said, “He’s only been at Renmin University for less than a year, yet he’s done so many things that others wouldn’t even dare to imagine. His reputation at Renmin University is greater than anyone else’s, and he’s incredibly good at making money outside. Tell me, wouldn’t a boy like that be incredibly attractive to girls his age?”

Wang Xinran added, “Sis, don’t forget, Brother-in-law can also make movies and write scripts.”

Su Yingxue hummed in agreement, instinctively adding, “More than that, he can even write songs.”

Wang Xinran’s eyes lit up, and she couldn’t help but press, “Sis, Brother-in-law can write songs too? What kind of songs?”

Su Yingxue evasively said, “I was just talking nonsense. Don’t randomly change the subject; you haven’t answered my question yet.”

Wang Xinran uttered “Ohh,” then tilted her head and earnestly said, “Sis, to be honest, a guy like Brother-in-law is truly the best of the best. At his age, aside from those in the entertainment industry, no one else has a reputation as big as his. The key is that he’s handsome, talented, and good at making money. Combined, no one can compare. Not to mention girls his age, I think even girls a few years older or younger would be attracted to him.”

Su Yingxue said, “That’s what I’m most worried about.”

Wang Xinran asked in surprise, “Sis, do you have rivals in love?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “As you said, his attraction to girls is so immense; it’s normal to have rivals.”

Wang Xinran agreed, “I think so too. Whether it’s boys or girls, when someone of the opposite sex is too attractive, they lose their normal judgment. If they truly like someone, all they think about is how to get that person. Who cares if the other person already has a partner? Of course, it’s best if they don’t, but if they do, you have to snatch them away from their partner, no matter what it takes.”

As she spoke, Wang Xinran mysteriously added, “Sis, let me tell you, it’s like that with the relationships at our school. If a girl likes a boy, and that boy already has a girlfriend, she’ll definitely try every possible way to get close to him, and rack her brains to get his attention. Some even secretly go to get a room with boys to sleep. There was a girl who took a leave of absence this April because she got pregnant, just to steal someone else’s boyfriend. That story has been spread like crazy in our school.”

Su Yingxue frowned slightly, saying, “That girl is too improper, isn’t she? Pregnant before even graduating high school?”

Wang Xinran nodded, “Actually, it’s pretty normal. Our school is considered good; I’ve only heard about pregnancies a few times. There’s a health school not far from ours, and the students there are much more open than us!”

Su Yingxue then asked, “So, that girl you mentioned, the one who got pregnant to steal someone else’s boyfriend, did she succeed in the end?”

Wang Xinran said, “Yes, she did! They were together before she got pregnant, and after she became pregnant, the boy’s parents went to the girl’s house. Although she took a leave of absence to get an abortion, they’re already planning to get married as soon as they’re old enough.”

Su Yingxue felt her moral compass had been completely reset. She was only one year older than Wang Xinran, so how come she had never heard of anything like this happening at her school when she was studying? Was it because Haizhou was too small a city, or were the students there just too honest?

Just as she was pondering this, Su Yingxue suddenly remembered the night before Li Mu’s birthday. She had texted and called him repeatedly, but he hadn’t replied until the next morning, claiming he had drunk too much the previous night. However, when they were having dinner together on his birthday, Li Yawei had unintentionally blurted out the truth: Li Mu hadn’t been drunk at all. Not only was he not drunk, but he had also seen them all downstairs after drinking. Under these circumstances, why would Li Mu tell her that he hadn’t replied to her texts or answered her calls because he had been passed out from drinking?

Su Yingxue suddenly felt immense regret. On the morning of Li Mu’s birthday, when she couldn’t get in touch with him, she had thought about going to Yucheng Garden to check, but then she reconsidered and gave up. If she had actually gone that day, she would have at least been able to confirm whether Li Mu was at Yucheng Garden that night. If he was, was he alone? If not, then he had been lying to her.

Thinking of the gossip story Wang Xinran told, Su Yingxue couldn’t help but worry. She and Li Mu had also been intimate, but due to her self-preservation and proper reserve, they were still far from reaching the final stage. However, Li Mu was a normal young man; he would certainly have those needs, both physiologically and psychologically. If a woman truly used her body as bait to get him, what would she do?

Once her thoughts started to wander, not even eight horses could pull them back.

Su Yingxue thought, Wang Xinran was right. Given Li Mu’s excellence, there should be quite a few women willing to use their bodies for him. Among them, Su Yingxue’s biggest worry was Zhao Ziqiu from Peking University. That girl was famously proactive with Li Mu, chasing him everywhere from the very beginning, even to the Peking University swimming pool. She was beautiful, and her figure was far more developed than others her age. If she truly offered herself to Li Mu, could he resist her temptation?

Her thoughts continued to spread. Su Yingxue wondered again what Li Mu was doing the day before his birthday. That specific time, upon closer thought, held great significance. She had chosen to text Li Mu at midnight that night to wish him a happy birthday precisely because that night was the time to stay up late to welcome the New Year, making it extraordinarily meaningful. That’s why she deliberately timed her wishes for him then. For someone celebrating a birthday, that moment was especially important; Li Mu couldn’t possibly be sleeping at that time!

At this point, Su Yingxue dared not think any further. Panic-stricken, she forced herself to rein in her thoughts. Li Mu was still coming to pick her up for dinner tonight. If she continued to get lost in these suspicions, it would likely affect her demeanor when facing him. As for her wild thoughts, she would just have to slowly find opportunities to resolve them later.

…

Normally, eating alone with Li Mu was Su Yingxue’s most relaxed time. Being with him, she didn’t need to worry about studies, daily life, or complex interpersonal relationships. All she had to do was simply enjoy every moment with him.

Lately, however, Li Mu had become increasingly busy, so much so that they often didn’t have many opportunities to meet. Although they attended the same university, Li Mu barely attended classes, so sometimes they wouldn’t see each other even once a week.

Not only had their opportunities to meet dwindled, but even during their limited time together, it wasn’t always truly private time together. Just the matters concerning her aunt’s family already occupied a large portion of their conversations when they met.

Therefore, when Li Mu picked Su Yingxue up for dinner this time, Su Yingxue didn’t mention anything about her aunt’s family throughout the meal. She deliberately sought out common topics for them, mostly reminiscing about interesting incidents from their high school days. After chatting for a while, she suddenly asked Li Mu, “Are you still planning to go home this summer vacation?”

Renmin University was about to start its summer vacation. This year’s summer break would begin at the end of June and conclude at the end of August. Su Yingxue worried that Li Mu would be so engrossed in his own affairs that he wouldn’t plan to go home for the summer. Both of them were from Haizhou; no matter how many temptations Li Mu faced in Yanjing, if they both returned to Haizhou, it would naturally allow him to distance himself from the distractions there. With both of them in Haizhou, they would also have more opportunities for private time together.

Li Mu, however, had long since entered the state of an internet entrepreneur. He had even blurred his own identity as a current university student, his mind filled with thoughts of development, development, and more development. He wanted to seize the opportunity before the internet’s rise truly arrived and rapidly expand his territory with all his might. So, when Su Yingxue asked about his summer vacation plans, Li Mu suddenly realized he still had two months of summer break!

He thought for a moment and then told Su Yingxue, “The next few months might be quite busy. I can’t confirm yet if I’ll have time to go home for the summer.”

Su Yingxue’s face was filled with disappointment. For the first time, she complained to Li Mu, “You’re already so busy, and you’re going to Hong Kong in mid-month. By the time you get back, there won’t be many days left until summer vacation. At most, I can stay in Yanjing until Xinran finishes her Gaokao. Once she’s done with Gaokao, I’ll have to go back. Doesn’t that mean I won’t see you for almost two months? What am I supposed to do these two months?”

Only then did Li Mu realize that the current Su Yingxue was not yet the career woman she would become in his previous life. She was quite dependent on him.

So, after a brief consideration, Li Mu said, “When do you want to go back? If you decide on a date, I’ll go back with you.”

Upon hearing Li Mu say this, Su Yingxue’s mood improved slightly, though she said with some difficulty, “If I go back right when vacation starts, I’d go alone. But if I wait until July, after Xinran finishes her Gaokao, I might have to go with my aunt and Xinran. My aunt and paternal uncle-in-law might take their annual leave after Xinran’s exams.”

Li Mu asked her, “How will you travel then?”

Su Yingxue said, “I haven’t decided yet. If I go by myself, I can book train tickets now. If I go with my aunt, she might choose to drive.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “How about I ask someone from the Student Union to help you apply for a campus assistant position? That way, you’ll have an excuse to stay a few extra days, and then we can leave together.”

Su Yingxue considered for a moment. Typically, those who serve as campus assistants after vacation are student union officers. Even if not, having the chance to be a campus assistant also implies an opportunity to become a student union officer. Su Yingxue didn’t care about such things, but if she used this as an excuse to stay a few extra days in Yanjing, her family certainly wouldn’t object.

So, Su Yingxue said, “That works. I’ll just tell them I’ll be staying on campus for a while, to spread out the time.”





Chapter 534: Go Big

Su Yingxue’s philosophy on love had always been simple and enduring, like a steadily flowing stream. It was just like “The Rice Shop” that Li Mu wrote for her – like flowing water, like a gentle breeze, slowly, lightly intertwining. This was why, ever since they got together, Su Yingxue had always tried to control the pace when it came to physical interaction. If things developed faster than her own psychological expectations, the beauty of it would naturally be greatly diminished for her.

But today, Su Yingxue suddenly understood a very simple truth: a relationship is a matter between two people, and everyone has their own pace. It’s like walking; some walk slowly, others walk fast, and some even run the whole way. Since two people decide to walk hand in hand, it would probably be unfair for either person to fully adapt to the other. If Li Mu wanted to pull her to walk faster, she should try her best to keep up with his steps.

So, when they walked out of the restaurant together, Su Yingxue had a momentary struggle deep inside, but then she firmed up a resolve: if Li Mu invited her to Yucheng Garden again tonight, she would definitely agree without hesitation.

However, to her great disappointment, Li Mu didn’t even mention such a request. The moment they stepped out, he told Su Yingxue, “Let’s go. I’ll drive you home.”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, wanting to say that she wasn’t in a hurry to go back, but she swallowed the words before they came out.

It was true that she was willing to try and keep up with Li Mu’s pace in such matters, but if she had to take the lead, she probably wouldn’t be able to run at all.

So, Su Yingxue silently nodded, silently got into the car. Seeing Li Mu drive onto the Third Ring Road, she knew he wasn’t thinking about that at all, at least not today, and she couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.

Li Mu indeed didn’t have the mind to think too much. All sorts of matters were pushing him to stride forward and race ahead. The excessive energy he poured into things seemed to have prematurely pulled him out of adolescence and into the more abstinent state of someone in their thirties. Otherwise, if he were truly a twenty-year-old with a youthful body and abundant energy, let alone Su Yingxue, with whom he hadn’t made significant progress, even Zhao Ziqiu, who had only recently given herself to him, wouldn’t have been able to escape his clutches these past few days.

Not only were many of his own matters keeping him busy, but others were also pushing him forward.

After Du Fei’s return this time, she had truly put his, Chen Ze’s, and Song Liang’s real estate plan fully on track. If Du Fei hadn’t been here, Chen Ze might not have been one hundred percent dedicated, but with Du Fei back, he was basically pouring two hundred percent of his energy into it at all times. During this period, he and Song Liang had nearly finished researching all the residential land plots available for sale along the East Third Ring Road. They picked out over twenty plots of varying sizes and were ready to meet with Li Mu to decide which to acquire.

Li Mu received a message from Song Liang while eating with Su Yingxue. Song Liang and Chen Ze were having dinner together, summarizing the information they had collected recently. Both of them were a bit anxious. Song Liang didn’t want to come all the way to Yanjing just to build the CSC Club and future Muyue Technology projects; he was in real estate development, and continuously launching new property developments was what he truly wanted to do. Chen Ze also hoped the company could quickly take its first step into real estate development, starting with residential properties and then quickly moving towards commercial real estate, which was not only the most profitable real estate project but also what Du Fei most wanted to do.

Both wanted to get moving as soon as possible, so they came to an immediate agreement at the dinner table. They had only one thought: quickly get Li Mu to decide, and once decided, prepare to start construction immediately.

After Li Mu dropped Su Yingxue off at Wang Xinran’s house, he immediately drove to meet the two of them. He carefully examined the messy hand-drawn Yanjing map that they had sketched out for a long time.

Chen Ze and Song Liang both agreed with Li Mu’s previous analysis, feeling that compared to Dawang Road, the East Third Ring Road had the most development potential in the future. This time, they had thoroughly researched the entire East Third Ring Road corridor, from the Southeast Third Ring Road to the Northeast Third Ring Road. The more than twenty land plots they collected were all distributed around the East Third Ring Road, whether inside or outside the Third Ring Road, none were more than 1.5 kilometers from the main Third Ring Road.

Chen Ze pointed to the more than twenty large and small areas marked on the map and told Li Mu, “All the land plots marked here are available for acquisition, but our funds are limited. So, Brother Liang and I discussed it and decided to start with two plots. You see which ones you prefer.”

Li Mu looked at these red-boxed plots. More than half of them were near future subway stations. Li Mu’s focus was almost entirely on the Jinsong, Shuangjing, Tuanjiehu, and Sanyuan Bridge areas, because he knew that these would be the main drivers of future housing price increases along the East Third Ring Road, and also the centers of commercial development.

So, Li Mu used a pen to check off the six most advantageous plots closest to these four future subway stations, and asked Chen Ze, “If we acquire all six of these plots, how much money will we need?”

Chen Ze, who was drinking tea, nearly spat a mouthful of tea onto Li Mu’s face. He turned his head and coughed for a long time before asking Li Mu, “Are you crazy? Acquiring six plots at once is useless; we wouldn’t be able to develop them all.”

Song Liang also nodded and said, “These six plots add up to over one million square meters in area. We can’t handle that.”

Li Mu said, “We’ll acquire the land first; we don’t necessarily have to develop it ourselves. Once the final route map for Line 10 is determined, we can always sell off a portion, or partner with other developers. We’d provide the land, they’d provide the manpower and effort, and we’d just negotiate a stake percentage, wouldn’t that work?”

Song Liang looked at Li Mu as if he were looking at a monster and said, “It’s rumored that the route map for Line 10 will be announced in just a few months, or at most half a year. If we want to acquire land before the route map is announced, we have to act quickly. If you follow the normal process—first buying one plot, then mortgaging it to buy a second, and then mortgaging again… that process will be very time-consuming.”

Li Mu said nonchalantly, “Then let’s try to buy it all in one go. If we can’t buy it all, we’ll buy half first, and then mortgage the land to buy the other half.”

Song Liang looked at Li Mu in surprise and asked him, “Are you that optimistic about these plots?”

Li Mu nodded, “Extremely optimistic.”

Chen Ze said, “You really need to be careful. Line 10’s east-west route has already been set outside the Third Ring Road, so there’s a strong possibility that its north-south route will also be outside the Third Ring Road. The East Third Ring Road area already has the Third Ring Road driving its development, but Dawang Road’s longitudinal transport is nowhere near as convenient as the Third Ring Road. So, many people say that to ensure balanced development, there’s a high probability that Line 10 will be allocated outside the Third Ring Road. Even if you want to acquire all six plots, you should still mix and match a bit between inside and outside, allocating a portion of the investment to the Dawang Road longitudinal line outside the Third Ring Road.”

Li Mu laughed, “You also said that the government hasn’t confirmed the final route yet, so those rumors would have even less credibility. Right now, whether you bet on the East Third Ring Road or Dawang Road, in principle, the chances are fifty-fifty. Since it’s a gamble, instead of trusting external rumors, it’s better to trust our own instincts. I believe housing prices in these areas will skyrocket in the future. If you trust my instincts, let’s go big!”

Chen Ze and Song Liang exchanged glances. Song Liang spoke, “Xiao Mu, the average land acquisition cost for these six plots wouldn’t be less than three thousand five hundred yuan per square meter. An area of just over one million square meters means that the total cost would be around four billion yuan. That’s too huge an investment.”

Li Mu laughed, “Brother Liang, I know the usual real estate development strategies. Even if the land purchase is one hundred million, you don’t actually pay one hundred million outright, do you? If your connections are reliable, you can acquire land without paying or by paying very little. Once you have the land, you mortgage it to the bank. After you get the loan, you just fill the financial gap. Banks are incredibly keen on real estate right now; they’ll definitely give a relatively high leverage ratio. Haven’t people said that a five-time leverage ratio in the early stages of real estate is quite common?”

Song Liang chuckled and told Li Mu, “If we were in Haizhou, I could do as you say—acquire land for less money and then get the bank to give us more than five times leverage. But little brother, this is Yanjing. Your older brother here doesn’t have much influence.”

With that, both of them looked at Chen Ze in unison.

This kind of thing, only Chen Ze could manage it.

Chen Ze saw them staring fixedly at him and said uncomfortably, “Getting five times leverage from the bank is easy, but acquiring land from the government on credit is not really suitable for me to do. How about I just raise some money from elsewhere, we buy the land, and then I’ll go to the bank for a loan. For projects like this, it’s best not to give others any weaknesses to exploit.”

Li Mu laughed, “Old Chen, you’re not a qualified second-generation official.”

Chen Ze asked in surprise, “Why?”

Li Mu said, “Everyone else uses whatever connections they can, and takes advantage of whatever conveniences are available. But you, you avoid using them whenever possible.”

Chen Ze smiled slightly and said, “The patriarch keeps a close eye on me. After I graduated from university, he gave me a piece of advice: if something can be solved with money, solve it with money. Save political connections for problems that money can’t resolve.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement, saying, “Actually, if you can get five times leverage from the bank, we could get this project moving by putting in five to six hundred million yuan upfront. Mu Online’s cash flow is very strong right now, and Muyue Technology’s is too. If we use cash, I can cover a large portion.”

Mu Online had already left Legend far behind and become the most profitable online game in the country right now. Muyue Technology, based on YY, was constantly setting new highs in value-added revenue. Li Mu could absolutely transfer cash from both companies’ accounts to meet the real estate side’s needs; after all, the money would come back quickly. Just one plot of land could secure loans with several times leverage. Once they had the remaining plots, if they sat on them for a few months until the Line 10 route map was announced, land prices would at least surge by more than fifty percent in a short time. At that point, they could mortgage the remaining land to the bank, and they would probably be able to accumulate tens of billions of yuan in capital in one go. Then they would just return the money transferred from Muyue Technology and Baofeng Entertainment.

Chen Ze laughed, “Since you’ve put it that way, then I won’t be polite with you. It’s true that I also don’t really want to swallow my pride and ask my family for money again. If I scrape together some funds from other places right now, putting together a couple of sums won’t be a problem. The rest is up to you two.”

Song Liang said, “I can support a bit too, not much, but I can put together one sum.”

Li Mu nodded, “Leave the rest to me.”





Chapter 535: Ginger Coke

Li Mu’s ambition in the real estate sector was enormous this time; he wanted to swallow six plots of land in one go, and each one was a gamble on a subway line. This was a terrifying prospect to speak of. If Li Mu had been even slightly apprehensive, he would have worried if others would ponder why he had such precise predictions for the subway’s route. However, if one considered it objectively, the north-south route of Line 10 was currently a gamble, with only two options: “big” or “small.” A true gambler would stake all their chips on one wager, betting on the future development prospects of the East Third Ring Road.

In those years, real estate wasn’t particularly hot yet. There was plenty of residential land available near the Third Ring Road and within the Fourth Ring Road in Yanjing. Apart from the land along subway lines that would be snatched up once the routes were finalized, other unowned plots weren’t difficult to acquire; money was all it took. However, once the Fifth Ring Road was open and the Olympics held, land within Yanjing’s Fourth Ring Road would become incredibly scarce, with every plot released becoming a land king.

However, Li Mu’s ultimate goal was to focus on commercial real estate, having little interest in residential real estate. This was because commercial real estate represented a truly healthy industry model. Residential real estate, further down the line, would enter a phase of abnormal development, where widespread property speculation would greatly increase housing costs for urban populations, becoming a major challenge for public welfare. At that time, continuing to develop residential real estate would surely lead to a plummet in social prestige. Commercial real estate, however, was different. Its future development would establish city landmarks, not only avoiding public resentment but also attracting widespread popularity and admiration. In his previous life, Wanda Plazas dared to claim that wherever they were, that was the city center—a testament to their absolute power.

The reason for starting with residential real estate now was also because it was a necessary stage in real estate development. Entering the residential real estate market first allowed one to accumulate strength and capital. After reaching a certain scale, transitioning to commercial real estate would be much easier. If these plots of land were acquired, and Line 10’s development didn’t deviate from his previous life, these six plots would surely bring in a huge profit, simultaneously making Wanying Real Estate famous in Yanjing. If luck held, they could make a fortune next year and begin large-scale commercial real estate projects in 2004.

To Song Liang and Chen Ze, Li Mu’s aggressive approach fundamentally deviated from the principles of real estate operation. Especially Song Liang, who had managed real estate projects for many years, knew that the industry was too complex. For a developer arriving in a new city, the very first project they handled, the first real estate project they opened, was the most crucial, as it determined how far they could go in that city. Taking on six real estate projects in one go right after arriving in a new city was simply an anomaly in the real estate industry.

But anomaly or not, both of them had an extraordinary trust in Li Mu, this novice in real estate. So, once Li Mu made a statement, even if they couldn’t fully comprehend it, they had no objections. As long as Li Mu made the final decision, they would proceed as he instructed.

The three of them meticulously went over the process. Chen Ze said, “I’ll first take Brother Liang to make kontakt with the government and inquire about the quotations for these plots and the situation with potential competitors. Then, everyone should prepare the funds within this month. We’ll acquire one plot by the end of this month or early next month, and I’ll strive to secure a loan from the bank within the same month.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “If we can resolve the loan issue in July, and have the remaining five plots in hand by August, we’ll basically be set. Then we just need to wait for the final plan for Line 10 to be released with peace of mind.”

Song Liang asked Li Mu, “Should we wait until the Line 10 plan is released to acquire the second batch of five plots?”

“Of course,” Li Mu said. “Only when the plan is released will we take these five plots to the bank for loans. If we’ve made the right wager, the banks, knowing we hold these five plots, will probably be chasing us to cooperate.”

Song Liang had no doubt about this. If a developer held excellent land, it wouldn’t be the developer begging the bank for a loan, but the bank begging the developer for cooperation. For banks, what they needed most were high-quality projects that guaranteed a profit. At that moment, apart from the Central Bank’s money-printing department, no other industry could truly claim guaranteed profits. Real estate projects in prime locations of first-tier cities had very high profitability ratios. Aside from the slight risks associated with a few large commercial real estate developments, residential real estate was almost a guaranteed-profit project. Once such projects appeared, banks would not only scramble to invest money but also offer the most favorable terms possible, including interest rate discounts and increased leverage.

Although Chen Ze hadn’t had much exposure to real estate, he still had some understanding of the industry. Given the current situation, if Li Mu could truly stake his money correctly on these six plots, then these six plots would certainly bring in a huge profit.

…

After finalizing the execution details for the next phase of real estate development, Zhao Ziqiu called Li Mu, saying that she had caught a cold from the electric fan in her dorm room and felt so uncomfortable that she had taken sick leave.

Li Mu heard her terribly stuffy nose over the phone and was very concerned. He asked her, “Have you taken any medicine? Do you want to go to the Hospital?”

“There’s no need to go to the Hospital, right?” Zhao Ziqiu said with a very stuffy nose. “I took some cold medicine and have been drinking a lot of hot water.”

Li Mu said, “A summer cold is the most painful, and medicine takes too long to work. How about I boil you some Ginger Coke? Sweating it out will help you recover faster.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, “What exactly is Ginger Coke?”

Li Mu explained, “It’s made by simmering cola and ginger. It’s very effective for summer colds.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “That sounds so disgusting, I don’t want it…”

Li Mu chuckled, “It does sound a bit gross at first, but it doesn’t taste bad, and it’s very effective—much more useful than taking medicine.”

Zhao Ziqiu grumbled, “Is that really true? You’re always tricking me.”

Li Mu said, “Of course it’s true. I usually treat my colds this way, and it works very well.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “But I can’t make it now. Dorm rooms don’t allow high-power appliances, and besides, it’s so late, I don’t know where to buy ginger.”

Li Mu checked the time. It was just past ten in the evening, indeed a bit late. So he said, “How about you quickly come out before the dorm gate closes? I’ll drive to Peking University to pick you up, and I’ll boil it for you at Yucheng Garden.”

Zhao Ziqiu excitedly asked him, “Really?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Why would I lie to you? I’m driving now; it’ll take no more than fifteen minutes to get there.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “Okay, I’ll go back to my dorm room and get ready now.”

Li Mu asked her, “Aren’t you already in your dorm room?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I’m calling you from the dorm staircase landing, silly. It’s not convenient to talk in the dorm room.”

Li Mu suddenly understood and quickly said, “Alright, go get ready then. I’ll see you at the school gate.”

Zhao Ziqiu cheerfully agreed. Just as she was about to hang up, she suddenly said, “Oh, by the way, how about we go to the Asian Games Village instead? I don’t want to go to Yucheng Garden; it feels weird…”

Li Mu recalled that Zhao Ziqiu seemed to have indicated last time that she felt some inexplicable psychological pressure if she went to Yucheng Garden to see him. So, Li Mu said, “Alright, make sure you bring your key then.”

Zhao Ziqiu was so overjoyed that her body couldn’t help but tremble slightly. Happily, she said, “Then hurry up, I’ll wait for you at the school gate.”

As she spoke, Zhao Ziqiu’s voice grew softer and softer. Even over the phone, Li Mu could discern her slight shyness.

Recalling the last time he had exchanged his virginity in this life with her at her villa in the Asian Games Village, Li Mu’s usually calm heart rippled. The accelerator pedal beneath his foot unconsciously pressed down a little further.

Passing by the entrance of Yucheng Garden, Li Mu bought a large bottle of cola at the downstairs supermarket. Luckily, there was still some ginger left from today’s groceries, so Li Mu bought two pieces. At the checkout counter, he saw Jissbon condoms. After a moment of hesitation, he thought about Zhao Ziqiu being sick and almost turned to leave. But then, deluding himself, he thought that sweating more might help a severe cold get better faster, so he resisted the urge and picked up a box as well.

After paying, Li Mu tucked the Jissbon box into his pants pocket, tossed the ginger and cola onto the back seat of the car, and then rapidly drove towards Peking University.

The weather in June was already quite hot, but Zhao Ziqiu still wore long sleeves and long pants when she went out. Not only did she have a long-sleeved T-shirt underneath, but she also wore a wind-resistant light jacket over it.

As Li Mu neared the Peking University school gate, he spotted Zhao Ziqiu, dressed somewhat unusually, at a glance. Zhao Ziqiu also recognized the front grille of Li Mu’s G55 and jogged towards the roadside.

As soon as the car pulled over and stopped, Zhao Ziqiu pulled open the door and slipped inside. She looked at Li Mu with excitement mixed with a touch of shyness, saying, “How did you get here so fast? It’s only been just over ten minutes.”

Li Mu smiled, “There were fewer cars on the road, so I drove a bit faster.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked him, “It’s so late. Cola is easy to buy, but where did you get ginger?”

Li Mu pointed to the back seat, saying, “I already bought everything.”

Zhao Ziqiu turned her head to look and, sure enough, there was a large bottle of cola and two big pieces of ginger on the back seat.

Although Zhao Ziqiu had no hopes for something with a name as “dark” as “Ginger Coke,” seeing how much Li Mu cared for her still made her heart blossom. To her, if Li Mu had this intention and took this action, she would drink even a bowl of poison for him without blinking.

Li Mu drove away from Peking University, and Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but remind him, “Turn right at the next intersection.”

Li Mu nodded and casually said, “I know the way.”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately thought of Li Mu’s birthday, how she had driven and tricked him into going, and everything that had happened afterward. Her face flushed slightly. She didn’t speak, but inside, she began to feel a renewed sense of anticipation for the night.

Li Mu was already very familiar with Yanjing. The road conditions in Yanjing were not as complex as in later generations, making it much easier for Li Mu to remember. Generally, if he remembered a place name, he could recall its approximate location and the surrounding road conditions. The villa Zhao Ziqiu had taken him to last time, he had only visited once, yet he remembered its approximate location and the route there, even able to recall the entire vicinity from memory.





Chapter 536: Treating a Cold

About twenty minutes later, Li Mu drove Zhao Ziqiu to the front of her villa. As they got out of the car, Li Mu, holding the cola and ginger, said to Zhao Ziqiu, “I’ll go to the kitchen in a bit to cook you some Ginger Coke. You’d best go take a hot bath. Which bathroom has a bathtub? Immersion in a bath would be even better.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Upstairs is fine, but I wouldn’t dare go up there alone so late at night.”

Li Mu teased, “You’re scared of your own home?”

Zhao Ziqiu said pitifully, “It’s too big. I’ve never dared to stay here alone; it scares me.”

Li Mu nodded. This house was indeed a bit too big. Too large and long unoccupied, it felt a bit lifeless. If he had to live here alone, he’d probably feel creeped out too. He’d rather stay at an internet cafe for a night than sleep here alone.

Entering the villa, Zhao Ziqiu turned on all the lights in the entrance hall and the double-height living room. Li Mu then took the cola and ginger to the kitchen. He peeled, washed, and cut the ginger into chunks, then grabbed a soup pot to start cooking.

Zhao Ziqiu watched from the side, dumbfounded. Li Mu chopped an entire piece of ginger and threw it into the pot. If he were to boil a whole pot of water with that much ginger, wouldn’t it be so spicy it would kill someone?

In this era of less developed internet, Ginger Coke was indeed not widely known. And these two ingredients sounded very disparate, so it was inevitable that people would get a “dark cuisine” vibe from it. Zhao Ziqiu was no exception; normally, if she bit into a small piece of ginger in her food, she’d immediately spit it out because she couldn’t stand the taste. If she really had to drink something boiled with so much ginger, she genuinely didn’t know if she could handle it.

Li Mu opened the cola bottle, pouring only about a quarter of the 2.5-liter bottle into the pot. Zhao Ziqiu was even more surprised and couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “So much ginger, for just this little bit of cola?”

Li Mu casually said, “It’ll boil down even more, ideally concentrating all the essence into one bowl.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly waved her hands, pleadingly and somewhat coquettishly. “How about you come upstairs with me, I’ll go take a hot bath. Maybe sweating it out will fix it, no need to drink this.”

Li Mu turned on the gas stove and said, “A hot bath is a must, and this is something you have to drink…”

“Ah…” Zhao Ziqiu’s nose wrinkled involuntarily. She said to Li Mu, “I’m not actually that sick. I bet just smelling it when you’re done brewing will make me feel better.”

Li Mu found her expression full of worry amusing and said, “Haggling is useless. I’ll pour you a bowl later, and you must drink all of it.”

Seeing Li Mu so serious, Zhao Ziqiu obediently nodded and pouted. “I’ll listen to you; whatever you say goes.”

It would take some time for the gas to boil the water, and then a good while more for it to simmer. So Li Mu said to Zhao Ziqiu, “I’ll go upstairs with you first to fill the bathtub. It hasn’t been used in a long time, so it might need a wash. By the time it’s washed and filled, the Ginger Coke should be almost done brewing. You can drink it while you bathe; you’ll recover faster.”

“Okay,” Zhao Ziqiu said. “I’ll come back down with you later. Just don’t leave me alone up here.”

The two arrived at the room at the end of the second-floor corridor. Upon opening the door, they entered a considerably large bedroom. It was much larger than the downstairs room where he and Zhao Ziqiu had stayed last time. Next to the bedroom was a room resembling a walk-in closet. Open wardrobes inside held bathrobes and loungewear. However, this room was just an entrance; beyond the left and right sides of the closet was actually a massive, U-shaped bathroom. One side had the toilet and vanity, while the other held an astonishingly large bathtub and shower stall.

Li Mu was only surprised for a moment before getting used to it. It wasn’t that he was truly accustomed to such luxury, but rather that he kept reminding himself inwardly, ‘You’re a billionaire, after all. Don’t always act like an underdog, getting flustered by everything.’

Li Mu had initially thought that an open-top item like a bathtub, if unused for a month or two, would surely be filthy. But to his surprise, upon closer inspection, this large jacuzzi, big enough for three people, was almost spotless.

Zhao Ziqiu, sensing Li Mu’s puzzled expression, said, “My Dad instructed the property management to arrange a thorough cleaning once a week, so it’s always quite clean.”

Li Mu nodded. He was already accustomed to the eccentricity of the rich and willful. For a house like this, spending a bit more to maintain it was well worth it, as its future appreciation potential would be terrifyingly high.

Even slightly higher-end residential areas already had 24-hour hot water services, and this place was naturally no exception. Li Mu opened three valves to fill the tub simultaneously, but looking at the water flow rate, it would take at least twenty minutes to fill the tub to seventy percent.

Zhao Ziqiu stood beside him, foolishly watching the water splash in the tub. Perhaps due to her cold, her face was flushed.

Li Mu, while letting the water run, went downstairs to fetch the brewed Ginger Coke. He handed it to Zhao Ziqiu, urging her to drink the Ginger Coke first. Zhao Ziqiu looked at the dark, unappetizing concoction in the bowl. Though reluctant, she still listened to Li Mu, picked it up, held her breath, and took a shallow sip.

Anyone who has tasted Ginger Coke knows that it’s not actually unpleasant to drink. Like ginger soup or ginger candy, it has a rather unique taste that isn’t off-putting. Even those who dislike ginger might occasionally try these things. The ginger and cola flavors in Ginger Coke created a wondrous blend—strange, but not unpalatable. Moreover, it was indeed a powerful remedy for inducing sweat. After drinking a large bowl while it was hot, one would almost certainly break into a sweat all over, which was a very comforting experience for a cold sufferer and significantly relieved symptoms.

After her first sip, Zhao Ziqiu discovered that the taste wasn’t as unpleasant as she had imagined. After drinking it, it even left a unique sweet and spicy taste in her mouth, a strange yet comforting blend.

Blinking her large, surprised eyes at Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu then took another large gulp at his urging. After this sip, she could feel a wave of warmth rising in her stomach. Unlike being immersed in hot water, this warmth spread from within her body, little by little, to every part of her, feeling exceptionally comfortable.

Under the effect of the Ginger Coke, many of Zhao Ziqiu’s unpleasant severe cold symptoms were immediately relieved. Her nose cleared up, and her nasal voice was naturally not as heavy as before.

After finishing the large bowl of Ginger Coke, Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “This stuff is really amazing! As soon as I drank it, my whole body felt warm. It’s so comfortable.”

Li Mu said, “Later, you can take your bath and sweat some more; you’ll definitely recover faster.”





Chapter 537: Giving Her a Surprise

Zhao Ziqiu had never sweated so much, it seemed, ever since she could remember.

Bathing in hot water and drinking Ginger Coke in June was already enough to make one sweat, yet Li Mu, burning with fervent passion, repeatedly brought her to the peak of ecstasy. In just half a night, she had almost sweated out all the perspiration she would normally produce in a year.

Profuse sweating had a very significant curative effect on summer colds. By the time Zhao Ziqiu collapsed weakly onto the bed, her cold was already mostly settled.

Whether her illness was cured or not wasn’t important to Zhao Ziqiu. What was important was that tonight, she had truly experienced the indescribable joy between a man and a woman, a wonderful feeling that no other sensation could compare to.

When passion ran deep, Zhao Ziqiu repeatedly wished time could stop then and there. It was hard to imagine that such an overwhelming sensation could possess such magic, as if it could penetrate deep into her bones, making every cell feel the blissful sensations brought by the man she loved.

Seeing that Zhao Ziqiu was already exhausted, Li Mu stopped clinging to her. Instead, he covered her with a blanket, heated some more hot water, and instructed her, “Drink some water and rest for a bit. You can take a shower later and then sleep.”

Zhao Ziqiu whined playfully, “I really have no strength left. Can I just sleep without washing and take a shower tomorrow morning?”

Li Mu said, “You’re all sticky. How can you sleep without showering?”

Zhao Ziqiu reached out and hooked her arms around Li Mu’s neck, bringing their bodies close together, and said, “It’s better to be sticky, then I can stick to you.”

Li Mu chuckled, “But we can’t stick together like conjoined twins! You rest for a bit. Later, I’ll draw some more water and carry you over to wash.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “Will you wash with me?”

Li Mu nodded, “Together.”

That night, the two slept more soundly than babies.



At eight o’clock in the morning, a Boeing 747 airplane landed at Yanjing Airport. This plane flew direct from Sydney, Australia, to Yanjing, and was one of the few direct flights from China to Sydney.

A middle-aged couple, pushing a simple luggage cart, walked out of the VIP channel. The couple appeared to be in their forties; the man was tall and slender, dressed very gentlemanly and wearing a pair of myopia glasses, which added to his aura as a successful person. The middle-aged woman next to him, though simply dressed, possessed an extraordinary demeanor; and despite some crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes, her beauty remained unaffected. The husband pushed the cart, while the wife held onto his arm with one hand and carried a small handbag with the other. They chatted and laughed softly, appearing exceptionally loving.

After exiting the VIP channel, the middle-aged woman said to her husband, “Should we call our sweetie and tell her we’ve changed our itinerary suddenly?”

“No need.” The middle-aged man smiled slightly and said, “Let’s go home first. I’ll book a restaurant near sweetie’s school, and we can just call her out for lunch.”

The middle-aged woman pursed her lips and chuckled, “You’re this old and still so playful. You’re going to give our sweetie a fright.”

The middle-aged man said, “It’s to give her a surprise. I haven’t had time to see her since I’ve been in Australia for so long. This is a good opportunity.”

The middle-aged woman nodded gently and said, “So when are we going back? Should we stay in Yanjing for a few days?”

The middle-aged man replied, “I can’t. I have to go back tomorrow. How about you stay here with sweetie for a few days?”

“Alright.” The middle-aged woman said, “I want to stay with sweetie for a few more days. How about I go back on the weekend?”

“Okay, then don’t stay at home. Find a hotel near the school.”

“Perfect, close to sweetie.”

This middle-aged couple were Zhao Ziqiu’s parents. Zhao Ziqiu’s father was named Zhao Xianliang, a well-known industrialist in Hangzhou. Her mother was named Xie Yun, and she was once the youngest female professor at Zhejiang University. However, ever since Zhao Ziqiu entered high school, she no longer held any substantial teaching positions. Most of her time was spent at home, assisting her husband and raising her child. After Zhao Ziqiu was admitted to Peking University, she stayed by her husband’s side, using her extraordinary knowledge to help him in his business ventures.

During this period, Zhao Xianliang had been in Australia negotiating a business project. After the deal was settled, he had originally planned to leave his team to handle the follow-up work, and he and his wife would fly to Shanghai first and then return to Hangzhou from Shanghai. However, the flight to Shanghai that day was canceled due to special circumstances. So, the two of them rebooked a direct flight back to Yanjing. This way, they could take the opportunity to see Zhao Ziqiu in Yanjing.

Zhao Ziqiu knew her parents were in Australia, but she didn’t know exactly when they would return. At this very moment, she was sleeping soundly in Li Mu’s arms, completely unaware that her parents had already arrived in Yanjing.

Zhao Xianliang’s company had an office in Yanjing, but this time, coming with his wife, he didn’t alert anyone. He simply wanted to quietly come and give his daughter a surprise, see her, and then quickly return to Hangzhou. Thus, he didn’t arrange for anyone to pick them up at the airport and waited in line with other passengers for a taxi to their villa in the Asian Games Village.

A little after nine o’clock, the taxi drove into the gates of the Asian Games Village villa district. At this moment, Li Mu was still naked, having his sweet dreams, while Zhao Ziqiu lay curled up like a child in Li Mu’s arms, sleeping exceptionally soundly.

Zhao Xianliang opened the gate to his villa, and just as he was about to enter, he was startled by a silver Mercedes-Benz G55 parked in the yard.

Xie Yun, who was behind him, also saw the large, striking Mercedes-Benz SUV. They exchanged a surprised glance, neither of them knowing how this car ended up parked in their yard.

Although Zhao Xianliang rarely came to Yanjing, he was very familiar with his properties. He kept a total of three cars at this villa: a Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan, a Honda seven-seater minivan, and a Volkswagen Beetle he bought for his daughter. So how could there be an additional Mercedes-Benz G55?

Xie Yun asked Zhao Xianliang in surprise, “How is this car parked in our yard?”

Zhao Xianliang frowned and said, “I don’t know, but judging by the license plate, it seems to belong to the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs…”

Xie Yun couldn’t help but ask, “Could it be Ziqiu’s friend?”

“Unlikely.” Zhao Xianliang felt a strange tension in his heart and said, “Even if Ziqiu knew someone who drove this kind of car, she wouldn’t bring them home.”

After saying that, he hesitated slightly, then said to Xie Yun, “Let’s go inside and take a look.”

Xie Yun hurriedly said, “Why don’t we call the Property Management Company and ask? What if we go in and encounter criminals or dangerous people?”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand and said, “It shouldn’t be. People who drive this kind of car wouldn’t be criminals or dangerous individuals.”

Xie Yun said, “People who drive this kind of car wouldn’t normally park it in someone else’s yard. It’s possible this car was stolen. To be on the safe side, let’s ask the Property Management first.”

Zhao Xianliang thought for a moment, and seeing his wife’s determined gaze, he took out his phone, found a landline number in his contacts, and dialed it.

After identifying himself on the phone, Zhao Xianliang gave Li Mu’s license plate number to the Property Management, asking when the car had entered. The villa district had very strict property management. Residents usually used a card to enter and exit with their cars, and if there was no card, all cars entering and exiting would be meticulously registered.

However, the Property Management staff searched extensively but found no record of this car entering the community. The Property Management therefore confirmed that this car must have entered the community by swiping a card. But if they wanted to know the exact time the car entered, they would have to check the video surveillance.

Zhao Xianliang was quick-witted and knew that checking video surveillance would take a long time. So he immediately asked, “Do you have entry and exit records for Building 08 in Zone B?”

After the Property Management Company checked their system, they quickly gave a clear reply: “Mr. Zhao, one of your household’s access cards was indeed swiped for entry last night, and there’s currently no exit record.”

Zhao Xianliang’s expression hardened, his tone grew several shades more serious, and he said in a low voice, “I understand, thank you.” Then, with a grim face, he lifted his foot to enter his villa.

Xie Yun hurriedly asked him, “What’s wrong? What did the Property Management say?”

Zhao Xianliang’s anger was clearly written on his face, and he said irritably, “The Property Management couldn’t find any entry record for this car; it must have entered by swiping a card. I had the Property Management check if any of our household’s access cards had entry or exit records. The Property Management’s reply was that one of our cards was swiped for entry last night, and it hasn’t exited yet. It must be this car.”

Xie Yun immediately grew tense as well. She understood why Zhao Xianliang was so angry. From the information provided by the Property Management, if this car used their own card to enter, then their daughter must have brought it in. Even if she didn’t personally bring it in, she must have lent the card to someone else, or even lent out the villa itself.

If the truth was the latter, Xie Yun and her husband wouldn’t be too concerned. But what worried them most was the former scenario. A Mercedes-Benz G55 like this clearly looked like a car driven by a man. And most men who drove such cars were likely middle-aged. If their daughter brought a middle-aged man to stay overnight at their villa late at night, the nature of that situation would be absolutely appalling.

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang was filled with rage, largely aligning with Xie Yun’s worst fears. He only had Zhao Ziqiu as his daughter, pouring all his paternal love onto her. Coupled with the fact that his daughter was truly outstanding in all aspects, it made him exceptionally anxious about Zhao Ziqiu. It was precisely this anxious mindset that made him lose the composure and patience of a successful businessman. He now only wanted to quickly figure out what exactly was going on with this car outside and what its relationship was to his daughter.

Seeing that Zhao Xianliang had already opened the door and entered, Xie Yun hurriedly stepped forward to block him in the foyer and said to him with particular solemnity, “Old Zhao, listen to me. At this moment, you absolutely must not act impulsively. Regardless of whether Ziqiu is inside or not, you shouldn’t barge in like this. She is our daughter. At a time like this, you must not only have faith in her but also give her enough respect!”

Zhao Xianliang was somewhat frantic and asked, “What respect? How do I give her respect? Are we supposed to sit in the living room and wait for her to come out?”





Chapter 538: Worst Case Scenario, Just Take a Beating

Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun had vastly different perspectives when it came to issues.

As a father, Zhao Xianliang constantly thought about how to protect his daughter. Therefore, once any hint of trouble emerged, his mind would involuntarily lean towards the most pessimistic outcome. Xie Yun, also a woman, had enough understanding of her adult daughter. At a time like this, she was able to remain calm and try to view the situation in a more positive light.

Xie Yun’s thought at this moment was simple: no matter if her daughter was here, and no matter if she had truly done something that would disappoint her and her husband, she had to stop her husband first. If the situation really was the worst-case scenario, then she had to ensure her husband wouldn’t hurt their daughter in a moment of anger. If things weren’t as he imagined, if their daughter had just lent the house to a friend, then him rushing in so rashly would also embarrass their daughter.

Zhao Xianliang was stopped by Xie Yun. Listening to her say that they should have faith in their daughter and give her enough respect, his mind tilted slightly towards a better outlook. However, this small amount of optimism was a drop in the ocean compared to the immense worry deep within him.

So, Zhao Xianliang asked Xie Yun, “What do you suggest?”

Xie Yun hesitated for a moment, then said, “At this point, let’s not try to make it a surprise. I’ll call our daughter and tell her we’re here. If she’s at school, then everything’s fine. If she’s here, we’ll wait in the living room for her to come out and give us an explanation herself.”

Zhao Xianliang struggled internally for a long time before finally nodding. He said to Xie Yun, “Then call her.”

After speaking, Zhao Xianliang took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose forcefully. He hadn’t felt tired after an overnight Airplane, but at this moment, he was so exhausted he could barely stand.

Xie Yun noticed his tired expression and pulled him to sit on the living room sofa. Then, she took out her phone and called Zhao Ziqiu.

A moment later, a faint phone ringtone could be heard from upstairs. Not only did the glasses in Zhao Xianliang’s hand slip, but even Xie Yun almost dropped her phone. Both their hearts sank, instantly feeling a chill at the sound of the ringing phone.

Li Mu vaguely heard a phone ringing. After a few rings, he finally woke up. Seeing that it was Zhao Ziqiu’s phone, he strained to reach for it. Looking at the screen, he saw the words ‘Mom’. He gently nudged Zhao Ziqiu awake in his arms and said to her, “Your Mom’s call.”

Zhao Ziqiu had just opened her eyes. The moment she saw Li Mu, an overwhelming sense of happiness filled her heart, so much so that she didn’t pay attention to what Li Mu was saying. Instead, she tensed her body, lifted her head, kissed Li Mu’s lips, and shyly asked, “When did you wake up?”

Li Mu handed her the phone, which had just stopped ringing, and said, “Just woke up from the phone ringing. Your Mom called.”

“Oh!” The moment Zhao Ziqiu heard the word “Mom,” she immediately became much more alert. She took the phone and indeed saw a missed call from Mom. Just as she was about to call back, Xie Yun called again.

Zhao Ziqiu quickly told Li Mu to be quiet. At the same time, she half-sat up, making her voice sound as if she was already wide awake, before answering the phone and saying, “Mom, why are you calling so early?”

Xie Yun’s voice was a bit stiff as she asked, “Ziqiu, where are you?”

Zhao Ziqiu subconsciously said, “At school, why?”

At this moment, Xie Yun downstairs was utterly disappointed. Her voice also grew colder. She said, “Your Dad and I have come to Yanjing. We’re at our house in Asian Games Village. We’re in the living room on the first floor. You should be upstairs, right?”

Zhao Ziqiu’s mind felt like it had been detonated by that sentence. She instantly tensed up, wanting to speak but not knowing what to say. The same three words kept repeating in her mind: “What do I do…?”

Seeing that she remained silent for a long time, Xie Yun ordered, “I’ll give you ten minutes. In ten minutes, come down and give us an explanation face-to-face.”

After speaking, Xie Yun hung up the phone directly.

Zhao Ziqiu was scared silly. Li Mu, seeing her strange expression, asked curiously, “What’s wrong?”

Zhao Ziqiu snapped back to reality, so flustered she could barely speak. She mumbled incoherently for a long time before finally forming a complete sentence: “My Mom and Dad are here, downstairs…”

“Holy hell!”

Li Mu instinctively leaped out of bed.

In both of his lives, he had never been caught by a girl’s Mom and Dad at home. Was he about to break that record today?

Zhao Ziqiu then said, “My Mom said she’d give me ten minutes to go downstairs and explain to them face-to-face. What should I do now…?”

Zhao Ziqiu had never been so flustered because of her parents. Since childhood, she had been the apple of her parents’ eye and their greatest pride, never having disappointed them. But today, she was caught by Mom and Dad secretly dating Li Mu, and it was the most, most, most serious kind of “date.” She already realized how angry and how disappointed Mom and Dad would be.

As soon as Li Mu heard Zhao Ziqiu say this, he knew the cat was out of the bag. There was no point in thinking about anything else now; they could only grit their teeth and improvise.

Feeling extremely guilty, the two quickly dressed, preparing to go downstairs. Before heading down, Zhao Ziqiu, still feeling guilty, asked Li Mu, “What should I tell my Mom and Dad later?”

Li Mu said, “At this point, we can only tell the truth.”

Zhao Ziqiu blurted out subconsciously, “We can’t tell the truth! In front of my Mom and Dad, you absolutely cannot mention that you have a girlfriend. Just say that we’ve been together for a long time.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. Even with his thick skin, he couldn’t help but feel ashamed—ashamed towards Zhao Ziqiu, ashamed towards Su Yingxue, and ashamed towards Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom and Dad downstairs. Zhao Ziqiu, however, was comforting herself, saying, “I’ve told my Dad about you. From his reaction, he seems to admire you quite a lot.”

Li Mu smiled bitterly to himself. Even if Zhao Ziqiu’s Dad truly admired him, that was before today. Now that he knew he had slept with his daughter, he probably wanted to kill him.

Stepping out of the room, Li Mu felt a sense of trepidation, but his expression revealed no clues. He took Zhao Ziqiu’s hand, squeezing her palm to reassure her not to be too nervous. He would lead her downstairs by the hand, being proactive and high-profile. Not only did he want to give Zhao Ziqiu some security at this critical moment, but he also needed to draw her parents’ anger. Li Mu, accustomed to an aggressive approach in business, decided today to take the same high-profile approach himself. Ideally, he would divert all of Zhao Ziqiu’s parents’ anger onto himself.

Li Mu’s actions indeed gave Zhao Ziqiu a great sense of security. At this moment, she was utterly lost and panicking. She understood that denying their relationship to her parents was no longer possible. Li Mu holding her hand at this moment showed that he was ready to face her parents directly. This was good; at least it wouldn’t burden her with the futile guilt of lying.

Zhao Xianliang intently watched the staircase entrance. His greatest fear was Zhao Ziqiu descending the stairs with a middle-aged man around thirty. If that happened, he would definitely go to the kitchen to grab a knife and fight to the death with the person. Because regardless of whether his daughter was willing, if the person was much older than her, his motive and perspective would be too dirty to forgive.

Zhao Xianliang also thought that if his daughter came down with a boy her age, he would feel slightly more relieved. Even if she shouldn’t have done it, he could at least comfort himself with the idea of a free love.

However, the Mercedes-Benz G55 parked outside with a State Administration of Government Offices Affairs license plate surely didn’t belong to a young person.

Anger, anxiety, unease, and heartache filled Zhao Xianliang’s mind at this moment. The mixture of emotions made him feel tormented.

Xie Yun, by his side, was feeling no better than Zhao Xianliang. As a woman, she understood to some extent that her daughter would eventually take this step, but she never imagined it would be so soon. Her daughter wasn’t even twenty yet; tasting the forbidden fruit so early would have a significant impact on her future. Moreover, she didn’t even know what kind of man her daughter had given herself to. If she had been deceived, Xie Yun feared she would suffer heartache and guilt for the rest of her life.

Footsteps echoed from upstairs. As the footsteps grew closer, both spouses’ hearts leaped into their throats.

As the moment of truth approached, their tension naturally increased. Their eyes were fixed on the stair landing, unwilling to even blink.

Zhao Xianliang’s mind began to race, contemplating whether he should rush into the kitchen for a knife or sit down and talk with the person. If the man was older, there would be a fight to the death no matter what. If it was a young man, and he seemed agreeable, he might actually sit down and talk with him. Since the deed was done, as long as his daughter’s judgment wasn’t poor, he certainly wouldn’t break up a loving couple.

Li Mu’s leg was the first to enter their line of sight. Zhao Xianliang glanced at Li Mu’s shoes and pants, secretly sighed in relief, and half of his suspended worries subsided.

Usually busy with work, Li Mu dressed for comfort. So, he wore a grey T-shirt, dark blue Adidas cotton sweatpants, and a pair of lightweight Nike training shoes. Such an outfit was the best choice whether sitting, standing, or exercising for long periods.

It was this sporty attire that allowed Zhao Xianliang to essentially confirm he was a young man before seeing his face.

Indeed.

When Li Mu, leading Zhao Ziqiu, turned the corner of the stairs, Zhao Xianliang took one look, and with that first glance, he had an excellent impression of Li Mu.

Xie Yun, beside him, felt the same.

Though worried and angry, at this critical moment, their greatest wish was to see a handsome, talented young man walk down the stairs with their daughter. This was, given the current situation, the best possible outcome.

Fortunately, Li Mu’s appearance, demeanor, and height all perfectly aligned with their aesthetic taste for a young man’s looks and disposition.

Li Mu also saw Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun sitting directly opposite him. He tried his best to appear neither surprised nor pleased, neither servile nor arrogant. In his heart, however, he was desperately comforting himself with phrases like “damn it, just take a beating.”
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Chapter 539: Put Romantic Relationships Aside for Now

Actually, whether it was Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu on the stairs, or Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun on the sofa downstairs, all four of them were nervous at this moment.

The most nervous was Zhao Ziqiu. Turning off the stairs, she just glanced at her parents, then like a child who had done something wrong, she was too ashamed to raise her head, staring at her toes, as Li Mu led her down the stairs step by step.

When they reached the two, Li Mu was the first to speak: “Uncle and Aunt, hello.”

Zhao Xianliang looked at Li Mu. Although most of his anger had subsided, he still spoke with a hint of temper: “Do you really think we’re doing well right now?”

Li Mu was speechless.

Such a direct approach right off the bat—Father Zhao seemed truly annoyed…

Xie Yun, however, kept staring at Li Mu. After a long moment, she suddenly asked him: “Young man, is your name Li Mu?”

Li Mu looked at Xie Yun in surprise. Up close, Zhao Ziqiu’s mother, just like Zhao Ziqiu, was a rare beauty. Moreover, Auntie Zhao’s expression seemed much softer than Father Zhao’s; she probably wouldn’t have such a big temper as Father Zhao.

So Li Mu nodded, using all his politeness and humility, bowing slightly, and said: “Auntie, hello, my name is indeed Li Mu.”

Zhao Xianliang was stunned when he heard Li Mu’s conversation with his wife. Li Mu? That name sounded very familiar. Thinking carefully, it seemed his daughter had mentioned him.

Memories flooded back, and Zhao Xianliang suddenly realized, staring intensely at Li Mu for a long time, thinking to himself, So it was him!

The earliest Zhao Ziqiu had mentioned Li Mu to Zhao Xianliang was last year, when she came home for the National Day holiday. She told her father about a male classmate who specifically rented a car to drive her to the airport. At the time, Zhao Xianliang didn’t think much of it, simply asking Zhao Ziqiu if the person smoked, then casually gave Zhao Ziqiu several Panda Hard Special Edition gift boxes. Later, when Li Mu founded 3321, Zhao Ziqiu even specifically told Zhao Xianliang about Li Mu’s achievements.

Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but pat his forehead. He had talked with his wife about their daughter’s dating issues back then. He and his wife had really hoped their daughter would get together with Xu Jiahui, after all, both had looks, temperament, and family background; they were simply a match made in heaven. However, at that time, his daughter seemed to have no feelings for Xu Jiahui. Zhao Xianliang had even said he was worried his daughter had fallen for that guy who ran the tutor website. He never expected it to be a prophecy fulfilled, and for a moment, he was filled with mixed feelings.

Xie Yun felt the same. She herself came from the education system. Although she hadn’t been back to school for a few years, she occasionally gathered with old colleagues. Before, she hadn’t paid much attention to 3321. But recently, ever since 3321 began cooperating with key universities nationwide, 3321 became a hot topic in Hangzhou. She had gradually heard some introductions about 3321 and had also proactively researched more about it. After learning about 3321’s model and its powerful role in promoting and helping poor college and high school students, setting aside today’s events, she actually had some admiration for Li Mu. After all, this young man had created the largest and most practical education fund in the country with just a website, benefiting hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of underprivileged students.

Xie Yun looked at her daughter, who was bowing her head beside Li Mu, and couldn’t help but ask her: “Ziqiu, Li Mu still knows to greet me and your dad, why don’t you say something to Mom and Dad?”

Zhao Ziqiu shamefully raised her head and weakly called out: “Dad, Mom…” Then she deeply lowered her head again.

Zhao Xianliang, with a hint of displeasure, subconsciously said to Zhao Ziqiu in a serious tone: “So you know you have no face to see me and your mom?”

Xie Yun quickly said: “Old Zhao, don’t talk to the child like that.” Then she quickly added to Zhao Ziqiu: “Ziqiu, your dad doesn’t mean anything else, don’t overthink it.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded gently. Zhao Xianliang, however, couldn’t help but sigh. Without Xie Yun saying anything, he himself realized that his words earlier had been a bit harsh. No matter what, his sweetie and Li Mu were definitely in love. Even if it shouldn’t have developed to this point, he shouldn’t have spoken so severely.

At this thought, Zhao Xianliang’s heart immediately softened. He said to Zhao Ziqiu: “You two don’t have to stand. Sit down opposite us.”

Zhao Ziqiu raised her head and glanced at Zhao Xianliang, then said with a hint of gratitude: “Thank you, Dad…”

Zhao Xianliang felt a bit of a sting in his heart hearing this. Just one harsh word from him had already made his daughter feel somewhat distant.

Xie Yun, on the other hand, accepted it the fastest. Although she had always liked Xu Jiahui and hoped her daughter could be with him, that was based on the premise that her daughter would like Xu Jiahui. If her daughter truly didn’t like him, she couldn’t force her daughter to compromise. For Xu Jiahui, she had merely offered her daughter the most suitable reference from an experienced person’s perspective, with the most objective viewpoint. Now that her daughter had made her own choice, and the other party seemed to satisfy her deeply in various aspects, her negative emotions dissipated considerably at this moment.

Therefore, Xie Yun took on the role of easing the atmosphere and found a topic to ask Li Mu: “Little Li, your 3321 is doing very well now. The transaction volume must be impressive, right?”

Li Mu smiled humbly and said: “Auntie, after 3321 partnered with Project 985 and Project 211 universities nationwide, our monthly transaction volume has now exceeded three hundred million, and our monthly revenue also exceeds thirty million.”

“That much?” Xie Yun asked in surprise: “So the annual revenue is nearly four hundred million?”

Li Mu said: “If we consider the current development speed, the final annual revenue should exceed five hundred million. After all, 3321 has now almost taken control of over 50% of the high school tutor market.”

Xie Yun nodded and asked Li Mu: “I heard all this money is to be used for charity?”

Li Mu said calmly: “To be precise, it’s a student aid fund. All this money will be used to help underprivileged middle and high school students, allowing them to smoothly participate in the Gaokao. If they grasp the opportunity 3321 gives them and are successfully admitted to their desired university through the Gaokao, then they can start tutoring on the 3321 platform to earn money from summer break. After entering university, they can continue to work part-time through 3321, not only earning enough for their tuition and living expenses but even subsidizing their household.”

Xie Yun, being from an educational background, nodded in strong agreement upon hearing Li Mu’s words, saying: “This creates a virtuous cycle. Students who receive help from 3321, after getting into university, become self-sufficient through 3321, and then help other students.”

“That’s right, exactly.”

Zhao Xianliang was somewhat displeased with Li Mu’s composure. He felt that at such a time, Li Mu should not only be respectful but also feel guilty towards him and his wife. Yet, he spoke so calmly about his business, even with such confidence, which made Zhao Xianliang feel a bit uncomfortable.

Zhao Xianliang cleared his throat and stared at Li Mu, asking: “That Mercedes-Benz in the yard must be yours, right?”

Li Mu nodded, admitting honestly: “It is.”

Zhao Xianliang said with a critical tone: “If you’re doing charity, do it properly. It’s understandable to want to make money, but don’t do charity on one hand and drive such an expensive car with such a flashy license plate on the other. Young people should learn to be more reserved. Don’t lose your composure just because you have a little money.”

Li Mu immediately said, accepting the advice: “Uncle’s reminder is right. I’ll remember it.”

Zhao Xianliang then asked: “What do your parents do?”

Li Mu said: “My mom and dad are laid off workers from a state-owned coal mine. They re-employed themselves and started a small business.”

Zhao Xianliang showed no expression on his face, only nodding slightly. Then he pulled out a cigarette and a lighter from his pocket, still the Panda Hard Special Edition. He lit one for himself, then tossed one to Li Mu, asking: “When did you and Ziqiu get together?”

Li Mu replied with the story Zhao Ziqiu had prepared: “Not long after the National Day holiday last year, we got together.”

Zhao Xianliang did a quick mental calculation and said: “That’s quite a long time then, over half a year.”

Li Mu echoed: “Yes, over half a year…”

Zhao Xianliang felt a pang of jealousy in his heart, but said aloud: “You two have just started university. At this time, you should prioritize your studies. I think you two should put romantic relationships aside for now and focus on your learning. It’s not too late to talk about relationships after graduation, what do you say, Little Li?”

Li Mu couldn’t refute and could only go along with his words: “Uncle, what you said makes sense. We should prioritize our studies.”

But then Zhao Ziqiu, who had been silent all this time, suddenly looked up and said with determination: “Dad, why don’t you tell Li Mu that you and Mom were high school classmates and you started pursuing her back then?”

Zhao Xianliang instantly grew embarrassed. He hadn’t expected his usually quiet daughter to suddenly turn the tables on him. Before he could speak, Zhao Ziqiu added: “Grandpa said you wrote Mom love letters in high school, and you even specifically ran to Grandpa’s doorstep to hide and meow like a cat, and Grandpa discovered you and chased you for several kilometers. Why didn’t you prioritize your studies back then and put romantic relationships aside?”

Zhao Ziqiu felt that everything her parents had witnessed today, although it was her willing decision, she felt ashamed for disappointing her parents’ expectations. However, being ashamed didn’t mean everything she did was wrong. She had no regrets about her actions. If her parents blamed her, she could accept it, but her parents couldn’t arbitrarily obstruct her. That was a completely different matter. Her father telling Li Mu at this moment to prioritize studies and put romantic relationships aside made it very difficult for Zhao Ziqiu to accept.

Zhao Xianliang hadn’t expected his daughter to reveal his past, and his face dropped slightly. He quickly coughed twice, cleared his throat, and said to Li Mu with a hint of awkwardness: “Little Li, Ziqiu’s mom and I just arrived from Australia. We only got off the Airplane (card combination) this morning at eight o’clock, so we’re a bit tired and our minds aren’t quite keeping up. How about we arrange another time to have a good talk?”

Li Mu knew that Zhao Xianliang was subtly sending them away, but he truly didn’t feel comfortable leaving Zhao Ziqiu alone. Otherwise, if her parents turned all their anger on her, how could she bear it?

However, it wouldn’t be good to insist on staying at a time like this. It wouldn’t help Zhao Ziqiu, and it would only anger her parents and add pressure on her. As he was conflicted, Li Mu suddenly had an idea and said: “Uncle and Auntie, you two must be especially tired after such a long flight. How about this? Ziqiu and I will leave first, so you both can rest quietly. After you two have rested, I’ll come back to visit.”

Zhao Xianliang’s expression froze upon hearing this, and he cursed inwardly: “You crafty kid!”
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Chapter 540: Don’t Want to See Him for a Short While

To Li Mu at this moment, since Zhao Xianliang had already issued a polite dismissal, he could only leave. And since he had to leave, he had to take Zhao Ziqiu with him; he couldn’t leave her here alone.

Zhao Xianliang naturally heard the implication in Li Mu’s words and was quite annoyed. Deep down, he felt that letting Li Mu leave like this was already benefiting him. Of course, in the current situation, there was nothing he could do about him, but Li Mu was taking advantage and trying to take his daughter with him too. Did he really think he was her chivalrous protector?

Actually, Zhao Xianliang hadn’t intended to chastise Zhao Ziqiu after Li Mu left. Although she had moved a bit too fast this time, it was still within the normal bounds of a relationship. While Li Mu couldn’t compare to the promising young talents from the gentry families he knew, if looked at individually, he was indeed a man of outstanding caliber. Since his daughter truly liked him, and what was done was done, there was no point in blaming her anymore.

However, even if he wouldn’t harshly scold her, Zhao Xianliang couldn’t let Li Mu just take their daughter away. If the two of them left, what would he and his wife be doing staring blankly here?

Just as he was about to refuse, Xie Yun, who was beside him, nodded in agreement and said to Li Mu, “You should take Ziqiu back to school. The morning class is pretty much delayed already; don’t let her miss the afternoon class too.”

With that, Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu. Seeing her daughter gazing at her with a grateful expression, she sighed softly and said, “Mom will pick you up after class this afternoon. We’ll have dinner at home tonight.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly nodded, then looked at her Dad and tentatively said, “Dad, then I’ll head back to school with Li Mu first…”

Zhao Xianliang was stewing with anger, but since his wife had already spoken, he couldn’t refuse. He waved his hand and said, “Alright, go ahead. We’ll talk more tonight when you get home.”

Zhao Ziqiu felt as if she had received a great pardon. She nodded quickly in thanks and pulled Li Mu, heading for the door.

Li Mu also quickly bowed and thanked him, leaving a promise to visit another day. Then he hurried out with Zhao Ziqiu, escaping as if on the run, jumping into the car, and driving away from the courtyard.

After Li Mu drove away, Zhao Xianliang felt stifled. He kicked the coffee table in front of him, wanting to vent his anger, but the mahogany coffee table was surprisingly heavy. Not only did he fail to move it, but due to overexertion, he strained a leg muscle and couldn’t help but let out a painful cry.

Xie Yun quickly asked with concern, “What’s wrong? Are your legs alright?”

Zhao Xianliang rubbed his thigh muscle and said, annoyed, “My legs are fine, but my heart isn’t.”

Xie Yun saw his dejected expression and tried to console him, “Ziqiu is almost twenty; she’s an adult now. Before she made her choice, we could give her advice and make demands, but since she’s already made her choice, anything we say now is meaningless.”

Saying this, Xie Yun looked at him with a smile and said, “If I may say something a bit inappropriate, don’t you remember when I got together with you, I was about Ziqiu’s age?”

Zhao Xianliang slapped his thigh, filled with righteous indignation, and said, “Tell me honestly, did your Dad let me off easy back then? That old intellectual of yours, he looked down on me no matter what, and even now, he says I reek of money all day long. Tell me, how should I make things difficult for that Li Mu so I can feel mentally balanced?”

Xie Yun covered her mouth and chuckled, “What did you have when you were twenty? You barely got into a third-rate university in Shanghai, and I had to subsidize your living expenses from my pocket money every month. You said you came back to see me, but I had to pay for your train tickets. At least Li Mu is much stronger than you were back then.”

Zhao Xianliang grew anxious and said, “Our family situation didn’t allow it back then; it wasn’t that I deliberately wanted to spend your money.”

“I know,” Xie Yun said with a smile. “But you also have to admit that when you were twenty, you really couldn’t compare to Li Mu now.”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand, “Alright, alright, I won’t compare my shortcomings to others’ strengths. I’m not intentionally trying to give that kid a hard time. I’m just pained for my sweetie. People say ‘poor son, rich daughter.’ I went to great lengths to give her everything, to make sure she lacked nothing, and wouldn’t be easily tempted by others, but after all my careful planning, I still couldn’t prevent this.”

Xie Yun said, “I think that Li Mu is not bad. Before he leaves this time, you could invite him for a meal at home to get to know him better.”

“Forget it,” Zhao Xianliang said, “I don’t want to see him for a short while.”

Xie Yun asked, “Do you have an opinion of Li Mu? Do you dislike him or something?”

Zhao Xianliang said with a dark expression, “Today, no matter who that kid Li Mu was replaced with, I wouldn’t be happy.”

Xie Yun sighed in relief. It seemed Zhao Xianliang was truly upset about the situation itself, not specifically about Li Mu. This made things easier. A father’s protectiveness and affection for his daughter generally far exceed a mother’s. Once he slowly accepted the fact and realized his daughter had truly grown up, his mindset would improve significantly.

The villa in Asian Games Village was long left far behind by Li Mu, but he still felt with lingering fear. Having lived two lives, he had never experienced such an awkward situation.

It must be said that sometimes people just hit a rough patch, like falling when walking, scratching the car when driving, or losing things when going out. In such circumstances, spending the night at Zhao Ziqiu’s villa and being caught by her parents was no big deal.

Zhao Ziqiu, sitting in the passenger seat, couldn’t help but say to Li Mu, “I’m really sorry, I didn’t expect my Mom and Dad to come back suddenly. They were supposed to be in Australia; I don’t know why they came to Yanjing as if possessed by a ghost…”

Li Mu said, “What’s there to be sorry about? If anyone should apologize, it should be me. Your Mom and Dad won’t blame you again because of this, will they?”

Zhao Ziqiu gave Li Mu a comforting look and said, “No, you can rest assured.”

The car happened to stop at a red light at an intersection. Li Mu turned to face Zhao Ziqiu and said seriously, “If you need me to meet Uncle and Aunt (honorifics) to explain the situation, I can do it anytime.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “I know, you don’t have to worry about me. Oh, and just drop me off at school, then you can go take care of your own business.”

Li Mu knew that Zhao Ziqiu would likely have to spend her spare time with her parents these next few days, so he nodded and instructed her, “Call me immediately if anything comes up.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled sweetly and nodded, saying, “I don’t know how long Mom and Dad will stay in Yanjing, so I probably won’t be able to meet you these next few days. You’re going to Hong Kong in a few days anyway, so let’s meet when you get back from Hong Kong.”

“Okay.”

…

An international 4A advertising company collaborating with Muye Technology had already provided a complete advertising plan. This plan was tailor-made around Muye Technology’s full range of products and Du Wei’s image and temperament. Li Mu contributed a little bit of his “creativity” to this, which was to add some ACGN-related elements specifically designed for male fans to Du Wei’s advertising image, such as some Japanese cartoon-style clothing and styling, which could better highlight Du Wei’s pretty and cute qualities.

After the plan was finalized, Du Wei began her heavy photography work. The first priority was to quickly complete the print advertisements. Li Mu requested that YY123’s offline advertising begin immediate rollout, aiming to put greater pressure on Hao123 and Li Xingping. Originally, Li Mu’s plan was to go to the studio this morning to check on the progress of the photography, but unexpectedly, this unforeseen incident occurred in the middle. It was almost twelve noon by the time Li Mu dropped Zhao Ziqiu back at school. Just as he was about to call the front-end team to ask about the photography progress, Liu Qiangdong called, urgently wanting to meet Li Mu.

Recently, Liu Qiangdong had been waiting for Li Mu to show up to update him on the latest situation with Taobao. Also, there were some unclear instructions from Li Mu that he needed specific guidance on. He took the initiative to seek out Li Mu because he really couldn’t wait any longer.

Taobao had been strong ever since it launched, maintaining a continuous upward trend that attracted many small sellers to the platform. Because Taobao had many users, smooth payment channels, and was completely free for small sellers, a large number of sellers began to pour in. In a short time, the number of people selling on Taobao multiplied several times, and the variety of goods sold also increased. Although many of these sellers were operating professionally or just trying it out, they still made enormous contributions to Taobao’s prosperity.

In addition, Taobao had the powerful boost of Mango-ME. The one hundred thousand units of Mango-ME sold on the launch day had begun to arrive in consumers’ hands via postal EMS. Online, reviews and demonstrations of Mango-ME were also increasing. For most users, getting such a beautiful and user-friendly MP3 player at such an affordable price was a perfect online shopping experience. In no time, Mango-ME’s reputation online soared.

For Li Mu, Mango-ME perfectly fulfilled the mission he had given it. It was now Taobao’s calling card. For users, it was the first product sold exclusively online, and it was the most cost-effective product of its kind. Whether users bought Mango-ME or not, they began to realize the unique nature of online shopping, as well as its convenience, speed, and good value for money.

As for merchants, Mango-ME’s sales on Taobao greatly stirred their nerves. Many businesses, after observing Mango-ME’s subsequent trends for several days, confirmed that Mango-ME’s sales were not falsified in the slightest. So, they began to actively register their own flagship stores on Taobao. However, they soon encountered an obstacle: Taobao’s review of store names was manual and very strict. Currently, any individual or business applying for a store name containing the words “flagship store” or their own brand name would be rejected by Taobao.

The number of official store applications accumulated by Taobao had already reached a three-digit number. These included well-known national brands as well as lesser-known small brands. In short, all these applications were on hold because Li Mu had given Liu Qiangdong clear instructions that official stores could only be opened with his permission. Right now, not just those businesses were impatient, but Liu Qiangdong himself was getting a bit impatient.





Chapter 541: Be More High-Profile

Refusing to approve official store registrations was a small trap Li Mu had prepared long ago.

He had clear considerations when he first started Taobao. The C2C section would be free, but B2C would be different. He could provide the best development environment for online store owners and individual sellers for free, but for brand enterprises, while they could sell on Taobao, they couldn’t establish public, certified Official Flagship Stores or Official Exclusive Stores in any form. If they wanted to open an official store and receive Taobao’s certification, they had to meet Li Mu’s requirements.

Liu Qiangdong guessed that Li Mu’s purpose in holding firm on official store registrations was to set conditions for these incoming enterprises, but he wasn’t entirely clear on what those conditions would be. Li Mu had also not given a definitive answer. With more and more companies applying for official stores, Liu Qiangdong was starting to get impatient.

Li Mu heard that Du Wei’s filming would last until evening, so he didn’t disturb her. He drove directly to Taobao to meet with Liu Qiangdong.

As soon as they met, Liu Qiangdong immediately brought up the issue of company store applications. After reporting the situation, he couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “When exactly will we open up official store registration applications?”

Li Mu said, “Companies joining is certainly a good thing, but the ground rules must be set with them from the very beginning. Taobao is not a free Sales channel for businesses. If companies want to sell products on Taobao, they must pay platform commissions.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, saying impatiently, “Collecting commissions is fine, but the key is that you need to set a standard for how to collect it.”

Li Mu said, “What I’m currently thinking is to divide affiliated enterprises into three levels: A, B, and C.

“A-level Official Flagship Stores must be among the top twenty nationwide in their respective industries. For such enterprises, we will grant them the Official Flagship Store title, include them in Taobao’s Brand Street, regularly provide them with homepage ad slots and YY pop-up ad slots. They won’t need to pay a security deposit, only an annual technology service fee of fifty thousand yuan. Additionally, for all orders generated on Taobao, the platform will levy a three percent commission on sales as channel fees, and simultaneously, the platform will withhold two percent for Alipay’s payment channel service fee on their behalf.

“B-level Official Flagship Stores must be enterprises that own more than fifty physical stores or stalls offline. We will also grant them the Official Flagship Store title, though initially they won’t be included in Brand Street. We’ll give them a small number of recommendation slots regularly. Before their store goes premium, they must first pay a security deposit of one hundred thousand yuan, and also an annual technology service fee of fifty thousand yuan. The platform’s commission will increase by one point to four percent, with Alipay still at two percent.

“C-level Official Flagship Stores are not required to have offline stores; as long as they are legitimately registered companies, they can establish their own brand on Taobao. The basic rights for such stores are the same as B-level stores, but before their store goes premium, they must pay a security deposit of one hundred fifty thousand yuan. The annual technology service fee remains fifty thousand yuan. The platform’s commission increases to five percent, with Alipay still at two percent.”

Although Liu Qiangdong was somewhat surprised by the commission rates Li Mu proposed, he was generally able to follow Li Mu’s state of mind, understanding Li Mu’s purpose in treating small sellers differently from brand enterprises. He said, “Don’t you think our commission rates are slightly too high?”

Li Mu waved his hand, serious. “Honestly, a three to five percent platform commission isn’t high. Compared to the nationwide Sales channel we’re providing them, even a ten percent commission would be acceptable to them. However, if the commission rate is too high, it’s easy to give competitors an opportunity. So, we’ll provisionally set this rate and adjust it flexibly later based on market conditions.”

Li Mu was quite concerned about Boss Ma, who was far away in Hangzhou. Boss Ma was undoubtedly a thorough ambitious schemer. Li Mu had no doubt about that. Moreover, Boss Ma was a top-notch expert at product development, crafting business models, capital operations, and networking. Even if Li Mu had preempted him by a year, who knew if Boss Ma would give up on C2C? If not, what countermeasures would he come up with to deal with Li Mu? If Li Mu’s commission rate for merchants was too high, then if Boss Ma wanted to go against him in the future, he would definitely target this precise point, just like he took down EachNet back then.

However, Li Mu also couldn’t make the B2C segment free just because he feared him. Taobao also needed a profit model; C2C currently had no profit points, and the real source of profit was B2C. That’s why he formulated a platform commission rate that was both offensive and defensive. If Boss Ma didn’t intervene, so be it, but if he did, Li Mu dared to fight him to the death.

Because Li Mu understood Boss Ma and the history of his products so well, he knew that Boss Ma was very good at hiding his true intentions, being a master of appearing benevolent first, then revealing his true colors. In his heart, Li Mu had always regarded him as the biggest enemy in the E-commerce industry.

Many examples indirectly reflected Taobao’s routine. The most straightforward example is that although Taobao eliminated all its competitors by claiming to be permanently free for sellers, those who truly worked on Taobao knew that to make money, the promotion fees required to invest in Taobao annually were so high they could scare people to death. Don’t think for a moment that having a reputable Taobao Online Store means a continuous stream of income. After various algorithm adjustments on Taobao, even sellers with high Weight had to invest a considerable proportion of promotion funds, otherwise, they could easily be to sideline by the system algorithm.

Promotion methods didn’t just include Express Train Ads that billed by clicks; there were also search Weight rankings, and these all needed to be bought with money. A Taobao Online Store with an annual profit of five million yuan, if it was in a highly competitive industry like clothing, would almost match that figure in annual promotion costs spent on Taobao. Although many people constantly touted how powerful starting a business on Taobao was, how much it could change one’s life and destiny, the truth was that after the earliest golden period, anyone who wanted to do Taobao had to first throw money at it. Many young people pooled together hundreds of thousands of yuan, ready to make a big splash on Taobao, only to end up losing everything and being brutally eliminated.

Li Mu was not criticizing Taobao’s bidding promotion model; rather, he was using it to judge Boss Ma’s working style. For competition, Boss Ma could outwardly give up everything, but after winning the competition, he would definitely recoup everything he had given up, with interest.

Liu Qiangdong was unaware of Li Mu’s concerns. Out of respect and trust for Li Mu, he didn’t offer any further opinions, stating, “Then I’ll have someone draft an official engagements today to relay this plan to them.”

Liu Qiangdong himself was a ruthless strategist, and the reason he was so obedient to Li Mu was that his own vision and potential had not yet been fully activated.

After finalizing the Taobao official store affiliation methods with Li Mu, Liu Qiangdong suddenly remembered something and said to Li Mu, “Oh, right, there’s a B2B company in Hangzhou that has been communicating with Taobao’s business department these past two days. They said their boss wants to come to Yanjing to visit you. I wonder if you’re interested?”

As soon as Li Mu heard “Hangzhou” and “B2B,” he was astonished, asking himself, “It can’t be this coincidental, can it? What I think about comes true? But right now, among B2B companies in Hangzhou, besides Alibaba, I really don’t know who else it could be.”

So Li Mu asked him, “What kind of company is it?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Alibaba. They’re very powerful in the B2B sector. Their valuation is already hundreds of millions of US dollars.”

Li Mu chuckled, “What does their CEO want to see me for?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I don’t know, probably wants to discuss cooperation. They’re B2B, we’re C2C. I personally feel there’s a lot of potential if both sides share resources. Their platform is full of small and medium-sized manufacturing enterprises, so the product source is quite abundant.”

Li Mu said, “Help me refuse him. I won’t meet.”

Liu Qiangdong asked curiously, “Why? Wouldn’t a meeting be good?”

Li Mu said, “I don’t have time now. After I finish what’s on my plate these two days, I’m going to Hong Kong in a few days.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “But I really do think they’re very complementary to us business-wise. How about you make some time to meet them and have a chat? Anyway, they’re coming to Yanjing to see you; you don’t have to go to Hangzhou. Just half an afternoon for a meeting and a chat over tea would suffice.”

Li Mu saw that Liu Qiangdong took this matter very seriously and knew that Liu Qiangdong must have recognized the small and medium-sized enterprise resources on Alibaba and wanted to find an opportunity to integrate them into Taobao. However, Liu Qiangdong didn’t understand Boss Ma. Would Boss Ma easily let you integrate his resources? Don’t dream about it. If he carries a bowl of water into your house, it’s certainly not to offer you a drink. He’s eyeing the hand pump well in your yard, and he wants to use that bowl of water to prime a pump and draw out even more.

However, Li Mu then had a change of heart. Meeting Boss Ma at this time could also be beneficial. Although his ability to influence/persuade was top-notch nationwide, Li Mu knew he wouldn’t be swayed by him. If he could glean any information related to Alibaba’s future strategy from Boss Ma’s mouth, it would be Li Mu’s gain. After all, he was a Legend in the internet field in this life. Meeting him could also provide a sense of accomplishment. In Li Mu’s previous life, meeting him was too difficult, but in this life, he was eagerly trying to get close to Li Mu, so Li Mu should give him a chance.

Having thought this through, Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong, “Since you think it’s meaningful, then arrange a meeting. But make it for the mid-to-late part of the month, after I return from Hong Kong.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Then I’ll have the contact person reply first, and the specific time can be set according to your schedule once you go to Hong Kong.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, “Tell them that for now, but use a more high-profile tone.”

Liu Qiangdong smiled and asked, “How do you want to be high-profile?”

Li Mu said, “Regarding your company’s CEO’s request for a meeting, our company has received it. Given that our company’s CEO is occupied with pressing matters, he currently has no time to meet with your company’s CEO. The exact meeting time will be subject to our company’s notice.”

Liu Qiangdong was stunned and couldn’t help but ask, “You’re joking, right?”

Li Mu said earnestly, “Joking? I’m very serious. Can’t you see how much potential B2B platforms truly have? The truly profitable market always settles in the retail sector. Otherwise, why would the CEO of a company valued at hundreds of millions of US dollars be so eagerly rushing to meet me? Isn’t it because he knows perfectly well that compared to B2B, B2C and C2C are the true kings of future profit!”





Chapter 542: Mom’s Way of Showing Love

Taobao’s business department truly followed Li Mu’s dictated content, sending an official reply to Alibaba with an extremely high-handed posture. Li Mu’s high-handedness, conveyed through this official reply, instantly shocked all of Alibaba and also Boss Ma.

Although no one understood why Li Mu adopted such a high-handed posture, Boss Ma still tolerated Li Mu’s rudeness and had his business department reply with an email. The content was simple, with just one core message: the specific meeting time would be set according to Li Mu’s availability.

The reason Li Mu adopted such a high-handed posture was also simple. From the moment Boss Ma attempted to meet him, Li Mu had already understood an iron-clad fact: Boss Ma would definitely become his biggest competitor in the e-commerce sector. He must have seen the prospects of the C2C online retail market to proactively seek a meeting. There were no candies or money in his pockets; only sharp knives and gleaming guns, just like the white settlers who first landed on the American continent, whose purpose was nothing but plunder. In this situation, there was absolutely no need for him to be polite or cordial; he simply needed to wait for the war to begin.

However, Li Mu was not concerned about Boss Ma entering the C2C space at the moment. If Boss Ma wanted to do C2C now, it wouldn’t be as easy as when Taobao was created in Li Mu’s previous life. Boss Ma only had merchants, not Users, so building a User-facing platform wouldn’t be easy. If there were no strong competitors, it might be manageable, but now that Taobao had become so popular, bolstered by YY and Alipay, Boss Ma held no advantage. Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, even if Alibaba started preparing for C2C now, it would only officially Go premium three months later. By then, Taobao’s traffic would surely have surged even further, and Hao123 would definitely be in his hands. If Hao123 merged with YY123, half of the entire PC internet traffic portals would belong to him, making it even harder for competitors to get started.

Thinking of Hao123, Li Mu felt his great saber at his waist was already thirsting for battle. No matter how much YY123 was promoted, it wouldn’t be able to completely monopolize Hao123’s traffic. After all, navigation websites were products with high stickiness and strong user habits. Even with continuous promotion from YY, a considerable number of Users hadn’t changed their habit of using Hao123. Currently, in the navigation website market traffic, YY123 accounted for about 55%, and Hao123 accounted for about 40%. The emergence of YY123 had already severely crippled Hao123’s traffic, but the remaining 40% of Hao123 remained exceptionally resilient; it was already very difficult for YY123 to gain further ground.

Currently, what Li Mu wanted was the full Going premium of offline advertising. Now, he was just waiting for Du Wei’s print advertisements to be ready.

Zhao Ziqiu stayed at school for an afternoon. At five o’clock, Xie Yun messaged her, saying she was waiting at the East Gate of Peking University and for Zhao Ziqiu to come directly to her there after class.

The pressure in Zhao Ziqiu’s heart resurfaced. Earlier today at the villa, Li Mu had been by her side, so Mom and Dad hadn’t made things too difficult / awkward for her. Heaven knew if they would ask difficult questions when the three of them were alone tonight.

At half past five, Zhao Ziqiu left school and saw her Mom driving her Volkswagen Beetle car. She walked over, opened the car door, and got in.

As Xie Yun started driving, she said to Zhao Ziqiu, “We’ll eat at home tonight. Don’t go back to your dorm room tonight; stay here at home.”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t dare to refute. She nodded gently and asked her, “Mom, how many days are you and Dad staying in Yanjing?”

Xie Yun said, “Originally, your Dad wanted to leave tomorrow and let me stay here with you for a few days, but your Dad changed his mind again. He wants to stay one more day, and only go back the day after tomorrow. So for these two days, don’t stay in your dorm room. Let’s reunite as a family of three for two days. After your Dad leaves, I’ll book a room at the Crown Plaza near your school and stay with you until the weekend. I’ll go back next Monday.”

Zhao Ziqiu knew that her Dad valued time the most, and very few things could make him waste a day for no reason. So she couldn’t help but ask her, “Mom, is Dad still angry with me?”

Xie Yun glanced at Zhao Ziqiu and said, “Your Dad mainly hasn’t fully accepted the situation with you and Li Mu yet. But you don’t need to worry; in my opinion, he’ll naturally come to terms with it in a few days.”

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips and nodded, still feeling unavoidable guilt in her heart.

Seeing Zhao Ziqiu’s self-reproachful and guilty look, Xie Yun couldn’t help but feel a pained expression / heartache, admonishing her, “For these two days, don’t talk back to your Dad. Humour him a little. Just listen to whatever he says. Even if he makes demands that cross your principles or are unacceptable, just agree for now. Just don’t go against him, and everything will be fine after he leaves.”

Zhao Ziqiu obediently said, “Mom, I understand. Don’t worry.”

Xie Yun hummed in affirmation and said, “Your Dad had the property management change all the cards and keys for the house. Don’t ask him about this. After he leaves, Mom will go with you to look around near your school, and if there’s a suitable house, Mom will buy you another one.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “Mom, there’s no need for a house. It wouldn’t be much use to me.”

Xie Yun casually asked, “What do you mean, no use? Do you think things between you and Li Mu will just stop here today?”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu was momentarily speechless. She understood her Mom’s implication but didn’t understand her Mom’s true motive, uncertain if she was testing her.

Seeing Zhao Ziqiu remained silent, Xie Yun sighed softly and said, “Mom only has you, my sweetie. How could I not feel a pained expression / heartache for you? That boy Li Mu probably hasn’t bought a house in Yanjing yet, right? Mom can’t have you being taken in and out of hotels by Li Mu every few days / sporadically, can I?”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t expect her Mom to speak so directly. Her face instantly flushed hot, and she lowered her head, saying, “Mom, what are you talking about?”

Xie Yun asked her earnestly, “Did I say something wrong?”

Zhao Ziqiu was once again speechless. What her Mom said was actually true. Li Mu indeed hadn’t bought a house in Yanjing; he merely rented one. Not only did his friends often visit that apartment, but even his official girlfriend, Su Yingxue, had probably been there more than once. From the moment Zhao Ziqiu decided to commit to Li Mu, she felt that place presented too much psychological pressure for her and didn’t want to meet him at his rented apartment. That’s why she brought him back to her own home. If she couldn’t go to her own home anymore, and she didn’t want to go to Li Mu’s place, then if the two of them still wanted to be intimate, perhaps the only option remaining would be hotels.

Xie Yun said solemnly, “Since you’ve made your own choice, Mom has no other demands for you, just protect yourself in every way. Mom can accept that you have a boyfriend, but at my age, I’m not ready to be a maternal grandmother so soon. Do you understand what I mean?”

“Oh, Mom… why do you always talk about these things!” Zhao Ziqiu’s face was flushed with embarrassment, and she lowered her eyelids shyly, intentionally using a spoiled tone, “Mom, I want to eat hairy crabs tonight.”

Xie Yun sighed with a helpless smile, accepting her daughter’s forceful topic change, and said, “Sweetie, where can we find good hairy crabs now? Wait until the Mid-Autumn Festival and eat them at home; you can have as many as you want then.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, the topic had shifted, and she could finally sigh in relief. She then said to Xie Yun, “Mom, let’s go boating at the Summer Palace this weekend.”

Xie Yun asked with a smile, “Won’t you be with Li Mu this weekend?”

Zhao Ziqiu replied, “He’s going to Hong Kong.”

Xie Yun asked curiously, “What is he going to do in Hong Kong?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I don’t know, probably busy with work.”

Xie Yun said somewhat jealously, “No wonder then. If Li Mu were in Yanjing this weekend, you’d definitely want me to rush back on Friday so you’d have time to spend with your boyfriend.”

“Mom, if you keep this up, I’ll get angry…”

…

Li Mu had been worried that Zhao Ziqiu’s parents would privately ask difficult questions to Zhao Ziqiu again. However, to his surprise, Zhao Ziqiu’s Dad didn’t bring up Li Mu again with Zhao Ziqiu, nor did he ask a single question related to Li Mu. He simply stayed in Yanjing, expressing some little displeasure, accompanying his daughter for two days, and then flew back to Hangzhou alone.

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t been made to feel difficult / awkward at home, and Li Mu also sighed in relief. He really wanted to make time to meet Zhao Ziqiu, but after Zhao Ziqiu’s Dad left, her Mom stayed at a hotel near the school. Zhao Ziqiu had classes during the day and spent all her time outside of class with her Mom. Li Mu only managed to make time to meet her once on the Peking University campus, and only after confirming her good condition did he finally put his mind at ease and dedicate himself to work.

The print advertisements Du Wei shot for YY had just finished production. After personally selecting the best ones, Li Mu immediately convened a meeting with Muye Technology’s operations and promotion staff. In the meeting, Li Mu displayed an image via a projector. The image showed Du Wei, with twin ponytails, wearing somewhat Japanese-style cartoon clothing, dramatically embracing a giant cartoon logo wall. The entire wall was shaped like the YY123 website’s logo, and below the logo was YY123’s advertising slogan: “True internet, starts here.”

This was the final result Li Mu meticulously selected from many photos. Du Wei in this photo was the most natural and adorable. In the white-background photo, there were only two visual cores: Du Wei and the YY123 logo. The eye-catching effect was excellent, so Li Mu decided that all future print promotions for YY123 would uniformly use this image as their material.

After displaying this photo, Li Mu gave a strict requirement to everyone present: “This week, YY123’s offline advertisements must cover the entire Guangdong Province, with a focus on three cities: the provincial capital Yangcheng (Guangzhou), the special economic zone Shenzhen, and Li Xingping’s hometown. Invest less in TV media; focus primarily on offline print advertisement displays. Buses, office buildings, shopping malls, parking lots, Tiangiao, and roadside billboards—all of these must be covered.”

The relevant managers/heads present immediately pledged a “military order”: this time, the Guangdong Province offline promotion would definitely be executed to the extreme.

This time, Li Mu wanted to completely destroy Li Xingping’s confidence, to make him realize that Hao123 would only depreciate day by day in his hands, and that he would suffer more and more each day. He also wanted to make him realize that under Muye Technology’s aggressive promotion methods, no other internet company would take over Hao123 at this time. He would give him a choice: either be incorporated by YY123, or be destroyed by YY123.

Furthermore, Li Mu would not proactively seek to discuss acquisition with Li Xingping for now. He wanted Li Xingping to be unable to hold out and approach him first.





Chapter 543: Largest-Scale Firepower Suppression

The day before Li Mu and Du Wei departed for Hong Kong, the advertisement featuring Du Wei as YY123’s representative for Muye Technology went live across all YY products.

YY123 was originally just a navigation website with low technical complexity, but with a pure and innocent goddess of Du Wei’s Magnitude / Scale endorsing it, it instantly became a hot topic online.

No one expected Muye Technology to invest such a huge amount of manpower and resources into a navigation website. They had already been using YY to divert traffic to YY123, and now they even hired a star as a representative for this product. How many internet companies currently hire celebrity representatives? You probably couldn’t even count them on one hand, could you?

Muye Technology’s aggressive promotion of YY123 astonished the entire internet industry, but it greatly unnerved Li Xingping, who was far away in Guangdong Province. YY123 had already seized more than half of his traffic, and he had only just managed to stabilize the declining trend of his traffic. Under Muye Technology’s fierce assault, Li Xingping was almost completely defenseless. The only thing he could do was imitate YY123 by launching a cloud favorites feature for registered Users, but because his product line was far too singular, User enthusiasm was low.

For Hao123, which had opened its User registration feature, the registration ratio of active Users was less than five percent. The reason for this was simple: the traffic that had stabilized under YY123’s powerful rise consisted of sticky Users with strong behavioral inertia. Most of them continued to use Hao123 simply because they were used to it and couldn’t change their habits, so they just stuck with it. They were too lazy to register, too lazy to log in, and too lazy to bother with custom favorites. If these Users were interested in features like custom favorites, they would have gone to YY123 long ago.

Li Xingping, unable to turn the tide, had recently more or less accepted the current situation of sharing the market with YY123. YY123 had a slightly higher market share, while his own Hao123 was slightly lower. Although he had suffered heavy losses in advertising revenue, at least he hadn’t been completely wiped out. This was basically a miracle.

Yet, he never dreamed that Muye Technology was still not satisfied and was still brewing a major play to break the two-way market split.

Seeing Muye Technology’s major initiative, Li Xingping grew anxious. He left his home, preparing to drive to Yangcheng (Guangzhou) to meet some friends who were also in the internet business. He planned to arrange a brainstorming session with them, hoping they could offer him some advice and insights. At a time like this, he couldn’t think of any way to turn the situation around himself.

Driving his BMW car out of his villa, Li Xingping had just left the residential compound when he was astonished to see a breathtaking image on the billboard at the compound entrance. The image featured a beautifully dressed, well-behaved, and spirited Du Wei, along with the YY123 website logo that was like a nightmare to him.

Besides being shocked, Li Xingping couldn’t understand why YY123 would put up an advertisement right outside his home. Did they know he lived there, and intentionally bought this billboard to cause him trouble?

Driving out of his home, Li Xingping headed out of the city. Along the way, he was so astonished by the sights he witnessed that he was unable to close his mouth from smiling.

He drove onto the main road and found YY123 blade flags fluttering on both sides of the street. He passed by a bus stop and saw that the background poster at the bus stop was also a YY123 advertisement. As he brushed past a bus, he noticed that the vehicle’s body was also printed with YY123 promotional images. When he waited at a red light at the intersection, the exterior of the square-shaped pedestrian overpass was covered with YY123 visual displays.

Li Xingping felt as if his hometown had become a city tightly enveloped by YY123, with YY123 elements saturating every corner. This feeling made him uneasy.

In such circumstances, even someone with excellent Psychological resilience would be on the verge of breakdown. A feeling of being struck deep in one’s own den by the enemy welled up within him.

Finally escaping the city and YY123’s overwhelming advertising bombardment, Li Xingping sped along the highway. When he finally arrived in Yangcheng (Guangzhou), he sadly realized that compared to his hometown, YY123 had invested even more effort there.

He saw all the advertising mediums he had encountered in his hometown also present in Yangcheng (Guangzhou). In addition, he saw even more advertising mediums, such as large screens on Yangcheng’s streets, the rising and lowering barriers at roadside parking lots, light-box advertisements on top of taxis, display boards on office building elevator walls, and so on and so forth…

This time, Li Xingping was completely panicked. The cost of Muye Technology’s series of promotions was terrifyingly high. This was no longer a war between warriors; it was a war between a warrior and a civilian, and the opponent even had bomber squadrons capable of providing indiscriminate bombardment support. Every YY123 advertisement he saw was like a Bomb (card combination) dropped by the opponent. From his hometown to Yangcheng (Guangzhou), his inner world had been mangled.

Li Mu actually hadn’t given YY123 a very high promotion budget. He was simply employing a strategy of largest-scale firepower suppression, concentrating a year’s worth of ammunition into half a month or even less, and expending it all. As long as he scared and subdued his opponents, his goal would be reached. Unfortunately, Li Xingping couldn’t fathom Muye Technology’s intentions. Li Mu’s approach of “eating next year’s grain this year” made him believe the opponent wouldn’t stop until he was dead.

…

Leaving Li Xingping to slowly suffer under his strategy of large-scale firepower suppression, Li Mu and Du Wei’s flight landed on time in Hong Kong at noon on June 13th. Several online journalists from the YY department accompanied them.

Although Li Mu didn’t idolize Hong Kong, he had to admit that the Hong Kong entertainment industry was indeed a level above mainland China’s at the moment. This wasn’t because Hong Kong’s entertainment industry was inherently superior to mainland China’s, but because mainland China’s fans, compared to mainland Chinese stars, revered Hong Kong and Taiwan stars more. Even mainland Chinese actors and singers took pride in winning awards in Hong Kong or participating in Hong Kong film shoots, just as Hong Kong actors took pride in participating in Hollywood film shoots. A lower-tier industry always holds a certain reverence and a hint of flattery towards a higher-tier industry.

The accompanying online journalists from the YY department were also there to publicize the news of Du Wei being invited by the Hong Kong Charity Fund on YY. In this era, this matter was still very much worth promoting heavily within the mainland Chinese market.

Li Mu and his group checked directly into the hotel where the charity gala was being held. It was already past one o’clock in the afternoon by the time they finished checking in. After having lunch at the dining department, the group returned to their respective rooms to rest. Li Mu’s room was next to Du Wei’s, so he could look after her if anything happened.

At three in the afternoon, while Li Mu was resting in his room, a staff member from the Seedling Protection Fund knocked on his door, asking if he had time. The president (of an association) of the Seedling Protection Fund wanted to pay him a visit shortly. Li Mu thought they had made a mistake; he was just accompanying Du Wei, and the president (of an association) of the Foundation was the host, so they should be visiting Du Wei.

Unexpectedly, the staff member confidently told Li Mu, “Mr. Li, our president Xiao is indeed looking to pay you a visit. She’ll be available in about twenty minutes. Would that be convenient for you?”

Before coming, Li Mu had learned a few things about the Seedling Protection Fund. The Seedling Protection Fund was established four years ago by Xiao Fangfang, an Australian Chinese actress. Many young people might not recognize Xiao Fangfang, but if you mention one of her classic roles, probably no one would be unaware: she co-starred with Li Lianjie in the Fong Sai Yuk film series and played the role of Fong Sai Yuk’s mother in the movies.

Xiao Fangfang was a very active actress from the sixties to the eighties, winning the Hong Kong Film Awards, Golden Horse Awards, and the Berlin International Film Festival’s Best Actress award multiple times. She was an extraordinarily talented veteran actress.

Xiao Fangfang was already over fifty years old this year, yet she was coming to “visit” the young Li Mu, which made Li Mu feel a bit overwhelmed but flattered. Regardless of her purpose, using the word “visit” was indeed too deferential to him. So, Li Mu asked the staff member, “Where is President Xiao? If it’s convenient, I’ll go visit her.”

The staff member smiled slightly and said in somewhat unfluent Mandarin, “President Xiao specifically came to the hotel early just to visit you. She’s already on her way.”

Li Mu was even more surprised, but since the other party was already en route, it was unrealistic for him to go visit her instead. He could only agree, saying, “In that case, please inform President Xiao that I am available at any time this afternoon.”

The staff member thanked him and left. Li Mu returned to his room, still puzzled. However, seeing that the guest would arrive soon, Li Mu quickly prepared to receive her. Fortunately, he had booked a business-oriented suite with a very presentable reception area. So, Li Mu called the hotel staff to have tea and refreshments prepared in advance.

Just as the hotel staff brought in the tea and refreshments, Xiao Fangfang arrived.

Xiao Fangfang, who was over fifty years old, arrived at Li Mu’s room accompanied by two staff members. As soon as they met, she very politely said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I have long admired your reputation and have always wanted to meet you. Today, my wish has finally come true.”

Although Xiao Fangfang was already over fifty, she still possessed great elegance. Today, she wore a red qipao, exuding a classic Republican-era sentiment. Li Mu, feeling overwhelmed but flattered, said, “President Xiao, you are far too kind. I am merely a junior; how can I deserve such praise from you?”

Xiao Fangfang said seriously, “Although you are much, much younger than me, you are far more outstanding than I am when it comes to charity.”

Li Mu instantly understood. Xiao Fangfang initiating contact with him was probably because of 3321.





Chapter 544: Learning from Li Mu

Li Mu invited Xiao Fangfang to sit on the sofa in the reception area. Her two accompanying staff members then took their leave. Li Mu poured a cup of tea for Xiao Fangfang, who thanked him and immediately said, “Mr. Li, to be honest, I’ve always been very much looking forward to meeting you. I’m getting on in years, and it’s not easy for me to make a trip to mainland China, so it wasn’t very convenient for me to visit you personally. I never expected that a few days ago, when my staff checked the guest list for Miss Du’s group, your name would actually be on it. At first, I thought it was just a coincidence, a shared name, but after I had someone inquire, I learned that the boss of Muye Films was actually you! So, I’m truly delighted that you could come to the Seedling Protection Fund’s gala this time.”

Li Mu guessed that Xiao Fangfang likely had some understanding of his background, so he didn’t hide anything: “To be frank, Du Wei is my friend’s younger sister and also a contracted artist with my company. This is her first time attending an event in Hong Kong, so I had to accompany her to feel at ease.”

Xiao Fangfang nodded in understanding, saying, “Actually, when we decided to invite Miss Du, I didn’t know you were the boss of Muye Films, Mr. Li. I initially started paying attention to the 3321 student aid fund that you created. I’ve been running the Seedling Protection Fund for four years, and during this time, I’ve encountered so many difficulties that I once thought charity was one of the most difficult things in the world. But after learning about the 3321 model, I realized that with a good model, charity could actually be very simple and capable of influencing many people. 3321 gave me great inspiration in the field of charity.”

Li Mu humbly said, “President Xiao, you are overpraising me.”

Xiao Fangfang waved her hands very earnestly, saying, “It’s not overpraise at all. You don’t know how difficult general charity work is. Take the Seedling Protection Fund, for example: every penny in the Foundation requires me to shamelessly beg people everywhere for help, or ask some corporate bosses for donations, or invite celebrities to donate unwanted items for charity sales. But corporate bosses are very realistic. If I only ask for money, they’ll dismiss me like a beggar, donating only tens of thousands or even thousands of Hong Kong dollars to get rid of me. To get them to donate more, we first have to create social influence, such as inviting celebrities to charity galas or charity sales so that media attention will make corporate bosses willing to donate more. This kind of charity is like living from hand to mouth.”

Xiao Fangfang sighed slightly at this point, saying, “The Seedling Protection Fund often faces funding droughts. Sometimes, when a break occurs, we can’t even pay staff salaries. This model is too unhealthy, far from as ingenious as 3321, which is self-sufficient and fully mobilizes every role, allowing them to play their proper part.”

Li Mu nodded and said to her, “To be frank, 3321’s development benefited greatly from good fortune. This is because it targets university and high school students. In mainland China, the Gaokao is a major event that changes people’s lives, and every student and parent takes it very seriously. Recent graduates preparing for the Gaokao have an inherent need for tutoring. Demand creates a market, and a market creates wealth. If this model were to be transplanted to the Seedling Protection Fund, I’m afraid it wouldn’t work at all.”

Xiao Fangfang also nodded in agreement, saying, “I have learned about that. 3321 indeed has its own market, which is why it can achieve such a large scale in charity without having to beg anyone.”

Having said that, Xiao Fangfang looked at Li Mu and continued, “So I really want to learn from your experience, and I also really want you to help us design an advanced model for the Seedling Protection Fund. For me, I very much hope the Seedling Protection Fund can continue to develop forever and help those minors who have been, or might be, sexually assaulted. But if it truly cannot find a healthy development model, then it will eventually die.”

Li Mu inwardly broke into a sweat. He was completely clueless about charity. The reason 3321 came about by accident was because Liu Nian was worried about finding a tutoring job during National Day. Li Mu, having worked in the internet for many years, acutely recognized the single and obstructed communication methods between supply and demand. So he tried launching 3321, and unexpectedly, the results were excellent. His subsequent strong promotion of 3321 also contained a certain selfish motive: he hoped 3321 could help him incubate Alipay, that god-defying payment product.

With alignment across all aspects and favorable conditions, Li Mu was able to expand and strengthen 3321. If he were genuinely asked to do charity, he would be completely clueless. The biggest problem would be how to find sources of funding if he couldn’t solve it himself; he simply wouldn’t know where to get money.

Xiao Fangfang was an established celebrity with excellent popularity/social standing in the Hong Kong and Taiwan entertainment circles. So she could rely on leveraging her personal connections to gain celebrity support and financial backing, and to enhance the Seedling Protection Fund’s social visibility. In this regard, her resources were far superior to his. If he hadn’t created 3321, but a non-profit charity fund, he probably would only be able to throw his own money into it. If he had to go out and raise money, how could his face be as effective as Xiao Fangfang’s?

However, Li Mu couldn’t directly refuse her and say he was powerless. After all, she was an elder in the entertainment industry; he couldn’t be so dismissive. After thinking it over, Li Mu asked her, “President Xiao, what are the approximate fixed monthly expenses for the Seedling Protection Fund right now?”

Xiao Fangfang said, “We have over twenty full-time salaried employees, and over three hundred irregular volunteers. Including our office space, business expenses, and some other miscellaneous items, our fixed monthly expenditure is around two hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars. However, the largest expenditure is the charity funds. We are now providing financial aid to over two hundred minors across Hong Kong who have suffered sexual assault, helping them settle their lives, studies, and regular psychological counseling. The total planned expenditure for this item alone is over six hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars per month. Generally, funds are tight every month, so our average expenditure for this item is around five hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars.”

Li Mu nodded. A monthly expenditure of seven to eight hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars didn’t sound like much, but at present, the Hong Kong dollar’s value was slightly higher than the RMB. Seven to eight hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars was almost one hundred thousand US dollars, and its purchasing power was still very significant.

In fact, charity funds worldwide face one fundamental problem: nothing else but difficulty in fundraising.

For large charity funds, they have their own survival model, like billionaires such as Bill Gates, who set aside hundreds of millions of US dollars to establish a charity fund. The principal of this charity fund is essentially untouched; it will be used by the Foundation for appropriate financial investments, and then the money earned from these investments is used for charity. In other words, money begets money; only the interest is spent, the principal remains untouched forever. But this is the routine played by large charity funds. Even if hundreds of millions of US dollars are deposited in a bank for interest, that’s at least tens of millions of US dollars in annual revenue. For a small charity fund like the Seedling Protection Fund, which might not even have one million Hong Kong dollars in its accounts, if it tries to make money from that principal, it probably can’t even sustain itself, let alone do charity.

Xiao Fangfang said that currently, the Seedling Protection Fund’s accounts only had enough to cover about one month’s expenses. So, she had to constantly find ways to raise money through various methods. However, the Seedling Protection Fund had been operating for almost four years, and the effect of leveraging personal connections was already greatly diminished. Previously, Xiao Fangfang would shamelessly beg various celebrities, and they would contribute items for auction, raising two to three million Hong Kong dollars. But now, many celebrities no longer responded, and even those who did were increasingly perfunctory. The items they brought out were becoming less valuable. At the last charity sale, one celebrity even donated a broken golf club, which deeply disheartened Xiao Fangfang.

Although Li Mu didn’t understand charity, he clearly knew that the Seedling Protection Fund itself had no earning capability, and it was impossible to find a business model for it no matter how hard one thought. So, Li Mu prepared to temporarily change the subject and said to Xiao Fangfang, “President Xiao, I will certainly think seriously about what you’ve said, but I’m afraid I can’t come up with a truly effective solution in the short term.”

Xiao Fangfang also nodded understandly, saying, “There’s no rush. I’ve persevered for these four years, so I don’t mind waiting a bit longer. However, Mr. Li, I hope you can consider my request as an important matter. Regardless of the outcome, I, Xiao Fangfang, will be eternally grateful!”

Li Mu hastily said, “You’re exaggerating. This is something I should do. I will definitely think about it seriously.”

Xiao Fangfang gratefully smiled at Li Mu and said, “With your words, I can rest assured.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “By the way, President Xiao, I’ve always had a question on my mind, and I’d like to ask you to clarify it for me.”

Xiao Fangfang then said, “Please speak, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu then asked, “Why did the Seedling Protection Fund invite Du Wei to be a guest?”

Xiao Fangfang smiled slightly and said, “It was Leslie. I told him that fundraising for the Seedling Protection Fund in Hong Kong was too difficult now, and I wanted to find an opportunity to enhance the Seedling Protection Fund’s influence in mainland China, hoping to attract the attention of mainland businessmen or the public. So I wanted to invite a mainland celebrity to participate in our charity gala. I asked him to help me think if there was a suitable candidate, and it would be even better if it was someone he had enough influence to invite. Originally, I hoped he could bring Gong Li, since they had collaborated before, but he recommended Du Wei to me instead, saying he greatly admired Miss Du’s voice and felt she had the potential to become the next Faye. That’s why we sent the invitation to Muye Films.”

Li Mu initially wanted to ask her who Leslie was, but after hearing what she said next, he guessed that the Leslie she referred to was Leslie Cheung. This greatly surprised him. Although Du Wei’s reputation in mainland China was considerable now, she was still very young and hadn’t had time to build a strong foundation. Her current works only included three songs and one short film. How could she have caught Leslie Cheung’s eye?





Chapter 545: A Generation’s Superstar

Although Leslie Cheung has appeared less frequently in the entertainment industry in the past two years, his influence throughout Hong Kong and the entire Chinese community is still unquestionable. For a top artist like him, there are countless junior classmates and junior colleagues waiting for his guidance and support. For him to actually know Du Wei and understand her voice and talent in such circumstances particularly surprised Li Mu.

To be frank, the current Hong Kong entertainment industry still looks down on the mainland China entertainment industry, and mainland artists rarely make it into Hong Kong entertainment news reports. Li Mu even suspected that very few people in the Cantonese-speaking Hong Kong market would know Du Wei, yet Leslie Cheung, a superstar, knew her and even reached out to support her from afar. This was indeed an unexpected pleasant surprise.

Xiao Fangfang noticed Li Mu’s puzzled expression and said to him, “Leslie has rarely touched upon film and television in recent years. His occasional interests lie in charity and music, and he pays close attention to pop music in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and mainland China. It’s said that a music producer spoke to him about Miss Du, and he really liked her after learning more about her. Leslie is well-known in the Hong Kong entertainment industry for supporting new talents.”

Li Mu nodded, sighing inwardly. Leaving aside everything else, to be a superstar yet so unselfishly support new talents was truly commendable.

Xiao Fangfang said, “Leslie will also be here tonight. You can let Miss Du interact more with Leslie then. Leslie’s influence in the Hong Kong music scene is enormous. If Miss Du builds a good relationship with him, it will greatly benefit her future development in Hong Kong.”

Li Mu quickly replied, “Thank you for the reminder, President Xiao. I will definitely have Du Wei interact more with him then.”

Xiao Fangfang smiled, “He likes people younger than him to call him ‘Brother’. Absolutely don’t call him ‘senior’ in front of him; he’ll feel awkward.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. Xiao Fangfang then asked, “Mr. Li, how long do you plan to stay in Hong Kong? If you have ample time, you could come to the Seedling Protection Fund to guide our work, and give me a chance to fulfill my duties as a host.”

Li Mu apologized, “I’m really sorry, but we’ve booked tickets to return to Yanjing tomorrow, so we have to rush to the airport by noon tomorrow.”

Xiao Fangfang asked in surprise, “Why the rush?”

Li Mu said, “I can’t help it; things have been too busy lately. Once I’m freer in the future, I’ll definitely come to Hong Kong and visit the Seedling Protection Fund to observe and learn.”

Xiao Fangfang nodded, smiling faintly, “Then I won’t disturb your rest, Mr. Li. Please get some good rest, and we’ll see each other at the gala tonight.”

With that, Xiao Fangfang stood up and earnestly said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I hope you will keep the matter I entrusted to you just now firmly in mind. Whether it succeeds or not, I thank you in advance. Charity is a matter of immeasurable merit. Although the Seedling Protection Fund is not large in scale, it helps very, very pitiful children. If we don’t offer a helping hand to these children, they will struggle their whole lives to emerge from the shadow of sexual abuse.”

Li Mu also said very seriously, “President Xiao, please rest assured, I will definitely keep it in mind.”

Xiao Fangfang smiled with relief, nodded slightly, and then bade farewell to Li Mu. After seeing her off, Li Mu began to ponder the Seedling Protection Fund. According to the Seedling Protection Fund’s current expenditure level, without increasing expenses, the annual operating costs would not exceed ten million Hong Kong dollars. However, sexual abuse causes permanent psychological damage, which means that as long as society has one more similar case, as long as the Seedling Protection Fund decides to provide aid, expenses will increase. A sexually abused child may need several years of continuous care to gradually emerge from their psychological trauma. This means that the Seedling Protection Fund’s expenditure needs are bound to steadily enhance, and will only rise, not fall. Unless, through years of effort, society as a whole pays more attention to the sexual abuse of minors, promotes government legislation, and continuously decreases the crime rate in this area, only then might the Foundation’s expenses possibly decrease.

It was precisely because the path of charity is a long and arduous journey, requiring enormous and highly stable financial support, that Xiao Fangfang so desperately desired a healthy model. However, Li Mu had no idea how to address the Seedling Protection Fund’s current situation. If 3321 was a self-supporting young adult, then the Seedling Protection Fund was a wailing infant waiting to be fed. It had no ability to create wealth, nor could it possibly have any. Apart from donations from individuals and enterprises, it had no other sources of funding.

In fact, with the Seedling Protection Fund’s annual funding needs of around ten million, for a large company like Muye Technology with stable cash flow and profitability, it could be fully sustained even if they just squeezed a little from their budgets. But Li Mu wasn’t prepared to do that. The last thing he wanted to do was handout charity. Moreover, it wasn’t only the Seedling Protection Fund that needed funding, nor was it only minors in Hong Kong who needed sexual protection. If he purely relied on donating money, there were simply too many Foundations waiting to be fed. If they all came knocking on his door at once, how would he cope?

The Seedling Protection Fund wanted to find a healthy operating model. First, it needed its own exclusive resources. 3321 had a large number of high-achieving students from Project 985 and Project 211 universities. What did the Seedling Protection Fund have? Li Mu truly didn’t know and could only slowly find an opportunity to learn more.



At six o’clock in the evening, it was time for the charity gala to open. Li Mu and Du Wei, dressed in a white cocktail dress, arrived together at the venue entrance. Several accompanying YY online reporters also came to the scene with their cameras, photography equipment, and laptops. After presenting their invitations, Li Mu and Du Wei entered the main hall. At this time, there weren’t many people in the hall, and Li Mu quickly scanned around, realizing he didn’t know anyone there.

Li Mu genuinely had no truly acquainted friends in Hong Kong, but when it came to people he was familiar with, there were truly too many. After all, he had undergone Rebirth from 2016 and grew up watching Hong Kong films. He had some understanding of most Hong Kong film, TV, and pop stars. However, at the moment, there wasn’t a single celebrity in the hall.

Li Mu and Du Wei found a relatively quiet corner to sit down. As more people gradually entered the venue, some familiar faces started appearing.

Most of these familiar faces were lesser-known Hong Kong celebrities. Although there were many Hong Kong media reporters present, they weren’t very interested in these less famous stars. Even local second-tier celebrities weren’t given much attention, let alone Du Wei, a young girl who had just debuted in mainland China. Apart from YY’s own online reporters, almost no one else took photos of Du Wei.

It wasn’t until six forty that the first heavyweight celebrity arrived: Hong Kong actress and singer, Gigi Leung. Media reporters, carrying their camera equipment, followed her all the way, and the atmosphere on site began to warm up.

A few minutes later, singer Jacky Cheung also appeared, causing another media frenzy. Li Mu felt nothing particular about Gigi Leung, but he highly admired Jacky Cheung. He was one of the top male singers in the Hong Kong music scene, with countless classic songs and almost no scandals, making him a model example for men in the entertainment industry. If he weren’t a company boss himself, Li Mu would genuinely want to ask him for an autograph.

At six fifty, Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok, both Pioneer Ambassadors for the Seedling Protection Fund, appeared together at the venue. Their arrival ignited the first surge of excitement for tonight’s charity gala.

Undeniably, in the Hong Kong music scene of 2002, Leslie Cheung’s influence was still immense. Even the Four Heavenly Kings could not compete with him in the music world at that time. Going back a few more years, the two top male singers in Hong Kong’s music scene were Leslie Cheung and Alan Tam; whether it was the Four Heavenly Kings, Hacken Lee, or Leo Ku, they were all their juniors.

Leslie Cheung, now surrounded by media cameras, was graceful and refined. While exuding a full superstar aura, he also conveyed an approachable charm everywhere. It was hard to imagine that such a kind and cheerful-looking star was already suffering from severe depression. The more he seemed like nothing was wrong on the surface, the more he might be tormented by depression internally. Furthermore, Li Mu had heard about some Hong Kong media outlets years of malicious slander, stalker photography, and even exposing his privacy. It seemed that his relationship with Mr. Tang was constantly used by unscrupulous media to make an issue out of it. It was this double pressure, internal and external, that pushed him to the brink of collapse.

Since Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok were both Pioneer Ambassadors for the Seedling Protection Fund, they partnered together for a few minutes for the media. First, they allowed the media to take as many photos as they liked. Afterwards, neither of them accepted media interviews but instead spoke into all the media microphones, appealing to everyone to pay attention to children who had suffered sexual abuse and calling for donations to the Seedling Protection Fund.

Du Wei, beside Li Mu, was now so nervous she couldn’t sit still. She asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, will I have a chance to speak with Brother Leslie later?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Definitely. President Xiao said he admires you very much, and it was he who recommended President Xiao invite you as a guest. He might even seek you out later.”

Although Du Wei had heard Li Mu mention it that afternoon, she still found it hard to believe now. Li Mu reminded her, “If you chat with him face-to-face, try to find more topics to talk about and leave a good impression on him. It would be best if you could become friends with him; that would greatly help your future development.”

There was one more thing Li Mu didn’t say. Since Xiao Fangfang said Leslie Cheung greatly admired Du Wei, Li Mu also hoped Du Wei could become his friend. He had no direct connection with Leslie Cheung; if he wanted to save him, he could only place his hopes on Du Wei for now, hoping to find a way through her to change his life trajectory. Even if Du Wei could only have a tiny positive effect, as long as a butterfly’s wings flutter, there’s always a chance for reversal.

Depression is not untreatable, and maliciously harmful media are not unbeatable. Before long, homosexuality would gain public understanding and equal rights in Western countries. In the future, homosexuality would be commonplace in the entertainment industry, Brokeback Mountain could win an Oscar Award, and the CEO of the Apple Empire could publicly come out. He just hadn’t been born into a more inclusive era. However, as long as he could find a shred more of faith, persevere, and overcome the current difficulties, his life would surely regain its vibrancy.





Chapter 546: Future Heavenly Queen

After Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok entered the venue, the evening gala didn’t begin immediately. Their seats were arranged at the first row of tables beneath the stage. As staff guided them to their assigned places, Leslie Cheung was still looking around, only for his slightly furrowed brow to relax when he saw Du Wei sitting with Li Mu in a corner.

A moment later, a staff member rushed over and said to Du Wei, “Miss Du, bro invites you to sit at his table.”

Du Wei was wide-eyed with shock at his words, forgetting even to respond.

It was Li Mu who quietly reminded her, “What are you dazing for? Hurry up and go over.”

Only then did Du Wei react, unable to help but ask, “But Brother Li Mu, what about you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I can sit anywhere. You go quickly.”

Du Wei’s expression was conflicted; she wanted to go but couldn’t bear to leave Li Mu alone. Li Mu couldn’t help but urge her again, “Hurry up! Your idol is inviting you. This opportunity won’t come around again.”

Just then, Xiao Fangfang also walked over, smiling and nodding at Li Mu and Du Wei, then said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, you should go sit with them too. I’ll join that table after I give my address later.”

Upon hearing this, Du Wei’s heart brightened, and she said to Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, this way we can both go together.”

Xiao Fangfang also nodded, saying, “Yes, you accompany Miss Du. It’s clear Leslie is very fond of her, it’s a good opportunity.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Thank you, President Xiao. Then we’ll both go over there.”

Xiao Fangfang smiled and said, “Come, I’ll go with you.”

Xiao Fangfang accompanied Li Mu and Du Wei to the small round table where Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok were seated. Jacky Cheung and Gigi Leung were also arranged at this table. Xiao Fangfang personally introduced Du Wei and Li Mu to the four first-tier stars. When introducing Du Wei, Leslie Cheung shook her hand very kindly and praised her without reservation, saying, “I’ve heard your songs; every one of them is excellent!”

Leslie Cheung was speaking Mandarin at the moment, and the standard of his Mandarin even surprised Li Mu. He hadn’t expected Leslie Cheung’s Mandarin to be so good; he could probably be considered one of the best Mandarin speakers among Hong Kong’s local stars.

Du Wei was so nervous her voice trembled, and she said excitedly, “Bro, you are my favorite singer, I’ve listened to all your songs…”

Leslie Cheung smiled slightly and said to Du Wei in a playful tone, “You still have to go on stage to give an address tonight, you can’t be this nervous.”

Du Wei nodded repeatedly, “Thank you, bro, for your concern. I will try my best to adjust.”

Leslie Cheung smiled and said, “Tonight, after Sister Fang gives her address, I’ll be next. At that time, I will personally introduce you to everyone and invite you to come on stage to give your address. That means tonight, you’ll be the third person to speak.”

Although Du Wei had long known she needed to give an address tonight on behalf of herself and Muye Films, the program schedule she received stated she would go on stage in the middle to late part of the gala. She had never expected Leslie Cheung to personally introduce her, moving her speech slot to the third position.

Seeing Du Wei’s astonished expression, Leslie Cheung chuckled and said, “I just spoke with Sister Fang. After all, I asked her to invite you, so it wouldn’t be right if I didn’t introduce you. That’s why I slightly adjusted the schedule.”

Du Wei’s heart rate quickened, and she couldn’t help but say, “I’m afraid I’ll be too nervous if I go on stage too early and say something wrong…”

Leslie Cheung laughed, “Approach it with the same mindset you have when you sing. Since you can sing so well, a simple address will certainly be no problem.”

Karen Mok, who was beside them, also couldn’t help but chuckle, “That’s right, speaking of your songs, I love every one of them, especially ‘You Exist In My Song’. I even told my music producer before that I want to cover this song on my next album. If he thinks it’s feasible, he’ll contact your company about the copyright.”

Du Wei said with utmost humility, “Sister Wenwei’s vocal style is much more natural than mine. If you sing this song, it will definitely sound much better than me!”

Du Wei’s calling her “Sister Wenwei” made Karen Mok squint with delight. She whispered in Cantonese to Leslie Cheung beside her, “Bro, she’s so cute, I really like her…”

Leslie Cheung also couldn’t help but nod with a smile, while Du Wei looked somewhat confused/bewildered. Immediately after, Xiao Fangfang introduced Li Mu to the two, specifically telling Leslie Cheung, “Leslie, this is Mr. Li Mu, whom I’ve been mentioning to you recently. He established a very large charity fund in mainland China.”

Leslie Cheung looked at Li Mu with surprise and exclaimed, “I’ve heard Sister Fang mention you many times, and I’ve also heard her talk about your deeds. I’ve always admired you, but I never expected you to be so young…”

Facing the big star, Li Mu felt a bit nervous internally, but having lived two lives, this emotion was easily controlled. So, he said with a composed yet polite expression, “You’re too kind, bro.”

“Not at all,” Leslie Cheung said seriously. “I’m over forty, and I believe I’ve done quite a bit of charity work, but compared to you, it truly pales in comparison.”

Li Mu was about to say a few more humble words when Xiao Fangfang, who was beside him, interjected, “Please sit down first; it’s almost time to begin. I’ll go prepare.”

Xiao Fangfang then bid farewell to the six. As soon as she left, Leslie Cheung invited Du Wei and Li Mu to sit. Du Wei sat beside Leslie Cheung, and Li Mu sat next to Du Wei, with Gigi Leung beside him.

It was evident that Leslie Cheung genuinely admired Du Wei. As soon as he sat down, he couldn’t help but ask Du Wei, “Are you interested in developing your career in Hong Kong in the future?”

Du Wei turned her head to glance at Li Mu, then shyly said, “Bro, I’m still in university right now, so I don’t have such plans in the short term.”

Leslie Cheung asked curiously, “Which university are you attending?”

“Central Conservatory of Music.”

As soon as Du Wei stated her university, Leslie Cheung, Karen Mok, Jacky Cheung, and even Gigi Leung all looked surprised. Leslie Cheung, in particular, grew even more appreciative of Du Wei, exclaiming, “The Hong Kong music scene has very few conservatory-trained artists. Most of our generation are informally trained. At first, when singing pop songs, you don’t feel a big difference, but when it comes to releasing albums, experimenting with diverse styles, or even trying to write original music yourself, you realize the gap between us and the conservatory-trained is truly immense.”

Karen Mok also nodded, saying, “A conservatory-trained artist who’s also so beautiful and has such a good voice—Xiao Wei, you’re definitely going to be hugely popular in the future! With your conditions, I think you’re sure to hit big in Hong Kong as long as you have one good Cantonese song!”

Leslie Cheung immediately promised, “If you plan to release a single in Hong Kong, be sure to contact me beforehand. I can help.”

Jacky Cheung also said, “If you really release a single, I’ll definitely help promote it.”

Karen Mok suddenly remembered something and immediately said, “Oh, right, weren’t all your songs written by someone named Muzi? My music producer and arranger say his foundational skills in composition are very deep, and his lyrics are also excellent. If only he understood Cantonese and could write a good Cantonese song for you.”

Du Wei subconsciously glanced at Li Mu again, then said to the two, “Teacher Muzi is very busy, and I also need to focus most of my energy on my studies.”

As this table chatted, entertainment reporters on both sides of the venue focused their attention on them. Many reporters were curious about Du Wei and Li Mu’s identities, as they rarely actively learned about the mainland entertainment industry or news. Thus, they didn’t know much about the two. Seeing four first-tier stars chatting animatedly with these two, everyone couldn’t help but whisper to each other, asking if anyone knew the identities of this young man and woman. But no one could say. One entertainment reporter specifically found someone to get a guest list, which was how they finally learned the duo’s names, but still had no idea what they did.

While everyone speculated about the duo’s identities, tonight’s charity gala commenced. The lights beneath the stage dimmed, and Xiao Fangfang ascended the stage to give her address. She first thanked the guests, then summarized the work Seedling Protection Fund had done, the problems it faced, and the assistance it received over the past period.

Tonight, there were many media professionals and business leaders in the audience. Xiao Fangfang’s main goal was to move them: to move the media professionals so they would use their platforms to promote Seedling Protection Fund, allowing more people to know about it and be willing to offer help; and to move the business leaders, enabling them to donate to Seedling Protection Fund on the spot.

After Xiao Fangfang’s address, the first person she invited to the stage was Leslie Cheung. After all, he was the Hong Kong star who had given the most support to Seedling Protection Fund, and he was also the backbone of the fund.

Leslie Cheung ascended the stage very gracefully. After thanking the media and guests, he began to introduce Seedling Protection Fund from his own perspective, sharing what he had seen, felt, and participated in within the fund. Many details were spoken with such emotion that his eyes became moist, and he even had to pause several times to compose himself. After completing his address for the evening, Leslie Cheung finally managed a slight smile. He suddenly switched to Mandarin and said, “Next, I’d like to introduce a very special guest. She has specifically traveled all the way from Yanjing to participate in our Seedling Protection Fund’s charity gala tonight.”

At this point, Leslie Cheung looked at Du Wei on stage, paused, and then continued, “She is absolutely the most promising new singer I’ve seen in recent years. To be honest, the first time I heard her songs, I felt as if I was seeing a future Heavenly Queen who would dominate the Chinese music scene. Currently, you might not know enough about her, but I believe that once you hear her songs, you will definitely be conquered by her perfect voice. Next, please give a warm round of applause to welcome the nineteen-year-old female singer from Yanjing, the future Heavenly Queen of the music industry in my eyes—Du Wei!”

Leslie Cheung’s introduction stunned Li Mu. Although Leslie Cheung had already lavished praise on Du Wei during their casual chat earlier, Li Mu hadn’t expected him to highly praise Du Wei in such a formal setting and in front of so many media outlets…





Chapter 547: Tabloid News Tycoon

Leslie Cheung’s introduction of Du Wei successfully attracted everyone’s attention. Li Mu, watching from the audience, couldn’t help but feel a pang of worry. He seemed to have praised Du Wei too highly. Regardless, Du Wei only had three works. Even if each was a masterpiece, it wasn’t enough to support the title of “future Heavenly Queen”—that title carried far too much weight in the music industry.

However, Li Mu quickly relaxed. What else could he do? This was Leslie Cheung’s endorsement of Du Wei. Perhaps Du Wei’s voice and overall presence truly resonated with him and touched his heart. Although Du Wei was a newcomer with few works, a good voice could capture hearts instantly. Just like the short-lived singer Jeff Buckley, whose body of work wasn’t extensive, but his cover of “Hallelujah” alone became a classic among classics in the entire Western music scene. He himself and this song were revered by countless famous European and American singers, all because of the vocal quality, emotion, and interpretation Jeff Buckley displayed in that one song, which left most musicians in awe.

Undeniably, Du Wei’s vocal conditions were excellent. Unlike most celebrities, she was genuinely conservatory-trained, much like the rock band Dream Theater, whose members were all top conservatory masters, allowing them to fundamentally stand apart from other rock bands. With Du Wei’s vocal and musical talent, it wasn’t mere speculation that she could become a Heavenly Queen in the music industry, given time.

Du Wei, feeling nervous, walked onto the stage under everyone’s gaze. Leslie Cheung moved away from the microphone, patted her shoulder, and deliberately whispered some words of encouragement into her ear. Li Mu didn’t know what he said, but Du Wei visibly calmed down a lot.

At this moment, the Hong Kong media’s attention was also drawn to the beautiful girl beside Leslie Cheung. Du Wei’s appearance and demeanor greatly impressed the media present. Although they lacked understanding of Du Wei, the fact that Leslie Cheung was giving her such strong backing was already a hot news topic in itself.

Leslie Cheung handed the stage over to Du Wei. Du Wei paused for less than three seconds, then stood before the microphone, gracefully and generously thanking Leslie Cheung, the Seedling Protection Fund for the invitation, and all the guests present. She appealed to everyone to pay more attention to the protection of minors and to support the continued charitable work of the Seedling Protection Foundation.

After delivering her pre-prepared remarks, Du Wei also took the opportunity to announce that Muye Films would donate one million Hong Kong dollars to the Seedling Protection Fund. This was a decision Li Mu had made beforehand; it wouldn’t be right to attend a charity gala without donating money, and one million Hong Kong dollars also served as a reciprocation to Xiao Fangfang and Leslie Cheung.

In those days, businesses that could make a single donation of one million Hong Kong dollars to a charity fund of the Seedling Protection Fund’s scale were truly few, almost non-existent. Generally, large corporations would only donate a few hundred thousand at most. So, after Du Wei announced the one-million-dollar donation, the venue erupted in continuous applause.

Xiao Fangfang and Leslie Cheung had both returned to their round table seats. Before this, Xiao Fangfang hadn’t heard Li Mu mention anything about a donation. When she heard Du Wei announce the million-dollar contribution, Xiao Fangfang turned to Li Mu and said gratefully, “Mr. Li, thank you so much for your generous support of the Seedling Protection Fund.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and simply said, “It’s only right.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Du Wei, who was bowing and stepping off the stage amidst applause, and thought to himself: Today, for nothing else but the introduction Leslie Cheung gave Du Wei, this one million Hong Kong dollars was well worth it. Moreover, the money was going to charity. Li Mu even felt as though he had donated too little.

Next, several other celebrities, including Karen Mok, took the stage to give speeches. After their speeches, a short performance segment began, followed by the fundraising portion of the event. Invited businesses and notable figures began to come up to the stage one after another. Their donation amounts had been decided in advance, and enlarged prop checks had also been prepared for the stage as a formality. Xiao Fangfang left her seat because she needed to be on stage to complete the presentation ceremony with each donating enterprise and individual. Li Mu and Du Wei remained seated at the table, and Leslie Cheung continued to chat animatedly with Du Wei.

Leslie Cheung was in a good mood today, mostly due to Du Wei. The more he interacted with Du Wei, the more he liked this simple and charming young woman. In his eyes, Du Wei was like a clear spring in the music industry, pure and unspoiled. For him, having spent half his life navigating the music industry, he had long grown accustomed to its intrigue and deception. It was precisely for this reason that he held a special appreciation for Du Wei’s talent.

Leslie Cheung even offered Du Wei some advice: “The Japanese pop music scene has always paid special attention to melody. In the past, a large number of singers in Hong Kong, including myself, relied on melodies from the Japanese pop music scene. Everyone would take Japanese songs, re-write the lyrics, and perform covers, which worked wonderfully and gave birth to many Cantonese classics. However, later, the Hong Kong music industry began to advocate for original music, even launching an original music movement. Now, Hong Kong singers are afraid to cover Japanese songs. But you see, Taiwan doesn’t have this restriction. Liu Ruoying became very popular after covering a few Japanese songs with new lyrics. In fact, you could try that too. This method can help you quickly release a batch of high-quality songs.”

Li Mu had originally wanted Du Wei to find an opportunity to get closer to Leslie Cheung, but he hadn’t expected Leslie Cheung to be so thoughtful towards her. He felt very pleased. Just as he was feeling idle, Xiao Fangfang suddenly rushed over during a break, looking nervous. She went straight to Leslie Cheung’s side and whispered with a serious expression, “Leslie, I just heard that Zu Yaoting is here tonight! He’s scheduled to go on stage as a corporate representative to donate soon. Don’t you think you should go to the backstage lounge and rest for a bit?”

Leslie Cheung’s expression immediately changed. He frowned and asked her, “Sister Fang, why is Zu Yaoting here?”

Xiao Fangfang said with a look of shame, “This is my fault. I didn’t know that a silver house invited tonight had recently been acquired by the Zu family. Their guest list only had the CEO and his English name, Jack, not his full name. I only saw his name when I cross-checked the donation process list just now. I asked around, and he is indeed the CEO of that silver house. He arrived not long ago and just submitted his name.”

Leslie Cheung’s expression held a hint of barely concealed anger, but after a moment, he said, “Sister Fang, it’s fine. If he’s here, let him be. If I avoid him today, his Zu family’s newspapers and magazines will surely write all sorts of things about me tomorrow.”

Xiao Fangfang urged anxiously, “You know what kind of person Zu Yaoting is. He can even make paparazzi openly violate the law and sneak into your house. If he sees you today and then seizes the opportunity to ask difficult questions, with so many media watching, you’ll be the one to suffer in the end.”

Leslie Cheung nodded, but said stubbornly, “He deliberately concealed his identity tonight; don’t you understand his intention? He knew that if he revealed his identity early, you would refuse him entry, so he resorted to this trick. Besides me, who else here today would he go to such lengths for? Even if I wanted to avoid him, I couldn’t. I might as well stay here and see what he’s really up to.”

Xiao Fangfang was burning with anxiety and wanted to persuade him further, but Leslie Cheung adamantly said, “Sister Fang, I’ve been slandered by the Zu family for so many years and never cowered. Don’t make me a coward today.”

Xiao Fangfang looked torn and hesitated for a while. Seeing that Leslie Cheung had no intention of changing his mind, she said, “I’ll try my best to deal with him later.”

The two conversed in Cantonese, and Li Mu could only vaguely understand snatches of it. A moment later, Xiao Fangfang returned to the stage, and Leslie Cheung no longer chatted animatedly with Du Wei. Instead, he sat sideways, leaning his arm on the table, with one leg casually crossed, looking prepared for a confrontation.

A moment later, the presentation ceremony moved on to a local Hong Kong clothing brand. The owner of the company donated one hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars to the Seedling Protection Fund. After taking photos with Xiao Fangfang, he took the microphone from her hand and said a few pleasantries. Afterward, Xiao Fangfang escorted the clothing brand owner off the stage. As she picked up her script, she couldn’t help but glance at Leslie Cheung. It was clear Xiao Fangfang was still worried, but Leslie Cheung gave her a reassuring look. After they exchanged glances, Xiao Fangfang picked up the microphone and, unable to hide her concern, announced, “Thank you, Hong Kong Zhongfu Silver House, for your generous donation of one hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars to the Seedling Protection Fund. Next, please welcome Mr. Zu Yaoting, President of Zhongfu Silver House, to the stage.”

As soon as her voice fell, the entertainment reporters in the audience erupted.

Zu Yaoting was very famous in Hong Kong, and the surname Zu was uncommon, so there couldn’t be another person with the same name. After hearing this name, the entertainment reporters immediately realized there would be truly explosive news tonight.

Hong Kong’s media industry was very developed, especially entertainment media. Whether television stations, newspapers, or magazines, most were private enterprises. Among them were many adult publications, entertainment tabloids, and magazines. The Zu family was involved in many industries, including a massive tabloid media group that owned two newspapers and three magazines. Zu Yaoting was the president of this media group. Because Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines relied entirely on gossip, candid photography, fabrication, and distortion of facts to make money, more than half of all paparazzi in Hong Kong were employed by him. Precisely because of the abundance of “juicy scoops,” the newspapers and magazines under his control sold very well in Hong Kong, and people had even given him the title of “Tabloid News Tycoon.”

The Zu family was close with Alan Tam, and Alan Tam’s and Leslie Cheung’s music fans had once sparked the most intense fan conflict in Hong Kong entertainment history, famously known as the “Tan-Cheung Rivalry.” At that time, Zu Yaoting had just begun to venture into the entertainment media industry, so he seized the opportunity, under the banner of “supporting Tan,” to initiate a smear campaign against Leslie Cheung.

From that time on, Zu Yaoting, in pursuit of attention, reported a large amount of false and fabricated content related to Leslie Cheung. Leslie Cheung had also publicly refuted Zu Yaoting’s shameless acts numerous times, even leading to incidents where Leslie Cheung’s fans set fire to newspaper stands, causing Zu Yaoting to face considerable social pressure. As a result, Zu Yaoting and Leslie Cheung became sworn enemies for many years, and Zu Yaoting simply went all the way down the dark path of slandering Leslie Cheung.

In recent years, it’s no exaggeration to say that at least 20% of the content in the tabloids and magazines controlled by Zu Yaoting was related to Leslie Cheung. He practically did everything in his power to slander him and throw all sorts of mud at him. In the past two years, with the exposure of Leslie Cheung and Mr. Tang’s relationship, Zu Yaoting became even more aggressive. He not only dispatched a large number of paparazzi to stalk and secretly photograph and fabricate fake news, but also publicly called out Leslie Cheung at every public occasion, using various vulgar language to provoke and enrage him. No one expected him to show up at the Seedling Protection Fund’s charity gala tonight. Anyone familiar with his and Leslie Cheung’s long-standing feud knew he was definitely here for Leslie Cheung tonight.





Chapter 548: Public Opinion Kills

Li Mu didn’t know much about the Hong Kong entertainment industry. Before today, he had never heard of Zu Yaoting, nor was he aware of the chilling phrase “public opinion kills” that had long existed in the Hong Kong entertainment circles. Even the “Tan-Cheung Rivalry” that caused a city-wide sensation, he had only heard bits and pieces about it. After all, when Leslie Cheung was becoming hugely popular in the Hong Kong entertainment industry, the Four Heavenly Kings had not even debuted yet. That era was too far back, beyond the scope of Li Mu’s age group.

Just as the media was excitedly buzzing about Zu Yaoting’s appearance, a tall, thin middle-aged man in a full white suit scurried, exuberantly, and playfully towards the stage from below. He stood firmly beside Xiao Fangfang, his attire, posture, and expression exuding pure showiness. This person was Zu Yaoting.

After Zu Yaoting got on stage, he snapped his fingers towards the backend, and a ceremonial lady scurried out holding a huge novelty check. She handed the check to Zu Yaoting. Zu Yaoting held the check with both hands, first glancing at Leslie Cheung in the audience, then at Xiao Fangfang in front of him, a cryptic smile playing on his lips.

Xiao Fangfang felt a mix of awkwardness and caution, so she wanted to quickly get past this part. She held the microphone and said, “Thank you very much, Mr. Zu, for your support of our Seedling Protection Fund. On behalf of all the staff of the Seedling Protection Fund and all the minors we assist, I extend our sincerest gratitude.”

With that, Xiao Fangfang bowed slightly to Zu Yaoting. Zu Yaoting chuckled loudly, holding the giant check above his head and shaking it for quite some time before finally handing it to Xiao Fangfang. According to the normal procedure, Xiao Fangfang should have handed the microphone to the donor for a brief speech after receiving the check. However, Xiao Fangfang had no intention of giving the microphone to Zu Yaoting today. She kept a firm grip on it. After taking the check, she spoke into the microphone, “Alright, thank you, Mr. Zu. Next, we would like to invite…”

Before she could finish her sentence, Zu Yaoting, seizing the moment while she was still holding the giant check, suddenly reached out and snatched the microphone from her hand. Before Xiao Fangfang could react, he held the microphone, looked towards Leslie Cheung’s location, and said with an exaggerated laugh, “Oh my, Leslie! Bro! I didn’t expect you to be here today!”

Xiao Fangfang tried to reach for the microphone to reclaim it, but her height was no match for Zu Yaoting. Zu Yaoting took two quick steps to the front of the stage, reaching the edge. Standing very close to Leslie Cheung, he said in an exaggerated and jocular tone, “Oh my good bro! I’ve been wanting to see you lately, but I haven’t found the opportunity. A few days ago, it seems my paparazzi from Volkswagen Entertainment discovered your boyfriend, that Mr. Tang, doing something sneaky behind your back. Unfortunately, they were unlucky that day and couldn’t get photos of them in time. I heard that little Gay is only twenty this year, much younger than you, bro!”

As soon as Zu Yaoting’s words came out, the entire gala venue was stunned. No one expected Zu Yaoting to be so unrestrained with his words. His newspapers and magazines had recently been making an issue out of Mr. Tang’s infidelity, but no one anticipated he would publicly say it here. This was simply too immoral. His intentions were clear to many at first glance.

While tonight’s charity gala wasn’t a large-scale event or a grand move, it still had several first-tier stars in attendance. A considerable number of entertainment reporters were present. Zu Yaoting’s public provocation of Leslie Cheung was an absolute bombshell news story in the eyes of the entertainment reporters. It was clear that tomorrow’s reports would feature it heavily. Zu Yaoting no longer cared about his reputation; what he cared about were profits and gratification. Publicly humiliating Leslie Cheung not only satisfied his resentment and dealt Leslie Cheung a huge blow, but it also served as a free, grand advertisement for his newspapers and magazines. Moreover, the insinuations he made were legally untraceable, and Leslie Cheung was even more powerless against him.

Even Leslie Cheung himself had not expected Zu Yaoting to be so outrageous. His fists clenched immediately, veins throbbing, but he continuously used reason to suppress himself, preventing himself from losing control in public.

Under such circumstances, Leslie Cheung knew he was extremely disadvantaged. His sexual orientation had long been completely exposed by these unscrupulous media. At the moment, homosexuality would inevitably face discrimination, and he was indeed the party in the wrong. If he were to lose emotional control today due to Zu Yaoting’s provocation, tomorrow’s reports would likely completely tarnish his image.

Du Wei quickly reached out and gently gripped Leslie Cheung’s wrist, continuously comforting him with her eyes. Zu Yaoting on stage had already caused a sensation, but he wasn’t satisfied. He chuckled and continued, “Bro, my people told me that the little gay Mr. Tang found has HIV. As a member of the gay community, you must know that HIV spreads very quickly within your group. So you must be careful not to get infected! People used to say you had HIV, and I always refused to believe it. But if you don’t take it seriously, I’m really afraid you might get HIV one day. That would be a great loss to our Hong Kong entertainment industry!”

The entire venue erupted in an uproar.

No one understood why Zu Yaoting would be so malicious.

But Li Mu understood. Zu Yaoting was committing public opinion murder! Since he was a scandal magnate, controlling half of Hong Kong’s paparazzi, he must have known that Leslie Cheung had depression, and that it was quite severe. To intentionally attack him like this at such a time was no longer just a personal attack; this was an executioner armed with a knife.

In the last few years of his previous life, Leslie Cheung had suffered greatly from the unscrupulous media in Hong Kong, just as Michael Jackson had been corrupted for years by various ill-intentioned rumors. The unscrupulous media’s misinterpretation and slander greatly increased his psychological burden and the severity of his depression. His choice to end his life was also related to the frantic smearing campaign by these unscrupulous media during that period. These media outlets were either malevolent or driven by greed. They didn’t care about ethics. Even after Leslie Cheung’s death, they hired helicopters to film his home from above, continuing to exploit his final entertainment value. It was absolutely insane!

At this moment, not only were most of the people present furious, but Li Mu was also quite enraged.

However, Zu Yaoting wasn’t ready to stop. He cleared his throat, intending to speak again, when the sluggish audio engineer finally reacted, pulling the microphone volume all the way down on the soundboard.

Zu Yaoting spoke a few words into the microphone, realizing his voice was no longer audible. He chuckled, threw the microphone on the ground, pointed at Leslie Cheung, and shouted, “Bro, I’m leaving. You must keep yourself clean and not let us down!”

The enraged Xiao Fangfang, accompanied by several security personnel, had surrounded him, intending to drag Zu Yaoting off the stage. Zu Yaoting arrogantly declared, “Don’t come any closer. I’ll go down myself. But if any of you touches me, I’ll cripple his limbs!”

With that, Zu Yaoting straightened his suit sleeves and swaggered off the stage.

At this point, Leslie Cheung’s face was ashen, clearly enduring immense humiliation.

Li Mu could no longer stand it. With Zu Yaoting causing such a commotion today, and the major entertainment newspapers reporting it tomorrow, overwhelming news would once again push Leslie Cheung into a sensitive period. From this moment on, every negative news story about him would be one of the many straws that broke his back. If no one lent a helping hand at this time, it was likely that the last straw would completely crush him before April next year, and the tragedy would repeat itself.

At this moment, Li Mu suddenly stood up, walked onto the stage, picked up the microphone Zu Yaoting had discarded from the floor, and said to Xiao Fangfang, “President Xiao, please ask the audio engineer to turn the microphone volume back on.”

Xiao Fangfang didn’t know what Li Mu was suddenly coming up for, but the scene was already very chaotic. Everyone’s attention was focused on the motionless Leslie Cheung, and on Zu Yaoting, who was walking off the stage with an arrogant look. At this moment, they indeed needed an attention-grabber to divert their attention. She didn’t know what to do and could only trust Li Mu for now.

So Xiao Fangfang immediately told the audio engineer to push the microphone’s volume button back up. Li Mu tapped the microphone, and upon hearing a sound, he immediately let out a loud cough into it, startling everyone while also drawing all their attention to himself.

Immediately, Li Mu held the microphone and said with a smile, “Mr. Zu was truly humorous just now. To be honest with everyone, this is the third time I’ve met Mr. Zu. Every time I see him, I feel that his appearance is extraordinary, his temperament remarkable, truly incomparable to ordinary people. However, Mr. Zu, being a benefactor, might have forgotten me.”

Zu Yaoting heard someone mention him, turned his head, and frowned as he looked at Li Mu. He didn’t recognize this person. Why did he say this was the third time they met? When had he ever met him?

At this, Li Mu smiled and continued, “The first time I met Mr. Zu was at the entrance of a gay bar frequented by foreigners on Portland Street. That night, Mr. Zu came out of the gay bar in the middle of the night with three black men over one hundred ninety centimeters tall and left together. Later, someone told me that they personally saw Mr. Zu being passed around in a small park nearby by these three muscular black men at three in the morning. Apparently, Mr. Zu found it very enjoyable, shouting with pleasure all the way. Unfortunately, we were unlucky that day and couldn’t get photos of their wild activities in time. What a pity.”

Upon hearing this, Zu Yaoting immediately exploded in anger, pointing at Li Mu and cursing, “I abandon your mother, how dare you make things up about me?!”

But he didn’t have a microphone, and his voice was too low for Li Mu to hear at all.

Li Mu ignored him and continued, “The second time I saw Mr. Zu was at Queen Elizabeth Hospital. That was also at night. I went to the emergency room for medication because of a headache and fever. Mr. Zu was accompanied by two strong white men, clutching his backside, and checking into the emergency department. According to the doctor on duty that day, Mr. Zu was transferred to the emergency ward that night because he had too much fun and couldn’t get up from the hospital bed for five days. Unfortunately, that time was also unlucky, as Mr. Zu’s two foreign boyfriends intervened, preventing us from taking photos of him at the time.”





Chapter 549: Giving Someone a Taste of Their Own Medicine

Before going on stage, Li Mu had only one thought: saving a life is better than building a seven-story pagoda. To save a life, offending a Hong Kong tabloid magnate was nothing. Today, he was willing to make an enemy of Zu Yaoting and do his utmost to alleviate the harm Zu Yaoting had inflicted on Leslie Cheung. No matter how incredible Zu Yaoting was, he was just a local boss. If he truly had influence, he should try coming to Yanjing. The bit of power he had for publishing gossip in his own small territory in Hong Kong was absolute rubbish compared to Li Mu’s businesses and information dissemination capabilities.

Therefore, the moment Li Mu stepped onto the stage, he had no intention of sparing Zu Yaoting any mercy. He would use even more venomous language to humiliate Zu Yaoting and completely dismantle his malicious defaming.

After Li Mu’s two statements, the immediate reaction from the audience was laughter.

Everyone knew that Li Mu was deliberately attacking Zu Yaoting in the same way Zu Yaoting had attacked Leslie Cheung. Li Mu, like Zu Yaoting, claimed that someone had witnessed it firsthand but unfortunately failed to capture a photo. Such talk was merely hearsay. If Zu Yaoting could “hear” gossip about Leslie Cheung from others, then Li Mu could also “hear” gossip about Zu Yaoting from others. It was entirely a case of giving someone a taste of their own medicine.

Zu Yaoting grew desperate and immediately rushed towards the stage, intending to confront Li Mu physically. However, Xiao Fangfang quickly instructed the security personnel to restrain him at all costs. These security guards were also fed up with Zu Yaoting’s arrogance, so several of them tightly encircled him, preventing him from moving.

Li Mu smiled faintly at this point and said, “It is precisely because I was lucky enough to see him twice before that today marks my third time meeting Mr. Zu. Recalling how Mr. Zu, dressed in white, stood on this stage, shaking his head, I initially wondered if something had happened in his family. But seeing his joyful expression, it didn’t seem like it. And I always felt that his performance on stage just now seemed familiar. Only now did I realize—he was imitating Crow from ‘Young and Dangerous’.”

As soon as Li Mu said this, the entire audience burst into laughter again, and many couldn’t help but applaud.

Listening to Li Mu mention Crow from “Young and Dangerous,” everyone realized that Zu Yaoting’s manner of speaking on stage just now truly resembled Crow, played by Roy Cheung in “Young and Dangerous”—both incredibly arrogant. If someone were to give him a ceramic statue of Guan Gong, he would probably smash it and jump on Guan Gong’s head.

After a wave of laughter from the crowd, Li Mu continued, “Actually, I really want to advise Mr. Zu, you’re too ugly. With that sharp-faced, monkey-like appearance, how can you imitate ‘Young and Dangerous’? Do you really think you’re Roy Cheung? Did you get his permission to imitate him?”

Zu Yaoting’s neck turned red with anger, and his face was purple with rage. He didn’t even know Li Mu, but at that moment, he wished he could tear Li Mu apart. Unfortunately, he was surrounded by so many security guards, completely immobile.

At this point, Li Mu dropped his teasing tone and spoke in a warning voice: “Mr. Zu, I want to advise you of something. Everyone has a mouth, and they can say whatever they want, but the most important thing is to have principles and a bottom line. You aren’t a monkey that popped out of a rock. Every word you say after leaving your home doesn’t just represent your own character and level; it also represents the upbringing your parents and elders gave you. It’s fine to lose face yourself, but if you make your parents or elders lose face, then that truly wouldn’t be right. Don’t you agree?”

Someone shouted, “Well said!” and then led the applause. Instantly, a wave of applause erupted from the audience. Zu Yaoting had indeed been too arrogant and excessive just now. For them, it was a welcome sight to see someone finally put him in his place.

After the applause subsided, Li Mu said, “To the media friends present, I believe you are all people who can see through the truth and distinguish right from wrong. Regarding today’s event, I hope everyone will report it truthfully when you return, and not conspire with scum.”

Having said this, Li Mu stepped down from the stage, handed the microphone to Xiao Fangfang, and then returned to his seat.

Back at the table, everyone stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, still recovering from what he had just done.

After a long pause, Leslie Cheung looked at Li Mu with gratitude and was the first to speak: “That was truly… thank you so much…”

Du Wei also looked at Li Mu with admiration, saying, “Brother Li Mu, you were truly amazing just now.”

Li Mu smiled faintly at Leslie Cheung, patted Du Wei’s shoulder, and said to Leslie Cheung, “Brother, you are Du Wei’s biggest idol. That Zu fellow was so obnoxious, I should do this.”

As he was speaking, Li Mu noticed he had become the focal point of media camera equipment from afar. He quickly stood up and said to the others at the table, “You all chat, I’m going upstairs for a smoke.”

There was a terrace upstairs from the banquet hall, guarded by special personnel, so media reporters couldn’t go up.

Pacing to the terrace upstairs, Li Mu lit a cigarette, his mind still restless.

Media promotion is a powerful resource, but if this resource is used in crooked ways, the media can become a tumor in society. This shows that the social responsibility of the media is extremely significant. If Muye Technology were to create its own web portal and media channels in the future, Li Mu’s fundamental requirement for these channels would be one thing: fairness.

While lost in thought, a beautiful woman in her twenties walked onto the terrace. She had dyed blonde curly hair and seemed quite wild.

There was no one else on the terrace, so the first thing the woman did after coming up was head straight for Li Mu. Upon reaching him, she asked in very standard Mandarin, “Mr. Li, why are you so impulsive today?”

Li Mu looked at her in surprise and asked, “You know me?”

The curly-haired beauty nodded, pulled out a business card from her bag, and handed it to Li Mu. Li Mu looked at it; it read Lu Xinyi, Deputy Editor of the Entertainment Section, Hong Kong Weekly News.

At this point, she spoke, “Let me introduce myself. My name is Lu Xinyi. I’m from Shanghai, but I’ve been with Hong Kong Weekly News for five years. Because I frequently return to mainland China, I understand 3321 very well, and I’m also a loyal user of YY and Alipay.”

Lu Xinyi’s single sentence practically laid bare all of Li Mu’s secrets.

Just as Li Mu was utterly surprised, Lu Xinyi pulled out a Mango-ME from her bag, waved it in front of Li Mu, and smiled, “Oh, and this too. To be honest, it’s really the most beautiful MP3 I’ve ever seen, bar none.”

Li Mu looked at her with some curiosity, wondering what her intention was in coming up to him and saying all this.

Lu Xinyi then smiled and said, “Mr. Li, to be honest, your stepping forward today was crucial. Hong Kong media all know that older cousin has depression, but very few media outlets genuinely consider this. Instead, as soon as any negative news about him surfaces, everyone reports it extensively. It’s hard to imagine how older cousin, suffering from depression, has managed to endure so much negative news. If you hadn’t stepped forward today, tomorrow’s headlines would likely be very unfavorable to older cousin.”

Li Mu asked her, “Do you know why that Zu Yaoting has it in for older cousin?”

Lu Xinyi said, “Almost everyone in Hong Kong knows about this, Mr. Li, and you don’t?”

With that, without waiting for Li Mu’s response, she recounted the entire entanglement between Zu Yaoting and Leslie Cheung, which began with the “Tan-Cheung Rivalry” back then. Only then did Li Mu understand that Zu Yaoting had been exploiting Leslie Cheung consistently for over a decade.

After hearing it, Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “This Zu Yaoting is truly more than just obnoxious.”

Lu Xinyi said, “Zu Yaoting is notorious in Hong Kong. There isn’t a single media person with a sense of justice who doesn’t dislike him.”

Saying this, Lu Xinyi glanced at Li Mu and added, “Mr. Li, if you really want to help older cousin, find a way to invite him to mainland China for a while. The public opinion in Hong Kong is very unfavorable to older cousin right now. You can help him today, but I’m afraid you can’t help him in the future.”

Li Mu said, “This is my first time meeting him. Inviting him to mainland China might not be appropriate, and there’s no suitable reason.”

Lu Xinyi smiled, “Why not? Older cousin is very enthusiastic about charity right now. If you could invite him to be a charity ambassador for 3321 and join 3321 to be a student assistance ambassador in mainland China for a period of time, it would allow him to temporarily escape the whirlpool of Hong Kong public opinion. Furthermore, Muye Technology has such strong information dissemination capabilities in mainland China. You could completely use mainland China as your base to help older cousin build a sufficient audience base there. That way, even if public opinion in Hong Kong is unfavorable to him, it would basically be difficult to significantly impact him.”

Lu Xinyi’s suggestion instantly brightened Li Mu’s eyes.

Li Mu understood that if he truly wanted to prevent Leslie Cheung’s tragedy, what he had done tonight was absolutely insufficient. Tonight’s events also made Li Mu realize the immense interference Leslie Cheung was currently facing in Hong Kong. Everyone was making an issue out of his sexual orientation and his relationship with Mr. Tang, which would surely place tremendous psychological pressure on him. If he could leave this troublesome place, what he didn’t see wouldn’t bother him, and his mood would significantly improve.

And he was now enthusiastic about charity, and Li Mu happened to have 3321, which could offer him an opportunity to do charity work in mainland China. Moreover, Lu Xinyi was right: Muye Technology possessed incredibly strong information dissemination capabilities. Although it didn’t yet have its own web portal or entertainment media, such powerful dissemination capability was enough to help Leslie Cheung cultivate a popular and positive image in mainland China. By then, even if Hong Kong was in chaos, it wouldn’t have a major impact on him.

However, Li Mu quickly felt a bit uncertain and said, “I’m afraid he might not agree, right?”

Lu Xinyi smiled, “Brother owes you a favor tonight, and with his personality, he’d likely want to repay you as soon as possible. So if you suggest it, I think he shouldn’t refuse. If he hesitates, you can also ask President Xiao for help. They have a very good private relationship, and President Xiao will definitely support him going to mainland China.”

Li Mu looked at Lu Xinyi with newfound respect. This relatively young woman from Shanghai could achieve the position of deputy editor at a Hong Kong entertainment weekly, which was already very remarkable. Moreover, she had such a deep understanding and precise grasp of matters, making her an extremely rare talent.

Late-night benefits…





Chapter 550: Mainland China Has Better Scenery

Lu Xinyi’s ability to realize that Hong Kong had become a hotbed of troubles for Leslie Cheung, a place where he shouldn’t stay for long, was enough to demonstrate her strong analytical skills.

If a normal person were to look at this issue, Leslie Cheung was, after all, a top-tier superstar at the moment. In terms of Magnitude, he didn’t need to fear mere gossip and certainly didn’t need to leave Hong Kong to avoid its disturbance. Even Li Mu hadn’t thought of it before. However, if one were to follow Lu Xinyi’s suggestion and think deeply about it, her proposal made a lot of sense.

No matter how developed, vibrant, or strong Hong Kong was, it was essentially a tiny patch of land, so small that distributing one hundred thousand flyers could cover the entire territory. Therefore, once Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines went all out, Leslie Cheung, no matter how much he hid in Hong Kong, couldn’t escape the interference. But if he went to mainland China, it would be different. Zu Yaoting’s information distribution capability, let alone covering the entire country, wouldn’t even be enough for Shenzhen. How could it compare to Li Mu’s?

Furthermore, the entertainment media in mainland China was generally much more principled than that in Hong Kong. Some Hong Kong media had been relentless in slandering Leslie Cheung, but the mainland Chinese entertainment media was much friendlier to him. After all, mainland Chinese media had always highly praised Farewell My Concubine, so out of ‘to love the house and its crow (to love everything connected with someone one loves)’, Leslie Cheung had always enjoyed high popularity in China. As for his sexual orientation, Li Mu felt it was completely a non-issue in mainland China. Mainland Chinese media had never been very interested in sexual orientation; the most common approach was to ignore it, pretend not to see it. Such matters were inherently private and shouldn’t be made public without deep digging by gossip paparazzi.

Leslie Cheung’s selfless support for Du Wei today touched even Li Mu. Out of ‘return a favor / reciprocate (idiom)’, he had to find a way for Leslie Cheung to temporarily leave Hong Kong, this troublesome place. Since he was basically in a state of suspended work, his time should be relatively free.

With his mind made up, Li Mu felt a sense of gratitude towards Lu Xinyi. This Hong Kong media professional, whom he had never met before, was likely one of Leslie Cheung’s supporters, and being from mainland China herself, she earned Li Mu’s immediate favor.

It was precisely because of this good first impression that Li Mu chatted a bit more with Lu Xinyi, roughly asking about her personal situation.

Lu Xinyi was twenty-eight years old, ‘born and raised’ in Shanghai. She attended school locally in Shanghai from primary school to high school, and at nineteen, she was admitted to the Mass Communication program at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. After graduation, she worked in Hong Kong. She started as a Broadcast Assistant at a TV station for one year, and five years ago, she plunged into the music industry.

Lu Xinyi’s current workplace, The Weekly, was one of the most famous print media outlets in Hong Kong. The most popular section of The Weekly was its Entertainment Section, so her position as Deputy Editor of the Entertainment Section held significant value.

Li Mu also asked her why she knew so much about his situation. Lu Xinyi smiled and said, “People who do journalism, especially entertainment journalism, have strong abilities in digging for clues, so researching the industries you are involved in is not difficult at all.”

Li Mu nodded and asked again, “How do you feel about your career prospects at The Weekly?”

Lu Xinyi rubbed her head and smiled, saying, “I’ve hit the ceiling. The positions above mine are all board members. If the company doesn’t switch to a professional manager system, I can only get a salary increase, not a promotion, going forward.”

Li Mu smiled and asked her, “Have you ever thought about working for online media?”

“Online media?” Lu Xinyi frowned slightly, looking at Li Mu and asking, “Mr. Li, what do you mean?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I believe that all industries worldwide are currently undergoing Internetization, and the media will be no different in the future. Traditional print media and television media will inevitably face a huge impact from the Internet. Television media is constrained by terminal viewership, and print media is constrained by Sales channels. Hong Kong is too small; these constraints might not be obvious, but in mainland China, these constraints are too apparent. Besides Central TV, only a very few satellite TV channels can achieve high viewership nationwide, and newspapers that can be sold throughout the country are even rarer. Magazines are at least weeklies, and their timeliness is too poor. So, the main focus of media in the future should be on the Internet.”

Lu Xinyi pursed her lips, pondering for a long time, then asked Li Mu, “How many netizens are there in mainland China right now?”

Li Mu said, “It’s still less than one hundred million, but YY can now push any information to over ninety-five percent of netizens in mainland China.”

Lu Xinyi was ‘unable to close one’s mouth from smiling’ in surprise, “YY has such a high market share among netizens?”

Li Mu nodded, smiled slightly, and said with full confidence, “Let me put it this way: in mainland China, most netizens don’t have their own computers, but they all have at least one YY account.”

Lu Xinyi sighed, “I certainly agree with that point. The penetration rate of personal computers in mainland China is not yet high. In fact, even in Hong Kong now, the penetration rate of personal computers hasn’t reached thirty percent of the total number of netizens.”

Li Mu laughed, “The Internet is developing very quickly. In the future, not only will the Internet speed significantly ‘enhance’ and information become more diversified, but hardware prices will also continue to drop. The penetration rate and absolute number of personal computers will definitely continue to rise. Just imagine, in the future, over one hundred million people in mainland China might be reading news through the Internet every day, and at least over twenty percent of them will, to varying degrees, look at entertainment ‘gossip’. This ‘Sales channels’ is probably unmatched by any ‘traditional media’. As media professionals, besides news sources, aren’t Sales channels what you care about most?”

Lu Xinyi ‘click one’s tongue in surprise / awe’. At present, Hong Kong’s local population was only a bit over six million, and including foreign residents, it was over ten million. This number, for a city, was indeed substantial, but as a market, it was far from enough.

Currently, the decline of Hong Kong’s entertainment industry was already evident. Hong Kong films had been in a slump for several consecutive years, and the Hong Kong music industry was also impacted by ‘digital music’ and the Internet. Non-local music was becoming increasingly abundant and convenient, and more and more young people were no longer buying records, severely affecting the music industry.

The changing times made Hong Kong’s entertainment industry seem a bit awkward. It was as if the public no longer cared about the entertainment industry as much as before, and even those in the entertainment news media felt the market was shrinking, with uncertain prospects.

But Li Mu suddenly painted a picture of a vast market with tens of millions, even over one hundred million, of recipients, making Lu Xinyi yearn for it. She just didn’t really understand the Internet, wondering what kind of opportunity she might have to transition towards this direction of social development.

Just then, Li Mu suddenly extended an invitation, saying, “Ms. Lu, if you’ve had enough of Hong Kong, you might consider Yanjing. In fact, from a long-term perspective, mainland China has better scenery. Muye Technology is currently preparing to build the world’s largest Chinese ‘web portal’ based on YY. Entertainment is a very important second-level major category under it. If you’re interested, I can ‘make the final decision’ right now and offer you the position of Editor of the Entertainment Section, fully responsible for the entire entertainment segment’s structure.”

Although Lu Xinyi knew Muye Technology and knew YY, she didn’t know that YY was going to build a ‘web portal’; this was internal information that YY had not yet announced externally.

Just now, she was wondering if there was any good way for her to enter the Internet field, and unexpectedly, a huge opportunity had directly fallen into her lap.

Lu Xinyi collected herself, staring intently at Li Mu and asking, “Mr. Li, are you serious?”

Li Mu nodded seriously and solemnly said, “The ‘web portal’ project has already begun to ‘operate’, and it will be preparing for ‘Going premium’ soon. If you are truly interested, you can come to Yanjing to start your job anytime after tomorrow.”

Saying that, Li Mu reminded her again, “However, the time left for you to consider might not be too long, about half a month.”

Lu Xinyi immediately said, “No need to consider, I’m willing to join!”

Li Mu looked at her in surprise, “You’ve decided so quickly? At least let’s discuss salary requirements, right?”

Lu Xinyi said with a determined expression, “No need to discuss, I am very much looking forward to joining Muye Technology.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, smiled, and extended his hand, saying, “Welcome aboard.”

Lu Xinyi shook hands with Li Mu, not entirely understanding why she had suddenly made such a significant decision. But upon reflection, it might be because she had long been seeking a breakthrough point in her career, and Muye Technology was clearly a better opportunity.

At this moment, a staff member walked up to Li Mu and whispered in his ear, “Mr. Li, the banquet is almost over. President Xiao has booked a small-scale dinner at the hotel. Besides you and Miss Du, President Xiao has also invited ‘bro’ and several other celebrities who attended today. If you’re willing to honor us with your presence, please go with her directly later.”

Li Mu didn’t hesitate, nodding slightly, “Then I’ll go down and wait for her first.”

The staff member nodded, thanked him, and turned to leave. Li Mu then said to Lu Xinyi, “Ms. Lu, please jot down my mobile number. Contact me before going to Yanjing; I’ll have someone arrange your onboarding.”

Lu Xinyi quickly nodded and said, “I might need a few days to handle matters here in Hong Kong, and I’ll try to get to Yanjing within next week.”

Li Mu laughed, “OK, you manage the specific time yourself, but don’t be too late.”

“Alright.”

The two exchanged mobile numbers, and Li Mu hurried downstairs. When he returned to his seat, Leslie Cheung主动 said to him, “Little Wei told me you’re returning to mainland China tomorrow?”

Li Mu nodded, “I have a lot of things to do, so I need to go back early.”

Leslie Cheung then said, “I’d like to take Little Wei to meet Lin Xi and some other well-known producers in the Hong Kong music industry.”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s a good thing, but I might not be able to stay in Hong Kong to accompany her…”

Karen Mok laughed, “I already told ‘bro’; Little Wei can stay with me for a few days in Hong Kong.”

Li Mu was very curious and wanted to ask Karen Mok if she was already living with Stephen Fung, but since she offered to take in Du Wei, it was likely they weren’t cohabiting yet.

So, Li Mu asked Du Wei, “Little Wei, what do you think?”

Du Wei looked at Li Mu with her big, watery eyes, shyly saying, “Brother Li Mu, I can take care of myself.”

Li Mu immediately nodded, “Okay, I’ll call your Sis tonight and let her know.”





Chapter 551: How to Become a Godfather of the Entertainment Industry

“

After the charity gala concluded, Xiao Fangfang personally booked a suite in a private room, inviting the celebrities who showed support today, along with Du Wei and Li Mu, for a small private gathering. Hong Kong people are very particular about their meals, with distinct customs and sayings for breakfast, late morning, lunch, afternoon tea, evening, and night. At the dinner table, Leslie Cheung was in good spirits and quite lively in conversation with everyone, seemingly unaffected by the events of the evening.

“

However, this was indeed thanks to Li Mu’s righteous assistance, which directly transformed Zu Yaoting’s malicious attack into a satisfying face-slapping show that everyone relished. With Li Mu’s disruption, people no longer focused on what Zu Yaoting had said about Leslie Cheung; comparatively, Li Mu’s mocking ridicule of Zu Yaoting was far more entertaining.

“

As for Zu Yaoting, he had lost face completely that night. He came armed with a knife, intending to wound others, but unexpectedly found himself repeatedly stabbed, not only failing to humiliate Leslie Cheung but also becoming the laughingstock of the entire event.

“

At the dinner table, Jacky Cheung recounted Li Mu’s mockery of Zu Yaoting on stage, unable to suppress a laugh. “I bet once the media publish their reports tomorrow, Zu Yaoting will become the joke of all Hong Kong.”

“

Karen Mok said, “Knowing Zu Yaoting, he will probably make his media outlets resort to every possible means to slander and spread rumors tonight.” She then turned to Leslie Cheung and said, “Bro, starting tomorrow, don’t read any media reports related to Zu Yaoting, lest you upset yourself.”

“

Xiao Fangfang also nodded and said, “Leslie, from now on, you absolutely must not stoop to the level of someone like Zu Yaoting. Such a person is like a rabid dog; you gain nothing from arguing with him, and you might even get a piece bitten off you.”

“

Leslie Cheung nodded gently, looking as if he had learned a lesson. “Sister Fang, don’t worry, I won’t stoop to his level again.”

“

Li Mu suddenly interjected at this moment, asking Leslie Cheung, “Bro, are you busy with work lately?”

“

Leslie Cheung replied, “I’m basically on hiatus right now.”

“

Li Mu then said, “In that case, why not be a Student Aid Ambassador for our 3321 for a period?”

“

Leslie Cheung asked curiously, “Student Aid Ambassador?”

“

Li Mu nodded, explaining, “3321 basically has student aid activities every week, directly going deep into high school campuses in impoverished areas. Additionally, there are large-scale student aid activities held periodically. If you don’t have too much to do lately, why not come help 3321 with some publicity, follow our team to various places to assist students, and also help 3321 increase its visibility?”

“

Leslie Cheung asked Li Mu, “Would I need to be in mainland China for most of the time?”

“

Li Mu said, “3321’s student aid is continuous, and we might go to a new place every so often. So, I do hope, bro, you can set aside some time to settle in mainland China, which would also help you relax.”

“

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, Xiao Fangfang immediately clapped her hands excitedly and said, “That’s a great idea, Leslie! Mainland China has so many famous mountains and scenic spots, such wonderful landscapes. Going there to relax would be a good thing. Moreover, Li Mu’s 3321 Student Aid Fund is exceptionally large; currently, it should be the largest among all student aid funds in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. If you are willing to serve as a Student Aid Ambassador, it will bring many benefits to both you and 3321, and its significance is extraordinary. You always love to help others, and helping so many impoverished students this time will surely make you feel even better.”

“

In reality, Leslie Cheung was initially reluctant to accept Li Mu’s invitation, primarily because his relationship with Mr. Tang had recently become somewhat delicate and strained, and he didn’t want to leave at this time. However, upon hearing Xiao Fangfang’s words, he himself was somewhat moved.

“

Hong Kong was too small, and he was an immensely famous local celebrity. Coupled with the recent negative news surrounding him, he felt almost suffocated in Hong Kong, constantly pursued and ambushed by paparazzi, to the point where even going out for a walk became a luxury. Rather than endure this, it would be better to seize this opportunity to leave Hong Kong for a while and do something more meaningful in mainland China. If he had worries that were hard to dispel, he could at least try to distract himself.

“

So, Leslie Cheung asked Li Mu, “Is 3321 in Yanjing?”

“

Li Mu nodded, “Yes.”

“

Leslie Cheung smiled, “Actually, I prefer Shanghai a little more. If I choose to live in Shanghai then, it shouldn’t have too much impact, right?”

“

Li Mu laughed, “Of course it won’t have an impact. Bro, just bring two or three assistants. If there’s an event, you can complete it with our staff. The rest of the time, you can travel around mainland China and enjoy yourself, treating it as a vacation.”

“

Leslie Cheung immediately nodded and said, “Alright then. I need some time to handle things here in Hong Kong. If all goes smoothly, two weeks should be enough. Then I’ll go to Yanjing first, visit your 3321, and also pay a visit to a few old friends.”

“

…

“

Muye Technology and Taobao had numerous matters, and the real estate project had already begun, meaning Li Mu was destined not to linger long in Hong Kong. However, Leslie Cheung was particularly fond of Du Wei and even offered to introduce Du Wei to several top music producers in Hong Kong. This was an excellent opportunity for her, which she naturally couldn’t miss. So, after Li Mu returned to his room, he used the hotel phone to call Du Fei and briefly explained the situation to her.

“

Du Fei was naturally overjoyed to hear that her sister had been favored by Leslie Cheung. When Li Mu said he couldn’t stay in Hong Kong with her, Du Fei didn’t mind. She said Du Wei was very familiar with Hong Kong, and their family business had a branch company in Hong Kong, so Du Wei could always find help if needed.

“

Since that was the case, Li Mu was no longer worried. The next morning, he said goodbye to Du Wei and left the hotel alone for the airport. The online journalists who had accompanied him were also left behind by Li Mu, instructed to track and film some behind-the-scenes footage of Du Wei meeting Leslie Cheung, Karen Mok, and other well-known Hong Kong producers over the next few days, and then promptly transmit it back to the company for continuous pushes on YY and Du Wei’s personal Tieba.

“

Xiao Fangfang arranged a commercial vehicle to send Li Mu to the airport. At the airport duty-free shop, Li Mu bought two iPods, planning to give them to Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran. Although his own Mango-ME was very popular now, it mainly focused on affordability and couldn’t compare to the iPod.

“

He originally wanted to buy one for Zhao Ziqiu too, but upon reconsideration, Zhao Ziqiu already had one of these things. So Li Mu had to give up on that idea. While wandering around the airport, as if by some strange coincidence, he bought her a classic black and white checkered dress from Chanel.

“

As he was in first class, Li Mu boarded earlier. After he sat down in his seat, with economy class passengers not yet boarding, the first-class flight attendant came out with the latest newspapers and magazines, asking Li Mu if he wanted to read anything.

“

Li Mu looked at the magazines and found that they were mostly last weekend’s weeklies. However, the newspapers were all from today. So Li Mu asked her for one copy of each different newspaper and then started flipping through them in his seat.

“

Li Mu’s attention was basically on the Entertainment Section. Given the timeliness of newspapers, it wasn’t difficult for events from eight or nine o’clock last night to appear in print this morning; in fact, it could be said to be a basic standard for newspaper timeliness. With a quick glance, Li Mu indeed found reports about yesterday’s Seedling Protection Fund charity gala.

“

Li Mu consecutively read several reports from different newspapers about last night’s event. The descriptions of the incident were largely fair and objective. However, these media outlets were not very clear about Li Mu’s identity; some referred to him as “mainland guest,” while others simply glossed over it with “guest at the scene.” Nonetheless, the descriptions of Li Mu, this “mainland guest,” were all very positive. Some said he stepped forward bravely, others that he rushed to help. For Zu Yaoting, the media was not so friendly, directly using Zu Yaoting’s full name in their reports and heavily criticizing his actions last night, though one paper, without needing to guess, clearly had close ties with Zu Yaoting as it told blatant lies.

“

Only one newspaper, called Xin Gang Daily, had a markedly different tone from the others. This paper accused and mocked Leslie Cheung’s private life, even fabricating anonymous reports from insiders claiming Leslie Cheung had exploited several young male actors in the industry, portraying Leslie Cheung in an extremely disgraceful light.

“

Recalling what happened yesterday, Li Mu mused to himself, if he hadn’t stepped in yesterday to muddy the waters, most of the reports now probably wouldn’t be as positive and objective as he had just seen, with direct condemnation of Zu Yaoting. Instead, they would make an issue out of the words Zu Yaoting said on stage yesterday, and even if not explicitly targeting Leslie Cheung, it would bring him great harm. Newspapers like the Xin Gang Daily would be even less merciful, and Leslie Cheung would surely be plunged into a new vortex of public opinion.

“

Li Mu realized the profound impact of media on the entertainment industry. A few reports from popular media could make or break a person, or even kill without a trace. If the future YY web portal truly became the largest Chinese web portal globally, wouldn’t half the fate of celebrities in the entire entertainment industry be in his hands?

“

Thinking of web portals, Li Mu couldn’t help but recall Hao123. He needed to acquire it quickly to pave the way for his subsequent portal plans. Whether all these goals could be achieved now depended on Li Xingping’s psychological endurance. In his previous life, he could be considered the number one individual webmaster in China, once an idol for countless individual webmasters, with unmatched prominence for a time. But now, he was probably suffering terribly under the powerful offensive of Muye Technology’s YY123. If he could hold out a little longer, Li Mu, in order not to affect his portal plans, would definitely proactively lower his stance to acquire it, potentially paying tens of millions of yuan more. If he couldn’t hold out and collapsed first, then for the entire Hao123 package, Li Mu wouldn’t pay more than fifteen million yuan.

“

Li Mu’s thoughts continuously expanded. He wanted to acquire Hao123, to expand his web portal, to become the primary online media in China and even the entire Chinese-speaking world. If he could then strengthen Muye Films, signing a group of famous singers, actors, and directors, he would truly become a godfather of the entertainment industry.

“

An entertainment industry godfather in his twenties — it seemed such a figure had never appeared in the decades-long history of the entire entertainment industry’s development. Thinking about it, he felt quite excited.

“





Chapter 552: Effortless Mastery

News of Du Wei being invited by the Seedling Protection Fund and publicly praised by Leslie Cheung spread to mainland China much faster than Li Mu’s return.

While he was still in the air, YY had already begun continuously pushing news related to Du Wei to its Users. At the same time, it pinned scrolling news posts at the top of Du Wei’s Tieba, Leslie Cheung’s Tieba, and Karen Mok’s Tieba, utilizing internet channels to build momentum for Du Wei.

The people and media in mainland China have always hoped for the mainland to gain external recognition in various aspects. This is why the mainland populace endorses local enterprises like Huawei, DJI, and BYD, which have achieved success overseas, and also promotes mainland stars who have developed in Hong Kong or even Hollywood, such as Wu Jing, who holds a significant position in Hong Kong action films, and Li Lianjie, who is well-known in Hollywood. This is not due to a sense of inferiority among mainland people, but rather a national identity that arises as they increasingly interact with the wider world. It is precisely this national identity that leads them to seek more national pride to sustain their enthusiasm for their nation and country.

Du Wei receiving recognition from Leslie Cheung was extremely well-received by mainland people. It could be said that out of the many mainland stars who have developed in Hong Kong, no one,除了 Faye Wong, who has become a Heavenly Queen, has ever received such high praise from a top Hong Kong star. Therefore, when the video of Leslie Cheung at the Seedling Protection Fund was uploaded online, Du Wei immediately garnered immense attention from domestic netizens.

By the time Li Mu’s airplane landed in Yanjing, even many TV stations reported Leslie Cheung’s praise and admiration for Du Wei, which led to Du Wei suddenly becoming a star embodying the public’s national pride.

However, what left Li Mu somewhat curious was that ever since 3321 started, he had been widely exposed by the media for a period, but after that, he didn’t attract much media attention. The media rarely reported on matters related to him. Last night, on stage at the Seedling Protection Fund’s banquet, he created a collective frenzy among Hong Kong entertainment reporters, yet the mainland media didn’t even bother to mention it. All their attention regarding this event was focused on Du Wei.

Du Wei hit big once again. Her Tieba was flooded with a large influx of newly attracted fans. Not only did the streaming and download data for her three songs surge, but “Old Boys,” the micro-film she starred in, also became popular again.

Apart from the large number of fans gathered on Tieba, some TV stations also sensitively seized the opportunity, beginning to temporarily re-broadcast the “Old Boys” micro-film. After selling the exclusive rights for its initial re-broadcast to Xiangnan Satellite TV, Li Mu had completely lifted the copyright restrictions on “Old Boys.” Any TV station in mainland China could re-broadcast “Old Boys” freely, as long as the broadcasting unit guaranteed no cuts to the plot. Muye Films would not charge a single cent in copyright fees; they could broadcast it however they wished.

In the taxi taking Li Mu from the airport back to Zhongguancun, the host on the car radio was still eloquently narrating what happened in Hong Kong last night, speaking as if he had been there himself. After extensively promoting Du Wei, the radio station began playing Du Wei’s songs, and to Li Mu’s surprise, it was a triple play.

Du Wei only had these three songs, yet the radio station played all of them in one go.

This made Li Mu sigh inwardly, thinking it was time to prepare a few more songs for Du Wei. Her current number of works was far from keeping up with her current popularity.

What Du Wei needed most now was to establish a solid foothold in the mainland market. Li Mu had never intended for her to truly develop in Hong Kong. Leslie Cheung’s high regard for Du Wei, in Li Mu’s eyes, was not a good opportunity for Du Wei to expand into Hong Kong, but rather an excellent opportunity for Du Wei to turn export into domestic sales.

Throughout modern and contemporary history, the psychology of Chinese people on the international stage has been one of low self-esteem and suppression, leading to centuries of adoration for foreign things. Although Hong Kong had returned to China five years ago, frankly speaking, to Chinese people, it could still be equated with “foreign.” If Du Wei could gain recognition in the Hong Kong market, she would be more easily recognized by the people in mainland China.

To gain recognition in the Hong Kong market, Leslie Cheung’s strong support was not enough. Du Wei needed works that could help her establish a firm footing there.

Therefore, Li Mu’s idea was to seize the opportunity of Du Wei becoming a new focal point in the entertainment industry and quickly prepare two more songs for her. At least one of them had to be a Cantonese song. Li Mu had many songs in his mind—from mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, and even Japan, Korea, Europe, and America. Good songs were abundant. However, the current song selection had to be careful and appropriate. If chosen well, one song could achieve effortless mastery; if chosen poorly, a good song might be quickly buried by the wrong era.

There was a national treasure-level British singer, Adele, who was likely just a thirteen or fourteen-year-old girl right now. Her song “Rolling in the Deep” swept across the world and dominated almost all music charts and multiple Grammy Awards. However, in Li Mu’s view, this song could not have reached such heights in later eras without a powerful internet background. In those years, countless people imitated and covered this song on various video sharing websites, and contestants on numerous talent shows also sang it. If Du Wei were to sing this song now, it would likely be difficult to generate a significant response.

Taylor Swift also had a considerable number of high-quality original songs. When her era arrived, she too was a globally popular female singer, but her songs were not yet suitable for this time.

Li Mu abandoned the idea of English songs and decided to choose from Chinese songs, with only two directions: Mandarin and Cantonese.

Li Mu pondered throughout the journey, and various Cantonese and Mandarin songs from later eras appeared in his mind, emerging one by one, playing in his thoughts, and then being rejected one by one.

There were indeed many good songs, but none that could be used to achieve the effect of “using a small force to move a great weight” at this particular moment had been found yet.

Just as he was about to get off the taxi, the radio suddenly played “Our Album” by the Hong Kong group Twins. Thinking of this group, the first keyword that sprang to Li Mu’s mind was “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen”!

At this time, Twins were still just new artists who had recently debuted. “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was their first truly significant lead single, and it was this song that truly propelled them to the status of a first-tier group, making them popular across Greater China. Almost at this instant, Li Mu determined that this song was the one he had been looking for Du Wei, a song that could be described as effortless mastery!

There was no song more suitable than “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” to serve as a stepping stone for Du Wei in the Hong Kong music scene. The song itself had strong Hong Kong characteristics. “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” (下一站天后) actually referred to a subway station in Hong Kong called “Tin Hau,” but because of its special name, it carried a double meaning: it could mean “the next stop is Tin Hau Station,” or “the next stop will be to become a Heavenly Queen.” The title itself revealed the ambition. Moreover, the song contained many local Hong Kong elements, such as: “Standing in front of Daimaru, carefully looking at my path.” Daimaru refers to the Daimaru Department Store in Causeway Bay, Hong Kong. The line “lovers on Paterson Street” also refers to a place name in Hong Kong. Combining these with the pun on “Tin Hau,” it would certainly feel very familiar to Hong Kong residents.

From a music production perspective, “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” could only be considered an intimate song. Its melody was simple, its arrangement plain, and it lacked grandeur, unlike the powerful auras of Western artists like Beyoncé or Celine Dion, whose songs were often complex in tonality, frequent in modulation, magnificent in spirit, and deeply moving. However, this was also a characteristic of the Chinese music scene, especially for female Mandarin singers, conveying a sweet and charming, warm, and sincere feeling. Moreover, this song perfectly suited Du Wei’s image and temperament. Since Twins could reach first-tier group status with this song, Du Wei would certainly be able to make a strong debut in the Hong Kong music scene with it, and perhaps even elevate the song’s impact beyond what Twins achieved.

In terms of vocal foundation, even if Twins’ two members were combined, Du Wei was still separated by an entire S.H.E. Furthermore, Du Wei’s vocal conditions had not yet been fully developed. If she could access more advanced pop music vocal techniques and master more different styles of music, her future would be even more limitless. Faye Wong spent half of her career imitating The Cranberries’ lead singer but still managed to become a Chinese Heavenly Queen. Li Mu believed that if Du Wei were given enough time and opportunity, her future achievements would certainly surpass Faye Wong’s.

Besides “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen,” Li Mu also planned to prepare two Mandarin songs for Du Wei. However, given that her existing three songs and “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” were all ballads, Li Mu intended to select one or two fast-paced songs for Du Wei. The first song that came to Li Mu’s mind was Stefanie Sun’s “First Day.” This song was written for Stefanie Sun by Ashin, the lead singer of Mayday, and had a Pop Rock style. It was a good song and was widely sung in later eras. Li Mu just wasn’t sure how well Du Wei could handle such a song.

With these two songs chosen, Li Mu became somewhat impatient. Du Wei was expected to stay in Hong Kong for a few more days before returning. During these days, the online journalists he dispatched would continuously send back the latest news. Coupled with YY’s promotional capabilities, Du Wei’s popularity could be enhanced further. Once she returned, he would need to quickly take her into the studio for a sound test. If she had no issues with these two songs, they would need to be recorded and released as quickly as possible.

Li Mu’s plan was that if these two songs could become an instant hit, he would definitely gather eight to ten songs for Du Wei this year to release her first album. Moreover, a movie, “You Are the Apple of My Eye,” was also planned for her this year. An album full of quality songs and a major film that would lead the wave of campus youth films—if handled properly—could directly propel Du Wei to the level of a first-tier star across Greater China. Above all, she would certainly bring tremendous assistance to the development of Muye Films!





Chapter 553: Hao123 Seeks Sale

Li Mu returned to a situation where Lin Qingya had recruited a Deputy Editor-in-Chief for the YY web portal. The Deputy Editor-in-Chief’s name was Wang Nan, formerly one of the three Deputy Editors-in-Chief for the NetEase 163 web portal.

Li Mu hadn’t heard of Wang Nan before, but he trusted Lin Qingya’s judgment. Even if Wang Nan’s abilities weren’t on par with Chen Tong’s, Li Mu would be quite satisfied as long as he could handle the initial stages of the YY web portal.

Wang Nan quickly reported for duty. Li Mu didn’t meet him, instead having Lin Qingya follow up. He had already conveyed his vision for the web portal to them, so they would communicate with Wang Nan first. This way, Li Mu could observe Wang Nan’s comprehension and execution abilities.

Lu Xinyi from Hong Kong’s The Weekly also contacted Li Mu immediately after his return to China. Besides the customary greetings, her main purpose was to subtly reconfirm with Li Mu, ensuring that what he had said that night wasn’t just a momentary impulse.

Li Mu dispelled all her doubts with a resolute tone.

Just as Li Mu focused his attention on how to continue tormenting Hao123 and Li Xingping’s psychological resilience, Liu Qiangdong provided Li Mu with the latest update regarding Taobao’s official brand stores. Currently, over forty brands had signed agreements and paid deposits and service fees. Among them were several relatively large brands, such as TCL Mobile, ZTE PHS, Shenzhou Computers, and Zhinedar Repeaters.

Li Mu noticed a very interesting situation: these brands, while well-known in their respective industries, were not top-tier companies.

TCL Mobile’s domestic sales currently ranked among the top five. Besides Motorola and Nokia, the most formidable domestic mobile phone brand at the moment was Bird. Although TCL was currently the second-largest domestic mobile phone brand by sales, catching up to Bird was still a pipe dream;

While ZTE PHS was also second in its industry, tragically, UTStarcom loomed over it. UTStarcom’s market share was over fifty percent, far exceeding that of the industry’s second-place holder;

The complete machine computer market was growing increasingly vibrant. Shenzhou, as a market disruptor, began selling its complete machines last year but was almost universally suppressed by the entire industry, making it exceptionally difficult for them to gain prominence;

The situation with Zhinedar Repeaters was also interesting. In 2001, the domestic repeater market capacity exceeded ten million units. This year, the estimated market capacity was around fifteen million units, making the total market of nearly three billion yuan quite substantial. However, in such a large market, BBK alone accounted for nearly forty percent, with Wanxin closely following at nearly twenty percent. Yet, Zhinedar possessed strong technical capabilities, continuously excelling in repeater-related research and development. However, due to its lack of operational understanding, its brand recognition was not high. In contrast, BBK’s technical capabilities were not outstanding, but its market share remained high due to its brand recognition.

After seeing Liu Qiangdong’s compiled summaries of these brands, Li Mu called him and asked, “Are none of the leading companies in these industries interested in collaborating with us?”

Liu Qiangdong replied, “Some are. BBK, for instance, wanted to collaborate with us, and they also applied for an official store. However, after we announced the collaboration standards for official stores, they gave up. Their contact person replied that BBK has strong brand recognition and mature sales channels, so if we offered free registration, they would be willing to join, but if we insisted on charging a fee, they wouldn’t consider it.”

Li Mu sighed, “The arrogance of big brands.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “They seemed to think that their joining Taobao was Taobao’s honor, and that placing their brand with us was a benefit to us.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Actually, there’s some truth to their thinking. For us, the best way to enhance platform influence is to attract a large number of well-known brands. The more major brands that join, the higher the platform’s recognition and influence will be. However, they’ve overlooked a very serious problem: if they don’t cooperate with us, their competitors certainly will.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I think so too. Big brands may be arrogant, but if we make them realize the crisis, they’ll surely humble themselves. The top priority now is how to use our platform to help the companies that have already partnered with us sell as many goods as possible.”

Li Mu said, “You decide on the specific operational strategies and methods. YY can provide you with sufficient traffic support. If we’re going to do this, let’s do it splendidly. Let’s team up with these partner brands to organize an online shopping promotion festival, striving to create the biggest online shopping event in history.”

Liu Qiangdong replied, “I understand what you mean. I’ll get to researching it right away these next couple of days.”

Li Mu reminded him, “Remember to communicate deeply with the partner brands. We provide them with sufficient exposure, so they must also offer sufficient concessions on pricing. Sufficient exposure plus cost-effectiveness is the key formula for online shopping to generate orders. The reason Mango-ME succeeded relies on this unfailing recipe, so manufacturers must cooperate wholeheartedly with us.”

Liu Qiangdong responded, “Alright, I’ll definitely communicate more with the manufacturers and strive to have them offer the greatest price concessions.”

With that, Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “How are things progressing with the YY web portal on your end? Do you want to find some time to invite Chen Tong out to talk again?”

Li Mu said, “Not for now. He’s a very stubborn person. No matter how much we talk, he won’t be willing to leave Sina and join Muye Technology. So, I’ll stick to my own pace. First, I’ll destroy the Sina web portal that he built with his own hands, and then we’ll see.”

Liu Qiangdong then asked, “How is the acquisition of Hao123 progressing? Last time I heard you mention it, this step seemed quite important.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I haven’t contacted Hao123’s founder, but he must be in a lot of pain right now.”

Just as Li Mu had guessed, Li Xingping had indeed been in a lot of pain these past few days.

He was probably the first entrepreneur in the internet industry to suffer such intense psychological torment offline.

No one had expected YY123 to escalate the conflict from online to offline. This feeling was still hard for current internet companies to accept; it was like a strong individual had broken the “trouble shouldn’t extend to families” principle widely acknowledged by people in the industry, causing everyone to feel insecure overnight.

The entire Guangdong Province was practically saturated with YY123 advertisements. Li Xingping saw YY123 everywhere he went, even on the doors of public restrooms in malls, which used to be covered with phone numbers for same-sex dating, now plastered with YY123 sticker ads.

These past few days, due to YY123’s powerful ground promotion, the traffic that Li Xingping had managed to stabilize began a noticeable decline again. To date, traffic had fallen by over sixty percent, and advertising revenue had dropped by over eighty percent, with ad prices continuing to fall.

Advertisers also recognized Hao123’s decline. For them, advertising at this time meant they absolutely couldn’t estimate prices based on current traffic, as Hao123’s traffic was too unstable and could drop at any moment. So, they deliberately used this as an excuse to force down prices, and Li Xingping had no choice but to accept.

Traffic was declining, revenue was shrinking, and YY123’s advertisements were a persistent ghost.

Currently, YY123’s offline promotion had become a hot topic in the internet industry. Some said that Muye Technology was practically God in the internet world; while everyone else was groping their way forward, Muye had already mastered all sorts of tactics, capable of eliminating, crippling, or crushing its opponents at any time and in any way. Others said that Muye Technology was the biggest bandit in China’s internet sector, and also the most unethical bandit, because it only targeted its peers.

Regardless of how the industry appraised it, it was undeniable that Li Mu’s large-scale suppression had achieved excellent results.

Li Xingping had met many friends over the past few days, hoping to find some inspiration through their discussions to resolve the immense difficulties he faced. However, after several days and meetings with numerous people, he finally realized just how difficult the current crisis was to resolve.

Not a single person believed Li Xingping could turn the tide. Many even thought that Hao123 wouldn’t last much longer under these circumstances. They offered Li Xingping a candid suggestion: while Muye Technology hadn’t completely annihilated them, quickly find a way to sell.

Sell? Easier said than done. Who would buy a cow on the verge of death from illness? Even if someone would, the price offered would likely be outrageously low. If he had to sell this living cow at the price of a dead one, how could Li Xingping bear it? But if he asked the buyer to offer the price of a living cow, the buyer wouldn’t be willing, unless they had a way to revive the cow.

As he was torn, someone provided a sudden realization: sell it to Muye Technology.

Now, Hao123’s decline was fully evident, and YY123’s market share was continuously increasing. In these circumstances, who would buy Hao123? Whoever bought Hao123, it would surely die in their hands. In front of Muye Technology, no one could save it. But selling to Muye Technology was different. Although Muye Technology’s current market share exceeded fifty percent, Hao123 still held about thirty percent of the market. If Muye Technology bought Hao123, they could instantly command ninety-five percent of the entire navigation website market, which would be very significant for them.

Thus, on the second day of Li Mu’s return to Yanjing, Li Xingping proactively contacted Muye Technology’s business department, attempting to discuss cooperation related to Hao123—or more accurately, to seek a sale for Hao123.

Lin Qingya found Li Mu, told him the good news, and asked about his recent schedule.

Li Mu told Lin Qingya, “I have too many things going on recently and no time to see him. How about you invite him to Yanjing and talk to him? My psychological price for Hao123, acquiring it completely, is fifteen million. If Li Xingping is straightforward and willing to sell quickly, we can appropriately add a little to the price, but the final transaction price must not exceed twenty million.”

After Lin Qingya learned Li Mu’s bottom line, she immediately nodded, “Then I’ll arrange to meet and talk with him.”

Li Mu instructed, “Talk, by all means, but maintain the right stance. Since he’s proactively seeking to talk with us, don’t rush to discuss the price immediately after meeting him. First, give him the necessary disdain and threats, only discuss the price after he’s panicked.”

Lin Qingya immediately replied, “I understand, Manager Li. You can rest assured.”





Chapter 554: YY Portal Launches

After receiving feedback from Muye Technology, Li Xingping began preparing for his trip to Beijing.

For him, the current Hao123 was deeply mired in a quagmire, while its competitor was a rapidly expanding new internet giant that relied on a product cluster ecosystem. In such circumstances, Hao123, as a single product, had no power to resist. He had already realized that the situation was irretrievable, so cashing out as quickly as possible was the only solution.

When Hao123 was thriving, its monthly revenue exceeded five hundred thousand. If valued at ten times its PE ratio, it would be worth at least fifty to sixty million. Given its strong development momentum and astonishing revenue growth rate at the time, Li Xingping had previously estimated Hao123’s value to be over eighty million before he would consider selling. However, having been savagely suppressed by Muye Technology, its visible monthly revenue was now less than two hundred thousand, a drastic reduction in scale. Thus, Li Xingping’s psychological asking price was now merely thirty million, and even at this price, he lacked confidence. When he considered selling, he had already contacted several internet companies, including those previously very interested in Hao123. But considering Muye Technology’s power, none of these companies were willing to take it over.

Now, Li Xingping clearly understood that Muye Technology was Hao123’s only potential buyer. This meant that the thirty million psychological price would likely be difficult to reach. Nevertheless, despite his pessimism, he still had to strive for what he could get.

Li Mu did not meet with Li Xingping when he arrived in Beijing. It wasn’t because he was arrogant or looked down on the other party, but rather that he felt he was unsuitable to appear. Muye Technology’s attitude towards Hao123 was to destroy it; whether or not to acquire it was irrelevant. In such a situation, having Lin Qingya meet with him was already a high-level arrangement. If Li Mu hadn’t been so eager to acquire Hao123 entirely, he probably would have directly sent a manager from the Business Department to communicate with Li Xingping.

Coincidentally, Wang Nan, who received an annual salary of five hundred thousand at Muye Technology, quickly completed his resignation and, bringing a small team of nearly ten people, left NetEase to join Muye Technology. Li Mu, along with the heads of the Technical Department, HR Department, Business Department, and Legal Department, held a web portal strategy meeting with Wang Nan. He wanted Wang Nan to start moving and get the YY portal Going premium as quickly as possible.

Wang Nan, thirty-five years old, had been in the internet industry for quite some time, so his professionalism was beyond doubt. However, he never expected that upon reporting to the company, the chairman himself would personally formulate the next strategic plan for him. Before joining Muye Technology, he didn’t realize how much importance Muye Technology placed on web portals.

Li Mu placed a heavy burden on Wang Nan. In Li Mu’s words, it was: “Go premium within half a month, and upon Going premium, achieve a clear division of content into multiple sections and extensive content populating.”

Wang Nan’s mind was quite agile. When he saw that the Legal Department was also present, he guessed Li Mu’s potential thoughts. Coupled with Li Mu’s urgent requirement for the portal to Go premium, he understood that Li Mu might intend to import some content from external sites for filling.

For a web portal, content is the most important aspect. If a portal, after Going premium, had little or no content in its various channels, its user retention would be extremely poor. Drawing water with a bamboo basket is a futile effort and yields no practical results.

However, accumulating content bit by bit starting now would be too slow. Forget half a month, it might take half a year to truly establish content. Therefore, the fastest and simplest current method was to import content from external sites.

Current copyright law, especially online copyright, was not clear. Many websites frequently republished content and information from other platforms and individuals, almost never communicating with the original authors or copyright holders. The default method was to first acquire it, get it Going premium and publish it. If someone came knocking, they would then use legally ambiguous methods to engage in a public dispute with the other party. If they couldn’t win the dispute in the end, they would simply have staff remove the content disputed by the other party. The cost of infringement was extremely low.

Thus, Wang Nan expressed his idea: “Manager Li, we can first crawl some high-quality information content from other websites to populate our site and get it Going premium as soon as possible. At the same time, we’ll carry out team expansion and vigorously develop our own original music content. As our original music content grows, we can continuously block the content we initially crawled. This will meet our current needs.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, knowing that Wang Nan might have misunderstood his intention, and explained: “What I want is not to actively infringe. Although the cost of infringement is low now, it will inevitably leave a blemish on our future. The main reason I called the heads of the HR Department and Legal Department here today is to convey two points to you:

Firstly, for any needs regarding team structure, communicate directly with the head of the HR Department. They will help you set up the team as quickly as possible and provide you with full support.

Secondly, we need content from external sites, but not through infringement. The heads of Business and Legal are both here today. If you are interested in content from any website, you can communicate directly with the head of the Business Department. He will help you negotiate cooperation with them. For example, Zhongguancun Online—their content is frequently plagiarized by various web portals, but they have no recourse for complaints. Instead of plagiarizing their content, we will cooperate with them, paying them a certain amount each year. Their content can be fully authorized for us to republish. Since they are a vertical web portal and we are a comprehensive web portal, there is no direct competition between us, and our user bases are largely different with little overlap. So, they will definitely agree to us proactively offering money. If we negotiate with a few more such vertical web portals, we can quickly populate content in these specific categories.”

Only then did Wang Nan understand. It turned out Li Mu didn’t want to skirt legal boundaries; he wanted to directly pay for authorization to fundamentally solve the problem of introducing external site content.

Wang Nan felt ashamed for his earlier presumption and seriously told Li Mu: “Manager Li, I understand your meaning. I will quickly filter out some vertical web portals and local web portals, evaluate their content quality, and then hand over the authorization matters to colleagues in the Business and Legal Departments for negotiation.”

Li Mu nodded in satisfaction and added: “After our web portal Goes premium, we must simultaneously launch a submission channel, and establish generous manuscript fee standards, soliciting submissions from the entire public. All citizens who can write a little can submit to our YY portal. Once accepted, we will pay based on content quality and word count. Only through public submissions can we rapidly increase our content reserve. As the base quantity increases, the quantity of our high-quality content will naturally increase proportionally. Moreover, with Alipay as our payment channel support, the payment of royalties will be much faster and more convenient. It would be best if we could cultivate a group of excellent online columnists.”

Wang Nan was shocked by Li Mu’s words. Few websites now were willing to pay for submissions. The model of compensated submissions was only applicable to magazines and newspapers, as they didn’t require a large volume of content within a unit of time—at most, one book per week. However, as a comprehensive web portal, its demand for content was enormous; the new content needed in a single day could possibly compare to ten magazines. This would lead to a very significant investment in content. But Li Mu’s words essentially meant that as long as Wang Nan boldly pursued it, Li Mu would provide money if it was needed and people if they were needed. Such immense support showed Li Mu’s emphasis on the portal. For Wang Nan, while his work being highly valued by his superior brought some pressure, it primarily served as motivation to push himself forward.

Therefore, Wang Nan promised Li Mu: “I will start formulating the nationwide submission process and manuscript fee standards today. It would be best to open a submission backend on our website so that all registered users can directly submit from the backend. After they submit by category, our editors will review manuscripts under their respective assigned categories. This will require some support from our technical colleagues.”

Li Mu nodded: “The Technical Department is here to serve you. Besides these, if you want to develop features like content filtering, rating and grading, and display weight, you can directly write product requirements and communicate with the Technical Department colleagues. The Technical Department will also spare no effort to provide you with support.”

Muye Technology currently had hundreds of technical development personnel and the most powerful development team in the country, supporting not only Muye Technology itself but also Taobao, Alipay, and other products. With such a large team, pulling out just over ten people could entirely support the web portal. If they wanted to accelerate further, Li Mu could even temporarily transfer dozens or even hundreds of people to collaboratively support the web portal. Backed by immense development capability, Li Mu had confidence in developing any internet product. This was an advantage that other companies did not possess.

Li Mu himself came from a technical background and knew how powerful technical development would be in the future internet domain. He poached Fang Xudong not just to have him responsible for Taobao or a certain product’s architecture. His biggest task in the future was to help Li Mu take full control of Muye Technology’s technical research and development department. In the future, Muye Technology would definitely transition from product development to technology development. The internet and mobile internet of the future would not only be a realm of products but also a realm of patents. Communication protocols, architectural support, browser support, data transmission, data processing, data analysis, and so on, all required extremely strong technical reserves. For Li Mu, accumulating technical strength starting now was a top priority.





Chapter 555: All-Out War

Lin Qingya and Li Xingping had been negotiating for several hours.

Li Xingping’s initial offer severely lacked sincerity. He wanted to exchange all shares of Hao123 for five percent of Muye Technology’s shares, plus ten million in cash. Lin Qingya rejected him outright. 0.5% of Muye Technology’s shares were currently worth tens of millions, with inestimable appreciation potential, so Li Xingping’s offer was nothing short of a pipe dream.

Lin Qingya coldly gave Li Xingping an offer that made his heart ache: ten million to acquire completely.

Li Xingping’s goal in offering a high price was to leave himself some room for negotiation, as the other party was bound to haggle over prices. A higher starting point for negotiation would ideally lead to a moderately higher final price. However, he never expected Muye Technology’s offer to be so lacking in sincerity. Ten million to acquire completely? Before Muye Technology launched YY123, several internet companies had offered him over thirty million, which he often refused, deeming it too low. Now, Muye Technology’s opening offer was only ten million, which felt like a slap in the face.

Although Lin Qingya was beautiful, she was far from polite. With an air of condescending arrogance, she told Li Xingping, “When the YY123 project was still in its preparatory phase, we already had a strategic plan to completely crush Hao123. To be honest, before you contacted us, we had no intention of acquiring Hao123, because it holds little significance for us. As the founder of Hao123, you should understand that its valuation is entirely based on traffic. Aside from traffic, Hao123 has no other tangible assets; it doesn’t even have a truly meaningful product. How much do you think we would pay for Hao123’s continuously falling traffic?”

Li Xingping said, “At least for now, Hao123’s traffic remains stable. We have a large number of high-stickiness users.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “You’re right, Hao123 does still have a group of high-stickiness users. But rest assured, we certainly have promotional strategies targeting these high-stickiness users, aiming to convert as many of them as possible from Hao123. I believe you also have some understanding of our offline promotion pace. Before long, we can convert at least ninety percent of Hao123’s traffic.”

Lin Qingya used the word “convert,” which was relatively polite. To put it bluntly, Muye Technology’s approach implied only one thing: “Seize!”

Li Xingping did not want to recall the offline advertisements for YY123 he had seen in recent days. They were an endless nightmare for him, making him feel extremely uncomfortable.

Subsequently, Li Xingping abandoned his demands for shares and set the acquisition price at thirty million, but this price was still unacceptable to Lin Qingya. Li Xingping made some concessions, but Lin Qingya showed no reciprocal courtesy; her offer remained ten million.

Li Xingping insisted that Hao123 was still very valuable and adamantly stuck to the thirty million offer. After several rounds of offense and defense, Lin Qingya began to show weariness. She waved her hand and said, “Mr. Li, to be frank, I don’t have much time to haggle over prices with you here. The truth is, we didn’t want to buy Hao123; you want to sell it to us. If you truly want to facilitate this transaction, then please give me a genuine offer. Otherwise, there’s no need to continue this conversation. Since you’re in Yanjing, you might as well contact other internet companies and see if they have any acquisition interest.”

Then, Lin Qingya continued, “If no one is willing to accept it, you can keep Hao123. After all, in your eyes, it’s still very valuable. However, you might want to consider QQ’s current situation. QQ hasn’t truly disappeared; they just stopped updating and maintaining it. QQ probably still has some old users. Its previous valuation was in the billions of yuan. What about now?”

Li Xingping felt a surge of despair, but he still wanted to make one last struggle. Lin Qingya then stood up and said, “How about this, Mr. Li? I have another meeting shortly, so I probably won’t have more time to accompany you today. Why don’t you think it over, and we can talk again tomorrow?”

Seeing the situation, Li Xingping knew he couldn’t push the negotiation further today. He could only nod and politely ask, “General Manager Lin, when are you free tomorrow?”

Lin Qingya thought for a moment and said, “My schedule for tomorrow is completely packed, so we might only be able to arrange it for the evening, between six and eight o’clock. I’ll have my assistant confirm the exact time with you tomorrow morning.”

Li Xingping’s impression of Lin Qingya was now very poor. He found her arrogant, condescending, and lacking basic courtesy. However, he didn’t know that Lin Qingya’s entire performance today was meticulously prepared for him. Although he was annoyed, he clearly understood the current situation. He was in a completely passive position and had no choice but to follow Lin Qingya’s lead: if she said to stop, he had to stop; if she said tomorrow, it had to be tomorrow.

After Li Xingping left, Lin Qingya went to Li Mu’s office and briefed him on the details of the negotiation. Li Mu listened, smiled calmly, and said, “Actually, without our YY123, if he had another year or two, Hao123 could have been valued at over one hundred million.”

Lin Qingya didn’t doubt Li Mu’s assumption and smiled slightly, saying, “Though it could have been very valuable, we must abide by reality. At present, no company other than us will be interested in this hot potato.”

Li Mu nodded, “I was just lamenting. The business world is always cruel; there’s no room for a shred of pity. Everyone acts like a gentleman within the legal framework, but once it’s a place the law doesn’t reach, everyone becomes a thief, a bandit, and a scoundrel. We are like this, and so is everyone else.”

Lin Qingya said, “It reminds me of a case our economics professor talked about when I was in school.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What case?”

Lin Qingya replied, “The world’s first VCD player was developed in 1993 by a person from Anhui Province. He partnered with a Chinese-American businessman and founded a brand called ‘Wan Yan.’ This epoch-making Wan Yan VCD immediately attracted worldwide attention upon its release, and its sales were excellent. However, because they didn’t apply for a patent, it was copied by competitors worldwide. In the end, Wan Yan itself lost its competitiveness and withdrew from the market. If they had registered the patent earlier, then every VCD produced in the world afterward would have had to pay them royalty fees. He could have easily become a billionaire.”

Li Mu had also heard of this matter. Hearing Lin Qingya mention it again, he couldn’t help but sigh, “Business competition is inherently ruthless. If you are not ruthless, your competitors will be. So, on one hand, we cannot allow our opponents to seize our weaknesses, and on the other hand, we cannot leave them any escape routes.”

Lin Qingya said, “Manager Li, I think we can acquire Hao123 tomorrow. The price shouldn’t exceed fifteen million.”

Li Mu said, “If you can acquire it for less than fifteen million, I’ll credit you with a major achievement!”

…

Although Lin Qingya had never led a commercial acquisition before, Li Mu entrusted her with the negotiation for Hao123 not only out of trust but also to cultivate her. Therefore, this time, she not only made extensive preparations in advance but also comprehensively considered how to play psychological warfare with Li Xingping.

The next day, Li Xingping, who had been depressed and frustrated all night, had been waiting for Lin Qingya to schedule a meeting time since he woke up. However, Lin Qingya never contacted him. Several times, he wanted to call Lin Qingya’s assistant to ask for the specific time, but he couldn’t help but give up. He was already very passive; if he took the initiative to call now, he would push himself into an even more passive position.

The more he felt this way, the more Li Xingping felt tormented. But Lin Qingya deliberately wanted him to immerse himself in this feeling of torment for a while longer. So, she intentionally had her assistant contact Li Xingping only at 5:30 PM. However, it wasn’t to schedule a meeting with him, but to apologize and inform him that due to the company’s extremely busy schedule, Lin Qingya’s meeting with him would have to be postponed by another day.

For a moment, Li Xingping couldn’t help but pack up, buy a plane ticket, and return to Guangdong Province, but he quickly dismissed the idea. He could be impulsive, but he couldn’t disregard money. Going back was easy, but Hao123’s defeat was already set. This dish would only rot and spoil in his hands, eventually becoming garbage. The only way was to sell it, and to sell it as quickly as possible.

So, Li Xingping could only agree to postpone the meeting by a day, and he inwardly lowered his expected price significantly. Twenty million. If Muye Technology could accept this price, he would immediately sign the agreement to sell, decisively.

Li Mu also felt that acquiring Hao123 this time was almost certain. Once Hao123 was in hand, many subsequent tasks would need to start immediately. So he called Kong Lingyu and communicated with him about what needed to be done after Hao123 was acquired.

Li Mu first asked Kong Lingyu if the two features he had requested earlier were now fully developed. These two requirements were: adding a website source authentication function within YY, creating a tiered list of website domains classifying them into greenlist, whitelist, and redlist, and adding a keyword filtering function within YY.

Kong Lingyu said, “They were developed a long time ago. I told you about it once before.”

Li Mu nodded, “It’s been too long, I can’t remember clearly. I called you here partly to confirm and partly to discuss the plans.”

Kong Lingyu sat up straight and asked Li Mu, “Is Hao123 almost acquired? Feel free to instruct me on any subsequent plans.”

Li Mu said, “Regarding Hao123, Qingya is still negotiating, but I believe it will definitely be settled in these two days. So we need to be prepared. Once Li Xingping signs the contract to sell Hao123 to us, we will immediately redirect Hao123’s domain to YY123. At that point, Hao123 will cease to exist except for a redirecting domain. So I need you to do two things.”

“First, after Hao123 redirects to YY123, YY123 must not have any links related to Sina, not a single one;”

“Second, any links containing Sina, sina, or sinanet must be completely blocked across all of YY’s product lines! We are declaring all-out war on Sina!”





Chapter 556: Powerful to the Point of Being Abnormal!

Li Xingping ultimately couldn’t hold out and sold Hao123 entirely to Muye Technology for thirteen million five hundred thousand in cash.

After Li Xingping signed the contract, Muye Technology immediately changed its attitude. Before, it had been indifferent to Hao123, almost looking down on it, but the moment the contract was signed, Muye Technology’s pace became dizzyingly fast.

Since Hao123 was inherently a very low-cost website, its financial situation was very clear. With the monthly advertising revenue, Li Xingping practically kept no operating funds, transferring all of it to his personal account after tax reporting. As a result, Hao123 only had a few thousand yuan on its books, and it had no debts or equity relationships. It didn’t require overly complicated auditing to clarify its financial status. After Muye Technology entrusted a professional auditing firm in Guangdong Province to complete the acquisition audit as quickly as possible, it immediately paid Li Xingping the thirteen million five hundred thousand cash acquisition fee. Then, after the Hao123 domain name was transferred, Muye Technology immediately performed a 301 redirect, setting the domain to permanently jump to YY123.

The technical implementation was very simple, just like how JD.com changed from 360buy.com to jd.com back then. The main domain being jd.com didn’t mean 360buy became useless; instead, the 360buy domain was redirected to jd.com. If a User entered 360buy, the domain would automatically jump to jd.com and open the site directly.

Overnight, 95% of the entire navigation website market share came under Muye Technology’s control. However, this news didn’t cause a big stir in the industry. People had already decided Muye Technology had lost its innovation and was going down the wrong path when it started YY123. Its acquisition of Hao123 still didn’t change anyone’s opinion; instead, it made internet peers feel that Muye Technology was straying further and further. What good was getting 95% of the navigation website market share? These low-swagger, low-technical skill websites would eventually be abandoned by growing Users.

But by the next day, Muye Technology’s actions became rather peculiar.

The various categorized websites on YY123 had some subtle adjustments. The most important display boxes featured first-tier web portals. Both the old Hao123 and the old YY123 would display all first-tier websites here, including Sina, along with their logos. But now, Sina was gone.

YY123 hadn’t removed Sina for all that time, so why had it suddenly removed Sina’s link after acquiring Hao123?

Soon after, industry insiders broke even bigger news: Muye Technology had blocked all words and links related to Sina across its entire product line.

For example: When someone in the internet industry was chatting on YY, they sent a message: “Muye Technology’s YY123 blocked Sina!”

But after sending it, they found that in the chat box, it turned into: “Muye Technology’s YY123 blocked **!”

“Huh, strange, why can’t I type Sina?”

“Huh, strange, why can’t I type **?”

“Holy cow! Muye Technology blocked Xin-Lang!”

Their inner monologue at this moment was: Now if I add a hyphen, surely you can’t block it, right?

Too bad. Li Mu had long anticipated the bypass methods these people would think of. So, in the blocking logic he personally devised, it not only blocked the Chinese characters ‘新浪’ (Sina) but also had a more extensive logic: if any pure symbols were inserted between the two Chinese characters ‘新’ (Xin) and ‘浪’ (Lang), no matter what symbols were added or how many, everything would be blocked, starting with ‘新’ (Xin) and ‘浪’ (Lang) and including all the symbols in between.

That is to say, combinations like “Xin-Lang” with a single hyphen in the middle would be blocked, and combinations like “Xin–Lang” with two hyphens wouldn’t be spared either.

Not only that! Combinations like Xin%Lang, Xin@Lang, Xin$Lang, Xin^Lang, and Xin&Lang would all fall victim as well.

For these internet industry professionals, they felt on the verge of collapse. They tried extensively, adding all sorts of symbols, but they were still blocked by Muye Technology. This was too ruthless, wasn’t it?

Going berserk, they typed phrases like “Xin!%#@Lang” with keyboard-slamming motions, trying to send them. They mused to themselves, Damn it, this has to work now, right? The result: Too bad, it would still be blocked.

There was only one way to bypass it: add Chinese characters in the middle!

That is to say, sending characters like “新的浪潮” (New Wave) wouldn’t be blocked. “Xin-ah-Lang-ah-Net” would also work.

However, generally, a User’s thought process is: if this word is blocked, then add an irrelevant symbol in the middle so as not to interfere with the words themselves and to ensure the other party understands their meaning to the greatest extent. But no one would think that symbols here would be completely wiped out. After Users tried all sorts of symbols and failed every time, they naturally wouldn’t continue to try. Only internet industry professionals would stubbornly persevere and try every permutation.

This blocking also completely avoided unintended blocking. If a User’s published content accidentally contained the characters ‘新’ (Xin) and ‘浪’ (Lang), as long as they weren’t separated by symbols or one another, they wouldn’t be blocked by the system.

Besides blocking Chinese characters, the English phrase “sina” also used the same blocking logic. If these four letters were merely separated by symbols, no matter how they were separated, they could not escape the fate of being blocked. Thus, Sina’s links were also completely wiped out within Muye Technology’s product line.

Li Mu’s blocking logic was so abnormal that, let alone looking at the present, even looking ahead to 2016, no one had thought of it, let alone put it into practice. It was practically a beastly, super-abnormal logic, and also an incredibly powerful yet unbelievably obnoxious abnormal logic.

Luckily, this logic was only used to block the single phrase “Sina.” If it were applied to other phrases, it would simply drive netizens crazy.

Li Mu’s blocking logic also sent a signal to the industry: Although I’m only targeting Sina, if we’re comparing product logic casually, sorry, count every single company in the entire industry, and every one of them is trash!

While professionals across the entire industry were trying to crack Muye Technology’s blocking logic at their computers, Sina, from top to bottom, felt as if it had just suffered a nuclear attack. Everyone was extremely nervous due to Muye Technology’s two actions that morning.

Hao123 was a navigation website and, more importantly, the first online favorites collection. Many Users accessed any large website starting from YY123 or Hao123. A significant portion of Users each day came with the intention of browsing news but had no specific target in mind. Seeing a bunch of web portals on Hao123, and being attracted by Sina’s name and logo, they would click in to browse, adding one Unique Visitor and several Page Views for Sina. But now, this source of Users had been completely sealed off by Muye Technology.

For websites, Unique Visitors refers to natural persons. Theoretically, for a website, one User or one IP address visiting within a single day can only be counted once, which is equivalent to a visiting User. Page Views refers to page views: the number of pages a User visits on that website is counted. For instance, if User A visited Autohome today and viewed ten car pages, they would bring 1 Unique Visitor and an increase of 10 Page Views for Autohome.

Besides these Users, a considerable number of Users originally intended to visit Sina but couldn’t remember Sina’s domain name. So, every time they wanted to visit Sina, they would first open YY123 or Hao123 and then jump from there. However, this time, YY123 and Hao123 had merged into one, and after entering, they found that Sina was actually gone.

Originally, they were just browsing for information. With Sina gone, a small portion would make the effort to search for Sina on Baidu, but most who were too lazy to delve deeper would just click on other web portals and browse. As a result, Sina lost another batch of Users.

A massive traffic portal was shut down. For Sina, the loss in traffic was immeasurable, and a bigger problem was yet to come: Muye Technology blocking Sina across its entire product line was simply an unimaginable blow.

If YY123 merely blocked a portion of Sina’s traffic portal, then the deliberate blocking by other YY products absolutely meant fighting Sina to the death.

Now, all internet industry professionals shared a common understanding: YY is the entire network.

That is to say, YY Users can basically be equated to all internet Users in the country. The reason is simple: YY itself not only covered all young people but also a portion of middle-aged and elderly people, while YY Games and Happy Farm covered another batch of middle-aged and elderly Users. Even netizens who previously only knew how to stock trading online and nothing else had now learned to use YY because they needed to exchange information in stock trading forums. Multiple products intertwined, basically covering all computer Users in the country.

In this situation, what did completely blocking Sina within the YY ecosystem mean for Sina? It meant that during nationwide online chats, it would be impossible to discuss Sina; even if Sina was mentioned, it would be mercilessly blocked. If this blocking continued, Sina would disappear from netizens’ conversations, constantly losing influence and Brand recognition, and eventually be gradually forgotten by Users.

It was only at this moment that Sina realized what the consequences of angering Muye Technology would be!

The entire industry finally saw the true purpose behind Muye Technology creating YY123 and acquiring Hao123. They had gone such a long way around, letting everyone mock them and think they had run out of ideas, only for the true intention behind it to be striking at Sina. This act of enduring humiliation for a greater purpose was simply the most formidable schemer in the internet industry!





Chapter 557: Appeasement or Fight to the Death

There were too many feuds between internet companies, and overt struggles and covert battles were constantly appearing. There were even numerous instances of companies resorting to secret hacker attacks on rival websites and servers. However, for the industry as a whole, Muye Technology’s approach was truly unprecedented.

Firstly, Muye Technology’s feud with Sina this time could be described as very gentlemanly. They didn’t launch any attacks against Sina; they merely erased Sina from their own products. Not to mention that internet laws and regulations aren’t fully developed yet, even if they were, there would be no way to sanction Muye Technology. It’s their own product line; they can do whatever they want with it. So, Sina was destined to suffer a tremendous silent loss this time.

Secondly, Muye Technology was indeed too crafty. It took a group of internet professionals with rigid mindsets an entire morning to figure out their blocking logic. Once they fully grasped Muye Technology’s genius-level blocking logic, their admiration for Muye Technology poured forth like an unending, surging river. At the same time, everyone inwardly mourned for Sina. Putting everything else aside, Sina had truly fallen into Muye Technology’s trap this time.

Sina immediately convened an emergency meeting to discuss how to respond to Muye Technology’s sudden move. Chen Tong was in an extremely foul mood. He had long warned against developing UC and against competing directly with Muye Technology, but no one present had listened to him; instead, they had mocked him. Now, Muye Technology, having previously done nothing, had made a decisive move that went straight for his painstaking efforts. Experiencing such an undeserved calamity, his mood was naturally one of extreme fury.

At the beginning of the meeting, Sina.com’s technical lead announced the latest server monitoring data: Since Muye Technology launched its two-pronged attack against Sina.com until now, Sina.com’s traffic had decreased by 26% compared to the average for the same period this month!

In a single sentence, the entire hall was shocked!

Those high-level executives, usually so confident, were now dumbfounded. No one had expected that a quarter of their website’s traffic would be instantly blocked by Muye Technology, and this was only the beginning.

Sina was a NASDAQ-listed company. With daylight saving time currently in effect in America, NASDAQ would open for trading at 9:30 PM Yanjing time. What happened today would soon spread to the capital market, and by then, Sina.com’s stock price would likely…

It was utterly bewildering, unimaginable!

The CEO immediately went berserk: “The top priority now is how to solve this problem! If we can’t solve it today, and it drags on until tonight, the moment NASDAQ opens, the stock price will certainly crash!”

A web portal losing a quarter of its traffic in a single day—this was practically a death knell! Not to mention that everyone present was trembling with fear; once the investors in America heard this news, they would probably fly into a rage, wouldn’t they? The greatest fear for a publicly traded company is for its investors to lose confidence. Once investors lose confidence, no one can pull back the downward trend.

Chen Tong’s heart was bleeding. What an undeserved calamity! Absolutely an undeserved calamity! Sina.com was his child, and now, because of this greedy bunch who wanted to snatch food from Muye Technology’s mouth, Muye Technology directly targeted Sina.com. Now, each and every one of them knew to panic, but what the hell were they doing before?

Xu Jinzhong, the head of the UC project, had once had a dispute with Chen Tong in a meeting regarding whether to contend with Muye Technology for the QQ team. Back then, he had staunchly insisted on launching the UC project and going all out, even ridiculing Chen Tong for opposing UC because he feared implication. But now, he was extremely nervous, afraid that Chen Tong would settle accounts later. So, he immediately spoke with righteous indignation: “I suggest that the Legal Department immediately draft an official letter to Muye Technology, severely reprimanding their actions and demanding that they immediately cease harming Sina! Warn them that if they continue to infringe upon Sina’s interests, we will use legal means to protect ourselves!”

A group of people stared at him as if he were an idiot, especially the head of the Legal Department, who, with a look of utter disgust, asked Xu Jinzhong: “Mr. Xu, could you please tell us which law Muye Technology has violated? They haven’t even said a single attacking word against us; they merely blocked us within their own product ecosystem. If we can sue them for infringing on our interests because of this, then we might as well sue CCTV for not including Sina.com in their advertisements.”

Xu Jinzhong was rendered speechless.

He had merely wanted to divert the conversation, to make everyone filled with righteous indignation towards Muye Technology, thereby preventing Chen Tong from bringing up old scores. He hadn’t expected his words to lack such substance, earning him so much disdain for no reason.

Chen Tong, with a look of indignation, said: “Muye Technology is playing such a grand strategic move, and it’s certainly because we poached the QQ team at a high price and insisted on developing UC. YY is the core of all Muye Technology products and its business model. If we threaten his core interests, he will strike at our core business. I’ll reiterate what I said before: abandoning UC development is the only way to solve this problem!”

Xu Jinzhong immediately grew agitated upon hearing this, and he asked Chen Tong: “Are you suggesting we disband the UC team and scrap the product into which we’ve invested so much manpower, energy, financial resources, and materials?”

Chen Tong nodded unhesitatingly: “Only then will we have a chance to resolve the current predicament.”

Xu Jinzhong angrily retorted: “Chen Tong, don’t be an alarmist here. Muye Technology is not some good, innocent person. I think their retaliation against us is fake; their real intention is to imitate us and become a web portal, isn’t it? Do you think if we stop developing UC and surrender, they’ll back off? Don’t dream about it!”

Xu Jinzhong was merely desperately defending his territory and absolving himself of responsibility as much as possible, yet by a lucky coincidence, he truly hit upon Li Mu’s real intention.

Li Mu had never been afraid of UC. That product, which couldn’t compete with QQ in his previous life, wanting to contend with his YY in this life was simply a pipe dream. Li Mu merely wanted to use UC to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys. In the instant messaging domain, he didn’t just want to be the dominant player; he wanted to be the only player. That’s why he had to act against Sina, to make the entire industry remember his way of doing things. Besides that, he also genuinely needed a web portal to support Muye Technology’s subsequent development in the PC realm. So, even if Sina crippled its own capabilities, scrapped UC, and surrendered, Li Mu would absolutely not reciprocate by giving up on building a web portal.

Now Li Mu’s intention was clear: Sina had to stop developing UC and then helplessly watch him launch the YY web portal. Did it hurt? It was supposed to.

The meeting concluded without finding any substantive solutions.

Li Mu always possessed this ability: to push his opponents into an insoluble situation. Li Mu had blocked Sina from Muye Technology’s product line. Sina, let alone retaliate, didn’t even have a basis for protest.

However, time was exceptionally tight for Sina. If they couldn’t solve this problem before NASDAQ opened, the consequences would be severe.

Sina’s CEO really wanted to talk to Li Mu. He hadn’t yet guessed that Li Mu also intended to build a web portal; he merely thought Li Mu’s actions were pure retaliation, a fatal blow against the not-yet-launched UC to defend YY’s absolute dominance. At this moment, he had to admit that in his heart, he had already compromised. He desperately wanted to convey a stance to Li Mu: as long as Li Mu ceased blocking Sina within his own product ecosystem, he would immediately disband the UC team on the spot and entirely expel Liu Xuebin and his team—whom Li Mu had wanted but whom Sina had poached at a high price—from Sina.

Thus, at the meeting, he formulated two strategies: either appeasement or desperation.

Choosing appeasement meant immediately surrendering, ceding territory, and paying indemnities, sacrificing UC to preserve the web portal. However, the prerequisite was Li Mu’s willingness to accept.

Choosing desperation, there wasn’t much ‘life’ left to fight for. “You attacked me so quietly, making me suffer such a tremendous silent loss. If you truly don’t leave me a way out, then I’ll stake everything, giving up that entire 26% of traffic just to find every conceivable way to cause trouble for Muye Technology in every possible domain.”

So, based on these two strategies, he set two implementation plans. Firstly, he prepared to contact Muye Technology immediately and personally visit Li Mu to meet him, proactively making concessions and offering to abandon UC as a condition to gain Li Mu’s mercy towards Sina. However, he also wanted Chen Tong to lead the web portal’s editorial department to immediately begin preparing special feature articles, intending to use the Sina.com platform to launch a public opinion campaign against Muye Technology. The content of these articles would not only amplify the fact that Muye Technology deliberately targeted Sina, but also summarize Muye Technology’s various despicable competitive tactics in the internet industry over the past year. If he took a step back and Li Mu still didn’t budge, then they would use the web portal’s influence to make Muye Technology the target of universal criticism.

Chen Tong was not keen on the second plan, because he clearly understood that although YY didn’t yet have its own web portal, it already possessed the capability for information dissemination across all its product lines. This was different from Sina’s web portal. Sina’s web portal’s content was passively disseminated; they could only place the content they wanted to convey on Sina.com and wait for Users to receive it. Muye Technology, however, was the complete opposite; its information dissemination was active, directly pushing information to all YY Users.

Therefore, comparatively, Chen Tong believed that YY’s information dissemination capability and conversion rate were far, far higher than Sina.com’s. If Sina engaged Muye Technology in a public opinion battle, Muye Technology was more likely to emerge victorious.

Based on this consideration, Chen Tong once again expressed his views. He first stated his perspective, then summarized: “I think we should temporarily avoid preparing for a full-scale war with Muye Technology. If we engage in a full-scale war, our chances of winning are extremely small. Furthermore, if we actively declare war on Muye Technology in the public sphere, in the eyes of the public, we won’t be seen as defending ourselves, but rather as actively provoking a dispute. After all, Muye Technology has not published any content about Sina from beginning to end, nor has it issued any aggressive statements against Sina. They merely blocked Sina within their own product lines. If we actively launch a public opinion battle against Muye Technology, how can we win public sympathy?”





Chapter 558: I Don’t Want to Meet You

As a web portal, Sina’s greatest influence lay in its ability to guide online public opinion. This became their biggest reliance when facing Muye Technology.

However, a fundamental principle must be observed: if one wishes to smear an opponent in public opinion, the first prerequisite is to ensure that one’s ability to voice opinions surpasses the opponent’s. Otherwise, one would only be inviting trouble and humiliation.

While Sina could indeed describe Muye Technology as a scourge across the entire internet within its web portal, the number of users Muye Technology possessed far exceeded Sina’s. If it truly escalated into a public opinion battle, Sina might not gain any advantage.

It was precisely because he saw through this point that Chen Tong felt that, apart from finding a way to reconcile with Li Mu, all other countermeasures were absurd. Muye Technology, having developed to this point, had only completed Series B financing and showed no signs of going public. But this didn’t mean it was inferior to veteran internet companies like NetEase, Sina, and Sohu, which were listed on NASDAQ. In fact, Muye Technology had already grown into an invisible behemoth. Once it opened the door to the capital market, its valuation would shock everyone like a rocket, because in terms of future imaginative space, Chen Tong truly couldn’t think of any other domestic company that could compare to it.

Especially when Chen Tong learned about Li Mu, and that in addition to Muye Technology, Li Mu also controlled Taobao, Alipay, Mu Online, and Eting Technology, he became even more convinced that Muye Technology’s future would be an almost invincible existence. Sina’s business model and future scope stood no chance against it. If they didn’t find a way to make Li Mu cease his actions, Sina would surely pay an even greater price.

Although Chen Tong’s judgment was well-reasoned, his words at the meeting still caused dissatisfaction among everyone present.

This was a time for everyone to be united against a common foe. The CEO’s intention was also very clear just now: appeasement should exist, but so should fierce resistance. Even if the opponent was strong, when it was time to fight, one must charge forward like a warrior. At such a time, Chen Tong was still praising the opponent, which was simply boosting the enemy’s morale and diminishing their own.

Sina’s CEO’s expression also turned serious. He coldly told Chen Tong, “You just do what’s assigned to you. Don’t worry about anything else!”

Chen Tong was speechless. Everything he said was the truth, but it seemed he had become a target of public criticism for speaking the truth. For a moment, a surge of anger rose within Chen Tong. He thought, why bother worrying so much? If Sina were truly destroyed by this group of people, he wouldn’t be the one who regretted it most. At most, he would just pat his backside and leave, find another company to work for, at least out of sight, out of mind, without having to endure this frustration.

However, thinking of his many years at Sina, and how he had painstakingly built Sina into a strong and successful company, he still felt a sense of reluctance.

Sina’s CEO, having made up his mind, immediately began to execute. He called his secretary and instructed her to immediately contact Muye Technology, relaying his wish to visit their CEO that afternoon to discuss matters in person.

The secretary immediately conveyed this request to Muye Technology. However, when Li Mu heard Lin Qingya relaying the request for a meeting, he immediately refused without hesitation.

Sina’s CEO’s secretary, clicking on high heels, walked into the conference room and whispered into his ear, “Muye Technology’s CEO sent word that he doesn’t want to meet you…”

Sina’s CEO was instantly dumbfounded. He was already prepared to cede territory and pay indemnities, but the other party wouldn’t even give him a chance, refusing even a meeting.

This left him completely at a loss.

Although two contingency plans had been made earlier, in his heart, he was ninety percent inclined towards ceding territory and paying indemnities, because he knew very well that stubbornly going against Muye Technology would yield no benefits for himself. Given Muye Technology’s current influence and the users and resources it held, the possibility of Sina competing with it was zero. Otherwise, the situation where Sina immediately lost a quarter of its traffic due to Muye Technology’s internal blocking wouldn’t have happened.

Muye Technology could significantly affect Sina, but Sina had no way to affect Muye Technology; they couldn’t even arrange a meeting with Muye Technology’s CEO. The obvious asymmetry between the two parties was clearly evident.

Sina’s CEO waved his hand, dismissing his secretary, and heavily sighed, saying, “Muye Technology’s CEO refused to meet. That young man, Li, is indeed ruthless.”

“Then what do we do…” The other senior executives in the conference room also panicked.

Li Mu’s identity had never been a secret to a web portal like Sina. It was just that everyone knew the higher-ups were paying attention to Li Mu, so ordinarily, they didn’t proactively report too much on him, to avoid making mistakes or missing opportunities.

At this moment, Chen Tong also thought of Li Mu. He thought that this formidable young man was, after all, his junior classmate, and they had once shared a meal and had some contact. He wondered if Li Mu would give him, his senior male student, some face?

As he thought this, Chen Tong felt somewhat conflicted. He wondered if it was necessary to continue worrying about these extra matters for the company. But after a slight hesitation, he still felt it was better to help the company one more time. Regardless of whether the problem could be solved, he should at least try to get Li Mu to meet first.

So, Chen Tong spoke again, “Li Mu has a good relationship with a junior classmate of mine. I also had a meal with him once and have his contact information. How about I call him and ask?”

Upon hearing this, Sina’s CEO impatiently said, “Then quickly call him! Tell him we are considering giving up on UC and ask if he’s willing to meet and discuss in detail.”

Chen Tong nodded, took out his phone, found Li Mu’s number, and dialed.

The moment Li Mu saw Chen Tong’s name on his phone, he already guessed Chen Tong’s purpose for calling. After a brief thought, he answered the phone and deliberately said politely, “Senior Brother Chen, long time no see.”

Chen Tong was about to speak when the CEO beside him gestured with his mouth and hands for him to turn on the speakerphone.

Chen Tong didn’t refuse. After turning on the speakerphone, he said to Li Mu, “Yes, it has been a long time. The reason for my call today is that our CEO has something he’d like to discuss with you in person. Do you have time?”

Li Mu showed no politeness whatsoever and immediately said, “I’m sorry, Senior Brother Chen, I don’t want to meet your CEO. I don’t know him, and there’s no need for us to meet.”

Chen Tong hurriedly said, “It’s like this: Regarding today’s matter, we’ve had a meeting and discussed it. The company already intends to give up on UC’s development, so we’d like to meet and talk with you. If the discussion goes smoothly, we’ll directly disband the entire UC team.”

Li Mu played dumb, “What is UC?”

Chen Tong said, “The instant messaging software we’re developing internally is called UC.”

“Oh!” Li Mu chuckled, “Senior Brother Chen, this is an internal matter for your company. Why discuss it with an outsider like me?”

Seeing that Li Mu was still being evasive, Chen Tong simply laid his cards on the table. He said, “Li Mu, we still hope to reconcile with Muye Technology. If you are willing to stop targeting Sina, we are also willing to immediately disband the UC team and no longer venture into the instant messaging software market. From now on, both sides will keep to their own lanes. What do you think?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Senior Brother Chen, how can an outsider like me interfere with your company’s strategic decisions?”

Chen Tong could hear that Li Mu didn’t want to directly link this matter to himself, so he asked, “Then if we disband the UC team first, will you be able to stop blocking Sina?”

Li Mu said, “We aren’t blocking Sina; we are merely debugging a blocking logic. This is our company’s internal behavior, not a block against Sina.”

Everyone listening in silently cursed Li Mu for being cunning and treacherous. Chen Tong had made himself so clear, yet Li Mu was still playing dumb, which was truly excessive.

Chen Tong could only steel himself and ask, “Then how long will you debug it for?”

Li Mu groaned, “That’s hard to say, Senior Brother Chen. Backend logic is something that needs continuous testing to be finally determined. So, I can’t say how long it will take. How about this, Senior Brother Chen, I’ll talk to the technical staff and ask them to debug it as soon as possible. However, the specific timing will depend on their work efficiency.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Tong realized that Li Mu was deferring the matter to the technical staff’s work efficiency, which was truly damaging. When it came to logic debugging, it could take a few days or several months with testing and adjustments. If Li Mu kept Sina without an exit in Muye Technology’s product system, Sina would indeed suffer significant losses this time.

Chen Tong wanted to try communicating with Li Mu again, but Li Mu said, “Sorry, Senior Brother Chen, I have some urgent matters to attend to. Let’s talk another day.”

After saying this, Li Mu hung up the phone.

Li Mu also knew in his heart that he couldn’t permanently block Sina on YY, otherwise, it might cause backlash from industry insiders against Muye Technology. So, his current goal was: first, to let his blocking logic run happily for a few days. During these few days, Sina’s stock price would surely plummet, this was to teach Sina a lesson. Second, he would definitely accept Sina’s request to cede territory and pay indemnities, but absolutely not now. He would wait at least a few days, letting Sina first experience the thrill of free fall.

Next, Sina would naturally have to cede territory and pay indemnities, and UC must be disbanded first before Li Mu would stop blocking Sina. And when Li Mu unblocked Sina, it wouldn’t be a genuine reconciliation. Instead, he wanted to legitimately defeat Sina with the soon-to-be-launched YY web portal. He wouldn’t dare say he would force Sina’s web portal to its demise, but at least he would make it fall into the second-tier sequence of web portals!





Chapter 559: Major Bad News

Chen Tong was out of options.

The CEO’s request for a meeting had already been rejected by Li Mu. If even he couldn’t arrange a meeting with Li Mu, then Sina probably had no hope of getting anyone to see him.

Chen Tong sighed, hung up the phone, and said to the CEO and other core management members, “Let’s discuss what to do tonight. It’s impossible to resolve this issue before NASDAQ launches for sale.”

The CEO was overwhelmed. Li Mu wouldn’t even give them a chance to back down. What was he trying to do? Did he really want to force Sina to lose a chunk of flesh? It wasn’t that Sina couldn’t afford the loss, but if Sina did, he wouldn’t have the face to remain in his position. A CEO making a misguided decision during their tenure that causes such a massive loss to the company is bound to be forced to resign.

Chen Tong suggested discussing tonight’s matters, but what was there to discuss? It was still early morning in America. When it turned day there, investors would likely receive the news and start calling to question the situation. If he couldn’t solve the problem, he’d have to tell the investors that the 26% traffic loss was irreversible in the short term. Investors would definitely be furious, and when the market opened, the stock would certainly plummet. He could only pray now that the stock wouldn’t drop by more than 10% after launch, or he would become Sina’s eternal sinner.

Chen Tong also felt uneasy at the prospect of the stock price plummeting. He couldn’t help but send a message to Liu Qiangdong again, asking if he could help arrange a meeting with Li Mu.

Being a man of strong artistic sensibilities, he wasn’t particularly savvy about worldly affairs. Otherwise, anyone else would understand that Liu Qiangdong was on Li Mu’s side. Even if Liu Qiangdong called Chen Tong his senior male student, he would absolutely not help Chen Tong with this kind of problem. Not only would he not help him, but his stance on this matter was 100% in favor of Li Mu.

Liu Qiangdong merely promised in his message that he would help, then promptly forgot about him. He was far busier than Chen Tong at the moment. Several well-known companies had already signed contracts with Taobao, and he was currently preparing to hold a “Summer Brand Day” event, arranging joint promotions for these brands. The concept for the brand promotion day activity had been instilled in him by Li Mu. Liu Qiangdong was immensely supportive and enthusiastic about it. This was the prototype for the Double Eleven Online Shopping Festival. It not only needed to attract User attention but also the attention of manufacturers and brands. If this “Summer Brand Day” could help the cooperating brands open up powerful Online Shopping Sales channels, then Taobao would be able to act like an eldest paternal uncle in front of manufacturers and brands in the future.

So, with such important matters at hand, he had no energy to help Chen Tong persuade Li Mu. Moreover, he wasn’t even prepared to persuade him. Li Mu, though young, was far more resolute than himself. A decision he made, no one could probably change. Besides, he understood Li Mu’s routine: it was basically impossible for Sina to escape this crisis completely unscathed or without any loss. Li Mu was not that magnanimous. In the business realm, he was like a wolf: once he fixated on something, he wouldn’t give up; once he bit, he would never let go, either biting the opponent to death or tearing off a piece of flesh.

Chen Tong still thought Liu Qiangdong would definitely lobby for him, and that with his relationship with Li Mu, Li Mu would surely give him face. However, he waited and waited but heard nothing back from Liu Qiangdong. It wasn’t until past 5 PM that he couldn’t resist asking Liu Qiangdong again, who replied directly: “I feel awkward, Senior Male Student Chen, Li Mu didn’t give me face. Apologies.”

Chen Tong had no other way. He had done all he could.

…

Liu Xuebin had an extremely frustrating day today.

Some time ago, he led most of his team members north to Yanjing, successfully joining Sina. He personally received a generous signing bonus and immediately bought a house in Yanjing. Because he brought a large, established team with him and was highly valued by the company, he became one of the few management personnel with real authority as soon as he joined Sina, in charge of the entire UC development, a higher position than when he was at QQ.

However, he never expected that this comfortable life wouldn’t even last a few days before Muye Technology suddenly pulled the rug out from under Sina. He was keenly aware that ever since he joined Sina and Sina began openly developing UC, Muye Technology had already regarded Sina as its biggest competitor. They even launched an attack on Sina.com before Sina UC could even reach the frontline.

Seeing the company’s core management gather together in a frantic meeting, Liu Xuebin felt a growing sense of worry. He had considered before what he and his team members would do if UC couldn’t stand up to YY, but at that time, he envisioned that UC would need at least several more months of development, and then after Going premium and operations, it would have at least a year or more. Moreover, Sina’s CEO had also guaranteed him that he planned to spend three years competing with Muye Technology in the instant messaging field. This meant he could at least earn a high salary for three years at Sina. But he never imagined that Muye Technology would change its routine, immediately cornering Sina. He now began to worry whether Sina would compromise with Muye Technology to protect its core business. If Sina abandoned UC, he would be in a terrible predicament.

It wasn’t just him who harbored this fear; nearly a hundred former QQ employees who joined Sina with him were also worried. They had their own QQ Groups where they usually communicated. Throughout the entire afternoon, everyone discussed in the group what they should do if Sina couldn’t stand up to Muye Technology’s immense pressure and gave up on UC.

Having become stray dogs once after leaving QQ for the first time, none of these eighty-plus people wanted to repeat that painful experience. They had finally looked forward to two opportunities to develop in Yanjing. To follow their old leader and earn higher salaries, they chose Sina, traveling thousands of li from Shenzhen to Yanjing. Having just settled down, were they about to become stray dogs for a second time? If so, their future would probably be even more uncertain than the last time.

The eighty-plus people chatted back and forth in the group. At a certain point, someone said, “If we had known Muye Technology was so fierce, we would have joined them back then. At least we’d be much more stable at Muye Technology than at Sina.”

This sentence instantly struck a chord with everyone else. They had wanted to say the same thing but no one had initiated the topic. Now that someone had, the group immediately overheated.

Many said they should have opted for stability over more money. Some even discussed whether they would still have a chance to join Muye Technology if UC was cut by Sina.

Liu Xuebin had been silent in the group until he saw these comments. His anger flared up, and he posted in the group: “Everyone, calm down! Everything is still uncertain right now. What’s the point of singing a dirge for UC so early? If you really don’t have faith in UC, then just resign!”

The group instantly fell silent. No one expected Liu Xuebin to suddenly become desperate.

Liu Xuebin deliberately spoke harshly, intending to immediately shut down the topic. Otherwise, if he used a softer tone, everyone would definitely pull him into discussing the previous topic. What he needed to do now was stabilize morale. If UC failed and they considered joining Muye Technology—others could think that, but he couldn’t. He knew in his heart that when he met with Li Mu, he had actually offended him. Such a smart person would have seen that he was deliberately trying to give Li Mu a hard time first, then finding excuses to brush him off. His meeting Li Mu was merely a formality to handle him, and then to handle his own team members. So, he knew perfectly well that if UC was cut, Muye Technology would absolutely have no place for him.

Because he shouted in the group, no one spoke up again. Everyone either moved to private chats or smaller groups, or simply arranged to discuss it after work over dinner. Liu Xuebin, meanwhile, agonizingly awaited a final decision from the high-rise, but received nothing even as the afternoon work day ended.

…

At 7 AM New York time, Wall Street investors began their busy day. Every morning, before the market launched for sale, they would make a general judgment on the stock prices of the individual stocks they were interested in, based on news and information compiled from around the world. They paid particularly close attention to listed companies in countries with significant time zone differences, because the night they had just spent resting was precisely the entire daytime for people across the ocean. Any new company developments, or good and bad news, were generally released during working hours. So, they had to pay attention to what had happened to those companies in the past ten hours.

Such a major event happening at Sina naturally didn’t escape their watchful eyes.

When they learned about Sina’s situation and the impact it was suffering, they immediately made a judgment on Sina’s stock price: Sina being blocked by Muye Technology was major bad news for it. If Sina.com’s current predicament reached America, Sina’s stock price would inevitably plummet when the market opened. This was a good opportunity to short sell it.

Short selling a stock is, in principle, very simple: as long as you believe its stock price will definitely fall, you can immediately proceed to short sell. The means of short selling are simply to borrow a batch of stocks from a broker, sell them at the current price, and then buy them back at a lower price after the stock falls to return them. Generally, short selling targets a company’s public or potential risks. They have the world’s most powerful and timely information interaction system; once they sniff an opportunity, they move immediately.

Currently, Sina’s stock price on NASDAQ is around 1.6 dollars, with a market capitalization of about seventy million dollars. Such a stock is not particularly eye-catching on NASDAQ, but there are still a bunch of stockbrokers watching it. The market hasn’t launched for sale yet, but a bunch of people are already rubbing their hands, preparing to take advantage of the opportunity to short sell Sina and make a fortune.





Chapter 560: Plummet!

At 9:30 PM Yanjing time, NASDAQ opened.

Sina’s high-rise/high floor management almost fainted upon seeing this opening price. Sina’s stock, which had closed at 1.6 US dollars on the previous trading day, had already plummeted to 1.45 US dollars at opening, a drop of 9.4%! The last time such a significant opening drop occurred was during the general environment of the internet bubble bursting, but now the internet was warming up worldwide…

Because Sina had only just launched its wireless business in April, its stock price had recently shown some improvement, rising for several consecutive days. The sudden plummet at opening today was not only unacceptable to Sina’s high-rise/high floor management but also left many small investors dumbfounded.

Sina’s overall market capitalization was currently low, mainly because, in the eyes of investors, its product line was too singular; the vast majority of its business was concentrated on its web portal. Its historical stock price surge only began after the explosion of domestic wireless services, but to wait for this hot topic, one would have to wait until at least the latter half of 2003. Therefore, Sina’s current stock price was solely supported by and almost entirely tied to its web portal.

A quarter of a website’s traffic being blocked was undoubtedly a very significant bearish piece of news for the investment market. The US stock market has high freedom and openness, and as soon as major bearish news emerges, short-sellers would flock in. In this situation, it was almost certain that an opening drop of 9.4% was merely the beginning.

Sina’s entire core team felt their hearts grow cold because of the market’s reaction. Until 10 PM, everyone remained in the conference room, not moving an inch. They kept a close eye on the stock price movements while simultaneously reassuring investors over the phone. At this point, the stock price had already fallen to 1.39 US dollars, exhibiting a diving stance, with the 1.40 US dollar mark also lost. The stock price had now fallen by 13.2%, which was nothing short of a disaster.

Short-sellers were still seizing the opportunity to enter, practically a feast of short-selling. The only regret was that Sina’s market was too small, with too many bidders and too few shares, making it impossible to have a big meal.

Li Mu also paid attention to Sina’s current stock price. He didn’t understand stock trading very well and wasn’t entirely clear about NASDAQ’s routine, but Sina’s stock price suddenly dropping by 13.2% didn’t surprise him much. Although Li Mu hadn’t looked into US stocks much, he knew some trends of US high-tech companies and understood that NASDAQ had no concept of 10% daily price limits on gains or losses. He remembered that Twitter, which Sina Weibo imitated, once experienced a single-day drop of up to 27%. In special circumstances, a company’s stock price plummeting by 30% in one day in the US stock market was not a big issue. So, in Li Mu’s eyes, Sina’s stock price hadn’t hit rock bottom yet.

At 1 AM, Sina’s stock price had fallen below the 1.30 US dollar mark, reaching 1.28 US dollars, marking a full 20% decline.

NASDAQ’s closing time was 4 AM the next day. Li Mu didn’t wait to see how Sina’s stock price would perform and instead went to bed.

At 4 AM, NASDAQ closed, and Sina’s stock price had fallen to 1.22 US dollars, a decline of nearly 24%!

The stock price drop was almost proportional to the traffic drop!

This showed that the capital market’s current valuation of Sina was almost entirely concentrated on the web portal.

The plummeting of Sina’s stock price, however, caused NetEase’s and Sohu’s stock prices to surge. Both websites saw gains of nearly 10%. The reason was simple: Muye Technology blocked Sina, and the traffic diverted from Sina naturally diverted to other web portals. Therefore, NetEase and Sohu became the most direct beneficiaries of this incident.

Sina, NetEase, and Sohu, these three web portals listed on NASDAQ, currently had market capitalizations not exceeding one hundred million US dollars. Sina, which had just started its wireless business, was originally the most promising to reach the one hundred million US dollar threshold, but now Sina was immediately knocked back to square one, suffering heavy losses.

No one had imagined that Muye Technology’s influence would reach such a degree. Sina’s massive stock plunge also made the internet industry genuinely re-examine the navigation websites they used to look down on. After Hao123 and YY123 were integrated, its influence on the domestic PC website landscape was simply too powerful. From this perspective, how could its value be merely the trifling advertising fees brought by traffic? Its true value was that, in the future, if websites of various categories wanted to generate traffic, they would have to pay YY123 to buy positions and traffic. Even for large websites, if they didn’t pay, their position and Weight on YY123 would likely be significantly affected—wasn’t Sina a clear example?

At this time, everyone realized that YY123, which they had always despised, had unexpectedly throttled the development of domestic PC websites, becoming a new trump card in Muye Technology’s hand. Muye Technology didn’t have many cards, but almost every single one was a trump card; the giant’s格局 (structure) was already set.

No company dared to underestimate Muye Technology anymore. For them, even if Muye Technology undertook something simpler or less technically skilled in the future, they would absolutely not dare to doubt Muye Technology’s innovation capabilities. The transformation of YY123 had made them fully realize Muye Technology’s terrifying power.

And currently, no one felt this more acutely than Sina.

Li Xingping, who had already returned to Guangdong Province, also realized at this moment that he had been tricked by Muye Technology.

Muye Technology quickly integrated Hao123 as soon as they acquired it and swiftly initiated a blockade against Sina, showing that they had been planning this for a long time. They must have coveted Hao123 for a while, completely unlike the nonchalant attitude they displayed. Li Xingping had正好 (just happened to) fallen into the trap Muye Technology had set, being threatened and enticed by Muye Technology, ultimately selling Hao123 to them at a rock-bottom price, allowing them to completely dominate the navigation website market.

However, despite his lament, Li Xingping had no alternative. He didn’t regret it, because he knew that if he hadn’t sold Hao123 to Muye Technology, with Muye Technology’s routine for doing things, it would certainly crush him, it was just a matter of time.

…

The next day, Sina’s anxious CEO frequently sent requests for meetings to Muye Technology, but Li Mu still gave no response. He didn’t care how much Sina was losing now, because he was merely making adjustments within his own product system. Even if Sina tried to pull strings or use connections, Li Mu wasn’t worried, because Muye Technology still had Chen Ze.

Early in the morning, Li Mu arrived at Taobao to discuss the Summer Brand Day event plan with Liu Qiangdong. In Liu Qiangdong’s office, Liu Qiangdong, who had a good understanding of US stocks, generally introduced NASDAQ’s situation to Li Mu and provided some analysis of Sina’s stock price. He believed that Sina’s traffic was not entirely under Muye Technology’s control, so Sina’s stock price would not be entirely constrained by Muye Technology. The market would determine that Sina’s stock price had touched bottom, and short-sellers, having gained such large profits in a single day, would surely begin to close out positions. Market speculators would also seize this opportunity to ride another wave of gains. Therefore, when NASDAQ opened again tonight, Sina’s stock price should see some rebound.

Li Mu asked him how much opportunity for rebound Sina’s stock price had. Liu Qiangdong estimated no more than 5%. He then analyzed for Li Mu, “If Muye Technology doesn’t lift the blockade, then Sina’s stock price’s new starting point should basically be set at the 20% drop price point. After that, Muye Technology won’t be able to push Sina’s stock price down further, unless Muye Technology makes new moves targeting Sina, for instance, once the YY web portal Going premium, Sina’s stock price will certainly fall again. For most other times, Sina’s stock price will temporarily be unaffected by Muye Technology.”

Li Mu said, “I wish I had shorted Sina’s stock in advance.”

Liu Qiangdong laughed and said, “It only has a market capitalization of tens of millions of US dollars in total, and the circulating shares are even less. Would you even be interested?”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “Not interested.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Let’s talk about the Summer Brand Day!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You go ahead and tell me your thoughts on how to specifically plan the Brand Day.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly and said, “The general idea is still based on limited-time flash sales. I plan to set the date for July 10th, the day after the national Gaokao ends. Do you see any problems with this timing?”

This year was the last year Gaokao would be held in July. For provinces and cities using national examination papers, the Gaokao dates were July 7th and 8th. For those using local papers, it was July 7th, 8th, and 9th. Starting from 2003, the Gaokao dates would collectively be moved up by a month, fixed for June 7th, 8th, and 9th.

By July 10th, both national and local examinations would have concluded, and almost all students from primary school to university would be on summer vacation. Therefore, holding the Summer Brand Day at this time was quite suitable. However, the timing was a bit rushed. It was already late June, and planning and preparing the event would take time, as would the warm-up period. So, Li Mu preferred to push the date back slightly.

Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “What date do you have in mind?”

Li Mu said, “Let’s set it for mid to late July. Gaokao scores will also be released by then, and for prospective university students in the cities, their top priority would likely be to buy a mobile phone. We can then introduce a special mobile phone promotion specifically for these fresh graduates.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly and said, “Then let’s set it for July 23rd. Gaokao scores should all be released by that time.”

Li Mu said, “You’ll need to communicate with the brand manufacturers urgently in these next few days. Once the activity details are set and the page is ready, you’ll need to start the warm-up. You must first confirm the products participating in the Brand Day event and their activity prices. During the warm-up, create a bit of mystery. For example, for a mobile phone currently priced above two thousand yuan, if the brand offers a sufficiently cooperative discount, we can advertise it as 1X00 yuan. This ‘X’ is an unknown number, which we won’t disclose for now. If users want to know the exact price then, they can follow our event.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I understand what you mean. I’ll finalize these steps as soon as possible.”

Li Mu said, “Also, we can do a pre-sale. No matter what the user buys, as long as they pay a fifty yuan deposit in advance, on the day of the event, this fifty yuan deposit can be used as one hundred yuan. However, if they don’t buy anything then, the fifty yuan will not be refunded.”

Liu Qiangdong, upon hearing this, furrowed his brows slightly and stared at Li Mu, asking him, “How does your brain work… how can you come up with all these ideas?”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “It’s about divergent thinking. First, we need to clearly define our goal: to maximize sales on Brand Day. So, we need to try every possible way to ensure sales. The deposit is one way to boost sales. Once a user pays the deposit, their likelihood of changing their mind will significantly decrease. As for the cost of this part, you can try to shift a portion to the manufacturer and another portion to the consumer. For example, if the manufacturer originally set the price at nine hundred, we find a way to get the manufacturer to lower it to eight hundred eighty, and then raise the selling price to nine hundred thirty. The customer ultimately still pays eight hundred eighty, but because the deposit is non-refundable, the transaction volume will increase significantly compared to nine hundred.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly, “I truly admire you. The longer I work with you, the more useless I feel.”

Li Mu smiled, “Don’t say that. You haven’t fully switched your frequency to e-commerce yet. Once you fully adapt to this industry and start thinking, acting, and viewing problems from an internet perspective, your capabilities might not be inferior to mine.”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled and said, “If you have any more good ideas for the Summer Brand Day, don’t hide them. Just tell me.”

Li Mu smiled, “There are many operational methods, but you don’t have to use them all at once.”

Liu Qiangdong impatiently said, “Tell me first so I can learn. It’ll take me some time to digest your brilliant ideas.”

Li Mu laughed, “Alright, then I’ll tell you one more ace up my sleeve. But you have to grasp it well. Don’t use them all at once or let others learn them.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly, urging, “Don’t play coy anymore.”

Li Mu smiled, “In the future, we can run discount coupon campaigns. For example, if TCL Mobile cooperates with us, we’ll give all Taobao users a TCL Mobile discount coupon of one hundred yuan off purchases of one thousand yuan or more. We can develop a small wallet or card and coupon pouch feature in the backend for Taobao users, where they can directly view their coupons. This way, think about how many people will be attracted by this coupon, how many people who originally weren’t planning to buy a phone will be moved to buy one because of this coupon, and how many people who originally planned to buy a different brand of phone will switch to buying a TCL phone because of this coupon? For TCL, the profit from a phone priced over one thousand yuan is definitely far higher than one hundred yuan, not to mention we can also leave them tens of yuan in premium space, further reducing their discount cost.”

Liu Qiangdong’s eyes lit up, saying, “If we truly implement this discount coupon, it could be used in many other areas in the future!”





Chapter 561: Don’t Waste My Time

Liu Qiangdong’s vision was indeed sharp, and discount coupons were indeed one of the core magic weapons for mature e-commerce promotions.

In another ten or eight years, virtually every e-commerce platform would have mastered the art of discount coupons.

JD.com, led by Liu Qiangdong, loved using “full discount” promotions: “spend two hundred get one hundred off,” “spend three hundred get one hundred fifty off,” “spend three hundred ninety-nine get two hundred off.” There were many such promotions almost daily, but they often contained significant hidden caveats. Raising prices before the event was the simplest routine; what appeared to be a 50% discount coupon might only amount to an 80% discount after use, at best.

Taobao and Tmall, led by Boss Ma, preferred using rebate coupons. One year, Taobao ran an event claiming to offer hundreds of billions in user rebates. Users swarmed to seize discount coupons, only to mostly receive outrageous items like: “three thousand-yuan discount coupon for a Maserati,” or “two thousand-yuan discount for Beijing large property rights housing.” By issuing such a coupon to each of the hundreds of millions of Taobao Users, they could declare to the public that they were giving back hundreds of billions, a truly extraordinary promotional method.

Although discount coupons were quite tricky, it was undeniable that they held immense appeal for Users, especially in the initial stages when people hadn’t yet caught onto their trickery. The conversion rate of discount coupons was astonishingly high then. So, Li Mu told Liu Qiangdong about the discount coupon model merely to spark his thoughts; how to use it was entirely up to him.

Liu Qiangdong jotted down the three words, “discount coupons,” which seemed to hold a certain magic for him. Eager for more knowledge, he asked Li Mu, “Do you have any similar ideas? Please share more with me quickly.”

Li Mu said, “You should first thoroughly research the existing ones. The Summer Brand Day is just a trial run for online promotions; don’t introduce too many new things all at once.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, no longer pressing for more. Instead, he declared, “Don’t worry, I have a strong grasp that I can make this Summer Brand Day a success.”

Li Mu said, “Whether we can make manufacturers bow their heads, whether we can become the Walmart of the internet-sphere, depends on whether our brand day event can get off to a good start.”

Retail giant Walmart once led among the Fortune Global 500. Its greatest strength lay in its sales channels. These channels were so powerful that all manufacturers and suppliers had no choice but to bow their heads before it, not only scrambling to get their products stocked but also having to grant Walmart sufficiently long credit terms, provide timely and effective after-sales service guarantees to Walmart customers, and frequently participate in profit-sharing promotions according to Walmart’s demands. Any brand had to tuck its tail between its legs and behave when facing Walmart. This was the influence of a powerful platform; in its presence, any manufacturer and supplier would involuntarily yield.

Although Tmall and JD.com in the future would not match Walmart in scale, their dominant position before most Manufacturers would even surpass Walmart’s significantly. Li Mu also hoped that his Taobao.com could soon become an object of competition for Manufacturers and suppliers. At that time, he could begin adding a B2C mall, similar in nature to Tmall, on top of Taobao.

After the two finished discussing the brand day, Liu Qiangdong remembered something and said to Li Mu, “Oh, right, do you still remember Ma Yun from Alibaba in Hangzhou?” Li Mu nodded, “I remember. What about him?” Liu Qiangdong said, “He’s been contacting Taobao again recently, hoping to arrange a meeting with you.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What, even after my rather showy reply to them last time, his desire to meet is still strong?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled, “That’s right, still very strong. He said as long as you have time, he’ll fly to Beijing to meet you.”

Li Mu considered for a moment, then told Liu Qiangdong, “Then reply to him. Arrange to meet at the end of the month. I’ll inform him of the exact time then.”

Li Mu also really wanted to know what Boss Ma thought now that he had launched Taobao.com ahead of him. He probably wouldn’t give up on B2C and C2C, otherwise, he wouldn’t be so eager to meet. Chatting with him would be good, at least to clarify his purpose first, and ideally, to understand if he had any new ideas Li Mu wasn’t aware of.

…

Leaving Taobao, Li Mu invited Su Yingxue to dinner and brought her the two iPods he had bought from Hong Kong. He also asked Su Yingxue to deliver the other one to Wang Xinran on his behalf.

Perhaps because of the relationship that had developed between himself and Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu’s thoughts regarding Su Yingxue in that respect had grown increasingly faint. It wasn’t that Li Mu had lost interest in her; rather, the main reason was that Li Mu found he could calm down more when he was with her. When they were together, his thoughts became purer. Recently, he rarely looked back on his previous life, instead immersing himself fully in the extraordinary achievements he had created in this life. But whenever he saw Su Yingxue, sat eating with her, or walked hand-in-hand with her on the streets of Beijing or through the Renmin University campus, he couldn’t help but think of his previous life, its wasted potential and regrets. Then, looking at his current success and fulfillment, he wouldn’t feel carried away; instead, he would cherish everything he had even more, and strive even harder to do better in what he was doing.

Su Yingxue hadn’t seen Li Mu since he returned from Hong Kong a few days ago, but she knew quite a bit about Du Wei being strongly endorsed by Leslie Cheung there. Thinking that Du Wei had become famous by singing songs written by Li Mu and starring in micro-films directed by Li Mu, Su Yingxue couldn’t help but feel proud of Li Mu. She asked him, “Are you planning to let Du Wei develop her career in Hong Kong next?”

Li Mu smiled, “It seems it’s not so much that I want her to develop her career in Hong Kong, but rather Leslie Cheung very much wants her to. Du Wei hasn’t even come back yet. These past two days, Leslie Cheung has taken her to meet many excellent Hong Kong musicians, even Lin Xi. It’s said that Lin Xi verbally promised to write a song for her.”

Hearing the name Lin Xi, Su Yingxue, who was full of artistic sensibility, couldn’t help but exclaim, “Lin Xi is one of Hong Kong’s best lyricists! If he’s willing to write songs for Du Wei, then it should be quite easy for Du Wei to become popular in Hong Kong, especially with Leslie Cheung strongly supporting her.”

Li Mu said, “I’ve also been writing songs for Du Wei these past two days. Her current number of songs is still too small. If she wants to release an album this year, she’ll need at least five more songs, and they must be new songs, not covers.”

Su Yingxue asked curiously, “You’ve written more songs for Du Wei? What kind of songs are they?” Li Mu replied, “One Mandarin upbeat song and one Cantonese ballad.”

“Cantonese song?” Su Yingxue asked inquisitively, “You understand Cantonese?” Li Mu smiled, “Having watched so many Hong Kong films and listened to so many Hong Kong songs since childhood, I at least understand a little basic Cantonese. The Cantonese lyrics I wrote are also very simple, it’s not a major issue.”

Su Yingxue sighed softly, looking at Li Mu, and said, “The last time you wrote two songs for Du Wei, I think I was the first listener, do you remember?” Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I remember. I wrote ‘Fleet of Time’ and ‘You Exist In My Song’ then, and asked you to help me advise because I was hesitant at first, unsure which one to give her. Later, I thought, since I wanted to sign her to Muye Technology, I might as well just give her both songs.”

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “For these two songs this time, would you be willing to let me be the first listener too?” Li Mu smiled, “Of course, whenever you’re free, I’ll sing them for you.”

Su Yingxue blinked her large eyes and said seriously, “I’ll be free after dinner.”

Just as they were talking, Li Mu’s phone rang. Li Mu quickly excused himself, pulled out his phone, and saw that it was Chen Tong calling. Li Mu couldn’t help but frown. Chen Tong was an impressive internet content controller, but in Li Mu’s view, he knew very little about basic human relations and social etiquette. What was happening between himself and Sina was a cruel and realistic business competition, yet Chen Tong actually wanted to leverage personal connections to reconcile, even asking Liu Qiangdong to mediate. This was enough to show his naivety and shortcomings in dealing with people and matters.

Now, Chen Tong calling him probably had something to do with Sina again. Li Mu initially didn’t want to answer but, after a moment’s hesitation, picked up the call and said, “Hello, Senior Student Chen.”

“Hello, Li Mu.” Chen Tong’s voice was a bit nervous; he stammered as he asked, “Have you had dinner yet?” Li Mu said, “I’m eating right now. Senior Student Chen, what’s up?”

“Oh, nothing much, I just wanted to invite you out for a meal.”

Li Mu checked the time. It was already half past seven. You’re inviting someone to dinner by calling at half past seven? Besides, he had already said he was eating; shouldn’t Chen Tong change his original intention? Even changing “dinner out” to “late-night snack out” would have been acceptable…

So, Li Mu’s voice was somewhat tepid as he said, “Senior Student Chen, I’m currently having dinner with my girlfriend, so I’m afraid I can’t. If you have anything that can be clearly discussed over the phone, then please do so. If not, after this busy period, I’ll treat you to a meal, and we can chat then.”

Li Mu’s meaning was clear: he wouldn’t give Chen Tong a chance to meet and discuss things recently. If Chen Tong wanted to talk about Sina.com, then tough luck, he’d have to wait.

Chen Tong hadn’t expected Li Mu to tell such an unbelievable lie. Unable to resist, he said, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t believe us. If disbanding our instant messaging team would make you lift the blockade on Sina, then we can disband the UC team tonight! Just say the word.”

Li Mu glanced at Su Yingxue. He had initially wanted to go outside to discuss the somewhat sensitive topic, but then decided against being so distant from Su Yingxue. Just as he was about to speak, Su Yingxue stood up instead and whispered to Li Mu, “I’m going to the restroom first.”

With that, Su Yingxue gently pushed open the private room door and walked out. Li Mu was taken aback for a moment but quickly composed himself, then told Chen Tong, “Senior Student Chen, you’ve misunderstood. I have no objection whatsoever to you developing instant messaging software.”

Although this statement was disingenuous, Li Mu had to say it. He would never personally admit that he had blocked Sina completely within the YY ecosystem precisely because he had an issue with Sina competing with YY. On this point, he could accept that his intentions were as clear as Sima Zhao’s ambition to everyone, but he absolutely could not admit it himself. Otherwise, if Sina were to widely publicize his words, public opinion would be very unfavorable to both him and Muye Technology.

Chen Tong hadn’t expected Li Mu to tell such an unbelievable lie. Unable to resist, he said, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t believe us. If disbanding our instant messaging team would make you lift the blockade on Sina, then we can disband the UC team tonight! Just say the word.”

Li Mu said, “I’m sorry, Senior Student Chen, the blocking of Sina by YY123 and other YY software is due to technical adjustments. We’re not interested in what plans you’re making or what products you’re developing. Please don’t misunderstand; these issues should be resolved once our technical adjustments are complete.”

Chen Tong grew anxious, “Li Mu, we’re Renmin University alumni after all. At this point, just give me some face and give me a straightforward answer.”

Li Mu said, “I’m sorry, Senior Student Chen, I’m genuinely swamped with a pile of my own things right now and simply don’t have the energy to worry about Sina’s affairs. Moreover, there’s absolutely no need for you to discuss with me what you intend to do. As industry colleagues, I only pay attention to what you actually do; I don’t want to interfere with anything else… I have something else to do, let’s talk another time.”

With that, Li Mu hung up the phone directly. He truly didn’t understand why Chen Tong had such blind loyalty to Sina. The meaning behind Li Mu’s last sentence was quite clear: he wanted to convey an attitude to Chen Tong. If they wanted to disband UC, then disband it; there was no need to waste his time. He would only watch whether they actually did it or not; he couldn’t be bothered with anything else. If they genuinely took the initiative to disband UC, then he, on his part, would naturally give them a chance to breathe. But if Chen Tong couldn’t grasp this or didn’t take the initiative to do so, then too bad—their bickering and wrangling would only just be beginning.

No sooner had he hung up Chen Tong’s call, and before he even had time to put his phone back in his pocket, Li Mu’s phone rang again. Li Mu looked down and was surprised to see that the name saved in his phonebook was Xu Jianjun, the private detective who had helped Li Mu investigate Zhan Yun and Ma Weiwei.

Li Mu was very surprised why Xu Jianjun would contact him at this time. Logically, someone like him would normally strictly adhere to professional ethics and wouldn’t proactively contact an employer after a collaboration concluded. So why was he calling him late at night?

Despite his surprise, Li Mu still answered the call and politely said, “Hello, Boss Xu.”

Xu Jianjun smiled slightly, and his voice, with a hint of familiarity, said, “Manager Li, I apologize for calling you out of the blue, but I heard some news related to you and wanted to inform you.”

Li Mu asked, puzzled, “News related to me?”

“That’s right,” Xu Jianjun didn’t beat around the bush; he got straight to the point. “Recently, some colleagues have been investigating certain aspects of your situation…”





Chapter 562: Her Dad’s Heart Was Bitter!

Xu Jianjun’s words made Li Mu’s heart involuntarily skip a beat.

Someone was investigating him? This was certainly not good news for Li Mu. It wasn’t that he was worried about being exposed; what mattered most was the fact that someone was investigating him. Xu Jianjun was a private detective, and the information he could get would likely be from within the private detectives’ social circles. Most likely, other private detectives were looking into his affairs. Generally, when someone hires a private detective to investigate another person, the mastermind’s motive is never benevolent.

So, Li Mu asked Xu Jianjun, “Boss Xu, what do you mean by investigating me? In what aspect?”

Xu Jianjun said, “All aspects. The other party already obtained all your industrial and commercial registration information today. By now, they must know about all your businesses.”

Li Mu’s vigilance rose, and he pressed, “Do you know who is behind the investigation?”

Xu Jianjun said, “I know it’s a colleague investigating, but I don’t know who the mastermind is.”

Li Mu then asked, “Is there a way to trace them?”

Xu Jianjun said, “Manager Li, our industry has very few taboos. If there’s one, it’s probably our colleagues. To be honest, calling you now is already a bit of a betrayal of professional ethics. If this gets out, I’ll have a hard time in this social circle. If I were to investigate a colleague, I’d probably be ostracized in the industry. If you want to investigate this, you can find other private detectives, just don’t sell me out.”

Li Mu heard that Xu Jianjun wasn’t kidding, so he said, “Alright, I understand. Thank you, Old Xu. Let’s have a meal together sometime.”

Xu Jianjun laughed and said, “OK, call me if you need anything.”

For Xu Jianjun, he didn’t lack Li Mu as a client. In fact, he took Li Mu’s case initially because of Xu Jiaming. However, after cooperating with Li Mu once, he had an excellent impression of him. Not only because Li Mu paid generously, but more importantly, he was the most astute client he had ever encountered. The successive traps he set for Zhan Yun, his wife Zhang Juan, and his mistress Ma Weiwei had truly impressed Xu Jianjun. He had never imagined that psychological warfare could be used in the way Li Mu employed it. So, after that collaboration, Xu Jianjun had always wanted more opportunities to interact with Li Mu. However, Li Mu had not sought him out, and his identity was special, meaning he generally couldn’t proactively contact his clients. Fortunately, this time, he learned some news related to Li Mu, which served as a good opportunity to re-establish contact.

Li Mu’s mind began to churn with suspicion, wondering who was secretly digging into his background. In truth, all his information was easy to find. With a slight acquaintance in the police, one could find his family’s household registration details. With a slight acquaintance in the industrial and commercial department, one could find all the enterprises he was involved in and his stakes in each. If they put in a little more effort, they might even discover that he was the somewhat famous Muzi online. With even more effort, they could not only find out that he and Su Yingxue were in a relationship but also uncover the fact that he and Zhao Ziqiu were secretly dating.

What Li Mu worried about wasn’t the leakage of information, but the other party’s true objective. He feared they might intend to harm him or the people around him.

Thinking carefully, since his rebirth, he had offended quite a few people. Currently, he had just completely offended Sina, whose stock price plummeted. Many people must hate him to the core.

Su Yingxue returned from the restroom and saw Li Mu looking somewhat troubled. She couldn’t help but ask him, “What happened?”

Li Mu shook his head and smiled faintly, “Nothing much. A senior student from Renmin University wants to treat me to a meal.”

Su Yingxue asked, “It’s not that Senior Student Liu, is it? What’s his name again?”

“Liu Qiangdong,” Li Mu said. “You know him?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “I’ve heard of him! He’s always supported university affairs since graduating, so he’s quite well-known on campus. He started a business a while ago, Taobao. It’s quite famous now; a lot of people in the school are talking about it.”

Li Mu asked her curiously, “You also know about Taobao?”

Su Yingxue smiled, “Why wouldn’t I? I wanted to grab a Mango-ME on Taobao a while ago but couldn’t get it. It was gone in the blink of an eye.”

Then, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “By the way, I saw that Taobao also uses Alipay. Did you partner with Senior Student Liu?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Yes, we are indeed cooperating.”

Su Yingxue smiled, “Taobao is so booming now. If you let them use Alipay, based on your commission percentage, you’ll probably become filthy rich very soon.”

Li Mu had briefly confessed a very small part of his capital sources to Su Yingxue’s Aunt and paternal uncle-in-law last time, specifically the commission he received when Alipay was opened as a payment channel to third parties. That’s why Su Yingxue had this preconceived notion. Unexpectedly, Li Mu told her, “This cooperation with Senior Student Liu isn’t simply providing a payment channel; we are jointly funding and taking a stake together.”

Su Yingxue looked surprised, “Taobao is a joint venture between you and Senior Student Liu?”

Li Mu said candidly, “Yes, he and I are partners.”

Su Yingxue stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. She never imagined that he was a partner in Taobao. Although Taobao had only recently launched, it had become an instant hit because of Mango-ME, and its influence was extraordinary.

Despite her surprise, Su Yingxue also knew very well that Li Mu couldn’t be viewed through the lens of an ordinary person. Compared to all the things he had accomplished, his partial ownership of Taobao wasn’t a big deal.

Outwardly, she appeared calm and composed as she looked at Li Mu, but inside, a storm of emotions raged. Reflecting on her boyfriend – handsome, well-built, charming, and already having achieved great things at a young age, with an astonishing ability to make money – she truly couldn’t find a single fault with him. Yet, precisely because of this, she always felt somewhat insecure, constantly worrying that Li Mu would drift further and further away from her. In fact, their intimacy was far from what it was when they first got together, and even their opportunities to meet had significantly decreased.

Whenever this happened, Su Yingxue’s heart would waver for a moment, but then she would recall “The Rice Shop,” the song Li Mu had written for her, and her heart would once again fill with anticipation for their relationship. It was just that she wasn’t sure how much affection Li Mu still held for her while he was busy with so many things. He had just mentioned writing two more songs and wanting to sing them to her first; perhaps this was a good opportunity to test their current feelings.

Thinking this, Su Yingxue put down her chopsticks and softly told Li Mu, “I’m full.”

Li Mu had also mostly finished his meal, so he replied, “I’m full too.”

Su Yingxue then said, “Drive me to Yucheng Garden. I want you to sing to me.”

“Alright, let’s go.”



Hangzhou, Lakeside Villa.

Lakeside Villa, located on the other side of West Lake, could be said to be Hangzhou’s best villa area. These villas not only boasted a unique geographical location right by West Lake, but there were also only a sparse dozen or so planned in total, making them extremely rare. After Boss Ma achieved fame and success, he had once spent heavily to buy a set here. However, at present, Boss Ma was still far from this villa area.

In one of these villas, Xie Yun, who had only recently returned from Beijing, had just finished cooking a pot of lily and lotus seed soup. She scooped out a bowl and took it to her husband, who was in the study.

Zhao Xianliang was still anxious about his daughter’s situation. From the moment he returned to Hangzhou, he had been constantly thinking about what had happened to his daughter, and the knot in his heart had not yet loosened.

Xie Yun had stayed with Zhao Ziqiu in Beijing for a few days, and also secretly bought her an apartment near Renmin University. After returning, she focused her attention on her husband. She hadn’t expected that her usually broad-minded husband still hadn’t gotten over this hurdle, even after being home for so many days. As soon as she returned, she heard him sighing and complaining, constantly bringing up his daughter’s and Li Mu’s situation, full of grievances. According to him, he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep for days, his liver fire was strong, leading to a sore throat and canker sores, enduring torment both mentally and physically.

Xie Yun felt heartache and helplessness, so as soon as she returned, she did everything she could to counsel him and find ways to serve him well.

Holding a bowl of lily and lotus seed soup, Xie Yun paused at the study door and hesitantly asked, “Xianliang, may I come in?”

Zhao Xianliang said with a slightly hoarse voice, “Come in.”

Xie Yun pushed the door open and found Zhao Xianliang sitting in front of the tea table in the corner of the study, staring blankly while holding a large teacup of chrysanthemum tea.

Xie Yun said, “Her dad, I thought you were reading. Why are you just sitting here daydreaming?”

Zhao Xianliang sighed and said in a muffled, grumbling tone, “Her dad’s heart is bitter! He feels so wronged for his sweetie!”

Xie Yun immediately felt a headache coming on: “Zhao Xianliang, that’s enough. How many days has it been? Haven’t you gotten over it yet?”

“Get over it?” Zhao Xianliang put down his teacup and said seriously, “I’m telling you, I’ll never get over this in my life.”

“Why?” Xie Yun frowned. It was the first time she heard her husband say something so serious.

Zhao Xianliang, however, said, “Think about it. I only have one daughter, Ziqiu. Everything I own will be hers in the future. I must work hard to give her the best so that she won’t be looked down upon by anyone. Originally, this was my biggest motivation after turning thirty, but just thinking that all these efforts might benefit a rascal like Li Mu in the future, I just can’t get over it. I’ve even slacked off quite a bit. Tell me, if Ziqiu is determined to be with him, why should I still work so hard managing all this? I think we should just retire early and travel the world instead.”

Xie Yun said helplessly, “You’re usually so mature and steady in your thinking, why do you act so foolishly when it comes to this? No matter who your daughter marries in the future, it’s always right to prepare a generous dowry for her. If she finds someone capable, then our substantial dowry can at least ensure she doesn’t get looked down upon after she marries. If she finds someone incapable, a generous dowry can also ensure our sweetie doesn’t suffer grievances. Don’t you understand this simple logic?”

Zhao Xianliang stubbornly retorted, “I understand! I can’t say anything else right now, but ensuring Ziqiu lives a life of comfort is definitely not a problem. But I just can’t help but think, when I imagine her possibly spending her life with a boy like Li Mu, my heart feels a little off.”

As he spoke, Zhao Xianliang suddenly asked her, “By the way! Do you think that rascal Li Mu might be after our family’s money, which is why he’s approaching our sweetie?”

“What are you thinking?” Xie Yun frowned slightly and said, “I know you love your daughter dearly, but don’t think so poorly of others just because of that. Ziqiu is very low-key at school; Li Mu has no idea about our family’s situation.”

“No idea?” Zhao Xianliang’s face was full of disdain: “How could he not know? Hasn’t he been to our villa?”

Xie Yun said, “He has been there, but Ziqiu told me that the first time Li Mu went to our villa, she actively tricked him into going.”

Zhao Xianliang’s eyes nearly popped out: “What did you say? Our sweetie actively tricked him into going?”

“Yes,” Xie Yun sighed. “Our sweetie initiated it. Li Mu really didn’t know anything before.”

These past few days in Beijing, Xie Yun had several heart-to-heart talks with Zhao Ziqiu. Zhao Ziqiu told her the entire process from when she met Li Mu to when she fell in love with him, and how she pursued Li Mu, and finally how she used a little trick on his birthday to get him to her home and present herself as a birthday gift to him. In all of this, Zhao Ziqiu concealed nothing except for the matter with Su Yingxue; she told Xie Yun almost everything without any alteration.

Upon hearing this, Zhao Xianliang felt even more uneasy, for some reason.

Xie Yun, however, understood Zhao Ziqiu’s feelings very well. Zhao Ziqiu was already an adult. At this special stage, meeting such a special boy, her chances of falling for him were simply too great. Xie Yun knew her daughter best; she was the type of person who, once she decided to do something, would be fearless and disregard everything else. It was absolutely not impossible for her to actively chase a boy.

Zhao Xianliang sighed deeply and asked Xie Yun, “How far do you think they can go?”

Xie Yun shrugged, “How would I know? A relationship is a matter between two people. I don’t know Li Mu, so I can’t say for sure. But I know Ziqiu; as long as Li Mu doesn’t change, she will definitely stick to it to the bitter end.”

Zhao Xianliang immediately got angry: “That’s sticking to a dark path!”

Xie Yun shrugged again, “Whether it leads to the bitter end or a dark path, as long as she likes it, I have no objections.”

Zhao Xianliang’s anger from before suddenly transformed into deep helplessness. He said, “When Ziqiu graduates, if she’s still with Li Mu then, I’ll retire.”

Xie Yun nodded, “That’s all up to you. Just don’t think about those useless things right now. Come, put down your chrysanthemum tea and drink your soup.”

Zhao Xianliang no longer remained unyielding. He picked up the soup bowl and drank it spoonful by spoonful. Xie Yun watched him from the side, finding it both amusing and helpless.

Just then, the fax machine beside the desk across from them began to clatter. Xie Yun asked him, “Is there a fax coming into the house this late?”

Zhao Xianliang casually said, “Go take a look.”

Xie Yun nodded, walked to the fax machine, and picked up the printed A4 sheets. Upon seeing them, her entire body froze in stunned silence.

Zhao Xianliang finished his soup and saw Xie Yun still standing foolishly by the fax machine. He couldn’t help but ask her, “Where’s it from?”

Xie Yun snapped back to reality, suppressing the extreme shock in her heart. She took all the papers and walked over to Zhao Xianliang, tossing them all in front of him. With an amused tone, she said, “According to what you just said, I don’t think you’ll be able to retire even when you’re eighty!”





Chapter 563: This Isn’t Scientific!

Zhao Xianliang was completely confused by Xie Yun’s words.

He had just mentioned his plan to retire once his daughter graduated from college, but he couldn’t understand why his wife suddenly said he wouldn’t be able to retire even when he was eighty.

Just as he was about to ask her, Xie Yun spoke again, “Did you have someone investigate Li Mu?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, hmphing, “He tricked my precious sweetie away; how can I not investigate him thoroughly? Not only him, I’ll investigate his entire family, three generations up…”

Xie Yun cut him off before he could finish, tapping the documents on the table. “Don’t say anything yet. Look at these faxes that just arrived.”

Zhao Xianliang pouted, crossed his legs, and picked up the small stack of documents to read. At first glance at the first page, he couldn’t help but sit up straight. Alright, the first A4 sheet was full of Li Mu’s personal information: what year, month, and day he was born, in which city, which hospital, what his parents did, his provincial origin, and his education level—all clearly written. When he saw that Li Mu’s parents were both high school graduates and coal miners, Zhao Xianliang felt a pang of frustration.

It wasn’t that Zhao Xianliang looked down on coal miners, but the other party’s family situation and cultural background seemed too different from his own family. He, at least, was a university student and later earned an MBA in China. His wife’s family, on the other hand, was a genuine family of scholars. Their entire extended family comprised senior intellectuals, including several Zhejiang University professors, as well as top-tier experts like returned doctorate holders and academicians from the Chinese Academy of Sciences. Comparing the foundations of the two families, they seemed to be from completely different worlds.

Looking further down, Li Mu’s life until high school graduation was also unremarkable. Education system records showed that he was always disciplined at school, with above-average grades, and had never been punished by the school. He seemed like most other students, well-behaved and conforming. Getting into Renmin University was considered an exceptionally good performance; in his usual mock exams, his English score could barely reach the passing score, yet he scored a perfect mark on the Gaokao English, which was how he got into Renmin University.

After reading the first page, Zhao Xianliang sighed deeply, then looked up at Xie Yun and said, “You see, you see? This family background, this family foundation—how far apart is it from ours? Not fifty-four thousand kilometers, but at least twenty-seven thousand kilometers! I won’t even mention myself; given Li Mu’s situation, would my father-in-law agree? He cherishes Zi Qiu even more than I cherish her. If he finds such a grandson-in-law for her, wouldn’t his nose be twisted out of shape from anger?”

Xie Yun pouted and said, “Don’t speculate wildly about my dad’s attitude. My dad’s affection for Zi Qiu is genuinely heartfelt. Since she was a child, he bought her whatever she liked and supported her in whatever she wanted to do. Before Zi Qiu went to college, he told me that I must ensure Zi Qiu’s freedom to choose her own love in the future. He wouldn’t bear to see his granddaughter become a victim of a marriage of convenience.”

Zhao Xianliang felt that Xie Yun was inexplicably and obviously siding with Li Mu, and he couldn’t help but say, “Then give this information to my father-in-law and see what he says.”

Xie Yun smiled mysteriously and said, “If my dad sees this information, I promise he’ll be unable to close his mouth from smiling.”

Zhao Xianliang angrily retorted, “Given this situation, if your dad is unable to close his mouth from smiling, I’ll twist off my head and let you kick it like a ball!”

Xie Yun said, “Don’t speak so absolutely. Even though it’s just the two of us now, I don’t want you to embarrass yourself later.”

“What’s there for me to be embarrassed about?” Zhao Xianliang was somewhat annoyed, muttering discontentedly, “That’s why I said you’re a person with very weak resolve. At first, you kept saying Xu Jiahui was a rare good young man. How can you suddenly side with Li Mu to this extent?”

Xie Yun said, “Keep reading. Talk after you’ve finished.”

Zhao Xianliang hmphed, “What’s there to see? I don’t even need to think; the content below is definitely about that 3321. That kid only has that one thing to show off.”

With that, Zhao Xianliang flipped to the next page. Sure enough, this page was a detailed introduction to 3321. However, Zhao Xianliang was already very familiar with 3321. He admitted that 3321 was indeed impressive, and now, after collaborating with universities nationwide, it was blossoming everywhere. But so what? Could it resolve the huge disparities between the two families in all aspects?

Seeing this, Zhao Xianliang looked up at Xie Yun and said, “I know people from your education system highly regard this 3321. But honestly, this model is impressive and effective, but what’s the point? Can it make money? This kid Li Mu, at such a young age, is already seeking fame and praise. Does he really think he can advance his official career path by relying on such a website?”

Xie Yun said, “Li Mu doesn’t intend to make money from 3321 at all. Besides, I think he wouldn’t even care about that kind of money.”

Zhao Xianliang laughed aloud and said, “You really think highly of him. He wouldn’t care about the money from 3321? He probably only has Alipay that can make some money, right? I had someone estimate it, and Alipay’s annual revenue is only several million, not even reaching ten million.”

Seeing Zhao Xianliang filled with displeasure towards Li Mu, Xie Yun waved her hand and said, “I’m extremely annoyed by your childish targeting and dissatisfaction. Just finish reading before you speak.”

Zhao Xianliang pouted and scoffed, “What’s there to see? I don’t even need to think to know that the next part must be about Alipay.”

As he continued reading, what Zhao Xianliang found interesting was that the latter half of this page covered some current activities of 3321, but there was no mention of Alipay. Didn’t Li Mu make money mainly through Alipay, which was a companion product to 3321? As Li Mu’s only source of income, why wasn’t it included with 3321 in the information? If it wasn’t on this page, it must be on the next.

Thinking this, Zhao Xianliang moved his fingertips across the paper, slowly turning the page. The moment he flipped it, the first paragraph made him involuntarily frown.

This information was clearly arranged in the chronological order of all companies Li Mu had registered with the industrial and commercial administration. Therefore, the first company related to Li Mu was Eting Technology.

Li Mu’s earliest venture was the obscure “Stone Age Overlord.” Later, he used the continually rising popularity of Simple Plan to create Eting.com, establishing Eting Technology. This was the true starting point of Li Mu’s entrepreneurship.

When Zhao Xianliang saw the information related to Eting Technology, he suddenly realized that Li Mu wasn’t as simple as he had imagined or seen. He had other businesses that he didn’t know about. What Eting Technology did or how much it was worth, he wasn’t very clear on, but this at least proved that Li Mu had other ventures besides 3321 and Alipay.

Looking further, the name of the next company struck Zhao Xianliang like a thunderclap on dry ground, making him instantly open his mouth wide, dumbfounded in shock!

Muye Technology!

My God! Muye Technology was actually founded by Li Mu! And even after two rounds of financing, he was still the absolute major shareholder!

Recently, whether in the internet industry, real economy, or even just among ordinary people who don’t do any business, as long as they had normal news channels, it was impossible for them not to know Muye Technology.

This was probably China’s largest internet company at the moment. But because Muye Technology currently completely refused financing, no one could give it an accurate valuation.

Muye Technology’s valuation in the capital market was at least seven billion Chinese Yuan, and this was only a conservative estimate.

Muye Technology had been making impressive moves recently and wasn’t open to capital cooperation, so no one knew what valuation Muye Technology would accept. Therefore, current valuations in the capital market weren’t necessarily accurate. Muye Technology’s last financing valuation was eight hundred million Chinese Yuan. If there was no next round of financing, no one could say how much it was truly worth. Saying it was still worth eight hundred million wouldn’t be wrong, but saying it was worth eight billion, it might not even be willing to raise funds at that price. Perhaps someone might be willing to give Muye Technology a valuation exceeding ten billion Chinese Yuan right now, especially considering that for a hot enterprise like Muye Technology, its premium would definitely be very high.

In short, returning to the conservative industry-wide price, Muye Technology was definitely worth at least seven billion Chinese Yuan.

The most impressive part was that since its founding, Muye Technology had only undergone two rounds of financing. The first round was led by Baidu, with a valuation of fifty million Chinese Yuan, but a few months later, Mingcheng Capital led the Series B round, with a valuation of eight hundred million Chinese Yuan. Zhao Xianliang knew Mingcheng Capital well; it was Xu Jiaming’s company.

It was only at this moment that Zhao Xianliang suddenly understood. Some time ago, he had heard that Xu Jiaming had invested in a very impressive company, whose profits had increased by eight or nine times in just over half a year. He had only heard that Xu Jiaming invested in an internet enterprise, but Zhao Xianliang didn’t understand the internet, so he hadn’t inquired too much. Now he knew it was Muye Technology! What shocked him most was that Muye Technology was actually Li Mu’s company!

In both Series A and Series B investments, Li Mu only divested a very small percentage of shares. Moreover, before the Series B financing, he managed to get Baidu to sell off its shares, recovering the ten percent Baidu had previously held. Now, Li Mu was still the absolute major shareholder of Muye Technology, holding nearly seventy-five percent of the shares under his name. Roughly calculated, Li Mu’s net worth had already exceeded five billion Chinese Yuan.

Zhao Xianliang felt his worldview, accumulated over decades, utterly collapse in that instant!

In that moment, along with his worldview, his brain also collapsed. His brain’s blood supply was momentarily insufficient, causing his vision to darken and his head to feel dizzy, almost making him faint from the shock.

Undoubtedly, Li Mu’s information completely stunned him. Dumbfounded or speechless, such words were entirely insufficient to describe his feelings at that moment. Precisely because he had previously looked down on Li Mu so much, when Li Mu revealed the massive form hidden beneath the tip of the iceberg, it caused such a huge impact on him.

Previously, Zhao Xianliang thought Li Mu’s only highlight was 3321, which surprised him but wasn’t enough to shock him, let alone intimidate him. It was like a normal person looking at an ant: when an ant lifts an object several times larger than itself, even a brilliant man possessing the strength to lift five hundred kilograms, like Zhao Xianliang, would feel surprised—surprised by the power the tiny ant unleashed, which was completely disproportionate to its body size. But even so, their proud hearts would absolutely not be shocked by an ant, because an ant is ultimately an ant, insignificant to him, perhaps even beneath his notice.

However, for Zhao Xianliang now, if he possessed the strength to lift five hundred kilograms, then Li Mu, this “ant” in his eyes, could at least lift several hundred kilograms. This was simply too incredible! Anyone would experience insufficient blood supply to their brain from such a shock, yet this was precisely the truth, making it impossible for him to accept it at once! It made him doubt himself, doubt life, and doubt the world!

Seeing Zhao Xianliang looking utterly deflated, Xie Yun sat beside him and asked, “What’s wrong? Are you scared?”

Zhao Xianliang held the documents in one hand and pinched the bridge of his nose hard with the other. The hand holding the documents trembled slightly uncontrollably. He let out a long sigh and remained silent for a long time.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to speak, but his mind was in such a mess. He first had to accept that what he had seen was true before he could answer Xie Yun’s question. But the hardest part for him right now was crossing that hurdle; he simply couldn’t believe that everything happening before his eyes was real.

Xie Yun couldn’t help but urge him again, “Old Zhao, say something!”

Zhao Xianliang swallowed with difficulty and said, “Oh, what do you want me to say? This isn’t scientific at all! I must be dreaming! This is probably the most terrifying nightmare I’ve ever had in this life…” With that, he weakly looked up at Xie Yun and said, “Wife, I must be dreaming, right? This is too incredible, quickly wake me up…”

Xie Yun couldn’t help but shake her head and smile wryly, asking him, “You yourself had someone investigate Li Mu, and now the results are laid out in black and white right in front of you. How is it not scientific? I thought you weren’t someone who engaged in self-deception. Why are you starting to deceive yourself now? Don’t you know whether you’re dreaming or not?”

“I know…” Zhao Xianliang grumbled, closing his eyes. His body had already slid down limply, like Ge You’s famous Beijing Slump. After a long pause, he exhaled weakly, “A company founded less than a year ago, with a valuation of tens of billions… in a specific field, I’d believe it. But this Li Mu is only twenty years old, has no family background, no connections, and no foundation. He hadn’t even started college when he began his venture. Do you think something like this is normal?”

Xie Yun smiled and said, “Everything done by a genius seems a bit abnormal in the eyes of ordinary people.”

Zhao Xianliang retorted, “Do you think this kid is a genius?”

Xie Yun said, “Starting from scratch at twenty years old, and having such immense wealth in just one year—what else would you call it but a genius?”

Zhao Xianliang was speechless. After a long moment, he sighed in a useless manner and said, “But this is just too discouraging. How could he have such influence?”

Xie Yun looked at the documents in his hand and kindly reminded him, “You’ve only just finished the third page. There’s a lot more to go. Keep reading.”





Chapter 564: I’m Convinced!

Xie Yun knew clearly that if Muye Technology was a thunderclap to her husband, then the subsequent content was practically a thunderstorm.

He had only looked at one Muye Technology and was already struck into such a state. Instead of feeling a pained expression, Xie Yun looked forward to seeing him after he finished reading all the remaining content; she believed it would be very interesting.

Zhao Xianliang had had too smooth a journey these past few years, and the arrogance in his bones had grown increasingly heavy. This was not a good thing for him, Xie Yun saw it clearly. So, she felt that while Li Mu’s information would undoubtedly hit him hard, it would also make him more grounded.

Zhao Xianliang, with a heart ashen, flipped to the next page. The content on the following page discussed Alipay. Alipay was a payment channel incubated within 3321, and it had now become the largest online payment channel in the country. Its user numbers and transaction volume even surpassed the online banking services of major banks. It had integrated with numerous gaming companies, including Shanda Games and Baofeng Entertainment, as well as Taobao, and several other third-party merchants. Its future development was full of imaginative possibilities.

Previously, Zhao Xianliang had no idea that Alipay had such a huge market. This page of information, though not exhaustive but relatively objective, allowed him to see Alipay’s grand blueprint for the first time. Aside from anything else, Alipay had now become the online Wallet for Chinese internet Users. Zhao Xianliang knew very well how much catching a Wallet would help with future development.

Zhao Xianliang didn’t know Alipay’s valuation, but based on Alipay’s conservative daily transaction volume estimates, it should already be above tens of millions of yuan and still growing rapidly. If Alipay’s total annual transaction volume was calculated over a 365-day period, it definitely wouldn’t be as simple as multiplying tens of millions by 365. Considering there was also a continuously growing coefficient, if Alipay’s current daily transaction volume was ten million yuan, its average daily transaction volume for the year would not be less than thirty million yuan, totaling one hundred billion yuan per year.

This amount was not outrageous. When Taobao went premium, it already had a considerable foundation, and stimulated by Mango-ME, its development was booming. All of Taobao’s sales would become Alipay’s transaction volume. 3321’s business extended throughout the country, and every cent of payment had to be made through Alipay. This didn’t even include the game companies Alipay independently integrated with. Currently, Mu Online and Blood Legend were super online games with monthly transaction volumes exceeding one hundred million yuan, and Alipay accounted for the majority of these transactions. Therefore, Alipay achieving an annual transaction volume of over one hundred billion yuan was an easy feat.

After reading Alipay’s introduction, Zhao Xianliang felt a bit breathless. No investment bank had yet valued Alipay, but in Zhao Xianliang’s opinion, if it could achieve a one hundred billion yuan transaction volume annually, Alipay’s valuation would start at least at several hundred million yuan. And Li Mu was Alipay’s sole shareholder, holding 100% of Alipay’s equity…

Zhao Xianliang wiped the dense sweat from his forehead and asked Xie Yun with some uncertainty, “Is Alipay really that powerful?”

Xie Yun spread her hands and said, “I don’t know much about it either. Keep reading.”

“Alright.” Zhao Xianliang took a few deep breaths and said, “Let me see what else this kid has that I don’t know about.”

On the next page, it was Eting Technology.

Eting Technology was founded based on Eting.com. After Li Mu demerged Eting.com, the equity structure of Eting Technology also changed: Baidu took a 30% stake, Song Liang took a 3.8% stake, and the rest was all Li Mu’s. Therefore, Li Mu was still Eting Technology’s major shareholder.

Eting Technology’s current industry valuation was between three hundred million and four hundred million yuan. However, there was a reliable rumor from insiders that Baidu had once wanted to increase its investment in Eting.com based on a valuation of five hundred million yuan, but Li Mu refused. The industry valuation was less than four hundred million yuan, yet Baidu was willing to offer five hundred million yuan, which proved Baidu’s strong demand for Eting Technology. Li Mu’s refusal was definitely because he wanted to push the price higher. So, comprehensively speaking, Eting.com’s valuation should have a minimum yield of five hundred million yuan.

Zhao Xianliang covered his face with one hand instinctively after reading this page. The shock Li Mu brought him was already too much, so much that he now deeply regretted everything he had just said. Fortunately, only his wife had heard his words; otherwise, if they got out, he would lose all face.

After a long silence, Zhao Xianliang raised his head and continued reading.

Next was Baofeng Entertainment. Baofeng Entertainment’s equity structure was simple: Li Mu brought in Zhao Kang to invest, and his own stake combined with his indirect stake through Muye Technology totaled nearly 80% equity. And this company’s current speed of making money was not just making money, it was printing money. Relying solely on the game Mu Online, Baofeng Entertainment’s monthly revenue reached an astonishing hundreds of millions of yuan. Although the net profit wasn’t explicitly found, it must be calculated in the tens of millions…

Zhao Xianliang’s brows furrowed, first like the character ‘川’, then like the character ‘三’. After finishing reading about Baofeng Entertainment, he wished he could tear all these documents in his hands to shreds.

But the documents were not over; he had to keep reading.

“Muye Films…”

Zhao Xianliang was afraid this would be another massive company he hadn’t heard of, but after a careful look, he let out a huge sigh of relief. Muye Films currently had no income, having only earned a little sponsorship from Old Boys and some copyright fees from Xiangnan Satellite TV for replays.

Just as he sighed in relief, the very next company made his heart jump up again.

Taobao!

Legal representative Liu Qiangdong, investment and equity structure: Liu Qiangdong 20%, Li Mu 80%…

Taobao’s reputation had also been soaring recently, and Zhao Xianliang had heard about it. While no investment bank had seriously evaluated the value of such a newly established company, its development speed indirectly showed its potential value. In the future, it would probably shoot up like a rocket…

Zhao Xianliang’s vision went black. Like a child having a tantrum, he threw all the documents in his hands to the ground, covered his face with both hands, and said, “I’m not reading it, I’m not reading it! This kid is a complete monster, it’s killing me!”

Xie Yun smiled and said, “There are two more companies related to him that you haven’t seen yet.”

“I’m not reading it, I’m not reading it,” Zhao Xianliang still covered his face, his voice tinged with shame. “I take back what I said earlier. This kid Li Mu is truly monstrously talented. I’m convinced!”

Xie Yun deliberately teased, “Actually, you were right. Li Mu’s family background is indeed a bit lacking.”

Zhao Xianliang knew he had lost face terribly in front of his wife today. He had lectured Li Mu extensively earlier, but the information his hired investigators brought back was now slapping him in the face. With his wife still teasing him, he could only concede and say softly, “I take back my earlier words; I was wrong. Actually, among the two of us, only your family is a family of scholars; my Mom and Dad didn’t even go to university.”

Xie Yun chuckled, “As for the retirement issue, you previously said you were afraid Li Mu would take advantage of our family, so you’d retire as soon as Zi Qiu graduated. But you also used to say you had to work hard to earn money so our daughter wouldn’t be looked down upon by her future husband. Now, it’s clear that Li Mu genuinely has no need to take advantage of our family. On the contrary, with Li Mu’s earning speed, once he transparentizes and capitalizes his ventures, putting them on the capital market with clear price tags, his market value will immediately become clear. I estimate it will be close to, if not already, one hundred billion yuan. Who knows, next year he might even become the richest person in mainland China. Moreover, his assets are expanding at a speed you probably can’t catch up to no matter what. I’m truly afraid you’ll still be unable to retire even when you’re eighty.”

The rich lists of that era were still very inflated. On one hand, a significant portion of genuinely wealthy individuals in mainland China never appeared on major lists. Even for those who did appear, there were various issues like opaque industries and unclear valuations. The richest person in mainland China in 2001 was worth less than one hundred billion yuan. It was quite possible Li Mu could appear on the rich list next year and instantly claim the title of richest person in mainland China.

As for Zhao Xianliang himself, he ran steel and energy businesses, and his total market value, when all assets were calculated, comfortably exceeded one hundred billion yuan. However, the complex web of relationships in such industries made it impossible for him to be among the publicly listed rich. But with so many companies and industries accumulated by Li Mu, his scale was likely already comparable to Zhao Xianliang’s.

This was the most crushing point for Zhao Xianliang. Li Mu was only 20 years old, and in a single year, he had developed several internet companies, achieving a market value comparable to his own. Meanwhile, Zhao Xianliang had taken at least twenty years of accumulation and precipitation to reach where he was today. This utterly devastated him. He was in a state of severe frustration, unable to recover.

If Li Mu’s development speed continued, perhaps he would surpass him next year. And if he truly wanted to fulfill his previous ambition of not letting his daughter be looked down upon by her future husband, he had to work desperately to catch up. But how could he possibly catch up to Li Mu’s speed? If he always remained this fast, let alone retiring at eighty, he probably wouldn’t catch up even if he worked for another two eighty-year periods!

This was the terrifying aspect of the internet. As long as one was connected to the internet, one instantly faced tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of Users. If a product was good, it was possible to create a massive internet empire overnight. Li Mu was an internet professional who had experienced Rebirth. Even fighting desperately on multiple fronts for a year, he still only achieved a market value of several billion yuan. Think about Instagram, which was founded less than two years before being sold to Facebook for one billion US dollars. That speed was not much slower than Li Mu’s.

Seeing Zhao Xianliang remained silent, Xie Yun couldn’t help but ask again, “Husband, do you think you can retire at eighty?”

Zhao Xianliang mumbled, still covering his face, “I’m afraid I won’t even live to be eighty.”

After speaking, he sighed deeply and said dejectedly, “It’s my fault, it’s my fault. I was blind to what’s obvious, I looked down on people with prejudice. I take back everything I said before. A hero’s origin doesn’t matter. I’m convinced by this kid Li Mu. I’m convinced, alright?!”





Chapter 565: Tailor-Made

Zhao Xianliang was quite vexed, with frustration and depression visible on his face. Businessmen at his level generally no longer cared about money, and finding out about Li Mu’s immense wealth did not make him happy. He just felt like he had nowhere to put his old face. A man lives by his pride; if Li Mu didn’t do well, he would naturally be displeased, but if Li Mu did too well, he would be even more displeased. Zhao Xianliang had been in the business world for so many years, and at his current age, what he cared about was his stance and his pride. If he were to meet Li Mu again in the future, how he should face him was an embarrassing question he didn’t want to dwell on.

However, Xie Yun was secretly overjoyed. Her thoughts were simple and straightforward: everything was for her daughter’s well-being. Now, learning of Li Mu’s hidden formidable strength genuinely delighted her. Most importantly, of course, she felt relieved for her daughter. Her daughter had, after all, found the right person. There was probably no second young man like Li Mu in all of China. Seeing her daughter find such an exceptionally capable young man, she was happier than anyone.

Xie Yun had no intention of provoking Zhao Xianliang; she merely felt the need to quickly correct his views and thinking. So, she picked up the two pages Zhao Xianliang hadn’t finished reading and said, “You haven’t finished reading just now. Li Mu started a Yanjing Jinshun International Co., Ltd. with Chen Ze. You know Chen Ze, right? The only son of Director Chen from the ministry or commission.”

Zhao Xianliang’s facial muscles twitched for a moment. Director Chen from the ministry or commission, he knew very well which ministry or commission it was. They dealt with energy and steel industries. Looking up, the highest ministry or commission was indeed headed by Chen Ze’s Dad. Li Mu was even cooperating with Chen Ze? This young man, at such a young age, already had such strong political connections / networks?

Seeing that he didn’t speak, Xie Yun continued, “He also established a real estate company with Chen Ze and a real estate developer from Li Mu’s hometown. This real estate company is registered in Beijing. They probably saw potential in Beijing’s real estate market.”

“He wants to get into real estate too?” Zhao Xianliang forcefully rubbed his temples, feeling his brain wasn’t enough to process it all.

Xie Yun said, “Looking at this setup, they are definitely going into real estate, or else they wouldn’t have specifically partnered with a real estate developer.”

Zhao Xianliang frowned and retorted, “Where does he get the energy to manage so many things? Just hearing all these company names one after another gives me a headache.”

Xie Yun said, “The problem isn’t where he gets the energy, but where he gets such great capability. Every company he’s involved in now is either very valuable, very profitable, or will be very valuable and profitable in the future. Except for these two companies he and Chen Ze are involved in, which don’t show future signs yet, the companies he’s already built have all been successful.”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand irritably, saying, “Let’s not talk about him, it’s making my liver hurt. I’ll temporarily reserve all opinions about him and Zi Qiu’s matter. For now, I’ll take a step back and see his future development. What he’s doing now is very good, but whether it can last is another story.”

This was exactly what Xie Yun wanted to hear. She immediately smiled and said, “It’s right that you see it this way!”

…

No one knew what kind of blizzard Zhao Xianliang was enduring in his heart on this summer night. And similarly enduring a blizzard were Sina’s high-rise executives and investors.

In a little while, NASDAQ was launched for sale again.

According to normal estimates, Sina’s stock price should have recovered today, because the negative news brought by Muye Technology that day had been fully released and converted into the stock price. Sina’s stock price had fallen by 24%. In the eyes of Sina’s high-rise executives, this was already a bottom price. What’s more, the Short-sellers who poured in yesterday would certainly realize the stock price had hit bottom today and would Close out positions in time. A large volume of stock purchases would definitely drive the price up. This was a bottom rebound.

However, when nine-thirty arrived and NASDAQ launched for sale, Sina’s stock price did not open higher as everyone had expected. Instead, it fell by one cent, launching for sale at $1.21.

Not opening higher at the launch for sale was a very strange signal.

Sina’s high-rise executives immediately became nervous again. They had originally thought they could at least raise the stock price by five to ten percentage points from the $1.22 base today, but the launch for sale was low, which was not a good sign. At the very least, it proved that the Short-sellers were not yet in a hurry to Close out positions.

Why the Short-sellers weren’t closing out positions was actually simple: they had been analyzing Sina’s situation and Muye Technology’s status and characteristics since yesterday. When Muye Technology entered NASDAQ’s market view, they quickly realized that Sina’s problems were definitely not just a quarter of its traffic being cut off. Their biggest problem was having created an opponent like Muye Technology. Although there was no direct evidence that Muye Technology would further impact Sina’s business, the America market’s senses always remained acutely ahead of the present. After seeing Muye Technology’s information, they could sniff out Sina’s potential danger from it.

Currently, Sina.com’s stock price was entirely supported by its web portal. And America people had much earlier and deeper exposure to web portals than China people. To put it plainly, web portals relied on traffic and content. When these two are organically combined, they can create User retention, thereby becoming the lifeblood of web portal development.

After acquiring Hao123, Muye Technology gained control of almost all China netizens through various entry points. This meant it held the most powerful internet traffic source in China. Coupled with Muye Technology’s incredibly healthy cash flow and strong development capabilities, creating a web portal would be too simple and easy for them. Human resources, material resources, and financial resources could all quickly catch up. Moreover, America people analyzed Muye Technology’s industry structure and found that what Muye Technology truly lacked was a web portal. Looking at it this way, if Muye Technology didn’t create a web portal, Sina’s stock price would have bottomed out. But if there was even a tiny possibility of Muye Technology creating a web portal, Sina’s stock price was still a certain distance from bottoming out.

For NASDAQ, the internet bubble experienced since 2000 had severely shrunk the market value of many internet companies on NASDAQ. Although the international internet trend was starting to recover now, it was still somewhat sluggish when it came to stocks. Most investors in stocks still held a cautious attitude towards internet stocks, so it was difficult to accept any premium (business) component in internet company stock prices. They also tended to be overly pessimistic about the development prospects of internet companies. If the situation was good, that would be one thing. But if the situation was bad and there was a possibility of further decline, basically no one dared to buy such stocks.

It was precisely because of this that Sina’s stock price opened low at the start of the new trading day. The embarrassing thing was that Sina’s high-rise executives lacked foresight into NASDAQ investors’ psychology and were now stunned by the sluggish / depressed stock price.

Opening low often implied a low trend.

The market’s pessimistic sentiment caused Sina’s stock price to steadily decline from the moment it launched for sale. Ten minutes after launching for sale, the stock price had already fallen below the $1.20 threshold, plummeting to $1.19.

While Sina was frantically worried, Li Mu was in his rented apartment, playing guitar and singing for Su Yingxue.

“Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” and “First Day” were the two new songs Li Mu had prepared for Du Wei. Among these, “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was meant to be a masterpiece to help her break into the Hong Kong market, so Li Mu personally valued this song more than the other. Thus, it was the first one he sang for Su Yingxue.

“Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was a Cantonese song. Li Mu sang it with his non-standard Cantonese, making it even harder for Su Yingxue, who didn’t understand Cantonese, to comprehend. So, she could only read the handwritten lyrics by Li Mu to grasp the song’s mood / artistic conception.

The song wasn’t overly emotional/sentimental, but it cleverly combined Hong Kong place names with the singer’s conflicting psychology of hoping to become a Heavenly Queen while also longing for love. Ultimately, it expressed the singer’s firm stance: in the face of fame, fortune, and love, her significant other was always the most important.

If an ordinary person were to sing this song, or if an ordinary person listened to another ordinary person sing it, it probably wouldn’t be very touching. However, if an ordinary person were to listen to a celebrity sing it, the mood / artistic conception of the song would be vastly different. The main purpose of this song was actually to make the high above celebrity more approachable, allowing the celebrity to lower their stance through singing, express their firm belief in love above all else, and gain subconscious acceptance from ordinary people, making music fans understand that celebrities don’t just focus on fame and prestige; celebrities also have love, and celebrities, like ordinary people, will love someone wholeheartedly.

Su Yingxue understood the hidden meaning within the lyrics and was amazed. Li Mu was indeed a creator who knew how to control the audience’s psychology. This song could be said to be an absolute crowd-pleaser. Ordinary people had heard celebrities sing about love countless times; whether the love sung about by celebrities was happy or sad, they rarely felt a deeper resonance. However, this song, through a celebrity’s perspective, expressed a celebrity’s firm belief in love. Compared to other love songs, it would have a deeper emotional resonance.

Moreover, not only were the lyrics cleverly written, but the melody was also gentle and beautiful. The overall mood / artistic conception also perfectly matched Du Wei’s image and temperament. While Su Yingxue praised Li Mu’s overflowing talent in her heart, she couldn’t help but feel a little jealous, jealous that Li Mu was so dedicated to Du Wei. Of the three songs Li Mu had previously written for Du Wei, two were for the short film, and one, he claimed, was inspired by the words “Hidden Fragrance” during a meal. The nature of these three songs was very different from this current song, “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen,” because this song was clearly tailor-made for Du Wei by Li Mu. Li Mu was like a skilled tailor; only by fully dedicating himself and knowing every detail of Du Wei’s measurements could he create such a perfectly fitting work for her.





Chapter 566: Cede Territory and Pay Indemnities

“First Day” possessed all the basic elements for a massive hit. First, its melody was dynamic and upbeat, and the lyrics were beautifully written. With the lyrics and music combined, if the arrangement leaned a bit more towards Pop Rock, it would easily become popular across the streets and alleyways.

When Avril Lavigne rose to fame, she relied on a dynamic and upbeat Pop Punk style, which appeared particularly vibrant and wild in the eyes of teenagers. Although “First Day” didn’t have as obvious a Pop Punk style, it was just right for the relatively reserved Chinese people.

However, given its Pop Rock leanings, Li Mu, with just a folk guitar, naturally couldn’t fully convey the song’s true essence. Yet, even so, the song still made Su Yingxue’s eyes light up.

As far as she remembered, this was the first upbeat song Li Mu had written. Listening to it felt like ice cream in summer—a little bit intense, but more than that, a deep sense of inner beauty.

Su Yingxue gave both songs high praise and firmly believed they would be massive hits. She sincerely complimented Li Mu, but couldn’t help feeling a little lost because of them.

While it was good that her boyfriend was talented, it made her a bit uncomfortable that he was using so much of his talent on other women. Though she always appeared calm and unconcerned about everything, she, and only she, knew how much she cared about these details concerning Li Mu.

However, a trace of pride in her bones prevented her from grumbling to Li Mu or demanding more of his time and affection. When Li Mu used to cling to her for all sorts of intimacy, Su Yingxue had even seriously considered how to handle it. She had wanted to slowly retreat, gradually opening herself up to Li Mu—not acting too hastily, not letting Li Mu get her too easily, and not letting him think she lacked self-respect or was too casual.

But as things had developed, she suddenly felt her original strategy was basically useless. Li Mu no longer had the same thick-skinned, playful persistence he once did. Before she even had a chance to open up, he had already become reserved.

Their last private meeting was the same. Li Mu—she even felt that Li Mu had lost interest in her now. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have just sung to her. After finishing the song, seeing that it was getting late, he had proactively offered to escort her back.

In this matter, Li Mu and Su Yingxue indeed had a barrier that neither could understand. Li Mu felt that Su Yingxue was inherently reserved and modest, and with her aunt keeping a close watch, he should give her enough respect. Anyway, their relationship had spanned two lifetimes and finally had a clear definition; he didn’t necessarily need to rush. Taking things slow was also a good thing. However, he didn’t realize that this very perception of his plunged Su Yingxue’s heart into suspicion and distress.

With the summer break approaching, both of them simultaneously recalled their previous agreement. Su Yingxue had already informed her family that she would stay at school for a while during this summer break to prepare for joining the Student Union. This way, they would have more time together.

Thinking of this, Su Yingxue’s mood improved slightly. She let Li Mu escort her back to her dorm room, where she gave him a light hug goodbye at the dorm entrance.

…

That night, Sina’s stock closed at 1.14 yuan. After plummeting by twenty-four percent on its first day, it had dropped another 6.5 percent. Sina, from top to bottom, had never anticipated that Muye Technology could have such a significant and detrimental impact on them. Because of Muye Technology’s opposition to Sina, the entire market’s pessimism towards Sina’s stock price was exceptionally strong.

Sina’s CEO could no longer stand up to him. He wanted to seek a reconciliation with Li Mu, but Li Mu ignored him. Even so, he conveyed his sincerity through Chen Tong, expressing his willingness to disband UC first. But Li Mu hadn’t given any clear response, leaving him in a dilemma.

Chen Tong was also anxious, but he knew very well that at this point, he really couldn’t contact Li Mu anymore. Not only would it be useless, but it might also provoke Li Mu’s aversion, extinguishing the last bit of their senior male student bond.

Under siege, Sina’s CEO asked Chen Tong for an introduction. He personally visited Liu Qiangdong at Taobao. In Liu Qiangdong’s office, he resolutely told Liu Qiangdong, “General Manager Liu, please convey a message to Li Mu: we are willing to disband UC to de-escalate the relationship between Sina and Muye Technology. As long as he agrees, we will disband UC within twenty-four hours!”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, looked at Sina’s CEO, then at the depressed Chen Tong, and said with a smile, “To be honest, it’s meaningless for you to ask me to convey these words. Senior Student Chen has already said this to Li Mu himself. If Li Mu were going to accept it, he would have done so already, he wouldn’t wait for me to say it. The same words coming from my mouth won’t be gilded with gold.”

Sina’s CEO hurriedly said, “General Manager Liu, your relationship with Li Mu is more familiar and intimate. We hope you can help persuade him. After all, continuing like this is not good for anyone. It would be best if we could resolve it early.”

Liu Qiangdong clicked his tongue and said, “General Mao, to be frank, if you genuinely want to proactively reconcile with Muye Technology, don’t wait for Li Mu to agree before you act. Why not be more decisive? Go back and directly disband your UC team. Let Li Mu see your sincerity. Otherwise, if you just say it, how could Li Mu agree?”

Sina’s CEO said with some concern, “Disbanding the UC team first isn’t impossible, but we’re worried that Li Mu won’t buy it then and will still block us…”

Liu Qiangdong smiled and said, “Since it’s already a stalemate, you have to make the first move to break it. If General Mao isn’t willing to take even this much risk, then I can’t say much more. Sina and Muye Technology can continue to wear each other down like this, or perhaps you can accelerate UC’s development. Maybe you can turn the tide with UC.”

Sina’s CEO could hear a hint of sarcasm in Liu Qiangdong’s words, but upon careful thought, Liu Qiangdong’s words made sense. Sina was the one insistent on developing UC, and Sina was the one poaching Muye Technology’s people. Sina had long since openly revealed its coveting of Muye Technology. It was only natural for Li Mu to launch a counterattack at this point; Sina had brought this upon itself, making its own bed. Now in a position of absolute weakness, it had to make concessions first in solving the problem. The idea of “cash on delivery” was basically impossible. Since it was now a seller’s market, it was helpless to pay first as the buyer.

As for Liu Qiangdong’s suggestion of turning the tide with UC, he knew very well that the possibility was minuscule.

Leaving Taobao, Sina’s CEO immediately rushed back to the company and convened another high-level meeting. This time, he had made up his mind. Since they had to cede territory and pay indemnities, taking the initiative wouldn’t hurt. Quick and decisive action!

So, after everyone was present, his first words were: “The stock price has already collapsed. Now that investors understand Muye Technology’s situation, they are very pessimistic about our prospects. If we don’t show investors some improvement soon, I’m afraid even the investors will abandon us. So, I have decided to disband the UC team today and proactively yield to Muye Technology, begging them to show mercy. Right now, if Muye Technology stops blocking us, it would be the greatest boost for the stock price. What do you all think?”

The conference room immediately fell silent. Everyone looked at each other, no one willing to utter a word.

However, most of their gazes were focused on Xu Jinzhong. After all, he managed the UC business unit, which was his fiercely defended turf. Now that UC was to be cut, his opinion was likely to be the strongest.

But, unexpectedly, when Xu Jinzhong saw everyone’s gaze on him, he hastily declared his stance: “Why are you all looking at me? The company is facing difficulties right now. We must sacrifice pawns to save the rook to rise again, so I personally have absolutely no objection to cutting UC!”

Everyone immediately showed immense disdain for Xu Jinzhong.

He was the one who had stubbornly defended UC, and now he was the quickest to betray UC.

However, since even he wasn’t speaking up for UC, everyone naturally had no more reservations. So, they all expressed their support for cutting UC.

This time, no one among the company’s high-level executives dared to protect the UC project. With the stock price plummeting to such a sorry state, everyone suffered heavy losses. If the stock price didn’t rebound quickly, even the CEO would have to resign due to dereliction of duty. What good would a UC project do then? It would be a blessing if the company didn’t go bankrupt or get liquidated by investors.

Therefore, Sina made a major decision at three o’clock that afternoon: immediately disband the UC team! Cutting losses proactively, to express apologies and sincerity to Muye Technology.

After the decision was made, Sina’s HR Director immediately arranged to meet Liu Xuebin. He was the head of the UC department, and he needed to be informed about the department’s dissolution first.

Liu Xuebin had long been anxious about his future. With the stock price plummeting for two consecutive days, he was very worried that Muye Technology would demand Sina shut down the UC department as a price to resolve the issue. His subordinates had also been suffering immensely these past two days, feeling extremely insecure.

When the HR Director suddenly sought a private meeting with him, his heart immediately leaped into his throat. But now, he had to face it, even if it meant biting the bullet. So, he could only go to the HR Director’s office.

As soon as he sat down, the HR Director, in a businesslike manner, said to him, “Xuebin, I called you here to convey a message. The company’s decision has been made: effective today, the entire UC business unit will be disbanded…”

As soon as the words fell, Liu Xuebin felt as if he had been struck by lightning!

His worst fear had come true! He had just traveled across half of China to Beijing, and after only a few good days, his entire department was to be disbanded?!

The HR Director saw Liu Xuebin standing dumbfounded and silent, so he continued, “Your department has many people, and I can’t notify everyone individually, so I hope you can relay the message downwards.”

Liu Xuebin couldn’t help but ask, “General Hu, what does the company mean? Will the entire department be cut, or will the core employees be retained?”

Liu Xuebin absolutely did not want to leave Sina, because if he left Sina, finding another job with such a high salary would be too difficult. Although the entire department was to be cut, he was relatively capable. If others were laid off and he could be retained, being internally transferred to another department would be acceptable.

However, the HR Director’s next words pushed him into an abyss: “I’m sorry, Xuebin, everyone in the entire UC business unit, except General Xu, must leave.”





Chapter 567: Beijing Dream Shattered

The HR Director spoke so resolutely that Liu Xuebin instantly panicked.

He felt a surge of anger, slammed the table, and roared, “Over eighty of us traveled thousands of kilometers from Shenzhen, and before our seats are even warm, you’re going to disband the entire department? Is that how you do things?!”

The HR Director frowned and said rationally, “Xuebin, please calm down first. The company is facing difficulties, and sacrifices are inevitable. Furthermore, when the company asks everyone to leave, it will certainly fully comply with the national labor protection law and our contractual terms, providing everyone with reasonable compensation.”

Liu Xuebin immediately asked him, “What’s the compensation standard?”

The HR Director replied, “N+1. However, the employees you brought haven’t been with the company for six full months yet, so the company will settle everyone’s salaries up to today and pay half a month’s salary as compensation based on each person’s contractual salary standard. Others will be compensated strictly according to the N+1 standard, based on their actual years of service with the company.”

“Half a month?!” Liu Xuebin exploded in anger. “Were you trying to fob us off like beggars? We came all this way, and with a single word you dismiss us, and only give us half a month’s salary as compensation? Is that bloody reasonable?!”

Seeing Liu Xuebin’s overreaction, the HR Director cleared his throat and reminded him, “Xuebin, calm down. Though you’ve been with the company for a very short time, has the company mistreated you? You received the five hundred thousand signing bonus in full; even the personal income tax was paid by the company on your behalf. What was your annual salary at your previous job? Did it reach two hundred fifty thousand?”

As soon as the signing bonus was mentioned, Liu Xuebin immediately softened.

To be honest, even if the department were to be disbanded on the spot today with no compensation whatsoever, he had still made a huge profit.

Putting aside any future implications, that five hundred thousand alone was already a windfall, equivalent to two years of his hard work previously. It was a massive sum. Sina’s senior management, as well as the heads of HR and Finance, had kept this matter confidential, so his team members were still unaware. If he acted too irrationally and angered Sina, this secret might very well be exposed.

Liu Xuebin lowered his head in thought for a long while, realizing that the current situation was unsolvable and that he would inevitably have to leave Sina. Then, he stood up and said to the HR Director, “I’ll go gather the department members for a meeting now and inform them of the company’s decision.”

The HR Director nodded. “Thank you for your trouble. It’s three thirty now. Please notify them as soon as possible. I’ll arrange for someone to prepare the severance agreements, and we’ll bring them over for everyone to sign at five o’clock.”

Liu Xuebin hummed in agreement and said, “How about this, you prepare an agreement now, and I’ll sign it first.”

“Alright.”

The severance agreement had a fixed, very simple template. The HR Director quickly prepared a complete agreement. Liu Xuebin quickly scrolled through it and immediately signed his name, then turned and left the HR Director’s office.

After stepping out, Liu Xuebin had already accepted the fact that he was leaving Sina. Since Sina was no longer a place he could stay, his previous anger and indecision had vanished. No matter what, five hundred thousand was already in his hands. He had gained, and gained significantly. He could simply find another job after leaving Sina.

Returning to his department, Liu Xuebin clapped his hands to attract everyone’s attention, then began, “Everyone, please put your work aside. I have an announcement to make.”

The over eighty people who had followed him from Shenzhen, plus the original ten-plus people from UC, a total of over one hundred people, all put down their work and looked at Liu Xuebin, wondering what he was about to announce. However, given the company’s current difficulties, it was likely not good news.

Liu Xuebin looked at the anxious eyes of these hundred-plus people, a wave of guilt flashing through him. No matter what, these over eighty people had come because of him; they chose to trust and follow him, traveling all the way from Shenzhen. Now, after only a few good days, they were about to return to square one. He felt a pang of shame and reluctance, but upon reflection, he realized he was completely unable to resolve the situation they faced. Regardless, their decision to join was their personal choice. They were all adults, and they should bear the consequences of their decisions.

So, Liu Xuebin cleared his throat and said as briefly as possible, “Everyone, from today onwards, the UC Department is completely disbanded. All of us, including myself, must complete our resignation procedures and leave the company before the end of the workday today.”

At these words, over one hundred people instantly plunged into despair.

To cut them off so abruptly, almost without hesitation, making the decision and enforcing it on the same day, giving no one a chance to adapt—it was unacceptable and spontaneously sparked anger.

A large group of employees exploded almost instantly, criticizing the company’s immoral behavior. Some even began cursing in public, and those with weaker mental fortitude broke down, burying their faces in their hands and sobbing.

Liu Xuebin noticed that more than one person buried their face and cried; all of them were his former subordinates who had come with him from Shenzhen.

For them, the situation was truly too cruel.

QQ had been defeated by Muye Technology, and they had endured a difficult period, experiencing the lowest point of their careers. They had finally come to Beijing with one point three times their previous salary, chasing their Beijing dream, only for their new company to be defeated by Muye Technology so quickly again. Their Beijing dream was shattered before they even had a chance to fully immerse themselves, and they were once again jobless and reliant on no one, stranded in this unfamiliar city over two thousand kilometers away. Their feelings were imaginable.

But Liu Xuebin didn’t know how to console them. He also knew that persuasion was useless. If Sina had given everyone two or more months’ salary as compensation, at least they’d have some money in hand as a buffer and might not be so upset. But Sina had already pointlessly lost so much money on UC; it was impossible for them to give even one more cent in compensation now.

At this moment, some employees who had collected themselves started pressing him, “General Manager Liu, if the company is dismissing us, how much compensation will we get?”

Liu Xuebin dreaded answering this question the most, but he had to. He said, “The company’s compensation will follow the N+1 model, but those who haven’t been with the company for six full months can only receive half a month’s salary as compensation.”

The over eighty people who had come from Shenzhen almost went insane.

Half a month’s compensation? It wasn’t even enough to cover the rent they had already paid! And they still had to find work in Beijing. Who knew how long the transition period would be? How could half a month’s salary as compensation provide any sense of security?

Facing the angry questions from his many subordinates, Liu Xuebin could only push all the blame back to the company. “It’s no use shouting at me. Just like you, I also have to leave, and I’ll only get half a month’s salary as compensation. If you have any objections, you can go talk to HR.”

One person suddenly stood up and led the cry, “Goddamn it, let’s go argue with those bastards in HR! Half a month’s salary, they’re bloody trying to force me to my death!”

“Yeah, let’s go confront HR! Why are they only giving us half a month’s compensation?!”

“We absolutely cannot accept this compensation standard!”

“If they don’t give us a satisfactory explanation today, I’ll eat and live here from now on. I’m sticking around!”

Before Liu Xuebin could even try to persuade them, a few employees had already taken the lead and walked out. This ignited the powder keg. The remaining large crowd also angrily followed them out. Over one hundred people, cursing and grumbling, rushed towards the HR department, immediately causing a massive commotion throughout Sina.

Seeing the situation spiral out of control, Liu Xuebin’s heart skipped a beat. He was a smart man, and his mind quickly raced around the current circumstances. First, he needed to establish that no one in the department knew about his signing bonus. Second, because he had deliberately sabotaged the cooperation with Muye Technology to secure the signing bonus back then, and furthermore had embellished and badmouthed Muye Technology, he had brought these over eighty people to join Sina. Now that Sina had disbanded the UC business unit, they would definitely regret not having joined Muye Technology. Finally, if they found out he was the instigator, they would surely vent their current frustration on him.

And with the current situation out of control, so many people going to the HR department to demand an explanation, the HR department, facing the employees’ accusations, would certainly sell him out. This was a no-brainer. After all, this was the last bit of residual value, and they wouldn’t waste it. Moreover, once they used it, they could shift the blame onto him. Why wouldn’t they?

Understanding all this, Liu Xuebin immediately rushed into his office, quickly packed his computer and some personal items he could carry, then without any further delay, he quickly left the company and went downstairs.

Liu Xuebin certainly didn’t want dozens of people surrounding him later, cursing his mother – he’d probably drown in their spit. He had secretly taken the benefits, and this matter was indefensible. There was no way to explain it away, so he could only leave quickly before the matter was exposed. If push came to shove, he’d take his wife on a trip somewhere else to clear their heads and return after the storm had passed. As for these old subordinates, he simply wouldn’t contact them again.

A crowd of former QQ employees surged into the HR department, blocking the HR Director’s office solid. The group angrily questioned, insulted, and threatened him, demanding that he immediately provide a solution that would satisfy everyone. The HR Director was no pushover; surrounded by so many people, he remained neither arrogant nor humble, asking them, “What conditions do you have? We can discuss the details.”

An employee representative furiously shouted, “The company can fire us, but we must get at least three months’ salary as compensation!”

“Three months is impossible,” the HR Director stated word by word. “The national law stipulates that for those of you who came from Shenzhen, the company will compensate you with half a month’s salary after your resignation.”

“Half a month? You motherfuckers, you’re too damn exploitative! You tricked us all the way from Shenzhen, and you think you can send us away with just half a month’s salary? No way!”

The HR Director frowned and asked him, “When did the company ever trick you? We made our offer, and you accepted it yourselves before coming. Did we force you to accept?”

“What did you promise General Manager Liu back then? Didn’t you tell General Manager Liu that it didn’t matter if UC didn’t make a profit for one or two years, as long as it could gain a foothold in the market? Now the product hasn’t even gone premium yet, and you’re disbanding the team?”

The HR Director immediately retorted, “We never said that to Liu Xuebin. I don’t know what Liu Xuebin told you, but there’s one thing I think you need to clarify first: We only promised Liu Xuebin one thing initially, and that was if he could bring a team of over eighty people to join Sina, we would pay him five hundred thousand yuan as a signing bonus. This money was already paid out in the same week you joined the company!”

“Motherf***er!”





Chapter 568: All Resign

The more than eighty former QQ employees who had followed Liu Xuebin from Shenzhen to Beijing and joined Sina experienced an unprecedented surge of anger.

It was bad enough that Sina treated them in such a businesslike and unfeeling manner, but what they hadn’t expected was such a huge hidden agenda behind it all. No wonder Liu Xuebin had encouraged them to join Sina when they were struggling with the choice between Sina and Muye Technology, and had deliberately portrayed Muye Technology as very unfriendly and high above. It turned out his fundamental motive was to get the signing bonus from Sina!

Eighty-plus people had been sold out by him, joining such an unreliable company, and now they were about to be out on the street before their seats even got warm. Yet he had become the biggest winner, earning five hundred thousand in just a month or two!

Filled with righteous indignation, the employees were so enraged they immediately wanted to confront Liu Xuebin, but he was nowhere to be found.

At this very moment, Liu Xuebin had already driven his recently purchased car away from the office building where Sina was located. Although he felt an inevitable pang of guilt, wondering how his former subordinates would view him if they ever met again, he quickly reconsidered. In their current situation, everyone was in a quagmire/swamp and could barely save themselves, so who had the extra energy to think about how others viewed them? Anyway, he had already signed the termination agreement, he wouldn’t have to come to Sina again, and he had already received the money. He’d bought a house, bought a car—that was the most practical thing. Even if his former subordinates cursed him, it was worth it.

Discovering that Liu Xuebin had left without a word, the hearts of these eighty-plus people shattered instantly. All this way, and just as everyone was sinking into a quagmire, their leader had slipped away early—and with their “head-money” to boot!

Five hundred thousand! Across eighty-plus people, each of them had been sold for six thousand!

Being sold out was one thing, but the critical point was that he had left so quietly without even saying goodbye. This action was truly heartbreaking. The dismissal of these eighty-plus people had already been unbearable for them; Liu Xuebin’s heartless betrayal left them even more despairing.

The eighty-plus employees united, refusing to sign the termination agreement, attempting to exert pressure on Sina. Their demand was that Sina must compensate them with two months’ monthly salary before they would agree to sign and leave. However, Sina’s HR Director clearly told them: According to legal regulations, for employees who have worked for less than half a year, if the company wants to fire them, it only needs to give thirty days’ notice or pay half a month’s salary. Even if they didn’t sign, Sina could unilaterally make the termination effective. As long as all wages were settled according to regulations and the half-month compensation was paid, these employees would gain nothing even if they applied for arbitration; Sina’s actions were completely reasonable and legal.

Thus, Sina issued a final ultimatum to these eighty-plus people: they must hand over all office supplies and leave the company before the end of the workday, otherwise the company would call the police.

The eighty-plus people suddenly became reviled outcasts. A wave of pessimism spread throughout the department. They gathered in the department’s office lobby, each one with a sad face, sighing constantly.

Some specifically called lawyer friends and classmates, asking if Sina’s actions were truly as reasonable and legal as they claimed. All the answers they received were affirmative. Labor law’s support for an employee’s personal interests entirely depended on the length of time that employee had worked at the company. For those like them, who had worked less than half a year, they could basically only get half a month’s compensation.

After consulting many professionals who gave the same answer, these eighty-odd people no longer argued with Sina. They despondently decided to sign and hand over their things as per Sina’s demands, going through the resignation process.

Several people from the HR Department came together to help them complete all the procedures. Seeing that they were no longer causing trouble or protesting, their emotions also eased somewhat. The HR Director told these eighty-odd people, “If you don’t want to leave now, you can stay here until after work.”

The eighty-odd people indeed didn’t want to leave in a grand group with their belongings at that moment. Anyway, their department had its own large office, so they could stay there for a while and leave after work, which wouldn’t seem so abrupt.

After the HR Director left, these eighty-odd people gathered together, some standing, some leaning against tables. Eighty-odd people formed a circle, sighing and lamenting amongst themselves.

Someone sighed, “I can’t believe we were scammed by that bastard Liu Xuebin. We trusted him so much, and he actually sold us out? He didn’t even say goodbye when he left!”

Someone else chimed in, “Forget it, there’s no point cursing him now. It’s clear he did this out of guilt and will probably avoid us from now on. The most important thing for us right now is to figure out where we go from here.”

“Where do we go from here? If we’re jobless, we find a job, what else can we do?”

“Ah, I want to go back to Shenzhen. No matter what, the environment in Shenzhen is better than Beijing.”

“Oh, cut it out. Shenzhen is hot as a dog in summer. I don’t want to go back, and I can’t handle the hassle. I’ll just look for a job in Beijing.”

“Yeah, Beijing has more internet companies, and the job market is broader.”

“But our two failed work experiences at Tencent and Sina are really not something to be proud of! After working for so many years, we can’t still be earning beginner’s salaries, can we?”

“No kidding. Beginner’s salary it is, we have to survive first…”

Someone said, “Ugh, if only we had gone to Muye Technology back then. The pay wasn’t as much as Sina, but it was much more stable than here!”

Someone responded, “What’s the point of saying that now?”

Another person said, “Why don’t we try contacting Chen Hui? Maybe Muye Technology would still be willing to take us!”

Someone immediately countered, “Forget it. Sina only backed down under Muye Technology’s pressure. Maybe Muye Technology is retaliating against us, who knows? How could they possibly take us?”

“Just ask Chen Hui. Asking won’t cost us anything, and given our current situation, joining Muye Technology would be the best way out.”

This statement received everyone’s approval. For them, the most logical choice would have been to join Muye Technology when Chen Hui first recruited them. If they had, everything—from work to life—could have progressed steadily. Sina’s abandonment of the UC Department further proved Muye Technology’s current strength. If there was still a chance to join Muye Technology, probably not a single one of these eighty-odd people would refuse, and they would certainly work diligently, no longer swayed by people like Liu Xuebin.

So, among the eighty-odd people, a programmer who was quite close to Chen Hui on a daily basis voluntarily stepped forward and said, “I’ll send Ah Hui a message right now and ask him!”

…

Chen Hui had been performing exceptionally well at work recently. Ever since Zhang Yao joined Muye Technology and the two reconciled, Chen Hui had shown an ambition he’d never had in this life. For him, this was the beginning of a good life, and naturally, he had to work twice as hard to make life even better.

The former QQ employees who had followed Chen Hui to Muye Technology had long since adapted to Muye Technology’s composure/state of mind, and were very satisfied and comfortable with their work there. During this time, Chen Hui and these colleagues had also chatted privately, guessing that Sina would soon be unable to withstand the pressure and cut the UC Department, at which point those eighty-plus colleagues would likely become unemployed again.

Several subordinates had also asked Chen Hui, as he was the only one among them who had had direct contact with Li Mu. He should know if Li Mu was still interested in the former team. If so, perhaps after Sina cut the UC Department, these old employees could be rehired.

However, Chen Hui wasn’t certain. He didn’t think Li Mu was a petty person, but the critical point was that Liu Xuebin’s actions during his last meeting with Li Mu had been excessive. Li Mu, as the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar internet company, had personally invited him to meet, but Liu Xuebin had played games with Li Mu. He wasn’t there to discuss cooperation with Li Mu at all, but merely to string along Li Mu and his own team members. If Chen Hui were Li Mu, he’d probably be furious internally too.

So Chen Hui hadn’t thought of going to Li Mu to verify this matter again. After all, he had already troubled Li Mu too much with his own affairs. Their rank difference was so significant that it wasn’t appropriate to frequently ask for meetings with him.

However, Chen Hui hadn’t expected Sina to cut the UC Department so quickly. He was still at work when he received a message from an old colleague: the UC team had been disbanded, all employees had signed termination agreements, and Liu Xuebin had also run off, possibly fearing that the matter of the five hundred thousand signing bonus would be exposed, and daring not to face everyone.

Chen Hui was quite shocked. He had expected Sina to hold out for a while longer, but he never imagined they would completely back down after Muye Technology had only blocked them for two or three days.

Then, the old colleague told him: everyone was very down and lost right now, and wanted to ask if there was still a chance to join Muye Technology.

Chen Hui was also very indignant after hearing that Liu Xuebin had taken a large signing bonus and then secretly slipped away at the critical moment. So many people had followed him from so far away, hoping for good development under his leadership, only to be ruthlessly sold out by him. Now, over eighty people were jobless shortly after arriving in Beijing. The situation was indeed quite worrying.

Chen Hui also hoped they could join Muye Technology. On one hand, it could provide them with a stable, healthy, and developing work environment. On the other hand, the company’s technology team was constantly expanding, and its product lines were increasing. Having eighty-plus tech talent join would greatly boost the company’s research and development capabilities, especially since their main experience was in instant messaging. They could directly be assigned to the YY business unit, which would free up the generalist or product-focused tech talent currently in the YY business unit.

So Chen Hui made a decision: he would talk to his leader again about this matter, to do his part for these former colleagues.

Chen Hui spoke in the large group chat: “Everyone, don’t rush yet. I’ll report this to our leader now and try my best to secure an opportunity for everyone to join Muye Technology.”





Chapter 569: Lifting the Blocking Lockdown

Although these eighty-odd people had high hopes for Muye Technology, deep down, they weren’t overly optimistic. However, for their current predicament, the best solution was undoubtedly to join Muye Technology. After all, its scale was far, far greater than Sina’s, and it was the undisputed industry leader in instant messaging. If they joined Muye Technology, then, putting everything else aside, in terms of stability alone, probably no other company could compare.

Burdened with the hopes of over eighty people, Chen Hui stood up and went to his immediate superior Sun Qian’s office. He explained the situation to Sun Qian in detail. Sun Qian was overjoyed upon hearing that Sina had cut UC and immediately said, “Let’s go, come with me to Manager Kong’s office.”

Kong Lingyu was also exceptionally excited when he heard about this. He hadn’t expected Sina to actually disband UC under pressure. This was naturally good news for Muye Technology. Not only did it eliminate a rival still in its infancy, but it also, in a way, highlighted Muye Technology’s current industry influence. As for the eighty-odd former QQ employees, Kong Lingyu naturally wanted to absorb them. However, he knew very well that this matter still depended on Li Mu’s decision. It seemed Liu Xuebin had offended Li Mu last time, so who knew what Li Mu was thinking now? Although Li Mu was usually easy to talk to, Kong Lingyu knew he had quite a temper, otherwise, he wouldn’t have put Sina through such turmoil.

Li Mu wasn’t at Muye Technology today. When Kong Lingyu called him, he was on Taobao. Recently, everything had been smooth sailing for Muye Technology, and most of his energy had shifted to Taobao.

After receiving Kong Lingyu’s call and learning that Sina had cut its UC Department to concede to Muye Technology, Li Mu felt much lighter. Before Kong Lingyu could even mention the eighty-odd former QQ employees, Li Mu proactively asked him, “What’s the situation with the UC team now? Those who came from QQ must have been laid off, right?”

Kong Lingyu said, “I was just about to report this to you. Chen Hui’s feedback is that all eighty-odd people have been laid off. Liu Xuebin ran off early because he took a five hundred thousand signing bonus from Sina. Now, everyone else hopes for a chance to join Muye Technology, so they asked Chen Hui to act as a go-between to ask about our stance. That’s why I called you.”

Li Mu laughed, “Does that even need asking? Except for Liu Xuebin, take all the others. Immediately, take them all.”

Kong Lingyu hadn’t expected Li Mu to agree so readily. He subconsciously asked, “Boss, you don’t have any objections to them, do you?”

Li Mu said, “Of course I have objections. The fact that they chose Sina over Muye Technology proves they all have a serious lack of foresight. However, since they are engineers, whether they have foresight isn’t important; being able to do the work is what matters most.”

Kong Lingyu felt another surge of admiration for Li Mu. No matter what, a boss worth billions would typically feel some anger after being rejected by a team. He had genuinely worried that Li Mu would refuse to take these dozens of people, giving them a harsh lesson. But to his surprise, Li Mu was going to accept all of them without hesitation. This showed that even though he was already worth billions, he hadn’t truly become arrogant and still approached issues very objectively.

However, Li Mu added, “One thing I need to make clear first: if these people join now, their benefits and everything else cannot follow the offer we previously gave them. Everyone’s salary standard will be 80% of what they earned at Tencent. Furthermore, all of them will be categorized as basic research and development staff, and they are not to be given access to our core technical aspects for the time being.”

In fact, Li Mu had considered this issue long ago. He had known all along that with him around, whether UC launched or not, or when it launched, its ultimate fate was certainly doomed. So, this team was bound to be released by Sina sooner or later. At that time, he would definitely give them a new offer: 80% of their previous salary. It would be their choice to accept or decline. To still expect their previous salary after rejecting Muye Technology once was a pipe dream. Everyone was an adult, and they had to take responsibility for their decisions and pay the price.

Kong Lingyu had no objections to Li Mu’s decision. Even he felt that these people should pay a fitting price for their rashness and foolishness. So, he immediately conveyed Li Mu’s 80% salary standard to Chen Hui, asking him to relay it to his former colleagues. Additionally, Kong Lingyu said, “This is Manager Li’s decision, so tell them there’s no room for negotiation. If they’re unwilling to accept, then so be it. If they are willing, they can come tomorrow to complete their onboarding.”

As for how these people would be utilized later, Kong Lingyu did not disclose anything to Chen Hui. He planned to discuss these matters privately with Sun Qian.

Chen Hui nodded and said, “Then I’ll reply to them now. 80% of the salary isn’t bad. I believe they won’t refuse.”

Indeed, just as Chen Hui expected, these former QQ employees, freshly ousted by Sina, certainly wouldn’t refuse; they had no reason to. While the salary was lower, it was at least much better than when they were just laid off by Tencent. Of course, it couldn’t compare to the salary and benefits Sina initially offered; Sina had been so terrible that they couldn’t even bring themselves to compare it to Sina’s previous offers.

Having just arrived in Beijing not long ago only to be unemployed again, they recalled the difficulties of finding work after their last layoff and were now deeply filled with dread. So, after Chen Hui informed them of Muye Technology’s decision, this group not only didn’t hesitate but, on the contrary, made the decision to join Muye Technology with great relief.

All eighty-four people, without exception, accepted Muye Technology’s conditions and were willing to join Muye Technology.

Consequently, Kong Lingyu immediately communicated with Lin Qingya, asking her to be responsible for the onboarding matters of these eighty-odd people.

Lin Qingya immediately arranged for the HR Department to arrive early tomorrow to collectively process the onboarding for these eighty-odd people, instructing the HR manager to be responsible for arranging workstations, purchasing office supplies, and other related support tasks.

The eighty-four people finally sighed in relief. Moments ago, their faces had been clouded with worry in their department office, but now they were chatting and laughing as they gathered their belongings, ready to head home. For them, their current mood was no different from going off work; it was simply a matter of changing workplaces tomorrow. The salary was a bit lower, but it was still acceptable. More importantly, they were joining one of the largest internet companies in China, and a major company meant greater stability and broader development opportunities. A slightly lower salary now was nothing to them.

The other Sina employees watched this team with immense surprise. Just moments ago, they had been filled with righteous indignation and their faces clouded with worry, but now, as they walked out, they were completely relaxed and beaming with smiles. No one knew what had happened in such a short time, but it was clear that everyone was in a very good mood, chatting and laughing as they left. The stark contrast left everyone bewildered.

Sina proactively cut UC and effectively ceded territory and paid indemnities to Muye Technology. The UC venture was thoroughly stillborn. Sina had expended such significant effort, yet the product was declared aborted before it even had a chance to launch. Their actions quickly spread throughout the entire industry. This time, no one in the industry accused Sina of being too cowardly, because Sina’s plummeting stock price showed that it was helpless; there was no other solution than to compromise with Muye Technology.

However, for Sina, this was also their last resort, a survival tactic like a gecko shedding its tail. Although it was painful, Sina’s senior management all understood the principle that as long as the green hills remain, there’ll always be wood to burn.

Seeing that Sina had made a proactive concession, Li Mu, who was in a great mood, decided to reciprocate appropriately.

So, at six o’clock that afternoon, he had Kong Lingyu lift the blocking status on Sina’s keywords and links within YY products. That blocking logic, hailed by the industry as the most insidious and unbreakable, finally ceased for the time being. However, no one knew what the next keyword lucky enough to suffer such blocking treatment would be.

Although the keyword blocking had been lifted, Sina’s navigation links on YY123 were still not restored. After all, the nature of YY123 differed from blocking Sina within YY products. The latter was Li Mu’s punishment for Sina; since Sina had proactively shown goodwill, he would naturally undo the punishment. However, the former was a Muye Technology resource, and resources weren’t something to be given away casually. Li Mu wanted to send a signal to the industry, letting those who previously looked down on navigation websites see just how enormous the influence of a traffic hegemon could be, and to help them correct their understanding and attitude.

When Sina’s senior management discovered that Muye Technology’s products, led by YY, had lifted the blocking lockdown on Sina and its domain names, everyone sighed in great relief. The market’s previous lack of confidence was partly due to the plummeting traffic on Sina.com, and partly because they had angered a formidable opponent like Muye Technology. Now that Muye Technology had lifted the blocking lockdown, it could at least send a signal to the outside world: Muye Technology was no longer targeting Sina, and the issues between them had been resolved.

As expected, Muye Technology’s actions were reflected in Sina’s stock price when the NASDAQ market opened at 9:30 AM. Sina’s stock price opened higher at $1.28, then slowly rose, reaching $1.38 by closing, barely missing the $1.40 threshold. Nevertheless, for Sina, it was as if the rope tightly constricting their neck had finally loosened a bit. Although they couldn’t breathe smoothly or act freely as before, they could at least catch their breath.

After catching their breath, the next problem to solve was YY123. The role of YY123 was now very clear, and everyone in the industry had a new understanding of it. Furthermore, YY123 almost occupied over 95% of the market share in the navigation website sector. Therefore, Sina had to find a way to regain traffic from YY123. If Li Mu wasn’t willing to give it, they could only buy it…





Chapter 570: Fangs Revealed

At 8 AM the next morning, Muye Technology was still an hour and a half away from officially starting work, but the company was already very lively. Eighty-four former QQ employees from UC had arrived early to complete their onboarding, and everyone from the HR Department had also arrived ahead of schedule to process the new employees. Chen Hui and his old subordinates were also there early. Although they didn’t have anything specific to do, as pioneers who had joined Muye Technology earlier, they wanted to come and welcome their old colleagues.

It was inevitable that everyone felt emotional upon meeting, but Chen Hui could tell that these people held no resentment towards Muye Technology. This was what worried Chen Hui the most: that they might blame Muye Technology for the successive setbacks they had faced. If they joined Muye Technology with a hostile attitude, it would be detrimental to both them and the company.

By the time Kong Lingyu arrived at the company half an hour early, most of the onboarding procedures for these new employees were already complete. Seeing so much experienced technical talent added to the team, he was in a great mood. However, remembering that both office areas, upstairs and downstairs, were already nearly full, adding more than eighty people would likely make it crowded. So, he proactively sought out Lin Qingya and asked her, “Qingya, with so many people added all at once, isn’t it a bit too crowded? How many more people can our office space accommodate? Are we overloaded?”

Lin Qingya smiled. “You don’t need to worry about that. Manager Li already gave instructions in advance, so the administrative department has been contacting new office spaces. Conveniently, the company on the ninth floor of our building is about to finish its lease, and they’re not renewing it. So, once their lease is up, we’ll take over the entire ninth floor. We’ll have a lot more space then.”

Kong Lingyu said, surprised, “Take over the entire ninth floor? One floor can accommodate at least two to three hundred people. Won’t that be too empty again?”

Lin Qingya said, “Manager Li wants to move the Taobao team here as well. He says constantly running between two places wastes too much time.”

Kong Lingyu nodded. “I see. That’s good too, so we won’t constantly miss him. He’s been elusive again lately…”

Lin Qingya laughed. “You haven’t known him for just a day; don’t you understand his ways? Even if Taobao moves here, once everything with Taobao is on track, I doubt anyone from either our company or Taobao will get to see him anymore.”

Kong Lingyu smiled slightly and said, “You’re right…”

Lin Qingya said, “Oh, right, we’re planning an onboarding training for the new employees this afternoon. We’ll briefly talk about our company’s situation, benefits, and rules and regulations. Manager Li won’t be coming, so would you like to come and say a few words then?”

Kong Lingyu initially wanted to refuse. He wasn’t very eloquent; when it came to swaying people, Li Mu was the real expert. However, Li Mu didn’t have time to come. Then he considered that these eighty-plus individuals were all employees from the technical department, and he himself had a technical background. Some highly motivational words might not be very effective if Lin Qingya said them, but if he delivered them, they would likely be more convincing to these IT talents. So, he nodded and said, “Then I’ll go and say a few words this afternoon.”

…

UC had collapsed, and its team was now in Li Mu’s hands. At this point, Li Mu no longer worried about his web portal plan leaking out. On the contrary, he felt it was time to show a little bit of his fangs to the traditional major web portals.

After acquiring Hao123, YY123 became the product with the second-largest traffic in Li Mu’s hands. YY’s average daily active users had already exceeded ten million, and YY123 was the second product to surpass ten million daily active users.

Once YY123’s daily active users reached ten million, web traffic was essentially controlled by him. Although Baidu also had very high traffic, Baidu’s traffic differed from Hao123’s. Current Baidu could only passively guide users based on their search behavior, whereas YY123’s display positions were all actively placed there by itself. Whoever was on YY123 and had a good position could gain more traffic from YY123. If someone was cut off by YY123, they would lose that portion of YY123’s traffic, such as Sina currently.

Sina sought to resolve this issue by spending money, but unexpectedly, no sooner had they expressed their desire to purchase recommendation slots on YY123 to Muye Technology than Muye Technology unequivocally rejected them.

Muye Technology’s stated reason was: “YY123 is Muye Technology’s own web-side traffic product and does not sell recommendation positions externally.”

While explicitly rejecting Sina, Muye Technology’s business side ignited another spark of hope for Sina: “We will complete debugging as soon as possible and re-enable Sina’s links on YY123, and we will certainly keep it free.”

Sina instantly sighed in relief. At that moment, they suddenly felt that Muye Technology wasn’t as much of a pain in the ass as they had initially perceived. At least after the UC issue was resolved, they hadn’t continued to target Sina. Now they even promised to re-enable Sina’s links on YY123, which was the best possible news for Sina. As long as YY123 reopened Sina’s links, Sina’s traffic losses would largely be recovered, and their stock price would certainly have a chance to return to the high level it was at before this incident.

However, Li Mu was not quite the good, innocent person in the internet industry. It was true that he planned to restore Sina’s presence on YY123, but how exactly he would restore it was beyond Sina’s guess.

Soon, a new round of adjustments was made on YY123. This adjustment triggered another significant upheaval in the industry.

The most prominent and highest-traffic first-tier website display positions on YY123 had now undergone some subtle changes. First, Sina reappeared in this section, but it was no longer in the first row as before. Instead, it appeared in the fourth row, which was the last row, and specifically, it was the second to last position in that row.

If sorted by traffic weight, the best traffic diversion effect in this section naturally came from the first link in the first row, followed by the second, third, and fourth links, and then the first few links in the second row. In short, the areas with the highest traffic were concentrated in the upper-left corner of the entire section. Other positions performed worse further down the list. However, the last position in the bottom-right corner, due to being on the diagonal, had a slightly better traffic drawing effect than the middle section, so Li Mu did not give this position to Sina.

Sina received the second to last position in the final row, which could essentially be considered the worst position in the entire section. Ahead of it were three other web portals: NetEase, Sohu, and Yahoo.

In other words, Li Mu moved these four web portals from their prominent positions in the first row to the least prominent positions in the last row. His idea was that since YY123 was a navigation website, it naturally couldn’t delist well-known websites indefinitely. If it did, for users, an incomplete website listing would cause it to lose its basic function as a navigation website. However, Li Mu also didn’t want to continue providing traffic to portals like NetEase and Sohu through his platform, so he weakened their display weight on YY123 as much as possible, relegating their display positions to the corners.

Originally, the suppression of Sina by Muye Technology had made Sohu and NetEase overjoyed. But what they never expected was that after Muye Technology finished dealing with Sina, it immediately turned its矛头 on them. As soon as their position weight was lowered, the traffic they received from YY123 began to plummet significantly.

Muye Technology’s subsequent actions alarmed Chen Tong. As early as when Muye Technology was developing YY123, he felt that Muye Technology’s approach might contain a very insidious strategic plan, potentially laying the groundwork for a future web portal. However, that was just his personal subjective speculation, unsupported by solid evidence. But now, not only was Li Mu still blocking Sina’s traffic acquisition channel on YY123, he had even adjusted the position weights of several other web portals, significantly reducing their opportunities to acquire traffic from YY123. This move revealed far too many dangerous warning signs.

If Li Mu targeted Sina because Sina’s UC was threatening Muye Technology’s development, then Li Mu targeting other web portals now couldn’t be explained by UC or instant messaging software. The only explanation was that Li Mu also wanted to build a web portal!

Only this inference could explain Li Mu’s motives for doing all of this. Although he hadn’t yet launched his own web portal, he had already begun to weaken the traffic and influence of other web portals. This way, as soon as Muye Technology’s web portal launched, he would immediately place Muye Technology in the most prominent position on YY123, directly guiding tens of millions of users to his own web portal. That would be a heavy blow to the other web portals.

Thinking of this, Chen Tong couldn’t help but sigh with emotion. Li Mu was truly ruthless. The reason Sina proactively ceded territory and paid indemnities was to abandon its new business with an uncertain future and preserve the core businesses it relied on for survival. This was based on the assumption that Li Mu wouldn’t touch its fundamental operations, hoping to sacrifice the small to preserve the large, to sacrifice pawns to save the rook. But who would have thought that after losing the pawn, Li Mu would still want to eliminate the rook too!

In fact, to Li Mu, UC was like the North Korean government’s nuclear weapons to America. Would America truly fear North Korean nuclear weapons? Certainly not. Even if North Korea built nuclear bombs, it lacked the capability to deliver them outside East Asia, so it couldn’t pose any real threat to America. At most, it just became a nuisance. While America wasn’t afraid, to avoid being annoyed, it naturally tried every possible means to get rid of North Korea’s nuclear weapons. It’s just a pity that Sina didn’t understand this point. It ceded territory and self-sabotaged; now, to Li Mu, it had lost all its bargaining chips that could threaten him!





Chapter 571: Show No Mercy to Anyone

This time, Chen Tong was no longer the only sensitive one. The entire Sina leadership had just endured the nightmare of a stock price plummet, and now that it had slightly eased, they were all like startled birds. The slightest anomaly in the situation triggered reactions from them that were even more sensitive and intense than Chen Tong’s.

Initially, they thought Li Mu would no longer display Sina’s link on YY123 unless Sina paid YY123 for traffic. However, they were surprised when Li Mu restored Sina’s link without asking for any compensation. This was supposed to be a good thing, but the position Li Mu gave Sina on YY123, along with his adjustments to the positions of other web portals, made them realize that another massive change seemed to be on the horizon. If this deduction proved true, the impact on Sina would likely be far more severe than being blocked by YY previously.

Sina’s high-level executives all independently speculated that Muye Technology was planning to make a move in the web portal domain. Even Sohu and NetEase, who had previously enjoyed the benefits of watching from the sidelines, immediately contacted Sina’s leadership. All companies affected by Muye Technology’s adjustments clearly recognized Muye Technology’s ambition. For these companies, web portals were still the top priority for their survival. If YY truly launched a web portal, it would be a huge shock to everyone, because in this internet era where traffic reigned supreme, no one dared to compare traffic with Muye Technology. With strong traffic as its support, Muye Technology was practically invincible in the entire internet domain.

Chen Tong, full of the anger characteristic of an angry youth, angrily called Li Mu. When the call connected, he immediately questioned, “Li Mu, we’ve already disbanded UC as you requested, and you’ve taken over our people. What is the meaning of what you’re doing now?”

Li Mu chuckled, feigning curiosity, and asked him, “Senior male student Chen, what do you mean by that?”

Chen Tong repeated his previous words exactly, but with an even angrier tone.

Li Mu said, “Senior male student Chen, please calm down first. I think you might have misunderstood some things.”

Chen Tong asked, “Where did I misunderstand you?”

Li Mu smiled, “First, I never asked you to disband UC. You disbanded UC yourselves, and now you’re saying it was according to my request? Isn’t that twisting the facts a bit?”

Chen Tong was speechless. Indeed, everyone knew Li Mu’s desire for Sina to disband UC, but Li Mu had truly never actively made such a demand, not even indirectly. This was something he himself had discussed with Liu Qiangdong, who had vaguely brought it up. Although what Liu Qiangdong said certainly reflected Li Mu’s intentions, if they were to argue about this, Chen Tong really couldn’t blame Li Mu; he could only curse him silently for being shameless.

So, Chen Tong swallowed those words and asked Li Mu, “What’s your intention behind adjusting the positions of Sina and several other web portals on YY123?”

Li Mu laughed, “Senior male student Chen, YY123 is Muye Technology’s property. How we adjust things, it seems to have nothing to do with other companies, does it? As for our intentions, to use a common phrase, even the police can’t control how a married couple adjusts their positions at home, let alone a neighbor?”

“What you’re saying is too…” Chen Tong immediately choked on his words. He always maintained the integrity and swagger of an intellectual and an artsy youth, so Li Mu’s words left him at a loss for how to respond.

Li Mu smiled, “Rough words, but not a rough principle. If YY123 belonged to your Sina, you could adjust it however you wanted, and I would have no right to interfere, isn’t that right?”

Chen Tong felt that Li Mu was deliberately twisting logic. It was already unethical of him to do such a thing, and now he was trying to drag him into it. It was simply too much. So he angrily retorted, “Don’t try to argue here! You deliberately tricked Sina into cutting off UC, and now you’ve made such major adjustments to the positions of the major web portals on YY123. Is it because you also want to create a web portal?”

Chen Tong’s tone was indignant, naturally carrying a hint of questioning and accusation. Li Mu listened without getting angry. Instead, he said very candidly, “Yes, we are going to create a web portal. What’s wrong, Senior male student Chen? Is it not allowed?”

“You…”

The simple question “Is it not allowed?” once again stumped Chen Tong.

When it came to creating content, Li Mu couldn’t compare to him. But when it came to being thick-skinned, he was even less a match for Li Mu.

Chen Tong was both angry and anxious at this moment, but he had no way to refute Li Mu. Li Mu’s question was very realistic: Muye Technology wants to create a web portal, is it not allowed? Of course, it’s allowed; neither the country nor the law would interfere, and he himself had even less right to interfere. However, hearing Li Mu so openly admit that he was going to create a web portal, the anger in Chen Tong’s heart towards Li Mu was like a volcano about to erupt. Looking back now, everything made sense: creating a web portal was Li Mu’s fundamental goal. Suppressing Sina and forcing it to cut off UC was merely a bonus Li Mu had taken along the way.

The thought that all of Sina had been tricked by Li Mu, not only seeing its stock plummet but also its product of so long going to waste, and now Muye Technology not only hadn’t backed off but was moving to strike at Sina’s most core foundation, made Chen Tong’s heartchurn.

But he had no way to accuse Li Mu. What could he say? Say Li Mu shouldn’t have tricked Sina? Useless, Li Mu would never admit it. Say Li Mu shouldn’t create a web portal? Even more useless, it would only make himself seem immature. Muye Technology’s freedom to do what it wanted; he had no right to interfere or accuse.

At this moment, Chen Tong could only bitterly lament that Li Mu was truly someone not to be provoked. Sina should not have continued its UC development plan in the first place, and certainly should not have poached Liu Xuebin and his team. Li Mu must have regarded Sina as a great enemy even back then, which was why he went to such great lengths to target and suppress Sina.

Feeling depressed, Chen Tong could only annoyedly say, “Li Mu, you are truly one of the rare shameless people I have met!”

With that, Chen Tong directly hung up the phone.

Li Mu smiled helplessly and said to Liu Qiangdong, who was in front of him, “Looks like I’ve completely offended Senior male student Chen this time.”

Liu Qiangdong shrugged, “I guess he hates me terribly too.”

Li Mu laughed, “Forget it. Break before rebuilding. Let’s not contact him for now. We’ll talk about it when he can’t stay at Sina anymore, or when Sina can’t hold on.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “With YY and YY123’s current user base, it’s too easy for YY to become the leading Chinese web portal. Before long, these major portals will probably have to look for other ways out.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “No choice. Who told Muye Technology to be the internet traffic creator now?”

Muye Technology was not only the creator of traffic, mastering its source, but also controlling its destination!

He was even more overbearing than the Three Gorges Dam across the Yangtze River, because as long as he had enough internal channels to digest traffic, he would never have to worry about the danger of a full dam collapsing. As for his downstream, if he wished, he could forever refuse to open the floodgates downstream. Downstream companies could only pray to God that Muye Technology itself couldn’t digest such a massive amount of traffic; only then could they live a little easier.

This was also the reason why Li Mu wanted to create a web portal: to enhance the channels and ability to digest internal traffic. Therefore, he not only wanted to create portals but also various other categorized products, such as video, novels, games, cloud services, functional software, and so on. He had to make his Ecosystem larger, stronger, and complete!

By then, the vast majority of users and traffic controlled by Muye Technology would be digested internally, just like Tencent in later generations. He would never direct his users to any other company or product. Only if he truly couldn’t digest something himself would he seek external collaborators for resource exchange. For example, Tencent never had an e-commerce gene; even after its own e-commerce attempts failed, it wouldn’t just give traffic to Alibaba for free. Not only wouldn’t it, but it would even, like Li Mu’s current approach, block Alibaba’s links and then partner with JD.com, directing all its users’ e-commerce traffic to JD.com.

Li Mu would also not be an internet industry good guy. His own products, product groups, ecosystem, and users must form a complete Closed loop. He not only had to aggressively seize market share but also maximize the prevention of other competitors from profiting. While holding his ground, he would vigorously expand territory. Only when he grew into a true industry titan would he appropriately launch some open-source initiatives, such as the WeChat public platform in the future mobile internet era, and online Distribution platforms for music, video, reading, and film ticketing. These open-source products and platforms would bring benefits to the entire industry, making the entire industry regard Muye Technology as a star, orbiting Muye Technology and drawing warmth from its radiance, thereby further solidifying Muye Technology’s dominant position.

It was precisely because he held this belief that Li Mu would show no mercy to any competitor during Muye Technology’s growth and would never give up any development opportunities. This time, he not only intended to target Sina, NetEase, Sohu, and Yahoo in the web portal domain, but he also planned to seize the blog platform from Sina and directly integrate it into YY Space. He also intended to seize “Fantasy Westward Journey,” that domestic online game money printing machine and evergreen title, from NetEase, beginning the establishment of the YY Online Games business group. Furthermore, he planned to seize Sogou Input Method and make it part of the YY Ecosystem.

Now, it wasn’t just Sina that was scared; NetEase, Sohu, and Yahoo were also anxious. Of course, Sina was the most annoyed. It had just painfully cut off UC to show goodwill to Muye Technology, only to find that Muye Technology had no intention of reconciling but was brewing an even bigger killer move behind its back. Sina cutting off UC not only didn’t solve the problem but also, through Li Mu’s deception and intimidation, abandoned its only weapon!

To compromise with a fierce bandit blocking the door, they killed their watchdog. Now, the bandit hasn’t retreated but is preparing to break into their home. The phrase “suffer a double loss” perfectly describes Sina’s current situation.





Chapter 572: Isolated by the Entire Internet

The panicking Sina immediately formed a united front with NetEase and Sohu, deciding to challenge Muye Technology’s hegemony and future threats. However, they had no advantages that could threaten Muye Technology. The only thing they could do was to rail against Muye Technology’s “immoral” competitive practices on their respective web portals.

For a time, these three companies, like birds startled by a bowstring, launched a verbal and written denunciation against Muye Technology on their own platforms.

Li Mu was completely unconcerned by this public opinion attack. He handed the matter over to the public relations department, instructing them to draft a simple statement and issue it. The content of the statement was also concise yet profound and had only two main points: First, certain websites, angered by the position adjustment of YY123, launched public opinion attacks and slandered Muye Technology, demonstrating deplorable and despicable behavior—truly scoundrel-like in the internet domain. Second, YY123 is a wholly-owned subsidiary website of Muye Technology, and Muye Technology has complete autonomous rights to make any form of changes and adjustments to YY123. No company or website has the right to interfere in any way. Websites that make an issue out of this are simply morally bankrupt and deliberately stirring up trouble.

After these two points were released, Zhao Kang’s massive online army on Douban also sprang into action. Not only did they denounce the malicious intent of the three major web portals on YY and other third-party platforms, but they also spread these statements across the three major web portals’ own territories.

In terms of both reason and emotion, Muye Technology held the moral high ground throughout the incident. Moreover, Muye Technology’s broadcasting capability and ability to mobilize online armies were far superior to those of these web portals. As a result, these web portals quickly suffered defeat. What was most interesting was that even Li Mu hadn’t expected the other well-known websites to unanimously choose to support Muye Technology in this matter. Every single one vehemently criticized the rhetoric and actions of the major web portals, completely isolating them in online public opinion for a time.

When Li Mu later pondered this issue, he quickly understood the reason behind the other websites’ actions. For them, something this significant absolutely required a statement. The crucial point was how to make that statement and whose side to stand on. If they stood with the major web portals, they would undoubtedly be opposing Muye Technology. But considering Sina’s past experience, who would be willing to offend Muye Technology, an industry giant? Everyone in the industry operates websites, and larger websites are included in YY123, receiving traffic redirected from YY123. Furthermore, everyone relies on YY to promote their websites. Even a casual round of blocking by Muye Technology could result in enormous losses for them. Therefore, under such circumstances, they absolutely had to speak from Muye Technology’s perspective.

Objectively evaluating this incident, Muye Technology and the other web portals were perhaps both right and wrong. Although some of Muye Technology’s measures were legal, onlookers might not necessarily consider them entirely reasonable. As for the other web portals, while facing a crisis, their criticism of Muye Technology was excessive, their ulterior motives obvious, and they lacked fairness. If there were no vested interests, the media would likely have diverse perspectives rather than such uniformity. However, most online media, from the outset, did not focus on an objective view of the incident; they only focused on profit. It’s like certain automotive vertical media: every seemingly fair and just vehicle review and comparison published officially almost always involves unseen vested interests for the readers. Ultimately, even if no one pays them to speak favorably about their own products, someone pays them to tarnish competing models. The ultimate goal is not to help readers distinguish between good and bad, but to subtly influence consumers’ purchasing tendencies.

Because of this, Muye Technology received support from the entire internet user base. The web portals that instigated the trouble not only failed to gain any public support but were instead isolated by the entire internet and collectively scorned by netizens.

…

The fact that someone was secretly investigating him had always been a lingering concern for Li Mu. Xu Jianjun was unwilling to reveal too much, and Li Mu himself didn’t know any reliable private detectives, so this matter had never had an opportunity to get to the bottom of this. Li Mu had also approached Xu Jianjun in the interim, subtly telling him that as long as he provided the specific details, he would absolutely not treat him unfairly, and money would be open for discussion. However, Xu Jianjun seemed to possess a strong professional ethical standard, absolutely refusing to tell Li Mu who was investigating him.

Nevertheless, Xu Jianjun did reveal a very important point to Li Mu: the person secretly investigating him had only checked his paper archives and information. In other words, the channels the other party had currently infiltrated were only three: household registration data, academic records, and business registration data. Beyond this, the other party had not investigated his whereabouts, had not tailed him, had not investigated his address, and certainly had not investigated the people he interacted with in his real life.

This brought a slight sigh of relief to Li Mu, as it at least proved that the other party likely only wanted to understand and grasp his situation, rather than to do anything detrimental to him. Otherwise, the other party would certainly have investigated his daily movements, such as where he went at what times, how he got there, whom he interacted with more frequently, what his daily habits were, and so on.

Xu Jianjun also believed that the person secretly investigating Li Mu probably had no significant malicious intent towards Li Mu, at least not yet. However, for caution’s sake, he still advised Li Mu to quickly get a few personal bodyguards to protect his personal safety, either overtly or covertly. Although Li Mu’s bulletproof Mercedes-Benz G55 was very attention-grabbing and durable, it was ultimately just passive defense. To ensure personal safety, relying solely on a car was far from enough.

Li Mu thanked him for the advice. All this time, he hadn’t thought about getting bodyguards, primarily because he hadn’t yet brought his substantial wealth into the public eye, so he had always felt very safe. However, the current situation of someone secretly investigating him had started to make him worried. Finding bodyguards indeed seemed like something that should be put on the agenda, but for a while, he truly didn’t know where to find bodyguards. Coupled with the fact that recent matters had left him completely swamped with work, he could only temporarily put it aside and reconsider it after this busy period was over.

Strictly speaking, Li Mu wasn’t impossibly busy; it was just that too many things were distracting him, leaving him with no time for other concerns.

Sometimes, Li Mu himself wanted to ease his pace and not put so much pressure on himself by fighting on multiple fronts simultaneously. Even if each front had reliable people and partners, his own energy still couldn’t quite keep up. However, looking at it from another perspective, now was the perfect time for rapid expansion. Resting for a day now might require a month or even a year to catch up later. So, how could he dare to slack off now?

Whether in his previous life or this one, China’s internet industry began its rapid development this very year. If he hadn’t appeared, Baidu would have launched its own MP3 search by the end of this year, and its market share would have risen rapidly. Tencent’s users would have exceeded one hundred million this year, and QQ Games would have launched, sweeping all before them. Alibaba’s B2B business would have grown stronger, and its B2C business would have been poised for launch. This year was also a super fiscal year for Shanda Games and the beginning of Sina’s fiscal year. NetEase, relying on “Fantasy Westward Journey Online,” would also begin rising in the gaming sector…

At this point, if Li Mu were to relax even slightly, the loss might not just be a bit of business, but an entire market segment.

Not only that, starting in 2002, Beijing’s housing prices also entered a rocket-boosted era. Whether residential real estate or commercial real estate, now was the ideal time to enter the industry. Wanying Real Estate had already accumulated sufficient capital and was preparing to begin acquiring land along the East Third Ring Road.

The entertainment industry, needless to say, was also on the rise. With the continuous increase in the Nation’s Citizens’ GDP, the public’s pursuit and demand for culture and entertainment were constantly enhancing. Jay Chou was already famous nationwide, and “Infernal Affairs,” one of the Hong Kong film industry’s peak works for the next decade or so, was not far from release. Before the surge in the entertainment industry, stars, works, IPs, sales channels, and cinema chains all needed sufficient accumulation. Starting now was precisely the right time to make complete preparations to welcome the era when a hundred flowers bloom in the entertainment industry, and it might even accelerate its arrival.

So, after careful consideration, Li Mu realized that he simply couldn’t abandon any of his current endeavors. He could only work harder himself for now and then find more brilliant people to help shoulder the load.

Speaking of brilliant people, that afternoon Li Mu received a phone call from Hong Kong. The caller was Lu Xinyi from Hong Kong Weekly News. She informed Li Mu over the phone that she had completed her resignation procedures and bought a flight ticket for tomorrow afternoon, arriving in Beijing tomorrow evening.

Li Mu was overjoyed. He was very satisfied with Lu Xinyi; she was confident, discerning, competent, and capable. She should be fully qualified to take charge of the entertainment section’s content.

Li Mu arranged for someone to book a room at a hotel near the company in advance. The next day, he sent someone specifically to the airport to pick her up. Afterward, he took Lin Qingya and Wang Nan, the Deputy Editor-in-Chief of YY Web Portal, to have dinner with Lu Xinyi.

After Lu Xinyi joined, she would report to Wang Nan for her operations. However, as the person in charge of the entertainment section, she still had significant autonomy in her work. Wang Nan would only set strategic goals and frameworks for her, not interfere with her team building or the execution of specific tasks.

Additionally, Li Mu offered Lu Xinyi an annual salary of three hundred thousand yuan, which was about 30% higher than her salary in Hong Kong. In Beijing, this was undoubtedly a white-collar elite salary. However, for the entertainment and fashion industries, this salary was not considered extremely high, but it still made Lu Xinyi very satisfied. She was originally from the mainland, and after living in Hong Kong for a long time, she understood it better and was not like others unfamiliar with Hong Kong who yearned for it. Instead, the vigorous development of her home country had always attracted her attention, and being able to join Muye Technology was a very satisfying matter for her.





Chapter 573: You Are the Apple of My Eye Confirmed

Although Li Mu greatly admired Lu Xinyi, in the hierarchy of his future company, she would only occupy a third-tier management position. Therefore, after she joined Muye Technology, Li Mu did not maintain overly close communication with her, instead entrusting her to Lin Qingya and Wang Nan. All preparatory work before the web portal’s launch was also handed over to Wang Nan, who would oversee and push for its quick launch.

These past few days, Li Mu couldn’t even afford to spend much time with Zhao Ziqiu, that charming enchantress whose allure could steal one’s soul. He only managed to carve out one evening to have dinner with her and give her the dress he bought for her in Hong Kong. After that, he plunged back into other matters. Zhao Ziqiu had been greatly missing Li Mu mentally and physically these days, but seeing how busy he was, she held back from telling him that her Mom had bought her an apartment between Renmin University and Peking University.

Though Li Mu also longed for Zhao Ziqiu’s tender embrace, he had to dedicate time every evening to writing the screenplay for You Are the Apple of My Eye. He planned to finish it in the next couple of days, so he could show it to Teng Huatao when Ning Hao arranged their meeting.

You Are the Apple of My Eye was a semi-autobiographical novel by Jiu Badu, with its story rooted in his own first love. However, for Li Mu, this wasn’t an issue. Such a romance, with just a change of names, would resonate with at least fifty million people out of China’s one point three billion population, who would feel the story mirrored or closely resembled their own experiences. So, by subtly adapting the more Taiwan-centric elements to mainland China and making minor character adjustments, even Jiu Badu himself would feel the same connection as those fifty million people.

After the screenplay was largely complete, Li Mu asked Ning Hao to arrange a meeting with Teng Huatao. Conveniently, Ning Hao had just returned from scouting filming locations in Yuzhou, so he immediately set up a time with Teng Huatao. Teng Huatao currently had no film projects on hand and was traveling abroad. Upon receiving Ning Hao’s call, he promised to arrive in Beijing within two days and contact him immediately.

Teng Huatao was not yet a renowned director, and his primary focus was on television dramas, so few people sought him out to direct films. Hearing that Muye Films intended to invest in a campus youth romance film, Teng Huatao was quite excited. Although he hadn’t yet seen the screenplay, he believed in the strength of Muye Films. Backed by a large company like Muye Technology, they would certainly have ample funds. Therefore, if they were investing in a film, the budget would surely be substantial. A sufficient budget was a crucial prerequisite for filmmaking, supporting many of a director’s ideas and ambitions.

Li Mu hadn’t carefully calculated or considered how high the budget for You Are the Apple of My Eye should be. However, most of the film’s scenes were concentrated on campus, so the overall production cost would be significantly lower. For the actors, Zhang Kexuan would definitely be the male lead, and Du Wei the female lead. There were many potential candidates for the male supporting role; Chen Kun, with whom they had previously collaborated, was a good choice, and many “little fresh meat” male actors from the Central Academy of Drama and Beijing Film Academy were also good options, which Teng Huatao could decide himself. However, Li Mu already had an ideal candidate in mind for the female supporting role: Su Yingxue’s younger female cousin, Wang Xinran.

If the film’s early preparations went smoothly, filming in the summer would certainly be possible. Such films with fewer scene changes naturally had a faster shooting pace. Furthermore, the female supporting role did not have too many parts, so a month of Wang Xinran’s time during the summer vacation would be enough. It would also serve as an early on-screen appearance for her, allowing her to gain some acting experience. Li Mu had also heard that freshmen in performance departments at the Film Academy and the Central Academy of Drama fell into two categories: those who had acted before and those who hadn’t. Since almost all performance freshmen had decent visual appeal, what truly determined their standing after enrollment was their acting experience.

Back then, Xia Yu, who had starred in In the Heat of the Sun, entered the Central Academy of Drama with the title of Film Emperor, becoming an instant celebrity. The Film Emperor title greatly aided his studies and life at the Central Academy of Drama, though it was a pity he didn’t find the right development path later on.

Later, when Guan Xiaotong was admitted to the Beijing Film Academy, she too became a campus sensation for a time, with media following her extensively. The reason was simple: her abundant prior acting experience meant she was already considered a senior to her peers.

Li Mu also wanted Wang Xinran to gain some such experience. Although he couldn’t give her the female lead, starting with a female supporting role as her debut was already a rare and excellent opportunity. If her performance was up to par, he would certainly look out for her in the filming of other movies in the future.

Two days later, Li Mu met with Teng Huatao. Ning Hao accompanied them throughout the meeting. With Ning Hao there, Li Mu and Teng Huatao, despite meeting for the first time, had a very congenial conversation, both feeling quite compatible with each other.

Teng Huatao was keen on the screenplay, so Li Mu handed him the script for You Are the Apple of My Eye, asking him to read it on the spot. Teng Huatao took the script and began to read it carefully, while Li Mu chatted with Ning Hao, asking him, “How did the location scouting go?”

Ning Hao smiled, “Very smoothly. We discussed an urban temple called Luohan Temple; we plan to use it as the main filming location. However, we’ll only film the exterior of Luohan Temple. Any internal temple scenes will be shot at a relatively larger temple outside Yuzhou city, which will be more convenient.”

Li Mu nodded, “As long as you think it’s suitable, it’s fine.”

Ning Hao said, “When I was in Yuzhou this time, I also found a few actors locally.”

Li Mu immediately thought of Wang Xun and those local actors in the film who spoke with a Yuzhou accent. He couldn’t help but ask him, “How was it? Did you find any suitable candidates?”

“Yes!” Ning Hao said, a hint of excitement in his voice. “I met several very suitable candidates, and I’ve almost finished negotiating with them. They are all very willing to join. Before filming starts, we’ll have them come to Beijing for a centralized meeting to clarify the script, then everyone can start working.”

Saying that, Ning Hao added, “Heavenly King Liu’s schedule is quite full, so he’ll go directly to Yuzhou two days before filming starts.”

Li Mu felt relieved. While Heavenly King Liu’s participation might not necessarily offer a better performance than the original actor Lian Jin, his immense popularity meant that paying more to enlist him served as a gimmick to significantly boost the film’s public appeal.

Li Mu really wanted to ask him if Wang Xun was among the actors he found locally, but he was unsure how to phrase the question. After much hesitation, he feigned curiosity and asked, “What’s the situation with the actors you found locally? Tell me about them.”

Ning Hao said enthusiastically, “The local drama troupe in Yuzhou is truly a place full of talented or influential people. There are many excellent comedic actors. This time, we might bring in over a dozen actors from the local drama troupe to support various roles. Plus, an old classmate introduced me to an actor from the Chuandu cultural troupe. A few years ago, he was even named one of the Top Ten Comedians in Sichuan. We had a meal a few days ago, and he’s also a very outstanding veteran actor.”

Li Mu wasn’t sure if he was referring to Wang Xun, but if so, that would certainly be for the best. Li Mu greatly admired this actor; his character portrayals were spot-on. Whether in Crazy Stone, My Chief and My Regiment, Militia Ge Er Dan, or other films and TV shows, he had delivered exceptionally brilliant performances. He was a true talent.

Ning Hao continued, “Oh, and I also communicated with Tang Wei. She read the script and is very interested in the role of the gang leader’s girlfriend. She’s willing to act. Moreover, she studied directing herself, so this time she also wants to follow the crew as an assistant director throughout the process to gain some experience.”

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s an underutilized talent for her to be an assistant director; she’s definitely destined for an acting career. But since she likes it, go ahead and take her on.”

Tang Wei was also a female actress Li Mu quite liked. Her career path in her previous life wasn’t easy; although Lust, Caution made her famous, it also brought her trouble and was criticized by some. Following Chinese cultural thinking, Li Mu didn’t want her to take on a film like Lust, Caution in this life. While it was a good film, he preferred someone else to star in it. If Muye Films could give her a good opportunity, she wouldn’t have to risk taking on a film that domestic audiences found difficult to accept.

Ning Hao said, “I’ve got pretty much everything ready here. We can start shooting in July.”

Li Mu said, “When you call everyone to Beijing for the meeting, just say the word, and I’ll drop by to take a look.”

Ning Hao nodded, “Alright!”

Teng Huatao spent over half an hour before quickly finishing the script for You Are the Apple of My Eye.

Putting down the script, Teng Huatao said, “Manager Li, the overall structure of this script is very complete, and the pacing is very clever. The story is warm and authentic; although it has a touch of regret, that perfectly matches the tone of youthful love. Overall, it’s very refreshing and excellent. I’m willing to direct it!”

Li Mu nodded with a smile. Teng Huatao currently had few opportunities to direct films, so he was very dedicated to filmmaking, and he personally adored youthful romance films. You Are the Apple of My Eye could easily captivate and move him. Current youth romance films were either fake or overly sentimental; there truly hadn’t been a down-to-earth, heartwarming, and authentic screenplay like this one.

Li Mu said, “Since you’re willing to take it on, I’m confident entrusting the script to you. How much budget do you think this film will need?”

Teng Huatao said, “Excluding actor salaries, three million is more than enough.”

Teng Huatao sounded a bit uncertain. Three million was a considerable sum back then. After deducting actor salaries, dedicating three million solely to production for a film with such simple settings was already considered a high standard. For directors specializing in digital films, one million might even be excessive. However, Teng Huatao also wanted to strive for perfection, which was why he proposed the three million price tag. If Li Mu agreed to this production standard, he would have more room to maneuver.

Li Mu didn’t hesitate, “Okay, three million is absolutely no problem!”





Chapter 574: Signing a Long-Term Contract

Li Mu readily agreed to Teng Huatao’s rough budget of three million, allowing for a 30% overspend leeway during actual filming. This made Teng Huatao sigh in relief. An investment of three million, with a maximum budget of three million, nine hundred thousand for this film, was more than enough for him.

In fact, when Giddens Ko filmed “You Are the Apple of My Eye,” he only raised fifty million New Taiwan Dollars in total, which converted to about ten million Chinese Yuan. That was ten million in 2011. If you consider purchasing power, the gap between that and today’s three million is not significant. Moreover, that cost did not include actor payments. If actor payments were also included, the total investment would definitely be around five million. So, this production budget was already very sufficient.

After confirming the production budget, Li Mu asked Teng Huatao about his requirements for his directorial salary. After thinking for a long time, he asked for one hundred thousand.

One hundred thousand was neither too high nor too low for Teng Huatao’s current fame. The five hundred thousand directorial fee Li Mu gave Ning Hao was an exorbitant price, and the 10% net profit share was even more staggering. There was no other reason; first, Li Mu was rich and willful, and second, he simply admired Ning Hao. As for Teng Huatao, Li Mu generally didn’t have a deep impression of this Director. However, if Teng Huatao could quickly get into the rhythm of directing commercial romantic films, he might be able to produce several high-grossing films in the future. So, Li Mu also intended to sign him to Muye Technology.

If he was to be signed, it had to be done quickly. If Li Mu waited until he finished filming “You Are the Apple of My Eye,” his market value would likely increase significantly. So, Li Mu immediately said to Teng Huatao, “How about this? If you’re interested in Muye Films, let’s sign a long-term contract. Starting with this film, your directorial fee for the first film will be two hundred thousand. For each subsequent film, it will increase by 50% compared to the previous one. And I guarantee you one film production per year. As for your television drama work, we won’t interfere; you can take on projects independently. What do you think?”

Li Mu instantly doubled Teng Huatao’s directorial fee, which immediately shocked Teng Huatao. However, the most important reason for his inner delight was not merely the doubled directorial fee, but Li Mu’s willingness to invest in one film for him every year.

Generally, Directors who primarily focus on television dramas inevitably have less influence in the film industry. For a television-oriented Director like Teng Huatao, having the opportunity to direct a major film every two or three years was already excellent. And even then, the scripts he’d be offered might not be good, nor grand productions. However, every Director’s ultimate dream is to make major films because that represents the highest level in the film and television entertainment industry. As a Director, who wouldn’t want more opportunities to direct films? Moreover, slightly famous Directors almost absolutely will not take on television dramas. Even those Directors who started in television dramas but later achieved success in film directing would never go back to television dramas. The reason is simple: they look down on it.

Zhang Yimou has never directed a television drama, and although Feng Xiaogang started in television dramas, he hasn’t touched them since 1997, completely taking root in the big screen. The reason is that every Director regards film as their ultimate pursuit.

The same applied to Teng Huatao. He also hoped for more opportunities to direct films and wished to become a first-tier film Director, but opportunities were hard to come by. Now, Muye Films was extending an olive branch to him. Faced with the strong allure of one film per year, he agreed almost without hesitation, asking Li Mu, “Manager Li, how many years can we sign for?”

Teng Huatao wished to sign for as long as possible, but he also understood that Li Mu’s directorial fee included a 1.5 times increase factor. If the contract was too long, the later directorial fees would be astronomical, so Li Mu likely wouldn’t sign him for too long.

Li Mu quickly calculated in his mind: with a 1.5 times factor, Teng Huatao’s first film directorial fee would be two hundred thousand, the second three hundred thousand, the third four hundred and fifty thousand, the fourth six hundred and seventy-five thousand, and the fifth one million, one hundred and two thousand, five hundred. If inflation and his growing fame were taken into account, the overall increase was not high, perhaps even a bit low. However, this was also the benefit of a long-term contract. At least for Teng Huatao right now, this price was very attractive.

So Li Mu told him, “How about this, let’s sign for five years first. After five films in five years, if we’re happy with the collaboration, we’ll renegotiate the terms.”

Teng Huatao immediately said, “Okay! Manager Li, I’ll sign!”

Teng Huatao had heard of Li Mu. Ning Hao had also told him about Li Mu’s current market value and ventures. Muye Films had Muye Technology as a powerful backer and reliance, which was also an excellent opportunity for him. As a film and television drama Director, he had a very keen sense for box office, ratings, and audience reach. If he signed with Muye Films, it would be equivalent to finding a powerful potential User base for his future films. If Muye Technology were to promote Muye Films’ productions using YY in the future, it would simply be unstoppable.

Speaking of YY, Teng Huatao was also full of praise for this “divine tool.” He was now one of YY’s most loyal Users and a faithful YY member. This was because he had created several industry work exchange and consultation groups, where talent recruitment and team formation could all be handled. It was simply the best choice for improving work efficiency and promoting resource integration. Therefore, he highly admired YY itself. Signing with Muye Films also brought him a strong sense of belonging and platform pride.

After discussing the long-term contract with Teng Huatao, Li Mu was also in a good mood. He told Teng Huatao, “My goal for this film is for it to become a masterpiece of Chinese campus romance films. It needs to be a benchmark and a guiding light for all future films of the same genre, making them unable to surpass it. So, you must put in a lot of effort to portray the purest, most natural, and most relatable youth romance. Make sure not to fall into clichés.”

Teng Huatao nodded in understanding and said earnestly, “Don’t worry, Manager Li, I understand.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “You don’t need to worry about the music for this film. Simple Plan and Du Wei will both contribute a theme song for this movie.”

Teng Huatao asked happily, “They will both lend their voices for this film?”

Li Mu confirmed, “Yes, that’s right.”

Teng Huatao naturally knew the fame of Simple Plan and Du Wei. Leaving everything else aside, just from the popularity of the micro-film “Old Boys,” it was evident. The “Old Boys” original soundtrack was still extremely popular and greatly boosted the film itself.

Li Mu’s idea was to give the song “You Are the Apple of My Eye” to Simple Plan, with Zhang Kexuan as the lead singer, to serve as the primary theme song for the entire film, because there was no song more suitable than this one to be the theme song for this film.

Additionally, Li Mu also wanted to include “First Day” for Du Wei because the lyrics of that song were also beautifully pure. The lyrics not only aligned with the film’s atmosphere but also fit perfectly with the tone of filming in summer. “You Are the Apple of My Eye” was originally a love story set in summer: summer rain, summer cicadas, young men and women in the summer’s innocent confusion, and the pure, beautiful love of summer. It perfectly matched the theme!

As for the other interlude songs, they were easy to handle. Either find another two suitable songs for Zhang Kexuan or Du Wei, or directly find a few songs from existing ones and just pay for the usage rights.

The five-year, five-film contract with Teng Huatao was signed the day after their meeting. Afterward, he immediately entered the pre-production phase. Li Mu didn’t have many demands, only reminding him to find the most beautiful middle schools and universities as filming locations. Li Mu personally preferred Xiamen, in southeastern Fujian province; the summer there was breathtakingly beautiful, and to put it a bit sentimentally, even the air was filled with a romantic scent, especially several schools there which were famously beautiful nationwide.

…

After Li Mu finalized everything for “You Are the Apple of My Eye,” Du Wei finally decided to return from Hong Kong.

Du Wei had stayed in Hong Kong for over a week this time. During that week, Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok introduced her to many influential people in Hong Kong’s entertainment and music industries, laying a solid foundation for Du Wei’s future development in Hong Kong. It was said that she also auditioned several times in a few music producers’ recording studios, astounding a large number of people.

Only after she had met almost everyone she could did Leslie Cheung allow her to return. These days, Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok had developed a deep appreciation for Du Wei’s talent, so much so that when Karen Mok saw Du Wei off to Beijing, she even hugged her and wept at the airport due to their reluctance to part.

On the evening of her return, Du Fei specifically called Li Mu out, and the two sisters treated Li Mu to a meal together. For Du Fei, her younger sister’s success today was almost entirely due to Li Mu’s help, so she was very grateful to Li Mu. As for Du Wei, it went without saying; she practically treated Li Mu as her own elder, listening to Li Mu more obediently and submissively than she did to Mom and Dad.

At the dinner table, Li Mu listened to Du Wei recount the people she had met and the things she had encountered in Hong Kong these past few days, and he was happy for her. He told Du Wei, “I’ve written two new songs for you, one Cantonese song and one Mandarin song. See when you have time these next two days, and we’ll go over them. Let’s try to record them quickly.”

Du Wei said, dumbfounded, “Brother Li Mu, you wrote new songs for me again? And a Cantonese song? Did you write that too?”

Li Mu nodded, “I need to get your first album out this year, so we need at least eight songs. Also, I’ve arranged a film for you this summer, the campus romance film I mentioned to you before.”

Du Wei changed to a shy and adoring expression, saying, “Brother Li Mu, you’re really too good to me… even better than Sis is to me…”

Du Fei, beside them, was displeased, grumbling, “You ungrateful wretch! You always say how good Brother Li Mu is to you, but have you forgotten all the good things I’ve done for you all these years?”

Du Wei giggled and said, “How could I, Sis? You’re good to me too, it’s just different from Brother Li Mu.”







Chapter 575: Solving the Logistics Dilemma

Just as Du Wei began to familiarize herself with “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” and “First Day” and actively prepared for studio recording, another round of flash sales for Mango-ME was about to begin.

The two OEM manufacturers, previously pressured by several major MP3 companies, were now operating at full capacity, significantly enhancing Mango-ME’s production capabilities. Therefore, for this new flash sale, a total of five hundred thousand units were prepared.

On the eve of the flash sale, Liu Qiangdong approached Li Mu and shared his concerns: the insufficient efficiency of express delivery turnover. Shipping five hundred thousand machines simultaneously would cripple the entire EMS transport capacity of Yanjing Post. If EMS capacity collapsed, they would have no choice but to be content with the second best option—using ordinary postal parcels. That would, however, compromise timeliness and security; a week or even a month for delivery would be completely uncontrollable.

Liu Qiangdong did not bring up the matter of building their own logistics system, though he had been thinking about it day and night. Regardless of Li Mu’s attitude towards the issue, a distant solution wouldn’t solve immediate problems. The current five hundred thousand Mango-ME units were just a small test. When the Brand Day event launched in July, it could potentially generate a million-level order volume. Those electronic product companies were all in Shenzhen, and one day’s sales might well jam the entire Shenzhen Post EMS system.

Li Mu also realized this was a huge problem. Logistics and transportation were the final and one of the most crucial links in online shopping. If logistics efficiency couldn’t keep up, the development speed of the entire e-commerce sector would be significantly affected. According to the normal routine of development, Taobao would start first, and its growth would then make private capital realize the demand for express logistics, leading private capital to build logistics systems based on market demand. This way, they would only have to endure one or two years of insufficient transport capacity, and after two years of e-commerce development, the supporting logistics industry would catch up with the pace of e-commerce development.

However, Liu Qiangdong did not want to follow such a passive market rule, and neither did Li Mu.

This also made Li Mu truly realize that building their own logistics system could already be put on the agenda. Although logistics was a capital-intensive project, for the development of Taobao, the investment had to be made.

However, the most important task at hand was not discussing how to establish their own logistics, but rather resolving the shipping problem for the five hundred thousand Mango-ME units and, in the near future, the shipping issues for Taobao’s Summer Brand Day.

Li Mu frowned, deep in thought. The image of five hundred thousand Mango-ME units lying in a warehouse on the outskirts of Beijing gave him a bit of a headache. However, he quickly thought of JD.com in his later life and the characteristics of JD.com’s logistics.

JD.com’s basic logistics process differed from Taobao’s. Taobao’s logistics involved transporting from a fixed seller location to a fixed buyer location, with both being non-adjustable. JD.com, on the other hand, managed its logistics processes through large-scale warehousing centers established across the country. The same goods were stocked in JD.com’s major warehousing centers, and each center had its own coverage area. After a user placed an order, the system would allocate the nearest warehousing center based on the user’s geographical location. Goods would then be dispatched from this nearby center, which not only shortened the logistics distance but also improved logistics efficiency.

Li Mu wondered, if these five hundred thousand Mango-ME units were distributed beforehand, could it solve the current problem?

Thinking of this, he immediately stood up, walked to the whiteboard, and drew a simple map with a black marker.

He first wrote “Beijing” at the top of the whiteboard, then “North China” next to Beijing. Below, in the middle, he wrote “Shanghai” followed by “East China.” Further down was “Yangcheng (Guangzhou),” which he noted as “South China.” Slightly to the upper left, he wrote “Chengdu,” corresponding to “Southwest China” (implied, though he wrote “South China” again perhaps as a quick note for a different region grouping), and “Hanjiang City” further up, corresponding to “Central China.” “Liaoshen” corresponded to “North China.”

After drawing the six major cities, each covering a major region, Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong, “Send out five small teams to be stationed in the five cities other than Beijing. They have three tasks:

“First, rent a sufficiently large warehouse with excellent storage conditions. We will transfer goods to these five city warehouses before the flash sale begins.

“Second, establish good relations with the local postal service. Negotiate partnerships normally, and don’t skip private public relations, gifting, or treating people to meals. Clear these channels to ensure that EMS transport capacity prioritizes us.

“Third, once the flash sale begins, immediately package, process orders, and ship. You can even pre-package Mango-ME units individually. As soon as an order for that warehouse’s coverage area comes in, immediately generate a shipping label and hand it over to EMS for delivery.”

This was Li Mu’s first time proposing the concept of warehousing centers. Although his current warehousing centers might just be small warehouses less than one thousand square meters in size, this structure was incredibly complete, so complete that it astonished Liu Qiangdong!

Although he had always been thinking about building his own logistics system, he had always considered problems from a C2C perspective, so he hadn’t thought of JD.com’s warehousing center model for the future. Normal logistics companies had similar plans to Li Mu’s, but they only planned logistics distribution hubs in these cities. This hub model primarily solved the routing of goods during the logistics process. For example, if a user in Hangzhou bought a Mango-ME, the package would first be sent from Beijing to Shanghai, where Hangzhou’s packages would be sorted out and transported to Hangzhou, and then further delivered locally in Hangzhou. This model involved point-to-point trunk line transportation and from individual to widespread feeder line coverage, but the item still originated from Beijing.

Li Mu’s model, however, was a typical B2C transportation model. If a Hangzhou user bought a Mango-ME, the goods would be dispatched directly from the Shanghai warehousing center, heading straight to Hangzhou and into their hands. This not only diverted logistics pressure from Beijing but also accelerated the timeliness of transportation turnover. Using this model to sell Mango-ME was simply perfect!

Liu Qiangdong felt that he was astonished by Li Mu every single time. His way of thinking was truly a generation ahead of his own; he couldn’t hope to catch up. For instance, Li Mu had mentioned last time that if they built their own logistics, they must secure airline belly cargo hold resources. Liu Qiangdong later specifically researched this and discovered how crucial Li Mu’s point was! No logistics company could afford to buy airplanes now. If they couldn’t buy their own cargo planes but still wanted efficiency, they had to rely on airlines. Airline belly cargo holds were originally an ancillary service to civil aviation transport, and resources were limited. If the logistics industry entered its spring, these high-end resources would definitely be fought over fiercely. Monopolizing them in advance would bring countless benefits.

Establishing six warehouses in six major cities wouldn’t incur high investment or labor costs, but it could largely solve Taobao’s future shipping problems. With Mango-ME’s two OEM manufacturers operating at full capacity, their annual production capacity exceeded ten million units. Given such a significant price advantage, Mango-ME had no sales worries. Just for these over ten million Mango-ME units, investing in these six warehouses was worthwhile. Moreover, once the Taobao Brand Day events started in the future, Taobao could also use its decentralized warehousing to help electronic product companies concentrated in Shenzhen alleviate shipping pressure. So, overall, their future utility would be immense.

Having understood all this, Liu Qiangdong could hardly wait. He wished he could start working on it immediately. Li Mu then told him, “Zhaijisong seems quite large currently, one of the stronger private express delivery companies. You can find someone to talk to them, sign a strategic cooperation agreement or something. We can’t rely solely on Yanjing Post EMS to solve problems. Once Taobao’s situation stabilizes, we can prepare to set up our own logistics system in the fourth quarter. Our own logistics will involve high investment costs but significant strategic importance, so you’ll have to personally oversee it.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly. Originally, Li Mu had intended to prepare for building their own logistics next year, but now it had been moved up to the fourth quarter. The second quarter was about to end in a blink of an eye, leaving them with only one quarter. It truly had become an urgent matter.

Li Mu said, “Building our own logistics is too slow; there’s no way to achieve quick success. Why don’t you look into acquiring an established express delivery company? It would be much more convenient to build and upgrade upon their existing foundation.”

Liu Qiangdong said awkwardly, “We don’t have the capital to acquire a logistics company. A logistics company would cost at least tens of millions to start.”

Taobao had not yet started making a profit. The current funds on the books were all contributed by Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong. Maintaining operations was certainly not a problem, but if they wanted to acquire an express delivery company, the funds on hand were simply not enough. If they needed a capital increase then, his 10% investment ratio would definitely have to follow. But if they needed a capital increase of forty or fifty million yuan, his portion would be four or five million yuan. Where would he get that much money?

Li Mu sensed his worry and said, “Senior student, you just go and negotiate. You don’t have to worry about the acquisition money. If you’re short on funds, I can cover your portion first.”

With that said, Liu Qiangdong no longer worried. He immediately nodded and said, “I understand. I’ll contact Zhaijisong first.”

Li Mu said, “First, arrange the warehousing matters in various locations. This is urgent. By next month, Mango-ME will have a monthly shipment volume of a million units. The whole pace will be very fast.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Then let’s determine the weight distribution for these warehouses. How should we divide the five hundred thousand units?”

Li Mu nodded, “South China, where Yangcheng (Guangzhou) is located, and East China, where Shanghai is located, will definitely be the two largest regions in terms of order volume. So, I think it’s reasonable for each of these places to account for twenty-five percent. In addition, Beijing should account for at least twenty percent. The other three places have slightly weaker consumption power, so they can divide the remaining thirty percent equally.”





Chapter 576: Do It Under the Radar

Because the Mango-ME flash sale event limited each person to one purchase, five hundred thousand machines meant five hundred thousand orders and five hundred thousand packages. These five hundred thousand packages needed to be dispatched within a concentrated period, while also ensuring timeliness and security. If this were after 2010, it wouldn’t be a significant problem, but currently, it would be impossible for any single city to process such a volume quickly.

However, if the five hundred thousand machines were distributed across six cities as Li Mu envisioned, the logistics pressure for shipping would be greatly reduced. Li Mu’s proposed weight distribution of twenty-five percent, twenty-five percent, twenty percent, ten percent, ten percent, and ten percent might not be perfectly precise, but that wasn’t crucial; as long as it was generally reasonable, it would suffice. Any skewed portion of orders could still be mailed across regions, which would only mean a slightly longer delivery time frame for a small number of users, causing little overall harm.

Liu Qiangdong pondered Li Mu’s weight distribution for a moment before agreeing, “That’s very reasonable. We’ll proceed with the proportions you suggested. Also, I’ll communicate with the companies participating in the Brand Day event shortly and ask if they have any need for us to handle their shipping.”

Li Mu asked, “The event is about to start its promotion, right?”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, “We’ll begin full-scale promotion tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “Then let’s not rush to communicate with them. First, let’s see how effective our pre-sale model will be this time.”

Liu Qiangdong understood Li Mu’s point. For this Brand Day event, Taobao wasn’t going to unleash all of Li Mu’s promotional methods at once. Instead, they would only adopt the pre-sale model Li Mu suggested. The general logic was: for products set to be sold at special Brand Day prices, Taobao had established three tiers. For products priced above one thousand yuan, users could pay a fifty yuan deposit to receive a one hundred yuan discount when purchasing on the event day. For products priced between five hundred yuan and one thousand yuan, users could pay a thirty-four yuan deposit to receive a sixty-eight yuan discount when purchasing on the event day. For products priced between one hundred yuan and three hundred yuan, users could pay a twenty yuan deposit to receive a forty yuan discount on the event day.

This pre-sale deposit was non-refundable. If users failed to pay the remaining balance and complete their purchase on the event day, it would be considered an automatic forfeiture of both their right to purchase and their deposit. Therefore, given that users had to commit funds in advance, the proportion of users who would back out on the event day after paying the deposit would be very small. Although direct purchases on the event day were still possible, the pre-sale quantity would serve as a very effective reference. If the pre-sale results were excellent, then it would be necessary to communicate with manufacturers about handling their shipping. At that point, seeing the actual data, manufacturers would not only be reassured but also reasonably adjust their product quantities in advance.

Liu Qiangdong had no objections to Li Mu’s proposal. He nodded and said, “Then I’ll quickly finalize the warehousing arrangements, and then go have a talk with Zhaijisong.”

“Alright.”

…

Soon, five teams were dispatched on critical orders, departing from Beijing to the five cities Li Mu had chosen. Currently, Taobao’s requirements for warehousing weren’t high. Simply put, these five small teams only needed to hire some local people, rent a decent warehouse, set up shelving, and ensure fire safety and security measures were in place. The hardware demands weren’t stringent. The biggest requirement lay in managing public relations with the local postal service system. Since they were state-run entities, it was likely common for them to drag their feet, so a way had to be found to make them more attentive to Taobao’s matters to ensure the timeliness of Taobao’s shipments.

After dispatching the teams, Liu Qiangdong immediately began communicating with Zhaijisong. He directly contacted Zhaijisong’s headquarters, stating his name, company, and position, expressing his desire to speak with their chief executive. Zhaijisong’s chief executive, Chen Ping, was in his office handling documents when his secretary knocked and entered, telling him, “General Manager Chen, Liu Qiangdong, the general manager of Taobao, just called. He said he would like to visit you and hopes to schedule a meeting.”

As soon as Chen Ping heard the names “Taobao” and “Liu Qiangdong,” his eyes lit up. He chuckled, “Excellent. Get back to Taobao and tell them I’m available tomorrow at three in the afternoon. The meeting location will be at our company. Don’t forget to provide them with our address.”

“Alright, I’ll attend to it right away.” The secretary nodded and turned to leave, but felt puzzled. She had been General Manager Chen’s secretary for three years and was certain he had never had any contact with Taobao or this Liu Qiangdong. Yet, General Manager Chen’s reaction just now was as if he had been waiting for Liu Qiangdong’s call. After hearing his name, he visibly brightened.

Although the secretary couldn’t figure it out, she didn’t delay her work for a moment, immediately relaying Chen Ping’s reply to Taobao. Hearing that the other party had agreed so readily, Liu Qiangdong was delighted and eagerly awaited the meeting the next day.

In the past two days, Liu Qiangdong had learned a lot about Zhaijisong. Although Zhaijisong had been founded six or seven years ago, it had performed reasonably well in its early years but hadn’t made any major moves. Only from last year did they start to make some strides, establishing three logistics bases in Beijing, Shanghai, and Yangcheng. After expanding nationwide, their founder, Chen Ping, also introduced IT technology, setting up a logistics information control business management system to digitalize logistics transportation, proving himself to be quite a visionary.

Although Zhaijisong wasn’t truly nationwide yet, it generally covered all cities above the third-tier. There were operational points and employees across the country, and their fleet comprised dozens of vehicles. If one were to estimate its value, with a sufficient premium, it should be worth around fifty to sixty million yuan. While fifty to sixty million was an astronomical figure for him, for Li Mu, it was probably just small change. Therefore, Liu Qiangdong was very optimistic about acquiring Zhaijisong. If they could take control of this company and then invest some capital to secure civilian airline cargo hold resources, they would essentially be able to build a relatively fast logistics system.

Just as Liu Qiangdong was happily envisioning the acquisition of Zhaijisong, Chen Ping, Zhaijisong’s boss, picked up the landline phone on his desk and made a call.

As soon as the call connected, Chen Ping said with an admiring tone, “Oh, Mr. Ma, your estimation was truly accurate! Taobao contacted me; they want to meet!”

On the other end of the line, in distant Hangzhou, was Boss Ma. Hearing this, he chuckled and asked Chen Ping, “Who wants to meet with you? Which one from Taobao?”

“It’s their general manager, Liu Qiangdong.”

Boss Ma’s interest immediately piqued. “Oh? Liu Qiangdong? Excellent, excellent. He’s Taobao’s Number Two, their second-in-command.”

Chen Ping chuckled, “His purpose for coming tomorrow should be what you mentioned earlier: he wants to acquire Zhaijisong. How should I talk to him?”

Boss Ma chuckled, “If he brings up that purpose tomorrow, don’t tell him yet that Zhaijisong has already been acquired by Alibaba. Instead, tell him about Zhaijisong’s current advantages: our major bases, our sets of information systems. Besides these, also tell them that Zhaijisong intends to leverage its logistics transportation advantages to build its own online mall, just as I told you last time.”

Chen Ping replied, “Then I understand. I’ll have a good talk with him tomorrow.”

Boss Ma hummed in acknowledgment and said with a smile, “Then I’ll await your good news.”

“Don’t worry.”

Hanging up the phone, Boss Ma felt very pleased. Zhaijisong was currently the best-developing private express company in China, but it had already been acquired by Alibaba. As early as when Li Mu launched Taobao and achieved instant hit status, Boss Ma realized that his future development faced its greatest adversary. At that time, his Alibaba was already valued at hundreds of millions of USD, but he immediately communicated with the capital behind him and secured another round of emergency financing a few days prior.

Originally, this round of financing should have been initiated the year after Boss Ma’s own Taobao went live, but currently, Boss Ma was exceedingly anxious. Thus, he secured another thirty million USD in financing, holding a large amount of cash, ready to compete fiercely with Taobao.

What Boss Ma currently hoped for most was to invest in Taobao, because Taobao’s current momentum was too strong. With YY providing traffic support and Alipay providing payment support, it would be difficult for him to compete against it. However, Boss Ma was Boss Ma; his vision was quite ruthless. He also worried that Li Mu wouldn’t cooperate with him, so he initiated a move to pull the rug out from under someone: he used those tens of millions of USD to acquire or merge with all the private express companies that were showing any activity in the market.

Zhaijisong’s current scale was already quite large, and its chief executive, Chen Ping, was also a relatively far-sighted individual. Thus, Boss Ma’s initial acquisition proposal was directly rejected by Chen Ping. To prevent future troubles, Boss Ma reluctantly gritted his teeth and used three percent of Alibaba’s shares, in addition to tens of millions of yuan in cash, to acquire Zhaijisong into Alibaba.

As for STO Express and YTO Express, which had yet to achieve nationwide scale, Boss Ma spent less than thirty million RMB in total to completely acquire both companies.

Currently, there were very few private express companies left in the market for Taobao to acquire.

Boss Ma’s fundamental motive for doing it under the radar was very clear: Taobao had already opened up channels for traffic, sellers, buyers, and payment. Online, it was already a true master. Its only weak link was offline. No matter how e-commerce developed, the final step of physical purchases still had to be handed over to offline logistics. Therefore, Boss Ma’s premature move to take control of these somewhat established express companies in the market was precisely because he identified the bottleneck in Taobao’s next phase of development. That was exactly why he had long anticipated that Taobao would certainly seek out Zhaijisong!

With these logistics companies in hand, Boss Ma could advance or retreat strategically. He could either cooperate with Taobao, sharing the small and medium-sized enterprise resources on Alibaba and the express delivery resources he held, allowing everyone to profit from e-commerce. Or, if they couldn’t become allies and instead became rivals, Alibaba would completely block Taobao’s offline logistics routes, strangling Taobao’s neck, and then build its own retail e-commerce. At that point, no matter how much traffic Taobao secured, it would be useless. Relying solely on postal service resources would be far from enough, and building their own logistics would be extremely time-consuming and labor-intensive, taking Taobao perhaps a year to even show signs of improvement. If Taobao were to be choked by logistics capacity for the next year, then Boss Ma could use that year to develop his online presence, and surpassing Taobao would not be difficult!





Chapter 577: A Dagger Hidden in a Smile

The true business world has always been ruthless. Every successful businessman adheres to one principle: always dig a grave for your opponent in advance, then gradually push them into it. Since his rebirth, Li Mu has used this routine for many things, but he never expected Boss Ma to play the same trick on him now.

Boss Ma’s insight was incredibly sharp, beyond mere accuracy—it was shrewd. He was like a highly skilled and shrewd master from a wuxia novel, someone who could instantly pinpoint an opponent’s true weakness and then exploit it for a precise strike.

Boss Ma accurately targeted Taobao’s sole weakness: logistics. That’s why he pulled the rug out from under Taobao. It was a beautifully executed move, and Li Mu hadn’t caught wind of it at all.

Currently, Boss Ma had the absolute power to ensure that Taobao had no express delivery resources available other than the postal service. And China Post’s EMS transport capacity was already struggling to handle Mango-ME alone; how could it possibly have spare capacity to deal with anything else? Yet, Taobao’s true bulk orders in the future would come from all the sellers on Taobao, as well as a large number of collaborating manufacturers. If Alibaba locked down Taobao offline, Taobao’s sellers would likely be at a loss, let alone Li Mu’s manufacturer brand flagship store business.

In 2002, China Post’s EMS’s overall transport capacity was actually a complete mess. Small market demand, weak flexibility for a state-owned enterprise, and a complex, bloated system were all drawbacks of EMS. This was the root cause of the postal system’s problems. If the postal service had seized the opportunity of e-commerce’s rise, with its resources, strength, and status, there would have been no need for companies like SF Express and the series of ‘Tong’ express companies in domestic logistics in the future.

Unfortunately, it was a hopeless Ah Dou that couldn’t be helped, yet it was also the only logistics channel that Mr. Ma absolutely could not acquire.

Liu Qiangdong deliberately put in an overnight effort, researching Zhaijisong’s situation and characteristics, analyzing its boss Chen Ping’s style and routine of doing things and dealing with people. He formulated several preliminary cooperation proposals: the best was direct acquisition, followed by gaining a controlling stake; the worst was investing without control. As for a merger, Liu Qiangdong believed Li Mu would absolutely not agree.

Mergers involved bringing the entire other company in and diluting some of one’s own shares to the other party, which was equivalent to a fusion of the two, turning the other company’s owners into shareholders of one’s own company—a union, becoming one. But this also depended on the scale of the two companies and their future development momentum. Taobao’s momentum was so strong that merging with anyone now would be a disadvantage, unless it was a company with a similar growth rate. How could Li Mu be willing to give up Taobao’s shares to merge with a courier company? Even Liu Qiangdong wouldn’t be willing.

The following afternoon, Liu Qiangdong, dressed in a shirt and trousers, neatly put together, drove alone to Zhaijisong. Guided by the front desk, he arrived punctually at Chen Ping’s office, meeting Chen Ping face to face.

Chen Ping was very enthusiastic towards Liu Qiangdong, actively rising from behind his desk to greet him, shaking hands, and saying hello. “Ah, General Manager Liu, I’ve long heard of your great name. Today, I finally have the opportunity to meet you!”

Liu Qiangdong humbly replied, “General Manager Chen, you’re joking. I actually wanted to visit a long time ago, but I’ve been very busy recently and couldn’t spare the time to come.”

Chen Ping nodded and smiled, “Taobao’s business is developing by leaps and bounds, so naturally, as general manager, you must be the busiest.”

Saying this, Chen Ping invited Liu Qiangdong to sit down, personally boiled water, and prepared to make tea.

Liu Qiangdong took out his business card and exchanged it with Chen Ping. He didn’t rush to discuss the main business, but instead chatted with Chen Ping while he was making tea.

Liu Qiangdong complimented him a few times and praised Zhaijisong as well. Chen Ping, however, was not modest at all, smiling and saying, “From last year to this year, we heavily invested in two sets of information systems: one ERP and one MIS. With these two systems, Zhaijisong’s information processing capabilities are at the forefront of all express delivery companies nationwide. And this year, our three logistics bases have been completed, greatly shortening the nationwide express parcel turnaround time. Currently, our express parcels from Beijing to Shanghai can achieve delivery from collection in just three days, which is unprecedented in the industry.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded in agreement, feeling a bit difficult inwardly. He started bragging as soon as he spoke; no need to think, this was clearly boasting about himself. His stance was too high, and the message he wanted to convey was definitely that the threshold for cooperation would also be very high.

Chen Ping continued, “The spring for the logistics industry is coming soon. Zhaijisong also wants to seize this opportunity for vigorous development, so we are also working on development plans recently, preparing to further expand and enhance our logistics carrying capacity in the near future.”

Liu Qiangdong offered a compliment, saying, “General Manager Chen truly has unique vision!”

Chen Ping smiled, “Unique vision is too generous a description; one can only say we’re trying our best to keep up with the trend. Isn’t e-commerce popular now, just like your Taobao? I’ve been closely following the developments and trends in this area, and I think it’s a very good path!”

Liu Qiangdong mused to himself, “You, who do logistics, are not content with doing your own logistics well. Why are you eyeing e-commerce?”

However, Liu Qiangdong said aloud, “Although e-commerce is trendy, it’s not easy to do. Many times, I feel quite swamped with work.”

Chen Ping nodded and said, “Indeed. We expended a lot of effort building our information processing system. For e-commerce companies like yours, the investment in manpower and material resources for system backend databases must also be considerable, right?”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, “Not just considerable, it’s astonishingly large.”

Recalling Taobao’s frontend and backend development, as well as the technical support for algorithms, orders, and data analysis, there were truly very few companies in China that could achieve these things right now. This was because the costs were too high, even without taking detours. If they had taken any detours, it would have been protracted indeed. Thankfully, Li Mu didn’t quibble with his own people. Although Taobao was an industry jointly invested in by the two, all of Taobao’s technical development utilized Muye Technology’s core technology, including the incredibly formidable Fang Xudong. These were Li Mu’s own resources, brought in to help Taobao develop. Logically, Liu Qiangdong should have borne ten percent of the cost from his side, but Li Mu never calculated with him on such matters. This also showed how difficult it was to find a reliable partner.

At this moment, a thought crossed Chen Ping’s mind. Looking at Liu Qiangdong, he couldn’t help but smile slightly and said, “I’ve also had a very strong idea recently: to establish an e-commerce platform based on Zhaijisong’s logistics. General Manager Liu is an expert in this field, so perhaps you could advise me and give me some ideas?”

Liu Qiangdong was utterly surprised. He wanted to discuss an acquisition or controlling stake cooperation with Zhaijisong, but before he could even lay the groundwork, Chen Ping uttered such words. He wanted to do e-commerce? If that were true, wouldn’t he become a competitor to Taobao?

Liu Qiangdong involuntarily frowned as he looked at Chen Ping, muttering to himself, “Normally, you, a traditional industrialist rooted offline, if you truly had shrewd vision, should position yourself well now and clarify that you are a downstream industry of e-commerce! Only by finding this position, striving to develop, and seizing the opportunity of e-commerce’s takeoff can you rise with it. But you’re actually coveting your upstream industry. Are you too arrogant, or has your brain been squashed by a door? Bridgestone and Michelin tires are incredibly formidable, and ZF and Aisin transmissions are incredibly formidable, but when have they ever thought of venturing into whole vehicle manufacturing? Moreover, you’re a logistics company with low technical skill and no online accumulation, yet you want to cross over into e-commerce?”

Seeing Liu Qiangdong remain silent, Chen Ping felt a surge of smugness and squinted at Liu Qiangdong with a smile.

He had no intention of doing e-commerce at all, nor did he understand it. The reason he said this was all arranged by Boss Ma beforehand. Ever since his face-to-face meeting with Boss Ma and Zhaijisong’s acquisition by Boss Ma, Chen Ping’s admiration for Boss Ma had almost risen to the point of worship. He felt that Boss Ma had opened a brand new door for him, and collaborating with him would surely lead to smooth sailing in his future. Moreover, Boss Ma not only had excellent eloquence and unique vision, but also possessed unerring judgment! The day he completed the acquisition of Zhaijisong, Boss Ma told him that Taobao would come knocking soon. He never expected Liu Qiangdong to be sitting in his office so quickly.

Chen Ping also understood Boss Ma’s strategic intent. Taobao also wanted to cooperate with Zhaijisong, and at some point, Zhaijisong would become key to their development. Therefore, what he needed to do now was to strengthen Zhaijisong, making Taobao worried and afraid. Once this was achieved, Boss Ma could then use this opportunity to negotiate subsequent cooperation with Taobao.

Liu Qiangdong felt that the situation was not just outrageous, but even a bit strange. Everything deviated greatly from his expectations. The meaning involuntarily revealed in Chen Ping’s words and expressions seemed as if Liu Qiangdong had already been trapped in a routine. And that smile was a little weird; he felt it truly contained a dagger hidden in a smile. He concluded that this was definitely not his own miscalculation, but that there must be a secret he didn’t understand.

So, Liu Qiangdong stopped hiding anything and said to Chen Ping, “General Manager Chen, let’s get straight to the point. We are currently looking to exert force in the logistics segment, so we are interested in acquiring Zhaijisong and making it a part of Taobao. What are your thoughts?”

Chen Ping felt even greater admiration for Boss Ma in his heart. From the beginning until now, everything Boss Ma predicted had come true with hardly any deviation; he was truly Zhuge Liang of the business world!

Immediately, Chen Ping said with a beaming smile to Liu Qiangdong, “General Manager Liu, we are not interested in a simple acquisition. However, if it’s a merger, then we can discuss it in depth.”

Liu Qiangdong smiled slightly and said, “We currently have no plans for a merger. If General Manager Chen has even a little interest in an acquisition, why not name a price first, and we can discuss it?”

Chen Ping shook his head and smiled playfully, “To be honest, General Manager Liu, acquisition is out of the question. We only consider mergers. And to tell you the truth, I now have more than just Zhaijisong in my hands; I also have STO Express and YTO Express.”

After saying this, seeing that Liu Qiangdong couldn’t suppress the shock in his heart, Chen Ping smiled and twisted the knife further: “Oh, and STO Express and YTO Express are one hundred percent controlled!”





Chapter 578: The Only Solution

When Chen Ping finished speaking with an arrogant air, Liu Qiangdong almost got up and left.

He had realized there was no need to continue the discussion.

Chen Ping’s mindset during today’s meeting was problematic; it was certainly not the normal attitude of someone interested in cooperation. He was gradually increasing the pressure he exerted, and he clearly had an ulterior motive.

Besides that, Liu Qiangdong was deeply shocked. He had researched the express delivery companies on the market. At present, the express delivery business in China was still a burgeoning industry. Most Chinese people’s mail and logistics needs were met through the postal service. Postal service’s ordinary mail and registered mail already accounted for over eighty percent of the country’s total parcel and letter volume. Additionally, the postal service had its EMS express delivery service. So, overall, the private express delivery industry’s market share was not large.

In truth, although China’s logistics industry would become an excessively bulky and distorted product in the future, if e-commerce hadn’t emerged, the demand for logistics and transportation among China’s one billion three hundred million people would not have been enough to spawn so many diverse logistics and express delivery companies. Currently, without the boost from e-commerce, no matter how formidable a private express delivery company was, it would simply be picking up scraps from the postal service’s leftovers.

There were only four decent private express delivery companies in the country right now. Zhaijisong was undoubtedly the number one in terms of reputation, scale, and coverage. Following them were STO Express, YTO Express, and SF Express. SF Express was currently more famous in the southern region but had not yet truly launched nationwide operations; it was in the preparatory phase of accumulating strength. The remaining three, however, had now merged into one. This news made Liu Qiangdong extremely nervous.

Combining this with the subtle malice Chen Ping had displayed, Liu Qiangdong suddenly felt that Taobao might have been targeted, but he couldn’t grasp why Zhaijisong would be the one orchestrating it.

Liu Qiangdong tentatively said to Chen Ping, “Now that General Manager Chen has integrated STO Express and YTO Express, the entire logistics system’s capacity will definitely be greatly enhanced. In that case, cooperating with Taobao is the most suitable option. We will soon welcome a peak in online sales, and if we cooperate, we can certainly achieve a win-win situation.”

Liu Qiangdong had changed his routine. He no longer spoke of acquisition or merger; he only talked about cooperation, testing Chen Ping’s stance.

Chen Ping smiled mysteriously at this moment and said, “General Manager Liu, we may focus our primary efforts on integrating the resources of these three companies in the future, so we might not be able to cooperate with your company in this regard.”

Although Liu Qiangdong was surprised, he wasn’t caught off guard. Subconsciously, he had already expected Chen Ping to reject him.

Liu Qiangdong changed his routine again and asked, “Since General Manager Chen is interested in a merger, perhaps you could briefly share your thoughts?”

Chen Ping looked at Liu Qiangdong with that peculiar gaze again, smiled mysteriously, and then said, “General Manager Liu, if we were to discuss the specifics of a merger, it wouldn’t be me discussing it with you, but rather the general manager of my parent company.”

“Parent company?” Liu Qiangdong felt his mind was overwhelmed. Wasn’t Zhaijisong a private enterprise founded by Chen Ping? It didn’t seem to have been acquired by anyone, so how could a parent company suddenly appear? And this Chen Ping was truly a pain in the ass, always talking in mysterious half-sentences, being evasive and not at all straightforward.

Chen Ping felt he had laid enough groundwork. He finally decided to be frank and said with a smile to Liu Qiangdong, “Zhaijisong recently accepted an acquisition agreement from Alibaba in Hangzhou and is now a wholly-owned subsidiary of Alibaba. STO Express and YTO Express are the same. If General Manager Liu wants to discuss further in-depth cooperation, I can help you arrange a meeting with Mr. Ma from Alibaba.”

Alibaba! So that’s how it is!

Liu Qiangdong’s heart sank, and all his questions and confusion were instantly resolved at that moment.

So, it was Alibaba causing trouble behind the scenes. Boss Ma from Alibaba had always wanted to meet Li Mu and seemed very interested in Taobao. However, Li Mu had been putting off meeting with them. He hadn’t expected them to have already acquired these express delivery companies.

Currently, Alibaba, in terms of company and business scale, was certainly much larger than Taobao, at least valued at several hundred million US dollars. But compared to Muye Technology, it was still one tier below. However, Liu Qiangdong had once researched the capital behind Alibaba. Most of it came from overseas VC investment banks, such as Goldman Sachs, SoftBank, and Huitou Capital. The general managers of these major investment banks were very optimistic about Mr. Ma and naturally very supportive of Boss Ma. So, as long as Boss Ma was willing to seek financing, he would never lack cash. And currently, express delivery companies weren’t worth much money. Boss Ma’s move to acquire express delivery companies first, to lay out the downstream industry of e-commerce, was absolutely a brilliant strategy.

Since Boss Ma was strategically planning everything behind the scenes, Liu Qiangdong understood that continuing to talk with Chen Ping was no longer necessary or meaningful. This matter was no longer something Chen Ping could decide, nor something he himself could decide. Boss Ma’s intentions were not good; this was a direct challenge to Li Mu.

Liu Qiangdong exchanged a few pleasantries with Chen Ping, then excused himself and left. As he departed, Chen Ping didn’t forget to remind him, “If you have any merger needs, General Manager Liu, you can communicate directly with Mr. Ma. If you don’t have Mr. Ma’s contact information, you can ask me for it.”

Chen Ping’s air of being high above and in control made Liu Qiangdong quite displeased, but his professional conduct still led him to nod politely and say, “I will definitely contact General Manager Chen if there’s a need.”

With that, he stepped out.

As soon as he exited Zhaijisong’s main entrance, Liu Qiangdong immediately called Li Mu and meticulously reported the situation.

Things were not good, and indeed very bad. Liu Qiangdong had merely feigned composure just now, but his heart had long been flustered. Boss Ma had seized the few existing express delivery resources. If he used them to threaten Taobao, then Taobao’s future development would immediately hit a bottleneck. What he feared most wasn’t even being throttled by Boss Ma. If the other party only blockaded and did not actively attack, Taobao could certainly find a way to break through and solve the problem. His biggest fear was that Boss Ma would not only blockade but also launch a frontal assault. If Boss Ma used these downstream resources to create a C2C e-commerce platform identical to Taobao, then Taobao would be in trouble!

Boss Ma had a natural advantage in creating a C2C platform. His Alibaba website had been operating for years and had a large number of small and medium-sized enterprises. After years of B2B, Boss Ma had accumulated an incredibly rich pool of enterprise resources. It could be said that he controlled a vast amount of upstream resources for e-commerce. And express logistics were downstream resources of e-commerce, which he had now also secured. If threats failed, he was highly likely to use both upstream and downstream resources to build his own e-commerce platform. Since he had both upstream and downstream, operating the midstream industry would be like a fish in water. Taobao currently had upstream and midstream resources, but if its downstream was cut off, it would definitely face catastrophic consequences.

Li Mu was dumbfounded upon hearing this news over the phone. He had calculated everything but hadn’t expected Boss Ma to act so decisively. He had wanted to put off meeting Boss Ma for a while longer, but he hadn’t curbed Boss Ma’s restless ambition. In such a short time, Boss Ma had already gained control of downstream resources that could threaten him.

He had always felt that setting up his own logistics system was too early and too much of a money pit. Yet, he had experienced the golden decade of the express delivery industry’s development. To be honest, at first, if told to acquire a company like Zhaijisong, he might not have thought much of it. He deeply wanted to build his own SF Express, or even his own FedEx. So, he had temporarily delayed the launch of logistics construction, planning to start next year. He hadn’t expected that this brief hesitation would immediately allow Boss Ma to seize his weakness.

Li Mu felt annoyed. He shared Liu Qiangdong’s fears. He knew Boss Ma’s obsession with retail e-commerce. He worried that Boss Ma would choke him, threatening him into making huge concessions. He also worried that Boss Ma would simply take matters into his own hands. E-commerce was different from web portals; traffic wasn’t the most important aspect. So, even if he completely blockaded Boss Ma’s e-commerce platform, Boss Ma could still find other ways to break through. Moreover, with upstream and downstream resources, if he really started, his growth speed wouldn’t be much slower than his own.

The downstream link of e-commerce, like express delivery, might seem low-end, but its importance was very high. If Taobao couldn’t find a way to break through and could only rely on the postal service for distribution, it would inevitably cause huge damage to user experience. If the same purchase required a one-week logistics cycle on Taobao but only three days on Boss Ma’s platform, then it wouldn’t take long for Taobao’s users to leave. Even if he still had YY, it would be useless. Otherwise, why couldn’t Tencent make e-commerce work in its previous life? QQ wasn’t omnipotent, and YY was the same.

Li Mu told Liu Qiangdong to return and discuss it further. After hanging up, he immediately began to accelerate his contemplation of the current situation. Zhaijisong, STO Express, and YTO Express were almost the only decent private express delivery companies available right now. Besides these three, there was only SF Express left. Li Mu searched online for news related to SF Express and found that it had very little recognition at present, but it had already gained considerable fame and market share in the Pearl River Delta and Hong Kong-Macau regions. Currently, SF Express specialized in short-distance delivery; its medium to long-distance express business had not yet truly developed.

However, Li Mu basically ruled out SF Express. On one hand, SF Express hadn’t started its nationwide expansion yet, and Wang Wei was likely still actively engaged in internal struggles to consolidate power. Collaborating with SF Express would be addressing a pressing need with a distant solution. Furthermore, Wang Wei was also an incredibly formidable figure in the business world. Even if he tried to acquire SF Express now, Wang Wei might not agree. Wrangling with a formidable person would undoubtedly be a protracted battle, and given Taobao’s current growth rate, the logistics aspect might become suffocating in less than half a year.

From a long-term e-commerce perspective, logistics companies were destined to have a hundred flowers bloom. Boss Ma’s blockade wouldn’t last too long. However, establishing logistics, whether for Li Mu or through private capital, would take time. The fear was that Taobao couldn’t wait for the logistics industry to flourish, and even more, that Boss Ma would build his own e-commerce website and claim the fruits of the e-commerce field for himself.

Fortunately, there was still the state-owned postal service to rely on. No matter how powerful Boss Ma was, and no matter how strong his capital connections, he couldn’t acquire the postal service. For now, he could only try his best to develop postal resources and immediately start looking for a solution.

In fact, Li Mu already had an answer in his heart. In this situation, there was only one true solution: build his own logistics company, and when he did, make it the best logistics company in China!





Chapter 579: The Grand Logistics Blueprint

After Liu Qiangdong returned, Li Mu immediately pulled him into the office for an intense discussion and analysis.

Liu Qiangdong was furious over what happened today. Ultimately, he had been outmaneuvered by Boss Ma, who had long anticipated Taobao’s move into logistics and had already laid out a chess piece, waiting for him.

But anger aside, his professionalism was truly exceptional. As soon as he returned, he discussed with Li Mu, systematically explaining his analysis of the current situation.

Liu Qiangdong’s assessment of the current situation was highly accurate. Like Li Mu, his concern wasn’t that Alibaba would use logistics to choke Taobao, but rather that Alibaba would use logistics to slow down Taobao’s development speed, while simultaneously developing its own C2C e-commerce. It was like having a flat tire on a racetrack; even if the opponent’s overall racing performance and technical specifications were far inferior to yours, they would have already overtaken you by the time you changed your tire.

The two exchanged opinions and found their views to be quite similar. Liu Qiangdong blamed himself, saying, “This was my negligence; I didn’t pay attention to Alibaba’s moves.”

Li Mu nodded. “If we’re talking about negligence, you certainly bear some responsibility. You didn’t consider the issues comprehensively enough and didn’t pay attention to the trends in the last-mile industry. But it’s not just you; I’m also responsible. If I had agreed to your idea of building our own logistics earlier, perhaps we would have acquired Zhaijisong, STO Express, and YTO Express instead of Alibaba. However, talking about that now only reminds us to be careful in the future; it doesn’t solve the immediate problem. So, we still need to seriously think about how to overcome this current difficulty and solve the problem once and for all.”

Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “Do you think acquiring SF Express is feasible now? SF Express already has a relatively complete network in the developed southern regions. If we take control of SF Express, and then acquire a few racing teams specializing in bulk logistics from the north, combining their soft and hard assets should still be able to solve some of our problems.”

Li Mu said, “Alibaba couldn’t possibly have not thought of SF Express, but they didn’t manage to get them on their side. I think it’s because SF Express doesn’t buy it.”

“Is that so?” Liu Qiangdong asked, then thought for a moment and said, “I have a general understanding of SF Express’s situation. The boss, Wang Wei, is a very visionary person. Most of SF Express’s previous outlets were franchised, but now he’s busy consolidating them, planning to make them all directly managed. He’s probably a very ambitious person.”

Li Mu nodded. “Ambitious people won’t willingly be acquired.”

Liu Qiangdong asked, “What about mergers and acquisitions?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, neither confirming nor denying Liu Qiangdong’s question, simply saying with a laugh, “Don’t forget, I’m an ambitious person too.”

Liu Qiangdong immediately understood.

Li Mu was also an ambitious person. He would certainly be quite resistant to sacrificing equity to acquire other companies. For Li Mu, problems that could be solved with money should be solved with as little equity as possible. Otherwise, Muye Technology wouldn’t have delayed its third round of financing or its IPO plan for so long.

At this point, Li Mu added, “Actually, think about it: even if we were to acquire SF Express now, with Taobao’s current valuation, what would we use to acquire them? We’ve only been established for a few months. Although the situation is good, our profit model isn’t yet clear and defined, so the capital market won’t give us a very high valuation. SF Express is currently in an internal power struggle, and Wang Wei is on the verge of success. Once he achieves his goal, SF Express’s valuation shouldn’t be lower than Zhaijisong’s. Would he be willing to let us acquire him with Taobao’s shares?”

Liu Qiangdong nodded lightly. Taobao’s valuation was indeed not high. Acquiring SF Express by Taobao was impossible. It might be possible for Muye Technology to initiate it, but Li Mu certainly wouldn’t be willing. Muye Technology was currently like a rocket fully fueled, and Li Mu was desperately holding back from igniting and launching it. He definitely wouldn’t be happy to use Muye Technology to acquire SF Express.

Li Mu understood Wang Wei’s situation; the possibility of acquiring him at this point was extremely low. Moreover, Wang Wei inherently possessed an e-commerce gene. His repeated refusal to meet Boss Ma was largely because he had long been resolute in his own e-commerce ambitions, so he wasn’t prepared to cooperate with Alibaba on any level. However, by the time SF Express began its e-commerce venture, the e-commerce industry was already very mature. Wang Wei hadn’t managed to break through the chaotic, giant-filled e-commerce landscape. But if his e-commerce gene were activated now, it might actually help him achieve greatness prematurely.

Furthermore, since even Boss Ma couldn’t acquire SF Express, why should I even bother trying? He wouldn’t refuse to make money, so he wouldn’t conspire with Boss Ma to blockade Taobao, as he wouldn’t gain anything from that. Therefore, he probably wouldn’t participate in the war between me and Boss Ma; instead, he would reap the benefits as a third party. No matter who battles whom, or who wins, goods will always need to be shipped. SF Express should stay out of it and quietly get rich.

Li Mu voiced his thoughts, and Liu Qiangdong expressed his agreement.

Li Mu pulled out a pack of cigarettes, handed one to Liu Qiangdong, lit one for himself, took a puff, and then said, “I think the first thing we need to consider isn’t whether we should acquire SF Express or how to build our own logistics, but rather how much time we have left.”

As he spoke, Li Mu stood up, walked to the whiteboard, and pointed at the simple diagram of six major cities he had drawn earlier. He said, “Look, we just solved Mango-ME’s centralized shipping problem using a decentralized shipping method. In the future, we can use this model for all brand manufacturers, having them disperse their inventory to us, and we’ll handle the shipping for them. This part shouldn’t be difficult. If six cities aren’t enough, we’ll disperse to all provincial capitals; that should always solve this part of the problem.

My biggest concern right now is Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers. They are spread all over the country, and they themselves operate with low or zero costs. We can’t ask them to hand us their goods in advance for decentralized shipping, because that would require them to operate with capital-intensive assets, which goes against Taobao’s original intention. So, their sales require them to find courier companies offline for cooperation.

If small and medium-sized sellers can only choose the postal service, then as this demand rapidly increases, the postal service’s EMS capacity will gradually become saturated, and transportation efficiency will be low. The entire transaction cycle and capital turnover efficiency will be greatly extended by express delivery. If Alibaba does the same thing at this point, and Alibaba’s sellers have much faster logistics efficiency and overall transaction process and efficiency than us, then both users and sellers will abandon Taobao.

So, the problem now is simple: How long until EMS becomes saturated? We must first figure out how much time we have, and then find solutions based on that specific timeframe.”

Liu Qiangdong thought carefully and said, “If it doesn’t affect Taobao’s own development speed, I think EMS capacity will reach saturation in at most half a year, especially in the southern Pearl River Delta and the Jiangzhe area, because current data shows that most of our sellers are concentrated in that region.”

Li Mu nodded. “Okay, if the situation can barely hold out for another half a year, then let’s not fall into disarray now. Let’s start formulating a six-month plan to solve the problems we’ll face then. There are no other immediate solutions; the only way is to build our own logistics. So, let’s discuss building our own logistics directly. We need to do logistics, but how can we make it fully operational in six months?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “If we start setting up our own logistics system now, I’m afraid it won’t be ready in six months. As you said, logistics is a capital-intensive project, and there’s no way to develop it quickly. You have to buy trucks one by one, recruit people one by one, and open outlets one by one. Six months is too short.”

Li Mu said, “It’s very short, but not impossible.”

Then, Li Mu cleared his throat and said seriously, “We will immediately establish our own logistics company. You’ll invest 10%, and I’ll invest 90%. We’ll start with an initial investment of 80 million to 100 million. If you don’t have the money on hand, senior male student, don’t worry, I’ll advance it for you.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded. He couldn’t afford such heavy capital himself, and Li Mu’s willingness to advance it for him was already very considerate.

Li Mu then added, “Registering an independent company will provide greater flexibility in the future. If we want to acquire SF Express later, we can directly negotiate with Wang Wei using the logistics company’s equity; there’s no need to touch Taobao’s equity at all.”

Seeing Li Mu’s confidence, even having thought of using the new logistics company shell to acquire SF Express in the future, Liu Qiangdong immediately nodded and said, “Then we’ll do as you say.”

Li Mu started brainstorming, then said, “Let me go over a few points first. Interrupt me if you have any objections.”

“First, begin registering the logistics company and start poaching people. Although Zhaijisong, STO Express, and YTO Express have been acquired, all their employees are still active, apart from their fixed assets. We must use every means possible to poach their executives. Ideally, by poaching one, we can extract an entire team and regional resources. This way, we only need to invest money for vehicles and network points, and we can quickly build a regional network. Don’t forget SF Express either; a major battle is imminent. Poach everyone you can; be ruthless;

Second, strengthen cooperation with the postal service, striving to become its strategic partner and maximizing its shipping capacity;

Third, set up logistics hubs that integrate functions like warehousing, sorting, packing, and loading. These hubs should be strategically located, considering the convenience of air, rail, and land transport. In the first phase, we need to establish five to eight logistics hubs nationwide. These hubs must facilitate air trunk line transportation, as the core of our express delivery’s future development will rely on air freight;

Fourth, immediately pull strings to secure the belly cargo hold resources on the main trunk lines of major airlines. This resource is paramount for our future comeback;

Fifth, use connections to secure bank loans. All future fixed assets of the logistics company will be mortgaged to the bank, leveraging the highest possible debt to boost capital flow and hardware expansion;

Sixth, bring in Fang Xudong. Have him freely select people from Muye Technology to integrate existing mature hardware on the market and develop a complete set of internal logistics management system for me, also opening up an external query portal. Our express company must achieve fully digitalized operations. From the moment a parcel is received, every logistics node in between must be entered into the system and made available for real-time user tracking. I want to create the most outstanding information system in the logistics industry, even across all traditional industries in China!’”

After hearing these six points, a grand logistics blueprint began to emerge in Liu Qiangdong’s mind.

Seeing that Liu Qiangdong raised no objections, Li Mu began, “Didn’t they acquire other courier companies? Good. We’re not interested in those messy, intricate second-hand hard assets. We’re only interested in their soft assets. So, for now, we won’t acquire any logistics companies. We will use every means possible, desperately poaching their people and resources. You must poach them to the death! Even if their entire structure collapses, don’t hold back! Then, we’ll quickly build a basic framework, and then integrate logistics hubs, air cargo resources, and an information management system. This way, our future logistics model will be very clear.”

Li Mu grew more and more excited, drawing on the whiteboard as he spoke. “China’s entire Third Step region geographically is the most economically developed area, and it will be our top priority in the future. Look at the map: the entire Third Step region spans no more than three thousand kilometers north-south and at most one thousand kilometers east-west. At the current speed of land transport, if we establish four logistics hubs within this vast area, the maximum diameter of each coverage area generally won’t exceed eight hundred kilometers. Assuming we build them at central points, then the farthest straight-line distance from any point within a logistics hub’s coverage area would not exceed four hundred kilometers. This would ensure that within the covered region, no matter where a shipment originates, using automobile transport, the time to reach a logistics hub would not exceed eight hours, or even less, and vice versa.

We’ll assign the point-to-surface transportation from the logistics hubs downwards to automobile transport, and the point-to-point transportation between logistics hubs to air transport. Think about it: within China’s entire Third Step region, the flight time from any city to another will not exceed four hours. What does this mean? It means that our future express parcel transportation time, taking the maximum value, will be no more than 8 + 4 + 8, which is twenty hours. Add in the processes of waiting, sorting, packaging, and handling, and forty hours should be more than enough to solve the problem, right? If we include last-mile delivery, it can basically be resolved within forty-eight hours.”

At this point, Li Mu’s worries had completely vanished, replaced by clear excitement. He continued, “For example, a logistics hub in Guangdong Province would be near the Yangcheng airport, covering the entire province. Any express parcel received in any city in Guangdong by 6 PM on a given day must arrive at the Yangcheng logistics hub by 2 AM the next morning. It would then be sorted before dawn, and all parcels destined for other logistics hubs would be sealed. A parcel for a certain city in Hebei Province would be prepared to board the earliest flight from Yangcheng to Beijing that day, loaded into the belly cargo hold of that flight, and flown to Beijing;

Around 9 AM, the plane lands in Beijing. Perhaps even before all passengers have fully disembarked, our packaged goods would already be removed from the cargo hold and sent to the nearby logistics hub for unboxing and sorting. During this, all local express parcels for Beijing would be loaded and sent to the city center before 12 PM, and parcels for other surrounding cities would also depart by 12 PM, arriving at any city covered by the Beijing hub before 8 PM that evening. This way, a significant portion of express parcels between trunk line cities can achieve next-day delivery via air, and parcels for areas around trunk lines can achieve every-other-day delivery. If we can reach this timeliness, we will not only solve all current problems but also usher in a new era of logistics!”





Chapter 580: The Core Reliance to Crush Opponents

Liu Qiangdong finally understood why Li Mu had always lauded belly cargo hold resources so highly. If logistics were operated according to Li Mu’s model, then next-day delivery could be achieved across most parts of China. Compared to current express delivery services, the speed Li Mu envisioned was simply terrifying, and its disruptive potential for the entire industry was unprecedented.

In truth, what was the difference in hardware between logistics in 2002 and 2016? Were 2016 airplanes flying faster than 2002 airplanes? Or were 2016 cars running faster than 2002 cars? Neither. The real advantage in 2016 lay in the market trends and the maturity of supporting infrastructure. Moreover, even in 2016, most logistics companies couldn’t guarantee next-day delivery. For point-to-point transportation between major cities, only SF Express could basically ensure next-day delivery; other companies still couldn’t keep up with the pace in terms of timeliness.

Li Mu also didn’t intend to go full air freight; rather, his plan was primarily air freight, supplemented by land transportation. He wanted to use this high-end, efficient blueprint to plan for future high-end competitiveness. After planning these, he immediately began planning supporting secondary solutions: land and rail transport.

Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong, “Air freight is fast, but the cost is also high. Future market demand may not entirely prioritize timeliness. Many Users will still seek cost-effectiveness. If next-day air freight costs more than twenty yuan in shipping fees, while a three-day land freight only costs fifteen yuan or even less, I believe a large number of Users will choose the latter. However, for us, whether it’s the former or the latter, the process of point-to-area transportation remains unchanged. Only the mode of point-to-point transportation changes for the latter. We will purchase a certain number of container freight trucks to replace airline belly cargo holds for point-to-point transportation. Although land transport is a bit slower, the cost reduction is significant.”

Liu Qiangdong also understood this very clearly. He nodded, unable to hide his excitement, and said, “As long as our model is established, these details will be very flexible. But Manager Li, with all you’ve planned, eighty million to one hundred million yuan might not be enough.”

Li Mu said, “Certainly not enough, far from it. But it doesn’t matter. Alipay now has massive accumulated funds and very close relationships with major banks. As long as the Central Bank doesn’t intervene, we can maintain an ambiguous relationship with the major banks. By leveraging Alipay’s personal connections, they will definitely give us a high-multiple leverage loan. Every penny and every item we invest in hardware in the future will be mortgaged to the bank, and then we’ll borrow more money from the bank.”

Li Mu’s several companies didn’t have much money in their accounts right now. Most of the funds had been transferred to Wanying Beijing Branch a while ago for Song Liang to acquire land. After successful land acquisition, this money would be tied up for some time. Li Mu anticipated that after the Line 10 route map was announced and land prices rose, they would remortgage it to the bank to extract more funds. So that money, once invested, couldn’t be moved for a while.

Under such circumstances, getting several companies to immediately raise eighty million to one hundred million yuan without affecting their operations was already the limit. The rest would have to come from the bank. However, the cash flow of the other companies was very healthy, allowing for continuous financial support to the logistics company.

In fact, Li Mu had another trump card for mobilizing funds: Alipay’s guarantee. Given Alipay’s current scale, it would be very easy to get bank loans with it as collateral.

Soon, Fang Xudong was also called over. In front of Liu Qiangdong, Li Mu explained the current situation and his plans for building their own logistics system. Fang Xudong showed no major reaction on the surface after listening, but inwardly, he was as turbulent as surging waves.

Fang Xudong was a geek. He had no exposure to operations when he worked at Google. Only after listening to Li Mu today did he understand how perilous the real business world was. It wasn’t about simply doing your best to win in the end; it was about who was more ruthless, who would have the last laugh.

Though inwardly astonished, Fang Xudong still displayed a high level of professionalism. He immediately took out a pen and a small notepad and asked Li Mu, “What are the specific requirements for the logistics management system, or rather, what functions need to be implemented?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Our logistics management system not only needs to store and update all express parcel information in real-time, but also track every one of our vehicles, every container, or every packaged parcel. Simultaneously, it needs to precisely record the storage status of each logistics base, even down to every employee’s information, their responsible jurisdiction, their work status, every parcel they receive, and every parcel they deliver. In short, this system must monitor every department and every link of the logistics process.”

Fang Xudong nodded and asked Li Mu, “How do we determine our express parcel IDs? If we want to track the status of every express parcel, it must have a unique ID.”

Li Mu said, “The waybill must be specially customized. We can cooperate with a special printing factory for this; it’s not a problem. Then, each waybill will have a unique waybill number, along with a corresponding barcode. You need to integrate barcode scanner devices with software. When a frontline courier collects an item, the processing staff must scan the waybill of the express parcel. As soon as they select ‘inbound scan,’ the system should automatically input this waybill number into the system. From that moment, the parcel’s status is officially defined as ‘collected,’ and the collection branch office’s name is automatically noted. For example, if it’s collected at the Zhongguancun branch and sent to Jinling, the processing staff at Zhongguancun only needs to scan the waybill number, and the system needs to automatically input it and define the status as: ‘YYYY-MM-DD, HH:MM, Beijing Zhongguancun Business Hall – Collected.’”

Fang Xudong nodded, his pen quickly recording Li Mu’s requirements on the paper.

Li Mu continued, “Following my example, the Zhongguancun branch has a cutoff time of 6 PM every day for collecting parcels for that workday. So, after 6 PM each day, all express parcels received for that workday must be packaged. All express parcels will be packed into one or several large packages. The system needs to automatically generate names for these packaged parcels. For instance, if today is January 1, 2003, the packaged parcel ID would be defined as: Zhongguancun branch code + 20030101 + sequence number.”

“If the Zhongguancun branch code is 0010022, where the first four digits, 0010, are the area code representing the city, and the last three digits represent the branch’s sequence number within that city, then each business hall can also generate a unique ID. If the day’s express parcels are packed into two larger packages, their names would be 0010022-20030101-01 and 0010022-20030101-02. Although they appear to be just numbers, knowing the pattern makes it easy to understand the embedded information. Do you understand?”

Fang Xudong tapped his pen, “Perfectly clear.”

“OK!” Li Mu continued, “During the packaging process, every small express parcel must be scanned before being packed into the larger package. This is a quick and easy step and won’t delay much time, but it allows us to record the ‘packaging in progress’ status of the parcel. So, at this point, our packaging staff only needs to select ‘packaging scan,’ and every express parcel they scan will automatically have its system status changed to: ‘Zhongguancun Business Hall – Being packaged.’”

“After packaging is complete, staff will generate and print a barcode for the packaged parcel and affix it to the package. If these two large packages are to be sent to the Beijing Logistics Base, then before loading, staff must scan the package to confirm it, changing its status to ‘Loaded, en route to Beijing Logistics Base.’ At this point, you must note: once a large package is scanned and confirmed as loaded, the status of all small express parcels contained within that large package must be mass-updated to: ‘Zhongguancun Business Hall – Loaded, en route to Beijing Logistics Base.’”

Fang Xudong continued to nod, “Understood.”

Li Mu went on, “After the express parcels arrive at the Beijing Logistics Base, as they are unloaded, someone must be responsible for scanning the large packages. Each scan, just like before, will also trigger a bulk update in the system for all small packages within that large package to: ‘Express parcel has arrived at Beijing Logistics Base.’”

“Understood.”

Li Mu said, “Next is unpacking and sorting. Ultra-large express companies in Western countries have already entered the era of automated sorting, but the equipment costs are too, too high. Neither we nor our older brother, the postal service, can afford them right now. So, we can only do manual sorting. For manual sorting, we will simply set up several conveyor belts and sort parcels according to the logistics base their recipient address belongs to. The principle is the same: when each package is sorted and placed onto a certain conveyor belt, the staff must also scan it. At this point, the system must automatically update the status to: ‘Beijing Logistics Base, sorted, preparing to ship to Shanghai Logistics Base.’”

“Understood.”

“Moving forward, all express parcels destined for Shanghai for that day will have been sorted. They will be sorted into two batches based on their mode of transport: one batch will go to Shanghai via air transport, and the other via land transport. If our express parcel is an air freight item, then after it’s sorted, it needs to be repackaged. The process is the same as packaging before loading at a branch office. We need to promptly display its status as ‘Beijing Logistics Base – Packaged, preparing to ship to Shanghai Logistics Base.’”

“After that, the express parcel will depart on the earliest flight to Shanghai the morning after packaging. Upon arrival at the Shanghai Logistics Base, it must be scanned before unpacking. At this point, the status will update again to: ‘Express parcel has arrived at Shanghai Logistics Base, preparing to unpack.’”

“After unpacking, it will be sorted again based on the various cities the express parcels are heading to. After sorting, they are packaged again, and the status changes to: ‘Shanghai Logistics Base – Packaged, shipped to Jinling.’”

“The express parcel arrives in Jinling, where it’s unpacked and sorted at the Jinling headquarters. At this point, it’s very close to the recipient. When the express parcel is consolidated and sent to the recipient’s local branch office, the status should be updated to: ‘Shipped to XX Branch Office.’”

“Upon arrival at the branch office, it undergoes another scan, and the system automatically changes the status to: ‘Arrived at XX Branch Office.’”

“Before the branch office delivery personnel depart, they must perform a pre-delivery scan for all express parcels to be delivered. They select ‘delivery scan.’ After this scan, not only does the status of all express parcels display as: ‘Courier has departed, please prepare for receipt,’ but it also displays the delivery employee’s personal information based on their ID, for example: ‘Delivery Personnel Liu Qiangdong, contact number 139xxxxxxxx.’”

“Delivery Personnel Liu Qiangdong went out and delivered thirty express parcels. Upon returning to the company, he holds thirty signed delivery receipts. The last thing he needs to do is perform a final scan of these thirty delivery receipts. As soon as he selects ‘delivery confirmation scan’ and quickly scans these thirty receipts, the system will perform one final status update for these thirty express parcels: ‘Express parcel signed for, thank you for using [Our Express Company Name].’”

“This is the information system I want: a complete backend management system and a frontend real-time query system. Both we ourselves and our Users – the senders and recipients – can monitor the exact route of every one of our express parcels in real-time: time, location, and specific operation. This will provide an unparalleled user experience for our customers! This system will be our core reliance to crush our opponents!”

Adherence to air transport, commitment to information technology, insistence on automation, and ensuring high efficiency were the pillars of SF Express’s future success in the express delivery market in China. Now, Li Mu’s reliance for his next express delivery business was the same, only he would achieve it several years earlier than SF Express. It wasn’t that he was imitating SF Express, because this wasn’t even SF Express’s original creation; it was the path to rise for the international express delivery giant UPS. SF Express achieved immense success, first, by having UPS as a teacher, and second, by UPS, DHL, and FedEx not entering the Chinese market back then for various reasons. Otherwise, no matter how capable Wang Wei was, SF Express could not have achieved such high accomplishments in the future.

Li Mu spoke with immense passion. Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong exchanged glances, both stunned by the entire process Li Mu had outlined.

Li Mu’s management system logic was unprecedented in China’s express delivery industry. These two were, one, an operations top-tier expert, and two, a technology top-tier expert. Both had a very thorough understanding of logic and products. Trying to deduce it, they knew that Li Mu’s logic was simply flawlessly complete. It would ensure that every express parcel’s movement could be monitored in real-time. The management convenience and efficiency enhancement it brought were self-evident. The user experience it delivered would also be absolutely explosive. Previously, sending an express parcel was like releasing a homing pigeon; if the recipient didn’t reply, the sender wouldn’t know where the pigeon went or if it arrived. The entire process was completely uncontrollable. However, if this system were implemented, Users could firmly grasp every step of their express parcel’s movement—it was simply too convenient!

In 2002, the express delivery industry was still in its infancy. Information processing was an unimaginable leap. They themselves would almost certainly not invest in developing such a system. And software development companies on the market would definitely not develop such a product, because the target audience was too small, risking huge losses. At present, only hot industries were targeted by software companies, such as hospitals, internet cafes, and supermarkets.

Zhaijisong’s two internal systems, to display their swagger, always liked to mention the term “informatization” when boasting. However, both of their systems were merely internal management systems still under testing. Their functionality was miles behind the frontend and backend, internal and external management system that Li Mu wanted. For one, they still didn’t support real-time user query of express parcel status.

Therefore, Liu Qiangdong and Fang Xudong both understood that if this hardware-integrated management system were developed, Li Mu, no matter what kind of express company he wanted to build, could utterly surpass the entire industry!





Chapter 581: Too Lazy to See Him

Fang Xudong is a technology fanatic. His greatest professional joy isn’t how much money he earns, but how impressive the products he creates are.

Just like his greatest idol, Linus Torvalds, the creator of the Linux kernel — a figure almost like a supreme deity who has blessed the entire internet — he too hopes to be remembered by industry peers for developing incredible products. However, he had never found a truly top-tier product idea to help him realize his dream. But ever since joining Muye Technology, he increasingly felt that Li Mu must be that super product manager who would drive him to develop cutting-edge, impressive products. What he needed most in his career was someone to guide his direction, pushing him to run desperately towards that goal.

This set of digitized processing systems for express delivery might not sound like much, but once completed, while it couldn’t compare to courier companies in Western countries valued at hundreds of millions of dollars, it could at least become a leader in China’s express delivery industry, and even a bridgehead for IT technology within China’s physical industries.

Moreover, Fang Xudong understood that this was only the beginning. He had only recently joined Muye Technology, and he was still young, as was Li Mu. By striving together with him, perhaps a product that would amaze the entire world could truly be born from his efforts in the future. For now, what he needed to do most was to quickly develop the management system Li Mu wanted. Since it would involve the integration and compatibility between hardware and software, he couldn’t help but think further ahead and said to Manager Li, “If possible, I’d like to recruit a group of hardware engineers and establish a hardware testing and research and development department within Muye Technology. Future logistics systems won’t just need simple hardware like barcode scanners; perhaps in the future, our sorting conveyor belts will need automatic scanning capabilities, and even further down the line, our entire sorting system might need to be automated. Only through the combination of software and hardware can it truly become a complete system, an online-to-offline, virtual-to-real solution. So, this work needs to start as soon as possible.”

Li Mu strongly agreed, nodding his head and saying, “Hardware is a major trend in the future development of the internet; we must get involved early. How about this: you lead the way and establish Muye Technology’s first internal laboratory, dedicated to hardware and the integration of hardware and software.”

In the future, the development of software-hardware integration will indeed be a crucial core for the entire internet, and even for the nation’s heavy industry, light industry, and electronics manufacturing sectors. Many oligarchs in the internet sphere have their own hardware laboratories, and if Muye Technology does this, it will hold extraordinary significance.

Even if a hardware laboratory were established with the simplest setup, its annual investment would be in the tens of millions of yuan. Li Mu’s swift agreement was almost unimaginable to Fang Xudong. He increasingly felt that joining Muye Technology was the most important and correct decision he had ever made in his career.

Immediately after, Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong, “Senior male student, although the logistics company will have to start from scratch, its future is an incredibly vast structure. I don’t have the mental energy to operate such a large long-term prospect. So, its future operations will be entrusted to you. Whatever resources or support you need, just ask.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll do my best.”

How could Liu Qiangdong not understand Li Mu’s intention? It was precisely because Li Mu wanted to hand over the entire logistics company to him that he proactively offered him a 10% share. Although Liu Qiangdong was just an individual business owner in Zhongguancun before the New Year, and even though he hadn’t yet unleashed his potential as an overbearing CEO, Li Mu had already decided to put pressure on him. Li Mu was like a turbocharger for a car engine, injecting surging air into Liu Qiangdong’s ‘engine’ to make him burn more efficiently and unleash even greater power.

Li Mu said, “The two of us will proportionally contribute another 10% of the shares to be used for a future team stock options pool. You will decide the specific distribution. My principle is what I said before: spare no effort, relentlessly poach talent!”

After outlining the entire development process for the logistics company, Li Mu immediately called Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming to arrange a meeting. These two were the most resourceful and best-connected people he knew. He wondered if they had any resources related to airlines; if so, that would be perfect.

…

Hangzhou, Alibaba.

Boss Ma was also holding a meeting with Alibaba’s core members. Taobao had connected with Zhaijisong, which, for Boss Ma, was like triggering a fuse he had prepared in advance. Whether this fuse would detonate a bomb or a new opportunity would depend entirely on Li Mu’s decision.

In Boss Ma’s plan to counterattack Taobao, two major figures were responsible for two key segments: one was Cai Chongxin, who was in charge of building the logistics system, and currently managed Zhaijisong, STO Express, and YTO Express; the other is Lu Zhaoxi, who was responsible for building Alibaba’s own C2C platform.

At present, Cai Chongxin’s main task was to quickly gain firm control over these three logistics companies and prepare to block Taobao, even at a loss. As for Lu Zhaoxi, his biggest mission was to complete platform development and testing as quickly as possible.

Boss Ma said in the meeting, “Taobao has now realized the inadequacy of their logistics capacity. If at this time they are willing to sit down and discuss cooperation, we can together plan for the domestic C2C market in the future. If they still refuse, then we will inevitably have to do it ourselves. I’ve recently been in contact with the leaders of the big banks in Hangzhou. The Central Bank has not given any direct feedback regarding Alipay, so it seems they have tacitly approved of this form. If we decide to do it ourselves, then we can also open an online merchant portal with the big four banks. If we have our own payment channel and also provide transaction guarantees following Alipay’s model, then we will have our own Alipay, and the gap with Taobao will be further narrowed, increasing our chances of success.”

After a pause, Boss Ma added, “In the newly completed round of financing, we took a considerable hit to get the funds quickly. But as long as we can gain a firm foothold in the C2C market, that loss will be well worth it. So, everyone must be fully alert! Before we achieve our goal, no one can slack off!”

Speaking, Boss Ma looked at Cai Chongxin and said, “Chongxin, your work is the top priority. Block Muye Technology downstream, make its midstream and upstream unable to handle the load, cause its resources to actively escape, and make it collapse. This is your most important task.”

Cai Chongxin said, “Don’t worry, I have it under control.”

Boss Ma nodded and then said to Lu Zhaoxi, “Zhaoxi, next we’re going to compare ourselves against Taobao from head to toe. They have a platform, we need one too; they have Alipay, we need one too. They have traffic but no manufacturers, I have manufacturers but no traffic. So, all these online products—platform, Alipay, traffic—you’ll be responsible for following up on them.”

Lu Zhaoxi immediately said, “No problem, leave it to me.”

Boss Ma said to everyone, satisfied, “Now, think about this: if our platform is built and our payment channel is open, what else do we lack compared to Taobao? It seems there are no obvious weaknesses other than traffic. However, we have very clear advantages over them: our manufacturer resources and our downstream logistics and transportation resources. Manufacturers can provide us with more products, express delivery can give us higher transaction efficiency, and at the same time, speed up the process of dragging competitors down. Grasping these two advantages, winning against Taobao is only a matter of time. And once our own platform launches in the future, what we need most is to poach Taobao’s small and medium-sized seller resources. As long as they cooperate with us, they will get better and more sources of goods and faster turnover efficiency. As long as they migrate to our platform, their customers will definitely follow. In that case, we won’t be far from success.”

Boss Ma’s strategic vision was very clear, and the employees present highly approved of his strategic plan. After finishing what he had to say, Boss Ma said, “I’ll have someone contact Taobao again later, and try to arrange another meeting with Li Mu to see what his attitude is.”

Cai Chongxin said with a smile, “If he has enough long-term prospect, he must be as anxious as an ant on a hot pan by now. Knowing that logistics resources are in our hands, he’ll definitely be eager to meet you.”

“I think so too.” Boss Ma nodded, then shrugged and smiled, “But who knows? Li Mu often doesn’t play by the rules. Perhaps at this moment, he prioritizes pride over business.”

…

At five in the afternoon, Li Mu was preparing to leave Taobao because he had already arranged to meet Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming for dinner at six to discuss matters. Before leaving, he went over the next steps with Liu Qiangdong. Liu Qiangdong would stay at Taobao to await the upcoming Mango-ME Flash Sale Day. As soon as the flash sale concluded, he would immediately shift his focus to the preparations for the courier company, recruiting logistics talent from all over the world, especially from Zhaijisong, SF Express, YTO Express, and STO Express. Li Mu himself would be responsible for immediately raising the necessary funds and then finding airline resources to secure a portion of their belly cargo hold capacity.

Li Mu didn’t expect to expand the logistics company’s operations all at once. In the initial phase, he planned three logistics bases: Beijing, Shanghai, and Yangcheng (Guangzhou). Even if they could only do point-to-point transportation between these three cities at first, it wouldn’t matter. The key was to get it moving, and then gradually expand their coverage. Rome wasn’t built in a day; start moving, bit by bit.

After confirming their respective responsibilities, Li Mu was about to leave. Just then, Taobao’s business liaison came into the office and said to Manager Li, “Manager Li, Alibaba from Hangzhou called. Mr. Ma wants to arrange a meeting with you. You previously agreed to spare some time to see him.”

Li Mu waved his hand without hesitation: “Tell them I’m too lazy to see him, and I don’t want to see him. Not now, not ever! Quote my exact words. Go quickly!”





Chapter 582: Aviation Resources

Li Mu’s blunt refusal of Boss Ma wasn’t because he genuinely wanted to be disrespectful. Rather, Li Mu knew perfectly well that cooperation with Boss Ma was impossible. Furthermore, Boss Ma had actively launched an attack on Taobao with ruthless intent, making it even more impossible for Li Mu to become friends with him. This meant a life-or-death struggle was inevitable between them. At this point, why bother saving face for him? It was natural to strike him whenever possible, letting small gains accumulate into great advantage.

Boss Ma hadn’t expected Li Mu to refuse him so bluntly and rudely.

When his secretary entered the meeting room to deliver the news, Boss Ma’s expression became somewhat unpredictable.

From many of Boss Ma’s actions in later years, it was clear he was a resentful person, a staunch believer in the saying, “A gentleman’s revenge is never too late.” Comments like “XX years ago you looked down on me, XX years later you won’t be able to catch up to me,” also confirmed this from a certain perspective.

Those present couldn’t help but ask him, “What does Li Mu mean by this?”

Boss Ma pursed his lips, then immediately put on a casual and pleasant expression, saying, “Alright, Li Mu is indeed a very individualistic person. He has once again rejected my request for a meeting, but this will also be the last time I proactively ask to meet him.”

By the end of his sentence, Boss Ma’s tone had become much more serious.

Immediately after, Boss Ma addressed everyone present, “From now on, we will no longer consider cooperating with Taobao. Tomorrow, I’ll arrange to meet with a few bank bosses to open up our own payment channels. Zhaoxi, the platform must speed up; I don’t want to wait another minute!”

Lu Zhaoxi promptly said, “I understand, I’ll definitely speed it up!”

Boss Ma nodded, waving his hand, “Everyone, carry out your duties, full speed ahead!”

…

It had been a while since Li Mu had sat down to eat with Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming. This time, Li Mu chose the quietest restaurant, not for the meal itself, but primarily to discuss business.

Chen Ze arrived the earliest. Upon seeing Li Mu, he first updated him on the real estate progress. The land acquisition was almost settled. Chen Ze had found connections at the bank and opened an escrow account there. Once the over six hundred million in funds, raised by Li Mu, Chen Ze, and Song Liang from various sources, were deposited, they would be able to obtain seven times leverage in dedicated funds from the bank. This seven times leverage could only be used to purchase land from the government; it wouldn’t go into Wanying’s books, but would be paid directly by the bank to the government when the land purchase payment was due.

Chen Ze was very cooperative this time. Otherwise, these six or seven hundred million in funds would only be enough to acquire two plots of land. The entire process of acquiring land, then taking out a loan, then buying other plots would be too troublesome. That’s because if the land wasn’t fully acquired yet and the Line 10 route map was announced, the prices of the remaining plots would skyrocket overnight. This method, however, could help them acquire all six plots of land in one go.

Moreover, what was even more impressive was that they wouldn’t need to pay the bank any interest on this money. The condition given to the bank was: once these six plots of land were secured and ready for development, Wanying could only mortgage the land to their bank. And they, the bank, would definitely appraise it at its normal market value, according to the land’s normal market price. In essence, both parties had put shackles on each other to protect their respective interests, but as long as both parties followed the rules, this constraint wouldn’t have any negative impact.

For the bank, seven times leverage was ridiculously high. If such a large amount of money were directly lent out without collateral, even Chen Ze’s connections wouldn’t be enough for the bank to bear such a great risk. The bank wouldn’t dare make such a hasty decision. However, with Wanying first depositing over six hundred million in cash into the bank’s escrow account, and then limiting the seven times leverage to dedicated funds, the bank wouldn’t have to worry at all about any risks with such high leverage. This was because the use of this money had a designated purpose: it was solely for land transactions with the government. For any other type of transaction, the bank would absolutely not provide the loan.

For Wanying, this method allowed them to handle all the initial matters in one go, and they wouldn’t have to worry about anything. With the land secured, all they had to do was wait. The bank would advance four billion to the government, and they wouldn’t need to pay a single cent in interest. However, the bank would only wait for a maximum of six months. After six months, regardless of whether Wanying developed the land or not, they would have to mortgage the land or make up for all the accrued interest. And when they decided to develop, they would still have to mortgage it to this same bank.

After listening, Li Mu greatly praised this win-win strategy and asked Chen Ze when it could be finalized at the earliest. Chen Ze gave a deadline of early July for the negotiations to be concluded. At that point, as soon as the bank made the payment, the land would be secured. Counting the days, it wasn’t far off.

Li Mu smacked his lips, saying with a look of anticipation, “Once the land is secured, we just wait for the government’s move. I hope they can announce the Line 10 route map by mid-to-late July. At that time, the price of our six plots of land will definitely skyrocket. Then, we can mortgage all the land to the bank and free up a large sum of capital.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Don’t think so ideally. If Line 10 doesn’t go through the East Third Ring Road, our plots of land basically won’t increase in value. That’s because the price we paid for the land already included the beneficial premium of a subway being built near the East Third Ring Road. If Line 10 goes along Dawang Road instead of the East Third Ring Road, our land will break even in the short term. If it goes along the Fourth Ring Road, then we’ll probably lose money.”

Li Mu laughed, “Anyone with half a brain knows it’s impossible for it to go along the Fourth Ring Road! So there’s no need to worry. At worst, we’ll break even. But don’t forget, even if the land price doesn’t rise, we’ve still secured six plots of land. That’s a definite gain.”

Chen Ze nodded. “That’s true. My worry isn’t about losing money, but whether it will affect our first real estate project. I hope the first project gets off to a resounding success.”

Li Mu smiled confidently, saying, “Don’t worry, I think we’re going to make a huge profit on this one! If the subway really does go through the East Third Ring Road, how much capital will we be able to free up then?”

Chen Ze replied, “Brother Liang calculated it, based on the current housing price trends in Beijing and the direct stimulus from the subway’s benefits. If it really goes through the East Third Ring Road, the minimum yield on our land could reach 70% within a year. Doubling wouldn’t be impossible. If we develop it ourselves, the profit margins will be even higher. Based on such strong benefits, the bank won’t calculate the mortgage valuation based on the land price alone then. Instead, they’ll refer to the scale of the real estate projects after development begins, and apply an additional premium on top of the land price premium. Currently, the six plots of land are valued at four point one five three billion yuan. At that time, we could mortgage at least eight billion from it, possibly even ten billion or more. However, we’d still have to repay the leverage funds the bank provided for the land purchase. In other words, the capital we ultimately free up with six hundred million should be around four to six billion yuan.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but shiver, “Holy crap, that much…”

Chen Ze nodded, his expression somewhat awed, “Yes, it’s all cash…”

Then, Chen Ze added, “Oh, right, Brother Liang said he didn’t agree with recovering so much cash. Even if all six projects started simultaneously, we wouldn’t need that much money on hand, and the interest would be so high. It’s better to negotiate a capital ceiling with the bank beforehand, and then just take out a smaller portion to start.”

Li Mu said, “I don’t care about anything else. Whatever funds the project needs to start, I need you to help me get another five hundred million to one billion out on top of that.”

Chen Ze asked in surprise, “Why do you need so much cash?”

Li Mu said, “I need to fight a tough battle, so ammunition and supplies must be prepared in advance.”

Just then, Xu Jiaming pushed the door open and entered. Hearing Li Mu talk about fighting a tough battle, he couldn’t help but ask, “Li Mu, who are you clashing with now?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’ve arrived at just the right time, I was waiting for you. Come, sit down. I need your help with something.”

Xu Jiaming came to the table and sat down, pouring himself a cup of water. He asked Li Mu, “My God of Wealth, just say the word if you need anything. A mountain of knives and sea of fire, I wouldn’t flinch.”

Li Mu laughed, “It’s not that extreme. I just need your help with one thing: do you have any airline resources?”

Xu Jiaming asked curiously, “You’re in the internet business, why are you eying aviation now? This industry is full of state-owned enterprises.”

Li Mu said, “I want the airlines’ freight resources, specifically the belly cargo hold resources of civil aviation. Can you help connect me up?”

Chen Ze was also stunned. “What do you need civil aviation freight resources for? Getting into logistics?”

Li Mu nodded. “Yes, getting into logistics.”

Xu Jiaming almost spat blood. “Are you crazy? Using airplanes for logistics? You’d lose your shirt! Air transportation costs are terrifyingly high. If you want to do logistics, you should obviously stick to roads and railways. I can’t help with roads, you’d have to organize your own vehicle fleet. But if you want to do rail transport, I can find reliable people for you.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You have connections in the railway?”

Xu Jiaming nodded. “My family’s energy business deals with the railways a lot. We’ve been involved in a few of the limited dedicated freight lines domestically. It’s currently not suitable for public disclosure, but it will become relatively transparent once these dedicated freight lines go public independently. If you need to use railway freight resources, I can help you, whether it’s boxcars, open-top wagons, flatcars, oil tank cars, or express baggage and parcel trains, I can arrange it for you.”

Li Mu said, “Alright then, I’ll come to you later if there’s a need for railway. For now, please help me find connections with airlines. My top priority right now is aviation.”

Xu Jiaming clicked his tongue. “I’m not too clear about aviation, I haven’t dealt with resources in that area. How about I go back and ask around for you?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then please pay a bit more attention, I’m in a hurry.”

Chen Ze, who had been silent for a long time, frowned in thought for a moment, then said, “When you mentioned airlines, I kept feeling like I was missing some information. After thinking for a long time, I did remember someone who has resources in that area.”

Li Mu quickly asked, “Who is it?”

Chen Ze smiled mischievously, “You know this person: Lin Lin.”

Upon hearing the name Lin Lin, Li Mu felt a headache coming on. He’d had quite a few disputes with Lin Lin; they’d been in a car accident, had arguments, and he’d even had her younger brother beaten up – though he hadn’t personally done it, it was because of him. Later, when Happy Farm became popular, he’d given her three hundred bags of fertilizer, which was considered a clean break. However, the two hadn’t had much contact since then. If he had to go ask her for a favor, Li Mu still felt a bit uncomfortable.

At that moment, Chen Ze spoke up, “Someone in her family is a senior executive at South China Airlines. And when I say senior executive, I mean a very senior one.”

Li Mu’s eyes widened. Without another word, he immediately reached for his phone…





Chapter 583: One Step at a Time

In 2002, there weren’t many airlines in China, unlike later when many local and private airlines entered the market. However, whether now or in the future, the number one airline in China has always been South China Airlines, headquartered in Yangcheng (Guangzhou). Because its logo is a kapok flower that looks particularly like a large Chinese cabbage, it’s jokingly called “Vegetable Airlines.”

In the era before Li Mu’s Rebirth, South China Airlines had the largest fleet in Asia and the fourth largest in the world. Whether it was the number of planes, routes, or transport capacity, it was always the eternal boss in China.

Chen Ze said that Lin Lin’s family had someone in the high-rise of South China Airlines, and it was a very high-level position. Li Mu was ecstatic; it was like someone sending him a pillow just when he was falling asleep.

Although he had some unpleasant experiences with Lin Lin in the past, Li Mu couldn’t afford to worry about that now. Besides, he and Lin Lin had already cleared things up a long time ago. Even if they hadn’t, he would still have to go to her, apologize, and beg her for help. A man of integrity should be able to be adaptable (can be arrogant when powerful and humble when necessary), so this minor issue was nothing.

Li Mu immediately called Lin Lin. Lin Lin was a bit surprised to receive Li Mu’s call, wondering why Li Mu, who hadn’t contacted her in so long, would suddenly call.

Answering the phone, Lin Lin asked Li Mu with a hint of tease in her tone, “Manager Li, what made you think of calling me?”

Li Mu said, “No ‘Manager Li’ here, I just wanted to ask if you have time. I’d like to treat you to a meal.”

Lin Lin asked, “Why are you suddenly treating me to a meal?”

Li Mu then said, “I need a favor.”

Lin Lin retorted, “First, return the money Happy Farm scammed from me.”

Li Mu asked her, “How did Happy Farm scam you?”

Lin Lin said, “Can you imagine I’ve spent seventy to eighty thousand on Happy Farm? Is it really okay to keep putting out so many strange things to entice people to spend money? I’ve used up half a year’s salary!”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh, “Is that still an issue for you?”

Lin Lin said, “Why not? I work hard, and I only earn ten thousand a month. I’m not like you, making millions in minutes.”

Li Mu laughed, “Alright, I’ll reimburse you for all the money you spent on Happy Farm. How does that sound?”

Lin Lin immediately said, “Great! I’ll send you my card number later. Transfer the money to my card. I’m not kidding, I’m serious, I’m practically broke lately!”

Li Mu said, “Okay, I’ll transfer it to you tomorrow. When do you have time to have dinner together?”

Lin Lin said, “Oh, I’m just worrying about dinner right now. If you’re serious, come and treat me to dinner.”

Li Mu said awkwardly, “Big sis / Older sister (honorific), I just sat down at a restaurant with Old Chen and Jiaming. How about we make it tomorrow?”

Before Lin Lin could speak, Chen Ze said, “Ask her if she’s willing to come over.”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then nodded and asked Lin Lin, “How about you come over now, and we’ll eat together? We haven’t ordered yet anyway, we’ll wait for you.”

“Alright,” Lin Lin agreed without hesitation. She said, “I’m at Dayang International. Why don’t you come pick me up? I don’t have a car.”

Li Mu wanted to ask her how she could not have a car, but then decided against it and said, “Then wait there, I’ll come pick you up.”

After hanging up, he said to Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming, “You two go ahead and order. I’m going to pick up that 姑奶奶. Dayang International is quite far.”

Chen Ze asked curiously, “She didn’t drive herself?”

Li Mu said, “She said she doesn’t have a car.”

Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming looked puzzled but didn’t say much, telling Li Mu to go pick her up quickly. After Li Mu left, Xu Jiaming teased, “Hey, Old Chen, is Lin Lin interested in Li Mu?”

Chen Ze asked him curiously, “Who told you that?”

Xu Jiaming said, “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? She deliberately made Li Mu pick her up just for a meal.”

“Oh, come on,” Chen Ze said, “You don’t know Lin Lin. She definitely wouldn’t be interested in Li Mu.”

Xu Jiaming asked in confusion, “Why?”

Chen Ze chuckled and said, “Between like brothers, I’ll tell you something. Lin Lin doesn’t like men.”

“Huh?” Xu Jiaming’s eyes widened. “She doesn’t like men, she likes women?”

Chen Ze nodded, “Otherwise, why would Fatty Wang insist on pulling Lin Lin into SugarClub? No one in Yan jing has more beautiful women connections than her. Whether straight or lesbian, as long as they’re beautiful, they all get along really well with her.”

Xu Jiaming sighed to himself, “Damn, really?”

Chen Ze, rarely gossiping, said, “I heard that some time ago, Lin Lin brought a girl home to have sexual intercourse, and her dad just happened to catch them. It almost killed her dad.”

“Hell…”

…

Dayang International was a well-known high-end office building in Yan jing at the time, and it was indeed a bit far from where Li Mu and the others were eating. Although there wasn’t a traffic jam, it still took Li Mu over twenty minutes to get there.

When Li Mu picked up Lin Lin, she was standing by the roadside, dressed in a proper OL suit, which gave her a seductive uniform appeal. However, she was holding a lady’s cigarette, which instantly ruined half of that suggestive feeling.

Li Mu parked the car in front of Lin Lin. As soon as he rolled down the window, Lin Lin pulled open the car door and got in, flicking ash outside the window with her hand. She asked Li Mu, “Is it okay if I smoke in your car?”

Li Mu said, “Suit yourself, go for it. Buckle up.”

“Okay.” Lin Lin buckled her seatbelt, took another puff, then flicked the cigarette butt out the window. She sighed deeply as she sat in the seat, “It’s so good to have a car.”

Li Mu awkwardly asked her, “Where’s your car? It’s not still broken, is it?”

“Don’t annoy me,” Lin Lin said, “It was repaired ages ago, but my family confiscated it. I’m miserable now. My bank card was taken, my credit card was frozen, I’m practically broke, and I have to travel so far to work every day.”

Li Mu asked her, “What happened?”

Lin Lin said, “I had a big fight with my family, a really bad one. You have no idea how hard my life is every day, even taking a taxi is painful to see.”

Li Mu asked, “What was it about?”

Lin Lin said irritatedly, “Don’t ask.”

Li Mu nodded, no longer asking. Instead, he said, “With so many friends, if you just said something, anyone could help you with a million or so.”

Lin Lin pouted and said, “I wouldn’t ask anyone for money, it’s embarrassing.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll transfer some to you.”

“No,” Lin Lin said, “What you said is also true. I’m just holding onto this anger and don’t want to borrow anyone’s money.”

Li Mu said, “Then why don’t you talk to Fatty Wang? You have equity in SugarClub, you could ask him for an advance on your dividends.”

Lin Lin chuckled with a dark expression, “I already have over one million yuan on the SugarClub account.”

“Damn…” Li Mu was shocked, “Are you treating SugarClub like your home? How could you have racked up so much debt?”

Lin Lin said, “I was having fun. Before, I went almost every other day, with a dozen people each time, spending tens of thousands per visit. Even when I didn’t go, some of my friends would charge it to my account.”

Li Mu was impressed and nodded, “You really know how to enjoy life.”

Lin Lin rolled her eyes at Li Mu and said, “I wasn’t kidding on the phone just now, you have to reimburse me for all the money I spent on Happy Farm. I regret it terribly.”

Li Mu said, “Okay, whatever you spent, I’ll pay you back double.”

“No,” Lin Lin said, “My Happy Farm account has points, one point is one yuan. Just pay me back what I spent, and consider it me being unreasonable and you being understanding. I really am practically broke.”

Li Mu nodded, “Okay, we’ll do it your way.”

Lin Lin hummed, then asked Li Mu, “By the way, you said you needed my help with something. What is it?”

Li Mu didn’t hesitate and said directly, “I heard Old Chen say that someone in your family has connections at South China Airlines. I’ve been wanting to get into logistics recently and need some cargo resources from an airline, so I’m asking for your help to connect me.”

Lin Lin nodded, not trying to hide anything. She said directly, “My Mother’s younger sister is the vice president of South China Airlines. If you need it, I can help you connect with her and ask around.”

With Lin Lin’s words, Li Mu felt relieved and said, “Then I’ll thank you in advance.”

On the way back, Li Mu didn’t delve deeper into logistics with Lin Lin, nor did he ask her why she was fighting with her family. The two chatted casually for a few moments, then Chen Ze called to ask Li Mu how much longer he would be. Li Mu said about twenty minutes, so Chen Ze went ahead and ordered the dishes.

When Li Mu and Lin Lin arrived at the restaurant, half the dishes had just been served. Chen Ze and Xu Jiaming smiled and greeted Lin Lin when they saw her. Although Lin Lin also smiled in response, there was always a hint of sadness between her brows. Chen Ze asked curiously, “Haven’t heard from you lately, what have you been busy with?”

Lin Lin said, “Working. My dad keeps complaining that I’m Not doing proper work / neglecting one’s duties / idling away one’s time all day and forced me to work at our family company. It’s driving me crazy.”

Chen Ze said, “It’s your fault for being Not doing proper work / neglecting one’s duties / idling away one’s time all the time. If you had found something proper to do yourself earlier, none of this would have happened.”

Chen Ze understood Lin Lin’s situation to some extent. He knew that all day long she was just meeting with other Second generation (children of officials/wealthy families) girls in Yan jing, having parties, shopping abroad, and playing computer games online at home. Her family had long had opinions about her, but they just spoiled her. However, Lin Lin accidentally exposed her sexual orientation, almost infuriating her traditional father to death. It was already good enough that he didn’t lock her up at home with a curfew.

Lin Lin didn’t know that Chen Ze already knew about her situation, so she went along with his words, “Even if I did find something to do, I’d probably just lose money. I have no business sense at all. Look, you got me to invest in SugarClub, but the money I earn isn’t even enough for my own spending there.”

Chen Ze said, “Du Fei is working at Wanying now, busy with the racetrack project. If you’re interested, I can offer you some equity in the racetrack.”

Lin Lin quickly waved her hand and said, “I’m so broke I can’t even afford to eat, let alone invest in these things. I’d rather just work steadily. At least they still give me ten thousand yuan in pocket money every month.”

Chen Ze smiled slightly and then said, “Why don’t you just start a company?”

“Start what company?” Lin Lin looked puzzled.

Chen Ze glanced at Li Mu and said, “Li Mu wants to do logistics. Why don’t you just buy a shell company in Yangcheng, handle the legal person and equity relationships, and then contract the cargo logistics from South China Airlines from your family relatives?”

Lin Lin pouted, saying, “I don’t know how to do any of that stuff. I can barely manage Happy Farm or Mu Online…”

Chen Ze said, “It’s very simple. It’s just about getting a shell company to consolidate resources. South China Airlines’ current cargo capacity is partly for their own use and partly for social consumption. You register a company, nominally contracting the entire cargo operation, but you won’t interfere with the part South China Airlines uses themselves. You just need to control the part consumed by society.”

Lin Lin looked at Chen Ze blankly and asked him, “And then? How do I make money?”

Chen Ze pointed at Li Mu and said, “Ask him how to make money. He has plenty of ways.”

Li Mu had been silent, but he strongly agreed with Chen Ze’s suggestion. In this era, controlling resources meant controlling wealth. Anyone with even a little bit of connections would go down the contracting route. If Lin Lin could really take control of this part of the resources, it would be easy to make money. The demand for air cargo would definitely grow, and airlines’ understanding of the value of these resources was very shallow; they were only responsible for transportation. The real money was made by companies or individuals who deeply exploited these resources. With the resources in hand, a little integration could create a profit margin. Even at worst, simply opening it up to society and acting as a middleman could be profitable. Most importantly, if Lin Lin could exclusively take control of these resources, then he could cooperate deeply with her, and this cooperation would be exclusive, making it a pipe dream for other express companies to use these resources.

Li Mu told Lin Lin his thoughts. Lin Lin listened and felt a headache coming on. She said, “I don’t have the time or energy to deal with all this. Just thinking about it gives me a headache.”

Li Mu laughed, “I can find people to help you operate it. You won’t have to manage anything, just wait in Yan jing and collect money.”

Yangcheng Airport is South China Airlines’ base airport and the core hub for the entire South China region. Almost every express company builds its logistics distribution hub there. So, once Liu Qiangdong starts operating a logistics company, Yangcheng will definitely be one of the first logistics bases to launch. At that time, Li Mu can directly hand over the business Lin Lin acquires to the person in charge of his logistics company in Yangcheng to be managed as a proxy operation. Once Liu Qiangdong streamlines the proxy operation model, this business segment will definitely be profitable.

Even if, at worst, the profit isn’t high enough, it wouldn’t be a problem for him to subsidize Lin Lin a little. The key is to consolidate the resources. This way, once his own logistics company needs to use these resources, he can directly reclaim them through this company. Controlling South China Airlines alone would be equivalent to clearing (a channel) the air freight routes between all provincial capital cities in the entire country in one go.

Lin Lin thought carefully. This model was very simple; she wouldn’t have to personally manage it. As long as she acquired the resources, and Li Mu helped her manage the company and make money, she wouldn’t have to worry about anything. So she agreed, saying, “I’ll try to communicate / discuss with my Mother’s younger sister and see. If she agrees, we’ll do it. If not, then there’s nothing we can do.”





Chapter 584: A Super Big Gift for Her

With the strategic deployment complete and everything well-planned, Li Mu was no longer in a hurry.

All Li Mu had to do now was wait for the results, wait for Fang Xudong, for Senior Student Liu, and for Lin Lin.

In any case, the postal service could still hold on for some time. Even if Boss Ma fought to the death to launch his own e-commerce platform, it wouldn’t happen overnight. A six-month safety period was Li Mu’s objective assessment of the timeline. As long as his strategy progressed normally, he would be invincible after six months.

If the self-built logistics system was successfully implemented, it would not only provide strong downstream support for Taobao’s C2C business but also be the most crucial element for the rise of future B2C operations. At that time, they would only need to build a warehousing center next to the sorting centers in each logistics base, allowing them to share a single logistics system, which would be effortless and efficient.

Fang Xudong’s project started the fastest. On the very day Li Mu discussed the requirements with him, he had already begun work. Ever since integrating the eighty-plus former QQ team members, Muye Technology’s overall technical strength had a significant surplus. It was perfect timing for Fang Xudong to lead the development of the logistics information management system. With ample manpower, he simply pulled nearly sixty developers to form a task force, working day and night on the entire system’s development. At the same time, he also tasked the HR Department with searching for top-tier hardware talent to begin setting up Muye Technology’s first hardware laboratory.

Senior Student Liu hadn’t been idle these past two days either. While preparing for Mango-ME’s flash sale, he secretly sought the help of high-end headhunters to搜罗 personnel files of people in practical management positions within major express delivery companies. His plan was that once Mango-ME’s flash sale concluded, he would immediately take the information provided by the headhunters and personally meet with the core key individuals to enhance the success rate of poaching talent.

As for Lin Lin, Li Mu did not urge her to provide a result quickly. After all, airline resources weren’t immediately necessary, nor did he have suitable people to manage them at the moment. As long as Lin Lin had the resources and was interested in the matter, that was enough.

Having finally sighed in relief, Li Mu prepared to accompany Du Wei to the recording studio. After coordinating the time with Du Wei, Li Mu drove to pick her up. After Du Wei got into the car, she handed an earphone to Li Mu and said, “Brother Li Mu, listen to Sister Wei’s new album, there’s one song that’s super good.”

Li Mu didn’t rush to drive. Instead, he took the earphone Du Wei offered and put it on. Du Wei used the CD player’s wired remote to select the song. As soon as the intro began, Li Mu found it exceptionally familiar. Soon, Karen Mok’s unique voice began to sing.

“Perhaps only by letting go can I get closer to you.

You’ll only remember me when I no longer see you.

Time accumulates, the fruit of this midsummer,

The lonely scent in memories…”

It was this song! Li Mu’s heart felt as if it had returned to September 2002 in his previous life. In his memory, Karen Mok’s “The Fruit of Summer” had been a big hit for a period, so popular that he would hear it everywhere he went. If he went to the restroom at a KTV, someone in a passing private room would surely be singing this song. Karen Mok had actually gained considerable fame in mainland China after her 1998 album “Be Yourself” was released. However, four years had passed since then, and before “The Fruit of Summer” became popular, her popularity in the mainland was actually in a cooling-off period, neither high nor low.

This song brought back many memories for Li Mu. After listening, Li Mu asked Du Wei, “Is this song from the new album?”

Du Wei nodded, “Yes, Sister Wei gave me this CD when I came back from Hong Kong.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “When was this album released?”

Du Wei said, “It was released in Hong Kong and Taiwan in the first half of the year, but it seems mainland China hasn’t started promoting it yet. Sister Wei said that the record company will wait until mid-to-late July to promote this album in the mainland.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “If this song is promoted, it will definitely be a big hit.”

Du Wei giggled and said, “I think so too. Sister Wei’s voice is very special.”

Li Mu asked her, “How are your own songs coming along?”

Du Wei said, “They’re all ready! I’ll try my best to do well in the studio later, hopefully get it all done in one day.”

A singer with good vocal skills and in good form can easily record two songs in a day. Some can record an entire album in two days, and the album quality would be shockingly high. Li Mu also believed in Du Wei’s ability; recording two songs in one day shouldn’t be a problem.

…

Du Wei performed exceptionally well in the recording studio today. If the sound engineer hadn’t been striving for perfection, Li Mu even thought she could have done it in one take. Under her interpretation, “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was much stronger than the twin idol group from his previous life, elevating the emotional expression of the entire song to a completely new level. In “First Day,” Du Wei also demonstrated her extraordinary penetrating power and sense of rhythm. After hearing her sing “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” and then “First Day,” Li Mu truly understood what it meant to be calm as a maiden, agile as a rabbit on the run—a huge contrast that was so impressive it made people applaud.

The sound engineer also greatly admired Du Wei’s performance, but to ensure sufficient material for post-production and to perfect the song, he still asked Du Wei to sing it two more times. Li Mu stood outside the recording studio, watching Du Wei, and sighed inwardly. Du Wei’s greatest title in the future would definitely be as a singer. Although she also had talent in acting, it couldn’t compare with her music. Muye Films could help her go further in film and television, but her music still needed the support of a powerful record company. Only a major record company could provide her with comprehensive support in all aspects, such as songs, production, packaging, record distribution, concert execution, and so on—things he couldn’t provide himself or would find very difficult to achieve.

He had too many things on his hands now, and with the new logistics company plan, he couldn’t possibly spare the energy for records. Acquiring a record company was also unrealistic. Firstly, it would require a massive amount of capital, and secondly, record companies themselves were currently in a quagmire, struggling to find a way out. In the future China, the market space for film and television companies would grow significantly, but the music market would be… well, once the Nation’s Citizens got used to digital music, the decline of the record industry would be irreversible.

Not only did Li Mu not have the energy to run a music company now, but he didn’t even want to keep Eting.com in his hands. Before going to Hong Kong, Tan Yaocheng had approached him, revealing Baidu’s strong intention to acquire the entire platform. Li Mu also proposed his preferred acquisition plan: he didn’t want cash, as Baidu didn’t have much cash to spare right now. He wanted Baidu shares. He wanted Baidu to merge with Eting.com, and he wouldn’t ask for anything else, just Baidu shares.

In this way, he would not only get rid of a hot potato that would cause copyright issues later but also ride on Baidu’s coattails and make a fortune. Currently, Li Mu and Baidu had no direct conflicts of interest. On one hand, Baidu had not attempted to imitate Li Mu’s products, and on the other hand, Li Mu truly wasn’t interested in search engines. That stuff required too much technical accumulation; he could better spend his time on other ventures.

Baidu’s desire for Eting.com should be continuously increasing. Li Mu had already made up his mind that as soon as Tan Yaocheng approached him again, he would clearly state his intention to cooperate, then quickly negotiate the equity ratio, sign the contract, and make the changes. He would then comfortably be a Baidu shareholder.

Because he had this thought firmly in mind, Li Mu felt that he should help Du Wei accumulate more capital before Eting.com was sold. He not only had to vigorously promote her new songs but also help her build her network of connections. Karen Mok’s new album right now was an excellent opportunity.

Karen Mok was definitely going to be a long-standing first-tier star in the future, an evergreen in both the music and film industries. Currently, her movies were very popular in mainland China, but her songs still needed a boost. “The Fruit of Summer” was destined to be a hit, but what was interesting was that Rock Records hadn’t started promoting this song in the mainland yet. This aligned with Li Mu’s memory, as he remembered this song truly becoming popular nationwide around August or September. If he leveraged Eting.com and YY to give her a massive push now, making her and the song a big hit in the mainland earlier, he believed she would certainly be grateful, or at least feel indebted to him.

He didn’t have much contact with Karen Mok, and what little contact he had was all because of Du Wei. If he proactively helped her and extended a favor, she should understand that he was doing it out of respect for Du Wei, simply for Du Wei’s sake. In this way, this favor would be transferred to Du Wei.

As for Rock Records, Li Mu also intended to let them witness his star-making capabilities in the music industry. With just a bottom-right corner pop-up window on YY, displaying the link to “The Fruit of Summer” on Eting.com, the song could be seen and heard by tens of millions of internet users. If Rock Records realized his ability to create stars, they would definitely be extremely interested in this promotional channel. In the future, using his resources might not be impossible, but first, they would have to take good care of Du Wei. They wouldn’t need to worry about her development in film and television. As long as they fully arranged Du Wei’s career development in the music industry, he could then provide them with YY’s resources to help them create stars. Subsequently, they could establish a strategic cooperation contract: he would help Rock Records promote singers, and Rock Records would provide singers for his film and television development. It would be a win-win.

Although Eting.com had not obtained authorization from record companies, Eting.com was different from the previous Baidu MP3. The latter only provided infringing download links by exploiting legal loopholes; it was a tool, not a platform, so it basically couldn’t serve the purpose of promotion or hype. But Eting.com was different; it could now completely influence the song preferences of tens of millions of people. It was a true music platform. Eting.com’s recommendation resources and leaderboard value were far more powerful than those of radio stations or TV stations’ leaderboards. If Rock Records couldn’t see this, then there would be no need for further cooperation.

Thinking of this, Li Mu sent a text message to the person in charge of Eting Technology, telling him to immediately put Karen Mok’s latest album on the main banner recommendation of the homepage, giving it the maximum in-site promotion resources. At the same time, he communicated with Business Director Ding Jian. Tonight, at 8 PM prime time, they were to give Karen Mok’s new album a special pop-up window on YY. The pop-up would face all online YY users. Since it was already late June, midsummer, he asked the marketing department’s copywriters to come up with a theme, primarily promoting Karen Mok’s “The Fruit of Summer.”

Ding Jian dared not delay and personally arranged and supervised it.

By four in the afternoon, Du Wei had finished recording both songs. Post-production would be completed earliest by tomorrow afternoon or the day after tomorrow morning, and the final products would be ready then.

Li Mu was impatient. Tonight, he would give Karen Mok a super big gift she couldn’t even dream of. He wondered what her reaction would be after receiving this gift. However, Li Mu was more concerned about how she would reciprocate this favor with practical action when Du Wei’s “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was ready for chart promotion in Hong Kong.

She was a smart person and would definitely understand the way to return a favor: to fully help Du Wei, nothing more.

…

In the afternoon, Karen Mok’s new album, “Sentimental Karen,” was already featured on the large banner on Eting.com’s homepage.

Eting.com was undoubtedly the NO.1 in mainland China’s music streaming sector, so from the afternoon onwards, the number of people paying attention to Karen Mok’s album continuously increased.

However, Li Mu did not instruct Eting.com to specifically promote “The Fruit of Summer.” They only promoted the entire album. The task of specifically promoting the lead single was reserved for YY, which had a much stronger advertising reach. Compared to YY, Eting.com was only responsible for warming up the crowd; YY was the real main event!

At 8 PM, all tens of millions of online YY users nationwide simultaneously received a pop-up advertisement in the bottom-right corner.

During this period, YY users had grown accustomed to these small pop-up windows because the content YY promoted was basically not direct advertisements but various kinds of information and native advertisements, so users were not averse to them. This time, the content on the small pop-up window was very simple: a personal photo of Karen Mok on her new album cover, followed by a two-sentence hyperlink copy:

First line: “You once said you’d love me forever…”

Second line: Click to listen to this summer’s most melancholic love story…

As long as the user clicked the hyperlink, it would automatically open the “The Fruit of Summer” song page on Eting.com in IE and begin playing automatically.

The entire copy was simple and devoid of any flashy content, but this pop-up advertisement achieved a conversion rate of 25%, which was a very high conversion rate for music-related pop-ups.

25% meant that in just one evening, several million people listened to “The Fruit of Summer.”

As a song that was destined to be a big hit this summer, it inherently possessed the potential and quality to become widely popular. As long as the promotion kept pace, making it popular a month earlier was very easy. However, making this song a complete hit in just one evening would be difficult even for record companies themselves. This is because if a record company wanted to achieve such powerful promotional reach, the costs involved would be shockingly high. For record companies with many singers, it would be difficult to concentrate such vast resources on a single singer, and besides YY, there was almost no other channel that could achieve this.





Chapter 585: Good Deeds Yield Good Fruit

Eting.com’s backend showed that before eight o’clock, the song had been played two hundred fifty thousand times. Compared to many songs with millions or even tens of millions of plays, this number was truly insignificant.

However, by eight-thirty, as traffic continued to pour in from YY, the song’s play count reached an astonishing 3.2 million, and this number continued to climb. Not only were a significant number of users repeatedly playing it on a loop, but many users also began recommending the song to friends via private messages or group chats.

Following this, Karen Mok’s Tieba also exploded in popularity.

Large numbers of users who had listened to the song came flocking, and hundreds of thousands gathered in the Tieba to lavish praise on the song. For a time, Karen Mok’s Tieba became the most trafficked Tieba that night.

Hong Kong, eleven o’clock at night. Karen Mok had just fallen asleep when she received a call from her manager at Rock Records. As soon as she answered, her manager’s excited Taiwanese accent came through the phone: “Karen, have you been following the online developments in mainland China?”

Karen Mok puzzlingly asked, “Online in mainland China? What’s going on?”

“Oh my, how can you not know about such a big thing?!”

Karen Mok said, “What exactly happened?”

The other person shouted excitedly, “You’ve become popular! You’ve become hugely popular this time! Do you know how many times ‘The Fruit of Summer’ from your new album was played online in mainland China tonight?”

“How many times?” Karen Mok asked curiously.

“6.88 million times!”

Karen Mok was so shocked that she immediately sat up from her bed, pressing for an answer: “What did you say? 6.88 million plays?”

“That’s right!” The other person continued, “Also, let me tell you, your Tieba is now completely popular! You gained over seven hundred thousand fans overnight, and netizens from mainland China are all praising your song in your Tieba. It’s practically an online spectacle!”

Karen Mok was at a loss: “Why would there suddenly be so many plays and so much attention in just one night? This is too scary!”

“Because that YY in mainland China gave you a super awesome pop-up recommendation! Let me tell you how powerful this pop-up is! When it pushes just once, tens of millions of netizens online at the same time will see it. The entire Taiwan only has 22 million people, and one pop-up makes over ten million people see it. Isn’t that powerful?”

Karen Mok felt a wave of dizziness. For a celebrity, data was the most sensitive thing: movie box office numbers, album sales, song chart rankings, number of plays. In a celebrity’s mind, there was an extremely sensitive calculator; they could, in the shortest time, convert relevant data into influence.

Karen Mok’s music had not been particularly popular in mainland China. Her 1998 album sales were officially announced as four hundred thousand copies in mainland China, but in reality, total sales hadn’t even reached three hundred thousand. Commercial performances were few, and her appearance fee had never gone up. The most important reason was a lack of exposure in mainland China. Now, her new album’s lead single unexpectedly gained nearly seven million plays overnight. This level of exposure was simply unimaginable before.

Thinking of YY, Karen Mok was initially at a loss, but then she had a sudden enlightenment. This was Li Mu’s company. She had heard of it before, but because YY was not widespread in Hong Kong, she only remembered the company names Muye Technology and Muye Films, and hadn’t specifically paid attention to YY.

But now that she thought about it, she and Li Mu had only met once. Why would he quietly help promote her new album? After puzzling for a moment, Karen Mok suddenly remembered Du Wei, and it instantly resolved.

She was very smart and quickly understood the underlying connection. Although she didn’t know if Du Wei had actively asked Li Mu to help promote her new album, Li Mu’s help must have been out of consideration for Du Wei.

At this point, Karen Mok’s manager continued, “Your song’s click count is still rising! I just refreshed it, and it’s already seven million!”

Karen Mok quickly asked her, “What’s the website address? I want to check it now.”

Saying this, she got out of bed, left her bedroom, and turned on the computer in her study.

Karen Mok didn’t know much about the internet in mainland China. She was most familiar with Tieba because she often visited her own Tieba to check. Although she didn’t have many fans, most of the content in the Tieba was supportive and praising, which very much satisfied a celebrity’s vanity. As for Eting.com, she wasn’t very familiar with it.

Karen Mok often heard people from record companies talk about online infringement issues in mainland China. In fact, Hong Kong and Taiwan record companies found it very difficult to open up the mainland Chinese market for many years, primarily due to piracy.

Before 2000, there was always talk about pirated cassette tapes and CDs in mainland China. Due to incomplete laws, Hong Kong and Taiwan record companies had no way to deal with domestic pirates. Generally speaking, as soon as a new album in Traditional Chinese version was released in Hong Kong and Taiwan, and before the Simplified Chinese version for mainland China was even produced, pirates would already be selling pirated cassette tapes and CDs everywhere. The production cost for piracy was extremely low; a cassette tape could be shipped for as little as one or two yuan, which wasn’t even enough to cover the record companies’ costs. Naturally, they couldn’t compete with them. Moreover, record companies had practically no sales channels in mainland China. Most music and video stores only sold pirated goods; crudely made pirated items were sold as such, while some well-produced pirated items were sold as legitimate copies, making it difficult for consumers to distinguish.

After 2000, while the issue of pirated cassette tapes and CDs had not yet been resolved, online music sprang up like mushrooms after rain. Many websites uploaded pirated music online for users to listen to and download for free, becoming a more powerful ultimate weapon. Not only were record companies hit, but even the pirates themselves were affected.

However, among the many pirated music websites in mainland China, Eting.com was unique. Although it was also a pirated music platform, it genuinely became an influential music platform, and it had a配套 (supporting) celebrity Tieba, which greatly helped enhance celebrities’ popularity. Simple Plan and Du Wei both became popular on Eting.com, which is why they have tens of millions of listening statistics online. These statistics alone are enough to prove their popularity. It is said that the commercial performance market for mainland Chinese singers now largely refers to Eting.com’s rankings and listening data, and then to the data of that singer’s Tieba fans. Celebrities with better overall data have higher market value.

Karen Mok was a singer with long-term vision. What she cared about wasn’t how many of her albums sold, but how many fans she had in mainland China and how much influence she wielded. If even pirates didn’t bother to pirate a singer’s album, then that singer’s fame was undoubtedly very poor. If a singer’s pirated albums were everywhere in mainland China, then that singer’s popularity must be incredibly high, like Teresa Teng, the Four Heavenly Kings, Alan Tam, and Leslie Cheung.

When Karen Mok saw her song “The Fruit of Summer” on Eting.com furiously increasing its play count at a rate of tens of thousands per minute, her heart was filled with excitement and ecstasy. When she saw the number of fans in her Tieba constantly increasing, the post volume continuously growing, and more and more content praising her, her mood was at its absolute peak.

Unconsciously, she kept reading posts in the Tieba until past twelve-thirty at night. Karen Mok couldn’t resist refreshing “The Fruit of Summer” song page and discovered that the play count had already exceeded ten million! This speed was unbelievably fast.

Even Simple Plan and Du Wei hadn’t received such treatment. A full-user pop-up recommendation on YY was essentially YY’s most powerful promotion.

Karen Mok barely slept that night.

At past five o’clock the next morning, the play count reached 13 million times. Only then could she no longer stay awake and finally collapsed into sleep.

When she woke up, it was two o’clock in the afternoon. Her manager’s successive phone calls startled her awake from her sleep. When she groggily answered the phone, her manager excitedly said from the other end, “Karen, the online play count has reached 22 million! I heard from friends in mainland China that your song is being played everywhere on the streets today! Many performance companies from mainland China are calling us to book commercial performance dates! They must have realized you’re about to become hugely popular in mainland China, so they want to quickly secure cooperation with you! And the prices are getting higher and higher; one company has already doubled your original quoted price, but I haven’t agreed to any yet.”

Karen Mok instantly woke up completely, exclaiming in surprise, “That powerful?”

“Yes! Even the boss was astonished. He said he never dreamed an internet company could have such powerful star-making ability. Your current popularity in mainland China is like a singer who just performed at the Spring Festival Gala and became hugely popular!”

Karen Mok quickly said, “Oh my, then I must quickly call to thank them!”

Her manager quickly reminded her, “The boss told me to tell you that you absolutely must maintain a good relationship with Muye Technology. He also said that whether Rock Records can regain its glory depends entirely on you!”

Rock Records had not been doing well in recent years. As the largest Chinese record company in the 1990s, it was also the biggest victim when the internet emerged. Before Karen Mok, Ren Xianqi was the last superstar Rock Records successfully nurtured. Apart from him, the rest were all veterans. This was a period of transition, and YY’s sudden strong promotion of Karen Mok’s “The Fruit of Summer” was like a sudden spring breeze bringing plum blossoms to senior management at Rock Records. Although Rock Records was severely impacted by the internet, at this moment, they also realized the internet’s immense influence, so they immediately shrewdly demanded Karen Mok foster this relationship. If this resource could be repeatedly utilized, its significance for Rock Records would be immeasurable.

Hearing this, Karen Mok couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. She had a strong emotional attachment to Rock Records and, of course, hoped that Rock Records would have the chance to regain its glory. If Li Mu truly possessed such power, then the responsibility on her shoulders would be immense.

Karen Mok didn’t have Li Mu’s phone number. At this moment, she could only call Du Wei. As the call connected, Karen Mok also sighed inwardly, thinking, this is what it means to sow good seeds and reap good fruit. She had initially shown extra care for Du Wei because of Leslie Cheung’s fond partiality toward her, out of respect for Leslie Cheung. She never expected that Du Wei had only been gone for a few days, and this good fruit would already land directly on her lap…





Chapter 586: Saving Them from Deep Trouble

When Du Wei received Karen Mok’s call, she was in the recording studio, waiting for the sound engineer to finish post-production. Li Mu was accompanying her today as usual. Seeing her phone ring and realizing it was Karen Mok, she quickly walked out of the recording studio and answered the call.

“Sister Wei.”

Du Wei was always sweet-tongued and had a strong girlish heart, so she addressed her older “brothers and sisters” very intimately. She had called Karen Mok that way in Hong Kong, which Karen Mok found very pleasing. Hearing Du Wei address her like that on the phone now made her even happier.

“Xiao Wei, Sis is calling mainly to thank you. You’ve helped Sis so much, Sis doesn’t even know how to thank you properly…”

Du Wei knew that Li Mu was promoting Karen Mok’s “The Fruit of Summer,” so hearing this, she quickly said, “Sister Wei, you can’t thank me for this. This was all Brother Li Mu’s doing.”

Karen Mok said in a very gentle voice, “Even so, I should still thank you first.”

Then, Karen Mok added, “Do you have Mr. Li’s phone number? If it’s convenient, could you give it to Sis?”

Du Wei smiled and said, “I’ll send it to you later, but Brother Li Mu is right next to me now. Do you want me to ask him to take the call?”

Karen Mok said in surprise, “Mr. Li is with you?”

“Yes,” Du Wei said, “We’re in the recording studio. We recorded two new songs yesterday and are doing post-production.”

“Really?” Karen Mok immediately pressed her, “Do you have any plans to bring your new songs to Hong Kong to try them out? If so, give them to Sis, and Sis will help you with chart promotion in Hong Kong. Do you have any Cantonese songs? If you have Cantonese songs, that would be even better!”

Du Wei chuckled and said, “There’s one Cantonese song. Brother Li Mu said he wants to promote it on the charts in Hong Kong. I’ll ask him later, I don’t know what his arrangements are.”

Karen Mok immediately said, “If it’s for chart promotion, Sis will definitely do her best to help! Oh, and bro, he’ll definitely help you too!”

Du Wei was quite straightforward and didn’t stand on ceremony. She directly said, “Great, then I’ll thank you in advance, Sister Wei. Wait for me a moment, I’ll ask Brother Li Mu to take the call.”

Li Mu was currently standing silently behind the sound engineer, listening to him meticulously modify and splice song details. At this moment, Du Wei gently tugged at his sleeve from behind, then stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear, “Sister Wei is on the phone. She says she wants to thank you.”

Li Mu nodded, and together with Du Wei, he walked out. Only then did he take the phone, saying with a chuckle, “Hello, Ms. Mok.”

“Hello, Manager Li!” Karen Mok’s voice even trembled slightly, she rarely sounded so nervous. “You’ve given me such great help, I truly don’t know how to thank you…”

Li Mu chuckled, “It was a small effort, no need to be so polite. It was also because Xiao Wei recommended this song to me yesterday with her CD player that I had the chance to hear it. It really is an excellent song, and its title perfectly matches the current season. But then I heard from Xiao Wei that your record company was going to wait until the end of next month to start promoting this album in China. She said she wanted me to quickly promote this song for you while it’s still mid-summer, as it would be past its season if we waited until autumn. So, I quickly made some arrangements.”

Li Mu naturally wanted to give all the credit to Du Wei. Karen Mok, hearing this, was indeed grateful to Du Wei from the bottom of her heart. Du Wei, on the other hand, felt a bit uneasy. It was clearly Li Mu’s decision, why did he have to bring her into it?

Karen Mok offered another round of thanks, saying, “The company hadn’t really been able to focus on large-scale promotion in China before, plus there were some issues with the production of the album in China, which caused some delays.”

Li Mu asked her curiously, “The album isn’t produced yet?”

Karen Mok said, “It was just finished, about half a month later than originally planned.”

Li Mu’s mind stirred, and he quickly asked her, “How many copies did you prepare?”

Karen Mok said, “A total of three hundred thousand cassette tapes and CDs.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “That few?”

Karen Mok said, “The first pressing usually isn’t produced in large quantities. Producing three hundred thousand copies for this album’s first batch is already a bit risky, because the record market is shrinking quite severely now. And to be honest, piracy operations in China are much faster than us; we simply can’t outsell them.”

The thought that had just occurred to Li Mu was that genuine albums were a very unique resource. Based on his understanding of the Chinese market, there were actually many reasons for the rampant piracy in the audio-visual market. While cheaper pirated copies were certainly a major reason, the weakness of legitimate sales channels was also a significant factor. It wasn’t just audio-visual products; books in China were the same. Large cities like Yan jing were slightly better, but in second and third-tier smaller cities, among hundreds or even thousands of bookstores, perhaps only Xinhua Bookstore sold legitimate books and audio-visual products. All the other bookstores and audio-visual shops sold pirated goods. Could one truly blame consumers for being unwilling to spend money? Not necessarily. In smaller cities, many pirated books were sold at their marked prices, not a penny cheaper. It was simply that consumers didn’t have many choices.

As for audio-visual products, the price difference wasn’t very significant either. Ordinary pirated cassette tapes cost at least four or five yuan, well-produced ones seven or eight yuan, and even better ones could go up to ten yuan. The legitimate versions weren’t much different in price. However, for distributors, the profit from selling legitimate products was far lower than from selling pirated ones, to the extent that they simply wouldn’t stock legitimate goods. Consumers also had to pay for pirated cassette tapes and CDs. If there was a truly reliable distribution channel for legitimate products, a considerable portion of them would be willing to spend a few extra yuan to buy the legitimate version, because after all, they only bought an artist’s album because they liked them.

Record companies were also in an awkward position. They also hoped to sell albums in second, third, and even fourth and fifth-tier cities, but there was no way. They simply didn’t have their own distribution channels. Those audio-visual shop owners who made a fortune selling pirated goods wouldn’t be willing to help them sell legitimate albums. So, even if there was still market space and value, they couldn’t develop it at all. Only e-commerce had this special capability. Through the postal service’s logistics network covering the entire country, e-commerce could sell legitimate albums to every corner of China.

So, what Li Mu was thinking now was whether Karen Mok’s mainland Chinese album could be sold on Taobao. As long as Rock Records provided a public authorization, clarified the copyright chain, and made consumers believe that Taobao’s self-operated, authorized audio-visual products were all legitimate, then consumers could confidently make purchases. Moreover, he had an even more suitable product at hand: Tieba. He could then publish a publicly pinned advertisement in Karen Mok’s Tieba, informing users that they could buy legitimate albums on Taobao. That way, the conversion rate would likely be very high.

As for whether selling albums would affect Taobao’s already strained logistics capacity, Li Mu wasn’t worried. This was because people who bought audio-visual products would definitely be fans, and fans would be more patient compared to ordinary users. Therefore, Taobao could directly use regular mail to ship the albums, which wouldn’t occupy EMS’s shipping capacity and would also be cheap and practical, not adding much to the album’s own price. Otherwise, if EMS were used, the shipping fee alone could buy two albums.

Li Mu’s mind raced. After clearly thinking through these steps, he realized that this model wasn’t just for selling Karen Mok’s albums. He could cooperate with Rock Records to sell the albums of all their artists. If sales were good, other record companies would probably also come knocking, hoping Taobao would help sell their albums. If that happened, it would not only significantly increase Taobao’s order volume, boost Taobao and Alipay’s transaction volume, but also bring substantial profits to Taobao, because Taobao would take a commission from every album sold.

At this point, he asked Karen Mok, “Ms. Mok, could you relay a message to Rock Records’ high-rise?”

Karen Mok quickly said, “Manager Li, please tell me, I’ll convey it for you promptly.”

Li Mu said, “I hope Rock Records can give my Taobao website authorization, fully authorizing Taobao to sell your records, and even all of Rock Records’ records. Taobao’s distribution channels are very powerful. If they’re interested, they can learn more before making a decision.”

Karen Mok immediately said, “Okay, I’ll convey it for you right away.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, I’ll wait for your news, or you can give my phone number to them and have them contact me directly.”

Karen Mok said, “Then please wait a moment, I’ll get a pen to write down your number.”

…

Rock Records’ high-rise was also completely astonished by “The Fruit of Summer” becoming an overnight sensation. The rapid response of the mainland performance market also surprised them. Not only some private entertainment companies, but even CCTV’s “Same Song” program extended invitations. The reason was simple: Karen Mok had truly become popular.

Currently, nearly half of the radio stations in China had played or were playing this song, and the on-demand plays on Eting.com were also continuously increasing at an alarming rate. This would certainly significantly boost album sales. However, Rock Records’ high-rise believed with vexation that this time, those hateful piracy operations would surely benefit again. But it didn’t matter; Karen Mok’s fame and market value had risen significantly. This was a huge, sustainably usable asset for the company.

When Karen Mok relayed Li Mu’s words to Rock Records’ high-rise, they were so thrilled by the information she conveyed that they almost embraced and wept.

Rock Records was a record company with great musical aspirations. The Magic Rock Three were also artists they had personally nurtured. It could be said that they not only propelled the pop music of Hong Kong and Taiwan but also promoted the development of rock music in China. However, their situation in recent years had truly been dreadful. They were practically at a dead end in every respect. It wasn’t that the high-rise lacked ability, but rather that they simply couldn’t fight against both piracy operations and the digital wave at the same time.

In fact, these high-rise at Rock Records still had foresight. They knew YY, Eting.com, and Taobao. Although they didn’t understand e-commerce, they understood Taobao’s business model. They knew that Taobao could solve the most serious problem they had faced in the Chinese market for so many years—distribution channels! And the fact that Li Mu actually took the initiative to cooperate with them excited them even more.

So, half an hour later, Li Mu received a call from Rock Records’ general manager. After excited greetings and pleasantries, the other party gave Li Mu a definitive answer: Rock Records was willing to authorize Taobao to sell all albums by all their artists, and they were willing to pay twenty percent of the sales revenue to Taobao as commission. Twenty percent sounded high, but for audio-visual products, this percentage was so low it was touching. It even made them feel: Was Li Mu an angel sent from heaven to rescue them from deep trouble? Yes, he must be!





Chapter 587: Chen Wan’s Assist

Li Mu’s nose for business opportunities and resources was almost unparalleled in this era. Originally, he simply wanted to do Karen Mok a favor via Du Wei, but it led him to find a new path for E-commerce. Once Rock Records’ albums were fully authorized to Taobao for sales, and Taobao proved its inherent advantage in the audio-visual products sales domain with its powerful Sales channels, Li Mu believed that Taobao would certainly become the record companies’ savior.

More importantly, once Taobao obtained authorization from Rock Records, and even other record companies, Taobao’s Brand recognition would be further enhanced. Once record companies realized Taobao’s importance to them, Li Mu could then demand more resources from them. Imagine, once these record companies tasted success on Taobao, they would concede more to Li Mu. Even all their singers, no matter how famous, would have to give face and record a VCR, just like the celebrity blessings TV stations often do. For celebrities, it’s just a sentence, but for Taobao, it would be of immense significance.

For example: “Hello everyone, I’m Andy Lau. My new album is now released. If you want to purchase my authentic album, please log on and buy with confidence from Taobao’s self-operated store! For authentic goods, go to Taobao!”

“Hello everyone, I’m Liang Jingru. My new album will be officially released next month. If you’re interested, please be sure to follow! Taobao will sell it simultaneously with physical stores. For authentic goods, go to Taobao!”

“Hi everyone, I’m Jay Chou…”

Li Mu envisioned scene after scene like this. If dozens or even hundreds of singers recorded such VCRs, Taobao’s popularity would instantly rise by more than just one level. The impact on Brand recognition would be much more effective than simply having celebrities endorse Taobao directly. Every singer has their loyal fans, and the more celebrities involved, the more Users would be covered. For Taobao, this was definitely a great success that could use a small force to move a great weight.

Li Mu even thought that once he managed to open up / clear (a channel) with record companies and their singers, he could enter the ticketing market at any time. Whether it was Damai, Yongle Ticketing, Tencent Weiying Ticketing, or Alipay Ticketing, they all started very late. The performing arts market and the film market in mainland China hadn’t truly taken off yet. If he had the opportunity to do online ticketing now, he could basically achieve a monopoly without much effort. Moreover, with the resources from these record companies, whenever their artists performed in mainland China, he could directly help them with online ticket sales, which would certainly be something highly desirable for them.

Rock Records’ general manager was very thoughtful / attentive about this matter. He immediately instructed the general manager of Rock Records’ Yan jing branch to communicate with Li Mu about the signing time. They were willing to sign with Li Mu at any time and authorize all albums by all their artists for Taobao’s sales. Li Mu replied: “We can sign at any time, but if you want the albums to be Going premium on Taobao as quickly as possible, you’ll need to send a few employees with samples of all albums to Taobao and assist Taobao’s staff with collecting and uploading album content. The faster the upload, the faster the albums will be Going premium for sale.”

The general manager of Rock Records’ Yan jing branch immediately stated: “We can immediately dispatch five employees to Taobao to assist with the upload work.”

“Good,” Li Mu said. “How about this: come directly to Taobao tomorrow morning to sign the contract. If it’s convenient for you, you can bring the liaison employees and album samples with you. I’ll arrange for a photographer, and as soon as the contract is signed tomorrow, the upload work can begin immediately.”

The other party asked: “Manager Li, if our albums generate orders, what’s the shipping model?”

Li Mu said: “You’ll provide the albums to us in advance. We have multiple warehouses across the country, and we’ll arrange the shipping.”

The other party immediately sighed in relief. If he were responsible for shipping, he wouldn’t know where to start quickly. He already had limited personnel, and sending five people to Taobao for information upload meant he couldn’t possibly handle the shipping as well.

Li Mu also took control of the shipping process to ensure it was controllable. Most future B2C business might use this decentralized warehousing and shipping method. It was also good for these employees to test it out in advance.

Karen Mok’s “The Fruit of Summer” continued to gain traction. Radio stations and TV stations also joined the ranks of continuous play. The song’s popularity soared, and Karen Mok instantly entered the national spotlight. Her agent received over twenty invitations and quotes from mainland performing arts promoters today alone. Including the premium (business), the new price had even reached three times her previous appearance fee. Moreover, many mainland satellite TV channels were contacting her agent, inviting Karen Mok to various engagements.

Her agent told Karen Mok that she would likely be very busy over the next few months, potentially even spending eighty percent of her time in mainland China. Karen Mok was overjoyed. Behind Hong Kong lay a massive market with over one billion people, and now, she finally had the chance to prove herself in this huge mainland market!

The news of Karen Mok hitting big in mainland China quickly spread throughout the entertainment industry in Hong Kong and Taiwan, especially among those in the music industry. Those with good relationships with Karen Mok called to congratulate her, while those with average or no relationship primarily intensively studied the current development situation in mainland China and Muye Technology’s background (meaning: a person’s origin/influence). They also hoped that one day, they could be struck by similar good fortune.

At half past nine in the evening, Karen Mok’s agent called her again. This time, she was still abnormally excited, saying: “Karen, I just received a call! Another mainland TV station has invited you for an engagement!”

Karen Mok asked curiously, “Which TV station is it this time?”

“Xiangnan Satellite TV’s Happy Camp! Do you know? This show is currently the hottest, the absolutely hottest variety show in mainland China, bar none! Its ratings are through the roof in the mainland! Those who appear on this show are basically first-tier stars or even super first-tier celebrities!”

Her agent was right. Ever since Chen Wan joined Happy Camp and brought the “Who is the Undercover” game into it, Happy Camp has been far ahead of the competition among variety shows. It has now become the highest-rated variety show in mainland China, significantly surpassing the second-place show, truly standing out from the crowd.

With higher ratings and greater fame, Happy Camp’s production team also became more discerning. Currently, stars invited by Happy Camp are basically first-tier stars from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and mainland China. Before today, Karen Mok, who had been relatively quiet for the past two years, would certainly not have been favored by Happy Camp. But her rapid rise in popularity today made Happy Camp somewhat impatient.

In truth, even if Happy Camp realized Karen Mok’s rapid rise to popularity, they wouldn’t react so quickly. After all, the production team itself had a certain level of pride. They would never, like other TV stations, rush to seize a celebrity in a swarm. Besides, guests for several future episodes were already booked. Even if they wanted to do Karen Mok’s episode, they would at least have to wait until next month.

The most crucial reason for inviting Karen Mok so quickly was actually Chen Wan.

When Chen Wan, who had just returned to Yan jing from Xiangdu, noticed that YY was promoting Karen Mok, she realized it was Li Mu’s deliberate doing. Otherwise, it would be one thing for Eting.com to promote her, but Muye Technology’s YY would not likely follow suit. Such a large-scale movement, with the cooperation of two companies, could probably only be achieved by Li Mu.

Although Chen Wan didn’t know why Li Mu was so forcefully promoting Karen Mok, she had only one thought in her mind: since Li Mu had this kind of need, she had to find a way to add icing to the cake for him, no matter what. She didn’t feel anything for Karen Mok, nor did she have any particular friendship with her; everything was for Li Mu.

So she immediately called Director Zhou Sheng of the production team and suggested inviting Karen Mok to participate in the show as soon as possible. Zhou Sheng was a bit reluctant at first. On one hand, eagerly / rushing to invite her might make the production team lose face. On the other hand, doing Karen Mok’s episode now would inevitably affect the established program schedule. Celebrities’ schedules were tight, and they might not have time to cooperate with a last-minute adjustment.

However, Chen Wan persuaded him with a theory: “Muye Technology is currently heavily promoting Karen Mok and her album. If we respond quickly, there’s a big chance for another collaboration with them. If we produce Karen Mok’s episode as soon as possible, they might promote Karen Mok’s episode again, just like they heavily promoted Du Wei’s episode last time.”

As soon as she said this, Zhou Sheng immediately made his decision. Forget everything else, just invite Karen Mok! As long as Karen Mok confirmed her participation, the entire production team would work overtime during the next recording session. Originally, they recorded two episodes at a time, but this time they would work overtime for one day and record three, focusing on Karen Mok’s episode first. This way, they could quickly produce Karen Mok’s episode without changing other celebrities’ recording times. Although the broadcast times for the subsequent episodes would be postponed by a week, the celebrities’ recording times remained unchanged, so there was no need to re-coordinate their schedules, making it a non-issue.

The reason Zhou Sheng suddenly became so thoughtful / attentive about Karen Mok was none other than Muye Technology’s incredibly powerful promotional capabilities. The fundamental reason Happy Camp was able to leave others in the dust was that Muye Technology conducted large-scale promotional pre-heating for the very first episode Chen Wan joined, pushing the show’s ratings to an astonishing height. This time, he naturally hoped to collaborate with Muye Technology again through Karen Mok.





Chapter 588: Spicy Crayfish

Karen Mok’s agent thought she wouldn’t know about the show Happy Camp, but unexpected to her, Karen Mok reacted even more excitedly than she did upon hearing the news. With a gasp, she impatiently asked, “Did you accept it? Did you accept it?”

“Of course I accepted!” the agent said with a laugh. “Only someone completely out of their mind wouldn’t! I didn’t even have time to discuss it with you; I just went ahead and accepted. We’ve even set the recording date for early July in Xiangdu.”

Karen Mok calculated the time and realized there wasn’t much left. She immediately said, “Then arrange our schedule. Before we go to Xiangdu, let’s first make a trip to Yan jing!”

“To Yan jing?”

“Yes!”

“What for?”

“Naturally, it’s to thank Li Mu in person! He helped me so much. How could I go to the mainland and not visit him first to express my gratitude?”

“That’s right! You’re absolutely right! I overlooked that! I’ll arrange the time, and we’ll go to Yan jing in advance!”

Karen Mok hastily said, “First, help me clear my schedule for those days. I’ll call my bro later; he’s also going to the mainland in a few days, and his first stop is Yan jing too. If the timing works out, I’ll go with him.”

“Alright!”

After hanging up with her agent, Karen Mok checked the time. It was nine o’clock in the evening; Li Mu probably hadn’t rested yet, so she quickly called him.

So many significant changes had happened to her within a single day that Karen Mok’s gratitude toward Li Mu was beyond words. Her main purpose in calling was to thank Li Mu, set a rough time with him, and inform him that she would personally visit him in Yan jing.

Li Mu was a bit surprised by the news, thinking Karen Mok was coming specifically to thank him. He exchanged a few polite words, subtly hinting that she didn’t need to be so formal or come to Yan jing just to say thanks. However, Karen Mok then explained the actual situation: she had accepted an invitation from Happy Camp and wanted to take the opportunity of her trip to the mainland to pay a visit to Yan jing.

Li Mu was quite curious. He hadn’t expected Happy Camp to invite Karen Mok so quickly. Rushing eagerly to join the excitement like this wasn’t the usual stance of a top-tier show. After a moment of curiosity, he immediately guessed the hidden reason: it must have been Chen Wan secretly pushing for it.

Thus, he no longer stood on ceremony with Karen Mok. Since she wanted to come to Yan jing, he had to seize the opportunity to leverage it. He could then create news about Karen Mok making a guest appearance on Taobao to generate some buzz for Taobao.

After bidding Karen Mok goodnight on the phone, Li Mu quickly called Chen Wan. It had been a while since he had seen Chen Wan; he didn’t even know where she was now, whether in Xiangdu or Yan jing.

Chen Wan had just finished showering. Her mood was exceptionally good upon receiving Li Mu’s call, and she cheerfully asked him as soon as she picked up, “Oh my, what made such a busy person think of calling me?”

Li Mu opened his mouth, intending to say, “Sis, stop teasing,” but before the word “Sis” slipped out, he remembered that he had already promised Chen Wan last time not to call her “Sis” anymore. So he chuckled and teased, “I called to ask if the great beauty has gone to sleep yet.”

“Not yet.” Chen Wan giggled, saying, “I just finished showering. What about you?”

Li Mu said, “I just dropped Du Wei home. She’s been recording new songs these past couple of days.”

Chen Wan commented, “You really dote on Du Wei, always thinking of everything for her.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Actually, I want to shape her into Muye Films’ shining golden calling card. Many concepts in the entertainment industry will rely on her to come to fruition in the future.”

Li Mu was telling the truth. Whether it was making movies, variety shows, or reality shows in the future, top-tier celebrity resources were indispensable. To attract artists and build influence within the industry, he not only needed to produce impressive works but also cultivate impressive artists. If Du Wei could become the new generation’s Little Heavenly Queen, then Muye Films would find things much more convenient in the future, signing artists would be no problem at all. Moreover, Li Mu was particularly fond of this young girl, Du Wei, genuinely caring for her like a younger sister.

Chen Wan smiled slightly and said, “Of course I understand your plans, I completely get it.”

Li Mu chuckled, “So you’ve been secretly helping, right?”

Chen Wan curiously asked him, “Me secretly helping? Helping with what?”

Li Mu let out a knowing chuckle and asked, “Inviting Karen Mok to Happy Camp wasn’t your idea?”

Chen Wan didn’t hide it. “It was my idea,” she said. “I was completely following your state of mind. Seeing you promote her, I just thought of helping you out a bit through Happy Camp.”

Li Mu was touched, and he said with a smile, “I knew it! You’re the best to me!”

Chen Wan on the other end of the phone was slightly shy. “As long as you know,” she said.

Li Mu asked her, “Where are you now?”

“In Yan jing.”

Li Mu asked, “When did you come back?”

“The day before yesterday.”

Li Mu said, “Then you’ll probably be staying in Yan jing for a few more days, right? I’ll treat you to dinner once I’m done with my current work these next couple of days.”

“But I’m hungry right now.”

“Now?” Li Mu checked the time and asked her, “Do you want to come out to eat? If so, I’ll pick you up.”

Chen Wan said, “I just showered, and it’s quite hot outside, so I won’t go out. Otherwise, I’d have to shower again. How about you buy something to eat and bring it over?”

Li Mu agreed without hesitation. “What do you want to eat? I’ll go buy it.”

“Just buy some spicy crayfish. Oh, and get me a bottle of cola, Coca-Cola specifically.”

“Okay.” Li Mu said, “The good spicy crayfish is a bit far. Please wait for me patiently for a bit.”

“Alright, no rush. Drive carefully.”

…

Li Mu made his way to Guijie, bought a large portion of spicy crayfish, and then hurried towards Chen Wan’s home. He bought a large bottle of cola at the supermarket downstairs from Chen Wan’s building, then carried the crayfish and cola upstairs.

Having not seen Chen Wan for a while, Li Mu had even forgotten that she was now a nationally renowned female host. Subconsciously, he still regarded Chen Wan as an older sister who cared for him immensely, and a completely trustworthy friend.

With a cheerful heart, he went upstairs and rang Chen Wan’s doorbell. A moment later, Chen Wan, wearing an oversized long T-shirt, opened the door and happily told Li Mu, “Come in quickly, I’m starving!”

Li Mu nodded and asked Chen Wan, “Where should we eat?”

“The dining room, the dining room.” Chen Wan pointed to the dining table not far away and told Li Mu, “Put it on the table first; I’ll unwrap it. You go wash your hands.”

Li Mu quickly placed the items on the dining table and turned to go to the bathroom.

Because Chen Wan had just showered, the bathroom was a bit steamy, making it slightly uncomfortable upon entering.

Chen Wan had already opened the crayfish bag, unwrapped the takeout containers, and brought two glass cups to pour in the iced cola, ready to start eating. However, she noticed Li Mu hadn’t come out yet and couldn’t help but ask, “Haven’t finished washing your hands yet? Hurry over and let’s eat!”





Chapter 589: Thousands of Mountains and Rivers in His Eyes

“You eat first, I’ll be right there.”

Li Mu could only reply quickly, then splashed cold water on his face again, the awkwardness in his heart not lessening but rather growing.

Sometimes, men inexplicably experience a “surge of excitement,” and often encounter such embarrassing moments in public. In such situations, men usually have no way to deal with it themselves. Besides the annoyance, they either sit down, cross their legs, and wait for it to subside before getting up; or simply find something to cover it to avoid losing their composure. For Li Mu, the best solution at the moment was naturally to wait until everything calmed down before acting as if nothing happened and going out, but Chen Wan’s urging clearly made him even more impatient.

Hearing Li Mu tell her to eat first, Chen Wan said, “I’m not hungry, I’ll wait for you.”

Li Mu sighed in resignation, thinking, Little brother, don’t mess with me. I had no lewd thoughts to begin with, so why are you bothering me now? And you, you demon in my head that constantly pops up with inappropriate, lewd ideas, can’t we at least pick a suitable occasion? Working with my little brother to embarrass me now, what are you two trying to do?

Amidst his frustration, his phone vibrated with a text message. Li Mu quickly pulled out his phone and glanced at it. The message was from Hu Zhengdao, and it read: “Brother Mu, Yan Nan’s mother is having transplant surgery tomorrow afternoon. Thank you so much for your repeated help all this time. If the surgery is successful tomorrow, let’s find a place to have a drink tonight.”

Li Mu quickly replied, asking him, “What time tomorrow afternoon?”

“It’s scheduled for two o’clock.”

Li Mu’s fingers flew across the screen: “Alright, I’ll go tomorrow afternoon. Call up us bros from the dorm room. If the surgery is successful, I’ll treat everyone to a good celebration tonight.”

With such a significant matter, the little devil in Li Mu’s mind didn’t dare to show off anymore and quickly dispersed. Wang Yanan’s mother had been ill for so long, even entering the ICU, with several critical condition notices issued, almost not making it through. Now, she was finally having the transplant surgery. Although uremia is severe, a kidney transplant can at least extend life by several years, or even more than a decade. As long as the surgery is successful, Hu Zhengdao, who had been on edge for so long, could finally sigh in relief.

So Li Mu also understood his current mood; he must be nervously yet excitedly anticipating the success of tomorrow’s surgery. Once successful, it would be like breaking free from shackles, similar to a final-year high school student facing the Gaokao. Therefore, tomorrow, he and the bro / buddies from the dorm room absolutely had to be at the Hospital to wait. Once the surgery was successful, everyone definitely had to give Hu Zhengdao a chance to thoroughly vent.

Hu Zhengdao initially didn’t want to alert too many people, but Li Mu insisted. Unable to refuse, he sent a group text message to everyone. The other four people in the dorm room heard about it and all expressed that they would definitely go to the Hospital to accompany him tomorrow.

After everyone agreed, Li Mu also sighed in relief. He felt relieved not only for Wang Yanan and her mother but also for Hu Zhengdao. After a moment of relief, he completely returned to normal and emerged from the bathroom. Chen Wan had already been sitting at the dining table waiting for a long time. The moment she saw Li Mu come out, she eagerly said, “Come on, let’s eat! I’m starving!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, sat down beside her, and said, “I told you to eat first, but you didn’t listen.”

Chen Wan said with a smile, “Didn’t I want to eat with you? Hurry up and start!” With that, she handed Li Mu a pair of disposable gloves.

Li Mu nodded, took the gloves and put them on. The two then began to peel their large crayfish. Chen Wan was very skilled; she quickly peeled a whole shrimp and brought it to Li Mu’s lips, saying with a loving expression, “Come on, open wide.”

Li Mu was about to say that he was almost done peeling one himself and that she should eat first, but seeing the expectant look in her eyes, he opened his mouth, swallowing both the shrimp and the words that were about to come out. Then, he casually brought the shrimp he had peeled to Chen Wan’s lips and said, “Here, eat mine.”

Chen Wan shyly glanced at Li Mu, then her eyelids involuntarily drooped, her eyelashes trembling slightly. Her heart was filled with joy and shyness as she carefully opened her mouth and ate the shrimp, afraid that any of her movements or expressions might be ungraceful and make Li Mu, who was beside her, laugh.

Chen Wan was immersed in the blissful feeling of feeding each other and couldn’t extricate herself. The second shrimp she peeled spontaneously went to Li Mu’s lips again. Li Mu ate it as before, and as before, fed the one in his hand to Chen Wan.

Chen Wan’s heart felt even sweeter, and a faint blush even spread across her face.

Li Mu found a topic and asked Chen Wan, “Have you been in touch with Kexuan recently?”

Li Mu had been busy and hadn’t seen Zhang Kexuan and the others for a while. Since Zhang Kexuan was Chen Wan’s maternal older male cousin, he asked her about their situation.

Chen Wan smiled and said, “He called a few days ago. He said the four members of the band are holed up in Jinling, writing songs. They haven’t stepped foot outside their door all day. The new movie is about to start filming soon, isn’t it? He means they’re not going to do anything else before the movie starts, just staying in Jinling for intensive training.”

Li Mu sighed and said, “You think they aren’t mad at me? I promised them new songs before, but I haven’t delivered yet.”

“No, they won’t be,” Chen Wan said. “He talked to me about it before and said that if they always relied on you for songs in the future, they would feel a bit of guilt. So they invited music teachers in Jinling to intensively study music theory from scratch, as well as sight-singing and ear training and so on, to build up their foundation.”

Most bands in China are informally trained. Most musicians play guitar for over ten years purely by feel, without understanding music theory, only knowing how to read tablature, while staff notation looks like an indecipherable language to them. Bassists are even more so, only playing chord roots. Although drummers can keep rhythm, they can’t read drum notation. Zhang Kexuan and his band were in this situation; the music theory part was completely missing.

Hearing that Simple Plan’s members were all studying music theory from the basics, Li Mu felt much relieved. These four people were originally pushed into the spotlight by him with good songs. If they didn’t find a way to make up for their lack of original music capabilities, he couldn’t keep writing new songs for them forever. Moreover, their situation was very special. For Du Wei, it wouldn’t matter if he stopped writing songs for her someday; other lyricists and composers could write for her, and she only needed to pick good songs to sing. But for Simple Plan, they were a band. How could a band openly let others write songs for them to perform? That would truly make them seem like frauds.

If Simple Plan consistently lacked the ability to write original music, there would be two possibilities for their future: The first is for Zhang Kexuan to go solo, stop playing in the band, and focus on being a singer. This way, he could openly find other lyricists and composers to write songs for him to sing, but the other three members of the band would basically have to bid farewell to the entertainment industry. The second is for the four of them to disband and each undergo a transformation. Zhang Kexuan would have the easiest transformation, either singing, acting, or both. Ye Tianming and the others would have a much harder time; their popularity wouldn’t keep up, and they could only try to transform and develop, but even then, hope would be slim.

So, from this perspective, Zhang Kexuan and his band intensively studying music theory now was a very correct choice.

For the rest of the crayfish, the two fell into a repeating cycle, almost always following the same rhythm as when they started. Chen Wan’s first reaction after peeling a shrimp was to bring it to Li Mu’s lips. It was as if she were executing a piece of code: “Pick up a crayfish, peel the shrimp, bring the shrimp to Li Mu’s lips. IF Li Mu doesn’t eat, her hand doesn’t put it down until he eats it; IF Li Mu eats it, she Gobacks and repeats the code.” This endlessly looped until the only variable, the number of crayfish, became zero.

Li Mu couldn’t change her ‘code’, and he was worried that she would only focus on peeling for him and starve herself. So he gave her all the shrimp he had peeled, executing the same ‘code’ as her, which made the atmosphere between them particularly warm.

Then the two talked about their recent situations, especially what they were each busy with. Chen Wan’s life was much simpler, either working in Xiangdu or resting in Yanjing, while Li Mu’s affairs were much more complicated. He explained them little by little to Chen Wan, leaving her utterly dumbfounded.

After Li Mu finished detailing everything he had been busy with recently, and Chen Wan understood his future plans and his struggle with opponents, she suddenly no longer worshipped Li Mu as she had before. Instead, from the bottom of her heart, she felt pained expression for this big boy, who was nearly three years younger than her. It was hard to imagine him, at 20 years old, carrying such a heavy burden on his shoulders. What she understood even less was, he was already so successful; even if he were to retire now, he could live very well. So why was he still working so hard?

Chen Wan, with a pained expression, asked Li Mu this question. Li Mu, however, smiled slightly and told her, “Working hard is to prove myself to the greatest extent possible. I don’t want to miss an opportunity in the future and then regret that I could have done better.”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu with deep affection and said, “You’ve already done incredibly well.”

Li Mu said with a smile, “Isn’t it always possible to do better? I want to try my best to do things optimally so that when I have children in the future, I can show off to them and tell them how awesome their father was back then…”

For some reason, a scene suddenly flashed in Chen Wan’s mind. In the scene, Li Mu was sitting with his son on the living room rug, proudly telling his several-year-old son about the glorious achievements he once created. Meanwhile, she held a large, all-wooden salad bowl, mixing salad, happily watching father and son, and then at the appropriate moment, interrupting them, calling them over to eat with a joyful face…

The scene in her mind was extraordinarily warm. Chen Wan was almost moved by her own fantasy. Her eyes welled up slightly, and tears suddenly gushed out, swirling in her eyes. Fearing Li Mu might misunderstand if he saw, she quickly took advantage of wiping her hands to wipe away the tears. When she looked at Li Mu again, he was staring blankly at the crayfish on the table. Chen Wan looked at the sharp angles of his profile and the spark that occasionally bloomed in his eyes. In that moment, she felt that she saw thousands of mountains and rivers in Li Mu’s eyes, and a strong desire surged from the bottom of her heart, wanting to put everything aside and stay by Li Mu’s side, accompanying him to traverse all the mountains and rivers he wished to conquer.





Chapter 590: Talent Show Programs

“My journey is the sea of stars.” This was a quote from Yoshiki Tanaka’s work that Li Mu particularly admired.

The sea of stars represents the vast and boundless universe, everything unknown and perilous, heralding an infinite future and an endless path. For Li Mu, it was the same. The internet was the sea of stars he was destined to conquer, and he hadn’t even truly built his ship yet. How could he be content with his current situation?

Chen Wan was not a career-driven woman, but after meeting Li Mu, she was gradually pushed into becoming a career woman by him. Thus, Chen Wan deeply understood Li Mu’s pursuit for the future. This young man would run relentlessly like Forrest Gump; no one could make him stop unless he wished to himself one day.

Thinking of Li Mu’s unstoppable, forward-marching drive, Chen Wan felt that her previous thoughts were too far-fetched and unrealistic. She chuckled self-deprecatingly, shook her head, and brought up work-related matters, thinking Li Mu would be more interested in that.

Coincidentally, Chen Wan also wanted to discuss some work issues with Li Mu and get his input or advice.

For instance, Chen Wan currently bore a heavy burden. Li Xiang had confirmed her departure from Xiangnan Satellite TV. She had lost interest in the hosting field and was determined to develop in film and television entertainment in Yan jing. The Happy Camp production team wouldn’t be able to keep her much longer. They had already begun looking for a new female Host to pair with Chen Wan. The TV station’s position was very clear: Chen Wan would be the core female Host of Happy Camp in the future, so her opinion was crucial for recruiting a new Host.

Chen Wan said that the production team wanted her to choose a suitable partner, but after picking for a long time among several candidates, she hadn’t found anyone suitable. However, Li Xiang’s side indicated she would leave Xiangnan Satellite TV in one or two months at most. Including the handover period for a new person, the production team didn’t have much time; it was even quite pressing.

Li Mu’s view on this was that Happy Camp didn’t necessarily need two female Hosts. On the contrary, Li Mu felt that one female Host would be enough and could allow more attention to be focused on Chen Wan.

However, Chen Wan felt immense pressure at the thought of partnering with He Jiong and Li Weijia to carry the entire show on her own. Moreover, a few days ago, the TV station leadership approached her and He Jiong, expressing their intention to create a talent show and hoping the two of them could take on the hosting responsibilities for it. If that happened, Chen Wan would likely become extremely busy. Currently, she only needed to work in Xiangdu for about ten days a month, but if Li Xiang left, no new partner was in place, and a talent show launched, she estimated she might have to work in Xiangdu for at least twenty days a month.

Upon hearing about the talent show, Li Mu curiously asked, “What kind of talent show does Xiangnan Satellite TV plan to produce?”

Chen Wan replied, “The leaders want to do a singing talent show, with nationwide auditions. But this is just a general idea; the specific implementation and operational model haven’t been decided yet.”

Li Mu asked her, “If a production company has a good talent show format, would your TV station consider a joint venture?”

Chen Wan inquired, “A production company? How would that work?”

Li Mu explained, “It means the production company would set the operational model for the entire talent show, and also participate to a certain extent in promotion, production, and distribution, then share profits with the TV station proportionally.”

Chen Wan said, “I haven’t heard of that before. Is there such a collaboration model? It seems current TV station variety and talent shows are all produced independently; it’s rare to cooperate with external companies on the production side.”

Li Mu chuckled, “There’s always a first time for everything. How about Muye Films puts together a talent show proposal and we present it to your TV station leadership? If they’re interested, we can jointly produce a nationwide talent show. Muye Technology can provide powerful online support, including promotion, registration, pre-show buzz, and even voting.”

Chen Wan said, “Do you have a rough idea? Tell me about it.”

Li Mu replied, “Currently, I have a rough idea, though it’s not very mature. It’s basically a singing talent show specifically for young women.”

“Huh?” Chen Wan asked in surprise, “Why specifically for female singers? Wouldn’t it be better if there were no gender restrictions?”

Li Mu chuckled, “The broader and more complex something is, the harder it is to do well. Most young people who dream of becoming stars are girls. So, a talent show specifically for girls would not only attract female participants with its format but also give female participants the illusion that without male involvement, their competition would be halved. This would encourage more young women to participate and also attract more female viewers. Most importantly, while sacrificing male participants, having all female participants would attract even more male viewers. So, overall, it would have a very good effect.”

Chen Wan tilted her head and thought for a moment, then nodded in strong agreement. “I think what you said makes a lot of sense…”

Li Mu chuckled, “At that time, we’ll select several major cities across China as regional qualifiers. Each region will start with auditions, gradually eliminating contestants through rounds like the top one hundred, one hundred advancing to eighty, eighty to fifty, fifty to forty, and so on. Finally, the top contestants selected from all the regional qualifiers will gather in Xiangdu for the grand finals. The finals, like the regional qualifiers, won’t be decided in just one or two rounds, but will involve gradual eliminations and advancements. At the same time, we’ll organize audiences from different regions to support their local contestants, preferably sparking rivalry among fans and encouraging them to rally more people to pay attention, completely turning the talent show into a national cultural symbol and label.”

Chen Wan’s mind struggled to keep up. Li Mu’s plan truly seemed enormous for TV professionals of that era. At present, most variety shows still only had local influence; very few achieved national influence. Talent shows were no different. The structure Li Mu outlined was simply terrifyingly vast. A system of regional qualifiers, from auditions until the regional winners were chosen, would be a lengthy process. After the regional winners were selected, bringing them to Xiangdu for the final rounds—wouldn’t the entire competition have to be broadcast on TV for half a year or even longer? This duration was simply too long.

Facing Chen Wan’s questions, Li Mu said, “A six-month cycle isn’t long. If we truly want to do this, the auditions should start during the winter break, then steadily advance the process, aiming to conclude the last final around mid-August. That would be absolutely perfect. It would span the winter and summer breaks, gradually infuse the talent show culture into the hearts of the entire nation, making people increasingly invested in the competition and its contestants, nurturing their interest all the way until summer break. Its influence would undoubtedly be unprecedented.”

Chen Wan exclaimed, “The investment for something like this must be astonishing as well.”

Li Mu chuckled, “If advertising bids are cashed out in advance, the program’s actual cash investment wouldn’t be large; we could even receive profits at the very beginning of preparation. However, the resource investment would be somewhat larger. Manpower and material resources are one aspect. If we cooperate, your TV station must guarantee a two-hour or even longer slot every weekend evening to continuously broadcast this talent show. I will also consistently use Muye Technology’s online resources to promote it, continually enhancing the talent show’s influence.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but say, “For Xiangnan Satellite TV, if this talent show proposal is truly excellent, they certainly have the manpower and resources to do it. But do you have the energy for such a thing?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m afraid I won’t be able to participate personally, but I’ll provide the plan in the early stages, and in the mid-to-late stages, I’ll provide resources and methods on how to integrate them and enhance influence. The specific execution will definitely be done by my subordinates in cooperation with you. I won’t be directly involved.”

Chen Wan nodded. “That’s good. Otherwise, I wouldn’t want you to take on yet another burden.”

Li Mu said, “My focus isn’t completely on this. I just want to use this opportunity to broaden Muye Films’ future avenues for development. If you encounter talented individuals in variety show planning, execution, or public relations in the future, you can introduce them to me. Muye Films will continuously need such talent in the future.”

Chen Wan replied, “Alright, I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

Li Mu wanted to introduce the Super Girl model first. Super Girl debuted in 2004 and reached its peak in 2005. It was absolutely no exaggeration to say that the entire nation watched Super Girl. Its operational methods were also highly innovative for that era, employing various PK, voting, elimination, and resurrection segments, and also opening SMS voting channels to incite fervent fans to campaign for their idols. It was common for a fan to call up all relatives with mobile phones, asking them to vote for their idol, instantly turning every fan into a publicity machine. This continuously enhanced Super Girl’s influence to a pinnacle. The ratings for the 2005 Super Girl finals also became the highest record for talent and variety shows in China, unmatched by any program for the next ten years.

Moreover, Super Girl was the talent show closest to the year 2002. If introduced now, it wouldn’t cause too severe a clash. Conversely, Li Mu was concerned that if a model like The Voice of China were introduced now, it might not achieve the desired effect, because The Voice of China’s most famous and unique feature was the “mentor spinning chair” format. Audiences would only become particularly interested in this new model after extensively watching other talent shows where judges directly faced contestants. Current audiences were very naive, and the variety of content they experienced was also very limited. They likely found any talent show interesting. Doing The Voice of China now might be a waste of its potential.

–





Chapter 591: Acquiring Rock Records’ Authorization

Li Mu didn’t stay at Chen Wan’s home for too long because he had an appointment to sign a contract with a record company the next morning. Furthermore, Wang Yanan’s mother was having surgery in the afternoon, which meant he definitely had to rush to the Hospital by noon, so the timing was a bit tight.

Chen Wan had long been accustomed to Li Mu’s pace. She personally saw him to the door and didn’t forget to remind him, “I’m staying in Yan jing these few days, but I’ll be returning to Xiangdu soon. If you have time, remember to find me for a meal, or some shopping.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You’re a well-known figure now, so shopping might be a bit difficult. Eating should be relatively easier.”

Chen Wan said, “Then find me for a meal if you have time. I can never see you when I come back to Yan jing. If it’s always like this, I’ll just go home for my next vacation.”

Li Mu hurriedly said, “Alright, I’ll listen to you. Also, later, I’ll go to Xiangdu with you. I’ll bring the proposal and talk to the leaders at your station.”

“Alright,” Chen Wan said, “If needed, I can just say the word to them in advance.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, then said, “Then I’ll head back first. I have to sign with the record company early tomorrow morning.”

“Okay,” Chen Wan said, opening the door for him and admonishing, “Don’t always be so busy; remember to rest.”

“Got it.”

……

The next day, Shen Wei, the general manager of Rock Records’ Yan jing branch, personally came to Taobao. Li Mu had just said the word to Liu Qiangdong in advance, because the entire signing process needed to be photographed and uploaded to Taobao to ensure sufficient credibility. Therefore, Li Mu arranged for Liu Qiangdong and Shen Wei to sign the authorization agreement.

Shen Wei’s attitude was very proactive and cooperative. They briefly reviewed the contract content, and all important details of the agreement were put down on paper.

Firstly, Rock Records authorized all albums to Taobao, and also agreed to consign all in-stock albums to Taobao for代销 (consignment sales). Taobao would not advance any payments for the goods, and Muye Technology would take a 20% commission on sales.

Secondly, any damage to albums during transportation and sales would be borne by Rock Records, and Muye Technology would not be responsible.

Thirdly, Muye Technology had the right to reduce prices for promotional purposes based on market dynamics. If a price reduction was within 20% of the listed price, Muye Technology did not need to communicate with Rock Records. If it exceeded 20%, Muye Technology required written authorization from Rock Records for the promotion. Muye Technology also had to provide Rock Records with detailed backend sales data and not conceal any promotional information.

Finally, Muye Technology would settle accounts with Rock Records every three months. Each settlement would involve Muye Technology providing a detailed statement, which Rock Records would verify. If both parties had no objections, Rock Records would then issue an equivalent invoice, and Taobao’s finance department would make the payment upon receipt of the invoice. In special circumstances, the settlement could be brought forward or delayed through negotiation between both parties.

In the entire contract, Muye Technology not only obtained authorization and physical inventory but also secured a three-month credit term. It seemed somewhat demanding for Rock Records, but the people from Rock Records showed no resistance whatsoever, as they realized that Taobao was the key to their difficult situation, almost viewing Taobao as a lifesaver at this point.

After the signing, Shen Wei, on behalf of Rock Records, provided Muye Technology with a clear and concise authorization letter bearing Rock Records’ official seal. It authorized Muye Technology to act as the sole official online agent for selling all music albums and related derivative products under Rock Records. Obtaining this authorization meant that Taobao became the first online audio-visual products sales platform with official authorization in history.

This time, Shen Wei not only brought the authorization letter but also five Rock Records employees and samples of all currently in-stock albums. Liu Qiangdong first arranged for a photographer to take a few photos of him and Shen Wei during the signing. Afterward, he immediately arranged for employees to connect with the Rock Records staff, simultaneously photographing the albums and creating product pages for each album based on their information.

Rock Records had hundreds, even thousands, of albums under its belt, and it would be good if they could all be collected and uploaded within a day or two. So, Li Mu requested the staff to first scan the authorization letter and upload the signing photos. They were to create a promotional page first to widely announce the news that Taobao had obtained authorization from Rock Records. As soon as Taobao’s promotional page went premium, YY and all the singers’ Tieba would immediately launch a publicity campaign, ensuring that netizens and music fans in mainland China knew that Taobao had obtained official authorization from Rock Records and that they now had a completely trustworthy channel to purchase official albums.

At the same time, the sample photos of Karen Mok’s album were to be processed and uploaded, and her album would be among the first to go premium. Since she was currently at her peak popularity, striking while the iron was hot should yield excellent sales.

In Li Mu’s view, Karen Mok had become a special calling card for YY and Taobao. Her becoming an overnight sensation showed everyone in the entertainment industry YY’s powerful promotional capabilities. Now, Li Mu also wanted to leverage Taobao to make Karen Mok’s album a bestseller, letting the entertainment industry witness the powerful capabilities of Taobao as an online sales platform.

After arranging the work, Li Mu just said the word to Liu Qiangdong, informing him that he had something to do, and then drove away from Taobao. It was almost noon, so Li Mu called Hu Zhengdao to ask about his situation.

Hu Zhengdao said, “We’re all at the Hospital, still waiting for the surgery.”

Li Mu asked him, “Has everyone arrived?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Everyone’s here. From our dorm room and Yanan’s dorm room, only you and Chen Jiao haven’t arrived.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected that people from both dorm rooms would show up. As for Chen Jiao, she had broken up with Xue Jianfeng a long time ago, and she was the one who had cheated on Xue Jianfeng, so she probably didn’t have the face to see him and hadn’t come. Li Mu didn’t think too much about it and said, “I’ll be there soon. How are we eating lunch?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “I was just about to tell you. The Hospital doesn’t allow so many people to stay in the ward. After everyone saw Auntie, Yanan is the only one accompanying her inside. We’re all outside. The surgery starts at 2 PM, but she’ll enter the operating room around 1 PM and might not finish until around 6 PM. So everyone discussed eating after Auntie enters the operating room. If you’re hungry, you can eat something outside to tide you over before coming.”

Li Mu said, “I’m not hungry. I’ll just come over now.”

Hu Zhengdao responded, “Alright then, we’ll wait for you here.”

Li Mu drove to the Hospital, parked his car in the parking lot just inside the Hospital entrance, and then walked to the main Hospital building. In front of the Kidney Transplant Department ward, he saw a large group of people waiting, and Zhao Ziqiu was naturally among them.

Seeing Li Mu arrive, Zhao Ziqiu secretly winked and smiled at him. Li Mu responded with his gaze, then asked Hu Zhengdao, “Can I go in and see Auntie?”

Hu Zhengdao nodded and said to Li Mu, “The doctors don’t allow too many people inside. You can go in by yourself. Yanan is in there.”

Li Mu entered the ward alone. Wang Yanan’s mother was lying on the Hospital bed, while Wang Yanan sat by the bedside, holding her hand. Both mother and daughter had red eyes, looking like they had just cried, yet from their expressions, one could see that they were filled with excitement and anticipation at this moment.

For patients with severe uremia, a kidney transplant undoubtedly meant a new lease on life. The upcoming surgery naturally held immense significance for both mother and daughter.

Seeing Li Mu enter, Wang Yanan quickly got up and said, “Li Mu, you’re here.”

Wang Yanan’s mother looked at Li Mu with gratitude, beckoned to him, and seemed to want to say something but couldn’t.

Wang Yanan quickly explained, “My mom’s voice hasn’t been good these past two days; she can’t speak.”

Li Mu nodded, walked to the bedside, greeted her for a few moments, and then didn’t dare to stay long, quickly stepping back out.

Li Yawei’s girlfriend, Han Xiaoxiao, teased Li Mu in a low voice, “Li Mu, I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages, you busy man! Our Zi Qiu talks about you every day in the dorm room.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Xiaoxiao, you’re spouting nonsense. When did I ever talk about him all day?”

Han Xiaoxiao was made to laugh by her, shaking her head helplessly, “Oh Zi Qiu, you truly are an Ah Dou (a person who cannot be helped/a hopeless case).”

Zhao Ziqiu deliberately pouted and said, “Thanks, I don’t need your help.”

Han Xiaoxiao covered her mouth and chuckled. She didn’t know about Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu’s current relationship, so she still thought Zhao Ziqiu was infatuated with Li Mu and that she needed to help her good friend seize the opportunity, assuming Zhao Ziqiu’s current reaction was due to shyness.

Li Mu was also helpless. He didn’t continue the topic with Han Xiaoxiao and instead asked Hu Zhengdao, “What’s the plan after the surgery?”

Hu Zhengdao said, “Auntie is too weak, so after the surgery, she’ll go into the ICU for a few days of observation. After that, she’ll be transferred to a sterile ward for a period. The whole process will probably take seven or eight days. For the first few days of those seven or eight, she’ll be sustained by IV fluids, and then by liquid food for the subsequent days. Family members aren’t allowed to make contact. Only after these two stages pass can family members wear isolation gowns to visit and feed her, but the allowed time is also very short. So, for the first few days after the surgery, the two of us can only come every day and wait outside the ICU. Once she can eat, we’ll have Big sis / Older sister (honorific) cook and bring food.”

Li Mu nodded. It seemed that once the person entered the operating room, there wasn’t much everyone else could do. However, this Hospital’s Kidney Transplant Department was very famous, so having doctors there made them feel much more at ease.

Li Mu said, “I booked a private room at a restaurant near the Hospital entrance on my way here. Later, after Auntie enters the operating room, let’s all go out to eat something, and then come back after the meal.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “After you eat, don’t bother coming back. Yanan and I will keep an eye here. After the surgery is successful, I’ll send you all a group text message.”

Sun Jian said, “We don’t have anything else to do. We’ll wait with you. When Auntie’s surgery is successful, we’ll feel relieved, and then we’ll leave.”

Zhao Ziqiu also said, “The surgery will be over around 6 PM. We’ll wait with you. Otherwise, even if we left, we wouldn’t feel at ease.”

Hu Zhengdao was touched and nodded without saying anything more.

At 1:20 PM, the doctors and nurses wheeled Wang Yanan’s mother into the operating room. The long-awaited kidney transplant surgery was finally about to begin.





Chapter 592: The Surgery Was a Success

Wang Yanan didn’t want to leave the Hospital. After apologizing to everyone, she asked Hu Zhengdao to accompany the others for dinner while she stayed to guard the operating room door. After finishing their meal, everyone quickly returned to the Hospital to wait. All of them were in their early twenties, and having experienced Wang Yanan’s mother’s journey from diagnosis to multiple critical conditions, and finally to the kidney transplant surgery, they realized for the first time the cruelty and preciousness of life. At this moment, everyone was waiting for good news to emerge from the tightly closed operating room.

While waiting, Li Mu received a call from Hong Kong. A woman who introduced herself as Chen Shufen told Li Mu that she was Leslie Cheung’s agent. She knew that Leslie Cheung had already agreed to come to mainland China to promote 3321, and she herself was very supportive. The purpose of her call was to confirm the specific itinerary with Li Mu.

Li Mu had heard of Chen Shufen’s reputation. It seemed she not only managed Leslie Cheung but also figures like Anita Mui and Jacky Cheung back then, making her a very famous agent in the Hong Kong entertainment industry, especially noted for her particular fondness for Leslie Cheung.

Chen Shufen said on the phone that this time she would not only travel with Leslie Cheung but also accompany him throughout the entire trip. In addition, she informed Li Mu of major news: Leslie Cheung’s close friend, the Grand Dame of the Hong Kong music scene, Anita Mui, also wanted to accompany Leslie Cheung to mainland China. Anita Mui also hoped to publicly accompany Leslie Cheung as an image ambassador for 3321’s Student Aid Activities.

Naturally, Li Mu was very aware of Anita Mui’s fame. Upon hearing this news, he was greatly shocked, unable to understand why a megastar like Anita Mui would proactively offer to help 3321 with charity. When Li Mu curiously asked, Chen Shufen explained: “Anita and Leslie are the best of friends. To be frank, Anita knows about his depression and has been counseling him, hoping he can let go of his troubles in Hong Kong and go out to relax. When she heard he agreed to come to mainland China, Anita was incredibly happy. She postponed many commitments and insisted on accompanying Leslie to mainland China, and also hoped to be an image ambassador for 3321 with Leslie to give him the most direct support. So she asked me to seek your opinion. If you don’t agree, it’s alright; she will just accompany Leslie privately as a friend.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little moved after hearing this. He had only read reports before stating that Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung had an excellent relationship, but he never imagined it would be to such an extent. As Chen Shufen said, Anita Mui knew Leslie Cheung had depression, and for him, she even postponed her own work, willing to accompany him to mainland China for charity and to clear her head. This showed just how close their relationship was; calling them intimate friends was not an exaggeration.

Li Mu recalled some rumors about Anita Mui circulating in the entertainment circles. Some reports had claimed that Leslie Cheung’s suicide had been a significant blow to Anita Mui, even one of the major reasons for the accelerated development of her cancer. Looked at this way, such statements were not groundless.

Li Mu didn’t know when Anita Mui was diagnosed with cancer, but she passed away after Leslie Cheung, meaning there was at least another year. If the cancer had been detected earlier and treated actively, perhaps this star, known as the “Daughter of Hong Kong,” would not have fallen too soon.

Thinking this, Li Mu said to Ms. Chen Shufen: “Ms. Chen, please relay my sincerest gratitude to Ms. Anita Mui on behalf of 3321. We also very much welcome her to join 3321’s charitable cause.”

Chen Shufen immediately smiled: “That’s wonderful! I’ll call her right away to tell her. We’ll both arrive in mainland China next week.”

Li Mu replied: “Alright then, Ms. Chen. See you in Yan jing.”

“See you in Yan jing.”

After hanging up, Li Mu quickly opened his phone and called Dong Ai. He had only told her that Leslie Cheung was joining before, but now there was also Anita Mui. He assumed that as the main person in charge of 3321, she would be extremely excited after hearing this news.

When Li Mu relayed the news to Dong Ai over the phone, just as Li Mu expected, Dong Ai shrieked excitedly on the other end.

Dong Ai screamed for a long time, and Li Mu’s eardrums ached from her screaming. Only then did she stop and excitedly ask Li Mu: “You’re not kidding me, are you? Anita Mui is really coming with Leslie Cheung?”

Li Mu nodded: “I just got off the phone with Leslie Cheung’s agent; I’ve confirmed it with her.”

“Oh my god!” Dong Ai’s voice trembled slightly: “Anita Mui is my idol! Oh my, oh my! Doesn’t this mean I’ll have a chance to interact closely with my idol?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Of course. Anita Mui requested it herself. However, she probably won’t participate in 3321’s Student Aid Activities long-term like Leslie Cheung. I estimate she’ll return to Hong Kong after attending a few events with Leslie Cheung.”

Dong Ai blurted out: “Then I’m satisfied! I’ll communicate with the team right away and revise our Student Aid Activities plan!”

Li Mu said: “Good. Try to arrange everything well. You’ll be mainly in charge of the events; I won’t be participating with you.”

A thought flashed through Li Mu’s mind. If Anita Mui really came to Yan jing, it would be impossible for him to directly bring up the topic of cancer with her, and whether she truly had cancer at this point was still an unknown. Li Mu’s idea was that, after Anita Mui arrived, he would first arrange for her and Leslie Cheung to participate in a few Student Aid Activities. Then, he would have Dong Ai step forward, in her capacity as 3321’s person in charge and with a seriously responsible attitude towards the two stars, to arrange for them to undergo a comprehensive medical examination at a large Hospital. After all, the places they would be visiting for student aid were impoverished and remote areas, and the conditions in all aspects would be quite different from their usual living standards, which might cause some discomfort. He believed they wouldn’t refuse a comprehensive and systematic check-up arranged by 3321.

…

At five-forty PM, the lights in the operating room turned off. The first to emerge from the operating room was a female nurse. As soon as she pushed the door open, a group of people crowded around. However, no one spoke over each other; only Wang Yanan nervously asked: “How is the surgery?”

The nurse said: “The surgery was a success, but the patient is very weak and has not yet woken up. She will be transferred directly to the ICU immediately. You cannot visit her temporarily.”

The single sentence “The surgery was a success” let everyone sigh in relief. Wang Yanan completely relaxed and threw herself into Hu Zhengdao’s arms, crying tears of joy. The huge stone that had weighed on her heart for many days finally completely disappeared at this moment, and the nightmare that had lingered for so long also completely vanished.

Soon after, Wang Yanan’s mother was directly wheeled into the ICU by doctors and nurses. The nurses blocked them from approaching, so everyone could only watch from a distance.

After the patient was moved into the ICU, everyone began to comfort Wang Yanan. A successful surgery was a great joyous occasion; at such a time, while one might not laugh heartily, they shouldn’t be covered in tears either.

Several girls, including Zhao Ziqiu, came forward and gently hugged Wang Yanan, whispering in her ear. Wang Yanan’s tears gradually stopped, and a smile gradually appeared on her face.

Li Mu clapped his hands and said: “Let’s celebrate tonight. Yanan, you come too. You didn’t eat lunch, so you can’t skip dinner again.”

Wang Yanan subconsciously wanted to refuse and stay guarding the Hospital, but Hu Zhengdao, beside her, whispered: “Let’s go eat something first. We won’t be able to see Auntie anytime soon, and staying here all the time isn’t practical. You should at least eat something.”

Wang Yanan gently nodded. Li Mu quickly struck while the iron was hot: “There’s a roasted whole lamb restaurant nearby. I think that place is quite good. Tonight, let’s drink and eat meat until we’re drunk.”

The others responded enthusiastically. Wang Yanan softly said: “I won’t join you for drinks. I need to get back to the Hospital quickly after dinner.”

Hu Zhengdao said: “I won’t drink either. I’ll come back with Yanan later.”

Han Xiaoxiao said: “Zheng Dao, you’ve been busy for so long. Tonight, have a good drink with them, then go back to your dorm room and get a good night’s rest. I’ll stay with Yanan at the Hospital tonight.”

Just as Hu Zhengdao was about to politely decline, Li Yawei interjected: “You really need to look in the mirror and see how rundown you look now. Scruffy beard, bloodshot eyes, how many days since you washed your hair? Tonight, let Xiaoxiao stay with Yanan. Don’t think about anything else. Drink to your heart’s content with us bros. If you drink too much, go straight back to the dorm room to sleep. If you’re still feeling good, let’s find a place to take a bath and get a massage to relax.”

Han Xiaoxiao scolded with a laugh: “Li Yawei, you dare to go to any improper places!”

Li Yawei hurriedly said: “Darling wife, please don’t misunderstand me. I’m talking about a legitimate bathhouse. Jin Tan, the one near our school gate, even the back-massaging technicians there are all men! If you don’t believe me, ask Brother Mu.”

Li Mu had indeed been with them once or twice. That place was truly a very proper and legitimate bathhouse, so he nodded and said: “Xiaoxiao, rest assured, the place Yawei is talking about is probably the most proper bathhouse in all of Yan jing.”

Seeing Li Mu vouch for it, Han Xiaoxiao felt relieved and said to Li Mu: “Li Mu, honestly, among your dorm mates, you’re the only one I trust.”

Sun Jian couldn’t help but say then: “Younger brother’s wife, that’s not right! Everyone in our dorm room is a gentleman; every single one of us is trustworthy.”

Han Xiaoxiao deliberately snorted and said: “That’s not necessarily true.” As she spoke, she didn’t forget to give Xue Jianfeng a slightly displeased glance, which made Xue Jianfeng a little awkward.

Han Xiaoxiao was a typical Yan jing girl – warm, generous, and loyal. She always felt that Xue Jianfeng had abandoned Chen Jiao, so she had always held a grudge against Xue Jianfeng, thinking that his action of using and discarding her was truly scum-like, which was why she would seize any opportunity to make a veiled jab.

Xue Jianfeng forced a bitter smile, turned his head to avoid her gaze. Li Yawei quickly pulled Han Xiaoxiao aside and whispered to her. Li Mu walked up to Xue Jianfeng, gently patted his back, and whispered: “Xiaoxiao means well; she just can’t see the truth. Don’t take it to heart.”

Xue Jianfeng said: “How could I bother about that with her? Just have a drink with me tonight, and that’ll be enough.”





Chapter 593: Subduing Demons and Devils

Full of food and drink, two of the six guys in the dorm room had a bit too much to drink: Xue Jianfeng and Hu Zhengdao.

Xue Jianfeng’s reason for drinking too much was simple: he felt aggrieved. He had been cheated on by his ex-girlfriend yet had to bear the blame himself, a burden that the Qilu strongman had never truly gotten over. Additionally, Han Xiaoxiao had touched a raw nerve, so he ended up drinking more than usual during dinner.

Hu Zhengdao initially didn’t want to drink too much, thinking two bottles of beer would be enough, but for a long time, he had been doing his utmost to take care of Wang Yanan and her mother, working desperately to earn money for her mother’s treatment, and searching everywhere for organ trafficking dealers to buy organs. Having poured all his heart into it, today his efforts finally bore fruit. The sudden relaxation after two bottles of beer made him decide to drink until he was completely drunk. Wang Yanan understood him perfectly and didn’t try to stop him.

They were all drinking beer that night, so getting drunk wasn’t a big deal. Coming out of the restaurant, Li Yawei suggested that all the male students not return to the dorm room but go to Jin Tan instead. Dorm room conditions were limited, after all; it would be much more pleasant to shower and get a massage at Jin Tan, fully relax, and then just rest there. The thought alone was incredibly appealing.

The girls didn’t object either. Han Xiaoxiao said she would accompany Wang Yanan back to the Hospital, while Zhao Ziqiu and the other two girls prepared to return to the dorm room. So, Li Mu flagged down a taxi at the restaurant entrance, watched as Zhao Ziqiu and the two others got in, and then he and the other five from the dorm room took two separate taxis to the Jin Tan Bath Center near the school. The somewhat flashy Mercedes-Benz G55 was left in the Hospital parking lot.

Li Mu and the other six plunged into Jin Tan. They quickly stripped naked, each holding a bottle of ice-cold cola, and comfortably soaked in the large pool. The six of them lay in a row along the circular edge of the pool. Although the two who had drunk too much were a bit muddled, their alcohol tolerance was decent enough, so they were still holding up.

It had been a long time since Li Mu had soaked in a bathhouse. Even though it was summer, the feeling of stripping down and soaking in the bath was comfortable from head to toe. Li Mu placed a towel soaked in cold water on his face, feeling completely at ease, and couldn’t help but wonder when he had last taken a bath like this. After thinking for a while, it seemed it was when the weather was cold, and he had come here with a few bros from his dorm. But on closer thought, Li Mu suddenly thought of Zhao Ziqiu.

Thus, the answer he had just thought of was naturally overturned. His last bath was with Zhao Ziqiu at her family’s villa. As soon as he thought of this, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel restless, distracted by desires, but then the images of Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom and Dad suddenly flashed in his mind, like having a bucket of cold water poured over him. He felt incredibly awkward.

To Li Mu’s left was Xue Jianfeng, and to his right was Li Yawei. While soaking, Li Yawei suddenly called out, “Second Brother.”

Xue Jianfeng, who was also resting with his eyes closed, took a moment to react. He squinted at him and asked, “What’s up?”

Li Yawei chuckled and said, “Back at the Hospital just now, Han Xiaoxiao was being ignorant. I apologize to you on her behalf. Don’t take it personally with her.”

Xue Jianfeng waved his hand and said, “Why be so formal? We’re not new acquaintances. I know exactly what kind of person Han Xiaoxiao is, so I won’t take it to heart.”

Li Yawei said, “I saw you drinking a bit aggressively just now, as if you were uncomfortable. I was afraid you’d be mad at her. Girls just cause a lot of trouble. I’ve told her many times that breaking up is normal, and it’s also normal for a man and woman to not love each other. You and Chen Jiao broke up, and that’s that. Why does she have to get so involved? But she just doesn’t listen, always thinks she’s so righteous and has to stand up for her sister whenever she gets the chance. She’s really worrying unnecessarily.”

Xue Jianfeng said, “Alright, I already said I wouldn’t take it to heart, so stop nagging here. Don’t nag Han Xiaoxiao about this privately later either.”

After speaking, Xue Jianfeng seemed unwilling to continue the topic and turned to Hu Zhengdao, saying, “Zheng Dao, hurry up and soak for a while, then get a back scrub. When we go up, I’ll get you a Thai massage. Little bro, I truly admire you. In our dorm room, I only respect two people: one is Li Mu, and the other is you. You’ve worked extremely hard these past few days. You definitely need a good rest.”

Hu Zhengdao chuckled and asked, “Second Brother, what’s a Thai massage? I’m from the village, I don’t understand.”

Xue Jianfeng laughed heartily, “A Thai massage is Thai massage, but this place is a bit too legitimate. Just make do and enjoy it for now. Another day, I’ll take you to a less legitimate one, I guarantee you’ll be on cloud nine.”

After their bath, the six of them, wearing bathrobes from the bath center, came to the main hall. Although this was indeed a legitimate bath center, the massage therapists in the men’s section were not all male as Li Yawei had told Han Xiaoxiao. A bath center that only had male therapists in the men’s section these days would probably go out of business in two weeks.

Li Mu took out his phone and put it in his pocket, then lay down on a sofa bed in the main hall with the others, enjoying the service of two female therapists. Halfway through the massage, Li Mu was already a bit drowsy in this extremely comfortable state. Just then, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and saw it was a text message from Zhao Ziqiu.

“Are you really sleeping at the bath center tonight?”

Li Mu lazily replied while lying on the sofa bed, “Yeah, all six of us are staying here tonight.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly replied, “I originally wanted to wear the dress you gave me to the Hospital today.”

Li Mu recalled that Zhao Ziqiu was wearing jeans paired with a white cartoon t-shirt today, so he asked her, “Why didn’t you wear it?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “You haven’t seen me wear it yet. I have to wait for you to see it first before I wear it out.”

Li Mu smiled knowingly and said, “Then wear it for me another day.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked him, “Where should I wear it for you to see? Yucheng Garden? I don’t want to go…”

Before Li Mu could reply, Zhao Ziqiu sent another message: “Didn’t you keep saying you wanted to buy a house? Where’s the house you bought?”

Li Mu replied, “I haven’t gotten around to it…”

“Liar!”

Li Mu hastily explained, “I really haven’t gotten around to it. I’ve had too many things going on recently, so I haven’t been able to free myself.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Then you didn’t take me seriously, otherwise, you would have found the time.”

Li Mu realized Zhao Ziqiu was upset and replied, “I’m sorry, I’ll take care of this as soon as possible.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “You don’t need to take care of it anymore.”

Li Mu quickly asked her, “Why?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Because someone already took care of it for you.”

Li Mu was surprised, wondering what she meant by “someone already took care of it for you.” It was too ambiguous, so he could only press, “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t explain, but asked, “Do you want to see me in that dress tonight?”

Li Mu was even more puzzled, but remembering Zhao Ziqiu’s clever and mischievous personality, he still directly replied with one word: “Yes!”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately replied, “You have half an hour to find an excuse to leave. I’ll be waiting for you at the entrance of Jin Tan in half an hour.”

Li Mu instantly perked up. He instinctively turned his head to look at his buddies beside him and found all five of them with their eyes closed, looking incredibly blissful. Li Mu hesitated, thinking, Would it be disloyal if I said I was leaving now?

Just then, the therapist quietly said to Li Mu, “Sir, the massage is over. Would you like to extend it?”

Li Mu gently shook his head and said, “Not yet.”

The two therapists then recorded Li Mu’s key tag number and stood up to leave. The other five people’s massages were also finished. After these five, looking listless, sent the therapists away, they flipped over and fell asleep, apparently having been very tired for a while.

Li Mu pursed his lips in thought for a moment, then decided not to say anything. Once they were all asleep, he would just leave. Although doing so was a bit disloyal, Li Mu comforted himself by thinking that since they were all asleep, whether he left or stayed amounted to the same thing. Since that was the case, he might as well leave first.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu waited for over ten minutes. Only after the five of them were completely sound asleep did Li Mu quietly get up, leave the room, change his clothes, and pay the bill for all six people at the Front Desk before exiting the bath center.

When he stepped out, it was already a little past eleven PM. There was hardly anyone at the entrance, so Li Mu immediately spotted Zhao Ziqiu’s yellow Beetle car. Zhao Ziqiu, inside the Beetle, also saw Li Mu, rolled down the window, and waved at him.

Li Mu jogged all the way over and was surprised to find that while the Beetle looked no different, the license plate seemed to have changed. After getting in, he deliberately glanced at the dashboard and noticed that this Beetle had only driven over two hundred kilometers. He asked Zhao Ziqiu in surprise, “Did you get a new car?”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu, chuckled, and nodded, “Yes, I did. My Dad took back the old one, along with the villa. He wouldn’t let me use them anymore.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What about this one? Did you buy it yourself?”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled and said, “My Mom accompanied me for a few days in Yan jing last time, didn’t she? She secretly bought this for me.”

Li Mu nodded and laughed, “Your Mom really dotes on you.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Of course. You don’t know how to dote on me, so my Mom doted on me for your part too.”

Li Mu didn’t understand and asked why.

Zhao Ziqiu started the car and said, “You’ll know when we get there.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but recall the first time Zhao Ziqiu influenced/persuaded him to get into her car; it seemed very similar to now.

…

Soon, Zhao Ziqiu drove the car to a commercial center named CapitaLand, located between Renmin University and Peking University. However, her car turned directly beside the CapitaLand mall and swiped a card to enter the mall’s underground parking. After entering the garage, the car drove further inside, and only after swiping open another access control door within the garage did she find a parking spot and park the car.

Li Mu had been to CapitaLand mall a few times. In the front were six floors of commercial center, and behind it were several around twenty-story high-rise buildings, which were residential properties developed along with the CapitaLand project. Zhao Ziqiu bringing him here, combined with his previous experience, and thinking of the new Beetle car Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom bought for her, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask her, “Your Mom didn’t happen to buy you a house when she came last time, did she?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, smiling, “Yes, she did. My Mom secretly bought it for me, unbeknownst to my Dad.”

Li Mu’s mind didn’t immediately catch up. He instinctively asked her, “Why did your Mom buy you a house secretly?”

Seeing Li Mu’s surprised expression, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but roll her eyes at him, saying, “Why my Mom bought me a house, you’re smart enough to guess, aren’t you?”

Li Mu thought carefully for a moment, then asked in surprise, “No way, did your Mom buy a house for us two?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “What else would it be for?”

Li Mu’s expression was astonished, and he marveled in his heart. He hadn’t expected Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom to have such an open mind. In his impression, parents with such open thinking were basically Western parents. Chinese parents of the Post-80s generation were actually a very contradictory group. They were almost one hundred percent against their children having an early relationship before university, but when their children went to university, most of them would also oppose them dating in university. However, once their children graduated and started working, they couldn’t wait for them to start dating, get married, have children, settle down and start a career, acting as if their children could immediately find a counterpart once they lifted the restrictions.

In Li Mu’s impression, Zhao Ziqiu’s Dad was probably a typical Chinese parent, which was why he had appeared so disappointed and angry. But Li Mu had never imagined that her Mom would be so open-minded.

Zhao Ziqiu saw Li Mu’s extremely rich expression and couldn’t help but say, “My Mom knows there’s no way I’d leave you, so she secretly bought me the house out of a desire not to see me aggrieved. You absolutely must not misunderstand that she’s encouraging us in any way…”

Li Mu suddenly understood, nodded repeatedly, and lied, “How could I? I didn’t think that way at all.”

Zhao Ziqiu hooked her arm through Li Mu’s and led him to take the elevator upstairs. The apartment Zhao Mom bought for Zhao Ziqiu was a high-end apartment property in CapitaLand. It wasn’t large, with one bedroom and one living room, totaling nearly seventy square meters, but the decor was very tasteful, and the furniture and appliances were all provided by the developer. Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed. He had been saying he would buy a house for so long, and yet hadn’t bought anything. If he had acted earlier to acquire property, Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom wouldn’t have had to worry. After Zhao Ziqiu explained it, Li Mu understood Mother Zhao’s motivation; she simply bought this apartment for Zhao Ziqiu out of pure love for her. Logically speaking, Zhao Ziqiu had given him everything, and he should have even thought of this before her mother did.

Zhao Ziqiu noticed that Li Mu seemed a bit unhappy between his brows, so she cautiously asked him, “What’s wrong? You look unhappy. Are you angry?”

Li Mu shook his head, reached out and gently stroked her cheek, and said apologetically, “I feel somewhat sorry for you. These things are actually what I should have thought of and done. I considered too little for you.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled faintly, gave Li Mu a light kiss on the lips, and said, “Just consider me more in the future.”

After speaking, Zhao Ziqiu lowered her eyes and shyly said, “You’ve already showered. Wait for me in the bedroom. I’m going to shower, then put on the dress you bought for me.”

Black and white pairing has been a classic design of Chanel fashion for many years. Black and white can not only create the strongest contrast but also the most perfect fusion. When Zhao Ziqiu walked into the bedroom wearing the black and white Chanel dress Li Mu bought for her, every cell in Li Mu’s body was almost stirred by the beautiful woman before him. After pulling her into his embrace, he immediately kissed her lips fiercely, while a pair of restless large hands simultaneously explored up and down. When Li Mu discovered Zhao Ziqiu was wearing absolutely nothing underneath, he couldn’t help but gently pat her shapely behind, intentionally feigning a fierce expression, and hummed, “You truly are a little enchantress who could charm people to death and not pay the price. Watch how this humble monk will subdue these demons and devils tonight. I’ll make sure you beg for mercy!”





Chapter 594: Flocking to It

The next day, Li Mu woke up naturally. After opening his eyes, he realized that Zhao Ziqiu was no longer beside him. Li Mu quickly got up to look for her. Leaving the bedroom, he found a note left by Zhao Ziqiu on the coffee table in the living room.

“I have important classes this morning. If you wake up and find I’m not here, don’t miss me too much!” The note was signed with a simple smiley face and the character ‘Qiu’.

Li Mu shook his head with a bitter smile. He had cultivated Zhao Ziqiu’s fertile ground three times last night, yet she was able to wake up early for class today. He, on the other hand, woke up at half past ten and still felt his legs a bit weak, even though it was her who had repeatedly pleaded for mercy last night. Women truly are a mysterious species.

Just then, Liu Qiangdong called Li Mu with good news. Karen Mok’s album, which launched on Taobao yesterday, had completely sold out its one hundred and twenty thousand copies by ten o’clock this morning.

This achievement didn’t particularly impress Liu Qiangdong, but it certainly terrified Rock Records’ people.

According to normal album market sales trends, globally, one out of every three albums is pirated. This piracy rate might not seem high, but that’s because copyright protection in Western countries is exceptionally strict, significantly lowering the average. If we consider only the entire Asian album market, at least two out of every three albums are pirated. And if we look solely at the domestic market, it’s good if even one out of every five albums is legitimate.

Li Mu wasn’t exaggerating; even the cultural rogue Aida Jin (Gao Xiaosong) once mentioned on his talk show that before they released an album, they would first have to beg the pirates, pleading with them to give the legitimate version a month’s head start before they began selling. But the pirates were very unyielding, insisting on selling their versions simultaneously with the legitimate ones. It was only by arguing that music couldn’t be made if piracy was too rampant that Aida Jin managed to get the pirates to show leniency, granting his new album a week’s grace period. This was the actual state of the audio-visual product industry in the domestic market.

Rampant piracy was only one aspect contributing to poor album sales. Entering the year 2000, digital music became the ultimate weapon destroying the record industry. Just like pirated physical novels, pirated albums had to be bought, with the difference from legitimate versions being the price. However, pirated digital novels and music were different; digital content piracy was completely free. This wasn’t merely a difference in price, but rather a distinction between paid and free, making the path for legitimate content increasingly difficult. Coupled with the lack of clear legal support from the state, the development of legitimate works became even more challenging.

The domestic market in 2002 was a crucial turning point for the rise of digital music and MP3 hardware. Coupled with Li Mu’s Eting.com and Mango-ME significantly advancing the development of digital music and MP3 devices, Li Mu realized that the current market space for legitimate albums should be much smaller than in his previous life during the same period. He was somewhat pleasantly surprised by this achievement.

Li Mu asked, “Have you communicated with Rock Records to have them expedite the production of new copies?”

Liu Qiangdong laughed, “Of course. Their executives were stunned by these figures. A total of one hundred and fifty thousand copies of the domestic version of this album were produced, and thirty thousand have already begun shipment to Dealers. So, they plan to rush production of another one hundred and fifty thousand copies. This time, they also intend to have Karen Mok sign a batch of posters, saying they want her to sign five thousand posters so that we can randomly give one autographed poster with every thirty orders as a promotional gimmick.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. “Rock Records’ people actually know quite a bit about marketing.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Yes, autographed posters will definitely be a huge draw for fans.”

For a singer, signing five thousand posters could be done in about half a day; it’s not a significantly large workload. And for a record company, the cost of five thousand posters is pitifully low. However, such a low-cost giveaway holds extraordinary meaning for fans. So, Li Mu believed that if five thousand posters were made available, the additional one hundred and fifty thousand albums should also sell out.

Compared to such a vast domestic market, even with rampant piracy, a sales volume of three hundred thousand albums still couldn’t be considered very high. So, Li Mu told Liu Qiangdong, “Communicate with Rock Records and ask them to produce as many more as possible. One hundred and fifty thousand is still too few. If we plan for at least a six-month sales cycle, producing another five hundred thousand shouldn’t be a big problem. Constantly being out of stock will significantly dampen consumer enthusiasm.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I’ve communicated with them, but their intention is to be cautious. They want to first produce another one hundred and fifty thousand, and if sales are good, they’ll ramp up production further.”

Li Mu understood this. Record companies destroy a considerable number of records every year; most unsold ones take up inventory space and are essentially sent to landfills as garbage. That’s a lot of wasted money. For a record company, being cautious is normal. However, Taobao had already ushered in the E-commerce era, and the business model had suddenly expanded from single face-to-face transactions to various possibilities. Therefore, there were many ways to achieve a goal through unconventional means rather than simply displaying ‘Out of Stock’.

So, Li Mu asked Liu Qiangdong, “How much does Karen Mok’s album sell for?”

“Sixteen yuan, plus one yuan and two jiao for postage.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Ask Rock Records if they’d be willing to offer a discount pre-sale. Users would pay a three yuan Deposit, which would be redeemable for six yuan upon delivery. Although this sacrifices some profit, it will attract more users, and they will be able to accurately gauge market demand.”

Liu Qiangdong replied, “Then I’ll call them to communicate later.”

Li Mu suddenly remembered Jay Chou. He wasn’t sure about the sales figures for Jay Chou’s many albums, but he figured Jay Chou would likely be one of the highest-selling Chinese singers in the future. So he asked Liu Qiangdong, “Do you know about Jay Chou?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I’ve heard of him. Jingjing quite likes him.”

Li Mu said, “Find out which record company he’s with. Also, today, spread the news that Karen Mok’s one hundred and twenty thousand albums sold out in a single day. Leave a message on the website welcoming other record companies to discuss cooperation. If we can attract a group of record companies to partner with us, that would be ideal. And if the record company Jay Chou is signed with approaches us, prioritize working with them. In the next phase, Taobao’s self-operated audio-visual product channel will primarily promote Jay Chou.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “OK, I’ll arrange that right away. Also, our Mango-ME flash sale starts at eight tonight. Do you want to come and check it out?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Then I’ll come over this afternoon. By the way, when does the Summer Brand Day pre-sale officially begin?”

“Eight thirty tonight,” Liu Qiangdong said. “All the pages are ready, and advertising has been done in advance. The event page officially launches at eight thirty tonight, and our backend will start accepting User orders for pre-paid Deposits after it goes live.”

The ability to purchase music albums with legitimate authorization from record companies on Taobao was a significant surprise for Taobao Users. Although most Taobao users wouldn’t make such purchases, it still instilled a deeper sense of loyalty in Taobao. So many well-known enterprises opening Official Flagship Stores on Taobao had already elevated its level of recognition. This time, securing authorization from record companies and selling legitimate albums on Taobao further enhanced its value in the minds of Users.

Beyond Users, record companies and even the entire music industry re-evaluated Taobao and its formidable power overnight. News of Karen Mok’s album selling out upon its launch on Taobao didn’t even need much promotion from Liu Qiangdong; it quickly spread throughout the entire music industry.

Selling one hundred and twenty thousand albums in just one day truly shocked the entire music industry. The key wasn’t merely how staggering the number one hundred and twenty thousand was; more importantly, the inventory Rock Records promised Taobao was only one hundred and twenty thousand units. If there had been ample stock and Taobao had another three to five days, who knows how much higher the sales would have been.

Rock Records’ people were overjoyed. One hundred and twenty thousand albums selling out was only one aspect, and the resulting decent sales of other celebrity albums was another. More importantly, they had discovered Taobao as a new Distribution channel. This would not only increase album sales but also lower Distribution channel costs for album sales, a double benefit for Rock Records, essentially a lifeline for them at the moment.

Other record companies closely followed Rock Records’ sales performance on Taobao. When they witnessed Karen Mok’s album rapidly selling out, they immediately realized that Taobao had become a channel they absolutely had to secure.

More importantly, through Karen Mok’s rapid surge in popularity in the domestic market, they became aware of the vast network behind Taobao. Taobao wasn’t just an online trading platform; behind it stood Muye Technology, a newly risen internet giant in the domestic market. Muye Technology possessed YY, a powerful ultimate weapon for promotion, making it truly a dream super channel for major record companies. Furthermore, Tieba was an extremely important component; it could help celebrities precisely gather fans under their own names. Thus, Muye Technology’s influence in the entertainment industry became very clear: it could centrally push celebrity information to Users via YY, then gather celebrity fans through Tieba, encouraging them to communicate and share within Tieba, enhancing their loyalty to their idols, and finally, use Taobao to monetize these loyal fans, forming a complete chain.

From fan conversion to enhanced fan Loyalty and then fan monetization—this had always been a very clear development path for entertainment companies. However, for them, the fan conversion and Loyalty enhancement stages required significant time and effort to slowly cultivate, involving high costs and slow returns. Now, Muye Technology could achieve all of this overnight. Therefore, the Muye Technology and Taobao line instantly became the focus of eager pursuit for the entire entertainment industry. Taobao’s powerful sales promotion capability also made all record companies itch with anticipation. After Liu Qiangdong announced the various forms of record cooperation, by four PM, all record companies of a certain standing, both domestic and from Hong Kong and Taiwan, had proactively contacted Taobao, clearly expressing their desire for comprehensive cooperation.

Li Mu profoundly realized the power of platforms and channels. He had merely used existing resources to lend Karen Mok a hand, unexpectedly opening up a whole new world. It was now certain that Taobao would become the largest audio-visual product sales channel nationwide.





Chapter 595: Flash Sale Sells Out Again!

Rock Records accepted Taobao’s suggestion with almost no hesitation, preparing to put Karen Mok’s already sold-out albums up for pre-sale. Although it would sacrifice some profit, they could do the math: small profits would lead to higher sales. The benefits of higher sales for a record company weren’t just about making more money; more importantly, the artist’s influence would be greatly enhanced. Moreover, for the music industry, if a high-selling album could still be released in such adversity, it would undoubtedly be equivalent to giving the entire industry a much-needed shot in the arm.

As Li Mu expected, mainstream record companies all proactively contacted Taobao to request cooperation. After seeing Taobao’s cooperation requirements, they all, without exception, expressed their acceptance. At this time, record companies desperately hoped to open up Taobao as an online sales platform, as it held extraordinary significance for them.

Liu Qiangdong arranged for business personnel to conduct one-on-one meetings with these record companies, setting up times for them to bring their letters of authorization to sign cooperation agreements. Barring any surprises, in the next few days, albums from best-selling singers like Jay Chou, Sun Yanzhi, and Mayday would be listed on Taobao. Each singer’s fan base was not entirely the same; the more artists available, the wider their fan coverage would be, ultimately encompassing all music lovers nationwide. This was also an excellent new channel for Taobao. Through the influence of these artists, a group of non-Taobao users could be converted into Taobao users, prompting them to register for the platform to purchase albums.

Li Mu’s primary focus wasn’t on the albums, but on the Mango-ME flash sale at 8 PM tonight, and the Summer Brand Day pre-sale at 8:30 PM. He had immense confidence in Mango-ME. It was an unrivaled product in the domestic MP3 market; as long as it remained in stock, other MP3 manufacturers would struggle to sell their products. Therefore, Li Mu firmly believed that this flash sale, with five hundred thousand Mango-ME units, would also sell out in an extremely short time.

Li Mu wasn’t concerned with how many minutes it would take for five hundred thousand Mango-ME units to sell out. He was focused on whether his new strategy, involving several major warehousing bases arranged by Liu Qiangdong for shipping, could be perfectly implemented. He believed that tonight, many people would be watching Taobao, not just its employees and users, but also numerous potential competitors. Naturally, this included Boss Ma from Hangzhou. Boss Ma intended to strangle Taobao through logistics, so he would definitely be paying attention to Mango-ME’s sales tonight. If Mango-ME sold out again, he would then observe how Taobao handled these five hundred thousand orders. Li Mu was confident that his new model would astonish Boss Ma completely.

Boss Ma wouldn’t just be focusing on Mango-ME’s sales; he would also be watching the upcoming Summer Brand Day pre-sale. He hoped to quickly see Taobao’s logistics turnover capabilities stretched thin. He might even try to make the courier companies he had acquired refuse to transport orders from Taobao or businesses cooperating with Taobao. He probably believed he had cornered Li Mu downstream, but he would never have imagined that Li Mu would use a method that uses a small force to move a great weight to easily break through the blockade.

At 7:50 PM, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong waited together for the opening of the sale ten minutes later. At this very moment, Boss Ma, far away in Hangzhou, was also closely monitoring all developments on Taobao.

It wasn’t just him; his core lieutenants also worked overtime with him today. Everyone wanted to first observe Taobao’s performance tonight, and then figure out how to further restrict its future development.

Boss Ma opened Taobao and searched for Mango-ME. After entering the purchase page, he looked at a number on the page and exclaimed in surprise, “A tiny Mango-ME actually has over eight million users who clicked ‘Want It’! I estimate the users interested in it are far more than ten million!”

One of the core employees nodded and said, “The Mango-ME product is indeed unstoppable. The MP3 industry is practically raining curses on Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong. They created something like this, clearly aiming to destroy others’ livelihoods.”

Boss Ma waved his hand and said, “What I want to say isn’t how amazing or outrageous the Mango-ME product is. What I want to say is how vast the market space in the e-commerce retail sector is. A small MP3 player has over eight million people closely following it online. If you zoom out through this data to look at the prospects of the entire industry, you’ll find that this is a field with endless imagination! It has also further solidified my determination to enter this domain!”

Everyone deeply agreed. Taobao hadn’t been established for long, yet it almost skipped the phase of exploration and practice. Right from the start, it launched a high-level, aggressive assault. Its development speed during this period was so rapid that it was practically equivalent to completing in a short time what Taobao would have done in two years in its previous life. Li Mu’s aggressive strategy also revealed the enormous industry potential of e-commerce retail; otherwise, Boss Ma wouldn’t be so determined to compete with Li Mu.

Lu Zhaoxi spoke up at this moment, “That Li Mu is truly a genius at integrating and utilizing resources. With a flick of his wrist, record companies from mainland China and Hong Kong and Taiwan have become like poodles wagging their tails around him, scrambling to authorize their products for sale to them. And I’ve heard that the contracts they signed are extremely overbearing. Taobao not only takes a twenty percent commission and demands advance supply, but also imposes a three-month credit term on them. Yet, even so, they still swarm to cooperate with Taobao. Setting aside how much profit this will bring Taobao, just the enhancement of Taobao’s influence alone is an incredibly valuable asset.”

Boss Ma said, “This is the decision-making power of a large platform! Look at Walmart; they use the same routine. Suppliers still clamor to cooperate with them. Taobao is the same. Li Mu helped Karen Mok sell one hundred twenty thousand albums in a single day. These one hundred twenty thousand albums were certainly sold to Karen Mok’s fans. What if he sells Andy Lau’s albums tomorrow? He might also create sales of over a hundred thousand copies in a day. Just based on that sales volume, he’s already enough to make record companies kneel.”

Speaking, Boss Ma smiled faintly and added, “However, this is also a good thing for us. Firstly, Taobao has helped solidify our belief in the development space and infinite imagination of this industry.

“Secondly, Taobao’s rapid development has made our investors extremely optimistic about this industry. I barely had to say a word, and they proactively approached me, saying: ‘Jack, quickly emulate Taobao and do C2C. You are currently the only enterprise in China with the capability and foundation to imitate Taobao for C2C. We’ll handle the money; you just need to work hard.’ From this, you can also see how eager our investors are for this industry right now.

“Finally, I’m also very pleased to see Li Mu’s reckless, all-consuming approach. Just managing the shipping for Mango-ME is enough to put him in for a rough time. Now he’s also taken control of the shipping for records. I’d like to see how he can possibly handle such a massive shipping volume. Once he can’t manage the turnover, he will inevitably harm consumers. At that point, Taobao’s reputation will continuously decline, and by launching our own platform at the opportune moment, coupled with our complete and fast logistics system, we can reap the benefits.”

Cai Chongxin said, “Mr. Ma, regarding Taobao’s Summer Brand Day event this time, I think we can also play a little trick. Most of the companies participating in their Brand Day event are Electronic Products manufacturers, and the vast majority are concentrated in Shenzhen. Once the Summer Brand Day officially opens for sale, the logistics demand in Shenzhen will definitely surge. At that time, the couriers we control will certainly receive a large number of orders related to the Brand Day event. We can then intentionally delay the turnover speed of these goods, for example, by holding all parcels in Shenzhen for a few days without dispatching them, significantly slowing down the entire logistics cycle.”

Boss Ma nodded and said, “Necessary competitive tactics are a must. Since there are so many Shenzhen-based companies cooperating with Taobao for their Brand Day, we’ll make Shenzhen our primary battlefield then.”

Afterwards, Boss Ma turned to Sun Tongyu, one of the early veterans, and said, “Tongyu, you are to closely monitor the specific activities of Taobao’s Brand Day. Make sure to promptly grasp the pre-sale status of their partner companies and their products on Taobao, and then provide me with an estimated total sales revenue, total sales volume data for the Brand Day, and the estimated shipping volume for Shenzhen alone!”

Sun Tongyu immediately replied, “No problem, I’ll start working on it today.”

Boss Ma instructed, “You must be as precise as possible. The more accurate your estimates, the better effect our next strategic deployment will have.”

“No problem!”

…

At exactly 8 PM, Taobao’s Mango-ME flash sale began again.

This time, although Taobao’s server’s instantaneous load capacity had significantly increased again, the access requests from over five million users recorded by the server in that instant still caused the overall server speed to slow down somewhat. Fortunately, the system architecture was very robust; the system merely slowed down but did not hinder normal purchasing and ordering.

The sale of these five hundred thousand units wasn’t much slower than the one hundred thousand unit flash sale. From the moment the sale opened, the order volume displayed on the large screen began to scroll rapidly. Numbers below the hundreds digit were practically illegible, and the thousands digit also scrolled very quickly. A full five hundred thousand units were snatched up in just six minutes after the sale began!

Five hundred thousand units in six minutes – Taobao had set another miracle. Of course, this was also thanks to Mango-ME’s excellent industrial design and its pricing, which was infinitely close to its cost. It was now crushing effortlessly in the MP3 industry. Although the prices of comparable products from other MP3 brands had been repeatedly lowered, none could consistently drop to Mango-ME’s absurd price of 368 yuan. Li Mu sold at this price without making a profit or loss, but if other manufacturers wanted to match this price, they would likely lose dozens of yuan on each unit sold.

The entire Taobao team was abuzz. Although they hardly earned a single penny and had worried endlessly over the logistics and delivery of these five hundred thousand Mango-ME units, everyone was still extremely excited. This complete sell-out of five hundred thousand units in the flash sale further proved Taobao’s strength!

After the excitement subsided, Li Mu stood up, clapped his hands repeatedly, and declared loudly, “Now is the moment for the entire industry to witness a miracle! Immediately notify all major warehouses: starting tonight, full-force shipping!”





Chapter 596: Unimaginable Logistics Efficiency

Just as record companies kept a close eye on Karen Mok’s album sales, internet companies were all intently watching the sales of Mango-ME.

Six minutes later, Taobao’s Mango-ME page displayed: ‘This round of utter surpassing has ended. Please look forward to the next one.’ This left industry insiders utterly stunned.

Previously, Taobao could sell one hundred thousand units in three minutes. Following that pattern, five hundred thousand units should have taken at least fifteen minutes. But no one expected Taobao to finish the battle in just six minutes.

However, people didn’t dwell too much on their surprise. Everyone began to wonder: with five hundred thousand orders overnight, how would Taobao handle them?

Boss Ma was also very curious. He eagerly anticipated seeing Yan jing EMS warehouse overflow and was even more pleased at the prospect of Taobao being forced to use regular postal service or other express delivery companies to solve its logistics capacity issues. However, he believed that based on his understanding of Li Mu, Li Mu would definitely not choose to cooperate with the three express delivery companies he had acquired. Because fundamentally, Li Mu was a very proud person, and just like himself, his inner pride had never diminished by half a point. Therefore, he knew that once Li Mu pushed EMS to its limit, there was a high probability he would choose regular postal service to cope with the immediate predicament.

Compared to the fervor of Mango-ME Users, choosing regular postal service that would take ten days to half a month to arrive wasn’t a major issue for Users. After all, they waited half a month just for one round of utter surpassing; being able to seize one was good enough, and they wouldn’t expect too much from the logistics stage. There was also significant room for compromise. However, Boss Ma knew that retail was ultimately about service. If Li Mu chose to sacrifice service to solve this problem, then he would be making a crucial wrong move in the E-commerce field. One wrong step leads to many, and in the future, he would inevitably taste the bitter consequences of sacrificing service.

However, neither he nor other companies in the internet industry knew that, at this very moment, the six warehousing centers Li Mu had Liu Qiangdong establish across the country had immediately begun their busy shipping work.

Because each local person in charge had a high budget to foster good relationships with leaders of the local postal service system, this time, postal departments nationwide specially arranged some employees to work overtime to accommodate the event. At this very moment, two postal service box trucks with their rear doors open were waiting at the entrance of each Taobao warehouse, while Taobao employees inside were printing express parcel slips at the fastest speed and affixing them onto pre-packaged Mango-ME boxes.

As the utter surpassing event only featured Mango-ME as a single product, and each ID was limited to one purchase, with each ID also required to pay shipping for the Mango-ME purchased, the staff’s task was very simple. The system classified all orders assigned to a particular warehouse, then directly controlled the dot matrix printers. Each time an order was printed, it would automatically be removed from the pending shipping system, preventing duplicate prints of the same order. Then, each printed waybill was affixed directly onto a individually packaged Mango-ME box, signifying the completion of all shipping preparations. These were then handed over to the postal service staff, who would uniformly pack and load them into vehicles, and then they would directly enter the mailing process.

This efficiency, which exceeded all imagination, was something Taobao, JD.com, and many other e-commerce platforms would only summarize and practice after several Double Elevens in later generations. But today, it had already officially launched on Li Mu’s Taobao.

The six major warehouses, distributing five hundred thousand Mango-ME units, did not have an excessively large overall workload. However, to ensure timeliness, everyone operated at full capacity, making the pace quite intense. Just as the staff at the six major warehousing bases were busily engaged in shipping, at 8:30 AM, the pre-sale event for the Summer Brand Day began.

Li Mu adopted the routine of mature E-commerce. For current Users, this was highly appealing. The Electronic Products industry inherently carried very high additional costs. After manufacturers eliminated Sales channels costs for this Brand Day event, product prices were generally at least 10% lower than market prices, with some individual products even reaching over 20%. Therefore, as soon as Users saw the announced products and prices, they were essentially tempted and itching to make a move.

What was even more interesting was the pre-sale strategy: pay a Deposit to reserve, and on Brand Day itself, the Deposit would double in value upon final payment, with guaranteed stock.

This strategy was simply amazing for consumers. By merely paying a Deposit, they could not only enjoy further price discounts but also secure their product in advance, unlike the Mango-ME utter surpassing where everyone rushed to Seize! but weren’t guaranteed to get one. Now, by paying the Deposit in advance, they could patiently wait until Brand Day to pay the remaining balance, with no need to frantically rush and Seize! at a specific time.

Precisely because of this novel routine, the Brand Day pre-sale achieved excellent results as soon as it Went premium, with pre-sale volumes for various products continuously increasing.

Among them, the most outstanding was the Zhinedar Repeater.

The Repeater, a study product with a low customer unit price and tough / unyielding essential demand, was highly favored by students’ parents. Overall, a Repeater that cost two or three hundred yuan in a shopping mall could be bought on Taobao for seventy or eighty yuan less. The scale of the discount was beyond imagination, so even when Brand Day promotions began, numerous student parents had already pre-ordered Repeaters. Shortly after Going premium, the pre-sale volume for Zhinedar Repeater exceeded ten thousand, and its growth rate became increasingly rapid.

Parents are a group where information spreads very quickly. The great discount for Zhinedar Repeater on Taobao had long been spread by word of mouth among parents, even appearing in many student parents’ YY Groups. Some English teachers who noticed the discount had also reminded their students to pay attention, as such a significant discount was usually impossible to encounter.

Subsequently, Zhinedar Repeater’s pre-sale volume led the way, being the first to exceed ten thousand, the first to exceed twenty thousand, the first to exceed thirty thousand…

ZTE PHS’s pre-sale effect was also very good. Currently, PHS was booming in third and fourth-tier smaller cities. Although UTStarcom held onto most of the market share firmly, ZTE’s hot-selling item pre-sold on Taobao had a clear price advantage, so its pre-sale volume was also very satisfying.

TCL mobile phones also began their counter-attack against Bird. The higher the customer unit price of a product, the more money saved under the same proportional discount. Buying a TCL mobile phone during Taobao’s Summer Brand Day saved more than two hundred yuan compared to the normal price, and this price point prompted a considerable number of Users with purchasing needs to start paying Deposits.

Pre-sales were not utter surpassing; their cycle still had more than ten days. With such a long period, it was unknown what kind of results would ultimately be achieved. Li Mu’s only concern was whether the logistics stage would be able to sustain it at that time. If the transaction volume was indeed very large, even the six warehousing bases might not be able to achieve rapid shipping.

Li Mu remained at Taobao. At 10:30 PM, Liu Qiangdong received feedback and told Li Mu: ‘Aside from Shanghai and Yangcheng (Guangzhou), the warehousing bases in the other four cities have already completed shipping.’

Li Mu raised an eyebrow: ‘That fast?’

Liu Qiangdong said: ‘These four warehouses had less Weight in terms of distributed goods and fewer order Weights, so their shipping speed was faster. Some warehouses still have a small portion of goods not yet shipped out, mainly because the orders they received for their jurisdiction had a slight discrepancy with the amount of stock they had. Shanghai and Yangcheng (Guangzhou) had slightly insufficient inventory. Once the warehousing centers in Shanghai and Yangcheng (Guangzhou) have shipped all their stock, the remaining orders will be transferred to warehouses that still have inventory for proxy shipping / fulfillment.’

Li Mu asked him: ‘How much leftover stock do these four warehouses have?’

Liu Qiangdong said: ‘Not much, three thousand four hundred eighty-five units in total.’

Li Mu nodded and said: ‘The stocking Weight for these four warehousing centers was 50%, meaning they received two hundred fifty thousand Mango-ME units. The remaining three thousand-plus units prove that our estimated deviation wasn’t significant, so we’ll continue stocking at this ratio in the future.’

‘Understood,’ Liu Qiangdong said. ‘Shanghai and Yangcheng (Guangzhou) should complete shipping in about an hour, and then the remaining orders will be transferred to other warehousing centers. We expect all five hundred thousand Mango-ME units to be shipped before midnight.’

Li Mu clapped his hands, praising: ‘This efficiency is fantastic! We must maintain it in the future!’

Then, Li Mu added: ‘I’m now a bit concerned about the situation on Brand Day itself. If pre-sales are particularly ideal, combined with Brand Day, it could generate millions of orders. How to quickly process them will be a major problem.’

Liu Qiangdong said: ‘I’ve already instructed the warehousing centers to further increase their staff before Brand Day begins.’

Li Mu said: ‘For the stages that are ours, we can solve them by increasing staff. But for the logistics stages, they are beyond our control.’

Liu Qiangdong asked: ‘Are you worried about EMS warehouse overflow in these six cities?’

Li Mu nodded: ‘Once there’s a warehouse overflow, the impact on Users will be huge.’

Liu Qiangdong said: ‘Dividing it among six cities, it shouldn’t be a big problem, right?’

Li Mu said: ‘If a problem arises, we’ll have no solution at all when it’s right in front of us.’

With that, Li Mu paused and said to Liu Qiangdong: ‘How about this: we prepare on a provincial basis to help the postal service solve the problem of inter-provincial transportation.’

Liu Qiangdong was startled: ‘What do you mean? I don’t follow.’

Li Mu said: ‘It’s still that theory I mentioned before. The vast majority of our Users and orders come from China’s Third Step region (geographical). There aren’t many provinces in the Third Step region in total; provinces and municipality-level cities combined are only about twenty. If we now invest in forming a logistics racing team, or directly acquire a logistics racing team – the scale doesn’t need to be huge, twenty-something vehicles would be enough – then, once the order volume becomes excessively large, we will still adhere to the basic principle of shipping from the six warehousing bases. However, we won’t directly hand over parcels to the postal service. Instead, within each major warehousing base, we’ll first package orders according to the provinces they cover and separate the parcels. Then, we’ll directly use our own racing team to transport the express parcels belonging to a certain province to the postal service’s logistics base in that province at the fastest speed, leaving them to handle intra-provincial delivery based on the order addresses. This way, we can more evenly distribute EMS’s overall shipping capacity!’





Chapter 597: Presales Soar

The nature of Taobao’s current Brand Day event is nebulous, existing somewhere between B2C business and C2C. If it were a B2C business, Taobao wouldn’t be procuring the goods itself; instead, it’s helping partner manufacturers with warehousing and shipping. However, if it were a C2C business, Taobao, as an intermediary platform, is far too involved in the entire transaction process. Li Mu was more inclined to call it “pseudo-B2C.”

Although the business nature isn’t clear, Li Mu’s emphasis on this segment is very clear. The C2C business is still developing and isn’t generating profits yet. Taobao’s current revenue primarily comes from this “pseudo-B2C” business because for every item sold within it, Taobao receives a portion of the commission as a platform. Given the continuous investment required for the C2C business and the overall future development of Taobao, Li Mu urgently needed to expand and strengthen this segment. He didn’t expect Taobao to be profitable, but he hoped it could at least be self-sufficient.

Therefore, Li Mu invested more thought and his whimsical ideas into this business segment. For example, the method Li Mu just mentioned for sharing EMS delivery capacity involves Taobao directly handling point-to-point logistics to alleviate EMS delivery pressure in the areas around the six major warehousing centers, distributing the shipping burden as evenly as possible.

Liu Qiangdong had never heard of such a peculiar logistics model. Li Mu’s idea was to neither rely entirely on third-party logistics companies nor solely on self-built logistics, but rather a combination of both, which was truly unheard of.

After listening, Liu Qiangdong paused for a long while before saying to Li Mu, “I think I mostly understand what you mean. Let me walk through this, and you tell me if I’m right.”

Then, Liu Qiangdong cleared his throat and said, “Taking our Shanghai warehousing center as an example, it’s supposed to cover several surrounding provinces. According to your method, on Brand Day, our Shanghai warehousing center would directly perform sorting while packaging, acting on behalf of the postal service. One truck for Shanghai local, one for Zhejiang Province, one for Nansu, and one each for Gansu Province and Hui Province. Then we only hand over the local Shanghai parcels to Shanghai Postal EMS for delivery, and use our own racing team to directly transport the express parcels for the other provinces to the postal logistics bases in their respective provincial capitals? For instance, all Nansu Province express parcels go to the Jinling logistics base, and then handed over to the local Postal EMS system for subsequent transportation and delivery?”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, “Yes! This way, the pressure on the Shanghai warehousing center can be directly dispersed among all the provinces it covers, instead of shouldering it entirely by itself. Our own vehicles won’t be affected by other factors, allowing for fast transportation. This will save a considerable amount of time compared to the postal service hauling everything back in one go, sorting it, and then dispatching vehicles. Once we deliver them, their provincial branches can handle the in-province deliveries directly, which will be much faster.”

“Moreover, for us, because we only handle point-to-point transportation for the postal service, leaving the point-to-area delivery to them, and all the products we handle are Electronic Products and daily necessities, not bulk goods, the transportation costs are very low. The additional costs aren’t high, but the enhancement in timeliness is significant, making it very worthwhile overall. While this operation still can’t help C2C business sellers and buyers, at the very least, it ensures that our pseudo-B2C business can proceed smoothly, which is crucial for our cash flow.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded repeatedly and gave a thumbs up, “I’m truly impressed by you. To think this could actually work! The investment you’re talking about is actually nothing for us, because when we build our own logistics in the next step, we’ll definitely need to form our own racing team. Forming a racing team now can only be considered investing now, benefiting sooner.”

Li Mu said, “If we master this logistics model, even if our self-built logistics system isn’t fully formed yet, our warehousing model will be almost capable of handling peaks of millions of orders per day. The logistics problem for Brand Day will be solved. Once Brand Day passes, the average daily traffic will definitely drop significantly to normal levels, making our logistics issues even easier to handle. The monthly shipping of one million Mango-ME units can also be easily resolved.”

……

The highly anticipated Brand Day launched, and in just one day, presale orders had already exceeded one million. Among these, the one hundred thousand Repeater units put up by SmartReach were completely sold out. There’s a very interesting data point here: nearly half of the one hundred thousand Repeater presale Users were student parents from the 3321 Platform. They were already Alipay Users, making shopping on Taobao exceptionally convenient.

The presale period still has about ten more days. If the first day was the traffic peak, then the presale quantity should show a continuous decline in the following days until it surges again on Brand Day itself. It is estimated that the final number of confirmed orders will conservatively exceed five million. Liu Qiangdong immediately realized just how important Li Mu’s new logistics strategy was. If tens of millions level orders were indeed generated on that day, relying solely on EMS delivery capacity, even dispersed among six points, might not be enough. But if dispersed among twenty points, the problem becomes much easier.

It wasn’t just the Taobao Brand Day presales that brought good news; Karen Mok’s album also achieved excellent sales data after opening for presale. Because a three yuan Deposit could be used to deduct six yuan from the total payment, and a large number of signed posters were randomly given away, many fans chose to pay the three yuan Deposit to pre-order. Even though the page stated that it would take at least 7-10 days for the albums to be available, their enthusiasm did not diminish in the slightest.

These past few days, “The Fruit of Summer” continued to be a huge hit.

Several music charts in mainland China reached the top three. CCTV-3 Music Channel broadcast the song’s MV at least twice a day, and other major TV stations did the same. In this era, any popular song was gladly aired repeatedly by TV stations.

2002 to 2005 was an era when it was easiest for popular songs, and even bad songs, to emerge. The reason was that entertainment and cultural life weren’t diversified enough at the time, so both the general public and radio stations and TV stations showed strong uniformity. When Yu Quan was popular, you could tune into any channel and hear “Cool to the End.” On every street and alley, from one end to the other, five out of ten shops would be playing this song. You’d hear it in taxis, on buses – it easily led to a brainwashing culture, causing instantaneous success.

In another year or two, “Mice Love Rice,” “Two Butterflies,” and “The First Snow of 2002” would continue to push this uniformity to its extreme. The influence of “The Fruit of Summer” in Li Mu’s previous life was less than these songs, but in this life, under Li Mu’s influence, its popularity was almost comparable to “Mice Love Rice.”

With its widespread public appeal and reliable official sales channels, Karen Mok’s album, titled “Sentimental Karen,” shone with a unique brilliance in a record industry market that was generally in decline. After selling one hundred twenty thousand copies on the first day, another one hundred thirty thousand copies were pre-ordered on the first day of presales, and this number was still increasing.

The official album, priced at thirteen yuan, was about twice as expensive as a better quality cassette tape, but the essence and meaning of the product were vastly different. Not only did it have collection value, but it also offered the chance to receive an autographed poster from an idol. For fans, how incredible was that?

In 2002, opportunities for the public to obtain signed posters were scarce. Even piracy posters printed by piracy merchants sold for one yuan, and sometimes an entire school of students couldn’t produce a single signed poster. Thus, its appeal to Users was very strong.

Seeing such gratifying sales, Liu Qiangdong called Rock Records again and put forward a new request: “When the new batch of albums is produced, can Karen Mok sign some of them too? Coupled with the signed posters as a gimmick, sales can be enhanced significantly.”

The record company considered Taobao a savior. Naturally, they agreed to such a request with exceptional straightforwardness. Without even consulting Karen Mok, they promised Liu Qiangdong that Karen Mok would sign the additional production of albums at a ratio of one signed album for every thirty.

So Liu Qiangdong immediately had the promotional content on the page updated. Not only would one in every thirty people have a chance to receive a signed poster, but also one in every thirty people would have a chance to receive an autographed album from Karen Mok.

The fans’ enthusiasm increased even further.

When Karen Mok, far away in Hong Kong, learned that her album had sold two hundred fifty thousand copies on Taobao in two days, she was indescribably excited.

Two hundred fifty thousand in two days – this achievement was unimaginable for Karen Mok. Moreover, it had only just begun two days ago, and sales, being irreversible data, would only continue to rise. Karen Mok didn’t know how many copies her album would ultimately sell, but she knew one thing: she had truly skyrocketed in popularity in mainland China, dominating half the music scene.

Karen Mok’s gratitude toward Li Mu was beyond words. She once again called Li Mu on her own initiative to express her thanks, her words seemingly viewing Li Mu’s help as a profound debt of gratitude. After a few polite exchanges, Li Mu opportunely mentioned Du Wei’s Cantonese single needing chart promotion in Hong Kong. Karen Mok immediately understood tacitly and took the initiative to handle the matter. Li Mu thanked her, not forgetting to remind her, “Miss Mok, if it’s convenient, could you please speak to the executives at Rock Records for me? I don’t have much channel resources in Hong Kong, so I’m hoping Rock Records can provide more assistance with the chart promotion.”

Li Mu had helped Rock Records so much that it was only right and proper for them to help him promote a song and a person in Hong Kong. Karen Mok and Leslie Cheung, after all, are individuals. If Rock Records could step forward and mobilize all their record company’s sales channels and resources, that would be even better.

Karen Mok was also very smart. She had long known that Li Mu helped her so much out of consideration for Du Wei. Because of Du Wei, Li Mu went to such lengths for her; therefore, he would certainly be willing to invest even more energy and effort for Du Wei herself. Du Wei’s new song needing chart promotion in Hong Kong was also an excellent opportunity for Rock Records to prove themselves. After receiving such immense benefits from someone, they naturally had to exert more effort to be thought highly of by the other party.





Chapter 598: When Things Are Abnormal, There’s Always Something Fishy Going On

Two days had passed since the Mango-ME flash sale event, and Boss Ma hadn’t heard any feedback about delivery capacity issues for these five hundred thousand units, which greatly surprised him.

According to his plan, he wanted to use the logistics situation of these five hundred thousand Mango-ME units to determine the exact logistics carrying capacity of Taobao. If it took Yan jing EMS five days to gradually process these five hundred thousand units, then a baseline data could be obtained: Yan jing EMS’s maximum daily delivery capacity allocated to Taobao would be one hundred thousand items. With this data, the future delivery capacity limit for Taobao’s entire business in Yan jing could naturally be determined. This data would be Taobao’s lifeline in logistics.

He estimated that Yan jing EMS’s daily carrying capacity would be at most a little over one hundred thousand items. Moreover, this capacity wasn’t just for Yan jing’s local needs, but also for surrounding areas. So, overall, the delivery capacity the postal service could provide to Yan jing would be even lower. However, to his knowledge, Mango-ME was clearly shipped by Taobao itself. Logically, it should have already overwhelmed Yan jing EMS’s carrying capacity. Why hadn’t he heard anything at all?

Boss Ma summoned Sun Tongyu and asked if he had received any news related to Mango-ME. Sun Tongyu shook his head. He was busy, as per Boss Ma’s request, estimating the local shipping volume for Shenzhen based on Taobao’s pre-sales. Therefore, he hadn’t paid attention to Yan jing, and when Boss Ma called him over to inquire, he knew nothing about the situation in Yan jing.

Boss Ma was a bit displeased and said: “Tongyu, when doing things, it’s not enough to just do exactly as I tell you. You need to drive yourself to go further in your own mind. When I ask you to do one thing, you shouldn’t just do that one thing; you should also think about and even accomplish two or three. You shouldn’t wait for my supervision for every task. You must always remember to be self-driven to go further.”

Sun Tongyu nodded shamefully and said: “I’m sorry, Mr. Ma, I’ll definitely pay more attention in the future!”

“Mm.” Boss Ma nodded slightly. He was a leader who understood management and how to utilize people well, knowing how to maintain a good balance. So he didn’t continue to blame Sun Tongyu on this matter, but instead asked him: “Tell me about the work you’re currently doing.”

Sun Tongyu replied: “Mr. Ma, I’ve been following up on Taobao’s Summer Brand Day pre-sales. By dynamically tracking each official store, I’ve basically obtained data with a deviation of less than three percent. Let me briefly tell you about it.”

After speaking, Sun Tongyu took out the document he had prepared and said: “As of ten-thirty this morning, within thirty-eight hours of Taobao’s pre-sales launch, a total of 1.55 million pre-sale orders have been generated. Among these, companies in Shenzhen received a total of nine hundred sixty-one thousand pre-sale orders, making up sixty-two percent of the total. Because there isn’t enough single-day data yet, I can’t currently provide a very detailed estimate of the pre-sale situation for the coming days. However, my conservative estimate is that the transaction volume will be around six million orders, or even higher. So, the number of orders in Shenzhen should be approximately four million.”

Boss Ma nodded, sighing: “Taobao’s development is indeed incredibly fast! With so many payment users cultivated by Alipay, it has directly skipped the initial stage and jumped straight into a relatively mature intermediate stage. Planning a single event can generate more than five or six million orders; this data is truly frightening. If we don’t try to stop it now, even with our control over sales channels, we probably won’t be its match. Once such a massive order volume is exposed, countless people will surely focus their attention on the logistics industry.”

Sun Tongyu agreed, saying: “Private capital will undoubtedly realize the immense demand that the development of e-commerce brings to the logistics industry. If they pay attention to Taobao’s astonishing transaction volume, they will likely act swiftly.”

Boss Ma said: “Fortunately, a logistics system cannot be built in a short time. Even if private capital enters the logistics sector, they’ll have to proceed step by step; it will be difficult to meet Taobao’s needs within half a year or even a year. This period is our most critical window of opportunity. If we can establish ourselves during this time, everything will be fine. If we can’t, once Taobao breaks free from its shackles, we might truly never be able to succeed.”

Then, Boss Ma changed the topic and said: “If Taobao’s Brand Day event this time really generates four million orders in Shenzhen, then we’ll fully target Shenzhen’s logistics. No matter what method, starting from Taobao Brand Day, we must do everything we can to delay express parcels from leaving Shenzhen. By holding back these millions of orders in Shenzhen, and consequently slowing down the express turnover speed throughout Guangdong Province, we’ll have a chance to bring Taobao down. At that time, not only will the merchants participating in Taobao Brand Day be affected, but also all Taobao sellers throughout Guangdong Province.”

Sun Tongyu nodded and said: “Millions of orders failing to be shipped means that millions of consumers will develop resistance towards Taobao. This will definitely have a huge impact on Taobao.”

Boss Ma continued: “Find a way to organize an online army, and then place a batch of orders from Taobao. Specifically target stores of Shenzhen companies when placing orders. Once Taobao’s delivery capacity is paralyzed, have the online army launch an attack across the entire internet user base.”

Sun Tongyu said: “Alright, I’ll go prepare for this matter shortly.”

Boss Ma reminded: “Don’t forget to inquire about the situation with Yan jing EMS these past two days, and what’s happened with that batch of Mango-ME units.”

Sun Tongyu said: “Don’t worry, Mr. Ma, I’ll go check right away.”

Only then did Boss Ma nod in satisfaction, waving his hand and saying: “All right, you can go busy yourself.”

Boss Ma was eager to see Muye Technology struggling with Mango-ME’s logistics, so he really wanted to know the exact situation. However, he didn’t know that Li Mu had distributed the five hundred thousand Mango-ME units across six warehousing bases, effectively spreading out the peak load. What’s more, the persons in charge of all six warehousing bases had spent considerable effort and money on public relations with local postal service leaders. Consequently, the postal service was highly cooperative, almost working overtime to assist. Thus, while Boss Ma was still waiting to see Taobao make a fool of itself, a significant portion of Mango-ME units had already reached consumers’ hands.

The first batch of people to receive Mango-ME were users in or around the six major warehousing bases. The postal service began sorting the goods the same night they received them, and local deliveries were sent to the business halls early the next morning. Furthermore, leadership had requested that Taobao orders be prioritized for quick delivery. So, by the second day of the flash sale, some users had already received their devices, at a speed beyond imagination. At this time, several Tieba forums related to Taobao, Mango-ME, and Eting.com were flooded with posts from users who had received their goods. The content was uniformly exclamations of praise: “Taobao’s speed is so damn fast! Ordered last night, received today? Can you believe this speed?”

Users slightly further away didn’t receive their goods on the second day. But by the third day, users in economically better provinces had basically all received their goods. Although it couldn’t compare to next-day delivery, the every-other-day delivery speed still pleasantly surprised them. A wave of positive reviews for Taobao emerged online.

Boss Ma would have discovered these messages if he had bothered to search online. However, he didn’t do so, because he instinctively believed that most of these goods were still stuck in Yan jing and hadn’t been dispatched. While the postal service’s parcel processing capacity was strong and its base quite large, its efficiency was also very low. It was like a cargo ship with immense carrying capacity but extremely slow speed; its transport capability was unmatched, but its pace was shockingly slow.

After Sun Tongyu returned to his post, he immediately called a friend for help, inquiring about Yan jing EMS’s parcel turnover situation over the past two days. After much effort, he got a statement that he couldn’t believe.

“Yan jing EMS hasn’t had anything special going on these past two days. It just received one hundred thousand parcels from Taobao two or three days ago. But due to special handling for special cases, EMS employees worked overtime through the night, and by the next morning, before dawn, all these express parcels had already left Yan jing.”

Sun Tongyu was extremely surprised. One hundred thousand parcels? How was this possible? Taobao clearly sold five hundred thousand units, so were they falsifying data? That shouldn’t be the case. Based on his understanding of Mango-ME’s production volume, Taobao couldn’t falsify this data, because they had five hundred thousand actual products produced from the assembly line. How could the number shrink at the sales end? It was even less likely for them to disappear out of thin air.

Inferring from production capacity and sales frequency, Sun Tongyu believed that Taobao selling five hundred thousand units on that day should be accurate data. But they only shipped one hundred thousand units; this data deviation was too large. Sun Tongyu thought it over and over, and it seemed there was only one possibility: Taobao was secretly accumulating inventory, and the remaining four hundred thousand units were withheld by them for some reason.

Although this hypothesis could explain where the missing four hundred thousand units went, it didn’t make sense from a logical standpoint. What manufacturer would deliberately hold onto stock instead of selling it? Unless it was a product with potential for appreciation, but MP3s had no appreciation potential whatsoever; their value dropped by twenty percent nearly every six months. Was Taobao holding onto these four hundred thousand units to court its own demise?

No matter how he thought about it, the logic didn’t align. Sun Tongyu suddenly became worried. He remembered a saying: “When things are abnormal, there’s always something fishy going on.” Although he couldn’t figure out the reason, it was precisely because he couldn’t make sense of it no matter how he tried, that his subconscious told him there must be a conspiracy at play.

Sun Tongyu hurriedly went online to search for information related to Mango-ME. The search was significant; a flood of the latest content related to Mango-ME, indexed by Baidu, immediately appeared.

As he read through them one by one, he felt as if he had been struck by lightning.

Why were Shanghai users posting that they received their goods by noon on the second day of the flash sale? Shanghai is nearly one thousand five hundred kilometers from Yan jing!

Why did users in Yangcheng (Guangzhou) also say they received their goods by noon on the second day of the flash sale? Are you kidding me?! Yangcheng is over two thousand two hundred kilometers from Yan jing! When did EMS become this efficient?!





Chapter 599: Li Mu Is So Good At Playing The Game!

Sun Tongyu was already well aware of the current logistics situation in the country.

At present, no logistics company truly aimed for high efficiency as its service principle. Although EMS was the fastest express service offered by the postal service, its efficiency could only be considered “not bad.” If an express parcel was sent from Yan jing to Yangcheng (Guangzhou), the possibility of it going by Airplane was minimal. It would mostly be transported by road or rail, with road transport being the most likely. Generally, a truck departing from Yan jing would travel over two thousand kilometers. Even if the driver drove non-stop, only stopping for fuel, food, and restroom breaks, it would still take at least thirty hours to reach Yangcheng (Guangzhou). However, the time reported by Sun Tongyu was far less than that!

He searched and found that the earliest report of a Taobao user in Yangcheng (Guangzhou) receiving their Mango-ME was at ten o’clock in the morning on the second day of the flash sale.

This post was published at eleven o’clock in the morning by a User ID named “Qingfeng Xu Xu” on the Taobao forum. The title was: “Holy cow! Taobao’s speed is insane! Placed an order at 8 PM last night, received it at 10 AM this morning!”

In the main text, Qingfeng Xu Xu described the receiving process in detail: “My old man got to work at 9:30, and just finished a meeting, preparing to go out for interviews when the guardhouse called to say I had a delivery. I was puzzled at the time, as I hadn’t bought anything recently, so why would I have a delivery? When I got to the guardhouse, damn, the express parcel packaging and bill both said Taobao. I thought I was dreaming. I opened it up, and sure enough, it was the Mango-ME! I received the goods in just over ten hours. This speed is unbelievably fast!”

Subsequently, Qingfeng Xu Xu also used a Digital Camera to take a photo of his Mango-ME and uploaded it to the post. The photo showed a work ID, on which the words “Yangcheng Evening News Reporter ID” could be vaguely seen. It seemed that Qingfeng Xu Xu was a newspaper reporter.

Below were a series of User replies: “Did Taobao specifically hire an Airplane to deliver it to the original poster?”

“This speed is too terrifying! Even by Airplane, it wouldn’t be this fast! I checked, the earliest Airplane from Yan jing to Yangcheng (Guangzhou) is at 7:30 AM, and it would land at the airport after 10 AM!”

“Taobao is really incredibly awesome!”

“Envious of the original poster, I also tried to seize one last night but didn’t get it. I’ll have to wait for the next time.”

“Haha, original poster, you’re not as good as me. I’m from Liaoshen in the Northeast. I received mine at 8 AM this morning! The postal service person said I was given priority and it only took twelve hours!”

Upon seeing this, Sun Tongyu’s mind was even more bewildered. How was this possible? Someone in Liaoshen received their goods twelve hours after placing an order?

Looking further, there were more surprised comments. A netizen from Chengdu also stated that they received their goods before nine o’clock in the morning. Chengdu is over one thousand five hundred kilometers away from Yan jing, and more importantly, the transportation is not smooth. The roads into Sichuan are difficult, and even on highways, one cannot speed up when passing through the Qinling mountain roads and various tunnels.

Sun Tongyu racked his brain for a long time and concluded that Taobao could not have used air transportation for all deliveries because the postal service simply could not achieve it. This fundamentally negated one thing: these goods were definitely not shipped from Yan jing, because there wasn’t enough time.

The only possibility was that these goods were shipped from elsewhere…

As soon as he thought of this, Sun Tongyu’s mind buzzed. He had a vague grasp of Taobao’s operational model.

The reason users in Yangcheng (Guangzhou) could receive their goods the next morning must be because the shipping location was near Yangcheng (Guangzhou), or even in Yangcheng (Guangzhou) itself.

The reason users in Shanghai, Chengdu, and Liaoshen could receive their goods that morning was probably the same.

Sun Tongyu wrote down the names of these cities and couldn’t help but marvel, “The people at Taobao are truly too clever! How did they think of shipping goods this way? By placing ‘nails’ in a few cities across the country, north, south, east, and west, they perfectly solved the problems of insufficient delivery capacity and slow turnaround efficiency of EMS? This is incredibly amazing!”

Hangzhou is very close to Shanghai. Sun Tongyu immediately thought of several old classmates there. He had more acquaintances in Shanghai than in Yan jing, so it should be easier to inquire about the situation.

After a few phone calls, Sun Tongyu waited for about twenty minutes and then received a call from one of his old classmates. The classmate said over the phone: “Tongyu, I had someone inquire about what you asked me to check. Shanghai EMS did receive a lot of Taobao express parcels two days ago, a total of one hundred twenty-five thousand. All these express parcels were shipped locally from Shanghai.”

Upon hearing this news, Sun Tongyu immediately realized that the situation was very bad, so he immediately got up and rushed to Boss Ma’s office.

At this time, Boss Ma was communicating with his two most core executives about the launch of their own C2C platform.

Lu Zhaoxi was mainly responsible for platform development. Some time ago, Mr. Ma personally made the final decision to buy the domain name, preparing to use it to create a website called Letao. The website had already been in development, but because it involved frontend and backend systems, order placement systems, and inventory systems, it would still take some time to Go premium. So, he discussed the specific launch time with Boss Ma.

Cai Chongxin was mainly responsible for integrating logistics resources and preparing to block Taobao’s access at critical moments. Boss Ma also asked him about the specific situation.

As for the payment channel project that Boss Ma himself was responsible for, Boss Ma also informed the two: “Li Mu’s Alipay took advantage of a loophole initially. The Central Bank didn’t realize someone would develop a payment channel this way, so Li Mu had already succeeded before they could react. Moreover, Alipay initially only served 3321 and was a purely public welfare project, so the Central Bank also found it difficult to intervene and let Alipay develop. Now, the Central Bank has already instructed major banks not to arbitrarily open merchant interfaces for payment channels. All interface applications must first pass Central Bank review.”

Cai Chongxin asked in surprise: “So, wouldn’t it be difficult for us to create our own payment channel?”

Boss Ma smiled slightly: “It’s not that difficult, just not that easy. I’ve already tried to act. It’s possible to open up some connections, but it will take some time and cost.”

Lu Zhaoxi said: “Alipay started under the Central Bank’s nose. At first, it only focused on public welfare and charity, so the Central Bank probably didn’t think much of it. But now that it’s growing bigger and bigger, Li Mu’s ambition to seize the entire internet online payment market has been exposed. Why doesn’t the Central Bank take action against him?”

Boss Ma said: “The Central Bank wouldn’t do something like that. If they were to deal with Alipay now, wouldn’t they be asking for verbal attacks? Besides, all of Li Mu’s businesses are linked to Alipay. If the Central Bank were to move against Alipay, would Young Master Chen, who is backing him, agree? Don’t forget his father’s position; the Central Bank also has to consider his opinion. What’s more, Li Mu’s Taobao was mentioned again in the last internal reference report. It’s said that the high-rise even personally made an annotation, believing that e-commerce has great development potential in the future, and requested relevant departments to pay attention. How could the Central Bank dare to undermine Alipay now? They can only suffer in silence and then find ways to block latecomers.”

Saying that, Boss Ma waved his hand and said: “You two don’t need to worry. Although this matter is a bit troublesome, it can definitely be resolved, and it won’t be much later than our platform Going premium. Don’t be affected by it; just do what you need to do.”

Just then, a knock on the door sounded. Boss Ma said “Come in,” and Sun Tongyu immediately pushed the door open, looking at Boss Ma breathlessly. He gasped, “Mr. Ma, something… something happened…”

Seeing Sun Tongyu out of breath, Boss Ma knew he must have run all the way and had some urgent matter. He quickly said, “Don’t rush, catch your breath first.”

Sun Tongyu nodded repeatedly, then took a few deep breaths to control his breathing rhythm. After that, he dry-swallowed some saliva and said dejectedly, “Taobao’s five hundred thousand Mango-MEs have already been entirely shipped out. It’s estimated that over 80% of the orders have already been delivered!”

As soon as these words came out, Boss Ma immediately threw his hand down forcefully and blurted out with absolute certainty: “Impossible! In two or three days, let alone how many deliveries, it would be amazing if 80% of this batch of goods left Yan jing!”

Sun Tongyu quickly explained: “But Taobao didn’t concentrate all the goods for shipping in Yan jing! They only shipped one hundred thousand units from Yan jing; the other four hundred thousand units were all scattered. I searched many user posts online, compiled their addresses and the time they received their express parcels, and found that users in Shanghai, Yangcheng (Guangzhou), Liaoshen, Chengdu, and Hanjiang all received their goods on the morning or even early morning of the second day of the sale. I called my classmate in Shanghai to inquire, and he said that Shanghai EMS received one hundred twenty-five thousand express parcels from Taobao on the day of the Mango-ME flash sale, and all of them were shipped locally from Shanghai!”

Boss Ma had just confidently rejected Sun Tongyu’s findings, but after hearing Sun Tongyu’s words, he immediately lost his previous confidence, and his expression suddenly became unusually complex. He didn’t speak for a long time. Cai and Lu also looked at each other. Everyone understood the practical content of Sun Tongyu’s words and realized that Taobao had scattered the five hundred thousand machines for shipping to six cities. Both of them, like Sun Tongyu, were astonished by Taobao’s method and also dejected. They had been thinking about how to block others, but then they suddenly discovered that the other party had found a perfect way to do it under the radar, creating six outlets for themselves. The person who could come up with this strategy and solution was simply a genius…

No need to think, everyone knew that this plan must have come from Li Mu. Li Mu had long been recognized as a genius among geniuses, with an incredibly active mind. Whenever he came up with new tricks, he would always make his colleagues involuntarily admire him, while at the same time making them question whether they were idiots.

Boss Ma’s expression kept changing between anger and dismay. After a long while, he angrily slapped the table and raged: “This is outrageous! Absolutely outrageous! This Li Mu fellow is too good at playing the game! We had the rope around his neck, and he still found a way to bypass it!”





Chapter 600: Flexing Some Good Muscle

Boss Ma had to admit, Li Mu was far more adept than he had imagined.

He never would have thought that Li Mu could solve the logistics turnaround problem so easily, and the solution was beyond his wildest imagination. He had assumed that hundreds of thousands of his express parcels would be delayed due to Yan jing EMS’s insufficient delivery capacity. Instead, Li Mu simply made them blossom everywhere, solving the problem with ease, and so elegantly at that.

Cai Chongxin also spoke with emotion, sighing, “That Li Mu, his mind is truly agile. We always use our own way of thinking to imagine and define him, believing he could only passively hand over five hundred thousand parcels to Yan jing’s postal service, and then leave the rest to fate. I never expected him to go to such great lengths to actively disperse the express parcel pressure…”

Boss Ma’s expression was fluctuating, and he said annoyed, “You’re right, it’s not that Li Mu is so clever, but that we’re too complacent. With his method, even juggling one million orders a day wouldn’t be an issue; the postal service alone can handle it for him.”

After speaking, Boss Ma slumped into his executive chair, crossing his arms over his chest, his brow deeply furrowed.

At this moment, Boss Ma felt a great sense of frustration. It wasn’t because he thought Li Mu was incredibly powerful, but rather because many of his estimations about Li Mu had turned into smoke, becoming a joke.

If it weren’t for the immense future potential of the E-commerce industry, and the fact that only one company can truly dominate as an industry giant, Boss Ma wouldn’t even want to play this game with Li Mu anymore. There was a moment when he even considered whether they should just go their separate ways. ‘I won’t trip you up, nor will I bother blocking your path,’ he thought. ‘Whoever has the capability, go big.’ He increasingly felt that playing games with someone like Li Mu was pointless. He went to all this trouble to set so many traps for him, but he didn’t step into a single one, leaving him with absolutely no sense of accomplishment. He couldn’t help but ask himself, ‘Why bother? Why make things difficult for myself when I can’t even make it difficult for others?’

However, as soon as this thought emerged, Boss Ma immediately snapped back to reality and ruthlessly extinguished it. The reason was simple: in this competition with Li Mu, he saw himself as the hunter and Li Mu as the prey. He had bought guns, dug pits, and set traps, not to kill the prey, but at least to carve a piece of flesh from it. How could he give up so easily?

At this point, Lu Zhaoxi said, “Li Mu’s method is indeed clever, but ultimately, it can only solve Mango-ME’s logistics problems. Everyone knows Mango-ME belongs to him; it’s his own product. How would he solve it for other companies’ products? What about products from third-party small sellers? It’s unlikely that either partner merchants or small and medium-sized sellers would hand over their goods to Taobao for proxy shipping, right? That would mean delivering large quantities of goods to Taobao in advance, and Taobao would certainly not prepay for them.”

Jack Ma waved his hand and said with absolute certainty, “Taobao’s partner merchants will definitely accept Taobao’s proxy shipping model. Even if Taobao doesn’t prepay for the goods, and even if Taobao holds back their payments for several months, they will still actively cooperate. The logic is simple: in the current sales industry, channels are king. The presales for Taobao’s Brand Day event are going so well; those partner merchants will definitely cooperate fully.”

After a pause, Boss Ma added, “So I think Li Mu must have planned the shipping channels for the Brand Day event long ago. This Mango-ME shipment is just meant to test it out.”

Sun Tongyu said, “In that case, our plan to intercept Taobao’s express parcels in Shenzhen won’t be achievable.”

“It certainly won’t be achievable,” Boss Ma said, resting his chin in his hand with a serious expression. “Li Mu will likely pre-emptively divert the goods from these Shenzhen manufacturers to other cities to disperse the pressure. The products sold during Taobao’s Brand Day event are mainly Electronic Products. Take the best-selling Zhinedar Repeater, for example: a single repeater, including packaging, can’t weigh more than five hundred grams, right? Let’s assume it’s one kilogram. A semi-trailer weighing dozens of tons can carry tens of thousands of units. A full truckload can go to any city, and the logistics cost per unit would be very low. Taobao doesn’t even need to bear this cost. They just need to make a call, tell the manufacturers to send tens of thousands of units to Yangcheng (Guangzhou), and then more units to Shanghai and Yan jing, and so on. The manufacturers will cooperate fully.”

Sun Tongyu hesitated for a moment, then said, “However, Mr. Ma, no matter how smooth Li Mu plays this card, he has no way to solve the shipping needs of Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers. These small and medium-sized sellers can only operate from their own locations. Taobao’s next step of development will still be limited by delivery capacity. The current Taobao Brand Day promotion is extensive and has attracted many new small and medium-sized sellers for registration. I estimate it won’t be long before these small and medium-sized sellers hit the bottleneck of express parcel delivery capacity.”

Boss Ma sighed, “This is our last line of defense. We must launch our own platform as soon as possible. If we wait any longer, we’ll lose even this line of defense. Taobao’s development speed in all aspects has exceeded my expectations, and Li Mu’s way of thinking and methods for solving problems have greatly exceeded my expectations. If this continues, things will completely derail from our envisioned path.”

Cai Chongxin couldn’t help but remind them, “Don’t forget, Taobao has now become the new favorite of record companies. Their audio-visual products sales business has a huge social influence.”

Lu Zhaoxi teased, “Old Cai, Taobao isn’t just a new favorite of record companies; with Taobao’s current strength and stance, it’s practically the godfather of record companies! Look at how it elevated Karen Mok overnight and helped her sell so many records!”

Cai Chongxin nodded, “Don’t even mention Karen Mok. Just thinking about her makes me want to curse Li Mu; that kid really knows how to curry favor with Hong Kong stars.”

Boss Ma chuckled, saying, “Curry favor? Do you really think Li Mu is currying favor? He’s clearly gently flexing his muscles towards the Hong Kong and Taiwan entertainment industry. He has YY, a powerful information distribution platform, and Taobao, a powerful online sales platform. Promoting Karen Mok was just an example to demonstrate his influence over the entertainment industry. If he didn’t create such an example, how would he make those record companies submit? Zhaoxi is right, he’s aiming to be the godfather of the entertainment industry. So even if he didn’t promote Karen Mok, he’d promote Wang Wenwei or Li Wenwei; Karen Mok just happened to seize this opportunity.”

Lu Zhaoxi also agreed, saying, “Honestly, I feel that Li Mu doing this whole thing is probably to send a message to the entertainment industry, especially the pop music scene. The message is simple, just two words: ‘Call me Godfather!’”



Five hundred thousand Mango-ME units were shipped, and Taobao Brand Day presales achieved an initial success. Major record companies successively signed cooperation agreements with Taobao. These successive major initiatives made Taobao the hottest product in the internet sphere. An inconspicuous E-commerce platform, after integrating various resources, underwent earth-shattering chemical and physical reactions, as if it had become a nuclear reactor, suddenly releasing unimaginably immense energy.

Just as the industry was clicking its tongue in surprise, more than ten video advertisements, each only a few minutes long, went online consecutively on Tieba and Taobao. Each video advertisement was a compilation of celebrity blessings, from Kings to Heavenly Queens, from legendary figures to new singers. Almost every singer from mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan whose name could be recalled recorded a short video of less than ten seconds, endorsing the Taobao website in the video. Li Mu quickly realized his previous plan, having all the singers recite the same six-character slogan: “Buy Genuine, Shop Taobao!”

All the collaborating record companies regarded Taobao as a powerful online sales platform, so from the very beginning, they had put aside their pride to cooperate. They fully cooperated with Li Mu’s request, so the short videos recorded by these singers had all sorts of bizarre settings. Some were recorded in their living rooms, some in airport waiting lounges, and some were even recorded on film sets while wearing costumes. The more diverse the settings, the more personal they felt to Users. They no longer viewed these video advertisements as mere ads; they were completely watching celebrities lining up to greet them.

This caused a huge sensation online. Hundreds of singers took turns endorsing the Taobao website, something no other company had managed before, whether it be a physical enterprise or an internet company. Not only companies, but not even a single TV station possessed such strong influence.

Except for CCTV, most provincial TV stations, when asking celebrities to record similar VCRs during holidays, could only invite stars with whom they had existing partnerships, and the quality of the stars varied. Often, among a dozen or more celebrity New Year’s greetings, it was good to have one or two truly big-name stars; the others were just making up the numbers to gain recognition. It was utterly impossible to do what Taobao did: through the major record companies eager to deepen their cooperation with Taobao, they cast a wide net and caught almost all the singers in one go. This time, Taobao didn’t even send out reporters; all the VCRs were organized and filmed by the record companies themselves, who then converted them to digital, edited them, and sent them over. The high level of cooperation left the internet companies closely watching Taobao absolutely click their tongues in surprise.

Through these short videos, Taobao’s brand value, visibility, and influence were greatly enhanced, especially its influence in the music industry, which became indescribably powerful. All collaborating record companies hoped that Taobao could combine YY and Tieba to promote their artists in the same way they promoted Karen Mok. At this point, just as Mr. Ma and Lu Zhaoxi had predicted, Taobao had indeed become the godfather in the eyes of record companies. By doing Karen Mok this small favor, Li Mu truly gave the entertainment industry a solid show of strength.





Chapter 601: Li Mu’s “Omni-channel”

More than a dozen video advertisements, pieced together with a large number of stars, continued to stir up buzz online.

Sometimes, a single star can support an entire brand, let alone so many. For most companies, the cost of inviting stars is absurdly high. However, for Taobao, not a penny needed to be spent. And for record companies and these stars, they needed to foster good relations with Taobao and Muye Technology, which stood behind Taobao. So, recording a small video for them was a simple favor, almost nothing at all. But for users, the influence was immense.

Users didn’t understand the connection between Taobao and record companies, nor did they grasp what Taobao meant to record companies. When they saw these videos, they simply felt that Taobao was incredible, and not just ordinarily incredible, which instinctively increased their approval and trust in Taobao.

Backend data showed that many Users even watched all a dozen different video advertisements. Some people on Tieba compiled a list of all the stars who advertised for Taobao and posted it, making Taobao’s power even more intuitively felt.

Suddenly, these dozen videos became a hot topic among netizens, and their click-through rates continued to increase.

Although streaming media processing technology was not yet fully mature, watching videos online was no longer a major issue. Online Flash was booming at the moment, and many original songs had given birth to Flash animated MVs, which gained a lot of attention online. For example, Xue Cun’s “Northeast People Are All Living Lei Feng,” Zhengwu Yangguang’s “I Started Rocking,” along with some domestic Flash animations like “A Great Talk on the Three Kingdoms” and “The Deer and the Cauldron” were also becoming increasingly popular online, marking the nascent stage of video websites.

Once the Flash era passed, online video websites would emerge. Li Mu harbored thoughts of creating a video website for a moment, but calculating that YouTube’s birth was still three years away, he fundamentally abandoned the idea of building one. Such money pits with primitive monetization methods were not worth tinkering with. He would focus on developing Muye Technology and Taobao. When the spring of online video truly arrived, these two companies could easily acquire China’s largest video website with just one or two percent of their market value.

Taobao’s most important initiatives began to launch. Liu Qiangdong quickly commenced the establishment of the logistics company. To enhance the efficiency of its setup, he specifically recruited two highly capable alumni from his old classmates: one named Du Haifeng and the other Xiao He. Both graduated from Renmin University with degrees in financial management, and later pursued MBAs at Tsinghua University and Peking University, respectively. One worked at Oracle, and the other at a well-known investment bank, holding mid-level management positions. Because Taobao’s recent actions were so numerous and impactful, with unprecedented influence, Liu Qiangdong had no difficulty recruiting these two individuals.

Xiao He excelled in corporate management and capital operation. He joined an investment bank immediately after graduating with his MBA and had been in the investment circle since. While he hadn’t had much exposure to the internet, he possessed extremely clear vision and strategies regarding practical corporate operations and capital development. Therefore, Liu Qiangdong immediately assigned him to specifically handle investment and acquisitions. The current acquisitions were straightforward: first, to acquire an existing offline logistics racing team of a certain scale. This racing team wasn’t a comprehensive logistics company with widespread coverage, but rather consisted of twenty to thirty vehicles pieced together, specializing in point-to-point transportation on a few specific routes. According to Li Mu’s plan, they initially needed such a racing team to fulfill his subsequent strategic plans for logistics.

Xiao He quickly made a rough cost estimate. The cost of independently establishing a racing team was not high. Since the focus was on point-to-point transportation services, only medium and heavy-duty trucks would be considered. If they initially planned to invest in fifteen medium trucks and ten heavy trucks to meet Li Mu’s needs, the total initial investment would not exceed fifteen million. Even if imported prime movers like Mercedes-Benz, Volvo, or Scania were used, the problem could be solved with around twenty million. However, the greater challenge lay in setting up the racing team: buying vehicles was easy, but recruiting drivers and managing the racing team was much more troublesome. Therefore, acquiring an existing racing team was far more reliable than building one from scratch. Taking over both vehicles and personnel in one fell swoop, ready for immediate deployment, would be much more convenient.

Liu Qiangdong entrusted the acquisition of the racing team to Xiao He, while he himself, with Du Haifeng, embarked on a covert recruitment drive. Perhaps harboring some resentment, he started in Yan jing, with his initial targets being Zhaijisong employees.

…

The experience of instantly catapulting Karen Mok to stardom made Li Mu look at the entire entertainment industry. He didn’t wish to immerse himself in it but hoped to establish a strong presence within it. In short, he wanted his companies and brands to possess extraordinary influence in the entertainment world.

Thus, he prepared to have Muye Technology’s Business Director communicate with record companies, to create verified Tieba accounts for each of their signed singers, enabling them to officially settle into Tieba and personally manage their fan bases. To encourage active participation from the stars, Li Mu proposed an “omni-channel promotion” model to entice record companies and their singers.

“Omni-channel promotion” referred to Muye Technology and Taobao collaborating to quickly gather all sales channels and exert full effort to promote a singer’s album, just like promoting Karen Mok recently. However, Li Mu now specified a standard: all singers selected for omni-channel promotion would receive one YY full user pop-up recommendation, full Tieba banner recommendation, Eting.com banner recommendation, and Taobao banner recommendation. The goal was to first direct Users from YY to Eting.com to listen to music, then guide Users interested in the songs to Tieba for interaction, gradually turning them into devoted fans, and finally direct them to Taobao to purchase albums, achieving fan monetization.

This “omni-channel promotion” was undoubtedly extremely attractive to record companies and singers, as Karen Mok’s immense success was plain for everyone to see. Everyone hoped for such an opportunity to receive this omni-channel promotion. Li Mu also maintained his usual clever approach: he didn’t state the specific conditions for selection for omni-channel promotion, but he did reveal a selection Weight: singers who were more thoughtful in managing their Tieba accounts had a greater chance of receiving omni-channel promotion.

Li Mu’s weighting condition was truly outrageous. Did diligently managing a Tieba account guarantee an opportunity for omni-channel promotion? Of course not, that’s a joke! Ultimately, Li Mu would decide who received it. But he could clearly tell you that if you didn’t manage your Tieba properly, then you shouldn’t even dream about it.

So, want omni-channel promotion? First, diligently and earnestly manage your own Tieba.

The reason Li Mu wanted to mobilize singers and encourage their active participation in Tieba was not just to enhance Tieba’s value and User cohesion. More importantly, he needed to first habituate these singers to managing fan bases on internet platforms. Then, when the web portal came online, he would open personal blogs relying on the web portal, which would essentially be a public YYzone. At that time, this blog product would need these singers to provide voluntary promotion.

As for Weibo, Li Mu was not ready to launch it for the time being. Weibo’s information exchange speed was too fast, and information was highly concentrated, making it easy to instantly become a massive gathering place for public opinion. If not controlled properly, it could easily trigger political risks. Such a project was not suitable for launch at this time.

Furthermore, the future mainland China would be a vast entertainment industry market. If he could first establish authority in the entertainment industry, everything would be much more convenient later. With this influence, if Muye Films were to make movies in the future, good directors would naturally be willing to collaborate, and good actors even more so. Moreover, due to greater influence and decision-making power, collaboration costs would also be significantly reduced. Additionally, if Muye Films’ movies were to be screened in cinema chains, Li Mu could use Muye Technology’s resources to negotiate conditions with the cinema chains. “I have YY, a powerful recommendation channel, which can quickly deliver movie viewing advertisements to tens of millions of Users. As long as you arrange sufficient screening slots resources for me, attendance rates and box office will be greatly guaranteed.”

Next, Muye Films planned to collaborate with Xiangnan Satellite TV to create “Super Girl.” The foundation he was now laying with record companies and singers would have a significant effect. In his previous life, the judges for the first few seasons of “Super Girl” were almost uniformly incompetent. If he did it himself, it would be much simpler. Could Hong Kong’s Heavenly King Jacky Cheung be a judge? Xiao Yaxuan from Taiwan should be acceptable, right? Tian Zhen from mainland China has considerable fame now, right? Or would adding Teacher Liu Huan be enough? Don’t talk about how high their market value is or how great their airs are; throwing out the omni-channel resource would surely captivate anyone. If it wasn’t enough to tempt them, then double it – two omni-channel promotions, wouldn’t that work?

Besides talent shows, if he wanted to create reality show brands in the future, strong entertainment industry resources would also be needed. If a long-running reality show like “Running Man” were to be produced, the celebrity appearance fees alone would entail significant spending. But what if Muye Films produced it? Would the prices be actively discounted, or perhaps even free appearances? This wasn’t impossible, as long as other sufficient resources were provided, even an artist paying out of pocket was possible.

Once resources were linked, the resulting influence would naturally be unprecedented. One plus one is greater than two; one plus one plus one is greater than five; adding yet another one could make it greater than ten.

The omni-channel promotion model had not yet been released, but Li Mu was already preparing to extend his influence into Hong Kong itself. He planned to collaborate with Rock Records to help Du Wei release “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” in Hong Kong and chart the song there. While helping Du Wei gain fame in Hong Kong, he also had Muye Technology’s Business Director Ding Jian prepare for offline promotion in Hong Kong. This time, he intended to formally introduce YY and Tieba to all Hong Kong residents, planting roots in the current stronghold of the Chinese entertainment industry.





Chapter 602: Rapid Rise to Stardom

The complete version of “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” first reached Rock Records, Karen Mok, and Leslie Cheung. Li Mu hadn’t given the song’s copyright to Rock Records, but he needed them to submit it, under their own name, to the Hong Kong Radio Chinese Pop Chart, which was the most important music chart in Hong Kong.

Before the chart promotion, Rock Records, Karen Mok, and Leslie Cheung naturally listened to the song. As Li Mu expected, all three parties gave extremely high praise to Du Wei’s rendition, lauding it endlessly.

If Li Mu were to evaluate it objectively, Du Wei’s singing of “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was not just one level, but several levels above the original singer from his previous life. Du Wei was comparable to Dou Wei’s version of “Shameless.” The original group from his previous life was more like a combination of Zhou Xiaoou and Sun Nan, the difference speak for itself.

Not only did they highly praise the song and Du Wei’s vocal prowess, but even the song’s focal point was highly regarded by all three parties. The song was incredibly grounded in Hong Kong’s culture, and being in Cantonese, it would undoubtedly make Hong Kong listeners feel deeply familiar and touched. It was truly perfect for chart promotion in Hong Kong, and even more so as Du Wei’s first Cantonese song and her debut song for the Hong Kong market.

After listening to “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” several times, Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok called Du Wei. On one hand, they highly praised her song, and on the other, they expressed their optimism about Du Wei’s future development in Hong Kong.

Du Wei’s song officially began its chart promotion the day after it was given to Rock Records.

The next morning, Hong Kong Radio’s “New Song Express” program featured the song for the first time, recommended by the Host. When introducing the song, the Host said: “The song I’m about to bring you is a new work by a new singer. The singer’s name is Du Wei, a beautiful eighteen-year-old girl. Speaking of her new song, I believe every Hong Kong resident or anyone living in Hong Kong will feel a strong sense of familiarity after hearing it. In this song, there’s not only the yearning for love and the pursuit of dreams, but also many places that are very familiar to everyone. The entire song is full of Hong Kong flavor. In a word, this song will surely capture your heart. All right, please enjoy Du Wei’s new Cantonese song — ‘Next Stop, Heavenly Queen.’”

Even in Hong Kong, where the economy and entertainment were more developed than the mainland, there weren’t many entertainment options in 2002. Radio stations had a significant influence, especially in the music industry, far exceeding TV stations. Millions of people listened actively or passively to music stations at every moment. So, when Du Wei’s “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” began to play melodiously on the radio, countless people in front of their radios listened with varying degrees of attention.

“Standing in front of Daimaru, I carefully examine my path

The next stop, Heavenly Queen, would of course be best

But if I get scared on the glamorous journey to stardom

Will he still embrace me from behind?

The lovers on Paterson Street

Their faces filled with a proud, confident gaze

Singing on stage might not always mean a better view

Popularity is but a soap bubble”

The very first line of the song immediately captivated the ears of Hong Kong listeners. The first two verses densely featured three unique Hong Kong place names, instantly giving Hong Kong listeners a special sense of familiarity. Following that, a story gradually unfolded with the lyrics, and the image of a girl determined to become a female celebrity and hold her own concert also became increasingly clear and vivid. Her pursuit of dreams and yearning for love were also conveyed to the audience through the lyrics. The entire song felt not just familiar and comfortable, but also inspiring and moving.

The impact of “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” on Hong Kong people, purely from its lyrics, was essentially consistent with the impact of Wang Feng’s “Yan jing Yan jing” on Yan jing residents and those drifting in Yan jing. Those deeply moved by “Yan jing Yan jing” were either Yan jing locals or Beijing Drifters. The same applied to singing “Yan jing Yan jing” in KTV; people who hadn’t lived in Yan jing would find it difficult to truly experience the song’s touching aspect, even if they listened to or sang it.

Overall, this was an exceptionally clever piece of work, so Du Wei’s song became popular almost immediately after its first broadcast on the radio.

Many listeners called into the program, asking about Du Wei herself and where to buy her album. The Host replied during the live broadcast: “Du Wei is eighteen years old this year and is a high-achieving student from the Central Conservatory of Music in the mainland. This song is her new single, and a full album has not yet been released. However, friends who like this song don’t need to worry. The song has officially begun its chart promotion on the radio. If you like it, please call or send a text message to show your support. We will also broadcast this song frequently on the radio in the future.”

By noon that day, Karen Mok attended a local event in Hong Kong. During an interview with reporters, she intentionally recommended Du Wei’s “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen.” Karen Mok praised the song so highly that even entertainment news reported her endorsement of this mysterious girl Du Wei with a tone of great surprise.

Later that day, Leslie Cheung made a surprise guest appearance on a music radio station, specifically for a twenty-minute live broadcast. During the broadcast, he chatted with the Host about the development of the Hong Kong music industry in the past two years, then discussed the lack of new talent, and finally spoke about Du Wei. Leslie Cheung did not吝惜 his praise; he even used phrases like “a clear spring in the entertainment industry,” “a rare conservatory-trained artist in the pop music scene,” and “a truly skilled singer” to commend Du Wei’s abilities. With this veteran superstar endorsing her, public attention in Hong Kong for Du Wei and her new song rose to another level, and Du Wei began to rapidly rise to stardom in Hong Kong.

A large number of Users called in to request “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen,” generating unprecedented热度. The radio station had already played it five times in one day, and even so, many people continued to call, demanding it be played again.

With such immense popularity on the first day, the people at Rock Records, based on their experience, believed the song would quickly appear in the top ten of the charts. Since the chart would only update the next day, the exact ranking would only be known then.

The chart’s statistical cycle was one week, meaning the real-time data it tallied was based on a seven-day period. Although “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” was very popular today, when averaged over seven days, its ranking would certainly be significantly affected. However, as time went on, the closer it got to seven days, the higher its ranking would be. After seven days, it and other songs on the chart would all be statistically based on the most recent seven days of data. At that point, the song might even reach the top, and how long it could maintain that position would depend on its sustained popularity.

Even before the next day, Li Mu convened the person in charge of Tieba and Muye Technology’s operations and business team that evening to discuss the next steps for the celebrity endorsement Tieba program, as well as the omni-channel promotion model and process.

The overall model and logic Li Mu had basically clarified, so this time, he mainly put forward his ideas and then let everyone brainstorm. If there were better suggestions for modification, they would work together to revise and refine it, then finalize a model and begin implementation.

The person in charge of Tieba was a senior operations manager from a large enterprise recruited by Lin Qingya, named Zhang Wei. He was mainly responsible for Tieba’s daily operations. Once the celebrity endorsement Tieba program began, Zhang Wei would be in charge of its overall implementation.

The reason Tieba succeeded initially was due to the earliest uniformly created celebrity Tieba forums and the music fans gathered on Eting.com. Although Tieba had been the largest Chinese community for over half a year, it hadn’t managed to further enhance its value. Therefore, Li Mu’s celebrity endorsement Tieba program received the full support of all staff members as soon as it was proposed.

The concept of omni-channel promotion also perfectly aligned with the chain built by Muye Technology, Eting Technology, and Taobao’s three companies and multiple business sectors. Moreover, with Karen Mok as a successful case, everyone had no doubts about its feasibility and its appeal to singers.

Zhang Wei had no objections to Li Mu’s plan. After listening to all of Li Mu’s proposals, he only asked one question: “Manager Li, how many times can we do this omni-channel promotion in a month?”

Li Mu said: “The most crucial link in omni-channel promotion is YY. YY is the core of all our Muye Technology products, and YY pop-ups don’t just serve Tieba. Therefore, we can’t occupy too many YY resources. For now, we’ll tentatively schedule omni-channel promotion once a week.”

Zhang Wei nodded. Once a week was enough; that would be at least fifty promotions a year. Having so many resources to allocate was very appealing to singers.

Ding Jian said: “I suggest that for Tieba, we create a detailed Weight calculation method for verified celebrities. For example, how many Weight points are given for logging in daily, and how the Weight points increase for consecutive logins. Another example: how many Weight points they get for posting, and how many more if they add a photo to the post. And for instances like how many Weight points they get for replying to a fan. This way, we subtly influence those celebrities, encouraging them to participate more and with greater commitment.”

Li Mu agreed, saying: “It’s important to create a Weight calculation rule, but one thing needs to be clear: we can disclose this Weight calculation method to record companies, but we cannot show the specific numbers to record companies or celebrities. Otherwise, if they start comparing scores, it’ll be over. We absolutely cannot arrange omni-channel promotion strictly according to this Weight. Who gets omni-channel promotion will always depend on who is more suitable, more cooperative, and whether their company is more proactive and enthusiastic.”

Zhang Wei promptly replied: “Manager Li, rest assured, I will explain the rules to them so they can only try their best to fully participate and increase their Weight, but I won’t give them any verifiable data!”





Chapter 603: An Unprecedented Event

That night, a sudden piece of news detonated the entire Chinese pop music scene. Muye Technology, in conjunction with Eting.com and Taobao, officially invited singers signed to major record companies to establish a presence on Tieba. At the same time, to encourage singers to diligently manage their self-named Tieba forums, Tieba would leverage all resources from the three companies to provide exclusive “omni-channel promotion” services to those who actively maintained their Tieba.

Inviting artists to join Tieba wasn’t the main draw, but the accompanying “omni-channel promotion” service was highly appealing to all singers. With Karen Mok as an example, everyone understood the influence of this “omni-channel promotion” package. Before the omni-channel promotion, Karen Mok’s reputation in mainland China was ordinary, her album sales were average, performance invitations were few and low-priced, and advertising endorsements were scarce. Now, in just a few days, her fame in mainland China had skyrocketed. Her album had sold two to three hundred thousand copies and was still in continuous pre-sales. Performance invitations were flooding in, with prices having doubled, and advertising endorsement offers were also steadily increasing.

Overall, the influence of this omni-channel promotion was no less than that of the last CCTV Spring Festival Gala. Moreover, the most crucial point was that appearing on the Spring Festival Gala previously found it difficult to boost album sales; even if it did, it would mostly boost pirate sales. Now, with Taobao as a sales channel, the sale of legitimate albums was almost like opening a clear path to success.

Not only were singers paying special attention to this “omni-channel promotion,” but record companies were also highly invested. Even some stars who developed across film, television, and music, whose music and film careers were managed by different companies, had their film and television agencies specifically call and urge their artists to strive for this “omni-channel promotion” as much as possible. This was because although the “omni-channel promotion” started with music, once a star’s popularity rose, it would significantly boost their development in film and television. In short, it was beneficial in every way, and they absolutely had to find a way to secure one.

However, Muye Technology hadn’t clearly specified the evaluation criteria for participation in the “omni-channel promotion.” The only announced standard was for stars to participate in their Tieba forums as much as possible. Thus, stars from all walks of life responded through their record companies, expressing their strong willingness to join Tieba.

By noon the next day, Tieba’s business liaison had already received explicit replies from over two hundred singers. Tieba immediately began follow-up work. According to Li Mu’s requirements, the subsequent work was divided into two main directions:

First, Promotion!

They were to extensively promote the news of stars joining Tieba across all channels, vigorously building momentum. It was crucial that users across the entire internet knew that a large number of mainland, Hong Kong, and Taiwan singers would soon be establishing their presence on Tieba in person, directly interacting with users there. Tieba was to be the sole platform for music fans to engage in close proximity and direct communication with their idols.

Second, Execution!

They were to create exclusive personal accounts for stars willing to join Tieba. The account name requirement was “Singer” followed by their real name to avoid conflicts with other users sharing the same name. Additionally, the accounts of certified singers would be displayed in gold, with a golden “V” suffix, signifying an official certified user. For example, Du Wei’s Tieba certified ID would be “Singer Du Wei.” Then, the singers would formally establish their presence on their self-named Tieba forums, and the weight calculation method would officially be activated.

Regarding the specific execution, Li Mu’s requirement was: first, to make overall preparations. After opening accounts for hundreds of singers, a specific time slot would be set with them. The star engagement on Tieba activity would adopt a gradual approach, grouping these hundreds of singers. Every day from 10 AM to 10 PM, with each hour serving as a time slot, ten singers would be arranged to log into their respective Tieba forums. They would engage in an hour of interactive Q&A within a pinned announcement post with their music fans. Any fans following that particular Tieba forum could ask questions to their idol within the post. Singers could also prepare photos or even videos in advance and gradually release them during the interaction.

The reason for separating the stars and having them log into Tieba in batches was primarily to stagger their appearance, ensuring that these hundreds of singers continuously generated influence for Tieba. If hundreds of people were to flock in all at once, haphazardly managing their Tieba forums, posting and greeting fans on their own, it would appear too chaotic, disorganised, and lacking in coordination. Users would also be easily confused, unsure which Tieba forum would be better to visit. At that time, all of Tieba’s traffic would undoubtedly converge on the Tieba forums of the few most popular singers, leaving a large number of other singers to foolishly watch their own Tieba forums, experiencing the awkwardness of being ignored.

Instead of that, it would be better for everyone to agree on a time in advance. At each designated time slot, certain stars would go online and enter Tieba to interact with their fans. Once this batch of stars finished their interaction, the next batch would come online for the second round. Furthermore, the combination of stars in each round also required careful consideration. For instance, in each batch of ten stars, they should try to include an equal number of male and female artists, with complementary age groups, and a relatively even distribution from mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Moreover, within the same group, a maximum of one top-tier star would be arranged to avoid overly severe competition for traffic.

With twelve hours daily, and one hundred twenty singers per day, this calculation meant that the participating singers could sustain the event for three non-repeating days. Such an event would be held at least once a week in the future. For the singers, they only needed to dedicate one hour per week to cooperate, but for Tieba as a whole, it meant three full days of “fan carnival” out of a seven-day week.

This activity was officially organized. Apart from this, all stars could arrange their own activities. Whenever they had time, they could post on their Tieba forums. Anything they wanted to tell their fans or display could be directly posted. They could also appropriately reply to some fan posts, which would increase their weight score.

Once this execution plan was finalized, Tieba’s employees simultaneously opened exclusive accounts for the stars and communicated the specific arrangements of the activity to the record companies. On one hand, stars were required to post on their respective Tieba forums as soon as promotion went live, informing their Tieba fans that they had officially joined. On the other hand, they also needed to coordinate the stars’ schedules for the upcoming Q&A sessions, ensuring different stars’ time slots were spaced out and the activity schedule was properly set.

Tieba’s operations team executed with remarkable efficiency. Starting from noon, synchronized promotion began across YY pop-ups, YY Games scrolling news, Happy Farm scrolling news, and Tieba’s pinned news. Hundreds of singers were set to collectively join Tieba at exactly eight o’clock the following evening. The influence of this event on the internet was truly unprecedented. Since the rise of the internet, there had never been a dedicated platform allowing singers to interact with their music fans. This time, Tieba had managed to gather hundreds of singers at once, including many top-tier stars, which significantly resonated with internet users.

The earliest internet platform to use a certain magnitude of stars to build momentum was Sina Blog. Its celebrity blogs truly created a huge sensation online at the time, quickly ushering everyone into the blogosphere. Back then, “Old Xu’s Blog” and “Han Han’s Blog” were super blogs with over one hundred million page views. However, the commotion caused by celebrity blogs was far from comparable to Tieba’s current initiative.

Aside from Sina Blog, another platform widely joined by stars was Sina Weibo. Its influence during its heyday goes without saying; whether film stars, television stars, singers, or even hosts, any celebrity with ties to the entertainment industry proactively flocked to Weibo to open their personal certified accounts. However, Sina Weibo didn’t possess such powerful influence when it first started. It initially leveraged celebrity blogs, converting most of the original star bloggers into Weibo bloggers, and then introduced a fresh influx of celebrity talent. Only then did it continuously enhance its appeal, transforming Weibo into a social networking platform valued at billions, even over ten billion US dollars.

Li Mu deeply understood the immense influence of stars on the internet, which was precisely why he leveraged his various resources to attract these singers to Tieba. It was also because of Sina’s experience from his previous life that he decided to go all out with this endeavor. Hundreds of stars would simultaneously descend upon Tieba—this would undoubtedly be the biggest event in the entertainment and internet industries.

…

At three o’clock in the afternoon, the latest rankings for the Hong Kong Radio Chinese Pop Chart were announced.

Du Wei’s “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” had only just debuted yesterday, yet today it had soared to third place in one go. This achievement not only shocked the radio station but also amazed Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok. The Hong Kong Radio Chinese Pop Chart’s calculation method involved taking the average value over the most recent seven days. It was unexpected that Du Wei had secured third place on the chart after only one day of being listed. This meant that the song’s index for just one day, from yesterday until now, when divided by seven, had already surpassed the seven-day average of all other songs on the chart except for the top two. If she were given one more day, she might even rush to the number one spot.

Leslie Cheung and Karen Mok, who understood the chart rules, were astonished, but most of the public, unfamiliar with the rules, were not surprised. In their view, the song was indeed excellent; not only was it pleasant to listen to, but it was also grounded and relatable, evoking a strong sense of familiarity. In their eyes, it would be a loss if this song didn’t reach number one. Therefore, a large group of people proactively called in to request “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” again, simply wishing to help the song reach the top of the charts.

At the same time, many Hong Kong residents also began trying to learn more about Du Wei through various channels. They soon discovered that Du Wei was not a local Hong Kong singer but a mainland Chinese singer. However, this time, they had no prejudice against Du Wei as a mainland singer. On the contrary, because Du Wei sang this Cantonese song, a special, subtly proud fondness for her blossomed in their hearts. Li Mu also had to admit that having Du Wei sing a Cantonese song was a clever tactic, as it allowed her to be more easily accepted by local Hong Kong music fans.





Chapter 604: Celebrities Join In

The Chinese pop music scene hadn’t seen such a unified action, apart from awards ceremonies, for a long time.

Even awards ceremonies couldn’t command such strong appeal as Tieba. Most attendees at awards ceremonies were nominated singers, while unnominated ones usually couldn’t be bothered with the excitement. But Tieba was different. Tieba extended an extremely attractive olive branch to every singer. Almost all singers who received an invitation accepted, and even some Heavenly King and Heavenly Queen tier artists, though not immediately participating, accepted their Tieba accounts and explicitly stated they would interact with fans on their Tieba pages when they had time.

The following evening, the Celebrity Tieba Launch Event was about to begin. Most invited celebrities were waiting for eight o’clock. As soon as eight o’clock arrived, their accounts would be automatically unlocked, and they could then make their first post on their respective Tieba pages.

Tieba’s product manager had specifically designed many privileged features for the celebrities themselves. Not only would celebrity IDs use a golden font paired with a V-shaped emblem, but even their posts would be highlighted in gold on the list. Furthermore, celebrities would have permissions exceeding those of a Tieba moderator on their own Tieba pages. They could freely delete any post, pin or highlight any post, and mute any user within their Tieba.

Celebrity Tieba pages were originally fan gathering places, and Users’ loyalty to the celebrities and their respective Tieba pages was extraordinary. Now, with the arrival of their idols, it was an incredibly exciting and joyous event for Tieba Users. Therefore, many Users had been constantly refreshing their Tieba pages early on, awaiting their idols’ arrival.

Tonight’s eight o’clock event wasn’t a celebrity Q&A. Muye Technology’s requirements for the singers were very simple: they just needed to log in to their accounts and greet their fans. As for whether or not to chat, or how to chat, Muye Technology had no explicit requirements; clearer instructions would only be provided when the celebrity Q&A event commenced. So, the celebrities had all prepared their own ways of greeting, and as soon as eight o’clock struck, celebrities began logging into Tieba one after another.

Many dedicated celebrities had prepared in advance. Since Tieba didn’t yet support video uploads, many celebrities specially took photos with Digital Cameras. To show their support for Tieba, they even deliberately printed some short greetings on A4 paper, such as: “Hello everyone, Tieba netizens!”, “Thank you Tieba, thank you Tieba users!”, and so on.

As a female singer with exceptionally high popularity this year, Little Heavenly Queen Sun Yanzhi, under Warner Music, logged into her Tieba account immediately and published her first post. The title of the post was: “Hello everyone, I’m Sun Yanzhi, reporting for duty!”

The clever and mischievous Sun Yanzhi attached five freshly taken photos in the body of her post. Her family had just helped her take these five photos with a Digital Camera.

In the first photo, she made a cute goofy face, holding a cartoon handwritten sign that read: “Hello, Tieba friends!”

In the second photo, Sun Yanzhi held the sign above her head, in an exaggerated and somewhat comical pose. This time, the words on the sign read: “My name is Sun Yanzhi, from Singapore.”

In the third photo, she sat cross-legged on the ground, placing the sign in front of her. It read: “Thank you for always being active in Sun Yanzhi’s Tieba.”

In the fourth photo, she lay spread-eagled on the bed, her short hair messy, holding the sign with one hand: “From today onwards, I will officially join you all.”

In the fifth photo, Sun Yanzhi held her new album released this year, Start: Compilation, in one hand, and the sign in the other: “I hope you’ll all continue to support me in the future!”

After adding the five photos in order, Sun Yanzhi followed the previous instructions from the Tieba staff, selected the “Pin this post” option, and then personally clicked the publish button.

Sun Yanzhi had already released four albums, achieving impressive sales in both Mainland China and Hong Kong and Taiwan, and gaining considerable fame in the Mainland. Her Tieba page already had nearly hundreds of thousands of fans following it. Fans had seen her name in the event promotions and also spotted the banner advertisement in Sun Yanzhi’s Tieba indicating her upcoming arrival, so they had been constantly refreshing the page, waiting for her appearance. At 8:05 PM, a user refreshing Sun Yanzhi’s Tieba suddenly noticed a pinned title, entirely in golden font, appear at the very top of the post list. Seeing the title: “Hello everyone, I’m Sun Yanzhi, reporting for duty!”, and then checking the poster: Singer Sun Yanzhi, the fans immediately confirmed that this post was from Sun Yanzhi herself, and they promptly clicked on it.

Sun Yanzhi was one of the more dedicated celebrities. When fans opened the post, the first thing that met their eyes was her first photo, and the sign in her photo also contained greetings for Tieba fans, instantly capturing their hearts.

Excited and thrilled, the fans continued to scroll down, only to discover there were even more photos of Sun Yanzhi herself: two, three, four, five…

Seeing five of their idol’s latest photos in a row, and also reading five sentences hand-written by their idol, the fans naturally felt incredibly warm-hearted, and immediately rushed to leave comments below.

Less than a minute after Sun Yanzhi posted, her Tieba notifications began to flash continuously. She clicked to open it and saw that in the blink of an eye, there were already over four hundred and fifty replies!

“Oh my goodness!” Sun Yanzhi exclaimed from in front of her computer, then immediately turned to call her family: “Dad, Mom, Sis, Xiaomei, come quickly and look!”

The whole family hurriedly rushed over, gathering around the computer and asking, “What’s wrong?”

Sun Yanzhi excitedly said, “I posted something on my Tieba page, and in one minute, there are over four hundred and fifty replies!”

“My goodness!” Sun Yanzhi’s Dad said, surprised. “So many people replied? That’s too unbelievable!”

Sun Yanzhi nodded. “I can’t believe it either.” As she spoke, she refreshed the page. In that short time, her post already had over three thousand five hundred replies, and the number had surged again.

This number instantly startled the entire family. Although they didn’t fully understand Tieba, more than three thousand replies in two or three minutes—what did that even mean? At the very least, it proved that thousands of people were waiting on Tieba, paying attention to Sun Yanzhi’s activity.

Sun Yanzhi widened her eyes and refreshed again in disbelief. The latest numbers startled her once more: five thousand two hundred replies!

At this very moment, there were over twenty thousand online users fixated on Sun Yanzhi’s Tieba. Due to the extremely heavy network traffic at eight o’clock, the servers were congested, which meant many replies had yet to be sent.

Sun Yanzhi roughly scanned the replies from her fans. Almost everyone was greeting her, while also praising her beautiful photos. Some also inquired when she would release new songs or albums, or when she would be able to hold concerts in Mainland China.

Sun Yanzhi’s Sis, seeing so many different IDs eagerly expressing support for her sister, exclaimed in delight, “The popularity on Tieba is so high! I think this Tieba really needs to be managed well. If you don’t have time, Yanzhi, I’ll help you manage it. If you can cultivate tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of loyal fans on Tieba, I think you’ll soon be able to hold solo concerts in Mainland China!”

Sun Yanzhi’s Dad also agreed, saying, “Mainland China has over one billion people; the market potential is truly enormous. This Tieba alone is enough to give us a glimpse of the bigger picture. You must take this seriously, it will be greatly beneficial for your future development.”

Sun Yanzhi winked playfully at her Dad. “I know, Dad, I’m already taking it very, very seriously!”

For the users of Sun Yanzhi’s Tieba, they had been active there for over half a year and had never dared to dream of meeting Sun Yanzhi herself. Now, with Sun Yanzhi’s sudden appearance, it was truly happiness beyond imagination for the fans.

The same thing wasn’t only happening in Sun Yanzhi’s Tieba; it was simultaneously taking place across hundreds of singer Tieba pages. This included Jay Chou, who would later become immensely popular throughout the Chinese-speaking world. At this very moment, he was sitting in front of his computer, telling his music fans: “Hey, everyone, be sure to pay attention to my next album! It’s launching simultaneously in late July in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Mainland China. I’ll tell you a secret: this album is super amazing!”

Karen Mok had just gathered a large number of new fans, so at this moment, she was very engaged in interacting with Tieba fans in front of her computer. Not only did she upload many new personal photos, but she also chatted with some netizens by replying to each other, discussing songs, movies, Mainland cities she had visited, and even her views on choosing a partner. In short, she projected an entirely approachable image without any airs, which greatly delighted the fans in Karen Mok’s Tieba.

Leslie Cheung, a veteran of the pop music scene, also chatted freely with his music fans on Tieba. Mainland music fans were not as gossipy as their Hong Kong counterparts; almost no one mentioned questions about his private life or sexual orientation, and even when mentioned, it was quite friendly. More often, they showed concern for his current situation, as he hadn’t released new movies or albums in a long time, and many music fans replied to his posts expressing their anticipation.

Leslie Cheung had previously had few opportunities to interact with his fans in Mainland China. After his first simple interaction with fans via Tieba today, he developed a strong fondness for his Mainland fans and even became filled with anticipation for his next trip to Mainland China, his mood considerably brightened.

Currently, nearly one million netizens had gathered in the Tieba of Andy Lau, one of the Heavenly Kings. Heavenly King Liu truly didn’t have much time to communicate with everyone, so he simply made a post, first greeting the Tieba fans, then promoting his new album which was about to be released. He didn’t forget to mention that the new album contained a new lead love song called ‘Practice’, hoping everyone would pay more attention after the new album launched. Additionally, he also stated that he would soon participate in a movie in Mainland China, the name of which was temporarily confidential.

At this time, the domestic internet had become Tieba’s domain. Tieba attracted an enormous amount of User attention, so much so that during this period, traffic for all websites and games across the entire internet user base sharply decreased. Although Tieba had been launched for a while, it was only tonight that it truly showcased its astonishing power to the entire industry.





Chapter 605: Scandals as Fierce as a Tiger

Overnight, Tieba gained the adoration of the entire Chinese music scene, and Du Wei, too, received the adoration of the entire Hong Kong and Taiwan region.

Two days after its release in Hong Kong, Next Stop, Heavenly Queen successfully claimed the top spot on the Hong Kong Radio Chinese Pop Chart, causing a sensation throughout the Hong Kong music scene. The entertainment industries in Hong Kong and Taiwan were already highly interconnected, not to mention Rock Records’ true home base was Taiwan. Thus, they reciprocated Li Mu’s favor by heavily promoting several of Du Wei’s singles in Taiwan. Aside from Next Stop, Heavenly Queen, Du Wei’s three other previously released Mandarin songs were very much to the liking of Taiwanese listeners.

As soon as these songs became popular, Du Wei also quietly rose to fame in Taiwan. Besides her excellent voice and songs, her charming and sweet image instantly captured a large number of male fans.

Thanks to Li Mu, the Hong Kong and Taiwan music industry showed Du Wei an unprecedented level of care and friendliness. Compared to other Mainland China singers, the attention Du Wei received in the Hong Kong and Taiwan music industry was dramatically different. Many singers took the opportunity to speak out in front of the media, either expressing great admiration for Du Wei or showing immense optimism for her future career. The media was also very happy to ask singers and producers in the Hong Kong and Taiwan music industry questions related to Du Wei. For the media, they were also very interested in this Mainland China newcomer who had suddenly burst onto the scene, especially given her current high public attention.

The news of Du Wei topping the Hong Kong Radio Chinese Pop Chart also attracted extensive coverage from Mainland China media. During this period, the Mainland China entertainment industry had little influence on Hong Kong and Taiwan; conversely, it was strongly influenced by Hong Kong and Taiwan in various aspects such as film, television, music, and variety shows. As a result, Mainland China artists rarely had any true influence or even significant recognition in Hong Kong and Taiwan. Faye Wong, a star who had developed in Hong Kong, was naturally an exception, but Li Lianjie was the only other mainstream Mainland China-born-and-raised celebrity who had developed well in Mainland China and then achieved great success in Hong Kong and Taiwan. So, the sudden appearance of a Mainland China singer who could top a music leaderboard in Hong Kong was naturally seen by Mainland China media as if they had struck gold.

Witnessing Du Wei’s influence rapidly enhance, a dissenting voice suddenly emerged from Hong Kong. Lu Xinyi, whom Li Mu had poached from Hong Kong Weekly News, called Li Mu early in the morning to deliver bad news: several high-circulation gossip newspapers and magazines in Hong Kong had published numerous scandals related to Du Wei that morning. The scandalous reports claimed that although Du Wei was only eighteen, she had long been living under the patronage of a wealthy Mainland China businessman, and this wealthy Mainland China businessman was Li Mu.

Moreover, these reports contained a lot of photographic evidence, such as photos of Li Mu and Du Wei together at the Seedling Protection Fund Foundation event, and surveillance images of them entering and exiting the hotel lobby and elevator together.

The image quality of surveillance footage in those days was not very clear, but with the corroboration of clear photos from the Seedling Protection Fund Foundation event, readers could clearly recognize Li Mu and Du Wei wearing the same clothes in the hotel surveillance images. In fact, these surveillance images were not faked; they were completely authentic.

However, although the pictures were real, not a single word of the scandalous content was not a lie; the entire article was about making an issue out of the photos of the two.

The scandalous reports stated that Li Mu was a renowned young entrepreneur in Mainland China, having founded multiple businesses with considerable market value, while Du Wei was an ordinary student at the Central Conservatory of Music who worked part-time outside of school specifically accompanying wealthy businessmen. Last year, when Li Mu happened to patronize her, he was greatly taken with her and decided to keep her as his mistress long-term. Li Mu then decided to strongly promote Du Wei’s debut, to the extent that he even flew over personally to accompany Du Wei throughout her participation in a charity gala in Hong Kong.

Upon hearing this news over the phone, Li Mu was greatly infuriated. He never expected Zu Yaoting, who had been quiet for so long, had actually been waiting for him here. That man was truly capable of endurance; he must have been waiting for the perfect opportunity for retaliation. Now that Du Wei had just begun to establish a market in Hong Kong, he used this method to tarnish Du Wei’s and his own reputation. The timing was truly impeccable.

Moreover, Zu Yaoting was indeed someone who deeply understood the entertainment industry and negative publicity. He could instantly identify the most vicious and precise point of attack, and then use his resources and methods to leverage their impact, creating even greater destructive power. Du Wei’s image was innocent, beautiful, charming, and lovely. To label her as a companion to wealthy businessmen and a kept woman at this moment was simply the most malicious attack. And he cleverly exploited the fact that Li Mu had indeed accompanied her to the Seedling Protection Fund gala, using sensitive photos of them entering and exiting hotels and elevators together to fan the flames and induce the public.

Li Mu was not afraid of the slander from a tabloid boss like Zu Yaoting, but Du Wei had just instantly become popular and did not yet have a strong foundation of fame. The same negative publicity, if it happened to a celebrity with a sufficient foundation, could be selectively forgotten by the public soon enough. But if it happened to a celebrity without a sufficient foundation, the consequences would be far more severe; her entire career path could be prematurely cut short. Li Mu was most concerned that Du Wei’s image would be greatly affected by this. Not only would it be a huge blow to Du Wei, but all the effort he had put into promoting her in Hong Kong would also be wasted.

Li Mu immediately asked Lu Xinyi, “How much influence do Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines have in Hong Kong?”

Lu Xinyi said, “That’s hard to say. It depends on how credible the scandal he exposes is, and how much influence the celebrity related to the scandal has. If the scandal can easily deceive ordinary people and is related to a popular celebrity, public attention will definitely be very high, and it might even continue to be a hot topic in the streets and alleys for a period of time.”

At this point, Lu Xinyi hesitated for a moment, then added, “Manager Li, to be honest, this scandal Zu Yaoting created is quite credible for ordinary people who don’t know the truth. The photos, the story, and the fact of the Seedling Protection Fund gala are all there. With his combination, ten-tenths fake becomes seven-tenths real. He clearly came prepared. If you think about it carefully, the Seedling Protection Fund gala happened a long time ago. Du Wei has only just become popular. If he had only just decided on this in the last two days, whether he could even find the surveillance footage would be a major problem, let alone suddenly weave so many seamlessly interconnected and convincing stories.”

Li Mu agreed deeply with Lu Xinyi’s assessment. The cost of surveillance footage was still very high back then, and the performance parameters of video recording equipment were generally poor. In Mainland China, only banks could afford surveillance cameras. Even if Hong Kong was generally more developed, hotel surveillance footage couldn’t possibly be stored for so many days. Zu Yaoting must have wanted to retaliate against him for a long time and had already obtained these video and image materials; he had just not made his move until now.

Li Mu couldn’t help but recall the information Xu Jianjun had once revealed to him. Could the person secretly investigating him be Zu Yaoting?

But after careful consideration, Li Mu felt this theory didn’t quite hold water. If Zu Yaoting had seriously investigated him, he would surely have weighed the consequences. With his market value and influence as a Hong Kong gossip magazine mogul, was it really worth fighting to the bitter end with him over a matter of face? He was, after all, somewhat of a “little prince of the Mainland China internet.” He wouldn’t exaggerate about other impressive feats, but a mere stomp of his foot could easily cause an earthquake in the Mainland China internet industry. His market value and influence were far greater than that of Zu Yaoting’s tabloid newspapers and magazines. Zu Yaoting’s stuff might annoy people in the Hong Kong entertainment industry, but if he truly wanted to play with fire against him, where would he get the capital?

Moreover, even if Zu Yaoting didn’t care about his influence in the Mainland China internet, he still had to consider Du Wei’s family background, right? Du Fei and Du Wei, these sisters, weren’t just simply beautiful and had good family genes. Li Mu had heard Chen Ze say that Du Wei’s family’s power in the military was beyond imagination. Chen Ze didn’t reveal how formidable they specifically were, but once political background was involved, wouldn’t it be easy to deal with someone like him in Hong Kong?

Regardless of whether Zu Yaoting had investigated his and Du Wei’s specific situations, Li Mu quickly calmed down, realizing that his first priority was to isolate the news within Hong Kong and Taiwan, and absolutely must not allow this news to spread to Mainland China. So, Li Mu immediately told Lu Xinyi, “Xinyi, go to the company’s public relations department now. Immediately inform the major media outlets in Mainland China not to spread such baseless scandals. Subtly convey that this is my personal instruction. Also, if they really want to make big news, they can make an issue out of me, but they cannot involve Du Wei.”

Mainland China media had a very keen sense of smell. Any sign of disturbance in the Hong Kong entertainment industry, and the Mainland China media would receive the news. So Li Mu was certain that the media would know even earlier than he did. What he needed to do was remind them not to casually spread news without factual basis, otherwise, they would be held accountable, and he would pursue this to the end.

It wasn’t that Li Mu was confident he could threaten these media outlets, but Li Mu understood clearly that Mainland China media were very cautious in reporting anything related to him, basically only mentioning 3321. Although Li Mu wasn’t sure why, he could somewhat infer that there was a higher-level influence restraining the media. However, Li Mu was also afraid that some foolhardy media outlet might want to make big news. What if they used Du Wei to make an issue out of her? Most media outlets probably wouldn’t be able to uncover her true identity. If they accidentally stepped on a landmine, Li Mu didn’t care what fate awaited the media outlet that stepped on the landmine. What he cared about was how Du Wei would face this, as her psychological resilience was far inferior to his, an old hand who had lived two lives.

Lu Xinyi had worked in the media and entertainment industries for many years and understood them very well. As soon as Li Mu gave the instruction, she immediately understood tacitly and quickly moved to execute it. Li Mu also knew clearly that blocking the news only in Mainland China was useless; he still needed to quickly find a way to deal with the situation in Hong Kong. He not only had to minimize the impact of this negative scandal but also make that bastard Zu Yaoting pay a heavy price!





Chapter 606: Full Response

That very morning, the people of Hong Kong were in an uproar.

As soon as the gossip about Du Wei and Li Mu broke, it immediately captured the attention of a large number of people. A pure and lovely young girl whom everyone adored had suddenly risen to fame, and people had just begun to have high hopes for her. Then, suddenly, a large bucket of dirty water was thrown on her, which indeed stunned the Hong Kong public who had just come to admire Du Wei.

People have always lacked discernment when it comes to gossip, especially since Zu Yaoting, the mastermind behind this incident, was a specialist in fabricating scandals. He had spent most of his life smearing others, and it was practically his greatest skill for survival. This time, it was an attack he had meticulously planned for a long time, so it was naturally difficult for the public to distinguish between truth and falsehood.

For the people of Hong Kong at the moment, they had only heard one of Du Wei’s songs and seen her face, but they knew nothing about her. At this point, Zu Yaoting presented various “evidence” to prove the “authenticity” of the gossip. To the public, he seemed more credible.

Thus, the most discussed entertainment gossip that morning in Hong Kong was the scandal of Du Wei being kept by Li Mu. They didn’t want to know who Li Mu was; it was enough to know that Li Mu was a wealthy businessman from Mainland China.

Li Mu hung up Lu Xinyi’s call and immediately began actively considering countermeasures. He felt he needed a solution that would cause the least harm to Du Wei, preferably one with enough credibility to clarify the matter. The most suitable person for this would be President Xiao Fangfang of the Seedling Protection Fund. She was the founder of the Seedling Protection Fund and the one who had extended the invitation to Du Wei. Moreover, she had excellent popularity and a very good reputation in her circles. It would be most appropriate for her to step forward and clarify.

If Xiao Fangfang was willing to step forward, Li Mu could also disclose some of his information to the Hong Kong media. Zu Yaoting had not explicitly described his assets, perhaps because he himself only had a superficial understanding. He might think Li Mu only had 3321 and Alipay. In that case, Li Mu could reveal his identity as “Muzi.” That way, his relationship with Du Wei would become clear. The micro-movie “Old Boys” was written and directed by him, and he invited Du Wei to participate in the filming. Subsequently, he personally wrote all the songs Du Wei had sung to date, including “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen,” which was familiar to audiences in Hong Kong.

As long as he revealed his identity as Muzi, the progression of his relationship with Du Wei, from their acquaintance to deep collaboration, would be incredibly clear. While it couldn’t completely erase any possible romantic connection between them, it could thoroughly debunk Zu Yaoting’s accusations of her working as a part-time escort and being kept and promoted. At that point, the entire Hong Kong public would naturally be able to discern that Zu Yaoting was Making a false accusation.

If this wasn’t enough, Li Mu even considered mobilizing singers from all over Hong Kong to support him. He had resources and sales channels, which were precisely what they needed most. If they did him this favor, he would surely repay their kindness a thousandfold in the future.

Having thought all this through, Li Mu no longer felt as nervous as before. Instead, he began calculating the time, intending to book a midday flight to Hong Kong. No matter what, it would be difficult to confront Zu Yaoting while he was in Mainland China. It would be better to go to Hong Kong and face him directly.

Just as Li Mu made up his mind, Xiao Fangfang, the president of the Seedling Protection Fund in Hong Kong, unexpectedly called him first. As soon as the call connected, Xiao Fangfang said, filled with righteous indignation, “Mr. Li, you must have heard about the nasty things Zu Yaoting has done, right?”

Li Mu hummed in response, saying, “I have heard.”

Xiao Fangfang immediately said, “Mr. Li, you don’t need to worry. I’ve already spoken with TVB and several other media outlets. I’m going to Jade Channel now for an interview. I’ll publicly clarify everything that happened at the Seedling Protection Fund that day. Also, Leslie called me just now. He’s also very angry about Zu Yaoting’s actions, so he’s decided to go with me for the interview and announce everything to the mainstream media. Not just Leslie, Karen also said she’s coming, and Xueyou and GIGI, who were present at the Seedling Protection Fund banquet that day, will also be there to lend their support!”

At this point, Xiao Fangfang’s voice gained some momentum: “In short, don’t worry. This time, I absolutely won’t let that bastard Zu Yaoting succeed. Not only will I not let him succeed, I’m going to ruin his reputation in Hong Kong!”

Li Mu was deeply moved upon hearing this. Xiao Fangfang, this senior artist, had a very strong sense of justice. However, Li Mu also felt some apprehension. The reason he had offended Zu Yaoting was because Zu Yaoting’s methods of publicly attacking Leslie Cheung that night were truly despicable. Considering Leslie Cheung suffered from severe depression, Li Mu, out of a sense of responsibility to save a life, stood up to humiliate Zu Yaoting and resolve Leslie Cheung’s embarrassment. If Leslie Cheung were now to go with Xiao Fangfang to the TV stations to explain everything that happened that day, wouldn’t that mean he would have to describe Zu Yaoting’s attack on him to the public? Wouldn’t that be too great a sacrifice for him?

Li Mu subtly expressed his concerns, but Xiao Fangfang smiled and said, “You don’t have to worry about that at all. I had the same concern when Leslie just called me, but he said that the Hong Kong media already knew about his relationship with Mr. Tang, and he doesn’t mind at all if these matters are brought up by the media again. On the contrary, he regrets that for so many years, he’s been slandered and hurt by Zu Yaoting in various ways and hasn’t confronted him head-on. So he himself said that he must fight Zu Yaoting honorably this time, and he will absolutely not be hesitant or drag his feet.”

Then, Xiao Fangfang added, “Honestly, I think this is actually better for Leslie. What he needs now is that open-mindedness to see past everything. If he truly finds that state of mind, then no matter what others say, he won’t care.”

Li Mu thought about it carefully and felt that what Xiao Fangfang said made a lot of sense. If this was Leslie Cheung’s own wish, then letting him shed all inhibitions and compete with the bastard who had attacked him for years would be a good thing for him.

Understanding this point, Li Mu said to Xiao Fangfang, “President Xiao, it’s hard for me to go to Hong Kong to deal with this matter right now, so I’ll entrust you and the other seniors to help out. For now, I don’t ask for Zu Yaoting to be taught a big lesson. I only hope to protect Du Wei well. As for Zu Yaoting, once this matter is over, I will naturally make him pay a thousandfold, a hundredfold!”

Xiao Fangfang said, “Don’t worry, the entire Hong Kong entertainment industry will be on your side now. Everyone has been smeared by Zu Yaoting countless times. This time, he’s openly done such a vile thing, and he’s incurred public wrath. This time, we must make him a rat crossing the street, hated by everyone!”

Li Mu quickly thanked Xiao Fangfang, hung up the phone, and immediately called Du Wei. Du Wei’s voice seemed normal when she answered, and she said cheerfully, “Good morning, Brother Li Mu.”

Li Mu thought she didn’t know about the Hong Kong situation, so he told her, “Xiao Wei, some negative gossip about you came out of Hong Kong today that isn’t good for your image, but you don’t need to worry. I’m actively handling this matter. If you’ve already heard about it, please don’t take it to heart. If you haven’t heard, listen to your bro, and don’t go asking about it. I’ll tell you personally after everything is handled.”

Du Wei immediately replied sweetly, “Then I’ll listen to you; I won’t care or ask about it.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Okay, just wait for my news. You don’t need to care about anything else people say.”

“I know, Brother Li Mu. No matter what happens, you don’t have to get too anxious or angry.”

“Okay, I know. You too, wait for my news.”

At this moment, Du Wei’s extended family had already gathered around her. Du Wei’s sister, Mom and Dad, and paternal grandparents were all in the living room, angrily discussing how to resolve this matter and how to make Zu Yaoting pay the price. Du Wei’s mother even wished several times she could call her Grandpa, who was in the military, not because she wanted her father to step in and help, but because she was worried he might hear the news through other channels and become so enraged by the slandering of his granddaughter that it would harm his health. He had just been hospitalized for recovery and had been discharged less than a month ago.

Before taking Li Mu’s call, Du Wei told her family it was Li Mu calling and wanted to go back to her room to answer. However, Du Wei’s father told her to put it on speakerphone and answer it in front of the family. Du Wei initially disagreed, feeling it would be unfair to Li Mu, but her sister Du Fei also asked her to, so she had no choice but to comply.

Du Fei’s intention was actually simple. When the Hong Kong company reported this matter early in the morning, they had asked Dad how to resolve it. If necessary, they could find a way to destroy all the newspapers and magazines containing malicious slander against Du Wei that could be found on the market. But Du Wei’s father understood that since the magazines and newspapers had already been released, it was impossible to destroy the publications now. If the other party caught them red-handed, it would only have a worse impact on his daughter.

While the family was filled with righteous indignation, Li Mu’s call came in. Du Fei knew very well that Li Mu was calling because of this incident. She also knew that with Du Wei being smeared like this, Mom and Dad would surely oppose her continuing in this circle, even if she vouched for her or described Li Mu as omnipotent, it would be useless. Coincidentally, Li Mu called at this time, and Dad also wanted to know Li Mu’s current attitude. So Du Fei thought, why not let her sister put it on speakerphone and let the family hear what Li Mu had to say.

Du Fei understood Li Mu’s routine for handling things. He could achieve so many very impressive things by himself, so he must also be able to solve the problem at hand. Therefore, he would definitely not disappoint Mom and Dad on the phone.

As expected, what Li Mu said on the phone and the attitude he displayed made even her, as an older sister, feel inferior. It was clear that Mom and Dad, as well as paternal grandparents, were all very satisfied with Li Mu’s call.

Du Wei’s father’s anger had also subsided a bit by then. He said, “Li Mu, that kid is indeed responsible. I think we should let him handle this for now. We currently don’t have a very effective solution with few side effects.”

Du Wei’s Grandpa coughed and said, “Kecheng, call the people from Broadcast and Television and tell them to give a heads-up to the local TV stations. This kind of malicious attacks and fake news absolutely cannot appear in Mainland China! Otherwise, the situation will be difficult to control!”

Du Kecheng immediately nodded, and just as he was about to make the call, his own phone rang. It was actually the head of Yanjing Satellite TV calling.

Du Kecheng couldn’t help but frown. After answering the phone, the other party immediately said, “Director Du, I just heard…”

As soon as the other party mentioned his daughter being deliberately smeared in Hong Kong, Du Kecheng’s frown deepened. He asked in a deep, resonant voice, “Did your station find out? What’s the attitude now?”

After the other party finished explaining, Du Kecheng’s brows finally relaxed. He said, “Then you can cooperate with Muye Technology’s requirements. I won’t interfere for now.”





Chapter 607: The Hong Kong Entertainment Industry’s Counterattack

After hanging up the phone, Du Fei couldn’t help but ask Du Kecheng, “Dad, what did Yanjing TV say?”

Du Kecheng was much more relaxed now. He said calmly, “Li Mu has already had Muye Technology’s public relations team contact all the media outlets in Mainland China one by one. There definitely won’t be any issues in Mainland China for now. It just depends on how Hong Kong handles it.”

Du Fei’s grandfather’s tone also softened slightly. He said, “This Li Mu is quite responsible in his words and actions, and his reaction speed is very fast.”

Du Kecheng nodded, saying, “Responsible, quick to react, and systematic in his approach. He’s material for great things. I think we’ll stay out of this for now and wait to see how Li Mu resolves it.”

Du Wei then said with a smile, “I told you Brother Li Mu is very reliable.”

She was very open-minded. She felt that there was no need to take such baseless accusations to heart; the pure remain pure, and there was no need to care about how others slandered her. The biggest impact this incident had on her was Li Mu’s unwavering determination to protect her. In her eyes, the sense of security Li Mu gave her was almost second only to her father’s.

Du Kecheng lit a cigar, took a few puffs, and said, “Once this is over, I definitely won’t let that fellow surnamed Zu off the hook!”

Du Wei’s grandfather asked him, “The Zu family doesn’t have much influence in Hong Kong, does it?”

Du Kecheng nodded slightly, saying with a cold laugh, “The Zu family appears glamorous in Hong Kong, but they’re actually just small fry.”

The patriarch hummed, pulled a cigar from the coffee table, lit it, and after taking two puffs, slowly said, “Since they’re small fry, once this matter is over, don’t let them stir trouble again.”

…

Zu Yaoting had indeed misjudged the situation. Although he had some influence in Hong Kong and a thorough understanding of its various social circles, he truly hadn’t done his homework on Li Mu and Du Wei.

He had initially thought Li Mu was just a small nouveau riche from Mainland China, and Du Wei merely a newcomer who had just found success with a few songs there. In the eyes of a Hong Kong playboy like him, he inherently held a certain disdain for Li Mu and Du Wei, who came from Mainland China. Moreover, Hong Kong was his home ground. As the saying goes, a mighty dragon doesn’t cross the river, let alone a mere worm.

Zu Yaoting had long seen that Li Mu bringing Du Wei all the way to Hong Kong for the Seedling Protection Fund’s charity dinner was an attempt to find opportunities to develop in Hong Kong. So, after being humiliated by Li Mu that day, he immediately prepared. If Du Wei truly came to Hong Kong to develop, he would immediately deliver a fatal blow, making Li Mu’s wishful thinking fall through. As expected, Du Wei’s new song became popular in Hong Kong, which was the perfect timing for Zu Yaoting to retaliate against Li Mu.

Zu Yaoting was currently extremely smug. Although he knew he might never meet Li Mu again, the exhilaration of destroying the other’s painstaking efforts left him exceptionally excited. He spent the entire morning in his office, constantly switching TV channels. In his view, Du Wei was now at the top of the charts, her fame soaring. At such a time, releasing a fake news story with high completeness and credibility would surely attract a large public audience. In this situation, even if the mainstream media didn’t believe it or had doubts about his reports, they certainly wouldn’t pass up this news item. At the very least, they would report it neutrally without expressing clear opinions. But strangely, not a single TV station responded all morning.

Zu Yaoting couldn’t help but curse under his breath. Previously, if he ever broke a major scandal, these media outlets would immediately spring into action. Why had they all suddenly gone silent now?

Just as he was wondering, Jade Channel happened to air a temporary announcement. The announcement stated: Xiao Fangfang, president of the Seedling Protection Fund, along with singers Leslie Cheung, Karen Mok, Jacky Cheung, and Gigi Leung, would be guests on the midday news broadcast to clarify the false reports about Du Wei from gossip newspapers like ‘Banana Daily.’ The midday news program would be broadcast live.

Zu Yaoting was instantly dumbfounded. Xiao Fangfang planned to go on TV to clarify for Du Wei? Wasn’t she getting involved a bit too broadly? And Leslie Cheung—for so many years, he could only swallow his anger regarding reports from Zu’s newspapers and magazines. How was it that now he was so angry that he dared to directly go on TV to refute him? Wasn’t he afraid Zu would fabricate more sensational news about him?

And what about Karen Mok? What’s her deal? What business does she have here? Showing off, huh? Just because I haven’t targeted you, you think I wouldn’t dare touch you?

As for Jacky Cheung and Gigi Leung, why are they joining in this commotion? What does this have to do with them?

At this moment, Zu Yaoting vaguely felt something was wrong. The combined influence of these five people was indeed immense. If they truly intended to strongly support Du Wei, his own gossip tabloids simply couldn’t stand up to them. His biggest worry now was one thing: would these five people publicly expose what really happened that night at the Seedling Protection Fund on TV? If they revealed what happened that night, he would be in huge trouble and would definitely incur the public’s wrath in Hong Kong.

However, Zu Yaoting quickly comforted himself. He thought: Leslie Cheung had never gained any advantage against him before. He had disgusted him so many times; when had he ever confronted him directly? Moreover, that day Zu had deliberately provoked him with Mr. Tang’s matter. If he were to reveal the truth on TV, he would inevitably have to directly address his own sexual orientation, a topic too sensitive for him. He certainly wouldn’t dare. Zu had investigated his medical history and knew he suffered from severe depression. Given this, it was even less likely he would mention such a consistently avoided and distressing topic on TV.

Thinking of this, Zu Yaoting felt somewhat reassured. Even if the news he fabricated this time was jointly clarified by the five of them, it didn’t matter. He could always find another opportunity; anyway, the newspapers and magazines were his, and he could release a sequel whenever he wanted, with no one to stop him.

With less than twenty minutes until the midday news broadcast, Zu Yaoting had no appetite for lunch. He stayed in his office with a grim expression, just waiting to see what kind of commotion these five people would create.

It wasn’t just Zu Yaoting; the entire city of Hong Kong was astonished by this temporary announcement. Du Wei’s negative news had only just broken that morning, and now Xiao Fangfang had brought two Pioneer Ambassadors and two image representatives of the Seedling Protection Fund onto TV to clarify. Xiao Fangfang herself was a very senior veteran artist, and Leslie Cheung’s influence was self-evident. Karen Mok’s reputation in Hong Kong was also considerable, making her a first-tier actress. Jacky Cheung and Gigi Leung were also legitimate first-tier stars. All five were influential figures in the acting industry. Their combined appearance to clarify for Du Wei was indeed a significant commotion. Could there truly be a hidden truth behind it?

Currently, the Hong Kong public’s attention to this matter far exceeded their attention to Du Wei herself. This incident had become the most watched news story in Hong Kong today. Everyone was waiting to see what these five stars would say on TV.

The midday news began precisely on time.

The host first conducted regular news reports. After the pre-prepared news content finished airing, the host announced, “Dear viewers, today, Ms. Xiao Fangfang, President of the Seedling Protection Fund, along with the Seedling Protection Fund’s Pioneer Ambassadors, Mr. Leslie Cheung and Ms. Karen Mok; and Seedling Protection Fund’s image representatives, Mr. Jacky Cheung and Ms. Gigi Leung, are guests on Midday News. They will jointly clarify today’s reports from ‘Banana Daily’ and other publications regarding the new singer Du Wei. They are now ready in Studio Two. We will go to a commercial break, and after the advertisements, I will broadcast live for you from Studio Two.”

Five veteran stars collectively appearing to clarify negative news for a newly debuted female singer was an unprecedented event in the Hong Kong entertainment industry. The combined influence of these five individuals was simply too great, so almost all of Hong Kong was currently focused on this matter. Leslie Cheung’s fans, in particular, were exceptionally excited. In recent years, Leslie Cheung had been remarkably low-key, seldom venturing into film and television or participating in TV programs, so it had been a long time since they had seen their idol appear on a TV show.

After a few minutes of commercials, the TV screen switched to a larger studio. This studio was somewhat similar to Phoenix Satellite TV’s “Qiang Qiang San Ren Xing,” with a slightly stronger scholarly atmosphere. A small conference table was placed in the center, and the host, along with the five first-tier stars led by Xiao Fangfang, were seated at the table.

The live broadcast officially began. The host first gave a brief and direct opening, providing a general overview of the morning’s reports on Du Wei by several gossip publications. After stating the content of the reports, the host did not offer personal opinions or views, but instead said, “Regarding these reports, Ms. Xiao Fangfang hopes to personally clarify the full story of this matter in front of all Hong Kong citizens. Therefore, we will now invite President Xiao of the Seedling Protection Fund to explain the unknown truth behind this incident.”

Xiao Fangfang nodded and said with considerable indignation towards the camera, “I saw these reports this morning. To be honest, before today, I never imagined that someone could be so shameless as to concoct such vile and despicable fake news to slander an eighteen-year-old girl and a promising young talent. But some people just do that, and it’s truly an eye-opener. It has also made the definition of the word ‘despicable’ much clearer in my mind!”

After a pause, Xiao Fangfang continued, “I’m sure everyone knows whose hands these publications slandering Ms. Du Wei and Mr. Li Mu are from. Since I’m sitting here today, I have no intention of hiding anything. Without exception, all these publications slandering Ms. Du are industries controlled by Zu Yaoting. As for why Zu Yaoting would do such vile and shameless things, with Leslie’s permission, I’ve brought a video. It will be broadcast for everyone by the director shortly. I believe that after watching this video, the truth will naturally become clear to all of you!”

Upon hearing this, Zu Yaoting’s heart sank instantly, and he couldn’t help but curse, “Damn it! You, Zhang, are you really trying to fight me to the death?”





Chapter 608: The Truth Exposed

Zu Yaoting’s deepest subconscious fear was the exposure of what happened at the Seedling Protection Fund event that day. If that incident were revealed, coupled with the influence of the five people on television, and his current false accusation against Du Wei, he would likely be utterly ruined.

Many media outlets were present that day and certainly filmed plenty of video footage. However, the biggest reason no media exposed it was that Zu Yaoting had threatened all Hong Kong media, vowing to make life difficult for anyone who dared to broadcast what happened that night.

No media outlet dared to provoke Zu Yaoting because, for a long time, Zu Yaoting’s position in the Hong Kong acting industry was like that of a rabid stray dog: he bit others, but no one bit him back, and he wasn’t afraid of being bitten. As a result, those who provoked him generally ended up in a messy situation, leading most media to keep a respectful distance from him.

That night, Zu Yaoting suffered a huge loss at Li Mu’s hands, losing all face. It was practically his most humiliating moment in years. If any media outlet exposed his “ordeal,” they would undoubtedly face double the retaliation from this despicable person. So everyone pretended that the incident never happened and didn’t report on it at all.

Even major media outlets like TVB and Phoenix Satellite TV, which were not as wary of Zu Yaoting, didn’t report what happened that night, primarily out of protection for Leslie Cheung. If they reported on the incident, it would inevitably bring up Leslie Cheung’s sexual orientation. Major media outlets were not small tabloids; they didn’t want to use such matters as a gimmick, nor did they want to inflict secondary harm on Leslie Cheung. So, everyone remained silent. However, today’s situation was very special. Today, Leslie Cheung himself proposed that TVB broadcast the entire video of that incident, and TVB couldn’t persuade him otherwise.

Leslie Cheung resolutely demanded that TVB broadcast the video from that day. The reason was simple: setting aside his fondness for Du Wei, Li Mu’s righteous intervention that day brought about Zu Yaoting’s retaliation; everything started because of him. If he didn’t step forward to clarify things now, he couldn’t even forgive himself. Furthermore, he was much more open-minded than before. He was no longer overly sensitive about his sexual orientation. On the contrary, he now wanted to openly and honestly address all the sensitive issues that concerned the public. This way, he would feel much lighter. As for how the media would evaluate him later, he couldn’t care less, because he had already decided to leave Hong Kong for a period to do charity work in Mainland China. Whatever happened in Hong Kong after that would have nothing to do with him.

It was this newfound open-mindedness that enabled Leslie Cheung to proactively decide to play the video. He himself saw this event as an excellent opportunity for Rebirth, a chance to break free. After today, he wouldn’t care how others saw him; he would simply live his own life to the fullest.

At this moment, the Director switched the screen to the video playback. Zu Yaoting watched himself standing on stage at the Seedling Protection Fund dinner, speaking to Leslie Cheung with an exaggerated expression.

On TV, Zu Yaoting spoke in a sneering tone, “Oh, Leslie! Gor Gor! I can’t believe you’re here today!” Immediately after, he changed the topic. First, he claimed Mr. Tang was cheating and had found a young fling, then he said Mr. Tang had HIV, and finally, he warned Leslie Cheung himself to be careful not to contract HIV, otherwise it would be a great loss to the Hong Kong acting industry, and so on.

Zu Yaoting’s tone at the time was extremely provocative. Forget Leslie Cheung’s fans, even ordinary people who had no strong feelings for Leslie Cheung were filled with righteous indignation watching this. Everyone in Hong Kong knew Leslie Cheung had depression, yet Zu Yaoting publicly ridiculed and attacked him like that. How was this any different from murder? It was even far more malicious than murder.

At this very moment, millions of Hong Kong citizens in front of their televisions cursed Zu Yaoting, while Leslie Cheung’s fans wanted nothing more than to tear him limb from limb.

On TV, Zu Yaoting arrogantly walked off stage after his successful attack. Then, Li Mu appeared on stage!

The public, who had seen the false reports that morning, immediately recognized the Mainland China rich businessman rumored to be in a sugar daddy relationship with Du Wei. They watched as Li Mu rushed onto the stage, told Xiao Fangfang to have the sound engineer turn the microphone volume back on, and then stood on stage, without hesitation, launching a counter-attack against Zu Yaoting.

Just as everyone in front of their televisions was seething with indignation over Leslie Cheung’s ordeal, Li Mu appeared. He spoke in standard Mandarin Chinese, and right from the start, he used a complimentary tone to dig a pit for Zu Yaoting. He said it was the third time he had seen Zu Yaoting, and then, he changed the topic, describing the first two times he saw Zu Yaoting: for example, the first time he saw him having his back door taken by three black men, and the second time he saw him in the Hospital, receiving treatment because his back door was used too vigorously. This was a clear two-fold slap in the face to Zu Yaoting in public. Moreover, what Li Mu said was clearly false, which also highlighted a fact from another level: what he said was false, and what Zu Yaoting said was also false.

In the footage, Zu Yaoting, perfectly countered by Li Mu, tried to rush onto the stage several times to get physical with Li Mu, but ultimately couldn’t overcome the numerous security guards present. Li Mu didn’t let him off, publicly ridiculing him for imitating Zhang Yaoyang and mocking him for having a thin-faced and sly-looking appearance. Finally, Zu Yaoting was so enraged that he could only leave in resentment.

Seeing this, all the Hong Kong viewers excitedly clapped and cheered in front of their televisions. Although they knew this had happened before, seeing Zu Yaoting, that obnoxious person, fail in his malicious intent and instead be fiercely humiliated by Li Mu, still thrilled them immensely.

The scene then switched back to the studio. The Host looked at Leslie Cheung, and with respect and a pained expression, said, “Gor Gor, do you have anything you’d like to say to the audience watching on TV?”

Leslie Cheung hesitated slightly, then gave the Host his signature faint smile and said, “Before today, I would rather die than have this video broadcast, because before today, I was too weak, lacked the courage to face myself, and lacked the courage to face those malicious media people. Today, I specifically asked you to broadcast this video because today I understood a principle: if you don’t want to be harmed by villains, simply dodging won’t solve the problem. You must step forward to protect yourself. Only by protecting yourself first are you qualified to protect others.”

Speaking here, Leslie Cheung paused slightly, his voice becoming serious, and continued, “Everyone in the Hong Kong music industry knows I admire Du Wei. It’s truly rare for an eighteen-year-old girl to sing so well. So, I suggested to President Xiao that the Seedling Protection Fund’s dinner could invite her as a guest. And Mr. Li, as a good friend of Du Wei’s older sister, was entrusted by her sister to accompany Du Wei to Hong Kong for the event. That day was also my first time meeting both of them. I didn’t expect Zu Yaoting to publicly provoke me that night. Fortunately, Mr. Li rendered righteous assistance, otherwise, I might have fallen into severe depression and become a recluse at home. But I never imagined that Zu Yaoting would be so base and despicable. Du Wei had just released her single in Hong Kong and just achieved the top spot on the Dragon-Tiger charts, and he immediately concocted false news to slander and defame her. If I don’t stand up and clarify all this now, wouldn’t I be letting Du Wei follow in my footsteps and become another victim of Zu Yaoting’s defamation and attacks?”

The Host nodded understandingly and said, “I deeply understand Gor Gor’s feelings. Here, I also appeal to all viewers and friends watching on television: please do not believe the baseless gossip from those tabloid magazines. You must have your own judgment and not be exploited by people with ulterior motives.”

Then, the Host looked at Karen Mok and asked her, “Karen, you were also present that day. Could you share some of your thoughts?”

Karen Mok, without hesitation, stated solemnly, “My view is that certain individuals are truly shameless and despicable scums! I call upon all people with a conscience to jointly resist such scums! Don’t give them any more chances to harm others!”

Jacky Cheung also spoke, “I believe many Hong Kong artists have been troubled by those unethical newspapers and magazines and their paparazzi. Everyone used to choose to remain silent and invisible, which only gave the other side more arrogance. I hope our colleagues in the acting industry can unite to resist such media lacking in public ethics and restore a pure acting industry for everyone!”

Gigi Leung said, “I think Jacky is absolutely right. The Hong Kong acting industry has become a chaotic mess precisely because of such despicable people. I hope everyone can unite and resist these scums to purify the Hong Kong acting industry.”

Yu Yaoting, in front of his television, was practically frozen in a daze for the entire broadcast.

He never imagined that Leslie Cheung would go all out and release the entire video of that day’s events. Now, these five people on TV had clarified everything and even revealed the entire cause of the incident. Now, he was probably going to be universally condemned and indefensible!

Just then, his phone on the table rang. It was his Dad calling. His Dad’s voice was filled with rage as he cursed, “You… you fail badly! Do you know you’ve offended all of Hong Kong?!”

Zu Yaoting was already flustered, and his Dad’s call made him even more panicked. He stammered, “I-I didn’t know it would turn out like this…”

His Dad, the Zu patriarch, roared from the other end of the phone, “You’ve ruined the Zu family!” With that, he angrily hung up.

Zu Yaoting sank back into the sofa, covering his face with his hands, entirely at a loss. He realized he had caused huge trouble. He had only intended to retaliate against Li Mu, that person from Mainland China, but unexpectedly forced Leslie Cheung to expose everything from before. Now, he truly didn’t know how to clean up this mess.

At that moment, his phone kept ringing. Zu Yaoting’s elder brother, Big sis, and friends with whom he had collaborations all called, cursing him severely. Zu Yaoting was in a terrible state and could only temporarily turn off his phone.

After a brief moment of peace, his secretary knocked on the door from outside, then pushed it open and said, “Boss, colleagues from the distribution department reported that many newsstands have been maliciously set on fire. All our magazines have been burned, and the newsstand owners are calling, demanding that we bear all the compensation…”

Zu Yaoting hadn’t expected it to come so quickly. He blurted out, “How many newsstands is ‘many’?”

“Over twenty vendors!”





Chapter 609: Fanning the Flames

As soon as the noon news broadcast concluded, a portion of agitated music fans took to the streets. Each held a Zippo lighter fluid canister in one hand and a Zippo lighter in the other. Whenever they spotted newspapers or magazines belonging to Zu Yaoting at any newsstand, they would, without a word, douse the publications with lighter fluid and set them ablaze. In a short while, more than thirty newsstands across Hong Kong were torched, scaring other newsstand owners into quickly hiding any newspapers and magazines related to Zu Yaoting.

Many years ago, Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines had been burned once before by outraged music fans. That was during the Tan-Cheung Rivalry when he deliberately tarnished Leslie Cheung’s reputation, leading to retaliation from Leslie Cheung’s music fans. This caused all Dealers/Distributors to return their stock during that period, vowing never to stock his newspapers and magazines again. He suffered significant losses and it took him a long time to recover. It was also after that incident that Zu Yaoting harbored a deep resentment towards Leslie Cheung. Though he didn’t dare openly use his own newspapers and magazines to slander him, he always sought every opportunity to retaliate against Leslie Cheung. Unexpectedly, this time he again incurred public wrath, and history repeated itself.

However, the public was exceptionally supportive of these actions. Whenever a newsstand was set alight, passersby would stop, clap, and cheer. Zu Yaoting’s despicable and shameless behavior had been unanimously condemned by all of Hong Kong. Everyone this time stood on Du Wei and Leslie Cheung’s side.

Interestingly, this time Zu Yaoting truly angered the entire Hong Kong populace. So much so that when the burning of newspapers and magazines occurred on the streets, the police officers on patrol ran much slower than usual. To other citizens, it seemed they were deliberately letting the arsonist music fans escape.

Including the police, all of Hong Kong couldn’t stand Zu Yaoting, who was the scum of scums, the worst of the worst. Yet, these impulsive music fans were still somewhat rational; they only burned the newspapers and magazines related to Zu Yaoting, didn’t damage other property, nor did they harm the newsstand owners. Therefore, the police also deliberately went easy on them.

By the afternoon, sixty to seventy newsstands across Hong Kong had been torched, and not a single newsstand was still selling Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines. And that wasn’t all. Some angry music fans located the offices of Zu Yaoting’s media company. The more moderate ones posted large character posters at the entrance and shouted slogans denouncing Zu Yaoting, while the more radical ones directly smashed the windows of Zu Yaoting’s company with stones. Over a dozen panes of glass were shattered in one afternoon. Even calling the police was useless; the police only maintained order when they arrived, because citizens have the right to protest, and they couldn’t deprive or disperse the angry protesting citizens.

Zu Yaoting was pacing frantically in his office. He wanted to quickly leave the company and go home to lie low for a while, but outside was full of angry music fans, and he feared he would be pelted to death with rotten eggs if he went out. Yet, hiding in the company was no solution either, and listening to the unified chanting of insults against him from outside made Zu Yaoting suffer even more internally.

He had calculated everything, but he never calculated that Leslie Cheung and the others would actively take up the weapon of public opinion to fight back against him. All along, he had considered himself the one who controlled public opinion, and whether it was Leslie Cheung or Du Wei, no matter how he attacked them, they could only silently endure, at most protesting a couple of times. But now, Leslie Cheung was so brave, directly coming forward and releasing the video. Now all of Hong Kong’s media and citizens became his staunch supporters, with the result that Zu Yaoting himself had become a public enemy denounced by millions, a rat in the street. This being the case, what he worried about most wasn’t how to deal with today, but what to do next. News kept pouring in: sixty to sixty newsstands were torched, all his magazines and newspapers were taken off shelves, and Dealers called demanding compensation and returns. Just today, his losses were far more than a million!

What worried Zu Yaoting the most was what would happen to his newspapers and magazines in the future. Should he still print the next issue? If he continued to have the printing factory print them as usual, could they still be sold? Or rather, would anyone even be willing to sell his magazines?

Judging by the current public outrage, Zu Yaoting estimated that his newspapers and magazines would have no sales for at least the next month. Newsstand owners wouldn’t take such a risk to help sell his goods. He could only wait for the situation to calm down, for everyone to slowly forget, and then quietly release them again. In this scenario, his newspapers and magazines would have to cease publication for at least one month.

If his newspapers and magazines ceased publication for one month, it would not only greatly impact revenue, but more importantly, the loss of Users over one month would be quite terrifying. And one month was just a conservative estimate; if Leslie Cheung and other media outlets didn’t let up, it might not just be a matter of one month. It was even possible that the few magazines he controlled would permanently cease publication from this point on. Thinking of this, Zu Yaoting worried himself sick with a headache.

At this moment, Li Mu, far away in Yan jing, received a call from Xu Jianjun. On the phone, Xu Jianjun said, “Manager Li, I’ve arranged for my friends in Hong Kong to handle the matter you entrusted to me.”

Li Mu said with a stern expression, “Please have your friends in Hong Kong keep a close eye on it. As soon as Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines are released, burn as many as they release.”

Xu Jianjun said, “Don’t worry, I’ve already communicated with him.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and then said, “The siege on Zu Yaoting’s company is also progressing, right?”

“This has also begun,” Xu Jianjun replied.

“Good.” Li Mu felt his mood ease slightly. “Please contact me promptly if there’s any news.”

After hanging up, Li Mu sighed in relief slightly. Although he hadn’t seen Leslie Cheung and the others’ live broadcast on TV, Lu Xinyi had many Distribution channels in Hong Kong and had basically learned all the details of the live broadcast. If he patiently waited for this matter to brew, perhaps there would indeed be overly agitated music fans who would resort to actions like burning newsstands. But if it relied entirely on spontaneous action, the scale would certainly not be coordinated enough, and the influence would definitely not reach its peak in a short period. Therefore, Li Mu decided to fan the flames from behind the scenes. However, he had no foundation in Hong Kong and didn’t know many people. He couldn’t very well ask the few celebrities and record companies he knew to plan such a thing. So he thought of Xu Jianjun. He was a private detective, and he had some capabilities. Such people, in theory, should have trustworthy partners everywhere.

Just as Li Mu expected, Xu Jianjun indeed had network resources in Hong Kong. After Li Mu told him his demands, Xu Jianjun directly concealed all of Li Mu’s information and communicated one-on-one with the Hong Kong side. After negotiating the price with the Hong Kong party, those people immediately followed Li Mu’s demands, assembling a group of his subordinates to disguise themselves as music fans and incite other music fans to join them, launching a swift attack that caught Zu Yaoting off guard. Among the hundreds of music fans currently surrounding Zu Yaoting’s company entrance, there were several hidden insiders fanning the flames.

Li Mu, through Xu Jianjun, made two demands to the people in Hong Kong. Firstly, as soon as Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines were released in the future, they were to be burned immediately. They were to make all newspaper and magazine sellers wary of Zu Yaoting’s publications and afraid to touch them, absolutely not giving Zu Yaoting’s newspapers and magazines any chance to be released. Secondly, Li Mu specifically instructed them to gather music fans, besiege Zu Yaoting, and escalate the situation.

At this moment, more and more music fans protesting and denouncing him were gathering outside Zu Yaoting’s company. Not only were music fans from all corners of Hong Kong rushing over, but a large number of media outlets also received news and rushed to the scene to report. Zu Yaoting had now become a public enemy of Hong Kong. Naturally, other media outlets would provide comprehensive and detailed coverage of such a major event. Moreover, for other media outlets, they hoped to use this opportunity to kick Zu Yaoting when he’s down. The media was already an extremely competitive place; if one newspaper or magazine ceased to exist, the sales of others would go up. If one TV station ceased to exist, the ratings of others would increase. Zu Yaoting controlled several gossip publications, and if they were to die out, a significant portion of the market share would be released.

While Zu Yaoting, trapped inside his company, was worrying about how to leave, his secretary rushed in to tell him that more and more music fans were gathering outside, and many media outlets had also arrived, setting up their camera equipment. Some music fans even spontaneously bought water and boxed meals for the media reporters and other music fans, acting as if they were determined to hold their ground here.

Zu Yaoting felt immense regret. If he had known earlier that this would be the situation, he should have left immediately at the outset, even at the risk of being hit by a few rotten eggs. Now, with more and more people gathering and even the media arriving, it became even more impossible for him to leave.

Zu Yaoting understood media reporters very well. Now that he had become breaking news, these media reporters would certainly not leave easily. He could only wear them down and see who had more patience. So Zu Yaoting said to his secretary, “Call a nearby tea restaurant to deliver some food. I’d like to see who outlasts whom!”

The secretary nodded, turned to leave, and returned to her workstation to make a call, ordering a large amount of meals and sweet soups. Unexpectedly, after the delivery guy rode his bike to the entrance, he was stopped by the music fans surrounding the area. They adamantly refused to let him in and even threatened to hold a sit-in protest at their shop, scaring the delivery guy into turning around and leaving.

Zu Yaoting’s secretary made over a dozen delivery calls in a row, and all who came to deliver food were, without exception, turned away. Zu Yaoting angrily called the police. After explaining the situation over the phone, he demanded in a tough tone that the police disperse the music fans and media surrounding his company. But the police officer who answered the call unhurriedly said, “Hong Kong citizens have the right to protest and march, and we police have no right to interfere. If they break into your private property, we will arrest them. Otherwise, we cannot do anything.”

Zu Yaoting angrily questioned, “What kind of attitude is this? I am a taxpayer! Now someone is causing trouble at my company’s entrance and you’re doing nothing! What’s your badge number? I’m going to file a complaint against you!”

“My badge number is 15217. To file a complaint, please dial the complaint hotline. Would you like me to transfer you?”

“Damn it!”

While Zu Yaoting was besieged in his company, hundreds of artists in the Hong Kong acting industry jointly submitted an application to the Hong Kong government, demanding the government intervene to rectify media outlets that fabricate fake news and maliciously attack artists. The Hong Kong government immediately gave a positive response, ordering all newspapers and magazines under Zu Yaoting’s name to cease publication for rectification, and to issue a public apology to the parties involved for previous false reports.

Meanwhile, whether they were Leslie Cheung’s fans or not, the public all gave Leslie Cheung sufficient understanding. Although all of Hong Kong had long known about some of his personal matters, not many truly understood him. However, this time, he released the previous video footage for Du Wei’s sake. Only then did those who previously didn’t understand him finally understand him, and realize how many malicious attacks he had suffered from the media before. Instantly, Leslie Cheung won the support of all the people of Hong Kong.

With things developing to this point, Xiao Fangfang felt quite relieved. Zu Yaoting’s slander against Du Wei had been completely shattered, and this matter ultimately did not cause any impact on Du Wei; it was considered a perfect resolution. Xiao Fangfang had originally feared that Leslie Cheung would suffer greater harm from this, but unexpectedly, Leslie Cheung gained the recognition and understanding of all Hong Kong citizens because of it. It could truly be described as a blessing in disguise.

Xiao Fangfang specifically called Li Mu to tell him everything that had happened in Hong Kong. In her own words, this time she was fortunate enough not to fail in her mission and didn’t let Du Wei be harmed by that scum, Zu Yaoting. Li Mu was very moved by Xiao Fangfang’s actions and specifically thanked her, saying, “President Xiao, I appreciate you being so thoughtful about this matter. On behalf of Du Wei and myself, I thank you for everything you’ve done.”

Xiao Fangfang said, “This is what I should do. It was also I who invited you and Miss Du in the first place. If this matter were to cause you any further trouble, I would truly never be at peace.”

Saying this, Xiao Fangfang added, “Oh, and I want to thank you on Leslie’s behalf. You helped him before, and this time he also gained everyone’s understanding because of this matter. Leslie’s own condition is also very good. I see that his overall state is much better than before. When he goes to Mainland China in a couple of days, I think he’ll be even better.”

Li Mu said, “President Xiao, if you don’t have anything pressing, you can also come to Mainland China for a visit. I’ll host you throughout your stay!”

Xiao Fangfang laughed, “I can’t spare any time for now. These past few days, I’ve started preparing for the Seedling Protection Fund’s charity auction next month. Oh, I forgot to tell you, today was truly fruitful! Because of the TV appearance, many celebrities actively called to express their support, and some even voluntarily offered to donate items to the Seedling Protection Fund. There were also film and record companies calling, saying they wanted to support next month’s charity auction. I originally thought it would be good if this auction could gather dozens of items, but today, it seems there will be at least two to three hundred items.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Such a significant increase in donated items—that’s fantastic news!”

“Exactly!” Xiao Fangfang said. “If the auction prices this time can also be quite ideal, the Seedling Protection Fund will be able to raise a very substantial amount of charitable funds.”

Li Mu recalled that Xiao Fangfang had once asked him for a favor, to help her come up with a healthy business model for the Seedling Protection Fund. However, at the time, he hadn’t found a breakthrough point, and hadn’t seriously researched it in the time since returning to Mainland China. Now, however, he suddenly grasped a clue from Xiao Fangfang’s words. A moment later, he straightened out his thoughts and said to Xiao Fangfang, “President Xiao, I’ve thought of a very good business model for the Seedling Protection Fund!”





Chapter 610: Li Mu’s Solution

Hearing Li Mu say he had come up with an excellent business model for the Seedling Protection Fund, Xiao Fangfang immediately asked in pleasant surprise, “Ah? Is that true? Mr. Li, could you tell me about it first?”

Li Mu chuckled, “President Xiao, this is what I’m thinking: you’re planning a charitable auction, right? In a regular auction, at most only a few hundred people participate. Not only is the scale small, but many items don’t fetch good prices, or even go unsold. Over time, recurring charitable auctions will only become less effective, wouldn’t you say?”

Xiao Fangfang replied, “You’re right, that’s exactly how it is. Setting aside today’s exception, charitable auctions are indeed becoming increasingly difficult to organize…”

Li Mu continued, “As for those celebrities, I think you must be well aware that they are mostly unwilling to frequently participate in charity. The fact that they approached you today is surely because of the enormous influence of today’s events. Moreover, you and the four Seedling Protection Fund ambassadors appeared on television together, and the video from that day happened at the Seedling Protection Fund’s gala, which will also greatly enhance the Seedling Protection Fund’s reputation. So I feel they approached you proactively because they’re after the influence. What do you think?”

Xiao Fangfang sighed, saying, “How could I not know? Before, getting celebrities to donate something required leveraging personal connections, and even if they agreed, they were increasingly unwilling to put in effort. Now, they’re all proactively reaching out, definitely because of the high popularity of today’s event. When it’s time for the next charitable auction, it might be impossible to find them again.”

With that, Xiao Fangfang let out a chuckle and added, “But this is good too. At least they’re actively participating this time, which means the charitable auction can raise more charitable funds.”

Li Mu laughed, “Actually, it’s not the celebrities’ fault. It’s just that the Seedling Protection Fund hasn’t found a win-win point of cooperation with them.”

Xiao Fangfang asked, “Mr. Li, are you saying you’ve found a solution? If so, please tell me quickly, I’m dying to know…”

Li Mu said, “President Xiao, my idea is for the Seedling Protection Fund’s charity auction to simply not be held in Hong Kong anymore.”

Xiao Fangfang couldn’t help but ask, “You mean to hold it in Mainland China?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation, “Yes, to hold it in Mainland China, but more precisely, to hold it online in Mainland China.”

“Online? An online charitable auction?”

“Exactly.” Li Mu said, “You must have heard of a website I created called Taobao, right?”

“Of course, of course!” Xiao Fangfang exclaimed in admiration, “Karen Mok’s album, including pre-sales, has sold fifty thousand copies on Taobao! Everyone in the Hong Kong pop music scene has been talking about your Taobao these past few days, it’s truly astounding!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Astounding is too much praise. Regarding the Seedling Protection Fund’s charitable auction, I can specifically open a charitable auction page for the Seedling Protection Fund on my Taobao website. At that time, all the items donated by celebrities will be placed on Taobao for online auction. Then, I’ll use YY to promote this online auction event. To be frank, Mainland China has over one billion people, and the number of fans is many, many times higher than in Hong Kong.”

“Moreover, online auctions aren’t like real-life auctions where each item only has a few minutes for bidding. By doing it online, I can set the bidding time for all items to three days. With a longer bidding period, there will be more opportunities for bids. So, overall, I believe that if celebrity items are auctioned on Taobao, the final price will definitely be significantly higher than in Hong Kong, and the total amount of charitable funds the Seedling Protection Fund ultimately receives will also see a great enhancement.”

“Enhancing the total auction amount is just one point. More importantly, we need to make celebrities willingly and proactively commit to the charitable auction activities long-term. How can we make them willingly commit long-term? It’s actually very simple: by ensuring they receive something in return when they contribute items. And what they want most is nothing more than fame and exposure. Conveniently, the traffic generated by YY combined with Taobao is extremely high. At that time, I will heavily promote this charitable auction. This will not only promote the event itself but also have a significant promotional effect on the celebrities who donated items, greatly increasing their exposure online in Mainland China. This way, I believe those celebrities themselves will be very happy to participate, and we can achieve a win-win situation with them. Only a win-win business model is healthy and sustainable!”

Li Mu didn’t mention one thing: if Taobao could get the Seedling Protection Fund’s charity auction and attract a large number of celebrities to participate, it would be a huge boost to Taobao’s own Brand recognition.

Since Taobao obtained authorization from almost all record companies and received video advertisements recorded by hundreds of singers, Taobao’s key data, such as seller count, number of listed products, new registration users, and order transaction volume, have all soared, undergoing a tremendous enhancement, practically elevating it to another level. This is the fan effect of celebrities; the cumulative fan effect of hundreds of singers is immense, almost like an inner power.

Working with record companies means selling celebrity albums, which, to be frank, are still quite common items. However, what if celebrity personal belongings could also be auctioned on Taobao? Compared to albums, these would be far more special and much rarer.

For example, if Andy Lau donated a wallet he cherished, and then Andy Lau was invited to specifically record a ten-second video message for this wallet to be displayed on the product page, netizens would absolutely not doubt the authenticity of the item. It would definitely come from Andy Lau himself, and he would have truly used it. Whether fans buy it or not, for Taobao, its intrinsic value and Brand recognition would be greatly enhanced.

Li Mu’s plan was: to formulate a complete online charitable auction plan in advance, clearly informing celebrities from Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan that he would use omni-channel promotion resources to heavily push this charitable auction event. Taobao would specially design a secondary page for the charitable auction, setting up several prominent Banner recommendation slots and various sizes of images and text recommendation slots on this page. All celebrities would be informed that by participating in this charitable auction, they would have the opportunity to receive rotating display exposure in different recommendation slots during the upcoming event period, which would enhance their popularity.

This way, for celebrities, simply donating a personal item to participate in the charity sale would not only improve their public praise and allow them to seek fame and praise but also enable them to enhance their popularity through Li Mu’s platform. It would be greatly beneficial with no downsides. Li Mu believed that most of them would participate without hesitation.

If he then created an auction item bidding ranking, clearly telling them that whoever’s auctioned item fetched the highest price could remain prominently displayed on the list, this would certainly influence some celebrities, making them donate valuable items as much as possible. Because as long as they could secure a spot on the list, their exposure would also increase significantly.

In this way, Taobao would really be making another impressive move. In the internet landscape after 2010, celebrities would be ubiquitous, with major platforms seeking them to join to enhance traffic and popularity, and celebrities would also proactively seek out high-traffic platforms to operate and promote themselves online. However, in the current internet landscape, besides Li Mu, no one else could attract a large number of celebrities to participate.

The combination of Tieba and Taobao, using a model of promotional assistance + album sales, had attracted a large number of singers. If he could get the charity sale off the ground, in addition to singers, film and television stars would also actively participate. By then, Taobao would almost be able to gather all Chinese-speaking stars; not just from Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, but also Chinese-descendant stars from Southeast Asia would be rounded up all in one go.

Xiao Fangfang remained silent on the other end of the phone for a moment, carefully pondering Li Mu’s proposed plan. The more she thought about it, the more excited she became.

She had long realized that charitable auctions had entered a dead-end, becoming troublesome and ineffective. Celebrities’ willingness to participate was decreasing, and the amount raised was dwindling. The root cause was exactly what Li Mu had pointed out: the inability to achieve a win-win situation. She had always asked celebrities to contribute, but ultimately, besides a “thank you,” she had little to offer in return.

But Li Mu was different. Li Mu had powerful promotional capabilities in Mainland China, which had already been verified through Karen Mok. If Li Mu really organized a charity sale on Taobao, she believed those celebrities themselves would be very interested. As long as they discovered that participating would bring them benefits, they would proactively and continuously get involved. This would truly form a healthy, virtuous cycle business model!

At this thought, Xiao Fangfang was overwhelmed with excitement, her voice trembling slightly: “Mr. Li, are you really willing to help the Seedling Protection Fund with a charity auction?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Of course, I am one hundred percent willing, and it will be completely pro bono. All charitable funds from the auction proceeds will be donated entirely to the Seedling Protection Fund.”

Then, Li Mu added, “President Xiao, if this is truly implemented, I believe the amount of charitable funds raised might exceed your imagination. Not only can it solve the Seedling Protection Fund’s funding problems once and for all, but it will also bring a huge financial surplus to the Seedling Protection Fund.”

Although the average economy in Mainland China was not as good as Hong Kong’s, if one compared the absolute number of filthy rich persons, Hong Kong simply couldn’t compare. If a large number of celebrities’ items were auctioned online in Mainland China, Li Mu believed the final transaction prices would be very optimistic. More importantly, if he used his resources to promote the online charitable auction, celebrities would actively participate, and the number of auction items would also greatly increase. This would likely bring a geometric increase to the final auction turnover.

Xiao Fangfang was also deeply convinced of this. She asked Li Mu excitedly, “Mr. Li, when do you think we can specifically move forward with this online charitable auction?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about this, President Xiao? I will finalize a complete plan as soon as possible in the next couple of days. Then, Taobao and the Seedling Protection Fund can jointly launch it, and we can begin accepting celebrity donations. All celebrities will uniformly donate their items to the Seedling Protection Fund, and then the Seedling Protection Fund will compile the information and relay it to Taobao.”

Xiao Fangfang immediately agreed, “Okay! I will cooperate unconditionally with whatever you say!”





Chapter 611: Offshore Company

According to Hong Kong entertainment news, Zu Yaoting was continuously besieged by angry music fans for two days. During these two days, Zu Yaoting did not leave his company building by even half a step, and those fervent and indignant music fans made his life miserable. They formed an “anti-Zu group,” tormenting Zu Yaoting 24 hours a day in three shifts. Zu Yaoting attempted to escape twice with the help of bodyguards but failed. His Jaguar coupe was even overturned by the music fans besieging him. Subsequently, the Hong Kong government explicitly responded to the joint report by the acting industry against Zu Yaoting, ordering all newspapers and magazines under Zu Yaoting’s name to cease publication and undergo rectification for three months. After three months, their resumption would be decided based on the rectification results. Even the government clarified its stance, making Zu Yaoting the most despised person in Hong Kong.

Zu Yaoting was finally rescued from the music fans’ encirclement by a security company hired by the Zu family. Zu Yaoting had barely caught his breath after returning home when he was successively scolded by the Zu family elders. Even his own Dad was furious, hitting him with a walking stick. The Zu family’s attitude was also very clear: since Zu Yaoting messed up, he had to find a way to resolve it himself, and not always rely on the family to clean up his mess.

Under extreme duress, Zu Yaoting spoke through the media, deciding to publicly apologize and repent to Du Wei, Leslie Cheung, and all Hong Kong citizens. That evening, escorted by the security company, Zu Yaoting arrived at TVB. Under the live shots of TVB, he bowed and apologized to Du Wei and Leslie Cheung. Zu Yaoting, on camera, cried profusely, filled with deep regret. However, the public seemed to not buy it; the curses and attacks against Zu Yaoting still showed no signs of diminishing.

According to Li Mu’s original plan, he intended to continue spending money to have Xu Jianjun hire people in Hong Kong to incite hype, aiming to completely ruin all of Zu Yaoting’s media businesses. But Li Mu never expected that the day after Zu Yaoting bowed and apologized in front of all Hong Kong media, the entire Zu family would frantically liquidate their assets. Moreover, all Zu family juniors under the age of thirty had already boarded airplanes overnight, rushing to Australia. Rumor had it that someone with great influence wanted the Zu family to disappear from Hong Kong. The Zu family seemed to have received a massive threat and almost immediately, without hesitation, began to actively flee Hong Kong.

Even Zu Yaoting himself dissolved his media company and fled frantically to Australia with his wife and children. The entire Zu family left only a few old men in their fifties and sixties in Hong Kong, fighting to the death to sell their assets at low prices.

Li Mu also heard this news but didn’t understand why the Zu family was fleeing Hong Kong en masse. He had thought it might be Du Wei’s family’s doing, but Li Mu wasn’t very familiar with Du Wei’s family background, so he didn’t delve deeper into the matter.

Zu Yaoting ultimately failed to cause any substantial impact on Du Wei. Her song “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen” still topped the charts. After Zu Yaoting’s antics, the Hong Kong acting industry began to show Du Wei a different kind of care and support.

Muye Films successively received contact from many record companies. Now, many in-house lyricists and composers from Mainland China and Hong Kong and Taiwan companies wanted to write songs for Du Wei. Even Jay Chou’s company expressed interest in having Jay Chou and Vincent Fang write two songs for Du Wei, and even hoped Du Wei could lend her voice to Jay Chou’s next album, performing a duet with him.

Overnight, Du Wei seemed to have gained the favor of the entire acting industry, though this might be related to Li Mu’s new actions in the past two days.

As early as when the Hong Kong entertainment industry was still jointly boycotting Zu Yaoting, Li Mu had already finalized the operational plan for the online auction. Xiao Fangfang, on behalf of Li Mu and Muye Technology and Taobao, also announced the specific online charity auction plan to entertainment celebrities and extended invitations to all famous individuals. As soon as the online charity auction plan was launched, it received strong support from celebrities in the acting industry. Almost all invited stars unhesitatingly stated that they would definitely participate in the charity auction hosted by Taobao and the Seedling Protection Fund. As for what they would donate for the auction, Li Mu was not in a hurry to find out; he let them think carefully, waiting to see the results.

Liu Qiangdong had already dedicated most of his energy to setting up the logistics company. Li Mu had to personally lead and spearhead the entire charity auction event. Although Taobao also had employees capable of handling this charity auction, Li Mu still wanted to personally manage the first charity auction collaborated by Taobao and the Seedling Protection Fund. In his view, this was very important for Taobao.

Li Mu’s idea was to seize the current initial stage where internet users had shallow online experience and limited knowledge. He wanted to quickly ride on the coattails of the entertainment industry to build Taobao’s high-swagger brand image. At the same time, by using Xiao Fangfang’s and the Seedling Protection Fund’s special charitable names, combined with the influence of his major platforms in Mainland China’s internet, he could achieve a win-win for all three parties: Xiao Fangfang, the celebrity group, and himself. Once this model got running, it would continuously bring influence and topicality to Taobao in the future.

Li Mu and Xiao Fangfang set a one-week registration period. All celebrities from Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan could participate in this charity auction, provided they were willing and, within seven days, decided what they would donate for the special event. They could then directly become part of the auction.

For celebrities across Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, they also attached great importance to this charity auction. With Muye Technology and Taobao involved, this was naturally a very significant promotional opportunity, one that also came with a charitable halo. Therefore, they were all very seriously considering what kind of items to donate to find the best balance between money and reputation.

Li Mu planned to launch the charity auction’s publicity a week later. After receiving all registration lists and donation item information, Taobao staff would create promotional pages and copy based on the specific circumstances. The online charity auction was scheduled for the end of July, with all the intervening time dedicated to promotion and building momentum.

…

After arranging the entire execution process for the charity auction, Li Mu calmed down and carefully considered his situation. His industrial scale was growing increasingly large, and he was involved in more and more sectors. Especially Muye Technology and Taobao—the former was already a recognized internet giant in Mainland China, and the latter’s development speed was astonishingly fast. It probably wouldn’t be long before its true value would be revealed; a valuation in the billions was inevitable. All things considered, his current market value was conservatively estimated to have already exceeded ten billion. In 2002, this amount was truly astounding. Sometimes, Li Mu himself would feel a sudden jolt in his heart when he thought about it.

There were many reasons for this apprehension. The main one was his deep-seated desire not to be exposed. Every time his name appeared in media reports, Li Mu’s heart would jolt. He knew clearly that his many industries couldn’t remain hidden for long, and the longer they were hidden, the more he worried about the huge impact exposure would have on his relatives, friends, and society as a whole. In the eyes of most people, he was just a college student who coincidentally succeeded with 3321, and then made some money through its derivative, Alipay. This included his parents.

Li Mu wasn’t worried about how much shock he would bring to others in society in the future. His greatest concern was his close family. If, one day, his parents suddenly learned about his true situation from the media or other channels, Li Mu even worried if this astonishing fact would cause them health problems.

Moreover, the previous incident of being secretly investigated also put Li Mu on alert. All his personal history and capital information could not escape the eyes of those with ulterior motives. So, currently, he had to carefully consider two issues: first and foremost, security; second, asset concealment.

Security work was relatively simple: hiring some highly capable individuals to protect the daily safety of himself and his family. As for asset concealment, that might require some thought.

Li Mu didn’t understand large-scale financial operations. For this, he could only consult Xu Jiaming. At least, among the people he knew, Xu Jiaming had the most comprehensive understanding of finance, and because of his family’s strong influence, his perspective and level of approaching matters should be much higher than ordinary people.

The two met privately. After Xu Jiaming heard about Li Mu’s current dilemma, he sighed lightly and said, “Actually, I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time, but I saw that you always have your own ideas about everything, and you think very far ahead, so I thought you already had a complete plan.”

Li Mu laughed, “I only have complete plans for products and future business development. For other things, to be honest, a lot of the time my thoughts are a mess, and I’m just fumbling through, taking it one step at a time. For instance, my current situation—my Mom and Dad don’t even know about it. My other relatives, my girlfriend, my classmates are all completely unaware of my current circumstances. At first, I didn’t tell them because I didn’t want to scare them. I wanted to find a gentler way to explain it little by little, but…”

Li Mu was momentarily speechless, but Xu Jiaming chimed in, “But you found that your development speed was so fast even you hadn’t expected it. You originally hid things because you were afraid of scaring them, but you didn’t expect things to develop in a way that would make it harder for them to accept.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu nodded and said, “These past two days, I’ve roughly decided that this summer, I’ll gradually tell the people around me many things, starting with my Mom and Dad.”

Xu Jiaming laughed, “Well, that’s a delicate task. How do you plan to make your Mom and Dad accept the fact that you’re now worth over ten billion?”

Li Mu said, “I’ve entrusted a real estate agent to help me look for a villa these past two days. I want to buy an existing one, then bring Mom and Dad to Yan jing to live for a while, and slowly explain things to them during that time.”

Xu Jiaming nodded, “That’s one way.”

Li Mu said, “I have too many industries under my belt now; there are a huge number of companies where I hold shares. Right now, anyone, as long as they have an acquaintance in the administration for industry and commerce, can easily find out my current asset situation. All shareholder information and equity proportion information are public. This is really annoying, so I wanted to ask your advice: how can I remove or hide my name from companies like Muye Technology, Taobao, and Baofeng Entertainment?”

Xu Jiaming said, “That’s simple, isn’t it? Register a few offshore companies, create a multi-layered holding system. By then, let alone ordinary people, even the state wouldn’t be able to investigate you clearly.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Offshore companies? Sounds familiar. How does that routine work?”

Xu Jiaming looked at Li Mu as if he were an anomaly: “Offshore companies just sound familiar to you? I’m truly impressed.”

With that, Xu Jiaming sat up straight and explained seriously, “An offshore company is essentially just a company established in an offshore jurisdiction. There’s no high technical skill involved, but two points are particularly great: one is that the local government won’t collect any taxes from you, and the other is that they will keep the information of companies registered within their jurisdiction confidential. For example, you first register a company in Hong Kong, and then through a commissioned service company, register a shell company in the Cayman Islands that you wholly own. You can first use the shell company registered in the Cayman Islands to control your company in Hong Kong, and then use the Hong Kong shell company to control your companies in Mainland China. This way, the administration for industry and commerce system can only find the shareholder company, but they won’t be able to trace it any further up. If you don’t publicize it yourself, no one will know how many shares you actually hold.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of something he had heard in later years: Alibaba, Baidu, and Tencent, after going public, all seemed to be registered overseas, but he had no idea how exactly that worked.

Xu Jiaming then continued, “Overall, it sounds simple, but it’s actually quite complicated to operate. However, my Dad has a professional operational team. If you want to do this, I can directly have them help you. Oh, by the way, my Mingcheng Capital also operates this way.”

Li Mu said, “I want to apply this method to all my companies. Is that possible?”

Xu Jiaming nodded, smiling, “Of course it’s possible. They’ll create a multi-layered offshore company plan for you. Once the relevant companies are registered and the intermediate steps are opened up, you can use it for any of your own companies. All that happens is that in the business registration, all companies related to you will become related to a specific company that you effectively control.”

Li Mu nodded, half understanding, and asked again, “Are there many companies that operate this way? Will the authorities target them because of this?”

Xu Jiaming waved his hand and said, “No, the authorities are much better at this than we are. Let me put it this way: almost all private enterprises of a certain scale worldwide operate using offshore companies; they just don’t let you know. In my opinion, the only private enterprise in the world with a valuation over one billion US dollars that doesn’t have an offshore shell company is probably Muye Technology.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “And Taobao.”

“I don’t believe it,” Xu Jiaming laughed. “Taobao is indeed impressive, but its current valuation couldn’t possibly be as absurd as one billion US dollars.”

Li Mu, however, smiled and said, “In my mind, Taobao’s current valuation should be at least one and a half billion US dollars. Even if an investment bank offered me a valuation of one point four billion US dollars to invest now, I wouldn’t agree.”

Xu Jiaming asked in surprise, “Is Taobao really that fierce?”

Li Mu nodded, “In my eyes, Taobao has already become a major success. But investment banks might not believe it. Give it another month or two, and someone will believe it.”

Xu Jiaming gave Li Mu a thumbs-up, smacking his lips, “You’re truly incredible. Even the national mint can’t compare to you.”





Chapter 612: Set the Investment Banking World Ablaze!

The continuous media exposure gave Li Mu a chance to re-evaluate himself. He had charged ahead too ferociously before, always looking at the distant future, rarely paying attention to what was right under his feet or around him. Now, finally, he calmed down to reflect and talk to others, only then realizing how many areas he was still lacking in.

The more he accomplished and the greater his achievements, the more Li Mu felt he had many inherent shortcomings. The most crucial one, which he had always overlooked, was financial operations. In fact, many impressive internet entrepreneurs and startup founders in later generations weren’t truly experts in financial operations themselves. Instead, they had powerful and professional teams behind them to handle these issues. In contrast, Li Mu had developed so many businesses and companies, and assembled such a colossal operational team – his development team alone far surpassed any other Internet company in China in terms of strength and scale – yet he lacked a dedicated team for capital operation and financial management. This was indeed a colossal mistake.

Re-examining his current leadership team, Liu Qiangdong, despite his immense potential, had only just started venturing into the internet. At this stage, it was impressive enough if he could even grasp the internet business; expecting him to have powerful capabilities in capital operation was still an impossible fantasy. The same applied to technical talents like Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong; their technical abilities were sufficient, but their overall vision struggled to break through their inherent limitations. Lin Qingya had one hundred percent execution ability but lacked sufficient experience. As for Wang Nan, Chen Hui, and Lu Xinyi, they all had their own specialized fields, excelling in their respective domains, but their grasp of the bigger picture remained completely blank.

Establishing a comprehensive offshore company system as soon as possible was the top priority, and finding someone truly skilled in capital operation who could make money perform miracles had also become Li Mu’s utmost priority.

Xu Jiaming also discerned Li Mu’s biggest current issue and told him, “While building a watertight offshore company system is important, you must also pay a bit more attention to finding the right talents. Right now, you not only need people who can make money, but also people who can make money multiply, and in the future, people who know how to spend money strategically. In my personal opinion, once a company reaches a certain scale, it must frequently engage in investments. You shouldn’t just invest in companies that can make money in the future, but also in companies that can benefit your own in various ways, such as vertical integration in your upstream and downstream supply chains, or horizontal integration with similarly positioned industries. You can’t do everything yourself, can you? Sometimes, you have to buy off-the-shelf solutions.”

Li Mu nodded, deeply agreeing. “Even combining all my companies, I probably couldn’t find a single person who truly understands capital operations. It seems that establishing a dedicated financial operations team as soon as possible is the utmost priority.”

Xu Jiaming smiled and said, “It’s just a difference in focus. You’ve always focused on the internet, on technological products. Plus, your company has rarely sought external financing, and you haven’t established any partnerships with major venture capital firms. That’s why your attention to financial circles has been somewhat lacking. Big investment banks are full of financial talents. If the opportunity arises, I’ll introduce you to this circle and let you meet some really impressive people from investment banks. You can see if you can poach a few for Muye Technology.”

Li Mu suddenly had a flash of inspiration and said to Xu Jiaming, “I think you might as well help me spread some news within the investment banking circles.”

Xu Jiaming asked curiously, “What news?”

Li Mu smiled. “Muye Technology is looking for suitable capital to raise its Series C round. For Series C, we plan to offer fifteen to twenty percent of our shares and aim for a US IPO after the Series C financing is complete.”

Xu Jiaming subconsciously asked, “Didn’t Muye Technology say it wouldn’t raise any more financing before its IPO?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “We really aren’t planning any more financing before the IPO. But that doesn’t stop me from using this pretext to attract the attention of investment banks, does it? Imagine, if Muye Technology were to raise a Series C round, those venture capital firms would probably just boil over! At that time, the people qualified to come and discuss the Series C with me would surely be the top talents from major venture capital firms, right? We can meet them, chat, and if they seem reliable, we can just poach them with a high salary.”

“Holy sh*t…” Xu Jiaming stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, and after a long moment, finally said, “Do you know what your greatest advantage is?”

“What?”

“A thief!”

Li Mu entrusted the offshore company matter to Xu Jiaming for help, while he himself began to look for connections to scout suitable security personnel to build his own security team.

In his previous life, Li Mu hadn’t had security, not even a nanny; he knew nothing about the security industry. However, in his view, security simply required practical combat experience, ability, and high vigilance. Where would one find the most talents of this kind? Naturally, in the military.

In Li Mu’s mind, retired soldiers, especially ex-Special Forces soldiers, were best suited for his needs. However, Li Mu didn’t know anyone in the military except for Xu Jianjun among retired soldiers. So, he arranged to meet Xu Jianjun, hoping he could help.

The two met at a tea house. After they met, Li Mu didn’t beat around the bush with Old Xu. He directly said, “Old Xu, why don’t you bring your team to provide security for me? Name your price for a year.”

Li Mu genuinely wanted to recruit Xu Jianjun. Having collaborated with Xu Jianjun a few times, he greatly admired Xu Jianjun’s ideas and execution in doing things. Most of his team also came from the military and should possess the necessary abilities. If he agreed, Li Mu would not only have a security team but also a reconnaissance team, making future tasks much more convenient. Even if the cost was a bit higher, it would be acceptable.

Seeing Li Mu immediately extend an invitation to him and his team, Xu Jianjun quickly said, “Manager Li, to be honest, I’m a reconnaissance soldier by training. I have high vigilance, but my combat ability is just average. Most of the people in my team are also reconnaissance soldiers by training; we’re not suitable for bodyguards…”

Li Mu looked at Xu Jianjun, noting the difficult expression in his eyes. He roughly understood that Xu Jianjun probably looked down on the path of becoming a bodyguard. So, he said to him, “Old Xu, if you disdain being a bodyguard, then just help me find a few reliable retired soldiers.”

Xu Jianjun frowned, pondered for a moment, then looked up at Li Mu and said, “Manager Li, how about this? I’ll privately let you in on a shortcut, but once you hear this, don’t mention to anyone that it came from me.”

Li Mu nodded. “Don’t worry, I’m not a big talker.”

Xu Jianjun then said, “Actually, for this matter, you can ask Du Wei, the one you’ve always supported, for help.”

“Du Wei?” Li Mu frowned. “What kind of shortcut is that? I want to find retired soldiers to be bodyguards. What help can Du Wei provide?”

Xu Jianjun faintly smiled and said, “Du Wei’s Grandpa’s entire family is in the military. Her Mother’s older brother/Maternal uncle is an officer in the Yan jing Military Region Garrison. He holds the rank of Senior Colonel, and the Divine Sword Brigade of the Yan jing Military Region is under his command. If he introduces you to just two retired soldiers from the Divine Sword Brigade, your safety will be greatly assured.”

Li Mu was quite surprised. He didn’t know much about the family background of Du Wei and Du Fei, the two sisters. Hearing Old Xu say this, it seemed Du Wei’s family was quite influential in the military.

So Li Mu asked Xu Jianjun in detail, “Old Xu, what does the Divine Sword Brigade do?”

Xu Jianjun explained, “Every military region and every Armed Police Corps in China has its own Special Forces unit. The Divine Sword Brigade is the name of the Special Forces unit in the Yan jing Military Region. Its overall strength ranks first nationwide. Moreover, Special Forces are different from other military units; they have actual combat experience. We reconnaissance soldiers might not even get a single combat experience in ten years of service.”

Li Mu nodded. Since Du Wei’s family had this connection, it was indeed very useful to him. However, for this kind of matter, it might be awkward to ask Du Wei to communicate on his behalf; it would be more suitable to approach Du Fei.

There was a glimmer of hope for the bodyguard situation, but Li Mu was still unwilling to let Xu Jianjun go easily. Although their interactions hadn’t been extensive, Li Mu found him incredibly useful. In the future, he would undoubtedly need his help for many things. It would be best to tie him more closely to himself. So Li Mu said to Xu Jianjun, “Old Xu, how about this? Assign two sharper individuals from your team to me. These two will exclusively follow me and take my orders. If I need your help with anything, their cooperation with you will ensure high efficiency.”

Xu Jianjun hesitated slightly and said, “Manager Li, my current manpower is a bit stretched…”

Li Mu said, “For two people, I’ll pay a consultancy fee of one million annually. If I need your help with anything else, we’ll calculate the payment separately. We’re friends, so just consider it helping me out.”

One million for two people annually—this price was already very high. Xu Jianjun could earn a considerable amount himself after covering his subordinates’ salaries. So, after a moment of thought, he agreed, saying, “Alright then, I’ll pick two people and have them report to you tomorrow.”

Li Mu was delighted and said, “I’ll transfer the money to your account later today.”

Xu Jianjun nodded. “Okay. Manager Li is so straightforward, I can’t be not generous enough. Two people won’t cost that much; let’s make it an eighty percent discount.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Old Xu, forget about the discount. Just pay a bit more attention to my matters in the future.”

Xu Jianjun no longer stood on ceremony, and with a faint smile, said, “No problem!”

While Li Mu was meeting with Xu Jianjun, Xu Jiaming had already dropped a major bombshell into the investment banking circles: Muye Technology was going to raise its Series C round! And this time, it would be a significant round, directly raising fifteen to twenty percent. One must know that even with a conservative valuation, Muye Technology was worth several billion, so twenty percent alone represented a massive project worth over one billion, even two billion.

This news instantly set the investment banking circles ablaze. The entire circle knew very well that if Muye Technology’s Series C financing was successful, it would undoubtedly be the largest financing round for a Chinese Internet company to date. Moreover, with such a massive scale of financing, it would be difficult for any single company to undertake a sole investment; typically, one venture capital firm would be the lead investor, with several others co-investing.

This also meant that everyone had a chance to get a piece of the cake. So, all at once, dozens of venture capital firms, big and small, excitedly took the initiative to contact Muye Technology. And the liaisons they assigned to communicate with Muye Technology were almost all the most impressive, high-end talents from their respective companies…





Chapter 613: Manager Li’s Safety Is a Big Issue

Li Mu lacked understanding of the investment banking circles. If he wanted to connect with the top elites in this industry in a short time, it would be quite difficult. However, once Li Mu released the false news that Muye Technology had a financing plan, he didn’t have to worry about how to connect with the investment banking elites at all, because the elites in the investment banking circles were now all racking their brains to establish contact with him.

For well-known domestic and international venture capital firms, Muye Technology was a target they had always pursued, and also the company they most wanted to invest in within China’s internet sector. But unfortunately, Li Mu had hardly accepted investment from any professional venture capital firm. Muye Technology’s Series A funding came from Baidu, and its Series B funding came from Xu Jiaming. Large venture capital firms like Sequoia, Goldman Sachs, Warburg Pincus, and Carlyle were all eagerly hoping to invest in Muye Technology and get on Li Mu’s fast track to making money, but Li Mu simply didn’t give them the chance.

Now, news that Muye Technology was suddenly seeking financing spread, and this news was personally disseminated by Xu Jiaming, the lead investor in their Series B financing. In the view of investment banking circles, the credibility of this news was very high. Therefore, venture capital firms that received the information immediately acted upon hearing something, trying every possible means to establish contact with Li Mu, hoping to secure a private meeting with him to discuss the possibility of Muye Technology’s Series C.

As soon as the news spread, Lin Qingya almost immediately began receiving a flood of meeting requests from major venture capital firms. Startled, she quickly called Li Mu and reported to him: “Manager Li, today many people from venture capital firms have been calling to schedule a meeting with you, and some have even come directly to our doors. Are we really going for Series C financing?”

Lin Qingya didn’t know about Li Mu’s mischievous trick; she was simply at a loss because news of Muye Technology seeking financing had suddenly spread on the market, followed by such a large influx of high-level executives from venture capital firms.

Li Mu smiled on the phone and said, “The company is going to establish a financial investment department next, and I want to look for some talent within the investment banking circles. That’s why I came up with an idea, just like ‘borrowing arrows with straw boats.’ Please help me organize all the venture capital firms that contacted us and their liaisons’ information into a detailed table.”

Lin Qingya immediately understood Li Mu’s intention and couldn’t help but laugh: “Your trick is really quite cunning! The information they left behind shows that their positions are very high; at least VP-level executives, and some are even MD-level. Their backgrounds are terrifyingly influential.”

Li Mu asked her curiously, “What is MD?”

Lin Qingya explained, “It’s Managing Director. In investment banking, they are also small partners, two levels higher than a VP.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Please help me organize all this position information as well. I’ll slowly filter through it later.”

“Okay.”

After Li Mu hung up with Lin Qingya, Xu Jianjun looked at the time, stood up, and said, “Manager Li, I have something else to attend to, so I’ll be leaving first. I’ll contact you by phone in advance tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “Tomorrow, just have them come directly to Muye Technology to find me.”

Xu Jianjun nodded and said, “As for the bodyguards, you yourself need to pay a bit more attention to finding them. You’ve helped Du Wei so much, the Du family certainly won’t refuse this small favor. With your current status, you really need to quickly resolve your security issues.”

Li Mu said, “Thanks for the reminder, I’ll implement it as soon as possible.”

Xu Jianjun said his goodbyes and left first. Li Mu pondered for a moment in the tea house’s private room. Calling Du Wei directly was definitely not appropriate; she was still young and relatively innocent. Directly asking her for help, and then having Du Wei relay it to her family, would make him seem a bit unprincipled. It would be better to discuss this directly with Du Fei. So, Li Mu thought about calling Du Fei to invite her to dinner to bring up his request. However, considering she was Chen Ze’s romantic partner, it might be a bit inappropriate to have dinner with her privately. Therefore, he first called Chen Ze to ask if he would like to join.

Li Mu felt that if he invited Du Fei privately, and Chen Ze found out, he didn’t know what Chen Ze would think or if he would have any unspoken complaints about him. So, it was important to be clear about his intentions to avoid any misunderstanding from Chen Ze.

Among men, if their friendship was strong, many things could be shared without distinction between ‘yours’ and ‘mine’—for example, my money is your money, your Mom and Dad are my Mom and Dad, and your sister is my sister. But there was one thing that needed to be kept exceptionally clear: women.

Li Mu’s life experience of over thirty years wasn’t extensive, but he always adhered to one principle: at all times, maintain a certain distance from a friend’s woman. Emotions could make people sensitive and sentimental, cause them to become insecure and easily jealous, leading to a loss of judgment. A slight oversight could easily create lingering concerns and estrangement, so it was best to always be sensitive in this regard.

So Li Mu first called Chen Ze and got straight to the point: “Old Chen, I heard Du Fei’s family has connections in the military. I want to ask her help to find me a few reliable retired soldiers to be my bodyguards. Do you think this is feasible?”

Without thinking, Chen Ze immediately said, “Of course it’s feasible. Her maternal grandfather is very high-ranking in the military, and most importantly, her Mother’s older brother commands a Special Forces unit. Every year, the soldiers retired from the Special Forces are targets that wealthy people in Yan jing fight over. Resources are limited, and it’s hard to find them from outside. If you ask her for help, you can get selected directly from within the military.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright then, I’ll ask her out for dinner to discuss it, and you come along too.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “You just contact her, I think I won’t go.”

“Come along,” Li Mu said directly, regardless of whether Chen Ze was speaking 100% from the heart. “Don’t make any other plans for tonight yet. I’ll call Du Fei to ask when she’s free, and I’ll contact you after I’ve confirmed with her.”

Hearing Li Mu say this, Chen Ze no longer tried to decline and said, “Alright, I’ll wait for your call.”

Li Mu didn’t explain the matter to Du Fei over the phone, only saying that he wanted to invite her and Chen Ze to dinner, and that he had something he needed her help with. Du Fei didn’t ask further and simply told Li Mu that she was free after work, so Li Mu arranged the dinner for that evening.

In fact, ever since Du Wei’s scandal in Hong Kong was successfully resolved, Du Fei had always wanted to invite Li Mu to their home for a meal to express her gratitude in person, and also to give her family a chance to show their appreciation. After all, Li Mu had always taken great care of and protected Du Wei, not only reassuring her as an older sister but also making her parents and family feel much more at ease. However, the racetrack and club projects had recently kicked off, and Du Fei was so busy that she could hardly cope. If Li Mu hadn’t suggested dinner, she usually would have been working overtime until after nine in the evening.

For Du Fei, Li Mu showing such kindness towards Du Wei was exceptionally rare in her eyes. The Du family consisted of just the two sisters, and as the older sister, she had lived abroad for many years, always having enough concern for Du Wei but lacking in direct care. Li Mu’s appearance was like bringing Du Wei the older brother she had always wished for since childhood, which was also an excellent thing for Du Wei.

That evening, Chen Ze arrived first, and Du Fei was the last.

Li Mu and Chen Ze chatted for quite a while before Du Fei finally rushed in. As soon as she entered, she apologized, saying, “I’m so sorry, the traffic was really bad. How long have you two been here?”

Li Mu smiled, pointing to the pot of chrysanthemum tea on the dining table, and said, “We just sat down too, and haven’t even had a few sips of tea yet.”

Chen Ze glanced at Li Mu with a playful look in his eyes; he knew well that the waiter had already refilled the tea three times.

However, Chen Ze naturally wouldn’t expose him. Instead, he smiled and said to Du Fei, “I was also stuck in traffic. We arrived one after the other.”

Du Fei nodded and chuckled, “Next time you two want to arrange dinner, pick a place closer to me.”

Li Mu replied, “My oversight.”

Du Fei smiled faintly and asked him, “Right, what did you need me for? Just tell me directly if there’s anything I can help with. I owe you a ton of favors, so quickly give me a chance to repay some.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t say that, we’re all good friends.”

Du Fei chuckled, “Then hurry up and say it, don’t be so wishy-washy.”

Li Mu cleared his throat and said, “Well, it’s like this: I’ve earned a bit of money, you see. And as you know, once you have a little more cash in your pocket, you always feel uneasy, so I want to get a few bodyguards so I can sleep soundly at night.”

Du Fei looked at Li Mu with disdain: “You call that earning a ‘bit of money’? Even my Dad said you’re the fastest self-made man he’s ever seen. How old are you to already be a billionaire?”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Isn’t Li Mu just trying to be a bit modest and save us some face? Don’t always undermine him. Get to the point; ask your Mother’s older brother to sort out the bodyguard situation.”

Du Fei laughed for a moment, then stopped teasing Li Mu and said earnestly, “If you want to find good bodyguards, there are always suitable candidates available. However, if you want top-notch soldiers retired from the Divine Sword Brigade, you’ll have to wait until the end of November. The Divine Sword Brigade has strict regulations regarding its structure, personnel numbers, and age requirements. So every year, they replenish with excellent new recruits from below and then eliminate an equal number of older soldiers. The time for finalizing the elimination list is usually late July or early August. Older soldiers on the elimination list have two choices: either remain in the military but be transferred back to a regular company, or wait until the end of November to be discharged and transferred to civilian work. The ones who can become your bodyguards are those who decide to be discharged at the end of the year.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Wow, you’ve been living abroad for so many years, yet you know so much about the domestic military affairs.”

Du Fei rolled her eyes at Li Mu and said, “Do you think you’re the only one who thought of coming to me to look for bodyguards? Ask Chen Ze, how many people from these circles in Yan jing have asked me for this favor.”

Chen Ze chimed in, chuckling, “You’re right, these rich second-generation heirs in Yan jing’s circles dream of finding a bodyguard from the Divine Sword Brigade.”

After saying that, Chen Ze looked at Du Fei again and said, “Isn’t the end of November a bit late? That’s still four months away. If anything happens to Manager Li during this time, who would be able to bear that responsibility?”

Du Fei nodded with a serious expression and said, “You’re right, Manager Li’s safety is a big issue; we can’t be careless at all. If any mishap were to befall him, it would be a loss for all of China! Tell you what, I’ll go back tonight and help Manager Li communicate and coordinate this matter, to see if we can transfer a few individuals from the military for Manager Li first!”





Chapter 614: Dual Support Fund

Yan jing people are famous for being cheeky. One person talking is a solo crosstalk performance; two people talking is a dialogue crosstalk. Du Fei and Chen Ze, echoing each other, first teased Li Mu. But Li Mu didn’t mind. When he heard Du Fei say that people could be transferred from the military first, he immediately perked up.

“What, can active-duty military personnel be transferred out first?”

Du Fei and Chen Ze looked at Li Mu as if he were an idiot. Chen Ze was the first to speak, chuckling, “Everything boils down to two words: ‘operation’. If operated well, even helicopters can be transferred out for your use.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “How does one operate it?”

Chen Ze said, “The simplest way is for you to show some intent first.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “How do I show intent?”

Chen Ze said, “You engage in civil-military integration! Ideally, you want to be recognized as an Advanced Unit for Supporting the Military and Their Families. If you do well in this regard, the military sending a few people to protect your personal safety will be no problem at all.”

Li Mu hurriedly asked him, “How do I manage that? Spill the beans.”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, Du Fei hurriedly said, “Don’t listen to him influencing you. If others wanted to do this, they’d have to follow his advice, but you don’t need to. You don’t have to worry about this; I’ll handle it for you.”

Li Mu then said, “If we can follow the normal procedure, let’s try to. That way, it’ll cause you less trouble.”

Du Fei quickly said, “Don’t you worry about it. I’ll take care of this entirely. I’ll get it sorted for you in the next few days.”

“If it were retired soldiers, you could introduce them to me, and I’d pay them a salary — that would be simple. But if they’re active-duty military personnel, wouldn’t that be tantamount to me directly taking advantage of the military? It wouldn’t look good if word got out.”

Li Mu felt that if such a matter could be resolved by spending money, he would not hesitate to do so. For him right now, the easiest things to handle were matters that money could solve. There was no need for Du Fei to exert more effort on his behalf instead of simply paying. It wasn’t that Li Mu didn’t want to owe a favor; since he asked her for help, he was certainly indebted. But even if he owed a favor, he didn’t want others to be too troubled by his affairs.

So Li Mu still wanted to ask how exactly it would be operated, but he worried that persistent questioning would make Du Fei feel he was treating her too distantly.

Chen Ze noticed Li Mu’s slight indecision and said to Du Fei, “You surely know what kind of person Li Mu is. If he can also contribute some effort to this matter, he’ll feel better about it.”

Du Fei, feeling resigned, nodded and said, “Actually, it’s just as Chen Ze said earlier: promoting dual support, or civil-military integration. You give to the military, and the military repays you. While saying so might not entirely conform to procedure, it’s perfectly justified. As for how to do dual support and civil-military integration, it’s pretty straightforward: either donate money and supplies to the military, or provide some employment opportunities for military families. However, donating money and supplies, to be honest, is just a formality. The military fundamentally lacks neither money nor supplies, so it’s of little significance.”

Li Mu said, “I’m not in traditional industry, so providing a large number of employment opportunities for military families right now might genuinely be difficult to implement…”

As he spoke, Li Mu suddenly recalled his previous conversation with Xu Jianjun, so he asked Du Fei, “I’ve heard that the Divine Sword Brigade, as Special Forces, often has combat missions. Pardon my presumption, but does the Divine Sword Brigade have soldiers who have sacrificed for the country or become disabled?”

“Yes,” Du Fei said. “Although the numbers aren’t large, basically every year there are soldiers who become disabled or even sacrifice their lives.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright then, I’ll specially establish a Dual Support Fund for the Divine Sword Brigade.”

Du Fei and Chen Ze both asked curiously, “Establish a fund? What kind of fund?”

Li Mu said, “A Compensation and Assistance Fund. For the families of fallen soldiers, the fund will provide monthly living expenses based on the local average wage standard and the number of direct relatives. If there are still children in school, the fund will guarantee full support for their education until university graduation, including tuition, miscellaneous fees, and living expenses. For disabled soldiers, the fund will provide a certain amount of living and medical assistance based on their disability level, to address their living and rehabilitation needs. I believe this model is more practical and meaningful.”

As Xu Jianjun said, in peacetime, the vast majority of soldiers do not experience combat. However, Special Forces are different. In addition to daily training, they are also tasked with anti-terrorism, anti-drug operations, rescue missions, overseas peacekeeping, and other duties. Combat is definitely unavoidable. Even the most powerful army will find it difficult to prevent casualties as long as there is combat. Li Mu knew his limits. Investment in military construction was a bottomless pit, and even if he fully committed all his assets, it might not be enough to equip a very large force. Moreover, the country fundamentally did not need him to add bricks and tiles to national defense construction. As a businessman, he only needed to do his job well and pay taxes as normal. As for his humble efforts, if he truly wanted to do something meaningful for the military, he should spend the money where it’s most needed, where it would truly make a difference.

Therefore, Li Mu wanted to establish a fund to take good care of the families and relatives of the Divine Sword Brigade’s martyrs and provide living and medical rehabilitation solutions for the brigade’s disabled soldiers. This was truly meaningful.

Du Fei also felt Li Mu’s proposal was excellent. Although, from her heart, she didn’t want Li Mu to exert effort in this matter, and truly believed that helping him solve the problem herself was the way to repay his favor, Li Mu’s idea indeed chose an excellent entry point. No matter how perfect national and military policies were, they could not provide completely adequate care for the relatives of fallen soldiers and disabled soldiers. If Li Mu succeeded in this matter, it would truly be a very meaningful good deed for the Divine Sword Brigade. More importantly, Li Mu would need soldiers or retired soldiers from the Divine Sword Brigade to protect his personal safety in the future. If he established such a fund, it would greatly enhance the Divine Sword Brigade soldiers’ goodwill towards him. For them, protecting Li Mu as a mission or as an act of gratitude and repaying kindness — the difference here was very significant.

So Du Fei said to Li Mu, “How about this: tonight I’ll go back and discuss it with my family. This matter is definitely no problem; I guarantee it.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’ll also carefully consider the detailed implementation rules for the fund when I get back, and strive to introduce a more comprehensive plan.”

…

After dinner, Du Fei drove back home. Her sister Du Wei and their parents were in the living room watching TV with their paternal grandparents. After Du Fei returned, she joined them. After her paternal grandparents’ favorite TV show finished, Du Fei brought up the evening’s events, saying, “I had dinner with Li Mu tonight. He asked me for a favor.”

The whole family’s attention was drawn by Du Fei’s words. Du Fei’s father, Du Kecheng, asked, “He asked you for a favor? What kind of favor?”

Du Fei said, “Li Mu wants to find a few bodyguards from the Divine Sword Brigade.”

Du Kecheng nodded and said to his wife beside him, “You just give your elder brother a heads-up and ask for his help to get it done as soon as possible. Li Mu has been so caring towards Weiwei; we ought to show our appreciation too.”

Although Du Kecheng had never met Li Mu, he deeply appreciated Li Mu’s kindness. Not only was Li Mu very good to Du Wei, but there was another reason: Du Fei had previously been unwilling to return to the country, and now she was willing to come back and stay with her family. As far as he knew, this was also because Li Mu and Chen Ze had stirred up something. If it weren’t for Li Mu, Chen Ze’s vision alone probably wouldn’t have been enough to persuade Du Fei to decide to return. So, when he heard Du Fei mention Li Mu wanting to find bodyguards, his first reaction was that he definitely had to help, and quickly.

Du Fei’s mother actually thought the same, so when Du Kecheng said that, she stated without hesitation, “I’ll call elder brother and tell him in a little while.”

Du Fei hurriedly said, “Oh, by the way, Li Mu’s intent is to establish a fund for the Divine Sword Brigade.”

“A fund?” Du Kecheng frowned in surprise, looking puzzled.

Du Fei then explained Li Mu’s perspective on the matter and his general idea for the fund to her family. After she finished, Du Fei’s grandfather immediately clapped his hands and praised, “This young man is truly excellent! Regardless of his motives, the fact that he was able to consider this aspect and seize a truly meaningful entry point is already incredibly commendable!”

Given the current national conditions, many businessmen would rack their brains to undermine the country and society for personal gain. However, Li Mu’s awareness of the importance of paying attention to the impact already placed him among the small minority of highly conscientious businessmen. Moreover, the entry point he chose was indeed very practical. Nowadays, if one still donated money or supplies to the military, it would mostly be considered formalism. But providing financial assistance to martyrs’ families and disabled soldiers — that was truly meaningful. Therefore, Du Fei’s grandfather particularly praised this.

Du Kecheng shared the same view. He found that he truly couldn’t find a single fault with this young man, Li Mu. And Li Mu repeatedly expanded his understanding, constantly raising his standing in his eyes. As a result, his impression of Li Mu grew increasingly positive. He spoke, “Li Mu isn’t short on this money, and he’s willing to genuinely do something practical. This is a good thing, wife. Tell elder brother about it; I believe he’ll be very happy as well.”

Du Wei’s mother nodded, stood up, and said to Du Wei’s paternal grandparents, “Dad, Mom, you two chat. I’m going upstairs to make a call.”

After Du Wei’s mother left, Du Wei’s grandfather said to Du Fei, “Feifei, find some time to invite Li Mu to our home for a meal. I can’t wait to meet this young man.”

Du Fei nodded and smiled, “Okay, I’ll arrange it with him later and see when he’s free.”

Du Wei’s grandfather nodded slightly, smiling as he said to his wife, “Shuxian, we have three granddaughters and two granddaughters from our daughters. If Li Mu could become the husband of any of our granddaughters, that would truly be wonderful!”

The old lady chuckled and said, “If it were truly in our era, this young man could just come over and propose marriage, and whichever one he fancied, I’d be willing to give her to him. But now, children prioritize free love. You can just think about this sort of thing; don’t go fussing around unnecessarily.”

Du Wei couldn’t help but interject, “Paternal grandparents, Brother Li Mu already has a girlfriend.”

Upon hearing this, the patriarch let out a long sigh. “What a pity, what a pity!”





Chapter 615: You Respect Me, I’ll Respect You

Li Mu’s Dual Support Fund proposal, once conveyed by Du Wei’s mother, immediately piqued the strong interest of Du Wei’s maternal uncle, who was in the military.

Du Wei’s maternal uncle is named Shi Xuesong, a Division Commander in a certain division of the Yan jing Military Region. He was once the most renowned captain of the Divine Sword Brigade in the entire army. The Divine Sword Brigade grew and developed under his command. Although he is now a Division Commander, the Divine Sword Brigade is still under his authority.

Having overseen the Divine Sword Brigade for many years, Shi Xuesong had seen many businessmen hoping to gain access to demobilized soldiers from the Divine Sword Brigade through Dual Support and Civil-Military Integration efforts. He was also happy to act as a “professional special forces broker” in this process. In his own words, sending demobilized soldiers into society not only helps the military gain benefits but also provides high-paying job opportunities for demobilized soldiers, so why not? At present, once a demobilized soldier from the Divine Sword Brigade enters society to work as a private bodyguard, their basic salary starts at least at ten thousand yuan, with some even earning a million yuan annually. For a pragmatist like Shi Xuesong, who genuinely considers his soldiers’ well-being, this is the most practical thing.

Many enterprises have established Dual Support relationships with the Yan jing Military Region and display “Civil-Military Integration Unit” plaques, too many to count. However, not a single enterprise has genuinely made a practical impact. Most enterprises engage in Dual Support and Civil-Military Integration to seek fame and praise, and they never truly commit to the cause. Generally, they donate some money through the local Civil Affairs Department’s Dual Support Office, or donate supplies like grains, oils, food, and daily necessities to the military during holidays. While this spirit is commendable, for the military with its enormous budget, it’s merely adding icing to the cake. Its significance outweighs its practical impact, failing to solve any real problems.

In stark contrast to these Dual Support enterprises, Li Mu’s Dual Support Fund directly bypassed these formalities. Instead of focusing on the military and active-duty military personnel, it concentrated on the families of fallen Martyrs and disabled soldiers. In Du Wei’s maternal uncle’s opinion, this was truly meaningful.

As for Li Mu’s personal desire for bodyguards, Shi Xuesong found it completely understandable. Furthermore, Li Mu had always taken great care of his beloved niece, Du Wei. Even if Li Mu hadn’t proposed setting up a Dual Support Fund, Shi Xuesong felt obligated to help him with whatever he could. This was a personal connection, a “You respect me, I’ll respect you” kind of connection.

So, Shi Xuesong readily agreed. Regardless of whether or how Li Mu’s Dual Support Fund would be implemented, he could first arrange for three active-duty Divine Sword Brigade soldiers to serve as Li Mu’s private bodyguards.

Although arranging active-duty personnel for external employment was not allowed in principle, the entire military knew about the Divine Sword Brigade’s special nature, and this practice had tacitly approved by the military leadership.

The Divine Sword Brigade needed to replace its fresh blood annually. Normally, when more than ten new recruits selected from various military regions through competitions joined each year, an equal number of veterans would leave. This was generally determined by their years of service, so the veterans who were due to be eliminated this year knew it in their hearts even without the brigade announcing the list.

This batch of veterans about to leave the Divine Sword Brigade no longer had combat missions, and their training was reduced to a minimum. Their time was relatively more flexible and free. Therefore, these individuals were generally busy with two things at this time: continuing to stay in the military or retiring from service.

Those who wished to remain in the military would certainly return to grassroots military units. Soldiers from the Divine Sword Brigade were eagerly sought after by grassroots units because having them as instructors could effectively enhance the combat manners of the unit’s soldiers. So, most of them were currently considering which company they should join after leaving the Divine Sword Brigade.

Those who intended to retire from service had already begun preparations for demobilization. Some were planning to return to their hometowns for job placement, while others wanted to develop their careers in Yan jing. Staying in Yan jing was not difficult for them because they knew that the former Captain Shi, now Division Commander Shi, liked to arrange jobs for demobilized Divine Sword Brigade members. The jobs he arranged offered high salaries and good benefits; staying in Yan jing for a few years often allowed them to earn hundreds of thousands of yuan, which was absolutely a high salary in that era.

The individuals Shi Xuesong planned to assign to Li Mu were those from the upcoming batch of retiring veterans who wished to develop their careers in Yan jing. Through his sister, he only made two requests to Li Mu: first, the veterans from the Divine Sword Brigade must not be involved in any illegal activities; second, they must be given at least two hundred thousand yuan annual salary and sufficient accident insurance.

Upon receiving the reply relayed by his mother, Du Fei immediately called Li Mu and informed him of her maternal uncle’s response. Li Mu was overjoyed and immediately stated that he would definitely comply with these two requirements: the salary would start at twenty thousand yuan per person per month, and personal accident insurance would be covered at a million-level payout.

After verbally agreeing to Shi Xuesong’s two requests, Li Mu quickly produced a detailed fund implementation plan. First, for the immediate family members of fallen Martyrs, such as their spouses, children, and parents, the fund would provide dependency allowance. Each person would receive a subsidy equal to the average wage level reported by the household registration location’s government, unlike the minimum living standard that welfare refers to. This actual average wage level would be sufficient to cover all daily expenses. This subsidy period would be for ten years. In addition, for children still in school, the fund would cover their tuition and miscellaneous fees up to university.

For disabled soldiers, the fund would provide a salary equal to the local average wage level. At the same time, it would fully reference the disability rating and corresponding disability compensation set by the government, matching whatever amount the government provided annually. The subsidy period was also ten years.

The implementation standard for the entire fund was set very high, especially the subsidy for the families of fallen Martyrs, which was several times higher than the national standard. However, Li Mu felt it was only right. Human life is priceless; if a soldier died for the country, providing comprehensive protection to their family was perfectly reasonable. Moreover, after Li Mu formulated the fund’s implementation plan, it was not only intended to serve soldiers who were sacrificed in the line of duty or disabled after the fund’s establishment but also applied to all soldiers who were sacrificed in the line of duty or disabled during official duties within the past five years.

However, this fund only served the Divine Sword Brigade. A brigade, at most, had just over one thousand people, with only a few hundred actual combat personnel. The scale was not large. Given Muye Technology’s revenue scale, supporting such a fund was merely a drop in the ocean. Of course, out of goodwill for the soldiers, Li Mu also hoped that the fund’s expenditures would be as low as possible.

Li Mu entrusted Du Fei to convey the implementation standards to Shi Xuesong. According to Du Fei’s feedback, Shi Xuesong was very satisfied after seeing Li Mu’s written implementation standards. As for subsequent matters, he promised to arrange them as soon as possible.



The next day, Li Mu went to Muye Technology. No sooner had he settled into his office than Lin Qingya arrived at the news, handing him two spreadsheets.

The two spreadsheets listed the names, contact information, company affiliations, and positions within those companies for at least fifty individuals, row by row.

Li Mu quickly scanned through them. Among them were executives from well-known and lesser-known venture capital firms, and even many famous investors. Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “So many people contacted us in such a short time. Just how sought-after is Muye Technology in their eyes…”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “These companies and individuals are very eager to meet you. Their phones are on twenty-four hours a day; you can contact them anytime.”

Li Mu nodded, “I’ll go through the list carefully later and find some people I’m interested in meeting.”

With that, Li Mu remembered the Dual Support Fund matter and told Lin Qingya, “I have a plan to set up a Dual Support Fund with the Yan jing Military Region. Could you help me arrange for someone from the Business Department to coordinate and implement it?”

Li Mu explained his vision and plans for the Dual Support Fund in detail to Lin Qingya, then added, “I’ll send the specific document to your email. Go back and review it carefully. This matter should be handled directly in Muye Technology’s name, as a corporate-to-corporate contact, but keep it low-key. Don’t let the media or the outside world know; just do it quietly.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Understood, I’ll go arrange it right away.”

At this moment, Li Mu’s assistant at Muye Technology knocked on the office door. After Li Mu gave permission, the assistant pushed the door open and said, “Manager Li, there are two visitors for you. They said Manager Xu arranged them.”

Hearing that Manager Xu arranged them, Li Mu knew it must be Xu Jianjun’s subordinates. He told his assistant, “Please invite them in.”

Lin Qingya then said, “I’ll also go for now.”

“Go ahead.”

A moment later, two young men, approximately twenty-five or twenty-six years old, walked in led by the assistant. Both men were around 1.8 meters tall and very well-built. Their posture, whether walking or standing, was remarkably straight. It was clear they had undergone long-term training. After the assistant left, one of them said to Li Mu, “Hello, Manager Li. My name is Chen Peng, and this is Dong Li. We are both subordinates of Manager Xu. He instructed us to come to you and said that we should follow your orders from now on.”

Li Mu invited them to sit and asked, “Are you two also Reconnaissance Soldiers?”

Chen Peng nodded and said, “Manager Li, we were both soldiers trained by Manager Xu.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “You don’t need to be so formal or polite. We might be cooperating for a long time in the future, so let’s treat each other as friends normally.”

Chen Peng nodded seriously and said, “For any specific matters, just give us your orders. Manager Xu told us to be on standby twenty-four hours a day once we arrived, ready to be dispatched at any time.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Later, I’ll arrange for the HR Department to handle your onboarding process. It’s mainly a formality so that when you’re with me, others will see a clear connection. However, you don’t need to work here every day. Although Manager Xu will pay your salaries, after onboarding here, I will also provide you with a basic salary. It’s not a lot, a few thousand yuan a month, just consider it a daily allowance.”

Xu Jianjun was introduced to him by Xu Jiaming. Being recognized by the Xu family proved that Xu Jianjun was definitely trustworthy, but the same couldn’t be said for his subordinates. Li Mu didn’t know the background of these two individuals. He couldn’t just have them follow him day and night simply because Xu Jianjun arranged them. By having them go through an onboarding, HR would have their detailed information and social security relationships, which would allow for a more thorough understanding of many things.





Chapter 616: Three-Person Tactical Team

After Chen Peng and Dong Li completed their onboarding procedures as tellers, Li Mu had Lin Qingya ask someone to investigate their background files. Both their files were clean. One was from Qilu, and the other from Xiangnan. Both had enlisted in the army after graduating high school, served for six years, and had only been discharged the previous year.

With clean and clear files, Li Mu’s worries lessened considerably. He instructed the procurement department to purchase a batch of vehicles in the company’s name, including a Mercedes-Benz S-Class, a BMW 7-Series, and a pure import, the newly launched Toyota Alphard.

Although Xu Jianjun had also provided Chen Peng and Dong Li with a vehicle, it was a Jinbei minivan. Li Mu was concerned that if they were to secretly follow him when he went out, he might lose them with just one step on the accelerator. As his covert investigators and support personnel, they needed a reliable car with powerful acceleration. So, Li Mu assigned one of the BMW 7-Series to them.

No sooner had Chen Peng and Dong Li been arranged than Li Mu received a call from Du Fei, who asked, “Where are you?”

“Muye Technology. What’s up?”

Du Fei said, “Then wait a bit at Muye Technology. People from the Divine Sword Brigade will come to find you within an hour.”

Li Mu asked in pleasant surprise, “Is everything settled?”

Du Fei replied, “Yes, and quickly too. I’ve arranged three people for you. They’re all veterans who will be discharged at the end of this year, rich in experience. Moreover, anyone who can get into the Divine Sword Brigade has a very clean background and strong awareness of vigilance and confidentiality. You can use them with full confidence.”

Li Mu felt an instant surge of power. Three elite Special Forces soldiers serving as his bodyguards – that sense of security couldn’t be compared to a bulletproof car.

After thanking Du Fei, Li Mu waited in his office for the three men from the Divine Sword Brigade. Approximately forty minutes later, his assistant brought the trio to Li Mu’s office.

Li Mu’s first impression of the three men standing before him was one of surprise. All three appeared to be around thirty-five years old, dressed in casual clothes, and rather plain-looking. None of them were particularly tall; the tallest was about 1.75 meters, with the other two around 1.7 meters. All three had somewhat dark complexions and weren’t exceptionally strong. Their standing postures were very casual, showing no hint of being Special Forces soldiers. Instead, they looked more like migrant workers who had spent a long time on construction sites.

It wasn’t that Li Mu had any prejudice against migrant workers; it was just that the demeanor of these three men simply didn’t align with Special Forces.

However, Li Mu didn’t reveal his puzzlement. After all, Du Fei had helped arrange this, and Li Mu trusted that the matter was reliable. These three were certainly Special Forces soldiers from the Divine Sword Brigade. As for their plain appearance and lack of Special Forces aura, Li Mu internally reassured himself that perhaps they deliberately didn’t want people to see that they had undergone rigorous military training.

Li Mu’s self-reassurance was very accurate. Real-life Special Forces differ greatly from those seen on television. First, not every Special Forces soldier is tall and handsome. On the contrary, when Special Forces screen recruits, good looks are an absolute burden. Special Forces soldiers must adapt to various combat missions in all sorts of environments. Therefore, if they possess the characteristic of being difficult to distinguish once blended into a crowd, they already have an advantage over others. Those who are tall and handsome are generally sent to the cultural troupe or honor guard.

For Special Forces soldiers, being too ugly, too handsome, too tall, or too short are all minefields in the selection process. Furthermore, the Special Forces are the military unit with the least “military” characteristics. They have highly systematic camouflage training. Every qualified Special Forces soldier must possess powerful disguise abilities, especially in camouflaging their soldierly aura. They must be able to appear as a standard taxi driver when dropped into a taxi, or the most authentic vendor when dropped into a vegetable market.

Before arriving, these three had received a mission from their superiors, personally ordered by their division commander, their old captain. Therefore, the trio also took this mission very seriously. Besides, their first impression of Li Mu was excellent, for a simple reason: Li Mu’s Dual Support Fund established for the Divine Sword Brigade. The superiors had already announced this matter internally within the Divine Sword Brigade. The generosity of the Dual Support Fund and its thoughtful consideration for them and their families thrilled every member of the Divine Sword Brigade.

After a brief internal adjustment, the three men introduced themselves to Li Mu. The soldier about 1.7 meters tall with the darkest skin was named Wang Yuanlang; he was the person in charge among the three. Another soldier, roughly the same height but slightly fairer, was named Zhou Zhan. The remaining soldier, 1.75 meters tall, was named Wu Xuewen.

After briefly introducing their names, Wang Yuanlang said to Director Li, “Director Li, the three of us form a complete tactical team. In the future, unless there are special circumstances, we will act together. So we need you to provide us with a car. There are no specific model requirements, but the performance indicators must be up to par.”

Upon hearing “complete tactical team,” Li Mu immediately envisioned scenes from movies where Special Forces soldiers operated in a three-person team, watching each other’s backs and coordinating operations. Although he didn’t know their actual strength, the moment that professional term was uttered, their presence immediately became apparent. He inwardly praised them and said, “The car is ready for you: a newly purchased Mercedes-Benz S-Class.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded. “An S-Class is sufficient.”

Li Mu asked them, “You are active-duty military personnel, so you shouldn’t have a place to live in Yan jing outside of the barracks, right?”

Wang Yuanlang said, “Director Li, you don’t need to worry about that. We rented an apartment near your company before we came, but we won’t be living there. Most of the time, we will be with you. Wherever you go during the day, we will go. If you are outdoors, we will disperse around you for vigilance. If you are in a safe indoor environment, we will be on standby nearby. If you are resting at home, we will take turns resting and staking out in the car.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but say, “You can’t always live in the car! Besides, I don’t think we need 24-hour protection. I haven’t encountered any threats; I’m mainly looking for peace of mind.”

Wang Yuanlang stated, “Our superiors’ instruction is to protect your safety at all times.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “But this is outside…”

Wang Yuanlang said seriously, “We are here to protect your safety, so you must also cooperate with us.”

Hearing this, Li Mu instantly felt a bit awkward. He wasn’t sure he could accept having three bodyguards following him 24 hours a day. So he said, “How about this: it’s fine for you to be on alert and standby near the company and my residence normally, but please don’t follow me everywhere I go.”

Wang Yuanlang refused without hesitation. “No, danger is most likely to occur outdoors, especially on the road.”

Li Mu said, “How about we make a compromise? Under normal circumstances, you can follow if you want, but in special situations, if I strongly request it, you won’t follow.”

Wang Yuanlang replied, “Director Li, you truly don’t need any worries. Since we are here to protect you, we naturally have our own principles. Although we are still active-duty military personnel, we have already begun processing our discharge. Our task, being assigned here, is singularly to protect your safety. We will not inquire about any personal matters of yours. Even if we see something, we will act as if we haven’t, and we will maintain absolute secrecy. Even if you were to conspire with foreign terrorists for a terrorist attack today, out of adherence to our principles, we would not ask questions, nor would we leak information to anyone.”

Li Mu heard him speak with utmost seriousness, his expression stern, and he praised, “Bro Wang, what you’ve said is extremely professional!”

Wang Yuanlang said with a calm expression, “Director Li, you’re too polite. You can just call me Old Wang.” He then continued on the previous topic, adding, “Suppose you genuinely were conspiring with foreign terrorists for an attack. While we wouldn’t leak information, our comrades would certainly move against you. Moreover, because our old superior made an agreement with you that we would not partake in any illegal activities, if our comrades were to move against you then, we would have only one choice: to stand by and do nothing.”

Li Mu was slightly taken aback for a moment, then nodded in admiration. “With your words, I am reassured!”

…

With Wang Yuanlang and his two comrades in place, Li Mu felt his personal safety was basically guaranteed. What remained was the offshore company. Once the offshore company system was established, his security level should be able to rise a few more levels.

Li Mu took some time to sort through the large amount of information on investment bank professionals that Lin Qingya had compiled for him. Among the fifty-some contacts, he first excluded individual investors with large amounts of capital, as he wasn’t genuinely looking for investment.

The remaining contacts were almost all high-ranking officials from major companies. Li Mu reviewed them one by one and discovered two individuals who were already quite renowned before his Rebirth. The most famous of them was a woman named Liu Hong. She currently served as the Managing Director for Goldman Sachs China. From Li Mu’s memory, she had been in the investment circle for over a decade before joining what was then the largest ride-hailing O2O company in China as CEO. She was well-known in the internet and investment banking circles. However, her success had many contributing factors, such as a powerful financial family behind her, and strong connections and resources. Thus, Li Mu was unsure of her true capabilities.

Another individual was named Ding Zhenglin. This person was once hailed as China’s most insightful venture capitalist but was also a somewhat tragic figure. Ding Zhenglin was currently employed at Sequoia Capital. During his tenure, he had invested in multiple internet projects that would later incubate into behemoths, and he helped many invested companies successfully list on various stock markets: Mainland China’s Shanghai and Shenzhen main boards, Hong Kong, NYSE, NASDAQ, and so on—too many to count—earning immense profits for his company. If he had persevered until the era of the mobile internet boom, his achievements would have certainly reached another level. Unfortunately, after 2010, Ding Zhenglin became disillusioned with the investment circle due to an equity dispute, cashed out all his Sequoia shares at a low price, and immigrated overseas with his wife and children to live a life of leisure.

Li Mu couldn’t quite fathom how much of Liu Hong’s previous life’s success came from her own abilities, but Ding Zhenglin’s success was almost certainly entirely due to his superior foresight and his proficiency in financial operations. If such a talent could be poached to Muye Technology, it would be like adding wings to a tiger for future capital operations, IPO preparations, and external investments.





Chapter 617: Buying a House is a Big Deal

Li Mu really wanted to immediately schedule a time to meet and talk with Ding Zhenglin. However, calming himself down to think it over, there was no need to act with undue haste regarding this matter. Even if he could poach Ding Zhenglin, his offshore company system currently had no use for him. This was because Xu Jiaming’s family team was already handling these operations for him, and even if Ding Zhenglin came, Li Mu didn’t know him well enough to let him take charge of such sensitive matters.

Moreover, the entire investment banking community was currently awaiting his summons. With over fifty people on Lin Qingya’s list, Li Mu believed that if he called any one of them at any time, they would arrive before him as quickly as possible. Standing in such an advantageous position, Li Mu completely controlled the pace, so he decided to focus his current energy on the immediate tasks at hand.

Buying a house was one such major event right now.

School would be on holiday very soon, in just two or three days. Li Mu had already arranged with Su Yingxue to return home a few days later; Su Yingxue could also stay in Yan jing to accompany her sister, Wang Xinran, for the Gaokao. Immediately after the Gaokao was the period for the Summer Brand Day event, and Li Mu wouldn’t be able to leave Yan jing then. So, by his calculations, he should be able to make some time to return home in mid-July. If he went home in mid-July, Li Mu planned to gradually lay cards on the table with his family. After staying home for a while to prepare his Mom and Dad psychologically, he would bring them to Yan jing. Therefore, the house purchase had to be finalized before mid-July, so that when his Mom and Dad came to Yan jing with him, they could move directly into their newly purchased villa.

To achieve this goal, Li Mu entrusted a real estate agent to search for suitable villas throughout Yan jing. Besides villas, Li Mu also asked the agent to help him find suitable properties near Renmin University and Zhongguancun. Buying a set in each of these two locations would be more convenient for him in the future.

Recently, the real estate agent had found a batch of suitable properties for Li Mu, and was just waiting for him to go and view them in person.

So, while the entire investment banking community was holding their breath in anticipation, waiting to see Li Mu, he was taking a break from his busy work, driving to the area beyond the North Fourth Ring Road to select a villa for himself.

In the past two years, several villa districts near the North Fourth Ring Road had successively launched for sale, with more still under construction. These districts were not large in scale, and once Yan jing’s development extended beyond the Fifth Ring Road in the future, these areas would become irreplaceable villa districts within the Yan jing urban area, with a market value incomparable to villas beyond the Fifth Ring Road or even the Sixth Ring Road. Li Mu wanted to take advantage of this summer break to bring his parents to Yan jing for a stay and gradually inform them of some of his hidden affairs. A villa was, in Li Mu’s mind, a good start.

In Li Mu’s view, if he were to gradually tell his Mom and Dad that his market value was tens of billions, starting with a villa worth tens of millions would be much better than beginning with the three-bedroom apartment he rented in Yucheng Garden. What’s more, his Mom and Dad would need a place to stay when they came.

Before viewing properties, Li Mu called Zhao Kang. Buying a house was a major event, and looking at too many options would definitely make him feel torn. Having an advisor by his side would be better. The reason he chose Zhao Kang was that Zhao Kang was one of the few people close to Li Mu who knew his full situation. Moreover, recently, when things got busy, Li Mu had only assigned him tasks over the phone, and they hadn’t met for a while. This was a good opportunity to meet, and having him accompany Li Mu was most fitting.

After arranging to meet with Zhao Kang, Li Mu drove to Zhao Kang’s school. As he drove out, Li Mu noticed in his rearview mirror that the Mercedes-Benz S-Class assigned to the company had been following his car at a distance of about two or three car lengths. This Mercedes-Benz was the vehicle assigned to Chen Yuanlang and his two tactical team members, who had already begun closely and discreetly following and protecting Li Mu’s personal safety.

As for the two men Xu Jianjun had sent, Li Mu had not yet instructed them to follow him at all times, but rather to remain on standby near Muye Technology.

After picking up Zhao Kang, the latter couldn’t help but ask Li Mu once he got in the car, “Everything in Hong Kong has been settled, right?”

Li Mu asked him curiously, “You know about it too? Mainland Chinese media haven’t reported on this, have they?”

Zhao Kang smiled slightly. “My online army is now spread all over the world. Basically, wherever there are Chinese people, there’s Douban’s online army. I invested some money into it and developed new core members in various regions, then had these core members commit full-time, using them as an information network. And I must say, the feedback from various pieces of information is very quick.”

Li Mu praised, “That’s a great idea. In the future, we could strengthen and demerge the online army team, and it wouldn’t be impossible to filter out an intelligence network from it.”

Zhao Kang nodded and said, “By the way, the entire Zu family has now moved to Australia. You didn’t do that, did you?”

Li Mu chuckled awkwardly, “Do I look like someone with that much influence? I don’t have any foundation in Hong Kong.”

Zhao Kang asked curiously, “Then who could be so impressive?”

Li Mu shrugged, “I don’t know. Don’t you have your sources? Didn’t you find anything out?”

Zhao Kang said, “My current core team members aren’t at a high enough level of access yet. They can easily gather common gossip, but when it comes to more in-depth information, I can’t rely on them.”

Li Mu hummed in response. “Take it slow, there’s no rush with this kind of thing.”

Zhao Kang nodded. Since Li Mu also said he didn’t know who was behind the Zu family’s situation, he didn’t ask further. Instead, he brought up the topic of buying a villa, saying to Li Mu, “Have you made up your mind? Are you going to lay cards on the table with Uncle Li and the others?”

Li Mu said, “If I don’t lay cards on the table, sooner or later someone else will do it for me. And if someone else does, I’m afraid it might be overdone and scare them.”

Zhao Kang sighed softly. “You’ve expanded things so much now; it’s already a miracle you’ve managed to keep it hidden until now.”

Li Mu said, “I never deliberately tried to hide it before; the media was just quite cooperative, so I simply went with the flow and kept a low profile.”

Zhao Kang casually remarked, “I suspect someone influential is covering for you, and they have a very powerful background.”

“Oh really?” Li Mu asked curiously, “What makes you say that?”

Zhao Kang said, “I can’t see the specifics clearly, but putting everything else aside, someone is definitely covering for you regarding the media.”

Li Mu nodded. “Someone is covering for me, but it’s not necessarily a long-term solution. Sooner or later, it will be revealed, so I need to prepare in advance.”

Zhao Kang chuckled, “So what if it’s revealed? Everything you’ve done is completely legal anyway. It wouldn’t be bad for it to be exposed and allow entrepreneurs nationwide to admire you.”

Li Mu let out a laugh. “I’ll be ready, and the rest will take its natural course. Let’s go, time to look at some houses.”

…

Li Mu had now completely lost interest in hoarding houses for investment. Moreover, he didn’t need to consider distant issues like his future children’s schooling. So, his principle for choosing a villa was very simple: a good location and a good house were all that mattered; everything else was irrelevant.

The real estate agent took Li Mu to view several villas beyond the North Fourth Ring Road, but Li Mu didn’t find most of them satisfactory. The majority had just been launched for sale, and the complexes had high vacancy rates, feeling desolate and cold. Furthermore, buying them and then renovating them would be a massive project; even if entrusted to an efficient renovation company, it would be next year before they were ready to live in.

The real estate agent then showed Li Mu several nearly new homes. These were usually properties that owners had bought and renovated but were selling before moving in. This type of property aligned more with Li Mu’s requirements. As he looked, he inadvertently found himself near the complex where Zhao Ziqiu’s family villa was located.

The real estate agent from that complex told Li Mu, “Not far from here, to the west, there’s another villa district. In that district, there’s a property in excellent condition for sale, also a nearly new home. The owner is from out of town and hasn’t lived in it since it was fully decorated. I’ve seen the house before; the renovation is superb. Apparently, the owner specifically hired foreign designers for the interior decoration and furnishings, and all the appliances and furniture are pure imported products bought from abroad. They haven’t been used since installation and even still have dust covers on them. However, the price is quite high. The owner isn’t willing to discount the value of the interior decoration and furnishings; it’s all included in the transaction price, asking for over thirty million yuan.”

Li Mu was greatly tempted after hearing this. A fully renovated house that hadn’t been lived in would be far more convenient to take over than buying a new one. Moreover, since the original owner hadn’t lived there, there wouldn’t be any lingering concern about it being a pre-owned house. As for the original owner’s renovation style, Li Mu didn’t care much; he himself didn’t really pursue such things, as long as it was comfortable to live in. As for the price, he truly didn’t care. Baofeng Entertainment’s current revenue was more than enough for him to be carefree.

Just as he was about to ask the real estate agent to take him to see it, he carefully calculated the location again, and Li Mu suddenly felt awkward. Further west from his current location seemed to be the villa district where Zhao Ziqiu’s family lived. Li Mu certainly didn’t want to be neighbors with Zhao Ziqiu’s Mom and Dad.

Seeing Li Mu’s hesitation, the real estate agent assumed he might find the price too high and quickly said, “How about this, there are still some pretty good properties further north. Why don’t I go back and sort through them carefully, and then we can schedule a time for you to go and take a look?”

Zhao Kang had accompanied Li Mu on a long round of viewings and understood Li Mu’s needs very well. The property the real estate agent just described sounded very suitable. As long as the house was bought, Li Mu’s Mom and Dad could move in anytime they arrived. Although he hadn’t seen the house, it had, after all, been designed by a professional designer, and the renovation, appliances, and furniture were all imported. Regardless of how good the renovation looked, the house would certainly be very comfortable to live in. As for the price, over thirty million yuan was indeed a bit intimidating, but Zhao Kang knew that this amount of money truly meant nothing to Li Mu.

So he quietly asked Li Mu, “From what I hear, this house sounds pretty good. What are you hesitating about?”

Li Mu merely felt a little uncomfortable remembering the association, but after thinking it over carefully, Zhao Ziqiu’s parents weren’t frequently in Yan jing anyway. Moreover, in a villa district with standalone units like this, people drove whenever they entered or left their homes, so the chances of neighbors meeting were practically negligible. He didn’t need to overthink it; as long as the house was suitable and met his immediate needs, that was enough.

Immediately, Li Mu spoke to the real estate agent, “Take us to see it.”





Chapter 618: Luxurious Mansion

Purple Cloud Villa is Yan jing’s famous luxurious villa complex, renowned as the city’s most uniquely blessed and tranquil place. Its location is not only convenient for transport but also adjacent to the Asian Games Village and the future Olympic Forest Park. The environment and greenery are faultless. To find another villa complex with such an environment, one would have to search outside the Sixth Ring Road.

The property management at Purple Cloud Villa is very strict. Even if Li Mu drove a car worth several million, he couldn’t get in without a card. Even parking outside and walking in required a card or an invitation from an owner.

Li Mu parked the car by the main gate. The real estate agent said, “I’ll call the owner and have him speak to the property management. His keys are also entrusted to the property management there. Once he informs them, we can go in and retrieve the keys to view the house.”

Li Mu nodded. The real estate agent pulled out his phone and called the owner. After explaining the situation, he told the owner Li Mu’s license plate number. Only then did he hang up and say to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, please wait a moment. Once the owner calls and tells the property management your license plate number, we can go in. Also, he’ll have the property management personnel bring the keys to open the door for us.”

A moment later, the security guard received notification to let them pass. Li Mu drove in. This road was relatively familiar to him, as this was already his third time coming to this complex; the previous two times were with Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Mu still clearly remembered how to get to Zhao Ziqiu’s house, and the route the real estate agent pointed out happened to pass by Zhao Ziqiu’s villa. Li Mu glanced over, relieved that the gate was tightly shut.

Purple Cloud Villa is very large, and coupled with its low floor area ratio, the distance between each villa inside is also very far. Li Mu drove past Zhao Ziqiu’s villa and continued deeper for about seven or eight hundred meters. Just as they were about to reach the artificial lake, the real estate agent pointed to a villa situated by the lake and said, “Mr. Li, that’s the one.”

Li Mu looked up and liked the villa at first sight.

The villa was right by the lake, and Purple Cloud Villa’s artificial lake was very large with beautiful scenery. This villa, being exactly in this spot, could be described as uniquely blessed.

Li Mu parked the car in front of the villa and surveyed its exterior from outside. The villa faced south overall. Unlike the surrounding villas, its second and third floors had been entirely converted into sunrooms with floor-to-ceiling windows, making it appear more stylish and modern than other nearby villas.

Property Management Company personnel quickly arrived in a golf cart. After confirming the license plate number and the real estate agent’s identity, they helped open the main gate. The real estate agent led Li Mu and Zhao Kang inside. To their left was a fully enclosed garage, and to their right was essentially a private garden. However, since the owner didn’t reside here, the private garden was largely in a neglected state. But one could easily imagine how beautiful it would be if it were filled with lawns and flowers.

The real estate agent introduced, “Mr. Li, this villa belongs to Phase Three of Purple Cloud Villa, just delivered last year. It occupies a total of one thousand three hundred square meters of land. The enclosed garage on the left has four parking spaces. The main building has two and a half stories and a viewing platform, with six bedrooms, three living rooms, one kitchen, and four bathrooms, totaling over six hundred square meters of built area. Additionally, it comes with a one hundred fifty square meter basement, which the owner has already converted into an entertainment room, making it highly practical. You can examine it closely when you go inside later.”

Inside the villa, the renovation was indeed very luxurious. What was particularly commendable was that the villa’s decor style didn’t feature the gaudy opulence typically favored by filthy rich people, nor an overabundance of high-end wooden furniture. The overall aesthetic was a very Western modern style, luxurious yet practical. Moreover, the entire house boasted comprehensive functional design, with an open-plan kitchen, walk-in closets, and audio-visual entertainment rooms logically laid out. It even had a small internal elevator, running from the basement to the first, second, and third floors, with a maximum load of three hundred kilograms—perfect for household use. While this design is common in Western villas, it’s still quite rare domestically.

The decor and furniture in every room were also very exquisite, almost entirely imported brand-name products. Not to mention anything else, just the mattresses in all the bedrooms were Duxiana. Li Mu didn’t recognize the brand, but the real estate agent told him that the owner had spent over one million just on equipping these six rooms with mattresses. Li Mu and Zhao Kang lay down on them to try, and Li Mu’s first thought was that they were so comfortable he didn’t want to get up at all.

Li Mu and Zhao Kang basically finished viewing the entire house while suppressing their inner shock. Though both were already standard filthy rich people, their lives hadn’t reached such a luxurious level yet. As the two stood on the third-story viewing platform, gazing at the serene and beautiful scenery of the artificial lake, Zhao Kang, taking advantage of the real estate agent not being nearby, lowered his voice and excitedly told Li Mu, “Damn, this villa is too damn luxurious! After seeing this, thinking about the other few we saw today, they’re simply worlds apart. If you ask me, don’t hesitate, just buy this one!”

Li Mu wasn’t actually hesitating. After seeing this villa, he had essentially locked onto it as his target. Over thirty million wasn’t a huge amount, but the asking price was indeed a bit steep. Yet, it was rare to find a villa he liked everywhere, faultless. So, there was no need to consider further; he could just decide on it.

Just as he was thinking, Li Mu looked down and saw a familiar person standing outside the villa on the lakeside lawn. On closer inspection, he realized it was Wang Yuanlang. He couldn’t help but be surprised. He himself had only gotten in because the owner had called. Their Mercedes-Benz certainly couldn’t get in. This complex was heavily guarded, so how had he managed to get in?

However, Li Mu’s surprise only lasted a moment before he quickly felt relieved. After all, he had a special forces background; it wouldn’t be right if he couldn’t even slip past the complex’s security.

Speaking of which, Wang Yuanlang was truly dedicated. He came to view a house, and Wang Yuanlang had to follow him to stake out nearby? He wondered if Zhou Zhan and Wu Xuewen had also gotten in, perhaps lurking near the villa.

The real estate agent walked onto the viewing platform at this moment and tentatively asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, are you satisfied with this house?”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “What’s the owner’s asking price?”

The real estate agent said, “Thirty-three million. The owner said the complete renovation cost seven or eight million.”

Zhao Kang couldn’t help but ask, “Can the price be negotiated?”

The real estate agent said apologetically, “The owner said when he first commissioned us that this price is fixed and non-negotiable.”

Zhao Kang frowned and said, “You can haggle even when buying a dog, but buying a house for over thirty million doesn’t come with a discount?”

The real estate agent was somewhat embarrassed by Zhao Kang’s strange comparison and could only bite the bullet and say, “Sir, this isn’t set by us; it’s set by the owner. We have no right to interfere and can only sell at the owner’s commissioned price.”

As she spoke, the real estate agent looked at Li Mu, hesitating before saying, “Oh, Mr. Li, if you’re interested in this house, I need to tell you upfront that our commission is two percent of the transaction amount, and you’ll also be responsible for that.”

Zhao Kang’s eyes widened. “The buyer has to pay this money too? And two percent is a bit too much, isn’t it?”

The real estate agent could only explain, “The commission is set by our company. Commissions for high-end properties are naturally a bit higher than for ordinary properties. Moreover, our company is the most powerful high-end property agency in all of Yan jing, and we have the most listings. For a house like this, the owner has exclusively entrusted it to our agency…”

Zhao Kang repeatedly exclaimed that it was too much of a rip-off, but Li Mu felt it didn’t matter. It was rare to find something he truly liked, so spending a bit more money was just a matter of respecting and satisfying his own preferences. So, he straightforwardly told the real estate agent, “Alright, I’ll take this house. Please help me arrange a meeting with the owner; I’d like to complete the handover as soon as possible.”

The real estate agent didn’t react immediately, pausing for a moment before asking Li Mu, “Are you saying you want to buy this one?”

Li Mu nodded. “Yes. Discuss with the owner and ask him when he can transfer ownership.”

The real estate agent was a bit dizzy with excitement. She hadn’t expected Li Mu to actually decide to buy this house. Although the house was indeed excellent, the price was quite high. Many people had viewed it and were very satisfied with the house itself but very dissatisfied with the price. At this price, if one were to buy an identical shell home and renovate it themselves exactly the same way, they could save at least several million. Furthermore, there was almost a common practice among pre-owned home buyers to haggle down the price of the seller’s renovations. “I’m not interested in the several million you spent on decorating,” they’d say, “either sell it to me at a discount or remove them yourself; don’t expect me to pay for everything.”

However, this villa’s owner was also quite interesting. He simply didn’t give any prospective buyers the chance to haggle down the renovation cost. His requirement to the real estate agency was: thirty-three million, buyer pays the commission, and only those who accept this price should contact him. He simply didn’t allow any haggling over prices.

Zhao Kang also felt that the price was indeed an egregious rip-off, but Li Mu didn’t think so. From the renovations of this house, the owner must have put a lot of heart into it. For the owner, this house might no longer be just a property, but rather a culmination of his effort. A higher price was somewhat understandable. Moreover, if the price of this house hadn’t been so exorbitant, it would probably have sold long ago, and he wouldn’t have even had the chance to see it.

The real estate agent called the owner. After communicating, she ran over and told Li Mu, “Director Li, the owner said he’s currently in Shanghai. If you’re sure you want this house, you’ll need to pay a ten percent Deposit first. The Deposit will be collected by our company on his behalf. Once you’ve paid the Deposit, he’ll come from Shanghai to handle the transfer of ownership procedures with you. After the Deposit is paid, if you renege halfway through, the money is non-refundable…”

Li Mu thought to himself that this owner’s demands were truly not ordinary. But seeing how perfect the house was, he decided to indulge him this once. So, he told the real estate agent, “Let’s go, to your company to pay the Deposit by card.”





Chapter 619: Too Invested

After paying the over three million deposit by card, all that remained was waiting for the owner to come from Shanghai to transfer ownership. Given the state of the villa, once the transfer was complete, one could move in immediately with just a bag; it couldn’t have been more perfect.

The villa, costing nearly thirty-four million in total, was Li Mu’s largest expenditure since his Rebirth. However, Li Mu didn’t feel the slightest bit of painful to see. As he left the real estate agent’s office, his inner feeling could be summed up in four words: “It’s good to be rich.”

With the villa purchased, Li Mu’s spending pace suddenly picked up. He then bought two more high-end apartments in the city, one in Zhongguancun and another near Renmin University. Both were new constructions from developers, equipped with renovations and appliances, allowing for immediate move-in. This was primarily for his own convenience in the future.

Zhao Kang bought an apartment near Renmin University with Li Mu. Both of their units were on the same floor, ensuring they would live closer and naturally interact more often.

Having settled the major real estate purchases, Li Mu asked Lin Qingya to arrange a dinner meeting with Ding Zhenglin from Sequoia. The entire investment bank circuit was going crazy looking for Li Mu. Everyone couldn’t understand why Li Mu had announced his intention to seek Series C financing, yet when they swarmed him, he would meet no one. Was he making fun of them? It made no sense; who would play such a prank when they had nothing better to do? Especially a billionaire, whose every second was as precious as gold.

However, what they didn’t expect was that Li Mu, this man whose every second was precious, truly was playing a prank on everyone. He had long planned the operational rhythm of the entire matter. He had effortlessly obtained the contact information of the elite currently active in China’s investment banking circuit. If he got Ding Zhenglin on his side, he would give him this list and have him continue poaching talent, essentially letting him build his own team. If he couldn’t get Ding Zhenglin, then he would poach someone else and have them use the list to poach talent.

In short, Li Mu’s idea was to unearth unexpected gains when it came to poaching talent.

Ding Zhenglin hadn’t dared to hope that Li Mu would actually be willing to meet him these past two days. After all, there were so many brilliant people in the investment banking circuit waiting for Li Mu’s summons. If Li Mu were to consider company size and liaison’s qualifications and professional experience, Ding Zhenglin probably wouldn’t even rank in the top five.

The investment banking circuit had always believed that if Liu Hong represented Goldman Sachs in discussions with Li Mu for Series C financing, it would likely be the most successful combination. After all, everyone knew that Liu Hong’s background represented a powerful family led by her father, and even Goldman Sachs valued Liu Hong’s identity and background, which was why they entrusted her with such responsibility at a young age.

However, he never imagined that by not holding out too much hope, he would instead receive a pleasant surprise.

When Lin Qingya called his mobile phone and explained the purpose of the call, Ding Zhenglin, who was preparing for a morning meeting at the company, excitedly covered the microphone at the bottom of his phone and uncontrollably shouted, “That’s fantastic!”

His yell startled everyone in the conference room who was ready for the meeting. They all looked at Ding Zhenglin, who, with an excited expression, spoke into the phone again, “Hello, General Manager Lin, I’m available at any time today.”

Lin Qingya then said, “How about this, Manager Li’s intention is to talk over dinner tonight, around seven o’clock. I’ll send you the specific address via text message shortly.”

“Excellent, excellent!” Ding Zhenglin quickly said, “Thank you for your trouble, General Manager Lin.”

As soon as he hung up, Ding Zhenglin looked up and found everyone staring at him with puzzled expressions. Unable to contain his excitement, he blurted out, “Muye Technology has reached out! Li Mu wants to invite me to dinner to discuss financing!”

As soon as he finished speaking, the entire conference room erupted in cheers.

During this period, companies and senior managers in the investment banking circuit were like concubines waiting for the emperor to pick their name, their minds focused on one thing: when would they receive notification from Muye Technology for an interview? Muye Technology’s development speed was astonishing, and the rate at which its capital doubled was unprecedented. Moreover, the news released by Muye Technology this time was for fifteen to twenty percent financing. Such a large piece of cake was a dream project for any venture capital firm. Investing over one billion in it, given Muye Technology’s development speed, meant it could go public in the US after one or two years. At that time, the market value corresponding to that over one billion would probably be an equivalent amount in US dollars. Whoever took control of this project would see their KPI metrics skyrocket. If they could truly secure this project, the manager responsible for investing in it could basically live comfortably for the rest of their life.

Ding Zhenglin and his colleagues were well aware that securing this project, and once Muye Technology genuinely went public in the US, Ding Zhenglin would receive at least a tens of millions level in dividends and bonuses. Furthermore, this project would become a halo for his future career. The more impressive Muye Technology became, the more impressive he would also become. In the investment banking circuit, merely saying, “I negotiated Muye Technology’s Series C financing,” would be enough to demonstrate one’s qualifications.

The CEO of Sequoia China led the applause for Ding Zhenglin. After the applause gradually subsided, he spoke, “Zhenglin, this time, you must put forth a concerted effort! Seize this opportunity to get Muye Technology on your side in one swoop!”

Ding Zhenglin nodded, “Don’t worry, Director Lan, I will do my best.”

Director Lan nodded slightly and added, “For Muye Technology’s Series C valuation, you can start from eight billion and go up to twelve billion. Tell Li Mu that we only want equity, no voting rights or preferential rights. Give all voting rights to him! Furthermore, for the Series C funds we invest, we can allow Muye Technology’s original shareholders to cash out up to fifty percent!”

Everyone present was dumbfounded by Director Lan’s words. They had already discussed Muye Technology’s Series C financing in a meeting, and the decision at that time was to start from six billion, capping at ten billion. They could give Li Mu voting rights but not preferential rights, because once preferential rights were given up, cashing out would only be possible after the company went public. Why had the set low price suddenly increased by so much?

Director Lan also noticed everyone’s surprise and explained, “Headquarters has also paid attention to Muye Technology’s situation. Muye Technology’s valuation is very volatile right now. For its Series B financing, it was valued at eight hundred million. Now, its revenue has increased significantly, and corresponding expenditures have also increased, but the business itself has seen a substantial enhance. You should have also seen how much noise Star Tieba has made recently. Hundreds of stars are regularly active on Tieba; this influence is truly formidable. Moreover, YY’s future development potential is immeasurable. Therefore, at this point, if we want to ensure we take control of Muye Technology’s Series C financing, we must offer a high premium (business), betting on its ability to become even stronger in the future!”

Speaking, Director Lan paused, then continued, “Headquarters’ meaning is very clear: Muye Technology’s development model is highly recognized by Silicon Valley. If it accepts our investment, then we have absolute grasp over operating Muye Technology’s listing on NASDAQ. As long as it can go public, we will definitely make a huge profit and then cash out.”

The strength of international investment banks isn’t just about money; more importantly, it’s about their methods. Generally, as long as an international investment bank like Sequoia invests in a company, considering its own investment security and return rate, it will definitely find ways to help the invested company package itself, tell its story, and find Sales channels, subsequently cashing out the investment with the next one to take over. For a company like Muye Technology, which develops extremely fast, doesn’t rely on being a money pit, and has cash flow, their confidence in helping it list on NASDAQ is also a very reliable matter.

After saying this, everyone understood tacitly. Since headquarters was optimistic, there was nothing more to say. Even if Muye Technology was given a valuation of two billion US dollars, as long as Muye Technology wanted it, they would be willing to give it. Because once this money was given, it would definitely be earned back twofold after the listing. If Muye Technology remained strong after listing, the company would continue to hold its shares. If they ever felt a bottleneck, they could directly cash out in the secondary market and leave with a colossal profit.

Ding Zhenglin was also full of confidence. With headquarters’ support and such a high premium (business) offered, he believed Li Mu would certainly not refuse. What’s more, Series C allowed Muye Technology’s shareholders to cash out fifty percent; this was too great an offer. Normally, at least eighty percent of this money would go into Muye Technology’s accounts as operating funds, but now, as long as Li Mu nodded, if they finalized a twelve billion valuation with Sequoia taking twenty percent, then out of the two point four billion cash Sequoia would give Muye Technology, the current shareholder team could cash out one point two billion into their own pockets! Who would refuse such generous terms?

Just as Ding Zhenglin was ecstatic and rubbing his hands together, Director Lan added, “Zhenglin, I must remind you in advance, the higher the final transaction price, the lower your KPI index will be. If it goes as high as twelve billion and still hasn’t been finalized, headquarters might even consider increasing the offer further, but at that point, you won’t be managing this case anymore; headquarters will dispatch someone specifically for it. So you must strive to complete it within these limits.”

Ding Zhenglin’s expression became stern, and he said solemnly, “I understand, please rest assured! I will certainly not fail in my mission!”

If Li Mu had seen this scene unfold at Sequoia, he would definitely have lamented that these people were simply too invested. The ambitious Ding Zhenglin and his colleagues had no idea that no matter how eloquent and confident they were, they wouldn’t be able to close this case. Li Mu had once told Song Liang and Xu Jiaming that Muye Technology would not seek further financing before going public, and he wouldn’t break this promise. The most crucial reason for this was simple: Muye Technology lacked no money at all.

Muye Technology’s development momentum was excellent right now. Tieba was in a period of rapid growth, and YY and YY Games were also in rapid growth. Star Tieba had only just begun a short while ago, and its influence had not yet reached its peak; there was still a long way to go. The value-added revenue from YY and YY Games was continuously enhancing. Although Happy Farm’s revenue had slowly begun to decline, its amount was still very substantial. Under these circumstances, he didn’t need large sums of capital for rapid expansion, so the possibility of financing was zero.

Moreover, he had a major product about to go premium. Once this major product went premium, Muye Technology’s valuation would likely need to be recalculated.

Currently, he was busy with the Going premium of this major product. The YY web portal had been completely developed, and they were now communicating with Wang Nan and other core members of the portal regarding the specific matters of its Going premium.





Chapter 620: Stirring Up a Favorable Wind

As a crucial part of Muye Technology’s future product ecosystem, the web portal had always been a component Li Mu highly valued. For the portal, he had expended a great deal of effort just on the stubborn Chen Tong, which clearly showed his determination to make the web portal successful.

After the Zu Yaoting incident, Li Mu’s focus on the portal intensified further. While YY and Tieba were platform-based products that gathered a huge number of Users for Muye Technology, they only provided services at a certain product level, such as instant messaging and interest-based communication. Yet, they lacked the ability to provide news-related services. Without its own news dissemination, these two products essentially had no potential or attributes to become a media outlet.

A web portal is a comprehensive media information platform. Muye Technology not only needed to create an internet news dissemination channel but also to build a channel for information release and distribution. Currently, Muye Technology only had products and Users, but in the internet world, it lacked its own viewpoint! Even if it had viewpoints, there was no clear platform to express them, so its own opinions couldn’t be clearly conveyed to Users. However, with the portal, this problem could be fundamentally resolved.

With a powerful web portal, Li Mu could achieve this: whatever I want to promote, I will promote openly and with great fanfare; whatever I want to criticize, I will criticize openly and with great fanfare; whatever I want to change or subtly influence, I can publish it through my own portal platform. This was the first strategic significance of the web portal.

The first version of the YY portal has been completed. It is externally referred to as “YY.com” and uses Muye Technology’s main domain name. The website design is avant-garde and clean, with various categories detailed and clear. Its original waterfall reading feature is a major highlight in the User browsing experience, making comments and interaction more convenient while Users browse information. This is because in this version of YY.com, Li Mu implemented a reply mode similar to NetEase’s comments, making interaction between Users more direct.

More importantly, to compensate for the lack of content, Li Mu had long ago proposed multiple solutions to Wang Nan. First, Muye Technology acquired content republication rights from many vertical portals through monetization. For example, in the currently popular IT category, PaoPao.com, Zhongguancun Online, and Pacific Internet Computer Network are all cooperation partners of the YY portal, so YY.com’s content reserves are already sufficient.

In addition, YY.com offers very generous conditions for soliciting submissions. Once it goes premium, it will heavily promote the submission channel through YY, encouraging everyone to contribute articles to YY.com, continuously supplementing new content.

Several sub-channel persons in charge, including Lu Xinyi, have also prepared a large amount of content for their respective sub-channels during this period. Lu Xinyi, in particular, has abundant resources in the entertainment industry. She directly negotiated cooperation with several Hong Kong print media outlets. Their articles, after internal review, are promptly shared with her for publication on YY.com. Coupled with a full-time entertainment editorial team, Lu Xinyi’s entertainment channel now has very strong content, personnel, and channel reserves.

After a full day of meetings, everyone had discussed and clarified all issues. Now, YY.com was ready to go premium at any time, only lacking a favorable wind and an opportune moment.

Wang Nan’s idea was to go premium as soon as possible, then quickly start promoting and diverting traffic through YY, first making a name for the site, and then continuously converting and retaining Users.

Li Mu, however, felt that going premium directly was not grand enough. It would be best to have an opportunity that would make it receive widespread attention the moment it went premium.

So Li Mu expressed his thoughts, hoping everyone would brainstorm and think of a good event point that could be leveraged when YY.com went premium.

After thinking hard for a long time, Wang Nan suggested, “The World Cup is almost over. There are only two matches left. How about we seize this opportunity and create a special feature to boost it?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “The 3rd/4th place match is the day after tomorrow, followed by the final the day after that. The entire World Cup will be over then. It’s clearly too late to create a special feature now, and it won’t last long.”

Lu Xinyi suddenly proposed, “Manager Li, I heard that Aunt Mui and bro are coming to Mainland China together to be Student Aid Ambassadors for 3321?”

Li Mu nodded. “They arrive on the first. Karen Mok is also coming with them.”

Lu Xinyi asked curiously, “Karen Mok is also coming to Yan jing? Isn’t she going to Xiangdu to record Happy Camp?”

Li Mu said, “Her agent said she wanted to visit Yan jing, and it just so happens Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui are also coming, so the three of them grouped up and took the same flight to Yan jing.”

Lu Xinyi exclaimed excitedly, “How about we do a full-length documentary feature on them? Starting from when they get off the plane, our dedicated reporters will follow them, conducting live interviews and publishing content instantly on the platform. We can also arrange exclusive interviews and some simple sightseeing around Yan jing for them. The three of them are all Hong Kong first-tier stars, and their influence in Mainland China should be quite significant. After they finish their itinerary in Yan jing, we can send a team to follow bro and Aunt Mui to poor areas for student aid, and report on the aid process in the same way.”

Li Mu subtly furrowed his brows, pondering. What Lu Xinyi said was indeed a good idea. Netizens needed first-hand information and rolling updates on hot topics. Several big stars coming to Mainland China should be a relatively attention-grabbing hot news item. And if they used this method for exclusive “live broadcasts,” Users’ enthusiasm to follow should be quite high. After all, in later generations, so many live streaming platforms became popular enough for mass participation, proving that Netizens subconsciously had this demand; there just hadn’t been a suitable opportunity to stimulate it yet.

Thinking back, Chen Tong’s success in helping Sina by providing 24-hour rolling news broadcasts was, to a large extent, also leveraging this User psychology. Continuous, comprehensive, round-the-clock reporting provided Users with a smooth, continuous viewing experience, addressing their subconscious thirst for information about unfolding events.

However, Li Mu’s only concern was technical issues.

Li Mu couldn’t be satisfied with text-only live broadcasts; that lacked too much visual impact. For a web portal, skillful use of images and videos was the path to success. But currently, let alone video live broadcasts, even text and image live broadcasts would be very difficult if they entered an outdoor environment for tracking. The biggest limitation was internet speed. GPRS in Mainland China had only just started, and data transfer speeds were agonizingly slow, and data fees were frighteningly expensive. If they did live tracking, information transmission would be a major problem.

Li Mu summoned employees from the Technical Department specifically responsible for JAVA development and Mobile Monternet services, seeking their network solutions for outdoor news live broadcasting. Employees in these two areas should have a deep understanding of current mobile network software and hardware.

The two discussed for a moment and finally came up with a solution: using a GPRS adapter card paired with a laptop computer, they could achieve an average information transmission speed of around 20KB/S using the mobile network. Images would be a bit more challenging, but text would definitely be fine.

Li Mu asked the two, “Is the 20KB per second speed stable?”

The employee in charge of Mobile Monternet services affirmed, “Generally stable.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “In that case, it can largely satisfy the demand. We will send two photographers and two accompanying reporters with the team, along with a combination of three or more laptops and GPRS adapter cards. Images can be transmitted across three different computers, which will significantly increase efficiency and also improve image quality to meet the website’s clarity requirements.”

Lu Xinyi said excitedly, “That’s fantastic! We’ll organize a tracking and interview team; no matter where they go, they can instantly transmit graphic information. Our editors can then polish, layout, and process it for direct publication on the website.”

Li Mu looked at Wang Nan and asked him, “What do you think?”

Wang Nan nodded without hesitation and said, “I think it’s very feasible. This way, our tracking report special feature can last for at least a week or even longer. By capitalizing on Users’ interest in these stars, constantly providing them with the latest and exclusive celebrity updates, we can definitely attract a large number of Users to continuously follow it, making it a hot topic.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright, Wang Nan, I’ll only worry about this part here. After I’ve created this favorable wind for you, the rest depends on your cooperation with Lu Xinyi. YY.com is the top priority of your work, and you must do your best for its first popular event. Don’t hesitate to ask for any resources you need; the company will definitely help you coordinate and arrange them.”

Wang Nan and Lu Xinyi immediately expressed their firm determination. Afterward, Lu Xinyi reminded Li Mu, “Manager Li, you need to confirm this with bro and Aunt Mui in advance. If they’re unwilling to have this kind of tracking report, it will be difficult to proceed.”

Li Mu said, “I will communicate with them as soon as possible, but I don’t think there will be any changes.”

Li Mu could be certain that Leslie Cheung was a person who was grateful and sought to repay kindness. He had helped him with the Seedling Protection Fund, and Leslie Cheung had proactively released the video of that day to clear Du Wei’s scandal. And he himself had turned adversity into a blessing because of this incident. It was precisely by exposing Zu Yaoting’s despicable behavior in front of all Hong Kong residents that Leslie Cheung gained unprecedented support in Hong Kong. Even the media uniformly supported him all the way; those media outlets that used to follow trends and criticize him, constantly dwelling on his sexual orientation, now dared not continue. Otherwise, they would be defying public opinion, and the Zu family’s example was right there, incredibly deterrent.

After these two incidents, Leslie Cheung was actually the true winner. Li Mu believed he was clearly aware of this, so he shouldn’t refuse something as minor as a tracking report or a news live broadcast. As for Anita Mui, she could put aside her work to specifically accompany Leslie Cheung to Mainland China, which showed how good their relationship was. Such a small sacrifice should be fine. Moreover, Muye Technology currently had some influence on Hong Kong and Taiwan stars. Anita Mui was also a Grand Dame in the entertainment industry, having toiled there for many years and being well-versed in human relations, so she should give them some face, right? As for Karen Mok, Li Mu wasn’t worried at all. After all, she had reaped huge benefits from Muye Technology, and she would probably find such high-density continuous reporting highly desirable.





Chapter 621: Better to Be Formal

After the pre-launch coordination meeting for the YY web portal concluded, Li Mu specifically called Ms. Chen Shufen, Leslie Cheung’s agent. On the call, he elaborated on his idea of having follow-up reports on Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s trip to Mainland China. Chen Shufen knew the entertainment industry’s intricacies like the back of her hand, and as soon as Li Mu brought up the idea, she agreed without hesitation.

Muye Technology had long established an incredibly powerful corporate image in the hearts of Hong Kong and Taiwan stars. Now, from first-tier stars to fifth-tier artists, it was believed that no one would refuse cooperation with Muye Technology. Moreover, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s trip was for a charity event. The more charity-focused an event was, the more exposure it needed.

However, Chen Shufen wasn’t absolutely certain if Anita Mui would agree. Although Anita Mui was an artist she had managed, their management contract was no longer with her. So, she needed to call Anita Mui to confirm her personal wishes. Still, Chen Shufen was quite confident, saying, “Anita is very reasonable. I don’t think she would refuse something like this.”

With Chen Shufen’s words, Li Mu felt somewhat assured.

After hanging up with her, Li Mu specifically called Karen Mok. Even if he was certain she wouldn’t refuse, out of respect, Li Mu still wanted to communicate clearly with her beforehand. Otherwise, if she arrived expecting a private visit only to be surrounded by a group of reporters, she would undoubtedly feel a great sense of disparity.

Karen Mok had already begun preparing for her trip to Mainland China these past two days. This time, her agent had planned a very busy itinerary for her: visiting Li Mu in Yan jing, participating in Happy Camp on Xiangnan Satellite TV, and accepting exclusive interviews for several other programs on Xiangnan Satellite TV. After that, she would attend five commercial events in three different cities, including variety shows and shopping mall openings. Finally, she would head to Yangcheng (Guangzhou) to sign an endorsement deal with a Mainland Chinese cosmetics company.

Karen Mok had been active in the industry for so many years but had never been as popular as she was now. There were various reasons for this. First, her personal image was a slight disadvantage; regarding looks, she certainly wasn’t a first-tier star. But when it came to her voice, she wasn’t first-tier either. Her slightly unique voice was somewhat of a disadvantage in the pop music scene. If it weren’t for Li Mu promoting her, she would always remain a moderately popular quasi-first-tier star—meaning everyone knew who she was, had seen her movies, and heard her songs, but she just couldn’t hit big; her film remuneration wouldn’t rise, and her appearance fees wouldn’t increase.

Now, Karen Mok’s new album was soaring in popularity across Mainland China. Taobao’s pre-sales continued to grow, with total sales now exceeding five hundred thousand and constantly setting new records. Various engagements, performances, and endorsement invitations flooded in from Mainland China, almost entirely due to Li Mu’s strong support behind the scenes. Therefore, Karen Mok was extremely grateful to him.

Upon receiving Li Mu’s call, Karen Mok was pleasantly surprised and excitedly asked, “Mr. Li, why would a busy person like you think to call me? I’m truly overwhelmed with flattery!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Miss Mok, there’s no need to be so polite. Just call me Li Mu. The purpose of my call today is to consult you about something.”

Karen Mok quickly said, “Please go ahead.”

Li Mu explained the matter over the phone. Karen Mok listened and accepted almost without a second thought, saying, “I think that’s perfectly fine. I have no objections. Besides, I’ll have many activities when I go to Mainland China this time. If your web portal doesn’t mind, I’d be very happy for you to provide full coverage…”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ll take you up on that then!”

Karen Mok also smiled and said, “Of course, it’s true! In the future, I’ll fully cooperate with anything concerning Muye Technology or Taobao. As long as you think of me, I will definitely not disappoint you!”

Speaking of which, Karen Mok added, “Oh, and by the way, I was one of the first to sign up for the Seedling Protection Fund’s charity auction on Taobao, and I donated my favorite Patek-Philippe watch to this auction.”

Patek-Philippe, when translated, is what they call “Baida Feili” in Mainland China. Although Li Mu didn’t know the current price of Patek-Philippe watches, in his impression from his later life, even the basic models started at two to three hundred thousand yuan. Karen Mok said she donated her favorite Patek-Philippe, so it might not be a common basic model. If it was a limited edition, the price would be much higher. Even considering inflation over the years, it would start at at least tens of thousands of US dollars.

Tens of thousands of US dollars would convert to hundreds of thousands of Hong Kong dollars. The fact that Karen Mok would donate such a valuable personal item for this online charity auction truly surprised Li Mu.

An artistic creation like a Patek-Philippe watch usually holds significance far beyond a mere timepiece for most owners. Li Mu thought to himself, if it were something he cherished, he might not bear to donate it, preferring to donate money directly rather than an item. However, considering the core purpose of this event was a charity auction, donating money wouldn’t suit the theme.

Li Mu expressed his thanks to Karen Mok, and the two also agreed to meet in Yan jing in a few days. Just then, Chen Shufen also replied to Li Mu, confirming that Anita Mui had also agreed to Li Mu’s proposed arrangement. All three were willing to let Muye Technology provide full coverage and interviews throughout their trip. The sensational event for YY web portal’s upcoming launch was basically finalized.

Li Mu immediately gave feedback to Wang Nan. The portal would officially launch on July 1st, and the special feature reporting on the three stars’ Mainland China trip would also commence on that day. For the next three days, Li Mu instructed Wang Nan and Lu Xinyi to work together to organize the special feature page, the promotional content, and the formation of the frontline reporter team. It was imperative to ensure this long-term exclusive news brought an initial success for the YY web portal.

After finalizing the launch preparations, Li Mu checked the time. It was almost time for his appointment with Ding Zhenglin, so he took Lin Qingya with him and headed to the reserved restaurant to meet Ding Zhenglin.

Ding Zhenglin didn’t go to work that afternoon. He specifically went out to get a haircut to look neater and sharper, then rushed home to change into his most formal and presentable suit. This Ermenegildo Zegna suit was specially purchased in America when he went to Sequoia’s US headquarters as an elite from the China region for a meeting. In Ding Zhenglin’s own words, after seven or eight years in investment banking, this was his only “tea-drinking suit.” He usually kept it carefully stored in a dust bag at home and would never wear it unless it was for a major occasion or an important business deal. Although it was very hot today, he felt it was always right to be a bit more formal.

To prevent unexpected incidents like traffic jams, Ding Zhenglin drove to the restaurant Li Mu booked an hour early. This was his habit before discussing big business: to arrive early and wait quietly nearby, then show up on time. This way, he could avoid being late due to unexpected road incidents and also prevent the other party from underestimating him by arriving too early. Generally speaking, a direct manifestation of negotiation psychology is: whoever appears to attach more importance to the negotiation finds it harder to take the initiative.

Although Ding Zhenglin knew that this negotiation was highly desirable for Sequoia, he still needed to remain composed and not allow the other party to infer his, or the entire company’s, intentions from any subtle expressions.

Ding Zhenglin’s Buick New Century, known as a “gas guzzler,” never turned off its engine. He was wearing a shirt, a formal suit, and an impeccably tied necktie. In late June, if the air conditioning was turned off, he would definitely be drenched in sweat inside the car. Sometimes, Ding Zhenglin didn’t want to be so formal, lest people on the street look at him like an idiot. However, Sequoia’s senior management was deeply influenced by the style of American financial elites, insisting on wearing formal business attire for negotiations, whether in the dog days of summer or the dead of winter. Otherwise, it would give off an impression of unprofessionalism and disrespect. Of course, for investments of a few million or tens of millions, investment managers several levels below him might show up in a short-sleeved shirt. But for bigger deals, every detail had to be perfectly managed.

At six fifty, Ding Zhenglin adjusted his tie using the rearview mirror inside the car. After confirming everything was in order, he got out of the car and walked into the restaurant.

Lin Qingya had already given Ding Zhenglin the name of the reserved private room, so he directly told the greeter the room name, and the greeter led him inside.

Li Mu and Lin Qingya started a bit late and happened to hit rush hour traffic, so there was some congestion on the road. By the time they arrived at the restaurant, it was over ten minutes past their agreed time. The two of them unhurriedly walked to the private room. As the usher pushed the door open, Ding Zhenglin instinctively looked up. The moment he saw Li Mu, he realized he had made a fool of himself today.

Li Mu was dressed very “programmer-like” today: a plain grey, simple round-neck T-shirt from Giordano, black knee-length shorts, and cork-soled sandals. He was also carrying a backpack. With this outfit, he could simply ditch the backpack and happily go play in the water at Beidaihe.

Lin Qingya, too, was dressed very simply today: a short-sleeved white shirt, a black pencil skirt, and leather wedge sandals. Her overall look was very casual, yet it carried a hint of an office lady’s style.

Looking at them both, then at himself, Ding Zhenglin couldn’t help but feel awkward. But all he could do was steel himself, stand up, and politely and courteously say to Li Mu and Lin Qingya as they entered the room, “Hello, Manager Li, hello, General Manager Lin. I’m Ding Zhenglin from Sequoia Capital. First meeting, please take care of me.”

Lin Qingya nodded slightly in acknowledgment, giving him a professional smile. At this moment, she didn’t speak, leaving the opportunity entirely to Li Mu, because Li Mu would naturally respond to his greeting. If she spoke as well, it would seem like she lacked tact.

Li Mu looked at Ding Zhenglin with a slightly surprised expression, then quickly extended his hand, smiling as he said, “Hello, Mr. Ding. How long have you been here?”

Ding Zhenglin smiled faintly and said nonchalantly, “Just a little while.”

Li Mu nodded. Looking at Ding Zhenglin’s attire, he wanted to laugh but felt awkward. The air conditioning in the private room was quite cold; he figured this buddy had been sitting there in that outfit for quite some time.

Li Mu deliberately wanted to create a bit of an awkward atmosphere for Ding Zhenglin, so he turned to Lin Qingya and asked her in a low voice, “Are you cold? I have a long-sleeved shirt in the trunk. Want me to go get it for you?”





Chapter 622: What Does That Have to Do With Me?

Li Mu didn’t have any long-sleeved shirts in his trunk. He said that because he had a mischievous plan to make Ding Zhenglin awkward. He spoke softly, as if intentionally avoiding Ding Zhenglin, addressing Lin Qingya with concern, making it seem like he was just privately caring for her.

However, every word the line went into Ding Zhenglin’s ears, instantly making him feel awkward and embarrassed. He had originally thought his attire was impeccable, but at that moment, he felt like a clown in strange attire, extremely uncomfortable from head to toe. This stark contrast caused immense psychological discomfort, so much so that Ding Zhenglin wished he could tear off his suit immediately. Even if he couldn’t change into a simple T-shirt, at least a short-sleeved shirt would make him feel more at ease.

In the current situation, Ding Zhenglin could only grit his teeth and stubbornly endure, saying, “I set the air conditioning too low. I’ll turn it up a bit.”

Saying this, he reached for the remote control.

Lin Qingya also guessed Li Mu’s intention. Although she did feel a bit cold after entering the room, she knew she definitely couldn’t believe Li Mu’s earlier words. So, she just smiled inwardly, putting on an indifferent expression, and said to both of them, “It’s fine, I’m not cold.”

Immediately after she spoke, Ding Zhenglin adjusted the air conditioning from sixteen degrees Celsius to twenty-four degrees Celsius. He wanted to casually take off his suit jacket, but after much hesitation, he didn’t dare to.

Li Mu believed that if Ding Zhenglin felt awkward and constrained during this meeting, his entire psychological state would be subtly and significantly affected. To influence him to abandon Sequoia and join Muyue Tech, he first needed to undermine his confidence in his current role.

At this point, Li Mu invited him to sit down and said, “My apologies, Director Ding. There was a bit of traffic on the way, so I kept you waiting.”

Ding Zhenglin quickly replied, “You’re too kind.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked Ding Zhenglin, “Director Ding, how long have you been in investment banking?”

Ding Zhenglin’s discomfort about his attire made him feel as if he were being questioned by an elder when Li Mu, nearly ten years younger than him, asked the question. He even said with a touch of nervousness, “This is my eighth year in investment banking. I joined the industry right after graduation and have been here ever since.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Then you’re certainly a veteran in the investment banking world. To be honest, I don’t really understand financial operations, so if Director Ding feels my words are too amateurish, please feel free to correct me.”

“Not at all, not at all. Your approach to financial operations is exceptionally wise—simple, direct, and effective. Even those of us who specialize in finance are quite amazed.” Ding Zhenglin appeared exceptionally humble, and it wasn’t a feigned humility. Facing a twenty-year-old billionaire like Li Mu, Ding Zhenglin almost found no sense of superiority. Even if he secretly felt that Muyue Tech’s capital operations were weak and disorganized, he dared not underestimate Li Mu’s financial vision in the slightest.

Normally, current internet companies are all about bluffing and telling stories. Most internet entrepreneurs, with just a mousepad in hand, dare to tell investors they are planning to open a global chain of internet cafes. After these low-cost startups begin, they become exceptionally active in financial operations, able to make money perform miracles with financing. In comparison, Li Mu’s two rounds of financing were too simple, almost lacking in technical skill. Looking solely at his operational methods, he indeed seemed quite inexperienced.

However, Ding Zhenglin considered the issue from another perspective: Muyue Tech rose rapidly with only two rounds of financing, a speed almost unprecedented in the internet sector. Muyue Tech’s rapid development was partly due to Li Mu’s operations, and partly seemed related to his financing strategy. Li Mu’s first round of financing with Baidu was to introduce Baidu’s traffic. Kicking Baidu out before the second round was because Baidu’s traffic was no longer significant to him. Then, for the second round, the investors in Muyue Tech were Li Mu’s friends. Xu Jiaming and Chen Ze provided capital and held shares in Muyue Tech, but no one interfered with Li Mu’s daily operations of Muyue Tech. Therefore, Li Mu still maintained one hundred percent control over Muyue Tech. From another perspective, this was also Li Mu’s strategy. If Li Mu had introduced true venture capital firms early on, he would likely have found it difficult to guarantee his unshakeable position in the company.

So, overall, Ding Zhenglin actually felt that Li Mu was a formidable person in financial operations. Great principles are simple; he was achieving the greatest effect using the simplest methods.

Li Mu, however, chuckled self-deprecatingly, “You only think that because you’ve been blinded by Muyue Tech’s success.”

Li Mu knew very well that Ding Zhenglin considered him wise in financial operations due to outcome bias. It was only after seeing Muyue Tech’s success that Ding Zhenglin retroactively thought Muyue Tech’s methods were all brilliant. It was like how people later lauded Lao Gan Ma’s decision not to go public as incredibly wise. This is simply outcome bias. If you calm down and think about it, was Lao Gan Ma’s decision not to go public truly brilliant? Not necessarily. It wasn’t that she succeeded by not going public; rather, after she made Lao Gan Ma successful, given her consistent development model, whether or not to go public was no longer important to her.

Lao Gan Ma had a good product at its core, which not only expanded its market but also strengthened its supply and sales relationships, leading to strong cash flow. Furthermore, being a light asset operation, its overall operational state remained excellent. However, this excellent model, to put it plainly, was like Li Mu’s financial operations: effective, but lacking sufficient technical skill and simultaneously limiting the possibility of diversified development.

Lao Gan Ma’s initial business model during its startup phase was: produce, sell, earn;

After gaining a foothold, the model became: produce more, sell more, earn more;

Its continued development goal had always been: produce even more, sell even more, earn even more.

Li Mu would not deny this simple, direct, and effective business model. However, his ambition was a level higher than merely practical simplicity. He hoped his own perspective could constantly break through, and he hoped his industry’s model could constantly break through. Therefore, he wasn’t pleased by Ding Zhenglin’s praise; instead, he became more aware of his own shortcomings. If one only wanted to maintain the current situation, earn stable profits, and spend money comfortably, the current simple effectiveness was enough. But if one wanted to break through to a higher level, one absolutely had to change the current development model.

Pondering for a moment, Ding Zhenglin seemed to grasp the underlying meaning of Li Mu’s words. He then realized that Li Mu himself was actually dissatisfied with his own financial operations.

Thinking of this, Ding Zhenglin began to steer the conversation back on track, saying earnestly, “Mr. Li, you are a leader focused on internet development and internet products. If you’re concerned that your financial operations won’t keep up with Muyue Tech’s growth, I think the best solution is to attract established venture capital firms like Sequoia. If Muyue Tech chooses Sequoia for its Series C, Sequoia will certainly use its over forty years of accumulated financial operation experience to help Muyue Tech develop even better. Sequoia’s strength in the American financial sector is extraordinary. In the future, if Muyue Tech wants to go public in the US, we can provide the most direct and effective assistance.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement, smiling, “Muyue Tech’s future path will definitely involve listing in the US. But the question now isn’t how many stops we’ll make before going public in the US; it’s how many more people will get on the train before it goes public in the US.”

Li Mu’s words were a bit subtle. What he wanted to convey was: going public in the US was his goal, but he was no longer considering financing. Instead, he was thinking about attracting more professional talent before the listing.

Although Ding Zhenglin had a great grasp of financial operations and strategic investment vision, he seemed a little lacking in discerning the hidden meanings in others’ words. He didn’t understand Li Mu’s meaning. Instead, he said with an expression of agreement, “Director Li is absolutely right! Now is a critical juncture to let more people get on board and move forward together! With Sequoia’s participation, Muyue Tech will surely move faster and faster on its path to listing in the US!”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “Director Ding, you haven’t quite understood my meaning. To use an inappropriate analogy, if Muyue Tech is a train, it has already completed its final marshalling. Before reaching its next destination, it won’t stop to re-marshall and depart again. However, if there are suitable people, suitable individuals, Muyue Tech will bring them onto this train to move together towards the next stop.”

Ding Zhenglin was dumbfounded, looking at Li Mu in astonishment. After a long pause, he asked, “Director Li, what do you mean?”

Li Mu sighed helplessly. Lin Qingya, listening from the side, also secretly shook her head. Ding Zhenglin, meanwhile, was completely confused. What did ‘not re-marshalling and departing again’ mean? What did ‘suitable people and suitable individuals’ mean? He was astute in finance, but a bit slow on the uptake when it came to subtle implications in conversation.

Li Mu decided to lay it all out on the table, saying calmly, “Director Ding, to be direct, Muyue Tech doesn’t plan to do a Series C financing temporarily before listing. Our goal is to achieve an NASDAQ listing by the end of 2003 or the first half of 2004. For this one and a half to two year period, Muyue Tech will be making an all-out sprint. So, in this short period, we will only accept individuals joining Muyue Tech; we are not prepared to accept any other companies or institutions.”

As soon as these frank words were spoken, Ding Zhenglin instantly grew anxious. He shot up, filled with righteous indignation, and said, “Director Li, aren’t you misleading people? You yourselves publicly announced you would do a Series C financing! The entire industry has been eagerly waiting to talk to you about Series C! You had Director Lin make a call, and I came here in a suit, braving around thirty degrees Celsius in the height of summer to talk about financing with you, afraid of being impolite in front of you, I didn’t even dare to take off my jacket! Now you suddenly say something like this – aren’t you making a fool of me?!”

Li Mu looked up, seeing Ding Zhenglin’s face flushed with anger, and said with an innocent expression, “When did we ever say we were going to do Series C financing?”

Ding Zhenglin blurted out, “Didn’t someone from Mingcheng Capital reveal it? Isn’t Mingcheng Capital the lead investor for Muyue Tech’s Series B?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right. You said it yourself, it was news revealed by someone from Mingcheng Capital. What does that have to do with me?”

“I… this…”





Chapter 623: Investment Department Director

Li Mu truly didn’t pull his punches when he was being difficult; most ordinary people couldn’t stand up to him.

Ding Zhengling was left speechless by Li Mu’s rhetorical question. Muye Technology had never publicly announced any financing intentions. All the news came from Xu Jiaming’s Mingcheng Capital. However, venture capital firms knew that Mingcheng Capital and Muye Technology had a close relationship, transcending mere capital cooperation. Xu Jiaming and Li Mu also had a good personal friendship. Thus, the information disseminated by Mingcheng Capital was treated as official news by these venture capital firms, who were desperate for Muye Technology, without questioning its authenticity in the slightest.

At this moment, Ding Zhengling also realized he had blundered. Since Li Mu hadn’t said it, criticizing him directly like this was thoroughly out of line.

Embarrassed and ashamed, Ding Zhengling hesitated for a long moment, then wiped the dense sweat from his forehead and stammered, “I’m sorry, Director Li, I was impulsive just now. I retract what I said, and I hope you will be the bigger man. My sincerest apologies!”

Li Mu shook his head with a smile. “I’m not as petty as you imagine. Please, sit down, let’s talk.”

Ding Zhengling quickly nodded, his heart fluttering as he sat back down. He tentatively asked, “Director Li, since Muye Technology isn’t preparing for Series C financing, then your purpose in asking me to meet is…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “The reason I asked you to meet today is actually to have more direct communication with the professionals in the investment banking circle. Muye Technology has developed to this point, but we’ve had very little, almost no, contact with the true investment banking community.”

Ding Zhengling nodded, secretly thinking to himself, You’re not preparing for financing, yet you conspicuously asked me to meet. You’ve made contact with people in the investment banking circle, but how am I supposed to report back? Should I say it was all a misunderstanding, and Muye Technology isn’t planning Series C financing at all? I’m afraid my boss won’t believe it; they’d rather believe that I wasn’t capable of securing this investment.

Seeing Ding Zhengling deep in thought and not responding, Li Mu smiled and asked him, “Director Ding, in your opinion, what areas of financial operations does Muye Technology urgently need to improve now?”

Ding Zhengling shook off his inner frustration and quickly said, “Director Li, in terms of its scale, Muye Technology is already a top-tier internet company in China. I’m just an employee at a venture capital firm, so I hardly dare to make comments presumptuously.”

Li Mu laughed: “Our scale is built on products, users, and business models. In terms of financial operations, we have practically no foothold. Since you’re an expert in financial operations, I believe that in your eyes, Muye Technology must still have many areas needing improvement.”

Ding Zhengling hesitated slightly, thinking that since Li Mu wasn’t going to discuss financing, he didn’t need to be so cautious and reserved. He reached out, unbuttoned his suit jacket, carefully folded it, and placed it on his lap. After completing this series of actions, Ding Zhengling breathed a sigh of relief and said to Li Mu, “Apologies, Director Li, it’s just too hot…”

Li Mu gave a chuckle that wasn’t being fair, and Lin Qingya, beside him, couldn’t help but purse her lips and smile. With his mental burden lifted, Ding Zhengling became much more natural in front of Li Mu. He loosened his tie with one hand and said earnestly, “Director Li, to be honest, it’s quite rare for a company of Muye Technology’s size to pay so little attention to financial operations. This applies both internally and externally. Muye Technology has very few internal financial operations—just two rounds of financing and one Eting Technology demerger. Besides that, there haven’t been any other moves. And externally, it’s even more so. Currently, the few companies with capital ties to Muye Technology are all your own ventures. Strictly speaking, Muye Technology currently has no real external financial operations.”

Li Mu nodded, saying earnestly, “You’re right. Attempts and operations in the direction of financial capital are indeed a relatively blank area for Muye Technology.”

Ding Zhengling continued, “Since Muye Technology’s rise, the development speed of the domestic internet has significantly accelerated. Many new companies are emerging, and many new business models are being born. Those of us in investment constantly monitor the development of the internet industry, seeking potential investment targets. Not just us, but several larger internet companies in the industry have also been highly active in financial capital. NetEase just acquired two online game development companies, Kingsoft invested in and acquired multiple security software development companies, and Sina, to improve its mobile value-added services, has set up or acquired several shell companies externally. While everyone else is busy with their core business, they’re also active externally. But Muye Technology has rarely made external moves; it seems apart from acquiring Hao123, there haven’t been any other actions.”

Li Mu deeply agreed with what Ding Zhengling had mentioned. From the establishment of Muye Technology until now, he had only thought about three issues: product, operations, and revenue. His energy was almost exhausted by these three issues, leaving him no time or energy to survey the overall development trend of the current internet, let alone research which potentially great companies were still struggling in their early entrepreneurial stages.

Looking at this problem from Muye Technology’s perspective, investments and acquisitions could rapidly solve the issues of horizontal development and strategic layout for Muye Technology. If Li Mu wanted to expand and strengthen the gaming business like Tencent in later generations, he could proceed with acquiring game development companies. If Li Mu wanted to add security software like 360 Security Guard to Muye Technology’s Closed Loop Ecosystem, he could directly acquire a company engaged in security software research and development, then take its product and redevelop it to quickly deliver a mature product. If he wanted to add another download tool, he could directly acquire NetAnts or FlashGet.

Li Mu’s demand for financial operations isn’t just about setting up offshore companies, executing offshore transactions, preparing for financing, or even going public. He also needs someone skilled at spending money externally, someone who can focus on the company’s core business and spend every penny where it’s most needed. With such a person as his right-hand man, once external capital operations begin, along with precise vision and execution, the company’s development speed can reach another level.

Tencent’s rise involved a classic routine that many both loved and hated: its investment strategy. Its initial rise relied on imitation, but once it gained certain strength, it disdained imitation. Imitation was too tiresome, and with so many new models being born every day, relying solely on imitation wouldn’t be able to keep up. So its truly impressive classic routine was financial capital operations. Once it found a business or product it was interested in, to save time and energy, it would directly invest or acquire. If the other party refused its investment or acquisition, Tencent also had its own complete counter-strategy: the first choice was to immediately invest in another similar company, give it money, give it resources, and let it rise quickly to eliminate the company that had previously refused them. If that still didn’t work, then they would do it themselves.

In just over a decade, Tencent invested in hundreds of companies, investing in online literature, Didi Chuxing, JD.com, Meilishuo, Dianping, Ele.me, Bilibili, Weiying Era, and other companies, thereby gaining more or less involvement and share in all online business lines across the entire internet user base.

By 2016, trying to find an internet domain that Tencent had not entered would be almost as difficult as ascending to heaven. Tencent used this method to maintain its diversified development. If Tencent had relied solely on expanding its territory little by little on its own, it would never have achieved its future market capitalization of hundreds of billions of dollars. This illustrates the importance of financial capital operations.

Li Mu also realized that his energy was becoming increasingly insufficient to cope with the diversified development of the internet industry. Therefore, he now urgently needed an expert like Ding Zhengling, who possessed unique vision and a high success rate, to join him. If he had someone like himself to act as a capable general out there, breaking new ground, all his energy would gradually be withdrawn from various products. In the near future, he would no longer personally oversee stable old businesses, and new businesses, once mature and stable, would slowly be handed over to other capable individuals. In the next stage, what he needed to do was to focus his vision on the macro-strategic level, concentrating his energy on YY and Taobao, two products that were like nuclear reactors. As long as these two products remained strong, they could fuel countless various “Internet factories.” Once the mobile internet era arrived, he would set up a third nuclear reactor—WeChat. WeChat’s era would be the mobile internet era, and also the data era, at which point he could also launch a fourth nuclear reactor—the cloud computing business.

Once Li Mu could activate and strengthen these four nuclear reactors, he would be omnipotent in the internet world.

Thus, Li Mu did not beat around the bush but asked Ding Zhengling earnestly, “If I invite you to be Muye Technology’s Investment Department Director, would you be interested?”

Ding Zhengling paused, looking at Li Mu for a long moment without speaking, but finally, he had a sudden realization. He finally understood the meaning behind Li Mu’s subtle words at the beginning: not stopping at a few stations before listing, but how many more people would get on board before the company listed. So that’s what he meant!

Ding Zhengling hadn’t considered changing jobs. He had always felt that he was suited for the financial investment industry, and Sequoia, as the most renowned multinational VC, was indeed an impeccable development platform. In front of a super financial giant like Sequoia, Muye Technology wasn’t quite comparable. Therefore, Li Mu’s proposition didn’t hold real appeal for him.

After a moment of flabbergasted surprise, Ding Zhengling said earnestly, “Director Li, I appreciate your regard, but I genuinely have no plans to change jobs right now.”

Li Mu was not surprised by this answer and asked him, “Can you tell me why?”

Ding Zhengling said, “Sequoia is a unique platform, and I feel that within this platform, I can maximize and fulfill my own ambitions.”





Chapter 624: What is True Sense of Accomplishment?

Ding Zhengling’s development over the next ten-plus years truly coincided with his words today. Today, he was reserved and awkward under his own little prank, but in the future, his performance in the financial sector of the internet industry would be like a sharpshooter, hitting every target, indeed securing an important position for himself in the investment banking circle, becoming a benchmark in the industry.

And the decisive factor in his ability to achieve all of this was that, even today, he had fully entrusted his aspirations to Sequoia.

Li Mu suddenly felt that this person seemed even tougher to handle than Chen Tong.

In front of Sequoia, Li Mu really didn’t dare to show off. The most successful venture capital firm in the world, one could say, is like the Healers and fathers behind countless giant corporations, having invested in world-leading IT enterprises like Apple, Google, and Cisco. Their strength is astonishing. If one purely compared platforms, Muye Technology naturally couldn’t compare to Sequoia.

Since the platforms couldn’t compare, then money would have to do the talking.

So Li Mu spoke, “Although our scale cannot compare to Sequoia’s, we can also provide you with the opportunity to realize your aspirations, and we will give you better benefits than you would get at Sequoia.”

Although Sequoia is massive, its business in China has only just begun. While Ding Zhengling secured a good position at Sequoia China, his income level has certainly not yet risen significantly. He might hold a very small portion of Sequoia shares, but their market value certainly wouldn’t be high, especially since he hasn’t truly made a name for himself in the industry yet.

Ding Zhengling smiled faintly and said earnestly, “Director Li, benefits are actually not important to me. What I reach for is not making hundreds of thousands or even millions a year, but the sense of accomplishment that comes from leveraging capital to move giants.”

Li Mu said, “I believe Muye Technology can also give you the sense of accomplishment you desire. As for your statement that benefits are not important, I respectfully disagree. I believe the normal operating model is that the greater your ability, the more you should earn. If there’s a long-term imbalance in this, such a model certainly won’t last.”

Ding Zhengling chuckled self-deprecatingly, saying, “Perhaps I am just more concerned about my own reach.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Reach and income can be coordinated; there’s no need to sacrifice benefits for the sake of your reach.”

Ding Zhengling neither confirmed nor denied Li Mu’s words, but instead remembered something and asked Li Mu, “Director Li, I wonder if you’ve heard of Hou Yantang? He’s the founder of FlashGet.”

Li Mu nodded, “I know of him. His technology is very impressive; FlashGet was basically completed by him individually.”

“Indeed.” Ding Zhengling smiled and said, “Actually, many companies now are very optimistic about FlashGet’s development prospects. Some internet companies want to buy the product from Hou Yantang, and some venture capital firms hope Mr. Hou can register a company and then invest in him to formalize FlashGet’s operations. However, Mr. Hou has, without exception, refused them all.”

Li Mu was very familiar with Hou Yantang’s deeds; it had been a talking point for older programmers for many years. When FlashGet was at its peak, it truly reigned supreme. Too many people wanted to acquire him or invest in him. Even Baidu’s Director Li specifically called him, inviting him to Yanjing for a chat. However, he told Director Li, “I don’t have time to go to Yanjing. If you come to Chang’an, I can consider meeting you.” The extent of his impressiveness was evident.

At that time, FlashGet was exceptionally popular, and Xunlei had not yet truly begun to rise. Hou Yantang certainly had the capital to be impressive, but his development after refusing everyone was too intriguing. He buried himself in playing World of Warcraft, and FlashGet wouldn’t even update once in a year. Meanwhile, Xunlei’s development speed at that time involved multiple versions constantly updating and iterating each year. The product quickly went from constantly chasing to achieving an overtake, so FlashGet rapidly declined. Although it was fortunately sold before its complete downfall, for Hou Yantang, he missed out on far too much. Even Xunlei’s founder teased, saying that thanks to World of Warcraft, they got their chance to develop.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Ding Zhengling to suddenly bring up this person, and feeling quite curious, he couldn’t help but ask him, “Director Ding, what is it you want to convey?”

Ding Zhengling smiled and said, “To be frank, I also spoke with Mr. Tang on behalf of Sequoia a few days ago. I asked him, ‘Some people are offering millions to buy your product, and others are offering millions to invest in you to start a company, but why do you remain unmoved? You just bury yourself in Chang’an, living your small life and working as an individual webmaster.’ He said that his reach for life isn’t measured by money, and that being an individual webmaster is his favorite role and gives him enough sense of accomplishment. If he sold the product, he would lose that sense of accomplishment; if he took investment and started a company, he would lose the opportunity to play his favorite role. So, after comprehensive consideration, he still felt that being his own individual webmaster was the most comfortable. Though I was a little disappointed after hearing him, I still admired him greatly. He has his own reach, and he can resist temptation to stick to it. This spirit is very rare.”

Li Mu probably understood what Ding Zhengling wanted to express. He recounted the example of his disappointment when dealing with Hou Yantang, saying he admired Hou Yantang’s spirit. This was, in fact, his indirect hope that Li Mu would treat him the same way he treated Hou Yantang. On another level, he might also have wanted to express that he and Hou Yantang were similar in some respects: The persistence for their reach outweighed their desire for material wealth.

Li Mu shook his head immediately after listening, thinking, You should have brought up a better example. Today, you’re using him to make your point and setting this flag. Wait two or three years; I won’t even need to find you. After you witness the tragedy that befalls Hou Yantang, when you recall what you said today, your face will swell up on its own even without a beating. Of all people to use as an example, you chose him…

Ding Zhengling was also surprised. After telling his story, he thought he could end the topic there. He didn’t expect Li Mu to listen, shaking his head repeatedly, and even looking regretful. What kind of routine was this?

Li Mu sighed and said to Ding Zhengling, “On this matter, my view is completely different from yours. I think Hou Yantang is wasting an excellent opportunity, an opportunity to become a multi-millionaire or even a billionaire. Do you think his refusal to sell FlashGet and his refusal to take investment means he is indifferent to fame and fortune? Don’t be ridiculous. It’s because he earns hundreds of thousands a year from FlashGet, and for him, hundreds of thousands a year, without being constrained by anyone, and being able to enjoy a warm life with his wife and children, he’s already completely satisfied. You’ve been in investment banking for so long; you should understand the development of the internet very well. Haven’t you noticed that individual webmasters share a great commonality? Most individual webmasters have fixed mindsets, stagnate, and are content with minor affluence. Wait a few years and you’ll see. Years from now, all individual webmasters who don’t undergo transformation will only face a dead end, or they’ll merely survive semi-lifeless on tens or hundreds of thousands in monthly traffic ads, unable to achieve any significant development.”

Ding Zhengling suddenly felt that Li Mu’s imposing presence at that moment was extremely powerful in his eyes. Not only did Li Mu站在 a very high position to negate the mindset of individual webmasters, but he also completely negated the future development direction of individual webmasters. Yet, in his subconscious, Ding Zhengling firmly believed what Li Mu said and couldn’t come up with a single word to refute him or explain for Hou Yantang.

Li Mu then looked at Ding Zhengling and said very earnestly, “Actually, I understand your thoughts very well. You have aspirations, you want to achieve things, and big things at that. I don’t deny that you will certainly achieve a career on a large platform like Sequoia. But then again, don’t you think that working at a venture capital firm has a sense of accomplishment and a level that you will never reach?”

Ding Zhengling couldn’t help but ask, “What sense of accomplishment and level?”

Li Mu said, “The work you do now, at its core, is the art of vision and negotiation. You identify a project, negotiate a good deal, then throw the company’s money at it, and you don’t have to worry about anything else. Whether it succeeds or fails, the only connection to you is your performance. You cannot actually control all of this from a more macro perspective. Today you invest in a portal website, tomorrow an online education software, and the day after tomorrow a video player. You can only focus on the portal website, the online education software, and the player themselves. Even if all three succeed, what then? They are just three successful cases in your career.

But, if you join Muye Technology, you can use your vision, the art of negotiation, and your potential macro-control capabilities to build an industry chain based on Muye Technology’s industrial model and resource conditions. Today you invest in a portal website, tomorrow you invest in online education software, and you can integrate online education into the portal website. The day after tomorrow, you bring in a video player and embed it into the online education software, creating an online video education portal website. Then, you funnel tens of millions of YY Users’ resources into it, and connect the Alipay payment channel. You might then give rise to the largest online video education brand in the country, and perhaps even take down New Oriental, which is currently at its peak in the education sector. That is what true success is!”

Li Mu’s words made Ding Zhengling’s eyes widen. The first half of Li Mu’s statement was an accurate summary of his own job functions, while the second half almost opened a door to a new world for him. A brief comparison with the latter made him have to admit that the former’s sense of accomplishment was truly nothing; it was more than just worlds apart!

Li Mu could already see the shock in the depths of Ding Zhengling’s pupils. He smiled slightly and said, “To give you an analogy, your current job is like chasing as many beautiful girls as possible and having a few successful relationships. It’s certainly impressive to charm many beautiful girls, and it does bring some sense of accomplishment. But in my opinion, what is true sense of accomplishment? It’s not just dating these beautiful girls, but perfectly integrating them together to form a harmonious family, like a polygamous family with multiple wives integrated into one. That’s what’s truly impressive!”





Chapter 625: Straightforward and Decisive

As Li Mu laid out his theory, Ding Zhengling was instantly convinced, completely so.

Ding Zhengling had never considered issues from the perspective Li Mu described. Li Mu’s theory indeed made him realize a huge gap, not only in the depth of his insights but also in the level at which he approached problems, which was several tiers lower. Listening to Li Mu speak was like a sudden enlightenment for him. Li Mu used two analogies that overturned his long-held self-perception and his professional pursuits.

Ding Zhengling remained silent for a long while, but Li Mu’s heart suddenly filled with confidence. It seemed Ding Zhengling was fundamentally different from Chen Tong. Though Ding Zhengling was also resolute, he wasn’t stubborn.

To Li Mu, Ding Zhengling’s strategic significance far outweighed Chen Tong’s. Chen Tong was skilled at content creation but was limited to it. Ding Zhengling’s prowess in financial investment operations was impeccable. Given a bit of opportunity to grow and proper guidance, he would surely become an Enforcer capable of conquering the battlefield. Thus, Li Mu was determined to recruit him.

Ding Zhengling was indeed without hesitation. When he realized that the beliefs he had always held were completely shattered by Li Mu’s more advanced way of thinking, besides shock, he was more preoccupied with rapidly changing his perspective and making new decisions in his mind.

Sequoia was impressive indeed, but Ding Zhengling no longer wished to engage in purely independent investment activities. He yearned for the new model Li Mu described and was eager to start working towards that goal.

So, after five minutes of silence, Ding Zhengling looked up and said with resolute eyes, “Director Li, I am willing to join Muye Technology!”

Straightforward and decisive.

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and extended his hand with a smile. “Welcome aboard!”

Ding Zhengling also extended his hand, gripping Li Mu’s firmly, and asked, “When should I report for duty?”

“The sooner the better.”

“Alright! I’ll go back and write my resignation letter tonight!”

Completely persuaded by Li Mu, Ding Zhengling was extremely decisive. In that very moment, he had already made the decision to join, without even discussing specific benefits or perks with Li Mu.

Li Mu said to Lin Qingya, “Qingya, please exchange contact information with Zhengling and stay in touch. When Zhengling officially joins, you will personally handle his onboarding.”

Li Mu directly changed his address for Ding Zhengling. Lin Qingya smiled faintly, immediately took out a business card from her bag, and handed it to Ding Zhengling, saying, “Contact me anytime after you’ve completed your resignation procedures.”

Ding Zhengling agreed, took Lin Qingya’s business card, and then gave her his own.

Li Mu clapped his hands and chuckled, “Now that work is out of the way, let’s order food and eat!”

Muye Technology didn’t have an investment department yet. The position of Investment Department Director, promised by Li Mu to Ding Zhengling, was currently just a title; he would need to set up his own team after joining. However, Li Mu had no doubts about his capabilities. Like Liu Qiangdong, he was someone who had proven his strength. Li Mu even mischievously thought, why not make Ding Zhengling’s first task after joining Muye Technology the acquisition of FlashGet? Didn’t Ding Zhengling say Hou Yantang was difficult to deal with? He couldn’t finalize it while at Sequoia, so he could try doing it through Muye Technology’s identity now.

For Li Mu, FlashGet held more significance than value. YY was Muye Technology’s current core product, and a download tool would provide an added halo effect for YY. If it could truly be brought in, it would add another frequently used product to YY Users’ repertoire.

After careful consideration, Li Mu found this idea highly feasible. Once he had made up his mind, a hint of imperceptible playfulness appeared in his eyes as he looked at Ding Zhengling. However, Ding Zhengling was far less experienced than Li Mu and couldn’t detect that Li Mu was already “scheming” against him.

After the meal, Ding Zhengling, still immersed in shock and excitement, bid farewell to Li Mu and Lin Qingya at the restaurant entrance. He then drove off in his Buick Century. After he left, Lin Qingya couldn’t help but chuckle. She said, “Director Li, your skill at influencing people is truly admirable…”

Li Mu chuckled. “Are you complimenting me or scolding me?”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “Of course I’m complimenting you.”

“As long as you’re complimenting me.” Li Mu winked and chuckled. “At the company, I respect your professional habits if you prefer to use ‘you’ (honorific), so I won’t object. But outside, let’s skip it, it’s awkward.”

Having just witnessed the straightforwardness of the two men, Lin Qingya felt she should also be direct. She quickly nodded. “Alright, then I won’t be so formal with you outside.”

Li Mu nodded. “Where to? I’ll give you a ride.”

Lin Qingya said, “My car’s at the company, but it’s not worth going back for it. Why don’t you just drop me off at home? We live close anyway.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, not mentioning that he no longer lived in Yucheng Garden. The two got into the car, and Li Mu skillfully drove towards Renmin University. From the passenger seat, Lin Qingya suddenly asked him, “Director Li, your views on love aren’t really like what you told Ding Zhengling, are they?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Like what?”

Lin Qingya chuckled. “Like pursuing many beautiful girls and then merging them all together…”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh. “Just joking. But actually, most men think that way, though few can truly achieve it.”

Lin Qingya covered her mouth and chuckled, “Why do I feel like you have a very high chance of success?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but burst into laughter, saying, “Really? Then I’ll take that as a good omen.”

Lin Qingya also laughed out loud, but her pretty face involuntarily flushed slightly.

To prevent Li Mu from noticing her discomfort, Lin Qingya deliberately changed the subject. “Oh, right, I want to organize a team-building event in July. Conveniently, Muye Technology won’t be too busy in July. I plan to split the company staff into two groups and take them out for two or three days of fun. Do you think that’s alright?”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s fine. Team building is a good thing, but you need to maintain a good balance. Where we go and how much money we spend isn’t important. What’s important is that it’s not just about team building; everyone should eat well, have fun, and stay comfortably. But they also shouldn’t focus only on playing. Both aspects need to be considered and coordinated well. Also, the time shouldn’t be too long, nor too short.”

Lin Qingya said, “This is how I plan it: the team-building event will be for about three days. This time, the location will be Bashang Grasslands, not far from Yanjing. In July, the grass there is green, the scenery is beautiful, and we can go horse riding. Also, the roasted whole lamb of the grasslands is quite famous. Domestic companies in our country don’t commonly do team-building yet, but foreign enterprises value it highly. I consulted with an American-founded team-building company in Yanjing, and they have professional instructors who lead team-building activities. Several of my classmates who work in foreign enterprises have highly praised them.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu said approvingly. “The team-building instructors are very important; you must choose the right people. And the itinerary and procedures must be well-established, they need to be reasonable and human-centered enough. You can have the HR Department staff follow up on these detailed matters later.”

Lin Qingya nodded and continued, “If we organize team building, I plan to charter a fleet of tour buses, departing Friday morning and returning Sunday. Do you have time? Would you like to join us?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Sure, I’ll definitely join then. By the way, don’t set the time for Friday to Sunday; make it Thursday to Saturday, leaving a day for everyone to rest. Team-building events should become a regular practice in the future, but not too frequent—once every three months. Also, our employees have worked very hard this year, and business progress has been excellent, so let’s organize a company-sponsored trip in the second half of the year.”

“Company-sponsored trip?” Lin Qingya said, slightly surprised. “With so many of us, the cost of a company-sponsored trip won’t be low.”

Li Mu chuckled, “The cost absolutely mustn’t be low; if it’s low, it’s better not to do it at all. Don’t arrange some small, rundown tourist spot around Yanjing to fool everyone and waste their feelings. If we’re going, let’s go somewhere farther and more famous, and it must be a direct flight by airplane. To let everyone have a blast, we must be willing to spend money.”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “Since you’ve put it that way, I certainly have no objections. How about this: I’ll have the HR Department research a few tourist spots suitable for autumn, and then have the Technical Department set up a poll on Muye Technology’s intranet. The minority will abide by the majority.”

Li Mu praised, “That’s a great idea. An intranet can greatly enhance employees’ sense of belonging to the company. We should make full use of it. Just say the word to the Technical Department, and in the future, we should create a personal homepage for every employee on the intranet. Each employee should upload their photo and basic information, and we should also enable a comments and messaging feature. Ideally, we should also develop a custom tags feature so that everyone can frequently find a sense of team belonging on the intranet.”

“Alright, I’ll write up a requirement for the Technical Department when I get back.”

…

The next morning, China’s investment banking circles were abuzz.

Because they heard that Sequoia’s people had finally received Li Mu’s favor yesterday and met with him. Everyone was still eagerly waiting for Li Mu to show his hand, but unexpectedly, Sequoia had already quietly been chosen.

If Muye Technology had corresponded with multiple companies and then arranged to meet Sequoia first, that would be easier to accept. After all, there’s a first-come, first-served order when arranging meetings. Just because they met Sequoia first didn’t necessarily mean they genuinely intended to partner with Sequoia.

However, Li Mu only contacted Sequoia and only met with Sequoia’s people, which made things tricky. It was hard to say if Li Mu had his eye on Sequoia’s capital connections in the United States, planning to take Sequoia’s money and then leverage Sequoia’s capital connections to list in the United States. If that were the case, other venture capital firms and investors could withdraw and call it quits. Muye Technology’s huge piece of cake would largely be irrelevant to them, because with Sequoia’s immense scale, acquiring 15-20% of Muye Technology’s shares would be too easy. They certainly wouldn’t look for others to co-invest; they would only seek co-investors to advance or retreat together if their own strength was insufficient or their grasp of the situation was uncertain.

However, this pessimistic news circulated within the investment banking circles for only one morning. By noon, another version of the news spread, astonishing the entire investment banking community.

The contact person who represented Sequoia to discuss with Muye Technology yesterday officially submitted his resignation to Sequoia this morning.

This was truly fascinating. Although no one knew the exact reason for his resignation, one thing was certain: he definitely hadn’t successfully negotiated Muye Technology’s financing. If he had, and then resigned immediately, that person’s brain must have been run over by a train.

Since Sequoia didn’t succeed, the game could continue. Moreover, after this biggest competitor was declared ‘Game Over’, everyone’s situation became a bit more optimistic.

Consequently, more people from the investment banking circles requested meetings with Li Mu…





Chapter 626: Beautiful Owner

“The owner of the villa in Purple Cloud Villa has arrived.”

Li Mu received a call from the real estate agent. He arranged a time with the agent to sign the contract at the agency company the next morning, after which the real estate agency would help them complete the transfer of ownership.

The next morning, Li Mu arrived punctually as agreed. The young woman who had previously shown him the house was waiting at the company entrance. Seeing Li Mu, she hurried forward and said, “Mr. Li, the owner has already arrived. She’s in the VIP room on the second floor. I’ll take you up.”

Li Mu nodded and followed her to the second floor. The young woman pushed open the frosted glass door of the meeting room. A woman sitting inside suddenly looked up. The moment she saw Li Mu, a flicker of surprise passed through her eyes.

Li Mu was also somewhat surprised to see her. He didn’t know this woman, but was taken aback by her age and appearance. She looked to be around twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old, with remarkably delicate features. Wearing light makeup, her chestnut-colored wavy hair fell over her shoulders. Dressed in a pleated bodycon dress, she exuded an exceptionally mature and graceful aura. Both her looks and her subtle demeanor bore a striking resemblance to a younger Zhong Chuhong, perhaps even surpassing her.

It was rare to see such a woman in real life, so Li Mu was naturally surprised upon their first meeting. Before coming, he had always assumed the owner of this house would be an elite male in his thirties, with a higher education. He never expected it to be such a rare beauty, a stunning woman who combined maturity, allure, and elegance.

The owner’s surprise at Li Mu was also due to his age and demeanor, which starkly deviated from her expectations. She had assumed that the person willing to buy her house would be a successful man around forty, and definitely not a sudden nouveau riche, as the price and appeal of her house shouldn’t fit a nouveau riche’s taste. Therefore, her ideal buyer was a successful individual around forty, established in their career, and highly cultured. She never imagined it would be a young man in his early twenties.

At this moment, the real estate agent spoke to the woman: “Miss Wei, this is Mr. Li, who wishes to buy your villa.”

Then, she turned to Li Mu and said, “Mr. Li, this is Miss Wei, the owner.”

Li Mu nodded and politely said, “Hello, Miss Wei. My name is Li Mu. Li from ‘Mu Zi’ and Mu from ‘ranch’.”

The other party also nodded politely and said, “Wei Lan. Wei from ‘grass radical’ and Lan from ‘billows’.”

Wei Lan had never heard of Li Mu, so she knew nothing of his background. For her, there weren’t many people who could immediately fork out over thirty million yuan to buy a house. For Li Mu, at most in his early twenties, to possess such financial power, it was ninety-nine percent certain he was one of the Third generation from the Four Nine City. Although she wasn’t active in Yanjing’s social circles, she knew well that Yanjing was full of talented or influential people. It was very likely Li Mu was the young master of some major enterprise or powerful family; otherwise, he wouldn’t be willing to pay such a high price for her villa.

Understanding this, Wei Lan set aside her initial surprise. She simply wanted to sign the contract and transfer ownership of the house as quickly as possible, hoping to return to Shanghai by evening. Many matters in Shanghai were awaiting her attention. So, she said to Li Mu and the real estate agent, “Since Mr. Li has already paid the Deposit, I assume he has approved the house, the price, and the commission for the agency. Let’s not waste any more time; let’s proceed with the process quickly. I’m in a hurry to get back.”

The real estate agent nodded, opened the folder in her hand, and said, “I’ve already prepared the contract. Please both take a look. If there are no issues with the contract details, we can sign it.” With that, she took out three copies of the contract, giving one to Li Mu and one to Wei Lan, then added, “Mr. Li, the contract includes details about the intermediary fees. Please take a look.”

Li Mu took the contract and quickly scanned it. The main body of the contract was very standard, and it stated that the six hundred sixty thousand yuan intermediary fee would be borne by him. Other than that, there were no contract traps. So he said, “I have no problem.”

Wei Lan also looked up and said, “I have no problem either.”

The real estate agent then asked Mr. Li, “Mr. Li, the contract offers two payment methods. Which one do you prefer?”

At that time, the government had no restrictions on real estate, making second-hand property transactions very easy and simple. The two payment methods provided by the real estate agency were: one, to conduct fund supervision at a bank, where the buyer first transfers the money to the seller’s account, but this sum is directly frozen by the bank. After the transfer of ownership procedures are completed, the buyer, seller, and agent collectively go to the bank to confirm the transaction, and the bank then unfreezes the money. However, for some reason, the bank would only unfreeze the money after it had been “frozen” in the account for several business days, which was effectively a unilateral predatory clause by the bank. The other method was to pay the entire purchase price, including the intermediary fee, directly to the agency, which would then lead both parties through the transfer of ownership procedures before directly paying the seller.

For buyers in large transactions, to maximize financial security, the fund supervision method was almost always chosen. This way, their funds were safest before the transfer of ownership was completed. The only drawback was that the seller would have to wait a bit to receive the money, but it wouldn’t be too long, just a few days.

Li Mu naturally chose this method. The real estate agent then said to Wei Lan, “Miss Wei, fund supervision at banks here in Yanjing has a time limit. Even if we complete the transfer of ownership and handover today after Mr. Li makes the payment, the bank will likely only release the funds after about five days. Is that alright with you?”

Wei Lan hesitated for a moment, appearing to struggle slightly, but ultimately nodded and said, “I have no problem.”

The real estate agent then said, “Alright, then please sign the contract first. After that, we’ll transfer the remaining Deposit amount, after deducting the intermediary fees, to Miss Wei. Then, we’ll go to the bank together to process the remaining house payment. Once the payment is successfully made, I’ll take both of you to handle the transfer of ownership procedures.”

Li Mu nodded and signed his name on the contract. The real estate agency’s finance department quickly transferred the remaining over two million yuan from the Deposit to Wei Lan’s account. While Wei Lan was confirming the transfer with the finance staff, the real estate agent privately asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, Miss Wei didn’t drive. The Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, which is convenient for both of you, is a few kilometers from here. Would you prefer to drive, or should our company arrange a car?”

Li Mu casually replied, “I’ll drive, it’s easier.”

The real estate agent thanked him, then quietly informed Wei Lan, who naturally had no objections. So, the three of them left the agency together, preparing to head to the bank.

Outside, Li Mu took out his car keys and unlocked his G55. Wei Lan wasn’t surprised by this Mercedes-Benz G55; after all, if Li Mu could pay full price for a villa costing over thirty million yuan, a car of two to three million yuan was nothing to him. However, the car’s license plate number quite shocked her.

Although Wei Lan wasn’t active in Yanjing’s various social circles, she had some understanding of the intricacies of Yanjing’s license plates. She could tell at a glance which number ranges represented extraordinary backgrounds. Li Mu’s license plate came from the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs’ exclusive number range. Therefore, after seeing it, Wei Lan immediately became convinced that Li Mu came from an official family background. Amidst her shock, she couldn’t help but wonder, “Are children from official families so ostentatious these days? Driving a car worth two to three million yuan and buying a house for over thirty million yuan—isn’t that a bit too showy?”

However, this thought only lingered for a moment before Wei Lan dismissed it. Her own family matters were currently swamped with work, so she truly wasn’t in the mood to ponder too much.

Wei Lan and the young real estate agent both sat in the back of Li Mu’s G55. Following the real estate agent’s directions, Li Mu arrived at a sizable Industrial and Commercial Bank of China. This bank had a partnership with the agency, so the supervision procedures were handled very quickly.

Li Mu swiped his card and paid the remaining sum. This money entered Wei Lan’s account but remained temporarily frozen. After the payment, Li Mu drove Wei Lan and the real estate agent together to the housing administration bureau to handle the transfer of ownership procedures.

As the car drove towards the housing administration bureau, Wei Lan, sitting in the back, casually confirmed with the real estate agent beside her, “The bank supervision takes five days to release the funds. I won’t need to come back then, right?”

The real estate agent quickly explained, “No, you won’t. Once the transfer of ownership is complete, we’ll return to the bank to confirm the transaction is finished, and the bank will automatically unfreeze the funds when the time comes.”

“That’s good.” Wei Lan breathed a sigh of relief. Through the car’s rearview mirror, she looked at Li Mu and said, “Mr. Li, after the transfer of ownership, I’ll still need to trouble you to come with us to the bank to confirm.”

Li Mu nodded: “Don’t worry, after the transfer of ownership, we’ll head straight back to the bank.”

Wei Lan relaxed, smiling slightly, “Thank you.”

After completing the property transfer at the housing administration bureau, Li Mu had already obtained the property deed for the villa in Purple Cloud Villa. The remaining matters were simple: he could directly take the transfer documents and property deed to the Purple Cloud Villa management office to register, then replace all the keys for the entire house. From then on, the house would be entirely his, and Purple Cloud Villa’s management would update him as the new owner.

After completing the procedures, Li Mu made good on his promise, immediately driving the two back to the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China to confirm the completion of the transaction with the bank. At this point, the entire transaction was complete for Li Mu; the house was now his, and Wei Lan simply had to wait for the bank to unfreeze the funds.

With everything settled, Li Mu wanted to go directly to Purple Cloud Villa to handle matters with the property management – at least then, no one would stop his car when he went there again. However, out of politeness, Li Mu decided to first drop off the young real estate agent at her company, and then go to Purple Cloud Villa.

So Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “Miss Wei, I’m taking Manager Chen back. Are you also going back to their agency?”

For Wei Lan, there was no need to go back and bother with it again. With a grateful smile, she said, “I won’t be going. It’s getting late, and I need to hail a taxi directly to the airport. I have an appointment to discuss matters in Shanghai tonight, so I need to rush to the airport and catch the earliest flight back.”

After speaking, Wei Lan extended her hand to Li Mu and said, “I wish you a pleasant stay in Purple Cloud Villa.”





Chapter 627: Talent with Outer Grace and Inner Wisdom

Li Mu thanked Wei Lan for her well wishes, politely shook her hand, and asked courteously, “Miss Wei, would you like me to give you a ride to the airport?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly and said, “Thank you, Mr. Li, but I won’t trouble you. I can just take a taxi.”

Li Mu had only offered out of politeness, and seeing Wei Lan decline, he didn’t insist. He was thinking of quickly dropping off the real estate agent girl, then taking advantage of the remaining time today to go to Purple Cloud Villa to register with property management and change the keys. After that, he could simply add some daily necessities.

After bidding farewell to Wei Lan, Li Mu drove the real estate agent back to her company entrance, then turned towards Purple Cloud Villa. Simultaneously, he called Lin Qingya, asking her to find a clever and detail-oriented girl from the company to temporarily act as his personal assistant. With such a large villa, he simply didn’t have the energy to personally handle trivial matters like cleaning, maintenance, and stocking daily necessities.

Wei Lan stood by the road for a long time trying to hail a cab. What annoyed her was that this area was relatively remote, and she hadn’t been able to get a taxi even after standing there for over ten minutes. She regretted it a little, thinking that she shouldn’t have been so polite with Li Mu; there wouldn’t be any future interactions anyway, and letting him drive her would have saved her a lot of time.

As she was fretting, Li Mu’s silver G55 screeched to a halt beside her. The passenger window rolled down, and Li Mu looked at Wei Lan, who wore an anxious expression outside the car. He couldn’t help but ask, “Miss Wei, can’t find a taxi?”

When Wei Lan saw it was Li Mu, her heart leaped with joy. But the next moment, she instinctively thought that Li Mu might have turned back specifically to find an excuse to get closer to her. However, she couldn’t afford to think that much now. She quickly nodded and said, “This place is really strange; I’ve been standing here so long, but there isn’t a single empty cab.” After saying this, she silently prayed that Li Mu would offer again. If he politely asked her if she needed a ride, she would definitely not decline this time.

Wei Lan watched Li Mu nervously. Li Mu smiled slightly, beckoned to her, and said casually, “Come on up, I’ll take you to the airport.”

Hearing this, Wei Lan immediately nodded happily, thanking him as she pulled open the car door and got in.

Li Mu pressed the accelerator, and the car moved steadily forward. Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Mr. Li, will this delay your plans?”

Li Mu chuckled casually, “Not at all, I don’t have anything urgent. I was actually just heading to Purple Cloud Villa to handle the property management matters, and I happened to see you still standing by the road, so I pulled over…”

Wei Lan suddenly understood. Li Mu’s route from the real estate agency to Purple Cloud Villa indeed required him to turn back, and he would conveniently pass the bank. It seemed she had been misinterpreting intentions, thinking he had turned back for some ulterior motive.

Thinking of this, Wei Lan thanked Li Mu again, saying, “You’re really troubling me, Mr. Li. Otherwise, you can just drop me off somewhere easy to find a taxi later.”

Li Mu raised his right hand and waved it, using his left hand to turn the steering wheel for a left turn at the intersection. He smiled and said, “We’re about to get onto the Fourth Ring Road, which goes directly to the airport expressway. That’s the fastest way. It’s even harder to find a taxi on the elevated road.”

Wei Lan looked up and saw that the entrance to the Fourth Ring Road was indeed not far ahead. If she took Li Mu’s car onto the Fourth Ring Road to the airport, she would probably arrive in about half an hour. If she got off and tried to find a taxi again, she didn’t know how long it would take. So, she said gratefully, “Then I’ll just trouble you.”

Li Mu laughed, “Don’t keep saying thank you and calling it trouble. There’s no need to be so polite. After all, we just completed a transaction worth over thirty million yuan. Compared to you parting with such a great property for me, this is just a small effort.”

Wei Lan nodded, no longer feigning modesty, and smiled faintly, “Purple Cloud Villa is indeed a good place. In the future, it will definitely be the most expensive villa district per square meter in Yanjing, with immense appreciation potential.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Does Purple Cloud Villa really have that much potential?”

Wei Lan smiled, “Of course, otherwise I wouldn’t have bought it back then.”

Li Mu started running his own personal agenda. To be honest, he was very curious about Wei Lan. Any man would want to know more about such a beautiful woman, especially since there were many intriguing points about her:

First, Wei Lan was so young, yet she owned a villa in Yanjing worth thirty million yuan, showing her impressive market value.

Second, even more impressive, this villa had been vacant since its renovation and had never been lived in, indicating that she probably owned more than just this one property in Yanjing, perhaps even many.

Third, Wei Lan lived in Shanghai long-term, and when he signed the contract, he saw her Identity Card, which showed she was a local Shanghai resident. So, normally, her assets in Shanghai would surely exceed those in Yanjing, making her market value even more unfathomable.

Fourth, and this was the most puzzling point for Li Mu, since Wei Lan had such an impressive market value, why would she sell this villa that she had put so much effort into renovating but never lived in? And she herself had said she was very optimistic about Purple Cloud Villa’s future appreciation potential. In such circumstances, she should definitely not sell this villa unless she was facing some kind of difficulty.

When the real estate agent asked Li Mu what transaction method he preferred, Li Mu chose the more secure bank supervision. Afterwards, he saw a hint of hesitation and struggle in Wei Lan’s eyes. At that moment, his intuition told him that Wei Lan probably wanted to receive the property payment immediately.

At the time, Li Mu had had a thought: should he simply do her an easy favor and choose to have the agency guarantee the transaction? That way, she would receive the money immediately after the transfer of ownership. But after a moment of calm reflection, Li Mu also worried if this might be a successive trap. What if he were swayed by Wei Lan’s beauty and chose that transaction method, only to be defrauded of over thirty million yuan? That would be a huge embarrassment.

Considering these points, Li Mu felt that Wei Lan probably had some stories, and he unconsciously developed a strong desire for privacy regarding this beautiful woman.

So, Li Mu deliberately asked her, “Can you roughly explain why you’re so optimistic about Purple Cloud Villa?”

Wei Lan said, “In the next few years, Yanjing’s best development direction will be in the north. Line 13 has been under construction for almost three years, and the first phase will open soon. Moreover, last year, the Yanjing Olympic Bid Committee already tentatively decided on the plan for the Olympic venues to be in the northern city, and they also released a preliminary plan for Olympic Line 8 subway. The northern development will definitely leave others in the dust in the future. The Olympic Forest Park is also near Purple Cloud Villa, making Purple Cloud Villa’s location uniquely advantageous. Additionally, there are no good places left within the Fifth Ring Road to build villas. Future villas will be very far from the urban area. Purple Cloud Villa will certainly become an irreplaceable villa within the urban area. So, overall, I’m confident its appreciation potential is enormous.”

Li Mu was stunned. How did Wei Lan know so many details about Yanjing’s urban development and Olympic planning? Judging by the accuracy of her information, she must have done her homework, and much of this information is hard to grasp. The points she compiled were, without exception, all correct from the perspective of someone like him, a Rebirth with a cheat. This was not something an ordinary person could achieve.

Wei Lan saw Li Mu wasn’t speaking and thought he didn’t believe what she said. She couldn’t help but add, “Mr. Li, if you trust me, hold onto this villa and don’t sell it easily. After the Olympics, the price of this villa will absolutely skyrocket. By then, over seventy percent of Yanjing’s villas will be built north of the Fifth Ring Road, and eighty percent of those will be outside the Fifth Ring Road, or even outside the Sixth Ring Road. So, villas within the Fifth Ring Road will become even more precious.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Why are you so sure?”

Wei Lan smiled confidently and said, “Leaving aside economic development issues, the most livable area in all of Yanjing is the north. So, the most suitable direction for high-end residential development is naturally the north. Although the western environment is also good, it’s very close to the mountains, and there’s little space for developing high-end residential real estate. The east borders Hebei Province, destined to become a breeding ground for ordinary civilian residential real estate development. High-end residential real estate values avoiding large-scale ordinary civilian real estate projects, so the east also lacks space for high-end residential real estate development. As for the south, needless to say, economic development is lagging and the environment is poor, making it unsuitable for true high-end residential real estate development. When you consider the conditions in the west, east, and south, and then look at the north, the north is simply excellent. First, the environment is good, with mountains, water, and hot springs. Second, the spatial depth in northern Yanjing is too vast, and the north is all mountains. The greater this depth, the more security it gives the people within. For these reasons, Yanjing’s high-end real estate developers will definitely focus on the north, considering it the best choice.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but blurt out, “Miss Wei, are you in real estate?”

Wei Lan paused, then shrugged, saying, “My family is in real estate, so I’ve been in this industry since graduating.”

“No wonder.” Li Mu was convinced. At first, he had wondered if Wei Lan might be a kept woman or a mistress. But thinking it over, such a beautiful woman, if she were truly a kept woman or mistress, should be buying properties everywhere, not selling them. Later, he guessed she might be a rich second-generation heir, but tight on funds for some reason. Now he finally understood. It turned out her family was in real estate. What was most commendable was that she herself had such precise insights into real estate development. She was definitely a talent in the real estate industry. If she were to develop real estate projects in Yanjing based on her judgment of its development, there would basically be no possibility of losing money.

The more he thought about it, the more curious Li Mu became. She was so optimistic about high-end real estate projects in northern Yanjing and about the appreciation potential of Purple Cloud Villa. Unless she encountered a particularly big problem, she would absolutely not sell this villa at this time.

However, it was their first meeting, and Li Mu naturally couldn’t be too direct about someone else’s privacy. After catching the key information, he didn’t continue to dig for answers, but changed the subject. He said to Wei Lan, “Miss Wei, if you come to Yanjing often in the future, we can keep in touch. Talking with you is truly enlightening.”

Wei Lan smiled faintly. Regardless of whether Li Mu’s words were sincere, she was grateful that he had brought the previous topic to an appropriate end. Just now, with the conversation proceeding as it was, she had been afraid Li Mu would suddenly ask, “Since you’re so optimistic about it, why are you selling?”

Fortunately, he didn’t.





Chapter 628: Transient Passerby

Li Mu had already mentally outlined some issues concerning Wei Lan. Now, after so much indirect inquiry, he had essentially guessed Wei Lan’s current situation: she must have encountered some kind of difficulty and needed money, which was why she was selling this villa. Furthermore, a closer analysis suggested that the lack of money wasn’t the primary reason for her current predicament; otherwise, she wouldn’t have been so stubborn about the villa’s price, asking for thirty-three million without budging a single cent.

However, Li Mu couldn’t analyze any more specific details.

Li Mu wasn’t particularly eager to figure out what exact problem Wei Lan was facing. He was initially curious due to the combination of Wei Lan’s appearance, market value, and the act of selling her villa. Now that he had largely satisfied his curiosity, he also had an unexpected gain: this woman Wei Lan had an extraordinary understanding of the real estate industry. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say she was very impressive in that regard.

For Li Mu, it was their first meeting, and besides the natural male curiosity, he harbored no improper thoughts towards her, so he didn’t inquire further. Wei Lan, too, developed a better impression of him because he knew when to stop.

The car entered the airport expressway, and the road was clear.

The two chatted for a bit, when Wei Lan’s phone suddenly rang. She glanced at the caller ID, her willow-leaf eyebrows furrowing into a knot. After much hesitation, she finally answered the call, saying, “Hello, Mr. Zhou.”

On the other end of the line was a man. Li Mu couldn’t make out what he said, but he could feel his tone was extremely aggressive.

After the other party yelled for a while, Wei Lan finally spoke: “Mr. Zhou, my father is not in the country right now. Yelling at me about this issue is meaningless. I hope you can calm down first.”

The other party yelled loudly again. Wei Lan pinched the bridge of her nose with one hand and continued in a conciliatory tone, “I’m already communicating with people from Ronghe Real Estate and Hufa Bank, and I’m also mediating with the government. If you still insist on withdrawing, then there’s nothing I can do.”

“We are a limited liability company. If you want to withdraw, you should transfer your equity yourself. There’s no reason to demand that I repurchase it, is there?”

“Mr. Zhou, you’ve been in business for many years; you must understand that no project can guarantee one hundred percent profit. You can’t just quietly make a fortune when things are going well, then jump out and scream when a problem arises, showing no consideration for sharing difficulties. Wouldn’t that be unreasonable and unjustifiable?”

“Yes, I am young and inexperienced, but I understand laws and regulations. If you truly wish to withdraw, I repeat: you must transfer your equity yourself. Who you sell it to, or for how much, has nothing to do with me. But if you force me to buy it back at the original price, then I can tell you clearly: ‘Impossible!’”

“Mr. Zhou, if you have any further issues, I suggest we stop communicating directly and let our lawyers handle it. That way, our personal relationship won’t be damaged. I have something else to do, so I’m hanging up now. Please excuse me.”

After saying the last sentence, Wei Lan immediately hung up the phone, then closed her eyes, leaning back and sinking deep into the seat.

Seeing this, Li Mu softly asked, “Miss Wei, are you alright?”

Asking if she was alright, rather than what happened, was Li Mu’s way of showing respect to Wei Lan at that moment. He wasn’t familiar with her, and abruptly asking about her problems would be both impolite and unlikely to yield an answer. However, pretending not to hear and continuing to drive also wouldn’t be right, so he could only ask about her well-being.

Wei Lan sighed lightly, waved her hand, and said, “I’m fine. I apologize for letting you see that.”

Li Mu said, “It’s alright to encounter problems. The key is to adjust your mindset and try not to be affected.”

Wei Lan nodded gratefully, but inwardly she sighed, feeling that while Li Mu’s words weren’t wrong, how could someone like a second-generation official truly understand her current pain?

The atmosphere in the car quickly quieted down, but it didn’t last long. A few minutes later, Li Mu’s car arrived at the terminal entrance, stopping in front of the domestic departures.

After the car stopped, Wei Lan took a deep breath, then unbuckled her seatbelt and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, thank you for driving me here.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “You’re welcome.”

Wei Lan said, “I’m in a hurry, so I’ll head in now.” Saying this, Wei Lan opened the car door, and after getting out, she turned back to Li Mu and said, “Be careful on your way back.”

Li Mu nodded, “Meeting is fate. Next time you come to Yanjing, call me in advance, and I’ll treat you to a meal.”

Li Mu’s words were light and casual. Wei Lan nodded with a smile and politely replied, “If you come to Shanghai, let me know, and I’ll extend the host’s hospitality.”

“Alright, go on in.”

“Okay, goodbye.”

“Goodbye.”

Watching Wei Lan enter the departure gate, Li Mu restarted the car and drove away from the airport. The phone call Wei Lan had just taken confirmed his suspicions. Indeed, as he had expected, Wei Lan had encountered considerable trouble. Judging from her words, it seemed her father’s company was in difficulties, and for some reason, she had to step forward and shoulder the burden.

From Wei Lan’s demeanor, her knowledge of real estate, and the poise and unyielding attitude she displayed during the phone call, Li Mu felt that even if such a person temporarily faced difficulties, they should be able to find a good solution. While solving the problems, they would also become stronger. As for himself, he was merely a transient passerby with some curiosity about her story, meeting her in haste and saying goodbye in haste. He never expected to have any further interactions with Wei Lan in the future.



Back in the city, Li Mu rushed to Purple Cloud Villa. He first completed the registration changes with the Property Management, then paid the Property Management staff to replace all the locks in his newly purchased villa. Lin Qingya had selected an administrative girl from the company for Li Mu. The girl’s name was Li Ziwei. She was young but had worked in administration for several years. She was meticulous in her work, had her own ideas, and was very proactive in her thinking. Lin Qingya had been specially nurturing her, hoping to foster her into a talent capable of taking charge independently in company internal affairs. Li Mu wanted a temporary personal assistant, and in Lin Qingya’s opinion, Li Ziwei was the most suitable choice.

Just as Li Mu finished waiting for the Property Management staff to replace the locks and obtained his access and vehicle entry cards, Lin Qingya arrived with Li Ziwei. Li Mu had specifically called the Property Management, which allowed Lin Qingya’s car to be let in.

Lin Qingya wasn’t too surprised by Li Mu buying a villa. After all, with his market value, living in a luxurious mansion was just standard. His previous rental near the school was truly an understated choice given his wealth.

Li Mu had met Li Ziwei before, but had never spoken to her. Li Ziwei was a petite girl from southern Sichuan, with above-average looks and excellent skin, typical of southern girls. However, girls from Sichuan Province were different from the traditionally gentle Jiangnan girls. Sichuan girls were famously capable and decisive in their actions, which Lin Qingya greatly admired.

Li Ziwei had worked in Yanjing for four years, but this was her first time in such a luxurious villa. She was both surprised and nervous, but she maintained her composure well, appearing very calm.

Li Mu said to her, “For the next couple of days, I’ll trouble you to help me organize this house. Later, I’ll give you a set of keys and an access card. Tomorrow, I’ll transfer some money to your card. You can look for Property Management or a housekeeping company to tidy up the house, remove all the dust covers, and see what daily necessities need to be added. You can decide the specifics; no need to consider my preferences, just choose whatever you find suitable and practical.”

When they arrived, Lin Qingya had already informed Li Ziwei of Li Mu’s requirements, so Li Ziwei had no questions. She immediately nodded decisively and said, “Director Li, please rest assured, I will arrange everything.”

Li Mu nodded in satisfaction, handed her his phone, and said, “Give me a call from your phone so we can save each other’s numbers. We’ll contact each other by phone if anything comes up.”

Li Ziwei then entered her number into Li Mu’s phone, dialed it, and feeling her own phone vibrate in her pocket, quickly hung up. She then created a new contact for Li Mu, entering her own name.

Li Mu asked her, “Can you drive?”

Li Ziwei nodded, “I’ve had my driver’s license for two years, but I don’t drive much, only my Dad’s car when I go home.”

Li Mu laughed, “It’s not very convenient to come here without a car. How about this: later, you come with me. I have a Buick commercial vehicle near Renmin University. You can drive it back, and the fuel and parking fees will be reimbursed.”

Although Li Ziwei felt a bit apprehensive about driving, she knew that since her boss had made a request, she couldn’t appear hesitant. So, she nodded and agreed.

After Li Mu had finished giving his instructions, Li Ziwei opened her mouth to ask him, “Director Li, could you tell me which room you plan to live in and what purposes the other rooms will serve?”

It was then that Li Mu remembered the rooms. He hadn’t thought about which one he would live in, nor where his Mom and Dad would stay if they came over. Li Ziwei had been more thoughtful than him. So, he considered it for a moment and told her, “There are two larger master bedrooms upstairs. I’ll take one, and the other will be for my parents. My room doesn’t matter, but for my parents’ room, try not to get overly fancy items. They prefer simpler things.”

Li Ziwei nodded, “I understand, Director Li. May I go up and take a look first? I can take notes and then make a plan tonight when I get back.”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course, feel free to look around.”

Li Ziwei immediately greeted Li Mu and Lin Qingya, then headed upstairs. Lin Qingya smiled at Li Mu and said, “What do you think? This girl is very clever, isn’t she?”

Li Mu nodded from the bottom of his heart, “She’s very good. How about she just becomes my personal assistant from now on? I really need someone meticulous to constantly help me think of various things.”

Lin Qingya said, “That’s actually what I was thinking. With so many things on your plate every day, you really do need a dedicated assistant. Ziwei has strong learning abilities. Let her start as a personal assistant, and if you think she’s worth fostering, you can gradually hand over some work-related tasks to her. She might just become a capable helper for you.”

“Alright.”





Chapter 629: The Cunning Father Zhao

Peking University’s summer break started two days earlier than Renmin University’s this year.

Zhao Ziqiu wanted to find an excuse to stay in Yanjing for a couple more days during the holiday, hoping to spend more time there.

Many students studying in Yanjing would often delay their departure for summer break, organizing activities with classmates to enjoy the city. Zhao Xianliang was very understanding and specifically approved her request to stay in Yanjing for an extra week.

After getting her Dad’s approval, Zhao Ziqiu kept thinking about how, once the holiday started, she would cling to Li Mu for a few days, no matter what. Li Mu had been so busy lately that he rarely had time to spend with her, leaving her feeling a little emotional like a young woman. Li Mu readily agreed.

However, neither Zhao Ziqiu nor Li Mu ever expected that Zhao Xianliang’s initial quick agreement was actually a strategy to lull both her and Li Mu into a false sense of security. His incredibly cunning plan made Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu believe they had enough time for private time together, so they might as well wait until Zhao Ziqiu’s holiday officially began. But the day before Zhao Ziqiu’s break, Zhao Xianliang suddenly called her and said, “I’ve asked my secretary to book you a flight for tomorrow night at eight. Pack your things tonight. After your last class tomorrow, just take a taxi directly to the airport. Your Mom and I will be there to pick you up.”

Zhao Ziqiu was dumbfounded. Hadn’t he agreed perfectly before? Why the sudden change of plans? This reversal was too abrupt!

Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask him, “Didn’t you agree to let me play in Yanjing for a few more days? Why are you suddenly changing your mind?”

“Yes, I changed my mind,” Zhao Xianliang said openly. “If you want to play, I’ll have your Mom and Mother’s younger sister take you to Hawaii in a few days. Your Mother’s younger sister has always wanted to go on vacation there, and your Mom doesn’t have much to do lately, so she can take you along.”

“No, I won’t!” Zhao Ziqiu immediately refused, protesting, “I want to stay in Yanjing! You promised me before. I don’t care, I’m waiting a week before coming back.”

“You dare!” Zhao Xianliang’s voice instantly turned serious. “If you don’t come back tomorrow night, your Mom and I will go to Yanjing ourselves first thing the next morning and bring you back.”

Zhao Ziqiu wanted to argue further, but Zhao Xianliang stated unequivocally, “It’s decided. There’s no room for negotiation on this matter!”

With that, Zhao Xianliang hung up the phone, leaving Zhao Ziqiu alone, tears welling up in her eyes from indignation.

Only then did Zhao Ziqiu realize her Dad was manipulating her, first lulling her into complacency, then taking her by surprise. It was too scheming.

Feeling incredibly wronged, Zhao Ziqiu immediately called her Mom, pouring out the entire story over the phone, pleading with her, “Mom, please put in a good word for me with Dad, let me stay in Yanjing for a few more days before coming back, okay?”

Xie Yun could only sigh helplessly, saying, “Your Dad’s attitude is very firm this time. I think you should just come back first.”

“But I’ve already made plans with Li Mu…” Zhao Ziqiu’s voice trembled, and tears streamed down her face. She complained, “He’s so busy all day, hardly ever seen. It was so hard to get him to promise to spend a few days with me after the holiday…”

Xie Yun heard her daughter’s slight choked sobs and couldn’t help but feel heartache for her foolish sweetie, so devoted to Li Mu, yet unclear about his background. He had so many things on his plate; when he got busy, he probably couldn’t pay attention to romantic feelings. But who told her to pick such a boyfriend? Father Zhao was also going too far; at his age, to play such mind games with his own daughter, who was he trying to mess with?

Xie Yun comforted her daughter for a long time, telling her not to worry and to wait until she had talked to her Dad. Then Xie Yun hung up and went straight to Zhao Xianliang’s office to confront him.

Zhao Xianliang was engrossed in his documents when his door was pushed open without a knock. He didn’t even need to think to know it was his wife. After Xie Yun resigned from her university professor job, she had been working in his company, helping him with his worries and difficulties. Their offices weren’t far apart; she could reach him in a few steps.

When Zhao Xianliang looked up, Xie Yun was already standing by his desk, arms crossed, sizing him up. She frowned and said, “Zhao Xianliang, you’re really something. Is it interesting to use your petty schemes and deceptions to trick your own sweetie?”

“It is interesting,” Zhao Xianliang chuckled, putting down his documents. “Why wouldn’t she come home for a perfectly good holiday and insist on playing in Yanjing? Is there any place in Yanjing she hasn’t been? Can’t you guess what she’s thinking?”

Xie Yun said angrily, “Why should I guess? Zi Qiu is almost twenty. Why should I manage her like that? Isn’t it tiring?”

Zhao Xianliang pouted and smiled, “You might be tired, but I’m not.”

“You…” Xie Yun got angry and retorted, “How long do you intend to control her? Are you still against her and Li Mu being together?”

Zhao Xianliang quickly said, “Hey, I’m not!”

Xie Yun aggressively asked him, “Then what are you doing? Why play these little mind games with the child?”

Zhao Xianliang’s expression gradually turned serious. He said, “Xie Yun, I won’t interfere with her and Li Mu’s relationship, but this matter, no matter what, needs to have a limit. Normally, when they’re studying, living, and dating in Yanjing, I want to manage them but I can’t. But that doesn’t mean I can give them the green light for everything. Tell me, why wouldn’t she come home for a good holiday and stay in Yanjing? And play with classmates in Yanjing for a few days? Does she really think her dad is stupid? If I really agreed to her, I wouldn’t be able to sleep soundly for the few days she didn’t come home for the holiday. Do you understand that a man’s love for his sweetie is completely different from you women’s love for your sweetie?”

When Xie Yun saw Zhao Xianliang so serious and thought carefully about his words, she did indeed understand him. What great storms and waves hadn’t their generation of parents seen? Zi Qiu’s little trick couldn’t possibly hide from her parents. Given Zhao Xianliang’s way of doting on his daughter for the past twenty years, it was already very difficult for him to tacitly accept Zi Qiu and Li Mu’s relationship. At this point, it was indeed necessary to consider his feelings.

But on the other hand, their daughter was truly pitiful. When young people at this age fall in love, who isn’t thinking of their beloved all day long, unwilling to be separated for even a moment? This Li Mu fellow is too capable. The sheer number of things he’s stirring up is imaginable enough. Not long ago, she heard he forced a quite influential esteemed clan from Hong Kong to move their entire family to Australia. Such a person naturally couldn’t have as much time for dating as other current university students, and it was inevitable that their daughter would feel wronged.

After much thought, Xie Yun came up with a compromise. She stopped arguing with Zhao Xianliang and returned to her own office, calling Zhao Ziqiu back.

Zhao Ziqiu answered the phone, still hopefully asking, “Mom, did you talk to Dad?”

“I did,” Xie Yun said with a helpless tone. “Your Dad disagreed. Sometimes, you also need to think about him. Normally, when he thinks of you, he only thinks of you studying in Yanjing, trying not to think about you and Li Mu. But if you don’t come back for the holiday, do you think he’ll feel at ease?”

Zhao Ziqiu suddenly didn’t know how to respond. When it came to this matter, she did feel a bit guilty, especially since her Mom and Dad had accidentally caught her and Li Mu staying overnight at their villa. So, she couldn’t help but feel a guilty conscience.

Xie Yun then said in a negotiating tone, “Zi Qiu, why don’t you listen to your Dad and come back for the holiday first? Once you’re back, your Dad will relax. Then, let Li Mu come to Hangzhou to see you. Mom will treat him to a meal. If he dares to say he’s busy, tell him I said it. If he doesn’t even give me face, then I think you shouldn’t be with him anymore.”

Zhao Ziqiu knew her Mom’s words were mostly a joke, but since she had said it, there was basically no room for negotiation left. So Zhao Ziqiu had no choice but to say, “I understand, Mom. I’ll go back tomorrow night.”

Xie Yun relaxed, saying, “Mom will pick you up at the airport tomorrow. I won’t let your Dad come, so you don’t get angry seeing him.”

“I won’t be angry, you and Dad can come pick me up together…”

Although Zhao Ziqiu had a million reasons to be unwilling, she truly had no other choice. She could only call Li Mu and tell him the news that she had to go home as soon as the holiday started. Li Mu never expected such a situation. He immediately realized that, given her Dad’s caution, it might not be so easy to see Zhao Ziqiu in the next two months.

By his estimation, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu only had this one night left.

So Li Mu arranged with Zhao Ziqiu to drive directly to Peking University to pick her up. Originally, Zhao Ziqiu had class the next day, but she didn’t plan to go. She had already packed her luggage, just waiting for Li Mu to arrive.

At the entrance of Peking University, Zhao Ziqiu stood by the roadside, pushing a small suitcase, smiling as she watched Li Mu’s car enter her vision until it stopped in front of her.

At this moment, Zhao Ziqiu threw the thought of leaving tomorrow to the back of her mind. She only thought about how, ever since she came to Yanjing for school, every time she went home, Li Mu would drive to her school to pick her up and then take her to the airport. For a girl who had left home for the first time, traveling over a thousand kilometers north to study, meeting Li Mu in a foreign land felt like nothing but joy and gratitude.

Li Mu got out of the car to help Zhao Ziqiu put her suitcase into the trunk. After they both got in the car, Li Mu asked her, “You’re going back tomorrow night. Is there anywhere you want to go or anything you want to eat?”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu with eyes full of affection, her shyness hard to conceal. She said, “No, I just want to be with you right now. I don’t want to be apart for even a minute.”

Li Mu reached out, gently stroking her flushed face with the back of his fingers for a moment, and said softly, “Okay. From now on, not a minute apart.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes sparkled with surprise, “You said it, you can’t go back on your word.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “Haven’t had dinner yet, have you? What do you want to eat?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Let’s buy some groceries and go to my place. I’ll make dinner.”

Li Mu smiled mysteriously, “Not your place. I’ll take you somewhere later.”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t know what trick Li Mu was up to, but Li Mu deliberately kept it a mystery, saying, “Let’s go, let’s buy some ingredients first.”





Chapter 630: Had Ulterior Motives

Carrying the ingredients and drinks he had just bought from the supermarket, Li Mu drove directly onto the road leading to Purple Cloud Villa.

Seeing Li Mu heading out of the city, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask him curiously, “Where are you taking me?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow. “Guess.”

“I won’t guess,” Zhao Ziqiu pouted and said. “You’re so many times smarter than me; how could I possibly guess what you’re thinking?”

Li Mu chuckled, “This has nothing to do with being smart, alright? The key is whether you have intuition.”

Seeing that the road looked quite familiar, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask, “You’re not taking me to Purple Cloud Villa, are you? I don’t have a car pass or a key; I can’t get in anymore…”

Li Mu smiled mysteriously. “I have a way to get in.”

“Really?” Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise. “It’s not the kind where we break in, is it? Never mind whether we can get in; if we get caught by the police again, it really won’t be worth it.”

Li Mu said, “Just follow me, and don’t worry.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded slightly, smiling as she said, “Let’s see what you’re really up to.”

The car indeed arrived at the main entrance of Purple Cloud Villa. Li Mu slowed the car, while Zhao Ziqiu gazed blankly at the villa’s gate. Originally, this was just a property of her own family, and she had no special affection for it. But ever since the night before Li Mu’s birthday, its significance to her had become extremely special. It was here that she had given herself to the man beside her who had completely infatuated her, here that she had undergone the transformation from a girl to a woman. Thus, this place held extraordinary meaning for her. It was just a pity that her Dad had been too absolute, not leaving her any room for negotiation, and had simply replaced all the keys here.

After passing two speed bumps, Li Mu’s car entered the entrance lane. He then rolled down the car window, took out a card from the door storage compartment, and swiped it lightly on the gate machine. With a ‘ding’, the gate swung open, and four characters appeared on the red display screen: Welcome Home.

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu in surprise. “Where did you get that card?”

Li Mu smiled, still uttering two infuriating words: “Guess.”

Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask, “You couldn’t have bought a house here, could you?”

Li Mu said with a smile, “How smart of you!”

Zhao Ziqiu turned sideways, looked at Li Mu, and asked with a joyful expression, “No way, you really bought it?”

Li Mu nodded. “Really. It’s a little further in from your house, the one closest to the lake.”

“That’s great!” Zhao Ziqiu’s brows were filled with surprise and excitement, and she asked, overjoyed, “What made you think of buying a house here?”

Li Mu said, “To be closer to your house. I was thinking maybe you and your Mom and Dad might stay here for a short while in the future. Then I’ll live not far from next door, and if you miss me, you can just sneak out in the middle of the night to find me. Isn’t that exciting to think about?”

“You…” Zhao Ziqiu shot Li Mu a glance, then asked shyly but also with an expectant look, “Are you going to live here all summer break? If you really live here, I’ll ask my Mom to come stay with me for a few days.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ll go home in mid-July, but I’ll definitely be back by the end of July. If you have nothing to do, then come back earlier.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded. “I’ll try my best; as long as my Mom is willing, there shouldn’t be a problem.” As she spoke, Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu and said eagerly, “My Mom also said she wants you to go to Hangzhou during summer break. She said she wants to invite you to dinner.”

Li Mu asked half-jokingly, half-seriously, “Would your Dad be okay with that?”

“Just don’t tell him,” Zhao Ziqiu said. “He’s usually quite busy and isn’t in Hangzhou half the time.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, I’ll make time to go to Hangzhou during summer break.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Then you have to keep your word. You didn’t go when I asked you to during winter break…”

Li Mu gently grazed her nose bridge. “Can winter break be compared to now? During winter break, we were still friends; now you’re my woman.”

Upon hearing Li Mu’s words, Zhao Ziqiu nodded heavily, her smile blossoming like a flower.

The two arrived at Li Mu’s newly bought villa. Zhao Ziqiu first curiously toured the entire villa. Thanks to Li Ziwei’s hard work, the house was very clean, and all kinds of daily necessities were very completely stocked. The current state of the house was much better than when it was covered in dust covers, and the overall renovation standard and comfort level had also greatly enhanced.

Zhao Ziqiu was greatly astonished by the renovation style and effect of this house. This style was simply better than she could have imagined for her. She knew Li Mu had bought a pre-owned house, so she exclaimed admiringly, “The previous owner must have had exceptionally good taste! The renovation is simply fantastic; it’s so much better than my house, there’s no comparison.”

As she spoke, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t forget to complain about her Dad: “My Dad is actually quite unrefined; he just likes that gaudy opulence kind of feeling, making the house look like a hotel.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, saying, “I completely agree with what you said.”

As he spoke, Li Mu couldn’t help but think of Wei Lan. It was clear that Wei Lan was indeed a person of taste, and truly a rare high-caliber goddess. He just didn’t know if she had overcome her difficulties.

Zhao Ziqiu said, “You go rest in the living room for a bit; I’ll go cook.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll go help you out.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “No need. You go watch some TV and just wait comfortably for dinner. I’ll just whip something up quickly; it’ll be ready soon.”

Li Mu didn’t insist. Once Zhao Ziqiu entered the kitchen and started preparing to cook, Li Mu quietly slipped into the kitchen. Standing just outside the kitchen door, he watched Zhao Ziqiu bustle about, even looking a bit flustered, inside. Seeing such a beautiful girl cooking dinner for him in the kitchen, Li Mu’s sense of accomplishment almost overflowed.

This kind of good fortune wasn’t something anyone could earn. He was clearly a darling favored by heaven; otherwise, it wouldn’t have allowed him to be reborn, giving him a chance to revolutionize his life.

As he was still musing, Zhao Ziqiu caught sight of Li Mu leaning against the doorway, smiling as he watched her. She couldn’t help but say, “Why did you come over? You didn’t even say anything when you came; you startled me.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I came to admire a beauty. I wonder whose girl is this beautiful.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s pretty face flushed slightly. She asked Li Mu, “How did your tongue suddenly get so sweet? You definitely have ulterior motives.”

Li Mu said with a cheeky smile, “Whether I have ulterior motives or not, you’ll find out later…”

…

Zhao Ziqiu’s flight departed.

Li Mu took a day off from his busy schedule to accompany her. During this day, besides accompanying Zhao Ziqiu, he didn’t even inquire about any work matters.

Liu Qiangdong called Li Mu to discuss the progress of the logistics company’s preparations, wanting to update Li Mu on whom he had recruited. Li Mu didn’t give him the chance, dropping a line: “I’m on vacation today; we’ll talk about work tomorrow,” and then hung up, leaving Liu Qiangdong utterly frustrated. He was already swamped with all the responsibilities related to Taobao. Before Mango-ME shipped out goods in large quantities, he was busy setting up warehousing bases. After the warehousing bases were done, he had to deal with Mango-ME’s shipments. Once shipments were complete, he was busy with the pre-sales for Summer Brand Day. After pre-sales, he then rushed around to set up the logistics company. For such a long time, he hadn’t rested for even half a day. Li Mu not only had to manage Taobao but also deal with Muye Technology. Muye Technology’s operations were even larger than Taobao’s. Yet Li Mu could still take time off from his busy schedule for a vacation. He was truly incomparable.

At the same time, Wang Nan called him to report on the progress of the portal website. Li Mu directly replied, “I don’t want to hear it. Just handle it yourselves. All the details have been discussed so many times and thoroughly, too. You just follow the established plan.”

YY Portal had been in preparation for so long and was almost ready to launch. All preparations before launch were complete. The entertainment online journalist team assembled by Lu Xinyi was ready to conduct full-process follow-up interviews with three top-tier celebrities: Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Karen Mok. They had already announced externally via YY that the three stars were about to arrive in Yanjing and that Muye Technology would provide full-process follow-up reports, starting to build buzz online. When they departed for Yanjing, YY Portal would go online, and special reports would also be launched simultaneously.

Currently, any slight movement from Muye Technology would attract the attention of the entire industry. So after this warm-up promotion was launched, industry insiders were all trying to figure out Muye Technology’s routine. They were all guessing which Muye Technology product would serve as the platform for this follow-up report. Some guessed it was YY, some guessed Tieba, and some guessed it was the portal website. Everyone had their own speculations and their own basis for them.

Chen Tong felt that this matter was quite unfavorable. Although Muye Technology had always deepened its cooperation with Tieba and the entertainment industry, inviting a few celebrities to Yanjing wasn’t a big deal. However, he keenly noticed four words in the warm-up promotion—“follow-up report.”

Muye Technology didn’t even have a portal website. So where did this team come from to do follow-up reports? Follow-up reporting belonged to the scope of media responsibility; it wasn’t something that could be handled by just a few technical personnel. Given Li Mu’s routine for handling things, he definitely wouldn’t just make do or be perfunctory. The greatest possibility was that Muye Technology had already assembled an online media team. Why would Muye Technology assemble an online media team? The greatest possibility was that he wanted to create his own portal website…





Chapter 631: Chen Tong’s New Product Plan

Sina’s days had just started looking up. Thanks to their active promotion efforts, the traffic segment that Muye Technology had siphoned off was gradually returning through other channels, bit by bit compensating for the previous negative impact. Chen Tong didn’t dare to relax for a moment. He had always believed that Muye Technology would launch a portal website, he just didn’t know when. However, Muye Technology’s recent promotional campaign to build buzz for three celebrities’ mainland tour gave him a hint of something.

Chen Tong approached Sina’s senior management to voice his concerns. For some time, Chen Tong had been pondering a question: once Muye Technology launched its portal website, how would Sina compete with it? But facing a behemoth like Muye Technology, centered around a powerful ecosystem, he truly couldn’t think of any effective methods. Sina couldn’t compare to Muye Technology in any aspect. Their only content advantage was valid only as long as Muye Technology hadn’t started creating its own content. Once Muye Technology began doing so, Chen Tong believed that given Li Mu’s capabilities, his portal website’s content wouldn’t necessarily be inferior to Sina’s.

Facing Chen Tong’s concerns, Sina’s CEO and senior management didn’t immediately grasp the hidden crisis and risk. The CEO asked Chen Tong, “From what Muye Technology has revealed so far, it seems this is mainly a charity collaboration between Leslie Cheung, Karen Mok, and 3321, right? You know that 3321 and Muye Technology are both Li Mu’s ventures; he’s surely looking to leverage this opportunity for Muye Technology, but it doesn’t necessarily mean launching a portal website.”

Chen Tong said, “Follow-up reports always need a suitable platform. Muye Technology currently doesn’t have a platform suitable for this kind of information dissemination. A portal website is the most likely possibility!”

The CEO asked him, “Could it be Tieba? Li Mu has recently made celebrity Tieba forums incredibly popular. The traffic and user stickiness on Tieba have significantly increased. If he uses this opportunity to host a series of activities on Tieba, Tieba’s traffic will definitely reach new heights again.”

Chen Tong said, “He’s already brought hundreds of celebrities to reside permanently on Tieba. At this point, if he still uses Tieba as the platform for follow-up reports, it wouldn’t be very significant. I don’t think he’d be that simple.”

As he spoke, Chen Tong, worried that the CEO would again make the mistake of underestimating their opponent, couldn’t help but remind him, “Don’t forget, everyone thought Li Mu wouldn’t or couldn’t retaliate against us because of UC, but we still had our weakness exposed and he completely exploited us once.”

The CEO nodded awkwardly and said, “If Li Mu really intends to launch a portal, how do you think we should respond?” Without waiting for Chen Tong’s reply, he continued, “Actually, I’ve worried about this too. Perhaps the entire internet industry has worried about this: how to respond if Muye Technology one day starts a business similar to one’s own. I’ve thought about it for a long time but haven’t found any answers. I believe if Muye Technology really launches a portal website, we can only hope for two things: one is the differentiation between Sina’s and Muye Technology’s user bases, and the other is Sina’s loyal users. Relying on these two points, we might at least be able to hold onto half of Sina’s market share.”

Chen Tong nodded, saying, “As it stands, we truly don’t have any good way to counter Muye Technology’s threat. Li Mu has too many resources at his disposal; not only does he have an enormous user base, but now he’s also built good relationships with so many celebrities.”

At this point, a sudden idea flashed in Chen Tong’s mind. Inspired by Muye Technology’s actions, he came up with a new content model.

After organizing his thoughts for a moment, Chen Tong suggested to his superior, “Could we create an online celebrity interview program on Sina.com?”

“Celebrity interviews?” The CEO frowned, asking him, “Do you mean to imitate Muye Technology’s follow-up reports?”

“No,” Chen Tong said. “I think we should ideally create a unique special channel and a special column. For instance, every so often, we could invite a celebrity to Sina to visit the Sina Company, interact with Sina employees, and give interviews to Sina. Finally, Sina would publish the text, pictures, and video news on Sina.com. This way, we could continuously use the celebrities’ influence to attract user attention and maintain traffic.”

The CEO asked in surprise, “Isn’t this exactly what Li Mu excels at? He has such powerful celebrity resources at his disposal. If he imitates your approach, you wouldn’t stand a chance!”

Chen Tong hurriedly replied, “No model can completely prevent imitation, but we can find ways to create unique content within the model itself, playing to our strengths and circumventing our weaknesses.”

Then, Chen Tong continued to explain, “I believe that if we do this program, the scope of celebrities we choose shouldn’t be limited solely to the entertainment industry, which consists of singers and movie stars. We can completely tailor different themes based on current social hot topics. For example, the World Cup is very popular this year, so we could invite several famous football players; later, with various World Championships in gymnastics, swimming, and table tennis, we could also invite relevant renowned athletes for interviews. We could even invite famous directors, screenwriters, and writers. In short, we need to use a small force to move a great weight by leveraging hot topics. Muye Technology currently only has strong ties with the singer community, but there are too many singers. If we only feature singers, there will be serious homogenization, and users will also experience aesthetic fatigue.”

Sina’s senior management was quite interested in this suggestion. According to Chen Tong’s vision, his plan was for a lightweight online variety show, not as large or complex as TV station variety shows, nor as formal. However, precisely because of its simple overall operation, it was much more flexible.

Chen Tong diverged his thoughts at this point, believing that within this special channel, they could also facilitate real-time interaction between celebrities and viewers. Current technology couldn’t support live video streaming, so he didn’t plan for that. What he envisioned was initially having celebrities interact with fans through text, a model largely similar to Weibo’s micro-interviews in later years. Users would pose questions via text, the Host would filter them, and the celebrity would answer based on the questions. Afterward, the produced video would be released for users to watch. If they could invite one celebrity each week for text-based live interaction and recorded video interviews, it should still be very appealing.

Sina’s CEO didn’t have many specific opinions either, as Chen Tong was after all an expert in the field of portal content. He knew what kind of content could attract user attention, so he verbally approved Chen Tong’s idea and asked him to prepare a detailed implementation plan.

Chen Tong immediately enthusiastically gathered his subordinates and key personnel from several other departments for a meeting. Only after the meeting did he realize how difficult it would be to advance this matter.

First, there was the technical development. All currently developed page technologies on Sina.com did not include protocols supporting online video. This meant that if they wanted to broadcast celebrity interviews online, the pages would need to be redeveloped.

Although there were already some websites offering online Flash, music videos, and TV series/movie viewing, the user experience on most of these sites was very poor, especially for watching TV series/movies. For websites with low traffic, it was also difficult to ensure smooth online viewing for users, partly due to server bandwidth limitations and partly due to deficiencies in streaming media technology.

Sina.com had a large amount of traffic. Although it had been severely impacted by Muye Technology, it was still one of China’s top ten traffic websites. Supporting online video viewing for such a massive traffic base would require extremely high server bandwidth, at least doubling their existing capacity, which meant a considerable cost.

Furthermore, Sina lacked personnel with expertise in streaming media. If they wanted to pursue this, they would need to establish at least a small, dedicated development team specialized in streaming media development. This would undoubtedly add another significant chunk to the cost.

However, Chen Tong believed that if they could solve the bandwidth and technical issues and provide video content of celebrity interviews for netizens to watch online, it would undoubtedly be a highly advanced and unique product among portal websites. Relying on this product, Sina could leave all other portal websites on the market far behind. If competitors wanted to catch up, they would inevitably have to go through the same process as Sina: solving bandwidth issues, building teams, and resolving technical challenges. This would put Sina an era ahead, and as long as Sina maintained rapid development, its competitors would find it very difficult to catch up.

Consequently, Chen Tong immediately drafted a detailed implementation plan and estimated cost investment that very day. However, he hadn’t expected that the CEO, who had previously been quite interested in the plan, would explode in anger upon seeing an annual budget of at least tens of millions.

“Your estimated cost only covers bandwidth and technical issues!” the CEO exclaimed. “Tell me, how do you account for celebrity fees? How do you account for the costs of content planning and the video production team? You want to produce one episode a week, which means over fifty episodes a year. If the cost of each episode is controlled at 200,000 yuan, that’s another spending in the tens of millions!”

Chen Tong explained, “We can negotiate collaborations with celebrities. They record programs with us, and we can help them with free promotion, making it mutually beneficial. If we need to tighten the budget initially, I don’t think it’s a big problem not to invite too many big-name celebrities. It wouldn’t require a budget in the tens of millions. Moreover, if our program does well, the cash cost for inviting celebrities will continuously decrease.”

“Furthermore, once our program’s popularity reaches a certain level, we can also sell naming rights, advertisements, and attract sponsors. It’s not impossible to make a good profit! The key is that we now need a new product that others can’t easily imitate, just like Muye Technology did with Happy Farm. The innovator always maintains a technological lead, making it impossible for imitators to surpass them. As long as we secure our position as the first portal website to offer online video viewing, we are sure to succeed!”





Chapter 632: Preparations Before Launch

For an internet company, new ideas emerge every day, but if every idea were to be tried, most internet companies would go bankrupt. This is because the internet industry is different from other industries; every attempt at a product level involves a whole series of tasks: feasibility study, requirements validation, requirements finalization, development, modification, internal testing, and launch. Even adding a very simple small feature to a product cannot bypass this process; the only difference is the scale of the engineering work.

The scope of Chen Tong’s new idea was ambitious, requiring the company to provide substantial financial support to cover a range of expenses like bandwidth, team, product, production, and so on, making the cost quite high. However, Chen Tong’s final analogy moved the CEO. Ever since Muye Technology appeared, and ever since Sina decided to poach the QQ team to develop UC, they had always been at a disadvantage in their competition with Muye Technology. If Muye Technology really created a portal website, then Sina would have even less chance of winning. When Chen Tong mentioned the matter of Happy Farm, the CEO immediately recalled a widely recounted saying in the internet industry: Tencent wasn’t overwhelmed by Muye Technology; it was worn down by Muye Technology.

From the moment Tencent decided to imitate Happy Farm by creating QQ Fishery, it fell into Muye Technology’s product pace. They never dreamt that when Muye Technology launched version 1.0, it already had a more advanced version 1.1 in hand. When Tencent developed its own version 1.0, Muye Technology immediately launched its version 1.1, by which time its actual product version had already updated to 1.3.

Muye Technology continuously set the pace in this way, making Tencent frantically pursue them without ever catching up. Tencent even gathered team strengths from other products, hoping to surpass Muye Technology. Every time Tencent released a new version, Muye Technology would immediately release an even newer version to humiliate it, always staying ahead. Finally, Tencent gambled everything, fully committing to a decisive battle with Muye Technology, but Muye Technology unexpectedly gave Happy Farm a major update, directly skipping version 1.X and entering the 2.0 era. Ultimately, Tencent exhausted its energy in this race where it could never catch up, and even the core foundation of its existence was uprooted by the opponent.

This tactic, similar to the United States’ Space War program that wore down the Soviet Union, was deeply admired by all internet professionals. Frankly speaking, who wouldn’t want to wield a sword and effortlessly cut down opponents like slicing melons and dicing vegetables? If Sina also had the opportunity to be a frontrunner like Muye Technology in a certain field, it would be a highly fulfilling experience for Sina’s senior management.

At the high-level meeting, Chen Tong finally moved the company’s senior management with this point. However, investments of the tens of millions level were somewhat burdensome for the company. So, after repeated discussions and arguments at the company’s high-level meeting, Chen Tong secured a three-month internal testing period for himself.

Although Sina’s senior management strongly hoped this project would succeed, they also felt that rashly launching such a large-budget project carried too much risk. So, everyone settled for a compromise: Chen Tong wanted to develop video streaming media, right? That was fine, but they should first focus on product and technology development. Once the technical aspects were finalized, they could use Sina’s online media connections to invite some minor celebrities willing to work for little to no fee to try out this model. Then, they would gradually increase bandwidth and open access to a small number of users for internal testing. If the user feedback was excellent, they would continue to increase bandwidth and the number of users. If the model was not popular with users, they would end it quickly to prevent further losses. This approach would significantly reduce the cost of trial and error, though it had its drawbacks: the overall product development plan would be stretched out longer in terms of time, and efficiency would be considerably reduced.

However, for Chen Tong, this outcome was acceptable. It was unlikely for senior management to rashly undertake too much capital risk. What he needed to do now was to launch this project as quickly as possible. If Muye Technology were to build a portal website at this time, this new product idea might save Sina from dire straits at a critical moment.



On the last day of June, just as Chen Tong finally found a new direction and began to go all out, Renmin University of China officially announced the start of its summer break.

The night before the break, Sun Jian organized a farewell meal for everyone. The day after the farewell meal, Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Karen Mok, accompanied by their respective agents, flew from Hong Kong to Yanjing.

As the three had traveled a long distance, Li Mu naturally went to the airport to welcome them. However, he wasn’t there as the CEO of Muye Technology, but as the founder of 3321. After all, the biggest draw for the trio’s visit to the mainland was Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui being invited to become Student Aid Ambassadors for 3321. Muye Technology would not play an official role in this but would participate only as the exclusive coverage media.

Additionally, with the three of them coming, Li Mu naturally had to handle all the reception arrangements. For instance, he had already had rooms booked in a five-star hotel. However, this expense could not be borne by the three celebrities themselves, nor could 3321 bear it, otherwise, public opinion might be swayed in undesirable ways.

Li Mu had a flash of inspiration. Since Muye Technology already had the exclusive coverage as a draw, it could also provide a dedicated sponsorship for 3321’s student aid initiative, under the pretext of strong support. All their expenses would be covered by Muye Technology, completely avoiding the use of 3321’s funds. This way, it would be a win-win situation for everyone.

The trio’s flight was expected to land at Yanjing Airport at eleven thirty. They would stay in Yanjing for a few days, partly to build momentum for 3321’s student aid activities, and partly to provide more news material to Muye Technology. Moreover, they would also undergo an exclusive interview with Muye Technology.

Li Mu had long ago formed a small team within Muye Technology’s large technical team, specializing in streaming media transmission technology. Although it was a “small” team, it numbered around twenty people. They were not only tackling technical challenges related to multi-user voice and video for YY but also developing a streaming media transmission solution for web pages.

Currently, multi-user voice and video haven’t been fully resolved, but the latter (web page streaming) has completed internal testing and is thoroughly ready. This time, all three celebrities would give an exclusive interview on YY’s entertainment channel on YY Portal. The specific planning for the interview was handled by Lu Xinyi, a seasoned veteran with rich experience in this area.

Two days prior, Li Mu had specifically asked Su Yingxue if she was interested in joining the activity team. It could be an interesting experience to have meals, chat, and take photos with the celebrities. Although Su Yingxue was somewhat interested, it was currently the critical period for Wang Xinran to prepare intensively for her Gaokao. Furthermore, Wang Xinran had always adored these three celebrities. Su Yingxue worried that if she came, Wang Xinran would also want to come, potentially affecting her studies. But if she didn’t tell Wang Xinran, and Wang Xinran found out later, she would surely resent her. So, Su Yingxue simply decided to pretend she didn’t know about it, letting Li Mu focus on his work, while she helped Wang Xinran with her studies first, telling Li Mu to contact her anytime after he was done.

Li Mu didn’t insist. The next morning, he put on a relatively formal outfit and drove to Muye Technology. The racing team responsible for picking up the guests was Muye Technology’s own racing team, consisting of two Toyota Coasters, two GL8s, and three Mercedes-Benz S-Class cars.

The three Mercedes-Benz S-Class cars were primarily for maintaining appearances. When departing, Li Mu and Dong Ai, as 3321’s founder and person in charge, would ride in one; Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya, as Muye Technology’s general manager and deputy general manager, would ride in another; and Wang Nan and Lu Xinyi, as YY Net’s Deputy Editor-in-Chief and Editor-in-Chief of the entertainment channel, would ride in the last one. Additionally, to prevent unexpected incidents between celebrities and fans, Lin Qingya specially hired a group of professional security personnel from a security company; one security personnel would sit in the passenger seat of each of the three Mercedes-Benz cars, and twelve in total would occupy the two GL8s.

Of the remaining two Toyota Coasters, one was specially reserved for the three celebrities and their agents. After the pick-up, Li Mu, Dong Ai, and Lu Xinyi, along with two accompanying photographers, would also ride in the same car as the celebrities. The other Toyota Coaster was reserved for Muye Technology’s reporters and copywriting and editing team.

Today, the itinerary Li Mu planned for the three celebrities was very packed. Immediately after the airport pick-up, they would go to a famous roast duck restaurant in Yanjing for lunch. After lunch, they would head directly to Renmin University of China, where Li Mu would take them on a tour of 3321, followed by a meeting with Li Mu, Dong Ai, and core members of 3321. At the same time, they would deliver a speech on charity to all 3321 staff, volunteers, and members of the Renmin University Student Union. This series of events would essentially last until dark. In the evening, they would dine at the hotel arranged for them, followed by a brief exclusive interview, thus concluding the day’s itinerary.

The following day, the three celebrities would visit Muye Technology, touring the company and, on behalf of Muye Technology’s leadership, expressing appreciation to Muye Technology’s employees. Li Mu had specifically asked Lin Qingya to prepare various gifts worth three million, which the celebrities would symbolically present by hand to a selection of outstanding employees, with the rest being distributed as benefits to everyone, essentially turning the occasion into a company celebration.

After these activities, they would personally try out Muye Technology’s various products, pose for reporters’ photos and videos, and be provided with dedicated computers to log into their Tieba accounts on Muye Technology’s premises. They would greet Tieba users and inform them that they were visiting Muye Technology, thereby generating more attention for both Muye Technology and Tieba. Subsequently, they would undergo an exclusive interview with Muye Technology. The interview video would be fast-tracked for post-production, aiming to release highlights reel clips that same evening and the final product the next day.

Throughout these two days, Muye Technology’s online reporters would follow the entire itinerary, providing live text and image broadcast. Video footage would be sent back to the company every two hours for staff to edit into one-minute news flash videos for a rolling broadcast on YY Net. The launch time for YY Net had also been set: it would go live precisely at eleven o’clock this morning. Simultaneously with YY Net’s launch, YY would display a pop-up window for all users with the news “Exclusive Coverage: Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, Karen Mok Arrive in Yanjing.” The pop-up would directly redirect users to YY Net’s special topic page about the three celebrities’ arrival in Yanjing. Through promoting this event, YY Net would officially be launched to the entire internet user base.





Chapter 633: User Comes First

Li Mu and Dong Ai sat in a Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan, while a moderately sized racing team drove neatly towards the airport.

Dong Ai rarely had the chance to catch Li Mu. She had a huge pile of matters regarding 3321 that she wanted to report to him or seek his advice on. However, she wasn’t sure if Li Mu completely disregarded 3321 or if he trusted her one hundred percent. With her at the helm of 3321, Li Mu had basically stopped being attentive to it.

Inside the car, Dong Ai had just managed to tell Li Mu a lot about 3321, but Li Mu’s attitude was basically consistent: he would listen quietly, without a word. After she finished presenting the issues, he would ask Dong Ai for her own thoughts. Once Dong Ai expressed her ideas, Li Mu would simply say six words: “I’m at ease with your work.”

In short, he was acting like a hands-off boss, which left Dong Ai feeling extremely helpless and frustrated.

Actually, Li Mu felt a bit guilty towards Dong Ai. When Dong Ai first approached him, hoping to be involved with 3321, she surely didn’t expect him to dump the entire burden of 3321 onto her shoulders. During this period, the various affairs of 3321 must have frequently left Dong Ai swamped with work. But then again, Dong Ai also gained a lot from 3321 that she wouldn’t have found elsewhere. First and foremost was her reputation: person in charge of 3321 Tutor Network and CEO of 3321 Student Aid Fund. Her gains from 3321 were second only to Li Mu’s.

Dong Ai herself was very clear about this in her heart. Although at times she would feel resentment towards Li Mu for being a hands-off boss, more often than not, she was very grateful that he gave her this opportunity. For Li Mu, 3321 was a banner. If it were someone else and he couldn’t personally attend to 3321, he would definitely hire a very professional professional manager to operate it and make 3321 bigger and stronger. Yet, he trusted her unconditionally; after all, this was a great favor to her.

Seeing that Li Mu wouldn’t offer any substantial opinions no matter what she asked, Dong Ai simply stopped wasting her breath and changed the subject. She chatted with Li Mu, saying, “Several Student Aid Activities we arranged for Leslie Cheung to participate in are in the provinces of Yunnan and Guizhou. Although they are remote mountainous areas, the environments are all top-notch. Do you want to go along to relax?”

Li Mu chuckled, “How could I have that much free time? There are so many unfinished matters here in Yanjing. I can’t go anywhere right now.”

Dong Ai pouted and said, “How much money is enough? If I had even one-tenth of your market value right now, I’d retire immediately and wouldn’t even pursue my master’s degree.”

Li Mu deliberately sighed, “As the ancients wisely said, ‘A swallow cannot comprehend the aspirations of a swan.’”

Dong Ai rolled her eyes at Li Mu and said, “If you’re willing to let Hunan Satellite TV get involved, I could probably invite Xiao Wan along with me.”

Li Mu hastily said, “Don’t bother her. She’s not much freer than you these days. They squeezed in time to work overtime and record Karen Mok’s program. If you give her more trouble, even if she doesn’t resent you, I will.”

Dong Ai said, “I haven’t seen her in a while, nor have I contacted her. How is she doing recently?”

Li Mu chuckled, “She’s doing great. Haven’t you watched Happy Camp?”

Dong Ai said, “That’s not what I’m asking. Of course I know Happy Camp is popular nationwide. I’m asking about her personally, how she is lately, have you seen her recently?”

Li Mu nodded, “I saw her a few days ago.”

Dong Ai deliberately asked Li Mu, “She’s so popular now, are many people pursuing her?”

Li Mu was momentarily stunned, “I really don’t know about that. She hasn’t mentioned it to me.”

Dong Ai sighed softly, “I haven’t had time to get together with her either. If I finish dealing with Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s Student Aid Activities this time, I’ll make time to go to Xiangdu and see her.”

Li Mu casually said, “I’ll be going there myself in a while.”

Dong Ai asked him with a gossip-filled expression, “You’re going to see her too?”

Li Mu said, “Actually, there’s a collaboration I want to discuss with their TV station leadership, but I haven’t had time to write the proposal yet. I need to quickly set aside some time recently to write it.”

Dong Ai nodded with a sudden realization. Li Mu remembered something and instructed, “Anita Mui might not participate for too long. She’ll probably return to Hong Kong after two or three activities. This time, you’re going to remote areas with harsh conditions. You must arrange the living and health arrangements properly. After you come back, quickly arrange for them to have a full systematic physical examination at a large Hospital. Only let her return after confirming there are no health issues. Not just her, but Leslie Cheung too, their managers, you, and our 3321 team members—health is the capital for revolution. You must take this matter seriously.”

Indeed, what Li Mu said made a lot of sense. Remote areas often have poorer food and accommodation conditions, which can easily lead to acute physical reactions like unacclimatized illnesses. It was certainly best to pay attention beforehand, so Dong Ai didn’t think much of it and nodded, agreeing.

At this moment, in a Toyota Coaster behind the racing team, several employees carrying laptops were transferring text and image content using the snail-paced GPRS network. Lu Xinyi was fully in charge of this activity’s special topic, so she had long since requested everyone to prepare several warm-up press releases. Some of these news articles had already been used to build buzz on YY, while others were waiting to be launched simultaneously at eleven o’clock. At the same time, they were now preparing the first real-time news article, which was about the grand racing team heading to the airport to pick up the guests.

Before the racing team set off, the photographer had already taken many close-ups of the racing team vehicles and some staff members. Now, after Lu Xinyi personally went through each one, eight pictures were selected, and they were instructed to send all these pictures back to the editorial team working at the company.

The pictures were transmitted via several computers, taking less than ten minutes in total, which was quite efficient. After the pictures were sent, Lu Xinyi specifically called the team leader of the editorial group remaining at the company and reminded her, “Remember, the news articles must be laid out with all text and pictures on a single page, as Director Li instructed. Do not use that mode of one picture per page anymore.”

Current portal websites prioritize data over User experience. For example, when making a news article with eight pictures, almost all websites would choose to upload the eight pictures onto eight separate pages. This means readers would default to opening the first picture and would have to click “next page” again to see the second picture. The purpose of doing this is to increase the website’s PV, or page views.

Taking this eight-picture news article as an example, if it were placed on a single page, Users scrolling through it would add one PV to the website. But if it were placed on eight pages, Users browsing page by page would add eight PVs to the website. One news article would account for an eight-fold difference. If all picture news were handled this way, the PV increase would be massive. The higher the PV, the more advertising revenue. It’s this huge data discrepancy that made them ignore user experience and choose this maddening routine. Not just now, but even more than ten years later, many C-stations will still employ this routine.

Li Mu intensely disliked this method that severely damaged user experience. Although he had countless demands for the portal website, he never gave them any revenue targets. In other words, he wasn’t planning to run any commercial advertisements on the YY Portal website, nor did he need to focus on fake PV data. The only thing he needed to focus on was user experience, because for Li Mu, the ultimate philosophy was “user comes first.”





Chapter 634: YY Net’s Debut

Upon the racing team’s arrival at the airport, Dong Ai immediately found the airport liaison she had contacted beforehand. Since three A-list celebrities were arriving on the same flight, to ensure everything went smoothly, she had communicated with the airport in advance. The airport management specifically arranged staff to help them with the welcoming preparations. The hired security personnel were already waiting outside the VIP passage. When the three celebrities emerged, Li Mu, Dong Ai, Kong Lingyu, and Lin Qingya would take turns shaking hands and greeting them, while reporters took photos. This process was bound to attract some travelers, so the security personnel had to ensure that the onlookers were kept at a distance, then quickly escort the trio into the cars.

Li Mu and the others waited in the staff lounge arranged by the airport. As soon as eleven o’clock struck, Kong Lingyu approached Li Mu and whispered, “Director Li, the website has launched.”

Li Mu checked the time and nodded slightly.

At this moment, YY Net precisely pushed a news alert to all online users. The news title read: “3321 Founder Heads to Airport to Welcome Leslie Cheung and Entourage, YY Net Provides Exclusive Follow-Up Report.”

This push notification served to announce to netizens across the country that Muye Technology’s YY Net was officially launched.

Internet professionals who had long become inseparable from YY, treating YY and YY Group as essential work tools, received this news immediately. Stunned, everyone unhesitatingly opened YY Net at once to explore.

In 2002, portal websites were, simply put, hideous. By modern standards, their UI, pages, fonts, and color schemes were beyond ugly. However, people back then were generally accustomed to that so-called ugly but practical website style. The first website to subvert everyone’s aesthetic was Eting.com. Eting.com’s cutting-edge design indeed attracted a large number of copycat websites at the time, but because they only had Eting.com as a reference, it was difficult for them to grasp the underlying principles. Most of them ended up spoiling the ship for a ha’porth of tar, eventually abandoning this routine and reverting to their earlier style.

As for Tieba, Li Mu had never given it an overly flashy UI design. Tieba was inherently a minimalist BBS; the simpler, the better. Therefore, Tieba’s visual effect was not outstanding.

At this moment, internet industry professionals, upon seeing YY Net, immediately realized that another industry benchmark had appeared in the field of UI design. Muye Technology’s portal website was simply too beautiful. Its page design, color scheme, and fonts offered excellent visual effects, especially the layout, which was clean, attractive, and clear at a glance.

For internet professionals, this news itself wasn’t their focus. Their true attention was on the website’s various page designs and product details. Muye Technology did not disappoint them; browsing often brought users pleasant surprises.

Chen Tong had just begun planning his new product when the pop-up news from YY, which suddenly appeared in the bottom right corner, instantly made him and all of Sina tense.

Chen Tong hurriedly started from YY Net’s homepage, meticulously inspecting the content layout of the first, second, third, and even fourth screens. The “first screen” refers to the content displayed directly on the screen when the website is opened; the “second screen” is the content revealed by scrolling the mouse, immediately following the first screen. After surveying it, Chen Tong was completely stunned. YY Net’s modularization was not as rigid as other websites. It didn’t separate all content into distinct blocks; instead, it used short text links, bold and highlighted text, and image links to create visual divisions, allowing readers to grasp information at a glance while feeling a smooth transition, making for very relaxed viewing.

As he went through it, Chen Tong was indeed amazed by Muye Technology’s page design capabilities. Fortunately, however, he hadn’t yet seen more advanced product features on YY Net, such as the online video playback function he desired; YY Net hadn’t implemented it either. It seemed they hadn’t prioritized Web streaming media content, which made Chen Tong sigh in relief. After all, he had long realized that Muye Technology intended to create a portal, and he had remained very firm in this belief.

Chen Tong wasn’t surprised, but everyone else at Sina was in a panic. All employees below mid-level management were unaware of Chen Tong’s new product plan proposed in the high-level meetings. So, when they saw Muye Technology’s YY Net surpass their own Sina.com in every aspect, they couldn’t help but worry about Sina’s future fate, fearing they might one day follow in Tencent’s footsteps.

Sina’s high-rise at this very moment, while shocked, genuinely admired Chen Tong. He indeed possessed great foresight and an extremely accurate grasp of the situation. Now, Sina suddenly had a formidable rival. Fortunately, Chen Tong had already put forward a counter-plan. As long as the new product launched swiftly, they could lead a new wave in the portal domain and maintain their leading edge.

Therefore, just over ten minutes after YY Net went online, Sina’s high-level executives held another meeting. This meeting was very brief, with everyone unanimously stating their support to allocate a large sum of additional funds to Chen Tong, to ensure the new product was developed in the shortest possible time. Furthermore, to guarantee its attractiveness, they directly approved annual program production costs of ten million, with this money, Chen Tong could invite big-name celebrities to boost the program in the initial months, quickly enhancing its influence.

With a formidable enemy at hand, Sina’s high-level meeting was harmonious for the first time. Everyone’s views were highly unified, with no opposition, no arguments. Everyone, from top to bottom, was as if injected with adrenaline, all expressing one sentiment to Chen Tong: “We fully support you. Just charge forward, Just do it!”

Chen Tong was greatly encouraged, almost ready to fight to the bitter end with Muye Technology in the portal domain. In Chen Tong’s subconscious, a noble conviction supported him: until now, all competitors who had clashed with Muye Technology had, without exception, failed. He aimed to be the first to stand firm and launch a counterattack amidst Muye Technology’s massive impact.

…

At half past eleven, a newly deployed Cathay Pacific Boeing 777 wide-body aircraft landed punctually at Yanjing Airport. About twenty minutes later, Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Karen Mok, an entourage of eight people in total, were the first to emerge from the VIP passage. The three walked side by side in front, with their respective staff following behind. All three wore masks and sunglasses, which, though appearing somewhat alternative, were indeed effective; no one had recognized them yet.

Li Mu and Dong Ai stood side by side, waiting directly at the entrance of the VIP passage. Today, besides these three celebrities, the only other main characters were he and Dong Ai, so he should lead the welcome.

Karen Mok was the first to spot Li Mu outside the exit. Pointing at Li Mu, she exclaimed excitedly, “Bro, Sister Mui, look! Li Mu is outside!”

The other two also saw Li Mu. Anita Mui had not met Li Mu before but had read some reports about him, so she recognized him at a glance.

Seeing that Li Mu had reporters waiting beside him, Leslie Cheung took off his sunglasses and mask, and said with a smile to the two beside him, “Li Mu’s own reporter team is here. Let’s take off our sunglasses and masks too, so his reporters can capture more material.”

Leslie Cheung had heard about Li Mu dispatching his own reporters for full follow-up coverage and knew that Li Mu planned to publish the follow-up reports on his own website. Therefore, he thoughtfully considered providing more good news material to Li Mu’s media. If he and the two ladies walked out of the VIP passage exit wearing masks and sunglasses, the impact of such visuals would be insufficient. If all three took off their sunglasses and masks and walked out side by side, that imagery would certainly have a much greater impact on a news story.

Karen Mok and Anita Mui came to their senses immediately upon hearing Leslie Cheung’s suggestion. The two then simultaneously removed their sunglasses and masks, revealing their true faces. Fortunately, there weren’t many people in the VIP passage, so no commotion erupted yet. However, as they walked a little closer, the crowd waiting outside the passage to greet people instantly recognized the trio. Someone, it’s unclear who, let out a scream: “Oh my God! Is that Leslie Cheung?!”

This shout attracted countless people’s attention, and everyone in the hall gathered to see what was happening. Then, someone else screamed: “Oh, that’s Anita Mui and Karen Mok!”

“You must be mistaken, right?”

“See for yourself!”

“Holy cow, it really is them! Karen Mok looks fantastic from this angle!”

At least several hundred people in the hall surged forward. Muye Technology’s hired security personnel and the airport staff arranged beforehand formed a large circle, barely managing to keep the excited crowd isolated. At this moment, the trio of Leslie Cheung had already exited the VIP passage. Li Mu and Dong Ai stood side by side directly in front of the three. As they came out, Li Mu gave Dong Ai a look, and the two stepped forward to greet them.

Several website reporters carrying cameras and video cameras also hurriedly followed, finding various angles to photograph and record. Li Mu brought Dong Ai to the three. Li Mu shook hands with Leslie Cheung, Dong Ai shook hands with Anita Mui. Li Mu smiled slightly at the three and said, “Thank you three for traveling so far to support our 3321 charity work. On behalf of all 3321 employees and volunteers, I express our most sincere welcome and gratitude to you.”

Although they were already somewhat familiar, the necessary courtesies still had to be observed. Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Karen Mok were also very polite, saying it was their honor to participate in such a meaningful charitable event.

Subsequently, Li Mu and Dong Ai swapped positions. Li Mu shook hands with Anita Mui and said, “Sister Fang, welcome to Yanjing.”

Anita Mui also smiled kindly and politely, saying, “Mr. Li, nice to meet you. Please take good care of me.”

When Li Mu approached Karen Mok, he intended to shake hands, but unexpectedly, Karen Mok generously stretched out her arms and said with a smile, “Mr. Li, a welcome should be warmer! Come, a hug.”

Li Mu laughed and nodded, giving her a brief, polite hug for one second.

Afterward, Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya stepped forward and took turns greeting the three. Seeing the growing crowd of onlookers, Li Mu said to the group, “Let’s go now. We can chat on the way.”

Under the escort of security personnel, Li Mu and Dong Ai, along with the celebrities, boarded the Toyota Coaster prepared for them. After getting into the car, Li Mu called Lu Xinyi and said, “Xinyi, arrange for someone to take the car I came in and send the video tapes we just filmed back to the company. Have them edit and launch it as soon as possible. Also, forward the photos from the pick-up quickly, release them without delay! We need to show the netizens our efficiency!”

Lu Xinyi said, “Don’t worry, Director Li, I’ve already arranged everything!”





Chapter 635: Real-Time Synchronized Reporting

The distance from the airport to Muye Technology was not far. If the drive was smooth, they could arrive within half an hour. Half an hour was plenty of time for image transmission via wireless GPRS, but video data would take much longer to transmit wirelessly than to transport by car. Therefore, upon leaving the airport, the data was split into two channels: one for transmission, the other for physical transport.

Domestic communication technology was still quite underdeveloped in this era. The entire carrier industry couldn’t provide a truly fast wireless network solution. During the same period, Hong Kong, separated by a strip of water, had already completed the 3G network licensing phase, and carriers had begun setting up 3G networks, with 3G network coverage expected to be widespread by the end of the year at the latest. However, compared to the mainland, 3G wireless network services were still a distant goal.

While the motorcade was still en route to the hotel, Li Mu chatted with Leslie Cheung and the others in the Toyota Coaster, and YY Net updated its reports once again.

“Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Karen Mok Have Arrived in Yanjing!”

The headline looked like a breaking news alert. For a typical portal website, such news would contain at most a few hundred concise words, quickly stating the facts for readers to know and moving on. However, this YY Net report included multiple photos of the three exiting the airport’s VIP channel, as well as high-definition close-ups of them after coming out. In addition, there were high-definition photos of them before and after getting into the car.

Considering the time required for the plane to land and for the three to clear customs, the last photo of them getting into the car must have been taken less than twenty minutes before the article was published. This efficiency greatly surprised even Chen Tong, who had created Sina’s real-time scrolling news broadcast model. Previously, they had never had such high demands for real-time news. Not only did it require real-time text reports, but also real-time high-definition photos. They hadn’t even had a demand for real-time image transmission before this, let alone considered solutions for similar situations. They thought they were already impressive enough by being able to present text dispatches to users immediately, and that users would be satisfied without demanding more.

But they didn’t realize that users are always spoiled; once someone offers a better experience, it’s hard for them to go back to the old way.

YY Net’s synchronized reporting method also attracted a large number of users. Moreover, the carefully selected photos were excellently taken, and with three stars appearing on camera together, their influence on users grew even greater, leading to surprisingly good results. First attracted were the true fans of these three, followed by those who had a good impression of them, and finally, ordinary passersby who didn’t feel strongly about them, many of whom became fans.

Inside the Toyota Coaster, two accompanying photographers continuously took close-up shots of the interior. As soon as the car arrived at the hotel, the owner, who had been waiting for a long time, personally welcomed Li Mu and the others inside. They settled into a pre-arranged private room, with an adjacent room reserved specifically for Muye Technology’s journalists. Laptops were immediately connected to pre-prepared network cables, and the latest first-hand material was sent back to the company.

The photographers took some close-up photos of the three stars in the private room. Before the food was served, a new batch of pictures had already been uploaded.

At this moment, netizens following the news on their computers were astonished. YY Net updated with incredible frequency, almost publishing a new article every twenty to thirty minutes, each typically accompanied by eight to ten images. All images were consistently sized, and the layout was clean and tidy, making it a visual pleasure.

Neither Sina nor NetEase, nor even Sohu and Yahoo, had ever done special reports with such high quality and efficiency. They were all currently stunned by Muye Technology’s actions. Just from their approach to news, it was clear that Muye Technology had invested significant effort into its portal website this time.

Chen Tong realized that his pioneered real-time scrolling reports had been utilized to their fullest by Muye Technology, even elevated to a new level. He felt both angry and anxious. In this situation, the only thing he could pin his hopes on was the page streaming media technology that was about to be developed, hoping to use it to make Sina invincible.

As for the other portal websites, they had already begun emergency meetings. However, their discussions weren’t about how to compete with YY Net, but rather how to maintain their users and traffic as much as possible under YY Net’s impact. In their view, the reshuffling of portal websites had already begun, and they were powerless to stop it.

…

This was Li Mu’s first time meeting Anita Mui. He couldn’t say he particularly liked her; what he knew most about her were her popular songs like “Woman Flower” and “Intimate Lover.” As for her film and television works, Li Mu didn’t have a very deep impression. However, he had heard that she had always enjoyed an excellent reputation in the Hong Kong acting industry. Her willingness to put aside work and unconditionally support Leslie Cheung also showed that she was likely a very loyal person.

During their chat at the dinner table, Anita Mui specifically thanked Li Mu. Half-seriously, half-jokingly, she pointed at Leslie Cheung and said, “I’ve been telling him for a long time to leave Hong Kong temporarily and relax for a while, but no matter how I persuaded him, it was useless. So this time, when I heard he agreed to be your Student Aid Ambassador in the mainland, you have no idea how happy I was! I immediately told Sister Shufen that I wanted to accompany him. No matter how many or how important things there were at the company, I had to push them aside. Not for anything else, but just to accompany and support him, and to repay his kindness for helping me back then. I call him ‘bro’ not just out of respect, but out of gratitude.”

Leslie Cheung chuckled, “You’re so boring, still bringing up things from so many years ago.”

Anita Mui smiled and said, “I’ve always said, Sister Shufen is my patron, and you are my benefactor. You two are the people I respect most in the industry. This time you’ll be in the mainland for so long, and going to remote areas, how could I be at ease? And I think this opportunity in the mainland is truly too important for you. I hope that when you return to Hong Kong from the mainland, you can go back to being the optimistic Leslie you once were.”

Leslie Cheung nodded slightly, his expression also becoming a bit more solemn. He said, “Don’t worry, I see many things very clearly now.”

Anita Mui gave him a comforting smile, then looked sincerely at Li Mu and said, “Li Mu, honestly, I didn’t just come for my bro. I once heard Sister Fang talk about your 3321, and I admire it greatly. Having this opportunity, I also want to contribute my humble efforts. The entertainment industries in Hong Kong and the mainland are becoming increasingly connected, but in terms of charity, there doesn’t seem to be very close cooperation yet. I really want to experience 3321’s efforts and dedication to charity, and then bring the story of 3321 back to Hong Kong, so that more people know about it, so that more people think about how charity should be done like you do, and so that more people get involved.”

Li Mu believed that what Anita Mui said was not flattery but heartfelt. Given her status, she no longer needed Muye Technology’s or Taobao’s resources to increase her fame or boost album sales. Therefore, she had no need to flatter him, nor to use 3321’s student aid initiative to add to her own halo. Thus, Li Mu was deeply moved by her sincerity.

Karen Mok sighed, “Actually, I really want to participate in the Student Aid Activities with you all, but my agent has scheduled my recent itinerary too tightly…”

Karen Mok had a very busy schedule in the mainland this time; her work for the next ten-plus days was almost completely booked. Only these two days were free, so it was impossible for her to participate in Student Aid Activities with them. However, Karen Mok seriously told Li Mu, “Director Li, when we visit 3321 later, you must introduce me as a probationary Student Aid Ambassador of 3321. In two months, I’ll definitely make time to participate in a few Student Aid Activities!”

Li Mu smiled, “You’re currently in the ascendant stage of your career; for now, concentrate your energy on work. There will be plenty of opportunities for student aid in the future. 3321’s Student Aid Activities will continue for a long time. Besides, haven’t you already donated a Patek Philippe watch for the online charity auction at the end of the month? That’s already doing a lot for charity.”

Karen Mok said, “But I genuinely want to participate in it myself. Otherwise, I’d feel embarrassed following my bro and Sister Mei to visit 3321.”

Seeing her earnestness, Li Mu smiled and said, “Alright then, when we get to 3321, I’ll introduce you to everyone as a probationary Student Aid Ambassador.”

Karen Mok happily snapped her fingers, “In two months, I’ll definitely become a true Student Aid Ambassador for 3321!”

…

Muye Technology, YY Net Editorial Department.

Colleagues responsible for video post-production were currently editing the video footage from the airport pick-up. Following Lu Xinyi’s request, they kept the video length within two minutes, mainly divided into two parts: before the pick-up and after the celebrities arrived.

The highlight reel footage from before the pick-up was about thirty seconds long, while the video footage after the celebrities arrived was about one and a half minutes, with the main selling point in the latter one and a half minutes.

After the three shook hands with Li Mu and Dong Ai, they each greeted the mainland audience facing the camera. This part of the video needed to be precisely edited and incorporated into the entire news video.

While the video was being edited, the main host with a beautiful voice had already recorded the introductory narration for the video news in a soundproof room. After mixing the video and audio, this video news was complete. Then it was uploaded to the server and subsequently published via YY Net.

The video news format had not yet appeared in the entire Chinese internet industry. It wasn’t that no one had thought of this most direct news format, but the underlying software and hardware investments required were too great, deterring everyone who had entertained the idea. However, for Li Mu, he didn’t care about these costs. Video streaming media was a major direction for the future development of the internet. Online audio/video calls, online viewing, and real-time live broadcasts all required powerful streaming media technology as support. Furthermore, after entering the mobile internet era, the application space for this technology would become even wider. If development started now, Muye Technology could maintain an absolute leading position in this area, making it unshakeable by any competitor, which was immensely significant.





Chapter 636: Struck by a Thunderbolt

Chen Tong felt he had seen through Li Mu’s tricks.

YY Portal had plagiarized his concept of fast-scrolling news, then elevated it by adding real-time images and optimizing the layout and design. Sina could easily catch up by completely adopting YY Net’s routine. Sina could quickly achieve this, but what would truly create a gap was his idea for online video news and web variety shows.

To some extent, Chen Tong was a very self-assured person. He had built Sina into a strong and successful company step by step, and his sense of accomplishment was immense. His innovative product thinking on several occasions, coupled with his precise control over internet content, had made him well-known in the industry. People regarded him as a benchmark for quality content in the internet industry. Although he outwardly appeared humble and low-key, he secretly enjoyed this industry-wide reverence.

His inner satisfaction wasn’t because he was seeking fame and praise; everyone likes to be praised, even admired, especially a leader in an industry. Although Chen Tong felt the strong threat from Muye Technology’s YY Net at this moment, he was even more eager for Sina to surpass Muye Technology in the future. He was very optimistic about his innovative new product model and believed it would shock the entire industry, while also elevating his own reputation within the sector.

From Muye Technology’s inception until now, every competitor had fallen before it. He hoped that Sina, under his leadership, could be the only one still standing against Muye Technology’s assault, and even more, he hoped Sina could be the one to make Muye Technology taste defeat for the first time.

Because of this, he paid even more attention to the development of streaming media technology.

To find suitable talent for streaming media development, he specifically summoned Sina’s Technical Director and asked, “Which domestic company currently has the best streaming media technology?”

To his surprise, the other person replied without hesitation, “Muye Technology, of course. YY’s video chat technology is already very advanced—fast, high-quality, and stable enough.”

Chen Tong was dumbfounded. So, Muye Technology had the strongest technology in this area after all that?

Chen Tong couldn’t help but press further, “Is Muye Technology’s technology in this area concentrated on software? If it’s on the Web, is it universal?”

The other person nodded and said, “The underlying protocol is universal, and the optimization direction is also universal. If Muye Technology were to bring this set of technologies to the Web, they would only need to perform secondary optimization based on the Web architecture. Overall, it would save them a lot of effort.”

Chen Tong’s heart thumped. If he developed a new model and Muye Technology could catch up in a very short time, wouldn’t that new model just be making a wedding dress for Muye Technology?

The other person also noticed Chen Tong’s concern and said, “Muye Technology’s research direction for streaming media should be different from ours. The deeper and more thoroughly we research this area, the longer it will take Muye Technology to catch up. I don’t think you need to worry too much. If push comes to shove, we’ll keep this project under wraps, focus on creating a technological gap, and only then reveal it to the public.”

Chen Tong nodded in agreement, feeling somewhat relieved. There was no point in overthinking now; this was the only viable path forward. All he could do was try his best to make this path smoother.

However, he never expected Muye Technology to deliver a fatal blow so soon.

The Technical Director had just left, and Chen Tong, working overtime, finally had time to eat his packed lunch that had arrived nearly an hour ago. Just then, YY sent another pop-up window. The title of the pop-up was: “Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, Karen Mok: Live Coverage of Airport Pick-up.”

Chen Tong, who had just placed his packed lunch in front of him, was slightly surprised. Hadn’t Muye Technology’s follow-up report already reached the lunch segment? Wasn’t it a bit like reheating old news to go back and report on the airport pick-up now? And even if it was old news, was there a need to send another pop-up? In the few hours since YY Portal launched, YY had already sent twice pop-ups. Two pop-ups in one day—this level of promotion, in Chen Tong’s view, was unprecedented. It seemed Muye Technology was truly taking this portal business very seriously.

After a slight hesitation, Chen Tong decided to eat first and then click on the pop-up to see what was happening.

He opened his lunchbox, picked up his chopsticks, and took a mouthful of fish-fragrant shredded pork rice. Before Chen Tong could even fully chew, the office door was violently pushed open by the Technical Director, who hadn’t left long ago.

Chen Tong was startled by his abrupt action. He looked up at him, saw his face full of panic, and blurted out, “Old Chen, did you see that YY pop-up just now?”

Chen Tong shook his head, “Not yet, what’s wrong?”

The other person hurriedly waved his hand and said, “Quick, open it and see!”

Chen Tong put down his chopsticks and immediately manipulated the mouse to click it open. The moment the page popped up, he felt a boom in his head, as if he had been struck by a bolt from the blue!

The page YY had pushed this time actually had a player loading box!

Chen Tong, who was about to focus on online video news, knew this thing too well. This was a player plugin!

Chen Tong’s heart sank. He quickly clicked play, and after a few seconds of buffering, YY’s first video news report leaped into view.

The news started with the racing team departing, arriving at the airport, and waiting for the pick-up, accompanied by a female voice-over narration. Then it showed the three celebrities walking out of the VIP passage, shaking hands with Li Mu and the others in turn, and finally, close-up shots of each person for about ten seconds. The pace was very tight, and there was no unnecessary elaboration. Counting it all, only over two hours had passed, and they had already produced a processed video with editing and voice-over. This efficiency was truly frightening!

What horrified Chen Tong the most wasn’t Muye Technology’s efficiency, but their development direction. This video news report right before his eyes—wasn’t this exactly what he wanted to do?

This was the new product idea he was so proud of! It was his sole reliance to save Sina from dire straits and stage a shocking comeback! But now, he hadn’t even started to set up the team, and Li Mu had already released a polished product! It turned out he hadn’t thought ahead of others at all; he had been completely outpaced by several magnitudes. The psychological contrast and blow this dealt him were immense!

Chen Tong stared blankly at the computer screen, muttering repeatedly, “How is this possible, how is this possible…”

The Technical Director, looking devastated, spoke, “Old Chen, from what I can see, Muye Technology must have been preparing for video news for a long time.”

Chen Tong’s face was pale as he asked him, “Do you know how large Muye Technology’s technical team is?”

The Technical Director said, “At least three to four hundred people, I guess. Don’t forget they just acquired the entire UC team a while ago. Although those people were defeated by YY, their experience and technology are definitely sufficient to maintain YY. So, once they joined, they could unleash a lot of Muye Technology’s research and development capabilities.”

Chen Tong couldn’t help but ask, “What level do you think their strength is in this area?”

The Technical Director said disconsolately, “They must have optimized the streaming media protocol and enhanced server bandwidth ages ago. To be able to use YY pop-ups to notify all users right off the bat, while still ensuring normal page browsing and video loading—this scale of engineering must be enormous. It’s possible they’ve even developed their own transmission protocol.”

Chen Tong immediately lowered his head and squeezed the bridge of his nose hard, as if talking to himself, “It’s useless now. It’s useless to do video streaming media anymore. The technology Li Mu has is already so powerful, and who knows how much technical reserve he has. Our technical reserve is currently zero; we haven’t even had time to build a team. It’s completely too late to start now.”

Chen Tong’s guess was correct. Li Mu indeed had a significant technical reserve. Being from a technical background himself, Li Mu had very demanding technical standards. He knew well that many domestic internet companies first developed products and earned money, then rushed to fix technical flaws later. From the very beginning of his entrepreneurship, Li Mu hoped to change this situation. So, starting from poaching Fang Xudong, he wished for his technical team to lay a solid technical foundation. Technologies like YY, Taobao’s underlying architecture, backend logic algorithms, and streaming media technology were all technical directions Muye Technology actively pursued.

Taking streaming media technology as an example, Li Mu hoped that the best streaming media solution on the internet in the future would be in his hands. This way, he could influence or even control the entire industry related to streaming media. The best example of this was the drone company DJI. DJI had industry-leading solutions in drone image transmission, flight control, obstacle avoidance, tracking, and camera technology. It was precisely because they master a large number of core technologies that they dominated half the industry. DJI’s approach to technical reserves also perfectly aligned with Li Mu’s views: when one generation of products was released, the second generation was already finalized, and the third generation was already under research and development. As long as he didn’t make mistakes, his competitors simply couldn’t catch up.

At this moment, Sina’s Technical Director remained silent for a long while. After a deep sigh, he finally asked Chen Tong, “Should we feedback this to upper management and call an emergency high-level meeting to discuss countermeasures?”

Chen Tong nodded and said weakly, “We definitely need to discuss it again. The path of video news is completely ruined now.”

Sina’s senior management had also been closely monitoring Muye Technology’s every move. Before Chen Tong could even report, the CEO had already realized the seriousness of the issue. He sent a message in the high-level YY Group he had created: “Everyone, emergency meeting in the conference room in five minutes!”

When Chen Tong saw this message, he couldn’t help but force a bitter smile. Now, even internal company communication relied on YY. Although no one wanted to use a competitor’s product, there was no choice; YY had become part of their work. Once they abandoned it, their work efficiency would be greatly diminished.

Take the small matter of notifying a meeting, for example. If the CEO had his secretary knock on doors one by one to notify, it would take ten minutes to run through everyone. If they used internal phones to call one by one, it would still take at least five minutes. However, with YY Group, as long as everyone was logged into YY during work hours, the information could be instantly transmitted to a dozen people in the group within one second. If it were a group of hundreds, the efficiency improvement ratio would be even greater. Thinking about it closely, Muye Technology was truly terrifying!





Chapter 637: Thoroughly Giving Up Resistance

The three celebrities, accompanied by Li Mu, visited 3321’s headquarters at Renmin University, met with 3321 staff and members of the Renmin University Student Union, and gave speeches. YY Net provided continuous rolling coverage of the entire process, using a combination of graphic-text and video formats. The graphic-text updates were the most efficient, reducing the delay to about ten minutes. In this era, when wireless internet communication was still very primitive, this level of efficiency was unprecedented.

Such intensive coverage naturally thrilled netizens interested in this special news feature. Compared to the crude and rudimentary quick reports on current affairs in the past, YY Net’s three-in-one approach to news reporting—combining text, pictures, and video—definitely set a precedent.

This fast, comprehensive, and impressive special report gave users who needed information an unprecedentedly stunning experience, reaching a new height never before achieved in the internet information field. Among its strengths, besides the fast and efficient publishing pace, the true decisive advantage was the application of streaming media transmission technology.

Currently, there are several ordinary underlying protocols for streaming media technology in the internet field. Each of these underlying protocols has its pros and cons, but the biggest problem, when all is said and done, is the insufficient transmission efficiency and quality. In this era, portal websites are the windows through which Users understand the world and the internet, so they have immense traffic. Without an efficient streaming media transmission technology and strong bandwidth support, which portal website would dare to casually launch online video services? Otherwise, the huge bandwidth demands would cripple the entire server. Even if the video service were separated from the entire portal website, it would still completely cripple the video service’s servers.

However, for Muye Technology, they already had the foundation to do online video on a small scale. As long as they didn’t launch a massive amount of video content, Muye Technology’s current software and hardware capabilities could easily handle it. What’s more, Li Mu had already begun to set up Muye Technology’s own data processing center, which put them in an absolutely leading position among internet companies in China.

Not only Sina, but the entire internet industry began to reassess Muye Technology’s strength. A technical team of hundreds of people was indeed an enormous scale, and it was Muye Technology’s primary productivity at the moment.

Sina’s high-level leaders were shrouded in a cloud of sorrow. The product model they had just prepared for research and development hadn’t even had time to be implemented before Muye Technology had already developed and practically applied it. The difference wasn’t just a matter of level; they were operating in completely different eras. The direction and hope they had just found were shattered in an instant.

During this emergency meeting, Chen Tong could clearly feel that Sina’s high-level leaders were no longer as angry and melancholic as before. Each of them had a blank expression, as if a significant psychological shift had occurred.

The CEO was the first to speak in the meeting, his tone devoid of any discernible emotion, as he said expressionlessly, “Everyone should know by now, shouldn’t they?”

Everyone else nodded gently. No one was willing to say even a single word.

The CEO looked at Chen Tong and asked him, “Old Chen, what do you think?”

Chen Tong pursed his lips, hesitated for a moment, then said, “I still don’t know. That previous approach now seems to have no meaning in continuing to develop. I think I need to thoroughly consider whether we can find other solutions.”

The CEO nodded, noncommittal to his words, and instead asked him, “As a senior content operations staff, can you objectively evaluate the quality of the special feature YY Net produced today? Let’s put aside their technical methods and just talk about the quality of their content.”

Chen Tong said, “YY Net’s special feature is of very high quality. They have extremely high standards for text and images. Whether it’s the content itself or the layout, they far surpass other portal websites, including ours. Their meticulous refinement of content is unprecedented among portal websites.”

The CEO nodded slightly and said, “Content was originally our advantage, but now we’ve been surpassed by them even in content. Look at YY Net: first, they surpassed us in page design, UI design, and user experience. Next, they surpassed us in page technology. Then, they surpassed us in content. Finally, their advantage in supporting products is miles ahead of ours. Can we, relying solely on Sina to go it alone, comprehensively catch up to them?”

Chen Tong immediately fell silent upon hearing this. Not only did the CEO feel this way, but he himself pessimistically believed that Sina basically no longer had any chance of surpassing YY Net.

Seeing that he no longer spoke, the CEO stated his decision: “Let’s directly stop the streaming media research and development project. From today onwards, Sina will no longer view Muye Technology as a competitor. We will shift our positioning and divide the current portal websites into three tiers: the first tier is YY Net; the second tier is us, Sohu, Yahoo, and NetEase; the third tier is other small and medium-sized portal websites. We will only compete with platforms of the same level, like Sohu and NetEase.”

Chen Tong looked up, his eyes filled with surprise and a hint of despair as he gazed at the CEO.

The CEO sighed softly and said, “Let’s recognize our own positioning. I don’t want to follow in Tencent’s footsteps, being dragged down and crippled by an enemy too powerful to surpass. A portal website cannot dominate the market alone. No matter how Muye Technology develops, it won’t be able to seize all the traffic from websites in the second tier. So next, while we stabilize our traffic on the existing foundation, we must quickly proceed with ecosystem development.”

As he spoke, the CEO cleared his throat and explained, “Internet companies in Silicon Valley recently proposed a new concept, which is what I mean by ‘ecosystem development.’ This concept is still very vague, but generally speaking, it’s about internet companies forming their own ecological chain. To illustrate with an analogy: a company can’t just own a plot of land; it also needs to grow various plants on that land. Some plants keep the soil from eroding, and some provide nutrients for animals. Then, you raise animals on your land. These animals can be slaughtered for meat, shorn for wool, milked for profit, and they can also reproduce. Finally, these animals bred on your land can bring more nutrients back to the soil. Only when the soil, various plants, and animals are interdependent and mutually supportive can a complete ecological chain be formed.”

A vice president exclaimed, “Isn’t that exactly what Muye Technology is doing?”

“Exactly.” The CEO nodded and said, “When I saw this new concept, the first thing I thought of was also Muye Technology. Muye Technology’s product line is incredibly diverse, with each serving its own function at different levels, while perfectly supporting each other. As a result, if any company wants to compete with any single Muye Technology product, they are in fact competing with Muye Technology’s entire ecological chain. Take portals, for example: it seems like our Sina is competing against their YY Net, but behind our Sina, there’s nothing, while YY Net is supported by products like YY, Tieba, and games. How can we possibly be their opponents?”

Everyone involuntarily nodded. The CEO was right. Muye Technology operated like a group army, much like an American aircraft carrier formation. No matter which vessel an opponent tried to attack, they would face the formidable firepower of the entire fleet. Sina.com, however, was just a destroyer; it couldn’t even beat a destroyer from Muye Technology’s fleet, so how could it contend with the entire fleet?

The CEO continued, “I believe what we need to do now is avoid Muye Technology’s sharp edge. We won’t compete with them, nor will we respond to any form of their attacks. Our focus now must be on diligently building our own ecological chain and quickly increasing our product lines. Otherwise, once our portal loses its ground, we will face utter ruin.”

Chen Tong couldn’t help but ask, “Which direction do you intend to develop in?”

The CEO said calmly, “Games. Look at NetEase; they are very smart. They never actively participate in portal competition but use their portal to support their own game business. Their Fantasy Westward Journey Online launched late last year, and its current revenue is already very considerable. Although it can’t be compared with Mu Online or Legend, it’s enough to give NetEase a lot of potential. Their Fantasy Westward Journey Online 2 has also begun its public testing and will officially launch in August. The future game market has great potential for growth, and it’s not too late for us to enter it now.”

Chen Tong’s sworn enemy, Xu Jinzhong, suddenly perked up and blurted out, “Games are a great direction! The rapid development of the gaming business in the past two years is obvious to all. Chen Tianqiao’s Shanda Games and Li Mu’s Baofeng Entertainment both generated monthly revenues of tens of millions or even hundreds of millions from a single game, and their licensing fees for those two games were very low—it’s simply exorbitant profits!”

Xu Jinzhong desperately wanted to secure this new gaming business. Previously, he had wanted to use UC to make a major initiative, but he didn’t expect to face furious attacks from Muye Technology and was forced to give up. Moreover, he had always been very displeased with Chen Tong. He hadn’t dared to target Chen Tong recently because after UC failed, the website Chen Tong was responsible for became the company’s biggest hope. Now that Chen Tong’s business was basically crippled by Muye Technology, he realized his real opportunity had come.

When he was working on UC before, the CEO still highly valued portal websites. So, when the portal was under threat, his UC had to self-sabotage to make way for the portal. But it was different now. The CEO had just said that portal websites would now completely give up resistance, entirely avoid Muye Technology’s sharp edge, and focus on developing other products to build their own ecosystem. At this point, if he secured the gaming business, he basically wouldn’t have to worry about anything. He could completely let loose and go all out. As for Chen Tong, if the website was barely surviving, he wouldn’t have many good days left, and he probably wouldn’t even be able to keep his current vice president position.





Chapter 638: Loss of Influence

At this moment, Xu Jinzhong had already realized that Chen Tong’s standing and influence at Sina had instantly evaporated. His strong artsy and literary inclination had long alienated him from the Sina senior management. The only reason they had still shown him some respect was because they previously needed him to grow the portal website. Now, once the portal website abandoned its resistance, Chen Tong’s position would naturally be no longer secure.

For someone like Chen Tong, everyone could tolerate him when he was needed. However, once his importance diminished, virtually everyone hoped to trample him underfoot or wished for his swift disappearance. This top-tier expert in content who had expanded Sina.com and built up Weibo’s content had now essentially lost all his foundation within Sina.com.

Xu Jinzhong hoped to quickly launch the gaming business. He publicly conducted an in-depth analysis of Sina.com’s current situation, stating: “The biggest problem our portal faces is an extremely weak user monetization capability. Our traffic can only be converted into advertising revenue, and this conversion method is the lowest-tier and lowest-yield in the internet industry. When other companies calculate their per-user ARPU, we can only calculate how much advertising revenue every one million traffic generates. We have users, but we can’t find truly efficient monetization channels. Online gaming, right now, is the most suitable direction for development; the average monthly ARPU per user is at least fifty yuan, offering enormous profit potential.”

“What we pursued before was merely website traffic, but we failed to properly utilize it, which led to our inability to truly improve the company’s revenue. Furthermore, portal websites lack sufficient user stickiness, and users are extremely prone to churn, ultimately like pouring water into a bamboo basket—a futile effort. Now is truly our last chance to change. If we don’t change at this point, Sina will surely be stranded on the beach by the surging tide of the internet.”

Xu Jinzhong was right; Sina indeed lacked a suitable user monetization channel at the moment. It was like China in the 1950s and 60s: despite always having a sufficient population base, due to overall underdeveloped growth, the per capita GDP was pitiably low, unable to even meet its own needs. In contrast, developed countries with only a few million or tens of millions of people, due to their advanced infrastructure and leading positions in various industries, had astonishingly high per capita GDPs. The stark contrast between these two situations was highly similar to the respective revenue predicaments of portal websites and online games.

Precisely because they had long been troubled by revenue issues, Xu Jinzhong’s words resonated deeply with everyone.

In truth, Xu Jinzhong was a man of some genuine capability; he just hadn’t found a suitable point of leverage. He had finally managed to seize UC, only for Muye Technology to crush it, leaving not even a speck. So this time, Xu Jinzhong had but one thought: he absolutely had to push the gaming business forward.

Chen Tong was in a terrible mood. He had now realized his loss of influence, and that he might be marginalized by the company after this meeting concluded. Yet, he was also keenly aware that he was completely helpless. He could only watch as Li Mu used various unfathomable methods to destroy his life’s work, without even the ability to struggle.

…

Leslie Cheung and the two others caused quite a stir at Renmin University. Fortunately, it was just after the break, and most students had already returned home; otherwise, Renmin University would certainly have descended into chaos due to the arrival of the three celebrities today.

Many media reporters who followed the news on YY Net flocked to the scene, hoping to capture some news material. However, Li Mu had already instructed Dong Ai to warn the 3321 staff beforehand that after the three celebrities arrived, they must ‘guard against fire, guard against theft, and guard against reporters.’ As for the extent of guarding against reporters, the simplest standard was: if any other media outlet managed to photograph the face of any one of the three individuals at Renmin University, it would be considered a dereliction of their duty.

Thus, the 3321 staff and the school’s security department worked together to strictly guard, not letting a single reporter in.

Li Mu’s thinking was very clear: for a portal website where ‘content is king,’ this kind of exclusive news absolutely could not be allowed to be snatched by any competitor. The more tightly they guarded it, the higher the users’ reliance on YY Net would become, and simultaneously, the more incompetent other competitors would appear.

Fortunately, portable camera equipment wasn’t yet widespread in those years, especially among university students; the penetration rate of digital cameras was less than one percent, and camcorders didn’t even reach one-thousandth. So, as long as they prevented other reporters from sneaking in, other platforms and media simply wouldn’t be able to obtain any relevant information.

Having spent an afternoon at Renmin University visiting, interacting, and giving a speech, the 3321 staff politely escorted the enthusiastic Student Union members and Renmin University students out of 3321’s office premises. Once the door was closed, the core members began discussing the specific itinerary for this student aid initiative with Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and their manager.

Considering that two major celebrities would be participating throughout, Li Mu requested the 3321 team to not only make detailed plans but also implement strict confidentiality measures. The specific itinerary and timings absolutely could not be leaked. Otherwise, wherever they went, a large number of reporters would be waiting, which would cause significant delays. Furthermore, with the two of them participating in the student aid initiative, YY Net’s own reporters were to conduct exclusive follow-up reports for the entire duration, and they certainly couldn’t allow other media to scoop the news.

As July began, 3321’s student aid initiative also entered a new rhythm. The Gaokao was fast approaching, and second-year high school students had already completed their academic year and coursework. This period was especially crucial for second-year high school students in impoverished regions. Many needed to find ways to earn money during the summer break to subsidize their tuition and miscellaneous fees for the next academic year, and some even faced dropping out at this critical juncture.

The 3321 student aid fund accelerated its student aid activities at this time, establishing three tiers of aid standards: one thousand yuan, one thousand five hundred yuan, and two thousand yuan. The specific amount would be determined by each student’s individual circumstances. For extremely impoverished students, a one-time cash subsidy of two thousand yuan would be provided. Currently, in national-level poverty-stricken counties, two thousand yuan is sufficient to cover a student’s annual tuition, miscellaneous fees, and basic living expenses.

Conducting student aid activities at this stage held significant meaning. The most important point was to allow these impoverished students, who were about to enter their third year of high school, to set their minds at ease, so they could focus on preparing for their third year and the Gaokao. Once they were admitted to universities, 3321 could immediately grant them tutor qualifications after their Gaokao results were released. At that time, they could utilize the summer break to work as tutors and earn their university tuition fees. If they still faced difficulties, 3321 would also provide them with interest-free student loans, to be repaid through continued part-time tutoring work at 3321 once they entered university.

Precisely due to the special nature of this period, the frequency of 3321’s student aid initiative was also very intensive. More than five student aid teams were active across the country simultaneously, moving to a new region every five days.

Considering that upon arriving in each region, they first had to communicate with local schools and re-verify student situations, and then move on to the next region after the student aid activities concluded, five days was already the fastest possible turnaround. This time, 3321 initially planned twelve regions for Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s first phase, spanning two months. They could withdraw at any time during this period. If, after completing the first phase, they were still interested in continuing, a second phase would be planned for them.

Leslie Cheung had no objections. He said: “I came to the mainland this time prepared to dedicate at least two months to this matter, so I will definitely see through all twelve events of the first phase.”

After speaking, he looked at Anita Mui and said with concern: “You have so many commitments, don’t follow me for too long. Do two events and then go back to Hong Kong.”

Anita Mui looked at him and smiled slightly, softly saying: “What do you think I came to the mainland for this time? I’m not here to just make a brief appearance and then rush back to Hong Kong for work. While I can’t guarantee two months, one month is absolutely no problem. For this coming month, I’ll be eating and staying with you; you won’t be able to chase me away.”

Leslie Cheung couldn’t help but laugh: “If the Hong Kong media finds out about this, who knows what they’ll write.”

Anita Mui laughed boisterously, patted Leslie Cheung’s shoulder, and teased: “Zu Yaoting has run off to Australia, so who in the Hong Kong media would dare to speak recklessly now?” Then, Anita Mui looked at Leslie Cheung and said with deep meaning: “You and I have been struggling and toiling in these circles for how many years? What great storms and waves haven’t we seen? Even if the media talks nonsense, you and I don’t need to take it to heart at all. Just laugh it off, let them say what they will, and just be yourself.”

Li Mu overheard that Anita Mui was taking the opportunity to guide Leslie Cheung to be more open-minded. Leslie Cheung also nodded in strong agreement and said: “I heard they arranged the student aid activities in Yun-Gui, so I had someone help me rent a small villa by Erhai Lake. They say it’s exceptionally beautiful there. 3321’s student aid activities are held every five days, and you and I only need to appear on the day of the event, so I estimate we’ll have two and a half days free every five days. My original intention was to live there myself after you left, but since you’re not avoiding suspicion, we can live together then.”

Anita Mui laughed: “You’re really selfish! You didn’t tell me about such a great thing, and you wanted to enjoy it yourself after I left? No way, I tell you!”

Leslie Cheung chuckled after hearing this, saying nothing, but happiness and relief were clearly written on his face.

Li Mu then interjected: “Bro, Sister Mei, I have too many commitments, so I won’t be able to accompany you to Yun-Gui this time. However, Dong Ai will be with you throughout the journey.”

Leslie Cheung said: “We all know you’re a busy person, so you don’t need to worry about us. With Miss Dong there, we’ll certainly be fine.”

Li Mu nodded and added: “Furthermore, your planned departure is the morning after tomorrow. Tomorrow, I’ll need to trouble both of you and Miss Mo to visit Muye Technology for an exclusive interview. Bro also mentioned he’ll be meeting an old friend in Yanjing the day after tomorrow, so an airplane the day after tomorrow should be quite suitable. A convoy sponsored by Muye Technology already departed this morning for Yun-Gui, so you won’t need to worry about transportation then. The dozen security personnel who were with us today will also fly with you to ensure your safety throughout the trip.”

With two major celebrities from Hong Kong coming to the mainland for charity, Li Mu, as their contact person in the mainland, naturally had to ensure their safety. Otherwise, if anything were to happen to them in the mainland, he wouldn’t only feel uneasy himself, but it would also affect the Hong Kong public’s perception of the mainland. Charity was a great cause, and Li Mu didn’t want any mishaps.





Chapter 639: Too Abnormal

On its launch day, YY Net attracted a significant amount of attention from netizens and almost overnight established its reputation.

Once a product undergoes a major change compared to other similar products, it is sure to achieve explosive results. For instance, WeChat’s voice calls, “People Nearby,” and “Shake” features; or iPhone’s capacitive screen, lack of physical keyboard, and the micro-electromechanical gyroscope on the iPhone 4.

Although Muye Technology hasn’t yet reached Apple’s level of completely transforming a hardware’s development history, its improvements and innovations in various aspects have been enough to capture the users in Mainland China. Each YY product boasts new and eye-catching features, and these unique innovations have been the key to Muye Technology’s repeated victories against its competitors.

Li Mu and Du Wei accompanied Leslie Cheung and the two others for dinner. They also specially took them to Chang’an Avenue to admire the night view, only sending Leslie Cheung’s group back to the hotel after nine in the evening. Even at night, YY Net’s special topic report did not stop, because over one million people nationwide were currently glued to their computers, intently watching the special topic page. These many netizens were generating over three hundred thousand messages per minute.

At ten o’clock at night, YY Net’s editors began to enter review mode, re-organizing the entire day’s events. They paired carefully selected and post-edited beautiful photos with meticulously edited video clips, continuing to satisfy the curiosity of the observing users.

By eleven o’clock at night, within twelve hours of its launch, YY Net’s cumulative visiting users exceeded ten million.

YY’s average daily logged-in users had long ago surpassed ten million, so YY Net reaching over ten million daily visits was not surprising. After all, YY had sent out three pop-up windows today to promote YY Net: two related to the news of Leslie Cheung and his group arriving in Beijing, and one promoting current affairs news. Each push notification targeted all online users, so it was reasonable for the traffic to be enormous. Moreover, this was only twelve hours of data; although the next twelve hours would be a traffic low, there would still be some traffic growth.

Besides the cumulative visiting users exceeding ten million, another data point was very important: the cumulative PV, or cumulative page views, which reached one hundred fifty million.

On average, the per capita PV was nearly fifteen times. This meant that, on average, each visiting user viewed fifteen pages within YY Net. This data is extremely important; the higher it is, the better and more popular the website’s content is with users.

If a portal website only has a good interface and UI, its significance is limited, because once users come in and find no content they like, they will jump out without hesitation. Only when the website’s content interests users will they click to browse in depth. The better the content, the more pages users will browse, so the per capita PV directly reflects content quality.

Even for well-known portal websites, the per capita PV is generally around eight to ten times. YY Net’s fifteen times was indeed very high, high enough to shock Li Mu and, even more so, the entire industry.

Currently, among the portal websites, perhaps only Sina besides YY Net understood the importance of content. For the managers of other portal websites, they were still stuck in the era where traffic was king; they didn’t quite understand how to serve users, nor how to create high-quality content that attracted users. In such a situation, once someone began to focus on producing good content, they would immediately stand out.

Although Li Mu himself had a technical background, he also attached great importance to content. Good content could generate tremendous appeal for users. For example, in the era of online novels, a good novel could be read by tens of millions of people through various channels. The more people who read it, the higher the value of the good content, and it became easier to develop a fan economy once a large fan base was established. For instance, an online game adapted from a novel basically required minimal promotion; tens of thousands, even hundreds of thousands of original fans would join when the server launched, directly generating profits for the game. This is also why the game rights to a good novel can often sell for millions, or even tens of millions, in market value.

YY Net was expected to usher in a new peak of traffic tomorrow morning. According to the plan, the three stars would visit Muye Technology tomorrow morning and also be interviewed there. Their fans and interested passersby would certainly pay attention. Stars directly visiting the company would also bring greater corporate visibility to Muye Technology.



At ten o’clock the next morning, Leslie Cheung’s group of three arrived at Muye Technology, accompanied by Lin Qingya. Li Mu first invited them into his office for a while before telling them, “Yesterday I appeared on camera as the founder of 3321, so I won’t be accompanying you on the tour of Muye Technology today.”

Saying that, Li Mu introduced Lin Qingya, “This is Lin Qingya, the Vice President of Muye Technology. You should be quite familiar with her from yesterday. I’ll have her accompany you for the entire duration today. I’ll be in my office, and after your tour, I’ll come over to watch when you record.”

Li Mu felt that if he followed them, the photographers and videographers would constantly have to avoid him in their shots, which would be extremely difficult in an indoor environment. Rather than cause them trouble, it was better not to join the commotion. He also needed to quickly write up the proposal for “Super Girl.” After Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui departed for the Yun-Gui region, he would join Karen Mok for a trip to Xiangdu to meet with the leaders of Hunan Satellite TV.

Leslie Cheung smiled and said, “With Miss Lin looking after us, you can rest assured. Just focus on your own work.”

Li Mu nodded. Leslie Cheung then added, “Oh, right, tonight I’ve arranged to have dinner with the production team of ‘Farewell My Concubine.’ Director Chen is hosting, and he also invited Ge You and Gong Li. Gong Li hopes I can invite you to join us. I wonder if you’re interested?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and then nodded, agreeing, “Okay, I don’t have any plans tonight.”

For Li Mu, there weren’t many actors he truly admired, and Ge You was definitely one of them. Having the opportunity to meet him was quite meaningful. Moreover, Muye Films would need strong connections in the acting industry in the future, so it was a good thing for him, as the boss, to go out and expand his network.

Seeing Li Mu agree, Leslie Cheung said, “Then I’ll have Sis Fen get back to them later. Apparently, they’re all quite eager to meet you but haven’t found a suitable opportunity.”

Li Mu speculated that these stars and directors in the acting industry wanted to meet him likely because they had seen Muye Technology’s promotional capabilities in the internet domain. Everyone had witnessed Karen Mok’s instant rise to fame. Subsequently, Muye Technology also used its “all-channel” promotions to help Sun Yanzhi and Jay Chou achieve greater success in the Mainland China market. The acting industry must have realized the enormous benefits contained within. If there was an opportunity for each to get what they needed, Li Mu would also be very willing to establish some form of cooperation with the acting industry.

After a brief chat, Lin Qingya took the three out to begin their day’s schedule. Li Mu remained in his office, opened his laptop, created a new Word document, and typed a title: “Super Girl” National Music Talent Show Planning Proposal.

Subsequently, Li Mu modified and optimized the specific execution steps of the talent show, incorporating Muye Technology’s elements based on his previous life’s “Super Girl” program. The entire model had already run through his mind many times, and with a blueprint from his previous life, he wrote the proposal very quickly. At this rate, he would be able to complete the entire proposal in at most two days.

Unconsciously, it approached noon. Li Mu had already written nearly four thousand characters in front of his computer, and he was still tirelessly typing on the keyboard, his thoughts flowing smoothly and his writing in a very smooth state.

The phone beside his computer suddenly beeped a few times. Li Mu didn’t immediately pick it up to check, deciding instead to finish the current section he was writing. He instinctively felt that whoever was texting him probably didn’t have an urgent matter. If he replied now, it would interrupt his train of thought. When writing code, what he feared most was inspiration suddenly cutting off. Sometimes, he would be writing code with a cigarette in his mouth, cigarette ash would accidentally fall on the keyboard, and he’d quickly bow his head to blow it off, blowing away the ash but also blowing away his inspiration.

Twenty minutes later, Li Mu finally completed one stage of the proposal. He let out a slight sigh of relief, stood up, and stretched. Only then did he remember the message he hadn’t checked earlier. He picked up his phone and opened his inbox, discovering the text message was from Su Yingxue.

“I went with Zhixiao to Yonghe Temple this morning to fulfill a vow, and incidentally asked for a peace talisman for you. When do you have ti”

Li Mu knew that Zhixiao, mentioned in Su Yingxue’s text message, was her roommate and closest friend. He hadn’t expected them to go wandering around Yonghe Temple together so early in the morning.

Li Mu couldn’t help but smile faintly. Just as he was about to reply that he had time tomorrow, he suddenly realized something was off. The content of Su Yingxue’s message only ended with “have ti,” not “have time.” He had instinctively mentally pictured “have time” when reading the words, and hadn’t immediately realized the discrepancy.

Thinking it over carefully, Li Mu felt something was not right. Su Yingxue was usually extremely meticulous when texting; she paid great attention to word choice and grammar. It was impossible for her to send an unfinished sentence. Moreover, she used punctuation marks very standardly, usually ending sentences with periods, question marks, or exclamation marks. Therefore, this text message was too inconsistent with her habits and style.

Li Mu quickly gave up on replying and instead called her directly.

To his surprise, the automated voice on the phone said, “Sorry, the number you dialed is temporarily unreachable…”

Li Mu couldn’t help but dial again, but the phone still prompted that it was unreachable. Li Mu then tried several more times, but received the same response each time.

“Did she go into the subway?” Li Mu thought, but he vaguely felt something wasn’t right. That unfinished text message was truly somewhat strange, and now her phone was unreachable. This was simply too abnormal!

Somehow, Li Mu’s heart suddenly pounded.





Chapter 640: Lawless

Li Mu couldn’t get through to Su Yingxue’s mobile phone. Fearing something might have happened to her, and unable to reach her, he tried calling their dorm room’s landline. The landline rang, but no one answered.

Li Mu wanted to find the contact information for Zhixiao, Su Yingxue’s roommate who went to Yonghe Temple with her. Li Mu knew her full name was Cai Zhixiao, but he only had a nodding acquaintance with her and didn’t have her phone number. So, Li Mu immediately called Dong Ai to ask for help in finding Cai Zhixiao’s number from the Student Union’s archives.

The upperclassman leaders of the Renmin University Student Union often sourced discounted learning and daily necessities from outside the university to sell to their junior male and female students, so they would definitely have Cai Zhixiao’s phone number.

When Dong Ai heard Li Mu needed help finding a girl’s phone number, she couldn’t help but ask, “Don’t tell me you’ve taken a liking to another girl?”

Li Mu said, “What do you mean ‘another’? Who did I take a liking to before?” He quickly urged, “I have an emergency. Please help me check as fast as you can.”

Dong Ai heard the urgency in Li Mu’s voice, hummed in acknowledgement, and said, “Wait a moment, I’ll check for you right away.”

Two minutes later, Dong Ai sent a string of numbers to Li Mu via text message. In those two minutes, Li Mu had called Su Yingxue several more times, but still couldn’t get through. His mood grew more anxious with each failed attempt.

After receiving the number from Dong Ai, Li Mu immediately dialed it. The call quickly connected, and a woman answered, asking, “Hello, who is this?”

Li Mu hurriedly asked, “Is this Cai Zhixiao? I’m Li Mu. Is Su Yingxue with you?”

However, the person on the other end responded, “I’m sorry, I’m not the phone’s owner. I’m a police officer from the Gulou Police Station of Chengxi District. The owner of this phone is currently receiving emergency treatment at Shuitan Hospital. Are you her friend or family?”

Emergency treatment?!

Li Mu’s heart instantly tightened. He quickly pressed, “What happened?”

The other party said, “The phone’s owner was hit by a car while crossing the road. Her condition is quite critical right now.”

Li Mu anxiously asked, “What about the other girl who was with her? Is she alright?”

The other party said, “You’re referring to the young lady surnamed Su, right? She’s in the Wound Treatment Room for her injuries. She has some abrasions, but she’s not in critical danger.”

Li Mu blurted out, “Damn it!” and then immediately asked, “Is it Shuitan Hospital?”

“Yes, Shuitan Hospital Emergency Department.”

Li Mu hung up the phone, grabbed his keys, and dashed outside. Although the female police officer on the phone said Su Yingxue was fine, Li Mu was still very uneasy. He drove like a maniac straight to Shuitan Hospital, located by the Second Ring Road.

Shuitan Hospital was one of Yanjing’s most renowned hospitals. Li Mu knew its exact location, so he arrived quickly. He pulled his car to the side of the road, right by the entrance to the Emergency Department, and ran inside.

A security guard rushed over and shouted, “Sir, you can’t park here!”

Li Mu tossed his car keys to him and said, “I’m sorry, sir, I have an emergency. Please help me move it!”

The security guard barely managed to catch the keys in a panic and urgently said, “I can’t drive!”

Just as he finished speaking, Li Mu had already run inside.

The security guard, helpless, stepped out to look at Li Mu’s rare Mercedes-Benz and then carefully looked at where Li Mu had parked. Although it was a no-parking zone, Li Mu had deliberately pulled over and made a turn, so it wouldn’t obstruct other vehicles. The security guard could only sigh helplessly, holding the car keys and standing guard by the car.

Li Mu rushed through the Emergency Department corridor, looking for the Wound Treatment Room. He finally found an inconspicuous small sign that read “Wound Treatment Room.” As Li Mu approached, Su Yingxue ran out from inside.

The nurse behind her was still calling out, “Hey, young lady, don’t rush. You haven’t had your tetanus shot yet…”

Su Yingxue walked out without looking back, bumping right into Li Mu. Her eyes, red and swollen, were filled with surprise.

Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue at that moment, a pang of heartache preventing him from speaking. Her entire right arm, from her upper arm to her elbow and then to her forearm, was covered in large abrasions. The injury on her elbow was especially severe, almost a bloody mess.

However, seeing that Su Yingxue herself seemed to have only suffered superficial injuries, the worry that had been hanging in Li Mu’s heart finally dissolved. He let out a long breath of relief, feeling as if a great burden had been lifted.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Su Yingxue could no longer hold back. She threw herself into Li Mu’s arms, sobbing tragically. After about two or three seconds, Li Mu gently asked her, “What exactly happened?”

Su Yingxue was about to speak when the nurse, who had been silently pursuing her, spoke up: “Young lady, please get a tetanus shot first. I’ll then treat your wound and prescribe some ointment. It’ll be quick, it won’t take long.”

Su Yingxue shook her head and told Li Mu, “I need to go wait by the Emergency Room door for Zhixiao.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and told the nurse, “I’ll bring her back later.”

The nurse hesitated briefly before nodding, saying, “As soon as possible, the tetanus shot needs to be given within 24 hours, the earlier the better. Also, her elbow wound has affected the cartilage tissue; it’s quite serious…”

Li Mu nodded. Su Yingxue was already pulling him towards the Emergency Room. Li Mu knew it was useless to persuade her at such a time, as Cai Zhixiao was still in critical condition. So, he accompanied her to the Emergency Room door, then pressed for more details.

Standing in front of the Emergency Room door, Su Yingxue held Li Mu exceptionally tightly with her left hand, sobbing as she recounted, “Zhixiao and I were crossing the road on a green light. Because I was sending you a text, I lagged two steps behind. Suddenly, a car ran a red light, driving incredibly fast, and hit Zhixiao right in front of me…”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu’s heart, which had just settled, leaped into his throat again. If Su Yingxue had been brushed by the speeding car, it would be no small matter; if her bones or even internal organs were injured, it would be a huge problem. He quickly asked, “Did that car hit you?”

“No.” Su Yingxue shook her head. “Zhixiao was two steps ahead of me. The car drove past right in front of me, but it was still a few centimeters away from me. But Zhixiao…”

At this point, Su Yingxue again sobbed uncontrollably, “Zhixiao was hit directly and sent flying by that car right before my eyes…”

Li Mu quickly patted her back, comforting her, “Don’t worry too much for now. She’ll be alright.”

Then, Li Mu frowned, remembering a question, and asked her, “If the car didn’t touch you, how did you get injured?”

Su Yingxue choked out, “That driver tried to run away. I grabbed him to stop him, and he violently pushed me. After pushing me down, he ran away…”

“Damn it!” Li Mu’s mind buzzed, and a burning rage surged through him. “Your injury was caused by the driver at fault? He ran away?!”

Through his persistent questioning, Li Mu finally pieced together the entire incident. After hearing the full story, Li Mu felt consumed by a fierce anger, wishing he could personally tear apart the driver at fault whom he hadn’t even met.

As Su Yingxue had previously mentioned, the reason she went to Yonghe Temple with Cai Zhixiao today was because Cai Zhixiao’s father had been hospitalized due to illness. Cai Zhixiao had gone there to burn incense and obtain a Medicine Buddha talisman for her father. While praying to Buddha, she had also made a vow in her heart, promising to return and fulfill it if her father recovered. Later, when her father recovered and was discharged from the hospital, she had planned to fulfill her vow as soon as the holidays began. Coincidentally, Su Yingxue hadn’t left yet, so she pulled Su Yingxue along with her.

Su Yingxue was rarely superstitious, but she was influenced by Cai Zhixiao at Yonghe Temple. She obtained a peace talisman for Li Mu, feeling that regardless of whether it worked, it was her wish. After leaving Yonghe Temple, Su Yingxue sent that text message to Li Mu, wanting to arrange a time to meet him and give him the peace talisman.

Unexpectedly, the tragedy struck the very next second. Because Su Yingxue was looking down at her phone, texting, her footsteps were two beats slower than Cai Zhixiao’s, allowing her to narrowly avoid the accident. According to her, Cai Zhixiao was hit from the side and wasn’t merely sent flying but rolled sideways, directly crashing into the car’s windshield, creating a secondary impact. The force of the collision was so great that the car’s windshield cracked. Afterward, Cai Zhixiao fell to the roadside, her life hanging in the balance, and the colliding car lost control, finally coming to a halt after plowing into the roadside green belt.

Su Yingxue, witnessing the sudden turn of events, instinctively ran towards the unconscious Cai Zhixiao. She didn’t even know how the a partially written text message in her hand had been sent. At that moment, Cai Zhixiao was spitting blood and had fainted on the road. Su Yingxue frantically called 120. Meanwhile, the driver at fault was hiding near his car, afraid to get out, watching Su Yingxue and Cai Zhixiao while on the phone.

A moment later, seeing the driver at fault open his car door, Su Yingxue instinctively stepped forward, prepared to question him. To her surprise, he got out of the car and tried to escape. Su Yingxue instinctively grabbed him tightly to prevent him from fleeing, but he violently pushed her, causing her to fall to the ground. The outer side of her right arm was severely scraped on the asphalt road full of small pebbles. Seeing him escape, Su Yingxue, ignoring the pain, wanted to call 110 (the police). However, seeing this, the driver turned back, snatched Su Yingxue’s phone, and smashed it on the ground. Only after seeing the phone shatter into pieces did he turn and run away.

By the time Su Yingxue struggled to get up, the driver at fault had disappeared without a trace. Su Yingxue could only use Cai Zhixiao’s phone to call the police.

About ten minutes later, 120 arrived. At that time, the ambulance dispatched by 120 was not from Shuitan Hospital but from Yanjing Sixth Hospital, which was closer to Yonghe Temple. However, the emergency doctors from Yanjing Sixth Hospital, upon seeing Cai Zhixiao’s critical condition, knew their hospital lacked the resources to handle it, so they directly instructed the driver to take her to Shuitan Hospital, three kilometers away. Su Yingxue also followed in this ambulance to the hospital.

As for Cai Zhixiao’s mobile phone, it was initially in Su Yingxue’s hand. Later, the female police officer who arrived at the scene took it. She instructed her colleague to follow the ambulance to Shuitan Hospital while she used Cai Zhixiao’s phone to notify her parents.

Li Mu was utterly furious after hearing everything. The driver at fault was too arrogant! He was utterly lawless! A burning rage surged through him, and all he wanted was to find that driver at fault and bring him to justice, no matter what!

Just then, a female police officer in her thirties quickly walked up to Su Yingxue and said, “Xiao Su, the driver at fault has surrendered to the police at the Chengxi District Branch Bureau. Our colleagues there would like to ask you to identify the suspect and give a statement. Would you like to come with us in our car?”

Su Yingxue glanced at the Emergency Room door and couldn’t help but ask, “Can I wait a bit before going?”





Chapter 641: Lost in One’s Own Thoughts

The news of the driver at fault surrendering sounded particularly harsh to Li Mu. Not only had that guy hit Cai Zhixiao, but he had also injured Su Yingxue while attempting to flee. Li Mu had wished he could find that bastard by any means possible, then personally kill him, or at least cripple him. He never expected the guy to surrender so quickly!

In Li Mu’s eyes, the driver’s surrender after fleeing wasn’t because he realized his mistake, nor was it a rediscovery of his conscience. It was merely a way to cut losses after realizing that escaping legal repercussions was impossible!

Cai Zhixiao was still undergoing emergency treatment, her life hanging by a thread. Su Yingxue refused to leave the Hospital no matter what, even though the driver at fault was waiting at the Public Security Bureau for identification. She still hoped to wait until Cai Zhixiao was out of danger.

The female police officer understood her feelings and said, “Alright, my colleague and I will wait at the Emergency Department entrance. Once your classmate is out of danger, you can come find us. It will only take an hour or two to get things done. As long as the statement is properly recorded and a chain of evidence is formed, the driver at fault will naturally be legally punished.”

Su Yingxue nodded and thanked the officer again. The female officer said there was no need, then added, “Then I won’t disturb you two further. We’ll wait outside first.”

This wait lasted for nearly an hour. During this time, no one came out of the Emergency Room, and the red light above the door remained lit, its crimson glow making people even more anxious.

Li Mu didn’t offer many verbal reassurances to Su Yingxue. He simply let her lean gently against his side, tightly holding her left hand and repeatedly caressing her palm with his fingers.

At half past one in the afternoon, the Emergency Room door finally opened. A male doctor came out. Su Yingxue and Li Mu immediately rose and stepped forward. Su Yingxue, extremely nervous, pressed, “Doctor, is she out of danger?”

The doctor, wearing a mask, showed no facial expression. He simply glanced at Su Yingxue, then looked around for a moment, asking her, “Has the patient’s family arrived yet?”

Su Yingxue instinctively said, “She’s not from here. Her parents are in Xiangnan…”

The doctor asked her, “Who are you to her?”

Su Yingxue, anxious, tears began to stream down her face again. “I’m her classmate, Doctor. How is she really?”

The male doctor looked at Su Yingxue, hesitated for a moment, and then sighed before saying, “The patient suffered severe rib and skull damage, and a ruptured spleen led to internal bleeding. We did our best to save her, but her injuries were too severe. She didn’t pull through…”

As soon as the doctor finished speaking, Su Yingxue’s vision went black and she nearly fainted. Li Mu quickly supported her, gently patting her back. When Su Yingxue regained her senses, tears were streaming down like rain. The doctor hesitated again, then spoke, “My deepest condolences. Also, please have her family arrive as soon as possible.”

After the doctor said this, he turned and re-entered the Emergency Room. Su Yingxue cried for a long time before looking at Li Mu through tear-filled eyes, tears still flowing. She uttered, “Li Mu, this isn’t real, is it? I’m dreaming, aren’t I? I must have missed you so much that I had such a bizarre dream, right?”

Li Mu also wished this was a nightmare, but it was all an undeniable truth. Although he hadn’t seen Cai Zhixiao, he knew that a doctor would never joke about such a thing.

Li Mu remained silent, simply holding Su Yingxue in his arms, stroking her back over and over again with his hand.

Su Yingxue’s body continued to tremble violently in Li Mu’s embrace, her tears soaking his shoulder. Li Mu didn’t want to personally repeat the devastating news. In his opinion, that would be a secondary trauma for Su Yingxue. He could only let her slowly accept this reality on her own.

Su Yingxue accepted the truth faster than Li Mu had expected. She sobbed, filled with self-reproach, into Li Mu’s ear, “I should have stopped her this morning. If I had stopped her from coming, she wouldn’t have…”

Li Mu whispered into her ear, “Don’t torment yourself with such thoughts. The responsibility for this isn’t yours; it belongs to that scum who ran the red light.”

Su Yingxue said again, “She said she wanted to treat me to Korean BBQ nearby for lunch. When the accident happened, we were on our way to eat. If I hadn’t agreed, and we had just gone back to Renmin University, we wouldn’t have taken that road…”

Li Mu looked at her, saying with a serious expression, “That’s enough. Don’t keep unfairly blaming yourself. You are as much a victim in this as she was.”

Su Yingxue closed her eyes, two lines of hot tears connecting. “If I hadn’t spontaneously asked for a protective talisman, we could have missed that incident, and she wouldn’t have…”

At this point, Su Yingxue was once again sobbing uncontrollably.

Li Mu truly didn’t understand why Su Yingxue was starting to blame herself at this moment. She bore no responsibility for this matter, and all the examples she cited were false premises. Yet, Su Yingxue kept trying to find her own “responsibility”, almost succumbing to a dangerous obsession of self-blame.

Though Li Mu’s previous life hadn’t been particularly smooth-sailing, his life had always been uneventful. He had never experienced the accidental death of a peer. While he had attended Chen Wan’s memorial service in his previous life, he had no real connection with her beforehand. So, at the memorial service, he had only felt pity, not true pain, which was vastly different from Su Yingxue’s current situation. Therefore, he couldn’t understand Su Yingxue’s current mood and the strange loop her thought process had fallen into.

However, Li Mu thought carefully. He had no real friendship with Cai Zhixiao; although he had met her a few times, there had never been any genuine closeness. At most, she was an acquaintance. But Su Yingxue was different. Cai Zhixiao was Su Yingxue’s best friend at Renmin University. They had been constantly together for a year, their relationship close. The pain in her heart at this moment was something he couldn’t truly comprehend.

Li Mu understood her pain, but he couldn’t just watch her thoughts go astray. So, he said with a stern face, “If you’re going to say that, then the responsibility for this entire thing is mine. The text message you sent me said that peace talisman was for me. According to your logic, I’m the one who harmed Cai Zhixiao.”

Su Yingxue shook her head repeatedly, “This has nothing to do with you.”

Li Mu said, “If it has nothing to do with me, then it naturally has nothing to do with you. The responsibility rests solely with the driver at fault. Are you desperately trying to pin the blame on yourself to absolve that scum? So, this isn’t his fault; it’s all yours?”

Su Yingxue was speechless by Li Mu’s question. Li Mu’s argument was somewhat cruel, forcing her to replay the scene in her mind, but Li Mu also brought her back to her senses. As that cruel moment reappeared in her mind, Su Yingxue hated the driver at fault intensely. If he had followed the traffic laws, Cai Zhixiao would naturally have been safe. Even if he had driven a little slower, he could have given Cai Zhixiao a path to survival…

Su Yingxue gradually stopped crying, cradled in Li Mu’s arms. She wiped the tears from her eyes and said to Li Mu, “I want to see her…”

…

Li Mu ultimately didn’t let Su Yingxue enter the Emergency Room. He was afraid the scene inside would be too graphic and leave an indelible trauma for Su Yingxue. Moreover, the doctors might not even let her see Cai Zhixiao, as her remains had just undergone emergency procedures, and their condition might be even more brutal now than immediately after the accident. If she wanted to see her one last time, it would have to wait until a funeral makeup artist had prepared the body.

Su Yingxue was crying as Li Mu half-dragged her out. Li Mu’s reason was to record the statement as quickly as possible and have the public security system bring the driver at fault to justice. This was the best way to honor the deceased.

A police car was parked silently at the Emergency Department entrance, its lights flashing silently. Seeing Li Mu and Su Yingxue emerge, the middle-aged female police officer quickly got out of the passenger seat and hurried over to them. Seeing Su Yingxue’s extreme grief, she wanted to ask something but couldn’t open her mouth.

Li Mu asked the female police officer, “Is it alright if we drive our own car to the District Branch Bureau?”

The female police officer nodded. “No problem. However, you should still follow our car. I’ll take you there to make the handover smoother.”

Li Mu said thanks and helped Su Yingxue walk toward his car. The female police officer wanted to ask again but managed to restrain herself. Li Mu glanced at her side and saw her expression was torn. He gently shook his head at her. The female police officer was startled and instinctively pointed a finger at the deep, somber corridor of the Emergency Department, her face disbelieving.

Li Mu nodded this time. Seeing the female police officer’s expression instantly turn sad and angry, he knew she understood his meaning.

Arriving at the car, the former security guard saw Su Yingxue crying so sorrowfully and realized that Li Mu must have genuinely had an extremely urgent matter earlier, which was why he had parked in a no-parking zone. So he didn’t say much, silently stepping forward and handing him the keys.

Li Mu opened the passenger seat door, helped Su Yingxue get in, then went around to the driver’s seat. After helping Su Yingxue buckle her seatbelt and buckling his own, he drove out.

Inside the police car, the male police officer driving stared wide-eyed at Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz G55 and said to the female police officer beside him, “This guy is well-connected!”

The female police officer wasn’t as focused on cars and license plates as the male officer. She glanced at the license plate number, only knowing that this plate indicated a very significant background but not specifically which department it was from. She asked him, “Where’s the plate from?”

The male police officer said, “State Administration of Government Offices Affairs,” then started the Santana and drove away from Li Mu’s side. Li Mu immediately followed, and the two cars sped toward the Chengxi District Branch Bureau.

After the police car in front drove into the District Branch Bureau gates and greeted the security guard, the guard didn’t stop Li Mu’s car. After finding a parking spot in front of the office building and parking, Li Mu helped Su Yingxue out of the car. The female police officer walked up to them and said, “The colleagues at the District Branch Bureau responsible for this case are already waiting inside. Let’s go.”

The two followed the two police officers on duty into the office building, first arriving at a large office. The female police officer led them to a male police officer and said to him, “Xue Li, this Miss Su is the car accident victim’s classmate. She is a witness and also a victim herself.”

The male police officer named Xue Li glanced at the injury on Su Yingxue’s arm and said to her, “Miss Su, the suspect is currently undergoing interrogation. I will record your statement first, and then I will arrange for identification.”

Su Yingxue quietly nodded. At this moment, another police officer on duty quickly walked up and said, “Xue Li, the car owner is here.”





Chapter 642: Cultivated Scoundrel

From the Hospital to the branch Public Security Bureau, Li Mu had been seething with a dark rage. Not only had the young Cai Zhixiao tragically lost her life, but Su Yingxue was also injured because of it. To Li Mu, even flaying the culprit alive wouldn’t be enough to quell his anger. Now, the culprit had directly turned himself in at the Public Security Bureau, so Li Mu could only wait until he was formally imprisoned to make him suffer some physical pain. The vehicle owner arrived just then, and for Li Mu, he couldn’t have come at a better time; he was going to bear some joint responsibility, no matter what.

The vehicle owner was a middle-aged man in his early fifties. From his demeanor, appearance, and attire, he was clearly a quintessential successful businessman. The golden Hermès belt buckle on his waist was especially eye-catching, but in this era, very few Chinese people recognized this brand. To most, it looked more like a replica of the Honda logo.

The vehicle owner didn’t come alone; he brought along a refined and proper assistant. Led by two overly enthusiastic police officers, they soon arrived before Xue Li.

One of the police officers, wearing the rank of Second Inspector, said to Xue Li, “Xue Li, this is Director Huang of Hongzhu Group Corporation. The car involved in the incident is registered under Director Huang’s name. Director Huang came personally this time, hoping to cooperate with us and the victims to resolve the issue.”

Xue Li was slightly taken aback when he heard the name. He instinctively stood up, respectfully extended his hand, and said somewhat nervously, “Hello, Director Huang…”

After speaking, Xue Li seemed to feel he had been a bit abrupt and wanted to quickly withdraw his hand, but then felt that might be even more imprudent. As he hesitated, Director Huang had already extended his hand, grasping Xue Li’s right hand with both of his. With a sorrowful expression, he was about to speak when Li Mu stood up and asked him with a frown, “You’re the car owner?”

The man looked at Li Mu in surprise, nodded, and said, “I am. May I ask who you are?”

Li Mu aggressively questioned him, “What is the driver at fault to you? Why was he driving your car when he hit someone?”

Before the man named Huang could speak, the refined assistant beside him pushed up his glasses and said with a serious expression, “Who are you? What does this have to do with you? What right do you have to ask questions here?”

Li Mu glanced at Su Yingxue and said angrily, “My girlfriend is also a victim. The driver at fault ran over her classmate and even assaulted her before fleeing. Do you think this has nothing to do with me?”

The refined assistant saw the injury on Su Yingxue’s arm, and his gaze flickered slightly, but his tone remained completely dispassionate and business-like. “Director Huang is also deeply saddened by this incident, but ultimately, this matter needs to be resolved by the public security organs. The driver at fault has already turned himself in. His criminal responsibility will naturally be subject to public prosecution and sentencing by the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments. If your girlfriend has civil compensation claims, she can also file them as an ancillary claim. However, you’re lucky this time to have met Director Huang, who is such a reasonable person. Director Huang personally came despite his busy schedule to resolve the problem. If you have compensation demands, you can now…”

Li Mu instantly exploded when he heard this. He swung his arm and violently slapped the man across the face with great force, sending his glasses flying. In that moment, Li Mu completely abandoned all manners, pointing at the man’s nose and cursing, “Fuck your Mom! You fucking call this good luck? I hope your Mom gets such good luck too, someday!”

This bastard looked like a lawyer, using legal jargon in every other sentence, always adopting an attitude of handling things according to the law. But from his words, it was clear that this guy was a scum. Li Mu hated people with the demeanor of cultivated scoundrels the most, especially when their words were completely devoid of humanity.

Li Mu’s slap came so suddenly that everyone present was stunned. The police officers rushed forward to push Li Mu away, and the man who was slapped clutched his face and furiously said, “This is a deliberate physical assault against me! I have the right to demand that the officers present detain you for five to ten days according to Article 43 of the Public Security Administration Punishment Law!”

After speaking, the fellow looked at the surrounding police officers, with an expression that said, “Why aren’t you doing anything?”

Li Mu pointed at him and said, word by word, “You’re lucky this is the Public Security Bureau. Otherwise, I would beat you until your Mom wouldn’t even recognize you!”

That guy immediately bristled and yelled at the police officers beside him, “This person is breaking the law in the Public Security Bureau, are you just going to turn a blind eye?”

Xue Li looked at Li Mu with an awkward expression, wanting to say something but swallowing the words back down. The police officer who had welcomed them in with smiles along the way immediately drew his handcuffs and said to Li Mu with a cold expression, “Hitting someone in the Public Security Bureau, you’ve got quite some guts!” He then stepped forward to handcuff Li Mu.

At this, Su Yingxue instantly stood up and blocked the police officer from Li Mu, angrily shouting at him, “Don’t you dare touch him!”

The police officer was clearly stunned. He hadn’t expected this seemingly fragile girl to suddenly unleash such fierce aggression. Looking at her bloodshot and fierce eyes, she was no different from a fierce wolf.

Li Mu didn’t see Su Yingxue’s expression or eyes. As he pulled Su Yingxue behind him, he stared at the police officer holding the handcuffs and coldly said, “If that bastard dares to utter another word of nonsense, I’ll hit him again!”

“You…” The police officer instantly exploded in anger and raised his handcuffs again. At this moment, Director Huang spoke, “Alright, alright, Captain Song, while this young man was wrong to hit someone, his feelings are understandable.” He then looked at the man who had been hit beside him and said, “Little Wu, you really went too far with your words. Why aren’t you apologizing to them immediately!”

The guy surnamed Wu immediately said with a look of grievance, “Director Huang, you saw it, he hit me…”

Director Huang’s face immediately fell, and he angrily said, “What? Do my words not count?”

Seeing that Director Huang was angry, the guy surnamed Wu dared not act rashly again. He clutched his face and looked at Li Mu, annoyed, “I’m sorry, my choice of words was improper just now.”

The police officer holding the handcuffs and preparing to cuff Li Mu looked back at Director Huang and awkwardly asked, “Director Huang, this…”

Director Huang waved his hand and said, “Forget it, forget it. Consider it as him teaching Little Wu a lesson.” Then, he looked at Li Mu and said with a face full of apology, “I’m sorry, young man. Little Wu is my company’s legal counsel, a bookworm whose brain has gotten muddled from all the studying. Many apologies for the offense, please don’t mind it, both of you.”

Li Mu saw that Director Huang was quite reasonable, and since he had already hit the man and the other party had apologized, his anger subsided slightly. He glared at the lawyer surnamed Wu and said, “Think before you speak next time!”

The other party dared not reply. This little interlude was temporarily put aside. Director Huang then said to Xue Li, “You must be the officer in charge of this case.”

Xue Li quickly nodded, “Hello, Director Huang. I am in charge of this case.”

Director Huang said with a sorrowful expression, “This incident is due to my management negligence. I came here hoping to personally cooperate with you to handle things properly. I first rushed to the Hospital and heard that the female university student who was hit has regrettably passed away. My heart aches greatly. I wonder if you have contacted her parents? If so, please convey to her family on my behalf that I, Huang Jinshao, am willing to compensate her parents ten times the standard compensation amount. If she was their only child, I am willing to compensate twenty times the amount. Although money cannot bring the dead back to life, it is at least the most practical form of compensation.”

He continued, “As for the driver at fault, you must handle him fairly and impartially. Those who trample on the law must be severely punished without leniency. Only then can we honor the deceased girl’s departed spirit.”

Director Huang’s words made the surrounding police officers look on with admiration. One police officer couldn’t help but compliment, “Director Huang, you are so responsible, truly a social model. We will certainly convey your words to her parents, and we believe they will also receive great comfort.”

Hearing this man introduce himself as Huang Jinshao, Li Mu thought carefully and finally recalled Huang Jinshao from his memory. He was the general manager of Yanjing Hongzhu Group Corporation. Hongzhu Group Corporation was one of the top five real estate development companies nationwide. Because he was cooperating with Song Liang and Chen Ze to establish a real estate company, Li Mu had some understanding of the current real estate industry. This Hongzhu Group Corporation was very powerful and had a strong foundation in several major first-tier cities across the country. It was rumored that Hongzhu Group Corporation was the Huang family’s family business, and this Huang Jinshao was the Huang family’s leader.

Huang Jinshao’s attitude towards this matter seemed quite responsible. The car was certainly not driven by him; it was just registered under his name. For someone of his status, to personally visit the Hospital and then rush to the Public Security Bureau to handle subsequent matters, and even be willing to double the compensation for Cai Zhixiao’s parents—regardless, his attitude made Li Mu feel a little better.

Xue Li also praised him at this time, “Director Huang, you truly have a great sense of responsibility! Rest assured, once the victim’s family arrives in Yanjing, we will certainly convey your words to them, and we believe they will also receive great comfort in their grief.”

Huang Jinshao asked him, “Are that girl’s parents coming from out of town?”

Xue Li nodded, “Our colleagues from Gulou Police Station communicated with the parents immediately after the incident. They are in Xiangnan and are currently on their way.”

Huang Jinshao sighed deeply and said, “These parents are truly pitiable. Police Officer Xue, please help me follow up on this. There’s a Four Seasons Venus Hotel nearby, a five-star hotel, it’s an asset of Hongzhu Group Corporation. I’ll immediately arrange for rooms to be reserved. After the family arrives in Yanjing, I will cover their accommodation and meals.”

Xue Li quickly replied, “Okay, Director Huang, I will follow up.”

At this moment, Huang Jinshao said, “Am I disturbing your work? How about this, you can continue with your work. I’ll have Little Wu leave you a contact number. If the female university student’s parents arrive, or if the case requires my cooperation, you can directly call Little Wu.”

The police officer named Song, who had been about to handcuff Li Mu earlier, quickly said, “Director Huang, you are truly cooperative. Let me exchange phone numbers with Lawyer Wu. I’ll communicate directly with Lawyer Wu if anything comes up.”

Huang Jinshao nodded, and Lawyer Wu then took out his phone and exchanged contact information with the police officer. Xue Li then said to Su Yingxue and Li Mu, “Let’s quickly complete the statement now.”





Chapter 643: Old Bastard

As one of the direct witnesses and victims of the entire case, Su Yingxue was crucial to its subsequent developments. Her statement would naturally become one of the most important pieces of evidence.

Hearing that Xue Li was about to take Su Yingxue’s statement, Huang Jinshao spoke, “Please continue with your work. I have other matters to attend to, so I’ll have to leave first. However, if there’s anything else you need cooperation with regarding this case, you can contact Little Wu anytime. Also, please don’t forget about the victim’s family. Once they arrive, contact Little Wu, and he will make all the necessary arrangements.”

The police officers nodded repeatedly, indicating they would contact him promptly if any issues or needs arose. At this moment, the police officer named Song hastily said, “Director Huang, Bureau Chief Lu is currently out on official business. I heard that you were coming to the bureau; he was already on his way back when he called to inform me. He should arrive in about twenty minutes. Would you like to…”

Huang Jinshao smiled faintly and said, “Please tell Bureau Chief Lu that I have other commitments today and won’t be able to wait for him. I’ll visit him another day. Also, please help me convey that I entrust him to handle this case properly. Human lives are at stake, so there must be no slip-ups.”

Huang Jinshao spoke sincerely and politely, but Li Mu detected a hint of disgust and disdain in his smiling, friendly expression. It seemed he disdained meeting Bureau Chief Lu in his heart.

Li Mu couldn’t help but frown. Although Huang Jinshao’s demeanor and conduct seemed relatively harmonious, he felt that something was amiss. Initially, he couldn’t put his finger on why, but the clues revealed in Huang Jinshao’s expression, and the words spoken by the police officer named Song just now, gave him a hint of a lead.

According to Officer Song, Huang Jinshao seemed to have informed Bureau Chief Lu of his visit to the West City Branch Bureau in advance. Bureau Chief Lu happened to be away from the branch bureau, which was why he called Officer Song to receive Huang Jinshao. If Huang Jinshao was merely here to understand the situation and express his proactive stance in resolving the matter, then why would a gentleman, open and straightforward, need to notify the branch bureau chief in advance? Especially since he clearly looked down on this branch bureau chief.

Given Huang Jinshao’s power and status, any police official he deemed worthy of forming a close relationship with would have a position far superior to a branch bureau chief. Therefore, it was almost impossible for him to have any private association with the Bureau Chief of the West City Branch Bureau. If he notified someone in advance, it was most likely an individual whose position was much higher than this branch bureau chief’s.

He wasn’t the one driving the car, and the driver at fault had already turned himself in. If he truly came to proactively resolve the issue, why go to such great lengths to inform people in the police system? Or was there another hidden agenda in this matter?

Li Mu felt a pile of question marks in his head. Although he couldn’t figure out the reason right away, he found the bit of information Huang Jinshao inadvertently revealed to be exceptionally hypocritical.

At this point, the police officers present were about to see Huang Jinshao off. Huang Jinshao politely said, “Please stay here, no need to see me off. In the current situation, nothing is more important than the case. You are all public servants; the faster you handle this case, the sooner the victim’s family and these two young people can emerge from the shadow of pain.”

With that, Huang Jinshao turned to leave with the lawyer named Wu. Li Mu suddenly remembered that he had asked Huang Jinshao a question earlier, one that hadn’t been answered. After being disgusted by that lawyer named Wu and a minor incident occurring, he had forgotten the most crucial question!

Thus, seeing Huang Jinshao turn to leave, Li Mu hastily pressed him, “Mr. Huang, I have two more questions for you.”

Huang Jinshao turned back with a smile, but a hint of impatience was already in his eyes. He knew what Li Mu was going to ask and had no intention of answering. So he said, “Young man, if you have any questions, it would be better to communicate directly with the police.”

Li Mu frowned and pressed again, “What is the relationship between you and the driver at fault? Why was he driving your car when he hit someone? Please answer directly.”

Huang Jinshao’s eyes widened involuntarily, his brows slightly furrowed, and his expression showed a hint of anger, yet his voice remained polite as he said, “Young man, the one who hit someone is my driver. He has already turned himself in. Although he is my employee, please rest assured that I will never condone the mistakes made by my subordinates!”

With that, Huang Jinshao turned and walked away. Although the police officers had agreed not to see him off, they unconsciously followed his steps out.

Seizing the moment when no one was paying attention to him and Su Yingxue, Li Mu whispered to her, “How old did that driver look?”

Su Yingxue also frowned, saying, “He looked about twenty years old, very young, and dressed quite flamboyantly.”

Li Mu’s heart dropped with a thud, as if crushed by a giant rock. How could a billionaire possibly hire a twenty-year-old as a driver? The possibility of such a thing was virtually zero!

Ignoring Huang Jinshao, who had already left, he looked up at Xue Li and said, “Can you arrange for her to identify the driver at fault first?”

Xue Li didn’t realize anything was amiss, nor did he know what Li Mu was suspecting. He simply offered reassurance, “Don’t worry, the person has already been processed for detention. He can’t run away. It’s not too late to identify him after recording the statement.”

Li Mu insisted, “Right now!”

Su Yingxue also realized that there might be a complication in this matter and hastily said, “Some things can only be thought through more clearly after seeing him. Let’s do the statement after I’ve seen him.”

Xue Li thought about it. Su Yingxue was the only eyewitness who had observed the entire incident up close. Her description of the situation at the time of the incident would be crucial evidence for convicting the suspect. Moreover, this case involved a fatality and was serious in nature, so he should treat it seriously. Thus, he stood up and said, “Come with me, the suspect is being held in the interrogation room across the hall.”

As Xue Li spoke, he stood up and moved to leave. Li Mu and Su Yingxue followed behind him. After exiting the large main office and walking for less than ten meters, they arrived at a doorway with a sign that read “Interrogation Room Three”. At the interrogation room door, Xue Li turned to Su Yingxue and said, “Come and take a look. The suspect is inside.”

Su Yingxue walked to the door, slightly stood on her tiptoes, and peered through the small window on the door.

Li Mu was right beside her and also glanced into the interrogation room. Sitting on the interrogation chair, being questioned by two police officers, was a man nearly forty years old and formally dressed.

After one look, Su Yingxue’s face instantly turned pale, her body trembled, and with eyes full of despair, she said to Li Mu, “It’s not this person…”

Li Mu immediately gritted his teeth and cursed angrily, “Damn it!” After cursing, he turned and ran out.

At this moment, Huang Jinshao had already exited the main gate of the branch bureau’s office building. Several police officers were still a few steps behind him, neither leaving nor approaching, seemingly giving him a grand farewell. The lawyer named Wu by his side whispered, “Director Huang, those police officers are still following behind.”

Huang Jinshao snorted through his nose and said disdainfully, “Let them follow. They’ll probably only go back when I’ve driven off and disappeared from sight.”

The lawyer named Wu nodded, chuckling quietly, “That Officer Song is quite amusing. You don’t even think much of Bureau Chief Lu, yet he, a Captain, still wants to try to get close to you…”

Huang Jinshao smiled disdainfully and said no more. In his eyes, Officer Song was less than a dog; he couldn’t even be bothered to say another word about him.

Just then, the lawyer named Wu spotted Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz G55 and exclaimed in surprise, “Director Huang, look, a State Administration of Government Offices Affairs license plate!”

Huang Jinshao glanced sideways, equally surprised, “And it’s from the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs’ official use license plate segment. Not simple at all.”

These large ministries and commissions in Yanjing all have two sets of license plate segments. One is for official use, and the other is for gifted to connected individuals or relatives. The total number of license plates in the former segment is very small; a large ministry or commission would be doing exceptionally well to have a few dozen spare ones beyond meeting their genuine official vehicle needs. As for the segments gifted to relatives and friends, the numbers are generally much larger, usually reaching several hundred. In other words, the former’s value is far greater than the latter’s. Moreover, over ninety percent of the former are used for official vehicles; if one is affixed to a Mercedes-Benz G55, it’s clear it cannot be the State Administration of Government Offices Affairs’ own official car. Therefore, one can surmise that the owner’s identity is naturally not simple.

However, Huang Jinshao merely sighed. His own license plate was also an official use plate from a major ministry or commission, its value not much less than Li Mu’s G55.

At this moment, a Rolls-Royce was parked a few spaces away from Li Mu’s G55, with a Toyota Land Cruiser beside it. As Huang Jinshao approached, a man in his thirties emerged from the driver’s seat of the Rolls-Royce and immediately hurried to open the back passenger door. Four people also got out of the Land Cruiser; these four were Huang Jinshao’s personal bodyguards. With Huang Jinshao’s arrival, they naturally couldn’t sit idly in the car.

Before Huang Jinshao reached the car, the lawyer named Wu had already jogged ahead a few steps, standing by the front passenger door, waiting to see Huang Jinshao into the car first before getting into the passenger seat himself. Just then, Li Mu swiftly ran out from the main gate of the branch bureau, bypassed the police officers following behind, and grabbed Huang Jinshao’s arm. Before Huang Jinshao could turn around, he coldly asked, “Where is the real driver at fault?”

The four bodyguards beside the Land Cruiser broke out in cold sweat. Good heavens, they had assumed they were inside the Public Security Bureau, so they were very relaxed, only getting out to make an appearance. They hadn’t noticed where Li Mu had darted out from. Once the four reacted, they immediately surrounded Huang Jinshao.

Huang Jinshao turned to look at Li Mu at that moment, trying his best to maintain his patience. He said, “Young man, the driver at fault has already turned himself in. Your question is very confusing.”

The moment Li Mu recalled Huang Jinshao’s entire visit to the branch bureau and the whole charade he had put on, a wave of revulsion, as if he’d eaten a fly, filled him towards the man’s hypocrisy. More than that, it was an utterly intolerable rage. At that moment, he had only one thought: if that man Huang didn’t give him a satisfactory explanation and hand over the real culprit, no matter how influential his background, he would fight him to the bitter end!

Because of the unbearable fury in his heart, Li Mu clenched Huang Jinshao’s arm tightly and gritted his teeth, cursing, “Old bastard, don’t you dare play games with me here! I don’t care if the culprit is your biological father or your own son, you must hand over the person today!”

Second update. There will be one more chapter tonight; the three updates will definitely be delivered.





Chapter 644: Coming with Guts

Li Mu’s actions and words stunned the police officers, and his four bodyguards instinctively moved to intervene. At this moment, Huang Jinshao waved his hand, temporarily stopping the bodyguards. It wasn’t that he wasn’t going to deal with Li Mu; it was that he wasn’t prepared for his bodyguards to lay hands on Li Mu in this place.

However, Li Mu’s “old bastard” earlier had completely exhausted Huang Jinshao’s last shred of patience. After acting for so long, even he was about to lose his temper.

In that instant, Huang Jinshao’s fierce demeanor was fully revealed. He stared at Li Mu with malicious eyes and said, “Young man, you need to be responsible for your words. Don’t think that just because this is the Public Security Bureau, you can do whatever you want. If you go against me, I have ten thousand ways to make your life a living hell, including your girlfriend, and even your family! Today, I’ll consider this your first offense and give you a chance to reform. If you and your girlfriend are sensible, I won’t bother with you. Otherwise…”

Huang Jinshao didn’t think much of Li Mu, but he knew that Li Mu’s girlfriend, the injured girl from earlier, was a direct participant in the entire case and the most direct eyewitness. Therefore, he didn’t care at all that several dumbfounded police officers were right beside them. He threatened Li Mu in front of everyone, wanting him to be sensible and realize that it didn’t matter if the real driver at fault was someone else, but he absolutely had to keep his mouth shut. As for these police officers, they were easy to handle. When they investigated this case, they would certainly find that the real driver at fault was someone else, but it didn’t matter; he had already made all the arrangements, and someone would pressure them to follow his instructions.

However, Huang Jinshao didn’t expect Li Mu to not only disregard his threats but to completely erupt instead. From his birth until now, even including the thirty years of his previous life, Li Mu had never personally experienced such a despicable and vile incident. He had never been this enraged in two lifetimes. Now, he had decided to get serious with Huang Jinshao.

Before Huang Jinshao finished his threats, Li Mu suddenly roared, “You son of a bitch!” With that, he swung a punch with all his might, directly hitting Huang Jinshao’s nose bridge. The punch was incredibly powerful; Li Mu could even feel the sound of his nose bridge breaking under the impact of his fist. Immediately after, Huang Jinshao wailed like a slaughtered pig, and blood spurted almost like jets from both his nostrils, a gruesome sight.

The four bodyguards, in their shock, were also enraged. They immediately attacked Li Mu together. Li Mu couldn’t possibly handle these four professionally trained bodyguards. The moment he made his move, he had already committed himself. Even if it meant being beaten half to death by these four bodyguards today, he had to vent this anger first! Not just for himself, not just for Su Yingxue, but even more so for Cai Zhixiao, whose life had ended at the prime age of twenty.

After venting this anger, he would continue to fight to the bitter end with Huang Jinshao. This matter was like an unfair and unequal gamble. If he didn’t step in, Huang Jinshao on the gambling table would have no opponent at all. Cai Zhixiao’s family situation was ordinary. Although Su Yingxue’s father was the Bureau Chief of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau, he was nothing in Yanjing. They couldn’t be Huang Jinshao’s opponents. If they forced this gamble, both families would probably lose everything, leading to their ruin.

So Li Mu had no choice, nor did he want any choice. He had to step in. He asked himself, he might be the only one who could be an equally matched opponent to Huang Jinshao in this gamble, so he was duty-bound.

The moment he made his move, Li Mu was already prepared to make a huge gamble with Huang Jinshao. At worst, he would bet all his assets on this gamble. Aren’t you impressive? Don’t you think no one can mess with you? Fine, today I came here with guts! First, I’ll show you how a man with guts breaks the nose bridge of an old dog like you!

Huang Jinshao was famous and very rich, but it didn’t mean he would be afraid of him.

Huang Jinshao’s connections might be much stronger than his, but that didn’t mean he could cover the sky with one hand (i.e., manipulate everything).

Li Mu’s rage surged, and he had only one thought: Fight to the bitter end! Fight to the bitter end! Better to be a shattered jade than a whole tile!

In this flash of lightning, the four bodyguards rushed forward and immediately moved to attack Li Mu. Su Yingxue had just run out and, gasping for breath, saw this scene. She screamed in fright. She was already weak, as if suffering from low blood pressure and low blood sugar, but at this moment, she sprinted towards Li Mu like a madwoman.

Li Mu watched as the four attacked him simultaneously, gritting his teeth with one thought: as long as they stepped forward, as long as he could grab one of them, he would recklessly counterattack with every method he could use. Fists and kicks weren’t enough; if his fingers could move, he would poke out their eyes; if his mouth could move, he would bite off their ears.

The police officers nearby didn’t know what to do either. Li Mu had dared to hit Huang Jinshao, and now his bodyguards were about to attack. Li Mu would certainly be in a bad situation. As police officers, if they stopped them, wouldn’t they thoroughly offend Huang Jinshao? If they didn’t stop them, and serious harm truly occurred, this was inside the Public Security Bureau compound! What would happen if a major incident broke out?

While the police officers hesitated, the four bodyguards had already made their move. Their kicks made sounds, and their punches carried wind, each of them exceptionally strong. Just as Li Mu had decided to fight to the death, several black figures suddenly flashed out from behind the cars. One of the figures flew up and kicked away the one closest to Li Mu. As the figure’s body fell in a parabolic arc, he firmly clamped another person’s neck with his elbow, then suddenly swung with the force of his descent, throwing that person headfirst to the ground!

The other two black figures also instantly engaged Huang Jinshao’s remaining two bodyguards. One struck a heavy punch to the side of one bodyguard’s head, causing the one-meter eighty-five tall man to lose consciousness instantly and collapse to the ground. The other was hit by a flying side kick to the waist, sending the person flying backward.

In an instant, the four individuals who had been menacingly preparing to attack Li Mu all collapsed with thuds. Only then did Li Mu clearly see the three black figures who had rushed out: one was Wang Yuanlang, one was Wu Xuewen, and the other was Zhou Zhan. They were precisely the three-person tactical team from the Divine Sword Brigade assigned to be Li Mu’s private bodyguards!

These three had been secretly tailing Li Mu, from Muye Technology to Shuitan Hospital, and then from Shuitan Hospital to here. Their car couldn’t enter, so the three parked it outside and infiltrated, hiding among the vehicles in the parking lot. Seeing Li Mu under attack, they all emerged in an instant.

Only then did Li Mu realize that he actually had bodyguards! And they were all special forces soldiers from the Divine Sword Brigade!

The police officers were already scared stiff. They had been in the police system for so long but had never seen such impressive skills. These three people who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere were simply too formidable. Four tall, strong bodyguards were actually dealt with by these three in an instant. Two of the four were now unconscious, and the remaining two had been kicked away. Before they could even get up, two of the mysterious figures firmly stepped on their necks, rendering them motionless, like dead dogs.

Huang Jinshao’s face was covered in blood, and his entire chest was soaked. Just as he was thinking his four bodyguards would vent his anger for him and beat Li Mu half to death, his four bodyguards were laid low.

Before he could react, Li Mu reacted first. One punch to that old bastard earlier hadn’t been nearly enough to vent his hatred. Now that his bodyguards were down, Li Mu immediately rushed forward, kicked Huang Jinshao to the ground, then jumped on him and unleashed a barrage of kicks, cursing, “Old bastard, you threatened me, huh? You intimidated me, huh? Today, I’m setting this straight: no matter how big your background is, you old bastard, today I’m fighting you to the bitter end! Tell me, where is the driver at fault? Don’t just keep howling, damn it! Speak!”

Huang Jinshao continued to wail on the ground like a pig being slaughtered. The Rolls-Royce driver instinctively wanted to rush forward to save his master, but before he could even touch Li Mu’s clothes, Wang Yuanlang grabbed him, took his head, and slammed it decisively onto the front hood of the Rolls-Royce, knocking him unconscious.

The lawyer surnamed Wu screamed in fright, pointing at Li Mu and shouting at the police officers, “Quick, stop him! They are openly committing assault! Arrest them all quickly!”

How would the police officers dare to move? These three’s combat power was simply off the charts. They didn’t even have their service weapons; going up would be akin to getting utterly crushed in one move.

Li Mu looked up and glared fiercely at the lawyer surnamed Wu. He suddenly rushed over, grabbed his collar, and unleashed a barrage of the hardest and most powerful slaps, saying hatefully, “I fucking despise scum like you who understand the law but don’t abide by it, and even try to manipulate the law at will!”

He received more than a dozen slaps in a row, leaving his entire face swollen like a pig’s head. His glasses had long since flown off, and his eyes were filled with tears as he sobbed and begged for mercy.

At this moment, more than ten police officers rushed out from the Public Security Bureau building. Five of them were armed, surrounding Li Mu and his group tightly. One of them pointed his gun at Li Mu and shouted, “Stop, or we’ll open fire!”

Li Mu’s chest heaved violently, but he hadn’t completely lost his mind. Seeing police officers with their service weapons emerges, he immediately stopped.

At this point, the police officer surnamed Song regained his composure and found his courage. He angrily pointed at Li Mu and the three men with Wang Yuanlang and shouted, “Cuff them all!”

Li Mu voluntarily put his hands together in front of him. Su Yingxue had appeared in front of him at some point, not speaking, just tightly gripping his arm.

Li Mu told her, “You go first, don’t stay with me.”

Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu with reddened eyes, shaking her head repeatedly.

Li Mu pulled out the car keys and placed them in her palm, saying, “They can arrest me, but they have no reason to arrest you. Leave quickly now, to avoid any further trouble.”

At this moment, two police officers came forward, handcuffed Li Mu’s hands, and began dragging him towards the building. Su Yingxue tried hard to keep herself from crying, looking at Li Mu and asking him, “Tell me, what should I do now…”

Li Mu turned his head and said, “Call Zhao Kang, tell him to find Song Liang, and say that I told you to!”

The first person Li Mu thought of now was Chen Ze. For such a big matter, he needed someone influential enough to deter Huang Jinshao’s background. He didn’t ask Chen Ze to help him too much, nor did he need him to directly participate in this gamble. As long as he could counterbalance the opponent’s background, allowing him and Huang Jinshao to fight this gamble based on their own abilities, without anyone calling for reinforcements, that would be enough.

Although Huang Jinshao was a very impressive real estate developer, Li Mu wasn’t afraid of him. Currently, the real estate industry hadn’t yet entered its period of rapid development. The top five real estate companies now were not in the same Magnitude/Scale as the top five real estate companies ten years later. He might not be richer than Huang Jinshao, but if he truly went all out, he wasn’t afraid of him!





Chapter 645: Preparing for a Direct Challenge

The West City Branch Bureau had not seen such a chaotic spectacle in many years. Someone openly assaulted another person in the branch bureau’s parking lot, and the victim was none other than Huang Jinshao, a well-known billionaire in Yanjing. Even more bizarrely, the billionaire’s four carefully selected Enforcer-level bodyguards were instantly subdued by three individuals who appeared out of nowhere. The prowess of these three was terrifyingly strong; even the special police officers in the police system probably couldn’t compare.

Fortunately, these individuals acted within the branch bureau’s headquarters. A large group of police officers rushed out, some even carrying firearms, causing the three to immediately cease hostilities.

Seeing Li Mu voluntarily extend his hands for the police to handcuff him, Wang Yuanlang and the other two had no choice but to give up resistance and surrender.

Su Yingxue was worried the police would make things difficult for her once they recovered their senses. Following Li Mu’s instructions, she had already taken his car keys and entered his Mercedes-Benz G55. She started the car but didn’t rush off, instead watching Li Mu being apprehended before driving out of the branch bureau with tears in her eyes.

Afterward, a large group of police officers escorted the four into the office building. Another group, led by the police officer surnamed Song, anxiously gathered around Huang Jinshao, asking with concern if he was seriously injured.

Huang Jinshao, over fifty years old, typically kept in good shape with regular exercise and a healthy lifestyle. He was quite robust, but he was no match for a twenty-year-old like Li Mu. His entire body was excruciatingly painful, to the point he couldn’t even move. He could only whimper and curse, “Damn it, what are you blankly staring at me for! Get an ambulance for me, quickly!”

The police officer surnamed Song quickly pulled out his phone and called 120 (emergency number). Just then, a police car pulled up. The Bureau Chief of the branch bureau, Lu Changyong, had just returned. Seeing several people lying scattered on the ground, he sensed something was wrong. He rushed out of the car, and upon seeing Huang Jinshao’s bloody face up close, he anxiously asked him, “Director Huang, what happened to you?!”

Huang Jinshao was almost beside himself with hatred. He raised a finger at the police officer surnamed Song and said, “Ask him!”

Lu Changyong immediately pressed the police officer, shouting, “Song Zheng, what exactly happened?!”

Song Zheng quickly stood up, pulled Lu Changyong aside, and meticulously described the entire sequence of events.

After listening, Lu Changyong was furious. He pointed at Song Zheng’s nose and cursed, “I told you to treat Director Huang well, and this is how you handle things for me, damn it?! And here I was cultivating you as a promising talent. Do you have any idea what a huge mess you’ve gotten me into?!”

Lu Changyong couldn’t help but be angry. What kind of person was Huang Jinshao? Someone of Lu Changyong’s status didn’t even have his phone number, and even if he did, he would never dare to call him normally. The police officials Huang Jinshao usually interacted with were far higher in rank than himself, at the very least holding key positions in the Municipal Bureau, or even directly connected to ministries or commissions. In front of Huang Jinshao, Lu Changyong was mere small fry.

This matter wasn’t Huang Jinshao seeking out Lu Changyong; rather, Lu Changyong’s immediate superior at the Municipal Bureau had personally called and instructed him. His superior told him that an accident had occurred in the Huang family: a junior had hit someone while driving and fled the scene, leaving a Bentley registered under Huang Jinshao’s name behind. Huang Jinshao wanted his driver to take the fall for someone. As it happened, this case fell under the jurisdiction of the West City Branch Bureau based on its location, so Lu Changyong’s superior fully entrusted him with the responsibility.

Lu Changyong was a trusted confidant of that superior. The truth of this matter was known only to him and Lu Changyong within the entire police system. So, Lu Changyong immediately rushed back after receiving the call, hoping to both handle the task assigned by his superior well and to forge some connections with Huang Jinshao through this incident. Unexpectedly, Huang Jinshao had been beaten to a pulp right in his own branch bureau. Lu Changyong knew he wouldn’t be able to shake off this responsibility, and if his superior blamed him, his official career would suffer a huge blow.

Thus, Lu Changyong immediately ordered Song Zheng: “Immediately give those troublemakers fifteen days of criminal detention. Don’t send them to the detention center yet; keep them here at our branch bureau. Teach them a lesson. Make them experience what’s coming to them within the next forty-eight hours!”

Song Zheng quickly nodded, “I’ll go do it right away!”

Lu Changyong himself knelt nervously beside Huang Jinshao, repeatedly apologizing and examining him, and promising him, “Director Huang, please rest assured, I will definitely get justice for you in this matter!”

In his rage, Huang Jinshao spat a mouthful of bloody spit onto Lu Changyong’s face and cursed furiously, “What the hell do you think you are, getting justice for me? You’re not even worthy! I’m telling you, Lu, you better keep a close eye on that kid. If he runs, you’re dead!”

The several police officers around were stunned. No one expected Huang Jinshao to be so bold, threatening a branch bureau chief like this in front of several police officers. Yet, Lu Changyong was truly scared witless by him. He didn’t dare to wipe the bloody spit from his face, instead nodding repeatedly with a groveling expression, “Please rest assured, Director Huang, I will definitely keep him secure…”

The Shuitan Hospital ambulance soon arrived. The doctors and nurses were shocked to see the scene. In all their years of emergency work, they had never seen a fight within a Public Security Bureau that resulted in such a miserable state. There were a total of seven injured individuals on site, so all three ambulances that could come had arrived. Lu Changyong quickly requested the doctors and nurses to send Huang Jinshao to the hospital first. So, a doctor and two nurses quickly used a stretcher to carry Huang Jinshao onto the first ambulance.

Before getting into the car, Huang Jinshao turned to the lawyer beside him, whose face was swollen like a pig’s head, and said, “Little Wu, you come too. Also, call the third oldest and fourth oldest and tell them to go straight to the hospital!”

The lawyer surnamed Wu nodded and also got into the ambulance. Lu Changyong subconsciously wanted to follow, but when Huang Jinshao saw him with one leg already in the car, he immediately shouted, “What the hell are you following for? Get lost!”

Lu Changyong immediately said, annoyed, “Director Huang, I’ll accompany you to the hospital…”

Huang Jinshao cursed again, “Get lost!”

Lu Changyong could only dejectedly get out of the car. Seeing his subordinates staring blankly, the suppressed anger in his heart was about to explode.

He was, after all, a branch bureau chief; everywhere he went, people had to show him respect. Unexpectedly, here he was, being cursed at intensely by Huang Jinshao. Though Lu Changyong was filled with extreme hatred, he was utterly helpless. How could he be, when he was countless levels below Huang Jinshao? If Huang Jinshao genuinely wanted to ruin him, a single word could render his ten years of effort on his official career path useless.

With anger boiling in his heart, he suddenly thought of the person who had caused him so much trouble. Furious, he strode into the office building.

…

After Su Yingxue drove out, she immediately parked the car by the roadside not far from the West City Branch Bureau. She then hastily got out and went to a public phone booth, trying her best to recall Zhao Kang’s mobile phone number.

When Li Mu gave her the car keys, he hadn’t given her his phone, and her own phone was already shattered into pieces, so she couldn’t find Zhao Kang’s number there. Fortunately, she vaguely remembered that the first nine digits of Zhao Kang’s phone number were identical to Li Mu’s, with only the last two being different. She had even curiously compared them at the time, and indeed had an impression.

After about half a minute of thought, Su Yingxue recalled a number she wasn’t entirely certain of. She had planned to try again if it didn’t connect, but unexpectedly, the “hello” from the person who answered sounded quite familiar.

“Is this Zhao Kang?”

“It’s me, who is this?”

“It’s Su Yingxue, something happened to Li Mu.”

Zhao Kang’s voice immediately tensed and rose an octave. He loudly asked her, “What happened to Li Mu? What went wrong?”

Su Yingxue quickly recounted everything that had happened today to Zhao Kang over the phone. Zhao Kang, who was taking advantage of the holiday to enjoy private time together with his girlfriend, became furious after hearing the entire story. He called Song Liang while pushing his girlfriend aside and drove to the West City Branch Bureau himself.

Song Liang had been in Yanjing the whole time, and he and Chen Ze had recently been busy with the club and the land plots on Third Ring Road. They happened to be together right then. As soon as he heard that something serious had happened to Li Mu, he immediately dragged Chen Ze and rushed to the West City Branch Bureau.

Chen Ze was dragged out of his office by Song Liang and only understood what had happened after jogging all the way to the parking lot. After hearing the story, Chen Ze was stunned. Li Mu actually clashed with Huang Jinshao and even beat him up? This guy was too fierce! Huang Jinshao had considerable influence in Yanjing and was not comparable to Chen Guanghua back then. With Li Mu’s strength, crushing Chen Guanghua was no problem, but confronting Huang Jinshao was a bit risky. Most importantly, Huang Jinshao’s connections in various ministries or commissions in Yanjing were quite strong; it wouldn’t be easy to mess with him.

However, despite his internal surprise, Chen Ze still unhesitatingly got into the car with Song Liang. Song Liang drove off quickly, and Chen Ze sat in the passenger seat, contemplating Li Mu’s chances of success in a direct challenge against Huang Jinshao. In her opinion, the Huang family was a prominent and powerful clan. However, Li Mu’s businesses were not inferior to his either. Perhaps he had already made preparations for an arm wrestle with the Huang family before making his move.

…

At the West City Branch Bureau, Li Mu received particularly rough treatment.

First, he wasn’t locked up with Wang Yuanlang and the others. Instead, he was isolated in an interrogation room. The police officers who escorted him in took all his belongings, then handcuffed him to an interrogation chair. When Song Zheng arrived, seeing Li Mu still sitting, he immediately personally handcuffed him to the lower pipe of a radiator, almost against the wall at ground level, forcing Li Mu to squat very uncomfortably beside the radiator.

While checking if the handcuffs were tight enough, Song Zheng didn’t forget to threaten Li Mu, “Kid, don’t say I didn’t warn you, you’re dead this time!”

Li Mu nodded, “Thanks for the kind reminder, I’ve noted it.”

Song Zheng sneered, “Alright, keep being impressive. Soon you wouldn’t even have tears to cry.”

With that, Song Zheng stood up and said to the two police officers beside him, “You two find two more colleagues to work overtime with you. Take turns watching him, making sure he can’t eat, drink, sleep, or go to the toilet for the next forty-eight hours!”

The two looked at each other, and for a moment, no one answered. Song Zheng roared, “What the hell are you staring blankly for? This is Bureau Chief Lu’s order!”





Chapter 646: Old Age, Weak Heart

Song Liang drove extremely fast.

Chen Ze, seeing him drive so recklessly, couldn’t help but say, “Brother Liang, slow down a bit. This is the city, not a highway. Driving this fast is dangerous.”

Song Liang blurted out, “I’m anxious! I’ve heard about Huang Jinshao since I came to Yanjing. Xiao Mu hit him. What if he retaliates harshly against Xiao Mu?”

Chen Ze scratched his head and said, “Huang Jinshao does have a lot of influence, but Li Mu is at the West City Branch Bureau right now. Even if Huang Jinshao really wants to lay a hand on Li Mu, it would have to be in a detention center, not in the Public Security Bureau. So, he’ll, at most, suffer a bit, but he won’t be in any real danger.”

Song Liang said, “I’m worried about him suffering inside the bureau too.”

Chen Ze nodded slightly, took out his phone, and called Cai Zhengmao. He had only heard from Song Liang that someone driving Huang Jinshao’s car had killed Li Mu’s girlfriend’s classmate and then injured Li Mu’s girlfriend before fleeing. Then Huang Jinshao found someone to take the fall, which angered Li Mu. However, he didn’t know for whom Huang Jinshao was really pulling strings, so he needed to figure that out first to gain the upper hand.

Cai Zhengmao was a veteran street racer in Yanjing and also dealt in imported cars. He had a deep understanding of luxury cars in Yanjing and the people who drove them. Maybe he could find out some information.

Now, Cai Zhengmao was a shareholder of the racetrack and the future CSC Club. Li Mu was also a shareholder, and he was the core personnel providing creative and operational concepts. Since Li Mu was in trouble, it was only right for Cai Zhengmao to lend a hand.

After hearing the general outline of the incident, Cai Zhengmao immediately guessed that the driver who hit the person was likely Huang Jinshao’s son, Huang Shuolun. It was said that Huang Shuolun was Huang Jinshao’s only son. Huang Jinshao had four daughters before finally having a son, Huang Shuolun, at the age of thirty-five. He doted on him immensely in daily life. Huang Shuolun loved to race cars, but he was very clumsy. Last week, he had crashed his Lamborghini while drunk driving. That Lamborghini was at Cai Zhengmao’s place, waiting for parts to arrive for repairs after the accident.

Since Huang Shuolun’s own car was trashed, taking his father’s car was natural. Moreover, he frequently drove drunk, so an accident wasn’t uncommon.

However, to be cautious, Cai Zhengmao still made many calls to inquire around and then called Chen Ze back.

Chen Ze’s expression brightened upon receiving the call. He said to Cai Zhengmao, “You’ve worked hard, Zhengmao. You don’t need to show your face in this matter. Li Mu and I can handle it.”

After hanging up, Song Liang couldn’t help but ask him, “How is it? Do you have a clue?”

Chen Ze said, “Brother Liang, please drive a bit slower. It doesn’t matter if we arrive a few minutes late. It’ll also be a good lesson from the police at the West City Branch Bureau for Li Mu, so he won’t be so impulsive in the future.”

Seeing his nonchalant attitude, Song Liang couldn’t help but ask him, “What exactly is going on?”

Chen Ze said, “He messed up a perfectly good hand of cards himself. Don’t you think he should learn a lesson?”

Song Liang impatiently pressed for an answer, “What exactly do you mean? Stop playing coy, okay?”

Chen Ze then briefly explained the situation to Song Liang. After hearing it, Song Liang immediately slowed down, turned on his right turn signal, and pulled over to the side of the road, stopping the car. Chen Ze asked him, “Why did you stop?”

Song Liang took out a cigarette, offered one to Chen Ze, and then slowly lit his own and took a drag. Only then did he say, “Let’s go a bit later, so he can learn his lesson!”

…

Shuitan Hospital Emergency Department.

About an hour ago, Cai Zhixiao was pronounced dead due to severe injuries here. Huang Jinshao claimed he had visited the hospital, but in reality, he only had his driver bring the car to the hospital entrance, letting the lawyer named Wu go in to ask about the situation. As soon as he heard someone had died, he immediately had them drive to the West City Branch Bureau.

Unexpectedly, he was now brought back here by an ambulance. When he got out of the ambulance and saw the sign for Shuitan Hospital Emergency Department, Huang Jinshao realized that the female university student killed by his son had just died here not long ago, and perhaps her body hadn’t even cooled yet. This made him feel somewhat uneasy. He wasn’t afraid of living people, but this kind of karma made him feel uncomfortable.

He said to the lawyer walking next to him, “Little Wu, get me another hospital! I’m not getting treated here! Go to Xiehe!”

The doctor walking beside the stretcher glanced at him and said, “You have broken ribs. We need to do X-rays as soon as possible to check for internal bleeding. Shuitan Hospital is the best hospital nearby. Driving to Xiehe now would take at least twenty minutes. If there’s internal bleeding, twenty minutes could be fatal!”

The lawyer named Wu also persuaded him, “That’s right, Director Huang. Safety comes first. Let’s get a full check-up here, and once we confirm there’s no danger, we can go to Xiehe. I’ve already notified your brother and sister, and they’re on their way.”

Huang Jinshao had no choice but to nod and say no more, accepting treatment there. However, the more he thought about it, the more disgusted he felt, secretly cursing his disappointing son: “That good-for-nothing, all he ever does is cause trouble for his father! After this is resolved, I’ll definitely give him a good lesson!”

After Huang Jinshao had his CT scan, luckily he only had two broken ribs and no internal bleeding, so there was no life-threatening danger.

But his four bodyguards were in a much sorrier state.

Two of the four were unconscious, and everyone was seriously injured.

The more Huang Jinshao thought about it, the angrier he got, wishing he could instantly tear Li Mu limb from limb.

Meanwhile, in the Bureau Chief’s office at the West City Branch Bureau, Lu Changyong anxiously called his direct superior at the Municipal Bureau. Immediately after, he was verbally reamed out by his superior on the phone.

After scolding Lu Changyong, his superior left him with one sentence: “I’m going to the hospital to see Director Huang now. You handle things on your end as you see fit! If you don’t handle it well, don’t bother being a bureau chief anymore. Prepare to be transferred to a county at the end of the year!”

Lu Changyong was scared out of his wits. If he were transferred to a county, even if it was the same rank, the value would be miles ahead less, and the real power would be even further diminished. That would absolutely be utter ruin for him.

In great alarm, Lu Changyong resentfully stormed out of his office and headed straight for the interrogation room where Li Mu was being held. He had only one thought: to let that kid experience the art of interrogation by a veteran detective, beating him within an inch of his life without leaving any verifiable injuries.

Just then, Song Liang and Chen Ze arrived.

At the entrance of the branch bureau, Song Liang first saw Zhao Kang and Su Yingxue. He stopped his car specifically to comfort them for a few moments, telling them to wait outside, while he and Chen Ze drove into the branch bureau compound.

As soon as they entered the branch bureau building, the two immediately stated their purpose to a police officer on duty. Coincidentally, Song Zheng had just received a call from Lu Changyong and was about to go to the interrogation room where Li Mu was being held to teach him a lesson. The police officer then said to him, “Officer Song, these two want to see that Li Mu.”

Song Zheng asked in surprise, “Which Li Mu?”

When Li Mu first came to the branch bureau, he was accompanying Su Yingxue to give her statement. He wasn’t a witness, and the police hadn’t asked for his personal information. It wasn’t until Li Mu took action and was arrested that Song Zheng simply followed orders to let him suffer a bit and hadn’t gotten around to interrogating him, so he had no idea what his name was.

The police officer on duty then said, “The one who attacked Director Huang.”

Song Zheng’s eyebrows immediately shot up when he heard this. He blurted out, “Are you kidding me? Has your brain been kicked in the head by a donkey? You come and ask me about something like this? For the next forty-eight hours, even the almighty figure himself couldn’t see him!”

Chen Ze frowned and asked him, “Who said he couldn’t be seen?”

Song Zheng impatiently said, “I just said it! Are you deaf?”

With that, Song Zheng told the police officer on duty, “Quickly kick these people out, and notify the security guards at the entrance not to let them back in!”

Chen Ze got angry. He immediately pulled out his phone to make a call, but the police officer on duty stepped forward and pushed him, saying, “This isn’t a place you can just walk into. Get out quickly.”

Chen Ze pushed him away with one hand, pointing at him and saying, “Don’t touch me again, or don’t blame me for being impolite!”

Just as the other party was about to get angry, Chen Ze’s call connected. He blurted out, “Uncle Gu, your subordinates at the West City Branch Bureau have detained Li Mu, and I came all this way only for them to refuse to let me see him.”

Upon hearing this, the surrounding police officers were stunned. The police officer who had pushed him didn’t dare to move. The head of the Municipal Bureau was named Gu. From Chen Ze’s words, it sounded very much like he was calling him. Although they didn’t know if it was true, Chen Ze’s demeanor was certainly intimidating.

“Li Mu?” the middle-aged man on the phone asked in surprise, “Which Li Mu?”

Chen Ze said, “Which Li Mu could it be? The one from Renmin University.”

The middle-aged man exclaimed, “Oh, it’s him again… What is it this time?”

“Someone caused an accident this afternoon and struck a female student from Renmin University, killing her. The driver at fault was Huang Shuolun, Huang Jinshao’s son. Huang Shuolun hit Li Mu’s girlfriend while fleeing. Later, the Huang family found someone to take the fall and turn himself in at the West City Branch Bureau. Li Mu accompanied his girlfriend to identify the person, and Huang Shuolun’s father also came. It seems he has a very good relationship with the West City Branch Bureau. Your people were accompanying him throughout, diligently serving tea and pouring water. They came over to influence Li Mu with false sincerity, but Li Mu’s girlfriend discovered that the driver at fault was just someone hired to take the fall. Li Mu, in a fit of impulse, then hit Huang Jinshao.”

Upon hearing this, the other party’s heart immediately clenched. He pressed for an answer, “Is that really what happened?”

“Yes,” Chen Ze said. “Uncle Gu, Muye Technology is currently standing ready from top to bottom. All its products are prepared for simultaneous launch. I can’t hold them back for much longer. If you don’t take action, if Muye Technology really breaks the news, don’t blame me for not giving you a heads-up.”

The other party immediately became anxious, “Chen Ze, no matter what, you have to hold this off for your Uncle Gu again. My daughter, Gu Chuyun, at least calls you ‘bro’. You must stop Li Mu. I’ll inform them to release him immediately. You tell him that I’m coming to see him in person. He can choose the location. Everything can be resolved without making a big fuss. I’m getting old, and my heart isn’t what it used to be.”

Chen Ze purposely invoked the powerful influence of Muye Technology to give the other party a sufficient sense of crisis. Huang Shuolun driving and killing a female university student, then finding someone to take the fall after fleeing, with even people in the Public Security System cooperating—if such a matter truly spread, the Public Security System would be the first to be criticized. What’s more, this incident had also entangled Li Mu.

In this period, Muye Technology had been making huge moves. Hundreds of celebrities supported Tieba, and the YY Portal website, immediately after its launch, attracted nationwide attention. Today, the entire internet user base was still focused on three celebrities visiting Muye Technology for interviews. Its societal influence was booming. If Muye Technology suddenly broke such a big news story now, the pressure from public opinion would likely be unbearable for anyone at the Municipal Bureau.





Chapter 647: I Understand, But I Couldn’t Help Myself

Song Zheng didn’t hear the content of Chen Ze’s phone call. After ordering his men to kick Chen Ze and Song Liang out, he hurried to the interrogation room where Li Mu was being held.

Lu Changyong was already standing inside, holding an iron hammer and a thick dictionary. He stared intently at Li Mu and threatened coldly, “Kid, today will be the day you regret more than any other since you were born.”

Li Mu had long since resigned himself. He said indifferently, “One of us will regret it, but it certainly won’t be me.”

Lu Changyong gritted his teeth and said, “Then I’ll make you feel what it’s like to wish for death.”

As he finished speaking, Song Zheng pushed the door open and entered. Lu Changyong tossed the thick dictionary to him, pointed the iron hammer at Li Mu, and gritted out two words, “Ribs!”

Song Zheng nodded. He perfectly understood Lu Changyong’s meaning. Lu Changyong wanted him to place the thick dictionary against Li Mu’s ribs, and then he would use the iron hammer to smash it hard over the dictionary. This method would inflict immense pain on Li Mu but leave no marks.

Lu Changyong hadn’t done anything like this for several years. After all, he was now the head of the branch bureau, and such methods, used during his time as a criminal detective, were no longer something he had to personally execute. But today, he hated Li Mu so much that he was itching with anger, feeling that he absolutely had to inflict some pain on Li Mu to vent his resentment.

Song Zheng excellently embodied the qualities of a good lackey. With a sinister grin, he approached Li Mu and placed the dictionary against his ribs.

Lu Changyong came over, weighing the iron hammer in his hand, and sneered at Li Mu, “Even an almighty figure can’t help you this time!”

Just as he finished speaking, his phone rang.

Lu Changyong looked down, and his entire body stiffened.

Today was truly a pain in the neck. Why were all these important people calling?

His direct superior, the Municipal Bureau’s third-in-command, was looking for him; Director Huang, the big real estate developer, was looking for him; and now, even the Municipal Bureau’s head had called.

Lu Changyong instinctively thought that the head was calling because Director Huang had complained to him. He expected a scathing dressing-down, but upon answering, the head on the other end of the line asked him, “Lu Changyong, did your branch bureau detain a young man named Li Mu?”

“Li Mu?” Lu Changyong looked at Li Mu in front of him and tentatively asked, “Bureau Chief Gu, are you referring to the person who assaulted Director Huang?”

“Mm.” The head immediately commanded, “Release him, right now! Immediately!”

Lu Changyong was stunned. “Huh? Release him? He assaulted Director Huang and his lawyer. From Director Huang’s appearance, his injuries seem quite serious…”

The other party instantly flared up. “Don’t give me that nonsense. I told you to release him, so release him right now! I will personally investigate the other matters. Furthermore, Lu Changyong, I warn you, you’d better not have pulled any trickery in this matter, or if I find out that your West City Branch Bureau colluded with others to commit any illegal or disorderly acts, don’t blame me for being impolite then!”

The iron hammer in Lu Changyong’s hand instantly slipped, crashing to the ground with a thud. He was on the verge of losing his mind. The information in the head’s words was immense. First, his tone implied he didn’t care about the established fact of Li Mu assaulting someone; he directly ordered the release. This proved that the head was also very wary of this young man in front of him; his background must be unimaginably powerful. Second, his warning afterward was very clear. It seemed he had already grasped some clues regarding Huang Jinshao’s attempt to find someone to take the fall for his son.

Lu Changyong’s mind was in utter chaos. He had truly run into a brick wall this time!

He forced himself to calm down and think seriously. The only thing he could do now was to quickly release Li Mu and immediately declare his stance.

Thus, Lu Changyong’s expression underwent a one-hundred-eighty-degree transformation, instantly changing from a ferocious, menacing wolf to a nervous, trembling lamb. As soon as the call ended, he quickly wiped the sweat from his forehead and said to Song Zheng, “Song Zheng, hurry, unlock Mr. Li’s handcuffs!”

After saying that, he immediately addressed Li Mu with extreme respect, “Mr. Li, I am truly sorry, today’s incident was all a misunderstanding. You can leave now…”

Song Zheng, holding the dictionary, was completely dumbfounded. Even with all his extensive social experience, he had never seen such a commotion. What was going on? Weren’t you going to beat him? You had spoken with such overwhelming presence, how could the mood suddenly change to releasing him?

As Song Zheng stood there puzzled, Lu Changyong cursed, “What are you staring blankly for! Hurry up!”

Song Zheng quickly nodded, hastily took out the handcuff keys, and unlocked Li Mu’s handcuffs.

Lu Changyong took a large stride towards Li Mu, intending to help Li Mu, who had been squatting for a long time, to his feet. However, Li Mu pushed his hand away and uttered four words, “Don’t touch me.”

He understood that Chen Ze must have already started exerting pressure, otherwise, Lu Changyong wouldn’t have changed his attitude so quickly. So, he simply sat down on the floor beside the radiator, clearly intending to stay put.

Lu Changyong hurriedly said, “Mr. Li, you can leave now.”

Li Mu shook his head. “I can’t leave. We agreed on forty-eight hours, and it’s just begun.”

Lu Changyong knew instantly that Li Mu was going head-to-head with him. Li Mu was someone who dared to even hit Huang Jinshao; if he really went head-to-head with him, how could Lu Changyong ever outplay him? The head would arrive soon; what if he saw this situation? So, he said to Li Mu, extremely flustered, “Mr. Li, everything I said just now was a joke. My mind was muddled, I must have gotten kicked by a donkey. I am truly sorry. Please be the bigger man and don’t hold a grudge against me…”

Song Zheng beside him was filled with dread. What was going on? How did Bureau Chief Lu suddenly turn into a cowering mess? What kind of background did this guy have? Could he possibly have immensely powerful connections?

Li Mu then looked up at him and asked indifferently, “Have my friends arrived?”

Song Zheng remembered Chen Ze arguing at the door earlier and quickly interjected, “There are two people outside who said they want to see you…”

Lu Changyong quickly urged, “Then hurry and invite them in!”

A moment later, Chen Ze and Song Liang entered the interrogation room one after another. When they saw Li Mu sitting on the floor beside the radiator, they both couldn’t help but crack a smile.

Chen Ze said to Lu Changyong and Song Zheng, “Please, both of you step out for a moment, we have something to discuss.”

Lu Changyong quickly nodded. At this point, he dared not act presumptuously. He could only hope that Li Mu’s friends could persuade Li Mu to leave, otherwise, if the head blamed him again, he would be surrounded on all sides, unable to curry favor with anyone.

Just as he was about to leave, Li Mu spoke, “Remember to release my three bodyguards.”

Lu Changyong immediately said, “I’ll release them, I’ll go release them right now…”

After Lu Changyong and Song Zheng left, Chen Ze sighed softly as he looked at Li Mu. He sat down cross-legged on the floor in front of him, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit three in one go, first putting one into Li Mu’s mouth, then handing one to Song Liang who was standing behind him, and finally taking one for himself, taking a drag. He looked at Li Mu helplessly and said, “If you had just held back from acting on the spot, you would have had the moral high ground in the entire world.”

Li Mu took a drag from his cigarette, a half-smile playing on his lips. “I understand the reasoning, but I just couldn’t help myself. What now?”

“Damn it.” Chen Ze said with a laugh, “Since you already hit him, what else can be done? If you hadn’t hit him, there’d be a way to handle it without fighting. Since you did, we play by the rules of having fought. It just depends on how you want to play it.”

Speaking, Chen Ze continued, “Oh, right, I asked Zhengmao to check, last night Huang Shuolun, Director Huang’s son, was playing in a small casino in Gulou until late into the night, then took several girls and booked out a nearby bar to play until morning. Coincidentally, someone saw him driving his father’s Bentley last night, so looking at it this way, he’s most likely the one who hit someone with a car this afternoon.”

Li Mu said through gritted teeth, “No wonder Director Huang was so proactive! If you had seen his sanctimonious act today, you’d know why I hit him. He even threatened my family! He truly thought I was an ant he could step on whenever he pleased. If I hadn’t hit him then, I would have looked down on myself.”

Chen Ze said, “It’s fine that you hit him. Most of the justification is still with you. As long as you stand on the absolute moral high ground and the relative legal high ground, you can maintain an undefeated position no matter how you play this out. However, this time I suggest you don’t rush to launch a public opinion offensive.”

Chen Ze and the Municipal Bureau’s head both clearly understood that Li Mu now possessed a heaven-defying internet information distribution channel, and he was most skilled at guiding the direction of public opinion among netizens. Moreover, Li Mu’s image in the hearts of the common people was exceptionally healthy and positive. At twenty years old, he had changed the fate of countless impoverished students. Just this alone made him a well-deserved social icon. If he exposed this matter, public opinion would undoubtedly support him completely. Not to mention hitting Huang Jinshao, even if he had killed Huang Jinshao, he would still be a hero in the eyes of the public.

However, once this matter was truly exposed, Huang Jinshao and his son would naturally fall into great misfortune, but those in the Municipal Bureau who helped Huang Jinsha’s son pull a fast one would also face immense public pressure. At that time, the head’s life would definitely not be easy.

Chen Ze also didn’t want Li Mu to really blow the situation up to that extent, so he advised Li Mu, “However, I suggest you put on a big show for him, give him enough pressure, and force him to desperately resolve this matter for you. Once he has satisfactorily resolved it, you can then go with the flow and do him a favor. He will, in fact, be grateful to you.”

Li Mu nodded and said to Chen Ze, “First, help me get my phone back.”

A moment later, Lu Changyong personally brought Li Mu’s phone back. After he left, Li Mu called Lin Qingya and immediately said, “Qingya, something happened to me. I’m at the West City Branch Bureau right now. Call Old Kong and Wang Nan to come over together, bring my laptop, and also bring me something to eat. I haven’t eaten all day, I’m starving to death.”

Lin Qingya, hearing Li Mu say something happened, quickly said, “I’m coming right away.”

After hanging up, Chen Ze said, “Uncle Gu is on his way. He wants to talk to you in person. Do you think we should go find another suitable place?”

Li Mu shook his head. “I’ll stay here. When Huang Shuolun is arrested and brought in, that’s when I’ll leave.”





Chapter 648: Quite a Commotion

Shuitan Hospital.

Huang Jinshao had just received his CT results when his younger brother, Huang Jinqiang, and younger sister, Huang Jinli, arrived. Both worked at Hongzhu Group Corporation, relying on Huang Jinshao. Upon hearing their older brother had been beaten, they immediately rushed over.

Seeing Huang Jinshao’s injured state, Huang Jinqiang and Huang Jinli were practically exploding with rage. Huang Jinqiang brazenly yelled in front of the doctor at the Hospital, “That arrogant punk! I’ll make sure he dies! Bro, make a call and get the West City Branch Bureau to send him to the detention center. I guarantee he’ll be dead within three days!”

Ever since he was twenty, Huang Jinqiang had followed Huang Jinshao into the world, spending half his life acting as his older brother’s enforcer and cleaner. His words were far from empty threats; while such incidents weren’t exactly commonplace for him, they were certainly nothing new.

Huang Jinshao gritted his teeth and said, “No rush. Once he’s in the detention center, we can deal with him anytime. The priority now is to resolve Shuolun’s matter. Don’t create new complications at this critical juncture. We’ll deal with that punk after Chen Bo’s crime is determined and the court closes the case. Then, we’ll do exactly as you said – find a way to make him die in there!”

He then added bitterly, “There’s something else you need to remember. The female university student Shuolun hit and killed had a classmate present at the scene. Find a way to ensure she doesn’t speak out. If necessary, use whatever means are required. This concerns your nephew’s future, understand?”

Huang Jinqiang nodded repeatedly, “Don’t worry, bro, I understand.”

Huang Jinshao then asked, “Has Chen Bo’s family been taken care of?”

“They’re settled,” Huang Jinqiang said. “I gave his wife two million.”

Huang Jinshao nodded, “Good. Shuolun going to Yale for his MBA this year is the top priority for our family. To get that uneducated and unskilled fellow in, I’ve spent a fortune. The money donated to Yale alone is enough to buy a grand villa. The males in the Huang family generally have low educational levels, which makes us constantly mocked as nouveau riche.”

Sighing, Huang Jinshao continued, “The patriarch has always been bothered by this, hoping his eldest grandson would study abroad, get an impressive diploma, and come back to honor our ancestors. But here he is, just a month away from going to America, and the little bastard causes trouble for me again!”

Huang Jinqiang quickly comforted him, “Bro, Shuolun is actually quite sensible. This was just an accident, mainly because he’s too young. Who doesn’t make mistakes when they’re young? You should also go easy on him later. Get some good rest and take care of yourself.”

Huang Jinshao hummed in agreement, sighing, “It has to be this way. Don’t tell the patriarch about Shuolun’s incident or my injury yet. We don’t want him to worry, and it would be troublesome if he fell ill again.”

Just as he was speaking, Wu You’s phone rang in his bag. He took it out, glanced at it, and said to Huang Jinshao, “Director Huang, it’s Deputy Bureau Chief Jia from the Municipal Bureau.”

Huang Jinshao quickly said, “Hand it over.”

Huang Jinshao assumed Deputy Bureau Chief Jia was calling to personally apologize. He had just connected the call when, to his surprise, Deputy Bureau Chief Jia on the other end said only one sentence: “Director Huang, the West City Branch Bureau has released the young man who hit you.”

Huang Jinshao exploded in anger the moment he heard this.

“What? The West City Branch Bureau released him?! Jia, are you f*cking with me?!”

“Bureau Chief Gu?? What does this have to do with him?!”

“F*ck!!! Old Jia, you can’t just stand by and do nothing about this! My son is going to America next month…”

“Sorry? What’s the f*cking point of an apology? I only have one son, no matter what you say, you have to…”

“Old Jia? Old Jia? F*ck your grandma!”

After cursing, Huang Jinshao furiously threw his phone away. Huang Jinli hastily asked him, “Bro, what happened?”

Huang Jinshao cursed exasperatedly, “Damn it, that Jia called and said the West City Branch Bureau released that kid! He said Bureau Chief Gu from the Municipal Bureau personally ordered Lu Changyong at the West City Branch Bureau to release him, and that Bureau Chief Gu himself wants to thoroughly investigate this case. Now that Jia doesn’t dare to help, he’s trying to wash his hands of it for me!”

Then, Huang Jinshao gritted his teeth and cursed again, “Damn it, that Gu first wants to release the kid who hit me, and now he wants to thoroughly investigate Shuolun’s case. This is clearly targeting me! I haven’t offended him normally!”

Hearing this, Huang Jinqiang anxiously asked, “Bro, could it be that we offended someone before, and they’re using this opportunity for retaliation?”

At this moment, Huang Jinli’s mind was calmer, and she considered things on a broader level. She suddenly remembered a detail no one had paid attention to and asked, “Bro, have you figured out that kid’s background?”

Huang Jinshao fumed, “I’ve been in this game for so many years! Do I need to actively investigate the background of some twenty-year-old greenhorn? If I can’t even handle him, then I might as well quit!”

Huang Jinli countered, “Bro, do you think a twenty-year-old greenhorn normally needs to go out with bodyguards?”

Only then did Huang Jinshao recall that he had overlooked a huge problem: his four bodyguards had been knocked down in a few swift moves by three impressive individuals who appeared out of nowhere. Yet, he had completely forgotten to consider their relationship with the kid who hit him. Hearing his sister say this, it truly seemed possible that those three were the kid’s bodyguards…

Huang Jinli turned her head and looked at the lawyer with the battered face, asking him, “Wu You, did you get a clear look at the situation back then?”

Wu You nodded repeatedly, saying with lingering fear, “Those three were incredibly powerful. They just appeared out of nowhere and knocked down all four of Director Huang’s bodyguards in three seconds. Two of them are still unconscious.”

Huang Jinqiang, who had been completely putting on a show until now, gasped when he heard this, his jaw nearly hitting the floor. He blurted out, “Bro, those four bodyguards I got for you are all top-tier experts! Especially Kunzi; he’s former armed police special forces and even won the national Sanda Championship twice in the armed police system! That guy’s really powerful! How could he be knocked out in one move? Are that kid’s bodyguards really that formidable?”

Huang Jinshao snorted coldly, “What double champion? He’s a f*cking useless piece of trash. One of them, fighting alone, didn’t just flatten him with one move, he knocked down Junzi as well while he was at it.”

Wu You, standing by, said sheepishly, “Kunzi’s CT results are out. The opponent just kicked him, just one kick. He broke three ribs, and when he flew out and landed, he suffered a comminuted fracture of his right pelvic bone, a dislocated right wrist, and soft tissue damage. The doctor said it would be good if he could even sit up from bed within a month…”

Huang Jinqiang’s face was filled with shock, also a little embarrassed. “These so-called national champions are all f*cking talk, utterly worthless. When you get discharged, I’ll find you some truly impressive ones.”

Huang Jinli said, “Third oldest bro, stop talking about useless things. Let’s first analyze that kid’s background. How could a normal person have three such formidable bodyguards with him? I’m worried that Shuolun’s incident coincidentally provoked a tough character…”

…

After Li Mu called Lin Qingya, he immediately called Zhao Kang. Zhao Kang was with Su Yingxue at the entrance of the branch bureau. As soon as he saw Li Mu’s phone ringing, he happily answered, asking, “Li Mu?”

Li Mu said, “It’s me. Everything’s fine on my end. Where’s Yingxue?”

“Good that you’re okay. Yingxue is next to me, I’ll let her talk to you.”

Su Yingxue took the phone and anxiously asked Li Mu, “They didn’t make things difficult for you, did they?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “No, everything’s fine now. They’re actually begging me to leave now, but I don’t want to yet. You and Kangzi wait a moment, I’ll have them invite both of you in.”

Su Yingxue was bewildered by this, but soon, Lu Changyong himself rushed out, bringing Song Zheng along. Song Zheng had seen Su Yingxue before and recognized her immediately, so the two quickly approached Su Yingxue. Song Zheng hastily introduced, “Miss Su, this is Bureau Chief Lu from our branch bureau.”

Su Yingxue said nothing and showed no expression, merely looking at him warily. Lu Changyong quickly and humbly said, “Miss Su, Mr. Li asked me to invite you two inside so you can sit…”

In short, Lu Changyong was now fully prepared to grovel to the very end. He had just confirmed Chen Ze’s identity, and upon learning of Chen Ze’s background and influence, his legs couldn’t stop trembling. Now, he had only one thought: playing humble or even more submissive didn’t matter; getting through this immediate crisis safely was the most important thing.

When Su Yingxue and Zhao Kang arrived at the interrogation room where Li Mu had previously been held, Song Liang and Chen Ze were already sitting in the chairs typically used by police to interrogate suspects. Li Mu, meanwhile, was still sitting on the floor next to a radiator, with a police officer bringing a chair, saying with a troubled expression, “Mr. Li, please take a seat. Otherwise, our Bureau Chief Lu will blame me later…”

Coincidentally, Su Yingxue and Zhao Kang entered. Li Mu quickly told Su Yingxue, “Come sit here.”

Then he turned to the police officer on duty and said, “Please bring another chair.”

The police officer on duty hurriedly left. Su Yingxue knelt in front of Li Mu and quietly asked him, “What exactly is going on?”

At this moment, Su Yingxue was extremely surprised. She knew Song Liang; a long time ago in Haizhou, when Guo Yuhang sought out underworld figures to teach Li Mu a lesson, it was Song Liang who intervened. But Su Yingxue only knew that he was very well-known in Haizhou and couldn’t understand why he was here. Had he traveled all the way from Haizhou just for this? That efficiency was a bit too fast.

Su Yingxue was unaware of many things Li Mu did in his career. Today, she had suffered such a great shock and grievance that Li Mu truly couldn’t bear to keep solving things behind her back. So, he decided to just go all out. Whatever Su Yingxue saw today, he would admit to it. If she questioned him afterward, he would confess everything to her.

So, Li Mu gently kissed her on the cheek and then whispered into her ear, “Don’t be too surprised or too anxious about any questions you have tonight. After this is over, I’ll explain everything to you little by little.”

Su Yingxue only partially understood, but she still nodded seriously.

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, Lu Changyong pushed open the door, then stepped aside and said to someone outside, “Mr. Li is right here.”

The next moment, Lin Qingya hurried in, carrying a stack of takeaway meal boxes. Following behind her was Kong Lingyu. After him, a man wearing a mask and sunglasses entered. Li Mu recognized him at a glance and was surprised that Leslie Cheung had come. Immediately after, two more women wearing masks and sunglasses entered; Anita Mui and Karen Mok had actually arrived…

Li Mu was inwardly surprised. “What the heck, such a grand display?”





Chapter 649: Make a Deal

Bureau Chief Gu wanted to make a “deal” with Li Mu, a transaction.

This solution is often used in the American legal system. A judge calls the lawyers for both the prosecution and defense, or the plaintiff and defendant, together to privately discuss a mutually acceptable solution. This way, everyone just goes through the motions in court, or doesn’t even have to appear, and the verdict is delivered based on the previously reached agreement. This coordination method is completely legal and is considered a more efficient solution, also saving taxpayers’ valuable tax money. It’s commonly known as “making a deal”.

Li Mu hadn’t originally intended to negotiate terms or make a deal with him; at least, not until Huang Shuolun was apprehended. However, since Chen Ze was present, Li Mu had to give him face. So, he asked Lu Changyong to invite everyone else to the conference room, while he, Chen Ze, and Bureau Chief Gu discussed the terms in the interrogation room.

The deal Bureau Chief Gu offered Li Mu was: First, he guaranteed to thoroughly investigate the case to the end, coordinating the entire public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments to ensure Huang Shuolun received a full service of arrest, interrogation, prosecution, sentencing, and incarceration, with absolutely no leniency, providing closure for the deceased, Su Yingxue, and Li Mu. Second, Li Mu and his three bodyguards could leave directly, and the public security organs would not pursue charges for their intentional injury; Huang Jinshao would also not be able to pursue charges. Third, as a condition for not pursuing Li Mu for assault, Li Mu must also not expose the incident, keeping it resolved out of public sight.

Li Mu did not agree.

Or rather, Li Mu refused without hesitation.

He said, “Bureau Chief Gu, if I agree to your terms and you fulfill your promise, and Huang Shuolun gets sentenced to a few years next year, it won’t be long before Huang Jinshao finds a way to get him out. For the crimes he committed, that’s far too lenient on him.”

Bureau Chief Gu said, “I will personally intervene to suppress this matter, ensuring everything follows normal procedures, openly and transparently. How about that?”

Li Mu shook his head and said earnestly, “No matter how major an incident is, once time passes, it loses its inherent influence. If I don’t expose this matter and there’s no public and public opinion oversight, what if Huang Shuolun gets out after a year? I’ll have no way to put him back in.”

Bureau Chief Gu grew anxious and couldn’t help but look at Chen Ze, his expression clearly indicating, “Your friend is being too disrespectful. I only have this one request, and he won’t even agree to that?”

Chen Ze understood the meaning in his gaze. He looked up at Li Mu, thinking that Li Mu shouldn’t be so unyielding. “You have to give him an out,” he thought. He was caught in the middle here, and if they were to fully stand on opposing sides, he’d lose face too. Moreover, in his view, Li Mu indeed needed to make appropriate concessions at this point. Making concessions wouldn’t just ensure justice was served, but also earn goodwill, creating a win-win situation. Otherwise, even if the matter was resolved, they would have offended the entire Public Security System.

Just as the two were deep in their own thoughts, Li Mu said, “Bureau Chief Gu, I think the best solution is for Muye Technology to expose this case. However, when it’s exposed, I will have someone completely erase the part about taking the fall. In other words, the news that will ultimately be released to the public will be that Huang Shuolun ran a red light, caused an accident, killed a female university student, and then fled the scene. Then, the public security organs, disregarding the Huang family’s social status, still enforced the law impartially, swiftly apprehending Huang Shuolun and bringing him to justice for the victim. This way, the immense public opinion pressure will overwhelm Huang Shuolun, and also leave the Huang family with no way to use their connections. This is exactly what I want. Furthermore, the reputation and image of the public security organs will not only be unaffected but will instead gain significant positive benefits. For you, it’s also a win-win situation.”

Chen Ze’s eyes lit up. He was very relieved that after calming down, Li Mu’s intelligence was once again seizing the high ground. Moreover, this was the first time Li Mu had used the polite “you” (您) when addressing Bureau Chief Gu, indicating Li Mu’s genuine sincerity with this condition. So, he immediately blurted out, “Uncle Gu, I think Li Mu’s idea is good. Everyone gets what they want, and there are even unexpected gains. It’s a win-win situation!”

Bureau Chief Gu privately agreed with Chen Ze’s words. Right now, to resolve this problem, whether using his own method or Li Mu’s, Huang Shuolun couldn’t escape. The outcome would be the same. So, he might as well take full advantage of this opportunity to establish the public security organs’ concept of equal enforcement of law before everyone. He couldn’t speak for other matters, but if Huang Shuolun’s wickedness was exposed, the Municipal Bureau would undoubtedly receive praise and commendation from the public, which would greatly help their image and prestige.

As for Huang Jinshao, he certainly wouldn’t dare to act rashly at this moment. With his background and influence, Li Mu and Chen Ze could completely suppress him. Furthermore, if this matter proceeded as Li Mu suggested, he could also escape disaster. Otherwise, if his involvement was exposed, he would become a pariah.

Wealthy businessmen and officials aren’t fearless of the media; it depends on who is standing on the other side of the media. Behind every major incident exposed by the media, there are always deep-seated power struggles that ordinary people cannot see. If they proceeded with Li Mu’s suggestion, it wouldn’t be the worst outcome for Huang Jinshao. Right now, he would only lose his son, not himself.

Thus, Bureau Chief Gu nodded, his brow smoothing out completely. He told Li Mu, “It’s decided then.”

…

Almost the entire branch bureau deployed for this case. Such a massive operation immediately reached the Huang family through special channels. Huang Jinshao, lying in his hospital bed, was dumbfounded by the news coming from multiple sources! Now, the police were arresting his son all over Yanjing, and all his connections within the police system were distancing themselves from him. The police system had almost completely sided against him. This situation was extremely dire for him!

He had never, in his wildest dreams, imagined that the young man who beat him was the owner of Muye Technology, a powerhouse in the internet industry. He possessed unparalleled publicity channels, and he himself was currently the most famous and highly respected educational philanthropist in all of China, with an unimaginable influence among the public. This time, he hadn’t just stumbled upon a steel plate; the steel plate was about to crash down and crush him!

Huang Jinshao immediately became extremely nervous. First, he was worried about his son being apprehended, because if he were truly brought to justice, his son’s offense would result in at least seven years in prison. If the judge included the harm his son inflicted on Su Yingxue during his escape, and his act of finding someone to take the fall after escaping, then the sentence would start at a minimum of ten years;

Second, he worried that after the incident was exposed, he would become the target of public criticism. Once Li Mu went all out and revealed everything, the Public Security System would definitely investigate everything thoroughly and bring it into the open, then severely deal with the responsible parties to ensure they didn’t become targets of public condemnation. In that scenario, all the pressure and society’s focus would be concentrated on him. For a real estate developer who frequently dealt with the government, if he had a major blemish on his record, government officials would shun him. At that point, the impact on him would truly spread to everything he did…

Most crucially, facing an opponent like Li Mu, who inherently possessed a powerful public opinion advantage, Huang Jinshao could not think of any effective solution. The situation had become so awkward that even if he killed Li Mu, it would be utterly useless; it would only lead him to a dead end…

Just as Huang Jinshao was at a loss, Huang Jinli spoke up, “Bro, why don’t I go talk to Li Mu?”

Huang Jinshao asked her, “How do you plan to talk to him?”

Huang Jinli said without hesitation, “Admit defeat, abandon resistance, bow and scrape. As long as he agrees to let the Huang family off the hook, let him name any price.”

Huang Jinqiang instantly exploded upon hearing this. “What? My dear sister, you want to bow and scrape to him and beg for his forgiveness?! And let him name any price?! Look at our bro; he’s in this state all thanks to Li Mu! We haven’t even settled that score yet!”

Huang Jinli retorted, “You want to settle scores with him? Fine, but the police are already going to arrest Shuolun. Can you make Shuolun escape now? If Shuolun runs, the entire Huang family will be implicated by him. He committed a criminal offense. Even if you send him abroad now, he’ll never be able to come back in this life, unless he returns to surrender himself.”

Huang Jinqiang said annoyed, “But we can’t grovel to him…”

Huang Jinli ignored him, instead turning to her older brother, Huang Jinshao, and said, “Bro, we need a two-pronged approach right now. You call Shuolun immediately, wherever he is, and have someone drive him to the vicinity of the West City Branch Bureau. Don’t let the police catch him. I’ll go to the West City Branch Bureau right now and talk to Li Mu face-to-face. If we reach an agreement, we’ll pay whatever compensation is due, apologize as needed, and quickly resolve this matter. Then Shuolun will be safe.”

Huang Jinshao asked, “What if an agreement isn’t reached?”

“If an agreement isn’t reached…” Huang Jinli hesitated for a moment, then looked up at her older brother, her gaze mournful but resolute. “Bro, you need to be mentally prepared. If we don’t reach an agreement, I’ll call Shuolun as soon as I leave, and then I’ll accompany him to surrender himself. First, we’ll secure the circumstance of surrender. Then, once the deceased’s parents arrive, no matter how much it costs, I will get a letter of understanding from them. With the circumstance of surrender and a letter of understanding, Shuolun’s situation will have some room for negotiation. Tomorrow, I’ll find someone to issue a certificate of mental illness history, stating that Shuolun’s mother’s family has a hereditary history of mental illness, and fabricate several medical records of Shuolun’s past episodes. Wu You will handle these operations then.”

Listening from the side, Wu You secretly gave her a thumbs-up. Huang Jinli truly was the boss’s strategist, considering every detail meticulously. Especially the contingency plan if an agreement wasn’t reached: securing the circumstance of surrender, obtaining a letter of understanding from the victim’s family, and issuing a certificate of mental illness history. She had basically thought of all these points. With these points in hand, Huang Shuolun would not only be able to secure a lenient sentence but also easily apply for medical parole in the future, regaining his freedom within a short time.

Huang Jinshao looked up at Wu You and asked him, “Little Wu, from a legal perspective, how likely is Jinli’s plan to succeed?”

Wu You quickly said, “Director Li spoke of several points that are very practical. If Shuolun isn’t caught by the police and surrenders himself, the circumstance of surrender will certainly apply. A letter of understanding from the family is extremely useful for a lenient sentence; as long as the family accepts compensation, it’s just a matter of money. As for the mental illness history, we’d need to find a trustworthy hospital to fabricate it. If handled well, there should basically be no problems.”





Chapter 650: An Excellent Opportunity to Extort

Li Mu had already agreed on all the terms with Gu Jianghe. What needed to be done now was to quickly get YY Net to produce a special report and generate influence regarding this matter in the shortest time possible.

Li Mu handed the special report task to Wang Nan, telling him to rush back as soon as possible to organize employees to work overtime on it. They needed to strive to launch the report by that evening and use YY’s pop-up windows for promotion, ensuring sufficient social influence. Li Mu also made a request to Gu Jianghe: the video footage captured by the police at the crime scene should be provided to YY Net as news material.

Gu Jianghe agreed to Li Mu’s request and simultaneously ordered Lu Changyong to provide full cooperation. However, after arranging the work, he specifically told Li Mu in private, “The follow-up to this case will be handled by the Municipal Bureau. According to the agreement we reached earlier, I will definitely give you a satisfactory answer regarding this matter. As for you, I’d say there’s no need to wait around here. Go back and get some good rest first. I’ll notify you as soon as Huang Shuolun is arrested.”

Li Mu said, “Bureau Chief Gu, if you have something to attend to, please go ahead. I’m not in a hurry. I’ll wait a bit longer here. If the officers at the sub-bureau are cooperative enough, perhaps Huang Shuolun will be brought in before tonight.”

Gu Jianghe didn’t want Li Mu to remain at the sub-bureau at all. Just as he was about to persuade him again, Lu Changyong knocked on the door and entered in a hurry, telling Gu Jianghe and Li Mu, “Bureau Chief Gu, Director Li, Mr. Huang from Hongzhu Group Corporation is here. He says he wishes to see Li Mu.”

After speaking, Lu Changyong hastily added, “Not Huang Jinshao, it’s his sister, Huang Jinli.”

Gu Jianghe looked at Li Mu and said, “The Huang family must be here to negotiate terms with you.”

Li Mu, with a look of trying to get close to someone, chuckled, “Uncle Gu, since we’ve already settled things, I won’t negotiate with her. Let her go home.”

Gu Jianghe let out a helpless laugh. This young man, Li Mu, was quite cunning. When terms weren’t settled, he wouldn’t give anyone face; but once they were, even his words carried a hint of flattery… Although the contrast was stark, Gu Jianghe found it quite agreeable. This young man could be considered the most outstanding youth in the country right now, bar none. Not only did he possess immense wealth, but he was also a model example in the eyes of the public, and he had powerful figures above him paying attention. Maintaining a relaxed and friendly relationship with him would also be beneficial for himself.

However, Gu Jianghe still spoke up, “Actually, I think if you can talk, you should. Currently, the person hasn’t been arrested, and the media hasn’t published anything yet. You can first hear what terms the Huang family is willing to offer. Even if you don’t agree, there’s no harm in listening.”

Li Mu thought about it and realized it made sense. So he nodded, “Then I’ll listen to what she proposes.”

Lu Changyong turned to bring Huang Jinli in. Gu Jianghe didn’t leave immediately; instead, he waited until Lu Changyong had brought Huang Jinli into the room before saying to Li Mu, “Then you two chat first. I’ll sit in Changyong’s office for a bit, and we can talk again later.”

Li Mu nodded, understanding that Gu Jianghe deliberately waited for Huang Jinli’s arrival before leaving, intending to use his presence to exert some pressure on the Huang family. Therefore, he purposefully remained silent.

As soon as Gu Jianghe and Lu Changyong left, Huang Jinli hastily and courteously said to Li Mu, “Hello, Mr. Li. I’ve long heard of your great name, but have never had the chance to meet you.”

Li Mu forced a slight smile and asked her, “Do you need something from me?”

Huang Jinli sincerely said, “I came specifically to apologize to you. Today’s incident is all my nephew’s fault. He was ignorant and caused so much trouble. My elder brother was overly protective and acted somewhat irrationally. For any offenses, please be lenient.”

Li Mu said, “Actually, it would be best for today’s matters to be resolved by the law. Ms. Huang, there’s no need for you to make a special trip. Your nephew committed hit-and-run, causing death and injury; the public security organs will handle that. As for the unpleasantness between Mr. Huang and me today, Mr. Huang can also resolve it through legal means. Additionally, Mr. Huang’s actions of shielding a criminal, finding someone to take the fall, and trampling on judicial fairness will certainly also be handed over to judicial authorities. The law is enough; no one needs to apologize to anyone. It’s superfluous.”

Huang Jinli’s heart jolted. She knew Li Mu was difficult to deal with, but she never expected him to speak so decisively. Did this mean he was prepared to risk everything and leave all matters to be resolved by the law? If so, her nephew would be arrested, and her elder brother would also face criminal responsibility for his actions. Li Mu, for physically assaulting someone, would also not escape legal sanctions.

So, Huang Jinli hastily forced a smile and said, “Mr. Li, there’s really no need for things to get so unpleasant. I know my elder brother’s actions were very inappropriate, but he was also desperate to protect his son. How about this: if you’re willing to settle this matter privately, we are willing to offer ten million in compensation to the victim’s family, and another ten million in compensation to your girlfriend. At the same time, I will make my good-for-nothing nephew apologize to you, your girlfriend, and the victim’s family in person.”

After listening, Li Mu looked at her with an amused expression and countered, “Do you think I lack money?”

Huang Jinli quickly explained, “You’ve misunderstood, Mr. Li. I didn’t mean that. Your businesses are so vast that ten million certainly means nothing to you. However, this is our attitude of actively trying to resolve the issue. If you have any dissatisfactions, please feel free to raise them.”

Li Mu said, “I’ve already stated my solution. From the moment Huang Shuolun committed hit-and-run and injured my girlfriend, this matter could no longer be resolved privately.”

Huang Jinli hesitated for a moment, then said with a sincere expression, “Mr. Li, my brother is fifty-eight years old and can be considered an elderly man. To be honest, it’s quite pitiful how you beat him up today. Considering he only has this one son, could you perhaps treat this as the father paying for the son’s debt?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “He can sue me. I won’t shirk any responsibility the law assigns to me. Similarly, Mr. Huang and his son must also bear the legal consequences for their actions.”

Huang Jinli knew perfectly well that Li Mu’s assault on her elder brother, if taken alone, would at most result in a suspended sentence, more likely just a few days of detention. However, the crimes of her elder brother and nephew would not be so light. Huang Shuolun, with punishment for multiple offenses, would face at least ten years. Huang Jinshao was suspected of harboring a criminal and also of instructing others to give false testimony through violence, threats, or bribery. With punishment for multiple offenses, a sentence of three to seven years would be normal.

As for Huang Jinshao’s crimes, if they really went to court, there were many ambiguous points. The biggest point of maneuverability was whether the nature of the crime was truly extremely egregious. After all, it involved human life. If the court deemed it egregious, then it would definitely be sentenced according to the egregious tier. If the court considered him a first-time offender and a taxpayer who had made significant contributions to society, then a lenient sentence would be given.

However, before she came, Wu You had specifically reminded her that the judge’s sentencing was largely related to the social public opinion and influence surrounding the matter.

If there was no media attention and no public opinion, the judge would have a lot of room for maneuver. Although Huang Shuolun’s crimes were somewhat difficult to handle, Huang Jinshao could at best strive for three years suspended sentence with three years probation, or even three years suspended sentence with five years probation. However, if there was strong social public opinion, the judge would certainly impose a severe sentence.

Huang Jinli was also struggling fiercely internally. She had basically realized that trying to protect Huang Shuolun now was essentially a pipe dream. Li Mu wouldn’t give the Huang family this chance. This man’s social influence far surpassed that of the entire Huang family combined. Moreover, he was a darling of the media and public opinion, and in terms of financial strength, Li Mu was no worse than the Huang family. If this case were exposed, public opinion alone could crush the Huang family, and both Huang Shuolun and Huang Jinshao would find it difficult to escape punishment.

For Huang Jinli, if Huang Shuolun went to prison, the Huang family would be grief-stricken, but it wouldn’t be a big deal; their foundation wouldn’t be affected, only their reputation. However, if Huang Jinshao also went in, the blow to the Huang family would be too great. Everything the Huang family had was built on Huang Jinshao’s foundation. If he were arrested, the entire Hongzhu Group Corporation would be leaderless, and all business and political relationships would be forced to be reshuffled. How much would remain in the end was hard to say. If their base and foundation were hollowed out too much, Hongzhu Group Corporation would become precarious.

At this moment, Huang Jinli didn’t know that Li Mu had already settled the terms with Gu Jianghe. She didn’t know that Li Mu, to save Gu Jianghe face, was prepared to conceal the fact that Huang Jinshao had used his connections within the Public Security System to try and make his driver take the fall for his son. From Gu Jianghe’s attitude towards Li Mu just now, Huang Jinli felt that Li Mu already had the backing of the entire judicial system in this matter. If he truly drove this down to the extreme, the Huang family would find it difficult to escape misfortune.

So, Huang Jinli made her decision internally and began, “Mr. Li, Shuolun made a big mistake, and our Huang family is willing to let him face legal punishment. However, I have one request regarding my elder brother, Mr. Huang Jinshao, and his involvement in this case. Let’s both take a step back. We won’t pursue your physical actions today, and we ask that you no longer pursue the mistakes he made in a moment of confusion. In addition to that, the twenty million in cash compensation I just promised still stands. If you’re not satisfied, you can name an amount, and we can discuss it.”

Upon hearing Huang Jinli’s words, Li Mu was immediately overjoyed. He had originally not wanted to negotiate with the Huang family further, but had only reluctantly agreed to chat under Gu Jianghe’s persuasion, to see what they would say in such a situation. To his surprise, this conversation yielded a significant gain.

The deal he and Gu Jianghe had just made was agreed upon with only the two of them and Chen Ze present, so Huang Jinli naturally couldn’t know about it. Yet, now she actually had the same request. Gu Jianghe didn’t want to expose the fact that someone within the Public Security System had assisted Huang Jinshao in making his driver take the fall for his son, wanting to protect the Public Security System’s reputation. Huang Jinli, on the other hand, hoped her elder brother could survive this struggle. If Huang Shuolun couldn’t be saved anymore, she was willing to sacrifice him, yet she would save her elder brother’s safety at all costs, because it concerned the safety of the entire Huang family.

In her view, a ferocious tiger could lose its tail, but it could not lose its heart or its fangs.

But in Li Mu’s eyes, this was truly a damn excellent opportunity to extort…!





Chapter 651: Extorting a Heavy Sum

Li Mu remained silent, staring intently at Huang Jinli, his gaze a mix of amusement and disdain, which made Huang Jinli feel uneasy.

Huang Jinli, in her forties, was the only high-achieving student in the Huang family who had received higher education. For many years, she had followed Huang Jinshao in the business world, experiencing great storms and waves. However, this was the first time she had shown fear in front of a twenty-year-old young man.

At this moment, she wasn’t worried that Li Mu would extort her; rather, she was concerned that he would refuse to compromise. If he truly refused, there would be nothing to discuss. Once the matter reached the media and Li Mu’s Muye Technology, it would be known to the entire nation. By then, the Huang family could prepare to send the old man and the young one to prison.

Li Mu lightly tapped his finger on the tabletop and said, “I understand what you mean. You want to protect Huang Jinshao. You’re afraid that if I blow up this matter, Huang Jinshao will also be implicated.”

Huang Jinli didn’t try to argue; she nodded and said, “I knew I couldn’t hide this from you.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Mr. Huang Jinshao’s way of doing things is quite famous in Yanjing. If I say he’s malicious and ruthless in his methods, you wouldn’t try to defend him, would you?”

Huang Jinli replied, “You might have some misunderstanding about my older cousin. He is actually a law-abiding businessman, and every year for the country…”

“Alright,” Li Mu waved his hand. “You came to talk to me, so you must treat me as an adult. Since this is a conversation between adults, let’s skip the empty rhetoric. The reason I acted today is because he threatened me in front of the police, and he used my family and girlfriend to threaten me. That’s why I couldn’t bear it any longer and lashed out.”

Huang Jinli offered a forced smile and said, “He’s just accustomed to being high-profile; he tends to be quite assertive in his actions and words, but deep down, he absolutely has no malicious intent…”

Li Mu’s brows furrowed instantly. He stared at Huang Jinli without saying a word. He felt that someone of Huang Jinli’s age should be more mature than him. If she truly wanted to solve the problem, she shouldn’t keep saying such baseless things that he would never believe, clumsily trying to whitewash Huang Jinshao. What was the point? Unless…

Li Mu suddenly became wary.

Huang Jinli was stared intently at by Li Mu, her eyes darting away.

Li Mu suddenly chuckled. He looked at Huang Jinli. She was wearing a relatively traditional Chinese-style short-sleeved top and a long skirt, which didn’t seem to have any hidden pockets. However, there was an LV handbag beside her. So he spoke, “How about this, Ms. Huang? I’m a rather suspicious person. Before we discuss anything serious, let’s first show each other some sincerity. This is our first meeting, and I know nothing about you. Could you let me see your bag?”

As soon as Li Mu said this, Huang Jinli’s expression instantly became a little tense. Her tension, in Li Mu’s eyes, was a clear sign of trouble. He immediately concluded that there was a recording device or similar in Huang Jinli’s bag, intended to catch flaws in his words.

Huang Jinli’s expression changed rapidly at that moment. She stared at her bag, tense and vigilant, for a long while, then looked at Li Mu. Seeing Li Mu watching her, her gaze quickly darted away again.

Li Mu’s expression instantly turned cold. He said, “Ms. Huang, playing games like this isn’t fun. Forget it, you can go back.”

Huang Jinli quickly interjected, “Mr. Li, please don’t misunderstand.” With that, she opened her handbag and poured out its contents in front of Li Mu. Among them was a Sony voice recorder, which was currently in operation.

Huang Jinli proactively turned off the recorder and explained, “I was just acting out of self-preservation, Mr. Li. Please don’t misunderstand.”

Li Mu picked up the voice recorder, sneered, and said, “I know exactly what you’re thinking. You’re already as cornered as you can be, so you want to leave yourselves with some weapon to spite me. If the situation truly can’t be reversed in the end, you can still take out the recording of our negotiation to make me sick. You have nothing left to lose anyway, so you might as well try to salvage whatever you can.”

Huang Jinli quickly said, “You’ve misunderstood, Mr. Li, I didn’t mean that…”

While Huang Jinli tried to argue, she was filled with regret inwardly, even cursing Wu You to death.

The voice recorder belonged to Wu You. For someone like him, who could make money perform miracles with the law, a voice recorder was essential daily equipment. Before she came, Wu You handed the recorder to her and made an irresistible suggestion. He said, “Director Li, since we’ve already prepared for the worst, we must also think about how to counterattack. If Li Mu negotiates with you, try to guide him to say things that show disregard for the law for the sake of money or conditions. And you must remember to make excuses for Mr. Huang during the conversation. That way, if Li Mu doesn’t agree to a settlement, we’ll drag him into trouble even if it’s our dying breath. Li Mu’s positive public image is very strong and valuable. He probably wouldn’t want to see such a black-marked recording circulate. He pretends to be righteous and defends the law on the surface, but secretly leverages the law as a bargaining chip for conditions. This would cause tremendous damage to his image. At that point, a single recording might just give us a new lease on life.”

Huang Jinli felt that Wu You’s consideration was very thorough. If they were going to negotiate, it would definitely be about how much money and what conditions she would offer in exchange for his disregard and trampling of the law. This didn’t even require Li Mu to agree; as long as Li Mu proposed conditions, it would absolutely constitute a blemish on his record. The deeper they discussed the conditions, the more leverage they could extract to threaten him in the future.

However, Huang Jinli didn’t realize that Li Mu had guessed the clues from her words. It was also her fault for deliberately whitewashing Huang Jinshao verbally, and trying too hard to do so, which allowed Li Mu to detect the hint of something suspicious.

Li Mu looked at the voice recorder, feeling a mix of fear and silently cursing Huang Jinli for being cunning and ruthless. If she hadn’t been so greedy, trying to whitewash Huang Jinshao while trying to trick him, he might have actually fallen into her trap!

Li Mu slowly stood up, slamming the voice recorder onto the ground, shattering it. Then he used his foot to stomp the broken pieces into even tinier fragments, coldly saying, “Ms. Huang, you have a truly vicious heart.”

Huang Jinli still tried to argue, “Mr. Li, you really misunderstood, I didn’t mean to…”

Li Mu waved his hand and sneered, “It seems I was misinterpreting intentions. Your Huang family must be hoping to put me to death now, right? Especially Mr. Huang. I bet while he was in the hospital, he was constantly thinking about how to kill me to vent his hatred.”

When Huang Jinli thought of her older cousin indeed having had murderous intent towards Li Mu in the hospital, she felt that things were greatly amiss. If Li Mu could perceive this layer, then he would certainly hold deeper animosity towards her older cousin. In that light, it seemed impossible for Li Mu to let her older cousin off the hook.

Just as Huang Jinli’s heart was on the verge of despair, Li Mu changed the topic and said, “Ms. Huang, let’s speak frankly. From my perspective, I hope this matter escalates as much as possible. The bigger the ruckus, the more beneficial it is for me, and the smaller the future hidden risks will be. However, since we are both adults, as the saying goes, only children distinguish right from wrong; adults prioritize benefits. How about this: I’ll propose a few conditions. If you agree, I’ll consent not to expose the matter of Huang Jinshao finding a scapegoat.”

Upon hearing this, Huang Jinli felt as if she had been snatched from the jaws of death. She quickly said, “Please, speak.”

Li Mu said coolly, “First, Huang Shuolun must pay the price he deserves. I want him here before tonight.”

Huang Jinli immediately said, “No problem, I guarantee this to you. As long as we agree on the conditions, I will have him surrender himself at the West City Branch Bureau within half an hour.”

Li Mu shook his head. “Surrender is not an option; he must be apprehended. If you have him come to surrender, then our agreement becomes void. The correct way to cooperate is for you to tell the police where he is, and the police will go and arrest him.”

“This…” Huang Jinli’s heart tightened. Wasn’t Li Mu being too ruthless? Would he only be satisfied when her nephew was completely ruined?

Before Huang Jinli could respond, Li Mu continued, “Second, you will certainly compensate. Not twenty million, but fifty million. Twenty million of that will be compensation for the victims’ families, and thirty million will be used to establish an anti-drunk driving fund. Not a single cent less from this sum. However, the money cannot pass through your hands to the victims and their families.”

Huang Jinli was stunned. “What does Mr. Li mean by this?”

Li Mu said, “It’s simple. You cannot directly reach a settlement agreement with the families using money. You must channel the money through a certain channel to another company under my name. My company will then donate the twenty million on your behalf to the victims and their families. The remaining thirty million will be used by my company to establish the anti-drunk driving fund. At a legal level, the victims’ families will waive any form of civil lawsuit against you. That is to say, they will waive their right to claim any compensation from you in court.”

Cold sweat broke out on Huang Jinli’s back. Making the Huang family pay, but not allowing them to directly give the money to the victims’ families, meant that Li Mu’s true intention was to ensure that even after paying, the Huang family would not receive any

understanding or forgiveness from the victims’ families. And once the victims and their families received the money, they would waive civil lawsuits, meaning that at that point, any compensation sought in court would be meaningless. This was simply too vicious!

Huang Jinli was about to speak when Li Mu raised his hand to interrupt her. He said, “There’s one more condition. Listen to me finished first.”

“Third, I want that plot of land you have on East Third Ring North Road. Don’t look so surprised; I’m a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate. I know your Hongzhu Group Corporation recently acquired a new plot there. I don’t care what your market price is; Wanying will acquire it at the same price you purchased it from the government. The contract must be signed before tomorrow night, and the contract must state that Hongzhu Group Corporation will provide Wanying with a one-year interest-free credit term. This money will be paid after one year!”





Chapter 652: Li the Flayer

When Huang Jinli heard the words ‘Wanying Real Estate’, her psychological defenses were once again severely breached.

She knew Li Mu owned Muye Technology; this was general knowledge within the police system. However, she had no idea what other businesses Li Mu had.

She didn’t know about Eting.com, or Taobao, or the relationship between Muye Films, Baofeng Entertainment, and Li Mu. Therefore, she was even more unaware that Li Mu held shares in Yanjing Wanying Real Estate.

She had known about Wanying Real Estate for a while. It was a new company established in Yanjing only this year, and it hadn’t yet developed a single real estate project. However, not long ago, they acquired six plots of land along the East Third Ring Road. This bold move shocked many of their colleagues. Although everyone knew that the future Line 10’s north-south route would be chosen between the East Third Ring Road and Dawang Road, no one dared to stake everything on it with such a reckless gamble.

Although Hongzhu Group Corporation’s focus had long shifted from residential real estate to commercial real estate, Huang Jinli had still done her homework on this audacious newcomer with such astonishing moves. However, at the time, she hadn’t paid attention to Li Mu. She only knew that Chen Ze had shares in this company, and Chen Ze wasn’t just passively holding shares; he was actively involved. She knew exactly who Chen Ze was, but what she hadn’t expected was that Li Mu was also a shareholder in Wanying Real Estate. From the looks of it, Li Mu’s relationship with Chen Ze must be very close…

Before coming today, Huang Jinli hadn’t heard anything about Li Mu knowing Chen Ze. Now, Li Mu had undoubtedly dropped another heavy bomb into her already turbulent heart.

Li Mu’s current intent was very clear: he wanted Huang Shuolun to pay the maximum price, for the Huang family to provide enormous compensation, and at the same time, for the Huang family to offer a ceremonial apology.

After all, Li Mu was someone who had been reborn from over a decade in the future. Having spent so much time online, he was very familiar with the nationally renowned cases and knew how the rich and powerful usually exploited legal loopholes. Therefore, his thoughts almost perfectly coincided with Huang Jinli’s: first, Huang Shuolun must not surrender himself; second, he must not obtain the victim’s and their family’s forgiveness.

As for whether he would use other means to get out of prison early after being incarcerated, Li Mu was already prepared. He would publicize this case, making Huang Shuolun’s actions known to everyone. Once he was released prematurely, Li Mu would expose him again under public opinion’s scrutiny, ensuring that if any irregularities were involved, he would be sent back to serve his sentence honestly.

Huang Jinli’s mental and willpower had already collapsed by half. She knew she currently had no bargaining chips against Li Mu. If she wanted to protect her older cousin Huang Jinshao and the Huang family’s foundation, she had to sacrifice Huang Shuolun now. There was no other choice; otherwise, she would lose both Huang Shuolun and her older cousin Huang Jinshao.

If they agreed to Li Mu’s conditions, paying fifty million in compensation was irrelevant, and lending the land to Wanying Real Estate was also irrelevant. This loss, while painful to see for the Huang family, was fundamentally insignificant. However, the most unacceptable part was devastating Huang Shuolun’s future, sacrificing one person to preserve the entire family.

Huang Jinli originally wanted to discuss it with her older cousin again. But on second thought, the discussion held little meaning. The reason her older cousin asked her to negotiate was that her previously proposed fallback plan included efforts to mitigate Huang Shuolun’s punishment. However, the first two plans were now unusable. In this situation, her older cousin, being overly protective, might not agree. Even if he were willing to consider, she didn’t know when he would finish his internal struggle. So, she gritted her teeth, deciding to cut through the red tape quickly.

Huang Jinli, who had been silent for a long time, suddenly looked up and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I agree to your terms. I can tell you Shuolun’s location, and you can make the arrest. The money can be transferred to your company’s account tomorrow morning, and I will personally go to Wanying Real Estate tomorrow morning to sign the land transfer agreement with you.”

Li Mu nodded contentedly and said, “We’ll arrest him tonight first. I will expose this case, but before tomorrow afternoon, there will be no mention in the reports of Huang Jinshao finding someone to take the fall. If the money and land issues aren’t resolved by tomorrow morning, then the news of Huang Jinshao finding someone to take the fall for his son will be exposed tomorrow afternoon.”

Huang Jinli nodded, “Good, it’s a deal!”

With that, Huang Jinli took out her phone and made a call.

At this moment, Huang Shuolun was sitting in the back seat of the car driven by his family’s butler, extremely nervous. Having been urgently pulled out of his home, he knew he had caused a huge disaster. The thought of potentially facing years in prison filled him with extreme dread. He also knew his current situation: once his paternal aunt called the butler, the butler would drive him to the West City Branch Bureau to surrender himself. Once he surrendered, it meant he would lose his freedom, and he didn’t know when he would see the light of day again.

At this moment, the butler had parked the car in a restaurant parking lot near the West City Branch Bureau. He had been waiting for Huang Jinli’s call but unexpectedly received a text message from her. In the message, Huang Jinli asked, “Where are you?”

The butler quickly told her his address, adding, “Do we not need to go there anymore?”

Huang Jinli replied, “No need to come. You stay with Shuolun where you are; don’t go anywhere else. Keep a close eye on him.”

The butler replied with an ‘Okay’.

Huang Shuolun was restless with uncertainty. He asked the butler, “Uncle Chen, was that a message from my aunt?”

The butler shook his head and said, “It was a friend.”

Huang Shuolun waited in the car for a few more minutes as dusk began to fall. Suddenly, his phone rang. It was a second-year student from the Performance Department of Yanjing Film Academy. Teasingly, she said on the phone, “Young Master Huang, want to come out for a drink tonight? Aren’t you going to America soon? It’ll be hard to meet once you leave.”

The image of that sensual, alluring, and promiscuous woman immediately surfaced in Huang Shuolun’s mind. She was skilled in bed and always able to satisfy him to the fullest. She was one of his many lovers, basically available on call whenever he desired her. Hearing her seductive voice now, Huang Shuolun involuntarily recalled those passionate scenes and instantly felt a burning heat.

Honestly, his life these past years had been extremely extravagant. Money, women, status – he had everything he wanted. When he got tired of Mainland China, he could fly to Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, or even Europe and the United States at any time. No matter which country he visited, he could indulge in constant revelry, living a life as carefree as an immortal. But if he were truly sentenced to ten or eight years this time, even if he got out in two or three, he definitely wouldn’t be able to endure the torment.

The thought of the drastic contrast after entering prison made Huang Shuolun start to have second thoughts. He suddenly felt that he could just go home, grab his passport, and buy a ticket to many countries. Rather than waste time, he should quickly leave Mainland China! He knew that his departure would cause some trouble for his family, but selfishly, he believed his family could find a way to solve any problems they encountered. He shouldn’t sacrifice his own happiness and go to prison for their benefit!

So, Huang Shuolun silently hung up the phone. Then, while the butler wasn’t paying attention, he suddenly pulled open the car door and bolted out. But just as he had run a few steps, four or five police officers suddenly rushed out from nearby. One of them lunged at him with outstretched arms, tackling him to the ground.

Before Huang Shuolun could even cry out in pain, he heard a voice shout in his ear, “Don’t move! Police!”

…

Huang Jinli, sitting opposite Li Mu, received a call from the butler. The butler informed her that ten seconds ago, Huang Shuolun had just been arrested by the police who arrived. As he was being put into the car, he hysterically cursed Huang Jinli, calling her an old hag who had betrayed him.

Huang Jinli let out a long sigh, yet no tears fell. For her, it was better for Huang Shuolun to go to prison himself than for her older cousin to accompany him.

In this matter, the Huang family was completely in a passive position, being unlawful, in the wrong, and morally bankrupt. Li Mu, on the other hand, had nearly all the justification, along with wealth, prestige, and influence. Furthermore, with people like Bureau Chief Gu and Chen Ze supporting him, the Huang family was no match at all.

Even if Huang Shuolun resented her, she accepted it. Letting him hate her was far better than letting him hate his own father.

So, Huang Jinli hung up the phone, stood up, and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I will visit Wanying tomorrow morning. Both the money and the contract will be finalized tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu nodded, reminding her, “The fifty million must go through proper channels. Let’s process it as a consultancy fee.”

Huang Jinli nodded expressionlessly, “Alright, you decide.”

Li Mu then added, “By the way, Wanying will issue you an invoice and pay taxes on this fifty million. So, how about this: I’ll have our finance department calculate the invoicing fees and tax points, and you can pay those along with the agreed amount.”

Huang Jinli’s expression faltered for a moment, then she nodded. “Alright, whatever you say.”

After speaking, Huang Jinli stood up and left.

She couldn’t stay any longer. She didn’t want to encounter her nephew being brought in as an arrestee, nor did she want her own nephew to curse her face-to-face, calling her an old hag.

After Huang Jinli left, Li Mu was in an excellent mood.

These were originally the terms he had negotiated with Bureau Chief Gu. He never expected to use these same terms to extract another fifty million and a plot of land from the Huang family. This fifty million would go through official channels, first entering Wanying’s accounts. Then, Wanying would take twenty million of it for Cai Zhixiao’s parents and Su Yingxue – Li Mu’s plan was fifteen million for Cai Zhixiao’s parents and five million for Su Yingxue. The remaining thirty million would be used by Wanying to establish an anti-drunk driving foundation, specifically to assist the families of innocent victims who died due to drunk driving and to promote public awareness of the dangers of drunk driving.

As for that plot of land, it could be considered a bit of extra interest for Li Mu. He wasn’t taking it free from the Huang family; he’d acquire it at their original purchase price and pay for it a year later. What he wanted was the appreciation value within that year. The contract itself had no coercion; it was mutually willing, thus both reasonable and legal. Any additional profits from this land would also be directly deposited into the foundation in the future.

When Chen Ze and Song Liang heard how much Li Mu had extracted from the Huang family using previously agreed-upon terms, they were both dumbfounded. Song Liang counted on his fingers and said, “Seven plots of land on the Third Ring Road in one go. Just how optimistic are you about this area?”

Li Mu said, “I’m as optimistic about the East Third Ring Road as I am about Muye Technology. Anyway, acquiring this land won’t cost us anything upfront. We’ll pay a year later, directly profiting from a year’s appreciation. If we develop it ourselves or co-develop it with others, the profits will be enormous.”

Song Liang asked, “What about the foundation? I don’t understand any of that.”

Li Mu said, “It’s fine. It’s easy to hire professional managers from outside to operate the fund. You don’t need to worry.”

Chen Ze smiled and said, “How about it, Li the Flayer? Are you finally satisfied now?”

Li Mu nodded, “Mostly satisfied.”

Chen Ze then said, “If you’re satisfied, let’s go. Don’t add more pressure on Uncle Gu here.”

Li Mu said, “Huang Shuolun hasn’t been brought in yet. I’ll leave when he arrives.”

A few minutes later, Huang Shuolun was brought back by the police, his hands cuffed behind his back and his face filled with terror. He was then thrown into the interrogation room for a surprise interrogation. Lu Changyong personally took charge, using psychological tactics accumulated over years. In just a few rounds, he terrified Huang Shuolun into breaking down in tears, confessing everything, both what he should and shouldn’t have.

Li Mu took Su Yingxue to identify him through the glass. Su Yingxue confirmed it was the right person, then cried into Li Mu’s arms for half a minute, letting out her pent-up emotions.

Li Mu comforted her while holding her shoulder, walking out. His other friends, along with Lin Qingya and Leslie Cheung, also left the West City Branch Bureau. Stepping out of the bureau building, Li Mu thanked everyone, especially the three celebrities who had come to lend their support. Leslie Cheung, however, smiled and said, “It’s nothing for us, but Director Chen, Ge You, and Gong Li are still waiting for us to eat. I had already apologized to them, saying I was busy and couldn’t leave, but they said they could wait. Do you think we should go over and say hello?”

Only then did Li Mu remember that he had previously promised Leslie Cheung he would join him for dinner tonight to reminisce with several key members of the ‘Farewell My Concubine’ production team. It was already past seven in the evening, prime dinner time. However, Li Mu felt that under the current circumstances, he should spend more time with Su Yingxue. Going to have dinner with some celebrities at this moment would be rather inappropriate.

Su Yingxue, beside him, said to Li Mu, “If you have something to do, go ahead and be busy. I’ll go back to my aunt’s house; you don’t need to worry.”

Leslie Cheung said, “Miss Su, if you’re interested, you might as well join us. It’s mainly an opportunity to get to know each other over dinner; it won’t take too long.”

Su Yingxue was about to refuse, but then she thought, this was ultimately Li Mu’s social engagement. Refusing abruptly would be disrespectful to Li Mu. So, she looked at Li Mu and asked him, “What do you think?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said softly, “Tonight, I’ll stay with you. Whether we go or not is entirely up to you.”

Upon hearing Li Mu say this, Su Yingxue immediately said to Leslie Cheung, “Bro, then we two will go with you.”

Leslie Cheung nodded with a smile, pointing at Anita Mui and Karen Mok with each hand, saying, “You two come too, tonight.”

Both readily nodded in agreement.

Li Mu then took out his phone, greeted everyone, and stepped aside to call Wang Yuanlang. He hadn’t seen him since his own arrest.

Wang Yuanlang quickly answered the phone and immediately said, “Director Li, we are all in position and watching you.”

Li Mu looked around, but couldn’t see a hair of the three of them. Annoyed, he could only say, “Alright, thank you three for your hard work today.”





Chapter 653: I Made Muye Technology

“Ever since Muye Technology and Taobao combined to boost a large number of singers, Li Mu had instantly become one of the most sought-after people in the entertainment industry. This time, Leslie Cheung was invited by 3321 to be a Student Aid Ambassador. Everyone in the entertainment industry knew it was due to Li Mu’s invitation. So, after he arrived in Yanjing, everyone from the original Farewell My Concubine production team wanted to catch up with him, and even more, use the opportunity to connect with Li Mu.”

“Li Mu wasn’t interested in mingling in the entertainment industry. Otherwise, with his current strength, if he were to casually invest in a few movies, a large number of film and television companies would flock to cooperate. If he wanted to invite any domestic director or actor to make a movie, neither the person themselves nor their management agency would likely refuse. The reason Heavenly King Liu agreed to play a supporting role in Ning Hao’s film was partly for the money, but also hoping to use this opportunity to build good relations with Muye Films.”

“However, Li Mu did have a future product plan in mind: to try developing a movie and performance ticketing business based on Taobao. Therefore, interacting more with industry bigwigs and renowned figures in the film industry was a good thing. Next, Li Mu hoped Muye Technology could acquire some cinema chains and launch an online ticketing business based on its own cinema chains. This was a huge market and a very important user consumption habit, with profound significance for the future of Alipay.”

“Although he had agreed to meet with the Farewell My Concubine production team, Li Mu didn’t leave with Leslie Cheung and the others. Instead, after confirming the location, he specifically let the three of them go first, while he drove Su Yingxue to Union Hospital, not far from the dining location. Her wound had already been treated, but she hadn’t received a tetanus shot yet. After Li Mu took her to Union Hospital for the shot, they got back into the car. Noticing the weariness in her expression, Li Mu couldn’t help but say,”I’ll drop you off. We won’t go to that social engagement tonight.””

“Su Yingxue said,”It’s fine, I’ve already promised them. It wouldn’t be appropriate to back out now. Besides, I really don’t want to go to my paternal aunt’s house right now. I didn’t plan to tell my paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law about this, but in my current state, I really wouldn’t be able to hide it if I went back…“”

“Hearing that she didn’t want to tell her family about what happened today, Li Mu said,”Then tell them you’re staying at school tonight. I’ll stay with you tonight.””

“Li Mu was the only one beside Su Yingxue who knew the whole story. If she wasn’t going to tell her family, then he absolutely had to stay with her, because at this moment, only he could give her a sense of security and psychological comfort.”

“Su Yingxue hesitated slightly, then nodded in agreement. At this moment, she could only feel a little more at ease when she was with Li Mu.”

“Leaving for the restaurant, Li Mu drove his car, carrying the silent Su Yingxue. Li Mu tentatively asked her,”What’s wrong? You haven’t said a word.””

“Su Yingxue pursed her lips and sighed softly:”Nothing, it’s just that too much happened today. I was just thinking about when Zhixiao’s parents would arrive in Yanjing. Once they’re here, I’ll have to accompany them to handle Zhixiao’s funeral arrangements.””

“Li Mu nodded and said,”I’ll make a call in a bit and ask the Officer to help keep an eye out. Cai Zhixiao’s parents will definitely go directly to the hospital when they arrive, and there are always people from the West City Branch Bureau stationed at the hospital.””

“Su Yingxue nodded gently and asked Li Mu,”That Huang Shuolun will definitely face legal consequences, won’t he?“”

“Li Mu said firmly,”He will definitely face the most severe punishment. Muye Technology’s editors are already working on a special report, and it should be released very soon. When that happens, his case will receive the attention of the entire society, and no one will be able to save him.””

“Su Yingxue finally breathed a sigh of relief, crossing her hands in front of her, her eyes fixed on her thumb tips, deep in thought.”

“Li Mu said,”The Huang family has agreed. Tomorrow morning, they will transfer fifty million to Brother Liang’s company account. Twenty million of that is for compensation, and the remaining thirty million I plan to have Brother Liang establish an anti-drunk driving foundation in the company’s name.””

“Su Yingxue asked,”What will the foundation be used for?“”

“Li Mu said,”To promote resistance against drunk driving, provide humanitarian aid to innocent people injured by drunk driving and their families. And another long-term goal is to push for legal reforms. If the country could write drunk driving into the Criminal Law, explicitly defining drunk driving as a criminal act, it would play a crucial role in curbing drunk driving.””

“Su Yingxue rarely showed a hint of surprise, saying,”This matter is so meaningful. You must seriously push it forward and never give up halfway or let it fizzle out!“”

“Li Mu promised,”Don’t worry, I will continuously oversee this matter.””

“As he spoke, Li Mu briefly introduced the matter of the Huang family’s Third Ring Road land. The land would be managed by Wanying Group, and the profits generated would be put into the Foundation.”

“Su Yingxue was speechless with shock after hearing this. She found it hard to imagine how Li Mu could have reversed the situation so thoroughly. Huang Jinshao was so powerful and influential, yet after being beaten by Li Mu, not only did he fail to protect his son, he even made such significant concessions. This was simply incredible.”

“However, upon closer thought, Su Yingxue also realized Li Mu was extraordinary. Recalling everything she had personally witnessed today, she hesitantly asked Li Mu,”Among the people who came today, two were managers from Muye Technology, right?“”

“Li Mu nodded:”That’s right.””

“Su Yingxue asked again,”They all called you Director Li, so Muye Technology wouldn’t happen to be your company, would it?“”

“Although Su Yingxue didn’t know much about the internet industry, she had heard of Muye Technology. After all, she was also a YY User and had some understanding, knowing that Muye Technology was now one of the strongest internet companies in the country. But before today, she had never imagined this company would have any connection to Li Mu. However, after seeing Lin Qingya and Kong Lingyu today, she vaguely realized the relationship between Muye Technology and Li Mu, but it was just too hard to imagine, and she hadn’t dared to be certain.”

“Li Mu knew Su Yingxue would ask him this question sooner or later. So he gently nodded and told her,”I made Muye Technology. At first, I never expected it to grow so big, so I never told anyone. I just didn’t expect Muye Technology to go so smoothly afterward, developing too quickly, even I hadn’t quite come to my senses. I’ve been thinking about how to tell you, and others including my Mom and Dad, about this.””

“Although Su Yingxue was most likely eighty percent certain in her heart that Muye Technology was Li Mu’s company, when Li Mu said it himself, it still gave her an immense shock, to the point that she didn’t react or say a single word for a long time.”

“Li Mu tried to explain himself further, but already felt a touch of reluctance in his heart. This matter was indeed something he hadn’t fully thought through at the beginning, but as his venture grew larger, the impact of the truth grew as well. At this point, Muye Technology was already an internet industry behemoth, but to match it with his identity as a twenty-year-old university student, it was indeed still very difficult for people to understand and accept.”

“After a moment of hesitation, Li Mu said,”I’m sorry, this is my fault. I should have told you and others around me immediately.””

“Su Yingxue gently shook her head:”No need to apologize, I understand what you did…“”

“Li Mu sighed and said,”I’ll tell you more in detail tonight.””

“Su Yingxue nodded, gave a soft”Mm,” and said nothing more, instead lowering her head, lost in thought.”

“…”

“Li Mu arrived at the restaurant with Su Yingxue, where Leslie Cheung and the others had already been chatting for a long time. When Li Mu arrived, Director Chen Kaige and his wife, along with Ge You and Gong Li, all appeared very enthusiastic. The six of them had only ordered some cold dishes and hadn’t started eating yet, waiting for Li Mu and Su Yingxue. Li Mu apologized for his tardiness but didn’t mention what had happened today.”

“Director Chen and the others first reminisced with Leslie Cheung, deliberately chatting about some anecdotes from their filming days, and then gradually shifted the topic to Muye Technology and Taobao. Director Chen said to Li Mu,”Director Li, Muye Technology’s influence is truly immense now. I heard that Muye Films also has two projects ready to begin filming. With YY as such a powerful promotion channel, I don’t think a box office over one hundred million will be an issue, will it?“”

“The phrase”box office over one hundred million” made Ge You and Gong Li look surprised. Although they were both first-tier actors, neither of them had ever starred in a movie with a box office grossing over one hundred million.”

“In those days, it was incredibly difficult for a movie’s box office to exceed one hundred million. Since 2000, only two films had achieved that figure: Life and Death Choice in 2000, and the imported film Pearl Harbor in 2001. Hero, which grossed two hundred fifty million at the domestic box office, wouldn’t be released until the end of the year. Almost none of Feng Xiaogang’s New Year’s films had broken fifty million at the box office. At that time, even the most impressive directors in China didn’t dare to dream of a box office exceeding one hundred million, yet Chen Kaige said that Muye Films’ two unfilmed movies could gross over one hundred million, which made them somewhat disbelieving as well.”

“However, for Director Chen, even though he hadn’t produced a film of such caliber since Farewell My Concubine, he could keenly perceive Muye Technology’s potential influence. For a movie to have a good box office, aside from its own quality being high enough, promotion was also a very crucial part. The overall movie box office was sluggish then, and film investment budgets were generally low, with pitifully little budget available for promotion and advertising. Naturally, this greatly restricted box office performance. But Muye Technology was different; it could convey any message it wanted, at any time, to the youngest, most fashionable group of people in China. This was an ability even TV stations didn’t possess, and movie box office relied precisely on these young and fashionable consumer groups. Therefore, he was very optimistic about Muye Films’ prospects.”

“Li Mu, however, showed a very humble attitude towards Director Chen’s estimation, smiling and saying,”Director Chen really thinks too highly of me. The overall box office in Mainland China is still in a nascent stage of development. How difficult is it to produce a movie that grosses over one hundred million? Muye Films only invested in two small-budget films this year; we don’t even dare to dream of over one hundred million at the box office.””

“Director Chen laughed,”Not at all, Brother Li, you are too humble! You managed to invite Heavenly King Liu for one of your films; how could that be called small-budget? A film of mine that’s about to be released has a total investment even lower than Heavenly King Liu’s remuneration.””

““Oh, really?” Li Mu asked curiously, “Director Chen has a film coming out this year?””

“Director Chen nodded slightly, smiling,”A truly small-budget production. The total investment didn’t even exceed ten million, but I personally remain very optimistic about it. The film is titled Together With You and it’s a heartwarming film, releasing on September twentieth.””

“As he spoke, Director Chen glanced at his beautiful wife beside him and told Li Mu,”My wife and I both appear in this film.””

“Director Chen’s wife, Chen Hong, also smiled and nodded,”We both played supporting roles in it.””

“Li Mu nodded. He tried to search his memory, realizing he hadn’t seen this particular movie. Hearing the title, his mind instinctively went to Li Zhi’s song, Together With You. After Director Chen briefly introduced the plot, Li Mu said with great interest,”It certainly sounds very good.””

“Director Chen smiled humbly and said,”I’m personally quite optimistic about it, but I don’t know if it meets your standards. If you’re interested, I can arrange a preview for you another day, and you can come and give your comments.””

“Li Mu guessed Director Chen Kaige’s intention and immediately said,”That would be wonderful. I’m very interested after hearing your introduction.” Then, Li Mu deliberately added, “If it’s releasing on September twentieth, I’ll try my best to arrange some promotion for you on YY then.””

“What Chen Kaige wanted was exactly that statement from Li Mu, but he was too embarrassed to say it out loud at their first meeting, which was why he suggested arranging a special preview for Li Mu, planning to make the request then, even if it meant paying for it. He never dreamed that Li Mu would proactively suggest it so readily, which made him overjoyed.”

“In fact, Li Mu’s thinking was very simple. YY’s pop-up windows could be controlled at two to three times a day, so this was still a very abundant resource. Giving him one wouldn’t be much, and it would also be very beneficial to himself. Before the release of the films he invested in, he also wanted to demonstrate his influence in the film industry beforehand. If YY could help Director Chen Kaige boost the box office, it would present a vivid example to the film industry.”

“However, Li Mu also had his own calculations. He had heard about Director Chen’s characteristics in his previous life. Putting other things aside, conceit was definitely a big problem. Although he hadn’t heard of the movie Together With You, the fact that he had no impression of it basically proved that its box office performance would most likely be a flop. Since that was the case, he couldn’t help him before the film’s release. If he did, Director Chen would probably attribute all the box office success to himself. The best method was to wait a few days after its release, and after the film showed sluggish box office performance, Muye Technology would then give it a push. That way, if the box office improved, industry insiders would immediately recognize it was due to Muye Technology.”

“It was precisely due to this consideration that Li Mu didn’t make a definitive statement: he neither committed to giving it for sure nor stated when it would be given.”





Chapter 654: Cinema Chains and Online Ticketing Business Outlook

After Li Mu promised to help Chen Kaige promote his film at the dinner table, Li Mu gradually became the center of conversation. Gong Li also took the opportunity to chat with Li Mu, saying, “Director Li, my new film is opening next month. I wonder if I could ask you to help promote my new film as well?”

Li Mu knew very little about the film market before 2005. Aside from a few famous blockbusters, he had no idea what films were being released at what time. So he curiously asked her, “Sis Li, what’s your new film called?”

“Zhou Yu’s Train,” Gong Li said. “This film is premiering on the first of next month. I starred in it with Sun Honglei and Tony Leung Ka-fai.”

Li Mu nodded. He had seen this film when he was younger, but he couldn’t remember the specific plot, only that Gong Li was quite charming in it. Sun Honglei wasn’t very famous at this time, and the film’s influence seemed to be mediocre. Nevertheless, Li Mu adopted the same strategy as before, agreeing with a somewhat uncertain tone. He said, “I’ll go back and discuss it with the company to check our recent content schedule. If we can fit it in, I’ll definitely help.”

Gong Li chuckled heartily and nodded in thanks, “No matter what, I thank you in advance, Director Li.”

Ge You then teasingly remarked, “You two both have new films coming out this year, but I don’t. It’s so hard to meet someone as capable as Director Li, yet I can’t even ask for his help. I’m truly more than a little lost.”

Gong Li laughed and said, “Stop joking around. Your Lunar New Year films have had obvious box office successes these past few years. Last year’s Big Shot made over forty million yuan, second only to Pearl Harbor. We’re all incredibly envious of you.”

“Hey,” Ge You said seriously, “That’s in the past, isn’t it? We’re talking about this year. You both have new films, but I don’t. Didn’t I say that correctly? You can all ask Director Li for help promoting your new films, and I’d like to, but I don’t have a new film opening this year. You tell me, how much I lose out on inside.”

Gong Li teased, “Don’t you have two films coming out next year? One of them is Director Feng’s Lunar New Year film. In my opinion, the box office will definitely break through fifty million!”

Ge You laughed heartily and said to Li Mu, “Director Li, if I ask for your help next year, please remember me.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Don’t worry, if you have a new film coming out next year, you can tell me in advance.” He paused, then added, “I think there are many areas where we can cooperate. Muye Films also wants to participate in more film and television production. And under the overall structure of Muye Technology, we also hope to get involved in the cinema market. However, we don’t have much foundation in the film industry, and there’s a lot we don’t understand, so we’ll need the help of you professionals in this area in the future.”

Director Chen curiously asked, “Director Li, Muye Technology wants to get involved in cinema chains?”

Li Mu nodded, “I’ve always been very interested in cinema chains, but I haven’t had the opportunity to get into this industry yet.”

Director Chen said, “With Muye Technology’s strength, building cinema chains would certainly be very easy for you. Now is a great time for cinema reform; many new cinema chains are busy expanding their territory. In my humble opinion, the future cinema market will become increasingly popular. Moreover, when China joined the WTO, it promised to open up cinema chains to Hong Kong and foreign capital for reform in our mainland. The market will definitely heat up gradually then.”

Li Mu asked him, “Director Chen, are you familiar with the current situation of cinema chains in Yanjing?”

Director Chen nodded, “Yanjing currently has several established cinema chains. Among them, Huaying (China Film Group) and Xinyinglian are relatively large in scale, but they also face significant problems. New cinemas have high construction standards, and old cinemas have high renovation costs. Building a new multi-screen cinema now costs at least twenty million yuan, and renovating one costs at least ten million yuan, which is very difficult for cinema chains. They are currently looking for financing everywhere. I heard that the most profitable United Cinema Line in Shanghai is also struggling with the cost of cinema renovations. Their annual revenue is only tens of millions. If the spring of movie box office hasn’t arrived yet, and there’s no capital participation, they simply can’t quickly implement cinema renovations. If Director Li is truly interested in cinema chains, you can talk to them. Investing in existing cinema chains is faster than building your own.”

Li Mu was surprised. Although Director Chen had repeatedly failed in later film box office, he had a profound understanding of the film market. What he said made Li Mu’s heart itch. Based on his previous life’s experience, the current box office was just beginning a slow upward trend, but this trend would plummet to a freezing point when SARS arrived in the first half of next year. If he were to acquire cinema chains, the SARS period next year would actually be the best time. However, Li Mu didn’t want to wait that long, nor did he want to gain a reputation for profiteering from a crisis. If he could invest in or even acquire several cinema chains now, it would truly be perfect timing.

The history of economic development in many countries shows a striking similarity: when a country’s per capita GDP breaks through 6,000 US dollars, its cultural, sports, and entertainment market will experience explosive growth. This will be perfectly proven in the future of China. It took China only about ten years to grow from a market with a total annual box office of less than one billion RMB to the largest market in the world. When the era of surging movie box office truly arrived, those who held the greatest profits and decision-making power in the film industry were the cinema chains.

Li Mu had long wanted to pre-plan for cinema chains, developing his own cinema chains on one hand and his online ticketing business on the other.

His vision was that if Muye Films could control its own cinema chain by the end of this year or, at the latest, next year, he would then have Fang Xudong lead the development of an online seat selection and ticketing system for cinemas, or an online ticketing system for short.

Once this system was developed, it would be directly embedded within Taobao online. Offline, it would need to be popularized in every cinema within their own cinema chain. They would also need to find hardware companies to customize self-service ticket dispensers and embed this system into them. In short, this system would connect users’ computers, cinema computers, and ticket dispensers completely and in real-time through the system itself and the internet.

The overall logic of this system was not complicated. First, the cinema terminals needed certain customizable permissions. This way, the cinema could define the information and seating charts for each screening hall according to its actual situation, then upload the hall information and screening schedule to the server. At the same time, this system would be integrated with the cinema’s own sales system, sharing sales data in real-time. This would allow users to see the real-time seat availability for every hall and every showing through Taobao and purchase tickets according to their needs.

Whenever a user reserved a seat, that seat would be reserved for them throughout the entire system for a certain duration. Users could then proceed to purchase immediately. If the user did not purchase within the allotted time, the system would automatically release the reserved seat, making it available again for all internet users to choose. Users who successfully purchased tickets could arrive at the cinema shortly before the movie starts, easily retrieve their tickets from a ticket dispenser, and then directly watch the movie. This not only saved time queuing for tickets but also avoided the risk of arriving at the cinema and finding no available showings or seats.

The software and hardware for the online ticketing system were not major products and had no technical difficulties; they could be easily implemented even now. However, the true online ticketing system was born at the end of 2005, first launched by Wangpiao.com. The main reason for this was that the film market was still in its nascent stage, so market enthusiasm was low, and internet users hadn’t yet focused on this field.

If Li Mu were to create such a system now, there would be no software difficulties; it could be realized in one or two months. Furthermore, the hardware involved in this system was very simple. The so-called ticket dispenser was essentially a networked computer, paired with a simple input keyboard and a thermal paper printer. When users retrieved tickets, they would input their ticket code into the machine. The system would send the code to the server for verification. After verification, it would automatically retrieve the user’s corresponding showing and seat information, then print the ticket on thermal paper on the spot, completing the retrieval. Moreover, such machines required almost no maintenance; regularly refilling the thermal printing paper was sufficient, as there was little technical skill involved.

As long as a complete online seat selection and ticketing system was in place, online seat selection and ticket purchasing would become a reality. Li Mu had a comprehensive online payment ecosystem. Users could choose cinemas and showings on Taobao for seat selection and ticket purchase. Payment could be made directly via Alipay, and then tickets could be retrieved offline at the cinema using a ticket dispenser for viewing.

Compared to traditional ticket purchasing methods, online seat selection and purchasing would bring a qualitative leap in the user’s movie-watching experience, positively impacting box office numbers significantly. Furthermore, his YY had powerful traffic. If he wanted to promote a film then, he could directly advertise through YY, allowing interested users to immediately go to Taobao to select seats and purchase tickets, which would enable them to go directly to the cinema. This method would be far more effective than traditional promotional methods.

Once this system succeeded and actively increased the box office for the cinema chains using it, he would be able to popularize this system throughout the country’s cinema chains, making Taobao their primary sales channels. Once Taobao became the main channel for users to purchase tickets, while helping major cinema chains nationwide sell tickets and earn money, these major cinema chains would also be helping Taobao earn substantial commission. This income was not to be underestimated.

So, Li Mu said to Director Chen, “Director Chen, could I trouble you to help me contact a few major cinema chains in Yanjing? Ask them if they are interested in capital cooperation with Muye Technology. If they are, we can schedule a time to meet and talk.”





Chapter 655: The Place of the First Confession

Just as Li Mu was having dinner with directors and celebrities from the entertainment industry, Muye Technology’s special news reports had already been released.

This series of news first reported the details of the case where Huang Shuolun, an arrogant and unruly rich second-generation heir, hit and killed a female university student after a severe hangover. Not only did he fail to provide aid, but he also injured another female university student before fleeing. Because the suspect’s actions were extremely arrogant and the case was extremely malicious in nature, it stirred up a strong reaction among netizens as soon as it was reported. All netizens, without exception, expressed extreme indignation and denunciation towards the drunk driving suspect. Following this, Muye Technology released another press release, outlining some superficial background details of the Huang family, such as their family enterprise being Hongzhu Group Corporation, the group corporation’s total market value exceeding ten billion, and the family’s total assets approaching ten billion. This further stimulated the netizens’ subconscious anti-rich sentiment.

Many netizens left comments, on one hand condemning the suspect, and on the other, worrying that the other party would use various means to absolve themselves of guilt. Beyond expectations, Muye Technology’s YY Net received widespread praise from netizens, because YY Net exclusively reported on this case and exposed Huang Shuolun’s identity. From the netizens’ perspective, this spirit of not fearing powerful influence was truly remarkable.

YY Net used ten minutes to rapidly amplify the case’s influence online, then immediately released a flash report, informing the entire internet user base: The Yanjing Public Security Bureau, upon receiving the report, swiftly organized police forces to investigate and solve the case, solving it rapidly within mere hours and apprehending the suspect Huang Shuolun, bringing him to justice!

Just as the netizens’ indignation over Huang Shuolun’s crimes had been ignited, the news of Huang Shuolun’s arrest was immediately released, causing netizens to exclaim in satisfaction. No one expected the Public Security Bureau’s efficiency to be so high. Although the other party had an incredibly powerful family background, the Yanjing Public Security Bureau didn’t take it into account at all, immediately apprehending the suspect and bringing him to justice. This instantly gained countless fans for the Yanjing Public Security Bureau, and there was a flood of positive reviews online.

Bureau Chief Gu Jianghe, who had not left the West City Branch Bureau, sighed in relief after seeing these online comments. From the netizens’ angry accusations against Huang Shuolun, it could be inferred how much pressure he would have faced if the news about Huang Shuolun finding someone to take the fall and the West City Branch Bureau fully cooperating had been leaked. Fortunately, not only did he not have to endure such immense pressure, but he also reaped benefits from misfortune. The efficiency of the Yanjing Public Security Bureau in solving the case and arresting the person within hours received strong support from netizens. It seemed that this case would greatly enhance the Yanjing Public Security Bureau’s social influence, and such good fortune was rare.

After YY Net’s initial report, it caused a huge sensation and attention online. When TV stations saw a major news story suddenly emerge, and Huang Shuolun’s identity had already been exposed by YY Net, they had no more reservations and began to report on the case, greatly increasing the number of people following it.

However, some rejoiced, others grieved. At this moment, Huang Jinshao, lying in the hospital, had old tears streaming down his face, his heart boiling with hatred to the point of madness.

Huang Jinli rushed back and told him word for word the conditions she had discussed with Li Mu. She also explained her reason for making the decision on her own initiative at the time. In her own words, at this moment, no one could save Huang Shuolun; the Huang family had to decisively cut their losses. Abandoning Huang Shuolun was like a warrior severing his own arm to save the body; at the very least, it wouldn’t harm their foundation.

Although Huang Jinshao knew the pros and cons of it very well, the thought of his son potentially facing a prison sentence of over ten years still inevitably brought old tears streaming down his face. He himself had a preference for sons over daughters, and Huang Shuolun was his only son, his future business heir. Now, his only son was about to suffer such an ordeal, yet he was powerless and could only watch helplessly. This feeling was more painful than death.

This time, Huang Jinshao truly realized what it meant to have a willing spirit but a weak flesh. His hatred for Li Mu naturally intensified even further. However, he also knew extremely clearly that the possibility of seeking revenge on Li Mu was almost zero at this moment. The Huang family had made such a great sacrifice and concession to exchange for Li Mu’s leniency towards him. If he acted irrationally now, he might truly ruin the Huang family’s future.

Just as he was suffering immensely, Huang Jinqiang received a call from his wife, saying that the patriarch was watching TV at home, saw the news reporting his eldest grandson’s arrest, suffered a sudden myocardial infarction, and was currently on the way to the Hospital.

All of Huang Jinqiang’s siblings were considered filial children. Hearing this, they turned pale with shock and hurried to inform Huang Jinshao and Huang Jinli. This made Huang Jinshao nearly suffer a heart attack himself. He hastily told the two, “You two, hurry and go see him.”

…

Li Mu didn’t stay at the dinner for too long. After discussing with Director Chen about arranging a time to talk about cooperation with people from the cinema chains, he took Su Yingxue and excused themselves first.

In the car, Li Mu said to Su Yingxue, “I bought an apartment near the university. Let’s stay there tonight and get a good night’s rest. Cai Zhixiao’s parents will probably arrive tomorrow morning.”

Su Yingxue didn’t ask about Li Mu buying the apartment; instead, she asked, “Did you return the apartment in Yucheng Garden?”

Li Mu shook his head. “No, I didn’t.”

Su Yingxue said without hesitation, “Let’s go there, okay?”

Li Mu quickly said, “Of course, why not? Though the new apartment has a better environment.”

Su Yingxue softly said, “I like it there.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said nothing more, just a soft, “Alright.”

Li Mu hadn’t been to the Yucheng Garden apartment for some time, and Su Yingxue hadn’t been there for even longer. But to her, the apartment Li Mu rented in Yucheng Garden held far more significance than any other place, because it was where Li Mu first confessed his feelings to her.

Li Mu drove to Yucheng Garden. As they approached the entrance of the residential complex, Su Yingxue asked him, “Are my toiletries still there?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded, “I’ve packed them all away.”

Su Yingxue said, “Then pull over at the entrance for now. I’ll go to the convenience store to call my paternal aunt and Mom and Dad.”

Her phone had been unreachable, and Su Yingxue was worried that if anyone tried to reach her and couldn’t, they would become anxious.

Su Yingxue first called her Mom and Dad, telling them her phone was lost and she would buy a new one tomorrow and replace the SIM card. Su Yingxue’s parents didn’t think much of it. Her mom said she would transfer some money to her card tomorrow for her to buy a phone. Su Yingxue didn’t refuse, saying she’d contact her again after buying a new phone. Then she called her paternal aunt, Su Yuehua. Su Yuehua had just seen the news on Yanjing Satellite TV today about a female student from Renmin University getting into a car accident. She had tried calling Su Yingxue but couldn’t get through, and just as she was getting anxious, she heard Su Yingxue’s voice on the phone and immediately sighed in relief.

Su Yingxue also told her that her phone was lost, and Su Yuehua didn’t think much of it. She then asked, “Are you still coming over tonight?”

Su Yingxue replied, “I won’t be able to make it tonight. Things at the university have been quite busy these past two days. I’ll come over after I’m done with what I’m doing.”

Su Yuehua admonished her, “Don’t go running around outside for no reason. A girl from your university who just finished her freshman year died in a car accident. Did you hear about that?”

Su Yingxue hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Yes, I heard…”

Su Yuehua sighed and said, “You should also be more careful generally. Try not to go out if you don’t have to.”

Su Yingxue obediently agreed, saying, “I know, Auntie. You should rest early. Tell Xinran I’ll come visit her in a couple of days, and tell her to study hard.”

After hanging up the phone, Su Yingxue let out a long breath. Li Mu, who was beside her, had just bought her a set of toiletries and paid for the phone call as well. Su Yingxue saw that he had also bought new toothbrushes and towels, two sets of each, and asked in surprise, “They were all still there, why buy new ones?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, they were, but we haven’t lived here for a while. It’s better to use new ones.”

Su Yingxue nodded and walked out with Li Mu. Li Mu drove the car to the underground parking lot and parked it, then holding Su Yingxue’s hand, they returned to his very first “home” that he rented in Yanjing.

As soon as they entered, Su Yingxue was surprised to find that the room was not messy and disheveled at all. The room was very tidy; only a thin layer of dust had settled on the furniture surfaces, indicating that no one had lived there for some time. Li Mu quickly opened the windows to ventilate.

It was then that Su Yingxue noticed her clothes were filthy beyond recognition. Looking at her dirty clothes, she sighed lightly and said, “I should have gone back to the dorm room to get some clean clothes earlier…”

Seeing her torn expression, Li Mu asked, “How about I get you a clean T-shirt to wear? Then tomorrow morning, I’ll go back to the dorm room with you to get some clean clothes.”

Su Yingxue said, “That’s the only way.” Then, looking at the scratches on her arm, she worried, “I can change into clean clothes, but how am I going to explain these arm injuries to my aunt…”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “If you want them to know, tell them the truth. If not, just say I fell when I was taking you out on my bike.”

Su Yingxue gave a slightly bitter, faint smile, gently tucked away her bangs, and said to Li Mu, “Then I’ll have to trouble you to take the blame for this.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, but in his mind, he was thinking about the compensation. He opened his mouth and asked her, “You don’t plan to let your family know about this either?”

Su Yingxue hummed in agreement and said, “If they knew, they would only worry and be fearful afterward, so it’s better not to tell them.”

Li Mu said, “Among the conditions I discussed with the Huang family, there’s twenty million in compensation. Fifteen million of that is for Cai Zhixiao’s parents, and the remaining five million is for you. If your family doesn’t know about it, how do you plan to handle this money?”

Su Yingxue was dumbfounded, and after staring at Li Mu for a long moment, she shook her head and said, “I can’t take this money. Give it all to Zhixiao’s parents. She was their only child, and I don’t know how they’ll cope.”

Li Mu looked at her arm, which was covered in scratches, and said, “But you are also a victim…”

Su Yingxue looked down at her right arm, then looked up at Li Mu and said, “My injuries probably won’t even cost five hundred yuan, let alone five million.”

Li Mu explained, “Under normal circumstances, it definitely wouldn’t be this much. Even for Cai Zhixiao’s parents, if it were judged according to laws and regulations, the law would at most support a compensation amount of a few hundred thousand. The excess is for the Huang family to atone for their sins. And five million is indeed a very large sum. For example, it’s quite easy to buy three apartments in Yanjing with it…”

Su Yingxue nodded, looked at Li Mu, and said seriously, “I know all of this is what you fought for on behalf of Zhixiao. I also know five million is a very large sum. But if I truly took this money, every cent I spent would remind me that it was exchanged for Zhixiao’s life. She’s gone, yet I receive a windfall. How could I feel at ease?”

In Li Mu’s view, the reason he asked Huang Jinli for twenty million in compensation was that it already included the five million he sought for Su Yingxue. Since Huang Jinli agreed, this money naturally belonged to Su Yingxue. He didn’t want Su Yingxue to casually give up the five million cash compensation, and her thinking was a bit extreme. If that were the case, would all victim’s families not spend or use the compensation after receiving it?

So, Li Mu tried to persuade her, saying, “How about you discuss it with your family first?”

Su Yingxue shook her head gently and said, “I don’t want anyone to interfere with my decision. If you want me to move on from this quickly after Zhixiao’s funeral arrangements are complete, then leave all this money to Zhixiao’s parents.”

Seeing Su Yingxue firm in her resolve, Li Mu no longer insisted. He nodded slightly and said, “Okay, then this money will all be given to Cai Zhixiao’s parents.”

Su Yingxue sighed in relief, gently leaned into Li Mu’s embrace, her cheek resting on his chest, and softly whispered “Thank you.”

For Su Yingxue, she had truly experienced too much today. She had personally witnessed Cai Zhixiao’s death in the car accident, watched Li Mu fight against evil on her behalf, and unexpectedly learned that her boyfriend was actually the founder of a top internet company. She even saw several top entertainment industry figures come to his aid. All these things flooded into her mind all at once, making Su Yingxue feel somewhat numb at this moment. Her mind was a tangled mess right now, and she temporarily had no capacity to think about the aftermath of these events.

Noticing the weariness in Su Yingxue’s expression, Li Mu quickly remade the bed, then handed her a clean T-shirt, saying, “You have injuries on your hand, so don’t shower. Change into these clean clothes and get some sleep first.”

Su Yingxue, however, had a face etched with worry. She knew she couldn’t get her right arm wound wet, so she couldn’t shower. But after experiencing so much today, her clothes were sweat-soaked several times. She urgently needed to wipe her body with a towel; otherwise, if she rested like this, she probably wouldn’t be able to rest well at all.

Just as she was troubled, Li Mu noticed her torn state and seriously told her, “If you really want to shower, how about I help you?”

“Ah…” Su Yingxue instinctively wanted to refuse when she heard this, but when her eyes accidentally met Li Mu’s, she saw the purity in his gaze and realized she had overthought things. She had always felt that her decision to gradually open up to Li Mu, coupled with her paternal aunt’s strictness over her, had largely affected Li Mu’s feelings for her, to the point that as their relationship developed, Li Mu’s level of intimacy with her had become increasingly restrained. Li Mu was her boyfriend, and at this time, her only reliance was him. In front of him, why should she have so many psychological burdens?

After struggling for a moment in her mind, Su Yingxue met Li Mu’s pure gaze and gently nodded…





Chapter 656: It’s So Good Having You Here

This was Li Mu’s first time having such unimpeded, direct contact with Su Yingxue.

Su Yingxue kept her right arm raised the entire time, her burning eyes slightly closed, barely daring to glance at Li Mu, let alone herself.

She felt like the warm water rinsing her and Li Mu’s occasional, irregular touches were scorching her entire body.

She could feel that Li Mu was carefully and gently cleaning and wiping her body, treating her like a treasured possession, yet he made no truly bold moves or actions. This was the first time she had felt completely cherished by Li Mu.

While Li Mu was crouching to clean her ankles, Su Yingxue opened her eyes and peeked at him. Perhaps to show her respect, Li Mu had specifically changed into a set of loungewear before entering the bathroom. Now, his T-shirt and shorts were almost completely soaked with water. Seeing his T-shirt clinging to his back because it was wet, Su Yingxue felt both touched and emotional. She suddenly realized that emotions were deeply connected to the intimacy between two people. Sometimes, the distance of the heart and the distance of the body were directly proportional. If this had been before today, she might have found it very difficult to accept Li Mu helping her bathe, an act that allowed him to see her completely. But now, deep down, she felt that, setting aside everything that happened today, Li Mu’s intimate actions had given her a happiness she had never experienced before.

However, when Su Yingxue involuntarily thought of Li Mu’s astonishing achievements, everything before her began to feel illusory and unreal, like a dream. Yet, the scene of Cai Zhixiao being hit was still vivid, a series of horrifyingly real images in her mind, constantly and cruelly reminding her that everything before her was real. She had unexpectedly lost a roommate and friend today, and at the same time, she had surprisingly discovered that her boyfriend was the founder of an internet company with immeasurable prospects. His market value would likely be so high that she couldn’t even dare to imagine it.

For Su Yingxue, there was a deep-seated grievance in her heart towards Li Mu. No matter what, she was his girlfriend. He had once told her they would have a Lasting Companionship, and he had even confessed to her with ‘The Rice Shop’ in front of the entire school’s teachers and students. He was even willing to write songs for her, but he wasn’t willing to tell her what he was doing outside. No matter how Li Mu explained it, she still felt that he had never truly opened his heart to her.

But, upon further reflection, Li Mu hadn’t even told his own parents about starting a business. Su Yingxue then somewhat understood Li Mu’s actions. Very few people started businesses right after entering university, and almost no one could create a “3321” and an internet company at the same time like he did. Muye Technology was developing so rapidly, one could imagine how much energy and effort Li Mu had poured into it. When he focused all his energy on achieving something great, he would inevitably fight to the death to push forward. At such a time, how could he allow others to distract him or slow him down? Even his parents could only be kept in the dark temporarily, let alone herself.

Having understood this, Su Yingxue’s heart also understood Li Mu’s actions. But just as this problem was resolved, another one surfaced. She didn’t know exactly how much Li Mu was worth now, but since he was the founder of Muye Technology, a company valued at least several billions, Li Mu’s market value would be calculated in the hundreds of millions at the very least. This figure wasn’t just a simple statement; it made Su Yingxue realize that the gap between her and Li Mu had suddenly grown even wider, leaving her completely at a loss as to how to face this enormous disparity between them.

Amidst her anxious thoughts, Su Yingxue felt even more weariness. Fortunately, Li Mu was gently caring for her, using appropriately warm water and soft hands to give Su Yingxue a rare sense of relaxation.

Li Mu meticulously washed Su Yingxue’s body clean, drying the water droplets from her bit by bit with a towel, and then helped her put on his loose T-shirt. After all this, he said to her, “You go lie down and rest on the bed first; I’ll take a quick shower.”

Su Yingxue nodded, her cheeks flushed, and glanced at her underwear set on the towel rack. She wanted to say something but was too embarrassed to speak. Li Mu followed her gaze, then smiled slightly and said, “I’ll handwash them later, then spin them dry in the washing machine and hang them up for you. They’ll definitely be dry by tomorrow morning.”

Su Yingxue lowered her eyelids and softly said, “You’ve worked hard.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Alright, go on out, I’m going to shower.”

Su Yingxue hummed in acknowledgment and turned to leave the bathroom.

Li Mu quickly took a shower, then washed Su Yingxue’s underwear. After busying himself with hanging the clothes, Li Mu returned to the bedroom. Su Yingxue was lying on the bed, lost in thought. Seeing Li Mu come in, her pretty face flushed again. Tonight, she wouldn’t sleep in a separate room from Li Mu as she had before. She just wanted to curl up in Li Mu’s arms like an injured kitten, because only in his embrace could she sleep soundly.

After the process of helping Su Yingxue bathe, Li Mu’s mind was completely clear, without a single impure thought. He naturally lay down on the bed and naturally wrapped his arm around Su Yingxue’s head, letting her rest her head on his arm. He softly whispered in her ear, “You must be exhausted today, right?”

Su Yingxue nodded in Li Mu’s embrace and softly said, “Today felt harder than an entire year.”

Li Mu said, “You still need to quickly adjust your mindset. When everything is resolved, life still has to go on.”

Su Yingxue sighed slightly, “I’ll be alright, but I’m afraid Zhixiao’s Mom and Dad will never recover from this. Zhixiao was an only son.”

Li Mu nodded understandingly. The concept of families who have lost their only child was a product born with the only child policy, but it hadn’t yet become a socially recognized topic. Li Mu thought of many reports about such families in the future and sighed, “If they want another child, they still can now. Giving birth in your forties or fifties isn’t a big problem, and twenty million is enough for them to have another child and give them the best life.”

Su Yingxue gently nodded and said, “It would certainly be best if that were possible.” Then she sighed again, “I don’t know when Zhixiao’s Mom and Dad will arrive in Yanjing. If they do, I need to pick them up and stay with them throughout the process of resolving the issues. But Zhixiao’s phone is still with the police, so I can’t contact them.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll make a call and ask.”

Su Yingxue asked, “Do you have their contact information?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll ask a friend to talk to Bureau Chief Gu and have him just say the word to the people at the West City Branch Bureau.”

Just as he was speaking, Li Mu’s phone, which was on the bedside table, rang. The screen showed a call from an unfamiliar number. After answering, the person on the other end spoke deferentially, “Director Li, hello. I’m Lu Changyong. I hope calling this late hasn’t disturbed your rest.”

“Oh, Bureau Chief Lu, hello.” Li Mu replied, “I was just about to look for you. Have you been in contact with the victim’s family again? When will they arrive in Yanjing?”

Lu Changyong hastily said, “Director Li, I called to discuss this very matter. My people just reported that the victim’s parents’ train arrives at Yanjing West Station tomorrow morning at six-thirty. I wanted to ask how you would like to arrange things. If needed, I can send people to pick them up.”

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll trouble you to send a few police officers with gentle demeanors, preferably female officers. My girlfriend and I will also go to pick them up tomorrow morning.”

Lu Changyong responded, “Alright, I’ll arrange that immediately.”

Li Mu added, “Oh, by the way, please help contact the funeral home. If the victim’s family has any related needs, I’ll also trouble you to assist with the arrangements.”

“Of course, of course,” Lu Changyong agreed without hesitation, saying, “You can rest assured, I’ll handle this matter.”

After hanging up, Li Mu said to Su Yingxue, “Cai Zhixiao’s Mom and Dad will arrive tomorrow morning at six-thirty. If you want to pick them up, I’ll go with you tomorrow morning.”

Su Yingxue said, “You must have a lot of things to deal with tomorrow, right? Don’t bother coming along with me. I’ll just stay with them. Aren’t there police officers accompanying them anyway?”

Li Mu still wanted to insist, but Su Yingxue added, “You definitely have other important matters to attend to. And truthfully, your presence wouldn’t be very helpful to them. After all, you don’t have much of a connection with Zhixiao, unlike me. I was Zhixiao’s roommate for at least a year, and her Mom and Dad both know me.”

Li Mu thought about it carefully, and indeed, she had a point. For Cai Zhixiao’s parents, their mood would certainly be extremely sorrowful, so Su Yingxue could offer them some comfort. If he went along, it would be awkward and might even make them more uncomfortable.

So Li Mu said, “Let’s sleep first. I’ll take you there tomorrow morning. Then you can accompany them with the police to resolve the subsequent matters. I’ll also assign one of my assistants to help with living arrangements, such as accommodation, meals, and transportation.”

After buying the Purple Cloud Villa, Li Mu had asked Lin Qingya for a temporary Personal Assistant. Lin Qingya selected a highly efficient and discerning young woman named Li Ziwei from Muye Technology. Li Mu was very satisfied with Li Ziwei’s work and planned to have her stay with them, constantly addressing the basic needs of Cai Zhixiao’s parents.

Su Yingxue didn’t refuse; it was certainly better to have someone help arrange these practical matters. So, Li Mu called Li Ziwei, briefly explained the situation, and asked her to meet Su Yingxue at Yanjing West Station tomorrow morning.

Having arranged everything, Li Mu turned off the bedside lamp, hugged Su Yingxue, and softly whispered in her ear, “Sleep, my dear. We have to get up early tomorrow.”

Su Yingxue gently nodded, met Li Mu’s gaze in the darkness, and softly said, “It’s so good having you here.”

Su Yingxue slept exceptionally soundly in Li Mu’s arms. After everything she had been through, being able to sleep peacefully and without distractions in Li Mu’s embrace was tremendously helpful for her overall mental state.

In her previous life, Su Yingxue had always been determined to become a career woman, yet never had she relied so much on someone’s arm and embrace as she did today. She curled up in Li Mu’s arms, holding him, and that feeling was incredibly reassuring. When she unconsciously turned over, Li Mu would also turn with her and hug her tightly from behind. This feeling gave her an unprecedented sense of security. That night, she remained tightly embraced with Li Mu.

One more chapter tonight!





Chapter 657: The Dust Settles

At six in the morning, Li Mu dropped Su Yingxue off at Yanjing West Station. Li Ziwei and the police from the West City Branch Bureau had arrived even earlier. Lu Changyong not only came in person but also specifically arranged two police cars, four policewomen, and two male police officers to act as drivers, including the female police officer from Gulou Police Station whom Li Mu had seen at the Hospital yesterday, who had been the first to arrive at the accident scene.

Lu Changyong came today hoping to make a good impression, personally accompanying Cai Zhixiao’s parents as the Bureau Chief of the branch bureau to resolve the subsequent issues. Li Mu didn’t take him up on the offer, instead, he directly told him, “You look too fierce, better not.”

Afterward, Li Mu introduced Li Ziwei to Su Yingxue, instructing Li Ziwei to be as considerate as possible in her care, and also told her to find time to first buy a mobile phone for Su Yingxue, along with any number, so she could contact the outside world at any time. Once Su Yingxue had time, she could then handle replacing her previous mobile phone card.

After giving these instructions, Li Mu didn’t wait for Cai Zhixiao’s parents to arrive; he drove off first. It was too early for him to have anywhere suitable to go, so he went straight to Muye Technology, planning to finish writing the “Super Girl” proposal before heading to Wanying Real Estate to wait for Huang Jinli to come and sign the contract.

He finished his work at nine o’clock, having written from seven. Lin Qingya had just arrived and heard that Li Mu had been there since early morning, so she hastily put down her things and went to Li Mu’s office, asking about the latest developments regarding yesterday’s incident. After they chatted for a while, Song Liang called, saying that Huang Jinli had arrived at the company with her lawyer. Li Mu then told Song Liang to have Huang Jinli wait, and he would be over shortly.

While keeping Huang Jinli waiting, Li Mu called Wang Nan over. He first affirmed the two special reports Wang Nan had continuously produced yesterday. The news report about Leslie Cheung and others being interviewed at Muye Technology was already exceptionally well-made, and the hastily launched special report on the Huang Shuolun case was also executed very effectively. The entire media public opinion had focused on this case, leaving Huang Shuolun almost no room to make a comeback.

After praising Wang Nan’s excellent work, Li Mu also laid out his subsequent requirements: first, to continue the good work and pursue these two special reports further; second, to prepare a special report on Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and 3321 staff traveling to the Yun-Gui region for educational assistance; and third, to double his efforts over the next month, as he would be promoted to Editor-in-Chief of YY Net in early August.

Wang Nan knew very well that the reason Li Mu had initially made him Deputy Editor-in-Chief while leaving the Editor-in-Chief position vacant was because Li Mu had always favored Chen Tong, Sina’s Editor-in-Chief. Wang Nan wasn’t upset about this; after all, Chen Tong’s accomplishments far surpassed his own. As someone also working in content, he believed Chen Tong had sufficient qualifications to be his direct superior. However, Li Mu’s sudden intention to promote him to Editor-in-Chief naturally surprised him, and he couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Director Li, for the Editor-in-Chief position, haven’t you already considered someone more suitable than me? Honestly, I feel my abilities still fall far short of Chen Tong’s.”

Li Mu smiled, “He proved himself on other platforms; you’ve proven yourself on my platform. Comparatively, I think you’re more suited for this position than he is.”

Wang Nan hesitated for a moment and said, “I think you should still communicate with him again. If he’s willing to come to YY Net as Editor-in-Chief, that would be ideal. With his capabilities, he would definitely be more suitable than me for the position of Editor-in-Chief at YY Net.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “If he’s willing to join Muye Technology, I have other work arrangements for him. I’ve already decided that you will spearhead the portal website section.”

Li Mu had actually lost patience with Chen Tong long ago. When it came to content creation, Li Mu indeed highly regarded him, but Chen Tong’s thinking was too rigid, and he exhibited blind loyalty to Sina. Li Mu didn’t particularly like this aspect. He was a relatively objective person, and in his view, blind loyalty primarily signified not loyalty, but foolishness.

Furthermore, Wang Nan was now performing exceptionally well and met his requirements perfectly, demonstrating his capability and suitability for the Editor-in-Chief position at YY Net. As for Chen Tong, if he were willing to abandon his blind loyalty and join Muye Technology in the future, Li Mu naturally had other plans for him. For instance, with Celebrity Tieba currently booming, building celebrity blogs on that foundation presented incredibly advantageous conditions. A blog was a major product with a lifespan of at least three to five years. Although it might have some product overlap with YY Space, they didn’t conflict. YY Space was a social personal space, primarily for displaying one’s recent status, whereas a blog was a publicly accessible content platform for the entire internet user base, primarily for expressing personal views. If blogs were built up and strengthened, they would become the primary soil to nourish Weibo in the future.

Although Weibo’s profit model was relatively singular, its significance as a component of the entire product Ecosystem was immense. At least for Sina in the future, it would largely depend on Weibo to survive. Without Weibo, Sina would likely have died out in the mobile internet era long ago.

The recognition of his abilities by Li Mu greatly excited Wang Nan. Thus, he no longer humbly declined, thinking only of working harder and harder: first, to strive to secure the Editor-in-Chief position, and then to work hard to defend that position well.

After finishing his conversation with Wang Nan, Li Mu picked up his laptop, left Muye Technology, and drove to Wanying Real Estate.

Having arrived at Wanying Real Estate at nine o’clock, Huang Jinli was in a very depressed mood. Last night, the entire Huang family was in a chaotic mess. Her elder brother was already hospitalized with injuries, and then the patriarch suffered a sudden myocardial infarction and was rushed to the Hospital for emergency resuscitation because his eldest grandson was arrested. Both the patriarch and her elder brother were recuperating in different Hospitals. Huang Jinshao handled the transfer procedures this morning, finally getting the patriarch settled with his son. Huang Jinli herself had barely slept all night, rushing with her lawyer to Wanying Real Estate first thing in the morning, ready to resolve this matter with Li Mu as quickly as possible. However, she waited for Li Mu at Wanying Real Estate for an hour and a half and still didn’t see him.

At ten forty in the morning, Li Mu finally arrived at Wanying Real Estate.

After exchanging a few pleasantries with Li Mu, Huang Jinli, her heavy eye bags noticeable, immediately got to the point, telling Li Mu, “Director Li, let’s sign the land transfer agreement first. Then, I’ll immediately have our finance department transfer the fifty million in cash to Wanying Real Estate’s account.”

Li Mu nodded. Together with Song Liang, he brought their legal team to review the contract with Huang Jinli’s lawyer. Hongzhu Group Corporation’s land in the East Third Ring Road was very large, approximately three hundred thousand square meters. They had acquired it over half a year ago for a total price of around nine hundred million yuan and were preparing for development, with their plans almost finalized. Now, however, they could only sell it at cost to Wanying Real Estate. Furthermore, they wouldn’t receive the nine hundred million yuan from this land sale until a year later, in July of next year. Even without considering the land’s appreciation, the interest alone on nine hundred million yuan for a year was already an astronomical sum.

However, Huang Jinli had no choice. To appease the situation and quickly overcome this hurdle, Hongzhu Group Corporation could only obediently sell the land to Wanying Real Estate.

Fortunately, Hongzhu Group Corporation was very strong; losing this piece of land was not a significant blow to them.

The contract was signed, and legal teams from both sides would follow up on the subsequent procedures. Soon, this land would legally become one of Wanying Real Estate’s assets. Huang Jinli’s fifty million arrived very quickly; soon after the contract was signed, the other party’s finance department had already completed the transfer.

After all this was done, Huang Jinli, looking exhausted, said to Li Mu, “Director Li, we have fulfilled all your demands, and we hope you will also honor our agreement.”

Li Mu nodded, “As long as you abide by the agreement, I will naturally honor my promises.” As he spoke, Li Mu reminded her, “Oh, the victim’s family has arrived in Yanjing. I think your family should go and personally express their apologies. The girl who died under your nephew’s wheels was an only child.”

Huang Jinli agreed, saying, “My elder brother is not well. I will go and apologize to them personally.”

Li Mu said, “Alright, but I also advise you to be sincere when you apologize. When you consider this matter, you should put yourselves in their shoes, because when someone from your Huang family commits a crime, they must accept legal sanctions. This is both legal principle and natural justice. The law will leave Huang Shuolun a way out, but it cannot bring someone else’s child back to life.”

Huang Jinli nodded expressionlessly, “What Director Li said is correct, I have been duly instructed.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and added, “Please convey to Mr. Huang that I’m letting him off the hook this time. Considering his advanced age, I won’t ruin his reputation. Furthermore, I know he’s accustomed to being fierce in Yanjing, and I’m aware that he wanted to put me to death since I first took action to teach him a lesson. It doesn’t matter. After he’s discharged from the Hospital, if he wants retaliation, he can bring it on at any time. However, I still hope he can possess some basic conscience as a human being; otherwise, even if he avoids ruin at the hands of others, he will eventually face divine retribution. If he doesn’t believe it, tell him to look up: Heaven spares no one.”

Huang Jinli hardened her resolve and agreed. She knew Li Mu was indirectly threatening her. His willingness to give the Huang family a pass this time was to make them savvy, to completely turn this page afterward. If the Huang family didn’t accept this, then he wouldn’t show them any leniency again.

Huang Jinli didn’t know if her elder brother could swallow this insult, but for her part, she understood very clearly that the Huang family couldn’t afford to provoke Li Mu. In terms of money, connections, or influence, the Huang family was no match for Li Mu. Therefore, with things having developed as they had, the Huang family’s best next step was to completely close this chapter and never mention it again.

After Huang Jinli bid farewell and left, Li Mu said to Song Liang, “Brother Liang, I’ll have the Muye Technology reporters come over later. You can make an announcement in person, saying that Wanying Real Estate, having learned of this incident, expresses extreme regret for the female college student who was harmed, and has decided to take out thirty million in cash to establish an anti-drunk driving foundation. Then, introduce the key focus areas of the anti-drunk driving foundation.”

Song Liang nodded and asked him, “how to handle Hongzhu Group Corporation’s land?”

Li Mu said, “The proceeds from this land will be used as operating funds for the foundation. Plus, we already have six plots of land on hand, so we won’t plan to develop this one ourselves. Once the Line 10 route map is announced, we’ll sell it off and contribute the profit to the foundation.”

Song Liang said, “Okay, that’ll be less hassle. If we had to develop it ourselves, investing a year or two of effort only to not make a single cent would be too frustrating.”

Li Mu then stated, “Let’s focus our energy on our own land.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked again, “When exactly will the Line 10 route map be announced?”

Song Liang shrugged, “No news yet. According to Chen Ze, it hasn’t been finalized; there are still internal disputes.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “No choice, we’ll have to wait patiently.”

In the afternoon, Su Yingxue called Li Mu using the new mobile phone Li Ziwei had bought for her. Cai Zhixiao’s parents had already viewed Cai Zhixiao’s remains at the Hospital, and Su Yingxue had accompanied them. Fortunately, the police from the branch bureau had been very thoughtful; they had hired a funeral makeup artist from the funeral home the previous night to enhance the appearance of the remains, and doctors had also treated the injuries, so the remains were not as gruesome as Li Mu had feared.

Su Yingxue said that at noon, she accompanied the couple to check into the hotel where Li Ziwei had booked a room for them. In the hotel room, she had already recounted the entire incident to Cai Zhixiao’s parents, though she omitted the part about taking the fall (meaning: being a scapegoat). Knowing that the driver at fault had been apprehended brought some comfort to Cai Zhixiao’s parents.

Su Yingxue also told them about the twenty million yuan in compensation. This amount stunned the couple; they initially dared not accept it. However, once Su Yingxue presented Li Mu’s view from last night, they no longer insisted.

The loss of their only daughter was naturally an extremely painful blow to them, for it meant not only the loss of their child’s life but also the severing of their own lineage.

What Chinese people value most is the continuation of life and the inheritance of bloodlines. Every person alive today carries an unbroken lineage passed down from ancient times, spanning hundreds of thousands, or even millions, of years. If a person has no descendants, this continuously stretching bloodline is considered broken with them. Hence the saying: among the three forms of unfilial conduct, having no heir is the greatest. If one fails to pass on the bloodline inherited from ancestors, one would be too ashamed to face the ancestors even after being buried.

Cai Zhixiao’s parents were both just over forty. Even her father hadn’t reached forty-five yet, and her mother was two or three years younger than her father. At this age, if they had sufficiently good material conditions, having another child wouldn’t be an impossible fantasy. However, as ordinary workers, wanting another child at their age would be considerably more difficult. By the time they retired, their child wouldn’t even be old enough for university. What if they lost the ability to earn money then? How would they raise their young child to success with their aging bodies?

However, with these twenty million yuan, everything changed. They could provide any new child with better living and educational conditions from a young age, ensuring a lifetime of financial security. Even if they grew old and lost the ability to earn money, they wouldn’t have to worry about their child suffering hardships with them.

Considering this, they accepted the unimaginable sum.

Because the suspect had been apprehended, Cai Zhixiao’s parents also set a pace for her funeral arrangements: her remains were scheduled for cremation at the funeral home the following day.

The Renmin University leadership proactively organized current Student Union members to plan a memorial service for Cai Zhixiao at the funeral home, as a tribute to the young woman.

Many Renmin University students who were already on vacation rushed there upon hearing the news, and Li Mu also arrived on time. Many reporters came to cover the memorial service, but fortunately, they all exhibited great manners and did not disturb the proceedings of the service itself.

That afternoon, Cai Zhixiao’s parents returned to their hometown in Xiangnan, taking Cai Zhixiao’s ashes and the enormous twenty million yuan compensation with them.





Chapter 658: Flying to Xiangdu

After Cai Zhixiao’s incident, Su Yingxue stayed at Yucheng Garden for two consecutive nights. These past few days, she had become enamored with the feeling of sleeping soundly in Li Mu’s arms. Once she tasted that feeling, it became somewhat addictive, making her “to know the taste of marrow.”

However, Li Mu didn’t take the opportunity to do anything bold at this time. After all, although Su Yingxue seemed fine on the surface, she still hadn’t emerged from the psychological shadow of the car accident. Several times, she even called out Cai Zhixiao’s name in her sleep.

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui left with Dong Ai and the 3321 team members, diving into the remote Yun-Gui region mountains to begin their Student Aid Ambassador journey. Karen Mok was also preparing to go to Xiangdu to participate in the recording of “Happy Camp.” Coincidentally, Su Yingxue also needed to return to her paternal aunt’s home to help Wang Xinran with her final few days of exam preparation, so Li Mu sent her back to Su Yuehua’s home. Afterward, he prepared to fly to Xiangdu with Karen Mok.

After booking his plane ticket, Li Mu called Chen Wan and told her about his trip to Xiangdu.

Chen Wan happily cheered on the other end of the phone for half a minute, then eagerly asked Li Mu for his flight number, saying, “I’m free this afternoon; I’ll pick you up at the airport!”

Li Mu gave his flight number, then said, “I should arrive in Xiangdu at 3:30 PM.”

Chen Wan replied, “Perfect. After I pick you up, you can rest for a bit, then I’ll take you out for some good food tonight.”

Li Mu laughed, “Then this trip, I’ll be relying on your generosity for meals.”

Chen Wan said, “I’ll cover food and accommodation! I just bought a fully furnished apartment in Xiangdu, so you can stay directly with me.”

“That’s great,” Li Mu said. “With you there, I won’t have to worry about food and lodging.” Then, Li Mu added, “Oh, right, can you help me schedule a meeting with your TV station leadership for tomorrow night?”

“Tomorrow night is definitely no problem, don’t worry.” Chen Wan had already reported to the leadership about Li Mu coming to discuss cooperation, and the TV station leadership also attached great importance to it, having long expressed that Li Mu could come to discuss at any time, so scheduling wasn’t an issue.

Immediately, Chen Wan asked him again, “When are you planning to return?”

Li Mu said, “We’ll meet tomorrow night. Regardless of whether the discussion is successful or not, I have to be back the day after tomorrow.”

Liu Qiangdong had already made arrangements with Li Mu in advance. Things regarding setting up a logistics company had made significant progress these past few days. He had compiled various HR materials and other information, preparing to report to Li Mu in person for Li Mu to make the final decision. Li Mu agreed to meet him the day after tomorrow at Taobao Net for a detailed discussion.

Chen Wan was slightly disappointed. She said, “I was originally hoping you could stay a few more days. After I finish recording Karen Mok’s show, I’ll be free and can take you around Xiangdu for a few days to have fun.”

Li Mu said helplessly, “I want to, too, but I have too many things on my hands.”

“I know you’re busy,” Chen Wan said. “Coincidentally, Karen Mok arrives tomorrow, and we’ll go into the studio the day after tomorrow morning. We’re only recording one episode this time, and if it’s quick, we can wrap up before dinner. If we wrap up early in the evening, I’ll accompany you to meet the TV station leadership. If it’s too late, you can talk to them yourself. The day after tomorrow, I’ll book a ticket with you back to Yanjing, and we can rest for a few days.”

Li Mu, along with Karen Mok, who was double-equipped with a mask and sunglasses, boarded the flight from Yanjing to Xiangdu. After the plane arrived in Xiangdu, Li Mu bid farewell to Karen Mok first. Hunan Satellite TV staff were already prepared for the pick-up. Li Mu hadn’t informed them of his exact itinerary, nor did Hunan Satellite TV know that he and Karen Mok had arrived together. Furthermore, Chen Wan was coming to pick him up, so he didn’t want to leave with Karen Mok, to avoid attracting unnecessary attention.

Li Mu didn’t choose the VIP channel; instead, he deliberately chose the regular exit. As he walked out of the airport exit, Karen Mok and her manager happened to emerge from the VIP channel. Media reporters and fans who had been waiting for a long time immediately swarmed forward, surrounding her completely.

Thanks to Li Mu’s help, Karen Mok’s popularity in Mainland China was soaring. After the news of her coming to Xiangdu for “Happy Camp” spread, a large number of Xiangdu fans rushed to the airport to pick her up, creating an even more spectacular scene.

Li Mu, who had just brushed past the crowd and exited the airport, soon spotted Chen Wan, who was also wearing a mask and sunglasses. Currently, Chen Wan was also a top female Host nationwide; she needed full mask and sunglasses gear when in public, otherwise, wherever she went, she would cause quite a stir.

However, even with Chen Wan wearing a mask and sunglasses, Li Mu recognized her at a glance. He quickly walked up to her, laughing and teasing her, “You’ve gotten even prettier since I last saw you a few days ago.”

Chen Wan gave a shy smile. “Stop being cheeky / talk back. Let’s go quickly, before my colleagues recognize me.” With that, she naturally linked her arms through Li Mu’s, and the two walked out of the airport together.

In the parking lot, Chen Wan led Li Mu to a black Honda Accord with a local license plate. Li Mu noticed that the car looked brand new and had only driven a few thousand kilometers, so he curiously asked her, “New car?”

Chen Wan nodded. “I bought it two months ago, for getting around in Xiangdu.”

Li Mu said, “Why did you buy this car? It doesn’t suit you.”

“Low-key,” Chen Wan said. “Too many people drive this car, and most of them are men over thirty. So, if I drive it, I’ll be even less noticeable.”

Li Mu shrugged, smiling, “You have a point.”

Chen Wan drove out of the parking lot and headed towards the city center. Along the way, she chatted with Li Mu, and the topic gradually shifted to YY Portal. Chen Wan said, “YY Net is developing with incredible momentum. It just launched a few days ago, and its reputation is already huge. Even our TV station leadership / executives follow it daily. From the leadership down to the program Directors, you are the person they most want to meet right now.”

Li Mu said, “Isn’t this just using leverage? YY has a large User base, and the pop-up window conversion rate is high, so promoting things is just relatively easier.”

Chen Wan said, “The TV station leadership were talking about it during a meeting two days ago. They said that YY Net’s entertainment news is excellent, and that their follow-up report model for Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Karen Mok is something traditional print media and television media simply can’t achieve. They said they want to engage in deep cooperation with you.”

Li Mu laughed, “Deep cooperation? Isn’t that precisely why I came!”

Chen Wan asked him, “Did you come to Xiangdu purely for cooperation?”

Seeing a hint of dissatisfaction in her eyes, Li Mu quickly said, “How could that be? I mostly wanted to come see you.”

Only then did Chen Wan say contentedly, “Good of you to say so. My constant thoughts about you haven’t been in vain.”

Naturally, Chen Wan was overjoyed by Li Mu’s arrival in Xiangdu. Not only was she happy in her heart, but she had also prepared in advance.

Li Mu followed Chen Wan to her newly purchased fully furnished apartment. This apartment of hers was a little over one hundred square meters, but because it was a two-bedroom, the overall feeling of the house was very generous. In Li Mu’s impression, Hunan Satellite TV had prepared a bachelor apartment for him; he didn’t know why she bought one herself. However, considering Chen Wan’s current income was already very high, and more importantly, her family’s financial situation was extraordinary, buying an apartment in Xiangdu was merely a drop in the bucket for her.

Upon arriving at her home, Li Mu was surprised to find that Chen Wan had not only prepared a bedroom for him but had also specially bought him new slippers, a teacup, towels, bath towels, toothbrushes, and other daily necessities.

Li Mu was greatly surprised by Chen Wan’s preparations for him. Seeing his surprise, Chen Wan smiled and led Li Mu into the bedroom she had set aside for him, opening the sliding closet door. What greeted his eyes was an entire wardrobe full of men’s clothing.

Li Mu stared, dumbfounded. Chen Wan softly said, “Sometimes when I go shopping, if I see men’s clothes I like, I buy them in your size, thinking I’d give them to you in the future. Slowly, I accumulated this much. Anyway, I’ve already decided that this bedroom is reserved for you. Whenever you come to Xiangdu, this will be your home in Xiangdu. You can come anytime empty-handed; I’ll have everything else ready for you.”

After listening, Li Mu was deeply moved.

In Li Mu’s heart, Chen Wan’s position was just as important and special as Su Yingxue’s. Su Yingxue was the one his heart longed for in this life and his previous life. In his previous life, she was beyond his reach, but in this life, she had become his girlfriend. In a way, she was the best proof of his tangible existence after Rebirth. As for Chen Wan, she was the first person he met after his Rebirth, and besides his Mom, the only woman who had been so good to him in both lives. In his previous life, she silently supported him through university, and in this life, she took meticulous care of him, even confessing to him once after drinking. Putting all that aside for now, whenever he was with her, Li Mu always found a special warmth and peace in his heart. Chen Wan, three years older than him, felt like a spiritual haven to him.

To Li Mu, whether it was Chen Wan, Su Yingxue, or Zhao Ziqiu, all three were his beloved. At times, he would feel ashamed of his indecisiveness, and he would feel guilty towards Su Yingxue because of his relationship with Zhao Ziqiu. But thinking calmly, he didn’t want to let Su Yingxue down, nor did he want to hurt Zhao Ziqiu. The only thing he could do right now was to remain torn / indecisive between the two of them and keep Zhao Ziqiu in the dark.

Whenever he was torn / indecisive and blamed himself over these two girls, Chen Wan’s face would always appear in the depths of his heart. He had called her Sis for so long, yet the more he called her that, the more affection he developed for her. Fortunately, Chen Wan harbored the same feelings for him. Otherwise, Li Mu truly wouldn’t know how, one day in the future, he could stand from a “younger brother’s” perspective and watch her fall in love or get married. That feeling would certainly be exceptionally painful.

In Li Mu’s subconscious, he often felt as if his emotions were like a fallen leaf drifting on the autumn wind. It could sway and dance in the breeze, or intermingle and be disturbed by others of its kind, or turn into soil, or be consumed by raging fire. However, for himself, the emotional destination he most desired was to be permanently pressed within a fragrant book—simple, preserved, intertwined, enduring…

Su Yingxue wasn’t that book, nor was Zhao Ziqiu. Only Chen Wan was.





Chapter 659: I’ll Be Your Audience

Li Mu coming to Xiangdu was a cause for great joy for Chen Wan, but regrettably, Li Mu’s schedule was too tight. He could only stay in Xiangdu for less than 48 hours. Not only did she not have a chance to show him around properly, but she also couldn’t have him accompany her for more days. Although she had decided to go back to Yanjing with him after recording the show, Chen Wan knew very well that Li Mu would be even busier once they returned to Yanjing, and he would likely have even less time to spend with her.

After resting for a while at Chen Wan’s home, Chen Wan wanted to take Li Mu out to taste some local delicacies. She said that a friend of her older cousin had opened a high-end private kitchen restaurant in Xiangdu, specializing in the most exquisite and authentic Xiang cuisine. It was quite popular among the upper-middle class in Xiangdu. Moreover, the restaurant was right next to the Xiang River, offering not only delicious food but also beautiful river views at night. After dinner, they could stroll along the river, enjoying the gentle breeze from the river in July, which would be very comfortable.

Li Mu teased her, “Haven’t you seen enough river views in Jinling?”

Chen Wan smiled shyly, “It’s different. The river view in Jinling is grand and busy, not very ‘lived-in,’ and the Xiang River is very quiet.” Then, looking at Li Mu, she added, “Besides, it’s because you’re here. Otherwise, I wouldn’t dare go to the riverbank at night.”

As six-thirty in the evening approached and the sky just began to dim, Chen Wan urged Li Mu to get ready to go out. Li Mu was about to say that he could go out anytime and didn’t need to get ready, but Chen Wan pulled him to the bedroom she had prepared for him, pulled out a set of clothes from the wardrobe, and handed them to Li Mu, saying, “Wear this when we go out.”

Li Mu glanced at them. Chen Wan was holding a dark grey V-neck T-shirt and blue jeans. They didn’t look particularly special. He looked down at his own clothes—a black crew-neck T-shirt and dark blue casual trousers, simple and plain, seemingly no worse than the outfit Chen Wan had chosen.

Chen Wan, however, insisted that Li Mu change into the clothes she had picked. Li Mu could only humor her. After Chen Wan left, Li Mu put on the new clothes Chen Wan had bought and realized that the biggest difference between this outfit and his previous clothes was that the top was too loose, and the bottom was a bit too form-fitting.

Fortunately, Li Mu wasn’t fat, so the form-fitting jeans fit him just right, though they felt a little uncomfortable hugging his legs. As for the T-shirt, while comfortable, the V-neck was slightly wider than an ordinary V-neck T-shirt, exposing his collarbone.

After changing, Li Mu walked out of the room to the living room to look in the mirror. As soon as he entered the living room, Chen Wan shrieked in surprise, ran over to Li Mu, examined him from head to toe for a long time, and exclaimed, “It fits perfectly!”

Li Mu looked down, “Really? The pants feel a bit tight.”

“These are slim-fit,” Chen Wan walked around Li Mu’s lower body, saying, “British-style denim jeans, not only is the color right, but the cut is also super good. You look especially spirited wearing them, and they’re not those super skinny, leg-hugging pants, they’re British-style tapered trousers. Paired with this T-shirt, you look absolutely handsome. If your hair were a little longer, it would be even better, definitely a standard British-style handsome man.”

Li Mu deliberately pouted, “I’m a major boss worth billions of yuan; is it really a good idea to dress me up like some scoundrel?”

Chen Wan gave Li Mu a sidelong glance and said, “What do you know? This is called fashion.”

Li Mu nodded helplessly, naturally acceding to her request, “Alright, fashion it is.”

To match Li Mu, Chen Wan also specially changed into a very fashionable and casual Korean outfit. Her chestnut-colored large curly hair was casually tied into a loose ponytail, and she wore a baseball cap, dressed like Lee Hyo-ri, a Korean star who became extremely popular on Taobao around 2008. It was very fashionable at the time. Fortunately, this outfit was so different from her usual appearance on TV, and with a thin mask, there was almost no chance of her being recognized.

The two left together, and Chen Wan naturally linked her arm with Li Mu’s. Li Mu didn’t feel any awkwardness or discomfort. With Chen Wan, he always felt particularly relaxed, which was extremely rare for him, a Rebirth with countless secrets.

Li Mu accompanied Chen Wan to eat and strolled with her by the quiet river. Chen Wan kept her arm gently linked with Li Mu’s the whole time, a smile constantly on her face. Since he had known her, Li Mu had rarely seen her so happy.

A gentle breeze wafted across the Xiang River, seemingly opening every pore on their bodies. When Chen Wan got tired, she stopped at a small concrete pier and asked Li Mu with a smile, “If you’re free tomorrow morning, why don’t you come to the set to watch me record the show? You’ve influenced me to come to Happy Camp for so long, but you’ve never watched me live, have you?”

Li Mu didn’t even think, he just nodded, “Alright, take me with you tomorrow. I’ll be your audience.”

…

This was Li Mu’s first time attending the recording of a TV variety show, acting as a live audience member in the Happy Camp studio.

The official recording of the show was at nine in the morning, but Li Mu was pulled out of bed by Chen Wan at five-thirty in the morning. When a sleepy Li Mu saw Chen Wan wearing a pink spaghetti strap nightgown, with a hemline so short it made one’s blood rush, his drowsiness immediately vanished. To hide his physical awkwardness, Li Mu went out to wash up in jeans and bare-chested. Chen Wan toasted a few slices of bread for Li Mu, fried an egg, and served it with a cup of milk to fill him up. Then, she drove him to the Happy Camp studio.

After getting in the car, Li Mu asked Chen Wan why they had to get up so early. Chen Wan told him that whenever they recorded, they usually arrived at the studio before seven, then began to go over the script with the other Hosts and guests, followed by makeup and costume changes. After all of that was done, the recording would start immediately when the audience from all walks of life arrived at nine o’clock. Generally speaking, one episode, including shooting mishaps and breaks, would take at least six hours to record. Sometimes, if they were not in good form or had bad luck, the time would be even longer.

When Li Mu arrived at the studio with Chen Wan, it was not yet seven. Chen Wan directly led Li Mu to the backend. They happened to meet Director Zhou Sheng, who had just arrived at the backend. Zhou Sheng immediately recognized Li Mu and was pleasantly surprised, eagerly inviting Li Mu to sit in his lounge. Since Chen Wan needed to prepare for the script reading first, she told Li Mu, “Then you can chat with Director Zhou for a bit; I’ll come find you later.”

Li Mu teased, “You influenced me to come here so early, and now you’re abandoning me?”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu with doting affection, smiling, “Just wait a little; I’ll be right over, behave yourself.”

Their conversation was very natural, but in Zhou Sheng’s eyes, it was standard playful flirting. He couldn’t help but be surprised. He only knew that Li Mu and Chen Wan had a very good relationship, but he had never understood what kind of relationship they had. Today, it seemed a bit ambiguous.

Zhou Sheng invited Li Mu into his lounge and asked his assistant to bring two cups of coffee. Then, like an old friend, he said to Li Mu, “Director Li, I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time but never found a suitable opportunity. I didn’t expect to see you here today.”

Although Zhou Sheng had interacted with Li Mu many times concerning Chen Wan and Happy Camp, he had never met Li Mu in person. Previously, it had always been Ning Hao who came to talk to him on behalf of Li Mu. He had not dared to hope that someone of his status could communicate directly with Li Mu face-to-face, so seeing Li Mu suddenly in the backend today truly surprised him.

Li Mu didn’t put on any airs, humbly saying, “I’ve also always wanted to meet you, Director Zhou, but I’ve been too busy and never had the chance.”

Zhou Sheng said, “You’re too kind, Director Li.” Then, he curiously asked, “Director Li, when did you arrive in Xiangdu?”

Li Mu said, “Yesterday afternoon.”

Upon hearing this, Zhou Sheng blurted out, “Miss Mo also arrived in Xiangdu yesterday afternoon. Could it be that the two of you came together?”

Li Mu didn’t hide it, nodding, “That’s right, I came with her.”

Zhou Sheng thought to himself, he had heard that Li Mu was coming to discuss cooperation with the TV station leadership, but he had never known Li Mu’s specific itinerary. It turned out he had already arrived yesterday afternoon, but no one had received any notice.

Thinking further, he arrived yesterday afternoon and appeared here with Chen Wan early this morning at seven. This meant that the two most likely stayed together last night. My goodness, this was truly explosive news.

He had always thought that Chen Wan had a very strong background, not just being from a wealthy family, but also having the full support of Muye Technology behind her. Moreover, Happy Camp was far ahead of the competition among domestic variety shows, largely due to YY’s strong promotion. One could say that Chen Wan’s participation gave Happy Camp a qualitative leap. At first, Zhou Sheng was a bit puzzled, not understanding why Muye Technology would give Chen Wan such strong support. Now he understood; the reason was here.

However, Zhou Sheng also understood in his heart. In this day and age, most beautiful female celebrities marry rich men, but he had never seen anyone find a young and promising Multimillionaire like Li Mu. It seemed that in the future, he still needed to get closer to Chen Wan. Although he was the Director and she was the Host, and logically he was one level higher than her, Chen Wan had Li Mu behind her, which was equivalent to having the resources that all TV stations and all program Directors dreamed of. If he wanted to better utilize this resource, he first had to maintain his relationship with Chen Wan as much as possible.

Zhou Sheng and Li Mu chatted for a while. Li Mu’s humility and friendliness surprised and pleased him greatly. However, as time passed, more and more people came to knock on Zhou Sheng’s door to discuss work, so Zhou Sheng could only apologize to Li Mu and go attend to his work. Fortunately, Chen Wan always found various gaps to come and meet Li Mu, helping him pass the dull time.

Before the show started, Director Zhou Sheng of Happy Camp, at Li Mu’s request, deliberately arranged a dimly lit corner for him and instructed all photographers at the scene not to focus their shots on Li Mu’s location. Li Mu sat low-key in that corner alone, watching the elegant and poised Chen Wan and the other Hosts ascend the stage. As soon as Chen Wan stepped onto the stage, her eyes began to search the audience. When she finally found Li Mu and their eyes met, Chen Wan, seizing the moment when the camera wasn’t on her, secretly winked at Li Mu, pouted slightly, and mouthed a kiss.

A casual yet playful gesture made Li Mu, this manly boss, feel as sweet as if a piece of candy had melted in his heart.

It’s the last few days of the month! Begging on my knees for monthly votes!





Chapter 660: Super Girl

Zhou Sheng felt increasingly certain that Li Mu and Chen Wan were indeed in a romantic relationship.

As a director, from his perspective, Chen Wan’s performance in this episode was exceptionally perfect.

Not just him, even the photographer specifically in charge of Chen Wan’s camera angle privately told Zhou Sheng during a break: “Chen Wan was amazing today! Not only her speech and demeanor, but even her expressions, her eyes, were flawless. I captured a lot of fantastic close-ups. When you’re producing…”

Zhou Sheng strongly agreed. Indeed, this episode was not only Chen Wan’s best performance on Happy Camp, but also the most flawless performance by a female Host in Happy Camp’s history since its inception.

Although Karen Mok was the main guest of this episode, in Zhou Sheng’s mind, Chen Wan was the well-deserved sole female lead. Her perfect performance made everyone else on stage her supporting cast, including He Jiong, who was currently a little more famous than her.

Zhou Sheng knew in his heart that Chen Wan’s exceptional performance must have been because Li Mu was present today.

Li Mu, sitting in the audience, also felt that Chen Wan’s performance today was superb. Compared to the episodes he had watched on TV, this one was a qualitative leap.

Chen Wan’s exceptional performance also set the pace for the other Hosts onstage, prompting them to deliver better performances than usual. The overall filming efficiency was much faster than before.

From nine-thirty to twelve-thirty, three-quarters of the show’s segments had been completed. After the Hosts and Karen Mok finished a game, the Director personally called a halt, thanked everyone for their hard work, and then announced a one-and-a-half-hour lunch break.

Staff who were already prepared began carrying large boxes of bento meals through various passages, distributing them one by one to each audience member. As soon as Li Mu received his bento, he got a text message from Chen Wan, who had just come off stage: “Come to the backend and have lunch with me.”

Li Mu put down his bento and replied with a single word: “Okay.”

Chen Wan then added: “I’ll have my assistant come pick you up.”

A moment later, a young woman in her early twenties approached Li Mu and whispered: “Mr. Li, please come with me.”

Li Mu nodded, got up, and went with her to the backend. The backend wasn’t busy at the moment; most of the staff who had finished their work were eating in their respective break rooms. Hosts like Chen Wan and He Jiong each had their own private lounge, and guests like Karen Mok received the same benefits, with specially prepared lunches delivered directly to their rooms. Naturally, their benefits were much better than those of the audience.

Since most people were eating, Li Mu didn’t see anyone he knew on his way through the backend to Chen Wan’s lounge. The young woman led Li Mu to Chen Wan’s lounge and then turned and left. Chen Wan was resting on the sofa. Seeing Li Mu enter, she quickly patted the spot beside her and said: “Come quickly and eat. Today’s lunch isn’t bad; there’s spicy chicken.”

Li Mu sat down beside her. Chen Wan handed him the rice and chopsticks, then, like a young girl who had aced an exam, she asked him with a hint of pride: “How was my performance today?”

Li Mu praised: “It was fantastic, better than any previous episode.”

Chen Wan smiled joyfully and happily said: “I performed well because I knew you were in the audience, so I tried harder to do even better.”

Li Mu asked her: “Looking at it this way, this episode should be able to finish earlier today, right?”

Chen Wan nodded: “There’s still an interview segment and a singing segment. If everything goes smoothly, it should be over in about an hour.”

Just as she spoke, there were a few knocks on the door. Before Chen Wan could speak, the door was pushed open a narrow crack, and Karen Mok’s head peeked in. A bit playfully, she said: “Xiao Wan, I was thinking…”

Before she could finish, she looked up and saw Li Mu sitting beside Chen Wan. Surprised, she asked: “Director Li, you’re here too? I’m so sorry, I won’t disturb your meal…”

Although the two had come together on the Airplane, Karen Mok only knew that Li Mu was there to talk about cooperation with the high-rise of Hunan Satellite TV. So she hadn’t expected him to be in Chen Wan’s lounge, especially with the two of them sitting intimately side-by-side on a small sofa, eating. It made her feel quite rude for pushing the door open without permission.

Seeing Karen Mok’s embarrassed face as she was about to close the door and leave, Li Mu quickly smiled and said: “Don’t go, Miss Mo. If you have something to discuss, just say it; don’t mind me. I’m just visiting the set and grabbing a free meal.”

Chen Wan also smiled and said: “That’s right, Karen, come in quickly. What did you need me for?”

Karen Mok then bit her lower lip, somewhat embarrassed, and squeezed through the open crack in the door. She then closed the door and said to Chen Wan: “My manager just asked me to revise the script, specifically about the questions you’ll be asking me on stage later.”

Chen Wan quickly put down her chopsticks, picked up the script from the side, pulled out a pen from it, and said: “Tell me, how do you want to change it?”

Karen Mok smiled somewhat sheepishly and said: “It’s the part about my relationship status.”

Chen Wan glanced at it and said: “In our original script, when I ask if you’re currently in a relationship, your answer is that you already have someone in your heart. Is this the part you want to change?”

Karen Mok nodded: “That’s right. My manager wants me to change the answer to ‘currently single’.”

Although Karen Mok and Stephen Fung’s secret relationship had lasted two or three years, neither side had officially disclosed it. However, it was no secret to the Hong Kong media; almost everyone knew. Mainland China media, however, was still somewhat out of the loop, with no one reporting on her relationship with Stephen Fung. Karen Mok’s manager, considering her future development potential in mainland China, still hoped she would clearly state her single status to the mainland audience. Karen Mok initially didn’t want to agree, fearing it would hurt Stephen Fung’s strong self-esteem, but she ultimately couldn’t withstand her management company’s earnest and repeated persuasion and decided that announcing her single status would be more beneficial for her next steps.

The two then revised the script. Chen Wan said: “So when I ask you that question, you’ll just answer that you’re currently single for now. Then, normally, I’d have to ask what kind of partner you like. How do you plan to answer that?”

Karen Mok knew these lines needed to be planned in advance, so she didn’t hide anything and laughed: “I’ll say I like a talented partner, someone I can always admire.”

Hearing this, Chen Wan’s heart stirred, and she smiled: “Then, at that point, I’ll have a surprised expression and follow up by saying I think just like you, and I also like talented men.”

As she spoke, Chen Wan glanced at Li Mu out of the corner of her eye. Their gazes met, and she could see the warmth in Li Mu’s eyes.

…

After the show wrapped up, as Chen Wan drove Li Mu away from the studio, Li Mu was still replaying the scene he had witnessed in the audience. Chen Wan and Karen Mok were discussing their ideal partners on stage. At first, they were performing the “coincidental agreement” written in the script. Unexpectedly, Karen Mok thought of her boyfriend, who was four years her junior, and became deeply emotional, making a heartfelt “confession” on stage. She said she didn’t care about the age difference with her partner; as long as he treated her well, even if others didn’t approve, even if she had to give up everything else, she would be willing to stay with him forever. This implicit confession was so profound that Karen Mok’s own eyes turned red. But what no one expected was that Chen Wan, standing beside her, was deeply moved after hearing this. Two lines of tears welled up from her clear eyes without any warning.

At the time, Chen Wan didn’t even realize she was crying on stage until He Jiong teased her, saying that Karen Mok’s conviction in love had moved Chen Wan to tears. Only then did Chen Wan become aware of her condition. She quickly wiped away her tears and agreed with He Jiong’s words, effectively glossing over the moment.

Everyone naturally assumed Chen Wan’s tears were from being moved by Karen Mok, but Li Mu felt in his heart that Chen Wan must have been thinking of him at that moment. Beyond the emotion, her heart was filled with more fear and guilt. He had initiated a connection with her after his Rebirth—a connection that didn’t exist in his previous life—to save her life. Perhaps he truly had changed her destiny from her previous life, but if he had inadvertently caused her emotional harm, he feared it would be difficult for him to forgive himself.

What virtue or ability did he possess to be so deeply loved by such an impeccable woman? And what could he do to not disappoint her feelings for him? This was a question that might take him a long time to figure out.

Since Chen Wan’s program recording time was much shorter than originally planned, Li Mu brought her along to the dinner party scheduled that evening with the Hunan Satellite TV leaders. Everyone at Hunan Satellite TV knew that Muye Technology was backing Chen Wan and providing her with all sorts of support, so Li Mu didn’t intend to hide anything from the high-rise of Hunan Satellite TV. For the “Super Girl” show, Chen Wan was his only choice for Host. This talent show, on a market level, was a joint creation between Muye Films and Hunan Satellite TV, but on a public level, Chen Wan was the main figure of this talent show.

Those meeting Li Mu this time were the Executive Deputy Station Director of Hunan Satellite TV and two Producer Directors. Among them, Xu Song, the Executive Deputy Station Director, was currently the head in charge of concrete work at Hunan Satellite TV. The Station Director above him no longer dealt with specific program production. The other two Producer Directors were also the most powerful producers at Hunan Satellite TV; each was a powerful figure capable of taking charge independently and handling one or even multiple shows.

As soon as they met in the restaurant’s private room, Xu Song warmly shook hands with Li Mu and greeted him. With Chen Wan present, it saved him the trouble of introducing himself.

The other two Producer Directors were Zhu Wei, who was in charge of news, interviews, and outdoor programs for several of Hunan Satellite TV’s channels, and Liu Qian, who was responsible for several Variety show, including Happy Camp.

After introductions were made, Li Mu got straight to the point at the dinner table. He took out the proposal he had already printed, handed one to each of the three, and said: “Gentlemen, this is Muye Films’ planned large-scale national female singing talent show — ‘Super Girl’!”





Chapter 661: Collaboration Conditions

“Super Girl” was of profound significance to China’s entertainment industry in the 21st century. This talent show once garnered unprecedented attention and ratings in China. It can be said that it created a new realm for talent shows and even formed an enduring cultural phenomenon. Many female singers who emerged from this show maintained a strong upwards momentum in China’s entertainment industry for a long time, wielding immense influence.

While Li Mu’s main business focus was not on the entertainment industry, he deeply understood the powerful driving force that the future entertainment industry would exert on the domestic cultural and entertainment sector, as well as the internet industry. In the era before Li Mu’s Rebirth, the richest man in the country owned the world’s largest cinema chains. The three major companies, Baidu, Tencent, and Alibaba, all invested in their own video streaming platforms and film companies. Baidu had iQiyi; Tencent had Tencent Video and Tencent Pictures; Alibaba acquired Youku Tudou and Heyi Pictures (established by Youku Tudou), and then also founded its own Alibaba Pictures. Director Ma even invited a certain artsy youth, Mr. Gao, to establish Alibaba Music, and directly created the perplexing Alibaba Planet based on Tiantian Dongting, effectively killing off a music software with over ten years of history and a large number of loyal Users.

Beyond that, various film companies flourished, and numerous film and entertainment production companies emerged like mushrooms after rain. Almost every impressive celebrity established their own studio, which, to put it plainly, was their own film company. Video streaming platforms nurtured a large number of online dramas and online feature films. Some well-known online dramas even became major IPs, transforming into big-budget films that oddly raked in billions in box office revenue. All sorts of talent shows and reality shows were too numerous to count and left people dazzled. Advertising bids for any random show would start in the hundreds of millions. The Voice of China, I Am a Singer, Running Man, Where Are We Going, Dad?, and many others were all money magnets in the entertainment industry.

In short, the future entertainment industry held immense potential and immense influence. Li Mu could not afford to miss out; he had to plan everything in advance.

Next, Muye Films was going to produce its own major films and co-produce talent shows with Hunan Satellite TV. Once he owned multiple large IPs for talent and reality shows, all the satellite TV channels nationwide would revolve around him, and business owners across the country would line up to put money into his pockets. At the same time, Li Mu also planned to operate his own cinema chains and online ticketing system. If he had the largest cinema chains in the country, when the film industry boomed, the entire film industry would have to cater to his demands. If anyone tried to show off, he wouldn’t allow them screening slots, completely capable of strangling them into oblivion at the most crucial juncture.

The leaders of Hunan Satellite TV were unaware of Li Mu’s long-term plans for the entertainment industry. They also didn’t believe Muye Films would have any impressive proposals for TV program production. They simply thought that Muye Films had Muye Technology backing it, possessing both capital and influence. Such a partner was one they absolutely had to try and win over.

In truth, at this very moment, Xu Song didn’t hold much hope for the proposal Li Mu brought. He instinctively believed that when it came to television production, Hunan Satellite TV was the most professional in the country, second to none. No one in the entire China television industry was as professional as them. What good ideas could a nascent film company under Li Mu possibly come up with? At this point, his only thought was that even if Li Mu brought a terrible talent show proposal, as long as it didn’t violate laws and regulations, he would still cooperate with him. Not for any other reason, but purely for Muye Technology’s online influence.

Xu Song glanced through Li Mu’s proposal half-heartedly, scoffing internally: “As expected, it’s not professional enough. Super Girl? That name immediately suggests crippling one’s own capabilities! Calling it Super Girl; from the name alone, it’s clearly only targeting female singing talent shows. Are male singers just not going to participate? Setting up an entire operation for a talent show, and you only focus on females? What is this if not self-sabotage?”

The other two Producer Directors held similar views at this moment. The tertiary industry at the time hadn’t yet grasped the concept of vertical specialization. Whether it was the internet or cultural and entertainment media, everyone wanted to be big and comprehensive, but no one had thought about being small and specialized. Therefore, they found it difficult to accept and approve Li Mu’s talent show concept, which was solely focused on females.

However, although the three of them were inwardly unconvinced, they merely exchanged glances, none of them speaking aloud. Instead, each continued to read independently.

Before coming, Xu Song had already stated that the two Producer Directors were there merely for show, to give Li Mu a sense of importance. They didn’t need to worry about the specific plan. After Xu Song finished reading, no matter how bad Li Mu’s proposal was, he would negotiate terms with Li Mu. If the terms were agreed upon, they would proceed; if not, they wouldn’t.

Continuing to read, Li Mu began to explain in the proposal why “Super Girl” should be produced. He believed that traditional singing talent shows were all general and comprehensive, making every channel’s singing talent show similar. Audiences had long grown numb, so what was needed now was a fresh and eye-catching new approach. Among young people with celebrity dreams, females accounted for the vast majority. In past talent shows, the number of female participants was generally higher than male participants. This meant that the female demographic already comprised the majority in talent shows. “Super Girl” focusing solely on females happened to cater to the majority of potential Users. Precisely because of its focus on females, its appeal to female participants would certainly far exceed other talent shows.

Moreover, not only were there many girls who dreamed of becoming stars, but among fans, females also accounted for the vast majority. Therefore, a talent show focused on females would certainly attract even more female viewers. More importantly, female participants would also have a very strong appeal to male audiences, so this positioning could effectively cater to both sides of the audience.

Following that was Li Mu’s introduction to the competition system. The entire competition system was intricate but also very innovative. From the various regional preliminaries, to the regional top 100 rounds, gradual elimination rounds, PK rounds, resurrection rounds, and finally the regional finals, and then to the Grand Finals stage, step-by-step elimination plus resurrection, followed by elimination and then more resurrection, all the way to the final top five. The various rules were dazzling to behold, yet the logic was rigorous, allowing one to grasp the continuous thread throughout, preventing confusion amidst the complicated system.

Aside from the competition system, Li Mu also formulated strategies for ground promotion, TV media, and online media promotion. Muye Technology would provide strong support, with YY, YY Net, and Tieba playing very important roles in pushing the influence of this talent show to its absolute limit through successive efforts.

As the three of them, including Xu Song, read through it little by little, their expressions subtly changed. The more they read, the more engrossed they became, their eyes widening, their expressions growing more astonished. By the end, all three inwardly exclaimed, “They really know how to play the game!”

Indeed, Li Mu’s set of competition rules, integrating the essence of “Super Girl” from many years later, was truly unbelievable for TV professionals in 2002. They had been at the pinnacle of China’s TV industry for years, but at this very moment, they realized that their own supposedly impressive mindset and creativity had been shattered by the proposal before them.

Thinking back to the talent shows Hunan Satellite TV and other TV stations had produced before, compared to Li Mu’s “Super Girl” proposal, they were simply child’s play! They had thought they were impressive just by knowing the multiplication table, but then someone else came along and presented calculus, leaving everyone dumbfounded.

Although Xu Song had initially underestimated Li Mu’s proposal, he immediately discarded his previous dismissiveness and repeatedly pondered the feasibility of this program, as well as the appeal of its intricate segments to the audience.

About ten minutes later, Xu Song, with his professional eye, judged that if this proposal was executed exactly as Li Mu laid out, “Super Girl” would certainly succeed, and achieve great success!

Thinking this, he couldn’t suppress his excitement and asked Li Mu, “Director Li, although this document clearly outlines the implementation plan for ‘Super Girl,’ it doesn’t specify the details of our collaboration, such as the proportion of investment, profit sharing, and copyright ownership.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “That will only be meaningful to discuss after you approve the proposal. What are your thoughts on this plan?”

Xu Song said without hesitation, “Personally, I think this plan has very high feasibility.” After saying that, he asked the two Directors beside him, “Director Liu, Director Zhu, what are your opinions?”

These two shared similar views with Xu Song and nodded in agreement, all believing that this plan had great potential and a very high chance of success.

So Xu Song said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, we have no problem with the proposal. Let’s discuss the specifics of how we can collaborate.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Regarding the specific collaboration model, my idea is this: first, let’s discuss it from three dimensions.”

“First, on the level of obligations, we both have the duty to promote this program wholeheartedly. Muye Films will be responsible for the internet, Hunan Satellite TV for TV media. The remaining print media and ground promotion will be jointly borne by both parties, with a 50:50 split. This means that the total expenses required for the production of the entire program will also be split 50:50.”

“Second, on the level of rights, we have both invested human resources and material resources into this program, and essentially both parties have invested in a 50:50 ratio. Correspondingly, I believe the profit-sharing ratio should also be set at 50:50, so as to be more fair.”

“Third, on the level of copyright, every single detail of this plan, from beginning to end, originated from Muye Films. Therefore, Muye Films should rightfully own 100% of the copyright for ‘Super Girl’!”





Chapter 662: Cooperation Finalized

Given that there were no cultural production companies specifically designing talent show proposals and then seeking cooperation with TV stations at this stage, Muye Films approaching Hunan Satellite TV with the Super Girl proposal was essentially an unprecedented first in the entire television industry.

As it was a first, there were naturally no precedents to draw upon, and no model for this type of cooperation. Xu Song could only view the matter through his usual understanding of the industry.

In his opinion, the first and second points Li Mu proposed were acceptable, but the third point was not.

A 50:50 split of investment and profit was normal. After all, Hunan Satellite TV possessed the influence of television, and Muye Technology had online influence; their collaboration was a complementary advantage, with neither side taking advantage of the other. However, if the copyright belonged to Muye Films, that would be unacceptable. This show was ultimately going to be broadcast using Hunan Satellite TV as the platform. If Hunan Satellite TV didn’t own the copyright, there was a high possibility that they would pour all their effort into building up Super Girl, only for Li Mu to turn around and partner with others the following year.

So, Xu Song expressed his views, saying, “Mr. Li, if 100% of the copyright remains with Muye Films, it will be very difficult for us to continue this discussion. After all, we are a satellite TV channel. If a show we’ve produced were to move to another TV station for continued production, the damage to us would be too severe.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Station Director Xu, the principle is actually very simple. If this proposal were a book, Hunan Satellite TV would be the publisher. We would negotiate to co-publish this book. All physical copies printed from this collaboration would be jointly owned, but the true copyright would still be in our hands, as we are, after all, the authors.”

Xu Song shook his head with a smile and said, “Mr. Li, while what you say makes sense, this cooperation model offers us no sense of security. What if you use the copyright to pull the rug out from under us later and then partner with other TV stations? Our losses would be too great.”

Li Mu chuckled and politely asked, “What is your suggestion, Station Director Xu?”

Xu Song said, “I think a 50:50 split for the copyright would be better.”

Li Mu replied, “A 50:50 copyright split is an impossible theory to implement. Even if the profit rights from the copyright could be shared, the right to control it must have a primary and secondary party. This is the same principle as holding a controlling stake in a company.”

Xu Song then suggested, “Or perhaps this: we sign a ten-year cooperation agreement at once. The copyright would be 100% yours, but for those ten years, the right to use the copyright would belong to us.”

Li Mu thought to himself, It’s a wonder he could even say that. After ten years, even the most impressive talent show would virtually be dead. Even a super talent show IP like Super Girl would have little influence left after ten years.

However, after careful consideration, Li Mu realized that Xu Song’s concerns were not unfounded. The difficulty with copyright cooperation often lay here: the copyright owner hoped to fully control their copyright, but the user of the copyright also hoped to monopolize it as much as possible. Only this way could profits be maximized and they wouldn’t be making a wedding dress for others. If he insisted on full ownership, Hunan Satellite TV probably wouldn’t cooperate with him, nor would they dare to. But the dilemma was, Li Mu also wanted to retain the copyright for himself, as he might produce many more variety shows in the future. If he couldn’t hold onto the first copyright, all future copyrights would pose problems. The possibility of overseas authorization for Super Girl’s copyright was almost zero, but the groundbreaking mentor + spinning chair + team PK format of The Voice could practically round up all markets in developed countries. At that time, if he had to get a share of the profits with domestic TV stations when licensing the copyright overseas, Li Mu found that unacceptable.

The copyright issue was at a standstill, and Chen Wan, who was beside them, couldn’t help but feel anxious. So, she spoke up, suggesting, “Can we set a conditional agreement? While the copyright belongs to Muye Films, within a specified period, as long as Hunan Satellite TV adheres to and fulfills the terms of the agreement, Muye Technology shall not re-license the copyright to others.”

Li Mu suddenly recalled the copyright dispute between the Dutch company Talpa (the owner of The Voice copyright) and Zhejiang Province Satellite TV. Back then, Talpa had exclusively licensed the copyright to Zhejiang Province Satellite TV for a certain number of years, but Talpa had another trick up its sleeve: the contract required annual renewal negotiations. Within the specified period, Zhejiang Province Satellite TV didn’t fully own the right to use the copyright, but only had a priority renewal right. The priority renewal right was an absurd concept. If during negotiations, someone else offered a higher price and the original buyer wasn’t willing to increase their bid, the priority renewal right became useless. This led to The Voice’s copyright eventually being acquired by another company, forcing Zhejiang Province Satellite TV to urgently change its name, trademark, and format.

Li Mu didn’t intend to trick Hunan Satellite TV; he just wanted to retain more initiative for Muye Films. So he proposed to Xu Song, “How about this, Station Director Xu? I’ll offer another cooperation proposal. The copyright could be treated as a separate asset and calculated independently. Muye Films could license the copyright to Hunan Satellite TV for three years, with an annual copyright fee of five hundred thousand yuan. After three years, Hunan Satellite TV would have a priority renewal right, and we can discuss the specific renewal terms at that time.”

When The Voice was sold to Zhejiang Province Satellite TV, the first year’s fee was only two million yuan. Considering the current market rates, fifty thousand yuan was neither too much nor too little. If another company were to sell an unproven, entirely on-paper proposal to Hunan Satellite TV for fifty thousand yuan a year, it would essentially be a wild fantasy. But Li Mu was different; he represented the entire Muye Technology, a company with powerful resources.

Xu Song considered for a moment. He had initially mentioned ten years to try and get Li Mu to lower his demands. He personally didn’t believe a talent show could have a very long lifespan. In his experience, most talent shows typically reached their end within two or three years. If this show performed well, it might last around five years, but the value in the latter two years would certainly plummet. So, in this situation, three years was basically acceptable.

Thus, Xu Song said cheerfully, “Alright, Director Li, let’s cooperate according to your model.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “If you’re confirmed for cooperation, then we should start as soon as possible.”

Xu Song couldn’t help but ask him, “When do you want to start?”

Li Mu replied, “I’ll have our legal department draft a contract immediately after I return tomorrow, then fax it over. If your side has no objections, I’ll send a representative to sign, and then we’ll immediately launch promotional hype. We’ll take advantage of the summer vacation to build buzz for about a month, and then begin the auditions.”

Xu Song flipped through the proposal again and said, “I see in your plan that there are six cities covering six major regional qualifiers: Yanjing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Xiangdu, Chengdu, and Harbin. Won’t just the auditions and finals for these major singing zones take three to four months?”

Li Mu nodded, “Before we start cooperating, we need to finalize the specific cooperation process. The timeline should ideally be planned for five months, with the first three months dedicated to the six major regional qualifiers, and the subsequent two months for the finals. The finals should be scheduled to air during the winter break.”

Xu Song remarked, “Including the initial build-up, that adds up to nearly half a year.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Extending the timeline will allow us to expand and strengthen the influence of this talent show.”

Xu Song remained noncommittal. Half a year was indeed a bit daunting, and he wasn’t entirely confident, but he had faith in Li Mu. After all, Li Mu was investing both money and effort into this cooperation; he wouldn’t embark on something he wasn’t confident about.

So, Xu Song tacitly agreed to this pace and then asked Li Mu, “Are the judges handled by Muye Films, or by Hunan Satellite TV?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll decide the judging panel, and I’ll handle the invitations. After all, Muye Technology currently has close ties with singers from Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, so we should be able to invite some A-list celebrities to be on the judging panel.”

“That would be excellent,” Xu Song knew that Li Mu was currently someone the entire entertainment industry was eager to build connections with. Some singers Hunan Satellite TV might not be able to invite, but Li Mu most likely wouldn’t have any trouble.

Regarding the judges, Li Mu didn’t have specific candidates in mind, but he was clear on one point: he wouldn’t use any of the early Super Girl judges from his previous life. In Li Mu’s view, those people were simply not presentable enough. This talent show was a joint production between Muye Films and Hunan Satellite TV, and its influence would undoubtedly establish an unprecedented new height in the domestic talent show market. Therefore, the judges had to be top-notch. At the very least, there needed to be a first-tier singer, a first-tier lyrics and music author, and a gold-standard producer from a top-tier record company. The more high-end and sophisticated the judging team, the more attractive it would be to girls dreaming of becoming stars.

Li Mu then suggested to Xu Song, “If our contract is signed, once the full proposal is ready, we can hold an advertisement bidding conference to openly solicit bids from all advertising agencies and businesses. We’ll auction off all the show’s advertisement slots: one exclusive title sponsor, six regional qualifier title sponsors, several chief sponsors, and several regular sponsors. Let’s secure the advertising revenue first.”

Xu Song nodded and said, “We’ll organize that. We hold advertisement tenders every year; the resources are already in place. The public relations department can just issue invitations.”

Li Mu smiled, “That would be best.”

For Li Mu, he didn’t want to be overly involved in the specific execution. Producing a talent show was no different from organizing an event: a planning company provides ideas and proposals, and an executing company handles the implementation. Muye Films was the planning company, and Hunan Satellite TV naturally served as the executing company. They would handle all the specific work, and Li Mu’s side would only need to send a few people to follow up.

Subsequently, Xu Song looked at Chen Wan, knowing that Li Mu would certainly request her to be the Host of Super Girl. So, he prepared to do her a favor, smiling and saying to Chen Wan, “Once this talent show launches, it will be up to you, Chen Wan, to take on the work of hosting. You’re one of our station’s most promising young female hosts, and now’s the time you need to step up and support the station.”

Chen Wan nodded slightly and said, “Station Director Xu, rest assured, I will do my utmost best.”





Chapter 663: Logistics Project Progress

After settling the terms for Super Girl that day, Li Mu returned to Yanjing. The first thing he did after dropping Chen Wan off at her apartment was rush to meet Su Yingxue. It hadn’t been long since Cai Zhixiao’s incident, and he had then gone to Xiangdu for two days, so Li Mu knew it would be difficult for her to step out of that shadow anytime soon. Therefore, upon his return, he made every effort to spend more time with her.

Wang Xinran’s Gaokao was imminent. Even though Su Yingxue dearly wished to spend more time with Li Mu, it was a critical period for her sister’s Gaokao, so she had to prioritize Wang Xinran.

Su Yingxue didn’t have much time for Li Mu, and Li Mu himself was constantly busy with one thing after another.

On his second day back, under a barrage of countless phone calls from Senior Student Liu, Li Mu set off for Taobao to meet him.

Liu Qiangdong had recently traveled to many places and met many people, almost all of whom were senior management, regional managers, and local agents from various logistics and express delivery companies.

According to Li Mu’s plan, Liu Qiangdong was to weave a nationwide logistics network for Taobao. Currently, he had already established a few basic outlines and was just waiting for Li Mu to weave them together.

Li Mu left home early, after eight in the morning, arriving at Taobao before nine. Senior Student Liu had already been waiting for him in the office for over half an hour. As soon as they met, Senior Student Liu’s first topic of conversation turned out to be Li Mu’s “sensational act” from a few days prior, which had become widely known within the industry.

Senior Student Liu first teased Li Mu for a few moments, but then said very seriously, “Xiao Jing told me about this. She said to tell you that the Huang family is notoriously cunning in Yanjing. Huang Jinshao was once a local underworld figure, and he used some means to get very close to the local senior municipal official. Later, this senior municipal official was promoted all the way up, eventually reaching Yanjing, where he pointed Huang Jinshao towards a path to legitimize himself. That’s when Huang Jinshao relocated to Yanjing to develop, and he’s quite influential. Such a person is not only ruthless and cruel but also petty and vengeful. This time, you made them suffer such a huge loss, and Xiao Jing and I are both afraid he will cause you trouble in the future.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’m aware of it. Let’s not talk about that. Let’s talk about what you’ve been busy with recently. How’s it going? Any results?”

Senior Student Liu replied, “My work these past few days has mainly focused on two areas. First is what you mentioned: we need to quickly build our own racing team. After Brand Day, once we start large-scale concentrated shipping, our own racing team can transport express parcels in bulk to various provincial capitals. So, this time I contacted several traditional logistics companies. There’s a logistics company in Tong County that feels very good. They have a racing team of twenty-three vehicles, all in good condition, but their overall efficiency has been poor in the past year. The company still owes the bank over five million in loans. If we’re willing to acquire them, they won’t demand any premium. We’ll take on the loans and pay them seven million, and they’re willing to package their personnel, vehicles, routes, plus a base of twenty mu located next to the highway, and give it all to us.”

Li Mu said, “Twenty mu of land in Tong County probably isn’t worth much. For them, it’s just a parking lot, right?”

Senior Student Liu nodded and said, “The location is indeed very remote, in the middle of nowhere, almost reaching Langfang City. However, it’s right next to the highway, so I think it could be expanded to become a logistics hub. That would be quite convenient for our future land transport racing team.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Forget it. Our own logistics distribution centers must first be chosen around airports. We won’t consider other locations. For places without airports, or where we truly cannot get close to an airport, we will then select locations based on the convenience of highways and railways. In the future, when we establish our own logistics system, everything must make way for efficiency.”

Senior Student Liu thought for a moment. What Li Mu said was indeed correct. Car speeds were inherently much slower than airplanes. Generally, goods chosen for land transport wouldn’t have very high timeliness requirements. Even if a site was chosen near an airport, it would only add tens of minutes to an hour of travel, which was negligible. But for air express parcels, if the distribution center was near the airport, the overall turnover efficiency would be much faster.

Li Mu continued, “If we take over this company, the main goal is their existing vehicles and drivers; the rest doesn’t matter. So you must ensure you tie down their personnel. We don’t want to pay the money and then have them abandon the vehicles and base and just run off.”

Senior Student Liu laughed, “Don’t worry about that. I’ve communicated with their current boss. If we decide to acquire them, I’ll only pay him 70% of the acquisition payment as the first installment. For the remaining 30%, I’ll sign an agreement with him. In the first year after the acquisition is complete, his 30% acquisition payment will be equivalent to investing in 30% of this company’s shares, turning him into a minority shareholder in this racing team, and he’ll continue to work here. As long as he maintains the operation of this racing team well, after one year, I will, based on that 30%, give him a 10% premium and buy back his shares. That way, if he wants to successfully receive the subsequent payment, he must maintain his team well for me.”

Li Mu nodded in appreciation. Senior Student Liu’s method was practical, a common tactic in the capital market. When most companies acquire another, they don’t just want to buy the hardware packaged; they hope to retain the other party’s products, team, and hardware—at least for a period, before gradually replacing them themselves. So, during acquisitions, they sign similar agreements with all company owners, using money to tie down him and his team. However, in the real economy, many people still find it hard to accept this cooperation model, believing an acquisition is a one-time deal where you pay and they deliver. To attract the other party, Liu Qiangdong offered a 10% premium to sway him. This was a good method and would not actually incur a significant expense.

So Li Mu said, “Senior Student Liu, if you think this racing team is okay, bring them over and integrate their assets and personnel. First, meet the demands of our Taobao Brand Day. Then, once our own logistics company starts operating, merge them all in.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Then I’ll handle it as soon as possible and try to sign the contract with him in the next two days.”

Li Mu said, “After the contract is signed, first dispatch more than half of the vehicles to Shenzhen and Shanghai. These two places are our main strongholds.”

Currently, most of the businesses participating in the Taobao Summer Brand Day are concentrated in Shenzhen and its surrounding areas in Guangdong Province, as well as Shanghai and its surrounding areas. At that time, the vast majority of products will be shipped from these two locations to various parts of the country. Therefore, Taobao’s own racing team will be responsible for transporting the properly sorted express parcels to provincial capitals nationwide, and then the local EMS will handle the next-level transport and delivery.

After discussing the racing team, Liu Qiangdong then reported to Li Mu about the logistics company. “This time, I met with the senior management of Zhaijisong, STO Express, and SF Express, and I found willing romantic partners for cooperation within all three companies. They all indicated that if our offered conditions are suitable, they would bring out their core personnel. As you initially said, we recruit talent, then directly invest to quickly build our coverage network on their existing foundations. However, one problem is quite troublesome: their asking prices are very high. Not only do they demand at least a 50% increase in salary based on their current pay, but they also have equity demands.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and asked him, “In which regions are the resources these people control primarily concentrated?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled slightly and said, “It’s very interesting. Zhaijisong’s people have abundant resources in the North China region, STO Express’s people are strong in the Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shanghai region, and as for SF Express, they cover Guangdong Province, Hong Kong and Macau.”

Li Mu was overjoyed and blurted out, “This way, we can immediately cover North China, East China, and South China! As long as we cover these three major regions, eighty percent of the nationwide logistics demand can be met!”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Bringing them on board won’t cost much money; the main issue is investment. After we establish this team, the primary problem we’ll face is how to solve the issues of funding and outlets. Most of the outlets of these three companies operate under a franchise model. This means that while they can bring their employees out, if we want to establish a complete network of outlets later, we’ll need large-scale franchisee recruitment. The logistics industry as a whole is not doing well right now, and the previous franchise agents of several express companies found it difficult to open distribution channels. If we set up a new company, opening franchise agent channels would be even harder.”

Li Mu slapped his thigh and said decisively, “It doesn’t matter. If we can’t open franchise agent channels, we’ll do it ourselves!”

“Do it ourselves?” Liu Qiangdong flinched. “Establishing channels ourselves would incur huge costs. Both infrastructure and systems would require significant investment, and team management would also be extremely difficult. I’m afraid it would be hard to make progress anytime soon.”

Li Mu asked him, “Senior Student Liu, are you more concerned about the difficulties in team management, or about the excessively high investment costs?”

Liu Qiangdong quickly said, “Of course, the latter. Management is a matter of skill; it can be solved with effort. As for capital, that’s another matter…”

Li Mu then stood up and wrote six large characters on the whiteboard: “North China, East China, South China.” Then he wrote “county-level administrative regions.” Pointing to the words “county-level administrative regions,” he asked Liu Qiangdong, “If I want our outlets to cover North China, East China, and South China down to the county-level administrative regions, how much investment do you think that would require?”

Liu Qiangdong clicked his tongue in surprise and said, “Counting coverage in municipality-level cities, provincial capital cities, and the urban areas of prefecture-level cities, plus all county-level administrative regions, I think we’d need at least over one thousand outlets…”

Li Mu asked him, “How much investment do you think over one thousand outlets would require?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I haven’t calculated it specifically, but we can’t just count the outlet investment. We also need to account for distribution centers, sorting centers, and the racing team. So, I would roughly estimate at least three to five hundred million?”

Li Mu clapped his hands. “Alright, draw up a plan based on a maximum of five hundred million.”

Liu Qiangdong said in surprise, “We don’t have that much money…”

Li Mu smiled, “Not now, but we will soon.”





Chapter 664: This Isn’t an All-In Bet

Senior Student Liu was well aware of how much money Taobao currently had, and how much was being allocated for the logistics company. The combined balances of both accounts amounted to only a few tens of millions. Taobao itself required significant ongoing investment, constantly needing financial support. At this point, Senior Student Liu could only hope that the Brand Day would achieve excellent results, allowing Taobao to earn a substantial income from merchant commissions. In other words, he was waiting for this money to cover their expenses.

Although the Brand Day’s pre-sale revenue had already surpassed the one billion mark, the commissions, when calculated, were less than fifty million. This amount was adequate to sustain Taobao’s operations, but it was a drop in the bucket for large-scale logistics system development.

Therefore, Senior Student Liu was puzzled, not understanding why Li Mu was talking about five hundred million so casually. Such a large sum was no laughing matter; it sounded simple, but gathering that much capital was as difficult as scaling the heavens.

Senior Student Liu couldn’t help but ask him, “Where can you get so much money? Are you planning to seek financing?”

Li Mu shook his head and smiled, “Taobao doesn’t need financing right now. We don’t have any competitors of the same Magnitude or any that pose a threat to us. Although Boss Ma has restricted our logistics, his own platform hasn’t been built yet. It would be too big a loss to seek financing at this time.”

Senior Student Liu asked, puzzled, “If not financing, then where will the money come from?”

Seeing Senior Student Liu’s astonished expression, Li Mu smiled mysteriously and said, “That’s why I say, sometimes, it’s beneficial for a company not to be so rigid or formal in its operations.”

Senior Student Liu was confused/bewildered. What did “not being so rigid or formal” mean? He couldn’t understand what Li Mu was trying to say at all.

So, Li Mu clarified for Senior Student Liu, “Chen Ze, another friend, and I jointly ventured into a real estate company. We acquired six plots of land near the East Third Ring Road. As soon as the Line 10 route map is released, these six plots will be able to extract a large sum of cash from the bank. At that time, I’ll take a portion of that money and invest it in Taobao and the logistics company’s development.”

Senior Student Liu asked, “What kind of operational method will you use?”

Li Mu replied, “Loans. While we bear the principal, we’ll also bear the bank interest for the borrowed funds. This way, we won’t need to touch the equity structure.”

If Li Mu wanted to pick on Senior Student Liu, finding external funding would be an excellent opportunity. Because bringing in his own money would be equivalent to investing new resources. As one of the shareholders, Senior Student Liu would either have to put in an equal amount of resources or accept Li Mu’s investment of new resources, which would dilute his shares.

Fortunately, Li Mu had no such intentions. In his eyes, talent was far more important than a little profit. Furthermore, he had a certain degree of recognition for Senior Student Liu’s abilities and character. In his previous life, although Senior Student Liu’s assets were incomparable to the two Boss Mas, Li Mu believed that Senior Student Liu at least spoke and acted without trying to show off, and was courageous and responsible. He would never say that his biggest regret was founding JD.com, nor would he claim to have no interest in money.

Senior Student Liu was both shocked and moved by Li Mu’s words. He was moved because Li Mu explicitly stated that this method of operation would not affect the equity structure, meaning that although the money came from him, he wouldn’t use it as an excuse to dilute Senior Student Liu’s shares, thereby maximizing the protection of his interests. He was shocked because Li Mu treated capital relations as if they were just for fun, transferring hundreds of millions of funds from one company to another, even though the equity structures of the two companies were vastly different. In such a situation, he only needed to take the money through a “loan,” almost completely disregarding the feelings of the other two shareholders in the other company.

In fact, this wasn’t the first or second time Li Mu had done this. If any of his companies had a proper investment bank, this mode of operation would likely be met with strong opposition. However, this wouldn’t happen in his current companies. Xu Jiaming only required stakeholding and didn’t interfere with anything else. Chen Ze and Song Liang were the same; they only acted as shareholders and didn’t meddle in management, giving Li Mu absolute freedom. Wanying Real Estate was no different. Chen Ze and Song Liang’s relationship with Li Mu went beyond simple business cooperation; their interests had long been deeply bound together. Li Mu had also informed them beforehand that once the six plots of land yielded a large amount of cash, he would need to take a sum of money for his own use, and both of them fully agreed.

Senior Student Liu thought about it carefully, and it was true. Li Mu’s relationship with Chen Ze and Song Liang was unusual. Although the real estate project wasn’t led by Li Mu, he was indeed the brains and soul behind their actions. In such circumstances, lending a sum of money to Li Mu and his logistics company wasn’t a big problem.

However, although Senior Student Liu had always insisted on building his own logistics system, he had never considered pouring hundreds of millions into it all at once. This was an enormous undertaking, and in 2002, he simply didn’t have such courage/boldness. So, he asked Li Mu with some concern, “With so much money poured into this huge logistics pit, how long will it take us to fill it?”

Li Mu said, “This pit won’t be filled anytime soon, and it will only get bigger.”

Senior Student Liu smacked his lips. “This cost is too high. I fully understand the importance of building our own logistics, but do we really have to go all-in like this?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “This is not an all-in bet; this is storming the beach. The few logistics companies currently on the market haven’t truly bound themselves with e-commerce yet. Their e-commerce gene is insufficient. But if we build our logistics system, combining it with the complete logistics management system I requested from Fang Xudong last time, and perfectly integrating it into Taobao, our logistics system will be an invincible presence. At that time, you’ll realize that on the level of e-commerce logistics support, we are the only one standing on the beachhead. Others are either still drifting in the sea or have chosen the wrong landing spot. Now, by investing more money, we are building our own fortifications on this beachhead to prevent any company other than us from successfully landing here.”

Senior Student Liu nodded, but he constantly felt that his perspective and approach to problems couldn’t keep up with Li Mu’s pace.

Indeed, as a Rebirth from the internet industry, no one in this era could compare with Li Mu in terms of internet perspective and thinking. Even Boss Ma, who had foreseen Li Mu’s weakness and restricted him at the logistics level, would probably react with two words – “idiot” – if he knew Li Mu planned to invest five hundred million in self-built logistics this year.

The reason was simple: in this era and market rates, building a self-owned logistics system was feasible, but there was absolutely no need to aggressively invest so much money all at once. With that much money, a small portion was sufficient to establish a logistics company, meet current demands, and satisfy growth over the next six months. The remaining funds could be used to vigorously develop the core business, which was Taobao. Logistics, after all, was merely a supporting service.

However, in Li Mu’s view, logistics was the most important thing right now, because it was the only link where he had no foundation or advantage. Taobao was different; he had YY, Alipay, and a large number of cooperating merchants and record companies. A small Ecosystem had already been built by him. Boss Ma simply wanting to create a website to compete with his Taobao would struggle to gain real influence. But Li Mu currently had no other resources that could truly solve the huge problems faced at the logistics level, so his current goal was to quickly build his own logistics and make it big. On one hand, it could reverse the current situation; on the other hand, he needed to prepare in advance. With Taobao’s current development trend, the demand for delivery capacity would only increase. Next March, when SARS arrived and people across the country were afraid to leave their homes, online shopping demand would surely peak. Because of the special reason of SARS, this demand peak was something only he could foresee.

Li Mu said, “Senior Student, our logistics will be deeply integrated into Taobao in the future. What I mean by deep integration isn’t just merging our logistics management system into Taobao; most importantly, we need to promote it to Taobao sellers. Imagine, once our logistics system matures, I’ll open a port to sellers, providing all sellers with daily sales of fifty or a hundred orders a dot matrix printer and enough shipping labels for their daily use. For example, if they have a hundred transactions by 5 PM today, it means they need to fill out a hundred express waybills. But because our logistics are deeply integrated, they only need to click ‘Shipping’. What do you think will happen after that?”

Senior Student Liu had a sudden realization and excitedly blurted out, “As long as they click ‘Shipping’, our system will read the recipient information for a hundred orders, automatically control the printer to print all hundred express waybills, and then our system will notify our service point to send someone to pick up the goods! Moreover, our service point will directly know how many goods they have to ship, what kind of vehicle to send, or what priority to assign! My God, this is incredibly convenient! It also saves them a lot of manpower!”

“And it’s not just about saving manpower.” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Because our logistics system has more advanced management models and hardware/software support, our logistics costs will definitely be lower than other logistics companies, and our efficiency will be higher. For the same effective service, our prices will be lower; for the same price, our speed will be faster!”

“Not only will our sellers benefit from greater convenience, but our buyers will too. Since our logistics has an interface with our website, buyers can directly track the progress of their logistics in real-time on the website, which is extremely convenient. This way, our Taobao and logistics can complement each other, achieving a ‘one plus one is greater than two’ effect.”





Chapter 665: Chen Tong Resigns

Originally, Senior Student Liu had an obsession with building their own logistics system, but Li Mu felt the time wasn’t right and didn’t want to launch a capital-intensive project immediately. However, when Boss Ma made his move, Li Mu immediately changed his mind. Damn it, logistics had to be done quickly, and if they were going to do it, they had to invest everything and do it thoroughly. Hardware and software were one part, but the integration with the Ecosystem was even more vital. In his heart, he was determined to break through in the logistics sector and become the most impressive presence, because what he feared most was unknowingly falling into Boss Ma’s routine.

The reason Li Mu wanted to invest heavily to set up a logistics system with a strong e-commerce gene was that, at that point, other logistics companies wouldn’t be able to attract Taobao sellers at all. As for other e-commerce platforms, since they lacked the deep integration with the logistics system that Taobao possessed, even if their buyers and sellers used Li Mu’s logistics, they wouldn’t be able to enjoy the profound convenience this system brought them. Therefore, logistics was crucial for Taobao’s next phase of development.

After Senior Student Liu grasped Li Mu’s overall vision, his perspective instantly broadened. If an investment of five hundred million could secure dominant industry status, then one day, the returns from this capital would be realized tenfold, or even a hundredfold.

So, Senior Student Liu no longer questioned Li Mu’s plan. Instead, he said to Li Mu: “If we’re going to proceed on this scale, we need to carefully consider the equity demands of those companies’ senior executives. Right now, they don’t understand our company’s strength. If we give them too little, they’ll certainly be displeased. But we’re about to launch a capital-intensive project, and if we offer too much, we’ll suffer a huge loss.”

Li Mu nodded. His logistics company was still in its infancy. Trying to recruit talent from another high-ranking official with one or two percentage points of equity would probably not even get them a second glance. Claiming he would soon have five hundred million in the bank for a massive undertaking wouldn’t be believed either. However, Li Mu himself felt it wasn’t worth using several percentage points of equity from the logistics company to recruit talent whose backgrounds he didn’t fully know.

So, he said to Senior Student Liu: “Let’s just not mention equity to them. The domestic logistics industry isn’t doing very well right now, and I believe they won’t be too optimistic about equity shares themselves. We need to offer them immediate benefits. If their current annual salary is two hundred thousand, we’ll give them four hundred thousand. If it’s three hundred thousand, we’ll give them six hundred thousand. First, we’ll attract them with high salaries. Once our company develops to a certain scale and they’ve been tested and fully recognize the company’s value, then we’ll discuss equity incentives with them.”

Senior Student Liu agreed, saying: “That’s a good approach. In the early stage, we solve things with money. If it can be solved with money, we absolutely don’t use equity. Equity will be reserved for those who can truly contribute significantly to the company in the future.”

Li Mu said: “You can get started on this now. Talk to them again and offer them double their salary directly. Have them resign first and begin preliminary preparations. We’ll use our current tens of millions in funds for the initial preparatory work. Once the money arrives, we’ll expand rapidly. I think in another two or three months, the money should definitely be in hand.”

Senior Student Liu nodded and smiled: “I’ll get this finalized as soon as possible.”

Li Mu stretched and said: “Then I’ll trouble you to make another trip and finalize the cooperation intentions with these key individuals. It’s best to directly sign contracts with them and have them resign as soon as possible. To give them some confidence, we can pay each person a signing bonus. There probably isn’t anyone in the express delivery industry who gets a signing bonus for job hopping right now, is there? If we set the price at one hundred thousand per person, I doubt anyone would refuse.”

Senior Student Liu said: “Okay, giving each person a signing bonus of one hundred thousand yuan isn’t too big an expense. After all, these people have strong resources at their disposal.”

Li Mu said: “You decide the specifics. I won’t worry about this matter. My only concern now is keeping an eye on the funds. You’ll be responsible for recruiting talent, negotiating terms, and confirming intentions. Then you’ll also need to plan ahead for the next rapid expansion strategy. You need to consider not only how to lay out our logistics network but also pre-determine our hardware requirements. The most important thing is vehicle procurement. Another day, I’ll call Lin Lin and introduce you to her. She’ll cooperate with us on aviation resources. From now on, you can coordinate with her on those matters.”

Senior Student Liu agreed without hesitation: “You can rest assured when you leave it to me.”

As he spoke, Senior Student Liu remembered something and said to Li Mu: “Oh, by the way, Old Chen has submitted his resignation.”

“Oh?” Li Mu asked, curious. “Chen Tong?”

“Yes, who else could it be?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh: “That’s strange. Wasn’t he completely loyal to Sina? Why would he proactively resign?”

Senior Student Liu looked at Li Mu and smiled: “It’s all because of you. Look at the successive actions your YY Net has taken since its launch. The products, UI, and user experience are miles ahead of theirs, not to mention YY Net’s resources. Not only are there daily YY pop-up windows, but also exclusive feature stories about Leslie Cheung and some others. You also stirred up a huge case with rich second-generation heir drunk driving, and now you’re constantly following up on Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s Student Aid Activities. In just a few days, your portal has become the leader. How can Sina Net still survive?”

Li Mu smiled: “There’s no other way. The entire internet user base is on YY now, and my products are better than theirs in every aspect. It’s too easy to promote YY Net.”

Senior Student Liu nodded and sighed: “Exactly. Sina Net is now barely surviving, and the company has begun adjusting its strategy. That’s why Old Chen has suddenly been marginalized. He never had good popularity / social standing to begin with, relying solely on his abilities. Now… no one pays him any attention at all. He couldn’t take it, so he resigned.”

Li Mu asked him: “Did Sina approve it?”

Senior Student Liu laughed: “On the surface, they haven’t approved it, saying the high-rise needs to consider it further. But don’t you understand what that means? It means it’s already approved.”

Li Mu asked him: “How so?”

Senior Student Liu explained: “If Sina’s high-rise truly wanted to keep Old Chen, when he submitted his resignation, the high-rise should have told Old Chen to go back and consider it. If Old Chen then said he had thought it over and decided not to resign, everyone could resume their previous state, and he would continue as Editor-in-Chief at Sina Net. But the current situation is that the high-rise isn’t telling him to go back and consider; rather, the high-rise itself needs to consider. That is to say, in a few days, the high-rise will sign his resignation letter. Even if Old Chen regrets it himself, it will be useless. The signature will make it effective, and he’ll be packed up and gone.”

Li Mu suddenly understood and agreed, saying: “What you said makes sense. Presumably, Sina’s high-rise also feels that since he’s a veteran who has made significant contributions to the company, if they approved his resignation without hesitation, it would hurt morale. That’s probably why they’re using this strategy to buy time.”

“Exactly.” Senior Student Liu nodded and asked him: “If Old Chen is interested in joining Muye Technology, would you still want him?”





Chapter 666: I Have a Temper Too

Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh mentally at this moment; some things just had their outrageous way of coming to be. If Chen Tong had resigned a few days earlier, he would definitely have invited him again, still willing to give him the position of Editor-in-Chief of YY Net. However, Chen Tong had always actively demonstrated his blind loyalty to Sina, gradually costing Li Mu his patience and interest.

It just so happened that Wang Nan had taken on the entire workload of YY Net after its launch and had performed exceptionally well. This led Li Mu to ultimately decide to give her the Editor-in-Chief position. Yet, just a few days later, Chen Tong resigned. For Li Mu, it was impossible to go back on his word to Wang Nan, an employee who had already proven her capabilities to him. Therefore, he was very clear in his mind: even if Chen Tong was willing to join Muye Technology, YY Net would no longer have much to do with him.

In terms of career prospects, the development potential for Chen Tong’s position as Sina’s Editor-in-Chief was probably less than one-fifth of that for YY Net’s Editor-in-Chief. If Chen Tong had been more adaptable, joining YY Net would have been equivalent to reaching a new height. However, he himself missed the opportunity, and now he was being forced to actively resign from Sina. It truly was a heavy loss.

Senior Student Liu also felt pity for Chen Tong. If he were to leave Sina like this, his future development would indeed be bleak. At present, apart from YY Net, other portals had all fallen to second-tier status. Everyone was facing similar fates. Who would still give Chen Tong a platform and opportunity to prove his abilities? If Muye Technology was unwilling to accept him, his career was absolutely set to decline.

Facing Senior Student Liu’s question, Li Mu sighed and said, “The candidate for YY Net’s Editor-in-Chief has already been decided. Even if Old Chen wants to join now, we’d have to renegotiate his position and benefits. I don’t think someone like him would agree if I invited him to be YY Net’s Deputy Editor-in-Chief.”

Senior Student Liu let out two dry laughs: “If he could realize the current situation, perhaps he would agree.”

Li Mu waved his hand and smiled, “Forget it, I’m not considering him for YY Net anymore. Let Wang Nan continue working at her current pace. If she does well, we’ll keep her. If Old Chen wants to join now, Muye Technology will be launching a new project soon. He could come over and be a project manager, but everything would be starting from scratch.”

Senior Student Liu didn’t ask Li Mu what the new project was. He nodded and said, “Alright, I’ll talk to him again after he leaves Sina. If he’s interested, I’ll have him contact you directly.”

The only new product Li Mu could offer Chen Tong at the moment was the blog. If Chen Tong was interested in joining Muye Technology, Li Mu was prepared to establish a blog project team and let Chen Tong start with the blog, gradually laying the foundation for the future Weibo. In the future, his strategic positioning would be along the blog-to-Weibo line. If it was done well, it would also be a huge piece of cake with a valuation of USD 10 billion in the future.

Chen Tong’s current situation was indeed a bit tragic. His position at Sina was inextricably linked to Sina, like lips and teeth: if one goes, the other suffers. Once Sina was no longer valued, his own position was naturally no longer secure. What was awkward was that he wasn’t truly part of the senior management within the company. If strictly categorized, he didn’t even belong to the management personnel sequence, but rather to the professional technical personnel sequence. Such people were among the first to be cut during company business adjustments.

If Chen Tong had maintained better relationships with various parties within the company, even with business adjustments, core members like him would have had the opportunity to transfer internally. However, he had, regrettably, offended quite a few people within the company, to the extent that at this moment, all management personnel treated him coldly, instantly marginalizing him. At such a time, a proud intellectual had no intention of clinging on, so he directly submitted his resignation letter.

When the senior management said they’d ‘consider it,’ they had in fact already decided to let him leave. Chen Tong was also clear about it; he knew the leaders’ intentions. Directly agreeing might seem too heartless, so they would drag it out for ten days to half a month, and after things appeared smoother, they would hypocritically ‘reluctantly’ approve his request. So today, Chen Tong simply went straight to the CEO’s office, sat down in front of the CEO, and said one sentence: “Please approve my resignation report.”

The CEO pretended to persuade him: “Old Chen, you’re a veteran of the company, and even more, a distinguished contributor to the company. For such a big matter as your resignation, you should at least give the company some time to consider it, right?”

Chen Tong saw through the other party’s thoughts and said, “If you won’t approve it for me, then I’ll withdraw the report.”

As soon as Chen Tong said this, the CEO’s face turned green. He really wasn’t giving him any way out! If he truly let Chen Tong withdraw his resignation report, and if Chen Tong, in a fit of pique with the senior management, refused to leave, that would be a disaster.

Seeing Chen Tong’s resolute expression, completely devoid of any jest, the CEO gritted his teeth, extended a hand, and said, “Alright, Old Chen. It’s been a pleasure working with you. I wish you a bright future.”

As these words were spoken, Chen Tong let out a long breath. He seemed instantly much lighter, yet deep down, he felt mournful and utterly uncomfortable.

Having followed the platform from its start-up until now hadn’t been easy, and to end up in such a state, he naturally couldn’t feel good.

The CEO took out the resignation report Chen Tong had submitted earlier, signed his name on it, and stamped it with his signature seal. Then he said to Chen Tong, “You’re an old employee. I’ll have HR arrange an N+1 compensation for you.”

The so-called N+1 compensation was typically given only when a company dismissed an employee. For example, if someone’s monthly salary was ten thousand and they had worked at the company for three years, upon dismissal, the company would provide 3+1, or four months’ salary, as compensation. Normally, for an employee like Chen Tong who resigned voluntarily, the company would at most settle their salary and equity. There would be no N+1 compensation. The CEO saying this also indicated some guilt toward Chen Tong.

But Chen Tong wasn’t pleased. He believed he had resigned proactively, so what kind of sense did it make to accept Sina’s N+1 compensation? If word got out, people would definitely think he had been dismissed by the company. He couldn’t bear such humiliation.

So Chen Tong said expressionlessly, “No need for N+1, let’s just follow the regular procedures.”

The CEO looked at him for a moment, saw his insistence, and nodded slightly: “Alright, then I’ll have HR come over and take you to complete the formalities.”

…

After Li Mu finished discussing the entire logistics plan with Senior Student Liu, Senior Student Liu decided to start immediately tomorrow, acquire that logistics company, quickly transfer the vehicles to the south, and fully prepare for the Brand Day. He would then quickly fly to Shanghai and Guangdong Province, taking offers of double salary to talk with these key individuals. If everything was settled, the HR framework for the logistics system would be basically established, and once the funds arrived, it could immediately be converted into an actual coverage network.

Li Mu chatted with him for an entire day, and just as he was about to leave after clearing up all the key points, Senior Student Liu received a call from Chen Tong. After answering the phone, Chen Tong’s first words were: “Qiangdong, are you free tonight?”

Liu Qiangdong asked, “Senior Student Chen, is something up?”

Chen Tong chuckled, “Nothing much, just wanted to invite you out for a meal and some drinks. I’ve resigned from Sina.”

“Resigned?” Liu Qiangdong asked in surprise, “How so fast?”

Chen Tong smiled, “I insisted on it. Didn’t want to give that bunch of hypocrites any more chances, so I simply left early.” After speaking, Chen Tong asked again, “Are you free tonight?”

Liu Qiangdong hesitated slightly, then hummed in response, saying, “What time tonight?”

Chen Tong said, “Six thirty. Let’s go back and eat near Renmin University. There’s a barbecue place in the alley next to it. The food is good, and it was already there when we were students.”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, “I know the place you’re talking about, Northeast barbecue, right? Alright, I’ll see you there at six thirty!”

The two agreed, and Liu Qiangdong hung up the phone. He said to Li Mu, “Old Chen resigned. That was fast, he reportedly requested it himself…”

Li Mu nodded, “It’s understandable.”

Liu Qiangdong asked, “Are you coming with us tonight? It’d be a good chance to tell him about Muye Technology.”

“I’m not going.” Li Mu pursed his lips and said, “He’s an intellectual, and intellectuals have their tempers. I’m not an intellectual, but I have my temper too. Why should I be eagerly rushing to invite him now?”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, “But he’s in a special situation, he needs comfort.”

“Enough.” Li Mu said, “He’s more than a decade older than me, and he still needs me to comfort him? I don’t have that kind of free time. Now’s the time for me to put on airs.”

Liu Qiangdong knew that Li Mu also harbored some resentment towards Chen Tong. Although it wasn’t to the point of a lingering concern, he certainly had a bit of a temper. So, he stopped trying to persuade him and said, “How about this, I’ll indirectly inquire first and see what he thinks.”

As he spoke, Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “Which new business do you want him to work on? Introduce it to me, and I’ll tell him about it and ask if he’s interested.”

Li Mu’s face straightened. He said, “I won’t say. If he’s willing to come, he can contact me. If not, then forget it. Does he still think he can pick and choose at a time like this?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled helplessly, “Alright, alright, I won’t ask anymore. I’ll talk to him tonight.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Find some time to keep an eye out for good internet technical experts in China. Fang Xudong currently has too many things on his plate, leading several project teams alone, and his energy is limited. In the future, I’ll need to focus all his energy on core solutions, especially the current logistics management system. It would be best if Taobao could have a brilliant technical person in charge later on.”

Liu Qiangdong asked, “Fang Xudong used to be with Google, right?”

Li Mu hummed, “Yes.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “How about asking him to contact his old Google colleagues and try to poach a few top-tier technical experts from Google?”

Li Mu said, “That’s fine, but it will be very difficult to poach people from Google. First, you won’t be able to poach foreign employees; they lack understanding of China’s internet and definitely won’t be interested. Even if you try to poach Chinese citizens or ethnic Chinese within Google, the ocean separates you, and specific communication and discussions will be difficult, and the estimated period will also be quite long. You can talk to Fang Xudong about this, but for now, I think you should first find a suitable person to take charge of Taobao’s matters.”

Liu Qiangdong thought for a moment and said, “I have a few friends in Shanghai, one of whom has always worked in technology. Last time I went to Shanghai to talk with the STO Express people, I didn’t get a chance to meet him. How about I invite him out for a chat this time I go to Shanghai?”

Li Mu nodded. As soon as he thought of Shanghai, that Shanghai beauty, Wei Lan, the former owner of his villa, inexplicably popped into his mind. Last time they met, she seemed to be in some trouble. He wondered if she had overcome the difficulty yet…





Chapter 667: Wei Lan’s Predicament

Wei Lan has been in a very poor state recently, plagued by all sorts of problems, to the point where she can barely hold on anymore.

Just a few months ago, Wei Lan was still a famous beauty executive in Shanghai. As the general manager of Juncheng Real Estate in Shanghai, she was immensely successful in Shanghai’s business circles, thanks to her exceptional beauty and outstanding personal capabilities. Her father, Wei Jun, was the Chairman of Juncheng Real Estate. The father and daughter were the only father-daughter duo in Shanghai’s real estate industry, and very well-known in the city.

Before the incident, Juncheng Real Estate, while not among the top five in Shanghai, the hottest real estate market in China, was at least among the Top10 and was rapidly rising. Industry insiders generally believed that Juncheng Real Estate could enter the ranks of Shanghai’s top five real estate companies in 2003. However, no one expected Juncheng Real Estate to suffer such a heavy blow just as it was gaining momentum.

Starting last year, Wei Jun invested heavily in the development of Shanghai’s new district. Leveraging his strong connections with the head of the new district, he held the opportune time, favorable location, and good human relations in the new district’s development, investing in three real estate projects there in one go. With these three projects on the verge of completion, land prices in the new district had already surged by approximately thirty to forty percent. If the projects were successfully launched for sale in the second half of the year, Wei Jun stood to make a substantial profit.

However, Wei Jun’s luck was terrible. Some time ago, the head of the new district was subjected to shuanggui due to issues related to indulging in decadent activities. The relevant authorities’ first subject of investigation was Wei Jun. The head of the new district had at least twenty to thirty million yuan in assets from unknown sources, and more than half of this came from Wei Jun, which immediately thrust Wei Jun into the sensitive period of this matter.

That wasn’t all. Wei Jun’s competitors seized this opportunity to target Juncheng Real Estate. Their objective was clear: they wanted to completely dismantle Wei Jun’s Juncheng Real Estate. So, they colluded with higher-ranking officials and, on the grounds of Wei Jun’s alleged bribery and Juncheng Real Estate’s multiple real estate projects having irregular operations, they immediately sealed all three of Juncheng Real Estate’s nearing completion real estate projects and temporarily froze the company’s accounts.

“Sealed” means temporary suspension of construction and prohibition of any form of buying or selling transactions. As for when they would be unsealed, the relevant authorities did not give a specific deadline. They only gave a general statement: the three real estate projects could only be unsealed after the investigation into the fallen head’s case was thoroughly concluded and the public prosecution closed, and only if it was determined that these three real estate projects of Juncheng Real Estate were not involved in any irregular operations.

This move was extremely ruthless, instantly seizing Wei Jun’s lifeline. Every project undertaken by a real estate developer involves a massive investment; a small portion is their own money, and a large portion comes from banks. Bank interest rates are frighteningly high, but as long as the project progresses normally, bank interest is no big deal. Once launched for sale, both principal and interest would be recovered. But once a real estate project is sealed, it’s over. If the repayment date stipulated by the bank arrives and the company doesn’t have sufficient funds to repay the loan, then the bank has absolute power to reclaim the three real estate projects mortgaged to them to make up for their losses. If things truly reach this point, not only would the three real estate projects be lost, but all the previously invested funds would also go down the drain.

The real estate industry is one where a small investment can yield huge profits, but it is also an exceptionally cutthroat industry. It is filled with devils who devour people whole, leaving no bones, and even more so, hunters hidden in the dark. They are like a giant beast specialized in devouring rebar and concrete to Shengji, constantly growing stronger by ruthlessly engulfing the painstaking efforts of others. Juncheng Real Estate had invested massive human resources, material resources, financial resources, and connections in the early stages to bring these three real estate projects from nothing to completion. Just as they were about to reap the rewards, their protective umbrella collapsed, and the fruit pickers arrived.

This grim situation crushed Wei Jun, who was battle-hardened. He clearly understood that someone was trying to destroy him, and the opposing party was an entity he simply couldn’t stand up to. With so many real estate projects across the country, most likely over eighty percent of them have some involvement with local officials. If they were to investigate to the death, who wouldn’t be found with some issues?

Juncheng Real Estate had invested over one billion yuan in these three real estate projects, a large portion of which came from bank loans and capital contributions from other shareholders. A thorough investigation of a corruption case, from inception to final resolution, would span at least one to two years. If the three real estate projects remain sealed for one to two years, just the bank interest alone would be ruinous. If the loans cannot be repaid, these real estate projects would naturally fall into the hands of the bank. Once the bank flips them, these three real estate projects could be easily acquired by competitors.

What’s more, no one knew if the investigation into this case would, as it progressed, also pursue Wei Jun for the crime of bribery. With a powerful behind-the-scenes promoter, it’s quite possible their objective was to first imprison Wei Jun and then drive his Juncheng Real Estate into bankruptcy.

At first, Wei Jun went everywhere trying to find people to mediate and smooth things over, but it was completely useless. The relevant departments wouldn’t budge an inch. Later, news spread that the investigation into the fallen official had made significant progress; the official couldn’t stand up to the heavy pressure and had started confessing everything inside. Wei Jun specifically consulted a lawyer, and based on the amount of financial dealings between him and the fallen official, if the official confessed fully, Wei Jun would face at least a ten-year sentence. If someone behind the scenes deliberately wanted to frame him, it might even add a few more years to that.

Wei Jun panicked. For him, a businessman just over fifty years old, his business career had only just entered its prime. If he were to be schemed against at this time, let alone a sentence of over ten years, even five years would be enough to destroy decades of his effort. After a few years inside, he would be a shadow of his former self, his company would certainly not be salvageable. Ongoing projects would be taken by the lending banks, and other fixed assets would be seized by other shareholders and creditors. By the time he came out of prison, he would be an old man who had lost everything.

In his panic, Wei Jun hurriedly left China from Hong Kong and went to the United States. The Wei family still had some fixed assets and deposits in the United States. Wei Jun’s departure to the United States also allowed him to avoid being suddenly arrested one day. He could sacrifice the company, but he couldn’t lose both himself and the company.

Before Wei Jun left, he entrusted Juncheng Real Estate to Wei Lan, instructing her to try and mediate relationships while also preparing to abandon Juncheng Real Estate. If Juncheng Real Estate couldn’t be saved, Wei Lan’s job was to minimize losses as much as possible, salvaging whatever she could. After converting all salvageable assets into cash, she was to take her Mom to the United States and never return.

This was the Wei family’s strategy of sacrificing a subordinate to save oneself.

Recently, Wei Lan has been both high-profile, contending and mediating with various departments and major companies in Shanghai, and simultaneously low-key handling some of the Wei family’s immovable property, preparing for departure. However, for Wei Lan, she was unwilling to leave Shanghai, to leave China, unless absolutely necessary. This was not only the place where she grew up, but also the culmination of her father’s lifelong struggle. If she couldn’t protect this business for him, the future blow to him would be enormous, and she wouldn’t be able to forgive herself either.

At this moment, Wei Lan sat in her spacious office, facing a small team of three lawyers. Her beautiful face was clouded with worry. The lawyers had just returned from the court and brought her very bad news: the court had officially issued a document, demanding Wei Jun’s assistance in the investigation. This meant that the court had already begun to make its move against Wei Jun…





Chapter 668: Go Wash Up and Sleep

Previously, all news about Wei Jun was just grapevine news. Although many messages were released by official personnel, they were not published through official channels. However, Wei Lan knew that once the court demanded Dad to assist with the investigation, it meant that the opponent’s whale-swallowing act was about to open its jaws wide.

The lead lawyer looked at Wei Lan, whose eyebrows were furrowed, and said with a regretful expression, “Director Wei, the court’s intention is very clear now. The Wu Qinghai case has already been traced to Director Wei. If Director Wei delays registering with the court and assisting with the investigation, the court will consider Director Wei intentionally avoiding the investigation. At that time, the court may issue a stricter sealing order.”

Wei Lan scoffed, “What else can they seal? All of Juncheng Real Estate’s ongoing projects have been halted, not a single penny on the company’s books can be moved, and all real estate transactions are restricted. The Wu Qinghai case implicates my Dad; surely, they can’t seal my assets too, can they?”

The lawyer pursed his lips and sighed, “If they formally determine that Director Wei is a suspect, then all of Director Wei’s assets in the country will be temporarily seized. Moreover, the less Director Wei shows up, the more severe the court’s ultimate measures will be…”

Wei Lan asked him, “Are you suggesting I let my Dad come back and deliver himself to them?”

The lawyer quickly shook his head, awkwardly saying, “Of course not. My intention is to prepare you mentally. If this matter continues as it is, the outcome may be very unfavorable.”

Wei Lan nodded, her expression cold, and said, “Your job is to mediate with the court as much as possible. Don’t worry about other things for now.”

The three lawyers looked at each other in dismay. In their opinion, there was virtually no room for mediation in this case. They understood that someone with greater influence behind the scenes wanted to use this opportunity to take down Juncheng Real Estate. With the Wu Qinghai case pressing down, Wei Jun wouldn’t be able to make a comeback.

But since the three had taken on this case, they had to persevere until the end no matter what. The lead lawyer stood up and said to Wei Lan, “Director Wei, we’ll study it thoroughly again and see if there are any loopholes we can exploit.”

Wei Lan hummed, pinching her nose bridge with one hand and gently waving the other. “Alright, you can go first.”

After the lawyers left, Wei Lan checked the time. It was already six in the evening. She had an old classmate who worked at the Third Intermediate People’s Court of the city for dinner. Although he was currently only a section-level cadre at the Third Intermediate Court, for someone of his twenty-seven years of age, rising to a section-level cadre so young meant his official career path was progressing at the fastest possible speed, truly without a single year wasted.

Wei Lan’s Dad’s case was being heard by the Second Intermediate Court. Wei Lan had initially tried to find some leaders from the Second Intermediate Court, but almost all of them refused to meet her with various excuses as soon as they heard her name. One presiding judge finally agreed to meet, but just as she was about to leave for the agreed-upon restaurant, she received a call from him. On the phone, he made an excuse about his child being sick and stood her up. Wei Lan had previously learned that during the summer break, his wife had taken their child back to Zhuji hometown and was not even in Shanghai.

Unable to secure a meeting with anyone from the Second Intermediate Court, Wei Lan, at her wit’s end in the judicial system, finally turned to her old classmate. Although he wasn’t in the same intermediate court, it was still the same system. Moreover, it was said that his father, though not in the judicial system, was quite influential. If he was willing to help, there might still be some turning points.

Had she not been driven to desperation, Wei Lan would not have asked this classmate to meet. He had once chased her frantically for a period, but Wei Lan simply had no feelings for him, so she had always avoided him. Later, after several years of persistence, he finally recognized the difficulty and retreated. It was rumored he now had a fiancée.

Wei Lan drove away from the company, driving for half an hour before reaching the restaurant where she was meeting him. Before getting out of the car, Wei Lan meticulously reapplied her makeup. After a moment of hesitation, she gritted her teeth and unbuttoned the first and second buttons of her small shirt, revealing a gap of about one finger’s width,

creating a particularly suggestive view of her cleavage.

Looking at herself in the vanity mirror, Wei Lan felt a wave of nausea. All this time, she had prided herself on being self-disciplined and aloof, but today, by some twist of fate, she had resorted to such a dirty little trick. Although her only purpose was to increase her attractiveness so that her request would not be easily rejected, this kind of action was still somewhat unacceptable in her eyes.

Wei Lan struggled in the car for a long time. In the end, she gritted her teeth, pushed the vanity mirror up, opened the door, and headed straight for the restaurant entrance.

Just as she sat down in the pre-booked private room, Wei Lan suddenly received a call. It was precisely the male classmate she had arranged to meet tonight. Unexpectedly, he said on the phone, “I’m sorry, Wei Lan, I can’t make it tonight…”

Wei Lan quickly asked him, “What’s wrong, Shi Bin? Didn’t we make plans?”

Shi Bin awkwardly said, “I’m really sorry, something urgent came up at the court, and I have to work overtime. I really can’t leave…”

Wei Lan blurted out, “Tell me, until what time will you be working overtime? I can wait.”

Shi Bin hadn’t expected Wei Lan to press relentlessly like this. He could only force himself to say, “I really can’t say for sure tonight; it might even be past midnight. If I work too late, my romantic partner will be worried, and if I meet with you again, I’m afraid she’ll misunderstand.”

Wei Lan said, “Then let’s reschedule for tomorrow, alright?”

Shi Bin said with difficulty, “I’m quite busy these days. Can we wait until this period passes before talking?”

Wei Lan grew anxious and said, “Then can I come to your Third Intermediate Court now? I don’t ask for anything else, but surely you can spare ten minutes to meet me?”

Shi Bin seemed afraid that Wei Lan would actually go there and quickly blurted out, “Oh, Wei Lan, please don’t come…” After a moment, he sighed deeply. “Sigh, I’ll tell you the truth! I know what you’re looking for me about, but I truly can’t help with your family’s situation. Let alone help, even meeting with you now might jeopardize my own future. Uncle Wei’s matter this time is indeed too big. I’m just a small cadre; I really wish I could help but am powerless…”

Before leaving work today, Shi Bin had received a call from his family’s patriarch. On the call, the patriarch mentioned that the Second Intermediate Court had officially requested Wei Jun to assist with the investigation. Knowing that he had been infatuated with Wei Lan for years, he specifically called to instruct him not to act foolishly if Wei Lan contacted him at this time and to draw a clear line with her. The implications behind this matter were something the Shi family couldn’t afford to provoke; even a slight involvement would risk being implicated.

Although Shi Bin truly wanted to see Wei Lan, his dream girl for years, he wasn’t an animal driven solely by lust. When the patriarch spoke to this extent, he immediately realized that meeting Wei Lan now was absolutely out of the question. Otherwise, with her family’s current troubles and his own special identity, he could easily be used as a live target by the Wei family’s enemies.

As soon as Wei Lan heard Shi Bin tell her the truth over the phone, her emotions instantly surged. She hadn’t expected her family’s current crisis to be so severe that she couldn’t even arrange a meeting with anyone in the judicial system. Even a long-time classmate, even someone who had chased her frantically for years, now dared not have a private meal with her. This showed how minuscule the possibility was of safely navigating this crisis; the Wei family was probably doomed this time.

But Wei Lan still tried her best to control her emotions, asking him, “Shi Bin, you’re in the judicial system. For the sake of our long-standing classmateship, tell me the truth: can our family get through this?”

Shi Bin hesitated for a long time, but finally spoke, “Wei Lan, as a long-time classmate, I’ll give you a piece of advice: under no circumstances should you let Uncle Wei come back. His return won’t have any positive effect on Juncheng Real Estate; instead, he’ll only implicate himself…”

Wei Lan understood. Her chest felt tight. She gave up on pressing Shi Bin further, her voice dejected. “I understand. Thank you, Shi Bin. You go back to your work.”

After hanging up, Wei Lan slumped onto the dining table and buried her face in her arms, sobbing bitterly in the private room where she was all alone.

After a long while, there was a knock on the private room door, and a girl’s voice came from outside: “Hello, room service.”

Wei Lan quickly lifted her head, hastily wiped away her tears with a tissue, and said, “Please come in.”

The private room door was gently pushed open, and a girl around twenty years old walked in. She politely asked, “Hello, ma’am, would you like to order now?”

Half an hour ago, Wei Lan had told her that the person she was meeting would arrive soon, but half an hour had passed, and there was still no one.

Wei Lan wasn’t sure what the waitress meant, but there was at least a fifty percent chance she was indicating that if Wei Lan didn’t order soon, she should leave. So she said, “Yes, bring the menu over.”

The waitress handed over the menu. Wei Lan flipped through it, casually ordered a few dishes, and then handed the menu back to her, saying, “Serve them in half an hour.”

The waitress nodded, turned, and left. Wei Lan was once again alone in the private room. She no longer shed tears. Instead, a belief solidified within her: since Dad was safe in the United States and she and Mom wouldn’t be implicated legally, she would fight to the bitter end here, alone.

Wei Lan secretly swore that even if she was ultimately powerless to prevent Juncheng Real Estate from falling into other people’s pockets, she would become a sharp bone spur. She didn’t expect to lodge in their throats, but at the very least, she would make it not so easy for them to swallow!

As she was secretly swearing, Wei Lan’s phone rang again. This time, it was Juncheng Real Estate’s shareholder, Song Zhilei.

As soon as she saw Song Zhilei’s name, Wei Lan’s teeth itched with hatred. In her eyes, Song Zhilei was simply despicable. When he was just a contractor, Dad undertook his first civil engineering project, building a four-story Academic Building for a middle school in the suburbs of Shanghai. At that time, Song Zhilei was the construction party.

After that cooperation, Dad’s connections / channels grew wider and wider. Because they cooperated well, he took Song Zhilei along on every project. Later, the two formed Juncheng Real Estate as a joint venture, with Song Zhilei investing a sum of money and holding twenty percent of the shares. Lately, he had been calling her constantly, pressing her to buy back his shares. He knew perfectly well that she couldn’t possibly come up with hundreds of millions in cash to buy back his shares, and that she didn’t even have an obligation to do so, yet he wouldn’t give up. He called again and again, acting unruly, threatening, and cursing in public, using every trick in the book.

Wei Lan deliberately didn’t answer the phone. After two consecutive calls, Song Zhilei sent Wei Lan a text message.

“Lanke Group is willing to buy my shares at a total valuation of one hundred fifty million. If you agree to sell as well, they are willing to give a valuation of three hundred million. You’d better agree quickly; it’s better to end it sooner than later. I don’t want to die with your family!”

Wei Lan’s fingers moved swiftly as she replied, “Go wash up and sleep.”





Chapter 669: A Test of Endurance

The thought of Lanke Group made Wei Lan’s teeth itch with hatred.

That company was the mastermind behind the attempt to devour Juncheng Real Estate, and it wasn’t the first time Lanke Group had tried to gobble up Juncheng. Fortunately, Wei Lan and her father had thwarted their previous attempts. Thanks to the company’s healthy development, Wei Jun and his daughter had never given their opponents an opening, and had even expanded their own business. But now, with her father deeply implicated in Wu Qinghai’s case, their opponent had seized a perfect opportunity.

Lanke Group, just like Juncheng, had its sights set on the New District. However, Lanke was a large group corporation, and its strategic deployment and implementation weren’t as agile as Juncheng’s. By the time they were ready to make their move, Juncheng had already acquired the New District’s three most promising land plots and vigorously launched construction.

Juncheng Real Estate’s three development projects in the New District this time arguably used up the company’s entire capital. All three projects were strategically located near the upcoming new urban rail transit line, not only boasting the advantage of public transportation but also benefiting from the Municipal Government’s strong push for New District development. They were truly blessed with optimal conditions.

The New District’s high-tech park was already under construction, and once completed, it would become the largest high-tech park in the entire Shanghai Delta region. Countless large corporations were preparing to move in, causing the average housing prices in the surrounding area to soar repeatedly. A large number of citizens and real estate speculators were closely watching Juncheng Real Estate’s three property developments, and there was even a real estate speculation group from Wencheng that offered to purchase half of them before they were officially launched for sale.

After the incident, Wei Lan’s biggest regret was strongly advising Juncheng Real Estate not to sell these three projects as off-plan properties. Otherwise, Juncheng Real Estate would have already recovered its costs and secured its profits by selling off-plan. In that case, even if the funds in the company’s accounts were seized by the court, she would feel much more at ease. At the very least, if the bank applied for forced loan repayment, the money could be directly transferred from the company’s accounts, preventing the three heavily invested real estate projects from reaching a dead end.

Wei Lan’s decision not to recommend off-plan sales at the time was a rational one based on several factors. On one hand, Juncheng Real Estate had the financial capacity to complete these three projects. On the other hand, off-plan property prices were bound to be lower than ready-built properties, preventing maximum profit. Furthermore, Wei Lan also had her own ambitions in the real estate sector. She always believed that selling off-plan properties was not a strategy a reputable real estate company should adopt. Most off-plan projects were developed by smaller real estate companies, and even large real estate companies’ off-plan projects were often the result of rushing things, with many projects constantly plagued by negative news, significantly impacting the company’s image.

It was precisely because Wei Lan wanted to build Juncheng Real Estate into the most valuable and recognized brand in Shanghai and even nationwide that she insisted on ready-built property sales. As a result, all three projects, despite their enormous investment, were now seized by the court, putting them in an extremely passive situation. The thought of this filled Wei Lan with immense self-reproach.

Now, Song Zhilei, a shareholder of Juncheng, was actually helping Lanke Group to “persuade” her to let go. Based on Wei Lan’s understanding of Song Zhilei, a man like him wouldn’t sell his shares in Juncheng Real Estate for a valuation of just a few hundred million. His repeated threats to make her comply, even for such a low offer, proved he had already reached a private agreement with Lanke Group.

Wei Lan told Song Zhilei to go to bed, but Song Zhilei didn’t get angry. A few minutes later, he sent a message: “Wei Lan, as your uncle, let me advise you: you’re young, don’t be so obsessed with money. You also need to think about your Dad. If you agree to transfer Juncheng to Lanke now, Lanke can immediately extricate your father from Wu Qinghai’s case. That way, your Dad can return to China openly and aboveboard. He’ll still have some money, and if he doesn’t want to work, he can retire. If he does, he can find an opportunity to make a comeback. It’s much better than hiding abroad as he is now.”

Wei Lan ignored him. A moment later, Song Zhilei sent another message: “Wei Lan, you can be impervious to persuasion, but if you drag this on any longer, as soon as the court convicts your Dad, he won’t be able to return to China and live a peaceful life in this life. There will only be two outcomes: either he comes back in a box, or he comes back to spend the rest of his life in prison. Think carefully about it and act in your own best interest.”

Seeing this message, Wei Lan was so furious she almost threw her phone. She knew Song Zhilei was profit-seeking, but she never imagined him to be so shamelessly mercenary. The message was full of threats and curses, implying that if she didn’t sell the company to Lanke, her Dad would be trapped by his crimes for the rest of his life and never return to China. But Wei Lan knew very well that even if she agreed to sell Juncheng Real Estate to Lanke at a low price, Lanke would absolutely not clear her Dad’s name in Wu Qinghai’s case. If Lanke gained such a massive illicit profit, they wouldn’t possibly leave her Dad a way out. At that point, all they would think about would be how to eliminate future troubles.

Song Zhilei was treating her like a three-year-old child, even provoking her by saying she was obsessed with money and disregarded her Dad’s safety. It was utterly detestable!

For Lanke Group, the best outcome right now was to acquire Juncheng at a low price while it was in deep trouble, then use their influence to unseal Juncheng from this case. But only the company would be unsealed. The lifting of the company’s seizure wouldn’t mean the court would drop its prosecution against her Dad; there was no necessary connection between the two.

Although Wei Lan still didn’t know how to resolve the current crisis, Song Zhilei’s provocation at least made one thing clear: at a time like this, she had to hold out until the very end, embracing the mindset of rather shattering like jade than remaining intact as a tile. As long as the court hadn’t made its ruling, and as long as Juncheng’s three heavily invested property developments hadn’t been forcibly auctioned by the bank, there was still a chance for things to take an unexpected turn. She absolutely could not allow herself to ruin her Dad’s years of hard work. No matter what, she had to persevere.

Song Zhilei’s text message ignited Wei Lan’s fighting spirit. She hadn’t eaten a single bite of the food she had ordered. She immediately paid the bill and left, driving back to the company. On the way, she called her lawyers, urging them to return for a meeting as she needed to confirm some details with them.

Once the lawyers returned to the company, Wei Lan immediately gathered them in her office and began with a question: “If we don’t seek to exonerate Director Wei (Sr.), how can we minimize our losses to the greatest extent? If the court rules Director Wei (Sr.) guilty, what is the biggest crisis facing Juncheng Real Estate?”

The lawyers exchanged opinions, and the lead lawyer offered a unified conclusion: “Director Wei, if we abandon efforts to exonerate Director Wei (Sr.), then we face two main crises. First, how long will the court drag out the process before finally rendering a judgment? Second, what extent of liability will the court ultimately rule Juncheng Real Estate responsible for?”

Wei Lan nodded, “Elaborate.”

The lawyer elaborated, “Under normal circumstances, we would need to repay all bank loans by the end of this year to the first half of next year. If the court drags things out and the properties aren’t unsealed by the first half of next year, we’ll have to repay the money owed to the bank. Otherwise, the bank will have the right to forcibly auction the properties. If a forced auction happens, there won’t be much left of Juncheng Real Estate, as almost all our assets are invested in these three property developments. Unless we find a way to repay the bank, they won’t have the right to auction our properties.”

Wei Lan said, “I understand. So, as long as we can afford to repay the bank loans, we can keep these three properties, correct?”

The lawyer replied, “In theory, yes, but it also depends on what liability Juncheng Real Estate would bear if the court rules Director Wei (Sr.) guilty. According to past precedents, the court does not have the authority to fully seize and auction companies involved in bribery, especially for large-scale projects worth billions of yuan. They can only roughly estimate the scope of illicit gains and then issue a specific ruling standard. For the company, as long as we fulfill the court’s judgment against Juncheng Real Estate, the company can reclaim the temporarily seized assets.”

Wei Lan blurted out, “We possess all the necessary qualifications for developing those three property developments, and everything has been completely open and transparent. In such a situation, how would the court determine our illicit gains?”

The lawyer looked through the previously organized documents, then mused for a moment and said, “In this situation, it’s also difficult for the court to specifically determine how much Juncheng Real Estate’s improper gains truly amount to. Based on experience, the court generally sets an approximate multiplier for the amount involved in the bribery offense as a fine for the company. This multiplier is usually between three and five times.”

Wei Lan said, “The current reported amount involved in the case from the court is twenty million. Three to five times that would be sixty million to one hundred million, right?”

The lawyer nodded, “It shouldn’t exceed one hundred million.”

Wei Lan then asked, “If we have the money to repay the bank loans and also pay the fine for illicit gains ruled by the court, does that mean Juncheng Real Estate can extricate itself from this case?”

The lawyer said, “That’s right. As a company, if we repay our loans promptly and pay the price we’re supposed to pay, the court will naturally have no reason to continue freezing our assets. At that time, all of Juncheng Real Estate’s fixed assets will be unfrozen. However, the situation for Director Wei (Sr.) isn’t optimistic; he might never be able to return to China through normal channels in the future.”

Wei Lan nodded, saying indifferently, “None of that matters.”

For Wei Lan, she had already prepared for the worst. If the court prosecuted and convicted her Dad, then he would simply stay abroad permanently and not return. He was only a peripheral figure connected to the Wu Qinghai case and shouldn’t escalate to the level of a national manhunt. Moreover, China and the United States had no extradition treaty, so his safety could at least be guaranteed. She believed that after all this, her Dad would already be disillusioned and wouldn’t want to return anyway. In that case, she could let loose and fight them to the very end.

Wei Lan quickly sorted out what else she needed to do. The most important task was to find a way to raise more funds. From now until next year, as long as she could afford the bank loans, she could hold onto these three properties. If she could endure for another one or two years, after the court’s ruling, the value of these three properties should become astronomical. By then, everything would be readily solved. Now, the only thing to do was to test endurance against Lanke Group and the likes of Song Zhilei.





Chapter 670: Innovation is the Primary Productive Force

For Li Mu, Wei Lan was like a stunning figure glimpsed briefly through a car window during a journey – though he often remembered her, it was only in memory.

On the eve of the Gaokao, Li Mu’s already hectic work schedule gained a new task: he had to acquire two cinema chains in Yanjing that were looking to sell.

Director Chen kept his word. After their meal, he helped Li Mu get in touch with the behind-the-scenes owners of the two cinema chains. Director Chen had previously explained the current situation of these two chains to Li Mu: their revenue was not optimistic, and they were entering a period where hardware upgrades for cinemas were essential, requiring a significant investment. If no one was willing to take over, they would have no choice but to bite the bullet and carry out comprehensive upgrades on their own cinema chains. After upgrading, there would at least be some hope for the film market to continue warming up in the future. Without upgrades, everything would simply be stuck in their hands.

The hidden owners of both cinema chains were businessmen in the cultural industry, a very peculiar group. This group disliked being called “Boss” or “Director [Surname]”, or “Chairman [Surname]”. They preferred to be called “Teacher [Surname]”. While pursuing profit, they liked to appear calm and unconcerned, outwardly vowing to draw a clear line between themselves and all sordid, profit-driven merchants, yet inwardly their desire for money surpassed most others in that very field.

Director Chen did not reveal Li Mu’s identity, only telling them that a friend of his wanted to acquire cinema chains and hoped to arrange a meeting. Both men readily agreed, but rather than discussing business, they inquired about Li Mu’s background and if he would be interested in meeting for tea first to exchange cultural experiences.

After Director Chen relayed this to Li Mu, Li Mu immediately decided: he would not personally handle the acquisition of the cinema chains.

Li Mu enjoyed interacting with people who focused on the internet, or those dedicated to commerce and making money. He disliked dealing with the so-called “cultural circles” who spouted nonsense under the guise of art and culture. This circle was full of people who would congratulate you on selling one hundred thousand copies of your new book during the day, only to stay up all night creating a bunch of aliases to go to Dangdang.com and leave negative reviews, slandering your book as terrible and not worth buying. He would rather avoid such circles at all costs and had no interest in meeting them. So, he immediately handed this matter over to Ding Zhengling, the professional investor he had recently headhunted from Sequoia.

Ding Zhengling had been quite frustrated lately. Soon after joining Muye Technology, he was influenced/persuaded by Li Mu into taking on a challenging task: acquiring FlashGet. Ding Zhengling had made two trips to Chang’an in the past few days, but not only had he failed to acquire it, he hadn’t even managed to meet Hou Yantang. Hou Yantang had explained that he was busy playing Mu Online and had no time to deal with him.

Even the most impressive negotiators have their moments of being silenced. Against a technical fanatic like Hou Yantang, who was impervious to persuasion, Ding Zhengling had no room for negotiation. It was like a master singer who moves people to tears, utterly helpless when facing a deaf person.

Ding Zhengling returned defeated but did not give up immediately. He explained that he had registered a Mu Online account in the past few days and planned to find Hou Yantang in the game. Li Mu found this amusing. As a Rebirth, he already knew that Ding Zhengling was basically unlikely to get through to Hou Yantang, but Ding Zhengling clearly didn’t think so. He believed he still had a chance and wanted to try other approaches.

Li Mu called Ding Zhengling, who was currently playing Mu Online with a cross-gender character, to his office. He didn’t immediately state his true intention for summoning him, but smiled and asked, “Old Ding, what have you been busy with lately?”

Ding Zhengling replied, “I’m busy trying to resolve the FlashGet situation.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “How’s it going?”

Ding Zhengling answered truthfully, “No progress yet, but I’ll keep trying.”

Li Mu nodded, and deliberately said, “That FlashGet founder is quite difficult to deal with. If it’s really not working out, don’t worry about him for now. His product won’t be of much use to us in the short term.”

“Is that so?” Ding Zhengling said, “These past few days, I intentionally downloaded and tried a bunch of download software and found that FlashGet is indeed the best. User feedback has always been very positive. I think if this software can become part of our YY software family, it would be quite significant for YY users.”

Li Mu looked at him in surprise and asked, “What, you’ve been researching these things?”

Ding Zhengling nodded, saying seriously, “My research isn’t very deep, but after looking into it, I really admire Hou Yantang. He developed FlashGet all by himself and made it the best in the industry. The latest version of FlashGet even supports a very impressive new technology.”

Li Mu frowned and asked, “What new technology is so impressive?”

Ding Zhengling said, “Resumable downloads. It means if your network disconnects while you’re downloading something, you can resume the download from where it left off once you reconnect…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “What’s so difficult about that? A considerable number of Muye Technology’s technical staff should be able to independently develop this function using Visual Basic.”

Ding Zhengling chuckled and said, “While we have the capability, no one has actually implemented the product.”

Li Mu subtly frowned, nodding gently with a serious expression.

Indeed, if you ask technical staff to discuss many product features, it’s easy to reach the conclusion that a certain product is nothing special. For example: what’s so great about WeChat’s Shake feature? Isn’t it just a simple gimmick based on hardware like gravity sensors and gyroscopes?

However, many people overlook one point when discussing this issue: implementing the function is simple, but why weren’t they the ones to create it?

What is the greatest industrial design in human history? It’s arguably the round wheel. This principle seems so simple that it couldn’t be simpler, yet in humanity’s millions of years of history, the wheel’s history is barely ten thousand years old. To self-righteously claim from a hindsight perspective that the principle of the wheel is too simple is quite irresponsible.

Li Mu suddenly felt that although he had a powerful technical team under him, he lacked a product team that truly knew how to think proactively. Since starting his business, he had basically been the one to propose every product and every minute feature. This was equivalent to prematurely depleting the knowledge of the future stored in his mind.

Take YY, for example. If one day he didn’t have time to look after it, would it stagnate, or would a strong product manager replace him and lead it forward? After all, for an internet company, innovation is the primary productive force.

At this thought, Li Mu made up his mind. He must foster sufficient innovative awareness within Muye Technology’s technical team, starting with the resumable download feature that Ding Zhengling mentioned.

Ding Zhengling saw Li Mu silent for a long time and tentatively asked, “Director Li, did I say something wrong?”

Li Mu snapped back to attention and quickly said, “No, no. Oh, right, I called you here to tell you something. Don’t worry about FlashGet for now. I want to acquire two cinema chains. Could you help me negotiate with the owners?”

Ding Zhengling nodded and asked, “Director Li, could you give me some specific details?”

Li Mu truthfully said, “Actually, I’m not entirely clear on the specifics. Basically, two cinema chains are facing hardware upgrade issues, but they aren’t profitable. So, their hidden owners might still be hesitating. For them, the cinema chains are currently a bit of a white elephant. So, I hope you can help me acquire these two chains. I only have one requirement: acquire both these cinema chains as quickly as possible, and at the lowest possible price.”

Ding Zhengling replied, “Then please tell me the names of the two cinema chains, and I’ll go and understand their current book revenue situation.”

Li Mu said, “Huaying and Xinyinglian.”

“Okay!” Ding Zhengling said, “I’ll try to understand the situation of these two cinema chains as quickly as possible. When would you like me to talk to them?”

Li Mu said, “Go and research it first. Once you’re fully prepared, come find me, and I’ll arrange it.”

“Alright!”

Ding Zhengling left. Li Mu then called Kong Lingyu and told him about the inspiration he had just received in his office from Ding Zhengling’s casual remark. He said, “Look, a resumable download feature isn’t really a difficult task for most developers proficient in VB. Yet, none of us ever thought about how this technology could be applied in our product line. Although our product line doesn’t include download tools, YY itself has a file transfer function. But currently, YY’s file transfer doesn’t support resumable downloads. Why didn’t our product team think of developing this feature?”

Kong Lingyu’s main responsibility now was overseeing and guiding the work of the entire technical product department. He himself rarely delved into development anymore. Furthermore, with YY having no competitors during this period, it wasn’t just far ahead of the competition; it was the only contestant on the field.

Even Li Mu himself hadn’t pushed for YY product upgrades recently. As a result, everyone unconsciously shifted their main task emphasis from development to operations. Technical staff weren’t thinking about how to develop new product features, but rather how to make YY smoother and more stable on its existing foundation. Because of this, everyone overlooked product development, and their state changed from building an empire to defending it.

Kong Lingyu himself felt somewhat ashamed. He said to Li Mu, “This is a dereliction of my duty. I will immediately organize a meeting to emphasize the importance of product development and innovation to everyone.”

“You must make amends quickly and boost everyone’s innovative awareness. If innovative awareness remains so poor, I think you should go down to the product department and get some good experience for a while,” Li Mu understood that Kong Lingyu was indeed somewhat derelict in this matter, so his tone was quite severe.

Kong Lingyu nodded. “I will handle it as quickly as possible.”

Li Mu hummed and said, “I suddenly thought of a question. Although YY currently has no competitors, besides being popular in the Mainland China market, it has not become mainstream in other regions at all. It barely has any users. We have a Traditional Chinese version, and English, French, German, and Spanish versions. Why are our overseas users so few? Why are most of the few overseas users Chinese living abroad?”





Chapter 671: YY Globalization

When Li Mu first started setting up Eting.com, every step he took was very steady and well-grounded, with few aggressive moves and rarely overambitious goals. Before today, he had never seriously considered how to push YY globally. But today, suddenly thinking of the importance of innovation, he also realized that in the internet industry, innovation isn’t just about the product itself; one must also break through on the operations and strategic planning levels.

China has a large population and the world’s largest homogeneous user base, so much so that many Chinese internet companies, from the start of their ventures, were guarding a massive goldmine. Most internet entrepreneurs felt that as long as they could establish a firm footing in the Chinese market, their venture would be a success and they wouldn’t have to worry about anything afterward. It is precisely this characteristic that ensured very few Chinese internet companies could turn their products into globalized ones.

China’s two most powerful internet companies, Tencent and Alibaba, have neither created a global product nor built a global platform. In the mobile internet era, the entire China had only one worldwide app, and that app was WeChat, but even WeChat did not truly achieve globalization.

In Li Mu’s view, globalization is an ambition, and also a strategy. ICQ and MSN were global products, but QQ, which later crushed them and, in doing so, built an empire with a market value exceeding two hundred billion US dollars, failed to become a global product. The fundamental reason was that throughout its entire development, QQ primarily focused on the Chinese market, never considering how to build its product into a global super-product.

Although WeChat’s development speed attracted worldwide attention, WeChat never truly opened up the global market in instant messaging. Its competitors are Facebook and WhatsApp, both of which are global products in the internet domain, covering users in nearly two hundred countries worldwide, and their influence far exceeds WeChat’s.

Precisely because there wasn’t a single global product from China’s internet in his previous life, Li Mu suddenly felt a strong urge: he was going to make YY a truly global instant messaging software!

Kong Lingyu had never considered this issue on a global scale before, so when Li Mu asked the question, he felt a bit lost. He frowned and pondered for a long time, unable to think of how to answer Li Mu.

Seeing Kong Lingyu’s troubled expression, Li Mu said, “There’s no standard answer to this question, so don’t worry or rush. Take your time to think; it’s fine if you can’t come up with anything.”

Kong Lingyu relaxed slightly upon hearing this. After a moment of careful thought, he said, “Director Li, I think, firstly, we’ve never focused on the overseas market. Secondly, we’ve never researched the actual needs of overseas users for instant messaging software.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I just thought about it too, and I agree with both points you raised. What I was thinking about was how our YY could compete with overseas instant messaging software, such as MSN and ICQ.”

Kong Lingyu said, “So if we want YY to globalize, we still need to understand the needs of users in various overseas countries first.”

Li Mu said, “Studying the needs of users in various overseas countries is too difficult. The more needs you understand, the easier it is to lose your original intention at the product development level. In my opinion, if we want to globalize now, we should first identify our opponents, and then make targeted product adjustments based on their current situation, just like how we defeated QQ. QQ was very powerful; everyone thought its product was well-developed both internally and externally, like an impenetrable fortress. But as long as you thoroughly study it, breaking through its defenses is no problem at all. For example, back then, we thought QQ’s biggest advantage was the connections users built on it. So, we first used Happy Farm to replicate and enhance users’ connections, and then pushed our new product to users, allowing them to directly gain even stronger and more complete connections than on QQ, enabling users to achieve a smooth transition. That was the fundamental reason for our success.”

Speaking, Li Mu continued, “In the current international market, we have two direct competitors: MSN and ICQ. We also have two indirect competitors: email and telephone. The first two are instant messaging software, and their core services are the same as ours. But the latter two are commonly used communication methods between people nowadays. First, carefully analyze: what are our strengths and weaknesses against MSN and ICQ?”

Kong Lingyu thought for a moment and said, “Our advantage should be the product itself. Our various features and user experience far surpass these two software programs. As for the disadvantage, it should be the user base and existing networks. Overseas users are accustomed to these two software programs, and the cost for them to switch to our product would be too high.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “Our Happy Farm has undergone continuous Shengji and updates, and it’s now a management game with a massive world structure, numerous elements, and strong replayability. If we develop a multi-language version of this game and then promote it to overseas markets, do you think it would have the effect of gathering connections?”

Kong Lingyu said with certainty, “It definitely will!”

“OK,” Li Mu nodded. “Then let’s start by testing the waters with this step: research and develop a multi-language version of Happy Farm. Then, place advertisements on major international portal websites to see how overseas users react.”

Kong Lingyu immediately said, “Then I’ll arrange this task today.”

Li Mu nodded: “This is one aspect. On the other hand, our own core products also need further enhancement. As I just said, we cannot develop products for every different group, but we can design product features based on common user traits. MSN and ICQ, as instant messaging software, only satisfy the information exchange between users, but they haven’t implemented group chat functionality. Yet, YY Group has proven one thing: humans are social animals; even on the internet, people need group social interaction, not just one-on-one private social interaction. So, this is our product advantage.”

“Besides that, our team is also researching and developing more advanced streaming media technology. Soon, our YY will be able to support group video and group voice calls well on existing bandwidth. This technology will be an industry-leading streaming media solution, representing another huge advantage for us in meeting users’ fundamental needs. This not only surpasses our two direct competitors but also even surpasses our potential competitor, the telephone. Telephones still find it difficult to support multi-person calls, let alone multi-person video calls.”

“Furthermore, among our competitors is email. Currently, our YY has not yet launched its own email service. I think now is the time to develop the email feature and integrate it into YY. That way, we will further distance ourselves from our competitors.”

Kong Lingyu said, “And also the resumable download feature you just mentioned; that will definitely be very useful for business professionals.”

Li Mu said, “You’re right. Resumable download optimizes the file transfer experience between users. Tieba and YY Games might not yet reach the fundamental needs of overseas netizens, but the file transfer feature is definitely one of the unavoidable needs for all internet users. If this feature is developed, it will also be a major advantage for our product.”

Pausing, Li Mu said, “Enhancing and equipping ourselves based on users’ fundamental needs—that’s what I truly want. Americans have their unique habits and needs, Japanese have theirs, Germans have theirs, French have theirs… Americans are enthusiastic and flamboyant, Japanese are low-key and reserved, Germans are meticulous and rigid, French are unrestrained and romantic. These different groups possess different traits and different needs. These diverse needs are essentially highly customized demands. We cannot provide solutions one by one for each of these deeply customized needs, but as long as we grasp the needs that they all share as users, we can attract all of them and build our YY into a truly global software.”

Kong Lingyu said, “I understand what you mean, Director Li. When looking at user needs, we need to identify the fundamental commonalities among users.”

Li Mu then asked him, “So, can you outline a general process now? Which step to do first, and then which to do next?”

Kong Lingyu nodded and said, “The first step is to develop a multi-language version of Happy Farm. At the same time, I will immediately dispatch people to set up servers in the United States, Canada, Japan, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany—countries with larger netizen populations. Once the multi-language version is developed, it will be immediately launched in these countries. I will arrange promotional resources in advance, and promotion will commence simultaneously with the launch.”

“While the Happy Farm initiative progresses, I will urge the Technical Department to develop and test new product features for YY itself, especially the three major aspects you just mentioned: group video and group voice, email, and file transfer.”

Li Mu nodded: “Creating a global product is very difficult, but global influence is also unmatched by local internet companies. Look at Yahoo now, then look at Sina; these two platforms are completely on different scales, whether in terms of strength or influence. YY is currently our only product with the potential for globalization. If it can achieve this goal, Muye Technology’s influence worldwide will be unprecedentedly enhanced.”

Speaking, Li Mu looked at Kong Lingyu and said, “I’m entrusting this task to you for now. We’ll set a three-month deadline. I hope that within these three months, you can successfully implement the points and two initiatives you just outlined. If your progress satisfies me after three months, you will continue to be in charge of this project. If I’m not satisfied, I’ll switch to someone else or take over myself.”

Kong Lingyu immediately said, “Director Li, please rest assured, I will do my best.”

Li Mu said, “This is a matter of great importance; you must give it your all!”





Chapter 672: Divine Actor

The Gaokao, which captivated the entire nation, began promptly on July 7th. This was the last year the Gaokao would be held in July; starting next year, it would be permanently moved to June.

On the day of the Gaokao, to ensure Wang Xinran performed her best, Su Yingxue and her paternal aunt went to the exam hall to send her off. After the full day’s exams concluded, Li Mu specifically called Su Yingxue to ask about Wang Xinran’s performance on the first day. According to her, Wang Xinran performed quite steadily in the first two subjects. Li Mu also spoke with Wang Xinran on the telephone, not only congratulating her on her stable performance that day but also encouraging her to keep up the good work tomorrow and strive to rank first in academic subjects at Yanjing Film Academy.

Wang Xinran cheerfully agreed, then said she hoped Li Mu would treat her to a big meal after the Gaokao. Li Mu readily agreed and chatted with Su Yingxue for a few more minutes before hanging up. Li Mu then took his Personal Assistant, Li Ziwei, and drove to a five-star hotel in Yanjing to attend the mobilization meeting for ‘Crazy Stone’.

Ning Hao’s long-prepared film, ‘Crazy Stone’, had completed all its preparations and crew formation in Yanjing. Originally, Ning Hao had always wanted to use ‘Thieves Among Thieves’ as the title, but following Li Mu’s suggestion, he adopted ‘Crazy Stone’, the same title as in his previous life.

Staff responsible for specific set management and filming coordination had already gone to Yuzhou in advance to prepare for filming. Before shooting began, Ning Hao specifically gathered some core members of the production team in Yanjing for a mobilization meeting.

Reportedly, besides Heavenly King Liu and a few local actors from Yuzhou and Chengdu, all other actors would attend this mobilization meeting in Yanjing. After the meeting, everyone would fly to Yuzhou tomorrow to prepare for the start of filming.

In Ning Hao’s final cast lineup, Huang Bo was still cast as Blackie, Heavenly King Liu as Boss Black, and the role of Xiao Jun was given to another lesser-known local Yanjing actor. The security captain was still Guo Tao, and as for the roles of Xu Zheng and Wang Xun, he also found the original actors to play them according to his own judgment. It could be said that this core team remained largely unchanged from the ‘Crazy Stone’ of the previous life. The more noticeable changes were that the Hong Kong thief Mike was played by Heavenly King Liu, and Boss Black’s girlfriend was played by Tang Wei. However, Li Mu believed that these changes would only enhance the film.

This so-called mobilization meeting before filming was essentially a big spending dinner, intended to allow everyone to get to know each other in advance and to boost their enthusiasm and morale.

Normally, Ning Hao, who was excellent at saving money, would never organize such a big spending mobilization meeting. But he was quite capable; he had already influenced millions of advertising fees before filming even started. Li Mu hadn’t expected Ning Hao to secure so much advertising revenue, so he readily added one million to the budget for ‘Crazy Stone’. This additional one million would primarily be used to enhance the hard and soft benefits / perks for the production team during their filming in Yuzhou, allowing them to eat better, live better, and use better equipment. This was considered a very generous benefit, which gave Ning Hao the confidence to spend over one hundred thousand on this mobilization meeting.

Li Mu discovered that Ning Hao was not only good at making movies but also at doing business. He used Heavenly King Liu and Muye Technology to influence / persuade, and surprisingly managed to secure over six million in advertising fees in advance. Among these over six million in advertising fees, the largest sum came from Quanjin, the brand Heavenly King Liu had just endorsed.

Because Quanjin had just signed Heavenly King Liu and begun building their Brand recognition, they naturally wanted to deeply bind / tie together with Heavenly King Liu for marketing. If it were merely a film starring Heavenly King Liu, Quanjin would at most spend one million to buy a product placement opportunity. But this time, because Muye Films was involved, Ning Hao managed to extract three million five hundred thousand from Quanjin.

Quanjin’s reason for being willing to pay so much was simple: they knew that once this film was released, Muye Technology would vigorously promote it. What Quanjin valued were the powerful resources behind Muye Technology. Furthermore, Ning Hao’s product placement truly had some technical skill. After reviewing the script, the high-rise of Quanjin considered various factors before offering the three million five hundred thousand quotation.

When Li Mu arrived at the hotel banquet hall on time, it was already bustling with activity. At least dozens of people were already present, excitedly tasting various freshly mixed drinks around an exquisite display stand filled with all sorts of cocktails.

Li Mu and Li Ziwei walked in together. From afar, Li Mu saw Ning Hao talking to a short man whose back was to Li Mu. Ning Hao hadn’t noticed Li Mu yet, but Tang Wei, who was holding a cocktail in one hand and laughing with several female students nearby, saw Li Mu. She immediately swung her ponytail and merrily ran and skipped to Li Mu, her eyes curving into a smile as she said, “Oh, Director Li, long time no see!”

Tang Wei at this moment did not yet possess the aura of a goddess. She looked more like a tomboy or a tough woman, but because she was young, pretty, and wore no makeup, she appeared exceptionally energetic.

Li Mu smiled and greeted her, asking, “Miss Tang Wei, you’re about to star in your first film. What are your feelings about it now?”

Tang Wei said with a cheerful smile, “Me? Happy, of course! It’s summer break, I have a role to play, money to earn, and I can go to Yuzhou to play. There are all kinds of hotpot to eat, it’s just perfect!”

At this moment, several of Tang Wei’s female students from Central Academy of Drama ran over to greet Li Mu. They were all helpers Ning Hao had found when filming ‘Old Boys’, and some had even played minor roles as extras. Because Ning Hao had long been an unrecognized talent, and also because he was studying at the Film Academy, he was very close to current students and overlooked actors. This time, when making a big film, Ning Hao tried his best to find young people who were still studying to help, providing them an opportunity to enter the film and television industry.

One girl who had played a supporting role in ‘Old Boys’ pouted and said to Li Mu, “Director Li, you’re too biased. We all contributed to ‘Old Boys’, but Vivi was just there to freeload on food, drinks, and fun. Why did you give her such an important role and forget about all of us?”

Tang Wei, standing nearby, pointed to her face and asked seriously, “Is my role important? My role / part in the whole play seems like it can’t even rank in the top five!”

Li Mu thought about it. Indeed, it was true. The three clumsy thieves, the security captain, the security captain’s Subordinates, the jade factory manager’s son, and the Four-Eyed Secretary—the role / part and prominence of these characters all surpassed Tang Wei’s role. Her role’s positioning in the entire play was merely that of an introductory element.

At this moment, several girls smiled and said to Tang Wei, “Vivi, Director Li likes you so much, I bet it won’t be long before he invests in a film and asks you to be the female lead!”

Tang Wei’s face flushed slightly, “You guys, you can eat carelessly, but you can’t talk carelessly!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Yes, you really shouldn’t talk nonsense. I’m a man with a girlfriend, after all.”

The girls’ eyes lit up, “Director Li, your girlfriend must be very beautiful to capture a handsome man and diamond bachelor like you?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, “She’s exceptionally beautiful.”

Just as he was being cheeky / talking back with the girls, Ning Hao saw Li Mu. From far away, he dragged the man he was talking to and ran over. When he reached Li Mu, he lightly patted Li Mu’s arm. Li Mu turned his head and saw him, then immediately saw the man beside him who had a rather restrained expression, and his eyes widened.

Oh my goodness, Huang Bo!

This was one of Li Mu’s favorite mainland China actors, and in his eyes, one of the few Divine Actors in mainland China. Yet, at this moment, he was still an unknown minor actor and bar singer. To be chosen by Ning Hao, to have the opportunity to participate in this film, and to play the male lead, made him feel incredibly flattered. Having arrived in Yanjing, and now in this five-star hotel, he still hadn’t fully adjusted. And now, facing Li Mu, a billionaire, made him even more nervous and uneasy.

Ning Hao spoke, “Director Li, let me introduce you. This is the actor I’ve always talked about, Huang Bo. He previously played the male supporting role in ‘Get on the Bus’.”

Afterward, he said to Huang Bo, “Huang Bo, this is Director Li. Director Li has seen ‘Get on the Bus’ which you starred in, and he was very impressed with you. When I suggested choosing you to play the role of Blackie, Director Li agreed without hesitation.”

Huang Bo, surprised yet cautious, tried to raise his hand, but his arm only lifted slightly before he hurriedly lowered it again, rubbing his hands together as he said, “Hello, Director Li, I’ve admired your great name for a long time…”

Tang Wei, standing nearby, couldn’t help but chuckle when she heard this. What does “I’ve admired your great name for a long time” even mean? Isn’t that a grammatical error?

Huang Bo heard Tang Wei laugh and realized he had said something wrong. Just as he didn’t know how to respond, Li Mu proactively extended his hand and politely said, “Hello, Mr. Huang. It’s a pleasure to meet you for the first time, and I’m very happy that you can join ‘Crazy Stone’.”

Huang Bo hadn’t expected Li Mu to have no airs; not only was he polite, but he also proactively extended his hand to shake hands with him. He hurriedly reached out and shook Li Mu’s hand, nervously saying, “Uh… Director Li, you’re too kind… Thank you for this opportunity…”

Huang Bo’s not-so-standard Mandarin, with its Qilu accent, felt especially familiar to Li Mu. Although he wasn’t from Qilu, he had seen too many films and TV shows with Huang Bo speaking in this accent and was quite familiar with it. Especially one scene in ‘Crazy Stone’: when Huang Bo and Xiao Jun carried the box containing Xie Xiaomeng into the guesthouse and met Guo Tao who came to help, Huang Bo’s line in Qilu Mandarin: “Have you eaten, big bro…”. Every time Li Mu saw this part, he couldn’t help but applaud enthusiastically.

Facing the somewhat nervous Huang Bo, Li Mu smiled and said, “Ning Hao and I are both very optimistic about you. This film is the start of our cooperation. If we cooperate pleasantly on this film, we will have more cooperation opportunities in the future. If you are interested in signing with Muye Films, I can guarantee you one film per year for the next five years!”





Chapter 673: The Comedy Iron Triangle

For Huang Bo, an actor naturally brimming with talent, Li Mu had no doubt about his abilities, nor about his gift for comedy and his box office appeal. At this moment, Huang Bo hadn’t had the chance to become a professional actor yet. If he could be signed to Muye Films now, the benefits would be self-evident. Most importantly, he and Ning Hao were a naturally perfect pair. With these two tied together, making several blockbuster comedy films would be no problem at all.

For Huang Bo at present, his entire life was still in a period of uncertainty, hardship, and struggle. His singing career had seen no breakthrough due to limitations in his appearance, and his acting career hadn’t truly taken off. Apart from his good friend Gao Hu looking out for him and casting him in a low-budget production by Guan Hu, he had only played tiny supporting roles in a few TV dramas, with virtually no role / part (meaning: a character’s part in a play/film) and no opportunities to showcase his talent whatsoever.

For Huang Bo, he was just about to temporarily give up his acting career and try plunging into the business world. However, deep down, he was countless times unwilling to abandon his dream so easily. At this critical moment, Ning Hao suddenly appeared, inviting him to shoot a major film—and to play the male lead no less. To him, this felt like a dream, leaving him incredibly excited.

Crazy Stone was a film exclusively funded by Muye Films. Although Muye Films had yet to make significant achievements in the film and television industry, Huang Bo had long heard of Muye Technology’s renowned name. He was so excited that he still thought he was dreaming.

Currently, Crazy Stone in the eyes of actors was no longer that underdog project it was in Huang Bo’s previous life. In his previous life, the production team for Crazy Stone had pitifully little funding. Ning Hao scrounged around for a bunch of actors with good acting skills but extremely low market value. The entire production team felt like a makeshift, ragtag militia. When all the actors took on this project, they never expected it to become popular; most just wanted to earn a meager film remuneration to make ends meet. Even Ning Hao himself hadn’t thought the film would be released, let alone generate tens of millions in box office. So at that time, Huang Bo joined the Crazy Stone production team with a relatively equal mindset. But now, the Crazy Stone production team gave him a clear sense of being out of his league.

What’s more, for Li Mu, a billionaire, to want to sign him to Muye Films—it utterly exhilarated him.

Without asking about benefits / perks or anything else, Huang Bo immediately agreed to Li Mu on the spot, saying, “Director Li, thank you for your appreciation. As long as you think I’m capable, I’ll sign.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Then just have Ning Hao sign the contract with you directly. Five years, five films, with a minimum yield of one hundred thousand film remuneration per film. We can discuss the specifics before each film begins shooting. Ning Hao coincidentally also signed a long-term contract with Muye Films. I think with more work well together, you two will definitely become excellent partners in the future.”

Five years, five films, a minimum yield of five hundred thousand film remuneration—Huang Bo almost shed tears the moment he heard it. In his own opinion, he didn’t deserve such high remuneration at all. Let alone a minimum yield of one hundred thousand, he probably would have agreed without hesitation even for twenty thousand or ten thousand.

Seeing his silence, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Are there any conditions in the contract that you’re unsatisfied with? If so, you can directly raise them.”

Huang Bo hurriedly said, “Isn’t the remuneration in this contract too high? I’m afraid…”

Li Mu waved his hand and said with a smile, “The remuneration isn’t high. We aren’t looking at your current market value. At the very least, in Ning Hao’s and my eyes, you’re worth this price.”

Ning Hao indeed had a certain level of approval for Huang Bo, but it was all based solely on the film Crazy Stone. He didn’t currently have the idea of long-term collaboration with Huang Bo, and giving a minimum yield of five hundred thousand for five films seemed a bit ill-considered to him. However, since Li Mu had said so, he naturally wouldn’t object. He immediately nodded and said, “That’s right, Huang Bo, if we have a pleasant collaboration on this film, we’ll still have plenty of opportunities to work together in the future.”

Huang Bo was overwhelmed with excitement, appearing even more flustered and uneasy. This contract was something so good that he couldn’t even imagine it in his dreams.

At this moment, he was extremely humble. For some reason, Li Mu felt a pang of sadness / heartache when he saw him. This future Film Emperor / Best Actor was also a classic late bloomer. When he gained fame with Crazy Stone, he was already thirty-two years old. This time, Li Mu hoped that through Ning Hao’s efforts and his own, Huang Bo could welcome the spring of his career sooner.

As the three were chatting, a bald-headed middle-aged man walked in, accompanied by a dignified woman. Li Mu recognized him as the actor Xu Zheng and his wife, Tao Hong. He wondered if they were married yet.

Ning Hao smiled and waved at him, calling out, “Bro Xu.” Then he whispered to Li Mu, “Director Li, you should know Bro Xu, right? The one who played in Bright Spring Piggy.”

Li Mu nodded, “Of course, I know him.”

Ning Hao said, “Let me introduce you. Bro Xu is a very good person, and his acting skills are excellent.”

Li Mu sighed inwardly. Some destinies were easy to change, like Chen Wan; her life trajectory had shifted from the day he experienced Rebirth. Yet, other destinies were not so easy to alter. For example, the iron triangle relationship between Ning Hao, Xu Zheng, and Huang Bo. He had forcibly dragged something that would only happen in 2006 to 2002, but Ning Hao still assembled this iron triangle that influenced all three of their acting careers.

Xu Zheng’s current situation was naturally more than a notch above Huang Bo’s. Although he had never become hugely popular, he had at least played the male lead in several TV dramas, counting as a second-tier television actor. However, while people nationwide recognized him, his audience rapport was quite ordinary, failing to leave a deep impression on viewers, so his market value never climbed. In fact, his career was already on the decline. He originally didn’t want to take on Crazy Stone this time because Ning Hao was a new Director, and the role / part (meaning: a character’s part in a play/film) assigned to him was just a supporting one, not particularly outstanding. But Tao Hong still persuaded him to accept it. On one hand, she had high hopes for the script, and on the other, this film not only had King Liu participating but also Muye Films backing it. Even King Liu was playing a supporting role / part (meaning: a character’s part in a play/film), so what reason did he have to hesitate?

It was precisely because of Tao Hong’s persuasion that Xu Zheng took on this film. After a few private chats with Ning Hao, he discovered that although they were several years apart in age, they shared similar interests and became fast friends.

Ning Hao beckoned Xu Zheng and Tao Hong over, introducing them to Li Mu and Huang Bo. Xu Zheng was very talkative, and after a while of chatting, the four of them felt they were getting along well.

During their conversation, Xu Zheng recalled some rumors and asked Li Mu, “Director Li, I heard someone in the film and TV industry say that you’re planning to acquire Huaying and Xinyinglian, those two cinema chains?”

Li Mu smiled, “Bro Xu, your sources are incredibly well-informed.”

Xu Zheng scratched his head and chuckled, pointing to Tao Hong beside him, “She told me.”

Li Mu said with a smile, “So it’s sister-in-law (honorific) who’s well-informed.”

Tao Hong chuckled, “Director Li, he and I aren’t married yet…”

Li Mu said earnestly, “Not being married doesn’t stop me from calling you sister-in-law (honorific).”

Everyone burst into laughter. Ning Hao playfully said to Li Mu, “Director Li, why didn’t you tell me about acquiring the cinema chains? You’re treating me like an outsider!”

Li Mu said, “Well, you haven’t given me the chance to see you lately. The idea of acquiring the cinema chains was a spur-of-the-moment decision. Director Chen and the others invited Leslie Cheung to dinner, and I tagged along just to join the fun. Director Chen mentioned the awkward situation of these two cinema chains at the dinner table, so I thought, if the price is right, why not buy them, invest in renovating them, and get them back into operations? Aside from anything else, if I have a cinema chain in hand, even if your movie fails badly, I can at least guarantee a Sales channels / Distribution channels for you to sell tickets!”

Ning Hao immediately gave a thumbs up, “Director Li, frankly speaking, working for you is more comfortable than being my own boss. Everything is perfectly arranged by you, and it always exceeds expectations.”

After speaking, Ning Hao then said to Huang Bo, “You see, after signing with Muye Films, you’ll not only have films to shoot every year, but every film can also be released in cinema chains. This long-term contract is certainly not a loss…”

Xu Zheng asked with a smile, “Oh? Have both of you signed long-term contracts with Muye Films?”

Ning Hao nodded and said, “I signed a binding contract long ago. Huang Bo just agreed today; tomorrow, I’ll sign the contract with him on behalf of the company.”

Xu Zheng then jokingly said to Li Mu, “Director Li, why don’t you sign me too?”

Although his tone was playful, Xu Zheng was serious deep down. His career was already on the decline, and his experience was primarily in the television field. In film, he only had a few extra / bit part actor experiences, so he had no connections or qualifications / professional experience accumulated in that domain. If he could sign a long-term contract for films with Muye Films, it would truly be all benefit and no harm to him. It wouldn’t affect his television career, and any small advantage in film would be a good thing for him.

Seeing Xu Zheng’s interest, Li Mu immediately said very straightforwardly, “If Bro Xu is interested, you can sign anytime. Five years, five films, with a minimum yield of one hundred thousand remuneration per film.”

Xu Zheng didn’t expect Li Mu to agree so readily, and to offer the minimum yield remuneration without hesitation. This truly showed immense sincerity. So he nodded without any further thought, “No problem, I’ll sign!”

Li Mu smiled, “You can sign, but this current film you’ve all already contracted for won’t count towards the five films in five years. The long-term contract will be calculated separately!”

Tao Hong beamed with joy from the side. This was the real reason she had always urged Xu Zheng to take on this film. If through this collaboration, they could establish a connection with Muye Films and Muye Technology, it would be truly worth it. Tao Hong had unique foresight; she had long discerned Muye Films’ ambition in the culture and entertainment industry and its promising development prospects. In her opinion, having the opportunity to “board Muye Films’ train” at this time was an absolutely rare and excellent opportunity.

What Tao Hong hadn’t expected was that Xu Zheng would meet Li Mu, the boss of Muye Technology, here, and that Li Mu would so readily offer to sign a five-year long-term contract with Xu Zheng. This truly exceeded her best estimates.





Chapter 674: Seizing the Lifeline of the Entire Industry

Knowing that Li Mu intended to acquire cinema chains, several people, including Ning Hao, Xu Zheng, Huang Bo, and even Tang Wei, were filled with anticipation for the future of Muye Films.

With cinema chains, at the very least, all of the company’s films could be guaranteed a chance to test the waters in theaters. In this era, many low-budget films weren’t favored by cinema chains and thus couldn’t secure screenings, and there were also many films that the cinema chains themselves didn’t think highly of, leading them to deliberately reduce or outright cancel screenings. In such circumstances, if a film wasn’t favored by any cinema chains, it would essentially have no chance of survival. However, if there was a cinema chain available for a trial run to prove its attendance rate, it might even be able to turn the tide. Even if it didn’t affect other cinema chains, if Muye Films’ own cinema chain reached a certain scale, its movie box office would be greatly secured.

Moreover, Li Mu had an even bigger scheme behind acquiring the cinema chains. He was having Muye Technology’s development team research and develop a complete ticketing system. Popularizing this system among cinema chains nationwide wouldn’t be easy. Asking these traditional cinema chains to take their first step towards internet integration was akin to asking them to open up their most critical ticket sales to his online ticketing system. For traditional businessmen, this would likely be met with great resistance initially. To accelerate the system’s adoption, it would first need to be launched on his own cinema chains, to show them how it works.

The two cinema chains Li Mu intended to acquire had a total of fourteen movie theaters of various sizes in Yanjing, with sixty-five screening rooms, sixty-five screens, and twelve thousand five hundred ninety seats. This accounted for approximately one-third of all screens currently in Yanjing. If this cinema chain was secured, Muye Films would directly control one-third of Yanjing’s box office. Furthermore, if Li Mu immediately invested in expansion and hardware upgrades after acquiring the cinema chains, this proportion would increase even further.

If these two cinema chains were acquired and successfully launched the online ticketing system, integrating it into Taobao, then Yanjing audiences would be the first to experience the convenience of online seat selection and ticket purchase through Taobao. Afterward, with promotion via YY, it was believed that the box office share of Yanjing’s cinema chains would definitely shift. With the same number of screenings, the attendance rate of his two cinema chains would surely be much higher than other cinema chains.

Similarly, because the online ticketing system concentrated more movie-going users within his own cinema chains, the business of other cinema chains would surely be greatly diminished. Furthermore, new payment channels would undoubtedly attract new users. At that time, some users who typically didn’t go to movie theaters would purchase tickets and watch movies through the online ticketing system, raising the number of users for his cinema chains to another level.

By then, seeing the advantages of the online ticketing system and witnessing the impact on their own attendance rates, other cinema chains would undoubtedly be eager to integrate with it. However, given the current situation in China, one thing was certain: no film company or cinema chain would have the capability to independently develop a mature online ticketing system. They didn’t understand the internet and lacked any accumulated product, technology, or hardware. Developing a usable online ticketing system themselves would simply be a pipe dream.

Secondly, even if there were domestic internet companies that saw the business opportunity and intended to develop an online ticketing system, they simply couldn’t be his rivals. After all, he was a generation ahead of his competitors in terms of product. His product was already mature, while his competitors were only just starting from scratch to catch up, which inherently maintained a significant product and technological gap.

Furthermore, for online ticketing to succeed, it absolutely had to rely on an ecosystem. For example, his own online ticketing system could rely on the complete ecosystem jointly formed by the four major components: “Muye Technology - Alipay - Taobao - Cinema Chains.” This was something no other internet company in China possessed.

Therefore, Li Mu was ultimately certain: once his online ticketing system launched on his own cinema chains, all other cinema chains would eagerly compete to cooperate with him. This was because it was simply impossible for them to unite and resist him. The moment one cinema chain in a given area partnered with him first, all other cinema chains in that same area would be left far behind.

Li Mu had two ambitions regarding cinema chains: first, he wanted to acquire and build more cinema chains; second, he wanted all cinemas nationwide to integrate with his online ticketing system, thereby being firmly controlled by him.

By then, whichever cinema chain he promoted online would see its attendance rate enhanced; whichever cinema chain he shelved online would see its attendance rate drop. All cinema chains during this period would be controlled by him and would have to act according to his will. For every ticket they sold through his online ticketing system, he would have the right to a credit term of a certain duration and also take a percentage commission, becoming an absolutely dominant online ticketing sales platform.

…

In this era, the concept of a closed loop wasn’t yet so clear, and the film and television industry hadn’t truly broken through, so few film companies could venture into cinema chains. However, Li Mu was someone heavily influenced by the internet mindset for years, and what he pursued in everything was a closed loop and an ecosystem. Merely doing film production and leaving distribution and cinema chains to others was something he could never fully trust. Engaging in film without cinema chains, to him, was like running Taobao without Alipay—essentially half-crippled. This was because cinema chains, like Alipay, were the most crucial link in ultimately getting money out of consumers’ pockets, and this link absolutely could not be entirely in someone else’s hands.

The mobilization meeting organized by Ning Hao was, to put it plainly, a gathering for eating, drinking, and entertainment. In his own words, he was a rough man, and a common man, who wouldn’t bother with too much formality. He wanted everyone to eat, drink, and have a good time. The next afternoon, everyone would fly together to Yuzhou, which would officially mark the beginning of filming for Crazy Stone.

Adding an extra one million in budget was very useful for Ning Hao. For instance, he could host such a high-end small banquet at a five-star hotel. He could also have everyone in the production team travel by airplane instead of enduring a long hard sleeper journey. He didn’t even book an early morning flight to save money; instead, he chose the most comfortable time, three-thirty in the afternoon. Everyone could go back tonight, sleep in, and then head to the airport after lunch without any delay, feeling no rush at all.

At the mobilization meeting, Li Mu, as the boss of Muye Films, took the stage to give a brief speech. He hadn’t prepared a draft; he simply held the microphone and casually addressed the crowd: “As everyone knows, Muye Films is not only backed by Muye Technology but also unconditionally supported by its brother companies, Eting Technology and Taobao. I will concentrate all available resources to promote Muye Films’ screen works and build Muye Films into a top-tier film and television company in China. I believe everyone will witness the immense strength of Muye Films when the time comes.”

After a round of enthusiastic applause from the audience, Li Mu continued: “It’s a form of fate that everyone could gather in one production team. Crazy Stone is Muye Films’ first major theatrical film. Muye Films will do its best to give this film the greatest support, and I hope everyone can go all out to make this film well together. In the future, Muye Films will invest in and produce more major films. I hope that after this collaboration, everyone can establish a long-term cooperative relationship with Muye Films. Thank you all, and I wish Crazy Stone a smooth start to filming!”

These two simple paragraphs didn’t express too many lofty ambitions; rather, they outlined Li Mu’s plans for the future of Muye Films. Nevertheless, they still spurred on everyone present. Everyone now shared a common thought: no matter what, they must work hard to make this film well, because it was Muye Films’ first major film. Their performance in this film would determine whether they would have more opportunities for deeper cooperation with Muye Films in the future. Muye Technology’s influence was unprecedentedly strong now, and no one wanted to miss out on its positive impact.

Ning Hao’s Crazy Stone began filming in July, and Teng Huatao’s You Are the Apple of My Eye had also begun intensive preparations for forming its production team, with official filming set to begin at the end of the month. Teng Huatao had taken Li Mu’s advice for the filming location this time, placing it entirely in Xiamen Island, in Southern Min. After inspecting the city, he shared Li Mu’s view: this was probably the most suitable city in China for shooting youth campus dramas.

On the last day of Gaokao, Ning Hao flew with his production team to Yuzhou. Wang Xinran also finally concluded her two-day Gaokao. On the evening of the day Gaokao ended, Wang Xinran’s paternal grandparents hosted a banquet at a restaurant, where the entire family celebrated for Wang Xinran. Although Su Yuehua strongly invited Su Yingxue to join them, Su Yingxue still declined.

In her words, it was a private family celebration for the Wang family, and she wasn’t suitable to attend. Su Yuehua knew she was probably afraid of awkwardness and still wanted her to ask Li Mu to come along, but Su Yingxue refused again. Su Yuehua had no choice but to tell her to inform Li Mu that she and her husband would invite him to dinner separately tomorrow night.

Li Mu heard that Su Yingxue was left alone, so he specially drove to pick her up, and the two of them had a meal together.

It was already past eight in the evening when they left the restaurant. Li Mu suggested watching a movie, and Su Yingxue didn’t refuse. So, at a movie theater entrance, they casually picked a rather uninspired, bland film. There were hardly any people in the theater. Li Mu and Su Yingxue sat in the precise middle of the last row. They were the only two people in the back three rows. Su Yingxue gently rested her head on Li Mu’s shoulder, completely relaxed.

Ever since Cai Zhixiao’s accident, Su Yingxue could only truly calm down when she was with Li Mu. At other times, no matter what she was doing, it was difficult for her to control her thoughts or shake off the psychological trauma from that accident. These past few days, she had been tutoring Wang Xinran and worrying about her Gaokao, having to tough it out. Now that Wang Xinran had finally finished Gaokao, Su Yingxue didn’t feel relieved; instead, she had been worrying about her state once she suddenly had nothing to do. Fortunately, Li Mu appeared just in time.





Chapter 675: Hesitation

In the cinema, the meaningless images kept flickering on the screen. Li Mu tried his best to lean towards her side, just to make it more comfortable for her to rest her head on.

Su Yingxue was so content at the moment that she didn’t even want to watch the movie.

After leaving the cinema, neither of them quite figured out what the movie was about, but deep down, they both felt it was a worthwhile trip, not boring at all.

Li Mu led Su Yingxue to the parking lot. The first thing he said after they got into the car was: “How about coming to my place tonight?”

Su Yingxue didn’t hesitate and nodded gently.

Su Yingxue felt no psychological burden at all; her paternal aunt wasn’t really keeping tabs on her anymore anyway.

After the profound influence of Zhao Ziqiu in this life, Li Mu’s standards for women had risen significantly. But no matter how high they got, Su Yingxue held a special appeal for him.

Sometimes, Li Mu considered finding an opportunity to seal the deal, so to speak, but he also didn’t want Su Yingxue to have any hesitation.

In fact, ever since the incident last time, after Su Yingxue learned that Li Mu was the founder of Muye Technology, she often felt lost regarding their relationship. No matter what fantasies she had about the future, she never imagined that Li Mu would one day become a billionaire. This made her feel a certain distance from Li Mu due to the enormous disparity in their status. Yet, contradictorily, Su Yingxue’s emotional dependence on Li Mu had grown heavier and heavier. It seemed that the career woman who had braved Wall Street in her previous life had, in this life, taken a different path because of Li Mu.

Sometimes, Li Mu’s immense achievements made her feel uneasy; at other times, they filled her heart with joy. Su Yingxue considered herself not someone who loved money, but Li Mu’s impressive accomplishments also made her feel gratified and fortunate for her own discernment.

Long before this, Su Yingxue had already realized that she shouldn’t keep herself chaste for Li Mu forever. At certain points, she had already made up her mind that if Li Mu wanted her, she would simply give herself to him. However, during that period, Li Mu seemed to have lost interest in her, hardly bringing it up again. Now, after knowing Li Mu’s identity and capabilities, she paradoxically didn’t dare to give herself to him immediately, because she worried that Li Mu would think she was only deciding to give herself to him after knowing he was a billionaire.

In short, no matter how she looked at it, today didn’t seem like an appropriate time. Fortunately, Li Mu didn’t insist, nor did he overthink it…

…

For Wang Xinran, her entire life had brightened considerably ever since her soon-to-be Brother-in-law, Li Mu, helped her resolve the issue of her art exam score being tampered with.

First, her long-cherished dream of attending Film Academy was already a done deal. Because her art exam scores were among the top, she wasn’t worried at all about her Gaokao academic subjects failing to meet the standard. The reason she dragged her older female cousin to tutor her for so long was that she wanted to be the top student in academic subjects for the performing arts department at Yanjing Film Academy this year.

Then, besides her schooling being a done deal, Li Mu also created an opportunity for her to act. She went from being a super newcomer with no acting experience to becoming the female second lead in a major theatrical film. Although her role / part wasn’t too extensive, it was definitely a significant leap.

Wang Xinran had thought that these two great boons her Brother-in-law brought her were already more than she could have wished for. But to her surprise, the day after the Gaokao ended, her Mom and Dad specifically took her out, saying they had a surprise for her. Then, her Dad drove her to Huafu Haoting, near the Yanjing Film Academy.

Wang Xinran had heard of the high-end residential area of Huafu Haoting more than once. Many classmates from her acting tutoring class had talked about this complex. This complex was not only high-end and grand but also had a serene environment, making it a rare high-end residential area in Yanjing. The dream of many acting training class students was to get into Yanjing Film Academy, and for their family to be able to buy an apartment in Huafu Haoting. For these local Yanjing students, that would be simply perfect beyond perfect.

Although Wang Xinran also liked this complex very much, she never dared to hope that her family could buy an apartment there. Fortunately, her home wasn’t too far from the Film Academy; it was only about an hour’s bus ride, so commuting wasn’t too hard.

However, Wang Xinran was also guessing her Mom and Dad’s intention in bringing her here. If her Mom and Dad couldn’t afford a place here, there was no reason for them to bring her, especially saying it was a surprise. Could it be… could it be that they bought a house here?

But the prices here were really too expensive! Her family, even if they put everything into it, might not be able to afford a small apartment layout. If her Mom and Dad really bought a house here, they must have endured considerable pressure, right?

Thinking this, Wang Xinran suddenly felt a bit nervous and conflicted. While she greatly looked forward to her Mom and Dad telling her they bought an apartment here, she also dreaded hearing such words, because that would fill her heart with guilt towards her Mom and Dad.

Wang Shaohua parked the car downstairs. The couple took Wang Xinran up the elevator. In the elevator, Wang Xinran noticed that the elevator’s sides, top, and bottom were completely covered with wooden boards, indicating that residents in this building had already started renovating. She couldn’t help but feel a flutter in her chest. If her Mom and Dad really bought a house here, then it should be at the renovation stage now, right?

Wang Xinran soon discovered that the elevator in this building had a problem. The building looked very tall from the outside, but why did the elevator only go up to the eleventh floor? That didn’t seem right. So, she curiously asked Wang Shaohua beside her: “Dad, is this building only eleven floors? No way? It looks like it’s at least twenty floors.”

Wang Shaohua said with a smile: “This entire building is duplexes; it’s actually twenty-two floors!”

“Wow!” Wang Xinran quickly remembered. Earlier, a young girl in the acting training class kept saying that Huafu Haoting had a building entirely composed of duplex apartment layouts that were unbelievably good. But her family couldn’t afford such a large apartment layout, so they had to be content with the second best and bought a one-hundred-thirty square meter apartment. Looking at it this way, the all-duplex building she mentioned must be this one. Her Mom and Dad brought her here, could it be…

Wang Xinran didn’t dare to think any further. The price tag of over two million yuan was simply terrifying. She naturally knew that her family, let alone a two-million-yuan house, would even find it difficult to buy a five-hundred-thousand-yuan one.

Before she could figure it out, the elevator had already stopped on the tenth floor. Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua led Wang Xinran out of the elevator and to the door of apartment 1001.

Apartment 1001 was currently undergoing renovation, with over ten workers busy everywhere. As the family of three arrived outside the door, one worker, who was sitting on a wooden ladder pulling wires, turned his head and saw Wang Shaohua. He said with a smile: “Bro Wang, you’re here. See how our progress is. The flooring upstairs and downstairs in your home has all been leveled. We’re just waiting for you to come and inspect it!”

Wang Shaohua smiled faintly and said: “I trust your work. I’ll bring the child to have a look first; we can talk about the inspection later.”

Wang Xinran stared wide-eyed at the spacious and grand living room, and after a while, she mumbled, asking Wang Shaohua: “Dad, is this our home?”





Chapter 676: What Amazing Luck

Facing Wang Xinran’s question, Wang Shaohua nodded gently, giving Wang Xinran the answer she most anticipated: “That’s right, it’s our family’s house. To be precise, it’s yours.”

When Wang Shaohua and his wife decided to accept this house, Wang Xinran was still preparing for the Gaokao. To avoid disrupting her studies, the couple decided to tell her about the house only after her exam. However, they didn’t waste any time; as soon as they decided to take the house, they began preparing for its renovation. Normally, it takes at least three or four months to renovate a house, and this duplex, being quite large, involved an even greater scale of engineering. Wang Xinran was due to report to the Film Academy in September, so judging by their current situation, the house wouldn’t be ready until October or later. After allowing time for the smell to dissipate, she wouldn’t be able to move in until next year at the earliest.

Wang Xinran had never imagined her family could afford such a large house, located in the best neighborhood with the finest apartment layout. More importantly, its geographical location was simply impeccable. She couldn’t wait to ask Mom and Dad how they managed it. After confirming it was indeed their family’s house, she quickly ran to the spacious balcony. Looking up a short distance away, she saw the university where she would study and live for at least the next four years.

Children from Yanjing who attend university in the city typically have a dual mode of living: staying on campus and commuting. Boys generally live at school from Monday to Thursday, while girls spend most of their time at home. The Film Academy’s curriculum is generally much less demanding than other regular universities, especially for the performing arts department, which doesn’t have any evening self-study sessions. Living here, Wang Xinran could leisurely walk home after school, a journey that would take no more than ten minutes.

Wang Xinran took a deep, beautiful breath on the balcony. To describe her feelings at that moment as overjoyed would be no exaggeration. The spacious, grand living room, and the enclosed large balcony at least six meters long and over one meter wide—to her, this feeling was simply fantastic.

A moment later, Wang Xinran suddenly remembered she hadn’t seen the bedrooms yet. She hastily asked Mom and Dad, “Are the bedrooms upstairs?”

Su Yuehua nodded, smiling, “Come, let me show you your bedroom.”

Wang Xinran couldn’t help but ask, “Dad has his own study this time, right?”

Su Yuehua chuckled, “Of course he does! Your Dad has been wanting a study for almost twenty years, and this time, it’s finally come true.”

Wang Xinran cheered, stepping onto the stairs.

If this house were in 2016, it would be worth at least over twenty million. Even ten years later, it would still be the best and largest apartment layout in this area. So, by current standards, this duplex was simply extravagantly luxurious. Even though it was still an unfinished apartment, Wang Xinran loved everything she saw. Though it was a raw shell, she had already mentally pictured what it would look like fully renovated.

Wang Xinran was quite excited when she saw her bedroom. Although her bedroom was just a secondary bedroom, its area was larger than Mom and Dad’s master bedroom in their old house. Moreover, it had a very large east-facing window, from which she could directly see the university.

Wang Xinran asked Mom and Dad, “Can I decorate my room according to my own wishes?”

Su Yuehua said with a smile, “It’s your room, so of course you’ll decorate it according to your own wishes. This bedroom currently only has the plumbing and electrical work done and the floor leveled. You can decide everything yourself: what kind of suspended ceiling you want, what color you want the walls to be, and even what furniture to buy.”

Wang Xinran chirped, “Then I want to make the whole room light pink!”

Wang Shaohua said, “As long as you like it, no one will mind what color you make it.”

Wang Xinran cheered again, then remembered her biggest puzzled question and couldn’t help but ask Mom and Dad, “This house must be very expensive, right?”

Wang Shaohua nodded, “It is very expensive.”

“Then how can we afford it?” Wang Xinran didn’t want her parents to incur huge debts because of buying this house. In that case, she would rather live back in their old house and absolutely would not want to move here.

Wang Shaohua shrugged his shoulders and said to Wang Xinran, “This house wasn’t paid for with our money.”

“Huh?” Wang Xinran was at a loss. If it wasn’t their family’s money, whose money was it then? Dad wasn’t a high-ranking official, so it was impossible for anyone to give him a house. And even if someone did send him a house, he absolutely couldn’t accept it! Although Wang Xinran was young, her sense of right and wrong was very clear.

If it came down to discussing how this house came about, Wang Shaohua felt a bit awkward. Firstly, he hadn’t paid for it himself. Secondly, it was bought by the Chen family, who had used despicable means like altering scores to harm his daughter. Moreover, this house wasn’t bought directly by the Chen family for them, but rather Li Mu had obtained it from the Chen family and then had it transfer ownership to himself. The whole situation was a bit complicated.

Although Wang Shaohua and his wife had struggled internally before deciding to accept the house, truthfully, he still felt a bit embarrassed.

Su Yuehua saw her husband’s difficult situation and knew that this house went against his traditional masculine pride. However, she didn’t have such a psychological burden, so she took over the conversation and said to Wang Xinran, “This house was acquired for you by your Brother Li Mu.”

“Brother Li Mu? My Brother-in-law?” Wang Xinran was even more at a loss.

Su Yuehua couldn’t help but reprimand her softly, “What nonsense are you talking about? Brother-in-law isn’t a title you can just throw around!”

Wang Xinran stuck out her tongue and pressed her, “Mom, then tell me, why did Brother Li Mu acquire it for me?”

Su Yuehua said, “Do you remember how Chen Yueyue’s Dad later acted unusually, constantly coming to our door to apologize?”

Wang Xinran nodded, “I remember! Wasn’t that because Brother Li Mu Publicly denounced those two directors from the Film Academy by real name?”

Su Yuehua said, “The ones publicly denounced by real name were the directors of the Film Academy, but Chen Yueyue’s Dad is a businessman; publicly denouncing them wouldn’t have much impact on him. The reason he came to beg for mercy was because Brother Li Mu’s friend helped stop his factory’s operations.”

“Ah?” Wang Xinran was extremely surprised. She knew Chen Yueyue; she was used to being arrogant, and the reason for her arrogance was her family’s wealth. Her dad reportedly owned a very large factory, involved in vehicle manufacturing, making her one of the wealthiest among her peers at the time. She never imagined that Li Mu would have the ability to shut down Chen Yueyue’s dad’s factory! This was simply too… too overbearing!

Su Yuehua continued, “This house was bought by Chen Yueyue’s dad at your Brother Li Mu’s request, as an apology to you. A few months ago, Chen Yueyue’s dad bought this house and transfer ownership to your Brother Li Mu’s name, and then your Brother Li Mu gave this house to our family.”

Wang Xinran was dumbfounded. She knew Li Mu had been seeking retribution for her and turning the situation around, but she had thought the matter had already been successfully resolved. Her scores were corrected, smoothly reaching the Film Academy’s art exam admission line; Chen Yueyue’s scores were also reverted, making her ineligible for the Film Academy; and the two Film Academy directors who profited from irregular operations had been arrested and were now awaiting public prosecution. Logically, as long as the good people hadn’t suffered losses and the evildoers were punished, that should have been enough. But she never imagined that Li Mu would acquire such a valuable house for her…

Wang Xinran stood stunned for a long time, muttering to herself, “My Sis has such good luck…”

Su Yuehua heard her sigh of emotion and said with a smile, “How do I feel like your Sis took Li Mu as her romantic partner, but you got all the good luck? Is that production team Li Mu introduced you to about to start filming?”

Wang Xinran nodded and said, “I was just thinking about discussing that with you and Dad. The Director said there was a slight delay in forming the production team, but we’ll start filming in Xiamen Island at the end of the month. The whole period will be about two months, but thankfully, my role doesn’t have that many scenes, so I can wrap up filming within a month.”

Su Yuehua said, “Xiamen Island, what a good place. But can you manage going so far by yourself?”

Wang Xinran said, “Why not? The entire production team will be living and eating together. Besides, it’s not just me; big stars like Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan will be there, and they have a very good relationship with Brother Li Mu.”

Su Yuehua smiled, “Anyway, your Dad and I both have to work, so we won’t have a chance to go and take care of you. Just make sure you take good care of yourself when the time comes.”

Wang Shaohua, standing nearby, said, “You should be more thoughtful about this movie. Not many people get such a good opportunity like you, getting a female second lead role before even entering the Film Academy.”

“Got it!” Wang Xinran giggled and said, “I definitely need to thank Brother Li Mu properly at dinner tonight!”

Just then, Wang Shaohua’s phone rang. After glancing at the caller ID, he went to the next room to answer the telephone. Wang Xinran, meanwhile, excitedly discussed with her Mom how her room would be decorated in the future. A moment later, Wang Shaohua, looking slightly upset, called out to Su Yuehua from the doorway, “Wife, come here for a moment.”

Su Yuehua stepped out and asked him, “What’s wrong?”

Wang Shaohua quickly pulled her two steps closer and said, “Director Ma slandered me in front of the new boss, saying I took unauthorized leave to renovate a house. The new boss is furious and had his secretary tell me to go back immediately…”

Su Yuehua’s expression immediately exploded in anger, “What do you mean? Didn’t you ask Ma Bingliang for leave?”

Wang Shaohua said resentfully, “I did ask for leave, but that Ma guy approved the leave form on the surface but certainly didn’t follow proper procedure behind my back. He’s clearly trying to frame me.”

Then, Wang Shaohua sighed, “Ever since Secretary Cao retired, that Ma guy has constantly been making things difficult for me, and he hasn’t said anything good about me to the new boss either. This time, he seized the opportunity to get me.”

Su Yuehua sighed softly, patted his arm, and said, “Don’t think about that now, just hurry back. If you get reprimanded, just take it, don’t argue or take things too seriously. That Ma guy is in power now; the more you go against him, the more you’ll lose.”

Wang Shaohua nodded and said, “Alright, I understand. You stay with sweetie. I’ll just say goodbye to her and leave first.”

What is the most heinous term in internet companies? It’s not meetings, nor overtime, but the brutally inhumane 996!





Chapter 677: Kill the Chicken to Warn the Monkeys

Because of the patriarch’s connections, Wang Shaohua had worked at the Construction Committee for most of his life. He wasn’t particularly wealthy, but his career had been smooth sailing. After all, his father had accumulated some resources in his early years. However, the awkward truth was that the Construction Committee was an extremely lucrative department. While his family’s connections could get him in and even secure him a deputy-level official position, precisely because the department was so profitable, he had never been able to wield much real power. He was stuck in an awkward middle position, never truly entering the core circles.

Previously, Party Secretary Cao had appreciated him, but it was just appreciation. He had never truly given him any exceptionally good benefits. Secretary Cao retired in the first half of the year, and Wang Shaohua completely lost influence within the unit.

Originally, Wang Shaohua didn’t care. Secretary Cao hadn’t brought him any real benefits when he was around, at most, because he thought highly of Wang, no one in the office ever put him in a tough spot. He had thought that Secretary Cao’s retirement wouldn’t be a big loss for him, but he never expected that some people in the office had long been annoyed with him. As soon as Secretary Cao left, his immediate superior began to constantly make things difficult for him, giving him no peace whatsoever.

Today, he had already planned to take the day off with his wife to accompany their daughter to Huafu Haoting to look at houses in the daytime, and then treat Li Mu to dinner with the family in the evening. Unexpectedly, halfway through house hunting, the new Party Secretary’s secretary called and relayed the Secretary’s anger over his unauthorized leave. Wang Shaohua didn’t even have to think; his immediate superior must have played a trick on him. His leave slip had only reached that superior’s desk, and he probably destroyed it without a trace.

In truth, taking half a day of unauthorized leave wasn’t that big of a deal. But the problem was that the new Secretary actually found out and was very annoyed. This was truly terrible. If the Secretary harbored dissatisfaction with him from now on, his life would truly become miserable.

Those within the system walk on thin ice constantly. It’s different for those with strong connections, but for those whose connections aren’t good enough, even taking two seconds longer to open a car door could ruin their career. Wang Shaohua used to have some connections, but now, as soon as the old Secretary retired, his influence faded. His father, who had retired many years ago, probably had no connections left to use.

He hurriedly drove back to the office. Just as he arrived, Ma Bingliang emerged from his independent office, waved him over, and said with a cold face, “Shaohua, come here for a moment.”

Wang Shaohua thought to himself that this guy had been waiting for him, but the new Secretary’s secretary had said on the phone that the new Secretary wanted to see him. So he said to Director Ma, “Director Ma, I heard Secretary Dong is looking for me?”

Ma Bingliang said, “You come to my office first. Afterwards, I’ll go to Secretary Dong’s office with you.”

Wang Shaohua thought that the misunderstanding Secretary Dong had about him probably came from Director Ma. Before seeing Secretary Dong, he had to first ask Director Ma about the situation. So, he entered Director Ma’s office.

As soon as he entered, Ma Bingliang said with a dark expression, “You’re really getting out of line!”

Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but ask, “Director Ma, what did I do?”

Ma Bingliang said, “Someone said you took personal leave to go renovate a house?”

Wang Shaohua couldn’t help but frown. “Director Ma, where did you hear that?”

Wang Shaohua hadn’t mentioned in the office that his family had a house in Huafu Haoting, and his leave today was personal leave; he only said it was for private matters and didn’t specify what he was doing. He couldn’t figure out how the talk about renovating a house reached Director Ma’s ears.

Ma Bingliang waved his hand. “Don’t ask where I heard it from. Now the whole office knows. Everyone is secretly spreading rumors that you, Wang Shaohua, are amazing now, that you spent over two million in cash to buy a duplex apartment in Huafu Haoting. Over two million! Do you know what everyone is saying about you now?”

Wang Shaohua shook his head and asked him, “What are they saying about me?”

Ma Bingliang glanced at him, then said with deep anguish, “Oh! They’re all saying you earned a lot of illicit money by following Secretary Cao. Some even say this house was gifted to you by the Huafu Haoting developer!”

Wang Shaohua found it utterly ridiculous and couldn’t help but say, “Director Ma, you know who Huafu Haoting’s developer is, don’t you? It’s Yanjing’s largest real estate company. I’m just a deputy-level official who sits idly in the office all day. What virtue or ability do I have to make them gift me a house? Does anyone actually believe such a rumor?”

Ma Bingliang asked him, “Then you tell me, how did you get that house? Did you buy it yourself? I’m telling you, this matter has already reached Secretary Dong’s ears, and he’s extremely angry. He might even launch an internal investigation against you!”

Wang Shaohua’s heart leaped. He never expected the matter of the house to get out. If there really was an investigation, he wasn’t afraid, as the entire sequence of events for this house could be clearly verified. For example, the house was bought by Chen Guanghua, ownership was transferred to Li Mu, and then Li Mu transferred ownership to his daughter. When the ownership was transferred, his daughter wasn’t present, which should have been against regulations. However, Wang Shaohua was a Construction Committee official and had connections with the Housing Management Bureau. After showing his credentials and presenting his household registration, the Housing Management Bureau directly processed the transfer. Could that incident have caused trouble?

Facing Director Ma’s scrutiny, Wang Shaohua said, “It’s true that the house was gifted by someone, but it has nothing to do with Huafu Haoting’s developer, and it wasn’t given to me; it was given to my daughter.”

Director Ma’s eyes lit up, and he urgently pressed, “Who would give such an expensive house to your daughter?”

Wang Shaohua stated truthfully, “My daughter’s older female cousin’s boyfriend.”

Director Ma’s mouth almost curled back to his ears. He felt Wang Shaohua was insulting his intelligence. A house worth over two million? At Wang Shaohua’s annual salary, it would take him over ten years of not eating or drinking to save that much. Could you afford to give such a valuable asset to your daughter yourself? And you say it was given to your daughter by her older female cousin’s boyfriend? Are you kidding me? Is your daughter’s older female cousin’s boyfriend a billionaire with too much money to spend? Giving your daughter a house worth over two million? If I believed you, my brain would have grown for nothing!

However, Director Ma was secretly pleased. If Wang Shaohua actually told that story to Secretary Dong, it would be truly entertaining. Secretary Dong would probably hate him to death, wouldn’t he? He might even launch an internal investigation directly. If Secretary Dong got his eyes on him, Wang Shaohua would be finished!

So, Director Ma pretended to believe Wang Shaohua, smiling as he said, “Oh, so that’s how it is. Sigh, if you had told me earlier, I would have known. It just so happens that Secretary Dong is looking for you. Speaking of which, it’s my oversight. I was too busy today; I accompanied Secretary Dong to the Municipal Government this morning for the Subway Line 10 representative meeting and forgot about your personal leave yesterday. It made Secretary Dong think you were absent without leave when he came back. Come on, let’s go to his office together and explain it to him face to face.”

Director Ma had heard about Wang Shaohua buying a house long ago. Today, Secretary Dong happened to want to hold a small meeting with a few researchers, and Wang Shaohua happened to be on leave. So, Director Ma deliberately pretended not to know his whereabouts, making Secretary Dong think he was absent without leave, which annoyed him greatly. Then, Director Ma whispered in Secretary Dong’s ear, bringing up Wang Shaohua’s house purchase and renovation, which made Secretary Dong even angrier.

Director Ma had long been quite displeased with Wang Shaohua. Wang Shaohua having Secretary Cao’s appreciation these past few years had always made him very unhappy. Director Ma himself had few achievements in his work over these years, and Secretary Cao had expressed his dissatisfaction with him more than once. He had also heard rumors that Secretary Cao was interested in promoting Wang Shaohua. Director Ma didn’t know if it was true, but from then on, he viewed Wang Shaohua as a mortal enemy and tried every possible means, mobilizing all his connections, to secure his own position. Fortunately, Secretary Cao didn’t really try hard to help Wang Shaohua, otherwise, he might have truly been squeezed out by that guy.

Thinking of this, Director Ma was extremely pleased. He waved at Wang Shaohua, “Let’s go. We’ll go to Secretary Dong’s office together, and you can explain it to him in person.”

Secretary Dong had been very busy these past two days. The Municipal Government was holding its final representative meeting regarding the Subway Line 10 route map. Two proposals, debated for a long time, needed to be chosen from, and the decision would be made within days. Since the Construction Committee was closely related to the subway, it also had several seats at this representative meeting. While the Construction Committee couldn’t influence the final Subway Line 10 route map, they would enter a peak work period once the route map was finalized.

For one thing, as soon as the subway route map was announced, the entire real estate industry in Yanjing would embark on a construction boom. At that time, it would certainly be the case that large-scale construction would begin around the subway stations even before the subway itself started construction. The Construction Committee would then not only have to coordinate the sequence of various companies’ real estate projects starting work but also supervise and manage the construction safety of major real estate projects. In short, in the next six months to a year, the Construction Committee’s related work would be swamped.

Secretary Dong was a new official taking office. While he wasn’t exactly burning three fires immediately, he attached great importance to such a significant matter. After returning from the meeting, he wanted to organize an internal mobilization meeting to brief everyone on the general situation and get all departments ready. Unexpectedly, at this crucial moment, Wang Shaohua, a veteran official, was absent without leave, and what’s more, he was renovating a house. With Director Ma adding fuel to the fire, this matter indeed infuriated him.

He had no close relationship with Wang Shaohua, and there was more than one hierarchical difference between them. So this time, besides his anger, he also felt that Wang Shaohua’s incident had occurred at just the right time. He, as a new official, needed to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys. And with the Subway Line 10 route map about to be announced, the entire Construction Committee would enter a high-intensity, high-pressure work state and be constantly under scrutiny. How could one best guarantee morale and enthusiasm at such a time? Encouragement would be of little use. It would be better to make an example of someone to instill fear and make them work diligently!

Ma Bingliang brought Wang Shaohua to Secretary Dong’s office. As soon as they entered, Secretary Dong’s face turned cold as he asked difficult questions to Wang Shaohua, saying in a stern tone, “Comrade Shaohua, I hear you’ve been very busy lately?”





Chapter 678: Suspension and Investigation

Secretary Dong immediately asked difficult questions, making Wang Shaohua’s heart sink.

He bit the bullet and said, “I apologize, Secretary Dong, something came up at home today. I already requested personal leave from Director Ma yesterday.”

Secretary Dong’s brows furrowed slightly as he glanced at Ma Bingliang. “Director Ma, did Comrade Shaohua ask you for leave?”

Ma Bingliang knew he couldn’t escape a direct confrontation. Since he had already made up his mind to teach Wang Shaohua a lesson, he told lies with eyes open, “Secretary Dong, Shaohua did indeed ask me for leave yesterday, but I told him that you and I were attending a Municipal Government meeting today. Upon our return, there would likely be a communiqué from the Municipal Party Committee and work assignments, so I did not approve his request for personal leave.”

Wang Shaohua instantly grew anxious. “Director Ma, what do you mean by that? I already gave you the leave slip yesterday, and you approved it! You even said you’d keep it and communicate directly with HR.”

Ma Bingliang waved his hand. “You must have misremembered. This morning, Secretary Dong and I were going to attend the Municipal Government’s representative meeting regarding Line 10. You’ve worked in this unit for so long, you must be well aware of how significant the launch of a subway line is to us. After we return from the Municipal Government, we definitely need to hold a mobilization meeting within the unit beforehand. How could I possibly approve your leave for such an important matter?”

“Director Ma, you…”

Wang Shaohua deeply felt that Ma Bingliang had tricked him. Before the subway line map was finalized, the progress and status of discussions about the line were highly confidential. The Municipal Government’s directive for relevant leaders from the Construction Committee to attend the meeting was a direct communication to the attendees themselves, with a strict requirement for secrecy. Let alone himself, very few people in the entire unit knew they were attending the Line 10 representative meeting today. It was even less likely for Ma Bingliang to have informed him in advance. Now, for Ma Bingliang to use this to pressure him was utterly unreasonable.

Wang Shaohua wanted to argue his case, but Secretary Dong was no longer in the mood to listen to him. From his level of looking at the problem, there was no need to delve into the true nature of the matter. He only considered its immediate impact and its pros and cons for himself.

In Secretary Dong’s view, now was an excellent time to establish his authority and a crucial moment to make a statement to those below him. Wang Shaohua just happened to walk right into the lion’s den, and this action was practically considerate. He only needed to pull the trigger; it was effortless and would achieve an excellent effect.

So, Secretary Dong said with a dark expression, “Shaohua, you’re an old employee of this unit. At such a critical time, not only did you take leave, but I hear you took leave to renovate your house? Is renovating your house more important than work?”

Wang Shaohua knew that Secretary Dong had a deep misunderstanding of him, so he could only explain truthfully, “Secretary Dong, it’s true I took leave, but it wasn’t for renovating the house. Think about it, house renovations take at least three to five months. What problem could one day of leave solve? The main thing is my daughter just finished her Gaokao, and I hadn’t told her about the new house, so I wanted to take her there today to give her a surprise…”

Secretary Dong snorted, saying, “Whether you took leave or were absent without leave, the nature of this matter hasn’t been definitively determined yet! Furthermore, for the past half month, I’ve been telling all of you that we need to be highly vigilant during this period. Why we need to be highly vigilant, don’t you have a clue? So many Olympic projects are expected to commence construction successively this year. Our unit bears great responsibility. At a time like this, to leave your post without authorization for a minor personal matter, is this a serious and responsible work attitude?”

When Wang Shaohua heard this, he understood. Nothing he said now would help. Secretary Dong was clearly intending to target him and make an example of him. Coupled with Ma Bingliang constantly looking for opportunities to give him trouble, with the two of them working together, he had been set up as a negative example of being absent without leave and neglecting his duties at a crucial moment. It was quite possible he would even receive a public reprimand internally.

Just as Wang Shaohua didn’t know what to do, Secretary Dong waved his hand and said to Wang Shaohua, “Alright, you can go out first. Director Ma and I have something to discuss.”

Wang Shaohua could only nod and say, “Then you two go ahead and busy yourselves, I’m stepping out.”

After Wang Shaohua left, Secretary Dong’s expression softened as he said to Ma Bingliang, “Let’s use Wang Shaohua’s case as an example. First, a public reprimand, then a one-month suspension, so he can reflect properly. The most important thing is to use him to teach the entire unit a lesson, to make them ready for the launch of Line 10!”

On the surface, Secretary Dong wanted to use Wang Shaohua to chastise the employees and encourage everyone to actively prepare for the upcoming important period. But in his mind, he actually wanted to establish his personal authority through Wang Shaohua. He had almost finished familiarizing himself with his post during this time, and it was the best moment to win over a core team and consolidate real power. So, having Wang Shaohua serve as a negative example now could not have had a better effect.

Ma Bingliang’s heart bloomed with joy as he nodded and said, “Don’t worry, Secretary Dong, I’ll go take care of it right away.”

A public reprimand and a one-month suspension for Wang Shaohua was already considered a very severe punishment within a government agency. At the very least, carrying the blemish of a public reprimand would make it much harder for him to advance in the future. But for Ma Bingliang, this small punishment was still too light.

So, he said to Secretary Dong with a hesitant expression, “I have one more matter, I don’t know if I should mention it…”

Secretary Dong was keen on nurturing Ma Bingliang into a trusted confidant, so he tapped the table directly and urged, “Old Ma, just say what’s on your mind. Don’t be so reserved when talking to me in my office.”

“Understood!” Ma Bingliang quickly nodded, saying with a troubled look, “Recently, there have been some rumors about Wang Shaohua circulating within the unit. Some people say he just bought a large two-hundred square meter duplex in Huafu Haoting, which costs over two million on the market. Others say this house wasn’t bought with his own money, but was given to him by someone. When I asked him about it, he admitted it was true, but he told me: the house was given to him by his daughter’s older female cousin’s boyfriend.”

“His daughter’s older female cousin’s boyfriend gave him a two-million-yuan house?!” Secretary Dong frowned. “He really said that?”

Ma Bingliang raised his right hand, stating with certainty, “Absolutely true, he said it himself.”

Secretary Dong immediately said, “Investigate thoroughly! While Wang Shaohua is suspended for a month, thoroughly investigate where that house of his came from. If there’s any trickery involved, report it immediately to the disciplinary committee!”

Ma Bingliang immediately nodded, stood up, and said, “Then I’ll go arrange it now. I’ll get his suspension processed, and the public reprimand document will be issued this afternoon.”

Secretary Dong waved his hand. “Go ahead.”

No sooner had Ma Bingliang left than Secretary Dong received a telephone call. The caller was his former university classmate, who now worked at the Yanjing branch of a state-owned bank. Although the two had never had a direct work relationship, their relationship had been very good over the years; they had always been excellent friends.

The other party inquired about the specific situation of Line 10. Secretary Dong didn’t hide anything and spoke truthfully, “The Line 10 matter had a large-scale representative meeting today. Although the specific results weren’t announced at the meeting, the Municipal Government leaders have already begun communicating with various departments. The final result is expected within the next week.”

The other party sighed, “This time, the Municipal Government has kept it really tight. It’s almost going to be announced, yet we still haven’t gotten any firm news.”

Secretary Dong chuckled, “Old Zhou, Line 10 isn’t just a Municipal Government matter. Even the Yanjing Olympic Organizing Committee and even the high-level leaders are paying attention. This is an Olympic project; there’s no room for any mistakes, so the confidentiality level is very high.”

The other party asked again, “Did this morning’s meeting hint at anything? What do you think, is the East Third Ring Road more likely, or Dawang Road?”

“I don’t know.” Secretary Dong grunted. “This was just a briefing to let our other related departments prepare in advance, lest we fail to keep up when it’s announced. Besides, you really think I’m extremely well-connected and influential? My department only starts formulating the next stage of work priorities based on the route map once the Municipal Government announces it. To be honest, you probably know things earlier than I do, after all, you’re from the bank, how many people treat you as a god of wealth.”

“Oh, come on.” The other party laughed and said, “Since that’s the case, I won’t disturb you further. I’ll treat you to dinner later.”

Secretary Dong acknowledged him, and was about to say something polite and hang up, but he couldn’t help but ask, “What’s going on, Old Zhou? Why are you suddenly interested in this matter too?”

The other party hesitated for a moment, then didn’t hide anything. He said, “Just keep this to yourself. Young Master Chen from the ministry or commission partnered with others to set up a real estate company. They acquired six plots of land on the East Third Ring Road in one go, and the loan came from me. They’re also thinking of mortgaging their other land to me and taking out another loan after the route map is announced. Young Master Chen wants to invite me to dinner tonight to discuss this matter, so I wanted to ask you if you had any rumor or grapevine news. If the East Third Ring Road is indeed highly likely, then I’ll take full responsibility with Young Master Chen tonight. But if Dawang Road is more likely, I’ll have to be a bit more cautious in what I say.”

Secretary Dong raised an eyebrow. “Which Young Master Chen? Not the Fa…”

The other party immediately said, “Yes, that’s him.”

“My goodness!” Secretary Dong exclaimed. “You’re something, Zhou Hongming, you can even connect with Young Master Chen!”

The other party smiled wryly, “What’s the use of connecting with him if Young Master Chen picks the wrong horse? Then I’ll suffer too!”

Secretary Dong quickly said, “How about you introduce me to Young Master Chen? No matter what, if he truly has six plots of land, and if Line 10 really is decided to be on the East Third Ring Road, his real estate projects will still need my department’s approval to start construction. If you arrange this, I’ll definitely be able to provide Young Master Chen with many conveniences in the future, and it’ll look good on you, won’t it?”

Young Master Chen’s status was simply more than one level above someone like Secretary Dong. If he could get to know Chen Ze, even if just to make his face familiar, it would certainly bring great benefits in the future.

When the other party heard this, how could he not know what wishful thinking Secretary Dong had? But regardless, his words made sense. Regardless of where Line 10 went, these six plots of land would ultimately require contacting the Construction Committee to begin construction. Contacting them would naturally involve Secretary Dong’s approval. If they met in advance, it would certainly bring great convenience to Chen Ze. He would also be doing Chen Ze a favor when it’s easy, and doing Secretary Dong a favor when it’s easy. It was a matter of killing two birds with one stone, so why not?





Chapter 679: Waiting for the Money to Arrive

“

“

At noon, Chen Ze gave Li Mu some news: the Municipal Government had just held a representative meeting regarding the work for Line 10. According to the information he gathered, the specific route map would be announced within a week.

“

“

After Wanying Real Estate acquired six plots of land on the East Third Ring Road, Li Mu had been waiting for this good news. He knew this good news would come, but he never knew exactly when.

“

“

Li Mu was waiting for this good news, which he had long been absolutely certain of in his heart, entirely because of the money. He wasn’t waiting for the news to be released; he was waiting for the money to arrive! For the six plots of land in Wanying’s hands to skyrocket in market value overnight, they needed the route map for Line 10 to be announced. Before this, everyone was staking their money, whether on the East Third Ring Road or Dawang Road. Because there was no final decisive news, the land prices in these two areas hadn’t truly risen yet. However, the land prices in both areas had long been building up momentum, just waiting for the Municipal Government’s announcement. Whichever area Line 10 went through would suddenly surge overnight.

“

“

If these six plots of land were used for financial leveraging with banks, they could activate funds on the scale of five billion yuan. Wanying Real Estate possessed six prime and strategically located plots of land, making them a high-quality partner for banks. The interest rates for their loans would be significantly lower than for average enterprises, making them extremely favorable in the commercial loan sector.

“

“

Li Mu’s current business operations were largely waiting for this major influx of capital. The upcoming self-built logistics system would require massive investment, YY’s global expansion would require investment, and cinema chains would also require investment. Without a good source of funds, Li Mu would have to consider seeking financing for one of his existing businesses, whether Taobao, Eting Technology, or Baofeng Entertainment. However, if this capital was leveraged, drawing out one billion yuan from it would be enough to meet all his current needs. After all, YY’s revenue was guaranteed at the moment, and YY’s global expansion would mostly be funded by YY’s own profits. So, the funds would primarily be for logistics, followed by the entertainment industry.

“

“

Li Mu asked Chen Ze when the funds could be leveraged if the news was announced. Chen Ze didn’t give him a definitive answer. He told Li Mu that he would first arrange a meeting with bank representatives to discuss the specific capital operations process before giving Li Mu a reply.

“

“

Li Mu naturally had no objections. He had waited this long, so a few more days wouldn’t matter. Besides, investing in logistics wasn’t about throwing in hundreds of millions of yuan all at once; everything required a gradual approach. Even if it was burning money, it had to be done in stages. He didn’t have such a large furnace to swallow hundreds of millions of yuan in one go.

“

“

For Li Mu, the imminent announcement of Line 10 meant that the money was not far off. He immediately called Liu Qiangdong to ask about the current progress of his talent recruitment efforts, finally telling him: “By the end of August at the latest, hundreds of millions of yuan in funds will be in place. Whether you can build the most impressive private logistics company in the country will depend on your work results during this period.”

“

“

Liu Qiangdong immediately reported back to Li Mu: everything with talent recruitment was going smoothly. The logistics industry hadn’t yet seen its spring, and the cost of high-end talent within the industry wasn’t particularly high. Their own expectations weren’t high, so Li Mu’s offers of double salary without shares were implemented very smoothly. Almost all the high-end industry professionals he spoke to were not interested in shares; double salary was the most practical option for them.

“

“

Li Mu instantly felt a surge of immense ambition.

“

“

His grand closed-loop ecosystem was growing larger and more comprehensive. Boss Ma’s attempt to strangle his business growth using logistics had basically become a pipe dream. As long as he got through Brand Day and the second half of the year, his self-built logistics system was expected to take shape by the end of the year or early next year. At that time, fully handling Taobao orders would be no problem. By the time the SARS outbreak occurred, his logistics system would certainly be able to meet the surging online shopping demand.

“

“

Additionally, Li Mu was aware of a historical fact: when SARS struck, air freight delivery capacity significantly increased, and costs plummeted. That was a good time for rapid expansion and claiming territory in the air transport sector.

“

“

However, Li Mu was also pondering what he could do regarding SARS. If he remembered correctly, SARS first appeared in the south at the end of this year, then erupted broadly in the spring of next year. How this disease specifically entered China, Li Mu didn’t know. China has a long border and numerous customs checkpoints, so no one knew exactly where SARS flowed in from. As for how SARS should be treated, Li Mu was even more confused. However, he did remember a very obvious phenomenon during the SARS period: all 84 disinfectant, rubbing alcohol, Banlangen granules, and other cold medicines and face masks were completely sold out nationwide. At that time, a bottle of disinfectant that normally cost a few yuan could be resold for dozens of yuan and still be hard to find.

“

“

Li Mu felt he couldn’t preemptively inform relevant national agencies, nor could he tell the country a specific treatment method. The only thing he could do was to ensure social stability when SARS arrived. By then, the lives, work, and studies of the Nation’s Citizens would likely be greatly affected, and their psychology would be extra panicked. If his logistics system was completely perfected by then, it should be able to play a certain role in the fight against SARS.

“

“

The first thing Li Mu thought of was to stockpile useful supplies for the SARS period and then, at critical moments, ensure the supply of essential materials to the hard-hit areas of Yanjing, Tianjin, and Guangdong Province. Although SARS caused nationwide panic, many small cities basically did not discover SARS cases from beginning to end. In this situation, the panic buying of large amounts of related supplies in these cities caused a certain degree of waste and also adversely affected the hard-hit areas that truly needed these supplies.

“

“

If he, as a “pre-cognizant,” could prepare a large amount of relevant supplies in advance when the epidemic occurred in Guangdong Province at the end of this year, and then use his logistics system to supply them to the hard-hit areas during the SARS period, even if it didn’t greatly affect epidemic control, it would still be very helpful for stabilizing public morale.

“

“



“

“

Wang Shaohua’s mood today swung from elation to dismay.

“

“

Taking leave to bring his daughter to their new house was supposed to be a happy occasion for the family of three, but he unexpectedly encountered scheming by a petty individual. He was confusedly issued a public reprimand and a one-month suspension!

“

“

Although Ma Bingliang’s name contained the character ‘liang’ (meaning ‘good’ or ‘virtuous’), this person was absolutely rotten to the core. He hadn’t offended him, but just taking a simple leave of absence resulted in him being set up like this, which made Wang Shaohua feel terribly aggrieved. When he first received this punishment, he wanted to go and argue with Secretary Dong, but after careful consideration, he abandoned the idea. Secretary Dong was a new official, and Wang Shaohua had walked right into his crosshairs. It was clearly a move to establish authority using him as an example, and if he were to argue with him now, he might push himself into an even more serious situation.

“

“

After much thought, Wang Shaohua could only console himself, deciding to swallow his bitterness for now. He reassured himself: anyway, he had no room for further development in the Construction Committee, and a public reprimand was not a big deal. As for the one-month suspension, if he looked at it positively, it was nothing. He could use this time to properly spend time with his daughter and supervise the renovation company to finish the house well.

“

“

The notice was issued at five in the afternoon. His colleagues at the office were quite surprised by Wang Shaohua’s public reprimand and suspension. For a while, many people came to ask Wang Shaohua about the situation, but Wang Shaohua said nothing. At five-thirty, he packed his things and drove home to pick up his wife and child. He had promised to treat Li Mu to dinner tonight and had specially booked a table at a high-end Western restaurant in Yanjing. He originally wanted to book Fayue, but he wasn’t a Fayue member and didn’t know the owner, so even money couldn’t buy a reservation there. He could only be content with the second best, choosing a place not far from Renmin University.

“

“

Li Mu didn’t go to any company today. He accompanied Su Yingxue for a stroll around Renmin University, then rented a boat for a while at the Summer Palace in the afternoon. In the evening, the two drove to the restaurant they had arranged with Wang Shaohua’s family.

“

“

Su Yuehua’s family arrived a bit earlier than Wang Shaohua. Wang Shaohua hadn’t told his wife and child about his suspension, wanting to just enjoy dinner happily first, then privately inform his wife later that night when they were in bed. So, Su Yuehua was still in the dark.

“

“

Seeing Li Mu and Su Yingxue arrive hand-in-hand, Wang Shaohua’s family quickly stood up from the dining table. Su Yuehua waved at Su Yingxue. After the two approached, the three of them sat down with the couple.

“

“

Wang Shaohua smiled at Li Mu and said, “I’m not sure if you and Yingxue will like the food here. The main issue is that I couldn’t get a reservation at a place like Fayue.”

“

“

Li Mu said, “Uncle Wang, please don’t be so formal. I don’t know much about Western cuisine myself, so going to Fayue or not isn’t important at all.”

“

“

Su Yuehua looked at Li Mu for a moment, then at Su Yingxue, her heart filled with mixed emotions. Although she and her brother-in-law had always opposed Su Yingxue dating during college, truly, Su Yuehua felt that Li Mu was an impeccably excellent young man. Forget Su Yingxue, even if her own daughter were dating a man like him now, she probably wouldn’t be able to refuse him. After all, this was Su Yingxue’s good fortune. Her niece truly had a good destiny.

“

“

Wang Xinran was envious of her older female cousin to the core. Young girls at this age were all full of romantic dreams, and they loved handsome, capable, overbearing yet attentive men the most. In fact, women’s psychological preference for the “overbearing CEO” type has existed since ancient times. For women, such men are the most charismatic. Looking at today, most who fit this description are overbearing CEOs, and looking at ancient times, those who fit this description were like Ximen Daguanren. Didn’t Pan Jinlian have an affair precisely because Ximen Daguanren was handsome, rich, and powerful?

“

“

For Su Yingxue, Wang Xinran not only felt envy but also a strong desire to “follow suit.” Unconsciously, Wang Xinran had already set Li Mu as the standard for her future boyfriends and secretly resolved that no matter what, she would try her best to find a boyfriend who matched Li Mu.

“

“





Chapter 680: A Collision

At the dinner table, Wang Shaohua actively encouraged everyone to order. This time, Wang Shaohua truly splurged, not only ordering the finest food but also a bottle of red wine worth over one thousand yuan.

Li Mu tried to dissuade him, suggesting not drinking while driving, but Wang Shaohua replied, “Worst case, I won’t drive today. I’ll take a taxi back. You too, it’s not far from Renmin Uni anyway, so don’t drive either. Have a drink.”

Li Mu then said, “How about just the two of us drink? Auntie and Yingxue can skip it and drive instead.”

Wang Shaohua earnestly replied, “That won’t do. Not only must we two drink today, but all three of them must as well. It simply wouldn’t be right to not drink on such an important and joyous occasion.”

Had it not been for Wang Shaohua’s public reprimand and suspension, today would truly have been a joyous and auspicious day.

On one hand, his daughter performed well in the Gaokao, scoring over five hundred points, which definitely secured her admission to the Film Academy. On the other hand, his daughter also loved the new house very much. Although the origin of the house made them feel a bit uneasy, it was ultimately a luxurious mansion worth over two million yuan, and in its presence, that slight unease was nothing. Besides these two good things, today was also an opportunity for the family to officially thank Li Mu. In such an occasion, how could they not drink?

Su Yuehua, uncharacteristically, also said, “Li Mu, let’s do as your Uncle Wang says. Yingxue, Xinran, and I will all have a little.”

Although girls shouldn’t be encouraged to drink, Su Yuehua felt that occasionally having a little red wine was still acceptable.

Seeing how insistent the couple was, Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright then, everyone can have a little, and we’ll leave the cars here.”

Wang Shaohua immediately smiled and said, “That’s great! If one bottle isn’t enough later, we’ll get another!”

The atmosphere at the dinner table was exceptionally harmonious, and Wang Shaohua’s mood instantly brightened considerably.

Everyone ate and chatted, with the pace kept very slow. By the time they felt satisfied after a full meal, the five of them had been sitting in the restaurant for two hours. Two bottles of red wine had been consumed, most of it by Wang Shaohua and Li Mu. Fortunately, both of them had decent alcohol tolerance, so this amount of red wine wasn’t a big issue for them.

As it was nearing the end, Wang Shaohua went to the restroom. The restroom at this French restaurant was quite exquisite; not only was it spotlessly clean with no unpleasant odors, but it also consistently emitted a hint of cologne. Detecting this faint scent of cologne while slightly tipsy made Wang Shaohua feel quite comfortable; even relieving himself felt much more pleasant than usual.

Halfway through, he suddenly caught a strong smell of smoke, which immediately ruined much of Wang Shaohua’s good mood. He couldn’t help but turn his head to look. A man was holding a cigarette in his mouth, taking deep drags, and had already unzipped his pants and walked to the urinal next to him.

Wang Shaohua, slightly dulled by the alcohol, frowned and stared blankly at the man for a moment before realizing, “Crap! Isn’t that Dong Chengwei, Secretary Dong?”

Dong Chengwei was also dumbfounded. Running into Wang Shaohua in the restroom — what on earth was going on? Seeing the slight anger in Wang Shaohua’s eyes, as if he was condemning him for smoking, Dong Chengwei, who had been feeling aggrieved all evening, grew a bit annoyed.

This evening, Dong Chengwei had come with an old classmate who worked at a bank to meet Chen Ze. Dong Chengwei was eager to seize this opportunity to get acquainted with Chen Ze and establish a connection with him. If Chen Ze’s real estate company had any needs in the future, he could provide great convenience, thereby also building a closer relationship. However, he never imagined that after coming with his old classmate today, he would discover that Party Secretary Liu, the head of the Construction Committee and his immediate superior, was also present. This instantly left Dong Chengwei utterly embarrassed.

The head of the Construction Committee was the Party Secretary of the Party Group, and his own position as Bureau Party Secretary was the second-in-command. The difference in rank wasn’t large, but the difference in actual power was immense. Meeting the head in such a setting was almost equivalent to getting into a car crash with them. Dong Chengwei was naturally infuriated. He sent a text message from the dinner table, full of resentment that his old classmate hadn’t informed him beforehand. But his classmate was also innocent; he hadn’t known that Chen Ze had invited the Construction Committee head either, and Chen Ze hadn’t mentioned it to him at all.

In fact, in Chen Ze’s eyes, Dong Chengwei’s classmate was merely a liaison. Chen Ze hoped to speed up the pace of mortgage loans for the real estate project and accelerate the loan disbursement process as much as possible, which was why he had invited him to dinner to discuss it. But for Chen Ze, he wouldn’t waste effort just dining with one liaison. His social standing was inherently very high, so he naturally contacted two other people from the city government, hoping to use this opportunity to clear all the channels, from loans to construction ground-breaking, for the six plots of land. Such things often occurred in high-end circles; he just hadn’t expected that the head and second-in-command would collide and meet at the dinner table today.

From the moment he saw the head, Dong Chengwei was filled with such remorse that he was green with regret. Actively attempting to curry favor with the head was a grave mistake on his part. However, since he was already there, he couldn’t just leave. He could only make the best of it, sitting quietly at the table, not daring to speak.

He had eaten with everyone for quite some time, barely daring to breathe. On top of his heavy smoking habit, he was craving a cigarette like crazy. However, with an important figure like Chen Ze and also the head present, he felt rather reserved and was too embarrassed to go to the restroom just to smoke. He held it in for a long time until he simply couldn’t hold his bladder anymore, finally rushing to the restroom to relieve himself. Just then, his nicotine craving had been making him feel incredibly restless, so as soon as he entered, he eagerly lit one up and took several deep drags. Immediately after, his eyes met Wang Shaohua’s, and he sensed the unintentional questioning in Wang Shaohua’s gaze, which naturally made him even more infuriated.

Upon realizing the smoker was Dong Chengwei, Wang Shaohua instinctively put on a somewhat mechanical smile and awkwardly said, “Hello, Secretary Dong.”

Meeting unexpectedly in the restroom, the entire situation was a bit awkward. Dong Chengwei, with a forced smile, spoke with a cigarette in his mouth: “Shaohua, it’s you! What a coincidence!”

Wang Shaohua, still feeling awkward, replied, “Yes, Secretary Dong, quite a coincidence.”

While displeased, Dong Chengwei was also somewhat surprised. Wang Shaohua had just been publicly reprimanded and suspended, and he had even privately instructed Ma Bingliang to investigate his financial situation. Yet, here he was, acting as if nothing had happened, dining at such a high-end restaurant. He really had a lot of nerve.

So Dong Chengwei, curious, asked him, “Shaohua, are you here for a social engagement?”

Wang Shaohua could only force himself to say, “I’m treating someone to dinner. And you, Secretary Dong?”

Dong Chengwei thought to himself: You’ve really got some nerve, kid. A meal here costs at least one or two thousand yuan per person. How much is your monthly salary? Are you really spending money so extravagantly? It seems what Ma Bingliang said is indeed true; this Wang Shaohua definitely has financial issues.

Thinking this to himself, Dong Chengwei outwardly replied calmly and unconcerned, “A private social engagement, with a few friends.”

After all, dining in such a place was a bit high-profile for him. Though he wasn’t paying, Dong Chengwei instinctively wanted to remain as low-key as possible.

Wang Shaohua didn’t ponder it much, knowing that it wasn’t appropriate to chat in such a setting, so he exchanged a polite remark and turned to leave first.

After exiting the restroom, Wang Shaohua didn’t think much of it either, returning to his seat to continue chatting with Li Mu.

At the dinner table, Su Yuehua suddenly remembered something and asked Wang Shaohua, “Oh, by the way, I heard the city government held a meeting today? Has your unit been organized and mobilized yet?”

Wang Shaohua felt a slight bitterness in his heart and shook his head, “Not yet.”

Su Yuehua said, “Once the Line 10 route map is released, you’ll definitely be busy, won’t you?”

Wang Shaohua thought to himself, Busy, my foot! I’ll have nothing to do for the next month. But verbally, he still said, “Yes, the route map will be released very soon.”

Su Yuehua nodded and mumbled to herself, “Then you’ll be very busy by then.”

As the two talked about this topic, Li Mu recalled that Wang Shaohua worked at the Construction Committee. He wasn’t very familiar with the power attribution and responsibility division in municipal construction, so he curiously asked, “Uncle Wang, is the subway also under the jurisdiction of your Municipal Construction Committee?”

Wang Shaohua waived his hand with a smile and said, “Of course not. The Yanjing Metro is managed by the city government. Line 10, Line 8, and the Airport Line are all Olympic projects. To be precise, not even the city government has the final say. We are just an ancillary supporting department. Once the subway map is finalized, the city government and the Olympic Organizing Committee manage what’s underground, and we manage what’s on the surface.”

Li Mu nodded, roughly understanding the role the Construction Committee played in this. Although the subway wasn’t under their jurisdiction, they likely still controlled and managed surface real estate projects. If Wanying had needs in that area later, he could ask Song Liang to try contacting Wang Shaohua.

It wasn’t that Li Mu wanted Wang Shaohua to help Wanying. Rather, he knew that Chen Ze would definitely help Wanying clear through all the various channels. And with Chen Ze’s status, smoothing out relations in municipal government agencies would certainly grant direct access to the core leadership. Furthermore, Wanying Real Estate had six plots of land, necessitating continuous dealings with the Construction Committee. If Wang Shaohua could be brought along, it would effectively bind him to the Construction Committee’s core leadership, which would surely bring him some convenience in the future.

Seeing that the dinner was almost over, Wang Shaohua went to pay the bill with his card. Li Mu was looking down, fiddling with his phone, when he suddenly heard someone call out, “Xiao Mu.”

Li Mu looked up—hey, what a coincidence, it was Song Liang.

Beside Song Liang stood Chen Ze. Chen Ze’s eyes met Li Mu’s, and with a look of surprise, he walked over and said, “What are you doing here?”

“Having dinner,” Li Mu replied, finding it both amusing and frustrating. Seeing several middle-aged men with them, he couldn’t help but ask, “What are you two busy with?”

Chen Ze smiled slightly and said, “I’m having dinner with a few friends for Wanying’s business. And you?”

Chen Ze knew that Li Mu didn’t have time to manage Wanying’s affairs, so he wasn’t going to give Li Mu a detailed introduction to the people with him. Su Yuehua saw that Li Mu had run into acquaintances, and she couldn’t help but turn her head to look. She instantly recognized Secretary Liu, who was standing not far behind Chen Ze.

Secretary Liu was in his fifties, slightly overweight, and severely bald. He was the head of the Construction Committee, so Su Yuehua naturally recognized him, though she hadn’t met Dong Chengwei before.

Su Yuehua was feeling shocked, unable to understand why Li Mu’s friends would be dining with her husband’s major boss. She looked up, and her husband, who had already paid the bill, was walking back.





Chapter 681: I’ll Handle This For You

Wang Shaohua didn’t see his boss or second-in-command as he walked over. Li Mu happened to stand up and converse with Chen Ze and Song Liang, completely blocking the three people behind them. Only when he got closer did he see the two blocked people. Since he had already encountered Dong Chengwei in the restroom earlier, Wang Shaohua wasn’t too surprised. He politely greeted them, saying, “Hello, Secretary Liu, hello, Secretary Dong.”

Secretary Liu looked at Wang Shaohua in surprise. “Shaohua, what are you doing here?”

Wang Shaohua instinctively replied, “Hello, Secretary Liu, I’m out dining with my family.”

Just after he spoke, Wang Shaohua realized that the two Secretaries seemed to be with the two people currently talking to Li Mu, and he was extremely shocked.

Li Mu, hearing Wang Shaohua’s address for the two, couldn’t help but ask Chen Ze in a low voice, “Who are those two?”

Chen Ze’s instincts were sharp in this regard. He immediately realized this was a good opportunity to do someone a favor, so he turned around and introduced them to Secretary Liu and Secretary Dong: “Gentlemen, allow me to introduce you. This is my good friend, and also one of Wanying’s shareholders, Li Mu.”

Secretary Liu and Secretary Dong had already found Li Mu familiar. Now they finally remembered. So, the young man talking to Chen Ze was Li Mu, the famous Li Mu.

The two nodded to Li Mu, showing goodwill. Chen Ze then said, “Li Mu, these two are leaders from the Construction Committee, Secretary Liu and Secretary Dong.”

“Construction Committee?” Li Mu instantly understood when he heard that. So Chen Ze and Song Liang were having dinner with people from the Construction Committee today. Could it be that the land deal was about to be launched?

Billions of cash were on his mind, but Li Mu actively shook hands with the two in turn, not forgetting to put in a good word for Wang Shaohua. He said, “I’ve long heard Uncle Wang speak of you two. I hope you’ll look after us in the future.”

Li Mu was a billionaire, and real estate wasn’t his main business, so he didn’t need these two to look after him. Bringing Wang Shaohua into the conversation like this was mainly to ask the two to look after Wang Shaohua more in the future.

Upon hearing this, Wang Shaohua’s heart began to thump nervously. He had just been suspended today, and then Li Mu turned around and put in a good word for him in front of the head and second-in-command. This huge turn of events left him stunned for a moment.

Secretary Liu saw Wang Shaohua in a new light, never imagining he had such a connection to Chen Ze. As for Dong Chengwei, he wasn’t just surprised; he was filled with terror and fear, even feeling like dying. This was truly instant karma. He had just targeted Wang Shaohua this afternoon, and this happened tonight. If he had known a day earlier that Wang Shaohua had this connection, he wouldn’t have dared to target him even if it killed him!

As Dong Chengwei stood bewildered, Chen Ze spoke to the two: “Secretary Liu, Secretary Dong, please take good care of Li Mu’s affairs in the future.”

Secretary Liu and Secretary Dong both immediately agreed verbally, but each had their own thoughts. Secretary Liu thought about how he needed to quickly win over Wang Shaohua, while Dong Chengwei wondered how he could reverse the decision he made today. Of all the things he shouldn’t have done, he shouldn’t have targeted Wang Shaohua. Now look at this, he’d stirred up such a huge mess, and he didn’t even know how to fix it. Not to mention whether Wang Shaohua would retaliate against him, if Secretary Liu found out he had just disciplined Wang Shaohua, he would definitely be in trouble.

At this point, Chen Ze, seeing that all necessary greetings had been exchanged, said to Li Mu, “Brother Liang and I won’t bother you anymore. Let’s chat privately another day.”

Li Mu nodded, “Alright, you two go ahead and be busy.”

Chen Ze and Song Liang politely bid farewell to Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua at the table. Secretary Liu and Secretary Dong also hastened to take their leave. After the group departed, Wang Shaohua’s mind was still reeling. He didn’t know Chen Ze, but he had heard of Wanying Real Estate and knew that Wanying had just acquired six plots of land on the Third Ring Road in one go. He never imagined Li Mu was a shareholder in this real estate company! The most crucial thing was, what was the background of that young man who was just talking to Li Mu? Why did the two Secretaries seem so submissive when talking to him?

Although puzzled, Wang Shaohua didn’t press Li Mu for answers, as he clearly understood that it would be difficult for an ordinary developer to command such respect from two Secretaries. The only explanation was that the young man’s identity was extraordinary.

After Chen Ze’s group left the restaurant, he and Song Liang then bid farewell to the three remaining people, and the two departed in the same car. After Secretary Liu, Dong Chengwei, and Dong Chengwei’s classmate who worked at the bank watched Chen Ze’s car drive away, Dong Chengwei immediately apologized to Secretary Liu, subtly saying, “Secretary Liu, I truly didn’t expect you to be here today. When Guangli called me over, I had no idea you were present…”

Du Guangli, who worked at the bank, hurriedly echoed, “That’s right, Secretary Liu. Chengwei was pulled over by me. If I had known you were here, I wouldn’t have asked him to come along.”

Running into the head while trying to build connections could be a big deal or a small one, entirely depending on the head’s magnanimity and perspective. Dong Chengwei dared not be vague about this matter. If Secretary Liu harbored any ill feelings towards him, his future would certainly be difficult.

Secretary Liu naturally had a big opinion of Dong Chengwei. In his view, when he was trying to connect with Chen Ze, Dong Chengwei also stumbled in, making him feel that it was far more serious than bypassing a superior to approach their superior at work. However, he naturally couldn’t show such emotions on the surface. He merely forced a casual smile and said, “Private gatherings are always livelier with more people, aren’t they?”

After speaking, Secretary Liu patted Dong Chengwei’s arm and said, “Chengwei, you two chat. I have something to attend to, so I’ll leave first.”

What was on Secretary Liu’s mind was Wang Shaohua, whom he had met during dinner. Although he hadn’t fully grasped the relationship between Wang Shaohua and Li Mu, their connection seemed very familiar. He needed to find an opportunity tomorrow to have a good talk with Wang Shaohua.

Walking to his assigned vehicle, his secretary opened the door for him. After Secretary Liu sat in and the car started to drive away, he immediately said to his secretary, “Xiao Lin, tomorrow, the first thing when you get to the office, have Wang Shaohua come to my office.”

“Wang Shaohua?” The secretary frowned. “He was just suspended and penalized this afternoon.”

“Hmm?” Secretary Liu furrowed his brows. “What happened?”

The secretary said, “Secretary Dong issued a notice. Wang Shaohua was criticized and suspended for a month for absenteeism.”

Secretary Liu blurted out a curse, “That Dong Chengwei, what the heck is he messing around with! Do you have Wang Shaohua’s phone number?”

The secretary immediately pulled a phone book from his briefcase, quickly found Wang Shaohua’s number, and holding his phone, asked Secretary Liu, “Secretary Liu, should I call him now?”

Secretary Liu took out his own phone and said to the secretary, “You tell me the number, I’ll call.”

As Secretary Liu prepared to make the call, Dong Chengwei sat in his assigned vehicle, feeling uneasy.

He had originally thought Wang Shaohua was a pushover, but he never expected this fellow to have such a powerful connection. He suddenly recalled what Ma Bingliang had reported to him today: Wang Shaohua told Ma Bingliang that his two hundred square meter duplex apartment was gifted by his daughter’s older female cousin’s boyfriend. At the time, he had scoffed at this, but now, thinking about it, wasn’t that Li Mu a billionaire?

Dong Chengwei had long heard about Li Mu. A few days ago, the incident involving the Huang family of Hongzhu Group Corporation spread throughout the entire real estate circle. Several high-level officials in the Construction Committee had close ties with real estate magnates, and Dong Chengwei naturally heard about it too. In his view, Li Mu was practically a maniac. Not only did he brutally beat Huang Jinshao in front of police at the West City Branch Bureau, but he also got his son locked up. And that wasn’t even the end of it; his websites extensively publicized the crimes committed by Huang Jinshao’s son, sparking a wave of public denouncement, so much so that now the entire Huang family lived with their tails between their legs, no one daring to appear in public. Even the Huang family couldn’t afford to provoke Li Mu, let alone himself.

Dong Chengwei was utterly panicked, fearing Wang Shaohua would use Li Mu to retaliate against him. The thought made his teeth itch with hatred for Ma Bingliang. That son of a bitch, he’d dragged him into this mess! If he got implicated this time, he certainly wouldn’t let that scoundrel off easy! While secretly swearing he wouldn’t let Ma Bingliang off, Dong Chengwei nervously called Wang Shaohua. No matter what, apologizing first could always have some positive effect. Now, he couldn’t think of anything else; finding a way to salvage the situation was paramount.

……

On the way back, Song Liang drove while Chen Ze texted Li Mu, informing him: “I’ve already talked to the bank. As soon as the Line 10 route is announced and confirmed to go through the East Third Ring Road, we can immediately secure a loan of six billion in cash from the bank at the lowest commercial loan interest rate. The process is quick, done in three days.”

Li Mu replied: “OK, you and Brother Liang finalize the specifics. Once the money comes through, I’ll take one billion first to put out fires.”

Chen Ze replied: “Alright, then Jinshun International will first take three hundred million from Wanying’s accounts. I want to accelerate the construction of the racetrack and club projects.”

“OK, you two decide. I have no objections.” Li Mu regarded this six billion as a vault itself. Chen Ze drawing out some funds from it to do what he wanted most, Li Mu naturally had no objections.

Chen Ze replied again: “Come to Wanying these next two days. If your gamble pays off, we’ll be moving quickly. We can then discuss the specific operations for these plots of land.”

“OK, I’ll make time to go over there these next two days.”

Six billion in capital was a very substantial sum. If these six plots of land were converted into residential properties, the six real estate projects would also be on a scale of tens of billions. Deducting bank loans and various costs, if Wanying developed these six projects itself, the profit margin could reach at least twenty percent or even higher. Wanying could make a huge fortune from this one endeavor. However, Li Mu clearly understood that it would be too difficult for Wanying to develop six plots on its own; insufficient team capacity was the biggest issue.

Moreover, developing six residential real estate projects, even if launched simultaneously, would take at least two years. In Li Mu’s view, Wanying Real Estate couldn’t afford to spend all its time and energy on these six plots of land for the next two years. The most important thing was to quickly leverage these six plots to accumulate capital and rapidly move towards commercial real estate. Otherwise, once it dragged on past 2004, developing commercial real estate in first-tier cities wouldn’t be so easy.

Li Mu’s idea was to have Wanying develop two or three of the plots into High-end Residences projects, while cooperating with other real estate companies for the remaining ones. This meant distributing the “cake” and letting others help him make money. Although some profit margin would be lost, it would free up time and energy, and more importantly, capital.

Li Mu’s plan was to take all six plots of land to the bank to activate funds, and then cooperate with other real estate companies on three to four real estate projects. Wanying would provide the land, and the other real estate companies would finance and exert effort. At worst, they would let the other party take the larger share, with Wanying earning a brokering fee for the transfer. However, this way, Wanying would save the funds needed to develop these three to four plots, and these funds could be used to stake out territory in commercial real estate projects, where future profit margins would be much larger than those from residential real estate projects.

However, Li Mu didn’t discuss this topic with Chen Ze via text message. He planned to have an in-depth discussion with him and Song Liang after they met.

At that moment, Chen Ze sent another message: “Next Saturday is the National Real Estate Industry Summit, the venue is set in Yanjing. The Real Estate Association sent an invitation to Wanying. I won’t be very convenient to appear then, and Brother Liang asked me to ask you if you’re interested in going with him.”

Li Mu instinctively asked him, “Will real estate companies from all over the country attend?”

Chen Ze replied, “Real estate companies that have performed well across the country will receive invitations.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of Wei Lan. Although he didn’t know what Wei Lan’s family specifically did, he instinctively felt that her family must be involved in the real estate business. He wondered if she would attend this national industry summit.

Impulsively, Li Mu replied, “Alright, I’ll go and see for myself then.”

……

As Li Mu and Chen Ze continued texting, Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua were still reeling. What had just happened once again reshaped their understanding of Li Mu. Just then, Wang Shaohua’s phone rang. It was an unknown number. As soon as he answered, the caller introduced himself: “Shaohua, it’s Liu Limin.”

“Hello, Secretary Liu…” Wang Shaohua was inwardly astonished. Why was Secretary Liu calling him?

Secretary Liu said in the tone of a kind elder, “Shaohua, I’ve heard all about your matter. Don’t worry and don’t take it to heart. Come to my office tomorrow morning; I’ll handle this for you.”

Wang Shaohua’s heart churned with tumultuous waves, but he forced himself to calm down outwardly, saying, “Thank you, Secretary Liu.”

Secretary Liu said, “No need to be polite with me. See you tomorrow.”

“Alright, Secretary Liu, see you tomorrow.”

As soonhua hung up, Dong Chengwei’s call came through. As soon as Wang Shaohua answered, Dong Chengwei hastily apologized over the phone: “Shaohua, I’m truly sorry about today’s matter. It’s all my fault for jumping to conclusions without investigating thoroughly. Don’t take it to heart. Come to work as usual tomorrow. I’ll issue a notice first thing in the morning to revoke all penalties against you.”

Dong Chengwei’s attitude changed so quickly that Wang Shaohua was speechless for a moment, unsure how to respond. Dong Chengwei then declared on the other end of the line: “That Ma Bingliang fellow slandered you to me; he really has malicious intent. Shaohua, rest assured, I will investigate this matter thoroughly!”





Chapter 682: Full of Variables

Wang Shaohua was still feeling dazed after the two consecutive phone calls. While he wasn’t completely bewildered and still grasped the key points, he felt that things were changing too quickly, almost impossibly fast. He had just convinced himself to spend the next month accompanying his child and paying a bit more attention to the house renovation. He never expected that, in a flash, two Big Bosses would call him one after another. It seemed this “vacation” was out of the question.

In this situation, he felt Li Mu was even more unfathomable. It seemed countless secrets were hidden within this young man; even a slight revelation was enough to leave people dumbfounded.

Su Yuehua also had doubts. She could smoothly accept the premise that Li Mu had incubated Alipay through 3321 and made some money. But how could Li Mu take a stake in a real estate company? Judging by her husband’s surprised look, it seemed Wanying Real Estate was quite extraordinary.

Looking at it from another angle, regardless of Wanying Real Estate’s exact nature, just by observing the young man who spoke with Li Mu and how polite and deferential her husband’s head and second-in-command were in front of him, it was clear his identity must be quite remarkable.

Su Yuehua felt it was necessary to have a good talk with Su Yingxue to see what else she didn’t know about Li Mu.

So, after dinner, Su Yuehua said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, don’t stay in your dorm room tonight. Come home and keep Xinran company. She’s been asking about you these past two days.”

Su Yuehua wasn’t sure how far Su Yingxue and Li Mu’s relationship had progressed. Ever since she stopped calling Su Yingxue’s dorm room daily, she had lost control over their affairs. Therefore, she deliberately told her not to stay in her dorm room tonight, still outwardly maintaining an attitude of pure conjecture regarding her and Li Mu’s relationship.

Since Aunt had said so, Su Yingxue naturally couldn’t refuse. While nodding in agreement, she unintentionally looked at Li Mu, her eyes carrying a hint of helplessness and apology. Su Yuehua, sitting opposite, saw this scene, and her heart tightened. She guessed that the two were most likely already living together, and the raw rice had probably already been cooked into a meal. It seemed the task her bro and sister-in-law had entrusted to her was completely messed up.

At the entrance of the restaurant, Li Mu watched Su Yingxue and Wang Xinran’s family of three leave in a taxi. He stood there for a moment, looking at his Mercedes-Benz G55. His mind was still very clear, but after the incident with Cai Zhixiao, he had firmly decided he absolutely would not drink and drive again. Even if he touched a single drop of alcohol, he would strictly discipline himself and not touch the steering wheel. So, he called Wang Yuanlang, who was secretly protecting him, to be his driver and help him drive the car back.

That night, after returning, Su Yuehua first whispered privately with her husband in the bedroom for a long time before pulling Su Yingxue into the bedroom for a quiet talk. She asked, “Yingxue, tell Aunt, how much do you know about Li Mu’s affairs?”

Su Yingxue said with a slight embarrassment, “I don’t know much either. I’ve never actively asked him.”

Su Yuehua asked her, “Do you know about him being involved with a real estate company?”

Su Yingxue shook her head, “Never heard of it.”

Su Yuehua’s expression was surprised. She said, “I remember Wanying Real Estate seems to be a Haizhou company, and it’s quite famous in Haizhou, right?”

Although Su Yuehua rarely returned to Haizhou, it was, after all, her hometown, and Wanying Real Estate was the largest real estate company in Haizhou, so she had heard about it more or less before.

Su Yingxue nodded and said, “I only know that Wanying Real Estate is Song Liang’s company, the middle-aged man who was standing next to Li Mu today.”

Su Yuehua thought carefully for a moment, her mind recalling Song Liang’s figure and appearance. When she thought about the other young man saying Li Mu was a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate, and that both Song Liang and Li Mu were from Haizhou, she formed a rough guess. With several clues converging, she concluded that this matter was most likely not groundless.

Su Yuehua couldn’t help but ask again, “Li Mu has never told you about these things?”

Su Yingxue shook her head, “He rarely talks about these kinds of things with me, and I’ve never actively asked him.”

Su Yuehua asked her, confused, “Li Mu is your boyfriend. Logically, he should actively tell you what he’s been doing outside.”

Saying that, without waiting for Su Yingxue to answer, she pressed on, “Has Li Mu done anything else outside?”

“Anything else…” Su Yingxue’s expression suddenly became a bit torn. Li Mu being a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate didn’t faze her at all, because the moment she saw Song Liang, she had already understood it. She wasn’t surprised that Li Mu was doing real estate with him. Moreover, after learning that Li Mu was the founder of Muye Technology, Su Yingxue’s nerves had grown considerably thicker. She naturally accepted the Wanying matter. What she was truly torn about now was whether or not to tell Aunt about Muye Technology.

Su Yuehua saw that Su Yingxue was hiding something from her and couldn’t help but persuade, “You and Li Mu are boyfriend and girlfriend. In the future, even if I don’t ask, you still have to tell me and your Mom and Dad about many things.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently, paused for a moment, and then hesitantly said, “Li Mu founded an internet company last year…”

Su Yuehua wasn’t surprised. She nodded gently and said, “I know, Alipay, right? I heard Alipay is a company he registered separately outside.”

“No…” Su Yingxue pursed her lips, not saying a word for a long time. Su Yuehua was getting impatient when she finally spoke, “I’m not talking about Alipay. It’s Muye Technology…”

“Muye Technology…” Hearing these four words, Su Yuehua’s mind instantly went blank. It took her a long time to recover, and she looked at Su Yingxue, dumbfounded, asking, “You mean Muye Technology, the one that makes YY, is Li Mu’s company?”

Su Yingxue looked at Su Yuehua, who seemed to be starting to question life, and nodded gently.

Su Yuehua patted her forehead, speaking incoherently, “No, no, my head’s a bit dizzy. Let me calm down for a moment… Muye Technology was founded by Li Mu… How is that possible… I heard that company’s market value starts at least in the tens of billions…”

Su Yingxue sat there awkwardly, saying nothing. She knew very well how shocking this information was. Aunt probably needed quite some time to digest it.

Su Yuehua muttered to herself, “Li Mu, Muye Technology, both have the character ‘Mu’. The movie Li Mu introduced to Xinran was invested by Muye Films, which also has ‘Mu’, also ‘Muye’. So, Muye Films must also be Li Mu’s…”

“Muye Technology, Alipay, Muye Films, Wanying Real Estate… How many things has Li Mu been busy with…”

Su Yuehua muttered to herself for a long time. After a considerable while, she recovered from the shock and looked at Su Yingxue, sighing, “Yingxue, you’ve found a monster who scares people to death without paying with their life…”

Su Yingxue was somewhat amused and exasperated by Su Yuehua’s evaluation. Su Yuehua quickly said, “Aunt doesn’t mean it negatively. I just feel that this Li Mu is truly beyond normal people’s imagination…”

Su Yingxue nodded, “It was hard for me to accept when I first found out too.”

Su Yuehua asked her, “Aren’t you going to tell your Mom and Dad about these things?”

Su Yingxue said, “I don’t have that plan for now.”

Su Yuehua said, “Your Mom and Dad indeed didn’t want you to date before, and they weren’t targeting Li Mu specifically. Besides, at that time, they knew nothing about Li Mu’s achievements. If they knew about his current achievements, I guess they definitely wouldn’t oppose you being together anymore.”

Su Yingxue hesitated slightly, then said, “Let’s not talk about it for now. Whether Li Mu and I succeed or not doesn’t necessarily depend on them.”

Su Yuehua saw a hint of wistfulness in Su Yingxue’s expression and completely understood her mindset. Her boyfriend suddenly achieving such high accomplishments indirectly put immense pressure on Su Yingxue. The higher a man’s achievements, the more social temptations he faces. Both are still young, and who knows how things will develop in the future, especially Li Mu. With such a high starting point at a young age, no one can be sure what heights he will reach in the future. Even if her own bro and sister-in-law don’t interfere, their relationship still holds enormous variables in the future, and these variables are probably beyond the control of the Su family.

If her bro and sister-in-law found out about this and had no objections, contentedly treating Li Mu as their future son-in-law, what if Li Mu changed one day? That would be a huge blow to her bro and sister-in-law. Rather than that, it’s better not to let them know for now, and let the two young people develop on their own. If they become more and more resolute, that would be for the best. If they go astray, it won’t cause the family members to worry too much.

But what is the probability of Li Mu changing his mind in the future? Su Yuehua was uncertain. Among the people she knew, those with assets reaching tens of millions were few, let alone super-rich individuals like Li Mu, whose market value was calculated in hundreds of millions or even tens of billions. She didn’t know how such wealthy people viewed life and relationships, but one thing was at least clear: a young man like Li Mu would definitely become someone sought after by various actresses in the future. Su Yingxue’s future pressure and challenges would certainly be considerable. If it ultimately turned out to be a futile effort, the sense of disparity might be even greater than the blow of a normal breakup.

Thinking this way, Su Yuehua couldn’t feel happy either; she even began to worry about her niece’s future.

That night, Su Yuehua anxiously told Wang Shaohua, who was next to her in bed, about the matter. Like her, Wang Shaohua was also shocked by the news and didn’t recover for a long time. After gradually accepting the fact, Wang Shaohua also had the same worries as Su Yuehua. Li Mu’s growth rate and the heights he had reached were simply terrifying. In this situation, he was happy for Su Yingxue on one hand, and on the other hand, subconsciously felt that the future between these two young people was full of all sorts of variables.





Chapter 683: Subway Line Announcement

Wang Shaohua, who had always been unremarkable at the office, suddenly became the favorite whom the head and second-in-command vied to win over. This peculiar transformation left the entire Construction Committee staff utterly bewildered.

Wang Shaohua had been publicly reprimanded by Dong Chengwei just yesterday, even ordered to suspend work for self-reflection. Yet, this morning, he arrived at the office on time, and immediately upon his arrival, he was invited to Secretary Liu’s office. Dong Chengwei, who had only yesterday used Wang Shaohua to assert his authority, personally issued a new notice to the entire department. Not only did he revoke all penalties against Wang Shaohua, but Dong Chengwei even personally apologized, stating that he had failed to investigate the matter thoroughly and took all the blame himself.

Ma Bingliang was dumbfounded. Just as he was about to ask Secretary Dong what exactly was happening, Dong Chengwei called him into his office and gave him a thorough scolding. And that wasn’t the end of it; Dong Chengwei furiously questioned Ma Bingliang: “Wang Shaohua clearly took leave with you, so why did you say he was absent without leave?”

Ma Bingliang knew he was in deep trouble. Dong Chengwei had suddenly turned against him, and Ma Bingliang guessed that Wang Shaohua must have secretly pulled some strings, perhaps finding connections that put pressure on Dong Chengwei. At this moment, Ma Bingliang was very clear: no matter what, he absolutely could not admit that he had intentionally framed the man. Otherwise, Dong Chengwei would instantly use the opportunity to deal with him for slandering a subordinate. Therefore, he could only stubbornly hold his ground and admit nothing.

So, Ma Bingliang feigned innocence and said, “Secretary Dong, Wang Shaohua did ask me for leave, but I genuinely didn’t approve it. If I didn’t approve his leave, isn’t his not coming to work an unauthorized absence?”

Dong Chengwei frowned. “Are you still trying to quibble?”

Ma Bingliang said with a long face, “Secretary Dong, aren’t you making things difficult for me? I’m truly not trying to quibble. Wang Shaohua asked me for leave, and I genuinely did not approve it. If I had approved it, Wang Shaohua would definitely have a leave slip. If you ask HR and administration to check if they have his leave slip, wouldn’t that clear my name?”

How could Dong Chengwei not see through Ma Bingliang’s petty, transparent trick? The only reason he had accepted Ma Bingliang’s words before was to seize the opportunity to set Wang Shaohua up as a negative example, so he simply took the hint. But in his heart, he was clear as a mirror; Wang Shaohua’s expression in his office at the time was clearly not an act. As Wang Shaohua had said, he had naturally asked Ma Bingliang for leave that day, and Ma Bingliang had naturally approved it. It was just that Ma Bingliang had deliberately not given him the leave slip. So now, this matter was a case of each sticking to their own story with no corroborating evidence.

Seeing that Ma Bingliang was now determined to deny everything, Dong Chengwei gritted his teeth in anger. Ma Bingliang was indeed shrewd. His previous act of using Dong Chengwei to target Wang Shaohua definitely stemmed from noticing that the specific route of Subway Line 10 was about to be announced, that the Construction Committee’s work was entering a peak period, and that Dong Chengwei, as a newcomer, needed to establish his authority. That’s why Ma Bingliang set up this scheme for him and Wang Shaohua. Ordinarily, even one day of unauthorized absence for an employee wouldn’t be a big deal. Everyone within the system had a secure livelihood; afterward, a sick leave would usually brush it off. How could it escalate to public criticism and suspension for self-reflection? It was all because Ma Bingliang had calculated everything precisely and used a small force to move a great weight.

Now, Ma Bingliang saw that Dong Chengwei’s mood was off and immediately realized that something had gone wrong, which was why he was determined not to admit anything. Dong Chengwei had to admit that Ma Bingliang truly had a shrewd vision. If Ma Bingliang had genuinely confessed, Dong Chengwei would definitely have targeted him today, shifting all the responsibility onto him.

Falsely framing a subordinate within the department—the nature of that was truly vile. He would certainly have to make an example of him, both to give Wang Shaohua justice and to prevent the influential figures behind Wang Shaohua from causing trouble for him. However, Ma Bingliang also saw the seriousness of the problem. If he stubbornly refused to admit anything, Dong Chengwei couldn’t grasp any strong evidence and naturally couldn’t shift yesterday’s matter onto him. In the end, he would have to take the blame himself! Ma Bingliang had calculated it well: not admitting it would at most offend Dong Chengwei, and Dong Chengwei didn’t have any leverage against him, thus unable to truly threaten him. So, it was clear that Ma Bingliang was turning hostile to protect himself.

Dong Chengwei was seething with rage, but Ma Bingliang was a veteran middle-to-high-level cadre within the Construction Committee. For Dong Chengwei, a new second-in-command, trying to deal with him wouldn’t be easy, especially without any leverage.

Helplessly, Dong Chengwei angrily sent Ma Bingliang away. In his office, he was so furious he wanted to smash a cup, thinking to himself, “Ma Bingliang, Ma Bingliang, you’ve got the guts. I’ll take the blame for this one, but we’ll meet again someday.”

On the other side, Wang Shaohua was overwhelmed by the favor shown by Secretary Liu in his office. Secretary Liu sent his secretary out, personally invited Wang Shaohua to sit, personally poured him tea, and specifically asked about the whole affair’s ins and outs. With these questions, Secretary Liu understood: it turned out that Ma Bingliang wanted to target Wang Shaohua, and Dong Chengwei had simply been the foolish one who was used.

After asking for the specific details, Secretary Liu also knew that thoroughly investigating this matter to get to the bottom of it was basically unrealistic. If Ma Bingliang refused to admit anything, the Construction Committee certainly couldn’t just keep bickering indefinitely over whether or not a leave slip was approved. So, he promised Wang Shaohua that after some time, Ma Bingliang would be transferred to a Construction Committee in a nearby county, a move that was ostensibly a promotion but actually a demotion, to clear this black sheep from the ranks of the municipal Construction Committee.

Wang Shaohua was an honest man and wasn’t particularly skilled in the schemes and deceptions of officialdom, but this time, Ma Bingliang had pushed him to the limit. He thought to himself that if it weren’t for Li Mu, he would probably be unemployed and staying at home right now. Moreover, after one public reprimand, his future in the Construction Committee would have been ruined. Ma Bingliang harbored malicious intentions, so Wang Shaohua naturally couldn’t soften his heart. Thus, he also learned from others and said in a very smooth manner, “Secretary Liu, you have keen insight. No matter how you handle it, I have no objections.”

Secretary Liu was clear as a mirror in his heart. What Wang Shaohua’s words meant was for Secretary Liu to handle it as he saw fit, and moreover, to handle it with Wang Shaohua’s interests in mind. He also clearly understood the vested interests involved. He knew very well who Li Mu was; he was probably the person the police system found most troublesome. He was rich, extremely rich. Seeing that he and Chen Ze were both shareholders of Wanying, his connections naturally needed no further mention. In short, Secretary Liu definitely could not afford to offend him. In such a situation, what else could he think but to favor Wang Shaohua?

Moreover, Secretary Liu had not the slightest psychological burden. This matter wasn’t his fault, and he was the one resolving the aftermath. If he handled things well, he would naturally gain face and goodwill in front of people like Chen Ze and Li Mu. So, he certainly had to treat Wang Shaohua as one of his own. As for Ma Bingliang, he actually had to thank him; otherwise, how would he have known that he had a hidden talent like Wang Shaohua under his command?

Thus, Wang Shaohua was easily restored to his original position, and through adversity, he gained a blessing in disguise, becoming one of Secretary Liu’s highly regarded “own people.” As for yesterday’s incident, it was simply treated as a farce. But in Dong Chengwei and Ma Bingliang’s hearts, things were utterly terrible. Both were very clear that the future would likely become much more difficult.

Soon, something unexpected happened: less than a week later, on the following Monday, July 15th, the Yanjing Municipal Government announced the final route map for Yanjing Subway Line 10 to the entire public.

The municipal government announced: Yanjing Subway Line 10 will be divided into two phases. Construction for the first phase will begin at the end of this year. The first phase will consist of an east-west line and a north-south line, forming an overall ninety-degree angle. The east-west section will first run along Beitucheng Road, and the north-south line will follow the East Third Ring Road!

The East Third Ring Road!

The north-south alignment for the first phase of Subway Line 10, which had caused the Municipal Government, the Olympic Organizing Committee, and the Major Projects Office to be torn for a long time, was finally settled on the East Third Ring Road!

The moment this result was announced, the East Third Ring Road’s development potential instantly skyrocketed. It was already next to the Third Ring Road, and now it would welcome the subway. Just imagine: there was traffic on the service roads, ring road overpasses overhead, and the subway beneath. This three-in-one transportation convergence on the East Third Ring Road caused land prices there to surge instantly. Owners intending to sell second-hand homes began urgently withdrawing their sale advertisements. Many owners who had already signed letters of intent, or even received buyers’ deposits, immediately breached their contracts. Most outrageously, some houses had just been sold, and the new owners had just moved in, when the old owners actually brought people to their doors to seize the homes back! Even when facing the police, they arrogantly declared that even if they had to seize it, they would take the house back, or the new owners would have to compensate them for the price difference!

The entire real estate industry saw some rejoice while others grieved. According to conventional thinking, the municipal government’s planning of transportation resources had always involved balancing various factors. For example, many believed that the reason the earliest determined route for the east-west direction of Subway Line 10 was not set on the North Third Ring Road was due to the city’s approach to compromise. The North Third Ring Road already had the Third Ring Road, making transportation very convenient. In such a situation, to promote urban expansion and development, building the subway along Beitucheng Road, outside the Third Ring Road, could not only accelerate the expansion of the urban area but also balance the allocation of transportation resources between the Third Ring Road and the area within the Fourth Ring Road but outside the Third Ring Road.

Therefore, most developers naturally assumed that the north-south direction would also follow the east-west direction, aiming to accelerate urban expansion and balance internal and external transportation resources. So, they expected it to be chosen outside the East Third Ring Road, just like the east-west line, maintaining a parallel status with the Third Ring Road. This had always been Yanjing City’s construction principle: east, west, north, and south developing along their respective axes, and ring roads interlocking in parallel. How could the east-west direction be symmetrical with the North Third Ring Road, while the north-south direction instead overlaps with the Third Ring Road?

But things turned out precisely unlike what they had imagined! The municipal government, which had always emphasized balance, parallelism, and true cardinal directions (due east, due west, due south, due north), suddenly changed its routine! It overlapped the north-south alignment of Subway Line 10 with the East Third Ring Road!

Many questioned why! Why should the East Third Ring Road receive such extraordinary treatment? A trinity of ring road, service road, and subway?

But the municipal government’s reasoning was very sufficient: Firstly, the East Third Ring Road was an economically developed commercial district; secondly, it was right next to the embassy district; thirdly, the Airport Expressway intersected the Third Ring Road at Sanyuan Bridge, which was also its starting point within the city; and furthermore, the future Airport Line would also have a station at Sanyuan Bridge. Holy cow, Sanyuan Bridge was going to ascend to heaven! Not only a trinity of transport, but also the Airport Expressway and Airport Line! Why didn’t it just fly!

Wait, in this situation, was it still far from flying?

The real estate developers immediately opened their maps and focused on studying the land situation around Sanyuan Bridge, only to be astonished to discover: the newly emerged Wanying Group Corporation actually owned four plots of land near Sanyuan Bridge!

Beastly!

Hey, wait a minute! They just bought a plot of land from Hongzhu Group Corporation; where was that again? East Third Ring North Road? Isn’t that still Sanyuan Bridge, damn it!





Chapter 684: Setting the Development Plan

As soon as the subway line map was announced, Wanying Real Estate instantly became a superstar in the real estate industry.

Historically, it seemed no other company had ever placed their bets so accurately as Wanying Real Estate. They held seven plots of land on the East Third Ring Road, five of which were near Sanyuan Bridge, essentially enclosing this landmark like a dumpling.

For those in real estate, the immense profits contained within these seven plots were easily imaginable. What was even harder for them to accept was that Wanying Real Estate, having achieved such great success with their gamble, was a new company that had just entered the Yanjing real estate market. The most crucial point was that they hadn’t even developed a single real estate project yet!

A completely novice real estate company, using financial maneuvers, had acquired six plots of land in Yanjing in one go, and all of them hit the jackpot with Subway Line 10. Such small scale yet such a grand gesture was simply mind-blowing.

It’s said that when Song Liang learned the news, he chain-smoked an entire pack of cigarettes in his office, ceaselessly making countless calls to Li Mu, urging him to come over immediately.

With such powerful resources in hand, Song Liang, who was always full of confidence, felt somewhat overwhelmed.

Chen Ze was busy with his most attentive projects, the racetrack and club. Upon hearing the news, he immediately drove back. Li Mu was preoccupied with following up on the Brand Day and the celebrity Taobao charity auction preparations, but he also rushed to Wanying as soon as he received the call.

The three friends were all ecstatic. Putting aside everything else, these six plots of land, if sold directly, would yield a net profit of no less than six hundred million. And with the market just beginning its explosive reaction, such significant positive news would surely cause East Third Ring property prices to skyrocket. If the housing prices in the East Third Ring rose too much in the next two or three months, the profits from these six plots would continue to increase.

If the price of second-hand homes rapidly escalated in the coming period, both housing prices and land prices in the East Third Ring would receive the strongest support. In Li Mu’s view, no matter how real estate experts tried to influence or persuade, as long as second-hand home prices were rising, housing prices could never fall. And now, the average price of second-hand homes in the East Third Ring was like a rocket that had just ignited; everything was still just beginning.

Li Mu’s speed in the urban area wasn’t as fast as Chen Ze’s highway drive. By the time he arrived at Wanying Real Estate, Chen Ze was already there. As Li Mu pushed open the door to Song Liang’s office, he was nearly choked by the dense, billowing smoke inside. He coughed a few times before looking at the two men, who were both smoking, and asked in surprise, “What are you two doing? Did you set the house on fire?”

Song Liang, overflowing with joy, rushed over and pulled Li Mu inside. As he closed the door, his voice trembled with excitement, “Xiao Mu, you’re truly a god! East Third Ring, East Third Ring, you’ve been talking about the East Third Ring all this time, and you actually gambled correctly!”

For Song Liang, after years of hard work with Ye Tianming’s father and many more years of striving in Haizhou, his personal net worth hadn’t even touched the “hundred million” mark. But by coming to Yanjing and undertaking this venture with Li Mu and Chen Ze, he could now clearly see a profit margin of at least two billion. So much money in such a short time was simply unimaginable.

Chen Ze was also uncontrollably excited. This time, heaven and earth could bear witness: nobody had gotten the final route map of Line 10 in advance. Many developers believed Dawang Road was the most likely route, but Li Mu had firmly identified the East Third Ring, and it turned out he was right! This achievement alone was enough to brag about in the real estate industry for a lifetime.

Li Mu was equally thrilled and finally sighed in relief. Before the final results were announced, Li Mu had some faint worries. What if taking six plots of land in the East Third Ring affected the historical progression of Line 10? What if a butterfly’s wings caused the project to suddenly change the north-south route of Line 10? Although he felt that he still couldn’t significantly influence the Olympic project at this point, he still had these concerns. And today, he could finally breathe a long sigh of relief.

Song Liang handed Li Mu a cigarette, personally took out his beloved Dunhill lighter, and with a flick, produced a flame, ready to light Li Mu’s cigarette. Li Mu quickly extended his hand, trying to “guard the flame,” but Song Liang grabbed Li Mu’s hand wanting to protect the flame with his other hand, letting the flame light the cigarette. “Xiao Mu, Brother Mu, give me a chance, let me serve you!”

Li Mu took two drags and gave a wry smile, “Brother Liang, what’s all this about?”

Chen Ze came over and squatted beside Li Mu, eagerly massaging Li Mu’s leg, feigning flattery as he chuckled, “Brother Mu, how do we get rich next? We’re both waiting for your guidance!”

Song Liang put his lighter away, squatted on the other side, also massaging Li Mu’s leg, and said in a similarly fawning tone, “That’s right, Brother Mu, what’s the next step? We will follow your lead!”

Li Mu, helpless, pushed them away with both legs, stood up, and said, “Alright, alright, let’s talk business.”

With that, Li Mu strode to the whiteboard, picked up a pen, and drew a very simple north-south map of Line 10 on it. Then he circled a few approximate locations, marking the positions of all six plots of land.

Seeing that Li Mu was about to discuss serious matters, Chen Ze and Song Liang quickly sat on the nearby sofa, gazing at Li Mu’s hand, waiting for him to continue.

After marking the six plots, Li Mu said to them, “First, let’s confirm one thing: these six plots can free up six billion in three days, right? Old Chen, you said this before, no problem?”

Chen Ze replied, “I think six billion might be a bit low now. I didn’t expect the city government to announce the Airport Line plan so early. I used to hear the Airport Line wouldn’t start construction for at least two or three years, so I thought they wouldn’t announce it so soon. Now that the Airport Line is explicitly connecting at Sanyuan Bridge Station on Line 10, the land prices here at Sanyuan Bridge are naturally much higher.”

Li Mu said, “We don’t need to liquefy too much capital in our hands at once. You can talk to the bank, either to increase the total loan amount or lower the interest rate. In short, just try to get some benefits. We still need to get the money out as soon as possible.”

Chen Ze nodded and asked, “And after we get it out? You take one billion, I take three hundred million, leaving four billion seven hundred million. Have you thought about how to use it?”

Li Mu said, “We’ll set aside the initial phase funds needed for developing three of the real estate projects, and use all the remaining money to invest in commercial real estate projects.”

Song Liang asked, “What about the other three projects?”

Li Mu said, “Partnerships. We’ll find sales channels to divest of them, ideally cooperating with powerful real estate companies for joint development. We won’t invest money, only provide the land.”

Song Liang clicked his tongue, saying, “That would be a huge loss. We’d simply give away hundreds of millions in profit from three plots to others. We can handle it ourselves.”

Li Mu said, “If we handle it ourselves, how could we possibly manage? I have a pile of things to do, Old Chen has a pile of things to do. Can you handle such a large project by yourself? Besides, our funds aren’t enough to handle it ourselves.”

Song Liang then said, “Lack of funds doesn’t matter, we can sell off-plan properties. That way the money comes back faster.”

Chen Ze also added, “These plots can be delayed for up to a year before construction begins. We can start three projects this year, and the other three next year. If the first three projects sell off-plan properties, we’ll have the funds for the latter three projects.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “To be honest, I personally feel we shouldn’t do off-plan properties. First, I fundamentally don’t really want to do residential real estate. Residential real estate, simply put, has no positive social impact. Instead, it raises land and housing prices, creating a large number of ‘mortgage slaves’ for society. If we want to be a real estate company with social influence and social responsibility, residential real estate projects should be minimized in the future. We should do more commercial real estate projects that can drive urban economic development, promote the development of the tertiary industry, and enhance the living, shopping, leisure, and entertainment experience for urban residents. Residential real estate is a one-time deal; how much can you truly make by being ruthless? Commercial real estate is different; that’s continuous income!”

Li Mu had long since told them about his future plans for commercial real estate. What he wanted to do was surpass Wanda and become the industry leader, making early arrangements and using future diversified business concepts to ensure that Wanying’s future commercial real estate projects could become the commercial and entertainment centers of a city. He was following Wanda’s path, but in the future, he would go even further.

Although both of them agreed with Li Mu’s plan, giving up three of the six plots still felt painful to see when they thought about it deeply.

However, Song Liang quickly made up his mind and said to Li Mu, “I was also skeptical about Line 10 running through the East Third Ring before. Now I see that you have a deeper and more thorough insight. I trust your judgment. If you insist on doing this, I have no objections.”

Chen Ze sighed lightly, smiling, “I was too ambitious. I have no objections to what Li Mu says either. However you want to do it, that’s how we’ll do it.”

Both Chen Ze and Song Liang had their own ideas, but they were generally similar. Both believed that Li Mu’s vision and judgment were far superior to theirs. Therefore, Li Mu must have had a clear strategy in mind for undertaking commercial real estate. So, sacrificing a little profit from three real estate projects for a greater future was nothing.

Li Mu then said, “In that case, let’s tentatively set our next phase development plan: six plots of land, we develop three projects ourselves, and partner on three projects. The three projects we develop ourselves must be high-end, preferably built as three landmark residential projects, striving for luxury to build our reputation. There’s no need to worry about funds; I’ll get this one billion back with interest by next year, so there’s no need to worry about the subsequent funds for the three projects.”

In Li Mu’s plan, Taobao would definitely need financing by next year at the latest. Currently, with the advantage of his entire ecological closed loop, Taobao had a dream start. But the e-commerce pie would grow ever larger in the future, and he would face various competitors. “Going it alone” would make it difficult to achieve continuous triumph. Therefore, financing was essential. And his current offshore company operations were nearing completion, which would make capital operations more flexible. He preferred to raise money from Wall Street or Silicon Valley; that way, he could not only raise capital but also gain connections. Future Silicon Valley held too many companies, technologies, and brilliant people that Li Mu coveted. Once the situation opened up, the gains would be astonishing!





Chapter 685: Advancing into Sanlitun

After determining the development direction for the six plots of land they owned, Song Liang and Chen Ze then thought of the plot of land Li Mu had acquired from Hongzhu Group Corporation and asked him how he planned to handle it.

That plot of land from Hongzhu Group Corporation also held enormous potential, and more importantly, it wasn’t purchased but acquired on credit. The profit margins within it were astonishingly large. However, Li Mu had stated beforehand that all profits generated from this land would be donated to Wanying Real Estate’s anti-drunk driving foundation, so he had no intention of going back on one’s word. Regarding the subsequent operations for this plot, he made a general decision: “We won’t actually invest manpower or resources into developing that plot ourselves. Instead, we’ll partner with other real estate companies. Let other companies provide the funds and effort, and we will announce to the public in advance that all of Wanying’s income from this collaboration will be donated to the anti-drunk driving foundation. This will also significantly enhance Wanying’s corporate image and strengthen its sense of social responsibility.”

The two naturally had no objections to this. It didn’t matter what Li Mu chose to do with the plot of land he’d acquired, even if it didn’t generate profit.

Li Mu felt that even though the plan was set, there was no need to rush its immediate advancement. The primary task at hand was to secure funding. There was no need to rush developing any of the seven plots of land. First, they should wait for the market to fully absorb the benefits from Subway Line 10 and the Airport Line. The more thoroughly these benefits were absorbed, the higher the actual value of these seven plots of land would be.

Thus, at this most exciting moment, the three decided to calm down instead, refraining from any substantial actions, and observe quietly, waiting for the market to ferment.

For Li Mu, the greatest significance of the six plots of land was their ability to free up a large sum of money. Since starting his business, he had never seen a sum of one billion in cash. In just a few days, he would broaden his vision. Regrettably, this money was destined to exist only as digital figures in a bank account; otherwise, if all that cash were withdrawn, it would probably take several trucks to transport it all.

While Wanying Real Estate was attracting widespread attention in the Yanjing real estate industry, Li Mu’s Mom and Dad, still far away in Haizhou, had no idea their son’s business had grown to a scale unimaginable to ordinary people.

When Li Mu was celebrating with Chen Ze and Song Liang over dinner, he received a call from his Mom. Li Mom kept asking him on the phone when he would return home. Li Mu originally wanted to make an excuse about being busy with school matters, but after thinking it over, if he delayed any further, he might truly not have time to go home.

The Brand Day was set for July 23rd, a major event for Taobao, and Li Mu naturally wanted to witness it in Yanjing. However, if he waited until after the 23rd to go home, it wouldn’t be very realistic, because celebrity auctions were also going to launch at the end of the month, along with matters concerning self-built logistics and cinema chains. In short, things were happening one after another.

So, Li Mu decided to go back as soon as possible. He would first spend a few days at home to rest and relax, then bring his Mom and Dad to Yanjing and be frank with them about all the matters in Yanjing. This way, he wouldn’t delay any of the ongoing affairs in Yanjing.

Immediately, Li Mu promised his Mom he would return in the next couple of days.

Li Mom had been eagerly anticipating his return home. Hearing his reply, she was naturally overjoyed and quickly asked Li Mu how he would travel back—by car, train, or airplane.

Li Mu thought about picking up his Mom and Dad to bring them to Yanjing, so he immediately ruled out driving. Even the best car isn’t that comfortable for a long journey, and driving safety is indeed lacking. Thus, Li Mu decided to fly back; it would be the quickest and most convenient way, and tickets would be easier to buy.

Li Mom sighed in relief upon hearing Li Mu would fly back, saying, “Flying back is best. Your Dad and I don’t want you to drive back; it’s too tiring, and it’s not safe.”

After hanging up, Song Liang asked Li Mu, “You’re going back to Haizhou in the next couple of days?”

Li Mu nodded. “I can’t put it off any longer. It’ll be even busier by the end of the month.”

Song Liang thought for a moment and said, “How about I go back for a few days too? You said we should wait for the market to absorb the positive news, right? There’s nothing pressing right now, so I can go see my wife and kids.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Then let’s go together.”

Song Liang said, “Alright, I’ll book the tickets.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll ask Yingxue later and confirm the time with her first.”

Chen Ze, standing by, said, “You two are both leaving? No one’s staying to keep me company.”

Li Mu replied, “Keep you company for what? Go find Du Fei! By the way, how are things progressing between you two? Constantly together at the racetrack and the club, has anything substantial happened?”

Chen Ze shook his head. “Not yet. Du Fei is practically a workaholic. I can’t talk to her about anything other than work.”

Song Liang laughed, “To flirt with girls, you can’t be so wishy-washy. You need to be direct and bold.”

Chen Ze gave a wry smile. “That’s because you don’t know Du Fei. Being direct and bold won’t work with her. That woman has a very peculiar personality; she’s truly a headache.”

Song Liang spread his hands. “Serves you right for liking her.”

Chen Ze said, “Let’s talk about something serious, Li Mu. You’ve always talked about commercial real estate. Have you considered where you’ll launch the first commercial real estate project?”

Li Mu said, “The best place would naturally be the CBD, but it’s too late for that now. Although Sanyuan Bridge is very popular at the moment, it might not necessarily develop into a commercial center in the future; it’s more likely to become a business center.”

A commercial center, to put it simply, is a hub for dining, entertainment, consumption, and shopping. A business center, however, is a hub filled with office buildings and clustered companies. The commercial real estate Li Mu wanted to develop would naturally rely on the former.

Song Liang said, “Sanyuan Bridge has such developed transportation; commercial development there should also be quite promising.”

Li Mu nodded. “It definitely has prospects, but in my opinion, it’s not the most promising.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Personally, I’m more optimistic about Sanlitun. It’s already developing into a bar street. Bars and nightclubs naturally attract a young, trendy consumer base. Before long, Sanlitun will become a landmark in Yanjing representing fashion. If we build a commercial center in Sanlitun, the development prospects will definitely be excellent.”

Currently, Sanlitun only had Workers’ Stadium and a bunch of bars and nightclubs; there really wasn’t much else. Chen Ze and Song Liang couldn’t foresee Sanlitun becoming a fashion hub in the future, but Li Mu was very clear about it in his mind. Sanlitun would become the most fashionable and trendiest landmark in Yanjing, bar none. While it hadn’t yet scaled up, getting involved early still had great potential.

The two began to ponder Sanlitun, comparing it with Sanyuan Bridge.

Li Mu then added, “I need to remind you two: when you look at Sanyuan Bridge, you shouldn’t view it through the eyes of a real estate developer.”

The two looked at Li Mu with surprise, not understanding what he meant.

Li Mu continued, “In our eyes, Sanyuan Bridge is indeed impressive now, with convenient and accessible transportation. But think about it, what’s so remarkable about Sanyuan Bridge in the eyes of ordinary citizens? Even if Subway Line 10 announced a Sanyuan Bridge station, people would just see Sanyuan Bridge as just another place in Yanjing with ‘Bridge’ in its name.

“Just imagine, in the future, what keywords will people associate with Sanyuan Bridge? Convenient transportation, transportation hub, Third Ring Road, Subway Line 10, Airport Express, Airport Expressway. But beyond that, there’s nothing much. When people think of Sanyuan Bridge, they won’t think of leisure, entertainment, dining, consumption, or fashion. Yet, these latter keywords are the crucial attributes of a commercial center!”

Hearing this, their expressions already showed signs of comprehension.

Li Mu continued, “Sanlitun is near the embassy district, and there are many foreigners there. Precisely because of the large foreign population, the bar business thrives especially well here. Bar culture is originally a Western thing, and they gather here, so bars and nightclubs naturally congregate here. So you see, Sanlitun already possesses at least four attributes: fashion, consumption, leisure, and entertainment. What’s still lacking are dining and shopping, and these two are core to our commercial project. As for transportation convenience, it’s not much worse than Sanyuan Bridge. Subway Line 10 will have a station near Sanlitun in the future, and it’s only a few minutes’ walk from the subway exit. Plus, being on the Third Ring Road, driving is also convenient. With so many advantages, Sanlitun is the most suitable place to build a commercial center.”

Chen Ze and Song Liang pondered carefully and quickly grasped the key point. Li Mu was right: Sanyuan Bridge was impressive, but it lacked a commercial atmosphere and was just a place name in the public’s mind, without any special attributes. Sanlitun, however, was different; it truly represented fashion in the minds of Yanjing’s young people. Fatty Wang’s SugarClub business was booming now, and not just his—most of the surrounding nightclubs were doing increasingly well. This gave Sanlitun another attribute in the public’s mind beyond just a place name—fashion.

Where there’s fashion, there’s entertainment; where there’s entertainment, there’s consumption; and where there’s consumption, there’s leisure. Moreover, its geographical location could be described as uniquely advantageous. If they built a commercial center here, it truly had great potential.

Chen Ze asked Li Mu, “What are your specific plans for the commercial center?”

Li Mu vaguely replied, “A commercial center must possess several essential elements. First is retail, with the apparel industry being the most crucial part. Therefore, at least half of the commercial units in our future commercial center will be allocated to the apparel industry. Next are dining and entertainment. I won’t say much about dining, but for entertainment, my plan is for large cinemas or arcades, with cinemas being indispensable. Beyond this, there are other retail sectors: electronic devices, daily necessities, and boutique supermarkets—these will all be targets for future investment attraction.”

Chen Ze nodded, “It’s the concept of a mall in developed countries, offering a one-stop service for dining, entertainment, consumption, and shopping.”

Li Mu snapped his fingers. “That’s right, those are the core components. Besides that, I also want to launch a star-rated hotel alongside it. We won’t seek investment for this; we’ll do it ourselves.

“Just imagine, in the future, every commercial center will have our own star-rated hotel. First Yanjing, then across the whole country. Gradually, we will let everyone know that wherever our commercial center opens, that place will be the most prosperous, most entertaining, and most fashionable spot in the city. Whether on business trips or for leisure travel, if you want the best experience of the city, you’ll need to stay at our hotels.”





Chapter 686: Lending Strength to Strike

In Li Mu’s eyes, a star-rated hotel is an indispensable accompaniment to a commercial center. The importance of a hotel is basically the same as that of a cinema chain; it’s not just about making money but more about enhancing the overall influence of the commercial real estate project’s brand.

For commercial real estate, Li Mu’s biggest advantage was his understanding of the mature commercial real estate operations model fifteen years later. Commercial centers like Wanda Plaza, Vanke Plaza, Taikoo Li, Joy City, MixC, and CapitaLand Mall emerged in endless succession. In Li Mu’s view, their core attributes were largely the same: they all integrated leisure, entertainment, dining, expenditure, shopping, and fashion—these key elements. As long as he grasped this core point, he had already succeeded by more than half.

Current domestic commercial real estate is far from as professional as it will be in fifteen years. If he could implement the advanced models of the future at this time, he was certain to make a name for himself in Yanjing. Succeeding with one would open the opportunity to succeed with many.

Song Liang and Chen Ze were both laymen in commercial real estate. Hearing Li Mu’s plan now, they felt it was somewhat outlandish, but upon closer consideration, they also believed this model was sufficiently advanced and should possess enough genes for success.

Li Mu, leveraging his advantage as a reborn individual, continued to give the two of them empty promises with his mindset, which was decades ahead of others: “In the future, once our commercial centers establish their Brand recognition, we must immediately begin signing bind cooperation agreements with a large number of brands, such as Walmart or Carrefour, LV or Chanel, and KFC or McDonald’s, as well as a whole host of other brands.”

“What kind of bind cooperation agreements? As long as our commercial real estate projects launch, the strategically cooperative brands must move in. For this, we can offer them sufficient preferential conditions on commercial units rent or sales commissions. The more brands we bind, the richer our own commercial district will become, attracting more Users. The stronger the User appeal, the more eager other commercial units will be to move in, and the entry threshold will also increase accordingly.”

The two nodded repeatedly, and even Song Liang sighed, “My understanding of commercial real estate isn’t deep enough; I’m far behind you.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, noncommittally, and continued: “I hope that in the future, we can establish deep cooperation with some brands familiar to audiences. Wherever Wanying Plaza opens, they can follow. This way, Wanying Plaza will also save itself the trouble of repeated investment attraction in the future.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “I hope that every Wanying Plaza in China will be able to provide standardized service in the future. Consumers in their own cities will become accustomed to consuming at Wanying and accustomed to Wanying’s business model. In the future, no matter if a consumer travels from Yanjing to Shanghai, or from Shanghai to Jinling, it won’t matter if they are unfamiliar with the place. As long as there is a Wanying Plaza, and as long as they enter a Wanying Plaza, they will always find that familiar feeling, that sense of intimacy. It’s like the nature of McDonald’s and KFC; no matter where you go, once you enter one of these two places, it’s still the familiar decor, the familiar menu, the familiar recipe, the familiar taste.”

“I really admire you…” Chen Ze shook his head and exclaimed, “How do you come up with all these routines?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Naturally, I thought them up with my brain. This is the same as Muye Technology’s development routines: it’s all about utilizing every resource possible, finding a way to weave them into a net, interconnecting them to form their own Ecosystem. Once this is achieved, the task is more than half done.”

With that, Li Mu said, feigning smugness, “I’m not finished. You’ll be even more convinced when I’m done.”

Chen Ze nodded, “Brother Mu, please speak. I’m all ears.”

Li Mu said, “Besides what I just mentioned, major first-tier brands are naturally also key to attracting. Although most consumers cannot afford products from first-tier brands, they are definitely familiar to audiences for the majority of consumers. Malls that have them feel more high-end to consumers.”

Li Mu had heard that many international first-tier luxury brands’ stores in China did not need to pay a single cent in rent. Some commercial centers and large malls, to enhance their consumer recognition and influence, actively sought to attract first-tier luxury brands to move in. They would provide prime commercial units to first-tier luxury brands at zero rent, and the first-tier luxury brands only needed to complete their own renovations to open for business.

This mode for the mall, although it meant losing some rent, elevated the entire mall’s standing, making it naturally more beneficial than detrimental. For first-tier luxury brands, being able to open a store at extremely low cost was naturally a blessing. Thus, both sides were engaged in a win-win cooperation.

After speaking voluminously for a long time, Li Mu took a sip of water and continued: “Besides introducing strategically cooperative brands and strengthening our own brand, in the future, we must also grasp the development pace of second- and third-tier cities, and even fourth- and fifth-tier cities. If Wanying Plaza can become the preferred choice for leisure, entertainment, and shopping in consumers’ minds, then we will possess the strength to become the commercial center of a region, or even an entire city.”

Once our Brand recognition is established, future third- and fourth-tier cities will surely treat us as targets for investment attraction, offering us numerous preferential policies to beg us to develop there. This is because wherever we go, a whole host of bound merchant brands will follow, rapidly boosting local commercial development and citizen consumption, and even driving up the average housing prices nearby. By then, our development speed, with the support of local governments, will enhance even further. This move is called Lending Strength to Strike.”

Li Mu spoke at length, and Chen Ze and Song Liang basically understood his massive future plan: not just one mall, or a few, but a commercial empire spanning the entire country! Chen Ze was inwardly shocked, while Song Liang’s eyes turned green with excitement! Like a ravenous wolf, his mind was filled with the commercial real estate projects Li Mu described. If Wanying could truly reach the stage Li Mu described, it was certain that Wanying would become a top domestic real estate company—no, a real estate kingdom!

Chen Ze was also a smart man. Combining the large malls he had seen abroad with Li Mu’s descriptions, he immediately became full of anticipation for the future.

Compared this way, the development space for commercial real estate was indeed much, much larger than for residential real estate. Most critically, the concept Li Mu imbued commercial real estate with, if realized, would yield a sense of accomplishment incomparable to that of residential real estate.

The two finally understood why Li Mu only wanted to earn his first fortune in the real estate industry with residential real estate but was unwilling to pursue further development in that sector. It turned out what he wanted to do was create a commercial real estate brand that could truly influence national urban development and change the lives of city residents.

The place name Sanlitun once again appeared in their minds. At this moment, Sanlitun had gained another attribute in their hearts—the place where the commercial real estate dream began.

After discussing future plans, the three talked about other topics, then the conversation shifted to going home. Chen Ze suggested the two take this opportunity to go home and rest well. These few days, he would be in Yanjing finalizing the financial matters, and then research the commercial land situation in Sanlitun, preparing his homework in advance.

Li Mu wasn’t anxious. The development of Sanlitun Taikoo Li seemed to be a matter for 2005 or later. This gap period was long enough for the three of them to figure out how to operate.

However, speaking of going home, aside from Li Mu, Song Liang was also quite eager. He hadn’t seen his wife and child in a while and missed them dearly. He had been busy before, constantly waiting for the Subway Line 10 news to be announced. Now that the Subway Line 10 news was finally public, he could thoroughly relax and seize this time to rest properly.

Li Mu also said he wanted to rest at home for a few days, and then bring his Mom and Dad over to stay for a while.

The two were enthusiastically discussing going home to rest when Chen Ze kindly reminded them, yet also poured a basin of cold water on their heads: “Are neither of you planning to attend this Saturday’s summit?”

Li Mu and Song Liang exchanged glances. Song Liang exclaimed, “Oh crap, I completely forgot!”

Chen Ze asked Song Liang, “Brother Liang, are you still planning to attend?”

Song Liang adjusted his shirt collar, saying pretentiously, “Of course I’m attending! Wanying is a rising star in the real estate industry now. At the industry summit, Wanying will certainly be the most talked-about topic. How could I miss such a great opportunity to show off!”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re right, this is a great opportunity for us to make a grand entrance. We definitely need to make good use of it.” Then, Li Mu asked him, “But if you go back the day after tomorrow, you’d have to be back by Friday night at the latest. Won’t a few days at home be a bit short?”

Song Liang waved his hand, “It doesn’t matter. I’ll just bring my wife and child over. Anyway, I’m the only one who has to travel back and forth. I didn’t have them come before because things were busy and stressful. Now it’s better; I’ll have them come stay with me for a while.”

Chen Ze asked with a smile, “If sister-in-law and the child come, will you be able to take care of them? Do you want me to find you some experienced domestic helpers?”

Song Liang chuckled, “I’ll just bring my father-in-law and mother-in-law too. When I’m not home, they’re the ones helping my wife take care of things.”

Li Mu said, “Then if we’re coming back on Friday, let’s head back sooner. Not the day after tomorrow, let’s leave tomorrow.”

Song Liang said, “Or you don’t have to accompany me. Get some good rest at home for a few days. Among the three of us, you’re the most tired.”

Li Mu chuckled, “As you said, it would be such a shame to miss such a good opportunity to show off.”

“Oh, please,” Song Liang scoffed. “If you really want to show off, Muye Technology and Taobao are more than enough for you to flaunt. Do you even need to go to the real estate summit to show off? Those people probably—”

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s fine, I’ll go too. Anyway, I’m the one doing the traveling. Mom and Dad can come over with me earlier and stay in Yanjing for a few more days.”

Song Liang narrowed his eyes. “Why are you so interested in this summit? Is there something Chen Ze and I don’t know?”

Li Mu, feigning to be calm and unconcerned, waved his hand and didn’t say another word.





Chapter 687: Harmony at Home Brings Prosperity

The three men had some drinks. Li Mu was driven home by Wang Yuanlang. After arriving home, he first called Su Yingxue to discuss when he should return home. Su Yingxue had originally planned to go home later specifically to wait for Li Mu. Since Li Mu decided to return, she naturally hoped it would be as soon as possible, so Li Mu had Song Liang book a flight ticket for tomorrow afternoon.

Su Yingxue wanted Li Mu to accompany her back to school tomorrow morning, as she wanted to pack some things from her dorm room, but she felt a bit awkward going back alone. Li Mu readily agreed.

After confirming the time, Li Mu called his Mom to tell her he would be returning tomorrow afternoon. Unexpectedly, Mom was currently having dinner at a restaurant. Hearing that Li Mu was coming back tomorrow, she immediately exclaimed excitedly, “Xiao Mu is coming back tomorrow afternoon!”

As soon as her voice fell, various noisy sounds immediately came from the other end of the phone, but they all sounded familiar. Someone even said, “Xiao Mu is coming back tomorrow? Alright then, I’ll treat him to a welcome feast tomorrow night!”

Li Mu recognized the voice as his Mother’s older brother, who quite often didn’t get along well with his family. He couldn’t help but ask Mom, “Mom, are you having dinner with Mother’s older brother?”

Li Mom chuckled, “The new store opened today, and the entire extended family is here. Your Dad is here too!”

“New store opening?” Li Mu was stunned, remembering his Mom mentioning getting a provincial distributorship for Quanjin some time ago. He couldn’t help but ask, “Did the Quanjin store open?”

“No,” Li Mom said with a smile, “Quanjin opened a while ago. The store that opened today is the Adidas one we just started.”

Li Mu’s mind was struggling to process it. He subconsciously asked, “When did you open another Adidas store?!”

Li Mom said, “It’s the Haizhou exclusive agency we negotiated a while ago. It’s not just Adidas; the Nike store is also being decorated and will open soon…”

Li Mu felt his head ache as he listened, and couldn’t help but say, “Can you manage opening so many stores…?”

“We can manage,” Li Mom said with a smile. “Your Dad registered a company some time ago. The Quanjin provincial distributorship is being operated under the company’s name. We only manage the franchisees and haven’t opened any stores ourselves. For the Haizhou store, I had your Mother’s older brother invest money to open it. Now, your maternal uncle’s wife’s niece is helping them manage it, and business is very good.”

Only then did Li Mu understand. No wonder Mother’s older brother was so enthusiastic on the phone, even offering to host a welcome feast for him tomorrow. It turned out he had opened a Quanjin specialty store in Haizhou.

However, Li Mu also wondered to himself, although Mother’s older brother’s family were all civil servants and lived well, it would certainly be impossible for them to put up hundreds of thousands to open a store. Where did he get the money to open Quanjin? Li Mu wanted to ask but felt it wasn’t appropriate to ask directly over the phone. Just then, Li Mom said, “Son, your Dad wants to say a few words to you.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Then let Dad take the phone.”

A moment later, Li Dad took the phone and said cheerfully, “Son, coming back tomorrow?”

“Yes, Dad. Tomorrow afternoon’s flight. I should be home around six.”

Li Dad exclaimed, “That’s great! I was just thinking about you, and you’re already coming back.”

Li Mu said, “Dad, it’s too noisy on your end; I can’t hear clearly. Maybe you can find a quieter place first?”

“Alright.”

Li Dad held the phone and said to the people at the table, “I’m going out for a smoke, you all carry on chatting.”

Mother’s older brother tried to keep him, “Oh, Daoping, just smoke here, why go out?”

Li Dad said, “Xiao Mu can’t hear clearly. It’s good for me to go out and chat with him for a bit.”

Mother’s older brother immediately said, “Oh, if Xiao Mu finds it noisy, then we won’t talk. You two father and son just chat.”

As soon as he said this, the dining table indeed quieted down. Li Dad still insisted, “You all keep eating and chatting. It’s easier for me to go out and talk.”

Mother’s older brother didn’t insist this time. Li Dad came out of the private room, and it was indeed much quieter. He smiled and said to Li Mu, “Son, can you hear clearly now?”

“I can hear clearly.” Li Mu asked, “Dad, is Mother’s older brother working with our family now?”

Li Mu subconsciously felt that if Mother’s older brother opened a store, nine times out of ten, his own family had paid for it, or at least most of it. Otherwise, given Mother’s older brother’s means, he definitely wouldn’t be able to open a specialty store.

Li Dad lowered his voice slightly and said, “Our family paid 80% for your Mother’s older brother’s store. He doesn’t have to pay for inventory upfront; he sells first and pays later.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “What about the profits? How are they divided?”

Li Dad casually said, “Half and half.”

Li Mu’s eyebrows knitted together into a twist, “That high?”

Li Mu felt somewhat uncomfortable, not because he was stingy with the profits. The main reason was that Mother’s older brother had looked down on Dad for so many years, often giving him dirty looks and not sparing any sarcastic remarks or taunts. Now that Mom and Dad’s business was taking off, he was simply enjoying the benefits. His and his wife’s jobs at the Tax Bureau were a secure livelihood, not to mention. Now, by investing only a tiny bit of money to open a specialty store, even the cost of goods was waived. Investing 20% for 50% of the profits — he was getting all the good deals. Li Mu felt it wasn’t fair for his Dad.

Li Dad realized Li Mu might be a bit dissatisfied, so he smiled and comforted him, “Your Mother’s older brother hasn’t had it easy either. Your maternal uncle’s wife’s father was diagnosed with cancer in the first half of the year, and they spent a lot of money. Plus, your older cousin Yuanyuan spends a lot and has been wanting them to buy her a house in Jinling. Your Mother’s older brother initially came to me and your Mom to borrow money. Your Mom thought it was a good opportunity since our family got the Quanjin provincial distributorship, so she wanted to help your Mother’s older brother. That’s why she主动提了这么个事儿 (proactively brought up this matter), and I agreed. Don’t be upset in your heart.”

Li Mu said, “I’m not upset, nor am I stingy. I just feel he was so excessive before…”

Li Dad chuckled, “Your Mother’s older brother was indeed excessive before, but no matter what, she’s your Mom’s older brother. We’re doing well now, and we shouldn’t dwell on past grievances with him. Family harmony is the most important thing. Besides, your paternal uncle’s family, your Mother’s younger brother’s family, and your Mother’s younger sister’s family are all making money with us. It wouldn’t be right to exclude your Mother’s older brother. And now, he’s very good to me and your Mom. Didn’t you hear? As soon as he heard you were coming back, he immediately started arranging a welcome feast for you…”

Li Mu sighed lightly, “Alright, if you and Mom think it’s appropriate, then it’s fine.”

Li Dad said, “Money is just material possessions. Your Mom and I see that very clearly now. If we, as a family, can all make money and live harmoniously, that’s the best outcome.”

Li Mu nodded, “Alright, we can discuss the rest when I get home tomorrow.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu gradually came to terms with it. Mother’s older brother had indeed caused Dad a lot of embarrassment over the years, but ever since Li Mu helped Mom and Dad open their first store, his attitude had completely reined itself in. Listening to his words on the phone earlier, he seemed to treat Dad with quite a bit of respect. The atmosphere of the entire extended family eating, chatting, and laughing felt very happy even across the phone—this was a good thing. As the saying goes, harmony at home brings prosperity to all endeavors. Making a small financial sacrifice for family harmony would greatly benefit Mom and Dad’s mood, so it was indeed very worthwhile.

Although he had turned this page in his mind, Li Mu still felt somewhat worried for his parents. Ever since the Metersbonwe store opened, they seemed unable to stop. They then proactively opened a Semir store, acquired the Quanjin provincial distributorship, and unexpectedly now they’d opened Adidas and Nike stores in Haizhou. Managing so many things, he feared they were worrying themselves sick day and night, just like him. Could they ever relax?

…

That night, real estate agents were still constantly revising the rumors about Wanying Real Estate that continued to spread throughout the city. Countless real estate companies were trying to find Song Liang’s contact information. Song Liang, ever since arriving in Yanjing, had hardly had any direct contact with the Yanjing real estate industry, so finding his contact information was no small challenge for these Bigwigs in the Yanjing real estate community.

However, it was merely a challenge, not an insurmountable one.

From the moment Song Liang returned to his residence in Yanjing, his phone began to ring incessantly. The calls were all from unknown numbers, both male and female. Everyone followed the same routine: first, some polite pleasantries and flattery, then introducing themselves, usually as the general manager or even a director of a real estate development company, or the owner of a construction company or sales company. Their intention for contacting Song Liang was only one: cooperation.

It was no surprise, mainly because Wanying Real Estate had acquired almost all the best plots of land near Sanyuan Bridge this time. It was already remarkable for one company to snatch up one plot of land, but Wanying had snatched up five. This was practically hogging all the glory! The most beneficial location along Line 10 was Sanyuan Bridge. Was Wanying going to monopolize such a huge opportunity?

For Yanjing’s real estate companies, they naturally couldn’t sit by and watch this happen. If someone truly tries to hog all the credit, they would certainly face industry-wide boycotts, and prominent figures might even emerge to teach them a lesson. After all, Wanying was just a newcomer; they hadn’t had a single real estate project in Yanjing before this. At a time like this, everyone wanted to get a share of the profits.

However, these Yanjing real estate Bigwigs weren’t fools. After researching Wanying Real Estate’s capital structure beforehand, they immediately realized that this company was not one to be trifled with, so they could only proactively seek cooperation with Song Liang. Over the phone, their words mostly expressed a desire to find an opportunity for “a meeting,” “dinner,” or “to chat.”

Song Liang hadn’t expected these people to get their hands on his contact information so quickly, and every name reported by the callers was that of a prominent figure in the Yanjing real estate industry. He couldn’t outright refuse, so he evaded their questions vaguely, stating that he would be leaving Yanjing for a while and would contact them upon his return.

After dismissing seven or eight people this way, Song Liang immediately turned off his phone. Fortunately, he had two phones: one with a Haizhou number and one with a local Yanjing number. The one currently being circulated was his Yanjing number.

After turning off his phone, Song Liang used his other phone to text Li Mu and Chen Ze, saying that he simply couldn’t bear the constant harassment and that the number would be temporarily off for a few days.

Chen Ze teased him, saying he was now the most popular figure in the Yanjing real estate industry. Li Mu warned him that since they could find his Yanjing number, they would surely find his Haizhou number too, telling him to be prepared to buy an unregistered SIM card outside.

Song Liang was distraught, fearing that his Haizhou number would also be plagued by calls. He quickly called his wife, confirmed he’d be back tomorrow, and then explained not to worry if his phone was off, as a huge number of people were looking for him everywhere.

That night, Li Mu, Chen Ze, and Song Liang all suffered from insomnia.

Song Liang’s efforts for half his life couldn’t compare to making a killing by following Li Mu just once. Chen Ze also never thought making money could be so easy. And Li Mu, the behind-the-scenes promoter of it all, wasn’t as calm and collected as he had been during the day, but tossed and turned in bed, completely sleepless.

Securing six billion in funds with six plots of land — how could Li Mu remain calm? Six billion yuan in those days was undoubtedly a super immense sum. Although this money hadn’t arrived yet, and it was only a mortgage loan, not profit, it still made Li Mu’s heart surge with emotion. Real estate magnates in later generations almost all started this way, getting something for nothing, leveraging funds from both banks and consumers by acquiring land. If Wanying developed in this direction, it could certainly become a real estate giant.

However, Li Mu hoped even more that Wanying could become a positive role model among domestic real estate developers, genuinely boosting local economies and improving people’s living and entertainment standards through commercial real estate. That was what he most wanted to do. As long as Wanying’s development path remained within his sphere of influence, he would continue to steer it in that direction.

Besides planning and envisioning Wanying’s future, what Li Mu was even more excited about was that once the one billion in cash was in hand, he would vigorously develop his logistics system. As long as the logistics path was laid and ran smoothly, Li Mu was confident he could utterly defeat Boss Ma within a year.

…

The next morning, Li Mu drove to Su Yingxue’s paternal aunt’s house to pick her up for school, accompanying her to the girls’ dorm. The dorm manager Auntie on duty during the summer recognized Li Mu and didn’t stop him, so Li Mu and Su Yingxue entered her dorm room together. Pushing open the door, they saw that out of the three bunk beds, the headboards of all but one had bedding rolled up. Only one lower bunk bed was left with just an empty bed frame. Su Yingxue said that was Cai Zhixiao’s bed. After the incident, her parents came specifically to pack up her personal belongings.

Li Mu nodded, unwilling to let her dwell on the matter, so he changed the subject, saying, “By the way, I might not be able to stay home for too long this time; I’ll have to come back soon.”

Su Yingxue asked, “About when will you be back?”

Li Mu said, “If nothing unexpected happens, probably Friday.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “So soon? Are things very busy right now?”

Li Mu said helplessly, “There’s a whole pile of things waiting to be handled at the end of July, so I have to come back early.”

Su Yingxue said with a hint of disappointment, “I was hoping that while you were home resting, we could find a chance to relax together. Plus, there’s a high school reunion at the end of the month. Aren’t you planning to attend?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I won’t go to the class reunion, I really don’t have time.” Actually, Li Mu wanted to say he really didn’t have common ground with them, but he didn’t voice it.

Su Yingxue understood in her heart too. The gap between their old high school classmates and Li Mu was simply too great. They probably wouldn’t have much to talk about beyond reminiscing.

Su Yingxue simply packed some clothes and took a few books into her suitcase, then left Renmin University with Li Mu.





Chapter 688: A Young Man’s Woes

After lunch, Li Mu drove to the airport. After parking the car, he took Su Yingxue through security and met Song Liang, who had arrived earlier, in the VIP lounge.

Song Liang brought along a young male assistant. Li Mu was very familiar with the young man, whose name was Chen Fang. He was a trusted subordinate of Song Liang and had been with him since Song Liang first started in the industry.

This time, Song Liang booked first class. The flight was quite comfortable. After the plane landed at Jinling Airport, people arranged by Song Liang drove specially to Jinling Airport to pick them up. For this pickup, Song Liang arranged two Mercedes-Benz cars. He and his assistant took one, and Li Mu and Su Yingxue took the other.

On the way to Haizhou, Li Mu asked Su Yingxue, “When we get to Haizhou later, will Uncle and Auntie come out to pick you up?”

Su Yingxue said, “I didn’t tell Mom and Dad I’m coming back today.”

Li Mu asked her curiously, “Why didn’t you say something beforehand?”

Su Yingxue then said, “Yesterday during the day, Mom even called me to ask when I could come back. I said I’d have to wait a few days because I still had some school matters. But then last night you said we’d come back today, so I just thought, why not keep it from Mom. If they ask when I get home, I’ll say it’s to give them a surprise.”

Li Mu said, “Your Aunt (paternal) and Uncle-in-law (paternal) will probably inform them, right?”

Su Yingxue shook her head. “I told them not to say anything either. Just to cooperate with me in creating a surprise for them.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, then said, “Then should I have the driver take you directly to your residential complex gate?”

“Okay.”

On the way back, Li Mom called Li Mu to ask about his travel plans, and didn’t forget to tell him that Mother’s older brother had already booked a hotel at Haizhou Hotel. The whole family was already getting ready to go to the restaurant, and told him to go straight to the restaurant for dinner as soon as he arrived.

Although Li Mu had some prejudice against Mother’s older brother, after understanding the principle that harmony in a family brings prosperity, he no longer contended in his heart. After returning to Haizhou, he first had himself drop Su Yingxue off at her home. After watching Su Yingxue enter her residential complex, he then took the car to Haizhou Hotel.

When the Mercedes-Benz car pulled up to the entrance of Haizhou Hotel, Li Mu saw Mother’s younger brother and his maternal younger male cousin, Xiao Hao, standing at the entrance. Xiao Hao had grown taller since Li Mu last saw him. He was furtively looking around, seeming as if he was waiting for him.

Xiao Hao was thirteen years old this year, and was in that awkward phase of not yet being fully grown. He was dressed quite smartly, but he was very thin, with a sparse fuzz of black hair on his upper lip, making him look rather scruffy.

Li Mu knew that in the next few years of middle school, this kid’s height would shoot up incredibly fast. After gradually shedding this awkward phase, he would grow into a much more presentable young man. Otherwise, with his current unlucky appearance, even if his dad supported him in finding a romantic partner, he wouldn’t have a chance at all, let alone getting his early relationship partner pregnant later on.

Li Mu told the driver to stop in front of the two. After thanking the driver, he pushed the door open and got out. Xiao Hao was murmuring to his Dad, “Dad, when’s my bro coming?”

Mother’s younger brother said, “Soon, I guess.”

Xiao Hao stomped his foot. “Oh, I’m dying of impatience!”

Just then, Li Mu pushed the door open and got out of the car. He looked up and asked Xiao Hao, “Little brat, what’s making you so impatient?”

Li Mu’s sudden appearance startled both of them. Xiao Hao was the quickest to react; he immediately pounced into Li Mu’s arms, excitedly shouting, “Bro, you’re back! I’ve missed you so much!”

Li Mu first greeted his Mother’s younger brother. Mother’s younger brother said with a smile, “Everyone’s waiting for you upstairs; let’s go up too.”

“Okay.” Li Mu nodded, patted Xiao Hao, who was hugging his waist, and said, “Come on, let’s go upstairs for dinner.”

Xiao Hao stood up, looking up at Li Mu. He stood on his tiptoes and placed a hand on Li Mu’s shoulder, saying with a strong air of street wisdom, “Bro, I noticed you got even handsomer.”

“Stop flattering me.” Li Mu knew this kid’s mischievous nature too well. He had been glib and smooth-talking since he was little.

The three of them entered the Haizhou Hotel. Xiao Hao pulled Li Mu aside and said to his Dad, who was walking ahead, “Dad, you go up first. I have something private to tell bro.”

Mother’s younger brother urged, “Little brat, what private talk? Hurry up and go!”

Xiao Hao stood his ground, whining, “Oh, Dad, I really have something to tell bro!”

Seeing this, Mother’s younger brother hesitated slightly and said to Li Mu, “Xiao Mu, if this kid tries to ask you for money, don’t give it to him. Don’t pay attention to him even if he acts poor. His mother and I don’t shortchange him on pocket money.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile. “Okay, I understand.”

Xiao Hao made a face at his dad. After his dad left, he turned to Li Mu, looking pleadingly, and said, “Bro, can you help me sign up for a Sanshou training class?”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Why do you want to sign up for that?”

Xiao Hao mimed a fist and said, “To practice Sanshou! The Children’s Palace opened a Sanshou training class. The instructor said he was some provincial Sanshou champion. I want to sign up, but the tuition fee is eight hundred yuan for half a year. It’s too expensive. During summer break, Mom only gives me ten yuan a day. By the time I save enough, school will have already started.”

Li Mu smiled. “Can’t you learn something else? Why learn Sanshou? Do you want to learn Sanshou to flirt with girls?”

Xiao Hao’s expression dimmed slightly, and he said, “If I practice Sanshou hard for two months and become a master, no one at school will dare to bully me anymore.”

Li Mu saw that his expression was off, and couldn’t help but ask, “What, have you been bullied at school?”

“Yeah.” Xiao Hao said, lowering his head, “There’s a kid in my class who always picks on me. I fought him twice, but I couldn’t beat him.”

Li Mu quickly asked him, “You weren’t hurt, were you?”

Xiao Hao said, “Only light injuries. I just endured it. Actually, I’m not scared of him in a one-on-one fight. The problem is, that guy has several best friends helping him.”

Li Mu asked, “He has best friends, don’t you have any friends?”

Xiao Hao kicked away a small pebble at his feet, and said with a troubled expression, “I do, but they don’t dare to help.”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly. “This is what happens when you’re careless with choosing friends. You should interact less with such friends in the future.”

Xiao Hao looked up and said seriously, “It’s not their fault. The main thing is, that guy’s older brother is a famous thug in the high school section. He often hangs out with ‘big brothers’ from outside of school. Before, a guy from the ninth grade picked a fight with him and was beaten by his brother so badly he was hospitalized for several days. Since then, no one dares to provoke him.”

Li Mu quickly asked, “Did his brother hit you?”

Xiao Hao hesitated for a moment, then lowered his head and said, “Once during a break, he came to our classroom door and slapped me twice.”

At first, Li Mu thought it was just kids bickering and fighting, a trivial matter not worth taking seriously. However, when he heard this, Li Mu’s heart tightened, and he felt he absolutely had to take this matter seriously.

He had also gone through middle school and high school step by step. He had witnessed many fights and brawls in school. The phenomenon of forming gangs in schools was very serious now. They would casually swear brotherhood, form small groups, and then gang up to bully classmates. In his previous life, when Li Mu was in high school, he had even been extorted for ‘protection money’. What was called ‘protection money’ was actually a bunch of school thugs finding honest students to “borrow money” from. Their words were all very ‘street’, asking to borrow some money for an emergency, saying that if you lent it, you’d be friends, brothers. If anything happened in the future, you could mention their names or ask them for help directly. But the money lent would definitely not be returned, and it was entirely impossible for them to actually help if something serious happened. But if you didn’t lend it, it meant you were disrespecting them. At best, they would warn you to be careful in the future; at worst, you might even be beaten on the spot.

Precisely because of this, Li Mu could understand how Xiao Hao felt. And he also knew that Xiao Hao definitely wouldn’t tell his parents or teachers. If he hadn’t thought he could afford the Sanshou class tuition, he probably wouldn’t have told even him.

So, Li Mu asked him, “Is eight hundred yuan enough?”

“Enough.” Xiao Hao nodded vigorously.

Li Mu nodded. “Tomorrow, I’ll go with you to sign up.”

Xiao Hao immediately beamed with joy. “That’s great! Thanks, bro!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked him, “Do you know what that kid’s brother is called?”

“Yes, his brother is called Xu Hui, and everyone calls him Huihui.”

Li Mu then asked, “Who does he hang out with outside?”

Xiao Hao blurted out, “Brother Heizi.”

“What does Brother Heizi do?”

“He runs a karaoke bar at the West Gate of No. 5 School. His boss is Er Bin from Xiguan.”

Li Mu slapped the back of Xiao Hao’s head. “You little brat, you’re always getting into trouble! I don’t see you being diligent with your studies, but you know a lot about the streets! Do you want to drop out of school and become a thug?”

The slap wasn’t hard. Xiao Hao still said with a wronged expression, “I definitely don’t want to be a thug. What’s good about being a thug? That Huihui acts all big at school. Even on hot days, he has to cheat money out of middle school students to buy soda. It’s so embarrassing.”

Li Mu saw that he was speaking sincerely, and felt much more at ease. It didn’t matter if he didn’t study well; with him around, he’d always find a way in the future. But if he wanted to be a small-time thug at such a young age, then he was truly ungrateful.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Hao then mumbled, “But being a thug has one benefit.”

Li Mu asked him, “What benefit?”

Xiao Hao didn’t even think, and blurted out, “If you’re a good thug, you’ll never lack for chicks.”

“Crap!” Li Mu slapped him again. “You just won’t learn what’s good for you!”

Xiao Hao stuck out his tongue, rubbing the back of his head, and said, “I’m telling the truth, schoolgirls like those kinds of guys.” After saying that, he added sincerely, “Bro, don’t worry, I definitely won’t become a thug!”

Li Mu nodded. Although he had agreed to pay for him to learn Sanshou, Li Mu didn’t want him to actually get into fights and conflicts with others at school later. He thought about how Xiao Hao had just finished seventh grade and would still have at least five more years of school in Haizhou. The campus in a small place was like its own little world of power struggles. He had to ensure Xiao Hao wouldn’t be bullied in school for the next five years. So he told Xiao Hao, “Tomorrow, I’ll take care of that Huihui matter for you, and make sure he avoids you whenever he sees you.”

Xiao Hao blurted out, “Never mind, bro. I can handle it myself. You just have to take me to sign up for the Sanshou class tomorrow.”

Li Mu held up a large palm and threatened, “Say one more unnecessary word, and I won’t pay your tuition fee.”





Chapter 689: Playing a Bit Too Big, Aren’t We?

Xiao Hao had been close to Li Mu since he was a child. Although Li Mu, as an older brother, had a terrible life in his previous life, Xiao Hao had always respected him. Every few days, he would call, and occasionally, he would visit Yanjing, always bringing two packs of local cigarettes for his “Beijing Drifter” brother. The two brothers had a considerable age gap, yet as they grew into adulthood, they found many common topics. Xiao Hao was already precocious and had been tempered by military service, making him much more mature than his peers.

Xiao Hao was the only son in the Xiao family, and he was the oldest among his mother’s siblings’ children. Among his closest blood relatives, Li Mu was his maternal older cousin. Thus, he had always felt a certain reliance on Li Mu.

Li Mu mulled it over. He figured the situation Xiao Hao was facing must have also happened in his previous life, because although he had changed his family’s financial conditions, he hadn’t changed his academic path or the bullies at his school.

Li Mu knew that given Xiao Hao’s personality, neither in his previous life nor this one would he tell anyone about such things; he wouldn’t want to. To speak of it today, and to ask Li Mu to sign him up for a Sanshou class, was telling. In his previous life, he had never brought it up, likely because he knew his older cousin’s family wasn’t well-off and that Li Mu was struggling to study at Jinling University. He never thought of asking Li Mu to spend money on him. That’s why Li Mu had been completely unaware of this matter in his previous life.

By the time he was in his thirties in his previous life, Xiao Hao was the closest of all Li Mu’s siblings to him. In this life, Li Mu sometimes even thought that even if Xiao Hao only graduated from high school and couldn’t get into university, he would still fund his studies abroad to broaden his horizons. No matter what he learned, Li Mu would arrange a job for him with an income far exceeding that of his peers. As long as Li Mu didn’t fall, he would ensure Xiao Hao lived a good life. So, when he heard that Xiao Hao was being bullied at school, Li Mu made up his mind to help him resolve this issue once and for all.

Leading Xiao Hao to the door of the private room, Li Mu heard a bustling commotion inside even before pushing the door open, indicating a lively atmosphere. Xiao Hao dashed forward a couple of steps and pushed the door open. In the spacious private room, the entire extended family was seated around a large circular table, easily three meters in diameter, chatting. Everyone looked radiant, clearly in very good spirits and health.

When Li Dad and Li Mom saw Li Mu enter, both stood up happily and waved. Li Mu quickly went to the empty seats in front of them and greeted the elders at the table one by one.

Maternal Grandfather and Maternal Grandmother were there, as were the four families of Maternal Uncle, Mother’s Younger Brother, Mother’s Older Sister, and Mother’s Younger Sister. Li Mu greeted each one, and the elders responded warmly. In their eyes, Li Mu was the family’s greatest pride. They didn’t know how much money Li Mu had earned, but Li Mu’s 3321 was very popular. They had seen reports about 3321 and even Li Mu himself on Central TV several times, so these elders often treated Li Mu as a topic to brag about outside.

Li Mu’s Maternal Uncle was exceptionally warm, and his Maternal Uncle’s Wife also shed her usual condescending attitude, incessantly asking Li Mu about his life and studies.

Li Mu wasn’t quite used to such insincere warmth. Although it was possible that the Maternal Uncle and Maternal Uncle’s Wife’s enthusiasm wasn’t entirely feigned, Li Mu knew in his heart that this warmth was directed at his money, not at him as a person.

However, Li Mu outwardly showed them full respect. Whatever they asked, he patiently answered, not forgetting to say thank you for their concern.

His older female cousin, Xiao Yuanyuan, looked at Li Mu with a hint of dissatisfaction in her brows. In truth, she did harbor quite a few complaints about Li Mu. Ever since Li Mu became famous, she had received countless scoldings from her parents. Li Mu’s Maternal Uncle’s Wife used to think her daughter scoring a first-tier university was amazing, but ever since Li Mu got into Renmin University, she would constantly nag Xiao Yuanyuan, saying that if she had just worked a bit harder back then, she could also be attending a Key university in Yanjing, instead of just a first-tier university in Jinling, which wasn’t prestigious enough.

Furthermore, Xiao Yuanyuan was constantly nagged by her parents for spending too much money. Later, an additional layer of nagging developed: her parents liked to compare her to Li Mu in everything. Whenever compared to Li Mu, Xiao Yuanyuan was criticized and blamed, which naturally made her feel resentful. The most infuriating thing was that several times when she asked her parents for money, they told her to find part-time tutor work on 3321 to support herself! This was outrageous. Consequently, even though she hadn’t seen Li Mu for half a year, she felt quite indignant towards him.

In his previous life, Li Mu rarely interacted with this older female cousin. Even though they both attended university in Jinling, she, like her mother, had always looked down on him. The two were basically just casual acquaintances, with no real affection or cousinly bond. Seeing her disapproving expression, Li Mu didn’t take it to heart.

When Li Mu sat down, Maternal Uncle began to call for the waiter to pour wine. This time, Maternal Uncle had truly made a big spending, not only booking the largest private room at Haizhou Hotel, but also arranging eight cold dishes, two bottles of Wuliangye, and two packs of Soft Zhonghua cigarettes on the table. It was a rather high-class setup, definitely the most generous time Maternal Uncle had ever hosted a banquet in Li Mu’s memory.

Li Mu originally didn’t want to drink, but Maternal Uncle insisted the waiter use a wine dispenser to pour him two hundred grams of white liquor, saying that he had never properly had a drink with Li Mu as father and son, and today they absolutely had to have a few cups.

Seeing the lively atmosphere at the table, Li Mu didn’t refuse. After the waiter poured the drinks, Maternal Uncle raised his glass and announced, “Let’s all have a drink together to welcome Xiao Mu.”

Li Mu quickly stood up, raised his glass, and said, “Maternal Grandfather, Maternal Grandmother, Maternal Uncles and their wives, and my Maternal Aunts and their husbands, thank you all for welcoming me, your junior, today. I’ll toast to you all first.”

With that, Li Mu tilted his head back and emptied the small wine cup of white liquor, ensuring he didn’t lose face in front of the elders.

Li Mu’s Maternal Uncle’s eyebrows curved with laughter as he cheerfully said, “Xiao Mu has truly grown up and become sensible. He truly lives up to being our family’s pride!”

Mother’s Younger Sister on the side chuckled, “Of course! Our family hasn’t had anyone appear on Central TV for two generations back! If you ask me, Xiao Mu will definitely have a spot among this year’s top ten outstanding young people nationwide!”

Li Mom said, “Alright, alright, stop flattering him so much. Let’s all have a drink together and then eat. Look how hungry Xiao Hao is, his eyes are practically green.”

The family burst into laughter, raising their glasses of wine and drinks for a collective toast.

Li Mu wasn’t quite accustomed to such a lively and warm family gathering. He was used to the quiet life of a family of three. During holidays, few people came to visit. Paternal grandparents always stayed in the countryside, and every Chinese New Year, Mom and Dad would go back to visit them. Paternal Uncle stayed in the countryside to take care of the elders, so they also caught up during New Year, meaning he didn’t often come to Li Mu’s house. As for Li Mu’s mother’s relatives, apart from Mother’s Younger Brother’s family and Mother’s Older Sister who often visited, Maternal Uncle and Mother’s Younger Sister basically never came over. So, even during most New Years, it was just the family of three at home. Such a lively scene was a first for him.

After drinking two hundred grams of white liquor, Li Mu stopped drinking. For the latter half of the meal, he was busy fielding various concerns and questions from the elders. Maternal Uncle and Maternal Aunt inquired about Li Mu’s grades, while Maternal Grandfather and Maternal Grandmother were concerned about when Li Mu would find a romantic partner. In their eyes, Li Mu was old enough to be seriously dating. Li Mu didn’t want to announce that he had a girlfriend too early, so he vaguely played dumb to get through it.

During the meal, Li Mu kept an eye on Mom and Dad, noticing that they were truly very different from before. Happy, joyful, confident, content, gratified… almost all the precious sides he had rarely seen in his previous life were now evident, which filled Li Mu with immense satisfaction and contentment.

The group chatted for half the evening. By the time they left the restaurant and headed home, it was already nine o’clock at night.

Li Dad knew he would be drinking, so he didn’t drive. After the family of three bid farewell to their relatives, they walked home.

Upon returning home, Li Mu and his parents sat in the living room, discussing topics they hadn’t touched upon at the dinner table.

Li Mu asked his parents how extensive their business operations had become, and Li Dad’s answer took Li Mu by surprise.

Currently, Li Dad and Li Mom had opened three specialty stores themselves, and another Nike specialty store was undergoing renovation, set to open next month. In addition, they had secured the provincial distributorship for Quanjin, registered a company, and hired several people to keep things running smoothly. Li Dad and Li Mom were now also in talks with several mid-range apparel brands. Li Mom had taken a liking to the women’s clothing brands Zuo’erme and Zilanmen, while Li Dad had favored the men’s clothing brands Jinba and Qipai.

Li Mu listened, dumbfounded, and couldn’t help but plead, “You two really shouldn’t bother opening any more stores. It’s too tiring! How much money is enough?!”

After saying this, Li Mu himself felt a bit embarrassed. This sentiment was most fitting for him, but then he thought he was different. He had an immense passion for the internet and a strong sense of mission. Even if it wasn’t for money, he had to keep going.

Unexpectedly, Li Dad also said, “Your Mom and I stopped doing this for money a long time ago. When it comes to making money, the profits from just one of our stores are more than your Mom and I could ever spend. The reason we still want to expand is simply for the thrill of it! We finally found a direction we’re good at and excel in, so why not seize this chance while we’re still young and push harder?”

Li Mu sighed, “But opening so many stores, just dealing with all the miscellaneous issues, how can you possibly manage it all?”

“Haha,” Li Dad blurted out, “There’s something I haven’t told you yet. Your Mom and I went out to investigate and found that larger cities are now starting to become focused on shopping malls. Speaking of which, the apparel retail industry is truly interesting. Years ago, it was all individual businesses; you’d open a shop, I’d open a shop, and some even set up temporary stalls to sell;

“Later, department stores became popular for a few years, and many clothing sellers converged and flocked into department stores;

“After that, specialty stores became more and more common, and department stores started to decline again. Everyone began frequenting various specialty stores. Haizhou is currently in this situation.”

At this point, Li Dad took a sip of water and said enthusiastically, “But now bigger cities have changed their approach again. They’re developing high-end shopping malls, attracting all the specialty stores to sell within one large mall. A huge number of people are once again congregating in shopping malls. Look at those young people, they enter the mall empty-handed, but when they come out, their hands are full of large and small bags from various brands…”

Li Mu was startled. “Dad, what are you planning to do? Open a mall in Haizhou? That seems a bit too much, doesn’t it?!”





Chapter 690: My Connections in Yanjing Are Wild

Li Mu didn’t consider himself when he said that. His ambitions were infinitely larger than Li Dad’s and Li Mom’s. Although Wanying Real Estate currently only had seven empty plots of land, his plans had almost already pre-emptively secured commercial centers in at least dozens, if not hundreds, of cities nationwide.

In fact, Li Mu was the type of person who, upon finding a screw on the street, would immediately think about going home to build a spaceship. In contrast, Li Dad and Li Mom were still taking very steady steps.

Facing Li Mu’s surprised expression, Li Dad said seriously, “Your Mom and I discussed it. Our Haizhou Department Store is doing worse and worse, so I want to contract the first floor, bring in all the brands our family represents, and then attract other brands to set up shop. We’d create a small mall with a relatively concentrated collection of clothing brands, with unified promotion, unified activities, and even unified payment collection. This way, our own stores will be easier to manage.”

Li Mom added from the side, “Unified payment collection is quite popular now. No matter which store in the mall you shop at, you just get a ticket and pay at the cashier. This way, it’ll be easier for us to manage other brand stores that come in. Instead of charging them entry fees and rent, we’ll only take a percentage of their daily sales, but there must be a minimum yield. If they don’t meet the minimum yield, we’ll charge them based on the minimum yield.”

Li Mu rubbed his temples. “Dad, Mom, this undertaking is a bit too big. Putting everything else aside, you two have only been in business for a year. Do you have that much money to throw into all this?”

“It would be fine if we weren’t opening so many stores, but after opening them, we won’t have much left,” Li Mom said calmly. “But we can get a loan. It actually won’t cost much. Your dad and I inquired: the first floor of the Department Store, with over three thousand square meters, only costs over one million in rent per year. If we sign a ten-year agreement, spend three or four million on renovations, and another one million on promotion, things will get rolling.”

Li Mu looked at his Mom and Dad with astonishment, thinking that he’d never noticed their business acumen in his previous life. Had they suddenly developed a knack for business in this life? But looking at it from another perspective, in his previous life, he had several times considered gathering three to five technicians to start a company specializing in outsourcing development, but he hesitated many times and never truly took action. Yet, in this life, he had diligently built such a large internet industry. This made him feel that perhaps everyone possessed great potential, but most people never encountered the opportunity to unleash or develop it. Among those who packed themselves like sardines into buses every day to commute to Zhongguancun for work, there might be many who could become the next founders of BTA, but they lacked that fateful opportunity to unlock their potential.

Looking at himself, and then at his Mom and Dad, Li Mu suddenly understood. In truth, after his Rebirth, while he unleashed his own potential, he had also spurred his parents’ potential. If he was allowed to do it, why shouldn’t they be?

So, Li Mu asked his parents seriously, “How much money would the entire budget come down to?”

Li Mom said, “Around ten million. It would be a bit tight, but there shouldn’t be any major problems.”

Li Mu then asked, “What’s being sold on the second floor of the Department Store right now?”

Li Dad took over, saying, “The second floor is currently toy general merchandise, but it’s not doing very well either.”

Li Mu said, “Then take both the first and second floors. And for renovation and promotion, you’ll need to increase the budget. It needs to look high-end and unique, making consumers naturally feel that this is Haizhou’s best mall, the best place in Haizhou to buy clothes. The larger and more concentrated such a centralized mall is, the stronger its appeal to consumers will be.”

Li Mom chuckled, “It’s easy for you to say. The second floor only has slightly cheaper rent. If we’re really renovating, the cost won’t be any less. The whole thing would cost fifteen to sixteen million! If we go for high-end as you suggest, wouldn’t it take twenty million just to cover it?”

Li Mu said half-jokingly, “Fifteen, sixteen, or twenty million, is that even a problem? I’ll give you twenty million as filial piety; just go ahead and do it.”

Li Dad and Li Mom stared at Li Mu in surprise, as if he were a monster. Li Dad asked him, “Did you learn how to print money, kid? That’s twenty million! If you converted it to cash, you wouldn’t even be able to carry it, yet you just spout it off so easily.”

Li Dad and Li Mom knew that Li Mu was doing something in Yanjing and had made some money. For instance, last time he drove home, he came in a Buick GL8. However, Li Mu had never specified exactly how much he earned, and Li Dad and Li Mom never thought in terms of tens of millions, so subconsciously, they too believed twenty million was surely an astronomical sum for Li Mu.

Li Mu chuckled, deliberately changing the subject. “By the way, Dad, Mom, I can’t stay home for long this time. I have to go back soon.”

Li Mom quickly asked him, “What’s wrong? Why are you in such a hurry to go back? Don’t you still have a month and a half of summer break?”

Li Mu said, “I have a lot of things to do. Just like you two, I’m constantly busy from morning till night.”

Li Mom said, “No matter how busy we are, when you come back, we’ll make time to be with you. You, young man, tell us, how long are you planning to stay this time? You’re not allowed to leave after just ten days or half a month!”

Li Mu scratched his head. “Ten days or half a month? I’m leaving this Friday.”

“What?!” Li Mom flared up instantly, pointing at Li Dad. “Li Daoping, control your son! Is this appropriate?! Going back on Friday?! Does he still have his Mom and Dad and this home in his eyes?”

Li Dad was also very displeased. “What exactly are you so busy with? Even the President of the United States wouldn’t be this busy! You’re only home for a few days during summer break?”

Li Mu quickly said, “Dad, Mom, I really do have something important. How about you two come with me to Yanjing for a few days this Friday?”

“Go to Yanjing?” Li Mom said, “Your dad and I are busy with this and that all day; where would we find the time to rush off to Yanjing? Besides, your dad is discussing the loan with people from Construction Bank. These few days he needs to finalize a preliminary plan – how to get the loan, what to mortgage, how much to borrow, and so on.”

Li Mu said, “See? When you two get busy, you don’t have me in your eyes either, yet you complain that I don’t have this family in mine when I’m busy.”

Li Mom said, “It’s not the same. Your dad and I have been planning this for a long time. While there aren’t any similar malls in Haizhou yet, we want to get started quickly. Isn’t it all for your sake? We originally said we’d buy you a house, but then all the money went into opening stores, and we never found the time. In the future, if you want to buy this or that in Beijing, your Mom won’t even bat an eyelid.”

Li Mu asked his Mom, “What if I want to buy a villa? Will you buy it for me?”

“Show-off!” Li Mom rolled her eyes at Li Mu. “Why would you live in such a big house? Wouldn’t a villa be two or three hundred square meters?”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and said, “Mom, you and Dad should put your current business aside for a bit and come stay with me in Yanjing for a few days. I’ll sort out the money issue for you then. Actually, your son here has some pretty wild connections in Yanjing.”

Li Mom said, “I don’t care. Your dad and I can go to Yanjing, but you can’t leave so early. How about this: you stay home until mid-next month, and then your dad and I will go to Yanjing with you and stay until the end of the month.”

Li Mu pleaded, “Mom, please do me a favor. Come with Dad and me to Yanjing this Friday.”

“No way,” Li Mom said, crossing her arms with an angry expression.

Li Mu then said, completely serious, “Mom, if you and Dad agree, I’ll find a way to get you an interest-free loan of fifty million. Don’t you want to run a mall? Why not be generous and go big!”

Li Mom’s face turned green. “Do you think your Mom is a three-year-old child? Fifty million, and interest-free? Which fool would be willing to lend that?!”

Li Mu said very earnestly, “Mom, have I ever bragged to you?”

At these words, Li Mom’s expression gradually turned serious. Indeed, ever since Li Mu told her and her husband after his Gaokao that he could score at least 120 in English, he had never boasted. When he brought home eighty thousand yuan from selling a song, she and her husband were stunned. When he quietly launched Metersbonwe, they were equally disbelieving upon finding out. Later, when Li Mu got into Renmin University and created “3321” there, it was surprisingly reported by CCTV several times and had now become the largest student aid fund in the country. From beginning to end, her son had always created miracles and had never once bragged to her.

Thinking of this, Li Mom looked at Li Mu with disbelief and asked him earnestly, “Son, fifty million is too much. Twenty million is enough for your Dad and me to contract both the first and second floors of the Department Store and operate it like the Jinling Mall. If you can really sort out twenty million, then I’ll make the decision: your Dad and I will put things in Haizhou aside and go with you to Yanjing this Friday!”

Li Mu smiled wryly. “Mom, you love money more than you love your son!”

Li Mom said seriously, “Who do you think your Dad and I are working so hard to earn money for, you ungrateful wretch?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Alright, alright, it’s all for me. Since you’ve said that, I’ll go ahead and book your plane tickets. You two come with me to Yanjing this Friday, and when you return, I guarantee there will be at least twenty million waiting in your account!”

Li Mom, excited, immediately said, “Okay, it’s a deal!”

Li Mu’s Mom and Dad had indeed found their knack for business. After finding a great sense of fulfillment in their entrepreneurial endeavors, they had, like Li Mu himself, come to see their careers as an indispensable part of their lives. Earning a lot of money didn’t matter as much as achieving results they were truly satisfied with—that was the real pursuit. Understanding this, Li Mu was very supportive of his parents’ bigger ambitions.

Although Li Mu was short on funds for many of his ventures, whether it was YY’s global expansion, building his self-built logistics system, or establishing his cinema chain, each of these was a money-burning undertaking. However, for Li Mu, fifty million was still very easy to come by. If he took a portion of the income from Storm Entertainment’s operations of Mu Online, it would be enough for his parents to revolutionize Haizhou’s retail industry.

Li Mu planned that once his parents were influenced/persuaded to Yanjing and knew exactly what he was doing, he would give them tens of millions, letting them pursue what they wanted to do with peace of mind. Wouldn’t that be A win-win situation? There would be no need for them to negotiate back and forth with bank people for loans of a few million or ten million.





Chapter 691: Grand Display

In his previous life, Li Mu drifted for so many years. Even now that he was wealthy and had bought a villa in Yanjing, he still cherished the feeling of home.

After a peaceful night’s sleep, Li Mu woke up the next day and immediately started thinking about that rascal Xiao Hao.

Yesterday, he had promised to help Xiao Hao resolve his school troubles, and naturally, he had to keep his word. The solution Li Mu thought of was to give the kid who bullied Xiao Hao an overwhelming defeat across multiple levels. Didn’t that classmate rely on his high school brother? And didn’t that brother act aggressively in school by latching onto a petty leader outside? Good, I’ll show you an overdone play. I won’t hit you or scold you; I’ll just scare the piss out of you.

As soon as he thought of this, Li Mu instinctively thought of Song Liang. There was no other way; Song Liang was a big shot in Haizhou, so much so that even Zhang Wanjun, the big brother of Haizhou’s underground scene, had to follow him around to make a living. Asking him for help was the most effortless option.

He was just about to call Song Liang when the doorbell rang. Li Mu opened the door to see Song Liang, his wife, and their child.

“Brother Liang, sister-in-law,” Li Mu greeted him with surprise. Song Liang’s wife led her son and said to him, “Xiao Bao, say hello to Uncle.”

Song Liang’s son, not yet three years old, shyly and indistinctly mumbled “Uncle,” then blushed and hid behind his mother.

Song Liang smiled from the side and asked, “Xiao Mu, are Uncle and Aunt home?”

Song Liang had come to pay his respects. He also lived in the same neighborhood, and given his close relationship with Li Mu, he felt it would be impolite not to visit them and say hello after returning.

Li Dad and Li Mom saw Song Liang’s whole family arrive and very warmly invited them in. After a brief chat, Li Mom picked up Song Liang’s son, dotingly playing with him. Song Liang asked Li Mu, “Have you talked to Uncle and Aunt?”

Li Mu nodded. “Friday. You can help book the plane tickets together.”

Song Liang whispered, “Have you told them about the things over there?”

Li Mu shook his head. “Not yet. Don’t mention Wanying either. When we get to Yanjing, I’ll explain everything to them gradually.”

Song Liang smiled and nodded. “Alright, send me Uncle and Aunt’s Identity Card numbers later, and I’ll arrange the tickets.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said. “I also needed your help with something. It’s good you came.”

“Tell me.”

Li Mu pulled Song Liang to the balcony and said, “My maternal younger male cousin was bullied at school. The other party is a high school section hooligan. It’s actually just a trivial matter, but I can’t stand to see him suffer.”

Song Liang nodded. “That’s simple. How do you want to handle it?”

Li Mu chuckled. “If I were to hit a high school student, or find someone to hit a high school student, I’d lose face. I heard he’s following a ‘big brother’ outside of school. I was thinking…”

Song Liang listened, then smiled and said, “Alright, I’ll arrange this. How about Ecological Park for lunch today?”

“OK.”



Song Liang’s family of three stayed for half an hour before excusing themselves. Li Dad and Li Mom also had things to do, so they left too. When Song Liang left, he gave Li Mu a car key; his Mercedes-Benz was parked downstairs. Li Mu called Xiao Hao’s house. The phone rang once and was immediately picked up. Xiao Hao’s excited voice came through: “Bro!”

Li Mu was dumbfounded. Most likely, this kid had been guarding the phone all morning.

So Li Mu said, “I’ll drive to your house to pick you up in a bit. Tell your Mom and Dad you won’t be eating at home for lunch; I’m taking you out to eat.”

“Okay!” Xiao Hao immediately agreed, then hesitated slightly and said, “Bro, about the Sanshou…”

Li Mu said, “Come out in ten minutes. I’ll pick you up.”

“Okay!”

Li Mu drove Song Liang’s car to the entrance of Xiao Hao’s residential complex. After waiting for two minutes, Xiao Hao ran out. Li Mu pushed open the car door and motioned for him to get in. Xiao Hao saw Li Mu, then ran to the front of the car to look, excitedly scrambling inside. “Bro, where did you get this Benz!” he exclaimed.

Li Mu chuckled, “You recognize a Benz?”

“Of course!” Xiao Hao said. “Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Audi, the three German automotive giants.”

Li Mu gave him a thumbs-up. “Impressive, impressive. You haven’t made a name for yourself in school, but you know quite a lot.”

As he spoke, Li Mu started the car and asked, “Children’s Palace, right?”

Xiao Hao nodded repeatedly, his expression overwhelmed with excitement.

When Li Mu was his age, he also revered strength. Even in college, when watching Once Upon a Time in a High School, he would fantasize about having that wolf-like nature and courage. It was just that his personality in his previous life was much more timid than Xiao Hao’s; training in Sanshou was just a thought.

The car arrived at the Children’s Palace. Xiao Hao led Li Mu to the Sanshou training class on the third floor. Early in the morning, over a dozen teenagers were already practicing with “heihas.” Xiao Hao’s eyes were glued to others performing various fighting moves. Li Mu patted him. “Don’t watch for now. Once you’re registered, you’ll be one of them too.”

Xiao Hao nodded excitedly and followed Li Mu to the registration office. Li Mu looked at the price list and saw that the tuition was divided into several tiers. Eight hundred yuan for half a year was just the starting tier. There was also a one thousand two hundred yuan for half a year tier, and one thousand four hundred yuan for one year, and two thousand yuan for one year tiers.

Upon careful inquiry, the slightly more expensive tiers mainly offered one-on-one small classes in addition to regular large classes. Li Mu signed Xiao Hao up for the two thousandyuan per year tier, and then spent nearly another one thousand yuan to buy him the best equipment available there. This made Xiao Hao very embarrassed, as he kept trying to persuade Li Mu to choose the eight hundred yuan for half a year option. Li Mu didn’t give him a chance to decide for himself. After everything was done, he told Xiao Hao, “If you want to learn Sanshou, learn it well, but you must understand one thing: you’re learning this to strengthen your body and to have the ability to defend yourself, not to be contentious and aggressive with others, understood?”

Xiao Hao nodded repeatedly and said, “I never cause trouble at school proactively.”

Li Mu nodded. He believed that, but only halfway. He knew Xiao Hao wouldn’t proactively cause trouble or fights, but when it came to girls, this kid would most likely get into trouble eventually.

After registering, the instructor gave Xiao Hao a fixed locker so he could store his equipment there and wouldn’t have to carry it back and forth every time. Plus, he was afraid his Mom and Dad might question or object if he brought it home, so keeping it there was most suitable.

Xiao Hao attended class for an hour that morning. It was evident he was very interested and excited, and he even seemed to have some talent.

As it approached lunchtime, Song Liang called. “I’ve arranged everything. You can bring your brother over now.”

“Got it.” Li Mu hung up. Xiao Hao’s class had just been dismissed, so Li Mu waved to him. “Come on, I’m taking you to eat.”

Xiao Hao had no idea that his maternal older male cousin had prepared a grand spectacle for him.



Xu Hui was ecstatic today.

This morning, while he was at the internet cafe, his boss, Brother Heizi, called him, telling him to hurry to his shop. He said that his boss, Brother Er Bin, wanted him to come for a meal and had specifically asked him to bring Xu Hui along.

Xu Hui, who had just scraped together enough money to get a PHS by extortion and being frugal, thought he was already a winner in life. He never expected that his boss’s boss, the legendary awesome Brother Er Bin, would specifically ask his boss to bring him to a meal. Was this a sign that they were going to promote him?

Er Bin’s full name was Wu Bin. He was the second child in his family, so people called him Er Bin. He used to oversee establishments at a disco in Haizhou. Later, his boss became wealthy and took care of him, bringing him along to run construction sites. He had made a lot of money in the past six months.

Speaking of Er Bin’s boss, he had some connection with Li Mu. In fact, he was Lu Yong, one of Zhang Wanjun’s capable executives. It was Lu Yong who had brought people to smash Zou Hua’s car when Guo Yuhang had sought out Zou Hua at the driving school to teach Li Mu a lesson.

Upon receiving the call from his boss, Xu Hui immediately logged off and left the internet cafe, rushing to the small karaoke bar run by his boss, Heizi. Heizi’s small karaoke bar wasn’t big, but it had a small hall about fifty or sixty square meters. Usually, customers would order some snacks and beer at the small booth seating area and take turns singing karaoke. Singing here wasn’t calculated by the hour like in KTV private rooms; it was by the song, two yuan per song. There were a few small private rooms, similar to KTVs, and some street girls would often come here to earn extra money.

Heizi, guarding this small, insignificant business, was totally irrelevant on the Haizhou underground scene. However, because his karaoke bar was very close to No. 5 School, he usually gathered a group of high school student thugs to fool around with him. Heizi not only didn’t pay them, but he often demanded that his subordinates bring classmates to spend money. In return, what Heizi offered these student thugs was, frankly, to come forward with a few subordinates to settle things whenever they ran into trouble at school.

Xu Hui had been with Heizi for over a year. When school started, he never attended classes properly, either going to internet cafes or fooling around at the karaoke bar. The bar wasn’t open during the day, so Heizi would provide this small establishment for his subordinates to play in for free. Occasionally, a subordinate would hook up with a female delinquent and often come here to one of the back private rooms for a quick hook-up. Xu Hui also frequently brought disreputable girls from school to “play around.” These girls at school knew he was well-known and followed a “big brother” outside, so they had an odd fascination for him, and not a few proactively offered themselves. For Xu Hui, this kind of life was already pretty perfect.

Arriving at the karaoke bar, Heizi’s subordinates were all sitting in the main hall outside, smoking and chatting idly. Heizi had just walked out of a back private room, pulling up his pants. He saw Xu Hui, nodded a greeting, and said, “You rascal, you’re awesome this time. Brother Er Bin invited us to dinner, and he said no other subordinates are allowed, only you.”

Xu Hui’s voice trembled slightly with excitement. “Brother Heizi, why would Brother Er Bin specifically ask for me…”

“Who knows?” Heizi was also puzzled, smiling as he said, “Maybe Brother Er Bin has seen you before and thinks you’re clever enough, and intends to take you under his wing.”

Xu Hui was so excited he didn’t know how to respond. Just then, a girl wearing a spaghetti strap top with an explosion perm came out from inside. Xu Hui saw her and froze on the spot. Wasn’t this Zhang Xiaojing, his classmate? Damn it, he had tried to sleep with her several times, but this woman stubbornly refused. He never expected that she would turn around and sleep with his own boss.

Zhang Xiaojing didn’t seem awkward at all when she saw Xu Hui. She had come to the karaoke bar with Xu Hui a few times. Heizi noticed she was very young but well-developed and thought about taking her under his wing. Zhang Xiaojing also wanted to follow a “big brother” in the ‘scene’, so it was only natural for her to hook up with Heizi. As for Xu Hui, he was merely a stepping stone for her.

Heizi said to Zhang Xiaojing, “I’m going out with Huihui to take care of something. If you’re free this afternoon, just go play at the internet cafe for a while.”

Zhang Xiaojing extended her hand and said, “Give me some money to top up my membership. My internet cafe membership card has run out.”

Heizi generously took out a one hundred yuan note and handed it to Zhang Xiaojing, saying, “Eat lunch by yourself. I’ll take you out for something good to eat tonight.”

Zhang Xiaojing happily took the money, smiling as she said, “You won’t stand me up then, right?”

Heizi nodded, patted Xu Hui’s back. “Let’s go.”

Xu Hui hurriedly followed him out of the karaoke bar, his heart filled with vexation. He had brought Zhang Xiaojing to the karaoke bar to flex his muscles, hoping to sleep with her, but he didn’t get to, and his boss did instead. Zhang Xiaojing clearly looked down on him, thinking he wasn’t doing well enough. Otherwise, she had no reason to choose Heizi over him.

Just then, Heizi, who was half a step ahead, turned back and said to Xu Hui, “You rascal are about to have a great stroke of luck this time. If Brother Er Bin asks for you during this meal, then you can follow Brother Er Bin from now on.”

Xu Hui’s heart was overflowing with joy, but he said, “Brother Heizi, I only want to follow you!”

But in his heart, he cursed, “Damn it, sleeping with his subordinate’s woman. If Brother Er Bin really wants me, I won’t follow you! Sooner or later, I’ll do better than you and sleep with the women you want but can’t!”

Heizi heard Xu Hui’s words and felt pleased. He said with a smile, “You rascal, you have nothing else but loyalty! But don’t be foolish. If Brother Er Bin really wants to take you, you should go. Just remember in your heart who helped you get there.”

Xu Hui quickly said, “Brother Heizi, you’ll always be my big brother!”

Heizi nodded in satisfaction. “That’s all I need to hear!”

Wu Bin was already sitting in a private room at the Ecological Park restaurant at this time, saying to Lu Yong beside him, “Brother Yong, I’m truly sorry, such an incident occurred under my command, offending Brother Wanjun’s friend.”

Lu Yong patted his shoulder. “This matter has nothing to do with you; don’t put any psychological pressure on yourself. Brother Wanjun is very reasonable in how he does things. Besides, the aggrieved party doesn’t truly want to resort to violence; otherwise, would there still be a need for this kind of display?”

Wu Bin felt a little relieved and said, “Don’t worry, even if the aggrieved party doesn’t pursue it, I will hold Heizi accountable for this. That rascal is too damn unmotivated, and he even damn goes to school to recruit subordinates. He’s really a damn disgrace to me!”

Lu Yong nodded, then seriously said, “Tell him to be more disciplined in his actions from now on. If he dares to recruit students as subordinates again, I’ll personally cripple him.”

At that moment, the private room door was pushed open. Lu Yong and Wu Bin looked up and both froze when they saw the person standing at the doorway. Both of them quickly stood up. Lu Yong respectfully asked, “Brother Wanjun, why did you come in person?”





Chapter 692: Take You Flying

Lu Yong was a bit bewildered.

It was such a small matter, a high school student bullying a middle school student. Zhang Wanjun had already handed it over to him to handle, so why did he have to come in person?

In his opinion, it was already a bit undignified for him to personally handle such a trivial matter, let alone Zhang Wanjun, the recognized big brother of Haizhou’s underworld.

Wu Bin was also stunned. Zhang Wanjun was not like before; he used to be a thug of the underworld, spending most of his time hanging out with his brothers besides fighting. But now he had started to legitimize himself. He registered his own engineering company, followed Song Liang into real estate, and even invested in his own earthmoving racing team, gradually moving towards becoming a legitimate businessman. He rarely appeared directly in underworld matters, almost always letting Lu Yong handle them on his behalf. Today, he actually came in person for a child’s matter. What was that child’s background?

What made Lu Yong and Wu Bin even more bewildered was yet to come. Zhang Wanjun calmly said, “General Manager Song is also here, in the private room next door. Little Yong, come over and just say the word to General Manager Song.”

When Lu Yong heard that Song Liang had also arrived, he was even more surprised. He heard that Song Liang had gone to Yanjing to develop his business and spent most of his time there, so he didn’t even know when he had returned. And for him to also come forward for a middle school student… this commotion was a bit too grand, wasn’t it?

Although surprised, since the boss had spoken, Lu Yong immediately came out of the private room. Zhang Wanjun led him to the private room next door. As he pushed the door open, Song Liang was already sitting inside.

“Brother Liang, when did you get back?” As soon as Lu Yong saw Song Liang, he hurriedly and respectfully just said the word. Although Song Liang wasn’t his big brother, he was his big brother’s boss, making him even more important than a big brother. Moreover, Zhang Wanjun now relied on Song Liang to make big money, and Lu Yong even held a small share in Zhang Wanjun’s engineering company. Strictly speaking, Song Liang was their common boss, or rather, their God of Wealth.

Song Liang smiled slightly and politely said, “I just got back yesterday. Little Yong, how have you been recently?”

Lu Yong hurriedly said, “Thanks to your blessing, everything has been going smoothly recently.”

Song Liang nodded repeatedly and said, “The matter today will trouble you and Wanjun. It’s mainly because this was entrusted to me by my good friend, so don’t feel that this is using a sledgehammer to crack a nut. Just consider it helping me, Song Liang, with a favor.”

Lu Yong said, “Brother Liang, you’re too kind. I will definitely handle this matter properly.”

Song Liang said, “For today’s matter, wait until the kid comes over. Don’t hit him or curse him. Don’t even teach him a lesson about this afterward. Just do everything as instructed.”

Lu Yong nodded repeatedly, “Don’t worry, Brother Liang. We’ll do exactly as you instruct.”

…

Heizi drove his extensively used Fukang, carrying Xu Hui to the Ecological Park. When parking, Heizi’s face felt a bit hot. The entire Ecological Park’s internal parking lot, if not full of luxury cars, at least had a Passat as the worst. His own Fukang, which had changed hands countless times and whose odometer was stuck at 150,000 kilometers, instantly lowered the entire Ecological Park’s swagger.

Fortunately, no one else was parking at the same time. Heizi quickly parked the car, immediately turned off the engine and got out. After urging Xu Hui to get out of the car, he immediately pulled out the car key and locked the doors, then quickly ran a few steps forward, as if afraid of being seen standing too close to his Fukang.

The two looked at the majestic main building, each with their own thoughts. This was definitely the most high-end restaurant in Haizhou right now. Not to mention Xu Hui, even Heizi had never been here.

Heizi usually frequented restaurants in the city where the average consumption was a few tens of yuan. Ten people ordering a tableful of dishes, including cigarettes and alcohol, would cost at most five or six hundred yuan, or even three or four hundred yuan if they drank less. As for Xu Hui, he mostly frequented roadside eateries, where a stir-fried vegetarian dish cost three yuan, and adding meat cost four yuan. A whole roasted chicken in such a restaurant only cost twenty or thirty yuan. Other than that, it was a big deal to occasionally go to a proper restaurant with Heizi. They had never been to a place like this before; dining here, ten people eating and drinking would cost at least two or three thousand yuan.

Before entering the main door, Heizi turned his head to Xu Hui beside him and whispered a reminder, “Be sharp later. Don’t embarrass me in front of Brother Er Bin.”

Xu Hui nodded repeatedly, “Sure, big brother. Don’t worry.”

But in his heart, he thought, if this father really follows Brother Er Bin, who the hell would care about you?

Heizi took Xu Hui and had a waiter lead them to the private room door, according to the name Wu Bin had texted. The waiter knocked on the door, and Wu Bin’s voice came from inside: “Enter.”

Then the waiter pushed open the door and stepped aside. Heizi entered with a smile, but as soon as he stepped in, he was stunned. Only Wu Bin was sitting at the massive dining table.

Heizi and a nervous, excited Xu Hui entered the private room. With a respectful expression, Heizi called out, “Brother Er Bin.”

Xu Hui also followed, greeting Wu Bin with a trembling voice.

Wu Bin nodded and looked at Xu Hui expressionlessly, asking, “You are Xu Hui?”

Xu Hui was so nervous he didn’t dare to speak. Heizi on the side quickly said, “Brother Er Bin, this is Xu Hui whom you wanted to see. He’s with me.”

Wu Bin acknowledged with a grunt. Heizi then asked, “Brother Er Bin, is it just the three of us for dinner today?”

Wu Bin frowned, glanced at him, and said with a hint of disdain, “Dream on. Brother Yong will be here soon.”

Upon hearing the words “Brother Yong,” Heizi’s expression stiffened. Goodness, the boss’s boss was coming too. What exactly was happening today?

Although curious, he instinctively wanted to sit down in front of Er Bin. No matter who was coming, he was Er Bin’s subordinate, so sitting next to him couldn’t be wrong.

Unexpectedly, just as he was about to sit down, Wu Bin asked him, “Did I tell you to sit?”

As soon as he said that, Heizi, whose butt was almost touching the chair, quickly stood up. Xu Hui, who was reaching out to pull open another chair nearby, was startled and immediately pulled his hand back, thinking, “Holy crap, that was close! I almost upset the boss’s boss!”

Heizi stood properly again, his face inevitably showing a hint of awkwardness. He thought, even if Lu Yong was coming, you couldn’t just keep me from sitting! Besides, he hadn’t even arrived yet, had he? You can’t possibly make me stand while eating, can you?

Just as he was feeling depressed, Wu Bin said to him with a stern face, “You, and that kid, both of you go stand against the wall in the corner!”

Heizi was stunned. Weren’t they called here for dinner? Why was he being told to stand against the wall? Boss, what exactly do you mean by this?

While he was still dazed, Wu Bin slammed the table. “Did you not hear me, or what?”

Heizi quickly braced himself and said, “I heard you, Brother Er Bin. Please don’t be angry.” After speaking, he gave Xu Hui a look: “Come over!”

Then the two stood side-by-side in the corner. Both of their faces showed utter confusion. They couldn’t understand what kind of routine this was at all.

Wu Bin patted the table again. “Stand properly! What kind of slouching is that!”

The two quickly straightened their bodies. Wu Bin added, “Butt against the wall, back of your head against the wall!”

Hearing this, they both had a hundred thousand questions in their minds, but for now, they could only comply.

Just then, the private room door opened, and Lu Yong walked in with a stern face. Wu Bin quickly stood up: “Brother Yong.”

Lu Yong nodded, looked at the two standing against the wall in the corner, pointed at them, and asked Wu Bin, “It’s them?”

Wu Bin quickly said, “Yes, Brother Yong, it’s them.”

There was a fierce glint in Lu Yong’s eyes, making the two shiver uncontrollably.

At this point, Heizi started to worry. What was happening? Lu Yong was here too? Had he accidentally caused some trouble? His ruthlessness was notorious in Haizhou. If he really provoked him, he would be in deep trouble!

Xu Hui was even more panicked. This was the boss’s boss’s boss, also a highly renowned figure in the underworld. What was going to happen today? Had Heizi caused some trouble, and his boss and his boss’s boss were going to clean house?

Xu Hui naturally didn’t think he had caused any trouble, because he usually only threw his weight around in school, and outside of school, he would act humble, so it was impossible for him to offend these big figures.

Heizi was scared, and Xu Hui was scared too. The two stood frozen, too frightened to move a muscle, their hearts long since panicked, unsure of what to do.

However, they never dreamed that there was an even more powerful figure.

The door opened, and another person walked in with a stern face. Heizi saw him and his legs turned to jelly from fright. This was the rhythm of death! How could even Zhang Wanjun be here?! This was the boss’s boss’s boss’s boss, the number one figure in Haizhou’s underworld…

Xu Hui was a bit stunned. It was his first time seeing Lu Yong in person, let alone Zhang Wanjun. He had no idea what Zhang Wanjun even looked like.

Lu Yong and Wu Bin stood up simultaneously and respectfully said, “Brother Jun.”

As soon as Xu Hui heard the three words “Brother Jun,” his legs also turned to jelly…

Xu Hui mentally sorted out the relationships: the one “standing in punishment” with him was his boss; Wu Bin at the dining table was the boss’s boss; Lu Yong in front of Wu Bin was the boss’s boss’s boss; and Zhang Wanjun was the boss to the power of four, meaning the boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. The five people present really were arranged by seniority, layer by layer…

Heizi’s legs went weak, and he didn’t stand steadily, his knees involuntarily bending forward. Zhang Wanjun picked up a soup bowl from the table, slammed it on the floor beside Heizi’s feet, shattering it, and roared, “Stand properly!”

Heizi saw Zhang Wanjun getting angry directly at him and was instantly terrified, his liver trembling. “Damn it, I must have caused trouble! And it must be big trouble! But what trouble did I cause?”

Xu Hui deeply regretted it. Why was he so blind as to follow Heizi as his boss? Now he was actually implicated to the point that even Zhang Wanjun had come out. This matter was definitely not small. What if they really tied him and Heizi up, dragged them to Xishan Reservoir, tied them to big rocks, and threw them into the water? There were rumors in the underworld that when Zhang Wanjun ran casinos, some of his Subordinates secretly embezzled his money, and he ended up drowning them in Xishan Reservoir…

Just as they were terrified and bewildered, unsure of what to do, the door opened, and a magnificent-looking middle-aged man in his thirties walked in.

Heizi and Xu Hui had never seen Song Liang, but Zhang Wanjun respectfully called him General Manager Song, and the other two respectfully called him Brother Liang. Combining these two points, the two easily reached a conclusion: Song Liang…

This was truly enough to drive them crazy; even the legendary richest man had arrived.

Song Liang entered, paying little attention to the two pale-faced figures standing in the corner. Instead, he motioned for everyone to sit down and then called a waiter to serve cold dishes first, adding that the guest would be arriving soon.

Heizi and Xu Hui both muttered to themselves. If someone else came, how important would that person be? The mayor or a senior municipal official?

At this moment, in the parking lot outside, Xiao Hao asked Li Mu with a surprised expression, “Bro, are we eating here for lunch?”

Li Mu nodded.

Xiao Hao said, “Eating here must be very expensive, right?”

Li Mu turned off the car and said, “Whether it’s expensive or not, neither of us has to pay. Someone else is treating. Today, bro is here to show you off and take you flying!”

Xiao Hao looked puzzled: “Bro, what are you going to do with me?”

“Take you to eat. Hurry up and get out of the car!”





Chapter 693: The Taste of Despair

Ever since Xu Hui became a delinquent student, he had almost never been made to stand in punishment again. He had always thought that after talking back to teachers and making them afraid of him, he wouldn’t have to suffer the humiliation of being gawked at while standing in punishment. He never expected to relive the same experience today.

This time, however, Xu Hui dared not talk back to anyone. His boss, Heizi, stood meekly beside him, just as submissive, while his boss’s boss, his boss’s boss’s boss, and even that boss’s boss’s superior were all seated at the dining table, staring at him and his boss with cold faces. They were far more terrifying than any homeroom teacher, or even the principal.

Xu Hui was terrified. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very wrong. He didn’t know if he had caused trouble or if his boss had. If it was the latter, why would they specifically call him over? If it was the former, why would such a massive gathering of powerful figures be necessary?

Heizi was equally puzzled and extremely scared. Xu Hui, being a student, had limited exposure, but Heizi knew exactly how ruthless people like Zhang Wanjun and Lu Yong could be. Now that they had staged such a scene, if he had truly messed something up by accident, he might be done for today.

As the two stood consumed by extreme anxiety, the private room door opened again. Heizi’s legs turned to jelly, but he forced himself to stand rigidly, wanting to cry but finding no tears. Was this the arrival of yet another big shot?

The moment the door opened, both of them were instantly dumbfounded.

A young man, around twenty years old, walked in with a boy of twelve or thirteen. Had they entered the wrong room?

Heizi naturally didn’t recognize Li Mu or Xiao Hao, and Xu Hui had bullied so many students over the years that he couldn’t remember who Xiao Hao was, so at this moment, he was also filled with surprise.

The moment Li Mu entered the private room with Xiao Hao, the people seated at the dining table all stood up. Zhang Wanjun couldn’t fully grasp Li Mu’s background, but he knew who he was. Li Mu’s affairs had been reported by CCTV a few times and countless times by Haizhou and Jinling TV stations.

Given Zhang Wanjun’s ability to climb to his current position, his judgment was very keen. He realized that Song Liang’s development in Yanjing was inextricably linked to Li Mu. He could be certain that Li Mu and Song Liang had an exceptionally good and close relationship.

The moment Li Mu entered, he spotted the two figures in the corner. One was older, with a buzz cut, dark-skinned and stout; the other was younger, with long hair covering his eyes, dyed yellow. He guessed that the one with long, yellow hair must be Xu Hui.

At this moment, the four people in the room politely greeted Li Mu, and Li Mu also courteously exchanged pleasantries with them. Xiao Hao, standing beside him, hadn’t noticed the two people standing in punishment in the corner when they entered. Seeing only four adults, he was momentarily taken aback. He thought his older cousin was bringing him to eat by themselves and didn’t understand why there were strangers present.

Only after confirming he didn’t know any of the four people in front of him did Xiao Hao notice the two individuals standing in the corner of the room. A quick glance rendered him too shocked to speak.

He knew both of them! Xu Hui had beaten him before; to Xiao Hao, he’d recognize Xu Hui even if he turned to ash. As for Heizi, since he was a notorious gang leader near No. 5 School, virtually all the students there recognized him.

Xiao Hao naturally knew that Heizi was Xu Hui’s boss. Now that both of them were in the same private room, he felt a mix of surprise and worry. He quietly tugged at Li Mu’s sleeve and whispered, “Bro, the skinny guy standing inside is Xu Hui, the one who beat me…”

Li Mu turned to look at Xu Hui, deliberately raising his voice, and frowned, saying, “You mean the one who beat you? That skinny kid inside?”

When Xu Hui saw Li Mu staring at him while speaking, he shivered in fright, thinking, Who did I beat? Then he took a closer look at Xiao Hao beside Li Mu and felt an intense familiarity. He racked his brain for a moment, and then froze as if struck by lightning.

Isn’t that the kid from his younger brother’s class? One time, during recess, his younger brother came looking for him, saying there was a kid in his class who didn’t respect him. He even specifically went to their classroom door, called the kid out, and slapped him a few times…

At this thought, Xu Hui’s expression instantly turned to despair. Xiao Hao in front of him, combined with the formidable group present today—even if he was slow to react, he knew he had caused big trouble. This kid’s brother was chatting animatedly with four big shots at the dining table, individuals he wouldn’t dare offend even if it killed him. Needless to say, their relationship had to be excellent. And now he had been recognized on the spot by the kid. This was truly…

Just as Xu Hui was on the verge of a heart attack from fright, Heizi beside him also realized the reason for today’s predicament. Since it wasn’t his own doing, he instantly sighed in relief, but a moment later, a surge of anger welled up inside him. You damn Xu Hui, you really know how to cause trouble for me! If anything happens to me today because of you, just wait, I’ll make damn sure you’re finished!

As he was thinking, Xiao Hao pointed at Xu Hui and said, “Bro, it’s him! His name is Xu Hui, he’s a second-year high school student at our school, and he’ll be a third-year after the break!”

Before Li Mu could speak, Lu Yong glared at Er Bin, pointed at Heizi, and asked, “Is this punk one of your subordinates?”

Er Bin nodded repeatedly, “I’m sorry, Brother Yong, I didn’t manage my subordinates properly.”

Lu Yong pointed at Heizi and told Er Bin, “Then manage him now!”

Er Bin rushed forward in a few steps, and without a word, he swung his arm and slapped Heizi more than ten times consecutively, until Heizi’s dark face was streaked with red.

Even as Er Bin hit him, Heizi didn’t dare move a muscle, only gritting his teeth and enduring it. The culprit, Xu Hui, nearby, heard the cracking sound of slaps and was scared to the core, his legs almost buckled and he nearly collapsed onto the ground.

Xiao Hao watched in stunned disbelief. He couldn’t understand who the person hitting Heizi was, or how he was so formidable that he dared to hit even the infamous Brother Heizi of No. 5 School, and so brutally at that.

After more than ten slaps, Er Bin kept patting Heizi’s face and asked coldly, “Do you know you were wrong?”

Heizi nodded immediately, “Yes, Brother Er Bin…”

Xiao Hao turned his head, looking at Li Mu with a shocked expression, his eyes and face filled with disbelief!

Li Mu smiled faintly and said nothing. Then Er Bin asked Heizi again, “Tell me, what did you do wrong?”

Heizi said, full of remorse, “I didn’t manage my subordinates well, and I caused trouble for you, Brother Yong, and Brother Jun.”

Er Bin slapped him again. “It’s not that you didn’t manage your subordinates well, it’s that you shouldn’t have recruited subordinates indiscriminately! I told you damn well not to recruit subordinates from schools. Did you just let my words go in one ear and out the other?”

Heizi, eyes welling up with tears, said, “Brother Er Bin, I truly was wrong, I’ll never dare to again!”

Er Bin pointed at Xu Hui beside him and said, “The subordinate you brought beat up the younger brother of Brother Jun and Brother Liang’s friend. What are you going to do about this?”

At this point, Heizi couldn’t care less about Xu Hui; he wished he could kill him. To prove himself in front of his boss and his boss’s boss, Heizi blurted out, “Don’t worry, Brother Er Bin, I’ll cripple this bastard right now!”

Xu Hui was scared out of his wits. He never dreamed that a student who had just finished Seventh Grade would have such a terrifying background. For him, a high school ruffian, getting involved with someone like Heizi was already tantamount to inviting disaster. Now, it seemed, by beating this younger brother’s classmate, he had virtually stirred up a storm.

Heizi was serious about crippling Xu Hui. He was under immense pressure right now. His subordinate had messed up, and as the boss, he couldn’t escape responsibility. If he didn’t put on a show to satisfy the bigwigs present, they probably wouldn’t let him off easily.

So, Heizi turned and violently attacked Xu Hui.

At this moment, Heizi wasn’t just performing for the bigwigs present; he was also venting his own anger. So, he showed no mercy at all, putting all his strength into it, beating Xu Hui until he cried out in agony while clutching his head.

Heizi brutally beat Xu Hui for quite some time, panting heavily himself. Li Mu watched with a cold gaze. Seeing Xu Hui covered in injuries, kneeling and begging for mercy, sobbing and crying out, “Big brother, I was wrong, I won’t dare to again, please stop hitting me!”

Li Mu then said to Heizi, “Stop for a moment.”

Although Heizi didn’t know Li Mu, he absolutely dared not defy him. He quickly stopped his actions, waiting for Li Mu to speak.

Li Mu looked at Xu Hui’s bruised and swollen face and asked him, “Tell me, what did you do wrong?”

Xu Hui knelt on the ground, crying, “I shouldn’t have beaten your younger brother, it was my fault. Please let me go, I’ll never dare to again.”

Li Mu said with a cold face, “If you shouldn’t have beaten my younger brother, then who should you have beaten?”

Xu Hui quickly corrected himself, “I shouldn’t have beaten anyone…”

Li Mu reprimanded him, “So young, yet you’re not learning to be good. Does acting like a tyrant in school give you a great sense of accomplishment?”

Xu Hui cried, “I was wrong, I shouldn’t have…”

Li Mu interrupted him and said to Heizi, “Aren’t you his ‘big brother’? Then play your role as a ‘big brother’ well. From now on, you’ll be responsible for keeping a close eye on this kid. If, after today, he dares to keep long hair or dye it, you beat him. If, after school starts, he dares to skip a single class, you beat him. If he dares to go to an internet cafe even once, you beat him. If he dares to bully other classmates, you beat him. If he dares to get physical with anyone, you beat him. If he dares to say a single curse word, you beat him. If he dares to smoke, you beat him; if he dares to drink, you beat him. And if he dares to drop out or transfer schools, for every day he doesn’t return to No. 5 School, you beat him once a day, and keep beating him until he returns to No. 5 School.”

How could Heizi dare utter a single word of dissent? He nodded repeatedly, “Don’t worry, I will definitely do as you say!”

Li Mu said coldly, “Keep a tight leash on him. Starting today, and until he graduates from high school. He claims he’s unsupervised? Then you make sure you manage him well. For the next year, managing him will be your biggest task. If I hear of any dereliction of duty on your part, I’ll hold you fully accountable!”

Heizi trembled in fear and quickly promised, “Please rest assured, I will meticulously follow your instructions and never slacken!”

Xu Hui, at this moment, reached the depths of despair. Was this a plan to utterly ruin his life? If things truly went this way, how could he possibly live through the next year? How could he ever show his face at No. 5 School again?

At this moment, Lu Yong saw his desperate expression and scoffed, “Kid, aren’t you going to kowtow and express your gratitude? If I were handling this, I would have long since thrown your ass into a construction site and poured concrete over you, burying you in the foundation!”





Chapter 694: The Fall of the Campus Overlord

Xu Hui just now thought his future life would be listless and despondent, but Lu Yong’s words immediately made him grateful for still being alive. To those in Haizhou’s underworld, Lu Yong was even more ruthless than Zhang Wanjun. While Zhang Wanjun was ruthless, he never acted personally; those horrifying deeds almost all came from Lu Yong’s hands.

If Lu Yong were truly to handle this matter, Xu Hui genuinely didn’t know what his fate would be. He estimated it would be as rumored in the underworld: either crippled or dead.

Realizing Li Mu’s words had essentially saved his life and body, Xu Hui was instantly filled with gratitude, about to kowtow with tears streaming down his face. Li Mu pointed at him: “I’m not your father, just disciplining you on his behalf. If you want to kowtow, do it to your father when you get home.”

“Thank you for being so magnanimous…” Xu Hui’s eyes welled with tears. After causing such a huge mess and still being able to save himself, the feeling of surviving a catastrophe left him speechless with emotion. He just wanted to escape that place immediately and never dare to show off to anyone again. A middle school student actually managed to mobilize both Zhang Wanjun and Song Liang – Xu Hui’s entire worldview and values were overturned. What he hoped for was to definitely tuck his tail between his legs and behave in the future. For the next year, he vowed to stay obediently in school and strictly follow the rules, otherwise, Heizi alone would be enough to make his life miserable.

Li Mu said expressionlessly: “You hit my younger brother, and I don’t recall hearing you apologize to him.”

Xu Hui quickly looked at the dumbfounded Xiao Hao, apologizing profusely with tears streaming down his face. To show his complete sincerity, he even started slapping himself.

Xiao Hao felt like he was dreaming.

Xu Hui, who usually dominated the school and was so arrogant and overbearing, was now crying with a tear-streaked face, like a little girl.

Even though Xu Hui was only a high school student, Li Mu still wasn’t prepared to show him leniency. When he was in high school, he had seen too many degenerate thugs like him. For such people, the chance of success was very small, but the possibility of becoming a social cancer was very high. Since no one disciplined him, and he refused to be disciplined, Li Mu would give him a harsh lesson. He would make Heizi severely discipline him for a year under pressure, letting this runaway colt taste what it felt like to be completely restrained, to experience what hell and heaven truly meant.

Don’t you idolize the life of a student thug, a campus overlord? Then I’ll force you to become the most disciplined person in school. As long as you show even a tiny bit of boldness, you’ll be met with Heizi’s kicks and punches.

Nothing, perhaps, could torment his wild, unrestrained spirit more than this.

Heizi utterly despised Xu Hui at this moment. If the law didn’t exist, he would have beaten Xu Hui to death right there. This little bastard had completely ruined him. Boss Wu Bin, and the boss’s boss, were both displeased with him. He feared he would never have a chance to rise again. All of this was thanks to Xu Hui, so Heizi secretly swore that he would never be done with Xu Hui in the future. ‘We’ve got a long way to go,’ he thought.

Li Mu didn’t forget to put a little more pressure on Heizi, saying to Wu Bin: “In the future, I’ll have to trouble you to help me oversee both of them.”

Wu Bin quickly declared: “Don’t worry, I’ll ensure thorough supervision!”

Li Mu nodded, then said to him: “I’ll entrust my younger brother to you at No. 5 School from now on. If he encounters similar trouble again, I hope you can look after him.”

Wu Bin quickly nodded. Lu Yong, standing by, said: “I’ll pass the word down about this later, tell all the guys in the underworld to pay attention.”

Li Mu hurriedly said: “No need to make such a big fuss.” After speaking, he looked at the dazed Xiao Hao beside him and reminded him: “If anyone bullies you in Haizhou from now on, these older brothers here can all help you. But you must remember, I’m having these older brothers look after you on the condition that you are being bullied. If you dare to bully others at school, I’ll have them discipline you just like they’re disciplining Xu Hui, understand?”

Li Mu didn’t want today’s incident to make Xiao Hao brazenly disregard rules at school in the future. He merely wanted to solve the problem of Xiao Hao being bullied, not to give him the misconception that he could do whatever he pleased from now on.

Xiao Hao shivered, startled by Li Mu’s words, and nodded repeatedly, saying: “I understand, bro. Don’t worry, I never start conflicts with people at school…”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction: “That’s best. If I find out in the future that you’re just like Xu Hui, bullying others at school, I won’t let you off first.”

Zhang Wanjun truly admired Li Mu. The way he handled this matter was unlike anyone he had dealt with before. Firstly, he didn’t physically assault Xu Hui. Secondly, he didn’t pursue other liabilities against him. Thirdly, unlike others who would simply introduce underworld figures to Xiao Hao and have them protect him, Li Mu made Heizi strictly discipline Xu Hui. Furthermore, he spoke such morally sound words to his younger brother, making Zhang Wanjun feel that even if he and Li Mu sat at the same dinner table, they belonged to completely different worlds. Despite the significant age difference, they were clearly not on the same level. Only someone like Song Liang could float between these two worlds.

To avoid spoiling the mood for dinner, Zhang Wanjun said to Li Mu: “How about we have these two stand outside and reflect for now, while we eat?”

Li Mu said: “Let them go.”

Zhang Wanjun nodded and said to Heizi: “Alright, there’s nothing more for you two here. Take this kid and leave.”

Heizi, as if granted a great pardon, hurriedly nodded.

Lu Yong, with a cold face, threatened Xu Hui: “Today, I’m going to just say the word to everyone in Haizhou’s underworld. From the moment you walk out this door, you’ll be under the scrutiny of everyone in Haizhou’s underworld. You’d better remember everything I just told you. Aside from your own home, if you dare to violate even one bit of it outside, before Heizi even acts, I’ll personally discipline your ass, understand?!”

Xu Hui shivered in fright, nodding timidly: “Understood…”

Lu Yong nodded: “Understood? Now get out.”

After speaking, Lu Yong then said to Heizi: “And you, if you ever dare to do such vile, morally corrupt things like recruiting subordinates from school again, I’ll clean house for Er Bin. I’ll cripple both your legs first, so you’ll have to roll around in a wheelchair collecting subordinates at school! Understand?”

Heizi also shivered, startled, and nodded quickly: “Brother Yong, rest assured, I’ll never dare to do such a thing again.”

Lu Yong nodded and waved his hand: “Scram!”

Just as Heizi was about to leave, Li Mu pointed at Xu Hui and reminded him: “Once you’re out that door, if he doesn’t make a mistake, you’re not allowed to hit him, understood?”

Heizi had been thinking of giving Xu Hui another beating after leaving to vent his anger, but hearing this, his heart immediately sank in disappointment. He could only obediently agree: “Understood…”

Wu Bin reminded him: “Remember Mr. Li’s words well. If you can’t control this kid, I, your father, will discipline both you and him!”

Heizi nodded repeatedly, then, after expressing thanks countless times with Xu Hui, who was filled with gratitude, they were both chased out by Wu Bin.

As soon as the two left, Lu Yong said to Wu Bin: “From now on, keep your subordinates in check. Anyone who dares to recruit subordinates from school, or take students out to fight or do business, I’ll beat them to a bloody pulp!”

Wu Bin immediately nodded: “I understand, Brother Yong.”

Lu Yong grunted, then said: “Mixing in the underworld, you’ve got to have some integrity. After today, spread the word: if any high school student dares to join the underworld, and I catch them, I’ll strip them naked and throw them into the city moat!”

Wu Bin quickly agreed.

At this moment, Song Liang spoke up to Wu Bin: “Er Bin, have the waiter serve the dishes.”

At the dining table, Xiao Hao appeared quite reserved. For him, this meal was an unprecedented grand occasion. In his previous worldview, he thought Heizi was already a formidable underworld big brother. As for someone like Wu Bin, he was practically a legendary figure. He never expected his maternal older male cousin to bring him to meet all the famous figures in Haizhou’s underworld in one go. Even harder for him to believe was how respectful this group of people was towards his maternal older male cousin. Could his maternal older male cousin be some hidden underworld big brother?

Boys at this age easily develop admiration, and at this moment, Li Mu became the most worthy object of admiration in Xiao Hao’s eyes.



Stepping out of the main door, Heizi finally sighed in relief. What had just happened was truly frightening. All the formidable figures from Haizhou’s underworld were there; any one of them could crush him. Fortunately, he was unharmed, having merely received over a dozen slaps in the face from his boss.

Looking at Xu Hui, who was still crying in fright beside him, Heizi felt a surge of anger. He instinctively wanted to slap him, but remembering Li Mu’s instructions before they left, he could only suppress the fire in his heart. Gritting his teeth, he glared at Xu Hui and warned: “From now on, you’d better behave yourself. You heard what Mr. Li said just now. If you violate even one of his demands, I, your father, will beat you so badly even your own father won’t recognize you! You know perfectly well who Zhang Wanjun is. Consider yourself lucky that he didn’t take an arm today. If you cause trouble again, beware that even your family will suffer the consequences!”

Xu Hui shivered in fright, thinking of his younger brother who was still in middle school and his younger sister who was still in elementary school. He quickly nodded, tears and snot flowing freely, saying: “Boss, I understand. I’ll definitely behave myself from now on…”

Heizi cursed roughly: “Don’t you dare call me boss! I’m not your damn boss! From today onwards, I’m your second father! Specifically, your second father who disciplines you on behalf of your real father!”

After saying that, Heizi angrily pointed at him: “Don’t you dare follow me anymore! Figure out how to get back by yourself!”

Xu Hui could only stand rooted to the spot, watching Heizi walk to the parking lot, and watching Heizi drive away in his Fukang car. Only after Heizi was far away did he let out a long breath, as if surviving a catastrophe. He wiped his tears, rummaged through his pockets, and taking the mere two yuan he had left, went out to catch a bus home. He felt he needed to quickly warn his younger brother, who was in the same class as Xiao Hao, that from now on, he must stay far away from Xiao Hao whenever he saw him. Provoking him again would truly mean falling into great misfortune.

From this day forward, a campus overlord had fallen. In the future, he would face the strictest behavioral control in history where even uttering a curse word would earn him a beating. How he would endure such a life, Xu Hui didn’t even dare to imagine…





Chapter 695: You Came to Study or to Print Money?

Helped Xiao Hao, this young relative, solve his troubles. Li Mu rested at home for a few days before preparing to return to Yanjing.

This time, for the second phase of the twenty million startup fund, Li Dad and Li Mom also followed Li Mu, traveling to Yanjing by plane with Song Liang’s family on Friday.

Even after the plane landed at Yanjing Airport, Li Mom still had doubts. Was her son’s claim about being able to secure a twenty million interest-free loan true or false? He said his connections in Yanjing were very extensive, but twenty million was no small sum. Even if he could borrow that much, wouldn’t collateral procedures be essential? And the interest probably wouldn’t be low.

But after thinking about it carefully, Li Mu seemed to have never exaggerated in front of them. Perhaps he really did have a way to solve the twenty million problem.

Li Mom and Li Dad were currently extremely enthusiastic about entrepreneurship. The first half of their lives working at Xiling Coal Mine had only offered a secure livelihood. It was only after opening the Metersbonwe specialty store that they found enjoyment and direction in their careers. Their continuous successes also gave them increasing confidence in this industry. At present, their minds were almost entirely focused on contracting the Department Store. Even during the flight, Li Dad and Li Mom were quietly discussing the specific operational details once the funds were in place.

After getting off the plane, Wanying sent two commercial vehicles. Song Liang’s family of three, along with his father-in-law and mother-in-law, left directly by car. After Li Mu’s family of three bid them farewell, they went to the parking lot and picked up Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz G55, which was parked there.

Li Mu’s Mom and Dad saw Li Mu’s Benz for the first time. As they were surprised that Li Mu had changed cars, Li Dad, seeing the Mercedes-Benz logo, exclaimed: “Son, this Benz must have cost a lot of money, right?”

Li Mom, however, stared at this strange Mercedes-Benz SUV and muttered: “This car is too ugly, it has no lines at all, it’s boxy like a coff…” She stopped herself there, deeming it inauspicious to continue, and lamented: “Anyway, it’s ugly enough.”

Li Mu awkwardly said: “This car is so retro, old-school SUVs all have this shape.”

Li Mom replied with a look of disdain: “In short, it’s very ugly.”

Li Dad chuckled: “You said my Passat looked like a turtle shell, I wonder what car you actually find good-looking.”

Li Mom smiled and said: “I think Audis are quite good-looking.”

Li Mu, standing nearby, couldn’t help but say: “Then I’ll get Dad an Audi later.”

Li Mom hurriedly said: “Why change to an Audi? We’re short on money right now. His car is still brand new; he’s not allowed to change cars for five more years.”

Then, Li Mom curiously asked Li Mu: “Son, is this car new? How much was it?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Let’s talk about it after we get in the car. You and Dad sit in the back row.”

Once in the car, Li Mom was still concerned about the question, asking Li Mu: “Son, this car is so big, it must be hundreds of thousands, right?”

“Hundreds of thousands probably isn’t enough,” Li Dad said, “It’s a Mercedes-Benz, wouldn’t it start at one million?”

“One million?” Li Mom was wide-eyed with shock: “It costs that much?”

Li Mu drove out of the parking lot, saying calmly and unconcerned: “This car, fully equipped, cost over three million.”

The mention of over three million startled both Li Dad and Li Mom.

What did over three million represent now? It was definitely three apartments in Yanjing, or four or five if they bought smaller ones.

Four or five apartments for a car – in Li Dad and Li Mom’s eyes, this was the epitome of extravagance.

Li Mom asked Li Mu: “Over three million for a car, are you crazy, you rascal? Besides, where did you get all this money?”

Li Mu said: “Didn’t I tell you I’ve been doing some things on my own in Yanjing? Money I earned from starting a company.”

Li Dad and Li Mom weren’t too surprised about Li Mu starting a company and making money. After all, when Li Mu quietly opened the Metersbonwe specialty store, they had already witnessed their son’s capabilities and routine in handling things. However, earning money from starting a company to buy a car worth over three million was something Li Dad and Li Mom found a bit hard to accept.

Li Dad couldn’t help but ask: “How much money do you make from your company in a year? Just buying a car cost over three million.”

Li Mu said: “Starting a company isn’t just about earning transaction volume; it’s about earning valuation.”

Li Mom said: “Your Dad is asking you how much you earn in a year. Be frank and confess.”

Li Mu laughed: “Don’t be anxious about that right now. I’ll tell you slowly when we get home. It’s not something I can explain in a word or two.”

Li Dad and Li Mom exchanged glances, both with surprise and puzzlement in their eyes. Li Dad whispered: “That rascal is always up to something. I bet Song Liang’s move to Yanjing for development is also deeply involved with him.”

Li Mom suddenly understood, recalling Song Liang’s family who had traveled with them, and then thinking about how Song Liang had always been exceptionally caring towards Li Mu. Upon careful thought, it was most likely that her husband was right.

Li Mu didn’t delve deeper into this topic with his parents. He drove directly onto the highway and then headed straight for Purple Cloud Villa. Explaining the specific details in this over three million Mercedes-Benz probably wouldn’t be very persuasive, nor comfortable enough. It would be better to explain everything to his parents in detail after they arrived at the over thirty million villa.

Li Dad and Li Mom were currently sitting in the back seat of the Mercedes-Benz G55. Although they were very surprised, they didn’t press him further while Li Mu was driving.

As the car moved toward the city, Li Mom suddenly remembered something and asked Li Mu: “Son, the apartment you rented is a three-bedroom, right? Do you have extra sheets and duvet covers? If not, let’s go buy some first.”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Don’t worry, Mom, all daily necessities are ready. You don’t need to buy anything.”

Li Mom nodded and didn’t ask any more questions. The car drove all the way to the entrance of Purple Cloud Villa. When Li Mu swiped his card to enter the community, Li Dad and Li Mom both asked Li Mu, rather surprised: “This is a villa area, isn’t it?”

Li Mu said: “That’s right, it’s a villa area.”

Li Mom asked him puzzledly: “Didn’t you rent a place near the school? Where is this? It doesn’t look like a prosperous place.”

Li Mu said: “It’s not far from our school, over ten kilometers.”

Li Mom paused, then said to Li Dad: “Over ten kilometers isn’t far? In Haizhou, wouldn’t we have to drive to a place fifteen kilometers away?”

“Exactly,” Li Dad chuckled. “Yanjing is the capital after all; over ten kilometers probably really isn’t considered far here.”

Li Mom gently nodded and asked Li Mu: “Son, did you rent a place here?”

Li Mu vaguely said: “Uh, we’re almost there.”

Li Mom asked, bewildered: “You rented a whole villa by yourself? Isn’t that too extravagant and wasteful?”

“It’s alright,” Li Mu said with a grin as the car pulled up to the front of his villa. He remotely opened the large gate and drove the car directly into the courtyard. As it wasn’t dark yet, Li Dad and Li Mom could clearly see the full view of the villa. Upon closer inspection, they were even more surprised. The overall appearance of this villa seemed even larger than those they had passed. Neither of them quite understood why Li Mu would rent such a large villa.

After parking the car in the courtyard, Li Mu led his parents inside the villa. With all the lights on, the exquisitely decorated interior of the villa was perfectly displayed before Li Dad and Li Mom. It had to be said that Wei Lan’s eye for decoration was truly extraordinary. Not only did Li Mu find the villa’s decor appealing at first glance, but even Li Mu’s Mom and Dad were amazed by it, impressed not just by its overall luxurious and tasteful appearance, but also by the thoughtful details evident everywhere.

Li Dad and Li Mom, as if visiting a tourist attraction, first toured the entire ground floor of the villa before returning to the spacious living room, chasing after Li Mu to ask: “A villa like this, isn’t the rent ridiculously expensive?”

Li Mu sat down on the incredibly comfortable sofa, grinning as he said: “There’s no rent. This villa is mine; I bought it.”

“Bought it?!” Even though Li Dad and Li Mom were now much more worldly, they were still caught off guard by Li Mu’s sudden revelation.

They weren’t sure about the specific housing prices in Yanjing, but such a large and magnificent villa, just guessing, would have to cost at least tens of millions. This made it honestly difficult for them to believe.

Li Mom subconsciously asked Li Mu: “How much would this villa cost to buy?”

Li Mu remained calm and unconcerned: “Over thirty million.”

“…” Li Dad and Li Mom stared at Li Mu as if he were a monster: “Over thirty million? Son, don’t scare your Mom and Dad. We’re not young anymore; we can’t take such frights. Where exactly did you get all this money? Over three million for a car, over thirty million for a villa—did you come to Yanjing to study or to print money?”

Li Mu pulled his Mom and Dad down onto the sofa, then seriously said: “Dad, Mom, I started an internet company. I got lucky, and the company’s development has been very smooth, so I’ve made quite a lot of money.”

Li Dad felt his moral compass had been overturned. He blurted out: “Even if it’s very smooth, it’s impossible to make that much money in just one year, right?”

Li Mu sincerely said: “Logically speaking, it’s difficult to develop so quickly. But if you don’t take any detours and you’ve mastered shortcuts that others haven’t, then all of this is achievable.”

Li Dad asked: “How much money have you exactly made from starting your company?”

“Using ‘how much money’ to measure isn’t entirely appropriate,” Li Mu scratched his head and smiled, explaining: “Based on the company’s current valuation, my shares should be worth at least several billion.”

“Several… billion…” Li Dad looked at Li Mom as if seeking help, seemingly unable to utter a complete sentence.

“I… this… you…” Li Mom was just as startled. A villa worth tens of millions had already made her doubt the reality of what was happening. The amount of several billion exploded in her mind like a nuclear bomb, leaving her momentarily confused and almost completely losing her ability to think, speak, and act.

Li Dad saw that Li Mom couldn’t help him either. He shakily tried to pull out a cigarette but failed to reach into his pocket even after several attempts. Li Mu quickly took out a cigarette from under the spacious European-style coffee table, brought it to his Dad’s mouth, and lit it for him.

Li Dad took a few deep drags of the cigarette, then slowly calmed down a bit. Looking at Li Mu, he asked with difficulty: “Son, you said your shares are worth several billion?”





Chapter 696: Life Can Be Even More Beautiful

Currently, Muye Technology’s valuation starts at a minimum of eight billion.

Among its products, YY, which covers almost all domestic internet users, is the utmost priority. Tieba, YY Games, and Happy Farm, all products with tens of millions of users, form the second tier. In addition, YY123 dominates traffic in the web domain, and YY Portal has risen rapidly. The entire Ecosystem has matured, and the capital market is extremely interested in Muye Technology’s future. Therefore, a starting valuation of eight billion might even be on the low side. In Li Mu’s view, if Muye Technology goes public on NASDAQ, its market value could quickly surge to over one point five billion US dollars. If YY’s globalization can achieve significant breakthroughs, allowing YY’s product Ecosystem to cover Western Users, the Western capital market would be even more optimistic about the company’s prospects, easily reaching several billion US dollars.

It might sound sensational for a company founded just one year ago to be valued at over one billion or even several billion US dollars. However, leaving aside Li Mu’s huge Golden finger as a Rebirth, Facebook already reached a market value of one hundred million US dollars in its second year of establishment; in its third year, its market value reached one point five billion US dollars; and in its tenth year, its market value surpassed two hundred billion US dollars. Compared to that, Li Mu’s speed as a Rebirth might even be a bit slow.

As a Rebirth, Li Mu has a great advantage, especially in the internet field. A product concept that ordinary companies need years to explore, he can produce overnight. Other companies repeatedly spend a lot of time in the technical development stage of a product, inevitably wasting time on exploring directions, making a detour, trial and error, changing strategies, changing requirements, fixing bugs, product Upgrade, and other steps. However, under Li Mu’s leadership, Muye Technology directly charges towards the most correct direction, greatly reducing time costs. Therefore, to replace QQ in one year and then build upon that to reach an even higher level is not a truly exceptional achievement for Li Mu, because he is following the old connections / channels that Tencent and other companies took in his previous life.

While Li Dad was shocked to the point of doubting life by Li Mu’s market value of several billion in one year, Li Mu himself was still reflecting internally: Was his speed really that fast? Not necessarily!

If he continues at this speed, he might not be able to catch up with Mark Zuckerberg’s development speed in three years. If YY only develops domestically, to become a company with a market value exceeding two hundred billion US dollars, it would have to wait until after 2010. In his previous life, Tencent only reached a market value of two hundred billion in 2015, while in 2015, the rising star Mark Zuckerberg had already grown Facebook to a market value of three hundred billion US dollars. Does that mean Mark Zuckerberg is more impressive than Tencent’s Mr. Ma? Also not necessarily.

But one point must be acknowledged: QQ’s huge domestic market ironically limited its scope. Facebook started its globalization development early on, so its product scope is much larger than QQ’s, and much larger than WeChat’s, even larger than the two combined.

This is the boost that globalization provides to an internet product’s market value!

Li Mu’s conviction grew stronger at this moment: YY’s globalization must get truly moving as soon as possible! While MSN and ICQ have not yet truly established themselves, and while there are very few products in the overseas market that can truly compete with YY, he must quickly promote YY to become a global instant messaging software. By then, the scope and space for YY as a product will be even larger than Facebook’s.

What’s more, Facebook’s domain name is in his hands. If YY’s globalization makes significant substantial progress by the end of 2003, then when Mark Zuckerberg finds him through the domain name, he can use YY to accelerate Facebook’s development, thereby adding another giant to the global internet sphere.

Just as Li Mu was envisioning the future, Li Mom snapped back to reality, staring at him and asking, “Are you influencing/persuading your Dad and me? What’s the name of your company? Can it really be worth several billion?”

Li Mu nodded, “Mom, Dad, have you heard of Muye Technology?”

“Muye Technology…” Li Dad and Mom exchanged glances. Li Dad slapped his thigh and exclaimed in surprise, “Son, you mean Muye Technology was founded by you?!”

Li Mu nodded and said seriously, “That’s right, it’s me.”

Li Dad exclaimed, “That’s the internet company they’re talking about online, the one founded a year ago with a market value of several billion!”

Li Mom asked Li Dad in surprise, “You know about it?”

“Yes.” Li Dad nodded, “YY, you forgot? I often play Upgrade (a card game) on YY Games.”

Li Mom suddenly realized, “I remember! Happy Farm! Wasn’t that the game where I used to Steal a Dish?”

Li Dad said, “That’s right, that’s right, that’s the one.”

Li Mu laughed and asked, “Mom, do you still play it?”

Li Mom waved her hand, “I don’t have time to play now. One time I logged in after a long while and found it had updated, with so many new features I didn’t understand. I don’t have the good comprehension skills of young people, so I looked at it, couldn’t quite figure it out, and stopped playing.”

As she spoke, Li Mom took Li Mu’s hand and asked him, “Son, is this company really yours?”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Yes, can I lie to you?”

Li Mom leaned back against the soft sofa cushion, touched her forehead, and sighed, “My mind can’t accept it all at once; several billion, that’s too scary to talk about.”

Li Dad finished one cigarette, pulled out another, put it in his mouth, used the lit end of the previous cigarette to light the new one, took two puffs, and with a weak glance, he said: “Several billion, that’s worth ten Xiling Coal Mines…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Dad, you can’t compare the traditional economy to the internet, let alone the Xiling Coal Mine being a backward primary industry. Its annual output is hundreds of thousands of tons, so the visible profit is limited, with no room for imagination. The internet is different; it’s not restricted by region, production capacity, reserves, or logistics. The whole world can connect through computers and the internet. In other words, Muye Technology is currently tapping into the domestic market of over one billion people, and in the future, it will tap into the world market of several billion people. The deepest tunnels and coal mining faces in the Xiling Coal Mine are no more than ten to twenty kilometers deep, right?”

Li Dad nodded and sighed, “You’re right, there’s no way to compare an emerging industry like the internet to the Xiling Coal Mine. But you truly kept it hidden, not telling your Mom and me about this until now.”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile and said, “Before, I was fully focused on starting the business. I didn’t want you to know before I achieved something, lest you say I was neglecting my studies.”

Li Dad looked at Li Mu and asked, “You’re running such a big company, do you still have time for classes?”

“No,” Li Mu said very naturally. “I rarely attend classes now, but there’s no problem with the school. Renmin University has always hoped to bind / tie together with 3321, so 3321’s office space is provided for free by Renmin University. They also need me to stay in the school; even if I’m not often physically there, at least my affiliation is still with the school, and I’m still a student of Renmin University.”

Li Mom said, “Then you still won’t learn anything, will you?”

Li Dad asked him, “What else do you want him to learn? For common/vulgar people like us, isn’t sending a child to university for them to have a good starting point in the future? Now his earning speed is almost comparable to a money printing machine. Can you still demand that he stays in the classroom every day?”

Li Mom thought for a moment and nodded, “You’re right.”

Li Dad said, “The most important thing for a man is to find the career he wants to pursue and then develop in that field. I used to take over my father’s job and join the workforce, never thinking about whether I wanted to do it or not, only thinking about working and earning money to support the family. After being Laid off in my forties, my son helped me open a store, and it was then that I truly understood life and knew what I wanted to do. Over this period, we’ve achieved some small success. But Li Mu is only twenty years old and has already found what he loves to do and what he’s good at, and he’s doing it so well. We don’t need to worry about his studies anymore. He can earn several billion, so he can certainly manage other things very well too.”

Li Mom nodded, looking at Li Mu, her face full of joy and contentment.

Their family’s life had changed immensely over the past year. Last summer, she was worried about whether her son could get into a good university during the Gaokao, and also worried about being placed on the Laid off list by her company. But soon, not only did her son get into Renmin University, he also earned hundreds of thousands to open a specialty store for them. This Metersbonwe specialty store was a huge turning point for the entire family; in Li Dad and Mom’s minds, it held an extremely high and especially significant position.

It was precisely because the Metersbonwe store made money that Li Dad was able to invest in Li Mu’s paternal uncle to open a wholesale store. Now, Li Mu’s paternal uncle’s wholesale store has a monthly income of almost twenty thousand, and life in the Town is truly excellent. While Li Mu was away from home, Li Dad also invested in several of Li Mu’s Aunts (paternal) and other relatives to start small businesses. In those years, just bringing back anything from the south to sell could bring a very considerable income, and the entire family’s living standard rose sharply.

Also because of the Metersbonwe store, Li Mu’s Mother’s younger brother’s family also reached a comfortable standard of living with a monthly income exceeding ten thousand. Soon after, the Semir store opened, with Mother’s younger sister closely following. Now, Mother’s older brother / Maternal uncle has also opened a Quanjin store with the Li family’s help, and the newly established Adidas store has been entrusted to Li Mu’s Mother’s older sister’s husband to manage. The Xiao family has also benefited greatly.

For these reasons, Li Dad and Mom felt a deep attachment to that Metersbonwe store. Before coming to Yanjing this time, whenever Li Dad and Mom were in Haizhou, they would visit that Metersbonwe store almost every day.

That store had long been fully entrusted to Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle’s wife, and the reason they still went every day wasn’t that they didn’t trust Li Mu’s maternal younger uncle’s wife, but because the store held such profound significance for them. This store completely changed the quality of life and life paths of their family of three and two large families. To them, it was a huge distinguished contributor to the entire family, and they had to see it every day to feel at ease, even if it meant not entering the store, or just passing by the entrance, glancing at it from afar before leaving.

Li Dad and Mom had also been actively expanding their business ambitions over the past year. They thought their lives were already perfect beyond reproach, but they never imagined that their son, Li Mu, had quietly become a billionaire in Yanjing…

Thinking about it carefully, it truly echoed that familiar to audiences advertising slogan: Life can be even more beautiful.





Chapter 697: The Money Has Arrived!

Li Dad and Li Mom had just barely accepted the reality that Li Mu’s net worth was already in the billions, when Li Mu confessed to them about some of his other projects.

First, he confessed that he had used 3321 to incubate Alipay, and then, leveraging Alipay, he had worked with a senior student from Renmin University to create Taobao.

Fortunately, Li Dad and Li Mom didn’t know much about Taobao or Alipay. To them, it sounded like small projects Li Mu was just testing the waters with. Under the impressive aura of Muye Technology, which was worth billions, they didn’t realize the true significance of these two companies.

Next, Li Mu spoke about the real estate company he was currently running with Song Liang and another friend. Only then did Li Dad and Li Mom suddenly realize things. It seemed their previous guess wasn’t wrong; Song Liang’s move to Yanjing for development was indeed related to their son.

Li Dad and Li Mom asked Li Mu about the current progress of the real estate company. Li Mu casually replied, “There aren’t any formal projects under construction yet. We’ll try to launch one in the second half of this year.”

Li Dad and Li Mom thought they were just getting started and weren’t too shocked. Li Dad said to Li Mu, “The real estate industry is so murky; you must be extremely cautious.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, Dad. For real estate projects, I only invest money; I’m not responsible for the specific operations. And I won’t be investing much money anyway, so it doesn’t matter even if we lose it.”

Li Dad and Li Mom nodded and didn’t ask further. From their perspective, Li Mu had now far surpassed their ability to comprehend his dealings. In such a situation, they couldn’t offer any substantial advice on his business actions. All they could do was remind him to be careful.

At this point, Li Mu added, “Several projects I’m currently involved in are still in the investment phase. Online games are quite popular right now, so I started a gaming company and became the agent for an online game from Korea. It’s bringing in tens of millions of revenue each month.”

“Tens of millions a month…” Li Dad and Li Mom’s jaws almost dropped at his words.

Li Mu, however, calmly said, “That’s how gaming companies are. As long as a game becomes popular, millions of people nationwide play it, and everyone spends dozens of yuan on it each month, the monthly transaction volume will reach tens of millions. However, the game market updates and replaces games too quickly, so most online games have a very short lifespan. A game with tens of millions in monthly transaction volume this year might not even be able to do tens of millions in a whole year next year.”

Li Dad and Li Mom exchanged glances, their hands tightly clasped, feeling the sweat in each other’s palms.

Seeing his parents’ somewhat tense expressions, Li Mu quickly tried to reassure them, saying, “That’s how it is with the internet. Once one project takes off, it drives the rapid development of other projects because many resources can be shared, or even universally applied. YY now has so many Users. Leveraging YY, promoting any product to Users will be much easier than going it alone. So, you don’t need to be so surprised. With YY as the core product, I might try various things in the future.”

Li Dad and Li Mom nodded slightly, half-understanding. They felt both joyful and helpless, their emotions quite complex.

Li Mu then changed the subject and said to his parents, “My gaming company’s accounts are separate, it’s not that complicated. Mom, didn’t you set up a company to act as the agent for Quanjin? Give me your company’s account number later, and I’ll have the gaming company transfer fifty million to your company first.”

Li Mom quickly waved her hand and said, “We don’t need that much! Twenty million is plenty!”

Li Dad also chimed in, “Your mom and I just wanted to lease the first floor of the Department Store. In that case, a little over ten million would be enough. But you have a point; we’ll go back and lease both the first and second floors. Twenty million would still be more than enough.”

Li Mu said, “Running a mall is a physical business model. In the initial stage, there’s no story or concept to sell; everything depends on the actual transaction volume after the mall opens. It’s not like the internet, where you can play with concepts and tell stories to raise funds when you’re short on cash. So, you should prepare more money. If you don’t use it all, keep it on the books for a rainy day.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Actually, I have another idea. Our Haizhou currently lacks a commercial center for clothing retail, and there isn’t even a true large-scale supermarket. You often travel south, so you should have a rough idea of how convenient Carrefour and Walmart are, and how immense their customer traffic is, without me having to tell you. If we could open a large integrated supermarket in Haizhou this year, we could definitely get ahead of Carrefour and Walmart and capture this market segment. The market space is still very significant. You can look into it; if you’re interested, you could open one in Haizhou.”

Li Mom thought for a moment and said, “I have indeed paid attention to large supermarkets; it’s truly a gap in our Haizhou right now. However, neither your dad nor I have experience in that area, and we wouldn’t know where to start.”

Li Mu said with a smile, “I was just saying it casually. Anyway, if you have more money on hand, you can seize new business opportunities quickly when they arise. Otherwise, if all your money is tied up in the mall, you won’t be able to act on good projects swiftly.”

Li Dad knew Li Mu was trying to persuade them to accept his fifty million in financial support, so he said to his wife, “I think we shouldn’t hesitate anymore. Xiao Mu isn’t short on this money, so let’s just consider it savings for him. If we invest it in a good project, we can even make more money.”

Li Mom thought the same thing and stopped hesitating, nodding in agreement. Why hesitate when her son was so capable of making money and was so Rich and powerful? Fifty million was probably just one month’s transaction volume for his gaming company.

Li Mu checked the time and said, “We’ll go out for dinner in a bit. There’s an excellent, authentic roasted duck restaurant nearby. I’ll take you to try it.”

…

Around seven in the evening, Li Mu brought his parents to the restaurant. Before the dishes were even served, he received a call from Chen Ze. Li Mu stepped out of the private room to answer. On the other end of the line, Chen Ze, unable to hide his excitement, asked Li Mu, “Are you back?”

“I am.” Li Mu could tell Chen Ze’s voice was quite excited and couldn’t help but ask, “Is there good news? You sound so thrilled.”

Chen Ze asked Li Mu, “Do you know how much the price of second-hand homes in the East Third Ring Road, especially near Sanyuan Bridge, has increased over the past few days you’ve been gone?”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “How much?”

“About 50% on average,” Chen Ze said. “This is one of the biggest increases in Yanjing’s housing prices in recent years. The average housing price across the entire East Third Ring Road has risen by about 30%, and it’s still climbing. The market transaction rate isn’t high; it’s clear everyone is still waiting and seeing.”

Li Mu sighed, “The more reluctant second-hand home Owners are to sell, the faster the prices will rise. I’d estimate that prices for good real estate projects might double by the end of the year.”

“Very likely,” Chen Ze said. “Right now, whoever has approved residential land near Sanyuan Bridge, or even across the entire East Third Ring Road, is the bank’s benefactor.”

Li Mu nervously asked, “How are our funds coming along?”

Chen Ze chuckled, “I called you to tell you just that. All our funds are in place. A total of seven billion yuan, with the lowest commercial loan interest rate.”

“Seven billion yuan?” Li Mu asked in surprise, “It increased again?”

Chen Ze laughed, “Yes, housing prices rose too quickly, and land prices followed suit. I originally wanted eight billion yuan plus the lowest commercial loan interest rate, but they said eight billion yuan required head office approval. I was afraid of delaying things, so I just signed. The money is already in the account.”

A wave of joy washed over Li Mu. “No wonder you’re so excited! So the money has arrived!”

Chen Ze said, “It’s not just that the money arrived. I also looked into the situation in Sanlitun. You’re attending the summit this weekend, so for the specifics, let’s meet up on Monday.”

“Alright! Talk on Monday!”

With seven billion yuan in funds available, there was an incredible amount they could do. Li Mu didn’t know the exact lowest commercial loan interest rate Chen Ze secured, but if it was the “lowest,” it was probably pitifully low. This was a golden period for investment across all industries; low-interest loans were practically free money. Whatever they invested in, the return rate would vastly exceed bank interest rates, so naturally, the more of this kind of money, the better.

While the dishes hadn’t arrived yet, Li Mu called Qiangdong. He had been working on the preliminary preparations for self-built logistics recently and was essentially just waiting for the funds to arrive. Such an important matter needed to be communicated to him in advance, so he could also be happy.

Li Mu expected to meet Chen Ze and Song Liang on Monday, and his allocation of one billion yuan should be in the account by Tuesday at the latest. So, he told Qiangdong over the phone, “Senior Student Liu, the money will be in the account by next Tuesday. I’ll come to the company on Tuesday morning, and we can specifically decide how to get started.”

Li Mu’s direct words left Qiangdong speechless for a moment. It took him about half a minute before he ecstatically asked, “What? The money will be in the account by next Tuesday?! Seriously?!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Why would I lie to you? Wanying Real Estate mortgaged six plots of land for a seven-billion-yuan loan, and the money has already arrived. If things are quick, it could even be in by Monday.”

“That’s fantastic!” Qiangdong exclaimed, highly excited. “It just so happens that next Tuesday is our Summer Brand Day! I think you should come over before midnight on Monday. This will be a moment to witness a miracle!”

Li Mu had actually forgotten which day the Summer Brand Day was set for and subconsciously asked, “Next Tuesday is Summer Brand Day?”

Qiangdong said, “You must be confused from being so busy. July 23rd, that’s indeed next Tuesday!”

Only then did Li Mu realize. He quickly said, “Okay, I’ll be there on Monday night!”

The Summer Brand Day was essentially the nascent form of the later Double Eleven shopping festival and a great opportunity for Taobao to showcase the platform’s true strength to the world. Li Mu naturally couldn’t miss such a significant event.

Back at the dining table, Li Mu involuntarily wore a joyful smile. Li Mom saw it and couldn’t help but ask him, “Son, is there some good news? You’re smiling so brightly.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “Nothing much, just arranged to meet a few friends next week to discuss some matters. A new project has made some progress.”

Li Mu didn’t reveal the details of Wanying Real Estate. Seven billion yuan in cash was intimidating even for him to hear, let alone his parents, who were already shocked enough for the day. It was better to let them digest what they’d heard a bit, and he could tell them more later, when the opportunity arose…





Chapter 698: Summit

For Li Dad and Li Mom, this was destined to be a sleepless night.

Although the villa’s bedroom was exquisitely luxurious and the mattress was incredibly comfortable, neither of them felt sleepy. Leaning against the soft headboard, Li Mom was still muttering.

“Which wire did our son cross to become so capable all of a sudden?”

Li Mom thought she knew her son very well, but now she increasingly felt he was constantly surprising her in many ways.

Li Dad also said, “To be honest, our son didn’t seem particularly outstanding before. Right up until the Gaokao, I thought I’d be very satisfied if he could just perform steadily and get into a first-tier university. I don’t know why, but from the Gaokao onwards, he’s been making rapid progress. His weakest subject, English, even got a perfect score, and then he started writing songs, doing software… it’s like he suddenly had his mind enlightened.”

Li Mom seriously asked, “Do you think that car accident might have enlightened him?”

“You mean the one before the Gaokao English?” Li Mom subconsciously asked.

Li Dad said, “Which other one could it be? Our son was only hit by a car that one time!”

Li Mom quickly nodded, thought carefully for a moment, and then said, “Now that you mention it, I do remember something. After he was hit by that car, our son seemed to grow up a lot all of a sudden. Remember that day Xiao Wan treated us to dinner? He was like a shrewd person then.”

Li Dad laughed, “Yes, maybe that car accident really did enlighten him.”

Li Mom said, “If you put it that way, we should really thank Xiao Wan. If she hadn’t hit our son that time, I don’t think his English score would have been perfect, and he wouldn’t have gotten into Renmin University.”

Li Dad said, “You can’t really go and thank someone for hitting your son with their car, can you? Let’s just talk about this privately; don’t actually say it out loud.”

Li Mom smiled slightly, “I know, I’m just joking.”

Li Dad clasped his hands behind his neck, surveying the enormous bedroom, and sighed, “I never thought I’d live in a villa in my whole life, but it’s all thanks to our son. Buying a house for over thirty million yuan makes my heart tremble.”

Li Mom said, “Didn’t our son say that this villa’s price could multiply several times in ten years? Yanjing property prices are rising so fast; buying a house is like an investment.”

Li Dad nodded in agreement, “I just haven’t mentally adjusted yet; I’m just making a few casual remarks.”

Li Mom said, “Let’s go to bed early. Our son has something to do tomorrow, so we’ll go tour the city. I’ve never been to Yanjing before.”

“Alright, we’ll go tour the city tomorrow!”

…

The next day, the National Real Estate Industry Summit was held at a five-star hotel in Yanjing. This was a nationwide industry summit organized by the Real Estate Industry Association, and prominent real estate developers from all over China received invitations.

Wanying Real Estate received an invitation partly because they had made a considerable name for themselves in the industry by splurging on six plots of land on the East Third Ring Road, and partly due to Chen Ze’s backing; the Real Estate Industry Association had to give them sufficient face.

When Wanying Real Estate first received the invitation, they weren’t particularly famous, but in the past few days, Wanying Real Estate’s reputation had truly skyrocketed. After the route map for Yanjing Metro Line 10 was confirmed, Wanying Real Estate became the biggest beneficiary among real estate companies. In particular, Wanying’s plots of land near Sanyuan Bridge became the most expensive Land Kings in the entire East Third Ring Road. If these plots are thoroughly developed, Wanying Real Estate will at least rank among the top in Yanjing.

Song Liang, as Wanying Real Estate’s Chairman and CEO, was specifically invited by the summit. While inviting Song Liang, the summit also granted Wanying Real Estate three additional seats. These three seats were for Wanying to decide, without needing to report to the summit. Li Mu’s shareholder identity in Wanying was not public, and he didn’t hold any actual position, so he participated in this summit using one of the additional seats.

Joining Li Mu and Song Liang at this summit were Du Fei and Song Liang’s assistant, Chen Fang.

Du Fei’s energy was currently focused almost entirely on the racetrack and club projects. After Chen Ze told her about the summit, she expressed her desire to attend and gain experience. As an architectural designer, this kind of domestic real estate industry summit held great appeal for her. Her primary goal and motivation for returning to China was not to lead club-related design work, but rather the commercial real estate project Li Mu had planned earlier. Although Wanying Real Estate’s first commercial real estate project hadn’t launched yet, it was essential to understand the latest industry trends beforehand.

Li Mu arranged for his Personal Assistant, Li Ziwei, to drive and accompany his parents around Yanjing City, while he himself drove to Wanying Real Estate at nine in the morning.

As soon as he parked his car in the parking lot, he saw Du Fei’s car pulling in. The office building’s parking lot was quite empty on Saturday, so Du Fei, seeing Li Mu’s car, parked right next to his G55. She got out and greeted Li Mu, smiling as she asked him, “I heard you brought your Uncle and Aunt over?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Bringing them to Yanjing to stay for a few days.”

Du Fei smiled slightly and said, “You won’t have time to accompany them. How about I have Xiao Wei take them around tomorrow?”

Li Mu waved his hand, saying, “She’s a public figure; it wouldn’t be appropriate. I’ve already arranged for my assistant to accompany them.”

Du Fei nodded, and the two went upstairs together, heading directly to Song Liang’s office. Signing in was required before eleven, and there was still plenty of time. Moreover, the hotel where the summit was held was not far from the company. So, the three decided to depart a little after ten, and they spent some time drinking tea and chatting.

During their casual conversation, Du Fei asked Li Mu, “I heard from Chen Ze a couple of days ago that you’re planning to launch a commercial center project in Sanlitun?”

Li Mu said, “That was decided before I went home. The seventy billion yuan from mortgaging the six plots of land has recently arrived, so the new project can launch at any time. However, we’re currently waiting for Old Chen’s survey findings regarding the commercial land in Sanlitun. We’ll have a meeting about it here next Monday. Do you want to participate?”

Du Fei immediately said excitedly, “If you approve my participation, I personally have no objections!”

Li Mu laughed, “If you’re interested, you’re welcome to participate anytime.”

Du Fei couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “If this project really gets launched, can the design work be entrusted to me?”

Li Mu and Song Liang exchanged a smile. Song Liang chimed in with a laugh, “You’re Wanying’s Chief Designer. If we don’t entrust it to you, are we going to hire an outsourced design team?”

Du Fei raised an eyebrow, asking them, “It’s such a big project; do you trust me enough?”

Li Mu said, “Of course, we trust you. But I should give you a reminder: I have very discerning taste. If your design doesn’t satisfy me, I’ll definitely keep making you revise it until I’m satisfied.”

Du Fei nodded with a smile, “I know you have discerning taste, but don’t worry, I’m confident I can satisfy you!”

Li Mu nodded slightly. “Although it will take a long time from planning to launching the project, I think you can start building a professional design team at Wanying now. In the future, our commercial real estate projects need to be standardized. From overall architectural design to interior decoration schemes, and even shopping mall signage, everything needs to form a unified standard. Every commercial real estate project we launch in the future must meet our standards and possess our unique characteristics. In terms of external overall design, we can allow each project to have its own features, but the internal design must be strictly uniform, ensuring that consumers have the same experience regardless of which of our shopping malls they visit.”

Du Fei smiled and said, “No problem. I’ll start assembling the design team next Monday. Before the site selection is finalized, I won’t consider architectural design for now. I’ll prioritize leading the team to develop several overall interior decoration solutions.”

Li Mu nodded. Although Du Fei was young, she was indeed very professional in this regard. With the site and area not yet determined, there was no need to consider any architectural design issues. However, the overall interior decoration solutions constituted a completely general standard. The significance of this standard was that, regardless of the architectural design adopted, the standard itself would apply to the interior decoration design scheme, so this work could proceed first.

The three chatted until ten o’clock. Song Liang saw that it was almost time and called Chen Fang, telling him to notify the driver to wait downstairs. Then he said to Li Mu and Du Fei, “I had Chen Fang prepare a business car. The three of us can go in one car.”

Li Mu and Du Fei naturally had no objections. Neither of them brought their assistants. Furthermore, Song Liang was the only person explicitly invited by the summit organizers from Wanying Real Estate. Both of them needed to follow Song Liang to successfully sign in and attend, so riding with him was the best option.

This Real Estate Industry Summit was jointly hosted by the Real Estate Industry Association and Yanjing Urban Construction Group, which ranks first in Yanjing. It is said that this type of national real estate summit originated in 2000, with each edition jointly organized by the Real Estate Industry Association and a well-known local real estate developer. The first two editions were held in Shanghai and Shenzhen, both bridgeheads for China’s real estate development.

The official meeting times for this summit were the entire Saturday afternoon and the full day on Sunday. However, the conference required all invited guests to complete check-in before eleven o’clock in the morning, followed by a participant meeting arranged by the organizers, after which the summit would officially begin.

When the four arrived at the venue in the business car, it was ten forty in the morning. Most of the attendees had already completed check-in, so although the four arrived late, their check-in process was very smooth. Song Liang presented his Identity Card and handled the check-in procedures for Li Mu, Du Fei, and Chen Fang all at once.

Active local professionals like Song Liang and Li Mu could arrive at the venue leisurely before eleven, but many out-of-town guests had already begun checking into the hotel yesterday afternoon. Li Mu couldn’t help but think of Wei Lan; he wondered if Wei Lan would attend this summit. If she did, she would probably have arrived in Yanjing yesterday.





Chapter 699: Meeting Wei Lan Again

After several minutes of waiting, the staff at the check-in counter prepared the four attendees’ credentials and badges.

Song Liang handed Li Mu his badge, then gave him a program schedule, saying, “At eleven-thirty, the president of the Real Estate Association will give the opening speech, and some leaders from the Yanjing municipal government are also here. Do you know any of them?”

Li Mu chuckled, “The municipal government leaders I’m most familiar with are from the police system; I doubt they’d be here. Then there are the education system leaders, but they definitely wouldn’t come to an event like this.”

Song Liang recalled the time he and Chen Ze had dinner with the head of the Construction Committee and coincidentally ran into Li Mu, Yingxue, and Yingxue’s paternal aunt’s family. He subconsciously asked, “Your girlfriend’s paternal uncle-in-law is from the Construction Committee, right?”

Li Mu suddenly remembered Wang Shaohua and nodded, “You know, I hadn’t thought about it until you mentioned it. Their unit’s leaders will probably be here to show support today.”

Song Liang nodded and was about to lead the group in when Li Mu heard someone call out to him, “Xiao Mu.”

Li Mu turned around, and the person greeting him was indeed Wang Shaohua.

Li Mu said, surprised, “Uncle Wang, you’re here too.”

Wang Shaohua had accompanied Secretary Liu Limin to the conference that day. The association had only invited Secretary Liu, but ever since that last incident, Secretary Liu had always regarded Wang Shaohua as a trusted confidant. So, he specifically brought Wang Shaohua along today. He intended to relocate Ma Bingliang to the Construction Committee in a nearby county by the end of the year and then promote Wang Shaohua. Today happened to be the Real Estate Developers Summit, and bringing Wang Shaohua along early was also to help him get acquainted within the industry. Real estate developers from other regions didn’t matter as much as those from Yanjing itself, as many of them were subject to the Construction Committee’s regulations and were very attentive to the committee’s situation.

Being personally named by Secretary Liu to attend this conference made Wang Shaohua quite excited. If nothing else, this was a signal Secretary Liu was sending within the Construction Committee: he valued Wang Shaohua enough to bring him to such a relatively important event. However, Wang Shaohua also clearly understood that most of the benefits he received were thanks to Li Mu. Unexpectedly meeting Li Mu here, he warmly said, “Secretary Liu was also on the invitation list for this summit. He has a speech this morning, and I’m accompanying him to gain some experience.”

Li Mu nodded and introduced Wang Shaohua to Song Liang, Du Fei, and Chen Fang. Song Liang also politely greeted Wang Shaohua, then told the two of them, “You two chat. We won’t disturb you. See you inside later.”

Li Mu nodded to Song Liang. Since they had already checked in and the event wouldn’t start for another half an hour, he wasn’t in a hurry. He chatted with Wang Shaohua by the entrance.

The two found an unobtrusive corner by the side. Wang Shaohua asked Li Mu, “You only just got home on Tuesday, right? Back so soon? When did you arrive?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “It’s just that things are busy here in Yanjing, so I didn’t stay home. I came back yesterday afternoon.”

Wang Shaohua sighed, “Your Mom and Dad must be upset, right?”

Li Mu smiled, “I brought them here too. Today, my assistant took them to visit the Forbidden City.”

Wang Shaohua nodded and asked him, “Has Yingxue said when she’ll be back?”

Li Mu replied, “Not yet. I estimate she’ll stay home for at least a month.”

Wang Shaohua chuckled, “Find me when you’re free someday, we father and son can grab a couple of drinks. Auntie Su and Xinran won’t be in Yanjing for the next few days.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “They’ve gone out?”

Wang Shaohua nodded, “In a few days, the movie Muye Films invested in is starting production on Xiamen Island, right? Auntie Su just took her annual leave and, taking advantage of the weekend, she brought Xinran back to Haizhou today. They plan to stay in Haizhou for a few days, and then she’ll send her to Xiamen Island.”

Those Years was also about to start filming soon. The timing chosen by Su Yuehua and Wang Xinran, the mother and daughter, was quite suitable.

Wang Shaohua saw that it was getting late and told Li Mu, “It’s about time. Let’s head in.”

Li Mu acknowledged him, and the two walked side by side toward the venue. Just as they were about to enter, the sound of hurried footsteps came from behind, followed by a slightly familiar female voice, a little out of breath, saying, “Hello, I’m here to check in.”

Li Mu instinctively turned around and indeed saw a stunning woman in a black dress, looking dignified and elegant, standing at the check-in desk, speaking with a staff member. From the side, her figure was simply flawless. Her slightly curled long hair and high nose bridge further accentuated the perfect beauty of her profile. Li Mu quietly sighed in relief: Wei Lan had indeed arrived!

He sighed in relief because Wei Lan had come, but the next moment, Li Mu felt a strange tension. Wang Shaohua saw Li Mu stop and look back. He subconsciously followed Li Mu’s gaze and was also struck by Wei Lan’s beautiful profile. However, as a married man who loved his family, he merely appreciated her beauty, unlike a young man Li Mu’s age, who couldn’t control a heart that was always ready to wander.

Just then, Wei Lan also felt a gaze on her left side. She instinctively turned her head and instantly met Li Mu’s eyes. She recognized Li Mu at a glance and looked at him with surprise, “Mr. Li, why would you be…”

Wei Lan had a very good impression of Li Mu. To her, Li Mu was the only good person she had met in a very long time.

Ever since her family’s company ran into trouble and her father had gone abroad fearing criminal involvement, almost none of the various people Wei Lan encountered were well-intentioned. They either wanted to take advantage of someone’s misfortune or tried to pretend to be a godsend while secretly hoping to gain something from her. Only Li Mu, even with her villa’s inflated price, didn’t bargain. He was very gentlemanly throughout the transaction and even proactively drove her to the airport. He didn’t try to find all sorts of endless topics to chat about like those ill-intentioned men, or pester her frequently after the transaction.

It wasn’t that Wei Lan was narcissistic. From the time she entered real estate until now, every man she encountered in the business world would try to establish a close relationship with her outside of work, and their attitudes were often ambiguous. Only Li Mu, after the transaction ended and he dropped her off at the airport, she never received another call or even a single text message from him.

Li Mu was happy to see Wei Lan recognize him, but he calmly nodded to her, addressing her from about two meters away, “So Miss Wei, you’re also in the real estate industry.”

“Yes, I didn’t expect you to be either.” Wei Lan smiled slightly. She had wanted to ask Li Mu the same thing. The last time they met, she thought Li Mu was just a young rich second-generation heir, possibly one who was still studying. She never expected him to attend this real estate industry summit. Could it be that he had already entered the real estate industry at such a young age?

For a long time, Wei Lan’s entire focus had been on her family’s business and the crisis her father faced. Before meeting Li Mu, she hadn’t learned any information about him from any Sales channels. She didn’t even know what 3321 was. Although she also used YY, she hadn’t actually looked into who made YY. So, seeing Li Mu here greatly surprised her.

Wang Shaohua saw that the two knew each other and told Li Mu, “Xiao Mu, you two chat, I need to go in.”

Li Mu naturally didn’t want to miss this good opportunity to chat with Wei Lan, so he bid farewell to Wang Shaohua. After Wang Shaohua entered, he walked up to Wei Lan and curiously asked her, “May I ask which company Miss Wei represents?”

The person in charge of check-in was processing Wei Lan’s credentials, so there was nothing Wei Lan needed to do. Wei Lan took out a business card from her handbag and handed it to Li Mu, saying, “Juncheng Real Estate from Shanghai. This is my business card.”

Li Mu took the business card and saw that Wei Lan’s title was General Manager of Juncheng Real Estate Shanghai. He wasn’t familiar with Shanghai’s real estate industry and didn’t know what caliber of real estate company Juncheng Real Estate was. However, since they were invited to the summit, they must at least be among the top hundred in the domestic real estate industry. And with Wei Lan having the General Manager title, it seemed she was indeed a seasoned real estate professional, and a high-caliber one at that, just as he had guessed.

Li Mu instinctively reached for his business card, only to realize he didn’t have any Wanying Real Estate business cards. He was merely one of Wanying Real Estate’s shareholders and held no specific position, so he hadn’t had any cards printed. Li Mu could only pick up his badge and show it to Wei Lan, smiling a little awkwardly, “I’m sorry, I’m just here with friends to gain some experience, so I don’t have a business card.”

Wei Lan wasn’t surprised. After all, Li Mu was too young; for a twenty-year-old to hold a position in a real estate company would be rather strange. However, Wei Lan still carefully looked at his badge. As soon as she saw Wanying Real Estate, she said in surprise, “Wanying Real Estate, that’s the Wanying Real Estate that successfully acquired six plots of land in Yanjing’s East Third Ring Road a while ago, right?”

Although Wei Lan didn’t dabble in the Yanjing real estate sector, she still had some understanding of the real estate industry’s dynamics. If it weren’t for family matters, she could usually keep abreast of national real estate trends. Although her energy was mostly constrained now, it didn’t prevent Wanying’s unbelievably successful feats from reaching her ears.

Li Mu nodded with a frank smile, “That’s right, that’s Wanying Real Estate.”

Wei Lan exclaimed, “Wanying Real Estate’s reputation in the domestic real estate sector is huge recently! May I ask what exactly Mr. Li’s relationship is with this company? Is it a family business or…”

Li Mu didn’t beat around the bush and said with a smile, “I’m a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate.”

This statement startled Wei Lan. A shareholder? It was said that Wanying Real Estate extracted seven billion in cash by simply mortgaging six plots of land to the bank. In fact, they had seven plots of land in the East Third Ring Road. More than one industry insider said that if Wanying Real Estate developed all seven plots and managed the timing well, the net profit would easily start from at least three billion. If land prices in the East Third Ring Road rose quickly, and Wanying Real Estate fully utilized the one-year construction start deadline and created various opportunities to delay the construction period, the profit from these seven plots could even exceed four billion. The profit margin was enormous!

Very few real estate companies could secure such massive profits with a single move, let alone Wanying, a real estate company that had just started developing in Yanjing. And the young Li Mu was actually a shareholder of this company. This made Wei Lan look at this twenty-year-old in a new light. She mused that Li Mu was probably not just a simple rich second-generation heir…





Chapter 700: Fighting for a Way Out

Wei Lan was currently filled with surprise regarding Mr. Li’s identity.

It was normal for ordinary rich second-generation heirs to spend lavishly, and spending money on luxurious mansions was naturally unexceptionable. However, she was surprised today to discover that Mr. Li, at such a young age, had taken a stake in a real estate company, and one that had, in one go, invested in six or seven prime land plots. This made her view him with renewed respect. In her opinion, Mr. Li’s family background must be incredibly powerful to support his status as a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate.

Wei Lan instinctively felt that Mr. Li must be a second-generation official or from a prominent family, especially since Yanjing was a place full of talented or influential people (idiom). With this presumed identity, Mr. Li buying a villa and becoming a real estate company shareholder at twenty years old was perfectly understandable in Wei Lan’s eyes. However, she never considered another possibility from beginning to end. Or rather, anyone else who didn’t know Mr. Li would probably, like Wei Lan, attribute the success he displayed before her to his family background.

Wei Lan was also curious about Mr. Li’s true identity, or which prominent family he was descended from. She regretted that her preparation before coming this time wasn’t thorough enough; she hadn’t carefully investigated the shareholders behind Wanying Real Estate.

Nevertheless, as a rare kindly acquaintance, Wei Lan was very pleased to meet Mr. Li here. She temporarily suppressed the shock in her heart and said to Mr. Li, “I really didn’t expect Mr. Li to also be a colleague in the real estate industry. Wanying Real Estate’s bets are so accurate; I’ll have to learn more from you in the future, Mr. Li.”

Mr. Li smiled faintly and said, “Miss Wei, you’re too kind. I’m just an idler who takes a stake in Wanying Real Estate without doing any work. The reason I came today was just to broaden my horizons.”

Naturally, Mr. Li was too embarrassed to say that his purpose in attending this summit was actually to have a chance to meet Wei Lan.

Hearing Mr. Li say this, Wei Lan didn’t overthink it. Instead, she smiled and asked him, “Mr. Li, have you moved into Purple Cloud Villa?”

Mr. Li nodded and smiled. “Don’t be so polite; just call me Li Mu.” He paused, then added, “Yes, I’ve moved into Purple Cloud Villa. It’s excellent and perfect. I should thank you for parting with it.”

Wei Lan smiled indifferently and said, “Parting with it is true, but there’s no need for thanks. In the end, it was your generosity that helped me.”

At this moment, the staff member responsible for registration handed Wei Lan her credentials and the prepared badge. Wei Lan took the credentials, walked up to Mr. Li, and asked him, “Shall we go in together?”

Mr. Li nodded, and the two walked side-by-side into the venue. This five-star hotel was a property of Chengnjian Group, so the summit’s hardware setup was very grand. All the banquet halls of the entire five-star hotel were utilized for this summit. The two walked side-by-side through a long corridor towards the hotel’s largest main banquet hall. Mr. Li found topics to chat casually with Wei Lan, asking her, “Seeing you looking so travel-worn just now, you didn’t just rush over after getting off a plane, did you?”

Wei Lan self-consciously smoothed her bangs and chuckled, “It’s true. Originally, guests from other regions were notified to check into the hotel yesterday, but I had something I couldn’t get away from yesterday, so I could only book a flight for this morning to rush here. Even so, I almost missed the registration time.”

Mr. Li jokingly asked her, “You aren’t rushing back as soon as the conference ends, like last time, are you?”

Wei Lan said, “My return time hasn’t been set yet. Besides attending the summit, I have a few other things to take care of here in Yanjing.”

Mr. Li nodded slightly, wanting to offer to treat her to a meal if she had time, but after a second thought, he felt such a direct approach might be inappropriate. Furthermore, although in his eyes he didn’t feel Wei Lan was older than him at all, from Wei Lan’s perspective, he was six or seven years younger than her. If he proactively invited her to dinner, he wondered what she might think.

As he hesitated, a man ran up from behind, patted Wei Lan’s shoulder, and smiled, “Miss Wei.”

Wei Lan turned around and politely smiled, “Hello, General Manager Xiao.”

Mr. Li also stopped and sized up General Manager Xiao. He saw that the man was around thirty years old, quite handsome, tall and refined, dressed in a well-tailored dark blue suit, and possessing a gentlemanly demeanor.

The man wore an enthusiastic smile, appearing to be an old acquaintance of Wei Lan’s. Mr. Li looked at him, and he was also looking at Mr. Li, with a hint of surprise in his eyes. Not wanting to stand there and interfere with their conversation, Mr. Li said to Wei Lan, “Miss Wei, please go ahead. I’ll head in first. See you later.”

Wei Lan nodded and politely said, “See you later.”

Mr. Li turned and walked away first. The man Wei Lan addressed as General Manager Xiao curiously asked Wei Lan, “Miss Wei, when did you arrive? Last night I asked the staff handling check-ins, and they said they hadn’t seen you check in. You didn’t just come this morning, did you?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, “Something came up in Shanghai, so I only booked a ticket for this morning.”

General Manager Xiao chuckled, “No wonder. I had someone reserve a deluxe suite for you, which offers much better benefits than what other out-of-town guests receive. Don’t mention it to them later, or they’ll say I play favorites.”

General Manager Xiao’s words made Wei Lan look a little awkward, but she still smiled and replied, “Thank you for looking out for me, General Manager Xiao.”

“Why are you being so polite with me?” General Manager Xiao waved his hand casually, then, as if suddenly remembering something, asked her, “Oh, by the way, do you know Li Mu?”

Wei Lan curiously asked him, “General Manager Xiao, do you also know Mr. Li?”

General Manager Xiao chuckled, “I wouldn’t say I know him personally; I know of him, but he doesn’t know me.”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask with a smile, “Is Mr. Li that famous? What does he do?”

General Manager Xiao looked surprised, “You don’t know?”

Wei Lan shook her head and casually replied, “Mr. Li and I aren’t very familiar. He bought a villa from me previously. Strictly speaking, this is only our second meeting.”

General Manager Xiao sighed in relief slightly and chuckled, “Li Mu is a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate. Some time ago, Wanying hit the jackpot with several land plots on the East Third Ring Road, so they’ve gained some fame in the real estate industry recently. However, it’s their company’s first time venturing into real estate in Yanjing, and they haven’t actually developed a single project yet.”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “To be able to pinpoint metro lines and also secure a prime location like Sanyuan Bridge, I estimate Wanying Real Estate’s growth rate will be extremely fast in the future.”

General Manager Xiao nodded slightly. “They certainly have potential, but colleagues in the Yanjing industry generally aren’t too optimistic about them. They lack a solid foundation, and with so many land plots, they can’t handle it all themselves. They’ll still need to cooperate with other companies. Our Chengnjian Group is preparing to discuss this with Wanying’s CEO. Launching seven large-scale real estate projects within one year is simply more than they can cover.”

Speaking of which, General Manager Xiao changed the topic, and said to Wei Lan, “I’ve heard about the situation with Juncheng Real Estate and understand your current predicament. If you don’t have any plans tonight, I’d like to treat you to a meal, and we can discuss this matter in detail.”

Hearing this, Wei Lan couldn’t help but feel overjoyed. General Manager Xiao’s words seemed to suggest he wanted to proactively help, which was good news for someone like her, who had come to Yanjing aimlessly seeking help.

So Wei Lan nodded and said, “I don’t have any plans tonight. How about, General Manager Xiao, you do me the honor of letting me treat you?”

One corner of General Manager Xiao’s mouth curved upwards, and he chuckled charmingly, “Don’t joke around. How can I let you treat in my place? Let’s just eat at the hotel restaurant tonight. I’ll arrange it. Our hotel has a new French chef whose skills are top-notch.”

Wei Lan thought for a moment and no longer demurred, nodding, “Then I’ll trouble you, General Manager Xiao.”

Wei Lan had traveled a long distance to attend this summit, not primarily for an industry gathering, but to seek assistance and fight for a way out.

Regarding Juncheng Real Estate’s issues, Wei Lan had worn out her legs running around Shanghai, countless times asking for help, but Lanke Group’s influence was simply too great, and no one was willing to lend a hand at this time.

Wei Lan’s biggest crisis right now was not her Dad being sentenced nor the company being penalized, but rather, during the period the company was sealed, its inability to repay loans would lead to company assets being repossessed and auctioned by the bank. Therefore, her greatest demand now was to solve the money problem.

To counter this crisis, she was willing to offer fifty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s equity, only asking for someone to temporarily help Juncheng Real Estate bear the bank loans until the case was concluded. As long as they could hold on until the case concluded, the court would have to unseal the company. By then, property prices for the three real estate projects in the new district would have risen significantly. At that point, taking back the completed real estate projects and putting them on sale would actually yield even greater profits. So, the condition of fifty percent equity was actually very attractive, but even so, no company or individual was interested, which drove Wei Lan to near despair.

After carefully assessing the current situation, Wei Lan believed that in Shanghai, no one was willing or dared to lend a hand to Juncheng Real Estate. She could only place her hopes on this summit, after all, real estate capital was very profit-driven and willing to take risks. Currently, Juncheng Real Estate was a high-risk, high-reward project. If anyone was interested, then Juncheng Real Estate would have a chance to snatch from the jaws of death / a new lease on life.

What she hadn’t expected was that as soon as she arrived at the venue, she encountered an “acquaintance,” and this acquaintance was truly extraordinary. He was Xiao Chenfeng, the general manager and board member of Chengnjian Group. Chengnjian Group was one of the few publicly listed real estate groups, and the Xiao family was Chengnjian Group’s major shareholder and the true power holder of the board. Therefore, Xiao Chenfeng’s position within Chengnjian Group was second only to one person, and that sole person above him, the Chairman of the Board, was his father.

Chengnjian Group was comparable in strength to Lanke Group, which aimed to bring down Juncheng Real Estate; both were top-tier domestic real estate enterprises. Wei Lan thought to herself that if fifty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s equity could sway Chengnjian Group, then with Chengnjian Group’s strength, it would definitely be able to help Juncheng Real Estate overcome this difficulty/hurdle. For Wei Lan, as long as she could survive this crisis, even giving up fifty percent of the equity would be worth it. She clearly understood what she needed to do now: minimize her losses as much as possible. During this difficult period, with external tigers and internal jackals, if she could save fifty percent of her family’s assets, she would be content.





Chapter 701: Not Adversaries, Never Meet

Upon entering the venue, Li Mu realized just how grand this summit was.

The main banquet hall, spanning at least several thousand square meters, had been completely cleared. A massive stage was set up at the very front, with its background and lighting effects comparable to the major brand launch events Li Mu had seen in later years. In front of the stage, the first three rows featured tables and chairs with nameplates, creating at least sixty designated seats for prominent figures. Behind them, seats were arranged in thirty or forty rows, each seating twenty people, and these several hundred seats were almost completely filled.

Beautiful etiquette ladies stood every meter along both sides of the banquet hall, and waiters circulated, offering various drinks. Although the summit hadn’t officially begun, the hall was already bustling with human voices. If Li Mu’s badge hadn’t indicated his seat number, it would have been difficult for him to find Song Liang and the others amidst such a crowd.

Like someone attending a concert, Li Mu found his assigned seat according to the number on his badge. Song Liang, Du Fei, and Chen Fang were already seated. Li Mu’s seat was perfectly positioned between Song Liang and Du Fei.

As soon as Li Mu sat down, Song Liang asked him, “Your girlfriend’s paternal uncle-in-law must have been promoted, right? I saw Secretary Liu from the Construction Committee brought only him to this summit.”

Li Mu shrugged. “I’m not too sure, I didn’t ask in detail.” With that, Li Mu took out Wei Lan’s business card, handed it to Song Liang, and asked him, “Do you know anything about Juncheng Real Estate?”

Song Liang took the card, glanced at it, and exclaimed in surprise, “Oh my, Wei Lan! You know her?”

Li Mu nodded. “We could say we know each other, I’ve only met her twice.” Then, Li Mu asked, “You know her?”

Song Liang chuckled. “I don’t know her personally, I just know of her. Wei Lan is quite famous in Shanghai. Jinling isn’t far from Shanghai, so they’re in the same major region. When I was in Jinling following Tianming’s Dad, I went to Shanghai with him a few times to interact with local real estate developers. Tianming’s Dad wanted to enter the Shanghai market, but he couldn’t find a suitable entry point. He wanted to collaborate with Juncheng Real Estate, but Juncheng Real Estate didn’t think much of him. We talked a few times, and Wei Lan was present for one of those conversations.”

He continued, giving a brief introduction, “Wei Lan is a very beautiful woman, and she’s quite renowned in Shanghai’s business circles. Juncheng Real Estate was founded by her Dad. She joined right after graduation and has achieved a lot. There are countless people in Shanghai who covet her, even that kid Tianming once had a secret crush on her.”

Li Mu was startled. “There’s such a story?”

“Why would I lie to you?” Song Liang handed the business card back to Li Mu. “This woman is very capable; countless people pursue her, but it seems no one has ever succeeded. However, their family recently ran into some trouble. I heard her Dad got involved in a corruption case, and someone is trying to take down Juncheng Real Estate from behind the scenes. Wei Lan has been looking for help everywhere, even offering fifty percent of their shares as remuneration, but no real estate developer in the entire East China region is willing to step in.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow. “That serious?”

Song Liang nodded. “Three large real estate projects, almost completed, have been sealed off, and several billion in bank loans are nearing their repayment deadlines. The risk is quite high. What’s more, the one trying to bring down their family is Lanke Group, one of the top enterprises in East China’s real estate sector. Who would take such a huge risk to offend Lanke for her sake?”

It was the first time Li Mu had heard of courts seizing an entire company’s construction projects. This tactic was truly ruthless. Just thinking about it sent chills down his spine. After acquiring land and developing, several billion in funds are poured in, just waiting for the projects to be launched for sale to recoup costs. Having them sealed by the court at that moment was completely devastating. This showed that while the real estate industry offered massive profits, the risks were terrifyingly large. For slightly smaller real estate enterprises, trying to expand often meant putting all their bets on every big project. There were also countless jackals and wolves lurking in the background, constantly looking for opportunities to pounce and prey. That’s why many real estate companies undertake large projects with immense risk; if they lose, they are immediately sent back to square one.

Seeing Li Mu’s surprised expression, Song Liang commented, “On the surface, the real estate industry appears to have huge profits, but it’s actually quite dangerous. If it weren’t for you and Chen Ze, I wouldn’t dare to develop in Yanjing even if you gave me eight times my courage. This time, if Wanying didn’t have Chen Ze and you supporting us, we wouldn’t have been able to secure so many plots of land in one go, and we would have long become ‘fat meat’ in the eyes of Yanjing’s local real estate powerful figures. If the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments used even a small connection to find an excuse to seal us for a year, and no one in the world dared to lend us money, we would also be dragged down by bank loans.”

Li Mu sighed. “Spend a few more years in this industry, and you’d probably be completely warped.”

Song Liang laughed. “With you and Chen Ze as a double guarantee backing Wanying, I feel much more relaxed. Otherwise, our fortune would truly be unknown.”

After Wei Lan and Xiao Chenfeng entered the banquet hall together, Xiao Chenfeng temporarily bid her farewell. As a host, his seat was at the very front, while Wei Lan, as an invited guest from out of town whose company’s strength wasn’t at the industry’s cutting edge, was arranged among the hundreds of seats further back, like most others including Li Mu. Li Mu saw Wei Lan walk down the aisle on the opposite side of him, heading towards the back. Song Liang also saw her and remarked, “After several years, Wei Lan is even more beautiful than before.”

Li Mu shrugged, realizing that it wasn’t just him and Song Liang; almost all the men were staring intently at Wei Lan’s figure. It was no wonder; a beautiful woman in her mid-twenties was probably the most popular age demographic in society. For people of the same age, it was naturally a perfect fit. For older people, she was a freshly ripened fruit. For younger people, she fell into the category of “mature yet youthful woman.” Especially a woman of Wei Lan’s exquisite beauty, she could appeal to almost anyone from eighteen to sixty-eight years old.

Soon, the seats in the venue were almost completely filled. A beautiful hostess from Yanjing Satellite TV, dressed in a red gown, appeared on stage. She first thanked all the guests on behalf of the organizers, then briefly introduced the meaning and purpose of the summit. Afterward, she raised her voice slightly and said, “Next, please welcome, with a round of applause, Mr. Xiao Jianbang, Chairman of the Board of Chengnjian Group and President of the Yanjing Real Estate Association, to deliver the opening address for this summit!”

Xiao Jianbang was very famous in Yanjing. The Chengnjian Group, with a market value of tens of billions, was the massive real estate empire he controlled. He was naturally the host of this summit, so it was most fitting for him to deliver the opening address.

Xiao Jianbang was not old, just over fifty, which for a businessman is considered prime age—the golden period when one’s energy, experience, and connections are at their peak. Not only that, Li Mu discovered that Xiao Jianbang was also an excellent speaker, with a very inspiring speech. Although still not comparable to Mr. Ma from Hangzhou, his speaking level was top-notch compared to most successful businessmen.

During Xiao Jianbang’s opening speech, which lasted over ten minutes, there were over a dozen rounds of spontaneous applause. After Xiao Jianbang delivered his elaborate and impassioned opening address, he invited the Deputy Secretary from the Municipal Party Committee to come to the stage to give a speech, followed by Secretary Liu from the Construction Committee.

After a few city leaders delivered their brief speeches, a representative from the Yanjing Real Estate Association also took the stage to speak. To Li Mu’s surprise, General Manager Xiao, whom he had met outside and who knew Wei Lan, also came on stage to deliver a speech on behalf of the Yanjing Real Estate Association.

It was at this moment that Li Mu learned of General Manager Xiao’s background: Xiao Chenfeng, general manager of Chengnjian Group, executive director of the Real Estate Association, and Xiao Jianbang’s eldest son.

As the saying goes, a formidable father has a formidable son. Xiao Chenfeng was in his prime, yet his demeanor and presence already possessed eighty percent of his father’s prowess. Combined with his excellent visual appeal, he also caused quite a stir at the event.

After Xiao Chenfeng finished his speech, it was already twelve-thirty. The hostess came on stage and announced that the lunch banquet would begin immediately, and everyone should proceed to the adjacent banquet hall, where meals had been prepared for the attendees.

As everyone successively walked towards the adjacent banquet hall, Song Liang said to Li Mu, “Later at the dinner table, I expect quite a few Yanjing real estate developers will come over to greet us. Do you want to keep a low profile or a high profile?”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “What’s low profile, and what’s high profile?”

Song Liang replied, “I definitely don’t have a choice; real estate companies interested in our land will most likely come over to familiarize themselves with us first. If you want to keep a low profile, I won’t introduce you then. If you want to go high profile, I’ll promote you well: you’re not only a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate but also the founder of Muye Technology, and the absolute major shareholder with a seventy-five percent controlling stake in Muye Technology. In terms of market value, you’re much higher than most people present today.”

Li Mu chuckled. “Then I’ll just keep a low profile. Anyway, I’m just here for fun today.”

Song Liang persuaded him, “Since you’re already here, there’s no harm in being high profile. On the contrary, it will make more people look at Wanying Real Estate in a new light. Many people only know Chen Ze right now and lack sufficient understanding of you.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “No thanks. I don’t want too much contact with the people in this circle.”

…

Because Chengnjian Group had repurposed the entire hotel’s dining and banquet facilities for this summit, the large doors between the adjacent banquet hall and the main banquet hall were fully opened. Those sitting further back were now closer to the dining hall. By the time Li Mu and Song Liang arrived at the adjacent banquet hall, most people had already found their seats.

Attending this summit was similar to attending a wedding banquet at a hotel, with tables set for ten people, also arranged by seat number. This time, on the dining table, each seat number had a small nameplate with the company’s name on it. Li Mu and his three companions found their assigned seats according to their numbers; all four seats had nameplates bearing the words “Wanying Real Estate.”

Just as he sat down, Li Mu heard someone behind him greet him, “Li Mu, what a coincidence!”

Li Mu turned around. Wei Lan was sitting at a table not far behind him. Li Mu waved back to her, but then noticed the person sitting beside her looked particularly familiar, and that person was currently looking at him with a strange expression. Li Mu took a closer look and truly, adversaries are bound to meet. The person sitting next to Wei Lan was none other than Huang Jinli from Hongzhu Group Corporation, the one he had heavily extorted money from!





Chapter 702: I Don’t Speak to Scum

Huang Jinli hadn’t expected to see Li Mu here. As their eyes met, her eyes instantly reddened.

Back then, she had made a deal with Li Mu, sacrificing her elder nephew and giving Wanying Real Estate a highly valuable plot of land, all just to save her elder brother, Huang Jinshao. However, after the storm had passed, she found out from the police system that even before she started negotiating with Li Mu, he had already struck a deal with Bureau Chief Gu Jianghe of the Municipal Bureau. To avoid implicating the Municipal Bureau in negative publicity, Li Mu had agreed not to expose the conspiracy between her elder brother and the West City Branch Bureau to find a scapegoat.

This meant that not only was Huang Jinshao’s only son, Huang Shuolun, destined to be sacrificed, but due to Huang Jinli’s misjudgment, she had also gratuitously handed over a plot of land near Sanyuan Bridge to Wanying Real Estate. Although Wanying Real Estate promised to pay for the land a year later, in the eyes of a real estate developer, this was practically giving it away for free. What’s more, the land prices around Sanyuan Bridge were skyrocketing as if they had rocket boosters attached.

This incident was a huge blow to Huang Jinli, who prided herself on her resourcefulness and believed she had stepped up to save her family in a time of crisis. The entire Huang family also had subtle criticisms of her, greatly disappointed in her judgment when handling the crisis. Yet, at the end of the day, Huang Jinli was entrusted with a critical mission for the Huang family, so although the Huang family members harbored some resentment, they didn’t show it on the surface. Also, Huang Jinshao had been recuperating at home ever since Li Mu gave him a good beating, and his physical and mental state were far worse than before. Currently, the company still relied on Huang Jinli to keep it running.

However, Huang Jinli herself had consistently blamed herself for this. One misjudgment had cost her dearly, giving Li Mu a priceless gift for free. Every time she recalled Li Mu’s face when she sought reconciliation back then, Huang Jinli felt her teeth itching with hatred.

Although Li Mu was also a thick-skinned person, when his eyes met Huang Jinli’s, he felt a bit awkward. Just as he was about to avert his gaze, he noticed another young, beautiful woman next to her staring at him with a man-eating gaze, as if she wanted to tear him into a thousand pieces.

Li Mu didn’t recognize this young woman, but he figured she was most likely also from the Huang family. So, he automatically ignored the four reddened eyes, smiled and nodded at Wei Lan, then withdrew his gaze.

Huang Jinli was itching with hatred for Li Mu, but Wei Lan beside her didn’t notice. After greeting Li Mu, she took out a business card from her bag and handed it to Huang Jinli, smiling and saying, “Hello, Mr. Huang, I’m Wei Lan from Juncheng Real Estate in Shanghai.”

Wei Lan had seen Huang Jinli before. She knew that Huang Jinli was a key figure in Hongzhu Group Corporation, but the two had never crossed paths. Before coming, several famous old-brand real estate companies in China were Wei Lan’s targets for this trip. Hongzhu Group Corporation’s strength in Yanjing was also top-notch, so it was naturally one of Wei Lan’s goals for this visit to the capital.

Huang Jinli looked at Wei Lan in surprise, frowning as she asked, “You’re Wei Jun’s daughter, aren’t you?”

Wei Lan quickly nodded, respectfully saying, “I met you once at a symposium in Hangzhou with my father.”

Huang Jinli remembered having seen Wei Lan once, but at that time, Juncheng Real Estate was still under the helm of Wei Lan’s father, Wei Jun. She had also heard about Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs. With Huang Jinli’s experience, Wei Lan’s motive for being here was immediately clear to her. At a time like this, Wei Lan was unable to save herself, like a ship about to sink to the bottom of the sea, only able to hope for others to rescue her. It seemed she herself had become a potential savior in the other party’s eyes.

However, Huang Jinli wasn’t fond of Wei Lan, even feeling a bit disgusted.

The primary reason for her disinterest was that she had no prior relationship with the Wei family; their fate naturally held no concern for her. Second, she was very aware that even if Wei Lan was willing to offer huge profits in exchange for external help, the Huang family would definitely not be interested, because Lanke Group was not someone they could afford to provoke. The Huang family had already suffered a heavy blow from Li Mu, and if they were to provoke Lanke Group now, their lives would truly be unbearable.

As for why she was disgusted with Wei Lan, the only reason was Li Mu. Huang Jinli had suffered a great loss at Li Mu’s hands, so her heart was full of anger and resentment towards him. Seeing Wei Lan proactively greet Li Mu just now, she concluded that the two must know each other. Let alone Li Mu’s friends, even just an acquaintance of Li Mu made Huang Jinli feel sick from the bottom of her heart.

Wei Lan saw that Huang Jinli wasn’t responding, and her expression struggled slightly. After a moment, she still politely asked, “Mr. Huang, I wonder if you have time these next two days? I’d like to invite you to dinner, if that’s convenient for you.”

Huang Jinli guessed that Wei Lan wanted to invite her to dinner to ask her to get involved in the messy situation of Juncheng Real Estate. She wondered, Don’t you know Li Mu? Why don’t you ask him for help instead of coming to me? Are you trying to spite me?

So, Huang Jinli coldly said, “I’m busy, find someone else.”

Huang Jinli’s direct refusal caught Wei Lan a bit off guard.

Normally, in the business world, no one would use such a blunt and direct method to reject someone’s kind invitation. Not only did Huang Jinli refuse, but she added, “find someone else.” The meaning behind this sentence was quite clear: the other party knew Wei Lan’s true intention. This single sentence not only rejected the dinner invitation but also preemptively cut off Wei Lan’s hopes of asking her for help.

Wei Lan felt a bit sore inside, but still showed a slightly forced smile, politely saying to Huang Jinli, “I apologize, Mr. Huang, I was presumptuous.”

After saying this, Wei Lan said nothing more, and Huang Jinli offered no response, not even bothering to look at Wei Lan directly.

At this moment, a middle-aged man in a suit walked up to Wei Lan and Huang Jinli’s table, standing between them and saying to Huang Jinli, “Mr. Huang, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

Huang Jinli looked up, and after clearly seeing the other person’s face, she immediately stood up and said with a smile, “Hello, Mr. Wang, it certainly has been a while.”

Wei Lan, beside her, looked up quickly, her face immediately turning exceptionally unsightly, and she instinctively turned her head away.

Mr. Wang nodded and smiled at Huang Jinli, then looked at the beautiful woman beside Huang Jinli and asked curiously, “Mr. Huang, who is this?”

Huang Jinli quickly introduced, “Mr. Wang, this is my niece, also the current director of Hongzhu Group Corporation’s Marketing Department, Huang Shuoxin.”

Then, Huang Jinli introduced her to Huang Shuoxin: “Shuoxin, this is Mr. Wang, Wang Runqing, from Lanke Group in Shanghai.”

Upon hearing the other party’s esteemed name, Huang Shuoxin immediately stood up from her seat, extended her hand very politely, and generously said to Wang Runqing, “Mr. Wang, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Please take care of me.”

Wang Runqing shook her hand and chuckled, “The Huang family has extraordinary strength in Yanjing. It’s I, the outsider, who needs your care.”

Huang Jinli smoothly interjected with a polite remark, “Mr. Wang, you are truly too humble.”

Wang Runqing smiled faintly and courteously said, “Mr. Huang, I’m organizing a dinner party tonight and inviting a few friends from the industry. I wonder if you would be able to grace us with your presence?”

Huang Jinli agreed without hesitation, and Wang Runqing said, “Then, after I make the reservation, I’ll have my assistant pass on the time and location to you. Oh, right, Miss Shuoxin, you should come along too.”

Huang Shuoxin nodded, “Okay, Mr. Wang.”

Only then did Wang Runqing turn to look at Wei Lan, who was seated beside him, and with a look of surprise, he chuckled, “I just realized that the legendary beauty CEO, Miss Wei Lan, is also here. Miss Wei, when did you arrive?”

Wei Lan looked up at Wang Runqing, and with a hint of pride and disdain, she said, “I’m sorry, I don’t speak to scum.”

Wei Lan’s single sentence shocked everyone in the hall.

Among the guests at this summit, most people recognized Wang Runqing. Lanke Group was not only extraordinarily powerful in Shanghai, but also a leader in the industry nationwide. Wang Runqing was the second-generation head of Lanke Group, highly renowned in the industry and known as the “Wolf CEO” because, in the three years since he took over Lanke, he had used every possible means to successfully orchestrate multiple devour-like mergers and acquisitions in the real estate market, directly propelling Lanke Group to the top tier of the industry.

Because of his despicable and unscrupulous methods, Wang Runqing had a poor reputation in the industry, but no industry insider dared to underestimate him. Therefore, Wei Lan’s public disdain for Wang Runqing astonished everyone around them. Many people turned to look at Wang Runqing, and their expressions all carried a subtle smile, seemingly watching Wang Runqing make a fool of himself.

Wang Runqing’s smile instantly froze. He looked around and saw many people watching him, so he suppressed the anger in his heart, let out a disdainful snort from his nostrils, and said, “Miss Wei, is there some misunderstanding about me?”

Wang Runqing was the real culprit behind the attempt to devour the entire Juncheng Real Estate, so Wei Lan naturally hated him to the bone. Seeing Wang Runqing still pretending to be innocent, she said with a face full of contempt, “I don’t want to say the same thing a second time.”

The people around were watching Wang Runqing’s discomfort, which made him exceptionally annoyed. Straightening his collar, Wang Runqing said to Wei Lan with a cold face, “Miss Wei, this is Yanjing, not your doorstep, so I advise you to be a little more low-key.”

Then, Wang Runqing paused, and added with a sneer, “I almost forgot, even if it were your doorstep, you’d still have to rein yourself in. After all, your old man ran off to the United States a long time ago. I don’t think there’s anyone in the real estate industry who doesn’t know about that, right?”

Wei Lan’s anger flared. She stood up abruptly, staring at Wang Runqing and warning, “Wang Runqing, I believe everyone here knows how despicable your usual actions are, so I won’t say more. But to argue with a woman like me, and have to resort to bringing up my father to attack me, isn’t that too disgraceful?”

Wang Runqing’s expression instantly darkened. He coldly said to Wei Lan, “I know what you’re trying to do here in Yanjing, but do you believe that with just one word from me, you’ll immediately be kicked out of this banquet hall?”





Chapter 703: Who Doesn’t Have Connections in Yanjing?

Wang Runqing’s words were filled with undisguised threat. He felt he had Wei Lan all figured out; he knew exactly what she was doing in Yanjing. So, at this moment, he disregarded his gentlemanly demeanor and turned hostile towards Wei Lan in public. His main goal wasn’t to embarrass Wei Lan too much, but rather to seize the opportunity to send a clear message to everyone present: anyone who dared to interfere with Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs would be going against him and Lanke Group.

Wei Lan had been struggling and toiling in the business world for many years; how could she not know Wang Runqing’s intentions at this moment? From the moment Wang Runqing proactively approached Huang Jinli to speak, Wei Lan had already guessed what scheme he was planning. Most likely, he had seen her hand her business card to Huang Jinli and chat with her, and so he deliberately came over to cause trouble.

Ignoring the humiliation she felt, Wei Lan’s mind raced, thinking about her next move. Wang Runqing was like someone punching a large hole in her own ship, preventing her from saving herself on one hand, while on the other, circling around to prevent any other ships from coming to her aid. His true goal was to wait until the ship sank and then salvage the entire vessel for himself. If he truly stooped so low as to use his influence to drive her out, then her trip to Yanjing would have been in vain.

For a moment, Wei Lan didn’t know how to respond. At her most desperate moment, Li Mu, who had been observing coolly, couldn’t watch any longer. He stood up and said somewhat politely to Wang Runqing, “Sir, isn’t it a bit excessive to bully a girl like this?”

Li Mu didn’t originally want to get involved in this mess, but seeing Wei Lan’s desperate and helpless expression, he simply couldn’t stand by and do nothing with a clear conscience.

Li Mu’s sudden intervention stunned Wang Runqing. He didn’t know Li Mu and saw that the other person was just a young man in his early twenties. To dare to speak up for Wei Lan in such a setting immediately infuriated him. He gritted his teeth and glared at Li Mu, then looked up towards a spot about ten meters away, before turning his head back to ask Li Mu, “Who are you? Which company are you from? You’re young, you should be responsible for your words. Which eye of yours saw me bullying a girl?”

Wei Lan hadn’t expected Li Mu to speak up for her under these circumstances. However, Li Mu’s intervention at this moment had indeed given her a great deal of help; otherwise, facing Wang Runqing’s threats, she truly wouldn’t have known what to do. So, Wei Lan cast a grateful look at Li Mu. But this look also held a hint of worry. She felt that although Wanying Real Estate was a relatively shining new star in the real estate industry, it still had a significant gap to bridge before reaching the top-tier real estate enterprises. She didn’t want Li Mu to offend the petty and vengeful Wang Runqing because he helped her.

Li Mu spoke up, “I’m from Wanying Real Estate, my name is Li Mu. As for which eye saw me bullying a girl, we’re all adults here, let’s not bicker and save each other the verbal attacks. I just hope you stay away from this lady and stop bothering her.”

Who was Li Mu? Wang Runqing had no idea. However, Wang Runqing knew Wanying Real Estate; it had indeed gained some fame recently. But he wasn’t familiar with the specifics of Wanying Real Estate. Yet, Lanke Group was, in any case, much stronger than a newly emerging Wanying Real Estate. So he didn’t take Li Mu seriously. Just as he was about to mock Li Mu a bit, at that moment, General Manager Xiao Chenfeng of Chengnjian Group suddenly appeared before them and said coldly to Mr. Wang, “Mr. Wang, I invited you to this summit, not for you to attack our summit guests here.”

“Another rescuer appeared,” Wang Runqing looked at Xiao Chenfeng with a strange expression. A moment later, he put on a disdainful expression and said, “General Manager Xiao, how could you stoop to the level of this little kid/brat who has no discerning eye? You can eat indiscriminately, but you cannot speak indiscriminately. Miss Wei clearly spoke first to offend me, and you come blaming me? Aren’t you being too biased towards Miss Wei?”

Xiao Chenfeng smiled slightly and said, “I don’t care who attacked whom first, but there’s something I need to make clear to you: Director Wei is our invited guest, and no one has the right to kick her out of here!”

Wang Runqing’s expression changed. “General Manager Xiao, you and I are old acquaintances. Do you really want to make the atmosphere this awkward?”

Xiao Chenfeng sneered, “It’s up to you, Mr. Wang. If you insist on making the atmosphere this awkward, then I’ll just have to play along.”

Wang Runqing looked at Xiao Chenfeng and nodded slightly. A moment later, he snapped his fingers and said annoyedly, “Alright, since General Manager Xiao has said so, I won’t say anything more.”

With that, Wang Runqing smiled and said to Huang Jinli, “Mr. Huang, let’s talk more tonight.”

Huang Jinli suddenly dared not speak, only mumbling noncommittally. Wang Runqing changing the subject was also a way for him to find an out, and he didn’t wait for Huang Jinli’s direct reply before turning and leaving.

Wang Runqing left, and the surrounding people, seeing that the drama was over, instantly lost interest. Wei Lan was particularly grateful to Li Mu and Xiao Chenfeng for helping her out, so she said to them, “Director Li, General Manager Xiao, thank you both very much.”

Li Mu didn’t say much; he nodded in acknowledgment and sat back down. Xiao Chenfeng, however, smiled slightly and said to Wei Lan, “Don’t mention it, it’s nothing.”

With that, Xiao Chenfeng said calmly, “Don’t worry. In Yanjing’s territory, it’s not the place for someone surnamed Wang to act wild. You can relax here. If he dares to provoke you again, I’ll represent the organizers and have him escorted out.”

Wei Lan nodded gratefully. From Xiao Chenfeng’s demeanor, she caught a glimpse of hope.

Wang Runqing’s public quarrel with her just now was, to a certain extent, probably also a deliberate attempt to seize the opportunity to send a signal to others. In this situation, not only did Li Mu step forward to help her, but Xiao Chenfeng also didn’t hesitate to offend Wang Runqing to resolve the current crisis for her. Could that also mean that Xiao Chenfeng would disregard Wang Runqing’s threats and choose to help Juncheng Real Estate overcome its difficulty/hurdle?

Although Wei Lan was also grateful to Li Mu in her heart, she instinctively didn’t see Li Mu as someone who could truly help her. After all, the tip of the iceberg that Li Mu had shown was still far from what Wang Runqing commanded. However, Xiao Chenfeng was different. The Chengnjian Group behind Xiao Chenfeng was no worse than Lanke Group. Moreover, with Chengnjian Group based in Yanjing, if its various networks of connections were brought out, they would likely be even stronger than Lanke Group’s. If Lanke Group were willing to make a move, Wei Lan believed there was a great chance to save Juncheng Real Estate.

Although Wei Lan wasn’t entirely sure about her conjecture, at the very least, Xiao Chenfeng’s actions just now gave her great hope. What’s more, when she encountered Xiao Chenfeng upon arriving, he was the one who proactively offered to treat her to dinner to discuss Juncheng Real Estate’s current situation. From this perspective, the chances of Xiao Chenfeng stepping in to help increased even further.

At this moment, Xiao Chenfeng said to Miss Wei, “Miss Wei, the summit is about to begin with the opening address. I’ll go get busy first. We can discuss things further during dinner tonight if anything comes up.”

Wei Lan had already accepted Xiao Chenfeng’s dinner invitation, so she nodded gently, “Then please go ahead and be busy, we can talk in detail during dinner tonight.”

Xiao Chenfeng left, and Wei Lan finally sighed in relief. Huang Jinli had still been somewhat disgusted with Wei Lan just now, but her expression had softened considerably at this moment. She even took the initiative to say to Wei Lan, “Wang Runqing is always very arrogant in his dealings. Don’t let him get to you.”

Huang Jinli was also weighing things in her mind. She already had a feud with Li Mu. Although she couldn’t do anything about him, her own company had been severely harmed, so she would never again yield to Li Mu’s influence. That was why she extended her hatred to Wei Lan, feeling quite dissatisfied with her as well. The reason for her change in attitude was still Xiao Chenfeng’s appearance.

It greatly surprised Huang Jinli that Xiao Chenfeng would stand up for Wei Lan. For Huang Jinli, if she had to pick a side between Xiao Chenfeng and Wang Runqing, she would naturally side with the former without hesitation. Because the former was a big shot in Yanjing’s real estate industry, and Hongzhu Group Corporation was a local real estate company in Yanjing, which would directly involve them in many business relationships with Chengnjian Group in the future. If she offended him, it would inevitably affect Hongzhu Group Corporation’s development in Yanjing in the future. Therefore, after Xiao Chenfeng made his stance clear, she was eager to re-express her position to Wei Lan.

Wei Lan also saw Huang Jinli’s intentions and, though disgusted inwardly, remained as polite as possible on the surface, nodding slightly as if she had been taught a lesson, and saying thank you.

Huang Jinli then smiled and said, “Your dad and I are old acquaintances. You don’t need to be so formal with me. If you’re not leaving Yanjing these next couple of days, let’s find some time to have a meal together. My treat.”

Huang Jinli’s speed in changing her attitude was much faster than flipping a book. Moreover, the process of her dark face turning red was very natural and smooth; she completely disregarded how she had given Wei Lan a hard time just moments ago, as if nothing had happened.

Wei Lan was quite displeased with her, but still politely agreed, “How can I let you treat me? It should be me, as a junior, treating you.”

Huang Jinli smiled and said, “Look at you, why are you still so formal with me?”

This time, Wei Lan just smiled and didn’t speak further. Instead, she took out her phone and sent a message to Li Mu: “Li Mu, thank you so much for just now.”

Li Mu casually replied with four characters: “A small effort.”

…

Annoyed, Wang Runqing was alone in the internal lounge provided by the organizers, smoking a cigarette. The door suddenly pushed open, and Xiao Chenfeng slipped in. As soon as Wang Runqing saw him, he asked furiously, “What the hell were you dawdling for just now? Didn’t we agree that you’d step in after I stirred things up? I’d make my stance clear, and you’d seize the opportunity to rescue Wei Lan. This way, others wouldn’t dare interfere with Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs, and Wei Lan would see you as her only lifeline. Kill two birds with one stone, what a perfect plan! But you were a half-beat too slow, and some unknown jerk popped up, completely ruining everything.”

Xiao Chenfeng also looked distraught. “Damn it, I was held up by a jerk who insisted on giving me his business card, and that Li Mu beat me to it! It’s so goddamn frustrating!” Saying this, Xiao Chenfeng added, “Now I’m afraid that kid Li Mu is going to interfere in this matter.”

Wang Runqing gritted his teeth and said, “That kid is from Wanying Real Estate? I’ll definitely find an opportunity later to teach him how to behave! How dare he flaunt himself in front of me, he’s practically seeking death!”

“Damn it.” Xiao Chenfeng waved his hand, took out a cigarette and lit it, then said, “Forget it. You can’t afford to provoke that kid. It’s best not to actively provoke him.”

“What the hell is so great about him? Just a greenhorn. Who the hell in Yanjing doesn’t have some connections?”

Xiao Chenfeng exhaled a puff of smoke and said unhurriedly, “Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay, they all belong to that kid. And the other shareholder of Wanying Real Estate is Chen Ze. I’m not trying to discourage you, but if it really comes down to it, you’re no match for him. Even I would find it difficult. You probably don’t know how Hongzhu Group Corporation’s young master ended up in jail, do you?”





Chapter 704: Anyone Who Dares to Throw Money Will Be Dragged Down to Death

Wang Runqing spent most of his time and energy in Shanghai, only having a general idea of many things happening in Yanjing, but not knowing the specifics.

For instance, he didn’t know Li Mu personally, and regarding the matter of Huang Shuolun, the young master of Hongzhu Group Corporation, he only knew that the latter had been arrested for drunk driving and causing the death of a female university student. He wasn’t privy to more detailed information.

However, Wang Runqing, who moments ago had looked down on Li Mu, intending to teach him a lesson and show him how to conduct himself, was instantly stunned upon hearing that Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay all belonged to Li Mu. Although he didn’t know Li Mu, he was very familiar with these three companies and their products, especially Muye Technology. Not only had it grown incredibly fast, but its influence was also immense. Just in terms of information dissemination capability, all the real estate companies in the country combined couldn’t compare to a single YY.

Staring dumbfounded at Xiao Chenfeng, Wang Runqing blurted out, “Is that kid really that amazing?”

Xiao Chenfeng snorted twice. “He’s insanely awesome, okay? He’s only twenty. How old are you?”

Wang Runqing’s expression grew somewhat grim. He asked again, “What does the Hongzhu Group Corporation young master’s incident have to do with him?”

Xiao Chenfeng said, “Li Mu was the one who exposed Huang Shuolun’s hit-and-run. Originally, his father wanted to smooth relations and use his chauffeur to take the fall for him, but Li Mu had him beaten into the Hospital. Later, Huang Jinli, to ensure Huang Jinshao’s safety, compensated Wanying Real Estate with a plot of land near Sanyuan Bridge. They said it was a flat transfer at the original purchase price, but the payment period was one year later. Don’t you think that’s just like outright robbery?”

Wang Runqing asked, dumbfounded, “Hongzhu Group Corporation agreed?”

“What choice did they have but to agree?” Xiao Chenfeng said. “Muye Technology’s publicity power is terrifying. One pop-up window can spread across the entire country in minutes. Huang Shuolun’s hit-and-run had netizens nationwide cursing his family’s ancestral graves until smoke came out. Who could protect him then? His father was suspected of sheltering and bribery. If Li Mu exposed him too, Hongzhu Group Corporation would be even more implicated. In the end, they could only sacrifice a subordinate to save themselves. How Huang Shuolun’s case is judged and executed is completely in Li Mu’s hands. The court wouldn’t dare to give a light sentence, and after sentencing, they wouldn’t easily reduce his term once he’s imprisoned. He’ll have a long time to endure.”

“Crap!” Wang Runqing flicked his cigarette ash, gritted his teeth and said, “That kid really is damn ruthless! If I were Huang Jinshao, I’d definitely kill him.”

“Give me a break!” Xiao Chenfeng said, “This is Yanjing, not Shanghai. I’ve inquired; that kid has a powerful backer. Unless you don’t want to live yourself and want to take each other down, you definitely won’t have an easy time. Besides, you might not even get a chance to kill him. Do you know where his bodyguards come from?”

Wang Runqing frowned, feeling quite displeased at being regarded as a bumpkin by Xiao Chenfeng. “Where do they come from? Heavenly soldiers and generals?”

Xiao Chenfeng smiled. “Not heavenly soldiers and generals, but Active-Duty Military Personnel from the Divine Sword Brigade. I heard that when Li Mu hit Huang Jinshao, Huang Jinshao’s bodyguards were all instantly taken down by Li Mu’s bodyguards with a single move. They’re all still lying in the Hospital.”

“Damn it…” Wang Runqing dismissed his earlier displeasure and sighed, “How could that kid have such immense power? He can even get Active-Duty Military Personnel from the Divine Sword Brigade to be his private bodyguards…”

Xiao Chenfeng rolled his eyes. “How would I know? If I knew, I’d have two active-duty special forces soldiers by my side too.”

Wang Runqing clicked his tongue. “Do you think this Li Mu will intervene in Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs?”

“Hard to say,” Xiao Chenfeng replied. “Before entering today, I saw Wei Lan and Li Mu together outside. I asked Wei Lan, and she said she doesn’t have a deep relationship with Li Mu. It’s just that Li Mu bought a villa from her a while ago. If you hadn’t gone too far today, Li Mu probably wouldn’t have stepped in to speak up for her.”

Xiao Chenfeng cursed and grumbled, “How the hell was I supposed to know there was a character like him? Besides, didn’t we agree? I had to humiliate her in front of all those people outside, to let others know she’s my sworn enemy. Anyone who dares to help her is going against me. And only by embarrassing her could you get a chance to stand up for her.”

Xiao Chenfeng nodded. “Yes, I also didn’t expect Li Mu to speak up for her. But I think Li Mu probably just couldn’t stand to watch anymore and stepped in to help her out. However, I estimate Li Mu won’t intervene in Juncheng Real Estate’s matter. After all, Juncheng Real Estate’s problem is so huge, Li Mu most likely couldn’t handle it either.”

Wang Runqing snorted, saying, “He definitely couldn’t handle it! Juncheng Real Estate’s issue, to put it plainly, is a money issue. Besides Lanke Group, anyone who wants to save her would need to throw in at least two billion in cash. And I’m confident I can drag this case out for at least a year and a half. Anyone who dares to throw money will be dragged down to death.”

Xiao Chenfeng calmly stated, “Anyway, you’re after money, and what I’m after is the person. I’m not interested in or planning to intervene in Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs. However, I must warn you, try your best not to have a direct conflict with Li Mu. He might not want to get involved, but if you push him, he’ll jump right in.”

Wang Runqing nodded and said, “I understand what you mean. If Li Mu really wants to intervene, I’ll keep this matter strictly within the scope of business, not escalating it to the level of a personal vendetta with him. If he wants to help Wei Lan, he can come with money. If he can genuinely produce that much money to save her, then I’ll concede.”

Xiao Chenfeng said, “Oh, right. Wanying Real Estate just secured seven billion in cash from the bank for those plots of land. It’s already in their account.”

Wang Runqing’s brows furrowed. He instinctively asked, “Do you really think Li Mu would throw in tens of billions to save her? Even if Juncheng is revived a year and a half or two years later, just the interest on such a massive investment would be terrifying, not to mention considering inflation. Most importantly, with so much capital tied up in Juncheng Real Estate, how many of his own plans would be delayed? The cost is too great!”

Xiao Chenfeng said, “I also think it’s quite unlikely, but I can’t guarantee it to you.”

Wang Runqing said, “Wanying Real Estate has seven plots of land; seven billion is just enough to revitalize those. I don’t believe he can pull out two billion to tie up in Juncheng!”

Xiao Chenfeng waved his hand. “I need to go out. Tonight, I’m taking Wei Lan to dinner. You’d best make a bigger fuss on your end.”

Wang Runqing nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll notify all insiders who could potentially help Juncheng in advance. No one in the industry will be able to help her.”

Xiao Chenfeng laughed. “Then I’m relieved.”

Wang Runqing asked with a lecherous smile, “Are you confident? How many days until you can have her?”

Xiao Chenfeng snorted with a laugh, “Definitely before she leaves Yanjing!”

Wang Runqing chuckled, narrowing his eyes, “I heard Wei Lan hasn’t dated anyone since university. She might even be a virgin.”

Xiao Chenfeng replied, “Whether she’s a virgin or not, I’ll only know after I’ve tried.”

…

At least two people found the dinner party utterly dull: Wei Lan, and Li Mu, who was not far from her.

Wei Lan had lost all appetite due to Wang Runqing’s attack. Her mind was now consumed by the thought of who would still be willing to help Juncheng overcome its difficulty after Wang Runqing’s commotion. Even if she offered more than half of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares, it was unlikely anyone would be interested. The price for acquiring those shares was simply too high, not only requiring a hefty financial investment but also demanding a confrontation with the immense pressure exerted by Lanke Group.

After much thought, Wei Lan sadly realized that her only hope was likely Xiao Chenfeng and Chengnjian Group. If Xiao Chenfeng ultimately refused to act, her desire to save her father’s life’s work would essentially become a pipe dream. In that scenario, she would have to immediately return to Shanghai, liquidate all her marketable assets as quickly as possible, and then go to the United States to find her father. As for Juncheng Real Estate, she would simply have to abandon it and let it be at the mercy of others.

From beginning to end, Wei Lan never considered asking Li Mu for help. Firstly, she had only met Li Mu twice; it was impossible for her to ask for help with such a significant matter from someone she had only met twice, nor did she believe he would necessarily help her.

Although she hadn’t prepared to ask Li Mu for help, Wei Lan still felt quite grateful towards him. During the dinner party, she sent Li Mu a message asking, “Do you have time tomorrow or the day after? I’d like to treat you to a meal.”

Li Mu also found this dinner party extremely uninteresting. He never particularly liked such occasions. He always saw himself as an internet professional, a technician, and a product manager. Therefore, there was a huge difference in values between him and these real estate developers who bought land, took out loans to build homes, and speculated on properties. If he hadn’t sensed Wei Lan’s return, Li Mu wouldn’t have attended the conference at all. And if he had come today and still hadn’t seen Wei Lan by now, he definitely would have left long ago, without waiting for the dinner party segment.

Fortunately, Wei Lan’s text message gave Li Mu a reason to stick around. Wei Lan was inviting him to dinner, and naturally, he wouldn’t refuse. So he replied, “Sounds good, I’m available anytime.”

Wei Lan replied, “Then let’s settle on that for now. I’ll confirm the time and get in touch with you beforehand.”

Wei Lan thought to herself, tonight at dinner with Xiao Chenfeng, she would have to lay her cards on the table and see what his attitude was. If he was willing to help, then for the next two days, she would discuss the details with him, and after the matter was settled, she would invite Li Mu to dinner before leaving. If he wasn’t willing to help, she would make one last effort tomorrow during the day, and if that still didn’t work, she would invite Li Mu to dinner tomorrow night, then leave Yanjing without looking back, abandoning the idea of saving the company, and go to the United States to reunite with her family.

After the dinner party, the summit entered its formal phase. Everyone proceeded to the main banquet hall. That afternoon, there would be a thematic sharing session featuring Xiao Chenfeng, Wang Runqing, and other heads of first-tier real estate companies. Essentially, each top company sent a representative to give a presentation on a specific aspect of future real estate industry development.

Li Mu had no interest in such procedures. He sat below, pondering with his head bowed for a long time, then suddenly looked up and quietly asked Song Liang, “Brother Liang, just how big is Juncheng Real Estate’s current difficulty?”





Chapter 705: The Confidence of Having the World Under My Control

Song Liang had already guessed Li Mu would ask him this question, and without almost any hesitation, he said, “I estimate they have a financial black hole of at least two to three billion yuan in bank loans to fill. To solve the problem, they first need to pay back the loans. Otherwise, the bank will directly apply to the court, and all their assets will belong to the bank.”

Li Mu nodded. “And after paying back the loans?”

Song Liang said, “Once the loans are paid back, the bank is out of the picture. The rest is waiting for the court to unfreeze the assets. This time can be long or short. Moreover, once these funds are poured in, they can’t be moved; you can only wait for the court’s judgment. And if an appeal is involved, dragging it back and forth like that makes the timeline even harder to guarantee. The most critical point is that these two to three billion yuan are spent on loan repayment, either by direct cash payment or by mortgaging other industries. If three billion yuan is tied up for three years, the direct and indirect costs are too high.”

Li Mu sighed after hearing this. “That’s so troublesome…”

Song Liang shrugged. “This is still the normal situation. If they could get through to the local government and public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments, there might be some room for negotiation. Bribery can be big or small; on the larger side, it’s sealing off properties involved in the case and prosecuting criminal charges; on the smaller side, it’s just paying a fine to settle the matter. But this whole thing is clearly being pushed by Lanke Group from behind; it will definitely be handled with severity. And when it comes to local connections, who could possibly outdo Lanke Group?”

“That’s true.”

Song Liang lamented, “That’s how the real estate industry is. It’s profitable, but you’re always skirting a high-tension wire, and once you cross the line, it’s a ‘wall collapses, everyone pushes’ situation.”

Then, Song Liang added, “If you want to save her, I have no objection, but our current funds probably aren’t enough.”

Li Mu didn’t know if Song Liang was being sincere, but he immediately made his stance clear: “We’ve already discussed how to use that money. The Sanlitun project must start this year. Even if I wanted to help her, I couldn’t use Wanying’s money.” Li Mu smiled faintly and added, “Even if I find a way to help her, it definitely wouldn’t be out of obligation, but rather as an investment in her.”

Song Liang asked curiously, “Helping or investing, if you don’t use Wanying’s money, where would you get so much? Would you just hard-invest your own?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I need money everywhere. I’m still waiting to get one billion yuan from Wanying on Monday to expand my businesses. How could I have extra money to throw in here?”

Song Liang nodded. “Just don’t be too impulsive.”

Seeing that Li Mu wasn’t truly dead-set on saving Wei Lan, Song Liang felt a little relieved. For him, he didn’t want Li Mu to get involved in this messy situation. The cost of this hero-saving act was too high, not worth it.

Li Mu smiled calmly at this moment and said, “If I can find a way to use a small force to move a great weight, then I’ll naturally help. If not, then so be it. I’m not a savior.”

Song Liang smiled slightly and sighed softly. “This matter, from its very nature to the capital involved and the connections behind it, is very serious. It would be very difficult to use a small force to move a great weight.”

Li Mu also nodded in agreement. “Yes, it’s too difficult.”



Somehow, after seeing Wei Lan, Li Mu lost interest in the summit. There were too many people at the venue, and he didn’t have much opportunity to interact with Wei Lan. Staying there felt like a waste of time.

The speeches on stage had just begun when Li Mu sent a text message to Li Ziwei, asking where she was. Li Ziwei said she had just come out of the Forbidden City and had lunch with Mom and Dad Li. Mom Li wanted to visit the Summer Palace, saying a friend at home told her Kunming Lake was very beautiful.

Li Mu replied, “See you at the Summer Palace later.”

After replying, Li Mu told Song Liang, “I’m not going to stay here. My family’s ‘big leaders’ want to go to the Summer Palace. I need to attend to them. It wouldn’t be right if I picked them up but didn’t accompany them myself.”

Song Liang nodded. “You should definitely spend time with them. How about you let me know when it’s convenient, and I’ll host a meal for Uncle and Aunt.”

Li Mu didn’t stand on ceremony with him and said directly, “No time like the present, how about tonight? You arrange it. I’ll take them around, and once you’ve set the place, I’ll bring them over directly.”

“Alright.” Song Liang told Chen Fang, “Chen Fang, arrange for a driver to take Director Li back to the company to pick up his car, then return.”

Chen Fang nodded. “Understood.”

Li Mu also didn’t stand on ceremony with him. In any case, things here would take a long time, and having a dedicated car send him back would be much more convenient than taking a taxi to Wanying.

Before leaving, Li Mu told Song Liang, “If anyone causes trouble for Wei Lan, help her out a bit.”

Song Liang said, “I don’t have any friendship with her, so there’s no reason for me to help her. Helping you is another matter.”

Li Mu sighed helplessly, “Alright, alright, help me take care of her.”

Song Liang chuckled and sighed softly, “Alright, alright, I’m truly impressed with you.”

Li Mu deliberately gave a silly grin, and Du Fei, standing nearby, shook her head. “Men, they’re all the same.”

Song Liang quickly said, “Don’t generalize! I’m a very devoted person.”

Du Fei laughed, “I’m talking about unmarried men. Brother Liang, you’re a model husband. Some people simply can’t compare.”

Li Mu glared at Du Fei. “Don’t talk nonsense. Wei Lan has a profound understanding of real estate. No exaggeration, she’s the clearest person I’ve seen in grasping the future development of real estate. Building a good relationship with her will bring immense benefits to Wanying in the future.”

The first time Li Mu met Wei Lan, she had sat in Li Mu’s car and impromptu analyzed the future direction of real estate development in Yanjing. It was a simple analysis, yet it completely predicted the future development path of Yanjing’s real estate. How incredibly impressive was that!

Li Mu had thought that only he, with his cheat, could see through Yanjing’s real estate development so clearly. He never expected that Wei Lan, a person who lived, had family, and worked in Shanghai, could understand Yanjing’s real estate market so thoroughly. Someone with this ability was no ordinary person. If she hadn’t suffered this tribulation, to what height would she have risen?

Li Mu recalled when Wei Lan casually spoke those words in the car. At the time, he felt as if Wei Lan was “directing affairs” on a grand scale. Even now, thinking back, Li Mu remained deeply impressed by her vision and foresight.

Li Mu wanted to help Wei Lan, and he wanted Wanying Real Estate to have a controlling stake in Juncheng Real Estate. This wasn’t to take advantage of her misfortune or usurp her property, but rather to firmly bind both Wei Lan and Juncheng Real Estate to Wanying Real Estate. This way, he could truly put his mind at ease regarding the real estate sector.

In terms of strategic thinking in the real estate market and sensitivity to its trends, Song Liang, who came from a humble background, simply couldn’t compare to Wei Lan. Chen Ze was even more useless. While Li Mu had vision and foresight, his heart was in the internet. His internet aircraft carrier hadn’t been built yet, let alone impacting overseas markets or the global market, and he would need to expend more energy on the internet in the future. In this situation, if he still wanted Wanying to become the future Wanda Group, relying solely on Song Liang leading the charge and himself strategizing from behind would certainly not be enough. If Wei Lan were brought in, it would be completely different!

In his previous life, he had never heard Wei Lan’s name. It was highly possible that Wei Lan and Juncheng Real Estate had been shipwrecked in this crisis. Bringing such a brilliant person into his camp, extending a helping hand to her, could bring him a certain ‘the world is mine’ kind of sweet confidence.

At this moment, Du Fei couldn’t help but tease Li Mu, “That Wei Lan is indeed very beautiful. To some extent, I truly understand you.”

“You understand jack squat.” Li Mu pouted, quickly waved his hand, and said, “I’m leaving first.” He then exited with Chen Fang.

Du Fei frowned, muttering to herself, “Squat? What does that mean?”

Song Liang interjected, “Squat. Bullshit.”

“That damned Li Mu!”

By the time Du Fei realized, Li Mu had already left the main banquet hall. Chen Fang had contacted the driver in advance, who was waiting at the hotel entrance with the engine already running. Li Mu got into the car as soon as he stepped out, and the driver immediately drove away. Just after leaving the hotel, Li Mu received a text message from Wei Lan: “Why did you leave early?”

Li Mu replied, “Have some things to attend to. If you have any trouble, find my colleague, Song Liang.”

A moment later, Wei Lan replied with two words: “Thank you!”

Li Mu didn’t reply again. This was a small thing he could do within his capabilities. If he really had to spend billions of yuan to help her, he certainly couldn’t afford it. Until a good solution was found, the only thing he could do now was to give her a warm attitude when almost everyone else was reacting coldly to her.

After getting his car, Li Mu drove straight to the Summer Palace. He arrived just as Li Ziwei and Mom and Dad Li did. Because she was worried about her driving skills, Li Ziwei had specifically brought a driver from Muye Technology when she picked up Dad and Mom Li from Purple Cloud Villa that morning. Her thoughtful consideration deeply satisfied Li Mu.

Upon seeing Mom and Dad Li, they also highly praised Li Ziwei. Mom Li said Li Ziwei even acted as their guide, explaining many minor details about the Forbidden City with great clarity. Li Ziwei humbly chuckled, “Auntie, please don’t praise me so much. I just did some last-minute research online; I don’t even know if I got anything wrong today.”

Dad Li laughed, “It doesn’t matter if you got something wrong. As long as we enjoyed listening, that’s success.”

Li Ziwei smiled, “Thank you, Uncle, for the encouragement. You’ve helped me discover a new potential.” Then, Li Ziwei added, “Please wait a moment, you two and Director Li, while I go buy tickets.”

Li Ziwei ran off to buy tickets. Mom Li quietly asked Li Mu, “Is this girl, Ziwei, your personal assistant?”

Li Mu nodded.

“Very good,” Mom Li said with approval. “Such a good girl, you must treat her well.”

Li Mu looked awkward. “Mom, what are you talking about…”

Mom Li realized her words were a bit ambiguous and quickly corrected herself: “I mean, you must not shortchange her in terms of salary and benefits. She’s a very thoughtful little girl.”

Li Mu sighed in relief and nodded. “You can rest assured about that. Your son is famously generous. Muye Technology’s average salary and benefits are the highest in the domestic internet industry.”

“Only by being willing to spend can you retain talent,” Dad Li said approvingly. “Son, you’ve done that very well. When doing business, you must look outward. Money is earned from outside; it’s not created by cutting corners and exploiting internally. Your vision must be broad.”

Mom Li deliberately pouted, “Are you still lecturing your son? Isn’t his vision much broader than yours?”

Dad Li waved his hand solemnly. “This, this isn’t lecturing him. It’s reminding him. If you do something poorly, actively correct it. If you do well, keep up the good work.”





Chapter 706: Last Hope

Li Mu accompanied Mom and Dad on a full tour of the Summer Palace. Li Ziwei, following along, not only took care of small things like providing shade, sun protection, and buying water, but also continuously recounted many historical stories about the Summer Palace to Li Mu’s parents. For example, when it began construction, and how Longevity Hill was actually formed from the earth excavated when Kunming Lake was dug, then piled up to the north of Kunming Lake, and later renamed Longevity Hill.

In addition, she eloquently explained which Jiangnan gardens each scenic spot in the Summer Palace referenced. Although Li Mu had visited the Summer Palace countless times, he was clueless about many of these small historical details. He only knew it was Empress Dowager Cixi’s imperial garden and preferred to take girls boating on Kunming Lake, especially enjoying the hassle-free electric boats…

After the afternoon agenda of the summit ended, the organizers did not arrange another meal, but instead gave all guests a chance to mingle freely. Song Liang handed out dozens of business cards and received hundreds today, especially from Yanjing real estate developers, who were eagerly rushing to get to know him. Before the meeting ended, many people tried to invite Song Liang to dinner, but realized that he had disappeared in a blink of an eye.

After leaving the venue, Song Liang, Du Fei, and Chen Fang left by car. Because he had to treat Li Mu’s parents to dinner, Song Liang had Chen Fang book a restaurant in advance. After dropping Du Fei off at the company, he drove alone to the reserved restaurant.

Li Mu received the address and, after accompanying Mom and Dad on their tour of the entire Summer Palace, drove them to the restaurant Song Liang had booked.

Dad Li and Mom Li had always had a good impression of Song Liang and his family. When their Metersbonwe store first opened, he provided immense help, not only giving them free building advertisement space but also encouraging a considerable number of young people to shop at the store. On opening day, he not only sent flower baskets but also personally attended the ribbon-cutting ceremony. The smooth operation of Dad Li and Mom Li’s business in Haizhou later had a lot to do with Song Liang’s influence. With Song Liang around, no department or individual ever caused trouble for Dad Li and Mom Li.

Later, Li Mu directly bought a house in the residential complex developed by Song Liang, and their two families even became neighbors. Dad Li and Mom Li also had a very good relationship with Song Liang’s wife, who often visited their home with her children, creating a close bond. Now, learning that Li Mu and Song Liang were collaborating in Yanjing, Dad Li and Mom Li’s impression of Song Liang naturally improved even further, so the atmosphere at the dinner table was also very harmonious.

After all segments of the afternoon summit concluded, Wang Runqing directly invited representatives from many first-tier real estate companies to dinner at the hotel where the summit was held. He made a very high-profile display, acting as if the industry’s elite were all on his side, seemingly exerting pressure on Wei Lan indirectly.

Wei Lan inevitably felt low, but thankfully Xiao Chenfeng kept his word. Right after the meeting ended, he specifically came over to Wei Lan and said, “Wei Lan, I still have some media to deal with. Please wait for me a little longer regarding dinner.”

Wei Lan knew that as the organizer, Xiao Chenfeng would certainly have to accept media interviews, but she was quite touched that he remembered their arrangement and personally came to explain. After a day of cold shoulders, he was the second person, besides Li Mu, to treat her with kindness. So, she quickly nodded and said, “General Manager Xiao, please take care of your work first, I’m not in a hurry.”

Xiao Chenfeng smiled faintly and casually said, “Please, call me Chenfeng or Xiao Chenfeng, just don’t call me General Manager Xiao, it’s too formal.” With that, he didn’t wait for Wei Lan’s response, quickly adding, “I’ll go ahead. We’ll connect by phone later.”

Wei Lan didn’t know how long Xiao Chenfeng would take, and she didn’t want to stay in the chaotic banquet hall, so she got up and exited the hall to get some fresh air. The sun had already set, and the weather outside wasn’t hot. Compared to a day spent under indoor air conditioning, the outdoor air was much more comfortable.

Sitting on a bench in the garden downstairs from the hotel’s guest rooms, Wei Lan pulled out a small notepad from her bag, opened a page, and used a pen to cross out the names of nearly two dozen real estate companies listed there, one by one. The only one left was Yanjing Chengnjian Group, controlled by Xiao Chenfeng’s family. It seemed this was her only hope.

Wei Lan sighed, put away her notepad, and forcefully rubbed her brow with her thumb knuckle. After this entire day, she understood even more clearly how incredibly difficult it was to find someone to rescue Juncheng Real Estate from its predicament.

In this day and age, companies that can spare several billion in idle funds are exceedingly rare. Moreover, if several billion were invested for two or three years, the interest alone, calculated at commercial loan rates, would be astronomical. What’s more, if this money were invested in the real estate sector, the profit it could generate in two or three years would likely more than double without issue. However, Juncheng Real Estate’s current net assets are just over a billion, and even with the profits from three new real estate projects, the total scale is only a little over two billion. Giving up half would only amount to just over a billion.

Furthermore, there were numerous other risks involved, the biggest being the Lanke Group. With Lanke Group hindering them from behind, the cost of rescuing Juncheng Real Estate would significantly increase beyond the three billion estimate. After calculating from multiple angles, Wei Lan subtly worried that even Xiao Chenfeng and Chengnjian Group would find it difficult to help.

Thinking of this, Wei Lan felt a surge of tension. No matter what, Xiao Chenfeng was her last hope. Whether Juncheng Real Estate could be saved depended entirely on this evening’s dinner with Xiao Chenfeng.

Half an hour later, Wei Lan received a call from Xiao Chenfeng. He first apologized on the phone: “Sorry, Wei Lan, for making you wait so long. I’m done here. How about we just meet directly at the hotel’s dining area? Whoever arrives first can wait in the foyer.”

“Okay, I’ll head over now,” Wei Lan stood up and walked towards the hotel’s dining area.

Several minutes later, Wei Lan arrived at the hotel’s dining area, but didn’t see Xiao Chenfeng in the luxurious foyer. So, she waited there for a while. Xiao Chenfeng still didn’t appear, making Wei Lan feel a little impatient. She felt as though she were walking on thin ice, carrying the weight of the entire Juncheng Real Estate, and even a slight breeze would make her overly sensitive.

At this moment, the sound of a live piano could be heard from the hotel restaurant’s lobby. The music, mixed with the echoes from the lobby and foyer, was quite melodious. With just a few notes, Wei Lan recognized the piece as an adaptation of Enya’s “Caribbean Blue.” Rarely hearing music she liked, Wei Lan’s impatient mood eased a little.

As one piece ended, Xiao Chenfeng finally appeared. He practically jogged to Wei Lan, slightly out of breath, and apologized with a smile: “Were you anxious waiting? Truly, I’m sorry. I got tangled up with a few reporters who kept asking questions, and I didn’t get a chance to call you back.”

Wei Lan’s hanging heart momentarily settled. “It’s fine, I was just idling anyway. It’s quite pleasant listening to the piano music here.”

Xiao Chenfeng laughed, “Then let’s head up. The first-floor lobby is full of industry insiders and it’s chaotic. A private room on the second floor will be quieter.”

Wei Lan nodded, “I’ll follow your arrangement.”

Xiao Chenfeng snapped his fingers at a waiter in a white suit standing nearby. The waiter immediately came over. Xiao Chenfeng told him, “Notify upstairs to prepare the Elegant Hall for me. I’m having dinner with important guests tonight.”

The young man in the white suit quickly replied, “I’m sorry, General Manager Xiao, but all the private rooms upstairs are fully booked today.”

“Fully booked?” Xiao Chenfeng frowned. “What’s going on?”

The young man in the white suit explained awkwardly, “Our public relations department booked eight, Mr. Wang from Lanke Group booked four, and the other four are individual guests. The guests are already seated.”

Xiao Chenfeng said with displeasure, “What’s the situation? Wang Runqing booked four? Who approved giving them to him?”

The young man in the white suit looked embarrassed: “General Manager Xiao, we usually have open reservations, and besides, our hotel’s catering capacity isn’t very strong to begin with…”

This hotel, located in the city center, was primarily a business hotel, not a massive resort hotel in the suburbs or a tourist area. Therefore, the dining area was not originally designed to be large, and its scale was average. Sixteen private rooms would easily become fully booked with just a slightly organized event.

Xiao Chenfeng waved his hand, “Tell the hotel manager to go coordinate with Wang Runqing. He absolutely must clear out a private room for me! Tell him I said it, and he needs to vacate the place immediately!”

The young man in the white suit tentatively asked, “General Manager Xiao, wouldn’t that be a bit difficult…”

Xiao Chenfeng waved his hand, frowning, and said, “I know what’s good or not. Just do as I say!”

At this moment, Wei Lan, who had been silent, spoke up: “General Manager Xiao, how about we just eat in the lobby? Don’t make things difficult for them.”

Xiao Chenfeng sighed softly and told her, “The lobby is full of industry insiders, and it’s chaotic. Plus, we have serious matters to discuss.”

As he spoke, Xiao Chenfeng’s eyes lit up, and he blurted out, “You came here this morning and checked in directly for the summit, so you probably haven’t officially checked into a room yet, right? I had an executive suite reserved for you. How about we just go to the suite, have the chef prepare and send up the food, that way we can talk without being disturbed?”

When Xiao Chenfeng suggested eating and discussing matters in a guest room, Wei Lan instinctively felt some resistance, along with a natural sense of caution. Seeing Wei Lan hesitate, Xiao Chenfeng immediately changed the topic and said, “Then how about we go out and find a place? We can talk about the specifics while we eat once we get to the restaurant. Wait for me for a bit, I’ll go get the car.”

Wei Lan saw that Xiao Chenfeng gave up his previous suggestion so quickly, and her earlier caution instantly lessened significantly. She felt that she was asking for someone’s help, so she absolutely should not cause further trouble for the other party over such small matters. If they really went out to eat, picking up the car, finding a place, parking, and eating—the whole process would be quite cumbersome. It might as well be as he suggested earlier, eating in the guest room. In fact, for her, eating was irrelevant; she just wanted to quickly acquire Xiao Chenfeng’s feedback: whether Chengnjian Group was willing to help Juncheng Real Estate overcome its difficulty.

So, Wei Lan spoke to Xiao Chenfeng, “General Manager Xiao, please don’t trouble yourself. Let’s do as you said, and eat in the room.”





Chapter 707: I’ll Call 911 for You!

As early as before Wei Lan arrived in Yanjing, Xiao Chenfeng had already begun actively setting up this trap for her. Although Li Mu unexpectedly intervened in his cooperation with Wang Runqing today, it had still achieved some results. From that moment on, Xiao Chenfeng had planned every step, right up until Wei Lan lowered her guard and willingly entered the hotel room with him.

In the private dining rooms above the restaurant, all rooms, except for those specifically reserved by individual guests, had been booked by Xiao Chenfeng through his public relations department and Wang Runqing. Having meticulously made all these preparations and put on such a long act, Xiao Chenfeng could finally get what he wanted.

Xiao Chenfeng had made many preparations for today and had several possibilities in mind. When Wei Lan finally agreed to go to a hotel room for dinner, in Xiao Chenfeng’s eyes, she was essentially at his mercy, like a fish on the chopping board.

Subsequently, Xiao Chenfeng was not in a hurry to take Wei Lan to the guest room. Instead, he found the restaurant manager, asked her to bring the menu over, and earnestly invited Wei Lan to order.

Wei Lan had no appetite, so she fully entrusted Xiao Chenfeng with the task. Xiao Chenfeng ordered a pile of French dishes, then said, “And another bottle of red wine, your best one.”

No sooner had he spoken than Xiao Chenfeng immediately corrected himself without even looking at Wei Lan’s expression. Waving his hand, he said, “Never mind, no red wine. Talking serious business is more important. Let’s have some grape juice instead.”

Wei Lan looked at Xiao Chenfeng with eyes full of gratitude. She generally couldn’t hold her liquor well, and with such important matters to discuss, she needed to keep her mind clear. If Xiao Chenfeng had insisted on drinking, she probably wouldn’t have been able to refuse. Fortunately, Xiao Chenfeng displayed a gentlemanly demeanor.

After completing the entire routine step by step, Xiao Chenfeng specifically called for the front desk manager, who then brought forth pre-prepared room cards and led the two of them in the elevator to the ninth floor of the guest rooms.

The front desk manager accompanied them throughout, greatly avoiding any potential awkwardness between the two, which was also a routine Xiao Chenfeng had planned out long ago to give Wei Lan the sense of security she needed before entering the room.

After the front desk manager personally opened the door for them, he handed the room card to Wei Lan, then respectfully bid farewell and left. Xiao Chenfeng stood at the doorway and made a gesture for Wei Lan to enter first. Wei Lan didn’t think much of it, nodded slightly in thanks, and walked in first. Xiao Chenfeng followed closely behind, gently closing the door.

This was indeed a luxurious suite, covering an area of over one hundred fifty square meters, lavishly decorated. The large outer living room upon entering and the connected open-plan dining room were very stylish.

Xiao Chenfeng turned on the central air conditioning, then invited Wei Lan to sit on the European-style sofa in the outer living room, introducing her to this five-star hotel, which had only been in use for less than six months.

Wei Lan kept thinking of finding an opportunity to discuss Juncheng Real Estate with Xiao Chenfeng, but Xiao Chenfeng kept talking about some new developments of City Construction Group, making it difficult for her to guide the conversation. After about ten minutes, a knock on the door sounded. Several chefs and service staff pushed in trolleys laden with food, quickly set up the dining area, and then meticulously arranged the lavish meal.

Xiao Chenfeng enthusiastically invited Wei Lan to dine. As if sensing Wei Lan’s thoughts, he deliberately said to her, “Let’s eat first. We can discuss serious business after dinner. I have no other plans tonight; I’m happy to talk until whatever time you need.”

Hearing him say that, Wei Lan felt a little relieved. As long as she had the chance to discuss serious business, it was fine. Although she had no appetite, out of politeness, she had to endure and eat a little.

Dinner was very substantial, and there were chefs and service staff providing dedicated service. However, Wei Lan didn’t eat much, only symbolically taking a few bites. Seeing how little she ate, Xiao Chenfeng also deliberately sped up his own meal. He didn’t make Wei Lan wait too long before wiping his mouth with a hot towel and instructing the chefs and waiters to clear the table.

No sooner had the chefs and waiters left than Xiao Chenfeng returned to the sofa, going straight to the point with a serious expression, “Wei Lan, you’re here to talk to me about Juncheng Real Estate, aren’t you?”

Wei Lan hadn’t expected Xiao Chenfeng to bring up the very topic she wanted to discuss right after dinner. She was momentarily stunned before quickly saying, “Yes, President Xiao. As you know, Juncheng Real Estate has encountered some trouble…”

Xiao Chenfeng nodded, smiling slightly, and said, “Wei Lan, I think we could talk more smoothly if you didn’t call me President Xiao.”

Wei Lan smiled somewhat awkwardly and forced herself to say, “Alright, Chenfeng. Let’s go back to the topic. Juncheng Real Estate is currently embroiled in a corruption case, which led to all three housing developments we invested heavily in with manpower and financial resources being seized by the court…”

Wei Lan thoroughly explained the problems Juncheng Real Estate was currently facing to Xiao Chenfeng. She then took a stack of documents from her bag and handed them to Xiao Chenfeng, saying, “These are the current assets and liabilities of Juncheng Real Estate, as well as detailed introductions of our three housing developments and statistics on the surrounding property price increases over the past six months. You can get a general idea of Juncheng Real Estate’s overall asset situation from these. Our biggest pressure right now is with the bank. As for the housing developments themselves, the court’s future ruling will at most reference the price at which we acquired the land. Based on precedents for similar cases, the fine generally won’t exceed twenty percent of the total land acquisition price. So, as long as we can resolve the bank issue, the majority of Juncheng Real Estate’s assets can be preserved.”

Xiao Chenfeng took the documents and flipped through them casually. Wei Lan continued, “If you can help Juncheng Real Estate overcome this immediate difficulty, I’m willing to offer fifty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares as compensation…”

Xiao Chenfeng said sincerely to Wei Lan, “Wei Lan, to be honest, after I heard about Juncheng Real Estate’s encounter, I really wanted to help you. So, even before you came to me, I had already looked into Juncheng Real Estate’s current situation.”

Wei Lan said gratefully, “Thank you so much. I was worried you would have the same attitude towards Juncheng Real Estate as everyone else…”

“How could I?” Xiao Chenfeng said seriously, “I really want to help you, but I’ve studied Juncheng Real Estate’s situation, and frankly, I feel the chances of rescuing it are slim. And even if it could be rescued, the operational cost would be too high. Especially for real estate companies, you must be very clear about the real estate routine. Now is the golden age of real estate. You acquire land for one hundred million, borrow two hundred million, and build a property project valued at eight hundred million. You should be clearer than me about how much profit margin a one hundred million starting capital can leverage.”

Wei Lan nodded gravely. She indeed had a clear grasp of every link in this chain.

Xiao Chenfeng continued, “Normally, an eight hundred-million property development would have already recouped funds through pre-sales during construction. After repaying loans and paying taxes, the remaining money would immediately be reinvested into new property projects, continuing to leverage even larger profit margins. You know better than I do how large a project three billion can leverage. So, for a real estate company, every penny of cash is extremely important. Even with a large organization like City Construction Group, the freely disposable funds on our books don’t exceed five hundred million. The rest are all dedicated funds, either for subsequent project payments, loans nearing maturity that need to be repaid to the bank, or funds set aside for bidding on the next plot of land. In such a situation, I really want to help you, but the cost is simply too great. In comparison, fifty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares is truly not worth it. Even if I agreed, the board of directors wouldn’t.”

Wei Lan pursed her lower lip, her eyes on Xiao Chenfeng, and she asked with a hint of despair in her voice, “Are you saying you can’t help Juncheng Real Estate? Or are you not satisfied with fifty percent of the shares? We can still discuss that.”

For Wei Lan, at worst, being able to preserve even twenty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s assets was better than losing everything. So, if eighty percent could move him, she would grit her teeth and agree.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Chenfeng smiled at this moment and said, “The money issue is only one aspect, and I know Lanke Group wants to use this opportunity to acquire you. You’re also aware of Lanke Group’s standing in the industry; it’s on par with City Construction Group. To be honest, although Wang Runqing and I don’t get along, our fathers have very close ties. Tell me, if I were to ask my father to find a way to help your family’s Juncheng Real Estate overcome this difficulty, how would he explain it to Wang Runqing’s father?”

“This…” Wei Lan’s heart sank into despair. She felt that Xiao Chenfeng’s words were essentially a refusal.

Just then, Xiao Chenfeng’s tone shifted. He said, “Actually, when all is said and done, money isn’t a big problem, and ‘face’ isn’t a big problem either. But the key is that I can’t handle this kind of thing; my father has to step in. And for him to step in, there must be a reason that can truly move him.”

Wei Lan asked Xiao Chenfeng, “Then, in your opinion, how can Chairman Xiao be persuaded to help?”

Xiao Chenfeng chuckled and said, “My father only has one son, me. I’m almost thirty and still haven’t found a girlfriend. He’s always been quite anxious about it. I think if our two families could become in-laws, my father would be delighted, and he’d be willing to help with even bigger troubles.”

Wei Lan’s heart instantly turned cold. She had always regarded Xiao Chenfeng as her only hope, placing all her hopes on him. But when he uttered those words, Wei Lan suddenly understood. Xiao Chenfeng’s true objective was herself.

At this moment, Wei Lan realized that she could not obtain genuine help from Xiao Chenfeng, because she could not possibly agree to the “condition” he implied. Although her family’s business was deeply entangled, she still had basic integrity and a fallback plan. At worst, she would give up everything and start anew with her family in the United States, but she would never sell herself out.

Therefore, Wei Lan, having seen through Xiao Chenfeng’s motives, retrieved the documents she had brought from the coffee table, put them back into her bag, stood up, and said indifferently, “President Xiao, I’m sorry, I was thinking too much. Thank you for your concern. I don’t think Juncheng Real Estate needs any help anymore. I’ll take my leave now.”

Xiao Chenfeng hadn’t expected Wei Lan to turn hostile so quickly. He had already spoken very tactfully, so why did it provoke such a strong reaction from her?

Seeing that Wei Lan was about to leave, Xiao Chenfeng, afraid that all his efforts would come to nothing, quickly stood up and explained, “Wei Lan, don’t misunderstand, I didn’t mean anything else.”

Wei Lan gave a faint smile. “President Xiao, I have something else to attend to. I’ll be leaving now. Goodbye.”

Xiao Chenfeng had been putting on an act all day just to get Wei Lan into this room. He had already made up his mind: if he could trick Wei Lan tonight, taking her then and there would be ideal; if she didn’t fall for it, it didn’t matter—he’d just use force! On his territory, in his hotel, this room was registered under his name, and she had just had a private dinner for two with him here. If he forced himself on her here, even if she called the police after she walked out that door, he wouldn’t fear her. Not only would he have had his way with her for free, but out of anger, he would turn around and accuse her of deliberately seducing him and then falsely accusing him, with the aim of forcing him to rescue her family’s real estate company. The entire chain of evidence, narratives, and cause-and-effect of the events would fully favor him. Even if it went to the media, he would be the one with the absolute advantage!

Because everything had been calculated, how could Xiao Chenfeng possibly watch Wei Lan turn and leave now? He lunged forward, directly grabbing Wei Lan’s wrist, and tried to hold her back, “Wei Lan, where are you going this late?”

Wei Lan struggled, saying with some anger, “Where I go is none of your business. Please let go!”

Xiao Chenfeng said with a cheeky grin, “Wei Lan, why are you so stubborn? If you really came with me, not only Juncheng Real Estate’s problems, but even your father’s issues, I could resolve them for you! He would definitely return to China and continue operating Juncheng Real Estate within three months!”

Regardless of whether Xiao Chenfeng’s words were sincere, Wei Lan remained unmoved. Her tone became sharper, “President Xiao, please let go of me! Otherwise, I’ll…”

“Otherwise, you’ll call the police, right?” Xiao Chenfeng interrupted her, his face instantly turning incredibly grim. His wolf-like eyes fixed on Wei Lan, he gritted his teeth and said, “You want to call the police? Fine, once I’m done, I’ll call 911 for you!”

As his words fell, Xiao Chenfeng yanked violently, pulling Wei Lan into his arms. At this moment, Xiao Chenfeng had completely torn off his disguise. If Plan A didn’t work, he would immediately switch to Plan B. It was all planned anyway; just go through with it. Who was afraid of whom? To ensure everything was foolproof tonight, this entire suite—above, below, left, right, and the five rooms across the hall—were all internally reserved, with no one staying in them. Wei Lan could truly scream until her throat was hoarse here, and no one would hear her. As for what happens after… Who cares?! With his power, what waves could a desperate Wei Lan possibly stir up?!

Wei Lan was greatly alarmed but also remarkably calm. Taking advantage of Xiao Chenfeng’s sudden pull, she immediately raised her Chanel shoulder bag with both hands and suddenly swung the bottom of the bag forcefully towards Xiao Chenfeng’s face.

Xiao Chenfeng never expected Wei Lan’s reaction to be so swift. The handbag looked soft, but its bottom had a very hard lining for shaping. Before Xiao Chenfeng could even see what was flying towards him, he instantly felt a sharp pain in his face, and his head buzzed from the sudden impact.

Xiao Chenfeng wailed, and the sharp pain was followed by an intense tingling sensation in his nose bridge. He instinctively let go of Wei Lan, covered his face with both hands, bent over, and cursed, “F*** your mother!”

Seizing this opportunity, Wei Lan didn’t hesitate for a second. She turned and fled, rushing to the door and pulling it open, escaping in a panic…





Chapter 708: The Only Ray of Light

By the time Xiao Chenfeng regained his composure, Wei Lan had already taken the elevator all the way down to the first-floor lobby.

Xiao Chenfeng’s nose ached, two hot streams gushing from his nostrils. Bright red blood splattered onto the high-grade beige carpet, strikingly vivid.

The door was open, and Wei Lan was long gone. Xiao Chenfeng knew clearly that once Wei Lan stepped out that door, all his plans would fall flat.

Infuriated, Xiao Chenfeng grabbed the heavy European-style lamp from the nearby small table, violently yanked it down, and furiously smashed it against the massive rear-projection TV opposite him with a crash, leaving a chaotic mess.

“You motherf***er! Damn it!”

Xiao Chenfeng was seething with rage. He pulled out his phone and called Wang Runqing. Wang Runqing’s first words upon answering were a lewd question: “Well, President Xiao, did you get her?”

“Did you get her?” was a Yanjing expression, roughly meaning “did you succeed” or “did you get your hands on it.” When Xiao Chenfeng heard this Shanghai show-off still mimicking a Beijing accent to tease him, he grew even more furious and blurted out, “Wang Runqing, aren’t you incredibly impressive? Aren’t you the overlord of Shanghai? If you let Juncheng Real Estate escape from under your command, I swear I’ll become enemies with you from now on!”

Wang Runqing was stunned. After a while, he asked, “What do you mean? It didn’t work?”

“My ass it worked!” Xiao Chenfeng cursed, then almost like a madman smashed his phone against the wall, shattering it into pieces.

The duck he thought he had caught flew away, enraging Xiao Chenfeng. Being hit in the “package” burned him even more. Most importantly, Wei Lan’s rejection was too decisive, too direct, too without a second thought. This severely crushed his confidence, making him feel extraordinarily defeated, and thus even angrier.

Wei Lan ran out of the hotel and happened to see a taxi waiting for a fare at the hotel entrance. She pulled open the back door, got in, and told the driver, “To the airport!”

Hearing it was a long fare, and even better, an airport fare, the driver immediately pressed the clutch, shifted gears, released the handbrake, started the car, and started the meter, flawlessly executing each step.

At this moment, Wei Lan had only one thought: back to Shanghai! Forget everything, think about nothing! She just wanted to get back quickly, to leave this city that made her feel sick.

The taxi sped towards the airport. Wei Lan wanted to cry the whole time, but held it in, not daring or willing to cry aloud in front of a stranger, in a taxi filled with various smells. Even though she tried her best to suppress her sobs, she couldn’t stop her tears. So she could only cover her face with both hands, all the way to the airport.

Domestic departures.

As soon as Wei Lan got out of the taxi, she rushed into the departure level of the terminal building. It was just eight o’clock now; with a bit of luck, she might be able to buy a flight back.

Normally, flight tickets could be sold up to 45 minutes before departure. When Wei Lan arrived at the ticket counter and inquired, she learned that there was indeed a 9:50 PM flight to Shanghai, the last flight from Yanjing to Shanghai. However, they had just received news an hour ago that there was a thunderstorm in Shanghai, and both airports were closed. Flights that hadn’t arrived yet were either diverted to nearby cities or returned to their origin, and the subsequent flights were all cancelled.

Wei Lan felt her emotions were on the verge of collapsing. Convinced that she couldn’t leave tonight, she immediately rushed out of the terminal building without hesitation. At the entrance, she saw a shuttle bus for nearby hotels and unhesitatingly got on.

The shuttle bus, which departed every few minutes, carried Wei Lan and a few other guests to the hotel. The hotel was near the airport terminal building, less than two kilometers away. Upon reaching the hotel, Wei Lan immediately checked into a room, hurried upstairs with her room card, and the first thing she did after entering the room was to collapse onto the bed, burying her face in the soft down pillow and weeping for a long time, unleashing all the negative emotions accumulated in her heart.

About ten minutes later, Wei Lan cried herself out. She wiped away her tears and pulled out her phone to call her father, Wei Jun, who was far away in the United States. The moment the call connected, Wei Lan cried again, sobbing to her father, “Dad, I’m sorry, I tried my best, I really tried my best…”

Wei Jun, hearing his daughter cry these words, immediately asked anxiously, “Lanlan, what’s wrong? What happened? If it’s about the company, listen to your father: don’t worry about it. Your mom has been talking about you these past two days, saying she misses you. Why don’t you buy a ticket and come over quickly? We can start fresh as a family here.”

“Okay,” Wei Lan said, crying. “I’ll handle everything I can in the next two days, liquidate everything that can be liquidated, and then buy a ticket to come find you and Mom.”

“Good, good, good,” Wei Jun repeated “good” three times, comforting her, “Some things are best just to let go of. Take a step back and the world opens up. Deal with things in China quickly and come over as soon as possible. Resolve what needs to be resolved; what can’t be resolved, just let it be. From now on, it will have nothing to do with us.”

“Okay!” Wei Lan nodded repeatedly. “I’ll resolve everything as soon as possible!”

Wei Jun sighed softly and said, “Good girl, don’t cry anymore. You’ve been strong for so long; don’t let them defeat you at the very end.”

“I know, Dad.” Wei Lan wiped away her tears and said with a forced smile, “You know what kind of person your daughter is better than anyone else. No one can defeat her.”

After hanging up the phone, Wei Lan felt completely disheartened about Juncheng Real Estate. She sat on the hotel carpet, leaning against the bed, only thinking of buying the earliest flight back tomorrow morning and immediately preparing to go to the United States.

Thinking about going back tomorrow morning, Wei Lan suddenly thought of Li Mu. She had told Li Mu that she would treat him to a meal. If she left tomorrow, it would probably be incredibly difficult to meet again across the ocean. Although she and Li Mu had only met a few times, after today, she realized that Li Mu was the only person who had been genuinely kind to her. She could leave, but she couldn’t break her promise to the only person who had shown her goodwill and assistance.

However, Wei Lan was extremely disappointed with this trip to Yanjing. If she were to invite Li Mu to dinner tomorrow, she would have to stay in this city for another half-day or even a whole day. So, she checked the time and sent Li Mu a text message.

At this moment, Li Mu had just returned to Purple Cloud Villa with his parents from the restaurant. Although Li’s dad and mom weren’t particularly old, they were in their forties, and after a full day of sightseeing, they were exhausted. So they went to their bedroom early to bathe and rest. Li Mu was alone downstairs in the spacious living room, browsing the internet on his laptop. His phone suddenly lit up by his hand. He opened it and saw a text message from Wei Lan.

“Have you eaten?”

Li Mu casually replied, “Just finished. You?”

Seeing this message, Wei Lan couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Since Li Mu had already eaten, she couldn’t force him to eat another meal. After thinking for a while, she suddenly had a flash of inspiration and replied to Li Mu, “Something unexpected came up. I have to leave Yanjing tomorrow morning. Do you have time now? How about I treat you to a drink instead!”

Wei Lan didn’t want to stay longer, nor did she want to break her promise. Plus, she was feeling distressed, and despite not being a good drinker, she wanted to have a couple of drinks to drown her sorrows. So, this idea came to her: invite Li Mu for a drink, which would be a subtle way of fulfilling her promise to treat him, and then use the alcohol to relieve her worries, letting loose completely. Tomorrow, when the sun rises, she would open her eyes and head straight to the airport to catch the earliest flight back.

Li Mu saw this message and was surprised. Wei Lan seemed to have an appointment with Xiao Chenfeng tonight to discuss something. Did it fall through?

Connecting this to Wei Lan’s situation and her sudden desire to invite him for a drink, Li Mu became even more convinced that she and Xiao Chenfeng must have had a fallout. In this situation, she wanted to find him for a drink, probably to have someone accompany her to drown her sorrows, right?

The more he thought about it, the more Li Mu felt it was necessary to accompany her. Otherwise, if a beautiful woman got drunk in a Yanjing bar or nightclub, it would be truly dangerous.

So Li Mu replied, “Are you still at the City Construction Group’s hotel? I’ll come pick you up.”

Wei Lan replied, “I’m not there. It’s quite far from there. How about you just pick a place, and I’ll take a taxi over?”

Li Mu replied, “Tell me your address, I’ll pick you up.”

Wei Lan replied, “It’s really far. You choose a place for drinks and tell me the address. I’ll go there now, and you can head out too. We’ll meet directly there.”

Li Mu didn’t insist further and replied, “Sanlitun SugarClub. Remember to take a legitimate taxi. Check the license plate before getting in, and text it to me.”

Wei Lan stared at her phone for a moment, then replied, “Okay, I’m heading there now!”

Wei Lan left her room and got into a taxi at the hotel entrance. Before getting in, she noted the license plate number and texted it to Li Mu. She knew Li Mu’s intention: if she encountered a criminal, if they had ill intentions, she could show them the text message record and tell them, “I’ve already sent your license plate number to my friend. If anything happens to me, he’ll call the police immediately.”

In such circumstances, most criminals would probably back down.

It must be said, this indeed provided a safeguard for women. Li Mu’s thoughtfulness, in this situation, gave Wei Lan unimaginable comfort and warmth.

When she was almost despairing of the entire world, the world in her eyes was a dead gray, but Li Mu was still the only ray of light in her eyes, in this city.

Li Mu drove out and arrived at Sanlitun SugarClub in twenty minutes. He parked the car at the entrance and stood there waiting.

About ten minutes later, a taxi stopped at the entrance, and the back door opened. Wei Lan, with slightly swollen eyes, got out of the car.

Li Mu waved to her. Wei Lan returned a faint smile, then stepped forward to Li Mu. Listening to the thumping bass music from inside, Wei Lan asked curiously, “Is it very chaotic in there?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It’s a place managed by my buddy. There’s a quiet area.”

Wei Lan was skeptical. The heavy bass inside seemed to be shaking the building itself. She couldn’t imagine there being a relatively quiet place inside.

Li Mu then said, “Come on, you’ll know once you go inside.”

With that, he pulled out his VIP card from his wallet and showed it to the unfamiliar security guard at the entrance.

The security guard immediately contacted the manager via walkie-talkie. A moment later, a young woman came out. Seeing Li Mu, she bowed slightly: “Hello, Director Li. Welcome back. Are there two of you?”

Li Mu nodded, “Is the private room empty?”

The young woman hurriedly said, “Of course. Your private room, no matter how long it stays empty, will not entertain other guests, and it’s cleaned twice a day.”

Fatty Wang was very disciplined. Although his business was flourishing, he never touched the private rooms exclusively reserved for the founding shareholders. Li Mu increasingly felt that this small investment was incredibly worthwhile. For a tiny sum of money, he ensured that in this enormous Yanjing city, there was always a place of bustling nightlife, always reserving an exclusive space for himself.





Chapter 709: I Have a Way to Help You, Do You Believe Me?

Wei Lan rarely frequented bars and nightclubs. She had been to quiet bars a few times, but this was her first time at such a boisterous nightclub.

It was a weekend, and Sugar Club was packed. Alluring dancers wildly twisted their bodies amidst intense, energetic music and dazzling, colorful lights. Every young person swayed to the rhythm, and the immense subwoofers vibrated so powerfully they seemed to penetrate one’s chest, creating an incredibly infectious atmosphere.

Wei Lan had thought she would be most unable to bear such a chaotic environment. Unexpectedly, as soon as she entered, the atmosphere infected her, and her mood improved considerably. She was no longer so nervous, and followed Li Mu upstairs with the female manager.

Upon entering Li Mu’s private room, Li Mu said to the female manager, “Bring some low-alcohol cocktails suitable for women, and a whisky with ice for me. For fruit platters and other things, you can decide what to serve.”

The manager nodded and turned to leave. Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “Their drink menu looks too extensive, so we won’t go into detail. If you find the drinks aren’t to your liking later, I’ll have them bring another round.”

Wei Lan nodded gently. Ordinarily, Li Mu’s approach of not giving others a chance to decide might seem self-centered and chauvinistic. However, Wei Lan suddenly recalled Xiao Chenfeng’s hypocritical performance today. He had seemed to prioritize her feelings in every step, giving her absolute decision-making power for every choice, only for her to realize in the end that he had been calculating against her from beginning to end. In contrast, Li Mu’s slightly overbearing approach actually made her feel more at ease.

Sometimes, Wei Lan didn’t want to be in control of everything. The feeling of not having to think for herself, of having someone else make decisions for her, made her feel exceptionally relaxed.

The soundproofing in the private room was good; normal conversation could still be heard. Wei Lan looked at the dance floor downstairs through the double-layered soundproof glass and asked Li Mu curiously, “Do you come here often?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I don’t even come once a month. I’m usually very busy.”

Wei Lan asked, “If you don’t come often, why do you have a private room?”

Li Mu replied, “A few friends and I invested in some shares when it opened, so each of us has a private room like this.”

Wei Lan nodded gently. She had a question she wanted to ask Li Mu, but she swallowed her words just as they reached her lips.

The servers were very quick. Soon, they came in with an assortment of cocktails, Li Mu’s requested whisky, and soft drinks like lemon soda and ginger ale. Li Mu picked up his whisky with ice, placed it in front of him, and then said to Wei Lan, “Pick one.”

Wei Lan looked at the array of flashy cocktails before her and said in surprise, “How could I possibly drink all of these…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Just pick whichever one looks appealing and try it. If you like it, drink it; if not, switch. And nobody said you have to finish all the drinks served.”

“Alright.” Wei Lan smacked her lips, chose a “Long Island Iced Tea” from the selection, and then raised it, saying to Li Mu, “Let’s toast first. Thank you for your kindness and help.”

Li Mu raised his whisky glass. The two glass cups clinked together softly, producing a pleasant buzzing sound. Only then did he say, “You don’t need to keep thanking me. Even though we aren’t very close, there’s no need to be so formal.”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, nodded, and then quietly took a large sip from her glass.

Li Mu took another sip from his whisky glass, then asked her, “By the way, why are you suddenly leaving tomorrow? Tomorrow’s when the summit’s main event is, right?”

Wei Lan smiled, a hint of bitterness in her expression, “There are some urgent matters I need to go back to Shanghai to handle, so I have to return as soon as possible.”

Li Mu could tell Wei Lan was lying. She had come to Yanjing specifically to find a way to save her business, so how could she be in such a frantic rush to leave just after arriving? And she must have just spoken with Xiao Chenfeng. Could their talk have fallen through?

Looking closely at Wei Lan’s eyes again, the whites and her eye bags were slightly red and swollen, looking as if she had just cried. Li Mu became even more certain of his judgment.

“Have you decided when you’re returning tomorrow?” Li Mu noticed Wei Lan’s gaze was deliberately evasive, as if she didn’t want him to see anything amiss, so he changed the subject and casually asked.

Wei Lan said, “I’ll head to the airport right after I wake up tomorrow and buy the earliest flight I can catch.”

Li Mu was slightly surprised. “Wow, you’re really in a hurry. At least wait until the summit ends tomorrow evening, right? With so many industry insiders here, you might still gain something.”

Wei Lan took another big gulp from her glass, then let out a bitter laugh and said, “Besides ridicule, malice, and despair, I don’t know what other gains I could possibly get. So, it’s better to be sensible and just go back.”

Li Mu followed up, “Did something frustrating happen?”

Wei Lan gently shook her head. “No, it’s fine.”

She said it lightly, but Wei Lan was truly distressed inside. The Long Island Iced Tea in front of her was already gone, so she picked up another cocktail, intending to just take a sip. But she couldn’t resist and downed the entire slightly spicy drink in one go. Only then did she let out a long breath and put the empty glass back down.

Li Mu saw her demeanor and knew something was definitely bothering her. He shrugged indifferently and said, “Although I’m not old, I can still tell truth from lies.”

Wei Lan quickly explained, “Li Mu, don’t overthink it. I didn’t mean that. It’s mainly that I don’t want to bring up those things and ruin my mood.”

Li Mu said playfully, “If you choose to bottle it up, don’t you think drinking alone would be more appropriate? Drinking with someone else is precisely to have someone to confide in and someone to listen, isn’t it?”

Wei Lan said awkwardly, “Actually, I wanted to treat you to dinner, but I have to leave early tomorrow, and you’ve already had dinner, so I thought of treating you to drinks instead.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Don’t be silly, I’m treating you to the drinks.”

“How can that be? It must be my treat. I still haven’t had a proper chance to thank you.”

Li Mu said, “I’m a shareholder here. All our expenses here are directly charged to my account, so you wouldn’t even have a chance to pay if you wanted to.”

“This…” Wei Lan looked bewildered, “Didn’t we agree that I would treat you to drinks? How can it…”

Li Mu waved his hand. “You said before you’d treat me to dinner. I’m waiting for that.”

Wei Lan said awkwardly, “But I have to leave early tomorrow…”

Li Mu shrugged, “Then don’t rush off first thing tomorrow.”

“But…”

Li Mu had completely taken control of the conversation. Interrupting Wei Lan’s struggling “but”, he said, “The industry isn’t that big. Although I don’t directly handle Wanying Real Estate’s matters, I’ve still heard a thing or two about developments in the industry. I don’t expect you to treat me as a friend, but at the very least, don’t treat me like an idiot.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips in shame for a moment, then picked up another unidentifiable cocktail and frowned as she drank half of it. When she put the glass down, she felt a bit dizzy, but her desire to confide had also been unlocked. So she sighed and said, “Since that’s the case, then I’ll truly confide in you. You mustn’t get annoyed after listening to my rambling.”

Li Mu took a sip of his whisky, crossed his hands in front of him, and said, “I’m all ears.”

Wei Lan then explained calmly, “To put it bluntly, I came to Yanjing for this summit to seek help, but…”

For the next ten minutes or so, Wei Lan explained the difficulties she was facing, as well as how Xiao Chenfeng had nearly ensnared her today. This included her escape, her inability to leave the airport as planned, staying at a hotel near the airport, and then seeking out Li Mu to fulfill her promise of treating him to a drink.

Li Mu wasn’t particularly surprised after listening. Xiao Chenfeng had given him a strange feeling today; Li Mu had seen that he was interested in Wei Lan, but he hadn’t expected him to set such a trap for her.

Displaying no discernible emotion, Li Mu simply asked Wei Lan, “So you’re going to completely give up on Juncheng Real Estate?”

“Yes.” Wei Lan said, “I’ve worked so hard for so long trying to protect it, and I’ve seen so much shamelessness and ugliness. I’m truly tired, fed up, and despairing. Rather than struggling like this, it’s better to let go.”

Li Mu nodded. ““Rather than eking out a miserable existence, it’s better to burn out gracefully.” That saying sounds impressive, but honestly, it’s quite foolish. If you think about it carefully, giving up is the greatest cowardice. Otherwise, as long as there’s still a breath of life left, strong people will never lightly give up.”

Wei Lan finished her drink and laughed bitterly, “What other options are there if I don’t give up? This matter really was my pipe dream. The difficulty and cost of saving Juncheng Real Estate are too immense, and there’s also an intricate network of connections involved. It’s impossible for anyone to be willing to help.”

With two drinks in her, Wei Lan’s cheeks were flushed. She tilted her head, her eyes slightly glazed over. Looking at her at that moment, she had completely lost the air of a business elite, exuding instead a delicate, feminine charm.

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked her, “Why are you so certain?”

Wei Lan said, “Xiao Chenfeng taught me a lesson. I’ve abandoned my inherent optimism and objectively examined the whole situation. The three billion yuan loan deficit is simply too large, and Lanke Group’s background is too strong. The investment required to save Juncheng Real Estate is completely disproportionate to any potential return. No one in the real estate sector would be willing to help, and no company has that much idle capital anyway.”

Li Mu nodded. Wei Lan had analyzed it very thoroughly herself. To put it plainly, it was a financial problem. A three billion yuan amount was too huge; even if he wanted to, he couldn’t come up with it. His other ventures were all internet products, with very few fixed assets. Aside from accepting financing, banks wouldn’t accept a mortgage loan of three billion yuan against intangible assets. So, theoretically, he truly couldn’t help her; he was willing but unable.

Wei Lan was absolutely right. No company could produce three billion yuan in cash to throw into a case with no end in sight. The amount was simply too enormous for him to produce, and even if he had that much money, he wouldn’t use it for this matter.

Li Mu had been thinking about whether there was a way to use a small force to move a great weight to resolve the crisis facing Juncheng Real Estate, given that funds from Wanying Real Estate couldn’t be touched and his own company had no money. It seemed very difficult, but at that moment, as he looked at Wei Lan’s despairing eyes, a flash of inspiration suddenly struck him, and he instantly caught a reliable clue.

Li Mu closed his eyes, his mind working rapidly, stretching along that clue: a point, a line, an entire plane…

Several minutes later, an unprecedented solution, one that had never been seen before in the country, appeared in Li Mu’s mind.

Wei Lan saw Li Mu motionless with his eyes closed and couldn’t help but ask, “Are you asleep?”

Li Mu opened his eyes and looked at Wei Lan with a smile. “If I told you I have a way to help you, would you believe me?”





Chapter 710: Two Conditions, One Invitation

“You have a way to help me?”

Wei Lan stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. Before Li Mu could answer, she eagerly pressed him, “How can you do it? What’s your method?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Don’t worry about the specific method for now. I’ll just ask you, do you believe in me?”

Wei Lan hesitated for a moment, recalling all the people and events she had experienced. Then, she resolutely told Li Mu, “If you can save Juncheng Real Estate, I’m willing to give you eighty percent of the shares my father and I hold as repayment!”

Saying this, Wei Lan further explained, “Juncheng Real Estate currently has two shareholders. Eighty percent of the shares are in my and my father’s hands, and twenty percent are with the other shareholder. The repayment ratio, when converted, would be sixty-four percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What’s Juncheng Real Estate’s current net asset value?”

Wei Lan took out documents from her bag, handed them to Li Mu, and explained, “I did a rough calculation. Including the funds frozen in our accounts, the investments already made, and the future profit margins from three housing developments, the current net assets should be between two point five billion and two point eight billion yuan. However, if this issue takes more than two years to resolve, a three billion yuan corporate loan, calculated with principal and interest due in a lump sum after two years, will incur very high interest, at least five hundred million yuan. Factoring that in, the remaining net assets would be around two billion yuan.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “Based on a two billion yuan calculation, you and your father would only be left with sixteen percent of the estimated score. So, you’d be satisfied just by securing three hundred and twenty million yuan in assets now?”

“Of course!” Wei Lan said without hesitation, “Three hundred and twenty million yuan would make me very satisfied!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “How about this: Give me three days. I need three days to verify if my method is feasible. So, don’t leave Yanjing for these three days. After three days, if my method works, my final offer to you is: You join Wanying, and I guarantee you eight hundred million yuan in family assets!”

Eight hundred million? This figure was so substantial that Wei Lan couldn’t help but feel a little dizzy. With an incredulous expression, she asked Li Mu, “You’re not joking, are you?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Don’t worry about whether I’m joking. I’ll just ask you one thing: Do you accept my proposal from just now?”

Wei Lan only considered it for three seconds before stating unequivocally, “If what you say is true, I accept!”

Li Mu nodded, saying profoundly, “Since you accept, then I’ll state the more specific conditions.”

Wei Lan sat up straight, her eyes fixed on Li Mu. “Tell me.”

Li Mu quickly replayed the entire plan he had just conceived in his mind and then began, “First, you need to sign an agreement with me, transferring all shares of Juncheng Real Estate held by you and your father to Wanying. The overall valuation would be one billion yuan. Your and your father’s eighty percent shares would therefore be eight hundred million yuan. However, Wanying will pay this sum three years later. Of course, early payment is not excluded; three years is the absolute latest deadline.”

Wei Lan was astonished. Wouldn’t this essentially transfer all the risk to Wanying Real Estate? But she didn’t have time to ask more questions and continued, “Go on.”

“Second, for the next three years, you must abandon all matters related to Juncheng Real Estate and bring your capable and trustworthy team to join Wanying Real Estate. You will not be allowed to interfere with anything concerning Juncheng Real Estate from now on; I will handle everything entirely.”

Wei Lan asked him, “Anything else?”

Li Mu said, “No, just these two points.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and pondered for a long while before saying, “Your conditions essentially mean Wanying will acquire eighty percent of Juncheng for one billion yuan, and it’s a full acquisition of the entire team.”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right, but the acquisition payment will be settled in three years.”

Wei Lan frowned and asked, “Those points aren’t the main issue. The key is that Juncheng Real Estate owes the bank nearly three billion yuan in loans. This money can’t wait three years, not even three months. The first loan payment is due soon. Where will you get three billion yuan to fill this huge hole?”

Li Mu said, “You don’t need to worry about where the three billion yuan will come from, but I will find a way to solve it.”

Wei Lan subconsciously said, “If you’re going to use the cash Wanying Real Estate just cashed out, then you really need to think carefully. If that money is used for property development, it could at least double in two or three years.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Don’t worry, I definitely won’t touch that money.”

Wei Lan was even more surprised, “Then how do you plan to solve the three billion yuan deficit?”

Li Mu said with a smile, “You don’t need to worry about that for now. If you agree to my conditions, I will naturally find a way to resolve the money issue.”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask, “Then let me ask something I shouldn’t: Are you planning to take money from your family?”

Wei Lan had always been curious about Li Mu’s identity, instinctively categorizing his background as a rich second-generation heir or a second-generation official. If Li Mu’s family background was truly strong, then three billion yuan might not be a problem.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu laughed and said, “If my family had three billion yuan, I’d wake up laughing in my dreams. Besides, my parents will need to take tens of millions from me in a few days to pursue the ventures they want to do.”

Wei Lan was even more confused. Li Mu’s parents needed to take money from Li Mu? Was Li Mu not one of those Second-generation who came from extraordinary families? Then where did his money come from? A three million yuan car, a thirty million yuan villa, a shareholder in Wanying – could this all be something he built himself? How was that possible…

“Li Mu, I’ve always been curious, you said you don’t directly handle Wanying Real Estate’s operations, so what kind of profession are you in?”

Li Mu said, “A university student, a student entrepreneur.”

“A university student?” Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with a bewildered expression, her eyes wide with confusion and incomprehension.

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked her, “Have you heard of a brilliant person at Renmin University of China who created ‘3321’?”

Wei Lan nodded, “I’ve heard of 3321.”

Li Mu’s lips curved upward. “3321 was my work.”

Wei Lan’s eyes widened, and she took a sip of wine to calm herself.

Li Mu then asked, “Muye Technology, have you heard of it?”

“Muye Technology? Of course I’ve heard of it!”

Li Mu shrugged, “Muye Technology is my company.”

“…”

Li Mu asked her, “Do you listen to music online?”

Wei Lan nodded.

“On which website?”

“Eting.com…”

“That’s mine too.”

Wei Lan’s mouth fell open, and she took a large gulp of cocktail to steady her mind.

Li Mu completely disregarded Wei Lan’s shock and asked her again, “Do you usually shop online?”

Wei Lan shook her head blankly.

Li Mu then said, rather uninterestingly, “Then I won’t tell you about my other companies.”

Wei Lan’s eyes were wide and her mouth agape, as if this exchange was the most shocking thing she had ever heard in her life.

At first, Wei Lan couldn’t believe it, but seeing Li Mu’s calm expression, she felt he definitely wasn’t joking. Then she thought about how “Li Mu” and “Muye Technology” sounded like they had a strong connection. Could he be telling the truth?

Wei Lan felt her heart was almost leaping out of her chest. She forcefully suppressed the shock within her and asked Li Mu, “Are you going to use Muye Technology and your other companies to help me?”

Li Mu shook his head, “Although Muye Technology and my other companies currently have some revenue capabilities, their investments are far greater than their revenue. I even took one billion yuan from Wanying’s seven billion yuan to subsidize the development of other companies, including Muye Technology. So, these companies cannot solve the problem of three billion yuan in funds.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “These companies are all based on virtual valuation, betting on future profits. It’s still very difficult to get mortgage loans for virtual assets in China, so it’s impossible for me to use these companies as collateral to get money from the bank.”

Wei Lan was completely bewildered. With no large sums of money and unable to secure a loan, how would Li Mu solve the problem? She remembered that Muye Technology had a strong presence in public opinion and couldn’t help but ask, “Are you going to expose the Juncheng Real Estate situation and use public opinion as a weapon?”

Li Mu shook his head, “Juncheng Real Estate’s involvement in bribery and illegal gains is a done deal. Even if someone is fanning the flames behind the scenes, at the very least, everything the court has done is reasonable, lawful, and legal. Exposing it won’t have any effect.”

Wei Lan was completely confused. Her initial elation gradually subsided. Li Mu’s true identity had indeed startled her, but she couldn’t understand what method Li Mu intended to use to help.

Li Mu noticed her puzzlement and confusion. He smiled faintly and told her, “Don’t ask anything for now. Just wait for me in Yanjing for three days.”

Wei Lan gently pursed her lips and nodded. Then she cautiously asked Li Mu, “Do you have any other conditions you haven’t brought up?”

Li Mu chuckled, “No, but I do have an invitation.”

Wei Lan quickly asked, “What invitation?”

Li Mu said, “I invite you to stay at my home for these three days—that is, the villa you used to own.” Speaking this, Li Mu, fearing she might misunderstand, explained, “My parents are also staying there these days, and there are many rooms at home. You put so much life’s work into decorating this villa, haven’t you even lived in it yet? Take this opportunity to stay for a few days, and incidentally, help me keep my parents company.”

Wei Lan’s heart, which had instantly tensed up, relaxed immediately. She nodded and said, “Then I’ll come over tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “If you’re worried I’m trying to trick you, then come tomorrow.”

Wei Lan hastily explained, “I’m not worried you’re tricking me, it’s just that I’ve already checked into a room…”

Having just experienced Xiao Chenfeng’s actions, Wei Lan was genuinely worried that she had just escaped one wolf’s den only to enter a tiger’s lair, so she could only come up with a flimsy excuse.

A mischievous urge to compel Wei Lan to comply suddenly surfaced in Li Mu’s mind. He smiled and said, “Wei Lan, if my method is feasible within three days, we will be partners for the next three years. I admit, society is indeed treacherous, but sometimes you also have to trust others unconditionally, especially those who genuinely want to help you, like me.”

Wei Lan bit her lower lip, looking at Li Mu. This young man, six or seven years her junior, gave her an invisible sense of pressure at this moment. Yet, looking into his clear, bright, and unwavering eyes, Wei Lan couldn’t muster any real guard against him. At the same time, a surge of stubbornness rose within her: You think I’m scared?

Half a minute later, Wei Lan made up her mind and said briskly, “Alright! I accept your invitation.”





Chapter 711: What Kind of Routine is This?

Seeing Wei Lan finally agree, Li Mu’s mischievous delight was greatly satisfied.

He said to Wei Lan, “Alright, let’s stop drinking for tonight. Let’s head back before you pass out, so you don’t forget what happened tonight and misunderstand me tomorrow.”

Wei Lan no longer thought too much after making her decision, nodding, “You are the host, I am the guest. I’ll follow your arrangement.”

Li Mu called over the beautiful manager and had her directly charge the expenses to his account. He casually asked her if the fat Wang was around, and learning that fat Wang wasn’t there today, Li Mu saved himself the trouble of greeting him and simply left with Wei Lan.

Wei Lan felt dizzy. Seeing Li Mu had also drunk some alcohol, she couldn’t help but ask him, “Can you drive after drinking? Maybe you shouldn’t drive. Let someone from your club arrange a designated driver for you.”

Li Mu said, “No need to worry, there’s a designated driver outside.”

The two left Sugar Club. Li Mu pulled out his phone and called Wang Yuanlang, who then appeared out of nowhere. Wang Yuanlang took the keys from Li Mu, opened the car door, and slid into the driver’s seat.

Li Mu and Wei Lan sat in the back. However, Li Mu deliberately maintained a proper distance from her, putting down the middle armrest to ensure no physical contact. Then, he pulled out his phone and called Chen Ze.

After connecting the call, Li Mu asked Chen Ze to help him arrange a meeting with Old Zhou, the bank manager who had handled Wanying Real Estate’s leverage loan previously. Chen Ze curiously asked Li Mu, “Why are you looking for Old Zhou? Brother Liang told me you wanted to get involved in Juncheng Real Estate’s matter. Is this what it’s about?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation, saying, “Exactly.”

Chen Ze said, “Loans require collateral, Brother. We used six plots of land for a seven-billion yuan loan. How do you plan to conjure up another several billion from the bank?”

Li Mu replied, “Don’t ask so many questions for now. Schedule a meeting with Old Zhou at Wanying, but before you meet him, the three of us need to talk. I’ll explain my specific ideas to you.”

Chen Ze said, “I’m free anytime. You should ask Brother Liang.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said. “I’ll call him and set a time. After that, you set up a meeting with Old Zhou and tell him to come ten minutes later.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu then called Song Liang and immediately said to him, “Brother Liang, I’ve thought of a solution for Juncheng Real Estate. When are you free? The three of us – you, I, and Old Chen – need to meet and talk.”

Song Liang exclaimed, “No way? Are you really going to get involved in this messy situation?”

Li Mu chuckled, “If the method works, this isn’t getting involved in a messy situation; it’s a good thing.”

Song Liang asked curiously, “What good idea did you come up with? Tell me.”

Li Mu said, “It’s pointless to talk about it now. Just tell me a time, and we’ll discuss it in person.”

Song Liang said eagerly, “How about tomorrow morning then!”

Li Mu asked, “Aren’t you attending the summit anymore?”

“The rest are just speeches, boring. I’ve already shown off what I needed to show off. Who the hell wants to listen to them brag?”

Li Mu said, “Alright, then, let’s meet at the company tomorrow at nine in the morning.”

After Li Mu scheduled the meeting with Song Liang and Chen Ze, Chen Ze then arranged the time with Old Zhou from the bank for nine-ten.

Wei Lan listening to Li Mu constantly making phone calls beside her, felt a small sense of comfort. Regardless, Li Mu was truly actively trying to solve the problem, which touched her deeply.

Wang Yuanlang drove the car back to Ziyun Villa, and Li Mu led Wei Lan into the villa.

As soon as they entered the living room, Li Mu told her, “Upstairs, besides the two large master bedrooms, the other bedrooms are empty. You can pick any one to rest in.”

Wei Lan was indeed feeling quite dizzy, and the alcohol’s effects were intensifying. She nodded and asked Li Mu, “Are Uncle and Aunt asleep? How will you explain this to them tomorrow?”

Li Mu said, “Just tell them you’re the original owner of the house and also my friend, here in Yanjing for some business. Now that business is done, I invited you to stay at my home for a few days.”

Wei Lan nodded and asked him, “Aren’t you going up to rest?”

Li Mu said, “I have some ideas in my head. I need to write them down quickly. It would be funny if I forgot them after waking up tomorrow.”

Wei Lan smiled slightly and said, “Then I’ll go up to rest. I’m really dizzy.”

Li Mu instructed her, “Lock the door. When I drink and sleep, I tend to sleepwalk at night.”

Wei Lan knew Li Mu was joking with her. She chuckled and said caringly, “I understand. You shouldn’t stay up too late either.”

“Okay, you go on.”

Wei Lan went upstairs with ease. This house was decorated by her, so she knew every detail better than Li Mu. The two large master bedrooms were on the second floor facing south, with two guest bedrooms opposite them. Wei Lan chose one of them. After a simple wash, she lay down on the bed she had personally furnished, filled with emotion.

Wei Lan owned two villas: one in Huzhou City, and the other was the one she sold to Li Mu. She rarely stayed in the former, spending most of her time with her parents in Huzhou. As for the latter, she had never lived in it. Compared to Huzhou, Wei Lan preferred Yanjing, which was why she had spent a large amount of money to buy this villa and then invested a great deal of effort and money in its renovation. However, she never expected that plans couldn’t keep up with changes. The house she loved the most was sold without her ever having lived in it for a single day. She had initially thought she was destined not to have enough affinity with this house, but unexpectedly, she was invited to stay by Li Mu, the current owner. This was why she felt such emotion, whether it was fortune playing tricks on her or a stroke of luck, life was simply like this, full of thorns and unknowns.

Lost in her thoughts, the effects of the alcohol grew stronger. Wei Lan didn’t even know when her mind suddenly disconnected from her body. After that, she fell into a deep sleep and knew nothing more.

Downstairs, Li Mu sorted out the inspirations he had in his mind today and created a simple mind map using drawing software. After finishing, he went upstairs to rest, purposefully setting an alarm to wake up at seven-thirty in the morning.

The next morning, Li Mu’s parents woke up at six and went for their morning exercise by the lake in Ziyun Villa. By the time Li Mu woke up, his parents had already returned from their exercise and prepared breakfast in the downstairs dining room. Li Mu woke up at seven-thirty, prompted by his alarm, and quickly washed up. Ten minutes later, he pushed open his door. Just as he opened it, Wei Lan, fully dressed and having washed up, also opened the door opposite, peeking through the crack. Seeing Li Mu, she quickly whispered, “Are Uncle and Aunt around?”

Li Mu said, “I don’t know, they should be downstairs.” Then, he curiously asked Wei Lan, “Why are you up so early?”

Wei Lan said, “I wake up every morning at seven with an alarm. I haven’t heard any movement since I woke up, so I didn’t feel comfortable coming out.”

Li Mu nodded, gesturing for Wei Lan to come downstairs with him. Wei Lan initially felt a bit awkward. After all, she had arrived last night; if she had come openly today, she probably wouldn’t feel so embarrassed and constrained.

However, since she had already spent a night in the villa, Wei Lan knew she had to face it, so she followed Li Mu downstairs. Just then, Li Mu’s mother had finished preparing breakfast and was about to go call Li Mu to wake up. When she walked out of the dining room and saw Li Mu walking over with a beautiful woman, she was startled.

Li Mu truthfully introduced Wei Lan to his parents and said that he had invited her to stay at their home for a few days. As soon as Li Mu’s parents heard that she was their son’s friend and the original owner of the house, they immediately sighed in relief.

After breakfast, Li Mu left Wei Lan at home to accompany his parents, while he drove straight to Wanying Real Estate. On the way, Li Mu reviewed the entire plan in his mind again. The more he thought about it, the more he felt the chances of success were high. If he pulled this off, it would not only help Wei Lan but also be a great boost for Wanying.

…

In Song Liang’s office, Li Mu arrived twenty minutes early, yet he was the last one there.

As soon as he entered, he was surrounded by Song Liang and Chen Ze, who pressed him with questions. Both were very curious about how Li Mu intended to help Juncheng Real Estate get through its current predicament.

Li Mu then said, “Wei Lan and I have initially reached an agreement. Wanying will acquire 80% of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares from her, valued at one billion yuan, with payment due in three years. At the same time, within these three years, she will join Wanying Real Estate and work for Wanying.”

Song Liang said, “Since you think highly of her, I naturally welcome her to Wanying. But Xiao Mu, acquiring Juncheng Real Estate for a valuation of one billion yuan sounds like a good deal, but that’s only if we can revive it. If we can’t, we’ll have to give her eight hundred million yuan for nothing in three years.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Since I’ve said so, I’m confident I can revive it.”

Chen Ze said, “Reviving it is simple. Just pump thirty billion yuan into it for three years. As long as we hold out until the case is settled, there will be no problem. The key is, where does the money come from?”

Li Mu asked him, “Old Zhou will be here soon, right?”

“Almost,” Chen Ze nodded. He asked Li Mu, “You’re not thinking of asking Old Zhou to conjure up thirty billion yuan for you, are you? That’s very difficult to pull off. Thirty billion yuan isn’t a small sum. If we get it from the bank without collateral, it could cause a lot of trouble with people talking.”

Li Mu said, “Thirty billion yuan can definitely only come from the bank, but I certainly won’t ask Old Zhou to just give me thirty billion yuan directly. I’m not that brainless.”

Chen Ze said impatiently, “Can you stop playing coy and tell us your solution first?”

“I won’t,” Li Mu scoffed. “Let’s first talk about how much profit we can secure from acquiring Juncheng Real Estate.”

Chen Ze asked him, “What is Juncheng Real Estate’s net asset value?”

Li Mu said, “Between two and a half billion and two point eight billion yuan.”

Song Liang, standing nearby, said, “After deducting two to three years of loan interest, it should still have about two billion yuan left, which shouldn’t be a big problem. Although I don’t know how you plan to handle this loan, Xiao Mu, Juncheng Real Estate’s assets are seized, so they can’t be used as collateral.”

Li Mu sighed, “Both of you are treating me like an idiot. Of course, I know Juncheng Real Estate’s assets can’t be mortgaged.”

With that, Li Mu waved his hand, “Let’s get back to serious business! First, let’s be clear: acquiring Juncheng Real Estate now doesn’t require any actual cost. We just need to pay Wei Lan eight hundred million yuan in three years. Do you both agree with this?”

Both nodded.

Li Mu continued, “Secondly, if Juncheng Real Estate is revived, and all its assets are liquidated, it will be worth two billion yuan. After deducting the eight hundred million yuan for Wei Lan, and the cost to retrieve the remaining 20% equity, we’ll have about one billion yuan in minimum profit. This is our hard-earned money, and we’ll take it with a clear conscience. That money will be directly counted as Wanying’s profit. You can consider it a bonus from me to the company. No need to thank me; it’s just who I am, a living Buddha.”

Song Liang and Chen Ze exchanged glances. Chen Ze chuckled, “Brother Liang, see that? He has a well-thought-out plan in mind.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Finally, Wei Lan has an extremely keen sense for real estate. Plus, she’s a high-achieving student who has undergone systematic training, so her foundation is solid. If we are informally trained in the real estate industry, she is conservatory-trained. Her overall level is definitely much higher than the three of us. I’ve always worried that I wouldn’t have much time to dedicate to Wanying in the future. With her joining, it’s like having an extra layer of security.”

Song Liang nodded, “I’ve heard of Wei Lan’s reputation; she’s truly impressive. If she’s willing to join, it’s certainly a good thing. However, let’s go back to the Juncheng Real Estate matter, Xiao Mu, do you really have such confidence that you can save it?”

Li Mu said, “I’m confident I can get thirty billion yuan. Once we have thirty billion yuan, the rest is just a matter of time.”

Chen Ze said, “Old Zhou will be here any minute. I’m waiting to see how you’ll pry thirty billion yuan out of him. To be honest, I don’t think I have the ability to make him directly hand over thirty billion yuan.”

Just as he was speaking, the front desk girl knocked and showed Old Zhou in.

As soon as Old Zhou entered, he hurried to greet everyone individually. Chen Ze specifically introduced Li Mu and Old Zhou to each other, telling Old Zhou that Li Mu was a shareholder of Wanying Real Estate and the founder of Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay. Just Li Mu’s titles alone were enough to startle Old Zhou considerably.

Old Zhou was a senior executive at the Yanjing branch of one of the big four banks. Logically, Chen Ze could even reach higher connections within the banking system, but usually, Old Zhou was sufficient.

After the introductions, Li Mu asked Old Zhou, “Mr. Zhou, if I were to take out a mortgage loan of thirty billion yuan, with a three-year term, and a one-time principal and interest repayment at the end of three years, what would the annual interest rate roughly be?”

Old Zhou thought for a moment and said, “If the collateral assets and the company’s operational status are assessed as high-quality, the annual interest rate would be around 6%. For thirty billion yuan over three years, the annual interest would be one hundred eighty million yuan, totaling five hundred forty million yuan over three years. If the asset assessment isn’t high-quality enough, it might not even be possible to get it at 8%.”

Chen Ze and Song Liang’s hearts sank. Even with high-quality collateral and company operations, the annual interest rate was still around 6%, and the interest cost alone was five hundred forty million yuan. This price was a bit too high. If it were above 8%, the interest would be an astronomical figure.

Li Mu, however, remained unfazed and asked him again, “What is the current interest rate for the three-year national bonds issued by the Central Bank?”

Old Zhou said, “Several hundred billion yuan in national bonds have been issued this year. The latest batch of three-year bonds has an annual interest rate of 2.42%. National bonds don’t deduct the 20% interest tax, so the actual interest rate is equivalent to about 2.7% at a bank.”

Li Mu asked him, “Are they selling well?”

Old Zhou chuckled, “Every round sells out instantly. Many are bought by bank internal staff and their families through connections. Not much flows to the public. Many citizens have to queue overnight just to buy them.”

Chen Ze and Song Liang exchanged another glance, unable to understand what kind of routine Li Mu was playing. How did the conversation shift from loans to national bonds? These two were completely different in nature…





Chapter 712: You’ve Hogged All the Swagger

Just as Chen Ze and Song Liang were filled with surprise, Li Mu’s words shocked everyone present.

Li Mu looked serious as he asked Old Zhou: “Old Zhou, if I entrust you to help me find a fund company that cooperates with you to customize a bank-direct investment fund, assuming the fund size is three billion, with a three-year annual interest rate of 3% for subscribers, and principal and interest guaranteed, how long do you think it would take to sell out?”

Chen Ze and Song Liang were stunned by what they heard, their hearts filled with shock! Issuing an investment fund? Li Mu wants to raise three billion like this to save Juncheng Real Estate? Isn’t an investment fund tied to securities and stocks? And how exactly does this thing work? They had no idea!

At present, investment funds had only recently become popular in China, and their operations were limited to first-tier cities. Neither Chen Ze nor Song Liang understood the specific operating model of funds, so they didn’t comprehend how Li Mu planned to execute this.

However, there was an expert present: Old Zhou, a bank executive and a financial expert. He was very clear about the current operating model of funds. But hearing Li Mu say he wanted to find a fund company to issue a fund, he paused, then said: “With 3% principal and interest guaranteed, it should sell out quickly.”

Then, Old Zhou further explained: “The key is that fund companies will only be willing to initiate a fund if they see strong project revenue guarantees. You promise principal and interest guaranteed, but fund companies need absolute assurance and profit margin to agree to it. Plus, the details are quite messy, and operating it privately might be quite difficult.”

Old Zhou thought Li Mu wanted to exploit the chaotic and immature fund market to get something for nothing. Three billion was neither a small nor a large sum, and getting something for nothing would transfer too much risk to the banks and fund companies.

Li Mu calmly said: “I’ve checked the current laws and regulations. The legal framework for investment funds is still very vague. Basically, fund companies have a lot of autonomy, and even banks have a substantial degree of autonomy, isn’t that right?”

Old Zhou reluctantly nodded: “This area is indeed quite messy right now. There aren’t many rigid standards; the state has only issued some temporary provisional measures.”

Li Mu knew very well that the fund industry was inherently a murky pool. Even ten years from now, it wouldn’t be fully regulated. Currently, if he wanted to use fund companies and banks to issue a fund, as long as they felt they could cover the risks, there would be significant room for maneuver.

Chen Ze and Song Liang finally understood. Chen Ze asked Li Mu, surprised: “You want to issue a three-billion investment fund to solve Juncheng Real Estate’s funding gap?”

Li Mu didn’t hide it, nodding and saying: “Exactly.”

Chen Ze nodded and said: “The idea is good, but the key is three billion funds, three years, principal and interest guaranteed—what are you going to use to provide security to the fund company?”

Li Mu smiled confidently: “My backing this fund will be the biggest guarantee. Once the three-year term is up, I’ll redeem it with both principal and interest in one go.”

Song Liang was a little surprised. He said: “Xiao Mu, I have no doubt you can easily redeem this over three billion fund in three years. In fact, just unsealing and liquidating Juncheng Real Estate’s assets would be enough, and we’d still make a profit. But the problem is, what collateral can we offer right now?”

Li Mu chuckled: “That’s the biggest difference between fund companies and banks. My backing it isn’t a loan, and it’s much less hassle than a loan. What fund companies care about is whether I have the ability to guarantee it. I can directly use Juncheng Real Estate to provide that guarantee to the fund company. Banks have their principles; they don’t accept seized assets as collateral, but fund companies are much more flexible.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued: “Juncheng Real Estate’s current situation is very clear. As long as three billion is in place, we can definitely revitalize it afterward, and at least revitalize assets worth over five billion. As long as the fund company understands the specifics, they can definitely judge whether this project has risks. I believe with enough profit, they will certainly be willing to do it. After all, it’s not their money being used, but the investors’. For them, as long as they issue the fund, they can use investors’ money to earn my money. What do they have to worry about?”

Although Old Zhou didn’t know about Juncheng Real Estate’s situation, he partially agreed with what Li Mu said: “Fund companies are indeed much more flexible, but to some extent, they’ll also be more cautious. If there’s a high chance that the seized assets will be unsealed, they might privately acknowledge their value, but the appraised amount will definitely be discounted. And the longer the redemption time, the less confident they’ll be.”

Song Liang and Chen Ze also had concerns about this. Juncheng Real Estate had already been seized by the court, so there would inevitably be some risks. Although fund companies seek profit, given Juncheng Real Estate’s current situation, would it be worth risking over three billion?

Li Mu waved his hand, chuckled, and said assertively: “It doesn’t matter. If they feel Juncheng Real Estate can’t cover three billion, I’ll use Muye Technology to cover it as well! Anyway, we all know that Juncheng Real Estate’s fatal threat is bank loans. As long as the loans are repaid, the rest is just a matter of time. Isn’t three years enough?”

“Even if the local public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments were bolder, they would absolutely not dare to seize an enterprise with over five billion in assets for more than three years. Lanke Group doesn’t have that much influence either. What’s more, as long as this plan is feasible, Wei Lan will transfer 80% of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares to Wanying. Once the transfer is complete, both the local public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments and Lanke Group will have to weigh the consequences again. What they’ll be seizing won’t be Juncheng anymore, but Wanying’s assets. And with Muye Technology providing the guarantee, they’ll also have to weigh my influence, won’t they?”

Chen Ze’s eyes lit up: “That sounds genuinely feasible!”

Li Mu smiled confidently: “Of course, we all know very well that after the three-billion loan is repaid, Juncheng Real Estate’s seized total assets of over five billion will definitely be released. With these over five billion in assets, plus Muye Technology, the two companies together guaranteeing three billion, will the fund company still lack confidence? And a guarantee isn’t a mortgage; when it matures, I just need to produce over three billion for acceptance, the risk is only financial.”

Old Zhou nodded repeatedly: “If you put it that way, the fund company will definitely be confident. The key is how much profit margin can you give them, Boss Li?”

Li Mu said: “Including the interest for subscribers, and the profit points for the fund company and the bank, at most, if I allocate eight hundred million in profit for all parties involved, that should be more than enough, right?”

Old Zhou nodded, saying: “It won’t take that much. A 3% annual interest rate for subscribers, on three billion over three years, totals two hundred seventy million in interest. For the fund company, if they are certain of a guaranteed bottom line, topping up their gross profit to five hundred million would definitely make them scramble to do it.”

Li Mu asked him: “If that’s the case, and your bank acts as the direct sales agent, how much profit would we need to pay your bank?”

Old Zhou thought for a moment, then said: “With Young Master Chen here, I won’t ask for too much. Once your fund is issued, we’ll only charge two percentage points from the fund company.”

Li Mu asked him: “So, calculating it this way, in three years, I’d only need to pay the fund company a maximum of three point five six billion, is that right?”

Old Zhou nodded: “Exactly, that’ll be enough.”

Li Mu immediately beamed with joy and slapped the table: “Five hundred sixty million in costs, much lower than a loan! It’s a lot less than I expected. Old Zhou, please help me contact the fund company. It would be best if we could meet today!”

Old Zhou said: “Then I’ll make a call and arrange a direct meeting.” With that, Old Zhou picked up his phone and left the office.

No sooner had Old Zhou left than Song Liang looked at Li Mu with admiration and said: “Damn, Xiao Mu, you can even come up with a method like this! If this succeeds, won’t there be over a billion in profit?”

Li Mu nodded: “With five hundred sixty million in costs, the profit margin could amount to at least over two billion. If this plan is reliable, I actually hope the court really drags out the unsealing for three years. In three years, the housing prices of Juncheng Real Estate’s property projects might very well double! In that case, the net profit margin could reach three to four billion or even more.”

Chen Ze said: “Juncheng Real Estate is Wei Lan’s family property. If we take the lion’s share in the end, won’t that create a rift between us in the future?”

Li Mu said: “This is contractual integrity. Once signed, it must be honored. If she develops a rift due to an agreed-upon contract, then it might be impossible to truly become partners. On the contrary, if she demonstrates her value at Wanying within these three years, then after the whole matter concludes, in addition to the eight hundred million cash promised to her, we can appropriately give her a portion of Wanying’s shares as incentive and compensation. That way, we’ll have an unbreakable partnership in the future.”

Song Liang clapped his hands and agreed: “This idea is freaking brilliant! If it succeeds, we really won’t have to spend a cent or take out a loan to solve a three-billion funding shortfall, while also contending for several billion in future profit margin. I think this method isn’t just suitable for Juncheng Real Estate’s current situation; in the future, if we want to cash out large sums of money, we can use it. The barrier to entry is low, the cost is low, it’s very cost-effective!”

Li Mu waved his hand: “Extraordinary circumstances call for extraordinary measures. While I’m using this method now, others will certainly use it in the future. But no matter who uses it, it will attract a lot of imitation. Once people start imitating, some will inevitably engage in fraud. At that point, the state will definitely step in to regulate it. We can seize this opportunity to exploit a loophole now, but we absolutely must know when to stop. So, I only plan to use this routine once.”

Song Liang looked at Chen Ze with a helpless expression and sighed: “See that? He comes up with a new model, then says he’ll only use it once. What kind of mentality is that?”

Chen Ze laughed: “What mentality? He’s hogged all the swagger; why should we care what his mentality is?”

Although he said that, Chen Ze genuinely admired Li Mu and increasingly felt that Li Mu, as a partner, truly held infinite possibilities.

Song Liang shared the same view, nodded, and echoed: “Alright, let’s stop with the unnecessary talk. First, let’s give Boss Li a round of applause!”





Chapter 713: Li Mu Steps In!

In a few years, utilizing wealth management funds to raise capital would become the utmost priority for China’s financial industry. However, in 2002, almost all funds were linked to securities or state-owned enterprises. No private enterprises had yet used wealth management funds to raise capital, making Li Mu’s venture the first of its kind.

Juncheng Real Estate’s situation was simple and direct: money meant survival, no money meant death. Li Mu currently had no other way to come up with three billion yuan to inject into it. The only thing he could do was use a fund as a vehicle for public “crowdfunding.”

Wealth management funds with opaque internal operations that couldn’t guarantee both principal and interest were mostly being a scoundrel. However, a businessman like Li Mu, who fully provided a guarantee and 100% guaranteed principal and interest redemption, was truly a model in the financial sector.

Chen Ze and Song Liang were also shocked by Li Mu’s stroke of genius of a concept. In their eyes, Li Mu using this method to raise money from society was like an immortal from mythology, able to scatter beans to form soldiers, possessing divine and uncanny abilities; only the immortal played with magic, while Li Mu played with money.

Government bonds with an annual interest rate of 2.4% could be snapped up fiercely by the public. A principal and interest guaranteed product with 3% interest, if launched by a bank, would probably disappear in the blink of an eye. Li Mu even suspected it wouldn’t even make it to public sale; bank employees, their families, and friends internally would likely fully subscribe to all of it.

Barring any special circumstances, as long as the fund was launched, securing three billion yuan would be a matter of moments.

Old Zhou soon returned after his phone call. He had arranged for Li Mu to meet with an executive from Yanjing’s largest fund company. He briefly explained the situation over the phone, and when the other party heard that Muye Technology was willing to guarantee the fund, they rushed over almost without hesitation.

Half an hour later, a man in his mid-thirties, around thirty-six or thirty-seven, hurried to the location. Old Zhou introduced him as Mr. Zhao, Zhao Haichao. He used to be an executive in the North China region for Huaxia Shou Kang Insurance. Entering the new millennium, when the fund industry began to emerge, he and several people from the securities industry established a fund company. The domestic fund market was still immature, but through two years of unconventional operations, the fund company Zhao Haichao was responsible for had become the largest in Yanjing.

However, Zhao Haichao had never collaborated with a private enterprise on such a fund product before. But Muye Technology’s reputation was extremely appealing to him. Moreover, as there were no clear legal definitions or requirements for fund operations at present, he wielded considerable influence.

Zhao Haichao had initially thought he was merely coming to meet Li Mu, the owner of Muye Technology. Unexpectedly, the owner of Wanying Real Estate and the formidable figure of Chen Ze were also present. Before he even fully understood the specifics of how they wanted him to operate the fund, he had already made up his mind: he had to find a way to cooperate with these three individuals no matter what. After this cooperation, it would be equivalent to opening up pathways for new connections, bringing him endless benefits in the future.

Li Mu briefly explained the current situation to Zhao Haichao, including the project he was operating, the required funds, and the details of the two entities guaranteeing the fund. After listening, Zhao Haichao’s eyes practically sparkled.

For him, being in the financial sector, he naturally hoped to collaborate more with people of powerful backgrounds. He especially wanted to help well-connected individuals in his area of expertise to build his own network. However, sometimes if the other party’s demands were too harsh or unrealistic, it would cause him a great headache. Helping would involve significant risk, but not helping would offend people.

However, the cooperation model Li Mu proposed today not only carried no risk for him but also offered a profit potential of at least over two hundred million yuan. Most importantly, among these three people, at least two were brilliant individuals! Li Mu was practically dominant in the internet domain, and the connections behind Chen Ze were unfathomable. Such an excellent project was like a great windfall, like a pie falling from the sky; if he had even a flicker of hesitation, Zhao Haichao would feel he had wasted all his years in the insurance and financial sectors. He practically wished he could agree instantly.

After listening, Zhao Haichao said almost without hesitation, “Mr. Li, I find your proposal very feasible. If you have no other questions, we can sign the agreement at any time!”

Li Mu’s heart gladdened. He asked him, “Mr. Zhao, how long after signing will the fund be available for sale?”

Zhao Haichao replied, “With your promise to guarantee it, our internal approval process will be very fast. Plus, I myself used to work at an insurance company. As long as I give my approval, the insurance company will step in to underwrite it. Once the insurance company underwrites it, this fund will be completely fine and can be directly handed over to Mr. Zhou to arrange for its release.”

Li Mu asked him, “Does this still require underwriting from an insurance company?”

Zhao Haichao smiled slightly and truthfully said, “Currently, most funds are not underwritten by insurance companies, especially funds that guarantee principal but not interest, or even neither principal nor interest—they all carry certain risks. However, the fund you wish to issue has two companies guaranteeing it, making it an extremely high-quality fund. If it has insurance company underwriting, the sales speed will be even faster.”

Li Mu asked him, “Will insurance company underwriting increase my additional expenses?”

“No,” Zhao Haichao said. He was already trying to curry favor and add icing to the cake, so how could he let Li Mu incur additional expenses at this stage? He hastily explained, “Our company’s shareholders include participants from the insurance system, and we have a very deep cooperation. As long as it’s a fund we 100% approve of, they will underwrite it unconditionally. In that case, your fund will definitely be very popular with consumers.”

Li Mu nodded, asking him, “Roughly how long will it take to officially launch the sale?”

“A maximum of one week,” Zhao Haichao promised. “If it’s fast, three days would suffice. Today is Sunday, so that means the earliest would be Wednesday, and the latest, it should be complete by Friday.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Then you can proceed with the internal process for this matter, but it must be kept strictly confidential. No related information can be leaked before the fund is publicly listed.”

Zhao Haichao immediately said, “Please rest assured, our internal confidentiality work has always been very thorough.”

Li Mu set his mind at ease. This decision indeed required strict confidentiality, because Lanke Group was still watching intently over Juncheng Real Estate. Furthermore, Wei Lan only held 80% of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares, with the remaining 20% in the hands of another shareholder. He had to first find a way to acquire that 20% at a low price, otherwise, once the news was announced, the other shareholder would certainly hold onto their shares tightly, waiting to cash out three years later or after the freeze was lifted.

At noon, Li Mu, Chen Ze, and Song Liang treated Old Zhou and Zhao Haichao to a meal. In just the time it took for one meal, Zhao Haichao had already begun to consider himself part of Wanying’s crew. He knew how significantly doing this well would impact his future, and his heart was filled with both wild joy and extreme nervousness, fearing that unexpected complications might arise.

After Old Zhou and Zhao Haichao left, Li Mu instructed Song Liang to call the legal team to come to the company as soon as possible. At the same time, he called Wei Lan. Wei Lan was having lunch at home. That morning, she had accompanied Li Mu’s father and mother to go out, shop for some ingredients, and at noon, Li Mu’s mother had cooked a meal at home.

On the phone, Li Mu told her, “Come to Wanying Real Estate after you finish eating. I’ve asked the lawyers to prepare the contract. If there are no issues, we’ll sign it today.”

“Really?!” Wei Lan was so surprised she almost lost her composure at the dining table. She quickly apologized to Li Mu’s father and mother, then took her phone outside to the courtyard, where she finally managed to suppress her excitement and ask Li Mu, “We can sign the contract this afternoon?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “As long as you have no objections to the contract, we can sign it this afternoon.”

“Okay! I’ll head over right after lunch then!”

Wei Lan was overjoyed, wishing she could scream with excitement in the courtyard!

Wei Lan was a hundred percent willing to accept Li Mu’s proposal to acquire 80% of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares for eight hundred million yuan. Firstly, it held immense significance for her family, as they wouldn’t lose everything and could retain a portion of their assets. Secondly, Wei Lan clearly understood that if Li Mu could save Juncheng Real Estate, then Lanke Group’s despicable intentions would be thwarted, which was the scene Wei Lan most wished to see.

Originally, Wei Lan wasn’t one hundred percent confident about Li Mu’s proposal, as Li Mu himself had said it would take three days to confirm. But she never expected that in just one morning, Li Mu would fully settle the matter!

This meant that as long as she signed the contract that afternoon, she would receive the eight hundred million yuan cash promised by Li Mu three years later. In any case, eight hundred million yuan was definitely a large sum, especially for Wei Lan and her family, who had already decided to give up everything. If she abandoned Juncheng Real Estate and went to America, liquidating all their transferable assets wouldn’t even amount to one hundred million yuan.

After eating, Wei Lan suppressed the impatience in her heart. After helping Li Mu’s mother clean the pots, bowls, spoons, and chopsticks, she hurried out, took a taxi to the address Li Mu had given her. By the time she arrived, the lawyer had already drafted a rough contract template.

In fact, it was simply a matter of making certain modifications to a standard acquisition contract, such as share acquisition, acquisition valuation, and payment methods. The remaining clauses were basically boilerplate.

When Wei Lan arrived at Wanying Real Estate, Li Mu invited her into the meeting room. He first introduced Song Liang, Chen Ze, and the lawyer to her, then directly had the lawyer explain and analyze the contract clause by clause.

Although the contract clauses were intricate, the core was very simple: Wanying Real Estate decided to acquire 80% of her Juncheng shares at a valuation of one billion yuan, with the acquisition payment to be made in a lump sum three years later.

Wei Lan glanced through it briefly, then said decisively, “The contract is fine, I’ll sign.”

Li Mu nodded, and motioned for the lawyer to hand him a fountain pen. Wei Lan gracefully signed her name. Wei Lan’s handwriting was very beautiful, neat and free-flowing, not typical of a woman’s script.

Wei Lan had Juncheng Real Estate’s company seal and contract seal in her bag. With a few ka-ka-ka stamps, she seemed to be reborn, her entire demeanor no longer as melancholic and gloomy as before.

As Wanying’s legal representative and major shareholder, Song Liang somewhat shyly signed his name on the Party A side of the contract. He wasn’t highly educated, and his handwriting was very poor. Compared to Party B Wei Lan’s signature, it was truly miles ahead in terms of difference.

Wanying Real Estate’s lawyer affixed Wanying’s seal to the contract, and legally, the contract officially came into effect. At this moment, Juncheng Real Estate officially became a company with a controlling stake held by Wanying Real Estate. At this very moment, the main participant in Juncheng Real Estate’s battle changed: the attacker was still Lanke Group, but the defender, Wei Lan, was permanently replaced. Stepping in was the omnipotent master in the eyes of Song Liang and Chen Ze—Li Mu!





Chapter 714: The Grand Play Officially Begins

With the contract signed, Wei Lan breathed a sigh of relief, but couldn’t help asking Li Mu: “What do we do next? How do you need me to cooperate?”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “Next, we’ll make a high-profile public announcement, letting Huzhou City know that the battlefield has changed hands.”

Wei Lan asked, “Have you found a way to resolve the money problem?”

Li Mu nodded: “Don’t worry, there’s no rush to settle the money issue. The first thing we need to address now is the matter of the other twenty percent of shares.”

Wei Lan said, “The other twenty percent of shares are in Song Zhilei’s hands. He’s been ambiguous with Lanke Group, constantly forcing me to transfer shares to Lanke at a low valuation of three hundred million. I suspect he’s in league with Lanke.”

Li Mu scoffed, “With just twenty percent as a minor shareholder, he’s probably not worthy of being in the same boat as Lanke.”

Then, Li Mu analyzed: “I think he’s just a pawn of Lanke Group. Lanke Group wanted to force you to yield, so they found him, trying to use him to internally break down your resistance. Now that you’ve transferred all your shares to Wanying Real Estate, Song Zhilei has completely lost his use to Lanke Group. Believe it or not, once the news of Wanying acquiring your shares is announced, he’s the one who will be most anxious.”

Wei Lan thought carefully for a moment, then nodded gently, agreeing, “You have a point. If he hears this news, he’ll definitely worry about how to handle his own shares first.”

Li Mu said, “That’s why I’ve prepared another contract for you.”

With that, Li Mu took out an employment contract and handed it to Wei Lan, saying, “Effective today, you’ll join Wanying Real Estate. The contract term is for three years, with a first-year after-tax annual salary of five million, increasing by twenty percent each year thereafter.”

Wei Lan knew very well that the agreement she reached with Li Mu involved her joining Wanying Real Estate for three years, but she never expected Li Mu to be willing to offer her an annual salary of five million. Putting other factors aside, she was only twenty-seven years old, and a five-million annual salary was terrifying; her abilities simply didn’t warrant such a high salary.

However, Li Mu insisted, telling her to just sign. Only after she signed could he proceed with his subsequent plans.

In truth, Li Mu felt a bit ashamed. This time, he might end up using Wei Lan’s family’s Juncheng Real Estate to earn two or three billion, or even more.

Wei Lan was moved, and without further delay, she quickly signed the employment contract. She then legally became an employee of Wanying Real Estate, with an annual salary of five million and the position of Vice President.

After both contracts were signed, Li Mu told Wei Lan, “For the next few days, I’ll use Muye Technology for promotional campaigns. These campaigns might lead people in the industry to misunderstand that you’re being kept by the shareholder behind Wanying Real Estate, and that shareholder is me.”

Wei Lan looked puzzled, and Chen Ze and Song Liang also showed confusion.

Li Mu explained: “First, I can’t let people in the industry think I genuinely want to save Juncheng Real Estate right now. On the contrary, I’ll make insiders believe that the reason I gave you eight hundred million, forced you to join Wanying Real Estate for three years, and made you move into my home, isn’t to save Juncheng Real Estate, but because I made a deal with you: I’m keeping you for three years with eight hundred million.”

“This…” Wei Lan was stunned, and couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Is this your actual intention for making me live in Ziyun Villa? But what’s the purpose of doing this?”

Li Mu smiled: “I need to make Song Zhilei feel abandoned! I need him to know that the reason I gave you eight hundred million to acquire your shares is because I’m interested in you. These eight hundred million are practically a gift from me. In this situation, what do you think he’ll think?”

Wei Lan instantly realized, internally blaming herself for focusing too much on Li Mu’s “keeping” earlier, missing the core point. Now, with Li Mu’s hint, she immediately understood his true intention!

If Song Zhilei truly felt that way, he would go mad. Because Li Mu was essentially pouring money into her, he wouldn’t take Song Zhilei’s twenty percent of shares. Lanke Group wouldn’t be interested in his twenty percent of shares either. His twenty percent of shares would become utterly worthless as Juncheng Real Estate collapsed! At that point, Li Mu could probably buy back all twenty percent of his shares for twenty million!

My heavens! Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with eyes full of shock. She truly wanted to know how Li Mu’s brain was structured, how he could devise such rapid and intricate schemes to calculate others. If he truly set out to scheme against someone, it seemed they wouldn’t escape no matter how hard they tried, would they?

Song Liang and Chen Ze were even more amazed. The idea of using a fund to save Juncheng Real Estate had already made them revere Li Mu as a god in their hearts. Now, the strategy Li Mu devised against Wanying’s other shareholder made both of them prostrate themselves in admiration!

The two exchanged glances, each understanding the other’s thoughts. What could they say? The only thing to say was that they were incredibly fortunate this person wasn’t their adversary, but their comrade…

Li Mu calmly accepted their gazes and continued speaking to Wei Lan: “Once this news is announced, I bet Song Zhilei will contact you immediately. He’ll definitely seek verification from you first. At that time, you must follow my instructions exactly. You need to give him a signal: ‘I’m tired, I can’t fight Lanke Real Estate. Someone is willing to give me eight hundred million now, and I’m content. I’m not going to fight anymore. Good luck.’”

Wei Lan nodded repeatedly, saying with immense excitement, “I understand!”

She hated Wang Runqing, she hated Xiao Chenfeng, and even more so, she hated Song Zhilei. Because Song Zhilei had truly benefited from her family’s kindness; her father had personally mentored him. Without her father, he would still be a contractor who worked half the year and spent the other half collecting debts. Yet, he showed no gratitude, instead betraying them and colluding with outsiders to try and dismantle Juncheng Real Estate. Such a despicable person deserved to pay the price!

She was powerless, but fortunately, Li Mu wasn’t going to let him off. If he truly fell for this play, then most of his efforts from the first half of his life would go to waste. This was the punishment he deserved!

Li Mu smiled faintly: “This approach will not only bamboozle Song Zhilei but also Lanke Group, making Lanke Group believe you’ve completely given up resisting, and making them think I’m not genuinely helping you. In this situation, they’ll lower their guard, simply waiting for the bank to reclaim Juncheng Real Estate’s property projects.”

Song Liang gave Li Mu a thumbs-up: “Awesome! Killing multiple birds with one stone!”

Li Mu nodded: “This way, once we get our hands on the remaining twenty percent of shares, our strategy can immediately be put into motion. I believe it will truly shock everyone when that happens!”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Do you really have a way to save Juncheng Real Estate now?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and nodded slightly.

Wei Lan instantly became uncontrollably excited, and asked Li Mu with a trembling voice, “Can you tell me how you plan to save Juncheng Real Estate, and how confident you are?”

Li Mu smiled: “If I tell you in advance, you won’t have the satisfaction of wiping out a past humiliation and getting your revenge. Just wait patiently for a few more days, and let the grand play begin!”

After speaking, Li Mu didn’t forget to comfort her: “Don’t worry, even if others misunderstand you, it will only be for a few days. Once my counterattack officially begins, everyone will realize they’ve been played.”

Hearing this, Wei Lan bit her lower lip and nodded very seriously.

…

Li Mu’s self-directed and self-performed grand play began to unfold that afternoon.

Muye Technology’s YY Portal issued a press release, announcing Wanying Real Estate’s acquisition of eighty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares. At the same time, Wanying Real Estate’s public relations department was also notifying some industry media to help publish the news. This news didn’t cause much of a stir among the general public, but in the internet industry, it immediately set off a tumultuous situation!

The real estate industry summit at the hotel was still ongoing. Wang Runqing was representing Lanke Group, recounting Lanke Group’s successful property project experiences of recent years to hundreds of industry insiders. As a result, many people in the audience started whispering to each other after receiving the latest news. The scene below quickly descended into chaos. Wang Runqing noticed several times that everyone below was bowing their heads, turning their faces, and turning heads to converse, with hardly anyone listening to his speech anymore. This filled his heart with annoyance.

Barely managing to steel himself and finish his speech with no one listening, Wang Runqing stepped off the stage. His assistant immediately whispered in his ear, “President Wang, we just got news that Wanying Real Estate acquired eighty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares at a valuation of one billion.”

“What?!” Wang Runqing’s eyes widened instantly, and he sharply pressed him, “Are you sure? When did this happen?”

“Yes, it’s confirmed. It happened this afternoon. Wanying itself announced the news.”

“Crap! Is Wanying overestimating itself, trying to go against Lanke? Does it really think it can save Juncheng Real Estate?”

The assistant quickly said, “Wanying’s acquisition contract is very strange. The eight hundred million acquisition payment will only be made to Wei Lan after three years. Moreover, Wei Lan herself also signed a three-year contract with Wanying Real Estate. She’s now a Vice President at Wanying Real Estate, with an annual salary of five million.”

Wang Runqing frowned tightly, thinking carefully for a long time but unable to figure out Wanying Real Estate’s objective. He had never seen such a thing before.

The assistant reminded him, “Many people are saying that Wei Lan must have been taken as a kept woman by Li Mu from Wanying, because there’s news that she stayed at Li Mu’s home last night.”

“Crap!” Wang Runqing laughed loudly, “Well, isn’t that something! I thought Wei Lan was some chaste and virtuous woman, someone who wouldn’t even acknowledge Xiao Chenfeng. But it turns out, right after dealing with Xiao Chenfeng, she turned around and threw herself into Li Mu’s arms! Looks like Xiao Chenfeng wasn’t charming enough! Hahaha, that exhausted fellow’s lungs must have most likely exploded in anger.”

The assistant asked, “Do you think Wanying Real Estate will interfere with Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs?”

Wang Runqing scoffed, “Wanying Real Estate doesn’t have that kind of strength. While Li Mu is formidable, I’ve looked into it; he simply can’t come up with that much money to resolve urgent financial shortfalls. I most likely think he genuinely took Wei Lan as a kept woman, and even drew up such a strict contract, only paying after three years. Who knows, maybe three years from now, Wei Lan will have just been played for free for three years!”

Wang Runqing didn’t take this matter seriously. Anyway, he didn’t covet Wei Lan’s body; he was only interested in Juncheng Real Estate. And in his eyes, Juncheng Real Estate was already dead. It didn’t matter if it was called Juncheng or Wanying when it died.

Less than an hour after the news was released, the entire industry knew. Wei Lan, sitting in Wanying’s conference room, finally received the long-awaited phone call.

On the other end of the phone, Song Zhilei cursed furiously, “Wei Lan, you slutty woman, do you want to screw me over?! You found a sugar daddy and sold the shares, what am I supposed to do?!”

Li Mu took the phone and said coldly, “Wei Lan is my woman. Watch your tone and show some respect.”

Song Zhilei blurted out, “Who are you?!”

“Li Mu.”





Chapter 715: Song Zhilei Falls into Despair

“Oh, hello, CEO Li, my brain short-circuited just now. Just pretend I farted; don’t bother with someone like me!”

When Li Mu introduced himself, Song Zhilei’s attitude immediately did a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn.

At this moment, Li Mu was highly renowned in the real estate circle. Everyone knew that he was not only a Wanying shareholder but also the boss of Muye Technology and Taobao. In terms of financial power, he was definitely rich and powerful, and in terms of influence, he was certainly not someone ordinary people could compare to. Moreover, affluent individuals like Li Mu were especially difficult to provoke, because he not only had wealth but also great influence. If you were to offend him, he had the capability and influence to dig up your flaws and ruthlessly crush you. For example, Huang Shuolun, who caused a car accident while drunk driving—everyone knew Li Mu was the one who put him away, and Hongzhu Group Corporation even lost a plot of land because of it. His combat effectiveness was terrifying.

Regardless of the considerations, Li Mu did not want to communicate further with Song Zhilei. He threatened coldly with an exceptionally stern tone: “Next time, think before you speak. Dare to insult Wei Lan again, and I won’t let you off!”

With that said, Li Mu hung up the phone without hesitation.

Song Zhilei was just a small-fry. Li Mu needed to first exert absolute pressure and instill panic in him. On one hand, he wanted Song Zhilei to understand that Li Mu was someone he absolutely couldn’t afford to provoke. On the other hand, he also wanted him to realize that spending eight hundred million to acquire Wei Lan’s shares was solely to acquire Wei Lan herself. Spending eight hundred million to keep Wei Lan was for no other reason than, damn it, he was just rich and willful.

As soon as the call ended, Song Zhilei completely panicked!

In his living room, Song Zhilei was constantly busy with anxiety, pacing frantically. His wife was also anxious, terrified that half a lifetime of effort would go down the drain. She couldn’t help but ask him, “Can we ask that Li Mu to acquire our twenty percent shares too?”

Song Zhilei looked at her and started cursing and grumbling, “Did a dog eat your brain? Wei Lan had to spread her legs and lie on Li’s bed for three years to get money from him, so what the hell am I supposed to do? I’d be willing to lie on his bed for three years too, but would he agree?”

“Then what do we do?” Song Zhilei’s wife’s breathing became erratic with nervousness. After a moment, she said, “What about Lanke Group? Didn’t Lanke Group want to acquire your shares?”

Song Zhilei bit his lip and said, “Wang Runqing made it clear a long time ago. He would only buy my twenty percent shares at a valuation of five hundred million and give me a ten percent profit share from three housing developments if I could persuade Wei Lan to sell her shares at a valuation of three hundred million. If he couldn’t get Wei Lan’s shares, he wouldn’t spend a dime on my shares. Once Juncheng Real Estate is liquidated by the bank, Juncheng Real Estate’s shares will become utterly worthless!”

Song Zhilei’s wife’s face showed panic: “Then what can we do? All of our family’s efforts for so many years have been tied up in these shares. If these shares become worthless, what will become of us in the future? Our family doesn’t have much cash now, and we still owe a mountain of debt…”

“I don’t know what to do either!” Song Zhilei was extremely irritated. “Now Wei Lan has pulled out clean, and I’m the only one left. What the hell can I do?”

Before Juncheng Real Estate ran into trouble, Song Zhilei first paid in full for a villa in Australia. He bought it so his son could study abroad in Australia after finishing high school next year. Then, he took out a loan to buy a high-end villa in Huzhou City for his own residence. As someone in real estate, he understood the fierce surge in the real estate market. Taking out a loan to buy this villa ensured that he would profit no matter how long he lived there; it wouldn’t be a problem to live there for three to five years and then sell it for double the price.

These two villas cost him over forty million yuan, including over ten million yuan in bank loans, which basically poured all of Song Zhilei’s cash into them. However, he hadn’t felt any pressure before, as he could certainly earn a large sum as soon as Juncheng Real Estate’s housing developments launched for sale.

Later, when Juncheng Real Estate ran into trouble, Song Zhilei saw that the Wei family was beyond remedy, so he immediately switched allegiance to Lanke Group and privately sought a good deal from Wang Runqing. He then began to go against Wei Lan, forcing her to buy back his shares and accept Lanke Group’s terms. However, he never in his wildest dreams imagined that Wei Lan would go to Yanjing, latch onto Li Mu’s powerful backing, and then directly sell all her shares!

Song Zhilei’s wife cursed and grumbled, “Wei Lan, that bitch, is really not being fair! She sold her shares and didn’t even think about what would happen to us! And that Li Mu, for a woman like Wei Lan, is she worth eight hundred million?”

Song Zhilei didn’t say anything on the surface, but he couldn’t help but muse to himself that with Wei Lan’s looks, figure, and both internal and external qualities, if he had as much money as Li Mu, he’d be willing to keep her too…

Precisely because he knew Wei Lan’s appeal, Song Zhilei didn’t doubt for a second that Li Mu would lavish eight hundred million on her.

Song Zhilei’s wife saw him silent and couldn’t help but remind him, “Our family only has a few million in cash left. The villa isn’t even renovated yet, and we still have seventy to eighty thousand in monthly loan payments. If Juncheng Real Estate really goes bankrupt, we’ll be ruined too! Why don’t you beg Wei Lan, ask her to say some good words to that Li guy, and have him acquire our shares too!”

Song Zhilei stared at his wife, dumbfounded. “Have you lost your mind? You know how much trouble I caused Wei Lan before. You want me to beg her? Even if I beg her, do you think she’d actually agree?”

Song Zhilei’s wife grew anxious and said, “There’s no other way but to try! What’s face worth at a time like this? If Wei Lan can help us solve this, what does it matter even if we kowtow to her? Money is the most important thing!”

Thinking it over carefully, Song Zhilei also felt that his current predicament was almost hopeless. He originally hoped Wei Lan would eventually compromise and accept Lanke Group’s terms, which would salvage over two hundred million in assets, and he would then directly stick with Lanke Group. But he never expected that Wei Lan’s single action had blocked his path. Now that Li Mu had acquired eighty percent of Juncheng’s shares through Wanying Real Estate, no one else would possibly acquire his remaining twenty percent shares except Li Mu.

So, Song Zhilei said to his wife, “Call Wei Lan. At least you two never completely fell out. You go and beg her for this, ask her to help say some good words to Li Mu and have him buy our shares as well.”

Song Zhilei’s wife immediately nodded, “Then I’ll call her now!”

Song Zhilei hurried to add, “Don’t rush! Wei Lan’s contract with Wanying means she won’t get the money for three years. We can’t wait that long. Tell Wei Lan that we hope to cash out these twenty percent as soon as possible, preferably getting the money as soon as the contract is signed.”

Song Zhilei’s wife frowned and said, “Even Wei Lan has to wait three years. Will Li agree to settle with us first?”

Song Zhilei gritted his teeth, as if staking everything, and said, “Didn’t Li Mu value her shares at one billion? Tell her that if he settles promptly, I’ll only take half! If Li Mu just puts out one hundred million, these twenty percent shares will all be his!”

“Alright, I’ll call Wei Lan and tell her…”

…

Song Liang and Chen Ze were busy spreading the news throughout the industry about Wanying acquiring eighty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares and Wei Lan joining Wanying Real Estate. So, only Wei Lan and Li Mu remained in Wanying’s meeting room. After Li Mu hung up on Song Zhilei, he invited Wei Lan to his office at Wanying.

In the office, Wei Lan’s face still held a slight flush and embarrassment, even after sitting for ten minutes.

Just now, Li Mu had actually told Song Zhilei on the phone, dead serious, that Wei Lan was his woman. This statement made her feel quite mortified. Although it had been agreed upon, and she knew Li Mu’s intention, hearing such words directly from his mouth still made her want to sink into the ground.

Li Mu, however, didn’t overthink it. He had merely calculated that saying this would cause Song Zhilei to panic, and that Song Zhilei would definitely come back to Wei Lan, concede, and then seek for Li Mu to acquire his shares. That’s why he had sent Song Zhilei such a clear message: Wei Lan was his woman, so throwing eight hundred million at her was a piece of cake for him.

Sure enough, Wei Lan’s phone rang again.

Wei Lan looked at the phone screen and told Li Mu, “It’s Song Zhilei’s wife.”

Li Mu smiled, “She’s here to concede. Don’t answer yet; let her call a few more times.”

Wei Lan nodded, put her phone on silent, and set it aside, asking Li Mu, “What price are you planning to acquire Song Zhilei’s shares for?”

Li Mu said, “A valuation of one hundred million, for twenty million.”

Wei Lan was momentarily stunned: “Twenty million? Will he agree? If Juncheng Real Estate hadn’t run into trouble, his twenty percent shares would have been worth at least one billion.”

Li Mu said calmly, “You also said, ‘if it hadn’t run into trouble.’ Now that it has, one must be prepared for the ship to sink. The Titanic cost a lot to build, but when it sank, its value to those on board was less than a single lifebuoy. If he doesn’t want my lifebuoy, then he better prepare to sink with the ship. Do you think he’s the kind of person with backbone?”

Wei Lan nodded and asked, “Then what should I say if she asks me later?”

Li Mu said, “You don’t need to say anything specific; leave it to me.”

Wei Lan nodded, saying no more, but a thrill of revenge surged in her heart. She naturally hated Song Zhilei. If Li Mu could make him sell his twenty percent shares of Juncheng Real Estate for twenty million, it would be equivalent to bankrupting Song Zhilei. This would also help her give Song Zhilei a heavy lesson, letting him know that betraying one’s benefactor comes with a huge price!

Song Zhilei’s wife called five times in a row, but Wei Lan didn’t answer. On the other end, Song Zhilei and his wife were close to breaking down. The more Wei Lan didn’t answer, the more Song Zhilei realized how foolish he had been earlier. After Wei Lan found a powerful backer and transferred her shares, it was as if someone had rescued her from a sinking ship, leaving him alone to sink deeper and deeper with the vessel. In this situation, he had absolutely no way to influence or threaten Wei Lan. On the contrary, if Wei Lan was willing, perhaps only she could pull him out now. Yet, he had foolishly called to curse her out and offended Li Mu.

Now, Wei Lan wasn’t answering her phone. Perhaps in the future, if she changed her phone number and entrusted someone to sell her property in Huzhou City, she wouldn’t have to return to Huzhou City for the rest of her life—that would be no problem for her. But what about him? What would he do?

The original script was for him to stand on Lanke Group’s ship, watching the Wei family father and daughter slowly sink with the Juncheng Real Estate ship to the bottom of the sea. But now, the situation had shifted dramatically in an instant. It was Wei Lan standing on Li Mu’s ship, watching as he, along with the Juncheng Real Estate ship, was swallowed by the ocean and its giant waves, step by step…





Chapter 716: Sorry, I’m Powerless

While Wei Lan kept rejecting calls from Song Zhilei’s wife, Wang Runqing, who was in the VIP lounge at the venue, felt completely relaxed. However, Xiao Chenfeng, standing before him, was livid with rage and on the verge of going berserk.

Xiao Chenfeng still had the bruise on his face that Wei Lan had given him with her bag yesterday. Only Wang Runqing knew that this mark was courtesy of Wei Lan.

Watching Xiao Chenfeng angrily chain-smoke several cigarettes, Wang Runqing was overjoyed internally, yet he outwardly consoled him, “Chenfeng, it’s just a woman, and a damn whore at that. Is it really worth getting so worked up?”

“Damn her to hell!” Xiao Chenfeng fumed, “The most infuriating thing is, if she’s a whore, why did she let Li Mu screw her but not me? I didn’t just promise her eight hundred million yesterday; I promised to save all of Juncheng Real Estate and her father, and she remained unmoved! But the moment Li Mu offered eight hundred million, she opened her legs for him?! What the hell do I lack compared to Li Mu?”

Wang Runqing truly enjoyed seeing Xiao Chenfeng’s humiliated rage when he suffered a setback. He also knew exactly what to say to appear as if he were consoling him, but in reality, would only make him more infuriated.

Wang Runqing sighed lightly and said, “Ah, you’re just making things hard for yourself. Maybe that slut Wei Lan just happens to like young guys like Li Mu, you never know.”

“Damn it!” Xiao Chenfeng cursed furiously, “Li Mu is barely old enough, whether he can even get it up is another question!”

Wang Runqing laughed loudly, “Actually, in my opinion, it’s not that you’re truly inferior to Li Mu in Wei Lan’s eyes. The key is that slut Wei Lan is very shrewd. She knew you were toying with her, so no matter how good your offer was, she wouldn’t trust you.”

Xiao Chenfeng gritted his teeth, “What I said yesterday was genuinely sincere; I even thought I was actually going to help her.”

“Useless.” Wang Runqing waved his hand. “Could you sign a contract with her, promising to acquire her shares for several billion?”

Xiao Chenfeng fell silent. He knew in his heart that he couldn’t possibly help Wei Lan; he only intended to toy with her while she was seeking his assistance.

Thinking this, Xiao Chenfeng said, annoyed, “This Li Mu is really generous. Eight hundred million to keep Wei Lan for three years? Did Wei Lan get gilded that she’s worth so much?”

Wang Runqing smiled slightly and said, “I’m married, and I can’t afford to offend my father-in-law. Otherwise, I’d also be willing to spend eight hundred million to have Wei Lan for three years. You know yourself, a woman like Wei Lan is almost every man’s ultimate fantasy. Li Mu isn’t short on money, so why wouldn’t he enjoy it? One can only say that Li Mu lives clearly and lives generously.”

Xiao Chenfeng felt a bitter taste in his mouth upon hearing this. He thought, ‘What do you mean, Wang Runqing? It’s bad enough you’re making a joke out of me, but you’re also being sarcastic? If Li Mu spending eight hundred million on women means he lives clearly and generously, are you implying that I don’t live clearly, don’t live generously, and am stingy when it comes to women?’

Xiao Chenfeng was already furious, and then Wang Runqing smacked his lips and said, “This Wei Lan is interesting too. She wanted to be a whore but still maintain a good name. Eight hundred million cash for selling her body would have been one thing, but she still had the nerve to pretend to be proper. Getting the eight hundred million through selling shares is truly ingenious! Just think, this is definitely what she was thinking: ‘I can sleep with you, Li Mu, for three years, but I can’t directly take your money, otherwise how would people outside view me? So how about this, you acquire the shares I hold!’ Li Mu must have also thought: ‘I’m an outstanding young entrepreneur after all, spending eight hundred million to keep a woman six or seven years older than me, if that gets out, it’ll ruin my reputation. But if it’s an acquisition, it becomes justified and proper!’ They hit it off immediately. This conniving couple, they’re truly something else!”

As he spoke, Wang Runqing slapped his thigh, laughing uncontrollably, tears almost streaming from his eyes. Xiao Chenfeng was enraged. He wasn’t a fool; he naturally understood why Wang Runqing was so delighted. Firstly, Wang Runqing believed that Li Mu couldn’t possibly save Juncheng Real Estate and was only interested in Wei Lan as a person, thus Juncheng Real Estate had been condemned to death, and he was merely awaiting the day of its execution. Secondly, Wang Runqing was watching him make a fool of himself. Although their relationship was decent, it was superficial. Their companies were of similar scale, and they were only a few years apart in age, each secretly competing against the other in various fields. So, seeing Xiao Chenfeng make such a huge spectacle of himself, getting his face bruised by Wei Lan’s bag and being humiliated by her actions, Wang Runqing was undoubtedly ecstatic.

Watching Wang Runqing laugh incessantly, Xiao Chenfeng snorted and warned, “Don’t celebrate too soon. Be careful. What if Li Mu really does intervene to save Juncheng Real Estate? You’ll be in big trouble then.”

Wang Runqing heard this, knowing Xiao Chenfeng was being sarcastic towards him. He chuckled, pursing his lips, “Don’t think that Li Mu guy is so impressive. I’ve looked into his situation. His market value is quite high, but he doesn’t have much cash on hand. Both his Muye Technology and Taobao are just about concepts right now. But if you really look at their transaction volume, he’s not even as good as a big property project from Lan Ke Real Estate! To save Juncheng Real Estate, a big name alone is useless. He needs to put up money, real money – three billion. It’s not that I look down on him, but unless he sells his company or shares for Wei Lan, he’s completely powerless! Besides, Li Mu has managed to build such immense influence in such a short time. So much capital has been chasing him, wanting to invest, but he’s refused. Do you really think he’d be foolish enough to sell his shares for Wei Lan?”

Xiao Chenfeng nodded, annoyed. Wang Runqing was right. Anyone with normal thinking would know that Muye Technology hadn’t raised Series C funding because Li Mu didn’t want to dilute his shares. How could such a shrewd person kill the goose that lays the golden eggs for Wei Lan?

However, Xiao Chenfeng still grumbled, “Anyway, I advise you to be cautious. That Li Mu guy is very unpredictable. He might just find some way to actually save Juncheng Real Estate.”

Wang Runqing instantly saw through Xiao Chenfeng’s thoughts. ‘Why is this grown man acting so sarcastic with me? You think Li Mu can save Juncheng Real Estate just by wanting to? Do you take me for a fool? Are you looking down on me?’

Thinking this, Wang Runqing snorted coldly and said, “Li Mu is impressive, but he can’t handle everything. Forget him, I’m stating it here today: with me, Wang Runqing, involved in this Juncheng Real Estate matter, no one can save it!”

After speaking, Wang Runqing lit a cigarette, took a puff, and then added, “That’s how confident I am!”

Xiao Chenfeng was annoyed. He waved his hand and said, “Alright, alright, you’re so impressive, happy now?”

Wang Runqing nodded contentedly, smiling, “Alright, don’t be too depressed. It’s just a woman! If you have time, come to Huzhou City, I’ll find you a few foreign girls to have a good time with. I guarantee no one will hit you with a bag!”

Xiao Chenfeng felt even more annoyed and utterly uninterested. He waved his hand and said, “You keep the fun for yourself!”



The series of events surrounding Wanying’s acquisition of eighty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares continued to heat up in the industry, making Song Zhilei as anxious as an ant on a hot pan.

His wife called Wei Lan over a dozen times, but none of them got through. Wei Lan either hung up directly or simply didn’t answer; she was just short of turning off her phone.

Helpless, and growing increasingly panicked, Song Zhilei used his wife’s phone to send a message to Wei Lan: “Lanlan, this is your Sister Li. Zhilei was too impulsive just now, please don’t take it to heart. You know our family’s situation; apart from the mortgage, all three children need to go to school. Zhilei’s parents are in poor health and need money everywhere. He’s truly been driven to desperation. Please, for the sake of him working diligently for the Wei family for so many years, help us, give us a hand…”

After sending the text, Song Zhilei stared intently at his phone, hoping Wei Lan would reply.

Wei Lan received the message, handed the phone to Li Mu, and said, “It seems he really couldn’t sit still anymore.”

Li Mu nodded. After reading the message, he smiled and said, “It would be strange if he could sit still.”

With that, Li Mu typed a few words on the keyboard with his fingertips and said, “I’ll reply to her first.”

Wei Lan nodded slightly and leaned over to look. She saw Li Mu type a line in the reply: “Sorry, Sister Li, I’m powerless.”

A simple “sorry” and “powerless” was enough in Li Mu’s eyes. There was no need to say anything else related to the matter itself; saying too much would only raise suspicion.

After clicking send, Li Mu handed the phone back to Wei Lan and said, “She’ll probably call you again soon. This time, answer it. No matter how much she complains or begs you, just say you’re sorry and can’t help. Don’t say anything else. If Song Zhilei apologizes to you directly, and brings up the children to gain sympathy, then you can relent.”

Wei Lan asked, “At that point, should I say I’ll ask for your opinion on his behalf?”

Li Mu nodded, “If it progresses to that point, I will actively intervene.”

At this moment, Song Zhilei saw Wei Lan’s reply and immediately caught a glimmer of hope. What he feared most was no response at all; as long as there was a response, even if they cursed him, it didn’t matter! So he immediately handed the phone to his wife, “Quick, call Wei Lan!”

“What should I say?”

SongZhiler said, “Apologize, plead, ask her to intercede with Li Mu, and say I’m willing to sell my shares at a low price.”

Moments later, Wei Lan’s phone vibrated again. Wei Lan glanced at it; sure enough, it was Song Zhilei’s wife.

Li Mu reminded her, “Answer after five rings.”

Wei Lan nodded. After the phone vibrated five times, she finally answered. On the other end, each ringtone made Song Zhilei and his wife feel tormented.

“Hello, Sister Li.”

The moment Song Zhilei’s wife heard Wei Lan’s voice, she said delightedly, “Lanlan, you finally answered! Sister Li apologizes to you, I’m sorry. Zhilei just has a loose tongue and speaks without thinking. He regrets it too; he slapped himself several times. Please don’t take it to heart.”

“Mm-hmm, I know.”

Song Zhilei, listening through the loudspeaker, felt Wei Lan’s tone was very perfunctory. His heart gave a sudden jolt, and he quickly mouthed to his wife: “Plead, complain, children!”

After getting these three keywords, his wife immediately said to Wei Lan, “Lanlan, our two families have worked together for many years. Not only do we have so many years of relationship, but you also know my family’s situation. When Zhilei was developing those three property projects, he invested his entire fortune and life into them. Our family also has elderly parents and young children to support, and the future living and schooling expenses for three children are a huge outlay. If we truly lose everything, our whole family will be ruined. For the sake of all this, you can’t just stand by idly…”

Wei Lan said, “Sister Li, I’m really powerless in this matter.”

Song Zhilei couldn’t sit still. He blurted out, “Wei Lan, my venerated elder! I was wrong, it’s my fault. Please, be the bigger man and don’t hold my foolishness against me! If you just walk away and leave me here alone now, I’ll be at a dead end! Please help, talk to Mr. Li, I’m willing to transfer my shares to him at a low price. Ask him to see his good deed through to the end. I beg you, I kowtow to you!”





Chapter 717: You Can Be Soft-hearted, I Won’t Be Merciful

Song Zhilei completely conceded. He stopped posturing, stopped using malicious tactics; he only wanted money. He didn’t want the 20% of shares he held to amount to nothing when the bank liquidated Juncheng Real Estate.

With him having conceded, Li Mu’s first objective was achieved. He made a gesture to Wei Lan, signaling her not to speak yet, and then he softly asked her, “Who are you calling?”

Wei Lan understood tacitly and said, “It’s still that Song Zhilei.”

Li Mu got angry and said, cursing and grumbling, “Why is it still that idiot? Give me the phone, I’ll talk to him!”

As he spoke, Li Mu picked up the phone and asked coldly, “Song Zhilei, right? What do you mean by repeatedly harassing my woman? Did my words just go in one ear and out the other?”

Song Zhilei hurriedly said, humbling himself, “Mr. Li, please don’t misunderstand, I called to apologize to Wei Lan. What I did just now was wrong, I deserve to die.”

Li Mu asked him, “Are you done apologizing?”

Song Zhilei quickly said, “Yes, I’m done.”

Li Mu threatened him, word by word, “Since you’re done, from today onwards, if you dare to call her again, or harass her in any way, I won’t let you off! Remember my words!”

Li Mu spoke as if he was about to hang up, and Song Zhilei hurriedly said, “Mr. Li, Mr. Li, please don’t hang up just yet.”

“What else do you want?” Li Mu’s voice was already very impatient.

Song Zhilei pleaded, “Mr. Li, I’d like to ask if you’re interested in acquiring the remaining 20% shares of Juncheng Real Estate…”

“I’m not interested. Goodbye.” Li Mu still sounded very impatient.

Song Zhilei quickly said, “Mr. Li, please don’t hang up yet. I’m willing to transfer the 20% shares I hold to you at half of Wei Lan’s valuation, if you’re interested…”

Li Mu interrupted coldly, “I’m not interested!”

With that, Li Mu rudely hung up the phone.

As soon as the call ended, Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “If he calls again, reject the call. Then text him back, telling him not to call anymore, that you really can’t help him. He’ll definitely beg you again. Then you can pretend to be very conflicted but also a bit unable to bear it, and agree to intercede for him with me. But make it clear to him that an acquisition at a five hundred million valuation is impossible, and even if I’m willing to acquire, he shouldn’t have too much hope for the valuation.”

Wei Lan nodded.

Song Zhilei, indeed, as Li Mu had predicted, had no intention of giving up. He didn’t dare call again immediately. Instead, he switched to texting, continuing to beg Wei Lan for help. Wei Lan replied only after more than ten minutes: “Alright, I’ll find a chance to mention it to him, but it’s impossible for you to get a five hundred million valuation for the acquisition. He himself isn’t optimistic about Juncheng surviving this time.”

Song Zhilei saw Wei Lan’s message and had no doubt whatsoever. He felt Wei Lan had no reason to deceive him. At this point, Wei Lan herself had not a shred of relation to Juncheng Real Estate. Li Mu’s Wanying Real Estate was the major shareholder of the company, and he himself was the second largest shareholder. With the contract Li Mu gave her, Wei Lan could rest easy, enjoying Wanying’s high salary and waiting to receive payment after three years.

So, Song Zhilei gritted his teeth and replied, “A slightly lower valuation is fine too. I don’t want to drag this matter out any longer. How about three hundred million?”

After another long while, Wei Lan replied, “Are you seriously messing with me? When you forced me to sell my shares to Lanke before, you said Lanke offered you a one hundred fifty million valuation. Now you’re asking Li Mu for three hundred million. Do you want me to help you swindle him? You should find a chance to tell him that yourself. I can’t bring myself to say it.”

Song Zhilei wished he could slap himself across the face.

Back then, when he was coercing and enticing Wei Lan, he had told her that Lanke Group was willing to acquire the shares in his possession for a one hundred fifty million valuation, but that was only if Wei Lan also agreed to sell. This effectively meant he had already indicated to Wei Lan a long time ago that he was willing to sell at a one hundred fifty million valuation.

But how could he possibly be willing to sell for a one hundred fifty million valuation?! The agreement he had privately reached with the other party was to sell for a five hundred million valuation, plus a share of the housing development. But how could he say that to Wei Lan? Wei Lan was already doing him a huge favor by reluctantly agreeing to relay his message. If he angered her again, this matter would likely become completely impossible.

Song Zhilei buried his face in his hands, speechless for a long time. His wife, seeing this, couldn’t help but ask him, “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you replying to her?”

Song Zhilei sighed deeply, his expression uglier than if he were crying. “What can I say? Am I supposed to tell her I’m willing to sell my shares for a one hundred fifty million valuation? How much money is that? Just a mere thirty million!”

Song Zhilei’s wife grew anxious and retorted, “Besides that Li fellow, who else would give you these thirty million? Forget thirty million, if Juncheng is destined to fail, I doubt anyone would even buy them for three million. Whoever buys them will be stuck with a bad investment. If you ask me, getting thirty million is already good! The sooner you sell, the better!”

“I…” Song Zhilei was speechless.

Exchanging his 20% shares for thirty million, his assets were shrinking faster than a demolition crew tearing down houses. After years of hard work, to end up with just thirty million and slink away from the game, Song Zhilei was a thousand times unwilling. But his wife’s words were like a sudden enlightenment, making him instantly realize that Juncheng Real Estate was currently a dead end. Wei Lan had left, and Lanke Group was watching intently from behind. He simply couldn’t stand up to them, and in the end, he definitely wouldn’t get a single penny back.

Song Zhilei was extremely unwilling in his heart, but, treating it like trying to revive a dead horse, he said, “I’ll call Wang Runqing and ask him again!”

Song Zhilei’s wife didn’t say much either. Each additional inquiry meant a bit more hope, and there was nothing to lose even if he was rejected.

Song Zhilei immediately took out his phone and called Wang Runqing. Wang Runqing hesitated for a moment but still answered the call, asking him coldly, “What is it?”

“Hello, Mr. Wang, I’m calling to discuss the Juncheng shares. I was wondering if you’re interested in taking over? I’d like to…”

Wang Runqing didn’t have the patience to let him finish, saying a single word coldly, “Scram!”

Then he directly hung up the phone.

For Wang Runqing, Song Zhilei had lost all his utility. At this point, for him to still wish for him to pay money to take over, was his brain kicked by a donkey?

“This Wang Runqing is truly a bastard!” Song Zhilei hadn’t expected Wang Runqing to reject him so mercilessly. His heart instantly sank to the depths of despair. It seemed that Wang Runqing had been polite and treated him as an honored guest before because he wanted to use Song Zhilei to force Wei Lan into submission. Now that Wei Lan had withdrawn, Song Zhilei had lost all value in his eyes.

Song Zhilei’s wife comforted him, “Since he’s a bastard, just forget about him. Quickly focus your efforts on Wei Lan. Only she can help us now. That Li fellow was willing to pour eight hundred million into her. If Wei Lan intercedes for us, that Li fellow might also casually put tens of millions into us for her sake!”

“That’s right.” Song Zhilei strongly agreed with his wife. Getting Li Mu to acquire the shares in his possession, simply put, meant getting Li Mu to throw money at it. What virtue or ability did he himself have (to deserve such a favor)? The only one who could possibly have this much influence was Wei Lan, for whom Li Mu had already invested eight hundred million!

So, Song Zhilei gritted his teeth, made up his mind, and texted Wei Lan back: “One hundred fifty million it is, then. If Mr. Li agrees, I can go over anytime to sign the contract with him. But please mention to Mr. Li that it’s only thirty million, and I hope to settle it immediately after signing the contract. He could just pull this small amount from his pocket money; but for my entire family, old and young, this is life-saving money.”

Wei Lan only replied with four words: “I’ll ask him.”

After replying to the message, Wei Lan also felt a bit of compassion and said to Li Mu, “He’s lowered himself to this point; don’t push him any further. Can this money come from the eight hundred million you gave me?”

Li Mu neither confirmed nor denied, asking her, “Soft-hearted now?”

Wei Lan pursed her lips for a moment, then lightly sighed. “He is quite despicable, but almost all of his family’s assets are tied up in it. Even if not for him, it would at least leave some security for his family, old and young. I’ve met all three of his children, and they still call me Auntie.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, waving his hand. “You can be soft-hearted, but I won’t be merciful. Tell him I only accept an hundred million valuation. If he accepts, tell him to fly to Yanjing tomorrow to sign the contract with me. If not, don’t let him call again. This is my only offer, and it’s only valid until tomorrow.”

Wei Lan sighed helplessly, nodding, “Alright, I’ll tell him now.”

…

Song Zhilei trembled as he looked at his phone, the entire person seemed to age a dozen years in an instant. He slumped onto the sofa as if all his strength had left him, saying with a blank expression, “Li Mu is only willing to offer twenty million…”

“Twenty million is still a lot; it’s better than nothing at all,” Song Zhilei’s wife said. Although her heart was bleeding with pain, she still tried to persuade Song Zhilei to accept. She didn’t have grand ambitions, so she understood even better how to cut losses quickly now. Instead of enduring such desperate torment, it was better to quickly get twenty million in cash and be done with it. Otherwise, if he hesitated any longer, he might not even get these twenty million, and then they would truly be ruined!

Considering their current family assets, if they wanted to live without such hardship in the future, they would have to sell their villa in Australia to cover the expenses of the entire family and the expenses of their villa in Huzhou City. However, if they got these twenty million, they would have no immediate pressure. Not only would they not need to rush to buy property, but with twenty million in hand, they might even rise again.

Listening to his wife’s analysis, Song Zhilei was silent for a long while, having basically made up his mind.

His wife was right. Currently, these 20% shares had two possible outcomes: one equaled zero, the other equaled twenty million. There was no third option. If he hesitated any longer, even the option of twenty million might be gone, especially since Li Mu had only given him one day!

So, Song Zhilei sighed deeply and sent a message to Wei Lan with immense dejection: “I accept! Please tell Mr. Li that I’ll bring my lawyer to Yanjing tomorrow morning to sign the contract with him.”

Wei Lan also sighed, but as she thought back to Li Mu’s words: “You can be soft-hearted, I won’t be merciful,” and then recalled Song Zhilei’s actions after Juncheng ran into trouble, she couldn’t help but feel ashamed of her earlier compassion. Immediately, she lightly shook her head, sat up straight, and with her fingertips, replied to Song Zhilei: “Okay.”





Chapter 718: Far Too Arrogant

Acquiring Song Zhilei’s twenty percent of shares for twenty million, Li Mu couldn’t imagine what Song Zhilei’s mood would be like once he had acquired the shares and revitalized Juncheng Real Estate with the investment fund.

However, Li Mu knew perfectly well that the world of capital was this ruthless. If you wanted to develop and make money, you absolutely couldn’t afford to be benevolent. Stock market manipulators, when fleecing individual investors, never considered how much effort or how much of one’s life’s work went into building up those assets. They only focused on every possible way to take more and take more thoroughly.

Even worse, manipulators partner with financial companies that first inflate the value, and then the manipulators come in with knives to cut, leading to a truly horrific scenario. In comparison, Li Mu’s approach was quite gentle.

Juncheng Real Estate isn’t a listed company, but the tactics of capital harvesting are the same as those used by stock market manipulators. When they want you to take over, they’ll go all out to paint hell as heaven. When they want you to exit, they’ll go all out to paint heaven as hell. If you get scared, if you back down, and if you just want to salvage a bit of your principal, you’ll exit midway, or even jump ship.

Li Mu was precisely such a manipulator. He was orchestrating Juncheng Real Estate’s operations, and even Wei Lan was only promised eight hundred million. If Song Zhilei wasn’t shaken off, and if Juncheng Real Estate’s three property projects skyrocketed in value later, his twenty percent of shares might end up yielding more profit than Wei Lan’s. Not only would Li Mu find that unacceptable, Wei Lan would probably find it even more so.

Fortunately, Song Zhilei and Wang Runqing held the same view: they both believed Juncheng Real Estate was doomed.

Wei Lan gave the Wanying Real Estate address to Song Zhilei, who immediately contacted his lawyer. After scheduling the arrangements, he booked a flight for the next morning.

Li Mu then called Song Liang and Chen Ze into his office and informed them of Song Zhilei’s compromise. Song Liang and Chen Ze were already speechless when it came to Li Mu; they could only give him a thumbs-up, genuinely impressed by his thoroughness and efficiency. Once the contract was signed tomorrow, Wanying would have a one hundred percent controlling stake in Juncheng Real Estate. They could then proceed to cooperate with the investment fund company to issue a three-billion principal-and-interest-guaranteed investment fund to revitalize the entire Juncheng Real Estate.

Besides the two of them, Li Mu himself was also looking forward to it. Once three billion in funds were injected to revitalize Juncheng Real Estate, he was sure to cause a huge stir in the real estate industry.

He would have accomplished something that everyone considered impossible. Afterward, the real estate industry, from small players to powerful figures, would have to grant him and Wanying some deference and would likely be amazed by Wanying’s tactics.

Look at Wanying’s game: first, they used bank leverage to secure six prime land plots, netting at least two billion in profit. Then, they revitalized Juncheng Real Estate, securing at least over one billion in profit. The key is that Wanying Real Estate hasn’t even excavated a single foundation yet! Who can compete with that? It’s simply supremely impressive.

After informing Chen Ze and Song Liang of the good news, Li Mu said, “Tomorrow, Wei Lan and I won’t be coming. Brother Liang, you’re the legal representative, so you can just sign the contract with Song Zhilei on behalf of Wanying tomorrow.”

Song Liang nodded, then subconsciously asked, “Not coming tomorrow? Then the money will be transferred to your company’s account directly tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said. “Tomorrow, I have to go to Muye Technology. Some acquisition matters have started to take shape recently, and I need to go and understand the specific situation. Also, Taobao Brand Day officially launches tomorrow night, so I have to go to Taobao to see Senior Student Liu. Not only do I need to keep an eye on Brand Day, but he’s been waiting for the money I promised him for so long his hair is starting to turn white.”

Song Liang sighed helplessly, “You really are a workaholic, constantly busy with all sorts of things from morning to night. Can you handle it?”

Li Mu smiled casually and said, “I’m young. What’s there not to handle? The key is that while I’m busy now, I’m not over-exerting myself; I’m in great condition.”

After a slight pause, Li Mu added, “The internet, real estate, and cultural entertainment industries are all in their golden age right now. Working one extra hour today might be worth a week of work several years from now. When you’re staking out territory, the faster you run, the more you earn. Who can stop? Forget stopping, even slowing down a little gives you a strong sense of guilt.”

Chen Ze shook his head and said, “Brother Liang, did you hear that? Mr. Li is forcing us two to work ourselves to the bone.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Not just you two, but Wei Lan too.”

Saying that, Li Mu turned to Wei Lan, “Later, I’ll tell you in detail about Wanying’s next commercial real estate plan. For the next couple of days, get some good rest and clear your head. In a few days, quickly settle into your role. There’s a whole heap of major profitable ventures waiting for us to tackle.”

Wei Lan said, “I can officially start work tomorrow.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “You don’t need to come to work before the investment fund is issued. Wait until I’ve got the money ready before you start your post. If we’re putting on an act, we go all the way with it. We don’t want any last-minute complications.”

Wei Lan could only nod, “Alright, I’ll follow your instructions.”

Li Mu gave a faint smile, then turned to Chen Ze and said, “Old Chen, Old Zhou, and Old Zhao value your influence the most. Tomorrow, as soon as Song Zhilei signs the contract, have him expedite the process immediately.”

In front of Wei Lan, Li Mu didn’t elaborate on the matter, only mentioning Old Zhou from the bank and Zhao Haichao from the investment fund company. These two were key to the fund’s operation. Although he didn’t state it explicitly, Chen Ze clearly understood Li Mu’s meaning and immediately nodded, saying, “I’ll confirm with them again tonight and try to prepare in advance. We’ll launch as soon as the contract is signed!”

…

The news of Wanying acquiring Juncheng’s shares indeed caused quite a stir in the real estate industry. However, industry news is, after all, industry news; outside of this circle, very few people would receive information from inside it.

However, this news naturally didn’t escape the ears of Su Yingxue’s paternal uncle-in-law, Wang Shaohua. He was part of the Construction Committee and had also attended the recent summit, so he not only received this news but also heard the rumors of Li Mu involving Wei Lan in a kept woman relationship.

When he first learned of this news, Wang Shaohua was quite displeased. He wished he could immediately call Li Mu to verify it. Although there was a huge gap between his family, the Su family, and Li Mu, in his opinion, Li Mu brazenly spending eight hundred million to bring Wei Lan into Wanying, if it truly was a kept woman relationship, then such an action would be utterly outrageous. Su Yingxue was his wife’s niece, and he had always treated her like his own daughter. How could he stand by and watch her suffer such injustice? So, almost instinctively, he wanted to call his wife first to tell her the news.

However, as he took out his phone and was about to dial, Wang Shaohua gradually calmed down, feeling that this matter might not be as simple as it appeared.

In others’ eyes, Li Mu might be young and impetuous, going through the common phase of inflation, indulgence, and reckless behavior after making money. But he had interacted with Li Mu many times and could tell what kind of person Li Mu was: not arrogant or impetuous, humble and reserved, and very meticulous in his work, far more composed than the average middle-aged entrepreneur. Reasonably speaking, he shouldn’t do such a thing. Even if Li Mu truly had that kind of interest in Wei Lan, given Li Mu’s usual tactics, he wouldn’t handle this matter in such a low-end and crude way.

Wang Shaohua carefully considered the problem and even speculated whether Li Mu intended to revitalize Juncheng Real Estate’s dead end. However, he also clearly understood Juncheng Real Estate’s situation. For Li Mu, Juncheng Real Estate was indeed a dead end. To pull out three billion in cash in these times, let alone Li Mu, any other entrepreneur would probably find it quite difficult. What was Li Mu’s consideration for doing this?

After much thought, he couldn’t figure it out. Wang Shaohua decided not to tell his wife for now, and to wait patiently for a few days to see if anything deeper would surface. Although conflicted, he chose to believe Li Mu at this moment.

However, Zhao Ziqiu’s father, Zhao Xianliang, who was far away in Hangzhou, didn’t see it that way.

Although Zhao Xianliang wasn’t in the real estate sector, he had many informants in Yanjing. Earlier, he had already commissioned someone to investigate Li Mu’s business affairs. That person’s true profession was commercial investigation, so even the slightest sign of disturbance in any industry would reach his ears. When he discovered this news about Li Mu, he immediately realized that Zhao Xianliang would likely be interested in it. So he promptly sent Zhao Xianliang a text message, summarizing the information he had received.

Zhao Xianliang was in his office listening to a subordinate’s report when he received the message. His phone rang, he picked it up and quickly glanced through it, and his expression immediately changed. He raised a hand to interrupt his subordinate’s report, saying, “That’s enough for today. We’ll talk tomorrow. I have an urgent matter to handle right now.”

His subordinate quickly nodded, “Chairman of the Board, please take care of your business.”

After the subordinate left, Zhao Xianliang immediately picked up the landline phone on his desk and called his wife’s office. He said in a very serious tone, “Come to my office, it’s urgent.”

In less than a minute, Zhao Xianliang’s wife, Xie Yun, rushed through the door. Although Zhao Xianliang often spoke to her in an official tone at the company, his unusually serious tone on the phone this time surprised Xie Yun. She felt that something truly significant must have happened, so she immediately put down her work and rushed over.

As soon as Xie Yun entered, she saw Zhao Xianliang sitting in his office chair, his face livid, seemingly very angry. She closed the door and asked him, “What happened?”

Zhao Xianliang pointed to the phone on the desk and said, “See for yourself.”

Xie Yun came closer, picked up the phone, and took a look. She was also stunned by the content of the message. A person signed ‘0108’ wrote in the text message: “Hello, Chairman Zhao, I have just received some news from the real estate industry that may be of value to you, so I’m reporting it for your review: Li Mu, whom you asked me to investigate last time, just acquired eighty percent of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares for eight hundred million. There are rumors that Li Mu’s move was to enter a kept woman relationship with Juncheng Real Estate’s general manager, Wei Lan. It has now been confirmed that Wei Lan indeed stayed in a newly purchased villa of Li Mu’s in Ziyun Villa last night, and the former owner of that villa was Wei Lan herself. If you require it, I will conduct a further follow-up investigation for more information.”

Xie Yun’s heart sank, and she blurted out, “Did this just happen?”

“Yes,” Zhao Xianliang said, his face extremely grim, “That Li Mu is far too arrogant and disregardful of others! Zi Qiu is with him by her own decision, and since you didn’t object, I haven’t said anything. But Li Mu daring to bully my daughter — I absolutely cannot tolerate that!”

Xie Yun said, “Don’t be angry yet. I’ve heard about Juncheng Real Estate; it seems quite complicated behind the scenes. Let’s first find out exactly what’s going on before we say anything else.”

“Investigate what?” Zhao Xianliang asked coldly. “Investigate how many other women Li Mu has besides this Wei Lan!”





Chapter 719: Investigate Him Thoroughly!

Seeing the text message, Xie Yun also felt that Li Mu had gone too far. The Zhao family was a reputable family; not to mention Zhao Xianliang’s business spanned both domestic and international markets, the Xie family was an absolute cultural powerhouse, a family of scholars. Even she herself and Zhao Ziqiu were high-achieving students from top universities in the country. With this family background and level of education, their standards were naturally very high. How could they accept their daughter’s boyfriend dividing his attention and hooking up with other women outside?

However, on matters concerning Zhao Ziqiu, Xie Yun had always been more rational than her husband. Although she was also angry and annoyed, she knew she couldn’t indulge her husband. If both of them were here grinding their teeth in hatred for Li Mu, then there was no way to resolve it.

Could they just hate him to the extreme, hit it off immediately, and rush to Yanjing to scold him? That was unrealistic. Matters between a man and a woman could only be constrained by moral considerations. She felt that regardless of whether Li Mu had actually done such a thing, she could only influence her daughter, not Li Mu, and she could not influence him. This was also an intellectual’s sense of pride and integrity in their actions.

Therefore, for Xie Yun, the top priority right now was how to stabilize her husband’s emotions.

So, Xie Yun said, “Don’t get agitated yet. Before we get to the bottom of this, let’s not be too affected by it. We can just let this person investigate quietly for now.”

“What else is there to see?” Zhao Xianliang said irritably, “In my opinion, as soon as we get home, we should tell Zi Qiu about this, make it clear, and immediately part ways with Li Mu. Such a scum doesn’t deserve her to waste her feelings and energy on him!”

“Don’t be so hasty,” Xie Yun advised. “Anyway, sweetie is home right now. There’s no essential difference whether you tell her to leave Li Mu today or ten days from now. And have you considered, what if Li Mu did this for some other purpose?”

Zhao Xianliang had little contact with Li Mu, and as Zhao Ziqiu’s father, he naturally felt somewhat displeased with Li Mu, who had taken such a big advantage of his daughter. So he didn’t think Li Mu did this for any other purpose. In his view, Li Mu had simply gotten full of himself because he had money, and like most wealthy men, he began to seek gratification from different women.

The fundamental reason Zhao Xianliang held this view of Li Mu wasn’t just his dislike, but because he himself had experienced this phase. To put it bluntly, he himself had previously messed around behind Xie Yun’s back. An entrepreneur could maintain a clear mind in this regard when their market value was in the millions, but once their market value exceeded tens of millions, hundreds of millions, or even billions, they didn’t even have to go looking for it themselves; the active temptations from the opposite sex were simply overwhelming. When all sorts of women swarmed like mosquitoes in the wild during summer, how many people could maintain a clear state of mind?

Take Zhao Xianliang himself, a successful male businessman of his age and market value. When he gathered privately with a group of men in similar situations, they no longer discussed how many women they had slept with, but how many illegitimate children they had hidden outside. Zhao Xianliang always felt that not having any illegitimate children outside already made him a rare good man, hard to find even with a lantern, in the circles of successful entrepreneurs.

Precisely because of his own experiences, he was even more wary and misunderstood Li Mu, fearing that his daughter would suffer the same kind of loss with Li Mu.

However, although Xie Yun’s persuasion didn’t truly convince him, he was also afraid his daughter wouldn’t believe such news. If his daughter went to Li Mu to ask about it, Li Mu might mend the fold after the sheep were lost, and that scum might just muddle through. So he decided that no matter what, he would first investigate thoroughly, get a hold of firsthand evidence, and then lay cards on the table with his daughter.

So Zhao Xianliang told Xie Yun, “I’ll send a message first, asking them to dig deeper in Yanjing. Once we have concrete evidence, Zi Qiu must leave him! If all else fails, don’t let her go back to Peking University; send her abroad!”

Xie Yun couldn’t bear to send her sweetie abroad, so she could only vaguely say, “You should let them investigate clearly first. There’s no rush to discuss this with our daughter.”

“Alright! Before, we only checked his paper files for household registration, academic records, and business registration. This time, I’m going to have someone turn him inside out!”

…

Li Mu’s mother, Xiao Yunfang, liked the kitchen the most in the new villa Li Mu bought.

The Western-designed kitchen was forty to fifty square meters, with cabinets on three sides and a huge marble countertop in the middle. Besides that, the range hood, stovetop, dishwasher, sterilization cabinet, oven, microwave, water purifier, and even a kitchen garbage disposal were all there.

Xiao Yunfang had cooked for so many years and for the first time discovered that cooking could be so comfortable, so enjoyable, and even so elegant. There was no grease or oil stains, and no fumes everywhere. After cooking, there was no need to collect and organize soupy kitchen waste; it could all be thrown directly into the disposal unit to be shredded and flushed clean down the drain.

The spacious and high-end design, along with the abundant modern technology, made Xiao Yunfang completely fall in love with this kitchen, which cost more than a house in Haizhou.

The couple went out in the afternoon and bought a lot of fresh ingredients. Li Mu’s mother planned to make a sumptuous dinner at home, so she told Li Mu’s father to inform Li Mu in advance that he was not allowed to eat out tonight and must come home to eat.

Upon hearing that his mother was cooking, Li Mu readily agreed. At six o’clock, he drove back with Wei Lan.

Wei Lan sat in Li Mu’s car, hesitating for a long while before saying, “I’ll move out in a few days. It’s not appropriate to keep disturbing your family.”

Li Mu didn’t refuse either, as he couldn’t keep Wei Lan living at his house indefinitely. So he said, “Alright, after I finish my big show, you can buy an apartment near the company. You must be very clear about the potential for appreciation in Yanjing’s housing prices. Renting is far less cost-effective than buying.”

“Of course,” Wei Lan smiled. “With the high annual salary you’re paying me, how could I possibly rent? These two days, I’ll pay attention to collecting information on nearby housing developments and buy a suitable one.”

Li Mu nodded, “Anywhere is fine, but I definitely won’t be giving back that villa in Ziyun Villa.”

Wei Lan chuckled, “That’s for sure. How could I ask for it back after selling it to you?”

“That’s good,” Li Mu said. “I really like this house, and my parents like it too.”

“Glad you like it!” Wei Lan nodded, pondered for a moment, and then asked the question she had been wanting to ask, “By the way, can you give me a hint in advance? What method do you plan to use to solve Juncheng Real Estate’s current problems?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and uttered two words: “Throwing money at it.”

“Throwing money at it?”

“That’s right. Didn’t they owe just under three billion in mortgage loans? And it’s divided into several installments, right?”

Wei Lan nodded, “That’s right. Roughly divided into three Phases, three housing developments were successively mortgaged for loans. But the land and property were mortgaged in two rounds, so it should actually be repaid in six installments.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, saying with the confidence of someone rich and powerful, “After Song Zhilei signs the contract tomorrow, Juncheng Real Estate will be a wholly-owned subsidiary of Wanying. At that time, Wanying will directly transfer three billion to your creditor banks to establish a supervisory account. Let them deduct it themselves slowly! Whatever’s left after the deductions will be directly deposited in their bank!”

Wei Lan saw Li Mu’s nouveau riche demeanor and desperately wanted to laugh, but then she asked with some concern, “Three billion in funds, even if you take it out, it would still have a very big impact on Wanying and your own companies, wouldn’t it?”

Li Mu chuckled, “No impact at all. But I have to leave some suspense about the exact operation; revealing it now would be no fun. So don’t keep asking me. You’ll naturally know when the time comes.”

Seeing that Li Mu had a well-thought-out plan in mind, Wei Lan, though extremely curious, didn’t ask any more questions and simply nodded gently.

…

At this moment, a specially modified Previa seven-seater business van appeared behind Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz G55, quietly following Li Mu’s car. The windows of this van were covered with very dark tints, making it almost impossible to see inside. Besides the driver, there was a young man in the passenger seat, and three men of varying ages in the back, the oldest of whom looked nearly forty.

This man, close to forty, was named Yu Hu. He was one of Yanjing’s well-known private detectives, similar to Xu Jianjun, the private detective Xu Jiaming had introduced to Li Mu earlier. Both were among the small group of high-end private detectives. However, they each had different high-end clientele. In the private detective industry, regular customers usually provided the bulk of the work, so he and Xu Jianjun didn’t compete directly head-on. Their relationship was also decent; otherwise, last time when Xu Jianjun knew Yu Hu was investigating Li Mu’s files, he wouldn’t have just warned Li Mu without telling him the specific information.

Yu Hu was in quite a good mood at this moment. After receiving Li Mu’s message, the first thought that came to his mind was to quickly inform Zhao Xianliang. It wasn’t about making money, but about proactively providing his regular customer with information he might be interested in, letting the regular customer know that he was always serving him. This was a crucial core point in the CRM (Customer Relationship Management) service system he had established.

Effort paid off. After receiving the information, his regular customer Zhao Xianliang immediately gave him a new assignment: investigate the detailed situation of Li Mu and Wei Lan being together, and collect as many photo and video evidence as possible.

For Yu Hu, Zhao Xianliang’s single sentence meant money was coming. So he quickly dispatched several teams to Muye Technology, Taobao, and Wanying to look for relevant clues. Sure enough, Li Mu’s car was found in the parking lot of Wanying’s office building. So Yu Hu rushed over with his men. Coincidentally, Li Mu drove out shortly after they arrived, taking Wei Lan home, so they followed the car, taking pictures all the way.

As Yu Hu directed his subordinates, long-focus cameras and video cameras continuously shot at Li Mu’s car through the dark window tints. In a Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan not far away, the driver said to the person in the passenger seat, “Captain, there’s something wrong with that Previa.”

The middle-aged man in the passenger seat nodded and said expressionlessly, “Don’t rush yet. Follow him. The main road is busy with many cars and people. We’ll make our move when we’re close to Ziyun Villa.”

This middle-aged man speaking was none other than Li Mu’s bodyguard—Wang Yuanlang.





Chapter 720: Scared Stiff

Li Mu was completely unaware that he was being followed.

He chatted with Wei Lan while driving, the car proceeding smoothly the whole way. After exiting the ring road, he turned onto the road leading to Ziyun Villa. Yu Hu felt the photos and videos taken from the rear and side weren’t clear enough, so he urged his subordinates to quickly overtake Li Mu at the next intersection and film from their car’s rear window, directly in front of Li Mu’s vehicle, to get clearer shots.

At the intersection, Li Mu signaled and slowed down to turn right from the right-turn lane. Suddenly, he saw a Previa overtake him from the straight lane and then turn right directly in front of his car. Fortunately, there was still some distance, and Li Mu wasn’t significantly affected.

“This driver’s manners are terrible,” Wei Lan said, frowning. “How can they turn right from a straight lane?”

Li Mu chuckled. “If you drive in Yanjing often, you’ll find that such minor things aren’t worth getting angry about at all. Otherwise, you’d be infuriated before even reaching the office when driving to work.”

Wei Lan nodded helplessly, agreeing with Li Mu’s statement. Drivers on Yanjing’s roads were all fierce. Although she hadn’t spent much time in Yanjing, she had experienced it firsthand.

At this moment, as soon as Wang Yuanlang saw that car overtake, fearing it might pose a direct threat to Li Mu, he immediately instructed the driver: “Zhou Zhan, chase after it and hit it!”

The Mercedes-Benz S-Class immediately burst forth with surging power, accelerating fiercely forward. Before Li Mu had even completed his turn, it suddenly executed a powerful overtake with a tail-whip, instantly cutting a ninety-degree turn. Then, its torque erupted in an instant, and the S-Class swiftly shot past Li Mu.

Zhou Zhan drove quite aggressively and fiercely, almost brushing against Li Mu’s G55 as he completed the turn and overtake in an instant. The car’s rear end swayed slightly before it shot straight out.

Li Mu and Wei Lan were both startled by the sudden close overtake. However, Li Mu recognized the car as the Mercedes-Benz S-Class he had assigned to Wang Yuanlang’s group of three. Connecting this to the Previa’s sudden overtake and Wang Yuanlang’s group closely following, Li Mu’s heart tightened. Had he been targeted?

Upon thinking this, Li Mu instinctively tapped the brakes, intending to maintain a safe distance from the Previa ahead. At that moment, Zhou Zhan, driving the Mercedes-Benz S-Class, directly surged forward, and the front of his car slammed into the Previa’s rear-left side.

The Previa had narrow tires, a high center of gravity, and was light. Most importantly, it was front-wheel drive, not four-wheel drive, making it floaty to drive. When suddenly rammed by the powerful, low-center-of-gravity, four-wheel-drive Mercedes-Benz, the car instantly lost some control. The entire vehicle veered sharply left and right on the road, squealing a few times before narrowly stopping diagonally. Zhou Zhan, with his extremely rich experience, rushed forward and slammed the steering wheel, causing the Mercedes-Benz to completely pin the Previa’s front, conveniently leaving the oncoming lane clear behind it for Li Mu.

Wang Yuanlang quickly got out of the car. Before the other party could react, he clenched his left hand into a fist, wearing what looked like a ring but was actually a specialized window-breaking device on his finger. He violently smashed his fist against the driver’s side window, which instantly shattered. Then, Wang Yuanlang produced a pistol from somewhere with his right hand, pointed the muzzle at the driver, and roared: “Raise your left hand, use your right hand to turn off the engine and pull out the car key, then get out with your hands on your head!”

Wu Xuewen, one of the tactical team of three, had also gotten out of the car by this point. Like Wang Yuanlang, he shattered the Previa’s rear-left window, then pulled out his gun and yelled at the people inside: “Everyone, get out with your hands on your heads!”

Seeing the two pull out their guns, Yu Hu and the others were completely scared stiff.

Unlike Xu Jianjun’s private detective team, Yu Hu’s team wasn’t composed of former military personnel. They mostly worked as private detectives in commercial and wealthy family circles. They had never experienced such a commotion before. Facing the dark muzzles of the guns, every single one of them was terrified.

Li Mu was surprised, unsure why Wang Yuanlang and the others had resorted to using guns. However, he knew he couldn’t stay and watch the fun, or else he’d not only be in danger but also cause trouble for Wang Yuanlang.

Wei Lan, by his side, was wide-eyed and dumbfounded by the sudden turn of events ahead. Li Mu pressed the accelerator, and the car sped past the Mercedes-Benz S-Class. Li Mu then drove for a hundred meters before slowing down to observe through his rearview mirror.

By this time, several people, including Yu Hu, obediently got out of the car with their hands on their heads while being held at gunpoint. Their expressions were all terrified. Wang Yuanlang was very perceptive; seeing many sets of eyes helplessly glance towards Yu Hu, he knew Yu Hu was definitely the leader among them. He then loudly questioned him: “Name, age, provincial origin, occupation!”

Yu Hu forced himself to calm down and looked up, asking: “Who are you people? If you’re police, I want to see your identification!”

Wang Yuanlang pulled out his military ID from his plainclothes pocket, showed him a glimpse of the cover, and said coldly: “We’re from the Yanjing Military Region. Now answer my questions!”

Yu Hu was startled. When had he offended someone from the Military Region? He immediately realized these people might be Li Mu’s bodyguards. Although he didn’t know why Li Mu would have active-duty military personnel as bodyguards, after calming down, he realized a crucial issue and blurted out: “Military personnel outside their military region have no law enforcement authority in local areas! Be careful, I’ll report you for abusing your authority!”

Wang Yuanlang kicked him to the ground and said coldly: “Specialized troops, when they believe national security is under threat, have full authority to apprehend or even shoot to kill. I now suspect you are conspiring in terrorist activities. If you don’t answer my questions, I will immediately send all of you to the Military Region for handling!”

Yu Hu was truly terrified now. Although the term ‘special military personnel’ was vague, military personnel whose duties were linked to national security definitely had far greater law enforcement authority than he imagined. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be openly operating outside the military region while carrying firearms.

Last time, when they dealt with Huang Jinshao’s bodyguards at the West City Branch Bureau, Wang Yuanlang knew that if he personally intervened, the police would certainly interfere. That’s why the three of them deliberately disarmed themselves before acting. This time, however, was different. The opposing car had extremely dark tinted windows; it was impossible to see who was inside or if they had weapons. If they hadn’t pulled out their sidearms, and the window shattered only for a gun to point out, wouldn’t they be doomed?

Yu Hu dared not act presumptuously. He was only taking candid and follow-up photos; he hadn’t committed any serious crime. If he were caught by the police, he still had connections to smooth things over. But if he were truly taken into the Military Region, then he’d be completely screwed. He knew no one there, and it wouldn’t be easy to find someone to get him out. Moreover, who knew what laws they would use? What if they accused him of being a spy or a terrorist? He would be like a mute eating bitter coptis, suffering in silence. After all, he really had done something very sensitive: driving and bringing people to track and secretly photograph a billionaire. The nature of this matter could indeed be interpreted as major or minor.

Thinking this, Yu Hu hurriedly reported some of his information, then explained to Wang Yuanlang: “Officer, we mean no harm. We are just private detectives tracking and taking photos…”

Wang Yuanlang barked: “Tracking and taking photos? How do you prove you weren’t trying to kidnap?”

Saying this, Wang Yuanlang turned to Zhou Zhan by his side and said: “Check the car. See if there’s anything suspicious!”

Zhou Zhan quickly opened the Previa’s car door. After inspecting it, he held up an SLR camera with a long-focus lens and said: “Boss, it’s all photography and videography equipment, and a map. It marks Li Mu’s home and several companies, with several routes drawn on it.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded. “Go, get the ropes and body bags from the trunk!”

“Yes, sir!”

Yu Hu and the others were terrified, their livers trembling. Ropes? Body bags? No way, are they playing this big?

Zhou Zhan immediately retrieved a coil of rope and two folded large black plastic bags from the Mercedes-Benz’s trunk. Wang Yuanlang gave him a signal, and he immediately understood tacitly. He threw the rope and plastic bags in front of Yu Hu and barked: “Pick them up!”

Yu Hu didn’t know what they meant, but he didn’t dare to defy them. He could only tremblingly hold the rope and body bags in his hands, raising them above his head. Zhou Zhan then immediately snatched the items from his hands and threw them onto the ground nearby.

Wang Yuanlang questioned coldly: “Do you know who you were following?”

“I… I do…” Yu Hu nodded timidly.

Wang Yuanlang pointed at the ropes and body bags on the ground, and with a stern expression, said to Yu Hu: “These have your fingerprints. The camera contains photos and videos you secretly took of the parties involved. The map has records of your prior reconnaissance and planned routes. I have ample reason to suspect you intended to kidnap and murder China’s youngest billionaire!”

Yu Hu blurted out: “You can’t frame me!”

Wang Yuanlang swung his arm in a wide arc and delivered a sharp slap, stunning Yu Hu completely.

“I’m framing you? Do you believe I’ll add another charge for slandering a national military officer?”

“I…” Yu Hu, having just been slapped and then frightened by Wang Yuanlang for several rounds consecutively, felt like dying.

He had been in this line of work for many years, dealing with countless organizations and police, but he had never encountered someone like Wang Yuanlang who immediately pulled a gun and completely didn’t play by the rules. Yu Hu also knew that Li Mu’s identity was very special; not only was his financial power immense, but the social influence of his several companies was also very significant. It was quite possible that such a person was truly an object of concern for the higher-ups. Secretly photographing him was already very risky, and now being caught in the act with so much “evidence” in Wang Yuanlang’s hands, if they really wanted to deal with him, he feared he would truly be deeply involved with it!

Yu Hu quickly pleaded earnestly: “You’ve really misunderstood, I am truly a private detective. My private detective company is called Zhongkai Information Consulting Co., Ltd., and its business registration information is fully complete; you can verify it at any time.”

“One more word!” Wang Yuanlang delivered a sharp knock to Yu Hu’s forehead, barking: “Anyone can register a company. Does that mean people who register companies won’t commit crimes? You say you’re a private detective, do you have identification to prove it?”

“I…” Yu Hu said, his face full of grievance and looking utterly struggling: “Our country hasn’t established regulations for the private detective industry, so we don’t have relevant identification…”

Wang Yuanlang scoffed: “No identification? Then we look at the chain of evidence. With this evidence right before your eyes, what else do you have to explain?”

Having said that, Wang Yuanlang abruptly changed his tone: “I’m giving you one chance, and only one. Tell me who hired you, and perhaps I can let you off. Otherwise, all of you will come with me to the Military Region, and no one will escape.”

Yu Hu didn’t believe for a second that Wang Yuanlang was trying to scare him. They had pulled out guns, and they were Li Mu’s bodyguards, suspecting him of threatening Li Mu’s personal safety. So they definitely wouldn’t let it go. But he was just a private detective, and a well-known one in Yanjing. If he truly capsized his career because of tracking Li Mu and was taken into the Military Region by these military personnel, then he’d be in serious trouble.

After a moment of struggle, Yu Hu could only abandon his professional ethics and said in a muffled tone: “I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you. It was Zhao Xianliang, an entrepreneur from Hangzhou, who commissioned me to investigate Mr. Li…”





Chapter 721: Bringing Trouble Upon Oneself

Li Mu didn’t go far. After driving three to five hundred meters, he stopped to observe, waiting until Wang Yuanlang called.

Wang Yuanlang briefly explained the situation. When he asked Li Mu if he knew Zhao Xianliang, an entrepreneur from Hangzhou, Li Mu immediately understood. He didn’t need to think twice to know that the rumors of him acquiring Wei Lan’s shares for eight hundred million and keeping her must have reached Zhao Ziqiu’s father, which was why he hired someone to investigate Li Mu.

Immediately, Li Mu said, “Ask that guy what the other party told him to investigate about me.”

Since Yu Hu had decided to spill, he basically spilled everything. Li Mu listened from his end of the phone while Yu Hu explained from his end, “Chairman Zhao told me to follow you and take pictures and video evidence of you and Wei Lan together.”

Li Mu asked him, “Anything else?”

Yu Hu quickly replied, “He also told me to check if you have any other women.”

Li Mu then said, “After you go back, keep your mouth shut. For the next three days, whatever he asks you, say that you haven’t yet gathered clear evidence. Stall him. After three days, he’ll get the news himself without you having to say anything. Understood?”

Yu Hu didn’t dare to disobey, repeatedly saying, “Don’t worry, I know what to do.”

Li Mu warned him, “Remember, if you dare to speak carelessly, be careful, I’ll expose the fact that you sold him out! Doing something as unethical as leaking employer information means you won’t be able to be a private detective anymore.”

Yu Hu shivered in fear, “Don’t worry, I will follow your instructions completely…”

Afterward, Wang Yuanlang took the phone and asked Li Mu, “How do we handle these guys?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Smash their photography equipment, take the footage, and let them go. Oh, and get one of his mobile numbers. I might need to make him my free errand boy often in the future.”

Wang Yuanlang responded, “Alright, I understand.”

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll head back first. You’ve worked hard, Captain Wang.”

“It’s nothing,” Wang Yuanlang replied.

Li Mu hung up, and Wei Lan curiously asked him, “Were those people here to secretly photograph you?”

Li Mu nodded, “Someone boring I know ordered it. It’s nothing major.”

Seeing Li Mu’s dismissive manner, Wei Lan didn’t ask further.

On Wang Yuanlang’s side, he said to Yu Hu, “You’re lucky today.”

Upon hearing this, Yu Hu felt as if a great pardon had been granted and was about to express his gratitude when Wang Yuanlang took out his pure imported camera from the car, a camera body and lens totaling thirty to forty thousand yuan. He skillfully removed the memory card, then threw the camera to the ground with a clang. The connection between the body and the lens instantly snapped, the lenses shattered everywhere, and the camera body cracked from the immense force of the impact.

Yu Hu’s heart ached. This was the latest digital SLR camera, barely used before it was smashed to scrap. He wished he had brought his old film SLR camera instead, and his large-aperture telephoto lens! Oh my god…

Though his heart ached, Yu Hu didn’t dare to utter a sound. If smashing the equipment meant they would be let go, he’d grit his teeth and let them smash away.

Unexpectedly, Wang Yuanlang’s instruction was to destroy all video and photography equipment, so there was no way he would only smash one camera. There was also that professional video camera, which was excellent, no worse than the equipment used by TV stations, its cost equivalent to a car.

Most paparazzi couldn’t afford such equipment. Only high-end paparazzi like Yu Hu, who specialized in serving wealthy clients, would heavily invest in such high-end equipment to capture clearer footage to satisfy their employers. It was arguably the most expensive piece of equipment Yu Hu owned.

When Yu Hu saw Wang Yuanlang carry that big camera out of the car, his heart tightened suddenly. With a tearful face, he said, “Big brother, this camera might break if you…”

“Clang!”

“No, don’t…”

Yu Hu watched as the video camera shattered into pieces on the ground, tears welling up in his eyes. He subconsciously said, “Big brother, this is how we make a living…”

Wang Yuanlang nodded, “I’m smashing the very thing you use to make a living. You got off easy this time, otherwise, I would have locked you up for three to five years on various charges!”

Yu Hu quickly shut his mouth, understanding the hint. He silently recited: ‘When the shell breaks, the egg is gone; when money is lost, one is at peace.’ Anything that can be solved with money is not a problem. He could earn it back later. If he really ended up in jail, he’d be finished. Not to mention these special forces soldiers who could bring their firearms out of the Military Region, just Li Mu, a multimillionaire, wanting to get rid of him, Yu Hu couldn’t stand up to him.

At this point, Wang Yuanlang spoke, “Come on, give me your mobile number. I might call you anytime to get information. If you dare to conceal anything, you know the consequences!”

Yu Hu nodded vigorously, “Big brother, don’t worry, I won’t conceal anything…”

Wang Yuanlang nodded, noted Yu Hu’s mobile number, and then waved his hand, “Alright, all of you scram.”

Having said that, Wang Yuanlang signaled his two subordinates, “Let’s go.”

As the Mercedes-Benz drove away grandly, Yu Hu looked at the shattered equipment and the car window glass on the ground, his eyes red with pain. With something like this happening, he couldn’t ask Zhao Xianliang for reimbursement; he could only accept his bad luck. And with such a handle being held by Li Mu, he didn’t know if Li Mu would easily let him go in the future.

Thinking of this, Yu Hu was filled with remorse. Why? Why, after coincidentally hearing a piece of gossip about Li Mu, did he rush to tell Zhao Xianliang? Wasn’t this just bringing trouble upon himself?

…

Li Mu decided to play dumb about Zhao Xianliang investigating him. This was clearly a misunderstanding, and if he tried to explain, it would only backfire. Anyway, the private detective Zhao Xianliang hired had already been “turned” by him. No matter what, he would keep Zhao Xianliang in the dark for the next few days. Once the fund was announced, everyone would understand his true intentions. He expected Zhao Xianliang to be utterly impressed by his methods at that point. Thinking about it, the judgment of these billionaires was really average; how come no one had discerned his true intentions?

Zhao Xianliang was furious and couldn’t control his emotions that evening. He proactively contacted Yu Hu to inquire about the situation. Yu Hu’s feedback was that no substantive information had been found. Zhao Xianliang didn’t suspect anything and could only temporarily suppress the matter in his heart, waiting for Yu Hu to gather the latest information before laying cards on the table with his daughter.

Li Mu slept soundly through the night.

The next morning, Song Zhilei, with half his heart dead, took a plane to Yanjing with his frequently collaborating lawyer. He knew very well that this trip to Yanjing would instantly collapse the business he had devoted one or two decades of effort to, leaving only a mere twenty million yuan. But he knew even more clearly that even those twenty million yuan were something he had begged Wei Lan for; otherwise, all his efforts would have gone down the drain with Juncheng Real Estate.

Thinking of this, he was in pain and struggled internally. Standing on the land of Yanjing, he felt unusually irritable, only wanting to sign the contract as soon as possible, take the money, and leave this place. He didn’t want to stay here for another minute.

Knowing he would acquire 100% of Juncheng Real Estate today, Li Mu was in a great mood. He told Wei Lan to stay home as much as possible, continuing to pretend to be a kept woman. He wanted to make the act complete and avoid any unexpected complications at this critical moment.

After breakfast, Li Mu called Song Liang, asking him to notify him immediately after the signing was complete, and then headed to Muye Technology.

Ding Zhengling, the capital operation master Li Mu had poached from Sequoia, had made clear progress on two recent acquisition cases and was waiting for Li Mu to meet and exchange information.

To make the best use of talent, Li Mu had given Ding Zhengling a task a few days ago that many internet magnates in his previous life hadn’t completed: acquiring Hou Yantang’s FlashGet. In addition, he was also responsible for acquiring Huaying and Xinyinglian’s two cinema chains in Yanjing. FlashGet wasn’t of great practical significance to Li Mu, but if it could be acquired, FlashGet could further enhance the scale of the YY product Ecosystem. As for the cinema chains, their importance was immense. They were the bridgehead for entering the cultural and entertainment market and also Li Mu’s experimental ground for his online ticketing system.

Upon arriving at Muye Technology, Kong Lingyu, Ding Zhengling, and Lin Qingya were all waiting for him. Since Li Mu rarely visited, all three had some work matters to report to him.

As soon as Li Mu entered his office, Lin Qingya knocked and came in. Upon seeing Li Mu, she couldn’t help but smile and say, “Mr. Li, your reputation has spread far and wide since yesterday.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “What happened?” He then realized the stir he had caused in the real estate industry and couldn’t help but ask, “Is it about Wanying’s acquisition of Huzhou City’s Juncheng Real Estate?”

“Yes,” Lin Qingya said, “I just heard it through gossip. Many people in the internet industry know about it, and the rumors about you and Wei Lan are quite popular in our industry. Many company liaisons have subtly probed me when they contacted me.”

Li Mu pouted, “Good news stays home, bad news travels a thousand miles. The internet industry is definitely the second most gossipy industry in the country.”

Thinking about the internet industry’s gossipy nature, Li Mu shook his head helplessly. Although the internet industry is full of people who seem serious, diligent, and low-key—such as operations tech workers, product tech workers, and code tech workers—to be honest, the level of gossip in this industry is quite extraordinary.

Perhaps it’s because internet professionals pay more attention to online information interaction, so once there is any sign of disturbance/activity in the industry, it quickly spreads across the entire internet. This advantage is unmatched by any other industry. The internet industry even had a company that released an APP specifically for anonymous online gossip. With the gossipy spirit of internet professionals, this APP once became very popular. The APP’s name was “Wumi,” an anonymous platform for exposing various gossips…

Lin Qingya asked with a smile, “What’s the most gossipy industry?”

“Of course, the entertainment industry.”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “But Old Kong and I have absolute trust in you. Do you want to know our opinion?”

Li Mu looked curious, “What’s your opinion? Do you generally think I couldn’t do such a thing?”

“No,” Lin Qingya said, “We generally believe that you would do such a thing, but you wouldn’t do it in such a low-class way.”

Li Mu nodded annoyed, “Alright, you know me well.”

Saying that, Li Mu changed the subject, “Go call Old Kong and Old Ding for a meeting.”





Chapter 722: YY’s Overseas Strategic Deployment (Part One)

In the office, Kong Lingyu, Ding Zhengling, and Lin Qingya took turns reporting on work progress.

Kong Lingyu’s recent efforts had been focused on the multi-language localization of Happy Farm and the development of YY Mail. Happy Farm, in particular, was seen by Li Mu as YY’s vanguard for global expansion. Whether this game could attract overseas users was especially important to Li Mu.

“Currently, the English, Spanish, Japanese, and German versions have been completed. Versions in other languages such as French, Italian, and Arabic are still under development and translation and should be finished within a week.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “English, Spanish, Japanese, and German should already cover a considerable portion of the population, and most of the countries using these languages are developed nations with a high percentage of internet users. I think we can start our first phase of promotional work. For the first phase, we will designate the United States as our initial promotional country.”

Kong Lingyu then said, “Boss, our colleagues in business and investment have already registered wholly-owned company shells for Muye Technology in several countries. Should we initially promote only the game, or promote it along with YY?”

Li Mu replied without hesitation, “Promote only the game. YY is a social networking software, and the behavioral cost for users to change social software products is too high. Rashly pushing it out would definitely lead to a low conversion rate, so it’s not suitable for overseas promotion yet. Furthermore, users in Europe and America will certainly have some resistance toward software from developing countries, especially social software. It’s already difficult to get them to abandon MSN or ICQ; getting them to abandon these two software products and switch to one from China would be even harder. So, we can’t give them too much psychological burden at the outset. We should first use a pure game to attract their attention.”

The three of them were a bit puzzled. Kong Lingyu asked, “Will users in the American market really have a sentiment of resistance towards Chinese native software?”

Li Mu stated assuredly, “Definitely. Because for the American internet market, they are the exporting country for software, hardware, industry standards, and solutions. That is to say, almost all standards and rules related to computers, the internet, and internet applications were set by them. The vast majority of internet products and business models were also developed by them and exported to the rest of the world. At this point, if a software from a developing country wants to export back to them, it’s very difficult to push through in most cases.”

As he spoke, Li Mu thought of Fang Xudong, his top-tier expert, and quickly asked Lin Qingya, “Is Xudong at Muye Technology today?”

“Yes, he is,” Lin Qingya said. “The research and development teams for several major projects all work here.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Go find Xudong. Among us present here, no one understands the American internet market better than he does.”

Fang Xudong was quickly brought over. When Li Mu repeated Kong Lingyu’s question to him, he responded very firmly, “The exclusivity in the American internet market is too strong. It’s not just China; very few internet products from other countries can establish a foothold in the American market.”

After a pause, Fang Xudong added, “Currently, internet products and models in China and indeed all other countries around the world are basically entirely derived from the United States. Setting aside hardware, in terms of software products, the United States exports computer operating systems like Windows, OS, and Linux to the world, and also exported ‘the Internet’ itself, a fundamental core product.”

Li Mu agreed with Fang Xudong’s statement.

It wasn’t that he harbored any kind of worship for the United States; the key was that the United States truly was the creator of the internet industry, as well as the creator of industry standards and business models.

Whether it was instant messaging, social networking, e-commerce, search engines, or even various functional software, they almost all originated in the United States, then were gradually exported globally, and finally optimized locally by local internet companies based on the original. In this broad context, currently, and even for the next decade or so, no Chinese software product has been able to truly influence or cover American users. The only influence is a large number of Chinese internet companies listing for public trading on NASDAQ.

Even though WeChat became so impressive in later generations, if you look at it from a global perspective, when it expanded overseas, the overseas market already had very strong competing products. The overseas market in the same field has always been a two-way split, with WhatsApp and Facebook-Messenger being the two major dominant players. Even with WeChat’s powerful functions and complete ecosystem, it couldn’t be pushed out in the Third World, let alone developed countries.

Therefore, Li Mu currently did not dare to directly push out YY. Because if YY were rashly launched into developed country markets with insufficient preparation, once it met with a cold reception at the start, it would be much more difficult to make it succeed later. Even if YY’s product was much more impressive than MSN and ICQ, it would be useless. If it met with a cold reception in the first round, and the second round wasn’t ready, local competing products would improve themselves in response. Once the local players caught up in functionality, it would be even more impossible for YY to turn the tables.

Moreover, instant messaging software is sensitive in nature. For American market users, a Chinese instant messaging software would instinctively feel less reliable and trustworthy than local software. Directly pushing YY out would lead to an atrociously low conversion rate.

Kong Lingyu asked Li Mu, “So, Boss, your idea is to first accumulate users with Happy Farm, and then migrate those users to YY, just like when we competed with QQ back then?”

Li Mu said, “Yes and no. The overseas market is more complex, and our scope of control is far less than within China. Simply nurturing users with Happy Farm is far from enough. My idea is to bide our time and do it under the radar. First, we’ll target business people and moderate-to-deep internet users in the overseas market, developing some functions that can become essential needs for them.”

Kong Lingyu subconsciously asked, “Are you talking about utility software like Foxmail?”

Kong Lingyu mentioning Foxmail made Li Mu’s eyes light up. He slammed the table and blurted out, “Exactly! The positioning is like Foxmail’s, but it’s absolutely not a standalone utility software. We have to integrate it into a future version of YY.”

Foxmail could be said to be the only Chinese utility software that truly had a large user base worldwide. There were several indispensable factors for this software’s success.

First, the product itself was impressive. The software was lightweight overall, providing great convenience for users with email sending and receiving needs. Users spreading the word by mouth could save a lot of effort in promotion.

Second, this product was highly targeted. Most ordinary users were not its main customers. From the beginning, it was positioned for niche internet practitioners and business people who frequently used the internet for work. But it was precisely this highly niche product positioning that could foster highly loyal users. Ordinary users might not log into their email or send an email once every few months, but niche users might send and receive several or even dozens of emails every day. The latter’s stickiness was beyond imagination.

Finally, Foxmail’s name was well chosen. When this software’s English version was put into overseas app stores and download websites, users wouldn’t perceive it as software from China at all. This maximally reduced users’ wariness, thereby increasing the conversion rate.

Compared to Foxmail, WeChat’s English name is Wechat. As it was also a product developed by Zhang Xiaolong, WeChat’s English naming also matched Zhang Xiaolong’s routine. However, unlike Foxmail, WeChat’s user base was too broad, and it couldn’t find truly highly niche users in the overseas market. The only niche overseas user group was probably those users who frequently had contact with Chinese people. They would become WeChat users out of essential need, but they would only position WeChat as a “tool specifically for chatting with Chinese people,” and wouldn’t truly consider it their primary social communication software. This was very awkward.

Li Mu omitted WeChat, instead discussing his views on Foxmail with the others. Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong, as true internet technical professionals, largely agreed with Li Mu’s analysis. Although Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling didn’t understand as deeply, they vaguely felt Li Mu made sense.

Subsequently, Li Mu revealed his true strategic deployment.

“Happy Farm will build buzz first. To truly push out YY, we must start with business people and moderate-to-deep internet users. In other words, we need to integrate functions into our product that cater to the essential needs of these specific user groups. We must first take down this user segment, and then combine our farm, games, and other ecosystem products to also pull in shallow internet users.”

Fang Xudong subconsciously asked, “Mr. Li, what product functions have you prepared for business people and moderate-to-deep internet users?”

Li Mu said, “There are a few. The first is the group audio and video calls function. In the future, business people and group users will have a very strong demand for this function. Your solution is basically complete, right?”

Fang Xudong nodded, “It’s pretty much done. Our solution can reduce bandwidth usage by 30-40% while maintaining audio and video call quality, and stability will also be significantly enhanced based on existing foundations. Handling group audio and video communication won’t be a problem. This technology should be the best solution in the industry.”

Li Mu said, “OK. The second is the file transfer function. First, our transmission protocol must be fast, stable, and support resumable download. If the FlashGet acquisition is completed, we can build it into an embedded functional component to better support uploading, downloading, and resumable download during file transfers.”

Ding Zhengling quickly said, “I’ve almost finished discussions with Hou Yantang. I’ll report the specific details to you shortly. There’s over a 90% certainty of a successful acquisition.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “That’s excellent. However, FlashGet can only solve half of this need. For the file transfer function, I have another requirement—offline transfer.”

“Offline transfer?”





Chapter 723: YY’s Overseas Strategic Deployment (Part 2)

“Offline transfer?”

Fang Xudong and Kong Lingyu, two seasoned internet technical professionals, were surprised by this new concept Li Mu proposed. The other two, on the other hand, were completely confused.

In Li Mu’s eyes, offline transfer was an extremely impressive feature. When it first came out, it was truly something to applaud enthusiastically. QQ launched its offline transfer feature in 2007, but it wasn’t difficult to implement in 2002. The hardware basis was sufficient; it was just that no one had thought of the concept first.

So, Li Mu explained: “Offline transfer, to put it simply, is cloud services. If User A wants to transfer a file to User B, but User B is not online, what’s the normal way to do it? Wait for User B to come online? Sending it as an email attachment is also an option, but it’s relatively troublesome to operate. Our offline transfer allows User A to first transfer the file to our server even when User B is offline. Once User B comes online, they can directly download the file from our cloud server, even if User A is offline.”

Upon hearing this, Fang Xudong immediately understood and said in surprise, “Mr. Li, this feature is incredibly practical!”

Li Mu nodded, “Its practicality will be very strong, especially now for business professionals, internet practitioners, and moderate-to-heavy Users. In the future, as the internet continues to spread, more casual Users will also have file transfer needs. At that time, this feature will cover them too. My goal is to eventually make such a feature cover all internet Users. This isn’t hard to achieve because all internet Users will have file transfer needs.”

Fang Xudong said, “However, if we want to solve this problem, our investment costs will be very high. First, there’s the information processing issue; server storage and bandwidth will require significant costs.”

Li Mu said, “That’s not an issue, because we are the first to launch this feature and solution, we can categorize this service into different tiers. For ordinary YY Users, the maximum file size they can send offline each day will be limited to a certain range, and the storage duration of their transferred files on the cloud will also be time-limited. Files will be automatically deleted by the server after the time limit expires.”

“For example, the service standard for ordinary Users can be: each person can send ten MB of files offline per day, and the server retention time is twenty-four hours; YY member Users can receive the standard of: each person can send one hundred MB of files offline per day, and the server retention time is seventy-two hours; if some groups of Users feel it’s still not enough, they can separately purchase advanced customized offline file services for an additional expenditure of ten yuan per month, allowing them to send five hundred MB of files offline per day, with the server retaining them for two hundred forty hours…”

Fang Xudong nodded, a look of joy on his face, and said, “I understand, Mr. Li. This way, on one hand, we can control server storage space by regularly deleting files, and on the other hand, we can directly generate profit.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “We can finalize the specific parameters later, but this feature will be tremendously appealing to Users and will greatly bind them to our platform. Most importantly, the research and development of these product features—transmission protocol, resumable download, and offline transfer—will take a long time and require sufficient technical accumulation. In addition, powerful information processing centers, storage, and bandwidth, as well as other hardware facilities, also take time to build and debug, followed by software and hardware compatibility testing. If we launch this feature, others who want to surpass us will have too much work to do. We can maintain a significant technological lead for a long time.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Boss, will this feature and the YY Group audio/video solution be launched simultaneously in one version of YY?”

Li Mu nodded slightly, “Besides that, I have another product plan. This product plan has significant technical commonality with the data transfer I just mentioned—it’s the cloud drive.”

“Cloud drive?”

“Exactly, it can be understood as a cloud hard drive.”

Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong had just heard Li Mu talk about cloud storage for offline transfer, so they understood tacitly the concept of a cloud hard drive.

Li Mu said, “The cloud drive feature is also a vertical private data cloud storage function. At present, a considerable number of Users might not yet have this demand, but that’s also because no one has developed products in this area. My idea is that in the future, YY itself will have a built-in cloud drive feature. Every User will have a certain amount of personal cloud drive space for data storage. Users can directly upload their private files from the YY client to their personal cloud drive, and no matter where they go, as long as they have a computer and internet, they can access their private files.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Private PCs haven’t truly become widespread yet, and USB drives are very expensive. USB 2.0 has just launched, and a sixty-four megabyte USB 2.0 drive sells for about seven hundred yuan in China, while USB 1.1 sells for about three hundred fifty yuan. This is almost equivalent to the market price of Mango-ME. The per-megabyte storage cost is very high, and the entry barrier is also very high, so most Users don’t have mobile storage devices like USB drives. However, if we use massive data center-grade, large-capacity mechanical hard drives to solve the cloud storage problem, the cost per megabyte of storage space will be reduced by about a hundredfold. If this feature is launched, it will also be very practical for our target User groups.”

The four people present, whether they fully understood or not, all highly approved of this product idea.

Fang Xudong said, “The elite are a group with a bellwether effect. Their ability to influence surrounding groups is also very strong. If we first get the elite on our side, converting ordinary Users should also be much easier.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “This is the first phase of the product feature plan I’ve made for YY’s globalization. Happy Farm is just a stepping stone. What will truly capture European and American Users are the major convenient features we’ve deeply customized for the elite class.”

First getting the elite on their side—this was his operations strategy. Many products aim for all Users from the start, attempting to round up all Users in one go. This mindset and approach aren’t necessarily wrong, but they are not suitable for Chinese internet products breaking through overseas. Occupying overseas markets is more like a real war of aggression. When facing powerful, heavily defended opponents, solid steps and gradual advancement are the safest offensive methods.

“Just imagine, after a certain future version of YY is launched, many companies will no longer need to spend large sums of money on specialized audio and video conferencing hardware; they will only need to rely on YY Group to directly conduct audio and video conferences. One-on-one file transfers and even group file transfers can also be completed directly within YY. At the same time, having a personal cloud drive can largely replace expensive USB drives.”

“Moreover, this product itself is already a very user-friendly social networking software. Once they start handling their business needs on YY, they will definitely migrate their business connections to YY. And to reach efficiency, they will gradually migrate all their connections to YY, striving to integrate their life, work, and other internet needs into YY to improve efficiency.”

Kong Lingyu nodded gravely, “Boss, don’t worry, I will follow up on the development of these features with Fang Xudong as soon as possible.”

Li Mu instructed, “When promoting Happy Farm overseas, try to discard Chinese elements as much as possible so that Users don’t feel it’s a foreign-invasion game product. I suggest changing to a more American-sounding English name. ‘Happy-Farm’ sounds a bit tacky.”

Lin Qingya smiled, “According to your positioning, the name Happy-Farm is indeed not very suitable. I think true English-speaking countries wouldn’t call Happy Farm that. ‘Farm-Of-Happiness’ might be more appropriate.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Our game is no longer just a simple farm. After several upgrades, it has added ranches, processing manufacturing, as well as a town mission system and player interaction system. The game content is already very extensive. While there’s no need for us to change the Chinese name, the English name can completely abandon the Happy Farm concept. I personally have an idea to change the English name of Happy Farm to ‘Town-Of-Paradise,’ which translates to Paradise Town.”

“Town-Of-Paradise?” Lin Qingya said with a look of yearning, “I like that name, it’s much better than Happy Farm.”

Fang Xudong, who had lived and worked in the United States for a long time, also nodded and said, “Town-Of-Paradise indeed better reflects the current characteristics of our game. It will also be more appealing to Users in English-speaking countries. I personally agree as well.”

Kong Lingyu said, slightly excited, “Then let’s promote the English version of Happy Farm with the name Town-Of-Paradise!”

Seeing that everyone had no objections, Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright, use this name. Let’s strive for it to become an instant hit in the European and American markets!”

With the crucial initial strategic deployment for YY’s globalization largely completed, Li Mu turned to Ding Zhengling and said, “Old Ding, tell me about the progress of the two acquisition cases.”

Ding Zhengling nodded, “First, FlashGet. The developer has agreed to sell, but the asking price is a bit high. His psychological price is fifteen million, and my offer is five million. Now he has lowered his offer to seven million. The revolution has not yet succeeded; comrades still need to work harder.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “How did you manage to convince this developer and make him cut his psychological price in half? I thought it would be difficult for you to even meet him.”

Ding Zhengling said, “It was indeed difficult, but when I found a way to convey the information, I just passed the message to him, and he invited me to meet.”

Li Mu asked, “What information did you convey to him?”

Ding Zhengling said, “I told him that Muye Technology was interested in acquiring his FlashGet, and if he didn’t respond within a week, Muye Technology would abandon the acquisition and instead develop its own download software.”

“I’m speechless…” Li Mu chuckled, “You’re clearly threatening him!”

Ding Zhengling said, “It takes threats to solve problems. He doesn’t hold anyone in high regard and isn’t short on money. Even if other companies threatened him like that, he probably wouldn’t care. But Muye Technology is different. The unified perception of us in the internet industry is that once Muye Technology decides to do something, it will go all out to defeat all competitors. He’s also afraid that Muye Technology will launch a similar product and crush his.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s good. It proves that Muye Technology’s research and development capabilities and promotional capabilities have been recognized by internet practitioners in China.” Speaking, Li Mu added, “Sign the contract as soon as possible and take control of FlashGet.”

“Okay,” Ding Zhengling nodded and said, “I’ve had two rounds of discussions with Huaying and Xinyinglian. The parent companies of the two cinema chains are closely related, so their quotations are relatively consistent. Based on my calculations, for fourteen cinemas, sixty-five screening rooms, and twelve thousand five hundred ninety seats, the acquisition price translates to a cost per seat of about four thousand yuan.”

Ding Zhengling’s calculation of cost per seat made Li Mu’s eyes light up. He indeed had no interest in the specific details and prices of each cinema; the cost per seat allowed him to easily calculate the overall acquisition scale.

Li Mu asked him, “Have you evaluated this cost? Is it too high or too low?”

Ding Zhengling said, “Based on the situation of these fourteen cinemas, the overall estimate is slightly on the low side. However, the crucial point is that these cinemas now face upgrades and renovations. I commissioned a financial analyst to calculate the cost. Currently, if we were to significantly upgrade the cinema chain based on existing conditions, the cost per seat would be around three thousand yuan. This means the overall cost per seat would be around eight thousand yuan, with a total investment slightly over one hundred million.”

Li Mu asked him, “What stage are the negotiations at now?”

Ding Zhengling explained, “We’re negotiating the price. I want to lower the acquisition cost to around three thousand five hundred yuan per seat.”

Li Mu nodded and then asked Fang Xudong, “How much longer until our ticketing system is developed?”

Fang Xudong said, “A month and a half is no problem, but the software and hardware pairing and debugging will take some time. Overall, it should be ready in two months.”

Li Mu then said to Ding Zhengling, “Get the cinema chain this week. If you can’t negotiate the price down further, don’t worry about it. After acquiring the cinema chain, we still need to upgrade and renovate it. For us, time is far more important than that small cost difference.”

Ding Zhengling immediately stated, “No problem. I will make sure to sign both contracts this week.”

Li Mu hummed and looked at Lin Qingya, “Recruitment must go full throttle. Our human resources department is already quite large. Both social recruitment and campus recruitment must go into full swing. What we lack most now are industry elites like Old Ding and Old Fang. We need to intensify our efforts in this area.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “Mr. Fang introduced several high-end Chinese talents working in Silicon Valley. I’m already in communication with them. We are currently cooperating with a multinational headhunting firm and have already secured interest from over a dozen seasoned professionals, including several mid-level technical talents from Google, Oracle, and Microsoft.”

Li Mu was overjoyed upon hearing this and blurted out, “This is the most important work! If we want to become a first-class internet company, we must not only export good products to the world but also export industry standards and solutions to the world, so that in certain areas of the global internet, the industry standards used are no longer those set by Microsoft, Apple, Cisco, or some Silicon Valley geek, but are widely adopting the industry standards set by Muye Technology. This is our starry expanse for the future!”





Chapter 724: Internal Subscription of the Investment Fund

After Li Mu concluded his meeting at Muye Technology, Song Liang, unable to contain his excitement, called to deliver the news Li Mu had been waiting for all morning.

Song Zhilei had signed the agreement!

The equity transfer agreement took effect immediately, and Wanying had already paid him twenty million Chinese Yuan for the acquisition. From that moment on, Juncheng Real Estate became a wholly-owned subsidiary of Wanying.

To completely acquire a company with actual assets worth over two billion Chinese Yuan, or even more, Li Mu’s actual cost was only twenty million Chinese Yuan. As for the remaining eight hundred million, it would only be paid to Wei Lan three years later. Twenty million Chinese Yuan to leverage over two billion Chinese Yuan was a magnification of over one hundred times!

Li Mu asked Song Liang, “Have you told Old Chen?”

“Not yet. I called you first to deliver the good news. I’ll call him later.”

Li Mu hurriedly said, “Brother Liang, when you call Old Chen later, make sure he urges Old Zhou and Zhao Haichao to expedite the process and launch the fund as quickly as possible!”

Song Liang laughed, “Don’t worry, Old Zhou and Old Zhao are even more enthusiastic about this than you are.”

Song Liang was right; Old Zhou and Old Zhao were indeed more enthusiastic than he was.

From the dot-com bubble’s inception until now, China’s economic situation hadn’t been good. Weak domestic demand was a major problem. To stimulate investment and increase consumption, the government had cut interest rates eight times between 1996 and 2002, hoping people would withdraw their money from banks to boost the domestic economy.

In this general economic environment, where the public was being encouraged to withdraw money from banks, attracting deposits was a big problem for banks. When attracting deposits became difficult, income was severely affected, so Old Zhou also faced performance pressure.

The fund Li Mu planned to launch offered an annualized interest rate of three percent, which was already higher than the current national bond rates. Since national bonds were in high demand, this fund, with a higher interest rate and a principal and interest guaranteed policy, would be even easier for the collaborating bank to sell.

For someone at Old Zhou’s level, profits in the tens of millions were not a huge deal, but by bringing this financial product to his bank, he would be providing a very good benefit to his bank’s grassroots employees. There had always been an exploit in the banking system: high-quality funds were difficult to purchase because they were prioritized for bank employees, their relatives, and friends. This fund was an extra perk for bank employees.

For Old Zhou, it was even more important to be tied to influential people like Chen Ze and Li Mu, which would naturally bring endless benefits in the future.

Zhao Haichao had the same demand. With Juncheng Real Estate and Muye Technology guaranteeing up to three billion Chinese Yuan, this fund was definitely low-risk and offered considerable profits, which aligned with his desire to seek profit. Furthermore, getting acquainted with Chen Ze and Li Mu through this opportunity was a very important gain for him. He wanted to launch this fund as quickly as possible, then hand it over to Old Zhou to push out, rapidly raising three billion Chinese Yuan for Li Mu. This would be like getting on their good side and taking control of a favor.

Chen Ze called Old Zhou, telling him everything was ready. Old Zhou immediately synchronized efforts with Zhao Haichao.

Zhao Haichao drew up a rough projection: the total issuance size this time was three billion Chinese Yuan. To ensure sincerity, the fund company’s commission, like the investors’ principal and interest, would only be settled after three years. The bank’s sixty million Chinese Yuan in sales commission would be advanced by Wanying Real Estate.

Zhao Haichao wasn’t worried about any risks or delayed profits, even though he would only receive his share after three years. After all, he incurred almost no cost in issuing the fund; he simply used his fund issuance qualifications and his connections within the insurance company system. With his own fund company issuing it, his former employer insurance company underwriting it, plus Li Mu’s guarantee, the fund was completely legitimate and legal, not exploiting any loopholes. In such circumstances, delayed profits weren’t a big problem.

Zhao Haichao didn’t rest at noon, bringing a team to rapidly process the fund’s procedures.

He first rushed to Wanying Real Estate to verify the 100% controlling stake agreement for Juncheng Real Estate. Then, the legal representative, Song Liang, signed the guarantee agreement. Afterward, he immediately headed to Muye Technology, where he signed the joint guarantee agreement between Muye Technology and Juncheng Real Estate, as well as all detailed contracts for the fund’s issuance, with Li Mu in Li Mu’s office.

After completing these paperwork procedures, Zhao Haichao promptly excused himself, telling Li Mu, “I’m going back now to submit the documents for approval. The approval responsibilities aren’t fully clarified yet, so it’s really just a formality. The fastest we can get it approved is this afternoon.”

Li Mu asked him, “Then when can it be given to the bank for proxy sales?”

Zhao Haichao said, “All necessary documents are ready. Theoretically, after our approval this afternoon, we can directly connect the information to the bank and have them start selling. We have a framework agreement with them, so we can put our fund management product directly on the shelves without going through more procedures.”

Li Mu was overjoyed and blurted out, “Then the sooner the better! I’ll wait for your news!”

Zhao Haichao returned to his company and began expediting the process. This fund was named “Tonghai Real Estate Development.” “Tonghai” was the abbreviation of Zhao Haichao’s fund company, and “Real Estate” indicated the fund’s preferred sector, while the suffix was irrelevant.

By three-thirty in the afternoon, all procedures, including approval and underwriting, were completed. The reason for such speed was also due to the incomplete regulatory system of the fund industry at the time.

The “Tonghai Real Estate Development” fund had a total issuance volume of three billion Chinese Yuan, issued by Tonghai Fund, underwritten by Shou Kang Insurance, guaranteed by Juncheng Real Estate and Muye Technology, and distributed by commercial banks. It was a principal and interest guaranteed, fixed-term, fixed-amount investment fund, with subscriptions per unit of ten thousand Chinese Yuan and a unified three-year subscription period. Principal and interest would be redeemed in a lump sum after three years. If a large-scale run occurred in the interim, the insurance company would be responsible for handling it, and Li Mu would pay the insurance company according to the interest ratio given to subscribers. If Juncheng Real Estate and Muye Technology were unable to redeem the fund after three years, the insurance company would redeem it on their behalf, and Juncheng Real Estate and Muye Technology would then fulfill their creditor-debtor relationship with the insurance company.

In short, within the three-year period, Li Mu would have no financial pressure taking the three billion Chinese Yuan. If any issues arose in between, the insurance company would take the responsibility. After three years, Li Mu only needed to redeem it with three and a half billion Chinese Yuan as stipulated by the contract. This agreement put no pressure on Li Mu at all.

When “Tonghai Real Estate Development” completed its approval and underwriting process, Old Zhou summoned the mid-to-senior management of his bank responsible for the fund proxy sales system. At the meeting, Old Zhou omitted Juncheng Real Estate, Wanying Real Estate, and Muye Technology, simply telling everyone that an investment fund issued by Tonghai and underwritten by Shou Kang would be distributed through their bank. It was a three-year term, with an annual interest rate of three percent, insured by an insurance company, and principal and interest guaranteed.

As this news was announced, the department heads responsible for fund operations in various branches at the conference table erupted.

With eight interest rate cuts in six years, bank interest rates were outrageously low. National bond interest rates were slightly higher but limited in amount. Most funds took the opportunity to emerge, but most did not guarantee principal and interest, at most only promising principal. Such financial products held little appeal for users.

A three-billion-Chinese-Yuan fund with a three percent annual interest rate and guaranteed principal and interest—the quality of this fund dwarfed all other fund products in their hands.

So everyone eagerly asked Old Zhou one question: “Of the three billion Chinese Yuan, how much can be reserved for internal employees?”

Old Zhou waved his hand and said, “Tonghai has found a powerful backer, which is why they dare to push out such a fund. To give Tonghai confidence, naturally, the faster we sell, the better. So my only requirement for you this time is simple: the faster, the better. If internal employees and their families can subscribe to it all within one day, then let them subscribe. If not, have your account managers contact your major wealth management clients and recommend it directly. Sell these three billion Chinese Yuan as quickly as possible to make Tonghai look at us with new respect!”

Old Zhou didn’t tell the truth. He didn’t want Tonghai to look at him with new respect; he wanted Li Mu and Chen Ze to look at him with new respect.

Old Zhou’s team of fund managers were also very happy. Good wealth management funds like this were an internal benefit for the banking system. Even if they and their relatives couldn’t subscribe to all of it, introducing it to friends and classmates was still a favor. Why wouldn’t they? People from outside often asked bank employees for help buying high-quality funds. Many young men in banks even managed to win over their romantic partners and future mothers-in-law with this perk. Such benefits were simply too good to pass up.

This commercial bank had over one hundred branch offices and more than four thousand employees in Yanjing. Internally absorbing three billion Chinese Yuan shouldn’t be a big problem. Even if it couldn’t be absorbed internally in one day, the major clients could help absorb it within a day. Three billion Chinese Yuan seemed like a lot, but in the banking system, it was just a drop in the bucket.

So, Old Zhou adjourned the meeting early, urging everyone to quickly return to their respective posts, announce it within their managed branches, and then report back the internal subscription numbers before ten o’clock tonight.

Thanks to the effective execution by Old Zhou and his subordinates, over four thousand employees of the commercial bank’s Yanjing branch received this good news before getting off work. Once the bank’s internal staff saw the three key points—issued by Tonghai, underwritten by Taikang, and principal and interest guaranteed—they knew this was an absolutely high-quality fund. It was guaranteed not to lose money, offered a high interest rate, and was much stronger than national bonds. Therefore, employees interested in wealth management basically started to calculate how much they could subscribe to, and then called their spouses and family members to discuss how much they collectively had the capacity to subscribe for.

Because it was Taobao’s Summer Brand Day launch tonight, Li Mu planned to accompany his team on Taobao. So, in the afternoon, he went back to the apartment building near his company for a rest, caught some sleep, and set an alarm for eleven o’clock. Unexpectedly, Chen Ze’s call woke him at ten.

Chen Ze’s first words on the phone were: “Old Zhou has already pre-sold all three billion Chinese Yuan of the fund.”

Li Mu was still groggy with sleep, but upon hearing this, he jolted awake and sat up: “What? All pre-sold?”

Chen Ze hummed in affirmation, unable to contain his excitement: “It was snapped up instantly, all by the commercial bank’s internal employees and their families. Not a single cent left…”





Chapter 725: The Power of Influence

“A three billion fund, gone before it even officially launched?”

Li Mu’s mind struggled to keep up. He expected it to be fast, but not this fast!

However, the current savings interest rate was indeed shockingly low. Even national bonds with an annual interest rate of less than 2.7% were

snapped up overnight by queuing crowds, let alone an Investment Fund that was Principal and interest guaranteed and risk-free at 3%.

Thinking about it carefully, if it weren’t for the Central Bank constantly regulating and lowering interest rates, and the excessively low

savings rates, wealth management funds would not have emerged after 2000 and would not have continued to accumulate strength in 2003 and 2004

to quickly expand. The concept of wealth management only truly thrives when savings interest rates are low enough. The future surge in popularity

of Yu’e Bao and P2P wealth management was also due to the Central Bank’s interest rate adjustments. The vast majority of people do not know how

to truly invest and manage their finances, which gave wealth management funds an excellent opportunity.

In this situation, three billion disappearing in seconds wasn’t too surprising.

Li Mu paused for a moment, then asked Chen Ze, “Has the fund been officially issued yet?”

Chen Ze said, “All the procedures are complete, but it hasn’t officially opened at the bank yet, and the trading hours are over, so direct

transactions aren’t possible right now. The amount subscribed by Old Zhou’s internal bank employees and their families is about three point eight

billion. Tomorrow morning, as soon as the bank opens, the subscription process will begin in the order of registration. Reversals are allowed,

but temporary increases in subscription amounts are not. The subscription will close once the three billion is reached.”

Li Mu sighed, “I’m genuinely impressed, that was so fast…”

Chen Ze laughed, “Even I was startled. But Old Zhou said that with over four thousand official bank employees, plus their families, relatives, and

friends, there are simply too many people. And then, without fully understanding, everyone kept buying more and more, and by ten o’clock, that

was the total.”

Li Mu asked, “So, does that mean three billion will be in place tomorrow?”

Chen Ze said, “It should be; Old Zhou promised as much.”

Li Mu said excitedly, “As soon as the money is in our account, this matter can be fully announced.”

Chen Ze hummed in agreement, “Once the money is in our hands, there won’t be any more complications.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Once the money arrives, Juncheng will be revitalized. Now I actually hope the Huzhou City court can put this situation on hold

for three years. If it plays out after three years, that would be truly magnificent.”

Chen Ze laughed, “I wish, but I’m afraid that Lanke Group previously fought to drag Juncheng Real Estate down, and once we revitalize it, Lanke

might try to fight to remove Juncheng Real Estate instead.”

Li Mu was also worried that Lanke Group originally wished the court would seize Juncheng Real Estate for two or three years, but if their Easy success

failed and they realized they were making a metaphorical wedding dress for others, they would quickly urge the court to release Juncheng Real Estate.

Because if the seizure continued, the longer it dragged on, the higher Juncheng Real Estate’s net assets would become with the growth of property prices.

When Chen Ze mentioned this, Li Mu said, “Old Chen, if something like this really happens, you absolutely must find a way to ensure Juncheng Real

Estate remains Seized / sealed off, preferably for two and a half years or more!”

Chen Ze laughed, “Don’t worry, Lanke won’t have a chance to go back on their word.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu, who had just napped, felt exceptionally refreshed. He had just finished washing his face and was about to head to

Taobao when he received a text message from Senior Student Liu.

“Are you here yet?”

Li Mu replied, “Almost there.”

…

Taobao.com.

It was half past eleven at night, but most employees were voluntarily working overtime.

From the moment one entered the company gate, every few steps revealed a small table. The tables were filled with cans of Red Bull, Coke, purified

water, and various snacks. Beautiful acrylic signs on them read: Brand Day Refueling Station.

There were over a dozen such “refueling stations” throughout Taobao.com’s office space. Every employee could freely take various drinks and food

from these “refueling stations,” and administrative staff continuously replenished them, ensuring an endless supply.

Li Mu loved this atmosphere. Everyone maintained a passionate, highly motivated state of mind. Each employee was dedicated to their role; those

on the front lines focused on the battle, while those responsible for logistics and support fully ensured they received all necessary assistance.

Everyone had the same goal: to win this battle, and to win as gloriously as possible.

The Summer Brand Day was Taobao’s first major E-commerce festival since its launch. After a month of building buzz, its Influence had spread

to every corner of China’s internet.

Upon seeing Senior Student Liu, Senior Student Liu excitedly stood up and said to Li Mu, “I’ve been waiting for you, big boss! I thought you were

going to stand me up tonight.”

Li Mu said, “How could I stand someone up for such an important matter?” As he spoke, Li Mu checked the time and said, “It’s starting in a little

over twenty minutes. Quickly tell me about the progress from the start of the pre-sale until now.”

Senior Student Liu said excitedly, “I’ve been waiting for you to report on the results of the Brand Day, which has been brewing for so long.”

With that, Senior Student Liu pulled out a document with data and said, “The data I have is as of 11 PM tonight. During this period, the champion

in pre-sales was Zhinedar Repeater, with a total of five hundred sixteen thousand eight hundred thirty-eight units pre-sold, and sales exceeding

one hundred twenty million yuan.

Following that was TCL Mobile, with a total of ninety-five thousand eight hundred ninety-one units pre-sold, and sales topping one hundred million

yuan. The third place was ZTE PHS, with a total of seventy-nine thousand seven hundred fifty-three units pre-sold, and sales exceeding sixty million yuan.

In addition, other collaborating brands collectively launched over five hundred products, including Wenquxing, Subor, computer hardware, Complete Machine,

and many other office supplies, daily necessities, and brand small appliances. The total sales during the pre-sale phase reached two point one billion

yuan, breaking the two-billion-yuan threshold.”

Li Mu wasn’t too surprised after hearing this. The Brand Day pre-sale had already crossed the one billion yuan threshold a while ago, and now it had

just surpassed the two billion yuan mark, which wasn’t a particularly exciting figure for Li Mu.

Senior Student Liu, however, said excitedly, “Including the sales we might generate on Brand Day itself, our revenue for this Brand Day should be able

to exceed one hundred million yuan.”

Taobao’s commission for branded flagship stores ranges from 3% to 5%. With sales exceeding two billion yuan, the average would be around one hundred

million yuan. While this sounds impressive, the actual profit from this one hundred million yuan gross margin isn’t all that high. Besides corporate

income tax, there’s a significant investment in promotional resources, which also costs money. Furthermore, Liu Qiangdong also bought a racing team,

and now more than half of the racing team’s trailers are waiting in Shenzhen, ready to act as a point-to-point quick turnover service instead

of the postal service as soon as Brand Day begins.

For Li Mu, the profit from Brand Day was secondary. The most important thing was the impact Brand Day would have on the entire domestic retail industry.

Although in over a decade it would easily surpass tens, even hundreds of billions, and consumers and the market would long be accustomed to such

enormous figures, for the present, two billion in sales in a single day would be terrifying.

After today, all domestic production and wholesale retailers would realize Taobao.com’s astonishing potential. At that time, Taobao.com would surely

experience three peaks: a peak in enterprise brand merchants joining, a peak in small and medium-sized sellers joining, and a peak in transaction Users.

After reporting on the pre-sale situation, Liu Qiangdong added, “Mango-ME’s production is at full throttle. Two million units will be released

for this Brand Day, and they are expected to be snapped up within a day.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “Tomorrow is the moment for E-commerce to step onto the stage and display strength to the entire society. It

will also certainly become the most memorable day for China’s E-commerce industry.”

Liu Qiangdong laughed, “I can’t wait.”

Li Mu asked him, “What is the total pre-sale volume for this Brand Day so far?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Eleven million items. If we include Mango-ME and the transaction volume on Brand Day itself, it should reach around fifteen

million items.”

“Fifteen million items will conservatively generate ten million express packages. The logistics pressure will be immense, but our previously

coordinated decentralized processing must be executed perfectly, maximizing efficiency!”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, “Rest assured, all steps have been arranged. More than ten heavy-duty box trucks are already prepared in Shenzhen. The

main focus of logistics this time is in Shenzhen. And a week ago, based on the pre-sale order situation at the time, I had major manufacturers

ship out goods to our various Warehousing centers. After tonight, the six major Warehousing centers nationwide will quickly process orders and

simultaneously dispatch vehicles to the provincial capitals within their coverage areas. Most of the goods will be delivered by our own vehicles

to the provincial capitals of the User receipt areas within one day.”

Li Mu exclaimed, “That’s over ten million packages! If we can still turn them over as quickly as we did last time with the Mango-ME utterly

surpass, we’ll have created another myth.”

As he spoke, Li Mu chuckled, “I estimate Mr. Ma in Hangzhou is also waiting for tomorrow to arrive. I bet the express delivery companies he

acquired will probably take a unified holiday tomorrow, right?”

Li Mu’s guess was correct. In an office building in Hangzhou, half a floor was still brightly lit.

Mr. Ma and his core team were all there, none had left for the day. Mr. Ma was currently holding a meeting, his expression stern as he addressed

everyone: “In a little over ten minutes, the Taobao.com Brand Day will begin. I haven’t obtained the specific data for Taobao’s pre-sales, but

from what I’ve indirectly inquired from the manufacturers, Taobao.com’s transaction volume this time will be extremely large. Just SmartReach

alone has been operating at full capacity over the past month, with production lines running 24 hours a day, non-stop, producing over five hundred

thousand Repeaters. Do you know what SmartReach’s monthly output was before this?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Mr. Ma’s face was expressionless but held a hint of ruthlessness as he said, “Less than one hundred thousand units! Even with less than one hundred

thousand units, they faced enormous inventory and return pressures. Before this, BBK had severely encroached upon their market share. They were

even considering transforming their business by dismantling some Repeater production lines. But after partnering with Taobao.com, they

actually produced five hundred thousand Repeaters in one go! This has squeezed out their very last drop of production capacity! How could they

produce so many in one go without excellent pre-sale figures?”

Everyone’s expressions tightened. Mr. Ma had known this data days ago, but he waited until now to say it, wanting to exert powerful pressure on

everyone.

Mr. Ma said, “Fifty thousand units in monthly sales isn’t the most terrifying thing. What’s terrifying is that once it establishes a brand advantage

on Taobao.com, there’s a high possibility it will reverse BBK’s offline encirclement of them. That’s why BBK’s Chairman of the Board couldn’t sit

still half a month ago. He personally traveled to Yanjing to communicate with Liu Qiangdong of Taobao.com, wanting to buy a ticket to participate

in this Brand Day event. You can probably guess the outcome: Liu Qiangdong didn’t buy it at all.”

He paused, then Mr. Ma continued, “I heard Liu Qiangdong only told him one thing. Liu Qiangdong said that the Brand Day event had to be responsible

to those brands that joined early and give them maximum Sales channels. So, they wouldn’t add any brands midway. ’If you want to join Taobao.com,

I’ll arrange a dedicated person to connect with you after Brand Day.’ Look at that, how arrogant!”

“Understandable,” Lu Zhaoxi said. “Initially, Taobao.com proactively approached BBK, but they didn’t take Taobao.com seriously at the time. BBK

didn’t want to offer discounts, didn’t want to supply goods first, didn’t want to give commissions, and didn’t want to affect their offline Dealers.

SmartReach didn’t have these concerns; they were already facing a life-or-death situation, and Taobao.com became a way for them to break through.

Naturally, Taobao.com would bind itself to these partners who extended an olive branch first.”

Mr. Ma shook his head, “Zhaoxi, you haven’t understood my meaning. How much goodwill Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong have towards these early-adopting

brands is not our concern, nor is it what I’m focused on. What I’m focused on is decision-making power! Powerful decision-making power!”

Speaking, Mr. Ma pointed his index fingers upwards with a flushed face, gesticulating as he said, “Think about it, Taobao faces tens of millions

of internet Users nationwide. Such a large User base makes it a retail channel with immense potential. Once Taobao.com successfully becomes a major

online platform for the retail industry using the Users and Alipay that Li Mu controls, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong will naturally have absolute

decision-making power. When their sales capabilities are proven, manufacturers and brands, in their pursuit of sales, will gradually lose

decision-making power in front of them and become increasingly passive.”

“Moreover, it will gradually gain immense Influence over an enterprise, or even an entire industry. Take SmartReach and the Repeater industry,

for example. If Taobao.com doesn’t interfere, BBK will always be the industry boss and tightly suppress SmartReach. But once Taobao.com gives

its Resources to SmartReach, SmartReach can immediately achieve a comeback. BBK itself simply cannot achieve fifty thousand unit sales in a

single month, but SmartReach did it with Taobao.com’s help.

Just imagine, in the future, how many companies like SmartReach will yearn for Taobao.com to give them a new lease on life? And how many companies

like BBK will yearn for Taobao.com to help them consolidate their dominant position? In this situation, any enterprise in any industry will fight

to the death to please Taobao.com. To gain Taobao.com’s resources, they will constantly compete and constantly raise their collaboration prices.

This leaves an enormous, unimaginable profit margin for Taobao.com!”





Chapter 726: Working Together to Create a Miracle

When speaking of Taobao’s potential future for strong decision-making power and immense profit margins, Mr. Ma’s expression was quite rich.

E-commerce had always been the internet sector he was most optimistic about. While he was preparing to enter the B2C and C2C markets, Taobao’s sudden emergence completely stunned him, leaving him feeling as if a bone were stuck in his throat.

He felt that Taobao should have logically been his creation, as he had tilled the B2B field for so long and made ample preparations. Yet, in the blink of an eye, a twenty-year-old youth had stolen a march on him.

This feeling was akin to everyone wanting to climb Mount Everest, an unprecedented height in domestic e-commerce. Mr. Ma started building Mount Everest Base Camp from the foot of the mountain, then slowly climbed upwards, taking every step steadily. Just when he was halfway up, he suddenly noticed a freak appearing beside him, jogging past him and charging relentlessly upwards, leaving him far behind in an instant. The frustrating part was that he was old and his limbs were stiff; even if he tried to give chase with all his might, he was hopelessly outmatched and couldn’t keep up with the other party’s pace at all.

At present, Mr. Ma also deeply realized that Li Mu was about to create another miracle after twelve o’clock tonight, an achievement that would make people and entrepreneurs nationwide take notice. Even with the internet still underdeveloped, Li Mu had already pushed e-commerce to its limit. Many of his routines and operational methods completely transcended Mr. Ma’s own way of thinking, shocking him repeatedly and filling him with a mixture of admiration and jealousy.

He was terrified that Li Mu would, as he said, use this opportunity to raise the banner of a new leader in the retail industry, then gather all manufacturers and Dealers/Distributors under his banner.

But for him, stopping Li Mu now was as difficult as ascending to the heavens.

A flame of desire burned in Mr. Ma’s eyes, and his voice rose an octave as he seriously addressed everyone: “Today is the crucial moment for our survival. If Taobao achieves legendary status today, the difficulty for us to compete with them in the future will be immense. Even our own B2B business might be impacted by Taobao. Therefore, I demand that you treat today as if it’s the end of the world. From now on, we fight to the death! If we win, we will be able to conquer the entire manufacturing and retail industry, just like Taobao. If we lose, we can only watch helplessly as Taobao achieves greater success step by step!”

The dozen or so core employees before him were now fired up by Mr. Ma’s words, expressing their determination to seize this last opportunity and compete fiercely with Taobao.

Mr. Ma clapped his hands, then raised a finger, saying: “Good! I have a few demands now. First: All our express parcel operations will stop accepting any new express parcels nationwide for the next five days. We will only transport and deliver the parcels already in our hands. Anyone who dares to violate this order by accepting even a single express parcel will be immediately dismissed! Not only must we not provide any shipping assistance for the Taobao Brand Day, but we must also temporarily give up our market share, forcing this share to be diverted to the postal service, thereby increasing competition for Taobao’s shipping capacity!”

“Second, I’ve already resolved the payment channel issue. Our future payment channel, like Li Mu’s Alipay, will not be inferior to Alipay in its process. Moreover, our B2B platform has a large number of manufacturing companies, so there’s no need to worry about attracting sellers. In addition, we have our own logistics system, which can provide customized services to our sellers and Users. Therefore, Everything is ready, only waiting for the east wind, the only thing missing is for the platform to launch as soon as possible. Letao must launch within the next half-month! Zhaoxi, you are responsible for leading the website’s development. If it cannot launch within half a month, you will resign yourself!”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded, stating earnestly: “Mr. Ma, rest assured, our Letao will launch in one week!”

Mr. Ma nodded slightly, then continued: “Third, what we lack most right now are Users. So once our Letao launches, we must invest heavily in advertising resources for promotion. You must sort out all available promotional resources across the entire internet user base and arrange them in advance. Once needed, we will aggressively flood the entire internet user base with advertisements to import Users! Chongxin, you are responsible for this matter.”

Cai Chongxin immediately responded, “No problem!”

Mr. Ma was finally satisfied, his tone softening slightly as he said: “The best scenario right now is for the logistics segment of this Taobao Brand Day to fall into chaos or even paralysis. We can’t stop Taobao from generating a massive number of orders within the next twenty-four hours, but we can ensure all their orders get stuck in their warehouses or in the courier companies’ depots. If Taobao makes a huge joke out of logistics this time, we’ll seize the opportunity, spend some money, and have the national media hype it up, allowing Taobao’s image of ‘looking ahead without considering the aftermath’ to become deeply rooted in consumers’ minds. Then, when we launch Letao with our own express delivery company, it will create a huge contrast with the Taobao that made a laughingstock of itself, naturally winning over Users!”

Everyone largely agreed with Mr. Ma’s remarks. First, let everyone know where the opponent is lacking, then when you make your own grand entrance, turn the opponent’s shortcomings into your own strengths and publicize them everywhere. This stark contrast will directly enhance your standing in the eyes of Users. Why did SF Express become popular? Wasn’t it by introducing next-day delivery and next-morning delivery, services that stood in stark contrast to competitors who generally only offered a three-day timeliness? Alibaba also has such an advantage now.

Mr. Ma said: “If Taobao’s Brand Day generates ten million express parcels, the postal service alone won’t be able to handle such a large volume in a short period. Coupled with our company stopping parcel collection, shipping capacity will be further diverted. I doubt they could complete the transportation of so many goods even with ten days. From now on, we need to fabricate numerous press releases. These press releases should analyze, from a media perspective, the significant disadvantages that blindly expanding e-commerce, with insufficient supporting facilities, will bring to consumers during actual operations.”

“Furthermore, we can invent some small stories. For example: Ms. Liu, living in Hangzhou, specifically bought a Repeater on Taobao for her daughter, who is about to enter junior high in September, so she could learn English ahead of time. Unexpectedly, although the price was dozens of yuan cheaper than a physical store, it took half a month to receive it. Ms. Liu angrily stated that if she had known that purchasing from Taobao offered such unreliable timeliness, she would have directly bought it from an offline physical store, because that wouldn’t have delayed her child’s studies…”

At this point, Mr. Ma took a sip of water and said with a smile: “If there are more such negative news stories, and we appropriately fan the flames, it will create an atmosphere where the entire society is criticizing and re-evaluating whether the e-commerce model is truly convenient and worth promoting. In such a situation, our Letao suddenly makes a dazzling appearance with its own logistics company. Compared to Taobao, whose Brand Day led to express delivery paralysis and widespread consumer complaints, the contrasting effect will surely be of huge help to Letao!”

…

Midnight.

There was no rush for purchases, nor did Li Mu hope to trigger one at this time. This Brand Day primarily focused on pre-sales. After paying Deposits during the pre-sale, Users didn’t have to worry about missing out on items, nor did they have to eagerly wait until twelve o’clock in front of their computers to desperately place orders. After midnight, Users who had pre-ordered gradually began logging onto the platform to pay their final balance.

In the first hour, Alipay received five hundred million Chinese Yuan. Approximately twenty-five percent of pre-order Users completed their final balance payments within this hour.

At the same time, some Users also placed orders for Brand Day special offers during this period. The transaction amount for the first hour was seventy-six million. At this rate, the transaction amount for new orders today should exceed three hundred million.

Li Mu was not very surprised by this data, but every on-site employee at Taobao, including Liu Qiangdong, cheered excitedly.

Indeed, each of them was creating a miracle. Before today, e-commerce was an extremely niche field in China. Most people had never encountered or tried online shopping, and most of those who knew about it weren’t very interested. Before Taobao, they feared trouble and being cheated. But with Taobao and Alipay’s advance compensation rule, they could finally try online shopping with peace of mind. Just in time, Taobao also launched the Brand Day event, where every brand participating offered discounts that were impossible through other Sales channels, greatly stimulating netizens’ desire to buy.

Li Mu’s true concern was the logistics. Most products sold during Brand Day had already been shipped to Taobao’s warehousing bases across the country in advance. Now, orders were continuously coming in. With each transaction, the order would automatically be sorted by region according to the recipient’s address, and the warehouse responsible for that region would package, print the order, sort, and load it onto trucks.

By three o’clock in the morning, the over twenty transport vehicles acquired by Liu Qiangdong began their arduous journey one after another. They pulled the sorted parcels from various warehousing centers and headed to their assigned provincial capital cities. They needed to deliver all the goods in their vehicles to the designated cities as quickly as possible, rush back to the warehousing center after unloading, and then transport the next batch of sorted goods from the warehousing center. Non-stop, each vehicle had at least two drivers, ensuring that for the next forty-eight hours, the people would rest, but the vehicles would not.

Mr. Ma thought that Taobao and the postal service would be crippled and destroyed by the tens of millions of parcels generated in a single day, and that his logistics company’s complete halt in parcel collection would place even greater pressure on the postal service. He was waiting to brew a huge wave of negative publicity for Taobao. However, he never expected that in the dead of this night, Taobao wouldn’t use any of the postal service’s shipping capacity at all, but would take the leading role entirely themselves!

For this Brand Day, except for remote areas in the southwest and northwest, Li Mu would not use the postal service for any inter-provincial transportation. All inter-provincial transportation would be completed by his own racing team. What the postal service needed to do was wait for his racing team to deliver the express parcels for each province to the postal service’s distribution hub in that province, and then immediately begin intra-provincial transportation and delivery. This efficiency would far exceed that of shipping from six warehousing bases, and would greatly exceed Mr. Ma’s imagination.





Chapter 727: Vowing to Become a Logistics Overlord

For a vast country, the problems that can be solved by over twenty trucks might seem insignificant, but if these twenty-odd trucks are utilized well, they can play a significant role.

The responsibility assigned to each truck is to achieve rapid turnaround between the six major warehousing bases and the provincial capitals within their covered regions.

This was a battle for trunk line transportation. Taobao’s own racing team was responsible for undertaking 24-hour non-stop trunk line transportation, distributing the remaining feeder line transportation and last-mile delivery to the postal services of various provinces. This meant that although Shenzhen’s shipping volume accounted for half of the total pre-sale quantity, all the pressure wouldn’t be left to Shenzhen alone; instead, Taobao had already diversified it across the entire country.

This greatly avoided congestion at the distribution hubs and maximized the distribution of shipping capacity pressure. Li Mu felt that with this move, Mr. Ma already had no recourse.

Generally, warehousing bases are chosen in cities with a relatively central geographical effect and excellent land transportation conditions, such as Yanjing, Huzhou City, and Guangzhou, where land transportation networks extend in all directions. Moreover, these twenty-odd trucks don’t need to go down to cities, counties, or towns; they only run to provincial capitals. The best land routes are between first-tier cities and between first-tier and second-tier cities, so these twenty-odd vehicles are almost entirely on highways, resulting in extremely high turnaround efficiency.

In Guangzhou and Huzhou City, two distribution hubs that cover over half of online shoppers, a large number of temporarily recruited part-time staff, under the guidance of professional teams, were non-stop packaging, shipping, and sorting. Within three to five hours, regardless of whether the trucks were full or not, they had to depart as quickly as possible, first sending out the sorted goods. While they were busy transporting, a large number of packages continued to be sorted and prepared, waiting for their next run.

Each province’s postal distribution center had a large number of postal employees and vehicles standing ready. Under normal circumstances, the postal service did not have such high efficiency and dedication, but because Taobao’s public relations work was extremely thorough, and its relationship with the postal service was already very close, a single word from the provincial leaders demanded that employees work non-stop to prioritize the transportation of Taobao packages. For Taobao packages, they were required to achieve: rapid sorting, priority transportation, and early delivery.

For example, in Zhejiang Province, where Mr. Ma is located, large trucks coming from Huzhou City quickly rushed to the outskirts of Hangzhou City, laden with packages from Zhejiang Province. After handing over all packages to the postal service, employees of Zhejiang Province’s postal service worked overtime in the early hours to sort the packages sent by Taobao. After sorting them according to the major cities under Zhejiang Province’s jurisdiction, they were loaded into dozens of ready box trucks, then departed under the stars.

Hangzhou City is very close to Huzhou City. The first batch of goods arrived at the Hangzhou postal sorting center at just five o’clock in the morning. Rapid sorting continued until 7:30 AM, and dozens of postal box-type light trucks then successively departed, heading to every prefecture-level city under the jurisdiction of Zhejiang Province. The furthest distance among them was only a five to six hour drive. This means that by around twelve noon, the first batch of Zhejiang Province packages would arrive at the prefecture-level cities where consumers resided, and delivery would generally be completed the same afternoon, or the next morning for remote areas.

Due to the continuous improvement of societal efficiency, people in 2016 think more efficiently than people in 2002, and their demands for efficiency are far higher than those of people in 2002. That’s why Li Mu resorted to every possible method to ensure Taobao’s logistics turnaround was swift and efficient. His high demands and lofty goals even exceeded users’ psychological expectations.

Being faster than what users want is also one of Li Mu’s core requirements for his self-built logistics system.

Li Mu was on-site at Taobao, monitoring until 2 AM with Liu Qiangdong and the overtime Taobao employees. After the transaction amount exceeded eight hundred million yuan, he beckoned to Liu Qiangdong to return to his office. The current Brand Day progress no longer needed constant monitoring; its Front Desk and backend were operating smoothly, and it was destined to create a miracle. He didn’t need to witness firsthand how the miracle was born step by step. Patiently waiting for the results was the best choice. Besides, Li Mu had more important matters to discuss in depth with Liu Qiangdong.

The money had arrived, and the self-built logistics system had to be launched immediately. Nothing was more important than it right now.

After the two sat down in the office, Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong, “Senior Student Liu, Wanying has already disbursed the money. The self-built logistics system needs to enter its formal development phase immediately. Have you planned out how to spend the five hundred million yuan?”

Liu Qiangdong knew the money was coming, so for the past two days, he had been eagerly thinking about how to proceed with the work once the money arrived. Now that the money had finally arrived, Liu Qiangdong’s mind full of plans could finally be put into action. He briefly outlined them, saying, “The first thing after the money arrives is to fully expand and upgrade our six major warehousing bases, to upgrade them all into logistics distribution hubs with extremely strong throughput capacity.

“The second thing is to immediately put to use the mid-to-high-level executives we poached from other logistics companies, invest in establishing logistics outlets across the country, form local teams, and fully undertake delivery and collection work.

“The third thing is to establish a logistics transportation network. Besides acquiring air resources as soon as possible, the most important thing is to immediately expand the scale of our racing team. The land transportation conditions in the entire Third Step region are very good. Bulk logistics require strong point-to-point land transportation capability. In addition, our local point-to-area transportation also needs a large number of trucks.”

Li Mu nodded, temporarily interrupting Liu Qiangdong, and said, “Let me interject. These three things you mentioned are important and urgent, and naturally, they should be prioritized. However, I have another matter that is important but not urgent. Recently, send a competent person abroad to investigate solutions for automated sorting equipment used by logistics companies. We might not be able to afford this system right now, but this facility is something we must implement in the near future. Automated sorting equipment, combined with our fully digitized logistics management system, is what will truly create high-speed and highly efficient logistics.”

Liu Qiangdong immediately said, “I’ve looked into this before. The most advanced solution currently comes from German Beumer Group. The cost of a solution for a logistics distribution hub is roughly sixty to eighty million yuan. For super-large distribution hubs, the cost would be even higher. However, this system is not yet available domestically. The postal boss still uses a somewhat outdated sorting system, and its efficiency isn’t very high.”

When Li Mu heard Liu Qiangdong say this, he knew that he had been paying attention to this area for a long time. He nodded with great satisfaction and said, “Then send someone to Germany to investigate Beumer Group. We need to understand how the entire system operates and its efficiency. More importantly, we need to understand its unit cost: how much it costs to sort fifty thousand packages daily, and how much for one hundred thousand; conduct a systematic investigation. Only then can we determine when it’s most appropriate to implement this system based on our actual circumstances.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded and said, “This system is indeed very important, but I think we shouldn’t consider implementing it in the first two years; the cost is too high. If our sorting centers at the logistics distribution hubs across various regions are established, manual sorting combined with conveyor belts can last for at least a few years. Domestic logistics won’t develop to such high demand within two or three years.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Whether this system is needed doesn’t just depend on Taobao’s future development and market shipping capacity demands, but also on our capital operations. If funds are plentiful, costs that are essential and will be invested sooner or later are best invested as early as possible.”

Liu Qiangdong agreed, saying, “Exactly, it really depends on how you plan your capital operations.”

“Don’t worry, I have it covered.” Li Mu smiled slightly and added, “Also, regarding establishing a logistics transportation network, as you just mentioned, land transportation is indeed very important. Heavy-duty trucks for point-to-point transportation and medium and small box trucks for point-to-area transportation will be our top priority for upcoming bulk purchases. Especially for heavy-duty trucks, each truck carrying dozens of tons of express parcels travels hundreds or even thousands of kilometers. The quality of the vehicles must be extremely reliable. Otherwise, if one breaks down on the way, it could affect the express delivery timeliness for tens of thousands of people.”

Liu Qiangdong said to Li Mu, “I’ve looked into this. The key to heavy-duty trucks is the tractor unit. Transport in flat areas doesn’t have very high demands for tractor units. Brands like Dongfeng, FAW, and Steyr can handle it. In our first phase, we’ll need at least fifty such heavy trucks, and the total investment would be around twenty million yuan.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “We absolutely cannot cut corners on heavy-duty tractor units. In the future, all our heavy-duty tractor units must maintain a monthly average dispatch rate of over ninety percent, traveling at least eight hundred to one thousand kilometers daily. To ensure timeliness and stability, we need more reliable tractor units to perform these tasks. Therefore, my requirement is to definitely use purely imported tractor units. It’s perfectly fine if they cost fifty percent or even one hundred percent more. The key is stability, stability, stability!”

Liu Qiangdong thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “I’ve looked into some imported tractor units as well. The better truck brands are generally from Europe and Japan. From Europe, there are Mercedes-Benz, Volvo, Iveco, Scania. From Japan, there are Isuzu, Hino. In terms of price, European ones are more expensive.”

Li Mu nodded, “Just buy European heavy trucks. I acknowledge other Japanese products, but personally, I don’t quite trust them for heavy trucks.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Then I’ll have my subordinates conduct an investigation and first contact the domestic general distributors of several European heavy truck brands.”

Li Mu said, “Okay, do not skimp on this step. Among the European heavy truck brands you just mentioned, you can take Iveco off the list for now. Purchase some Mercedes-Benz, Volvo, and Scania trucks. Survey data is sometimes not as good as the data we accumulate from our own usage. Let our drivers determine which brand of vehicle is more suitable through actual use. This not only involves vehicle performance and handling but also aspects such as malfunction rates and convenience of later maintenance and repairs. Once we genuinely discover the most suitable brand through our own usage, we can increase our purchases at a later stage.”

Liu Qiangdong replied, “Okay, I’ll arrange that.”

Li Mu continued, “In the first phase, we will probably need at least several hundred medium and small box trucks. This would likely be a very large order, regardless of which automaker we partner with. Our core demands for these vehicles are not about carrying capacity, but rather stability, lightness, speed, and ease of future maintenance. I suggest you send someone to talk with Jinling Iveco. I personally feel that Iveco’s light passenger vehicles and light trucks are very suitable for point-to-area transportation.”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, “You know so much about trucks? Jinling Iveco, this is also contributing to a hometown enterprise.”

Senior Student Liu, like Li Mu, was from Nansu Province. Jinling, as the provincial capital, made the joint venture Iveco settling in Jinling naturally considered a semi-hometown enterprise in the hearts of Nansu people. However, Li Mu wasn’t genuinely trying to support the development of a hometown enterprise. Instead, it was because, in his memory, most of the black SF Express transport vehicles navigating through cities were Iveco, and similarly, the red JD.com transport vehicles moving on urban roads were also primarily Iveco.

These two companies, one the largest express logistics company in the country and the other the largest B2C E-commerce self-built logistics system in the country, both major logistics systems adopted Iveco vehicles as their solution for the last-mile logistics transportation, proving that Iveco was definitely one of the most suitable solutions. While there were many suitable solutions, since predecessors had already blazed the trail, why bother to painstakingly explore a new direction?

After discussing Iveco, Li Mu added, “Right, Senior Student Liu, have your subordinates find a suitable motorcycle manufacturer and order ten thousand motorized tricycles. The requirements for the motorized tricycles are ample power and endurance. We need the manufacturers to add uniform cargo boxes and windshields to them, and like our heavy trucks and medium-to-small trucks, they must all have a unified paint scheme.”

Liu Qiangdong looked at Li Mu in surprise and asked him, “Ten thousand motorized tricycles? Are you planning to use motorized tricycles to handle the final step?”

Li Mu nodded. Speaking of last-mile delivery, in Li Mu’s mind, motorized tricycles were actually the true overlords of last-mile delivery!

Currently, express delivery rarely uses fuel-powered tricycles for last-mile delivery. Small express parcels are mostly delivered by bicycles and motorcycles, while large goods are generally handled by light trucks. The former has weak cargo capacity, requiring delivery personnel to constantly turn back and forth between outlets. The latter has low turnaround efficiency; sometimes, entering a congested and narrow residential area, it can’t get out even after half an hour. Motorized tricycles with small cargo boxes became the optimal solution.

After the express delivery business flourishes and industry operational methods mature, postal services, SF Express, STO Express, ZTO Express, JD.com, and other express delivery systems, their solution for the last step of logistics will all be delivery personnel + motorized tricycles. This is the optimal solution summarized by hundreds of logistics companies over more than a decade. Currently, the logistics industry hasn’t fully developed, and motorized tricycles haven’t yet made a name for themselves in express delivery. So let them make a grand entrance in our own logistics system first!

Liu Qiangdong could understand why Li Mu needed ten thousand motorized tricycles, and he could also see the significant advantages of motorized tricycles. But as soon as Li Mu mentioned requiring manufacturers to apply a unified paint scheme, he couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “After all this talk, what is our self-built logistics system actually called?”





Chapter 728: Three Billion!!!

When it came to the brand for self-built logistics, Li Mu genuinely didn’t have a good solution figured out at the moment.

Although the company had been registered long ago under the name Taobao Industrial, Li Mu hadn’t found the time to thoroughly consider what brand the logistics business would launch under in the future.

For logistics, the most perfunctory naming conventions involved various suffixes like “Tong” and “Da.” SF Express, a homophone for “Smooth Wind,” would have been just another name if it hadn’t grown into such an impressive, high-status company.

Li Mu was stumped by Senior Student Liu’s question. He cupped his chin, pondering a distinctive brand name that would not only resonate domestically but also be recognizable or easy to understand if it entered the international logistics market in the future.

After thinking for a long time with no result, Senior Student Liu, meanwhile, listed off a slew of “Tong,” “Da,” and “Su” names, as if they were things he knew by heart. All of them were mediocre and lacked any appeal.

Li Mu thought to himself, Big brother, you were so impressive in your previous life, how come naming a logistics brand now is so common? Wasn’t your own logistics business quite impressive back then? What was it called again?

Oh, right! It was called JD Express (JD Logistics).

Li Mu slapped his thigh: “My brain must be rusty! What was I even thinking? Calling it Taobao Logistics would be so incredibly cooperative! Imagine heavy trucks, light trucks, and motorized tricycles running on highways, national roads, city streets, and alleyways, all with a unified paint scheme: ‘Taobao Logistics.’ That itself would be a huge promotional boost for Taobao!”

“Hey,” Senior Student Liu realized with a start. “We’ve been racking our brains for ages… Taobao Logistics is definitely the most suitable!”

Li Mu said, “The Chinese name is ‘Taobao Logistics,’ and the English name is ‘TB-Express.’ It’s quite catchy, isn’t it?”

Senior Student Liu laughed: “So, it’s settled?”

“Yes, it’s settled!” Li Mu said without hesitation. Although the logistics company and Taobao were not the same corporate entity, they were essentially one family. Brand interoperability was the best solution. Taobao and Taobao Logistics could mutually enhance each other’s brand recognition and reputation. Just think about the red-backed white “JD dog” seen everywhere in later generations and how much brand promotion it brought to JD.com! It was absolutely impressive!

Having settled on the brand name, Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong: “Senior Student, logistics is extremely important for our future. If it’s done well, it will not only solve our logistics problems but also provide immense support to Taobao. It can help Taobao surpass all competitors in terms of hardware. So, you need to pay close attention and ideally oversee it from beginning to end.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded: “Don’t worry, this is our top priority. I have a plan.”

Li Mu continued: “Building a self-built logistics system is a capital-intensive project with huge financial investment and numerous procurement stages. You must also ensure the team’s integrity. Internal anti-corruption is more important than anything else. We are willing to give our employees and mid-to-high-level executives salaries far exceeding the industry standard, but they must be dedicated and focused on their work. If they seek personal gain by harming the company’s interests, we must crack down firmly. For large sums, directly transfer the cases to the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments. Otherwise, once a group of internal蛀worms forms, no amount of money will be enough to fill the void.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded very seriously and said: “Don’t worry about that. I personally despise such people. Once our logistics company is launched, I will specifically set up an internal investigation department. Every external transaction will undergo detailed assessment and investigation to ensure a clean team trend.”

Li Mu stretched: “With you, I’m definitely at ease.”

Saying that, Li Mu stood up and moved around a bit, then told Liu Qiangdong: “It’s past two o’clock. I’m going back to rest. Don’t stay too late either. You have the pre-sale data in hand, so don’t stare at it anymore. You have more important things to do next, so seize the time to rest and recharge.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded and said, “You’ve been putting a lot of thought into that Juncheng Real Estate matter these past two days, haven’t you?”

“So you knew.”

Liu Qiangdong smiled: “How could I not be focused on such a big matter? Everyone else thinks you’re after pretty women, but I don’t think so. You’re definitely brewing a big deal.”

Li Mu asked curiously: “Why do you think that?”

“Intuition. You’re definitely the kind of person who doesn’t get up early without profit.”

Li Mu chuckled: “Can’t I just purely save someone for once?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled faintly, saying confidently: “You would save someone, but not with such a crude method. It’s not artistic enough; it doesn’t fit your characteristic. Tell me, what routine are you playing? Filling Juncheng Real Estate’s hole must cost three billion, right? How do you plan to solve it?”

Li Mu shrugged and smiled: “It’s already solved.”

“Already solved? How?” Liu Qiangdong looked surprised. Li Mu had just taken one billion from Wanying Real Estate, and now he had solved a three-billion capital problem again. Was it through Wanying again? Liu Qiangdong immediately dismissed his thought: Impossible. Li Mu wouldn’t do something like killing the goose that lays the golden eggs. A total of seven billion, and he alone takes away four billion? That would have a huge impact on Wanying’s subsequent strategy. Moreover, most importantly, Li Mu wouldn’t scam his own partners like that.

Li Mu smiled mysteriously: “Go home and sleep. You’ll know tomorrow!”

…

The next morning at 8:30 AM, the Commercial Bank officially opened for business.

Attentive citizens noticed that at several of the Commercial Bank’s business halls in Yanjing, a large group of people were waiting at the entrance even before opening time, unsure of what was happening.

As soon as 8:30 AM arrived, the various business halls opened, and everyone waiting at the entrance immediately lined up orderly, silently waiting at the Fund Counter to process their transactions. Some citizens who came for other services or to inquire about fund services were also surprised. Everyone was quietly queuing, and no one knew what they were queuing for. No one spoke, no one communicated, and even the citizens processing transactions at the counter spoke cautiously and quietly with the staff, almost whispering.

The tellers also spoke very softly, ensuring that the content of their conversation would not be heard by others. Then, the patiently waiting citizens took out their wallets, pulled out cash or bank cards, and engaged in some unknown transaction with the tellers. The bewildered citizens were extremely curious and at a loss. Some bold and curious citizens would go up and ask if there was a new fund for sale, but both the asked citizens and staff shook their heads, refusing to disclose specifics, leaving people utterly confused.

In fact, these people were all family members and friends of bank employees. They came early in the morning to queue, waiting for the “Haitong Real Estate Development” fund to launch on the bank’s fund trading system.

Even though all shares had been internally subscribed, the bank still had to follow official procedures. Funds had to be listed in the bank system and then sold through the system. So, everyone came early in the morning, waiting for the fund to be listed, and then paid according to their subscribed amount to complete the order.

Old Zhou arrived very early today. He was in his office shortly after 8 AM, monitoring the “Haitong Real Estate Development” fund’s activity on the internal sales backend. At 8:30 AM, the fund officially launched. Subsequently, counters at various branches and business halls began placing orders, and the amount started rolling up from zero. The first roll was fifty thousand yuan, the next became one hundred thirty thousand, then two hundred ninety thousand, then five hundred eighty thousand…

Within ten minutes, dozens of Fund Counters had completed thirty million yuan in subscriptions.

At eighteen minutes, subscriptions broke through fifty million.

Thirty minutes later, at 9 AM sharp, subscriptions exceeded the one hundred million yuan mark.

The rolling speed continued to enhance.

Breaking one hundred million in half an hour made Old Zhou realize it was a matter of insufficient counter efficiency. He immediately instructed the various branches:

First, open one to two additional counters for fund business as needed. After all, they were all uniformly trained employees who knew how to operate the fund subscription process.

Second, speed up efficiency! Right now, they didn’t need to do anything else but swipe cards, pay, and confirm purchases. Skip other procedures, or have the Lobby Manager assist customers who have already paid with subsequent procedures at the counter. In short, speed up, speed up, speed up! It would be ugly if they couldn’t process three billion in subscriptions in a whole day.

The speed subsequently increased significantly.

By 10 AM, subscriptions exceeded five hundred million.

At 11 AM, subscriptions broke through one billion yuan.

At 12 PM, subscriptions reached two point three billion.

During lunch, the business halls increased their counters and worked overtime. At 12:30 PM, Old Zhou finally saw “¥3,000,000,000.00” on his backend.

Old Zhou let out a long breath. This is impressive. Three billion sold out in one morning! This is three billion! Three billion!!!

Excited, Old Zhou immediately picked up the phone and called Zhao Haichao: “Old Zhao, the three billion has all arrived. I’m now having the staff release all the money to your fund company’s account. Please arrange the transfer to President Li and Young Master Chen’s side as soon as possible.”

Zhao Haichao blurted out: “Holy cow, that’s fast! I thought these three billion would trickle in and take a whole day!”

Old Zhou said: “Half of our counters at various branches were dedicated to funds all morning. How could it not be fast?! My side is already very efficient. Don’t dilly-dally on your end; speed up the transfer, and this matter will be settled!”

Zhao Haichao hastily said: “Don’t worry, once you release it to me, I’ll immediately transfer the funds to Wanying Real Estate.”

At this very moment, Li Mu was having lunch at home. Li Mu’s father and Li Mu’s mother had prepared another sumptuous meal, and Wei Lan was also at their home, sharing the meal with Li Mu. They started eating at 12:30 PM, and just as Li Mu had taken a few bites, he received a call from Song Liang.

“Xiao Mu, the money from the fund has arrived.”

Li Mu was surprised and instinctively stopped using his chopsticks: “That fast?!”

“Yes, Old Zhou and Old Zhao were very cooperative and contributed a lot.”

Li Mu nodded, silently put down his chopsticks, and suppressing his excitement, said to Song Liang: “Wait for me, I’m coming over.”

After speaking, Li Mu put down his chopsticks, stood up, and with a low smile and a mysterious aura of confidence, said to Wei Lan, who was sitting beside him: “Wei Lan, stop eating. Come with me to Wanying!”

Wei Lan was bewildered and hadn’t even had time to react when Li Mu’s mother, sitting opposite, frowned and slapped the table: “Go to Wanying for what?! Naughty kid, you’re not going anywhere until you finish your meal!”

“Oh…” Li Mu’s mysterious confidence instantly vanished. He plopped back onto his dining chair, obediently grabbed his chopsticks, and began to devour his food.





Chapter 729: Showing Off Can’t Wait Until Tomorrow

Li Mu quickly backed down in front of Li Mu’s mother, which made Wei Lan want to laugh. It seemed that even though Li Mu’s career was flourishing outside, at home, in front of his mother, he was still an obedient child. A half-joking, half-serious reprimand from his mother could make him instantly docile.

However, Wei Lan was also very curious about what news could make Li Mu skip meals and insist on going to Wanying Real Estate immediately, and taking her with him.

Was it possible that the matter he had been evasive about telling her was finally showing progress?

Thinking of this, Wei Lan felt an inexplicable nervousness in her heart.

Perhaps it was really a big deal, and perhaps it was even good news, Wei Lan thought.

Seeing Li Mu gobbling his food next to her, Wei Lan couldn’t help but speed up her own eating.

Seeing both of them become so agitated at the mention of work, Li Mu’s mother felt helpless and said to Li Mu, “Eat slower. Can’t you see you’ve made your Sis Lan gobble her food too? Eating too fast is bad for your stomach and hard to digest!”

Li Mu, left with no choice, could only slow down.

Persisting until exactly one o’clock, Li Mu finally finished a bowl of rice, slowly put down his chopsticks, wiped his mouth, and said, “I’m done eating.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded in satisfaction.

A few minutes later, Wei Lan also put down her bowl and chopsticks: “Uncle and Aunt, I’m finished eating too.”

Li Mu then said, “Mom, Dad, we have serious business to attend to at the company, so we’ll be leaving first.”

Li Mu’s father and mother exchanged a helpless glance. Li Mu’s father instructed, “Be careful when driving.”

Li Mu nodded, eagerly got up, and left the restaurant with Wei Lan, heading straight for Wanying after getting into the car.

Sitting in the passenger seat beside Li Mu, Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask him, “Did something important happen? Why are you in such a hurry?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, looked at Wei Lan, and with a startling statement said, “The three billion to save Juncheng has already been deposited. Do you think that’s important?”

Wei Lan, as if struck by lightning, stared dumbfounded at Li Mu for a long moment before stammering, “Are you serious? You found the three billion to save Juncheng?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling calmly. “Brother Liang just called. The money has arrived. Now we’re going there to discuss opening a supervisory account with Juncheng Real Estate’s creditor bank in Huzhou City. Once we’ve communicated with their bank and started the loan repayment process, and the account is ready and the three billion is deposited, we won’t have anything to worry about. We can just remain calm and wait for the case to conclude. Ideally, we should drag it out for two and a half to three years before concluding the case!”

Wei Lan excitedly clenched her fists, her entire being filled with elation: “This is great! I told my father about our cooperation before, and he only had two major concerns. One was worrying that the eight hundred million in the contract would ultimately be borne by you all, and the other was worrying that Juncheng Real Estate would truly fall into the hands of Lanke Group. My concerns were the same as his. With this three billion in place, we can finally breathe a complete sigh of relief!”

Saying this, Wei Lan let out a snort of laughter and added, “I suddenly really want to see Wang Runqing. I want to see what kind of expression he’ll have when he knows Juncheng is out of danger! Oh, and that Xiao Chenfeng too!”

Li Mu nodded, “Don’t worry, this time both their faces will be utterly humiliated!”

The two of them, each brimming with excitement, arrived at Wanying Real Estate. Chen Ze had already arrived as well. Li Mu had been delayed a bit by Li Mu’s mother to finish lunch, so this time he was undeniably the last to arrive again.

As Li Mu and Wei Lan entered the office, Song Liang and Chen Ze immediately stood up, bowed slightly towards Li Mu, and deliberately spoke with a hint of respect, “Mr. Li, you’ve arrived.”

Li Mu’s body moved slightly evasively: “What are you two doing?”

“We’re bowing in admiration,” Song Liang chuckled. “Three billion deposited so quickly, it’s truly like a dream.”

Li Mu said, “This is everyone’s effort, especially Chen Ze. Old Zhou and Old Zhao were also so proactive in helping out of deference to Chen Ze.”

Chen Ze waved his hand, “Whose face it was for isn’t important. The key is that this genius idea came from you. We merely assisted from the sidelines.”

Li Mu smiled modestly and said jokingly, “You’re being too polite. This is the result of cooperation, everyone’s contribution. How can I claim all the credit for myself?”

Wei Lan, standing by and watching the three of them exchanging pleasantries, finally couldn’t hold back and urged, “Can you tell me what actually happened? Is it fun to keep me in the dark all alone?”

Song Liang and Chen Ze both looked at Li Mu. Li Mu decided not to be deliberately mysterious anymore and told Wei Lan, “We partnered with a fund company and a bank. We’re using Juncheng Real Estate and Muye Technology to guarantee the fund company, allowing them to issue an Investment Fund. The issue amount is three billion, payable in a lump sum with principal and interest after three years. Now, the bank has already sold out all three billion of the fund, and the fund company has already transferred the money to Wanying’s account.”

Wei Lan was dumbfounded. She stared at Li Mu, stunned, and asked, “Issuing an Investment Fund? And then you can get three billion to use for three years? Is fund operation that easy?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “You can understand it as crowdfunding. We’re using fund initiation to launch a guaranteed profitable project, calling on ordinary people to invest together. When the time comes, both principal and interest will be paid out. This way, it won’t tie up our current cash flow, and we won’t need to go through the bank mortgage loan process. The fund company issues it, the insurance company underwrites it, and Juncheng Real Estate and Muye Technology jointly guarantee it. No asset collateral is needed, as long as the creditor-debtor relationship is acknowledged. Anyway, if this three point five billion really bottoms out, I’m still here to back it up.”

Wei Lan didn’t speak for a long time, repeatedly clarifying every step Li Mu had described in her mind. At first glance, this method seemed very simple—issue a fund, and three billion lands in your pocket. But the more she analyzed it, the more shocked Wei Lan felt.

Funds were just starting to gain traction in the country, and many people, including herself, didn’t understand the industry. Yet, Li Mu could think of using funds as a solution to move a great weight with a small force, which was astonishing in itself. What was most impressive was that Li Mu spoke about it so lightly, but the underlying process was far from simple.

Firstly, to issue a fund, it needed the combined efforts and guarantees of three major institutions: fund companies, insurance companies, and banks, to take shape and be legal and legitimate;

Secondly, the two words ‘guarantee’ or ‘back’ sounded simple, but the courage and confidence they implied were immense. In other words, with the three billion plus the promised benefits to the fund issuers, banks, and subscribers, the total needed would be at least three point five billion. Li Mu’s single statement was equivalent to weaving a solid protective net for this three point five billion. The strength of this net had to ensure that the three point five billion wouldn’t break through if it fell, which was definitely something ordinary people couldn’t achieve.

What made Wei Lan feel fortunate was that with Juncheng Real Estate’s three reinforced concrete property projects standing there, and the current housing prices and growth trends evident around them, she was certain that Li Mu would absolutely not lose money by taking over Juncheng Real Estate; instead, there would be a very considerable profit. This put her completely at ease.

Although Wei Lan hadn’t been in business for long, she highly valued integrity and respected agreements. She knew that the profits Li Mu obtained this time might far exceed the eight hundred million he had promised her. But since she had accepted the eight hundred million contract, even if Li Mu managed to increase Juncheng Real Estate’s market value to eight billion, she wouldn’t have any other thoughts about it. Instead, she kept one thing firmly in mind: without Li Mu, she wouldn’t have been able to recover eight hundred million in assets no matter what she tried. At most, she would have sold it to Lanke Group for a valuation of three hundred million, humiliatingly accepting the last bit of cash-out. But she also knew very well in her heart that if they had ultimately submitted to Lanke Group, every moment of her and her father’s remaining lives would likely be filled with regret.

Now, Li Mu had finally delivered on his word. He first gave her the eight hundred million contract, and then used a miraculous method, like Sun Wukong’s Seventy-Two Transformations, to conjure up a massive three billion yuan sum out of thin air. This money was enough to allow Juncheng Real Estate, originally caught in a whirlpool, to stand in a safe zone and calmly watch the situation unfold. This money was enough to make Lanke’s negotiations fail, thwart Wang Runqing’s plans, and leave him utterly disgraced.

For Wei Lan, Li Mu had saved her family and helped her slap their enemies in the face. So, at this moment, her heart was filled with intense joy. She almost instinctively wanted to call her father in America immediately to share the good news, because Li Mu’s efforts ensured that his life’s work would ultimately not fall into the hands of villains!

But remembering that it was currently early morning in America, Wei Lan suppressed the joy in her heart. With beautiful eyes full of gratitude, she looked at Li Mu and asked him, “What are you planning to do next?”

A smile played on Li Mu’s lips as he blurted out, “Book tickets, go to Huzhou City, right now!”

All three of them froze.

“Go to Huzhou City now?” Wei Lan looked at the time. “It’s already past one o’clock.”

Li Mu hummed, “A plane at past two, arriving past four. The banks don’t close until five-thirty or six, do they? Besides, we’re their major clients no matter how you look at it; waiting a bit longer shouldn’t be a big problem. Wei Lan, call Juncheng’s creditor bank now and tell them you’re going to the bank this afternoon to discuss creditor issues, and to wait for you, no matter how late it gets.”

Song Liang said, “This is too rushed. How about we talk about it tomorrow?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said with extreme seriousness, “I’m someone who can’t wait until tomorrow to show off. We’re getting this finished today! Wei Lan, you call and make the appointment with them, but whatever you do, don’t tell them we’re there to repay the money. Just say that Juncheng’s new owners, the people from Wanying, want to meet with them to discuss debt matters.”

Then, Li Mu turned to Song Liang and said, “Brother Liang, you’re the legal representative and CEO; you must come along. Also, inform our lawyer and financial director to come with us. Chen Ze, if it’s inconvenient for you to step in, just wait for our good news in Yanjing.”

Chen Ze also knew that it wasn’t suitable for him to openly participate in such matters, so he tacitly agreed to Li Mu’s arrangements. However, he still joked with a smile, “Brother Liang can go as the legal representative and CEO. Why do you need to go and get involved?”

Li Mu, looking eager for action and quite shameless, said, “I’m the screenwriter and Director of this big show. No matter what, I have to be the one to put on this show.”





Chapter 730: Seeing What Schemes They’re Up To

Huzhou City Development Bank.

The one following up on the Juncheng Real Estate project was a vice president from the Huzhou City branch of Huzhou City Development Bank, named Zhang Weibin. Before Wei Jun’s incident, he had a very close relationship with Zhang Weibin; the loans for Juncheng Real Estate’s three plots of land were all approved by him.

Given his rank, if he truly wanted to help Juncheng Real Estate, a three-billion-yuan loan would not be a huge deal. He had various ways to manage this loan, allowing the bank to temporarily not pursue Juncheng Real Estate for its debt. After all, he possessed significant decision-making power within the bank, and such matters could be resolved internally.

However, as soon as Wei Jun had his incident, Lanke Group immediately contacted Zhang Weibin. Subsequently, Zhang Weibin, disregarding their long-standing relationship, issued a stern warning to Wei Lan right after Wei Jun fled the country, demanding that Juncheng Real Estate repay its debts on time, or the bank would apply to the court to enforce its claims.

It could be said that Zhang Weibin was an indispensable part of those who pushed Wei Lan almost to despair.

That afternoon, Zhang Weibin was in his office when he received a call from Wei Lan. This surprised him greatly, as he had already heard about Wei Lan and Wanying Real Estate. He knew Wei Lan now had no connection with Juncheng Real Estate and wondered why she would still call him.

Answering the call, Zhang Weibin said with a smile, “Oh, Wei Lan, it’s been a while since you contacted me. I heard recently that you’ve already transferred your equity in Juncheng Real Estate?”

“Mm.” Wei Lan replied perfunctorily through her nose, then said, “I’m calling to inform you that Wanying Real Estate’s CEO, Mr. Song Liang, will be coming to your bank this afternoon to discuss Juncheng Real Estate’s debt relationship with you. It would be best if you’re available. If not, you can arrange for an authorized staff member to communicate.”

Zhang Weibin let out a hearty laugh. “Wei Lan, you must be comfortable now, having completely dumped this mess of Juncheng Real Estate off your hands. You don’t have to worry about it anymore. But this really put Wanying Real Estate in a tough spot. If we apply to the court for enforcement later, and Juncheng Real Estate ends up insolvent, Wanying, as the one hundred percent controlling stake holder, will be liable.”

Zhang Weibin knew very well that Lanke Group had long been prepared to take over. Once the debt period expired, the bank would apply for enforcement, and Juncheng Real Estate’s assets would be auctioned off, a “special process” auction.

Under this process, Juncheng Real Estate, valued at over five billion yuan, would likely only fetch three billion yuan at auction. This effectively meant Lanke Group would pay to cover Juncheng Real Estate’s debts, and Juncheng Real Estate would entirely become their property. As the bank, as long as the loans were recovered, there would be no further claims.

Now that Juncheng Real Estate had unexpectedly fallen into Wanying’s hands, Lanke Group would certainly interfere. Perhaps before Wanying Group could even step in, Juncheng Real Estate’s debt claims would be settled for a price below three billion yuan. At that point, Wanying would not only have to completely relinquish Juncheng Real Estate but also bear responsibility for filling the deficit if Juncheng Real Estate proved insolvent.

Wei Lan felt a wave of nausea. Even at this point, Zhang Weibin was still acting like Lanke Group’s dog lackey, which infuriated her. However, Wei Lan didn’t lose her temper; instead, she deliberately provoked him: “Zhang Weibin, you don’t need to tell me about this, and I’m too lazy to listen to your unnecessary talk. Juncheng Real Estate has absolutely nothing to do with me now. Whatever you have to say, go tell General Manager Song of Wanying!”

As expected, Zhang Weibin was enraged upon hearing this. He thought to himself, ‘You shameless woman, you think you’re impressive just because you latched onto a big shot, don’t you? Fine, I’ll wait to meet the people from Wanying Real Estate and let them know what major risks and losses they’ll face by helping you.’

So, Zhang Weibin sneered, “Alright, Wei Lan, now that you’ve latched onto a big shot, you’re acting like it’s none of your business. Your face changed quickly enough! Fine, I’ll wait for General Manager Song at the bank. But I need to make one thing clear to you upfront: even though Wanying now holds ownership of Juncheng Real Estate’s company, the debt claims are still with our bank. Relay this to General Manager Song: if he wants to save Juncheng Real Estate, tell him to come with money. Otherwise, no amount of begging me will do any good.”

Wei Lan said indifferently, “Then you just wait.”

With that, she hung up the phone and, with a look of hatred, said to Li Mu beside her, “I can’t wait to see what kind of expression he’ll have when he’s faced with three billion yuan in cash!”

Li Mu, sitting next to Wei Lan, had heard most of her conversation with Zhang Weibin and smiled faintly. “You’ll see it in two or three hours.”

Just then, Song Liang’s assistant, Chen Fang, pushed the door open and said, “General Manager Song, the plane tickets are booked. I had someone check us in advance. The flight departs in an hour, we should make it with fast-track security. If not, the flight usually waits twenty to thirty minutes for first-class passengers before pushing back. The car is already waiting downstairs, we can leave at any time.”

Song Liang nodded and said to Li Mu and Wei Lan, “Let’s not delay then, we should head off. We can discuss any specific issues once we’re on the plane.”

“Okay.”

…

As Li Mu and his group made their way to the airport by car, Wang Runqing and Xiao Chenfeng had just boarded their flight to Huzhou City. The plane was boarding and would soon push back for takeoff.

Xiao Chenfeng had been in a bad mood these past few days. After the summit ended, Wang Runqing visited his father’s old friends in Yanjing, then pulled Xiao Chenfeng along with him to Huzhou City, saying it was to help him relax for a few days.

Xiao Chenfeng was fed up with staying in Yanjing, and thinking he could finally rest after the busy summit, he left with Wang Runqing.

In the first-class cabin, Wang Runqing said to Xiao Chenfeng, “Once we arrive, this is what we’ll do: you’ll accompany me back to the company to show your face, say hello to my father, and then we’ll head out. First, we’ll go to the Caesar Club for a bath to unwind thoroughly. In the evening, I’ll arrange for you to try Japanese female body serving.”

Xiao Chenfeng laughed, “Huzhou City has stuff like that? Is it authentic? What if I poke her with a chopstick and the girl lying there opens her mouth and says, ‘Aiya, big brother, be gentle…’”

Wang Runqing rolled his eyes at Xiao Chenfeng. “That’s why I don’t like chatting with you Yanjing people; your mouths incessantly ramble and you’re annoyingly petty. Do you think I’m talking about those cheap knockoffs in Yanjing clubs? Let me tell you, the place I’m taking you to tonight, from the chefs to the ingredients, everything is imported directly from Japan. The female body servers are all authentic Japanese girls with adorable fangs. You can eat, touch, and lick whatever you want. If you’re interested, I can even bring one to your hotel tonight.”

“Sounds great!” Xiao Chenfeng laughed heartily. “I especially dislike foreign women; I just love dainty Japanese girls. Arrange one for your bro tonight!”

“Don’t worry, leave it to me.”

As the car drove away from the airport, Wang Runqing, who was busy introducing Huzhou City’s special entertainment to Xiao Chenfeng, received a call from Zhang Weibin. He motioned to Xiao Chenfeng and then answered the phone, asking, “Is something wrong?”

Wang Runqing actually wasn’t particularly fond of Zhang Weibin; he merely regarded him as a tool in the process of acquiring Juncheng Real Estate. However, Zhang Weibin naturally showered Wang Runqing with flattery, acting completely subserviently as he diligently said, “Young Master Wang, Wei Lan just called me.”

“Hmm?” Wang Runqing frowned. “What did she call you for?”

In Wang Runqing’s view, Wei Lan had completely extricated herself from this mess; Juncheng Real Estate had no connection to her whatsoever anymore. Why would she still seek out Zhang Weibin?

Zhang Weibin said, “Wei Lan said that General Manager Song from Wanying Real Estate is coming to discuss Juncheng’s debt claims with me.”

“Oh…” Wang Runqing scoffed, “It seems Li Mu doesn’t just want to toy with Wei Lan; he wants to profit from Juncheng too!”

As soon as he heard that Wanying’s people were actively seeking the bank to discuss Juncheng’s debt claims, Wang Runqing knew that Li Mu was definitely looking to save Juncheng Real Estate. However, he wasn’t afraid of Li Mu’s move because he was certain Li Mu couldn’t produce that much money. In his opinion, Wanying’s people wanting to talk to Zhang Weibin about the debt was most likely an attempt to find a breakthrough point through the bank.

So, Wang Runqing asked him, “Did Wei Lan say when they would arrive?”

“She said it might be a bit later, around five o’clock.”

Wang Runqing nodded, checked the time, and smiled, “Alright then, I’ll probably be in Huzhou City in about two hours. I’ll come to your place then and meet with that Song Liang. It would be best if Li Mu is there too!”

Wang Runqing knew clearly that Li Mu simply couldn’t produce three billion yuan in cash to save Juncheng Real Estate. The only thing he could do was use his own influence or Chen Ze’s to pressure the bank. He himself had strong publicity channels, and Chen Ze’s background was indeed very formidable. If both of them were to step in, a typical bank would certainly have to show them some respect.

Three billion yuan might seem like a lot, but it wasn’t a big deal for a bank. Banks typically have tens of billions or even hundreds of billions in unrecoverable loan claims each year; an additional three billion wouldn’t hurt much. These two were surely planning on this.

However, Wang Runqing was very confident that as long as he was there, Li Mu simply wouldn’t be able to get any preferential terms from the bank! If he and Chen Ze truly dared to use their identities to secure special privileges, then he could seize that weakness and thoroughly disgust them both.

Especially Li Mu, Wang Runqing was quite resentful of Li Mu’s fame and market value. ‘Aren’t you a university student idol? An internet prodigy? You spend eight hundred million yuan on women, and I thought you were genuinely impressive. Turns out, now you want to make up for it. Are you trying to save Juncheng Real Estate so you can not only get women for free but also make a profit?’

It’s only right and lawful for the bank to pursue Juncheng Real Estate for its debt. If you, Li Mu, dare to use your connections for shady dealings and disregard laws and regulations, then I’ll immediately expose you, let the whole nation see your sanctimonious side, and thoroughly disgust you.

After giving instructions to Zhang Weibin, Wang Runqing hung up the phone. Xiao Chenfeng, who was beside him, couldn’t help but ask, “What’s happening? More Juncheng stuff?”

Wang Runqing let out a hearty laugh, then snickered, “After Li Mu slept with Wei Lan, he’s starting to think about how to get his money back. I estimate he wants to mediate with the bank or find a breakthrough point, but he’s far too arrogant. I’ll say it again: when it comes to Juncheng Real Estate, as long as I, Wang Runqing, am here, no one can damn well save it!”

Xiao Chenfeng listened, grinding his teeth in anger. “Damn it, when we get to Huzhou City, I’m coming with you! Let’s see if those obnoxious pair, Li Mu and Wei Lan, show up, and what schemes they’re trying to pull!”





Chapter 731: You F***ing Moron!

At five in the afternoon, Li Mu and his entourage arrived travel-worn at the Huzhou City Development Bank where Zhang Weibin was located. Zhang Weibin was waiting in his office, and two other guests had already arrived before him.

Wang Runqing treated Zhang Weibin’s office like his own home, casually drinking tea and smoking cigarettes with Xiao Chenfeng, perfectly at ease.

The two had been stationed there since four-thirty, just waiting to see who from Wanying would show up. Wang Runqing and Xiao Chenfeng most wanted to see Li Mu.

Zhang Weibin was also quite nervous at this moment, repeatedly rehearsing the lines he had prepared for Wanying Real Estate in his mind. For him, this time he naturally had to firmly stand with the Lan Ke Real Estate camp. Therefore, today he must bear the brunt of the pressure from these Wanying people and, no matter what, not give them any opportunity. He intended to use this chance to show Lanke Group and the Wang family his loyalty and value.

Li Mu and his group were led by a female Front Desk employee to Zhang Weibin’s office. As soon as the door opened, Li Mu saw Wang Runqing and Xiao Chenfeng lounging on the sofa in the reception area. Similarly, Wei Lan, who was by Li Mu’s side, also saw the two, her eyes seeming to spit fire. For Wei Lan, she especially hated Xiao Chenfeng, whose methods were even more disgusting and vile than Wang Runqing’s.

When Wang Runqing and Xiao Chenfeng saw Li Mu, they naturally also saw Wei Lan. Wang Runqing wore a flippant expression, his gaze frivolous, as he sized up Wei Lan’s body. As for Xiao Chenfeng, facing Wei Lan again, he showed no guilt whatsoever for his past actions. Instead, he looked at Li Mu and Wei Lan with a furious and displeased expression.

Wang Runqing saw Li Mu and remembered Li Mu’s actions when he spoke up for Wei Lan at the summit that day. With a sneer, he said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we meet again.”

Li Mu knew well in his heart that since the other party was from Lanke Group, and he had acquired the entire Juncheng Real Estate, they were definitely sworn enemies. So, there was no need to save face for such a person. Li Mu frowned at him and asked, “What’s your surname? Do we know each other?”

Wang Runqing felt a blockage in his chest due to Li Mu’s words and said coldly, “General Manager Li is indeed young and impetuous, just like at the summit that day.”

Li Mu retorted, “How interesting. What does my being young and impetuous have to do with you? Why are you so eager to get close to me? Am I here for you today?”

Wang Runqing chuckled, “I know you’re definitely not here for me, and you certainly didn’t expect me to be here. But I heard you bought all of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares. What, did you come here specifically to repay Juncheng’s debts?”

Wang Runqing believed he knew Li Mu’s situation inside out. Li Mu couldn’t possibly come up with three billion to save Juncheng Real Estate. So, in his opinion, Li Mu’s purpose in coming here today could be many things, but the least likely was to repay the money.

Li Mu didn’t answer his question; instead, he smirked disdainfully and asked him, “Can you understand what other people are saying? I don’t know you and don’t want to bother with you. Why are you still talking endlessly with a cheeky grin?”

Wang Runqing didn’t expect Li Mu to show no sign of reining himself in from start to finish. He couldn’t help but threaten, “Li, this is Huzhou City, not Yanjing. If you want to act wildly here, you first need to figure out whose territory this is.”

Li Mu frowned and asked, “Are you sick? Is there something wrong with your brain? Can’t you understand that I don’t want to bother with you, you fing moron? Why is it so hard to communicate with a fing idiot?”

Wang Runqing felt a tightness in his chest from Li Mu’s series of questions. He had indeed made a fool of himself and put himself at a disadvantage from the beginning. Li Mu simply didn’t want to bother with him. At this point, he also realized that the more he eagerly tried to talk to him, the more he would lose face.

Seeing this, Zhang Weibin intentionally tried to regain some ground for Wang Runqing, so he coldly asked Wei Lan, “Director Wei, what can I do for you? Also, it’s a bit much for you to bring people into my office and insult my guests, isn’t it?”

Wei Lan calmly said, “I’m not here for you today. General Manager Song and General Manager Li of Wanying Real Estate are here for you.”

“Oh, Wanying Real Estate!” Zhang Weibin slapped his forehead. “Look at my memory, I was just thinking of contacting that—what was it—Wanying Real Estate, but I got busy and forgot.” After saying that, he looked at Li Mu and Song Liang, furrowing his brow as he asked, “Which one of you two is the legal representative of Wanying Real Estate?”

Song Liang didn’t expect a bank vice president to be so smug. His tone also became somewhat provocative as he said, “I am Wanying’s legal representative. What, do you want to talk to me?”

“That’s right,” Zhang Weibin gave Song Liang a sidelong glance and said, “Since Wanying Real Estate has now become the controlling stakeholder of Juncheng Real Estate, our debt claims with Juncheng Real Estate should naturally transfer to Wanying Real Estate, correct? Wanying Real Estate owes our bank a large amount in loans, and these loans will soon mature. You should know well in your heart about this, shouldn’t you?”

Song Liang was about to speak, intending to say, ‘I’ve put three billion here, you damn fool, tell me if it’s enough.’ But after a careful thought, he realized that today was Li Mu’s personal show, and he couldn’t steal the lines. So, he said expressionlessly, “Our shareholder, Mr. Li, will discuss the specifics with you.”

Zhang Weibin had read reports about Li Mu and recognized him at a glance. So he looked at Li Mu and asked him, “Mr. Li, how does Wanying plan to resolve Juncheng’s debt claims with us?”

Li Mu chuckled, walked straight to another row of sofas in the reception area, and sat down. He saw a pack of Panda cigarettes placed in front of Xiao Chenfeng, so he directly took them, pulled out one, and lit it. Then, ignoring Xiao Chenfeng’s surprised and annoyed gaze, he took a drag from his cigarette before leaning sideways to ask Zhang Weibin, who was seated at the executive desk, “Since you’re so aggressive, you must know all the details. Go on, why don’t you explain it to me first?”

Zhang Weibin cleared his throat and said sternly, “Juncheng Real Estate’s debt claims with us are actually very clear. There are a total of six loans, totaling over two billion eight hundred and fifty million yuan. Currently, the first loan is maturing soon. If Juncheng Real Estate is unable to repay it, according to the contract, Juncheng Real Estate can still enjoy a six-month grace period. However, during the grace period, daily penalties will accrue, at five ten-thousandths of the total outstanding amount. If it’s still unpaid after six months, our bank has the right to sue in court and apply for enforcement.”

As he spoke, Zhang Weibin intentionally looked at Wei Lan, pointed at her, and said to Li Mu, “Actually, Miss Wei knows all of this very well. She should have informed you promptly and in detail, so you wouldn’t have had to make a special trip.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Zhang Weibin pretended to remember something else, blurting out, “Oh, Mr. Li, given that Wanying Real Estate has now become the controlling stakeholder of Juncheng Real Estate, from a legal standpoint, it seems we also have the right to file debt enforcement claims against your company. If your company refuses to comply, it seems we can also directly sue in court and demand Wanying Real Estate repay the debt. However, I’m not very clear on the specifics of this. How about asking your lawyer to clarify?”

Before Li Mu could speak, Wang Runqing, who had just been rebuffed, interjected with a smile, “General Manager Li, a full acquisition doesn’t just involve shares and assets, but also debt claims. Juncheng Real Estate owed the bank so much money; these debts have now naturally transferred to Wanying Real Estate.”

Li Mu looked at him with a half-smile and asked, “And then what?”

Wang Runqing sneered, saying, “Once the debt period expires and Wanying Real Estate is unable to repay, the bank will sue Wanying Real Estate in court and apply to seize Wanying Real Estate’s assets to cover the debt.”

Li Mu feigned surprise and asked him, “Juncheng Real Estate has three existing housing developments right there, with a market value of at least over five billion. Why would you sue Wanying Real Estate and demand Wanying Real Estate’s assets for repayment?”

“Young people really are simple-minded,” Wang Runqing’s lips curled into a slight smile, and he said with full of threat, “I’m telling you, I have many ways to ensure the court won’t allow you to use Juncheng’s three housing development projects as collateral for repaying the debt, nor will it permit the bank to seize those three housing development projects through enforcement. As long as the court insists that these three housing developments are involved in a corruption case, they will remain seized. Seized assets cannot be used for debt repayment or enforcement. So, at that time, as Wanying Real Estate’s creditor, after the loans mature and exceed the grace period, the bank will have sufficient legal grounds to sue in court, demanding that Wanying Real Estate’s assets be used to repay the debt first. When that happens, Juncheng will be seized, and your own properties will also be seized!”

After saying all this, Wang Runqing snorted twice, his tone softening, and he spoke in a seemingly well-meaning tone, “So I advise you to stick to your properties in Yanjing and focus on your own affairs, try not to cause trouble for yourself. As for Juncheng Real Estate, I’ll value it at four hundred million yuan and take all of Juncheng Real Estate’s shares and debts off your hands. How about that? That way, you can still recover half the cost of your eight-hundred-million-yuan investment in your kept woman/sugar daddy relationship with Wei Lan.”

Wei Lan’s face remained calm, undisturbed like an ancient well. Li Mu chuckled, “No need. I don’t need your four hundred million. As for Juncheng Real Estate, you can seize it if you want. How long can you seize it for? Six months or a year? As soon as the corruption case is concluded, these three housing development projects of Juncheng Real Estate must be released. Then I can naturally revitalize Juncheng Real Estate.”

Wang Runqing burst out laughing, “Six months, a year? You’re thinking too optimistically! I’m putting it out there right now, Juncheng Real Estate’s housing developments will be seized for at least three years!”

Li Mu frowned and asked him, “By what right do you declare it three years and make it three years?”

Wang Runqing declared with an arrogant expression, “By the right of my surname, Wang! My name is Wang Runqing! In Huzhou City, what I say, goes!”

Li Mu scoffed, uttering four words with extreme disdain, “You f***ing moron!” Then, he glared at the furious Wang Runqing, “What if it’s not seized for three years? Will you change your name and move out of Huzhou City?”

Wang Runqing gnashed his teeth and said, “If it’s not seized for three years, I’ll damn well take your surname!”

“Good, you said it.” Li Mu turned his head and looked at Zhang Weibin, saying, “You! Make a call and have your employee responsible for opening accounts for major clients come up. I want to open an account at your bank!”





Chapter 732: No Choice, Just Rich

As soon as Li Mu said he wanted to open an account, Wang Runqing and Zhang Weibin were instantly dumbfounded.

They couldn’t understand why Li Mu suddenly wanted to open an account here when they were in the middle of discussing debt issues. What kind of trick was this?

Both of them instinctively didn’t connect Li Mu opening an account with repayment of loans, because in their view, repayment only required transferring funds to the designated repayment account after each loan became due; there was no need to take the extra step of opening a new account.

Zhang Weibin didn’t understand Li Mu’s purpose, but he was quite annoyed by Li Mu’s commanding tone and attitude. He grumbled, “Mr. Li, what we need to discuss now is Juncheng Real Estate’s debt problem. Other matters can wait until we’ve resolved this issue.”

Li Mu frowned, speaking without ceremony, “Why all this unnecessary talk? I told you to call someone up precisely to resolve the debt problem, so just obediently call them up.”

Zhang Weibin was choked with anger and unconsciously looked at Wang Runqing. At this moment, as a lackey / henchman (idiom) of the Wang family, he certainly didn’t dare to have a complete falling out with Li Mu directly; he could only wait for Wang Runqing’s stance.

Wang Runqing was also quite annoyed with Li Mu at this point, but he didn’t know he had been inexplicably ensnared by Li Mu. Even when Li Mu told Zhang Weibin to call an employee up to open an account, he still didn’t believe Li Mu could produce three billion in cash. What kind of concept (business/investment) was three billion? If converted to cash, one hundred million yuan in cash weighed over one ton; three billion yuan would weigh forty tons!

So Wang Runqing waved his hand, sneering, “Old Zhang, do as he says. I’d like to see whether the all-power Mr. Li can make money perform miracles with this three billion yuan debt.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, looking at him with the gaze one would give to someone with an intellectual disability. “You don’t need to concern yourself with how I perform miracles. You just need to remember what you just said. The Wang family is a prominent family in Huzhou City; I believe they will be responsible for their words.”

Wang Runqing scoffed, “Li Mu, don’t think you can bluff me. I want to see what kind of influence / capability you truly have.”

Zhang Weibin, having received his cue, immediately called a key client manager downstairs. As soon as she entered the room, Zhang Weibin said to Li Mu, “This is Du Shanshan, our bank’s key client manager. Du Shanshan, this is Mr. Li. He wants to open an account at our bank, please assist him with the process.”

Du Shanshan nodded, professionally opening her folder and taking out some documents. She asked Li Mu, “Hello, Mr. Li, what type of account would you like to open? Company or personal?”

Du Shanshan was around thirty years old, of above-average height and appearance, possessing the气质of a professional woman. Li Mu smiled faintly at her and politely said, “Hello, I wish to open a supervisory account under the name of Wanying Real Estate.”

Du Shanshan asked, “A supervisory account? What kind of supervision do you want? Payee supervision or usage supervision?”

“Both,” Li Mu said with a calm smile, his tone flat yet startling. “I intend to deposit three billion yuan cash into this supervisory account, strictly for the purpose of repaying Juncheng Real Estate’s loans to your bank.”

As soon as Li Mu uttered these words, Wang Runqing’s face instantly paled. He involuntarily stood up and blurted out, “Li Mu, what trick are you playing?!”

Li Mu frowned and said, “I’m here to pay the money. What does that have to do with you?”

Upon hearing Li Mu’s words, Wang Runqing felt a sudden jolt in one’s heart. He suddenly thought of Wanying Real Estate’s seven billion yuan available funds. His heart sank with a jolt. Could Li Mu really bite the bullet and take three billion yuan cash from Wanying Real Estate to resolve urgent financial shortfalls for Juncheng?

Everyone knew how much a leverage this three billion could have if invested in the real estate market now. If handled properly, the profits generated in three years would far exceed Juncheng Real Estate’s modest asset. No one with a normal brain would do this! Is he stupid?

But seeing that Li Mu wasn’t joking at all, Wang Runqing couldn’t help but ask himself: Would Li Mu really be so foolish? Or was it just youthful impulsiveness, willing to sacrifice enormous future profits just to prove his capability in front of Wei Lan?

As soon as he thought of this, Wang Runqing started to panic. Business competition never feared those who were strong, but it did fear those who didn’t understand the business and stubbornly interfered. If Li Mu really did this, his intangible losses would be his own problem. The key was that Lan Ke Real Estate’s wishful thinking would all come to nothing!

In his agitation, Wang Runqing pointed at Li Mu and warned, “I advise you to consider carefully before making a decision. Three billion is a large sum. You’ll definitely regret taking it out to save Juncheng Real Estate.”

Li Mu chuckled, “No choice, just rich. You just need to remember what you just said. If those three housing developments of Juncheng Real Estate aren’t sealed for less than three years, you should voluntarily change your name to Li Runqing.”

Then, Li Mu pointed to the lawyer he had brought and said, “Don’t even think about defaulting on payments. Our lawyer started collecting evidence before we even entered the room. By then, your high-profile comments will be famous throughout the entire real estate industry.”

Wang Runqing instinctively clenched his fists and blurted, “You, surnamed Li, you schemed against me!”

“Don’t think so highly of yourself,” Li Mu scorned. “I had no idea you were even here before I came. Scheme against you? Are you even worthy?”

Wang Runqing wanted to speak further, but Li Mu directly ignored him and said to Du Shanshan, “Manager Du, the money in this supervisory account has two purposes. The primary purpose is to repay Juncheng Real Estate’s debts to your bank. There are a total of six debt claims, amounting to over two billion eight hundred and fifty million yuan. After each debt claim matures, the supervisory account must automatically transfer the corresponding amount immediately to ensure timely repayment.”

“You can rest assured about that,” Du Shanshan nodded. “Once the purpose of the supervisory account is clearly defined, as soon as Juncheng Real Estate’s debt claims mature, funds will be immediately transferred from the supervisory account for repayment. If, for any reason, there’s money in the account but it’s not paid, the responsibility lies with our bank.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction and said to Du Shanshan, “After all debts are cleared, there should be over one hundred and forty million yuan remaining in the account. Manager Du, do you have deposit collection targets normally?”

Du Shanshan nodded. “Yes, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu curiously asked her, “What’s your annual deposit collection target?”

Du Shanshan smiled slightly and said, “Mr. Li, because I specialize in key clients, my annual deposit collection target is quite high, around one hundred million yuan.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Alright then, after all six loans are fully repaid next year, the remaining money will automatically be converted into a two-year fixed deposit under your name. With over one hundred and forty million yuan, your target for next year will be completed in advance.”

Upon hearing this, Du Shanshan was overjoyed and gratefully said, “Thank you, Mr. Li!”

Saying this, inspired Du Shanshan took out the supervisory account contract template and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, let’s finalize the specific terms. If there are no issues, I’ll set up the supervisory account as soon as possible, ideally before tonight.”

Li Mu motioned to Wanying’s lawyer and finance personnel, saying, “You two, coordinate with Manager Du and finalize the details as soon as possible.”

Zhang Weibin was also dumbfounded at this point. He had no idea what he could do now. Stop Du Shanshan? Impossible. Li Mu was here to repay money; he had no reason to obstruct the repayment, otherwise, the nature of the situation would completely change. With Li Mu’s influence / capability, he could easily destroy Zhang Weibin. As a bank executive, if the other party couldn’t repay the money, he would have legal grounds to make things difficult for them in every way. But if the other party could repay, then he would be powerless.

Wang Runqing, with an ashen face, coldly watched Li Mu with his arms crossed, his mind a mess. If Li Mu, like a naive young man, truly took three billion yuan from Wanying, he would be completely helpless.

He was currently vexed by two things. Besides the possibility of all efforts come to nothing regarding his scheme to swallow Juncheng Real Estate, he also intensely regretted what he had just said, wishing he could slap himself. If Li Mu brought out three billion to resolve Juncheng Real Estate’s debt claims, would he really let the court seal it for three years? Wouldn’t that be doing a wedding dress (metaphorical for benefiting others) for them?

The matter of Juncheng Real Estate had two possible solutions in the court. One was if the court deemed Juncheng Real Estate’s nature very important in the corruption case, it would rigidly suppress it, waiting until everything was concluded before setting a fine amount for Juncheng. Only after Juncheng paid the fine would the three housing developments be released to them. Based on the usual conclusion time for corruption cases, it would take at least one to two years, and might even be dragged out for three years.

The other was if the court deemed Juncheng Real Estate’s nature less important and directly set a fine amount, letting Juncheng pay the fine, and then divorcing Juncheng Real Estate from this case. Once the fine was paid, Juncheng Real Estate, as a corporate entity, would no longer be affected by other aspects of this case. Of course, if Wei Jun was suspected of bribery, he would be tried and convicted as an individual, but this would not be related to Juncheng Real Estate.

Right now, he certainly couldn’t be doing a wedding dress (metaphorical for benefiting others) for Li Mu. But, on the other hand, he also couldn’t let the court release it immediately, because if that happened, Li Mu’s three billion would enter and immediately generate profit!

The most critical thing was that he had been obnoxious just now, making a solemn vow just to show off in front of Li Mu. Wasn’t this just putting himself in an irreversible situation? If Li Mu really had his lawyer collect evidence, and Juncheng Real Estate wasn’t sealed for three years, and Li Mu released the recording, would he still have any face left?

Wang Runqing knew very well that residential real estate developers in big cities all hoped for: late construction starts, slow progress, and hoarding property, because housing prices were rising too quickly; they could potentially earn 30% more profit by delaying by three months.

The government has very clear requirements for residential real estate developers: for example, construction must begin within one year of land acquisition; construction periods must be stipulated based on the project’s specific planning, and completion must occur within the specified timeframe; after a housing development is completed, it cannot be hoarded or withheld from sale in any form. Violating any of these three points would result in huge fines, enough to wipe out any extra profits gained from delays.

Moreover, no matter how one tried to manipulate it, delaying a nearly completed real estate project for three years was practically impossible. Three years was simply too long; the local government might even change leadership, and such an operation would likely result in crippling fines.

If he truly let Juncheng Real Estate be sealed for three years, wouldn’t that be helping them hoard property! This was absolutely insane!





Chapter 733: The Hand of God

Without giving Wang Runqing much time to question, after the lawyers confirmed the terms and Song Liang signed, a supervisory account with Wanying Real Estate as the main entity was quickly established.

Financial personnel who had been waiting in Yanjing to make the large transfer immediately applied to transfer three billion yuan into Wanying Real Estate’s newly opened corporate supervisory account at Huzhou City Development Bank as soon as the supervisory account here was set up.

Transferring funds from one Wanying Real Estate corporate account to another Wanying Real Estate corporate account was a relatively simpler procedure and much easier to execute.

The supervisory account was set up for dedicated funds; once the money was in, no one, including Wanying Real Estate, could touch it, except for triggering transfers for loan repayment when they matured.

In fact, Li Mu had no intention of touching this money again. There wouldn’t be much left after repaying the loans anyway, so the remaining funds, a little over one hundred million, didn’t need to be diverted for other uses. All three billion yuan obtained from the fund issuance would be used to deal with Juncheng Real Estate’s affairs.

After the bank staff confirmed the money had arrived, Wang Runqing was so filled with suppressed anger he felt like he would explode. Zhang Weibin instantly slumped, not saying a word, but Xiao Chenfeng’s expression was rather subtle, occasionally revealing a hint of unconcealed joy. It seemed he was quite pleased to see Wang Runqing in a difficult spot.

At this point, Li Mu asked Zhang Weibin: “Vice President Zhang, is three billion yuan enough?”

Zhang Weibin awkwardly nodded, mumbling, “Uh… well… it’s enough…”

Li Mu asked again: “You can no longer pursue any debts from Juncheng Real Estate or Wanying Real Estate, and there’s no reason to sue the bank to demand enforcement, right?”

Zhang Weibin’s eyes darted away as he said: “You must be joking, Mr. Li. You’ve deposited the money in our bank, so how could we sue the bank…”

“That’s good then…” Li Mu let out a long breath, sighing, “You were talking so high and mighty just now, I thought you might still find a way to sue me even after I repaid the money.”

Zhang Weibin bowed his head, looking at his toes, his tone becoming humble for the first time. “Mr. Li, please don’t tease me. I’m just doing my job according to the law. Since you’ve repaid the money, how could I possibly sue you?”

Li Mu then asked: “So, our business between us is settled?”

“Settled… completely settled…”

“OK.” Li Mu nodded slightly, then looked at Wang Runqing, curious, and asked him: “Mr. Wang, do you have any further instructions for me?”

Wang Runqing felt like the blood vessels in his entire body were about to burst from anger.

This feeling of being full of pent-up energy with nowhere to unleash it was truly excruciating! It was like he had painstakingly gathered a group of people, armed with blades, spears, and clubs, making a big show of coming to collect debts. Before arriving, he had even repeatedly planned how he would smash, loot, and plunder if the other party couldn’t repay. But just as the group rushed to the entrance, the debtor simply paid the money, leaving him utterly helpless.

For Wang Runqing, Li Mu not only slapped him in the face but also cut off his source of wealth. Moreover, if Li Mu’s three billion yuan arrived, not only would he have lost the massive chunk of Juncheng Real Estate, but the key issue was that Wanying’s acquisition of Juncheng Real Estate was already common knowledge throughout the industry. The news of Li Mu spending three billion yuan to save Juncheng Real Estate would probably spread quickly, and then his face would be utterly disgraced throughout the industry.

Wang Runqing’s face was pale, his expression furious, yet his tone was contemptuous as he said: “Mr. Li, this money from Wanying Real Estate could have been used to make a lot more money with money begets money. But you insisted on using it to repay Juncheng Real Estate’s loans and take on this mess. You won’t necessarily earn much, but you’ve managed to offend a whole lot of people. You’ve made a formidable enemy right after entering the real estate industry. Your courage truly exceeds my expectations.”

Saying this, Wang Runqing glanced at Song Liang and said with deep meaning: “I hope General Manager Song and the other shareholders are willingly participating in this farce with you.”

Wang Runqing’s words were meant to provoke. He always felt that Li Mu’s reckless approach couldn’t possibly have the support of the other shareholders; even if they didn’t say it aloud, they must have objections.

But a single sentence from Li Mu shattered the last bits of his confidence: “Who told you I used Wanying’s money?”

Wang Runqing coldly asked: “The money was transferred from Wanying Company’s account. If it’s not Wanying’s money, could it be your own?”

Li Mu smiled mysteriously: “With how well-connected you are in the industry, you should find out very soon.”

With that, Li Mu ignored Wang Runqing and said to Song Liang and Wei Lan: “Let’s find somewhere to celebrate.”

Song Liang laughed heartily: “We really should celebrate properly.”

Li Mu said to Wei Lan: “You know Huzhou City well, so take everyone out to indulge in some decadent activities tonight.”

With that, Li Mu looked at Chen Fang and told him: “Chen Fang, contact a private jet company. We’ll charter a flight back tomorrow.”

Chen Fang was slightly taken aback for a moment but nodded and said: “Understood, Mr. Li, I’ll contact them right away.”

As Li Mu and the others walked out the door, Song Liang said as he walked along: “Chartering a plane back? Do we need to indulge in such decadent activities?”

Li Mu laughed: “We just closed a deal worth several billion yuan. How can we not indulge a little to celebrate with everyone? It’s settled then.”

Subsequently, the group gradually walked away. Once Wang Runqing could no longer hear any conversation from the office, all the anger he had accumulated erupted at that moment. He abruptly grabbed the fifteen-inch standard LCD monitor from Zhang Weibin’s desk, ripping off the power cord and VGA cable instantly. Then, Wang Runqing violently smashed the monitor onto the floor.

Wang Runqing, his face ashen, didn’t feel much relief from smashing a monitor. As he looked for other things to vent his fury on, Xiao Chenfeng rushed over and stopped him, comforting him: “That’s enough, Runqing. It’s just Juncheng Real Estate; it’s not worth getting so furious over.”

Wang Runqing said nothing, thinking to himself how he had repeatedly sworn to Xiao Chenfeng that with him there, no one could save Juncheng, yet retribution had come so swiftly. In the blink of an eye, the situation had plummeted to an irreversible point. He had once played a similar role to Xiao Chenfeng when Xiao Chenfeng flew into a rage after being provoked by Wei Lan. He knew all too well what Xiao Chenfeng was thinking at this moment. Although Xiao Chenfeng was offering words of comfort, he was secretly overjoyed, absolutely reveling in schadenfreude. If he were to say anything more now, Xiao Chenfeng would only seize the opportunity to thoroughly mock him.

So, with a cold expression, Wang Runqing pulled out his phone and made a call: “Find out if Wanying Real Estate has had any large incoming funds recently. Immediately!”



The news of Li Mu redeeming Juncheng Real Estate quickly spread throughout the entire real estate industry.

Everyone felt that Li Mu and Wei Lan were like characters in a TV series. After an episode featuring an eight hundred million yuan kept woman/sugar daddy relationship, another grand drama of three billion yuan for a buyout had unfolded, each episode more thrilling and impactful than the last. However, this time, everyone was very curious about where Li Mu’s three billion yuan came from. The previous eight hundred million yuan was agreed to be paid only after three years, but this time, to redeem Juncheng Real Estate, Li Mu had produced three billion yuan in cash!

Where there’s attention, there’s deep digging. The matter of Wanying Real Estate receiving three billion yuan couldn’t be hidden from the real estate industry. So, that very night, someone followed the clues and discovered the cooperation between Li Mu and Tonghai Fund. Only then did everyone realize with a jolt that Li Mu’s three billion yuan wasn’t actually from drawing on Wanying’s seven billion yuan loan. Instead, he had used a fund, this powerful tool, to raise three billion yuan in cash from consumers!

This move by Li Mu completely shocked the entire real estate industry! They had seen plenty of instances of getting something for nothing, but no one in the entire industry had ever seen someone pull it off so completely empty-handed. To be able to secure three billion yuan simply by having Muye Technology guarantee it—isn’t that just being a scoundrel?

That night, many people were calculating the potential profits Li Mu could gain from the Juncheng Real Estate project. Finally, they were astonished to discover that Li Mu now held a winning hand that couldn’t lose.

Firstly, if Juncheng Real Estate’s three housing developments were truly sealed by the court for three years, that would be equivalent to the court helping Li Mu to hoard the properties. After three years, Li Mu would slowly complete the final stages of the project, and another half year would pass. After three and a half years, wouldn’t these three housing developments sell for at least ten billion yuan or more?

If measured by doubling property prices, even after three years, deducting the costs of the three housing developments, taxes, interest to be paid on the fund, and the eight hundred million yuan cash given to Wei Lan, the net profit ultimately falling into Wanying Real Estate’s hands would still be at least four billion yuan. It was absolutely terrifying.

Secondly, if Lanke Group were to be timid and not act as a wedding dress for Li Mu, and instead engaged in shady dealings to unseal Juncheng Real Estate as quickly as possible, then Juncheng Real Estate would need to complete construction and begin sales promptly. Hoarding the properties for three years would be impossible; at most, they could hold them for half a year. But after half a year, if all three large housing developments were sold off, they should easily sell for six billion yuan. Even after deducting everything, Wanying’s profit should still be one to two billion yuan.

The most crucial point is that, if this were the case, all six billion yuan from these properties would go directly into Wanying Real Estate’s pocket. The three billion yuan fund and Wei Lan’s eight hundred million yuan in cash wouldn’t need to be repaid until three years later. This essentially meant that with one swift move, Li Mu would have an additional six billion yuan in cash flow. Although the profit might appear much less than if the properties were sealed for three years, this six billion yuan cash could be directly utilized. If managed well, the profits it could generate would probably be far higher than the profits from holding the properties for three years!

Even more terrifying, if this truly happened, before long, Wanying Real Estate would become a real estate company holding seven prime gold-standard plots of land in Yanjing and one hundred thirty billion yuan in cash. With such insane cash reserves, what kind of monstrous company would this be? They might as well stop doing real estate and just open a bank!

That night, everyone in the industry looked at Li Mu and Wanying Real Estate in a new light. In everyone’s eyes, Juncheng had originally been a hopeless situation; even if someone had stepped in to fight, with Lanke Group involved, they would likely suffer heavy losses. But no one expected Li Mu to suddenly step in unexpectedly and, with just one move, completely revitalize the entire situation!

This move could be called the Hand of God in the domestic real estate sector. In this current situation, no matter how it was played, Li Mu would undeniably emerge victorious!

That night, the story of Li Mu’s ‘Hand of God’ not only spread throughout the entire real estate industry but also across the entire financial circle…





Chapter 734: The Embarrassed Zhao Xianliang

In a high-end clubhouse in the suburbs of Huzhou City, Li Mu and his group were drinking and making merry.

Making money was certainly enjoyable, but what was even more satisfying was the method of earning it. The idea of a fund leveraging three billion cash to resolve urgent financial shortfalls was incredibly powerful. Any other company would find it nearly impossible to raise three billion in cash, yet Li Mu managed it with this “use a small force to move a great weight” approach. Let alone his team members, even Li Mu himself was overwhelmed with excitement.

Chen Fang had contacted a company in Huzhou City specializing in private jet charter services in advance. Although domestic charter flights usually require a one to three-day application period, nothing was impossible if one was willing to pay more. When the price was raised to three hundred thousand, the company immediately committed to arranging the best Challenger 604 private jet available, ready for take-off as needed between eleven in the morning and five in the afternoon the next day.

Since it was a high-end customized service, there was nothing that couldn’t be resolved with money.

As Li Mu and others raised their glasses to celebrate the revitalization of Juncheng Real Estate, discussions about Li Mu’s “Hand of God” grew even more fervent throughout the industry.

Lanke Group held an emergency meeting to discuss their next countermeasure against Juncheng Real Estate. However, discussions from afternoon until evening yielded no practical conclusions. Juncheng Real Estate had now become a wholly-owned subsidiary of Wanying Real Estate, and three billion cash had already been deposited in the bank. The only leverage Wang Runqing and Lan Ke Real Estate could cling to was Juncheng Real Estate’s involvement in a corruption case. However, the corruption case primarily involved Wei Jun’s alleged bribery, making it impossible to use the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments to deliver a devastating blow to Juncheng Real Estate. The only thing they could do was delay.

But Lanke Group didn’t want to help Li Mu manage the market, so the Juncheng Real Estate situation suddenly became a hot potato. They couldn’t swallow it, nor were they willing to discard it immediately, instead enduring the scalding agony.

Compared to Wang Runqing’s fury, Song Zhilei, upon learning of the news, nearly wished he could swallow Li Mu alive. He knew he had been tricked by Li Mu, and even by Li Mu in league with Wei Lan. Recalling how he had pleadingly begged Wei Lan and proactively sold all his shares in Juncheng Real Estate for twenty million, Song Zhilei felt his entire spirit on the verge of collapse. He had toiled hard for half a lifetime, only to be completely swindled by them. This feeling was far more agonizing than death.

Song Zhilei’s wife was equally distraught. She had previously thought that reclaiming twenty million and shedding the burden of ill-fated Juncheng Real Estate would allow them both to breathe a sigh of relief and find an opportunity to start over. She never imagined that Li Mu would revitalize Juncheng Real Estate in just a few days. Yet, while Juncheng Real Estate lived, it had no relation to their family. It was clear that the vast majority of their assets had been swindled away. How could she not be distraught?

Song Zhilei’s wife instinctively reached for her phone to call Wei Lan, intending to scold her severely and swore to make her life miserable. But Song Zhilei stopped her. After forcing himself to calm down, he realized that he had completely lost his power in this matter. The contract was signed, ownership transferred. With a market value of only tens of millions left, how could he fight against someone like Li Mu, whose market value was in the tens or even hundreds of billions? The only thing he could do was endure hardships to achieve a goal. A gentleman’s revenge is never too late. Sooner or later, he would seize an opportunity to ruthlessly destroy both Li Mu and Wei Lan.

…

Zhao Xianliang, Zhao Ziqiu’s father in Hangzhou, had been waiting for Yu Hu’s updates for the past two days. However, each time he inquired, Yu Hu’s reply was that he had found no substantial evidence regarding Li Mu and Wei Lan, nor had he investigated any other women in Li Mu’s life. This left Zhao Xianliang somewhat surprised. He even started doubting Yu Hu’s capabilities, wondering if Li Mu was too secretive for Yu Hu to investigate.

But upon careful consideration, he himself had no other suitable candidates in Yanjing to investigate Li Mu. Yu Hu was at least among the top private detectives in Yanjing.

This evening, on his way home from work, Zhao Xianliang specifically called Yu Hu, urging him to find a way to dig deeper and see if he could uncover new information.

Back home, the family of three enjoyed a delicious meal prepared by their nanny. Zhao Xianliang looked at his only daughter, who had grown into a graceful young woman, and felt a pang in his heart. Although no substantial evidence had yet been found concerning Li Mu and Wei Lan, Li Mu’s actions and the fact that Wei Lan was living in his villa in Yanjing all confirmed one thing: there was definitely something going on between Li Mu and Wei Lan.

Zhao Xianliang cherished his daughter dearly, and he was particularly sensitive about Zhao Ziqiu’s romantic relationships. Before knowing Li Mu’s market value and strength, he felt Li Mu was unworthy of his daughter. After learning of Li Mu’s market value and strength, he worried his daughter would be hurt by Li Mu. In other words, no matter who Zhao Ziqiu dated, he would not feel at ease.

Lost in thought, Zhao Xianliang received a call from his secretary. After listening for a while, Zhao Xianliang exclaimed, his face full of surprise, “Are you sure what you’re saying is true?”

Upon receiving confirmation from the other end, Zhao Xianliang’s expression became incredibly dynamic.

His wife, Xie Yun, and daughter, Zhao Ziqiu, sat opposite him. Both observed the wildly fluctuating emotions on Zhao Xianliang’s face: surprise one moment, indecisiveness the next, then quiet joy, then a sigh…

When Zhao Xianliang hung up, Xie Yun couldn’t help but ask him, “What happened? Your expression is so strange.”

Zhao Ziqiu also said, “Yeah, Dad, something fun happened? Tell me about it.”

Zhao Xianliang forced himself to calm down, looked at Zhao Ziqiu, and asked, “Have you been in contact with Li Mu recently?”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t know why her father suddenly asked about Li Mu, and she cautiously replied, “We occasionally text or call. Why?”

Zhao Xianliang then asked, “Do you know he went to Huzhou City?”

“No,” Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, “When did that happen?”

“Just today.”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head, “He told me he’s been very busy lately, so I haven’t been badgering him with questions every day.”

Xie Yun was aware of the inside story, knowing Zhao Xianliang was investigating Li Mu and Wei Lan. She couldn’t help but ask him, “What’s wrong? Is there something going on?”

Zhao Xianliang looked at his wife and daughter with a strange expression, hesitating for a long time before slowly shaking his head and saying with a somewhat sour tone, “This kid, Li Mu, is truly amazing. People in the real estate industry are now calling him the ‘Hand of God.’ Do you know why?”

Xie Yun shook her head, “Just tell us quickly, don’t play coy.”

Zhao Ziqiu also put down her chopsticks, looking at Zhao Xianliang with anticipation, urging him, “Dad, what big thing has Li Mu done now? Hurry up and tell me.”

Zhao Xianliang sighed and said in a somewhat muffled tone, “This kid, in Yanjing, partnered with fund companies, insurance companies, and banks to quietly issue a wealth management fund. In just one day, he raised three billion cash and revitalized Juncheng Real Estate. Do you know how he played this fund?”

Both mother and daughter looked bewildered and confused.

Zhao Xianliang said, cursing and grumbling, “Damn, just look at how crafty this kid is! All the funds he issued have a three-year term, with principal and interest paid in a lump sum at maturity. He gets to use three billion for three years, and the total cost at the end is only 560 million, which is even a bit lower than normal commercial loans, comparable to the interest rates of the highest-rated commercial loans. The most crucial part is that there’s no need for collateral. He just moved his lips, signed some papers, and promised to guarantee everything, and the deal was done…”

Zhao Ziqiu was confused and didn’t understand the details, but Xie Yun’s eyes widened in shock. It took her a while to recover, and she blurted out, “In that case, wouldn’t Li Mu be guaranteed to win? For him now, it must just be a question of how much he earns, right?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded appreciatively. His wife’s talent in business was indeed remarkable; she could grasp a key point and insight into the entire situation.

Xie Yun finally relaxed about Li Mu, and then continued, filled with pleasant surprise, “So, all that talk about Li Mu’s eight hundred million earlier was just a smoke bomb he deliberately released! He tricked everyone, especially Lan Ke Real Estate and the other shareholder of Juncheng Real Estate.”

“Exactly…” Zhao Xianliang smacked his lips and said, “This kid is too shrewd. He set up a scheme that kept everyone in the dark. If he hadn’t revealed it himself, no one would have guessed what he was truly playing at. We initially thought he was doing this for that matter, but we never expected that he was actually trying to seize this opportunity to make a huge profit.”

“Yes,” Xie Yun agreed, “If Li Mu had this plan all along, then the eight hundred million he promised Wei Lan really wasn’t that much.”

“My judgment was poor; I was influenced/persuaded by him too…” Zhao Xianliang sighed somewhat embarrassedly, then added, “Li Mu made a huge profit from this, but he was too ruthless. The other shareholder of Juncheng Real Estate had twenty percent of the shares, surely worth over a billion, but Li Mu coaxed and deceived him into selling them for twenty million.”

Zhao Xianliang continued, “I heard Lanke Group is furious, which is understandable. After all, they sharpened their knives and boiled water, waiting to slaughter the pig, but the pig wasn’t killed; Li Mu led it away instead.”

Xie Yun couldn’t help but worry, “Do you think Li Mu might have made too many enemies?”

“Need you ask?” Zhao Xianliang said, “But making enemies is inevitable. There’s only one prize, and if you take it, you’ll naturally make enemies. Anyone who makes a fortune in business has a large group of people who hate them to the bone. How can one become a person above others and fear being universally condemned?”

Xie Yun nodded and agreed, “I believe in this child’s capabilities; he’ll certainly meet force with force.”

Zhao Ziqiu, who had been listening in confusion, couldn’t help but ask her father, “Dad, what are you and Mom talking about? I don’t understand. What big thing has Li Mu done now?”

Zhao Xianliang looked at his beloved daughter and shook his head, feeling both helpless and somewhat ashamed.

It was fortunate that he hadn’t acted on impulse that day when he heard about Li Mu and Wei Lan, immediately telling his daughter to leave Li Mu. Otherwise, with what Li Mu pulled today, it would have been a slap in his face too. Even so, he still felt his face burning with embarrassment. Sometimes he really felt this world was inexplicably strange, even unreasonable. A twenty-year-old young man, messing around with things online, things you couldn’t see or touch, yet had a market value of tens of billions. Where could one even go to reason with that?

Even worse today, this same twenty-year-old young man, with one move, snatched billions in profits from the complex real estate market. Compared to him, Zhao Xianliang himself felt ashamed.

Xie Yun saw her husband’s thoughts, smiled slightly, and reminded him, “Don’t forget there’s another big event today.”

“What?”

“Taobao Brand Day.”

Zhao Xianliang suddenly reacted, his heart feeling as if it had been struck by a heavy hammer…





Chapter 735: Data Doesn’t Lie

Whether in the internet industry or other sectors, anyone who knew Li Mu was well aware that his primary work was in the internet, and everything else was just a casual endeavor or experiment for him. Real estate, for instance, although Li Mu had recently dominated the real estate scene, taking up nearly all discussions for the past few days, his actual focus wasn’t there, as evidenced by his shareholding in Wanying.

Zhao Xianliang, reminded by his wife, also understood clearly that regardless of whether Li Mu earned over one billion or several billion through Juncheng Real Estate today, Juncheng Real Estate was merely a very profitable victory. Taobao’s Brand Day, however, was the crucial battle Li Mu had been preparing for; once this battle commenced, Li Mu would usher in a new era in the domestic and even global internet landscape.

Zhao Xianliang began to speculate in his mind just how significant a miracle Li Mu’s Taobao could achieve today. Would it sell over one billion or two billion in a single day? If that were truly the case, this kid would practically become a god.

Zhao Ziqiu was utterly bewildered. She didn’t know much about Li Mu’s various ventures, only that he was starting businesses and that he was making a lot of money. But what exactly he was doing, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t know. Seeing her parents talking as if deeply engrossed in a play, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask, “Dad, Mom, can you two stop speaking in riddles? I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Li Mu is your boyfriend, and you don’t know or ask about what he usually does? That won’t do. For a boy like him, you need to keep a close eye on him, or it won’t be long before other girls might seize the opportunity and move in.”

Zhao Ziqiu suddenly felt a little guilty. Her parents always thought she and Li Mu were in a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, but they didn’t know that Li Mu already had a girlfriend. In other words, she was the one who actively interfered, the one who couldn’t be seen. Was she the one seizing an opportunity? She had proactively given herself to him before Li Mu and Yingxue had broken through that final barrier and while he still had feelings for her. If her parents knew, they would probably be very disappointed in her, wouldn’t they?

Xie Yun saw Zhao Ziqiu looking dazed and couldn’t help but ask her, “Why are you silent?”

Zhao Ziqiu reluctantly smiled and replied, “No, I just miss him…”

Zhao Xianliang was instantly awkward and didn’t know what to do, but Xie Yun smiled calmly and said, “If you miss him, call him and invite him to visit Hangzhou. He’s in Huzhou City right now, very close to Hangzhou.”

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips and thought for a moment, then said, “Wouldn’t that be inconvenient? He’s definitely in Huzhou City for business, and he might have to go back tomorrow.”

Zhao Xianliang cleared his throat from the side and said in a serious tone, “Yes, after Brand Day, Taobao will certainly become the true focus of society, and Li Mu will undoubtedly be very busy.”

After a slight pause, Zhao Xianliang continued, “Unlike real estate, Juncheng Real Estate, no matter how big a fuss it makes, is just three housing developments in Huzhou City’s new district. Taobao, however, is a macro platform that can connect products, businesses, and consumers nationwide. The former is just profit; the latter has the potential to influence the development of the national retail industry. They just can’t be compared.”

This time, Zhao Ziqiu understood. She was stunned for a moment, then blurted out, “Dad, do you mean that Taobao was made by Li Mu?”

…

Two events on the same day instantly made Li Mu a super hot topic in China’s financial circles.

The Hand of God that rescued Juncheng Real Estate was one; Taobao selling more than two billion yuan in one day was the other.

Either of these events, taken alone, would have been a major sensation in the financial world. Yet, both were related to Li Mu and happened on the same day.

By twelve o’clock that night, Taobao’s total transaction amount on Brand Day reached an astonishing 2.683 billion yuan.

Whether industry insiders or outsiders, when faced with this data, they all had only one thought: A website selling almost 2.7 billion yuan worth of products in one day—is this even humanly possible? What is this equivalent to? It’s like packing tens of millions of people into a shopping mall and having each of them buy more than two hundred yuan worth of goods. Who could do that? No one could!

Yet, Taobao did it! It was truly a groundbreaking event in China’s retail industry.

Shortly after midnight, Taobao publicly released a complete set of data that completely overturned the worldview of people in the national manufacturing and retail industries.

The transaction amount within 24 hours was 2.683 billion yuan! A total of fourteen million orders were generated! Seventeen million items were sold!

A large shopping mall’s annual sales might not even reach this figure, yet a virtual website achieved it in a single day!

Every piece of data released by Taobao deeply shocked the hearts of relevant individuals, and at the same time, it excited every enterprise in the physical manufacturing industry!

All enterprises that participated in the Brand Day promotion received an unexpected and satisfying report sheet today, such as SmartReach, TCL, ZTE, and Shenzhou Computers. Those companies that had previously adopted a high stance and rejected Taobao were now filled with regret. The business cooperation persons in charge of these companies were almost all dismissed or reassigned overnight, and the new persons in charge, appointed in this crisis, had their first task: to establish a cooperative relationship with Taobao as soon as possible.

At the same time, the detailed data from Taobao’s Brand Day showcased its exceptional strength in the retail sector to all industries, and it instantly excited all enterprises involved in manufacturing physical goods.

For these manufacturers, nothing was more exciting than discovering a new sales channel. Therefore, these companies almost all held emergency meetings overnight. Moreover, in their emergency meetings, they were no longer discussing whether to cooperate with Taobao, because the answer was clear: they must establish a cooperative relationship with Taobao as soon as possible. The direction they were discussing overnight was: once connected to Taobao, how to strengthen cooperation with Taobao and how to enhance their own company’s sales and influence on Taobao.

However, the same data, in Li Mu’s eyes, did not interest him for the data itself. What interested him were the platform and user characteristics implied by this data, because Li Mu knew that unfalse data would never lie.

In the early hours of the morning, Li Mu was alone in his room at the high-end clubhouse, sitting in front of his computer, beginning to analyze Taobao’s Summer Brand Day data using Excel.

First:

Within twenty-four hours, approximately eight million accounts purchased goods on Taobao, placing a total of fourteen million orders, with the total number of items sold being seventeen million. This included two million Mango-ME units, which were seized and sold out in less than three hours.

Although each account placed an average of 1.75 orders, most users who placed multiple orders had different recipients for those orders.

This data indicates that a significant portion of consumers placed orders through other users’ accounts. These people might have been too lazy to place orders themselves, or perhaps they didn’t have a computer or found it inconvenient, or they might not have had Taobao or Alipay accounts. From this data, one can conclude: Taobao and Alipay need to continue to popularize and lower their barriers to entry, in order to convert more potential users with online shopping intentions into direct users.

Second:

Seventeen million items generated a total sales volume of 2.683 billion yuan, with an average price per item reaching an astonishing 157.8 yuan.

Similarly, the 2.683 billion yuan total sales volume, corresponding to fourteen million orders, resulted in a higher average customer unit price of 191.6 yuan.

The platform’s average item price of 157.8 yuan and average customer unit price of 191.6 yuan seem very prominent considering the consumption level in 2002. However, Li Mu knew that a high customer unit price was good, but both a high average item price and a high average customer unit price were not necessarily good. It meant that the platform’s product structure had a big problem, or it represented a big problem with users’ purchasing habits.

The average price per item sold was as high as 157.8 yuan, which means that what people bought most were higher-priced individual items. These items were mostly relatively expensive Electronic Products and home appliances. Conversely, everyday household goods with lower individual prices on the platform were being ignored. This proves that current Taobao users’ online shopping habits haven’t truly become integrated into daily life. Taobao still needs to put more effort into making online shopping closer to daily life.

Third:

Besides the high average item price, fourteen million orders only resulted in seventeen million items sold. This data means that the average number of items per order was only 1.21 items.

In Li Mu’s view, this value was also a bit low, because it strongly reflected the current online shopping users’ consumption habits: primarily rational and precise shopping.

The vast majority of users bought only one item, which proves that their current online shopping is still very rational. They only choose the items they need most, buying only what’s right, not buying too much or aimlessly, unlike when they go street shopping with the intention of buying one item and often come home with a large pile.

“Low average number of items per order” and “high average item price” echo each other, both indicating that the online shopping users’ consumption potential still needs to be further tapped. Taobao needs to recommend more types of goods to them in the future and find ways to bring in more transaction amounts. At the same time, it needs to find ways to enhance the user experience of the website, allowing users to browse more pages. The more they browse, the more they will buy.

If this area of work can be done well, then for the same fourteen million orders, if the average number of items per order could reach three, the number of items sold could reach forty-two million. This change in coefficient would greatly promote the entire website, making it a top priority for the next step.

In Li Mu’s view, allowing users to buy mobile phones and computers online now was not really a special skill, because with the “brand flagship store” + “Alipay guarantee” + “price advantage” — these three powerful tools — even if Electronic Products had a high customer unit price, users would still be willing to pay. However, how many times a year would an average user have such a purchase demand? You could probably count them on one hand.

Now, for Li Mu, the most important thing was to get users to increase their online shopping frequency, expand their online shopping scope, and deepen their online shopping habits.

That is to say, in addition to letting users buy mobile phones, computers, and MP3s online, they also needed to be able to use online services to solve various other daily purchasing needs, such as buying clothes and shoes, or even rice, oil, and salt online. If even toilet paper could be bought online, then such users would truly become deep online shoppers.

The reason Taobao was able to succeed in its previous life was that within a few years, it not only greatly enriched the variety of goods on Taobao but also, leveraging this incredibly rich product catalog, fostered a large number of deep online shoppers.

Thinking about it now, why did the online jokes about “Almighty Taobao” and “hand-chopping party” become so widespread? Wasn’t it precisely because Taobao did its work extremely solidly in these areas?





Chapter 736: Basic Sense of Social Responsibility

The development of China’s e-commerce sector was finally finalized after years of exploration by many brilliant people and various platforms. The entire industry is filled with countless large and small businesses, among which the three most representative platforms are Taobao, Tmall, and JD.com.

Taobao is purely C2C, a trading platform for third-party small and medium-sized sellers and consumers. Tmall is C2C disguised as B2C; to put it bluntly, it’s still a trading platform for third-party sellers and consumers, only the merchant threshold has been raised. JD.com, on the other hand, is a typical B2C representative, handling its own procurement, warehousing, sales, and delivery, allowing for a high degree of operational autonomy and control.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Taobao’s development in his previous life was somewhat distorted. He didn’t agree with the unscrupulous and unprincipled methods adopted during the initial capital accumulation stage, such as the widely criticized issue of counterfeit goods.

Throughout Taobao’s existence for so many years, the persistent problem of counterfeit goods has followed it like a shadow, like a stubborn skin condition that is merely covered by bright clothing but never truly cured.

Li Mu believed that Taobao’s own leniency towards counterfeit goods and fraudulent merchants led to the proliferation and gradual loss of control of the entire counterfeit goods industry chain, from manufacturing to sales, to the extent that counterfeits became a cancer plaguing the national retail industry.

The subsequently launched Taobao Mall, or Tmall, in some sense, carried the burden of restoring Taobao’s reputation from the moment of its inception. Because Tmall raised the entry threshold for merchants, Alibaba could “proudly” promote the concept that Tmall equals authentic products.

But in Li Mu’s view, this was merely a despicable distraction. Alibaba didn’t truly crack down on the “fakes” on Taobao; instead, they moved the “originals” to Tmall and then pointed at the “originals,” saying, “Look, we only sell authentic products here.” But what was the point? Beneath the bright facade, countless fakes always remained hidden.

The reason Taobao was flooded with counterfeit goods in his previous life, and why Taobao allowed their proliferation, was partly because in its initial years, it simply couldn’t attract the attention of brand merchants.

Without sources of authentic products, and wanting to expand the platform’s product categories and boost its sales volume, they abandoned their principles and chose profit.

To give a very practical example, for five to seven years after Taobao’s birth in 2003, it’s estimated that over ninety-five percent of the Nike shoes sold on Taobao were counterfeits. If, at Taobao’s inception in 2003, they had been able to attract the Nike brand to join, with the “real Nike” in place, then the sales of fake Nikes would certainly have been severely impacted. Moreover, with actual Nike products on the platform, Taobao itself would have had Nike products, and thus out of self-protection and protecting its partners, it would have strictly cracked down on counterfeit Nike.

But the reality was: because authentic Nike didn’t join and users had a demand for Nike, counterfeit manufacturers and sellers sensed an opportunity and jointly moved fake Nikes onto Taobao for sale. Taobao itself also needed Nike products to expand its product offerings. Since Nike was a blank space at the time, and the “real Nike” couldn’t be invited, fake Nikes happened to arrive. Everyone got what they wanted, with an unspoken understanding. And who was unlucky? Naturally, it was the consumers who had nowhere to seek redress.

Li Mu wanted to be an internet professional with a basic sense of social responsibility, so his Taobao had to fundamentally break this vicious cycle. From the very beginning, he invested enormous resources to promote Brand Day, precisely to attract the attention of brand enterprises as quickly as possible.

Li Mu didn’t want his Taobao to start from humble beginnings. He intended to use the Brand Day event to immediately elevate Taobao to a world-renowned height, making all enterprises and brands that wished to profit in China’s retail market submit to Taobao’s powerful online sales capabilities.

The Brand Day’s one-day sales of two point six eight three billion, by tomorrow morning, will likely become a shocking national news story. Various brands will probably scramble over each other to cooperate. Right from the start, with a large number of brand enterprises tied in, there’s no need to worry about authentic products. The more authentic products there are, and the more comprehensive the selection, the smaller the space for counterfeits will be.

…

After analyzing the data, Li Mu called Liu Qiangdong a little after 1 AM, informing him of his general analysis results and reminding him: “Senior Student Liu, with Brand Day being such a success, it will definitely attract a large number of brands to join us for cooperation. Given the current situation of our platform, we must ensure our business personnel work hard to open up the daily necessities market!

“After we’ve mostly fulfilled the logistics demands from Brand Day, the platform needs to formulate corresponding preferential policies for the daily necessities brands that join. While supporting them, we also need them to offer some concessions. At that time, we will plan some category-specific promotional activities to stimulate users’ enthusiasm for online shopping for daily necessities, cultivating their online shopping habits bit by bit and enhancing their shopping frequency.”

Liu Qiangdong immediately said, “You can rest assured about that. I’ve also considered the importance of daily necessities in cultivating user habits. That’s why I specifically had headhunters negotiate with mid-to-high-level executives from a large daily necessities category company. We’re preparing to poach a group of them to fully drive our sales in the daily necessities category.”

Li Mu’s heart swelled with joy. He had been taking the lead ever since he started Taobao. Was Senior Student Liu finally ready to make his move, having accumulated enough experience?

So Li Mu asked him, “Which daily necessities companies’ talents have we communicated with so far?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “In the future, I plan to establish several independent business units within Taobao based on product categories, such as an Electronic Products Business Unit, an Office Supplies Business Unit, an Apparel and General Merchandise Business Unit, and a Daily Necessities Business Unit. Among these, the Daily Necessities Business Unit requires the most detailed segmentation. So, my idea is to further subdivide this business unit into several groups, such as Household & Personal Care Products Group, Food & Beverages Group, Grains, Oils & Seasonings Group, Lifestyle Products Group, Maternity & Baby Products Group, and so on.”

After introducing his plans, Liu Qiangdong finally answered Li Mu’s previous question: “So, regarding your question about which companies’ talents I’ve communicated with, the specific situation is this: I’ve had headhunters contact suitable candidates from three long-established household and personal care product companies—Procter & Gamble, Unilever, and Johnson & Johnson. Because they have extensive knowledge of the domestic household and personal care product industry, its market, and user demands, I plan to poach someone from one of these companies to lead our Household & Personal Care Products Group.”

“With the same considerations in mind, the talent targets for other group management positions are companies like Kerry Grains & Oils, Hengan Group, Want Want Group, as well as Master Kong and Coca-Cola. We aim to poach one reliable person from each of these companies to fill one of our management roles. This way, in the future, we’ll have a team that best understands the daily needs of domestic consumers, and with them on board, brand relationships will be easier to maintain.”

Li Mu listened, full of admiration. “This is an excellent approach! It has analysis, goals, execution plans, and conversion strategies – very comprehensive. Let’s proceed as you’ve suggested! We must develop the product categories as comprehensively as possible and cultivate users’ online shopping habits. As long as the platform’s transaction volume and transaction amount continue to increase, coupled with our own logistics system, we can then directly launch self-operated businesses!”

“Rest assured!” Liu Qiangdong said firmly, “I will not fail this mission!”

Then, Li Mu continued, “I’ll be back tomorrow, and we’ll hold another meeting to standardize the process of bringing in merchants. Tomorrow morning, issue a press release officially inviting all enterprises and merchants to join Taobao and open flagship stores. The entry conditions remain unchanged, but you must state one point clearly: Taobao has a complete internal algorithm. The earlier a merchant joins Taobao, the higher their Weight will be, and merchants with higher Weight will receive more resource allocation. Tomorrow, we will definitely receive a large number of merchant applications, so make sure our review personnel strictly control the process and do not allow any enterprise with incomplete qualifications to enter.”

“Also, with such high data from Taobao Brand Day, it will likely attract a large number of small and medium-sized sellers in the future. In principle, we welcome all small and medium-sized sellers to join, but we must strictly control the products from these sellers. On our own platform, we must resolutely crack down on counterfeit and shoddy products.”

Liu Qiangdong immediately said, “I have not relaxed at all when it comes to counterfeit and shoddy products; I will absolutely not allow Taobao to become a breeding ground for counterfeits!”

“Good.” Li Mu was satisfied and then asked him, “With over ten million orders, can we guarantee logistics and transportation?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Don’t worry. Starting from midnight yesterday, our more than twenty vehicles have been continuously transporting orders for each province to their respective postal service distribution hubs. Each provincial EMS immediately began local delivery work upon receiving our packages. Currently, the postal service gives us preferential treatment: priority sorting, priority transportation, and priority delivery. They have essentially mobilized most of their personnel and vehicles to serve us!”

Then, Liu Qiangdong continued, “As of an hour ago, we have already delivered over eight million packages to the postal EMS services in all provinces, autonomous regions, and municipality-level cities nationwide. Among these, orders for the provinces and cities where the six major warehousing bases — Yanjing, Huzhou City, Guangzhou, Chengdu, Hanzhong, and Liaoshen — are located have largely been picked up directly by the local EMS for delivery. The entire shipping process will definitely be completed within the next forty-eight hours, and delivery will be completed within twenty-four hours after shipping.”

The point-to-point transportation strategy formulated by Li Mu was highly targeted. Regardless of the exact number of orders, he deduced from the outcome that all these orders would ultimately flow to major provinces, autonomous regions, and municipality-level cities nationwide, especially East China and South China, which were top priorities. Therefore, he had his racing team focus entirely on point-to-point transport from the major warehousing bases to specific provinces.

Under this general principle, the transportation within the provinces and cities where the six major bases were located was entirely handled by the local EMS, virtually using EMS as their own logistics service.

For example: the over one million packages in Yanjing did not need to be transported by Taobao itself. As soon as a batch was sorted, it was directly picked up and delivered by the local Yanjing EMS. In Huzhou City, there were two million packages; after Taobao’s Huzhou City warehouse sorted them out, they were also directly picked up by the local EMS for delivery. The over two million orders for the entire Guangdong Province, after being sorted at the Guangzhou warehouse, were directly handed over to the Guangdong Province EMS’s Guangzhou distribution hub for direct provincial delivery. This type of delivery did not utilize Taobao’s own transport capacity.

Taobao’s own efforts were entirely focused on other provinces covered by its warehousing bases. For instance, Zhejiang Province, near Huzhou City, had nearly one million packages this time. These one million packages were continuously transported back and forth by Taobao’s own racing team from Huzhou City to Hangzhou, and then handed over to the entire Zhejiang Province’s postal EMS.

Taobao’s public relations team had spent a great deal of human, material, and financial resources on maintaining relationships with postal service leaders in various regions, and it was at this time that their efforts truly paid off. EMS virtually put all other operations aside, concentrating over ninety percent of its transport capacity on Taobao within these two to three days. Everyone worked like an assembly line, efficiently completing their assigned parts, resulting in quick, seamless cooperation and astonishingly fast turnover efficiency.





Chapter 737: A Moment of Enlightenment

Early the next morning, major newspapers all reported the significant news of Taobao Summer Brand Day’s 24-hour sales reaching 2.683 billion on their front page headlines.

Not only newspapers, but even news programs on major TV stations, including CCTV, were planning to report on this sales miracle created by Taobao.

When Li Mu was eating a buffet breakfast at the clubhouse restaurant where he stayed last night, he inadvertently saw several striking keywords on the restaurant’s newspaper rack: Taobao, 24 hours, and 2.683 billion.

Curiosity drove him to pick up a newspaper and casually flip through it, only then realizing that several newspapers available in Huzhou City all placed Taobao Summer Brand Day on the front page, which was somewhat beyond Li Mu’s own expectations.

In his opinion, although the Brand Day’s performance was satisfactory, it was merely satisfactory, not even joyous. He found that the path to integrating e-commerce into daily life was still very long, and he had only just made a start. He didn’t understand why the media would be so sensitive.

So he only took one newspaper, then got some food, and sat alone at a small booth seating by the window, reading the newspaper while eating.

The newspaper articles didn’t really have much depth; they simply expressed surprise at the data and optimism about Taobao’s potential, but there wasn’t much substance.

Bored with reading, Li Mu put the newspaper aside and was about to focus on eating when a figure appeared before him and sat down in the chair opposite him.

A graceful figure carried a faint fragrance, and Li Mu knew it was Wei Lan without even looking up.

Wei Lan was also carrying a plate of food at this moment, and only after sitting down did she see the newspaper beside Li Mu. She smiled slightly and asked him, “Why are you up so early?”

Li Mu looked up and smiled, “Eight o’clock, that’s not early.”

Wei Lan, beaming with smiles, gave a charming smile and said, “Yesterday was Taobao Brand Day. Given your personality, you couldn’t have slept before one or two in the morning last night, yet you’re cleanly dressed and eating in the restaurant at eight. You must have woken up at least by seven, right?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow. Wei Lan was indeed very observant. He had indeed slept very late, lying down at two and still not asleep by three. As for when he actually fell asleep, he didn’t even know himself, but he woke up around six in the morning. Although he was very tired and sleepy, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t fall back asleep.

So Li Mu nodded and said to Wei Lan, “I really didn’t sleep well last night.”

Wei Lan’s beautiful eyes lingered on Li Mu’s face. After a moment, she said, “Today, I’m afraid you’re going to become famous nationwide.”

“Really?” Li Mu glanced at the newspaper beside him and said self-deprecatingly, “Only newspapers needing content would be interested in something like this, right?”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu curiously and asked in surprise, “Don’t you think the results of Taobao Brand Day are extremely significant?”

Li Mu subconsciously frowned. “Are they? Actually, I’m personally not very satisfied.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu as if he were a monster and pressed, “You’re still not satisfied with such remarkable results? Taobao has only been around for a few months!”

Li Mu gave a self-deprecating smile. “Although Taobao has only been around for a few months, in my eyes, it’s no different from having been around for several years.”

Wei Lan didn’t understand the meaning of Li Mu’s words and asked him, but Li Mu didn’t elaborate. He couldn’t really elaborate on such matters.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Taobao had indeed only been established for a few months. If it were in the hands of ordinary internet entrepreneurs, a few months would barely be enough to set up the frontend and backend and reluctantly launch, but in Li Mu’s hands, time couldn’t be calculated that way.

Taobao’s architecture and algorithms were primarily handled by Fang Xudong;

Taobao’s users came from tens of millions of YY internet users, and the large number of Alipay users jointly cultivated by 3321 and Happy Farm;

The goods traded on Taobao Brand Day came from direct collaborations with major brands, with absolute guarantees on quality, price, and supply, and payment security came from Alipay’s “You dare to pay, I dare to compensate.”;

Li Mu imported all his products and resources into Taobao, and invested five hundred million to build supporting Taobao Logistics. So in just a few months, the Taobao Li Mu presented was already a mature version equipped with various features. Therefore, his current Taobao ecosystem was at least more impressive than Taobao’s ecosystem in 2008 in his previous life.

After all, Taobao was so impressive in his previous life, but there was one resource channel it never acquired from beginning to end, and that resource was Tencent.

But now, Li Mu had achieved this breakthrough himself. His Taobao had strong support from YY, so Taobao’s current ecosystem was already very healthy and mature. If in the future, a self-built logistics system similar to JD Logistics + SF Express was added, then Taobao could practically be deified.

If the self-built logistics could start operating next year, then next year’s Taobao would be the most advanced internet product in the domestic internet industry ahead of its time. Even if it might only have been established for a year, or even less, by then, it would be enough to make all internet professionals kneel down in admiration and submission.

Wei Lan saw that Li Mu was not being deliberately humble and secretly sighed to herself that Li Mu’s demands and expectations for himself were so high. He had created a data point that, in her opinion, could completely shock the entire nation, but in his own eyes, this data was still not satisfactory…

So, Wei Lan put down her knife and fork, looked at Li Mu seriously, and asked him, “Do you know what 2.683 billion in one day for Taobao means to the media?”

Li Mu said, “The total sales volume is indeed very high for now.”

Wei Lan said with a hint of seriousness, “It’s not just high, it’s frighteningly high.”

Saying this, Wei Lan took a sip of black tea and continued, “In the past two years, the domestic economic situation has been somewhat complex. On one hand, export trade has grown, and paper-based financial indicators have steadily risen, but on the other hand, domestic demand has continued to be sluggish, and the domestic economic situation is not optimistic. As early as the first half of the year, the government clearly defined expanding domestic demand as the top priority for solving economic problems, and designated increasing employment and stimulating consumption as key points for expanding domestic demand to promote a sustained economic recovery. This even became the core strategy for domestic macroeconomic regulation at one point.”

Wei Lan paused and changed her tone, continuing, “However, how easy is it to stimulate domestic demand? Ultimately, the key to boosting domestic demand is for consumers to first have money in their hands. Without money, it’s very difficult to boost domestic demand even if you want to.”

“Regarding this issue, the country not only tries to stimulate domestic demand in macro-level and infrastructure aspects, but also places great hope on the retail industry. Otherwise, banks wouldn’t continuously lower interest rates. The reason for continuously lowering interest rates, to put it plainly, is to encourage people to take their money out of the bank.”

“Money in hand, compared to money in the bank, is more easily converted into various transactions. When transaction volume goes up, it naturally boosts domestic demand. But the economic situation is evident, as you’ve seen: the three billion wealth management fund with a 3% annual interest rate was completely bought up by the public. This means that even with bank interest rate cuts, it still hasn’t enhanced the public’s consumption impulse. Yet you generated over two billion in sales in one day! So just imagine how remarkable what you did yesterday is, given the current general environment!”

When Li Mu heard this, it was like a moment of enlightenment, and he suddenly understood.

From his perspective as a reborn person, investing so many resources to achieve Taobao’s 2.683 billion performance did not give him a feeling of ecstasy. Since he didn’t even consider this achievement particularly outstanding, Li Mu hadn’t delved into what impact it would have on society.

In the newspaper content he had just read, no editor was able to elevate their perspective to Wei Lan’s level to analyze the impact brought by Taobao Brand Day. So Li Mu himself thought that this matter would at most just surprise everyone, making them say, “Holy cow, that’s a lot.” That was all.

However, it was not until Li Mu finished listening to Wei Lan’s theoretical analysis that he understood how significant the stimulation to the domestic economy would be when he created a Taobao Brand Day in 2002 and sold 2.683 billion worth of goods in 24 hours.

Li Mu suddenly felt somewhat restless. YY’s valuation was very high, but only venture capital firms who truly understood the internet industry would acknowledge it. The general public only knew that YY was easy to use and widely used, but they had no concept of YY’s actual scale.

Just like Shanda Games when Legend became hugely popular, the internet industry knew that Chen Tianqiao was impressive, Shanda was impressive, and Legend was impressive. But in the eyes of tens of millions of players, Legend was just a fun game that many people played simultaneously, nothing more. However, when they one day heard that Chen Tianqiao had become China’s richest man, only then did they realize how much influence this person truly had.

Li Mu originally thought he was just like Chen Tianqiao, someone who was very impressive within the industry, but unconcerned by the public, quietly getting rich. However, after this Taobao Brand Day, he realized that he had virtually been exposed on the rich list, and the weight of the Brand Day data was much heavier than he had imagined!

With a light sigh, Li Mu put down his sandwich, his expression complex.

Wei Lan silently watched him for a while, then suddenly asked with a smile, “Do you want to go for a walk? The golf course and artificial lake around the clubhouse have a very nice environment.”

Li Mu also felt that this spacious and bright buffet restaurant had begun to feel a bit cramped and dull, so Wei Lan’s suggestion immediately brightened his eyes, and he nodded without hesitation.

So neither of them continued their breakfast. They got up and left the restaurant, walking side-by-side towards the tranquil artificial lake.

The environment of this clubhouse was even a notch better than Ziyun Villa. After all, Ziyun Villa was on Beijing’s Fourth Ring Road in Yanjing, where there really wasn’t much land for developers to display their artistic flair and swagger. But here, being in the suburbs, there was enough space to create scenes impossible to find in the city, such as golf course greens, rolling hills, dense and well-arranged forests, and lakes with faint ripples.

Walking along the bluestone path by the lake, they were silent for a long time. It was Wei Lan who first broke the silence, turning her face to ask Li Mu, “Do you prefer not to be too exposed?”

Li Mu sighed softly, “Yes and no. For myself, I definitely prefer to accumulate wealth quietly, but if I broaden my vision, I also hope to set an example for an industry, or even society as a whole. It’s just that I’m not ready yet; I feel that I’m still in the stage of minding my own business.”

Wei Lan smiled faintly and said, “Actually, you don’t need to put so much pressure on yourself, or to put it another way, you don’t need to overthink it so much… how should I put it… be sentimental about it. If you overthink issues in that way, you’ll only focus on its public and social significance and neglect your own interests.”

Saying this, Wei Lan fixed her gaze on Li Mu’s eyes and asked him with a smile, “Have you ever thought that if the country needed you to boost domestic demand and promote the economy, besides being able to expand Taobao’s social influence, how many previously unimaginable conveniences and preferential policies could you gain from it?”





Chapter 738: It’s Time to Greet Everyone!

Li Mu admitted that Wei Lan’s words brought him immense impact and excitement.

Li Mu also realized that Wei Lan was truly worthy of her background in the real estate industry. After spending several years grappling with an industry reputed to have the closest ties to the government in a market economy, her intuition in this area was far more perceptive than his own.

In front of her, he was as ignorant and even foolish as an elementary school student in this regard.

Li Mu carefully considered the internet industry situation in 2002. After the dot-com bubble had burst, people who had calmed down began to realize that while the concept of the internet was wonderful, how much meaning did a good concept hold when people weren’t so optimistic? At the moment, apart from internet gaming companies and Muye Technology, how many internet companies were truly profitable? Very few, right?

Therefore, the overall situation of the internet industry was also rather bleak, with Muye Technology alone standing out as unique, managing to have Users, influence, and revenue.

It was precisely at a time when the effects of expanding domestic demand were negligible and the monetization capabilities of the internet were being questioned, that a sudden thunderclap on a clear day occurred: a newly established e-commerce website sold 2.683 billion yuan in a single day. This was a powerful shot in the arm for the entire domestic retail industry and the domestic internet industry.

When Taobao in 2002 could achieve a daily sales volume of 2.683 billion yuan, it was no longer merely an e-commerce website. It had already demonstrated its most powerful attribute to the world with its extraordinary strength: an online sales platform.

What is an online sales platform? It’s a sales platform that can cover the entire nation through the virtual internet and sell goods to any corner of the country.

Will Walmart be impressive in the future? Impressive. Will Carrefour be impressive? Also impressive. Gome and Suning are the same; these large chain sales platforms have at least hundreds to thousands of stores in China. But no matter how powerful their coverage, it won’t be as extensive as Taobao’s current reach. Moreover, the cost of opening each of their stores is extremely high, with offline expansion relying entirely on pouring money and fierce competition. As for Taobao right now? It was already incredibly powerful just from YY alone, where were its competitors?

Precisely because there were no competitors yet, Taobao’s achievements today astonished the entire society. It introduced a new world filled with immense imaginative space and development prospects to the whole society. Taobao itself was the founder of this new world, the true creator of domestic e-commerce. In front of it, those insignificant e-commerce platforms in China couldn’t even be called “e-commerce.” To speak presumptuously, how can the light of a firefly compete with the radiance of the sun and moon?

In this situation, once Li Mu’s Taobao was noticed by the state and identified as having the ability to stimulate domestic public consumption and boost domestic demand, it would be an excellent boost for the domestic economy!

Although Li Mu only realized Taobao’s potential to boost the economy after Wei Lan’s reminder, he was very clear about how much benefit expanding domestic demand could bring to the domestic economy. As an internet professional, he had once witnessed the tremendous role the internet played in stimulating domestic demand; it could even be called a backbone.

Firstly, the rise of e-commerce websites like Taobao and JD.com directly boosted money-goods transactions for domestic consumers. The large amounts of cash in the hands of the public circulating online directly enhanced corporate revenue. When corporate revenue increases, the scale of industries expands. When industry scale expands, more job opportunities can be provided. This will also drive the overall revenue increase for upstream and downstream industries, including raw materials and packaging processing. When overall revenue goes up, national tax revenue will follow. All prosper together; no money is ever made by one person alone in this world, others always profit along with them.

Secondly, many internet models have created numerous supporting industries for society, directly solving a huge number of employment problems for the populous China!

The most obvious example of this is the express delivery industry. In 2016, thirty to forty million people nationwide were directly or indirectly engaged in the logistics industry. Without e-commerce, this number would probably be only one-tenth. In other words, e-commerce provided at least thirty million job opportunities in the logistics industry alone!

A more direct example is food O2O delivery. Nowadays, various colored electric bikes are seen on the streets of major cities: blue-clad riders are Ele.me delivery staff, yellow-clad riders are Meituan Waimai delivery staff, red-clad riders are Baidu Waimai delivery staff. There are also delivery personnel from O2O intra-city delivery industries like Kuai Fang Send Medicine, Aixianfeng, and Flash Delivery running through the city’s streets and alleys. This is the unique influence of the internet. Without the internet deeply exploring User laziness, without the internet promoting intra-city delivery services, all these delivery personnel’s job opportunities would completely disappear.

In his previous life, Li Mu was merely a humble internet practitioner, but whenever he thought of the tremendous promotional effect the internet brought to society and humanity, he, as one insignificant member, still felt a great sense of accomplishment.

In this life, Li Mu had always been committed to creating the best internet products and bringing the spring of the internet earlier, but he had never looked at this industry from a higher perspective.

He wasn’t just making money for himself, nor was he just leading a group of people to make money. He also had the opportunity to lead or help tens of millions of people earn money.

By the same token, he had an obligation to expand the number of internet Users nationwide and the potential of the internet industry, and an obligation to wholeheartedly advance the development process of the internet in China.

Only with rapid growth in internet Users and rapid development of the internet industry would it be possible to create a large number of job opportunities for the entire society and allow the internet to better serve society as a whole.

If China’s internet could deviate from its previous life’s trajectory and seize the opportunities of 2002, along with the advantages he had created, to develop furiously, then Zhongguancun surpassing Silicon Valley in the future might not be a pipe dream.

Moreover, Wei Lan’s reminder greatly inspired Li Mu. If the state valued Taobao’s business model, it would surely extend an olive branch to him. It would certainly hope that Taobao could provide a solution for the current economic development and domestic demand enhancement problems. In this way, he could also apply to the state for more subsidies and preferential conditions for the development of Taobao and its supporting businesses, to accelerate his own development speed.

In the future, Taobao would need to do logistics, which would involve a large number of vehicles and other related procurements. Could they get tax incentives?

In the future, the logistics system would require several logistics bases to be set up. Issues like site selection, land use, establishment, and recruitment would all need to be resolved locally. Could local governments help resolve them and provide sufficient support?

In the future, he hoped that the internet could be popularized faster, thereby more powerfully boosting the internet’s contribution to the economy. So, could there be certain tax benefits for computer hardware? Or perhaps even subsidies, like the Home Appliances to the Countryside or Energy Saving and Emission Reduction policies? If buying a computer could receive government subsidies, he believed it would promote the popularization of home computers even more than a price reduction. After all, a price reduction is just a price reduction, but for consumers, government subsidies are a fleeting opportunity, once they’re gone, they’re gone!

And there’s more! He, a small fry, would never dare to break the monopoly of the major operators. But could the state step in, considering the internet’s immense driving role in the domestic economy, and urge network operators to appropriately lower network communication fees? Could they be prompted to proactively update hardware equipment and enhance network speeds even without external competition in the general environment? This is a national welfare matter as important as building highways!

As these thoughts cleared in his mind, Li Mu’s entire way of thinking underwent a massive shift. He suddenly no longer resisted his own public exposure, even beginning to feel that it was time for him to step to the Front Desk, to raise the powerful banner for China’s internet industry and empower himself with more responsibility and mission, transforming himself and his enterprise into the locomotive of a heavy-load train to drive the vigorous development of China’s internet.

The more Li Mu thought, the more excited he became, so much so that he suddenly stopped walking, clenching his fists. His mind was filled with thoughts of pushing forward, and his career ambitions were completely sublimated at that moment.

Wei Lan was unaware of the immense change in Li Mu’s heart. Seeing his excitement, she couldn’t help but ask, “What’s wrong?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m excited. Your words just now enlightened me. No exaggeration, my fighting spirit is burning right now!”

Wei Lan smiled and asked him, “Really? Is it that outrageous? So what are your plans now?”

“Me?” Li Mu smiled and said, “I’ve never longed to see CCTV’s Mom again as much as I do now.”

Wei Lan looked puzzled. “Who is CCTV’s Mom?”

Just as Li Mu was about to explain, his phone rang in his pocket. It was Senior Student Liu.

Senior Student Liu’s first words were, “Li Mu, CCTV contacted the company. They said they want to do a special interview with you and wanted to know your thoughts.”

Knowing that Li Mu usually preferred to be low-key with the media, Senior Student Liu added, “If you’re not interested, I’ll just reject it for you.”

Li Mu quickly said, “No, which program team is it?”

Senior Student Liu replied, “I don’t know, about seven or eight programs, but the main ones are ‘Oriental Horizon: Face to Face’ and ‘Focus Interview’.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Good, tell them yes. Just say I’m in Huzhou City, and we’ll discuss the specifics after I arrive in Yanjing. You can help me arrange for them to come to the company. I’ll be there this afternoon.”

Senior Student Liu reminded him, “Are you sure? Their footage will be broadcast on almost all news programs. This commotion seems very big!”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “It’s fine, the bigger the commotion, the better! I’ve hidden for so long, it’s time to come out and greet the entire nation!”

Seeing his conviction, Senior Student Liu said, “OK. I’ll contact them now.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu turned to Wei Lan and said, “CCTV came looking. I was just thinking about them, and they called!”

Wei Lan smiled. “As expected. It would be strange if they didn’t look for you after such a big event.”

Li Mu snapped his fingers and chuckled, “Oh, right, when I mentioned ‘CCTV’s Mom’ just now, that’s my personal nickname for CCTV…”





Chapter 739: One Blow After Another

While Li Mu and Wei Lan were strolling by the lake, in Hangzhou, less than two hundred kilometers from Huzhou City, Mr. Ma arrived at the company with a grim expression. Immediately upon entering, he expressionlessly told the administrative assistant, “Have all manager-level leaders come to the meeting room in ten minutes for a meeting.”

News about Taobao’s website had been overwhelming since newspapers started delivery around five in the morning. By six o’clock, when major TV stations’ news programs aired, news about Taobao’s website had practically bombarded every corner of society, encompassing everyone, with indiscriminate, 3D-like coverage.

Even Mr. Ma had not realized beforehand that Taobao Brand Day’s sales figures would have such a massive impact on society.

From waking up this morning until now, he had been exasperated by the incessant media reports. It seemed all media outlets were revolving around the online legend created by Taobao, which infuriated Mr. Ma.

Firstly, Li Mu’s vigorous promotion of Taobao Brand Day, with various promotional campaigns and linkages, adopting a high-profile, aggressive stance, made him feel immense pressure. Now Letao was about to launch, but the competitor was playing such a big game. In comparison, this greatly monopolized consumers’ attention. In such a situation, when Letao launched, the promotion resources bought with money would certainly be greatly diminished in the face of Taobao’s high-profile, aggressive, and overwhelming publicity.

Thinking of this, Mr. Ma mused to himself: Are the media all fools? They saw sales of 2.683 billion in a single day, but why didn’t they realize this was the result of Taobao gathering all sorts of resources and pushing hard for over a month? Over a month of effort just to harvest results on this one day; it’s not like they process tens of billions in transactions every day. Is there a need to be so excited?

In fact, Mr. Ma was currently unable to view the problem from Wei Lan’s perspective. His mind was focused on the development level of e-commerce itself, or rather, on the initial stage of exploring internet business models. Although he would be impressive in later generations, at this moment, his understanding and grasp of the national economic situation was a notch below Wei Lan.

Mr. Ma didn’t realize the significance and promotional effect Taobao was currently having on the national economy, so he instinctively believed all of this was Li Mu’s routine. Li Mu’s PR team must have already invested heavily and established close ties with major media outlets, which was why they mobilized collectively and extensively reported on Taobao Brand Day’s data immediately after the event.

Once the core team members were all in the meeting room, Mr. Ma said with a grim, annoyed expression, “Our Letao is launching in a few days, but Li Mu has now incited so many media outlets to boast and report about Taobao. If we don’t reverse the situation quickly, we’ll have to postpone the launch date.”

Then, Mr. Ma blurted out, “Taobao Brand Day has been over for nine hours. What’s their logistics situation like now?”

Cai Chongxin said, “I specifically looked into it at six o’clock this morning. Let me report a few points.”

“First, so far, there have been no reports of postal service warehouse overflow in Shenzhen, Guangzhou, or other regions.”

Hearing this, Mr. Ma’s brows furrowed. “Have our own express services stopped?”

Cai Chongxin nodded. “Our express business stopped collecting parcels the night before last. I’ve been supervising this work.”

Mr. Ma frowned even harder and urged, “Go on first.”

Cai Chongxin nodded. “Second, there are reports that EMS of the postal service has basically suspended all loose businesses. While business halls are still accepting express parcels, there are no vehicles to pick them up; they’re all piled up in the business halls’ warehouses. It seems EMS itself is also adjusting its transport capacity, allocating most of it to Taobao.”

Cai Chongxin paused, then continued, “Take Hangzhou, for example. The Chengxia District postal business hall received thousands of express parcels yesterday, but they’re still piled up in their warehouses to this moment. However, the postal service’s light trucks are making several round trips a day, reportedly only delivering, not collecting. When a truck arrives, they unload directly and leave; sometimes the drivers don’t even turn off their engines. What’s more, I’ve also learned that EMS has not only suspended the transport of loose businesses, but even deliveries. Take our Front Desk, for instance; usually, we receive at least over a dozen EMS express parcels for business purposes every day, but yesterday, the Front Desk didn’t see an EMS delivery person at all. Yet the company next door received EMS express parcels. I had Xiao Ting at the Front Desk inquire, and they received only Brand Day express parcels.”

Mr. Ma’s expression already showed clear anger. He said, extremely annoyed, “Li Mu has quite the influence, temporarily turning the entire EMS into his own express service!” Saying this, Mr. Ma suddenly looked up and questioned, “Does EMS have such strong throughput capacity? Especially in Huzhou City, Shenzhen, and Guangzhou, with tens of millions of orders! How are they handling the turnover? EMS is just an old, rusty machine. No matter how capable Li Mu is, he couldn’t possibly make them operate at full capacity, could he?”

Cai Chongxin’s expression was slightly awkward. He said, “That’s the third point I wanted to make. Taobao indeed only cooperated with EMS this time. None of the logistics outlets of the express companies we acquired received a single express parcel from Brand Day. And they didn’t even use SF Express, which has strong transport capacity in Guangdong Province. It was entirely Taobao cooperating with EMS.”

Mr. Ma’s eyebrows were furrowed into a knot. “How is that possible? Even if the entire EMS served him, with tens of millions of orders clogging major cities, how are they operating?”

Cai Chongxin coughed. “I’m not exactly clear on this point either. I consulted a leader from Hangzhou Postal Service. He meant that they are only responsible for receiving goods on-site and delivering them downwards; EMS itself isn’t doing the delivery.”

Mr. Ma was even more surprised. “Not delivered by EMS?”

“That’s right.” Cai Chongxin nodded. “Reportedly, two large container trucks make round trips between Huzhou City and Hangzhou every four hours, 24 hours a day, continuously transporting the express parcels from the entire province to Hangzhou’s distribution hub. Hangzhou’s distribution hub keeps Hangzhou city’s parcels, and all parcels for other cities are shipped out overnight.”

Mr. Ma’s heart sank, and he blurted out, “Li Mu must be personally managing the choked orders at several bases. He knew that if he handled it like with Mango-ME, entrusting all express parcels from a large area to the local EMS, then the local EMS would definitely become congested. At that time, the provinces and cities below that area would be waiting for express parcels, but the EMS at Taobao’s warehousing bases wouldn’t be able to handle them. This would create the awkward situation of a river being blocked upstream and dry downstream. So this time he changed his approach; he personally delivered the orders to the downstream provinces, allowing them to directly cooperate at full capacity…”

Cai Chongxin nodded and said, “That should be it.”

Mr. Ma said with a grim expression, “This man’s methods are simply being a scoundrel! If he’s going to play like this, he might as well just acquire EMS! Doesn’t this count as monopolizing social resources?”

The others nodded in agreement. “It definitely is monopolizing social resources. EMS stopped all other loose operations to cooperate with them; who knows how many citizens’ express parcels will be affected.”

At this moment, one of them spoke, “General Manager Ma, how about we change our media strategy and criticize Taobao’s rogue behavior of monopolizing social resources for personal gain!”

Lu Zhaoxi hastily said, “No! Our previous strategy was to use various soft articles to implicitly suggest that Taobao’s timeliness was difficult to guarantee. There wasn’t any obvious targeting in that. If we directly criticize Taobao, and Li Mu retaliates with YY, we won’t be able to compete at all. Don’t forget, we deliberately had several express companies under our control stop collecting parcels at this critical moment; this itself can be easily seized upon. If others ask about our intentions, any answer we give would be like burying our heads in the sand.”

Mr. Ma’s face was full of indignation, but he also felt Lu Zhaoxi had a point. He nodded and said, “There’s no point in attacking the cooperation between Taobao and EMS. Currently, Taobao has seized the sensitive period of public opinion. Our best approach is to bide our time.”

Saying this, Mr. Ma clenched his fist and slammed it on the table, saying angrily, “Li Mu evaded it again! I calculated everything, but I didn’t expect him to pull off such a ‘do it under the radar’ move with EMS. I always thought he would continue with his routine from the Mango-ME utterly surpass period. I didn’t expect him to Shengji again!”

Lu Zhaoxi said, “General Manager Ma, I think their Brand Day’s timeliness should be sufficiently guaranteed. Our previous plan to launch using the self-owned logistics gimmick while their timeliness was criticized also needs to be changed. My suggestion is to postpone the launch for now, and wait for this Taobao craze to pass.”

Mr. Ma nodded, saying with great reluctance, “At the moment, this is the only way. We need to quickly find a new breakthrough point and launch aggressively once their moment passes.”

At this time, Mr. Ma was quite displeased with Li Mu. Li Mu had undoubtedly become his biggest enemy.

Although the two had never met, Li Mu repeatedly crushed his confidence, making it impossible for him to accept it.

From the very beginning, when Mr. Ma wanted to meet Li Mu, Li Mu consistently refused, refused, and refused again. Later, Mr. Ma decided to compete with Li Mu on the internet, accelerate financing, and then acquire express companies, planning to cripple Taobao. However, Li Mu’s “shipping from six warehousing bases” strategy completely thwarted his plans. Later, he planned for Brand Day, intending to make EMS warehouses at the six bases overflow. But unexpectedly, Li Mu directly decentralized operations, turning every provincial capital and municipality-level city into a “warehousing base,” greatly distributing the transport capacity demand, so there was no real congestion at all.

Every time he thought about how he continuously suffered setbacks at Li Mu’s hands, his mood became exceptionally irritable. Originally, the logistics transport capacity issue was his best opportunity to seize Taobao’s Achilles’ heel, but this opportunity had now completely become a pipe dream. As a result, the fate of Letao, which had yet to launch, became even more convoluted.

…

Various reports were still unfolding overwhelmingly, especially on CCTV. Among the main content of all its news programs today, there was big news about Taobao’s Brand Day sales reaching 2.683 billion. By noon, more efficient TV stations had already invited financial experts to analyze what kind of enlightenment and promotional effects Taobao Brand Day had on the domestic economy.

While strolling with Wei Lan, what Li Mu kept thinking about was the CCTV interview. He was also constantly refining his demands and the information he wanted to convey to the entire society through this interview.

Just as he was puzzling over how to promote the development of domestic personal computers, a very bold idea suddenly emerged. He immediately took out his phone and called Liu Qiangdong.

“Senior male student, how many units did Shenzhou Computers sell during this Brand Day?”

Liu Qiangdong thought for a moment and said, “Over three thousand units, I think.”

“So few?” Li Mu asked curiously. “Didn’t we promote them? Or did we provide too few resources?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I didn’t really intend to promote them heavily because their goods are too large, too heavy, highly sensitive to water, and fragile. They are one of the riskiest and most troublesome items in the logistics chain. They take up too much of our warehousing, manpower, and transport capacity. So, from the beginning, I told them we wouldn’t be responsible for delivering their computers; they had to handle it themselves. Under such circumstances, I couldn’t promote them heavily. If we promoted too aggressively and tens of thousands of orders were generated, if they couldn’t handle them, consumers would still blame us for their dissatisfaction.”

Li Mu ‘hmm’d’ and said, “How about this: help me arrange a meeting with Shenzhou Computers’ boss. Tell him I have a very significant strategic cooperation intention to discuss with him in person, and ask him to come to Yanjing to see me as soon as possible.”

“As soon as possible?” Liu Qiangdong asked, “How soon is ‘as soon as possible’? When will you be back? CCTV is still waiting to schedule an interview with you.”

Li Mu hastily said, “I’ll arrive this afternoon. The charter flight is scheduled for two o’clock, landing around four. Push back CCTV’s request. Just say that we need to do a very crucial post-Brand Day work summary these two days, so we might not have time for their exclusive interview. It’s best to schedule it for the day after tomorrow.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Today is a major news hot topic. By the day after tomorrow, the popularity might have declined, right?”

“No worries, even if it’s a week later, as long as I accept the interview as the founder of Muye Technology and Taobao, it will become a national news hot topic.” Li Mu said confidently, then added, “Compared to that, meeting the boss of Shenzhou Computers has a much higher priority than accepting an interview. Because if I find him after the interview, it’ll be too late; he would monopolize all the profits!”

Liu Qiangdong said with a laugh, “You’re right, if the whole country knew that the founder of 3321 created so many internet companies, even celebrities wouldn’t be as popular as you.”

Saying this, Liu Qiangdong continued, “Then I’ll find a way to contact them and see how soon they can arrive if they’re interested. Shenzhou Computers seems to be in Shenzhen, right?”

“That’s correct,” Li Mu said. “Flying from Shenzhen to Yanjing only takes one hour longer than my flight. If they’re interested and depart now, they’ll definitely arrive in Yanjing before me!”





Chapter 740: Super Promoter of the Industry

Li Mu’s calculations were very shrewd.

He wanted to seize the opportunity of Taobao making big news and CCTV interviewing him, to heavily promote the greatness of the Internet to the entire nation. Not only was this to propel the Internet’s rapid growth, but also to use himself as a concrete example to completely change society’s perception of the Internet.

In recent years, most Chinese people who didn’t interact with the Internet believed it wasn’t a good thing. They thought it offered games that led to addiction, and sex and violence that led people astray. Student parents, in particular, would feel a pang of anxiety upon seeing their children pick up a mouse, wishing they could banish the mouse from the face of the Earth entirely. Against such a societal backdrop, the growth in netizen numbers, computer ownership, and Internet professionals was sluggish, making rapid development difficult for the domestic Internet.

If everyone feared computers and the Internet like tigers, how could anyone become the ‘next him’? But if his example made society, especially the vast majority of student parents, realize that computers and the Internet were not as terrifying as they imagined, and could instead foster a twenty-year-old billionaire and a promising young person with the potential to boost the national economy, then the domestic Internet infrastructure would surely see a significant enhancement.

Although 3321 had long been exposed, its original intent was not to generate profit, so people in society didn’t truly grasp its significance, nor would they necessarily approve of its non-profit nature. But what did Muye Technology represent? What did Taobao represent? Which of these two companies didn’t have a valuation in the tens of billions range? A twenty-year-old making a software and a website, with a combined valuation exceeding ten billion, would likely have a far more profound impact on society than Taobao’s daily sales of 2.683 billion yuan.

Li Mu could even imagine that if he released the signal “the Internet made me” during his exclusive interview on CCTV, China would undoubtedly see a surge in household computer purchases!

Parents who changed their minds and hoped for their children’s success might consider buying them a computer; university students or recent graduates would likely ignite a passion for the Internet, leading them to purchase personal computers; and even businesses not directly involved with the Internet would probably pay more attention to understanding and mastering it. This entire chain of events would ultimately lead to a peak in household computer sales.

Li Mu firmly believed that if he handled this exclusive interview well, he would greatly promote the popularization of household computers, becoming the super promoter of the Internet industry. At that time, all domestic computer manufacturers would likely profit from it. Since that was the case, why shouldn’t he find a partner beforehand and enjoy some of the dividends he created?

For this kind of cooperation, Li Mu had many companies he could approach: HP, Dell, IBM internationally; Lenovo, Founder, Tongfang domestically. However, Li Mu leaned towards Shenzhou for two reasons.

Firstly, the major domestic computer manufacturers had enormous corporate structures, making it quite difficult for him to penetrate them. Moreover, Li Mu wasn’t fond of bureaucratic businessmen; dealing with such individuals would be exhausting.

Secondly, Shenzhou had been a disruptor since its inception. Even though its quality, craftsmanship, and after-sales service were subject to criticism, it undeniably played a crucial role in accelerating the price reduction and popularization of household computers. With Shenzhou fighting to the death in the market, other major manufacturers were forced to lower their profits to gain market share. This was Shenzhou’s indelible contribution to China’s Internet industry. Not only did Li Mu feel a spiritual connection with Shenzhou, but he also held a certain personal sentiment towards the brand.

Considering these two points, Li Mu wanted to secure a bit of personal gain before significantly boosting Internet development, and bringing Shenzhou into his camp beforehand was definitely the best choice.

Shenzhou Computers’ parent company was Shenzhen’s New World Group. The helmsman of New World was named Wu Haijun, currently thirty-six years old and at the peak of his career. In Shenzhen, this bridgehead of reform, he was like a fish in water, full of drive.

Wu Haijun had always held immense hope and passion for the computer industry. Using his unique management and cost-control methods, he had become an absolute anomaly in the PC industry – an anomaly deeply hated by his colleagues.

Before Shenzhou emerged, a PC that cost three thousand yuan to produce would sell for over six thousand, or even more, at the retail end. With an opaque market, established PC companies comfortably maintained a peculiar unspoken agreement: no price wars, just accumulating wealth quietly.

Precisely because of the price opacity, for a long time, the common people of China believed PC computers were standard luxury goods. In an era where the average monthly salary was barely a thousand yuan, casually buying a branded PC would require half a year’s wages. While assembling a computer was relatively cheaper, it demanded consumers have sufficient hardware knowledge, otherwise, they would truly be ripped off without recourse.

Shenzhou ventured into Complete Machine manufacturing last year, and this year, they dared to launch their P4 computers at 4,888 yuan, aiming to conquer the market. Previously, ordinary people couldn’t even dream of buying a high-performance household computer for 4,888 yuan. This immediately pulled PC prices down from a high of six or seven thousand yuan to below five thousand, playing a huge role in the reduction of computer hardware prices and the popularization of computers.

Shenzhou’s approach relatively aligned with Li Mu’s values. To break through, Shenzhou almost shattered the low-price barrier for PCs. Similarly, to promote the development of MP3 hardware and MP3 search and download services, Li Mu commissioned the design and OEM manufacturing of Mango-ME, not earning a single cent. He directly sold the MP3 hardware at cost, completely smashing the profit margins to the floor!

What Li Mu wanted to do was rapidly advance an industry, and he didn’t care about making money himself. That’s why he struck far harder than Shenzhou, completely disregarding the fate of other manufacturers, shipping goods directly at cost price, making it impossible for anyone to keep up with his pace, even if they worked themselves to death.

So, the current situation in the domestic MP3 market was that as long as Mango-ME was in stock, MP3s from other companies simply wouldn’t sell. Even though they were desperately fighting to lower prices, their prices were limited by distribution channel costs and couldn’t be brought down to Mango-ME’s level. Against this backdrop, the number of domestic MP3 hardware units increased significantly, and MP3 search and download volumes soared almost non-stop. As the biggest beneficiary, Eting.com’s current value was incomparable to what it once was.

However, Shenzhou was, after all, a private enterprise seeking to make money and break through among numerous PC manufacturers. Its initial intention wasn’t to propel industry development, but its approach of lowering profits and engaging in price wars still had a very positive impact on the industry.

Li Mu felt that Shenzhou and he still had certain points of alignment. If Shenzhou was willing to cooperate with him, then he would leverage Taobao’s online direct sales channels to help Shenzhou Computers further reduce costs and retail prices. Then, he would use YY’s promotion and coverage capabilities to aggressively push Shenzhou computers, which were cheap and cost-effective. This would lead to a massive increase in Shenzhou Computers’ sales volume. And once Shenzhou Computers’ sales volume significantly increased, hardware procurement costs would also decrease, allowing the cost of the Complete Machines to be further reduced.

However, Li Mu had bigger ambitions. His true goal wasn’t merely to take a commission from Shenzhou’s sales. Instead, he wanted to seize the opportunity to exchange his channels and promotional resources for shares in Shenzhou. He didn’t seek a controlling stake, but at least acquiring a 20-30% stake would make the in-depth cooperation worthwhile.

…

Shenzhen.

Wu Haijun was holding a summary meeting.

He was very dissatisfied with this Taobao Brand Day. Despite such a good opportunity, Shenzhou Computers had gritted its teeth and lowered the price by another 200 yuan from the 4,888 yuan base, even bearing freight costs of over a hundred yuan, yet only a few thousand units were sold in total.

Wu Haijun keenly recognized the significance of Taobao, an e-commerce website, for PC sales, believing the two could be organically combined. He even believed that if managed properly, Shenzhou Computers might just be able to sell hundreds of thousands of units in one go, just like the Zhinedar Repeater.

Consequently, Wu Haijun requested at the meeting the establishment of a new department: the ‘Taobao Online Sales Department.’ The name was a bit rustic, but its literal meaning was clear. This department would be solely responsible for online sales specifically on the Taobao platform in the future.

Wu Haijun led everyone in analyzing the reasons for the low sales volume: first, the price discount wasn’t significant enough; second, users were relatively apprehensive about computer transportation.

Grasping these two key points, Wu Haijun clearly understood that there was almost no room left for further price reductions; any more would eliminate profit. Businessmen seek profit, and he wouldn’t engage in unprofitable endeavors. Therefore, it seemed only the second problem was relatively easy to solve.

Wu Haijun specifically instructed the Procurement and Packaging Quality Control departments to design and procure a new type of reinforced packaging box to enhance the safety of the Complete Machines during the packaging and transportation process. At the same time, detailed images of these packages also needed to be uploaded to Taobao’s product pages, to make users aware that Shenzhou Computers’ packaging could withstand the rigors of transportation. Furthermore, Wu Haijun defied all objections and explicitly proposed the service principle of ‘compensation for damaged goods,’ which would further alleviate users’ psychological concerns.

After the meeting, on his way back to his office, Wu Haijun was still thinking: Taobao had become popular, and it was likely that the Internet would become popular too. Once the Internet caught on, the demand for PCs would definitely increase. He had to find a way to seize this opportunity and push Shenzhou’s sales volume up another notch.

Just as he was thinking, his secretary rushed towards him, stopped in front of him, and breathlessly said, “General Manager Wu, Liu Qiangdong, CEO of Taobao, just called. He said Mr. Li, Taobao’s founder, would like to meet with you in person.”

The secretary didn’t know who “Mr. Li” referred to, but Wu Haijun knew very well that “Mr. Li” was Li Mu. He wasn’t just the founder of Taobao, but also the founder of Muye Technology and Alipay. This young man was practically a true deity in the Internet industry.

As soon as he heard that Li Mu wanted to meet him, Wu Haijun was extremely surprised and delighted, subconsciously asking, “When? Where?”

“Yanjing, they said the sooner the better.”

Without a second thought, Wu Haijun blurted out, “Quick! Book me the earliest flight!”





Chapter 741: Shenzhou’s Soaring Flight Is Within Reach

For group business travel, chartering a private jet offers many advantages, such as flexibility, speed, convenience, and privacy, but only one drawback: expense. However, for Wanying, as a real estate company that hadn’t even broken ground for foundations, what else did it have at the moment besides money?

Chartered flights use dedicated security channels for business jets. After security, there’s no need to wait. Passengers can directly board the charter company’s Toyota Coaster and head to the hangar for boarding. After boarding, they can immediately request takeoff, and air traffic control will generally prioritize business jets with existing partnerships.

Li Mu had never flown on a business jet in two lifetimes. This time, his wish was granted.

Before takeoff, Liu Qiangdong called Li Mu, saying that Wu Haijun and his assistant had already landed at Yanjing Airport and were taking a taxi to Taobao.

Li Mu was surprised. He hadn’t expected Wu Haijun to be so efficient. It seemed he truly valued Taobao as an online sales platform and recognized it as a huge opportunity for them.

Since Wu Haijun had such a positive attitude, Li Mu felt that today’s negotiations would succeed.

For Wu Haijun, Shenzhou was just beginning to become a market disruptor. However, his confidence in playing the PC market was far inferior to Li Mu’s in the MP3 market. Although the barrier to entry for manufacturing a Complete Machine MP3 player was much lower than for a PC, Wu Haijun simply lacked Li Mu’s courage and boldness to even sell at a loss just to crash market prices.

From the moment he entered the industry, Wu Haijun hadn’t aimed to become a competitor to his peers, but rather to become the mortal enemy and arch-nemesis of all his peers. At this moment, he probably didn’t even know how far he could walk alone on this path of disruption. Li Mu’s olive branch, to him, was a raging fire ignited in the darkness. If he could cooperate with Li Mu, what would Wu Haijun and Shenzhou have to worry about in the future?

…

The light jet took off from Huzhou City Airport. After completing its turn in the sky, it flew directly towards Yanjing.

Li Mu sat inside the luxurious business jet. He feigned formality and convened a casual tea party. Everyone ate, drank, and chatted. Two hours later, the plane aligned with the runway and landed at Yanjing Airport.

After landing, Li Mu received a message from Liu Qiangdong, reminding him to wear a mask. Currently, many media reporters were at Taobao, hoping to interview Taobao’s high-level executives. Liu Qiangdong hadn’t agreed yet, but it wasn’t good to simply drive them away, so he allowed these media outlets to freely film some news footage at Taobao.

The media showing up was within Li Mu’s expectations, so he wasn’t too concerned. He then got into a commercial vehicle with Song Liang and Wei Lan, heading to the city center.

As they were going to Taobao and wouldn’t have time to visit Wanying, Li Mu spoke to the two in the car: “The matter with Juncheng Real Estate ends here. We won’t actively interfere anymore. Now, focus all your energy on Wanying’s own projects. I might not have much time to oversee things recently, so the follow-up work will depend on the three of you: you two and Old Chen. We have seven plots of land whose development methods need to be determined as soon as possible. Decide quickly how many we’ll develop ourselves and how many we’ll co-develop. At the same time, the Sanlitun commercial real estate project we discussed earlier also needs to get moving quickly. Sanlitun is an auspicious ground. First, secure the land, then we can discuss how to develop it.”

Both nodded. Li Mu held an absolute winning hand in the Juncheng Real Estate matter; he truly didn’t need to invest any more energy into it. Now, it was time to focus energy on their own development.

Wei Lan spoke up at this point: “Give me one day off. Tomorrow I’ll sort out the housing, and then I’ll officially report to the company the day after tomorrow.”

Li Mu made an OK gesture, and said, “Just manage your time as you see fit.”

The commercial vehicle first dropped Li Mu off at Taobao, then turned around and headed towards Wanying. Li Mu bought a mask and a baseball cap at the convenience store downstairs, put them on, and went upstairs. When he arrived at Taobao’s entrance, he indeed saw many media outlets filming there. Most of them were TV stations. Everyone was queueing up, and the TV station reporters taking their turn were filming right at Taobao’s main entrance. Li Mu slipped in during the handover between two TV stations. The Front Desk recognized Li Mu’s figure and quickly jogged alongside him all the way to Liu Qiangdong’s office, afraid someone wouldn’t recognize Li Mu and might stop him.

Upon reaching Liu Qiangdong’s office, as soon as he pushed the door open, Li Mu saw a slightly overweight middle-aged man chatting animatedly with Liu Qiangdong on the sofa. Next to him sat a serious-looking young man.

Liu Qiangdong naturally recognized Li Mu, wearing a mask and baseball cap, at a glance. He quickly stood up and said to Wu Haijun, “Our General Manager Li is here.”

Wu Haijun didn’t recognize him, but still stood up. He politely and with a hint of respect said, “Hello, General Manager Li! I’ve long admired your reputation! Today I finally have the honor of meeting you!”

Li Mu took off his cap and mask, stepped forward and shook hands with Wu Haijun, and said with a smile, “General Manager Wu, there’s no need to be so polite. If anyone’s been admiring reputations, I’ve been admiring yours for even longer.”

Wu Haijun chuckled, knowing Li Mu was being modest. He also knew that compared to Li Mu, although he was nearly twice Li Mu’s age, his industry scale and market value were far inferior to Li Mu’s. He even thought that if Taobao could get a good valuation after this Brand Day, Li Mu might even become the richest person in China by market value.

Li Mu sat down on one side of the reception sofa. Liu Qiangdong then smiled and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, General Manager Wu and we are all fellow townsmen from Nansu.”

“Oh, really?” Li Mu asked curiously. “Where is General Manager Wu from?”

Wu Haijun replied, “Tongnan, Nansu.”

Li Mu nodded and said with a smile, “That truly makes us fellow townsmen. It seems our Nansu has produced many talents for China’s computer and internet industries.”

Wu Haijun chuckled, “Indeed. For Nansu to produce a genius like General Manager Li is already a huge contribution to China’s internet industry.”

Li Mu gave a humble smile. “Not at all. What I’ve created are intangible virtual products, unlike General Manager Wu, who can assemble hardware from all over the world into his own PCs and sell them to consumers at absolutely low prices. That’s a huge contribution to China’s internet.”

Wu Haijun said with a smile, “General Manager Li, to be honest with you, taking the low-price route is an extremely arduous task. The greatest pressure comes from competitors. To protect their profits, competitors will try every possible way to attack and smear you. Today they’ll say your workmanship is poor, tomorrow they’ll say your after-sales service is terrible, and a few days later they’ll fabricate a news story claiming Shenzhou acquired a batch of defective CPUs from Intel at a low price, making it impossible for consumers to distinguish truth from falsehood. Right now, I’m fighting the entire industry alone, and it’s truly agonizing!”

Li Mu nodded. He fully understood what Wu Haijun was saying. Competitors in the same industry aren’t afraid of competition; what they fear is competition that also shatters their livelihood. With Shenzhou playing this way, they were definitely going to be fiercely attacked by their peers.

So, Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “General Manager Wu, what’s happening now is unavoidable. To tell you the truth, competition is most brutally naked between peers.”

Wu Haijun nodded and sighed, “General Manager Li, long live understanding!”

The computer industry was turbulent. Not only did they have to contend with their industry peers, but along the way, they were also greatly constrained by foreign upstream companies. Aspects like CPUs, memory chips, video memory chips, hard drives, display LCD panels, and so on, were basically all influenced by foreign suppliers. Prices also fluctuated wildly. Companies like Shenzhou basically had no decision-making power in front of major hardware suppliers like Intel, Hitachi, Toshiba, and Nvidia. Therefore, they were often affected by them; price hikes and supply cutoffs were like a sword hanging over their necks.

At this point in the conversation, Li Mu began steering the topic towards official matters, speaking with a serious expression: “The objective of inviting you here is actually very simple. It’s my hope that our two sides can cooperate more closely. I have the strongest promotional resources and online sales channels in the industry here. Soon, we will also launch our own self-operated logistics system. If both our sides cooperate, the landscape of the domestic PC market will certainly change.”

Wu Haijun nodded with a serious expression and said, “General Manager Li, this is also why I rushed here immediately after receiving your invitation to meet. I personally am also very eager to cooperate with Taobao.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “It’s not just cooperation with Taobao. It’s cooperation with the entire product ecosystem, including Taobao, Alipay, Muye Technology, and Taobao Logistics.”

Wu Haijun’s expression barely contained his joy. He sincerely said, “General Manager Li, it is my honor, and Shenzhou’s honor, to have comprehensive cooperation with you.”

Then, Wu Haijun opened his mouth and asked, “General Manager Li, regarding the specific cooperation methods, do you have any good suggestions?”

Wu Haijun knew very well in his heart that there’s no such thing as a free lunch, and Li Mu wouldn’t proactively offer such a great opportunity to him. Li Mu must have his own demands.

Li Mu felt it was about time to lay his cards on the table. Only by revealing his stance first could they continue to discuss in depth. So he smiled and said, “I develop internet products. Every PC is a gateway to the products under my command. Therefore, I hope to have as many of these gateways as possible. Similarly, I also hope for the internet user base to continually increase and improve. Therefore, I personally have a plan: for a long time to come, through my products and platforms, I will fully promote the popularization speed of PCs in China. Thus, I need a partner for Complete Machine PC production to fully drive PC sales volume and development in China.”

Wu Haijun’s pupils instantly constricted. His heart surged with tumultuous emotions!

Li Mu’s major products and platforms covered almost the entire Chinese internet. His influence in the internet industry was unparalleled. If he truly intended to fully promote the popularization of PCs in China, then it was foreseeable that the domestic PC market would experience explosive growth. At such a time, the most direct beneficiaries would be PC manufacturers. The potential of domestic computer and internet users was immense, truly immense. With over one billion people here, who could say what the volume of demand for home PCs would be in the next ten years? If replacement purchases were included, this number would probably reach the hundreds of millions!

Wu Haijun’s heart pounded violently. He thought excitedly to himself, “If I can latch onto Li Mu’s big leg, Shenzhou’s soaring flight is truly within reach!”





Chapter 742: I’m About to Drive, Do You Want to Get On?

In 2002, Shenzhou had not yet truly found a clear path forward in the industry.

Shenzhou’s parent company was engaged in hardware production, and before venturing into Complete Machine manufacturing, they already had several years of experience in computer hardware production and related work. The actual start of Complete Machine manufacturing only began last year.

After just one year, no matter how great Shenzhou’s capability, it was still in the position of a startup company.

Shenzhou truly took off after it began getting involved in laptop manufacturing.

Therefore, Wu Haijun, at this moment, was not particularly confident in his own future potential.

However, what Li Mu described to him was a huge market he had never dared to imagine. Shenzhou’s weakest link at the moment was Brand recognition, and if they cooperated with Li Mu, their Brand recognition would certainly be greatly enhanced.

Once Brand recognition was established, and with Taobao, an online sales platform, providing support, Shenzhou’s sales volume would absolutely not be a concern. At that point, the only thing he would need to worry about was the production process: how to reduce costs, expand production capacity, and ensure quality control. Everything else could be handled by Li Mu.

As soon as he thought of this, Wu Haijun couldn’t wait to ask Li Mu exactly how he hoped the two sides would cooperate.

Just then, Li Mu cleared his throat and said, “My hope is to invest in Shenzhou with Muye Technology and Taobao’s channel resources. With interactions at the capital and shares level, our cooperation can be more long-lasting.”

Wu Haijun instantly felt a bucket of cold water poured over him.

As a traditional businessman, he did not want to dilute shares before the company went public. His ultimate goal in building a physical industry was naturally to go public and cash out. Diluting shares at this time would mean a significant loss of profit when the company eventually went public. Therefore, his preferred cooperation model was merely profit sharing. As for investing, even if Li Mu came with cash rather than just resources and channels, his first reaction would still be unwillingness.

Seeing Wu Haijun’s hesitant expression, Li Mu calmly said, “General Manager Wu, to be honest, with the scale and size of Muye Technology and Taobao, what we pursue has long ceased to be merely net profit.”

Wu Haijun nodded with a conflicted expression. He also understood that Li Mu held two major internet platforms. Given his status and position, he certainly wouldn’t care about the profit sharing from proxy sales of Shenzhou Computers. He was definitely trying to use his influence to fully spread out his tentacles and roots, covering as much of the upstream and downstream of the internet industry as possible. As a PC Complete Machine manufacturer, Shenzhou was a standard upstream enterprise in the internet industry.

However, genuinely exchanging company shares for Li Mu’s channels was something Wu Haijun was one hundred percent unwilling to do. Dominated by the mindset of a traditional businessman, Wu Haijun pondered for a long time before speaking to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I fully understand your request. To be honest, I’m not averse to sacrificing some shares for resources to develop the company. But frankly, we still don’t have a deep enough understanding of the potential of Muye Technology and Taobao in PC Complete Machine sales. I have an idea, and I wonder what you think of it.”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “Please speak, General Manager Wu.”

Wu Haijun sat up straight and said earnestly, “General Manager Li, Shenzhou naturally places great importance on Taobao, this emerging e-commerce platform. Before I came, I even held a meeting with my employees, hoping to come up with a complete packaging solution to make our Complete Machine packaging safer, in order to reassure consumers on Taobao.”

Then, Wu Haijun changed the subject and added, “But regarding the investment, I alone cannot decide; it requires a collective decision by the board of shareholders. So, I cannot give you a definite answer right now. However, please believe that we are very genuinely interested in doing well with PC Complete Machine sales on Taobao. So, my personal idea is: I think we can first try a phase of cooperation, for example, for three to six months, Shenzhou can give 10% of Taobao’s sales volume as profit sharing. If the results are good after three to six months, it would be much easier for me to persuade the other directors to move forward with your investment.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, but inwardly, he felt that Wu Haijun seemed very sly, speaking vaguely and clearly having his own personal agenda.

This so-called “cooperation trial” he proposed essentially put all the benefits and initiative in his own hands. Giving Taobao 10% as profit sharing would definitely still leave Shenzhou with a profit, because their normal distribution channels would likely incur similar or even higher costs.

Moreover, once Li Mu invested a large amount of resources into promotion, Shenzhou’s Brand recognition would immediately rise to match or even surpass first-tier brands. In such a situation, what if Shenzhou gave all its profits to Taobao? After a few months, they would become a leading domestic PC brand. The value inherent in that far exceeded the income generated by a few months of cooperative sales.

If, after three to six months, the Shenzhou brand grew significantly, and he turned hostile, what could Li Mu do to him? On the contrary, his own brand would rapidly rise, and from then on, he could enjoy the fruits of their labor. Although Li Mu couldn’t be sure about his character and integrity, being cautious was necessary. Furthermore, how could Li Mu allow himself to fall into such a passive situation?

Seeing Li Mu remain silent, Wu Haijun continued to persuade him, saying, “General Manager Li, you see, within three to six months, if your self-built logistics starts up, we can also provide you with the goods first, and then we’ll give you a lower ex-factory price. You would be responsible for sales volume and transport. This way, Taobao’s profit margins would be greater. In addition, we can also accept a credit term of two to three months, allowing Taobao to have a healthier cash reserve. This would also be more beneficial for you.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu began to feel a lingering concern. His face no longer wore a smile, but gradually became serious. He stated earnestly, “General Manager Wu, if you’re trying to achieve your goals by Lending Strength to Strike from me, then I can tell you quite clearly that this hope is impossible to realize.”

Wu Haijun hadn’t expected Li Mu to turn hostile so suddenly, even his tone had become much colder, and he had directly pointed out Wu’s true intention to use Taobao to enhance himself. So he hastily tried to explain: “General Manager Li, please don’t misunderstand, I truly don’t…”

Before he could finish, Li Mu raised his right hand, gesturing for him to pause, then waited a moment and said, “I haven’t finished speaking. General Manager Wu, if you have something to say, you can bring it up after I’ve finished.”

Wu Haijun quickly nodded and made a gesture of invitation: “Please continue.”

Li Mu nodded faintly, his expression blank, and said, “I didn’t invite you all this way just to do charity, nor am I interested in hopping on your bandwagon. So please, don’t misunderstand. I invited you here mainly to tell you that I’m about to drive, do you want to get on? If you do, you can buy a ticket from me and run to board the car; if not, I have no objection. Even if we can’t form a partnership, we can at least still be friends. If we can’t even be friends, at least we’re fellow townsmen.”

At these words, everyone present, including Liu Qiangdong, stiffened.

Li Mu’s words were already very impolite, not just impolite, but his stance was also very high. Even Liu Qiangdong worried that Wu Haijun might feel uncomfortable or even angry after hearing them. But to his surprise, Wu Haijun showed no signs of anger. Instead, he fell into an embarrassed silence.

Li Mu was a person who valued efficiency, and when doing business, he didn’t truly like to play mind games with others.

As his various companies had developed, he had only used some tactics against General Manager Li of Baidu and Song Zhilei of Juncheng. But most of the time, he was very sincere with his partners and potential partners. For example, today, he genuinely wanted to pull Shenzhou along to achieve something great. If everyone looked further ahead and cooperated for mutual benefit, the future market space was unimaginably vast.

But if Wu Haijun only cared about a small portion of shares in the present, then Li Mu naturally wouldn’t help him for free. He could only say goodbye and then find other manufacturers to cooperate with.

Wu Haijun also realized that his earlier thoughts might have angered Li Mu. He didn’t know how big the things Li Mu wanted to do were, nor did he know that Li Mu was already preparing to fully promote the domestic internet industry in front of CCTV’s shots. Out of protection for his own interests, he indeed wanted to first persuade Li Mu to try and cooperate with him at the sales level. Sacrificing some profit to Li Mu was not a big deal, as long as Shenzhou’s brand could be established, he would have profited, and profusely at that.

But he hadn’t expected Li Mu to easily see through his thoughts and even directly point them out, making him feel both embarrassed and worried.

So, Wu Haijun hastily explained, “General Manager Li, I truly didn’t mean to gain an advantage by Lending Strength to Strike. I wanted us to have more time to get to know each other, so that our future cooperation could be smoother. I am very sincere in wanting to cooperate with you, otherwise, I wouldn’t have rushed here from Shenzhen so eagerly.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “General Manager Wu, saying that is meaningless. Let me ask you a question.”

Wu Haijun quickly said, “Please ask.”

Li Mu looked at him and asked, “What was the national PC / Computer sales volume in 2001?”

Wu Haijun had just entered this industry last year, so he naturally knew this data well and blurted out, “Desktop PC and laptop PC combined, nearly nine million units.”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “How much did Shenzhou account for?”

Wu Haijun said shamefully, “Shenzhou just started last year, so our share was very small, not even three percent.”

Li Mu then asked, “Then what do you think the total annual sales volume will be this year?”

Wu Haijun thought for a moment and said, “Originally, I thought there would be about a 15% growth rate, roughly ten million units. But with Taobao’s rapid rise, I think we can be more optimistic, about twelve million units!”

Li Mu retorted, “What if I said it could reach at least twenty million units? How much of that do you want to account for?”





Chapter 743: It Will Definitely Start, and Very Soon

“At least one hundred million new PC units are added globally each year. Under normal circumstances, China’s ten percent share isn’t much. Everyone believes that the number of PC units in China will experience geometric growth in the future, but this geometric growth will take at least five years to gradually achieve.”

Wu Haijun was very clear about the development of computers in the domestic market. Last year, less than ten million units were sold, yet Li Mu immediately elevated the total national computer sales for this year to twenty million units. This was a double increase.

Moreover, more than half of this year had already passed. Based on the current situation, by the end of the year, the entire market space would only reach twelve million units. Did Li Mu truly have the influence to make up the remaining eight million units all by himself?

Li Mu’s expression didn’t show any sign of joking. Wu Haijun looked at Li Mu, seeing his slight smile and calm, composed eyes, and couldn’t help but sigh inwardly: Regardless, the young man in front of him was China’s fastest-rising and youngest billionaire, with a market value far exceeding his own, and a capital appreciation rate that was immeasurable. For someone like him to have accomplished so many major things in such a short time, giving such a bold statement must be well-founded, not groundless.

At this moment, Wu Haijun began to weigh things in his mind. His current production capacity was weak, and his market share wasn’t high enough. Furthermore, he was already pursuing a low price strategy, which meant low profit margins, and he still had to carry the burden of market promotion. If it weren’t for the support of his own hardware products and Shenzhen’s unique geographical advantages, continuing to hold on like this would not be easy.

Going against an entire industry is easy. Like Li Mu, directly using Mango-ME to smash the MP3 market price was the most direct approach, immediately making all his colleagues hate him to the core. But to go against an entire industry and still make money? That was truly difficult.

Wu Haijun couldn’t see his real future or potential right now. In fact, Shenzhou’s future also didn’t manage to secure much development space for itself, so it was certain that Wu Haijun was having a hard time.

After much deliberation, Wu Haijun realized that he indeed needed to cling to a powerful backer. Li Mu said he was about to “start the car,” and if he didn’t seize the opportunity to “get on Li Mu’s bandwagon” and still thought of “using a small force to move a great weight” through Li Mu’s platform, he would probably miss this chance entirely.

So, Wu Haijun made up his mind and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, tell me, how do you want Shenzhou to cooperate?”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said calmly, “First, regarding the investment, I hope to invest in Shenzhou with Muye Technology. The investment method will be a small amount of cash plus channel resources, with channel resources making up the bulk of it.”

Wu Haijun realized that Li Mu definitely wanted shares. He was fine with the small cash plus resources model, but the key was how many shares he wanted.

Just as Wu Haijun was about to ask, Li Mu spoke before he could. “I’m not interested in Shenzhou’s parent company; I only want shares in Shenzhou itself.” With that, Li Mu held up four fingers: “Forty percent.”

Forty percent…

Wu Haijun’s heart clenched. Li Mu was ruthless, asking for forty percent right off the bat. Currently, in Shenzhou’s entire equity structure, he didn’t even own eighty percent himself, and Li Mu alone wanted forty percent.

Wu Haijun said with difficulty, “General Manager Li, I really don’t know how to respond to you regarding a forty percent stake. We also have other shareholder issues involved, and forty percent of the shares would drastically dilute the equity held by current shareholders.”

Li Mu waved his hand and asked with a smile, “General Manager Wu, do you know why I want to invest in Shenzhou with Muye Technology, and not with Taobao, the most direct sales platform?”

Wu Haijun asked curiously, “Are you planning for Muye Technology to venture into hardware?”

Li Mu shook his head. “If I were to make my own hardware in the future, it would definitely be like Mango-ME: I would only partner with OEM manufacturers, and the brand would definitely be in my hands.”

Wu Haijun asked again, “Then what is your plan?”

Li Mu sat up straight and said, “Let’s put it this way: Taobao’s role as a sales channel is more prominent. In the eyes of ordinary Users, it’s not a pure internet company; it’s more like a trading company that uses the internet as a channel. If I want to promote an officially partnered PC computer to the market, branding it with Taobao would seem odd and out of place. If we were to collaborate on a ‘Shenzhou Taobao Edition’ computer in the future, it would sound awkward, and consumers would find it baffling.”

“But what if Muye Technology and Shenzhou collaborated to jointly launch a ‘Shenzhou Muye Edition’ computer? How would consumers view that? The largest internet company in China, and the internet company with the greatest online influence—how much do you think consumer acceptance would enhance? How would it compare to Lenovo, Founder, or Dell?”

Wu Haijun was startled and thought carefully, following Li Mu’s words. Shenzhou Computers currently had little Brand recognition; in consumers’ eyes, it was just “the cheapest computer.” But if it could be tied to Muye Technology, its influence would definitely enhance significantly. After all, Muye Technology had YY, the ultimate weapon. The number of YY Users nationwide far exceeded the number of home PCs, meaning every YY user without a personal home computer was a potential User for Shenzhou!

At this point, Li Mu said again, “Aren’t you currently promoting a Pentium 4 PC for four thousand eight hundred eighty-eight yuan?”

Wu Haijun hurriedly said, “It’s four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine.”

“Good,” Li Mu nodded. “Four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine. What’s your ship out goods price?”

Wu Haijun hesitated for a moment, then said, “The ship out goods price is around four thousand four hundred yuan. The remaining five hundred ninety-nine yuan is the profit for the entire logistics transportation and Sales channels.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Assuming we reach a collaboration and the news of Muye Technology investing in Shenzhou gets out, will you be able to gain additional room to haggle down the price from hardware suppliers?”

Muye Technology was the largest internet company in China, with the highest User stickiness. Moreover, Muye Technology had Taobao, an online sales platform, behind it. Li Mu believed that if Muye Technology collaborated with Shenzhou, it would definitely cause an industry earthquake in the computer hardware sector. How other Complete Machine manufacturers would react was their business, but all suppliers would re-evaluate Shenzhou’s potential and strength. This would definitely lead to a change in the Magnitude of hardware supply. As the Magnitude increased, costs would naturally decrease.

Wu Haijun also understood this principle. The larger the volume of downstream manufacturers, the better the benefits / perks from upstream suppliers. Take the simplest example of keyboard and mouse manufacturers: when supplying OEM manufacturing accessories to large factories, in addition to giving the greatest price discounts, they also offered more favorable credit term. Small businesses did not receive this kind of benefits / perks.

Li Mu’s words made Wu Haijun feel that if he could completely latch onto Muye Technology’s powerful support, he would have the capital to renegotiate with all suppliers. With such a powerful channel, even Intel could be negotiated with. Ordering tens or hundreds of thousands of CPUs in one go would surely require a slight adjustment in their supply policy, wouldn’t it?

Thinking this, Wu Haijun said to Li Mu, “If that’s the case, I believe there is indeed some extra room with the suppliers.”

Li Mu nodded, swept his hand, and said, “Excellent. Let’s assume you can squeeze five percentage points out of the entire supply chain, which means at least one to two hundred yuan in cost reduction. You just said your ship out goods price is four thousand four hundred yuan. Subtracting that reduction, you’re left with about four thousand two hundred yuan. What if I tell you that Taobao.com won’t earn a single cent, wouldn’t that eliminate the profit margin reserved for the entire supplier chain?”

Wu Haijun nodded repeatedly.

Li Mu said, “Alright, I’ve already invested five hundred million yuan into Taobao Logistics. What if I tell you that once my logistics get off the ground, all logistics costs won’t be included? If Shenzhou ships out goods at four thousand two hundred, I’ll sell it at four thousand two hundred. What will the market look like then?”

Wu Haijun couldn’t help but shiver when he heard this. For a computer configured at the current price of four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine yuan, if it could be sold for four thousand two hundred yuan, combined with Li Mu’s powerful promotion and Sales channels, it would truly be invincible.

Wu Haijun suppressed his overly excited emotions and said, “If that’s the case, then market share will completely depend on production capacity.”

Li Mu clapped his hands, praising, “Exactly, market share completely depends on production capacity, just like my Mango-ME. I can sell as many as I produce; I don’t have to worry about sales volume at all. And don’t think that what I’m doing will destroy the entire industry. In fact, I’m accelerating the普及 rate of MP3 hardware and the growth of Users.”

“The popularization of Mango-ME allowed more potential Users to come into contact with MP3 players through existing Mango-ME Users, gradually converting them into potential MP3 Users. User demand continued to grow, and Mango-ME alone couldn’t satisfy the entire market, so consumers who couldn’t buy Mango-ME would still choose from other product lines.”

Leading the conversation to PCs, Li Mu said, “What I want is to drive the growth of netizen numbers and the internet industry. What you want is to enhance your product sales volume. If we cooperate, both parties’ demands can be maximally satisfied while cooperating. Most importantly, as long as we settle the specific profit distribution before we start working together, our subsequent cooperation will be completely free of conflicts of interest. We can unite as one and fight side by side.”

Wu Haijun was convinced by Li Mu.

Going it alone was too difficult. He knew his disadvantages: first, a lack of accumulation, both in brand and production, which left him in a disadvantage in the market.

Secondly, his pre-sales and after-sales Sales channels were far inferior to traditional large manufacturers, and his promotion strength in various Sales channels was much, much weaker than industry leaders. To put it bluntly, even if he could produce one million units per month, he didn’t have the Sales channels to handle monthly sales of one million units.

Finally, in order to force down prices, his quality control was not outstanding, and his after-sales service couldn’t keep up. Developing so畸形 would definitely impact the product’s reputation, which meant his brand was destined to fall into the position of being cheap but of poor quality. This would only lead him further astray, and the possibility of a turnaround in the future would be minuscule.

Consumers in the PC market don’t entirely pursue cost-effectiveness. Just like buying a car, with similar performance indicators, Wu Haijun knew that Users would prioritize Volkswagen over Xiali, even if Xiali was much cheaper. A significant number of Users would still choose Volkswagen, not just for cost-effectiveness, but also for Brand recognition, trustworthiness, and vanity. Shenzhou was currently the Xiali of the automotive industry. Without a good opportunity, it would remain Xiali forever.

However, Li Mu’s immediate demand for forty percent of the shares was truly terrifying.

Wu Haijun hesitated for a long while, then asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I understand the promotion and channel resources, but how much cash can you provide?”

Li Mu asked him, “What do you think Shenzhou’s valuation (business/investment) can reach right now?”

Wu Haijun said, “To be honest, based on Shenzhou’s current fixed assets and profitability premium, a valuation (business/investment) of five to six hundred million yuan is certainly achievable.”

Liu Qiangdong glanced at Li Mu and nodded slightly.

A valuation (business/investment) of five to six hundred million yuan was not considered high, especially since Wu Haijun’s production line alone was valued in the hundreds of millions, not to mention the team, Sales channels, brand premium, and projected profitability. Factoring all these into the price, it could be said that Wu Haijun’s mindset had changed; he was truly starting to accept Li Mu’s cooperation proposal. His only remaining hesitation was the matter of the shares Li Mu demanded.

Li Mu said to Wu Haijun, “I acknowledge your six hundred million yuan valuation. I can pay thirty percent in cash, and the remaining seventy percent will be replaced with resources.”

At a six hundred million yuan valuation, financing forty percent would require cash payment of two hundred forty million yuan. Paying thirty percent in cash meant seventy-two million yuan.

Wu Haijun calculated. If he accepted Li Mu’s cooperation terms, the seventy-two million yuan could be used to expand his production lines and after-sales service. Once Li Mu truly implemented the strategy he just mentioned, selling the four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine yuan computers at a ship out goods price of four thousand two hundred yuan, Shenzhou’s sales volume would skyrocket. Li Mu would be compressing transport costs, channel profits, and hardware procurement costs, so Shenzhou’s profit margin could still be guaranteed. Although forty percent of that profit would be Li Mu’s, the overall increase in Magnitude meant that the remaining sixty percent could potentially generate two hundred percent more profit, or even higher.

Wu Haijun wasn’t a fool. While giving up forty percent of the shares was painful to see, Li Mu’s conditions offered too much imaginative space, like Magic Brush Ma Liang painting a mountain of gold right before his eyes. The only path to this golden mountain was to “get on Li Mu’s bandwagon;” there was no other way.

Just as Wu Haijun was fiercely struggling internally, Liu Qiangdong timely added to the teasing, “General Manager Wu, to be honest, I won’t promise you how much we can improve Shenzhou’s sales in the future. I’ll just say one thing.”

Then, Liu Qiangdong deliberately paused, and said calmly, “If a computer with a retail price of four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine yuan can be reduced to four thousand two hundred yuan after cooperating with us, that’s a sixteen percent reduction. This sixteen percent is the combined strength of Muye Technology, Taobao.com, and Taobao Logistics. If we cooperate with Shenzhou, Shenzhou Computers can reduce its price by sixteen percent. But what if we cooperate with other manufacturers? That percentage will probably be higher, not lower, won’t it? At that point, Shenzhou’s price advantage will likely vanish completely. Without a price advantage and without a brand advantage, how will Shenzhou break through?”

Wu Haijun felt like he wasn’t there to discuss cooperation but to be intimidated. However, he had to accept this intimidation. As China’s internet霸主级人物, Li Mu’s desire to drive internet development was highly aligned with his personal interests. If Wu Haijun didn’t cooperate with him, Li Mu would definitely find someone else to cooperate with. No matter who Li Mu ultimately partnered with, he would do everything possible to promote the popularization of home PCs in China. And precisely now, with Taobao.com booming and the entire nation’s attention focused on the internet, this condition was even more uniquely advantageous!

In other words, this was a “venture that would definitely start, and very soon.” If he didn’t “get on,” other manufacturers certainly would!





Chapter 744: Pinning a Huge Label on Him

Li Mu originally hadn’t intended to demand an exorbitant price, asking for 40% right off the bat. But since Wu Haijun tried to gain easy success at his expense, Li Mu’s resolve hardened, and he directly demanded the absolute maximum. If he truly managed to intimidate Wu Haijun, he might actually agree.

Senior Student Liu’s bluffing and intimidating tactics indeed made Wu Haijun very worried. There was nothing he could do; he was just a newly established manufacturer, and his products were essential basic hardware for the internet industry. In the internet industry, Li Mu was an unrivaled presence. If Wu Haijun didn’t cooperate with him, others certainly would. However, his own industry was too fragile; if he truly failed to get on Li Mu’s “train,” he would likely be the first to be dragged down once Li Mu’s “train” started moving.

Wu Haijun deliberated repeatedly, then told Li Mu that he needed to consult with his shareholders and might not be able to give an immediate answer.

Li Mu was indifferent. He nodded and said, “General Manager Wu is free to consult, but I hope to have a clear answer by tomorrow noon.”

“Tomorrow noon?” Wu Haijun felt a little dizzy. For something like this, he would at least need to personally go back and hold a meeting with his shareholders. Then, they would all have to scratch their heads in thought for a day or two, specifically calculating the industry potential, the influence of Muyue Technology and Taobao, and how much Shenzhou could profit from it. Only after all of that was done could a final decision be made, right?

“Yes, the results must be out by tomorrow noon!”

Li Mu didn’t have that much patience. He’s kindly offering you a ride, and you still need to consider? Since you need to consider, then I, this “unofficial taxi driver” giving you a ride, also have a temper. At worst, I’ll just run the route empty rather than letting you delay my scheduled plans.

Li Mu knew that CCTV couldn’t be delayed for too long. If he wanted to enjoy this dividend, he had to reach an agreement and sign a contract with a manufacturer within a week. Apart from Shenzhou, it was basically impossible for other established PC companies to finalize such a big move in a week. If the time exceeded a week, Li Mu would rather give this huge dividend to all PC manufacturers for free than miss this excellent opportunity to promote the booming development of the internet. He understood very clearly which was more important.

Seeing Li Mu’s firm expression, Wu Haijun could only nod, bracing himself as he said, “Then I’ll arrange for the shareholders to come to Yanjing for negotiations right away and will get back to you as soon as possible.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. Wu Haijun was about to leave with his assistant. Li Mu and Senior Student Liu saw them to the door, and as they were about to say goodbye, Li Mu suddenly said, “Oh, General Manager Wu, there’s one more thing I need to clarify in advance.”

Wu Haijun hurriedly said, “Please speak.”

Li Mu said, “If you are willing to cooperate with us, one point must be clear: to ensure that the reputation of Muyue Technology and Taobao is not affected, Shenzhou must standardize all its actions in the future, both internally and externally, keeping them clean. You must not engage in any illegal or non-compliant activities. Otherwise, once verified, our side has the right to demand unconditional withdrawal of our shares.”

Wu Haijun looked at Li Mu somewhat guiltily, nodding repeatedly, “Please rest assured, we have always maintained very strict standards for our entire company.”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s best.”

“Then, General Manager Li, General Manager Liu, we’ll be leaving now. See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow…”

No sooner had Wu Haijun left than Senior Student Liu pulled Li Mu back to the sofa and sat down, asking him, “What are your plans for CCTV? When will you accept the exclusive interview?”

Li Mu said, “Help me stabilize things. Just say I’ve been too busy recently and ask them to wait a bit for the specific interview. I’ll contact them once I’ve arranged my schedule.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, reminding him, “I heard Xiao Jing say that the higher-ups are extremely interested in Taobao and might send a leader over in the next few days to inspect our work. They also want to hold a non-public symposium with us.”

Li Mu knew that Senior Student Liu’s girlfriend worked in a ministry or commission, so her information was surely well-informed. He couldn’t help but ask him, “Has the leader from the ministry or commission been decided?”

Senior Student Liu shook his head and said, “It hasn’t been decided yet, but it’s most likely the head of the Economic and Trade Commission. And even if he comes, it’s probably under direct instruction from the highest level.”

Li Mu felt a little dizzy. The head of China’s Economic and Trade Commission was already very impressive. If he was acting on instruction from “the highest level,” then “the highest level” must be referring to China’s absolute core leadership!

Senior Student Liu saw Li Mu’s surprised expression and couldn’t help but remind him, “Don’t forget, one of the high-ranking leaders has a background in finance. It’s said he’s very interested in the new e-commerce model.”

Hearing this, Li Mu understood.

Besides feeling deeply shocked, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask him, “Did you hear the purpose of the leader’s inspection this time?”

Senior Student Liu smiled slightly, “Don’t be so nervous. Besides the regular inspection and understanding, the purpose of holding the symposium is for us to state our demands. Taobao’s demonstrated strength has shocked the entire nation. In many people’s eyes, we’ve become a key point for stimulating domestic demand and boosting the economy. In my opinion, this is a prime opportunity to demand benefits.”

Li Mu slapped his thigh, “That’s right! How could I have been so muddled? This can only be a good thing, not a bad one!”

Senior Student Liu raised an eyebrow and smiled, saying with deep meaning, “I’m still counting on you to negotiate preferential policies for the car procurement! And the future development of logistics will also need more attention and support from the leaders, you understand.”

Li Mu exchanged a knowing smile with him, immediately understanding that they were on the same page.

“It’s more than just logistics,” Li Mu said with anticipation. “I also hope the government can give a push to the development of internet infrastructure. I have an idea, help me advise on it.”

“Tell me.”

“I’ll ask the government for a proactive policy, for example, allocating subsidies for the purchase of ten million units of home computers this year. Whether in urban or rural areas, consumers holding their household registration can receive a government subsidy of several hundred yuan when buying a computer. This way, PC sales will likely surge. However, I’m not sure if the government will agree, or if they do, how large the subsidy amount will be.”

Senior Student Liu was stunned for a moment, then thought carefully, and couldn’t suppress his excitement as he said, “You’re brilliant! I think this is very reliable! The government’s current economic situation is about stimulating domestic demand, and our Taobao is already doing that. If the government is willing to subsidize PC sales, giving a subsidy of three to five hundred yuan per unit, ten million units would at least generate tens of billions in GDP. Moreover, the government doesn’t even need to directly provide cash subsidies; as long as they give appropriate preferential tax policies to businesses, the subsidy will effectively be there!”

Li Mu said, “That’s what I mean. If the subsidy forms lower the threshold for PCs entering ordinary households, combined with my exemplary effect, I believe it will greatly boost PC penetration. Ten million units probably won’t even be an issue.”

Senior Student Liu nodded and said, “You prepare your wording well. If the leader comes for an inspection, we’ll propose this request at the symposium. I believe the government will not refuse such a win-win proposal.”

He continued, unable to contain his excitement, “This way, the internet industry will usher in a period of rapid development! By then, you will be the biggest driving force in China’s internet industry, accelerating the timeline of China’s internet development by at least two to three years through your own efforts alone! You’ll absolutely be an industry godfather!”

Li Mu smiled humbly and sighed slightly, “If this goal can truly be achieved, the landscape of China’s internet development will likely undergo earth-shattering changes.”

Senior Student Liu asked, “What if Wu Haijun refuses you tomorrow? In such a short time, can we find a manufacturer willing to accept our investment with a small amount of cash plus a large proportion of resources?”

Li Mu smiled, speaking with anticipation, “None of that matters anymore. If Wu Haijun doesn’t agree, I won’t dawdle with him. I’ll just give this dividend to the entire industry.”

…

Taobao’s influence continued to ferment.

Not only was the entire society paying attention to Taobao, but Senior Student Liu’s name, as Taobao’s legal representative, immediately began to appear in newspapers. However, major media outlets maintained a unified style: they did not mention Li Mu.

Without Li Mu, Taobao actually didn’t have many topics worth delving into deeply. What could be reported had already been reported before noon. Everyone was holding back, hoping to find a new news angle.

Senior Student Liu’s assistant would come in every few days to report which media reporters had arrived and were currently filming programs at the entrance. A little later, he would ask again about media reporters wanting to enter the company to shoot footage and interview employees.

Senior Student Liu, adhering to the principle of building good relations with the media, told his assistant, “Communicate with the HR and finance departments. It’s okay for reporters to conduct interviews, but they can’t all come at once; they need to be reasonably allocated and come in batches. Additionally, tell finance to quickly prepare a batch of red envelopes. Give five hundred yuan in travel expenses to each reporter, including cameramen and photographers, treating them all equally.”

It was common practice for companies to offer travel expenses to reporters during interviews. Even fully reputable companies hoped that reporters, either through their pens or their mouths in front of the camera, could add appeal to their business. So, this money was given willingly, and reporters also needed some extra income, usually accepting this small payment gladly. However, at the current market rate, most travel expenses were two to three hundred yuan. In 2002’s cost of living, this amount was already considerable.

The assistant nodded hurriedly and turned to leave. Li Mu called him back and said, “Two things. First, raise the travel expenses to one thousand yuan per person.”

The assistant immediately nodded and said, “Okay, General Manager Li, do you have any other instructions?”

Li Mu smacked his lips, looked at Senior Student Liu, and said, “Senior Student, during our Brand Day this time, Mr. Ma’s logistics companies all stopped accepting packages, leaving us to fight to the death on our own while relying on big brother Postal Service for help. This approach is not being fair! To put it lightly, this is deliberately holding back Taobao. To put it seriously, this is holding back the national economy! Thankfully, this is a time of peace, and we’re not arms suppliers. Otherwise, if we had a large batch of weapons and ammunition waiting to support the country in war, and they deliberately withheld their transport capacity, what’s the difference in nature from a traitor to the nation?”

Senior Student Liu froze for one second, then slapped his thigh and laughed heartily, “The huge label you’re pinning on him really… it hits me right where I think! I know what to do!”

With that, he said to his assistant, “Second thing: after the reporter friends finish their interviews, don’t rush to give them the red envelopes. Invite them to the main conference room. Just say I want to thank them in person, and I can also accept a brief interview.”





Chapter 745: Li Mu, You’re Playing Too Ruthlessly!

Mr. Ma felt emotionally and physically exhausted today.

Having a strong opponent was one thing, but having an opponent so vast that one could only gaze up at them was truly painful.

Mr. Ma couldn’t understand how Li Mu, a twenty-year-old young man, had managed to play the internet game so masterfully. What was even more incomprehensible was that he was practically a polymath in the internet field. The two major product Ecosystems, Muye Technology and Taobao, already surpassed the entire industry by far too much.

Mr. Ma was a proud man. An unexpected visit to the United States a few years ago opened the door to the internet for him, allowing him to access the internet and the business opportunities it held, long before countless others in China. One could even say that his e-commerce model was borrowed and integrated from existing American models.

Mr. Ma had never felt ashamed about this, because everyone in this aspect was imitating the United States. Whether it was himself, or Baidu, or Tencent, NetEase, Sina, Sohu, they all took the mature models from the American internet industry and brought them directly to China, a step ahead of others. Being ahead of more than a billion people on the path of imitation was enough to make these China internet veterans feel proud.

However, Li Mu was completely different.

On Li Mu and his products, there was almost no trace of imitation from the American internet industry! If one were forced to say there was imitation, it could only be said that Li Mu learned the concepts pioneered by the American internet, such as instant messaging and e-commerce. However, Li Mu only learned the theories and concepts; the products he developed in these two fields absolutely pioneered new ground worldwide.

Take instant messaging software, for instance. Currently, no instant messaging software could compare with YY. YY itself possessed many very powerful original features, and around YY, a series of Ecosystem products were created, especially Tieba, Happy Farm, and YY Games. Li Mu’s closed-loop Ecosystem was truly masterful; this way of playing was a worldwide first in the internet industry.

And then there was e-commerce. Li Mu’s Taobao had just been launched, and from its operational model, one could see that he had already grasped the core of C2C and B2C. The entire 2C business was the foundation of the retail business. In this regard, Li Mu’s strategic pattern was much larger than that of Amazon and eBay at this stage. Moreover, Li Mu had already used 3321 to incubate Alipay long before Taobao was launched. As soon as Taobao launched, he immediately transformed Alipay into a dual role of payment channel + transaction guarantee, playing an extremely important role in online transactions. This method was far more ingenious than PayPal.

In contrast, at this very moment, Mr. Ma only had a B2B platform, a team, some overseas capital connections, and a few logistics companies in his hands.

If using a fleet as a metaphor, the B2B platform was a destroyer, and also the flagship and capital ship of the entire Alibaba fleet. The overseas capital connections were a supply ship. The three newly acquired logistics companies could only be considered three light missile patrol boats. The entire fleet consisted of four combat vessels and one supply ship. Regardless of displacement or firepower, the vessels were only considered medium-sized, and the overall strength was weak.

In contrast, Li Mu’s fleet was incredibly vast. Taobao, which was directly confronting him, was undoubtedly a large aircraft carrier. Although it had just been launched, its combat power was already terrifying. Alipay, on the other hand, was an Aegis missile cruiser that stayed close to the Taobao aircraft carrier, possessing outstanding strike, defense, and firepower support capabilities.

Furthermore, Li Mu had a strategic nuclear submarine under construction in his dockyard – Taobao’s self-built logistics system. Although it was just a support system, its strategic role in e-commerce was as important as a strategic nuclear submarine. And the funds for this were already in place; this strategic nuclear submarine would be launched very soon.

What was terrifying was that Li Mu also had a large-scale supply ship – Wanying Real Estate.

Not only that, but if he were fighting against Mr. Ma, Li Mu’s other large aircraft carrier battle group would also participate. YY itself was an aircraft carrier with a higher displacement than Taobao, while Tieba, YY Games, and Happy Farm played the roles of a cruiser, destroyer, and attack submarine, respectively. In the war between him and Taobao, the YY aircraft carrier battle group was constantly exerting its combat power, helping Taobao display even greater strength.

Mr. Ma knew that his scale was basically overwhelmed in front of Li Mu’s two aircraft carrier battle groups, but he still had his ambition. The three light missile patrol boats of logistics were his key to overcoming the strong with the weak. If the strategic deployment and tactical use were appropriate, these three light missile patrol boats would have a chance to sink Taobao and Alipay. As long as Taobao and Alipay were sunk, the YY aircraft carrier battle group wouldn’t be able to help, only watching him achieve victory.

But unfortunately, the easy success was indeed exciting, but the chance of failure was also very high. When Li Mu deployed his racing team and fully mobilized the entire Postal EMS to serve him, Mr. Ma realized that his easy success plan had completely failed.

Dragging his weary body home, Mr. Ma, sinking into the sofa, was still at a loss.

The easy success plan had failed; the next step was a direct confrontation.

Letao was about to launch. Once this true wave from Taobao passed, he would have the hastily completed Letao launched to fight a decisive battle with Taobao. He had plenty of ambition but insufficient strength.

Just then, his phone rang. Lu Zhaoxi said urgently on the phone: “General Manager Ma, watch TV! Zhejiang Province Satellite TV! Liu Qiangdong is giving an interview to the TV stations, dumping dirt on us!”

Mr. Ma jolted, hurriedly turning on the television. Zhejiang Province Satellite TV was broadcasting the evening news. On the TV screen, Liu Qiangdong was facing the microphones and shots of more than twenty TV stations, spreading his hands, and saying with a helpless expression: “I don’t understand why these three express delivery companies coincidentally almost simultaneously stopped their nationwide parcel collection service on the very day Taobao Brand Day began. As the reporter just said, this time, if not for the full cooperation between Postal EMS and Taobao, our express delivery turnover could have been paralyzed, which might have brought utter ruin to Taobao. If it weren’t for Postal EMS, the headlines in today’s news might have been: ‘Taobao Logistics Paralyzed’, ‘Warehouse Overflow for Packages’, ‘Consumers Have No Hope of Receiving Goods’, ‘Future of E-commerce Uncertain’, and so on…”

The moment Mr. Ma heard Liu Qiangdong mentioning the three express delivery companies in front of so many media outlets, his heart sank, and the remote control in his hand fell.

He immediately understood Li Mu’s intention. The Brand Day had just passed, Li Mu had just endured immense logistics pressure, and then he immediately began to counterattack.

Li Mu, you’re playing too ruthlessly! You want me to be universally condemned!

Just five minutes earlier, the news of Liu Qiangdong’s interview began to air. Liu Qiangdong reported all the detailed data of the Taobao Brand Day to the reporters: how much money was sold, how many goods were sold, how many orders were completed, and which companies achieved brilliant sales performance.

After introducing these, he also naturally reported the subsequent logistics and delivery situation for these orders.

Liu Qiangdong stated: “The fourteen million orders generated by Taobao Brand Day, for certain special reasons, could only all be transported by Postal EMS, which brought immense operational pressure to the entire Postal EMS. However, we are very fortunate that Postal EMS gave Taobao 200% support; Postal EMS employees across the country are working overtime to help Taobao quickly process and deliver these fourteen million orders.”

Liu Qiangdong deliberately left the reporters with a question: What special reasons led to Taobao’s more than ten million orders being transported only by Postal EMS? Weren’t there at least several other private express delivery companies in the country?

So, without a doubt, a reporter stood up and asked: “General Manager Liu, could you please explain in detail why Taobao’s orders could only be transported by Postal EMS?”

Liu Qiangdong sighed and said: “There was no choice. On the very day of our Brand Day, Zhaijisong, STO Express, and YTO Express, these three private express delivery companies, coincidentally announced that they would stop parcel collection simultaneously on that day. After they stopped collection, not only were we unable to use their transport capacity to share the pressure, but a considerable part of the transport capacity demand that they rejected flooded into Postal EMS, greatly increasing the pressure and burden on us and Postal EMS.”

When this sentence was spoken, all the reporters were greatly shocked!

They had originally thought that Taobao and Postal EMS had some kind of strategic partnership, so all of Taobao’s orders were entrusted to Postal EMS for delivery. Upon hearing Liu Qiangdong’s words, they realized that Taobao was forced to cooperate only with Postal EMS because several other large express delivery companies refused to collect parcels!

Isn’t the fundamental service of express delivery companies parcel collection and delivery? This is their most fundamental basis for survival. Under normal circumstances, how could an express delivery company suddenly stop collecting parcels? And at such a crucial moment like Taobao Brand Day, when orders surged? Did these express delivery companies not want to make money?

Also, why did three express delivery companies simultaneously stop collecting parcels at this moment? Was it a coincidence? Absolutely impossible! Reporters’ instincts were extremely sharp; they immediately realized there must be trickery involved! It was obvious that someone was deliberately targeting Taobao, trying to create trouble for Taobao at this time!

The news about Taobao had been hyped all day, and media reporters actually knew that Li Mu was the real big news highlight. If they couldn’t report on Li Mu, there wouldn’t be much breaking news worth hyping later. But Liu Qiangdong’s words immediately made them realize that the long-awaited breaking news had finally arrived!

Taobao, relying on its own strength, generated 2.683 billion yuan in sales in a single day. Even CCTV news said that Taobao had significant meaning for promoting domestic economic development and improving the domestic economic situation. With over two billion yuan in sales in one day, so many companies, workers, and raw material suppliers benefited, yet someone deliberately created trouble for Taobao at this crucial moment. If they could dig out who it was, wouldn’t the news highlight appear?

Media reporters hurriedly pressed: “General Manager Liu, do you know why these three express delivery companies simultaneously stopped collecting parcels at such a crucial moment? Is there any hidden reason? If it weren’t for Postal EMS, would Taobao Brand Day’s express delivery turnover have been paralyzed?”

What followed was the scene Mr. Ma saw when he turned on the TV. Liu Qiangdong spread his hands and said with a helpless expression: “I don’t understand…”





Chapter 746: Winner Takes All

Looking back since his rebirth, Li Mu felt his greatest progress lay in learning how to maximize the utilization of various resources.

This interview with the reporters was the best opportunity to exact revenge on Mr. Ma.

Long before Senior Student Liu accepted the interview, Li Mu had already coordinated with him on their script. Li Mu believed that no matter what, as the legal representative of Taobao, Senior Student Liu needed to demonstrate generosity and integrity during the interview. Therefore, he absolutely couldn’t directly condemn Mr. Ma’s actions. The best approach was to subtly drop a small clue for the reporters, letting them pick up on the faint traces and then get to the bottom of it.

The reporters’ senses were simply too keen. The slightest hint in Senior Student Liu’s words was immediately seized upon by them. They then questioned how, at a time when Taobao’s Brand Day created a new miracle for the domestic economy, three private express delivery companies maliciously stopped receiving packages, intentionally dragging Taobao down. This was a huge news story; how could reporters not dig deep into it?

At this moment, the news on the television had just finished broadcasting Senior Student Liu’s helpless sigh. Immediately after, the screen switched to the studio, where a male and a female news host began to expand on the topic.

The female host, curiosity written all over her face, said to the male anchor beside her, “Chen Feng, don’t you think this incident is a bit against common sense? These three express delivery companies are clearly foregoing profit. What exactly is the reason?”

“Indeed,” the male host replied with a slight smile, “From a normal perspective, express delivery companies should be putting all their effort into collecting and delivering packages. The more demand there is, like during Taobao’s Brand Day, the more crucial it is for them to fight to the death to secure business. However, these three express delivery companies clearly violated market rules. Our reporters believe there must be some unknown hidden reason behind this, so they followed the clues. And surprisingly, they really did uncover some leads.”

At this point, the female host interjected, “Let’s take a look at whether our colleagues, who went to investigate at the industrial and commercial administration, found anything.”

The scene switched to an office. A man in a business administration uniform faced the female reporter, holding a document and meticulously explaining, “From the public information in the industrial and commercial administration system, it can be seen that Yanjing Zhaijisong, Huzhou City STO Express, and YTO Express, these three express delivery companies, all underwent equity changes earlier this year. The absolute controlling company for all three is Hangzhou Alibaba.”

The reporter asked in surprise, “Alibaba has fully acquired these three express delivery companies?”

The man nodded, stating confidently, “That’s right, one hundred percent acquisition. These three companies are all wholly-owned subsidiaries of Alibaba.”

The reporter pressed anxiously, “So, can it be understood that their simultaneous halt of package collection during Taobao’s Brand Day was an intentional act, directed by Alibaba?”

The man shrugged and smiled, “That’s not for me to speculate, but from a corporate structure perspective, only Alibaba has the ability to control all three companies simultaneously.”

The reporter nodded slightly, “I understand. Alibaba is a well-known e-commerce company in Hangzhou. They were even rated as the world’s best B2B platform last year. It seems there must be some kind of competitive relationship involved here.”

After a pause, the reporter added, “Thank you, Section Chief Zhang, for taking the time out of your busy schedule to explain the situation to us. Thank you.”

The scene switched back to the studio. The female anchor exclaimed, “I can’t believe these three express delivery companies actually have the same owner! No wonder they uniformly stopped collecting packages on Taobao’s Brand Day. Hey Chen Feng, don’t you think they were deliberately trying to create trouble for Taobao?”

The male anchor smiled slightly, “Zhou Ling, I need to first correct your statement. It’s not that these three express delivery companies have the same owner, but rather that they are all controlled by the same company. However, I personally agree with your subsequent inference. The sudden halt of package collection by express delivery companies, something that clearly violates market rules, must conceal an unconventional motive. The possibility of competition here is much greater…”

Mr. Ma had reached his limit watching this. He simply couldn’t continue. He grabbed the remote control from the floor and immediately turned off the television.

The television screen instantly shrank into a ball of white light in the center, then vanished. Mr. Ma was furious, filled with hatred, but more than that, he was in a state of panic.

Originally, the struggle between him and Li Mu was merely at a company-to-company level. Li Mu’s Taobao had incredibly frightening development momentum, and it fully covered the “2C” type of business. For Mr. Ma, who was focused on B2B, B2C and C2C were his starry expanse for the future. He had thought it would be an ocean where he could roam freely, but he hadn’t expected to encounter Taobao, a giant whale, within it. He had to fight to the death with Li Mu.

However, he hadn’t expected Taobao to suddenly become the focus of national attention. The government looked at it with new eyes, and the public saw it as a wonderful product that changed lives, transformed consumption patterns, and enhanced convenience and transparency in shopping. Now, all of a sudden, it was exposed that Alibaba was using its express delivery companies to create traps and obstacles for Taobao. Now, Alibaba’s reputation would be completely ruined!

In truth, the Zhejiang Province Satellite TV broadcast that Mr. Ma was watching was relatively mild. After all, Alibaba was also a famous local internet enterprise in Zhejiang Province, so the provincial media still retained some face for them. At this very moment, media reports from other provinces and cities were already throwing all sorts of accusations at Alibaba.

“Disrupting the market for competition; fortunately, Alibaba is not in the pharmaceutical industry!”

“The highest level of shamelessness has finally appeared in internet industry competition!”

“Commercial competition should not sacrifice social interests!”

“Commercial competition should have moral constraints; enterprises must not be unscrupulous and immoral!”

“Taobao is benefiting the public, what about you?”

For a time, reports with titles such as these filled television, newspapers, and the internet. Alibaba instantly became the target of public criticism, with a wave of condemnation online.

The Yanjing and Huzhou City municipal governments released overnight announcements stating that local postal service administration departments would order the three express delivery companies to submit written explanations to the relevant departments within forty-eight hours, explaining why they had ceased package collection nationwide on Taobao’s Brand Day. At the same time, special investigation teams would be established to thoroughly investigate the irregular operations of the three express delivery companies. Once confirmed, the involved enterprises would face severe penalties.

Postal and express delivery business belongs to the basic public service sector. Although the state allows private enterprises to engage in this industry, the relevant companies are subject to management by the local postal service departments. Once serious irregular operations occur at the basic public service level, the government has the right to impose administrative penalties, including but not limited to ordering suspension of business for rectification, revoking business licenses, and imposing fines.

As soon as the two city governments announced this news, and it was reported by the media, there was a chorus of cheers online. This truly brought misery to Mr. Ma, who never dreamed that he would pick up a rock only to drop it on his own foot. Alibaba instantly became a rat on the street, everyone shouting to hit it. Even their investors called overnight to demand that he properly handle this reputation crisis.

Mr. Ma suddenly felt as if his entire being had fallen into a swamp, not only unable to move but sinking deeper and deeper. It was the first time in his many years of entrepreneurship that he felt a sense of despair.

The current trouble was too great! The huge impact on reputation was only one aspect; the real problem was how the three express delivery companies would be penalized and the subsequent effects.

These issues ultimately affected Letao’s launch plan. Letao’s biggest advantage was originally its three配套logistics companies. If the three logistics companies were punished, Letao’s advantage would be greatly affected. By then, if Letao, with its greatly diminished advantages, were to make a grand entrance amidst public condemnation, it would probably shatter Mr. Ma’s 2C dream! If 2C couldn’t be launched, Alibaba’s future development space would be greatly diminished!

Sinking into despair, Mr. Ma harbored a deep-seated hatred for Li Mu’s move, gritting his teeth and cursing Li Mu for being so ruthless. However, he didn’t carefully consider that his own plan to force Taobao’s orders to warehouse overflow and then seize the opportunity to crush Taobao with Letao and his express delivery business, was far more vicious than Li Mu’s strategy of Lending Strength to Strike!

All commercial competition, when summarized, truly boils down to just four words: winner takes all.

Just as Mr. Ma was hating Li Mu to the core, Li Mu was at home, casually watching TV with his parents.

His parents also knew the shocking news that Taobao’s sales reached 2.683 billion in a single day. Fortunately, they had witnessed and learned of too many astonishing things in the past few days, and their nerves had long been hardened, making them less sensitive.

At this time, Wu Haijun, who was in a hotel, was meeting with shareholders who had recently arrived in Yanjing. Their opinions on allying with Li Mu were still not unified, primarily because Li Mu’s conditions were too harsh. A forty percent stake was simply too high for shareholders who already held insufficient shares. If they agreed to let Li Mu take a stake, their own shares would be diluted too severely.

Wu Haijun himself supported Li Mu taking a stake; otherwise, he wouldn’t have called these people over from so far away overnight. He could have just directly refused Li Mu. The key was that he still hoped to gain Li Mu’s support to prepare and profit as much as possible before the impending surge in the PC market.

The opposing faction also had its own theoretical support. They believed that Taobao’s rise was a benefit for the entire industry. Even if Shenzhou didn’t cooperate with Li Mu, once Li Mu set the wheels of internet development in motion, Shenzhou, as a complete machine manufacturer, would naturally profit from it. Moreover, Shenzhou had its own price advantage in the market. When the industry boom arrived, even if they weren’t directly allied with Li Mu, they could still achieve great gains. Based on this theory, they would at most agree to let Li Mu take a twenty percent stake, and at least seventy percent of that had to be in cash. His resources and channels could only account for thirty percent.

Wu Haijun had met Li Mu once, and Li Mu’s assertiveness was something these shareholders had never witnessed. If they were to negotiate with Li Mu under conditions of only a twenty percent equity transfer and a seventy percent cash payment requirement, it would likely offend Li Mu directly.

The negotiations were at a stalemate for a while until Wu Haijun’s assistant received news and whispered to Wu Haijun, who then paused the meeting and turned on the television.

Several evening news programs were almost all broadcasting news related to Taobao, and they all reported on the matter of Alibaba’s three logistics companies, even including the decisions made by the two city governments regarding the three express delivery companies.

Everyone present was very surprised. They hadn’t expected that Li Mu wouldn’t even need to make a move; a few understated words from Liu Qiangdong had forced Alibaba to such a difficult position. The two city governments’ reaction speed was also astonishingly fast, showing just how great Taobao’s influence was at the current stage.

Shenzhou’s predecessor started out making hardware, and everyone was very familiar with Alibaba’s B2B business, some even being users of its B2B platform. They understood Alibaba’s strength, but they never expected it to be so vulnerable in front of Taobao.

The atmosphere suddenly became somewhat heavy.

Wu Haijun, however, became surprisingly relaxed.

He felt that the shareholders present seemed to be re-evaluating the possibility of cooperating with Li Mu in their minds.

Sure enough, a few minutes later, one shareholder spoke up: “I retract what I just said. If General Manager Wu decides to cooperate with Li Mu, I have no objections.”

Immediately, others responded: “I don’t either…”





Chapter 747: Shenzhou Gets On Board

At ten o’clock the next morning, Li Mu and Senior Student Liu met Wu Haijun, his assistant, and a lawyer who had specifically rushed over from Shenzhen the previous night, at Muye Technology.

From last night until this morning, Wu Haijun had obtained written authorization from all shareholders. This time, he would fully represent the entire Shenzhou company to discuss Muye Technology’s equity investment partnership with Li Mu.

Li Mu had left Wu Haijun almost no room for negotiation, so after meeting Li Mu, he directly revealed the outcome from his side.

“General Manager Li, all our shareholders have reached an agreement and are willing to accept your equity investment proposal.”

“Good!” Li Mu clapped his hands, not expecting Wu Haijun to get straight to the point with his first sentence. He said decisively, “In that case, let’s sign the contract directly today.”

Wu Haijun glanced at the lawyer and said, “After all, a major change in shareholding needs to be confirmed at the commercial and legal levels. Moreover, the contract details require time to scrutinize. Isn’t signing today a bit rushed?”

Li Mu said, “Shareholding changes certainly require a process, but we can first sign a legally binding contract. The contract will clearly state our cooperation terms. I will exchange 72 million yuan in cash and channel resources for 40% of Shenzhou’s shares. Therefore, the agreed valuation of Shenzhou within the contract for both parties is 180 million yuan. I will then pay Shenzhou 72 million yuan in advance, and Shenzhou must cooperate with Muye Technology to complete the shareholding change registration within thirty working days. If Shenzhou breaches the contract, our side has the right to acquire 100% of Shenzhou’s shares for 180 million yuan.”

Wu Haijun’s expression was astonished. Li Mu’s move was too ruthless; he was only willing to acknowledge Shenzhou’s valuation of 180 million yuan within the contract. This meant that, legally, he was directly buying 40% of Shenzhou’s shares with 72 million yuan in cash. But what about the channels and resources you promised me? Those should be reflected in the contract, right? Otherwise, if you’re just saying that and don’t deliver when the time comes, wouldn’t I be completely swindled by you?

Moreover, you’re afraid I’ll go back on my word, so you create a clause giving you the right to acquire 100% of the shares to guard against me. Well, I’m also afraid you’ll go back on your word! You need to give me some assurance, big brother.

So, Wu Haijun asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if this is the case, how will the channels and resources be reflected in the contract?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “General Manager Wu, what we’re aiming to move is the entire household PC market. If you believe what I told you yesterday, you’ll understand that I will certainly do this and strive to do it optimally. However, this kind of resource and channel cooperation cannot be specifically quantified. How do you expect me to reflect that in the contract?”

Wu Haijun clicked his tongue upon hearing this. “General Manager Li, you have to give me some assurance, otherwise…”

Wu Haijun didn’t continue speaking, but his anxious expression clearly reflected his deep-seated worries. He wanted to get on board with Li Mu’s initiative, but he also needed Li Mu to provide sufficient assurance, otherwise he genuinely feared he would end up suffering a double loss.

The most important reason Li Mu wanted to sign today was that he planned to accept a CCTV interview tomorrow. During the interview, he could leverage the influence of Muye Technology, Taobao, and CCTV to elevate the Shenzhou brand. However, before doing all this, he had to ensure that Shenzhou was willing to get on board and wouldn’t play any tricks. Otherwise, what if he elevated Shenzhou, but the shareholding hadn’t been changed yet, and Shenzhou suddenly went back on their word?

Therefore, what Li Mu wanted was for them to sign the contract according to his terms today. Once the contract was signed and Muye Technology made the payment, even if the shareholding change still required time, the possibility of him going back on his word would be completely eliminated, and Li Mu could confidently promote Shenzhou during his interview.

However, Wu Haijun’s concerns were also understandable. Both parties had some suspicion and caution towards one another. Li Mu wanted absolute assurance, and Wu Haijun felt the same.

After thinking for a moment, Li Mu decided that since Wu Haijun wanted assurance, he would give him one.

Immediately, Li Mu spoke, “How about this, General Manager Wu? We’ll sign two contracts today. The first one is what I just mentioned, and it’s non-negotiable. For the second, I will sign a purchasing agreement with Shenzhou in Muye Technology’s name, ordering five hundred thousand PC units from you within the next year. These five hundred thousand PCs will be named the ‘Shenzhou Muye Series.’ Since hardware updates quickly and prices are unstable, I promise to reserve at least a 5% profit margin for you on these five hundred thousand PCs.”

As soon as Li Mu spoke these words, Wu Haijun’s heart immediately felt much more at ease.

Li Mu was unwilling to quantify the resources and channels in the contract, but his willingness to order five hundred thousand PCs from Shenzhou gave Wu Haijun a significant guarantee. Shenzhou’s normal sales this year would likely be less than two hundred thousand units. A purchase of five hundred thousand units in the coming year meant that Li Mu’s channels alone would more than double Shenzhou’s sales. Although a 5% profit margin was a bit low, the overall profit would still be very substantial.

With five hundred thousand PCs in a year, Li Mu was still fully confident he could sell them. Shenzhou computers were already priced very low, and combined with Li Mu’s ability to not profit from the sales channels and ship goods at a low price directly, like with Mango-ME, the distribution speed would undoubtedly be very fast. At that point, five hundred thousand units might not even be enough to sell, and the real test would likely be Shenzhou’s production capacity.

Seeing Wu Haijun sighed in relief, Li Mu continued, “For these five hundred thousand machines, I won’t give you an advance payment. Shenzhou will supply me in increments of ten thousand units, and I will have a sixty-day payment term. Within sixty days, I will pay you for the goods, also in increments of ten thousand units. Within one year, if my purchase quantity doesn’t reach five hundred thousand units, provided your production capacity is sufficient, I will compensate you with 20% of Shenzhou’s shares. However, if your supply capability is insufficient, you cannot blame me, and the agreement will automatically become void.”

This time, Wu Haijun truly sighed in relief. He was genuinely afraid Li Mu would suddenly say, ‘If your supply capability is insufficient, then conversely, you must compensate me with 20% of Shenzhou’s shares.’ In that scenario, Li Mu wouldn’t be giving him an assurance contract, but rather betting against him.

With the guarantee of five hundred thousand units per year, Wu Haijun no longer worried that Li Mu wouldn’t invest resources and channels. So, after settling this point, he had no more reservations whatsoever, and immediately told Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I have no other demands! We can sign anytime.”

Subsequently, Li Mu immediately asked the lawyers from both sides to quickly draft two contracts based on the two core points just discussed. After the lawyers confirmed that the contracts were fine, Wu Haijun readily signed his name on both contracts. Li Mu also didn’t delay, signing his name with a flourish.

Once the two contracts were signed, Li Mu immediately instructed his finance department to transfer 72 million yuan to Shenzhou. After this payment, the equity investment contract officially became effective. Even if the shareholding change couldn’t be completed in a short time, Li Mu had no worries about Shenzhou going back on their word.

Wu Haijun’s mood at this moment was complex, like a gambler who had just placed a heavy wager—full of expectation yet with a subtle underlying worry, which was perfectly normal.

Li Mu asked Lin Qingya to put away the contracts, then shook Wu Haijun’s hand, directly giving the somewhat crestfallen Wu Haijun a strong dose of confidence.

“General Manager Wu, you should be aware that I’ve never officially disclosed my identity as the founder of Muye Technology and Taobao to the public, right?”

Wu Haijun nodded repeatedly. “I’ve heard about it. You’re quite low-key, which I personally understand very well.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “However, in the next couple of days, I will be interviewed exclusively by CCTV. At that time, I will officially reveal these two identities of mine. Simultaneously, I will also leverage CCTV’s channels to announce to the entire society that, to advance the development of China’s internet, Muye Technology and Shenzhou have reached an exclusive strategic partnership to jointly launch the lowest-priced household PC models ever, and authorize Taobao for exclusive sales…”

Upon hearing this, Wu Haijun’s brain momentarily felt deprived of oxygen, and his heart was so excited he practically wanted to roar!

No wonder Li Mu insisted on signing today—it was for this! Just a moment ago, he had been on tenterhooks, but now he felt that Li Mu’s “ticket” was indeed expensive! But it was absolutely worth it! Not just worth it, it was damn well worth it!

If Li Mu really accepted a CCTV interview and revealed his identity, he would gain multiple halos, undoubtedly becoming a godfather-level figure in China’s internet industry. His personal influence on society and his Driving Force for the internet’s development across society would likely be astonishingly large, not to mention his mention of the cooperation with Shenzhou on CCTV’s shots. For the Shenzhou brand, this was practically an overnight success!

Thinking of this, Wu Haijun’s heart pounded wildly, and at the same time, he felt immensely fortunate. Thankfully, he hadn’t refused Li Mu, hadn’t missed this opportunity with Li Mu. Otherwise, he would definitely be kicking himself afterward. For ordinary people, this kind of opportunity could either lead to becoming an immortal or becoming a ghost! If Li Mu adopted such a cooperation model with other brands, Shenzhou’s future would be unimaginably bleak!

At this point, Li Mu looked at the flushed Wu Haijun and said, “General Manager Wu, after you go back, there are a few things you need to start working on immediately.”

Wu Haijun said, trembling, “General Manager Li, please give your instructions.”

“It’s not about giving instructions,” Li Mu smiled slightly. ”

First, immediately begin expanding production lines, improving the utilization rate of production line equipment, increasing production capacity, and even seeking more OEM resources;

Second, after the CCTV interview airs, immediately negotiate with all hardware suppliers to aggressively push down prices in a round, reducing the overall machine cost to the lowest possible, but without sacrificing product quality or assembly craftsmanship;

Third, time is limited, so we cannot immediately design specialized custom machines. Therefore, the first batch of Muye Technology custom machines will use your existing Pentium 4 computers as the main body. However, you will need to order special stickers from a trademark manufacturer. I require prominent logos on the outer packaging, monitors, and host cases. All product series from our cooperation will begin with ‘M’ followed by numbers. For example, the first custom machine model will be designated M100. Regardless of what product models Shenzhou produces in the future, ‘M’ must not be used as the initial letter of the model number without authorization;

Fourth, I will arrange for a dedicated industrial designer to communicate with you soon. The subsequent M-series computer’s overall appearance design must all be approved by me.”





Chapter 748: Accepting an Exclusive Interview

With Shenzhou now on board, Li Mu had finally planted his flag in the PC hardware manufacturing sector. As he considered that he was about to reveal another side of himself, one that had long been hidden, to the entire society through CCTV, a blazing fire ignited in Li Mu’s chest. For a moment, he felt like an ancient general, filled with ambition before leading a grand army to conquer the world, as if the entire world awaited his conquest.

A unique excitement surged through Li Mu’s blood, making him feel as though countless energies were frantically gathering within him, just waiting for the perfect opportunity to burst forth.

Li Mu had intended to invite Wu Haijun for lunch to celebrate the successful partnership, but Wu Haijun, even before Li Mu could open his mouth, decided to immediately rush back to Shenzhen. Seeing Wu Haijun’s full of fighting spirit, Li Mu didn’t extend the invitation.

Wu Haijun left in a hurry with the contract. He knew clearly that what he needed to do now was to quickly return to Shenzhen and prepare according to Li Mu’s rhythm. Having finally caught Li Mu’s fast track for development, he absolutely had to keep up with Li Mu’s pace and must not hold him back.

After Wu Haijun left, Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “Are you certain about accepting the CCTV exclusive interview tomorrow?”

Li Mu nodded. “Confirmed. Please tell their liaison to see if they’re available tomorrow. If both sides are fine, then let’s arrange it for tomorrow.”

“Alright, I’ll give them feedback.”

Liu Qiangdong relayed Li Mu’s decision to accept the CCTV interview tomorrow to the CCTV liaison. The other party was extremely excited and, almost without consideration, immediately made the final decision to schedule the exclusive interview for tomorrow.

CCTV’s invitation to interview Li Mu this time was also, in effect, a way of asking Li Mu if he was prepared to fully step into the public eye.

If Li Mu had refused the interview invitation, it would have been equivalent to telling CCTV and other media outlets that he wasn’t ready yet and didn’t intend to reveal himself.

In such a matter, if Li Mu did not intend to be exposed, no domestic media would proactively expose him. After all, Li Mu was not only closely watched by high-level leaders, but his own strength was also very formidable. Offending both sides just to get a big news story was truly not a wise move for them.

In the past, Li Mu would have preferred to remain low-key, but Taobao’s unexpected widespread popularity sent a strong signal to Li Mu and changed his long-held principle of operating discreetly. Thus, he decided to step from behind the scenes to the forefront, personally driving the development of China’s internet industry.

This time, Li Mu was fully prepared.

After receiving Li Mu’s definite reply, CCTV’s reaction speed was also very swift. They immediately sent him a preliminary interview plan based on Li Mu’s schedule.

This time, CCTV’s interview plan would involve two different segments: one where CCTV reporters and Hosts would go to Li Mu’s company for an interview, and another where Li Mu would go to the CCTV studio to accept an exclusive interview with the Host.

The former was to gather material for CCTV’s Oriental Horizon and other news programs. Interviewing at the company would mostly cover the products and models of the two companies, and incidentally, Li Mu’s positioning of the two companies and future plans. Overall, it would be relatively superficial; the topics would not delve too deeply. Li Mu could choose to accept this interview, or he could choose to have the core leaders of these two companies accept it.

The latter would be a one-on-one exclusive interview with a top CCTV reporter. This interview would involve a deeper conversational discussion about Li Mu himself and his entrepreneurial journey. To put it plainly, it was a TV version of a personal biography, and this was the segment where Li Mu had the greatest freedom. He could use CCTV to convey his views to the entire nation, and this was what Li Mu valued most.

CCTV’s arrangement this time was relatively flexible. If Li Mu was interested in accepting both interview segments, he could do the company interview in the morning and then go to the TV station for the exclusive interview in the afternoon. If Li Mu only participated in the exclusive interview, both interviews could proceed simultaneously, and Li Mu would simply go directly to the TV station for the exclusive interview tomorrow morning.

Almost without hesitation, Li Mu decided to only accept the exclusive interview.

Appearing before the public for the first time as the founder of Muye Technology and Taobao, Li Mu wanted his debut to be more focused. Therefore, he only accepted the exclusive interview. This way, social attention would be entirely concentrated on the exclusive interview segment and on the deeper information he wished to convey.

Upon receiving Li Mu’s confirmation, the CCTV liaison revealed some information to Li Mu in advance:

Firstly, the host for Li Mu’s exclusive interview tomorrow would be Sun Junyi, who was currently the most capable and influential Host for serious interview programs on CCTV. The topics and questions for tomorrow’s exclusive interview would be set by Sun Junyi, and Li Mu would be free to choose whether to answer them.

Secondly, the program “Face to Face” had a duration of forty-five minutes, while “Focus Interview” lasted fifteen minutes. The current plan was for a condensed version of Li Mu’s exclusive interview to first air on Sunday’s “Focus Interview,” followed by a forty-five-minute full version on “Face to Face” that same evening. This meant Li Mu would have at least forty-five minutes to present his views to the entire society.

Li Mu was very familiar with Sun Junyi’s interviewing style. Her unhurried linguistic style often carried extraordinary sharpness, skillfully using seemingly ordinary words to directly hit the core pain points, making her quite remarkable. However, Li Mu didn’t take it too seriously. He had already planned what he wanted to achieve with this exclusive interview. Whether facing Sun Junyi or any other Host, he would not give them the opportunity to set the agenda. He had to set the agenda himself.

At this thought, Li Mu immediately asked Liu Qiangdong to contact the other party and made a small request: could the exclusive interview not be recorded in the studio, but instead be moved to Taobao’s warehousing base in Yanjing?

CCTV’s feedback was that they had no objection. For such high-level interviews, CCTV would always cooperate with the interviewee regarding time and location. Furthermore, this type of interview had no high technical requirements; two to three cameras, supplementary lighting, sound recording, and proper sound insulation control would suffice, even if recorded outdoors.

Li Mu’s primary reason for choosing Taobao’s warehousing base for the exclusive interview was for visual impact. If he merely sat in a studio, merely explaining e-commerce, it would be too abstract for consumers. If he chose the warehousing base, the effect would be much richer and more tangible.

…

Back home, Li Mu’s mother pulled him to sit on the sofa in the villa’s living room and told him, “Your father and I discussed it, and if there’s nothing urgent tomorrow, we’ll head back to Haizhou.”

“Going back tomorrow?” Li Mu was surprised, feeling it was a bit sudden.

Li Mu’s mother smiled, “Yes, you’ve been so busy lately, and we don’t want to cause you any trouble here.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel ashamed, “Mom, I haven’t had time to properly accompany you and Dad since you came to Yanjing these past few days. I even talked about taking you sightseeing.”

Li Mu’s mother smiled and said, “Didn’t you take us to the Summer Palace? Besides, your assistant, Little Li, has been with us the whole time, and your father and I have had a great time.”

As she spoke, Li Mu’s mother took Li Mu’s hand and said warmly, “Mom knows you’re busy, with so many important things to do. These past two days, the TV has been talking about your Taobao, about how much it’s promoting the domestic economy. Your father and I are especially proud of you. You can focus on doing your work well in Yanjing, and your father and I can also focus on doing what we want to do in Haizhou.”

Li Mu’s father also came over and sat opposite them at this time, smiling at Li Mu and saying, “Actually, your mother is thinking about the Department Store contract. She wants to go back quickly to sign the contract and start renovations right away.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said, “Dad, Mom, I’m going to accept an exclusive interview with CCTV tomorrow. After tomorrow, what I’m doing and who I am will be public. If you’re not in a hurry, why don’t you wait until the exclusive interview airs before leaving?”

“Accepting a CCTV exclusive interview?” Li Mu’s mother said in surprise, “If you accept, does that mean everything you’re doing now will be announced to the whole society?”

Li Mu nodded. “At least Muye Technology and Taobao will be announced.”

Li Mu’s father subconsciously exclaimed, “Son, if that happens, you’ll suddenly find yourself in the eye of the storm.”

Li Mu smiled, “It was bound to be public sooner or later. Besides, this time, CCTV actively issued the invitation. In the past, I could stay behind the scenes, but this time, it feels inappropriate to do so.”

Li Mu’s mother couldn’t help but ask him, “Why is it inappropriate this time?”

Li Mu explained, “Actually, if the media wanted to dig into my affairs, they would have unearthed everything long ago. The reason there hasn’t been any reporting for so long is because the media has maintained a high degree of consistency in this regard, never reporting on anything other than 3321. I heard a partner say that I must have caught the attention of a certain high-level leader. The media’s silence on my affairs should also be related to that leader’s instructions.”

Li Mu’s father couldn’t help but ask, “Do you know who that leader is?”

Li Mu gently shook his head. “I’m not sure. But one thing I can confirm is that this time, that leader also hopes I can step from behind the scenes to the forefront. Otherwise, CCTV wouldn’t have actively sent an exclusive interview invitation. I think this should be that leader’s intention.”

Li Mu’s father asked again, “Then why do you think that leader wants you to step forward?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’m not sure either, but I think they might hope for me to set an example, or bring something different to the domestic economic situation. Moreover, they have already looked after me from behind the scenes for so long, allowing me to focus wholeheartedly on developing my career. I’m already very grateful. With Taobao creating such a huge impact this time, if I’m still unwilling to come out, I’m afraid the leader might lose patience. Rather than that, I might as well seize this opportunity to go with the flow and step into the public eye.”

Then, Li Mu added, “China’s internet is still in its early stages. I feel that if I step forward and establish a positive public image for the internet, it should also bring new momentum to the domestic internet industry, and it’s a contribution to society.”

Li Mu’s father lit a cigarette, took a puff, and then firmly said, “Since you’ve made your decision, go ahead and do it with confidence, your mother and I will definitely support you wholeheartedly!”

Li Mu’s mother also nodded in full support and said, “Then your father and I won’t rush to leave. We’ll go back after your exclusive interview airs.”





Chapter 749: Must Rely on Leapfrog Development

Since his Rebirth, Li Mu had rarely suffered from insomnia, but today was truly the first time.

It wasn’t that Li Mu was rarely sentimental; it was that he simply had no time.

From the moment he was Reborn, he had been exceptionally busy. He hadn’t even had time to thank the heavens, instead climbing directly off the ambulance stretcher and rushing towards the exam hall, his face covered in blood. It was precisely this hurried beginning that destined Li Mu’s Rebirth from the start to be a wave-making “Carry.”

No sooner had he reversed the history of his poor performance in the college entrance exam than he immediately began looking for ways to earn money and accumulate initial capital;

As soon as he earned a little money, he immediately split it in two: half to change his parents’ lives, and half to invest in the internet;

As soon as he saw a modest improvement in the internet sector, he furiously accelerated his growth like cell division, advancing relentlessly in the industry;

In just over a year, he had already replicated the “T” and “A” of BTA, conducting his own secondary development based on the original versions.

In just over a year, with a net worth exceeding ten billion yuan, Li Mu had sometimes felt disoriented, and had asked himself, “Is this truly a dream? Is this merely a fantasy that I can adorn as I please? If not, why has success come so smoothly, lining up one after another as if waiting for my favor?”

Tossing and turning in bed, Li Mu felt that everything he had now was incredibly illusory, even he himself found it unreal. When he was interviewed tomorrow and the entire nation saw it, would they doubt its authenticity even more?

However, Li Mu thought about it carefully and realized that his business development over the past year or so hadn’t been entirely smooth either. Several times, he could have been crushed by his competitors. Fortunately, he was the one who ultimately triumphed.

Just to prevent Tencent from copying and overtaking him, Li Mu had invested immense effort into Tieba and Happy Farm. Early on, he had heavily invested in Zhao Kang’s secretly developed online army to defend Tieba for him and severely cripple Q Bar. His own technical accumulation across multiple Shengji versions of Happy Farm allowed him to defeat QQ Fishery and persevere until YY launched. Ultimately, it was through meticulous planning, a powerful Ecosystem, and a complete strategy that he defeated YY. Subsequently, he defeated Lianzhong, defeated Hao123, and defeated all portal websites, allowing Muye Technology to achieve its current scale.

And Taobao’s current achievements were by no means accidental. If he had been even slightly lax in logistics, today’s Taobao might not be the stroke of genius that amazes and praises society, but rather a colossal failure in the internet industry denounced verbally and in writing by the entire society.

Thinking about the world’s top billionaires from his previous life, each of their experiences was a Legend. His own experience and net worth seemed quite far from those truly top billionaires. Not to mention, Bill Gates had continuously dominated the world’s rich list for more than ten or twenty years. If he remembered correctly, his personal assets had already reached sixty billion US dollars by 2000. His current assets were less than two billion, an extremely long way from his.

The thought of Bill Gates reaffirmed a realization in Li Mu’s mind: the wealth of super-rich individuals must rely on leapfrog development, not gradual accumulation. If he wanted to surpass Bill Gates in his lifetime, he would have to earn at least one billion US dollars every year for the next sixty years, which was virtually impossible. Who could guarantee earning one billion US dollars annually in the rapidly changing international economy?

However, thinking from another perspective, if he seized opportunities and continuously brought about leapfrog development for himself, the possibility of surpassing Bill Gates in his lifetime would greatly increase. Assuming his current total assets were two billion US dollars, if each opportunity for leapfrog development could double his assets, then in just five instances, his assets could transform from two billion US dollars to sixty-four billion US dollars.

He had fourteen years of historical foresight. Within these fourteen years, as long as he laid a sufficient foundation, he would be invincible. Thinking of this, Li Mu felt that as long as he seized the opportunities, combined with opportune time, favorable location, and good human relations, he might even become the world’s richest man before 2016.

Amidst these wild thoughts, Li Mu didn’t know at what exact time he fell asleep. The next morning at eight, Li Mu was woken up by Liu Qiangdong’s call. On the phone, Liu Qiangdong told Li Mu that CCTV had already contacted him and was now heading to the site to arrange the set. Li Mu also needed to arrive at the location as early as possible. On one hand, they needed his input for the set design and shot composition; on the other hand, CCTV hoped he would arrive early enough to go over the interview details with the Host before filming began.

Li Mu didn’t know if he had slept for less than four hours last night. When he got up, he felt a bit dizzy, and it took him a moment of leaning against the wall to regain his composure. Then he quickly washed up and prepared to get dressed and go out.

Li Mu had originally intended to wear formal attire. Given the hot weather, a suit jacket could be omitted, but dress pants and a dress shirt were naturally essential. However, after a moment of thought, Li Mu didn’t want his image on television to be too serious, so he chose a colorful plaid short-sleeved shirt and a pair of khaki casual trousers, which would make him look younger and less rigid.

When he went downstairs, Li Mu’s mother had already prepared breakfast. Li Mu had little appetite, so he just forced down a couple of bites and was about to leave. Li Mu’s mother couldn’t stop him, so she and Li Mu’s father simply walked him to the door.

As Li Mu just drove the car out of the garage, Wei Lan, dressed in casual clothes, brimming with beauty, figure, and vitality, suddenly appeared at his front gate holding a paper bag. Smiling, she greeted Li Mu’s father and mother, who were outside the car: “Good morning, Uncle and Aunt!”

Li Mu’s father and mother were quite surprised, not expecting Wei Lan to come so early. Li Mu lowered the car window and asked curiously, “Why are you here?”

“I came for you,” Wei Lan said, looking up at Li Mu with a faint smile. Then she said to Li Mu’s father and mother, “Uncle and Aunt, I have something to discuss with Li Mu, so I won’t be accompanying you!”

With that, Wei Lan waved to Li Mu’s father and mother, then quickly opened the passenger seat door and got in.

Only then did Li Mu’s father and mother react, hurriedly asking Wei Lan, “Have you had breakfast? Why don’t you eat something before you go?”

Wei Lan leaned out, smiled faintly, and said, “I’ve eaten, Auntie.”

Li Mu didn’t know what Wei Lan was doing coming so early to see him. Seeing that time was getting on, he decided to drive out first and talk later. So, he said goodbye to his parents and drove out from home.

As soon as they left the house, Li Mu asked Wei Lan, “Why did you rush over?”

“To see you,” Wei Lan said. “Aren’t you going to be interviewed today? I was afraid you’d be nervous, so I asked General Manager Song for leave to come and accompany you.”

The fact that Li Mu was going to be interviewed was well-known to his entrepreneurial partners from his three companies. Song Liang, Chen Ze, and Wei Lan had all known since yesterday. However, Li Mu hadn’t expected Wei Lan to show up so early, wanting to accompany him for the interview, and her reason was that she was afraid he would be nervous.

Although Li Mu was indeed a bit nervous inside, he still stubbornly said, “What do I have to be nervous about…”

Wei Lan smiled helplessly, lowered her head, and pulled out a drink from a bag at her feet, placing it in the cup holder beside Li Mu’s hand. She said, “Look at your dark circles; you definitely didn’t sleep well last night, did you? And you say you’re not nervous. Have some coffee to perk yourself up first.”

Li Mu tilted his head slightly and glanced in the rearview mirror. Sure enough, his eyes had dark circles.

He picked up the coffee and took a large sip. Only then did Li Mu sigh softly and speak his mind: “I had insomnia last night. My mind was racing with wild thoughts, and I was in an agitated state the whole time. I don’t know when I fell asleep, or how long I slept.”

“I guessed you definitely would have insomnia.”

“Why?”

“A hunch.”

With that, Wei Lan blinked and smiled, saying with a hint of playfulness, “It’s not really a hunch. Actually, it’s mainly because I was thinking for you yesterday, and I thought so much that I got insomnia myself. So I figured you, the party involved, couldn’t escape it either.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask her, “What were you thinking on my behalf that made you lose sleep?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, “I thought that if I were you, I would definitely back out today.”

After saying that, Wei Lan turned to face Li Mu, asking with concern, “Did you have insomnia last night because you weren’t ready?”

Li Mu nodded.

Wei Lan asked again, “Are you nervous?”

Li Mu smacked his lips and honestly said, “I’m not nervous about the interview itself; I’m nervous about what happens after it airs.”

Wei Lan nodded understandingly, smiling as she said, “If I were you, I’d definitely be nervous too. After the interview airs, you’ll become the focal point of the entire society. Teenagers will see you as the greatest role model in life, peers will regard you as a god-like existence, middle-aged people will feel inferior to your achievements, and the elderly will utter sentiments like, ‘If you are to have a son, he should be like Sun Zhongmou.’ You might even become the most desired eligible bachelor for single women aged fourteen to thirty-four across the nation…”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh, “Those aren’t what I’m nervous about. How others see me isn’t that important to me. The main thing is that once I stand up, my own life, career, and even studies will undergo tremendous changes. I don’t know if I’ll be able to adapt quickly then.”

Wei Lan smiled and asked him, “Does your girlfriend know?”

Li Mu suddenly froze, then muttered to himself while pulling out his phone, “Oh crap, I forgot to call and tell her!”

Pulling out his phone, Li Mu immediately dialed Su Yingxue. Su Yingxue’s voice came through the phone, asking with a hint of a smile, “Why are you calling me so early?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said, “I’m going to be interviewed by CCTV today.”

“Mhm,” Su Yingxue asked, “Is it about Taobao?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said, “And about Muye Technology.”

Su Yingxue asked with a slight hint of surprise, “Are you ready?”

“More or less…”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, then she said, “No matter what you decide, I’ll support you.”

Li Mu didn’t say much more to Su Yingxue. After they briefly expressed care for each other, Li Mu hung up. Wei Lan, observing from the side, felt a strange pang. She hadn’t known Li Mu had a girlfriend; her earlier question had been half teasing, half testing.

Seeing that Li Mu had actually called his girlfriend, Wei Lan didn’t even have a chance to tease him a bit before Li Mu hung up and then called Zhao Ziqiu…





Chapter 750: Li Mu’s CCTV Mom (Part 1)

“Dad, Mom! Hurry, come watch TV, Focus Interview is about to start!”

On Sunday evening, Zhao Ziqiu hardly touched her meal before eagerly sitting in front of the living room television, waiting impatiently.

Li Mu had given an exclusive interview to CCTV two days prior, and tonight, Focus Interview and Face to Face would air continuously. During the News Broadcast live stream, the host had already reported a piece of news related to Taobao, stating that after achieving a single-day sales revenue of 2.683 billion yuan, Taobao had managed to deliver over 90 percent of its orders in less than four days, demonstrating astonishing efficiency and extremely high user satisfaction.

Li Mu did not appear on camera in the News Broadcast report, nor was there any mention of him. However, at the end of the news segment, the main host announced that Focus Interview would later take viewers on a deeper dive into Taobao, the E-commerce company that had created a miracle in both the domestic internet industry and the retail sector.

Although Zhao Ziqiu was a little disappointed not to see Li Mu in the News Broadcast, she quickly placed her hopes on the upcoming Focus Interview. Therefore, she remained seated in front of the TV, anticipating its start.

As soon as the News Broadcast ended, Zhao Ziqiu rushed into the dining room, urging her parents to come watch TV with her.

Zhao Xianliang and his wife, Xie Yun, exchanged a helpless glance. Zhao Xianliang looked up at Zhao Ziqiu and said, “What’s the rush? It’s only 7:30 PM, the weather forecast hasn’t even aired yet.”

Zhao Ziqiu pressed, “The weather forecast will be over in the blink of an eye.”

“So what if it’s over?” Zhao Xianliang deliberately said in a nonchalant tone, “Anyway, I’m not very interested in Li Mu’s matters. You can watch it by yourself.”

“Dad!” Zhao Ziqiu said, pouting, “How can you lie like that!”

Zhao Xianliang asked her curiously, “What did I lie about?”

Zhao Ziqiu huffed, “You said you weren’t interested in Li Mu, so why did you have someone investigate him?”

A few days prior, Zhao Xianliang had talked to Zhao Ziqiu about Li Mu. However, since it had been confirmed that there was no ambiguous relation between Li Mu and Wei Lan, Zhao Xianliang had only revealed Li Mu’s asset and industry situation to Zhao Ziqiu. Surprised, Zhao Ziqiu had asked him how he knew these things, and Zhao Xianliang had admitted then that he had secretly commissioned someone to investigate Li Mu.

Zhao Xianliang now said with a chuckle, “I only investigated that kid because I wanted to ascertain his situation. As for how he’s going to show off on TV today, I’m truly not interested.”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at her mother, acting coy, “Mom, look at Dad acting shamelessly, and you’re not even doing anything about him!”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Don’t mind him. He’s not uninterested, he’s just embarrassed. He feels too awkward to watch Li Mu’s exclusive interview. After working hard for half his life, he sees Li Mu almost catching up in just over a year. He’s under a lot of pressure.”

With that, Xie Yun stood up, walked over to Zhao Ziqiu, and linked arms with her, saying with a laugh, “Come on, Mom will watch with you. Let him stay in the dining room by himself.”

Immediately after, Xie Yun pulled Zhao Ziqiu, jogging, the mother and daughter laughing and joking like sisters and friends, heading straight to the living room.

Zhao Xianliang felt a pang of jealousy but still put down his bowl and chopsticks and quickly followed. He put on a brave front, saying, “Every penny I earn is made with my own two feet on the ground. What do I have to be embarrassed about?”

The mother and daughter exchanged a knowing smile upon hearing this and implicitly ignored him. Zhao Xianliang felt silly, yet with a cheeky grin, he sat on the single sofa. To cover his embarrassment, he even deliberately lit a cigar.

…

At this very moment, Su Yingxue’s family in Haizhou was sitting in front of their television.

Today was Sunday, and her father Su Weimin and mother Fang Min were not working. They had finished dinner before 7:00 PM, and the family sat in the living room, watching the entire News Broadcast.

After the News Broadcast ended, Su Weimin stood up, stretched, and suggested to Fang Min and Su Yingxue, “Shall we go for a walk in the park?”

“Alright,” Fang Min agreed almost without hesitation. A walk in the evening during summer was very pleasant, and the temperature outside had just dropped. It was also fortunate it was Sunday; otherwise, on a normal day, Su Weimin wouldn’t even be off work yet, let alone have the chance for the family of three to go for a stroll in the park.

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, and seeing her mother about to stand up from the sofa, she quickly said, “Dad, Mom, why don’t we wait and watch Focus Interview?”

Su Yingxue had long known that Li Mu had given an exclusive interview to CCTV and that it would air tonight. However, she had not told her parents. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, but that she didn’t know how. Should she tell them that Li Mu, whom they had always been cautiously wary of, was actually a multi-billionaire? She feared that no matter how sincerely she spoke, they wouldn’t believe her. Rather than that, it would be simpler to let them see the TV report for themselves.

“What’s there to see about that Taobao? If you want to watch, just watch it at home. Your mom and I are going for a stroll,” Su Weimin said.

Su Weimin and Fang Min were both civil servants, so they paid great attention to the News Broadcast. However, for Focus Interview, it depended on the specific content. If it was about a major case or crime, or changes in national policy, they would certainly be interested. But the News Broadcast had just said that today’s Focus Interview would take everyone on a deep dive into Taobao, which made both of them feel little interest.

Su Yingxue quickly said, “Oh, are you really in such a hurry? Focus Interview is only ten to twenty minutes long. We can go out together after watching it. You can’t just leave me at home alone.”

Fang Min smiled helplessly and said to Su Weimin, “Let’s watch it. It’s the same if we go after that, and there are a lot of people out for walks at this time anyway. Maybe we can leave after 8:00 PM.”

Su Weimin could only shrug, “Alright, then, we’ll go out after watching.”

Su Yingxue didn’t mention that there would be an hour-long Face to Face program afterward. There was no point in saying it now. It would be better to let them watch Focus Interview first. She estimated that after watching Focus Interview, they themselves wouldn’t be thinking about going out but would stay home to finish watching Face to Face.

…

Also in Haizhou, Li Mu’s family and the Xiao family were all sitting in front of their respective televisions, waiting for the Focus Interview program to begin. Li Mu’s father and mother had called their family members today, telling them to remember to watch Focus Interview, but neither of them explained specifically what it was about.

…

In Yanjing, in a tastefully furnished studio apartment near Wanying Real Estate, Wei Lan was sitting on the tatami in the living room, watching TV and talking on the phone with her father in the United States.

It was a little past 7:30 AM American hours where her parents were. Wei Lan’s parents had deliberately ended their morning exercise early today to return home and watch CCTV Channel 1 via satellite television, because Wei Lan had told them that the upcoming Focus Interview and Face to Face would feature a series of reports and interviews about Li Mu. Having experienced great ups and downs, the Wei family regarded Li Mu as their savior. For Wei Jun, knowing that his daughter would work for Wanying Real Estate under Li Mu for three years, he was also very curious about what kind of person this Li Mu, who was so

amazingly rumored in China and had repeatedly made him applaud enthusiastically, actually was.

…

Almost everyone in the internet industry was also sitting in front of their televisions at this moment, waiting to witness Li Mu’s rise. This included General Manager Ma, who was swamped with work on a new project, General Manager Li, who was unable to forget Muye Technology and was itching to acquire Eting.com, and Mr. Ma, who had been facing media and social condemnation recently.

…

At the same time, Li Mu was in Ziyun Villa, feeling a little nervous as he accompanied his parents, waiting for Focus Interview to begin.

Li Mu felt that his previous exclusive interview had been very natural and he was quite satisfied with his performance in responding to the questions Sun Junyi had asked him that day. However, he didn’t know what the final edited version from CCTV would look like, nor was he sure if his expressions and actions in front of the camera had shown any signs of nervousness.

Li Mu’s father and mother were even more nervous than Li Mu. The couple sat close together, holding hands tightly, their hearts beating faster even while watching the weather forecast.

Several minutes later, Li Mu’s father suddenly sat up straight and, in a somewhat dazed voice, uttered three words: “It’s starting!”

Then, Li Mu’s mother by his side quickly sat up perfectly straight, extending her other hand to clasp her husband’s.

On the television screen at this moment, the powerful opening music began, and after about ten seconds, Sun Junyi, who had interviewed Li Mu, appeared in the center of the frame.

“Hello, viewers, and welcome to today’s Focus Interview. I am your Host, Sun Junyi.”

After the routine opening, Sun Junyi got straight to the point: “The recently passed July 23rd seemed like an ordinary day. It was neither a festival nor a holiday. However, on just such an ordinary day, in the virtual world of the internet, a website sold 2.683 billion yuan worth of goods in a single day, truly creating a miracle…”

“Many people may not have a clear concept of what a sales revenue of 2.683 billion yuan truly means, or how many people’s interests are involved behind this figure. Now, please follow our reporters as we together understand the significance behind the number 2.683 billion yuan.”

As Sun Junyi’s voice faded, the screen switched to a factory production line. Hundreds of workers on the entire line were intensely and orderly carrying out production work. Large numbers of palm-sized circuit boards were being produced on the line and transported by conveyor belts to subsequent workers for assembly.

The shots moved, and a female reporter moved against the direction of the camera, gradually appearing in the frame, then stood still in front of the camera with a microphone.

“Hello, viewers. It is currently 4:30 AM Yanjing time, and we are in Workshop 1 of Shenzhen Technology Co., Ltd. In this workshop, there are a total of three production lines running at full capacity 24 hours a day without interruption. What exactly are the products they are manufacturing? Let’s go to the other end of the production line to take a look.”

The shots followed the female Host. At the other end of the production line, the circuit boards had already been assembled into brand new Repeaters, which workers were performing final quality checks and packaging on.

The female Host picked up one of the Repeaters that had just come off the line and said to the camera, “In my hand is a newly produced SmartReach Repeater. Two months ago, two of SmartReach’s three Repeater production lines had been routinely shut down, and the remaining single production line operated for less than eight hours a day. The closure of two production lines led to many lay offs in SmartReach’s Repeater production workshop, with only over one hundred remaining vigorously trying to maintain half-capacity production on one line.”

At this point, the female Host changed her tone and continued, “However, one month ago, SmartReach successively re-hired nearly one thousand workers in a short period. Not only were all three Repeater production lines reopened, but these three lines also entered a state of 7x24-hour uninterrupted production. Over one thousand workers operate in three shifts, ensuring the equipment never rests even when people do. What caused such a big change in SmartReach’s Repeater business? Let’s interview Director Li Bin of SmartReach Technology Co., Ltd.’s Production Department.”

At this moment, a middle-aged man with a somewhat nervous expression appeared next to the female Host. The Host held the microphone to his mouth and asked him, “Director Li, could you please tell the viewers why the situation of SmartReach’s Repeater business changed so much in such a short time?”

The middle-aged man, referred to as Director Li, spoke very fluently despite his nervous demeanor: “Our SmartReach Repeater business began to meet with a cold reception at the beginning of this year. Market sales declined severely. Given the sluggish market sales and decreasing product profits, our company could only passively and gradually reduce production and lay off workers. In May of this year, our Repeater business, from its previous peak of three lines, three shifts—meaning three production lines operating in three shifts—dropped to its lowest point of one line, one shift. Production capacity dropped to one-tenth of what it once was, and lay offs reached 85 percent.”

“However, after entering June, our company participated in Taobao’s Summer Brand Day promotional event. As soon as the event launched, our pre-sales volume grew rapidly, so we immediately adjusted our production capacity, returning to the peak level of three lines, three shifts. The entire Repeater business re-added nearly one thousand job opportunities. Currently, our company is accelerating the construction of two new production lines, expected to commence operation in September this year. At that time, our production capacity will increase by at least 60 percent, adding over eight hundred new job opportunities.”

The Host said with a surprised expression, “Such a huge difference! Could you disclose to us how many SmartReach Repeaters were sold in total on Taobao’s Brand Day?”

Director Li replied, “Counting pre-sales and the Brand Day itself, our sales exceeded six hundred thousand units.”

“Wow, six hundred thousand! That number is indeed astonishing!”

Director Li nodded, “Our SmartReach Repeater was the dual champion in sales volume and total sales revenue for this Taobao Summer Brand Day. Moreover, after the Brand Day, we still have daily sales of about twenty thousand units on Taobao. Although sales are gradually decreasing now, we believe that during the back-to-school period in late August and early September, we will welcome a new peak period.”

The Host then asked, “You mentioned earlier that you encountered the Taobao Brand Day event in June. I’d like to ask, what was SmartReach Repeater’s sales volume in May?”

Director Li said, “Our national monthly sales in May had just reached eighty thousand units, with inventory and Dealer returns pressure of over four hundred thousand units, while the total national Repeater market sales in May exceeded one million units.”

The Host asked, shocked, “Such large inventory and return pressure must have caused significant trouble for the company, right?”

Director Li nodded, sighing, “If it weren’t for opening up sales channels on Taobao, SmartReach had planned to completely cease its Repeater business this year. If it had truly stopped, the company’s loss would have amounted to hundreds of millions of yuan, and at least two thousand job opportunities would have been lost…”

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang, who was watching TV with a cigar in his mouth, his eyes brightened. He clicked his tongue and exclaimed, “Putting in so much effort for this setup, CCTV is truly Li Mu’s ‘CCTV Mom’!”





Chapter 751: Li Mu’s CCTV (Part 2)

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t understand.

“Didn’t they say they were interviewing Li Mu? They went all the way to Shenzhen, expended so much effort, just to interview a production manager at a factory? What was the point of that? Where was Li Mu? My Li Mu? I didn’t want to see anyone else on TV besides him.”

Just as she was feeling frustrated, her father suddenly sighed, catching Zhao Ziqiu by surprise.

“Dad, they didn’t even mention Li Mu’s name or show his face. How is CCTV acting like his doting mother?”

Zhao Xianliang shook his head helplessly, pointing at the TV. “Girls who study humanities always look at problems so superficially.”

With that, Zhao Xianliang continued, “CCTV is presenting facts and reasoning to the entire nation. By first thoroughly showcasing Taobao’s tangible influence, it’s far more effective than just pulling Li Mu out and asking him a few dry questions. How would the audience understand economics and theory? They need to be shown directly how Taobao helped an enterprise rebound and how Taobao created more employment opportunities for society.”

Zhao Xianliang’s business acumen was so sharp that he could almost be called an old fox. He quickly discerned CCTV’s painstaking efforts in this report.

After all, Li Mu was too outstanding, and his achievements too astonishing. However, ordinary people might not fully grasp the extent of this excellence.

In such circumstances, if they were to simply report on Li Mu directly, it would be difficult for the audience to truly realize Li Mu’s actual stature. That’s why CCTV adopted this method of achieving a goal through unconventional means, first to build buzz, then to lay the foundation, by using facts to build a high platform to generate widespread anticipation. Only then would Li Mu appear on this high platform, and in doing so, no one would underestimate his influence.

This is like introducing a mountaineer who summited Mount Everest to someone unfamiliar with Mount Everest. If you immediately tell them the mountaineer successfully summited Mount Everest, they certainly wouldn’t find it particularly impressive.

Even if you tell them Mount Everest’s altitude is as high as 8,848 meters, they might not appreciate what the number 8,848 truly signifies or the immense weight it carries. They’d just think, “Over eight thousand meters, that’s like the distance from my house to [some place]. It sounds a bit impressive, but if I grit my teeth, maybe I could do it too.”

However, if you first use incredibly impactful videos and documentary materials to thoroughly educate them on how difficult, arduous, unknown, and dangerous Mount Everest truly is, and only after doing all that, let the mountaineer simply make a brief appearance, it would be enough to inspire admiration in everyone.

Zhao Ziqiu, beside him, tilted her head in thought, then gently nodded. “Dad, what you said seems to make some sense.”

Zhao Xianliang sighed and pointed at the TV. “I told you long ago to study finance, but you wouldn’t listen, insisting on studying Chinese! Keep watching.”

The TV screen switched back to the studio. Beside Sun Junyi, an elderly man, around sixty years old, suddenly appeared. Sun Junyi introduced him, “Today, we have invited Professor Qian Jin, director of the China Economic Research Center at Yanjing University and a doctoral supervisor, to our studio. Hello, Professor Qian.”

The camera cut to a shot directly facing Professor Qian. Professor Qian nodded slightly to Sun Junyi and said, “Hello, Host.”

Sun Junyi then asked Qian Jin, “Professor Qian, from the short film we just watched, a single website generated six hundred thousand units in sales for a Repeater company in just one day. I have a set of data here: the total national sales of Repeaters in May were one million two hundred thousand units. The sales generated by one website in a single day were equivalent to the combined sales of all offline counters nationwide over half a month. What do you think this data signifies? Or what information does it reveal?”

Qian Jin thought for a moment and began, “I believe what must first be affirmed is this entirely new retail economy model: e-commerce. Taobao, as an internet retail platform, differs in nature from any traditional retail model. It’s a sales channel that can bypass physical store models and transcend geographical limitations. Its ability to attract consumers far surpasses any physical store or shopping mall. Theoretically, I see it as an e-commerce mall open right before the eyes of all consumers.”

Sun Junyi nodded and said, “I deeply resonate with that point you made. On Taobao Brand Day, I browsed Taobao myself and found that the variety of goods there is truly astounding: basic necessities of life, learning and entertainment products, home appliances, and so much more—literally everything. It truly is an e-commerce mall right before your eyes. No matter where the seller is, or where the buyer is, as long as they open a computer, they can browse all the items in the mall and place an order anytime. It’s incredibly convenient.”

Qian Jin nodded slightly in agreement, then said, “Precisely because it faces all netizens, its potential and room for imagination surpass all traditional sales channels. To be able to create nearly three billion in sales revenue in a single day—that was previously unimaginable.”

Pausing, Qian Jin continued, “While the sales of six hundred thousand Repeaters might seem incredible when viewed in isolation, once we understand Taobao’s model and advantages, and integrate it with the data we just saw—on Taobao, a company has the opportunity to directly face tens of millions of consumers. The sales figures generated in front of tens of millions of consumers are, I believe, understandable and acceptable; they are entirely reasonable.”

“Moreover, the sales figure of six hundred thousand units, which is merely a number to us, carries immense significance for an enterprise. Firstly, the most direct impact is profit; selling six hundred thousand products provides a very substantial profit margin for the company. Secondly, generating over one hundred million in sales revenue will concurrently create tens of millions level of tax revenue for the government. Thirdly, it creates thousands of job opportunities, and will also drive sales throughout the entire supply chain of Repeater production. This effect is extremely positive for the enterprise, for society, and even for the national economy as a whole.”

Sun Junyi said, “Professor Qian, Taobao, as a new sales channel, its achievement has opened up new possibilities for the domestic retail market. As you just mentioned, it differs from traditional sales models and caters to tens of millions of netizens. So, I would like to ask, what do you believe Taobao’s future development prospects will be? Will a daily sales revenue of two point six eight three billion be a flash in the pan?”

Qian Jin smiled faintly and said, “Let’s put e-commerce aside for a moment and look at the development of the entire internet. In recent years, the internet both domestically and globally has developed exceptionally fast. The internet bubble only affected some companies that heavily hyped their concepts, but it didn’t impact the overall growth and expansion of the internet itself. The number of netizens in China is continuously increasing; this is an industry dividend. It’s not just e-commerce; I believe that in this general environment, any internet innovation model will have significant room for development.”

At this point, Qian Jin concluded, “In summary, I personally am very optimistic about Taobao’s future development prospects. A daily sales revenue of two point six eight three billion, in my opinion, is by no means a flash in the pan; it will only get higher in the future.”

…

Ten minutes passed. The program continued to analyze Taobao’s role in promoting the social economy from the perspective of participating enterprises. Economist Professor Qian Jin also lavishly praised the positive impact of Taobao. With less than five minutes left in the program, Zhao Ziqiu and Su Yingxue, waiting in front of their TVs, still hadn’t seen a glimpse of Li Mu. Both couldn’t help but feel a little anxious.

Su Yingxue, in front of the TV, felt a surge of impatience.

She could tell why CCTV was delaying its report on Li Mu, and she also knew it would be greatly beneficial for him. However, seeing her parents beside her starting to lose interest, Su Yingxue genuinely worried that her father, who neither understood nor cared much about the internet, would get restless and leave.

At the same time, Wei Lan watched the TV with keen interest, her expression a mix of delight and a touch of awe. Before meeting Li Mu, she had never imagined that she would find herself looking up to a young man six or seven years her junior. What’s more, it was almost certain that, by his side, the aura she once possessed had faded to the point of being almost entirely colorless.

Even thinking about the next three years, living in the shadow of Li Mu’s brilliance, so dazzling she couldn’t open her eyes, feeling self-conscious in his presence—Wei Lan, far from feeling despair, was instead filled with a unique sense of anticipation.

Realizing that most of the program time had passed, Wei Lan murmured to herself, “You really are a monster. Even CCTV caters to you like this. In the next three years, I truly don’t know what heights you’ll reach.”

Wei Lan recalled Li Mu making several calls to different women on the way to his exclusive interview that day, and their relationships sounded rather unusual. She couldn’t help but sigh softly, mumbling, “It’s just that your female confidantes seem to be a bit too numerous…”

In the final few minutes of the program, the reporter visited Taobao, showing the audience the internal workings of the company and interviewing several core leaders, the most crucial of whom was Liu Qiangdong.

As the interview began, the reporter asked Liu Qiangdong, “General Manager Liu, Taobao has achieved such remarkable results in its first half-year since launch. So, I’d like to ask, what is Taobao’s direction for development in the coming period?”

Liu Qiangdong replied, “Taobao’s future development direction is to continue making our platform larger and more comprehensive. At the same time, we’ve invested a significant amount of funds to set up our own logistics system, striving to improve Taobao’s logistics turnover efficiency. Moving forward, not only will we collaborate with more enterprises, but Taobao will also welcome, encourage, and support more small and medium-sized sellers to join Taobao.”

The reporter then asked, “General Manager Liu, after creating a new landscape in the domestic e-commerce sector, Taobao will undoubtedly push e-commerce to the forefront of the current internet boom. So, I would like to ask, as a newly established internet company, how will Taobao, having gotten a head start, establish and consolidate its leading advantage in the industry in the future?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled faintly, full of confidence, and said, “While Taobao is a new company, our advantage in the internet industry is far more than just getting a head start on others. We also have two sister companies providing strong support behind us.”

The reporter nodded slightly and said, “General Manager Liu, I believe many viewers in front of their televisions are not fully aware of Taobao’s deeper information. Could you please disclose to our audience friends who Taobao’s two sister companies are? And what is their relationship with Taobao?”

Liu Qiangdong smiled enigmatically and said, “Taobao’s two sister companies are Alipay and Muye Technology. As for their relationship with Taobao…”

Here, Liu Qiangdong deliberately paused for a moment before smiling and saying, “In fact, these three companies are from the same capital origin.”

The Host smiled and asked, “General Manager Liu, many viewers might not understand your explanation. What exactly does ‘from the same capital origin’ mean?”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled, waving a hand. “Then I’ll put it simply: these three companies all have the same boss behind them!”

Liu Qiangdong’s casual remark was utterly shocking to the viewers in front of their televisions!

The preceding twelve minutes or so of the program had almost entirely been dedicated to highlighting Taobao’s strengths. Just as the audience was filled with awe for Taobao, Liu Qiangdong’s single sentence revealed an even more astonishing piece of information! Taobao and Alipay, and even Muye Technology, actually had the same boss!

This sentence practically stunned the entire nation’s audience watching the program!

After all, while Taobao had only recently risen to prominence, Muye Technology was currently the internet company with the greatest influence nationwide. Its YY messenger, Tieba, and Happy Farm were products used by almost everyone. People had originally been very curious about Muye Technology’s boss, but they never expected that Muye Technology and Taobao would actually have the same boss! If the market values of these two companies were combined, heavens, wouldn’t it be over ten billion? Who possessed such incredible capability to create two such enormous internet companies in such a short time?

Immediately, the utterly astonished audience instantly caught onto a crucial detail they had instinctively overlooked!

And what about Alipay! Alipay, Muye Technology, and Taobao also all had the same boss. But wasn’t Alipay developed by the 3321 Charity Aid Network before? If I recall correctly, its founder should have been Li Mu, that student from Renmin University, right?

So now the question arose! Did Li Mu sell Alipay, or was Li Mu himself the mastermind behind Alipay, Taobao, and Muye Technology?!

Just as the entire nation’s audience was impatiently waiting for more detailed information, the female reporter smiled and thanked Liu Qiangdong for the interview, and then the screen immediately switched back to the studio.

Sun Junyi, with a broad smile, said, “I believe viewers in front of their televisions are now extremely eager to know who the boss of Taobao, Alipay, and Muye Technology truly is. So please tune in to ‘Face to Face,’ airing tonight at 9:30 PM simultaneously on CCTV-1 and the News Channel…”

Just as the entire nation’s audience realized Sun Junyi was deliberately playing coy and were about to curse, Sun Junyi’s expression suddenly turned serious, and he said with exceptional earnestness, “In this episode of ‘Face to Face,’ CCTV will take you into the world of ‘The Internet Prodigy — Li Mu’ and his legendary story!”

That single sentence, like a sudden cannonball, completely detonated the emotions of the national audience!

As the entire nation watched, utterly shocked, dumbfounded, and even exclaiming aloud in front of their televisions, Sun Junyi looked at Professor Qian Jin and politely said, “Thank you for coming today, Professor Qian… To all our viewers, we’ll see you in the next episode!”





Chapter 752: Completely Popular

Sun Junyi’s words: “Internet Prodigy—Li Mu and his legendary story,” instantly ignited the otherwise ordinary evening.

Although he didn’t explicitly state that Li Mu was the behind-the-scenes boss of Taobao, Alipay, and Muye Technology, any viewer with a bit of intelligence could immediately piece it together.

Whether they knew Li Mu or not, everyone sitting in front of their televisions at that moment felt immense waves crashing in their hearts.

Su Yingxue’s father, Su Weimin, sat dumbfounded on the sofa for five seconds. When the ending credits of Focus Interview began to roll, he finally reacted, springing to his feet and turning to ask Su Yingxue, who was sitting on the sofa: “Li Mu, the Li Mu on TV, is that… that…”

Overwhelmed with excitement, Su Weimin even stammered at the crucial moment.

His wife, Fang Min, also covered her mouth with one hand, her eyes wide. She looked from herself to her daughter, unsure what to say or ask.

Su Yingxue’s heart was also pounding. Facing her stammering father, she said, “The Li Mu on TV is the Li Mu you know.”

“How could this be…?” Although Su Weimin had already realized it, he still looked completely disbelieving. He felt as if he were caught in an absurd dream; a twenty-year-old young man, who had only just graduated high school last year and left the fifth-tier city of Haizhou to attend university, had become the ‘Internet Prodigy’ mentioned by CCTV in just over a year?!

Su Yingxue looked at her stunned father, gently shook her head, and sighed: “Dad, if you always imagine him to be what you think he is, then this kind of thing will indeed seem very unrealistic to you. But have you ever considered that it only took Li Mu a few months to build 3321 from scratch and make it famous nationwide? Just based on the 3321 project alone, you can see that he is a genius in the internet field. Calling him an Internet Prodigy is no exaggeration at all.”

Only then did Su Weimin recall 3321. His daughter was right; 3321, with its unique business model, had become famous across all university campuses in China almost overnight. Its ingenious concept and complete solution made 3321, from any perspective, a perfectly flawless idea, a truly epoch-making innovation.

Globally, educational charity funds are almost purely philanthropic endeavors, raising money from one source to subsidize students or educational causes elsewhere. Whether domestically or internationally, public or private, educational charity has never been able to break free from the constraints of being a pure expenditure.

But with 3321, what Li Mu achieved was setting universities as a dividing line, allowing university students to sell their time and knowledge to earn funds to support themselves and their families, while also contributing to the 3321 student aid fund. The funds from the student aid fund are then used to assist more high school students, enabling them to successfully enter university, and then they repeat the same process as their senior male and female students.

Receiving aid, attending university, becoming self-sufficient in university, and then aiding other groups who cannot attend university—this cycle repeats, generation after generation.

Although 3321 is a non-profit organization, at its core, it is a pure internet platform. The person capable of creating such a platform is, in themselves, an Internet Prodigy!

Similarly, someone who can create such a platform naturally has the ability to create Muye Technology and Taobao.

However, Su Weimin’s only question at the moment was: “How much are these three companies worth altogether?”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a long moment, then softly said: “Conservatively estimated, the three companies would have a valuation of over ten billion yuan. Taobao is currently very popular. Our economics professor analyzed Taobao for us yesterday in the YY Group. Taobao’s platform commission obtained on Brand Day was approximately one hundred million yuan. Assuming that in other times after Brand Day, the daily sales revenue could reach one hundred million yuan, and annual sales revenue could exceed sixty billion yuan, its valuation would reach at least ten billion yuan. This is still a conservative estimate. Capital providers hold a very optimistic attitude towards emerging products, especially those like Taobao which have a strong eye-catching effect. So, if Li Mu really takes Taobao to the capital market for fundraising, the valuation might be even higher than ten billion yuan…”

Su Weimin and Fang Min were dumbfounded, but they didn’t doubt their daughter’s words, as she herself was a student at the School of Economics, studying in the field of economics.

After a long pause, Su Weimin hesitantly asked her: “So, the market value of Li Mu’s three companies could potentially exceed twenty billion yuan?”

Su Yingxue nodded: “Within this year, it should be no problem.”

The couple stood frozen, dumbfounded. A minute later, Fang Min tentatively asked: “Is that Li Mu still pursuing you?”

Su Yingxue pursed her lips and, after a moment of hesitation, whispered: “We’re already together.”

“Oh…” Fang Min instinctively patted her chest, sighing in relief.

…

Zhao Ziqiu and her parents had long known about Li Mu’s situation, so they weren’t overly surprised by the revelation of his identity. However, Zhao Ziqiu was so moved by Sun Junyi’s final words that she danced excitedly in front of the television.

She finally understood why her father said CCTV was Li Mu’s ‘doting mother.’ Probably only a ‘doting mother’ would go to such lengths to set the stage for Li Mu’s performance. At first, she had been complaining why Li Mu hadn’t appeared yet, but after Sun Junyi uttered those words, she immediately felt her blood boil, and her whole being was almost ignited by excitement!

Zhao Xianliang, however, didn’t feel excited at this moment. When he had exclaimed that CCTV was Li Mu’s ‘doting mother,’ he hadn’t imagined this ‘doting mother’ would go to such great lengths. This was practically preparing everything for Li Mu, setting the stage and stirring up the audience’s emotions beforehand. The moment it turned 9:30 PM, Li Mu could just step out and show off in front of the entire nation.

Zhao Xianliang sighed to himself. After toiling for so many years, he had never received such treatment from CCTV; it seemed he hadn’t even gotten a tenth of the treatment Li Mu received. This kid Li Mu was truly ruthless; his ability to grab attention was immense. He was more than twice Li Mu’s age, yet the gap between them was only widening. Perhaps Li Mu would ride this momentum and surge ahead, and in just a few months, he might completely overshadow him.

Xie Yun noticed her husband’s melancholy. She gently reached out and patted his hand, comforting him with a smile: “Listen, dear, comparing yourself to others is maddening. Have you forgotten that Bill Gates is also your age?”

Zhao Xianliang was speechless instantly. After a moment of stunned silence, he let out a helpless sigh, taking his wife’s hand, and merely shook his head without speaking, but his expression was already much lighter than before.

The waves behind push the waves in front—this is an eternal truth.

…

“Lanlan, this Li Mu is going for a ‘long-awaited appearance,’ isn’t he! Your mom and I have been watching for so long, and we haven’t even seen his face yet.”

Wei Lan listened to her Dad’s amused complaining over the phone and couldn’t help but laugh herself: “That’s how you achieve the best effect! If you’re not busy, you and Mom should watch Face to Face at 9:30 PM. I was there the whole time when Li Mu recorded the show, and honestly, it was absolutely amazing! My worldview, which had been slowly developing for over twenty years, was overturned for the very first time by another person, and it was because of him.”

Wei Jun, on the other side of the ocean, couldn’t help but exclaim in surprise: “Oh my, that doesn’t sound like something my daughter would say!”

Wei Lan smiled slightly, speaking with a hint of emotion: “It’s true. After listening to his interview live, I felt that what I’ve been doing in real estate all these years is simply not up to par. All I ever thought about was how much money I could make by raising housing prices, but he, at twenty years old, is already thinking about changing the world.”

Wei Jun teased: “The way you put that, while belittling yourself, aren’t you also implicating me—this old man who’s been doing real estate for ten or twenty years?”

Wei Lan quickly explained: “Dad, that’s not what I meant.”

Wei Jun hummed, then smiled: “I know, I was just teasing you. But hearing you say that, Dad is really looking forward to the upcoming exclusive interview to see if this young man is truly as outstanding as you say.”

Wei Lan wore a charming, almost girlish, smile, assuring him: “Don’t worry, he’ll definitely leave you astonished too!”

…

Before Li Mu’s exclusive interview even aired, he had already become completely popular!

This genius university student, who had created 3321, had unexpectedly, and seemingly overnight, transformed into a domineering CEO—and for three large internet companies at that! The extent of this transformation was simply enormous!

Currently, Muye Technology hadn’t sought funding for a long time, Taobao had never raised capital, and Alipay had enormous transaction volumes every day with large sums of cash sitting in its accounts, so it hadn’t even considered fundraising. As a result, when people tried to find out how much these three companies were worth, they found it incredibly difficult to find a suitable reference point.

Someone, nobody knew who, created a ‘Li Mu Tieba’ forum, and large numbers of netizens flooded into it.

Some posted saying they would only marry Li Mu;

Some posted saying Li Mu was their guiding light in life;

Some posted saying Li Mu was a hidden ‘Second’ or ‘Third Generation,’ whose success relied on his background rather than his ability;

There were also posts saying Li Mu was the person who understood the internet best in China, that his title of Internet Prodigy was well-deserved, and that if he were a decade or so older, calling him the ‘Internet Godfather’ would be no exaggeration;

All kinds of posts and comments were diverse and varied, but more than half of the eager Tieba users’ discussions focused on one point: just how much money did Li Mu have!

Male compatriots wanted to know how much money Li Mu had, to set a goal for their own endeavors;

Female compatriots wanted to know how much money Li Mu had, to decide when to have children with Li Mu, or how many;

Some said Muye Technology was worth five billion yuan, and comments below immediately started scolding: “Are you out of your mind? How can a shabby company like this be worth five billion yuan?”

Some said Muye Technology was worth ten billion yuan, and comments below immediately started scolding: “Idiot, Muye Technology’s product line is so strong, and its ecosystem is so complete, how could it be worth only ten billion yuan?”

In short, there were all kinds of opinions, both positive and negative, in abundance.

Li Mu hadn’t paid any attention to the fact that he now had a Tieba forum. His phone, and Li Mu’s father’s and mother’s phones, had been ringing non-stop since Focus Interview aired.

Most of those calling Li Mu were his middle school and university classmates, roommates, and even teachers; while those calling Li Mu’s father and mother were relatives, friends, neighbors, and colleagues.

If the calls were from close acquaintances, Li Mu generally apologized for his prolonged concealment. Li Mu’s father and mother also explained that their son had kept them completely in the dark, and they only found out he had been quietly running his business for over a year after coming to Yanjing.

As for those less close acquaintances who called merely to try and get close or for ulterior motives, the family of three didn’t act haughtily; they exchanged all due pleasantries.

After answering calls for dozens of minutes, utterly exhausted from dealing with them, the family of three finally decided to turn off their phones. They then all collectively sighed in relief, focusing on waiting for Li Mu’s exclusive interview to air.





Chapter 753: One-Year Anniversary of Book Launch: A Chapter of Commemoration and Reflections

At this moment, my heart is filled with myriad emotions, because from January 11th, 2016, when the book was launched, until now, ‘Rebirth of the Perfect Era’ has already passed a full year!

One year, 365 days, 2.43 million words, 754 chapters. I dare not say I’ve never missed an update, but on most days, I’ve been creating very steadily and diligently.

Honestly, when I first launched the book, I never thought I could persevere for so long. I want to thank all the genuine readers for their long-standing support and favor. Without you, I might have given up writing on some physically and mentally exhausted night long ago.

Over the past year, to be frank, I really admire myself. As a low-ranking internet industry professional, amidst constant overtime and endless messy affairs, I still managed to write over 2.4 million words in a year. I truly think this is incredibly impressive.

I remember when the book first started to gain traction, I consistently updated four chapters every day for a long time. At that time, I utilized every bit of time I could. Not only did I burn the midnight oil every night, I even specifically bought an ultrathin laptop so I could hide in an empty cubicle at the company during lunch breaks and write for an hour.

Of course, all the effort I paid was well worth it. Half of this book’s Alliance Leaders emerged during that period.

Later, I also wanted to recapture that drive and state, but as work grew increasingly busy, I couldn’t get off work before eight o’clock daily, and Saturday overtime also became regular. I simply lacked the fundamental conditions for continuous bursts of updates. As a result, I still owe new Alliance Leader [Qu Ritien] extra chapters. Even while ensuring two chapters a day, or at least six thousand words of updates, the desire to repay that debt has become overwhelming, and I feel truly sorry.

I often see friends leaving comments in the comments section, suggesting I quit my job and write full-time. I admit that my writing income has far exceeded my salary income, but to quit after seeing just a little bit of success with my first book—that’s something I can’t quite convince myself to do right now. Besides, I don’t know what life as a full-time writer is truly like. Would writing every day and having less contact with people be too monotonous? If I stopped going to work and just wrote at home every day, I’m afraid I might not be able to adapt.

However, I’m also thinking that if my success can be maintained in 2017, or even improve further, perhaps I could find a more relaxed job – working eight hours a day, five days a week. Just thinking about that makes me feel happy.

I’m not very good at being emotional/sentimental. Since this book was launched, apart from Qidian’s routine on-shelf remarks and featured recommendation remarks, I haven’t published a single chapter asking for votes, subscriptions, or rewards. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just that I’m not good at saying things that incite others to help, and I don’t want to make things too overthink. So, I can only make a few casual remarks at the end of chapters. The reason I’m opening this special chapter today is for the one-year anniversary. I feel that I should leave something behind for myself and for this book’s past year.

On this one-year anniversary of the book’s launch, I once again sincerely thank editor Yisuo from Qidian. You are this book’s patron/mentor, and my patron/mentor. Even when Qidian was about to reorganize into groups, and you were no longer going to manage urban genre works yourself, you still wholeheartedly provided me with guidance and advice, and had long discussions with me about story structure and plot settings. I will never forget this kindness!

Of course, I also want to thank Boss Hushu from the Urban Workplace Group, and editor Fanfan. Thank you for your continued nurturing!

Finally, I thank all readers who support the original work. Every one of your subscriptions is the fundamental driving force that has brought me here today and will continue to propel me forward. I hope my dear readers can try their best to support the original. The total monthly subscription for all my updates is only the price of a pack of cheap cigarettes, which you can consider as sending me a can of Red Bull for my late-night writing sessions.

On this one-year anniversary, thank you everyone, thank you! Bows The road ahead is long; I look forward to continuing to walk alongside you all! Bows





Chapter 753: Internet Prodigy (Part 1)

At 9:30 PM, the CCTV program Face to Face (CCTV program) officially began broadcasting on CCTV-1 and the News Channel.

After the usual opening credits, Sun Junyi’s narration began:

“He founded the 3321 Platform tutor website, which has been called the ‘Second Phase of Project Hope’. In less than a year, it has assisted and provided Financial aid to millions of university students and high school students, yet he himself has taken nothing.”

At this point, a clip suddenly appeared of Li Mu, as the founder of 3321 Platform, being interviewed by Focus Interview last year. In the clip, Li Mu confidently said, “3321 Platform for me is a purely charitable aid platform. Whether in the past, present, or future, as long as 3321 Platform exists for a single day, it will never consider profit as its development goal.”

Next, Sun Junyi’s narration continued: “To better serve the university students who work as tutors on the 3321 Platform, he spearheaded the development of Alipay, an online payment tool that now boasts tens of millions of users.”

The scene switched back to a previous clip of Li Mu being interviewed by Focus Interview. In the clip, Li Mu told the Host: “3321 Platform is a way to connect through online to offline services. It allows me to move offline services online for sales. However, we still need to perfect a payment issue. If payments can also be completed online, 3321 Platform users will find it even more convenient…”

Sun Junyi’s narration continued: “In a single year, he sequentially founded Muye Technology, Alipay, and Taobao, leaping to become the well-deserved leader of China’s Internet industry at the age of 20.”

The scene changed to a short clip of Li Mu’s current interview. Li Mu, sitting in the office of Taobao’s Yanjing warehousing bases, said with a smile: “I think this is just the beginning. If the Internet is a starry expanse for the future waiting for me to conquer, then I can only say I’ve just finished building the ship, nothing more.”

The narration switched again:

“The YY, Tieba, and Happy Farm he founded each have over one hundred million registered users and tens of millions of daily active users;

The Alipay he founded has enabled safe and secure online payment for tens of millions of Internet users;

The Taobao he founded, launched just a few months ago, created the miracle of 2.683 billion in daily sales revenue;

He invested five hundred million to build the best express delivery logistics nationwide;

He is a current university student;

He is 20 years old this year…

What unknown magical qualities does he possess?

In this episode of Face to Face (CCTV program), Sun Junyi brings you closer to the Internet Prodigy — Li Mu, and his legendary story!”

The mixed-cut trailer was captivating. A series of parallel sentences starting with “He” completely galvanized the audience’s anticipation.

Immediately after, the scene switched to a very ordinary office. The camera filmed two very ordinary chairs from above, then the camera angle changed, showing Sun Junyi and Li Mu sitting in them.

Sun Junyi smiled and said to Li Mu: “Hello, Li Mu.”

Li Mu in the picture was dressed in clean and refreshing casual clothes. His hair was deliberately styled with wax to be somewhat casual yet cool and handsome. He looked not only full of youthful vigor but also somewhat scholarly. The overall impression he gave was no less impressive than the popular young idols of ten years later, drawing countless screams from viewers in front of their televisions.

At this moment, Li Mu nodded humbly and politely to Sun Junyi, saying, “Hello, Host.”

Sun Junyi said: “It’s a great pleasure and honor that you are able to accept our exclusive interview for Face to Face (CCTV program). I believe the audience in front of their televisions are no strangers to you. More than half a year ago, several programs on our channel interviewed you because of 3321 Platform which you founded.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling slightly as he responded, “I am also very honored to receive an invitation from Face to Face (CCTV program).”

Sun Junyi said: “I imagine that at this very moment, the audience in front of their televisions must be extremely surprised. Because in everyone’s eyes, you should be the most famous high-achieving student from Renmin University of China, the genius young man who created 3321 Platform and brought immense change to countless struggling students. But, all of a sudden, you’ve become the founder of three large Internet companies. This transformation might be difficult for the national audience to accept for a while.”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said humbly, “I am just one of the tens of millions of young people who love the Internet. I truly dare not accept the title of genius.”

Sun Junyi nodded and said with a smile: “At the very beginning of today’s interview, I would like to ask you a question on behalf of all our national viewers.”

“Please go ahead.”

“Muye Technology and Taobao are both leaders in China’s Internet sector. As their founder, why have you chosen to be so low-key?”

Li Mu pondered for a moment, then replied with a smile: “It’s not that I deliberately chose to be low-key. It’s just that all ventures have different stages, especially the initial entrepreneurial phase, which requires one to settle down and focus intently on solidifying the foundation. Whether it’s Muye Technology, Alipay, or Taobao, the longest-established of these three companies is only one year old. In my opinion, they are all still in the accumulation phase, so my time and energy have been focused on company development. This naturally makes me seem a bit low-key.”

Sun Junyi nodded, smiling, and said: “These past few days, the entire country has been discussing Taobao, this e-commerce website that has created a sales miracle. I would like to ask you, as the founder, were you shocked by Taobao Brand Day’s 2.683 billion sales revenue?”

Li Mu shook his head with a calm expression, sincerely saying, “To be honest, from the perspective of the amount, I wasn’t shocked. What shocked me instead was everyone’s attitude towards this amount. Before this, I never thought Taobao Brand Day would generate such a strong social reaction.”

Sun Junyi said in surprise: “You mean a daily sales revenue of 2.683 billion causes you no surprise at all?”

Li Mu nodded very earnestly: “Not at all surprised. Since we’re building a platform, we must naturally have a thorough understanding of it. So in my view, this amount is entirely reasonable.”

At this point, Li Mu continued with a faint smile: “This Brand Day was just an experiment. Because Taobao has just started, and everyone is just beginning to accept the e-commerce consumption model, and also because we were always concerned about the insufficient capacity of the last-mile delivery for e-commerce. So for this Brand Day, we can say that the entire Brand Day event was conducted with restraint. Aside from the companies we initially negotiated with, many other companies subsequently wanted to participate, but due to our cautious consideration of the last-mile aspect, we rejected them all.”

Sun Junyi asked Li Mu: “Which links do you refer to as the last-mile aspects?”

Li Mu said: “Logistics and delivery. Once e-commerce involves the transaction of physical goods, it will inevitably involve logistics and delivery. We cannot just sell online without restraint; we must also consider how to deliver the goods to the users’ hands promptly and safely after the sale. The last-mile aspect may seem insignificant, but it plays the most crucial supporting role. Therefore, there needs to be a balance between sales volume and the support of the last-mile.”

Sun Junyi then asked: “What exactly kind of balance are you talking about?”

Li Mu chuckled: “My parents worked in the coal mining system for half their lives, so let’s use a coal mine as an analogy. In an underground mine, you need to excavate horizontal tunnels to reach various working faces. When doing engineering, everyone hopes for faster progress, but the factor determining this speed is not the vanguard excavation, but the backend support.

The tunneling team is at the front, and the bolt-and-spray support team is behind them. The bolt-and-spray support team must promptly reinforce the roof of the newly excavated tunnels with rock bolts, install anchoring mesh, and spray shotcrete to form a solid reinforced concrete protective net overhead, preventing collapsed roofs. So their speed must keep up. If there are dozens of meters of tunnels without bolt-and-spray support, not only is the front excavation team in grave danger, but the entire project could face a fatal threat.

Therefore, the progress of the entire project is not determined by the leading excavation team, but by the last-mile aspect ensuring support. There must be a balance between the excavation speed and the strength of the support to achieve maximum efficiency while ensuring safety. This is also the fundamental development principle that Taobao is currently adhering to.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then continued: “For e-commerce, last-mile logistics and delivery are extremely important, akin to the bolt-and-spray support in a mine, and their significance is particularly great. Although Taobao is preparing to build its own logistics, Rome wasn’t built in a day. So I only controlled the sales volume of Brand Day based on the existing logistics transport capacity, thereby artificially interfering with and limiting the sales revenue of Brand Day; it was not fully unleashed. The facts have also proven that our caution was entirely correct, because on Brand Day, several private express delivery companies stopped accepting parcels. If our initial estimate had been even slightly more optimistic, it could have caused a disaster.”

Sun Junyi nodded and said: “Regarding the matter of several private express delivery companies suspending parcel collection during Brand Day, our station has inquired with relevant departments. They should already be investigating and the results should be announced soon.”

Then, Sun Junyi added: “As you just mentioned, Taobao should currently be in a phase where it hasn’t fully unleashed its potential. Can you estimate Taobao’s potential for growth if the logistics and delivery segment can be maximally satisfied? If you were to hold another Brand Day, what do you think the 24-hour sales revenue could reach?”

Li Mu adjusted his sitting posture, extended a finger, and said with extreme confidence: “If we hold another Brand Day next year, my goal is at least ten billion.”

Sun Junyi was startled by Li Mu’s ten billion figure.

Li Mu, however, smiled calmly and said with full confidence: “Taobao, as an online platform, can handle an enormous amount of order data. With Taobao’s current overall technical architecture and data processing capabilities, it could even handle ten billion in a single day. Ten billion orders for us are just strings of data and code, but if converted into goods, it would probably be over one hundred million items. Given our existing logistics transport capacity, completing the transportation of over one hundred million parcels in a short time while ensuring timeliness is an impossible task.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s expression also grew excited, and he earnestly said: “We have already invested five hundred million in cash to build our own logistics system, specifically to fully support the last-mile demands of the entire Taobao and even the entire e-commerce sector. If this goal is achieved, we will not only be able to increase Taobao’s completed transactions but also create at least tens of thousands of logistics jobs. Therefore, logistics is also our top priority for the next stage of development!”

Li Mu’s five hundred million in cash was already poised in the account, ready to be deployed. The reason he hadn’t acted immediately was to leverage the public attention generated by Taobao to secure some bonuses. So, he had to send a signal to the entire society, especially to the leadership, via CCTV: logistics is crucial for Taobao. If the leaders hope Taobao plays an important role in driving domestic demand, they must provide sufficient support and guarantees for Taobao’s logistics.

Of course, taking the opportunity to pin the blame on Mr. Ma in front of the nationwide audience was also very necessary.





Chapter 754: Internet Prodigy (Part 2)

At this moment, Mr. Ma watched Li Mu’s exclusive interview on TV with a livid face. Honestly, he didn’t want to see Li Mu so arrogantly winning the nation’s trust and admiration nationwide.

However, Letao had already completed all preparations before its launch. He knew that he had failed to ambush Li Mu in the logistics battle, so he had to compete against Li Mu on the main battlefield. Therefore, he had to analyze what Li Mu said on TV, what information he revealed, and what signals he sent, and then evaluate the social impact of this interview.

Since Letao was already prepared, it was impossible for it to rot in the dockyard. The key was when it would be launched. If launched too early, it might sink as soon as it touched water; if too late, it might not even break through the First Island Chain, let alone achieve the starry expanse for the future.

After seeing the opening credits of Face to Face, Mr. Ma had the same thought as Zhao Xianliang: CCTV was truly Li Mu’s doting mother, going to great lengths to build him up.

Li Mu was also excellent at playing the part. His speech and demeanor were relaxed and natural, humble and low-key, yet everywhere exuded a domineering aura and spirit completely unlike his slightly youthful face. Although Mr. Ma was utterly unwilling to accept it, he had to admit that after this interview, Li Mu was bound to become a national idol. His personal aura was simply too dazzling.

Originally, Mr. Ma was merely lamenting the strength of his opponent, but he didn’t expect that in the blink of an eye, Li Mu would shaft him again.

The matter of his company’s three express delivery companies deliberately hampering Taobao and attempting to undermine Taobao’s Brand Day had already been exposed by Liu Qiangdong on TV. Now, all three express delivery companies were under investigation, and he didn’t know how to respond. Yet, today Li Mu personally delivered another blow on TV.

Li Mu’s blow was far more severe than Liu Qiangdong’s. The two of them were not in the same league right now. After Li Mu said these words on TV today, it was estimated that the relevant authorities would investigate the three express delivery companies’ violations even more rigorously tomorrow.

At this moment, Mr. Ma was truly drained. Being an opponent of someone like Li Mu was truly too painful. Li Mu had all sorts of ways to attack him, and he would never let go of any opportunity to do so.

Just as Mr. Ma’s emotions were running high, on the TV screen, Sun Junyi said, “We’ve talked so much about Brand Day, but personally, I’d like to push the timeline back even further.”

Li Mu nodded slightly.

Sun Junyi continued, “The internet has only been on the rise in China for a few years, and you are only twenty years old this year. So, how old were you when you first encountered the internet?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Around fifteen years old.”

Sun Junyi then asked, “What kind of opportunity led you to encounter the internet?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Internet cafes. Actually, back then in my hometown of Haizhou, there weren’t any true internet cafes. They were all computer rooms set up in homes, with only five or six computers at most.”

Li Mu wanted to elaborate on this topic, so he continued, “Even now, only a very small number of households in the country have home computers and internet access. For a child from a working-class family like mine, the only opportunity to access the internet was basically the internet cafe.”

“It wasn’t easy to get online back then. For one, I didn’t have much pocket money, and for another, I had to hide from my parents. My parents considered computers, games, and the internet to be vicious beasts like wolves, tigers, and leopards, strictly forbidding me from touching them. Fortunately, I was a little rebellious and always tried every possible way to sneak off to internet cafes to get online.”

Sun Junyi interjected, nodding, “Parents are indeed quite tense and worried about internet cafes. I think this wasn’t just true for you, but for most teenagers as well.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Everything has two sides. Before I was in the third grade of elementary school, my parents worried that I wouldn’t look both ways when crossing the street, so no matter how busy they were, one of them would always be responsible for picking me up and dropping me off at school. But once I got a little older and understood how to obey rules and protect myself while walking, they no longer worried about me going to and from school alone.”

“Cars can be deadly, but after I turned ten, my parents felt that I had the ability to protect myself from them. Computers and the internet are just a machine and a virtual world, yet until I was fifteen, my parents still felt that I couldn’t protect myself from them, and thus strictly demanded that I completely isolate myself from them. I think this is a very serious double standard, showing obvious bias.”

Li Mu’s words brought tears to the eyes of all teenagers watching on TV, and at the same time, made all parents question their own views and actions for the first time.

Then, Li Mu added, “I don’t deny that computers and the internet contain some negative information, but what’s undeniable is their unparalleled contribution and value to human society. If all parents overcorrect in this regard with teenagers, it will stifle the passion of China’s younger generation for the internet, and thus stifle the development process of the entire Chinese internet.”

“If there were no internet, or if I hadn’t come into contact with the internet, it’s very likely that I wouldn’t be sitting here today, but rather studying diligently in the campuses of Tsinghua University or Peking University.”

“I would spend four mediocre years in college, using the money my parents fought to the death to earn. After graduating, I would pass the civil service exam or enter a state-owned enterprise, living a life that’s neither rich nor poor.”

“The 3321 Program that helps a million students might not exist.”

“Muye Technology might not exist.”

“Alipay might not exist.”

“Taobao might not exist either…”

At this point, Li Mu’s emotions became slightly agitated, and he continued passionately, “At that time, this ‘Li Mu’ that everyone is paying attention to today might still be laboring and rushing for a living in the fiercely competitive city of Yanjing in his middle age.”

“At that time, no matter how hard he tried, he might not be able to own a place of his own in Yanjing, this international metropolis.”

“At that time, as he aged, he might become increasingly decadent and wasted, until finally, his edges were smoothed by time, and his spirit was corroded by age, willingly becoming one of the countless numb groups in society.”

“At that time, where would there be any so-called ‘Internet Prodigy’? Perhaps on a night when he drank too much, this illusory halo would appear like a flash in the pan in his dream, allowing him to find a tiny sense of success for a brief moment in his dream, only to wake up and realize that everything in the dream was merely dust in the wind, a painful, empty dream that leaves one feeling even worse after waking!”

After saying all this, Li Mu’s expression carried a pervasive melancholy, incompatible with his age, making it difficult for others to guess his thoughts.

Across from him, Sun Junyi, who was much older and more experienced, was so shocked by Li Mu’s words that he was dumbfounded in front of the cameras.

At this moment, countless people sitting in front of their televisions were profoundly shaken, just like Sun Junyi. Every word and every phrase from Li Mu continuously roared in their hearts like violent summer thunderclaps!

Even Wei Lan, who had been similarly shaken by Li Mu at the scene, was now sitting on the tatami, holding her knees tightly, her delicate chin resting between her knees as tears silently streamed down her face.

Beside the TV, a video recorder’s green indicator light was constantly blinking. Wei Lan had prepared it in advance before the program began. She wanted to record Li Mu’s interview. If CCTV didn’t cut out this segment that day, and if there was a suitable opportunity someday in the future, she would replay the entire recording for Li Mu, then pause it at that moment and tell him that it was from this exact moment that she had wholeheartedly fallen in love with him, like a moth to a flame…

And the national audience at this moment did not have a remote control.

After a brief pause, disregarding the extreme shock in their hearts, Sun Junyi in the TV sighed lightly and said, “Your words fill me with shame. Before today, like the parents you described, I regarded the internet as a vicious beast, unwilling to let my child come into contact with it. It seems our way of thinking as parents is still too rigid.”

Li Mu nodded, his own emotions having calmed down. He said, “The internet will undoubtedly be a major innovation that will drive the development of human society and change human lifestyles. I personally hope that society can properly regard the role of the internet, realize its future potential in its early stages, thereby changing everyone’s inherent perception of the internet, and increasing our investment in internet software and hardware. As for myself, I am willing to devote myself entirely, even sacrificing my life, to promote the development of China’s internet.”

Li Mu hoped to awaken people’s awareness of the internet’s importance. Part of it was indeed selfish; he hoped that the internet would develop rapidly and the netizen population would grow quickly, so that his own enterprises and products would have greater room for future development. But more than that, it was his passion for the internet and his sense of mission.

After 2010, China’s internet gradually saw the emergence of several world-class internet companies. Tencent and Alibaba were behemoths with market values of two hundred billion US dollars. However, both of these companies rose by relying on China’s massive demographic bonus, and their influence in the international internet industry was not particularly large.

Tencent’s two core products primarily served to connect Chinese people with Chinese people, or rather, Chinese people with Chinese people. At a higher level, they connected people from other countries with Chinese people. But would people from other countries use its products as solutions for connecting with people from other countries? No.

Mr. Ma, by getting involved in the B2B market for small and medium-sized enterprises and maximizing the bonus from WTO, was able to gain significant international influence. However, the root still depended on the Chinese market and its population. He wanted to sell things made by Chinese people to Chinese people, and also sell things made by Chinese people to people in other countries. Later, he also hoped to sell things from other countries to Chinese people. He was already masterful at this.

But what if he were to truly build a global enterprise, selling things made in other countries to people in other countries? In this regard, he would never be able to compete with Amazon, and he was very smart, never attempting such a thing.

However, Li Mu was different from them. He wanted to try, and he was eager to try. But he alone did not possess such strength. He wanted China’s internet enterprises to truly go global. First, China needed to have a larger and more advanced internet breeding ground. If domestic internet companies waited until after 2005 to catch up, they would basically only be picking up others’ crumbs.

He wanted China’s internet industry to start its global comeback in 2002!





Chapter 755: Internet Prodigy (Part 2)

Li Mu’s impassioned speech was destined to be recorded in the annals of China’s internet industry development. At that moment, he made countless people realize the infinite possibilities of the internet, not only changing the views of countless parents towards the internet but also igniting a strong passion for it among many young people.

In Li Mu’s Tieba, countless people posted vows, either declaring their intention to study computer science or to dedicate themselves to the internet. The internet had allowed Li Mu to become a billionaire and powerful CEO in just over a year; there was hardly a more impressive role model than him.

After inspiring countless people, the TV interview continued.

Sun Junyi also adjusted his emotions and pace. Having hosted for so many years, especially so many high-profile interviews with political figures and major business leaders from various countries, he was rarely thrown off his rhythm by an interviewee, especially someone as young as Li Mu. Sitting before him, watching Li Mu sincerely and passionately express his views, Sun Junyi felt as if he had been swayed by Li Mu.

After recomposing himself, he was about to continue the interview.

At that moment, Li Mu said, in an utterly shocking announcement: “To better promote the widespread adoption of home computers and the internet, Muye Technology recently reached a partnership with Shenzhen Shenzhou Computers. Muye Technology has acquired a 40 percent stake in Shenzhou Technology and plans to work with Taobao to launch a very meaningful initiative.”

Sun Junyi asked curiously, “What kind of initiative?”

Li Mu replied, “In the near future, Muye Technology and Shenzhou will jointly launch a series of home computers. Because we will be adopting a direct sales model through Taobao, the cost of the complete systems will be significantly reduced. We hope to help more families and users acquire a home computer truly for themselves and their families at a more affordable price, and at an earlier date.”

Bordering on advertising, Sun Junyi didn’t quite know how to respond. Responding too fully would be inappropriate, but not responding at all would also be odd. So, he somewhat vaguely said, “Then let us all look forward to the launch of this product series!”

Having said that, Sun Junyi, preparing to bring the conversation back on track, quickly followed his pre-planned interview agenda and asked Li Mu, “Why did you originally establish Muye Technology?”

“Muye Technology was an unintended consequence,” Li Mu replied.

When this question came up, Li Mu knew it was time to start spinning a story.

His internet experience, vision, product ideas, and strategic layout were akin to a modern person traveling back to ancient times. It wouldn’t be easy to make the ancient people calmly and willingly believe that he was merely a somewhat more impressive ancient person.

However, Li Mu was an excellent actor and also outstanding at putting on a convincing act.

With a look of fortunate amusement, he smiled and said, “Actually, my entry into the internet industry was purely by chance. I’m personally very interested in the internet, and I spent most of my spare time in high school at internet cafes, gradually developing a certain level of research into the internet.”

“During summer break, by chance, I met the Simple Plan band. At that time, they were participating in a domestic band competition television program, and their influence in China was growing. A flash of inspiration hit me; I thought, why not create an online music streaming website to put their songs online so more users could hear them? So, with the support and help of my friends from Simple Plan, I created Eting.com, which is Eting Technology, at a very low cost.”

Li Mu chuckled as he continued, “My apologies, I didn’t introduce it in much detail before, but Eting Technology was actually also my creation, and it was my very first internet project.”

Sun Junyi nodded, jokingly saying, “I’m used to it by now.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and went on, “After Eting.com launched, it quickly attracted a large number of music lovers with its excellent user experience. During this process, I accidentally discovered that people not only liked music but also enjoyed leaving comments and reviews for their favorite singers or songs. Furthermore, music fans even interacted with each other through comments. So, at that time, I thought, Eting.com gathers so many music enthusiasts who like different singers and bands, why not create a dedicated discussion area for each singer and group? This way, users who like the same singer could discuss, communicate, and interact together. That’s how Tieba came about later.”

Sun Junyi exclaimed in surprise, “If you hadn’t said anything, I wouldn’t have even known that Tieba, which now has tens of millions of users, was an accidental byproduct of Eting.com.”

Li Mu smiled, “Strictly speaking, I personally don’t think Tieba can be called an accidental byproduct of Eting.com.”

“An accidental byproduct is like Alexander Fleming’s unintentional discovery of penicillin due to his oversight during a routine experiment cultivating staphylococcus aureus; it’s a complete windfall. Tieba, however, was a new product that I deliberately created after realizing user needs and thoroughly researching them, to satisfy users’ present and future demands.”

“It’s like this: users might only want a pager that shows which landline phone is calling them, but we bypassed the pager and gave them a mobile phone that can freely make and receive calls, send and receive text messages, and even access the internet via GPRS. Everyone likes products that far exceed their expectations, so meeting users’ next-stage needs has always been a core requirement I impose on Muye Technology and Taobao employees.”

Sun Junyi added, “Speaking of Muye Technology, the internet industry consistently says Muye Technology is a company that develops so fast it’s breathtaking. Some even say Muye Technology is a company that never makes mistakes, not only launching a series of major products in a short time but, more importantly, each product quickly grows large. So, I’d like to ask, why is Muye Technology’s development so fast, and why are its steps so precise?”

Li Mu calmly stated, “Muye Technology indeed has many products. We have not only YY, Tieba, Happy Farm, Game Hall, but also Personal Space, Cartoon Show, and navigation websites and portal websites. But this is more akin to the fundamental theory of ‘one gives birth to two, two gives birth to three, and three gives birth to all things’.”

Li Mu then further explained, “Starting from Tieba, every product we’ve developed has been built with the goal of creating a complete Ecosystem. Each product has a clear positioning and plan within its own dimension and the entire Ecosystem. Coupled with our strong execution, this is why outsiders perceive our actions and products as very continuous.”

“As for never making mistakes, that statement is somewhat exaggerated. Looking back at every decision and execution process, I can only say that we barely met our expectations. But looking at it now, we still made many subtle mistakes. If we hadn’t made those mistakes back then, Muye Technology’s development speed might have been even faster.”

Sun Junyi nodded slightly, saying, “I’m personally deeply impressed by Happy Farm. That game truly ignited a craze in China. My daughter is nine years old this year, and my mother is sixty-five years old, and both of them are loyal fans of Happy Farm. Even I, personally, say this game is childish, but I can’t help but play it secretly. You just said that after Tieba, every product of Muye Technology has a clear positioning and plan within its own dimension and the entire Ecosystem. So, I’m very curious, what kind of catalyst prompted Muye Technology to develop such a unique game?”

“Catalyst?” Li Mu smiled, a knowing glint in his eye, and said playfully, “The development of Happy Farm wasn’t due to some specific catalyst, but rather a strategic consideration. From my personal perspective, I’m very optimistic about the instant messaging field, but back then, there was ICQ and MSN abroad, and QQ in China. As a new company that hadn’t previously engaged in instant messaging, it was extremely difficult for Muye Technology to leverage this market.”

“As everyone knows, instant messaging software, put simply, is about users’ social connections. It includes not only users’ real-life connections but also their virtual connections in the online world. If we blindly created an instant messaging software, like YY, and then tried to make users migrate all these connections from previous software to YY, the user cost would be too high, and the possibility would be close to zero. So, when we realistically considered this issue, I chose to do it under the radar. That’s where the idea for Happy Farm came from.”

Sun Junyi asked, “Are you saying that the mission for which Happy Farm was born was to prepare for YY?”

“Of course,” Li Mu said frankly. “Many industry insiders define Happy Farm as a web game or a Flash game, but I define it as a social game. What is a social game? It’s a game that requires social connections to play effectively. Its essence is to get users to expand their connections. The richer the connections and the more friends, the more fun it is to play. This was our strategy to deal with the high cost of user connection migration.”

Li Mu then further explained, “For example, your phone’s contact list probably only records useful people, right? Your relatives, friends, colleagues, or people who can provide you with various services, such as the restaurant downstairs from your home, your property management, the water delivery person, and nearby auto repair shops. But there might be old classmates you haven’t contacted in years, and you probably wouldn’t think to find their contact information and save their phone numbers in your contacts.”

“Sometimes, even when your phone and SIM card storage are full, you have to delete a bunch of people you haven’t contacted in forever. So, this kind of network, I define it as practical connections. It’s the same for phone contacts, and it’s the same for other websites and software. However, once you play a social game, you’ll find that your connections are never enough. When practical connections are far from enough to satisfy your game needs, you’ll actively develop and expand upon them. You’ll find ways to contact old classmates, old neighbors, old acquaintances, adding each other as friends just to have one more target to ‘Steal a Dish’ from. You’ll add more game friends online, and everyone will encourage each other and make the game more fun.”

Sun Junyi nodded in strong agreement, then chuckled self-deprecatingly, “I think what you’re saying is something every Happy Farm player has done, and perhaps is still doing. So I’ll take a guess: getting users to actively expand their connections on Happy Farm, that’s what you meant by ‘doing it under the radar,’ right?”

Li Mu nodded, a victorious smile playing on his lips. “Muye Technology used Happy Farm to cultivate users’ social connections. So, after our YY launched, we were able to directly migrate the user connections cultivated in Happy Farm to YY without any barriers. That’s why we were able to defeat our competitors and solidify our product position.”

At this moment, in Shenzhen, General Manager Ma, sitting in front of his television, looked at the composed and confident Li Mu on screen, and sighed deeply.

Regarding his failure with QQ, he now had a deeper understanding and realization.

On television, Sun Junyi asked Li Mu again, “What was the catalyst or inspiration that led you to found Taobao?”

Li Mu said, “Because I am optimistic about the future of e-commerce. The internet shortens the distance between people, and I believe the internet can also shorten the distance between people and goods.”

Sun Junyi nodded, then suddenly thought of a question and asked, “Speaking of which, Taobao’s rapid development and quick acceptance by consumers are inseparable from Alipay. So, why did you have the foresight to establish Alipay first at the very beginning of 3321’s formation? Did you already think about doing e-commerce when you were creating 3321?”

Li Mu nodded yes inwardly, but shook his head no outwardly.

He smiled calmly in front of the camera, saying, while meaning otherwise: “The establishment of Alipay was not due to any foresight on my part. I didn’t create Alipay to serve e-commerce one day. All of its missions at birth were bestowed by 3321.”

Li Mu paused slightly, then continued, “You should also be clear about 3321’s operational model. Although it’s an online education service platform, in essence, it’s a closely integrated online-to-offline model, where services are purchased online and enjoyed offline. So, I gave this model a name: O2O, which stands for Online-To-Offline, from online to offline.”

“Precisely because it’s an O2O model, I had to clearly define which steps were to be completed online and which offline. Listing course hours, user bidding, and employers placing orders naturally had to be online. In addition, there was a payment step and a final service delivery step. The final service delivery would definitely be offline. The payment step might seem more convenient offline, but at that time, I felt that payment also had to be completed online.”

Sun Junyi asked him, “Could you explain why payment absolutely had to be completed online? Was it because the online payment model made it easier to deduct commissions?”

Li Mu did not deny it, saying, “Partly, but it was more to maximize the protection of students’ rights and personal safety. As you can see, 3321 did a lot of work for student safety back then, and the real-name authenticated Alipay was a crucial link. Firstly, employer information is authenticated, trustworthy, and reliable, so if students encounter any problems during their part-time tutoring, we can immediately cooperate with public security organs to locate the employer. Secondly, students don’t need to receive payment through cash settlement, nor do they engage in any direct financial transactions with clients. All employers pay before service, which greatly enhances student safety. Moreover, I don’t want to see students on my platform having to defend their rights to claim wages, like migrant workers. All of this benefits from our creation of the Alipay online payment channel. Without it, 3321 would not have successively flourished across the country so smoothly.”

Sun Junyi nodded. Regardless of what others thought, he was convinced that Li Mu created Alipay solely for 3321, and that it had no relation to Taobao.

Immediately, Sun Junyi said, “We’ve talked a lot about the past and present. How about we talk about the future? Where do you see the future development of the internet industry heading?”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “Everywhere. It’s everything.”

Sun Junyi asked curiously, “How so?”

Li Mu chuckled, “The internet began in the virtual realm, but it has always tried to merge with reality. I’ve only merged social networking and shopping so far; there are many more possibilities waiting for practitioners to develop and explore. So, I believe the future internet will surely see a hundred flowers bloom. It’s like food, constantly deriving various types, just like flour. I use it to make steamed buns, someone else uses it to make bread, and yet others use it to make noodles or cakes. The possibilities are truly endless.”

Sun Junyi said, “As a luminary of China’s internet, what would you like to say to your colleagues and practitioners?”

Li Mu responded, “Maintain focus, maintain passion; never forget your original intention, and you will achieve your final goal.”

Sun Junyi nodded, smiling, “Your sixteen-character maxim, every word a pearl, will hopefully guide more successors.”

With that, Sun Junyi asked again, “Is there anything you’d like to say to young people? After this program airs today, I’m afraid many young people will view you as an idol and a life role model. Do you have any advice or suggestions for them?”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “Always have dreams, no matter how small, but they must always be full of positive energy.”

The term “positive energy” was not yet popular, and Sun Junyi instinctively wanted to ask, but Li Mu didn’t pause. He continued, “Don’t wallow in self-pity or feel inferior, and don’t lose hope in others or society. Always face everything with a positive and optimistic mindset, and strive to achieve that positive energy dream in your heart. This way, even if the dream isn’t realized, you can still transmit your positive energy to those around you, letting them see your perseverance and your efforts. So, I hope all young people can, from this moment, resolve to be full of positive energy. Only by changing yourself can you change others, and then change the world!”





Chapter 756: He Has To Come No Matter What

After Li Mu’s special interview was broadcast, it almost immediately garnered immense goodwill from all strata of society.

It was hard to find another young talent as outstanding as Li Mu. Unassuming and modest, not arrogant or overbearing, he had already amassed a fortune worth hundreds of millions at the young and impetuous age of twenty. Yet, he showed no complacency, nor did he show off his wealth. Instead, he prioritized social and industry responsibilities. Furthermore, he was humble, approachable, and possessed exceptional eloquence and personal charm. Such a young man far exceeded everyone’s expectations of him.

From Li Mu’s fervent efforts to redeem the internet, to help all parents re-understand it, and change their perceptions, one could see his passion for the industry, as well as his sense of responsibility and mission for the development of China’s internet.

For a young man to achieve such outstanding results in an industry was already remarkable. What was even more impressive was that his perspective on issues far exceeded those of so-called successful individuals. His approach always focused on the future of the entire industry, even contemplating the broader society. This level of foresight was truly astonishing!

Judging from Li Mu’s analysis of the internet and his summary of his own development, a twenty-year-old could possess such profound insights into an industry and work with such a down-to-earth, steady, and methodical approach. This person’s abilities were truly formidable.

From Li Mu’s sincere message to teenagers, brimming with ‘positive energy’, it was clear that he genuinely cared about the growth and development of young people. Only such a person would go to such lengths to create a beneficial platform like 3321, which was purely public service in nature.

Throughout the over forty-minute interview, Li Mu’s performance was exceptionally composed. He wasn’t conceited, arrogant, or overbearing. He didn’t even utter a single boastful word, yet he delivered the most powerful shock and impact to everyone. This special interview with Li Mu could absolutely be hailed as the most ‘positive energy’ and impeccable entrepreneur interview in recent years.

If one had to find a fault, it might be that he was perhaps a little too humble and pure. However, the more he was like that, the more it brought a special sense of familiarity to the audience.

Every word, every sentence Li Mu spoke during the interview, exuded his pure passion for the internet and society as a whole. By not showing off in the slightest, he achieved the greatest ‘show-off’ effect, even earning the respect of the entire society overnight.

Indeed, it was respect. A twenty-year-old young man, mastering both business and conduct to such an extent, could, in every aspect, utterly outshine other renowned entrepreneurs in society.

At this moment, Li Mu was no longer just shocking the entire nation; he had truly, at such a young age, won the respect and admiration of all the people across the country.

In front of the television, Zhao Ziqiu’s pretty face flushed with excitement. The Li Mu on TV today was, in her eyes, as dashing as lightning. Her profound affection for him intensified, and she wished she could immediately return to Yanjing to see him, thinking of nothing but throwing herself into his arms and holding him tight.

Xie Yun was filled with admiration and profound relief. At this moment, her regard for her daughter’s judgment went beyond mere admiration. Her precious daughter had practically found the most perfect and outstanding romantic partner. Among the young people in this world, Xie Yun felt that no one could even compare to Li Mu. He was simply too exceptional, every observable aspect of him was brilliant.

Moreover, Zhao Xianliang knew very well that even when Li Mu disclosed his identity, it was only a selective disclosure. His gaming company, entertainment company, and real estate company were not mentioned at all in the CCTV program. If the people of the entire nation had the chance to learn the full story of how he saved Juncheng Real Estate, they would probably consider this prodigy an absolute genius, wouldn’t they?

Zhao Xianliang was also thoroughly convinced from the bottom of his heart. At over forty years old, he had never admired anyone as much as he did today. Twenty-year-old Li Mu was the only one. When capital accumulates to a certain extent, a capitalist’s arrogance also reaches a peak. There are almost no people left whom they would genuinely admire from the bottom of their hearts. They would only think, ‘I’m the most impressive person, and if I’m not the best in the world, then the best in the world just got luckier.’

However, facing Li Mu’s achievements and his performance on television today, what more could Zhao Xianliang say? He felt he probably couldn’t have performed better than Li Mu, and his own interview content would likely be far less profound than Li Mu’s today.

CCTV had interviewed many prominent entrepreneurs, and these entrepreneurs had also displayed their sense of social responsibility on camera. But compared to Li Mu, their depth was ridiculously superficial.

Real estate developers expressing social responsibility was nothing more than building better quality, superior houses and property projects;

As for traditional industrialists, expressing social responsibility at most meant driving local economy, generating revenue and taxes, and creating employment opportunities;

What about Li Mu? Li Mu’s social responsibility involved caring for and promoting the development of China’s internet industry, boosting the nationwide popularization of home computers, focusing on the development of young people across the country, helping impoverished middle and college students nationwide to effectively resolve their difficulties, and even paying attention to helping teenagers establish a correct moral compass.

Especially that fresh term: ‘positive energy’. He had never heard that word before; it must have been Li Mu’s original coinage, right? It was absolutely brilliant! He estimated that by tomorrow, this term would be cherished by the media, and even official government statements might frequently use it in the future, wouldn’t they?

It wasn’t just Zhao Xianliang who held this view; some older and more experienced viewers in the country shared the same sentiment.

Whether or not someone is impressive, and how impressive, requires comparison. As the saying goes, ‘no comparison, no harm.’ Once compared, Li Mu’s overall influence within the realm of entrepreneurs was truly unprecedented.

Moreover, although the term ‘positive energy’ was coined for the first time, its positive implications and the public’s receptiveness to it were simply impeccable. In his previous life, this term had swept the nation on its own. With it being introduced a few years earlier in this life, it would undoubtedly become popular just the same. One could say that these three words profoundly impacted all viewers who watched Li Mu’s special interview that night.

Su Weimin was also dumbstruck. Was the young man chatting animatedly on the television just now truly the rascal he had once stopped on the road and punished with push-ups? Was he really the young man he had been extremely wary of, fearing he might cross any lines with his precious daughter? How, overnight, had he become a multi-millionaire that even CCTV was desperately promoting?

He felt his brain wasn’t enough; he couldn’t delve any deeper into this factual reality. Even with his daughter saying she was already with Li Mu, he didn’t know whether to oppose or support it. He felt his brain was on the verge of breakdown, making it difficult to consider any issues in the short term.

So, Su Weimin stood up, rubbing his forehead, and said weakly, ‘I’m going back to my room to lie down for a bit.’

Saying so, without waiting for Fang Min and Su Yingxue, the mother and daughter, to respond, he slowly dragged his body back to the bedroom as if he had drunk too much.

Fang Min immediately stood up, looked at Su Yingxue with a complex expression for a moment, and said, ‘I’ll go check on your dad.’

Su Yingxue nodded. Watching her parents enter their rooms one after another, she felt exceptionally tired inside. Returning to her room alone, she pulled out her phone and hesitated for a long time before calling Li Mu.

She had no other thoughts, only wanting to tell him that tonight’s interview was a great success.

As for the enormous gap that had been created between her and him at the speed of light, Su Yingxue didn’t know what to do for a while.

She didn’t expect, however, that Li Mu’s phone was turned off.

Su Yingxue was startled for a moment, realizing that Li Mu’s phone calls were probably going to be overwhelming tonight, so turning it off was reasonable. She then sent him a text message: ‘Your performance was perfect, simply impeccable.’

Far away in Hangzhou, Zhao Ziqiu was much more impulsive than her. After watching Li Mu’s interview, she called Li Mu only to find his phone off, so she unhesitatingly told her parents, ‘Dad, Mom, I want to go back to Yanjing tomorrow.’

Zhao Xianliang subconsciously blurted out, ‘Why go back so early?’ As soon as the words left his mouth, he immediately realized, ‘Why even ask? She’s definitely going to see Li Mu.’

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t hide it at all, saying self-righteously, ‘I’m going to find Li Mu, I miss him!’

Zhao Xianliang wanted to object sternly, but a sudden ache in his lower back made him unable to articulate his opposition. Could he still object now? How could he object? What reason would he have to object? The two of them were already a done deal, and Li Mu was so impeccable, so impressive that it made him feel utterly ashamed…

Just as Zhao Xianliang felt aggrieved, Xie Yun uncharacteristically spoke sternly to Zhao Ziqiu, ‘Don’t be silly, Mom won’t allow you to go!’

Zhao Ziqiu was momentarily stunned and blurted out, ‘Why not?’ She thought to herself, ‘Haven’t you always been very supportive of me and Li Mu? Weren’t you the one who secretly bought me a house in Yanjing behind Dad’s back?’

Zhao Xianliang was also very surprised. His wife doted on Zhao Ziqiu immensely and hardly ever showed her a bad temper. What was wrong today? Even he had backed down, and with her usual attitude, she shouldn’t be opposing.

Xie Yun then said, ‘Mom already told you, if you want to see him during summer break, he can come to Hangzhou. Mom will host him and treat him to a meal then. Have you told him? Has he made his stance clear?’

Zhao Xianliang frowned, glaring, ‘When was this? Why don’t I know!’

Xie Yun rolled her eyes at him, ‘I never intended to tell you.’

‘You…’

Zhao Xianliang still wanted to grumble, but Xie Yun glared at him, ‘What about me? Is there something I’ve done wrong, if you please?’

All of Zhao Xianliang’s self-confidence and sense of superiority had been utterly shattered by Li Mu. At this point, how could he still have the confidence to challenge his wife? He lowered his head annoyed, vigorously puffing on the cigar in his hand, momentarily engulfed in a cloud of smoke.

Xie Yun then asked Zhao Ziqiu again, ‘Why aren’t you answering me?’

Zhao Ziqiu mumbled hesitantly, ‘But Li Mu is too busy, you can see that, can’t you? How would he have time to come to Hangzhou?’

Xie Yun feigned dissatisfaction and said, ‘He can fly to Huzhou City to make money. How far is Huzhou City from here? It’s just ten more minutes on the plane. Can’t he come here for your sake? Is he unwilling to come or what?’

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, ‘No, no, it’s just that I haven’t told him.’

Xie Yun then said, ‘Then you tell him that your father and I can understand him being busy these few days, but before you go back to Yanjing for school, he has to come here no matter what.’





Chapter 757: It’s Only Just Begun

When the interview ended, Li Mu and his parents were silent for a long time.

Li Mu didn’t speak, nor did Li Mu’s father and mother.

Li Mu’s mind was in turmoil, filled with a myriad of emotions, extremely complex.

On one hand, he knew that from now on, it would be impossible to operate low-key and earn money low-key. Having suddenly become a public figure, he wasn’t sure if he could adapt quickly.

On the other hand, he also felt an exceptionally heavy burden on his shoulders. He had spoken too gravely in front of CCTV’s cameras, and fulfilling his promises step by step felt like managing a super capital-intensive project; the pressure was indeed immense.

Moreover, Li Mu clearly realized that his entire way of life might have to be shattered and rebuilt.

From now on, he would be a nationally renowned billionaire, attracting attention wherever he went. This meant he would have to be like a celebrity, not only thinking about avoiding public scrutiny in daily life but also constantly mindful of his public image.

Could he still go to school? Even if he could, he probably couldn’t just swagger in like before.

Could he still casually go out for a meal, or go shopping, or on a date? Don’t be ridiculous. Even if there were no gossip, he had to consider his personal safety. He wasn’t ignorant of the saying ‘a tall tree catches the wind’. Chinese people believed in ‘wealth should not be flaunted’, but once it was, the first thing to think about was personal safety.

Li Mu even wondered if his parents were still suited to return to Haizhou under the current circumstances. For safety reasons, they definitely weren’t suited to live in Haizhou, but for them, half their lives had been spent there, with all their relatives, friends, and social circles in Haizhou. Could he really ask them to sacrifice everything and stay in Yanjing with their son who was busy from dawn till dusk, always losing track of time?

It wasn’t realistic.

When Li Mu decided to invest in opening a Metersbonwe specialty store for his parents, he had secretly sworn not to let them make sacrifices for him, and not to let them be forced to give up everything they were managing simply because he stepped into the public eye.

His parents’ ambition was to establish a somewhat high-end business in Haizhou. Although it was insignificant compared to his own ventures, it held great meaning for them.

So, how could their safety be guaranteed once they returned to Haizhou?

Li Mu suddenly felt that he should make time to return to Haizhou under some pretext, preferably to meet directly with the core leadership of the Municipal Government. For instance, he could go back to donate a school or something, inform the Municipal Government in advance, and they would certainly take it seriously. Then, he could privately bring up his parents’ safety in Haizhou. If the Haizhou Municipal Bureau put some effort into protecting his parents, there shouldn’t be any major issues in a small place like Haizhou.

Besides that, Li Mu also wanted Song Liang to surrender another portion of the profits from the Haizhou real estate business to Zhang Wanjun, to truly have him in his grasp. Although Zhang Wanjun had a triad background, his strength lay in his wide connections and numerous subordinates. If he could also contribute, his parents’ safety would be even more assured.

Lastly, there was the Divine Sword Brigade. Li Mu was thinking if he should contact Shi Xuesong again, who was Du Wei’s maternal uncle in charge of the Divine Sword Brigade. He could get two impressive individuals, pay them high salaries himself, and have them secretly protect his parents in Haizhou twenty-four hours a day.

A trinity of protection, that should essentially be enough.

The family of three were each lost in their thoughts. After a long silence, what broke the stillness was a sob.

Li Mu looked in the direction of the sound, only to find his mother’s eyes red, her head bowed as she stared at her own hands, tears silently dripping down.

Li Mu’s father silently pulled Li Mu’s mother into his arms, gently stroking her back. It was then that Li Mu noticed his father’s eyes were also red, brimming with tears.

Li Mu hastily asked, “Mom, Dad, you…”

Before he could finish, Li Mu’s mother quickly wiped her tears, sniffed twice, and said with a relieved smile, “Mom is just happy. My son has become so promising, incredibly promising. I never dared to dream my son would achieve what he has today…”

Li Mu’s father also nodded, sighing, “It’s like our ancestral graves are smoking with good fortune! You kid, you’re quite the troublemaker. Give you a few more years, and you’ll probably give your old mother and father heart attacks!”

Li Mu’s heart ached. He rose and squatted in front of his parents, taking one of each of their hands. He smiled through his tears, “Didn’t I tell you before? The path is different, so the way we walk it will be different too. With thirty thousand in savings, we are a family of three. With three hundred thousand in savings, we are still a family of three. Even if we have thirty billion or three hundred billion in the future, we will still be a family of three. No matter what kind of path it is, no matter how we walk it, we will always walk it together as a family of three. You two just need to relax and let nature take its course.”

Li Mu’s father nodded repeatedly, feeling much lighter. Li Mu’s billions brought them not only excitement but also pressure and inexplicable worry. However, Li Mu’s words were very persuasive: no matter what kind of path, they would walk it together as a family of three. Why think too much?

The family of three then brightened up. The news channel was scheduled to re-broadcast Face to Face at half past eleven, and Li Mu’s father and mother both wanted to watch it again. Unable to dissuade them, Li Mu could only suggest they go back to their room to shower first and watch the re-broadcast from the comfort of their bedroom bed, which would be much better than sitting in the living room.

Li Mu’s father and mother agreed it made sense. Without another word, they got up and went upstairs to their room, leaving Li Mu alone in the downstairs living room.

With his parents back in their room and his phone turned off, Li Mu could finally have some peace. He walked out of the villa’s main door and stood in the yard for a moment. Autumn was approaching, but the weather was still scorching. Fortunately, the outdoor air was much cooler late at night.

Li Mu lay on a wicker chair in his villa’s yard for a long time, surprisingly thinking about nothing. Since the day of his Rebirth until now, Li Mu’s brain had been almost constantly operating at high-speed outside of sleep, thinking about development, planning, competitors, and strategies. To be able to clear his mind and watch the stars alone on a cool outdoor wicker chair on a tranquil night like this was something he had almost never done before.

The night deepened. Wei Lan made another phone call to her father across the ocean. Her father’s praise for Li Mu was surprisingly high, which Wei Lan didn’t find strange. This was Li Mu’s charm; he could say nothing exaggerated, yet calmly and unconcernedly make his listeners submit internally. She herself was one of them; it was no exaggeration to say that even her long-buried girlish heart had surrendered to him.

Wei Jun had originally been very uneasy about Wei Lan having to endure three years alone in China. He was a convicted man; if he wanted freedom, he couldn’t return to the country. If the court later ruled that he had to bear criminal responsibility, he would have even less chance of returning. Moreover, his health wasn’t too good and he needed his wife by his side to care for him, meaning that for the next three years, the elderly couple couldn’t come to China to be with Wei Lan.

Wei Jun also worried that Wei Lan would suffer grievances in the next three years. The contract stipulated that she would only receive eight hundred million yuan in cash after three years, and during these three years, Wei Lan would have to work her heart out for Wanying. Society was treacherous, and his daughter was so outstanding; he was too worried she would be wronged.

However, today’s exclusive interview completely put his mind at ease. Although he missed Wei Lan and wished she could be by the old couple’s side, after witnessing Li Mu’s shocking interview, he immediately realized this was the best opportunity in his daughter’s life. To learn, be influenced, and be tempered by someone like Li Mu was far better than being by a common person like himself, who was involved in real estate. After three years, Wei Lan’s own abilities might experience a breakthrough improvement and transformation.

Wei Lan, in tears, apologized to her parents. She said that she might have to devote herself entirely to her work in the future, and America was too far, making it difficult for her to have enough time to accompany them.

Yet her parents happily comforted her from the other end of the phone, “We are only in our early fifties, in prime age. You work hard these next few years. It won’t be too late to accompany us once we truly become old at sixty or seventy.”

Wei Jun, a Buddhist, also said earnestly, “Opportunity is more important than immediate companionship. You have a predestined connection with Li Mu; he saved our family in a crisis and gave you a broader space for development. Perhaps this person was arranged by the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas to guide you; it’s a great destiny.”

Wei Lan nodded repeatedly, tears silently streaming down her face. “Dad, I understand.”

…

Behind the tranquil night, the earthquake triggered by Li Mu had only just begun.

Through this exclusive interview, Li Mu inadvertently brought five extraordinary and immense impacts to five segments of society.

First, the female demographic.

Women aged fourteen to thirty-four almost universally regarded Li Mu as their ideal romantic partner. Countless female posts surged onto Li Mu’s Tieba, with most having one central theme: “I want to marry Li Mu.”

Next, the youth demographic.

A considerable number of teenagers who hadn’t attended university resolved to enter the internet industry; a significant number of young people who were already in university or of similar age but had dropped out resolved to start preparing to enter the internet industry from now on; and a substantial number of people already working in non-internet industries were single-mindedly thinking about how they could job hop into the internet sector.

Then, the middle-aged and elderly demographic.

Almost all middle-aged and elderly people, after learning about Li Mu, expressed sentiments like: “Why don’t I have a son like him?” or “When will my son become a talent like Li Mu?” At the same time, the parental generation’s perceptions were quietly changing, as they discovered that the internet, which they had vehemently kept their children away from, actually held such profound significance. It had, in just over a year, created an unprecedented and outstanding young man like Li Mu. They no longer viewed the internet as a den of wolves and tigers; some, capable ones, even wondered if they should buy their children a computer so they could avoid the complex environment of internet cafes and learn about the internet at home.

Apart from these three categories of ordinary citizens, those deeply influenced by Li Mu also included his industry peers.

In the program, Li Mu meticulously analyzed his development journey in the internet industry. A small music website, after breaking new ground, quickly expanded from individual points to widespread influence, spreading like a spark to a prairie fire, making others realize Li Mu’s incredible advantages in the internet industry.

Impressive vision! Impressive awareness! Impressive product thinking! Impressive development thinking! Impressive ecosystem! Impressive strategic deployment! Every single point was worth for industry peers to calmly and seriously study and learn from.

Furthermore, a new internet industry concept was born: O2O.

The O2O concept, which wouldn’t be proposed until 2011, became his original concept after Li Mu introduced it during the program. Li Mu’s title as the “Father of O2O” was now firmly established.

This was also the first new model proposed by a Chinese internet professional in the global internet field, firing the first shot for Chinese influence in the internet world.

Finally, those deeply influenced by Li Mu were the media.

Positive energy! These three simple words simply made media professionals applaud enthusiastically! No, ‘applaud enthusiastically’ was far from enough; it even gave every media professional goosebumps!

For years, when the media had called upon the people to uphold traditional virtues and social etiquette, they had racked their brains and exhausted their imagination. Countless media professionals had written numerous impressive-looking drafts, but tonight, all of it was shattered to dust by Li Mu’s single phrase, “positive energy.”

The brilliance of the three words ‘positive energy’ was simply a shared gospel for media professionals!

And on this night, it wasn’t just the public and the media who were shaken by the concept of ‘positive energy’…





Chapter 758: The Industry Dividend Arrives

As expected, Li Mu successfully captured the front page and headlines of all media reports the following morning.

Besides Li Mu, the most frequently appearing keyword in the media was “positive energy.”

From first-tier authoritative media like CCTV and the official newspaper to provincial and municipal TV stations, newspapers, and major websites across the country, virtually all placed Li Mu’s deeds and his “positive energy” rhetoric in the most important positions and sections.

Li Mu became the central figure in domestic news that day, reaching a point where he was practically everywhere: open a newspaper, and there he was; turn on the TV, and there he was; open a website, and there he was. This ensured that a large portion of the public who had not watched the interview the previous night became aware of his actions.

Additionally, even the highest-level internal reference report that day included a text version of Li Mu’s interview. Several of Li Mu’s personal views were highlighted, such as the need to accelerate internet development, speed up computer popularization, the importance of the logistics industry for e-commerce development, and the call for young people to be full of “positive energy.”

Li Mu had no idea what kind of feelings and impact his interview yesterday would have on leaders. For him, after breakfast, he had to rush to Muye Technology; too many matters awaited his attention.

While having breakfast at home, Li Mu told his parents, “Mom, Dad, if you’re not in a rush, stay in Yanjing for a few more days. I’ll have Li Ziwei come over to accompany you and show you around. After I finish these busy days, I’ll go back with you.”

Li Mu’s father asked in surprise, “You’re going back too? You’re at the peak of your fame right now; isn’t it inappropriate to go back at this moment? If there’s nothing urgent, don’t go back. Your mother and I can go back by ourselves.”

Li Mu said, “I want to go back and do some charity work, donating some money to the elderly and lonely people in Haizhou.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded, “Donating money is a good thing, but do you have to go in person?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment before truthfully explaining, “I want to go back and find an opportunity to meet with the city’s leadership. You’re doing business in Haizhou, and they need to pay a bit more attention and help more. It was easy to say before, but after today, I’m afraid I might cause you unnecessary trouble.”

Li Mu’s father said, “Don’t worry about us, everything’s fine. Haizhou’s public security is very good.”

Li Mu said, “I wasn’t worried before, but from now on, not worrying won’t do.” With that, Li Mu, rarely this serious in front of his parents, added, “This matter must be prevented before it occurs. Being over-prepared does no harm.”

Seeing Li Mu’s insistence, his parents stopped talking. Anyway, there was nothing urgent in Haizhou. Li Mu’s parents had also discussed it privately last night, and returning to Haizhou now was indeed not very suitable. From a national perspective, their son Li Mu was the focus, but if the two of them returned to Haizhou, they would definitely become the focus of Haizhou. If they waited a few days for the buzz to die down slightly before returning, it would certainly be much easier.

When driving out, Li Mu’s usual phone was not yet on. He took out a backup phone from the car’s glove compartment, turned it on, and immediately called Lin Qingya.

“Qingya, two things, listen carefully. First, arrange a management meeting; I’ll be at the company in half an hour. Second, on my behalf, contact the Haizhou City government and tell them I want to donate some money to the elderly and lonely people in Haizhou City. I’ll personally go back in a few days to handle this, but be sure to remind them not to publicize it externally.”

Lin Qingya immediately replied, “Okay, General Manager Li, I’ll arrange both matters right away.”

Li Mu said no more, hung up, and focused on driving.

For his parents’ future safety in Haizhou, Li Mu had to meet with the core leadership of the Haizhou City government.

Li Mu believed that with his current economic strength and social influence, the Haizhou City government would undoubtedly treat him as an honored guest. And as long as he asked them to ensure his parents’ safety, they would undoubtedly help without any conditions.

But Li Mu did not want to leave room for criticism. What if word got out that he had just been overwhelmingly reported by the media for “positive energy,” and then immediately turned around to secretly ask the Haizhou City government for special privileges for his parents? If someone with ill intentions were to make an issue out of it again, he would be in a passive position.

Instead, it would be better to take out some money and meet with the city government under the guise of charity, then subtly bring up the request. That way, who could say anything?

Before he even reached Muye Technology, Li Mu’s backup phone rang. Li Mu glanced at the caller ID, saw it was Senior Student Liu, and immediately answered.

Senior Student Liu spoke into the phone, “Li Mu, the electronics market across the country has gone crazy today.”

“What happened?”

Senior Student Liu said, “It’s probably the effect of your interview last night. These sellers of complete machines and hardware realized that you might trigger a buying frenzy for them. This morning, retailers of complete machines and hardware all over the country opened early, and from 8 AM, counters and stores everywhere were swamped with customers. Several brand computer stores in Zhongguancun sold out within two hours of opening.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “That popular? Didn’t I say that Muye Technology and Shenzhou would jointly launch cheaper computers? Consumers can’t wait that long?”

“Yes,” Senior Student Liu said. “This group of consumers might have been so thoroughly swayed by you that they can’t wait to buy a computer to go home, thinking that they or their children can then master the internet and become the next you. So they’re completely unwilling to wait; they’re all paying on the spot and taking the goods.”

Li Mu sighed, “It seems there really is a huge industry dividend coming for the complete machine and hardware market. Any movement from Shenzhou?”

“I was just about to tell you about that,” Senior Student Liu said. “Wu Haijun called me early this morning. Last night, all of Shenzhou’s major offline channel agents approached Shenzhou, threatening to withdraw from the channels if they cooperated with us on a low-price dumping strategy. But early this morning, agents everywhere suddenly started demanding to place orders. It seems today’s early sales were too strong. Wu Haijun is both happy and worried. On one hand, he’s firm about following our lead, but on the other, he’s afraid of a large-scale withdrawal of offline dealers. He’s not worried about sales; primarily, after-sales service still relies on offline dealers. Moreover, Shenzhou currently has some inventory, but if it’s all released, our supply of OEM custom machines might not be as abundant.”

Li Mu then asked him, “What do you think?”

Senior Student Liu said, “I just advised him over the phone not to worry. Even if we start selling online, we won’t demand that Shenzhou centralize all its supply to online channels. Offline dealers will still have a certain allocation guarantee. It will affect their sales and profits, but not significantly. Additionally, I suggested he offer some factory policies to subsidize dealers. In the future, we also need to find a balance point between us, Shenzhou, and Shenzhou’s offline dealers.”

“Also, there’s the issue of Shenzhou’s production capacity. The industry dividend is coming too fast. I’ve already told him to build new production lines in the shortest possible time and increase capacity as quickly as possible.”

Li Mu hummed, saying, “I won’t worry about the specifics of that operation. You tell Wu Haijun that the current industry dividend is just the beginning. Don’t fall into disarray over petty gains. The true big bonus is yet to come; it’s still early. Tell him to actively prepare. Wu Haijun is a smart person; he’ll definitely know what to do once the message is conveyed.”

“Alright.” Senior Student Liu paused, then added, “One last thing: the leadership’s inspection has been confirmed. We received notice ten minutes ago that the head of the Economic and Trade Commission will come to inspect our work this Wednesday morning, which is the day after tomorrow. In the afternoon, we’ll have a closed-door symposium. The chief assistant’s intention is for us to think carefully about what aspects need government support, so we can raise them all at the symposium. Don’t forget, the squeaky wheel gets the grease!”

“Okay.” Li Mu’s heart filled with joy, and he chuckled, “I understand. Don’t worry, I’ve always had a big appetite.”

Saying this, Li Mu reminded him, “Regarding logistics right now, except for purchasing and land acquisition, don’t rush into it yet. All other matters like recruitment, team building, and setting up logistics outlets in various places need to be expedited. Cars and land are the big expenses. I’ll have to beg the government to give us some preferential policies for this. At the very least, give us a discount on the vehicle purchase tax for the first phase, or even waive it entirely. And then there’s the land; we need to secure land for warehousing bases and distribution hubs in key cities first. This also requires policies, otherwise, dealing with local governments alone will be a headache!”

“Understood, I’ll take care of it!”

…

Li Mu arrived at Muye Technology, parking his car in the office building’s underground parking lot as usual. Before his car had even fully stopped, a large group of reporters who had been lying in wait swarmed around his car. Each one carried camera equipment, eager to interview him. Through the thick bulletproof glass, Li Mu could hear a short female reporter, standing on her tiptoes, pressing against his car window and shouting, “Mr. Li Mu, we are reporters from Yanjing Satellite TV News. We’d like to ask you…”

Before she finished speaking, a burly man behind her already had his microphone pressed directly against the car window, yelling, “General Manager Li, General Manager Li! I’m a reporter from Shanghai Satellite TV stationed in Yanjing! Do you have time for an exclusive interview, it will only take a few minutes…”

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a headache. If there were so many reporters staking out downstairs at Muye Technology, there must be just as many at Taobao. It seemed he had truly become the focus of both society and the media.

Seeing so many reporters围着, Li Mu felt troubled, unsure what to do. He thought about just calling Lin Qingya to have her bring the building’s Property Management security guards to rescue him. Just as he was pulling out his phone to make the call, he saw Wang Yuanlang and his two companions, dressed in casual clothes, break through the outer perimeter. The three of them skillfully weaved through the crowd, using their arms to block, and in moments, they had reached the car door, forming a vacuum zone that no reporter could touch.

Li Mu quickly pushed open the door and got out, telling Wang Yuanlang, “Take me upstairs, as fast as possible.”





Chapter 759: Four “Positive Energy” Mentions

Recent hot topics have all revolved around Taobao’s Brand Day. Li Mu had cleverly thought that he should temporarily avoid the spotlight of Taobao, but he hadn’t expected so many reporters to be staking out Muye Technology, just waiting for him to appear.

Breaking through a throng of reporters wasn’t easy. Fortunately, Wang Yuanlang and the other two had excellent synergy, powerful physiques, and combat experience. The three formed an equilateral triangle, not only protecting Li Mu from direct interference but also allowing them to quickly break through the crowd of reporters while escorting him.

Though unable to directly approach Li Mu, the numerous reporters still tried to conduct various interviews from behind the three. Li Mu remained silent until he reached the elevator entrance, where he addressed everyone: “Excuse me, everyone. I genuinely have many urgent matters to attend to. If you have interview requests, please contact the company first. I personally will not be accepting any form of interview for the time being. I hope you can understand. Thank you.”

After finally isolating the reporters outside, Wang Yuanlang said to Li Mu in the elevator: “General Manager Li, I suggest you avoid driving yourself lately. Also, your Mercedes-Benz G55 is a bit too conspicuous. I recommend you switch vehicles, and I can be your driver.”

Li Mu nodded: “Then I’ll arrange for someone to prepare that.”

While he said this, Li Mu inwardly felt that if Muye Technology had its own office building, being ambushed in the underground parking lot like this wouldn’t happen.

Li Mu thought that as Muye Technology and Taobao’s teams grew larger, building their own office complex could already enter the preparation phase. And if they were going to build one, it should be impressive, capable of accommodating at least over ten thousand people for normal work. It absolutely couldn’t be like the Tencent Building, which felt impressive when built but was found to have a design capacity far below actual demand within a few years.

However, for Li Mu to invest money now to buy land and build a ten-thousand-person-scale office building, he genuinely couldn’t afford it. Moreover, a large office building takes over six months from preparatory work to land acquisition, design, and groundbreaking, then a year from groundbreaking to completion, and another six months from completion to operational use. All in all, it would easily take two years. The best solution for now seemed to be to find an entire office building that was just about to be rented out, take over the whole thing from ground floor to basement, and even have their own company recruit and train the security staff. That way, all his companies, including Wanying, could be centralized, which would not only be convenient but also make future work much more efficient.

The elevator ascended, bringing Li Mu to Muye Technology.

Lin Qingya, unaware of Li Mu’s encounter in the underground garage, had already arranged for Muye Technology’s core management personnel. Li Mu convened a meeting as soon as he arrived.

First, Kong Lingyu’s YY globalization work was progressing smoothly. The multinational language version of Happy Farm, Town-Of-Paradise, had been translated. Kong Lingyu had already dispatched people to set up servers and bandwidth in major European and American countries, preparing for the game’s launch.

Secondly, the research and development department’s development was still in full swing, and the entire development progress was within the originally estimated timeline.

What was currently more important was the progress of the two acquisition cases in Ding Zhengling’s hands. He had, as promised, completed the acquisition of FlashGet last week and also brought the cinema chain into their fold.

Both acquisition cases were complete. The top priority now was how to transform and utilize the acquired products and cinema chain.

For Li Mu, the next step was to immediately re-develop FlashGet. On one hand, they needed to upgrade its features and user experience. On the other, they needed to figure out how to “YY-ify” the entire product, bind it to the YY brand, and integrate it into the next version of YY.

However, to ensure a smooth reception of all FlashGet users, Li Mu also made a few demands of Kong Lingyu: “The full ‘YY-ification’ shouldn’t be too fast. Otherwise, if it undergoes a complete overhaul too quickly, users will abandon it. We must ensure a smooth conversion and gradual transition.”

Thinking of how Alibaba Planet killed Tiantian Dongting, Li Mu felt a pang of pain. An excellent product with a decade of history was directly changed beyond recognition and died—this was something he absolutely did not want to see.

So, Li Mu offered his suggestions: “First, issue news and announcements to let users know that FlashGet has been fully acquired by Muye Technology. Then, in the initial phase of integration, the entire FlashGet interface should not be drastically altered. In principle, we can beautify and make minor adjustments based on its original design, without stripping away its original style. Additionally, the English name ‘FlashGet’ does not need to be changed short-term, but the Chinese name, ‘Internet Express’, can be slightly modified to include our brand, becoming ‘YY FlashGet’. After several gradual minor adjustments, allowing users to slowly accept it, we can then slowly remove the ‘Internet Express’ label, eventually making it our ‘YY Express’.”

Kong Lingyu immediately nodded: “I’ve noted that, Boss. I will strictly follow your requirements.”

Li Mu then said to Fang Xudong: “FlashGet’s architecture has its own advantages in file transfer. We need to absorb and integrate it into YY’s online and offline file transfer and offline download functions to enhance and improve our file transfer experience.”

Fang Xudong replied: “Understood. I will fully absorb FlashGet, striving not to waste even a bit.”

For the company, Ding Zhengling’s role was to acquire, and Fang Xudong’s role was to digest. How useful FlashGet would be after acquisition depended crucially on how thoroughly Fang Xudong could digest it.

After discussing FlashGet, Li Mu then made his demands for the cinema chain: “The cinema chain also needs to urgently develop an upgrade plan, then fund the upgrade and renovation. Lin Qingya will assign a dedicated person for this, ensuring efficiency. Get the plan out quickly, start construction quickly. I have only one requirement: equipment upgrades must adopt standards and specifications that best align with mature markets. For this, we can draw lessons from North American cinema hardware standards.”

Lin Qingya nodded: “We’re actively recruiting for the cinema chain side. There are a few rather good professionals, and we haven’t selected the most suitable one yet, but it will definitely be finalized within the next two days.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, instructing: “Please devote more effort to this business. The cinema chain has great utility. Not only can it provide certain scheduling support for Muye Films’ movies in the future, but most importantly, we can use these two cinema chains to test our online ticketing system and give it a perfect demonstration.”

Li Mu’s current requirement for the cinema chain business was: Muye Technology acquires, Muye Technology operates. Therefore, the subsequent upgrades and renovations of these two cinema chains also needed to be completed under Muye Technology.

The reason it wasn’t placed under Muye Films was because Li Mu wanted to brand his own cinema chains with the internet label. This was akin to the “Internet+” concept of later generations: traditional cinema + online ticketing system—this is an “Internet+” project. The plus sign could be followed by any traditional industry; as long as it connects with the internet, the traditional industry can rekindle new vitality.

The most perfect way to operate a traditional cinema chain using the “Internet+” routine was through an online ticketing system, which is why Li Mu attached such great importance to it.

Moreover, the online ticketing system was Muye Technology’s first time incorporating customized hardware equipment into an internet product ecosystem. This meant that Muye Technology not only had to perform software development and hardware design but also ensure synchronized matching of software and hardware.

The process of online ticket sales and offline ticket collection, while simple, still required offline hardware machines for coordination, and also needed backend and server assistance in the middle. This link might seem simple, but it involved many aspects. If done well this time, the online ticketing system could become an internet-based solution for the ticketing field. With slight modifications, it could be used in other channels beyond cinemas, from small scenic spot tickets to large bus and train tickets, making its significance extraordinary.

Beyond everyone’s expectations, Li Mu didn’t go to Taobao for the entire day.

Many thought that Taobao was the most important matter for Li Mu right now, but for Li Mu, the most important matter for Taobao was logistics. How logistics should be handled would only be determined after meeting with the ministry or commission leaders on Wednesday. Although the logistics issue was urgent, Li Mu still had the patience to wait for these few days.

So, after Muye Technology’s work meeting concluded, Li Mu remained in his Muye Technology office, casually opening a few portal websites. Multiple websites, including YY Net, were at this very moment running follow-up reports on his exclusive interview. Li Mu grew visually fatigued from reading them, so he simply opened Zhongguancun Online to check on computer-related news.

On Zhongguancun Online, he saw many brief news reports published just that morning. Almost every report detailed the booming sales in the integrated computer markets of several first-tier cities across the country.

The flagship home computers in brand stores were almost snapped up by enthusiastic consumers, and even the frighteningly expensive professional high-end computers sold quite a few. Besides the brand-name computer market, the assemble-a-computer market was even hotter. Various commercial units specializing in assembling computers had barely stopped since opening in the morning; business was exploding.

Around noon, Lin Qingya knocked on Li Mu’s office door holding several lunch boxes. As she placed the food on the coffee table in the reception area, she said: “General Manager Li, I’ve already contacted the Haizhou City government. They are very enthusiastic and asked you to set the specific time. They said they welcome you back anytime to provide guidance for the economic development of your hometown.”

Li Mu knew these were pleasantries from the Haizhou City government, but since they were willing to respect his time, he naturally had to accept this favor. So he told Lin Qingya: “Let’s set it for this Saturday. Please help me confirm it with them.”

Lin Qingya nodded, helping Li Mu open the lunch boxes, and said: “General Manager Li, it’s Maoxuewang and Shancheng Laziji from the Sichuan cuisine place downstairs. Eat them while they’re hot. I’ll get back to work now.”

After Lin Qingya left, Li Mu strolled to the reception area, just about to eat, when his backup phone received a call from Chen Ze. Chen Ze’s voice on the phone was serious as he said: “Today’s State Council Executive Meeting’s theme was promoting the development of education. At the meeting, the Boss said that it’s crucial to ensure every professional and every faculty member in the education sector has ample positive energy. Only when they possess positive energy can they transmit it to students. Positive energy is the most vital kind of energy currently needed in the education ranks, and it’s also the top priority for the next stage of quality education.”

After speaking, without waiting for Li Mu’s response, Chen Ze continued: “He mentioned ‘positive energy’ four times in total, and it’s already confirmed that this speech will be broadcast tonight on News Broadcast, word for word. You’re really going to explode this time.”

Li Mu was initially bewildered, but when he heard the words “positive energy,” he suddenly understood. Despite his surprise, he couldn’t help but ask: “The Boss you’re talking about is…”

Chen Ze calmly replied: “The Prime Minister.”





Chapter 760: Giants Are Nothing to Fear

Chen Ze’s answer greatly surprised Li Mu.

Although he had vaguely guessed this answer, hearing it directly from Chen Ze’s mouth still sent a unique wave of tension through him.

Li Mu naturally didn’t doubt the veracity of Chen Ze’s words. Chen Ze was a scion of an official family, and he definitely received news and developments from the senior leadership much earlier than ordinary people. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for him to hear about a meeting held just that morning by noon. Still, he subconsciously pressed him: “Is that true? You’re not messing with me, are you?”

Chen Ze said, “Why would I joke with you? And I certainly wouldn’t joke about something so serious.” He added, “The meeting held this morning hasn’t ended yet; it will continue this afternoon. But reporters were present throughout, and after the leader finished speaking, he specifically reminded the reporters present to broadcast that particular statement, saying it represented his expectations and requirements for the nationwide education sector.”

Li Mu took a deep breath, a sudden wave of trepidation washing over him.

Chen Ze heard Li Mu’s deep breath and said with a laugh, “Don’t be nervous, this is a good thing. Although the leader didn’t directly comment on you in front of the reporters, he used ‘positive energy,’ a term you proposed. This is the biggest affirmation you could get, and it will only benefit you.”

Li Mu nodded silently on his end of the phone. Receiving affirmation from the leadership was naturally a good thing, but it also invisibly made the burden on his shoulders heavier. Taobao’s Brand Day achievements were like a flash of lightning in the night, bright and dazzling. However, what truly made Taobao the focus of society was not a single day’s sales revenue, but the industry’s anticipation for Taobao’s future development. The most important thing now was whether it could consistently create excellent results, drive domestic demand, and bring a long-term positive impact to the economic situation.

Li Mu was also very clear that it was precisely because of optimism about Taobao’s long-term, sustained role that the leadership, focused on economic development, would pay attention to him and Taobao.

The amount of 2.683 billion was merely a good start. If Taobao only had this much capability, it would truly be a disservice to that attention. What he needed to do next was to maximize Taobao’s stimulation of the retail market, maintain and enhance Taobao’s daily influence, and accelerate the development of e-commerce in China.

From a practical perspective, now was also an excellent time for Taobao to expand its territory. Society’s understanding of the internet had significantly advanced due to his efforts. In the future, the number of home computers and internet users would undoubtedly experience a surge in growth. This would not only bring massive industry dividends to the computer hardware sector but also considerably large industry dividends to the entire internet industry.

Moreover, with Taobao having sufficient social influence, Li Mu firmly believed that they could secure ample policy tilt and favorable conditions, which was something other competitors couldn’t match.

However, after a brief consideration, Li Mu realized that he currently had no truly significant competitors.

His ecosystem was already immensely powerful; Taobao had no competitors of the same caliber, not even any that were barely worth mentioning.

Mr. Ma was originally a significant threat to him, but it just so happened that Taobao had created such powerful social influence. His previously normal competitive tactics had now landed him in huge trouble. He was now deeply stuck in a quagmire, making it difficult for him to make a major push into the B2C industry anytime soon.

Li Mu believed that as long as they maintained this advantage, his Taobao would grow far larger than Alibaba’s Taobao in his previous life.

At the very least, JD.com, which had continuously surpassed Taobao and Tmall in his previous life, would no longer exist and would instead be transformed into Li Mu’s own businesses. eBay was brain-dead; although it was currently thriving in overseas markets, given its typical way of thinking, its entry into China wouldn’t pose a threat to Li Mu at all. Amazon was already quite massive in scale, but it hadn’t yet entered China. In his previous life, it wouldn’t enter until 2004, and even then it did so by acquiring Joyo.com. At present, Joyo.com was also struggling.

From its early days to now, Joyo.com’s main business had been books and audio-visual products. However, its audio-visual products business was currently facing severe impact. This impact stemmed from the powerful ecosystem formed by the close cooperation of Taobao, YY, Alipay, record companies, the celebrities themselves, and celebrity Tieba.

Acting alone, Joyo.com was no match for Taobao in the online sale of audio-visual products. It was currently struggling to survive and was unsustainable. If it weren’t for capital providers backing it, Joyo.com, having lost half its market share, would likely not be able to hold on much longer.

Thinking of this, Li Mu slapped his forehead.

“What’s the current situation with Joyo.com?”

Li Mu vigorously searched his memory for information about Joyo.com, especially memories from before its acquisition by Amazon.

If he remembered correctly, the founder of Joyo.com was Lei Jun, then CEO of Kingsoft Software, wasn’t he? Back then, Lei Jun likely used Kingsoft to pull Lenovo into investing in Joyo.com. Lei Jun himself also held a small stake, but it wasn’t significant. Later, during its development, it received investments from several venture capitalists. However, Joyo.com never turned a profit up until 2004. Both Kingsoft and Lenovo, along with the venture capitalists, had their own plans, which led to Joyo.com’s awkward situation at the time. Ultimately, they all sold their stakes to Amazon. Li Mu didn’t know the exact details, but he recalled that Lei Jun was quite devastated when Joyo.com was sold.

Li Mu pondered internally. Joyo.com in 2002 hadn’t made money even in his previous life. Now, under his influence, it probably wouldn’t be easy for it to hold on. Rather than letting that happen, he might as well acquire Joyo.com himself. On one hand, it would eliminate a competing platform; on the other, it would add a book sales business line to Taobao. If Joyo.com came under his control, combined with YY’s promotional resources, Taobao’s platform, Alipay’s payment channels, and his future logistics system, with a flick of his hand, he could eliminate Dangdang.com, whose foundation was still unstable.

Besides that, Li Mu had another idea: get to know Lei Jun. Perhaps they could collaborate on projects in the future. It would be even more cost-effective if he could recruit him to his side; in the early stages, he could lead teams, set strategies, and manage investments. Later, he could handle hardware and marketing. He was definitely a master of his craft.

Lei Jun’s standing in China’s internet industry was not low at the moment; after all, Kingsoft Software was still quite influential. However, in Li Mu’s view, Kingsoft paled in comparison to Muye Technology. It lacked imagination and growth potential. Businesses that focused on paid software had never truly succeeded in China’s internet market.

Kingsoft currently had a market valuation in the billions, and it was still planning for an IPO. However, Kingsoft’s good days wouldn’t last much longer. Although it kept planning for an IPO, its actual successful listing wouldn’t happen until the second half of 2007, and its market value wouldn’t be high, only several billion Hong Kong dollars. Therefore, its growth potential in the next few years was limited.

If Lei Jun at present truly possessed sufficient foresight for the future, Li Mu believed he had a chance to poach him from Kingsoft. Even if he couldn’t poach him, Li Mu was willing to collaborate with him in the future to start a company or get involved in investments.

So, Li Mu immediately called Liu Qiangdong and straightforwardly asked him, “I want to acquire Joyo.com. Do you think there’s any potential?”

There was a moment of stunned silence on the other end of the line. About ten seconds later, Liu Qiangdong said, “I feel it’s a bit of a white elephant. Joyo.com’s audio-visual products business has basically collapsed, leaving only the struggling book business. And in books, there’s Dangdang competing with them, so they’re not having an easy time.”

Liu Qiangdong continued, “To be honest, the books and audio-visual business doesn’t have much room for imagination. Profits are thin, and piracy is rampant. Joyo.com is still losing money. If it weren’t for Kingsoft and Lenovo propping them up, they probably wouldn’t be able to hold on.”

Li Mu asked him, “Are you familiar with Amazon?”

Liu Qiangdong said, “I know a bit. It’s a very powerful e-commerce giant, with a market value of around eight billion US dollars.”

Li Mu said, “Joyo.com imitated Amazon’s products, even targeting the same vertical market at the start: books. But they only focused on imitating Amazon and forgot to localize Amazon’s strategies for China. Doing online book sales in China won’t see much development even in another twenty years; in fact, the market space will only shrink.”

Liu Qiangdong asked curiously, “Then why do you still want to acquire them?”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “If Amazon were to enter the Chinese market one day, and wanted to achieve rapid entry and expansion, how would they do it?”

“Acquisition,” Liu Qiangdong said decisively. “There’s no other way besides acquisition.”

Li Mu continued, “If that day truly comes, don’t you think there’s a higher chance they’ll acquire Joyo.com? After all, Joyo.com originated by imitating Amazon; it’s practically a Chinese Amazon. For Amazon, it wouldn’t just feel familiar, but its strategies would also be familiar, making it easy to manage.”

Liu Qiangdong on the other end hesitated slightly, then raised his voice a few pitches and exclaimed, “That makes sense!”

After a pause, Liu Qiangdong asked again, “When do you think Amazon will enter China?”

Li Mu said, “Without our interference, they’d probably wait another two years. But since we’ve risen a bit quickly, they’ll likely see the potential of the Chinese market sooner, and might act this year or next.”

Liu Qiangdong asked, “So your idea is to preemptively seize the most suitable platform for their entry into China?”

Li Mu laughed, “More than that. Before they even enter China, I want to eliminate all suitable platforms, so if they want to come in, they’ll have to honestly start from scratch.”

Liu Qiangdong couldn’t help but laugh as he said, “What if they try to acquire us then?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Just tell them to forget it. No room for negotiation.”

Liu Qiangdong said, “Next, we need to develop ourselves, suppress domestic competitors, and at the same time, firmly defend the domestic market to prevent international giants from growing big here. This means our funding gap in the next two to three years will definitely be very large, and we might not be able to think about profitability for a long time.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Li Mu said. “Once Taobao’s platform transaction volume steadily increases by a few more levels, and our own logistics system starts showing results, I’ll package Taobao and Taobao Logistics together for financing. The valuation of the two companies linked together will be higher than if they were assessed separately, and investors will have to invest in both, leaving no room for negotiation. Besides, there’s nothing to fear from giants. All they do is burn money, right? We can burn our way into becoming a giant too.”





Chapter 761: One Hand Holding Money, One Hand Holding a Gun

After unifying their views with Senior Student Liu, Li Mu entrusted him with the invitation.

Senior Student Liu said he could find an intermediary to arrange a meeting with Wang Shutong, the current president of Joyo.com. Only then did Li Mu recall that Joyo.com was not currently led by Lei Jun. He didn’t know much about Wang Shutong, but he knew she was just a professional manager and hadn’t achieved anything noteworthy after leaving Joyo. So he told Liu Qiangdong: “Don’t look for anyone else, just Lei Jun.”

Given Li Mu’s current status and strength, he was no longer interested in the second-tier figures of the future internet industry. Therefore, for the acquisition of Joyo.com, he only wanted to discuss it with Lei Jun. Regardless of whether the acquisition succeeded or not, he wanted to at least establish a connection with Lei Jun first.

Senior Student Liu was highly efficient and quickly arranged a meeting with Lei Jun for Li Mu.

After getting Lei Jun’s mobile number from an industry friend, Senior Student Liu called him. After introducing themselves, Lei Jun immediately realized that Liu Qiangdong’s call likely meant Li Mu wanted to acquire Joyo.com; otherwise, he wouldn’t actively seek him out.

Senior Student Liu didn’t explicitly state it on the phone, only saying that he represented Li Mu and wanted to arrange a private meeting to talk. Lei Jun initially didn’t want to agree because he subconsciously felt a certain resistance towards Li Mu. It wasn’t that he had any personal issues with Li Mu; it was mainly because he had poured a lot of his life’s work and hope into Joyo.com. Now that Joyo.com was in a difficult situation, he genuinely didn’t want to give up easily, so he didn’t want to discuss any acquisition with Li Mu.

However, after much thought, Lei Jun still didn’t dare to directly refuse.

Because he quickly reviewed Li Mu’s routine in his mind and felt that Li Mu wouldn’t just politely approach him to chat about an acquisition, hoping for cooperation, and then drop it if it didn’t work out.

For someone like Li Mu, who was extremely goal-oriented, incredibly perceptive, and executed with extreme precision, once his gaze fixed on Joyo.com, there were only two possibilities: either acquire it, or destroy it.

In Lei Jun’s eyes, Li Mu was definitely the kind of person who held money in one hand and a gun in the other. When such a person came knocking, they wouldn’t leave with the money and gun still in hand. He would either have to let Li Mu use money to complete the deal, or wait for Li Mu to use his “gun” to destroy him.

Not wanting to do business with him was an option, but the key question was: could he withstand Li Mu’s offensive?

Li Mu had merely used a celebrity Tieba alongside YY and Taobao to create a so-called “celebrity omnichannel” promotion, and he had already won over all the record companies. Major record companies not only provided their audio-visual products to Taobao at low prices, but also mobilized their artists to build momentum and promote on their own Tieba pages. At the same time, they specifically signed a large number of autographed photos and posters for Taobao, to be used for prize giveaways. This instantly cut off one of Joyo.com’s legs.

Lei Jun was very clear that the most terrifying thing wasn’t Li Mu cutting off one of Joyo.com’s legs, but rather that he knew full well these actions by Li Mu weren’t even specifically aimed at Joyo.com. They were meant to boost his own platform’s influence and consolidate all online celebrity activity resources into his own hands. It was just that his influence was so strong that his casual actions inadvertently crippled Joyo.com.

Unintentional targeting alone could almost take half of Joyo.com’s life. If he deliberately suppressed it, Joyo.com probably wouldn’t survive a single round against Li Mu.

Moreover, the situation behind Joyo.com was far more complex than it appeared on the surface.

Joyo.com itself was a project jointly invested by Kingsoft and Lenovo. The main reason was that Kingsoft had been relying heavily on Lenovo in recent years, so they proposed this project and brought Lenovo in as a co-investor. The true purpose was to use “Joyo.com” as a shared offspring to cling even tighter to Lenovo, much like a woman wanting to have a child with a filthy rich person to gain more benefits from him.

But what they hadn’t expected was how severely this business model, a complete copy of Amazon’s, suffered from unacclimatized illnesses in China. Lenovo, a hardware manufacturer in the traditional industry, initially thought the internet bubble was huge and wanted to seize this opportunity to get involved, perhaps making a fortune. But they never expected this bullshit industry’s bubble wasn’t small at all. They poured in real money, and the speed of consumption was astonishingly fast. Just as the market value showed a slight improvement, a small move by Taobao popped the bubble they had painstakingly inflated.

Traditional enterprises prioritize direct profits over the concept and premium of a business model. Recently, after Taobao snatched away Joyo.com’s audio-visual product business, the entire website’s data began to decline. Traffic was dropping, active users were dropping, orders were dropping, and completed transactions were dropping. Books alone couldn’t sustain it. The burn rate was incredibly fast, so fast that Lenovo had lost patience. Thus, they found the increasingly difficult Joyo.com quite troublesome, fearing they would sink deeper into this perpetually investing swamp with no one to take over. So, at present, Lenovo had strong intentions to withdraw.

If Lenovo withdrew, Kingsoft itself wouldn’t continue playing. If a woman had a child for a filthy rich person, and the situation became difficult, and the filthy rich man pulled out, would she continue to raise the child by herself amidst the difficulties? Wouldn’t that be idiotic?

Considering all this, Lei Jun felt that if Li Mu truly wanted Joyo.com, he might as well bite the bullet and sell it to him.

Lei Jun, quickly recognizing the reality, immediately accepted Liu Qiangdong’s invitation. They set a time for Thursday evening, with the specific meeting location to be decided on Wednesday.

Li Mu was quite pleased to receive the news. He had seen many of Lei Jun’s press conferences and speeches and was quite interested in Lei Jun’s Mandarin with its strong regional accent. The thought of meeting him in 2002, and as someone of a higher stature, filled Li Mu with fresh anticipation.

…

Chen Ze’s internal intelligence was indeed very well-informed.

When the News Broadcast was aired on time that evening, the leader’s speech at the executive meeting indeed appeared as a main item in the night’s broadcast, and the content concerning the four “positive energies” was transmitted word for word.

A leader holding an executive meeting was a very normal routine. Such meetings happened at least a hundred times a year. Because the themes of the meetings varied, most ordinary citizens weren’t particularly sensitive to them, only paying attention when the meeting topics were closely related to people’s livelihoods.

However, for the media and governments at all levels and in all localities, every executive meeting was a top priority. The media, of course, paid close attention, and governments at all levels and in all localities were particularly concerned about the meeting content, mainly because they were monitoring which situations and problems the leaders were currently focusing on. It served as a wind vane for society and official circles.

If the meeting’s theme was real estate, then real estate developers everywhere, especially those in first-tier cities, would pay close attention. Government functional departments responsible for managing the real estate development series would also immediately perk up, studying the information released by the leaders and promptly making corresponding adjustments to their work.

If the meeting’s theme was environmental protection, then environmental protection bureaus and polluting enterprises everywhere would surely pay close attention, and as soon as there was a possibility of policy change, they would immediately respond.

Today’s meeting theme was education. As the most important basic public welfare project in society, education was a frequent topic at leader’s meetings. The leader’s concern for education and the basic manners of faculty and staff was by no means a first. However, this time, the leader actually adopted the “positive energy” concept that Li Mu had just proposed. The implied meaning behind this was quite thought-provoking.

Firstly, demanding “positive energy” from the education team undoubtedly served as an entry point to impose new requirements on the self-manners of the education team. Education departments across the country would certainly grasp this key point and actively carry out related actions to improve the professional manners of faculty and staff.

Beyond that, there was another point that everyone with political sensitivity found particularly important: there are many ways to express the idea of improving the quality of the faculty and staff and enhancing the essence of quality education, so why did the leader directly use “positive energy,” a term Li Mu had just proposed?

Putting aside everything else, the three words “positive energy” had already been heavily hyped by major media outlets for a day. Now, suddenly quoted by the leader, it instantly elevated the status of these three words to a higher level.

Thinking deeper, the leader’s quick adoption of the “positive energy” concept seemed to imply more than just his and the government’s support for the concept. To some extent, it also meant that the leader was expressing his recognition and appreciation for Li Mu in a special way.

For ordinary citizens, this might not mean much, but for those within government agencies, its significance was profound. No wonder there had always been a powerful yet elusive clue supporting Li Mu, and no wonder Li Mu’s business had grown so large yet no media had truly reported on it until last night. Perhaps the real reason lay right here.

These individuals weren’t the only ones surprised; even Li Mu himself felt overwhelmed by the favor.

A leader releasing a signal of appreciation for someone doesn’t necessarily require meeting them or offering direct verbal encouragement, nor does it require purposefully mentioning that person’s abilities and achievements in front of the media. Just like this time, the leader simply took a brilliant idea proposed by Li Mu and used it in an area seemingly unrelated to Li Mu, yet it was enough to convey this strong and powerful signal.

While feeling overwhelmed by the favor, Li Mu constantly warned himself not to delve deeper into this matter. He knew politics was complex. He wished to be an absolutely law-abiding citizen and contribute what he could to society, but he also clearly warned himself not to become deeply bound to politics. If the leader recognized him, he would simply take it as approval and encouragement from the leader, and continue forging ahead on his own path of internet entrepreneurship. That was enough.

“Positive energy” completely exploded in popularity. It transcended the scope of a popular hot word and directly became a phenomenon-level hot word, comprehensively covering the entire society overnight.

From the News Broadcast onwards, this term seemingly became disconnected from Li Mu on the surface. Media began to use the three words “positive energy” in various fields, and it quickly became a new media trend.

Acting bravely for a just cause was “promoting positive energy”; returning lost money was “developing positive energy”; helping others was “spreading positive energy”; even the entertainment industry began to leverage the popularity of “positive energy.”

Film and television stars, when interviewed, would say their new character was a figure full of positive energy; singers, when interviewed, would also say their next album and single would focus more on conveying “positive energy” to music fans.

As the creator of “positive energy,” Li Mu was consequently remembered even more…





Chapter 762: An Agreement with Chen Wan

After the News Broadcast aired, Zhao Xianliang, who was far away in Hangzhou, couldn’t sit still and pressed Zhao Ziqiu: “Did you talk to Li Mu about what your mom said?”

“Not yet,” Zhao Ziqiu replied truthfully. “His phone has been off for two days; I can’t get through.”

Zhao Xianliang frowned: “Someone like him can’t do without a phone. He must have other backup numbers. Didn’t he tell you?”

“No,” Zhao Ziqiu said very naturally. “If he kept a backup phone, it would be specifically for work. I’m not someone he needs to contact for work. If he told me his work number and I called to bother him, wouldn’t that be putting the cart before the horse?”

Hearing this, Zhao Xianliang was momentarily speechless. After a moment, he said to his wife Xie Yun with a distressed look: “See? Her heart is already entirely leaning towards an outsider.”

Xie Yun smiled faintly: “What’s the rush? Even if you got through to him, do you think Li Mu would have time to come over in this situation? Didn’t I say it already? As long as he can come before Zi Qiu goes back to school, that’s fine.”

Zhao Xianliang smacked his lips and said: “Why can’t he come? Since he’s Zi Qiu’s boyfriend, this kind of thing should be his top priority without question. He should rush over immediately without a second thought. That’s the only way it makes sense.”

Xie Yun shook her head helplessly and said: “Don’t forget, you weren’t there the day I gave birth to Zi Qiu. It was my parents who waited for me outside the delivery room.”

Zhao Xianliang retorted defensively: “I was out of town on business at the time; I couldn’t make it back.”

Xie Yun asked him: “Didn’t I tell you beforehand? When I went to the Hospital to await delivery, my mom sent you a telegram, right? How did it go again? ‘Yun admitted to hospital, return quickly.’ Do you remember how you replied to that telegram?”

Zhao Xianliang sighed, waved his hand, and said: “Fine, pretend I didn’t say anything. You two, mother and daughter, can make the decision on this.”

Only then did Xie Yun smile contentedly and nod: “You should have said that a long time ago.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously: “Mom, what did Dad reply in the telegram back then?”

Xie Yun glanced at Zhao Xianliang and smiled: “Your dad also replied with six words: ‘Negotiations critical, doing my best.’ Then, she teased him:”He said he was doing his best, but he didn’t put in any effort at all. He only came back on the fourth day after I gave birth to you.”

Zhao Xianliang had already stood up, pretending not to hear their conversation, and said in a self-important manner: “Well then, you two watch. I’m going to the study to read for a bit.”

Zhao Ziqiu also stood up and said: “I’m going back to my room to surf the internet for a while.”

Back in her room, after turning on her computer and logging into YY, Zhao Ziqiu was surprised to see Li Mu’s avatar flashing in the bottom right corner. She quickly clicked on it and was pleasantly surprised to find that Li Mu had left her a message on YY the very night Face to Face aired, telling her that his previous phone would be off for the next few days and then leaving her his backup phone number.

Zhao Ziqiu pulled out her phone, wanting to call Li Mu, but she pressed the cancel button halfway through typing the number. She felt that calling Li Mu at this moment would only add to his troubles and wasn’t truly helpful.

Truth be told, Zhao Ziqiu was definitely one of the women closest to Li Mu who was most considerate of him.

…

It was past ten in the evening. Chen Wan, in Xiangdu, had just finished a core members’ meeting for the Super Girl production team and was heading to the parking lot with a few colleagues who drove to work.

The Chief Director selected by Hunan Satellite TV for this year’s Super Girl was a quite influential female director from Hunan Satellite TV named Wang Ping. Wang Ping had previously participated in several talent shows on Hunan Satellite TV, but none had been on the scale of this Super Girl.

This Super Girl program was undoubtedly the largest, highest-budget, and longest-running talent show organized by TV stations across the country to date. The mere setup of six major competition zones far surpassed all other programs of the same type. Wang Ping had not directly participated in the negotiations between the TV station leadership and Li Mu, but when she was tasked by the leadership to take on this program, she discovered that Li Mu’s Super Girl project proposal was simply impeccable. As a senior TV professional, everything she could think of, Li Mu had written down; even things she hadn’t thought of, Li Mu had also written, and in great detail.

Because of this, Wang Ping had 120% confidence in this talent show. She was not only confident but also highly motivated.

Under Wang Ping’s leadership, Super Girl had now completed all its preliminary work for launch. The theme of today’s meeting was the launch of the national publicity phase, and the most crucial link in this was Muye Technology’s joint cooperation.

Currently, Li Mu was the focus of national news, and along with him, Taobao and Muye Technology’s reputations were soaring. Wang Ping hoped to communicate with Muye Technology as soon as possible and quickly initiate the joint promotion they had agreed upon earlier. Li Mu had already appointed a liaison for this cooperation, and the relevant resources he promised to Hunan Satellite TV had already been listed for Wang Ping in advance. However, Wang Ping remained somewhat uneasy, fearing that Muye Technology’s cooperation wouldn’t be thorough enough or thoughtful enough.

Upon reaching the parking garage, Wang Ping walked side-by-side with Chen Wan and suddenly spoke: “Xiao Wan, you’re quite familiar with General Manager Li from Muye Technology, aren’t you?”

The fact that Chen Wan and Li Mu had a very close relationship was almost common knowledge at Hunan Satellite TV. When Chen Wan first appeared on Happy Camp, Muye Technology poured massive online resources into it, helping that episode of Happy Camp break all ratings records for variety shows on the station and nationwide, second only to the annual Spring Festival Gala. Wang Ping knew this well in her heart, but it was her first time working with Chen Wan, and they weren’t very familiar with each other, so she had to circle around before saying much.

Chen Wan heard Wang Ping’s question and answered openly: “General Manager Li and I have a very good personal relationship, and we’re also fellow townsmen.”

Wang Ping feigned delight and smiled: “That’s wonderful! We’ll have to trouble you to communicate more with General Manager Li. It would be best if you could communicate directly with him to try and secure more online resources for us.”

Chen Wan nodded, politely acknowledging the request, and told Wang Ping: “Okay, Director Wang, I’ll do my best.”

Although she said that, Chen Wan also knew that Li Mu was extremely busy with work recently, so she just casually agreed to this matter. For Super Girl, Li Mu had already arranged a liaison for cooperation, so there was absolutely no need to bother Li Mu further. Moreover, she knew Li Mu must be particularly swamped with work right now.

Thinking of Li Mu’s recent situation, Chen Wan recalled how he had called her a few days ago to say his interview was about to air. Before she could even fully process it, he had to hang up because of some urgent matter. After Face to Face aired, that rascal had seemingly disappeared, and she couldn’t get through to his phone again. She figured Li Mu must be swamped with work lately. Plus, Chen Wan herself had been extremely busy recently; in addition to her daily program recordings, she also had to participate in the preparations for Super Girl. So, unable to reach Li Mu’s phone, Chen Wan didn’t take it to heart.

However, with Wang Ping suddenly bringing up Li Mu, Chen Wan couldn’t help but let her mind wander, thinking of him, and of him and herself.

When you’re infatuated with someone, just thinking of them makes your thoughts spread like ink dropped into clear water, uncontrollably and rapidly. That was exactly how it was for Chen Wan.

Just thinking that she couldn’t even reach him by phone right now, Chen Wan felt an empty, hollow feeling in her heart.

She had been in Xiangdu for so long, and she had continuously raised her popularity in Xiangdu, at Hunan Satellite TV, and on the Happy Camp stage. It was precisely because of this that she could leap to become a first-tier host soon after her debut. But even so, she hadn’t found any sense of belonging here, nor did she like this city. Yet, she had no choice. Li Mu might have misunderstood her aspirations; she didn’t want to be a famous first-tier host, but he had personally pushed her into this position. She didn’t want to disappoint him, nor did she want him to look down on her, so she could only grit her teeth and persevere.

As Chen Wan thought this, she felt no personal grievance, but a sudden, overwhelming urge to see Li Mu, wanting to fly to his side immediately. She pulled out her phone, but Li Mu’s phone still wouldn’t connect. Disappointed, Chen Wan could only drive home.

After taking a shower and emerging from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, the first thing Chen Wan thought of was calling Li Mu. But Li Mu’s phone still couldn’t be reached.

Chen Wan sighed helplessly. Despite her frustration, she also understood Li Mu quite well. With so many major news events happening one after another, his old phone number was probably being bombarded with calls. If his phone were on, he basically wouldn’t be able to do anything else.

After another unsuccessful attempt, Chen Wan was about to toss her phone aside when she received a message. It was from Zhou Sheng, the director of Happy Camp, asking her to join a group chat to discuss something about the program. Chen Wan quickly opened her laptop and logged into YY.

As soon as she logged in, the group messages kept ringing incessantly. Besides the group, there were also several friend messages. Chen Wan used a hotkey to bring up all messages and was then overjoyed to find that Li Mu had indeed left her a message, attaching a new phone number.

Chen Wan quickly picked up her phone again and dialed Li Mu’s new number. A moment later, the call connected, and a familiar voice came through: “Wan… cough cough, um, you’re still up this late?”

Li Mu didn’t know what was wrong with him; he almost said “Sister Wan” but immediately remembered that Chen Wan didn’t want him to continue calling her “Sister Wan.” So Li Mu haphazardly tried to gloss over it.

Chen Wan heard the half-spoken address and laughed, teasing him: “Since when did you start using such an intimate address for me? But isn’t just one word a bit too cheesy?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Cheesy? I don’t think so. I can’t exactly call you Wan’er, can I? That would be truly cheesy, and too much like Qiong Yao novels.”

Chen Wan smiled shyly like a young girl and said: “Don’t worry, if you really called me that, I definitely wouldn’t mind.”

Li Mu, however, felt a bit embarrassed. He let out a couple of awkward laughs and quickly changed the subject, asking her: “Let’s talk about serious business, shall we?”

Chen Wan grumbled unhappily: “We haven’t seen each other in so many days. You don’t miss me at all?”

“Of course I do!” Li Mu said firmly and affirmatively: “I miss you, no matter how busy I am.”

“That’s more like it.” Chen Wan smiled contentedly, then said: “I miss you too. I have this weekend off. Are you in Yanjing? I’ll come find you.”

Li Mu said apologetically: “I have to return to Haizhou this weekend. I’ve arranged to discuss some things with the Haizhou City government.”

Chen Wan subconsciously thought of saying she’d return to Haizhou as well for the weekend, but then she thought about it carefully. Li Mu must be talking about serious business, so she shouldn’t go and cause trouble. So she tentatively asked him: “When you go back to Haizhou, will you make a stop in Jinling for a while?”

Li Mu said: “My parents are in Yanjing. I’ll go back with them and fly to Jinling. I’ll be back on Sunday, and I’ll be alone then, so I should have some free time on the return trip. Why?”

Chen Wan smiled and said: “Then I’ll just go back to Jinling this weekend. It’ll be a good chance to spend time with my parents. When you pass through Jinling, just spare a few hours to have a meal with me.”

Li Mu didn’t even consider it, subconsciously replying: “Okay.”

Chen Wan was instantly overjoyed and said with a giggle: “Then it’s settled! No changes allowed then!”

“Don’t worry,” Li Mu said. “When have I ever gone back on my word to you?”

“That’s good then,” Chen Wan chuckled. “Then I won’t disturb you anymore. We’ll see each other in Jinling this weekend. Get some early rest. Our production team group is still discussing things, so I won’t chat with you anymore.”

Li Mu asked her: “Nothing else?”

Chen Wan happily said: “Nope. You rest well these few days and don’t get too tired.”

At this moment, Chen Wan had long since thrown Wang Ping’s request to the winds.





Chapter 763: E-commerce Nuclear Weapon

On Tuesday, Li Mu held a meeting with Liu Qiangdong.

The meeting was simple. A leader was coming to inspect their work on Wednesday, followed by a closed-door symposium. This seemed like a good opportunity to propose requests, so the two needed to carefully discuss what specific demands to make and their priority.

Li Mu believed that the top priority for Taobao’s development right now was logistics, so he had to fight for preferential policies in that area. Liu Qiangdong completely agreed; the two maintained high consensus. But high consensus wasn’t enough; they also went over some details. Whether they complained to the leader or tried to curry favor, the conditions they put forward had to be clear and unambiguous. They couldn’t just tell the leader, “We want preferential policies.” They had to state their specific demands, for example: “We hope for a complete exemption of import duties and purchase taxes on imported tractor units, and a complete exemption of purchase taxes on domestic trucks. We hope the leader can help us achieve this.” Or, “We hope the city where our warehousing bases are located will first allocate land for us, and we pay less or pay later. One of these two conditions must be met.”

Of course, when speaking to the leader, the language naturally couldn’t be so showy, but overall, the core demands were precisely these, and they had to be articulated clearly.

Li Mu was pouring five hundred million into logistics. Five hundred million alone might sound intimidating, but logistics was a capital-intensive project. Doing it little by little would be too slow. If they wanted to achieve rapid expansion, the investment requirements would be particularly high. A single logistics and warehousing base, including land acquisition, groundbreaking, construction of steel-frame factories, shelves, conveyor belts, and other sorting equipment, would roughly cost at least ten million to start. For six warehousing bases, one or two hundred million would already be gone.

Imported heavy-duty tractor units, any single one would cost around one million domestically. Buying one hundred would consume another one hundred million.

The demand for medium and light-duty trucks was even greater, and their total cost would also be around one hundred million.

Adding up other expenses like logistics outlets and personnel salaries, five hundred million was barely enough to get things going. If they could secure strong preferential policies, the situation would immediately change.

Additionally, Liu Qiangdong felt that they should also mention to the leader during the meeting the issue of Alibaba’s three logistics companies maliciously stopping package collection and urge them to provide a specific resolution as soon as possible.

The governments of Yanjing and Huzhou City had stated a few days ago that they would investigate and pursue responsibility for this matter, but there had been no follow-up yet. Liu Qiangdong was worried that the matter would eventually fizzle out or that Mr. Ma would secretly use public relations to get away with it, with each company only being fined a few tens of thousands of yuan, which wouldn’t hurt their foundation.

Li Mu asked him, “Have you asked what the most severe punishment for this situation would be?”

“There’s no such thing as ‘most severe’,” Liu Qiangdong replied. “Private express delivery companies are just starting out, and the postal service hasn’t established very clear laws and regulations for this area. However, it’s precisely because of this that there’s more room for maneuver.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and said, “No matter how they maneuver, it will be difficult to implicate Alibaba. They can completely pin the responsibility squarely on the three companies themselves.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded. “That’s also what’s giving me a headache. Even if each of them is fined hundreds of thousands or even millions, which seems heavy, it’s nothing to them.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “If we could order these three express delivery companies to suspend operations for rectification, that would be great! Not too long, three months would be enough to put them in for a rough time!”

Liu Qiangdong’s eyes lit up, and he agreed, “Indeed, suspending operations for three months means no income for three months, while still bearing huge personnel salaries, hardware usage, and depreciation costs. That would probably cause Alibaba a lot of trouble.”

Li Mu slapped his thigh and said, “Note that down too. We’ll mention it to the leader. Their unauthorized refusal to accept packages is a very serious act, and suspending operations for rectification is both reasonable and justified.”

Liu Qiangdong smiled and said, “If Mr. Ma hadn’t hoisted himself by his own petard, his Letao should have already launched.”

Li Mu nodded, his expression serious. “If he hadn’t pulled this stunt, then as soon as his Letao launched, he would have three of his own logistics companies cooperating. At that time, his express delivery companies would only need to promise sellers sufficiently low internal shipping discounts, giving them the opportunity to earn a freight difference from customers, and sellers would probably flock to Letao.”

Based on Li Mu’s experience from his previous life, e-commerce became popular in China for over ten years, and among those, the first five years, from 2003 to 2008, were the most profitable period for small and medium-sized E-commerce sellers. Taking Taobao from his previous life as an example, in that historical period, online shopping users flocked to Taobao, practically buying anything they saw. Whatever you sold on Taobao, you could definitely sell it. As long as you put in the effort, you could quickly get started.

Buyers at that time were very naive, and sellers hadn’t yet entered the vicious competition where they would stop at nothing. So, sellers at that time not only made money from completed transactions but even express delivery was a huge source of income. Back then, online shopping generally didn’t include free shipping, and express delivery fees were typically fifteen yuan or more. Buyers felt it was natural to pay for shipping, but they didn’t know that sellers with large shipping volumes at that time could get preferential prices from express delivery companies for a few yuan for the first kilogram, allowing them to ship nationwide. For every completed transaction, sellers not only earned product profit, but the net profit from express delivery could reach ten yuan, which was terrifying.

Many sellers who earned a lot of money on Taobao largely completed their initial accumulation during that period. By making money in the early stages, they had sufficient funds to keep up in the later stages when Taobao changed policies and competition became fierce, continuing to earn money after 2008.

Current online shopping buyers are in this naive stage. If Mr. Ma makes good use of his three logistics companies and reaches private discount deals with sellers, sellers will definitely flock to Letao. Although it’s impossible to surpass Taobao, which has a strong Ecosystem, in a short period, it would be like a persistent nuisance, leaving him with no easy solutions for a while.

All things considered, Li Mu felt that this matter truly needed to be taken extra seriously. Since there was this opportunity, he would find a way to give him a hard time. If he could truly get these three logistics companies suspended for three months, then even if Mr. Ma’s Letao launched, he would have no reliance.

The move was a bit underhanded, but Li Mu felt no guilt at all. Besides, he wasn’t the first to use dirty tricks. Since his opponent was coming for his life, if he still worried about saving face, wouldn’t that just benefit him?

Thinking of this, a smile full of conspiracy appeared on Li Mu’s face. He said to Liu Qiangdong, “Set up the artillery, let’s find a way to hit him with a shot!”

Liu Qiangdong chuckled and asked, “Do you think it can be done?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “If it can’t be done, we’ll create the conditions to make it happen!”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, saying with delight, “Ah, if this works out, we won’t have to worry about Alibaba at all.”

Li Mu also nodded in agreement. If he could cripple his three logistics companies, what would his Letao rely on? Could infantry alone fight against his combined arms army of airplanes, tanks, and artillery?

Thinking that, Li Mu’s heart suddenly had a sudden jolt.

The current battle, which seemed completely one-sided, might not truly be irreversible. Li Mu realized that he had overlooked something that could be considered a nuclear-level weapon—counterfeit goods.

For China’s E-commerce industry, counterfeit goods were absolutely a powerful nuclear weapon.

High profits, high sales, alignment with national conditions, catering to national demand, vague legal definitions, and insufficient enforcement were all fundamental reasons for the rampant counterfeiting. It was clear that the rampant nature of counterfeit goods in the E-commerce era was supported by sufficient special market reasons. In China’s E-commerce development, it was an inevitable product, just like burning coal will inevitably produce dust and sulfide pollution; it simply couldn’t be avoided.

In future e-commerce platforms, the impact of counterfeit goods also lasted for many years, truly like “wildfire burns endlessly, but springs up again when the spring breeze blows.” Some manufactured and sold counterfeit goods, some knowingly bought counterfeit goods, and some unknowingly bought counterfeit goods. In short, the coverage, influence, and profit margins of counterfeit goods in the E-commerce industry were unmatched; it could absolutely be called a nuclear-level weapon.

If this thing was allowed to rise and develop, its significance and nature for major e-commerce platforms in the future would be like nuclear weapons for major countries. The routine for nuclear weapons among world nations was basically:

You have them? Good, then I must have them too;

You increased them? Good, then I must increase mine too;

You reduced them? I might not reduce mine;

The international situation changed? Good, then everyone sits down to negotiate, jointly reduce, and make a superficial effort towards denuclearization;

What? A new platform is secretly trying to develop its own nuclear weapons? Damn it, let’s all team up and take them out!

Nuclear weapons were like this, and counterfeit goods were too.

His own Taobao had explicitly required the elimination of counterfeit goods from its inception. To achieve this, Taobao spared no effort in cracking down on sellers of counterfeit goods. Once discovered, their shops were immediately closed, and their identification documents were added to the Blacklist. If Mr. Ma took advantage of his own counterfeit crackdown, using counterfeit goods to engage in differentiated competition, pursuing a low-price route, and employing the rural areas surrounding the cities strategy, then he would truly be in for a pain in the neck.

Li Mu suddenly felt that his own counterfeit crackdown was far from enough. He needed to think of some strategies to ensure that General Manager Ma also wouldn’t have the opportunity to sell counterfeit goods. It would be best if all future competitors had no opportunity to sell counterfeit goods. How to achieve this goal made Li Mu feel somewhat overwhelmed for a moment.

The problem of piracy had existed in China for many years. The book and audio-visual industry was basically crippled and still couldn’t fundamentally solve the problem. The future scope of E-commerce would be much, much larger than books and audio-visuals, and it would involve far more people and interests than the book and audio-visual industry. If it was already like this for books and audio-visuals, Li Mu really didn’t know how to achieve the elimination of counterfeit goods or strong, effective control over them in the E-commerce industry.

After thinking and thinking, a flash of inspiration suddenly struck Li Mu’s mind. A routine, from shallow to profound, appeared in his thoughts.

Perhaps tomorrow’s leader inspection would be a rare and excellent opportunity!





Chapter 764: Li Mu’s Confidence and Basis

On Wednesday, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong arrived at Taobao early in the morning, just after 8 AM. The other employees were even earlier, having all arrived by 8 AM.

The reason for everyone arriving early was that at 9 AM this morning, superiors from the Economic and Trade Commission would be inspecting Taobao. This was the first time leaders had inspected Taobao since it became a hot topic in public opinion, and arguably, the first time leaders had ever inspected Taungbao since its establishment, making it highly significant.

For private enterprises, a leader’s inspection is a great thing. An inspection proves the government’s recognition of the company, indicating an attitude of appreciation and support.

Among the leaders inspecting today, five were from China’s Economic and Trade Commission, and two were even from China National Post Bureau. Calling leaders from the postal system to inspect together must have been a special consideration from the high-level leaders. Li Mu’s current e-commerce development was severely constrained by logistics and transportation. Setting up his own logistics system would take time, so for the foreseeable future, he would naturally have to cooperate with the national postal service. Having the leaders from the national postal service present meant Li Mu could directly ask for help or make requests.

The entire inspection was public. CCTV dispatched an interview team to follow and report. When Li Mu arrived at the company, a team of CCTV reporters, along with relevant staff and security personnel, were already there. Later, dedicated coordination staff communicated the entire process to Li Mu, including when the leaders would arrive, who would be present, which departments would be inspected, how CCTV’s interview process would be set, and even how the closed-door symposium later would be conducted.

The initial few steps were relatively formal, essentially just going through the motions. The key lay in the closed-door symposium. No media would be present at this symposium, nor would general officials attend. On Li Mu’s side, including himself, only two people would participate. From the leadership side, there would also be two: one was the superior from the Economic and Trade Commission, and the other was the leader responsible for express delivery business from the postal service.

Upon hearing this arrangement, Li Mu immediately took it very seriously.

He had originally thought this closed-door symposium would involve the entire inspection delegation, but unexpected to him, the leaders themselves significantly reduced the delegation, leaving only one truly in-charge superior from the economic and trade sector and one from the postal service sector. This was clearly a setup to allow him to make requests freely! It seemed like they might grant his every wish, and if that were the case, everything would take a major turn for the better.

At exactly 9 AM, the leaders, accompanied by their respective staff, arrived at Muye Technology.

Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong stood tall and upright, waiting at the main entrance of Muye Technology to greet them.

As the leaders appeared, the two staff members who were guiding them immediately stepped to the sides. Li Mu instantly recognized the man walking at the very front as the head of China’s Economic and Trade Commission, Zhen Zhiwen, Minister Zhen.

Minister Zhen wore a smile on his face. Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong quickly stepped forward to shake his hand. In front of the cameras, Minister Zhen spoke encouraging words and also mentioned that his visit to Taobao was actually aimed at learning about advanced internet e-commerce models. The other officials around him also smiled and agreed, and the atmosphere was very harmonious from the start.

Another very important figure was a Deputy Bureau Chief from China National Post Bureau surnamed Niu. China National Post Bureau oversees all express logistics industries nationwide in China, and Bureau Chief Niu was directly in charge of China’s state-owned postal business.

Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong led Minister Zhen and his一行 through various departments of the company. At each department, Liu Qiangdong would introduce its functional role within Taobao to the visiting leaders.

Occasionally, Minister Zhen and his party would also interview individual employees, asking about their salaries and benefits, or their work intensity. The employees all answered fluently.

Reporters also seized the opportunity to ask Minister Zhen some questions about Taobao. For example, how the Economic and Trade Commission viewed new things like Taobao. Minister Zhen’s answer was very fair and objective: “Firstly, we must admit that Taobao’s e-commerce model is very new to us, and we never anticipated before Taobao’s emergence that e-commerce could develop so rapidly. Therefore, for the Economic and Trade Commission, while on one hand we affirm the immense development potential of e-commerce, on the other hand, we also very much hope to gain a deeper understanding of this industry. If e-commerce is a necessary trend for future development, then we must subsequently formulate strong policies to promote and accelerate its rapid growth.”

The reporter then asked: “What are your expectations for Taobao’s future development?”

Minister Zhen said: “I hope that while Taobao continuously develops, it will not forget to strengthen its sense of social responsibility. The economy is the driving force that propels the nation forward. My expectation for Taobao’s future development is how it can effectively and swiftly promote social and economic development and make necessary contributions to it, all while developing itself.”

Li Mu quickly interjected: “Please rest assured, Minister Zhen, Taobao will certainly place social responsibility at the core of our corporate culture and contribute its part to the development of the entire social economy!”

Minister Zhen smiled at the reporter and said: “You’ve just interviewed General Manager Li. I believe that General Manager Li’s sense of social responsibility is evident to both myself and to all of you.”

The reporter smiled and said: “Then I’ll take this opportunity to interview General Manager Li as well.”

Li Mu nodded, saying generously: “Okay.”

The reporter then asked him: “General Manager Li, what is Taobao’s next direction for development?”

Li Mu smiled: “Our next direction for development is to increase the variety of online shopping choices and lower the barrier to online shopping, making it easier and more convenient for more people to use Taobao to buy a wider range of goods. In the near future, Taobao’s products will certainly be all-encompassing, satisfying the vast majority of consumers’ majority of shopping needs.”

Originally, Li Mu had planned for the leaders to dine outside at noon, but the accompanying staff had refused this arrangement yesterday when coordinating with Taobao’s public relations. Instead, they requested Taobao to order pre-packed lunch boxes from outside, so the leaders could have a working lunch together at Taobao. Since the working lunch was also part of the interview, Taobao prepared dozens of lunch boxes as requested, delivered at 12 PM. Li Mu arranged for reporters and leaders to dine in the main conference room, while other accompanying staff dispersed to various smaller conference rooms.

Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong also accompanied the leaders in the conference room for the lunch boxes. The reporter interviews largely concluded, and as the cameras moved away, Minister Zhen said to Li Mu: “Our closed-door symposium later will be held in your office or General Manager Liu’s office. Unrelated personnel should be kept away as much as possible. It’s time to discuss something practical.”

Li Mu’s expression hardened, and he quickly nodded, whispering: “Then, Minister Zhen, please come to my office later.”

After lunch, Minister Zhen said to the others: “Bureau Chief Niu and I will have a closed-door symposium with General Manager Li and General Manager Liu. Everyone else can rest here for now. We’ll leave after the meeting.”

The others immediately responded. Then Minister Zhen smiled and said to Li Mu: “Let’s not waste any more time, let’s start quickly.”

Li Mu nodded, made a ‘please’ gesture, and with Senior Student Liu, accompanied the two leaders to his office.

On the reception sofa, the four sat in pairs: Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong together, Minister Zhen and Bureau Chief Niu together. After they were seated, Senior Student Liu quickly took out tea sets and tea leaves to prepare tea. Minister Zhen didn’t refuse and went straight to the point, saying: “Little Li, the main reason I came today is that the leader entrusted me to meet with you in person.”

Li Mu quickly sat upright and nodded. He had already heard ‘leader’ from Chen Ze and knew who was being referred to.

Minister Zhen paused, then continued: “The leader gave me two tasks today. One is to understand what your current needs are, and the other is to ask you some questions on his behalf.”

Saying this, Minister Zhen looked at Li Mu with interest and asked with a smile: “Which part do you think we should start with first?”

Li Mu humbly and respectfully said: “Minister Zhen, please start with the questions first.”

Li Mu guessed that the leader and other superiors might have some concerns and uncertainties about e-commerce as a new phenomenon. Before making requests for their help, he first needed to know what leaders were doubting and worrying about. Only if he was confident he could address their concerns could he boldly make requests; otherwise, it would be too awkward if he made requests that he couldn’t resolve their doubts about.

Upon hearing Li Mu choose to start with questions, Minister Zhen nodded approvingly and said with a smile: “Very well, then I will ask you some questions first.”

With that, Minister Zhen cleared his throat and said: “First, how large is the future development potential of domestic e-commerce? Not just Taobao, but the entire e-commerce market.”

Li Mu said seriously: “If development goes smoothly, the visible market scale within the next five years will be around one trillion.”

Then, Li Mu added: “Of course, the vast majority of this data is accumulated from enterprises shifting some daily transactions to a more convenient online operation. If we only consider the B2C retail business, I believe that under sufficient conditions, it can reach a scale of one hundred billion within five years.”

Minister Zhen looked somewhat surprised and said: “You mean it can reach an annual retail scale of one hundred billion in five years?”

Li Mu nodded and calmly uttered two words: “At least.”

Minister Zhen’s expression also became serious, and he asked: “What about the most optimistic estimate?”

“Several hundred billion.”

Minister Zhen said: “The annual sales revenue of Wangfujing Department Store Group, which has been developing for many years, is only about seven to eight billion. What is your confidence and basis for this one hundred billion? You can’t hold a Brand Day every day, can you? Consumers will also experience aesthetic fatigue.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, poised: “I don’t know the situation for other companies, so it’s hard to estimate. But for Taobao alone, I am confident that our annual transaction volume can exceed one hundred billion within five years!”
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If China’s e-commerce market were slightly more mature, an annual scale of one hundred billion yuan would not be a major problem for an industry-leading e-commerce website. Moreover, Li Mu’s Taobao isn’t just C2C for small and medium-sized sellers; it also features a hybrid B2C model.

B2C operational models in China are generally divided into two types: The first is Tmall, a third-party platform where enterprise-level sellers set up shop, directly facing ordinary consumers in a B2C model. The second is JD.com, which builds its own platform, procures goods from third-party enterprises, handles its own warehousing and sales, and conducts its own delivery, directly facing ordinary consumers in a B2C model.

The reason it’s called hybrid is that Li Mu’s current B2C is not either of the above two models.

Compared to the first type, Li Mu does not allow enterprise-level sellers to directly sell to consumers; instead, he first procures goods for warehousing, handles his own sales, and performs his own delivery. However, compared to the second type, Li Mu has not yet entered the stage of self-procurement, though this is his next goal. Once logistics get on track, Taobao will immediately launch its previously set plan to vigorously promote self-operated daily necessities and general merchandise sales. By then, related products must be self-procured to secure the largest profit margin and maximum autonomy.

In the future, Li Mu’s plan for Taobao is a coexistence of one C2C and two B2C models. Such a vast structure basically covers the entire retail sector’s operations. If it still can’t achieve an annual transaction volume exceeding one hundred billion yuan within five years, Li Mu himself would feel ashamed.

Minister Zhen’s focus was on Taobao’s future scale of development. The domestic basic economy needed to be driven, the retail industry needed favorable stimulus, and the country needed innovative enterprises like Taobao to bring new momentum. However, before providing sufficient policy support, it was first necessary to figure out how much potential Taobao truly had.

It’s like investing in a coal mine: one must first know how many coal reserves there are, how difficult it is to mine, and what the designed annual output is. By understanding these, high-level officials can have the confidence to provide adequate support. Similarly, in the inland, a coal mine with a designed annual output of a million-ton level is already considered a large mine, but any coal mine in E City, Mongolia Province, has an annual output of ten million-ton level, and an open-pit mine can have a designed annual output exceeding twenty million tons. The difference is not just a small amount.

At present, Li Mu’s answer left Minister Zhen amazed and excited.

Reaching annual sales of one hundred billion yuan within five years—this was just Li Mu’s conservative estimate. His optimistic estimate could reach hundreds of billions. If this figure truly materialized, Taobao would absolutely become a top enterprise in the domestic retail industry.

After processing this staggering figure, Minister Zhen asked his second question.

“Currently, economists have two views on Taobao. One strongly affirms Taobao’s role in driving domestic demand and boosting the economy. The other view suggests that Taobao is impacting the real economy, especially physical retail, believing that Taobao merely moves purchasing behavior that originally happened offline to online. However, because online operations eliminate hardware and labor costs, it is actually a detriment to the economy. What are your thoughts?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and answered seriously, “Minister Zhen, I don’t deny that e-commerce will move some offline purchasing behavior online. After all, e-commerce is a revolution in purchasing behavior, a more advanced and superior way of purchasing. Its emergence will naturally bring a certain impact to traditional purchasing methods. However, allow me to explain this from a different perspective.”

Pausing for a moment, Li Mu continued, “Firstly, offline consumption is rational consumption; most consumers only buy products after they have a need. Online purchasing, however, is impulse consumption. Through powerful promotion channels and flexible promotional methods, users are made to develop a purchasing impulse for a certain product online, and then they directly make the purchase online. In other words, online sales are more capable of encouraging consumers to ‘spend impulsively.’ Offline consumers mostly buy what they need and don’t buy what they don’t need, but online consumers mostly buy what they need, will buy things they might or might not need, and even things they don’t need at all.”

“During our recent Taobao Brand Day, we sold hundreds of thousands of units of various brands of mobile phones and PHS devices. A considerable portion of these users had no original intention to buy a phone in the short term. Mobile phones and PHS devices were always ‘might-buy or might-not-buy’ items for them. But precisely because of Taobao’s price advantage and promotional guidance, they ultimately decided to make a purchase. This is one type of online purchasing impulse.”

Minister Zhen asked curiously, “Besides that, can online purchasing bring about other purchasing impulses?”

“Of course,” Li Mu said. “Take conversion efficiency, for example. When you see a TCL phone on a traditional TV advertisement, even if the ad moves you, you’re unlikely to immediately drop what you’re doing to buy one. Once that purchasing impulse cools down, your desire to buy will greatly decrease. Ultimately, the effect of the TCL phone ad is merely this: when you genuinely decide to buy a phone, the advertisement you once saw can influence your judgment to a certain extent. If you saw the TCL ad and were deeply impressed, then when you finally make a purchase, you choose a TCL phone. But many days, or even months, might have passed since you saw that advertisement.”

“But what about online? If I suddenly pitch a TCL phone to you online, and this phone also moves you, and the price is more advantageous than offline stores, the most important thing is, you don’t need to get ready and go out into the street to find a TCL store; you can buy it with a click! Even at midnight, you can directly click the link to jump to the purchase page, click to buy, place an order, and pay. Before your purchasing impulse even has a chance to cool down, you’ve already completed the purchase. Then, your purchasing impulse will transform into a strong psychological anticipation, looking forward to the phone being delivered soon. Once the phone is delivered, your psychological anticipation will immediately transform into the excitement and joy of using your new phone. Think about it, from purchasing impulse to psychological anticipation, and then to enthusiasm for using—would I give your mood a chance to cool down?”

Minister Zhen’s eyes brightened upon hearing this.

He had never thought that e-commerce had such a powerful psychological effect. This concept was so novel; he was still in the stage of understanding it and hadn’t thought deeply about this aspect at all. But hearing Li Mu explain it like this, he felt that his “impulse consumption” theory made a great deal of sense.

Immediately, Minister Zhen did not hesitate to praise him, saying, “Little Li, you’re young, but you’re truly a business whiz!”

Li Mu smiled modestly, “Minister Zhen, you’re too kind.”

Minister Zhen waved his hand and sighed softly, “The economy at the international and domestic grand levels needs to transform. Private enterprises and the retail industry also need to transform. If Taobao can indeed bring about a large amount of ‘impulse consumption,’ thereby increasing the total retail consumption of the entire domestic society, then I believe some impact on physical sales is acceptable. We cannot stagnate for the sake of protecting traditional economic models. We must, on one hand, promote the development of emerging industries and new models, and on the other hand, use market pressure to compel practitioners in traditional economic models to actively consider change and transform. Only then can we reduce conflict between online and offline, and even achieve mutual benefit and synergy.”

Li Mu was excited. Minister Zhen’s words affirmed Taobao’s business model, meaning that the voices opposing Taobao had been cast aside. This was too important for Taobao. Li Mu had previously been somewhat worried that he was developing e-commerce too aggressively and whether leaders would have difficulty accepting it. After all, both Taobao and JD.com in his previous life were constantly exploring and developing, and the entire process was gradual. On the policy side, it also played a good numbing and delaying role, making it much gentler than his current approach.

However, fortunately, leaders showed no resistance to the rapidly developing e-commerce. Instead, during this special period, such a potent remedy appeared, making them more expectant of e-commerce. Only when leaders don’t question or worry can Taobao’s subsequent development be rapid.

Immediately, Minister Zhen asked, “Little Li, although Taobao has just started, in my opinion, it is definitely the leader in e-commerce. The government’s attitude is also clear: we are willing to support new economic models and make new attempts. We have just finished discussing our concerns, so now it’s time to discuss the second topic. Tell me, what are your needs?”

No sooner had he finished speaking, Minister Zhen added, “Don’t hold back. As long as your requests are reasonable, rational, and legal, you can propose them all. We will seriously discuss your needs upon our return and satisfy them as much as possible.”

Li Mu was overjoyed. After talking for so long, it was finally time to make requests. And the leader’s words were exceptionally generous, with an attitude of letting him take as much as he wanted. But Li Mu also reminded himself in his heart that although the leader said so, his own conduct must absolutely not be too unsightly. How to eat a lot while eating gracefully and with swagger—that was the most important point.

So, Li Mu cleared his throat, immediately elevated the discussion, and began, “Minister Zhen, the internet industry is the future of the entire tertiary industry. However, China’s current internet development speed is clearly lagging behind developed Western countries. Whether looking at the number of internet users, the number of computer connections, the number of internet companies, or operator speed standards, overall, there’s a significant gap compared to Western countries…”

“I personally especially hope that the country can introduce some favorable policies to stimulate the overall development of the internet industry. We have such a huge demographic dividend. If the country can fan the flames, the internet will definitely experience explosive growth. In that case, in the next few years, we will surely accumulate significant strength and achieve a surpassing of developed countries in the internet industry!”
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When Minister Zhen asked Li Mu to state his needs, Li Mu directly sought benefits for the entire internet industry in China. Whether it was from his genuine heart or deep conviction, Minister Zhen felt this young man was truly remarkable.

He was remarkable not only for his achievements and vision, which far surpassed those of his peers, but most importantly, for his breadth of perspective, which far exceeded that of most businessmen.

Thus, Minister Zhen’s admiration for Li Mu grew even stronger.

Immediately, Minister Zhen said to Li Mu, “The internet is a new product. To admit my limitations, I personally don’t understand much about it. However, I strongly agree with what you said. We lag behind developed countries in many areas, not because we are truly incapable, but because we started late. Developed countries are progressing, and we are progressing too, but it’s hard to close the gap.”

Minister Zhen then asked Li Mu, “Where do you think is the biggest gap between us and Western countries in the internet industry?”

Li Mu answered without hesitation, “The environment!”

Minister Zhen asked curiously, “The environment? How do you explain this ‘environment’?”

Li Mu said, “A two-thousand-degree electric furnace refines steel, a fifteen-hundred-degree blast furnace refines iron, and an earthern furnace below one thousand degrees refines dross. What kind of furnace and how high the temperature are, that determines the environment.”

“This environment requires extremely strict standards. If the environment doesn’t meet the standard, the product won’t either. Currently, there aren’t many internet companies in China, and we’ve just been through an internet bubble. Right now, it’s the stage of smelting dross in an earthen furnace. If everyone works together to slowly raise the quality of the environment, more internet companies like Muye Technology will rise, and the industry will naturally become stronger and stronger. However, our private enterprises have limited capabilities after all. If the state can give the internet industry a boost, I believe it will experience rapid development!”

Minister Zhen nodded, highly agreeing with Li Mu’s statement, and asked him, “How do you think the state should give this boost to the internet industry?”

Li Mu said earnestly, “I hope the state can start by popularizing household computers and the internet. The number of computers connected is one of the core foundations of the internet industry. The more computers establish presence, the more netizens there will be, and the industry’s breeding ground, space, and environment will become stronger and stronger.”

Minister Zhen laughed, “You answered so decisively; it seems you’ve thought about this in great detail already, haven’t you?”

Li Mu nodded with a slightly embarrassed smile and said, “Yes, Minister Zhen, I’ve considered some points.”

Minister Zhen nodded, “Since you have ideas, tell me about them.”

Li Mu said, “It’s like this: the current price of household computers is still a bit high for most families. Although Muye Technology is currently cooperating with Shenzhou to prepare for the launch of a low-cost model, Shenzhou’s production capacity is limited after all, and our own power is also limited. If the state could implement a policy at some point in the future, providing a certain level of subsidy to families who purchase household computers, I believe it would significantly drive the growth of household computers.”

Li Mu continued, “Moreover, this is in itself a good opportunity to drive domestic demand. A single computer costs several thousand yuan, and hardware production also involves a very large chain. If, because of state policy, domestic computer sales increase by five million units this year, calculated at a unit price of four thousand yuan, then the added output value for the computer industry alone would be as high as twenty billion yuan. And I dare to say, the state doesn’t actually need to provide funds directly. As long as it gives manufacturers certain tax incentives, manufacturers will definitely cooperate fully with the government to drive this policy. I even worry that domestic and foreign computer manufacturers will Seize! to take on this massive order!”

Minister Zhen immediately became interested, unable to help but exclaim, “Your idea is very interesting. Stimulating specific commodity consumption through the government sounds like it achieves multiple goals at once.”

Li Mu said, “It will definitely achieve multiple goals. As the number of household computers increases, the entire hardware production chain can directly profit; as the number of household computers increases, the number of access users for network operators will naturally increase, and the operators’ chain can also directly profit; the more household computers establish presence on the internet, the more netizens there will be.”

“A significant increase in netizen numbers can give internet enterprises more room for development. For example, for Taobao, a significant increase in netizen numbers will also drive its potential customers. We have only just used Alipay to open up the wallets of ten to twenty million netizens. If the overall number of netizens increases, the number of netizens whose wallets Alipay opens up will also grow. This will drive more netizens to participate in ‘impulse-driven’ online consumption, further driving the retail industry’s sales revenue… This is a completely healthy operational model, with each link driving and elevating the others.”

Minister Zhen nodded in approval and raised a hand, “Continue, what other benefits have you not mentioned?”

Li Mu said, “In fact, this is essentially like the Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy), with the same core purpose as inducing consumption through e-commerce: to generate a strong desire to purchase in users who originally had no such essential need or strong essential need, thereby converting it into a drive for the economy. If the government can step in, not only will the internet industry benefit, but the public will benefit, enterprises will benefit, the domestic economy will also benefit, and the government will also receive praise and adoration from netizens and industry insiders for driving internet development. It will achieve at least four goals at once.”

Minister Zhen nodded thoughtfully, then looked up and asked Li Mu, “What did you mean by ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ just now? Can you explain it in more detail?”

Seeing Minister Zhen’s puzzled expression, Li Mu realized that the “Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy)” had not yet been implemented. Thinking carefully, this policy seemed to have been issued and implemented as an economy policy only in 2008. He had accidentally let it slip.

However, Li Mu’s ability to adapt on the fly and make a ‘show off’ moment on the spot was unparalleled. Since this policy would only be introduced several years later, there was certainly no theory behind it yet. So, he confidently and boldly began to speak: “Minister Zhen, ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ is another idea to drive domestic demand that I pondered in my spare time. The farmer class in China has a huge population base; nine hundred million farmers are more numerous than the entire population of Europe, and the income of rural residents is also constantly increasing. However, their relative consumption level still has room for improvement.”

“Unlike urban residents, most urban residents’ consumption has begun to break through essential needs, but rural residents’ ‘essential needs’ are still largely unresolved. The best example is household appliances. Let’s not talk about anything else, just televisions and refrigerators, two essential need household appliances. Urban residents can basically achieve one television and one refrigerator per household, but rural residents still have a long way to go to reach that proportion.”

“Currently, whether from the subjective perspective of rural residents or the macroeconomic perspective of the state, the consumption of nine hundred million rural residents urgently needs to Shengji. But consistently, there has been a lack of a healthy and powerful means to drive it. Suppose the government could implement a national policy specifically for rural residents called ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy)’. Any rural household registration holder who purchases televisions and refrigerators, these two most practical household appliances, could receive a certain percentage of government subsidy. If that happened, how powerful would the purchasing power of nine hundred million farmers explode? It would probably be astonishingly large!”

After hearing these words, Minister Zhen was so excited that his hands were trembling.

Nine hundred million farmers—it was just four words, but the weight behind them was beyond imagination!

Li Mu had encompassed nine hundred million farmers with just one opening statement, the coverage was frighteningly wide. Yet, he was able to find a precise focal point within such a vast scope—televisions and refrigerators!

Televisions and refrigerators, these two common household appliances, were commonplace for urban residents, but for rural residents, they were still considered part of the luxury goods category. But did they really not need televisions and refrigerators? They definitely did!

Television was the most basic household appliance for entertainment, and the refrigerator was a practical household appliance for improving quality of life and efficiency. If it was really as Li Mu said, and the government stepped in to launch a nationwide Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy), providing government subsidies for these two appliances, what would that signify?

It signified that for nine hundred million farmers and hundreds of millions of households, even if the conversion rate was only one-tenth, it would still result in sales of at least tens of millions of units!

If the baseline was twenty million units, then:

Twenty million televisions, thirty to forty billion yuan!

Twenty million refrigerators, another thirty to forty billion yuan!

If the baseline was fifty million units, then:

Fifty million televisions, nearly one hundred billion yuan!

Fifty million refrigerators, another nearly one hundred billion yuan!

Most importantly, this was not wishful thinking at all; everything was perfectly feasible!

For the traditional manufacturing industry, if it could increase sales revenue by hundreds of billions yuan, it could create hundreds of thousands of jobs, billions of yuan in tax revenue, and tens of billions yuan in industry profit. This wasn’t just about driving domestic demand; this was using a rocket to propel domestic demand into takeoff!

Looking at Li Mu, who remained calm and composed, Minister Zhen’s heart was practically going crazy. How was this kid’s brain wired? Why did he always think about problems so simply? Wasn’t he talking about the government helping to popularize computers? How did he suddenly turn around and start thinking about popularizing household appliances?

According to his “Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy)” theory, his first suggestion should have been “Computers to the City,” but “Computers to the City” hadn’t even finished being discussed, and he had already, in the blink of an eye, branched out his thinking and come up with “Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy)”?

Are all geniuses like this when considering problems? Are geniuses all able to draw inferences from one instance and continuously come up with brilliant, constructive ideas?

While astonished, Minister Zhen was also quietly calculating the figures.

If “Computers to the City” could bring twenty to thirty billion yuan in sales revenue to the computer hardware industry; if “Home Appliances to the Countryside (policy)” could bring one hundred to two hundred billion yuan in sales revenue, the combined amount would be truly terrifying!

Moreover, such an economy stimulation policy would have absolutely no negative after-effects. It would offer benefits to consumers, allowing them to freely choose whether to purchase according to their means. Consumers would have no resistance, and for the current manufacturing enterprises, what a massive industry dividend a two hundred billion yuan-level wealth would be! For this wealth, they would certainly cooperate fully. The government wouldn’t need to invest a lot of human and material resources; simply relying on manufacturers and their sales channels would be enough to drive this policy all the way through…

One policy could improve farmers’ lives, promote the economy, drive domestic demand, and foster joint economic and industrial development. It was simply too perfect to be any more perfect!





Chapter 767: Industry Leader

The Home Appliances to the Countryside policy aims to stimulate consumption, which fundamentally serves the same purpose as a bank interest rate cut.

The objective of an interest rate cut is to encourage the public to withdraw money from banks, while the purpose of “Home Appliances to the Countryside” is to get the public to spend money from their pockets.

To revitalize the retail economy, the first step is to get the cash in people’s pockets circulating. When people spend money to buy products, the nation’s tax revenue increases, companies boost their income, companies create more jobs for society, and more money re-enters the public’s pockets, forming a virtuous and healthy cycle. Only then can the economy truly flourish.

If people keep their money tightly locked away in their pockets, businesses across all industries will suffer significant impacts on production and sales. Because products don’t sell, less is produced; because less is produced, there aren’t enough jobs, and unemployment rises; because unemployment rises, people have no money; and because they have no money, they are even more hesitant to spend indiscriminately. This creates a vicious cycle, like a myocardial infarction, causing cash to lose its circulation vitality.

Strong domestic demand leads to a strong market. The fundamental reason for the developed automotive industry and market in the United States is robust car consumption. China will become the world’s largest car producer and consumer over a dozen years from now, also due to increased domestic demand. Without strong domestic demand, how could it become the world’s largest car producer based solely on cheap labor?

Li Mu understood the importance of domestic demand, and Minister Zhen understood it even more deeply than Li Mu.

Regarding domestic economic policies, aside from the real estate industry, eighty percent of them revolve around driving domestic demand. However, there are rarely very effective methods, which is largely related to the different choices of focus. More often, the government considers stimulating urban residents’ consumption. They are the main force in buying houses, buying cars, consuming black and white home appliances, and also the main force in the catering, entertainment, and cultural industries. Yet, precisely because everyone is targeting urban residents, the conversion rate of these economic policies specifically for urban residents is getting worse. However, Li Mu was able to immediately focus on nine hundred million farmers. For a twenty-year-old young man, this foresight and insight were simply incredible.

Behind Li Mu’s economic strategy lies an immense domestic consumption market. If a good balance can be maintained, it will undoubtedly be a strong impetus for the home appliance manufacturing industry within two to three years.

Immediately, Minister Zhen asked Li Mu: “The Home Appliances to the Countryside strategy is very fresh. If the government steps in, its powerful driving force, while generating huge sales, will certainly also bring potential hidden risks and drawbacks. What specific details do you think need special attention in its implementation?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said: “Minister Zhen, then I’ll just speak freely about some of my own thoughts. It’s just my personal opinion, please don’t mind if anything is inappropriate.”

Minister Zhen nodded: “Go ahead and speak.”

Li Mu said: “In Home Appliances to the Countryside, strict control over participating enterprises is the most crucial aspect. Government-led Home Appliances to the Countryside is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for home appliance companies, but the participation threshold must be raised. This is a stage for the strong and the honest, not a welfare for the entire industry.”

“First, foreign enterprises cannot participate. Theoretically, domestic enterprises can apply to participate, but smaller enterprises with low market share and inadequate product quality control must first be completely excluded. If large and medium-sized enterprises wish to participate, they must first submit detailed solutions for bidding, strictly guaranteeing price and quality. There must be absolutely no instances of making up the numbers by passing off inferior goods as good quality or falsely inflating prices, nor should there be vague products specifically created for Home Appliances to the Countryside. Only market-standard products must be submitted for bidding. If companies are required to bear ten percentage points, then a television that normally sells for two thousand yuan through regular channels must be controlled at eighteen hundred yuan for Home Appliances to the Countryside. If a situation arises where the price is first changed to two thousand two hundred, and then sold at nineteen eighty, the company must face severe penalties.”

“Secondly, participating enterprises must commit to longer warranty periods and more comprehensive after-sales service for Home Appliances to the Countryside products.”

“Finally, Home Appliances to the Countryside should be divided into multiple phases and stages for execution. Once an enterprise is found to have engaged in irregular operations, it must be strictly prohibited from participating in subsequent Home Appliances to the Countryside activities. Strong punitive standards must also be put in place to prevent companies from acting recklessly. At the same time, carefully prevent companies from using this as an opportunity to commit insurance fraud. The policy must be strict; manufacturers must not be allowed to fish in troubled waters.”

At this point, Li Mu took a sip of water, then continued: “Besides strict control over participating enterprises, Home Appliances to the Countryside must also control the overall proportion and absolute quantity, maintaining a good balance. This way, Home Appliances to the Countryside can be implemented for three years. After this policy concludes, the ‘Trade-in for New’ campaign can be extended to the rural market in the future. In short, it’s about the government’s macro-control to steadily drive the development of the entire home appliance industry.”

Li Mu believed that the benefits of Home Appliances to the Countryside were undeniable. It would not only help popularize household appliances in rural areas but also save and fulfill many home appliance companies. This kind of policy genuinely benefits the common people, and as long as a good balance is maintained and some corrupt elements and opportunistic participants are controlled, it will certainly serve both the nation and its people.

Minister Zhen solemnly said to Li Mu: “We will definitely delve into and carefully consider the matters of ‘Computers to the City’ and ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside,’ and trial them as soon as possible.”

Then, Minister Zhen added: “You are the leader of the domestic internet industry. I hope you will always remember your sense of responsibility and lead the domestic internet industry to rapid development in the future.”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly: “Minister Zhen, rest assured, I will do my best.”

Immediately, Minister Zhen smiled and asked him: “Do you have any other needs? Needs concerning your own development?”

Li Mu thought to himself, “Finally, it’s here.” All the groundwork had been laid, all the painting had been done, and it was time to put forth his own requests.

So, Li Mu spoke with exceptional seriousness: “Minister Zhen, the last-mile delivery of e-commerce is severely constrained. If last-mile delivery cannot keep up, the outlook of hundreds of billions, even thousands of billions of yuan for e-commerce simply cannot be realized. To address this major constraint, I have raised five hundred million yuan to establish self-built logistics. However, you must also be aware that the logistics industry is a capital-intensive project. I want to start quickly, and five hundred million yuan is simply not enough. Therefore, many areas require appropriate support from the government.”

Minister Zhen nodded: “Logistics is the foundation of social and economic development, and private logistics companies are also the future trend of the logistics industry. I am very supportive of your decision to build your own logistics. But what are your specific needs? Tell me one by one.”

Li Mu then said: “Minister Zhen, in the future, our logistics system will involve the procurement of a very large number of freight vehicles. If possible, I hope the government can exempt us from vehicle purchase tax for the next few years. Also, regarding import duties on imported vehicles and equipment, if we make direct purchases from overseas companies for our own use, could we also receive some preferential policies on tariffs?”

Minister Zhen smiled faintly, neither confirming nor denying Li Mu’s request, but instead said: “Continue, what other needs do you have?”

Li Mu felt a bit guilty, unsure how Minister Zhen viewed his recent requests or if he thought his demands were too excessive. However, Li Mu then thought to himself, it’s a rare chance to cry for milk; no matter how much he could get, he had to shout it out first.

Immediately, Li Mu sat up straight and said without changing his expression: “Minister Zhen, our future logistics plan involves establishing multiple distribution hubs and warehousing bases domestically. In terms of land acquisition and use, we also need local governments to provide some consideration. Specifically, this includes site selection, land acquisition, factory construction, and recruitment.”

Minister Zhen nodded with a smile: “I’ve noted that. However, I cannot directly interfere with the situation of local governments. I’ll discuss it with the leader later.”

Li Mu quickly nodded: “Thank you, Minister Zhen, for your trouble.”

Minister Zhen waved his hand and then asked Li Mu: “Before your self-built logistics starts, what needs do you have regarding the postal service?”

As he spoke, he pointed to Bureau Chief Niu, the Deputy Bureau Chief of the National Postal Bureau, who had been silent by his side, and smiled: “Bureau Chief Niu is here today to help you solve problems. You can bring any need you have to Bureau Chief Niu, and he will fully assist you in solving them.”

Bureau Chief Niu, standing by, smiled and said: “That’s right, any needs that require cooperation from the postal system, you can put them forward, and we will fully cooperate.”

Li Mu quickly said: “Thank you, Bureau Chief Niu. Currently, what we rely most on is EMS’s transport capacity. For some time to come, we may still be unable to fully resolve our own logistics issues, so we need EMS’s help even more. However, in the future, we will rapidly procure a large batch of vehicles, at which point we can participate more extensively in the entire courier transport process, working with EMS to enhance transport capacity and accelerate turnover and delivery speeds.”

Bureau Chief Niu smiled and said: “Your point-to-point transport strategy is very effective. If you can strengthen the transport capacity in that area, the efficiency of the entire turnover will undoubtedly improve further. EMS will, as always, prioritize Taobao at the highest level, providing you with maximum support before your self-built logistics takes off.”

Li Mu quickly thanked him. Bureau Chief Niu’s presence today was likely a reassurance from the high-level officials. With the support of the high-level officials for e-commerce, the postal service big brother certainly wouldn’t let them down.

After finishing his conversation with Bureau Chief Niu, Minister Zhen checked the time and said to Li Mu: “I will communicate with the leader about ‘Computers to the City,’ logistics procurement, and land-related matters. If there are no issues, the leader will directly coordinate with other departments, and then formal documents will be issued directly to your company.”

Li Mu nodded. Minister Zhen then asked: “Regarding your needs, think carefully again. Is there anything you’ve left out?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, then said: “Minister Zhen, I have one more very important request!”

Minister Zhen smiled faintly: “Just by looking at your hesitant expression, I knew you still had something. Go on.”

Li Mu gave an awkward smile, scratched his head, and then said with great seriousness: “Minister Zhen, I hope that while e-commerce is still in its infancy, we can legislate and supervise e-commerce!”





Chapter 768: Strangling It in the Cradle!

“Legislation and supervision for e-commerce?”

Minister Zhen was utterly stunned.

Li Mu was currently the industry leader in e-commerce in China. His sales revenue from a single Brand Day was equivalent to the combined annual sales revenue of several other 2C e-commerce companies. He was the well-deserved industry leader, yet he was actively requesting the government to legislate and supervise e-commerce? This didn’t make sense!

Minister Zhen was well-versed in business and understood the development routines of domestic enterprises. Most large enterprises in China accumulate “original sin” during their growth. This “original sin” isn’t necessarily illegal, but from certain perspectives, it definitely violates business ethics or exploits legal loopholes. However, such “original sin” is common among large enterprises worldwide. So, if Li Mu were to use special means to accumulate initial capital when e-commerce legislation was unclear and the industry was in chaos, Minister Zhen wouldn’t have found it unacceptable.

However, to his surprise, Li Mu, as the absolute industry leader, actively requested to eliminate the accumulation of “original sin.” What exactly was this for?

Minister Zhen couldn’t help but ask him, “Which aspects of e-commerce do you hope the government will legislate and supervise?”

Li Mu unequivocally stated, “Eliminate counterfeit goods!”

“Counterfeit goods?”

This was a major, stubborn problem that China’s retail industry and intellectual property field had faced for ten or twenty years. The industrial chain behind it was astonishingly vast. Now, Li Mu’s e-commerce had just started, and he wanted to ban counterfeit goods online?

Shocked, Minister Zhen asked him, “Can you roughly explain your considerations?”

Li Mu said, “I haven’t considered it too much; I just want to give domestic e-commerce a clean and pure start.”

Minister Zhen nodded and sighed lightly, “Counterfeit crackdown has always been an extremely difficult and major problem, involving many parties and great complexity. Are you sure you’re eager to do this now?”

Li Mu stated firmly, “I understand that offline counterfeit crackdown is difficult. After all, the counterfeit manufacturing and selling chain involves too much, and investigation is challenging. Take pirated books and audio-visual products vendors, for instance: a truck full of machinery travels across the country, leaving no trace. Counterfeit and shoddy clothing, shoes, and hats can be mass-produced from any small workshop and supplied to the market. Counterfeit daily necessities also become hard to distinguish from authentic ones due to increasingly sophisticated counterfeiting techniques…”

Speaking here, Li Mu felt a pang of heartache. Then, his emotions stirred, he said, “Minister Zhen, what I’m talking about is all offline! Offline is too vast, too chaotic, and too complex for a mere internet professional like myself to sort out. But online is different!”

“Everything online has a clear chain. Once counterfeit goods appear online, where they were listed, who runs the store—the platform records are crystal clear.”

“How the counterfeit goods were sold to users through one completed transaction after another—the platform records are equally crystal clear.”

“How the funds involved in the counterfeit goods flowed from the user’s account to Alipay and then to the seller’s account, and who opened the seller’s account at the bank—the platform and bank records are even clearer!”

“It can be said that anyone who sells counterfeit goods online leaves clear and undeniable evidence, from physical evidence to witness evidence, shipping information, and fund flows. But the key is that e-commerce platforms do not have law enforcement authority. The most we can do is identify someone selling counterfeit goods, verify the facts, and then ban the seller’s store. However, we cannot recover losses for aggrieved consumers. If there is no legal support, the cost for sellers of counterfeit goods is very low. Even if we ban their store, they can just change their ID card, register a new store, and continue selling counterfeit goods. I’ll ban it again, and they’ll change again. Without legal sanctions, their illegal costs are too low, and the platform simply cannot prevent it.”

“With legal support, as long as it’s selling counterfeit goods online, and as long as the platform provides a complete chain of evidence, judicial organs will investigate, try, fine, and compensate according to the law. Then online selling of counterfeit goods will become the area that counterfeiters are most afraid to touch, because all online sales activities are recorded, far less hidden than offline selling of counterfeit goods.”

At this point, Li Mu was even somewhat impassioned. He looked at Minister Zhen with genuine earnestness, pleading from the bottom of his heart: “Minister Zhen, while e-commerce is just starting, while counterfeit and shoddy products haven’t started to run rampant online, now is the time with the lowest cost and most significant results. Once this opportunity is missed, I worry it will truly take root in the e-commerce field like a stubborn disease!”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “I sincerely hope that this new area of online transactions can be guarded through legislative supervision and strict law enforcement. If judicial departments face difficulties with inter-regional law enforcement, Taobao is willing to allocate ten million each year to support judicial departments in inter-regional law enforcement, counterfeit crackdown, and prosecution of counterfeiters!”

“Rome wasn’t built in a day. I don’t dare to hope to eliminate all counterfeit goods. I only hope to completely confine counterfeit and shoddy products offline, allowing them to continue developing in the same way they have for the past ten or twenty years, within their established breeding ground. Just don’t let them harm this new industry of e-commerce!”

“Here, I also, on behalf of all internet professionals and the entire e-commerce industry in China, humbly ask the government to help e-commerce guard this last sanctuary. While the industry is just starting, legislate and supervise, severely crack down on online selling of counterfeit goods, and strangle online selling of counterfeit goods in the cradle!”

By this point, Li Mu was parched and gasping for breath, but he felt it wasn’t enough. He paused and continued to add more weight: “Furthermore, e-commerce is also the business model most easily integrated internationally. If we regulate the e-commerce market from the outset, when Chinese e-commerce connects with the rest of the world in the future, we can hold one’s head high, without a guilty conscience or showing weakness, and certainly without giving others something to talk about. This also impacts the industry’s future international image!”

Minister Zhen gaped at Li Mu, amazed that this young man always managed to make him admire him more through his actions. This kid’s foresight was truly unfathomable.

Although Li Mu’s speech was impassioned, it was very objective and dedicated.

From an objective standpoint, the place where counterfeit goods are hardest to hide is online; the channel where counterfeit sellers expose their information most thoroughly is online; the easiest place to investigate and collect evidence for counterfeit crackdown is online. Considering all these, online should be the place least likely to have counterfeit goods. Even if someone takes the risk to sell counterfeit goods online, with clear chain relationships, they will always be caught accurately. If vigorous efforts are made to catch them, and they are prosecuted according to the amount involved in the case, after a few rounds, certainly no one will dare to continue selling counterfeit goods online.

However, new things are most susceptible to loopholes. Thus, in his previous life, China’s e-commerce started with almost no regulation and free play, and platforms, for their own benefit, turned a blind eye and let it go. This led to online selling of counterfeit goods being rampant from the beginning, eventually becoming completely out of control at its peak.

By the time enterprises passed their initial accumulation phase, it was too late to legitimize themselves and turn around to crack down on counterfeits; counterfeit and shoddy products had already become a cancer in e-commerce.

What Li Mu wanted to do was to find a way to persuade leaders to legislate and supervise from the very beginning, and to strictly enforce the law, cracking down hard! Cracking down so hard from the start that people fear it and retreat. As long as this is achieved, not only will no one dare to sell counterfeit goods online, but even if they do, all subsequent e-commerce platforms will not dare to condone counterfeit goods! If everyone starts with the common goal of eliminating counterfeit goods, then this online sanctuary can definitely be protected!

At this moment, Li Mu recalled his biggest impression from a trip to Wutai Mountain in his previous life: the entire Wutai Mountain was covered with slogans, six simple, brutal words – “Whoever sets fire, goes to jail!” This warning was concise and extremely fierce, making him feel uneasy during his days on Wutai Mountain, so much so that he didn’t even dare to smoke outdoors. This was the deterrent power of strict law enforcement!

If the routine were changed, and the slogans were replaced with “Forest fire prevention, everyone’s responsibility”; “Everyone prevents fire, every household is safe”; “Forest protects my home, fire prevention relies on everyone”—what deterrent power would such routines have? What deterrent power could they possibly have!

So Wutai Mountain was impressive in this regard. No unnecessary talk, just six words: Whoever sets fire, goes to jail!

Now, what Li Mu wanted was to transform the e-commerce market, free of counterfeit goods, into a Wutai Mountain free of fire hazards, so that before anyone enters this industry, they see omnipresent warnings: Whoever sells fakes, goes to jail!

And this wasn’t just influencing people with empty words; it had legal backing, so if you really sold them, you would really be arrested!

As long as this goal was achieved, Li Mu wanted to see who would still dare to say that China’s e-commerce couldn’t eliminate counterfeit goods? Who would still dare to say that eliminating counterfeit goods means a dead end for China’s e-commerce?

Not just Minister Zhen, Liu Qiangdong was also dumbfounded.

He knew Li Mu hated platforms selling counterfeit goods, but he never expected him to hate it to this extent.

Allocating ten million each year to financial aid for online counterfeit crackdown wasn’t the biggest problem; the key was Li Mu’s absolutely resolute attitude.

In fact, Li Mu knew he had to be resolute.

Since his Rebirth, he was no longer the Li Mu who, when he first Rebirth, only thought about earning money to improve his life and solve his parents’ laid off difficulties.

As he became increasingly successful, his sense of mission for the internet grew stronger. This rising sense of mission compelled him to make real examples and improvements for China’s internet industry.

He hoped YY would globalize; he hoped China could truly produce an internet product recognized and used worldwide; he hoped e-commerce could bring hundreds of millions of people a better shopping experience, while also driving domestic demand, boosting the economy, increasing employment, and reducing unemployment, contributing to the overall domestic economy and the improvement of people’s living standards. These were all his missions for the internet industry.

In addition, he also hoped to avoid the detours and wrong paths taken by China’s internet industry in his previous life. It wasn’t just counterfeit and shoddy products that could boost consumption, nor was it necessary to rely on counterfeit and shoddy products to build large platforms. Furthermore, not all online shopping users actively wanted to buy counterfeit and shoddy products online.

Even if there truly was a group of such special online shopping users, Li Mu would prefer to confine them all offline. If they want to buy counterfeit goods, they can step out of the e-commerce door, and there are stalls on both sides of the street where they can buy to their heart’s content. But they shouldn’t expect to buy counterfeit goods from him, nor did he care to earn that money from them. Sacrificing them to purify the online shopping market, Li Mu felt this was a worthwhile deal, and it was too worth it!





Chapter 769: Using Nasty Meat to Attract Flies

What Li Mu presented to Minister Zhen was his sense of mission and responsibility towards the internet, along with a pure heart.

Even in the face of an emerging industry where he held a complete advantage, he still hoped to bind it with comprehensive laws and regulations. This integrity was undeniably noble.

However, Li Mu himself knew very well that the reason he wanted to push for legislative supervision of the e-commerce industry, besides his pure heart, was also to prevent sneak attacks.

Counterfeit and inferior products were the nuclear bomb of the e-commerce industry. Li Mu was unwilling to use it, but that didn’t mean future competitors wouldn’t wield it against him. Therefore, he had to strike first to gain the upper hand. As long as the government legislated and strictly enforced supervision, the e-commerce industry would definitely be able to achieve no fake products, ensuring that no one involved in the industry would dare to act rashly!

If no one dared to act rashly, who could possibly undermine his efforts?

Li Mu had said all he needed to say. The atmosphere of the closed-door meeting became much more relaxed. Minister Zhen brought up the “Computers to the City” initiative and gave Li Mu a preliminary indication of his stance, saying, “I’ve noted all the suggestions and requests you made today. I will definitely prioritize the Computers to the City initiative and accelerate its resolution. If this matter is decided, with the Economic and Trade Commission taking the lead, we will invite all capable computer manufacturers in the country to Yanjing. We’ll hold a meeting to discuss government subsidies and companies offering concessions to get this initiative moving.”

Li Mu hurriedly responded, “Thank you so much, Minister Zhen! The Computers to the City initiative is our top priority for the near future.” Then, Li Mu said with a hint of embarrassment, “We also hope you can prioritize helping us resolve the issues of vehicle purchase tax and customs duties. If we can get a result soon, we can quickly proceed with the procurement process.”

Minister Zhen nodded and smiled, “Don’t worry, this matter will definitely be resolved for you quickly. In fact, it’s much simpler than Computers to the City. The reduction or exemption of either import customs duties or vehicle purchase tax only requires the government to issue a document for your company to the Customs and local tax authorities.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Minister Zhen, with your words, we’ll go ahead and place orders with manufacturers both domestically and internationally, especially for imported vehicles, as sea transport still takes some time.”

“No problem,” Minister Zhen said. “Don’t delay your proper business. Place the orders you need to. I’ll try to coordinate for you and draft a policy for your company that grants exemption from customs duties and vehicle purchase tax for freight vehicles purchased within three years. If it passes, then no matter which city you purchase vehicles in or use them, you won’t have to pay vehicle purchase tax to the local tax authorities.”

Li Mu nodded joyfully, “Then we’ll have to trouble you, Minister Zhen.”

Liu Qiangdong then added, “Minister Zhen, if the Computers to the City initiative moves forward, the number of computers in the country will sharply increase, and so will the number of terminals connected to the internet. The overall standards of our domestic network operators are low, which might put a lot of pressure on the domestic network’s capacity. Network bandwidth and speed are one of the Cornerstones of the internet. Could you please ask relevant departments to communicate with domestic network operators to have them upgrade their lines and equipment in advance, to improve domestic internet network capacity and communication speed?”

Li Mu chimed in, “That’s right, Minister Zhen. Network capacity and speed are as important to the internet as domestic railways and highways are to logistics and transport. If our operators can lead the way, it will have a tremendous driving force on the development of the entire internet industry.”

Many internet products rely on faster and more stable internet speeds. The most direct examples are download services and online video services. With the current network environment, even if you pour endless money into it, you couldn’t build a YouTube. It’s not just video websites; e-commerce also has very high demands for internet speed and bandwidth. Online games and battle-oriented games like CF also have very strict requirements for network stability. If network speeds could significantly improve, it would definitely be a huge benefit for the domestic internet industry.

Minister Zhen thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “After I return, I will communicate with the relevant departmental leaders and try my best to push it forward.”

Li Mu thoroughly sighed in relief. If it weren’t for Liu Qiangdong, he would have almost forgotten this point.

Li Mu made many requests today, but Minister Zhen didn’t give him any definitive answers, only saying he would help Li Mu coordinate. Li Mu understood that Minister Zhen was likely ordered to come and gather information. The specific matters would still require him to return and report before a leader could make the final decision.

As Minister Zhen was leaving, he patted Li Mu’s shoulder and said earnestly, “Before I came, the leader asked me to convey eight characters to you.”

Li Mu hastily said, “Please tell me.”

Minister Zhen smiled faintly and said word by word, “Remain true to your original aspiration, and you will eventually succeed.”

Li Mu understood in his heart and nodded with extreme seriousness, “I will certainly bear it in mind!”

Before leaving, Minister Zhen privately told Li Mu, “The leader will not meet you before he steps down. This is also a form of protection for you. You are creating a new undertaking, unprecedented in history, beneficial to both the nation and its people, and highly consistent with the laws of market economy development. He is willing to pave the way for you and your endeavors, and he also hopes you can remember his words: focus on your enterprise, stay away from politics, remain true to your original aspiration, and you will eventually succeed.”

A sense of solemnity and reverence immediately surged in Li Mu’s heart. He nodded gravely, “I am willing to devote myself to the utmost for the development of the internet industry.”

After seeing off the inspecting leader, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong returned to the office. As soon as the door closed, Liu Qiangdong sighed, “The pure heart you showed today was a bit frightening! You astonished me when you requested legislative supervision!”

Li Mu sighed, “There’s no other way to completely eliminate online sales of fake goods except by pushing for legislative supervision at the earliest stage.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, unable to resist asking, “What if the legislation gets shelved?”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then said, “First, I think that at this point, there’s an eighty percent chance it will pass. If it doesn’t, we’ll have to find a way to use the influence of public opinion to promote online anti-counterfeiting efforts. If it still doesn’t work out in the end, then I accept it. We’ll ensure our own platform is as clean and reputable as possible and focus on authentic products and genuine consumers; that should be enough.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded and said, “I’m just afraid that others will notice our anti-counterfeiting stance and try to make an issue out of using fake goods themselves.”

Li Mu smiled inscrutably and said, “It doesn’t matter. It’s even better if they do.”

Then, Li Mu mysteriously told Liu Qiangdong, “Legislative supervision certainly won’t yield immediate results in a short time. Today was a closed-door symposium, the media doesn’t know, and no one outside knows. In a few days, we’ll launch a grand and spectacular anti-counterfeiting campaign on our platform and take down all small and medium-sized sellers suspected of selling fake goods!”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, feeling that the content of Li Mu’s words didn’t quite match his expression. That expression clearly showed he was about to dig a pit to entrap someone. So he asked him, “Do you have other plans?”

Li Mu chuckled, “See, we’ve even solved the logistics problem for Brand Day, so daily logistics will be even less of an issue in the future. Someone’s three logistics companies are currently still under investigation, so for a short period, he can’t use logistics as a point to counterbalance us. In terms of operations, he can’t possibly be our opponent either. We maintain an absolute advantage over him in every aspect. In fact, you could say that anything we are willing to do right now, he can’t manage, unless it’s something we are unwilling to do…”

Liu Qiangdong, who was about to drink water, coughed it out, wiping the water stains from his body with a tissue while exclaiming in surprise, “So this is where you were waiting for him!”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “We’ll launch a powerful anti-counterfeiting campaign. Once we declare our stance that we don’t do certain things, other competitors will definitely have ideas and hope to achieve differentiation. Such a large piece of nasty meat—online fake product sales—will certainly attract flies. No matter who the flies are that are attracted, or who comes to eat this nasty meat, I have no objections. In fact, the more flies we attract during this period, the better.”

Liu Qiangdong laughed and nodded, “While the leadership is discussing legislation, if these flies who haven’t caught wind of it come to eat the nasty meat, once the fly swatter is prepared, we’ll just swat them all dead!”

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s time to compete on integrity. Let’s see who chooses to abandon theirs first.”

Liu Qiangdong asked Li Mu, “How long do you think legislative supervision will take?”

Li Mu said, “Although it’s impossible to get immediate results, I don’t think it will take too long.”

Then, Li Mu paused and added, “Actually, the government only needs to issue specific management measures targeting e-commerce, and the Criminal Law already provides existing grounds for manufacturing and selling fakes. The key is for the government to issue tough, unyielding management measures and ensure that those above set an example for those below to follow in severely punishing online sales of fake goods. As long as this is achieved, it’s enough. So I believe that results will come and implementation will begin within two or three months.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded, then curiously asked Li Mu, “By the way, Minister Zhen today must be the representative of the leader, right? Could it be that he’s scouting ahead, and then the leader himself will come to inspect the work after some time?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Minister Zhen privately told me that the leader doesn’t plan to meet me before he steps down.”

“Oh?” Liu Qiangdong was surprised. “He explicitly said he wouldn’t see you? That’s a bit unreasonable. Logically speaking, he should appreciate you very much…”

Li Mu sighed lightly, “I think it’s probably for my protection. Minister Zhen also told me to stay away from politics. To be honest, I certainly don’t intend to get involved with politics myself. It’s better to be an honest and law-abiding businessman.”

At this point, Li Mu thought of a sentence once spoken by China’s richest man in his previous life: “Be close to the government, but stay away from politics.” Li Mu didn’t know if the richest man truly spoke those words from the heart, but for him, this sentence served as a very sobering reminder, and he could even adopt it as his motto for doing business in China in the future.





Chapter 770: A Bit Too Much

Li Mu appeared on News Broadcast again, though this time his role was much smaller than before. The news mainly focused on Minister Zhen’s inspection of Taobao, so Li Mu only appeared a few times as a supporting character, speaking two or three sentences.

While News Broadcast was airing, Li Mu was with Du Fei, inviting her maternal uncle Shi Xuesong to dinner.

The purpose of the dinner was simple: Li Mu hoped to borrow a few people from the Divine Sword Brigade to secretly protect his parents long-term.

With Du Fei there, and Li Mu’s reputation now at its zenith, Shi Xuesong agreed with almost no hesitation.

Anyway, Li Mu could offer a very high salary, and he could consider it arranging a high-paying post-discharge job for his subordinates in advance. Moreover, in his view, protecting Li Mu’s parents was much simpler than protecting Li Mu himself.

At the same time, in the Haizhou City Party Committee meeting room, while the TV on the wall aired the news of Minister Zhen’s visit to Taobao, senior municipal official Ding Sicheng was organizing a meeting of the Standing Committee of the Municipal Party Committee. Su Weimin was the only one not on the Standing Committee, and also the lowest-ranking official there. Solely based on his position, he seemed to be playing second fiddle, but the protagonist of this meeting was none other than him, the head of the Municipal Bureau.

The theme of today’s meeting was also very simple, just one sentence: How to ensure Li Mu’s personal safety on Saturday.

Li Mu was returning to Haizhou on Saturday to donate to lonely elderly people, and he was coming directly to meet with the Municipal Party Committee leaders.

As Haizhou’s most famous and wealthiest person nationwide, Li Mu’s return to Haizhou naturally made the Municipal Party Committee leaders quite excited.

From a public perspective, Li Mu was a billionaire. If he was willing to return to his hometown to invest in construction, it would certainly have a very positive impact on Haizhou’s GDP.

From a private perspective, Li Mu was the darling of the nation, the favorite of first-tier media, and a problem-solver in the eyes of the high-rise. If they could get closer to him, the benefits would be endless.

Currently, the Municipal Party Committee leaders were only worried about one thing: Li Mu’s safety in Haizhou.

During the meeting, senior municipal official Ding Sicheng demanded that Su Weimin personally take charge of Li Mu’s security. In his exact words: “We must not only ensure Li Mu’s safety in Haizhou, but also his safety from the moment he disembarks in Jinling until he flies back from Jinling. Weimin, you are the person in charge of the public security department, coordinate this matter. On Saturday, an elite force must be ready to undertake his security work from the moment Li Mu gets off the plane.”

Su Weimin was not willing. The thought of personally protecting Li Mu made him feel uneasy.

It wasn’t that he still harbored any preconceived notions about Li Mu; the moment Li Mu’s identity was revealed, his previous prejudices against Li Mu had long since vanished. However, vanished was vanished, but even without prejudice, he was still Su Yingxue’s father. If Li Mu came back and they didn’t meet, fine, but if they were to meet, according to Haizhou’s customs, if a daughter had a confirmed boyfriend and the parents knew and approved, the boyfriend should at least buy some gifts and respectfully visit. But look at this now: Li Mu returns, and he himself becomes a lackey eagerly protecting his safety. This made Su Weimin feel somewhat awkward.

Senior municipal official Ding Sicheng said: “Li Mu’s visit this time is private and not open to the public, so everyone present must strictly keep it confidential.”

Everyone present was part of the Standing Committee, highly sensitive, and naturally understood that this information could not be disclosed externally. Su Weimin could only nod repeatedly, while mentally calculating how to ensure Li Mu’s safety.

Ding Sicheng then directly made demands of him, saying: “Weimin, arrange two teams: one team of plainclothes officers to protect Li Mu 24 hours a day, and one team of traffic police responsible for escorting and managing traffic. Not only will they protect Li Mu from the airport to Haizhou, to our Municipal Government, but as long as he is in Haizhou, you must assign your best subordinates to give him 24-hour tight protection. There must be no mishaps, understood?”

Su Weimin quickly nodded, saying loudly: “Please rest assured, Secretary Ding, I will go all out!”

“Good.” Ding Sicheng nodded and said: “You will be solely responsible for Li Mu’s security work this time. Also, I heard Li Mu’s parents are doing business in Haizhou?”

Su Weimin said: “I looked into it before. His parents opened several clothing specialty stores in Haizhou City. There were rumors recently about them wanting to contract our Haizhou Department Store.”

Ding Sicheng nodded thoughtfully. A moment later, a thought struck him, and he said: “I think Li Mu’s return this time is very likely related to his parents. His identity just became public, and he’s extremely busy with various matters. The TV just reported him welcoming Minister Zhen of the Economic and Trade Commission for inspection. Even if he genuinely wants to help Haizhou’s lonely elderly, he shouldn’t choose this busiest time. So, I think it’s more likely that he wants to meet with us to talk, and what he wants to talk about is either his parents’ business or their safety.”

As he spoke, Ding Sicheng pointed his finger in the air at Su Weimin and said: “If it’s the former, we can just listen to his requests and try our best to fulfill them. But if it’s the latter, I hope you can prepare a mature solution in advance. Presenting it directly will also highlight our sincerity.”

Su Weimin thought for a moment. What Ding Sicheng said made sense. Someone like Li Mu, who could grow a business so large in such a short time, must have a very precise grasp of priorities. He was busy with all sorts of things right now, so why would he specifically come back to donate money at such a critical time? Besides, Li Mu’s visit this time wasn’t public, so it definitely wasn’t about seeking fame and praise. So what was the purpose of his return? It seemed nine times out of ten it was as Ding Sicheng guessed: for his parents.

Thinking this, Su Weimin said: “If Li Mu is concerned about his parents’ safety, we can promise him to assign a team of officers to protect them 24/7 from now on.”

Ding Sicheng nodded and said: “That’s the most basic. Anything else?”

“Anything else?” Su Weimin hesitated for a moment. Wasn’t 24/7 protection enough? Besides that, how else could he guarantee his parents’ safety?

As he was thinking, Ding Sicheng spoke: “No matter what Li Mu’s purpose is for coming this time, we must make one thing clear: as long as Li Mu’s parents continue to live in Haizhou in the future, we must elevate their safety to the highest level of our daily work. Not only should officers provide 24/7 covert protection, but we must also ensure that in case of any emergency, a large number of police forces can be immediately coordinated for support. Additionally, the personal safety of his other relatives must also be taken seriously.”

As he spoke, Ding Sicheng took a sip of tea, then continued: “For how many years in Haizhou’s history have we not produced a figure so famous nationwide? We must, by all means, show a thousand percent, even ten thousand percent enthusiasm and thoughtfulness to impress this person. If he is willing to contribute to his hometown, Haizhou’s economy will have even greater room for development in the future.”

Hearing this, Su Weimin quickly said: “Secretary Ding, I’ll go back tonight and come up with a plan for you by tomorrow.”

Ding Sicheng nodded slightly, reminding him: “Handle special situations specially. The plan has one principle: don’t be pained over resources; give whatever you can!”



Dragging his tired body home, his wife Fang Min and daughter Su Yingxue were watching TV in the living room.

Fang Min knew her husband went to the Municipal Government for a Standing Committee meeting today. The moment he returned, she curiously asked: “A Standing Committee meeting, why were you, the Municipal Bureau Chief, called there?”

Su Weimin was a bit surprised when he received the invitation to attend from the Municipal Government Office in the afternoon. The Secretary-General of the Municipal Party Committee clearly told him it was a Standing Committee meeting, which was the highest meeting for the municipal government leadership. Under normal circumstances, Su Weimin had no right to attend. Even if his cooperation was needed, it would usually be conveyed by the senior political and legal official in charge of him after the Standing Committee meeting concluded. This was his first time being asked to attend directly.

After receiving the text message about Su Weimin attending the meeting, Fang Min had been curious about why her husband had gone to the Standing Committee meeting this time. In any case, attending a higher-level meeting was never a bad thing. If there were certain adjustments made regarding her husband at this meeting, it would be even better.

However, facing his wife’s question, Su Weimin let out a helpless sigh, a wry smile on his face.

Fang Min couldn’t help but press: “What exactly happened? Tell me quickly, I’ve been anxious for ages.”

Su Weimin said with some hesitation: “My superiors have an important task, and they called me over partly because the leaders attach great importance to this task, and partly because time is tight, so having me attend directly saves more time.”

Fang Min nodded and smiled: “Having an important task is a good thing! It proves the leaders value you. Just try to complete the task beautifully.”

As she spoke, Fang Min curiously asked: “What kind of task is it? Is it convenient to say? Are there any confidentiality requirements?”

Su Weimin awkwardly said: “It’s classified. Secretary Ding personally requested it.”

Fang Min shrugged and said: “Alright, if it’s classified, then I won’t ask.”

Su Weimin thought to himself, ‘You’re not asking, but I still want to talk about it. There’s a burst of pent-up frustration I just have to vent.’

As he was thinking, he looked at his daughter and asked her: “Yingxue, has Li Mu contacted you these past couple of days?”

“No,” Su Yingxue said. “He left me a message on YY before, saying he’s been too busy recently, and his old phone is temporarily out of use. He also gave me a new number, but I didn’t call him, fearing I’d disturb his work.”

Su Weimin frowned and asked her: “Do you know where he’s going this weekend?”

Su Yingxue gave a helpless smile and said: “Dad, I told you I didn’t contact him because I was afraid of disturbing his work. How would I know where he’s going this weekend…”

Su Weimin felt a bit of dissatisfaction, and unconsciously blurted out: “This Li Mu is a bit too much, isn’t he? He’s coming back on Saturday, and he didn’t tell you?”

Su Yingxue was suddenly taken aback. Before she could react, her mother Fang Min asked in surprise: “Li Mu is returning to Haizhou on Saturday? Was your meeting tonight about this?”





Chapter 771: Sharp Contrast

When Li Mu asked Lin Qingya to help him contact the Haizhou Municipal Government, he overlooked Su Weimin’s existence.

One could also say Li Mu unintentionally overlooked him, because when Li Mu was considering his parents’ safety in Haizhou, his instinctive thought wasn’t to contact the Haizhou Municipal Bureau, but rather to directly approach the core leadership of the Haizhou Municipal Government.

To some extent, Li Mu was a bit overly confident, yet this confidence was sensible and reasonable. Given his current comprehensive strength, social status, and influence, it was naturally simplest and most direct to communicate directly with the Municipal Party Committee’s core leadership if he wanted to handle something back in Haizhou.

Precisely because he had initially thought of and approached the Municipal Party Committee directly, Li Mu hadn’t remembered that Su Yingxue’s father, Su Weimin, was actually the head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau. Even if he hadn’t sought him out, the Municipal Government would still hand the matter over to the Municipal Bureau for implementation, and ultimately, Su Weimin would be the one to handle it.

Su Weimin was inherently annoyed by having to personally take charge of Li Mu’s safety. He hadn’t expected that even his daughter, Su Yingxue, had no idea Li Mu was coming back. Weren’t they in a romantic relationship? Was there no information exchange whatsoever between them?

Before today, although Su Weimin hadn’t explicitly expressed his stance to his daughter, he had already completely accepted Li Mu in his heart, and his wife Fang Min felt the same. There was nothing they could do; Li Mu’s formidable capabilities were undeniable. Facing such an outstanding young man, they simply couldn’t object. In fact, when they discussed the matter privately, they had even sighed to each other, remarking that their daughter’s judgment was indeed superior — she had held firm on Li Mu even against her parents’ initial disapproval. Who knew that after just one year away, Li Mu would simply soar?

Parents naturally hoped their daughter would find an outstanding romantic partner, ideally someone both accomplished and attractive, with a good deal of wealth – that would be even better. After all, having lived so long, everyone understood the importance of money. Whether one commuted by bicycle or was chauffeured, lived in a small flat-roofed house or a large villa, what social class one belonged to in the future, and what living and consumption standards one could achieve – these were fundamentally all issues that required money to resolve.

Li Mu had everything one could wish for, so Su Weimin and Fang Min naturally no longer harbored any objections. However, having said that, Li Mu’s immense talent put Su Weimin under a lot of pressure. The vast disparity in their capabilities was evident; regardless of who pursued whom between the two young people, Su Weimin knew that once this matter got out, everyone would assume his family had married up.

He had been a police officer for half his life, and the greater the disparity in conditions, the more he felt an unspoken pride. He always felt that his family shouldn’t become subservient just because someone had money.

Putting money aside, you are my daughter’s boyfriend, and I am naturally your elder. The leadership tasked me with personally ensuring your safety – that’s a superior’s order. Though I’m uncomfortable with it, I won’t refuse to accept the command. But you can’t treat my daughter as insignificant; you two should interact fairly. Even if you have money, you can’t let her be wronged.

What Su Weimin couldn’t stand was that while it was one thing for Li Mu to be busy with his career in Yanjing, he was finally returning to Haizhou, yet he hadn’t told his daughter beforehand. What did he take his daughter for?

Fang Min’s expression also looked displeased. The more she thought about it, the more uncomfortable she felt, so she asked Su Yingxue: “Tell Mom, what’s really going on between you and Li Mu now? Why do you two seem not close at all? You’ve been back for so many days, and I rarely see him call you.”

Su Yingxue felt a bit disappointed inside, but she appeared completely natural on the surface, smiling as she said: “He’s busy, right? I can’t help much, so I shouldn’t add to his troubles. Besides, in Yanjing, he often made time to accompany me. Back then, his affairs hadn’t been exposed much, nor was he as busy as he is now.”

Su Weimin frowned: “Being busy and not contacting much usually is understandable, but why didn’t he tell you about coming back on Saturday? Even if he’s busy, he should have time to see you once he’s back, right? Unless he simply didn’t plan to see you.”

Su Yingxue tilted her head in thought for a moment, then smiled and said: “Maybe he wants to give me a surprise; he’s often like that.”

“Really?” Fang Min seemed to believe it somewhat.

Su Yingxue nodded repeatedly: “Li Mu is actually quite a romantic person; he just pushes himself too hard when it comes to his entrepreneurial ventures.”

Su Weimin wasn’t entirely convinced. He said, “He’s coming back this time to discuss matters related to charity donations with the Municipal Government. But Secretary Ding analyzed it and felt that him rushing back for charity in the midst of his busy schedule might be a case of his true intention wasn’t the wine. He probably wants to meet with the Municipal Government about his parents’ safety in Haizhou. He’ll likely arrive in a hurry and leave in a hurry. Besides, he’s a public figure now; people recognize him everywhere he goes, especially in Haizhou. If he really wanted to see you, he should have contacted you beforehand, not shown up later to surprise you.”

Su Yingxue said with a helpless expression, “Dad, do people of your generation think a ‘surprise’ means the other person runs to your building and yells ‘An Hong, I miss you’ with a megaphone? Li Mu isn’t that silly. He could simply drive to our building, call me to come downstairs, and wouldn’t that also be a type of surprise?”

Su Weimin’s feelings were quite complex upon hearing this. On one hand, there was merit to what Su Yingxue said; on the other hand, if the situation she described truly happened, as a father, he couldn’t help but feel a little jealous.

At this moment, Fang Min’s mood eased considerably. She said to Su Weimin: “We two can’t make sense of young people’s affairs. I think you shouldn’t overthink it or get angry. Just wait until Li Mu comes back and see if he looks for Yingxue, won’t that be enough?”

Su Weimin nodded lightly, and for the time being, stopped thinking about it further.

Having finally calmed her parents’ emotions, Su Yingxue herself felt quite unpleasant.

What her father said was right. No matter what, she was Li Mu’s girlfriend. He had come all the way, thousands of kilometers. Haizhou wasn’t that big, and the Municipal Government was less than a five-minute drive from her home. He could easily spare a little time to see her. So why didn’t he tell her? In the end, she only found out about his return from her father. This was simply indefensible, both emotionally and logically.

Su Yingxue felt uncomfortable, but just as she had comforted her parents, she now comforted herself. Why had she fallen for such a ‘monster’ – a monster with such prodigiously sharp business acumen that his emotional intelligence seemed vastly outpaced by his IQ? Did he truly like her? If not, why did he pursue her to Renmin University? Why did he confess his feelings to her in front of so many people? If he liked her, why weren’t they more intimate?

If he did like her, why did he act so cold and distant?

Soon after returning home, Su Yingxue met up with her best friend from high school. Her friend had gotten into Zhejiang University through the national college entrance exam, so they had only seen each other once during Chinese New Year. Now, half a year had passed, and the two specifically spent an evening sleeping in the same bed, exchanging their most private thoughts – the things they most wanted to share with a close friend.

Su Yingxue heard her say that after she went back for winter break, she found a boyfriend at school. He had a good background, was tall and handsome, came from a decent family, and was romantic and considerate. So, not long after they got together, her friend, blinded by infatuation, gave her most precious “first time” to the boy. From then on, the two of them pursued sexual satisfaction as if possessed.

Su Yingxue had blushed deeply listening to her friend recount how she and her boyfriend found opportunities for ‘that’ almost daily. Weekends were easier, as they could go out and book a hotel room for their private time. But on weekdays, dorm rooms had phone check-ins every night, making opportunities scarce. So, initially, they would use lunchtime or afternoon to rent hourly rooms. If they had no time in the afternoon, they even tried the school sports field, small woods, the closed dining hall, or classrooms at night.

Her best friend’s descriptions made the usually calm and composed Su Yingxue blush with embarrassment multiple times. Yet, her friend very seriously told her that sex was something two people simply couldn’t refuse, especially for boys. The urges of a 20-year-old boy in that regard were incredibly strong. Sometimes, her friend felt exhausted from dealing with it, yet she was tired and happy.

Even when she returned home for summer break, his boyfriend would pester her almost every night to talk about extremely explicit topics on the phone. He even traveled all the way from Hangzhou to Haizhou specifically to see her. To stay overnight with him in a hotel, her friend even had Su Yingxue help her lie, saying she would be staying at Su Yingxue’s house for the night.

Her best friend had also asked Su Yingxue how far her relationship with her boyfriend had progressed. Su Yingxue honestly explained the situation, and her friend’s sigh made Su Yingxue feel particularly embarrassed. Her friend had said: “Then your boyfriend must be pestering you to death every day, just like mine! Before I gave in, he would beg me like a child every day, his face looking so pitiful, practically on his knees. Not a shred of a man! The reason I agreed so quickly was because he truly pestered me to no end. I thought, if he keeps this up, I’ll have a mental breakdown, so what’s the point of dating? I might as well just agree…”

Su Yingxue felt embarrassed because Li Mu had never pestered her like that.

Counting on her fingers, Li Mu had made requests a few times, but only a few. Although she had refused him every time, she did have her own reasons.

But for such a long time afterward, Li Mu had never brought it up again. Before, she had thought he must just be busy, but hearing her friend talk about the urges and intense needs of a young man around 20, she felt very uncertain.

Li Mu was a normal man, so why was his attitude in that regard so much colder than her friend’s boyfriend? This contrast was truly too sharp. Even if he was too busy to think about it, he should still have physiological urges, right?

As soon as she thought of this, Su Yingxue unconsciously thought of Zhao Ziqiu. She knew very well that Zhao Ziqiu liked Li Mu, and even now, she still couldn’t figure out where Li Mu was in the early hours of the morning before his birthday, why his phone was turned off, and if he was with Zhao Ziqiu. If so, what exactly did the two of them do?





Chapter 772: Just Missed You

Sometimes, Su Yingxue wanted to find an opportunity to ask Li Mu for a clear answer, but then she reconsidered, feeling it wasn’t necessary.

Some things, it seemed, didn’t need to be probed to the bottom of and made so clear. What if there really was something between them? Leave Li Mu? She couldn’t bear to.

No one would willingly let go of such an outstanding man so easily, and neither would she.

Moreover, Li Mu was only 20 years old this year; everything was full of uncertainties.

It was precisely because she couldn’t bear to let go, coupled with the fact that Li Mu was coming back but hadn’t told her, that Su Yingxue began to feel anxious. The two were clearly drifting apart, and she couldn’t continue to be as considerate as before, forgiving him for less contact because she knew he was busy; trying not to trouble him because she knew he was doing great things. Most importantly, she couldn’t always appear calm and unconcerned, as this would only exacerbate the distance and estrangement between them.

For the first time, Su Yingxue felt an extremely strong sense of insecurity. A millionaire in his forties or fifties was already coveted by countless women, let alone a billionaire in his twenties? Forget herself, with Li Mu’s current conditions, even female celebrities in the entertainment industry would probably flock to him, right? If she didn’t try harder, with so many temptations outside, how could she hold onto this relationship?

Calming down and thinking carefully, Su Yingxue quickly realized that what she truly needed to consider was not just the current estrangement and awkwardness, but how to hold onto him. While receiving more of his love, she also needed to prevent other women from tempting him. This was the most important thing.

Li Mu had just finished dinner with Du Fei and her maternal uncle Shi Xuesong. Shi Xuesong had his own driver. After dinner, his driver drove the military-plated Land Cruiser and took him back to the army base. Du Fei had come from Wanying today without driving, so she asked Li Mu to give her a ride home.

Fortunately, Li Mu had reached an agreement with Wang Yuanlang, who was protecting him: For public events or routine routes like going to the company, Li Mu would not drive himself but would ride in a Mercedes-Benz S-Class driven by Wang Yuanlang. For other times, there was no problem with Li Mu driving himself.

Li Mu drove his G55 to take Du Fei home. On the way, Du Fei began to interview Li Mu, asking, “You’ve suddenly become a popular figure known nationwide. Can I interview you about how you feel psychologically right now?”

Li Mu smiled wryly, “Suddenly becoming the center of attention is naturally not as comfortable as making a fortune quietly. Psychologically, I’m mainly unaccustomed, but overall, I’m trying to adapt.”

Du Fei chuckled, “You’re not a celebrity, so there’s no need to have such a big psychological burden. Although you’ve become a nationwide focus, it’s still very different from a celebrity. The media’s attitude towards celebrities is multifaceted, and different media outlets have different attitudes towards different celebrities. Some media are impartial towards celebrities, while others intentionally tarnish or whitewash certain celebrities. But it’s different for you; in the social environment, you are positive, and the leaders define you as positive, so they will place you in an absolutely positive position. Even if you have multiple wives and concubines in the future, the media won’t dig up such sensational news about you.”

Li Mu hastily said, “I’m not worried about that.”

Du Fei pursed her lips, “Why are you so eager to disassociate yourself?”

Li Mu was helpless and said sincerely, “I just hope life can be purer.”

Seeing Li Mu’s helpless expression, Du Fei laughed heartily and said, “You want a purer life, yet you stir up so much trouble? Hypocritical.”

Then, changing the subject, she said to Li Mu, “Oh, by the way, Wei Lan is very capable, truly extraordinary. Getting her into Wanying Real Estate was a wise move indeed.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “How did you figure that out?”

Du Fei said, “After a brief interaction, I found her to be very decisive in her actions. She sees problems more deeply than Brother Liang and Old Chen, and her vision is far beyond theirs. With her at Wanying, I feel much more at ease.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but tease, “So you mean you’re not at ease with Brother Liang and Old Chen?”

“No,” Du Fei said seriously, “You have to look at the person when doing things. For the same task, when different people do it, some give you the feeling that they can only achieve so much and won’t have much further development. But some can give you a feeling as if they have infinite possibilities. I think that in real estate, Wei Lan’s ability surpasses the two of them. If you don’t have much time to intervene in the future, Wanying should not fall much behind with her there.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, “Wei Lan is a true professional, with several years of operations and management experience. Her projects have all been down-to-earth, and she has a very clear understanding of the real estate landscape. Her comprehensive abilities are indeed very strong.”

Du Fei added, “She’s also beautiful, not just ordinarily beautiful. Whenever I see her, I always feel a bit lacking in confidence. The first thing I want to do after meeting her is go look in a mirror.”

Li Mu laughed, “Is it that exaggerated?”

Du Fei waved her hand, “Women are all like this, you wouldn’t understand.”

Li Mu shrugged and asked her with a smile, “By the way, how are things between you and Old Chen?”

Du Fei glared at him and said, “Don’t bother yourself with our business.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Why are you so sensitive?”

Du Fei pinched her nose bridge, “It’s not sensitivity…” Then, she was speechless for a moment, waving her hand with a hint of annoyance, “Forget it, I’m not talking about this with you.”

Li Mu felt he had asked for trouble and said with a smile, “Then let’s talk about something positive energy related.”

Du Fei said, frustrated, “Positive energy? Thanks to you, the media talks about ‘positive energy’ all day long. My ears are almost calloused from hearing it.”

As they were talking, the car was almost at Du Fei’s house. Li Mu suddenly received a call from Su Yingxue. After answering, Su Yingxue on the other end of the line asked Li Mu, “What are you doing?”

Li Mu replied truthfully, “I’m driving, taking a friend home. What about you?”

Su Yingxue said, “I’m lying in my bedroom with nothing to do. I just missed you, so I called. You focus on driving first, call me back when you’re free.”

Su Yingxue’s simple “I just missed you” warmed Li Mu’s heart. That deep-seated chord within him was gently plucked by that one sentence. He couldn’t help but say softly, “I miss you too.”

After saying that, Li Mu subconsciously added, “By the way, I plan to go back to Haizhou this Saturday.”

Upon hearing this, Su Yingxue felt a little relieved and asked him, “If you come back on Saturday, how many days will you stay?”

Li Mu said, “I won’t stay long, I have some things to do. I’ll come back as soon as I finish them, probably back on Sunday.”

“So rushed?”

“Yes, when I was interviewed before, I said I would lower the price of home computers and accelerate their popularization by collaborating with hardware manufacturers. Government leaders are willing to help push this forward and want to try a government subsidy project domestically, giving a certain cash subsidy to every user who purchases a home computer. This matter might have a manufacturer meeting next Monday, and I need to attend.”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “Okay, we’ll talk about the details later. You focus on driving first. I’m hanging up. Call me back tonight, I stay up late these days, so it doesn’t matter how late it is.”

“Okay.”

He hung up the phone for now. Du Fei, beside him, couldn’t help but tease Li Mu, “Is your girlfriend checking up on you?”

“No,” Li Mu chuckled, “She just asked what I was doing.”

Du Fei laughed, “Your girlfriend must be feeling immense pressure right now.”

“How so?”

“Your recent high-profile exposure must be captivating countless women. Anyone in your girlfriend’s shoes would probably feel immense pressure.”

Then, Du Fei reminded him, “You should pay more attention to her lately, otherwise she might feel even more insecure.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” Li Mu nodded thoughtfully, saying nothing more.

On the drive home, Li Mu’s mind was filled with thoughts of Su Yingxue. The thought of their recent lack of communication made him realize how much he had neglected Su Yingxue lately, filling him with regret.

His thoughts broadened, and he realized that it wasn’t just Su Yingxue; he had, to some extent, neglected Zhao Ziqiu and Chen Wan as well.

Su Yingxue was his official girlfriend. His long, somewhat twisted secret crush in his previous life made Li Mu deeply possessive of her. Although he finally achieved his wish in this life, his state of mind had changed somewhat because he was no longer the same young man he had been.

Zhao Ziqiu was the ideal type of girl for any man—high visual appeal, good figure, and a generous bust. What was rare was that she was also gentle, sensible, and obedient, willing to go all out for love, like a blank canvas, proactively letting him color and ink her once she fell in love with him.

Although he had successfully made Su Yingxue his girlfriend, Li Mu still had to admit that he truly liked Zhao Ziqiu in his heart. Whether he was scum or a beast, having lived again, he simply couldn’t convince himself to reject this girl. He had already experienced living again, so what was there to be indecisive about loving one more woman?

As for Chen Wan…

Li Mu had always been quite torn.

Chen Wan was an intellectual woman, whether externally or internally, she was not inferior to anyone. Most importantly, she was kind-hearted and very caring. Li Mu, having been reborn, had never truly seen her as an older sister, but rather as his closest friend. When Chen Wan suddenly confessed to him one day, Li Mu was shocked, but also, as a man, he felt a sense of vanity and smugness deep down. Although he still hadn’t figured out how to handle their relationship in the future, at least one thing was certain: Chen Wan held a very important place in his heart…

Just continuing like this, in a muddled way, didn’t seem like a long-term solution.

Lost in thought, Li Mu suddenly received a call from Senior Student Liu. He said on the phone, “I met with President Lei from Kingsoft and Zhuoyue again. The meeting time is set for tomorrow night at seven, at a quiet vegetarian restaurant, which is more suitable for serious business. Is that okay?”

Li Mu hummed, “You arrange it. Tomorrow during the day, I’ll go to Taobao.com, and we’ll talk about procurement.”

“Good!”

…





Chapter 773: What Do You Think of Me Now?

Returning home, Li Mu, who had been busy all day, felt exceptionally exhausted. He always told himself not to push so hard, to take things slowly, but when everything piled up, nothing could be dropped, nor could it be left undone.

Li Mu finally understood why Wanda’s general manager, the richest man in the previous life, had such a hectic schedule. He would get up around six in the morning, arrive at the company around seven, hold a meeting in the morning, then directly board a private jet for another city at noon. In the afternoon, he would attend an event or hold a meeting in that city. When night fell, the private jet would carry him to a third city, where he would continue to work, often not sleeping until one or two AM, then wake up hastily after five or six hours of sleep to begin another busy day.

Li Mu had yet to reach the richest man’s level, but he already had his hands full. Any general manager of an enterprise who wanted to grow their business into an industry chain or an ecosystem was basically swamped, and Li Mu was no different. Muye Technology was one industry chain, one Ecosystem; Taobao was another industry chain and another Ecosystem. In his previous life, these two industry chains were super aircraft carriers each worth two hundred billion US dollars. Now, having to steer both of them by himself naturally left him feeling sick with exhaustion.

But he had no choice.

Li Mu finally understood why so many billionaires, even super-rich individuals worth tens of billions or hundreds of billions, despite having so much money, still fought to the death. It was because the higher their level, the more they had to fight to the death. The entire market was filled with rivals who saw them as their biggest competitors. These competitors were always circling them, looking for weaknesses. As a general holding the fort and opening up new territories, a billionaire worth hundreds of billions also needed to constantly expand and enhance their strength to remain invincible.

The business world is like rowing against the current; if you don’t advance, you retreat. If Tencent had only stuck to QQ, it would never have been able to grow bigger and stronger.

General Manager Ma had to constantly maintain the highest strategic sensitivity, expanding his strength to fend off various enemies. That’s why he developed QQ Game Hall, QQ Games, QQ Zone, QQ Show, QQ Email, Tencent TM, QQ.com, and WeChat, and why he invested in a vast array of companies: film companies, entertainment companies, ticketing companies, e-commerce companies, software companies, and even search companies.

All of this was not due to greed, but a necessary strategic planning to maintain position. It was precisely because of strong strategic planning and a robust ecosystem that one could become a giant.

Otherwise, why wasn’t 360 among China’s giants? A software company also achieved hundreds of millions of installations, but its ecosystem simply couldn’t compare to Tencent’s. That’s why their valuation in the overseas capital market was only about ten billion US dollars in 2016, merely roughly one-twentieth of Tencent’s. The biggest reason was that their ecosystems were not on the same level at all.

The importance of the Ecosystem lies not only in offense but also in defense. To use a very niche industry as an analogy: Why did Tencent develop QQ Music? Besides capturing some music users, what other purpose did QQ Music serve?

In fact, its purpose was immense.

Tencent’s entire Ecosystem, wherever it related to music, needed QQ Music for support.

QQ Zone background music; logs background music; sharing music in personal status updates, sharing music on Tencent Weibo, or directly recommending a song to a friend through QQ or WeChat, or sharing it in Moments – all these music-related user behaviors were supported by QQ Music.

What if Tencent didn’t have QQ Music business? Then their users’ needs regarding music would have to be met by products from other competitors. Not only would Tencent’s user experience be affected, but more critically, their own platform would become a channel for other platforms to cultivate users. How could Tencent sit idly by while NetEase Cloud Music incited its users to share with each other, and all the music shared in Moments was supported by NetEase Cloud Music and Xiami Music? The true solution was to build its own music support within its own Ecosystem, allowing users to use its music products within its own Ecosystem and even within other Ecosystems.

Even a music service with little profit margin required such a fight to the death, let alone areas with huge profit margins, such as tourism, ticketing, group buying, e-commerce, O2O, and the sharing economy? For these major projects, Li Mu had to ensure he acted faster, more accurately, and more ruthlessly. Only then could he maintain his giant status.

There is never a monopoly in the internet industry, only crises. To avoid crises, one must become a giant, and to become a giant, one must cover all bases in core directions.

Once you reach the giant level, you cannot relax for an instant. The moment you discover a competitor has done something you haven’t, you must desperately launch that business and contend as equals with them, even if it means throwing money around wildly, even if it makes you question your existence, you must persist against them. It’s like the epic burn money war between Didi and Kuaidi back then—a complete gamble.

Neither side could sit idly by and watch the other monopolize the market, so they continuously slammed down more chips, mutually checking each other, and the more they threw, the more ruthless they became. Eventually, the stakes on the table grew too large, and neither wanted to back down. The only solution was for both sides to sit down and talk. With so many chips on the table now, some yours, some mine, and many external bets, continuing to throw money around would be bad for everyone. Let’s just negotiate a proportion and split it.

Didi and Kuaidi were like this; Youku and Tudou were like this; 58 Ganji was like this; Ctrip and Qunar were the same.

If Li Mu didn’t work hard now, if he didn’t immediately establish an absolute advantage and seize the high ground, he would inevitably encounter similar problems in certain areas later on.

If he threw money around, others would throw money to oppose him, biting at each other and mutually restricting one another. That feeling was too passive.

What Li Mu wanted to do was directly establish a dominant position for QQ in instant messaging and for Taobao in e-commerce, not to completely eliminate all competitors, but absolutely to ensure he was at the very top, letting the remaining companies scrounge for food around the edge of his bowl, and even making them fight to the death amongst themselves.

…

While taking a shower, Li Mu happened to sort out the thoughts in his mind. Currently, he had four areas that absolutely needed to become giants:

One was the internet pan-entertainment enterprise centered on QQ — Muye Technology;

One was the e-commerce enterprise centered on Taobao — Taobao;

One was the online payment enterprise centered on Alipay — Alipay;

Finally, the offline logistics company centered on Taobao Logistics — Taobao Logistics.

In his previous life, Tencent fully accounted for the first point and part of the second and third points. Alibaba accounted for most of the second and third points. These two companies combined could fully cover points one, two, and three, which perfectly aligned with Li Mu’s current strategic planning.

As for the fourth point, in his previous life, SF Express occupied the majority. Currently, his own Taobao Logistics was also starting. With an early start and resource coordination, the rise of Taobao Logistics was just around the corner. Once it took off, its market share in the domestic express delivery industry would definitely exceed that of SF Express in his previous life, so giant status was basically locked in ahead of time.

After his shower, Li Mu lay in bed, afraid that he would continue to delve into thoughts about business development. So, the first thing he did upon lying down was to pull out his phone and call Su Yingxue.

It was almost eleven o’clock, and Su Yingxue was still awake.

She had also showered early and was lying in bed, waiting for Li Mu’s call. Fortunately, Li Mu wasn’t so busy that he forgot to call.

Receiving Li Mu’s call, Su Yingxue’s mood instantly lifted considerably. She immediately asked Li Mu with concern, “Are you in bed yet?”

“Hmm,” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Just got out of the shower and lay down; feeling a bit tired. How about you?”

“I’ve been lying down for a bit,” Su Yingxue’s voice was very low and gentle, almost a whisper. “You need to take care of your health; don’t push yourself too hard.”

Li Mu acknowledged her, chuckling, “Okay, once this busy period is over, I can relax a bit.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but say, “You always say that. You’ve been saying it since you were busy with 3321, but things just keep coming one after another. You haven’t relaxed; instead, you’ve gotten busier and busier.”

Most of Li Mu’s businesses were now publicly known nationwide, so he no longer held back and told Su Yingxue directly, “I’ve invested five hundred million to do logistics, but in my opinion, that money is still a drop in the bucket. If managed well, five hundred million can get the logistics system running. If not, five hundred million might just lead to a dead end, so I can’t afford to be careless.”

Su Yingxue softly hummed in response, then hesitated briefly before asking in a querying tone, “It’s rare for us to get to talk on the phone; can we not talk about work, please?”

A wave of shame washed over Li Mu’s heart, and he quickly said, “Okay, no work talk.”

Su Yingxue paused on the other end of the phone, then asked him, “Since I got back, have you missed me?”

Li Mu replied without hesitation, “Yes, of course, I have.” After speaking, Li Mu subconsciously wanted to add an explanation. Although he despised himself for always using “being too busy” as an excuse, his busyness was indeed an objective fact.

Unexpectedly, Su Yingxue didn’t give him a chance to say a second sentence. Her voice, for the first time, held a sultry, slightly tingly quality as she asked, “Then tell me, how do you usually think about me?”

Li Mu had known Su Yingxue for so long, and they had been together for so long, but it was the first time Su Yingxue had spoken in such a tone. Li Mu felt as if her voice could transmit a unique electric current through the wireless signal, making his entire body, from inside out, uncontrollably tingle.

Then, Li Mu intentionally spoke in a teasing tone, “I think of you in many ways. Which one do you want to hear?”

Su Yingxue gently bit her lower lip on the other end of the phone, embarrassed but emboldened, she asked him, “I want to hear what you’re thinking of me right now.”





Chapter 774: Shattering the Shackles of the Previous Life

“

“

When Su Yingxue asked that question, deep down, she wanted to try creating a subtle, intimate atmosphere of mutual longing for their private time together. She wasn’t skilled at it, had virtually no experience even, but she was willing to try. This marked a shift in her inner world.

“

“

She realized that if she wanted to hold onto Li Mu, she couldn’t continue to be indecisive about the progress of their relationship. Li Mu had been proactive before, but her hesitation had made him cease his initiatives. In such a situation, if she continued to waver, their relationship would certainly have no positive future.

“

“

Li Mu’s thoughts instantly drifted back to his previous life.

“

“

Struggling alone in Yanjing, every day he would drag his exhausted body back to his rented room. Lying on his single bed, his mind would involuntarily wander. Sometimes he’d think about practical matters: how to proceed with his current work, how to implement a certain function, how to fix a particular bug. Other times, he would indulge in completely wild fantasies.

“

“

For instance, he’d imagine owning a luxury car, traveling all across the beautiful landscapes of China; he’d imagine earning over one million a year, being able to buy a house and car in Yanjing, and even bring his parents over to enjoy a comfortable life; he’d imagine being with Su Yingxue, and then he wouldn’t have to endure such sleepless nights, every evening he could hold her and fall asleep feeling utterly content.

“

“

Often, Li Mu would become deeply engrossed in his thoughts, imagining Su Yingxue being with him, imagining his life perfectly blending with hers, imagining them building a better life together that everyone would envy. He would think so much that he wouldn’t fall asleep until three or four in the morning, existing in a semi-conscious state, all his imaginings still under the sway of his own brain, yet feeling distinctly real precisely because of this half-dream, half-waking state.

“

“

The usual cost for this was having to drag his extremely weary body and mind through a full day of high-intensity work the next day. Yet, Li Mu always enjoyed it immensely. For him at that time, those brief moments of semi-consciousness late at night were the most heartwarming parts of his monotonous life.

“

“

Thinking of this, Li Mu was moved. He closed his eyes and softly said, “Right now, I just want to quietly lie on the bed, holding you, staying up, not sleeping.”

“

“

Su Yingxue’s voice carried a hint of shyness: “Why not sleep? What mischievous ideas are brewing in your mind?”

“

“

Li Mu chuckled foolishly. “No mischievous ideas. I just want to hold you, stay up until three or four in the morning, until I’m drowsy, until the deepest silence, to experience that feeling of multiple layers of dreams and reality merging.”

“

“

“Multiple layers of dreams and reality merging? What does that mean?” Su Yingxue didn’t understand.

“

“

She had expected Li Mu to say something provocative or suggestive, and had even mustered the courage to try and humor him over the phone. Yet, his reply left her feeling at a loss.

“

“

Already exceptionally tired, Li Mu closed his eyes, and his mental state seemed to deteriorate faster. He lazily rolled over on the bed, and deep down, he once again grasped the truly illusory state he’d experienced all those years ago, tossing and turning in the depths of the night.

“

“

At this moment, Li Mu no longer thought of himself as the so-called billionaire he currently was. It was as if he had returned to his previous life, to that semi-conscious moment when everything was left to his imagination.

“

“

Thinking of Su Yingxue, Li Mu felt a sense of melancholy.

“

“

Without answering Su Yingxue’s question, Li Mu mumbled drowsily, “I want to sing you a song…”

“

“

Su Yingxue’s heart sweetened, and she couldn’t help but excitedly say, “Sing it then! I’m listening!”

“

“

Li Mu, without any preamble, simply began softly humming Zhang Zhenyue’s song, “What to Do.”

“

“

“You are my only beautiful dream,

You are also my only trouble,

What to do…

Whenever the night sky is full of stars,

There’s always a bit of emptiness in my heart,

What to do…

You always pass by in a hurry,

You always don’t stay,

And I am waiting,

For an answer from you.

An inexpressible loneliness,

A feeling of not having a reliance,

What to do…

Alone on an autumn evening,

Should I slowly walk away?

What should I do…”

“

“

Li Mu sang softly, even a bit indistinctly in places due to his drowsiness and semi-conscious state, but he sang with deep sincerity. This song represented all his feelings for Su Yingxue in his previous life. All those years of deep infatuation, stubbornly refusing to see reason, self-deception, unreconciled feelings—everything was contained within this one song.

“

“

In Li Mu’s personal opinion, this song was the perfect expression and portrayal of unrequited love. It cut in from a first-person perspective throughout, seemingly a confession to the girl he had a secret crush on. But Li Mu deeply understood the profound affection and helplessness contained within the song. How could this be a confession? This was clearly the inner monologue of a timid coward who dared to love but not speak, dared to think but not act, only to daydream and talk to himself in the middle of the night.

“

“

Wasn’t this the damn truth about his feelings for Su Yingxue in his previous life?

“

“

In his previous life, Li Mu wasn’t truly just waiting for Su Yingxue. He also continually interacted with other girls. It was just difficult for him to give up that obsession for Su Yingxue deep in his heart, making it hard for him to fully commit to other relationships.

“

“

The inability to fully commit was the main reason Li Mu remained single into his thirties. Even if he was unremarkable, he was at least a white-collar worker and wasn’t bad-looking. Girls willing to date him existed, and girls willing to sleep with him also existed. But precisely because he couldn’t fully commit, he never met a girl in his previous life who was willing to live with him long-term or marry him.

“

“

Had there been a suitable girl in his previous life willing to spend eternity with him, Li Mu wouldn’t have foolishly waited for Su Yingxue until his thirties, even if she was still in his heart. For him, Su Yingxue was just as the song lyrics sang:

“

“

“You are my only beautiful dream, and also my only trouble, what to do?”

“

“

Everyone has beautiful dreams, and even if those dreams don’t come true, most people can accept reality and feel at ease. But once a beautiful dream becomes a source of trouble, then one truly doesn’t know what to do.

“

“

In his previous life, Li Mu simply couldn’t accept the gap between his beautiful dreams and reality, which is why he remained trapped, unable to extricate himself.

“

“

Moreover, most importantly, Li Mu was quite passive in the world of relationships. He was accustomed to secret crushes, accustomed to suppressing his feelings, and even more accustomed to suppressing his own needs. Su Yingxue was also a passive person in relationships. Two passive individuals are like two transmission systems with obvious functional conflicts. Without an engine to drive them, how could two transmission systems make four wheels move?

“

“

It was precisely for this reason that Zhao Ziqiu seemed so compatible and natural in Li Mu’s emotional world. She was enthusiastic and proactive. After realizing Li Mu’s passivity in relationships, she immediately transformed herself into a continuously burning engine, delivering surging power to Li Mu. Once she got Li Mu moving, the vehicle could run.

“

“

Li Mu’s subconscious had always felt there was a problem between him and Su Yingxue, but he had never understood where that problem originated.

“

“

He used to think that Su Yingxue being by his side was proof of his rebirth, and he seemed to have gained immense satisfaction. But he neglected how to properly manage their relationship.

“

“

He carried a deeply rooted imprint from his previous life, formalizing and symbolizing Su Yingxue in his mind, instead of striving to remove this imprint and transform her from a symbolic representation into a tangible presence. Because of this, Su Yingxue never truly entered his life, which ultimately led their relationship to become increasingly passive.

“

“

Li Mu truly understood the problem between him and Su Yingxue at this moment. The problem wasn’t with her; after all, she hadn’t experienced rebirth. She was just that kind of person who was slow to open up and passive. But if he continued to make no effort, they would inevitably stagnate. Yet now, Su Yingxue had already accepted him. If he were more proactive, the situation might not be as passive as it was now.

“

“

Thinking this, Li Mu reached the chorus of the song. At this point, Li Mu sang even more profoundly and sincerely:

“

“

“Standing at the door of your heart,

I don’t know if I am in your heart…

I wish I could pause the world’s time,

So I could show you my heart,

And let you see it clearly…”

“

“

At this moment, Su Yingxue quietly listened to Li Mu’s soft singing, her heart completely captivated by his heartfelt voice. She didn’t know why Li Mu was singing this song to her, because in her opinion, the song didn’t seem to match Li Mu’s feelings for her. Given the reality of their situation, Su Yingxue couldn’t believe Li Mu would feel such deep affection for her.

“

“

However, every word Li Mu sang seemed to contain a magic, a magic that struck directly at her heart, making Su Yingxue, while unbelieving, paradoxically feel that this must genuinely be Li Mu’s feelings for her.

“

“

This extreme contradiction also made Su Yingxue feel a strong sense of unreality, as if she were in a dream, unable to distinguish between what was real and what was illusory.

“

“

After finishing the song, Li Mu felt as if a huge stone pressing on his heart had suddenly been lifted. He finally understood that in his previous life, he had been wrong not to take quick and decisive action, and in this life, he had been wrong not to discern the different realities and not to promptly shake off the dragging lingering effects brought on by his previous life.

“

“

In this life, Su Yingxue was already his girlfriend, so why did he still have that “both real and illusory” feeling from his previous life?

“

“

At this moment, all his regrets were cast aside. The imprint from his previous life began to blur. Li Mu resolved deep down to no longer be bound by the constraints and troubles from his previous life, but instead to manage his relationship with Su Yingxue in a new, normal, and proactive way.

“

“

Thinking of this, Li Mu spoke with deep affection and sincerity: “I miss you incredibly right now. It feels like every cell in my body misses you…”

“

“





Chapter 775: Tactics and Strategy

Su Yingxue didn’t know that Li Mu’s feelings for her carried the weight of two lifetimes, but she was still moved by his heartfelt confession.

Hearing Li Mu say that every cell in his body was thinking of her, Su Yingxue didn’t hesitate for a moment. She said to Li Mu with exceptional sincerity, “I miss you too, I really do…”

As she spoke, Su Yingxue’s voice softened, but she said with profound sincerity, “If only I could be by your side right now.”

Li Mu asked her, “If you were by my side right now, would you be willing to…”

Before Li Mu could even finish asking what she’d be willing to do, Su Yingxue cut him off and replied, “I am!”

Her voice wasn’t loud, but it was clear how resolute she was.

Li Mu chuckled and said, “I haven’t even said what exactly you’d be willing to do, and you’ve already agreed so readily.”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment on the other end of the line, then said with a slight tremor in her voice, “Whatever you ask, I’ll agree. From today onwards, I won’t refuse you for anything.”



Li Mu couldn’t remember when he stopped talking to Su Yingxue on the phone. He only vaguely recalled feeling increasingly sleepy until he vaguely drifted off to sleep. When he woke up again, the sun was already high in the sky, and intense sunlight poured through the window, making the whole room feel warm.

His phone had somehow fallen to the floor. Picking it up, he saw it was already 10:45 AM, almost eleven.

He had two missed calls, both from Liu Qiangdong, and two text messages. One was from Liu Qiangdong, sent at 10 AM: “Not awake yet? When you wake up, don’t forget to come to the company. Let’s finalize the procurement matters first.”

The other was from Su Yingxue, sent in the early hours of the morning: “You must have fallen asleep, I could hear your snores, like a little calf! But I’m not sleepy at all, I miss you so much I can’t sleep. Waiting for you to come back, good night.”

Li Mu quickly replied to Su Yingxue: “I just woke up, I was too tired yesterday, I don’t even know when I fell asleep.”

After replying, Li Mu quickly got dressed and washed up, preparing to go out. His father and mother had already left him breakfast and gone out themselves. The two of them had been enjoying traveling around Yanjing recently, leaving early and returning late every day, living a very comfortable and pleasant life.

Sitting in the Mercedes-Benz driven by Wang Yuanlang, as Wang Yuanlang drove towards Taobao, Li Mu sat in the back checking the message Su Yingxue had sent back.

“You need to reasonably arrange your work and rest time, don’t overwork yourself. Get up and eat something first, don’t rush out the door again.”

Li Mu replied, “Don’t worry, I’ll arrange it properly. Once these two days are over, I won’t be so busy anymore.”

Su Yingxue asked, “What are you doing now?”

Li Mu replied, “On my way to Taobao.”

“Still going to work? It’s been less than twenty minutes since you messaged saying you just woke up.”

Li Mu replied, “Today’s work is mainly about discussing matters, generally more relaxed. Unlike yesterday, when I had to host leaders for inspection and have meetings with them. What are you doing?”

Su Yingxue replied, “I’m on my way to Grandma’s house. I’m eating lunch at Grandma’s today. You go handle your serious business first, then call me when you get home tonight.”

Li Mu replied, “Okay, I’ll call you tonight.”

After replying, Li Mu tossed his phone aside and closed his eyes to rest.

Ten minutes later, Li Mu’s phone rang. He picked it up and saw it was Chen Ze calling, so Li Mu answered the phone and said, “Hello, Old Chen.”

Chen Ze said from the other end, “What new things did you talk about with Minister Zhen yesterday? Yesterday evening, our patriarch was pulled into a meeting and hasn’t returned since.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “He hasn’t returned all night? Was the meeting held all night?”

Chen Ze said, “Not exactly. They said they had a meeting with the leader and several other ministry or commission leaders until late last night, and since they had to continue this morning, the several patriarchs simply stayed at the office.”

As he spoke, Chen Ze couldn’t help but ask, “What they’re discussing must be related to you. Tell me, what did they discuss? They’re acting so proactively.”

Li Mu first thought of the proposals he had presented to Minister Zhen. But after careful consideration, he realized those proposals didn’t seem to warrant an all-night discussion among the leaders. However, he quickly remembered the Home Appliances to the Countryside policy. Unlike his own proposals, which focused on the internet industry, the Home Appliances to the Countryside policy focused on stimulating domestic demand and solving the current economic problems.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s opinion, what could genuinely capture the attention of the leadership and make them hold an all-night meeting was likely the Home Appliances to the Countryside policy, a nationwide economic stimulus policy. Thinking this way, it made sense why Chen Ze’s father was also pulled into the meeting. After all, once such a major economic policy is decided for implementation, it certainly wouldn’t be handled solely by the Economic and Trade Commission; it would very likely be handed over to the National Development and Reform Commission for execution. Thus, it was perfectly logical for Chen Ze’s patriarch to be pulled into an emergency meeting.

However, Li Mu hadn’t expected that the concept of Home Appliances to the Countryside could garner such attention from the leadership, even leading to an all-night discussion. This suggested that the leadership was highly approving of this initiative, and judging by their enthusiasm, it likely wouldn’t be long before it was implemented.

So Li Mu told Chen Ze, “I did offer Minister Zhen a personal opinion yesterday regarding the current economic situation. It’s broadly about an idea for the government to partner with home appliance manufacturers to subsidize farmers nationwide and incentivize them to buy home appliances.”

Although Li Mu spoke very lightly, Chen Ze could still pick up on the true implications and scope behind this so-called “idea.”

Aside from anything else, just the four words “farmers nationwide” carried immense weight. An “idea” targeting nine hundred million people, brought up for an all-night discussion by the leadership, indicated that this “idea” must be quite sound.

Chen Ze sighed helplessly and said, “I really give up on you. No one in China can stir things up more than you. When you’re almost done handling your immediate matters, come to Wanying, and we’ll touch base. For the Sanlitun commercial land project and how we’ll develop and partner on our own plots, once we finalize the specific plans, let’s quickly get moving.”

Li Mu agreed, saying, “I won’t participate in the specific plan formulation. For both matters, first come up with several sets of solutions. Then we’ll discuss them in a meeting and select one plan for each. If I have any personal ideas, I’ll make minor adjustments based on your finalized plans at that time.”

Chen Ze acknowledged, saying, “Then let’s finalize things next week. Once the specific plans are drawn up, I’ll inform you.”

“Alright.”

Currently, Li Mu no longer had the time to fully attend to real estate. Chen Ze and the others understood this perfectly; otherwise, Li Mu wouldn’t have demanded that Wei Lan be tied to Wanying for the next three years. In his and Song Liang’s eyes, Wei Lan was a replacement Li Mu had found for himself, to control Wanying’s general direction of development in his stead.

In fact, Li Mu’s considerations regarding Wei Lan were: Chen Ze didn’t understand real estate; Song Liang understood it but lacked sufficient vision, so he probably couldn’t make it work in a place like Yanjing; as for himself, while he had the vision, his practical experience was basically zero, at best he could merely be a strategy setter.

The combination of the three of them was like a leader, a diplomat, and a guerrilla captain with considerable combat experience.

Among them, Li Mu, the leader, would provide strategic ideas; Chen Ze, the diplomat, would be responsible for securing external resources; and Song Liang, the guerrilla captain who had struggled and toiled in small and medium-sized cities for a long time, would be responsible for leading the charge.

However, Li Mu knew very well that while Song Liang had many strengths—for example, he was quite adept at social conduct, possessed very strong execution, and was down-to-earth and reliable—the most crucial point was that Song Liang understood tactics, not strategy.

Tactics involve methods, while strategy involves the direction of the entire situation, even its very foundation.

To summarize in three characters, tactics are “how to fight,” while strategy is “whether to fight.”

Tactics only become meaningful when coupled with a correct and brilliant strategy. It’s like the construction of the Great Wall: deciding to use the Great Wall to defend against foreign invasion—that’s strategy. How to build the Great Wall across winding and steep mountains—that’s tactics.

What’s more, Song Liang excelled at small to medium-scale tactics, not large-scale tactics. If a few of Yanjing’s extremely popular housing developments and the massive plan for a Sanlitun commercial center were suddenly placed in his hands, there’s no doubt he’d be the first to go crazy.

In this situation, Wanying especially needed a general with extensive experience in major campaigns, one whose understanding of campaigns far surpassed tactics and reached the strategic level. While Wei Lan’s experience with large projects wasn’t top-tier in the industry, her understanding at the strategic level was absolutely first-class. As long as she fully committed, Li Mu could truly rest assured about Wanying’s future.

After hanging up with Chen Ze, Li Mu called Wei Lan. The very first thing Wei Lan said when she answered the phone was in a slightly sour, teasing tone, “General Manager Li, how does a busy person like you have time to call me?”

Ever since Wei Lan had actively accompanied Li Mu to an exclusive interview last time, she hadn’t seen him again, nor had they even spoken on the phone. That’s why her opening remark carried a slightly sour note.

Li Mu merely took her words as teasing, so he chuckled and said, “I wanted to ask you, do you have a general plan yet for those Wanying land plots and the Sanlitun commercial real estate project?”

Wei Lan hummed and said, “I’ve been conducting research these past few days, especially for the Sanlitun commercial real estate project. I’ve been wandering around the Sanlitun area for the last two days and have a general idea.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Would it be convenient to give me a brief introduction?”

Wei Lan chuckled, “I plan to take one week to sort everything out and form a written proposal. If you’re not in a hurry, then wait until my written proposal is ready.”

She continued, drawing out her words, “However, if you treat me to a meal, I might consider verbally explaining it to you in advance.”

“Alright,” Li Mu said without hesitation. “I have plans tonight. How about tomorrow night?”

“Good, tomorrow night it is.”





Chapter 776: SF Express + JD.com

Li Mu, Senior Student Liu, and several staff members specifically responsible for logistics business spent an afternoon together, and the first phase procurement orders for Taobao Logistics were basically finalized.

The most important procurements in the first phase were vehicles, warehousing, and sorting equipment. As there was no immediate capital available for automated sorting equipment, Taobao Logistics’ first phase of sorting would mainly rely on traditional conveyor belts combined with manual sorting. Although the efficiency couldn’t compare to automated equipment, it was the most suitable sorting solution for the initial stage.

Since the government had not yet given a definite reply regarding what kind of policy benefits Taobao Logistics would enjoy in the future, Li Mu decided to temporarily rein in capital investment. The demand plan for vehicles in the first phase of procurement was: sixty heavy-duty imported tractor units, coupled with one hundred domestically produced medium-duty trucks, and three hundred Iveco light-duty box vans.

Currently, customs duties on imported foreign vehicles were divided into several tiers. Customs duty for complete passenger vehicles was twenty-five percent. For tractor units, it varied greatly depending on tonnage, type, and fuel used. This meant that even for gasoline and diesel trucks of the same tonnage, the customs duties differed, with gasoline vehicles having the highest tax and diesel vehicles slightly lower. The heavy-duty tractor units Taobao Logistics needed for point-to-point transportation were all high-tonnage diesel tractor units, and the current customs duty was twenty-one percent.

With a twenty-one percent customs duty, and then accounting for purchase tax, the overall standard reached thirty percent. This was a very substantial proportion. For Li Mu, if these two taxes could be resolved, the import of heavy vehicles for Taobao Logistics could be greatly enhanced.

Taobao’s financial director then informed Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong of a situation neither of them had previously considered: if it involved the import of commercial vehicles, it would also entail a seventeen percent value-added tax (VAT). This tax would ultimately be passed on to the vehicle price. If the government could also waive the seventeen percent VAT, the overall tax incentives would be even greater.

Generally, for government-supported projects that involve the import of equipment and raw materials, the government would provide certain preferential policies. Customs duties were just one aspect, and imported VAT was another.

VAT was collected from the customs declaration company. If Taobao Logistics directly ordered from overseas enterprises, then when the vehicles arrived at customs, Taobao Logistics would need to pay seventeen percent purchase tax to customs during the declaration. If it could only be done through a domestic Dealer / Distributor, then the Dealer / Distributor would pay the VAT and pass it into the vehicle price, and ultimately Taobao Logistics would still bear the cost itself.

However, the government had always had encouragement and subsidy policies for enterprises with far-reaching significance, and there were precedents for VAT preferential treatment. Most VAT concessions adopted a “collected first, then refunded” approach. This meant that Taobao Logistics would pay VAT at the seventeen percent rate as usual when declaring customs, but after customs clearance, this money would be immediately refunded to Taobao Logistics’ corporate account.

Li Mu knew that he definitely couldn’t shamelessly request the leadership to also waive the VAT, so the VAT aspect would depend on the leadership’s intentions.

If the leadership truly valued and encouraged Taobao’s development, then they would likely consider the VAT even without him mentioning it. If they didn’t think of it, it wouldn’t matter; the customs duty and purchase tax reduction would already be very significant for Li Mu.

However, Li Mu secretly counted on his fingers. If the government truly waived the purchase tax, the price of imported trucks could be greatly diminished.

If he wanted to meet his requirements for logistics transport capacity, the number of heavy-duty tractor units solely responsible for trunk line (logistics) advance party transportation would need to reach at least three hundred vehicles, and in the far future, possibly five hundred vehicles or even more. If there were sufficient policy benefits, the saved funds would definitely exceed one hundred million.

If this money were saved, automated sorting equipment could be brought online earlier. So Li Mu asked Liu Qiangdong: “Last time I told you to send someone to Germany, to Beumer Group for an inspection, has that been arranged yet?”

Liu Qiangdong nodded: “A three-person team was arranged and departed a few days ago. They’ve already made contact with Beumer Group over there, but the feedback they sent back suggests Beumer Group seems a bit perfunctory. They don’t seem to believe that a private express delivery company from China would have the capability to massively deploy automated sorting equipment.”

Li Mu looked surprised.

“Damn it, what era is this, and Germans are still so biased?”

Liu Qiangdong gave an awkward smile and said: “It’s not exactly being biased; they did politely receive our people and gave them a general tour of their equipment demonstrations. But when it came to specific customized details, they seemed less engaged.”

Then, Liu Qiangdong added: “Beumer Group mainly feels that the China market is not mature enough yet, and besides, the proliferation rate of automated sorting in the country is indeed very low. Currently, in the national express logistics industry, only our postal service big brother uses it, and there are only three sets of equipment nationwide. A considerable number of airports in China haven’t even achieved automated parcel sorting, let alone express delivery. Beumer Group basically has no customers in China, not even a branch office.”

“Damn it,” Li Mu said, somewhat annoyed. “Alright, tell them to keep their cool for now, even if it feels like being overly enthusiastic towards an unenthusiastic party, they need to persist. Also, effective immediately, have them stay in the best hotels in Germany, rent the highest-end cars, and strictly not drive themselves; they must hire local German drivers. Raise their daily travel expenses. If they invite Beumer Group staff for meals or social engagement, always maintain a high standard. First, make a strong impression on the Germans with their spending.”

The neglect shown by Beumer Group towards the Taobao Logistics team was most likely because they hadn’t made Beumer Group aware of the business opportunities involved. There might also be a element of Beumer Group looking down on the China market. But Li Mu didn’t care what their mindset was; what he had to do was first ensure that his dispatched personnel were not ignored by the Germans. He had to make sure that even if Beumer Group ignored China’s market space, they couldn’t ignore the lavish spending of Taobao Logistics’ representatives, which would then make them re-evaluate Taobao Logistics’ strength.

No company would send a group of people thousands of kilometers to Germany, spending large amounts on daily travel expenses just to talk nonsense. Even if they were actually there to talk nonsense, it would at least prove that the company had strong financial resources. To put it commonly, it was four words: plenty of money!

If Beumer Group could grasp this point, they would surely put aside their inherent disdain and genuinely regard Taobao Logistics as a major future client.

Many scenarios in life and film works are already common/vulgar, such as ordinary-looking customers entering luxury stores and often being met with contempt and discrimination from salesclerks. In real life, although most salesclerks won’t actively bother customers, their eyes are indeed very shrewd. If there are multiple groups of customers in the store, they will definitely focus on serving those who are well-dressed and look wealthy, thereby actively or passively ignoring those who don’t appear to be very affluent.

Although Li Mu was quite displeased with Beumer Group’s neglect, he knew inwardly that their actions were generally justifiable. Even if they disregarded the China market internally, they still extended basic courtesy and reception. Therefore, what he needed to do now was to first make Beumer Group view the Taobao Logistics representatives with new eyes, just like a well-dressed customer who, no matter which store they enter, will be regarded as the most potential client.

Additionally, Beumer Group was currently the leading enterprise in international logistics automation solutions. Only by approaching them could all problems be solved at once. They had to be made to prioritize Taobao Logistics, so that they could provide more solutions for Taobao Logistics in the future.

What Beumer Group possessed was not just the automated sorting system that Li Mu was keen on, but also a very powerful solution—a complete solution for automated high-rack warehousing.

The automated sorting system was a solution for express logistics and airline parcel sorting, while the complete solution for automated high-rack warehousing was an essential powerful tool for large modern warehousing.

Ordinary warehousing was weak in terms of space utilization, inventory recording, and retrieval efficiency. For the same warehousing area, automated high-rack warehousing could store ten or twenty times more inventory than ordinary warehousing, and its operational efficiency was much faster.

Automated high-rack warehousing, simply put, meant that the entire warehousing bases utilized multi-level shelves tens of meters high. The same footprint greatly increased storage space, and goods achieved full automated inbound and outbound movement through an automated sorting system. This greatly improved warehousing turnover efficiency. As for the difficulty of high-level operations, that was easily resolved; automated storage and retrieval in high-rack warehousing could be achieved through an automated palletizing system. JD.com’s “Asia No. 1” warehouses were such fully automated high-rack warehousing bases.

Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong had discussed the construction of automated high-rack warehousing bases. The cost was indeed very high. From the initial factory construction onwards, the cost was several times higher than ordinary warehousing bases, and the price of the entire set of equipment was outrageously expensive.

However, Li Mu consistently felt that automation must be planned early. If the cost was high, they had to find a solution. As long as they could implement automated reforms a big step ahead of their competitors, it would not only greatly improve efficiency, but also provided a powerful composure / state of mind. If Taobao Logistics could achieve the strength of “SF Express + JD Logistics” within the next two to three years, then this foundation would have an immense impact on the entire industry. At least fifty percent of the future express delivery market share would fall into Taobao Logistics’ hands.

Liu Qiangdong’s obsession with logistics was even stronger than Li Mu’s, and this high level of automation was also the solution he most yearned for. Since Li Mu, the High-ranking leader, also supported it, the two naturally agreed immediately. They then formulated a three-phase implementation plan for automation.

Phase One: Acquire land in cities where major logistics distribution bases are located, with the acquired land area covering the needs of both Phase One and Phase Two projects.

In Phase One, there was no rush to construct high-rack warehousing; instead, only large ordinary warehouses would be built, with all self-built logistics’ sorting centers and warehousing centers consolidated together. The sorting and warehousing centers would be semi-automated, meaning a fifty-fifty mix of manual labor and machinery.

Before the national logistics market continuously developed, Taobao Logistics’ business and Taobao’s self-operated B2C business grew, and Phase One’s transport capacity was close to saturation, Phase Two construction would be promptly initiated.

Phase Two construction would first involve building large high-rack warehousing adjacent to the Phase One warehouses. This was the fundamental reason why the initial land acquisition needed to meet the requirements of both Phase One and Phase Two projects.

Immediately after the high-rack warehousing was completed, the warehousing centers that were originally co-located with the sorting centers under the same roof would all be relocated into the automated high-rack warehousing bases. This would not only greatly enhance the overall warehousing capacity, but also provide more space for the sorting centers to improve and Shengji.

By Phase Three, both sorting and warehousing would be fully automated. By then, the dual-mode operation of “SF Express + JD Logistics” would achieve smooth sailing!





Chapter 777: Pick a Side, Alright?

Lei Jun usually dressed very casually. For most of his work hours, he wore casual clothes, only donning formal attire for very official occasions.

Today, Lei Jun had come to work in a T-shirt, casual pants, and sports shoes. But as it was nearing quitting time, he had already changed into a short-sleeved shirt, dress pants, and business leather shoes in his office. A little later, when his assistant knocked and entered with documents, they were startled by Lei Jun’s newly changed attire.

“General Manager Lei, are you going out for a social engagement?” the assistant asked with a smile as they handed the documents to Lei Jun.

Lei Jun smiled faintly and said, “I have a very important dinner soon.”

Lei Jun hadn’t mentioned his meeting with Li Mu to anyone. He hadn’t told his partners at Kingsoft and Lenovo because he clearly knew that neither company wanted to continue with Joyo.com. Both hoped to sell Joyo.com as soon as possible. The only one who currently wished to keep Joyo was himself, so he wanted to hear Li Mu’s conditions and offer first.

If he, the one who didn’t want to sell Joyo.com, even approved of Li Mu’s conditions, Kingsoft and Lenovo would certainly not hesitate at all. On the contrary, they would clap their hands in delight, eager to complete the process quickly.

The assistant was a bit surprised then and said with a smile, “For a dinner that makes you dress so formally, the other party must be a Bigwig, right?”

Lei Jun nodded, smiling helplessly, and said, “Indeed, a very big Bigwig.”

Li Mu was twenty years old. This age, in any industry, would earn someone a big label: wet behind the ears.

However, twenty-year-old Li Mu was already a godfather-level figure in China’s internet industry. In this industry, no one could compare to him.

Before Li Mu rose to prominence, if the domestic internet industry were to be divided into tiers based on the actual situation in China at the time, there would be at least four tiers.

The First Step was definitely the overseas returnees or those with overseas capital connections. For example, all three BTA companies received overseas capital. And Sina, NetEase, and Sohu had all successfully listed in the US.

As for the Second Step, it basically consisted of other well-known companies that hadn’t yet successfully listed, such as Dangdang, Kingsoft, Joyo, and EachNet.

Moving to the Third Step, there was a large group of small and medium-sized enterprises that were just barely surviving.

The Fourth Step… generally comprised those individual webmasters with a bit of renown.

After Li Mu’s strength was fully exposed, Muye Technology and Taobao were no longer just two companies in the industry. They were all components of Li Mu’s ecosystem chain. Therefore, Li Mu, as the behind-the-scenes leader of several companies, naturally became the new First Step, and also the sole member within the First Step. To put it plainly, he was the most formidable, unrivaled.

Currently, Li Mu’s influence in the internet industry was far greater than either of the Two Mas in 2016 because those two could still contend as equals. But now, Li Mu stood alone on the mountaintop, watching the people below battle it out.

It was precisely this influence of Li Mu that made Lei Jun, a consistently confident person, somewhat nervous before his impending appointment.

Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong set off early for the agreed-upon restaurant after discussing logistics at Taobao. However, even with their deliberate half-hour early arrival, Lei Jun got there before them.

This was the first time Li Mu had met “Leader Lei” in person. Before, he had either seen him in the news or in various Xiaomi product launch videos.

“Leader Lei” in 2002, compared to him in 2016, hadn’t changed much except for being considerably younger. Even his hairstyle hadn’t significantly changed; it was still the most ordinary side part. It seemed he hadn’t altered this hairstyle much in over a decade.

Meeting “Leader Lei” for the first time, Li Mu felt a bit excited, but he kept comforting himself inwardly that while “Leader Lei” was formidable, he had also seen quite a bit since his rebirth.

For example, he had once chatted animatedly with Li Yanhong; in fact, General Manager Li was still chasing after him to buy Yiting Technology. Another example was winning over Senior Student Liu as a partner, who was now fully committed to his projects day in and day out. In terms of assets and corporate strength, these two were not inferior to “Leader Lei” by half a point, so there was no need for him to be nervous meeting him.

Li Mu’s self-comforting worked very well; at least, his demeanor showed no hint of nervousness. In contrast, “Leader Lei,” meeting Li Mu for the first time, had some difficulty concealing his nervousness.

After some initial pleasantries, Li Mu shook hands with “Leader Lei” and said with a smile, “I’ve heard General Manager Lei’s name for so long; today, I finally have the opportunity to meet him in person.”

Lei Jun quickly and humbly said, “General Manager Li is too kind. Compared to you, my achievements don’t even reach the passing score.”

Li Mu was equally humble: “I’m just lucky. I lack industry experience and still need to learn and accumulate more.”

Liu Qiangdong listened to their mutual humility and couldn’t help but feel a headache. Both were formidable people; why were they so humble with each other? If one was “not passing” and the other “lacked experience,” then what about him…

Just then, Li Mu introduced Liu Qiangdong to Lei Jun, saying, “General Manager Lei, let me introduce you. This is Liu Qiangdong, the general manager of our Taobao. He is also my partner and a senior male student from the same university.”

Lei Jun nodded repeatedly and proactively shook hands with Liu Qiangdong, saying, “General Manager Liu’s name is echoing like thunder in the industry! Nice to meet you, nice to meet you!”

After the three found their seats, they didn’t rush to order but instead chatted politely for a while. Although it was their first meeting, “Leader Lei’s” demeanor and speech were no different from the “Leader Lei” Li Mu remembered: he loved to smile, was humorous and talkative, and spoke in a not-so-standard Mandarin, which made Li Mu feel exceptionally cordial.

The reason he felt cordial was that in his previous life, after 2012, among the high-profile internet Bigwigs in China, besides Mr. Ma, there was “Leader Lei.”

After Xiaomi gained popularity through hunger marketing, “Leader Lei’s” media exposure remained very high. There were numerous interviews, speeches, product launches, and events, as well as countless positive and negative news reports.

Frequent multi-faceted exposure to such information made it easier for people to form a general impression of him. In contrast, Senior Student Liu, apart from his widely known personal relationship, rarely appeared in the media. It was difficult for people to infer his general approach through his public statements and actions.

The three chatted for a while. Although they didn’t get to the serious business, they had a very pleasant conversation.

Afterward, Li Mu invited “Leader Lei” to order. Since they were eating an all-vegetarian meal, everyone naturally felt clear-headed and modest looking at the menu. This type of cuisine and environment was more conducive to focusing on serious business.

Starting with “Leader Lei,” the three each ordered some exquisite vegetarian dishes, then asked the waiter for a pot of good tea. The dishes hadn’t arrived yet, but the business discussion at the table had already begun.

Li Mu was here today with three objectives: to get to know “Leader Lei,” to acquire Joyo.com, and to win over “Leader Lei” to do something together.

The first objective would naturally be achieved by simply being there. The latter two would depend on whether the two could reach a unified consensus.

Li Mu didn’t to dawdle. Once they started discussing serious business, he got straight to the point, telling “Leader Lei,” “General Manager Lei, Taobao, which Liu Qiangdong and I built, is interested in increasing its investment in books and audio-visual products. You should also know that in terms of audio-visual products, Taobao has already obtained authorization from almost all record companies, as well as other supporting resources. Coupled with the overall ecosystem of the Taobao platform, this business has a lot of imaginative space.”

Setting the stage before discussing business, and “showing off” before setting the stage – this was Li Mu’s usual tactic. Even if he admired “Leader Lei,” he couldn’t skimp on the necessary “showing off.” He had to give him a sense of pressure first.

“Leader Lei” indeed felt immense pressure from Li Mu’s words. He wanted to preserve Joyo, but his rationality told him that Joyo.com was overshadowed by Taobao’s immense presence and that he had to go with the flow. Now, Li Mu had immediately indicated his intention to intensify efforts in books and audio-visual products, clearly showing a pressuring attitude.

“Leader Lei” tried his best to appear relatively calm, smiling at Li Mu and saying, “Taobao is a brilliant product, especially the ecosystem chain formed by Taobao, Alipay, and YY. It can be called great in the current e-commerce market. I believe under the leadership of General Manager Li and General Manager Liu, Taobao will definitely achieve even more remarkable results.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said nonchalantly, “General Manager Lei, for Taobao, the next stage’s focus isn’t actually on books and audio-visual products, but on our self-built logistics and warehousing plan. These two plans have already begun implementation. As for the books and audio-visual business, I am more inclined to integrate relatively mature vertical platforms, such as Joyo.com, which you are currently operating.”

Lei Jun nodded and said, “Joyo.com is currently not against capital-level cooperation. We are also looking for the next round of financing. If Taobao is willing to invest in Joyo, I think this would be a win-win situation for both of us.”

As early as when Lei Jun heard that Li Mu wanted to meet him, he guessed that Li Mu must want to acquire Joyo.com. However, he still harbored an unrealistic fantasy: what if he could convince Li Mu to drop the acquisition and invest instead?

If it were an acquisition, Li Mu would have to waste time and effort on a deep integration of Joyo’s operations (scope). Moreover, the market space for books and audio-visual products wasn’t large to begin with, so there was no need for Li Mu to monopolize it. Couldn’t he just invest some money and resources, and let Joyo pick a side and become part of his ecosystem? If such a goal could truly be achieved, then Joyo.com would certainly take off.

Many large enterprises, after developing to a certain scale, lead their own campaigns. Every slightly mature internet company has gone through at least two or three rounds of financing, and their capital structure behind the scenes is quite complex. A full acquisition is the most difficult to operate and consumes too many resources. For some less important areas, a complete acquisition is indeed unnecessary; it’s enough to get potentially promising companies to pick a side in advance.

In later generations, Xiaomi also led a large number of ecosystem chain companies that relied on it for survival. There’s even less need to mention companies like Tencent and Alibaba, which invest everywhere. Owning a certain stake, binding the other party into their fleet, operating independently under normal circumstances, and obeying commands at critical moments—as long as they can follow one’s lead at critical junctures, it’s generally enough, and everyone saves effort.

Lei Jun felt that Li Mu might also accept this mode of cooperation. What’s more, the future “Leader Lei” had not yet reached that height, so at this moment, he was very willing to have Joyo.com pick a side.

However, Li Mu refused almost without hesitation. He merely smiled faintly and then told “Leader Lei” with utmost seriousness, “General Manager Lei, Taobao’s only demand for Joyo.com is a package acquisition, nothing more.”

Second chapter and third chapter will be delivered soon!





Chapter 778: Sorry, No Side to Pick!

Li Mu’s refusal was so direct and unhesitating. Although it didn’t come as a complete surprise to Lei Jun, he still felt quite lost.

He had long realized that Li Mu would be negotiating with him, holding money in one hand and a gun in the other. Yet, he still hoped to win an opportunity to mediate.

Unfortunately, Li Mu had no intention of giving him such a thought.

Li Mu refused so decisively, not to show off, nor out of any obsession with Zhuoyue.com, but simply because he had to be extremely wary of Amazon.

Amazon was the world’s number one e-commerce company, and in Li Mu’s view, there were three key reasons why it never truly developed in China in his previous life.

First, Amazon and Zhuoyue.com took the same detour, starting with the book and audio-visual industry. They ignored the fact that genuine books and audio-visual products in China were not an essential need but rather a fan economy. Those who bought genuine products were either habitual legitimate users or true fans who didn’t mind the small price difference compared to pirated versions. The genuine book and audio-visual industry itself was a niche market in China, with its over one billion people. Yet, they insisted on tying their brand image to this category, which created severe constraints. Under JD.com’s influence, how many domestic consumers would think of Amazon first when buying home appliances? Dangdang.com’s barely surviving state was, to some extent, due to the same reason.

Second, Amazon didn’t understand the Chinese market. It applied its American market approach to online operations, website algorithms, and offline logistics and delivery. In China, it naturally suffered from unacclimatized illnesses.

Third, the overall team at Amazon China was insufficient. Wang Hanhua presided over Amazon China for so many years, and not only was there nothing remarkable to speak of, but he also failed to lead Amazon China to keep up with the pace during several surges in China’s internet and e-commerce industries.

It might seem as if Amazon was nothing to fear, but ultimately, that was the situation in his previous life.

In his previous life, China’s e-commerce market in 2002 didn’t have such a monstrous Taobao. Even when Amazon acquired Zhuoyue, domestic e-commerce was just budding; everyone was crossing the river by feeling the stones. Now, the domestic e-commerce furnace has been ignited early by him, and overseas capital will certainly be paying attention and will quickly take corresponding actions. Overseas giants will also realize the powerful potential of the domestic market and decide to enter China earlier than in his previous life.

What’s more, Li Mu had already introduced the relatively mature B2C and C2C models. Other companies wouldn’t need to cross the river by feeling the stones; they only needed to observe him and exert themselves to catch up.

Before Apple launched the iPhone, no mobile phone manufacturer would have thought of promoting multi-touch or abandoning physical buttons. If it weren’t for Steve Jobs, the highly sought-after phone today might have been the Nokia N200. However, once Steve Jobs launched the iPhone, it immediately spurred a massive revolution in the global mobile phone industry. From initially having only the iPhone as a phone without a physical keyboard, in just a few short years, it became almost impossible to find a phone equipped with a physical keyboard. Even BlackBerry went GG—isn’t that enough to illustrate the situation?

Li Mu didn’t dare to compare himself to Steve Jobs, but the revolution brought by his rebirth’s “BUG” to the domestic internet industry equally impacts the entire industry. Because he introduced new ways of playing and achieved unprecedented success, the entire industry’s gameplay will change moving forward.

If Amazon came to China early, and if Amazon changed its approach from his previous life due to his appearance, what should he do? Amazon’s current market value is at least around eight billion US dollars. If it changes its approach and plays this game seriously in China, Li Mu might not be its match.

Li Mu didn’t want to bring in Amazon, this world-class giant, after he had finally incorporated Senior Student Liu and removed JD.com from the long river of history. If Amazon became the leader of China’s B2C market ten years later, he would become a sinner in China’s internet industry.

So, Li Mu currently had only one thought: rapidly develop himself while preparing in advance for Amazon’s entry into China!

If Amazon were to develop domestically, there were currently only two companies suitable for them to acquire: Zhuoyue and Dangdang. Acquiring either of these companies would allow Amazon to directly establish a base in China. This would be equivalent to first taking Normandy, making subsequent landings much simpler—they could simply gather troops and launch follow-up attacks.

Therefore, Li Mu currently had one main idea: acquiring Zhuoyue.com was the first priority, and crushing Dangdang was the second.

If acquiring Zhuoyue failed, he would crush both of them. That way, when Amazon came to China again, they would first have to establish a landing point, then gather troops, and then launch an attack. At that time, he could seize the opportunity while Amazon had no foothold and fully snipe them. Even if Amazon had a net worth of ten billion US dollars, they wouldn’t be able to do anything to him in the Chinese market.

Under these circumstances, he had to acquire Zhuoyue.com in its entirety. If he only took a small controlling stake and used money and resources to make it pick a side, it would immediately reconsider picking a side if someone offered more money and resources than him. If it really decided to betray him and side with an opponent, he would be completely helpless, after all, he would just be a shareholder and not the controlling party.

Such “company re-alignments” once occurred between the O2O takeout companies Ele.me and Meituan. Tencent only entered Ele.me during its Series D round, taking a small stake. Alibaba invested in Meituan from its Series B all the way to Series D, but its stake was also not high. What followed was a tragedy: Mr. Ma desperately wanted to take a controlling stake in Meituan, but the stubborn youth Wang Xing, in a fit of anger, merged Meituan with Dianping and then defected to Tencent, becoming Tencent’s “foster son.” Alibaba could only tearfully instigate Ele.me, Tencent’s “foster son,” to switch sides.

Li Mu didn’t want an unstable element like Meituan or a stubborn youth like Wang Xing in his camp. Given the significant strategic importance, he had two preparations: either a full acquisition or an all-out war.

So, his attitude towards Leader Lei was very clear: there was no side to pick. You, or rather Zhuoyue.com, currently had no qualifications to pick a side in front of Taobao.

Leader Lei adjusted his mood. Since the opportunity for mediation was gone, it was time to talk about the acquisition. He was unwilling to go to war with Taobao over Zhuoyue. Taobao had YY behind it, Alipay, and soon its own logistics. Zhuoyue had two “fathers”: Kingsoft and Lenovo, but these two fathers could only provide money, not any genuinely useful resources.

Even more seriously, Li Mu’s Taobao.com had delivered such a massive impact to Zhuoyue.com that these two “fathers” had lost interest in investing further; they just wanted to sell off their child quickly.

So, under these circumstances, Leader Lei hesitated slightly before asking Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what offer are you willing to give for Zhuoyue.com?”

Zhuoyue’s current prospects were not optimistic. In his previous life, it stubbornly held on until 2004 before selling for 75 million US dollars. In 2002, even if Taobao.com hadn’t appeared, its valuation would at most have been 30 million US dollars. But Taobao.com had fragmented its audio-visual product sales business, and the company’s overall valuation would certainly be greatly diminished.

The internet is an industry that highly values future development potential. If revenue increases by 50 percent from its original base, the company’s valuation might increase by 100 percent. Conversely, if revenue decreases by 50 percent from its original base, the company’s valuation might decrease by 75 percent or even more, mainly because this industry’s valuation bubble is already very high, so once performance collapses, the valuation bubble bursts astonishingly fast.

Considering this, Li Mu said, “The offer I can currently give is an acquisition for eighty-three million RMB in cash.”

Eighty-three million RMB, at an exchange rate of 8.27 RMB to the US dollar, was precisely ten million US dollars.

General Manager Lei’s expression froze. He truly felt both respect and hatred for Li Mu in his heart.

He respected Li Mu for his incredibly precise grasp of the pain points. Before coming, General Manager Lei had anticipated that given Li Mu’s usual tactics and methods, he certainly wouldn’t offer any premium. So, General Manager Lei’s personal highest estimated limit was fifteen million US dollars. If Li Mu offered fifteen million US dollars, he would probably accept the offer without hesitation, and Kingsoft and Lenovo, the two “fathers” eager to sell off, certainly wouldn’t refuse. However, if Li Mu offered less than ten million US dollars, he would definitely refuse him without hesitation. Below that price, he couldn’t accept it, and neither could the two “fathers.” But Li Mu happened to offer exactly ten million US dollars, hitting his lowest bottom line. His calculation was simply too shrewd.

The hatred also stemmed from Li Mu’s precise grasp of the situation. This price was too brutal. If Li Mu insisted on this quote, he would surely sign the agreement with tears in his eyes while cursing inwardly, and for years to come, every time he thought of Zhuoyue.com, his heart would ache.

General Manager Lei also hoped that Li Mu was just starting with a low price to facilitate subsequent haggling. So, he said to Li Mu, “Our acceptable valuation should be no less than fifteen million US dollars. Your offer is a bit too low.”

“Low?” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Zhuoyue.com’s business has been significantly impacted, and a greatly diminished valuation is unavoidable. The most crucial thing is that Taobao.com currently only handles audio-visual products; we haven’t entered the book business yet. If we launch the book business, in a few months, Zhuoyue.com’s business will definitely face an even stronger impact. By that time, my offer will definitely be even lower, or I might even abandon the offer completely.”

Li Mu was not being alarmist. If Taobao.com wanted to destroy Zhuoyue, it wouldn’t be difficult at all. The reason for acquiring it was to save time, and time was far more important than money.

Leader Lei felt somewhat unconvinced hearing Li Mu speak so directly. He seriously said, “General Manager Li, for audio-visual products, Taobao has Tieba’s resources, making it very easy to grow. But for books, Zhuoyue.com has been doing it for a long time. Our partnerships with various publishers and publishing companies are very close, and these resources themselves are also very valuable.”

Li Mu chuckled indifferently and changed the subject, saying, “General Manager Lei, I wonder if you know this: apart from small and medium-sized sellers, all other products sold on Taobao have settlement periods. Our B2C business has a rolling cash pool of over three billion on Alipay’s books, and it continues to increase with Taobao’s daily sales. Even when the brand day settlement period expires, we can guarantee that the cash pool on the books will not be less than 1.5 billion and will steadily grow. As long as Taobao’s transaction volume growth is ensured, I can theoretically freely control this cash. As long as Taobao doesn’t go bankrupt, I will never need to make up this money.”

Lei Jun was astonished, but after a moment, he immediately understood that Li Mu’s words were not false. The Brand Day alone had 2.683 billion in sales; that was real money. If Taobao’s B2C business gave its partners a one-month settlement period, with normal monthly sales of two billion, then Li Mu would have two billion available on his books. When it came time to settle the following month, the past month would have generated two billion or even more in sales. After this money came in, it would be used to settle the previous month’s bills for partners, and the remaining amount would roll together with the previous two billion.

Over the long term, Li Mu would always hold a one-month settlement period from his partners. Only on the day a partner terminated cooperation with Taobao.com, or the month after Taobao.com stopped its B2C business, would he need to pay the other party.

But which partner would be so foolish as to give up cooperation with Taobao? And which company would be able to make Li Mu stop his B2C business? None existed now, and probably none would appear in the next few years.

So, theoretically, Li Mu would always have a sum of money that didn’t belong to him but was completely at his free disposal. This sum would constantly change based on Taobao’s B2C sales volume. If Taobao’s B2C business could achieve ten billion in monthly sales, he would have ten billion in cash available.

This money was naturally revitalized from the settlement periods for merchants. Merchants would have no objections, and as long as Li Mu could pay on time, even the Central Bank had no right to interfere with how Li Mu used it.

Seeing Leader Lei’s expression become somewhat unnatural, Li Mu smiled, revealing his fangs: “General Manager Lei, if I take thirty million to support Taobao’s book industry, not only will I not earn a cent for every book sold, but I’ll also subsidize users by three yuan. If I sell ten million copies first, what will Zhuoyue do then?”

Leader Lei’s expression was stunned.

Li Mu felt as if he could see Leader Lei’s inner monologue in his expression: How can you be so shameless?!

So, Li Mu smiled again, saying casually, “If you think burning money this way is too extravagant, then I’ll switch tactics. For example: for every book purchased from Taobao, you get three YY Coins exchange codes. What would Zhuoyue do then?”

Leader Lei looked completely bewildered.

Li Mu felt as if he could see a new inner monologue in Leader Lei’s expression: Are you even human anymore?!

Subsequently, Li Mu’s smile grew wider as he said, “Or, I could simply use a two-pronged attack: users buy a book, get a three-yuan cash subsidy, and also receive three YY Coins. What would Zhuoyue do then?”







Chapter 779: I Just Have More Faith in Myself

In Li Mu’s heart, he welcomed Leader Lei picking a side, but not Joyo.com picking a side. So, he had to make Leader Lei realize that Joyo.com’s only path was to act, otherwise, it would be impossible for them to survive even a single round against Taobao.

Leader Lei was horrified by Li Mu’s threats.

Ever since Li Mu’s rise, people in the internet industry had realized the significant role of the ecosystem chain and closed-loop systems. This was Li Mu’s greatest strength and the biggest threat to his competitors.

When everyone else was just a bunch of infantry, his ecosystem chain was like a combined arms-firepower network, spanning land, sea, and air. He could deploy infantry for close combat, but more often, he could directly dispatch armored units for coordinated operations, or soften the enemy with artillery support before sending in infantry to clear the battlefield. If he were even more ruthless, he could send in airplanes to bomb the area, annihilating the opponent’s forces without even needing to deploy his own infantry of the same type.

It was too easy for Li Mu to destroy Joyo.com now. With its single structure and lack of support, this vertical platform had no resistance in his eyes. Accepting his acquisition offer was currently its best option.

Although Leader Lei clearly understood the reality, he couldn’t help but curse Li Mu mentally for being so ruthless.

Despite his anger, Leader Lei still said very politely, “General Manager Li, I understand your offer. I’ll meet with the company’s shareholders this weekend, and if there’s a concrete result, I’ll inform you as soon as possible.”

Leader Lei couldn’t make the final decision on Joyo.com, especially with Li Mu’s offer being so low, practically bare-bones. So, he had to communicate deeply with the major shareholders.

Li Mu nodded. He would only make this one offer for Joyo.com; he would either acquire it or proceed without it. Then, he immediately changed to a relaxed expression and tone, smiling as he said, “General Manager Lei, let’s stop discussing Joyo.com for now. Afterwards, we can talk about other matters. I wonder what your thoughts are on the current internet industry?”

Leader Lei gave a slightly awkward smile and said, “General Manager Li, your understanding of the internet is definitely much deeper than mine. I wouldn’t dare to show off my meager skills in front of an expert like you with such a question.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “General Manager Lei, there’s no need to be so modest. The internet itself is a kaleidoscope, and different angles reveal vastly different landscapes. Up until now, my positioning in the internet field has leaned more towards platforms and operations. But Kingsoft is different. Kingsoft is a research and development company centered on software development. I’d like to know, what do you think is the future for a company like Kingsoft?”

Leader Lei nodded gently and said with confidence, “I’m very optimistic about Kingsoft’s future. Our software sales performance continues to grow steadily, and our market share is also increasing. I believe that with the increasing emphasis on copyright by the domestic government and internet users in the future, Kingsoft’s future development space will also expand significantly.”

Li Mu looked at Leader Lei and asked playfully, “Is that really so?”

“Yes…” Leader Lei suddenly felt a bit unnerved under Li Mu’s gaze. He was confident initially, but he never expected that saying “yes” at this moment would require such courage.

Li Mu smiled inscrutably and said no more.

Before an industry is overturned, no one but the subverter foresees the moment of subversion’s arrival.

This was true for Steve Jobs’ iPhone in the mobile phone industry, and it was also true for Zhou Hongyi’s 360 in the security software market.

Currently, the China security software market, and even the international security software market, were following the most traditional “sell software” route. Security software, especially antivirus software, was a massive project requiring huge investment in development and maintenance. After investing massive human and material resources to develop a product, the only thing everyone thought about was how to sell more and earn more. No one would even consider for a moment what would happen if it were free.

At this time, if someone said that security software could be permanently free, they would definitely be regarded as a major idiot in the internet industry. But when Zhou Hongyi decided to break the mold, he found this method of permanently free security software. This was almost like dropping several nuclear bombs in the security software industry, directly forcing the entire industry to reshuffle.

Zhou Hongyi’s vision was a level higher than most security software companies. Most security software companies developed security software only to make money, but he discovered the deeper significance of using security software to seize control of home computer desktops and internet traffic. This was fundamentally consistent with Li Mu’s motivation for creating Mango-ME without earning a single penny: not to make money from the product itself, but to make money at a deeper, derivative level.

Free security software, once it appeared, immediately gained the most abnormal Golden Finger, becoming invincible in the entire industry competition. Zhou Hongyi used free security software to seize hundreds of millions of users, gaining control over hundreds of millions of users’ computer desktops, PC software market, PC software distribution market, and PC browser market, and subsequently expanding into the mobile security software market, mobile software distribution market, search market, and hardware market.

Among these, the distribution market is particularly worth mentioning. Simply put, the distribution market recommends various software to users. Besides promoting one’s own products, it can also charge for promoting other users’ products, which is very powerful. 360 Software Manager on PC is the largest PC game distribution market in the country, containing immense profit potential. 360 Mobile Assistant is one of the top three mobile application distribution markets, also containing huge revenue potential.

Li Mu was not considering touching the security software market for now, but once the time is right and he has enough energy, he would definitely create free security software before Zhou Hongyi founded 360, or directly invest in Zhou Hongyi to develop 360. At that time, he would use YY’s strong market share to directly seize the desktop of domestic home computers.

Furthermore, if he wanted to remain invincible in the mobile internet era in the future, he would not only need a super-APP like WeChat but also application distribution platforms like 360 Mobile Assistant and 91 Mobile Assistant. Therefore, he would inevitably venture into security software in the future, and he would definitely overturn the industry.

Li Mu was crystal clear about the future direction of security software development, but Lei Jun, sitting across from him, simply couldn’t foresee these things. He only instinctively felt that Li Mu’s smile just now hid a conspiracy!

Definitely a conspiracy!

The more Lei Jun thought about it, the more he felt something was wrong!

First, why did Li Mu ask his opinion on Kingsoft’s future? What was the motive? Was he planning to develop security software? Or did he have a new perspective on the future of security software?

And!

His answer was very conservative: it was inevitable that more and more users would respect intellectual property, and it was also inevitable that more and more legitimate users would emerge. So, naturally, Kingsoft’s income increasing would also be inevitable, right? That was the plain truth, so why was this kid smiling so strangely?

What Lei Jun found even more baffling was…

Why did Li Mu stop talking?

Why?

Did he think what I said was right? Or did he think I was naive?

If he thought I was right, he shouldn’t have given that incredible smile and then remained silent.

If he thought I was naive, did he have a different view on the future of the security software industry? Was I wrong to say that legitimate users were increasing?

But that couldn’t be right! Currently, pirated users accounted for seventy to eighty percent of the market, by God. If it were still on a downward trend, what would everyone even live for?!

Putting everything else aside, if the number of legitimate users continued to decrease, domestic security companies like Kingsoft, Jiangmin, and Rising would all go bankrupt.

Because domestic security software was the most awkward; overseas competition was extremely fierce. Norton, McAfee, F-Secure, Panda Security, Kaspersky… they had quite stable legitimate markets overseas, places where they could make money, so they could continue to survive. Even if the China market wasn’t profitable, they wouldn’t stop updating their products. But domestic security software companies had no overseas market. If they were to be completely wiped out domestically, then there would really be nothing left to play for.

But was this possible? This went against market rules!

Seeing Li Mu remain silent, Lei Jun felt a strange sense of anxiety. If anyone else had shown this reaction, he would have scoffed and held firm to his beliefs, but Li Mu’s demeanor truly made him nervous.

Li Mu’s capabilities were undeniable. Many people in the internet industry had repeatedly witnessed his working methods, experiencing tremendous shock and exclaiming how the internet could be played in such a way. His foresight and understanding of the internet were beyond doubt. Could there really be some potential crisis in the security software market that he hadn’t seen?

Thinking of this, Lei Jun couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Why is General Manager Li not speaking? Do you have a different opinion on what I just said?”

Li Mu scratched his head, deliberately masking his thoughts, and laughed, “No, no, I was just thinking about something else.”

With that, Li Mu deliberately changed the subject and asked Leader Lei, “General Manager Lei, Kingsoft has always planned to go public, right? What are its prospects?”

Leader Lei didn’t understand why Li Mu had obscured his strange reaction just now and then changed the subject again. However, he replied very honestly, “Kingsoft has indeed been planning to go public, but it seems there are still some difficulties at present.”

Li Mu mused to himself, It’s more than just ‘some difficulties’. Kingsoft’s eight-year path to listing was well-known. They only managed to go public in 2007, and by then, online game sales accounted for over sixty percent, more than double the software sales. It could be said that Kingsoft’s successful listing was mostly due to its online game business. Otherwise, with Kingsoft’s revenue capabilities in the software market, it would have been much too early to consider listing.

Thinking of this, Li Mu deliberately asked Leader Lei, “General Manager Lei, can Kingsoft go public within three years?”

General Manager Lei nodded: “It definitely can.”

Li Mu, however, said, “To be honest, I think there’s no chance.”

Five years, that would be 2005. Still unable to go public by 2005? General Manager Lei was quite unconvinced by Li Mu’s assertion.

So, he couldn’t help but ask, “General Manager Li, why are you so unoptimistic about Kingsoft?”

Li Mu chuckled, waved his hand, and said seriously, “No, no, I’m not unoptimistic about Kingsoft; I just have more faith in myself.”

Li Mu’s understated remark exploded like a nuclear bomb in General Manager Lei’s mind…

The second update will be later. It’s almost the end of the month, requesting monthly votes! Not many days left until the holiday, and the burst mode will be activated soon! Please support me a lot!





Chapter 780: Doing Something With a Bigger Picture

When Li Mu said he was more optimistic about himself, Leader Lei clearly understood what Li Mu meant.

It seemed Li Mu had his sights set on the security software market, and his ambitions were not small.

Thinking it over more carefully, his slight disdain for Leader Lei’s previous statement about being optimistic about Kingsoft’s future seemed to further indicate that he had his own plans for the security software market.

This was not a good sign.

In fact, one could say it was the worst signal he had received recently.

Even with Zhuoyue being impacted so heavily by Taobao, he hadn’t felt panicked deep down.

However, the veiled intention Li Mu revealed about wanting to enter the security software market made Leader Lei’s heart involuntarily surge with immense tension.

Among Kingsoft’s major product lines, security software and word processing software were of utmost importance. If there was a problem with their antivirus software, it would truly be fatal.

There was no other way.

In this era of China’s internet industry, most companies were, to put it plainly, like a nest of various poultry eggs still desperately incubating. Li Mu had already skipped this stage, holding an iron hammer, seemingly capable of smashing anyone without effort.

Leader Lei was silent for a moment, then seriously asked Li Mu, “Is General Manager Li also planning to enter the security software market?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “It’s definitely something I’ll do in the future.”

Leader Lei took a deep breath and asked again, “Then, General Manager Li, how do you view the future development prospects of the security software market?”

Li Mu said with a smile, “General Manager Lei, the security software market will undoubtedly grow, but the future of this market will definitely adopt a new approach. There’s no doubt about that. As for what kind of approach, I haven’t quite figured it out yet.”

Li Mu wouldn’t dare underestimate Leader Lei’s capabilities. If he told him now that the future of the security market lay in free services, Helper Lei might not believe it himself, but he would definitely ponder Li Mu’s words seriously. He was a brilliant individual; if he were to figure it out and, in a flash, turn into Zhou Hongyi, that would be truly a pain in the neck.

Leader Lei’s heart grew even more anxious. Li Mu said he would adopt a new approach but then immediately claimed he hadn’t figured it out. Leader Lei could almost instantly tell that Li Mu was deliberately concealing something; he must have had a plan but was unwilling to reveal it.

Just then, Li Mu suddenly looked at Leader Lei and asked with a smile, “General Manager Lei, are you interested in stepping out of the security software circles and doing something with a bigger picture?”

Leader Lei looked at Li Mu in surprise, “What kind of bigger picture?”

“E-commerce,” Li Mu chuckled. “Zhuoyue no longer has a future, and Kingsoft’s future is still very uncertain. Rather than that, why not join Taobao? You, General Manager Liu, and I can do something with a much bigger picture.”

Liu Qiangdong, who was secretly sending text messages, temporarily put his phone down when he heard this. He looked up at Leader Lei and said, “General Manager Lei, Taobao is currently actively recruiting premium partners. If you’re interested, General Manager Li and I would both be delighted for you to join.”

Leader Lei himself possessed strong product and e-commerce genes, and he was truly wasted in the security software field. Although in the future, as his vision broadened, he would voluntarily step out of the security software well, that would still be many years from now.

If he could be pulled out of Kingsoft at this moment and placed in Taobao to quickly get familiar with e-commerce, then, before the window for the hardware market, especially the smartphone market, opened, he could be pulled out again to work on hardware. By then, he would undoubtedly be able to leverage the tactics and strategies he used when operating Xiaomi.

However, Leader Lei at this moment had no idea that Li Mu actually intended to poach him. This was their first meeting, so why was Li Mu so directly inviting him to join Taobao? What did he see in him?

Despite his puzzled thoughts, Leader Lei felt somewhat excited. Regardless, this was a form of recognition from Li Mu. Although Li Mu was much younger than him, in the internet industry, he was the biggest player, and gaining his recognition was naturally something to be proud of.

Thinking to this point, Leader Lei didn’t dwell on it but first asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, General Manager Liu, do you think I’m suitable for the Taobao platform?”

Li Mu laughed, “Suitable? What’s not suitable? I know Joyo.com is your life’s work, and you yourself are probably more inclined towards the e-commerce industry. If that’s the case, why not directly join China’s best e-commerce company right now?”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Earlier, your own prediction for Kingsoft’s future was merely ‘continuous growth’ and ‘increasingly higher’. But everyone knows that the hardware base of the internet industry is constantly growing, and the number of users is also continuously increasing. This is a common industry bonus across the entire sector. In this situation, most companies can achieve ‘continuous growth’ and ‘increasingly higher’. So, based on your estimation for Kingsoft, it’s clear that you don’t actually have much confidence in Kingsoft’s future.”

Leader Lei hesitated for a moment, then gave an awkward smile and said, “It’s not that I don’t have much confidence; I just made a relatively conservative estimate.”

Li Mu nodded, accepting Leader Lei’s way of covering up for himself, and then said, “Unlike you, General Manager Lei, my prediction for Taobao’s future is five words: ‘leapfrog growth’. Perhaps during Taobao’s golden phase of development, its valuation could double every few months. So, for you, it’s really a matter of taking a plane or taking a train. A plane might not be more comfortable than a train, but at least it’s much faster!”

…

Leader Lei ate his meal somewhat absent-mindedly.

His mind was in a whirl. He had originally thought he was coming to discuss selling Joyo.com, but it turned out the other party wanted to get himself on their side as well.

As the current CEO of Kingsoft, he originally had great confidence in Kingsoft’s future development. However, today, Li Mu suddenly poured a basin of cold water on him. Firstly, it was certain that Li Mu was interested in security software, which would create a direct conflict with Kingsoft. Secondly, Li Mu definitely had extraordinary ideas, and he would likely disrupt the entire industry’s rhythm as soon as he made a move. Finally, once Li Mu made a move, Kingsoft’s future would inevitably become even more uncertain.

Leader Lei’s biggest goal now was to lead Kingsoft to go public. After a successful IPO, he would retire honorably, no longer remain in Kingsoft, and pursue what truly interested him. However, Kingsoft’s path to IPO had always been difficult, and Li Mu made him realize today that because Li Mu was watching intently, the likelihood of Kingsoft going public might be greatly diminished.

Li Mu’s general idea was also simple. If Leader Lei was willing to join Taobao, the book and audio-visual business would still be handled by him. Liu Qiangdong’s main energy in the future would be focused on logistics construction, so there definitely needed to be a strong person to share Taobao’s operations work. Leader Lei was absolutely an excellent choice. Although this person hadn’t systematically operated mature e-commerce before, his capabilities were undeniable, and he might even bring more fresh inspiration.

After Leader Lei joined, Li Mu’s next step would be to find Zhou Hongyi, invest a large sum in him to launch free security software. This way, even if it didn’t drive Kingsoft out of business, the possibility of it going public would become even smaller.

At the same time, free security software would seize user desktops and software distribution, complementing YY in seizing user traffic and usage time. This would make the foundation even more solid.

Once Taobao became a true behemoth, Leader Lei could then withdraw to do what he was best at—developing hardware.

The mobile phone industry would be a huge market in the future. Li Mu needed to plan ahead for both software and hardware, and Leader Lei was the perfect candidate for hardware planning.

Of course, this was just Li Mu’s ideal plan. He also had a backup plan. If Leader Lei was unwilling to join Taobao, it wouldn’t matter. He would still find Zhou Hongyi, invest a massive sum in him, and have him release free security software directly. At that time, Kingsoft would definitely be in trouble, but Li Mu couldn’t help it. As long as he decided to enter the security software field, Kingsoft would inevitably be greatly implicated.

Li Mu wasn’t targeting Kingsoft specifically; he was simply targeting Zhou Hongyi ahead of time. He couldn’t wait for Zhou Hongyi to become powerful on his own before investing in him for security software. By then, he might also become another stubborn youth like Meituan’s Wang Xing. Li Mu didn’t want to raise a tiger that would cause trouble later.

When bidding farewell to Leader Lei, Li Mu had not received any definite reply from him. However, before leaving, Leader Lei promised him that he would contact Li Mu immediately if he had any news or made any decision.

After Leader Lei left, Li Mu didn’t take Wang Yuanlang’s car but got into Liu Qiangdong’s car.

In the car, Li Mu briefly discussed his thoughts with Liu Qiangdong. If Lei Jun was willing to join, he would act as Li Mu’s right-hand man for the first two years, and then Li Mu would pull him out to try other new fields.

Liu Qiangdong indeed needed an experienced person to assist him right now. So, while driving Li Mu back, he asked, “Lei Jun is Kingsoft’s CEO, and he is said to have around 15% of the shares. Do you think we can poach him?”

Li Mu said, “General Manager Lei is a smart man; he will carefully weigh the pros and cons. Kingsoft’s net assets are actually only in the tens of millions, and with a favorable market outlook, its valuation would only be a few hundred million. However, with Muye Technology and Taobao’s current industry influence, if I just make a small move targeting Kingsoft, Kingsoft’s market prospects and valuation will immediately plummet. At that point, his 15% shares might not be able to cash out much. It would be more straightforward to cash out quickly now and consider Leaving with Nothing.”

Li Mu then confidently added, “I think he’ll definitely be interested. It won’t be long before he contacts me to discuss the specific terms of joining.”

Liu Qiangdong nodded and said to Li Mu, “Oh, by the way, something came up. Old Chen texted me during dinner.”

“Chen Tong?” Li Mu frowned and asked him, “What’s that older brother been busy with lately?”

“Nothing at all,” Liu Qiangdong shrugged. “After leaving Sina, he’s been looking for a suitable platform, but YY Portal was too dominant now, and with YY123 fully directing traffic, no new company is willing to get involved in portal websites right now. He hasn’t found a suitable opportunity either.”

Then, Liu Qiangdong waved his hand and said, “Let’s get to serious business. Old Chen texted me to ask you if Muye Technology still has any positions for him?”

Li Mu chuckled, raising an eyebrow, “Yes, of course. If he’s truly considered it and is willing to join Muye Technology, tell him to report directly to Muye Technology next Monday.”





Chapter 781: Going on a Date

On Friday morning, Li Mu, wearing a mask and a baseball cap, spent the day accompanying his parents shopping in several large malls in Yanjing.

Li Mu’s mother felt that after Li Mu’s exposure on television, the situation of their family of three would undergo earth-shattering changes upon their return. Before going back, they needed to personally buy some truly presentable gifts for both sides of the family, so as not to become the subject of gossip.

Li Mu naturally had no objections. He was already a billionaire known nationwide, so bringing gifts back for his relatives was essential. Thus, the family of three, along with Li Mu’s personal assistant Li Ziwei, bought many valuable gifts, carrying them in large and small bags.

This time, when the family of three went out, they were discreetly followed by six bodyguards. In addition to Wang Yuanlang’s three, the three bodyguards arranged by Du Fei’s maternal uncle, Shi Xuesong, for Li Mu’s parents had also begun their duties.

In the middle of the day, Song Liang called Li Mu, telling him that he would return to Haizhou with Li Mu tomorrow. Li Mu had originally just wanted him to call Zhang Wanjun to explain clearly and felt there was no need for him to make a personal trip, so he advised Song Liang not to bother coming.

However, Song Liang insisted on accompanying him back. He naturally trusted Zhang Wanjun; without himself, Zhang Wanjun, who had earned his money and laundered it himself, would have been a mere thug boss and might have been sent to jail during a crackdown. Now, having followed Song Liang, Zhang Wanjun was gradually walking the path of a respectable and successful businessman. Since Song Liang had arranged for him to look after Li Mu’s parents, he naturally couldn’t neglect the task.

Even so, Song Liang still felt that for such an important matter, he had to speak to Zhang Wanjun in person to convey the extent of his regard. Moreover, he considered Li Mu his greatest benefactor and opportunity after turning thirty. Although Li Mu was ten years younger and called him “Brother Liang,” Song Liang naturally viewed Li Mu as his leader.

Seeing Song Liang’s insistence, Li Mu no longer objected.

In the afternoon, Li Mu took his parents to a newly built large mall in Yanjing. Although this mall did not yet embody the mature “large malls” model of his previous life, it was quite impressive at this stage. Its large area, excellent decor, numerous resident businesses, and wide variety of goods dazzled Li Mu’s parents.

Walking beside Li Mu, his parents whispered to each other as they shopped. Li Mu overheard his mother say, “Do you think we could also turn an entire building into a comprehensive large mall like this? I just saw the directory, there’s even dining upstairs, it’s really complete.”

Li Mu’s father pondered for a moment and said, “It’s good, but the operations are too big. This isn’t something that can be solved with twenty or thirty million, is it?”

Li Mu interjected at this point, “That’s enough, Mom. Just stick to your original plan and manage the first and second floors of the Department Store well. If you’re interested, opening a large supermarket later would complete it. But a large mall? Forget it, you’d be seizing business from your son.”

Li Mu’s mother asked him curiously, “How am I seizing business from you?”

Li Mu said, “In the future, Wanying’s plan is to build a large number of centralized large malls across the country. The plans are even bigger, more comprehensive, and higher-end than this one. What if one day we open one in Haizhou? Wouldn’t that compete with your business?”

Li Mu’s mother chuckled, “Then I’ll just contract your mall in Haizhou at that time. You build it, and Mom will handle the operations.”

Li Mu was speechless, then gave a helpless smile, saying repeatedly, “Alright, alright, when one is built in Haizhou, you can operate it. But before that, please don’t think about expanding further.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded, smiling, “Your father and I were just casually discussing it.”

Li Mu sighe din relief. Just as they passed an LV resell store, Li Mu’s mother said, “Come on, let’s buy a bag for each of your two maternal aunts, two maternal uncle’s wives, your paternal uncle’s wife, and your paternal aunts.”

Li Mu had a headache. “Wouldn’t that be seven or eight bags?”

Li Mu’s mother smiled helplessly and said, “There’s no other way, we can’t show favoritism. Besides, you’ve caused such a stir this time. It wouldn’t be right if your parents didn’t prepare some presentable gifts to bring back.”

Li Mu said, “It’s not that I’m pained about the money; it’s just that there’s too much stuff, and I’m worried it’ll be troublesome to sort out. How to even transport it is a problem.”

His father, standing nearby, laughed, “It’s fine. As long as it gets on the Airplane.”

…

Wei Lan sent Li Mu a text message at three o’clock in the afternoon, asking directly, “Leader, where are we eating tonight?”

Li Mu hadn’t forgotten his dinner plans with Wei Lan, so he replied, “What time do you get off work?”

Wei Lan replied, “I still have some things to finish. I can be done by half past six.”

Li Mu said, “Alright then, I’ll wait for you downstairs at Wanying at half past six.”

After shopping, Li Mu first sent his parents back to Ziyun Villa. Since he was going to Wanying Real Estate, Li Mu didn’t dare to drive his own car, otherwise, it would be troublesome if he were again targeted by waiting reporters or others.

Coincidentally, Li Ziwei had driven the GL8 today and had parked it at the villa in Ziyun Villa before following Li Mu’s car to the city. So, upon returning, Li Mu said to her, “Ziwei, you drive my car back later, I’ll take yours to run some errands.”

Li Ziwei quickly handed the GL8 car keys to Li Mu and said, “General Manager Li, please take it. I’ll just hail a taxi home; it’s no big deal.”

Li Mu said, “It’s much simpler if you drive mine.”

Li Ziwei quickly waved her hand, “If Uncle and Aunt are going back tomorrow, I won’t have any need for a car for now.”

Li Mu, without further ado, tossed his car keys to her and instructed, “Don’t rush off tonight. Stay home and have dinner with my parents. I have something to do tonight and won’t be eating at home. After you eat, chat with them for a while before driving back. It’s hard to hail a taxi here, and driving ensures they don’t worry. Also, I need to go back to Haizhou with my parents tomorrow for some matters. Just drive the car to the company next week.”

Hearing Li Mu say this, Li Ziwei thought for a moment and nodded in agreement. She had spent most of her time accompanying Li Mu’s parents during their visit and had become quite familiar with them; they were also very kind to her, and their relationship was quite close. Seeing that they were leaving tomorrow, it was only right for her to stay and have dinner with them.

Li Mu drove the GL8 assigned to Li Ziwei out. As the car pulled up downstairs at Wanying, Wei Lan called Li Mu and asked, “Leader, where are you?”

Li Mu said, “Just arrived downstairs. You can come down.”

“Alright!” Wei Lan smiled happily and immediately said, “Please wait a moment, I’ll be right there.”

Wei Lan had been preparing for dinner with Li Mu since yesterday. In the morning, she deliberately used a curling iron to make her hair curlier and more refined, and she paid more attention to her dressing and makeup. Her light grey bat-wing blouse looked mature with a hint of playfulness and sexiness, while her black pencil mid-skirt was not only elegant and formal but also perfectly showcased her graceful figure.

Since the day she joined Wanying Real Estate, Wei Lan had been the undisputed goddess of the entire company, for both male and female colleagues alike. Her appearance and temperament had exceeded the realm of mere admiration; everyone held her in high regard.

Today, Wei Lan’s more fashionable styling drew even more attention from her Wanying colleagues. Normally, Wei Lan rarely left on time, but today, for the first time, she had already closed her computer and packed up her things by half past six and walked out of her office. The moment she stepped out, a female colleague exclaimed in surprise, “Sis Lan, you’re leaving so early today?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, nodding, and said, “I have something to do today.”

Wei Lan’s faint smile even made the female colleague’s heart flutter. The colleague quickly tried to hide her fluster and tentatively asked, “Sis Lan, you’re dressed so beautifully, are you going on a date?”

Wei Lan shook her head and chuckled, “We’re talking serious business, what kind of date? I wish it were a date.”

As she passed Song Liang’s office, Song Liang happened to be stepping out with his briefcase. Seeing Wei Lan’s radiant expression, he couldn’t help but ask, “Director Wei, you look so happy, are you going out on a date?”

Wei Lan quickly waved her hand, “I’m going to discuss some serious business.”

“Discussing serious business makes you this happy? I don’t believe it.”

Song Liang teased her, though he was speaking the truth.

Seeing Wei Lan’s happy and flushed face just now, from his perspective as an experienced person in his thirties, he could tell at a glance that she had something happy on her mind. Otherwise, how could she spontaneously smile even while walking? Although he knew Wei Lan was a workaholic, Song Liang also understood that Wei Lan’s unconscious smile had nothing to do with work.

Wei Lan pursed her lips awkwardly and said, “I’m really going to discuss some serious business.” As she spoke, Wei Lan quickly changed the subject, looking at the briefcase in Song Liang’s hand, and asked, “General Manager Song, where are you headed?”

Seeing that she didn’t want to elaborate, Song Liang didn’t press further. He smiled and said, “I’m going home. I need to get back early today to spend time with my wife and child. Tomorrow, I’m accompanying Li Mu and his parents back to Haizhou, and I’ll be staying there for a few days.”

Wei Lan nodded slightly. Song Liang knew she hadn’t bought a car in Yanjing yet, so he asked her, “Where are you going? Do you want me to give you a ride?”

Wei Lan wanted to say, “No need, General Manager Song, someone’s picking me up.”

Song Liang nodded, “Then let’s go down together.”

Wei Lan instinctively wanted to refuse, but then she realized she had no reason to. However, if Song Liang found out Li Mu was waiting for her, wouldn’t it be inappropriate? First, was her expression really that problematic just now? If he were to tell Li Mu, would someone as clever as Li Mu notice anything? Wei Lan was far more composed than most people her age. She didn’t want to reveal her feelings for Li Mu too early. While love could be open and honest, in her opinion, it was best to keep it low-key and reserved.

Secondly, it wasn’t good for Song Liang to know that she was having dinner with Li Mu privately.

However, Wei Lan thought about it carefully. She couldn’t refuse something like going downstairs together. Luckily, Song Liang always parked his car in the underground garage, and Li Mu had said on the phone that he parked his car outside on the first floor. So, it wouldn’t be a problem even if she went down to the underground garage with Song Liang.





Chapter 782: Creating Prosperity

Wei Lan and Song Liang took the same elevator downstairs. Wei Lan first pressed the first floor button, then casually asked Song Liang, “General Manager Song, which floor are you going to?”

Song Liang smiled faintly, “I’m going to B2, thank you.”

Wei Lan sighed in relief, and reached out to press the B2 floor button, lighting it up.

The elevator quickly reached the first floor. As soon as the doors opened, Wei Lan said to Song Liang, “General Manager Song, I’ll be taking my leave then. I wish you and General Manager Li a smooth journey.”

Song Liang nodded, smiling as he thanked her, “Alright, thank you for your kind words.”

When Wei Lan walked out of the lobby and found Li Mu’s car in the ground-level parking lot, Song Liang had already gone down to B2 and climbed directly into the Commercial vehicle / Van driven by his assistant Chen Fang. Chen Fang, who had been waiting there in advance, had already started the car and turned on the air conditioning. The moment Song Liang got in, Chen Fang immediately drove out of the underground garage.

When Chen Fang drove up to ground level, Wei Lan had just gotten into Li Mu’s car. She hadn’t expected Li Mu to drive a GL8 today and asked curiously, “Where’s your car?”

Li Mu glanced at Wei Lan, his gaze seeming to fall into a powerful vortex of attraction. Wei Lan looked incredibly mature and beautiful today, giving off an ethereal aura. Li Mu, absent-minded, casually said, “I didn’t dare drive my car, I was afraid a reporter might be staking out and recognize it.”

Wei Lan chuckled, shaking her head as she sighed, “People fear fame just as pigs fear getting fat. The ancients truly didn’t deceive us.”

“No use…” Li Mu sighed softly in resignation, saying, “I’ve already been thoroughly exposed before. For now, I don’t want any further contact with reporters.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Mu shifted gears and slowly released the brake, letting the car slowly pull out.

Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask, “Where are we eating tonight?”

“To Sanlitun,” Li Mu said almost without thinking. He then added, “There’s a high-rise restaurant near Sanlitun that offers a panoramic view of the entire Sanlitun and Workers’ Stadium area. Aren’t you researching specific plans for real estate development in Sanlitun? We can discuss it more vividly there.”

Wei Lan nodded gently, “Okay, but you’ll have to make sure I get back home after dinner.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, I’ll drop you off at your doorstep.”

As Li Mu drove away from Wanying, Song Liang, who had just emerged from the underground parking garage, happened to see his GL8. Song Liang found the car’s color familiar and the license plate familiar; at first, he was a little surprised, but he quickly remembered that this was the Buick Commercial vehicle / Van Li Mu used to drive before getting a new car.

Song Liang was still a bit surprised. Hadn’t Li Mu changed to a G55 a long time ago? Who was driving this car?

But then he thought, if Li Mu’s car was being driven by someone else, why would they come to the office building where Wanying is located, in such a large city as Yanjing?

Combined with the scenario of Wei Lan going down the elevator with him and getting off on the first floor, a question mark suddenly popped up in Song Liang’s mind: “Could Li Mu be driving this car himself?”

And then, the more Song Liang thought about it, the more possible it seemed.

Thinking of Wei Lan again, Song Liang couldn’t help but let out a soft sigh, shaking his head inwardly and musing, “This kid Li Mu’s charm is truly astounding… You have to admit it…”



Li Mu drove Wei Lan to Sanlitun, to a restaurant in a high-rise building not far from Workers’ Stadium. Li Mu had booked a table in advance, a private room by the window, which offered a perfect panoramic view of the entire Sanlitun area.

As soon as Wei Lan entered the private room, she saw the Yanjing nightscape outside through the massive floor-to-ceiling windows and said delightedly, “General Manager Li, the place you chose is truly wonderful. The night view is absolutely stunning.”

Li Mu chuckled, “No matter how good it is, it can’t compare to the Oriental Pearl TV Tower in Huzhou City, can it? The night view from there is 360-degree, much better than this.”

Wei Lan shook her head as she walked to the glass window, looking out without blinking, “The Oriental Pearl Tower is too high. While the view is expansive, it feels too ethereal. This place is only twenty stories up, much lower than the Pearl Tower, but the scenery is not bad at all.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan pointed to Sanlitun below and said, “Look, from here, Sanlitun’s night view looks so real. You can see every person, every car, every large and small neon sign. Even though it’s a panoramic view, it still feels tangible.”

Li Mu walked up to her, standing shoulder to shoulder with her, looking at the night view below outside the window, and chuckled, “Your perspective on things is quite unique.”

Wei Lan nodded, pointing to Workers’ Stadium not far away, “It looks like there’s an event at the stadium tonight?”

Li Mu glanced at the brightly lit Workers’ Stadium in the distance and said with a smile, “There’s a football match tonight.”

“Oh?” Wei Lan asked curiously, “What kind of match?”

Li Mu said, “Jia A Football League. It’s Guo’an’s home ground tonight.”

Wei Lan suddenly understood, nodding, “No wonder Sanlitun is especially lively tonight.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Today is Friday, the busiest night for Sanlitun’s nightlife in the week.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Wei Lan and asked with interest, “So, what are your thoughts on this Sanlitun area?”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “Sanlitun has the most potential to become a fashionable leisure landmark in Yanjing. Most of the people gathered here are young people pursuing fashion, and their consumption levels are relatively assured, mostly white-collar workers. However, the biggest problem with Sanlitun right now is its single industry structure; currently, it’s only entertainment consumption, lacking shopping consumption. Therefore, I think the decision to do real estate development in Sanlitun is very brilliant. Executing a real estate project here can achieve twice the results with half the effort.”

Li Mu nodded gently. He had to admit that Wei Lan’s vision for real estate development was precise and insightful. While Sanlitun might not have the potential to become Yanjing’s largest shopping center, it certainly had the potential to become Yanjing’s most fashionable one.

Wei Lan continued, “I visited Sanlitun several times a couple of days ago for an inspection and found that its ability to aggregate crowds generally only starts after six in the evening. First, there are restaurants; this area is the embassy district, which is very popular and has high spending power, so the catering industry is developing quite well. Second, there are bars and nightclubs; crowd aggregation usually starts from eight o’clock and can last until after midnight, with very high traffic. So, overall, what’s most lacking is the ability to aggregate users during the daytime. If it also gained the ability to aggregate users during daytime hours, Sanlitun would definitely become immensely popular, truly booming!”

The main reason Li Mu wanted to build his first real estate project in Sanlitun was because of Sanlitun’s fashionable heritage and traffic. In his previous life, Taikoo’s Village commercial district in Sanlitun was very famous; it was a place with relatively high swagger in Yanjing, and a quite successful real estate project.

However, Li Mu had only seen the results and hadn’t meticulously analyzed Taikoo Li’s perspective for construction of the commercial district in Sanlitun. But after analyzing it through Wei Lan’s “aggregation time theory,” Li Mu suddenly felt much more enlightened.

Specific commercial districts and business models have different crowd aggregation abilities. For example, breakfast stalls are generally busy from six to nine in the morning, while restaurants serving dinner are the opposite; their peak crowd aggregation is from six to nine in the evening.

The longer the crowd aggregation timeline, the greater the commercial potential. For example, traditional Department Stores generally aggregate crowds from ten in the morning to twelve noon, and two to six in the afternoon;

Traditional lunch restaurants aggregate crowds from half past eleven in the morning to half past two in the afternoon;

Traditional dinner restaurants aggregate crowds from six to nine in the evening;

As for entertainment venues like cinemas and arcades, crowd aggregation can last from two in the afternoon until eleven at night.

Nightclubs, on the other hand, can aggregate crowds from eight in the evening until two in the morning.

From these different industries and their varying crowd aggregation times, one can immediately see the true essence and core reasons for the success of integrated malls like Wanda plaza!

Traditional Department Store + lunch/dinner + leisure and entertainment: a Wanda plaza can aggregate crowds from ten in the morning until eleven at night. Being able to attract users throughout such a long span of time is truly formidable; it would be hard not to succeed.

Currently, Sanlitun has an advantage that even integrated malls don’t possess: the ability to aggregate crowds during late-night hours. If an integrated mall were built in Sanlitun, Sanlitun would become a consumer entertainment hub capable of attracting users from ten in the morning all the way until two in the morning. A place that can cover such a wide timeframe is bound to be extremely popular.

After gaining a deeper understanding of why Sanlitun would become popular in his previous life, Li Mu’s admiration for Wei Lan climbed another notch. This woman was truly extraordinary; she saw issues with such clarity. After just two days of analyzing Sanlitun, she summarized a theory he had never heard of, yet it was so logical and irrefutable. This was truly Wei Lan’s talent, a genuine testament to her ability. Being able to recruit such a person was a blessing for Wanying and for himself.

In truth, when it came to the Sanlitun matter, Wei Lan admired Li Mu even more.

At Wanying, she had heard about Li Mu’s persistence regarding Sanlitun. Not only had she heard that Li Mu was the one who make the final decision on Sanlitun as the location for the first real estate project, but she also heard that Sugar Club, which Li Mu had taken her to before, was surprisingly also suggested by Li Mu to be opened in the Sanlitun area. In other words, Li Mu had long been very optimistic about this place, and perhaps he understood Sanlitun much more thoroughly than she did.

Li Mu did not stint on his praise for Wei Lan, saying, “What you said is truly excellent. Crowd aggregation time, this point is indeed very important. When we undertake a real estate project in Sanlitun, simply put, it’s to ensure that Sanlitun never goes quiet from morning until the early hours of the next day, with users of all kinds constantly flocking here. In that case, Sanlitun is bound to be Yanjing’s premier entertainment and leisure hotspot.”

Wei Lan humbly said, “General Manager Li, please don’t flatter someone like that. Sanlitun was your insightful vision; I’m merely pick up others’ crumbs / parrot others’ ideas based on your decision.”

Li Mu chuckled self-deprecatingly, gently waving his hand, “I’m just talking theoretically.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with a hint of admiration and asked him, “General Manager Li, Wanying has so many good plots of land waiting to be developed, why are you so determined to do real estate development at this time?”

Li Mu smiled, pointing out the window, “Commercial real estate is very interesting. To me, its significance is this: rather than standing here and taking in all the prosperity with my own eyes, it’s better to go down and create that prosperity with my own hands!”





Chapter 783: Just to Catch Your Eye

Wei Lan felt at this moment as if Li Mu was a cult leader.

He stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, pointed at the bustling Sanlitun below, and told her to go “Creating Prosperity,” and he said it as if she should be utterly filled with anticipation.

Li Mu pointed to the area where Sanlitun Village was located in his previous life, and asked Wei Lan, “What do you think of that plot of land?”

Wei Lan followed Li Mu’s finger, a flicker of genuine surprise in her eyes, and said, “It occupies the northwest corner of the intersection, with streets on both sides, making transportation convenient. Its diagonal opposite is the Workers’ Stadium, and it’s quite close to Tuanjiehu Station, planned for Line 10. The entire area in between is the embassy district. It can truly be called uniquely advantageous.”

Li Mu nodded. “Your analysis is spot-on. In my opinion, this plot of land perfectly meets our requirements.”

Wei Lan said, “I’ve looked into that area. It currently consists of some old buildings from the 70s and 80s. Demolition shouldn’t be too difficult, and the cost won’t be too high.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked Wei Lan, “Are you also very optimistic about that plot of land?”

Wei Lan shrugged, a hint of flatness in her voice. “Yes, but I originally thought you didn’t have a clear plan, so I intended to convince you of my viewpoint by presenting facts and reasoning. I didn’t expect you had already picked out this plot yourself.”

With that, Wei Lan looked at Li Mu and said earnestly, “You consider everything so thoroughly. It really takes away a sense of accomplishment from your subordinates.”

Li Mu laughed. “I don’t see things as deeply as you do. I just simply thought that plot of land was pretty good. The fact that you also fancy it means you must have seen it more clearly than I did.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Since you’re also optimistic about that land, let’s take control of it and develop Wanying’s first commercial center.”

Wei Lan asked, “What brand name do you plan for the commercial center?”

Li Mu blurted out, “Wanying Plaza. Simple, direct, and it will also boost the company’s brand awareness.”

Wei Lan asked, “How many Wanying Plazas do you intend to open in China in the future?”

Li Mu replied, “Theoretically, I don’t want to interfere with Wanying’s future development and operations, but for now, the future strategic planning still falls to me. So, my plan for Wanying’s commercial real estate projects is to establish one hundred Wanying Plazas in China within the next ten years.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu in surprise, rendered somewhat speechless by his enormous vision.

One hundred in ten years, even if the costs in third and fifth-tier cities were lower, the combined market value of a hundred commercial plazas would still be at least in the hundreds of billions. Currently, no real estate company in China has reached the scale of hundreds of billions.

However, in Li Mu’s view, while “one hundred in ten years” sounded daunting, in his previous life, Wanda had built over ninety Wanda Plazas in just over ten years.

From Wanda’s development pattern, it’s clear that the Wanda Plaza model is like cell division; it seems to progress slowly at first, with one mature development giving rise to a second. But once it overcomes the initial stage and reaches the scale of more than ten Wanda Plazas, the overall growth rate enters a rapid development phase, with at least ten Wanda Plazas potentially under construction across the country simultaneously.

Wei Lan quickly recovered from her astonishment. If anyone else had told her about such a grand and spectacular vision, she would have considered them to be wishful thinking. But coming from Li Mu, she felt that this day was highly likely to be realized by him.

Thinking about Li Mu’s long-term planning, Wei Lan touched her delicate chin, her eyes swirling over Li Mu. After a long moment, she asked with a smile, “Your commercial real estate project plan already extends ten years into the future. If our contract expires in three years, will you renew it with me?”

Li Mu laughed. “Of course, I’d be willing to renew your contract, but I’m just afraid that once you get that money, you’ll want to start over on your own.”

Wei Lan said, “I don’t want to start over in real estate. It’s too tiring, and I’ve realized that I can’t shoulder an entire company by myself.”

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll sign an indefinite contract with you at that time. As long as you’re willing, you’ll always be a part of Wanying.”

Wei Lan asked, “I haven’t done anything substantial yet, and you trust me so much?”

Li Mu nodded. “My belief that you can do it well is purely out of personal intuition, just like how you were willing to trust me back then.”

Wei Lan’s thoughts were instantly pulled back to that most desperate night. She had thought that Xiao Chenfeng from Chengnan Construction Group could save her Juncheng Real Estate, but unexpectedly, Xiao Chenfeng had meticulously set up a dangerous trap for her. After hastily fleeing the hotel, Wei Lan almost despaired of the world.

It was precisely because of this extreme despair that she cried while calling her father in America from a hotel near the airport. At that time, she had already decided to give up on Juncheng Real Estate and no longer harbor any illusions about saving it. She just wanted to quickly leave the city, quickly leave China, and reunite with her parents in America.

However, out of gratitude for Li Mu, she took the initiative to contact him before leaving, inviting him for a drink. She had only wanted to return a favor, but unexpectedly, despite being utterly despairing and disheartened, she chose to trust Li Mu’s words. That night, she got into Li Mu’s car and stayed overnight at his home. For her, the reason she trusted Li Mu at that time was purely out of intuition.

Understanding this, a deep sense of gratitude welled up in Wei Lan’s heart, not only for Li Mu helping her family but also for his affirmation and trust in her.

At this moment, Wei Lan said firmly to Li Mu, “In the future, if you need me, I’m willing to work at Wanying until I retire. If there comes a day when my presence no longer helps Wanying develop, I will immediately leave voluntarily.”

Li Mu smiled. “You’re practically dedicating yourself to Wanying. Aren’t you going to ask what terms and benefits Wanying will offer you in the future?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, looking at Li Mu and said, “I think those aren’t important. What’s most important is being able to play my role well on the Wanying stage and add brilliance to this play.”

There was something Wei Lan didn’t say. Because of her decade-long dream of being a career woman, she had never paid attention to her emotional life. She had never truly liked any man either, until that day when she accompanied Li Mu for an exclusive interview. At the site, seeing Li Mu’s passionate self-expression, at that moment, she realized that she had instantly fallen for this man who was seven years her junior.

From that day on, the driving force behind her actions was no longer to be a career woman, but to strive to achieve success, solely to catch Li Mu’s eye, and for Li Mu to one day like the radiant her, just as she had fallen for the radiant him.

Li Mu was unaware of all this. He was simply astonished by Wei Lan’s profound determination. At the same time, he also revealed a decision he had long made, saying, “After the three-year contract period is up, in addition to the funds promised in the contract, Brother Liang, Chen Ze, and I will also take a small portion from our respective shares as an incentive for you.”

Wei Lan said, “I didn’t say all this just to ask you for shares…”





Chapter 785: Request for Leave





Chapter 784: No Place to Reason

Li Mu had long decided to give Wei Lan a certain percentage of Wanying’s shares, and this decision had also been approved by the other two shareholders much earlier.

Li Mu had two considerations for giving Wei Lan shares: on the one hand, it was an incentive for core management personnel, to encourage Wei Lan to serve Wanying better; on the other hand, it was also due to the Juncheng Real Estate matter, where he ended up making the lion’s share of the profit. Li Mu felt somewhat of a need to compensate Wei Lan.

Juncheng Real Estate has now been completely revitalized. It’s just waiting for the verdict to be finalized, paying some fines, and completing some finishing touches before it can immediately go on sale. If the case really drags on for a year or two, it’s possible to make several billion yuan from it. At that time, Wei Lan would only receive eight hundred million yuan, and although it was written in black and white in the contract, Wei Lan certainly wouldn’t object. But Li Mu still felt that no matter how Wei Lan saw it, he couldn’t appear too keen to seek profit in this matter.

So, Li Mu jokingly said to Wei Lan: “The matter of the shares was decided when you first agreed to join Wanying. You don’t need to feel too much pressure. Anyway, we aren’t planning to give them to you immediately.”

Wei Lan understood Li Mu’s intentions, smiled slightly, and said: “Anyway, I’ve signed with Wanying. Whatever happens in the future is up to you.”

Li Mu said: “I don’t have a position at Wanying. You have to listen to Brother Liang’s management.”

Wei Lan’s beautiful eyes fixed on Li Mu, and she chuckled: “Even being signed to Wanying, it’s still you who calls the shots. Anyway, I only recognize you as my leader. If one day you want me to follow you into the internet business, I have no objections. It would be a chance to learn more.”

Li Mu smiled: “Commercial real estate will have many opportunities to combine with the internet in the future. If you are interested in the internet, first do well with commercial real estate, and there will be plenty of opportunities later.”

Li Mu also hoped that Wei Lan would play a more important role in his commercial planning in the future. Gold is easy to acquire, but a general is hard to find. In Li Mu’s view, Wei Lan would definitely be a talented general capable of leading an entire army group to charge into battle. If he could keep her heart, he could rest assured about the real estate domain in the future.

Afterward, Li Mu felt that their serious business discussion was almost done, so he called a waiter to order food. Only after ordering did Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask him: “Wanying now has so much residential real estate land and so many projects. Why aren’t you concerned at all about how these lands will be developed?”

Because of his exceptionally strong pursuit of commercial real estate, Li Mu did indeed seem somewhat less concerned about residential real estate projects.

In Wei Lan’s opinion, Li Mu currently held seven very valuable land plots along the East Third Ring Road. Not only that, Juncheng Real Estate was now 100% Wanying’s controlling stake, which meant Wanying’s assets included three additional housing developments that were nearing completion. All in all, there were ten residential real estate projects. If managed well, there would be at least several billion yuan in profit margin. Why was Li Mu extremely interested in the Sanlitun commercial real estate project, which didn’t even have a shadow yet, yet remained silent about the several residential real estate projects, not even bothering to mention them?

Li Mu said: “For the seven land plots, Wanying will use three to develop three high-end boutique residential communities. This is Brother Liang’s strength, and it should be your strength as well. As for the remaining four land plots, it would be best to partner with other real estate companies for development, in the form of land equity. This way, all seven plots can be utilized quickly. The three housing developments from Juncheng Real Estate are even easier to handle. Once the court unfreezes them, we’ll immediately entrust them to real estate sales companies, sell them as soon as possible, and get the cash flowing back.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added: “I personally don’t recommend you investing too much energy in residential real estate, nor do I recommend Wanying continuing down the residential real estate path. After developing these seven land plots, I have no interest in touching residential real estate projects again.”

Wei Lan said: “The future market space for residential real estate is very large… I personally feel that domestic residential real estate hasn’t even taken off yet, but it’s about to. The next decade will definitely be the golden decade for residential real estate. Wanying just happens to have seven land plots; if we seize this opportunity now, these seven plots will definitely be a good chance to establish ourselves in the residential real estate sector. Giving up on residential real estate so early would mean missing out on a huge market invisibly…”

Li Mu chuckled: “Precisely because everyone thinks the spring of residential real estate has arrived, we should seize this opportunity to properly plan commercial real estate. Residential real estate is like planting trees—one planted is one grown; commercial real estate is like digging wells—the water from one well can nourish a large area, and if the well is dug well, the underground water will be continuous, inexhaustible, and never-ending.”

Pausing slightly, Li Mu continued: “For the next phase of residential real estate projects, Brother Liang’s control should be fine, so he’ll take the lead, and you’ll assist. Focus your main energy on the Sanlitun project. I’ll arrange a meeting next week and call Old Chen over to discuss it. If others have no objections, we’ll proceed directly with development.”

Wei Lan smiled charmingly: “I understand. You keep saying the same thing: you want me to focus my energy on commercial real estate and do a good job for you, right?”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling: “Exactly, that’s what I mean.”

Wei Lan smiled and said: “Alright, I’ll do as you say. If I can do well with commercial real estate, how will you reward me?”

Li Mu laughed: “That depends on what your standard for ‘doing well’ is.”

Wei Lan said: “You just said one hundred in ten years. Ten years is too long. How about we break it down into phases?”

Li Mu nodded: “Good, how do you propose to phase it?”

Wei Lan asked him: “What’s the target for the first three years?”

Li Mu chuckled: “The first three years should at least reach fifteen.”

Wei Lan then said: “Then I’ll strive for twenty in the first three years.”

Li Mu laughed: “Alright, twenty. If you reach twenty in three years, what reward do you want?”

Wei Lan smiled slightly: “I’ll have to think about that carefully, but you have to promise not to go back on your word then.”

Li Mu said: “As long as I can do it, I definitely won’t go back on my word.”

…

Su Weimin couldn’t go home for dinner. He was currently organizing a meeting at the Municipal Bureau.

Li Mu’s flight was scheduled to land at Jinling Airport tomorrow morning. The Municipal Bureau had long formulated a comprehensive security protocol. Su Weimin would finalize the overall planning tonight to ensure no mishaps tomorrow.

The general protocol for protecting Li Mu’s safety roughly involved picking him up from the airport and then safely escorting him all the way to Haizhou. Li Mu’s first stop in Haizhou would be the Municipal Government, so Su Weimin only needed to ensure that the Municipal Bureau personnel safely escorted Li Mu from the airport to the Municipal Government to complete their task.

The task was simple, but Su Weimin felt exceptionally aggrieved.

The most cramped feeling was because the Municipal Party Committee leader personally requested that he be present for the pickup and escort tomorrow.

Normally, for a successful entrepreneur of Li Mu’s caliber, it would be entirely appropriate for him to personally welcome and escort him. But the key was that Li Mu was not just any successful entrepreneur.

He used to guard against him like a thief, fearing that he would fall in love with his daughter. Who would have thought that in the blink of an eye, this kid he guarded like a thief would transform into a renowned entrepreneur? There was simply no place to reason with this…

The worst part was, despite all his efforts day and night, he still couldn’t prevent it—the girl still became his romantic partner. He was, after all, Li Mu’s elder, his girlfriend’s father, someone to whom Li Mu should be currying favor with for Taobao. How did it turn into him personally leading a team to welcome Li Mu and ensuring his personal safety with all his might?

What Su Weimin found most unacceptable was an additional request from the Municipal Party Committee leader. The leader asked him to ensure that Li Mu felt the Municipal Government’s high regard for him during this welcome and escort back to Haizhou. This first required Su Weimin to talk to Li Mu directly, explain the Municipal Party Committee’s efforts for his safety, and convey the Municipal Party Committee’s appreciation for him.

Isn’t this just asking him to flatter Li Mu on behalf of the Municipal Party Committee? Even if it’s on behalf of the Municipal Party Committee, he still had to do the flattering himself!

Having to flatter Li Mu himself — isn’t there even less justification for that? Just thinking about it gave Su Weimin a massive headache.

However, even with a headache, he still had to do his job to the best of his ability. So, in the large conference room of the Municipal Bureau, Su Weimin smoked cigarette after cigarette while repeatedly going over the specific details of tomorrow’s pickup with his subordinates.

The vehicles for Li Mu’s family after they land tomorrow were provided by Wanying Real Estate in Haizhou. It was said that Wanying Real Estate in Haizhou specifically acquired an imported Toyota Coaster worth nearly one million yuan for this purpose. The Municipal Bureau dispatched six unmarked police cars to follow, with two additional marked police cars waiting in the suburbs of Jinling. When the convoy was about to leave Jinling, the marked police cars would then lead the way.

The main reason marked police cars weren’t leading the way in Jinling was the concern that Jinling might poach the person. Similar incidents had happened before. For example, a small city in Nansu would finally attract an investor from another region, only for the Jinling Municipal Government to find out, directly intercept them at the airport, invite them to the Municipal Government, and after various persuasive tactics, the investor would end up investing directly in Jinling.

Secretary Ding Sicheng, a senior municipal official of Haizhou City, had worked in investment attraction in Jinling City several years ago and had engaged in plenty of such poaching activities himself. Therefore, he was concerned that the news of Li Mu’s return to Haizhou might reach Jinling. That’s why he requested that the pickup convoy remain low-key and not alarm Jinling.

Su Weimin repeatedly confirmed the preferred route, alternative routes, details en route, and contingency plans for emergencies with his subordinates. It was past ten in the evening when all details were confirmed without error, and he finally breathed a temporary sigh of relief and drove home.

When he arrived home, his wife Fang Min and daughter Su Yingxue were still awake. Knowing he was in a meeting discussing Li Mu’s pickup tomorrow, the mother and daughter were eager to know the specific details.

As soon as Su Weimin returned home, Fang Min couldn’t help but ask him: “Is it settled? What’s the exact procedure for tomorrow?”

Su Weimin said, greatly annoyed: “The Municipal Party Committee leader requested that I personally go to pick him up. After picking him up from the airport, I have to escort him all the way to the Municipal Government.”

Fang Min nodded and said: “Of course they’d ask you to go personally. Li Mu’s worth and influence are significant.”

Su Weimin said irritably: “My personal pickup and escort back would be one thing, but the key is I also have to flatter the Municipal Government. It’s simply unreasonable!”

Fang Min couldn’t help but crack a smile when she heard this: “Are you being asked to say some welcoming words on behalf of the Municipal Party Committee leader?”

Su Weimin said: “More than that. I have to explain on behalf of Secretary Ding how overwhelmed by favor the Municipal Government is by his return to Haizhou, and also articulate how much the Municipal Government values him. Finally, I have to explain on behalf of Secretary Ding why he didn’t personally come to pick him up.”

Fang Min asked in surprise: “Secretary Ding also wanted to go personally?”

Su Weimin said: “He wanted to, but he’s afraid of gossip if word gets out. After all, he’s a senior municipal official governing a region. Traveling so far to the provincial capital to pick up an entrepreneur would wouldn’t be right to some extent. But if he doesn’t go, Secretary Ding himself fears neglecting him. It’s said that Li Mu might become the richest person in China. With such great worth, the courtesies naturally need to be as comprehensive as possible.”

“Richest person in China?” Fang Min was dumbfounded. It took her a moment to react: “Is it really that incredible?”

Su Weimin said: “I could hardly believe it when I first heard it. But when I overheard people at the Municipal Party Committee chatting, they said Li Mu’s shareholding ratio in several companies is reportedly very high. It used to be directly searchable in the industrial and commercial registration system, but he’s now offshore processed all his companies, so they can no longer be found in the domestic industrial and commercial system.”

Fang Min asked: “What does ‘offshore processed’ mean?”

Su Weimin shrugged: “If I understood all that, maybe I’d be the richest person myself.”

Su Yingxue, who was beside them, couldn’t help but crack a smile, chuckling: “Dad, if understanding offshore means becoming the richest person, then I’d be the richest person too.”

Su Weimin said: “I forgot my sweetie is an economics student. Go on, explain to your mom and dad, what does ‘offshore’ mean?”

Su Yingxue said: “Offshore means a company registered in an offshore jurisdiction.”

Su Weimin asked: “What’s an offshore jurisdiction?”

Su Yingxue said: “It’s some islands overseas, I suppose.”

Su Weimin then asked: “What are the benefits?”

Su Yingxue replied: “High confidentiality, reduced tax burden, and no foreign exchange controls.”

Su Weimin frowned: “This Li Mu kid is really crafty. As soon as he makes some money, he immediately moves his companies to overseas islands. It must be for tax evasion.”

Su Yingxue said: “Don’t just say that. Our professor talked about some characteristics of offshore companies. Most large domestic internet companies are registered in offshore jurisdictions; most are offshore companies.”

Pausing, Su Yingxue continued to explain: “The reason many internet companies are registered in offshore jurisdictions isn’t primarily to reduce taxes, but for capital operations. Because most domestic internet companies take money from overseas investors, for overseas investors, investing in an offshore company is much simpler and more convenient procedurally than investing in a domestic company.”

Su Weimin was startled, then sighed with a helpless expression: “Yingxue, Dad feels very relieved. No matter what, you definitely haven’t fallen behind in your studies this year in Yanjing…”





Chapter 785: Hello, General Manager Li

When Li Mu’s family of three, along with Song Liang, landed in Jinling, Su Weimin was already standing ready at the corridor bridge exit where the plane docked, leading several Haizhou plainclothes investigators.

One of the greatest benefits for first-class passengers is the ability to disembark before everyone else. While economy class passengers were still tidying their luggage, the cabin crew had already begun to routinely block the economy class aisle, waiting for all first-class passengers to disembark before releasing those from economy.

Li Mu’s family didn’t have much carry-on luggage. Li Mu’s father and mother each had a 28-inch suitcase that had been checked in. Even before boarding in Yanjing, Song Liang had arranged for his assistant, Chen Fang, to retrieve their luggage after landing. Song Liang himself, along with Li Mu’s family of three, would head straight out of the airport where a car awaited, so they would return directly to Haizhou first.

Among Li Mu’s three bodyguards, only Wang Yuanlang was on the same flight as him. The other two had taken earlier flights to Jinling and had already picked up vehicles specifically reserved from a rental company. The three bodyguards Li Mu had hired at high salaries for his parents were also arranged similarly: only one remained with the parents, while the other two arrived earlier to prepare for the airport pickup.

Thus, as soon as the plane door opened, Li Mu, his parents, Song Liang, Chen Fang, and two bodyguards – a party of seven – immediately disembarked. Li Mu wore a mask and a baseball cap, covering himself very thoroughly, so he wasn’t worried about being recognized.

Unexpectedly, as Li Mu just stepped out of the corridor bridge, Su Weimin immediately approached with several plainclothes investigators. He was there to pick up Li Mu, so he naturally recognized the heavily disguised Li Mu at a glance. As he stepped forward, intending to speak with Li Mu, Wang Yuanlang preemptively moved forward, blocking the space between Su Weimin and Li Mu. From Wang Yuanlang’s posture, it seemed he was ready to act at any moment.

Waiting there besides Su Weimin was also Lin Yufei, the Deputy General Manager of Wanying Haizhou and a trusted confidant whom Song Liang had left in charge of all Wanying’s business in Haizhou.

Seeing Su Weimin, Li Mu asked with a surprised expression, “Uncle Su, why are you here?”

Su Weimin gave an awkward smile and said very politely, “Hello, General Manager Li. On behalf of Secretary Ding of the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee, I specially brought the most elite team from the Haizhou Municipal Bureau to the airport to welcome you and ensure your safe escort back to Haizhou. Secretary Ding originally wanted to come in person to pick you up, but he couldn’t leave due to a very important meeting this morning. He asked me to convey his apologies to you.”

After speaking, Su Weimin then turned to Li Mu’s parents, nodded, and said, “Hello, Mr. Li and Ms. Xiao.”

Li Mu’s parents had met Su Weimin before. Li Mu had mentioned recently that he was dating Su Weimin’s daughter, Su Yingxue. So, they all greeted Su Weimin very politely.

Li Mu on the side was a little bewildered by all of this. Su Weimin’s appearance was particularly surprising to him. Firstly, he hadn’t expected the Haizhou Municipal Government to arrange an airport pickup. Secondly, he hadn’t expected the Haizhou Municipal Bureau to escort his family. Even more unexpectedly, Su Weimin had personally come all the way from Haizhou to welcome him.

Su Weimin was, after all, Su Yingxue’s father. Li Mu couldn’t comfortably accept such extraordinary treatment in his heart. In fact, even if it were a senior municipal official from Haizhou, it would be easier for him to accept than Su Weimin.

However, there was nothing he could do. Since Su Weimin was already here, Li Mu could only bite the bullet and say to Su Weimin with a hint of embarrassment, “You’ve worked hard, Uncle Su.”

Su Weimin gave a dry laugh. “It’s no hardship; this is a task I must complete.”

Just as they were speaking, Wang Yuanlang checked the time and said to Li Mu, “We should hurry. A large number of passengers will be disembarking soon.”

Li Mu hadn’t even spoken yet when Su Weimin reacted first, saying to Li Mu, “Then let’s go. The Municipal Bureau’s racing team is outside, and we’ve already linked up with Wanying’s racing team. The Municipal Bureau brought twenty-four experienced frontline officers this time, and they will fully ensure your safety.”

Li Mu could only nod, thanking him again. Then, he quickly walked out of the airport with the group.

Upon exiting the airport, Lin Yufei, who was walking swiftly ahead, quickly led the group to the Toyota Coaster. The car door opened, and Lin Yufei immediately moved to the side of the door, respectfully saying to Song Liang and Li Mu, “General Manager Song, General Manager Li, please get in.”

Song Liang said to Li Mu’s parents, “Uncle and Aunt, please go first. Feel free to find any seat.”

Li Mu’s father and mother didn’t decline and boarded the car first. Song Liang leaned into Li Mu’s ear and said, “How about inviting Director Su onto this car too, especially since you’re with his daughter…”

Li Mu hesitated briefly, then nodded slightly. He turned to Su Weimin and said, “Uncle Su, why don’t you ride in this car too?”

Su Weimin quickly waved his hand. “I need to coordinate my subordinates and the racing team. It’s noisy on the walkie-talkie, so I won’t bother you all. You two should get in quickly; I’ll ride in the car ahead.”

Li Mu then said, “It’s only a two-hour drive anyway; there’s no need to be so formal.”

Su Weimin’s initial instinct was to refuse, but then he had a change of thought, realizing this was a good opportunity to get a closer understanding of Li Mu. So, after a slight hesitation, he agreed, saying, “Alright, then I’d rather respectfully obey.”

Su Weimin, Li Mu, and Song Liang all boarded the Toyota Coaster. The driver closed the door. The two Wanying Real Estate cars in front signaled a left turn, and the leading Mercedes-Benz pulled out first.

Li Mu and Song Liang sat in the first-row double seat, while Su Weimin sat alone in the first-row single seat. He picked up his walkie-talkie and said, “Attention all units, follow the racing team according to the planned scheme. All vehicles, remember your positions, and do not make any mistakes.”

Immediate feedback came through the walkie-talkie: “Zero One understood.”

And then: “Zero Two understood, Zero Three understood…”

Only after all six vehicles responded did Su Weimin finally feel at ease. Six vehicles would escort Li Mu out of Jinling, and another two police cars were waiting at the Jinling boundary in the suburbs. A total of eight vehicles would surely guarantee Li Mu’s personal safety.

After the racing team drove out of the airport, Su Weimin adjusted his mindset and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we should arrive in Haizhou around one o’clock in the afternoon. Secretary Ding’s idea is to have a meal first at the Municipal Government’s official dining hall, and then discuss serious business in the conference room. What do you think?”

Li Mu quickly said, “Uncle Su, you don’t need to be so polite with me. Just call me by my name.”

Su Weimin said, “How could that be appropriate? You are the top esteemed guest of the Haizhou Municipal Government.”

But in his heart, he was thinking, “You rascal, do you think I want to call you General Manager Li?”

Li Mu didn’t know what Su Weimin was thinking, but with Su Weimin constantly addressing him as “General Manager Li,” he did feel somewhat uncomfortable with such directness. So Li Mu said, “I’m not exactly an esteemed guest. I merely came back to trouble you all over a small matter.”

Su Weimin nodded. “We always welcome General Manager Li back to Haizhou to stimulate the economic development of our hometown.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Su Weimin to be so formal when talking to him, so he decided to bring up Su Yingxue to lighten the awkward atmosphere, asking him in a low voice, “Uncle Su, how has Yingxue been lately at home?”

Su Weimin was a little awkward but couldn’t help but answer. He just nodded and said, “She’s doing quite well.”

Li Mu nodded, saying nothing further. A moment later, Su Weimin quietly added, “Give her more calls when you have time.”

Li Mu quickly said, “I understand. Please don’t worry.”

Su Weimin’s expression softened considerably compared to before, but he didn’t continue the conversation with Li Mu on that topic. Instead, he picked up the walkie-talkie and said in a low voice, “All vehicles, maintain your respective positions.”

Seeing Su Weimin’s somewhat unnatural demeanor, Li Mu knew that Su Weimin deliberately wanted to stop their conversation, so he said nothing more, lying back and closing his eyes to rest, dozing off all the way to Haizhou.

The Municipal Government’s official dining hall usually served lunch from 11:30 AM until 12:30 PM. Besides a large hall that could accommodate hundreds of people for dining, the official dining hall also had several exquisitely decorated private rooms. These were mainly used for two purposes: either for important receptions, or exclusively reserved for leaders’ meals.

While Ding Sicheng arranged for the dining hall to prepare a lavish lunch, he and the core leadership team of the Municipal Party Committee waited in the office, constantly asking Su Weimin about the racing team’s location. When Su Weimin reported that the vehicle carrying Li Mu had passed South Ten-Kilometer Post, Ding Sicheng then led the leadership team to wait in front of the Municipal Government building’s plaza.

At 1:00 PM, the Coaster carrying Li Mu, escorted by two police cars, drove directly through the Municipal Government’s main gate and headed towards the Municipal Government building.

Before the car came to a complete stop, Li Mu saw seven or eight people standing in a row in front of the steps. The moment the car stopped, Su Weimin was the first to jump out, standing to one side. Li Mu helped his parents out of the car, one after another. By the time he himself got out of the car, Ding Sicheng had already approached with the core leadership team and was shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries with Li Mu’s parents.

In the year since Li Mu’s parents opened a clothing store in Haizhou, they had indeed made a name for themselves. They were considered a relatively successful and outstanding model in Haizhou’s business community. Ding Sicheng had a detailed understanding of Li Mu’s parents’ situation, so he immediately asked about the current state of their business and even promised that if they encountered any difficulties, they could feel free to seek his help.

Li Mu’s father and mother naturally accepted with full gratitude. And when Li Mu also got out of the car, Ding Sicheng proactively stepped forward, warmly extended his hand to shake Li Mu’s, and said with a hint of excitement, “General Manager Li, I’ve known about you for so long, and today I finally get to meet you here in Haizhou! I apologize for not being able to personally greet you at the airport; please forgive me.”

Li Mu hastily said, “Secretary Ding, you are too kind!”

With that, Li Mu glanced at Su Weimin, who was standing beside him, and said to Ding Sicheng, “I hadn’t expected Secretary Ding to even have Uncle Su personally come to the airport to pick me up. As a junior, I’m truly overwhelmed by favor…”

Li Mu’s phrase “Uncle Su” shocked Secretary Ding, who was looking at Su Weimin. Li Mu called Su Weimin Uncle Su? Could it be that they knew each other?
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With that one sentence, Li Mu revealed a lot of information.

First, he proactively addressed Su Weimin as “Paternal uncle Su” rather than “Director Su,” which indicated a closer relationship between them.

Second, he thanked Secretary Ding for arranging Su Weimin to pick him up at the airport, but the final phrase “overwhelmed by favor” clearly held another layer of meaning. Given Li Mu’s current status and position, no matter how grand the reception by the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee, he wouldn’t need to use those four words. Therefore, there was an inseparable connection between “overwhelmed by favor” and “Paternal uncle Su.”

Secretary Ding was inwardly surprised. He had never heard of any Municipal Party Committee leaders having a private connection with Li Mu. After Li Mu’s previous interview, Secretary Ding had been contemplating whether he could establish contact with Li Mu, a talent who had emerged from Haizhou. For both public and private reasons, he hoped to build a relationship with Li Mu. That’s why he had specifically inquired during a Municipal Party Committee meeting, but at the time, no one on the entire Municipal Party Committee leadership team, or even among the leaders of various bureau-level units, knew Li Mu. So, how was it that Li Mu addressed Su Weimin as “Paternal uncle” the moment he arrived today?

Secretary Ding also speculated whether Su Weimin had just met Li Mu during the pick-up, so he probed, smiling as he said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, don’t let Director Su’s usual serious expression fool you. He’s actually a very warm person at heart—cold on the outside, warm on the inside.”

Li Mu, discerning the probing in Secretary Ding’s words, smiled faintly and said, “Secretary Ding’s summary is spot on. I’ve known Paternal uncle Su for a long time, and he truly is someone who’s cold on the outside, warm on the inside.”

Upon hearing this, Secretary Ding’s expression froze for a moment before quickly returning to normal. However, his heart was in a tumultuous situation. It seemed Su Weimin and Li Mu genuinely knew each other, and their relationship was far from ordinary. This had truly presented him with a great challenge…

Su Weimin, standing by, hadn’t expected Li Mu to directly do him a favor right in front of Secretary Ding.

After taking office as the head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau, Su Weimin’s life hadn’t been easy. The most important thing was that he only realized after assuming his post that Secretary Ding Sicheng was not easy to deal with, and looked down on Su Weimin to some extent.

There had even been a rumor that Secretary Ding Sicheng very much hoped to find an opportunity by the end of this year or next to remove Su Weimin from his position as the head of the Municipal Bureau and promote his own confidant.

Although the matter hadn’t been finalized, Su Weimin understood perfectly well that Secretary Ding Sicheng looked down on him, and replacing him was inevitable.

For a senior municipal official, the head of the Municipal Bureau was one of the most important roles under his authority. If this role wasn’t filled by someone he found capable or agreeable, he certainly wouldn’t be content.

Su Weimin’s biggest problem was his insufficient backing. He had risen to his position with Du Cheng’s help just before Du Cheng’s reassignment. Although he had taken a side within the provincial department at the time, the provincial department was, after all, only influential within the political and legal system. For Secretary Ding Sicheng, the Provincial Public Security Department couldn’t exert any real-time pressure, so even if Su Weimin had some connections within the provincial department, it wasn’t enough for Secretary Ding to hold him in high regard.

The main reason Secretary Ding Sicheng looked down on Su Weimin was the significant role luck played in Su Weimin’s promotion. If the previous Municipal Bureau Chief, Du Cheng, hadn’t fought to the bitter end with veteran Deputy Bureau Chief Li Jiawei before Du Cheng’s reassignment, and if Li Jiawei hadn’t coincidentally been found to have serious issues, the position of head of the Municipal Bureau would never have fallen to Su Weimin.

When Li Jiawei fell from power after being investigated for suspected corruption and bribery, Secretary Ding Sicheng had considered promoting someone he trusted more to serve as the Municipal Bureau Chief. However, his trusted candidates lacked significant qualifications compared to Su Weimin.

If Su Weimin had no background, it wouldn’t have been a major issue for Secretary Ding Sicheng to suppress him and promote his trusted confidant via an irregular promotion. However, he hadn’t expected the provincial department to reveal a clear desire that Su Weimin, being the most capable of commanding respect and stabilizing the situation, should take over as Municipal Bureau Chief at the critical moment when the head of the Municipal Bureau was reassigned to the provincial department and the second-in-command was implicated in corruption. Once the provincial department’s intention was revealed, Secretary Ding Sicheng no longer entertained other thoughts. He personally nominated Su Weimin, also doing the provincial department a favor.

However, even though he appointed Su Weimin as the head of the Municipal Bureau, Secretary Ding Sicheng still didn’t believe Su Weimin had any noteworthy background or connections. In Secretary Ding’s view, the provincial department naming him was more about stabilizing the situation at the Haizhou Municipal Bureau. If, at the critical juncture of the head’s reassignment and the second-in-command’s corruption, the third-in-command wasn’t promoted, whether by promoting others from below or parachuting in a new leader, the Haizhou Municipal Bureau would descend into chaos.

The provincial department wanted to stabilize the situation, and the best choice was to have Su Weimin, who had diligently and responsibly worked at the Municipal Bureau for over twenty years, take office. Only he could command respect at that critical moment.

Currently, the situation at the Municipal Bureau had been completely stabilized, and Secretary Ding Sicheng couldn’t help but entertain other ideas. He indeed wanted to remove Su Weimin from his position as the head of the Municipal Bureau and replace him with his own trusted confidant. This plan had even begun to be implemented. Secretary Ding Sicheng was confident he could achieve this goal by the end of the year at the earliest, or by the second half of next year at the latest. But he hadn’t expected Su Weimin to actually know Li Mu!

This instantly overturned his entire plan. Su Weimin’s relationship with Li Mu was so good; if he still decided to target him, wouldn’t that also offend Li Mu?

Li Mu didn’t know Su Weimin’s standing within Haizhou City’s circles of power, nor did he know the awkward situation Su Weimin was currently facing. Li Mu simply felt this was a good opportunity to boost Su Weimin’s influence. After all, he was Su Yingxue’s father, so Li Mu definitely needed to pay a bit more attention.

Ever since Su Yingxue’s paternal uncle-in-law, Wang Shaohua, was heavily relied upon at the Construction Committee because of Li Mu, Li Mu had discovered that he possessed a certain degree of influence within official circles.

China is a country that particularly values favors and connections, and this is nowhere more evident than in officialdom. If someone’s connections are strong enough, even if their position isn’t high, they can still ensure that higher-ranking leaders give them sufficient attention and favors.

Wang Shaohua, merely by virtue of his acquaintance with Li Mu, despite being just an ordinary deputy-level official researcher at the Construction Committee, was still able to gain the attention and promotion from the head. This was the power of connections.

Li Mu deliberately displayed his familiarity with Su Weimin in front of Secretary Ding Sicheng and several other Municipal Party Committee leaders, also intending to use this opportunity to do Su Weimin a favor. Su Weimin was currently only a Municipal Bureau Chief; if he could gain the attention of several core leaders, he might have greater room for advancement in the Municipal Government in the future.

While Secretary Ding Sicheng felt a growing apprehension towards Su Weimin, he also tried to leverage Su Weimin to foster a stronger connection with Li Mu. So, he quickly adjusted his mindset and said to Li Mu, “Since General Manager Li and Director Su know each other, you two can catch up properly at the dinner table later.”

Su Weimin wasn’t originally among the personnel arranged to dine with Li Mu; he hadn’t received prior notice of the meal. Secretary Ding Sicheng’s sudden remark was tantamount to temporarily including Su Weimin among the accompanying diners.

Su Weimin was not just surprised; he was beyond it. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to so directly boost his influence the moment he arrived. Looking at Secretary Ding Sicheng’s surprised expression and subsequent reaction, it was clear that a few words from Li Mu had already made Secretary Ding rethink his stance on him. Furthermore, Su Weimin had a faint feeling that from this day forward, Secretary Ding Sicheng would definitely no longer plan to remove him. After all, the powerful influence of Li Mu, the billionaire, was absolutely not to be underestimated.

At this moment, Secretary Ding Sicheng checked the time and said, “It’s getting late, General Manager Li. The dining hall has prepared some home-style dishes. How about we eat first and then discuss serious business?”

Li Mu didn’t decline. He nodded slightly and politely said, “Then our family of three thanks Secretary Ding for the generous hospitality.”

Secretary Ding Sicheng quickly smiled and said, “Not at all, not at all. I’m representing the entire Haizhou City in holding this welcome feast for you, General Manager Li. You are Haizhou’s pride. If I don’t entertain you well, the citizens of Haizhou won’t forgive me!”

“Secretary Ding, you’re exaggerating.”

Li Mu offered a couple of polite words, and Secretary Ding Sicheng made a gesture inviting him. As they walked towards the dining hall side-by-side with Li Mu, Secretary Ding didn’t forget to turn his head and wave to Su Weimin, calling him to his other side.

This small gesture was observed by the other leaders of the Municipal Party Committee, and they understood it perfectly, as if looking into a clear mirror. Even though everyone knew Secretary Ding Sicheng used to look down on Su Weimin, it seemed this situation would now become history.

In the dining hall, Li Mu intentionally sat between his parents. Secretary Ding Sicheng then gestured for Su Weimin to sit opposite Li Mu. Next to Secretary Ding were Su Weimin on one side, and Cui Chengyun, the Deputy Secretary of the Municipal Party Committee and Mayor, and the second-in-command of the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee, on the other.

Being suddenly given such importance by Secretary Ding Sicheng made Su Weimin feel somewhat unaccustomed. He was originally a second-tier member outside of the Standing Committee, rarely dining alongside senior municipal officials. Secretary Ding Sicheng’s extraordinary attention to him was naturally due to Li Mu’s influence. It truly seemed that Li Mu’s current influence was extraordinary.

During the meal, Secretary Ding Sicheng sought various topics to converse with Li Mu, while Su Weimin quietly observed Li Mu from the side. He noticed that despite his young age, Li Mu possessed a keen sensitivity to the ways of officialdom. In his previous interactions with Secretary Ding Sicheng, Li Mu could not only discern the true intentions behind Secretary Ding’s words but also frequently spoke with double meanings himself, flawlessly conveying the information he wished to impart to Secretary Ding, not at all like a twenty-year-old young man.

As Su Weimin observed Li Mu’s strategic planning, Secretary Ding Sicheng next to him was conversing casually with Li Mu’s parents. The topic of their conversation was Li Mu’s parents’ previous work. Secretary Ding Sicheng asked Li Mu’s father, “I heard you both used to be employees of our Haizhou Xiling Coal Mine?”

Li Mu’s father nodded and said, “We were both employees of Xiling Coal Mine before, and we voluntarily requested to be laid off last year.”

“Xiling Coal Mine”—those four words, familiar to audiences in Haizhou, suddenly made a thought flash through Su Weimin’s mind that utterly shocked him.

He suddenly thought of a series of questions he had never quite understood: First, in the summer of last year, who did Guo Lin, the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine, truly offend to have his involvement with female university students and issues of corruption exposed online?

Second, who exposed the fact that Wu Dong, who was closely related to Guo Lin, was involved in a hit-and-run? And then put Guo Lin in a precarious position?

The former Deputy Bureau Chief Li Jiawei’s downfall was due to his involvement in Wu Dong’s case. Su Weimin’s rise to power, in the final analysis, was also because of this case. With the intuition of a veteran detective of many years, he felt that if he traced things back just a little, everything originated from Guo Lin. Therefore, Su Weimin had always believed that his promotion was inseparable from the person behind the scheme to target Guo Lin. In other words, it was precisely because someone wanted to take down Guo Lin that he became a hidden beneficiary.

Previously, Su Weimin hadn’t figured out who was behind the targeting of Guo Lin. Now, looking at Li Mu and recalling his strategic planning approach, Su Weimin suddenly felt that, apart from Li Mu, no one else seemed capable of pulling off the affair concerning Guo Lin back then…
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Having suddenly realized this, Su Weimin completely lost interest in the ongoing dinner. His mind was entirely preoccupied with replaying the entire sequence of events from last summer.

Li Mu’s parents were workers at Paternal uncle;s Xiling Coal Mine, and Guo Lin was the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine. This inherent situation presented a potential conflict of interest. In terms of criminal investigation, the two clues had the potential to connect through from top to bottom.

Guo Lin having a mistress and being corrupt, along with his extremely close relationship with Wu Dong, and Wu Dong running over someone and committing hit-and-run, with Guo Lin reportedly also in the car—these several crucial clues were initially exposed online. Guo Lin was exposed first, followed by Wu Dong. Based on the chronological order and logical relationship, it was clear that Wu Dong was exposed because someone wanted to target Guo Lin. Wu Dong was merely an unlucky pawn, used as a tool because of his illicit dealings with Guo Lin.

At the time, the Municipal Bureau’s Bureau Chief Du Cheng and Su Weimin were very curious about the forces behind the exposure of Guo Lin and Wu Dong. However, they did not pursue the investigation further, partly because the Municipal Bureau genuinely lacked experience and capabilities in internet investigation at the time, and partly because this force was too mysterious and powerful, so much so that even they dared not antagonize them carelessly.

Thinking about it now, no one but Li Mu could be so skilled with the internet. He managed to build such a massive enterprise in just one year and was lauded by CCTV as an Internet Prodigy. For him, targeting Guo Lin and Wu Dong online would certainly be effortless.

Once he understood this, Su Weimin was convinced in his heart that all of this must have been Li Mu’s doing. There could be no other possibility.

Upon reaching this conclusion, Su Weimin felt a heavy knot in his chest. He would never have dreamed that he could have climbed to his current position because of Li Mu.

Going through the entire sequence, Su Weimin clearly realized that if it weren’t for Li Mu, he would never have been able to assume the position of Haizhou Municipal Bureau Chief. A year ago, Li Mu had already helped him leap over a portion of his official career path that would have taken him ten years to traverse on his own.



After lunch, Li Mu’s parents went home first, accompanied by the Municipal Bureau’s Deputy Bureau Chief. Li Mu was then invited to a meeting room in the Municipal Party Committee Office Building for an internal symposium with Ding Sicheng and the heads of Civil Affairs, Industry and Commerce, and Taxation. Originally, Su Weimin was not scheduled to attend, but Ding Sicheng temporarily kept him back, specifically requesting his presence at the meeting.

Ostensibly, Li Mu had returned to donate to the elderly without family support in Haizhou City. In reality, he wanted to use the opportunity to connect with the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee to find a good solution for his parents’ safety and convenience in Haizhou.

At the start of the symposium, Li Mu first brought up the matter of the donation, opening with, “Secretary Ding, my parents are both born and raised Haizhou locals, and they have deep affection for Haizhou. I had originally hoped they would settle in Yanjing with me, but out of their love for Haizhou, they decided to stay here. Moreover, they have always wanted to contribute to Haizhou within their means, especially wanting to donate a sum of money to the elderly without family support in Haizhou, to address their basic living needs and elderly care issues.”

Ding Sicheng thought Li Mu intended to donate to the elderly without family support in his own name. He was surprised to hear it was on behalf of his parents. Following Li Mu’s words, he praised, “General Manager Li’s parents indeed possess a strong sense of social responsibility.”

Li Mu nodded, smiled faintly, and said, “Their sense of social responsibility is indeed strong. However, they are currently preparing to contract and renovate our Haizhou Department Store, which involves significant capital expenditure. Therefore, the donation to Haizhou’s elderly without family support will be made by me on their behalf.”

Ding Sicheng nodded in understanding, his mind perfectly clear. Li Mu first mentioned his parents’ desire to donate, then brought up their plans to contract and renovate the Department Store. This was essentially an implied message: he hoped the Municipal Government would pay more attention to his parents’ affairs in Haizhou.

Li Mu continued, “The total donation is tentatively set at ten million yuan. This entire ten million will be used to improve the lives of Haizhou’s elderly without family support. I hope the Municipal Government’s Civil Affairs department can establish a special fund, with dedicated personnel for supervision and dedicated funds, to ensure the money is used exactly where it’s most needed.”

Ding Sicheng said, “General Manager Li, please rest assured. The Municipal Government will personally oversee this matter.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “That’s good. With the Municipal Government leaders assisting with supervision, I can personally feel at ease.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Additionally, because I may be away for extended periods, my parents in Haizhou might not receive sufficient care. My biggest concern is their safety. So, I hope all the leaders can put in more effort to ensure my parents’ safety. That way, I can feel more secure while I’m away.”

Ding Sicheng had long guessed that Li Mu’s return this time was for his parents’ safety. He immediately said, “General Manager Li, we have already discussed this point. The Haizhou Municipal Bureau is naturally duty-bound to ensure your parents’ safety. In the future, we will deploy our most experienced and excellent officers/investigators to provide 24/7 personal safety protection for your parents.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu immediately expressed his gratitude, “That’s truly too kind, Secretary Ding.” Then, Li Mu looked at Su Weimin and said with a smile, “Paternal Uncle Su, I will have to trouble you and the Municipal Bureau’s officers with this matter from now on.”

Su Weimin nodded, a hint of awkwardness on his face, and said, “I will arrange and coordinate dedicated personnel to handle it. Please rest assured.”

Li Mu said, “Since the Municipal Bureau will need to invest additional dedicated police resources to protect my parents’ safety, I am personally willing to donate twenty police cars to the Municipal Bureau each year for the next five years, totaling one hundred police cars, as compensation for occupying police resources.”

Ding Sicheng quickly interjected, “General Manager Li, you are the pride of Haizhou’s people. Your parents’ personal safety is an inescapable responsibility of the Haizhou Municipal Government and the Haizhou Public Security Bureau. How can this be considered a waste of police resources?”

Li Mu replied, “Police resources belong to all citizens of Haizhou. While I have my own rationale and reasons for seeking special treatment for my parents, it is also an objective fact that I am encroaching upon citizens’ police resources. Therefore, my donation of twenty police cars is to compensate for the part of police resources I am using, and more importantly, to ensure that citizens’ rights are not infringed upon.”

Li Mu didn’t want someone to exploit the situation someday by publishing stories in tabloids or small websites, claiming he was privately mobilizing Haizhou City’s police resources for his parents’ personal safety. So, Li Mu had to prepare in advance. The objective fact that he requested the Haizhou Municipal Government and Municipal Bureau to protect his parents’ personal safety would be difficult to hide. Thus, it was better to be frank and open, and at the same time, use other means to silence others.

If he donated police cars, Li Mu wouldn’t fear anyone exploiting the situation. “Yes, I am utilizing some of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau’s police force, but I’m not using it for free. Currently, the prevalence of police cars is not high, and the Municipal Bureau police’s mobility is poor. If I contribute three to five million yuan annually to sponsor twenty vehicles for the Municipal Bureau, with more vehicles, police on-duty efficiency will be higher. It’s equivalent to me indirectly compensating for the loss of efficiency to the Municipal Bureau caused by the portion of police force being diverted. Is there anything unreasonable about that?”

Upon hearing this, Su Weimin was ecstatic. The Municipal Bureau had a small overall number of police cars, and most were old models with over one hundred thousand kilometers on them, the kind that were on duty for half the month and in the repair shop for the other half. In this general environment, rapid deployment of the entire Municipal Bureau’s police force was relatively difficult, and their emergency response capability was greatly limited. The shortage of police cars meant that the number of police cars for routine urban patrols was also generally low. Fewer patrol cars led to an increase in crime rates, with fights and brawls, and petty theft cases consistently on an upward trend.

Since taking office, Su Weimin had hoped that the Municipal Government could allocate more assigned vehicles to the Municipal Bureau, but each time the conclusion was two words: “No money.”

Under the guiding principle of economic development as the core, the Municipal Government’s limited funds were all invested in economic construction, with no spare money for the Municipal Bureau.

Su Weimin had repeatedly wished that for a small city like Haizhou, if he could just have ten more police cars and deploy them all for street patrols, public security throughout Haizhou would surely improve significantly. However, every application was rejected by the Municipal Bureau, with the reason being: “We believe the Municipal Bureau can overcome the current shortage of patrol cars. The Municipal Government’s financial budget is limited, and the current top priority is to focus on developing the economy.”

Seeing that the Municipal Government wouldn’t approve the budget, Su Weimin proactively sought help from the provincial department. However, the provincial department’s reply was: “Currently, among Nansu Province’s one provincial capital city, twelve prefecture-level cities, and twenty-two county-level cities, not a single one has enough police cars. Even Jinling, under the provincial department’s direct jurisdiction, doesn’t have enough police cars, so how can we possibly consider the Haizhou Municipal Bureau’s needs?”

However, what Su Weimin never expected was that Li Mu, with a single statement, directly pledged to donate twenty police cars to the Municipal Bureau annually. This was at least three million yuan! If these vehicles truly arrived, the Municipal Bureau’s mobility would immediately see a huge improvement. Compared to the small amount of police resources used to protect Li Mu’s parents, Li Mu’s annual twenty police cars would bring immense convenience and efficiency to the Haizhou Municipal Bureau, practically an extremely high return to the Municipal Bureau.

Ding Sicheng also hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so generous for his parents’ safety. Not to mention the money donated to the civil affairs system, a hundred police cars over five years—that’s at least ten to twenty million yuan. He felt that his demand was not for Li Mu to donate money, but to use the opportunity to establish a certain relationship with Li Mu, to gain more personal connections and convenience in the future. So, he said without hesitation, “General Manager Li, protecting your parents’ safety is an inescapable responsibility of the Haizhou Municipal Government. I believe no one will have any objection to this, so you absolutely don’t need to make any additional compensation.”

Li Mu understood Ding Sicheng’s meaning. He didn’t want Li Mu to be so precise with the calculations, because Li Mu’s “take one, compensate three” approach would make the element of personal favor seem extremely low. If he could have Li Mu “take one, compensate zero” or even “take two, compensate zero,” the element of personal favor in it would naturally be much greater.

However, Li Mu didn’t seem prepared to accept this favor. He insisted, “Secretary Ding, I have already decided on this matter. If you don’t accept, then I won’t have the right to ask the Haizhou Municipal Bureau for help, and I will only be able to seek other types of assistance from outside…”





Chapter 788: What Exactly Makes Him So Formidable?

Ding Sicheng didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s approach to things. It was just a matter of a few words, and he would do Li Mu a favor by having the Municipal Bureau fully guarantee his parents’ safety in Haizhou in the future. Yet, Li Mu insisted on paying, offering three to five million yuan a year. This investment seemed a bit too large compared to his simple request.

What Ding Sicheng didn’t realize was that Li Mu was accustomed to being careful in his dealings. Having built his business to its current level, he wouldn’t casually take advantage of the government. Even if he did, it would be by directly benefiting from major government policies. Moreover, the greater the advantage gained, the less likely it was to be criticized. For instance, he had requested Minister Zhen for full exemption on vehicle purchase tax for Taobao Logistics. As long as the government policy was issued, he would feel at ease taking such a significant advantage, as it was a government-approved support policy; who would question the government’s decision?

Li Mu wasn’t afraid of taking major advantages, but he neither cared for nor could he afford to take small advantages like this.

It was similar to how he employed Active-Duty Military Personnel from the Divine Sword Brigade as bodyguards. Li Mu didn’t want anyone to make an issue out of this one day. Therefore, he invested several million yuan into the Divine Sword Brigade to establish a Dual Support Fund. The widows and orphans of several Divine Sword Brigade Martyrs now received extremely comprehensive living support. This cost was far higher than the cost of hiring bodyguards themselves, but for Li Mu, the money was well spent. In the future, should anyone dare to criticize him for using active-duty military personnel as bodyguards, he would simply throw the millions, or even tens of millions, in transaction volume from the Dual Support Fund in their face.

Returning this time, Li Mu’s primary goal was to make the Haizhou Municipal Government prioritize his parents’ personal safety and provide them with certain protections. Such special treatment would indeed consume some police resources. So, he would spend three to five million yuan a year to enhance Haizhou City’s police force and efficiency. Anyone who dared to claim his parents were wasting the working hours of several Haizhou Municipal Bureau detectives around the clock would first have to Weigh the consequences of how many police cars he donated to the Haizhou Municipal Bureau each year before speaking.

Moreover, Li Mu’s donation of police cars to the Municipal Bureau was largely a way of showing goodwill to Su Weimin. After all, he was Su Yingxue’s father, and the safety of Li Mu’s parents would also be his responsibility in the future. Li Mu felt he should show some appreciation, and these donated vehicles were a grand gift specifically for Su Weimin.

Furthermore, a few million yuan a year was nothing in Li Mu’s eyes. He was now a full-fledged super-rich person. Not only did he own several highly valued internet companies, but his personal disposable cash was also quite abundant. The cash income alone that “Mu Online” could bring him this year would steadily reach the hundreds of millions of yuan level.

As for Ding Sicheng, even if he felt Li Mu was somewhat unreasonable, he couldn’t say much. Li Mu’s level of influence in Chinese society, and even in official circles, was far higher than his own. He “chatted animatedly” with various high-ranking leaders. For such a person, Ding Sicheng had no choice but to follow his lead.

Thus, Ding Sicheng could only follow Li Mu’s words and say, “General Manager Li truly cares about his hometown. Twenty police cars annually will make an immense difference to Haizhou’s public security!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “This is also what I ought to do.”

Ding Sicheng looked at Su Weimin and chuckled, “Director Su must be the happiest one now. He’s been practically desperate for cars lately.”

Su Weimin nodded, saying with difficulty suppressing his excitement, “Currently, the Haizhou Municipal Bureau’s biggest difficulty is police cars. The superior departments’ budgets are tight, but Haizhou’s jurisdiction is quite substantial, covering not just the city proper but also the districts and counties below. The shortage of vehicles is indeed a huge problem, and twenty police cars can solve a very significant portion of it.”

Hearing this, Li Mu decided to see the favor through to the end and said, “Paternal Uncle Su, regarding the police cars, I’ll begin implementing it within the next two days. You can provide me with a list of specific vehicle model requirements. I’ll arrange for someone to handle the procurement and ensure they are purchased and delivered to the Municipal Bureau as soon as possible.”

Su Weimin asked surprised, “I get to specify the models?”

“Of course,” Li Mu nodded with a smile. “I’m not sure what specific vehicle needs our Municipal Bureau has for practical use. Twenty sedans might not be suitable, and twenty Iveco vans might not be practical either.”

Su Weimin quickly nodded and said, “We don’t have many requirements for sedans; the Santana is the most suitable. It’s inexpensive, easy to repair, and parts are cheap. Most experienced drivers at the Municipal Bureau can fix them. Iveco vans are especially suitable for patrol cars, and they have significant advantages when encountering sudden emergencies. However, honestly, Iveco vans are quite costly. Our Haizhou Municipal Bureau doesn’t have a single one right now; we mostly have Jinbei vans. We’re quite familiar with Jinbei vans, so they are probably more suitable.”

A 2.8-liter Iveco van had much stronger overall performance, reliability, and passenger capacity than a large Jinbei van. Of course, its price was also quite striking; its on-the-road cost in this era was nearly three hundred thousand yuan. In contrast, the Jinbei van couldn’t even cross the one hundred thousand yuan threshold. The difference was significant. At present, if any municipal bureau wanted to purchase an Iveco van, the provincial department definitely wouldn’t approve it. This type of vehicle was currently considered a luxury for the provincial department, and the possibility of a municipal bureau in an ordinary prefecture-level city being equipped with one was virtually zero. Of course, corporate donations were another matter entirely.

Even Su Weimin didn’t dare to hope for such a luxurious vehicle as an Iveco van. Unexpectedly, Li Mu straightforwardly said, “Then let’s settle on two models: Santana and Iveco. Just tell me the specific quantity proportion once you’ve decided.”

Su Weimin hesitated for a long moment before saying, “In that case, two Iveco vans will be enough. The rest can all be Santanas.”

Li Mu asked him, “Are you sure two Iveco vans will be enough?”

Su Weimin nodded, his expression torn and somewhat pained. He gritted his teeth and said, “Two is enough…”

Of course, two weren’t enough, but he was too embarrassed to demand an exorbitant price. He wanted ten Iveco vans, but ten Iveco vans would already be close to three million yuan. Adding ten Santanas on top of that, wouldn’t the total approach four million?

Li Mu caught Su Weimin’s expression, smiled slightly, and straightforwardly made the final decision. “How about this: an equal split of Santanas and Iveco vans. I’ll have someone place the orders directly in Jinling tomorrow and ensure they are delivered to the Haizhou Municipal Bureau as soon as possible.”

Su Weimin was instantly beaming with joy. Iveco vans were actually the most urgently desired vehicle model for the Municipal Bureau right now. A while ago, when he went to Huzhou City for a meeting, he had seen Huzhou City police’s Iveco mobile patrol cars multiple times. One such vehicle could carry at least a dozen people, and simply parking one in a busy downtown area created an extraordinary deterrent. For important operations, these vehicles were also more convenient for transporting police personnel and apprehending suspects; they were practically tailor-made for the Public Security System.

He had originally been too embarrassed to ask Li Mu to be so extravagant, but unexpectedly, Li Mu’s single sentence perfectly addressed his most desired outcome. How could he not be happy? He was almost already brainstorming in his mind how these twenty vehicles would be allocated once they arrived.

Thinking about how the Municipal Bureau’s parking lot would soon have multiple brand-new Santanas and Iveco vans, Su Weimin’s mood became exceptionally good. Looking at Li Mu, any previous discomfort in his heart vanished. He even felt that, for the sake of this batch of vehicles Li Mu donated, he would absolutely no longer interfere with Li Mu’s relationship with his daughter.

Ding Sicheng watched from the side, and he roughly understood why Li Mu insisted on donating vehicles to the Municipal Bureau. On one hand, Li Mu definitely didn’t want to owe anyone a favor over such a small matter. More importantly, he was showing goodwill towards Su Weimin.

Although Ding Sicheng didn’t understand why Li Mu needed to proactively show goodwill to Su Weimin, his frequent use of “Paternal Uncle Su” and always leading/starting with “you” (the formal address) when speaking to him, clearly showed that Li Mu was actively trying to curry favor with Su Weimin. What exactly made this Su Weimin so formidable? It seemed Ding Sicheng needed to quickly get a good understanding of him!

……

After confirming the Municipal Bureau would provide 24/7 stringent protection for Li Mu’s parents’ safety, and establishing that Li Mu would donate twenty police cars to the Municipal Bureau annually for the next five years, Ding Sicheng shifted the conversation to Haizhou’s economic construction.

Ding Sicheng introduced Li Mu to Haizhou City’s current economic situation. The city lacked pillar industries; it had no significant industry or commerce, basically just some light industry and fundamental retail and service sectors. The economic situation was very poor, and Ding Sicheng hoped Li Mu could make some investments in Haizhou to promote its economic development.

Li Mu only temporarily agreed. Although he also hoped to contribute to his hometown’s economic construction, given Haizhou’s circumstances, he couldn’t think of any good solution for the time being. Haizhou lacked resources and transportation, and its infrastructure was relatively poor. The feasibility of investing in any project there was very low.

In his previous life, after Senior Student Liu’s business grew, he only moved the less essential Customer Service Department to his hometown. Currently, Li Mu couldn’t even move a Customer Service Department there, so supporting his hometown’s economic construction would have to wait a while longer before becoming possible.

Li Mu didn’t stay at the Municipal Party Committee for too long. After discussing the specific details with the Municipal Party Committee leaders and Su Weimin, he returned home in a Wanying Real Estate vehicle. Song Liang was currently having a meeting with Zhang Wanjun at the company, so Li Mu requested to borrow a Mercedes-Benz sedan from Wanying’s racing team for temporary use. He didn’t want to go home yet; he wanted to drive to see Su Yingxue first.

Li Mu, wearing a disposable medical mask, drove Wanying’s Mercedes-Benz directly to the residential complex where Su Yingxue lived.

While driving, Li Mu called Su Yingxue. The moment the call connected, he immediately asked, “Where are you?”

Su Yingxue replied, “I’m home. What about you?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll be there soon. Come out.”

Su Yingxue hummed in acknowledgment, “Okay, I’ll head out now.”

After hanging up, Su Yingxue’s heart immediately swelled with excitement. Knowing Li Mu was arriving today, she had been waiting for his call. The fact that Li Mu was coming to see her now was clear evidence of how important she was to him.

Since it was Saturday, Su Yingxue’s mother, Fang Min, didn’t go to work. Seeing Su Yingxue immediately prepare to leave after answering the phone, she couldn’t help but ask, “Was that Li Mu on the phone?”

Su Yingxue didn’t hide it, simply nodding lightly.

Fang Min then asked, “Are you going to see him now?”

Su Yingxue hesitated slightly, then nodded and said, “He’ll be here soon; he asked me to come out and meet him.”

Fang Min paused, slightly stunned. Calculating the time, if Li Mu was arriving at their home so soon, he must have come straight over right after finishing up at the Municipal Party Committee. Looking at it this way, he truly seemed very attentive to her daughter.

So, Fang Min didn’t say much else, simply reminding her, “Don’t come back too late.”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Don’t worry, Mom, it won’t be too late.”

With that, Su Yingxue quickly changed her shoes, grabbed her phone, and hurried out the door.





Chapter 789: Extending an Olive Branch

At a moment of unexpected turning points, a person’s thoughts can undergo earth-shattering changes in an instant. Such was the case for Su Weimin.

When a strong desire for his official career and future ignited within him, his attitude towards Li Mu also underwent a drastic shift.

He began to realize that if he wanted to go further in his official career, Li Mu would be his greatest reliance in the future. In his forties, he was considered part of the younger generation in the official career path, and his capabilities were second to none. If he seized this excellent opportunity with Li Mu and made a strong push, the future possibilities were immense!

Ding Sicheng also had his own informants within the Municipal Bureau, and he quickly received information relayed by his trusted subordinate there. As soon as he heard that Li Mu had gone to pick up Su Weimin’s daughter immediately after leaving the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee, Ding Sicheng felt a headache. My goodness, he had calculated for everything, but he hadn’t accounted for Su Weimin having a beautiful daughter at home, and even less that Su Weimin’s daughter had connections with Li Mu!

Ding Sicheng hurriedly pressed his confidant in the Municipal Bureau: “How old is Su Weimin’s daughter? Where does she study?”

The reply came: “She just turned twenty this year, studying at Renmin University.”

Ding Sicheng slapped his thigh. Just like Li Mu, they were at the same university! There was no denying it now!

No wonder! No wonder Li Mu, a billionaire attracting nationwide attention, would show Su Weimin so much deference. So Su Weimin was his future father-in-law! Su Weimin was truly remarkable now…

Thinking of this, another voice emerged in Ding Sicheng’s mind: Li Mu and Su Weimin’s daughter were just dating, not yet at the stage of discussing marriage. Was it a bit too early to say “future father-in-law”?

Immediately after, Ding Sicheng sighed inwardly: Just dating was already incredible enough! Look at his grand gesture; just for his girlfriend’s father, he donated one hundred police cars over five years. That was ten to twenty million in cash, which, for Su Weimin, was a significant political achievement in his position as the head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau.

At this very moment, Ding Sicheng’s thoughts had shifted from looking at Su Weimin in a new light to unconsciously considering how to win him over. Naturally, he didn’t hope to develop Su Weimin into his confidant, but merely wished to bind himself together with Su Weimin. “Although my rank is higher than yours now, your daughter made you proud by finding such an impressive boyfriend. Your future career prospects are far greater than mine, old friend. Let’s maintain a good relationship first, and I hope you won’t forget me when you make it big!”

In official circles, news travels very fast. By the time Su Weimin got into Ding Sicheng’s assigned vehicle, and the two headed to the Ecological Park like old friends, the news that Su Weimin’s daughter and Li Mu were dating had already spread throughout the core circle of Haizhou’s officialdom.

Following this, the news began to rapidly spread to the Provincial Party Committee. Su Weimin’s name became the most frequently mentioned keyword in Nansu’s officialdom that evening.

Fang Min, who was home alone, was about to make dinner. It seemed their daughter wouldn’t be eating at home, and Li Mu had already left the Municipal Committee, so her husband Su Weimin should be back soon too. She called Su Weimin, asking him: “When will you be home? I’m about to make dinner.”

Su Weimin said: “I was just about to call you. I won’t be back for dinner tonight.”

“Why?” Fang Min asked in surprise: “Do you still have work tonight?”

“No,” Su Weimin said, “Secretary Ding said he wants to invite me to dinner tonight.”

“Secretary Ding is inviting you to dinner? Are all the Municipal Party Committee leaders attending, or…?”

Su Weimin said: “It’s personal, just the two of us.”

“Why would Secretary Ding invite you to dinner privately?” Fang Min was quite surprised to hear this. Ding Sicheng was the head of the Municipal Party Committee. Even if he invited subordinates to dinner, it was almost always business-related. It was unlikely for him to proactively invite a subordinate to dinner privately, and the gap between Su Weimin and him was also too significant. This was not normal, neither for custom nor reason.

Su Weimin hesitated for a moment, then said: “Li Mu extended me a favor today in front of Secretary Ding. The reason Secretary Ding invited me to dinner might be because he thinks my connection with him is unusual.”

Fang Min’s eyes lit up, and she hurriedly pressed: “What favor did Li Mu extend to you?”

Su Weimin briefly recounted the day’s events over the phone. On the other end, Fang Min’s heart raced as she listened. After he finished, she didn’t speak for a long time. Su Weimin tentatively asked: “Wife?”

Fang Min then came back to her senses, hurriedly suppressing her excitement, and said: “You go have dinner with Secretary Ding first. We can talk about the details when you get back!”

…

Li Mu and Su Yingxue finally had an opportunity for private time together. In the private room at the Ecological Park, Li Mu closed the door and embraced Su Yingxue passionately for a long time. Su Yingxue didn’t even know when Li Mu had unhooked her bra; it wasn’t until her defenses were unexpectedly breached that she realized Li Mu had already breached the line.

A long while later, Su Yingxue felt as if she had been drained of all her strength, nestling in Li Mu’s arms, letting his large hand roam freely.

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu: “Are you leaving tomorrow?”

Li Mu nodded: “I’m heading back to Yanjing tomorrow. There’s a lot to do the day after tomorrow.”

Su Yingxue said: “You don’t have to do everything yourself now, right?”

Li Mu chuckled: “That’s easy to say, but even if I hand over trivial matters to others, as long as the company keeps growing, I can’t really relax on the big issues.”

He paused, then explained in detail: “Last week, a leader came to Taobao to inspect their work, and I raised some requests. I expect a response by Monday. Once it comes, I’ll have to act immediately. Also, a key talent is joining Muye Technology next Monday. I’m preparing to launch a new product and put him in charge of it.”

Thinking of Chen Tong, Li Mu couldn’t help but smile. This incredibly stubborn person had finally been persuaded to join Muye Technology. His personality wasn’t suitable for a high-level management position, but as the person in charge of a business unit, his ability to oversee a product was truly impressive, especially his grasp and operations over refined content. His strength was extraordinary. Now that YY Net had suitable talent, putting him in charge of blog operations was the most fitting choice. In the future, if they launched Weibo, he would also be an excellent candidate.

Su Yingxue nodded helplessly, without asking for too many details, merely sighing: “What you’re doing is too significant. I can’t help you share the burden. You must adjust yourself well and absolutely don’t overwork yourself.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “Don’t worry, I know very well how to balance work and rest.”

Su Yingxue laughed: “It’s best that you do.”

Meanwhile, in another private room several doors down from theirs, Ding Sicheng and Su Weimin sat facing each other. Ding Sicheng very politely invited Su Weimin to order food. Su Weimin politely declined a few times, trying to push the menu back, but Ding Sicheng insisted, saying: “Old Su, why are you still so formal with me? I’m hosting tonight, so order whatever you want to eat.”

Su Weimin quickly said: “Secretary Ding, I’m a rather unrefined person. You should do the ordering. I’ll let the host decide.”

Ding Sicheng shook his head helplessly, smiling as he said: “Alright, I’ll order the food. But let me say this upfront, we’re having a private dinner tonight, unrelated to work, so you’ll have to drink a bit with me.”

Su Weimin readily agreed: “Alright, Secretary Ding, I’ll drink with you later.”

Ding Sicheng nodded in satisfaction. He took charge and ordered six dishes, then two bottles of Wuliangye. He then said to Su Weimin: “Old Su, I’ve heard about your drinking capacity for a long time. They say no one in the Municipal Bureau can outdrink you. My drinking capacity is definitely not as good as yours. We won’t drink too much tonight, is 500 grams each okay?”

Both were seasoned veterans of the drinking scene for many years. 500 grams of white liquor was indeed nothing. Su Weimin naturally agreed without hesitation.

The food and drinks were served quickly. Ding Sicheng didn’t keep the waiter in the room. He took the wine bottle in one hand and the wine dispenser in front of Su Weimin in the other, about to pour wine for Su Weimin. Seeing this, Su Weimin hurriedly reached out to take the bottle from Ding Sicheng’s hand, saying: “Secretary Ding, how can I let you pour the wine? Let me, let me.”

Ding Sicheng pushed Su Weimin’s hand away, and while pouring the wine, he laughed and said: “When we’re eating privately, don’t be so concerned with formalities. What difference does it make who pours the wine? It’s just the two of us. With these one thousand grams of white liquor, neither of us can slack off or cheat.”

Su Weimin was accustomed to pouring wine for leaders first when dining with them. Even if the leader poured for him, he would hold the wine cup with both hands to show respect. How could he just watch eagerly as the leader poured wine for him? This small detail may seem insignificant, but in official circles, it’s considered very significant etiquette.

But Ding Sicheng deliberately wanted to give Su Weimin that feeling of being overwhelmed by favor. For no other reason than to make him understand that he not only considered him one of his own but also treated him as an equal, someone on the same level.

Su Weimin could only watch as Ding Sicheng continued to fill both wine dispensers with white liquor. Then, both poured a full cup into their respective small wine cups. Ding Sicheng raised his wine cup and solemnly said: “Old Su, you’ve been the Municipal Bureau Chief for so long now, and this is our first private meal together. I won’t say anything else. We are all colleagues in Haizhou. Whether in official or private matters, we must communicate more, interact more, move around more, and engage more in the future!”

Ding Sicheng’s olive branch was thrown too directly, and not subtle enough at all. It could be said that it fundamentally went against the art of speaking in official circles. But there was no alternative. Ding Sicheng knew he had neglected Su Weimin quite a bit before, and Su Weimin must have sensed his intention to remove him from the head position of the Municipal Bureau. Now that Su Weimin suddenly had Li Mu as such a powerful backer, how could he still calmly think about the art of speaking?

At this point, Ding Sicheng knew it was too late to just extend an olive branch. He might as well steel himself and directly extend a whole olive tree to show his sincerity. In short, he absolutely couldn’t be evasive or procrastinate any longer.

Su Weimin also understood the reason behind Ding Sicheng’s actions. Although he had always felt a lot of dissatisfaction towards Ding Sicheng, at this moment he clearly understood that Ding Sicheng wanting to get closer to him was exactly what he wanted. Whether he could break out of Haizhou City’s circles in the future, he first needed to lay a good foundation in Haizhou, and this foundation, naturally, had to be laid through Ding Sicheng.





Chapter 790: Give Her Another Boost!

Before dropping Su Yingxue off at home, Li Mu and she lingered in the car for a long time. Only after a good while did he watch her alight and enter the Municipal Bureau family compound.

Su Yingxue, having entered the compound’s gate, still didn’t forget to look back at the Mercedes-Benz Li Mu was driving, waving at him. Then she pulled out her phone and sent him a text message: Wait for me to return to Yanjing!

Li Mu watched her through the car window as he replied: Alright, I’ll be waiting for you in Yanjing.

Su Yingxue received the message and cheerfully turned to walk into the residential area. Once she was out of sight, Li Mu drove home.

Li Mu felt a certain degree of regret that he couldn’t fully “collect” Su Yingxue this time. However, with two Municipal Bureau cars following him, even if Li Mu had the nerve, he couldn’t be so brazen. Even if he didn’t consider Su Weimin’s feelings, he had to consider Su Yingxue’s reputation.

He returned home, his heart heavy with mixed feelings, to find Li Mu’s father and mother organizing the gifts they had brought back from Yanjing.

Seeing Li Mu return, Li Mu’s father asked him, “Son, what did you talk about with the Municipal Party Committee leader?”

Li Mu said, “Mainly about your and Mom’s safety. I’m not home, so your safety in Haizhou needs to be guaranteed. From now on, the Haizhou Municipal Bureau will handle your security, and I’ll be able to rest assured in Yanjing.”

Li Mu’s mother said, “Don’t you have bodyguards you hired from the army? Why trouble the Municipal Bureau personnel?”

Li Mu said, “This isn’t troubling them. Your and Dad’s safety is more important than anything.”

Li Mu’s mother smiled in relief and asked Li Mu, “Leaving tomorrow?”

Li Mu nodded. “Tomorrow night’s Airplane, but I’m going to Jinling tomorrow to see Sister Wan.”

Li Mu’s mother asked curiously, “Xiao Wan is in Jinling?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “She’s on holiday and went back to Jinling for the weekend.”

Li Mu’s mother smiled and said, “Remember to say hello to her for your father and me.”

“Okay.”

As they were chatting, a knock sounded at the door. Li Mu looked through the peephole and saw it was Song Liang.

Opening the door, Song Liang entered, first greeting Li Mu’s father and mother in the living room, then pulling Li Mu to the small balcony in the back. Song Liang pulled out two cigarettes, handed one to Li Mu, and only after they both lit up did Song Liang speak. “I’ve talked to Zhang Wanjun. From now on, for Wanying in Haizhou, I’ve offered him a ten percent profit-sharing stake, provided he guarantees the safety of Uncle and Aunt, and your entire family.”

Li Mu nodded. “Thanks, Brother Liang. Zhang Wanjun is quite useful in certain aspects, and with you and the Municipal Bureau keeping him in check, as long as he’s loyally following you, I won’t have to worry about anything in Haizhou.”

“Do we really need to be so polite between us?”

A ten percent profit-sharing stake in Haizhou Wanying was nothing to Li Mu or Song Liang. Song Liang had achieved a massive leap in one year that would have been impossible in twenty, all thanks to Li Mu. So, he understood very clearly that, if necessary, even giving up the entire Haizhou Wanying would be nothing.

For Li Mu, he had to ensure his parents’ absolute safety in Haizhou. The Municipal Bureau and bodyguards, while helpful, had limited power and focus. But Zhang Wanjun was different. Thousands of hoodlums on the streets of Haizhou mostly listened to him. This gray area, with its numerous members and extremely well-connected and influential reach, was an excellent supplementary force.

Song Liang asked, “Do you have other arrangements for your trip to Jinling tomorrow?”

Li Mu nodded. “Meeting Chen Wan.”

Song Liang chuckled, “You certainly have many female confidantes.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, not denying it. Song Liang then said, “Alright, I’ll arrange a car to take us to Jinling tomorrow. You can take care of your business, and I’ll go visit Tianming’s father.”

Li Mu laughed, “Sounds good. We’ll go together, leave together in the evening, and have free time in between.”

Song Liang nodded slightly, then hesitated for a moment before saying, “Xiao Mu, I want to discuss something with you.”

Li Mu said, “Brother Liang, just say it.”

Song Liang organized his thoughts and said, “It’s like this: our next step is to develop our own residential real estate projects, but you said we would develop a maximum of three ourselves. The remaining four housing developments will require cooperation with other real estate developers. I want to bring Tianming’s father in. We can cooperate on those few plots of land in Yanjing. On one hand, his strength is sufficient, and he’s trustworthy; on the other hand, he introduced me to this business, so I want to take this opportunity to repay his kindness.”

Then, Song Liang added, “Specifically, this is what I’m thinking: since we don’t plan to heavily develop residential real estate in the future, instead of letting local Yanjing developers profit from these projects, why not cooperate with Tianming’s father? In the future, he can focus primarily on residential real estate, while we focus on commercial real estate. Our endeavors won’t conflict, and we can cooperate closely. It would also allow him to balance out other real estate companies in Yanjing, thus achieving multiple goals at once.”

Li Mu listened, his eyes lighting up.

He had already set the tone for those seven plots of land in Yanjing: Wanying Real Estate would develop a maximum of three itself, and all the rest would be open for cooperative development. As for who to cooperate with, Li Mu didn’t have any specific ideas, but since Song Liang thought of Ye Tianming’s father, it might not be a bad choice.

Ye Tianming’s father, Ye Youdao, was one of the top real estate developers in Jinling. He certainly had the strength. A developer like him, who had reached the pinnacle in a second-tier city, must also have the ambition to enter the first-tier city real estate industry. Now Wanying in Yanjing had existing plots of land available. If they were offered for cooperation with Ye Youdao, it would give Ye Youdao a good opportunity to enter the Yanjing residential real estate market.

One thing Li Mu greatly admired about Song Liang was that he always had a clear sense of judgment. He clearly remembered who had treated him well and who had helped him, and he would always find opportunities to return a favor in other ways. Working with such a person was very reassuring because he never forgot his roots while pursuing profits. This was especially rare and commendable as his business grew larger and larger.

Although Song Liang was not grand in his vision, he possessed a strong code of honor. When Ye Youdao initially guided Song Liang into business, Song Liang, upon developing and working independently, established two clear principles: first, never directly compete with Ye Youdao; second, Ye Youdao must have a stake in any new project he started. That’s why he came from Jinling to Haizhou to develop, and Haizhou Wanying has always had a share belonging to Ye Youdao.

Now, Song Liang thought of using the Yanjing land to give Ye Youdao an opportunity to enter Yanjing’s residential real estate market, which was also a testament to his character of being grateful and seeking to repay kindness.

Li Mu naturally had no objections to this. Moreover, when he started his own business, Ye Tianming, Zhang Kexuan, and the other three from Simple Plan had also given him a lot of help. The sentiment of returning a favor was not just Song Liang’s; Li Mu shared it too.

Thus, Li Mu said to Song Liang, “If Tianming’s father is interested in developing in Yanjing, we can offer all four of our remaining plots of land for cooperation with them. I believe that with his top-tier strength in Jinling, handling these four housing developments will not be a problem at all.”

Song Liang nodded. “Given Mr. Ye’s ability and his company’s strength, developing four housing developments shouldn’t be an issue.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of Chen Wan. In his previous life, Chen Wan’s tragedy had two triggers: one, her father was arrested for illegal fundraising, and the other, her husband lost everything through leveraged trading. He didn’t know exactly what Chen Wan’s father did, but he vaguely remembered that her father, and her maternal uncle (Zhang Kexuan’s father), were both involved in real estate. The four plots of land along the East Third Ring Road subway line in Yanjing were a massive project. Instead of just considering Ye Youdao, it would be better to ensure that Zhang Kexuan’s family and Chen Wan’s family were also taken care of.

Thinking of this, Li Mu said, “You can talk to Tianming’s father first. I’m scheduled to meet Chen Wan tomorrow, so I’ll ask her and Kexuan’s families what they’re currently doing and if they’re interested in participating as well.”

Song Liang immediately understood and said, “Kexuan’s family is also in real estate, though their strength is a bit less than Tianming’s family. I’m not too clear about Chen Wan’s family, but it seems her father works with Zhang Kexuan’s father, so their strength would be even weaker.”

Then, Song Liang added, “However, this is just a comparison among the three families. In reality, each of them is a multi-millionaire. Tianming’s family has an estimated one billion to two billion, Kexuan’s family has several hundred million to one billion, and Chen Wan’s family should have around one hundred million.”

Li Mu nodded. This was the first time he understood their specific net worth. It seemed Ye Tianming was a standard rich second-generation heir, while Chen Wan’s family background seemed a bit thin. Although he had already helped Chen Wan become a first-line hostess, it would still be difficult to change the fact that her family’s businesses would have weaker resistance to market pressures in the future. Since that was the case, he would seize this opportunity to give her another boost!

For Wanying, they simply couldn’t take on all seven plots of land in Yanjing by themselves right now. In theory, they could invite anyone to develop them, but given the situation, it was naturally better to do an enormous favor for his own people. However, while doing favors was important, the specific operation still needed careful management of project progress and quality to achieve a win-win situation.

Song Liang continued, “I haven’t told Mr. Ye the specifics yet; I was planning to talk to him in detail tomorrow. If you want to bring Kexuan’s and Chen Wan’s families in too, then why don’t we first decide on a ratio? How should we allocate the four plots of land?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Let’s do this: After we return, we’ll hold a meeting together to discuss which three plots of land we’ll keep for ourselves. As for how to allocate the remaining four plots of land, Tianming’s family is stronger, so they should get at least two plots of land, specifically the two largest among the four we pass on. The remaining two plots will be jointly developed by Kexuan’s and Chen Wan’s families.”

Song Liang nodded. “That’s a very reasonable allocation. Would you be interested in joining the discussion?”

Li Mu said, “I’ve already made an appointment to meet Chen Wan tomorrow, and I can’t go back on my word. You talk to them.”

Song Liang clapped his hands. “Then I won’t talk to Kexuan’s and Chen Wan’s families tomorrow. I’ll just have a rough discussion with Tianming’s father first. For the specifics, I’ll invite all three families to Yanjing for a detailed discussion later.”

“OK.”

For Ye Tianming’s family, Zhang Kexuan’s family, and Chen Wan’s family, this was undoubtedly an opportunity that would make them so ecstatic they’d wake up laughing in their dreams. How many real estate companies wanted to develop in first-tier cities, but their biggest constraint was the inability to acquire land, or good land, making it impossible to take the first step.

But Li Mu had readily available, good plots of land in Yanjing, and he was willing to cooperate with them. For them, this was absolutely the best opportunity to enter the Yanjing market! It was a perfect, unimaginable opportunity even in their wildest dreams!

Li Mu also sighed inwardly at this moment. He had undoubtedly climbed to the pinnacle of China’s business world. Resources at the top tier were commonplace for him, but for slightly less prominent businesses, such resources were as precious as an elixir of immortality from ancient legends would be to ordinary people. With continued development like this, the base of his pyramid would be filled with countless businesses reliant on his resources, and by then, his commercial status would be even more solid.





Chapter 791: To Curb His Arrogance

After seeing Song Liang off, Li Mu calculated the potential commercial value of the four plots of land.

He wasn’t an industry financial analyst, but based on the current land prices in the East Third Ring Road area and the anticipated rise in housing prices over the next two years, he roughly estimated that if managed properly, the four plots of land held a net profit potential of at least two billion yuan, or even more. Moreover, the direct profit was only a part of it; more importantly, these plots of land could bring subsequent benefits. For real estate developers from Jinling, entering the Yanjing market itself was an enormous advantage.

Li Mu thought of Fan Bingbing, who, in his past life, had nothing remarkable to speak of in her work but was highly praised by the media. One quote of hers was repeatedly hyped and promoted by the media: “I don’t intend to marry into a wealthy family; I am a wealthy family.”

Whether Fan Bingbing was truly a wealthy family, Li Mu wasn’t sure. But Li Mu hoped Chen Wan could become a true wealthy family herself. Not only would he provide some real estate resources to her family’s enterprise, but he would also continue to make her even more popular in the coming years.

Happy Camp was just the beginning. The subsequent Super Girl would be a stepping stone for her to further enhance her credentials. Li Mu even planned to launch the reality show Running Man as soon as possible within the next two years, making Chen Wan the Song Ji-hyo of the Korean Running Man and the Angelababy of the Chinese Running Man. He would have her release albums, shoot movies, and allow her to become China’s most extremely popular female entertainer, turning her into a truly wealthy family.

Li Mu knew Chen Wan’s feelings for him. Regardless of whether he could give her an emotional home in the future, he would not let her have any chance of reliving the tragedy of her past life. This resolve was his repayment for her emotions and an embodiment of his own feelings for her.

As he was envisioning how the future Running Man should take shape, Li Mu suddenly received a call from Dong Ai.

Dong Ai had been in the Yun-Gui region with Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui for a long time, engaged in Student Aid Activities. During this period, she often returned to Yanjing, but Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui had not come back. It was said that Leslie Cheung had bought a charming little villa by Erhai Lake. Whenever a student aid activity concluded, he would take his assistant, along with Anita Mui and her assistant, to live by Erhai Lake and experience a relaxed, carefree life they hadn’t known for decades. According to Dong Ai, both of them enjoyed it immensely, having even fallen completely in love with Erhai Lake.

Upon receiving Dong Ai’s call, Dong Ai told Li Mu: “Sister Mui has been with Brother Cheung for an exceptionally long time this trip, far exceeding the original plan, and her work has been delayed for a long time. They’ve been urging her many times from Hong Kong, and she has no choice but to go back and handle her work first.”

Li Mu asked her: “When does Sister Mui plan to return to Hong Kong?”

“Next week.” Dong Ai said: “I haven’t forgotten your instruction to take them for a thorough physical examination after the student aid activities concluded. I’m also worried they might have developed some underlying health issues during this time. We originally arranged for the check-up in Huzhou City, which would have been more convenient for Sister Mui to return afterwards, but she insisted on coming back to Yanjing, saying she wanted to meet you before returning to Hong Kong. So, we’ve scheduled to return to Yanjing tomorrow afternoon, and they’ll have their physical on Monday.”

Li Mu had indeed instructed Dong Ai before that after the student aid activities concluded, out of 3321’s care and responsibility toward them, she should arrange a thorough physical examination. Li Mu didn’t know when Anita Mui contracted cancer, but in his previous life, she passed away at the end of 2003, which was just over a year from the current time. Li Mu had also looked up information, and most cancers typically take longer than this timeframe from the onset of lesions to death. The reason why most people pass away not long after being diagnosed is because the diagnosis occurs too late.

Therefore, Li Mu’s intuition told him that Anita Mui was likely already suffering from cancer, but it was still in the early to mid-stage. If it could be detected now, with her financial strength and influence, she would definitely be able to receive the best treatment as early as possible. If treated properly, early to mid-stage cancer patients could at least live for several more years, and there was even a possibility of a cure. This would be far better than her original fate of passing away at the end of next year.

So, Li Mu instructed her: “Then you must arrange the best hospital in Yanjing for Sister Mui to have a comprehensive physical examination. We absolutely cannot let her develop any underlying health issues because of helping us with the student aid activities.”

What Li Mu said was entirely only natural. A big star had followed the staff, running around in remote mountain areas for so long for 3321’s student aid activities. As the founder of 3321, it was imperative for him to arrange a systematic check-up for them. This reason was unassailable, both emotionally and logically. Therefore, even if Anita Mui’s cancer was truly detected, nobody would suspect him of having foresight.

“Don’t worry, I’ve already arranged everything with Union Hospital. As soon as Sister Mui arrives in Yanjing, I’ll accompany her for a systematic physical examination.”

Saying this, Dong Ai added: “Oh, right, Brother Cheung also said he wants to come to Yanjing with Sister Mui to see you. Taobao’s Sapling Protection Fund charity auction closes at midnight this weekend. President Xiao Fangfang also told Brother Cheung that she wants to personally come to Yanjing to thank you. I’ve also arranged for both Brother Cheung and Sister Mui to undergo physical examinations. They both initially didn’t want to do it, but I told them it was a strict order from you, so neither of them had any objections.”

Li Mu counted on his fingers. The Taobao celebrity charity auction had started at the end of last month. After a large number of celebrity personal items were listed, they entered the auction process. The deadline was indeed this weekend. During this time, he had been busy with logistics construction, Computers to the City, and e-commerce fraud legislation. After the charity auction got on track, he hadn’t actively followed up on it, presuming Liu Qiangdong would be informed.

So Li Mu said to Dong Ai: “Then let’s have everyone meet in Yanjing. I’ll arrange for Muye Technology’s transport team to pick them up tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Dong Ai said: “Do you have time tomorrow evening? Would you like to host a meal first and invite Brother Cheung and Sister Mui to eat together?”

Li Mu said: “I’m in Haizhou right now, handling some matters, and I won’t be back until tomorrow evening. However, I’ll be landing late at night. Tomorrow evening, I’ll arrange for someone else to take care of the reception. Then, after you’ve taken them for their physical on Monday, I’ll organize a welcome feast for them that evening.”

“Okay, then we’ll see each other on Monday.”

“See you on Monday.”

After hanging up, Li Mu quickly contacted two more people.

One was Liu Qiangdong. He wanted to know how much charitable funds the celebrity charity auction had raised so far.

The other was Lin Qingya. For matters like airport pickup and reception, Lin Qingya was the most suitable person to step in for him.

Liu Qiangdong, as expected, was aware of the real-time data. He had already taken full charge of this matter when Li Mu didn’t have time to focus on it. He told Li Mu that the total amount raised by the celebrity charity auction had reached twenty-seven million yuan.

Li Mu was very surprised. Over twenty million? Just some personal items put up for auction by a few celebrities, and it actually raised this much?

Liu Qiangdong explained: “The celebrities’ enthusiasm for participation this time was very high, and they were also quite generous. Karen Mok’s Patek Philippe watch alone fetched one million two hundred thousand yuan, making it the bid king of this charity auction. That watch was a limited edition and has been discontinued, with a market value of around one million yuan itself.”

Only then did Li Mu understand why Xiao Fangfang said she wanted to personally come and thank him.

The entire auction’s progress and bidding situation were public on Taobao. Xiao Fangfang must have seen these figures.

For Xiao Fangfang’s Sapling Protection Fund, raising over twenty million yuan in charitable funds in one go was likely a situation she couldn’t even dream of. It was perfectly understandable for her to come to Yanjing personally to thank him.

Understanding this, Li Mu said to Liu Qiangdong: “Brother Liu, please make arrangements. After the charity auction concludes, we need to collaborate with major media outlets to create a special report. I will also ask Muye Technology to follow up with full effort. The charity auction is a long-term publicity cornerstone for Taobao. We should regularize it in the future, but the frequency should not be too often, perhaps once per quarter.”

Liu Qiangdong immediately replied: “Okay, I’ll arrange it tomorrow. When will you be back?”

“Tomorrow evening.”

Liu Qiangdong said: “Then I’ll have Old Chen report directly to Muye Technology on Monday.”

“Okay.”

Lin Qingya had just returned home from working overtime at the company. Recently, Muye Technology had been recruiting heavily, poaching a large number of employees from both domestic and international internet companies. Since those poached were all currently employed staff, most interviews were scheduled on weekends.

Because practically every weekend consisted of full-day interviews, Lin Qingya specially adjusted the working hours for Muye Technology’s HR department. Instead of working Monday to Friday, they now worked Monday to Wednesday, Saturday, and Sunday, with compensatory leave on Thursdays and Fridays. Every weekend, over a dozen HR personnel at Muye Technology had to work tirelessly, conducting interviews one after another. Although most interviews didn’t require Lin Qingya’s personal presence, she still remained on duty on both weekend days.

On the phone, Li Mu asked Lin Qingya to arrange the airport pickup and reception for tomorrow, including Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s accommodation and meals in Yanjing. He specifically instructed her that the expenses should come out of Muye Technology’s public relations and entertainment budget and not be borne by 3321.

Lin Qingya, with her extremely high executive ability, naturally agreed without hesitation. After Li Mu finished giving instructions, he told her: “Chen Tong, the former Editor-in-Chief of Sina, will be reporting to Muye Technology next Monday. I might not have time to go to Muye Technology next Monday, so please handle his onboarding then. Arrange a private office for him, Director-level.”

Lin Qingya asked: “Director-level, P or M?”

Li Mu immediately replied: “Give him a P8.”

Muye Technology’s employee levels were divided into two dimensions: P for the Professional track and M for the Management track. Each track was further divided into levels 1-10. A P8 was equivalent to a highly skilled professional in a certain field, still a bit short of being an absolute top-tier talent. For example, Fang Xudong, who came from Google, was currently at P10, the highest level in the Professional track, at Muye Technology.

Actually, Chen Tong was previously a Deputy General Manager, a standard senior management position. Upon joining Muye Technology, he should have been given an M9, or at the very least an M8. M9 was Vice President level, and M8 was Director level. However, Li Mu felt that this person was simply not suited for truly high-level management positions. Therefore, overall, he should be categorized as a professional focused on content. Giving him a P-level was the most accurate designation for him. As for why he was given a P8 instead of a P9, it was, to some extent, also to curb his arrogance.

Lin Qingya was unaware of Li Mu’s intentions and simply followed his instructions, saying: “Then I’ll proceed as you’ve instructed. However, General Manager Li, how do you want his specific position and department arranged?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “His position will be Director, but the department won’t be decided for now. Let him be idle for a couple of days and observe how Muye Technology operates, to broaden his vision!”





Chapter 792: Zhao Kang’s New Mission

Su Weimin arrived home past ten in the evening.

Fang Min didn’t pry too much into the details of her daughter’s meeting with Li Mu. She had been waiting for Su Weimin to return, wanting to ask what Secretary Ding Sicheng had discussed with him over dinner. Su Weimin’s sudden reception of Secretary Ding’s attention was definitely a good omen, but just how good, Fang Min couldn’t guess.

Back home, Su Weimin felt a bit dizzy. He and Secretary Ding had drunk three bottles of liquor between them that night, 750 grams per person. Although it wasn’t enough to get them completely drunk, feeling disoriented was inevitable.

As soon as Fang Min opened the door, she smelled the strong scent of alcohol on Su Weimin. Without complaining, she hurried him inside and directly to the bedroom.

Su Yingxue was lying on her bed texting Li Mu when she heard the commotion. She came out and saw her mother helping her father into their bedroom. She couldn’t help but go to the door, wrinkling her nose as she said, “Mom, Dad drank again!”

Fang Min said, “Your dad had a social engagement. Don’t worry about it. Go back to your room and sleep. I’ll get a basin of water to wipe him down.”

Su Yingxue said helplessly, “Tell Dad to drink less when he’s out. Alcohol is too harmful to his body.”

Fang Min nodded, waving her away, “I’ll remind him later. Go back to your room and sleep now.”

Su Yingxue stuck out her tongue and went back to her room to continue texting Li Mu. Fang Min brought a basin of warm water and a towel back to the bedroom to wipe Su Weimin’s hands, wash his face, and wipe down his body. As she busied herself, she asked him, “How much did you drink?”

Su Weimin’s face was flushed from the alcohol. He opened his mouth and said, “Secretary Ding and I each drank 750 grams.”

“That much?” Fang Min couldn’t help but be surprised.

Su Weimin said, “No choice. Secretary Ding wanted to drink. I thought he was much weaker than me, but I didn’t expect him to hold his liquor so well.”

Seeing that Su Weimin was still very clear-headed and speaking fluently, Fang Min asked, “What did Secretary Ding talk to you about today?”

Su Weimin smiled and said, “You might not believe it, but he was currying favor with me today. All evening he just kept calling me brother. Halfway through, he wouldn’t even let me call him ‘Secretary Ding’ anymore, insisting I call him Old Ding.”

Fang Min couldn’t help but crack a smile after hearing that, “It’s because of Li Mu, isn’t it? He probably got scared by Li Mu’s influence.”

“Exactly.” Su Weimin sighed, his expression slightly melancholy as he said, “I never thought that after all these years in the game, I’d end up relying on Li Mu’s influence to climb up. If it weren’t for Li Mu, I wouldn’t have stood a chance of becoming the Municipal Bureau Chief in this life.”

Fang Min asked him, puzzled, “You were promoted to Municipal Bureau Chief last year. What does that have to do with Li Mu?”

Su Weimin sighed and slowly explained to Fang Min everything he had deduced that day. Fang Min was also utterly stunned after listening. Although she didn’t want to believe it was true, when she thought about it carefully, everything Su Weimin had figured out had ample factual basis, making it highly credible.

Fang Min said, “Don’t dwell on the past. The important thing is what comes next.”

“Yes.” Su Weimin nodded gently, sighing, “It still depends on the future…”

As he spoke, a glimmer of anticipation for the future filled Su Weimin’s slightly blurry eyes.



Li Mu left Haizhou the following morning.

Although two police cars from the Municipal Bureau were stationed downstairs at his house, with Wang Yuanlang’s assistance, Li Mu easily slipped into the commercial vehicle arranged by Song Liang. The two of them evaded the Municipal Bureau’s officers and headed directly for Jinling.

Although Li Mu’s return this time was very brief, his two planned objectives were achieved: the Municipal Party Committee agreed to ensure his parents’ safety, and he also took the time to meet Su Yingxue. In the future, his parents’ safety in Haizhou would have triple protection: the Municipal Bureau, the Divine Sword Brigade bodyguards, and Zhang Wanjun. Li Mu could now rest assured and let his parents stay in Haizhou to do what they liked.

When his parents returned, he had transferred thirty million cash into their company account. His parents would have new projects for a long time to come. The scale wasn’t large, but as long as they liked it, that was what mattered most.

Li Mu also made a call to Zhao Kang. He wanted Zhao Kang to handle the liaison for the donation of police vehicles to the Municipal Bureau. On one hand, he completely trusted Zhao Kang. On the other hand, Zhao Kang was also from Haizhou, and his parents were there, so letting him use this opportunity to make connections with the Municipal Party Committee and the Municipal Bureau would also benefit his future.

Currently, Zhao Kang’s development and growth speed were far from keeping up with Li Mu’s speed and height. Douban’s online army was indeed important, but Li Mu himself rarely dealt with online army matters anymore. So, he was also pondering that it was time to assign Zhao Kang a new mission, letting him pursue a new venture that he was capable of doing and that would have a far-reaching impact on Li Mu’s plans.

As his cooperation with Shenzhou Computers developed, coupled with the internet craze he was pushing, and the subsequent “Computers to the City” national policy, Li Mu already had a relatively clear outline and framework for Zhao Kang’s new mission in his mind.

Broadly speaking, Li Mu wanted Zhao Kang to step in and establish a chain of internet cafes across the country.

Although it was about opening internet cafes, Li Mu’s idea was to integrate his existing resources as much as possible to open a unique internet cafe.

What kind of internet cafe would be unique? This first depended on Li Mu’s current resources.

Firstly, he held a stake in Shenzhou. At this stage, due to the rapid internet craze Li Mu was driving, local governments’ policies regarding internet cafes had become much more lenient. The biggest costs of opening an internet cafe were currently machines and rent. With the Shenzhou connection, machines could be guaranteed. This meant that all the chain internet cafes Zhao Kang opened nationwide would use Shenzhou brand machines, which would also greatly help Shenzhou’s sales.

Secondly, since all Shenzhou brand machines were used and the construction costs for the stores had already been invested, the internet cafes themselves could be considered special and large-scale Shenzhou computer experience centers, which could strongly boost Shenzhou computers’ offline promotion and marketing. Furthermore, if Shenzhou directly granted sales agency rights to the internet cafes, the internet cafes themselves could become offline specialty stores for Shenzhou computers.

Thirdly, opening internet cafes required software and hardware support staff. Traditional internet cafes hired managers and cooperated with external hardware suppliers and operations & maintenance providers. However, Zhao Kang’s internet cafes could directly train professional software and hardware maintenance and repair personnel in the future. In this way, Shenzhou computer after-sales service in the internet cafes’ locations would also be guaranteed in the future.

A major criticism of Shenzhou computers was their after-sales service. Moreover, with a future focus on online sales, the test for offline after-sales service would become even more severe. If such chain internet cafes were used to nurture capable repair and maintenance personnel across the country, Shenzhou’s after-sales service quality could be greatly enhanced, thereby improving the brand’s reputation.

In summary, leveraging Shenzhou’s resources to open internet cafes could create a win-win situation for both the internet cafes themselves and Shenzhou. Naturally, Li Mu wouldn’t care about the small profits from running internet cafes. What he wanted was to use the internet cafe dimension to promote the development of the internet and the growth of internet users. This would complement his “Computers to the City” plan: one aimed at providing more places and equipment for internet access in various cities across the country, the other aimed at enabling more families to own their home computers and connect to the internet.

Li Mu wanted to use chain internet cafes as a supplementary measure for “Computers to the City.” After all, even if the “Computers to the City” policy was truly implemented, a large number of families and individuals would still not be able to afford personal computers. They could only access the internet through internet cafes.



Along the way, Li Mu texted Chen Wan, informing her of his approximate arrival time in Jinling. The two agreed on a meeting location, and Chen Wan drove there first to wait for him.

By the time the commercial vehicle arrived in Jinling, it was approaching noon. Li Mu saw Chen Wan’s Audi sedan at their agreed location, then got out on his own. Song Liang had an appointment with Ye Youdao, so the two temporarily parted ways, agreeing to meet later at the airport.

As Li Mu, wearing a mask, stepped out of the car, Chen Wan, who was in the Audi next to them, recognized him immediately. She honked the horn, then waved Li Mu to get in the car.

Chen Wan was also wearing a mask and sunglasses. Like Li Mu, she was now an absolute public figure; they had to be more cautious when going out.

Having not seen Li Mu for many days, Chen Wan was truly happy to see him. As soon as Li Mu got in the car, he couldn’t help but ask, “It’s been so many days, did you miss me?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Of course I did. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have just woken up in Haizhou and immediately rushed here to see you.”

Chen Wan’s heart sweetened. She smiled and asked him, “You didn’t stay long in Haizhou this time, did you?”

Li Mu said, “Less than 24 hours in total.”

Chen Wan then asked, “What time is your flight tonight?”

“Eight o’clock, going back with Brother Liang.”

“So rushed?” Chen Wan sighed, saying, “Then it seems we can only have lunch together. Spend the afternoon with me, and I’ll drop you off at the airport at six.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “From now until six o’clock this afternoon, all that time is yours. You can arrange it however you like.”

Chen Wan looked at the time and chuckled, “It’s eleven in the morning now, so until six in the afternoon, that’s seven hours. For a super busy person like you to give me seven hours, I’m already quite satisfied.”

Li Mu asked her, “So where are you planning to take me during these seven hours?”

Chen Wan started the car and told Li Mu, “My maternal uncle previously gave me a show home in the residential complex he developed. No one usually lives there, so I went out this morning and bought some groceries. I’ll cook you a delicious lunch.”

Li Mu nodded, “Then I’ll help out.”

Chen Wan’s house was in a newly built residential complex. The complex wasn’t large; it was a real estate project developed by Zhang Kexuan’s family. It had just launched for sale earlier this year and was now almost entirely sold out. However, due to it being a new complex, the occupancy rate wasn’t high.

The complex didn’t have an underground parking garage. Chen Wan parked the car downstairs, and Li Mu went upstairs with her, carrying various ingredients they had bought at the supermarket.

In Chen Wan’s words, although the house was renovated, no one had ever lived in it. However, after Li Mu entered, he found the house exceptionally clean and tidy, with all sorts of daily necessities readily available. Upon closer inquiry, he learned that Chen Wan had hired a housekeeping service to clean it all day yesterday.

As soon as Chen Wan entered the door, she took off her mask and sunglasses, casually pulled a hair tie from her bag, and tied her hair into a high ponytail. Then she took out a bow-knot hairband and secured her stray bangs, fully exposing her entire face to Li Mu’s view. There wasn’t a single flaw to be found; everywhere she exuded a capable and absolutely stunning aura.

Although Chen Wan was not as old as Wei Lan, due to her profession, her usual makeup and attire, like Wei Lan’s, generally followed a mature and alluring sophisticated and glamorous style. However, the two had slight differences within this style: Chen Wan emphasized her overall feeling and aura, while Wei Lan was more capable of giving a visual and psychological seductive charm.

After tidying her hair, Chen Wan said to Li Mu, “You can watch TV for a while; I’ll go cook.”

Li Mu also took off his mask and tossed it aside, “I’ll help you.”

Chen Wan smiled faintly, “I can do it myself. You’re a billionaire; how could I bear to let you work in the kitchen?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You say that as if I could bear to let a famous beauty host like you busy herself alone in the kitchen.”

With that, Li Mu, without question, carried the plastic bags of vegetables into the kitchen, saying as he walked, “I’ll be responsible for washing and prepping the vegetables, rinsing the rice, and cooking. Stir-frying is up to you.”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu’s back, revealing a blissful, girlish smile, and immediately followed him, saying, “My cooking isn’t great. If it doesn’t taste good, please be more forgiving.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, as long as it’s edible, I promise to finish it all.”

Although he spoke lightly, once the two started bustling in the kitchen, Li Mu quickly discovered that Chen Wan truly wasn’t much of a cook.

Chen Wan had prepared quite a few ingredients today. Besides some simple seasonal vegetables stir-fried with meat, she also planned to make braised pork ribs and crucian carp tofu soup. However, she didn’t even know that ribs needed to be blanched in boiling water beforehand. After washing the ribs, she was about to pan-fry them. Li Mu quickly stopped Chen Wan, who was about to pour oil into the pan, and asked her, “How are you planning to make the ribs?”

Chen Wan said, “Pan-fry them a bit, then add water, then some light and dark soy sauce and spices to stew.”

Li Mu asked her, “You’re not blanching the ribs in boiling water first?”

Chen Wan asked, puzzled, “It needs to be blanched in boiling water too?”

Li Mu scratched his head and asked again, “Did you boil any hot water?”

Chen Wan looked puzzled, “What for?”

Li Mu was helpless and said, “You need to add hot water when stewing meat. If you add cold water, the meat will become tough, and you won’t be able to bite it.”

“Really?” Chen Wan blinked her big eyes and asked Li Mu, “Who told you that?”

“Do I need someone to tell me this?” Li Mu had lived independently for so many years, and his home-style cooking skills were decent. Seeing her bewildered expression, he helplessly shook his head, “Never mind. You go rinse the rice and cook it, and wash the fish while you’re at it. I’ll handle the stir-frying and stewing.”

Chen Wan said, blushing, “But I said I would cook…”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll leave the rice to you. Isn’t that you cooking then? You cook the rice, and I’ll cook the dishes. It works out.”

Chen Wan bit her lower lip gently with her pearly teeth and whispered, “That’s so embarrassing…”

Li Mu smiled and asked her, “Do you need to be so polite with me?”

Chen Wan met Li Mu’s gaze, her pretty face slightly flushed as she nodded. Immediately, she took off her own apron, stood on tiptoes to put it on Li Mu, then went behind him and thoughtfully helped him tie the straps. Afterward, she gently hugged Li Mu from behind and said, “Then I’ll leave it to you to work hard!”





Chapter 793: Is This True?!

Li Mu’s cooking skills were much better than Chen Wan’s.

One plate of braised pork ribs, one stir-fried cauliflower with meat, one blanched gai lan, and a crucian carp tofu soup. It couldn’t be compared to a professional chef’s cooking in a restaurant, but it was made meticulously and wholeheartedly, so while the taste was good, it also had a unique warmth to it.

Chen Wan had added a little too much water to the rice, but it had mostly formed, so it wasn’t a big deal.

The two sat facing each other. Chen Wan first tasted all the dishes and the soup. Li Mu asked her, “Are you satisfied with the taste?”

Chen Wan nodded repeatedly, “I couldn’t be more satisfied.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “If you’re satisfied, eat more. A busy person like me probably only cooks a meal like this by hand once a year. You should cherish it.”

Chen Wan chuckled, “Of course I’ll cherish it. If I can’t finish it, I’ll come back after dropping you off at the airport tonight, reheat it, and continue eating.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked her, “When are you returning to Xiangdu?”

Chen Wan said, “I’m not too busy these past few days. Next week, there are no recordings, and Super Girl is now starting its promotions, so there’s nothing much for me to do for now. So I want to rest a few more days. Coincidentally, my dad said he’s not busy lately, so we planned for the three of us to go to Thailand for a few days.”

Li Mu nodded, recalling the decision he made last night, and asked her, “Both your family and Kexuan’s family are in real estate?”

Chen Wan said, “It’s not just our two families. All four families in Simple Plan are basically involved in real estate. Ye Tianming’s family does the biggest business. My dad mainly deals in building materials, and these past few years, he’s followed my maternal uncle and participated in some of his projects.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Then I think you most likely won’t be able to go to Thailand. You should prepare to go to Yanjing next week instead.”

Chen Wan put down her chopsticks and looked at Li Mu, asking curiously, “Why can’t I go to Thailand? What’s in Yanjing next week? Do you have time to accompany me? If you do, I’ll go back with you tonight.”

Li Mu touched his nose, “I might not have much time to accompany you next week. As for why I said you won’t be able to go to Thailand, it’s because your Paternal uncle will most likely make a last-minute decision to go to Yanjing next week.”

Chen Wan asked in surprise, “My dad?”

Li Mu nodded.

Chen Wan asked, “Why would my dad make a last-minute decision to go to Yanjing?”

Li Mu said, “It’s a secret for now. Just wait for him to tell you himself. If you have time then, you can come along, and I’ll host you.”

Chen Wan was a bit confused by Li Mu’s mysterious words. She wanted to get to the bottom of it but felt that doing so would spoil the mood, so she smiled and said, “Alright then, if it’s really as you say, then I’ll accompany him to Yanjing and mooch meals off you.”

“Good, you’re always welcome. Although I’ll be very busy for a while, I shouldn’t be leaving Yanjing.”

In the future, Li Mu would not only have to handle the daily operations of Muye Technology and Taobao, but also follow up on the establishment progress of Taobao Logistics. At the same time, he had to wait for policies to be introduced. E-commerce legislation would definitely be a relatively lengthy process, but “Computers to the City” should not be far off. Coupled with the price advantage brought by Taobao’s directly managed Shenzhou computers, he would have to aggressively promote Shenzhou desktop computers then.

Over at Joyo.com, General Manager Lei was still considering, but Li Mu believed he would reply soon, and it was highly likely he would accept his acquisition offer. Given Taobao’s current scale, devouring Joyo was truly not a difficult task, especially since General Manager Lei himself was a smart person who could assess the situation.

In contrast, devouring Dangdang.com would certainly not be easy, because Li Mu knew that Li Guoqing was someone who liked to hog the latrine and, coincidentally, had chronic constipation that couldn’t be resolved. Dealing with such a blockhead, an acquisition was basically impossible; he could only be bitten to death.

Besides the internet sector, the real estate business also needed to set a tone and cooperation policy as soon as possible. This was why Li Mu said Chen Wan wouldn’t be able to go to Thailand. If Ye Tianming, Zhang Kexuan, and Chen Wan’s families knew about the decision he and Song Liang made together last night, they would definitely rush to Yanjing immediately.

All in all, Li Mu had a lot of work to undertake next, but the only good thing was that he wouldn’t need to run around himself.

…

While Li Mu was having dinner with Chen Wan, Song Liang was in Ye Youdao’s office, drinking tea with Ye Youdao.

The tea was excellent Pu-erh, which Song Liang had asked someone to buy. Knowing that Ye Youdao had a taste for it, he had found someone to help him seek out a good tea brick while he was in Yanjing, and purposefully brought it over today.

Ye Youdao tasted the tea Song Liang brought, praising the tea effusively while also praising Song Liang’s development over the past year, saying, “Liangzi, your development speed this past year truly makes me look at you in a new light!”

Even Ye Youdao himself couldn’t believe that Song Liang had achieved so much in such a short time.

Firstly, he was a shareholder of Muye Technology. Although his stake was small, the actual market value was already very high, even surpassing all the assets Song Liang had accumulated through more than a decade of struggle. Considering that Song Liang co-invested in the Series A funding, there was a huge return on investment, so overall, this investment was even more successful.

Besides Muye Technology, Song Liang also had an even more insanely awesome business: Yanjing Wanying.

Yanjing Wanying was now a legendary enterprise known to everyone in China’s real estate industry. With billions of cash in hand, seven plots of land in Yanjing, and three large, nearly completed housing developments in Huzhou City, it was simply insanely awesome.

If his net worth were calculated, Song Liang was now infinitely close to Ye Youdao. Once these seven plots of land and three housing developments were monetized, Song Liang’s net worth would surely surpass Ye Youdao’s, and his future development speed would leave others in the dust, making it impossible for Ye Youdao to catch up.

At this moment, facing Ye Youdao’s effusive praise, Song Liang humbly said, “General Manager Ye, to put it plainly, my development over the past year is entirely thanks to Li Mu. He was considerate enough to pull me into doing business together; otherwise, I’d still be toiling away in my own small territory in Haizhou, with no possibility of such great progress.”

Ye Youdao nodded and sighed softly, “Li Mu is simply a peerless genius. When I first heard about him, he was still giving ideas to the band that Tianming and his friends formed. At that time, I thought this kid had a knack for things, but I never imagined he could be this powerful…”

Song Liang also sighed and said, “It was actually you who told me back then that Li Mu was the behind-the-scenes promoter for Tianming’s band, and that he understood both business and the internet, with limitless prospects. That’s why I paid attention to him. Li Mu only opened a window for me during those two months of summer break. If I hadn’t seized the opportunity in those two months, I wouldn’t have this current situation today. In the end, it was all thanks to your guidance, General Manager Ye.”

Ye Youdao was slightly taken aback and momentarily speechless.

Facing Song Liang, his feelings were actually quite complex.

The current Song Liang definitely surpassed his predecessors. This not only made Ye Youdao proud of him but also made Ye Youdao feel ashamed. Moreover, he was very clear that Song Liang’s rapid rise was practically all thanks to Li Mu. The thought that his own son, Ye Tianming, knew Li Mu even earlier, and he himself had discovered Li Mu’s potential even earlier, and that Song Liang only got to know Li Mu through Ye Tianming, yet it was Song Liang who ultimately gained tremendous benefits from Li Mu and became Li Mu’s core partner—these thoughts couldn’t help but fill Ye Youdao with some regret and envy.

Sometimes, seizing an opportunity is far more useful than struggling for decades. If you don’t believe it, look at himself, then look at Song Liang; this is the clearest example.

Seeing Ye Youdao remain silent, Song Liang guessed that his mood must be extraordinarily complex. So he put down his teacup, looked at Ye Youdao, and said respectfully, “General Manager Ye, I chatted with Li Mu yesterday, and we reached a basic consensus. We want to take four of our seven land plots in Yanjing for collaborative development.”

When Ye Youdao heard this, he nearly dropped the teacup in his hand.

He knew Yanjing Wanying held seven prime land plots in Yanjing. He had thought before that if he could get even one plot from Wanying, he would have a chance to expand his business into Yanjing and establish a foothold there. However, he had never considered talking to Song Liang about it, partly out of self-respect, but more importantly, because of his assessment of Li Mu.

Ye Youdao didn’t know that Li Mu’s ambition was in commercial real estate, so he always thought that given Li Mu’s way of doing things, since he had gotten these seven plots of land by all means, he would definitely find a way to develop all seven plots simultaneously. He certainly wouldn’t compromise and take out land for cooperation with other real estate developers.

And Ye Youdao also clearly knew that Wanying’s major strategy must be decided by Li Mu. If Li Mu had made a decision, it would likely be impossible to resolve by going to Song Liang, so he had never brought it up with Song Liang.

However, he had never imagined that Song Liang would say Li Mu was willing to take out four plots of land for cooperation. This truly made him feel unfathomable.

However, Ye Youdao immediately realized the immense opportunity contained within this. Four plots of land, four of Yanjing’s most scorching hot prime land plots! If he could secure even one, Youdao Construction’s development impasse could find an opportunity to break through!

Ye Youdao really wanted to ask Song Liang directly if he could have an opportunity, but he swallowed the words that were on the tip of his tongue and calmly asked Song Liang, “Why doesn’t Li Mu develop them himself?”

Song Liang said, “Energy is limited. Li Mu thinks we can develop at most three plots ourselves.”

Ye Youdao frowned, “Why? If you wanted to, plenty of construction companies would come to bid and participate. Your funds are also abundant, developing all of them yourselves wouldn’t be a big problem.”

Song Liang smiled slightly and said, “Li Mu’s future plan is to primarily focus on commercial real estate. He personally isn’t very optimistic about residential real estate, so he doesn’t want to invest too much energy.”

Ye Youdao frowned even harder, “The market potential for residential real estate is boundless! Why isn’t he optimistic about it?”

Song Liang knew he couldn’t discuss it in more detail with Ye Youdao, otherwise, it would reveal Li Mu’s plans and strategy in commercial real estate. So he smiled and said, “This is Li Mu’s strategic positioning. I don’t fully understand it either, but my current strategy is to follow his strategies implicitly. When working with smart people, you don’t question their decisions.”

Ye Youdao nodded very seriously, then asked, “How does Li Mu want to cooperate on the development? Do you think Youdao Construction has a chance?”

Song Liang smiled slightly and said, “Li Mu believes Wanying can only develop three plots itself, and government regulations state that the remaining four must also start construction within a year. So the best approach is to take them out and collaborate with other real estate developers.”

Saying this, Song Liang deliberately paused, then added, “As for whether Youdao Construction has a possibility of cooperation, we actually discussed it in depth last night. Li Mu already has a preliminary plan. He wants to divide the four plots of land into two, giving the two largest ones to Youdao Construction, and the remaining two to General Manager Zhang and his brother-in-law, General Manager Chen.”

Upon hearing this, Ye Youdao suddenly stood up, looking at Song Liang and asking excitedly, “Is this true?!”





Chapter 794: Not Being a Womanizer Is the Problem

Facing Ye Youdao’s incredulous expression, Song Liang immediately gave him a very clear reply: “General Manager Ye, what I just said was not exaggerated in the slightest; this is indeed a consensus that Li Mu and I have reached.”

Upon hearing this, Ye Youdao excitedly asked, “So what specific requirements does Li Mu have? What are his conditions?”

Song Liang said, “I can’t give you a definitive answer to that question yet. Li Mu’s intention is to invite you, General Manager Zhang, and General Manager Chen to Yanjing next week for a face-to-face meeting, where we can discuss the details of the cooperation.”

Speaking, Song Liang added, “However, the exact time for the meeting still needs to be confirmed with Li Mu. He has a lot on his plate next week, so we need to see when he’s available.”

Although Song Liang held the largest stake in Wanying, he clearly positioned himself as Wanying’s executor, not its strategy setter. To be precise, future Wanying would have countless executors, but only one strategy setter, and that person would undoubtedly be Li Mu.

Li Mu’s foresight in the real estate sector had completely won over Song Liang and Chen Ze, making them prostrate themselves in admiration. The immense gains from the six plots of land on the East Third Ring Road alone relied entirely on Li Mu’s vision and confidence. The situation with Juncheng Real Estate was even more self-evident; what everyone saw as a dead end was identified by Li Mu as the key point, and he easily revitalized it with a single move.

Because of this, Song Liang and Chen Ze shared a common understanding: Wanying’s future path would be entirely dictated by Li Mu. If Li Mu said east, they would never go west; if Li Mu said Wei Lan was capable, Song Liang and Chen Ze would never doubt it.

Therefore, in Song Liang’s view, how these three companies would specifically cooperate with Wanying still needed Li Mu to personally set the overall tone and details. This was not only a testament to his trust and respect for Li Mu but also a clear definition of his own role within Wanying.

Ye Youdao was also very clear that Li Mu was the true decision-maker for Wanying Real Estate. How this matter should be handled for cooperation required sitting down and discussing it thoroughly with Li Mu.

So Ye Youdao said without hesitation, “Then I will await your news at any time. My personal schedule during this period will prioritize Li Mu above all else. Whatever time he decides, I’ll be fine with it.”

Speaking, Ye Youdao added, “I’ll first communicate with Zhang Zicheng and ask him to bring his Brother-in-law over to talk. Our three families should coordinate first. Regardless of how Li Mu distributes those four plots of land in the future, our three families must engage in full cooperation to make this project a beautiful success.”

Song Liang nodded: “That’s best. Li Mu himself is more inclined to seek long-term, stable partners. You should first coordinate well with General Manager Zhang and General Manager Chen. In future collaborations with Wanying, you’ll act as a single entity, which will be more efficient.”

Ye Youdao said, “Then I’ll call them and invite them to dinner with us tonight.”

Song Liang quickly replied, “I don’t have time for dinner, General Manager Ye. My flight back to Yanjing is at eight o’clock tonight.”

Ye Youdao then said, “Then I’ll call them over now, and we can all talk together.”

“Good.”

…

Chen Wan had a very good appetite; the dishes Li Mu cooked were practically all gone, with Chen Wan eating at least half of them.

After the meal, Chen Wan proactively cleared the bowls and chopsticks from the table. Li Mu wanted to help, but Chen Wan gave him no chance, pushing him to sit on the sofa in the living room and watch TV.

After Chen Wan finished cleaning up, she washed her hands and returned to the living room. As she walked towards Li Mu, she removed her hair tie and elastic band, letting her tied-up hair loose, and then ran her fingers through it to completely spread it out. The loose, fragrant hair brought a unique sense of relaxation to Li Mu.

Chen Wan sat down next to Li Mu. Nansu Satellite TV was broadcasting Stephen Chow’s A Chinese Odyssey Online Part Two: Cinderella. In those days, provincial and municipal TV stations’ movie channels were the best choice for passing the time. Li Mu had no idea how their copyright mechanisms worked, but these TV stations just showed whatever movies they wanted, which was very convenient.

Chen Wan leaned close to Li Mu, seeing him watching with great interest, and asked him, “Do you like this movie?”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s all right, I quite like it.”

Chen Wan asked him, “Between Zixia and Bai Jingjing, which one do you like the most?”

Li Mu said, “I like both.”

Chen Wan was about to ask why, when Li Mu added, “I don’t just like Zixia and Bai Jingjing; I also like Chun San Niang…”

Chen Wan had a defeated expression, letting out a light sigh: “You’re truly unrestrained in your philandering.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “These three women are all different. Bai Jingjing is love at first sight, an overwhelming true love. Zixia is the one destined to be entangled across two lives, a true love equally profound but hidden deep within, not as intense as Bai Jingjing’s, but it takes root deeply, like a seed planted in the heart.”

Chen Wan asked him, “What about Chun San Niang?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Chun San Niang is simple: she’s bewitching, sexy, and slutty. I doubt any man would refuse her.”

Chen Wan teased, “In your future life, there will undoubtedly be many women like Chun San Niang appearing. If you don’t refuse them, how will you manage?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Even if there are many women like Chun San Niang, there’s only one Chun San Niang herself…”

Chen Wan pursed her lips, a smile playing on them. She didn’t think Li Mu being a womanizer was a problem; on the contrary, she thought Li Mu not being a womanizer would be the problem, because if he weren’t, she likely would never have a chance with him, and that would be truly despairing.

Their afternoon together was warm and tranquil, essentially spent leaning back on the sofa, watching TV and chatting. Chen Wan washed a large pile of fruit and fed it to Li Mu by hand, attending to him like a feudal landlord.

Li Mu, for the time being, had no ulterior motives towards Chen Wan. He just found himself feeling exceptionally relaxed and comfortable when with her. Having been constantly working as if fighting for his life, an occasional serene afternoon like this was extremely rare and felt wonderful to him.

After finishing A Chinese Odyssey Online, they switched channels and watched some other TV programs for a while. Chen Wan suddenly received a call from her dad. Her dad’s first words were, “Xiaowan, Dad won’t be able to accompany you and your mom to Thailand next week. I have an important matter next week and need to make a temporary trip to Yanjing.”

The moment Chen Wan heard this, instead of expressing resentment that her dad was going back on his word, she stared wide-eyed at Li Mu beside her, filled with shock and confusion.

Li Mu had previously mentioned that her dad might not be able to accompany her to Thailand and might instead have to go to Yanjing. At the time, she hadn’t taken it seriously, but she hadn’t expected it to become reality so quickly.

Chen Wan’s dad heard her silence and couldn’t help but say on the other end of the line, “Xiaowan, I’m truly sorry. Dad knows I shouldn’t go back on my word, but this matter is indeed very important. It’s not just me; your Mother’s older brother is also going to Yanjing next week.”

Speaking, Chen Wan’s dad added, “Once Dad is done with this busy period, I’ll take you and your mom out for a vacation.”

Chen Wan then snapped out of it and said, “Dad, I’m not a three-year-old child. You don’t need to apologize to me. If it’s an urgent matter, prioritize it. We can find another opportunity for a vacation.”

After speaking, Chen Wan asked him, “What exactly are you and Maternal uncle going to Yanjing for? What day are you planning to go?”

On the other end of the phone, Chen Wan’s dad, unable to hide his excitement, said, “Do you remember Li Mu, your maternal older male cousin’s friend?”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu, who was right in front of her, and gave a complicated “Mmm” in response: “I remember…”

Chen Wan’s dad excitedly said, “Li Mu wants to partner with us on several plots of land he has in Yanjing. The intended partners aren’t just your Maternal uncle and me, but also Ye Tianming’s dad. If this project goes through, it will be extremely significant for our three families. Especially for your Maternal uncle and me, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Your Maternal uncle and Ye Youdao are both ecstatic.”

Zhang Kexuan’s family business was far less stable than Ye Tianming’s. Chen Wan’s dad, Chen Yuan, worked under Zhang Zicheng, Zhang Kexuan’s dad, so he had even less of a foundation to speak of. Therefore, the opportunity Li Mu was giving them now was exceptionally precious. It wasn’t just about giving them a good project; it was an excellent chance for them to make a comeback and flourish.

Only then did Chen Wan understand that Li Mu wanted to partner with these families in Jinling. Not only did she not expect Li Mu to think of these families at such a time, but she also didn’t expect their reactions to be so excited and elated. A twenty-year-old young man expressing interest in cooperation made three middle-aged men, who had seen their share of business storms, so emotional. Besides Li Mu’s capability, Chen Wan couldn’t think of a second person.

So, Chen Wan smiled and said, “Dad, I’ll go to Yanjing with you next week.”

Chen Yuan asked in surprise, “You’re going to Yanjing too? Not going out with your mom anymore?”

“Not for now,” Chen Wan said. “I’ll go to Yanjing with you to see Li Mu.”

“You’re going to see Li Mu?” Chen Yuan said, bewildered. “What are you going to see him for?”

Chen Yuan didn’t know about Chen Wan and Li Mu’s relationship. Chen Wan had never deeply discussed her matters with Li Mu with him. Even the Old Boys micro-movie inviting her to star and Muye Technology promoting her, Chen Yuan thought Li Mu was just helping Chen Wan out of consideration for Zhang Kexuan and his friends, unaware that Chen Wan and Li Mu’s relationship was much closer than Zhang Kexuan’s with Li Mu.

Chen Wan此时看着李牧,笑着对电话里的老爸说:"李牧说了,我如果也跟着一起去燕京的话,他负责招待."

Chen Yuan didn’t react for a moment, then chased up, “You have contact with Li Mu?”

Chen Wan thought, He’s right next to me now, but on the phone she said, “Of course I have contact. He told me personally.”

“He told you personally?” Chen Yuan was even more confused.

Chen Wan then said, “Li Mu called me this morning. I told him I was going to Thailand with my parents, and he said you might not be able to go with me. He even played coy and said you’d be going to Yanjing, inviting me to go with you, saying he’d personally host. I was totally in the dark until I got your call and finally understood.”

Chen Wan understood, but her dad, Chen Yuan, didn’t. He asked her, perplexed, “Are you very familiar with Li Mu?”

Chen Wan then said, “Yes, very familiar.”

Chen Yuan immediately chuckled, “That’s great! Then I’ll have to trouble you to accompany Dad on this trip!”





Chapter 795: Major Good News!

On Monday morning, the long-awaited good news from Li Mu finally arrived.

First, Taobao officially received a red-headed document from the Economic and Trade Commission. The document stated that after evaluation, the Economic and Trade Commission had decided to designate Taobao and Taobao Logistics as “Key High-Tech Demonstration Enterprises.” For Taobao, a five-year tax exemption policy would be implemented: a full exemption from corporate income tax for the first and second years, and a 50% reduction in corporate income tax for the third to fifth years.

For Taobao Logistics, in addition to the same five-year tax exemption policy, a three-year full exemption from commercial vehicle purchase tax, full import tax exemption, and a value-added tax rebate policy were granted. The only attached limit was that all commercial vehicles purchased under this preferential policy could not be sold or leased to third-party companies in any form within five years.

The five-year tax exemption policy held significant meaning for both enterprises. Internet companies require continuous investment and “burn money” constantly, making it very difficult to achieve profitability on paper. Often, an internet company with a market value of hundreds of billions might show continuous losses on its books for several years. However, despite the book losses, the transaction volume of these companies is enormous, and the tax burden they bear is also extremely large. In such circumstances, as soon as the tax exemption policy was issued, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong were so excited they wanted to embrace each other and weep.

Furthermore, high-level leaders issued instructions that local governments should give the green light to high-tech demonstration enterprises, providing full support in terms of land, transportation, and human resources.

The title “Key High-Tech Demonstration Enterprise” directly awarded by the Economic and Trade Commission was incredibly valuable. Just with this title, Taobao and Taobao Logistics stood out from the crowd among all internet enterprises. While several other software and hardware research and development companies also held the title of “demonstration enterprise,” only Taobao and Taobao Logistics were designated with the additional word “key.”

A significant reason why Taobao received such attention was its early demonstration of influence and catalytic role in the real economy since its establishment. Currently, no other internet enterprise possesses such profound significance, not even Muye Technology.

The previous Brand Day thoroughly achieved Li Mu’s goal of “high-profile entry and high-impact promotion,” directly positioning Taobao in an unparalleled place. Unlike hardware manufacturing enterprises that generate tax revenue, income, and drive the industry chain and employment, Taobao’s influence extended beyond any single type of hardware production. It had an enormous driving effect on the entire retail and manufacturing industries. The government naturally placed great importance on an enterprise that could significantly boost domestic demand.

Besides the highly significant title and the genuinely beneficial tax exemption policies, the policy of full tax exemption on truck purchases also reflected the government’s immense expectations for Taobao and e-commerce. The government’s stance was clear: it wanted to remove all tax burdens from Taobao and Taobao Logistics, allowing them to fully commit and charge ahead.

With these policies in place, Taobao Logistics now possessed almost all the conditions for rapid success.

Li Mu, who was at Taobao, and Senior Student Liu, who was with him, were extremely excited. Senior Student Liu had already begun to calculate how much money these tax exemption policies would save Taobao and Taobao Logistics. However, before he could finish his calculations, another piece of hugely beneficial news arrived twenty minutes later.

The Economic and Trade Commission simultaneously extended invitations to several well-known computer assembly manufacturers and established home appliance manufacturers. Shenzhou was among those invited. According to the news relayed from Shenzhou, the reason for the Economic and Trade Commission’s invitation to Shenzhou was “to discuss issues related to accelerating the popularization of household computers in Yanjing.”

Although the specific details of the “Computers to the City” policy were not yet disclosed, Li Mu knew clearly that the Economic and Trade Commission’s initiative to “step in” and arrange talks with computer and home appliance manufacturers meant that high-level leaders had certainly approved both the “Computers to the City” and “Home Appliances to the Countryside” national policies. After discussions with relevant enterprises and formulating the rules, pilot programs would likely be launched immediately in certain provinces and cities.

“Home Appliances to the Countryside” did not concern Li Mu, and he had no intention of getting involved. However, “Computers to the City” held immense significance for him. Once this tone was set, it meant that the nation’s development of the internet had entered a phase of overt policy support, which was a huge positive for the entire industry.

Senior Student Liu excitedly said, “Shenzhou is truly about to ‘take off’! We already have the capacity to lower the price of a 4,999 yuan complete machine to 4,299 yuan. If we add government subsidies, it wouldn’t be a problem to bring the price under 4,000 yuan! A desktop computer under 4,000 yuan—this price point is incredibly appealing. Both market acceptance and composure are unparalleled.”

Li Mu said, “Shenzhou’s production capacity is a big problem. Once the ‘Computers to the City’ policy is finalized, we need to have Wu Haijun quickly carry out a round of financing to raise cash for expanding production capacity. At this rate of development, Shenzhou could go public by this time next year.”

Senior Student Liu responded, “Wu Haijun will soon be in Yanjing to attend the Economic and Trade Commission’s symposium. I’ll communicate with him then.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “Still no reply from Lei Jun?”

Senior Student Liu said, “Not yet.”

Li Mu said, “Then let’s wait a bit longer. I believe Lei Jun will eventually accept our acquisition offer. For now, have your subordinates start preparing for a book sales promotion. Once we acquire Joyo.com, we need to quickly force Dangdang out of business. We absolutely cannot let them survive until next year.”

“Okay.” Senior Student Liu nodded. “I’ll give the orders today.”

Li Mu asked him, “Have the daily necessities sales talents you poached from Procter & Gamble and Unilever arrived yet?”

Senior Student Liu replied, “Terms have basically been agreed upon with a few key individuals. We’re waiting for them to complete their resignation procedures.”

Li Mu said, “Urge them to report for duty as soon as possible. If they really can’t start in the short term, have them breach their contracts directly. We’ll shoulder the specific compensation responsibility for them. Get these people in place quickly. I want to launch a second promotional campaign, aggressively pushing daily necessities.”

From the Brand Day data, Li Mu realized a major problem for Taobao: the frequency of online shopping was too low. In particular, users were not yet accustomed to shopping for daily necessities online. Brand Day had helped users develop the habit and awareness of purchasing electronic products online. Now, Li Mu intended to use a new round of promotional activities to cultivate users’ habit of buying daily necessities online.

Seeing Li Mu’s urgency, Senior Student Liu immediately agreed, saying, “I’ll have Human Resources follow up as quickly as possible to urge them to report for duty immediately.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “How’s the situation with Berman in Germany?”

Senior Student Liu said, “I had them follow your instructions: they’re staying in the best hotel in the area, rented the best car with a driver, and are very generous with spending in front of the Germans. Over one weekend, they treated Berman’s people to two meals. Berman’s attitude towards them has already shifted. Last night, Berman’s people invited them to visit their production line and equipment demonstration today. Berlin time is seven hours behind ours, so they’re estimated to visit Berman this afternoon, Yanjing time.”

Senior Student Liu added, “According to the feedback from the person in charge in the field, Berman’s change is indeed significant. Our representatives had previously mentioned a visit, but they were always vague and unwilling to arrange it. This time, they took the initiative to invite us.”

Li Mu nodded, satisfied, and said, “As long as they treat us as true potential customers, that’s enough. The five-year tax exemption policy brings us immense benefits. Before this, I dared not easily touch the redundant funds within Taobao’s account period. However, with this favorable support, I think we can start utilizing that money. The first important use will be to increase logistics investment and directly install automatic sorting equipment in the six major logistics bases.”

Liu Qiangdong also agreed, saying, “Since the government’s support is so firm, accelerating our development speed is also a positive response to the government.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “In the future, your main focus will be on logistics. I’ll be responsible for Taobao’s daily operations.”

After speaking, Li Mu sighed, “If only I could poach Lei Jun, I’d really have less to worry about!”

…

By the afternoon, the news that Taobao and Taobao Logistics had received massive support policies spread throughout the entire internet industry.

For colleagues in other industries outside of e-commerce, this news was enviable. Starting an internet company was tough, and having connections with investment banks was already impressive. But compared to Li Mu, a “chosen one” favored by high-level leaders and recognized by the government, they paled in comparison.

Historically, no internet company had ever received such strong government support, and Li Mu was constantly making history in various ways.

Mr. Ma, in Hangzhou, was almost driven mad by Li Mu. When Li Mu’s exclusive interview came out, the news was overwhelming, and Taobao’s prominence was unrivaled. His Letao.com had made thorough preparations but could not find a good opportunity to launch.

For Mr. Ma, Letao was like “four 3s” in Dou Di Zhu; it was the smallest Bomb in the deck and his only Bomb. But even the smallest Bomb was still a Bomb. If the timing was right, “four 3s” could secure victory. However, if the timing was miscalculated and the “four 3s” were played too early, Letao could very likely become cannon fodder as soon as it launched.

Originally, Mr. Ma had intended to wait for Taobao’s popularity to wane before immediately launching Letao with extensive online and offline promotions. But after a long wait, just as Taobao’s popularity had begun to slightly decrease, the government granted Li Mu another huge benefit. He believed that with the title of “Key High-Tech Demonstration Enterprise” and various support policies, Taobao would soon become the focus of public attention once again.

Watching his opponent continuously play cards, Mr. Ma was not just feeling anxious; he was truly desperate. If Li Mu continued to develop smoothly and rapidly, eventually ending up with only the two Jokers in his hand, his “four 3s” — even if they didn’t become cannon fodder — would be stuck and essentially useless!

What to do?!





Chapter 796: Sowing Good Deeds Reaps Good Fruits

Letao can truly be described as ill-fated.

Before its launch, Mr. Ma was urging day and night, eagerly awaiting Letao’s development and swift launch. At that time, Mr. Ma had three logistics companies, and logistics was his major play to break through.

Unfortunately, with just a few words from Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong to the media, Mr. Ma was slapped with the huge hat of engaging in malicious competition and maliciously hindering e-commerce development. Currently, all three logistics companies are facing penalties, and their advantage has vanished.

Finally, after development was complete and all preparations for launch were made, Li Mu’s momentum grew stronger, and Letao’s progress immediately fell into a quagmire, unable to advance.

Currently, while Mr. Ma anxiously awaits a suitable launch opportunity, he is also racking his brains to find a second suitable major play to break through. But Taobao’s development is becoming increasingly comprehensive, and its defenses are growing stronger. Even the government is backing Taobao, making it even harder for him to find a flaw in Taobao.

In the afternoon, General Manager Ma convened an internal emergency meeting. After his usual outbursts of anger, accusations, and blame, Mr. Ma decided to further postpone Letao’s launch plan until an opportune moment presented itself.

Li Mu was also discussing privately with Liu Qiangdong. Currently, Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers are increasing rapidly, developing at a surge-like speed. Li Mu felt it was time to launch a large-scale online anti-counterfeiting campaign.

In Li Mu’s eyes, those who sell counterfeit goods online are, without a doubt, all knowingly selling fakes. And online counterfeits have only two destinations: those who knowingly buy fakes, and those who unknowingly buy fakes. If he were to high-profilely crack down on fakes online, he would be protecting the user rights of those who unknowingly buy fakes, and would be touching the interests of that “good couple”—those who knowingly sell fakes and those who knowingly buy fakes.

For Li Mu, sacrificing a bit of market share meant nothing to him. As long as he could ensure other platforms had no opportunity to sell fakes, he could defend his advantage and purify the e-commerce environment. Therefore, cracking down on counterfeits was imperative for him.

If we continue to deduce along the previous relationship, once the platform cracks down on fakes, sellers who knowingly sell fakes will lose their platform for selling fakes, and buyers who knowingly buy fakes will lose their platform for buying fakes. These two groups will definitely try every means to find another platform that can accommodate their needs. This is the only “weakness” he is exposing to his current competitors.

If someone is constantly thinking about surpassing Taobao, they will certainly notice this “weakness.” If they have integrity and don’t exploit this “weakness” of his, then they are lucky. If they lack integrity and exploit this “weakness,” then they will fall into great misfortune, because they don’t yet know that legislation against e-commerce counterfeit sales is already under discussion among senior officials. Moreover, judging from the extent to which senior officials have met his other demands, it can be guessed that the legislation for e-commerce counterfeit sales will definitely receive a positive and clear response.

Under these circumstances, any platform that tolerates or even encourages selling fakes will suffer terribly. While they are grasping his “weakness” to develop rapidly, they won’t realize that within the next few months, laws and regulations or provisional measures for cracking down on e-commerce counterfeiting will definitely be announced. And once announced, the government will undoubtedly take strong action to maintain the purity of the e-commerce market.

Therefore, Taobao’s anti-counterfeiting campaign is not only a good opportunity for Li Mu to clear out platform sellers but also an excellent opportunity to set a fatal trap for competitors who lack integrity. He is already eager to see who will unhesitatingly jump into this trap.

…

After finalizing the anti-counterfeiting process, Li Mu received a call from Dong Ai.

In a heavy tone, she told Li Mu that Anita Mui had been found with suspected cancerous tissue during a medical check-up.

The chief physician at Union Hospital said there was an over 80% possibility that Anita Mui had cervical cancer. Whether this was true would require further cytological examination via a Pap smear. The only reassuring news was that the treating physician said even if confirmed as cervical cancer, it was in the early stages, with the lesion likely appearing between three and six months prior. It could be effectively controlled through surgical removal.

Dong Ai spoke with a heavy heart, but Li Mu felt exceptionally relieved. For an unavoidable disease, discovering it earlier was much more reassuring.

At this moment, Anita Mui, who was at Union Hospital, was somewhat distraught. Fortunately, Leslie Cheung and Dong Ai were by her side, offering a glimmer of psychological solace.

After comforting Anita Mui, Dong Ai contacted Li Mu first, also to give Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung some private space. They had been friends for decades after all, and keeping Leslie Cheung to accompany her alone at this time should be the best choice for Anita Mui.

Leslie Cheung pulled over a chair and sat opposite Anita Mui, comforting her, “You don’t need to worry so much. The doctor only said ‘suspected,’ it’s not one hundred percent certain.”

Anita Mui said with red eyes, “The doctor already said it’s conservatively over 80% likely. And I don’t know why, I have a gut feeling this time I really can’t escape it…”

Leslie Cheung frowned and countered, “Can’t escape what? Let alone it hasn’t been definitively diagnosed. Even if we take ten thousand steps back, what if it is confirmed? You should be glad it was discovered early, so treatment can start early. Didn’t the doctor say that many early-stage patients successfully survive for over ten years after surgery? Although the mainland has developed well, medical conditions are still not as advanced as Hong Kong’s. If you return to Hong Kong for treatment, I believe the situation will be more optimistic. If you’re still not confident about Hong Kong’s medical standards, you can go to the UK, to the US. In short, you need to know that things aren’t as bad as you think!”

Anita Mui sighed deeply and said, “Someone in the Hong Kong entertainment industry had cervical cancer. I know about this disease. If it’s confirmed, once I have surgery, I won’t be able to have a baby this life, bro. I’m already thirty-nine this year…”

At this point, Anita Mui shed two lines of tears.

Only then did Leslie Cheung realize he had misunderstood Anita Mui. She wasn’t fearing cancer itself, but rather that cancer would strip her of her most important and greatest reproductive ability as a woman.

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui were close friends and confidantes. He knew how hard Anita Mui had struggled for so many years, and her romantic life, like his own, had been quite rocky. One year, Anita Mui had joked with him, “If I’m not married by forty, will you marry me…?”

Leslie Cheung didn’t misunderstand then. He knew it was a joke filled with a pang of sadness. Hearing those words, his heart was full of pity and blessings for her. But he never expected her to still be alone at thirty-nine years old, and now with a high probability of being diagnosed with cervical cancer. This disease might not take her life in the next ten or twenty years, but it could very likely permanently take away her right to be a mother. Thinking of this, even Leslie Cheung felt immense heartache.

However, remembering they were intimate friends, Leslie Cheung adjusted his mindset and said with a smile, “You know, since last year, I’ve suffered from depression. During many excruciating moments, I thought about ending my own life, and these symptoms got increasingly severe, the suicidal thoughts growing stronger, with no improvement at all. I wrote about seven or eight wills, but luckily, I pulled through at the last moment. Otherwise…”

Speaking here, Leslie Cheung sighed softly and continued, “But I never expected that sowing good deeds would reap good fruits. I admire Du Wei. Although I didn’t know her, I still wanted to help her voluntarily through the Seedling Protection Charity Gala. I never imagined it would ultimately help myself.”

Anita Mui looked at him with wide, red eyes, full of shock. Although she knew Leslie Cheung suffered from depression, she never imagined he had had suicidal thoughts, and more than once.

Leslie Cheung continued, “At that time, because of Tang Sheng and me, more than half of the Hong Kong media were attacking and insulting me. Even Zu Yaoting publicly provoked me. But because I had helped Du Wei, Du Wei’s boss, Li Mu, helped me at that time. That’s how I got this opportunity to come to the mainland as a 3321 Student Aid Ambassador. During this period, escaping the smoky world of the Hong Kong entertainment industry, with you accompanying me, we traveled together through the impoverished regions of the Yun-Gui region, helping so many students give them the chance to take university entrance exams and attend university, and also experiencing a leisurely and tranquil life by Erhai Lake. I feel my life has never been so fulfilling. I no longer have any suicidal thoughts now. Instead, I’ve been thinking about one question recently: how can I make the rest of my life even more wonderful…”

Speaking here, Leslie Cheung gently took Anita Mui’s hand and earnestly said, “Anita, what I want to say is, every step of life is Heaven’s will. Sometimes, what seems like a bad outcome may not truly be terrible. What you see now is the potential loss of the ability to have a baby after diagnosis, but have you considered that if the diagnosis came later, you might lose your life? Right now, we should be happy, we should be grateful. Grateful that even if it’s unfortunately confirmed in the end, it was discovered early, giving us a chance for early treatment.”

Anita Mui wiped her tears and nodded gently, sighing, “You’re right. I’m usually too busy with work in Hong Kong. I haven’t had a medical check-up in two or three years. I always thought I was still young and healthy, and always overlooked that aspect. If it weren’t for accompanying you as a Student Aid Ambassador this time, it might truly be as you said: by the time it was discovered, the illness would have been beyond cure…”

Leslie Cheung said, “We have Li Mu to thank. If it weren’t for his thoughtful arrangements, you might not have discovered it so early.”

Anita Mui nodded gently, but said with red eyes, “Bro, I think I should thank you even more. You’ve always taken care of me, guided me, and helped me. Even today’s matter is because of the good deeds you sowed…”

Leslie Cheung smiled slightly: “The good deeds were sown by yourself, have you forgotten? You also accompanied me, tirelessly working for charity in the mountains of the Yun-Gui region for so long.”

Anita Mui paused slightly at these words, then nodded gently.

Seeing that her emotions had calmed significantly, Leslie Cheung gently said to her, “Don’t think too much for now. I think getting further medical checks is the urgent matter. The doctor just said that further checks are quite quick, and results will be out in about three days. These next few days, don’t think about going back to Hong Kong for work. I’ll stay here with you, and we can go explore places. I’ll take you to climb the Great Wall or something. Three days will pass quickly. In three days, if the results are a false alarm, you can go back to Hong Kong for normal work, and I’ll continue being a Student Aid Ambassador. If the results confirm it’s truly cancer, I’ll accompany you through treatment.”





Chapter 797: Soft Binding

Under Leslie Cheung’s comfort and persuasion, Anita Mui gradually adjusted her mindset and underwent a Pap smear at Union Hospital.

According to the doctor, the test results would be available in as little as three days. Dong Ai left her phone number with the doctor, requesting to be contacted immediately once there was any news.

Due to this unexpected event, Leslie Cheung and Dong Ai accompanied Anita Mui at the Hospital for the entire day, from morning until evening.

Li Mu had already made arrangements for a dinner party that evening, and Lin Qingya had booked the restaurant for him in advance. Leslie Cheung, concerned about Anita Mui’s mood, tentatively asked her, “If you’re tired or not in the mood for dinner, we can explain the situation to Li Mu and see if we can reschedule.”

Anita Mui quickly replied, “I’m fine. I must go to this dinner. I want to thank Mr. Li in person.”

Seeing her persistent expression and observing that she was no longer in as much pain as before, Leslie Cheung nodded gently and said with a smile, “Sister Fang just called me. She said she’s already landed and is on her way to the restaurant. She’ll also be joining the dinner tonight.”

Anita Mui nodded, knowing that the Sister Fang he referred to was Xiao Fangfang, the president of the Sapling Protection Fund. She then asked him, “Did Sister Fang travel all this way just to thank Mr. Li?”

“That’s right,” Leslie Cheung said. “Li Mu’s online charity auction for the Sapling Protection Fund raised over twenty-eight million yuan. Sister Fang is incredibly excited, so she decided to come in person to express her gratitude.”

Anita Mui exclaimed in admiration, “That’s incredible! Over twenty million, nearly thirty million — that’s enough to solve all the funding issues the Sapling Protection Fund is facing.”

Leslie Cheung smiled and said, “Sister Fang wants to use more than half of this money to establish the Sapling Protection Fund in mainland China. I’ve already promised her that I’ll continue to be a Sapling Protection Ambassador and help her with promotion and publicity there.”

Anita Mui remarked, “Becoming an ambassador for two charity funds in mainland China? Are you not planning to return to Hong Kong anymore?”

Leslie Cheung sighed softly, full of emotion, and said, “What’s there for me to return to Hong Kong for now? I don’t want to work anymore. I don’t want to make commercial films or commercial music. Although mainland China is not as developed as Hong Kong, I feel the people are much friendlier. Plus, I really like the environment around Erhai Lake. I want to spend a few years living there long-term in the future and truly relax.”

At this point, Leslie Cheung paused, then solemnly said to Anita Mui, as if making a huge decision, “I don’t plan to return to the Hong Kong entertainment industry in the future.”

Anita Mui was slightly surprised and asked, “Have you decided?”

Leslie Cheung smiled calmly and said, “I’ve always wanted to leave, but I could never make up my mind. But now I’ve decided that I will never go back to that circle again. From now on, I’ll live by Erhai Lake. If there are good songs in the future, I can record them and release them online for free for my music fans. If there’s a good movie that interests me, I can accept the role for zero pay, but I’ll only act and won’t participate in any publicity or hype. I’ll just follow my heart, not seek fame or fortune. If I do that, I believe I’ll be happier.”

Anita Mui remained silent for a long while, then a smile even appeared on her face. She said, “If my illness is confirmed, after the treatment, I’ll go to Erhai Lake to join you. We can live a carefree, reclusive life, like wandering clouds and wild cranes, and never get involved with entertainment industry matters again.”

Leslie Cheung reached out and wrapped his arm around Anita Mui, laughing, “If you can genuinely be so open-minded, then I’d welcome you immensely! Let me tell you, I’ve had an idea recently: I want to buy a plot of land by Erhai Lake and build a villa that’s half on land and half over water. When it’s finished, I’ll set aside an entire floor for you!”

…

Before setting off for the restaurant, Li Mu specifically called Lin Qingya to accompany them. She had entertained Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui yesterday, so she was relatively familiar with them, and this dinner could further deepen their acquaintance. Additionally, Li Mu wanted to ask her about Chen Tong’s onboarding that day.

As Muye Technology was on Li Mu’s way to the restaurant, Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang drive him to Muye Technology to pick up Lin Qingya.

After Lin Qingya got into the car, Li Mu asked her, “Did Chen Tong complete his onboarding today?”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “Yes, he arrived at nine in the morning. As per your instructions, I assigned him the position of Content Director, P8 level. He had no objections. However, he did approach me once today, asking when you would arrive and when you would assign him specific tasks.”

Li Mu asked her, “How are Chen Tong’s state and attitude? Did he show any dissatisfaction or other negative emotions?”

“No,” Lin Qingya said with a smile. “He’s quite humble. He didn’t raise any objections to the arrangements I made, and he signed the employment contract very readily.”

Li Mu felt relieved and chuckled, “It seems his sharp edges have been blunted quite a bit.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Tomorrow, tell him that until I arrive at Muye Technology, his job is to thoroughly research celebrity Tieba. When I get to Muye Technology, I hope to hear his in-depth perspective on celebrity Tieba.”

“Understood, I’ll convey it to him tomorrow.”

Li Mu then asked, “How is the recruitment progressing recently?”

Lin Qingya replied, “We’ve been working overtime to conduct interviews all weekend. We’ve recently poached quite a lot of technical and product talents from various internet companies in China. Our overseas recruitment has also yielded significant results. Twelve people have already confirmed joining, primarily from top internet companies like Microsoft, Google, Oracle, and Amazon, and most of them are ethnic Chinese.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “We must provide comprehensive care for high-end talents, especially those willing to give up overseas environments to return to China for work. The company must not only avoid disappointing them but also offer them more generous benefits than they anticipate. The internet is the industry in China with the greatest potential and scope for overseas talent to return. We must set a good example.”

A significant portion of talents who study abroad hope to work overseas, and once they secure relatively superior overseas employment opportunities, most are unwilling to give up their foreign environment to develop domestically. However, China’s internet industry is a special case. Due to the immense market space and the market’s unique characteristics and lag, a small number of overseas internet talents began attempting to return to China to start businesses from 2000 onwards. However, a large-scale return of overseas talents only began in his previous life after the successful hosting of the 2008 Olympics. At that time, China’s internet industry flourished, causing many overseas talents to re-evaluate the domestic environment.

It was still 2002 at the moment, and the domestic internet industry was still in its nascent stage, with only Muye Technology and Taobao standing out as flagship companies. Therefore, Li Mu required Lin Qingya to ensure that the supporting work for returning overseas talents was done meticulously. They had to create an excellent employment environment for these returning talents to attract even more overseas talents back to China.

Lin Qingya nodded solemnly and said, “I will work hard to do this part of the job well and make Muye Technology the internet company in China most capable of attracting top talents.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Speaking of attracting high-end talents, I do have an idea.”

After speaking, Li Mu paused slightly, collected his thoughts, and then continued, “This year, Wanying will begin construction on multiple housing developments in the East Third Ring Road. I can set aside one hundred or even more residential units as Muye Technology’s welfare housing, specifically for mid-to-high-end technical talents and employees who have made significant contributions to Muye Technology’s development. The specific benefits will be twofold: first, the option to purchase at a price far below market value; second, we can launch an internal financial service where employees eligible for welfare housing can apply for ten-year interest-free loans, and for special talents, we can even implement zero down payment move-ins.”

Lin Qingya immediately said excitedly, “General Manager Li, if we can truly achieve this, our attractiveness to high-end talents will undoubtedly be greatly enhanced. For the vast majority of people working in Yanjing, the biggest problem and the problem they most hope to solve is housing.”

Lin Qingya was also very familiar with Wanying’s situation. Wanying had seven plots of land in Yanjing, and if all were developed, they would yield at least over ten thousand residential units. The East Third Ring Road was well-developed with convenient transportation, and in the future, Line 10 to Zhongguancun would not require transfers, making it an absolutely perfect place to live. It should not be a problem for Li Mu to allocate one hundred units from there.

Li Mu said, “This can be easily achieved. The houses will be completed by the year after next at the latest. We can start the process in advance and use it as an attraction and incentive for employees.”

Immediately, Li Mu added, “However, for talents who enjoy such benefits, there must also be corresponding binding clauses. If they are willing to accept our welfare housing, they must first sign a long-term contract with us for several years. Property rights will not be granted until the long-term contract period is over. Furthermore, if an employee wishes to resign within the validity period of the long-term contract, we have the right to buy back the property at the original price at which the employee purchased the welfare housing.”

Even the most high-end talents may seek better opportunities while already employed and may frequently change allegiances within the industry. Companies are not states; they cannot forcibly restrict and bind employees. Therefore, they can only entice with benefits. Welfare housing is a good benefit, but property rights must not be given easily, otherwise, it could very well be a wasted effort, like throwing good money after bad.

The situation Li Mu wanted was to first use the right of residence in welfare housing as an attractive condition to softly bind the talents. During this period of soft binding, as Yanjing’s housing prices continuously rise, the cost for them to give up will become increasingly high. Once the cost of giving up rapidly increases, the tightness of the soft binding will also increase. At that point, most talents will choose to stay at Muye Technology long-term because of housing.

Of course, Li Mu’s other supporting welfare benefits would also continuously improve. He would certainly not leverage housing to hold his employees’ salaries and benefits hostage.

At this moment, Lin Qingya said, “General Manager Li, Taobao has already been designated a key high-tech demonstration enterprise. Can Muye Technology also be awarded a similar title? If the government provides strong support, private enterprises can also strive for certain Yanjing household registration quotas. If we can solve the Yanjing household registration issue for high-end talents, then we’d basically be unbeatable…”





Chapter 798: Twisting Fate

Li Mu had never considered the issue of an Yanjing household registration before.

In his previous life, he had never dared to dream of an Yanjing household registration. In this life, his career achievements came about so quickly that he hadn’t thought about settling in Yanjing after graduation.

However, Lin Qingya’s guidance immediately made him realize the importance of an Yanjing household registration for non-locals. With an Yanjing household registration, one could enjoy various welfare benefits, including housing purchase and rental. In the future, one wouldn’t be bothered by housing purchase restrictions or lottery qualifications for vehicle plates. As future housing and vehicle policies tightened, non-locals wishing to purchase large-property-right homes in Yanjing would need to continuously pay social security for five years, and to qualify for a lottery, they would also need to meet the five-year social security requirement, continuously, without a single month’s interruption.

While housing and transportation issues could perhaps be overcome through other methods, the matter of children’s schooling in the future would truly not be so easy to resolve. How many Beijing Drifters left Yanjing after marriage and having children because of schooling issues, or simply left their children to live with relatives in their hometowns? If one had an Yanjing household registration, all these problems could be easily resolved.

In his previous life, many public institutions and a small number of private enterprises in Yanjing had household registration quotas, which allowed them to help a certain number of employees resolve their Yanjing household registration issues each year. Muye Technology, Taobao, and Taobao Logistics, as the leading internet companies in China at the moment, should find it very easy to secure resources in this area.

Li Mu was not a stingy leader. His generosity towards employees was unparalleled among internet companies at the time. The average salaries and welfare benefits at both Muye Technology and Taobao far exceeded industry standards.

High salaries were just one aspect; the strength possessed by these two companies themselves could provide sufficient development space and opportunities for employees. If housing and household registration issues could also be resolved, their appeal to future mid-to-high-end talent would definitely be unmatched, especially regarding the return of overseas high-end talent. Not all Chinese individuals studying or working overseas wished to live there; it was simply that, by comparison, China had not yet offered conditions that satisfied them, leading to a large-scale brain drain.

Li Mu did not blindly believe in patriotic education; he was a realistic person and knew that one could not persuade overseas talent to return to China through words alone. Instead, practical actions were needed to attract overseas talent and make them decide to return and develop at home.

Whether they left their hometowns to develop in big cities, or left their homeland to develop overseas, every wanderer who ventured out had a scale in their heart. One side of the scale held their hometown, parents, relatives, and their own sense of belonging to their hometown, while the other side held the external environment, opportunities, and income level. The reason they left their homes and became uprooted was simply because the other side of the scale was more practical and realistic. If the environment, opportunities, and income level in their hometown could narrow the gap with big cities, groups like the Beijing Drifters could be significantly reduced.

In Li Mu’s view, China’s most awkward situation was the extreme polarization of urban development. First-tier cities enjoyed a massive tilt in resources, making the gap between second-tier and first-tier cities incredibly vast. Taking the internet industry as an example, ninety percent of internet companies and practitioners clustered in first-tier cities, facing an extremely awkward situation: if they left first-tier cities to develop at home, they would basically have to give up on the internet industry.

However, Li Mu did not have the ability to solve this problem. He could only do his best to ensure his company’s employees received better welfare benefits. He hoped to provide a better environment and conditions so that a large number of Chinese individuals educated overseas could return to China with their knowledge and abilities. As for the Beijing Drifters who left their hometowns to develop in Yanjing, he also wanted to create the best possible conditions for them, making their hometown side of the scale feel heavier, which could alleviate their sorrow of struggling in a foreign land and increase their sense of belonging to the city.

So, Li Mu asked Lin Qingya: “Which department should handle the household registration quota issue?”

Lin Qingya said: “The Municipal Human Resources Bureau, and its superior is the Ministry of Human Resources under the State Council. They are responsible for enterprise review, quota distribution, and specific household registration procedures.”

Li Mu asked again: “Have you looked into the current quota numbers for most enterprises?”

Lin Qingya explained: “Quotas are determined annually. Centrally administered state-owned enterprises have the most quotas, with most large ones exceeding one thousand household registration slots each year. Private enterprises have fewer, generally under a hundred.”

Li Mu said: “After this busy period, I’ll find a way to secure some quotas for our companies.”

…

Not long after Li Mu and Lin Qingya arrived at the reserved private room in the restaurant, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui arrived, accompanied by Dong Ai. Li Mu stood up to greet them, saying with a smile: “Thank you both for traveling to Yun-Gui for 3321 for so long. It was truly hard work!”

Leslie Cheung smiled and said: “It was not hard work at all. On the contrary, I’m very fortunate to have had such an opportunity. This trip to Yun-Gui for student aid was very significant for both Anita and me!”

Anita Mui’s eyes were still a bit red, but she also smiled and nodded: “Mr. Li, thank you so much for letting me participate in this student aid activity, and for your thoughtfulness and thoroughness in specifically arranging today’s physical examination for us.”

Anita Mui was unaware that Dong Ai had privately informed Li Mu about the physical examination, so Li Mu did not mention it directly, merely nodding slightly: “The physical examination is what we ought to do. You two have been traveling for 3321 for so long. If you were to contract any chronic illness because of 3321, I would feel terribly guilty.”

Dong Ai, standing by, also chimed in, echoing Li Mu’s words: “That’s right, Sister Mui. From the moment we set out, General Manager Li kept telling me that after the student aid activities, I must arrange the best and most thorough physical examination for you both, to ensure you don’t have any residual health issues from the student aid activities.”

Upon hearing this, Anita Mui nodded gently, looking at Li Mu with a grateful expression: “Mr. Li, at today’s physical examination, the doctor said I might have cancer, but also said that even if confirmed, it’s an early stage. It’s incredibly fortunate to discover it so early. I truly thank you very much.”

As Anita Mui spoke, she clasped her hands together and bowed slightly to Li Mu, her expression exceptionally devout.

Li Mu quickly said: “Sister Mui, you’re exaggerating. I believe everything is personal fortune. If it’s luck, it’s your own good karma. No need to thank me.”

Anita Mui looked at Li Mu with some surprise, then glanced at Leslie Cheung next to her, and said to Li Mu: “Older cousin also said today that this is sowing good seeds to reap good fruit. But I wouldn’t dare claim to have sown good seeds. Even if I’m reaping good fruit, it’s because you two sowed good seeds for me.”

Li Mu said: “Sister Mui, there’s no need to delve too deeply into these considerations. May I presumptuously ask, if confirmed, how do you plan your subsequent treatment? Is there anything you need my help with?”

Anita Mui looked at Leslie Cheung, then told Li Mu: “If confirmed, I want to go to America or England for treatment, then indefinitely withdraw from the entertainment industry, and return to the mainland to live with older cousin by Erhai Lake for a few years before deciding.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu felt quite relieved. The fates of these two superstars of their respective eras were exceptionally difficult, and crucially, they were each other’s closest friends, with decades of friendship. If these two could help each other through another stage of life’s journey, Li Mu thought it would be an excellent thing.

Leslie Cheung, having left the Hong Kong entertainment industry to do student aid in Yun-Gui, his temperament had become much sunnier, no longer as melancholy as he once was. His depression was likely greatly alleviated. And if Anita Mui could overcome this hurdle of early-stage cancer, she should also be more open-minded facing her future life. If both of them could be indifferent to fame and fortune and help each other on their future life paths, it should be the most gratifying thing for them both.

Li Mu himself felt a unique sense of accomplishment because of this. These two superstars, originally destined to fall one after another next year, had their fates subtly but thoroughly changed by him. Now it seemed Leslie Cheung would not commit suicide next year, and Anita Mui would not die of cancer next year. This was Li Mu’s unique ability: a pair of hands that could not only wield immense power, but also twist fate!

So Li Mu spoke to Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung: “If you hope to settle in the mainland in the future, I, on behalf of our mainland compatriots, extend a heartfelt welcome to both of you.”

Leslie Cheung smiled and said: “Mr. Li, I have already decided to settle by Erhai Lake for the next few years. If possible, I hope to continue being 3321’s Student Aid Ambassador during my years living in the mainland. I wonder if you would agree?”

Li Mu immediately said: “Older cousin having this wish is an incredibly good thing for me personally and for 3321. How could I not agree?”

Anita Mui said with much emotion: “Older cousin has really greatly changed during this time doing student aid. I haven’t seen him this happy in several years. The decision to leave Hong Kong and come to the mainland to do charity was absolutely right.”

Leslie Cheung said with emotion: “Of course it was absolutely right! Otherwise, in Hong Kong, I’d probably be harassed to death by the gossip media. Coming to the mainland, out of sight, out of mind. The key is, going to help students every week, life is really very fulfilling. Seeing those students’ desire to attend university, seeing that 3321 is truly and practically solving their difficulties in attending university, that it is changing their life’s destiny—I feel a great sense of accomplishment participating in it.”

Saying this, Leslie Cheung looked wistful: “And Erhai Lake is indeed a good place to empty one’s mind. Only after leaving the bustle and noise of big cities did I realize life could be so wonderful.”

Anita Mui pointed at Leslie Cheung, smiling to Li Mu: “He said today he wants to build a villa by Erhai Lake and give me a floor.”

Li Mu laughed: “Perfect, both of you can live a peaceful, carefree life together by Erhai Lake.”

Dong Ai, standing by, laughed and said: “Sister Mui, I’ll definitely visit you often then. Older cousin left a floor for you, you should leave a room for me!”

Dong Ai had been busy with student aid alongside them for a long time, and usually took good care of their daily lives, establishing a very close relationship with both. Anita Mui had even privately recognized Dong Ai as her sworn younger sister. So, hearing her say this, she immediately said very seriously: “If that day comes, I will permanently reserve a room for you!”

Then, Anita Mui added: “Oh, right, after my illness is cured, you must continue to bring me along for 3321’s student aid activities!”





Chapter 799: Prince of Positive Energy

While Dong Ai and Anita Mui chatted and laughed, Lin Qingya told Li Mu that the driver she sent to pick up Xiao Fangfang at the airport had just called. The return journey was a bit blocked, and they were expected to wait another twenty minutes.

Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry either. He chatted with the others while slowly getting everyone to order. By the time the dishes were ordered and the cold appetizers were served, Xiao Fangfang arrived right on time.

This time, Xiao Fangfang came alone from Hong Kong, without even bringing an assistant. As soon as she entered, she quickly apologized to everyone, saying, “I’m truly sorry to have kept you all waiting. There was some traffic on the way into the city, which made me sweat profusely.”

Leslie Cheung laughed, “No long wait at all, Sister Fang. You arrived at just the right time; the cold dishes have just been served.”

Xiao Fangfang looked at Leslie Cheung and smiled, “Leslie, I’ve noticed your complexion looks much better than when you were in Hong Kong. You’ve been much more comfortable in the mainland recently than in Hong Kong, haven’t you?”

Leslie Cheung nodded, “It’s indeed far more comfortable than in Hong Kong. Whenever you have time for a vacation, I’ll take you to Erhai Lake. The environment there is simply beautiful.”

Xiao Fangfang said, “I’d love to take a vacation, but circumstances just don’t allow it.”

After speaking, Xiao Fangfang greeted Anita Mui as well, finally turning to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I came to Yanjing specifically to thank you this time. I received notification that the total transaction amount from this charity auction was over twenty-eight million yuan, which truly exceeded my expectations.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “President Xiao, this is also thanks to the large base of netizens in the mainland, who are full of talented or influential people and are enthusiastic about participating in charity events.”

Xiao Fangfang said devoutly, “I still have you to thank. If you hadn’t stepped in, an old woman like me wouldn’t have the influence to get so many celebrities to donate so many items for the auction. If it were like the charity auctions we used to hold in Hong Kong, after deducting various costs, raising one million yuan from a single event would already be extremely lucky…”

Xiao Fangfang spoke the truth. The reason the Sapling Protection Fund’s situation in Hong Kong became increasingly awkward was that celebrities had already “given her face” once and were reluctant to continue investing. Therefore, in subsequent charity auctions, the personal items celebrities offered became less and less valuable. Xiao Fangfang didn’t blame them, because she knew clearly that she couldn’t offer these celebrities anything in return, and their willingness to donate even a small item was already very commendable.

But for Li Mu, it was different. Li Mu wasn’t really more influential than Xiao Fangfang in front of those celebrities; after all, Li Mu had met few celebrities and directly interacted with even fewer. However, the most crucial point was that Li Mu possessed the promotional resources that celebrities desired most. The omni-channel promotion Li Mu created alone was something countless singers from the mainland, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan dreamed of. What’s more, the Taobao charity auction itself was a promotional opportunity. Even if they had no personal connection with Li Mu, they were willing to participate.

In fact, many things, when it comes down to it, are just exchanges of interests.

Even in charity events, numerous exchanges of interests exist.

Why is it easier for big celebrities’ charity foundations to raise funds? It’s simply because of their personal connections, influence, and fame.

Why do famous influencers prefer to donate money to patients and injured individuals who have become popular on Weibo and WeChat, while those who haven’t gained popularity won’t receive a single penny even if their private messages flood in? The reason is that their donations aren’t for charity at all, but to gain fame and public recognition.

For some public figures, they’ll donate, but first they’ll check if the person needing help has become popular online. If they have, they’ll donate immediately without a second thought, even flying to meet the person and hand over the money in person. If they haven’t… “Damn it, you’re not popular and you’re asking me for money? Has your brain been kicked in the head by a donkey? Get as far away from me as possible!”

This is also the awkwardness of traditional charity, to the extent that most charity foundations or grassroots organizations have to exhaust all means to raise charitable funds themselves. The Sapling Protection Fund is just one of countless such foundations. In later generations, a famous person established a charity foundation specifically for veteran soldiers from the War of Resistance on Weibo, and they also poured all their life’s work into raising charitable funds.

Fortunately, in later generations, there are many promotional methods, and the barrier for internet media promotion is low, making it easy to create hotspot news. But without the internet as a foundation, the promotional barrier is too high. TV stations charge by the second for advertisements, display advertisements are charged by the square foot, and print media advertisements are charged by the word and space. This has always been the dilemma Xiao Fangfang faced.

It was precisely for this reason that Li Mu admired individuals like Xiao Fangfang even more, who in this era wholeheartedly dedicated themselves to charity. To pour their heart and soul into a foundation and for sexually assaulted minors—this was absolutely true kindness from the heart.

And Li Mu, through 3321, had precisely begun to bring philanthropy to a new level. As the organizer of charity funds, he wouldn’t beg others for donations in every possible way like others did. Instead, he developed charity into a healthy industry chain, where donors and beneficiaries could each get what they needed, forming a virtuous cycle. The charity auction was just the same.

Li Mu brought in his promotional resources and Taobao resources, immediately transforming celebrity participation from passive to active and enthusiastic. The number of participants in the auction increased, more items were collected, the value of the items rose, and the total income from the auction naturally increased geometrically. Li Mu also gained the benefits he desired. Although he paid resources, Taobao gained fame, attention, and a “celebrity charity auction” product that other competitors could not possibly have. This created a win-win situation among the platform, celebrities, and the foundation.

Sometimes, the appropriate input of resources and the clear demarcation of interests can achieve extremely miraculous results. It’s like a car’s catalytic converter, which converts the three harmful substances—CO, HC, and NOx—produced by engine combustion into three harmless substances: carbon dioxide, water, and nitrogen. Three harmful substances transformed into three harmless ones, with excellent results.

Li Mu invited Xiao Fangfang to sit beside him. After Xiao Fangfang sat down, she told Li Mu her latest decision: she planned to bring the Sapling Protection Fund to the mainland, starting with Guangdong Province.

Li Mu was very surprised by this. Xiao Fangfang was already quite old, and the Sapling Protection Fund’s charity work in Hong Kong already consumed most of her energy. Could she handle the vast mainland?

Xiao Fangfang, however, said, “No one can do all the good in the world. When I founded the Sapling Protection Fund, I never hoped to rescue all sexually assaulted minors in Hong Kong. But I only had one thought: as long as I rescue one, I can help one minor escape the shadow of pain. There are always times when one’s strength falls short, but I just do my best, and a clear conscience is enough.”

Hearing this, Li Mu had a profound realization. Many people, when doing charity, set extremely grand goals the moment they open their mouths. Some say they want to end hunger and cold for everyone in the world, some say they want all adolescents worldwide to have access to education, some say they want to rescue all homeless people, and others want to give all orphans a warm home.

Setting goals too grand makes them too abstract. It’s better to proceed steadily, starting small. Don’t think about ending hunger and cold for everyone in the world; first, take an old cotton jacket and buy a bowl of hot noodle soup for the homeless person shivering in the cold wind outside your door. If you still have the heart to continue with charity, try to find another piece of clothing and give it to one more person in need.

Charity must be done this way, like Xiao Fangfang does, to truly benefit society.

This meal held extraordinary significance for Li Mu, Xiao Fangfang, Leslie Cheung, and Anita Mui. All four of them had extensive experience with charity. Sitting at the same dinner table, discussing charity issues, each one had moved beyond the stage of merely talking theoretically, and the topics they discussed were highly realistic and practical.

While Li Mu was having dinner with the others, the media was extensively reporting on the Taobao Charity Auction. Today’s News Broadcast even included the Taobao Charity Auction in its main content segment.

During this period, positive energy was receiving a strong public response and widespread approval. CCTV internally set a tone to focus on a concentrated phase of promotion for positive energy, which is why they paid extra attention to the activities of Li Mu’s various companies.

For CCTV, Li Mu was the best choice to promote positive energy. As long as they followed him, there would never be a shortage of positive energy news. Reporters from the news department even nicknamed him: Prince of Positive Energy.

Sure enough, within two days, another major news story full of positive energy emerged—the Taobao Charity Auction, which attracted hundreds of celebrities to actively participate, donating thousands of personal items and raising over twenty-eight million yuan in charitable funds.

In 2002, over twenty-eight million yuan in charitable funds was an exceptionally huge amount. Moreover, what was most impressive wasn’t just the money, but the grand and spectacular commotion with hundreds of celebrities participating. So many celebrities’ personal items being auctioned on Taobao had attracted the attention of countless fans, netizens, and the public over these many days. As a result, the positive energy influence emanating from this auction was immense, making it the best news recently for CCTV, which had been actively searching for positive energy news and examples.

During this News Broadcast, CCTV not only reported on the data of the entire charity auction but also specifically mentioned Karen Mok. The exact words in the News Broadcast were: “The ‘bid king’ of this charity auction was a limited edition Patek Philippe watch donated by the famous Hong Kong singer and actress, Karen Mok. This watch fetched an astronomical price of one point two million yuan in this auction.”

As the only celebrity named by CCTV in this news report, Karen Mok’s popularity immediately soared to a new peak. She had already accumulated a massive fanbase during this period, and after CCTV’s News Broadcast reported on her donation of a watch worth a million yuan, a huge number of people instantly became her fans. Subsequently, Karen Mok’s personal Tieba experienced a massive traffic surge, becoming the most active celebrity Tieba during that same period tonight, bar none.

Karen Mok was currently in Huzhou City participating in the recording of an interview program. After a day of busy work, she had just finished the interview and was dragging her exhausted body to remove her makeup in the dressing room. Her assistant rushed in with a phone, whispering a few excited words into Karen Mok’s ear.

Karen Mok instantly screamed, looking at her assistant with excitement and disbelief, “Really?!”

The assistant nodded, “Absolutely true!”

Overjoyed, Karen Mok said without hesitation, “Give me my phone, I need to call General Manager Li!”

…





Chapter 802: Suddenly I Want to Compete This Once!!!

_

_

Rebirth of a Perfect Era was published on January 11, 2016, and as of today, it has been almost thirteen months. For these past thirteen months, I, Bughe, as an internet industry professional on a 996 work schedule, have dedicated all my spare time to this book. Every day, I’ve just buried my head in writing, never competed on any charts, never manipulated votes, and never even bought a single subscription!

_

_

I don’t reject operations, but overall, I still hope to take every step of my writing journey steadily and genuinely, treating it as my most important product to refine. Even if it involves operations, I want it to be substantial and real!

_

_

Of course, the result of not engaging in operations is that for thirteen months, Rebirth of a Perfect Era, while often in the top ten on the daily sales chart, has never entered the top ten of any monthly vote chart.

_

_

Today is February 1st, the start of a new month, and I, Bughe, have already begun releasing three chapters a day. A belated fighting spirit has suddenly ignited within me. Thirteen months, and not once have I entered the top ten of the monthly vote chart! I didn’t think much of it before, but on second thought, this is just too disgraceful!

_

_

So I made a major decision: in February, I will go all out to climb into the top ten of the Qidian monthly vote chart!

_

_

These past few days, I, Bughe, have been staying up late writing until two in the morning, trying my best to ensure three daily updates. Writing is not a problem for me; my body is still robust and can withstand the grind. However, the ammunition for climbing the charts still needs everyone’s support!

_

_

So, I earnestly ask everyone to open Qidian, log into your accounts, subscribe to the official version of this book, and at the same time, cast a monthly vote for Rebirth of a Perfect Era! Please give Bughe some truly effective ammunition!

_

_

Our goal isn’t high; it’s not first, not second, not third, not fourth, nor fifth. Our goal is: As long as we enter the top ten, I, Bughe, will be so happy I’ll wake up laughing from a dream!

_

_

We already have a good foundation: seventh place on the monthly vote chart!

_

_

But this is just the beginning; we need to fight throughout all of February!

_

_

My siblings, I am Bughe! Please pick up your monthly passes for February—

_

_

Fire at me!

_

_

Fire at me!!

_

_

Fire at me!!!

_

_





Chapter 800: Extraordinary Influence

Karen Mok instantly became the object of fervent envy for everyone in the entertainment industry across the Straits and three regions. Her successive leaps in career development made everyone in the entertainment industry keenly aware of one crucial point: how important it is to cling tightly to a powerful leg!

In front of Li Mu, traditional wealthy families and billionaires were no longer considered much, because no billionaire possessed promotional resources as powerful as Li Mu’s. While Muye Films was still in its nascent stage, Muye Technology could already elevate anyone they wished to the pinnacle of fame.

From the very beginning, when Li Mu promoted “The Fruit of Summer,” Karen Mok’s career began its rapid ascent. Immediately after, Taobao promoted her album, which repeatedly sold out. Later, Muye Technology provided Karen Mok with full-channel recommendations, instantly boosting her influence in mainland China to an unfathomable extent.

Karen Mok reciprocated. Knowing that Li Mu was organizing a Taobao charity auction, she donated her most precious watch. Unexpectedly, this unintended consequence bore fruit: no one had anticipated that CCTV would cover this charity auction with such high-level reporting, even singling out Karen Mok as an exemplary case.

For Karen Mok, she felt that all of this tremendous transformation was brought about by Li Mu. Throughout her many years in the entertainment industry, she had never encountered a benefactor who could compare to Li Mu. Stephen Chow launched her career, which held immense significance for her, but it took Stephen Chow multiple films to elevate her to a mid-to-upper-tier actress. Yet, Li Mu, with just one of her songs, directly propelled her into the ranks of first-tier singers in the mainland market. She had truly been raking in money until her hands went soft recently.

When Karen Mok called to thank Li Mu, Li Mu was still having dinner with Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui. Karen Mok thanked Li Mu on the phone, her voice brimming with excitement, and credited the CCTV report to Li Mu entirely.

After hearing the full story, Li Mu subconsciously said, “Miss Mo, this is due to your own kind heart. If you hadn’t donated such a valuable item, it couldn’t have sold for the astronomical price of one million two hundred thousand, nor would it have become the bid king of this charity auction.”

“Mr. Li, I understand clearly in my heart that I owe everything to your selfless help! Without you, I wouldn’t have such a great opportunity.”

Karen Mok was very clear that a large part of her original intention for donating the Patek Philippe watch was not purely for charity, but to show support for Li Mu’s Taobao auction. She felt that only by offering truly valuable items for the auction could she genuinely support the Taobao auction. This was her way of returning Li Mu’s favor.

Originally, she thought that even this wouldn’t be enough to fully repay Li Mu’s favor. She merely hoped to express her gratitude and willingness to reciprocate. To her surprise, even this act of repaying a favor, intended to be a small gesture, unexpectedly brought her returns beyond imagination.

Li Mu had almost worn out the trope “sow good seeds, reap good fruit,” but he brought it out again to explain to Karen Mok. Li Mu didn’t mind being adored and worshipped by celebrities in the entertainment industry, but in his view, what happened today was indeed a deserved reward for Karen Mok’s kindness and good deed.

Even if CCTV hadn’t reported it, Muye Technology and Taobao would have still heavily promoted it on their respective platforms. Li Mu not only wanted to use this opportunity to promote Taobao but also to send a message to the entertainment industry: “Whoever cooperates with me, I will promote them, and I will promote them vigorously!”

Before his rebirth, Li Mu himself hadn’t imagined that an internet company could create such powerful influence in the entertainment industry.

Upon closer analysis, the main reason for the current high influence in the entertainment industry was that multiple platforms under his banner, whether YY pop-ups, celebrity Tieba, YY123, or even Taobao, possessed immense users and traffic. Furthermore, in 2002, internet users’ receptiveness to pushed content was unusually high. Therefore, entertainment news pushed by his products could be easily accepted by users.

The key to propagation lay partly in coverage and partly in conversion rate. The two complemented each other and were indispensable.

In Li Mu’s memory, in his previous life, there seemed to be few internet companies that had such great influence on the entertainment industry. Baidu Music’s Top Charts and Sina Weibo during their golden age had a significant impact on the entertainment industry. The former was only for singers, while the latter’s influence was more widespread, basically covering the entire entertainment industry. However, by the time Weibo rose, internet content was already very rich, and users received an overwhelming amount of information daily. Both Tencent QQ and Sina Weibo were powerful in terms of content push coverage, but they both suffered from the fundamental problem of low conversion rates.

When Tencent QQ first introduced pop-up notifications, few other products on the market used the same push method, and users were not resistant to such pushes, so the conversion rate was relatively high. Taking YY as an example, if a pop-up’s title was attractive enough, the conversion rate could even reach over 3:1, meaning that one out of every three users who received the pop-up would click to view the details.

However, in the era when every PC software was doing pushes, users would receive a flood of pop-ups from various types of software when they opened their computers. It wasn’t just QQ, but also 360 Anti-Virus, 360 PC Manager, Xunlei, Xunlei Kankan, Master Lu, Aliwangwang… almost every conceivable software would push a large amount of various information to users. When users faced a mass of spam information and homogenized content, the conversion rate would naturally decrease. Forget 3:1; even 30:1 would be extremely rare.

By the mobile internet era, almost all software would send countless pushes to users every day. At that time, most pushes would be directly ignored by users, and users would even proactively disable the software’s push function. At that point, it would be even more difficult to increase the conversion rate of pushed information.

Precisely for this reason, in this simple and unsophisticated era of 2002, Muye Technology’s trans-era development speed allowed it to seize the opportunity of this period where conversion rates were generally extremely high. Its coverage was already very high, and coupled with an equally high conversion rate, even the least talented celebrity, if promoted by Muye Technology, could achieve a massive increase in popularity. If the celebrity already had good foundational qualities, they would definitely become an instant sensation with just one push.

As soon as Li Mu hung up with Karen Mok, Xiao Fangfang nearby asked him, “Mr. Li, was that Karen calling?”

Karen was Karen Mok’s English name. Li Mu nodded and said, “Yes, President Xiao.”

Xiao Fangfang said, “Oh my, she donated a Patek Philippe worth a million this time. I wanted to thank her in person, but it seems she’s busy rushing to various announcements.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “She’s in Huzhou City doing a show right now.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “CCTV News Broadcast reported on the Taobao charity auction tonight. Miss Mo’s donated Patek Philippe became the bid king and was even mentioned by name in the CCTV report. Now her Tieba traffic has exploded, and a huge number of netizens have become her fans overnight.”

“Really?!” Xiao Fangfang exclaimed, delighted. “That’s wonderful! Karen is a good person, and good people deserve good rewards!”

Just as she was speaking, Xiao Fangfang’s phone rang. When she answered, she realized it was Karen Mok calling.

Karen Mok immediately said, “Sister Fang, it’s me, Karen.”

Xiao Fangfang said, surprised and pleased, “Oh, Karen, I was just thinking of you, and your call came in! Thank you so much for your generous donation this time. I want to thank you on behalf of the entire Sapling Protection Fund!”

Karen Mok quickly replied, “Sister Fang, please don’t say that. If it weren’t for the Sapling Protection Fund, I wouldn’t have met General Manager Li, nor would I be in this situation today. I’m profoundly grateful to you. I called to tell you: if possible, I hope to be a pioneer for the Sapling Protection Fund for life, and contribute to it just like you!”

Xiao Fangfang laughed happily. “That’s absolutely wonderful, Karen! I’m currently in Yanjing meeting Mr. Li. I hear you’re in Huzhou City. I’ll be returning to Hong Kong in a couple of days. If there’s an opportunity after I’m back in Hong Kong, let’s have a meal together.”

Karen Mok said, surprised, “Sister Fang, you’re with Mr. Li right now?”

Xiao Fangfang smiled, “Not just me, Leslie and Anita are here too. They just returned from the Yun-Gui region.”

Karen Mok said, “Oh my, so you’re all in Yanjing! Sister Fang, please give my regards to bro and Sister Mui.”

Xiao Fangfang laughed, “I’ll put it on speaker; you can talk to them yourself!”

Immediately, Xiao Fangfang put her phone on speaker, and Karen Mok on the other end of the line said with a smile, “Bro, Sister Mui, hello! Long time no see!”

Anita Mui laughed loudly, “Karen, congratulations on reaching new heights!”

Leslie Cheung also smiled and said, “Karen, I’m just waiting to see you hold your solo concert in mainland China!”

Karen Mok replied with a slightly shy smile, “Bro, a rather strong performance promoter in mainland China has already signed an agreement with my agency. From December this year to August next year, I have eight touring concerts in mainland China. Would you be willing to be a guest then?”

Leslie Cheung laughed heartily, “Haha, a guest performer might be too much, but I’ll definitely be there to support you in person. If possible, I suggest you invite Du Wei to be your concert guest!”

Karen Mok said with a smile from the other end of the phone, “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely invite Xiao Wei. I called her when we first started discussing this. Xiao Wei is currently filming in Xiamen Island and won’t wrap up until September. She has already promised to come as a guest then!”

Li Mu listened from the side, feeling quite pleased.

One reason was that Leslie Cheung, even when he was about to withdraw from the entertainment industry, was still thinking of Du Wei;

The other was that Karen Mok, just like him, was also thinking of Du Wei.

He hadn’t written any new songs for Du Wei recently, and from the outside, it might seem like Du Wei was gradually becoming quiet. However, Li Mu planned that once “Those Years, The Girl We Chased Together” was released, he would directly propel her into the ranks of first-tier actors. If he further gave her one or two good songs to be released with the movie, Du Wei would definitely become a phenomenal presence among two-media (film and television) stars!





Chapter 801: Prostrate Oneself in Admiration!

After the meal, Li Mu had Dong Ai and a Muye Technology driver send Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and Xiao Fangfang back to their hotel. He then drove Lin Qingya home himself.

After dropping off Lin Qingya, Li Mu found himself in a dilemma at her doorstep.

Alone, he wasn’t sure where to go for a while.

All the universities were still out for holiday. Not only were Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu not in Yanjing, but even Zhao Kang wasn’t around. If only Zhao Kang were here, Li Mu could have found him for a few drinks and discussed his plan to use Shenzhou’s resources to build an internet cafe chain.

With that thought, Li Mu called Zhao Kang, only to learn that Zhao Kang was vacationing with his parents out of town, currently in the South Sea.

Zhao Kang asked Li Mu if there was anything important. If so, he could take the first flight back tomorrow morning.

Li Mu considered that it was rare for Zhao Kang to travel with his parents. While the internet cafe chain matter was important, it wasn’t something he could discuss solely with Zhao Kang. Although Zhao Kang’s abilities and experience were limited, his execution was excellent; if asked to do it, he would certainly not hesitate. The key was to communicate clearly with Wu Haijun from Shenzhou about this matter.

So, Li Mu told Zhao Kang to enjoy his trip and await further instructions. If he decided Zhao Kang needed to return to Yanjing, he should come back as soon as possible.

Li Mu then immediately remembered, hadn’t the Economic and Trade Commission sent an invitation to Wu Haijun? He should be coming to Yanjing soon for the Commission’s symposium. In that case, Li Mu could schedule a time to chat with him first.

Li Mu took out his phone and called Wu Haijun, asking straight away, “General Manager Wu, the Economic and Trade Commission invited you to a meeting in Yanjing, when are you heading out?”

Wu Haijun replied with a smile, “General Manager Li, I just got off the plane and am on my way into Yanjing city. Tomorrow afternoon, I’ll report to the Economic and Trade Commission, and the symposium starts the morning after.”

Li Mu chuckled, “What a coincidence. How about this, don’t go to the hotel first. I have something very important I want to discuss with you face-to-face. Have your driver come directly to Zhongguancun, to Muye Technology, to meet me.”

Muye Technology held forty percent of Shenzhou’s shares, making it Shenzhou’s second-largest shareholder, just slightly behind Wu Haijun. However, Li Mu’s stance was much higher than Wu Haijun’s. After all, it was Li Mu who had initially given Wu Haijun an offer to “get on board.” Wu Haijun accepting had already set the tone between Shenzhou and Li Mu: Shenzhou was now an enterprise that survived and developed under Li Mu’s pyramid.

Precisely because of this, Wu Haijun instinctively felt a subordinate’s obedience towards a superior when facing Li Mu. So, when Li Mu asked him not to go to the hotel that evening but rather directly to Muye Technology, Wu Haijun agreed without hesitation, saying, “General Manager Li, please wait a moment. I’ll be right over.”

“Alright, see you soon.”

After hanging up, Li Mu no longer worried about where to go. He stepped on the gas and drove straight to Muye Technology.

Muye Technology had long since entered a twenty-four-hour, round-the-clock working state. Even at night, a large maintenance and monitoring team was on duty at the company, and supporting administrative staff also had dedicated night shift positions to provide various support services for those working late.

When Li Mu arrived at the company, the maintenance team was having a late-night snack. Li Mu didn’t go straight to his office but instead greeted his night-shift colleagues and inquired about their current work status and progress.

The person in charge of tonight’s night-shift team was Chen Hui, who had come from Shenzhen for love. Li Mu hadn’t seen him in a while, and seeing that he had gained a lot of weight, he couldn’t help but tease him, “Chen Hui, Zhang Yao is taking good care of you, you’re plump and fair.”

Chen Hui scratched his head and smiled, “General Manager Li, Zhang Yao said she thinks I’m too thin and won’t marry me unless I gain weight.”

Li Mu looked him up and down and chuckled, “You really were too thin before, didn’t even have a potbelly. You’re truly unworthy of the title of an internet person.”

Chen Hui said, “There’s nothing I can do, General Manager Li. My stomach wasn’t good; I used to not gain weight no matter how much I ate. I’ve only recently managed to get it in order.”

Li Mu nodded. Over eighty percent of single internet professionals were in suboptimal health, either overweight or underweight. Those who were overweight were mostly due to the nature of their work, sitting for long periods without exercise. Those who were underweight were also mostly due to work, irregular meals, and excessive junk food intake, leading to various stomach problems.

It seemed that once Lin Qingya found a suitable whole office building to rent, they absolutely had to set up an employee dining hall and gym at the company. Otherwise, all the male programmers might end up looking like bamboo poles, or big and beefy, or with thinning hair.

Li Mu asked Chen Hui, “When are you getting married? Is it set?”

Chen Hui said, “We’ll go home at the end of the month to obtain our marriage certificate, and hold the wedding feast during the National Day holiday.”

Li Mu asked, “Where will the wedding feast be held during National Day?”

Chen Hui replied, “My hometown.”

Li Mu nodded, “When you come back after National Day, remember to hold a reception in Yanjing. Invite me then, and I’ll give you a red envelope.”

Chen Hui immediately said with a smile, “Alright, General Manager Li! I’ll definitely invite you then.”

Just then, an administrative young woman on the night shift came over and said, “General Manager Li, a General Manager Wu is looking for you.”

Li Mu said, “Please show him to my office.”

After speaking, he turned to Chen Hui and the other staff, saying, “You’ve all worked hard on the night shift. I have something to attend to, so I’ll be busy now.”

…

Wu Haijun had a travel-worn expression.

According to him, he had been inspecting work at the factory expansion construction site earlier that evening. After checking the progress, he immediately headed to the airport and flew to Yanjing. Upon arriving in Yanjing, he was taking a taxi into the city when he received Li Mu’s call, and then immediately rushed over.

Li Mu listened and said with a smile, “You really should be busy these days. I told you before that Shenzhou would soon have an opportunity to soar. This opportunity will come quickly, and if you’re not prepared, others will seize that vast industry dividend.”

Hearing this, Wu Haijun immediately pressed for an answer, “General Manager Li, the Economic and Trade Commission just inspected your place, and upon returning, they immediately issued so many preferential policies targeting Taobao. Right after that, they invited computer manufacturers like us to a meeting in the capital. This must be connected to you, right?”

Li Mu nodded without reservation, “That’s right. The Economic and Trade Commission is holding this symposium for you in the capital because I previously made a request to the senior leadership that is closely related to you computer manufacturers.”

Wu Haijun quickly asked, “General Manager Li, what exactly is the Economic and Trade Commission planning this time? Can you give me a heads-up?”

Li Mu said, “I told you before that I plan to use Taobao’s direct sales model, combined with Taobao Logistics, to lower the price of household computers and promote their widespread adoption. However, my capabilities are limited after all. So, when the senior leaders conducted their inspection, I proposed a request: I hope they can formulate a national policy, with the government stepping in to promote the widespread adoption of household computers and the internet. Ideally, the government would roll out a ‘Computers to the City’ policy, where during the policy period, all families purchasing household computers would receive a certain amount of cash subsidy.”

Hearing this, Wu Haijun’s heart rate suddenly accelerated!

My goodness!

No matter how amazing a company’s promotions were, they couldn’t compare to government policy promotion. If the government stepped in to push and also provided cash subsidies, the appeal and promotional effect on consumers would definitely be extremely strong. One could easily guess that once this policy was implemented, it would usher in a peak period for household computer purchases.

Wu Haijun stared at Li Mu, utterly shocked. He finally understood why Li Mu had been so certain and confident back then. It turned out he truly possessed this capability and influence. In the entire internet and computer hardware industry, only he had enough influence to drive the government to make such a decision.

Thinking of this, Wu Haijun actually sighed, pounding his thigh with a look of chagrin.

Li Mu asked him, “General Manager Wu, why the long face and sighing?”

Wu Haijun said gloomily, “General Manager Li, if this policy comes out soon, our production capacity won’t be able to keep up, and won’t the other big companies just take all the benefits? You should have waited another six months before proposing this request to the government. By then, our production capacity would have increased, and I could have negotiated with a few more OEM factories. That way, we could ensure we seize a sufficient market share, stimulated by the government’s favorable policies.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, noncommittal about his suggestion.

Wu Haijun might be an excellent businessman, but it was undeniable that he only looked out for his own interests.

However, what Li Mu wanted was never to make money relying on Shenzhou; rather, it was to bind Shenzhou, using his own resources to help Shenzhou wage an even more brutal price war. He wanted Shenzhou to exert greater pressure and impact on the market! This would force computer manufacturers to continuously reduce their profit margins, ultimately significantly lowering the price of household computers and promoting the widespread adoption of household computers and the internet. This was Li Mu’s true vision.

Under this grand strategy, it was impossible for Li Mu to wait until Shenzhou’s production capacity increased before pushing the government for a policy. In his mind, favorable government policies were more important than anything. Even if Lenovo and similar companies reaped most of the profits from this “Computers to the City” initiative, it didn’t matter. As long as it could rapidly promote the widespread use of household computers and the internet, Li Mu would fully support it.

So, Li Mu said to Wu Haijun, “It doesn’t matter if the production capacity can’t keep up. This time, Shenzhou should just do its utmost to secure the maximum profit. The reason I called you over tonight is that I have an even bigger project to discuss with you.”

Wu Haijun quickly asked, “General Manager Li, what bigger project?”

Li Mu said, “I’m interested in opening five hundred to one thousand, or even more, chain internet cafes across the country in the future. These internet cafes will have a uniform scale, with each one having at least a hundred machines.”

Wu Haijun was stunned momentarily. “With such a large enterprise already, why would you still be thinking about opening internet cafes…?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, not answering his question, but instead countered, “How many internet users can one household computer cover at most?”

Wu Haijun paused, then said after a moment, “Three, I guess? At most.”

Li Mu then asked him, “How many internet users can one internet cafe computer cover at most?”

Wu Haijun was dumbfounded. After a long moment, he slapped his thigh, “Holy crap! General Manager Li, you’re truly a prodigy!”

Li Mu chuckled calmly, “There’s one more thing. In the future, these internet cafes will uniformly use Shenzhou machines. Every internet cafe will be a Shenzhou experience store. Every internet cafe will be an offline self-pickup point, distribution point, and delivery point for the Taobao Official Flagship Store for Shenzhou Computers. Each internet cafe will also have dedicated maintenance staff to provide after-sales support for local Shenzhou computers. What all of this means, you should be able to figure out easily, right?”

Wu Haijun’s legs went weak. Luckily, he was sitting down, otherwise…

After a long pause, Wu Haijun desperately tried to control his excited feelings, but still said, trembling all over, “General Manager Li, you truly make me… prostrate myself in admiration!”





Chapter 802: Full Cooperation

Li Mu’s ability to thrive, ngoài his deep understanding of future internet industry development, more importantly lay in his masterful control of the overall situation and his adeptness at resource allocation and synergy.

With increasingly more resources at hand, Li Mu always wished to maximize benefits and effects in whatever he did. In other words, for any undertaking, he would rack his brains to achieve other objectives on the foundation of the core goal.

Wu Haijun’s admiration, which led him to prostrate himself, was also because Li Mu’s way of thinking was so superior that he felt utterly inadequate by comparison.

The entire plan for the internet cafe chain perfectly demonstrated Li Mu’s thought process and his approach to doing things.

First, the idea of opening internet cafe chains across the country was born to complement the “Computers to the City” policy, aiming to accelerate internet popularization and expand the domestic internet industry’s market size.

Having set this basic tone, Li Mu immediately thought of the most suitable implementer: Zhao Kang.

If his thought process had stopped there, he would have directly contacted Zhao Kang and tasked him with preparation and execution. But Li Mu didn’t do so, because it was far from the time to stop thinking; on the contrary, it was merely the beginning of his thought process.

Next, Li Mu began to deeply consider the resources at his disposal that could aid the internet cafe chain project. Shenzhou, as a computer manufacturer, immediately surfaced within his conceptual framework.

Having Shenzhou provide hardware support was easy for Li Mu to achieve, but Li Mu wasn’t merely seeking low-priced hardware from Shenzhou. Instead, he thought in reverse: besides Shenzhou helping this project, what could this project, in turn, bring to Shenzhou?

Hardware sales would naturally bring revenue; this was beyond doubt. However, even if Li Mu opened one thousand internet cafes nationwide, each with one hundred machines, for Shenzhou, it would only amount to a sales volume of one hundred thousand units. One hundred thousand units was not a particularly large number to begin with, and what’s more, Li Mu would inevitably squeeze Shenzhou’s profit margin as much as possible. How could Wu Haijun possibly be interested in such a project?

Moreover, as a shareholder of Shenzhou, Li Mu naturally wouldn’t further exploit Shenzhou’s profit margin at this time. On the contrary, he had to consider Shenzhou’s interests and how to bring it greater development and promotion.

Opening internet cafes meant that this was not an online industry, but a genuine offline one. Every internet cafe would require site selection and establishment. If Li Mu wanted to achieve the goal of comprehensively advancing China’s internet development, then internet cafe locations must be dispersed, and in the initial stage, they should cover all cities nationwide as much as possible. This was fundamental to achieving the goal.

Secondly, since stores were to be built, investment in leasing commercial units and renovation was indispensable. This cost was unavoidable. Shenzhou’s products were already sold nationwide, but because it had only recently started, its pre-sales and after-sales outlets were far from comprehensive. Shenzhou temporarily lacked the ability to establish pre-sales and after-sales points across the country, and franchise agents also needed time to continuously develop. If Li Mu established the internet cafes, it would be equivalent to opening five hundred to one thousand offline stores across the country. With just a little utilization, the benefits to Shenzhou would be simply too numerous.

The most basic benefit was the display function. Currently, over ninety percent of internet cafes nationwide adopt a low-cost “assemble a computer” strategy, using the cheapest solutions for all hardware. Therefore, users have no concept of the computer brand in internet cafes. The only brands they remember are those of the monitor, mouse, and keyboard. If an internet cafe has hundreds of machines uniformly using branded computers from a single brand, from the monitor to the mouse and keyboard, to the chassis, to the system boot screen, and finally to the desktop, all featuring the same brand logo, how much psychological suggestion would that bring to the internet cafe’s users? The advertising effect for that brand would also be obvious.

What’s more, internet cafe players are all potential users of home computers. They might not be able to afford one now, but that’s alright. Once a brand creates a psychological suggestion for them, they will definitely consider that brand first when purchasing a computer in the future. The most fortunate thing now is that Shenzhou’s disadvantage of insufficient after-sales service has not yet been exposed, and the internet is not yet filled with comments about Shenzhou’s poor quality and after-sales service. At this time, Shenzhou’s brand has not been completely cheapened.

Secondly, in the future, his own positioning for Shenzhou sales would be online, because only by selling online could he reduce layer upon layer of channel costs, and truly maintain a price advantage. This strategy would definitely cause a negative backlash: Shenzhou’s original offline agents would have strong opinions, and at the same time, the appeal to new agents would be greatly reduced. This being the case, Shenzhou could operate without physical stores, but it absolutely could not go without physical after-sales service points, otherwise, users would feel too insecure.

The internet cafes’ positioning was to cover cities nationwide, which perfectly aligned with Shenzhou’s market positioning and after-sales needs. If his internet cafes were used as a foundation to address Shenzhou’s after-sales issues, then Shenzhou’s after-sales problems could be significantly improved.

Li Mu’s vision was to add an extra portion to the investment cost of each internet cafe in the future. Internet cafes must be located in ground floor retail spaces, and an area of at least twenty square meters must be reserved for Shenzhou. A sign saying “Shenzhou Computer After-Sales Service Center” must be displayed, letting internet cafe users and users in that city know that there is a Shenzhou computer after-sales service center locally. This way, they could confidently purchase Shenzhou computers online, without worrying about repair difficulties or lack of local repair services in the future.

Local after-sales efficiency would always be the highest. Users would only need to bring their machine to the service point, or staff could provide an on-site inspection. Minor issues could be directly repaired at the user’s home or brought back to the service point for repair. Major issues would be addressed by the service point directly helping users arrange for return to factory for repair, maximizing after-sales repair efficiency.

Once there was a physical store, the store itself could stock a certain number of machines. Li Mu’s requirement wasn’t high: each internet cafe would stock tens of Shenzhou computers. This way, local users who placed an order the same day could directly pick it up at the store, or have it delivered directly to their doorstep by the local outlet, which would be incredibly powerful. No matter where you were, as long as there was a local outlet, same-day or next-day delivery could be achieved, which would be no less impressive than JD.com’s current speed. In this way, local stores would only need to restock in bulk periodically, leading to higher logistics utilization.

Under this overall concept, Shenzhou would actually become the biggest beneficiary.

After Li Mu finished elaborating on these ideas with Wu Haijun, Wu Haijun immediately said with uncontrollable excitement: “General Manager Li, just tell me what to do, and I will do my best to fully cooperate!”

Li Mu smiled: “I know your energy is currently focused on production line expansion, so I don’t require you to invest money in this project. I will bear all the store establishment costs. As for computer hardware, I won’t overly squeeze your profit margin, but you must prioritize supplying the internet cafes’ needs and ensure the quality of the hardware supplied to them. As for other minor details, I will have someone communicate the requirements to you during actual implementation.”

Wu Haijun said without hesitation: “No problem, I will cooperate fully with any demands. As for the computers, however many you need, I will supply them at the fastest possible speed!”

Li Mu nodded, and added: “I’ll cover the hardware and store establishment costs, but the personnel training needs to be handled by your side. When we start building internet cafes across the country, we’ll recruit simultaneously. You don’t need to worry about the internet cafe service staff; you’ll need to solve for the Shenzhou after-sales staff yourself.”

Wu Haijun asked: “General Manager Li, how about I send people to follow your store establishment team and recruit two to three after-sales personnel in each city where you plan to open a store?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said: “Why make it so complicated? I will use YY pop-up windows to conduct local recruitment for the internet cafe chain. One pop-up push can simultaneously promote the internet cafe and recruit potential employees interested in working there. At that time, we can set up a specific job category for you. You can form a small HR Department team to conduct initial screening of applicants, and then go down to various cities to do a round of final interviews for those who passed the initial screening. For those you deem acceptable, you can gather them by province, bring them to the provincial capital for concentrated onboarding training.”

Wu Haijun exclaimed admiringly: “This method is great! This method is truly excellent! Beyond anything else, just a recruitment push alone will instantly let everyone nationwide know that Muye Technology is establishing its own internet cafe chain. The brand promotion power is truly immense!”

Li Mu nodded: “It would be too wasteful not to use the existing YY resources. Moreover, my plans for the internet cafes are not as simple as just one in each city. My objective is to eventually cover all county-level administrative regions, and in cities, counties, and districts with relatively high urban populations, to achieve multiple stores covering the same area.”

Wu Haijun exclaimed: “In that case, that goal would require at least five thousand or even more internet cafes to achieve!”

Li Mu smiled: “If the entire model runs smoothly, opening several thousands wouldn’t be a problem.”

“But the cost would be too high…”

Wu Haijun felt a chill run down his spine. What was the concept of several thousand internet cafes? Although the cost of establishing a store varied greatly in each city and couldn’t be uniform, even with maximum savings, the establishment cost for an internet cafe with one hundred machines would still be in the six figures, right? Several thousand internet cafes would mean billions in establishment costs alone. What’s more, the hardware costs would be even more frightening; one hundred machines would always cost over three hundred thousand. Calculating it this way, the cost for several thousand internet cafes would be astonishingly huge.

Li Mu, however, was not concerned about this. He smiled slightly and said: “Cost is not the problem; the problem is finding the right development and profit model.”

In fact, Li Mu’s objectives for the internet cafe chain went beyond what he told Wu Haijun. A grand and spectacular idea had already formed in his mind, but he had no intention of letting Wu Haijun know about it.





Chapter 803: Greater Scheme

As for the idea Li Mu didn’t want to tell Wu Haijun, Li Mu had already refined it countless times in his mind, and it had largely taken shape.

Currently, Muye Technology’s research and development capabilities were exceptionally strong. Li Mu planned to develop an internet cafe management system and an internet cafe desktop system, working in conjunction with the internet cafe chain project.

The internet cafe management system was naturally for more efficient operation and management of the internet cafes in the future. The internet cafe desktop system, however, was a new profit model Li Mu wanted to explore. Relying on the internet cafe desktop system, two revenue streams could be extended: an internet cafe advertising platform and a game distribution platform.

The advertising platform, to put it plainly, involved placing advertisements on internet cafe computer desktops and pop-up windows. Every screen in an internet cafe was not only a window for player experience but also a display showcase for information. As long as it had the ability to display information, it could be used to earn advertising fees. Since internet cafes were offline physical locations, they were very suitable for local business advertisements. Moreover, local advertising belonged to refined targeting, with a conversion rate far higher than general online advertising. So, if internet cafe advertising was developed, it could itself become a considerable source of income.

As for the game distribution platform, that was a truly lucrative business deal!

Nowadays, the online game market was just beginning to boom, and competition was far from fierce. In the future, as more and more internet users, gamers, and game companies emerged, and with more games available, that’s when online game competition would enter a white-hot phase.

Because most online games currently were client-based games, users needed to download and install game clients before playing. This user adoption cost was too high, so the promotion costs for newly released client-based games were particularly high.

Most users who went to internet cafes played those popular online games and rarely took the initiative to download and try various other new games, unless the game company’s promotion was extraordinarily effective.

However, what if the new game was already installed on the internet cafe computers, placed in a prominent position on the desktop, or even if the computer’s desktop background was a poster for that game? At that point, there wouldn’t even be a need for extra promotion; users themselves would have a high probability of becoming players of that game.

Then, users would simply need to double-click the mouse to directly try out the new game. Compared to needing to download and install, this was a massive leap!

One computer might not be much, but what about tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of computers? That influence would be incredibly powerful!

Furthermore, a crucial point was that the proportion of gamers among internet users in internet cafes was significantly higher than among those online at home. The vast majority of internet users in internet cafes played games, so the player conversion rate was astonishingly high.

Until 2016, online games would remain a money-printing industry, with incredibly powerful cash flow, almost unparalleled except by e-commerce giants like Taobao. Li Mu’s future Storm Entertainment would also continue to make quick money in the gaming industry. At the same time, online games were an indispensable part of Muye Technology’s future structure. The next online game plan would be an extremely vast and important strategic-level plan. If they possessed the ability to seize internet cafe desktops, they would have an extra killer move / trump card when competing with other games in the future.

This killer move / trump card was even more ruthless than YY’s pop-up window recommendations. YY’s pop-up windows could only promote its own products, but their own internet cafe system could directly not install games from competitors, instantly compressing a significant portion of their rivals’ market space. The only loss in doing so would be sacrificing a small number of customers.

This was Li Mu’s bigger, more far-reaching scheme for the internet cafe chain project. Therefore, internet cafe chains were absolutely essential, and if they were to be done, they had to be done on a large scale.

As soon as the idea of scaling up came to mind, they had to re-examine the cost issues of the internet cafe chain.

The initial investment for internet cafe chains was very high. From construction costs, hardware costs, personnel, and operations costs, there was no aspect that could be spared. Unlike the internet, there was no “bubble” to speak of; renting commercial units anywhere in the country couldn’t be done on credit or deferred payment. Computer costs certainly couldn’t be delayed for Wu Haijun. Even if the speed of recovering the costs for tens of thousands of computers were slightly slower, it would still collapse the current Shenzhou. Therefore, every penny was real money.

Logically, they could first invest in tens to hundreds of establishments, paired with a complete set of software and hardware standards, to build brand recognition, and then open up to franchises. However, Li Mu didn’t plan to consider franchising in the early stages because franchising inherently meant sacrificing control. So, what Li Mu envisioned was to first establish five hundred to one thousand internet cafes themselves, covering all cities nationwide, before anything else.

Although franchising wasn’t being considered during this phase, if capital was interested and willing to invest, he would welcome it with open arms. After all, he wasn’t pursuing profits purely from internet cafes. As long as he could ensure absolute control, not having a controlling stake was fine. What he truly wanted was the added value that internet cafes could bring.

Beyond that, Li Mu had another consideration. The internet cafe management system and desktop system were utility software that most internet cafes would have to purchase, and they weren’t cheap. If their own research and development team could develop this system to far surpass competing products, then they could also open this system for free use to other internet cafes. By using technical means to lock the program and make it uncrackable, they would be able to control even more internet cafe desktops.

At this moment, Wu Haijun, sitting across from Li Mu, had no idea that Li Mu’s calculations had already flown far beyond. His heart was now filled with gratitude, realizing how incredible it was to have hopped on Li Mu’s fast track. If he had refused Li Mu back then, he’d probably be regretting it enough to find a skyscraper and jump off it now.

After seeing Wu Haijun off, it was already close to midnight, but Li Mu felt no drowsiness. He opened his computer and logged into the company’s intranet, wanting to check the current recruitment status of Muye Technology.

Li Mu himself had been an internet professional for many years and was intimately familiar with various products that could improve work efficiency. Therefore, the intranet system Li Mu oversaw the development of was not merely a simple website but a product with vast functionalities.

This intranet system had developed exclusive pages for each department. Information such as work progress, product status, and real-time data were all updated promptly within this intranet. The entire system was open to all Muye Technology employees, but each person’s permissions varied according to their position. Li Mu’s authority was the highest; he could view all information on the company’s intranet.

The human resources information managed by Lin Qingya had multiple permission settings on the company page. Only she and Li Mu could browse all HR information, including existing employee data, pending employee data, and interview candidate information and progress. Other department heads could only view HR information relevant to their respective departments.

Li Mu primarily focused on the ‘Pending Employee’ section. This internal system assigned a rating from 1 to 10 to all entered employees and recruitment follow-ups, with higher levels indicating stronger individual capability and qualifications / professional experience. There were 87 people in the ‘Pending Employee’ section, none of whom were rated 10. This was because Li Mu’s basic requirement for a 10 was too high; he rated Fang Xudong, who joined Muye Technology from Google, as 9, and himself as 8, even feeling a slight guilty conscience about that. To be a Level 10 ‘God’ would truly require being a tech guru universally known in the internet industry.

There were two individuals rated 9: one was a research and development professional at Microsoft named Xue Yue; the other was involved in database-related architecture at Oracle, named Zhang Di.

Li Mu searched his memory; he had no recollection about the names of these two individuals. After a quick look at their profiles, he saw both were of Chinese nationality and had not yet immigrated.

Judging from their resumes, both were considered mid-to-high-level research and development personnel, but hadn’t reached the level where they could truly take charge of a major project at Microsoft or Oracle. So, at this level, their income was likely higher, but it was still considered normal within their respective companies, without any extra benefits. People like them were abundant in such companies, so as long as Muye Technology offered sufficiently attractive conditions, it wouldn’t be difficult to persuade them to return to China.

Li Mu filtered through them one by one. Among the 87 individuals, there wasn’t a single name he recognized. This meant that among these 87 people about to join Muye Technology, there was no true top-tier talent.

Li Mu was a little disappointed, but on second thought, top-tier talent wasn’t that easy to come by; one couldn’t just find them by casually looking.

Afterward, he checked the interview progress information. This contained data on individuals Muye Technology had recently interviewed, as well as those prepared to be invited for interviews. The number of people on this list was enormous: 339 had already been interviewed, 481 had been invited but not yet interviewed, and 594 were planned for invitation.

Li Mu clicked his tongue in surprise / awe. No wonder Lin Qingya kept saying that the interview workload had been very intense recently. Just the interviewed candidates alone amounted to 339 people. Moreover, the HR department’s workload wasn’t just interviews; the screening and contacting efforts before interviews were also immense. From this data, it was clear that they had recently called and invited 339 + 481, or 820 people, just for interviews!

As Li Mu thought about giving the HR team an award, he quickly scrolled through the thousands of names, flipping page after page. He was only looking to see if any of these names were ones he had heard of in his previous life.

He flipped through countless pages until Li Mu’s eyes blurred, yet he still hadn’t found a familiar name.

Just as Li Mu was about to give up, suddenly a very ordinary name caught his eye.

Xu Bo.

When Li Mu first saw this name, his mind instinctively filtered it out. But his peripheral vision caught the ‘Current Company’ column next to the name, seeing ‘NetEase’ written there. A flash of light instantly surged through Li Mu’s mind.

That flash of light, like lightning, appeared and vanished quickly. Li Mu couldn’t grasp the details, and he mused, “NetEase Xu Bo… how does that name sound both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time?”

Immediately, Li Mu opened his personal resume.

Born in ’77, he was already twenty-five years old this year, but the work experience listed on his resume was just under a year. In other words, this person had only joined NetEase late last year, working as a game planner.

Game planner…

“Holy crap!” Li Mu excitedly slapped his thigh, the clue in his mind becoming increasingly clear: “Xu Youzhen! Old Xu!”





Chapter 804: Why Not Develop Games Ourselves?

When it came to domestic online games, Li Mu could only think of three works that could be considered high-quality in the era they were first launched: Dahua Xiyou, Fantasy Westward Journey, and the Jian Xia Qing Yuan series.

Among them, Dahua Xiyou was the earliest, having just launched at the end of last year, 2001. Fantasy Westward Journey and Jian Xia Qing Yuan Online both came out in the second half of 2003. The two “Journey to the West”-themed games were NetEase’s original creations, while the Jian Xia Qing Yuan series came from Kingsoft’s Xishan Ju Studio, which was under Leader Lei.

All three games had created a sensation and boasted very strong marketing data. However, Fantasy Westward Journey had the strongest vitality; even before Li Mu’s rebirth, many people were still playing it, making it one of the online games with the longest lifespan.

Speaking of Fantasy Westward Journey, one has to mention Old Xu. He was a very famous figure in China’s domestic online gaming scene, definitely one of those who rose from humble beginnings. He joined NetEase during the Dahua Xiyou era, and thanks to his many constructive suggestions for Dahua Xiyou, he gradually gained a firm foothold at NetEase. Even when Ding Lei didn’t favor Fantasy Westward Journey, Old Xu managed to make it a massive hit, ultimately leading NetEase to shift its focus entirely to Fantasy Westward Journey. In terms of ability and understanding of the current domestic online game market and users, Old Xu must be a top-tier talent, otherwise Fantasy Westward Journey couldn’t have become so popular and remained so for so many years.

Three years after Fantasy Westward Journey became popular, Old Xu resigned from NetEase, doing so by completely turning hostile with Ding Lei to secure investment and start his own venture. Although he released several popular games, none could compare to Fantasy Westward Journey.

Li Mu didn’t play many online games; he couldn’t even recall Old Xu’s full name, but he had long heard of “Old Xu.” He also had some understanding of the events back then. To put it plainly, Old Xu left due to issues with the uneven profit distribution of Fantasy Westward Journey.

Li Mu had no intention of commenting on who was right or wrong, but the insights gained from similar incidents had always been something he valued greatly.

In the business world, there are two types of leaders. One type, when a meritorious employee earns one hundred million for them, immediately gives back several million or even more in profit to the employee, thereby further solidifying their relationship.

The other type of leader, when a meritorious employee earns one hundred million for them, still pays the employee according to the original employment contract, and gives a ten-thousand-yuan year-end bonus, thinking they are exceptionally generous and hoping the employee will be eternally grateful.

Li Mu had seen too many of the latter type, so from the day he started his business, he resolved to become the former.

Considering Old Xu’s departure from NetEase back then, it was likely also due to similar circumstances. In Li Mu’s view, Ding Lei lost an extremely talented individual over money in that era. Especially considering that NetEase’s most core business was gaming, if one paid attention to NetEase’s financial reports, game revenue sometimes exceeded ninety percent. From this, one could imagine the immense intangible loss Ding Lei suffered by losing Old Xu.

Li Mu regarded the gaming business highly, but he hadn’t had the energy to set up his own game development team before. His previous concept leaned more towards agency, for example, currently representing Mu Online. After accumulating strength, he planned to get World of Warcraft in 2004, and then gradually take in other popular games from Korea. By then, he could essentially support a large enterprise with annual revenue of several billion US dollars.

However, after seeing Old Xu’s resume, a thought suddenly sparked in Li Mu’s mind.

“Why not develop games ourselves?”

In the future, Storm Entertainment could specialize in representing major games, but overall, Storm Entertainment operating games was far less suitable than YY. After all, YY was a massive Ecosystem. Apart from anything else, its shared user base was unparalleled; a single YY account allowed quick login to all YY-affiliated products. Who could compete with such convenience?

If a game research and development department were established at Muye Technology, and people were recruited to develop games in-house, the future development space would certainly be vast. After all, the additional synergistic benefits generated by YY’s entire Ecosystem were simply too powerful.

More importantly, developing games in-house offered a much larger profit margin than merely representing them!

Not to mention, if Fantasy Westward Journey were operated within YY’s Ecosystem, it would definitely earn more money than NetEase’s operations.

And the key person for Fantasy Westward Journey was Old Xu. As long as he was poached and given a team, wouldn’t that be enough? The research and development costs for a game were not much for Muye Technology, no problem at all. Since that was the case, why not do it?

Thinking of this, Li Mu hurriedly checked the notes about Old Xu on the intranet again. The notes indicated that Old Xu had already had an interview once, and it was just three days ago.

The detailed HR notes on Old Xu stated: “This person is skilled in online game planning, applied for a game planner position at YY Games, possesses good communication skills, and has some understanding of online games. A final interview by the game department is recommended.”

Following this, a person in charge from the YY Games Planning Department also left a note: “This person has limited work experience, inadequate academic qualifications, and specializes in online games rather than board and card games. We currently have no plans for online games, so no final interview will be arranged.”

When Li Mu saw this note, he instinctively felt a surge of anger. Was this person in charge of the YY Games Planning Department an incompetent fool? Someone as impressive as Old Xu, and he was rejected outright after just a resume check without even a final interview?

But after Li Mu calmed down a little, he realized the person in charge of the Planning Department wasn’t wrong.

YY Games was currently just a Game Hall for board and card games. Such games significantly differed from mainstream online games. Old Xu’s resume indeed didn’t align with YY Games’ requirements. Moreover, Old Xu’s resume wasn’t impressive, lacking experience and academic qualifications—this was the biggest embarrassment for someone from humble beginnings. Before achieving success, it was always relatively difficult to get an opportunity to prove one’s capabilities.

Putting aside the anger he felt, Li Mu carefully considered why Old Xu would actively submit his resume to Muye Technology at this time. He was a smart person and should have seen that Muye Technology showed no signs of venturing into mainstream online games. Even if he succeeded in the interview, he would likely face significant unacclimatized illnesses, and the situation wasn’t clear.

However, after careful consideration, a bold hypothesis formed in Li Mu’s mind: Old Xu probably identified YY’s current lack of online game development initiative, which was why he actively approached them.

Smart people are good at finding opportunities. Just like at the beginning of the skit Selling Crutches, when Gao Xiumin evaluated her husband, The Great Persuader, she had a classic line: “I heard Accountant Wang bought a horse, and someone went to sell saddle covers. I heard Silly Si bought a motorcycle, and someone went to sell helmets. I heard Aunt Zhang couldn’t sleep, and someone went to sell sleeping pills to her.”

These lines seem to have a small scope, but the underlying principle is very clear and precise: it’s how smart people proactively seize market opportunities. Old Xu very likely saw YY’s enormous potential in online game operations and also observed YY’s gap in online games, which is why he came looking for an opportunity, holding the same idea as The Great Persuader. What others saw as a desert, he saw as having the potential to become an oasis.

Thinking it over, Old Xu hadn’t been with NetEase for long, and certainly had no personal attachment to the company. NetEase wouldn’t give him a chance to fully display his talents right now either. Therefore, in the current situation, poaching him would definitely be a guaranteed poaching success.

Immediately, Li Mu left a message for Kong Lingyu on YY, asking, “I’m preparing to set up a game development team. Do you have any good suggestions?”

Kong Lingyu was online invisibly and quickly sent Li Mu a message: “Boss, I wholeheartedly agree!”

“Tell me why.”

“Nothing else, games are too profitable, and the cash flow is excellent!”

“Nothing else?”

“Our Ecosystem currently lacks only online games. This is a huge piece of cake. I’ve always wanted to mention it to you, but I was afraid you wanted to conduct the gaming business under the Storm Entertainment umbrella, so I didn’t say anything.”

Li Mu gave a self-deprecating smile and typed on the keyboard: “No need to consider Storm Entertainment now. I’m going to change the approach and establish a game business unit, completely separate from the ‘YY Games’ business unit. This game business unit will only focus on client-based online games.”

Li Mu originally hoped to use Storm Entertainment to make quick money, letting Mu Online be hugely successful for two years and rake in a fortune. Then he would have the capital to negotiate the agency for World of Warcraft with Blizzard, rake in another fortune after getting World of Warcraft, and then represent some more popular online games, making money indefinitely.

However, looking at it now, Storm Entertainment could be temporarily put aside, letting it first generate profit with Mu Online. He himself would seize the time to adjust strategy, build up the gaming business under YY, and still aim for a US listing. The gaming business could bring excellent revenue data and significantly boost valuation.

Seeing Li Mu’s message, Kong Lingyu quickly replied: “That’s fantastic, Boss! Just say the word, and I can immediately throw myself into the gaming business!”

Li Mu replied: “Alright, let’s work overtime tomorrow evening and discuss the game business unit together.”

“No problem!”

After finishing his conversation with Kong Lingyu, Li Mu left a message for Lin Qingya, instructing her to recently tell HR and their partner headhunters to comprehensively collect contact information for core members of major online game research and development companies nationwide. They were to formulate an aggressive plan to relentlessly poach a group of people, sparing no expense and striking in one fell swoop.

Since he had decided, one Old Xu wouldn’t be enough. Li Mu also wanted to gather other talents, especially Kingsoft Software’s Xishan Ju Studio. While they were currently only working on the standalone version of Jian Xia Qing Yuan and hadn’t yet tasted the thrill of making big money, he wanted to round up all in one go. This would also further block Kingsoft’s future profit channels and cut off Leader Lei’s next ambitious plan.

If he could poach Old Xu and the Dahua Xiyou team to work on Fantasy Westward Journey, and then poach the Jian Xia Qing Yuan team to develop a similar wuxia or xianxia online game, the domestic gaming market in the coming years would truly become interesting!

As for the outrageous and incompetent X-Tu and similar titles developed by Shi Yuzhu, if he himself were to get involved in this industry, did they really think such products could still make money? It was simply a wild fantasy!





Chapter 805: Wanying’s Development Path

The next day, at Wanying, Yanjing.

Li Mu, Song Liang, Chen Ze, Du Fei, and Wei Lan sat together in the conference room, discussing Wanying Real Estate’s three major upcoming projects.

First on the list was the Sanlitun commercial center project; second, the specific plans for Wanying Real Estate’s own development of three housing developments; and third, how Wanying Real Estate would collaborate with Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan on its remaining four plots of land.

Regarding the Sanlitun commercial property project, Li Mu and Wei Lan had already reached a consensus: they would choose the location of Sanlitun Village from Li Mu’s previous life, expand upon it, and plan for an even larger business capacity, aiming to build it into China’s most fashionable shopping, leisure, and entertainment hub.

Li Mu directly presented a detailed plan for a modern commercial mall during the meeting and named the project “Wanying Plaza Number One”.

The development plan for Wanying Plaza Number One was even larger than most commercial property projects developed by companies like Wanda, Vanke, Kaid, Longde, and Taikoo Li in later generations. Li Mu’s vision was to turn it into Yanjing’s most impressive comprehensive commercial center within the Fourth Ring Road. Although its scale couldn’t compare to commercial hubs like Wangfujing and Xidan, it aimed to be the undisputed champion among single comprehensive malls within the Fourth Ring Road in the future.

For the subsequent division of labor on the Sanlitun project, Chen Ze was responsible for government relations, public relations, land acquisition, and demolition compensation for the entire project. Du Fei and her design team at Wanying were to quickly produce several preliminary design drafts for everyone to choose from for in-depth optimization. Song Liang was in charge of overall planning and managing all related work for the specific development. Wei Lan was responsible for formulating Wanying Plaza’s commercial operations strategy, including resource planning, investment attraction, promotion, marketing, and operations.

As for Li Mu himself, he very clearly freed himself from this project. Apart from major decisions, he was not responsible for any specific work.

Everyone had no objections to Li Mu’s arrangement. Li Mu was a strategy setter, and there was no need for him to personally charge into battle. Moreover, his own ventures were already keeping him busy enough.

After the Sanlitun project’s division of labor was finalized, Song Liang said, “Since the Wanying Plaza matter is settled, should we discuss residential real estate development next?”

Li Mu then said, “Don’t rush.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Wei Lan and said, “Wei Lan, while Wanying Plaza is in its early preparatory stages and you don’t have clear tasks, take this time to travel around, analyze the commercial development situation in major cities across the country, including Yanjing, and select sites for the second, third, and even fourth ‘Wanying Plaza’.”

Everyone was dumbfounded, even wondering if their ears were playing tricks on them.

A single Wanying Plaza project represents a total investment in the range of one billion yuan. Focusing all efforts on one project now seemed manageable, but continuously developing three or four more simultaneously would overwhelm both capital and energy. Yet, Li Mu’s words clearly indicated a continuous construction of Wanying Plazas, one after another, starting from the first.

Chen Ze was the first to react, blurting out, “Are you planning to launch several Wanying Plazas at once?”

Li Mu replied light-heartedly, “If possible, the goal is continuous output like an assembly line, with no specific number.”

Real estate companies that truly become giants always have multiple projects under construction simultaneously across the country. The general way of doing things is to first invest in one project, then mortgage it to the bank after investing money, take out a loan, and immediately start the second and third. This way, multiple projects can be launched concurrently. Li Mu summarized this development model as: bringing a scoop of water as a primer, finding the bank as the hand pump well, and using depositors’ money to irrigate the land. Otherwise, how much land could his single scoop of water irrigate? This is the fastest development model.

Adopting this development model doesn’t require high technical difficulty but demands a strong mental fortitude, because the operations (scope) expanded using this model are too vast, like treading on thin ice in the middle of a hundred-meter-deep lake. Once a capital chain breaks or other major negative impacts occur, the entire operation would completely collapse, and all assets would be instantly overturned.

Many real estate developers have the opportunity to develop at high-speed using this model, but few truly dare to take such a huge gamble. For most real estate developers, they’ve found a way to hit big doubles and double stars on the slot machine, and each bet never puts all their points on the line, keeping the risk very small.

However, in comparison, Li Mu’s approach is like constantly betting high or low on a slot machine, doubling up repeatedly. If he gets it wrong, he loses everything.

However, this high risk was only perceived by outsiders. For Li Mu, who knew the development of commercial real estate, he had extremely high confidence with each roll.

In Li Mu’s view, Wanying had money, and not just a small amount. This money must be utilized through financial operations with banks. Wherever the money is spent, that’s where collateral will be used to secure further mortgage loans from the bank. As long as the model is chosen correctly, Wanying’s billions in hand could leverage real estate projects worth tens of billions scale. Taking advantage of this vacuum period to quickly stake out territory, high risk doesn’t matter. With the bank’s backing, and then through financing and attracting more funds and connections, Wanying’s development would be smooth sailing.

Moreover, his commercial property planning was unusually grand, encompassing not only retail and cultural entertainment but also office buildings, five-star hotels, ultra-high-end commercial apartments, and other ancillary commercial services. With Wanying Plaza’s development model, which was at least ten years ahead of its time, making money was certain, and a high valuation was also certain. In this situation, a high debt ratio didn’t matter. What rich person isn’t also heavily indebted while being rich?

Among the numerous billionaires in China in the future, besides perhaps Lao Gan Ma who genuinely might not owe money, which billionaire doesn’t owe money? Owing money isn’t the problem; the biggest problem is wanting to owe and not being able to.

And one more thing is even more important: although each Wanying Plaza is an independent commercial entity, there must be enough of them to generate a huge brand effect nationwide. Once the concept of “where Wanying Plaza is, that’s the city center” is popularized in the minds of all citizens, Wanying Plaza’s future development will be even smoother. Local governments will provide more subsidy policies, banks will give higher valuations, more loans, and lower interest rates, and the public and investors will give higher value recognition. Furthermore, it will also hugely boost residential real estate. If all these elements are combined, Wanying Plaza’s speed will only accelerate in the future.

Everyone understood Li Mu’s usual way of doing things. Being swayed and encouraged by him like this, they pretty much all inwardly recognized Li Mu’s development direction. They were going to give it their all anyway, so it might as well be a more thorough commitment.

…

As for residential real estate development, Wei Lan put forth an unprecedented idea today: using Wanying’s three best plots of land in the Sanyuan Bridge area to develop ultra-high-end residential real estate projects.

Wei Lan felt that since Li Mu’s ambition did not lie in residential real estate, they might as well directly transcend the scope of residential real estate and create ultra-luxury residential properties that did not yet exist in China.

Wei Lan’s idea was to draw inspiration from Manhattan in New York: building the best quality homes in the most central areas. Such houses, focused on ultra-high-end and the elite class, could completely transcend the traditional scope of residential real estate. Their selling prices might be so expensive as to make people question their existence, and their cost-effectiveness might be outrageously low, but that wouldn’t matter. As long as the concept was well-executed and the quality guaranteed, sales channels would definitely not be an issue.

This kind of product is like Wagyu beef from Japan, which can sell for over one thousand yuan per 500g in restaurants, dozens of times the price of ordinary beef. However, it has its own target audience; people who can afford and appreciate it won’t question its price, but rather praise its quality. Those who cannot afford it don’t need to worry; while it sells for over one thousand yuan per 500g, it won’t affect the price of ordinary beef at the neighborhood market.

While High-end Residences might not have as high a price gap as Wagyu and ordinary beef, it is quite possible for a neighboring community to sell for twenty thousand yuan per square meter, while the starting price for an ultra-luxury residence is one hundred thousand yuan.

Wei Lan felt that ultra-high-end residences were currently an untouched area in China. Firstly, villas were already excluded from the residential category. Secondly, although villas were also very luxurious, they simply couldn’t compare to residences. Residences could be infinitely close to the city center, offering extreme convenience in daily life, highlighting the uniqueness of the elite class, and forming high-end communities, thus continuously attracting more top talent.

In Wei Lan’s words, this was why many people paid the price of a suburban luxury villa to buy a High-end Residence around Central Park in Manhattan. Since there was nothing similar in China right now, Wanying could be the first to “eat the crab” (be the first to try something new).

Wei Lan’s plan made everyone but Li Mu feel a lack confidence, but it brightened Li Mu’s eyes.

Li Mu was not familiar with the situation in the United States, but he had heard that Manhattan was prime real estate. However, he thought it unlikely that China could have such a unique existence like Manhattan, after all, the entire Manhattan had been branded with the mark of high society and was known worldwide.

However, Li Mu recalled Tomson Riviera from back then, a property in Huzhou City that sold for one hundred thousand yuan per square meter in 2005. That was an unprecedented existence; as soon as it was launched, the property became an immediate subject of media bidding to report on. Tomson Riviera was famous in China for over ten years, truly a well-deserved benchmark for ultra-luxury residences.

China has a large population, and also a considerable number of wealthy individuals, truly full of talented or influential people. There is a latent market space for ultra-high-end residences. Li Mu had often heard in later generations that many top celebrities and billionaires lived in luxurious mansions in Yanjing that were several hundred square meters, high-rise residences in the city center. The experience was completely different from villas: not only direct elevator access, but also extremely secure community management and a very strong elite gathering effect. Making an attempt in this area now might not be a bad choice.





Chapter 806: Building Yanjing’s Manhattan

“If you want to know which residential communities the upper echelon of a city mostly choose, there’s a very useful trick: directly search where local celebrities live. It’s not that celebrities represent the entire upper class, but rather that celebrity gossip provides the most information, making data collection easiest.

“For example, if you search for celebrities in Yanjing, you can easily find several residential communities where they live, such as Wanguocheng Moma, Palm Springs, and several high-end residential communities in Financial Street. The housing prices in these communities are basically exorbitantly high, much more expensive than the neighboring ones.

“In the future, Yanjing will have at least a hundred High-end Residences and several ultra-High-end Residences, but currently, it can be clearly stated that there are none.

“Li Mu had not previously considered High-end Residences because he didn’t understand the industry. His knowledge of real estate was superficial, and High-end Residences were a derivative project of residential real estate, something he knew nothing about.

“However, Wei Lan was a worldly person.

“She explained to everyone in the conference room: “In the core cities of every developed country, there will definitely be areas densely packed with ultra-luxury residential projects, such as Manhattan in New York or Point Piper in Sydney. The selling prices of ultra-luxury residences in these places are generally more than ten times the average housing price in their respective cities. However, Manhattan is a financial center and a gathering place for the upper class, possessing a strong clustering effect. Point Piper, on the other hand, is not only Sydney’s most luxurious district but also boasts impeccable bay views.”

“Speaking, Wei Lan continued: “Although Yanjing isn’t as developed as New York’s Manhattan, nor does it have the sea views of Sydney’s Point Piper, Yanjing is China’s political and cultural center, and China’s second-largest city. The number of elite class members here is not much different from Huzhou City. However, currently, these elites don’t have a true elite community, let alone a gathering place for the elite class like Manhattan. If we develop Sanyuan Bridge to be like Yanjing’s Manhattan, it will certainly have significant room for growth in the future.”

“Li Mu felt as if a new window had opened in his mind after listening, and a sudden clarity washed over him.

“Thinking about the future of Sanyuan Bridge, Li Mu’s rough impression was of a transportation hub, as this area would indeed be very convenient for transport in the future, with a high-speed airport expressway and Airport Line directly connecting to Capital Airport. However, Sanyuan Bridge itself had two other defining characteristics: business and foreign affairs.

“Regarding business: Sanyuan Bridge itself was a very large business center in Yanjing—a business center, not a commercial center.

“Commercial centers are various malls, retail spaces, and shopping centers. Business centers, however, are gathering places for a large number of high-end enterprises. Unlike Zhongguancun, Sanyuan Bridge was where Fortune 500 companies congregated, while Zhongguancun was the birthplace of various internet-related startups. Zhongguancun’s later rise over Sanyuan Bridge only happened after the internet industry boomed, so for the next few years, Zhongguancun couldn’t compare to Sanyuan Bridge on a business level.

“Regarding foreign affairs: Sanyuan Bridge was surrounded by numerous embassies. From Sanyuan Bridge all the way to Sanlitun, there was a dense concentration of embassies from all over the world stationed in China, making it a gathering place for high-end foreign personnel.

“In Li Mu’s view, the future of Sanyuan Bridge was somewhat regrettable. Although it was a business center, due to a lack of precise positioning and overall planning, it was gradually replaced by other business centers. As for commercial development, it was practically nonexistent. It had inadvertently turned itself into an image of a “transportation hub,” squandering its many advantages.

“If he still followed his thinking from his previous life, developing High-end Residences at Sanyuan Bridge would basically have little significant progress. However, Li Mu had a deep understanding of one characteristic in urban development: in the process of urban development, one should never underestimate a single spark with special potential; once the timing is right, a single spark can start a prairie fire.

“For example, Sanlitun. Sanlitun used to be a handicraft wholesale market, but precisely because there were many embassies and foreign affairs personnel nearby, Sanlitun welcomed its first bar and became a leisure spot for foreigners after work, gradually turning into a bar street, and finally becoming Yanjing’s most fashionable commercial district.

“Another example is Zhongguancun. The reason Zhongguancun became the core of the national internet industry was because a group of technical personnel plunged into the business world here in the 1980s, setting up private technology companies, which then attracted government policies to designate it as a high-tech industrial zone. To put it plainly, originally, this place was just a street for electronic components, slowly developing into an electronics city, and finally evolving into China’s Silicon Valley.

“Sanyuan Bridge’s geographical location was better than both Sanlitun and Zhongguancun. It had the subway, light rail, Third Ring Road, and airport expressway. It had embassies, Fortune 500 companies, and not far away, Yanjing’s largest park within the Fourth Ring Road. It possessed the potential for a major boom; perhaps all it lacked was a tiny spark.

“Immediately, Li Mu said, “Wei Lan’s suggestion is very interesting. Does anyone have any thoughts? Feel free to speak up and let’s discuss them together.”

“Chen Ze smacked his lips and said, “Didn’t you previously say that Yanjing’s High-end Residences would develop northwards? Does developing High-end Residences in Sanyuan Bridge have enough prospects?”

“Li Mu said, “The trend for High-end Residences to develop northwards is a trend, but trends can be influenced. If someone told you ten years ago that Sanlitun would become a cultural and entertainment center, would you have believed them?”

“Du Fei said with a smile, “Ten years ago, Sanlitun was just a market, as insignificant as Panjiayuan. At that time, the most impressive place in Yanjing was the Asian Games Village.”

“Chen Ze also nodded, “Indeed, ten years ago, no one could have imagined Sanlitun turning into what it is today. If it weren’t for the embassy district being planned there, Sanlitun couldn’t have become a bar street and spurred the creation of so many newly opened nightclubs.”

“Li Mu said, “Actually, the same principle applies to Sanyuan Bridge. If we want to turn Sanyuan Bridge into Yanjing’s Manhattan, the first thing we need to do is hype up the concept of Sanyuan Bridge Business Center, and then establish the first magnet-like project in Sanyuan Bridge, just like the first bar built in Sanlitun back then.”

“Speaking, Li Mu continued: “Everyone, think about it: if, as Wei Lan said, we build three luxury and ultra-luxury residential communities in Sanyuan Bridge all at once, what kind of impact will that have on this area? If we start construction on all seven plots of land simultaneously, and then use the influence of Muye Technology to continuously promote the future development potential of Sanyuan Bridge, what kind of impact will that bring? I believe that in a short period, Sanyuan Bridge will definitely capture the attention of all Yanjing residents. At that time, Sanyuan Bridge will inevitably become Yanjing’s most extremely popular commercial district, and also one of the preferred commercial districts for ordinary people to invest in real estate. By then, this trend would have been successfully guided by us.”

“Song Liang listened carefully and, after some thought, agreed, “If we truly guide the trend, real estate developers will definitely target this highly popular area. Not only will they invest in the construction of commercial real estate projects nearby, but other supporting facilities will also quickly follow suit.”

“Li Mu nodded, saying, “Exactly. Once its future is seen as promising, and once a high-end elite population arrives, not only will commercial real estate target this area, but many other businesses will also set their sights here. Someone will open high-end dining and entertainment for the elite, someone will open high-end sports and fitness venues for the elite, and someone will open childcare centers for the elite. All businesses will try every possible means to provide better services for the elite. Ultimately, it boils down to this: commerce has a tendency to cluster. As long as this trend can be stimulated, resources from all walks of society will continuously flow into this area.”

“Du Fei said excitedly, “General Manager Li, if what you say comes true, Sanyuan Bridge will absolutely explode in popularity!”

“Li Mu said, “I believe that as long as we operate properly, under these circumstances, Sanyuan Bridge will definitely become hugely popular because its land prices will rise, housing prices will rise, and the cost of office and residential space will rise. This will, in turn, raise the threshold for developing commercial office buildings and residential buildings in Sanyuan Bridge in the future, increase the threshold for businesses to settle in, and raise the income threshold for people living there. Once everything in a certain area is adapted to high standards, that entire area will also become a high-value area. I wouldn’t dare say we can truly turn Sanyuan Bridge into Yanjing’s Manhattan, but at the very least, it must become Yanjing’s business center and a gathering place for high-end talent.”

“Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with pleasant surprise, never expecting him to fully grasp her proposal so quickly, even immediately extending it into a more comprehensive and in-depth plan based on her original idea.

“Originally, Wei Lan had prepared three proposals, with the other two being relatively conventional real estate development plans. Precisely because they were conventional, Wei Lan felt those two plans had nothing remarkable to speak of.

“Building ultra-luxury residential projects was the most daring plan Wei Lan felt, but also the one she believed had the most unique characteristics and highlights. Her thinking aligned with Li Mu’s: to first ignite a spark in Sanyuan Bridge, then attract societal resources to flow in, allowing the entire Sanyuan Bridge to experience a Phoenix Rebirth and stand out.

“Amidst her pleasant surprise, Wei Lan added, “As General Manager Li said, if we are confident in elevating the status and value of Sanyuan Bridge by a notch, then not only can these three real estate projects earn more profit, but the remaining four plots of land can also yield greater returns. Moreover, we can also plan ahead, for example, by preparing commercial real estate projects near Sanyuan Bridge before the trend picks up, and we could even build the next Wanying Plaza at Sanyuan Bridge.”

“Li Mu nodded, praising, “This idea is excellent. Getting in first before land prices soar, just like when we acquired these six plots of land, this yields the lowest cost and greatest profit.”

“Wei Lan smiled slightly and said, “Besides these, there’s an additional benefit: the brand enhancement for Wanying from ultra-High-end Residence projects. Once our ultra-High-end Residence project succeeds, it will definitely cause a huge stir domestically. It can make people across the country firmly remember the name Wanying overnight.”





Chapter 807: Where There’s a Will, There’s a Way

Wei Lan intended to develop ultra-luxury residential projects to find greater potential for Wanying’s three land plots. When this plan reached Li Mu, it transformed into making Sanyuan Bridge a true business center, significantly expanding its scope.

However, everyone trusted Li Mu’s decisions. With commercial real estate projects decades ahead of their time already set to launch, three ultra-luxury residential projects were even less of a concern for Wanying. If this model proved viable, Wanying would have found a new development strategy for the future.

Li Mu had laid out a relatively comprehensive plan in his mind. He then presented this plan to the partners present:

Ultra-luxury residences could not only serve as a solution for the three land plots at Sanyuan Bridge but also become a standard feature for Wanying Plaza in the future. Every Wanying Plaza launch would entail developing a certain number of ultra-luxury residential projects, integrating them into a single complex. Such High-end Residences would undoubtedly be located in the city’s most prosperous and convenient areas. They would be defined as mixed-use commercial and residential properties, no longer falling within the scope of basic necessity housing for the general public, but rather a choice for the elite class seeking quality living who would pay a high premium to enjoy the lifestyle and services.

At that time, the construction and interior design of these ultra-luxury residences would adopt solutions exceeding the expectations of the elite. All these residences would be placed in the quieter high-rise buildings of Wanying Plaza, ensuring complete separation of commercial and residential access for people and vehicles.

For example: elite residents would enjoy exclusive underground parking, private residential elevators, and private residential access, completely separated from the immense foot traffic of the shopping mall. Meanwhile, these elite residents could also use private elevators to directly access Wanying Plaza, enjoying a one-stop shop for dining, entertainment, and shopping, seamlessly combining living, entertainment, and leisure.

In this way, after each Wanying Plaza is completed, a significant portion of the cash flow can be recovered first through the sale of ultra-luxury residences. This would compensate for the drawback of commercial real estate’s long cost recovery period, making the entire Wanying Real Estate project healthier and more complete.

This approach received unanimous approval from everyone.

Li Mu was unwilling to engage in traditional residential real estate that lacked technical skill and merely inflated housing prices. This type of mixed commercial and residential luxury apartment, targeting a high-end demographic, to some extent avoided the areas Li Mu wished to steer clear of. By exceeding traditional market pricing rules and breaking away from traditional market pricing systems, it stood as a unique, self-contained elegance serving only the elite demographic, making it the most suitable development model for Wanying currently.

After this general strategy was set, the next step was to determine how other land plots would be developed in conjunction and how to reach cooperation with Ye Youdao and others, which became the key to the problem.

Li Mu, Song Liang, and Chen Ze roughly established a cooperation detailed rule. After reaching a consensus within Wanying, Li Mu had Song Liang inform Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan to arrive in Yanjing this Thursday for a face-to-face meeting.

At this very moment, Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan, who were in Jinling, had long been eagerly awaiting. Ever since Song Liang informed Ye Youdao of Li Mu’s decision last weekend, these three had met frequently. It was certain that they attached great importance to this opportunity, and currently, all their thoughts were focused on awaiting Li Mu’s summons. As soon as Li Mu confirmed the meeting time, they would immediately fly to Yanjing.

After Song Liang informed Ye Youdao about Li Mu’s Thursday meeting appointment, Ye Youdao, excited, immediately stated that he would arrive in Yanjing on time without hesitation.

Zhang Zicheng and Chen Yuan were equally excited. The three of them discussed it privately and decided to travel together to Yanjing on Wednesday morning. Chen Yuan immediately booked a flight for Chen Wan as well, so she could accompany him on Wednesday.

Chen Wan, who had received the confirmed news, was overjoyed. She immediately contacted Li Mu, informing him of her travel time to Yanjing.

Upon hearing that the group would arrive in Yanjing on Wednesday noon, Li Mu had Song Liang, on behalf of Wanying, first host them for lunch, saying he wouldn’t attend. He then arranged with Chen Wan to treat her and her father, Chen Yuan, to a private dinner on Wednesday evening.

Although Chen Wan’s family was the weakest of the three, they were the ones Li Mu most wanted to help. As for the Ye Tianming family or the Zhang Kexuan family, inviting them to cooperate was more about mutual benefit for Li Mu. Therefore, before meeting all three families together, Li Mu wanted to meet Chen Yuan first and ask about his specific needs.

……

Xu Bo, currently at NetEase, had been feeling somewhat dejected these past few days.

He was originally an avid online game enthusiast with a profound understanding of the development of online games in China. When he later decided to enter this industry, his first thought was to join NetEase.

As someone from humble beginnings, it wasn’t easy for Xu Bo to join NetEase. When he first joined, he greatly cherished this opportunity to work for a major company because he knew his academic qualifications and experience were insufficient. Although he had many ideas, his resume lacked sufficient impressive credentials and experience. Therefore, during his first few months at NetEase, he focused on establishing a solid foundation, continuously improving, and proving himself within the company.

For over half a year after joining NetEase, Xu Bo continuously offered his suggestions and insights regarding NetEase’s online game, A Chinese Odyssey Online. Initially, his suggestions were not taken seriously, but through his persistent efforts, A Chinese Odyssey Online began to experiment with some of his proposed optimizations for the game. Unexpectedly, the results were remarkably good. This gradually raised Xu Bo’s standing at NetEase; while not yet crucial, he was at least an indispensable creative planner.

Xu Bo’s career at NetEase had a very smooth start, gaining a certain level of recognition in less than a year. If he continued to develop, he would likely become a mid-level manager at NetEase. However, the sudden rise of Muye Technology made Xu Bo’s once settled heart increasingly restless.

Even before Muye Technology started developing online games, Xu Bo had already recognized Muye Technology’s astonishing advantages in the online gaming sector through its Ecosystem. He knew clearly that once Muye Technology decided to venture into online games, it would undoubtedly become the best promotion platform in the domestic gaming market. If Muye Technology also happened to have a good online game, it had sufficient potential to directly ascend to become a leader in the domestic online gaming industry with just one game.

It was precisely because he saw this potential that Xu Bo eagerly hoped to seize this opportunity. If he could join Muye Technology before it launched its online gaming projects, and if he could gain sufficient recognition at Muye Technology through his own abilities, then in the future, once Muye Technology embarked on online games, he would certainly become an important member of the team.

Although NetEase was also very good, compared to Muye Technology, the difference was significant. Xu Bo knew very well that if he took a chance and got the opportunity to become an important member of Muye Technology’s future online game projects, his career could achieve leapfrog development.

So, Xu Bo submitted his resume to Muye Technology and successfully received an interview invitation.

Traveling from Guangzhou to Yanjing for an interview wasn’t easy. To avoid disrupting his work as much as possible, Xu Bo specifically flew to Yanjing for the interview. The expensive plane ticket made his heart bleed, but he secretly encouraged himself, thinking that if he could truly join Muye Technology, this small amount for a plane ticket would be nothing.

On his way to Yanjing, Xu Bo repeatedly rehearsed his interview script in his mind. He racked his brain trying to anticipate what questions the interviewers might ask him, then meticulously organized his responses. In his mental draft, he had thoroughly analyzed China’s online gaming market and the future direction of online game development. He was also exceptionally confident, believing that Muye Technology’s interviewers would surely be impressed by his professional insights.

However, when Xu Bo arrived in Yanjing, full of anticipation, and went to Muye Technology for his interview, he truly realized just how powerful Muye Technology had become.

As soon as Xu Bo arrived, he was directed to a waiting room to first fill out an application form and await his interviewer. There were actually more than twenty people filling out forms in the waiting room at the same time.

Xu Bo chatted casually with a few other applicants and immediately received a cold reality check. The lowest academic qualification among everyone he asked was a bachelor’s degree from a prestigious university, and there were even high-achieving students with master’s or doctorate degrees from prestigious universities. He himself hadn’t even attended university, making the disparity immediately obvious.

The subsequent interview was also vastly different from what Xu Bo had anticipated. His interviewer wasn’t a manager from the YY Games department, but a dedicated HR representative from Muye Technology. The extensive insights and understanding of games that Xu Bo had prepared were suddenly rendered useless. Although he tried his best during the interview to demonstrate his extraordinary understanding of games to the HR representative, who appeared younger than him, Xu Bo realized from her confused expression that his expectations had been too idealistic.

He had a feeling then that he probably wouldn’t make it to the final interview.

Although the HR representative who interviewed him smiled as she told him to await notification for the final interview, a week had already passed, and he still hadn’t received any notice about the final interview. This solidified his suspicion: Muye Technology simply looked down on people from humble beginnings like him. Students graduating from prestigious universities nationwide were scrambling to join Muye Technology; how could someone like him, who didn’t even have a stepping stone of a good degree, possibly have a chance?

Xu Bo was unwilling to accept this. He had spent a month’s salary on round-trip plane tickets to interview at Muye Technology, yet he hadn’t even met a single manager from the gaming department. This was simply too much of a failure.

Even though he felt like a failure, he still accepted the outcome. He made up his mind to work diligently and realistically at NetEase from then on. Since he didn’t have good academic qualifications, he would strive to build up solid professional experience at NetEase.

What he never dreamed of was that, just as he reluctantly accepted his failure, Muye Technology’s HR suddenly sent him an email. The email invited him to Muye Technology for his final interview that weekend and asked him to reply with his ID number, preferred travel date to Yanjing, and flight number. Muye Technology would purchase his plane ticket and provide hotel accommodation near the company.

Upon receiving this email, Xu Bo was so excited he practically shot up from his seat. The unwillingness to give up that he had just suppressed instantly surged forth again. He felt that this time, for the final interview, he absolutely had to show his best side, and no matter what, he had to seize this hard-won opportunity!

……





Chapter 808: Senior Student Chen Can’t Hold Back

The reason Muye Technology’s HR department sent Xu Bo a final interview invitation and proactively offered to cover his airfare and accommodation was because Li Mu had just held an internal high-level meeting. During this meeting, he determined the importance of online games to Muye Technology’s overall strategic landscape.

After the meeting, Muye Technology decided to establish a “Game Business Unit.” From the outset, this business unit was positioned on the same level as all other existing business units, with its person in charge reporting directly to Li Mu. This alone demonstrated Li Mu’s strong emphasis on online games.

This Game Business Unit was different from the YY Game Business Unit; in fact, its structure was even larger. The Game Business Unit would be responsible for Muye Technology’s entire online game strategy in the future. All future online games would fall under the Game Business Unit’s responsibility, aligning with a product cluster strategy. The YY Game Business Unit, on the other hand, was only responsible for the YY Game Platform product.

Muye Technology didn’t have any existing online game “big shots,” so Kong Lingyu temporarily served as the person in charge of this business unit. His capable subordinate, Sun Qian, also temporarily acted as his deputy, helping him with the initial setup of the Game Business Unit.

When discussing the Game Business Unit, Li Mu naturally wanted to absorb Xu Bo. If this person could be utilized well, he alone could be worth an entire team. In this era, and in Li Mu’s eyes, he represented explosive online games and enormous game revenue.

However, given Li Mu’s current situation, it would be unusual for him to actively pay attention to an applicant’s resume who lacked experience and a strong educational background. For him to show interest in such a person would also lack sufficient theoretical basis. Therefore, he deliberately spoke about how he had accidentally discovered Xu Bo’s resume that night.

In Li Mu’s original words, he greatly admired Xu Bo for being a visionary and purposeful individual, and felt such a person should be invited for a chat to understand his insights and views on online games.

It was precisely because of Li Mu’s mention that Xu Bo, after accepting failure, received a final interview invitation from Muye Technology.

Li Mu didn’t know much about the online gaming industry, but he firmly believed that it was an industry where heroes come from all walks of life, regardless of their background. This was because online games were a new product that had only started a few years ago in China, and no school in the country directly taught knowledge about online games. From the single-player games of the 1990s, almost all professionals in this industry were informally trained.

The online game market of this era, and even the entire internet market, did not judge people based on their background. This is why talents like Xu Bo had the opportunity to distinguish themselves based on their understanding of the online game market and user needs.

Li Mu needed precisely such individuals.

Allowing those who truly understood technology to handle research and development, those who truly understood the market to handle operations, and those who truly understood users to work on products—this was the fundamental principle of making the best use of talent in the internet industry.

Li Mu didn’t know whether the current Xu Bo already possessed the ability to develop a new game, but he firmly believed that as long as this person was given a chance, appropriate guidance, and sufficient support, even if he left NetEase, he would definitely be able to create high-revenue, long-lasting games like Fantasy Westward Journey.

No!

The copyright for Journey to the West was not protected; anyone could use it. Why develop a game “like” Fantasy Westward Journey? Wouldn’t it be more suitable to directly develop a Fantasy Westward Journey belonging to Muye Technology?

With this thought, Li Mu looked forward even more to Xu Bo’s joining.

Of course, besides Xu Bo, there was also Kingsoft’s Xishan Ju Studio.

In addition to Xu Bo’s matter, Li Mu also assigned a task to Lin Qingya during the meeting: to capture all of Xishan Ju Studio’s core members at all costs and within a short period!

Currently, Xishan Ju Studio had not yet achieved truly impressive results, and the treatment of its core members wouldn’t be too high. In this regard, Li Mu believed that Muye Technology could attract them to job hop by offering higher salaries and generous signing bonuses.

If their annual salary could reach two hundred thousand, then Muye Technology would offer four hundred thousand, plus a two hundred thousand cash signing bonus. When the employment contract was laid before them, they would immediately receive two hundred thousand in cash upon signing. Without a doubt, two hundred thousand in cash would be enough to make a down payment on a one hundred square meter two-bedroom apartment within the Third Ring Road, where the average price was currently less than ten thousand.

Besides talking with money, Muye Technology could also talk with facts and the future. Muye Technology’s current corporate influence, reputation, and development potential far exceeded Kingsoft’s, and the team members of Xishan Ju Studio were well aware of this.

…

After the meeting about setting up the Game Business Unit concluded, Li Mu returned to his office and called Zhao Kang, telling him to prepare to return to Yanjing within the next two days.

It was estimated that Wu Haijun from Shenzhou would stay in Yanjing for at least two or three days. The “Computers to the City” policy was a national policy, and the Economic and Trade Commission would certainly be extra cautious about it. It was a good timing for Zhao Kang to return to Yanjing in a couple of days to convey the matter of the internet cafe chain to him. He should first meet Wu Haijun, establish contact, and preferably also go with Wu Haijun to visit Shenzhou, after which they could begin preparations.

Just as Li Mu finished speaking with Zhao Kang, his secretary at Muye Technology knocked on the door and entered, saying to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the newly hired Director Chen wants to see you.”

Li Mu frowned slightly. “Is it Chen Tong?”

The secretary nodded. “Yes.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and then said to her, “Alright, let him in.”

“Understood, General Manager Li.”

The secretary turned and left, then a moment later, knocked on the door again and brought Chen Tong in, saying to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Director Chen has arrived.”

Li Mu nodded slightly to her. After she left, he looked at the awkward Chen Tong with interest and asked him, “Senior Student Chen, how have you been feeling at Muye Technology these past two days?”

Chen Tong chuckled awkwardly and said, “I feel like everyone is incredibly busy except for me. I’ve been idle every day for the past few days, just surfing the internet in my office…”

Chen Tong had been working for several days, but no one had assigned him any tasks. He simply held the title of Content Director and had been sitting idly in his private small office for days. At first, he felt this might be a deliberate arrangement by Li Mu, but he didn’t know what Li Mu’s intention was.

After a few days, Chen Tong felt increasingly lack confidence, even wondering if Li Mu had simply forgotten about him because he was too busy with work.

He had joined Muye Technology through Liu Qiangdong’s connection and Li Mu’s direct approval, and had immediately gone through the onboarding process. Besides Li Mu, he didn’t even know who his direct superior was. Over the past few days, seeing Muye Technology’s enormous scale and continuous hiring, he became worried. If Li Mu forgot about him and didn’t assign him a direct superior, wouldn’t he become a benchwarmer as soon as he joined Muye Technology?

When Chen Tong joined Muye Technology, he didn’t expect to get a great position there, but he himself wasn’t someone who liked to just coast along. So, the more he thought about it, the more he worried about being marginalized long-term. Thus, he kept thinking about finding an opportunity to talk to Li Mu in person.

However, Li Mu had been busy with Taobao and Wanying recently, and it wasn’t easy for him to come to Muye Technology. Chen Tong waited for several days but didn’t get the chance. The last time Li Mu came to see Wu Haijun was late at night, and Chen Tong missed it. This time, when Li Mu came for a meeting, Chen Tong waited until the meeting was over, so as soon as it concluded, he immediately sought him out.

Li Mu heard a hint of complaint in his tone about being idle, so he smiled slightly and first invited him to sit on the sofa in the reception area. Then, he said with a smile, “I’m really sorry, Senior Student Chen. I’ve been too busy with work recently and haven’t had time to talk to you.”

Chen Tong quickly waved his hand. “General Manager Li, you’re exaggerating. Actually, I just wanted to know what the company’s plans are for my work assignments. Personally, I also hope to get involved in actual work as soon as possible.”

Li Mu didn’t answer his question but instead rephrased it, “Senior Student Chen, which department at Muye Technology do you think you are most suitable for?”

Chen Tong hesitated for a moment and then said, “To be honest, I think I’m more suitable for the portal network, because that’s where I came from. I have the most experience with portal networks and it’s easiest for me to get started.”

Li Mu nodded lightly, looking at Chen Tong, and said, “A few months ago, I thought the same, but YY Net’s current planning and development are very good. I don’t think it’s necessary to put you on the portal network anymore.”

Chen Tong’s face felt embarrassed, as if his whole face was burning. When Li Mu first tried to recruit him, he had clung to that blind loyalty to Sina, even foolishly trying to lead Sina Net to resist Li Mu’s competition. He never expected that Li Mu would simply use various methods to block the “Sina” keyword and Sina’s website in the YY product cluster, causing Sina’s stock price to plummet continuously.

Recalling Li Mu’s terrifying, rogue logic when blocking the “Sina” keyword, Chen Tong felt uncomfortable all over. Li Mu’s way of doing things was indeed too ruthless and too frustrating. He himself was deploying troops for a decisive battle, but Li Mu directly burned all his provisions, crippling him and Sina Net without expending a single soldier.

However, reconsidering his own overestimation of himself at that time, and his resolute refusal of Li Mu and Muye Technology, Chen Tong felt more utterly ashamed. He was a man in his thirties, yet in front of Li Mu, he wished he could find a crack in the ground to crawl into.

Li Mu noticed the shame on Chen Tong’s face and thought that teasing should have a limit, so he cleared his throat, signaling to move past that topic. He looked at Chen Tong seriously and said, “Senior Student Chen, in my opinion, your abilities don’t necessarily have to be demonstrated on a portal network. What you excel at is creating content, producing high-quality content that users love, and presenting it to users in an advanced way. This ability is applicable in any field of the internet.”

Chen Tong awkwardly said, “The current internet values traffic. Besides portal networks, I don’t know what other areas need content creators.”

Li Mu smiled. “Muye Technology’s Tieba is a platform entirely made of content. Not only is there a large amount of content created by ordinary netizens, but there is also a lot of content created by celebrities and famous people. Among these, there are many excellent pieces of content.”

Chen Tong asked Li Mu, “What do you define as high-quality content?”

Li Mu said, “Content that can attract a large number of users is high-quality content. It’s not just content published by celebrities; there’s also a lot of high-quality content created by netizens themselves. For example, in the ‘PC Assembly’ Tieba, a netizen wrote a PC assembly guide. In two months, it generated over five million reads. That’s just the readership within Tieba, not including websites that directly copied and pasted the content and published it.”

Chen Tong asked in surprise, “A post published by an ordinary user can get such high readership?”

Li Mu nodded. “Because the content is well-written. For netizens who need to assemble a PC or are interested in this area, the content of his post is very practical. Many people save it to their favorites for easy reference later, and many even follow this netizen. Once he publishes any post in Tieba, those who follow him will receive a special notification.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Tong’s interest was immediately piqued. He excitedly said, “Ordinary users can create such a significant influence and attract so many users. If we really focus on this area, there should be great potential.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement. Chen Tong indeed had keen insight, able to grasp the key point from a single example.

Currently, if Tieba wanted to further develop high-quality content and user influence, it had two directions: turning left to develop into a blog, or turning right to develop into a Zhihu-like platform. However, a product like Zhihu, which pursued swagger and a certain “slutty” refinement, was still too early to play with. Blogs were the most suitable product for the current era.

The second chapter is here, one more chapter coming soon. Please give us your monthly votes!





Chapter 809: Blog Will Be Yours in the Future

Even though Sina’s path over the next decade or so, besides Weibo and Blog, had nothing remarkable to speak of, Li Mu always believed that, as a portal website, Sina’s ability to control content and hotspots was the strongest among all domestic portal websites.

Among them, Chen Tong, as Sina’s most senior content operations specialist, made an immense contribution.

Both Blog and Weibo are products that are simple in their overall design. A small team can fully develop them in a short time, so the barrier to entry for Blog and Weibo is also very low. However, it is extremely difficult for these two products to truly succeed because their entry threshold is extremely low, but their development threshold is extremely high.

Whether it’s Blog or Weibo, both are just display tools. One could say one is a movie screen, and the other is a TV screen. What is truly tested is the content presented to users through different screens.

The success of Sina Weibo, in Li Mu’s view, was due to three factors: first, Twitter provided this new model; second, Sina Blog’s years of successful foundation and the accumulation of a large number of celebrity blogs; and third, Chen Tong’s extremely professional content operations ability.

In fact, Sina Blog’s success also relied on Chen Tong’s ability to operate and control content.

Therefore, for Sina Weibo’s success, in Li Mu’s eyes, two of the three contributing factors were, to some extent, related to Chen Tong.

It was precisely because he trusted Chen Tong’s sensitivity to content that Li Mu deliberately brought up the specific example of Tieba earlier. The purpose was to give him a hint in advance and see what ideas he could come up with in 2002.

The examples Li Mu just gave revealed several core key points:

First, as long as it is high-quality original content, it definitely has the potential to spread widely;

Second, users have already shown with practical actions their demand for various original high-quality content, much of which portal websites simply cannot provide;

Third, users have developed a follow-through mentality towards the creators of high-quality content, meaning that content from non-celebrities will also receive attention;

With these points laid out, the need for a new platform is already clear enough: an open personal column.

So, after revealing the relevant information, Li Mu deliberately asked Chen Tong: “Senior Student Chen, in your opinion, what method should we use to support, encourage, and guide the high-quality content spontaneously created by netizens?”

Chen Tong seriously considered for a long time, then told Li Mu with some lack of confidence: “I have thought of a product model to support this kind of content, but it might not be very practical.”

Li Mu said: “We’re just chatting, so go ahead and speak your mind.”

Chen Tong said: “There’s a type of Blog that has been very popular abroad in the past two years. Its original name was Web-log, meaning a web log. It’s essentially a personal column that belongs to an individual and is open to the entire internet user base. Users can write all sorts of content in their blog, and others can directly access their blog to follow the content they publish.”

Hearing this, Li Mu said with a surprised expression: “So Senior Student Chen has also researched blog.”

Chen Tong said: “I have researched it. Some people in China tried it before, but users didn’t seem to respond well, so no one pursued it after that. That’s why I’m worried this model might cause unacclimatized illnesses in China.”

Li Mu laughed and said: “Why would users suffer from unacclimatized illnesses?”

Chen Tong frowned. He didn’t understand products well, so he couldn’t quite explain why Chinese users weren’t interested in Blog.

After thinking for a long time, Chen Tong could only shrug awkwardly: “I think it might be related to the habits of our netizens. I can’t really say for sure.”

In fact, Blog in China had always been lukewarm. Sina only launched the Blog feature in June 2005. Compared to this product concept that emerged in 1998, Sina’s entry six or seven years later clearly demonstrated their long-term skepticism towards Blog.

The reason Blog became popular in China was actually because a netizen named Mu Zimei published her private diary in a forum. This highly explicit and candid narrative instantly gained immense popularity among countless netizens. At this point, Chinese internet practitioners realized that the network needed a platform that could support celebrities like Mu Zimei and her popular private diary content.

At that time, everyone suddenly realized that Blog, which had existed several years prior, was most suitable for supporting “Mu Zimei”-like focal figures and her personally written original content.

Subsequently, Blogs sprang up like bamboo shoots after the rain across the Chinese internet. It was also around that time that Blog acquired its localized Chinese transliterated name: 博客 (bókè).

Even the translated name came several years late, which fully shows the prevailing unhopeful attitude towards Blog in China after an initial brief attempt.

Facing Chen Tong’s uncertainty, Li Mu smiled and said: “Senior Student Chen, let me analyze it from a product perspective for you: why the few people who attempted to develop Blog in China failed, and why it created the false impression for you and others that Blog cannot succeed in China.”

Chen Tong sat up straight: “General Manager Li, please go ahead.”

Li Mu smiled: “What do you think is the first thing a product needs?”

Chen Tong thought for a moment and said: “Planning? Positioning?”

Li Mu shook his head: “Neither. The first thing a product needs is soil.”

Chen Tong was very surprised: “Aren’t product managers supposed to focus on product features, product positioning, and user experience?”

Li Mu smiled: “You’re talking about an ordinary product manager.”

Then, Li Mu continued: “Let me explain why I say a product first needs soil.”

Chen Tong nodded: “I’m all ears.”

Li Mu asked him: “If I told you I had a product idea to create an online movie-watching website, uploading a large number of digitized movies to my website for users to watch online, do you think there’s any problem with this idea?”

Chen Tong said: “No problem. Video is the most urgently needed content presentation method for netizens right now. However, if you want to make it a bit bigger, the problem of speed and bandwidth probably can’t be solved, right? Even short news videos under a minute are so hard to implement, let alone movies that are often ninety minutes or longer.”

When Sina wanted to do online video news, the biggest problem they faced was streaming media transmission, which they couldn’t achieve. However, Li Mu, with his streaming media solution and powerful servers and bandwidth configuration, successfully launched video news. But it was also due to bandwidth limits that it had to be controlled to short videos, and the number of such short videos could not be large, otherwise, YY Net would not be able to handle it if a large number of users watched simultaneously.

Li Mu looked at Chen Tong and smiled: “It seems Senior Student Chen also feels the same way.”

“Indeed, I feel the same way…” Chen Tong smiled awkwardly and nodded.

Li Mu said: “See, you and I both know that video is a good entry point. However, our domestic network bandwidth speed is currently insufficient to support the development of such a product. So, this is a lack of soil. If you rashly launch even the best product when the soil is insufficient, no matter how good the product’s features or how accurate its positioning, planting it in unsuitable soil will ultimately lead to its demise.”

After listening, Chen Tong suddenly grasped a key point that gave him A Moment of Enlightenment.

He finally surmised Li Mu’s line of thought. Actually, Li Mu wasn’t truly asking him for solutions; he had already thought of the solution himself, and his solution was Blog!

Thinking again, the reason why domestic entrepreneurs failed when attempting Blog previously was probably, as Li Mu said, that this good product did not yet have the required soil in China. Rashly planting it would be like trying to grow crops in saline-alkali land; it would be strange if it succeeded.

But, if Blog had no soil before, does it have soil now?

Chen Tong looked at Li Mu and seriously asked him: “General Manager Li, do you think China now has the basic soil required for Blog’s development?”

Li Mu nodded just as seriously: “We’ve just entered the best window period to launch Blog.”

Li Mu wasn’t a novice with only a partial understanding of the internet who merely copied things. Without the foundation laid by Tieba beforehand, trying to run a blog in 2002 would have been a terrible failure for him too, because this product simply didn’t have the required soil in the domestic market. No soil meant there was simply no content for it to support, akin to building a lightbulb before there was even electricity.

However, the 2002 of now is no longer the 2002 of his past life. In his past life’s 2002, China’s internet was still in an era where a few people created content and the majority consumed it. This group of content consumers had no urge to create content themselves.

But Li Mu’s Tieba, after nearly a year of operations, has greatly stimulated the interest of the entire internet user base to create content, to the point where, in an environment where a large number of users are creating a large amount of content, some users have begun to put effort into creating high-quality content.

Tieba is extremely easy to get started with, and any legally compliant keyword or even a single symbol can be used to create a Tieba, offering immense freedom. Within a year of its launch, there were already over one million different Tiebas, and tens of millions of netizens were immersed in it. After this year of exposure, everyone has entered a stage of全民制造内容的阶段 (mass content creation), which has laid a solid foundation for Blog’s development.

Li Mu said to Chen Tong: “Tieba has over one hundred million registered users; its daily active users are second only to YY, also in the tens of millions level; the total number of Tiebas has reached over one million and is growing at a rate of several thousand per day; Tieba generates tens of millions of new posts and replies every day, and this data is now very close to one hundred million… Considering all these statistics, do you think it is suitable to do Blog now?”

Chen Tong had been doing portals for a long time, and he still believed in the media’s approach: a small number of professionals creating professional content for a large number of people. But when Li Mu told him the data from Tieba, his way of thinking immediately underwent an earth-shattering change.

Chen Tong’s face lit up with an expression of disbelief and excitement. He said to Li Mu with extreme certainty: “Suitable! It couldn’t be more suitable!”

Li Mu looked at him, smiled calmly, and said: “Senior Student Chen, go back and prepare your proposal. Blog will be yours in the future!”





Chapter 810: Evolving Through Incubation

Chen Tong was so stirred by Li Mu’s words that he became extremely optimistic about Muye Technology’s plan to develop a Blog. He had initially thought that merely joining this project would be a great outcome, but he never dreamed that Li Mu would let him take charge of the Blog directly.

Chen Tong stared at Li Mu, incredulous, and asked in astonishment, “General Manager Li, are you entrusting me with the responsibility of the Blog?”

Li Mu nodded, saying earnestly and firmly, “When I arranged for you to join Muye Technology this time, I had already decided to put you in charge of the Blog project.”

For Chen Tong, who had quite the scholarly demeanor, Li Mu thinking so highly of him was incredibly touching. For him, nothing was more reassuring than receiving recognition.

However, despite his感动 (deeply touched) feelings, Chen Tong couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Are you truly confident in entrusting such a significant project to me?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Senior Student Chen, you don’t need to be so polite with me. Although we were competitors before, and you declined my previous invitation, that’s all in the past. My greatest strength is being able to see others’ strengths. You excel at content marketing and operations, and a Blog is purely a content product. Therefore, you are the most suitable candidate in my mind.”

Chen Tong nodded solemnly, saying almost as if he gritted his teeth, “General Manager Li, I will not let your trust down!”

Li Mu said, “Blog operations will be your responsibility, but there’s one thing: the technical aspects and product design will be up to me. If you have any additional product feature requests, you can bring them up to me, but I might not adopt them.”

Li Mu trusted Chen Tong’s content operations capabilities, but not his understanding of product design. If current internet professionals were to design a blog, it would likely end up as ugly and lacking in technical skill as a yellow pages directory, and they might not even fully grasp the functionality. Therefore, Li Mu was not prepared to hand over product design to Chen Tong. The framework for all major products still had to be determined by himself.

Chen Tong naturally had no objection to Li Mu’s decision. He was well aware of his own position and knew that he wasn’t proficient in product design, so not being responsible for that part was actually for the best.

In Li Mu’s eyes, a blog was an important transitional product. Without a blog as a foundation, it would be difficult to create Weibo in the future. In fact, Weibo could be said to be a product incubated from blogs, simply undergoing an evolution during its incubation. Weibo was Blog 2.0, a comprehensive, optimized, simplified new blog product suited for the mobile internet era.

Traditional blogs relied on logs, which were lengthy and suitable for careful writing, but not for fragmented reading and browsing, nor for frequent interactive communication. Weibo transformed blog masters into Weibo masters, changing long logs into concise and sharp 140-character content. This not only reduced the time spent writing each blog post but also allowed Weibo masters to operate with less burden, invisibly increasing the quantity of content they published, thus possessing quick, efficient, and real-time characteristics.

Being quick, efficient, and real-time, Weibo is not only a self-media platform like a blog but also an information and interactive platform always at the forefront of hotspots. It’s not only lightweight but also greatly enhanced in interactivity. Whether for Weibo masters focused on creation or those primarily on browsing, the platform will generate greater stickiness. With so many advantages, the traffic Weibo can aggregate will naturally be immense.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, as long as blogs are managed well, transitioning to Weibo in the future will be very easy. Although Weibo’s profit model is relatively vague and awkward, if it’s placed within the YY ecosystem, it can play a huge promotional role in the battle to capture user time within the entire YY ecosystem. Even if it can’t find a suitable profit model in the future, the added valuation it brings to the entire YY is something that cannot be ignored.

After confirming that Chen Tong would be in charge of the entire Blog team management and product operations in the future, Li Mu also informed Kong Lingyu to convene a discussion meeting with web development and design personnel in the afternoon. The Blog product was very simple, and he planned to communicate with the development and design personnel so they could implement it as quickly as possible.

The barrier to entry for the blog project was very low, so Li Mu hoped to complete product development and launch it promptly. At that time, bringing the stars from the star Tieba to the blog would quickly boost traffic.

…

At noon, Chen Wan, along with her father Chen Fang, maternal uncle Zhang Zicheng, and Ye Tianming’s father, Ye Youdao, arrived in Yanjing on the same flight.

Song Liang, representing Wanying, went to the airport to greet them. After picking up the four, he drove them directly to the restaurant that had been reserved in advance.

Chen Wan did not reveal her true purpose for coming to Yanjing this time; only her father, Chen Fang, knew that she was accompanying him to a private meeting with Li Mu. However, Chen Wan asked her father to keep her secret. To her maternal uncle, Ye Youdao, and Song Liang, she merely said that she also had business in Yanjing, so she chose to take the same flight as her father.

The reason she didn’t want others to know about her private meeting with Li Mu was mainly to avoid bothering Li Mu. Another reason was to differentiate her purpose from her father and the two others, which would give her a reason not to stay in a hotel with them.

When she came to Yanjing, Chen Wan preferred for her father and the others to handle their affairs while she returned to her own apartment in Yanjing, comfortable and uninvolved.

It was for this reason that Chen Wan did not have lunch with them. She used the excuse that she had her own business, got off in the city center, and returned to her apartment in Yanjing.

As Li Mu was preparing to eat takeout in his office, he received a call from Chen Wan. On the phone, Chen Wan said, “I’ve arrived in Yanjing, at my old apartment.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why aren’t you having lunch with Paternal uncle and the others? Brother Liang arranged the reception today, didn’t he?”

Chen Wan said, “It’s their business matters, and I don’t want to get too directly involved. So, I told them all that I came to Yanjing for my own affairs, unrelated to theirs.”

Li Mu hummed and asked her, “What are you having for lunch?”

“I don’t know,” Chen Wan said. “I just got to the apartment. The place hasn’t been lived in for a while, so I’m cleaning it up.”

Li Mu said, “Why don’t you get a housekeeping service to do it?”

“It’s inconvenient,” Chen Wan said. “The Auntie I usually use is reportedly back in her hometown these days, and I don’t trust other aunties.”

Li Mu realized that was true. Chen Wan was a public figure after all, and letting just anyone know her identity and address carried some hidden risks.

Immediately, Li Mu said, “How about you wait for me for a bit? I’ll buy some food and come find you. We can eat lunch together.”

“Really?” Chen Wan asked happily. “Do you have something to do this afternoon?”

Li Mu said, “I have something to do this afternoon; I’ll have to go right after lunch.”

Chen Wan hesitated for a moment, then said with a pained expression, “Then don’t go to all that trouble. Let’s eat together tonight instead.”

Li Mu said, “Didn’t you say you didn’t know what to eat for lunch? It’s also inconvenient for you to go out and eat by yourself. You should just wait for me at home.”

Chen Wan still wanted to persuade Li Mu, but Li Mu insisted without allowing for discussion, “Wait, I’m heading out now. What do you want to eat? I’ll buy it and bring it over.”

Chen Wan said sweetly, “You choose, whatever you get is fine with me.”

Li Mu hung up the phone, tidied up, and left. He greeted his secretary at Muye Technology, telling her to give the meal ordered for him to other colleagues later. Then, he drove to Chen Wan’s apartment in Yanjing.

Chen Wan’s greatest wish upon arriving in Yanjing was to meet Li Mu privately. She didn’t expect her wish to come true so soon after landing, so she was naturally overjoyed. After bustling about for half the day, cleaning up the apartment, Li Mu arrived carrying takeout.

Seeing Li Mu, Chen Wan was as happy as a little girl. She joyfully invited Li Mu into her home and eagerly asked what delicious food he had brought for her.

Li Mu hadn’t brought anything special, just three dishes and two bowls of rice packed from a downstairs restaurant. It looked quite modest, but in Chen Wan’s eyes, the fact that Li Mu worried she wouldn’t have lunch and specially bought food to eat with her made her feel incredibly touched and happy. So, looking at the meal Li Mu brought, she felt it was extraordinarily rich and couldn’t be more satisfied.

While eating, Chen Wan asked Li Mu, “Are you still busy with work this afternoon?”

Li Mu nodded, “I have another meeting this afternoon.”

Chen Wan then asked, “So, you’ll have to leave right after eating?”

Li Mu smiled, “Yes, I’ll leave right after we finish.”

Chen Wan sighed and said, “Then I won’t go anywhere this afternoon, I’ll just stay at home.”

Li Mu said, “It’s good to be at home. Just turn on the air conditioning, watch some TV, or lie on the bed for a while. Time will pass quickly. I’ll drive to pick you up before dinner in the evening.”

Chen Wan nodded and said, “Alright, you pick me up. I won’t go anywhere else, I’ll just stay home and wait for you.”

“Okay.”

…

Back at Muye Technology, Li Mu gathered the team to hold a blog product discussion meeting.

However, for Muye Technology at the moment, the blog product didn’t have much technical skill involved.

Li Mu’s requirements for the team were also simple: design the blog page layouts and other small elements, design the blog ranking system, design the blog homepage, and establish a recommendation mechanism for the homepage.

As for product functionality, Li Mu asked the technical team to directly take the log function and editor from YY Space and embed them into the blog. This log function was already very comprehensive, offering various formats and fonts, and making image and song insertion very simple.

Song insertion was directly supported by Eting.com; users only needed to search for song names in the song insertion column, and Eting.com’s page plugin could directly implement the function of inserting songs into articles with automatic playback.

In addition, the blog would use YY accounts as a unified login, so accounts would be interconnected with all products within the entire YY ecosystem. Users could forward content published on YY Space and Tieba to the blog with one click, or they could forward content from the blog to their YY Space and Tieba with one click. Blog updates would also be displayed in the personal status bar on YY, and YY users could directly click the link in the display bar to enter the other person’s blog. Users could even access their YY photo album directly within the editor while writing a blog post and add images from there, which was very convenient.

Li Mu did this precisely to deeply bind the blog into the YY ecosystem.

Li Mu also planned to add small features like voting and liking to the blog. Besides that, there was another impressive product feature: tipping.

The tipping feature is the most direct driver of the fan economy and its most direct conversion, something modern internet users are long accustomed to.

However, few people know that the tipping feature, prevalent across the entire internet, originated from Qidian Chinese Literature Network and was later greatly popularized on various platforms and apps.

In Li Mu’s view, Qidian Chinese Literature Network, as an original literature website, was not a pivotal large platform in the development history of the entire internet. However, Qidian had two product features that greatly contributed to internet development: one was the online paid reading model, and the other was tipping.

However, for the 1.0 product version, he didn’t plan to immediately include these product designs, including tipping. After all, he also needed a certain reserve of product features. This way, if competing products appeared, he could use these features to differentiate his product, just like he did when competing with Tencent over Happy Farm.





Chapter 811: Hosting Chen Yuan

Li Mu picked up Chen Wan at six in the afternoon.

He decided to officially discuss the four land plot cooperation deals tomorrow with Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan, who were coming from Jinling. To show his regard for Chen Wan, he deliberately chose to invite her and her father, Chen Yuan, to dinner tonight.

A private dinner inherently conveyed greater importance, and Li Mu’s small gesture deeply moved Chen Yuan.

The three of them had come to Yanjing this time to enter the Yanjing market by relying on Li Mu. For them, Li Mu was the high above provider of resources. Simply obtaining the relevant resources from Li Mu was already a dream come true, let alone that Chen Yuan himself was dependent on Zhang Zicheng for survival. Whether in terms of status, position, or economic power, he was miles ahead of Li Mu. Yet, Li Mu had chosen to invite him to a private dinner right after he arrived in Yanjing, leaving Chen Yuan overwhelmed by favor.

Because Li Mu had pre-informed Chen Wan that the dinner was private, Chen Yuan was unsure of Li Mu’s intentions and thus did not mention it to Zhang Zicheng or Ye Youdao beforehand. At a quarter past six, Chen Yuan received a call from Chen Wan. He excused himself from the hotel, giving the reason that he had a friend to meet. When he reached the entrance, Li Mu had already driven his car to the hotel gate.

Chen Wan, who had been sitting in the front passenger seat, had already moved to the back. As Chen Yuan stepped out of the hotel, Chen Wan hurriedly pushed open the car door and started waving at him, saying, “Father, over here!”

Chen Yuan saw Chen Wan, who was wearing a mask, in the car and couldn’t help but quicken his steps. He got into Li Mu’s car. As soon as he sat down, Chen Yuan turned to Li Mu and said, “General Manager Li, hello. It’s our first meeting. Please take care of me.”

As he spoke, Chen Yuan instinctively raised his arm, reaching across the seat to shake Li Mu’s hand.

Li Mu saw Chen Yuan’s respectful expression and thought, Chen Wan is sitting right behind us. How can I, as a junior, accept such formality from an elder? He hurriedly extended both hands to shake Chen Yuan’s single hand, saying, overwhelmed by favor, “Paternal uncle, please don’t be so polite. You can just call me Li Mu or Little Li.”

Chen Wan had initially felt a bit awkward because of her father’s actions, but seeing Li Mu’s reaction, she sighed in relief.

Although she felt that her father’s tone and attitude just now were somewhat humble, she understood perfectly. People who had been in business for many years, compared to the nouveau riche, were generally very low-key and polite. They would be exceptionally courteous to people of their own level and naturally more humble when facing those of a higher status. This was a habit her father had cultivated over many years.

Without Chen Wan’s connection, even if Chen Yuan was thirty years older than Li Mu, calling Li Mu “you” (您 - formal) would be perfectly acceptable. Age does not imply high status; in business, everything is decided by strength.

Chen Yuan at this moment did not expect Li Mu to be so easygoing. Not only did he immediately call him “Paternal uncle” and use the formal “you” (您), but he even referred to himself as Little Li. What kind of words were these from a billionaire worth tens of billions?

Just as Chen Yuan didn’t know how to respond, Chen Wan, who was by his side, hurriedly interjected, “Father, Li Mu and I met last June. We’re very close. There’s no need for you two to be so formal. Just treat him as my good friend.”

Li Mu quickly agreed, “That’s right, Paternal Uncle Chen. Xiaowan and I have known each other for a long time. Even Zhang Kexuan and the others got to know me through Xiaowan, so there’s no need for you to be so polite with me.”

Chen Yuan had never known how his daughter met Li Mu, always thinking that she had met Li Mu through Zhang Kexuan and the others. Now he heard that even Zhang Kexuan and his friends were introduced to Li Mu by his daughter, which meant that he and his daughter had indeed known each other for a long time.

Thinking of this, Chen Yuan’s heart lightened, and at the same time, he couldn’t help but feel pleased.

Li Mu was so polite right from their first meeting. This was an excellent omen.

Then, Chen Yuan cheerfully said, “I didn’t know you two met so early.”

Li Mu started the car and said with a smile, “Back then, I had just graduated from high school, and my bicycle broke down on the way to the college entrance exam. Xiaowan drove me to the exam center. If it weren’t for her, how could I have gotten into Renmin University?”

Hearing this, Chen Wan’s pretty face immediately turned red. Li Mu’s ability to tell lies with eyes open was truly extraordinary. She had clearly knocked him unconscious with her car, but in his words, she had become a good Samaritan that day. With a guilty conscience, it would have been strange if she hadn’t blushed.

Chen Yuan, unaware that Li Mu was telling lies, looked at Chen Wan in surprise after hearing him, “Really! Why have I never heard you mention it?”

Chen Wan, while nervously fiddling with her bangs, stammered, “I don’t even remember myself…”

Chen Yuan shook his head helplessly, looking at Chen Wan’s flustered state. He thought, If you had told me earlier that you knew Li Mu, and that you were so familiar with him, our family might have been able to connect with him much sooner. Li Mu is so capable; after Song Liang connected with him, he truly soared, like a sparrow becoming a phoenix. Such a huge transformation is not only something I admire, but even Ye Youdao mentioned it with admiration!

However, Chen Yuan thought to himself, although he hadn’t benefited from Li Mu’s influence, his daughter becoming a top-tier Host in the country was almost entirely due to Li Mu. Otherwise, even with his own capabilities, the most he could do was pull strings to get her into Nansu Satellite TV, but he definitely wouldn’t have the power to elevate her to Yanjing Satellite TV, let alone make her the sole female Host on Hunan Satellite TV’s hottest variety show. Only Li Mu possessed that kind of ability.

From this, it could be seen that his daughter’s relationship with Li Mu must be good enough, otherwise Li Mu wouldn’t be so attentive to her.

Understanding this point, Chen Yuan felt exceptionally pleased. Although he himself was worth over a hundred million, sitting in the back seat of Li Mu’s G55, he even developed a sense of solemnity and reverence, secretly delighted: Not only am I sitting in a rich man’s car, worth tens of billions, but the driver is the rich man himself. This kind of treatment is probably hard for ordinary people to enjoy, and it’s enough to make me happy all by myself.

Today, Li Mu chose a very high-end Beijing cuisine restaurant in Yanjing. While it primarily served Beijing cuisine, its real selling point was the bird’s nest, shark fin, and abalone, which were favored by filthy rich persons. Li Mu rarely came to such places to eat, but he thought that Chen Yuan was in real estate and would surely be more accustomed to this kind of cuisine on weekdays, so he had someone book the most luxurious private room there.

At this restaurant, the waitstaff were meticulously and professionally trained and screened. No matter how famous a person came to dine here, they wouldn’t issue a single gasp of admiration, nor would they stare at a guest’s face for even a second. This suited Li Mu and Chen Wan perfectly. Both of them were very famous and were accustomed to being stared at without masks. Eating here, without that additional attention, allowed both of them to relax more.

When ordering, Li Mu specifically asked Chen Yuan if he wanted to have a few drinks. Chen Yuan had a good alcohol tolerance and a bit of a drinking habit on weekdays. He originally wanted to tell Li Mu that they should have a couple of drinks, but then he thought it might be inappropriate to say that. If Li Mu didn’t like drinking, he would appear brash. So, he didn’t mention the alcohol.

However, upon hearing Li Mu’s question, a glint of desire for alcohol immediately flashed in his eyes. He tentatively asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, you’re driving. Is it convenient for you to drink a little?”

Li Mu didn’t answer his problem, but instead said, “Tomorrow, when we discuss serious business, you can call me General Manager Li, and I’ll call you General Manager Chen. There’s no problem with that at all. But today, we’re meeting privately, so let’s not use those titles. Just call me Li Mu, or Little Li.”

Li Mu’s second suggestion made Chen Yuan realize there was no need to maintain the business pleasantries and respect from before. So, he nodded and said, “Alright! Li Mu, want to have a couple of drinks?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, glanced at Chen Wan, and said, “It’s our first meeting, our first meal. If I let you drink alone, that would be truly thoughtless of me. How about this, I’ll have a couple of drinks with you, and Xiaowan can drive when we leave later.”

Hearing Li Mu speak like this and call her Xiaowan, Chen Wan felt especially happy, even radiating a taste of happiness through and through. She smiled sweetly, “Alright, I’ll drive you two home later. You can drink a bit, but don’t drink too much.”

Chen Yuan nodded, saying cheerfully, “How about this, Li Mu, let’s have a 500g bottle, half each. Can we do that?”

Li Mu wasn’t sure how good his alcohol tolerance was, but 250g of white liquor was no problem. So he replied just as cheerfully, “Sure, then let’s have a 500g bottle of Wuliangye.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but say, “Father, your alcohol tolerance is good. You should drink a little more and let Li Mu drink a little less.”

Chen Yuan raised an eyebrow. The tone in Chen Wan’s voice when she said this, and the unconscious glance she gave Li Mu, made him feel it was quite unusual. He was an experienced person; this small detail alone showed that his precious daughter definitely harbored some romantic feelings for Li Mu. Looking at Li Mu, however, he found it difficult to catch the same expression.

Chen Yuan felt a little surprised, but he quickly suppressed it, smiling as he said, “Alright, I’ll drink more later!”

Li Mu quickly said, “Paternal uncle, don’t listen to her. For our first drink together, how can I let you drink on my behalf? We agreed, half each. Later, I’ll have the waiter use a wine dispenser to divide it up. We won’t drink more than 250g each.”

Chen Yuan nodded with a smile, “Good, 250g each.”

Chen Wan, by his side, was helpless but didn’t insist further.

Here, each diner was accompanied by a dedicated female server, but after Li Mu invited Chen Yuan and Chen Wan to order and added a few more dishes himself, he asked the servers to leave. Afterward, the large private room felt somewhat empty with only three people, but it allowed for more casual conversation.

When the cold dishes arrived, the servers also brought and opened the liquor. After pouring it for the two of them, they left. Li Mu poured himself a small glass of white liquor, holding the glass by the base with one hand and supporting the bottom with the other. He said to Chen Yuan, “Paternal Uncle Chen, it’s our first meeting. I’d like to offer you a toast first.”

Chen Yuan also quickly raised his glass, instinctively wanting to say some pleasantries common in drinking situations, but at the last moment changed it to: “Thank you for the special hospitality. Let’s finish this glass!”

Li Mu nodded, raised his glass, and drank it down. As soon as he put the glass down, Li Mu immediately got straight to the point, looking at Chen Yuan and saying, “Paternal Uncle Chen, regarding Wanying’s cooperation with the three companies this time, do you have any specific requests?”





Chapter 812: Break it Down and Feed it to You!

Li Mu’s reason for inviting Chen Yuan to dinner today was to give him special tutoring.

When Song Liang first mentioned wanting to work with Ye Youdao, he only came to discuss it with Li Mu and seek his opinion. If Li Mu had said no, Song Liang certainly wouldn’t have insisted. However, Li Mu agreed primarily out of consideration for Chen Wan, not for Zhang Kexuan or Ye Tianming.

In Li Mu’s view, his relationship with Zhang Kexuan and Ye Tianming was indeed good, and they had certainly helped him at the beginning of his venture. But ultimately, giving Simple Plan several songs and making them famous was already enough to put them on even terms. In fact, strictly speaking, in terms of direct mutual help, Li Mu had given them more.

However, Li Mu wanted to help, and he wanted all three families to help together, partly to recruit allies from the same camp, and partly to allow Chen Wan’s family to benefit from it.

Unfortunately, Chen Wan’s family was the weakest of the three. Chen Yuan hadn’t even independently developed a single housing development. His entire real estate business relied on Zhang Zicheng to operate. In such a situation, Li Mu couldn’t give him the largest piece of the cake; it was unreasonable and unrealistic. He couldn’t swallow it, let alone digest it. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have decided to give two of the four plots of land to Ye Youdao; wouldn’t it be simpler to just give them directly to Chen Yuan?

Precisely because Chen Yuan was too weak among the three families, Li Mu wanted to give him special consideration before dividing the cake.

In Li Mu’s view, the cake was too large; Chen Yuan couldn’t even handle a single plot of land. Rather than that, it would be better to meet first and ask him what he wanted, how he wanted to “eat”. “You tell me your needs first. If I think it’s okay, even if you lack the strength, I can still help you. Even if it requires me to break it down and spoon-feed it to you, I have no objections.”

This was entirely out of consideration for Chen Wan. Regardless, she had Li Mu in her heart, and Li Mu also had her in his. Leaving aside Chen Wan’s consistent care for him and her complicated feelings, just thinking about Chen Wan alone in Xiangdu, silently buying that wardrobe filled to the brim with clothes for him, Li Mu’s heart was enveloped by a powerful warm current.

Wherever Chen Wan went, whenever she went shopping, she would instinctively look at clothes suitable for Li Mu. If she thought they fit, she would buy them all, gradually filling the entire wardrobe. This was absolutely not a whim, nor was it delicate pretense; it was genuine affection, truly wholeheartedly given, without a trace of falseness.

Li Mu understood Chen Wan’s feelings for him. He had also made a silent promise: if Chen Wan remained unchanged, he would certainly give her an answer, not letting her feelings for him remain unfulfilled indefinitely. If she changed, it wouldn’t matter; he would still do his best to give her the best, to make her famous, to make her incredibly popular, and to give Chen Yuan more opportunities, allowing him to truly build a wealthy family for Chen Wan. In short, he would not let Chen Wan suffer any grievances on any level.

At this moment, Chen Yuan couldn’t possibly know Li Mu’s thoughts, but he was still shocked by Li Mu’s straightforwardness.

Not only did Li Mu meet him before the official meeting, but after the first drink, he immediately asked what his demands were. The intent to care for him was extremely obvious; it was simply a great stroke of luck, like a pie falling from the sky.

However, Li Mu was exceptionally candid from the start, but Chen Yuan dared not be too candid. He said politely and cautiously, “My company has always cooperated with Xiaowan’s maternal uncle’s company. Honestly, I’m not afraid of you laughing at me, but I am where I am today because of her maternal uncle’s help and guidance. This project is too big, and I haven’t independently operated a real estate project, so I don’t have any extra demands myself.”

“If I really had a demand,” Chen Yuan added, “it would be to hope that this cooperation could secure more room for me and Xiaowan’s maternal uncle.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “This time, we are taking out four plots of land to cooperate with three families. Our core demand is for everyone to form an understanding and an alliance through this cooperation. In the future, Wanying’s commercial real estate projects will blossom everywhere. I am confident that Wanying’s commercial real estate projects will drive the value of surrounding residential real estate. So, rather than benefiting outsiders, it’s better to benefit people within our own camp. Therefore, this is just the beginning of our cooperation.”

Chen Yuan nodded, unable to hide his excitement: “That’s wonderful!”

Li Mu continued, “Precisely because of this reason, for our first cooperation, we will prioritize the project’s own development. Therefore, I’ve roughly set a baseline: the two largest plots of land will go to General Manager Ye, as his capabilities are the strongest, and handling these two plots presents no pressure or risk for him. As for the remaining two plots, they are naturally reserved for you and General Manager Zhang. If you wish to try developing independently, I can give you one of them, allowing you to separate from General Manager Zhang’s company and operate solo. If you still wish for both companies to develop together, then I can find ways to increase your profits elsewhere.”

Chen Yuan inevitably struggled internally.

Although he had no experience independently developing a housing development, he had, after all, been in the real estate industry for so many years. He was already very clear on how a real estate project should operate. Since Li Mu was providing support and he didn’t need to spend money on the land, independently developing a housing development himself would be entirely without problem.

Chen Yuan himself had always yearned for the opportunity to Work independently and seek long-term development. Even making a fortune by following relatives, no one would give up the pursuit of making money with relatives for a lifetime. Previously, he hadn’t found a suitable opportunity. The biggest problem was that his meager personal assets and connections couldn’t afford land. But now, Li Mu had ready-made land plots available; as long as personnel, equipment, and materials entered the site, construction could begin immediately.

Moreover, the most crucial problem was that if Li Mu hadn’t sought him out today, when the three families formally discussed with Li Mu tomorrow, he would certainly not be able to directly demand to independently develop a plot of land for himself. This was a basic principle of conduct; he couldn’t forcefully raise such a demand, as that would harm his relationship with Zhang Zicheng.

Now, Li Mu had brought the matter up privately beforehand, which meant that if he agreed, Li Mu could directly allocate the four plots of land during tomorrow’s discussions: two for Ye Youdao, and one each for himself and Zhang Zicheng. In that case, his demands would be met, and his relationship with Zhang Zicheng wouldn’t be affected. Therefore, this was a once-in-a-lifetime great opportunity for him.

But Chen Yuan frowned, deep in thought for about a minute or two. Then his brow relaxed, and he said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, thank you for looking out for me so much. However, this time I still won’t Work independently and go solo. Xiaowan’s Mother’s older brother has been kind to me, and this cooperation is very significant to him. At a time like this, I need to help him execute this project well and beautifully; I can’t take away his share. If I withdraw from him, he will also be affected. In terms of building materials, it would be very troublesome without a reliable person.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu felt a renewed sense of admiration for Chen Yuan. He had actually considered that Chen Yuan might have a demand to work independently, but lacked the opportunity to bring it up, so he had given him a chance to state his demand beforehand. He hadn’t expected that Chen Yuan, at this moment, was thinking more about his relationship with Zhang Zicheng, and the favor he had received from Zhang Zicheng. Abandoning the decision to work independently at this point must have been very difficult for him.

So Li Mu asked him, “Paternal uncle Chen, in your cooperation with General Manager Zhang, are you mainly responsible for building materials?”

Chen Yuan nodded and said, “I am responsible for the entire supply of building materials. I also have an aluminum alloy door and window processing factory in the suburbs of Jinling. It’s not only responsible for the doors and windows of Xiaowan’s Mother’s older brother’s real estate project, but also sells externally and undertakes housing development projects.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “How Ye Youdao’s housing developments are decided, I won’t interfere. But for Wanying’s own three housing developments, the building materials business will also be entrusted to you. Wanying also has a large commercial real estate project this year, and I’ll reserve the building materials supply business for this project for you in advance. It’s not just General Manager Zhang who needs reliable building materials supply; Wanying needs it too.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Yuan’s expression turned serious, and he instinctively sat up straight.

Li Mu had kept three housing development projects in hand, and they were the three best and largest plots of land. The sheer scale of these three projects was immense; just the building materials business for this segment was already a very huge piece of cake. Li Mu had even given him the large commercial real estate project as well. Although he didn’t know the specific plans for Li Mu’s commercial real estate project, since Li Mu said it was large, its scale certainly wouldn’t be small. The volume of building materials business depended on the real estate project’s design blueprints and overall scale.

Commercial real estate might use slightly less concrete structure than residential real estate, but the use of steel, glass, and alloy structures would greatly increase, and these were areas with larger profit margins. Three large residential real estate projects and one large commercial real estate project—the profit margins for building materials supply for these four projects would be extremely significant. Li Mu was practically giving him money directly!

Currently, all of Chen Yuan’s industries combined were worth a little over one hundred million yuan. This time, coming to Yanjing, Zhang Zicheng had also generously promised him a 25% share, no longer just the traditional method of supplying building materials, but directly investing in development and sharing profits proportionally. This alone had already made him very satisfied. What he hadn’t expected was that Li Mu would throw such a huge piece of cake his way again!

The huge piece of cake of independently developing a real estate project was somewhat difficult for him to “eat” (digest), but the huge piece of cake of building materials was practically effortless for him to handle! Most importantly, this cake was not only easy to “eat”, but it also came too easily. It was practically Li Mu actively breaking off the most suitable portion from the large real estate projects and feeding it directly to his mouth!

Chen Yuan also asked himself silently, “What virtue or ability do I possess?! To allow Li Mu to give me such great benefits at our very first meeting?”

His peripheral vision suddenly caught sight of his daughter, who was looking at Li Mu with a surprised expression. Chen Yuan suddenly understood: This huge piece of cake from Li Mu wasn’t given out of consideration for him at all; it was entirely given out of consideration for his daughter!





Chapter 813: A Promise Heavier Than Mount Tai

It wasn’t just Chen Yuan who was astonished; even Chen Wan hadn’t expected that Li Mu’s invitation to her father for dinner today would be for such a simple, blunt, and direct purpose: to give him special attention.

She had originally thought that Li Mu’s reason for inviting her father to dinner was merely a polite gesture, a show of respect for her. But she never imagined that with a few taps of his finger on the table, Li Mu would directly hand her father such a significant business opportunity.

Although Chen Wan didn’t understand much about real estate, after so many years of hearing things tangentially, she knew how much profit margin there was in securing the building material supply for a single housing development, and that was just in Jinling, for a smaller or medium-sized property project that wasn’t particularly high-end.

Now, Li Mu had produced three large-scale housing developments and one large-scale commercial property project all at once. The profit margin left for her father in these ventures was likely enough to directly multiply his existing assets, starting with at least a twofold increase.

As she thought about the immense profit margin, Chen Wan felt not joy, but an inexplicable sense of dread.

After a bout of panic, Chen Wan finally grasped a glimmer of understanding.

She finally understood why her heart wasn’t filled with happiness at this moment, but instead began to feel afraid.

It turned out that deep down, she was afraid that Li Mu was doing this as a disguised way of compensating her.

Li Mu must know how deeply she loved him, but she also knew very well that Li Mu already had a girlfriend, and she was three years older than Li Mu, and had also been single-handedly made a public figure by him. She feared it would be difficult for her to become the woman with a name and a recognized position by Li Mu’s side. Even so, she loved him, and loved him with her whole heart.

At heart, Chen Wan wasn’t a career woman. The reason she had made it this far wasn’t because she yearned for fame and prestige, but because she felt she was following the path he laid out for her, doing the things he arranged for her, and going to the places he designated. Anything he asked her to do, she was willing to do, even if it meant a temporary separation or going to a completely unfamiliar place, without a single complaint.

This was her feeling for Li Mu: long and gentle like a trickling stream, surging like a vast river when powerful. Regardless, that water-like affection never dried up, and she firmly believed that if the water of her affection flowed without interruption, one day it would fill ravines, bypass mountains, and eventually merge into Li Mu’s vast ocean.

But at this moment, an unprecedented terror surged in her heart. She knew Li Mu was a person who valued feelings. Even if he didn’t love her and had to seal off her love for him in his heart, he would surely use his own way to compensate her for her love.

If that were truly the case, then what was happening now might be his way of compensating her…

Thinking of this, a wave of sadness washed over Chen Wan’s heart. Although she wasn’t certain if Li Mu was truly thinking what she suspected, the mere possibility made an involuntary sorrow well up within her.

At this moment, neither Li Mu nor Chen Yuan noticed her unusual demeanor.

An excited Chen Yuan proactively raised his wine glass and solemnly said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I toast you with this glass. Thank you for thinking so highly of me. Please rest assured, I will devote myself to the utmost to manage the building materials business well!”

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a headache. “Paternal uncle Chen, you’ve started again…”

Chen Yuan slapped his forehead and said annoyedly, “My apologies, I was too excited and forgot about that.”

Then, he picked up his wine glass again and said, “Come, Li Mu, your paternal uncle toasts you with this glass. I won’t say any more words of thanks. From now on, in any business matter, I will be at your beck and call!”

Li Mu nodded and raised his glass. “I hope we can cooperate happily. In the future, Wanying’s planning for commercial real estate is to expand nationwide. I also hope that before Wanying’s advance begins, there can be a group of completely trustworthy allies by its side!”

Chen Yuan felt sufficiently respected and valued by Li Mu’s words. Although his own strength and the benefits exchanged with Li Mu were completely unequal, Li Mu still treated him with the importance and respect due to an ally, which made his heart particularly joyful.

The two lightly clinked their glasses. Li Mu intentionally kept his glass at the lowest point, while also tilting it as much as possible without spilling any wine, ensuring the rim of his cup was even lower. This was the respect a junior shows to a senior. It wasn’t about how much money the other person had, how much less capable he was than himself, nor was it about whether he would follow him to make money in the future. This was the respect he owed him, and also the respect he owed Chen Wan.

Chen Yuan felt exceptionally grateful watching Li Mu show him respect in every detail. After lightly clinking glasses and draining his, Chen Yuan quickly poured himself another glass, raised it, and said to Li Mu, “Xiaowan’s achievements today are also thanks to your care. Since she’ll be driving later, I’ll represent her mother and myself, and herself, here and now—representing our family of three—to thank you for everything you’ve done for her.”

How could Chen Yuan not know that everything Li Mu did today was for his daughter’s sake? Otherwise, with his status, it would be difficult for him to even eagerly seek a meeting with Li Mu, let alone be invited to dine by him? It would be even more impossible to receive the many benefits Li Mu had promised.

In short, he understood two things very clearly in his heart: First, his daughter liked him; he could affirm this from her gaze just now. Second, Li Mu also cared deeply for his daughter. Although he couldn’t tell if he held similar romantic feelings for his daughter, at the very least, he could see that his daughter held a high position in Li Mu’s heart.

After listening to Chen Yuan’s words, Li Mu subconsciously glanced at Chen Wan. For some reason, in that instant, he felt a hint of sadness in Chen Wan’s expression.

Why would she feel sad about something so happy?

Li Mu didn’t understand. Chen Yuan was still holding his glass in front of him, so Li Mu didn’t have a chance to dwell on it. He proactively raised his glass and said to him, “Paternal uncle, you’re too kind. Everything you mentioned is what I should do.”

Li Mu spoke firmly, because those words came completely from his very core.

His feelings for Chen Wan were very peculiar. Firstly, he knew clearly that in his previous life, Chen Wan had hit him with her car, which affected his performance in the college entrance examination and thus indirectly affected his entire life.

But Li Mu didn’t blame her at all, not even in his previous life, because in his previous life, Chen Wan’s attitude toward solving the problem was very proactive. She had always wanted to fund him to repeat a year of school, but he was too eager to escape his high school life and stubbornly gave up repeating the year.

Later, for so many years, she never appeared in his life again. Even during his lean years, he never blamed her in his heart. After all, she was willing to compensate him in every way; it was he who chose to give up.

It wasn’t until Chen Wan’s accidental passing that he learned that in the year he started university, the year his parents were laid off, during the most challenging time for Li Mu’s family of three, she had silently covered his university tuition and miscellaneous fees for four years. If not for her, Li Mu couldn’t imagine how much effort his parents, who had concealed their laid-off status from him, would have had to put in to fill such a massive financial gap in an era where laid-off workers were common everywhere.

Without her help, he might have dropped out in his second or third year of college, or his parents would have made greater efforts and suffered more hardships for him without his knowledge.

Li Mu had a sound moral compass and was exceptionally grateful. He learned all this just before Chen Wan’s memorial service, when he was already powerless to repay her kindness. Who would have thought that Heaven would give him a chance to live again?

The catalyst for his rebirth was still that collision with Chen Wan. Li Mu even felt that if that collision hadn’t happened in his previous life, he probably wouldn’t have been reborn.

Li Mu had even once had a thought: In his previous life, he only cared about minding his own business and hadn’t accumulated much virtue, so why did Heaven favor him and allow him to be reborn? And why was the first person he met after rebirth Chen Wan? Did it mean that Heaven sent him back to save Chen Wan?

These reasons alone were enough to motivate Li Mu to devote himself to the utmost to considering Chen Wan, not to mention that Chen Wan had given him too much care in this life, and at the same time, too much love.

For Chen Wan, what did giving her father this small amount of profit matter?

Moreover, his feelings for Chen Wan were far more than just gratitude and repayment. He also couldn’t resist the unique feeling this considerate, kind, and gentle woman brought him. After interacting for so long, his heart had naturally developed an affection for her that transcended mere gratitude. Having lived another life, how could he betray this affection? The reason he dared not respond directly was simply that he hadn’t yet found a suitable place to put those feelings.

But Li Mu hadn’t expected that at this very moment, the firmness in his tone while answering Chen Yuan would intensify Chen Wan’s deep-seated sensitivity and lack of confidence. In her eyes, Li Mu truly regarded his kindness towards her as an inescapable duty.

Chen Yuan, overwhelmed with excitement, didn’t notice the loneliness and sorrow in his daughter’s expression. He was solely focused on expressing his own elation, pulling Li Mu to drink glass after glass, until his eyes reddened halfway through their session.

Chen Yuan had struggled for decades and could be considered quite accomplished, yet now, the benefits contained within a young man’s few words were enough to outweigh his decades of arduous struggle, and perhaps even far exceed them! This was so unbelievable it made him doubt its authenticity, as if it were merely a fleeting dream.

After repeatedly confirming its reality, Chen Yuan couldn’t help but recall the hardships of traversing steep ridges in the business world for decades, the difficulties of navigating storms, and the dangers of fighting for survival in fierce competition…

All of these experiences were heavier than Mount Tai to him! But if he were to gather all of them and place them on one side of a scale, they still wouldn’t be able to counterbalance just one single promise from Li Mu on the other side.

Joyful, commendable, sorrowful, lamentable!

Joyful and commendable were the benefits Li Mu brought him, not just the benefits Li Mu promised him today, but also the long-term benefits of being bound together with Li Mu and becoming a member of Li Mu’s camp;

Sorrowful and lamentable was his current self. After tasting the sweet, sour, bitter, spicy, and salty flavors of several decades, and after mistakenly believing he was already quite successful, comparing himself to the twenty-year-old young man before him, he finally realized the immense disparity that existed between them.

Therefore, everything Li Mu promised him held truly profound significance.





Chapter 814: Love You So Much

Half a catty of white liquor was just enough for Li Mu and Chen Yuan to feel slightly tipsy.

Chen Yuan was in an excellent mood tonight and wanted to drink a little more, but Chen Wan persuaded him not to.

Chen Yuan felt it wasn’t enough fun, but Chen Wan said that General Manager Li was too busy and had so much work to handle every day, so he couldn’t drink too much. Besides, they still had serious business to discuss tomorrow at Wanying Real Estate.

General Manager Li then said, “Paternal uncle, let’s stop here for tonight. I hope we can have a long-term cooperative relationship in the future. There will be plenty of time in the future, and I’ll find another chance to drink heartily with you!”

Chen Yuan nodded repeatedly, “Alright, alright, then we’ll drink another day. Anyway, there will be plenty of opportunities in the future!”

Li Mu saw that it was getting late, so he said, “How about this, let Xiaowan drive and take you back to the hotel, then Xiaowan can kindly drive me, and finally she can drive my car home.”

Chen Yuan naturally had no objection, and Chen Wan felt the same. So the three of them left the restaurant. Just as they stepped out, Li Mu was about to give Chen Wan the car keys when Wang Yuanlang suddenly called. As soon as Li Mu answered, he heard Wang Yuanlang ask, “General Manager Li, have you been drinking? Do you need me to drive for you?”

Li Mu thought that if Chen Wan drove, she would have to drive back by herself at the end, which he would be somewhat uneasy about. If Wang Yuanlang drove, he could at least send her home first. So he said, “Alright, you can drive.”

After speaking, Li Mu hung up the phone and told Chen Wan, “Someone’s coming to drive. After dropping off Paternal uncle, I’ll take you home.”

Chen Wan nodded. Most of the time, she had no objection to Li Mu’s arrangements.

Wang Yuanlang soon appeared out of nowhere. Li Mu didn’t even know where their car was parked. Professional bodyguards were truly impressive; so impressive that employers usually couldn’t find a trace of them. If there really were any potential enemies, they probably wouldn’t even notice their existence.

Li Mu didn’t exchange many words with Wang Yuanlang. He handed him the car keys, and Wang Yuanlang immediately started the car. Li Mu then said to Chen Yuan and Chen Wan, “Paternal uncle, Xiaowan, you two sit in the back.”

Chen Yuan and Chen Wan got into the back seat, and Li Mu sat in the front passenger seat. Wang Yuanlang silently drove the car with extreme steadiness. The car drove all the way to the hotel where Chen Yuan was staying. As Chen Yuan got out, he said a long string of thank-yous to Li Mu from the back seat for the hospitality, before waving his hand and turning to enter the hotel lobby. Li Mu then told Wang Yuanlang Chen Wan’s home address. For the rest of the journey, although Li Mu kept trying to find topics to talk to Chen Wan about, Chen Wan, sitting alone in the back, barely spoke.

Li Mu noticed that Chen Wan’s mood was off. He wanted to ask, but the words died in his throat repeatedly. Although Wang Yuanlang was extremely trustworthy, with him there, Li Mu still didn’t show too much concern for Chen Wan.

Sitting in the back, Chen Wan felt particularly frustrated. No matter how old a woman is, she is always more emotional than a man when it comes to relationships. Sometimes, once she gets caught in a spiral of negative thoughts, it’s difficult to get out without help.

She felt that Li Mu was indirectly compensating her by helping her father. Sitting alone in the back seat at this moment, Li Mu should have clearly noticed that her emotions were off, but he hadn’t asked a single word. This made her even more worried. Was tonight’s dinner equivalent to Li Mu completing a task? After compensating her in his unique way, was he going to completely ignore her feelings for him from now on?

To deeply love someone, and merely not receive a direct response, is not considered a setback. The fear is receiving a passive response from the other person, or them going a long way around, using various other methods to tell you, “I’m sorry, I don’t love you.” Rather than that, it would be much simpler to just say, “I don’t love you.”

The car moved swiftly through the brightly lit city of Yanjing. Chen Wan leaned against the window, gazing out without blinking, completely silent.

Under Li Mu’s direction, Wang Yuanlang drove the car directly to the underground garage of Chen Wan’s building. When they stopped in front of Chen Wan’s apartment unit door, Chen Wan finally came back to her senses and said to Li Mu, “I’m going up now. Text me when you get home.”

Li Mu, sensing her abnormal mood, said without hesitation, “I’ll see you up.”

Chen Wan was slightly startled, but then softly nodded and said, “Okay.”

Chen Wan pushed open the car door and got out first. Li Mu unbuckled his seatbelt and said to Wang Yuanlang, “Bro Wang, please wait for me for a moment.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded. Li Mu had already pushed open the door and gotten out of the car, walking side-by-side with Chen Wan towards the elevator lobby.

As soon as they entered the elevator lobby, Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “What’s wrong? You seem to be in a bad mood.”

Chen Wan did not speak, simply pursed her lips, her slightly reddened eyes flickering over Li Mu’s face.

Li Mu quickly asked her, “What is it? Is there something that’s made you unhappy?”

Chen Wan evaded Li Mu’s questioning gaze and said, “No, I’m just a little tired.”

Li Mu shook his head, “You’re not telling the truth.”

Chen Wan looked down at her toes, lightly biting her lower lip, remaining silent.

Just then, the elevator decelerated. With a ding, the elevator doors opened. Chen Wan took out her keys and walked out with her head lowered. Li Mu didn’t hesitate, quickly following. He had to figure out what was wrong with this elder. She was fine, and then her mood suddenly turned sour. Tonight, he had enthusiastically and sincerely offered so many benefits to Chen Yuan; wasn’t it to let this elder know how much he valued her? Why was this elder inexplicably throwing a tantrum?

At this moment, Chen Wan wasn’t exactly throwing a tantrum; her heart was simply uncomfortably heavy. She hadn’t expected Li Mu to see her up. In the elevator, she had several times felt the impulse to ask Li Mu clearly what he was thinking, whether her affection for him had caused him trouble or a sense of obligation. But they were in the elevator after all, and it wasn’t quite appropriate. Since that was the case, she would ask him after they went inside. If she didn’t clear things up, she probably wouldn’t be able to sleep.

Chen Wan opened the door and stepped inside, and Li Mu followed closely behind. As soon as they entered the room and the door closed, the room was plunged into darkness.

Li Mu was still wondering why Chen Wan hadn’t turned on the light when he suddenly felt a warm body launch into his arms, holding him tightly.

Li Mu was bewildered by Chen Wan’s sudden embrace and was at a loss for how to respond when he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his shoulder. Chen Wan had actually stood on her tiptoes and bitten him on the shoulder.

That bite made Li Mu realize that Chen Wan’s unhappiness must be related to him.

Just as he was about to ask for an explanation, Chen Wan spoke softly beside his ear, her voice carrying a faint, almost imperceptible sob, saying with immense emotion, “Rascal, I love you, I love you so much, so very much. I’m willing to be by your side in any way, even if you never love me, I will always love you unchangingly. But if my love makes you feel troubled, I will rein myself in and not make things difficult for you. But you must tell me; don’t give me the false illusion that one day you will give me a positive response.”

The sudden and distinct confession left Li Mu surprised and with a pained expression. He didn’t know where he had caused Chen Wan to misunderstand, but he knew in his heart that Chen Wan’s love had never given him any trouble. So he gently embraced Chen Wan with one hand high and one low, one hand lightly resting on her waist, the other very gently patting her back, saying with exceptional resolve, “What are you foolishly thinking? When did I ever say that your love for me would cause me trouble? For a woman as wonderful as you to fall in love with me, it’s my honor. I’m too busy being proud of myself; how could I be troubled?”

Chen Wan raised her head, looking at Li Mu, whose features were merely a silhouette in the extremely dim and hazy light, and asked him with a mix of joy and worry, “When you invited my father to dinner today, and all those promises you made him, was that a form of compensation for me? While we were eating, I had a hunch, a feeling that after you helped my father, you would gradually distance yourself from me, and no longer treat me as you did before.”

Chen Wan tilted her head up and couldn’t clearly see Li Mu’s features, but Li Mu, looking down, could clearly see the light reflected in her eyes. It seemed through the two lines of light reflecting from her eyes, he saw the glistening tears and a fathomless affection like water.

His heart tightened, and an uncontrollable surge of love and tenderness instantly welled up within him. Li Mu said, “Your intuition is completely off. How could I distance myself from you? The road ahead is so long; I only want to get closer and closer to you. I’ve never thought of drifting further away from you.”

A glimmer of light sparked in Chen Wan’s eyes. She stood on her tiptoes, leaning closer, and asked him, “Really?”

Li Mu nodded forcefully, saying, “Of course it’s true. It’s not just that you have me in your heart; I’ve always had you in mine. All this time, don’t you feel how important you are to me?”

Chen Wan said, “I do feel it. I feel that you value me, I feel that you’ve been doing your best to help me, but I’ve never felt that you…”

As Chen Wan spoke to this point, she became disheartened again. Her tiptoes slowly lowered, and her raised face slowly drooped. She fell silent once more.

Li Mu pressed her, “You’ve never felt what from me?”

Chen Wan rested her head on Li Mu’s chest, not speaking. Li Mu couldn’t see her expression either.

Li Mu sighed softly, embracing her tightly, and said with deep affection, “You’re afraid that I’m helping Paternal uncle so I can distance myself from you with a clear conscience; you’re afraid I’m distancing myself from you because your love has caused me trouble. But do you know, the reason I had you go to Hunan Satellite TV, the reason I used various resources at my disposal to push you to the position of a top Host, the reason I proactively offered Paternal uncle the real estate projects in Yanjing—every single one of these was because I have you in my heart, always and at all times. I constantly wish for you to live better, go further, and stand higher. Do you know the fundamental reason that drove me to do all of this?”

Chen Wan raised her head again, “What’s the reason?”

Li Mu uttered the three words Chen Wan had been dreaming of with utmost seriousness.

I love you.

At that moment, Chen Wan covered her mouth in immense surprise, silent, tears mixed with her smile.

Immediately, she stood on her tiptoes again, and deeply kissed Li Mu’s lips. This kiss, like a great fire, instantly ignited Li Mu…





Chapter 815: If You Don’t Abandon Me, I’ll Never Leave You

Chen Wan’s sudden bravery was like a signal detonating a nuclear bomb, instantly shattering Li Mu’s original wariness, hesitation, and timidity into smithereens.

All this time, Li Mu had treated her with respect, often addressing her as “Sister Wan,” but the feelings between them were not something that a simple “Sister Wan” could completely eradicate.

Li Mu held extremely subtle and special feelings for her. If she hadn’t fallen in love with Li Mu, he might have kept the address “Sister Wan” on his lips for a lifetime. But when she hopelessly fell in love with him, how could Li Mu continue to keep her shut out of his heart?

…

The clouds parted and the rain ceased.

Chen Wan lay in Li Mu’s embrace, happily and sweetly asking him, “Are you not going back tonight?”

Li Mu nodded. “No, I’m not going back.”

At a time like this, how could he bear to leave Chen Wan to sleep alone?

But then he thought, Wang Yuanlang was still waiting for him in the car. If he really stayed upstairs all night, wouldn’t it seem a bit ungenerous?

Li Mu pulled out his phone, wanting to call Wang Yuanlang to tell him, but on second thought, saying it out loud would be too blunt.

So he sent him a text message, five words: “Don’t wait for me.”

That was all he could say. He couldn’t exactly tell him he wasn’t coming back tonight and to go home first, could he? They were all adults, and they both knew well in their hearts that it wasn’t appropriate.

Li Mu didn’t wait for Wang Yuanlang’s reply, but he knew Wang Yuanlang must have received his message. He then tossed his phone aside, put his arm around Chen Wan’s waist, and said, “Stay in Yanjing for a few more days this time.”

Chen Wan blinked, asking, “Can’t you bear for me to leave this time?”

Li Mu said, “Actually, I can’t bear for you to leave any time.”

Chen Wan deliberately pouted. “Then why did I never see it before?”

Li Mu said, “I’m a bit introverted, and my emotions are reserved.”

Chen Wan said, “That’s what I couldn’t see at all.”

Li Mu said seriously, “If Yanjing Satellite TV hadn’t gone too far, I wouldn’t have let you go all the way to Xiangdu. I still had ways to make you famous if you stayed at Yanjing Satellite TV.”

Originally, Li Mu indeed hadn’t planned for Chen Wan to go to Hunan Satellite TV. When Chen Wan came to intern at Yanjing Satellite TV, he was exceptionally joyful. Before Chen Wan even had a chance to appear on camera, he arranged for her to appear as herself in Old Boys. The purpose was to give her a chance to showcase herself and for Yanjing Satellite TV to see it and give her an opportunity too. As long as Yanjing Satellite TV gave Chen Wan a chance, Li Mu was willing to bring out Super Girl to cooperate with Yanjing Satellite TV and make Chen Wan famous.

However, what he hadn’t expected was that Ma Weiwei, Yanjing Satellite TV’s top female host, was afraid that once Chen Wan appeared on camera, her limelight would immediately overshadow hers. So, she conspired with her lover Zhan Yun to blacklist Chen Wan, absolutely refusing to give her a chance to appear on camera. Although Li Mu got justice for her, both he and Chen Wan lost confidence in Yanjing Satellite TV. It was precisely because Hunan Satellite TV extended an olive branch that Li Mu suggested Chen Wan go to Xiangdu and join Happy Camp.

Chen Wan also thought of that time, and a sense of happiness, as if she had always been under Li Mu’s protection, welled up in her heart. She smiled and said, “Although I couldn’t stay in Yanjing, I’m very content to have reached where I am today.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, gently putting his arm around Chen Wan, allowing her to lightly trace circles on his chest with her finger.

There was almost no sound in the entire bedroom, yet even the air seemed to be filled with a sweet scent. Li Mu closed his eyes, and after enjoying the moment for a long time, he opened his mouth and asked Chen Wan, “Have you thought about how to plan for the future?”

Chen Wan shook her head. “No. Whatever happens in the future, I’ll listen to you. I don’t want any promises from you, nor do I ask you to give me a title or an outcome. As long as you don’t abandon me, I will never leave you!”

Saying that, Chen Wan added, “It’s not easy for a person to live a lifetime. I just hope that in the future, I won’t regret things I didn’t do back then.”

Li Mu held her tightly, laughing, “Actually, I was asking you how you plan to map out your future career path.”

Chen Wan softly said, “I don’t have many plans. Haven’t you already planned it out for me? Otherwise, I wouldn’t have gone to Hunan Satellite TV.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, patting Chen Wan’s jade-smooth back. He said seriously, “First, accumulate some qualifications at Hunan Satellite TV. When the time is right, you can come out.”

Chen Wan asked him in surprise, “Come out to do what?”

Li Mu said lightly, “Come out and manage Muye Films for me.”

“Huh?” Chen Wan sat up, staring at Li Mu as she asked, “You want me to manage Muye Films? I’m not cut out for that.”

Li Mu said, “Why not? I think you’ll definitely have no problem.”

As he spoke, Li Mu looked into Chen Wan’s clear eyes and continued, “Muye Films’ future positioning is to take root in the cultural and entertainment industry. To put it bluntly, it’s about entertainment products for both the big and small screens—mainly films, TV dramas, and variety shows. If you accumulate enough connections and experience at Hunan Satellite TV, and you have Muye Technology and Muye Films’ resources at your disposal, all sorts of people in the entertainment industry will naturally gather around you. By then, wouldn’t creating these entertainment products just fall into place naturally?”

Chen Wan said, “But I don’t understand planning. Good films, TV dramas, and variety shows can’t just be made with entertainment industry resources.”

Li Mu said, “Aren’t I still here? In the future, when you come out, you’ll be front and center for Muye Films, and I’ll be behind the scenes.”

After hearing this, Chen Wan nodded. “Okay, whenever you feel the time is right, I’ll come out.”

With complete doting affection, Li Mu said, “I actually planned your future path for you a long time ago. The road is long but not difficult to walk. It will definitely make you a Grand Dame of the entertainment industry with a significant position, making you a sought-after figure among all celebrities. And I will always be with you; I won’t make you go it alone. But if you don’t like my arrangements, just tell me directly, and I can make adjustments for you at any time.”

Chen Wan lay in Li Mu’s embrace, softly saying, “I think as long as it’s something you’ve arranged, I have no objections. I’m not a very opinionated person; since childhood, except for the matter of liking you, I’ve never been able to make up my mind about anything else. For me, having someone I love make decisions for me, that feeling is simply too blissful.”

Speaking of this, Chen Wan couldn’t help but exclaim, “Life is truly wondrous sometimes. For over a year now, I’ve been thinking, if I hadn’t driven out on July 8th last year, or if I had driven a little more attentively, I might never have met you in my life, let alone be like this with you now… Tell me, is there really such a thing as fate that tied us both together in this special way long ago?”

Li Mu sighed with emotion. “I think it’s fate at work. You hitting me with your car was probably the script arranged for us by fate.”

Suddenly, Li Mu looked at Chen Wan with a mischievous smile and asked her, “The moment you knocked me to the ground, did you ever consider that one day I would carry you into bed?”

Chen Wan shook her head, saying with a hint of bashfulness, “If I had known I’d be captured by a rascal like you, I would have said anything to avoid driving out that day.”

Li Mu held her close, laughing, “Fortunately, you did go out, otherwise, how could I have had this chance to have a beauty in my arms?”

Chen Wan, her cheeks flushed and eyes clear, asked, “Then let me ask you, I injured you by hitting you with my car before your exams. Have you ever blamed me for it all this time?”

Li Mu shook his head seriously. “I’ve never blamed you. I just had a certain energy building up inside me.”

Chen Wan asked him, “What kind of energy?”

Li Mu looked at her and laughed, “Holding back my revenge! See? Today, I finally got my great revenge!”





Chapter 816: Win Over

The next morning, Li Mu was woken up by the chord tone from his phone.

As soon as he opened his eyes, he instinctively looked at Chen Wan in his arms. Chen Wan was sleeping soundly, breathing evenly, her eyelashes fluttering lightly. She was clearly still in deep slumber, and the phone alarm had no effect on her whatsoever.

Li Mu had done it twice last night; it was already past midnight when their second ‘campaign’ ended. He then lingered with Chen Wan in bed for a long time, not falling asleep until well past two in the morning. At this moment, he still felt he hadn’t had enough sleep and really wanted to embrace Chen Wan and go back to sleep. However, as soon as the alarm rang, Li Mu knew it was already eight-thirty in the morning, and he had an important meeting this morning. Three Jinling real estate developers, including Chen Yuan, were still waiting to meet with him.

Carefully, he withdrew his arm from under Chen Wan’s neck and quietly got out of bed. Li Mu slipped into the bathroom for a quick wash. Just as he was about to get dressed, Chen Wan, wearing a silk slip nightgown, walked out, rubbing her eyes. Upon seeing Li Mu, she walked over with a face full of shyness and happiness, gently embracing him and asking, “Are you leaving?”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded, stroking her back. “I have to go to Wanying for a meeting this morning.”

Chen Wan looked up at Li Mu, blinking her eyelashes, and asked, “What about after the meeting?”

Li Mu lowered his head and kissed her briefly, then softly said, “If you don’t have any plans today, just wait for me at home. I’ll come find you after I finish my work.”

Chen Wan said with a deep gaze, “Then I won’t go anywhere today.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Rest well at home. I’ll still need you tonight!”

Chen Wan reached out and ruffled Li Mu’s hair, not shying away from his teasing eyes, and said with affection, “As long as you come, I’ll agree to whatever you want.”

As he prepared to leave, Li Mu thought about wearing yesterday’s clothes, but Chen Wan quickly took them from his hand. “I also bought clothes for you here,” she said. “Let me pick out something more formal for you. Leave these clothes here; I’ll wash them.”

Li Mu nodded. Chen Wan then put away Li Mu’s dirty clothes and took out a brand new outfit from the bedroom closet: a light blue short-sleeved shirt and a pair of slightly slim-fit black casual trousers.

People in the internet industry rarely wear formal attire. In summer, it’s always loose T-shirts, knee-length shorts, or casual trousers, paired with slip-on shoes or flip-flops. Because this job involves long hours of sitting, wearing jeans, suit trousers, and shirts can become quite uncomfortable after a while.

However, in Chen Wan’s words, as such a high-ranking leader with significant wealth, he should try to pay more attention to his attire in the future. This would not only give him a sense of solemnity and reverence but also make a more formal impression on others.

Fortunately, Li Mu hadn’t worn shorts yesterday, so his black casual leather shoes could still be paired with his new outfit.

Dressed neatly, Li Mu put on a mask and left Chen Wan’s home. Thinking that he had told Wang Yuanlang to leave last night, he went straight down the elevator to the ground floor, intending to hail a taxi to Wanying. To his surprise, as soon as he stepped out of the unit door, he saw his Mercedes-Benz G55 parked by the roadside. Wang Yuanlang was sitting upright in the driver’s seat, and upon seeing Li Mu emerge, he immediately got out and opened the passenger seat door for him.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Wang Yuanlang to still be there. Seeing that he hadn’t even changed clothes, Li Mu guessed that he had most likely stayed all night. These three usually didn’t guard Li Mu twenty-four hours a day; at night, one of them would typically take turns resting in a nearby hotel room. But looking at Wang Yuanlang’s posture, he certainly wasn’t the one who had rested in a room last night.

Once in the car, Wang Yuanlang asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, where to now?”

Li Mu said, “To Wanying.”

Wang Yuanlang started the car and slowly drove out of the residential complex.

As the car was driving, neither of them spoke much. Wang Yuanlang knew that being talkative was the biggest taboo in his line of work. Li Mu’s private life was his own business; no matter who he met or where he spent the night, Wang Yuanlang definitely couldn’t speak about it or ask questions. So, his silent focus on driving was normal.

However, Li Mu felt somewhat uneasy. Although he didn’t doubt Wang Yuanlang’s integrity in keeping secrets, such an unspoken understanding still made Li Mu feel a bit guilty conscience. Furthermore, and very importantly, Li Mu had always overlooked the need to make Wang Yuanlang ‘his own person’. Because Wang Yuanlang knew too much about his private life, this made him feel insecure.

Although Wang Yuanlang devoted himself to the utmost in protecting him, Li Mu also knew that Wang Yuanlang was doing this partly due to the orders of Du Fei’s maternal uncle, Shi Xuesong, and partly because of the salary he provided. Shi Xuesong, as his absolute superior, naturally accounted for the majority of the reason. However, once Wang Yuanlang retired from military service in the second half of the year, only an employer-employee relationship would remain between them. If Li Mu wanted to win him over and make him truly his own person, it seemed he would need to put a bit of extra effort into winning his loyalty.

Pondering this, Li Mu tried asking Wang Yuanlang, “Bro Wang, when are you retiring from military service this year?”

Wang Yuanlang replied, “General Manager Li, all three of us are retiring at the end of November.”

Li Mu nodded. He had Wang Yuanlang’s information and knew that he wasn’t a local of Yanjing. His family was from a economically struggling mountainous rural area in Qilu Province, also a famous old revolutionary base. Wang Yuanlang had gotten married several years ago and had a son; his wife and child had been living in their hometown.

After clarifying his situation, Li Mu deliberately asked him, “After you retire from military service, have you considered bringing your wife and child to Yanjing as well?”

Wang Yuanlang smiled calmly and said, “I haven’t thought about that for now. The cost of living in Yanjing is too high. Although I’m earning a good amount with you now, I still want to be separated from my wife and child for a few years first to earn some money and buy them a commercial apartment in our city back home. My son is almost starting elementary school, and I want him to receive a better education; I can’t let him study in the village.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and said, “If you’re considering your child’s education, I definitely think Yanjing would be better. Not only are the educational resources superior, but if all three of you are in Yanjing, it will also have a very positive effect on your child’s personality and psychology.”

Wang Yuanlang said, “Yanjing is out of the question. I’ve heard it’s very difficult for children from other regions to go to school in Yanjing, and those good schools aren’t just open to any child from outside.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Do you remember the last time I was chatting with my company’s Vice President in the car? You were driving then.”

Wang Yuanlang said, “Are you talking about General Manager Lin?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s right, it was her. General Manager Lin reminded me of something. I plan to get in touch with the government after this busy period and ask for their assistance in securing a batch of household registration quotas that Muye Technology and Taobao can freely allocate. Your employment contracts, as well as those of the other two, are also signed with Muye Technology. When the time comes, I’ll secure a Yanjing household registration quota for you, and your child can then relocate with you. As for your sister-in-law, it might take a few years for her household registration to automatically change over. However, if you’re willing, you can have your sister-in-law apply for a position at Muye Technology, and I’ll also secure her household registration.”

Wang Yuanlang had been quite calm, but upon hearing this, he could no longer remain so.

Yanjing household registrations had always been extremely scarce resources, and most non-locals had very little chance of obtaining one, let alone relocating an entire family’s household registration to Yanjing. The difficulty involved was simply unimaginable, no simpler than immigrating, and perhaps even harder in the future.

Wang Yuanlang had never dared to dream of obtaining a Yanjing household registration, or of bringing his wife and child to Yanjing to live and study. He had only ever thought that while he was still relatively young and could earn a high salary as a bodyguard, he would honestly work for a few years, save some money, and when his physical condition started to decline, his employers would probably no longer think highly of him. At that point, he would return to his hometown and live a fairly comfortable life by starting a small business with the savings he had accumulated over the years.

However, Li Mu’s words seemed to suddenly open another window in Wang Yuanlang’s heart, revealing a landscape entirely different from what he had known before.

If he could bring his wife and child to Yanjing and let his child receive an education there, not only would there be better educational resources in the future, but his child would also gain a broader vision. Even the college entrance examination would be much easier than for students from other regions. This was a lifelong matter of great importance for his child.

For Wang Yuanlang, he had no great ambitions left in this life; he only wished to earn some money so his wife and child could live better. However, what Li Mu had just said was simply too tempting for him.

However, Wang Yuanlang also knew very well in his heart that Li Mu was a billionaire, and he had a significant responsibility for Li Mu’s safety. Moreover, as a personal bodyguard, he had passively learned a lot about Li Mu’s private life, including which women he usually met with, and also that he had stayed overnight at Chen Wan’s home last night.

Chen Wan was currently one of the hottest female Hosts in the country. Li Mu had gone up and stayed for a night before coming down; even a fool could guess what had happened. Although Wang Yuanlang appeared to know nothing and not care about anything on the surface, he was indeed very shocked deep down.

Wang Yuanlang understood clearly that it was precisely because of this special employer-employee relationship with Li Mu, and because Li Mu wanted to protect the privacy of his own private life, that Li Mu had developed this desire to win him over.

However, for Wang Yuanlang, this might not necessarily be a bad thing.

In fact, although Wang Yuanlang wasn’t talkative and rarely communicated with Li Mu, he deeply admired Li Mu. Not only were his achievements admirable, but also his various efforts in the field of charity, and even the Dual Support Fund he established in the Divine Sword Brigade, all proved that this person possessed both great ability and a strong sense of social responsibility. Wang Yuanlang was willing to continue working with such a person. Now that Li Mu was actively trying to win him over, why shouldn’t he be happy to accept?

Thinking this, Wang Yuanlang spoke to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I’m truly grateful. My child’s education is indeed more important than anything, so I’ll trouble you to pay more attention to this household registration matter.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Don’t worry, it will definitely be resolved within this year.”

As he spoke, Li Mu remembered another thing and said with a smile, “Today, I’m going to Wanying to finalize the development project for four residential plots of land. I plan to allocate ten percent of it as future employee welfare housing for Muye Technology and Taobao. At that time, I’ll definitely arrange a set for you and your sister-in-law.”





Chapter 817: Do as Li Mu Says

Li Mu had always set extremely high standards for his employees’ benefits. Wang Yuanlang, to some extent, was also his employee, and a crucial one he needed to cultivate as a confidant. Therefore, Li Mu could help him settle his household registration and housing.

Firstly, Li Mu hoped Wang Yuanlang could become his trusted aide. Secondly, having his wife and children in Yanjing, living a life they had never known, all thanks to him, would serve as a constant motivation and spur.

So, after Li Mu finished speaking, even Wang Yuanlang couldn’t maintain his composure. A job in Yanjing was easy to find, but household registration and a house in Yanjing were incredibly difficult. If the latter two could also be resolved, he would essentially become a full-fledged Yanjing resident. The appeal this held for Wang Yuanlang was immense.

At this moment, Li Mu added, “This isn’t just for you. In the future, the company will also resolve the household registration and housing problems for Wu Xuewen and Zhou Zhan.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded vigorously and said, “Then I’ll thank you on behalf of the brothers.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Don’t mention it. Everyone has worked exceptionally hard for my safety. In a few days, I’ll cheekily approach Division Commander Shi again and ask him to arrange another combat team. That way, you all can relax a bit in the future.”

Although Wang Yuanlang knew very well that Li Mu was trying to win him over, with the condition being his unwavering loyalty and discretion, he was still deeply moved by Li Mu at this moment. The fact that Li Mu considered these matters so thoroughly when trying to win him over was enough to prove Li Mu’s regard and sincerity. Given this, Wang Yuanlang felt he must redouble his efforts to ensure Li Mu’s safety, not only protecting his personal security but also strictly guarding his personal privacy.

When Li Mu arrived at Wanying, Song Liang, Chen Ze, Wei Lan, along with Chen Fang, Zhang Zicheng, and Ye Youdao, were already present. Since Li Mu hadn’t arrived yet, Song Liang first arranged for Chen Fang and the other two to wait briefly in the reception room, planning to start the meeting once Li Mu arrived.

Li Mu sent Song Liang a text message when he got downstairs. Song Liang then immediately gathered everyone in the conference room, and Li Mu arrived shortly after they had all sat down.

Of the three, Chen Yuan, Zhang Zicheng, and Ye Youdao, Li Mu had only met Chen Yuan the day before. The other two were meeting him for the first time. Song Liang introduced them to Li Mu. After introductions, everyone sat opposite each other at the large conference table. Li Mu, with the Wanying Real Estate team, sat on one side, while the three who had traveled from Jinling sat on the other.

Without delay, Li Mu got straight to the point.

Four plots of land were to be developed by the three companies. Given the capabilities of the three companies, and Chen Yuan’s desire not to work independently on this project, Li Mu made a direct allocation: Ye Youdao received the two largest plots, accounting for 60% of the total; Zhang Zicheng and Chen Yuan divided the remaining two plots, accounting for 40% of the total.

None of the three had any objections. Based on their respective capabilities, this was the most reasonable distribution method. Otherwise, if Zhang Zicheng and Chen Yuan took the larger share, they simply couldn’t handle it, as they were not in the same league as Ye Youdao.

Setting the quotas was easy. The next most important part was to discuss the details across three key areas:

Firstly, how to contribute funds;

Secondly, how to determine equity percentages;

Thirdly, how to develop the projects;

Li Mu first set a baseline condition: “For the cooperation on these four plots, Wanying will only contribute land, not money.”

This was also the fundamental reason why Li Mu brought out these four plots to cooperate with other real estate developers instead of developing them himself.

He wanted to focus Wanying on commercial real estate projects, and couldn’t simultaneously start construction on seven real estate projects. Thus, he needed to cooperate with others, and he would contribute land as equity, without investing an additional cent.

Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan had long anticipated this, so they weren’t surprised and didn’t hesitate at all, directly agreeing to the first point.

Next came the second point: how to determine equity percentages?

Land prices continued to soar with the popularity of Sanyuan Bridge, but overall construction and installation costs basically saw no increase. This was characteristic of large city real estate markets: land acquisition costs would account for an increasingly larger proportion of the total investment.

With similar design blueprints, construction standards, and facility standards, construction in Yanjing’s Third Ring Road wouldn’t be much higher than in a fifth-tier city like Haizhou. Apart from increased labor costs and local government public relations costs, other aspects could almost be leveled out. However, land prices were strikingly higher, a difference of worlds apart.

Currently, based on the land prices around Sanyuan Bridge, under normal development, land acquisition costs already accounted for nearly 60%, and this percentage was still climbing as land prices rose. Li Mu’s plan to transform Sanyuan Bridge into Yanjing’s Manhattan was still only on paper. If this plan were initiated and succeeded, land acquisition costs for Sanyuan Bridge real estate projects, under normal circumstances, would exceed 70%.

This issue was actually the biggest concern for the three families. If Li Mu remained firm on the proportion, the less profit margin would be left for them. Of course, everyone hoped to enter the Yanjing real estate market through this project, but they also hoped to have sufficient profit margin.

On this matter, Li Mu decided to offer the three companies certain favorable terms, not only because these three companies had personal connections with each other, and he himself had deep personal connections with their children, especially Chen Yuan. He had just come from Chen Wan’s home today, and Chen Wan’s strikingly vibrant red bedsheets from yesterday were a constant reminder to Li Mu, making his desire to spoon-feed Chen Yuan this real estate project stronger than before.

Li Mu wanted to use this opportunity to bind these three companies to Wanying’s side. In the future, they could not only follow Wanying in residential real estate projects but also help him contain real estate developers in Yanjing and other cities, urging these developers to invest more energy into residential real estate, thereby alleviating pressure on commercial real estate. Overall, this was a move to achieve multiple goals at once. Whether the goals could be achieved depended on whether Li Mu could properly balance the interests.

“Balance” is the most crucial aspect in multi-party business cooperation, much like the composition of a traditional Chinese medicine prescription. Each ingredient in the prescription has its unique function: some are for treating illness, some for counteracting poison, some for nourishing the body, and some simply serve to magnify the effect. Moreover, everyone’s respective proportions must be balanced, otherwise, once thrown into disarray, a prescription meant to heal and save lives could become a deadly poison.

Li Mu had already tried his best to achieve balance in the allocation of the four land plots. Regarding the percentage issue, he had also made appropriate concessions in his mind. However, he said to the three, who were looking at him nervously, awaiting his next words: “Let’s put the percentages aside for now. Let’s discuss how to develop the projects first.”

The other three companies had no objections either. Although the cost of normal development could roughly yield a proportion through the floor area ratio, they still wanted to know what kind of real estate projects Li Mu hoped them to develop.

Li Mu first briefly outlined the overall concept of the “Yanjing Manhattan” plan, giving the three companies a general understanding of his ideas.

Ye Youdao and the others had not been very clear about Li Mu’s overall planning and concept before; they had only heard Song Liang mention that these four plots, along with the three plots Wanying retained, would be part of an overall plan to achieve maximum influence and profit margin together. However, this was the first time they heard the complete version of the specific planning.

After Li Mu finished introducing the “Yanjing Manhattan” plan, the expressions of the three were filled with uncontrollable excitement.

Only then did they realize that what Li Mu wanted to do was not simply build and sell houses. Instead, he aimed to popularize the concept of the Sanyuan Bridge business center through real estate projects, combined with public opinion guidance, to elevate the land prices of Sanyuan Bridge and its position in the public’s mind, thereby making Sanyuan Bridge a high-end business center where the elite class congregated.

The premium space from hyping a concept was enormous. If normal housing price trends showed a 30% annual increase, once a concept became popular, regional housing price trends could easily double annually, or even more. The visible profit margin in this was significantly larger than from mere development.

Li Mu’s specific development requirements for them were: Wanying would develop ultra-luxury residences on its three plots; Ye Youdao would develop next-tier luxury residences on his two plots; and Zhang Zicheng and Chen Yuan would develop mid-to-high-end residential real estate on their two plots. The seven real estate projects would cover the spectrum from mid-to-high-end to ultra-high-end, preparing for the elite class that would converge at Sanyuan Bridge in the future.

Since the projects were to be mid-to-high-end and high-end residential, the proportion of construction and installation costs would naturally be higher than ordinary real estate projects. Therefore, Li Mu offered the three companies a very favorable cooperation condition:

Firstly, as long as the three companies accepted his mid-to-high-end and high-end residential project plans, their four plots would be planned and designed primarily by Wanying. The plans and designs could be negotiated and modified; Wanying would not be dictatorial.

Secondly, after both parties confirmed the specific proposal, a financial analyst would calculate the construction and installation costs. Based on the land prices at that time, a real-time comparison would be made. Wanying would then give up five percentage points of profit to the three companies from the actual result calculated by the financial analyst.

This meant that if, at that time, the financial analyst determined, based on the specific development and construction plan, that land accounted for 50% and construction and other miscellaneous costs accounted for 50%, then Wanying, contributing land as equity, would account for 45% of the entire project, and the other three companies, receiving a 5% concession, could account for 55%.

Do not underestimate five percentage points. In real estate projects involving hundreds of millions, the profit represented by five percentage points is a very substantial sum.

In addition, Li Mu put forward an extra requirement: in the four real estate projects developed by the three companies, 10% of the housing must be sold to Muye Technology and Taobao at a price 20% lower than the market price at launch.

The three families almost immediately reached a consensus: they would proceed as Li Mu instructed!

Therefore, they very readily accepted Li Mu’s entire cooperation model. After all, it wasn’t purely a business-to-business cooperation; it involved various personal connections. For Li Mu to proactively offer them opportunities and willingly give up profit was already extremely rare and much better than their anticipated outcome, practically impeccable.

Everyone reached a consensus very smoothly. Li Mu sighed in relief. The real estate project was largely on track, and now they just had to wait for the specific proposals and design blueprints.





Chapter 821: Li Mu is Muzi?!

The specific details of the collaboration had been finalized, and everyone felt exceptionally pleased.

Li Mu appreciated this straightforward and decisive style of doing business. There was no need for endless bickering or wrangling over every single phrase. Everyone maintained the same general direction, cutting through the red tape to resolve minor issues and quickly settling on cooperation. This feeling was naturally a win-win situation.

Li Mu had originally planned to spend an entire day discussing with them, but it only took one morning.

At noon, Li Mu played host, and everyone ate together at a restaurant near Wanying.

At the dinner table, the positive mood from the discussions was further magnified. The men all felt that it wouldn’t be right not to have a drink, so they ordered some white liquor. The atmosphere was excellent; everyone offered toasts politely and drank according to their mood, showing good manners and etiquette. It truly was a convivial gathering where they drank and made merry.

After several rounds of drinks, Ye Youdao put down his glass and smiled at Li Mu, saying, “General Manager Li, yesterday on the plane, General Manager Zhang and I were chatting. We said that after meeting you, we absolutely had to thank you in person. Not just for this collaboration, but also for those two lads, Tianming and Kexuan. If it weren’t for you orchestrating everything behind the scenes, those few guys of theirs would never have made it big in music in this life.”

Zhang Zicheng nodded repeatedly from the side, chuckling, “I always thought my son was crippled for life, always sporting that long hair and doing no serious business, just playing around with a guitar and a few friends. I never expected that after meeting you, they actually made something of themselves!”

Li Mu smiled, “Simple Plan’s success is mainly due to their genuine talent.”

Ye Youdao waved his hand, “He’s my own son, do you think I don’t know him? I can’t say for sure about other things, but he has zero songwriting ability. Those songs by Simple Plan, even though they say everyone participated in the creation, in my opinion, just the lyrics alone are beyond what those four could come up with. That’s why I immediately felt that there must be an expert behind the scenes helping them with everything.”

Zhang Zicheng also nodded, “No one knows a son better than his father. I know exactly how much my son is capable of. To put it bluntly, that boy is all flash and no substance, he’s barely songwriting material!”

Then, Zhang Zicheng asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li! Tell me honestly, were those songs that those boys released all written by you?”

Although Li Mu had drunk some, his mind was still clear. He waved his hand, advising, “General Manager Zhang, you need to have faith in Kexuan!”

Zhang Zicheng laughed, “I do have confidence in him, but I can’t deceive myself, can I?”

Ye Youdao nodded and said, “I think those four kids were just half-baked talents playing around together. It’s like a small construction team in a village. They might use cement, sand, red bricks, and precast panels, plus a hand-pulled hoist and a small mixer, and sure, they can build a latrine or something. But asking them to build high-quality reinforced concrete high-rise buildings? No chance.”

After speaking, Ye Youdao looked at Li Mu and asked, “General Manager Li, tell me, how can a village construction team tinker around and build several reinforced concrete high-rise buildings, each one more beautiful, grand, and stylish than the last? How is that possible?”

Zhang Zicheng couldn’t help but applaud upon hearing this, saying, “Excellent! Well said! General Manager Ye’s analogy truly hit me where it hurts. That Kexuan boy can lock himself up at home with a notebook for a week and still not write two lines of lyrics. How could he suddenly get enlightened and write such powerful lyrics as ‘Fly Higher’? I’m the first one who won’t believe it!”

Li Mu couldn’t help but crack a smile at Ye Youdao’s analogy and Zhang Zicheng’s agreement. Were these really their biological fathers? One metaphorically described his son as a village construction team only capable of building latrines, and the other applauded in agreement.

At this point, Zhang Zicheng said with a sigh of relief, “Ah, I can only say these few young men were lucky to meet General Manager Li and transform into celebrities.”

Ye Youdao also chuckled, “Indeed. You should see how famous your Kexuan is now. Tianming told me that when they were filming on Xiamen Island, there were always crowds of young girls surrounding your Kexuan, making my son so jealous…”

Neither Chen Yuan nor Song Liang were surprised by their casual chat. They, who knew the four members of Simple Plan, understood clearly that Simple Plan’s success was due to Li Mu’s help. Not only the online hype, but even those popular songs must have come from Li Mu’s hand. Otherwise, with their limited abilities, they simply couldn’t have written such songs.

Chen Ze also understood some of Li Mu’s background. Li Mu was actually Muzi, the one online who had written several classic good songs. Combining this with his relationship with Simple Plan, it was not difficult to guess that Simple Plan’s rise to fame was inextricably linked to him.

However, Wei Lan was the only one at the table unaware of this. She was very surprised when she heard Ye Youdao and Zhang Zicheng chatting, never expecting that the owners of the two companies collaborating were the fathers of two Simple Plan members. Although Wei Lan was past the age of chasing celebrities, she often listened to Simple Plan’s songs, especially “Old Boys,” which Wei Lan particularly loved.

But when she listened to the fathers chatting, it seemed that Simple Plan’s success was also related to Li Mu? And from what they were implying, it seemed Li Mu didn’t just promote Simple Plan—he even wrote the songs?

She only knew about Li Mu’s various achievements in business, but she had never known that Li Mu also had such profound musical accomplishments. This truly shocked her.

At this moment, Wei Lan couldn’t help but open her mouth and ask Li Mu, “General Manager Li, you can also write songs?”

Du Fei, across from them, smiled and said, “Wei Lan, Li Mu has an online handle, you probably don’t know it yet, do you?”

Wei Lan shook her head, “What is it?”

Du Fei glanced at Li Mu, smiled, and said to him, “I’m going to say it now, you’ve pretty much been exposed on everything else, so what’s one more thing?”

Li Mu said helplessly, “At least leave me a little privacy.”

Du Fei, a straightforward Yanjing girl, chuckled carelessly, “Everyone basically knows about this. Why hide it from ourselves?”

With that, Du Fei looked at Wei Lan, and seeing her curious expression waiting for her next words, she raised an eyebrow at her and said, “Wei Lan, listen carefully. Li Mu’s online name is—Muzi!”

“Muzi?!”

Wei Lan was instantly dumbfounded, a voice in her heart constantly asking herself, “Li Mu is Muzi? He’s actually Muzi! How is this possible! The Muzi she imagined should be at least thirty-something years old; how else could he write a song like ‘When You Are Old’? Although the lyrics were translated from William Butler Yeats’ poem, how could someone without a certain age and life experience write such a deeply affectionate melody?

And ‘Fleet of Time,’ the song sung by Du Wei, was her favorite song, without a doubt! She even always felt that Muzi letting Du Wei sing this song was a bit of a waste, because Du Wei was too young. How could she completely convey that real yet helpless love, that sad yet wistful emotion within ‘Fleet of Time’?

She even thought that Muzi must have been a prodigal son who was exceptionally passionate in his youth, having broken countless girls’ hearts. Only such a person could possess enough life experience and romantic encounters to write lyrics that make one feel melancholy without being sorrowful, only sighing at the passage of time, such as: “If we meet again, and our eyes don’t redden, can our faces still flush?” and “We need to owe each other, otherwise, what would we reminisce about?”

It was precisely from the moment she heard this song that Wei Lan began to regard Muzi as an idol on a spiritual level, because in her heart, Muzi’s talent was truly extraordinary.

And when the song “Hidden Fragrance” became popular due to Du Wei’s rendition, Wei Lan’s reverence for Muzi reached a new height. The song “Hidden Fragrance” truly made her admire him greatly. Both the lyrics and music possessed extremely profound artistic conception. Although it didn’t touch her heart as much as “Fleet of Time,” the scope, grandeur, and artistic conception of this song were much greater than “Fleet of Time.” The scope of a song also represents the scope of the singer and the creator.

However, she never dreamed that the real “Muzi” was a twenty-year-old young man, and precisely the one who strategizes and dominates in the business world, captivating her with his sheer courage and presence!

Muzi is Li Mu, Li Mu is Muzi?! Shocked? Of course, she was shocked. Wei Lan was so shocked at this moment that she had lost the ability to think.

At this moment, Ye Youdao and Zhang Zicheng at the dinner table finally understood. The two exchanged glances and happily said, “I told you, they’re not cut out for this at all!”

Li Mu was helpless, but he also knew very well that among those present, besides his most trusted people, were the fathers of two Simple Plan members and the paternal uncle-in-law of one member. So, there was no need to worry that anyone would leak the content of their dinner conversation.

Not noticing Wei Lan’s dumbfounded expression beside him, nor her gaze fixed on him, Li Mu was pulled by Zhang Zicheng and Ye Youdao to drink. Just as he finished a glass, his phone on the table suddenly lit up. Li Mu saw that the call was from Dong Ai, and a thought quickly flashed through his mind: Anita Mui’s test results must be out.

So, he finished his drink, put down his glass, picked up his phone, and said to the others, “I need to take a call first.”

The drinking party was not affected by his departure. Li Mu stepped out of the private room and answered the phone, asking, “Senior Sister Ai, how is it?”

Dong Ai said, “Sister Mui’s results are out. It’s cervical cancer, early stage. The doctor said if she undergoes surgery promptly and pays close attention after, there shouldn’t be much of a problem.”

Li Mu hummed, not at all surprised by the news. He asked faintly, “Does Sister Mui herself know?”

“She knows,” Dong Ai said, “Sister Mui is quite cheerful. She feels that catching it early is a blessing.”

Then, Dong Ai added, “Sister Mui has decided to go to America for treatment. Brother ‘Gor’ will accompany her. Brother ‘Gor’ had his assistant book tickets for tomorrow. They’ll transfer from Yanjing Airport to Korea and then to New York.”

Li Mu asked, “Why transfer in Korea?”

Dong Ai said, “There are no direct flights from China yet.”

Li Mu suddenly understood, saying, “Alright then, what time tomorrow? I’ll go see them off.”

“5:30 PM.”

“Okay!”





Chapter 819: Your Dad!

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu felt a weight lift from his heart.

From this moment, he firmly believed he had completely reversed these two people’s fates.

No matter how others evaluated Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung, Li Mu always felt that some superstars, once their era passed, could never be replicated. These two were supposed to die one after another next year; for Li Mu, this was undoubtedly two great losses for the entertainment industry.

Li Mu didn’t blindly idolize celebrities, but he had to admit that during the era when Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui rose to fame, every celebrity who wanted to make a name for themselves worked incredibly hard.

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s voices were, of course, beyond reproach; they were absolute powerhouse vocalists. What was rare was that besides singing, they also dedicated themselves to studying acting, passionately delivering every song, conscientiously portraying every role, and earnestly treating every concert. Such celebrities would be incredibly rare and precious a few years later.

What would the entertainment industry be like years from now? A world dominated by plastic surgery faces and young idols, an era of pointed chins, fake noses, and facial slimming injections! Celebrities would truly be everywhere; those who had never learned acting could become A-list movie stars; the tone-deaf could release albums through post-production audio correction; actors would be too lazy to memorize scripts, leading to most film and TV drama soundtracks being post-dubbed. Whenever Li Mu saw audio and visuals out of sync, or lip-syncing issues, he intensely missed the movie stars of the 80s and 90s.

Chow Yun-fat, Stephen Chow, Tony Leung, Leslie Cheung, Francis Ng, Anthony Wong… which of them wasn’t a true acting powerhouse? When these actors performed, they not only memorized their scripts but also deeply studied the script’s plot settings, character personalities, and dialogue. Their various improvisations left scene after scene of classics in Chinese cinema. Taking ten thousand steps back, even the voice actors of that era were far superior to the bunch from a few or ten years later!

The development of entertainment was too fast and too flashy. Li Mu felt that if the entertainment industry wanted to retain its last bit of depth, it needed a benchmark to set an example, and that benchmark had to be set by truly capable people, definitely not those expressionless young idols or actresses whose own mothers wouldn’t recognize them after plastic surgery.

If Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui could survive, in Li Mu’s view, they would certainly provide a long-lasting benchmark for the entertainment industry, hopefully leading to an improvement in an entertainment industry where young idols and plastic surgery faces are rampant in the future.

Pacing back, the private room door suddenly opened, and Wei Lan walked out. Li Mu thought she had also come out for something, but unexpectedly, Wei Lan stood directly in front of him, blocking his path, staring at him, and asked with an expectant look, “General Manager Li, are you really Muzi, the one who writes songs online?!”

Given the situation, Li Mu nodded openly, “That’s right, it’s me.”

Wei Lan stared at Li Mu for a long moment as if he were a monster, then said with an infatuated fan expression, “Do you know? I’m your fan!”

Li Mu couldn’t help but tease, “What fan? Our company doesn’t go in for personal worship. Doing your work well is what truly makes me happy!”

Wei Lan was amused by Li Mu and covered her mouth, saying, “Li the Flayer, you can’t go three sentences without talking about work.”

Li Mu’s expression turned serious. Pointing to the nearby wall, he said, “The group inside has already accepted your high-end real estate project plan. How far it can go from now on will depend on your capabilities.”

Wei Lan said, “This plan is yours. I originally just suggested high-end real estate development; I never thought of resource coordination or a publicity blitz, turning Sanyuan Bridge into Yanjing’s Manhattan. I just wanted to win a beautiful battle, but you’ve planned it as an entire campaign. You can’t just dump it all on me later.”

Li Mu asked her, “If I don’t dump it on you, then who? Brother Liang and Old Chen can’t handle such a large-scale endeavor, and even if they could, they couldn’t sort it out. I don’t have the time either. From now on, you’ll have to be the main driver for this.”

As he spoke, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask her, “Are you lacking confidence or what?”

Wei Lan said, “It’s not that I lack confidence; mainly, I need more support from you.”

Li Mu nodded, “Whatever kind of support you need, just say it. I’ll provide whatever I can.”

Wei Lan smiled, “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear from you. Given how massive this project plan is, you’ll have to be prepared to welcome harassment in the future. I can call you anytime for advice or guidance.”

“No problem!”

…

Once the most important matters were settled, the atmosphere at the dinner table became more relaxed. Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan, these three veteran drinking masters, gradually began to display their prowess. Once the atmosphere hit a critical point, the rate of drinking accelerated exponentially. Everyone was laughing and joking, giving and taking, and Li Mu somehow ended up drinking 350 to 400 grams of white liquor.

Ye Youdao, still holding his wine glass, said with a flushed face, “General Manager Li, I’d like to toast you on behalf of the children. How does that poetic line go? Oh, right, I thank you for making their lives more meaningful!”

Li Mu raised his glass, “General Manager Ye, Tianming and Kexuan are my good friends; there’s no need to be so polite with me.”

Ye Youdao said earnestly, “Business is business. To be able to bring about such a huge change in them is, in my eyes, nothing short of giving them a new lease on life. Its impact on them is a lifelong matter, so I absolutely must toast you with this drink.”

Li Mu could only say, “I’ll toast you; all my words are in this glass of liquor.”

Ye Youdao nodded repeatedly, agreeing, “That’s right, it’s all in the liquor. Cheers!”

Li Mu tilted his head back and finished the drink. Ye Youdao filled another glass and said, “Come, General Manager Li, let’s deepen our bond even more!”

Li Mu couldn’t really refuse. Just as he was about to grab the wine dispenser to pour, Wei Lan deliberately pretended to pour for him, taking the dispenser first. While pouring liquor into Li Mu’s glass, she quietly reminded him, “Drink a little less.”

Li Mu nodded. Looking at the glass Wei Lan had poured, one generally couldn’t identify the boundary between the transparent glass and the transparent white liquor, but upon closer inspection, it was clear that the liquid surface in the glass was still half a centimeter from the rim.

Originally, these glasses had very small capacities, wide at the top and narrow at the bottom, so most of the liquor was in the upper half. With Wei Lan going easy on him like this, the volume of liquor in Li Mu’s glass was at least halved.

Just as he looked up at Wei Lan, he saw Wei Lan winking at him, her meaning clear: ‘Anyway, it’s just one glass per person each time. If you pour a little less, won’t you drink a little less?’

Li Mu’s alcohol tolerance was average, but he maintained good drinking etiquette. Seeing this chance to evade drinking, he felt a bit hesitant: should he feign ignorance and drink this half-glass, or conscientiously fill the glass to the brim?

He struggled for three seconds.

Li Mu decided to play dumb.

While drinking etiquette was certainly important, staying sober was also crucial. He could drink, but he needed to counterbalance it within a safe limit.

For the rest of the second half, thanks to Wei Lan’s sly technique when pouring wine, Li Mu held out until the end.

Even Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan, these three with extraordinary alcohol tolerance, were quite tipsy this afternoon. Li Mu felt hazy but his mind was still clear. Seeing that everyone had eaten and drunk well, he arranged for them to break up and rest.

After leaving the restaurant, first, the assistants were arranged to send the three guests back to their hotel rooms. Next were Chen Ze and Song Liang; neither of them had drunk little, so they each went home, no longer needing to stay at Wanying Real Estate. Anyway, such a big project had been discussed, so not working for an afternoon was no big deal.

After Song Liang said his goodbyes, an assistant drove him home. He truly needed a good rest because early tomorrow morning, he still had to take the three of them to inspect those plots of land.

At this moment, the somewhat tipsy Chen Ze said to Du Fei, “Du Fei, find me a designated driver.”

Du Fei helplessly retorted, “Where am I going to find you a designated driver in the middle of the day? Can’t you just take a taxi back?”

Chen Ze shook his head, “No taxi. How about you make a small effort and drive me?”

Du Fei said, “I have things to do back at the office. So much design work…”

Chen Ze clicked his tongue and asked her, “How much work can an hour or so round trip possibly delay you?”

Du Fei said, “That’s still a delay! Taking a taxi back is so much simpler…”

Li Mu had no energy to pay attention to them bickering. He asked Wei Lan, “Where are you going this afternoon?”

Wei Lan said, “I’m going back to the company; I didn’t drink either.”

Li Mu nodded, “Then I’ll head off first. I won’t go to the company this afternoon.”

Wei Lan nodded slightly, unable to resist asking, “General Manager Li, when will you show us your skills?”

Li Mu asked her, “Show what skills?”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “Singing! You’re Muzi, who wrote so many great songs! I’ve admired you for so long, surely you can sing a song for your fan as a thank-you, right?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Don’t make fun of me. When we have time, we can arrange KTV, and I’ll show you what a ‘mic hog’ is.”

After speaking, Li Mu saw Wang Yuanlang walking towards him and said to Wei Lan, “We’ll talk later. I’m leaving now. Keep a close eye on Du Fei’s design proposals. If you encounter any problems you can’t solve, call me.”

“Alright, I’ll contact you by phone if anything comes up. I’m heading back to the company.” Wei Lan, feeling helpless, tilted her head and tidied her heavily permed curly hair, giving it a casual flick that exuded a myriad of charms, before turning and leaving.

Li Mu directly tossed the car keys to Wang Yuanlang and said in a low voice, “You drive. Go back to where we came from this morning. I’m going to take a nap in the back seat.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded, not saying a word. He unlocked the car first, opened the back door for Li Mu to get in, then got into the driver’s seat himself and drove towards Chen Wan’s residential complex.

Inside the car, although Li Mu was still conscious, his head felt increasingly heavy. The alcohol was kicking in, and he began to feel throbbing headaches. When the car reached the underground garage beneath Chen Wan’s building, Wang Yuanlang parked it and said to Li Mu, who was closing his eyes in discomfort, “General Manager Li, we’ve arrived. Do you need me to help you up?”

Li Mu opened his eyes, looked around, and shook his head, saying, “No, I’ll go up myself.”

After speaking, he subconsciously reached around for a mask. Wang Yuanlang immediately took out a disposable medical mask from the glove compartment and handed it to Li Mu. Li Mu put on the mask, then got out of the car and went upstairs.

The doorbell rang. Chen Wan hadn’t expected it to be Li Mu. Peering through the peephole, she saw Li Mu leaning listlessly against the doorframe and quickly opened the door. The moment she opened it, she smelled the strong scent of alcohol on Li Mu. She quickly helped him in, asking as she did, “Why are you drinking so much in the middle of the day? And with whom?”

A familiar delicate fragrance wafted into his nostrils, making Li Mu unconsciously recall last night. He wrapped an arm around her waist from behind, his hands traveled upwards, each finding a soft spot. Only then was he satisfied, grumbling, “Your dad!”





Chapter 820: Li Mu’s Hangover Cure

Li Mu’s drunken “your Dad” made Chen Wan’s heart fill with amusement and exasperation.

She had just been subconsciously complaining about the people who drank with Li Mu, only to realize her own Dad was among them. It seemed they must have had a good talk in the morning and then immediately followed it with a drinking session at noon.

So Chen Wan could only set that problem aside and tried to lead Li Mu to the bedroom to lie down. But Li Mu held her tightly from behind, his sneaky hands like suction cups, making it impossible for her to get away. Chen Wan could only coax him like a small child, speaking in a consultative tone: “How about I help you to the bedroom to rest first?”

Li Mu shook his head, his hands still holding on.

Chen Wan nearly lost her balance and could only continue to coax him: “I’ll help you to the bed first, then I’ll get a wet towel to wipe your face, okay? You’ll feel more comfortable after wiping your face.”

Li Mu still shook his head, mumbling: “I just want to cling like this…”

He hadn’t lost consciousness, but his drunkenness had certainly gone to his head. Using this bit of alcohol, this grown man subconsciously wanted to act a bit playful and coy in front of Chen Wan.

Chen Wan was helpless. She turned her head to look at Li Mu, wrapped her arms around his head, and gently stroked his face. She said with indulgence: “If you want to cling, then cling. I’ll carry you over.”

Li Mu, weighing seventy to seventy-five kilograms, was not light on Chen Wan. Naturally, Li Mu couldn’t really let her carry him, so he followed closely behind her into the bedroom.

Once in the bedroom, Li Mu flopped onto the bed, sprawling out in a “big” shape. Chen Wan helped him take off his shoes, socks, and pants, then coaxed him, saying: “Wait for me for a bit, I’ll go get a towel and be right back.”

A dazed Li Mu felt a surge of playful competitiveness, grabbing Chen Wan’s skirt and mumbling: “I won’t let you go.”

Chen Wan had no choice but to sit down beside him on the edge of the bed and patiently said: “I’ll wipe your face, and then the palms of your hands and soles of your feet; you’ll feel more comfortable.”

Li Mu shook his head and said: “I don’t need a wipe, I don’t have a fever.”

Chen Wan patiently persuaded him: “Being drunk is like having a fever, you need to cool down.”

Li Mu continued to shake his head: “I don’t want to.”

Chen Wan looked at him helplessly. She had never imagined that Li Mu, who in her eyes had always been overly mature, would have such a childish side. What she never expected even more was that she actually particularly liked him this way.

So Chen Wan smiled and said: “Then I’ll go pour you a glass of water? There’s soda in the fridge, do you want a bottle?”

Li Mu still shook his head: “No.”

Chen Wan feigned anger and asked him: “You’re drunk and need a hangover cure, but you don’t want this and you don’t want that. What exactly do you want to do?”

Li Mu narrowed his eyes at her and said: “The hangover methods you mentioned are useless. I have a secret hangover cure, and I’ll tell you if you kiss me.”

Chen Wan scoffed: “I have to kiss you for your own hangover cure? How could there be such a good deal?”

Li Mu turned his face away and said: “I don’t care, you handle it yourselves.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but burst into laughter, saying with extreme reluctance: “Alright, alright, I’ll indulge you, okay?”

After she finished speaking, she leaned down and gave him a brief, fleeting kiss, fulfilling Li Mu’s wish. She was about to get up to pour Li Mu some water when Li Mu suddenly, like an octopus capturing its prey, instantly wrapped his arms and legs around Chen Wan, holding her tightly. Then he flipped over, looked at her, and said: “My secret hangover cure is…”

“Ah…”

…

The next afternoon, Song Liang personally went to the airport to see off Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan. These three could definitely be considered to have returned with a full harvest this time, and their mood was incredibly good.

This time, Chen Wan didn’t go back with them. Her explanation to her Dad was that she still had some things to attend to in Yanjing, and she would go directly back to Xiangdu when she was done. Chen Yuan didn’t think much of it, just told her to come home and stay for a few days whenever she had time.

Chen Wan originally intended to go to the airport to see them off, but she had been constantly doted on by a seemingly age-reducing Li Mu for two days, and she was truly physically and mentally exhausted. Li Mu was fine; after a shower, he was full of vitality again. But she couldn’t take it; she didn’t want to stand up at all, only wanting to sit or lie down.

Li Mu, originally planning to spend two days sleeping endlessly at Chen Wan’s home, had grown to love playing the role of an age-reducing youth in front of Chen Wan. He had lived two lives, and besides acting coy with his mother in his childhood, he had never acted coy with any other woman in either life. He suddenly discovered that acting coy with Chen Wan and being doted on by her felt incredibly good.

Chen Wan was indeed a big girl who, for his sake, completely let him guide her. In their shared world, she would not refuse anything that made Li Mu happy, which gave Li Mu immense satisfaction.

If it weren’t for the promise to see off Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, Li Mu really wouldn’t want to step out of Chen Wan’s home.

Li Mu came out after a shower; Chen Wan had already picked out an outfit for him, insisted on blow-drying his hair, and even deliberately applied some hair wax. She was truly considerate to the smallest detail.

Before Li Mu left, Chen Wan tidied his collar and asked him: “I’m going back to Xiangdu tomorrow night. Are you still coming to stay with me tonight?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Of course, but I might be quite late. After seeing them off at the airport, I’ll have to wait a bit. Kangzi is coming back from the South China Sea today, arriving half an hour later than their flight. I have something to discuss with him. After picking him up, we’ll talk business, and then I’ll come to accompany you. It might be late, so don’t wait for me for dinner.”

Chen Wan nodded: “I know, go ahead.”

Wearing a mask, Li Mu left Chen Wan’s place and directly got into the Mercedes-Benz driven by Wang Yuanlang in the underground garage. The car then quickly headed to Capital Airport.

Anita Mui’s condition wasn’t a major problem; Yanjing had sufficient medical expertise for her surgery. However, Anita Mui chose to seek treatment in the United States to be cautious. This was also good; cancer, after all, was a terrifying disease, and even in its early stages, it commanded extreme attention.

Leslie Cheung accompanying her was also a good thing in Li Mu’s eyes. In fact, simply being away from the Hong Kong entertainment industry and not receiving its gossip would greatly alleviate Leslie Cheung’s mood. Moreover, this time all his energy was focused on accompanying Anita Mui and fighting cancer with her, which was itself a very positive thing and would certainly be of great benefit to him.

When Li Mu arrived at the airport, he saw Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, both wearing masks, and Dong Ai, who came to see them off, outside the VIP channel for international departures. To his surprise, Xiao Fangfang was also with them.

After Li Mu greeted the three, he asked Xiao Fangfang: “President Xiao, are you also going to the United States?”

Xiao Fangfang shook her head and said: “I need to go back and arrange the matters for the Sapling Protection Fund. But I’ve told Anita that once I’m done with my current tasks, I’ll immediately go to the United States to see her.”

Anita Mui, standing by, said gratefully: “Sister Fang, I told you there’s no need to toss and turn to come all this way to see me. Having bro with me and our two assistants is enough. We’re just going for medical treatment this time; we don’t want to disturb people in the entertainment industry.”

Xiao Fangfang smiled slightly and said: “Don’t worry, I’ll bring my eldest daughter with me then, and I won’t tell any insiders.”

Anita Mui continued to persuade: “Sister Fang, you really don’t need to go through such trouble. Hong Kong to the United States is too far and very exhausting.”

Xiao Fangfang patted her hand and said with a smile: “Compared to what you do for student aid in the Yun-Gui region, it’s not exhausting at all.”

After speaking, Xiao Fangfang said without allowing for refusal: “It’s settled then. If you decline again, this old lady will get angry.”

At this moment, Leslie Cheung, who had been silent, spoke to Anita Mui: “Since Sister Fang wants to go, why stop her? Just think of it as Sister Fang coming to the United States for a gathering with us.”

Anita Mui could only nod, her eyes already moist.

Li Mu then spoke: “Sister Mui, you should be able to resolve everything quite quickly during this trip to the United States. When you do, Dong Ai and I will be waiting for you and bro to return and once again become our 3321 Student Aid Ambassadors.”

Anita Mui knew that Li Mu was indirectly encouraging her, saying it wouldn’t take long to resolve everything, also implying that her early-stage cancer could be quickly cured. So she nodded gratefully and said: “General Manager Li, I truly don’t know how to thank you. I won’t say anything else for now, but I will definitely not neglect this 3321 matter. Once I’m well, I swear I won’t even go back to Hong Kong; I’ll come directly to Yanjing to find you and Dong Ai to continue being 3321’s Student Aid Ambassadors.”

Li Mu laughed: “Then I’ll be waiting. Just don’t make us wait too long.”

Dong Ai also said with red eyes: “Sister Mui, I can’t go to the United States to see you. I’m especially busy with work, and I don’t even have a passport, let alone an American visa. You must take good care of yourself over there. You can call me if you’re bored.”

Anita Mui gently hugged Dong Ai and said with a smile: “Good Sis, you focus on your work. Before I knew you and before I got involved with 3321, I didn’t realize how great what you were doing was. But after getting involved with 3321, I understand that what you and General Manager Li are doing truly benefits generations to come. So many children can go to university because of your efforts, and so many university students can complete their studies because of your efforts. This matter can be said to be the most meaningful thing I’ve seen, done, and participated in over all these years. You must do your work well, and when I return, I’ll continue to fight alongside you.”

Anita Mui wasn’t someone good at being emotional/sentimental, but her relationship with Dong Ai during this period was indeed extremely harmonious and close, far exceeding mere collaborators or ordinary friends. In her heart, she genuinely regarded Dong Ai as a younger sister, so these words naturally came from the bottom of her heart.

Seeing that it was almost time, Leslie Cheung spoke: “Anita, our time is almost up, we should go in now.”

Anita Mui nodded and quietly gave Dong Ai a few more instructions.

Leslie Cheung reached out and shook Li Mu’s hand, saying earnestly: “General Manager Li, I won’t say many words of thanks. Besides 3321, if there’s anything else you need my help with in the future, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’m at your service.”

Li Mu said: “Bro, you’re exaggerating. I hope you can still join 3321 in the future.”

“Definitely!”

At this moment, Anita Mui walked up to Li Mu, gently hugged him, and said: “Goodbye, General Manager Li!”

Li Mu nodded, saying only two words: “Take care.”





Chapter 821: Prepare for the Money-Burning Phase

Although Xiao Fangfang’s return flight to Hong Kong was a bit later than Leslie Cheung’s and Anita Mui’s, all three still went through security together.

Li Mu and Dong Ai watched the three depart. They kept looking back and waving until they entered the security channel.

As the three went in, Dong Ai suddenly turned around, startling Li Mu. He hadn’t expected her to be crying with a tear-streaked face, her tears flowing almost uncontrollably.

Li Mu couldn’t bear to see her like that, so he comforted her, “They definitely won’t be gone for long, at most two or three months. Why are you crying like this?”

Dong Ai shook her head and said, “You don’t know how difficult this life has been for Sister Mui. If you understood her family situation, and the circumstances of her parents and siblings, you would certainly feel that it’s been incredibly challenging for Sister Mui to get to where she is today. I can’t believe she’s contracted this illness…”

Li Mu seemed to have heard that Anita Mui’s family had a preference for sons over daughters, contested her inheritance, and even auctioned off her personal belongings. Thinking about it carefully, it was indeed quite unusual, making one sigh with emotion.

However, Li Mu didn’t show it, simply saying, “Early detection is already a blessing in disguise. Don’t worry, nothing will happen to her.”

Saying that, Li Mu added, “If you really want to go to America, just get a passport and apply for a visa. 3321 has long been on the right track, and you’ve worked so hard for so long, so it’s time for a vacation.”

Dong Ai said, “A passport is easy to get, but I heard that American visas are very difficult to obtain. Most applications are reportedly rejected.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “That’s simple. Both I and Muye Technology have registered companies in the United States. We can send you a business invitation. If you take the invitation to the embassy for an interview, the chances of approval will be much higher.”

Dong Ai immediately became excited: “Really?”

Li Mu said, “There’s no point in me lying to you.”

Dong Ai hurriedly said, “Then I’ll just hold out for another half a month. When new college students start school and register in early September, I’ll go to America to see Sister Mui.”

Li Mu nodded: “Agreed. When the time comes, I’ll personally sponsor you one hundred thousand yuan for travel expenses, as a personal reward for your hard work at 3321 for so long.”

Given the current overall scale of 3321 and Dong Ai’s position as Chief Executive Officer, it would be reasonable for her to earn hundreds of thousands in annual salary. However, she personally counterbalanced her monthly salary at five thousand yuan, truly going all out for charity. Li Mu had always wanted to find an opportunity to properly thank Dong Ai. After all, 3321 was his reputation and powerful influence. The better 3321 developed, he wouldn’t dare say he’d become more boastful, but at least there will be less apprehension, which was extremely significant to him.

From this perspective, one hundred thousand yuan did seem a bit meager, but Li Mu had made up his mind to give Dong Ai a significant return as his thanks when the time was right.

Dong Ai, hearing Li Mu say he would give her one hundred thousand yuan for travel expenses, asked in surprise, “One hundred thousand yuan for travel expenses is too terrifying! Do you really need that much money to go to America?”

Li Mu said, “American imperialism adheres to the principle of dollar supremacy. If you don’t bring enough money, people will look down on you in America. You don’t need to worry about airfare or anything; I’ll have Qing Ya book it for you. Round-trip first class, so you can comfortably lie down all the way to America.”

Dong Ai couldn’t help but laugh: “A sleeper berth, really? Who are you trying to fool? Don’t you think I’ve never flown on an airplane before? First class is just a bit more spacious; how can you really lie down?”

Li Mu pouted: “You clearly haven’t been abroad. Domestic flight first class is nothing special. If you’re going to fly first class, fly it on transoceanic flights. It’s not just a little bit more luxurious than domestic first class.”

Dong Ai scoffed: “I’m just an ordinary working class person. How could I enjoy the high-end treatment only capitalists like you can afford? I’ll just sit in economy class.”

Li Mu said, “You talk too much nonsense. What if I don’t send you an invitation then, and you get rejected?”

Dong Ai hurriedly said with a smile, “General Manager Li, don’t get angry. I was just being polite in front of you. If you’re going to buy me a first-class ticket, I certainly wouldn’t mind lying down all the way to America.”

Li Mu deliberately put on a forced smile and asked her, “How did you get here?”

Dong Ai said, “I was sent by the racing team arranged by senior female student Qing Ya, and one was left to bring me back later.”

Li Mu nodded: “Then you should go quickly.”

Dong Ai asked him in surprise, “You’re not going?”

Li Mu said, “I’m waiting to pick up a friend.”

Dong Ai curiousl y asked, “Picking up Su Yingxue? School only starts in about half a month, is she here so early?”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Why are you so gossip-y? I’m picking up Zhao Kang, my good bro. Do you know him?”

Dong Ai shook her head: “No, from Renmin University?”

Li Mu waved his hand: “No, from another school. My childhood friend.”

Seeing that Li Mu wasn’t joking, Dong Ai said, “Alright then, you wait here, I’ll head back first.”

Li Mu nodded.

Just as Dong Ai was about to leave, she suddenly turned her head and asked him, “Oh right, what has Xiaowan been busy with lately? Has she come to Yanjing?”

Li Mu felt a guilty conscience, unsure if Dong Ai was deliberately teasing him because Chen Wan had told her about his private affairs with her, so he retorted, “Your relationship is so good, don’t you know if she’s come or not?”

Dong Ai said, “No matter how good our relationship is, it’s not as good as yours with her.”

Li Mu felt even guiltier.

Then, Dong Ai smacked her lips and said, “Actually, I haven’t been comfortable contacting her lately. Mainly, she used to always look for me when she came to Yanjing, but I was always out of town. You know, 3321 does student aid, and I’m constantly running to remote areas all day long. She tried to meet me several times, but couldn’t, so she hasn’t asked me recently. I don’t know if she hasn’t come to Yanjing recently, or if she’s angry with me.”

Li Mu sighed in relief and said, “Why don’t you give her a call and ask?”

Dong Ai thought for a moment and said, “Never mind, I’ll talk to her in a few days.”

With that, Dong Ai waved her hand: “I’m leaving now. Call me if anything comes up.”

“Goodbye.”

Dong Ai left. Li Mu moved from the airport’s departure level to the arrival level, waiting another half an hour before Zhao Kang, sun-tanned like Louis Koo, finally appeared at the exit.

Although Li Mu was wearing a mask, Zhao Kang recognized him at a glance. When they met, the two high-fived, and then walked out in unison.

As they walked, Li Mu asked him, “How was your trip to Nanhai?”

Zhao Kang chuckled: “It was good, just a bit tanned. My parents really liked that place.”

Then, he couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “What exactly do you need me back for? I’ve been restless with anxiety waiting for several days, and you still haven’t said.”

Li Mu said, “I called you back because I have a big plan to tell you about. Even I’m uncertain how big this game can get.”

“Such a big matter, are you sure I can handle it?”

Zhao Kang understood Li Mu. Up until now, Li Mu had never given such an evaluation to anything, saying he was uncertain? Then this matter was probably truly huge.

Li Mu said, “If you can handle it, you’re on. If you can’t, we’ll create the conditions for you to be on. It doesn’t matter if you can’t bear the brunt later, just hold out at the beginning.”

Zhao Kang immediately patted his chest and said, “As long as you ask, as long as I have the ability, I’ll go through hell and high water without frowning. The only thing I’m afraid of is not being capable enough and holding you back.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “Don’t worry about that. Let’s go back to the city, find a place to eat, and talk slowly there.”

……

The idea of opening chain internet cafes had been brewing in Li Mu’s mind for a long time. This concept had been continuously refined by him; he already had a perfected version 2.0, and an even tougher version 3.0.

The reason it was 3.0 and not 2.1 was because 3.0, compared to 2.0’s planning, had a qualitative improvement, elevating the strategic level of the chain internet cafes once again.

The two brothers sat in a restaurant private room. Li Mu ordered two bottles of iced beer. After they had drunk half a bottle, Li Mu finally said, “Actually, the reason I called you back this time is to give you the task of opening internet cafes.”

“Internet cafes aren’t already open, are they?” Zhao Kang said. “The current operations are pretty good.”

Li Mu knew he was referring to the internet cafe he had previously asked him to open near the school. That internet cafe was originally opened to launder money from selling Legend cheats/hacks. Now Legend was waning, and this income was getting smaller and smaller, so Li Mu had no longer concerned himself with it.

However, although Li Mu’s current request for Zhao Kang was also about opening internet cafes, it was much, much larger than the previous one.

So Li Mu explained in detail to Zhao Kang his concept of opening chain internet cafes together with Shenzhou.

Chain internet cafes, first and foremost, pursue coverage. That is to say, all future cities must be covered, and each city must have at least one branch, with no upper limit for more, as long as the city can accommodate them, there will be no problem.

Secondly, it involves deep integration with Shenzhou. This cannot be done alone; people from Shenzhou must be brought in, and future operations must also be deeply bound together.

After Zhao Kang listened to Li Mu’s entire project plan, he realized what a massive project Li Mu was talking about.

This was a project that would easily exceed one hundred million in cumulative investment, at the very least. Opening around one hundred internet cafes would almost amount to one hundred million yuan, but Li Mu wanted five hundred to one thousand branches. Who was this supposed to scare?

Just as Zhao Kang’s mind was still digesting this massive project concept, Li Mu continued, “What I just told you was just a mature version 2.0. But I now have an even more mature version 3.0. Let me tell you about it.”

Zhao Kang felt a lack of confidence. Version 2.0 was already frightening, let alone 3.0. Was version 3.0 going to involve opening internet cafes overseas?

However, despite his lack of confidence, Zhao Kang still nodded: “Tell me, I’m listening carefully.”

Li Mu said, “For version 3.0, I want to bring in large capital providers. Not only will we invest in building stores across the country, but we’ll also invest in commercial real estate at the same time.”

Zhao Kang was stunned after hearing this and blurted out, “You’re not saying that we also have to fund the purchase of the commercial units for the stores, are you?”

Li Mu clapped his hand: “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean!”

Although Zhao Kang didn’t have Li Mu’s unconventional way of thinking, being influenced by what he saw and heard from Li Mu had greatly improved his way of problem-solving. As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, he instinctively said, “The burden of capital-intensive assets will probably be even heavier!”

Opening an internet cafe alone costs hundreds of thousands to one million yuan. If you buy the commercial unit along with opening an internet cafe, at the very least it’s one to two million yuan; at most, in a large city, it might even be impossible to handle with two to three million, or three to four million.

Seeing Zhao Kang’s surprise, Li Mu smiled and said, “It’s precisely because it’s capital-intensive that we need to collaborate with large capital providers. We’ll invest first to get it started and create a model for the investors/capital providers to see, and then pull in investors/capital providers to inject money and rapidly expand. Being capital-intensive isn’t a problem; for such tangible projects, the more capital-intensive they are, the more stable and reliable they become.”

Saying this, Li Mu added, “Think about it: if you invest ten million to set up an internet company, and it fails, what can the investors/capital providers recover? The lucky ones might recover hundreds of thousands in cash on the books; the unlucky ones might only recover a batch of used computers; and the unluckiest ones might not even recover the computers.

“However, what if you invest ten million to open a few internet cafes? You’re investing in internet cafes and simultaneously purchasing commercial units. If the internet cafe fails, the large number of used machines can still recover at least ten to fifteen percent of the cost. The commercial unit costs still have at least fifty percent recoverable. It’s even possible that after operating for a period, the commercial unit costs rise, and the commercial units alone could recover one hundred percent or even more.”

Zhao Kang nodded: “That reasoning makes sense, but how do you convince those capital providers to invest heavily in this operation? They won’t care about the small profits from opening internet cafes, will they?”

Li Mu chuckled: “The overall business model is: internet cafes make money while operating, and selling the land makes even more money — this is a typical McDonald’s overseas development model. What’s more, I’ve integrated e-commerce into it. In the future, internet cafes won’t just serve Shenzhou; they can even serve the entire Taobao Electronic Products trading services, not only handling pre-sales and delivery but also helping manufacturers with after-sales service. This will not only save Taobao Logistics future costs but also represent a considerable profit source.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then continued, “Although Taobao has a large amount of funds sitting in its accounts, once it starts to burn money, this money will be nowhere near enough. Taobao will inevitably undergo multiple rounds of financing in the future. I can sign a framework agreement with these large capital providers first. Any capital providers who invest in the chain internet cafe project first will gain priority in Taobao’s financing rounds. We’ll bind them in using Taobao.”

“My goodness, how much money will Taobao have to burn in the future? You’re preparing so early. Doesn’t Taobao have a lot of money in its accounts that can be used?” Zhao Kang had heard Li Mu mention before that Taobao had revitalized a sum of “account receivables” amounting to a billion-level, which Li Mu could withdraw and use at any time. Was such a large capital reserve not enough for Li Mu to burn?

Li Mu smiled slightly. Zhao Kang could not possibly understand. Right now, even Liu Qiangdong and Mr. Ma would not understand. They hadn’t yet entered the internet investment phase and probably didn’t understand why, instead of making money, they should burn money. But for Li Mu, he absolutely had to prepare for the money-burning phase in advance, and it had to be a preparation for burning massive amounts of money.

How to burn it?

Very simple!

When Taobao starts exerting effort to enhance users’ online shopping habits, and when Taobao starts facing encirclement from more competitors, Li Mu will very likely need to activate the money-burning mode to ensure his position, far ahead of the competition.

At that time, once competition enters a heated phase, B2C self-operated businesses might have to operate at a loss, and C2C businesses might have to subsidize sellers and buyers. All of this will require continuous capital investment.

Losing money doesn’t matter; burning money doesn’t matter. As long as he can ensure that he firmly grasps control of the vast majority of both B2C and C2C businesses, any amount of money burned will be worth it. Moreover, the more he burns, the more he will earn in the future.

In short, there is only one goal: to kick out those who can’t afford to burn money, and to drag those who can afford to burn money into the ground or to their death, ultimately ensuring his own high-above position is the ultimate victory!





Chapter 822: Xu Bo’s Final Interview

“Whether adopting the 2.0 or 3.0 model, Li Mu’s goal was to first establish about fifty internet cafes nationwide, develop the model, and then present this proven model to investors.

As long as there was a compelling story to tell, investors would undoubtedly be willing to provide funding. Once the capital flowed in, large-scale expansion would become entirely feasible. Li Mu was prepared to dilute most of the equity to capital providers. He wasn’t looking to profit from the internet cafes themselves or from the appreciation of commercial real estate. Investors could make the money; his sole purpose was to use internet cafes to drive the development of the internet and the online user base, promote Shenzhou’s growth, and advance internet cafe desktop systems.”

“After gaining a clear understanding of Li Mu’s ideas, Zhao Kang felt a degree of concern. Unlike Li Mu, he didn’t possess such a sharp mind, and he worried he wouldn’t be able to handle a project of such significant investment if he were truly put in charge.

Li Mu, however, was not concerned. He believed that what was primarily needed for this endeavor was someone trustworthy, rather than someone exceptionally capable.”

“Zhao Kang could recruit capable individuals to compensate for any of his personal shortcomings, but he absolutely had to maintain control and oversight of the project.

In Li Mu’s view, the project itself had little to do with the internet; it was a capital-intensive offline project involving extensive offline procurement and real estate transactions. Without a trustworthy person managing it, Li Mu certainly wouldn’t feel at ease.”

“Regarding the funding and equity for the internet cafe chain project, Li Mu’s idea was for Zhao Kang to step in and register a company. They would initially invest fifty million yuan in startup capital, jointly funded by Li Mu and Zhao Kang. The investment ratio would be 9:1, and the equity ownership ratio would be 8.5:1.5. Li Mu would grant an additional 5% of the shares to Zhao Kang as an equity incentive.

Zhao Kang had no objections to this. Ever since he followed Li Mu to Yanjing for university, he had resolved to wholeheartedly follow Li Mu and assist him. For him, his mindset allowed him to question himself, but never Li Mu.

After the two finalized these details, Li Mu began to outline the timeline.”

“Currently, the development momentum of internet cafes was strong, and national policies were gradually becoming more lenient. Once the ‘Computers to the City’ policy was fully implemented, internet cafes would likely usher in a new spring. This was the industry’s broader context, and with Li Mu, a positive energy internet figure, the attitude towards internet cafes had significantly shifted from both the government and the public.

However, with September’s school year approaching, less than three months remained until the first SARS case appeared. It was another six months until SARS reached Yanjing. Six months later, the panic of SARS would sweep across the nation, and at that time, internet cafes would enter a brief period of decline.”

“Li Mu calculated that without initial capital, the pace of internet cafe expansion would be relatively slow. However, if Zhao Kang were to accelerate the process, they should be able to open the initial dozens of internet cafes before the end of the year. By then, the model for the internet cafe chain project would also be very clear.

At that point, as long as he found investors, they would certainly be interested. If he simply sped things up and secured funding before 2003, at the very latest by February 2003, he wouldn’t just avoid the impact of SARS; he could actually use the substantial capital during that SARS-induced lull to accelerate store establishment. Once SARS passed, a large number of new shops would be ready for business.

If they couldn’t secure the funds before the SARS outbreak, attempting to finance internet cafes after the outbreak would likely cause investors to lose confidence. In that scenario, the entire plan would be shelved for at least several months. However, as long as the pace of progress wasn’t too slow, this funding would definitely be secured before the SARS outbreak. Once the money was in hand, it wouldn’t matter if investors lost confidence during the SARS period; after all, the money would already be disbursed, and there would be no possibility of returning it.”

“With the basic strategy set, Li Mu introduced Zhao Kang to Wu Haijun of Shenzhou, who was still in Yanjing. He arranged for Zhao Kang to accompany Wu Haijun to Shenzhen after Wu Haijun concluded the Economic and Trade Commission discussion. The purpose was to allow Zhao Kang to first establish a foundational relationship with Wu Haijun and also to gain an understanding of Shenzhou’s current situation. Once the internet cafe chain plan began to materialize, Shenzhou’s close cooperation would be essential. This was a win-win-win situation for the internet cafe chain, Shenzhou Computers, and Taobao. As the driving force, Zhao Kang’s relationship with Li Mu’s side was naturally strong, but his relationship with Wu Haijun needed to be equally close.

…

On Saturday, Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya split into two teams for Li Mu’s online game plan.”

“Kong Lingyu was interviewing gaming talent at Muye Technology, including Xu Bo, who had traveled from Guangzhou. Lin Qingya had arranged a private dinner with the core members of Kingsoft’s Xishan Ju Studio’s planning and development team, attempting to recruit all of Xishan Ju’s backbone staff, as per Li Mu’s request.

Xu Bo arrived in Yanjing on Friday evening. Muye Technology’s HR booked him a four-star hotel near the company. Because Xu Bo wanted to use this opportunity to explore Yanjing, his return flight was scheduled for Sunday. Muye Technology’s HR, after booking his Sunday flight, deliberately paid for the hotel room until Sunday as well. This considerate and generous gesture made Xu Bo keenly aware of how impressive a large company could be.”

“Xu Bo’s interview was scheduled for Saturday at ten in the morning. He was so excited that he barely slept all night, yet remarkably, he maintained an extremely enthusiastic state of mind after waking up early.

Kong Lingyu placed particular importance on Xu Bo, as he was someone Li Mu had personally spotted and handpicked from numerous resumes. Although Xu Bo’s resume didn’t reveal anything particularly impressive, Kong Lingyu still dared not treat him lightly.”

“Xu Bo was somewhat nervous at this point. His resume was simply not impressive enough, and in front of such an influential figure as the general manager of Muye Technology, he feared his resume would be met with disdain.

For this reason, Xu Bo intently watched Kong Lingyu’s expression, checking for any signs of disappointment or disdain, even an unintentional frown.

Kong Lingyu maintained a calm demeanor throughout his review of the resume. After finishing, he asked Xu Bo his first question: “What is your assessment of NetEase’s A Chinese Odyssey Online?”

Xu Bo paused to collect his thoughts, then seriously replied, “A Chinese Odyssey Online has creativity, but lacks depth.”

“Kong Lingyu asked him,”What exactly do you mean by depth?”

Xu Bo replied, “The depth I’m referring to isn’t about the abstract meaning of the game. Rather, it’s about the depth of thought in the entire game development process. I personally feel that A Chinese Odyssey Online, whether version 1 or 2, generally lacks in-depth consideration. From its architecture and settings to its characters and graphics, everything is just ‘make do.’ However, precisely because all aspects barely crossed the passing score, the game is relatively balanced overall, which is why its operational data has been quite good.”

“Kong Lingyu nodded and asked again,”If you were to revamp A Chinese Odyssey Online, how would you approach it?”

Xu Bo said, “In my opinion, many fundamental aspects of A Chinese Odyssey Online are already finalized, so a drastic overhaul is virtually impossible. If modifications were truly to be made, they could only involve dissecting individual parts from the existing foundation and refining and adjusting them little by little – merely changing the soup without changing the medicine. The best approach is to quickly develop a new alternative game while A Chinese Odyssey Online is still relevant.”

“Kong Lingyu asked,”Then if you were to develop this alternative game, what would be your preferred positioning for it?”

Xu Bo said, “I’ve actually considered this issue. Many of A Chinese Odyssey Online’s problems are inherent and fundamentally unresolvable. However, it still possesses a certain user base and brand foundation. After all, the classic novel Journey to the West is known to everyone in China, and it’s also the most imaginative and rich in game elements among the Four Great Classical Novels. Therefore, I personally lean towards redeveloping a new game based on Journey to the West and A Chinese Odyssey Online. This new game must, during its architectural design, correct all the inherent flaws of A Chinese Odyssey Online, and then incorporate more advanced, reasonable, and player-friendly game settings to be released as a replacement for A Chinese Odyssey Online.”

“Kong Lingyu, who didn’t understand games, couldn’t help but nod slightly as Xu Bo spoke so articulately.

In this segment of his speech, Xu Bo articulated two very important advanced concepts: one was leverage marketing, and the other was the hot IP concept.”

“So-called Leverage Marketing is essentially freeloading. A Chinese Odyssey Online already has an established foundation. If one were to abandon A Chinese Odyssey Online and develop The Return of the Condor Heroes or Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils instead, it would be akin to starting from scratch, far less cost-effective than developing a new game based on A Chinese Odyssey Online.

The so-called Hot IP concept refers to well-known intellectual properties that can be developed into multi-domain derivative products. Products derived from such intellectual properties inherently possess a sufficient fan base, making promotion and conversion much easier. The platform for a Hot IP can be a book, a game, or even a film or a song.”

“Although this concept became a craze only more than a decade later, this mode of thinking had already emerged much earlier. The reason NetEase developed A Chinese Odyssey Online, to put it plainly, was to capitalize on the super IP concepts of the novel Journey to the West and the A Chinese Odyssey films for marketing. In the coming years, nearly all of Jin Yong’s novels were developed into online games, which itself is a form of IP thinking.

Xu Bo also recognized the widespread influence of Journey to the West among China’s billion-plus population. Coupled with the enduring popularity of the CCTV Journey to the West television series over the years, Journey to the West had become China’s largest super IP, bar none. Using this IP for a game was simply the most suitable choice.

The most wonderful thing was that, currently, if one wanted to develop a game using Mr. Jin Yong’s novels, one would need to obtain Mr. Jin’s permission and pay. However, Journey to the West, this super IP, was not only the largest in China but also completely free for anyone to use.”

“Stephen Chow and other filmmakers continuously filmed Journey to the West-themed movies during the peak IP era, which, frankly, was also due to this very consideration. Xu Bo’s ability to recognize the significance of the Journey to the West mega IP in this era truly showed extraordinary foresight!”





Chapter 823: Poaching from Xishan Ju Studio

As the Planning Director of Kingsoft’s Xishan Ju Studio, Wu Di’s mood has been rather subtle recently.

First, there was a recent change in his family. His father-in-law was diagnosed with liver cancer, and due to the limited medical facilities in Zhushi, his wife accompanied her father-in-law to Yanjing for treatment. Because of his work, Wu Di couldn’t visit his father-in-law in Yanjing even once during the first half-month of his hospitalization.

His wife and her elderly mother, who were in Yanjing taking care of his father-in-law, were naturally overwhelmed and felt especially insecure. Because of this, his wife kept urging Wu Di to take leave and come accompany them for a while. However, Wu Di was currently actively promoting the Jian Xia Qing Yuan conversion to an online game project, working overtime almost around the clock and simply unable to go. Consequently, he had many arguments with his wife over the phone. There were even times when his wife, feeling despair in Yanjing, even brought up divorce.

Wu Di had no choice but to promise his wife he would definitely make time to visit Yanjing soon.

But he was a workaholic after all, had little emotional attachment to his father-in-law, and was under considerable financial pressure. So he always felt that providing money was already difficult enough; there was no need to delay his work to go to Yanjing for a visit. A round trip would not only require taking leave, but the airfare alone would be very expensive. Taking a train would be even worse: he would have to go from Zhushi to Guangzhou first, then rattle all the way to Yanjing, a single trip taking a full day and night.

As Xishan Ju Studio is located in Zhushi, outside of the first-tier city category, employee salaries have always been low, a recognized fact in the industry. Although Wu Di was already a director-level General Manager, his take-home annual salary was equivalent to being between a P6 and P7 at Muye Technology. This looked pretty good in Zhushi, but when it came to spending money, the absolute value in his bank account didn’t increase, and he was still struggling financially.

After repeated consideration, Wu Di still hadn’t decided to go to Yanjing for the visit.

Second, one of Wu Di’s university classmates recently joined Taobao, earning an annual salary of three hundred thousand yuan, almost double his own.

The two of them had considered each other rivals since university, and after graduating, they continued to compete to see who was doing better. Prior to this, Wu Di had always been stronger, at least a director-level General Manager under Kingsoft. Compared to a director at an unknown software development company, Wu Di’s value and welfare benefits were significantly better. But he never expected that after joining Taobao, his classmate would be transformed, soaring like a phoenix to a higher branch. Although he didn’t secure a directorship at Taobao, his annual salary was genuinely over one hundred thousand yuan more than his own, which was an immense blow to Wu Di.

Although feeling quite indignant, Wu Di had to admit that his classmate’s chosen direction after graduation was software development, which hadn’t been too vertical. Compared to himself, who had been engaged in game development and planning for several years, his classmate’s connections / channels were broader. That’s why he could find a good position at Taobao. On the other hand, Wu Di didn’t have such luck; Taobao wouldn’t hire someone like him, who had been doing game development for several years.

Besides these two matters affecting Wu Di’s mood, there was one more thing that particularly annoyed him: Kingsoft’s support for Xishan Ju Studio had always been inadequate.

When to set up / to establish the Jian Xia Qing Yuan Online project, Wu Di had put forth a request to his superiors to expand the team. Currently, Xishan Ju Studio was severely understaffed and had to balance new projects, so everyone felt overwhelmed. However, the senior leaders consistently believed that Xishan Ju Studio’s potential hadn’t been fully exploited. Therefore, they not only rejected the request to expand the team but also demanded that they complete several projects at hand within a specified time frame.

This was something Wu Di couldn’t accept. As the saying goes, “Even the cleverest housewife can’t cook without rice.” But asking a clever housewife to cook for hundreds of people, on time, with guaranteed quality and quantity—wasn’t that just Bullshit / nonsense? Xishan Ju Studio had few people and a lot of work. If they continued to be exploited like this, several people would surely collapse from exhaustion.

But the leaders didn’t listen to him at all. Whenever Wu Di brought up a request, the leaders would say that difficulties could definitely be overcome. After several such instances, Wu Di almost wanted to curse (vulgar) at his superiors.

All several things combined indeed severely affected his mood, until he received a call from Lin Qingya.

After Li Mu requested to poach Xishan Ju Studio’s core members, Lin Qingya immediately found Wu Di’s contact information and took the initiative to call him. On the phone, Lin Qingya stated her identity and general intent, asking Wu Di if he was interested in an in-person meeting. As soon as Wu Di heard it was the Deputy General Manager of Muye Technology, he was immediately swayed.

Currently, Muye Technology was the ultimate aspiration for all professionals in China’s internet industry. Because Muye Technology currently dominated the market, this aspiration was much stronger than the future desire to join BTA companies. Wu Di was naturally no exception.

Muye Technology was not only large scale and rich in resources, but also offered high welfare benefits and vast development opportunities. Everyone hoped to become a part of Muye Technology. However, Wu Di hadn’t known that Muye Technology had plans to develop online games. After listening to Lin Qingya’s introduction on the phone, he immediately realized this was a great opportunity.

On the phone, Lin Qingya offered Wu Di two meeting options: one was to schedule a time for Lin Qingya to personally come to Zhushi to meet Wu Di and other Xishan Ju Studio core members; the other was for Muye Technology to cover the travel expenses, with Wu Di bringing several core members to Yanjing for an in-person meeting.

After hearing the options, Wu Di almost without hesitation chose the second one.

Choosing the second option meant Muye Technology would cover the travel expenses, and he could also conveniently visit his father-in-law in Yanjing, while saving thousands of yuan in expenses.

Although his motive for choosing to come to Yanjing to meet Lin Qingya was to get a free round-trip ticket, Wu Di’s own aspiration to join Muye Technology was also very strong. Before coming, he specifically communicated with several core members he trusted. After explaining the situation, all of them were willing to go with him to Yanjing for a discussion. Given such a great opportunity, where they didn’t even need to cover their own airfare and accommodation, only a fool wouldn’t agree.

Thus, six people from Xishan Ju Studio flew to Yanjing on Friday evening and met with Lin Qingya at noon on Saturday.

Lin Qingya chose to treat the six people to a meal at a high-end hotel. Upon meeting, Lin Qingya’s capable aura left a very deep impression on all six.

After they sat down, Lin Qingya first offered several pleasantries welcoming the six to Yanjing. After some polite exchange, mutual introductions, and exchanging business cards, Lin Qingya got straight to the point.

“Some time ago, Muye Technology established a games business unit. Unlike the YY Games business unit, this business unit will be responsible for all future client-based game projects at Muye Technology. As it’s a newly established department, we are currently in the phase of recruiting widely for talent. Xishan Ju Studio is quite well-known in China’s gaming industry, so we very much hope to reach a collaboration with you all and invite you to join Muye Technology.”

The other people looked towards Wu Di. He was the boss of Xishan Ju Studio’s game development and planning team, so naturally, everyone looked to him for direction.

Wu Di said to Lin Qingya: “General Manager Lin, since we’ve come so far from Zhushi, we are naturally very interested in joining Muye Technology. However, the Xishan Ju Studio team is, after all, based in Zhushi. If we were truly to move so far to Yanjing for work, what everyone is most concerned about is actually the problem of compensation and benefits. We’re wondering what kind of salary and benefits Muye Technology can offer?”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly. Having focused on poaching talent for so long, she was extremely experienced. Generally, those who first discussed positions, development, and future prospects required a bit more effort to recruit. However, if they talked about money first, there would usually not be too many problems.

So, she said with a smile: “Muye Technology has an employee grading system. We will assign each of you a level based on your work experience and background. However, I can give you a guaranteed minimum promise: if you join Muye Technology, regardless of your assigned level, your monthly salary will be at least 50% higher than your current monthly salary. Additionally, there will be a substantial signing bonus.”

Li Mu had originally said that as long as they were willing to come, salaries would be directly doubled, and core members would receive a signing bonus of two hundred thousand yuan each. However, to Lin Qingya, what Li Mu stated was his psychological price. She certainly had to try to make the final transaction price lower than his psychological price, which was why she started with an offer of at least 50%.

Upon hearing this condition, several people, including Wu Di, were somewhat swayed. Wu Di subconsciously asked her: “General Manager Lin, how is the signing bonus calculated?”

Lin Qingya said: “It will be calculated based on your current monthly salary, paid as a one-time lump sum equivalent to six months of monthly salary.”

Wu Di instantly felt a surge of excitement. Currently, he was spending money to treat illness for his father-in-law, and there was a shortfall of at least tens of thousands of yuan for medical expenses. Based on his current monthly salary of fifteen thousand yuan, if he agreed to join Muye Technology, the signing bonus would be ninety thousand yuan. The problem of medical expenses could be solved at once.

Besides that, his monthly salary would also increase by at least 50%. Calculating this way, a monthly salary exceeding twenty thousand yuan would not be a problem. More importantly, Muye Technology’s development space was incomparable to Xishan Ju Studio’s; not just him, but the other five people understood this very clearly.

Wu Di composed himself and asked Lin Qingya: “General Manager Lin, could you perhaps reveal specifically how much the monthly salary increase can reach?”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said: “If all six of you here can sign, the monthly salary increase can be up to 60%. If you can invite other Xishan Ju Studio core members to join as well, exceeding ten people, the monthly salary increase can be up to 70%.”

As she spoke, Lin Qingya added: “I wonder if you are aware, but the actual take-home annual salary for every employee at Muye Technology has a guaranteed base of fourteen months of pay. We issue double monthly salary in January and July each year. If KPI goals are exceeded, there will also be additional bonus policies.”

Wu Di and the other five people were all calculating in their minds. If their monthly salary increased by 60%, and they received an additional two months of monthly salary annually, it would be equivalent to an 86.67% increase in monthly salary. If their monthly salary increased by 70%, receiving two additional months would be equivalent to a 98.33% increase. In other words, if they could persuade several more colleagues to join, everyone would enjoy effectively doubled salaries after joining Muye Technology.

Seeing the several people present exchanging glances, Lin Qingya opportunely stood up and said: “Excuse me, I’ll go to the restroom first. You all can discuss among yourselves for a bit, and we’ll talk in more detail later.”





Chapter 824: Capture All

Lin Qingya, having spent a long time by Li Mu’s side, was quickly adopting his work style.

When it came to recruiting and headhunting, if it was possible to capture all of them at once, she would never defeat them one by one; it was too tiring. If they were worried the team wouldn’t be united, she would find a way to tie their hearts together, giving them a variable condition: the more people they convinced to join, the higher everyone’s compensation would be. This strategy used money to help Wu Di and the others coalesce, ensuring the entire team advanced and retreated together, greatly increasing the chances of success.

After Lin Qingya excused herself to go to the restroom, Wu Di and the others in the private room immediately began to discuss.

Since Lin Qingya had been present earlier, everyone could only communicate through glances, which inevitably led to insufficient communication and misunderstandings. So, as soon as she left, Wu Di was the first to speak: “Brothers, it seems Muye Technology is truly going all out in online gaming!”

Wu Di’s most trusted subordinate, Chen Wenfen, an architect from Xishan Ju Studio, spoke up: “Boss, Muye Technology is offering very high compensation! I’m tempted!”

“Who isn’t tempted? I am too!” another core employee whispered. “What do you all think, can we negotiate for even higher compensation? It would be great if the base monthly salary could double!”

Wu Di shook his head and said, “Large companies have a lot of room for negotiation, and our Xishan Ju Studio isn’t considered top-tier among domestic game teams right now. It’s incredibly lucky that Muye Technology found us. If we were to fleece them at a time like this, it would truly be a case of refusing a toast only to drink a forfeit.”

He added, reminding them: “Don’t forget the Tencent QQ team from before. When Li Mu first invited them to join Muye Technology, they insisted on joining Sina just for a little more monthly salary. What happened then? They were quickly disbanded. Fortunately, Muye Technology took them all in eventually, but the compensation was much lower than what Li Mu had originally offered them. Don’t you think that was more trouble than it’s worth?”

Chen Wenfen nodded: “Boss is right. What we need to consider now isn’t whether or not to negotiate further with Muye Technology, but whether to accept their conditions. If we accept, we need to do so quickly, otherwise, if we miss this opportunity, it won’t come again!”

The others all nodded in agreement. Muye Technology was indeed too powerful; among domestic internet companies, its decision-making power was almost unmatched. With such a vast disparity in status, having the chance to get on board was already a great thing. Being too greedy at this moment might truly lead to all efforts coming to nothing.

Wu Di then said, “How about this? The six of us will first state our positions. If we can reach a consensus, then we can communicate with our other colleagues when we go back.”

With that, Wu Di raised his hand first: “I’ll go first. I am willing to join Muye Technology.”

Chen Wenfen followed suit without hesitation: “I’m willing too!”

Immediately after, someone else stated their position: “Holy cow, this is such a good opportunity, I’m willing too!”

“Count me in! At worst, I’ll sell my house in Zhushi and relocate to Yanjing with my family. Yanjing’s future development prospects are much greater than Zhushi’s!”

“I’ll join too!”

“Since us bros are all joining, how could I be left out! No matter what others think, the six of us will move forward together!”

Wu Di was in high spirits and said excitedly, “Since that’s the case, we’ll tell General Manager Lin later that all six of us are willing to join Muye Technology. Then we’ll go back and try to get four more brothers to join. Ten people would receive a seventy percent increase. Most importantly, if we can join Muye Technology as a complete team, everyone will be able to achieve an effect where one plus one is greater than two!”

The others concurrently replied, “Alright! Let’s do that!”

A few minutes later, Lin Qingya slowly returned. After entering the room and sitting down, she asked everyone, “So, how have you all considered it?”

Wu Di spoke up, “General Manager Lin, we have decided; we will join Muye Technology.”

Lin Qingya lightly nodded, her expression neither surprised nor overly delighted, and then asked, “When is the earliest you can start working?”

Wu Di hesitated slightly, saying, “We can’t confirm that yet. Our contracts with our current company have certain limits; we need to submit our resignation a month in advance.”

Lin Qingya asked him, “What if you breach the contract? How is the contract structured?”

Wu Di frowned and said, “I honestly can’t remember.”

At this point, another employee spoke up, “Boss, I remember. The contract states that if we violate the terms, the company has the right to demand compensation for economic losses caused by our resignation.”

Lin Qingya smiled faintly and said, “I see. We have an urgent need for this online game business right now, and thirty days is too long. The company definitely can’t wait that long, so I hope you can report for duty in Yanjing as quickly as possible.”

Speaking, Lin Qingya said with a hint of dominance, “If Kingsoft insists on holding you for thirty days, you don’t have to concern yourselves with it. You can resign immediately and forcibly, and come to Yanjing to report for duty as soon as possible. Muye Technology has a ten-person legal team, and they happen to have nothing much to do lately. If it really comes to taking it to court, they will help you handle it. If the court rules for compensation, it doesn’t matter; we will bear the compensation entirely!”

Upon hearing this, Wu Di immediately felt relieved. After estimating the time, he said, “General Manager Lin, please give us one week to handle things. If we can’t resolve it within a week, we will come directly to Yanjing to report for duty!”

…

For Li Mu and Chen Wan, after several days of intimacy, separation was inevitable.

Chen Wan taking a break for a week from her busy schedule was already an extreme luxury. As Super Girl continued to progress, if she wanted another vacation opportunity like this in the future, she would likely have to wait until the first season of Super Girl concluded.

That evening, Li Mu personally escorted her to the airport, reluctantly watching her go through security before he himself left with a somewhat lost feeling.

Li Mu was a man with a somewhat traditional male mindset and had never thought he would become so dependent on a woman in his daily life, until he and Chen Wan truly got together.

Chen Wan’s feelings for him were like a warm spring pool in winter, where he only wanted to throw himself into her embrace, to be wrapped layer by layer in her love and tenderness. Her unparalleled charm, her meticulous thoughtfulness, her yielding nature, and her numerous virtues were all deeply rooted in Li Mu’s heart, leaving him with a long, lingering aftertaste.

Before parting, Li Mu promised her that he would often go to Xiangdu to see her. The intimacy of these past few days and this sudden separation made Li Mu wish he could immediately buy a later flight ticket to Xiangdu. But reason told him that he currently had too many matters to attend to, and it wasn’t the time for such romance.

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly remembered Zhao Ziqiu, and his heart skipped a beat as he let out a long, heavy sigh.

He had promised her so long ago that he would visit her in Hangzhou, but the summer break was almost entirely over, and he still hadn’t fulfilled his promise. That was a bit outrageous.

Although he often called or sent messages to Zhao Ziqiu, Zhao Ziqiu had never again brought up the matter of him visiting Hangzhou. Since Zhao Ziqiu didn’t mention it, Li Mu himself had even forgotten.

It wasn’t that he was unfeeling; it was just that he had indeed been incredibly busy without a moment to spare during this period. He had gone home to see Su Yingxue, but that was because he had to go back to communicate with the Haizhou City Municipal Government about his parents’ safety and took the opportunity to see her. His last trip to see Chen Wan was also taking the opportunity. This time, he spent a few days with Chen Wan in Yanjing, but this was also Chen Wan proactively coming from Haizhou. If it were truly up to him to carve out a few days to visit her, Li Mu simply couldn’t find the time.

Although he tried to excuse himself this way, Li Mu still felt very guilty. In his eyes, even though he truly loved Su Yingxue, Chen Wan, and Zhao Ziqiu, Zhao Ziqiu was actually the one who needed his diligent protection the most.

Since his rebirth, Li Mu no longer felt torn about falling in love with several women. In his current view, rebirth was inherently an opportunity to overturn everything. Since he was going to conquer the starry expanse for the future of the internet, why should he be overly cautious in matters of love?

What Li Mu felt most ashamed of was precisely this: his protection for Zhao Ziqiu, this girl who had almost nothing else in her world besides him, was truly insufficient.

On the way back, this guilt continued to simmer within Li Mu’s heart. Suddenly, he had an impulse: to buy a flight ticket to Hangzhou and visit Zhao Ziqiu.

Once his decision was made, Li Mu wanted to call his personal assistant, Li Ziwei, to ask her to book flight tickets to Hangzhou for himself and Wang Yuanlang for the next day. But just as he was about to dial, Kong Lingyu’s call came in.

Kong Lingyu was calling to give Li Mu a brief report on the more than twenty game development talents they had interviewed today.

Kong Lingyu said, “Boss, the interviews today were generally quite satisfactory. I think at least half of them can be hired. That Xu Bo you mentioned by name also came for an interview today.”

Li Mu asked, “How did he perform?”

Kong Lingyu said, “To be honest, Boss, I truly admire you. Just by looking at his resume, and considering his motive for submitting it, you could analyze his situation and basic abilities. It’s truly incredible…”

Li Mu said, “Stop flattering me. Just tell me about the interview results.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Although Xu Bo is informally trained, he truly understands the gaming industry very well and has very profound personal insights. I asked him a few of the questions you instructed, and I felt his answers were excellent.”

Li Mu pressed, “How exactly did he answer? Give me a rough idea.”

Kong Lingyu quickly recounted the general situation of today’s interviews to Li Mu. When Li Mu finished listening to Xu Bo’s answer regarding the new game’s positioning, his heart immediately filled with joy.

Being able to realize Leverage Marketing and Hot IP not only proved that Xu Bo currently had the conceptual framework for Fantasy Westward Journey, but more importantly, this person’s thinking pattern was very advanced in the game industry. It was hard to say whether he would be surpassed in the future, but he was currently one of the few people in China with the deepest understanding of online games. What was rare was that this person also had practical ability, capable of materializing his knowledge and understanding and specifically developing it into a product. This was extremely valuable.

Li Mu asked him, “What were the interview results? Did he agree to join Muye Technology?”

“Of course,” Kong Lingyu said. “He came specifically to join Muye Technology, so he naturally wouldn’t refuse our invitation. As you instructed, his offer is for a Game-Designer in our game business unit, at P6 level, with an annual salary of 100,000. Additionally, according to our normal procedures, P6 employees who relocate to Yanjing to start working can receive a settlement allowance of 10,000 yuan.”

Li Mu nodded to himself. This was also earlier requirements he had set for Kong Lingyu. Since Xu Bo had proactively submitted his resume to Muye Technology and traveled so far to attend the interview, it was sufficient proof that this person was extremely eager to join Muye Technology. His work experience was limited, and his educational background was also nothing remarkable to speak of. In such a situation, it was conceivable that his monthly salary at NetEase would not exceed two to three thousand yuan.

Muye Technology offering him an annual salary of 100,000 seemed very high, but the primary reason wasn’t Li Mu giving him special treatment. It was because Muye Technology’s salary standards were inherently high; this included the large enterprise bonus. Moreover, the future salary positioning for this position was basically 80,000-150,000 yuan annually. A high-profit industry needs high compensation to attract top talent.

Li Mu asked Him, “When can Xu Bo start working?”

Kong Lingyu said, “He’s returning to Guangzhou tomorrow, and he’ll submit his resignation on Monday. His employment contract has no limits, so he’ll report for duty by September 1st at the latest.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Okay, you continue to follow up to prevent any further problems.”

“Alright.”

As soon as Kong Lingyu hung up, before Li Mu could dial Li Ziwei, Lin Qingya’s call came in.

In fact, Lin Qingya had already called Li Mu several times, but the line had been busy. Finally, she managed to get through. As soon as Li Mu answered, Lin Qingya spoke in an uncontrollably excited voice: “General Manager Li, all twelve core team members of Kingsoft’s Xishan Ju Studio have agreed to join Muye Technology!”





Chapter 825: The Highest Pursuit

At noon, the six people, including Wu Di, agreed on the spot to join Muye Technology during lunch. Wu Di also stated that after returning to Zhushi, he would communicate with other team members to persuade as many people as possible to join.

However, to Lin Qingya’s surprise, Wu Di called her that very evening to tell her that another six people had explicitly agreed to join Muye Technology.

It turned out that in the afternoon, he created a YY Group and invited six relatively core and trustworthy Xishan Ju Studio members into it. The six people here persuaded the other six there, and in just one afternoon, they convinced all six of them to resolutely follow him and join Muye Technology.

Thus, Lin Qingya took only one day to secure the entire core team of Xishan Ju Studio. This efficiency made Li Mu click his tongue in surprise when he heard about it over the phone.

After praising Lin Qingya’s high efficiency without reservation, Li Mu began to ponder the overall plan for the online gaming business.

In the future, under the grand framework of Muye Technology’s gaming business unit, two specialized business groups will be established: one for self-developed games and one for agency games. The latter has relatively lower technical skill requirements, demanding only sharp vision and quick action. With Li Mu’s advantage as a reincarnator, this work will be easier to advance. However, if he wants to do the former well, the difficulty will be extremely high.

Xu Bo, nicknamed Old Xu, should be able to handle the architecture of Fantasy Westward Journey. The Xishan Ju Studio team should be able to take on the architecture and development of a wuxia or xianxia-themed game. Coupled with the game development talent Lin Qingya recruited from various companies, Muye Technology can launch two game development projects in the short term, but these are just two online games that can make money in China.

Speaking of online games, Li Mu always had a great regret: China, as the world’s largest online game market in the future, was a purely online game importing country. While importing a large number of online games, not a single local online game could truly be exported to the entire world!

Let alone developing an online game that could sweep through the world like World of Warcraft, Chinese online game companies couldn’t even export a single game to the Korean or Japanese markets.

In Li Mu’s view, China, whether in ancient culture or modern literary works, boasts many classic Hot IPs, whose world-building is so grand and spectacular that it’s in no way inferior to World of Warcraft.

However, domestic game companies truly lacked ambition. Most of their homegrown games aimed for big returns with small investments, and no one had ever truly considered investing sufficient human resources, energy, and material resources to create a magnum opus, a true model for domestic online games.

From the very beginning, China’s online game industry was accompanied by the temptation of enormous profits, leading many game companies to adhere to a development philosophy: Make quick money! Grab what you can! Hit and run!

Based on this background, Li Mu summarized China’s online game market with four characters: “Three fasts and one short.”

Namely: fast research and development, fast launch, fast profit, and short lifespan.

Compared to the research and development costs of heavyweight online games, which often reach tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of US dollars, many Chinese game companies only needed several million to at most tens of millions of funding to develop a game adapted from a Hot IP.

In game development costs, more than half the funds were used to acquire IP and for promotion, with the remaining small portion casually put into development. Then, they would vigorously hype it up using the IP’s popularity, attracting a large number of IP fans. The game could recoup its investment within the first few months of operations, and the remaining time would be pure profit.

Due to the games being shoddily made and having low replayability, most domestic online games could not escape a predictable pattern: a large number of users would gradually drop the game after playing for a period, and the rate of user loss would quickly surpass the rate of growth.

Before long, the game would face the awkward situation of dwindling players and decreasing profits. Consequently, online game companies would invest less and less effort, and the game experience would worsen, until eventually, the entire game would be shut down, exiting the stage, and the Hot IP would be completely ruined.

Against this industry backdrop, the possibility of the Chinese market developing a heavyweight online game was almost zero.

Let alone small companies, even companies like Tencent, which earn massive amounts of cash from games every year, might not be willing to invest heavily in developing a heavyweight online game. On the contrary, the more money they earned, the more cautious and prudent they became.

Acting as agents for successful overseas games and imitating successful overseas games—these two low-risk models became the mainstream for Tencent and other game companies, with self-developed games making up an almost negligible proportion.

In Li Mu’s view, this was a great sorrow for China’s internet industry, almost identical to the sorrow of China’s domestic automobile industry. In China’s future automobile market, the vast majority would be joint ventures, with the remaining domestic brands essentially relying on imitation and borrowing to survive, which was truly regrettable.

Li Mu had the ambition to one day use online games to export Chinese culture globally. Japanese people could integrate elements of Journey to the West into Dragon Ball and promote it worldwide, so why had China never found a truly effective way to export Journey to the West to the overseas market? If the opportunity arose in the future, could he, like Blizzard did with World of Warcraft, create a Chinese Journey to the West, as well as wuxia, xianxia, and even Xuanhuan fantasy novels?

Li Mu felt that as long as they were willing to let go of their utilitarian mindset and put craftsmanship into creating and refining products, this goal was absolutely achievable. What he feared was that practitioners would only focus on profit and quick returns; in such a case, it would be impossible to create a game like World of Warcraft.

As a great nation, China’s gap in technology and industry compared to Western countries was something Li Mu, a common citizen, couldn’t comment on carelessly. However, when it came to storytelling ability, Li Mu believed that China was absolutely one of the top nations. It didn’t lack good stories; it lacked people who would put their heart into presenting those stories.

Li Mu was willing to start nurturing his own game research and development team from now on, to continuously improve his team, and to align with the game development teams of Japan, Korea, and other developed Western countries. If Muye Technology became strong enough in the future, Li Mu would be willing to send his game team members abroad to learn from those overseas game companies, and he would also be willing to offer high salaries to attract overseas game research and development personnel to join.

First, build a top-tier team, then provide sufficient financial support. As long as they set aside their utilitarian mindset and dedicate themselves to the task, they would certainly be able to develop at least one heavyweight game that could be exported worldwide.

Perhaps one day in the future, what sweeps through the world will no longer be World of Warcraft, but large-scale online games with Chinese Xuanhuan or xianxia themes. Perhaps in the future, what amazes game enthusiasts worldwide will no longer be World of Warcraft’s background setting, but the magnificent backdrop of Chinese culture…

This goal was still far off for Muye Technology currently, but even now, Li Mu had already made it his highest pursuit for the online gaming business!

…

The specific policies for ‘Computers to the City’ hadn’t been released yet; Muye Technology’s work was progressing smoothly. The blog was under development, and the gaming team was being assembled. Taobao’s operations were on track, and Taobao Logistics had entered the procurement and logistics base construction site selection phase, with Liu Qiangdong leading the logistics team traveling across the country. Zhao Kang had also begun to take over the internet cafe chain project, and the busy work in Yanjing could finally come to a temporary halt, giving Li Mu a chance to breathe.

But it was merely a temporary respite, as there were major battles to be fought in every subsequent phase. Li Mu was like a warmonger in the business world, already having planned countless wars against different enemies in his mind, more than he could even count on his fingers.

Because of the guilt he felt towards Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu intentionally had Li Ziwei book plane tickets for himself, Wang Yuanlang, and one other person for tomorrow afternoon’s flight to Hangzhou. At the same time, he booked two large luxury suites at Hangzhou’s best hotel, one for himself and one for Wang Yuanlang and the other.

After instructing Li Ziwei, Li Mu called Zhao Ziqiu.

It was already night. Zhao Ziqiu, upon receiving Li Mu’s call, sounded especially happy. She immediately asked, “What made you call me proactively today?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I missed you, and I’m not too busy today. What are you up to?”

“I missed you too.” Zhao Ziqiu said sweetly, her voice full of joy. “I just finished showering and lay down, about to read a book, when you called.”

Li Mu couldn’t resist teasing her, asking, “Tell me, how did you miss me? I want to see if it’s the same way I missed you.”

On the other end of the phone, Zhao Ziqiu was quiet for a moment, then her voice suddenly dropped to a whisper. “I was thinking about the night I spent with you on your birthday…”

The night of his birthday? Wasn’t that the night Zhao Ziqiu gave herself to him as a “gift”?

Li Mu couldn’t help but chuckle. “Looks like a certain little lass is feeling… lovesick?”

“No, I’m not…” Zhao Ziqiu pouted charmingly. A moment later, she mustered her courage and said, “I am lovesick! It’s your fault for not coming to see me in Hangzhou for so long. School starts in half a month!”

Li Mu had planned to give her a surprise after landing tomorrow, but he couldn’t hold it in any longer. His tone tinged with guilt and affection, he said, “I’m sorry, I haven’t done well enough. I’ve booked tickets for tomorrow; I’ll arrive in Hangzhou around five in the afternoon. I’ve already had someone reserve a room at the Hilton. Tomorrow night, would you like to take me to taste the delicacies of Hangzhou, and then spend the night with me rolling around in bed at the hotel?”

The innocent Zhao Ziqiu instinctively asked, “What does ‘rolling around in bed’ mean?”

Li Mu chuckled. “It means two people hugging each other and rolling around in bed…”

“You hooligan…” Zhao Ziqiu muttered reproachfully, then immediately adopted a serious tone: “Mom has been telling me to invite you to Hangzhou, she said she wants to treat you to a meal. Also, Dad has also been saying he wants you to come to Hangzhou to meet him, so…”

After Zhao Ziqiu finished speaking, without waiting for Li Mu’s reply, she quickly added, “It’s okay if you don’t want to meet them, I’ll tell them.”

Li Mu hastily said, “Of course I want to meet them! Please relay to Uncle and Aunt that I’ll be in Hangzhou tomorrow, and I’d like to treat them to dinner tomorrow evening.”

…





Chapter 826: Your Dad’s Heart Is Aching!

The next morning, Zhao Xianliang woke up and first practiced a set of Tai Chi in the courtyard.

In recent years, Zhao Xianliang’s mindset had gradually begun to accept aging. To prevent his body from entering old age too soon, he started focusing on exercise and health preservation. Whenever he was in Hangzhou, practicing Tai Chi for half an hour every morning in his own courtyard had become an unwavering habit.

Zhao Ziqiu’s villa was considered top-tier in all of Hangzhou City. It bordered West Lake and was located in a high-end villa district with the fewest tourists and the most serene environment. In the future, villas here would be among the most expensive in the entire country, and their limited number made them extremely sought-after.

After Zhao Xianliang finished his Tai Chi, his wife Xie Yun also just returned from her run by West Lake. It was precisely seven-thirty when Xie Yun entered, slightly breathless, and said to Zhao Xianliang, “The weather’s great today. Shall we call Zi Qiu later and go for a stroll on Phoenix Mountain, just the three of us?”

Zhao Xianliang flicked his sleeves, completing a Tai Chi closing pose with considerable presence. “Sure,” he said. “It’s rare to have a free weekend; we should make good use of it.”

At that moment, the household servant came out and respectfully said to the couple, “Sir, Madam, breakfast is ready.”

Xie Yun nodded and asked her, “Has Zi Qiu woken up yet?”

The servant shook her head, and before she could speak, Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “How many days in one summer break has your sweetie woken up before nine o’clock?”

Xie Yun said, “I’ll go wake her up. We can eat something together and then go hiking.”

This was the beauty of living by West Lake: nestled by mountains and rivers. It was truly comfortable to live here; there was water right outside the door, and mountains around the corner.

It went without saying that West Lake’s scenery was famous nationwide. The key was that it was not far from Hangzhou’s city center, and most importantly, the city itself was quite developed. To have such an environment in the heart of a developed city was unparalleled among first- and second-tier cities. This was also the reason why more and more wealthy people chose to reside in Hangzhou. In his later years, Li Mu had occasionally traveled to Hangzhou for business and found that the chances of encountering supercars roaring down the streets of Hangzhou were much higher than in Yanjing or Huzhou City.

When the couple entered the house, Xie Yun was just about to go upstairs to wake Zhao Ziqiu, but to her surprise, Zhao Ziqiu was already cheerfully running down the stairs, fully dressed.

Zhao Ziqiu had also just seen her parents enter the house and said with a bright smile, “Good morning, Mom and Dad.”

Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu, who was running towards them, with a surprised expression and teased, “The sun must have risen from the west today! How did my little lazy bug wake up so early?”

Zhao Ziqiu, her face beaming with joy, said, “I have good news to tell you!”

Xie Yun and Zhao Xianliang exchanged a glance. She asked, “What good news could there be so early in the morning?”

Zhao Ziqiu pursued her lower lip and said a little shyly, “Li Mu is coming today…”

Upon hearing this, Xie Yun’s face immediately lit up with a surprised smile, clearly delighted. “That’s great! Has that kid finally had a change of heart?”

Zhao Ziqiu defended Li Mu, saying, “He’s busy, you know. Look how busy Dad gets just managing his operations. Imagine how much Li Mu has to juggle!”

Zhao Xianliang’s expression was a little gloomy, and he grumbled twice, saying to Xie Yun, “See? She’s already helping Li Mu put down her own father.”

Xie Yun chuckled, “Sweetie’s not wrong. Don’t you have a clue how many companies and operations Li Mu is overseeing?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded dejectedly, “Yes, yes, of course I know…”

He himself had initially hired someone to investigate Li Mu’s background, but when Li Mu’s true background was revealed, it was a huge slap in the face for him. Zhao Xianliang had always regretted it, feeling as if he, who thought he looked good, had stubbornly tried to tear off someone else’s mask, convinced that the face underneath would be ugly, only to find that person was even more handsome than himself. It was truly mortifying.

Xie Yun knew Zhao Xianliang was definitely unhappy, but she didn’t pay him much mind. In her opinion, Zhao Xianliang was indeed too sensitive and overly protective of their daughter.

If he maintained this mindset, he would find it hard to truly accept Li Mu. If he couldn’t wrap his head around it, he would only suffer more blows from Li Mu in the future.

She thought this because Xie Yun saw things very clearly: Li Mu’s current assets, strictly speaking, had essentially left Zhao Xianliang far behind, and in the future, he would only be left further behind. At this rate, for Zhao Xianliang to surpass Li Mu, let alone retiring at eighty, even retiring at one hundred would be difficult.

So Xie Yun asked Zhao Ziqiu, “When is Li Mu arriving? Mom will go to the airport with you to pick him up.”

“Really?” Zhao Ziqiu joyfully pounced and hugged Xie Yun’s arm. “Li Mu arrives at five in the afternoon. He said he wants to treat you and Dad to dinner.”

Xie Yun said, “How can we let him treat us? Mom will make arrangements tonight, at Hang Xuan Ju across the lake.”

Hang Xuan Ju was a very high-end private club by West Lake, and also Hangzhou City’s true ultra-high-end dining establishment. It wasn’t far from Zhao Ziqiu’s home; one could walk there, which would take about twenty minutes, or drive, which would take ten minutes.

Zhao Xianliang’s expression darkened a bit. He said, “He’s still a junior, why would you personally go to the airport to pick him up? Wouldn’t it be enough for Zi Qiu to go?”

Xie Yun, harboring a bit of mischief, deliberately retorted, “It’s Li Mu’s first time visiting. Our family naturally needs to observe proper etiquette. He lands at five. By the time he’s off the plane, picked up, and arrives here, it’ll be at least a little past six. If there’s some traffic, it could be six-thirty or seven. That’s perfectly dinner time, so we won’t bring him home first. We’ll go straight to Hang Xuan Ju for dinner. You’re the head of the family, so you don’t need to go to the airport with us mother and daughter. You can just go to Hang Xuan Ju, order the dishes, and wait.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Xianliang grew even angrier. You mother and daughter go pick him up, and I wait at the restaurant after ordering the food? Is Li Mu the Emperor? Such high treatment!

“Let Zi Qiu go pick him up. You and I will wait at the restaurant. As hosts, we need to look like hosts. We’ll be sitting properly in the main seats in the private room. When that kid pushes the door open, he’ll see both of us. He’ll be standing, we’ll be sitting, and he’ll greet us as soon as he enters. This is the proper way!”

Xie Yun pursed her lips. “I’m not listening to you. You can host by yourself at the restaurant. Zi Qiu and I are going to the airport. It’s decided.”

Zhao Xianliang hadn’t expected his wife to deliberately go against him. If he was just a little uncomfortable at first, now he was truly annoyed. But he couldn’t flare up at his wife directly, as this matter ultimately stemmed from his own guilty conscience. If Li Mu wasn’t so exceptionally capable, how could he have such a subtle yet torn internal struggle?

Xie Yun then smiled at Zhao Ziqiu and said, “Let’s go, let’s eat breakfast first. I just told your dad that after breakfast, the three of us would go for a stroll on Phoenix Mountain. The weather’s really nice today.”

“Okay!” Zhao Ziqiu was in extremely good spirits. The weather was so pleasant, and it wasn’t too hot yet in the morning, so going to Phoenix Mountain was definitely a good choice.

Unexpectedly, Zhao Xianliang suddenly changed his mind and said with a straight face, “You mother and daughter go. I’m not going.”

Xie Yun asked him, “Old Zhao, why did you suddenly change your mind?”

Zhao Xianliang said, “I’m not feeling well. I sprained my back just now while doing Tai Chi.”

Xie Yun said, “How can you tell lies with your eyes open? You were full of vigor when I came back just now!”

Zhao Xianliang said, “It just happened.”

Having said that, Zhao Xianliang added, “Oh, my back hurts. I’m going to lie down on the reclining chair in the study and read.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu quickly asked, “Dad, are you alright?”

Xie Yun secretly tugged at her sleeve and whispered, “Don’t mind him.” Then, she asked Zhao Xianliang, “Not eating?”

“No, I have no appetite.”

Zhao Xianliang annoyedly went upstairs, but his steps were steady; there was no sign he had sprained his back.

Xie Yun pulled Zhao Ziqiu to the dining room for breakfast. Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask her, “Mom, what’s wrong with Dad? He’s acting strange, seems unhappy.”

Xie Yun chuckled, “Your dad’s heart is aching with jealousy. It’s fine, you don’t need to pay attention to him.”

Zhao Ziqiu wanted to press further, but she quickly came to a realization: Dad was unhappy, it must still be because of Li Mu.

Thinking of this, Zhao Ziqiu softly asked, “Mom, is Dad still dissatisfied with Li Mu?”

Xie Yun said, “How to put it? I guess he is dissatisfied, in a way.”

Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but feel a little wronged, and also guilty. She couldn’t resist asking, “What is he dissatisfied with about Li Mu? Is it because of me and Li Mu… Is he disappointed in me?”

Seeing that her daughter was overthinking, Xie Yun hastily put down her chopsticks and said seriously, “Don’t overthink things. Neither your dad nor I are disappointed in you. You’re an adult now, and what’s more, you’re a girl with your own ideas, so Mom and Dad respect the choices you make.”

“Then my dad…”

Xie Yun stroked Zhao Ziqiu’s hair and said lovingly, “Your dad is jealous because Li Mu is too outstanding. Don’t let your dad’s outwardly calm demeanor fool you; inwardly, he’s quite narcissistic. He always thinks it’s amazing that he built himself up from scratch to where he is today. But compared to Li Mu, the差距 is astonishingly large, so he feels out of sorts.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu finally understood why her father had an issue with Li Mu, and for a moment, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Xie Yun smiled and said, “Hurry up and eat. After that, you can accompany Mom to hike.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, picked up her milk cup, and took a sip.

Xie Yun remembered something and asked her, “How long is Li Mu staying this time?”

Zhao Ziqiu looked bewildered and said, “He didn’t tell me.”

Xie Yun asked again, “We have so many empty rooms at home. If we arrange for him to stay with us, do you think he’d agree?”

Zhao Ziqiu asked somewhat nervously, “Would Dad agree?”

Xie Yun said, “Don’t worry. I’ll mention it to Li Mu when the time comes. Your dad wouldn’t dare utter a sound.”

Zhao Ziqiu hesitated for a moment and said, “Li Mu has already booked a hotel. I think we should just let it be, to avoid upsetting my dad.”

Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu, nodded subtly, and said with a smile, “I’m giving you a heads-up now: if Li Mu comes, your dad would never agree even if it kills him if you don’t return to the dorm at night…”





Chapter 827: So… You’re Here?

Compared to Zhao Xianliang, Xie Yun was definitely a model of an open-minded parent.

Most Chinese parents are relatively conservative about their children’s relationships and sexuality, unlike parents in Western countries. However, Xie Yun understood clearly that sexuality is a part of human nature. Although Chinese parents are conservative, the sexual views of young people in China are in no way behind those in Western countries. In her eyes, this was not a bad thing. As an intellectual, especially one from a family of scholars who truly pursued knowledge for its own sake, she sought to respect human nature in her thinking.

Ever since she last stumbled upon the matter between her daughter and Li Mu, Xie Yun knew that if she tried to stop things now that they had reached this point, it would be self-deception. Even if she succeeded in stopping them, it would inevitably cause severe distress to her child. Therefore, she had already accepted and tacitly approved of the relationship between Zhao Ziqiu and Li Mu. It was precisely for this reason that she had bought an apartment for Zhao Ziqiu in Yanjing, without Zhao Xianliang’s knowledge.

Zhao Ziqiu had been home for over a month for the holidays and hadn’t seen Li Mu. Now that Li Mu was finally coming, everyone says absence makes the heart grow fonder. How could she not understand this? At the same time, she also knew Zhao Xianliang’s personality. When Li Mu arrived, he would definitely keep a close eye on Zhao Ziqiu. Under such circumstances, it would be wishful thinking for Zhao Ziqiu to try not returning to the dorm at night. With his temperament, he would surely blow his top.

Although Xie Yun also wanted to change her husband’s mindset, if her daughter disregarded him and didn’t return for the night, it would be pushing too hard.

In this situation, the only way to support her sweetie was to have Li Mu stay at their home.

Zhao Ziqiu also understood the meaning behind her mother’s words, and her face immediately turned crimson with embarrassment. Upon reflection, she couldn’t help but feel grateful for her mother’s thoughtful consideration. Regardless, this was the best solution.

At this moment, Li Mu, who was in Yanjing, was feeling a bit troubled.

It was his first time going to Hangzhou to meet Zhao Ziqiu’s parents, and he had to make some gesture. At the very least, he needed to bring a gift to express his sincerity, but Li Mu racked his brain and couldn’t think of anything suitable.

Zhao Ziqiu’s family was exceedingly well-off. In comparison, Li Mu could only be considered a nouveau riche. Zhao Ziqiu’s family had achieved their current standing through many years of meticulous development, which proved that they were certainly more particular than him when it came to consumption concepts, ideologies, and what they ate, wore, and used.

Under these circumstances, Li Mu didn’t know what gift to bring that would neither seem impolite nor appear too cheap to Zhao Ziqiu’s parents.

There were many luxury stores in Wangfujing, Yanjing. Li Mu wouldn’t mind spending tens of thousands of yuan on a branded bag for Zhao Ziqiu’s mother, but he was afraid that what he could buy in Yanjing might not impress them.

After browsing Wangfujing for half a day, where most of the luxury goods were currently found, Li Mu still couldn’t make up his mind on what to give. Finally, after much deliberation, he decided he had to consult someone.

Li Mu felt that for this kind of thing, he first needed to ask a woman. Second, this woman’s family had to be very wealthy, preferably comparable to Zhao Ziqiu’s family. Only such a person would truly understand what kind of gifts people from the truly upper-class society, like Zhao Ziqiu’s parents, would appreciate.

Someone who was female and from a very rich family — Li Mu could only think of three people: the sisters Du Fei and Du Wei, and Lin Lin.

Li Mu wasn’t that familiar with Lin Lin, so she was immediately passed over. This left Du Fei and Du Wei. Du Wei was too young and likely wouldn’t understand these things, so Du Fei became the best choice.

Li Mu quickly called Du Fei and immediately asked her, “What kind of gift would be suitable for a couple in their forties?”

Du Fei’s first question was, “What are their family’s circumstances?”

The economic conditions definitely determine the level of lifestyle, that much was certain.

Li Mu then said, “The extremely rich kind.”

“Oh…” Du Fei heard this and said, “Then give something heartfelt, preferably something exquisite, meaningful, and quite special.”

Li Mu said, “Can you recommend something specific?”

Du Fei said, “For the man, why don’t you get some jasmine tea? Yanjing’s jasmine tea is a famous local specialty.”

Li Mu said, “That couple lives in Hangzhou.”

“Oh…” Du Fei said, “Then don’t go showing off your meager skills in front of an expert. The two groups in China who know tea best are one in Hangzhou and one in Guangzhou.”

Li Mu said, “Then give me some ideas!”

Du Fei asked again, “What are their respective temperaments?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “The man has the air of a High-ranking leader, and the woman… has the demeanor of a dignified lady from a prominent family.”

Du Fei pondered for a while and said, “How about this: For the man, buy a good fountain pen. A Montblanc limited edition goes for about two to three hundred thousand yuan. And for the woman, buy a diamond brooch from a top European or American brand. That should also be around two to three hundred thousand yuan.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue in surprise upon hearing this. He wasn’t a businessman with original accumulation and years of wealthy living experience. A fountain pen worth hundreds of thousands, a brooch worth hundreds of thousands—at first glance, it was indeed a bit intimidating.

However, Li Mu quickly adjusted his mindset. Hundreds of thousands was no big deal; the crucial thing was to give something the recipient would like. Upon closer consideration, Du Fei’s suggestion was indeed excellent. A fountain pen was a necessary item for an entrepreneur; the better the pen, the more it would highlight one’s status. He believed Zhao Xianliang would certainly use it. A brooch, on the other hand, had always been a standard accessory for noblewomen in the West. It was said that women in Western high society truly loved brooches. Although small, they were very meaningful.

So Li Mu asked her, “Where can I buy these two items you mentioned?”

“You definitely won’t find them in stores,” Du Fei said. “I have a friend who deals in these. I’ll give you his number.”

…

Li Mu’s airplane landed punctually at Hangzhou Airport at 5 PM. Of the three people hired by Wang Yuanlang, two were on the same flight as him, while the third had arrived in Hangzhou earlier and was already waiting at the airport with a rented car by the time Li Mu arrived.

Li Mu had zero interaction with Wang Yuanlang and the other bodyguard throughout the journey, but the two of them were always discreetly providing protection nearby.

Walking alone to the exit, Li Mu saw Zhao Ziqiu and her mother, Xie Yun, waiting there.

Li Mu immediately quickened his pace towards the two. Before he even reached them, Zhao Ziqiu recognized him and, overjoyed, ran towards Li Mu, directly leaping into his embrace when she reached him.

Li Mu, wearing a mask, whispered in her ear, “Little girl, did you miss me?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded repeatedly and softly said, “I’ve waited for you for so long, and you’re finally here.”

Li Mu patted her back and gently said, “I’m sorry, I’ve been too busy.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled slightly, “It’s okay, I’m just happy you could come.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I see Auntie is here too. Let’s go say hello to Auntie.”

Zhao Ziqiu hooked her arm through Li Mu’s, and the two walked over to Xie Yun. Li Mu removed the ear loop of his mask on one side and politely said, “Hello, Auntie.”

Xie Yun nodded with a beaming smile, “Hello to you too. Welcome to your destination.” As she spoke, she pointed to Li Mu’s mask: “You should keep it on, you are a public figure after all.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and put his mask back on.

Xie Yun warmly said, “Your Uncle Zhao has already ordered food and is waiting for us at the restaurant. Traffic into the city is a bit heavy right now, so let’s go to the restaurant for dinner first, and then to the house.”

“Okay, I’ll follow your arrangements.” Li Mu nodded, knowing he was a guest, so he naturally followed Xie Yun’s instructions.

Xie Yun had driven Zhao Ziqiu over herself, in a Bentley Red Label Arnage from their family. To own such a car in 2002 meant being among the absolute top tier in China.

Li Mu didn’t quite grasp the full significance of ultra-luxury cars. Whether it was a Rolls-Royce or a Bentley, he wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about them. However, sitting in a Bentley for the first time in both his lives, especially in the back seat, he discovered that ultra-luxury cars were genuinely very comfortable to ride in, highly suitable for being chauffeured rather than driving oneself.

On the way, Xie Yun drove and asked Li Mu, “Have you been to Hangzhou before?”

Li Mu nodded, “Once.”

Xie Yun asked, “Where did you play last time?”

Li Mu said, “I only went to West Lake, nowhere else.”

Xie Yun laughed, “Hangzhou has many fun places. Why don’t you stay a few more days this time, and Auntie will take you around?”

Li Mu awkwardly said, “Thank you, Auntie, but I’m afraid I can’t stay too long this time. There are too many things ongoing in Yanjing. I only managed to take a break from my busy schedule to come here, and I should be heading back the day after tomorrow.”

Xie Yun asked, “Are you still that busy?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Currently, many projects have entered critical stages, and I might be even busier than before.”

Xie Yun sighed, “Although it’s more fulfilling for young people to be busy, don’t overwork yourself.”

Li Mu hurriedly replied, “Auntie is right.”

Xie Yun shook her head to herself. She knew well that people like Li Mu were natural workaholics, probably the same type of person as her husband. Trying to make him slow down was worse than killing him.

Zhao Ziqiu sat beside Li Mu, holding his hand the entire time. Although she didn’t interrupt her mother’s and Li Mu’s conversation, she kept looking at Li Mu, her eyes filled with deep affection. Xie Yun occasionally glanced back in the car’s rearview mirror and saw her daughter’s lovestruck expression, feeling both helpless and a pained expression. She mused, This little girl has good taste, finding such an excellent young man. But he’s so busy, the time he can spend with you in the future will probably be very little. If this goes on, can you endure it? Don’t end up like your mother, who couldn’t endure it and had to force herself into becoming a career woman, achieving a goal through unconventional means by accompanying her man in his career.

Zhao Xianliang sat alone in a courtyard private room at Hang Xuan Ju, sulking for a long time until a waiter knocked on the door. As the door opened, he saw Li Mu standing beside his wife and daughter, and he was filled with an indescribable bitterness.

At Xie Yun’s invitation, Li Mu entered the room, his face beaming with a respectful tone, and said to Zhao Xianliang, “Hello, Paternal uncle.”

Zhao Xianliang simply nodded slightly, expressionless, and said nothing.

Seeing her husband’s somewhat abrupt and impolite behavior, Xie Yun couldn’t help but glare at him.

Zhao Xianliang felt the strong displeasure conveyed in his wife’s eyes and hurriedly spoke. Inexplicably, he blurted out, “So… you’re here?”





Chapter 828: The Young Are Formidable

Zhao Xianliang felt a bit awkward facing Li Mu, and Li Mu felt the same towards Zhao Xianliang; there was a certain reservedness in his heart.

Xie Yun invited Li Mu to sit at the dinner table. Li Mu instinctively didn’t move towards the inner seats and sat closer to the door. Zhao Ziqiu, without a second thought, immediately sat down next to Li Mu.

Seeing this scene, Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy.

Xie Yun had no choice but to sit next to Zhao Xianliang. She found a topic, smiling as she asked Li Mu, “Li Mu, have you been to this restaurant before?”

Li Mu shook his head, saying, “Auntie Xie, this is my first time at this restaurant.”

Xie Yun lightly patted Zhao Xianliang’s arm and said, “This restaurant is definitely the best in Hangzhou, bar none. Your Uncle Zhao specifically booked this one knowing you were coming, to hold a welcome feast for you.”

Zhao Xianliang wanted to ask her, “How did it become ‘I’ specifically booked it? Didn’t you book it?”

But Xie Yun knew he was being stubborn, so while patting his arm lightly with her hand, she constantly nudged him under the table with her leg, reminding him not to speak carelessly.

This was the tacit understanding of a couple of many years. Zhao Xianliang immediately knew better than to speak out of turn. He just fiddled with the cutlery in front of him and said to Li Mu with a forced smile, “The food here is quite good. I’ve already ordered a few cold appetizers. Let’s start with those. Later, I’ll ask the waiter to bring the hot dishes. If anything isn’t to your liking, you can call the waiter over later and order something else.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Thank you, Uncle, you’re too kind.”

Zhao Xianliang hummed in acknowledgment. Xie Yun on the side smiled and asked, “Do you two want to have a drink?”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Li Mu just got off the airplane; he must be tired from the journey. I don’t think we should drink.”

Although he said that, Zhao Xianliang actually didn’t want to drink. Even though he really wanted a couple of drinks to drown his sorrows, it couldn’t be with Li Mu. It would be better to pour himself a glass of whiskey with two ice cubes and enjoy it comfortably after dinner, once he got home.

However, Xie Yun didn’t intend to go along with his wish. She spoke to Li Mu, “Li Mu, people in Hangzhou love to drink rice wine. This restaurant has rare aged Kuaijishan Rice Wine. I’ll ask them to bring a jar later. You can have a little with your Uncle Zhao. Rice wine isn’t high in alcohol and it’s good for the appetite and stomach.”

How could Li Mu refuse? He immediately nodded and said a crisp “Alright.”

Although Zhao Xianliang was quite unwilling in his heart, his wife had already spoken, and he didn’t dare to contradict her. He could only nod, giving his tacit approval.

So Xie Yun said to the waiter in the private room, “First, bring us a jar of rare aged Kuaijishan.”

The waiter nodded and immediately went out to fetch the wine. Li Mu saw this setup and knew they would wait for the wine before starting to eat. So, he took out the gifts he had prepared for Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun from his backpack.

When Xie Yun saw Li Mu pull out two gift boxes, she was quite pleased. The fact that he thought to bring gifts for both of them showed that Li Mu was very thoughtful and showed sufficient respect to both her and her husband.

Li Mu took out the gift boxes. From memory, he handed the Montblanc pen box to Zhao Xianliang with both hands, saying, “Uncle, I prepared a small gift for you. It’s nothing much, but I hope you like it.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, accepted the gift box, and his expression softened somewhat. He said, “That’s very thoughtful of you, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Li Mu said, then handed the other box, containing a top-tier Tiffany handmade diamond brooch, to Xie Yun, saying, “Auntie, this is a small gift I prepared for you. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I just bought something at random.”

Xie Yun was genuinely delighted. She accepted the gift box Li Mu handed over with both hands, a wide smile on her face. “Thank you so much, Li Mu!”

As soon as Li Mu sat down, Zhao Ziqiu, who was by his side, saw that he wasn’t pulling out anything else and couldn’t help but reach out, asking Li Mu, “Where’s my gift? You prepared gifts for my parents. You wouldn’t have forgotten mine, would you?”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “I prepared gifts for Uncle and Auntie because as a junior, I certainly couldn’t come empty-handed for my first visit. But there’s no need for us to be so formal, is there?”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted her lips and said, “You should be formal with me too! I don’t care, I want a gift too!”

Li Mu then said, “How about I buy it for you after we return to Yanjing? If you’re not willing to wait, then I’ll take you out shopping tomorrow, and I’ll buy you whatever you like.”

Zhao Ziqiu said indignantly, “Huh? You really didn’t buy me a gift?”

Li Mu nodded, saying apologetically, “I’m sorry, I didn’t prepare one for you this time…”

“I’m mad!” Zhao Ziqiu looked unhappy, though it was unclear if she was genuinely angry or just pretending.

Seeing that he had teased her enough, Li Mu spoke up, “I’ve already bought your gift, but I can’t give it to you yet.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s expression immediately brightened from gloom, and she asked, surprised, “Really? Where is it?”

Li Mu said, “I still can’t give it to you now.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked him, “Then when will you give it to me?”

Li Mu wanted to say he’d give it to her tonight, but then he quickly reconsidered and didn’t utter the words. Li Mu wasn’t sure if Zhao Ziqiu would be staying with him tonight. If he spoke so ambiguously in front of Zhao Ziqiu’s parents, it might spoil things.

So Li Mu changed his words, “I’ll give it to you after dinner.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “It’s not a toothpick, why do I have to wait until after dinner to get it?”

Li Mu felt helpless. At this moment, Xie Yun spoke, “Zi Qiu, since Li Mu wants to give you a surprise, don’t keep pressing him. After dinner, invite Li Mu to our home for a visit. Once you’re home, you can see what gift Li Mu brought for you.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu immediately nodded, smiling, “Alright, then I’ll wait a little longer.”

Zhao Xianliang had not intended to invite Li Mu home for a visit, but since his wife had already said it, he couldn’t say no. He could only silently endure it in his heart.

The waiter brought the rice wine and poured it for Li Mu and Zhao Xianliang. Xie Yun then asked the waiter to pour half a glass for herself and Zhao Ziqiu. She then raised her glass and said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, you are our guest, having traveled a long way. Let’s all toast together as Uncle, Auntie, and Zi Qiu welcome you and hold this welcome feast for you.”

Li Mu quickly raised his glass and said, “Thank you, Uncle and Auntie, for such a warm reception.”

The four of them clinked glasses, and Xie Yun began bustling about, encouraging them to eat. Although Zhao Xianliang felt somewhat uncomfortable, under Xie Yun’s active mediation, he eased up a little. Xie Yun then proactively started chatting with Li Mu, first asking about Li Mu’s parents. Li Mu spoke about his parents’ clothing business back in their hometown and his vision for their future brand clothing mall, which frankly astonished Xie Yun.

“You’ve achieved so much now; are your parents still doing business in your hometown? Why don’t they follow you to Yanjing? Not only could they enjoy ‘blessings’, but they could also take care of your daily life.”

Li Mu said, “My parents finally found something they’re interested in and are doing quite well at. I think it’s better to let them do what they want to do. They’re not very old and aren’t suited to abandoning their pursuits and revolving around me all day.”

Xie Yun nodded lightly, “That’s true. Your parents are probably around the same age as your Uncle Zhao and me. If they were to completely idle around now, they really wouldn’t be able to stand it for long.”

Then, Xie Yun asked again, “What have you been busy with recently? Your Muye Technology doesn’t seem to have had any major new moves lately, and Taobao has been running smoothly since the Brand Day. Are you personally overseeing Taobao Logistics?”

Li Mu shook his head, saying, “Taobao Logistics is mainly handled by one of my senior male students. Recently, I’ve primarily been preparing for some matters discussed after Minister Zhen of the Economic and Trade Commission came to inspect.”

Xie Yun asked with interest, “Are you also collaborating with the Economic and Trade Commission now?”

Li Mu said, “It’s not exactly a collaboration. I previously raised some needs with Minister Zhen, hoping the government could provide some tangible beneficial incentives for the internet industry. Ideally, there would be a government subsidy policy specifically for computer sales. This would greatly boost the普及 of home computers in the country and further drive the development of the entire internet in China.”

Xie Yun immediately became interested, asking, “What kind of incentive policy?”

Li Mu briefly outlined the “Computers to the City” policy plan. After Li Mu finished introducing the entire plan, both Xie Yun and Zhao Xianliang’s expressions were extremely surprised.

A moment later, Xie Yun said, “Your Uncle Zhao and I saw the news about Minister Zhen’s inspection of Taobao, but the media didn’t report on your subsequent closed-door symposium with Minister Zhen. Your Uncle Zhao and I were still discussing what needs you would raise with Minister Zhen. We originally thought you would definitely seize this opportunity to secure more benefits for your own enterprises. We never imagined that you would ask for a beneficial policy for the entire industry. To have such magnanimity is truly remarkable.”

Although Zhao Xianliang didn’t speak, he strongly agreed with what Xie Yun said in his heart. Li Mu’s vision truly didn’t match his age; most businessmen didn’t possess such breadth of vision. He could have clearly used this excellent opportunity to secure a better, exclusive beneficial policy to accelerate his own progress, yet he unexpectedly requested an undifferentiated beneficial policy for the entire industry, which truly made him look at Li Mu in a new light. At the same time, he sighed internally with four words: The young are formidable.

Li Mu said, “Actually, I also have a bit of a selfish motive. Muye Technology invested in Shenzhou computers, so I also hope Shenzhou can gain a rapid development opportunity from this beneficial policy.”

As soon as he said this, Zhao Xianliang subconsciously asked him, “You’ve also invested in a computer manufacturing company? Are you planning to expand into the physical manufacturing industry in the future?”

Ever since Zhao Xianliang first used private detectives to investigate Li Mu’s business, he hadn’t paid attention to any new moves Li Mu made commercially. It was only because of the rumors between Li Mu and Wei Lan that he focused his attention on Li Mu’s private life. However, his private detectives had never found any problems with Li Mu’s private life, though this was also because the private detectives he hired had been scared off by Wang Yuanlang and dared not antagonize Li Mu again.

During this period, apart from passively learning about some news regarding Li Mu’s business from the occasional news report, Zhao Xianliang hadn’t actively paid attention nor had he commissioned private detectives to investigate again. Therefore, he didn’t know that Li Mu had actually invested in a computer manufacturing company.

Seeing that Zhao Xianliang seemed very interested in this, Li Mu explained in detail, “Uncle, it’s like this: My investment in Shenzhou isn’t to develop into the physical manufacturing industry. It’s mainly to leverage Shenzhou, to make it the driving force for price reduction in the home computer industry. For my internet business, the cheaper computers are, the naturally larger the online community will be. If we can completely drive down the prices of home computers, that would be ideal.”





Chapter 829: Write Him a Huge ‘Impressed’!

Zhao Xianliang, in a rare joking tone, said to Li Mu, “If you drastically lower the prices of household computers, the entire industry will probably hate your guts, right?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling faintly. “Let them hate. In my view, these days, it’s mostly hardware manufacturers hindering societal development. Computer manufacturers want to maintain high profits and their industry standing; deep down, they don’t necessarily want computers to become too widespread. Because once they are, it means lower profit margins. To maintain previous income, they might need to invest more manpower and resources, especially once profits become transparent. The profit they previously earned from producing one hundred thousand units a year might later require desperately building one million units to catch up. And once one million units are built, and computers become widespread and the industry heats up, many new competitors will definitely emerge to gobble up their market space, which would be even more disadvantageous for them.”

Speaking, Li Mu paused and continued, “Conversely, if the pace of computer popularization slows and profit margins become unclear, the current harmonious hardware manufacturers can enjoy the nourishment of high-profit margins with an unspoken understanding. It’s precisely because of this situation that computers remain an unattainable luxury for most Chinese families. In such a scenario, large-scale acceleration of household computer and internet adoption is difficult to achieve. If their profits aren’t drastically lowered, popularizing household computers would likely only be realized through the combined effects of inflation, currency depreciation, and rising per capita income. For China’s internet industry, that would be truly tragic.”

Zhao Xianliang frowned. This was the first time he’d heard this theory, but what Li Mu said made a lot of sense. If no one drastically lowered prices in the computer manufacturing industry, companies within it would maintain a mentality of accumulating wealth quietly. If the industry remained opaque, where one could earn one hundred million by manufacturing one hundred thousand units a year, once it became transparent, it would be difficult to guarantee one hundred million even by producing one million units a year. In such a situation, everyone would willingly produce one hundred thousand units annually, easily earning that one hundred million.

To trigger a transformation in a company or even an entire industry, one must deliver a massive impact, completely disrupting its previously fixed patterns before rebuilding order. Li Mu, so young, could handle things to this extent; his vision, breadth of mind, and daring were truly extraordinary.

Amidst his amazement, Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “I’m very curious, why are you so passionate about the internet? So much so that you’re willing to put in so much thought and offend the entire computer manufacturing industry just to promote its development?”

Li Mu explained calmly, “In my view, it’s complete wishful thinking for Chinese computer manufacturers to one day lead industry development. Most core computing hardware relies on overseas monopolistic giants for supply. Whether it’s CPUs, memory chips, or motherboards, any area involving chips in computers basically requires overseas products and solutions. It’s impossible to catch up at the core level. No matter how many complete systems are built, how much decision-making power and profit margin can there really be?”

“That’s true.” Zhao Xianliang nodded in agreement. Although he didn’t know much about the computer industry, any industry was like this: once the core aspect was in someone else’s hands, it was impossible to lead its development.

At this point, Li Mu continued, “But the internet is different. The internet industry is the most imaginative industry in the world, and it’s also the most brilliant crystallization of human wisdom. Its development is an art – a super art that integrates software, hardware, products, development, operations, promotion, human nature, psychology, demand, and aesthetics. And precisely because it’s an art, it has the potential to break traditions, shatter the monopolies of established advantages, and more easily give birth to miracles.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s tone grew sharp, and he said decisively, “If smashing China’s computer manufacturing companies can give wings to China’s internet development, I will definitely do it, and I will do it without hesitation!”

Li Mu had another thought unspoken. He believed that once China’s internet made rapid progress, with his guidance and support as a reincarnator, China’s internet industry might have the chance to lead a global trend.

Intel’s advantage in CPUs would likely not be caught up by any company for thirty to fifty years. Yet, even so, it only covered most computers. In the mobile terminal market for phones and tablets, its share was so low as to be almost negligible. This was an inherent development barrier for hardware.

However, a single Facebook by Mark Zuckerberg not only covered most computers but also billions of mobile internet access terminals. These mobile devices might use processors from Apple, MediaTek, or Qualcomm, areas that powerful companies like Intel couldn’t even touch, yet they could still be conquered by Facebook. And Facebook’s market value was more than double Intel’s. This was the magic and charm of the internet industry.

Therefore, for this goal, let alone drastically lowering computer manufacturers’ profits, even if it meant smashing their livelihoods, forcing them to beg on the streets, or compelling them to attack him with knives, Li Mu would smash without hesitation!

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but secretly give Li Mu a thumbs up, exclaiming, “Listening to you, if the ‘Computers to the City’ policy truly begins to be implemented, and you use Shenzhou to drastically lower household computer profits, then consumers buying computers will not only enjoy more transparent prices but also receive government subsidies. In that case, the number of domestic computers will definitely skyrocket! This idea is indeed excellent; not only is the thinking grand, but the execution is also formidable!”

Li Mu’s eyes brightened! It was rare to hear Zhao Xianliang praise him. Li Mu suddenly felt as though he had stumbled upon a way to interact with him.

Zhao Xianliang was a shrewd businessman through and through, one who had built from scratch, toiled, and reached his current position step by step. To make such a man be convinced by him, endless politeness and humility were useless. He was surrounded by no shortage of such people, and without exception, they were all at least one rank below him, such as his subordinates, or others who needed his help and depended on him to survive.

Precisely because of this, the more Li Mu acted that way, the more Zhao Xianliang would naturally feel superior to him. Conversely, if Li Mu wanted him to be convinced, he had to make Zhao Xianliang realize that he was very impressive, not just more impressive than Zhao Xianliang thought, but even far more impressive than Zhao Xianliang himself.

So, Li Mu smiled faintly and added, “Paternal uncle, what I’m thinking and what I intend to do is far grander than what I just described. What I said earlier is actually just one part of my overall plan.”

The moment he said this, Zhao Xianliang was indeed surprised.

To promote internet development, Li Mu not only used himself as an example in a CCTV interview to declare the internet’s wonders and legitimize it, but also pushed the government to introduce a nationwide subsidy policy like “Computers to the City.” Then he utilized Shenzhou and the unique business models of Taobao and Taobao Logistics to further lower the retail price of computers. He had done all this, and it was still only part of his overall plan? What other plans did this young man have?

Alongside his surprise, Zhao Xianliang felt a tickle in his heart; he wanted to know, even yearned to know, what exact plans and preparations Li Mu had made for this project.

“Li Mu, why don’t you tell me about your other plans?”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “What I mentioned earlier was to promote the popularization of household computers, but those who can afford a computer are ultimately still only a portion. What about the rest?”

Zhao Xianliang was also thinking, Indeed, what about the rest? Many families simply don’t have money; even with a fifty percent discount, they might not be able to afford a computer. What should be done for these people?

So, under Zhao Xianliang’s intense curiosity, Li Mu meticulously explained his entire internet cafe chain plan.

The scope of the internet cafe chain plan far exceeded what the words “internet cafe chain” themselves could imply. It wasn’t merely about making it easier for more people to access the internet; Li Mu’s internet cafe chain plan was deeply tied to almost all of his current projects. This was the most impressive aspect.

After hearing everything Li Mu said, Zhao Xianliang’s entire moral compass was almost overturned. It was hard to imagine that a young man could create such a massive plan and structure for the development of an industry, and then bring it from paper directly into the operational phase. This was truly impressive; even Zhao Xianliang himself felt an immense admiration for him.

Even he himself, even those entrepreneurs with similar or even greater wealth than him, simply couldn’t reach Li Mu’s level.

There were many entrepreneurs in China who had started their careers in real estate, but not a single one among them held the professional ethics of “making housing affordable for more people” or “providing better homes for more people” in their hearts. All they thought about was how to raise housing prices to gain higher profits, nothing more. It was simply impossible for them to consider how to make the real estate industry benefit the general public and society.

It was precisely within such an industry atmosphere that the awkward situation arose where real estate developers built more and more houses, yet increasingly more people couldn’t afford them. Compared to them, Li Mu not only possessed a business vision several echelons higher but also left their sense of social responsibility far behind.

Many people aspire to change the world, change society, and change industries, but very few succeed. And for a twenty-year-old young man to possess such broad-mindedness, such thinking, such vision, and such strategy, and moreover to be able to push it forward step by step through his own means—it could truly be said that there has been no one like him before, and there will be no one like him after!

At this very moment, Zhao Xianliang’s perception of Li Mu had undergone an earth-shattering change. His heart was now filled with profound admiration.

Zhao Xianliang listened, clicking his tongue. The more he listened to Li Mu talk, the more he felt that this young man truly wasn’t simple.

Thinking this, Zhao Xianliang mused to himself, Damn it, ‘not simple’ my ass! This kid is absolutely impressive, alright?! Right now, I just want to write one word for him, a huge ‘impressed’ !

…





Chapter 830: Mr. Ma and Masayoshi Son

“

Before today’s meal, Zhao Xianliang had only two metrics for evaluating Li Mu: age and wealth.

“

Li Mu was very young, and correspondingly, it was indeed remarkable that he could achieve such a high net worth at his age. However, Zhao Xianliang always felt that Li Mu was in the internet industry, an industry inherently prone to significant bubbles, far less stable than traditional industries. While his net worth was said to exceed ten billion, it might be a different story when it came to cashing out.

“

Traditional entrepreneurs were different; their wealth was largely tangible, not only with capital-intensive businesses in operation but also a large amount of real estate, signifying a large and prosperous family. In contrast, for internet entrepreneurs, a company might be valued at one billion today, with the founder holding 50% shares, making their book value appear to be five hundred million. But this five hundred million was basically just a concept, not cash. In a blink of an eye, the concept could shatter, the company go bankrupt, and that five hundred million net worth might collapse to just 1% overnight.

“

On this point, Zhao Xianliang had always harbored a subtle sense of superiority, until today.

“

Li Mu’s eloquent discourse made Zhao Xianliang see the depth of thought and strategy in this young man. It made him realize that what was truly impressive about Li Mu was not his advantageous age or his massive net worth, but his intellect.

“

Zhao Xianliang inwardly admitted that, regardless of his own preconceptions about Li Mu, Li Mu’s intellectual prowess was a full level above his own. This difference, constrained by thought patterns, vision, moral compass, and human nature, was fundamental, like the vast gap between brick-and-concrete and steel-and-concrete structures.

“

A brick-and-concrete building, reaching ten stories, would already be precarious—that was the maximum height for that level, with further breakthroughs virtually impossible. However, a steel-and-concrete building could become a hundred-story skyscraper. The difference between the two was like heaven and earth.

“

With this new understanding, Zhao Xianliang’s attitude towards Li Mu improved significantly. Their drinking session was quite friendly, which delighted Xie Yun and Zhao Ziqiu. They frequently raised their glasses, inviting the two to toast together, seemingly hoping they would drink more.

“

At this very moment, right outside the Hang Xuan Ju, two Buick commercial vehicles stopped, one in front of the other. The attendant at the door immediately stepped forward to open the car door. The exceptionally lean Mr. Ma emerged from the front commercial vehicle. As soon as his feet touched the ground, he quickly turned around and respectfully said in English, “Mr. Son, please.”

“

Then, a middle-aged man, only about 1.5 meters tall, stepped out of the car. This middle-aged man was slightly胖, and his hairline had receded severely, revealing a large, shiny forehead.

“

This middle-aged man also had an Asian face. He looked up, surveying the ancient Jiangnan-style gate of Hang Xuan Ju, then turned his head to glance at the shimmering West Lake behind him, and said to Mr. Ma with admiration in surprisingly fluent English, “Jack, the environment here is truly unique! Right by the famous West Lake.”

“

Mr. Ma nodded repeatedly, introducing, “Although it looks unassuming and not luxurious, this is Hangzhou’s best restaurant. The private room I booked is on the third floor, lakeside, where you can enjoy the West Lake night view while dining.”

“

Although domestic tourism was not yet well-developed in 2002, as one of the earliest developed tourist attractions, the West Lake scenic area in Hangzhou was already quite well-decorated. There were night cruise boats on the lake and colorful lights along the shore, making the night view truly splendid. Moreover, it was already autumn, and the evening weather was a bit cooler, making the lakeside even more refreshing and perfect for enjoying the West Lake night view.

“

The shorter middle-aged man was exceptionally pleased to hear this. He nodded and said, “I truly love this place. If you hold the West Lake Forum again next year, I must attend!”

“

Mr. Ma smiled and said, “General Manager Sun, you can come to this year’s West Lake Forum. I think many internet professionals in China would very much like to meet you.”

“

The shorter middle-aged man waved his hand and chuckled, “The second half of this year is crucial for SoftBank; I might not have time to come to China.”

“

Mr. Ma nodded. By this time, the other accompanying personnel had also exited the vehicles. Mr. Ma then said to the shorter middle-aged man, “General Manager Sun, shall we go in?”

“

“Good! You first!”

“

Mr. Ma quickly said, “No, no, please, you first.”

“

The shorter middle-aged man smiled helplessly, “Then let’s go together!”

“

Mr. Ma hesitated slightly, then nodded and said, “Alright!”

“

With that, the two walked side-by-side into the Hang Xuan Ju’s entrance.

“

This shorter middle-aged man was not Chinese; he was the future renowned founder of SoftBank — Masayoshi Son, a legendary Japanese businessman.

“

Masayoshi Son had flown from Tokyo, Japan, to Huzhou City last night and arrived in Hangzhou by special car this morning. His purpose in coming to Hangzhou this time was to meet the Chinese internet professional in whom he had invested tens of millions of dollars, who was none other than Mr. Ma, currently by his side.

“

One could say that Masayoshi Son’s visit to China this time was essentially to meet Mr. Ma. In October 1999, Masayoshi Son met Mr. Ma for six minutes and decided to invest a huge sum of twenty million dollars in Alibaba, which Mr. Ma founded. This was a sensational event in China’s internet industry at the time.

“

Masayoshi Son at that time was extremely optimistic about Mr. Ma and Alibaba’s development. And Mr. Ma, in the following two-plus years, indeed lived up to his expectations. The platform’s scale grew larger and larger, and its development potential continuously multiplied.

“

However, this momentum of rapid development immediately ran into difficulties after Li Mu created Taobao.

“

In fact, Mr. Ma’s B2B platform was not impacted by Li Mu and Taobao. However, because Mr. Ma’s strategic planning had already covered 2C business, Li Mu actually impacted Mr. Ma’s future.

“

In Mr. Ma’s eyes, the current Alibaba was merely a sapling less than one meter tall, but he firmly believed that Alibaba’s future would become a towering tree. Coincidentally, however, Li Mu built a three-meter-high house right on top of Alibaba’s sapling. Although there was no immediate impact, anyone with a slightly longer-term vision would immediately perceive a huge crisis because Li Mu instantly capped the future growth of this Alibaba sapling to a maximum of three meters. For an ambitious person like Mr. Ma, this was more infuriating than taking his life.

“

That’s why he tried every means to start a war with Li Mu in advance, simultaneously developing his own C2C platform and acquiring logistics companies to block the transport of Taobao packages. His original intention was to drill holes in the foundation of Li Mu’s “house,” hoping to shatter this massive constraint on his future development.

“

Unfortunately, this plan failed completely.

“

To support his preemptive war against Li Mu, Masayoshi Son had previously invested another tens of millions of dollars in financing for Alibaba. But this money had been poured in, and to this day, no actual results had been seen. Acquiring logistics companies proved to be shooting himself in the foot, and as for Letao, although its development had long been completed, it was hesitant to launch due to Li Mu’s immense influence. Thus, the entire operation of Alibaba fell into a stalemate.

“

The sapling was growing fast and would soon break through the three-meter height limit. And no one knew if Li Mu would further compress this height in the future, so Mr. Ma was anxious, and Masayoshi Son was also worried. His visit this time was actually to get a detailed understanding of Alibaba’s current situation.

“

Throughout the entire day today, Masayoshi Son had a clear understanding of the current situation at Alibaba. To be honest, he was very disappointed and had great doubts about Alibaba’s future. He truly realized that this wasn’t due to Mr. Ma’s limited capabilities, but rather because the opponent was simply too strong. He had essentially bet on Isoroku Yamamoto, but the opponent was not the American Navy, which had just suffered a devastating blow at Pearl Harbor, but a fully modernized American Navy.

“

Given Taobao’s current strength, the resources behind Li Mu, and the supporting capabilities of his other platforms, there was essentially an era’s difference between them and Mr. Ma. Mr. Ma had almost no chance of winning, unless a miracle occurred, or Mr. Ma found Li Mu’s Achilles’ heel and delivered a fatal blow. Otherwise, Mr. Ma simply couldn’t win.

“

However, despite his disappointment with Alibaba and his dim view of its future, he clearly understood that he couldn’t show these emotions. He had to paint a rosy picture for Mr. Ma, encourage him, and tell him not to be timid, just to go for it. And if he couldn’t win, no matter, he would still provide support.

“

But if Alibaba truly fell, would he provide Mr. Ma with support? No, of course not.

“

Masayoshi Son had already made up his mind: if Mr. Ma’s Letao failed to break through, he would no longer invest in Alibaba. He would force Mr. Ma to give up the 2C business and focus solely on the B2B business, which already had some foundation. Although the height limit was only three meters, a three-meter sapling still had some value. It wasn’t important if it couldn’t grow into a towering tree; under the three-meter roof, growing into a fruit tree could still continuously yield harvest. What he feared most was this sapling, ignorant of its limits, insisted on breaking through that reinforced concrete ceiling, which would only lead to a dead end.

“

The two entered the Hang Xuan Ju together. Masayoshi Son’s face was glowing, seemingly in an exceptionally good mood. This was his skill, and this skill gave Mr. Ma a sense of reassurance. In his eyes, Masayoshi Son seemed to still be very optimistic about him. As long as he wasn’t disappointed in him or Alibaba, he could confidently and boldly look for an opportunity to fight Li Mu again.

“

The Hang Xuan Ju manager already knew that Mr. Ma had reserved a private room for the evening. As soon as Mr. Ma entered, he enthusiastically came forward and said, “Oh, General Manager Ma, it’s been a long time! How do you find the time to visit today?”

“

Although Mr. Ma couldn’t be considered a huge magnate yet, he was quite famous in Hangzhou, a leading figure in Hangzhou’s internet industry and an honored guest of both the Hangzhou Municipal Government and the Provincial Government. So, in the manager’s eyes, Mr. Ma was absolutely a VIP.

“

Mr. Ma was also quite familiar with the manager. He smiled slightly, his right hand’s five fingers together, palm facing Masayoshi Son as he gestured, “Today, I’m hosting an honored guest from Japan. Is the private room I booked still reserved for me?”

“

The manager quickly nodded and said, “It is. I’ll accompany you up.”

“

With that, the manager waved to the attendant who had been leading the way earlier, signaling him to step aside, taking over the service personally.

“

As they went upstairs, the manager, walking ahead, suddenly remembered something. He turned to Mr. Ma and said, “Oh, by the way, General Manager Ma, it’s a special coincidence today. Mr. Zhao from Zhongliang Trade Group is also hosting a banquet here, just one private room away from yours.”

“

Mr. Ma’s eyebrows raised in surprise. He said happily, “Mr. Zhao is here too? What a coincidence! Later, no matter what, I’ll have to go over and bother him. If it’s convenient for you later, could you ask him if I can pay him a visit?”

“





Chapter 831: Many Rounds, First Meeting!

Fine yellow wine was relatively mellow in potency. Li Mu and Zhao Xianliang had several rounds of drinks and were only slightly tipsy. They gradually found common topics and chatted quite happily.

In the middle, the manager of Hang Xuan Ju personally entered to serve a dish, and respectfully said to Mr. Zhao: “Mr. Zhao, this is a new dish developed by our restaurant, Ginger Vinegar Overlord Duck. It was developed by a new Cantonese chef from our restaurant together with our Hangzhou cuisine chef, and the taste is excellent. You and Mrs. Zhao are regular patrons of our restaurant, so we specially had the chef prepare a portion for you to sample.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled slightly and nodded, saying, “Manager Sun, that’s very thoughtful of you. Thank you.”

The manager smiled and said, “Mr. Zhao, there’s no need to be so polite with me.”

Saying this, the manager bent down, cupping his hand to his mouth, and whispered into Zhao Xianliang’s ear: “General Manager Ma from Alibaba is currently entertaining guests in our restaurant. I ran my mouth and mentioned that you’re also here. He asked me to inquire if it’s convenient for you; if it is, he’d like to come over and pay his respects.”

As soon as he heard it was General Manager Ma from Alibaba, he knew it was Mr. Ma. However, currently, Mr. Ma was not on the same level as him. The two of them had only met at government-organized symposiums. Mr. Ma had always been very polite and respectful towards him, and given Zhao Xianliang’s own renown in Hangzhou, he had a good impression of him.

Although the manager proactively claimed he ran his mouth, Zhao Xianliang understood in his heart that when dining in such a venue, if a person of considerable influence is present, and another influential person arrives, and they happen to know each other, the manager would certainly inform them. Zhao Xianliang wasn’t averse to this, so he nodded and said to him, “Tell him I’m entertaining guests here, so I won’t go over to greet him. If he has some free time, tell him to come over, sit down, have a couple of drinks, and chat for a bit.”

The manager nodded hurriedly and said, “Alright then, I’ll let General Manager Ma know in a moment. Please continue eating; I won’t disturb you and the others.”

After speaking, the manager straightened up, said a polite remark, and then withdrew. Their conversation just now was very discreet; Li Mu didn’t know what he had discussed with Zhao Xianliang. However, Zhao Xianliang wasn’t as discreet when he spoke just now. From the content of his words, it seemed like an acquaintance was also here and would be coming to visit later.

Apart from Zhao Ziqiu’s family, Li Mu knew almost no one in Hangzhou, so he didn’t pay it much mind.

About ten minutes later, a knock sounded on the door. Zhao Xianliang said “Come in,” and the door was pushed open. A voice said with a laugh, “Ah, Mr. Zhao, long time no see! I heard you were here, so I made a point to come and see you!”

Li Mu was mostly turned away from the door with his back. When he heard the voice, he turned his head, and after clearly seeing the person, his eyeballs nearly popped out.

What the heck, isn’t that Mr. Ma?

The very Mr. Ma who always said his biggest regret was founding Alibaba, the one who claimed he had no interest in money!

They had been clashing for a long time, but this was truly their first face-to-face meeting today!

At this moment, Mr. Ma also saw Li Mu. As his gaze swept over, he was far more surprised than Li Mu!

Mr. Ma had been following Li Mu for a long time, and Li Mu had a very high exposure rate on TV, so even though he hadn’t met Li Mu, he had a deep impression of Li Mu’s appearance. He had originally intended to visit Zhao Xianliang, a well-known prominent entrepreneur in Hangzhou, but unexpectedly, upon pushing the door open, he saw Li Mu. This was truly too shocking for him.

Li Mu reacted quite fast. His surprise lasted less than half a second, and he immediately completely concealed his astonished expression, because he understood clearly in his heart: given the pace and circumstances of this life, why would he know what kind of nobody Mr. Ma was? If he showed that he recognized Mr. Ma’s appearance, he would consider himself defeated! His current status in the industry was comparable to a Hollywood heavyweight in the entertainment circle, whereas Mr. Ma was merely a mid-to-high-level actor in China’s film industry. The difference was more than miles ahead.

Thus, he shifted to a bewildered expression so quickly that Mr. Ma couldn’t spot any flaw.

When Mr. Ma, whose face was filled with shock, saw Li Mu’s expression, it truly left him feeling overlooked and deeply hurt.

“Even though we haven’t met, we’ve at least sparred from a distance. You don’t even know what I look like? Isn’t that looking down on me too much? At least if you search for Alibaba online, or search my name, you’d see my photo, wouldn’t you? How much do you underestimate me, to not even bother to learn this much information?”

Zhao Xianliang truly didn’t know about the matters between the two of them. He had indeed always followed Li Mu’s actions, but his focus was always on what new companies or new fields Li Mu had ventured into. He had never paid attention to the non-contact war that had occurred between Li Mu and Mr. Ma. He didn’t even know what Alibaba actually did; he only knew there was a person named Mr. Ma and had met him a few times.

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang stood up and said with a smile to Mr. Ma, “Little Ma, come, come, hurry and sit down! It’s been a long time since we last met!”

Saying this, Zhao Xianliang said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, General Manager Ma is your colleague; he’s also in the internet business. His company is Alibaba. I wonder if you’ve heard of it.”

“Oh…” Li Mu feigned surprise, looked at Mr. Ma, and said expressionlessly, “Oh, so it’s General Manager Ma from Alibaba, hello.”

Li Mu’s coldness made Mr. Ma feel very uncomfortable, but at this moment, he could only smile and say, “General Manager Li, I’ve long wanted to meet you, but always lacked the opportunity. I never expected to meet you here; what a coincidence.”

Mr. Ma was actually extremely displeased with Li Mu. Firstly, Li Mu was the one building a house on top of his head, constantly suffocating him. Secondly, after he acquired the logistics companies’ resources, he had confidently and proactively sought a meeting with Li Mu. Unexpectedly, Li Mu’s rejection was extremely straightforward, which dealt a tremendous blow to his self-esteem. Thirdly, Mr. Ma had constantly been straining to dismantle Li Mu’s constraints, to make Li Mu confront him in competition and pay the price for his previous disdain. But unexpectedly, after taking the initiative, not only did he fail to cause any harm to Li Mu, but Li Mu instead slapped a big label on him in front of the television media, accusing him of deliberately hindering economic development. This made Mr. Ma almost hate him to the point of madness.

However, the reality was that even though Mr. Ma was displeased, he dared not be impolite to Li Mu at this moment. Not only because Li Mu’s strength was far greater than his own, but more importantly, Zhao Xianliang was here. Looking at the situation at the dining table – Zhao Xianliang’s family of three, plus Li Mu – and Li Mu was even sitting right next to Zhao Xianliang’s daughter, there was a strong possibility Li Mu was Zhao Xianliang’s daughter’s boyfriend. If he dared to disrespect Li Mu, how could Zhao Xianliang, a person of immense influence in Hangzhou, possibly let him off easy?

For reasons of etiquette, logic, and practicality, Mr. Ma had to be exceptionally polite to Li Mu.

Zhao Xianliang now asked with some curiosity, “Do your respective companies have any business dealings?”

Li Mu then said, “Uncle Zhao, General Manager Ma and I have no business dealings. It’s just that our companies’ nature and positioning are quite similar, so everyone has heard something about each other.”

Mr. Ma also nodded at this moment and said, “That’s right, I’ve long heard a lot about Taobao!”

Li Mu smiled faintly. His tone subtly carried a hint of sarcasm. He said, “General Manager Ma, Alibaba’s name is not small either. And those logistics companies you acquired, their reputation has also grown significantly recently.”

Mr. Ma’s expression became a little awkward, and he was almost exploding with anger.

The three logistics companies were currently facing penalties. Governments in both regions had issued severe warnings and imposed fines amounting to hundreds of thousands. Furthermore, the governments in both regions had, by coincidence, made the same decision, individually informing these three companies that should similar situations occur again, their industry licenses would be revoked. The severity of these penalties and warnings was immense. Although Mr. Ma was seething with anger internally, he had no recourse. Now, with Li Mu’s mention, it was practically a slap in his face, making his face burn with pain.

Li Mu didn’t genuinely intend to be disrespectful to this brilliant person from his past life. He merely considered Mr. Ma’s vengeful nature and deliberately wanted him to experience his own disregard and provocation towards him, in order to influence his rational judgment.

Li Mu knew very well that the more Mr. Ma harbored resentment, the more eagerly he would seek an opportunity to defeat him. Currently, he had a card he hadn’t yet played, waiting for a suitable opportunity. This proved that Mr. Ma was still very rational at the moment.

Coincidentally, he had dug a pit for Mr. Ma regarding the legislation on online sales of counterfeit goods. Not only had he dug a pit, but he had also buried a mine. Now, he was just waiting for Mr. Ma to jump in when the time came.

However, Li Mu also understood in his heart that Mr. Ma was undeniably an impressive person and an undisputed formidable individual. Such a person would definitely consider problems comprehensively. When the time came, even if he left Mr. Ma this seemingly viable shortcut of selling counterfeit goods, a rational person like him might not necessarily take it.

How could he make Mr. Ma take this shortcut as much as possible? Only by keeping his resentment burning in Mr. Ma’s heart and using that hatred to dismantle his rationality as much as possible.

The e-commerce market was too vast. No single entity could achieve a complete monopoly. Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, if Mr. Ma acted cautiously, fully recognized the massive disparity in their levels, and abandoned direct competition with him, then turned to find a relatively niche e-commerce sector, avoiding his formidable edge, and thoroughly refined that niche area, he could still carve out a space for survival under Taobao’s immense shadow.

If he truly did that, Li Mu wouldn’t be able to do anything to him, nor would he think of annihilating him. He would certainly be able to lead his enterprise and employees to find a livelihood in the e-commerce industry.

But if he didn’t do that, and insisted on going against him, insisted on replacing his position in the e-commerce sector, then Li Mu would naturally not hold back his methods. Once he stepped on the mine Li Mu had planted, even if he didn’t end up shattered completely, he would at least be half paralyzed!

…





Chapter 832: The Foolish Dog Waiting for Lamb Scrotum

Li Mu mentioning the courier companies made Mr. Ma particularly unhappy, but due to the special nature of the occasion, all he could do was pretend to be confused while exchanging pleasantries with Li Mu.

Subsequently, Mr. Ma played dumb with Li Mu, smiling as he said, “General Manager Li, Alibaba’s business lines are nowhere near comparable to yours; they’ve fallen short by more than miles. I’m sure a few logistics companies are nothing in your eyes either.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile. “General Manager Ma is right. A few logistics companies indeed mean nothing to me, so their petty actions are just a farce to me, nothing more.”

Li Mu’s tone and attitude consistently carried a hint of high-and-mighty disdain, which greatly wounded Mr. Ma. However, there was nothing he could do. When you’re inferior, you naturally have to concede. Moreover, Zhao Xianliang and his wife were also present today, and Mr. Ma knew very well that he absolutely could not afford to offend Zhao Xianliang.

Zhao Xianliang also noticed that the interaction between the two was a bit off. Li Mu’s words carried a certain inflammatory edge, as if there was some history between them.

Xie Yun, standing nearby, immediately understood the general situation when she heard Li Mu mention courier companies.

When Li Mu held the Taobao Brand Day, all three of Alibaba’s wholly owned courier companies uniformly ceased accepting parcels. It was clearly a deliberate attempt to cause trouble for Li Mu. Fortunately, Li Mu used his own methods, cooperating fully with postal service EMS, and managed to safely navigate through the Brand Day’s peak shipping period without incident.

However, Li Mu didn’t let Alibaba off the hook during a later television interview. After downplaying the incident to the media, Mr. Ma immediately became the target of public criticism in the industry and was often backstabbed behind his back.

This was an incident within internet circles, and Xie Yun knew about it primarily due to her particular attention to Li Mu. Zhao Xianliang, on the other hand, was completely unaware of the matter.

Mr. Ma only wanted to leave the venue as quickly as possible at this moment, so he exchanged a few polite words with Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun before hurriedly taking his leave.

When he departed, Mr. Ma did not greet Li Mu, which was the only way he could protest to Li Mu at that moment.

No sooner had Mr. Ma left than Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but ask, “Li Mu, do you have a grudge with General Manager Ma?”

Li Mu shook his head slightly and said blandly, “Uncle Zhao, General Manager Ma and I don’t have a grudge. It’s just that our businesses are similar, so we simply view each other as potential competitors.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded gently and did not inquire further.

After leaving the private room where Li Mu was, General Manager Ma’s mood remained unsettled for a long time. He did not immediately return to his own private room, even though Sun Zhengyi was still waiting for him inside. Instead, he walked to the corridor on the West Lake side, standing with his arms crossed, facing the West Lake, his expression grim.

Mr. Ma was a vindictive person. Anyone with a bit of analytical ability could tell from some of his words and actions after his success in later generations that he would find a way to get back at those who had humiliated him, even ten or twenty years later. Today, Li Mu successfully ingrained new and old grievances about him in Mr. Ma’s heart.

Mr. Ma secretly swore that he would do his utmost to develop Letao. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t defeat Li Mu for now; as long as he could ensure Letao’s continuous development, one day Letao would surpass Taobao and trample it underfoot! One day, he would surpass Li Mu in all aspects, making Li Mu realize that it didn’t matter if you looked down on me today, for the day would come when you would have to yield to me!

Having made his solitary vow, Mr. Ma turned and returned to the private room, as if nothing had happened, continuing to chat with Sun Zhengyi with a smile.

After they chatted for a while without focusing on anything specific, Sun Zhengyi’s expression suddenly turned serious. He said, “Jack, Alibaba’s biggest task right now is to launch Letao. I don’t think you can delay this any longer!”

He then stammered in very non-standard Chinese, “In China, there’s an ancient saying: ‘The arrow is on the string, and must be shot!’ If Letao isn’t launched soon, I fear it will drag itself to death.”

Mr. Ma sighed, “General Manager Sun, I also want to launch Letao as soon as possible, but now is simply not a good time. Li Mu recently met with leaders from the Economic and Trade Commission. We still don’t know what demands he made to the Economic and Trade Commission. Perhaps the Economic and Trade Commission is brewing some major initiative. If we launch at this juncture, and the Economic and Trade Commission and Taobao Net really churn out some nationally sensational news, Letao’s launch would simply become cannon fodder, sacrificed in vain.”

Sun Zhengyi said, “But constantly delaying isn’t a solution either. How about this: give me a latest deadline for the launch so I have a clear idea.”

Mr. Ma thought for a moment and said, “General Manager Sun, it will definitely be launched in the fourth quarter of this year!”

“Fourth quarter…” Sun Zhengyi slightly furrowed his brows. “That timeframe is too broad. If it’s really not launched until November or December, who knows how many other unforeseen problems will arise over such a long period.”

Then, Sun Zhengyi, in the tone of an experienced person, advised Mr. Ma: “Sometimes, one cannot be timid when doing things. Taobao Net has already launched. You’re afraid to launch your own platform because you’re intimidated by its current popularity. But have you considered that Taobao Net will never lack popularity in the future? If you keep waiting, you’ll still have to launch your website under Taobao Net’s halo anyway. Rather than that, why not launch as early as possible?”

Mr. Ma suddenly felt troubled.

He hadn’t expected Sun Zhengyi to be so impatient. In the past, he wasn’t like this; after investing tens of millions of US dollars, he basically never questioned how Mr. Ma used the money, how he planned, or how he developed.

But now, he kept urging him to launch Letao Net as soon as possible. He was so uncomposed, it seemed his demand for Letao’s launch was exceptionally strong.

Upon careful reflection, what he said made sense. Taobao Net was currently red-hot, and it had no competitors at all. If he kept delaying the launch out of fear of its popularity, then Taobao’s peak period would last for a long time; it might even become more popular later. In that case, if he wanted to wait for an opportune moment to launch, it would truly be no different from a foolish dog waiting for lamb scrotum, waiting indefinitely.

Moreover, Sun Zhengyi was Alibaba’s largest investor, and Mr. Ma couldn’t afford to offend him. So, considering these points carefully for a moment, Mr. Ma made a promise: “How about this, General Manager Sun, no matter what, I will choose an opportune moment to launch Letao Net in September.”

Sun Zhengyi nodded with satisfaction. “That’s for the best!”

Then, Sun Zhengyi tapped the table with his knuckles and looked at Mr. Ma, saying, “Jack, you are a famous person. China has many ancient strategic wisdoms, one of which is to play to one’s strengths and avoid weaknesses. E-commerce has so many types, so many possibilities. No matter how capable Li Mu is, he can’t do everything. Since that’s the case, why not abandon the idea of competing head-on with him and change your perspective? Avoid his strengths and develop by targeting his weaknesses. That way, even if the development momentum is slow, at least for a considerable period, Taobao Net won’t be able to do anything to you.”

Sun Zhengyi’s words immediately sparked many inspirations in Mr. Ma’s mind.

At this moment, Mr. Ma’s brain had begun to spin at full speed. If Letao were to launch in September, what would be his biggest advantages? One was the many small and medium-sized enterprises on his B2B platform and their sources of goods. Another was his three courier companies. As for online payment channels, he had already finalized the interfaces with the banking system long ago and could basically launch and enable them at any time.

These advantages, compared to Li Mu’s, were indeed minuscule. However, Mr. Ma’s thinking had now changed. He no longer hoped to find an opportunity to directly pull Taobao from its position as the number one e-commerce platform in the country. He decided to endure humiliation for a greater purpose, endure hardships to achieve a goal, and openly make a show of one strategy while secretly pulling a fast one.

In other words, after Letao launched, he would absolutely avoid direct conflict and competition with Taobao Net and instead target Taobao’s vacant areas, focusing his main energy on differentiated competition with Li Mu.

Taobao Net currently primarily deals in electronic products with high customer unit prices, right? Very well, he would focus on daily necessities with low customer unit prices.

Taobao might sell several billion in electronic products in one day, and perhaps Letao could sell several billion in daily necessities in one day in the future too.

Although the customer unit price difference was significant, the market space was absolutely no less than that of electronic products!

Understanding this, Mr. Ma was incredibly excited. Daily necessities! He would focus on daily necessities! Tomorrow, he would convene an all-hands meeting to adjust their strategy! He would position Letao as an e-commerce platform specializing in daily necessities, raising a distinct banner of differentiation against Li Mu’s Taobao Net. No matter what, he had to first find a foothold in the e-commerce field and stabilize himself there!

Li Mu didn’t know what Mr. Ma was currently thinking. He quickly put Mr. Ma out of his mind and focused on eating and drinking with Zhao Xianliang and his family. At this very moment, Senior Student Liu Qiangdong had just arrived in Yanjing by plane from Jinling. He had just signed a large-scale procurement agreement with Jinling Iveco and a long-term cooperation memorandum. For a long time to come, Taobao Logistics would procure light trucks from Iveco to handle express transportation between feeder cities and trunk cities.

In addition, heavy trucks ordered from companies such as Scania and Mercedes-Benz had already entered the boarding and shipping phase and would be ready for pickup at the port in Tianjin City within a month.

This time, Liu Qiangdong rushed back to Yanjing late at night primarily for several middle management personnel from foreign enterprises he had poached some time ago. These included key personnel from companies like P&G, Unilever, and Wilmar International. They had all finalized their employment agreements with Taobao Net and had now all arrived in Yanjing, preparing to join Taobao the next morning.

It was precisely because Li Mu attached great importance to daily necessities and grain and oil foods, believing them to be the utmost importance for online shopping to profoundly integrate into people’s lives and minds in the future, and had always hoped that Liu Qiangdong could open up this area, that Liu Qiangdong specifically rushed back before these people started their jobs, hoping to quickly enable them to play an important function at Taobao.

Coincidentally, this perfectly overlapped with General Manager Ma’s next phase of positioning…





Chapter 833: Now, Instantly, Immediately

After dinner, Xie Yun actively extended an invitation to Li Mu, saying her home was right on the opposite bank of West Lake and asking him to come over. In her words, since he’d come all this way, he should at least get to know the house.

Li Mu naturally didn’t refuse. Zhao Xianliang’s mood seemed quite stable, indicating that his previous opinions and displeasure had been largely dispelled by the meal.

Upon arriving at Zhao Ziqiu’s home, Xie Yun warmly invited Li Mu to sit in the spacious living room. Zhao Ziqiu sat close to Li Mu, whispering in his ear, pestering him: “Where’s the gift you bought for me? When will you give it to me?”

Li Mu deliberately lowered his voice and said mysteriously in her ear: “I’ll give you the gift when it’s just the two of us, privately.”

Zhao Ziqiu could only nod. Then she turned to her parents, who were sitting opposite them, and said, “Mom and Dad, quickly see what gift Li Mu bought for you.”

Xie Yun smiled and said, “It’s not polite to open gifts in front of Li Mu. Let’s wait until your dad and I go back to our room later. We’ll tell you tomorrow.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted, “What’s with all the fuss? I’m just curious, let’s open it and see!”

Xie Yun glanced at Li Mu, saw him smiling, and nodded, saying, “Alright, then Mom will open it now.”

Xie Yun opened the exquisite gift box packaging in front of the three of them. Inside was a bright purple, velvet-like jewelry box, which looked quite high-end. As soon as Zhao Ziqiu saw the logo on it, she exclaimed in surprise, “It’s Tiffany! Li Mu, you have such good taste. My mom loves their jewelry the most.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but smile, “Is that so? It’s best if Auntie likes it.”

Xie Yun nodded slightly and, with a hint of excitement, opened the lid of the jewelry box. The moment the lid opened, her eyes were drawn to the orchid brooch inside, made of diamonds, sapphires, and peridot set in platinum.

This brooch had an exceptionally fresh and unique color scheme. The dazzling diamonds and vibrant sapphires, paired with pale green peridot, and the overall design of an orchid, made it perfect in both appearance and artistic conception. Even Xie Yun, who had seen many luxury accessories, couldn’t help but exclaim, “This brooch is truly beautiful…”

For most women, brooches are not essential accessories, but for a high society lady like Xie Yun, a brooch is an indispensable accessory for formal occasions. A gown, paired with an exquisite brooch, can instantly elevate one’s temperament by several notches. Therefore, she didn’t just find the brooch beautiful; she genuinely adored it.

Xie Yun looked at Li Mu and thanked him, “This brooch must be very expensive, right? Thank you, Li Mu!”

Li Mu quickly said, “Auntie, as long as you like it, there’s no need to be so polite.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face was beaming with happiness. She told Li Mu, “I didn’t expect you to have such good taste in gifts.”

After speaking, Zhao Ziqiu looked at her dad, Zhao Xianliang, again: “Dad, why don’t you open your gift and take a look?”

Zhao Xianliang took out the gift while casually saying, “You’re the most impatient one. Why don’t you open it?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head, “I won’t open it. It’s a gift Li Mu gave you, you should open it yourself.”

Zhao Xianliang sighed helplessly, “Alright, alright, I’ll open it.”

As he spoke, Zhao Xianliang had already torn open the packaging. After opening it, he discovered that the gift Li Mu had given him was a high-end, limited-edition Montblanc fountain pen. He couldn’t help but praise in his heart, this kid really knows how to give presents. Although he wouldn’t consider himself a lover of reading and writing, he had an extraordinary fondness for fountain pens. Just as successful businessmen place great importance on their cars, he also paid great attention to the fountain pens he used in business settings. The Montblanc pen Li Mu chose was exceptionally exquisite, and Zhao Xianliang liked it at first glance.

Xie Yun saw the joy revealed in her husband’s expression and felt extraordinarily happy herself. She naturally had no objections to Li Mu, and if her husband could also reach that point, it would be a huge blessing for their daughter.

Zhao Xianliang held the fountain pen in his hand, playing with it for a long time before putting it back into the packaging box. He said to Li Mu, “Good taste!”

Although he didn’t say thank you, those four words alone were enough to demonstrate the change in his attitude.

Li Mu finally sighed in relief. He was fortunate he called Du Fei for help, otherwise, if he had to buy them himself, they might not have liked them so much.

When Zhao Xianliang was happy, he told the servant to prepare the tea set and personally brewed tea to entertain Li Mu, which meant he was genuinely starting to treat Li Mu with heartfelt consideration.

After drinking some tea brewed by Zhao Xianliang, it grew late, already past ten in the evening. Li Mu started to think about how to solve the biggest problem of the night: taking Zhao Ziqiu with him.

Having been apart for so long, Li Mu absolutely didn’t want to let this little charmer go tonight. However, to directly take Zhao Ziqiu out of her home for the entire night, Li Mu truly didn’t know how to bring it up. Zhao Xianliang had just barely developed a good impression of him; if he were to take Zhao Ziqiu away tonight, he feared Zhao Xianliang would immediately explode with anger.

While he was hesitating, Zhao Ziqiu stood up and pulled Li Mu, saying, “No, I want to see my gift! Since you want to give it to me privately, I’ll take you to my room.”

Li Mu was slightly stunned and hadn’t even reacted when Zhao Ziqiu grabbed his arm with both hands, pulling him up from the sofa. Then she said to her parents, “Mom and Dad, I’m taking Li Mu to my room to have a look. You two can continue drinking tea.”

Without waiting for their response, she pulled Li Mu and was about to go upstairs.

It was then that Xie Yun seized the opportunity to stand up, stopped the two, and said, “It’s getting late, Li Mu. I think you shouldn’t go to a hotel today. Just stay here at home. There are guest rooms upstairs, pick any one you like.”

As soon as Zhao Xianliang heard this, he was about to say something, but saw Xie Yun winking at him, so he could only temporarily swallow his words.

Li Mu’s original thought was to take Zhao Ziqiu away, but he didn’t expect Xie Yun to invite him to stay. However, on second thought, taking Zhao Ziqiu away wasn’t very realistic, and staying over was more practical.

So, Li Mu took advantage of the situation and played innocent: “Auntie, wouldn’t I be too much of a bother?”

Xie Yun smiled faintly, “Don’t be so polite, just treat this place as your own home. You’ve come all this way, and we have so many empty rooms at home. If we let you go stay in a hotel, people would say that Uncle Zhao and I have no manners.”

At this point, Zhao Ziqiu, fearing her father would contradict, hastily said to Li Mu, “My mom is right. You’ve come all this way; it would be too much not to stay here. I’ll take you upstairs to pick an empty room.”

Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu helplessly, waved her hand and said, “No rush. You two accompany your dad and have some tea. When it’s time for bed, you can take Li Mu to see the room. Everything needed is already there anyway.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly nodded and pulled Li Mu back to sit on the sofa. Zhao Xianliang felt a little strange inside, but he didn’t show it. Just then, the water for the tea boiled, so he brewed another cup of tea. After filtering the tea, he reached out to refill Li Mu’s teacup and said, “Come, Li Mu, I’ll go to sleep after this brew. I have to wake up early tomorrow.”

Li Mu quickly reached out to support the teacup, thanking him while saying, “Uncle Zhao, if you have to wake up early tomorrow, you should drink less tea.”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand, “It’s alright. Other people can’t sleep after drinking tea, but I sleep better.”

Li Mu nodded. He, however, dared not drink too much, lest he couldn’t fall asleep.

While drinking tea, Zhao Xianliang asked Li Mu, “I heard your Taobao is going to build its own logistics system?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, Uncle Zhao, it’s already in the concrete implementation phase.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Then the distribution center in East China must have been chosen to be in Huzhou City, right?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s right, selected in Huzhou City.”

“I have some connections in Huzhou City,” Zhao Xianliang said lightly. “If you need any help, you can just say the word, and I’ll make a call for you.”

Li Mu said, “That would be a great help. Thank you very much.”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand, “No need to be so polite. It’s still unknown if I can actually help.”

Then the two chatted casually for a moment. Seeing that they had finished their tea, Zhao Xianliang stood up and said to Li Mu, “Let’s stop chatting here today. I’m a little tired. I’ll go back to my room to rest first. We can talk more tomorrow.”

Li Mu quickly nodded, stood up and said, “Then we’ll talk more tomorrow. Please get some rest.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and asked Xie Yun, who was by his side, “Are you tired?”

Xie Yun nodded slightly and said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Your dad and I are going back to our room to rest. You can take Li Mu to choose an empty room later.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “Don’t worry, Mom.”

Xie Yun gave her a doting smile and then said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, you should also get some rest early. Tomorrow, let Zi Qiu take you around. The scenery in Hangzhou is very nice.”

Li Mu responded, saying, “Auntie, you should also get some rest early.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s parents went upstairs first. Only then did Zhao Ziqiu sigh in relief, linking her arm with Li Mu’s on the sofa and resting her head on his shoulder, saying affectionately, “Finally, I can be closer to you.”

Li Mu smiled, “I was still thinking of a way to take you to a hotel.”

Zhao Ziqiu made a shushing gesture and whispered, “My mom told me a long time ago that you should stay at home after you arrived. My dad doesn’t know.”

Li Mu was startled for a moment, then nodded and said, “Auntie is really thoughtful. She knew you’ve been single for so long…”

Zhao Ziqiu instantly turned red and pouted charmingly, “Don’t talk nonsense! It’s mainly for the convenience of a bad person like you…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Since you said so, I really want to be naughty. What should I do? Should I sleep in your room tonight?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “You sleep in the guest room tonight!”

Li Mu asked her, “What about you?”

Zhao Ziqiu rolled her eyes at Li Mu, “Of course I’ll sleep in my own room.”

Li Mu looked disappointed, deliberately stood up, and joked, “I think I’ll go stay in a hotel instead. At least I’ll have a chance for a romantic encounter…”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly grabbed him and said playfully with a pout, “If you dare go out and find a romantic encounter, I’ll ignore you forever, and I won’t go back to Yanjing!”

Li Mu spread his hands, “Then what do you propose? Give me a solution.”

Zhao Ziqiu conceded, and could only coax him, “I’ll take you to the guest room first, and then I’ll come find you later.”

“Really?”

“Oh, of course it’s true…”

Li Mu nodded, instantly grinning and saying, “Then I won’t go to the hotel.”

Zhao Ziqiu said sweetly, “You’re the worst.”

Then, she checked the time and said, “Come on, I’ll take you to the guest room first.”

Li Mu quietly followed Zhao Ziqiu up to the second floor. Zhao Ziqiu pushed open a door on the second floor, turned on the light, and led Li Mu in, whispering to him, “My room is just across the hall.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and said with a chuckle, “You really know how to pick.”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted and told Li Mu, “I’m going back to my room to shower. You take a shower too, and don’t lock the door. I’ll come find you later.”

Li Mu took a shower as quickly as possible, then lay on the bed, straining his ears for any sound from the door. Having not seen Zhao Ziqiu for so long and waiting for so long, his mind was now entirely on her.

About ten minutes later, Li Mu heard a faint opening sound. He instantly jolted up and rushed to the door. Just then, Li Mu’s door was carefully opened from the outside. As Zhao Ziqiu slipped in, Li Mu immediately pulled her into a hug, then gently closed the door with his heel, carrying her all the way to the bed.

Zhao Ziqiu was only wearing a lace camisole nightgown. Held by Li Mu, she felt her body go limp in his embrace. Lying on the bed, she stared into his eyes and asked passionately, “Did you miss me after being apart for so long?”

Li Mu nodded emphatically, “Missed you like crazy. So much that I wanted to eat you whole until there wasn’t a crumb left.”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled, her face flushed, and asked, “So, when are you going to take a bite?”

Li Mu gasped, “Now, instantly, immediately…”





Chapter 837: Come Visit My Company

Having been separated for too long, their hearts were already filled with each other. Although they desperately yearned for each other, constrained by the circumstances, they managed to restrain themselves. Li Mu was a little better, but Zhao Ziqiu had to keep herself from making a sound, which could truly be called pain mixed with joy.

After going through various hardships, Zhao Ziqiu lay weakly in Li Mu’s arms, her body still feeling the sensation of being on a cloud just moments ago, feeling as fulfilled as if she had gained the entire world.

After a long while, Zhao Ziqiu said playfully, “I want you to hold me while I sleep tonight.”

Li Mu said, “Aren’t I holding you right now? Are you sleepy? If you’re sleepy, let’s just sleep.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “What if my parents wake up tomorrow and find I’m not in my room?”

Li Mu said, “How about we go to your room to sleep? That way Uncle and Aunt (honorifics) will at most just realize I’m not in my room…”

Zhao Ziqiu said with a smile, “Only you could come up with such a silly idea. Where’s the cunning/sly Li Mu I know?”

Li Mu said, “Then what should we do? How about I go to your room, hold you while you sleep, set an alarm, and sneak back before dawn?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head, “No, just hold me here while I sleep. Tomorrow’s matters can wait until tomorrow. There’s no point in self-deception.”

Li Mu was about to speak when Zhao Ziqiu changed the subject and asked him, “How long are you planning to stay in Hangzhou this time?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I’ll stay until the day after tomorrow. I’ll go back the day after tomorrow night.”

Zhao Ziqiu, who he expected to have an opinion about his rushed schedule, instead looked surprised and asked Li Mu, “You can stay until the day after tomorrow night? I thought you’d be going back tomorrow, since tomorrow is Monday and you have so many things to be busy with.”

Li Mu said, “Busy is busy, but no matter how busy I am, I need to spend more time with you.”

Then, Li Mu added with difficulty concealing his shame, “But I can’t stay with you in Hangzhou for too long. I’ll make time to properly accompany you after you return to Yanjing.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded gently and said softly, “I know you’re busy. Even if you didn’t come to Hangzhou to see me, I wouldn’t blame you. It’s mainly because my mom mentioned before that she hoped you could come to Hangzhou before I returned to Yanjing, so I’ve been looking forward to your visit. Otherwise, my mom would definitely think you don’t care about me…”

Li Mu nodded, “I understand. That’s why I came, but it was just a little late.”

“It’s alright,” Zhao Ziqiu said, looking content. Then she remembered the gift and said with a pout charmingly; to feign anger playfully, “You’ve already slept with me, but I haven’t seen my gift yet?”

Li Mu quickly got up and took out an exquisite flat gift box from his backpack. The packaging of this gift box was completely different in style from the gifts for Zhao Ziqiu’s parents. It was not only red but also adorned with heart-shaped patterns, clearly the kind of packaging chosen for gifts between lovers.

Zhao Ziqiu suppressed the excitement in her heart and carefully unwrapped the packaging, finding another Tiffany jewelry box inside. She didn’t open it immediately, but rather asked Li Mu, “You didn’t just pick this up for me when you were choosing gifts for my parents, did you?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, “You guessed right…”

Zhao Ziqiu pouted, then gave a silly smile, “I just love how honest you are!”

With that, Zhao Ziqiu gently opened the jewelry box. Inside lay a shimmering platinum diamond necklace. The necklace design was very exquisite; although the necklace itself was made of platinum, each section was inlaid with a brilliant碎钻石. The pendant was a heart-shaped charm the size of a five-jiao coin, and in the very center of the pendant, a three-carat, perfectly cut diamond was set.

This necklace was not considered a top-tier luxury item within the Tiffany brand, but among Du Fei’s friends, it was the most expensive and the one that appealed most to Li Mu.

For Zhao Ziqiu, simply seeing such jewelry wouldn’t make her feel particularly surprised, but since it was a gift from Li Mu, its significance changed entirely. What might have been only a relatively good luxury item now seemed perfect in every way to Zhao Ziqiu, simply impeccable.

Amidst her surprise, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Why did you give me such an expensive gift?”

Li Mu said, “It’s only natural that I would give you something valuable.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled shyly and said, “But this is too showy. I wouldn’t dare wear it out, or even take it to Yanjing…”

Li Mu chuckled, “It doesn’t matter if you can’t wear it out. Just wear it for me to see.”

With that, Li Mu took the necklace out of the jewelry box and personally helped Zhao Ziqiu put it on. The heart-shaped pendant hung perfectly just above Zhao Ziqiu’s cleavage.

Li Mu propped his chin on his hand, observing for a long time. Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask him, “How is it? Does it look good?”

Li Mu exclaimed with admiration, “It looks great! Jewelry looks most perfect when seen like this, completely ‘unclothed’!”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face flushed like two blooming peach blossoms, and she instinctively hugged her chest, “I told you to look at the necklace, not there!”

…

Li Mu’s timing for this trip to Hangzhou could be said to be excellent.

Because the next day was Monday, Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun had to go to the company on time. So, at 7:30 AM, after their morning exercise, the couple sat in the downstairs dining room, preparing to eat.

Xie Yun sent a text message to Zhao Ziqiu: “Your dad and I are leaving at eight. If you and Li Mu are awake, come down for breakfast first and just say the word.”

When they received the text message, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu were sound asleep. Zhao Ziqiu vaguely heard her phone ring, picked it up, and after reading it, her sleepiness completely vanished.

Today was Monday. Her parents were going to the company. Generally, they left at 8 AM and wouldn’t return until 7 PM at the earliest. If there were many company matters, it could even be nine or ten. This meant that she and Li Mu would have free time during that long period.

So Zhao Ziqiu quickly woke Li Mu and told him, “My parents are leaving soon. My mom said to come down for breakfast and just say the word.”

Li Mu nodded drowsily, and after about half a minute, he got up to wash. Both were very quick; ten minutes later, they had finished washing, dressed, and left the room.

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t felt anything just now, but now that she was going downstairs with Li Mu to see her parents, she couldn’t help but feel a little nervous and shy. After all, Li Mu had slept in her room last night, and her parents must know well in one’s heart what that meant, so she couldn’t help but have a guilty conscience.

Li Mu, on the other hand, felt no psychological pressure. He recalled the last time Zhao Ziqiu’s parents suddenly burst into Ziyun Villa in Yanjing and told them to come downstairs – that was truly nerve-wracking. After that experience, Li Mu felt this situation was like a drop in the bucket, not nervous at all.

As they walked down the stairs, Li Mu couldn’t help but tease, “Do you remember the situation last time at Ziyun Villa when your parents were waiting downstairs for us to come down?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “How could I forget…”

Li Mu sighed, “That time, I was incredibly nervous. I had only one thought in my mind.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “What thought?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I just steeled myself and thought, at worst, your dad would beat me up…”

His teasing eased Zhao Ziqiu’s original nervousness and guilty conscience considerably. Li Mu was right; this situation was nowhere near as tense and anxious as the last time. Since they had gotten through that safely, what did she have to worry about today?

At this moment in the dining room, Xie Yun whispered to Zhao Xianliang, “I told Zi Qiu and Li Mu to come down for breakfast. Pay attention later, don’t speak in a sarcastic tone.”

Zhao Xianliang felt helpless and nodded lightly. Regardless of how much his opinion of Li Mu had changed, as a father, he couldn’t help feeling a tinge of sourness at this moment.

A moment later, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu came hand-in-hand to the dining room. As they entered, Xie Yun smiled and said, “You two are up. Come, quickly sit down and eat.”

Li Mu politely nodded slightly to the couple, saying, “Uncle and Aunt (honorifics), good morning.”

“Good morning,” Xie Yun replied with a smile, saying, “You don’t need to be so polite at home, please sit down.”

Li Mu nodded and sat opposite them with Zhao Ziqiu. The housekeeper brought them two cups of hot milk. Li Mu took a sandwich from the table and had just taken a bite when Xie Yun, sitting opposite him, said, “Li Mu, your Uncle Zhao and I are going to the company soon, so we won’t be able to accompany you today. After you and Zi Qiu finish eating, you can have her take you around. You two can drive any car in the garage. The weather forecast says it will be cloudy today, so it should be cooler, not too hot.”

Li Mu quickly nodded, “Okay, Auntie.”

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang looked up, at Li Mu and asked, “Are you interested in coming to my company for a visit?”

As soon as he finished speaking, Zhao Ziqiu said displeasedly, “Oh, Dad, Li Mu rarely gets to come, can’t you just let him spend some quality time with me?”

In Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes, her father’s sudden suggestion was highly suspicious of being intentional, and the purpose was naturally to prevent her and Li Mu from spending time together privately.

Even Xie Yun was a little unhappy, thinking that Old Zhao was really incorrigible. Don’t you know well in one’s heart that the two kids slept in the same room last night? This has already been tacitly approved, what’s with this new fuss? Isn’t it tiring to bury your head in the sand like this?

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang spoke seriously and explained, “It won’t delay your plans/matters for too long, and you can come along too. I mainly want Li Mu to understand the specific situation of the company. He is engaged in the most advanced high-tech industry, and I am engaged in the secondary industry. It’s good for both sides to understand each other more. Perhaps it can bring some different thinking to each other.”

With that, Zhao Xianliang added, “If you don’t want to, that’s fine. If you do, it won’t delay your plans/matters for too long, just one morning. After the morning, you two can plan your own time. How does that sound?”

Li Mu felt that Zhao Xianliang’s words were very sincere and thought there certainly no other hidden meanings, so he gave Zhao Ziqiu a reassuring look and said, “Actually, I also want to learn more about the secondary industry. Who knows, maybe there will be an opportunity in the future to combine it with the internet.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, “Alright then, choose a car to drive later and come with us.”

Three updates tonight, the first one is delivered!





Chapter 835: Experience Sharing from a Brick-and-Mortar Entrepreneur

Li Mu drove Zhao Ziqiu’s Mercedes-Benz S-Class, following Zhao Xianliang’s Rolls-Royce to his company.

Zhao Xianliang’s company was named Zhongliang Trade Group. It sounded like a simple reselling trade company, but unexpectedly, this enterprise owned a vast comprehensive building complex in the outskirts of Hangzhou.

The entire Zhongliang Trade Group comprised two twelve-story high-rise office buildings, flanking a six-story building that connected them. It could accommodate at least thousands of people working there.

As the Chairman of the Board of Zhongliang Trade Group, Zhao Xianliang had his own exclusive floor and even a private elevator here. His office alone spanned over 100 square meters, truly the height of luxury. This made Li Mu realize the biggest difference between brick-and-mortar entrepreneurs and internet entrepreneurs: the former were genuinely wealthy, surrounded by tangible assets and real money, while the latter, like himself, were merely digital figures, their wealth largely intangible.

Because they had used Zhao Xianliang’s special access routes all the way to his office, Li Mu hadn’t truly grasped the scale of the company’s workforce. He silently calculated in his mind: this massive office space could easily accommodate five thousand people. Internet companies typically had less than five square meters of office space per person. If calculated at that density, this place could essentially fit half of Zhongguancun’s workforce.

Zhao Ziqiu, at this moment, had gone with her mother, Xie Yun, to Xie Yun’s office. The two women did this to give the two men space for a private business discussion. Zhao Xianliang took two bottles of imported sparkling water from his office refrigerator, handed one to Li Mu, and asked him, “How many people do you think are permanently working at this headquarters complex?”

Li Mu said, “Looking at this scale, at least thousands of people, right?”

Zhao Xianliang smiled faintly and said, “Just over five hundred people.”

Li Mu’s eyes almost fell out of his head when he heard that. “Just over five hundred people? Wouldn’t two or three floors be enough then?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded. “Indeed, if arranged properly, three floors would be more than enough. However, the entire Zhongliang Trade Group has over ten thousand employees nationwide, but most of them are dispersed across the country.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang briefly introduced, “Most of Zhongliang Trade Group’s business is in coal and steel. For coal, we have our own invested or stake-held coal mines, coal washing plants, and coal mine-built power plants. We also have derivative investments in electrolytic aluminum production enterprises. For steel, we’ve invested in and taken stakes in some private steel mills and iron mines. We also handle iron ore imports.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue in awe. He hadn’t previously understood the scale of Zhao Xianliang’s industry, only realizing today that the sectors he was involved in were so vast, entirely related to energy and steel.

However, Li Mu was also puzzled. Hangzhou wasn’t a resource-based city, so why would there be an energy and steel industrial group like Zhongliang Trade Group there?

Based on Li Mu’s superficial understanding of China’s economy, most of China’s coal and steel industries were concentrated in the north, with a smaller proportion in the south. Because his own family was involved in the coal industry, Li Mu knew that there were hardly any large coal mines south of the Yangtze River. Most coal was concentrated in the North China region, with a small amount in the Southwest China region. East China had very low numbers of coal mines and coal reserves.

The steel industry was the same. East China only had Baosteel, located in Huzhou City, and Hanggang was pitifully small, accounting for a negligible proportion of China’s overall steel industry.

Therefore, overall, an enterprise like Zhongliang Trade Group should more appropriately be located in the North China region, not here.

Zhao Xianliang seemed to notice his puzzlement and said with a smile, “You must be wondering why I chose to base Zhongliang Trade Group in Hangzhou, aren’t you?”

Li Mu said, “You definitely have your reasons for doing so. I don’t know much about the brick-and-mortar industry, so I wouldn’t dare to speculate rashly.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled and said, “To put it bluntly, it’s about being strategic.”

Speaking further, Zhao Xianliang continued, “It’s not that I have any special sentiment for Hangzhou that compelled me to take root here, but rather for many objective reasons.”

“Firstly, the network of connections I’ve cultivated over many years in Hangzhou, and indeed throughout Zhejiang Province, provides me with numerous conveniences in conducting business.”

“Secondly, an enterprise like Zhongliang would be quite common in the north, but it’s very rare in Hangzhou. Although Zhongliang’s industries are spread across the country, all trade-related taxes are declared from Hangzhou, except for business taxes of local entities which are declared locally. For the Hangzhou Municipal Government, Zhongliang Trade Group is one of the few energy enterprises and a major taxpayer, making it very easy to secure various preferential policies.”

“Aside from these two points, the remaining reason is that my wife and daughter prefer Hangzhou, and I also find Hangzhou more livable. Living here is much more comfortable than living in the north.”

Li Mu nodded. It seemed Zhao Xianliang was operating Hangzhou as his main base of operations.

Zhao Xianliang then continued, “Take this headquarters complex, for example. It was originally designed and built to accommodate ten thousand people. The land was granted by the Hangzhou Municipal Government at an extremely low price as a preferential policy. That price, compared to its actual value, was essentially free. Although only a few hundred people are permanently working at the headquarters, Zhongliang Trade Group indeed has over ten thousand employees. When I build a headquarters complex according to that scale, nobody can say anything.”

“Moreover, once built and established here, its value continuously appreciates with the rising land prices. Coal and steel are two extremely complex industries, with rapid changes and their inherent instability. But no matter what, this place is a piece of real estate with extremely low costs and immense potential for appreciation. In the future, if I’m ever pushed to the wall, this headquarters complex alone would be enough to provide Zi Qiu and her mother a lifetime of security.”

Li Mu admired Zhao Xianliang greatly. It wasn’t easy to succeed in the brick-and-mortar industry, where development was entirely capital-intensive, and both industry and policy risks were significant. To reach such a scale in such an industry was truly impressive. More importantly, his thinking was exceptionally agile and comprehensive, allowing him to be prepared for adversity even in times of peace.

Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but remind Li Mu, “While your Taobao is receiving such attention from the government, you should also try your best to secure some advantageous resources from the Yanjing Municipal Government. Ideally, you should acquire a plot of land and build your headquarters complex there first. In Yanjing, a city where every inch of land is prime real estate, a plot of land plus an office building could be an asset worth billions in the future. While domestic internet companies are still few and you stand out as unique, quickly secure some resources and hoard them.”

Li Mu nodded, acknowledging the advice. “You’re right. I was originally planning to find time to communicate with the Yanjing Municipal Government to see if they could provide some Yanjing settlement quotas for my two main companies. Hearing you say this, I realize my ambitions are far too small…”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “Your ambitions must be grand. Regardless of whether it’s good or bad, first get it into your hands, then worry about it later.”

“You must not think that you are deceiving or encroaching upon national resources. As an enterprise with goals, ideals, and ambitions, you are entitled to government support and should utilize that support to develop your company better. This is a mutually beneficial and collaborative relationship between enterprises and the government. If you don’t find ways to fight for it, numerous other companies will fiercely compete for it, even resorting to fraud for government support.”

Li Mu agreed, “That’s true. More and more companies survive by relying on government subsidies.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Such things are too common. Every enterprise’s development requires sufficient resource support. Why is the concept of ‘high-tech’ so popular? Isn’t it because once you’re associated with it, local governments view you favorably, allowing you to apply for more advantageous resources? Your two internet companies are currently top-tier in the country. Leverage the reputation of these two companies, approach local governments frequently, show goodwill, communicate often, and plead your case. If the local government can approve a plot of land for each of your two companies, you can then turn to banks, and with a bit of networking, secure a loan. Then find suitable construction contractors to help you build the office buildings. Remember, the squeaky wheel gets the grease, and the more it eats, the faster it grows. Never forget that.”

Indeed, after seeing Zhao Xianliang’s headquarters complex and hearing his speech, Li Mu was significantly enlightened. After all, Zhao Xianliang had been a businessman for twenty years and his business experience was far superior to his own. The insights he shared were also incredibly practical. Li Mu had long planned to build his own office building, but the reason he hadn’t started was that the land acquisition and construction costs for self-use office buildings were too high and tied up too much cash flow. However, with Zhao Xianliang’s guidance, Li Mu finally understood that there was a way to build office buildings without directly committing a large amount of his own capital, a path he simply hadn’t deeply researched or understood before.

Therefore, Li Mu said to Zhao Xianliang with profound gratitude, “Thank you for the reminder, Uncle Zhao. After I return this time, I will try to communicate with the Yanjing Municipal Government and strive to apply for a plot of land for each of my two companies, to build up our headquarters complex first.”

Zhao Xianliang, with a teachable look on his face, nodded gently and said, “The internet industry develops quickly, but the faster it develops, the bigger the bubble. Although I don’t understand the internet, I can still imagine that most of your human and material resources are concentrated on developing virtual products. Hundreds of people busy themselves in front of computers for months, pouring in tens of millions of funds, only to get some virtual products on the internet in return. If the product has a market, that’s fine, but what if it doesn’t? Wouldn’t all that investment ultimately leave you with just a pile of computers?”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly upon hearing this. “You are absolutely right. Our money and energy transform into virtual data on the internet. If a product fails, this virtual data becomes utterly worthless. Some internet companies pour in tens of millions or even more, only to go bankrupt and liquidate a while later, unable to even account for hundreds of thousands.”

“That’s why you must be prepared for adversity even in times of peace,” Zhao Xianliang sighed, saying earnestly, “Quickly get more in touch with the Yanjing Municipal Government. Now that the country has just given you so many favorable policies, the Yanjing Municipal Government is probably eager for you to come knocking with requests!”





Chapter 836: Befriending Capital

Li Mu hadn’t expected, before coming, that Zhao Xianliang would share so much experience with him in such a heart-to-heart manner.

Relying on its potential in stimulating domestic demand and promoting economic development, Taobao had received high recognition from the government, thus gaining many favorable macroeconomic policies. These included “Computers to the City,” corporate tax reductions, import vehicle purchase tax exemptions, and conveniences in land acquisition. However, these were all supports provided by the Economic and Trade Commission on behalf of the state. Li Mu had never sought favors from local governments before.

Favorable macroeconomic policies naturally needed to be formulated by the state, or at least by ministries. However, matters like land still required communication with the local government, as local governments were, after all, the true overseers of enterprises.

Li Mu recalled some amusing anecdotes he had seen in his previous life: a few publicly listed companies, which had been losing money for years, would release financial reports showing unexpected profits for the year. The reason for the profit turned out to be the company selling off a plot of land or some high-priced real estate in Yanjing. While this news made people feel a bit exasperated, a closer look revealed it was quite insightful.

In later generations, a slightly larger property in Yanjing could easily cost tens of millions. If it was a school district apartment, it wouldn’t be a problem for a compact apartment layout to sell for ten to twenty million. So, the problem arises: how many companies can achieve annual profits exceeding ten million? Besides a very few companies that make money like printing presses, a considerable number of businesses, despite appearing massive in scale, are already doing remarkably well if they manage to achieve minimal profit or break even after keeping their entire operations running normally. In such circumstances, selling a single property would yield tens of millions in profit, naturally making it stand out in financial reports.

Although Li Mu had also leveraged Wanying to enter the real estate sector, none of this was related to self-use office space. He thought, while Yanjing’s Zhongguancun hadn’t yet expanded beyond the Fifth Ring Road, he should quickly approach the Municipal Government to secure two plots of land within the Fifth Ring Road. This would not only permanently solve the issue of office space but also add a significant asset to the company’s fixed assets. He knew that land prices in Yanjing would eventually soar like rockets. If he spoke up now, the Yanjing Municipal Government might even be more generous. If he waited until prices were high, the Yanjing Municipal Government might feel the pinch themselves.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu felt a renewed sense of admiration for Zhao Xianliang. An experienced person was truly an experienced person; their knowledge in many fields was far more profound than his own.

At this point, Zhao Xianliang noticed that Li Mu was mostly just listening to him, rarely speaking himself, and hardly expressing any personal opinions. He couldn’t help but ask, “By the way, what are your thoughts on the future development of the coal and steel industries?”

Li Mu humbly replied, “I don’t know much about these two industries. For coal, I’ve been somewhat influenced by my parents, so I know prices started to rebound last year, but I’m not very clear on other details. As for steel, I’m completely clueless.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled and said, “You don’t need to be an expert. You just need to roughly analyze the prospects of these two industries based on your current understanding.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Then, from an overall perspective, I’d say it should still be relatively optimistic. After all, the domestic economic situation has shown very good development momentum in recent years, and energy demand is certainly increasing. Moreover, with the real estate industry booming and infrastructure construction blossoming everywhere, the demand for steel will definitely grow. If we don’t consider the aspect of state regulation, the overall situation should get better and better.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, “That’s true. Everyone is optimistic about the overall trend of these industries, but the policy aspect is a bit hard to grasp. Macroeconomic regulation for these two industries is very complex, and once implemented, the intensity is significant.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang added, “Comparatively, the steel industry is even more complex than the coal industry. Our country has large coal reserves and high extraction volumes; we’re almost entirely self-sufficient. But steel is different. Our country has limited iron ore, and its grade is low, so we largely depend on imports. Besides state regulation, we are also controlled by iron ore suppliers, making us very passive overall.”

Li Mu suddenly recalled the famously significant iron ore negotiations incident from his previous life, where China lost repeatedly for six consecutive years in negotiations with the Big Three iron ore companies. The entire Chinese steel industry subsequently paid at least seven hundred billion yuan more in costs. Although Li Mu didn’t know the exact details, he generally remembered that the main reason was the Chinese steel industry’s lack of decision-making power in front of the Big Three.

Thinking of this, Li Mu curiously asked, “Uncle Zhao, what kind of power would one need to manipulate the price of iron ore?”

Zhao Xianliang laughed, “Become one of the Big Three, or control the Big Three. There’s no other way.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Are these Big Three you mentioned really that powerful?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, “The Big Three refers to Australia’s BHP Billiton, Brazil’s Vale, and the UK’s Rio Tinto Group. BHP Billiton was formed last year through the merger of BHP and Billiton. These three corporations not only control massive iron ore production capacity but, most importantly, they have long held the pricing power in international iron ore trade. As long as the pricing power remains in their hands and isn’t weakened, we have absolutely no leverage.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is there a possibility of acquiring the Big Three?”

Zhao Xianliang laughed, “Theoretically, yes, but practically, the difficulty is extremely high. Not to mention the enormous net profit margins of these three companies themselves, the most crucial factor is the scale of capital they can leverage, which can reach trillions of US dollars. It’s simply beyond the ability of any individual or single enterprise to shake or intervene. Behind these three colossal companies, capital from all over the world is involved, with Wall Street at the forefront. Companies like Goldman Sachs, with their powerful manipulative capabilities, are especially formidable. Besides them, there are also powerful Japanese conglomerates, Australian, and Brazilian conglomerates and governments, all involved. The underlying power plays have long since transcended the scope that mere corporations can manage.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang further explained, “In fact, many Chinese steel enterprises have considered interfering with iron ore prices. Some even tried to invest in iron ore companies, but it was useless. Such investments are akin to retail investors dabbling in stock trading; they are merely basic investments for taking a stake. At best, they can interfere a little with company operations, but they have absolutely no decision-making power over iron ore pricing.”

Li Mu nodded to himself and, in a jesting manner, said, “So, from that perspective, to control iron ore, one would first have to control Wall Street…”

Zhao Xianliang laughed, “There’s also another way: a global economic crisis. Real economy enterprises fear economic crises the most.”

Li Mu subconsciously asked, “How so?”

Zhao Xianliang took out a box of cigars from a drawer, handed one to Li Mu, and lit one for himself before smiling. “Think about it: how much does it cost to maintain the operations of a coal mine? Government costs, loan costs before production, hardware costs, equipment depreciation, and labor costs… these are all right in front of you. Let’s make a rough assumption: if your coal mine produces one million tons annually, and the fixed annual cost is four hundred million yuan, then you make money when the coal price is above four hundred yuan per ton. Four hundred yuan is your mine’s operational break-even point. What if the coal price plunges below that critical point, falling below four hundred yuan? Do you think any of the costs I just mentioned can be reduced?”

After saying this, Zhao Xianliang paused, then answered himself, “The fact is, costs in no area can be reduced! Not only can costs not be reduced, but even when you’re losing money, you still have to keep operating. You cannot stop production, because once you stop, your workers will leave, the banks will worry that you can’t repay your loans and will seize your coal mine, and your other creditors will come knocking for their debts. At that point, chaos will break out, and it won’t be long before your coal mine dies. So, even at a loss, you can only grit your teeth and continue, constantly losing money while hoping the industry recovers. At such times, it’s all about your foundation. Coal mines that can’t hold on will shut down one after another.”

Li Mu said thoughtfully, “Even a single coal mine faces such immense cost pressure. For giant ore mining companies like the Big Three, the costs must be even higher…”

“Exactly.” Zhao Xianliang said, “If iron ore prices fall below the Big Three’s critical point, their loss margins will be enormous. Don’t look at their casual one to two billion US dollars in profit annually now; if prices truly plummet, they could lose seven to eight billion US dollars in a year.”

Zhao Xianliang said this, then shifted the topic, shrugging his shoulders. “But it doesn’t really mean much. Even if iron ore prices truly plummet at some point, it wouldn’t be a big deal for them. Their foundation is too strong; they can afford the losses…”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu had essentially abandoned his internal wishful thinking. He had originally thought he might have a chance to reverse China’s future massive losses on iron ore, but now it seemed this idea was simply too unrealistic. Even the country with the world’s highest steel production and highest iron ore imports couldn’t rein in these Big Three, instead being severely gouged by them. What did he, as a small fry, count for?

Zhao Xianliang then jokingly said to Li Mu, “If your enterprise can quickly grow large and establish a firm foothold in the American capital markets, at your development speed, you might one day achieve a crucial position on Wall Street. At that time, perhaps you genuinely could influence the steel industry from another level.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh, “That goal is truly massive.”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “It’s just casual talk, but nothing is impossible. You’ve been able to create so many miracles in just over a year; I believe that if you enter the overseas capital market, you’ll still feel like a fish in water.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang reminded him, “However, there’s one thing I’d like to remind you of.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Please do.”

Zhao Xianliang said meaningfully, “You must engage with capital more often. Not only engage with it, but also understand the entire capital market and cooperate more with capital. In short, befriend capital! Treat capital as your lover!”

Although he didn’t understand the internet, Zhao Xianliang could tell that Li Mu was exceptionally cautious about fundraising. Muye Technology had only raised two rounds and then there was no further activity, and Taobao hadn’t even raised a single round. In his view, while this approach allowed Li Mu to retain more equity, it wasn’t a truly healthy model.

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang took a puff from his cigar and continued, “A truly healthy model is to purposefully seek out capital that will provide long-term assistance for your future and collaborate with them. Sacrifice a portion of your equity in exchange for a large amount of cash, while also binding your interests with that capital. For example, if you accept capital from Wall Street, then in the future, if you want to list in the United States, that capital will definitely utilize all its power, channels, and connections to help you push it through. Once you’re familiar with the capital circle and have enough funds and resources in hand, then you can transform yourself and become capital!”





Chapter 837: Should We Involve Capital?

Sitting on the plane back to Yanjing, Li Mu kept pondering Zhao Xianliang’s advice and reminders.

Before discussing these matters with Zhao Xianliang, Li Mu had a slightly showing off “grand vow”: Muye Technology would not seek further financing after Series B, but instead look for an opportunity to directly list in America. However, thinking about it now, this idea was indeed childish from a capital perspective.

Listing is certainly very attractive, but fewer financing rounds before listing have no practical impact or significance on the fundamental outcome of the listing. Choosing fewer financing rounds is equivalent to increasing the difficulty of the game for oneself, and one doesn’t get any extra rewards after clearing it. At most, it might earn a remark of: “Damn, that’s impressive!” from others.

In his previous life, many domestic internet companies developed extremely fast, with countless financing rounds. Impressive companies could complete three rounds in a year: one at the start of the New Year’s Day, one mid-year, and one at year-end. Such rapid financing was like a fighter jet constantly engaging its afterburner, consuming fuel at an extremely fast rate, hence the need for very frequent refueling. But the greatest benefit was speed—uninterrupted high-speed advancement—exchanging equity for development funds, ultimately pursuing higher market value and market share.

China’s internet industry currently consists of a bunch of small saplings. Li Mu’s company is one of the more robust ones among them, but thinking carefully, he absolutely cannot underestimate these small saplings, because most of them have strong capital connections behind them, and without exception, they are all overseas capital.

Li Mu currently has no overseas capital partners. In the future, if he wants to open up overseas markets, how many detours would he have to take without a foreign insider to lead the way and open the door? Thinking further, if he had strong overseas capital connections, once he decided to enter overseas markets, these profit-driven investment banks would definitely try every means to help him conquer new territories. That feeling would certainly be incredibly satisfying.

Moreover, as Zhao Xianliang said, capital is not just about money; capital is a powerful ally that can provide not only guns and ammunition but also combined arms fire support from land, sea, and air. There will be many tough battles to fight in the future, and it might be a bit rushed to look for allies only right before war breaks out.

Having understood this, Li Mu planned to systematically research and discuss enterprise financing plans upon his return, not just for Muye Technology, but also for Taobao.com and Taobao Logistics.

Taobao.com currently has book profits because Li Mu reached the battlefield first, while enemies are still buying equipment at their spawn point and haven’t entered the fray yet. Once the e-commerce battle officially begins, the money-burning mode must be quickly activated. Otherwise, how will they deal with so many domestic entrepreneurs and the invasion of overseas capital and foreign enterprises?

Meanwhile, Taobao Logistics has also begun to enter a large-scale procurement phase. Various procurement orders are being placed non-stop, and Liu Qiangdong is also actively promoting the construction of six major warehousing bases across the country. The five hundred million funds are also gradually being allocated to various needs. In addition, the Taobao Logistics investigation team sent to Germany has established excellent private relations with German Behrman through showing off wealth and spending money. Whether to adopt Behrman’s automated sorting and automated warehousing solution ultimately comes down to a problem of money.

The internet industry, to a large extent, is about playing with capital; it’s even about using capital to perform magic. Take one hundred million and place it before the audience, burn it with a fire, and when only ashes remain, the magician snaps his fingers, and those ashes might turn into one billion before their eyes.

Instagram sold for one billion US dollars after just one and a half years of launch. And Li Mu, as a reincarnator, has brought forth so many advanced products and operations mindsets, pushing hard to build this venture, yet the actual money he has cashed out currently is very little.

Although the valuation is high, without capital taking over, the valuation is merely a theoretical figure.

Since the industry is spreading rumors that Muye Technology’s valuation has exceeded ten billion, they might as well launch a Series C financing round and genuinely transfer a portion of the shares at a valuation exceeding ten billion, thereby completely solidifying the rumors of a ten billion-plus valuation!

…

So, the day after returning to Yanjing, Li Mu arrived at Muye Technology. Before he even got there, he had already asked Lin Qingya to gather the core team in the conference room, preparing for a meeting.

For the core team members of Muye Technology, Li Mu’s continuous two-day absence on Monday and Tuesday was very rare. Usually, no matter how busy Li Mu was, he would make time to come over on Monday and Tuesday, even if it was in the evening. But this week, two days had passed, and he hadn’t shown up once.

When Li Mu arrived at Muye Technology, all the core team members were already waiting in the conference room. They intuitively felt that Li Mu’s two-day disappearance, followed by a meeting request before he even appeared, must indicate a matter of great importance.

As expected, Li Mu walked into the conference room, greeted everyone, and his first sentence was: “The reason I urgently called everyone here today for a meeting is that there’s a matter of great importance decision I need your help in considering.”

Everyone looked at Li Mu, holding their breath in anticipation.

Li Mu paused slightly, adjusted himself, and said, word by word: “I’m considering whether to initiate Muye Technology’s Series C financing. What are your thoughts on this decision?”

Li Mu’s sentence truly stirred up a thousand ripples.

Financing? For any enterprise, except for the leader and major shareholder, no one would refuse financing.

For the company, financing means more money coming in. Everyone present is a core management member of the company, akin to the various generals of Muye Technology’s army. They naturally hope for military expansion, with more soldiers and more advanced weapons and equipment at their disposal, allowing them to attack larger opponents and fight bigger battles. Slowly recruiting soldiers and buying horses is sluggish; financing is like instantly injecting a large wave of mercenaries, allowing the entity to rapidly improve.

Besides, for these core leaders, financing is also an opportunity for them to cash out.

They only hold a small amount of stock options, which have not yet been cashed out. According to Li Mu’s regulations, core teams with stock options can cash out one-third annually. For people like Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya, they can cash out their current shares this year. If capital comes in, it will update the company’s valuation. At that time, if they have an intention to cash out, the company can naturally allow them to cash out a portion of their funds.

Therefore, overall, the core team had no reason to refuse financing.

Although they strongly approved of financing in their hearts, the core team was still very surprised. Hadn’t Li Mu said earlier that he wouldn’t seek further financing after Series B? They had been waiting for him to lead them in an impressive feat of listing directly after Series B, but unexpectedly, he began to consider financing.

Li Mu asked everyone to freely express their opinions. Lin Qingya then voiced the puzzled thoughts in everyone’s minds: “General Manager Li, why are we suddenly initiating Series C financing now? Given Muye Technology’s current scale, product operations, and our influence in China’s internet industry, even if we initiate NASDAQ listing now, the difficulty wouldn’t be significant. Look at China.com, Sina, NetEase, and Sohu—we are much stronger than them in terms of both product scale and revenue scale.”

Li Mu shrugged his shoulders and said helplessly: “Qingya, what you said is correct. If we wanted to go to NASDAQ to ring the bell now, we would indeed be standing before the NASDAQ bell soon. But we cannot overlook one problem.”

Saying this, Li Mu sighed and said: “If we start the listing process now, in the US capital market, nobody will endorse us.”

The theory of endorsement was not yet popular, so everyone didn’t immediately grasp the meaning of Li Mu’s words.

Seeing everyone looked puzzled, Li Mu explained in depth: “Endorsement, simply put, means speaking about our situation to others, on the premise of taking responsibility for us. This includes how impressive we are and how much potential we have. It’s equivalent to guarantee and sales / promotion.”

Li Mu paused again and continued: “The capital market considers many factors. Book data is only one of them. However, market prospects and development potential cannot be effectively reflected by book data. If I earned one million on paper this year, capital would at most believe I could earn two million next year. But if I said I could earn twenty million or even two hundred million next year, would the capital market believe it?”

Everyone fell silent.

Li Mu said: “Seeing your expressions, you probably wouldn’t believe it either.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

Words alone are no proof. How big can a bubble (economic) be blown? Can it be determined merely by lung capacity? Of course not.

Lung capacity is only a minimum reference standard, but everyone knows that bubbles blown solely by lung capacity won’t get very big. However, if a gust of Favorable Wind blows, it might just blow a bubble bigger than a person. But the latter clearly cannot convince people through self-praise. Who would believe it if you said it? Even a brilliant people like Zhuge Liang, when he said he could summon Favorable Wind, who truly believed him before the wind actually came?

At this point, Li Mu continued: “If we first purposefully find a powerful investment bank in the US capital market to partner with, after completing Series C financing, we won’t need to go around unfamiliar with the US, a foreign land, boasting about ourselves for the listing. Just by our partnered investment bank doing all the endorsement, we will gain recognition from the capital market, and then the listing should largely fall into place naturally. So the key we need to discuss today is: Should we involve capital or not?”

Everyone generally understood Li Mu’s intention. At this moment, Ding Zhengling, the brilliant people Li Mu had poached from Sequoia Capital, couldn’t contain his excitement and said: “General Manager Li, if we really initiate Series C financing, a large number of investment banks will flock to us with cash. At that point, you’ll only need to consider whose money to take.”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Old Ding, you came from Sequoia. What do you think if we take Sequoia’s money?”

Ding Zhengling earnestly replied: “I think Sequoia is the best choice currently, for three reasons.”

“First, Sequoia has been operating in China for the longest time. They not only understand the situation of China’s internet industry but have also invested in many Chinese internet enterprises, so they have sufficient experience;”

“Second, Sequoia in America is directly one of the top venture capital institutions, with powerful influence worldwide. Their greatest influence is precisely in America. If we cooperate with Sequoia, with Sequoia’s capital operation capabilities, our future listing in America will certainly receive the utmost recognition from brokerage firms, achieving the best results;”

“Third, Sequoia China’s eyes have always been on you, not just Muye Technology, but also Taobao. Even currently, they are still contacting me, inquiring about our recent financing plans.”





Chapter 838: How to Spend Money

Ding Zhengling, although from Sequoia, analyzed the issue from a very objective standpoint.

For the internet industry, Sequoia is truly impressive.

Among other things, the number of successfully listed companies among its investments has already surpassed two hundred, a feat that can be described as extraordinary in the venture capital field.

If a venture capital firm invests in one company that succeeds, one might say the firm has keen insight or strong capabilities. But if it invests in hundreds of companies, and most of them succeed, it must be because the firm itself possesses immense strength.

First, if their capabilities were even slightly inferior, how could they invest in hundreds of companies globally?

Second, among those hundreds of companies, half might successfully go public, but don’t assume the other half of investments failed. On the contrary, in most of those other investments, Sequoia successfully made money and got away clean.

Sequoia is不仅 adept at long-term prospects in the capital field but even more skilled at short-term strategies. For example: investing ten million for a Series A funding in a company, taking a stake of 20% with a valuation of fifty million. By the time the company reaches Series B or Series C funding, Sequoia has already boosted the company’s valuation to five hundred million. Although their shares might have been diluted through one or two rounds, they would still retain at least ten-odd percent. At this point, if Sequoia is not optimistic about the company’s future and wants to exit, they can use their priority cash-out rights from the Series A funding contract to directly withdraw tens of millions and get away clean. Perhaps the company might die before its next funding round, causing all venture capital that didn’t cash out in time to go down the drain, but Sequoia, through its short-term operations, timely cash-out, and quick exit, would have earned tens of millions in profit from that company.

Therefore, if success is measured by profitability, Sequoia’s success rate is even higher. Half of the companies they invest in can go public, and most of the other half also make money, resulting in an extremely high overall success rate.

Such an extremely high success rate cannot be sustained by luck and foresight alone; it relies entirely on strength.

As a professional who had been struggling and toiling in the internet industry for many years, Li Mu had heard a lot about Sequoia’s reputation over the years, and even had some personal experiences.

In his previous life, a company he once worked for received Series A and Series B funding from Sequoia. Ultimately, it was Sequoia that stepped in, packaged the company, and sold it at a high price to a Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprise group. After successfully cashing out, Sequoia patted its backside and left. Li Mu’s leader also cashed out and left, leaving behind their group of old employees. Originally, Li Mu hadn’t intended to resign, but unexpectedly, after being incorporated into the state-owned enterprise, the enterprise sent a boss who understood nothing about the internet to oversee the operations. This boss came up daily with various idiotic ideas, issuing directives in the morning that were changed by evening, forcing Li Mu to resign voluntarily without receiving a single cent of compensation.

In a way, Li Mu had been indirectly harmed by Sequoia, but precisely because of this, he understood just how impressive this firm was, capable of making money perform miracles. Therefore, Li Mu was also inclined to take Sequoia’s money.

However, inclination was just a mental preference. Although Sequoia was impressive, Li Mu still needed to consider the strengths of various venture capital institutions, their offers to Muye Technology, and the specific contract terms.

In Li Mu’s view, any investors, including Sequoia, must agree to several preconditions for investing in Muye Technology: first, they shall not interfere with the company’s management in any form; second, they shall not invest in Muye Technology’s direct competitors in the industry in any form; third, they shall not cash out before the company successfully goes public.

So, Li Mu said to Ding Zhengling, “We can arrange to speak with Sequoia, and also invite a few other overseas venture capital institutions. Just say the word to them: anyone who acknowledges Muye Technology’s market value to be above ten billion yuan can sit down and talk. Those who don’t, there’s no need to even meet.”

In Li Mu’s opinion, Muye Technology currently held such powerful resources, and its fundamental position was incredibly strong. Moreover, in China’s internet industry, its advantages were even more pronounced. With such a favorable situation, if even a valuation of ten billion yuan wasn’t recognized, then there was indeed no need to meet with such investors.

Ding Zhengling nodded, smiling, “I’m most familiar with capital relations. I know most of the well-known venture capital institutions and can directly reach their key persons in charge. I’ll follow up on this and report back to you immediately when there’s a result.”

“OK,” Li Mu nodded slightly. “You’re responsible for spreading the word in the capital industry. If there are suitable candidates, arrange a time for them to meet with me.”

Seeing that Li Mu was ready to engage with the capital providers, Kong Lingyu couldn’t help but ask, “Boss, if our valuation is in the tens of billions, what will be the approximate scale of our fundraising?”

Li Mu said, “My plan is for existing shareholders to collectively divest 10% proportionally, so the fundraising scale will definitely be over one billion yuan.”

Kong Lingyu subconsciously asked, “What do we need so much money for?”

At his words, everyone else also looked at Li Mu.

Yes, what do we need the money for?

Muye Technology’s current team size was large, and its operating costs were not low, but because YY’s value-added services were做得 so well, and with Happy Farm as a powerful tool for generating income, paired with the revenue from YY Game Hall, the overall cash flow was very healthy. Even without bringing in capital, they could still operate this large scope of business very well. So, at this point, if Li Mu wanted to raise funds, what he intended to do with the money was crucial.

Seeing so many people staring at him, Li Mu smiled faintly and said two words: “Burn through.”

“Burn through?”

“Exactly, burn through!”

Li Mu said decisively, “A fundraising scale of over one billion yuan must be entirely burned through within one year. As for where to burn it, my current idea is: global expansion will account for at least 50%, new business research and development and expansion 30%, and the research and development team 20%.”

With the phrase “global expansion will account for at least 50%,” everyone understood.

Li Mu’s strategy for global expansion, just like the previous challenge for market dominance against Tencent, primarily aimed to avoid their strengths and do it under the radar. As for how YY could achieve its global goal, Li Mu had long set the core strategy: still using social games as a killer move, first attracting users in overseas markets. Within this platform of social games, users would imperceptibly build and develop their connections.

The English version of Happy Farm, Town of Paradise, was now fully developed. The next step was how to push this game into overseas markets.

Upon hearing that Li Mu planned to allocate at least half of the Series C funding to global expansion, Kong Lingyu couldn’t help but ask him, “Boss, since so much capital will be deployed, should our next global strategy also be adjusted somewhat?”

Li Mu shook his head, “We’ll still use Happy Farm to establish a foothold. With more money, we’ll invest in promotion and operations.”

Then, Li Mu elaborated, “Promotion is one of the fastest ways to burn money. With ample funds, we can invest more in online and offline advertising in overseas markets, which are the most direct promotional methods. As for operations, everyone can think creatively about how to achieve effects far exceeding the cost with a certain budget.”

“For example: after our Happy Farm launches in overseas markets, we can continuously organize player competitions. Users will strive to develop their towns, and the one with the best overall score within a set time wins, receiving tens of thousands of dollars in cash prizes. Such competitions could be held weekly.”

“Another example, we can devise special missions and activities based on Western culture, such as: a Halloween pumpkin-growing mission, a Thanksgiving turkey-raising mission, or a Christmas tree-planting mission. Each special mission would have specific competition rewards, which could be a car, a family trip, cash, or other forms of prizes. In summary, with money in hand, as long as it’s spent effectively, we can spend it without any reservations.”

Kong Lingyu clicked his tongue in surprise upon hearing this. Li Mu’s confidence in Happy Farm was truly immense. If that was the case, most of the funds would still be poured into Happy Farm. Could it really be that stable?

Just then, Li Mu added, “Oh, and one more thing I’ve been thinking about: should Happy Farm release a client? In the future, our game’s architecture will grow larger and larger, with more and more elements, and increasingly rich quests and storylines. If we continue to use Flash as the platform, it will become increasingly troublesome. The repeated loading of assets will place a heavier burden on our server bandwidth. Instead, we might as well turn it into a client-based game. This way, not only can the overall graphical fidelity of the game be improved, but also the game’s speed and the pressure on bandwidth can be significantly reduced.”

Current Happy Farm was a genuine web game, meaning a browser-based game. To put it plainly, a web game requires no software or assets to be installed locally; all assets are requested and loaded online from the server. If a user frequently uses the same computer, caching can solve some problems, but whenever a user switches computers, all necessary graphics, sounds, and special effect assets need to be reloaded. As game assets continuously increase, this puts an increasingly severe test on bandwidth.

However, if the game is transformed into a client-based game, the biggest advantage is that a significant portion of assets can be installed locally via the installation package. For instance, in an instance dungeon, when a web game user enters, almost all elements within the dungeon must be loaded online before gameplay can begin. But for a client-based game user entering the dungeon, the vast majority of assets are called directly from local storage, significantly reducing bandwidth demand. If game content needs updating, the client only needs to complete a routine update, installing the new assets locally to solve the problem once and for all, which is extremely convenient.

Moreover, because web games are limited by bandwidth, caching, and memory, it’s difficult to achieve high graphical fidelity. In terms of detail, they are far inferior to most client-based games, not to mention those incredibly impressive large-scale games.

Due to multiple revisions, the addition of industries, maps, friend trading, and extensive quest systems, Happy Farm had long ceased to be the basic, “Steal a Dish”-only Happy Farm. It was now approaching a networked, upgraded, and expanded version of Harvest Moon.

Precisely because of this, Happy Farm’s current game content, depth, and playability were substantial enough to support its transition from a web game to a client-based game. Furthermore, since Happy Farm was an overall Q-style cartoon simulation game, its demands for graphics, sound, and special effects would not be as high as for large-scale games. In fact, while ensuring beautiful visuals, its requirements would be much lower than typical games. After becoming a client-based game, the overall client size and runtime performance requirements would also be relatively low for a client-based game.

Although becoming a client-based game would increase user costs, Li Mu knew clearly that only through this transformation could Happy Farm, or rather Town of Paradise, achieve a qualitative breakthrough in its future development space.





Chapter 839: Strategic Complementarity

Li Mu’s Happy Farm started with “Steal a Dish”, and through its continuous development, as well as rapid updates and iterations while fighting to the bitter end with QQ Fishery, the entire game is now basically similar to the highly popular mobile game Hay-Day from later generations.

In Li Mu’s opinion, this kind of game, which fully seizes users’ fragmented time, is most suitable for operation on mobile platforms. However, currently, smartphones are only just beginning to emerge, and no mobile environment can support such a game being developed as a mobile game.

Let alone mobile games, considering the expensive GPRS fees in China at the moment, ninety percent of mobile users wouldn’t have any demand for data transmission.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, the most practical upgrade path is to develop a client-based game, specifically a small client-based game, with an overall size controlled within one hundred megabytes. As long as most assets are localized and a small portion of assets are loaded online, that will be enough. This would not only enhance the Happy Farm game experience but, most importantly, it would be easier to integrate into the YY Ecosystem in the future.

Once the client-based game development is complete, YY would follow up with an update, adding a “Happy Farm” button to the product interface. Just like with YY Game Hall, users on YY could simply click it, and the client would automatically open and log in, allowing them to play directly.

This would undoubtedly further increase YY users’ stickiness to the game, benefiting not only overseas promotion but also greatly assisting the domestic strategic planning.

Not only did Li Mu have this idea, but Kong Lingyu and other technical personnel also shared it.

Everyone knew well in their heart the importance of Happy Farm to Muye Technology. As it continued to develop, the web game format indeed became a constraint on its growth. If they wanted to achieve a similar level of improvement based on the web game, it would be fraught with difficulties. So, it was indeed time to break the shackles and be reborn from the ashes.

The idea of making Happy Farm a client-based game received unanimous approval. Kong Lingyu added a concept, saying, “Boss, I think after the client-based development of Happy Farm is complete, we can concurrently advance both the web game and the client-based game. We can make the finely crafted client-based game the perfect solution, while gradually reducing the complexity of the web game, slimming it down and making it a lightweight solution. Both would share data at the backend. This way, our users would have more choices.”

“Excellent idea!” Li Mu’s eyes brightened as he listened!

A significant product must offer users more choices. Web games have their advantages and disadvantages, and client-based games have their strengths and weaknesses. By carefully balancing these two, they can complement each other.

If the future of Happy Farm only involved retaining the web version while developing a client version, it wouldn’t be enough to form a clear strategic complementarity with the client version. As Kong Lingyu said, the client version must be made more exquisite, and the web version made lighter. This means that after the client version is launched in the future, instead of improving the graphics and asset quality of the web version, they should further reduce it from the existing basis to improve the web version’s loading speed.

The purpose of this complementarity is to encourage users to download the client as much as possible, but without forcing them to do so. This way, users can freely choose based on their own situations. If they have the client on their computer, logging into the client is naturally the most convenient way to play. But if they don’t have the client, or just want to open it for a quick look, then the web version is more convenient and faster.

There’s another advantage to doing this: even if the client version is做得再好, there will still be some users unwilling to download it. In such cases, retaining the web version allows them to keep these users, minimizing user churn as much as possible.

So, Li Mu immediately decided on the specific strategy: “Immediately set up a Happy Farm client-based game team within Muye Technology to make Happy Farm into a client. At the same time, also establish a game planner team to further upgrade the game based on the existing Happy Farm. The direction of the upgrade is: expanding the map, expanding the entire system of planting, raising, and processing agricultural products, and also further developing the quest system to make the game more fun.”

Lin Qingya said, “Perfect! We just hired a batch of talented people in the game industry. We can let them test it out with this project.”

Kong Lingyu chuckled, “Qingya, Boss wants to use this game to expand into overseas markets. We can’t let them just test it out with this project; we need them to use this project to prove their strongest capabilities!”

Lin Qingya pursed her lips and smiled, “My phrasing was wrong. I basically meant what you said.”

Li Mu asked her, “Regarding games, when can the people from Xishan Ju Studio report for duty?”

Lin Qingya replied, “They can report next week. They already submitted their resignation applications this Monday and are preparing to come to Yanjing. If Kingsoft doesn’t approve it by this Friday, they’ll resign forcefully and come directly to Yanjing.”

Li Mu nodded, then asked, “When will Xu Bo, the one I asked about last time, start working?”

Lin Qingya said, “Xu Bo is also in the process of resigning; he should start as soon as possible. I’ll have HR communicate with him again after the meeting.”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded slightly, thinking to himself that if Xu Bo could report for duty soon, he could be involved in this project. He was skilled in game architecture, especially adept at system and quest design. Whether a game could remain popular for a long time, the quest system design was undoubtedly the most crucial link. Otherwise, even the most amazing game, without an excellent quest system to accompany it, would make users feel the content gradually becoming tedious, leading them to give up.

However, involving Xu Bo was fine, but his resume was quite ordinary. The problem was how to give him some decision-making power in this project. If Li Mu directly named him, it would appear to others to lack theoretical support and seem particularly abrupt.

A moment later, Li Mu had a flash of inspiration and said with a smile, “I remember that Xu Bo was from the NetEase team. A Chinese Odyssey Online itself is primarily a Q-style cartoon-based game. There should be some synergy in the entry point and presentation ideas with our Happy Farm. So, we can try using this person. If he starts work relatively early, we can let him participate more in this project and see if he can extract some of the essence from A Chinese Odyssey Online and integrate it into our Happy Farm.”

When Li Mu said this, others didn’t think much of it, simply finding what Li Mu said quite reasonable. A Chinese Odyssey Online’s design style was relatively close to Happy Farm, and NetEase’s people should have deeper insights.

In Li Mu’s planning, Xu Bo ideally needed to play a significant role in the Happy Farm client-based game project. This way, he would have sufficient reason to promote him and communicate directly with him. Once he had enough reason to trust him and communicate deeply with him directly, he could guide him to independently design a game architecture.

Li Mu had also made up his mind: no matter what game architecture Xu Bo came up with, as long as it wasn’t Fantasy Westward Journey, he would reject it and send him back to re-do it, constantly guiding him towards Fantasy Westward Journey. He had to force Xu Bo to polish out a Fantasy Westward Journey game architecture. As long as he could produce it, he would immediately invest money and people, developing it with full effort.

Thus, the strategy of quickly advancing YY’s globalization process after financing was now fully confirmed: taking investment from American capital, pushing YY out in America, expanding Muye Technology’s influence on American soil, and finally listing it in America. This was also the situation Li Mu most eagerly desired.

If this series of strategic plans could be realized, YY would become a world-class software and gain an absolute advantage in the global instant messaging field. With this fundamental basis alone, it would definitely become a top world internet company.

Speaking of Happy Farm, the game itself already had a complete asset library, so its overall workload for client-based conversion would be relatively low, and the speed should be very fast. When capital was also in place, they could immediately vigorously push it in the American market, first conquering the American market, which stood at the very top of the internet industry.

After discussing allocating fifty percent or more of the funds to YY’s globalization, Li Mu then began to discuss with everyone how to distribute the remaining fifty percent.

New business research and development and expansion are very important areas for an internet company, and also key to the continuous improvement and growth of the YY Ecosystem. He had to ensure that the YY Ecosystem continuously welcomed new members, and that these new members quickly established a sufficient product foundation.

For example, the new product currently under development, the blog.

Blog development belonged to the new business research and development phase, but how to operate it, how to promote it, and how to make it the banner of China’s self-media concept would require subsequent overall expansion work. This, like the promotion of Happy Farm, required spending money, and spending it cleverly.

Li Mu inquired about the current development progress of the blog. This purely web-based product was a piece of cake for Muye Technology’s current development team. Furthermore, most of the technical code was common with YY Space, so the development speed was even faster.

The blog was now more than halfway developed. It would be fully developed in just over a week, after which internal testing could begin, and it wouldn’t be long before its launch.

Chen Tong, as the future person in charge of the blog, also attended the meeting today. When discussing the future of the blog, Li Mu specifically instructed him: “Senior Student Chen, celebrity Tieba is the parent of the blog. For the blog’s development, all resources from celebrity Tieba will be open to you, available for you to use. This is a huge advantage for the blog’s future, but for you, it’s also a big test. The higher your starting point, the higher the height you need to reach. So, you must make good use of the existing resources and properly incubate this new blog product!”





Chapter 840: The So-Called “Loyalty”

Recently, Leader Lei had been quite troubled.

Li Mu setting his sights on Joyo.com was, for him, like a feudal landlord eyeing a tenant’s sweetie – he was powerless to resist. Currently, Joyo.com was already taking a major hit in the audio-visual products market, with platform traffic and orders continuously plummeting. If they continued to struggle like this, let alone Li Mu’s offer of ten million US dollars, Kingsoft and Lenovo’s investments in Zhuoyue might end up losing everything.

In such an intractable situation, Leader Lei was actually inclined to sell Joyo.com. Although the price was low now, cutting losses promptly would at least leave them with a base of ten million US dollars.

What’s more, Leader Lei himself held about ten percent of Joyo.com’s shares, and he didn’t want his efforts to be in vain.

However, Leader Lei encountered some resistance in his efforts to sell Joyo.com to Muye Technology. This resistance primarily came from Kingsoft and Lenovo’s senior management. They consistently felt that Li Mu’s offer was too low and adamantly refused to accept it, even fantasizing about finding another capital to take over, allowing them to cash out and get away clean. But after searching for so long, not a single capital institution showed interest in acquiring Joyo.com.

So many days had passed, and Leader Lei remained at a loss regarding this matter. The two major shareholders clearly didn’t realize that Zhuoyue had become a hot potato, still holding onto it, unwilling to sell, and waiting for someone else to take over. If they kept waiting, their hands would blister. Eventually, to save their hands, they’d have no choice but to throw this hot potato to the ground. By then, the potato, having smashed on the ground, would not only be worthless, but the one who dropped it would also have to clean up the mess afterward.

It made sense. After all, a team—from front-end operations to back-end support and warehousing delivery—totaling hundreds of people. If Zhuoyue ended up stuck with a bad investment, wouldn’t these employees still require both companies to pay for the cleanup? This wasn’t like littering, where you discard trash, don’t pick it up, tell yourself you lack manners, and then it’s over. One company was a large enterprise manufacturing complete machines, and the other a large software development company. If they dared to do something so ill-mannered, they would undoubtedly be universally condemned.

Leader Lei had been continually persuading both sides’ senior management to understand Joyo.com’s current predicament, but there had been no progress at all. Until he heard that Xishan Ju Studio’s people had been poached, the senior management of both companies had still not given a clear response.

When Leader Lei, based in Yanjing, heard that the twelve core team members of Xishan Ju Studio, far away in Zhushi, had collectively resigned, his mind exploded. He instantly felt there was an eighty percent chance that Muye Technology was behind it. Only they had the courage and boldness to pull off such a capture all, and the fact that twelve core team members applied for resignation simultaneously was enough to prove that the conditions Muye Technology offered were incredibly appealing.

This was truly awkward. Leader Lei was also very aware that games were currently the top priority for making money on the internet. If Kingsoft wanted to rely solely on selling software in China, it might not be able to go public even after ten years. But if even one online game became a huge hit, Kingsoft’s path to going public would significantly speed up.

However, how could he accept that the entire core team of Xishan Ju Studio, which he had placed such great hopes on, had all submitted their resignations?

As soon as he received the news on Monday, Leader Lei immediately flew to Zhushi, hoping to retain the core team. But what he never dreamed was that after submitting their resignation applications with no immediate response on Monday, the core team collectively took a long leave on Tuesday and didn’t return to work.

Leader Lei arrived in Zhushi on Monday night. The next morning, when he rushed to Xishan Ju Studio and found that the core team simply hadn’t come to work, his heart instantly sank. He knew his visit this time was useless; these people were determined to resign, and he couldn’t keep them.

With twelve core team members resigning, the morale of the entire team was shaken. In front of Leader Lei, General Manager Wei Chao of Xishan Ju Studio felt particularly humiliated. He specifically called Director Wu Di directly in front of Leader Lei and immediately threatened Wu Di: “Wu Di, if you forcefully resign now, the company has the right to sue you according to labor law and contract stipulations! Not just you, but your entire team!”

Wu Di said calmly, “Manager Wei, I know that unilateral termination of the contract means we have violated contractual integrity, so we completely understand if you want to sue us. If the court convenes, our joint counsel will appear on our behalf, and no matter how much compensation the court rules, we will comply with the judgment.”

Lin Qingya had already given them a clear guarantee that Muye Technology would bear all compensation resulting from their resignations. Therefore, they didn’t need to wait a month before joining the new company. If Xishan Ju Studio didn’t process their resignation agreements this week, all twelve individuals would directly fly to Yanjing; Muye Technology had already booked their plane tickets and hotels in Yanjing in advance.

Wei Chao was very shrewd. If negotiations simply collapsed like this, General Manager Lei, who was standing by, would feel that Wei Chao had no control over his team. So, he spoke to Wu Di in a heart-to-heart tone, “Old Wu, what I said just now was just out of anger. Please come to the company first. General Manager Lei knows about your resignations and specifically rushed here from Yanjing; he wants to meet with you and have a good talk.”

Wu Di showed neither him nor Leader Lei any respect, saying calmly, “I have nothing to talk about with him. He knows perfectly well how he’s treated the brothers at Xishan Ju Studio these past few years, and you know even better. So, let’s skip the meeting. If you don’t process our resignation procedures before this Friday, then we’ll settle it in court!”

After Wu Di finished speaking, he directly hung up the phone.

Wei Chao looked embarrassed but finally sighed in relief inwardly. Leader Lei was listening nearby. The team didn’t even give him face, which proved that his continuous cost-cutting approach was problematic.

In truth, it wasn’t surprising that Xishan Ju Studio’s core team was so resolute. The relationship between employees and a company is intrinsically a contractual one. Abiding by the agreement is naturally expected, but abiding by the terms of breaching the contract is also in line with contractual integrity. Therefore, employees can’t really speak of so-called “loyalty” to a company. Even if there is loyalty, it’s expressed through money, not just words.

Xishan Ju Studio’s employee benefits had always been low, welfare provisions were meager, and the workload was heavy. This hadn’t been an issue for just a day or two.

Before this, most of Xishan Ju Studio’s members could only endure passively. The reason was simple: most of them had settled down in Zhushi, and there were no other internet companies in Zhushi, especially not game development companies. So, leaving Xishan Ju Studio was equivalent to losing job opportunities in Zhushi. Precisely for this reason, Xishan Ju Studio’s employee benefits had been intentionally kept very low, specifically because they saw that employees had no other way out, making their actions brazen.

Wu Di and his group had long been complaining about Xishan Ju Studio. They had thought there was no way out, but Muye Technology suddenly extended an olive branch, offering them a good opportunity for quiet development and providing benefits and prospects that were simply irresistible. Under such circumstances, they naturally were determined to go.

Ultimately, Leader Lei also bore responsibility for this matter. All capitalists liked to cut costs, but not all capitalists liked to exploit human resources. Li Mu belonged to the latter category; in his view, talent was the key to development. Therefore, he could be ruthless toward his competitors, and capable of eliminating all rivals in competition, but he would never oppress his own people. This was also the fundamental reason why Muye Technology’s team appeal was beyond imagination.

However, the cruel reality was that ultimately, most companies disregarded all family ties. They racked their brains daily to squeeze human resource costs, which, in essence, meant exploiting their own employees. There were no clear general salary adjustment policies, no clear promotion ladders, and no clear welfare benefits; everything was saved wherever possible. Many large companies even adopted the method of having employees sign contracts with external service companies to avoid excessive liabilities toward their staff, which was the ultimate scoundrel move.

“Signing with an external service company” roughly meant this: Company A was clearly recruiting employees, but Company A was unwilling to sign direct labor contracts with them. Instead, it would have the employees first sign a contract with an external service company B, legally becoming employees of Company B. Then, Company B would dispatch them to work for Company A through labor dispatch. The extremely annoying part of this scheme was that Company A, the actual employer, didn’t need to be responsible for these employees at all. It could treat them like beasts of burden and fire them immediately if displeased. The most annoying part was that, from a legal perspective, it was external service company B that fired them, so no matter how dirty the tactics, they had no direct connection to Company A.

Among all members of Xishan Ju Studio, with the exception of leaders transferred from headquarters, the vast majority had signed agreements with external service companies. Furthermore, to cut costs, regardless of each person’s actual salary, social security and other welfare benefits were all paid according to the local minimum wage standard. In short, wherever deductions could be made, they were made; wherever compression was possible, it was compressed, which had long caused widespread dissatisfaction among all employees.

As Kingsoft’s CEO, Leader Lei was actually just a professional manager holding a small number of shares. The most common mistake professional managers made was always looking upwards.

They hoped senior management would approve of them, hoped the board of directors would approve of them, and hoped every report they submitted would have the best-looking data. To achieve this, external revenue generation alone wasn’t enough; they also had to squeeze those below them to make the numbers even more impressive. If annual revenue was fifty million, without exploiting human resources, net profit would be ten million. But if they squeezed a bit, perhaps net profit could reach fifteen million. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

Once a professional manager developed this habit, basically everyone under him would complain bitterly. Although Leader Lei became an impressive manager after founding Xiaomi, at least currently, he hadn’t truly grasped the essence of being people-oriented. The poor treatment at Xishan Ju Studio was undeniably linked to him.

Leader Lei had no time for reflection. He waited anxiously for an entire day, but he didn’t see a single one of the twelve individuals. So, he completely gave up the idea of continuing his efforts. He decided to stay in Zhushi for the next few days and work with Wei Chao to devise countermeasures, such as: how to arrange development tasks after the core team left, as their current strength wasn’t enough to start all projects simultaneously, so they had to prioritize; in addition, they needed to finalize recruitment plans to quickly control the negative impact of the core team’s departure.

However, just as Leader Lei began to discuss details with Wei Chao on Wednesday, a shocking piece of news suddenly arrived.

Muye Technology had just released news: Li Mu had discussed Series C financing in a morning meeting. Now, the people at Muye Technology responsible for capital operations had started communicating with major venture capital institutions. Currently, the entire venture capital circle in China had gone wild…





Chapter 841: That’s How Impressive He Is

The venture capital circle was indeed going crazy.

For a long time, everyone had heard various rumors about Muye Technology and Li Mu, with many people stating with certainty: “Forget about it, Muye Technology won’t be raising Series C funding. Li Mu said long ago that his goal is to go public directly after Series B.”

No one doubted this statement.

There was no other way; Li Mu was just such an incredibly unfathomable person. Everyone had been tormented by him into redefining their moral compass.

Although the venture capital circle felt particularly lost about not being able to get a foot in Muye Technology, they felt balanced knowing that no one else stood a chance either.

However, no one expected that such an impressive person would suddenly go back on his word.

Li Mu convened a core meeting at Muye Technology, and the first thing he announced was raising Series C funding. This news made the Bigwigs in the venture capital circle eager to block Li Mu’s office door with cash, ready to pull out their checkbooks and ask, “My lord, how much do you want?” the moment he emerged.

Li Mu’s subsequent attitude was also intriguing. He didn’t behave like other companies seeking investment; he had no plans to visit investors. Forget visiting investors, he wasn’t even willing to meet any investors directly. Instead, he had his capital operation personnel convey a message to the venture capital circle: those interested in investing in Muye Technology’s Series C funding should come forward with their own offers.

This stance was incredibly impressive. When others raise funds, who isn’t currying favor with the investors? Currently, most of China’s internet industry relies on overseas capital. How did this capital come about? Wasn’t every single sum acquired through pleading, praising, and bragging? Li Mu, however, refused to bow his head to any investors in Series A or Series B, and now for Series C, he was even more high-profile.

But there was nothing to be done. Ever since Muye Technology crushed Tencent QQ, it had been far ahead of the competition in China’s internet industry. In an era where everyone was still figuring things out, Li Mu had already mastered the concept of a mature internet ecosystem. As the saying goes, a single thread cannot make a rope. While current internet companies were still weaving single threads, Li Mu had already created steel cables and was wielding them to stir up dust everywhere.

As soon as the news of Muye Technology raising Series C funding broke, the venture capital industry immediately declared itself on 24-hour overtime. Currently, investing in Muye Technology was like bidding on a project; they had to quickly study the company’s specific materials, then prepare their own proposals, and most importantly, their bid price. This was crucial. If their bid was topped by another firm, they would basically have to say goodbye to Muye Technology completely.

While the entire venture capital industry was nervously preparing, Leader Lei in Zhushi was also at wits’ end.

The influence of Muye Technology, this beast, was too great. Its slightest move could affect the entire industry, giving him an intense sense of unease.

He began to reconsider his current business planning. The software business had limited space. The game business originally had a lot of imaginative potential, but Li Mu suddenly emerged and poached his core team from the game business. This meant that the overall progress of the game business would be greatly impacted. Furthermore, the more important aspect wasn’t just that Xishan Ju Studio’s core team was poached, but Muye Technology’s action itself.

Why would Muye Technology poach Xishan Ju Studio’s people? They must be planning to make their own games.

This company now possessed a powerful YY ecosystem chain. If he really were to make games, the domestic game industry would likely be unrivaled. In that scenario, how should Kingsoft’s next game business be positioned? Should they continue to recruit and build a team to proceed, or should they disband on the spot?

If they continued to build a team, with continuous recruitment, trial-and-error, working well together, forming team combat effectiveness, and then focusing on development, the entire pace would be too slow, and the investment substantial. By the time their online game was launched, Muye Technology’s online game might already be online. What would they do then? How would they compete with Muye Technology?

If they disbanded on the spot, what would be left for him to strive for? Xishan Ju Studio would be gone; Zhuoyue would either disappear or die, it wouldn’t last anyway. What would be left was Kingsoft Software—how could they operate that?

Last time, when he met Li Mu, Li Mu said he did not think highly of Kingsoft, only better of himself. Did this mean he also planned to develop antivirus software and other software? If so, what would be Kingsoft’s future?

Most unfathomable was how this Li Mu fellow seemed to churn out impressive products faster than making sausages. Every product was so impressive, and the development intervals were particularly short. If he truly were to go head-to-head with Kingsoft in the future, what would Kingsoft use to compete with him?

Thinking about this problem, Leader Lei felt a surge of despair and began to seriously consider Li Mu’s previous invitation to him.

Currently, two of Kingsoft’s three businesses had been crippled by Li Mu, and their prospects were worrying. As the saying goes, good birds choose their trees to perch on. If Kingsoft’s development couldn’t be guaranteed, he might as well accept Li Mu’s invitation and join his camp.

Immediately, Leader Lei thought of someone.

General Manager Ma, the founder of Tencent.

He had quite a few interactions with General Manager Ma. Early on, when General Manager Ma had just started his venture, he had approached him to try and raise funds for QQ. At that time, Leader Lei didn’t think highly of his model. However, when Tencent QQ’s user base began to grow, he had a moment of regret. But then, Li Mu’s appearance made him secretly rejoice, thinking that his judgment was indeed accurate; if he thought someone wouldn’t succeed, they truly wouldn’t…

Leader Lei thought of General Manager Ma at this moment because he believed General Manager Ma was one of the people who understood Li Mu best. After all, they had competed so fiercely; he himself had several times thought that General Manager Ma would completely overshadow Li Mu, that “newborn calf.” But unexpectedly, the battle was overturned overnight, and Li Mu, in turn, completely overwhelmed QQ to the point where it stopped maintenance.

Leader Lei really wanted to talk with General Manager Ma before making his final decision, to ask him for his thoughts on Li Mu and on the future of Muye Technology or Taobao.

Coincidentally, he was currently in Zhushi, facing Shenzhen across the sea, just an hour’s boat ride away.

So, Leader Lei found someone to get General Manager Ma’s mobile number and gave him a call.

Ever since QQ stopped maintenance, General Manager Ma had been researching new products. The instant messaging field was dominated by Muye Technology, so he decisively abandoned that category. For a long time after that, he had been dealing with Tencent’s capital problems. After finally sorting things out, he entered a period of continuous market sluggishness. He had tried developing other products before, but he hadn’t aligned his state of mind or chosen the right field and direction.

Suddenly receiving a call from Leader Lei, General Manager Ma was quite surprised. Leader Lei’s status in the industry had always been much higher than his. He had tried to catch up, and almost had, but unexpectedly, Li Mu emerged midway.

General Manager Ma now felt that there was a huge gap between him and Leader Lei, so he was surprised that Leader Lei would call him proactively.

Leader Lei started by asking, “General Manager Ma, long time no see. What have you been busy with lately?”

General Manager Ma replied, “Long time no see, General Manager Lei. I haven’t been doing much lately, just thinking about a new product idea, still conceptualizing.”

Leader Lei asked, “Are you still in Shenzhen?”

“Yes, I’ve been here.”

Leader Lei then said, “I happen to be in Zhushi, not far from you, and I’ve finished my matters at hand. I wanted to ask if you have time. If so, I’d like to come to Shenzhen to meet you.”

Upon hearing this, General Manager Ma immediately said, “I have time. When will you be coming?”

Leader Lei checked the time and said, “How about this, I’ll take a boat soon. Give me your address, and I’ll try to get there before six, then we can have dinner together.”

“Alright, General Manager Lei, I’ll send the address to your phone.”

…

Leader Lei traveled alone by boat from Zhushi and arrived in Shenzhen in just over an hour. Although General Manager Ma had given him an address, considering that Leader Lei was a Bigwig in the industry, he specifically went to the wharf to pick him up.

After they met, General Manager Ma hailed a taxi and took Leader Lei to a nice Chaoshan-style restaurant in Shannan District. After they sat down and ordered some food, they started chatting casually.

Leader Lei wanted to have a few drinks with General Manager Ma, who hesitated for a moment but eventually agreed.

After a few rounds of drinks, both of them were slightly tipsy, and their conversation became even more relaxed.

General Manager Ma asked Leader Lei, “You came to Zhushi, so you must have gone to Xishan Ju Studio, right?”

General Manager Ma was very familiar with the internet industry and knew that Kingsoft had a game studio called Xishan Ju Studio, located in Zhushi.

Leader Lei smiled slightly, nodded, then sighed softly: “Xishan Ju Studio’s core development team was completely captured by Muye Technology.”

“Muye Technology?” General Manager Ma’s expression became particularly complicated. After a moment, he exclaimed, “Li Mu is going to get into games now!”

Leader Lei nodded and said, “Indeed. They have such a strong foundation. If they also have good games, the domestic online game market will undergo another huge change.”

General Manager Ma gave a bitter smile: “There’s nothing we can do. That’s the effect of a high-stickiness user base. YY’s user stickiness is too high, and its conversion rate is also high. Theoretically, no matter what internet product he makes, he has a stronger foundation than other companies, starting off more than one level higher.”

Leader Lei pursed his lips and asked General Manager Ma, “How capable do you think Li Mu really is? And how long can he maintain this crushing momentum?”

Upon hearing this question, General Manager Ma took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. He remained silent for a long time. Then, he let out a long sigh and said, “I come from a technical background, and I can say with responsibility that Li Mu is an exceptionally powerful internet genius. When CCTV called him an Internet Prodigy, it was not an exaggeration at all.”

Leader Lei couldn’t help but ask, “Why do you say that?”

General Manager Ma spread his hands: “I am the best example, aren’t I? QQ had such a great situation back then! Nearly one hundred million registered users, tens of millions of active users. At that time, it was almost two QQ accounts per internet user on average in China. But precisely because I couldn’t understand Li Mu’s strategy, I was held back by him, and then he counterattacked. The major battle only lasted one round, and QQ was completely defeated.”

Leader Lei asked, “QQ’s failure was because of Li Mu’s ‘Happy Farm’, right? I don’t know much about that product. Is it really that impressive?”

General Manager Ma shook his head: “Allow me to say something, General Manager Lei, please don’t be offended.”

Leader Lei nodded repeatedly: “Please speak.”

General Manager Ma said: “Only those who can’t see through it would think QQ failed because of ‘Happy Farm,’ but that’s not the case at all. Li Mu released ‘Happy Farm’ initially to cultivate user connections within his product ecosystem. As you know, connections are the most important thing for social networking, and even more so for social software. However, ‘Happy Farm’ was indeed very enchanting. It was a product that prompted users to desperately add friends. So after some time of ‘Happy Farm’ operations, the connections users built within it had already more than doubled those on QQ.”

Pausing, General Manager Ma continued: “At that time, there was a statistical result: the average number of friends per QQ registered user was eighty-two, whereas the average number of friends per ‘Happy Farm’ registered user exceeded two hundred…”

Leader Lei said, “So, the main reason was still ‘Happy Farm’.”

“No,” General Manager Ma shook his head and said, “‘Happy Farm’ users’ connections, no matter how strong, it was still just a game, while QQ was an instant messaging software. There was no direct competition between them, so QQ naturally wouldn’t fail directly. QQ failed because of YY! When YY was first launched, its overall quality was simply too powerful; it was a generation ahead of me. Its interface design far surpassed QQ’s, and the user experience was on a completely different level. What was more impressive were its new product features, which were absolutely outstanding. The ultimate trump card was YY Group, and its blow to QQ was fatal.”

“Do you know, on the night YY launched, after ‘Happy Farm’ users’ connections were directly migrated to YY, YY Group instantly became popular. One of my company’s maintenance supervisors, that very night, heard from his ex-girlfriend in a YY class group that she was in Yanjing, and he immediately bought a train ticket to Yanjing. Later, I heard he even joined Muye Technology. So, when YY, a product that completely overshadowed QQ in every aspect, launched with a zero-threshold migration of user connections accumulated on ‘Happy Farm,’ completely overwhelming QQ, how could I possibly hold on? Moreover, I was slow to realize until YY launched that I finally fully understood Li Mu’s true purpose in creating ‘Happy Farm.’ ‘Happy Farm’ was a product he developed to defeat me, and before YY launched, it had been playing the role of doing it under the radar.”

Leader Lei only then truly understood. He had never paid much attention to the instant messaging field, and these details were completely new to him today.

At this point, Leader Lei couldn’t help but sigh: “This young man is truly extraordinary… For Kingsoft, developing any software is a time-consuming and labor-intensive major project, often taking at least a year to start. But Li Mu has churned out so many products in just over a year. I can’t imagine how he achieves it.”

General Manager Ma gave a self-deprecating smile, took a gulp of wine, and said: “Before most companies develop a software, they first need to establish the project, then the product department needs to define the framework and requirements. Everyone discusses repeatedly. After the entire requirements are finalized, it’s handed over to the design department for visual presentation, and the technology development department has to repeatedly brainstorm how to solve each requirement of the product. This kind of thing is far from successful in one go; it requires continuous trial-and-error, continuous testing. If it’s wrong, they have to scrap it and start from scratch.”

“When technology and testing, with immense effort, finally solve all kinds of requirements, the product might suddenly change requirements or propose new ones, so they have to re-develop and re-test, repeatedly.”

“In addition, technology development also faces the pressure of overall operation: where are the bugs, where are the incompatibilities, which parts of the code are overly redundant. When they encounter a bug, they fix it; when they encounter incompatibility, they debug; when they encounter redundancy, they find ways to simplify it, repeatedly.”

“Precisely because of this, the development cycle is very long. But with Li Mu, it’s different. His development team’s efficiency is simply unimaginable. When ordinary companies do development, it’s like walking thousands of kilometers, often taking wrong turns and detours. With Li Mu, it’s always straight to the destination by Airplane, fast, accurate, and direct flight.”

As someone who had actually done development, General Manager Ma knew very well that during the development of a product, most of the effort is actually spent on trial-and-error and correcting mistakes. This is why in later years, there would be many popular jokes on the internet that poked fun at various roles in software development.

For example: Designers always want to kill product managers and project managers who constantly propose new modifications to their work;

For example: Engineers always want to kill product managers who propose requirements, because they always change requirements at the last minute after development is done, making their previous work useless;

For example: An engineer’s keyboard always has a cleaver next to it. When a product manager comes to change requirements, the engineer either directly kills him or holds the knife to his neck, questioning him: “Tell me, is this the last time you’re changing requirements?!”

Because he understood how severe the internal friction was, General Manager Ma genuinely admired Li Mu so much that he prostate himself in admiration.

Leader Lei didn’t have as deep an understanding of technology as he did, but hearing him praise Li Mu’s high efficiency so highly, he couldn’t help but ask him, “Then how does Li Mu’s company achieve such high development efficiency?”

General Manager Ma sighed softly and said, “I used to be curious too, so I specifically asked around later. That’s when I found out that at Muye Technology and Taobao, the product development process is completely different from other companies.”

Leader Lei asked, “What do you mean?”

General Manager Ma said, “Other companies rely on trial and error, discussion, research, and experimentation for everything. But at Muye Technology and Taobao, Li Mu is the sole product manager. He always provides the product architecture, then gives the most direct orders to each department: Design, this is how you do it; Technology, this is how you do it; Support, this is how you do it. Everyone just has to listen carefully and strictly follow what he says. And the most, most important thing is that as long as you follow what he says, it will always succeed. That’s the most terrifying thing about him. This person’s sensitivity to products and grip on accuracy are simply incredible. What else could he be but a genius?”

General Manager Lei’s heart gave a sudden jolt, and he said, “Is he really that impressive?”

General Manager Ma shrugged and gave a bitter smile: “That’s how impressive he is.”





Chapter 842: Joining Li Mu’s Team

What General Manager Ma spoke about left Leader Lei utterly shocked.

Beyond the shock, a deep sense of shame welled up inside him. Shame that, as a veteran internet professional, he had never deeply researched why Li Mu was so successful. He only saw Li Mu’s achievements, which filled him with both awe and strong doubts, but he hadn’t, like General Manager Ma, bothered to seriously understand Li Mu’s methods, or the deeper information hidden beneath his ‘Internet Prodigy’ halo.

The thought of Li Mu being so impressive that he could plan the entire scope alone and never make a mistake sent a shiver down Leader Lei’s spine.

Li Mu’s advantage was simply too great. General Manager Ma’s analogy just now was incredibly apt. If developing a product was like a journey of a thousand kilometers, others would have to walk the entire path on foot.

On a good day, they might cover twenty to thirty kilometers, but when faced with wind, rain, and natural and man-made disasters, they might be stalled for long periods. The journey was never smooth; there were mountains, ravines, swamps, jungles, and even jackals, wolves, tigers, and leopards. It was incredibly difficult to traverse, and sometimes, a single mistake in reading the map or choosing the wrong direction would only lead them further from success…

In short, developing a product, especially a good one, was as difficult as ascending to heaven for all other companies. Only for Li Mu was it as simple as picking something up at will.

For a journey of a thousand kilometers, others walked; Li Mu flew. How could they compare? What could they even compete with?

Leader Lei’s heart was filled with deep melancholy at this moment. He sighed and said, “Li Mu’s understanding of the internet is truly profound. If you are his competitor, he can easily pinpoint your Achilles’ heel. It’s like with Joyo.com; Li Mu just said one sentence, and I was desperate to sell Joyo.com to him. In truth, I was immensely unwilling, but deep down, I clearly realized that even if I was unwilling, there was no other path to take.”

General Manager Ma couldn’t help but ask him, “Li Mu wants to acquire Joyo.com?”

“Yes!” Leader Lei said, “Joyo.com’s audio-visual product business has essentially halted, and the book business is continuously declining. Li Mu said that if I don’t sell Joyo.com to him, he’ll start his own book business. He also said he’d put out thirty million yuan and subsidize each book sold by three yuan, starting with selling ten million copies…”

Upon hearing this, General Manager Ma clicked his tongue in surprise and couldn’t help but exclaim, “That’s definitely Li Mu’s style! His approach is to strike hard with an iron fist, crushing his opponents and drastically lowering prices across the industry.”

Leader Lei said, “There’s no way around it. That kid is too aggressive in the business world. When he sets his sights on something, he’ll bite, and once he bites, he won’t let go!”

General Manager Ma shook his head. “General Manager Lei, Li Mu is now the top product manager in China, with two of the country’s leading internet companies in his hands. In this situation, colleagues in the same industry only have two good choices: First, avoid confrontation; whatever Li Mu does, don’t do it. Second, play to his strengths; whatever Li Mu is doing, or might do, do it proactively and then sell it to him or let him acquire you. Otherwise, if you come into conflict with him, even if that conflict might only arise in the future, he will definitely strike with heavy force to crush you. This isn’t him being aggressive; it’s a decision any successful businessman would inevitably make.”

What General Manager Ma said was exactly his own modus operandi in his past life.

In his past life, Tencent had already entered overdrive mode after QQ Games launched. By 2005, Tencent’s position in China’s internet was unshakeable. For many years, Tencent’s own managed businesses had basically covered the entire internet industry. In almost every sector, Tencent sent in heavy forces to battle, launching fierce offensives. Areas they conquered were continuously fortified, making them impregnable; areas they couldn’t conquer were occupied through acquisitions or investments.

It could be said that General Manager Ma’s methods in his past life were not a bit more benevolent than Li Mu’s.

Li Mu had always been exceptionally glad that he had been reborn in 2001, not 2004 or 2005. If he had been reborn in 2005, Tencent’s position in China would have been absolutely unshakeable. Back then, relying on Tencent QQ’s seven or eight years of management and the strength of the entire Tencent ecosystem chain, no single product could have possibly defeated it. Even if he developed an impressive product, it would be impossible to shake the entirety of Tencent. Pulling off an easy success against a destroyer with a submarine might be possible, but to pull off an easy success against one or even multiple complete aircraft carrier battle groups would be nothing but wishful thinking.

However, he had been reborn in 2001, an era when the Two Mas were still fledgling. In this historical context, Li Mu had no opponent among any other domestic internet companies except for Baidu, which he couldn’t take down. Because, frankly speaking, in 2001, domestic internet companies, apart from Baidu which relied on technology, almost all thrived on the bonuses of the era.

After hearing all this, Leader Lei had almost made up his mind. “I think I probably know how to make my choice now. Joining Li Mu’s side seems much easier!”

Leader Lei now understood very clearly. As General Manager Ma had said, Li Mu was currently the most impressive product manager in China’s internet, bar none. He was like the only person who knew all the correct paths when facing a complex maze. While others were bumping into walls, struggling to find a way out, or even dying within the maze, he could choose the one correct path at every junction, then proceed at the fastest speed along the most accurate route to the final exit.

He was a genius, a true prodigy. He proudly navigated every maze, big or small, no matter how treacherous, without the slightest worry about wrong turns or traps, and without any concern for those who died in the maze because they couldn’t find their way out.

His speed was too fast; it was useless for others to even try to follow him. If he didn’t actively lead you, even if you clung close behind him, he could suddenly disappear at the next intersection, leaving you to face the risks alone. There was only one way to follow him to the exit: join his team.

General Manager Ma asked him, “General Manager Lei, have you decided to join Li Mu’s team?”

Leader Lei nodded. “I’ve always been very interested in e-commerce, which is why I created Joyo.com. Now, domestic e-commerce is dominated by Li Mu’s Taobao. Li Mu invited me to join Taobao, and for me, it’s also the most suitable platform. If the conditions are right, I am willing to join.”

General Manager Ma smiled and said, “Then congratulations, General Manager Lei.”

Leader Lei asked him, “What about you? What are your plans for the next step?”

General Manager Ma said, “Well, aren’t I just looking for a new direction? The investors are still willing to support me in a new project, but I’ve searched and searched and frankly, haven’t found anything truly suitable for me.”

At this point, General Manager Ma chuckled self-deprecatingly and said, “I feel like I haven’t truly adjusted my mindset yet. Whenever I try to conceive a new product, what comes to mind is Muye Technology.”

Leader Lei asked, “What do you mean by that?”

General Manager Ma said, “Even though I’ve given up on the instant messaging software industry for now, to be honest, I still want to work in that field. I poured too much of my life’s work into it, dedicating all my energy and passion to QQ. Even though QQ is gone now, that passion of mine remains.”

Pausing, General Manager Ma said with a touch of melancholy, “General Manager Lei, to be frank, Li Mu’s YY is a perfectly flawless product in my eyes. I am utterly convinced by my defeat against it. And now, when I look at the YY software, it’s like a professional racer who has given up on their dream, watching an F1 race. I’ve given up racing, and I can drive a taxi, a truck, or even a bus, but that ultimate dream of racing in my heart always remains…”

When Leader Lei heard this, his scalp tingled. It wasn’t because he found General Manager Ma’s words pretentious; on the contrary, he found them so sincere that they touched a part of his own heart related to dreams. He fully understood the pang of sadness General Manager Ma felt—wanting to be a racer but being forced to give up that dream, then watching others race on the F1 track. The most poignant dreams aren’t those that are out of reach, but those for which one doesn’t even get a chance to try.

Currently, General Manager Ma could continue with instant messaging, but he knew in his heart it was too late. After Li Mu’s YY toppled QQ, it rapidly built a massive ecosystem, or rather, a vast internet empire. Not only was it continuously expanding its strength, but it also kept an extremely wary eye on the entire Chinese market. As soon as a competitor emerged, it would immediately send out forces several, tens, or even hundreds of times greater to crush them. At this point, continuing with instant messaging would be tantamount to seeking death.

Leader Lei sighed softly and asked General Manager Ma, “If one day Li Mu asked you to be in charge of YY, would you be willing?”

General Manager Ma laughed. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be willing? But that’s just wishful thinking.”

Leader Lei asked, “Why? Perhaps there really is that chance.”

General Manager Ma shook his head. “To say nothing of the possibility, even if I were genuinely put in charge of YY, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to handle such a massive structure. What’s more, QQ was completely defeated by YY in the first place, so Li Mu certainly wouldn’t approve of me.”

Leader Lei said, “That might not be true. If there’s an opportunity, you could indirectly inquire.”

General Manager Ma chuckled self-deprecatingly. “Let’s forget about it. I’m doing pretty well now. If my next product avoids the scope of Muye Technology and Taobao, there might still be a chance for success.”

Leader Lei nodded gently upon hearing this. He wanted to say that if he had the chance in the future, he could help him ask Li Mu. But then he thought, he hadn’t even joined Muye Technology yet, so saying something like that would be premature, and also inappropriate.

However, for Leader Lei himself, this trip to Shenzhen to meet General Manager Ma was a huge gain. What General Manager Ma said made him truly recognize Li Mu’s formidable nature, and genuinely realize that joining Li Mu’s team was a good thing with broad prospects. These insights also helped him make a decision in his heart: after returning, he would meet with Li Mu to discuss his employment at Taobao.

If Li Mu offered him a position, compensation, and ample space, he could give up his position at Kingsoft and join Taobao without hesitation. As for Joyo.com, whether to sell it or not would be up to Kingsoft and Lenovo to decide.





Chapter 843: Taobao’s Second Promotional Campaign

The major companies in the venture capital circle were intensely busy formulating their investment plans for Muye Technology’s Series C funding. Li Mu met with Senior Student Liu to discuss the current progress on logistics.

Senior Student Liu had just finished the vehicle procurement matters. At the same time, the core personnel, who were heavily recruited from several large logistics companies, had already begun to recruit staff in various provinces and cities across the country. Senior Student Liu’s own trusted aides and logistics professionals were re-selecting sites in the cities where the six major logistics bases were located nationwide. Because large logistics bases and warehousing bases were to be built this time, once started, the investment would be enormous and difficult to change. Therefore, selections had to be made not only based on existing geographical and transportation conditions but also by factoring in the national expressway development plan and railway development plan already set for the next few years.

Li Mu roughly remembered which cities were traversed by the several expressways running north, south, east, and west, but he couldn’t recall the specific locations within those cities, so he couldn’t offer any help. He could only let professionals handle professional matters, trusting their judgment.

However, Li Mu was currently very concerned about one thing: the automatic sorting system.

The representatives sent to Germany to investigate had not yet returned, but according to Senior Student Liu, the connections had already been established. The Germans were not as meticulous and rigid as rumored; they also valued ostentation and personal connections when doing business. The three Chinese filthy rich people made them realize the immense financial power behind Taobao Logistics. Now, they had provided Taobao with several solutions for automatic sorting systems and reasonable quotes. Moreover, with just a ten percent Deposit, Burmann could begin production. Since Burmann’s entire system was already very mature, as long as Li Mu’s demand wasn’t excessively large, it could generally be completed within two months.

Burmann’s cooperation model was as follows: work would begin after the ten percent Deposit was received. Upon completion, seventy percent of the payment would be made for factory departure and shipping to the designated port. Once at the port, Taobao would handle customs clearance itself, and the remaining twenty percent of the payment would be made before customs release. Once cleared, Burmann’s professional technical personnel would immediately arrive in China to perform the complete installation and training for Taobao Logistics, with after-sales service also solely handled by Burmann.

According to the current quotation, the cost of each mature medium-sized automatic sorting line was approximately twenty million. If Li Mu wanted to set up one automatic sorting line at each logistics base ahead of time, the total expenditure would reach one hundred and twenty million.

Currently, the five hundred million in funds needed to purchase a large number of vehicles, establish nationwide outlet teams, and logistics bases seemed a bit stretched. Taking out nearly twenty-five percent of the funds for automatic sorting was indeed a bit luxurious. However, after a moment of thought, Li Mu shared his current idea with Senior Student Liu.

“Senior Student Liu, I think the automatic sorting system can be implemented in one go. We can pay Burmann twelve million as a Deposit to start production immediately, but the contract must specify that if we encounter special circumstances, we can request Burmann to delay delivery. We will pay Burmann storage fees and late fees at a reasonable daily rate. At the same time, we’ll also start discussions for Taobao.com and Taobao Logistics’ Series A funding. If the investment isn’t finalized within two months, we’ll temporarily not allow Burmann to ship, paying them a small penalty at most. Once our capital is in place, we can immediately make the payment and request Burmann to load the ship.”

Senior Student Liu nodded and said, “The news of Muye Technology’s Series C funding has already driven the entire venture capital circle mad. If Taobao and Taobao Logistics also announce their intentions to seek funding now, the popularity will definitely increase even more.”

Then, Senior Student Liu added, “Actually, I don’t recommend Taobao seeking funding for now. We have so much naturally accumulated settlement funds on our books; taking out several hundred million would be enough to get the logistics scale you want up and running.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue. “That’s true, but I always feel that money shouldn’t be touched recklessly, or should be touched as little as possible. This money isn’t our profit; it’s just the goods payments from our partners. It’s like a bank holding depositors’ money, but the volume is much smaller than savings. The future of the e-commerce industry is full of uncertainties, and overseas giants haven’t made their move yet. If they do, we’ll need to burn too much money. It might not be easy to get funding then. Moreover, if too much of these accumulated funds are misappropriated, once customers demand their money back, and we can’t pay, it’s likely to cause huge problems.”

Senior Student Liu couldn’t help but ask him, “Do you think overseas giants will exert force in China? I’ve seen that eBay hasn’t achieved much after acquiring EachNet, and Amazon shows no signs of entering China yet.”

Li Mu said, “I’m not sure what their future strategies in China will be, but in any case, we can’t let our guard down. If one day we need to activate the money-burning mode, then the money burned must be capital, not these accumulated funds. Otherwise, we’d be carrying a ticking time bomb ourselves. If it doesn’t explode, fine, but once it does, it’s utter destruction.”

Senior Student Liu pondered for a moment and asked Li Mu, “Then when do you think we should initiate funding?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about this: let’s set a basic strategy. First, we set a financial alert line for ourselves. My idea is that we can use the accumulated funds, but currently, we don’t have capital partners, so we should be cautious. We can take out a maximum of twenty percent of the accumulated funds. This is our financial alert line. Once we cross this line, we must immediately find ways to alleviate financial pressure and try our best not to let this percentage continue to expand. If the situation cannot be salvaged, and this fund occupation reaches a maximum of thirty percent, thirty percent is the absolute critical line that cannot be exceeded. Once this line is touched, we would rather borrow from sister companies, transfer shares at a low price, take out mortgage loans, or demerge and sell, but we absolutely cannot continue to use these accumulated funds.”

Senior Student Liu nodded and said, “The ratio is very reasonable. A maximum of thirty percent. If a problem arises, we should be able to cut losses and recover in time. I have no objections.”

Li Mu said, “Good, let’s proceed with that then. Tomorrow, you can talk to the people in Germany and discuss the procurement contract with Burmann. If they agree to our terms, we can sign the contract and pay the Deposit to let Burmann start production.”

“Okay, I’ll call them right away and have them start immediately.”

After Senior Student Liu finished his call, Li Mu asked him again, “By the way, have the management employees from the several large daily chemical product and grain/oil companies all reported for duty?”

“They reported for duty on Monday,” Senior Student Liu said. “I had a meeting with them a couple of days ago to touch base. The current work requirement is to smooth relations. We don’t plan to invite these companies to open directly managed stores on Taobao for now. Instead, we hope to cooperate with them as the sole authorized distributors for Chinese internet. We will purchase their products ourselves, but we require them to give us a certain price advantage and a certain promotional rebate.”

As he spoke, Senior Student Liu looked at Li Mu and said seriously, “I know what you’re thinking. You want to push a wave of daily necessities hard, to increase people’s reliance on online shopping. However, the unit price of daily necessities is low, and the profit margin for distributors isn’t as large as for Electronic Products. So it’s quite difficult to create a price advantage. Do you have a specific plan now?”

Li Mu had indeed been planning a major promotion for general merchandise for a long time. From the day of Taobao Brand Day, general merchandise promotion had become a big matter in Li Mu’s heart.

Previously, through the efforts of Taobao Brand Day and subsequent media influence, almost all consumers nationwide knew that cheaper Electronic Products could be bought on Taobao. This was the first label users had associated with Taobao.

But Li Mu didn’t want Taobao to be pigeonholed like Dangdang for books, or Suning for electronics, with just one label. So, currently, he had to quickly attach a second, third, or even more labels to users’ minds before the first label solidified.

He wanted Taobao to become a comprehensive e-commerce website, not only with rich, versatile, and all-encompassing C2C business, but also B2C business that included all brands. Therefore, he had to launch the second major promotional campaign for users as soon as possible.

Li Mu set the goals for this promotional campaign as: daily necessities, grains, oils, and food.

These eight characters encompassed all products most down-to-earth, indispensable, and with the highest purchasing frequency for ordinary people: firewood, rice, oil, salt, sauce, vinegar, tea, beer, beverages, mineral water, clothing, shoes, hats, toilet paper, toothpaste, soap, laundry powder…

In short, all products closely related to the daily lives of ordinary people.

Li Mu gave Senior Student Liu a detailed introduction to his activity plan this time.

Since it was about general merchandise, the first thing to do was self-procurement, because only through self-procurement could they gain the maximum freedom in the sales link. If they asked Procter & Gamble to do a “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get one hundred or fifty or thirty off” promotion on Taobao, Procter & Gamble would definitely think they were crazy now. But it didn’t matter. First, talk to Procter & Gamble about prices and promotional rebates. After setting those, they would run their own spend-and-save promotions.

However, Li Mu wasn’t prepared to run such a brutal promotion as “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get one hundred off” just yet. There were two ways to do such an activity: either faking it, which meant raising the original price and then offering the discount, so the consumer’s actual cost was similar to no discount at all. This was too deceitful, and playing such tricks from the start would definitely make users extremely resistant, so this had to be absolutely prohibited.

If they weren’t faking it, then a large-scale promotion like “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get one hundred off” could only be launched after their platform became a huge sales channel for businesses and the platform had strong decision-making power with businesses. Because by then, they could use that extremely strong decision-making power to pressure businesses to bear the promotional costs themselves. But trying to pressure businesses like that now was basically impossible.

Furthermore, currently, e-commerce promotions on the Chinese internet were almost nonexistent. Apart from Taobao Brand Day doing one, other brands and platforms hadn’t truly carried out large-scale promotional activities. So, in Li Mu’s view, now, let alone “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get one hundred off,” even “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get thirty or fifty off” could attract a large number of users.

Li Mu’s strategy was: generally adopt the “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get thirty or fifty off” tiers for promotions. The specific product matching with thirty or fifty would be calculated based on the cost price of that type of product and the corporate promotional rebate. In addition, they could regularly issue a certain amount of “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get one hundred off” Discount coupons to users daily through a lottery, but the number of coupons would be small, requiring users to constantly pay attention to the platform, either to Seize! them or win them in a draw.

A small number of “spend one hundred ninety-nine, get one hundred off” Discount coupons released according to a certain pattern and rule would definitely attract a large number of users to snap them up and compete, just like Taobao’s one-yuan crush sales in his previous life, where millions of people competed for a laptop initially priced at three thousand nine hundred ninety-nine, sold for one yuan in a flash sale. That money invested was truly worthwhile.

Of course, Li Mu wasn’t going to make all the people of the country look like monkeys, like Mr. Ma did. His idea was that during the activity, at least one hundred thousand such Discount coupons should be issued daily. For each coupon used by a consumer, Taobao itself would have to bear a loss of at least fifty yuan. However, for Li Mu, this small investment was very necessary; it had to be a genuine concession to truly move consumers.

Before the activity started, they would combine TV media and offline advertising to push a strong wave, making housewives, middle-aged, and elderly groups who didn’t use the internet but were relatively frugal realize the benefits of Taobao’s promotions. They usually wouldn’t hesitate to travel several 500m to buy rice that was ten cents cheaper per 500g. Encountering such a big promotion, being able to buy from home, and not having to compete with a bunch of middle-aged and elderly people, they would definitely find a way to participate in such a good thing.

By then, for these non-Taobao users, as long as their desire to purchase was successfully stimulated, whether they asked their sons, friends, or neighbors to help place orders, or learned to use Taobao themselves, there would definitely be a way to transfer their money from offline physical stores to Taobao!

Senior Student Liu heard about the spend-and-save promotional method for the first time. After careful analysis, he was instantly amazed.

It was also a promotion, but a general, no-threshold discount promotion was the simplest and lowest-end method, such as a twenty-five percent discount on all products. Anything bought would be discounted. In that case, it would only serve a promotional function, with much less drive for sales.

However, if they adopted the spend-and-save approach, it would still be a twenty-five percent discount across the board, but for consumers, they must spend two hundred yuan to get fifty yuan off. It sounded like the promotional threshold was raised, but what they were selling was all daily necessities. These fast-moving consumer goods were the easiest to stimulate users’ hoarding mentality. No one buys five or six TVs to hoard at home, but there are too many people who hoard several buckets of laundry detergent, several packs of laundry powder, or several rolls of toilet paper at home. So, in this way, most users could actually accept the spend-and-save method.

Once users adopted the spend-and-save method, there was no doubt that customer unit price, customer order volume, total sales, and total sales revenue would all increase, and significantly so. This was why “spend-and-save” later became the unfailing recipe for FMCG promotions on e-commerce platforms!

After listening to Li Mu’s entire activity strategy, Senior Student Liu slapped his thigh until it was red, repeatedly exclaiming, “This spend-and-save strategy is so insightful! It’s genius!”

Li Mu waved his hand, “What genius, what talent… success is the real king.”

Senior Student Liu laughed, “Don’t worry, this promotional strategy is definitely fine, it will absolutely succeed!”

“Tomorrow, gather those newly hired employees for a meeting,” Li Mu said. “I’ll assign tasks to everyone. You don’t need to worry too much about the promotional campaign; I’ll lead it. Your main focus should remain on logistics.”

Senior Student Liu nodded. “I’ll go to Yuzhou in a couple of days to discuss customized three-wheeled motorcycles with Zongshen and Jialing Motorcycles.”

“That works,” Li Mu said. “You must strive for the maximum preferential price and the most comprehensive after-sales Support. In the future, these three-wheeled motorcycles of ours might be on the road for more than ten hours a day, so quality must be guaranteed.”

“Don’t worry,” Senior Student Liu said confidently. “Our demand is so great that we have enough decision-making power with them.”

Li Mu stretched lazily and said, “Alright, we’ll talk about the rest at tomorrow’s meeting. That’s enough for today, I’m tired.”

Senior Student Liu looked at the time; it was just past eight in the evening, not late at all. So he said to Li Mu, “How about we grab a late-night snack and have a couple of drinks?”

Li Mu thought for a moment: “Let’s do it tomorrow instead. Anyway, you’re not leaving tomorrow.”

“Alright.”

Just as he finished speaking, Senior Student Liu’s phone rang. Looking down, Senior Student Liu chuckled and said, “Hey, it’s Lei Jun’s call.”

“Oh?” Li Mu grew interested. “Answer it. See if he’s decided to sell Joyo.com.”

Senior Student Liu nodded with a smile and answered the phone.

“General Manager Lei, hello.”

…

“It’s me. What’s up?”

…

“Oh? Really? Have you thought it through?”

…

“That’s great!”

…

“No problem, let’s talk in detail when you get back.”

…

“OK, I’ll wait for your call!”

About a minute later, Senior Student Liu hung up the phone with a smile and said to Li Mu, “Lei Jun said he’s interested in joining Taobao. As for Joyo.com, he wants to sell it, but Kingsoft and Lenovo haven’t agreed yet. He’ll meet with the high-rise of both companies again when he gets back.”

“Really?” Li Mu’s eyebrows rose in excitement. “Leader Lei… oh no, Lei Jun agreed to join Taobao?”

“Yes,” Senior Student Liu nodded and said. “He said he’s on a business trip in the south right now. He’ll go back tomorrow to communicate with the high-rise about Joyo.com, and then schedule a time to meet you in person to talk about officially joining Taobao.com.”

Li Mu understood. With Leader Lei’s current strength and status, though not incredibly rich, he was an impressive figure in the industry. Joining Taobao would naturally involve discussing salary and equity. So Li Mu said, “Alright then, keep in touch with him. Just set the meeting time with me when he’s ready.”

Senior Student Liu said, “He went on a business trip to the south, probably for the Xishan Ju Studio matter, right?”

“Definitely,” Li Mu smiled devilishly. “The defection of Xishan Ju Studio’s core team must be a big blow to him.”

Senior Student Liu said, “Lei Jun is an impressive person. Having him to manage Taobao’s operations would be great news for Taobao.”

Li Mu didn’t know what Senior Student Liu thought about him recruiting Leader Lei, but as the original founder and partner, Li Mu still wanted to show him the utmost respect. He said lightly, “Senior Student Liu, when Lei Jun comes, I plan to make him the Chief Operations Officer of Taobao.com. While he’ll be fully responsible for platform operations, all his work will report directly to you.”

Senior Student Liu said, “It’s better if he reports directly to you, isn’t it? After all, his experience is much stronger than mine.”

Li Mu waved his hand and unequivocally said, “He reports to you.”

With that, Li Mu laughed heartily, stood up, and said to Senior Student Liu, “I’m in a great mood. Let’s go, have a couple of drinks!”





Chapter 844: A Patron and an Opponent

Leader Lei’s decision to join Muye Technology was exceptionally good news for Li Mu.

Since his rebirth, he had increasingly realized that truly talented operations personnel were the most difficult to find.

Li Mu’s vision for operations was vast; it couldn’t be compared to that of average operations staff. He didn’t want operations personnel who could merely revitalize a single point; he wanted brilliant people who understood operations and could revitalize an entire facet.

Unlike technology, product development, and other Support (department) aspects, operations was the part truly tied to profit and transaction volume. All the efforts, all the resources gathered, how they were monetized, how more cash was generated—it all depended on operations.

Senior Student Liu was skilled in operations, but Li Mu valued his overall control capabilities more. After all, in his previous life, JD.com was able to secure the top spot in B2C, fulfill such a massive volume of orders, manage so many suppliers, complete such enormous procurements, and maintain a logistics team of tens of thousands; without powerful overall control, success would have been impossible.

To intuitively grasp Senior Student Liu’s capability, one only needed to look at the market value gap between JD.com, established in 2004, and Dangdang, founded in 1999, in 2016. This showed that at least a hundred Chen Ous separated Senior Student Liu and Li Guoqing.

Currently, it was a critical moment for to stake out territory/grab land quickly. For Li Mu to develop rapidly, he couldn’t push Senior Student Liu into a global control functional post right now. Therefore, Li Mu needed him to concentrate most of his energy on Taobao Logistics and the Taobao website; either he would handle it himself, or find someone else to handle it.

Handling it temporarily was acceptable, but if it required long-term personal oversight, even Li Mu couldn’t endure it. Thus, Leader Lei was the ideal candidate in Li Mu’s mind to serve as Taobao’s Chief Operations Officer.

Although Leader Lei had a computer science background, his operations capabilities were unparalleled. The hunger marketing model he created for Xiaomi was truly a miracle in China’s mobile phone industry. While the industry and public held mixed opinions of him, Li Mu greatly admired him. Such a person knew what he wanted, was willing to achieve his goals at all costs, and possessed sufficient ability to genuinely realize them. That made individuals like him exceptionally rare.

Li Mu’s plan was to first place Leader Lei in the role of Taobao’s Chief Operations Officer, to take charge of Taobao’s operations work, and simultaneously cooperate with Liu Qiangdong to to set up / to establish Taobao’s self-operated system. In the future, if there was an opportunity to delve into hardware, he definitely wanted to pull Leader Lei out again, letting him do what he was best at and did best—developing hardware and building a comprehensive hardware Ecosystem.

Precisely because Leader Lei was interested in joining, Li Mu intentionally postponed the Taobao daily necessities promotional activity meeting. He decided to wait until discussions with Leader Lei were finalized before inviting him to participate in this promotional event.

Li Mu placed exceptional importance on this promotional event. If the previous Brand Day was Taobao’s debut opening act, then this time it was Taobao’s closing act. If this event could to establish a foothold / to break new ground, then China would certainly enter the era of nationwide online shopping ahead of schedule. He also believed that as long as Leader Lei participated in this promotion, he would develop an extremely strong sense of belonging and attachment to Taobao. For him, a platform capable of so profoundly changing people’s lives in this era was absolutely the ideal, dream platform.

The next morning, Leader Lei departed to return to Yanjing.

After drinking with General Manager Ma last night, Leader Lei spent the entire night in his hotel bed, pondering his currently predicament. Upon closer reflection, Zhuoyue had essentially collapsed, and Xishan Ju Studio was halfway there. In such a situation, even if Li Mu hadn’t tried to poach him for Taobao, he wouldn’t have been able to remain at Kingsoft. Resignation was the only path forward, and the reasons behind it were intricate and complex.

Upon arriving in Yanjing, Leader Lei took a taxi directly to Kingsoft to meet with his patron/mentor, and also his leader, Qiu Bojun.

Leader Lei and Qiu Bojun had known each other for many years. In the eyes of outsiders, Qiu Bojun was indeed Leader Lei’s patron/mentor, and it was naturally assumed that Leader Lei had selflessly dedicated years of service to Kingsoft out of repay kindness/gratitude. However, in reality, their relationship was far from as good as it appeared.

At this point, Leader Lei had grown into an internet Bigwig with considerable capability and qualifications / professional experience. He was a major shareholder in Kingsoft and the Chairman of the Board of Joyo.com. Had Li Mu’s Taobao not decimated Zhuoyue, Leader Lei would undoubtedly have been one of the foremost Bigwigs in the industry. His compete on integrity with Qiu Bojun at Kingsoft was also extremely fierce. As the saying goes, one mountain cannot accommodate two tigers (idiom). Leader Lei had a strong obsession with truly taking charge of Kingsoft, but Qiu Bojun’s qualifications / professional experience were more senior, and his position higher, making him not easily shaken.

The divergence in their philosophies was the key reason their relationship gradually met with a cold reception. Qiu Bojun came from a programmer background; he was the father of WPS. For him, he prioritized the technical route of software development.

At his core, Leader Lei was a talent for operations and marketing, and also an ambitious individual. He had long believed that the true path to greatness for China’s internet was certainly not burying oneself in software development, but in platform building and operations.

Joyo.com was an e-commerce platform, modeled after Amazon as a benchmark, created as a localized e-commerce platform. This was also one of the things Leader Lei most wanted to do: engage in e-commerce, build a large internet enterprise like Amazon with valuations of billions, even tens of billions of dollars.

At the same time, Leader Lei also realized the enormous profit margin in network games. He greatly hoped Kingsoft could develop and operate its own network games, which was why he paid special attention to Xishan Ju Studio. However, these ideas significantly differed from Qiu Bojun’s.

General Manager Lei expended tremendous effort to secure these two extraordinary opportunities. He had initially planned to make a comeback through these two domains, proving his superior strength. These two projects were like two make a comeback battles Leader Lei had planned for himself: win, and he would have a chance to take the top seat; lose, and his current position would be jeopardized.

Unexpectedly, both projects essentially met their demise under Li Mu’s influence.

Joyo.com’s downfall was due to choosing the wrong direction; it shouldn’t have imitated Amazon’s path to success by focusing on books in the China market. The China book market had never truly boomed, so how could e-commerce possibly stand out in such a market? It was like a house built on quicksand; Li Mu’s chariot rumbled past, without even deliberately crushing it or firing upon it, yet it sank into the quicksand from the vibrations of the chariot alone.

As for Xishan Ju Studio… currently, it was essentially in server downtime.

With both projects failing, Leader Lei knew well in his heart that it would be difficult for him to regain his footing at Kingsoft. Rather than staying, it would be better to resign and do something bigger with Li Mu. Anyway, his current mindset and that of the Kingsoft board of directors already had major differences. Staying would only make him more passive.

Qiu Bojun hadn’t expected Leader Lei to visit Zhushi and then return ready to submit his resignation. Although he offered words of comfort, a hint of satisfaction was inevitable in his heart.

In his view, Lei Jun had become a bit too ‘flighty’ these past two years, transforming from an executor who completely followed his orders into a disruptor who frequently challenged his opinions and constantly tried new things. For the greater good, Qiu Bojun had given him opportunities to experiment, but unexpectedly, both attempts failed.

Leader Lei did not accept the out (idiom) Qiu Bojun offered. He insisted on resigning, believing he was no longer suitable for Kingsoft’s development. Qiu Bojun’s attempts to persuade him failed, and he quickly gave up, seriously discussing shares with him.

Qiu Bojun’s meaning was that Leader Lei’s insistence on resigning was no problem. According to the contract, he could already take most of the shares previously promised to him. Kingsoft would, per the agreement, reclaim the remaining small portion of shares. Leader Lei had no problem with this.

Leader Lei also knew well in one’s heart that Qiu Bojun didn’t truly wish to keep him; it was highly probable he had wanted him to resign and go long ago. Although they were friends, in work and career, they were absolute compete on integrity. Both hoped to surpass the other, or at least prevent the other from overtaking them. Leader Lei knew well in one’s heart about this too.

After discussing the shares, Qiu Bojun brought up the topic of Joyo.com.

Qiu Bojun also knew well in his heart that if Lei Jun gone, no one was skilled enough or confident enough to rescue the website from its decline. Thus, Joyo.com might simply die. If Lei Jun gone, who would take the blame for Joyo.com’s collapse? Rather than waiting for him to go and then figuring out who would be blamed, it was better to have him sell Joyo.com now, once and for all.

So Qiu Bojun changed his previous attitude of finding Taobao’s offer too low and said to Leader Lei: “How about this, Zhuoyue was built by your own hands. If you’re leaving Kingsoft, then I’ll meet with the person in charge at Lenovo again to discuss and try to get them to agree to sell Joyo.com as well. You can do one last thing for the company, complete the sale of Joyo.com, and consider it finishing what you started at Kingsoft after all these years.”

Leader Lei nodded, agreeing without hesitation. Joyo.com was his project; if it failed, he naturally bore the responsibility. If it was sold at a valuation of ten million, Kingsoft and Lenovo, these two major shareholders, would only recoup part of their costs, with another portion already lost and unrecoverable. Therefore, he had to take the blame for Joyo.com’s failure.

Thus, Qiu Bojun told Leader Lei to rest at the company while he drove to Lenovo to sit down with the relevant liaisons and discuss the sale of Joyo.com.

Leader Lei was now eager to meet with Li Mu and discuss what would be required of him and what he could gain if he joined Muye Technology. If it was a good fit, he would join Taobao; if not, he would simply start his own venture.

Thinking this, Leader Lei immediately contacted Liu Qiangdong. Liu Qiangdong, in turn, found Li Mu, who calculated the time and arranged to meet Leader Lei at eight in the evening for a detailed discussion.





Chapter 845: A Good Display of Prowess First

At eight o’clock, Leader Lei went alone to the restaurant to meet Li Mu. This time, he also brought good news—Kingsoft and Lenovo had decided to accept Taobao’s acquisition offer and sell Joyo.com.

Upon hearing this news, Li Mu didn’t feel particularly pleased. In his eyes, Joyo.com was already like a turtle in a jar – it would either be caught by him or extinguished by him; there was no other possibility. Their willingness to sell now was merely an attempt to cut losses as much as possible, much like divesting in stocks.

So, Li Mu said to Leader Lei: “General Manager Lei, regarding Joyo.com, I will send someone to interface with you for the subsequent acquisition work. Let’s talk about our own matters today. I heard General Manager Liu say you’re interested in joining Taobao?”

Leader Lei nodded candidly and said: “I feel that Taobao is more suitable for me currently than Kingsoft.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “It’s truly an honor that you think so.”

With that, Li Mu first laid out his conditions: “General Manager Lei, I personally hope you can serve as Taobao’s Chief Operations Officer, responsible for all of Taobao’s operations. I wonder if you are interested.”

Upon hearing ‘Chief Operations Officer’, Leader Lei instantly felt a surge of excitement.

He hadn’t expected Li Mu to offer him the position of Chief Operations Officer. For an e-commerce website, the Chief Operations Officer holds a very high status and importance. This truly was giving him immense respect.

Subsequently, Leader Lei couldn’t help but ask: “General Manager Li, I’d like to know if I will have stock options at the company, or rather, if I’ll have the opportunity to acquire stock options?”

For Leader Lei, discussing annual salary was meaningless now; he didn’t lack that small amount of money. What he desired was a greater development prospect, so he was more concerned about stock options – that was the top priority.

Li Mu nodded and told Leader Lei: “We can offer you 5% of Taobao’s equity. Some of it won’t require you to purchase, but you’ll need to sign a five-year agreement, with 20% vested each year, fully vested after five years. If there’s financing in the interim, the total 5% will be diluted proportionally with other shareholders. However, the diluted equity will still be evenly vested year by year based on the remaining years.”

5%, neither too much nor too little.

Too much, and Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong wouldn’t be willing; too little, and Leader Lei wouldn’t be willing.

Leader Lei was at least a shareholder in Kingsoft and Zhuoyue; not only was he not short on money, but he was quite wealthy. If the offer was too small, he wouldn’t agree to join.

Therefore, Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong weighed their options and decided to give him 5%, distributed over five years.

Leader Lei was also quite satisfied with 5%. After all, Taobao’s scale was immense, and its future development potential was vast; 5% already offered substantial room for imagination. However, obtaining this 5% equity wouldn’t be easy, as he would at least have to dedicate the next five years to Taobao.

Thinking of this, Leader Lei asked: “How would it work if I breach the contract?”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “If everyone has the opportunity to work together, that’s fate. If the fate ends, then we part ways; there’s no need for excessive wrangling. So, you can resign at any time, simply by following the normal procedures. Any shares you’ve already received will absolutely not be requested back, nor will the company forcibly repurchase them.”

Almost all companies sign multi-year contracts when offering equity to bind people, but the tightness of the binding varies. Although it’s a five-year contract in one go, Li Mu’s idea was: you earn one percentage point for every full year you work. If you work a full year and then want to leave, okay, that one point is yours, and the remaining four points stop vesting. We end things amicably, as you would have served my company for a year.

However, some companies are different. When signing stock option agreements, even for the same five-year term, they have very stringent restrictive conditions. If the five-year term isn’t completed and the stock option holder wants to resign, the company won’t give them the opportunity to exercise their options; instead, the company will only repurchase their shares at the company’s registered capital. There are too many such tricks. Sometimes, even when a company’s valuation has exceeded one hundred million, its registered capital might only be one or two million. In such cases, employees have no recourse.

Leader Lei was also well aware of these contract pitfalls and tricks. Hearing Li Mu’s explanation now, he was utterly astonished. Li Mu indeed conducted business decisively and efficiently, and his reputation for not exploiting his own people was truly exceptional. Not setting traps for his own people was genuinely rare in the industry.

At this point, Leader Lei felt that since Li Mu was so straightforward, he had nothing left to hesitate about. He unhesitatingly extended his hand and said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I hope to fight alongside you at Taobao and make Taobao even better.”

Li Mu shook his hand and smiled faintly: “General Manager Lei, welcome to Taobao.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked him: “General Manager Lei, when do you think you’ll be able to leave Kingsoft?”

Leader Lei said: “I could actually resign at any time, as General Manager Qiu will fully take over Kingsoft. However, I promised General Manager Qiu that I would wait until Joyo.com is sold before I leave.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him: “So, this means your final task now is to complete the acquisition of Joyo.com by Taobao?”

Leader Lei nodded and said: “That’s right. Besides this, all other work will be directly taken over by General Manager Qiu.”

Li Mu smiled: “Alright then. The acquisition itself doesn’t require too much personal involvement from you. We’ve already reached a consensus on the price; what remains is signing the agreement, conducting a systematic audit, and going through the specific acquisition process. In that case, you should have quite a bit of free time soon. I think, since that’s the case, why not come to Taobao early to familiarize yourself? I’m preparing to launch a large-scale promotional event soon and am about to hold a meeting to discuss it. Would you be interested in participating?”

Leader Lei subconsciously asked: “Brand Day just ended recently; is Taobao going to have another event?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled: “While other e-commerce businesses haven’t fully gotten on track, I’m going to stake out territory quickly, taking as much as I can.”

Leader Lei quickly said: “Alright then. I should be quite free recently. Just tell me a time, and I’ll definitely come to learn more.”

Li Mu chuckled: “It’s not about learning; it’s about us communicating more, and it will also allow you to quickly integrate into Taobao’s team and work rhythm.”

Leader Lei nodded: “Okay, I’m available anytime.”

“Then let’s make it tomorrow, tomorrow at ten AM at Taobao. Senior Student Liu is going to Yuzhou the day after tomorrow, so we can discuss it together tomorrow.”

“No problem, I’ll be there tomorrow morning!” Leader Lei said, a peculiar excitement stirring within him. This feeling was exceptionally familiar, much like how he felt when he first joined Kingsoft.

He had experience with Joyo.com and knew how difficult it was to advance e-commerce at the moment. He also knew that Taobao’s pace in promoting e-commerce was shockingly fast, and the Brand Day event was simply an astounding achievement. Therefore, he was eager to know what kind of promotional event Li Mu had planned after Brand Day.

What he would be doing in the future was the entire operations of Taobao. Perhaps later, he would be responsible for planning and executing such promotional events himself. Therefore, he had to be fully alert and learn as much of the essence as possible from Li Mu.

Li Mu’s thought was to first make a good display of prowess for Leader Lei tomorrow, give him a vivid operations lesson, and with his understanding that was over a decade ahead of the e-commerce industry, completely impress Leader Lei through this daily necessities promotional event in one go. He wanted to instill a sense of solemnity and reverence for Taobao and for himself in Leader Lei’s heart, make him realize his own gaps and insufficiencies, and compel him to unleash more potential after joining the company.

Having confirmed his attendance at the Taobao meeting tomorrow, Leader Lei, thinking of the Joyo.com acquisition, couldn’t help but ask Li Mu: “General Manager Li, could you roughly disclose how Taobao plans to arrange this business and the previous team, if it completes the acquisition of Joyo.com?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Joyo.com’s team can be integrated first, but I don’t plan to keep the Joyo.com brand itself. Once the acquisition is complete and the team transfers over, I will launch a new channel on Taobao, the Books and Audio-Visual channel. Concurrently, a new business unit, the Books and Audio-Visual Business Unit, will be established, merging Taobao’s audio-visual product team with Joyo’s team. After the Books and Audio-Visual channel launches, an announcement will be displayed on Joyo.com for a period. After the announcement period ends, Joyo.com’s domain will directly redirect to Taobao’s book channel.”

Upon hearing this, Leader Lei nodded gently, but couldn’t help feeling a trace of melancholy.

Li Mu acquiring Joyo.com was actually to eliminate it. He wouldn’t retain the Joyo.com brand. In other words, once Joyo.com was sold to Li Mu, it would be like initiating a countdown to its disappearance. Once the time was up, Joyo.com would cease to exist in the world, and its domain would become an entrance that only redirected to Taobao’s Books and Audio-Visual section. Thinking of this, Leader Lei felt quite saddened.

But this sadness was fleeting. A platform he had painstakingly built, in Li Mu’s eyes, could only sustain half a channel. It would truly be astonishing if Li Mu were willing to keep Joyo.com…

Although Joyo.com would be gone, its old team, once absorbed by Taobao, would still be under his jurisdiction. This offered him great comfort. Furthermore, he would then be able to re-do the books and audio-visual business within Taobao’s framework. This time, it would be formidable. Not only would there be a massive platform like Taobao, but also the enormous traffic from Muye Technology and the strong support from major record companies. The books and audio-visual business segment would certainly grow larger and perform better.

At this moment, Li Mu suddenly spoke with a chuckle: “Right, we seem not to have discussed your compensation yet. General Manager Lei, do you have any requirements regarding salary?”

General Manager Lei quickly waved his hand: “General Manager Li, I have no requirements regarding salary. To be honest, I’m not joining Taobao for the salary.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: “Joyo.com is being sold for ten million US dollars. You should be able to get over one million US dollars from that, right?”

“That’s right.” General Manager Lei nodded. He held over ten percentage points of equity in Joyo.com. This time, selling all his shares in a package deal would allow him to cash out over one million US dollars, which was roughly over ten million RMB.

Li Mu said: “How about this: after you join, you’ll start with an annual base salary of five hundred thousand.”

An annual salary of five hundred thousand was merely a drop in the bucket for General Manager Lei. He himself didn’t care about it and nodded very readily: “General Manager Li, you can make the arrangements; I have no objections.”





Chapter 846: Mr. Ma’s Promotion Plans

Li Mu was preparing for a department store promotion, and Mr. Ma, far away in Hangzhou, coincidentally chose the same direction as him.

Letao could be described as the most ill-fated product in China’s internet industry in 2002, bar none.

This product was a shopping platform that Mr. Ma had requested his team to build at the fastest possible speed when he realized Li Mu was seizing the B2C business. However, successive changes and impacts continuously postponed its launch time. With September approaching, even Sun Zhengyi was getting impatient. To prevent investors from losing confidence, Mr. Ma currently had no other choice but to brace himself and prepare for another launch.

This time, Mr. Ma was very clear that he could not delay Letao’s launch time for any reason. A September launch was imperative, and he understood even more clearly that Letao was like a carrier rocket; once launched, there was only one chance. If he failed, investors would not give him a second opportunity.

Mr. Ma’s Letao was remarkably similar to Korea’s self-developed Naro-1 rocket, which continuously postponed its launch due to various unreasonable reasons, but ultimately could not escape the fate of skyrocketing like a grand firework display.

However, Mr. Ma did not think Letao was doomed to fail. On the contrary, he believed his chances of success this time were very high because he focused on a layer Li Mu had overlooked: the basic livelihood sector.

Taobao’s Brand Day was indeed exceptionally dazzling, with various Electronic Products selling incredibly well. Even now, Taobao still has a huge daily transaction volume, seventy percent of which comes from Electronic Products, with the remaining thirty percent from C2C small and medium-sized sellers.

But Mr. Ma discovered a problem: Taobao focused too much on Electronic Products. Most of its recommended display positions were given to various Electronic Products, from Mango’s MP3 players to Shenzhou’s complete machines; Electronic Products almost dominated Taobao’s screen.

In Mr. Ma’s view, this was Li Mu’s potentially huge Achilles’ heel, an oversight in his otherwise meticulous plan. At this critical juncture, dealing with Electronic Products was indeed the most effortless path. Firstly, consumer demand was high; secondly, online sales of Electronic Products had a relatively large price advantage; and thirdly, Electronic Products were relatively small in volume, light in weight, and high in price, which significantly reduced logistics pressure.

Mr. Ma felt that Li Mu must have tasted the sweetness of Electronic Products, which is why he seized this point and pushed hard, hoping to make Electronic Products even more pervasive. However, Mr. Ma saw the insufficient staying power of Electronic Products.

Ultimately, Electronic Products are not Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG); the market needs time to recover. As time goes on, Taobao’s transaction volume for Electronic Products will slowly decrease and eventually become rational. In this situation, he would have to engage in differentiation competition with Li Mu. Aren’t you doing low-frequency, high-customer unit price Electronic Products? Good, then I’ll do high-frequency, low-customer unit price daily necessities!

Differentiation competition is one of the best ways to survive in front of giants. When car giants worldwide were constantly clashing over various types of vehicles, Tesla’s new energy vehicle was a typical example of differentiation competition.

Tesla chose a blank area untapped by competitors as its entry point, fundamentally distinguishing itself from them. While other manufacturers were investigating issues closely related to fuel engines, such as power, fuel consumption, hybrid power, transmission gear ratios, and shifting logic, Tesla discarded the fuel engine, abandoned the transmission, and gave up on fuel consumption, making its core selling point clearly distinct from competitors.

Mr. Ma’s idea was similar. He knew very well that e-commerce that could truly integrate into ordinary people’s lives was true e-commerce. Therefore, he felt that Li Mu had not grasped the essence, and the true essence, he believed, had been seen through by him: it was to focus on all Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) relevant to ordinary people.

So he convened a core leadership meeting internally and proposed the core concept of a major daily necessities promotion. His team had long been accustomed to him as the absolute leader, so they had no objections to this decision.

Once the direction was set, the next step was to determine the implementation plan. Mr. Ma currently had two broad implementation plans to choose from. First: self-operated, like Li Mu, first purchasing from enterprises, then self-selling and delivery. Second: adopting the most down-to-earth C2C model, attracting a large number of sellers to join, and having the sellers jointly promote.

Given Mr. Ma’s current financial situation, he clearly realized that he couldn’t operate self-operated like Li Mu. He could only choose the second method, C2C. This would, on one hand, save warehousing and delivery costs, and on the other hand, convert small and medium-sized enterprises from Alibaba into Letao sellers, allowing them to manage their own businesses. Therefore, for this Letao launch promotion, Mr. Ma also intended to adopt a model of joint grand promotion involving dozens or even hundreds of shops, which was completely different from Li Mu’s self-operated-centric promotions.

After finalizing the main direction of the implementation plan, the next step was to refine the entire plan, for example: refining the entry point for this promotion.

The scope of daily necessities was too broad. With Alibaba’s current strength, launching an overly large event right from the start was unrealistic. So Mr. Ma decided to choose two refined entry points as the core areas for this promotion.

These two refined entry points were: personal care products and apparel.

Personal care products (日化) included daily chemical products, from cosmetics to body care, and from bath products to cleaning products. The reason for choosing this category was that Alibaba had a considerable number of domestic small and medium-sized daily necessities manufacturers. Although the products from these small and medium-sized manufacturers were not very well-known, the most important factor was that they had large price reduction potential and a high degree of corporate cooperation. In General Manager Ma’s view, the current national consumption of personal care products was still very rational. While big brands had significant influence, small brands accounted for at least half of the market share, so the products from these small and medium-sized enterprises would definitely have a large market.

Regarding apparel, the reason for choosing it was also due to Hangzhou’s significant industry advantage. Of the two cities in the country where apparel manufacturing enterprises were concentrated, one was Guangzhou, and the other was Hangzhou. In the suburbs of Hangzhou, there were a large number of small and medium-sized apparel manufacturing enterprises and large-scale apparel OEM enterprises. Mr. Ma also had the idea of benefiting from being in a favorable position, obtaining advantageous resources locally.

After confirming the refined entry points, the next step was the specific implementation plan.

Mr. Ma hoped that Letao would immediately launch personal care products and apparel promotions as soon as it went online. Therefore, he required his team to establish contact with these small and medium-sized enterprises in advance, so that they could accept the cooperation and start preparing to set up shops on Letao before its launch. Before Letao’s launch in September, Mr. Ma required at least one hundred or more shops to be confirmed for entry in advance, and also to prepare a promotional plan. Once Letao was online, they would invite sellers from Taobao and EachNet to join Letao.

As for the specific promotion plan, Mr. Ma intended to use a “discount + free shipping on qualifying orders” model. He currently had three express companies under his command, so his transport capacity was sufficient. At that time, participating enterprises could directly cooperate with his express companies, and his express companies would be responsible for parcel delivery, which would minimize shipping costs. Then they could implement the activity with “20% off site-wide + free shipping on orders over eighty-eight or ninety-nine”.

Site-wide discounts were currently the primary promotional method offline, while free shipping on qualifying orders was another attracting point that Mr. Ma came up with based on online characteristics. Although online promotions offered cheaper prices, shipping costs were not low, meaning it might not actually save money. But if shipping fees were waived, the appeal to consumers would be much greater. Once free shipping based on order value was adopted, it would also subtly induce users to “bundle orders” subconsciously, which was basically identical to the “spend-and-save” that Li Mu wanted to do.

After the entire promotion plan was sorted out, Mr. Ma very solemnly said to his team members: “The success or failure of our Letao rests on this one endeavor. From now until mid-September, we have about twenty days to prepare. Everyone must be fully alert / fully focused to do this well. Please remember, this time we have already promised the investors that Letao’s launch time absolutely cannot be changed again!”

The team members nodded repeatedly. It was now ready to launch/imminent, and immediately, a tense atmosphere quietly spread within the team.

Mr. Ma was also exceptionally nervous. It was not easy to seize food from Li Mu’s mouth, and moreover, he had already set a trap for him once. Once Li Mu became aware of his actions, Li Mu would definitely use all his strength to obstruct and interfere with him. If Letao’s launch and promotion plan were exposed, he didn’t know how Li Mu would react. This problem gave him a headache just thinking about it.

However, looking at it optimistically, Mr. Ma believed that his two promotion combinations should be enough to bring huge appeal to ordinary, budget-conscious people.

In his view, the retail industry was an industry that could never be monopolized, and the e-commerce retail industry was no different.

Ordinary people always choose more convenient and more affordable consumption channels. As long as he pushed out this activity and let users realize the discounts, then users would definitely come.

Ultimately, users buy products, not the marketplace selling the products. No consumer goes only to Walmart or Carrefour their entire life. If a newly opened supermarket in front of their door has a promotion, even if it has no reputation, but the prices are affordable, they will definitely come in to have a look. This was his opportunity.

Once he attracted a large number of consumers with this activity, his Letao would definitely be able to establish a firm foothold. In this way, even if Li Mu suddenly turned around to focus on daily necessities and compete directly with him, he might not truly be afraid of him. After all, by then, he would have a preconceived notion advantage in the daily necessities field, along with his own user base. No matter how strong Li Mu was, it would be impossible to seize all of his users one by one. By then, coupled with better subsequent operations methods, Letao should be able to fully establish itself by relying on daily necessities!

However, Mr. Ma had no idea that although Li Mu hadn’t shown any signs of focusing on daily necessities through Taobao, he had already started planning to greatly expand daily necessities, and his plans were far grander than Mr. Ma’s…





Chapter 847: A Promotion Plan That Stunned Everyone

In Taobao’s conference room, Leader Lei sat somewhat constrained on Li Mu’s left. Li Mu’s seat was at the very front of the long table, with Leader Lei on his left and Senior Student Liu on his right.

Witnessing this scene, Li Mu felt deeply emotional. Two top-tier talents, one on his left and one on his right, perfectly acted as his right and left hands. This feeling was far beyond mere quiet satisfaction; he was practically overjoyed.

Leader Lei felt somewhat nervous, because this was his first time attending an official Taobao meeting. Moreover, in his mind, Taobao’s platform and team were more than just one level superior to his previous Zhuoyue. He felt like a coach for a top-tier Chinese football club who suddenly had the opportunity to become an assistant coach for Real Madrid Football Club, sitting for the first time in Real Madrid’s coaching staff meeting room, listening to the Real Madrid head coach convey tactical planning.

The content to be discussed at this meeting was arguably the most crucial campaign for Taobao’s next phase of development. Not only was its significance exceptionally profound, but it was also a truly highly confidential matter.

For Li Mu, although Leader Lei was not yet officially a member of Taobao from a contractual standpoint, after reaching an agreement with Li Mu, in both his eyes and Li Mu’s, he was already an integral part of Taobao and could be trusted.

The meeting began with Li Mu first introducing Leader Lei to everyone and informing them that Leader Lei would soon be joining Taobao as its Chief Operations Officer.

When Li Mu stated Leader Lei’s name and his former positions at Kingsoft and Joyo.com, the other employees present were all dumbfounded.

Leader Lei was very well-known in the internet industry. Although he couldn’t compare to a rising star like Li Mu, he was definitely one of the industry’s most brilliant people. What’s more, he was not only the CEO of Kingsoft but also the Chairman of the Board of Zhuoyue, holding an extraordinary status, position, and qualifications. Yet, such a top-tier talent had actually joined Li Mu’s ranks. This made everyone realize that the value of the Taobao platform had ascended to a new level because of Lei Jun’s joining.

After introducing Leader Lei, Li Mu got straight to the point. In front of Senior Student Liu, Leader Lei, the core operations team, and the professional talent who had recently joined, he detailed his plan for this promotional event.

Li Mu began by outlining the positioning of the entire promotional event: this major daily necessities promotion was aimed at thoroughly solidifying Taobao’s foundation. Through this event, the goal was to make the entire nation realize that Taobao could deeply penetrate their daily lives, and that Taobao could replace a significant portion of their offline shopping behaviors, offering greater advantages such as lower prices, home delivery, and saving time and effort.

If this promotion succeeded, perhaps in the future, ten percent or even a higher proportion of Chinese urban residents’ daily necessities consumption would occur on Taobao. This at least ten percent should not be underestimated, because it covers Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) entirely. User purchase frequency is extremely high and almost continuous. Once a user develops the habit of online purchasing for daily necessities, then most of that user’s future daily necessities consumption will likely shift online.

The objective of this event was to attract the attention of a large number of urban residents and convert as many of them as possible into online shopping consumers.

As for the duration of this event, Li Mu decided to set it at seven days. This longer time frame was not for pursuing single-day sales volume but to genuinely aim at covering more users.

After stating his goals and positioning, Li Mu began to further refine his promotion plan.

Li Mu’s ambition was much greater than Mr. Ma’s. He wrote a large section on the blackboard, explaining as he wrote: “This time, our promotional campaign is divided into four business groups: first, the grains, oil, and food products group; second, the general merchandise group; third, the household and personal care products group; and fourth, the apparel, footwear, and headwear group.”

There were a total of four major categories, and Li Mu hoped to refine and perfect each one. Therefore, he very earnestly put forward his requirements: “The four business groups must fully coordinate with all relevant enterprises they can reach. I believe that with Taobao’s current influence and our performance during the previous Brand Day, relevant enterprises will definitely not refuse our cooperation. However, there is a principle for selecting partners: all participating enterprises must undergo strict vetting, must pass industry certification within their respective fields, possess good corporate reputation, and offer reliable and trustworthy product quality.”

Everyone nodded, understanding that product quality was the top priority. This point was very clear to them all.

Li Mu continued: “Regarding cooperation with partners, there are also several principles. First is the mode of cooperation. This time, apart from the apparel, footwear, and headwear group, the other three groups will all adopt a self-operated model, meaning we will handle procurement, sales, and delivery ourselves. Manufacturers only need to supply us with goods.”

“Speaking of supply, first and foremost, they must grant us authorization as their exclusive online Dealer. This is a basic prerequisite for cooperation; enterprises that do not accept this requirement will not be considered.”

“Secondly, pricing must be determined. Since we are an online Dealer, we require enterprises to give us prices lower than other offline channels to support our promotional campaign. They have two options: either directly lower their supply prices, or give us a certain promotion rebate. Tell them Taobao’s stance: the greater the supplier’s price advantage, the more promotional resources we will provide, and vice versa. If there is no price discount, we will refuse to cooperate.”

“Once prices are set, suppliers must transport the estimated quantity of goods to our designated warehouses in advance, as per our requirements. This time, we will still use the Brand Day model: six distribution warehouses nationwide. The allocation quantity for each warehouse will be calculated uniformly by us, and requirements will be set. Suppliers only need to supply the goods in advance according to these requirements.”

“The settlement standard for promotional activities differs from Taobao’s settlement with other merchants. This time, the settlement period will be seven to fifteen days after the activity concludes.”

“All enterprises participating in our promotion will receive at least one homepage top-banner promotion on Taobao in the coming year, and at least two channel page banner and text promotions. The enterprise with the highest sales volume in its category will receive one nationwide pop-up window promotion on YY.”

Li Mu had high demands for the participating enterprises. Not only did he require their inherent strength, but he also demanded their maximum cooperation with his promotional activities. Precisely because of these numerous demands, Li Mu also formulated more attractive preferential strategies for them. This included not only faster settlements but also highly enticing conditions such as more promotional resources for those who offered greater discounts, and more resources for those who showed a higher level of cooperation.

For large and medium-sized enterprises, their vision was more long-term. Compared to a short-term boost in sales, they hoped more to increase brand exposure and expand their brand’s target audience. Only this way could the sales growth trajectory be extended higher and longer.

Taobao’s promotional activities, for enterprises, inherently represented the joint participation of Taobao and Muye Technology. The exposure of the activities would undoubtedly be very high. Catching this fast track would greatly promote brand awareness.

Look at Zhinedar Repeater, which shone brightly during the last Brand Day. After one Brand Day promotion, its sales have now surpassed BBK, becoming the industry leader. Regardless of how much money SmartReach earned through Taobao Brand Day, just looking at its brand influence growth, an advertising budget of tens of millions of yuan might not even achieve this effect.

Therefore, Li Mu firmly believed that after he offered these preferential policies, enterprises’ enthusiasm for participation would greatly increase. At that time, enterprises would try every possible means to cooperate closely with Taobao.

Thinking of this, Li Mu added: “Oh, right, you need to inform the enterprises you contact that they must first submit product quotation sheets to me before the end of August. These must indicate the current terminal retail price, channel distribution price, and our price for each product. We will pre-allocate resources based on the price differences they provide.”

Half of those present had been recruited by Liu Qiangdong from various manufacturing enterprises. After listening to Li Mu, their keen professional instincts immediately realized that this promotional event would bring tremendous appeal to enterprises. This promotion would likely secure unprecedented ultra-low quotes from various enterprises, so everyone was full of confidence and eager to try.

Next, Li Mu moved on to the most crucial aspect of this promotional event: the plan itself!

Promotions, promotions — how exactly to promote, and with what methods? This was the most important question.

Li Mu, in front of everyone, explained his promotional strategy in detail: spend-and-save.

After discussing it roughly with Senior Student Liu, Li Mu further refined his spend-and-save strategy, intending to fully maximize its potential!

First, for the three major categories excluding apparel, footwear, and headwear, he decided to set multiple spend-and-save tiers, for example: spend ninety-nine and get twenty off, spend one hundred ninety-nine and get fifty off, spend three hundred ninety-nine and get one hundred twenty off, and spend four hundred ninety-nine and get one hundred eighty off. The discounts for these four tiers were approximately twenty percent off, twenty-five percent off, thirty percent off, and thirty-five percent off, respectively.

For special goods, such as apparel, which have high profit margins and high customer unit prices, three tiers would be used directly: spend five hundred and get two hundred off, spend one thousand and get five hundred off, and spend three thousand and get one thousand eight hundred off.

While the thresholds seemed a bit high, Li Mu also explained his reasoning: considering that autumn had already arrived and summer clothing was mostly off the shelves, everyone was starting to buy autumn wear. Currently, an ordinary long-sleeved T-shirt from a somewhat known brand costs over seventy yuan, and a jacket starts at at least two hundred yuan. So, picking just two or three items to mix and match would easily meet the five hundred yuan tier. If one couldn’t meet the five hundred, one thousand, or three thousand yuan thresholds alone, it didn’t matter. Humans are intelligent beings, best at finding solutions. Aren’t bundle orders and group orders conceptualized exactly this way?

Once online shopping users start making bundle orders, they will undoubtedly buy more, directly boosting overall sales.

Once users start looking for others to join group orders, not only will they buy more, but they will also bring at least one indirect online shopping user to Taobao. Indirect online shopping users might not yet have Alipay or a Taobao account, but that’s okay. As long as they experience the advantages of online shopping once, their likelihood of becoming direct online shopping users will greatly increase. This in itself is a powerful magic weapon for rapidly absorbing new users.

Moreover, Li Mu believed that apparel enterprises would definitely cooperate, because even selling at a fifty percent discount was only equivalent to the price they distributed to specialty stores. So, for them, selling at fifty percent off was already profitable, not to mention the opportunity to leverage the momentum for advertising—this was the most important aspect!

After saying all this, Li Mu deliberately pointed out: “All spend-and-save promotions will be implemented in the form of discount coupons. In addition to giving each user one of these spend-and-save coupons, they will also be available for unlimited free redemption by all users. The reason for distributing coupons rather than directly applying the spend-and-save discount is to create a psychological suggestion for them that it feels uncomfortable not using them, and they are losing out by not using them, thereby forcing them to use these coupons as much as possible.”

As he spoke, Li Mu inadvertently noticed that everyone present, including Senior Student Liu and Leader Lei, were staring at him with dumbfounded expressions, their eyes growing wider with astonishment, their faces showing increasing shock.

At this moment, Li Mu could not have imagined the immense psychological impact this entire set of spend-and-save promotional strategies had on them…





Chapter 848: I’ll Launch China’s E-commerce!

In Li Mu’s promotion plan, in addition to regular spend-and-save promotions, there were also the large spend-and-save coupons he had previously outlined. Offering significant discounts was the easiest way to attract users and foster an optimistic mindset that they had a good chance of winning. This was similar to lotteries, where most people subconsciously feel a great hope of winning a grand prize. For lotteries, user behavior is generally passive, but flash sales and coupon snatching are different. User initiative is high, so from a psychological perspective, they have greater confidence in flash sales and snatching coupons.

Li Mu decided to launch two types of large spend-and-save Discount coupons for users to snatch and draw. These would include one hundred thousand coupons worth 199-100 each day, as well as one thousand universal coupons worth 199-198. These universal coupons were purely for publicity. As long as one was snatched, any promotional product could be bought; a 198 yuan discount would be applied instantly for any purchase over 199 yuan, without hesitation. Not only did this provide immense appeal to users, but it also ensured that a significant number of users genuinely benefited.

It would be a grave lack of professional ethics if they announced thousands or tens of thousands of coupons each day, but only released dozens or hundreds.

Li Mu sometimes deeply admired that particular Mr. Ma and his team. They were very adept at playing the game, and quite crafty about it. Whether it was the one-yuan flash sales before Double Eleven, or Double Eleven promotions, or the so-called tens of billions in massive feedback, all of it contained numerous pitfalls and traps.

For instance, the one-yuan flash sales: there were only a few one-yuan products, and each item’s quantity was either one or, at most, a single digit. Yet, they could leverage this psychology to deceive hundreds of thousands or even millions into participating. Even with the suspicion of treating users like monkeys, it must be said that Mr. Ma was excellent at achieving the most with the least amount of money.

Then there was Double Eleven. In its early years, Double Eleven was very fraught with traps. Product prices were not transparent; some merchants would temporarily raise the price to participate in the event, leading to prices on Double Eleven being even higher than regular prices. Some companies launched so-called online-exclusive models. For example, some domestic clothing brands released online-exclusive down jackets priced at two thousand yuan, then half-off at one thousand yuan, making customers think it was a bargain. But upon purchase, they would find that, in terms of workmanship, materials, or down filling quantity, it was even inferior to a regular five or six hundred yuan product. Yet, consumers were helpless, because these styles had no offline reference point. If they said the original price was two thousand, you couldn’t argue.

It became even more deceptive when it came to the tens of billions of “big feedback.” You’d receive thousands of yuan worth of red envelopes in one go, practically all of which contained garbage like a “Rolls-Royce ten thousand yuan Discount coupon,” effectively treating consumers as idiots. Then they’d claim to have given consumers a big rebate of ten thousand yuan. What the hell is that if not Bullshit?

Of course, it wasn’t just that Mr. Ma; many e-commerce companies later learned from his experience, more or less. If you play it this way, I’ll play it this way too. If I don’t, no real economy enterprise will be willing to cooperate with me on such activities, and if I insist, I’ll lose money and die.

What Li Mu wanted to do was to stop this kind of fraud from the very beginning, allowing e-commerce to develop, popularize, and influence the lives of countless netizens in a healthy way.

Some people who like to whitewash might say: “While a certain company’s original sins had some negative impacts, the good impacts far outweigh the bad. Look at how many people it helped make money, how many job positions it created? Can you do that? Can others?”

At first listen, this sounds reasonable, but upon closer analysis, it’s just being sly and a scoundrel!

Why? Why should all the credit for industry development go to you? E-commerce is an inevitable product of internet development. Without your appearance, others would definitely have done it later. It’s not your invention, nor your original creation; the model has long existed. You just started playing early in China, and your methods were ruthless. For China’s e-commerce to be launched by you is a huge honor, but is it right that you skewed the entire direction and trend from the start?

If someone else were to launch China’s e-commerce, and that person abided by the rules, then the industry would be given a healthy start. But because of your disregard for rules, although the industry has grown, is its model truly healthy? How many hidden problems are criticized within it?

Among students, if a student achieves first place, wins the favor of teachers and parents, and scholarship money through cheating, a group of other students will surely follow suit. Those who insist on relying on their genuine ability will eventually be eliminated, and ultimately, a large number of cheating students with astonishingly good grades will emerge. Do you think such an academic atmosphere has no problem? Can you say this is prosperity and a model for academia?

In the entertainment industry, if someone gains immense popularity, rises to become first-tier, and earns a lot of money through plastic surgery, other celebrities will surely follow suit. In the end, the entertainment industry will be filled with a bunch of plastic surgery faces who rely solely on visual appeal and not acting skills. Those who don’t have plastic surgery and rely on their acting prowess will become second- or even third-tier. When a powerhouse actor acts opposite an idol actor, the latter not only won’t rehearse lines in advance but will only say numbers in front of the camera. Do you think such a trend in the entertainment industry has no problem? Can you say this is a fortunate development for the industry?

The crooked paths taken at the beginning led to too many other problems, which later became covered up by temporary prosperity. It’s like a person with great achievements whose sins are easily overlooked, understood, and forgiven. This itself goes against legal principles and logic.

For Li Mu, he didn’t know how much influence he would have in the future, but since e-commerce in China was starting with him, he had to do everything possible to ensure a good start and lead a healthy trend. If e-commerce, from the very beginning, was about digging pitfalls and setting traps for consumers, and staying ambiguous about quality and authenticity, then other e-commerce companies, in order to survive under such unfair competition, would have no choice but to follow suit!

As the saying goes, the power of example is infinite.

So Li Mu repeatedly emphasized one point at the meeting: “The prices for promotional activities must be absolutely transparent. We must use the prices of regular stores as a reference standard and be on par with them in terms of pricing. We also need to base our spend-and-save promotions on this. Where this difference comes from, everyone must negotiate with major real economy enterprises, make up the difference, or even engage in a protracted negotiation. We should use our resources as much as possible to secure the cooperation of enterprises. If the enterprises’ cooperation doesn’t meet the extent of our discounts, then we will put in some of our own funds to make up the difference, allowing consumers to truly experience the level of savings from this event. This is the most important thing.”

Speaking, Li Mu continued in a very resolute tone: “You must communicate well with the real economy enterprises. There must be no instances of substituting inferior goods for good ones in cooperation with Taobao. At the same time, we must strictly control the activity principles ourselves. We must never arbitrarily raise product listed prices to save costs. If serious quality or fraud issues arise during this event, I will show no mercy and will not let anyone off!”

Li Mu’s words were resolute and serious, making everyone’s expressions tighten. They realized that this particular aspect seemed to be what Li Mu valued most.

Leader Lei stared at the twenty-year-old young man who was so spirited and took such a broad and commanding view in front of a group of middle-aged people, amazed. For a real economy enterprise to succeed, it must have a true linchpin, a leader who can awe the entire company from both a professional and charismatic perspective. Clearly, Li Mu possessed this strength at Taobao. Everyone present, including himself, was under his control.

Li Mu added: “This time, the orders might greatly surpass those of our Brand Day. Moreover, the event lasts seven days, and daily necessities have much greater volume and weight than Electronic Products. It is foreseeable that the logistics pressure will be much greater than on Brand Day. Therefore, we need to start preparing our logistics power from now on.”

“There’s good news: our self-built logistics has already started. We have placed orders with several domestic and international real economy enterprises. At the same time, the management we recruited from other logistics companies has begun forming regional teams. General Manager Liu just signed an agreement with Jinling Iveco. Although we won’t have heavy trucks from Europe for this promotion, at least close to one hundred Iveco trucks can be put into use. So this time, our logistics and delivery transport capacity will be somewhat enhanced. However, our sorting center is not yet operational, and our own logistics management system has not yet been developed, so we still cannot cope alone. We must fully cooperate with EMS, just like last time.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Senior Student Liu and said, “General Manager Liu, please give everyone a detailed introduction to the logistics situation.”

Senior Student Liu then spoke: “I will briefly introduce the logistics situation. Within the next half-month, relying on the core team we recruited from various companies, we will establish temporary operating points in most second- and third-tier cities across the country. Some conditions might be relatively rudimentary for now, but please rest assured, within half a month, we will definitely have smooth transport capabilities in these second- and third-tier cities. Iveco will deliver a batch of vehicles soon, which will then be allocated to various city regions. The main goal is to help EMS relieve transport capacity pressure to a greater extent. I believe this force can bring significant promotion.”

Senior Student Liu had recruited many key executive figures, such as regional managers, from various companies. With the temptation of greater profit, they had begun to win over their original teams. Basically, with a change of name, they could continue to work for Taobao in their respective regions. However, even Mr. Ma was currently unaware of this. Once the time was right, these forces would directly jump out of their previous shells, effectively pulling the rug out from under Mr. Ma.

Senior Student Liu’s words brought a sigh of relief to those responsible for operations and real economy enterprise liaison. With such a massive force being deployed, coupled with EMS’s full cooperation, stabilizing the entire logistics demand should not be a major problem.

At this point, Senior Student Liu added: “However, I still hope everyone can accurately estimate the lead time. Within the next week, I will have the temporary operating points in each city report their inventory capacity. You should estimate the approximate demand for each city region based on your past experience in real economy enterprises and sales data. For example, Liu Yu, you must have dealt with the market share and specific sales of Procter & Gamble products across various provinces and cities in China during your time at Procter & Gamble. Through this sales data, we can roughly estimate the approximate demand for Procter & Gamble products in each city during the event. Next, we can pre-stock based on this estimated demand. While precise estimation of demand isn’t strictly required, for higher efficiency, the more accurate, the better. This way, we will be able to save a great deal of transport capacity pressure!”





Chapter 849: Negotiating Separately

While the promotion work for daily necessities was advancing rapidly, Senior Student Liu left Yanjing and began traveling extensively to set up logistics bases for Taobao Logistics.

Leader Lei, who had attended a Taobao meeting, was currently looking forward to joining the Taobao team as soon as possible, so he was busy actively pushing forward the acquisition case for Joyo.com.

Encouragingly, Kingsoft and Lenovo had already reached a consensus, agreeing to sell at Li Mu’s quoted price. The next steps were asset audits before the acquisition and team transition. So, while Leader Lei waited for the audit to be completed as soon as possible, he also put his old team’s minds at ease, assuring everyone that even if the company were sold to Taobao, they could all continue working in their current positions, and Taobao had agreed to give Joyo.com employees a twenty percent salary increase. This wasn’t because Taobao Net highly valued this team, but rather because Taobao’s employee benefits were already considerably higher than Joyo.com’s; even with the twenty percent increase, it still wasn’t enough to close the gap in basic salaries.

Several days passed, and Muye Technology, which had let it be known that it wanted to raise Series C funding, began to continuously receive investment intention letters from various venture capital institutions. Ding Zhengling, whom Li Mu had poached from Sequoia, firmly implemented Li Mu’s requirement: all venture capital institutions that valued Muye Technology at less than ten billion were instantly rejected by Ding Zhengling.

What did ‘instantly rejected’ mean? It meant that when Ding Zhengling saw an investment intention letter from the other party with an intended valuation below ten billion, he would unequivocally close the letter, hand it back to them, and say expressionlessly, “Sorry, Muye Technology does not consider accepting your company’s financing.”

The other party was dumbfounded by Ding Zhengling, and Ding Zhengling immediately told them the reason: “Excuse me, our boss said that all institutions quoting below ten billion will be rejected.”

Upon hearing this, the other party quickly said, “Then we’ll go back, reconvene, and prepare a new intention letter.”

“No need.” Ding Zhengling’s expression was firm as he reiterated: “Our boss’s meaning is that if the quote is below ten billion, there’s no need to discuss it again in the future.”

The other party was dumbfounded, and it took them a long while to realize that their conservative offer had completely cut them off from Muye Technology’s Series C funding. In fact, they also had Plan B and Plan C as backups, with continuously increasing offers in those alternative plans, but it was precisely because they were being opportunistic that they wanted to first present a lower offer. If rejected, they would then use the second backup plan, gradually increasing and haggling over the price.

But they never expected Muye Technology to be so impressive. Once an offer was too low, they were directly out of the game, without any chance to salvage it.

As multiple companies with offers below ten billion were rejected, Muye Technology’s high-profile stance also caused a huge shock in the internet industry. Given the current development of China’s internet industry, no one could be this strong in front of capital except Muye Technology.

No, if Taobao were to also announce its financing, its attitude would probably be similar to Muye Technology’s, after all, they are both Li Mu’s companies.

Thus, everyone reached a consensus: in China’s internet industry, no one but Li Mu could make capital subservient.

While Li Mu was being widely discussed in the industry, the people from Sequoia were celebrating, grateful that they had given Muye Technology a thirteen billion offer.

The reason for offering a thirteen billion valuation was that Sequoia had very carefully analyzed Muye Technology’s current influence. The highest valued part was naturally YY, a god-tier product that dominated the entire Chinese internet. Currently, almost every internet-connected computer in China had the YY client installed, a coverage rate so high that no second product could be found in China.

Besides YY, Muye Technology’s second biggest products were Tieba and YY Portal. These were web products, meaning page-based products, without a client, but both had very high traffic. Tieba, naturally, goes without saying. After a year of operation, Tieba had become the world’s largest Chinese community, not only gathering a large number of Chinese users but, most importantly, also gathering a large number of Chinese celebrities. Especially celebrity Tieba, to be able to gather celebrity resources to this extent was truly remarkable at the time, giving the impression of having much greater influence than Sina Blog in later generations, second only to Sina Weibo.

YY Portal started later, but relying on YY as a huge traffic source, its traffic had been rapidly growing since the first day of its launch.

After Li Mu acquired Hao123 and fully integrated it into YY123, it almost intercepted all navigation website traffic. All news modules on the navigation website were links to YY Net. A considerable portion of traffic from other websites was cut off and entirely redirected to YY Net. Therefore, YY Net’s traffic ranked first among Chinese websites, surpassing the traffic of the three established portals: Sina, 163, and Sohu. As for Baidu, it hadn’t even entered the TOP 5 Chinese websites yet.

Overall, in Sequoia’s eyes, Muye Technology’s most valuable assets were these three sections. As for YY Game Hall and Happy Farm, although they were excellent products, they didn’t seem to have strong growth potential. Although YY Games and Happy Farm had decent transaction volumes from top-ups, Sequoia felt they were just two games that made quick money. Therefore, when calculating the valuation, their standard was to estimate ten times the revenue, making their proportion very low in the thirteen billion valuation.

Besides Sequoia, several other venture capital institutions also gave valuations exceeding ten billion. What surprised Li Mu the most was that Japan’s SoftBank also presented its offer, which was as high as fifteen billion RMB.

It was somewhat unexpected for Li Mu that Sun Zhengyi also wanted to invest in Muye Technology, but thinking about it carefully, this person was indeed one of the most impressive investors in the internet industry. Mr. Ma was one of his investments, and he had also invested in many other Chinese internet companies. In the words of CCTV, he was practically an ‘old friend’ of the Chinese people.

After receiving almost all current venture capital institutions’ offers, Li Mu held an internal meeting at Muye Technology. Currently, there were five companies that offered a valuation of over ten billion for Muye Technology. The highest offer was SoftBank’s fifteen billion RMB, and the second highest was Sequoia Capital’s thirteen billion. The remaining three companies had two offers at twelve billion and one at exactly ten billion.

For Li Mu and the other employees of Muye Technology, an agreement could basically be reached in a very short time: this financing round must be a choice between SoftBank and Sequoia.

Not only were these two companies’ offers high, but they were also top-tier venture capital institutions, possessing extraordinary capital strength and capabilities/backgrounds in the capital market.

Sequoia, of course, goes without saying. It’s one of the world’s largest venture capital institutions, having invested in a huge number of companies, large and small, including many top-tier talents. It’s also an old-school American venture capital firm with deep roots in the US capital market. In comparison, besides its offer being slightly lower than SoftBank’s, it was stronger than SoftBank in several other aspects.

Regarding SoftBank, setting aside its national background, it is indeed a very impressive company. SoftBank has invested in a large number of internet and electronic hardware companies, many of which have successfully listed in the US, making it very strong in the US capital market as well. However, Li Mu was somewhat uncomfortable with Sun Zhengyi’s nationality. But reason also told him that there was no need to be an angry youth in the capital market. America and Japan both had large amounts of hot money circulating in the international capital sphere, and it was virtually impossible to completely avoid Japanese capital in the international capital market. Moreover, SoftBank’s offer was a full two billion higher, which represented absolute confidence and affirmation for Muye Technology’s future.

Just as everyone was expressing their views and opinions on whether to choose Sequoia or SoftBank, Li Mu spoke up to set the tone: “First, you don’t need to consider whether to choose Sequoia or SoftBank right now, because this is still just the quoting stage, and we haven’t started negotiations with them yet. There’s no reason to simply accept whatever they offer. What we want is actually more.”

As everyone nodded, Li Mu continued: “Second, we first need to clarify how much each section of Muye Technology’s current business is worth in the eyes of capital. YY, YY Net, and YY Game Hall cannot be demerged because they are directly affiliated, but apart from them, all other products can be demerged, such as Tieba, and the YY Games business unit. So, when we truly sit down to talk with capital, we need to negotiate separately about everything.”

Lin Qingya asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, do you mean we should raise funding after demerging?”

Li Mu said, “Whether to demerge or not depends on what valuation they give separately.”

After a pause, Li Mu gave an example: “Take Sequoia, for instance. They gave a thirteen billion valuation, which is their overall package valuation for the entire Muye Technology. But if they think Tieba isn’t worth much, and out of this thirteen billion valuation, they only value Tieba at one billion, when we believe Tieba is worth more than one billion, then we will demerge Tieba. We won’t take this one billion valuation, and I’ll spin off Tieba to operate independently. Your remaining twelve billion valuation will then be for Muye Technology minus the Tieba portion.”

Lin Qingya nodded slightly and said, “I think a significant portion of the valuation given by capital is for YY.”

Ding Zhengling also said, “General Manager Lin is right. Based on venture capital analysis methods, what they value most is YY’s direct ecosystem, not Tieba and Happy Farm. After all, YY has enormous imaginative space. With YY’s current market share and development trajectory, venture capital firms definitely have great confidence in its development over the next five years or even longer. YY will certainly account for the vast majority of the valuation given.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “If that’s the case, in our upcoming negotiations, we will use multiple approaches with them. What is the overall valuation, and what is the valuation for each part after demerging? If they give the vast majority of the valuation to YY, then we will demerge Tieba and Happy Farm. Tieba will merge with our currently developing blog to form a new company; Happy Farm will be spun off to form a company, and after being developed into a client-based game, it will be our first client-based game. And didn’t we just poach a group of gaming talents? They can then directly develop new client-based games for us, and in the future, all our client-based games will be developed under the umbrella of the gaming company.”





Chapter 850: Advance Offensively, Retreat Defensively

Later, a joke circulated on the network: an old grandma went to the vegetable market to buy tomatoes. She picked three, and after the stall owner weighed them, he said, “750g, 3.70 yuan.”

The old grandma said, “I’m just making soup; I don’t need that many.” With that, she removed the largest one. The stall owner quickly glanced at the scale again: “600g, 3 yuan.”

As everyone thought the old grandma was about to be exploited by the unscrupulous merchant, she calmly pulled out 0.70 yuan, picked up the largest tomato she had just removed, turned, and left.

Three tomatoes for 3.70 yuan. After removing one, the remaining two were 3 yuan. 3.70 yuan minus 3 yuan leaves 0.70 yuan for the one removed. No problem. The stall owner could only suffer his own silent loss.

Although it’s a joke, it perfectly illustrates the game between businesses and venture capital during corporate financing.

Currently, Muye Technology is like those tomatoes, only some are big, some are small, some are green, and some are red.

YY is definitely the largest, reddest, and best tomato among them, so it must also be the most delicious. Tieba might be medium-sized, neither green nor red, but Happy Farm is probably the green and small one.

Although it has transaction volume, compared to a true client-based game, this transaction volume is insignificant. Venture capital looks at YY’s comprehensive potential in the instant messaging field and in the future Social networking field. So, in the face of this large framework, Happy Farm indeed counts for little.

Li Mu also anticipated venture capital’s value judgment, so he wanted to first demerge and then talk with venture capital. If venture capital truly doesn’t think highly of Tieba and Happy Farm, it doesn’t matter. The less they think of it, the more advantageous it is for him. For example, Sequoia gave Muye Technology a valuation of thirteen billion. If they gave YY a valuation of twelve billion, Li Mu would dream and wake up laughing.

Because Li Mu clearly knows that Tieba’s product scale and future ecosystem chain development prospects could reach a valuation of at least tens of billions or even over one hundred billion. If they wait a few years to incubate Weibo, the valuation would at least be tens of billions of dollars to started.

As for Happy Farm, Li Mu genuinely didn’t hope for it to make much money, because its core mission wasn’t to make money but to build a platform for YY’s overseas development. But, beyond that, Happy Farm has another special attribute.

It will, without a doubt, be his first client-based game, meaning the first product of the future Game business unit. However, currently, the Game business unit is in a state of having no games at all. If they were merged into the financing, venture capital would not give them a high valuation at all, at most just a team valuation plus a platform bonus. But Li Mu knows very well that the client-based game business will be the top priority for internet revenue in the future. If he negotiates with capital providers now, bundling it into this basket of tomatoes at a negligible price, it would truly be a major silent loss.

What Li Mu wants to do is to optimize and upgrade the old grandma’s method. As a seller, first figure out the price of each tomato in the buyer’s eyes, then take out the one the other party doesn’t care for. “You don’t think highly of it? Coincidentally, I don’t really want to sell it either. I’ll take it out; let’s talk about the rest.”

The other members of Muye Technology also understood Li Mu’s idea and naturally had no objection to demerging for financing. However, everyone was more concerned about how, once Muye Technology was demerged into two to three companies, and one of them received capital investment, the money could be smoothly used for the overall operations of all three companies in the future.

If Happy Farm were demerged separately, then when YY globalizes in the future, a considerable portion of the funds investors poured into Muye Technology would be used to heavily promote Happy Farm, which would surely drive capital providers crazy.

Li Mu, however, thought this was no problem at all. With a calm expression, he told everyone, “The fundamental reason you worry that capital providers will object to us using the money on other companies unrelated to them is actually that you treat capital providers too much like people. The premise for us to receive capital is that capital providers cannot interfere with our decisions and operations. If they can’t meet this, we won’t agree to even the best financing terms.”

Li Mu continued, “We are a mature, large-scale internet enterprise, not a startup. Venture capital doesn’t need to worry about our product model, profit potential, or development prospects. In this situation, they are scrambling to invest in us, and their purpose is nothing more than wanting our shares. Once they have shares, if we need their help, they pay; if we don’t need them, they shut up and maintain their distance, acting as silent shareholders.”

Kong Lingyu agreed, saying, “I think so too. Even if we use venture capital money to promote Happy Farm overseas in the future, the ultimate beneficiary will still be YY. After all, once our YY successfully establishes a foothold in the overseas market, YY’s valuation potential will be limitless.”

Ding Zhengling asked General Manager Li, “General Manager Li, if we demerge, what are your estimated valuations for these separate segments?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “YY, fifteen billion; Tieba, five billion; Happy Farm, two billion.”

Everyone was startled by Li Mu. Calculated this way, Li Mu’s desired valuation for Muye Technology was twenty-two billion yuan! This was even Seven billion higher than SoftBank’s currently highest offer.

Lin Qingya, however, was the first to see through Li Mu’s intentions. She smiled and said, “General Manager Li, I think what you really want is to take Tieba and Happy Farm out, and just raise financing for YY at a valuation of fifteen billion, right?”

Li Mu laughed heartily and snapped his fingers: “Qingya, you truly understand me best.”

After speaking, Li Mu continued, “Tieba has traffic and users, but currently, apart apart from advertising, it doesn’t have a very good monetization method. So, I believe capital providers themselves won’t be overly optimistic about Tieba. Happy Farm’s game model is relatively gentle; its intensity can’t compare to games like Legend. Moreover, the game itself is free, so its profit potential naturally can’t compare to paid games. Similarly, capital providers certainly won’t think highly of it. When we offer shares for financing, frankly speaking, it’s like selling something. If a buyer doesn’t recognize the value of something or offers a low price, why should we sell it?”

Ding Zhengling nodded, “Then I will proceed with detailed discussions with Sequoia and SoftBank based on YY’s valuation of fifteen billion.”

“Good,” Li Mu said, “If we reach an agreement, we will demerge Tieba and register a separate company, Muye Culture; we will demerge Happy Farm and the game development team and register a separate company, Muye Interactive Entertainment. The shareholding structures of these two companies will be an exact copy of our current shareholding structure, with shareholders and shareholding ratio unchanged. However, after the demerger, the two companies will operate independently and raise financing separately in the future.”

“This way, in the future, we can achieve ‘advance offensively, retreat defensively.’ If we advance offensively, we will find ways to enable these two demerged companies to also go public independently. If we retreat defensively, we can also use Muye Technology to re-acquire these two demerged companies through mergers and acquisitions (M&A) involving capital operation. This way, not only can we enhance the overall strength of Muye Technology, but we can also prevent Series C venture capital from taking advantage. At that time, if these two companies, in which they hold no shares, are to be merged in, they will have to pay an additional price, either by diluting a portion of their shares or by putting in money to cover the price difference.”

Li Mu’s offensive and defensive planning received everyone’s approval. Everyone also understood that while Tieba and the game business might seem worthless to outsiders currently, their development potential is significant in their own eyes.

Currently, Muye Technology’s core team does not yet know Li Mu’s future plans for Weibo; they only know that Tieba’s next incubation task is a blog, and the blog is already under development and will be released very soon.

Although some people had tried making blog products before, they couldn’t succeed because they lacked sufficient traffic city, powerful platform appeal, and well-known self-media entities. But currently, Tieba has a large amount of high-quality content and abundant celebrity resources. Once converted to blog, it can instantly create a large number of highly-watched self-media. It can be said that Tieba has already nurtured an absolutely fertile ground for blogs. As soon as the blog is launched, it will definitely become popular, and very popular.

In Li Mu’s view, both blogging and Weibo face a huge problem in their development: popular but not profitable. To put it bluntly, they lack good monetization models. They have high traffic and great fame, but they don’t know how to make money.

For a portal website with more than one million daily unique visitors, relying solely on selling advertisements, an annual revenue of tens of millions is already impressive, for example, Hao123 before he acquired it. But if it’s an e-commerce website with more than one million daily unique visitors, annual revenue can easily reach tens of billions or hundreds of billions. The real difference between the two is the monetization method.

However, for Li Mu, this is no problem, because Li Mu has already prepared an excellent monetization channel for blogs and the future Weibo—Taobao.

In later generations, after Weibo developed for a certain period, it began to move towards new media e-commerce. If not for the emergence of WeChat Moments, a multitude of “WeChat merchants” would certainly have taken root on Weibo.

Li Mu doesn’t want to create a “WeChat merchant army,” but new media e-commerce is a very effective development direction. Once blogs become popular, they will definitely gather a large number of users. Finding ways to guide these users to consume on Taobao will be the top priority for blog’s future monetization.

In other words, Li Mu has basically decided that future blog advertising placements will entirely go to Taobao alone. The e-commerce monetization method is direct and has a high conversion rate, making it much more effective than other internet advertisements.

Moreover, blogs themselves are newfangled self-media. Here, a small number of people create high-quality content, and a large number of people follow and consume that content. In this situation, blogs can guide a group of people skilled at content creation or influential figures to directly try content e-commerce.

For example: having famous makeup artists open blogs, explaining makeup techniques while recommending cosmetics and tools from Taobao partner companies. Their audience, while learning, can directly develop a desire to purchase the products they recommend through her guidance, and the embedded links within the blog can directly redirect these fans to Taobao to complete the purchase;

For example: having famous fashion magazines open blogs, regularly recommending various clothing pairings from partner companies. Users who see something interesting can click on it and similarly purchase directly on Taobao;

Taobao stall owners can promote products on blogs, and famous bloggers can also open stores on Taobao. In short, by completely open up / clear (a channel) between these two segments, resources from both ends can achieve interoperability and mutual conversion rate, promoting each other and developing together.

This is the impressive aspect of a big Ecosystem. When Sina was tinkering with blogs and Weibo in his past life, they didn’t have a Taobao at hand to facilitate monetization. But currently, both blogs and Taobao belong to Li Mu…





Chapter 851: Fantasy Westward Journey

In his previous life, there was once a mutual resource conversion between Weibo and Taobao; many influencers and celebrities helped Taobao sellers advertise on Weibo, potentially earning hundreds of thousands in advertising income from a single post.

There were also comedians who first gathered followers on Weibo by sensationalism, and then utilized advertising for Taobao stores to monetize their fanbase. These were all typical examples of Weibo directing traffic to Taobao.

In addition, many influencers also opened their own stores on Taobao, using their followers and influence to attract them from Weibo to shop in their Taobao stores. This was another way Weibo directed traffic to Taobao.

Weibo had traffic, and Taobao had money. So, Weibo directing traffic to Taobao not only allowed Weibo to earn money but also helped Taobao make money. This was precisely the mission Li Mu planned to entrust his blog with next: directing traffic to Taobao and helping Taobao earn money, while simultaneously allowing himself and his users to profit—mutual resource exchange and shared growth, the healthiest business model.

It was precisely because Li Mu intended to use Tieba to incubate his blog and Weibo, and he had already planned the monetization channels for both, that he was unwilling to integrate this business into Muye Technology for joint financing at this stage.

All these plans were known entirely by Li Mu alone. His team knew only a small part, and capital knew next to nothing.

Precisely because capital knew next to nothing, they definitely wouldn’t focus too much on this business. When he decided to spin it off later, capital certainly wouldn’t be too torn up, as their core target was Muye Technology.

Once demerged, and Muye Technology completed its financing, Tieba’s derivative product, “blog,” could be launched. By then, Tieba and the blog would not only have higher traffic and influence, but through Taobao as a monetization channel, they would also demonstrate significant profit potential. At that point, the valuation of this business alone would increase substantially.

As for games, Li Mu had even more in mind.

Xu Bo, nicknamed Old Xu, had already joined Muye Technology. With a little guidance from Li Mu, he would definitely be able to create Fantasy Westward Journey. If Li Mu himself participated, perhaps his Fantasy Westward Journey would be even more successful than NetEase’s Fantasy Westward Journey in his previous life. This was a long-term prospect that could be profitable for over ten years; it absolutely had to be developed independently, otherwise, it would truly be benefitting capital for free.

The Xishan Ju Studio team had also joined. Li Mu planned for them to begin developing a xianxia or wuxia game. Currently, the domestic online games market was still in its infancy, with very few truly original Chinese games. The concept of intellectual property had not yet started. Since Xishan Ju Studio specialized in xianxia and wuxia games, why not take advantage of the undeveloped game copyright market and spend some money to acquire all game copyrights for Mr. Jin Yong’s works, including mobile game copyrights? They could purchase a ten-year term, not for resale, but to develop them one by one themselves.

Currently, the price for Mr. Jin Yong’s game copyrights certainly wouldn’t be high. Millions, or tens of millions for the entire package, would probably be the most. So, from Li Mu’s perspective, this investment was entirely worthwhile.

In this way, with just Xu Bo and Xishan Ju Studio, his client-based game market would be somewhat secured. In the future, his client-based game company could not only develop games but also have a large number of impressive games waiting for him to negotiate agency deals. The profit margin here was probably immeasurably higher. The more this was the case, the more crucial it was to demerge these operations in advance and not let Series C capital come in yet, to prevent them from getting a free ride. If they wanted to invest, they could, but only after these two business segments became valuable, bringing in substantial funds. Li Mu would welcome them with open arms then.

With these two strategies fully matured in his mind, Li Mu instructed Ding Zhengling to communicate with Sequoia and SoftBank according to his requirements. Simultaneously, he prepared to set aside time to tackle some client-based game issues.

…

In late August, many universities in Yanjing successively began their new semesters. Renmin University and Peking University also entered their countdown to the new term. The Xishan Ju Studio team had all reported for duty early, but Xu Bo was late due to personal matters.

After Xu Bo resigned, his agreed-upon start date with Muye Technology’s HR was originally late August, but he reportedly went home to handle some family affairs, which delayed him until the end of August.

On Xu Bo’s first day of work, Kong Lingyu called him into his office.

Upon just arriving at the company, the general manager and second-in-command of Muye Technology called him, a mere game planner, into the office. Xu Bo was both surprised and delighted, yet also exceptionally apprehensive, fearing he might not have performed well and left a bad impression on the leadership.

Kong Lingyu was extraordinarily polite to Xu Bo, inviting him to sit, and asking his secretary to make tea, treating him entirely like a guest. This made Xu Bo even more confused.

Facing the uneasy Xu Bo, Kong Lingyu smiled and said, “Old Xu, do you know why I called you over right after you reported for duty?”

Xu Bo shook his head. “Manager Kong, please speak freely if you have any instructions.”

Kong Lingyu smiled faintly and said, “Actually, there’s something I didn’t explain very thoroughly before. Do you know why I noticed your resume?”

Xu Bo shook his head again.

Kong Lingyu said calmly, “In fact, your resume wasn’t the most outstanding among the many applications. The reason it received the company’s attention was mainly because our General Manager Li happened to see your resume and highly recognized your foresight in submitting your resume to Muye Technology, an organization that hadn’t even truly established a game team yet, while you were still in Guangzhou.”

Xu Bo was dumbfounded. “General Manager Li? Are you referring to Li Mu?”

Kong Lingyu smiled back, “Do you think there’d be any other General Manager Li?”

Nervous yet excited, Xu Bo asked, “You mean, General Manager Li saw my resume?”

“That’s right,” Kong Lingyu said. “General Manager Li’s intuition is very accurate. When he saw your resume, he immediately found you quite interesting, so it was based on his suggestion that I paid attention to your resume.”

Hearing this, Xu Bo couldn’t help but let out a gasp of surprise. He had never dreamed that Li Mu, the Internet Prodigy of China, would actually pay attention to his resume. What a great honor! The feeling must be similar to a fledgling programmer in a later era having his resume personally reviewed by the Two Mas…

Seeing his astonishment, Kong Lingyu smiled and said, “General Manager Li places great importance on the game business. A few days ago, twelve core members from Kingsoft’s Xishan Ju Studio already started. Moving forward, this will be a phase of rapid development for our game business, so we will need you and other colleagues in the game business unit to work together to grow our game business bigger and stronger.”

Xu Bo nodded repeatedly. “Manager Kong, please rest assured, I will do my utmost!”

Kong Lingyu nodded with satisfaction, checked the time, and said, “Alright, I’ll take you to General Manager Li’s office. You two can have a good chat. General Manager Li is quite interested in NetEase’s Fantasy Westward Journey Online. He might ask you some related questions, so perform well.”

Xu Bo felt extremely nervous inside, but still asserted firmly, “Understood, Manager Kong. I will definitely perform well later.”

A moment later, Kong Lingyu led Xu Bo to Li Mu’s office. It was Xu Bo’s first time seeing Li Mu, who had appeared on television countless times, and it was also Li Mu’s first time in his life seeing Xu Bo, known by his nickname Old Xu.

Kong Lingyu introduced him to Li Mu, saying, “General Manager Li, this is Xu Bo, who just started today.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, then pointed to the chair in front of his executive desk and said to Xu Bo, “Come, come, please have a seat.”

Xu Bo nervously walked up and sat down somewhat restlessly. At this point, Kong Lingyu said, “General Manager Li, I won’t disturb your discussion.”

Li Mu nodded, and Kong Lingyu exchanged a greeting with Xu Bo before leaving Li Mu’s office.

Li Mu looked at Xu Bo, who had anxiety and nervousness written all over his face, and smiled faintly, asking him, “Coming from Guangzhou, can you adapt to the environment in Yanjing?”

Xu Bo smiled nervously and said, “I can’t tell yet. I’m just worried I won’t be able to adapt to the sub-zero temperatures once winter sets in.”

Li Mu chuckled heartily. “Yanjing has heating, so it’s very comfortable indoors, just a bit dry.”

Xu Bo nodded, but心里却在纳闷,眼前的这位年轻人是牧野科技的老大,也是华夏互联网最牛的人没有之一,他竟然会把自己这样一个小人物叫到办公室,还嘘寒问暖,这可真是有些让人理解不透.

inside, he wondered. This young man before him was the boss of Muye Technology, and arguably the most impressive person in China’s internet industry. Yet, he would call a small fry like himself into his office and even inquire about his well-being. This was truly a bit incomprehensible.

Li Mu then got down to business, saying, “I heard from Manager Kong that during your final interview, you mentioned a rough game concept?”

Xu Bo immediately recalled the idea he had discussed with Kong Lingyu during that day’s final interview. Kong Lingyu had first asked him how he would modify Fantasy Westward Journey Online, and his answer was that rather than revising it, it would be better to re-develop. So he said to Li Mu, “I did discuss a rough concept with Manager Kong that day. It was based on Fantasy Westward Journey Online, but I personally lean towards using the background of Journey to the West, elements from Fantasy Westward Journey Online, and some of my own ideas to re-create a cartoon-style Journey to the West game.”

Li Mu nodded and said without reservation, “I won’t beat around the bush with you. To be frank, I’m currently very short on good client-based games, especially good ones developed ourselves. If I give you a chance, allowing you to create the game concept you envisioned according to your own ideas, do you think you can do it well?”

Although Xu Bo had always been ambitious, believing he could make games better, when genuinely asked if he had that confidence, he suddenly felt a little timid.

After a moment of hesitation and struggle, Xu Bo rationally analyzed his current situation. Although Li Mu’s question surprised him, it was also undoubtedly an excellent opportunity. So, he suppressed the excitement in his heart and said, “General Manager Li, I believe I can do it well.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Alright, then write up a game architecture for me first.”

Xu Bo asked, “Should I just write it freely, or do you have any specific requirements for it?”

Li Mu smiled mysteriously and said, “A few requirements.”

“First, the game must revolve around Journey to the West, a story known to all Chinese people.”

“Second, the game must have a vast story background and a comprehensive quest system.”

“Third, NetEase’s A Chinese Odyssey Online has already hired Stephen Chow as their spokesperson. In that case, we can’t directly reference the plot and main characters from the A Chinese Odyssey movies. However, I hope that when you design the NPCs, you tailor them to the characteristics of the main characters in A Chinese Odyssey movies, such as Zhu Yin, Wu Mengda, Karen Mok, and Liu Zhenwei.”

Xu Bo said in surprise, “If we design characters from Stephen Chow’s A Chinese Odyssey into the game, wouldn’t that conflict with Fantasy Westward Journey Online?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Our storyline won’t reference A Chinese Odyssey, only the character designs will reference the actors from A Chinese Odyssey.”

Xu Bo said, “I also hope to design these A Chinese Odyssey character elements into the game, but the film company and NetEase certainly won’t agree. If it comes to a lawsuit then…”

Li Mu smiled confidently and said, “Design boldly and without worry. I will directly get these actors to authorize us to create their cartoon images for the game. Besides that, I can even get them to personally participate in the game’s production, such as recording audio and video, and even have them participate in the game’s promotion. As long as the character names and plot settings don’t appropriate elements from A Chinese Odyssey, there won won’t be any problem.”

Hearing this, Xu Bo’s expression immediately became agitated. He blurted out, “That’s fantastic! I’ll start writing the game architecture according to your requirements today!”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “Do you have any ideas what you’re going to name this game you’ve conceived?”

Xu Bo said without hesitation, “Fantasy Westward Journey!”





Chapter 852: Making Resources Monetization Outlets

When Xu Bo uttered the words “Fantasy Westward Journey”, Li Mu’s mind became perfectly clear!

He truly was a brilliant person! Even though Xu Bo was currently just an ordinary game industry professional who had only officially entered the field recently, the fact that he already had the concept for Fantasy Westward Journey at this stage made Li Mu further acknowledge his capabilities and mindset.

Many brilliant people in later generations grew step by step, with their strength, vision, and ambition constantly improving through growth. Take Senior Student Liu, for example. If you read his biography, you’d know that from 2001 to 2003, Senior Student Liu was just an ordinary individual business owner, one who sold optical-magnetic products in Zhongguancun. He earned a decent amount of money and lived quite well, making him one of the highest earners among his classmates who graduated from Renmin University at the time.

If it weren’t for the need to change during the SARS period, Senior Student Liu would not have founded JD.com. And when JD.com started in the 360buy era, it certainly didn’t have the grand ambitions it later developed. At the time, Senior Student Liu simply wanted to put his products online so his customers could make purchases from home, and he could hire people for delivery. This very idea helped him open a window into e-commerce, gradually allowing him to elevate himself, his vision, and his goals in the e-commerce field, leading to the ever-expanding JD.com we know later.

In other words, until 2003, Mr. Liu had never considered e-commerce, never planned for it, and never thought about whether venturing into e-commerce would elevate his overall standing.

It wasn’t just Mr. Liu; almost all brilliant people were the same. General Manager Ma once wanted to sell QQ for hundreds of thousands, simply because he himself didn’t realize how much potential QQ truly had back then.

However, Old Xu was already one step ahead of them in this regard. While still an unknown, he was already planning the future he desired in his mind, envisioning a blueprint far grander than his current scope. Although his future achievements were far from those of Senior Student Liu, in this specific aspect, the Xu Bo of 2002 had greater ambition than the Senior Student Liu of 2003.

It was precisely for this reason that Li Mu firmly believed that since Xu Bo could mention the name “Fantasy Westward Journey,” his mind must have already developed a very complete concept.

Immediately, Li Mu made the final decision: “Excellent! Fantasy Westward Journey, I really like that name! If you write this architecture well, I’ll give you the people and the budget, and let you lead the development of this game!”

Even when Li Mu just asked Xu Bo to write the game architecture, Li Mu hadn’t said he would let him lead the development. Old Xu also didn’t dare to hope that the leader would entrust a game to a casually trained novice like himself. He had thought that if his game architecture could be adopted by the company and he could be the game’s architect, he would be extremely satisfied. But he never imagined that Li Mu would grant him supreme authority right from the start!

How could a newcomer possess such virtue or ability! This truly was immense trust and grace!

Old Xu was overwhelmed with excitement, unable even to speak clearly, stammering, “General Manager Li, please rest assured… please rest assured, I will definitely work hard, definitely work hard, oh no, I will definitely do my best to complete the game architecture!”

In Li Mu’s future self-developed game plans, Fantasy Westward Journey had the highest priority. For this, he also decided to give Xu Bo powerful support, allowing him to create a game even more fantastical than the original Fantasy Westward Journey.

Currently, no game company had managed to integrate celebrities into games. Li Mu planned to utilize Fantasy Westward Journey to bring in the classic characters from the A Chinese Odyssey Online movie. Due to copyright issues, names like Supreme Treasure and Zixia Fairy might not be usable. But it didn’t matter; he could find Athena Chu, create a cartoon image based on her, looking eighty percent similar, give it a different name, and place it in the game as an NPC. This would still have enormous appeal to players.

In the years before Li Mu’s rebirth, the integration of China’s game market and celebrities reached an extreme. Various Web games and client-based games evolved from initially inviting third-tier Hong Kong actors for endorsements to eventually featuring top-tier stars/celebrities from mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Investment in celebrities doubled, solely due to the immense influence of celebrities.

When Lin Zicong first endorsed a certain Web game, it exuded a particularly strong underdog vibe, making everyone feel the game was copycat and low-quality. But no one expected that soon after, the highly popular Deng Chao also endorsed this Web game. Considering Deng Chao’s worth at the time, people began to wonder how profitable this game truly was. The real data was astonishing: this Web game, full of copycat elements and feeling exceptionally low, was the most profitable domestic Web game for two consecutive years, with an annual transaction volume exceeding one billion yuan. It was earning money hand over fist.

Li Mu was well aware of celebrity influence and knew that celebrities could easily guide users towards monetization. However, he was unwilling to adopt the low-quality model of having celebrities brandish broadswords in advertisements. It would be best to integrate celebrity images naturally into the game, allowing users to interact with celebrity NPCs within the game. This way, combined with future real celebrity advertisements, celebrity blogs, and Tieba promotional interactions, it would also have a huge auxiliary effect on game promotion.

In his future plans, Li Mu hoped to maximize the use of entertainment industry celebrity resources, transforming them into another engine driving product development.

What Li Mu was least concerned about currently was entertainment industry resources. Although he had never been involved in the entertainment industry, he understood the ultimate flow of this deep river: everything in the entertainment industry revolves around “monetization outlets.”

Whether they were singers or film stars, what they pursued was fame. Whether it was singing or acting, promoting or hyping, the fundamental goal of celebrities and the companies behind them was to find good monetization outlets to convert their fame into income.

So, who had the most influence in the entertainment industry? Not the best music producers, nor the best film directors, but platforms or individuals who possessed the most powerful resources and monetization channels.

Although Weibo wasn’t profitable, most celebrities paid special attention to it because Weibo could provide them with a powerful platform for gathering fans, which no other platform could achieve. Whether they were singers, film stars, or internet celebrities/influencers, they all chose to manage and hype their online influence on Weibo. For them, Weibo was an entity they absolutely had to maintain well.

Li Mu had created an unprecedented precedent in China’s internet: no internet company had ever achieved the level of influence over the entertainment industry that Muye Technology currently held. Li Mu’s successive operations had made the entertainment industry recognize the propagation power of the internet in advance. Therefore, for the entire entertainment industry, Muye Technology was a monetization outlet, a platform they had to find ways to curry favor with.

Influence established Muye Technology’s fundamental leverage over celebrities. On this foundation, Taobao’s audio-visual product sales combined with Muye Technology’s omni-channel promotion brought greater influence bonuses to singers in the entertainment industry. So, currently, Li Mu could confidently say that singers from mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, if they wanted to become famous, would actively seek to please Muye Technology and Taobao. If Muye Technology needed help, the actual cost to pay would be very low.

In a short while, once Taobao’s online ticketing system launched, paired with Li Mu’s own cinema chain, it would certainly deliver a huge shock to cinemas nationwide. Behind the online ticketing system lay a larger user base, more convenient movie ticket purchasing experience, and a simpler seat selection and payment process. Behind all these conveniences, the core data truly influenced was the cinema’s attendance rate.

Li Mu had already planned a series of promotional activities to accompany the online ticketing system, aiming to shock and influence the entire industry through his cinema chain via the online ticketing system.

Coupled with YY’s powerful promotional capabilities and Taobao and Alipay’s purchase and payment channels, the online ticketing system would gradually become a mandatory choice for all offline cinema chains. Li Mu had absolute confidence in connecting most of the country’s cinema chains to his online ticketing system in a very short time.

By then, even if the cinema chains weren’t in his hands, most movie ticket transactions would be, allowing him to truly counterbalance domestic movie box office!

At that time, control over the industry through the online ticketing system would allow the company to demonstrate even greater influence among film and television stars. By then, it would certainly be possible to acquire powerful resources from film and television stars at extremely low costs.

Moreover, Li Mu was not at all worried about the online ticketing system encountering powerful rivals, because looking at the current domestic internet companies, none possessed the strength to compete with him in online ticketing.

Tencent? It was already just an empty shell.

Alibaba? Its Letao hadn’t even launched yet.

Meituan? Weiying? Dianping? Sorry, none of these had even been born yet.

Therefore, Li Mu’s online ticketing system was like an invasive species, with no existing enemies in its native environment. Once launched, it would absolutely achieve complete online monopoly.

By that time, entertainment industry resources related to film and television would naturally gravitate towards him, like planets orbiting a star.

If Muye Technology needed a certain singer’s resources, it could directly communicate with the relevant company: “Your singer will promote for us, and in return, we will provide this singer with omni-channel promotion.” Why wouldn’t the other party be happy to do so?

This method held true for film stars too. If Muye Technology needed a certain film star’s resources, it could directly communicate with the relevant company or film studio, asking the film star to promote Muye Technology. In return, YY could cooperate with the online ticketing system to jointly promote that film star’s movie. This promotion could directly translate into movie box office, not to mention the boost to their influence.

This way, every new product launched in the future would incorporate a large number of celebrity resources for joint promotion, achieving twice the results with half the effort.

For example, if his company were to develop a Web game based on Jin Yong’s works in the future, he could entirely invite a large group of actors from classic Jin Yong film and television adaptations to promote the game.

The most popular actors for Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils were Huang Rihua and Chen Haomin? The most popular for The Return of the Condor Heroes were Gu Tianle and Li Ruotong? The most popular for The Deer and the Cauldron was Chen Xiaochun?

Okay, directly communicate with their respective companies for a resource exchange: have these celebrities embody the characters they played, appearing as NPCs in a game enjoyed by millions or even tens of millions of players. “You help me on this level, and I’ll help you on other levels.” At the same time, this would be a massive promotion for the celebrities themselves. For the celebrities and the companies behind them, this would surely be something greatly desired.

After having a comprehensive plan for integrating entertainment industry resources, Li Mu summoned Ding Zhengling and Lin Qingya and gave both of them a new work instruction.

“Qingya, the company will add a Copyright Acquisition Department. You will be responsible for recruiting content-related talent from major publishing houses, film, and music companies across mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Once the team is assembled, it will be handed over to Old Ding for supervision.”

Ding Zhengling came from Sequoia and understood capital operations, and he was also responsible for capital operation at Muye Technology. So, Li Mu wanted to entrust the Copyright Acquisition Department to him. He was skilled in company and product investment and acquisition, so investing in and acquiring intellectual property would certainly not be a problem.

The two of them didn’t quite understand why Li Mu wanted to establish a copyright acquisition department. Just as they were about to ask for the reason, Li Mu, instead of explaining, directly issued the first task to Ding Zhengling: “Once the Copyright Acquisition Department is established, your team’s first task is to acquire the game copyrights for all of Mr. Jin Yong’s works. The games include, but are not limited to, Client, Web-based, and Mobile-based versions. The term is… ten years, oh no, twenty years!”





Chapter 853: Blocking the Opponent’s Overtaking Lane

Besides Jin Yong, Li Mu also asked Ding Zhengling to exert full effort in negotiations with other renowned wuxia masters such as Gu Long, Liang Yusheng, and Wen Ruian. He wanted to acquire the game copyrights for all their works through a 20-year exclusive authorization buyout, not hesitating to spend more money if necessary.

Everyone found it a bit puzzling that Li Mu, a top figure in the internet industry, would be so interested in wuxia novel copyrights. However, since he had already stated his intentions, everyone immediately expressed their commitment to actively move forward according to his requirements.

Actually, Li Mu believed that high-quality copyrights were the arsenal of the future pan-entertainment domain. When battling enemies, the more weapons and ammunition one had, and the greater their power and influence, the higher the chances of winning the battle.

Li Mu recalled the popular copyrights from his previous life. Whether it was works by famous masters or web novels, the highest level of copyright derivatives was always film/television and games. For first-tier masters like Jin Yong, who had dominated the literary world for decades, his film and television copyrights were already very maturely developed. Therefore, acquiring his film and television copyrights currently would be extremely expensive and largely meaningless. However, games were a different story. The domestic gaming industry was currently quite weak, and no one could fully grasp the vast market potential for game adaptations. At this time, game copyrights were usually just additional income for authors, with no clear basis for valuation. As long as the offer was tempting enough, it could definitely be acquired.

Although Muye Technology was preparing to demerge before financing, this was a demerger based on external capital. Colloquially speaking, a corporate demerger for financing is, to some extent, like a premarital property agreement. If financing is seen as marriage, then before Muye Technology ‘marries’ capital, it needs to clearly define with the capital: one part will be our future common property, which we will jointly own proportionally; and another part will be my personal property, for which I will prepare a premarital property agreement, and this property will not be related to you after marriage.

Precisely because of this, even if Muye Technology were to be split into many pieces, according to Li Mu’s shareholding ratio in each demerged company, he would still hold the absolute controlling stake in all of them. For Li Mu, these demerged companies combined would form his corporate empire.

Within Li Mu’s corporate empire, pan-entertainment would be an extremely important link in the future. Although YY was the core of Muye Technology, YY would gradually transform into a gigantic incubator. Its inherent profitability would account for an increasingly smaller proportion within the entire corporate empire, and the true future profits would come from the pan-entertainment industries incubated by YY.

First and foremost would undoubtedly be gaming. This was a giant cake. In later generations, half or even more of Tencent’s revenue came from its gaming business, which clearly demonstrated the immense profit margin in this sector.

As games became more numerous and market competition grew fiercer, the user acquisition threshold for any gaming company would only get higher. A company like Muye Technology, possessing the ‘YY’ ultimate weapon, was truly unique in the industry. Li Mu was confident that his future gaming business would achieve twice the results with half the effort. However, even with YY as an ultimate weapon, the influence of hot IPs in the future still could not be underestimated.

The reason hot IPs became increasingly popular, besides the excellence of the content itself, was primarily their fan base. Comics, film/television, and games adapted from hot IPs would inherently come with a massive fan base.

If Li Mu acquired the game copyright for The Legend of the Condor Heroes, as soon as the game was developed and slightly promoted, the massive fan base of The Legend of the Condor Heroes itself would pay special attention. These fan users could then be drawn into the game of the same name with an extremely low acquisition threshold, leveraging the hot IP’s influence.

In later generations, the game copyright prices for Xuanhuan masters like Fanqie and Tudou ranged from millions to tens of millions of yuan or even higher. The fundamental reason behind this was the massive fan bases of these popular authors. While other game developers had to accumulate users one by one from scratch for a 100% original game, a game adapted from a popular novel could potentially attract tens of thousands or even over one hundred thousand novel fans as users on its very first day of server launch. This contained immense commercial potential.

However, domestic web literature had not truly developed yet, so Li Mu temporarily had no plans to intervene in the web novel industry. He would start by acquiring copyrights from renowned masters, and then, once web literature had a certain foundation, he would make strategic long-term investments in that industry.

However, excellent wuxia copyrights were by no means an endless supply like web novels. There were only so many wuxia novel masters, and only a few dozen famous works. After this generation of masters, wuxia novels would generally decline, and there would basically be no outstanding wuxia works in the future.

Therefore, for the copyrights of these masters’ works, the earlier they were acquired and the longer the authorized period, the greater the future profit margin. It wasn’t just about profit margin; hot novel IPs represented a mature and vast worldview structure. Adapting a game from a hot IP was far more effort-saving than designing and developing an original game from scratch! For a completely original game, just creating the background setting would take a long time, whereas a hot IP could directly skip this step.

More importantly, by holding these top-tier copyrights now, Li Mu could ensure that future competitors would have no top-tier IPs available. By then, his future opponents would only be able to design their own game architectures and develop users from scratch, while he could leverage the advantage of hot IPs to rapidly produce games with large fan bases. This would, to a great extent, block his opponents’ overtaking lane.

With YY in hand, even without leveraging hot IPs, Li Mu would find it much easier to promote games than his typical competitors. However, if an opponent acquired a top-tier major IP, YY’s advantage in gaming could easily be partially surpassed by them. If games like The Legend of the Condor Heroes and Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils fell into the hands of other companies, it would indeed pose a significant threat to YY.

Precisely for this reason, Li Mu wanted his team to spend money to ‘round up all’ these wuxia work copyrights, so that when competitors rose, they would discover: ‘Damn it, there are no good hot IPs available, all the hot IPs are in Li Mu’s hands.’ Anyway, the acquisition price was cheap now, unlike in later generations where the game copyright for just any popular work cost tens of millions of RMB. So buying these was more profitable and stable than buying stocks.

Precisely because Li Mu intended to acquire the copyrights of Jin Yong and other wuxia masters, and start directly from adapting games from these masters’ works, he did not allow the team recruited from Xishan Ju Studio to take any immediate action. Li Mu’s instruction to Wu Di, the team leader, was: during this period, first have the team thoroughly read all of Jin Yong’s wuxia novels, and focus on discussing the world structure, the distribution and confrontation of various sectarian forces, famous masters, and the personalities, strengths, and appearances of beautiful women in each novel. This was to ensure they had a macro-level preparation in advance.

Meanwhile, Old Xu was engrossed in writing the game architecture for Fantasy Westward Journey. Following his previous ideas for the game and Li Mu’s suggestions, the entire game’s world system architecture was becoming increasingly clear.

…

On August 31st, a considerable number of universities in Yanjing began the matriculation and registration process for new students. The influx of a large number of students from other regions made the entire Yanjing area much more lively.

Returning students would only start school on September 10th, so neither Su Yingxue nor Zhao Ziqiu were ready to come back yet.

On the morning of the 31st, Li Mu was following up on Taobao’s Brand Day operations. A Vice Principal from Renmin University contacted Li Mu through Dong Ai, expressing hope that Li Mu could deliver a speech to the new students at the freshman welcoming ceremony on September 20th. After all, Li Mu was currently the ‘living signboard’ of Renmin University; more than half the people outside, when mentioning Renmin University, would associate it with Li Mu. Having such a benchmark figure deliver a welcoming speech to new students would certainly have a very positive impact and provide great assistance to them.

Dong Ai relayed that the Vice Principal specifically asked her to tell Li Mu that he hoped Li Mu could instill enough positive energy into the freshman students, so that they would be positively influenced by Li Mu’s positive energy not just throughout their four years of university but also when they entered society in the future.

Upon hearing this, Li Mu knew he couldn’t refuse. ‘Positive energy’ was a concept he himself had popularized, a new term he had coined. Since the Vice Principal had put it that way, if he still refused, it would truly be ‘lacking in positive energy’.

So Li Mu could only agree. Although giving a speech was somewhat high-profile, Li Mu also hoped he could provide some positive guidance to the next batch of junior students.

Around noon, Li Mu ate a working meal in his office when he received a call from Zhao Kang.

Over the phone, Zhao Kang asked excitedly, “Did you watch TV? CCTV’s News 30 Minutes.”

Li Mu said, “No, I’m in the office. What’s up?”

Zhao Kang said, “News 30 Minutes just reported on the Economic and Trade Commission’s ‘Internet into Homes’ policy.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Internet into Homes? What does that mean?”

Zhao Kang explained, “‘Internet into Homes’ is the ‘Computers to the City’ initiative you previously proposed!”

Li Mu suddenly realized, “It changed its name? Did the news say how the policy was specifically decided?”

“Yes, it did!” Zhao Kang hurriedly said, “Starting tomorrow, the ‘Internet into Homes’ policy will first launch pilot programs in Yanjing, Huzhou City, Hebei Province, Qilu, and Nansu, covering three provinces and two cities. Within these regions, household users who purchase designated models of desktop computers from four companies—Shenzhou, Lenovo, Founder, and TCL—with their household registration booklet can receive a 500 yuan national subsidy. If they establish internet presence within one month of purchase, they will enjoy a 25% discount on the first year’s internet fees, regardless of the operator chosen!”

Li Mu, unable to contain his excitement, blurted out, “Really? Is it confirmed?!”

Li Mu knew that the Economic and Trade Commission’s implementation of such a large-scale policy initiative would definitely require a long time to prepare, so he hadn’t been in a rush. However, he hadn’t expected the pilot program to launch as early as September 1st. Looking at it this way, nationwide implementation within the year was just around the corner!

Moreover, Li Mu had previously thought the government subsidies would be around 300 yuan, so 500 yuan indeed exceeded his expectations. What made him even more incredulous was that the Economic and Trade Commission was able to bring operators along to participate in this initiative. Low-price computer purchases and low-price internet access—this appeal was simply too great for ordinary families!

The Economic and Trade Commission changed the policy name he proposed, from ‘Computers to the City’ to ‘Internet into Homes.’ Although it didn’t sound particularly smooth, the meaning became much clearer. ‘Internet into Homes’ not only meant that computers would enter homes, but also that the network would follow the computers into homes. This was truly significant!

Zhao Kang said with certainty, “It’s confirmed! The news specifically mentioned that this policy doesn’t restrict purchase channels. Consumers in areas without local Distributors can purchase directly online. As long as they buy a designated model, they can apply for the subsidy at the local Financial Bureau with their invoice and household registration booklet. The subsidy will be automatically deposited into the consumer’s personal account within half a month to one month!”

Li Mu immediately became very excited. The ability to purchase online sounded like a grand gift from the Economic and Trade Commission! Besides his own Taobao, which other e-commerce website nationwide could sell branded desktop computers effectively? Especially for Shenzhou, whose offline sales channels weren’t comprehensive yet, being able to enjoy policy subsidies through online purchases was truly great news.





Chapter 854: Internet into Homes

Just as Li Mu was on the phone with Zhao Kang, the “Internet into Homes” policy launched by the Economic and Trade Commission rapidly generated a tremendous response nationwide.

This was the first time the government directly subsidized consumers with cash, which instantly gave the public a great shock. Initially, some people thought there must be some trickery / foul play involved, suspecting that the prices of branded computers participating in this “Internet into Homes” policy had already been adjusted. Otherwise, how could the state subsidize five hundred yuan per unit? Many computers currently cost more than four thousand yuan, and several brands have released such models. If the subsidy truly was five hundred yuan, it would be roughly a twelve percent discount.

However, several companies immediately announced their policy-eligible models. According to the policy, these four companies each offered two designated policy models: one priced above five thousand yuan and one below five thousand yuan.

Both models, in terms of configuration and quoted price, had been approved by the Economic and Trade Commission. Their selling prices were completely consistent with normal retail prices. In fact, Shenzhou and TCL had intentionally lowered the prices of their promotional models by one or two hundred yuan. Therefore, these prices were incredibly transparent, truly without any inflated prices.

Once it was confirmed that the value of the promotion was genuine and substantial, public desire to purchase computers significantly increased.

Originally, after Li Mu’s identity was revealed nationwide, he had already re-established a positive image of computers and the internet for students and their parents, and his personal influence had triggered a surge in household computer sales. However, at that time, there were no corresponding policies, so that wave of sales was primarily profitable for hardware manufacturers. The market for assembling a computer saw a significant boost, but due to industry chaos, specific data was difficult to collect. In contrast, branded computers, which were easier to track, experienced very little market growth.

But this time, it was different. This “Internet into Homes” policy was limited to eight desktop computer models from four brands, so the market for these four companies was instantly ignited by the policy. Consumers intending to purchase a computer immediately did the math: if they bought a desktop from one of these four brands, they could at least get a five hundred yuan subsidy discount. This significantly narrowed the price gap with assembling a computer. Furthermore, branded computers generally offered superior assembly, stability, and reputation compared to assembled ones. Therefore, currently, purchasing a promotional model from these four companies became the most suitable choice.

Not only the computer purchase cost, but the twenty-five percent discount on internet fees was also a huge incentive. One must know that the typical ADSL broadband monthly subscription fee was around one hundred and fifty yuan, totaling one thousand eight hundred yuan a year. With a twenty-five percent discount, another four hundred and fifty yuan could be saved on internet fees annually. This combined amounted to a discount of about one thousand yuan! It’s important to note that the broadband discount was paired with the “Internet into Homes” promotional models; without purchasing a promotional model, one could not enjoy the broadband discount. When calculated this way, buying a desktop and connecting to the internet for a year was even cheaper than assembling a computer and connecting to the internet for a year, not to mention the after-sales service guarantee of branded computers.

Not just ordinary citizens, but even Li Mu felt that this “Internet into Homes” policy was incredibly effective. With this policy in place, the sales of household desktop computers would definitely rise rapidly. Not only would the number of household computers skyrocket, but the number of household computers connected to the internet would also increase dramatically, giving the entire China internet industry a significant acceleration.

In his previous life, in 2002, the number of internet users in China was 59.1 million. This was officially verified and cautiously estimated data; at the very least, underage groups frequenting internet cafes were not included, so the actual number of internet users was slightly higher than this figure.

In this life, in 2002, Li Mu’s sudden rise gave China’s internet successive opportunities for acceleration.

The first product that sparked a nationwide craze was Tieba, whose highly flexible creation model quickly swept through the nation.

The second product that captivated everyone and drew them in droves was “Happy Farm,” an incredibly enchanting aura game that utilized the “Steal a Dish” trope / meme to attract a large number of elderly and middle-aged user groups.

The third product to accelerate internet development was 3321. Nearly half of China’s university students registered as 3321 members, and many student parents also began to engage with the internet through 3321, adding a significant new force to the internet user base.

The fourth product with nationwide participation was Taobao. The success of Brand Day drew the entire society’s attention to Taobao. Many people, even those who weren’t yet internet users, began to interact with the internet through Taobao, which further accelerated internet development.

Even before the “Internet into Homes” policy began, China’s internet user count had conservatively estimated reached over eighty million, surpassing the number of internet users in 2003 in history.

If the “Internet into Homes” policy pilot program proceeds smoothly and is gradually rolled out nationwide, the number of household computers will surge, the number of internet users will skyrocket, and the industry will welcome a new round of rapid acceleration.

There’s also Li Mu’s own “chain internet cafés” strategy. Once this strategy is implemented, its effect on boosting internet user numbers will be immediate. If hundreds or even thousands of internet cafes open successively, considering all these beneficial policies, China’s internet users could potentially exceed one hundred million next year.

…

After Zhao Kang finished his call with Li Mu, he said to Li Mu, “Oh, General Manager Wu has something he’d like to report to you.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Give him the phone.”

At this moment, Wu Haijun took the phone and said to Li Mu excitedly, “General Manager Li, our promotional models are officially listed on the Official Flagship Store at midnight today. You must make sure Taobao provides us with sufficient promotional resources!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll make the arrangements shortly. We’ll start hanging banners for Shenzhou this afternoon to build buzz.”

Wu Haijun’s voice was trembling slightly with excitement: “Thank you so much, General Manager Li! If I don’t seize this opportunity to sell hundreds of thousands of units this time, I’d truly be letting everyone down!”

Li Mu asked him, “Can production keep up? Don’t forget, my chain internet café project is about to launch.”

Wu Haijun hurriedly said, “Don’t worry, I’m currently applying for special support from the Shenzhen Municipal Government. The government has mostly agreed to approve new factory land and provide large low-interest loans. Shenzhou will definitely further increase its production capacity!”

Li Mu instructed, “I have no other demands; Shenzhou must ensure its quality control is excellent. This is a great opportunity to soar, so you absolutely must not ruin your own brand reputation because of inadequate quality control.”

Wu Haijun said, “General Manager Li, rest completely assured. If there’s any problem with Shenzhou’s quality control this time, I, Wu Haijun, will stake my head on it!”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “Having that determination is enough. Do a good job, and the resources that should be provided by Taobao will definitely be in place. I’ll have someone check later if the Economic and Trade Commission’s official document has been released. If it has, YY will continuously display pop-up promotions today and tomorrow. This time, we must make Shenzhou take off.”

Wu Haijun was utterly thrilled. Ceding forty percent of the shares to Li Mu was exactly for such an opportunity to soar. Looking at it now, the opportunities Li Mu had prepared for himself and Shenzhou were far more than one, and he must do his utmost best.

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu immediately checked the Economic and Trade Commission’s official website. As early as the late last century, various ministries and commissions in China had already launched the Government Internet Access Project. Almost every ministry or commission had established its official website during that period. Although the websites were relatively crude and lacked design, the speed of content disclosure was quite timely.

Li Mu quickly found relevant details about the “Internet into Homes” activity on the Economic and Trade Commission’s official website. This time, the Economic and Trade Commission officially set three “for the sake of” core guiding principles as the premise and purpose for this subsidy policy:

“To accelerate the development and popularization of our country’s computer and internet industries; to enhance the younger generation’s understanding and mastery of the internet; and to enable our citizens to more easily own their first household computer and connect to the internet.”

Furthermore, this time, the Economic and Trade Commission genuinely put a lot of thought into the “Internet into Homes” policy’s ease of implementation and practical execution.

First, the national policy largely simplified the process. Users only needed to purchase a designated model at official stores, shopping malls, or online flagship stores to receive a formal computer purchase invoice issued by the store, company, or platform. With this invoice and their household registration booklet, they could quickly apply for the subsidy at their local Financial Bureau. At the same time, the Financial Bureau would also directly issue a network access card to consumers. Consumers could then take this card to any network operator’s business hall / branch office and directly apply for broadband services at a twenty-five percent discount.

According to the normal computer purchase and internet connection process, consumers would enjoy two layers of discounts this time and only needed to make one extra trip to the Financial Bureau. The process was indeed very simplified.

Not only that, but this time, the Economic and Trade Commission truly put in a lot of effort to create favorable conditions for the internet industry. The reason they chose to bind / tie together the telecom operators was to more directly increase the proportion of household computers connected to the internet. Just selling computers was far from enough; they also needed to ensure users connected to the internet, which was essential for the internet’s positive and effective development.

What surprised Li Mu even more was that the two broadband network operators also released their news on their respective official websites this time. The pace and tone of both operators were surprisingly consistent. Not only did they express their full cooperation with this “Internet into Homes” activity, but they also promised to promote significant matters regarding broadband speed upgrades in the near future, accelerating the current domestic household broadband network speeds.

This truly surprised Li Mu. He never expected the Economic and Trade Commission to be so effective. With this combination of moves, it was like they became the new father of China’s internet. If this policy could be implemented for more than half a year, the extent of improvement in the internet market and industry environment would be unimaginable.

Just as Li Mu was extremely excited, an unknown number suddenly called his phone. Li Mu answered and said, “Hello, who is this?”

A middle-aged man’s hearty laugh immediately came from the other end of the line, asking him, “Little Li, have you heard about the Economic and Trade Commission’s implementation policy?”

Li Mu immediately recognized the voice as Minister Zhen, who had previously come to inspect his work and held a private closed-door meeting with him. He immediately smiled and thanked him, “Minister Zhen, I have heard about the Economic and Trade Commission’s policy. This policy from the leadership has truly played a tremendous impetus role in the development of China’s internet! Thank you very much!”





Chapter 855: Truly Impressive

Upon hearing Li Mu’s thanks, Minister Zhen smiled casually and said, “Such a huge commotion isn’t something I can decide on my own. I conveyed both of your initial suggestions to the high-level leaders, and this situation could only be realized after the high-level leaders coordinated resources from all sides.”

Li Mu repeatedly said, “For such significant good news, I must thank all the leaders for their support and help!”

Minister Zhen said with a smile, “This time, to prevent companies from muddling the waters, the Economic and Trade Commission has strictly controlled the participating enterprises to four. We also considered your suggestions to rigorously control the models, further eliminating any possibility of trickery. I can tell you responsibly now that these eight models, from pricing to configuration, contain absolutely no unreasonable markups. You can rest assured.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Minister Zhen, I have utmost confidence in the government’s methods. As long as the government steps in to regulate businesses, they will strictly abide by the rules.”

Minister Zhen hummed in acknowledgment and said, “This ‘Internet into Homes’ pilot project is not only a pilot for the entire ‘Internet into Homes’ project but also for the ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ project. If it proceeds smoothly, the pilot work for ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ will be launched by the end of this year.”

Only then did Li Mu remember the ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ policy he had mentioned. He couldn’t help but ask, “Minister Zhen, what’s the progress on ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ now?”

Minister Zhen said, “‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ is quite different from the ‘Internet into Homes’ project. The market scope is completely on a different level. We have also successively interviewed several enterprises and discovered many potential problems in the home appliance industry. We are currently dealing with them in a closed-door manner, determined to resolve these problems before the official launch.”

Li Mu said, “Home appliance companies vary greatly in size and quality, and their profit margins and hardware procurement are not transparent enough. Quality control is indeed a problem.”

Minister Zhen asked him, “Do you have any good suggestions for ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’?”

Li Mu clearly knew that in his previous life, the ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ policy was criticized in some areas because some small enterprises sought greater profits by falsely inflating prices and cutting down on hardware. This was accompanied by severe quality non-compliance and untimely after-sales service, tarnishing the entire ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ initiative.

So Li Mu suggested, “Minister Zhen, the target audience for ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ is too large, and it might lead to a huge volume of product transactions. If even a small detail is overlooked, it could be exploited by small enterprises. I still recommend cooperating with capable and dependable medium to large-sized enterprises. Also, try to avoid developing ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ specific models. Instead, select a small number of existing market flagship models to serve as ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ models. This way, enterprises can avoid redesigning new models specifically for this policy.”

He paused, then Li Mu continued, “You see, for any enterprise, developing new products or new models means additional cost expenditure. Even just new appearance molds themselves represent significant costs. In such a situation, if an enterprise still actively hopes to develop new models specifically for ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside,’ there must be trickery involved. The flagship models already on the market are very transparent. Only by developing new models can they find ways to cut costs, and new dedicated models have no price reference in the market, making it easy for consumers to be misled.”

Minister Zhen thought for a moment and said, “You’re right. We have indeed received reports from many companies about models that are newly developed ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ specific designs, and more or less, there’s some foul play in them.”

Li Mu said, “‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ is, first, to stimulate domestic demand and, second, to enhance the government’s image. We absolutely cannot let a few bad apples spoil the whole pot.”

Minister Zhen said, “If all the share for ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ goes to medium and large enterprises, small enterprises might not be far from ruin. The government also doesn’t want to see a large number of small enterprises collapse and workers lose their jobs.”

Li Mu said, “My biggest concern is that small enterprises lack sufficient assets. If they engage in trickery during the ‘Home Appliances to the Countryside’ process and don’t have enough assets to compensate or are unable to solve problems, it will be the farmers who suffer losses.”

Minister Zhen smacked his lips and said, “I think we still need to let small enterprises participate, but we must set a threshold for them.”

Li Mu then said, “That works too. You can set a fixed participation share for them based on their production and revenue, and the enterprises must pay a certain amount of quality assurance deposit, collected as a percentage of each home appliance’s retail price. If the after-sales quality problem complaint rate exceeds a certain specific percentage, half of this deposit will be deducted. If it reaches an even higher specific percentage, the entire deposit will be deducted, and the enterprise and its legal representative will be penalized.”

Minister Zhen said, “That’s quite interesting. I’ll have them discuss it in detail later.”

Saying that, Minister Zhen continued, “Oh, and the legislation for online product fraud is already being pushed forward. There should be a result before the end of this year, with October or November being more likely. However, there’s an 80% chance that a temporary management measure will be introduced first.”

Li Mu’s heart swelled with joy, and he quickly said, “That’s wonderful!”

Minister Zhen said, “This matter is still in the internal discussion stage and is confidential. You just need to know about it; don’t spread it externally.”

Li Mu quickly agreed, “You can rest assured, Minister Zhen, I won’t spread it.”

When the government prepares to legislate on a certain matter, it usually cannot be publicized, especially for relatively sensitive regulations or those affecting a wide range of groups. Otherwise, once it gets out, everyone will wait for the law to be enacted, and what if it doesn’t come out in time? There would be no way to explain it to the affected public. Therefore, legislative discussions have always been considered high-level confidential matters, discussed internally by high-level leaders.

This was exactly what Li Mu wanted. Legislating specifically against online product fraud was a trap he had set for Mr. Ma. If Mr. Ma found out in advance, he would definitely take a different path, and then all his plans would fail at the last step.

…

Mr. Ma was actively promoting his personal care products and apparel sales event. The overall framework of the promotional activities was basically complete, with only the specific execution remaining. Mr. Ma was relatively satisfied with the entire promotional plan. Logically, this should be the best launch opportunity for Letao, but his mood remained low.

The reason stemmed from the news he received a few days ago: SoftBank wanted to invest in Muye Technology’s Series C round.

A few days prior, he had just hosted Sun Zhengyi, who came from Japan, and even told Sun Zhengyi that while he currently lacked the ability to defeat Li Mu, he would definitely find a foothold for a C2C e-commerce business under Li Mu’s pressure. Sun Zhengyi had promised Mr. Ma that he would definitely support him in launching Letao and competing with Taobao in the C2C business, but Mr. Ma never expected that Sun Zhengyi would turn around and extend an olive branch to Li Mu.

What Mr. Ma found even more unacceptable was SoftBank’s valuation for Muye Technology.

Fifteen billion yuan, an astronomical price, included a very high premium. To offer such a high-risk price showed SoftBank’s immense confidence in Muye Technology’s future.

Logically, Mr. Ma and Muye Technology did not have direct competition; the true direct competition was Taobao. So, Sun Zhengyi’s investment in Muye Technology had no direct influence on him. However, thinking about the key point behind it, Sun Zhengyi clearly knew that Muye Technology and Taobao were both Li Mu’s businesses, yet he eagerly wanted to invest in Muye Technology. This was enough to prove that in Sun Zhengyi’s eyes, Li Mu held more sway than himself.

This made Mr. Ma particularly upset. He considered Sun Zhengyi his greatest reliance and believed himself to be Sun Zhengyi’s biggest hope in the China market. But from SoftBank’s eagerness to invest in Li Mu, it seemed Sun Zhengyi preferred to establish a cooperative relationship with Li Mu. If Li Mu accepted his investment, he might even bring Taobao to Sun Zhengyi for financing. At that point, Li Mu could very well turn around and make Sun Zhengyi abandon the Alibaba operations.

If that were the case, Sun Zhengyi definitely wouldn’t refuse to invest in Taobao. Then, within Sun Zhengyi’s investment system, there would be two competing products in the same industry. Li Mu would surely use Sun Zhengyi to destroy or merge with his own company.

As Mr. Ma pondered this, someone in the company’s core management YY Group began to speak.

Drip, drip, drip

Mr. Ma snapped out of his thoughts, staring at the flashing group avatar in the bottom right corner. He sighed lightly, musing, “If I ever have the capability in the future, I must develop my own instant messaging software, for no other reason than to completely abandon YY within my own company!”

Though he thought this, Mr. Ma also knew very well that the YY Group was currently a highly efficient way to communicate for work, so he could only hotkey it open.

Lu Zhaoxi posted a link in the group, followed by a sentence: “Holy crap, this Li Mu is too impressive!”

Mr. Ma frowned. Impressive about what? No matter how impressive, there’s no need to say such things in the company’s core management group, isn’t that boosting others’ morale and diminishing our own prestige?

Though he thought this, Mr. Ma instinctively clicked the link. Upon opening it, it jumped directly to the official website of the Economic and Trade Commission…

“Internet into Homes?”

Mr. Ma looked at these five words in the news release, feeling particularly surprised. He couldn’t help but continue reading the main text, and as he did, his eyes were immediately drawn to the monitor screen.

The ‘Internet into Homes’ policy made Mr. Ma’s heart surge with emotion. National subsidies for household computers and broadband fees—this was absolutely a huge industry good news!

But as he read further down, one sentence drenched him in cold water.

“This ‘Internet into Homes’ activity does not limit the method of purchasing complete computer sets. Consumers can purchase through offline stores or enterprise Taobao flagship stores, according to their own circumstances.”

Taobao flagship store… It seemed this activity was inseparable from Li Mu again.

Just then, Cai Chongxin sent a message in the group: “Damn, this Li Mu is truly impressive. I bet this policy was his idea!”

Someone asked, “Old Cai, why must it be Li Mu’s idea?”

“Taobao is the designated sales channel for the government’s activity! Isn’t that impressive enough?”

Cai Chongxin said, then added, “By the way, don’t you know? Li Mu already acquired 40% of Shenzhou’s shares. Right after that, there’s such good news policy. If this is a windfall, I’ll be the first to not believe it!”





Chapter 856: Rebuilding Reputation

After Cai Chongxin’s reminder, everyone immediately understood the relationship between Li Mu, the Economic and Trade Commission, and the “Internet into Homes” policy.

Putting Li Mu aside, although the Economic and Trade Commission frequently implemented various commercial macroeconomic regulations, such direct regulation was a first. This was no longer just behind-the-scenes control; it was a direct, earnest push.

A few days ago, the Economic and Trade Commission specifically inspected Taobao, and shortly after, such a powerful promotional policy emerged. If Li Mu wasn’t the reason behind this, it would be truly strange.

Cai Chongxin illuminated this point, and everyone immediately knew well in their hearts that Li Mu was not only most likely the driving force behind this, but also the greatest beneficiary of this policy.

Mr. Ma sat alone in front of his computer, thinking for a long time. Then he quickly typed a message in the group: “Meeting now. Immediately.”

A large group of people quickly gathered in the conference room.

After more than a dozen people converged in the conference room and the door closed, Mr. Ma slammed his notebook heavily onto the table with a clang that made everyone’s hearts tense. Then, with a cold face, he said, “What are your thoughts? Everyone, speak your minds.”

A department head, unaware why General Manager Ma was looking so gloomy, instinctively said, “General Manager Ma, I think this is good news! If this policy is implemented nationwide, the entire Internet industry in China will benefit. This is good news for the entire industry.”

General Manager Ma narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing him with an expression as if he were looking at an imbecile.

The department head felt General Manager Ma’s sharp gaze and was secretly alarmed, wondering what he had said wrong.

At this moment, his direct superior, Lu Zhaoxi, took over and said, “Sun Bo is generally right. This policy is indeed a beneficial policy for the entire industry. It’s like ocean currents suddenly bringing in a large school of fish, and all the fishermen along the coast will benefit. But ultimately, whoever casts a wider net will gain more; whoever casts a smaller net will naturally gain less. While this beneficial policy is indeed good for the entire industry, there’s no doubt that Li Mu is the greatest beneficiary. This makes it obvious what it means for us: it might not be good news; it might even be bad news.”

After a pause, Lu Zhaoxi saw several people looking surprised and couldn’t help but sigh, saying, “To explain with a less rigorous analogy, if the benefits of this policy could double the market value of all companies in the industry, the gap in market value between us and Taobao will also double. Others multiply one hundred by two, while we multiply ten by two. We were originally behind by ninety, but now we’re behind by one hundred eighty.”

At these words, many who hadn’t understood finally realized the reason for General Manager Ma’s gloomy face.

General Manager Ma had grand ambitions, not just to gain a foothold in the C2C industry, but to wholeheartedly think about opportunities to surpass Taobao and crush Li Mu. However, now that widespread industry benefits were arriving, Li Mu had long prepared to welcome the large school of fish brought by this wave, but General Manager Ma’s net hadn’t even been cast into the water yet. How could he not be annoyed?

Cai Chongxin said with a dejected expression, “Even if this policy had been launched one or two months later, after our Letao launched and gained a foothold, that would have been fine! Launching it now only benefits Li Mu himself!”

General Manager Ma said sternly, “We still don’t know what kind of repercussions this will have on society as a whole. I’m afraid Li Mu and Taobao are going to become famous nationwide again this time!”

At this point, General Manager Ma said with a hint of anger, grinding his teeth, “Why is it that every time we prepare for Letao’s launch, we run right into Li Mu’s gun! Every single time! There has never been an exception! Li Mu always manages to become a news hotspot, a social focal point, making Taobao the center of attention as well. In such circumstances, Letao’s launch will be hugely impacted!”

The others looked at each other in dismay.

Yes, why?

Were they natural sworn enemies with Li Mu? Otherwise, how could it be that every time Letao was preparing for launch, it coincided with Li Mu and Taobao being at their zenith?

At the same time, everyone looked at General Manager Ma, their eyes full of questions.

Everyone wanted to ask General Manager Ma if they were going to temporarily adjust Letao’s launch time again, but seeing General Manager Ma’s extremely severe expression, no one dared to speak.

A moment later, General Manager Ma himself said coldly, “This time, we absolutely cannot change the launch time again! Letao must launch in September! This is my promise to SoftBank’s General Manager Sun!”

Lu Zhaoxi hesitated for a moment and tentatively said, “General Manager Ma, can we communicate with General Manager Sun again? Explain the situation and ask him to wait a bit longer.”

Before General Manager Ma could speak, Cai Chongxin repeatedly waved his hand, his voice filled with heartfelt emotion: “Zhaoxi, we only have this one ‘bomb’ of four threes in our hand! If we don’t play it soon, it will be dead in our hand!”

Anyone who has played Dou Di Zhu knows that four threes is the smallest bomb. If there are many other bombs outside, four threes are very likely to get stuck in one’s hand at the end. If the opponent has a strong hand, they won’t even give four threes a chance to speak. At that point, let alone making a comeback, it would be difficult to even play the cards just for the sound of it!

This was not an exaggeration. If Letao lingered without launching, disheartening investors, once investors stopped funding, not just Letao, but the entire Alibaba would suffer a catastrophe.

General Manager Ma also said very firmly, “Chongxin is right. This time, no matter what happens, we must launch in September. Even if it drags until 11:59 PM on September 30th, we must complete the launch in September!”

A veteran-level employee, who was a Deputy General Manager, sighed, “I’m worried about the media’s direction now. This beneficial policy will definitely have a huge influence on the public. If the media guides the credit towards Li Mu, he will certainly be seen as an industry hero by the public. That will be truly difficult to handle. Once the public develops that kind of mindset towards Li Mu, they will develop a strong unifying force towards Taobao. At that point, if we still want to compete with Taobao, it’s basically wishful thinking.”

Lu Zhaoxi frowned: “That shouldn’t happen, should it? This time, it’s a policy personally pushed by the Economic and Trade Commission. How could such significant social credit be given to Li Mu for free?”

General Manager Ma also nodded in agreement, stating with certainty, “Don’t worry, for something like this, the Economic and Trade Commission would certainly rather keep all the credit for itself. It’s absolutely impossible for them to give it to Li Mu.”

At this very moment, in the Economic and Trade Commission’s internal press conference hall, Minister Zhen personally led the main leaders of the Economic and Trade Commission to hold a press conference.

Initially, Minister Zhen had not prepared to hold a press conference, because he understood very well in his heart that the strategy Li Mu proposed, as well as the Home Appliances to the Countryside policy, were primarily relayed by him acting as a mouthpiece. He was the one who conveyed Li Mu’s ideas to the high-level leaders, and then the high-level leaders made the final decision to strongly support and quickly implement them. That’s why the “Internet into Homes” pilot project came into being.

Under these circumstances, Minister Zhen didn’t want to organize a press conference himself. He was also concerned that the high-level leaders, who knew the true nature of the matter, would think he was seeking fame and praise in front of the media.

However, after the “Internet into Homes” pilot project plan was broadcast by CCTV News at noon, it had already begun to cause significant repercussions in society, and these repercussions were almost uniformly praise from all walks of life. At the same time, more people and media in provinces and cities not included in the pilot program were closely watching when other provinces and cities would implement this policy. Therefore, Minister Zhen felt it necessary to hold a press conference to provide a detailed official explanation of the entire matter to all sectors of society.

Few media outlets were present, mainly CCTV and other first-tier media at the same level as CCTV, along with news reporters from TV stations that had offices in Yanjing.

The press conference was somewhat rushed overall, and the setup was relatively simple. In front of the major media, Minister Zhen first thoroughly introduced the implementation details of the entire “Internet into Homes” campaign. For example: how to participate, how to guarantee interests, how government departments would supervise, how to cooperate, how the public would supervise, and how to file a complaint. He then announced the time for full implementation, which was initially set for nationwide launch on October 1st, National Day, allowing consumers across the country to wait for one more month.

After the detailed policy introduction, it moved into the media Q&A session. A CCTV reporter asked a question that all reporters present particularly wanted to ask: “Minister Zhen, after China’s economy transitioned to a market economy, neither the Economic and Trade Commission nor the government as a whole had largely intervened in commercial development. This ‘Internet into Homes’ policy is unprecedented, and as soon as it was announced, it caused a huge stir online and in real life. The public has almost uniformly praised this policy. So, I would like to ask, what prompted the Economic and Trade Commission to plan and launch such a massive promotional policy specifically for the Internet industry?”

Minister Zhen smiled slightly and said, “Not long ago, because Taobao’s Brand Day achieved a very remarkable accomplishment, I specially went to Taobao for an inspection and had several hours of in-depth discussion with Taobao’s founder, Li Mu. During that discussion, Li Mu described to me the development space and future landscape of the Internet industry. At the same time, he also put forth a request that deeply moved me.”

At this point, Minister Zhen paused, and seeing that everyone’s curiosity had been piqued, he continued, “Li Mu said that, as an Internet professional, what he most wanted and hoped to see was for China’s Internet industry to achieve rapid development. He not only hoped that China’s Internet could achieve self-advancement but also hoped that China’s Internet would have the opportunity to lead the world.”

This statement deeply shocked all the reporters present. Li Mu? It was Li Mu again? Could this beneficial “Internet into Homes” policy also be related to Li Mu? My goodness, what kind of ability did this young man possess?

Immediately, all the reporters became highly focused, listening intently.

Minister Zhen had only one plan at this moment: regarding “credit,” he would emphasize Li Mu and downplay the Economic and Trade Commission, thus avoiding giving high-level leaders the impression that he was seeking fame and praise.

So, Minister Zhen smiled and said, “I once asked Li Mu what conditions were needed, in his view, for China’s Internet to truly take off. Li Mu’s answer was that, first and foremost, universal Internet popularization was needed, and the prerequisites for popularizing the Internet were lowering household computer prices, reducing network fees, and improving network speed.”

“He hoped that our government agencies could play the important role of promoting universal Internet popularization, and we also felt that, through Li Mu, we had not only seen the future development prospects of the Internet industry but also his determination to revitalize China’s Internet industry. Given this, it is necessary for us to provide a certain level of assistance to the Internet industry to help the Internet better popularize in China and drive the overall development of China’s Internet industry!”

Minister Zhen’s remarks instantly shaped an extremely noble image of Li Mu in front of media reporters and the entire nation.

In the business world, there are many images of successful businessmen, but rarely is there a businessman, an entrepreneur, who can give the public an impression of not seeking private gain but rather considering the development of the entire industry as their own responsibility. Li Mu undoubtedly became that sole individual!





Chapter 857: You’re Going to Be Famous Nationwide Again!

Mr. Ma heard about the press conference before his afternoon meeting had even concluded.

A Beijing-based reporter from Zhejiang Province TV station’s current affairs news department attended the press conference and immediately relayed the information back to the provincial station. A director in the news center, who had a close relationship with Mr. Ma, realized the huge impact this press conference would have on Mr. Ma due to his keen journalistic instinct. So, while the news was still being produced, he privately called Mr. Ma.

Mr. Ma had originally known nothing about the press conference. Although it had just concluded, no media outlets had broadcast it live. The reporters present had only relayed the information back to their TV stations and newspaper offices, where colleagues immediately began editing and producing the content. TV stations were preparing to air it on tonight’s evening news, while newspapers were preparing to write special reports for tomorrow’s headlines.

When the call came in, Mr. Ma was assigning tasks to his team. Since Letao’s launch in September was irreversible, they had to prepare thoroughly in advance. Mr. Ma was halfway through explaining his requirements when the phone in his pocket vibrated cheerfully.

Under normal circumstances, Mr. Ma would not answer calls during a meeting. However, when he saw the caller was the director of the Zhejiang Province News Center, he immediately told everyone, “Wait for me a moment, I’ll go out and take a call.”

The other party was a friend from the press, someone who could be said to be incredibly well-informed. Mr. Ma’s intuition told him that a call from this person at this hour must be very important, and he had to take it!

Leaving the meeting room, Mr. Ma returned to his office. The first thing he said after connecting the call was, “Director Chen, do you have any latest news?”

The other party exclaimed, “Old Ma, your nose is really sharp!”

Mr. Ma replied, “When you call me at this hour, I can’t help but be curious.”

The other party hummed, then said with some hesitation, “Old Ma, well… the Economic and Trade Commission just held a temporary press conference in Yanjing.”

“Oh?” Mr. Ma immediately pressed, “What was said at the press conference?”

The other party said, “Minister Zhen gave Li Mu a great gift. After tonight, Li Mu will surely forge another golden reputation for himself.”

Mr. Ma’s heart sank, and his voice suddenly rose sharply: “What exactly happened?”

The other party then gave a rough summary of Minister Zhen’s remarks about Li Mu at the press conference.

After hearing this, Mr. Ma’s heart instantly turned cold.

He had just said in the meeting that the Economic and Trade Commission would surely take all the credit and wouldn’t give Li Mu even an ounce of it. Yet, in a blink of an eye, the Economic and Trade Commission had given almost all the credit to Li Mu, conveying several very clear messages:

Firstly, the source of the “Internet into Homes” policy was Li Mu’s proposal of this demand to Minister Zhen; Li Mu was the core initiator.

Secondly, Li Mu took it upon himself to promote the development of the domestic internet and lead the take-off of domestic internet companies, actively facilitating the promulgation of this policy.

Thirdly, it was also Li Mu’s persistence that moved the Economic and Trade Commission, prompting them to coordinate such a massive beneficial policy. It could be said that all of this was secured by Li Mu for the entire industry.

Strictly speaking, Li Mu possessed one golden reputation and three silver ones. Gold here didn’t represent wealth, but an unshakeable status and influence. Thus, his sole golden reputation was 3321. The reason was 3321’s extremely high social standing; Li Mu’s role within 3321 was one of absolute nobility and extraordinary sense of social responsibility. He established the nation’s largest O2O platform and largest sharing economy platform, yet he didn’t earn a single penny, instead supporting impoverished university students and helping impoverished middle school students. His social standing was so high that he was even the sole pinnacle in China’s charity sector.

Silver represented wealth. Li Mu’s three silver reputations were Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay. Behind each silver reputation lay immense wealth and the potential to create even more.

Now, the Economic and Trade Commission, in front of the nation’s mainstream media, had forged a second golden reputation for Li Mu. This second golden reputation naturally stemmed from his noble sentiment of seeking welfare for the people nationwide and for the entire internet industry. Everyone, whether they could afford computers or not, would certainly be grateful for Li Mu’s efforts on their behalf.

The future of the entire internet industry also instantly opened up a new world due to this beneficial policy. The government’s proactive stance on promoting internet development could stimulate the industry’s excitement more effectively than a national team rescuing the market during a bear market. For most companies and professionals in the internet industry, it wasn’t important how many personal computers or internet users this beneficial policy would bring. What was important? What was important was that as soon as this policy was announced, the internet industry would immediately become extremely popular. Not only would practitioners have higher hopes for China’s internet industry, but investors would also have greater confidence in it.

Once investors gained confidence, this industry would become the object of frantic pursuit by capital, and the industry’s true spring would arrive. This wave of industry prosperity, both now and in the future, would be attributed to Li Mu. Ten years from now, when the internet industry discussed the spring of China’s internet industry in the second half of 2002 again, Li Mu would undoubtedly be mentioned.

One person influenced the entire industry and brought the power of the national team, alongside immense beneficial news, to it. Wasn’t this Li Mu’s second golden reputation?

Mr. Ma felt utterly dejected.

Misjudging and humiliating himself was nothing. What was truly disheartening was that his opponent was constantly making tremendous leaps, and the gap between them was widening. This feeling of desperately giving chase only to see his rival pull further and further ahead made a man of such high ambition and drive sigh in despair.

After hanging up the phone, Mr. Ma sat alone in his office, lost in thought about his own future, as well as Alibaba and even Letao’s. He almost forgot that a group of people were waiting for him to start the meeting in the nearby conference room.

More than ten minutes later, Cai Chongxin came over on his own initiative. After knocking and entering, he found Mr. Ma staring blankly in his chair. He said softly, “General Manager Ma, everyone is still waiting for you to start the meeting.”

Mr. Ma then snapped out of his daze, suddenly realizing he had completely forgotten that everyone was still waiting for him to start the meeting.

Mr. Ma sighed softly in shame and said, “You go ahead and lead the meeting. Guide everyone through a detailed discussion of the preparation work for Letao’s launch. I need some time alone.”

Cai Chongxin didn’t know what had happened, but he guessed it must be bad news. So he nodded and said, “Alright then, I’ll continue the meeting with everyone.”



While major TV stations were actively preparing their news content, the spring of China’s internet industry truly arrived!

All practitioners took notice of the beneficial “Internet into Homes” policy, and everyone understood in their hearts that this policy was absolutely epoch-making for the development of China’s internet industry.

From the internet industry’s entry into the country until now, the biggest benefit the industry had received was high-tech industrial zones like Yanjing’s Zhongguancun, where local governments provided certain preferential policies at the enterprise level. This was already the maximum support the government had given.

However, the current beneficial policy was formulated nationwide for all citizens, and it reflected the government’s emphasis on this industry. This was absolutely the starting point for the entire industry’s take-off!

At this very moment, not only was the internet industry ecstatic, but even venture capital institutions went wild with excitement. Many things within the industry underwent earth-shattering changes in an instant.

The most direct example was an internet company in Yanjing that was still discussing a ten million yuan financing deal yesterday. However, the investors had been hesitant, preferring to lower the valuation, hoping to resolve the issue with eight million yuan or even less. But then, the government suddenly stepped forward today, demonstrating a proactive stance in vigorously promoting industry development. That capital immediately realized that the industry’s spring would soon arrive, and if they didn’t invest quickly now, waiting for the buzz to continue rising, this price might no longer be obtainable.

So, the capital immediately communicated with this company, hoping to sign an agreement for a sum of ten million yuan at once. But unexpectedly, the company’s founder refused the investment intent without hesitation.

“Excuse me, we need to consider it further.”

Why were they willing to sell yesterday but needed to consider today? It’s the same principle as the stock market. Yesterday, the market was sluggish, and prospects were uncertain, leading to thoughts of selling at a low price. But today, the national team genuinely stepped in to rescue the market with funds and policies, immediately hitting the first Daily price limit. Before the national team could lead a sustained market rally, who would be willing to sell? Even if they did sell, it would only be for a higher valuation.

The entire industry was rising with the tide; even Muye Technology’s valuation was increasing.

SoftBank grew anxious and immediately sent representatives to make contact, hoping to meet and discuss as soon as possible. Sequoia also grew anxious, proactively requesting to re-quote, fearing that Muye Technology would abandon them.

Ding Zhengling immediately contacted Li Mu, informing him of the current trends in the internet industry and capital circles. At the same time, he excitedly told Li Mu, “This time, I’m confident I can sharply boost Muye Technology’s valuation again! With stronger investor confidence, the premium offered will be even higher. I’m confident I can value the demerged Muye Technology at at least eighteen billion yuan!”

Li Mu clicked his tongue in surprise upon hearing this.

This result was something Li Mu had never anticipated. He had been single-mindedly focused on accelerating industry development, making the domestic internet market mature sooner, producing more impressive products earlier, and catching up with the pace of advanced countries. But he hadn’t expected that such a massive industry benefit would be equivalent to injecting adrenaline into the entire industry, causing its prospects, future, and valuation to all surge.

In his shock, Li Mu gave Ding Zhengling full personal authority: “Whether it’s eighteen billion or twenty-eight billion, just go and negotiate freely. Negotiate to the best of your ability, then I’ll take over.”

Ding Zhengling was greatly encouraged and immediately said, “General Manager Li, please rest assured, leave it to me.”

As soon as the call ended, Li Mu began to calculate in his mind. The pre-financing valuation was currently being driven up by the favorable market, which meant that divesting ten percent of the shares in Series C funding could yield significantly more capital.

Once Series C financing was completed and the capital funds arrived, the company’s overall strength and cash reserves would be greatly enhanced. The company’s valuation could then rise another level, potentially reaching a market value of over three billion US Dollars after further development. This would allow them to establish a firm foothold in the North American market. Coupled with the assistance of powerful local capital providers, YY’s next phase of globalization would undoubtedly proceed with unstoppable momentum.

While he was calculating, Chen Wan’s phone call came in. As soon as she spoke, she said excitedly, “Darling, tonight you’re going to be famous nationwide again!”





Chapter 858: Doing Anything for You Is Not Hard Work

Li Mu was quite surprised to hear what Chen Wan said on the phone.

Li Mu didn’t know about the press conference Minister Zhen had just held, so he had no idea that Minister Zhen had pushed him to the forefront of public opinion. He was even more unaware that after this evening, he would once again appear before the entire nation with an extremely positive image.

So Li Mu asked her, “Red all over the country? What happened to me this time?”

Chen Wan said, “The Economic and Trade Commission just held a press conference, didn’t you hear?”

“No…” Li Mu was confused. “What does it have to do with the Economic and Trade Commission?”

Chen Wan then explained, “A colleague from the news department just ran over and told me. I went to look at the video material they got. Minister Zhen, at this press conference, when talking about the ‘Internet into Homes’ initiative, really showered you with a lot of praise.”

With that, Chen Wan recounted Minister Zhen’s general remarks to Li Mu.

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a headache after listening. “Why would Minister Zhen give me praise at his press conference…”

Chen Wan said, “I don’t think Minister Zhen can take all the credit for this himself. High-level leaders are watching. If he were to praise himself at this time, who knows what the high-level leaders would think of him. On the contrary, by giving the main credit to you, he not only gives you a favor but also wins the favor of the high-level leaders. Many things in official circles are very subtle. For him, what he truly cares about is certainly not such a small policy credit.”

Li Mu thought about it carefully, and what Chen Wan said indeed made a lot of sense. When he initially proposed two policy prototypes, Minister Zhen had already associated these two policies with him in the eyes of the high-level officials when he reported them. At such a time, there was really no need for Minister Zhen to snatch this bit of prestige under the nose of the high-level.

However, Li Mu also didn’t expect that Minister Zhen would turn around and publicly attribute this credit to him. Although his reputation was already significant, Li Mu was indeed starting to feel the burden of fame. Firstly, bodyguards were with him twenty-four hours a day, afraid that he would be targeted. Secondly, whenever he went to public places, Li Mu basically had to wear a mask like a celebrity. It wasn’t necessarily true that many people would crowd around him after recognizing him, but Li Mu did this mainly to avoid trouble and find peace.

But now Minister Zhen had pulled this stunt again; it seemed that for a short period, he was bound to become the focus of public opinion.

“Internet into Homes” is a national policy with a wide reach and great influence. If the public knew that this enormous national policy originated from his suggestions and promotion, it would indeed be a huge boost and enhancement to his reputation and image.

Li Mu had already indirectly accelerated the development of China’s internet through the growth of Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay. Now, with such a powerful policy pushing a good news, it could almost be said that the entire industry would benefit from him. At this point, no one would probably disagree with calling him the Internet Godfather of China.

Chen Wan said to Li Mu, “The media will definitely pursue the ‘Internet into Homes’ hotspot this time, and at multiple levels. You must seize this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If you leverage this momentum well this time, your company’s next financing round will surely see a significant increase in market value!”

Li Mu clicked his tongue in surprise. Was this Chen Wan? In his impression, she never paid attention to political or business matters, and her self-proclaimed identity was an entertainment Host, practically clueless about business. He never expected her to remind him to leverage the situation and even recognize its potential for boosting financing market value. This was unusual. Had she started to follow finance in her spare time? It didn’t seem likely, she was so busy…

Chen Wan didn’t hear Li Mu’s response and couldn’t help but ask him, “Did you hear what I said?”

Li Mu snapped back to attention and quickly said, “Listening, listening. Go on.”

Chen Wan hummed and continued, “I estimate many media outlets will contact you for an interview soon. If you can accept, try not to refuse, especially CCTV. If they can broadcast an exclusive interview with you on tonight’s News Broadcast, that would be even better. You must think in advance about how to present yourself in front of the camera, and while promoting yourself, also bring your company into focus. CCTV has such a close relationship with you, they definitely won’t cut it out when they air it.”

“Oh, mm, okay.” Li Mu evasively agreed, then couldn’t help but ask her, “Can you tell me what’s happened these past few days? Are you still that simple girl I remember? How did you suddenly become so shrewd? You see through everything, that’s amazing!”

Chen Wan on the other end of the phone heard this, smiled shyly, and her voice became much more bashful as she whispered, “I don’t want to study any of this at all, but for you, I’d even be willing to take the college entrance examination again.”

Then, Chen Wan added, “Besides, I’m already at a TV station. Although I’m not in the news department, I have a good relationship with a colleague there from the news department. I’ve always told her you’re my younger brother and asked her to keep an eye out for news about you. She’s the one who told me about Muye Technology needing financing.”

Li Mu was deeply moved. He never expected Chen Wan to be simultaneously managing Happy Camp and Super Girl while still keeping track of his movements. This genuine care warmed him all over.

Li Mu was silent for a while before softly saying to her, “It must be hard for you, being so busy, and still caring so much about my affairs.”

Chen Wan’s voice dropped even lower, filled with deep affection as she said, “Why are you being so polite with me? Doing anything for you is not hard work. Besides, I didn’t do much, just learned a little.”

With that, Chen Wan softly said, “After I finish recording the next episode, I’ll go to Yanjing for the Yanjing auditions. It might take about a week. Then, after some time, I’ll return to Yanjing to record the top one hundred competition. I might be very busy then, and you’ll definitely be busy too, but you have to promise me one thing.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Tell me, I promise.”

Chen Wan cooed, “Spare some time to accompany me then. I’ve missed you so much these days.”

Li Mu’s heart was also filled with warmth, and he agreed without hesitation, saying, “When you come, I’ll definitely spend good time with you.”

Chen Wan said, “You promised, don’t go back on your word.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll definitely keep my word.”

Chen Wan’s guess was not wrong. As soon as Li Mu hung up the phone, Lin Qingya called him, opening with, “General Manager Li, reporters from CCTV and several other media outlets have called, saying they want to interview you.”

Li Mu didn’t hesitate and directly said, “Then agree to the CCTV interview first.”

Lin Qingya asked him, “Where are you now? I’ll relay the message to them.”

“At Taobao,” Li Mu said. “Tell them to come directly.”

While CCTV reporters were rushing to Taobao, Leader Lei sent Li Mu a good news.

The audit work for Joyo.com was now largely complete and the acquisition would soon be finalized. He himself had handled the internal share issues at Kingsoft, withdrawing from Kingsoft but retaining his shares, meaning he would hand over all functional authority to Qiu Bojun. From now on, he would not concern himself with any of Kingsoft’s operations, content to be merely a small shareholder.

Li Mu was greatly invigorated by this news and blurted out, “When can General Manager Lei start working at Taobao?”

Leader Lei immediately said without hesitation, “General Manager Li, I’ll officially report for duty tomorrow morning!”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “That fast? You finally have a transition period, aren’t you going to rest or go on vacation?”

Leader Lei said, “I won’t consider vacation for now. I attended Taobao’s operations meeting last time and know that a major daily necessities promotion is about to be launched. I hope to contribute to the company in this event.”

Li Mu praised, “General Manager Lei, you are truly demonstrating great spirit. If that’s the case, then I’ll hold a welcome ceremony for you at Taobao tomorrow morning!”

Leader Lei quickly said, “General Manager Li, you’re too kind. There’s no need for a welcome ceremony. Just introduce me to everyone, and then let me start working immediately.”

Li Mu didn’t continue to be polite with him over the phone. He agreed verbally. After hanging up, he immediately had the administrative staff arrange for the company’s mid-to-high-level executives to arrive twenty minutes early tomorrow. At the same time, he asked her to order a big cake and invite several professional photographers. Leader Lei’s entry into Taobao was such a historic moment; he had to commemorate it properly.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a little bad towards Senior Student Liu. It seemed like he and Senior Student Liu hit it off immediately and then directly founded Taobao. As a co-founder, he hadn’t given him any welcome ceremony.

However, on second thought, Senior Student Liu was a co-founder, completely different from Leader Lei, a professional manager who joined halfway. Senior Student Liu was completely his own person, and there was no need to be polite with him. But Leader Lei was different; regardless of whether he could become one of them in the future, for now, he was still just a collaborator with whom he had a vested interest. Deep down, he was still an outsider.

At this moment, Li Mu also began to ponder. Once Taobao completed the acquisition of Joyo.com, Taobao’s book and audio-visual business would be completed. At that time, Dangdang would become one of Taobao’s most direct competitors.

Li Mu didn’t fear Dangdang, nor did he fear Li Guoqing. It was just that this bro’s personality was too unusual. In his previous life, Li Mu initially considered him one of the most regrettable figures in China’s internet, but later Li Mu felt that this bro wasn’t even worth regretting.

Leaving aside how many wrong decisions he made, just his habit of always putting on airs for no reason, and his failure to properly manage the company, instead unilaterally engaging in feuds with Senior Student Liu in public, was truly a bit repulsive. Otherwise, why would Senior Student Liu, in a fit of anger, demand that JD.com’s book department not make a profit for several years?

If he allowed him to survive in the book e-commerce industry, wouldn’t he come to feud with himself later?

Almost instantly, Li Mu made up his mind: After getting Joyo.com, he would put in effort to wipe out Dangdang!





Chapter 859: The Perfect Opportunity to Sound the Charge

Because Li Mu particularly disliked Dangdang’s way of doing business, and because Taobao was about to complete the acquisition of Zhuoyue and become Dangdang’s direct competitor, his aggressive stance toward Dangdang instantly flared up.

While Li Mu knew that a platform cultivated slowly and methodically like Dangdang was not to be feared, he dared not be negligent. A vertical sector is an industry where companies take root deeply. Once a company establishes itself in a particular vertical domain, it naturally cultivates an image of authority and professionalism among consumers.

If Dangdang were given a few more years to take root in the book sales sector, with people instinctively thinking of Dangdang first when buying books online, even JD.com wouldn’t be able to completely overcome it. They could only make things difficult for Dangdang; defeating it in a field it had cultivated for years would be incredibly hard.

This is precisely why, after large platforms become deeply rooted, other companies in the same industry must rely on specializing in vertical sectors if they wish to stand out.

Tencent was truly impressive; its traffic volume in later years was second only to Baidu, ranking second nationwide. However, Tencent Video couldn’t compete with Youku, and Tencent Auto couldn’t compete with Autohome. If Li Mu were to miss this opportune moment, trying to turn around and deal with Dangdang in the future would likely be as difficult as ascending to the heavens.

Therefore, Li Mu’s plan against Dangdang was to launch an all-out assault!

He needed to find a battlefield, bring out his main forces, and compel Dangdang into an unavoidable decisive battle. Once both main forces were concentrated, Li Mu could leverage his overwhelming advantage to strike with full force, achieving victory in one swift blow!

Li Mu’s idea was this: once Taobao’s books and audio-visual categories were launched, he would immediately use powerful traffic, funding, and other resources to aggressively wage a publicity war and a price war against Dangdang. He would first initiate a loss-making money-burning mode. Dangdang could follow suit and burn money too, but given its size, it was hard to say how long it could last. If it couldn’t hold on and didn’t receive follow-up capital injections, Dangdang would basically collapse within a few rounds.

Once Dangdang collapsed, Taobao would not only have one less competitor in the book business, but most importantly, it would block another fast track for major foreign enterprises looking to establish presence in China.

After outlining the entire strategy, Li Mu realized that the upcoming interview might be a perfect opportunity to sound the charge.

…

When the CCTV reporters arrived at Taobao, Li Mu learned that CCTV was once again featuring his news on both News Broadcast and Focus Interview.

Capturing current events and hotspots had always been CCTV’s forte. Even when the “Internet into Homes” policy was still on paper, CCTV had already received advance notice and began planning this special report before any other media heard a whisper.

CCTV reporters first conducted surveys and interviews in computer markets in several major cities across the country, researching the current prices of desktop computers, internet connection fees, and citizens’ willingness to purchase computers. They accumulated a large amount of material related to the “Internet into Homes” topic.

For example, the recent trend of computer prices was almost unwavering, with hardware prices fixed very rigidly, leaving no room for negotiation. Every consumer interviewed in the computer market felt that computer prices were too high, making them difficult or very challenging to afford. Many consumers had also visited computer markets multiple times, monitoring the prices of specific computer models or configurations, waiting for a price drop before purchasing.

Li Mu’s appearance had sparked strong interest in the internet among the entire population. However, for ordinary households, the economic requirements to cross the threshold into the internet world were still slightly high. This was precisely why “Internet into Homes,” once launched, received widespread public acclaim. It was because the government, in the most direct way, lowered the barrier for them to buy computers and access the network. Therefore, CCTV also pulled out all the stops, preparing to add icing to the cake for this benevolent policy.

Originally, CCTV only knew that the Economic and Trade Commission was discussing and planning this policy, but they were unaware of Li Mu’s involvement. Today, Minister Zhen’s press conference immediately made CCTV grasp the key point: it was Li Mu, the Internet Prodigy, who was pushing this from behind once again.

For CCTV, they were very happy to promote Li Mu. On one hand, Li Mu himself was a representative of positive energy in society, promoting him brought almost no harm and only benefits. On the other hand, CCTV had gradually introduced Li Mu into the national spotlight, developing a behavioral inertia towards him, always feeling as if something was missing if they didn’t report on Li Mu every so often.

This was like Zhang Jie constantly attending various variety shows on Hunan Satellite TV whenever he had nothing to do.

Zhang Jie was Hunan Satellite TV’s son-in-law; Li Mu was CCTV’s son.

Having News Broadcast and Focus Interview air simultaneously meant that CCTV had allotted sufficient time for this news point. Just like camera shutter speed, the longer the time, the higher the exposure and the greater the potential for exposure.

The CCTV reporters deliberately encouraged Li Mu to speak more and elaborate more, allowing them to accumulate enough material. They also intended to maximize Li Mu’s interview exposure and display during the airtime of both programs.

So, from seven o’clock in the evening, Li Mu appeared before the national populace again.

The news about the Economic and Trade Commission’s “Internet into Homes” policy trial in three provinces and two cities itself became part of tonight’s main content, and within that main content, Minister Zhen’s remarks at the press conference became the top priority.

News Broadcast streamlined Minister Zhen’s statements from the press conference. The edited and pieced-together version highlighted only two main points: first, what “Internet into Homes” was; and second, how “Internet into Homes” came about.

For the first question, what was “Internet into Homes”? It meant that in the future, any family across the country purchasing a household computer could receive a 500 yuan government subsidy, and then, upon getting an internet connection, they could enjoy a 25% discount on their first year’s internet fees.

For families interested in buying a computer, this was definitely a huge piece of good news. It literally saved them nearly one thousand yuan, almost equivalent to a common worker’s month’s salary.

For families not currently interested in buying a computer, this policy was also a huge temptation. After all, such a stroke of luck was time-limited; once this village was passed, there would be no such shop. So many families who had no prior plans to buy a computer now felt tempted because of this policy.

Even for families not planning to buy a computer, or those who temporarily couldn’t afford one, this policy still made them feel the government’s sincerity, ensuring that this policy presented a completely positive public image to the entire nation.

After clarifying what “Internet into Homes” was, when it came to the crucial point of how “Internet into Homes” came about, CCTV broadcasted Minister Zhen’s exact words from the press conference, leaving national viewers dumbfounded.

It turned out that all of this was again because of Li Mu…

Many viewers in front of their televisions were secretly surprised: “How is this related to Li Mu again? Why is every major event in the internet industry deeply involved with Li Mu? Even the government’s subsidy policy was proposed by Li Mu?”

Subsequently, CCTV aired an excerpt of an interview with Li Mu himself.

The interview was conducted just that afternoon at Taobao, and CCTV selected a few lines of dialogue from it.

First was: “Mr. Li Mu, may I ask you what prompted you to propose the ‘Internet into Homes’ initiative to the Economic and Trade Commission?”

Li Mu’s answer was understated: “As someone working in the internet industry, what I most hope for is for this industry itself to go faster and further. But for an industry to develop quicker, it first needs more fertile ground. China has a massive population base, but the ratio of household computers and netizens to the total population is extremely small, with a significant gap compared to developed Western countries. In such circumstances, how to accelerate the popularization of household computers has become the top priority for the development of China’s internet.”

The reporter said: “I recall that you previously collaborated with Shenzhou to launch more affordable and cost-effective household computers on Taobao. You must have had this same purpose in mind when you partnered with Shenzhou, correct?”

Li Mu nodded: “Collaborating with Shenzhou was indeed to offer more affordable household computers to consumers. But frankly, our capabilities and Shenzhou’s are truly limited, so we hoped that the nation and government could step in, using their powerful assistance to push China’s internet forward rapidly. The reason such a substantial government policy like ‘Internet into Homes’ could be introduced is primarily thanks to the nation and government’s support for China’s internet industry, and their support for ordinary people to understand and access the internet. The future prosperity and flourishing of this industry are inseparable from the support provided by the government.”

Li Mu’s words were watertight. He never forgot to place the government in the most important position, not just to maintain a better cooperative relationship with the government, but because, in Li Mu’s view, this “Internet into Homes” initiative truly owed its success entirely to the government’s impetus. They deserved one hundred percent of the credit; his own small contribution, merely talking, accounted for at most five percent, with nearly all the rest being the result of the government’s diligent efforts.

By emphasizing the close relationship between the government and the internet industry in front of the entire nation, Li Mu aimed not only for the government to better support the industry’s development in the future but also to foster a closer relationship between the industry and the government. At its root, this might influence the government’s future perception of the internet, allowing both sides to become increasingly integrated and create a better development environment for China’s internet industry.

The reporter was unaware of Li Mu’s deeper intentions and asked again: “You said your greatest hope is to see China’s internet industry develop rapidly. May I ask you, what do you believe is the highest aspiration for China’s internet industry in terms of development?”

Li Mu sat up straight, his tone shifting from humble and calm to one mixed with excitement and passion, saying: “From my perspective, I personally hope that China’s internet industry can achieve two world records!”

“And what are those two world records?”

“First, I hope China can become the world’s largest internet market!”

“Second, I hope China’s internet industry can become the world’s top internet presence, leading the development of the global internet industry!”





Chapter 860: Show Some Toughness

The News Broadcast only aired Li Mu’s brief remarks before moving on to other news. The more detailed interview content was scheduled for Focus Interview around seven forty.

It was only seven ten, so the remaining half-hour became a period for Li Mu’s statements to rapidly ferment.

Li Mu’s two “world’s greatest” ambitions were truly grand, so grand that many people’s instinctive first reaction was: Isn’t that boasting a little too much?

His first ambition was understandable. After all, China possessed a huge population advantage, and its economic development momentum was also quite good. If development continued this way, the number of internet users would eventually become the largest in the world. Once the number of internet users reached number one in the world, then becoming the world’s largest single market wouldn’t be far off. This was due to population and national conditions and had little to do with Li Mu.

However, the second “ambition” was far too boastful.

From its birth to its humble beginnings, then to the rapid development of previous years, and the sudden burst of the internet bubble, every stage of the internet industry had been dominated by the Western world. China was like a new transfer student with weak foundations, desperately trying to catch up but still falling far behind. In a class full of top students, it ranked in the lower middle. To leap to first place in the entire class was almost impossible.

The people of China originally harbored such grand ambitions, but they had just experienced the most exaggerated twenty years of commercial development. In the past two decades, the business sector had seen far too many absurdities: pyramid schemes and shell companies blossoming everywhere; various unrestrained and deceptive false advertisements on TV and in newspapers, dragging the entire commercial world into a huge wave of exaggeration and deceit.

Many years ago, almost every enterprise touted itself as the pride of the Chinese nation, wishing they could benefit all humanity with just a bottle of turtle essence that contained no turtle at all.

There were so many such enterprises that people had experienced too many false hopes and deceptions. Their ambition for the rise of national enterprises had long since been all but extinguished. Therefore, Li Mu’s ambition gave many viewers the feeling of someone making absurd claims, instinctively causing them to sneer at his words.

“Damn it, he got famous and got arrogant. Instead of focusing on his company, he’s out here spouting nonsense!”

“Who does he think he is? Spouting such wild words, claiming to be the world’s top internet presence. It would be impressive enough if he just stopped imitating!”

“I think this Li Mu is getting more and more outlandish. Maybe in a few years, he’ll also turn out to be a huge scam, like ‘Chinese Turtle Essence’!”

Such comments were the most direct, subconscious reactions from viewers who saw this. However, as soon as these comments appeared, immediately, less subjective viewers began to refute them by presenting facts and reasoning.

“Is Li Mu arrogant? He’s making so much money, yet he’s still thinking about promoting the development of the entire industry and bringing benefits to the public and the entire sector. How can such a person be arrogant? Didn’t you hear the Minister of the Economic and Trade Commission say it? ‘Internet into Homes’ was Li Mu’s proposal! If Li Mu hadn’t suggested it, how could such a good policy have been introduced?”

“No matter whether Li Mu can make China’s internet industry world-class or not, I believe Li Mu’s Muye Technology and Taobao will definitely become world-class internet companies. Don’t say Li Mu is imitating; the internet itself is a product of Western countries. Besides Americans, isn’t everyone else imitating? YY and Taobao indeed borrowed from Western internet models, but 3321, Tieba, and Happy Farm are all original creations. Many product features based on YY are also original, such as YY Group, YY Show, and YY Space. These were all first created by Muye Technology.”

“Are you brain-dead? Comparing ‘Chinese Turtle Essence’ to Li Mu? What is Chinese Turtle Essence? It’s a company that’s been operating for over ten years, fooling the Chinese people for so long, earning so much money from them, and in the end, it didn’t even use up a single turtle. Li Mu, on the other hand, just 3321 alone has brought so many benefits to China’s education sector. I’m a university student, and through 3321, I can earn over three thousand a month. After deducting living expenses, I send two thousand five hundred home every month. Isn’t this all because of Li Mu? Someone like you, making a false accusation, clearly hasn’t had much education. You probably didn’t even finish junior high, did you?”

More and more people calmed down and, upon careful consideration of the matter, suddenly realized a fact: Li Mu was different from the shell companies that used to make absurd claims and unreliable promises. He was a genuine internet genius, an internet bigshot merely twenty years old, with a net worth exceeding ten billion RMB. If he could reach this point in such a short time, would it be difficult for him to make China’s internet industry number one in the world within a few, or even a dozen, years?

Moreover, saying Li Mu was making absurd claims was simply unconvincing. From the day he founded Eting.com, Li Mu had progressed step by step, leaving solid footprints with every move. No matter how fast he ran, his footprints on the ground were complete, without any ambiguity. Does such a person not have the right to say such words?

Even if, for argument’s sake, this wish was truly difficult, and the possibility of success was very slim, Li Mu was definitely the only candidate with a chance to help China realize this dream. What’s more, he was not only a genius but also capable of persuading the state to give its strong support. Currently, the state was clearly going to vigorously promote internet development. With the state making its move, was achieving this wish really still far off?

While everyone was heatedly discussing Li Mu’s remarks both offline and online, Li Mu himself was also pondering what kind of reaction his two ambitious statements, released on the News Broadcast, would provoke domestically.

The last time he accepted an interview, his entry point wasn’t as high as this time. The previous time, Li Mu first appeared in the public eye as the founder of two companies. Most of his efforts were focused on clearing his name and establishing sufficient support for his success. Although he also talked about hoping to promote internet development, he had never spoken so grandly as this time.

For the same goal, if expressed in a reasonable manner, it naturally appears more humble and low-key. But if one goes for a high-profile approach, immediately using words like “definitely,” “first,” “largest,” and “pinnacle,” it gives a strong sense of toughness and extreme confidence. Li Mu was, at this moment, precisely aiming to establish such an image.

Although Chinese civilization had always valued modesty and reservedness, Li Mu now stood at the pinnacle of China’s internet industry. It was time to look at the world. If he remained low-key at this moment, not only would he fail to command the domestic market, but he would also make no sound internationally. Therefore, Li Mu decided to use this opportunity to speak out boldly, to ‘deify’ himself within China’s internet industry first.

The so-called ‘deification’ was not about becoming an industry boss or leading the whole community. Li Mu had only one thought: this time, he would make everyone, both within and outside the industry, thoroughly understand, believe, and be convinced by his position in the industry. He would thoroughly delineate the internet pyramid in China. Not just the tip, but almost half of the top of the pyramid would be his, completely elevating himself above all his industry peers!

Only by firmly establishing this image could he better contend with overseas capital and overseas markets.

Therefore, at this moment, Li Mu intended to seize this opportunity to show some toughness!

Looking back at the brilliant people from his previous life, who wasn’t a master of showing off? Mr. Ma’s boasts could almost stack up to become the Mount Everest of showing off; Senior Student Liu, when he was inflated, also boasted everywhere, biting anyone who came his way; Leader Lei, oh my god, he exhausted every possible boast for Xiaomi; Jia Bust boasted across industries and oceans; Big Sister Dong, that was simply innate…

Actually, impressive people often flaunt not simply for the sake of flaunting, but for profit. When two bigwigs are seen boasting to each other in the media, with gambles worth hundreds of millions, it looks like a tense standoff, as if they’re about to fight one-on-one in front of the whole world. But the true purpose, if revealed, would make one want to cry: it’s simply bundled marketing or leverage marketing.

When Leader Lei initially proposed a one-yuan bet with Big Sister Dong, Big Sister Dong slapped the table and aggressively raised the stake to one billion RMB. This aggressive move stunned a crowd of media and spectators. While everyone diligently brought their own stools, waiting to enjoy the show, Xiaomi phones and Gree Air Conditioners quietly sold better and better.

Finally, when the bet’s deadline arrived, and everyone questioned the two parties involved about fulfilling the bet, the two parties just laughed, played dumb, and handled it. During the Two Sessions, they even sat together, chatting and laughing. How did they still look like rivals? They looked completely like good friends! Where had that attitude of fighting to the bitter end gone?

When these spectators watching the fun came to their senses, looking down at the Xiaomi phone in their hand and up at the Gree Air Conditioner on the wall, they smacked their foreheads and suddenly realized: “Damn… we fell for their trick!”

If simply moving one’s lips can create the most powerful advertisement, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept? Li Mu also desired such a result, using minimal effort to achieve maximum effect.

He wanted to use this opportunity to send a powerful signal to all domestic competitors, as well as overseas capital and peers. The content of the signal was: In China’s internet industry, only I dare to speak of promoting the development of the entire industry, and only I have the ability to turn that statement into reality! You don’t need to keep wondering if I’m the most impressive; I’ll tell you right now, I! Am the most impressive!

This signal not only represented his current formidable strength but also the powerful influence of his various products. Besides himself, who else in China’s internet industry could drive the development of the entire industry, or bring such favorable policies to the industry?





Chapter 864: Student Li Mu’s Grand Vow!

The highly anticipated Focus Interview finally aired.

At the very beginning of the program, the Host introduced the development of China’s internet industry over the years, starting from the establishment of the first forum and describing its journey to the present day in the most concise language. Afterward, the Host’s speech immediately drew the topic to household computers.

“Strictly speaking, household computers have been in China for over a decade. In these ten-plus years, more and more people have come to know about computers, and more and more people have learned about the internet. However, our per capita computer ownership is still far below that of developed Western countries. What do ordinary consumers think about household computers? What is the current state of the household computer market? Our reporters conducted relevant surveys and interviews in electronics markets in multiple cities. Next, please follow our shots to find out more.”

The scene switched to Yanjing’s Zhongguancun computer market. In front of an assemble a computer stall, a reporter pointed at a printed computer configuration list and asked the leader, “May I ask how long the price for this configuration has been maintained?”

The leader thought for a moment and said, “About half a month.”

The reporter curiously asked him, “Are computer hardware prices falling very sharply now? You have to adjust prices every half a month.”

The leader gave a bitter smile. “It’s not a price drop, it’s a price hike. Recently, memory stick prices have been rising sharply, even scarier than stock trading. Besides memory, other hardware prices are also quite firm.”

The reporter said in surprise, “Computer hardware can actually increase in price? Don’t they say Electronic Products update very quickly?”

The leader said, “Memory doesn’t update that fast, and it’s said that Memory chips are generally rising globally.”

The reporter nodded, thanked him, and then went to a foreign brand specialty store, where he randomly interviewed a middle-aged man who had just come out of the shop.

After obtaining his consent, the reporter asked, “Hello, are you here to look at computers today?”

The middle-aged man nodded. “That’s right.”

“Are you buying a computer for household or commercial use?”

“I’m buying it for household use. My child is entering high school this year and will start having computer class. I want him to get more exposure to computers and the internet in advance.”

The reporter quipped, “You’re truly open-minded. Generally, high school student homes would strictly forbid playing on the computer, wouldn’t they?”

The middle-aged man gave an awkward smile and said, “That was before. Ever since Li Mu became popular / famous, my wife and I have been very open-minded / accepting about our child getting into computers and the internet. It’s good for children to experience more new things.”

The reporter nodded and said with a smile, “We’re getting a bit off-topic. Let’s go back to the computer problem. I see you came out of the shop empty-handed. Didn’t you find a suitable model?”

The middle-aged man shook his head and said, “Actually, I picked out a model a month ago, but I’ve been waiting for a suitable price to buy it. However, after waiting for a month, I didn’t find any price changes, so I’m quite disappointed and plan to go look for assembled computers.”

Through several interview segments, the program team very practically described the computer terminal market before the policy was announced, and the crux of the problem naturally surfaced.

High prices were a chasm that was difficult to cross for ordinary families and their first household computer. Many users repeatedly visited electronics markets, keeping an eye on the price of a certain model. For them, even a two to three hundred change in price would be enough to support their decision to bite the bullet and buy it. However, the consistently firm terminal prices made it very difficult for them to take that final decisive step.

Before the policy was made public, Shenzhou’s prices were always very attractive, but the most crucial issue was Shenzhou’s limited capacity and insufficient offline store coverage. Otherwise, if there had been sufficient stock and offline distribution channels, they could have taken the opportunity to enjoy a surge in sales.

After briefly introducing the difficulties in computer popularization, the scene switched back to the studio. The Program Director, following the news reporting example of posing a problem and then solving it, immediately led the discussion to the “Internet into Homes” policy. This immediately formed a clear contrast with the previous content, further elevating the status of the “Internet into Homes” policy in the minds of the audience.

And this so-called technique of ‘first suppressing and then elevating’ was almost entirely designed to set the stage for Li Mu.

After more than half of the program had passed, Li Mu finally reappeared on the television screen. CCTV replayed the News Broadcast segment where Li Mu stated his two grand vows. Afterward, the reporter asked Li Mu, “Before interviewing you, I also interviewed many internet and other industry elites. Most people’s goal is to hope their businesses and careers will get better and better. Only a very few expressed similar wishes to yours, but they merely remained wishes. However, we can see that you are constantly striving towards this direction. I want to ask you: how difficult do you think it is to achieve these two wishes of yours? How long will it take to achieve them?”

Li Mu said calmly, “Once we become the world’s largest internet market, we will have the ability to foster the world’s largest internet enterprises and cultivate the world’s top internet talent.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “China’s population accounts for about twenty percent of the world’s population. This is the world’s largest single market. If there are suitable enterprises to lead the development of China’s internet industry, coupled with continuous promotion by good news policies, I believe that by the year of the Yanjing Olympics, China will be able to become the world’s largest internet market!”

China truly became the world’s largest internet market in 2012, nearly ten years from now. Li Mu compressed this time to 2008, which meant compressing an originally ten-year journey into six years.

However, Li Mu was not talking nonsense. In his past life, although China’s internet developed rapidly, there was never a truly global enterprise that could establish a foothold. He was determined to become the unprecedented first person, using his influence on the entire industry and industry policies, as well as future global capital operations. Li Mu was absolutely confident that he could enable China to become the world’s largest internet market ahead of schedule in 2008.

The reporter was secretly astonished by Li Mu’s confidence. Six years seemed like a considerably aggressive answer to him. However, he did not show his surprise but continued to ask, “Then, in your opinion, which enterprises are suitable to lead the development of China’s internet industry?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, his expression radiating immense confidence, and said, “Muye Technology and Taobao are the most suitable enterprises to lead China’s internet development. Besides these two, there is no third.”

The reporter couldn’t help but smile upon hearing this. “General Manager Li, both of these companies are your own. In your eyes, are there truly no other domestic companies suitable for this responsibility?”

Li Mu shook his head and said earnestly, “It’s not that I’m targeting any specific domestic enterprise. Rather, I want to say that no other domestic enterprise is remotely capable of fulfilling this responsibility.”

Li Mu had reined himself in somewhat, not directly saying that other companies were garbage, but saying these words through CCTV’s shots indeed gave people the feeling that he was show off.

Many industry professionals felt a little uncomfortable seeing Li Mu so confident on television, putting all other companies down a level. But they couldn’t get angry, because Li Mu was right. His Muye Technology and Taobao had each formed an Ecosystem and were deeply bind / tie together. Any one of them, taken individually, far exceeded other domestic enterprises and was not in the same league at all. How could other enterprises compare with them?

The reporter asked, “Could you elaborate on what efforts Muye Technology and Taobao have made to promote industry development?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “First, let me talk about the virtual aspect.”

With that, Li Mu paused and continued:

“Everyone should know that YY has launched many product functions that enhance Social networking. Among these, YY Group is an excellent example.”

“Group social interaction in real life is very limited. It’s difficult to achieve overall unity of time, place, and people. For example, for a dozen old colleagues or dozens of old classmates, it would be extremely difficult to sit together offline for a chat. Perhaps getting one chance a year would be good. But YY allows tens, dozens, or even hundreds of people to chat online simultaneously anytime, anywhere, regardless of whether these people are in the same city, province, or even country. Precisely because of the special nature of YY Group, it has attracted a large number of users who have never touched the internet, allowing them to start learning how to surf the internet and use various online products, thereby increasing the number of internet users across the country.”

“Furthermore, Taobao just held a Brand Day, which not only allowed a large number of consumers to learn about online shopping for the first time, but also made these consumers realize that through Taobao, they could purchase their desired products at absolutely low prices, without worrying about counterfeit or shoddy goods. This has led more people to continuously join the internet for online shopping, also increasing the nation’s internet user count.”

“There’s also Happy Farm. Some people think online games are all about pornography and violence, but this game has no unhealthy elements whatsoever. It is a completely green game and has attracted tens of millions level users to participate. Many middle-aged and elderly people first encountered the internet just to play this relaxing cartoon game with family and friends. This is also our contribution to the development of the national internet at the virtual level.”

The reporter nodded and asked again, “What about the real-world level?”

Li Mu replied, “We’ve done a lot on the real-world level too. For example, Muye Technology, Taobao, and Shenzhou Computer have joined forces to create the most cost-effective household computer. You can check it out; the profit margin for the models Shenzhou Computer cooperates with us on is shockingly low. The purpose of doing such a thankless task is simply to provide cheaper household computers to consumers nationwide. This motivation is entirely consistent with the ‘Internet into Homes’ policy.”

At this point, Li Mu began to dig a huge pit for Dangdang.com, stating, “Additionally, Taobao has just acquired Joyo.com, whose core business is online sales of audio-visual products. It will be merged into Taobao’s Books and Audio-Visual Products business unit.”

“The reason for acquiring Joyo.com is because, in my view, books are not just commodities; they are a ladder to knowledge, learning, and progress. Due to the severe problem of pirated books in China, to promote the sale and popularize of legitimate books, I have decided to vigorously develop Taobao’s book business over the next two to three years. Not only will the entire Taobao book business not be allowed to earn a single cent of profit, but the company will also allocate huge funds each year to subsidize the online book sales business! In the next two to three years, Taobao Books will definitely be the platform with the lowest prices for legitimate books nationwide, without exception.”

“Serving more users who love to read and encouraging more consumers with book purchasing needs to try online shopping, this is also an effort we are making for industry development.”

The reporter nodded gently and said, “So, it seems you have indeed paid a lot for the development of China’s internet.”

Then, the reporter asked Li Mu, “You also just said that you hope China’s internet will become the world’s most outstanding presence in the future. I want to ask you, in your opinion, do Muye Technology and Taobao have a chance to become world-leading internet enterprises? If so, how long will it take?”

Li Mu pondered for a moment, then gravely and solemnly said, “The mission of Muye Technology and Taobao is to become top global internet companies. Moreover, Muye Technology’s next stage development goal is the overseas market, and Taobao’s future path will definitely be to look globally. So I personally estimate conservatively that within five years, these two companies will definitely enter the top ten in market value among global internet enterprises, and one of them will definitely enter the top five!”

Hearing this statement, the reporter for the first time could not conceal his astonishment. He stared at Li Mu for about three seconds, then quickly adjusted and asked Li Mu, “If that’s a conservative estimate of five years, what would be a bold prediction?”

Li Mu’s lips curved slightly, and with full confidence, he uttered two words: “Three years!”

Two companies, three years, both in the top ten in market value, with one entering the top five?

Li Mu’s grand vow immediately made everyone in front of their televisions burst into an uproar!

To be among the top ten global internet enterprises by market value, at least twenty billion US dollars in scale is required; to be in the top five, at least fifty billion US dollars would be possible. Fortunately, the internet bubble had burst a long time ago. Otherwise, according to the levels at the end of the last century, Microsoft’s market value exceeded six hundred billion US dollars, so without a valuation of one hundred to two hundred billion US dollars, how could one enter the world’s top five…

However, even though the bubble had burst, Li Mu’s words were indeed too shocking. Muye Technology was currently undergoing financing. Even if its valuation was twenty billion Renminbi, it would only be over two billion US dollars. Taobao’s current valuation could not reach half of Muye Technology’s. To become one of the world’s top ten or even top five, Li Mu would need to increase the current valuation by at least twenty times or more.

Twenty times… in three years?

Forget three years, even five years would be wishful thinking!

At this moment, all viewers in front of their televisions harbored strong doubts. Even those who had a very strong personal admiration for Li Mu felt that the goal Li Mu set for himself was too high and impossible to achieve.

The reporter also subconsciously asked Li Mu at this time, “General Manager Li, do you think this goal is too aggressive?”

Li Mu slightly tilted his head up, his eyes shining with a different brilliance, and said with immense confidence, “I don’t think it’s aggressive at all. If everyone finds it aggressive, you can treat it as my ideal. You can scoff at my ideal, but I will do my utmost to achieve my ideal!”

Speaking of this, Li Mu had a radiant smile on his face: “Here, I’d like to borrow a classic line from Stephen Chow: If a man has no dreams, what’s the difference between him and a salted fish?”





Chapter 862: To Slap Them with Practical Actions

“Bastard!”

At this moment, Li Guoqing was trembling with rage in front of the television.

Focus Interview had long finished, and the evening dramas had already begun on time, yet he still hadn’t recovered.

Just over ten minutes ago, Li Mu, in front of the entire nation, officially became his direct competitor.

It was one thing for Li Mu to venture into the book sales industry; Li Guoqing knew that Taobao’s acquisition of Joyo.com was progressing. In his view, he had painstakingly cultivated the book sales sector for several years and had a strong grasp and appeal over users in this vertical domain. So even if Taobao took over Joyo.com, it might not truly impact him.

But he never expected that Li Mu, right from the start, would use CCTV’s platform to give himself a massive advertisement.

Holy cow, you’re already the top student in the class, and you’re still using your good relationship with the homeroom teacher to cheat? Is that how you play? Isn’t that being unfair?

This wasn’t even the most important thing; what was truly important was what Li Mu had said!

“‘Won’t earn a single penny for the next two to three years?’”

Isn’t he clearly trying to smash my rice bowl? You have plenty of food at home, plenty of pots and pans, but I only have this one rice bowl. If it gets smashed, I’ll starve!

“‘For the next two to three years, will allocate huge sums of money annually to subsidize book sales?’”

He’s practically paying out of pocket to smash my rice bowl! What grudge, what animosity! Taobao, which you just founded a short while ago, is already the big, comprehensive industry boss. I’m just cornered, making a living off this niche market of books and audiovisuals, not earning much to begin with, just a bit of hard-earned money, enough for gruel. I haven’t provoked anyone, so what’s the meaning of you coming in and fighting to the death like this?

“‘For the next two to three years, Taobao Books will definitely be the platform with the lowest prices for authentic books nationwide, bar none?’”

This is even more damaging! Aren’t you grabbing my customer base in front of the whole nation? Besides, what does ‘bar none’ mean? Does it mean that no matter how much I lower prices, you’ll always be cheaper than me, never giving me a chance to match you?

This is practically forcing me onto a dead-end street! Is it necessary?! Is it necessary?!

His fury simmered for a long time, but Li Guoqing was also well aware that Li Mu’s Taobao was far superior to his own platform in all aspects. What was even more ruthless was that Muye Technology also had YY, that divine tool. Once Li Mu integrated all sorts of resources and engaged in a price war with him, he would certainly be powerless to resist.

After regaining his composure, the enraged Li Guoqing immediately called Lei Jun. Although the two had always been competitors, they were old acquaintances. Moreover, he knew that Joyo.com had been sold to Muye Technology, which meant Lei Jun was no longer involved with Joyo.com, so there was no longer a competitive relationship between them.

Lei Jun was rather surprised to receive Li Guoqing’s call, not expecting his very first sentence to be practically screamed: “General Manager Lei, what’s going on with Taobao? What’s going on with Joyo.com? Why did you sell your company to a jerk like Li Mu?”

Lei Jun awkwardly coughed twice: “General Manager Li, what exactly do you want to ask?”

Li Guoqing was too angry to think straight and blurted out, “I don’t even know what I want to ask…” He frowned, thought for a long while, then smacked his forehead and said, “Oh, right, I remember! I just wanted to ask you, tell me, isn’t that fellow Li Mu a bastard!”

Lei Jun chuckled, saying, “General Manager Li, isn’t that a bit harsh? What grudge do you have against him?”

“‘A massive grudge!’” Li Guoqing retorted angrily, “Did you watch Xinwen Lianbo and Focus Interview? What kind of stunt was that kid pulling? Wasn’t he clearly coming after me? Tell me honestly, isn’t what he’s doing just being a complete bastard?”

General Manager Lei chuckled awkwardly: “Is he? I… I don’t think so.”

Li Guoqing grew more anxious: “Old Lei, we’ve got some relationship between us, why aren’t you telling the truth? You’ve already sold Joyo.com, so from a fair perspective, can’t you say something impartial to make me feel better? We used to be competitors, but now there’s no competitive relationship between us, we’re still good buddies!”

General Manager Lei replied awkwardly: “Well, Old Li, to tell you the truth, we’ll still have a competitive relationship in the future…”

Li Guoqing said: “What competition? Aren’t you going to make your software and games?”

General Manager Lei smacked his lips and said: “It’s like this, I… I’m joining Taobao tomorrow, and will be Taobao’s COO then…”

“‘What the hell? Say that again, I didn’t hear you clearly…’”

General Manager Lei enunciated each word: “I’m joining Taobao tomorrow. From tomorrow onwards, I’ll serve as Taobao’s COO…”

“‘Holy cow!’” A curse erupted from the other end of the phone, followed by a series of beeping disconnect tones.

General Manager Lei looked at his disconnected phone and smiled helplessly, thinking that Li Mu was on a path to wipe out Dangdang. Would his first project on the job tomorrow be to help Li Mu wipe out Dangdang?

…

Li Guoqing’s mood remained extremely low throughout the night, as if he had lost a parent.

In contrast to him, various websites, Tieba forums, and local media had exploded!

That night, Li Mu had made an enormous boast in front of the entire nation: he would single-handedly build two companies ranked among the top ten global internet companies within five years, one of which would enter the top five. This boast was so audacious that many people found it unbelievable.

All website editors redrew to their computers to write articles, newspaper editors intensified their revisions, removing the original headlines and replacing them with Li Mu’s. Television media also heavily reported Li Mu’s statements in their evening news. In short, Li Mu successfully captured immense attention nationwide this time.

Li Mu’s grand ambition, in the eyes of the media, experts, netizens, and the general public, was equivalent to China’s men’s football team reaching the World Cup semifinals in 2006 or 2010.

Perhaps the possibility of the men’s football team reaching the World Cup semifinals was much greater than Li Mu achieving his grand ambition. After all, this year, China’s men’s football team was ranked 64th in the world, while Muye Technology, Li Mu’s most valuable company, couldn’t even break into the top hundred global internet companies.

By early the next morning, various opinions across the nation were overwhelming.

Most mainstream media maintained a relatively neutral stance, merely reporting the event without subjective commentary. However, the experts were different; they were constantly seeking opportunities to gain fame but struggled to find them. Furthermore, having long grown accustomed to Li Mu’s showboating in front of the public, they had developed a deep dissatisfaction with him. There was no personal vendetta, no real animosity, just the desire to see him suppressed, or even to trample him, simply because of his great fame.

But in the past, whenever Li Mu showed off, he always did it flawlessly, so even those idle experts who disliked him couldn’t find any way to attack him. Moreover, with Li Mu’s reputation at its peak and nationwide praise flooding in, the risk of criticizing him was too great. This time, however, was different; Li Mu’s boast was too audacious, giving experts from all fields countless ways to slap him down!

Soon, on various websites, forums, and even local newspapers, a flood of expert opinions emerged, aiming to debunk Li Mu. Among them were indirect criticisms:

“‘Contributing to society does not give one license to spout wild words!’”

“‘Who is attempting to inflate the internet bubble again?!’”

“‘Overnight, all the cows raised by internet bigwigs flew to the heavens.’”…

Besides these indirect criticisms, there were also direct accusations:

“‘Muye Technology and Taobao will absolutely not be able to become one of the top ten global internet companies!’”

“‘Three years, five years? Not even ten years might give them a chance!’”

“‘Once overseas giants enter China, Muye Technology and Taobao are doomed!’”

“‘Li Mu: The Overly Inflated Internet Youth.’”…

Among these were experts in computer science, the internet, finance, and international trade. Most ridiculously, even military experts, from the perspective of the American government’s world hegemony, “justifiably” analyzed numerous inside reasons why the American government would not allow Li Mu to grow bigger and stronger.

What was comforting was that the vast majority of netizens were not as cynical as the experts and scholars, nor did they sing a dirge for the future of Li Mu, Muye Technology, and Taobao. Most of them highly praised Li Mu’s forceful and authoritative statements from the previous night. In their view, China’s internet industry simply lacked someone like Li Mu, someone who dared to think, speak, and act. Although what Li Mu said last night was indeed difficult to achieve, at least Li Mu was already the foremost figure in China’s internet industry. If even he had no chance of elevating Chinese internet companies to the world’s top tier, then who among China’s one billion-plus population could possibly achieve it?

Therefore, in this situation, much of the public’s confidence in Li Mu stemmed from their confidence in China as a whole and in China’s internet industry. It was simply that Li Mu was currently the most worthy candidate to entrust that hope to.

…

Li Mu left for Taobao early the next morning, ready to welcome Leader Lei’s official onboarding. He himself was not affected by the negative and aggressive statements from the outside world.

Li Mu had countless ways to slap back at those who questioned him, but slapping back also required practical actions to achieve. Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, the first “slap” would be Muye Technology’s Series C funding round.

After last night’s publicity, Muye Technology’s valuation would also be recalculated. This time, Muye Technology’s valuation would surely soar to an astronomical price that would shock the entire nation.

In the car, he specifically called Ding Zhengling and told him: “Starting today, send letters to all venture capital institutions interested in investing in Muye Technology. Muye Technology’s Series C funding round is reopening; everyone is welcome to re-submit bids.”

Last night’s interview not only informed the entire industry that “Internet into Every Home” was being promoted by Li Mu, but also indirectly highlighted the government connections of Li Mu and his companies, which was extremely important! Because the metrics for measuring a company’s market value extend far beyond assets, profits, growth potential, and market share; they also include resources! Resources are intangible assets, and though intangible, they absolutely cannot be overlooked!

To say nothing else, through “Internet into Every Home” and the promotion by CCTV, all venture capital institutions have seen the government’s strong support for Li Mu. This guarantees that Muye Technology will enjoy the greatest policy tilt in the domestic internet market in the future, and the profit margin contained within this is simply immeasurable!

If a company’s assets, profits, growth potential, market share, and other metrics are summed, then government connections act as a multiplier on top of that sum. If the sum of assets, profits, growth potential, and market share is 100, then for a normal, ordinary company, the government relations coefficient defaults to 1, and the market value equals 100 multiplied by 1, which is 100.

However, with Li Mu’s robust government connections, even if this coefficient isn’t 2, it should at least be 1.5, right? One wouldn’t dare compare it to Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises, but in the internet industry, Li Mu’s government connections are essentially a heaven-defying level presence.

Venture capital institutions are most skilled at actuarial science and estimation; they will certainly realize this significant coefficient change and naturally know that, at this time, re-submitting bids is absolutely inevitable!





Chapter 863: Water Rises, Boats Float Higher

Ding Zhengling was an experienced hand in capital operations, and naturally realized that with such significant positive news stimulating the market last night, Muye Tech’s valuation would inevitably need to be recalculated.

In truth, business valuation is never precise, especially in emerging industries like the internet. Company valuations can fluctuate wildly, much like a celebrity’s appearance fee.

If a company were like a celebrity, normally, they might earn one million for a movie. But if they appeared on the CCTV Spring Festival Gala or got lucky and landed a supporting role in a major Hollywood production, their value could skyrocket more than ten times overnight.

Conversely, if a celebrity’s fee was ten million, but they were suddenly exposed in a major scandal, their appearance fee might drop to one million, and no one would dare hire them. It’s just like stock prices during a stock market crash, plummeting endlessly.

If you stand at the sensitive period, any internet company less than a year old could successfully raise funds with a valuation over one hundred million. If the sensitive period ends, such a company could instantly crash and burn.

Li Mu was currently standing within a powerful sensitive period, a sensitive period fueled by favorable national policies. This strong boost had an enormous impact on company valuations.

Ding Zhengling asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, what do you think the screening standard should be for the new quotes?”

Last time, Li Mu set the starting point at ten billion yuan. Only offers above that price would be considered for further discussion; anything below was out of the question.

This time, after a moment of thought, Li Mu told Ding Zhengling: “We’ll start with 1.5 times the overall sincerity coefficient. This time, we’ll talk to capital directly using a demerged Muye Tech. We’ll separate the Tieba business line, the gaming business line, and also spin off Muye Films. After demerging everything at the capital level, we’ll only negotiate with them using our YY closed-loop system.”

Ding Zhengling said: “General Manager Li, the government’s push to develop the industry, at the very least, can universally increase financing for internet companies across the country by 20% or even more. We are the linchpin of China’s internet industry, benefiting the most from this entire preferential policy. Coupled with our strong government connections, our premium will naturally be even higher. I think when we discuss valuation again, we can directly double it.”

Li Mu had a technical background and wasn’t confident enough in understanding the capital market. He felt that 1.5 times was already very aggressive and couldn’t imagine a company’s valuation doubling overnight.

Ding Zhengling noticed Li Mu’s lack of confidence and smiled slightly: “General Manager Li, you certainly haven’t personally experienced the era of the internet bubble. Forget doubling valuation overnight; I’ve seen companies multiply their value five times overnight with just one product. Let me put it this way: before last night, China’s internet industry was generally cautious, sluggish, and met with a cold reception. Only Muye Tech and Taobao were developing rapidly as unique standouts. As soon as last night passed, China’s internet industry immediately entered a heating-up phase. When national policies move, capital acts immediately upon hearing something. Now, they want to seize the opportunity to invest in as many companies as possible. Otherwise, once the favorable policies gradually take effect, the industry will become overheated, the bubble will inflate, and valuations will rise even higher.”

Li Mu nodded to himself after listening.

What Ding Zhengling said made sense. Sometimes, just knowing how to produce isn’t enough; one also needs to know how to price. For a linchpin enterprise like Muye Tech, there were almost no comparable competing products in the Chinese market. Therefore, when it came to valuation, there weren’t many hard standards to reference. Negotiations at the table were about each party’s grasp and control over their opponent. The buyer sought to immediately declare the seller’s bottom line and stick firmly to it, while the seller sought the exact opposite: to immediately declare the buyer’s upper limit and stick firmly to it.

The seller’s bottom line and the buyer’s upper limit could differ by several or even dozens of times. It was precisely because of this that various commercial spies emerged endlessly. If one knew the opponent’s cards in advance, negotiations would certainly be always successful.

Therefore, Li Mu truly couldn’t determine how much Muye Tech’s final valuation could be negotiated for, so he decided to fully entrust it to professionals, letting Ding Zhengling strive for the best.



Today was Leader Lei’s first day reporting for duty. As the future third-in-command of Taobao, second only to Senior Student Liu, Li Mu placed great importance on him, as did Senior Student Liu.

Originally, Senior Student Liu planned to rush back today and invite Leader Lei to dinner and drinks with Li Mu in the evening, officially welcoming him to the Taobao team. However, because Li Mu had showed off a bit in front of the entire nation last night, Senior Student Liu, who was preparing to go to the airport early this morning, began receiving calls one after another from the secretaries of the heads of various provincial capitals across the country.

In the calls, they all extended sincere invitations to Senior Student Liu, hoping he could visit their localities for inspection. They were willing to offer the most preferential policies in exchange for Taobao Logistics establishing logistics bases there.

CCTV’s report last night made local governments smell a strong scent of political achievement coming from Li Mu. If Li Mu’s company could settle in their locality, it would undoubtedly be a remarkable addition to their personal official careers! If Li Mu continued to rise in prominence in the future, with his company growing stronger and more famous, the promotional effect it would bring them would be even harder to estimate.

Therefore, government offices across the country were studying Li Mu’s industrial map last night, researching which of Li Mu’s industries could be introduced to their localities. Looking through it, it seemed there were no other options besides Taobao Logistics.

While Taobao Logistics wasn’t a high-tech company, ultimately, its name alone showed that this logistics company was closely linked with Taobao and would definitely support all of Taobao’s order logistics transportation in the future. So, even though it wasn’t an internet company, it had a very strong internet flavor and connection. Introducing and supporting Taobao Logistics, wasn’t that just indirectly supporting the development of China’s internet?

An official career itself emphasizes the top-down implementation of policies. Since the national overall strategy was to promote high-speed internet development, local governments certainly had to find ways to actively promote it within their respective jurisdictions. Currently, apart from the four first-tier cities, other cities lacked talent and infrastructure, making it extremely difficult to promote internet industry development. Therefore, the most suitable method was to introduce Taobao Logistics.

Senior Student Liu told Li Mu that not only the provincial capitals but even Huzhou City Municipal Government, which they had just negotiated with, had contacted him as soon as possible this morning, proactively offering concessions beyond what they had originally agreed upon, to provide Taobao Logistics with even greater policy support.

In Senior Student Liu’s own words: “The land was practically given away for free, and tax exemptions for companies started at three years, with some explicitly offering ten years, making me almost embarrassed to accept. Some even said that as long as we went, they could help us secure interest-free loans locally. Li Mu, how do I feel like after you boasted a bit on TV, we suddenly gained inexhaustible government resources? It feels like the whole world has brightened up quite a bit…”

Li Mu never expected that showing off a bit yesterday could bring so many benefits. Even local governments in various provincial capitals were showing goodwill towards Taobao Logistics. But reflecting on it, he had been carrying the powerful influence of the ‘Internet into Every Home’ policy behind him yesterday. This was truly a world of difference from before, especially in the highly sensitive official circles, where such things would be given more importance than by anyone else.

Moreover, for local governments, approving land, granting tax exemptions, and providing interest-free loans were not extraordinary matters in themselves. Currently, governments everywhere had such resources. Granting Taobao Logistics such conveniences involved no substantial investment or loss for them. For these local governments, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

However, Li Mu could only smack his lips. In the long run, building six logistics distribution centers nationwide would be far from enough. Once the overall volume of online shopping increased, every province would need at least one city with convenient transportation to establish a logistics distribution center in the future. The reason for choosing to build only six first was that funds were not so abundant.

However, if what Senior Student Liu said was true, with so many cities willing to offer huge preferential policies to attract Taobao Logistics, why not secure the land first, invest less money, and then slowly set up the construction? If they could obtain interest-free loans from the local government, that would be even better. He could first fully focus on establishing six large logistics distribution centers, and then simultaneously slowly build around ten secondary logistics distribution centers. This way, in one or two, or two or three years, if Taobao Logistics had fifteen to twenty logistics distribution centers nationwide, that would be simply incredible!

So, Li Mu told Senior Student Liu: “Senior Student Liu, don’t come back to Yanjing for now. It’ll be tough, but visit all these similar cities first. Smooth out all the key issues, key points, and talk to all the key people. Once you’ve secured the maximum preferential policies, come back, and we’ll choose ten to fifteen cities and slowly establish them at a controlled pace. After that, we’ll sort out the airline resources with Lin Lin’s relatives. Then, our Taobao Logistics will have limitless prospects!”

Senior Student Liu excitedly said: “Don’t worry, I’ll smooth everything out. But I won’t be able to help you with the daily necessities promotional activities. You’ll have to spare some time on Taobao during this period.”

Li Mu smiled: “Don’t worry, haven’t we got a marketing master coming? As soon as General Manager Lei takes office, he’ll be directly involved.”

In Li Mu’s eyes, Leader Lei was one of the rare top marketing masters in China’s internet industry. Having such a person at Taobao would be far, far more useful than keeping him at Kingsoft.

With the same phone, the same appearance, the same packaging, and the same price, others might only be able to sell ten thousand units, but Leader Lei could probably sell ten million. This is the importance of marketing ability for a company or a product. Although he didn’t have phones for him to sell now, Taobao had so many products that he could sell, which would surely give him a bigger and better stage to showcase his strengths.

Regarding Leader Lei’s marketing ability, there was someone in his previous life who was very suitable for comparison: Old Luo.

Both made phones. Old Luo’s products weren’t bad, and his monstrously talented, hooligan-like eloquence completely crushed Leader Lei’s. However, marketing is never as simple as just bragging. People like Old Luo, standing on the street and cursing in public against twenty people, wouldn’t fall a step behind, while Leader Lei couldn’t even speak standard Mandarin. Yet, just by looking at the sales figures of their respective products, it’s enough to see how incredibly formidable Leader Lei’s true marketing level truly was!





Chapter 864: Under Global Attention

At nine in the morning, Leader Lei arrived at Taobao in a low-key manner.

Li Mu, leading the company’s middle and high-level management, held a simple yet grand welcome ceremony for Leader Lei, which made Leader Lei feel especially overwhelmed by favor.

Today, Li Mu’s status was vastly different from yesterday. Yesterday, he was the prodigy of China’s internet industry, the brightest rising star; today, he had become the true godfather of China’s internet industry, undeniably its leading figure.

Leader Lei had been congratulating himself since last night, congratulating himself for accepting Li Mu’s invitation. With Li Mu’s capability and influence, he would surely be able to build Taobao into a giant in China’s internet industry. Being the COO of such a company presented far greater opportunities than being a CEO at Kingsoft or other internet companies!

For Li Mu, Leader Lei’s joining was also fortunate, and it carried exceptionally positive significance for the team.

Because Leader Lei had great fame, even such a veteran/founding member joining Taobao greatly boosted the morale of Taobao’s existing team, making them value their work and the platform even more.

After a simple welcome ceremony, Li Mu held a morning meeting. In addition to introducing key personnel to Leader Lei, he also roughly outlined the immediate work priorities for Leader Lei.

Li Mu outlined three key areas for Leader Lei:

First, quickly integrate into the team and get into the swing of things.

Second, swiftly bring in the Joyo.com team and enable Taobao to fully absorb Joyo.com’s business and users.

Third, co-lead the work related to the daily necessities major promotion.

Leader Lei’s professionalism was beyond doubt. After just one morning meeting, he immediately entered his work rhythm, familiarizing himself with the team, and convening core members to discuss the current work situation. Everything came naturally to him, showing no signs of unacclimatized illnesses.

Li Mu sighed in relief. There were fewer and fewer brilliant people who were veteran/founding members left to recruit in China’s internet industry, and having such assistance by his side was the most direct relief for him, feeling as if the burden on his shoulders had instantly lightened considerably.

While Li Mu felt relieved, Mr. Ma, far away in Hangzhou, was not having an easy time at all.

For Mr. Ma, recent times brought a succession of bad news. Sometimes, it came in an orderly fashion, one by one; other times, this order was broken, with bad news swarming in all at once, leaving him overwhelmed.

Li Mu’s acquisition of Joyo.com was bad news for Mr. Ma because no matter how inconspicuous Joyo.com was, Taobao would become more complete after acquiring it.

Li Mu’s promotion to an industry leader last night was an even greater piece of devastating news for Mr. Ma, as he clearly knew that Li Mu’s gains from last night, if converted into valuation, were worth at least several billion.

This morning, yet another piece of bad news arrived: Lei Jun, Chairman of the Board of Joyo.com and CEO of Kingsoft, officially joined Taobao as its COO.

For Mr. Ma, whose forces were already significantly weaker than the opponent’s, the addition of another formidable general like Lei Jun—who would lead Taobao in confrontation against him in the future—brought immense direct pressure.

However, Mr. Ma was already numb at this point. Ever since he decided to oppose Li Mu and seize the retail e-commerce market, he hadn’t encountered anything good. Now, with war about to be formally declared against Li Mu, no amount of bad news was enough to delay his pace. Letao’s promotion activities were already being prepared for launch. Success or failure hinged on this one move. If he could hold his ground against Taobao’s immense wave, then he would have the chance to gradually grow stronger in the future; if he couldn’t, then he would honestly operate B2B, and capital probably wouldn’t agree to him continuing to try C2C or B2C in the next few years.

…

Li Mu’s remarks continued to ferment.

While domestic media competed to report and experts competed to criticize, Japanese and Korean media also took notice of the emergence of Li Mu, the new leading figure in China’s internet industry. Before noon, in Japan and Korea, whose time zones were only an hour different from China’s, a large number of online media outlets began reporting on Li Mu, his company, and his accomplishments.

Korean media reported on Li Mu relatively calmly, considering him the undisputed new flagship of China’s internet, and believing that China’s internet development landscape would change because of him.

However, the praise Li Mu received from Japanese media truly surprised even China’s media.

The Japanese character is very peculiar, a synthesis of extreme arrogance and extreme inferiority, and a mix of extreme discipline and extreme rebellion. However, their tradition of respecting the strong has always been present.

Japanese media hailed Li Mu as a “true genius” of the East Asian internet industry. In their reports, they not only clearly listed Li Mu’s development timeline and corresponding product lines but also specifically included explanations of several instances where Li Mu battled with competitors. They even introduced Muye Technology’s mini-game that swept through all of China—Happy Farm.

Japan is a gaming powerhouse, but senior professionals in the Japanese game industry also gave Happy Farm very high praise. They believed that the current Happy Farm broke new ground, with its game architecture, balance, and playability all being very high. Despite the game’s compact size, its core was absolutely one of the rare excellent products in China’s game industry.

Japanese media not only crowned Li Mu with the title of genius but also called him a strategist in China’s internet industry, and even did not forget to remind practitioners in the Japanese internet industry to be vigilant and pay attention.

The original text in the report was: “Li Mu is the key to China’s internet emerging from the impact of the bubble burst. While the internet in various countries has not yet recovered from the massive impact of the bubble burst, Li Mu is already preparing to be the first person to lead China’s internet out of China and towards the world. Japanese internet professionals should humbly learn from the practices of their neighboring country’s companies and quickly find a breakthrough point in the sluggish market rates.”

Immediately afterward, European internet media also began reporting, but European media did not attach too much importance, merely treating Li Mu and the changes in China’s internet industry as a brief news item, simply reporting it in an inconspicuous position.

By evening, due to the time difference, American media across the ocean, especially American tech media, acted immediately upon hearing something. They were the furthest from China, yet their attention to China’s internet was more diligent and closer than any other country’s.

The Li Mu event had been fermenting for nearly twenty-four hours. American tech media began preparing this morning, which was yesterday evening local time. By morning local time, various reports overwhelmingly covered the entire North American internet, and even many television and print media participated in the reports and discussions.

American media looked at this matter from many angles. Many media focused their attention on Li Mu himself, conducting a very detailed analysis of him.

Silicon Valley media, being most knowledgeable about the deeper aspects of the internet, praised Li Mu no less than Japanese media. Silicon Valley media believed: Li Mu is definitely China’s best product manager, and even in the global internet industry, he could rank among the top ten!

This praise was too heavy! It even startled Americans themselves. Top ten product manager in the world? Why? While Silicon Valley media threw out this concept, they also provided the answer.

After analyzing all of Li Mu’s products, Silicon Valley media came to a very clear conclusion: Li Mu’s most impressive product was YY.

3321 won with its creativity and entry point, perfectly binding together university students and high school student parents; Taobao won at the tactical and strategic awareness level, with echoes of eBay and Amazon in its model; Alipay won with its incubation methods and ecological integration, but deep down, it was still mimicking PayPal.

So, except for YY, all of Li Mu’s products won in the cognitive aspect, meaning the mode of thinking. Only YY was a super impressive product that even Silicon Valley marvelled at!

Currently, YY, with its perfect experience, powerful functions, and impressive product quality, had long left MSN and ICQ miles ahead. Silicon Valley media even believed that compared to YY, MSN and ICQ seemed like prehistoric relics. The gap between these two and YY could essentially be described as worlds apart.

Wall Street media also paid attention to Li Mu and his company. They also gave Li Mu very high praise. The Wall Street Journal’s original words were: “China’s youngest billionaire, an internet nouveau riche, and possibly the youngest self-made billionaire worldwide, without exception.”

Beyond that, Wall Street media’s entry point was not solely focused on technology like Silicon Valley media’s; they looked at the market, capital, profits, and development space.

In Wall Street media’s view, the Chinese government’s strong support for internet development at this time was absolutely great news, representing enormous business opportunities for American software and hardware manufacturers, internet service providers, and capitalists!

This was a colossal market with one billion three hundred million people. The reason American internet companies had not ventured much into it was because they had always felt that China’s internet was still in its infancy. Therefore, for Silicon Valley, they were more inclined to invest at low prices in some Chinese internet companies rather than going to the Chinese market themselves to be arduous pioneers.

Wall Street media called on American hardware manufacturers to seize this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. They urged Intel to quickly grasp the Chinese market, urged companies like HP, Dell, and IBM to quickly pay attention to the Chinese market, and even urged companies like Amazon and Google to quickly seize the Chinese market. They also encouraged American capitalists to invest more in Chinese internet companies before China’s internet rises, because no one dared to underestimate the capabilities of the one billion three hundred million people across the ocean, and no one knew what incredible miracles they might create.

Li Mu saw these overseas media reports through the internet. He hadn’t expected that, coupled with the government’s major initiatives to promote the internet industry, he would actually be noticed worldwide this time.

After reading many American media reports, Li Mu felt a mix of joy and concern.

His joy stemmed from his products receiving praise from American tech media, which provided excellent build buzz for YY’s future globalization. His concern, however, was that the Wall Street crowd had incredibly sharp foresight, and their nose for seeking profit around the world was even more sensitive than that of a hunting dog. If these financial media truly incited a large wave of American capital and American internet companies to flood into the Chinese market, it would certainly not be a good thing for the Chinese market.

Whether competing on technical strength or capital strength, Chinese internet companies were significantly inferior to American internet companies. Even Muye Technology, with its current technical reserve, was nothing to brag about in Silicon Valley. With so many internet companies in Silicon Valley, who among them didn’t hold a vast array of solid technical patents and technical reserves, and they all had large capital backing them, ensuring continuous logistical supply in battle. If they were brought in too early, it could bring no small impact to the overall development of China’s local internet enterprises.





Chapter 865: No Turning Back Once the Arrow is Shot

Regarding Li Mu’s statements, it was as if a plague had spread through the global media.

Li Mu had drawn the world’s attention to China’s internet market. As the instigator, he hadn’t realized that he would provoke such a strong international reaction.

Late at night, Su Yingxue called Li Mu, her first words being, “Are you in bed yet?”

It was past one in the morning, and she asked if he was “in bed yet” rather than “asleep yet” because Su Yingxue knew Li Mu definitely wasn’t asleep; he was probably still sitting in front of his computer.

She was right. How could Li Mu possibly be thinking about sleep right now? In his previous life, if you searched his name on Baidu, the first hundred pages of “Li Mu” had nothing to do with him. But now, his name, “Li Mu,” repeatedly appeared in media reports across China’s mainland, Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan, Japan, Singapore, and other countries. The English transliteration “Mu.Li” was also frequently mentioned in all English-speaking media, with an unimaginable level of attention.

Before calling Li Mu, Su Yingxue had been searching online for relevant reports from overseas media. Only after fully realizing the situation Li Mu was facing did she disregard the late hour and call him.

Receiving her call, Li Mu gave a bitter laugh. “Not in bed yet, still sitting in front of the computer.”

Su Yingxue asked him, “Are you under a lot of pressure?”

Li Mu hummed, “Yes, and it’s not just a little.”

Su Yingxue said, “You’ve already become famous in front of China’s one point three billion people. Now, at most, it’s just an additional one point three billion people.”

Li Mu sighed softly and said, “I’m not afraid of being famous. It’s already like this anyway. Even if the whole world knows me, it’s just how it is.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Actually, my pressure mainly comes from the unknown future.”

Su Yingxue asked him, “What do you mean?”

Li Mu said, “I feel like China’s internet right now is like China before 1840 – populous, full of potential, yet overall backward. Before I found ways to promote the industry’s development, the foreign powers didn’t truly pay attention to it. But now, because of what I’ve done, these powers are all looking at China, this market with infinite potential. If they launch an invasion prematurely, China’s internet might suffer a huge impact.”

Su Yingxue laughed and said, “That analogy is inappropriate.”

Li Mu asked her, “Where is it inappropriate?”

Su Yingxue said, “You can’t compare China’s internet industry to China before 1840. Otherwise, where would you place the nation?”

Li Mu was surprised. “I don’t understand…”

Su Yingxue said, “You should compare China’s internet market to Class 1, Grade 1 of Haizhou No.1 High School, and the internet markets of other countries to the various classes in the third year. You are the most mischievous kid in Class 1, Grade 1, who accidentally attracted the attention of the third-year students. You’re afraid they’ll rush into your classroom to beat you up, or even beat up the other students in your class.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh. “That analogy is quite appropriate.”

Su Yingxue chuckled softly and said, “Your worries are reasonable, but do you know whose existence you’ve overlooked?”

“Who?”

“Dummy! The homeroom teacher!” Su Yingxue said, “The upperclassmen are indeed stronger and more robust, but if they really rushed into your classroom to hit you and your classmates, would your homeroom teacher just stand by and do nothing?”

Su Yingxue’s words instantly dispelled the mist in Li Mu’s heart!

Right, there’s also the homeroom teacher.

Who is the homeroom teacher? Isn’t it the nation?

Even the most open market needs regulators. America appears open, but to protect its local enterprises and market, it has sanctioned companies from other countries and established various tilted policies to protect its domestic businesses. This situation will also happen in China. Currently, the nation’s attitude is very clear: vigorously promote the development of the internet industry. Under these circumstances, if overseas enterprises and capital poured in massively and tried to disrupt the market, even if he couldn’t handle it, the nation would definitely intervene.

At this moment, Su Yingxue said again, “Once the arrow is shot, there’s no turning back. Don’t overthink it. Actually, you’re afraid of drawing outsiders in, but I think this is an excellent opportunity for you to lure the tiger away from the mountain.”

“Hmm?”

“Isn’t your Muye Technology always preparing for globalization? That means you’re the one who needs to push out. If your opponents’ attention is drawn domestically, wouldn’t your overseas development become easier?”

Li Mu was greatly shocked!

He hadn’t expected Su Yingxue to see things so clearly! Too clearly, even more than himself.

If Silicon Valley and Wall Street really focused their attention on China, from an absolute value perspective, once their energy was dispersed, it would inevitably be a subtraction. In other words, when they were staring at China, they would inevitably lighten their defenses around themselves. If he seized this opportunity to quickly advance YY’s globalization, it would definitely be easier!

Oh my god! Li Mu was already marveling in his mind. He knew that Su Yingxue was a career woman in her previous life, growing step by step into core management of a multinational enterprise on Wall Street, but he never expected her to have such profound vision and analysis of business situations at this age. Li Mu truly felt inferior.

Li Mu could see through internet product and operations layers, but once he stepped out of the internet industry, he was generally not as sharp. In this regard, even after being reborn, he seemed to lack Su Yingxue’s keen sense.

No wonder she insisted on studying abroad in her previous life. With such a sense, after several years of struggling and toiling in the American capital market, she would definitely become a top talent in the business field. If she were to study at Harvard Business School in the future, two or three years later, coming back to be CEO of Muye Technology should be no problem…

Due to Su Yingxue’s guidance, Li Mu instantly became excited and said enthusiastically, “After your reminder, I can’t wait to officially launch YY’s globalization strategy immediately! Thank you for enlightening me!”

Su Yingxue sighed in relief and smiled, “I’m happiest that you can see things clearly. It’s getting late, and you’ll definitely have a lot to do tomorrow. Now that you’ve understood, hurry up and wash up, and get some rest.”

Li Mu asked, “Have you decided when you’re returning to Yanjing?”

Su Yingxue said, “The plan is to go back on the eighth.”

“Plane or train? I’ll pick you up then.”

Su Yingxue said, “I’m flying back, but Xinran and I bought tickets arriving in Yanjing at almost the same time. My Aunt and paternal uncle-in-law will pick me up then.”

Li Mu remembered her younger female cousin, Wang Xinran, who should have been filming in Xiamen Island during this time. After all, she was the second female lead in You Are the Apple of My Eye and had a significant part.

So Li Mu asked her, “When does Xinran’s filming wrap up?”

“The seventh,” Su Yingxue said, “She said they’ll wrap up filming on the evening of the seventh, have a meal with the production team, and then head back on the eighth.”

“What time do you arrive?”

“I arrive at five-thirty in the afternoon, she arrives at five-forty. It’s hard to say if there are delays.”

Li Mu then said, “In that case, I’ll find a restaurant and reserve a private room to welcome you and Xinran. Then your Aunt and paternal uncle-in-law can pick you two up at the airport and head straight to the restaurant.”

“That’s so nice?” Su Yingxue said with a smile, then hesitated for a moment before asking him, “It won’t delay your serious business, will it?”

Li Mu laughed. “Of course not. In my heart, your priority is always first.”

Su Yingxue giggled charmingly, “Student Li Mu’s words are getting sweeter and sweeter, you know.”

Li Mu said, “Whether it’s truly sweet, you’ll have to taste it to find out.”

Su Yingxue said, “Alright, it’s only a few days anyway. But you should rest well. I don’t want you kissing me with a pair of panda eyes…”

Li Mu laughed, “I know, don’t worry!”

After saying goodnight to each other, Li Mu hung up the phone, feeling much more at ease. Su Yingxue was right; once the arrow is shot, there’s no turning back. At this point, he couldn’t be timid no matter what. After all, everything he had done, in his view, was absolutely necessary and something that had to be done.

If he were to give up on rapidly developing this industry because he feared the tremendous impact overseas industry powers would have on the domestically fragile market, then the ultimate trajectory of China’s internet industry would be obvious: to repeat the mistakes of his previous life.

What was the model of China’s internet in his previous life? To summarize in one sentence: products that came in from overseas had both life and death, while products that went out domestically had only death and no life!

Li Mu did not want to see this situation a second time. Right now, China’s internet market had opened a window to internet companies and related capital worldwide, attracting their attention. This was the best time for him to start his overseas expansion!

It seemed the process of YY’s globalization needed to be advanced. Regardless, first push out the English version of Happy Farm!

With this thought firmly in mind, Li Mu finally managed to get a good night’s sleep.

That night, Li Mu dreamt of himself as a capable general dominating the future world of the internet. That feeling of being invincible made his blood boil.

…

The next morning, Kong Lingyu brought Li Mu good news!

After a whole night of public opinion fermenting in North America, the most direct conversion was an explosive increase in YY’s overseas downloads!

From last night until now, approximately fifteen hours, YY’s overseas download count reached three hundred twenty thousand, with fifty-six thousand registrations, and it was still increasing!

According to backend records, out of the three hundred twenty thousand downloads, nearly two hundred eleven thousand came from America, accounting for about sixty-five percent of the total downloads. The proportion of registered users remained largely consistent.

In other words, over two hundred eleven thousand Americans, having seen reports about Li Mu and YY, downloaded and installed YY yesterday, and on average registered 1.75 accounts per person.

Li Mu could almost certainly conclude that among these two hundred eleven thousand American users, the elite class accounted for absolutely over eighty percent.

Among American media, it was the Silicon Valley media that highly praised YY. In Li Mu’s estimation, those who paid attention to Silicon Valley media were primarily internet professionals, followed by internet enthusiasts. The former were undoubtedly the elite class, and the overall manners of the latter were certainly higher than those who focused on entertainment gossip.

Silicon Valley alone had nearly a million internet professionals. While these individuals worked in various fields from hardware to software to technical development, one thing was certain: they maintained a very high degree of sensitivity to industry development. Therefore, the vast majority of these two hundred eleven thousand users likely came from Silicon Valley, America.

Li Mu immediately had Kong Lingyu check the server records. The conclusion was exactly as he expected: of the two hundred eleven thousand American users, eighty-five percent came from Silicon Valley, New York, and surrounding areas. These two regions were almost entirely gathering places for America’s elite class!





Chapter 866: A Single Spark

The day after Leader Lei joined Taobao, Li Mu left him to his own devices there.

He, meanwhile, having learned of the surge in YY’s overseas downloads, immediately rushed to Muye Technology to convene an emergency meeting.

In the conference room, everyone was beaming, unable to close their mouths from smiling. They didn’t consider as many things as Li Mu did, nor would they proactively think about the Chinese internet industry’s resistance to pressure from overseas capital and competitors. Their entire focus was on Muye Technology, wishing only for it to thrive.

Li Mu’s global popularity was equivalent to an enormous publicity boost for Muye Technology. In less than two days, many things had fundamentally changed.

So, Li Mu temporarily set aside his main topic of discussion to listen to everyone’s feedback on the changes that had occurred in various aspects.

First, Ding Zhengling reported that capital was getting anxious. Six venture capitalists, including Sequoia and SoftBank, had given an indicative valuation of twenty billion yuan. Twenty billion! It was absolutely astonishing! And the highest bid came from SoftBank of Japan, offering a staggering twenty-three billion yuan. This was also under the premise that Ding Zhengling had explicitly informed the investors that Muye Technology would undergo a demerger before the valuation was given.

In other words, the current YY product ecosystem alone was valued at twenty billion yuan in the eyes of investors, practically doubling its market value in just a few days.

There was no helping it. Li Mu was now almost like a celebrity whose value had been underestimated, and who suddenly appeared on the CCTV Spring Festival Gala, graced the cover of Time Magazine, and was nominated for an Oscar. His performance fees and endorsement fees skyrocketed overnight, and market confidence soared, much like a highly favored stock in the market that hits the Daily price limit every day since its launch, surging forward with great momentum.

Li Mu, surprised but reining in his excitement, instructed Ding Zhengling: “Continue negotiations. SoftBank’s offer is the highest right now. We must maintain an ambiguous, even deeply ambiguous, relationship with SoftBank to pressure Sequoia into offering better terms or a better price. I still personally prefer to take Sequoia’s money.”

Ding Zhengling nodded, excitedly saying: “General Manager Li, don’t worry, I will definitely secure the best financing conditions for the company.”

Next, Fang Xudong, the technical lead, told Li Mu: “Yesterday, I received more emails from Chinese friends and former colleagues in Silicon Valley. Muye Technology’s fame has greatly increased in Silicon Valley this time, and they all have intentions of returning to China to join Muye Technology. If we capitalize on our current fame in the American market and organize a recruitment drive specifically for high-end talent in Silicon Valley, we should have a big harvest.”

Li Mu heartily agreed with this.

Who in the internet industry doesn’t know the importance of technology?

Countless product and operations people venture into entrepreneurship, but what they lack most is a technical talent willing to co-found a company with them.

To find suitable technical partners, countless entrepreneurs and startups have publicly stated through various channels: “Everything is ready, just in need of technology.”

Whenever Li Mu saw such comments, he scoffed. Damn it, you dare say everything is ready when you don’t even have technology? You have nothing but bullshit!

Thinking of the large number of ethnic Chinese talents in Silicon Valley, Li Mu’s heart yearned. To make bigger and more impactful products, he absolutely needed strong research and development capabilities. The world’s best technical personnel were basically all in Silicon Valley, and Silicon Valley also gave birth to countless software and hardware products that would influence the world in the future, including several of the world’s highest-valued companies: Apple, Google, Facebook. Moreover, the two major mobile operating systems of the future world were also born in Silicon Valley, completely driving the arrival of the mobile internet era.

Li Mu’s current plan was to establish a foothold in the traditional internet industry, and then lead his competitors in planning for the mobile internet. It would definitely be a two-pronged attack, combining software and hardware, to integrate the mobile internet into his kingdom’s territory in advance. As long as Muye Technology could seize the initiative in the mobile internet industry, Li Mu believed it would have the chance to ascend to the pinnacle of the world’s internet industry within the next ten years.

Li Mu said: “I think it’s necessary for us to organize a recruitment fair, not in China, but in America, in Silicon Valley. Not only do we need to hold a job fair, but we also need to establish our branch company in Silicon Valley. We shouldn’t just encourage Chinese-American talent to return home, but also attract overseas talent to join us. It might be difficult to invite American and Indian Silicon Valley elites to China, but we can have them work for us in Silicon Valley.”

Lin Qingya said: “General Manager Li, we have already registered a branch company in America for the next step of promoting the English version of Happy Farm. It’s just a shell right now, but it can be set up in Silicon Valley at any time.”

Li Mu said: “The branch company registered earlier will first be incorporated into our gaming company’s structure. Next, we need to rapidly complete the company demerger and then raise capital.”

As he spoke, Li Mu turned, picked up a black whiteboard marker, and wrote on the whiteboard: “In the future, our Muye Technology will be demerged into four financially independent companies. First is Muye Technology, which corresponds to the entire YY ecosystem.”

“The second is Muye Culture, corresponding to Tieba, blog, and the entire business line of future blog derivative products.”

“The third is Muye Interactive Entertainment, corresponding to the client-based game entertainment system we plan to heavily promote next. For this business, I plan to incorporate my Storm Entertainment as well, reorganizing them into a single, integrated game entertainment company.”

“The fourth is Muye Films, corresponding to our future strategic planning in film and television entertainment.”

After saying this, Li Mu capped the marker and tapped the whiteboard with it, stating: “Once these four companies are demerged, we will proceed in two steps: establish an American branch company under the Muye Technology system, with its location in Silicon Valley; then, incorporate the previously registered American branch company under Muye Interactive Entertainment. That shell company will be used for overseas promotion of Happy Farm in the future.”

Lin Qingya volunteered: “General Manager Li, please leave the Silicon Valley recruitment and the establishment of the branch company to me.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling: “I was already planning to ask you to do it.”

Then, Li Mu said to Kong Lingyu: “Starting today, immediately contact American server leasing providers. We need to quickly set up more overseas servers. Our YY already has more overseas users, and the capacity of the overseas servers we rented before is limited. We need to increase it as soon as possible. If the overseas servers can’t keep up, the user experience will certainly suffer.”

Currently, YY has servers stationed worldwide. This was originally to convenience ethnic Chinese users globally. Considering the limited market space and total number of overseas users at the time, all overseas servers were rented. However, their capacity was limited. An increase of hundreds of thousands of new users was equivalent to tens of thousands of simultaneous online users, which put significant pressure on the North American servers. If they weren’t quickly expanded, they would soon be overloaded.

Kong Lingyu immediately said: “Don’t worry, Boss. When we were preparing to promote Happy Farm overseas before, we had already communicated with server leasing providers around the world. We can remotely rent a batch of servers at any time to meet our initial needs. Right now, the number of YY’s overseas users isn’t large, so meeting their needs is definitely not a problem.”

“Renting is certainly not a long-term solution,” Li Mu said. “How about this: in the next few days, you immediately organize an internal team specifically responsible for servers, and dispatch them to America for long-term stationing. Under the name of the American branch company, they will be responsible for setting up our own servers. In the future, not only YY but also Happy Farm will need sufficient and robust server support to ensure the best game experience. This work needs to be started as soon as possible.”

Kong Lingyu nodded: “Then I will start preparations immediately.”

Li Mu then said to Lin Qingya: “Our company is relatively large, we have a branch in America, and we are in the internet industry. In the future, we will definitely have very deep interactions with the American market. Please quickly research the current US business visa policies to secure the greatest policy tilt for our company. Ideally, all our in-service employees should be able to smoothly obtain visas after the company provides the relevant documents.”

Lin Qingya said: “Then I will look into it today.”

…

Hundreds of thousands of new overseas users were almost completely an unintended consequence for Li Mu, an unexpected gain. But what he didn’t expect was that this unexpected gain continued to expand!

Overnight, a new utility software began to quietly spread among the elite class in America.

This “utility software” was YY.

Although YY itself was purely an instant messaging and social software, for the American elite class, while this software had incredibly impressive communication and social features, they weren’t using it for socializing.

The reason they weren’t using it for instant messaging and socializing wasn’t because it was difficult to use. Rather, the American elite class had begun using instant messaging software much earlier than Chinese users, so they had already accumulated years of established connections on MSN and ICQ. Although YY’s communication and social features far surpassed MSN and ICQ, establishing connections on social software was too difficult. It was hard for anyone to make hundreds, or even thousands, of friends change their habits simultaneously and switch to another piece of software. The scale of engineering for this was too immense, and it was very difficult to execute. So, even though YY was very impressive, these elite users only added their colleagues and partners who were also trying YY.

People tried YY because they saw media reports and wanted to see what kind of product Li Mu, whom Silicon Valley media hailed as one of the “top ten product managers in the world,” had created. But they didn’t expect that upon trying it, they would immediately realize its immense revolution in the office domain!

Many of YY’s additional features were absolutely heaven-defying in the eyes of the American elite class!

For example, its group chat feature was simply the best choice for internal company online discussions and business project online discussions. It not only supported text and images but also file sharing. For these American elite users, they had never encountered such an efficient and full-featured group communication and file interaction platform before.

For example, its file transfer function supported online transfer, resumable download, and most importantly, it even supported offline transfer!

In addition, what was even more impressive was YY’s unique streaming media transmission technology. Voice and video chats using YY were extremely smooth, with superior picture and sound quality. Even group voice and video communication with several, or even a dozen, people was very fluid. This was incredibly impressive!

Because all companies in America that needed video conference calls uniformly adopted specialized hardware solutions. These terminal devices, similar to landline phones and specifically used for video calls, were not only expensive to procure but also came with very high service fees.

However, video conferencing itself, as a highly efficient productivity-enhancing solution, was favored by these American elite users despite the high cost of terminal equipment. But now, everyone realized, what utter bullshit terminal equipment! A piece of software from China could achieve video call effects that were in no way inferior!

The connection was easy and simple, extremely user-friendly. This was even more intuitive than terminal devices! Image and audio transmission quality were in no way inferior! Stability was also in no way inferior! Even more impressive, it could break through the limitations of dedicated terminal equipment. As long as you had a laptop, you could participate in company video conferences even while drinking coffee at Starbucks. This breakthrough made mobile office work even more convenient!

More importantly, the video conferencing service provided by this software was completely free! Free!! Free!!!

Coupled with other impressive features, YY, overall, gave American elite users the feeling that: this wasn’t just powerful; it was freakishly talented, wasn’t it?!

All American elite users trying YY were hotly discussing on the American internet:

Wasn’t China’s internet still at the level of America in the 1990s?

How did they create such an impressive product?

Is that twenty-year-old kid named Li Mu really the founder of YY?

How did he come up with so many features that made them feel like they’d searched for them all their lives? As a product manager, isn’t this guy’s thinking a bit too advanced?

Honestly speaking, this guy not only has incredibly impressive thinking in product features but also possesses superhuman strength in interface design, user experience, and even visual friendliness! Compared to it, MSN and ICQ are not only difficult to use, but their interfaces are also just plain ugly, aren’t they?! YY’s interface design, on the other hand, seems like a product from beyond this era, astonishing like the concept cars that automotive manufacturers unveil but almost never mass-produce!

Precisely because of YY’s super-strong product features for office use, its spread among the American elite class began to continuously expand. At first, only Silicon Valley was using it. Later, financial elites on Wall Street also started using it. After that, elite individuals working in Fortune 500 companies also began to try this “magical software” from China, recommended by their partners.

The single spark of YY among the American elite class had begun to burn broadly…





Chapter 867: YY Swept Through America’s Elite Class

”

”

Across the ocean, in America.

”

”

A magical software from China had stirred up a very unique frenzy. This frenzy barely caused a ripple in the world of ordinary people, but in Silicon Valley, on Wall Street, in Washington D.C., and in Seattle, it virtually swept through every high-tech company.

”

”

YY, an instant messaging software hailed by America’s elite class as a magical tool for boosting work efficiency, was spreading continuously among the elite in an exceptionally special way.

”

”

Almost every company in Silicon Valley had begun to use YY as an indispensable work tool for instant group chats, sharing information and files at any time, and sending various files to partners whenever needed.

”

”

YY’s online, offline transfer, and resumable download features brought a massive boon to IT professionals who often dealt with hundreds of megabytes of file transfers. Before this, no software could achieve such a secure and efficient form of file transfer. Large files could only be transferred online, and if the network encountered issues, a disconnection meant starting over from scratch.

”

”

Offline transfer of large files was an even greater challenge. At that stage, almost all email attachments had strict size limits. Email service providers had to control attachment sizes to alleviate server transfer and storage pressure. While it was manageable for some enterprises that could build their own corporate email servers, those without this capability had to compress files into multiple archives and send them in batches. Users then had to receive all the archives and decompress them collectively to obtain the large files the sender wanted to transmit.

”

”

Now, with YY, large files could be transferred directly offline to target users. Although there were daily transfer limits, this fundamentally resolved the need. If greater offline file transfer capacity and longer server retention times were required, users could achieve this simply by purchasing a YY member subscription.

”

”

Purchasing a membership not only provided larger offline file transfers but also allowed for creating more and larger group chats. So, for these elite individuals, YY membership was simply the cheapest and most cost-effective value-added service in the internet industry.

”

”

Ten Chinese Yuan a month, approximately one point two US dollars, for the member fee, was considered ridiculously cheap by these elite professionals in America. However, the biggest problem was that they didn’t have Alipay. Even if they had Alipay, they didn’t have Chinese bank cards. Even though they didn’t care about such a small amount of money, they temporarily had no way to purchase YY member services.

”

”

Unable to purchase memberships, America’s elite with actual business needs were driven mad with frustration. For Chinese people, it was relatively easy to resolve: those of Chinese nationality had it easiest, as almost all of them had Alipay. Even those not of Chinese nationality could get help from friends and family back home to purchase at least a year of YY membership in one go. However, foreigners who were neither of Chinese descent nor Chinese nationality faced a problem. To solve this need, they had no choice but to seek help from Chinese people everywhere.

”

”

But not everyone had Chinese friends, and those who genuinely couldn’t find connections were truly going insane.

”

”

Not enough group chats! What to do? Damn it, register another alias account? That wasn’t ideal, as different accounts could easily confuse collaborators and cause trouble for the other party.

”

”

This strong demand suddenly emerged, and almost immediately, Chinese people in America recognized the business opportunity. They promptly opened shops on eBay, offering to recharge YY memberships on behalf of users in America and worldwide. The YY membership, originally costing around one point two US dollars a month, was sold for about two US dollars on eBay, a price increase of approximately sixty-six percent. Yet, even so, it couldn’t stem the enthusiasm of these overseas users.

”

”

In less than forty-eight hours, Li Mu received astonishing data feedback: YY’s download volume in America had surpassed five hundred thousand, and registered users exceeded eight hundred thousand. Among these, the number of members astonishingly surpassed seventy percent!

”

”

What truly shocked Li Mu was the seventy percent member count!

”

”

It bears mentioning that in China, the overall proportion of YY members had only just reached ten percent, and that was achieved under the immense convenience of Chinese users having Alipay as a payment channel. Yet, in America, far across the ocean, where they had no way to purchase YY memberships, how could they achieve a seventy percent member ratio? This was simply unbelievable!

”

”

Li Mu immediately had someone check the purchase records and discovered that among these seventy percent members, many purchases were made by a single Alipay account simultaneously recharging thousands or even tens of thousands of YY accounts! This clearly defied common sense!

”

”

Tracing the trail further, Li Mu then uncovered the eBay membership recharge profit chain!

”

”

Of these nearly six hundred thousand overseas members, at least four hundred thousand were sold through eBay. Moreover, the average membership purchase duration per user was six and a half months, meaning each member account spent approximately thirteen dollars to recharge YY memberships, totaling an astonishing five point two million US dollars! Of this, the eBay shop owners who recharged YY memberships for these people of Chinese descent alone generated an income of over two million US dollars!

”

”

From this, it was clear that overseas elite users’ enthusiasm for YY far exceeded Li Mu’s imagination!

”

”

Just as Li Mu was astonished by YY’s prevalence among America’s elite class, Sequoia Capital in Silicon Valley was, at this time, still unaware of the impressiveness of YY software.

”

”

Eric Hanks was a Senior VP and board member at Sequoia. Recently, he had been searching for suitable internet startups within America. In the ten years since he joined Sequoia, he had invested in no less than one hundred startups, with over eighty percent of those projects turning a profit.

”

”

Currently, Eric Hanks was going through business plans from various startups in his email. Several startups he was following closely piqued his particular interest, thus he was unaware of YY’s prevalence throughout Silicon Valley.

”

”

It wasn’t just him; the entire Sequoia headquarters remained completely oblivious to YY’s prevalence within other companies around them. For these top-tier experts at Sequoia Capital’s headquarters, their true focus was on the world-class internet companies located in Silicon Valley and the projects they were incubating.

”

”

As for Muye Technology, far away in China, these Bigwigs had no direct interest in monitoring it. They merely, acting on capital’s keen sense of smell, issued a task to Sequoia China, instructing them to swiftly reach a funding agreement with this currently popular company. That was all. As for the company’s background, that was left for the Sequoia China team to investigate themselves.

”

”

Eric Hanks finished reading the business plans in his email, his mood slightly annoyed. Apart from the few companies he had been closely following, he hadn’t discovered any new targets recently. He had read through dozens of business plans in his email, and not a single one was worth considering.

”

”

Just as he was about to rest his eyes, Eric Hanks suddenly received a call. It was from his college classmate, who was currently serving as an executive at a high-tech company in Seattle.

”

”

On the phone, his college classmate said, “Eric, there’s a newly established software company here in Seattle. They’ve just developed a very promising graphic design software and are currently looking for investors. Are you interested?”

”

”

“Graphic design software?” Eric Hanks’ eyes lit up, and he said with a smile, “Can you elaborate?”

”

”

The other party briefly described the graphic processing software, then said, “How about I send you their business plan and relevant materials? I think you’ll be interested after reading them. They’ve made a demo video; believe me, it’s truly a magical software.”

”

”

Eric Hanks said, “Then send the materials to my email.”

”

”

The other party immediately laughed, “Hey, I have over five hundred megabytes of data here. How do you want me to send it to your email?”

”

”

Eric Hanks subconsciously said, “Then wait for me to log onto MSN. MSN is more convenient, but the main issue is its terrible stability. If it disconnects, you have to start over. For over five hundred megabytes, you’d better pray to God…”

”

”

The other party couldn’t help but ask him, “Hey, Eric, are you even in Silicon Valley?”

”

”

“Yes, I am,” Eric Hanks said. “I’ve been in Silicon Valley for the past two weeks. Why, are you coming to Silicon Valley?”

”

”

“Bullshit!” The other party couldn’t help but swear. “You’re in Silicon Valley, and you don’t even know how to use YY? I’m a YY member. Add me as a friend, and I’ll send you the file offline. You can slowly download it yourself. YY download also supports resumable download, so you don’t have to worry about network issues.”

”

”

Eric Hanks blurted out, “YY? What YY?”

”

”

“Shit!” The other party cursed again and continued, “You, a Bigwig in the venture capital circle located in Silicon Valley, don’t even know about this incredible software called YY?!”

”

”

Eric Hanks frowned and thought for a long time. Suddenly, he caught a signal and blurted out, “Oh, oh, oh, shit, are you talking about that software that Chinese little kid made?”

”

”

At this point, Eric Hanks let out a scoff, “Tommy, relax. It’s just a software made by a Chinese person. You and I know well in our hearts the capabilities of their internet companies. What can they do besides copying America’s internet models and products? How could they develop anything impressive themselves?”

”

”

The other party said helplessly, “Eric Hanks, I advise you to first learn about YY before considering whether to retract that statement. Also, I will only send those files to you via YY. If you want them, text me your YY account number; if not, then forget it.”

”

”

Americans are relatively direct in their actions and speech. Eric Hanks’s college classmate was quite displeased with his ignorant and arrogant attitude, and his tone hardened considerably. After saying this, he immediately hung up the phone.

”

”

Eric Hanks was somewhat bewildered, but then he considered that the other party was also an accomplished talent in the field of computers, and he couldn’t help but wonder, could that software developed by the Chinese person truly be that impressive?

”

”

YY, you say? Alright, no harm in taking a look next.

”

”

Two hours later, Eric Hanks rushed frantically into the CEO’s office. The CEO was currently holding a meeting with several partners using a video conferencing terminal. Seeing him rush in anxiously, he motioned him to keep quiet for now, and continued speaking a few words in front of the device that looked like a desk calendar with a screen less than ten inches in size.

”

”

After the video conference ended, the CEO looked at Eric Hanks and asked, “Eric, what’s the urgent matter that has you rushing in like this?”

”

”

Eric Hanks blurted out, “Do you know Muye Technology! That Chinese internet company that’s been widely discussed recently!”

”

”

“Hmm?” The CEO frowned. “When did you start paying attention to China’s internet?”

”

”

Eric Hanks, unable to hide his excitement, said, “Holy crap! Muye Technology, this company is incredible! We absolutely must invest in it, and we must do it quickly!”





Chapter 868: Revolutionary Office Experience!

Eric Hanks hadn’t quite grasped what had happened in the past two hours.

He only remembered downloading YY, noting that his first impression was good, but it wasn’t very interesting without any friends. Immediately after, he sent his YY ID to his college classmate Tommy, who was far away in Seattle, and then it was time to witness a miracle.

First, the other party teased him quite a bit on YY. Eric Hanks, annoyed, retaliated on YY, only to discover that YY’s chat interface and experience were the best he had ever used.

And that wasn’t all. The other party then pulled him into a YY group with over one hundred and eighty people. Before he could even figure out what was going on, the flood of messages in the group astonished him.

It turned out this group was for members of their college fraternity from back in the day. Every university in America has organizations similar to fraternities, akin to clubs, but their scale, investment, and the maintenance of member relationships are far greater than ordinary clubs.

The members of their college fraternity were now spread across America. As it was an Ivy League university, almost every member had by now become part of America’s elite class. They maintained relatively small social circles among themselves. For example, Eric Hanks kept in close contact with seven or eight people from the fraternity, but rarely interacted with others, sometimes not even having their contact information, relying on others to connect if needed.

At Eric Hanks’ age, it was truly difficult for the former college fraternity members to organize an offline gathering. Take him, for instance: half the year he spent flying around the country, meeting founders and CEOs of various companies, understanding their situations, considering whether to invest in them, and then reaching investment agreements. For the other half of the year, he was basically in Silicon Valley, incredibly busy.

He wasn’t the only one; everyone else was just as busy. Even for major events like alumni day, gathering half the people was considered good. Moreover, more than twenty percent of them weren’t even in the United States mainland; some had become overseas market executives for multinational corporations, while others had simply started businesses abroad. In short, getting together to chat and reminisce was truly difficult.

However, what Eric Hanks hadn’t expected was that YY managed to bring everyone together online. They were all elites and very busy, but almost all were inseparable from their computers. As a result, out of over one hundred and eighty people, the online rate exceeded eighty-five percent. Everyone was taking a break from their busy schedules to chat in the group, and each person had added their name as a remark. Eric Hanks watched as countless messages cascaded down, and every single name was remarkably familiar to him.

Eric Hanks was utterly shocked. He never imagined so many old friends, so many fraternity members, were all chatting here! The sheer volume of messages was overwhelming, too many to keep track of!

Despite his shock, Eric Hanks, urged by Tommy, fumbled his way through changing his remark.

Just then, Tommy shouted in the group: “Hi, guys! Let’s give our warmest applause to the fraternity’s number one heartthrob, Eric Hanks!”

In college, Eric Hanks was the school’s football team’s quarterback. He was quite handsome in his youth, arguably one of the few most popular men among the girls in the entire school. So many girls actively threw themselves at him that they had to queue up, which earned him the title of heartthrob.

As soon as Tommy said that, a flurry of clapping emojis immediately flooded the screen. So many people were greeting him, it was impossible to keep track of them all.

They were all old friends and fraternity members. With so many people gathered, everyone instantly recaptured the feeling they had back then. Each person felt incredibly excited, as if they had suddenly returned to their college days.

Human nature is precisely this: old friends unseen for a decade, if they never meet, might not even think of each other, or if they do, it’s just a faint memory. But if given the chance to reminisce about the old days, they might cry tears of joy and embrace. What’s the reason for this state of mind? In Li Mu’s view, everyone actually has numerous sealed emotions buried in their hearts. It’s just a matter of finding the right way to break that seal and allow those emotions to be released.

Such was the case for Eric Hanks.

With so many old friends greeting him all at once, his heart swelled with excitement and nostalgia. Everyone chatted freely in the group, reminiscing about the past. This feeling made Eric Hanks’ heart pound with passion, and he lost track of time, chatting for over an hour.

While the group chat was ongoing, a flood of friend requests came in. These friends were all from the group, adding each other to stay in touch for future contact.

At that moment, a private message suddenly popped up from Tommy: “Shit, I got so caught up chatting, I forgot to send you the files.”

Eric Hanks then remembered that his original purpose for downloading YY was actually to get files from Tommy.

So Eric Hanks said: “Just send them over, I’ll receive them.”

Tommy didn’t choose offline transfer; instead, he opted for the online method, adding: “YY’s file transfer has a resumable download feature, so you don’t have to worry about any network issues. Even if you lose connection, you can resume the transfer later when you go back online.”

Eric Hanks was secretly surprised. At that moment, a notification popped up: Tommy had sent him a file package of 537 MB. He clicked ‘Receive,’ and the file immediately began transferring at a speed of approximately 500 Kilobytes per second, which was quite good.

As he added more friends, Eric Hanks noticed that some names in the friend list were bolded and highlighted in red, while others were plain black. His own name was also plain black, but Tommy’s was red and appeared at the very top of the friend list. He couldn’t help but ask: “Hey, Tommy, why the hell is your name in red characters? And you start with the letter T, so you shouldn’t be at the top, right? But I see you’re even ahead of names starting with A, why? How did you do that? Teach me!”

“…”

The other party sent an ‘speechless’ emoji, then said: “Eric, Your brother here is a distinguished YY member, VIP, understand? VIP! Very Important Person! VIP names are highlighted in red and displayed at the very top of the friend list for easy searching.”

“Shit, does this thing cost money? How do I get it? I want one too!”

“Go to eBay and search for ‘YY + VIP,’ a bunch will pop up. Two dollars a month.”

“That cheap? I’ll get one too…”

Eric Hanks opened the eBay page, just about to search, when Tommy said: “I’ll create another group and pull in our old ‘Rampage Eight.’ How about we do a group video call?”

“Group video call?” Eric Hanks couldn’t help but ask: “Are we doing a video conference? Which company’s terminal are you using?”

The video conferencing terminal industry was chaotic. Products from the same company were generally compatible and could connect stably, but connecting products from different companies often led to problems. Some even failed to match at all due to differing decoding standards. Eric Hanks asked this question because he instinctively assumed Tommy was going to use a video conferencing system to chat.

Tommy didn’t answer his question, but instead asked him: “Does your computer have a webcam?”

Eric Hanks replied: “Yes.”

Tommy then said: “Alright, I’ll pull you into the group later, just accept. Don’t worry about anything else.”

Eric Hanks was still somewhat surprised, but didn’t press further.

A moment later, a message arrived: Tommy invited him to join the ‘Rampage Eight’ group chat. Eric Hanks immediately clicked ‘YES’ and entered a group of only eight people. These were all his best friends from college. Back then, they had deliberately formed an organization called the ‘Rampage Eight.’ These eight, with their incredible alcohol tolerance, were virtually invincible at all parties, once setting a legendary record of eight people out-drinking twenty-eight, which earned them the name ‘Rampage Eight.’

As soon as he entered the group, just as Eric Hanks was about to greet everyone in the chat box, a notification popped up: ‘Tommy invites you to join a group video call, do you accept?’

Eric Hanks’ eyes widened. He muttered to himself: “Holy crap, this is so impressive? You can have group video calls right within YY?”

Surprised, he couldn’t help but click ‘YES’ again. Then, the chat box transformed into an interface with eight video frames. A few seconds later, images appeared in each video frame. On closer inspection, he saw that, besides himself, the other seven were indeed the remaining members of the Rampage Eight.

What Eric Hanks found unbelievable was that the video chat with eight people was incredibly smooth, with no lag whatsoever. Tommy waved his hand on screen and said to everyone: “Hi everyone, how about we find a chance to get together after Christmas this year?”

The audio quality was excellent, just like the video—no lag or interference. Eric Hanks tried saying: “Hey, I happen to be planning to take a vacation after Christmas this year. If everyone has time, I’m certainly available!”

Afterward, everyone started speaking about their own situations. Apart from Tommy and Eric Hanks, five of the other six agreed, with only one still muttering: “I’m not sure what my wife’s plans are after Christmas; she’s been saying she wants to go skiing in Switzerland…”

As soon as he said that, the other seven exploded. Everyone voiced their condemnation. Eric Hanks also said very seriously: “Dean, if you don’t come to this gathering, I swear I’ll never see you again in this life. I, Eric Hanks, keep my word!”

Tommy also said: “Hey, Dean, if you don’t participation, I’ll tell Linda you cheated on her with Michelle back in the day! You know Linda always considered Michelle her best girlfriend!”

“Motherfucker!” Dean immediately cursed: “If you bastards dare to tell her about this, I swear I’ll kill every single one of you!”

Tommy said: “Hey, my proposal’s on the table, you think about it!”

Dean instantly compromised, saying with a mournful face: “Alright, alright, you bunch of animals, I’ll go, alright? Just don’t tell Linda about any of this…”

Eric Hanks burst out laughing: “Dean, it seems after all these years, you’re still scared like a startled deer in front of Linda!”

Dean said in a muffled tone: “I’m not afraid of Linda; it’s out of love for her. Love, do you understand? Oh no, a scumbag like you who flirts around certainly wouldn’t understand what love is.”

Seeing Dean make excuses for being completely under his wife’s thumb, the other seven doubled over with laughter.

As Eric Hanks laughed, he felt especially warm inside. His friends were still the same as in their college days; every one of them was the best mischievous friend. Although some hadn’t met for many years, suddenly having a video chat together made him realize that their bond was still as strong and close as it had been back then.

Suddenly, Eric Hanks realized something.

Group video calling on YY was far better than video conferencing via dedicated terminals!

In terms of fluidity and audio clarity, there wasn’t much difference between the two, but YY group calls had many revolutionary advantages.

First, it required no terminal equipment, no extra investment—it was virtually zero cost. In contrast, a complete video conferencing system cost thousands, sometimes tens of thousands of dollars, in initial purchase and usage fees;

Second, there were no terminal equipment restrictions. Any computer, any location, as long as it had an internet connection, could be used for video calls anytime, anywhere;

Third, the display quality of video conferencing terminal equipment was relatively inferior. On one hand, the screens were small, and on the other hand, to control costs, aspects like screen size, brightness, clarity, color reproduction, and saturation were much worse than computer screens. Therefore, visually, group video calls on a computer were far superior to those on video conferencing equipment!

It seemed that YY alone could completely eliminate video conferencing terminal providers!

Just as he was thinking this, a notification popped up in Tommy’s chat box: ‘File transfer complete.’ The average transfer speed was 453 Kilobytes per second, with three resumable downloads in between—two happening on Tommy’s end, and one on his own.

Only then did Eric Hanks realize just how impressive this YY software truly was! It had completely overturned the traditional online office experience! To call such a product ‘god-tier’ was no exaggeration. He didn’t have time to ponder why such an impressive product originated from China; his mind was consumed by only one thought: Invest in it! He must invest in it! At all costs, he had to invest in it!





Chapter 869: This Chinese Software Is Miraculous!

Steve.Johnson, the CEO of Sequoia Capital, had worked with Eric Hanks for years and rarely saw him act so impetuously. The moment Eric Hanks opened his mouth and mentioned Muye Technology with such high praise, Steve’s brows furrowed. He subconsciously asked him, “Eric, why such a fuss? What amazing achievements could people from China possibly have in the internet sector?”

In the past two days, Steve.Johnson had indeed seen some reports about Li Mu, about YY, and about Muye Technology, but he had merely read the reports. He had never seriously studied Li Mu, nor had he seriously researched YY or Muye Technology.

Steve.Johnson was a typical racist who believed in white supremacy and the theory of American invincibility. He held an extremely blind confidence in America, American culture, and its technology, especially the internet!

Steve.Johnson viewed the internet almost the same way Chinese people viewed Peking Opera. Chinese people revered Peking Opera as a national essence because it was an art form passed down for hundreds of years in China. Thus, Chinese people would instinctively feel that only they could grasp its true essence; no matter how foreigners tried to imitate it, they could only learn the superficial appearance. And the true holy temple of Chinese Peking Opera, naturally, was Yanjing, where the most authentic and authoritative Peking Opera was found.

It was the same for the internet in Steve.Johnson’s eyes. He believed that only Americans truly understood the internet, and any other country could only awkwardly imitate the superficial aspects of American internet; and within American internet, the truly impressive breakthroughs came solely from Silicon Valley. While Seattle was also quite formidable, Steve.Johnson never believed that the rainy city could compare with Silicon Valley in the internet industry.

Under the dominance of this mindset, he absolutely refused to believe that any country outside of America could achieve remarkable success on the internet. Japan and Europe did not even enter his sights, let alone China, which had started several years behind in the internet industry?

Eric Hanks saw that Steve.Johnson still held subjective prejudices about the China internet industry and couldn’t help but say, “Steve, two hours ago, I held the same view as you. But now, two hours later, I guarantee you, based on my almost twenty years of experience in this industry, if we don’t invest in this company soon, what we lose in the future could very well be a top ten internet company in the world!”

Steve.Johnson scoffed, “Shit, Eric, I’ve heard about Li Mu’s interview. I know he made boastful claims, but how can you believe a little kid from China sprouting nonsense in front of the media?”

Eric Hanks hurriedly said, “Hey, Steve, listen carefully. You should download YY right now and study it thoroughly. In two hours, you’ll definitely share my opinion. This is a super product that will leave MSN in the dust on the moon! Right now, American users are only treating it as a ‘tool’, but once it finds a way to integrate into the lives of the American people, it will be absolutely invincible!”

Steve.Johnson pursed his lips and remained unmoved. “Come on, man! You’ve known me for so many years, don’t you understand me yet? I absolutely don’t believe that any country or any foreign enterprise can surpass America in terms of internet products! Let me tell you, in my eyes, the gap between China’s internet and America’s internet is like the gap in the two countries’ aviation industries! Just look at the vast difference in their fighter jets!”

After saying this, Steve.Johnson didn’t forget to add, “Eric, you’re truly disgracing yourself, praising a Chinese kid and his little software, which looks like a college student’s assignment, to such a high degree. Your judgment has regressed!”

Eric Hanks said with some annoyance, “Hey Steve, pocket your arrogant crap and carefully study this Chinese software! Do you know that in just three days, it has already acquired one million users in America, and a large portion of them are from Silicon Valley! Do you know that in these three days, hundreds of thousands of Americans have racked their brains trying to become VIPs of this Chinese software, and this Chinese software doesn’t support Paypal or any American payment channels, so everyone has to pay sixty percent more money to find Chinese people on eBay to pay for VIP access on their behalf! Do you know that on this Chinese software, you can directly conduct video conferencing, and the effect is much better than that clumsy dedicated video conferencing device on your desk!”

Steve.Johnson didn’t expect Eric Hanks to be so agitated, his expression particularly serious and angry, as if he wanted to rush over and give him a good beating. So he quickly reined in some of his arrogance and appeased him, “Don’t get so agitated, counterbalance yourself, counterbalance yourself.”

Eric Hanks said word for word, “I want you to learn about this software immediately!”

Steve.Johnson nodded helplessly, “Alright, alright, I’ll try it, I’ll download it now. Since you say it’s incredibly good, why don’t you come over and show me how to use it!”

Eric Hanks asked him, “If this software is really that impressive, you’ll remember to apologize to me for your arrogance, won’t you?”

Steve.Johnson sneered, “OK, as long as this software truly blows me away, I’ll not only apologize to you, but I’ll treat you to drinks tonight!”

Eric Hanks sat in front of Steve.Johnson’s computer, downloaded and installed YY on it, and then logged in with his own account. Steve.Johnson, who had been standing by with an extremely dismissive attitude, immediately shed his disdain the moment the software logged in, because the software’s interface was just so freaking perfect!

For the next half an hour, Steve.Johnson’s mouth remained agape. Eric Hanks demonstrated all the YY functions he knew to him little by little. In the process, he even discovered many small YY features, such as its pop-up window notification. Registering a YY account automatically registered a YY Mail account by default, and the software itself even included an email notification component. Suddenly, a prompt popped up in the lower right corner: “You have a new email in your YY Mail—The YY Team welcomes you to YY, wishing you…”

Eric Hanks casually clicked on the pop-up window prompt, and immediately the computer automatically launched the default browser, skipping the login process and directly entering Eric Hanks’ YY Mail account!

“Oh my God!” Both of them exclaimed simultaneously! This software was simply born for office use! If it were used as an online office solution, the efficiency of the entire team would be significantly improved.

Steve.Johnson, chin in hand, said, “It would be great if this email notification feature could retrieve emails from other email accounts.”

No sooner had he finished speaking than Eric Hanks clicked on the settings on the page and indeed found the “Other Email Account Retrieval” service. He instinctively went in and filled in his enterprise email account and password, setting up the SMTP and POP protocols. After the email test passed, it immediately prompted “Sync Inbox.” In an instant, the fifty most recent emails from Eric Hanks’ enterprise email account were synchronized, and a prompt also popped up: “Sync more emails?”

Eric Hanks clicked yes. Immediately, YY Mail displayed several options: continue syncing fifty, one hundred, two hundred emails, and sync all emails.

Steve.Johnson was dumbfounded and blurted out, “God! This Chinese software is truly miraculous! Miraculous! It really gives you whatever you want! Just the email notification component included within YY alone has so many hidden depths. Oh my, isn’t this equivalent to integrating Foxmail?”

Foxmail was the first Chinese application to truly go global, but its functions were too simple, and its name sounded particularly Anglicized, so many people in overseas markets used Foxmail but had no idea it was software developed by Chinese people.

Eric Hanks nodded repeatedly, “It looks like, after using YY, we can uninstall Foxmail.”

After seeing Eric Hanks demonstrate the group video call, Steve.Johnson had long grown to despise expensive and clumsy video conferencing terminals. Now, staring at the terminal device he had previously considered very professional, he said contemptuously, “This piece of shit can also be thrown away!”

Eric Hanks looked at him and asked provocatively, “Are you treating me to drinks tonight?”

Steve.Johnson’s old face flushed. “Drinks are definitely happening, but let’s prepare first. Let’s have a video conference with the person in charge on China’s side. I want them to make sure they take control of this company for me!”

Eric Hanks checked the time and said, “It’s five PM now. Yanjing time should be nine AM tomorrow. They should be at work.”

San Francisco and Yanjing have a sixteen-hour time difference. Yanjing had already entered “tomorrow” compared to San Francisco time.

Steve.Johnson hastily said, “Alright, then. Let’s hold the meeting first. I’ll treat you to drinks after the meeting!”



Just as Sequoia Capital’s headquarters realized the impressiveness of YY and the development potential of Muye Technology, YY had already swept through the elite class across all of America!

The miraculous software from China began spreading by word of mouth among the elite class. In almost an instant, orders for many American video conferencing terminal equipment and service providers plummeted to the brink of bankruptcy.

Fortunately, there was already a large number of Chinese Americans and ethnic Chinese in America, so the initial server setup for YY in America had some redundancy designed into it, otherwise, such an impact would have freaking crippled it.

Even so, the existing servers clearly couldn’t keep up with the demand. The only option was to quickly partner with several local American server leasing companies, remotely manage the newly leased servers, and rapidly expand the number of servers and bandwidth to barely meet the current demand.

Li Mu was very concerned about the servers’ pressure resistance and felt quite insecure about leasing servers.

Li Mu arrived at Muye Technology at half-past eight in the morning. To his surprise, almost everyone on the YY operations and maintenance team was present.

YY’s unexpected explosion in the North American market had everyone at Muye Technology incredibly excited. Since North America was far across the ocean, everyone was somewhat nervous about the American server support. Fortunately, the urgently leased servers were gradually completing remote deployment and being put into use. To handle traffic peaks, Muye Technology was still looking for ways to lease more local servers across America.

Kong Lingyu arrived early that morning to convene a meeting with the server support team. According to Li Mu’s previous requests, he decided this time to send a group of ten people. They would quickly process business visas and travel to America as employees of the American branch company for long-term residence, directly setting up their own North American data center in America.

According to Kong Lingyu’s plan, the members dispatched for the first time would work intensively in America for at least six months. During these six months, the company would provide full support for transportation, meals, accommodation, and other aspects. Additionally, employees going to America would receive double monthly salary as a travel subsidy, and the company was prepared to offer one million yuan in project bonuses. As long as they were willing to go to America and honestly help the company establish its first overseas data center there, the company would definitely give them incredibly generous benefits, beyond their imagination.

Regarding the company’s requirement for expatriates to stay in America for at least half a year, everyone’s feedback was surprisingly very positive. Except for one employee who had just become a father and was slightly hesitant, almost everyone else enthusiastically signed up without hesitation, eager to immediately fly to America on behalf of the company and sow the seeds of China’s internet in the land where the internet was born!

Kong Lingyu knew that their enthusiastic attitude was not only due to the many incentive and subsidy policies; to some extent, it was also out of love for the company. However, he had deeply learned from Li Mu on this point and would not misinterpret intentions into believing how profound the employees’ feelings for the company were. Therefore, the greater determining factor was still the treatment the company gave its employees.

Li Mu always believed that for employees, if money could solve the problem, there was no need to freaking talk about sentiment. If one truly wanted to talk about sentiment with employees, it wasn’t impossible, but it had to be on the premise of ensuring sufficient financial compensation for the employees. Otherwise, all bosses who didn’t talk about money but only sentiment were just being a scoundrel!





Chapter 870: All Forces United, Fighting as One

As Kong Lingyu’s meeting concluded and everyone confirmed their enthusiastic intent to participate, Li Mu immediately summoned him to his office for a high-level meeting organized by Li Mu himself.

Once the core members were all present, Li Mu immediately got down to business, saying, “Gentlemen, YY’s popularity among America’s elite class was something I hadn’t anticipated. This is like a grand gift of immense value handed to us, and we must act quickly!”

Everyone was visibly excited, looking at Li Mu and saying, “General Manager Li, we’re just waiting for your instructions!”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “The most pressing issue we need to resolve right now is the servers for the American market. Old Kong, you just finished your meeting, what were the results?”

Kong Lingyu immediately stood up, his face full of pride and confidence, and said, “General Manager Li, all employees in the server support department are willing to represent the company for overseas assignment in America. The current issue is that scores of people want to go, and I’ll have to painstaking select them.”

Li Mu nodded with great satisfaction: “Excellent! We have always provided our employees with the most competitive benefits policy, precisely to ensure they have this attitude at critical moments! You finalize the selection today, submit all relevant information to Qingya’s side, and quickly coordinate the visa processing. Have everyone ready at any time; as soon as the visas come through, everyone departs immediately!”

Kong Lingyu promptly responded, “Don’t worry, Boss, I will definitely select the most efficient team today!”

Li Mu nodded slightly, then reminded, “Don’t just focus on North America; there’s also Japan and Korea, especially Japan! At their core, Japanese deeply admire Americans, and the internet industry there largely takes America as its wind vane. So, whatever products are popular in America will most likely catch on in Japan. While Japan hasn’t fully caught up yet, quickly work on completing the server setup in Japan!”

Kong Lingyu hurriedly said, “I’ve already given instructions regarding the Japanese servers. Europe is also in the pipeline, but its priority is lower than Japan’s.”

Li Mu said, “America first, then Japan, then Europe—this route is correct. Let’s proceed with this pace!”

With the server matters clearly sorted, Li Mu decisively moved on to the next topic—Happy Farm.

Li Mu said, “Although our YY has established a strong foundation within the elite class, this is absolutely a double-edged sword and not necessarily a good thing!”

Upon hearing Li Mu say this, everyone looked at him with puzzled expressions, eagerly awaiting his explanation.

Li Mu continued, “If we don’t intervene and just let things run their course, it’s highly probable that our YY might eventually get ruined by this elite class! My requirement for YY is for it to become a global instant messaging and social software, intended to cover all internet users. But if users develop a preconceived notion and position it as merely a utility software for office use, that would be problematic! Once this perception becomes deeply rooted in the minds of ordinary users, then overseas, we might forever be relegated to being just a tool!”

“Everyone should understand that very few people develop special feelings for tools. For users, the best and most convenient tool will always be the most popular, and it’s impossible to foster any user stickiness. For example, no matter how well-made or exquisite a black and white television might be, once color televisions emerged, their market suffered a devastating blow. It’s simply unrealistic to hope that users would develop any stickiness towards black and white televisions! I don’t want our product to be merely a television to our users! Even if users currently spend more than half their day on television, we absolutely must not willingly remain a mere television in users’ lives!”

At this point, Li Mu paused slightly, raising a finger. After capturing one hundred and twenty percent of everyone’s attention, he declared, enunciating each word with passion, “Remember this! What we want to be is the mattress that users are most accustomed to, most reliant on, and find most indispensable! The better we do, the more dependent users will become on us! If we do well enough, then users will find it impossible to sleep without us!”

It was only then that everyone realized what Li Mu was afraid of! Li Mu’s brilliant analogy made everyone understand the profound meaning behind his words. Occupying user screen time and making users dependent doesn’t necessarily mean you’re impressive, because if you’re just a television, users aren’t dependent on you, but on the programs on TV. Therefore, they can switch to a better television at any time to watch those programs; users have no stickiness to the television itself.

But a mattress is different! A mattress is the most crucial thing concerning their sleep. If they have experienced an excellent, extremely comfortable, and suitable mattress, they definitely won’t be willing to sleep on any other bed. Even if someone gives them a newer mattress for free, they still won’t use it, because they will prioritize the one they like the most and suits them best. That’s stickiness!

Li Mu’s YY, currently, for the elite class in the American market, is like a television.

The reason they celebrate YY is akin to having watched too many black-and-white televisions and then suddenly getting a smart TV that’s color, comes with a remote, and has a digital signal. With so many more features and a vastly improved experience, it’s only natural for them to celebrate it.

However, once a better television appears on the market, they will immediately abandon this one and switch to other products. This would require Muye Technology to fight to the death to ensure that YY’s office functions are continuously updated and always superior to competitors. This is exhausting; it’s like directly dragging oneself into a marathon of technological innovation. The moment any link falls behind, it will be surpassed by competitors, leading to an immediate plummet.

Look at Nokia; it’s the best example.

Nokia led the mobile phone industry for over a decade, practically an unparalleled, legendary existence. But when it fell out of step in the era of smartphones, it never managed to catch up again.

Li Mu feared that YY would eventually face such a predicament and outcome in the overseas market. Therefore, what he needed to do was make American users view YY as their most indispensable mattress, not just a television!

After realizing this truth, the astonishment in their hearts was almost entirely etched on their faces.

Every single one of them gazed at Li Mu with expressions of extreme shock, exclaiming inwardly: My goodness! What kind of individual, what kind of exceptionally capable mind, can discern such a deep-seated potential danger when the situation seems overwhelmingly positive, seemingly unable to get any better? Li Mu has not only achieved the ultimate in product development but also in understanding the direction of product operations! Following such a boss is absolutely the luckiest thing in one’s professional career!

This was Li Mu’s own unique set of theories: the “tool-type” product and company versus the “mattress-type” product and company theories. While the core principles were continuously validated and refined throughout the broader internet industry, Li Mu had re-processed them in his own unique way.

Though it took so much effort for them to grasp this layer of consideration, Li Mu didn’t blame them for reacting slowly. He knew very well that internet professionals at the time, on the path of rapid user growth, rarely possessed a ‘preparedness in peacetime’ mindset. Seeing users grow in large numbers, and rapidly at that, with almost no advertising costs, they would probably wake up laughing from their dreams. It would be impossible for them to even consider, let alone imagine, what crisis might lie behind this.

But Li Mu was different. Knowing the future trajectory of internet development, he had seen too many “tool-type companies” go from glory to decline. In the decade-plus of development that followed, almost without exception, companies capable of building super platforms and super products were all “mattress-type companies.” What he now sought was a comprehensive, all-encompassing platform covering the entire country, even the globe. He absolutely had to prevent any possibility of self-destruction.

Fortunately, YY had at least already become a standard “mattress-type” product in the China market, much like Tencent in his previous life. Precisely because this rear base was extremely stable, Li Mu had the confidence to venture into America and open up his first and most important overseas battlefield.

At this moment, Kong Lingyu instinctively asked on everyone’s behalf, “Boss, tell us, how can we make YY a mattress-type product in the American market?”

Li Mu slammed his hand on the table: “Are you being silly? Of course, by leveraging Town of Paradise! Haven’t I said this before? As the overseas version of Happy Farm, Town of Paradise is our most crucial tool for seizing overseas users’ online social connections and network!”

Only then did Kong Lingyu understand, saying awkwardly, “My fault, my fault! Next time I ask such a question, I’ll be sure to think it through first.”

Li Mu nodded, continuing, “I set two strategies a long time ago, do you still remember?”

Everyone nodded. Li Mu had indeed planned a two-pronged approach very early on. When he first had Fang Xudong lead the team to develop streaming media transmission technology, it was precisely to allow YY to first gain popularity among the elite class. Simultaneously, he intended to use the overseas version of Happy Farm to replicate and upgrade the online social networks of ordinary users. These two lines were like two army groups: the YY army group attacking head-on, and the Happy Farm army group flanking and outflanking. Ultimately, all forces would unite, fighting as one, to conquer the entire market in one fell swoop.

Currently, YY’s popularity among the elite class has been unintentionally promoted by Western media. What needs to be done now, naturally, is to deploy the army group responsible for the flanking maneuver!

Li Mu said, “My earlier thought was that once financing arrived, with ample funds in hand, we would heavily promote and push Town of Paradise. But now it seems we cannot wait for capital to arrive before acting. Our valuation in the capital market is certainly changing day by day right now. We must be prepared to engage in protracted negotiations with capital to secure the maximum benefits for us. So, we don’t need to wait for capital now; we’ll use our own money and aggressively promote Town of Paradise!”





Chapter 871: Deeply Customized Service

Li Mu deeply understood the charm of operating interactive social games. Neither Chinese nor Americans could resist the appeal of such games. Therefore, as long as this game was promoted well, users would definitely fight to the death to accumulate connections on it. Li Mu considered this stage to be like planting leeks. Once the leeks grew, a single scythe could harvest them all. At that point, whether these leeks were sold for money, stir-fried into dishes, or made into steamed buns, it was all up to his mood.

In Li Mu’s strategic plan, the first battleground for Town of Paradise overseas was universities. As long as this game could penetrate universities first, it would be equivalent to tearing a huge opening in the American market.

During the meeting, Li Mu demanded that Town of Paradise immediately enter the preparation process for overseas promotion. For Town of Paradise’s overseas push, a specialized operations and promotion team must also be quickly dispatched to America to assume necessary roles. Li Mu requested that Chen Wenfen, the operations director of the Happy Farm project team, coordinate and organize the team to prepare for their work in America. At the same time, they were to research student organizations at various well-known American universities in advance and establish contact with them.

However, Li Mu also attached great importance to the strategy for Town of Paradise in the American market. He made a request to the operations team: Town of Paradise would be placed under the shell company previously registered in America for game promotion. During the first phase of flanking maneuvers, the official channels were not to bind the game with YY in any way. They should try their best not to let users know that the game had any connection with YY, to avoid users developing resistance. As for whether American media would expose its connection later, that was not within Li Mu’s consideration.

After Li Mu finished discussing matters related to Town of Paradise, he shifted the topic of discussion to payment channels. “Currently, the elite class users in America have a high willingness to pay, but the biggest problem is that we don’t yet have a direct and convenient payment channel for American users.”

Lin Qingya asked, “Is it possible for our Alipay to enter the American market, or to integrate with American bank transaction systems?”

Li Mu said, “Theoretically, it’s possible, but it would be extremely difficult to implement and hard to resolve in the short term.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “For now, let’s not divert our energy by considering building a payment platform in America or integrating Alipay into the American market. Let’s first cooperate with PayPal, and then quickly launch a new membership system in the American market.”

“A new membership system?” Everyone was momentarily surprised, but they quickly composed themselves and pressed Li Mu, “Are we going to implement a specific membership system in America?”

Li Mu nodded. “Our current membership system is too simplistic. Users in the American market have a high willingness to pay and strong payment capabilities. The current one point two dollars per month membership system would struggle to meet their needs.”

Currently, YY membership only had one tier. After becoming a YY member, users could create one one-hundred-person YY group, one two-hundred-person YY group, have one hundred twenty-eight megabytes of network hard drive space, one thousand twenty-four megabytes of offline file transfer space daily, free offline file storage for seventy-two hours, and permanent roaming chat history for ten people. As for other features, even free users could experience them.

Li Mu shared his thoughts with everyone: “Firstly, we need to list group video calls as a paid service. Only members can initiate multi-person video calls, and the call duration must have clear limits.”

“For example: ordinary users have a free multi-person video call duration of five hours per month. An ordinary VIP has a multi-person video call duration of thirty hours per month. If a member video calls with multiple members, their durations are deducted simultaneously. If five members video call for one hour together, one hour is deducted from each person;”

“If one member video calls with multiple free users, after the free users’ video call duration is used up, the VIP initiator’s duration can be commonly deducted. If one member video calls with three free users who have used up their duration, the prerequisite is that the member must initiate the call, and the entire duration of the other three free users is deducted from their account. In this case, if they video call for one hour, four hours of duration are deducted from this VIP.”

“If the duration is not enough, a duration package can be purchased separately. Ten hours for one dollar; this price should be very cost-effective.”

A director raised a concern: “If we start charging for video calls, will it cause some harm to users?”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “China Mobile and China Unicom implement two-way billing for your mobile phones, and they charge roaming fees when you make or receive calls in other regions. This certainly hurts you too, but do you have a way to refuse?”

The other person scratched his head. “Even if we can’t refuse, users will still feel very repulsive about it.”

Li Mu laughed: “First, we are providing American users with a more convenient and easier-to-use video conferencing solution than traditional video conferencing terminals. Originally, their annual investment in such solutions was very high, and as the sole alternative solution provider, we are offering service support at an extremely low price. I believe the American market will definitely accept this. Don’t forget that the American internet market is extremely different from China’s internet market. The overall payment ratio and willingness to pay in the American internet market are much, much higher than domestically.”

“Secondly, we have already given ordinary users five hours of multi-person video call duration per month, and we’ve also given them a bug to exploit. If they truly don’t want to pay that little bit of money, they can also register new accounts to get more duration. If they can’t bring us income, they can contribute a few registered users. This is already very generous.”

“Thirdly, what we truly want to provide American users is deeply customized membership services that fully align with mainstream American values: the more money one spends, the more one enjoys, with no free rides.”

At this point, Li Mu wrote down several tiers for his membership services on the whiteboard and said, “First, we need to add a login IP identification mechanism. For all YY members outside mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, we will uniformly charge a basic membership fee of two dollars per month. On this basis, we will add several tiers: Intermediate VIP, Advanced VIP, and Super VIP, along with various value-added services.”

“Intermediate VIP: Basic monthly membership fee of five dollars. Can create two one-hundred-person YY groups, two two-hundred-person YY groups, two hundred fifty-six megabytes of network hard drive space, two thousand forty-eight megabytes of offline file transfer space daily, free offline file storage for seventy-two hours, sixty hours of multi-person video call duration, and permanent roaming chat history for twenty people.”

“Advanced VIP: Basic monthly membership fee of eight dollars. Can create three one-hundred-person YY groups, two two-hundred-person YY groups, one five-hundred-person YY group, five hundred twelve megabytes of network hard drive space, three thousand seventy-two megabytes of offline file transfer space daily, free offline file storage for seventy-two hours, ninety hours of multi-person video call duration, and permanent roaming chat history for thirty people.”

“Super VIP: Basic monthly membership fee of fifteen dollars. Can create three one-hundred-person YY groups, three two-hundred-person YY groups, two five-hundred-person YY groups, one one-thousand-person YY group, two thousand forty-eight megabytes of network hard drive space, four thousand ninety-six megabytes of offline file transfer space daily, free offline file storage for seventy-two hours, one hundred twenty hours of multi-person video call duration, and permanent roaming chat history for fifty people.”

Kong Lingyu asked, “Boss, can we also implement a tiered membership system like this domestically?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Yes, but don’t promote it widely. Most of our users don’t need more advanced membership services. If we heavily promote more advanced membership services, it would be a blow to their willingness to pay.”

“Understood.”

Li Mu continued, “Let me carry on. I also have some ideas for value-added services, for example:”

“We can launch network hard drive upgrade packages. To add one hundred twenty-eight megabytes of network hard drive space costs zero point five dollars per month, and can be stacked infinitely.”

“We can also introduce YY group value-added services. To create an additional two-hundred-person YY group costs zero point five dollars per month; to create an additional five-hundred-person group costs one dollar per month; a one-thousand-person YY group costs three dollars per month.”

“For daily offline file transfer space, each additional one thousand twenty-four megabytes costs one dollar per month, and can be stacked infinitely.”

“For free offline file storage time, each additional twenty-four hours costs zero point five dollars per month, and can be stacked infinitely. At the same time, a one-time delay service can be purchased for a specific offline file, costing zero point one dollars for each additional twenty-four hours.”

“For multi-person video call duration, each additional thirty hours costs one dollar per month, and can be stacked infinitely…”

Li Mu’s entire set of customized membership services was, in fact, designed to better serve the elite class using business applications. They had varying demands for various membership functions. What he needed to do was give them the freedom to mix and match, allowing them to choose and stack services according to their actual needs. This way, on one hand, it could better serve them, and on the other hand, it was to earn more value-added service fees.

After understanding Li Mu’s plan, Kong Lingyu and the other technical directors were both amazed by the meticulous depth of Li Mu’s considerations and recorded his requirements, preparing to begin development.

After the meeting, Li Mu instructed his employees to each fulfill their duties and quickly advance all his subsequent strategies:

Ding Zhengling prepared to leverage all of Muye Technology’s current advantages to secure the best conditions for Muye Technology’s Series C financing from investors.

Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong led the technical team to initiate the tiered membership system and customized membership service reforms.

The Business Department prepared to connect with PayPal to quickly integrate with America’s payment channels. The server team and operations team began preparing to go to America.

Lin Qingya also prepared to personally go to Silicon Valley to establish Muye Technology’s branch there, and simultaneously recruit talent in Silicon Valley for Muye Technology and Li Mu’s entire internet product ecosystem.

After giving his instructions, everyone left the meeting room in an orderly fashion. Li Mu kept Lin Qingya behind to specifically instruct her to help him with his business visa to America. He specifically asked her to try and get him a green card for America. He would surely travel to America frequently in the future, and visa issues would greatly constrain the dynamism and flexibility of his business ventures. If he could obtain a green card as an investor and famous businessman, he could fly to America anytime from domestic.

After relaying this, Li Mu returned to his office, closed the door, and half-reclined in his executive chair, putting his legs on the table. In his mind, he repeatedly pondered the upcoming overseas war.

Li Mu was not worried about the development prospects of Town of Paradise in America and the entire overseas market because, at present, there were no social games similar to Town of Paradise in the overseas market. Li Mu wanted to seize this opportunity to strongly promote Town of Paradise in the overseas market and was not concerned about competing products appearing in the short term.

Town of Paradise was the overseas version of Happy Farm. Happy Farm had undergone so many revisions and had such a massive game architecture designed, which included planting and breeding industries, production and manufacturing industries, building construction systems, quest systems, and player interaction systems. In fact, the overall game architecture and logic had accumulated to be no less complex than a proper online game. The difficulty of catching up was considerable, and it would take at least a few months to replicate, and a few months was already enough time for a hit game to become famous nationwide.

Town of Paradise could at least be a few months ahead of its competitors, which was sufficient for a game. However, for Muye Technology’s core products, YY, a mere few months of technological lead did not make Li Mu feel practically a sure thing.

Within the YY product ecosystem, all patentable technologies had already been protected by patents. However, once YY provided a solution for a certain demand, other competitors would definitely bypass YY’s patents and use another method to solve the demand that YY had identified. As the saying goes, all roads lead to Rome. YY’s patent wall was far from enough to defend against all external enemies. Furthermore, many companies, for greater profit and development, would not hesitate to infringe on others’ patents.

Throughout the history of internet and various electronic product development, there are countless examples of companies using competitors’ patents to defeat them, then paying compensation. The latter might receive tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of dollars in compensation, but what they lost on the larger scale of market development was far more than just the compensation.

Therefore, it was conceivable that with YY’s continuous development, it would definitely stimulate the competitive awareness of overseas competing products. Small companies were one thing, but if a company like Microsoft regarded YY as a competitor and fully upgraded MSN to compete with YY, then the problem would be somewhat serious.

At this moment, Li Mu was constantly thinking, deep down, how to quickly make users in the overseas market also consider YY an indispensable “mattress” in their internet lives. Town of Paradise was a great help, but in the American market, where competitors were numerous and powerful, one Town of Paradise seemed insufficient.

In other words, the American market was large and its defensive capabilities strong. Li Mu’s strategy of frontal assault plus flanking maneuver, in his opinion, still faced some difficulty in conquering the American market.

Li Mu began to seriously ponder what other methods he could use to strengthen his frontal assault while also increasing his flanking forces. There were only two possible solutions: either strengthen the capabilities of these two army groups, or simply bring in another army group to fight.

But at present, what other products did he have that could take charge independently? The Taobao model would be difficult to develop in America, and the cost of building Taobao in America would be unimaginably high. Even Taobao itself had not yet perfected its own system, so how could he possibly bring it to America?

The 3321 model should have a larger market in America, where the education level was higher, but Li Mu also knew very well that what he needed right now were products that could directly assist YY and Town of Paradise. 3321 could not serve this purpose, so it had to be passed over.

After much thought, Li Mu could not come up with a suitable product or strategic plan.

Just as Li Mu was feeling extremely anxious, a cute and struggling cartoon image suddenly appeared in his mind.

The image was of a huge nut. When it was whole, it looked adorable, but after half its head was bitten off, it looked utterly struggling…

Li Mu instantly shot up from his chair, excitedly pounding the desk with his fist, muttering prayers: “I almost forgot about Plants vs. Zombies, this divine artifact!”





Chapter 872: Social Game Version of Plants vs. Zombies

It’s no exaggeration to say that Plants vs. Zombies, as an extremely special tower defense game, or rather, as the most impressive tower defense game, completely swept the world in those years of its past life. I believe this game was popular in every country. It not only had a PC Client version but also Flash, Android, and iOS versions; it appeared on almost every conceivable platform. Overall, it can be called an extremely successful classic game.

Regardless of age or gender, or educational background, everyone was captivated and hooked by this game. Its game elements and gameplay mode were very simple, but it was precisely this extreme simplicity that allowed all players to be deeply drawn into the game in the shortest possible time. It was practically one of the most immersive single-player games out there.

Although smartphones hadn’t truly started yet, Plants vs. Zombies was effortless to play on PC. Players only needed a mouse for smooth and easy operation. In terms of game architecture, elements, graphics, and technical skill, Plants vs. Zombies belongs to the sequence of ultra-mini games.

What’s more, the most suitable aspect was that the overall development difficulty and product elements of this game were very simple, much simpler than the current Happy Farm, though not much different from the earliest version of Happy Farm.

Thinking carefully, what does Plants vs. Zombies have? Nothing more than a few dozen types of plants, a few dozen types of zombies, a few items, a few modes, and one character.

Such a game might actually be less complex than the early Happy Farm. After all, Happy Farm had nearly a hundred types of plants with multi-stage elements, such as seed purchase, sowing, growth, and harvest. In addition, there were many different items to assist, as well as a fruit sales system and a farm expansion and decoration system.

Just these game elements alone made Happy Farm much more cumbersome than Plants vs. Zombies. Moreover, Happy Farm was essentially an online social game with friend interaction, a type of online game, while Plants vs. Zombies was a self-entertaining single-player game.

However, Li Mu had to admit that even though Plants vs. Zombies was very simple and lacked much technical skill, its global popularity far surpassed Happy Farm.

The overall development difficulty of Plants vs. Zombies is very low. If Li Mu were to directly provide the complete game architecture and style settings now, and hand it over to a professional and powerful development team with several graphic designers working together, the game element design draft could be finalized within three to five days. For the overall development of such a small game, a development team of dozens of people wouldn’t even need a month to complete the entire development.

In its past life, the development team for Plants vs. Zombies consisted of only four people and took three years, but most of that time was spent on repeatedly polishing and refining, on thinking and trial-and-error. The actual development workload was much smaller in comparison.

It’s the same principle: a person who doesn’t know the exit of a maze might not get out in several hours, but someone who knows the route can traverse the entire maze in three minutes. The difference between several hours and three minutes is calculated in hundreds of times!

Dozens of developers, without taking detours, could probably develop such a small game in about half a month.

As for Plants vs. Zombies, the moment Li Mu thought of it, he decided he had to create it. So, what he was thinking about now wasn’t how to develop it, but how to better integrate it with YY.

Undoubtedly, Happy Farm is currently the game best integrated with YY. After its client-based game transformation, it can be launched with a single click directly from YY and automatically log in, deeply leveraging YY’s entire player connections. However, Plants vs. Zombies is not a social game; it’s inherently a single-player game! How could it take on a social role?

Li Mu roughly deduced the product logic in his mind. First, he had to make it clear that he couldn’t let Plants vs. Zombies remain a single-player game again, as that wouldn’t have enough driving effect on YY. So, this established the first important idea: Plants vs. Zombies must be developed as an online version!

Having determined that Plants vs. Zombies must be developed into an online version, Li Mu began to consider how to make Plants vs. Zombies leverage social connections as well as Happy Farm.

To leverage social connections, there are only a few approaches: either everyone can play together directly, or everyone can compete against each other.

If they were to play together directly, it would mean Player A and Player B could simultaneously guard a house, planting plants and blocking zombies from two perspectives. However, this would turn it into a real-time strategy mini-game, which wouldn’t provide players with a long-term binding goal.

After much thought, Li Mu felt that letting everyone compete against each other was the most important. Only competition can foster rivalry, and once players in a game start vying with each other, player stickiness will naturally continue to increase.

Therefore, Li Mu established a basic idea in his mind: Plants vs. Zombies, like Happy Farm, should adopt a long-term upgrade and unlock system to encourage players to constantly compare and catch up with their friends, thereby staying immersed in the game for a long time. This would require strict level restrictions on plant types.

And so, Li Mu holed up in his office for a long time, essentially drafting a game plan for a social version of Plants vs. Zombies.

The core rules are: every Plants vs. Zombies player, upon registration, will own a small villa and a front yard. The front yard has five horizontal lanes, and zombies will attack the villa from these five horizontal lanes. Each lane is ten squares long, meaning a total of fifty various types of plants can be planted. This is the basic setup.

When players first enter the game, just like Happy Farm, they must plant sunflowers and harvest sun. Only by accumulating enough sun can they plant pea shooters and small Wall-nuts.

Zombie attacks will no longer follow a level-clearing system, but a timed activation system. Li Mu’s idea is that players have the opportunity to start a “Zombie Defense Battle” every ten minutes. After withstanding this round of zombie attacks, players can receive a certain amount of experience points and gold coins.

Experience points are key for player leveling. Only by reaching a certain level can more plants be gradually unlocked. This is the same system as Happy Farm, and Li Mu wouldn’t let them level up N times in a single day. He must control the pace, making it increasingly difficult for them to level up and acquire more advanced new plants and items. Only in this way can they maintain an immersive rhythm.

Gold coins can be used to purchase various items. Li Mu believes there should be as many game props as possible to incentivize players to acquire gold coins, and even recharge. For example, various “cards” can be designed: a “Frenzy Card” that boosts the firing rate of offensive plants, an “Enhancement Card” that boosts plant attack and defense attributes, an “Acceleration Card” that increases the speed of sun production from sunflowers, a “Slowdown Card” that delays zombie attack speed, or a “Weakening Card” for boss-level zombies, etc. At the same time, the Cherry Bomb can also be included in the item types, and rakes, landmines, these can all be added to the item system.

As for why the “Zombie Defense Battle” should be set to occur every ten minutes, the reason is: if players want to level up quickly, they must stay online for the longest possible time!

If you can only play for half an hour a day, you can only initiate a maximum of three “Zombie Defense Battles.” The experience gained from three “Zombie Defense Battles” is very limited. If your friend plays for an hour a day, their experience acquisition speed will be twice as fast as yours. If you want to catch up to them, you can only do so by spending more time playing the game than they do. This principle is the same as Happy Farm.

As players continuously level up, with sufficient level and the aid of gold coins and recharging, players can open up new land. The five horizontal lanes are unchangeable, but the ten-square layout of each lane can be altered. Players can use gold coins or recharge to open up more squares, for example, upgrading from ten squares per row to eleven. This not only increases the range zombies have to cross and delays their arrival, but also allows for planting more plants.

Players will no longer play in separate rounds; from the very beginning, they manage this one area. Therefore, they must diligently manage their territory. Eventually, every plant will have a limited lifespan. For example, a sunflower’s life is twenty-four hours, a pea shooter’s forty-eight hours, and other plants have varying lifespans. Players must constantly remove dead plants and plant new ones to ensure their defense steadily advances. So players need to continuously consume, continuously produce, and continuously consume again. This way, they will develop the habit of farming and harvesting, just like in Happy Farm.

As for how to combine this game with social interaction, Li Mu considered two plans.

The first plan: Steal!

If players are to experience the fun of stealing, like in Steal a Dish, then all plants, based on core principles, must be designed to produce, harvest, and store resources.

For example: sunflowers produce sun. If players don’t harvest it, a significant portion will be stolen by friends. Another example: pea shooters have a limited number of peas; they produce ten or twenty peas every once in a while. Players must harvest enough peas to accumulate enough “bullets” for the pea shooter to kill zombies. The principle is the same for Ice Pea Shooters, Repeaters, Kernel-pults, Cabbage-pults, and Melon-pults. If players don’t plant or harvest, they won’t have bullets available, and then plants alone won’t be able to withstand zombie attacks.

Once all plants require production and harvesting, players can go to their friends’ homes to steal fruits, stealing some sun, some peas, some corn, and some watermelon. The more “bullets” they steal, the more “Zombie Defense Battles” they can undertake and the more experience points and gold coins they can acquire, creating a cycle.

Under such circumstances, a warehousing system would naturally need to be established. For instance, each person’s granary can only store three hundred units. To store more, an upgrade is required. What does upgrading rely on? Special materials! How are special materials obtained? Random rewards after successfully defending against a “Zombie Defense Battle”…

At the same time, a sun collection system would also be implemented, storing the collected sun. The principle of the upgrade system for this would be consistent with the agricultural storage system.

This way, players’ enthusiasm for stealing each other’s resources will greatly increase, and interactivity will immediately pick up.

Moreover, Li Mu believes that friends shouldn’t just steal; there should also be forms of mutual aid!

For example, each person can water up to five friends’ nearly dying crops each day. Doing so provides a certain experience reward, and the friend’s plants also gain a certain extension of their lifespan.

In addition, each player can bind three special friends. When players find they couldn’t hold out against a critical moment in a “Zombie Defense Battle”, they can emergency call for help from a special friend. The special friend can purchase a plant and gift it to the other party at the crucial moment. It can be an offensive or defensive plant, but the gifted plant is only effective during the current “Zombie Defense Battle.” After the “Zombie Defense Battle” ends, regardless of success or failure, it will be reclaimed by the system.

The second plan: Instance Dungeon!

Every player, upon reaching a certain level, will have their own purchasable plant library. The plant library will vary in size depending on the level. The system can give players the opportunity to enter instance dungeons. Dungeons can be cleared solo or by inviting friends to join. When entering the instance dungeon mode, it reverts to the original single-player, stage-based system of Plants vs. Zombies. Regardless of success or failure, it will not influence the player’s original “base.”

If players invite friends to clear instance dungeons together, the more players there are, the greater the overall number of zombies in the game. For example: one person battles five lanes, two people battle ten lanes, three people battle fifteen lanes, with an upper limit of four people battling twenty lanes. In such a situation, players must cooperate closely because zombies might concentrate their attacks on certain lanes. One person’s strength won’t be enough; everyone must work together.

Furthermore, since friends playing dungeons together will be of different levels, those at higher levels will have stronger weapons, leading to more friends wanting to play dungeons with them, making high-level users highly sought after amongst their friends!

The advantage of this is that it not only boosts the sense of pride for high-level players but also gives more low-level players greater motivation to improve their own levels.

Dungeons are designed to become progressively more difficult. By effectively utilizing random combinations of various terrain materials and logical algorithms for various zombie strengths and quantity bonuses, the number of stages can theoretically be infinite.

The more stages, the higher the replayability for players. At the same time, the more instance dungeon stages players complete, the more extra rewards they will receive. Also, when playing dungeons, everyone can experience the thrill of teamwork, something that typical tower defense games, Happy Farm, or the original Plants vs. Zombies do not possess.

As long as these points can be achieved, Li Mu believes that the social game version of Plants vs. Zombies will definitely surpass Happy Farm and completely sweep the world in a very short time, becoming the most beloved social game for people all over the world, without equal! Moreover, once this game is launched, it will at least be popular for two or three years without issue.

By then, Li Mu intends to thoroughly bind Plants vs. Zombies to YY through special technical means. A slightly conservative binding approach would be to only accept YY account logins, forcing non-YY players to register a YY account.

If the binding is slightly more aggressive, the launch method for Plants vs. Zombies could be set to one-click launch from YY. Only after downloading YY and then downloading Plants vs. Zombies would one be able to launch and log in to Plants vs. Zombies with a single click from YY; otherwise, simply downloading Plants vs. Zombies would prevent login and enjoyment of the game.

Currently, YY has already caught fire among the elite class in America and is expected to soon spread to the elite class in Japan, Korea, and Europe. The overseas version of Happy Farm is now preparing to be launched, attracting users for YY among non-elite groups in advance. On this basis, if the social game version of Plants vs. Zombies can also be released, the combined power of this entire combination of moves will be incredibly powerful!





Chapter 873: Li Mu Hosts a Banquet

Just as Li Mu finished writing the overall framework for the social game version of Plants vs. Zombies, Su Yingxue arrived in Yanjing.

Li Mu didn’t go to the airport to pick them up, because Su Yingxue and her younger female cousin, Wang Xinran, had arranged to arrive at Yanjing Airport one after the other.

Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua drove to pick up the two girls. Su Yingxue’s flight landed first, and she exited to meet her Aunt (paternal) and paternal uncle-in-law. After they chatted for a while, Wang Xinran also arrived.

Wang Xinran had spent nearly two months in Xiamen Island. Her skin had tanned slightly to a wheatish color, but unexpectedly, her temperament seemed even better. She was wearing a floral dress and a stylish straw hat, looking as if she had just returned from the seaside.

Seeing her parents and older sister waiting for her, Wang Xinran excitedly jogged over from a distance and threw herself into Su Yingxue’s arms, exclaiming excitedly, “Sis, I’ve missed you terribly!”

Su Yingxue hugged her back, smiling, “I think you’ve gotten prettier after two months in Xiamen Island!”

Wang Xinran stuck out her tongue, “Pretty? I’m practically a briquette from all the sun!”

After saying that, Wang Xinran hugged her parents separately, then sighed with emotion, “I originally thought we’d wrap up filming by the end of August, but who’d have thought it would take this long.”

Wang Shaohua took her suitcase from Wang Xinran’s hand. As the four of them walked out, Wang Shaohua asked her, “How was the filming? Are you satisfied with your performance?”

“Not satisfied,” Wang Xinran said. “Du Wei’s acting is really too good. She hasn’t even studied acting, yet she can perform so well. Here I am, having attended an acting training class for a year, technically a semi-professional actress, but my acting is far worse than hers.”

Su Yuehua chuckled, “You didn’t drag down the production team, did you? Brother Li Mu introduced you there. It wouldn’t be right if you ended up tarnishing his reputation.”

Wang Xinran quickly said, “How could I? Although I didn’t act as well as Du Wei, the Director said my performance was pretty good and exceeded his expectations for the role.”

Su Yuehua nodded, “That’s good. Has the entire production team wrapped up filming, or just you?”

Wang Xinran said, “Most people have wrapped up filming. Only the male and female leads still have some co-starring scenes left to shoot. It should all be wrapped up in a few days.”

Su Yuehua quickly asked again, “Then did they say when it will be released? Your father and I will book out a cinema hall for our relatives and friends to show support for you!”

Wang Xinran replied, “The Director didn’t say. I guess he isn’t very clear either, because Brother Li Mu’s company invested in this film. After post-production is complete, the company will determine the distribution details, including cinema chain scheduling.”

Wang Shaohua said, “It’s already September, and it hasn’t officially wrapped up yet. Looking at it this way, the film’s release might have to wait until the end of this year.”

Wang Xinran nodded, “It’s very likely to be for the Christmas, New Year’s Day, or Chinese New Year holidays. I heard Brother Li Mu also invested in another film simultaneously, which is being shot in Yuzhou. It’s a comedy, and King Liu is one of the lead actors. Our two films started filming around the same time, so they should both be released around Christmas, New Year’s Day, or Chinese New Year.”

Su Yuehua said, “Then that’s at least three more months. I thought I’d be able to watch it during the National Day holiday after you finished filming…”

Wang Xinran smiled, “Mom, movies aren’t that simple, especially major theatrical films released in regular cinema chains. Post-production is especially complicated. It’ll be good if it can be released by the end of the year!”

Su Yuehua sighed, “Alright, then your father and I will just have to be patient and wait.”

Wang Xinran smiled and nodded, then linked arms with Su Yingxue again, “Sis, is Brother Li Mu treating us to dinner tonight?”

Su Yingxue said, “Yes, he just texted me saying he’s already at the restaurant.”

Wang Xinran looked back at her parents following behind, then whispered mischievously, “Sis, how did you find such a good boyfriend like Brother-in-law? Can you teach me your secrets?”

Su Yingxue helplessly shook her head, “Once you enroll in Film Academy, won’t you have plenty of good boys to choose from?”

Wang Xinran pouted, dismissively saying, “What good boys are there in Film Academy? They’re just a bit good-looking, with no substance at all. Compared to my Brother-in-law, they’re miles behind.”

Before knowing Li Mu’s background, Wang Xinran was just an eighteen-year-old girl who would get a little infatuated whenever she saw a handsome man. But after witnessing Li Mu’s astonishing achievements, she had matured considerably ahead of her time. Using Li Mu as an example for comparison, those handsome young men in Film Academy indeed had nothing praiseworthy.

…

Wang Shaohua drove the three to the restaurant Li Mu had reserved in advance. When the four entered the private room, Li Mu had already been waiting for a long time.

As soon as Wang Xinran entered, she affectionately called out, “Brother Li Mu!” In her eyes, Li Mu was simply a living legend.

It was no wonder. During Wang Xinran’s time filming in Xiamen Island, Li Mu frequently made headlines, appearing in newspaper reports almost every day.

Not only domestic media but even overseas media competed to report on him. For a twenty-year-old young man, this was truly incredible.

In China, at the age of twenty, able to enjoy a certain level of worldwide acclaim, only top athletes belonged to that special group. Other than that, there was no one else. Moreover, Li Mu didn’t gain fame both domestically and overseas by relying on a specific talent. He relied on his astonishing business and internet talent, as well as his unfathomable ability to earn money. This made him even more remarkable, truly one of a kind.

Li Mu smiled and greeted Wang Xinran’s family of three first, then exchanged a few private words with Su Yingxue. Afterwards, Li Mu pointed to the main seat and said to Wang Shaohua, “Uncle Wang, please take the main seat first.”

Wang Shaohua hurriedly said, “How could I? You sit first; Auntie Su and I will sit over here.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “You are an elder, please don’t be so polite with me. It wouldn’t be right if I sat there. Please take the seat, we can sit anywhere.”

Wang Shaohua unexpectedly felt a slight trepidation and instinctively looked at his wife, Su Yuehua. Su Yuehua smiled and said, “Just sit. Li Mu isn’t an outsider.”

Only after Su Yuehua spoke did the trepidation in Wang Shaohua’s heart gradually dissipate. He took the main seat. Su Yuehua didn’t rush to sit, but instead smiled at Li Mu and said, “Li Mu, why don’t you sit next to Uncle Wang? See if the two of you want to have a couple of drinks later.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “I’m fine. If Uncle Wang wants to drink, I’ll accompany you for a couple of drinks.”

Wang Shaohua smiled, “Then let’s have a little bit.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, then pulled Su Yingxue with him and sat down next to Wang Shaohua. Wang Xinran looked around, and instead of sitting next to her mother, she sat next to Su Yingxue.

After sitting down, Li Mu motioned for the waiter to come in and prepare to take their order. As soon as the waiter entered, Li Mu invited Wang Shaohua to order first.

Wang Shaohua didn’t know why, but he felt a little nervous.

In fact, it wasn’t just Wang Xinran who felt that Li Mu’s stature was incredibly awe-inspiring. Even Wang Shaohua and Su Yuehua, having not seen Li Mu for some time, noticeably felt that the young man’s demeanor had changed significantly from before.

Looking at Li Mu now, although he still showed great respect for them as elders, from his eyebrows, his eyes, and even a faint, calm smile on his face, one could see that Li Mu’s inner strength and aura had grown much more powerful, subtly exuding an invisible omnipresent pressure.

Wang Shaohua felt this change in Li Mu most acutely. He thought Li Mu was currently in his most confident phase; perhaps Muye Technology’s unexpected rise overseas had given the young man greater confidence and vision. But upon reflection, Wang Shaohua also felt that this feeling might be inextricably linked to the significant benefits he had received from Li Mu.

Ever since Secretary Liu, the head of the Construction Committee, learned that Wang Shaohua had a connection with Li Mu, he had been exceptionally attentive to Wang Shaohua, fully grooming him like a trusted aide among his confidants.

Because he was treated as a confidant by the head, Wang Shaohua’s standing in the Construction Committee rose significantly. Currently, everyone in the Construction Committee had to show respect to Wang Shaohua. No one dared to make things difficult for him, or even give him a sidelong glance. Although Wang Shaohua himself was not a person who vied for power and influence, receiving such preferential treatment instantly improved his mood at work considerably.

Furthermore, Wang Shaohua had an opportunity at the end of this year to be promoted two ranks and directly take on the position of a director with real power. This matter had already been approved internally within the Construction Committee and would be announced at the end of the year.

This promotion by skipping ranks was proposed and spearheaded by Secretary Liu. Wang Shaohua clearly understood that 90% of the significant favor Secretary Liu was doing him was out of respect for Li Mu. Therefore, he had always felt that his transformative journey, from almost being suspended for investigation to now being highly regarded by the head, was almost entirely due to Li Mu’s help.

Because of this, Wang Shaohua instinctively felt a sense of humility before Li Mu, a feeling that welled up from the bottom of his heart and was difficult to suppress.

Li Mu, however, felt nothing specific. He had long forgotten about the favor he had done for Wang Shaohua in front of the Construction Committee leaders. While Wang Shaohua ordered the dishes, Li Mu asked Wang Xinran how she felt about filming in Xiamen Island.

As soon as Wang Xinran started talking about filming, she became incredibly excited, enthusiastically recounting all sorts of interesting anecdotes from her time shooting in Xiamen Island.

For Wang Xinran, being able to participate in the filming of You Are the Apple of My Eye was already incredibly fortunate. What was even more unexpected was that before she even entered the doors of Film Academy, she had already played the second female lead in a movie. Among the several hundred new students in the Film Academy’s performance department, those who had filmed a major theatrical film before even starting classes could probably be counted on two hands.

Moreover, for Wang Xinran, after participating in the filming of You Are the Apple of My Eye, she realized how moving the movie truly was. Although she didn’t quite understand the film market yet, she still firmly believed that once the movie was released, it would surely become a hit, and a huge hit at that!





Chapter 874: A Kindred Spirit is Hard to Find

Su Yingxue had just returned, and Li Mu ate this meal feeling relaxed and happy, but deep down, he had always felt a subtle restlessness.

The restlessness stemmed from Su Yingxue being right beside him, yet he hadn’t found an opportunity to be alone with her.

His eagerness to be alone with Su Yingxue wasn’t because Li Mu was preoccupied with ‘doing something’ with her. Rather, ever since Su Yingxue called him in the middle of the night last time, using the “homeroom teacher” analogy to open a window for him, Li Mu had really wanted to have a good talk with her.

He could tell her about all his current business planning that he was able to disclose, to see what different perspective and insights she, as a potential career woman and a potential high-level executive of a multinational company, might have on his current situation.

In other words, what Li Mu truly needed at the moment was a suitable confidant, someone he felt close to in his heart, and who he hoped would understand what he poured out.

Just the first requirement eliminated all of Li Mu’s current partners. Li Mu felt that in business, profit always came first.

Without profit, Senior Student Liu wouldn’t have given up his individual business in Zhongguancun to start a venture with him; without profit, Kong Lingyu wouldn’t have joined the Eting.com team at the very beginning; without profit, Lin Qingya couldn’t have left the Japanese Company where she worked for three years to join Muye Technology’s earliest team; and without profit, how could a Google technical talent like Fang Xudong be willing to return to China and join Muye Technology?

The only people he truly felt no distance from in his heart, besides his parents, were the women around him.

Such matters weren’t suitable for confiding in or discussing with his parents; they were older and shouldn’t be made to ponder domains and frameworks they had never encountered. Among the women around him, Li Mu felt that perhaps only Su Yingxue truly possessed this kind of spiritual insight.

On the path of development, planning, and strategy, Li Mu had always walked alone. Whether they were bigwig figures renowned from his previous life or ordinary, unknown individuals, his subordinates all performed very competently within his framework. Any work he assigned them, they could execute perfectly. However, it was precisely this that made Li Mu feel lonely.

Every single person, including Senior Student Liu, was not Li Mu’s kindred spirit. What is a kindred spirit? It’s someone who can discern one’s aspirations and innermost true thoughts from their music, not simply applaud or quickly play the same tune along with them.

Currently, everyone in the team was an impeccable executor, but where were the kindred spirits? In Li Mu’s view, there wasn’t a single one.

No one could infer his entire planning and strategy just from a slight hint of his intentions. Senior Student Liu couldn’t, it was unknown if Leader Lei could, and Lin Qingya, Kong Lingyu, Fang Xudong, Ding Zhengling, and even Chen Tong – none of them could.

However, Li Mu also understood that he lacked a kindred spirit because many of his concepts were too advanced. Product thinking, ecosystem thinking, closed-loop thinking, and operational thinking were almost entirely advanced strategies from after 2010. In this era, even the most impressive people would find them difficult to comprehend.

Li Mu firmly believed that no impressive person was born impressive; they merely found their rhythm on the path to impressiveness and kept running further. Senior Student Liu was an excellent example.

From 2001 to 2002, this older brother was just an individual business owner. Starting in 2003, his older brother put his shop on the 360buy domain, only thinking of tinkering with an Online Store.

But how did he gradually tinker his way into a JD.com? To put it plainly, things progressed step by step, allowing his way of thinking to constantly keep pace with the times. Rapid development and even faster shifts in mindset ultimately led to the behemoth that is JD.com.

For Li Mu, all of his plans were ahead of their time in this era. Some far-reaching plans couldn’t be spoken of yet, and few people would truly understand his current plans even if he spoke them. But Li Mu vaguely felt that Su Yingxue might understand.

Just like that night, she was able to call at that moment, able to guess that he hadn’t slept, and able to guess that he was feeling anxious and hesitant, which proved she truly understood what was on his mind.

In fact, even if Su Yingxue didn’t understand, Li Mu still wanted to confide in her, because no one else was more suitable than her.

…

At the dinner table, Li Mu and Wang Shaohua each drank 150 grams of white liquor, just reaching a slightly tipsy state, when Su Yuehua promptly called a halt, not allowing them to continue drinking.

Tomorrow was Monday. Not only did Wang Shaohua have to get up early for work, but she knew Li Mu must also be extremely busy.

Besides that, Wang Xinran was to report for duty at school tomorrow. New student enrollment at the Film Academy officially began tomorrow. According to her, she wanted Su Yingxue to accompany her. Renmin University’s report for duty date was the day after tomorrow, and the returning student report process was very simple: pay tuition and miscellaneous fees, then swipe to register, and basically one could wait for classes to begin confidently. Theoretically, Su Yingxue would definitely have time tomorrow.

Su Yingxue also knew she couldn’t refuse, so she said: “I can accompany you to report for duty tomorrow morning, no problem. But I won’t be able to go home with you tonight. I made plans with a dorm room roommate; she just arrived today and wants me to go back and keep her company. If I don’t return to the dorm room, she’ll be all alone.”

After speaking, Su Yingxue added: “But I can get up early tomorrow, meet you at home, and then we can go to the Film Academy together.”

Although Su Yingxue looked at Wang Xinran as she spoke, her peripheral vision kept secretly glancing at Aunt (paternal) Su Yuehua. Her words were actually just an excuse. Among the six people in the dorm room, apart from herself and Cai Zhixiao, who died in the car accident, the other four had already arrived.

The reason she lied was because Su Yingxue had also been thinking about Li Mu.

During her time at home, although she hadn’t talked much with Li Mu on the phone, she spent over ten hours in front of the computer every day. All her time was dedicated to searching for various news reports and materials related to Li Mu.

Whether domestic or foreign, Chinese, English, or Japanese… In short, Su Yingxue tried every possible method to go through all the information she could find and query multiple times. Then she organized it herself, analyzed it, and mostly understood the various situations Li Mu was currently facing.

Ever since she last spoke with Li Mu on the phone, she also realized that Li Mu must be under immense pressure now. She knew even more that Li Mu couldn’t show this pressure to the outside world, or even to his subordinates. Therefore, if Li Mu needed to vent his inner pressure, she would certainly be the most suitable listener.

Wang Xinran didn’t notice Su Yingxue was lying. Hearing her say a dorm room roommate was waiting for her to accompany her, she said: “Then don’t bother going back and forth to your home tomorrow. I’ll come to Renmin University to find you, and then we’ll go to the Film Academy together.”

Su Yingxue nodded: “That works too. Renmin University is closer to the Film Academy.”

Su Yuehua understood Su Yingxue, and being an experienced person, she saw through Su Yingxue’s little trick almost instantly. However, she said nothing, merely tacitly agreeing to Su Yingxue’s explanation.

In Su Yuehua’s current mindset, she was no longer prepared to interfere in anything involving Su Yingxue and Li Mu.

Currently, the entire Su family had solidified one view: Su Yingxue being with Li Mu would greatly benefit the entire Su family, and even Wang Shaohua, the Su family’s son-in-law.

A few days ago, Su Yuehua’s mother, who was Su Yingxue’s grandmother, celebrated her birthday. Su Yuehua and her husband, Wang Shaohua, returned to Haizhou City together. This trip back, Su Yuehua and her husband, along with her older brother Su Weimin and sister-in-law Fang Min, chatted privately for several hours. The content of those hours of conversation left Su Yuehua particularly shocked.

Firstly, Li Mu had Zhao Kang procure twenty police cars for the Haizhou Municipal Bureau and gave them all to the Municipal Bureau without charging a single cent. This was a grand gift Li Mu bestowed upon Su Weimin for free. Not only did it solve a practical need for the Municipal Bureau, but more importantly, through this act of gifting cars, Li Mu made it clear to the entire official circles of Haizhou that his relationship as a billionaire with Su Weimin was extraordinary;

Su Weimin had privately investigated many clues from back then, such as the conflict between Li Mu and the son of Guo Lin, the Xiling Coal Mine manager, and the reason for Li Mu’s parents being laid off early. Following this, Guo Lin’s involvement with female university students being exposed online naturally linked back to Li Mu, because only Li Mu had the motive for such exposure and the ability to manipulate public opinion online. Additionally, there was that hit-and-run case where no one had a clue, but a suspect was exposed online…

Tracing all the clues, Su Weimin firmly believed that Li Mu was behind it all. He also admitted in his heart that Li Mu had brought two qualitative leaps to his official career: one was the opportunity to become the head of the Municipal Bureau, and the other was the opportunity to enter the core leadership of the Municipal Party Committee.

While marveling, Su Yuehua also exchanged information with her older brother and sister-in-law. In truth, it wasn’t just Su Weimin who benefited from Li Mu; Su Yuehua’s family gained even more.

Wang Shaohua’s fate was actually not much different from Su Weimin’s. He was almost removed from his post back then. If not for Li Mu, he would now either be suspended or demoted to a township. But instead, he was making great strides in the Construction Committee. The fundamental reason was also Li Mu.

Wang Xinran’s art exam scores were changed back then, leaving no hope for her to enter the Film Academy. If it weren’t for Li Mu, let alone attending the Film Academy and starring as the second female lead in a major theatrical film, the blow Chen Yueyue, who changed her scores, dealt her back then would probably have been enough to make her utterly disheartened. Not to mention, Li Mu also secured an apartment for Wang Xinran from the Chen family.

When the four people from both families exchanged information about their situations, they were all extremely shocked. From this, these four truly realized that Li Mu was their greatest benefactor and opportunity since they started working.

The four people who had initially feared Su Yingxue being with Li Mu now only felt fortunate, fortunate that Su Yingxue ultimately got together with Li Mu. Otherwise, they wondered what state their two families would be in now; it would certainly be much worse than the present.

Su Yingxue didn’t know what her Aunt (paternal) was thinking at this moment. She had been worried her Aunt would demand she go to her house tonight, but seeing Su Yuehua remain silent for a long time, she completely sighed in relief.





Chapter 875: Strengthening the Foundation and Expanding Territory

Li Mu had never before, like now, talked about life and ideals with Su Yingxue while lying in bed.

At Yucheng Garden, the earliest community he rented, Li Mu and Su Yingxue first sat cross-legged on the bed, facing each other. Li Mu then began to talk endlessly, introducing his entire current industrial situation to Su Yingxue, including his own companies and other businesses related to him. Because the overall asset structure was too large, layered, and complex, even after one or two hours, he couldn’t truly explain it all clearly.

By the end, both were suffering from backaches from sitting, so they simply went to wash up and continued talking while lying in bed.

For the first time, Li Mu let loose and spilled out all his current strategic planning and operational layouts. He had so many business partners, from Zhao Kang to Song Liang, from Lin Qingya to Liu Qiangdong. Each of them could only ensure they had sufficient understanding of the ventures they jointly collaborated on with Li Mu; for other matters, they only knew bits and pieces. The only one who could understand everything so comprehensively in one go was Su Yingxue.

Choosing to “confide” in Su Yingxue was actually due to multiple psychological factors at work for Li Mu.

On one hand, Su Yingxue was a bond across two lifetimes. Among all women, Li Mu felt a unique connection to her; she might not be the closest to him emotionally, but she was definitely the most trusted.

On the other hand, in her previous life, Su Yingxue, despite her youth and lack of background, had done remarkably well on Wall Street, so she must be exceptionally sensitive to commercial matters.

Furthermore, there was a unique emotion suppressed at the bottom of Li Mu’s heart. For many years in his previous life, he had felt unable to hold his head high in front of Su Yingxue. That long-term feeling of suppression from looking up at her from a distance actually had a profound impact on a man. As a result, in Li Mu’s subconscious now, he desperately needed a breakthrough point: to tell Su Yingxue personally how powerful he was now. “In my previous life, I looked up to you, watching you from afar and feeling ashamed of myself; in this life, it’s my turn to take the stage.”

It sounded childish, but for that psychological knot in his heart, it was absolutely necessary.

Expressing it brought him relief, and that knot brought back from his previous life was finally untied.

Although Su Yingxue rarely asked about Li Mu’s business, she had always quietly paid attention. Other than Storm Entertainment, a company that hadn’t been widely exposed, she had a relatively deep understanding of all Li Mu’s other exposed companies and the businesses involved.

After listening to Li Mu systematically outline everything, she gained an even deeper understanding of his current industry planning.

As early as when Li Mu was admitted to Renmin University, she already looked at him in a new light. And when Li Mu, with a large group of classmates, painstakingly built up the 3321 platform, she had already begun to develop an extraordinary personal admiration for him deep in her heart. From that moment on, Li Mu had unconsciously reversed the situation of his previous life. From that point until now, as Li Mu gradually revealed the immense strength hidden beneath the surface, her worship and admiration for him grew steadily beneath Su Yingxue’s outwardly calm demeanor.

Now, Su Yingxue easily felt an inferiority complex deep down because of Li Mu. She herself knew very well how much her father and paternal uncle-in-law had benefited from Li Mu, which, to some extent, magnified that sense of inferiority within her. So much so that she had always been filled with worry and uncertainty about her and Li Mu’s future. However, due to her personality, she had never shown it in front of Li Mu.

However, Su Yingxue’s mental fortitude far surpassed her peers. While she had worries, they didn’t directly affect her. So much so that after listening to Li Mu introduce all his industry planning, she was still able to use her agile mind to clearly sort out each component.

So, when Li Mu’s throat became dry from talking, Su Yingxue asked him: “Which business do you prioritize the most for your next step?”

Li Mu said: “A week ago it was Taobao and logistics, now it’s YY’s globalization.”

He then added with a touch of excitement: “If YY can become the first super product to go overseas, its future promotional and driving effect on China’s internet industry will be unimaginable!”

Su Yingxue nodded, but her expression was somewhat detached as she said: “But YY’s globalization will still take a long time to achieve step by step. The reason you want to pursue YY’s globalization now is because YY unexpectedly became popular in America. However, this is outside your control. I understand your current desire to strike while the iron is hot, but if you treat it as the most important business right now, its timeliness might be very delayed. Not to mention, if you want to send a team to America, you’ll have to wait for the US government’s visa approval. How long will that take? Ten days? Half a month? A month?”

Li Mu sighed: “The market is too far away, so many actions are indeed quite delayed.”

Su Yingxue said: “So, your product has become popular in America, but currently, you haven’t opened up any channels between yourself and America. If you put all your focus on this, what about your other domestic businesses? You can slow down the expansion of territory for now; domestic business is your true foundation. Didn’t you say that Taobao’s major promotion for daily necessities is about to begin? That should be very important, right?”

Li Mu smacked his lips and nodded, saying: “It is indeed very important, but Taobao’s advantageous foundation in the domestic market has already been laid, so the pressure will be relatively smaller.”

Su Yingxue said: “But you also said that with the current strong supportive policies for the industry, overseas enterprises and capital are very likely to seize the opportunity. If they choose to develop domestically, would the most likely industry for them to enter first be instant messaging, like YY?”

Li Mu shook his head: “Not likely. In terms of product strength, YY has no rivals worldwide.”

Su Yingxue asked: “Then would it be e-commerce?”

Li Mu thought carefully, then nodded and said: “It’s very likely to be e-commerce, because there are two giants in e-commerce in America: eBay and Amazon. The former has already acquired EachNet domestically, but hasn’t yet figured out its development direction. As for Amazon… I can’t say for sure when they will choose to enter China.”

Su Yingxue said: “And what about Dangdang and Alibaba? You acquired Joyo.com and then declared you’d lose money selling books. Dangdang must hate you to death. What do you think Dangdang is doing right now? Mr. Ma from Hangzhou didn’t manage to trick you with the logistics matter last time, so he must be plotting meticulously to return in full force, right?”

Li Mu smiled: “Indeed, but Dangdang is not worth mentioning. Their business model is too singular and cannot withstand impact. Lei Jun will soon take the former Joyo.com team and, within Taobao’s system, shatter them to pieces. When the time comes to besiege them, we’ll certainly crush them effortlessly.”

Su Yingxue neither confirmed nor denied Li Mu’s words. After a moment, she said: “If I were the CEO of Dangdang.com, I certainly wouldn’t sit by and await death.”

Li Mu asked: “What else can they do? Dangdang’s traffic and its channels for acquiring traffic are far inferior to Taobao’s. Taobao has Muye Technology supporting it as a super traffic channel; no one who comes can be a match. Moreover, most importantly, Taobao can afford to burn money on books, but Dangdang cannot. My book business unit can go three years without making a profit, or even lose ten million each year. For Taobao’s many major categories, the book business is just one of a hundred legs. If this one leg temporarily can’t keep up or lags behind, it won’t bring any fundamental impact to the overall picture. But Dangdang is different; it originally had two legs. Its audio-visual products leg has already been broken off by me, and if this leg can’t keep up either, it will just die.”

Su Yingxue said: “That’s why I said, if I were the CEO of Dangdang.com, I wouldn’t sit around waiting to die. In this situation, knowing full well I’m not your match, I would abandon the idea of confronting you alone. I’d either find powerful partners to jointly resist Taobao, or directly latch onto a strong backer. You’re burning money, right? I can’t afford to burn money myself, but my sugar daddy can. If we burn money together, it’s not certain that I would lose.”

Li Mu asked her: “You mean Dangdang might cooperate with Alibaba, or directly introduce overseas capital?”

“Yes,” Su Yingxue said. “I have to survive, after all. Even a grasshopper tied with a foxtail grass trying to escape would fight desperately, let alone an enterprise? If it were me, whoever had the hope of shaking you now, I would ally with them; whoever had the strength to contend with you, I would latch onto their support. And if strong external players wanted to enter at this moment, that would be even better; I’d directly guide them and help them deal with you.”

After saying this, Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu and seriously said: “Expanding territory is important, but I don’t think it’s the most important thing right now. The most important thing is to consolidate your foundation before the giants arrive.”

Li Mu listened, his brows furrowed. What Su Yingxue said wasn’t unreasonable; on the contrary, it was very reasonable.

Among other things, on the issue of Dangdang alone, he had been a bit too complacent.

In his previous plans, Dangdang would have no power to resist at all. With his overwhelming strength, it would have no chance to survive.

However, what he hadn’t considered was that Dangdang wasn’t foolish. Even without the power to resist, it would certainly find a way to preserve itself. It could form alliances or seek refuge with his enemies, and even if it just became a dog by the side of a giant, it could still find a glimmer of hope.

If he thought about it this way, Dangdang actually had many chances for survival.

He could directly approach Mr. Ma; everyone wanted to contend with Taobao, so why not form an alliance? He could also go to eBay, believing that his success with Taobao would also stimulate eBay. eBay’s strategy in China might very well improve based on its previous life’s experience.

For Li Mu, the first two conjectures were fine, but if Dangdang approached Amazon, or Amazon approached Dangdang, then he would truly be at a loss…

In terms of burning money, Amazon was far more skilled at it than he was. Even before the internet bubble burst, they were already lavishly burning money with a valuation of hundreds of billions of dollars. If Dangdang truly sought refuge with Amazon, that would definitely be an especially troublesome matter for him.

Consequently, Li Mu jolted, climbed out of bed, and pulled out his phone to send Lei Jun a text message: “General Manager Lei, in the next couple of days, find a way to understand Dangdang’s current movements, especially paying attention to any capital-level actions they might be taking.”

Just as he finished editing the message and was about to send it, Li Mu thought of Mr. Ma and quickly added another line: “Also, pay attention to Alibaba’s movements in Hangzhou. I know they have a C2C website that they’ve been waiting for the right moment to launch. Find out their current launch plans.”

Thirty seconds after the message was issued, Leader Lei’s reply came back: “Received, I’ll follow up immediately!”





Chapter 876: Three Companies Unite to Resist Taobao

Dangdang was a good-for-nothing in its previous life, so Li Mu had a preconceived notion that it was useless.

However, Li Mu subjectively overlooked a fact: due to his rebirth, the domestic internet landscape had already changed significantly.

In his previous life, when Amazon wanted to choose between Joyo.com and Dangdang.com, Li Guoqing, driven by his pride and arrogance, instinctively resisted the acquisition. That’s why Amazon ultimately acquired Joyo.com, leading to the later Joyo Amazon.

At that time, the key reason for Li Guoqing’s confidence was that he didn’t have a truly overwhelming opponent; in fact, his strength was even a notch above Joyo.com.

But now, the situation has changed dramatically. First, “Joyo Amazon” is impossible, because Joyo has already become part of Taobao. Furthermore, Li Guoqing’s circumstances are different from when Amazon entered China in his previous life. Just as Su Yingxue said, he must now know that resisting alone would be certain death. Therefore, he will definitely cast aside his arrogance and confidence, actively seeking allies or powerful backers.

With the situation changed, everything will change, and attitudes are naturally one of them.

As long as Dangdang doesn’t sit by and await death, when faced with the choice between an ally or a powerful backer, he will definitely choose one, or even both.

After grasping this, Li Mu felt annoyed by his own arrogance and overconfidence, while simultaneously considering countermeasures. At the same time, he was secretly grateful that Su Yingxue had thought of this layer of complexity for him.

Reminded by her, Li Mu instantly clarified his next steps. The top priority is Taobao’s major daily necessities promotion launching this month. If this battle is fought well, it will establish Taobao’s position and foundation in the domestic e-commerce sector, truly connecting online shopping with daily life for internet users nationwide.

Besides that, while planning for YY’s globalization, he also had to guard against Dangdang and Alibaba, lest they undermine his e-commerce foundation through any means. He also needed to constantly watch for movements from eBay and Amazon. If they truly increased their development efforts in China, he would have to launch a blocking action against them simultaneously.

The two talked for a long time, well into the night. Su Yingxue had to meet Wang Xinran early tomorrow morning and accompany her to report for duty at school, so they embraced and fell asleep. Su Yingxue fell asleep quickly, but Li Mu suffered from insomnia, his mind constantly replaying his various strategic layouts, only finally falling asleep in the dead of night.

The next morning, Su Yingxue woke up early, washed up, changed into clean clothes, then returned to the bedroom to gently kiss Li Mu before quietly leaving. She went to Renmin University ahead of time to wait for Wang Xinran.

She knew Wang Xinran was a cunning girl. The reason she found out about their relationship was because Su Yingxue didn’t know Wang Xinran had been staking out a bookstore near the school and personally witnessed her intimate actions with Li Mu. If she found out that Su Yingxue didn’t return to her dorm room last night but stayed with Li Mu, that girl might just tell her family.

Li Mu slept late, still not fully awake by ten o’clock. Just past ten, his phone vibrated under the pillow, buzzing continuously. Li Mu startled awake from his sweet dream, reached out, and pulled out his phone. It was Leader Lei, Lei Jun.

Remembering the entrustment he’d given him last night, Li Mu immediately snapped back to reality. He sat up abruptly and answered the call, asking, “General Manager Lei, any news?”

On the other end of the phone, Leader Lei’s voice was very serious: “General Manager Li, the situation is a bit complicated!”

Li Mu quickly said, “No rush, take your time!”

Leader Lei hummed in acknowledgement and said, “Last night, I talked to some friends in the industry to gather information. Combining several accounts, I’ve likely arrived at a fairly definite conclusion.”

As he spoke, Leader Lei paused, then said, one word at a time, “The day after you disclosed on TV that you intended to vigorously promote the book sales business, Li Guoqing flew to Huzhou City. He first met with people from EachNet, and then went to Hangzhou to meet Mr. Ma.”

Li Mu quickly pressed, “What’s the outcome?”

Leader Lei said, “EachNet isn’t interested in Dangdang, but Mr. Ma is very enthusiastic. It’s said that he plans to demerge the C2C website he’s been holding onto from Alibaba, and then acquire Dangdang.com entirely by offering 19% shares plus a certain amount of cash.”

Li Mu frowned: “Mr. Ma’s website hasn’t even launched yet. Can 19% shares of a single website plus cash really make Li Guoqing willing to be acquired? Also, why precisely 19%?”

Leader Lei said, “I haven’t finished explaining. This isn’t as simple as Mr. Ma demerging his company and acquiring Dangdang. Actually, SoftBank stepped in to connect them, bringing Amazon into the picture. Amazon will invest, taking a 30% equity stake at a valuation of five hundred million. In that scenario, the equity distribution for this new company would be Alibaba holding 51%, Amazon holding 30%, and Dangdang.com holding 19%.”

Li Mu’s heart sank. Damn it, in just a few days, these three companies reached a cooperation agreement?

After all, it’s a platform created by Mr. Ma, so Alibaba having a controlling stake is understandable, especially with SoftBank, a powerful venture capital firm, backing them. But how could Amazon, currently valued at nearly ten billion dollars, be willing to play a supporting role in the Chinese market?

Regarding Li Mu’s question, Leader Lei replied, “It seems they secretly reached a gambling agreement. Alibaba and Dangdang are the transferors, and Amazon is the acquirer. I’m not entirely clear on the specific terms of the agreement, but it’s said that if Alibaba and Dangdang win, Amazon will automatically take a 30% stake; if Alibaba and Dangdang lose, Amazon can take 50% or even more shares.”

Li Mu understood now.

Presumably, Amazon also realized that Taobao’s foundation in China is already very strong. If they enter now with money and compete with Taobao from scratch, it would be equivalent to spending money to recruit and train troops domestically. By the time the troops are trained to confront Taobao, given Taobao’s development speed, Amazon fundamentally wouldn’t have a chance of winning in such a situation;

For Amazon, they currently need to find a suitable leverage point, or rather, choose a suitable ‘warlord’ domestically, directly provide them with weapons and ammunition, and expand their existing army. This way, they can quickly form a more powerful combat force to battle Taobao.

Currently, if Amazon were to only acquire Dangdang, given Li Mu’s ruthless policies against Dangdang, it would essentially be impossible to succeed. Therefore, Amazon can only temporarily sacrifice equity and find another ‘warlord’ stronger than Dangdang, investing in two at once. Otherwise, if they only invested in Dangdang, they would not only face Taobao as a formidable enemy but also Letao as a potential rival.

If the three companies cooperate, Amazon’s chances of gaining a foothold in the Chinese market would greatly increase. What’s more, there’s the gambling agreement: if Alibaba and Dangdang lose, Amazon can achieve a controlling stake and become the dominant party;

Even if Alibaba and Dangdang don’t lose, as long as this platform built by the combined efforts of the three companies can impede Taobao’s progress and prevent its rapid growth, Amazon can seize this opportunity to bring its own website into China. Then, while Taobao and Letao fight to the death, Amazon can take the chance to get started.

So, overall, these three companies view Taobao as their biggest enemy.

Li Mu felt somewhat nervous. He hadn’t expected Su Yingxue’s worries from last night to become a prophecy fulfilled today.

If these three companies gang up against him, Taobao’s next steps would indeed be fraught with crisis. Taobao’s foundation is currently unstable, and its user stickiness is not solid. With the other three ganging up, not only is there Amazon, an e-commerce giant, but also SoftBank, a major capital firm, backing them. It’s like one company having two major capital firms supporting it. His own Taobao, however, lacks capital support!

In this situation, Mr. Ma probably feels more confident. If he also wants to compete by burning money, that would truly be deadly. Once it enters the cutthroat competition mode like Didi and Kuaidi, where they grind their teeth to see who can outlast the other, Li Mu might not have a chance to win.

Thinking of this, Li Mu immediately jumped out of bed, not even taking the time to wonder why Su Yingxue wasn’t there. He blurted out to Leader Lei, “When these three companies collaborate to form this new company, are there any business developments?”

Leader Lei said, “I haven’t heard any direct news on that. They’re keeping things very tightly under wraps. However, I did get some corroborating evidence from other sources.”

“Tell me about it.”

Leader Lei said, “I had people consult several TV stations and offline advertising companies. One thing is clear: Alibaba has already pre-booked some advertising resources with them from mid-month to late month. The scope is very wide, including TV commercials, print media ads, radio ads, building ads, bus stop signs, and vehicle body ads, and so on. Without a doubt, they must be preparing for a launch event, and the scale of this launch event will certainly be significant!”

Li Mu bit his lower lip, pondering for a long time.

Undoubtedly, Mr. Ma’s C2C platform must have been developed long ago; he just hadn’t found a suitable launch opportunity. The fact that the platform hasn’t launched yet, but they’ve already pre-booked so many advertising resources, definitely indicates preparation for a launch event. What Li Mu most wants to know now is precisely what kind of launch event Mr. Ma has planned!

Currently, he himself is also planning a large-scale daily necessities promotion. He just doesn’t know what his opponents are scheming. If he could determine their entry point and plan ahead, he might be able to win a beautiful ambush battle!

Li Mu pressed, “Can you try to find out more about their launch event plan?”

Leader Lei said, “I can try, but I can’t guarantee I’ll find out.”

Li Mu hummed, then suddenly thought, in the e-commerce industry, if you want to run online activities, is there anything other than promotions? The answer is basically no; truly effective e-commerce activities have no other way but promotions.

Since they’re doing a promotion, there must be a source of goods. Alibaba itself certainly doesn’t have a foundation in goods supply, but Alibaba has a B2B platform, and it’s almost entirely filled with manufacturers and suppliers of various products!

Li Mu instantly had a sudden enlightenment and blurted out, “General Manager Lei, find a way to infiltrate major enterprises in the retail industry and see if Alibaba has contacted any well-known companies. If so, we can deduce what kind of launch event he plans based on the companies he contacts. If Alibaba hasn’t contacted any large companies, then find someone to infiltrate the small and medium-sized enterprises on the Alibaba platform. I believe that no matter what kind of promotion Mr. Ma plans, the most suitable suppliers will either come from well-known companies or directly from Alibaba!”





Chapter 877: The Old Fox’s Schemes

General Manager Lei had been struggling / toiling in the internet industry for so many years; when it came to his connections / network and influence, he was actually far stronger than Li Mu.

It only took General Manager Lei half a morning and a whole noon to indirectly inquire about many relatively reliable pieces of news.

First, Mr. Ma was indeed already in the process of registering Hangzhou Letao Technology Co., Ltd. The documents submitted to the business registration department clearly showed Dangdang and “Amazon China Co., Ltd.” as two shareholders. The company’s registered capital was ten million US dollars, and the registered corporate legal person was an unknown name.

Since they had already started to set up the company, it proved that these three companies had now completed their agreement signing. Amazon might have even started to pay partial cash to this company, and Dangdang had also begun its business registration changes. Dangdang’s registered company would soon be changed to a wholly-owned subsidiary of Hangzhou Letao.

It seemed that the alliance of the three companies was already a foregone conclusion. Although none of the three companies had made any kind of public announcement, Li Mu already clearly understood that these three companies, tied together, were coming specifically for Taobao.

For these three companies, the China e-commerce market had already been largely captured by Taobao. If they fought alone, none of them would necessarily be Li Mu’s match. First, Dangdang was useless; it would be defeated in the first round. Although Letao had SoftBank as a backer, its chances of success against Taobao were very slim. Amazon was indeed impressive, but a formidable outsider in new territory would inevitably be somewhat out of its depth. In China, without first finding one or two local guides acting as lackeys / henchmen (idiom), it would have no opportunity to act wildly / to misbehave at all.

Therefore, these three companies could be said to have aligned goals and interests. They wanted to scheme / plot for a larger share of the China e-commerce market, so they had to first unite to take down Taobao.

As the saying goes, “Three cobblers with their wits combined are better than Zhuge Liang.” Now, it was one cobbler, one ruthless strategist from the China internet industry, and one giant from the overseas internet industry. With these three working together, the threat to Li Mu was enormous.

Besides the confirmed business registration, General Manager Lei also learned about Letao’s next major initiatives.

The feedback received was that Mr. Ma’s Letao website was indeed preparing to launch (for software/website) this month, and its launch would be accompanied by a very extensive promotion.

The four characters “非常庞大” (very extensive) were directly relayed by General Manager Lei from his source, and they sounded somewhat intimidating.

As for the specific type of promotion, its rules, and other details, General Manager Lei had also obtained a basic overview through some well-informed industry insiders.

…

“General Manager Lei, are you saying that Mr. Ma’s first major initiative with Letao’s launch will also focus on daily necessities?”

In the office, Li Mu looked at General Manager Lei with surprise, because General Manager Lei had just told him that Mr. Ma was also planning a promotion for daily necessities as Letao’s first promotional activity upon its launch.

General Manager Lei nodded gravely. “From the news we’ve received, that’s indeed the case.”

Li Mu’s surprise stemmed from two points: on one hand, he was amazed by Mr. Ma’s keen insight. To immediately target daily necessities was a decision only made after thoroughly understanding the current domestic e-commerce situation. On the other hand, Li Mu and Mr. Ma had engaged in many covert struggles, but they had never had a truly direct confrontation. Coincidentally, the activity Mr. Ma was planning was about to clash with Taobao’s promotional event. Didn’t this mean that Letao, with its three-party alliance having just finished setting up its forces, was immediately going to engage him in a head-on war?

Thinking of this, Li Mu actually grinned! Most of his previous worries were swept away.

General Manager Lei saw the joy on Li Mu’s face and couldn’t help but ask him, “General Manager Li, do you think this is good for Taobao?”

Li Mu said excitedly, “Of course it’s good! If his entry point / starting point happened to be different from ours, that would be bad. All our energy is focused on pushing out the promotional activities. At a time like this, we wouldn’t have the leisure to launch an intercepting battle specifically against him. But now, it’s great! He has delivered himself.”

General Manager Lei said, “That’s true, but I’m worried that Letao has two major capital investors supporting it from behind, and they might make big spending / grand moves against us. What if their major initiative turns out to be even bigger than ours, and we can’t suppress them?”

Then, General Manager Lei reminded him, “I heard that they are still continuously planning their media publicity. When the time comes, there will likely be an overwhelming wave of promotion.”

Li Mu laughed, “It doesn’t matter. We have YY in hand, so our publicity will achieve twice the results with half the effort, but they don’t have their own promotional channels, so their publicity will achieve half the results with twice the effort. Therefore, we’re not afraid of their promotion; the main thing is to see how they conduct their promotional activities.”

General Manager Lei said, “The specific details of the activity can’t be found out. This should be a rather core secret.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “Actually, there’s no need to know every single detail. One thing I can be sure of is this.”

General Manager Lei saw Li Mu stop mid-sentence and couldn’t help but ask him, “General Manager Li, what are you going to say?”

Li Mu laughed heartily, saying, “I’m sure that no matter how big an event Mr. Ma organizes, his promotional strength definitely won’t match ours!”

Then, Li Mu said seriously, “General Manager Lei, you also attended the meeting back then, so you should be very clear about the scale of our promotion this time. There’s no deception at all; it’s all genuine benefits for consumers. I believe, given Mr. Ma’s style, he definitely won’t give consumers truly substantial discounts. He’ll surely play some sly technique and replace something good with something inferior within the offers. We not only have greater discounts, but also superior platform advantages, reputation advantages, user and traffic advantages, and even supplier advantages. What does he have? He merely wants to make a fuss about propaganda. In terms of promotion, we are not inferior to him either. In this situation, as long as he dares to promote, we will immediately make someone lose face.”

General Manager Lei pondered for a moment, then a flash of inspiration came to him. He said, “In that case, we should always be ready to launch our activity, but hold back from releasing it. Once Letao goes online and starts its promotion, we’ll immediately follow up! We’ll catch them off guard!”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s how we’ll do it! General Manager Lei, you need to lead the team to prepare in advance. At the same time, you must strictly guard against any leaks. Absolutely do not let any information slip out beforehand. It would be best if we could first release some smoke bombs to divert their attention.”

General Manager Lei said, “How about this: since ‘Internet into Every Home’ is so popular in these three provinces and two cities right now, we’ll use YY to push out an advertorial. This advertorial will use ‘Internet into Every Home’ as its entry point / starting point, then promote Taobao and Shenzhou, and finally, use internal information to release a message: Taobao is very likely planning a major promotion for Shenzhou computers in the near future. I believe that as long as we operate cleverly, our colleagues won’t become suspicious. After all, Taobao and Shenzhou are both within our system, and currently, it’s still the build buzz/warm up period for the ‘Internet into Every Home’ campaign. It’s perfectly reasonable for us to plan a computer promotion.”

Li Mu clapped his hands. “Okay, let’s do it! The more realistic the act, the better. When they launch, we’ll immediately push out our activity and directly stun them!”

General Manager Lei suddenly had a flash of inspiration and said, “I have an idea, but it might not be very fair…”

Li Mu laughed, “General Manager Lei, don’t hesitate to tell me any good ideas you have. There’s no need to consider whether it’s fair or not being fair! Being fair to our enemies means not being fair to ourselves!”

General Manager Lei slightly nodded, smiling. “Look, General Manager Li, the ‘Taobao’ brand is ours, and we’ve already made it very famous. These two characters are not simple. I’ve thought about it carefully, and it’s not just a website platform name. It also represents a consumer behavior, making people subconsciously feel that online shopping is Taobao, and it also highlights the extraordinary nature of online shopping. Precisely because this name has multiple meanings, our brand name has an extraordinary influence in front of consumers nationwide. At this time, General Manager Ma’s side is launching ‘Letao,’ deliberately including the character ‘Tao.’ Just by hearing the name, one can feel a strong copycat / shanzhai style.”

Li Mu nodded; this was indeed true. The name “Taobao,” used for e-commerce, was truly an impressive choice. After Taobao laid its foundation, if other platforms still used the character “Tao,” it would essentially be like labeling themselves as copycat / shanzhai followers.

General Manager Lei then added, “Precisely because everyone has a preconceived notion about Taobao, as long as Mr. Ma promotes Letao, it will be equivalent to promoting Taobao. Because when consumers hear the two characters ‘Letao,’ they will definitely think of Taobao and wonder what relationship this website has with Taobao.”

Li Mu agreed, “I think that makes a lot of sense. If Mr. Ma promotes Letao, it will inadvertently divert a portion of his advertising effectiveness and deliver it to us.”

General Manager Lei said, “After all that, my not being fair move is actually this: we’ll find people to record advertisements in advance and make some suggestive subtly guiding wording in the ad copy, calmly ambushing Letao.”

Saying this, General Manager Lei smiled, his face showing the cunning of an old fox. He continued, “General Manager Li, your celebrity resources are so strong. Just find a group of celebrities and have them record a few special slogans for us, like: ‘For online shopping, visit Taobao.com — happy ’Tao’ all under heaven, all at Taobao.com!’ This slogan first emphasizes ‘Taobao.com’ at the beginning, and then deliberately mentions the two characters ‘Letao’ in the later ad copy. This will surely give audiences who have seen Letao’s advertisements a strong psychological suggestion:”What is Letao? Isn’t it just Taobao.com?” As long as our psychological suggestion is successful, then Letao’s advertisements will basically be wasted entirely. Not only wasted, but it will also be equivalent to indirectly giving us an assist!”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu suddenly stood up, saying with great delight, “General Manager Lei, this move of yours is truly impressive! It seems Mr. Ma exhausted all schemes, yet coincidentally made a misstep with the name. Out of all names, why ‘Letao’? This time, we’re really going to feel bad towards him…”





Chapter 878: Preparing for the Ambush

Initially, Li Mu didn’t think there was anything wrong with the name Letao. But after Leader Lei, a master of marketing, pointed it out, Li Mu realized the huge bug Mr. Ma had left for himself in it.

Online shopping equals Taobao, which means going online to ‘tao’ for treasures – this concept was ingrained in consumers nationwide by Taobao. With Taobao’s prior success, there were bound to be imitators. Therefore, all ‘tao’-named e-commerce platforms seemed, on the surface, to benefit from following the trend. But upon closer inspection, this approach truly lacked strategic vision.

Borrowing prestige/power works because there are countless levels between a fox and a tiger. Once one chooses this path, they are destined to confine themselves to being a ‘fox’ in some aspect. The more they do this, the harder it becomes to become a ‘tiger’.

If Li Mu didn’t use the ‘Lending Strength to Strike’ tactic and allowed Mr. Ma to appear before the public waving Letao’s banner, Mr. Ma would certainly gain a little from Taobao’s reflected glory, but only a little.

But if he prepared in advance, as Leader Lei suggested, and as soon as Mr. Ma began to exert effort, he immediately followed up with the ‘Lending Strength to Strike’ tactic, then Mr. Ma probably wouldn’t even have tears to cry. Because Li Mu would be the oriole lurking behind: once Mr. Ma initiated Letao’s promotion, if Li Mu fully followed up with Leader Lei’s method, then for Mr. Ma, his advertising investment would already be poured in, a done deal that couldn’t be saved…

After settling on the misdirection advertising strategy with Leader Lei, Li Mu said to him, “The most important thing now is to secure media resources in advance. Theoretically, for every media outlet Letao advertises with, we must also advertise, and we must invest even more than them!”

Leader Lei said, “It’s best not to use Taobao to pursue media outlets or book media resources. The media industry is inherently extremely complex, and any news spreads incredibly fast. Furthermore, it’s effortless to get information from media sources.”

As he spoke, a wily, fox-like expression appeared on Leader Lei’s face, and he looked at Li Mu with a slightly lecherous smile, saying, “Actually, I suggest you have Muye Technology’s people secure the media resources in advance. Even if Mr. Ma hears that Muye Technology is also looking for media resources everywhere, he’ll instinctively assume you’re preparing for Muye Technology’s own promotion. After all, Muye Technology is currently booming in the American market and is also seeking financing. Hyping up a company before financing is a common trick to increase its valuation.”

Li Mu nodded, fully agreeing with Leader Lei’s words.

Industry professionals in the internet sector, especially bosses, operations staff, and business development personnel, share a common understanding: if one day, a company or product’s press releases and advertorials suddenly become overwhelming and appear everywhere, it’s almost certain that the company is preparing for financing. The pre-emptive hype is nothing more than a common tactic to secure a higher valuation during fundraising.

If Li Mu’s Muye Technology aggressively secured media resources now, it would definitely give people in the industry a preconceived notion. They would assume Muye Technology was simply hyping itself up to lay the groundwork for corporate financing, and they certainly wouldn’t think of Taobao.

Li Mu sighed internally, realizing Leader Lei truly was a marketing genius. Not only were his methods subtle and profound, but he also possessed incredibly precise and deep insights into overall marketing strategy. In such a short time, he had devised a scheme to utterly destroy Mr. Ma, along with confusing tactics to ensure the strategy proceeded smoothly. Once Letao launched, the blows Taobao dealt him from all sides would likely be unprecedented in his entire career.

Thinking of this, Li Mu said to Leader Lei, “General Manager Lei, do you think Mr. Ma is paying attention to our movements now? I’m worried he might have already gotten wind of our promotional campaign.”

Leader Lei smiled faintly. “If you hadn’t suddenly asked me to look into Dangdang’s current movements, I would have thought you’d be putting all your energy into YY these days. After all, the news of YY’s booming popularity among the American elite class is known nationwide. YY’s unexpected success in the American market has greatly encouraged the entire industry. Everyone would instinctively feel that YY’s overseas development is now your top priority. I believe Mr. Ma is no exception.”

After saying this, Leader Lei added, “Taobao’s promotional campaign is being quietly prepared internally. However, Letao’s movements involve Dangdang and Amazon. In the business world, if an action is confined to a single company, maintaining secrecy is generally much easier. But if it’s a joint effort involving multiple companies, keeping it private becomes very difficult. So for this promotional campaign between us and Letao, they are operating in the open, while we are in the shadows.”

Li Mu pondered Leader Lei’s words, then nodded in agreement.

Indeed, the eyes of the entire Chinese internet were focused on YY’s development in America. This was a historic step for China’s internet industry, not only profoundly significant but also providing a benchmark for other internet companies to follow. In this situation, Taobao’s halo naturally paled in comparison to Muye Technology. Even Li Mu himself subconsciously prioritized YY’s globalization, let alone his competitors.

Most importantly, thanks to Su Yingxue’s reminder, he had pulled himself out of that misconception early. This was the perfect opportunity to focus his energy and discreetly prepare for a decisive battle against Mr. Ma, Dangdang, and Amazon. Otherwise, if he had truly invested all his energy into YY, the combined forces of Alibaba, Dangdang, and Amazon launching a surprise attack would likely cause Taobao’s otherwise excellent situation to suffer heavy losses.

Realizing this, Li Mu felt even more fortunate for Su Yingxue’s presence, and he especially admired her business acumen and intuition. If she hadn’t privately analyzed his entire situation so thoroughly, he would most likely have eighty percent of his energy drawn to the overseas market right now, either fixated on YY’s American user registration and payment data or monitoring Muye Technology’s gaming team developing the online version of Plants vs. Zombies. He certainly wouldn’t have turned his attention back to Taobao.

But precisely because of Su Yingxue’s reminder, Li Mu leaped out of the inertia of simply going with the flow, accidentally discovering a potential threat and gaining a time window to ambush his opponent in advance.

Next, the most important thing was how to thoroughly win this ambush battle!

…

Just as Leader Lei had anticipated, Mr. Ma, far away in Hangzhou, had not specifically looked into Li Mu’s current movements.

In fact, it wasn’t that Mr. Ma underestimated his opponent; rather, his current affairs were simply too complex. Three companies had formed a joint venture to establish Hangzhou Letao. Mr. Ma had poured painstaking effort into the negotiation phase, and now that it was finalized and settled, most of his energy was focused on how to make the Letao launch event a success.

Mr. Ma had also considered Li Mu and Taobao. As his sole competitor, Mr. Ma naturally paid special attention to Taobao. However, the currently dominant Taobao had shown no signs of any major initiatives, appearing instead to be in a state of stable, steady development. Thus, Mr. Ma held the preconceived notion that this time, he was launching a surprise attack against Taobao, while Taobao remained completely unaware, kept in the dark.

At the same time, Mr. Ma also ‘accurately’ guessed that most of Li Mu’s attention at this moment must have shifted to the overseas market due to YY’s unexpected surge in popularity among the overseas elite class.

In Mr. Ma’s view, if he were Li Mu, he would definitely strike while the iron is hot right now, seizing this heaven-sent opportunity to first establish a bridgehead overseas. After all, Li Mu’s domestic businesses were already very stable; this was the perfect opportunity to divert energy and coincidentally attack overseas!

Once Muye Technology could establish a bridgehead in the American market, it would undoubtedly be an unprecedented and extremely significant joyous event for China’s internet industry. Furthermore, it would be a tremendous honor for internet professionals in China, and the person who personally brought all this about would also forge a great honor worthy of being recorded in the industry’s history.

As it appeared now, Li Mu indeed had the chance to create this great honor, which was why even Mr. Ma felt a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment towards him in his heart.

Therefore, Mr. Ma believed that Li Mu’s focus on overseas markets truly presented a good opportunity for Letao’s launch. In his view, Li Mu was currently neglecting his defenses, while Letao had been secretly planning. Once launched, they would inevitably simultaneously initiate an overwhelming promotional campaign, naturally catching Li Mu off guard.

After Amazon reached an agreement with Alibaba and Dangdang, it placed great importance on Letao’s launch event. In recent days, the senior executives of Amazon China had been discussing the details of the promotional campaign with Mr. Ma and Boss Li of Dangdang.

Boss Li of Dangdang had no particular objections to the promotional campaign. He wasn’t a marketing expert himself and was somewhat petty in his approach. In his opinion, the personal care products and apparel promotional plans Mr. Ma had been preparing were already quite comprehensive, and the scale of promotions was just right. It would be fine to proceed and execute according to his predetermined route, with no need for modifications. If any modifications were truly necessary, it would be to try and control the media investment. Li Guoqing felt that Mr. Ma’s planned media investment was a bit too high. As he was now also a shareholder in Letao, seeing such a high media budget was quite painful to him.

However, Amazon was completely different.

As a global e-commerce giant, Amazon had long been accustomed to aggressive, high-spending tactics that involved expanding operations widely and creating a big splash. They invested over one hundred million US dollars annually in promotional costs. Therefore, the Amazon executive sent this time hoped Mr. Ma could increase his media investment, striving to allocate five million to eight million US dollars in promotional funds to make Letao universally known throughout China in one go.

Letao’s entire promotional cycle was tentatively set for five to seven days, with promotion launching three to five days before the official launch, beginning to build buzz nationwide. Two to five days after the launch, there would be a consolidation round. A few days later, the campaign would conclude, and Letao would enter its formal operational phase.

A total cycle of five to seven days with a promotional budget of five to eight million US dollars was simply terrifying. Currently, the annual advertising budget of some well-known Chinese enterprises was only tens of millions of RMB, yet Amazon’s executive suggested burning through tens of millions of RMB in just five to seven days, solely through promotion. This was not only painful for Li Guoqing but also excruciating for Mr. Ma, because his previous plan had set the advertising budget at a maximum of ten million RMB.

In Mr. Ma’s view, promotional investment required striking the right balance. It was certainly true that greater promotional investment led to higher company visibility and higher company revenue – this was a clear linkage. However, the multiplier coefficient within this formula was variable. If too little was invested, the input-output ratio would be very low; if too much was invested, the input-output ratio would also be low. Only by investing precisely the right amount could the input-output ratio be maximized.

However, Amazon was particularly insistent on their perspective. Just as Li Mu and Leader Lei finalized their comprehensive ambush strategy, Amazon’s senior executive was engaged in the first disagreement following their three-way partnership with Mr. Ma at the conference table: whether or not to further increase the promotional budget for Letao’s launch and its promotional activities.





Chapter 879: The Partners’ Rift

The executive Amazon sent to China to lead its entire China operations was named William Young, an American with a quarter Chinese heritage. He wasn’t actually surnamed Yang; he simply took William Young as his Chinese name because his given name was William Young.

William Young’s assignment to China was an emergency one. Amazon had been struggling in the mire since the internet bubble burst until this year, when it finally began to shake off the shadow of the dot-com crash. The entire company was gradually turning losses into profits. In such a situation, Amazon was entirely focused on optimizing its business model and solidifying its domestic market, with no thought of expanding overseas at such a critical moment.

However, the Chinese government’s sudden launch of the “Internet into Every Home” policy drew the attention of American internet giants to China, a massive market with one billion three hundred million people.

American capital and businesses understood very well the formidable execution and Driving Force of the Chinese government, which was unmatched by the West. For example, the Reform and Opening Up policy alone made the entire world realize the Chinese government’s powerful execution. Therefore, in their eyes, any beneficial policy promoted by the Chinese government was bound to be the biggest boon for that industry.

It was this policy that led Amazon to focus on the Chinese market. When they discovered that China already had a company like Taobao, with a clear model and significant scale, they almost immediately decided: they must enter the Chinese market immediately, or else if they missed this opportunity, it would be much harder to enter later.

William Young had Chinese heritage, could speak Chinese, and had some understanding of China. It was for these reasons that he was appointed CEO of Amazon China.

At this moment, William Young looked at Mr. Ma, whose face was flushed red, and Boss Li, who remained silent, feeling particularly annoyed. He thought to himself, “If it weren’t for the formidable adversary like Taobao, how could Amazon possibly partner with you two obscure small businesses in China? One of them has absolutely no vision, and the other’s vision is so limited it’s irritating.”

Mr. Ma was now speaking to William Young in fluent English: “In the initial stage, we cannot invest too much in promotion costs. Ten million Chinese yuan is the absolute maximum within what I consider a reasonable range. At most, we can add two million US dollars, no more!”

William Young tapped the table and said to General Manager Ma with a hint of disdain: “General Manager Ma, Taobao has Muye Technology as its backing, giving it extremely powerful online promotion capabilities. If we don’t increase our investment in promotion, how can we preemptively gain an advantage under Taobao’s threat?”

Mr. Ma said: “What we need to do is differentiate our competition from Taobao. They rely on their Brand Days to reinforce Taobao’s advantage in electronic product sales to consumers nationwide. Then we will use our promotional activities to establish our advantage in daily necessities.”

Speaking further, Mr. Ma added: “While a certain level of promotion is important on this basis, there must be a limit. Currently, Letao’s account has just over thirty million US dollars in total. We must prepare for a long-term battle with Taobao, not jump straight into a capital-intensive operating model. Otherwise, if our funds can’t keep up, everything will go down the drain.”

Why did Letao, which hadn’t even launched yet, have a valuation of five hundred million? It wasn’t because the shell itself was valuable, but because SoftBank and Amazon wanted to set a tone from the beginning: we are going to do something big together. By setting this tone, everyone would then pool money to get it done.

Amazon invested in Letao at a five hundred million Chinese yuan valuation, taking a stake of 30%. This one hundred fifty million Chinese yuan was not given to Mr. Ma, but rather deposited into Letao’s company account in Hangzhou.

Mr. Ma, similarly, needed SoftBank to provide funds to make up his and SoftBank’s share of the capital.

Logically, Alibaba held a 51% stake and should have contributed two hundred fifty-five million Chinese yuan. However, because Alibaba had already prepared Letao’s entire platform, with Alibaba’s team and Alibaba’s framework, and using Alibaba’s resources, Alibaba enjoyed a certain resource offset. Thus, it actually invested one hundred fifty-three million Chinese yuan at a valuation of three hundred million.

As for Li Guoqing of Dangdang.com, the Dangdang.com he brought in had a certain value, so he directly used Dangdang.com as his investment.

Dangdang.com was originally valued at least at fifty million US dollars, but after Taobao’s impact, although it suffered significant losses, it was still slightly stronger than Joyo.com. It was currently worth about seventeen to twenty million US dollars, or roughly one hundred fifty million Chinese yuan.

If Li Guoqing were to invest entirely with Dangdang, a five hundred million valuation would mean he should logically receive about 30% of the shares. However, Mr. Ma was not particularly optimistic about Li Guoqing, so he didn’t want him to take too high a stake. They initially set a merger and acquisition plan where he would take a 19% stake and receive an additional fifty million Chinese yuan in cash. Li Guoqing knew his current risk was greatest, so he unhesitatingly agreed to Mr. Ma’s proposal to spread his risk among other partners.

As a result, Letao currently had about two hundred fifty million Chinese yuan in funds. This seemed like a lot, but this money had to sustain the operation of an e-commerce platform after its launch, fight a long-term battle with a major platform like Taobao, maintain a continuously expanding team, and fund continuous promotional investments. Therefore, overall, two hundred fifty million Chinese yuan was not much, translating to just over thirty million US dollars.

Mr. Ma also knew that with Li Mu in the picture, there was no possibility of Letao becoming profitable within one or two years after its launch. If the money ran out, everyone would either capital increase or seek external financing.

Amazon certainly had the ability to inject more capital at any time. However, SoftBank was somewhat disappointed and losing confidence in itself, otherwise they wouldn’t have brought Amazon into the Letao project to work together. Given this situation, he had to be even more meticulous and cautious, and absolutely could not burn through the money too quickly. Otherwise, if SoftBank felt it was a bottomless pit, it would likely lose confidence.

SoftBank was a capital company; once they lost confidence in a project, they would definitely find a way to cash out and withdraw, taking their money to invest in other projects.

Amazon, on the other hand, was an e-commerce company that understood the industry better and had plenty of money. The most likely scenario then would be: SoftBank would directly sell its shares to Amazon, and then SoftBank would simply take the money and leave, regardless of whether the project succeeded or not, as SoftBank’s investment could be recovered, perhaps even with profit.

At that time, he would be miserable. Amazon would gain a foothold in China by using his shell company, while he himself would lose SoftBank as a backing. Amazon would then certainly take a controlling stake, and both he and Li Guoqing would very likely be washed out. The real winners would ultimately be Amazon and SoftBank, leaving him with nothing.

In Mr. Ma’s view, Sun Zhengyi likely wanted to leave a fallback option and have Amazon take over Letao in the future, which was why he brought Amazon in. Therefore, Mr. Ma had to do everything to prevent this situation from happening.

On this point, Mr. Ma guessed correctly.

The reason William Young wanted Mr. Ma to increase investment in promotion was because he had a bigger plan in mind. He hoped Letao would immediately launch a cash-burning strategy. The faster they burned money, the quicker their opponents would fall behind. Once they established a rhythm, even if they couldn’t surpass Taobao, they could certainly gain a quick foothold.

William Young’s “foothold” meant establishing market share. To achieve this, Letao would need continuous, large-scale investment.

An e-commerce platform was already difficult to make profitable, and even more so with such a powerful competitor. They had to be prepared for long-term unprofitability. On this basis, if Letao could accelerate its cash-burning, SoftBank would surely be intimidated by the pace. If the money ran out quickly and capital increase was initiated, SoftBank would likely reconsider whether to continue. If they had thoughts of retreating, Amazon could directly buy SoftBank’s shares, thereby gaining a controlling stake in Letao. Since Letao would have established a certain foundation in China, Amazon could then find ways, through capital increase, acquisitions, and other means, to force Alibaba and Li Guoqing to divest more shares. At that point, they could usurp someone’s property/position and completely take Letao into their hands.

Amazon’s plan was to first find two local Chinese companies to build defenses and dig trenches together, and once the defenses and trenches were ready, they would find a way to kick those two companies out.

Once Amazon achieved this goal, they could directly introduce more funds from the US capital market, allowing a continuous stream of US dollars to pour into their bridgehead in the Chinese market, and then, with an irresistible offensive, occupy the entire market in one fell swoop.

Because each harbored their own ulterior motives, Mr. Ma and William Young were at odds from the very beginning, each finding the other quite disagreeable. Before this, their mutual dislike remained hidden, but in today’s meeting, their conflict was revealed for the first time.

William Young’s attitude was extremely firm, demanding that Mr. Ma increase investment.

Mr. Ma’s attitude was even firmer. He even slammed the table and loudly told William Young: “Two million US dollars at most! That’s already a huge concession! I won’t put in one cent more!”

William Young, equally enraged, shot up from his seat: “General Manager Ma, our cooperation has just begun. Please do not create cracks and rifts in everyone’s hearts at the very beginning of our partnership!”

Mr. Ma said coldly: “If Mr. Young is dissatisfied, he is free to withdraw from this meeting. Don’t forget, Amazon only holds a 30% stake. Even if General Manager Li supports your strategy, I will not agree!”

Speaking, Mr. Ma pointed to himself, articulating each word with extreme assertiveness: “Here, I call the shots!”

Mr. Ma was a person with a strong sense of territory and an extremely forceful management style. In his previous life, Sun Zhengyi and Yahoo combined were no match for him; otherwise, how could Alipay have severed its agreement control relationship with Alibaba and separated from the Alibaba ecosystem?

William Young truly hadn’t realized that the short, thin, seemingly frail Mr. Ma could be so forceful. He had originally intended to pressure him, but unexpectedly Mr. Ma directly used his controlling stake to suppress him, leaving no room for negotiation. Thus, he could only annoyed temporarily cease hostilities.

Although he seemingly backed down, deep in William Young’s heart, he had secretly made up his mind that if someone like Mr. Ma remained in Letao, Amazon’s possibility of entering China by using the shell company would be greatly threatened. Therefore, his most important task next was to figure out how to make him scram from Letao!





Chapter 880: Continuously Releasing Smoke Bombs

Mr. Ma ultimately finalized the promotional budget at two million US dollars during the meeting. William Young didn’t object, but he warned Mr. Ma that if the promotional efforts weren’t sufficient, the crucial launch promotion could be severely impacted.

However, Mr. Ma silenced him with his own judgment: “Mr. Young, you don’t understand the China market, and you certainly don’t understand Li Mu. His energy is definitely focused on YY right now, and his eyes are fixed on the American elite class market. Our campaign can not only differentiate us from Taobao but also allow us to strategically avoid Li Mu’s focus. While Li Mu focuses overseas, we’ll focus domestically. Therefore, I believe our campaign will achieve excellent results this time.”

William Young scoffed, “Wouldn’t the effect be even better if we increased the promotional investment a bit more?”

Mr. Ma knew he wouldn’t give up, so he deliberately countered him, saying, “Then why don’t we just invest two hundred million yuan? If we invest two hundred million yuan in five to seven days, that would be enough to let everyone in China’s urban areas know about Letao. Do you think that’s appropriate?”

William Young realized Mr. Ma was deliberately trying to provoke him, so he sneered, “Then I suppose we shouldn’t even invest two million US dollars. Just invest two hundred thousand yuan for show.”

Mr. Ma smiled and said, “That’s precisely my point: investment needs to be measured. Only by finding the most suitable balance can we achieve the highest return on investment.”

“Oh?” William Young raised an eyebrow. “How does Mr. Ma know whether your measure is more suitable or mine?”

Mr. Ma smiled calmly, his gaze resolute yet slightly disdainful, and said, “I’ve been in e-commerce in China for three years. You haven’t even been in China for three weeks. Is there any need to discuss who understands the China market better between us? Perhaps after you’ve spent three years in China, you’ll understand why I made this decision.”

“You…” William Young was silenced and rendered speechless. He simply waved his hand and said, “Alright, I’m too lazy to argue with you. Whether it’s suitable or not, let’s just let the market prove it!”

“Very well,” Mr. Ma smiled slightly. “As an ancient Chinese saying goes: ‘To wait and see how things unfold.’”

William Young checked the time, stood up, and said, “Since everything is settled, let’s end our meeting here.”

Mr. Ma nodded and said to Li Guoqing, “General Manager Li, you’ve been so busy with work these past few days in Hangzhou that you probably haven’t had a chance to experience the local cuisine. Tonight, I’ll host a meal and take you to try some of Hangzhou’s specialty dishes.”

Li Guoqing quickly nodded, smiling as he said, “Then I’ll look forward to your arrangements.”

Back in his office, William Young closed the door, and the first thing he did was throw a few shadow punches, cursing and grumbling to vent his dissatisfaction with Mr. Ma. Afterward, he sat down at his computer to draft an email, planning to send it to the American Headquarters, urging them to frequently protest to SoftBank, explaining that Mr. Ma was too conservative and his operational thinking was outdated, and that Letao, if it remained under his management, would struggle to become a rival to Taobao.

After returning to his office, Mr. Ma also felt somewhat irritable. Although he had successfully silenced William Young just now, having this person by his side posed a significant threat.

It seemed he had SoftBank backing him, and William Young had Amazon, making them evenly matched. However, he wasn’t SoftBank’s direct protégé; their relationship was merely that of investor and investee. To put it plainly, he was more like a daughter-in-law SoftBank wooed with a dowry, hoping she’d bear a plump son, and SoftBank was his mother-in-law. If he could deliver, all was well; if not, he would quickly be eliminated by his mother-in-law.

Amazon was different. William Young was an Amazon man; he was currently Amazon’s highest leader in China, Amazon’s favored son. When a favored son strives out in the world, his mother would certainly give him her full support.

Looking at it this way, his future struggle with William Young might just be beginning, and it would only become more difficult.

The more this was the case, the more he had to avoid making mistakes, because if William Young ever caught him in a misstep, he would surely report it immediately to SoftBank and Amazon, seizing the opportunity to erode SoftBank’s trust in him.

In his view, the two million US dollars in advertising investment was just the right amount, neither too much nor too little. However, once this budget was set, it would be almost impossible to add more later if it proved insufficient after launch. Currently, it seemed Li Mu would temporarily not focus on Taobao. But what if, after Letao’s launch, Li Mu quickly retaliated? Would his two million US dollar budget be able to hold up?

As he was deliberating, Mr. Ma suddenly saw a push notification pop up on his YY.

YY pushed a news article with the title: “Internet into Every Home Explodes in Three Provinces and Two Cities, Online Computer Purchase Becomes Trendy!”

Mr. Ma instinctively clicked on the notification. The news detailed how ‘Internet into Every Home’ was currently receiving tremendous praise and response in three provinces and two cities. Citizen enthusiasm for computer purchases was soaring, and the sales of computers, as well as the number of new broadband accounts established, were skyrocketing. Furthermore, 40% of these massive sales came from Taobao, an astonishing proportion. The reason for such a high percentage of online computer purchases was that online Taobao, in addition to all general preferential policies, also offered an extra level of discounts. This benefited from Taobao’s unique sales model, which cut out the profit margins of intermediate Dealers.

The first half of the article described the current sales situation in the pilot regions of three provinces and two cities, while the latter half looked ahead. It projected that once the “Internet into Every Home” policy was implemented nationwide, domestic computer sales would enter an unprecedented climax, with September’s computer sales expected to set a national record, far exceeding previous records.

Towards the end of the article, the author subtly reminded users to pay more attention to Taobao, because Taobao had recently welcomed Lei Jun as its COO. Lei Jun, fresh in his role, was sure to make decisive moves, and his first major initiative would very likely be to leverage the explosive trend of “Internet into Every Home” by launching an online computer promotion, fanning the flames of the “Internet into Every Home” initiative.

After reading the article, Mr. Ma excitedly clapped his hands and cheered. In his view, this was truly fantastic news, because Muye Technology was Li Mu’s enterprise, and YY was a platform serving Li Mu. It wouldn’t publish such a report without reason. There could only be one possibility: Taobao was preparing a complete computer promotion campaign, and this article was definitely meant to build buzz beforehand.

If Taobao was preparing for a computer promotion, it would definitely be good news for Letao. This was because if Taobao didn’t launch any activities recently, it would mean they had extra reserves of energy, and would surely react immediately once Letao’s own campaign launched.

However, Taobao was certainly also preparing a promotion, specifically a complete computer promotion. Promotional activities involve too many resources and too much energy. Once Taobao started this promotion, it would be impossible for them to launch other promotions simultaneously. After Letao’s campaign launched, they would likely have little energy left to deal with it. This would mean that Taobao’s and Letao’s promotional activities would diverge completely. Although they were both doing business in the same place, it would be like one opening a hardware store and the other a tobacco and liquor shop—they wouldn’t interfere with each other and wouldn’t pose any threat.

Mr. Ma even thought that if Taobao ventured into electronics this time, it would likely deepen users’ impression of it as a professional seller of electronic products. If Letao could seize this opportunity to establish itself in users’ minds as a professional seller of daily necessities, then he could largely prevent Taobao from also developing in the daily necessities sector.

The more he thought about it, the more relaxed Mr. Ma felt. It seemed his chances of success this time were very high. Yet, he never dreamed this was just the first smoke bomb released by Li Mu.

…

The next morning, as soon as Mr. Ma arrived at the company, Cai Chongxin found him to inform him of a newly received piece of news.

“Muye Technology is reserving major media resources, and they might have large-scale promotional activities soon.”

This news was Li Mu’s second smoke bomb.

Mr. Ma involuntarily frowned, but relaxed immediately a moment later: “They definitely want to leverage this opportunity to promote the news of YY’s success in the American market here in China.”

Cai Chongxin nodded: “I think so too. Muye Technology has recently been talking about raising Series C funding but hasn’t entered deep negotiations with venture capital firms. With YY suddenly taking off in America, this has now become Li Mu’s leverage for negotiating with venture capitalists. The trend for YY overseas is getting better and better. If he seizes this opportunity to heavily promote it domestically, according to the mindset of our countrymen, I’m afraid the entire nation will regard him as a hero and Muye Technology as the top national internet enterprise bringing glory to the country. By then, I estimate Muye Technology’s valuation could reach not just tens of billions, but even fifty billion might not be impossible.”

Mr. Ma sighed, his expression longing yet slightly jealous. “Li Mu is truly extraordinary. If Muye Technology doesn’t cool down, it’s not impossible for its market value to soar to fifty billion. However, I doubt capital would dare to enter at a fifty-billion valuation; there’s too much ‘water’ in it. Once it cools down, the market value will shrink significantly, so capital will definitely wait until after the initial fervor subsides before investing.”

Cai Chongxin said, “Then it depends on how long Li Mu’s YY can remain popular overseas. If it’s just a flash in the pan and gets abandoned by the American market after a few months, its valuation will plummet. But if Li Mu can rise against the odds, establish a firm foothold in the American market, and then leverage that opportunity to grow bigger, its market value won’t just avoid falling, it will continue to climb rapidly.”

Mr. Ma waved his hand. “I don’t think it’s possible. Li Mu probably hasn’t anticipated how complex and competitive the American market is. It’s not that I’m singing a dirge for him, but how could someone who hasn’t even been to America grow a product into a major success there? Even I, who have visited America many times, don’t have that confidence.”

Cai Chongxin said, “That kid Li Mu never plays by the rules. Who knows what strategy he’ll use to promote YY in the overseas market this time?”

Mr. Ma smiled faintly. “Don’t mind him. It’s true that Li Mu is our opponent, but specifically, our opponent is Li Mu’s Taobao, not Muye Technology.”

Then, Mr. Ma, with a confident and excited expression, said, “Li Mu is now focusing all his energy on Muye Technology. Liu Qiangdong is busy with Taobao Logistics matters, and Lei Jun, fresh in his role as COO at Taobao, is pondering a complete computer promotion. This is truly our best opportunity! We’ve waited so long, repeatedly postponing our launch date, and it seems to have turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Of all the launch timings since we began preparing Letao, this is the most opportune!”





Chapter 881: Li Mu’s Die-Hard Silicon Valley Fan

After Li Mu released two smoke bombs for Mr. Ma, he immediately began preparing the specific plan to dig a big pit for Mr. Ma.

The media resources had already been handled by Lin Qingya, leaving Li Mu to deal with the celebrity resources.

The popularity of celebrity Tieba and the sales of Taobao audio/video products made Li Mu fully realize the immense power of celebrities. So this time, he planned to invite at least ten to twenty first-tier big names to film brainwashing advertisements for Taobao.

Li Mu’s advertising strategy was very simple: each celebrity would record a single advertising slogan: “For online shopping, go to Taobao—happy shopping across the world, all on Taobao!” Then, a set of universal ad clips would be produced. These clips would quickly and directly introduce the scope of Taobao’s promotional event, the huge spend-and-save discounts, and the activities for grabbing spend one hundred ninety-nine get one hundred off, or spend one hundred ninety-nine get one hundred ninety-eight off Discount coupons.

At that time, all he had to do was to have different celebrities represent Taobao on different TV stations, at different times, to say this advertising slogan.

With such an overwhelming presence, the audience would probably be stunned.

Just after seeing Jay Chou do this ad, the impression might not be very deep, but then Wang Lihong appears doing the same ad;

Switching channels, the ad turns into Du Wei, midway through a drama, Zhang Kexuan pops up saying the same advertising slogan;

In addition, there might be Yuquan, Sun Yanzhi, Karen Mok, Leslie Cheung, Xiao Yaxuan…

Several consecutive celebrities doing the same ad would definitely create a brainwashingly deep impression on the audience, and might even make Taobao a phenomenon, hotly discussed by people nationwide. And the slogan “For online shopping, go to Taobao—happy shopping across the world, all on Taobao!” is highly likely to achieve the brainwashing effect of slogans like “No gifts this holiday, but if you do, accept Brain Platinum!”

Li Mu was very aware of his advantages. The most impressive celebrity resource was singers, because with his omni-channel promotion, promoting a promising singer would bring them tens of thousands of album sales, rapidly increasing their exposure, fame, and overall worth like a rocket.

Therefore, Li Mu could confidently say that most singers from mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, along with their record companies and agencies, would agree to promote for him for free.

However, the influence of film and television stars was slightly weaker. The domestic box office hadn’t taken off yet, mainly because cinema chain construction hadn’t kept up, and users hadn’t developed the habit of going to movie theaters. In short, the market didn’t have enough suitable soil. So even when YY promoted some movies, the truly converted box office income wasn’t very high.

Regarding this, Li Mu placed his hopes on his cinema chain and online ticketing system. The former was currently undergoing intensive construction, and the latter was in the final testing phase of development. He estimated that both the cinema chain and the online ticketing system would be fully ready before his two movies were launched.

By then, he would have a way to encourage internet users to form the habit of going to movie theaters, which would further boost the box office market and allow him to control the box office. At that point, his influence over movie stars might even surpass his influence over singers.

Li Mu selected twenty first-tier singers and groups from mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan in one go, then had his subordinates start coordinating with them. The message was simple: Taobao would have an online promotional event this month, and they hoped the singers could make time to come to Yanjing to help film a video advertisement. The ad wouldn’t be more than ten seconds long, and in return, Taobao would partner with Muye Technology to offer all participating singers an omni-channel promotion opportunity.

Once this news was released, within half a day, definitive replies were received from everyone. Every singer personally, or through their agency, gave a formal reply, confirming their willingness to participate in Taobao’s promotional event, without exception.

When the news was fed back to Li Mu, he was very happy. Indeed, those with resources rule the world. His current resources were already enough to make these celebrities flock to him. If the blog launched successfully, and then Weibo was incubated, combined with the online ticketing system, controlling cinema chain box office, controlling audio/video product sales…

He estimated that by then, he would definitely be the absolute godfather of the entertainment industry, because he would control all upstream and downstream resources of the entertainment industry. Upstream, he would have users and traffic, able to make any celebrity and their works famous. Downstream, he would have monetization channels, able to help celebrities sell albums, theatrical releases, and cultivate the fan economy. He would be nothing short of a divine existence!

…

While Li Mu focused his energy on Taobao and planned how to block Mr. Ma, YY’s popularity overseas continued.

In America, YY’s daily new downloads exceeded one hundred fifty thousand, new registered users exceeded two hundred thousand, and the payment ratio remained high. The users’ high willingness to pay left Chinese internet companies stunned.

More and more media in America began to pay attention to YY. Reports about YY once again swept overwhelmingly. This time, the media’s entry point was very coordinated, with most media using a core headline: YY is starting an office revolution.

It definitely was an office revolution!

Silicon Valley’s most famous and authoritative tech magazine, “Silicon-Valley-Magazine,” dedicated its most prominent section in the latest issue to a detailed report on how YY, like a tornado, swept through the entire Silicon Valley elite class.

In this report, the magazine’s editor-in-chief spared no praise for YY, saying: The various astonishing product features included in YY have revolutionized online office work. In Silicon Valley, almost all companies are using YY for work discussions and interactions. Except for the most confidential information, everyone has almost become inseparable from YY.

The editor-in-chief even said that YY now was not only his best work partner and tool but also an excellent platform for his work-related social interactions. Due to work needs, he had added almost all his business contacts to YY and used YY’s custom grouping feature to manage collaborators from different companies and fields. Discussing work on YY felt like dining at a Michelin three-star restaurant; you would feel that your work had become a pleasure.

Besides introducing the product and his own dependence on it, the editor-in-chief also reflected the impact YY was currently bringing to the elite class from several other angles.

First, Foxmail and similar email management software had been almost completely abandoned by the Silicon Valley elite class because everyone preferred to add their work email to YY, allowing YY to receive and issue reminders. YY’s reminders were always so timely and perfectly user-friendly.

Second, the number of multi-party calls in work had significantly decreased. Everyone could create group chats for group voice calls anytime, anywhere, which was more convenient than multi-person phone calls and completely free.

Third, traditional video conferencing terminals had been almost completely abandoned. Internet penetration in America was much stronger than in China, with both network speed and stability being superior. In America, network bandwidth was sufficient to support stable YY group video communication, and it was more convenient, suitable for mobile office, and completely free.

Finally, the editor-in-chief also appropriately complained about YY. In his opinion, he personally needed to create more groups, and the insufficient number of groups drove him crazy. He had to register several alt accounts, and whenever he needed to create a group, he would use an alt account to recharge as a member, create the group, and then add his main account. Then he would use his main account to add the partners he wanted to group chat with.

The editor-in-chief’s original words: “I want to take this opportunity through the magazine to greet this Chinese bro named Li Mu. If you can see my article, I want to tell you that my name is Ben. Clarkson, and I am your fan. In my mind, you are the most groundbreaking product manager in the current internet industry, second to none. Yes! You heard that right, you are the most groundbreaking, second to none!”

Subsequently, the editor-in-chief also said: “As your die-hard fan, I want to offer you some personal suggestions. First! I hope you can open up the permission to register more groups for a fee. If possible, I’m willing to pay you ten dollars per group, or even more!”

“Also! The offline transfer file function is incredibly useful, but the current offline storage space isn’t enough for me, and seventy-two hours of server retention is sometimes insufficient. I hope you can open up more custom permissions for us. Isn’t it just money? I’m ready, please take it!”

“Finally! I hope you can pay attention to us American users and other international overseas users. We are not Chinese, so we can’t pay using YY’s designated Alipay. Currently, we can only pay through eBay’s scalper intermediaries, which is too much hassle.”

“And Darling Li Mu, do you know? You’ve done so much for us, yet only charge one point two dollars per month for membership service. But these scalpers, just by helping recharge via Alipay on eBay, can charge zero point eight dollars in scalper fees monthly. Seeing so much money being earned by scalpers, why don’t you partner with PayPal? They only charge one to two percent service fees at this stage!”

Finally, the magazine editor-in-chief, who claimed to be Li Mu’s die-hard fan, humorously added: “Oh, by the way, Li Mu, I’d like to mention that I heard a large company far away in Seattle, starting with ‘M’ and ending with ‘T’, has an instant messaging product actively copying your YY group chat. I believe it won’t be long before it’s tested and launched. I have no other intentions, just wanted you to be aware.”

This “die-hard fan” of Li Mu from Silicon Valley’s most authoritative magazine, after showering YY with praise, didn’t forget to reveal the movements of a potential competitor to Li Mu. A large company starting with “M” and ending with “T” immediately points to Microsoft, because Microsoft’s English name is Microsoft, and Microsoft coincidentally has an instant messaging software product—MSN.

And this article, from the hand of an authoritative magazine editor-in-chief, caused a huge stir among the elite class, the IT industry, and the capital market in America upon its release. The visibility of Muye Technology and YY in America and the entire overseas market received yet another boost.

At this time, China was in the middle of the night, and the exciting news was still on its way, arriving swiftly…





Chapter 882: The First Silicon Valley Bigwig

The earliest report about Ben.Clarkson’s article in China actually came from CCTV’s morning news.

In the morning news broadcast at 7 AM, CCTV reported on YY’s sudden overseas popularity with the headline, “Chinese Internet Product Highly Sought After by Elite Groups in America.”

Without a doubt, CCTV is absolutely the most news-sensitive and globally informed news media in China. They can obtain various information a step ahead of other domestic media, and they have foreign correspondents in countries all over the world, completely unaffected by time zones and time differences.

In its report, CCTV first introduced YY’s soaring popularity overseas, then provided a summary of Ben.Clarkson’s original text, translating his praise for YY. They also made sure to explain that this was the most authoritative tech magazine in all of Silicon Valley, and that Ben.Clarkson, its chief editor, was one of the three most famous and capable chief editors at the magazine.

CCTV’s news reporting truly has an exceptional grasp of the overall pacing. After completing the first two steps, the rhythm was already established. They then immediately used continuously rising data and excellent word-of-mouth on various websites and forums to further solidify the fact of YY’s overseas popularity, directly highlighting the news’s core message – that “YY is impressive overseas and is even bringing glory to the nation” – to its fullest extent.

In this segment, CCTV selected a large number of comments from overseas forums specifically praising Muye Technology, attaching Chinese translations next to the original English comments. The mere display of these comments immediately ignited a strong sense of national pride in the audience.

For example:

“YY is definitely the best internet product of the 21st century. Its emergence has changed the entire office landscape!”

“Hey, the arrogant Microsoft has finally been given a slap in the face! For a long time, countless MSN users protested to Microsoft, hoping they could improve that garbage software, but they remained indifferent. Now, YY from China has left it in the dust by over one hundred miles, delivering a harsh slap in Microsoft’s face!”

“Oh my god! This product is absolutely amazing! As an HR, I send and receive a large volume of emails every day and maintain close contact with people in every department of the company, handling various file transfers. This product has brought immense improvements to my work! After using YY for just three days, I truly want to kiss its product manager!”

“I never thought a software from China could completely change the way I and my colleagues work. Now we no longer use the company’s extremely difficult-to-use and frequently problematic internal communication system. All over one hundred twenty people in the company are in one large group, and each department also has a small group. Work communication has become incredibly smooth!”

“The wisdom of the Chinese people is shocking. This isn’t a software with high development difficulty, but it’s a god-tier product that requires extremely high intelligence to refine!”

This report gave the Chinese people an updated understanding of YY’s achievements overseas.

Li Mu received this news around ten o’clock in the morning. University students at his same grade level had already started classes and were sitting in lectures, while he had just crawled out of bed.

He had been busy until very late last night finalizing the promotional campaign details with the core leadership of Taobao. After getting up, he saw several messages from colleagues and friends on his phone. It was only then that Li Mu opened his computer to check out the online discussions, and discovered that Silicon-Valley-Magazine senior chief editor Ben.Clarkson’s lengthy review of YY had already spread throughout the entire Chinese internet.

Both YY Net and other portal websites placed this news as their most prominent headline, and the titles were largely consistent, all intending to highlight one theme — “Chinese Internet Product Conquers American Silicon Valley.”

Due to having created countless world-renowned glorious achievements in ancient times, yet experiencing a rather difficult modern history, the Chinese people deeply cared about how the Western world viewed them. They also strongly hoped to see Chinese people, or Chinese companies and products, highly praised overseas, as this could greatly satisfy their national pride. Now, YY, in an unstoppable manner, had conquered the American elite class and received high praise from them, which naturally thrilled the Chinese people.

Li Mu found Ben.Clarkson’s original article, and after giving it a read, he couldn’t help but chuckle out loud.

The requests Ben.Clarkson made to him remotely in the article were actually things he had already considered. More comprehensive, in-depth, and highly customizable member value-added services were already in internal testing. The core functions had long been developed; internal testing was merely to check if there would be any problems with the purchasing process for different tiers of value-added services, to prevent users from paying for a Tier A service but not immediately enjoying it, and even more to prevent users from paying for a Tier A service but only receiving a Tier B service. This wasn’t development; it was merely the activation of channels and the backend server’s support for the services.

Furthermore, Li Mu had also instructed his team to integrate with Paypal during the last meeting, but he wasn’t yet clear about the progress.

He called Kong Lingyu and inquired about the progress of the two matters.

Kong Lingyu replied that the entire set of member value-added service core logic and component updates had been completed. They were now waiting for the technical team to get the payment interface running according to Paypal’s technical requirements. As soon as the payment interface was functional, Paypal would become YY’s second recharge channel.

Li Mu asked him for the estimated launch time, and Kong Lingyu replied, “Before 9 PM tonight.”

9 PM Yanjing time would be 8 AM New York time and 6 AM San Francisco time. This timeframe would allow for the launch right before Americans started their workday, which Li Mu considered an excellent time.

If Paypal payment and perfected, deeply customized member value-added services were launched at 6 AM San Francisco time, Ben.Clarkson would likely be startled, as less than twenty-four hours would have passed between his article’s publication and YY’s response.

Discerning people would certainly realize that YY’s adjustments were not made at Ben.Clarkson’s suggestion but had been prepared long ago. In Li Mu’s view, this point absolutely had to be made clear, otherwise some people would surely believe that his YY was inspired by Ben.Clarkson’s article and then made adjustments. This credit could not be poached by Americans and claimed first.

Kong Lingyu also reported a minor detail to Li Mu: Paypal had given YY an A+ partner rating, allowing them to enjoy the lowest channel fee of 0.5 per mil (0.05%). YY was the only A+ partner among all Chinese products integrated with Paypal.

Li Mu was quite surprised by this and said with a smile, “I didn’t expect Paypal to be so gracious.”

Kong Lingyu chuckled, “Indeed. Their liaison at Paypal was very attentive; not only did they give us the highest rating, but also the highest priority.”

As he spoke, Kong Lingyu suddenly remembered something and blurted out, “Oh! Almost forgot! Paypal’s liaison said that their CEO conveyed through him to our liaison that he himself hopes for a chance to meet you. The meeting location can be either China or America.”

Li Mu frowned and asked, “Who is their CEO?”

Li Mu was very familiar with two of Paypal’s founders: Elon.Musk and Peter.Thiel.

Elon.Musk’s impressiveness goes without saying; he’s the founder of Tesla and SpaceX, known as Silicon Valley’s Iron Man. Peter.Thiel is also a very impressive figure; he’s a famous investor in Silicon Valley, who initially invested five hundred thousand US dollars in Mark Zuckerberg to found Facebook, and the profit he gained was over ten thousand times his investment amount.

Both are top-tier talents in the internet and capital industries, but Li Mu genuinely wasn’t sure who was currently Paypal’s CEO.

At this point, Kong Lingyu said, “Their CEO’s name is something Musk, I didn’t quite remember it clearly.”

“Oh…” Li Mu said with a smile, “Elon.Musk.”

“That’s right, that’s the name,” Kong Lingyu said in surprise, “Boss, you’re very familiar with Paypal?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Alipay was inspired by them, so how could I not be familiar?”

With that, Li Mu continued, “Ask the liaison to relay a message for me: I don’t have an American visa yet. If he’s not in a hurry, he can wait until I arrive in America, and I will personally visit him. If he’s in a hurry, please invite him to China anytime, and I will certainly fulfill my duties as a host.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Alright, I’ll tell the liaison.”

After hanging up, Li Mu was beaming. He hadn’t expected Elon.Musk to take the initiative to express a desire to meet him. What did he want? To invest in him?

At first thought, Li Mu felt a faint excitement. After all, this was the first Silicon Valley Bigwig, a super top-tier talent, to extend a meeting invitation to him. To gain the appreciation of a super top-tier talent was certainly something to be happy about.

But a moment later, Li Mu smacked his forehead, and the smile on his face instantly disappeared.

“Wait, something doesn’t seem right! Elon.Musk isn’t a top-tier talent yet! At most, he’s just about to sell Paypal to eBay, and that deal was only reached in October, if I remember correctly.”

“Right now, Paypal is just a payment channel; it hasn’t truly become impressive yet. How much money can it sell for? If I recall correctly, in my previous life, it only sold for over one billion US dollars. How many shares did Elon.Musk have? Perhaps more than ten percent, amounting to a net worth of around two to three hundred million US dollars. With his net worth, why would he invest in me?”

After pondering it, Li Mu realized his current net worth was conservatively estimated to be several times Elon.Musk’s. Moreover, with YY’s continuous booming popularity in the overseas market, his net worth was still climbing. If Muye Technology could secure an astronomical valuation from this round of financing, then he would directly become the richest person in the country, his net worth at least over ten times Elon.Musk’s.

So why would Elon.Musk want to find him? Did he want to work with him? Or did he want Li Mu to invest in him? Or did he simply want to befriend him?

Li Mu pondered the possibilities. All three were plausible, but the first and third were clearly less likely.

Compared to those, he felt it was more likely that Elon.Musk wanted to find him for an investment. Although he was an impressive individual, he didn’t have much money in his hands. He probably would invest the money in space projects as soon as Paypal was sold. Could it be that he thought Li Mu, this Chinese nouveau riche, looked like he could be played the fool, and came running to get him to invest in his SpaceX?

No, that wasn’t right either. Li Mu had read books related to Elon.Musk before, and he distinctly remembered that while he founded SpaceX this year, he didn’t truly inject one hundred million US dollars until 2006, four years later. Could he be interested in attracting investment to start now?

Li Mu was completely ignorant about aerospace. Besides, even if he had spare cash right now, he definitely wouldn’t invest in that. The research and development investment cycle is long, the return period is even longer, and there are continuous setbacks in between. Rather than blindly investing now, it would be better to let Elon.Musk mess around for a few years first. Then, during the 2008 financial crisis, once Li Mu accumulated enough capital, he could seize the opportunity to buy his shares at the bottom!





Chapter 883: Then I’ll Just Be Even More Impressive

Because of Ben Clarkson’s article, Li Mu and YY once again became immensely popular in China. This time, the media’s fanfare-like promotion was overwhelming, not only further increasing Muye Technology’s notoriety but also helping Li Mu further confuse Mr. Ma.

As Li Mu’s reputation grew stronger, Mr. Ma felt a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment, but looking at it from another perspective, he felt it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

The more popular YY became, the more important it would be to Li Mu, and the more it would consume his energy. If Muye Technology could achieve a valuation of ten billion dollars in the US capital market this time, it might not be a bad thing for him either. The more valuable Muye Technology became, the more naturally Li Mu would underestimate Taobao, and his own Letao would have a greater chance to rise.

By now, Mr. Ma had completely put his mind at ease. He felt he was launching an extremely covert and clever surprise attack on Li Mu. As a business-world sneak attacker, he believed he had nothing to lose; the only question was how much he could win back.

After Li Mu finished washing up, he dressed and headed straight to Taobao. Following Su Yingxue’s reminder, he had prioritized his current tasks by importance and urgency.

Although YY was extremely important, its urgency was not high due to various constraints. For now, it was an important but not urgent task. However, the upcoming Taobao major promotion was drawing near, and there was a major enemy secretly lying in wait, which absolutely made it an important and urgent task. It had to be placed in the highest priority position and addressed first.

Staying at Taobao till the afternoon, Li Mu, Leader Lei, and the other teams delved deeper into refining and optimizing the promotional activities.

At three in the afternoon, Li Mu left Taobao and drove to Muye Technology. Ben Clarkson’s article had given him a reminder: MSN was actively imitating YY, hoping to implement group chat features on MSN.

If MSN were to truly launch group chat, Li Mu wouldn’t be able to sue them for infringement, because it’s very difficult to patent a product concept or idea. What can typically be patented are the solutions that implement that product concept.

In other words, if MSN merely copied the product concept of group chat, he couldn’t do anything to them, and he wouldn’t win a lawsuit against them in America. Unless their solution for developing the group chat infringed upon his patents, then as long as they adopted a different approach to solve the technical problem, it wouldn’t be considered infringement.

Li Mu was still very worried about Microsoft’s actions, because once a company like Microsoft decides to follow and imitate at the product development level, their strong technical capabilities mean they would catch up very quickly.

Currently, YY and Microsoft’s MSN had a differentiation in competition: MSN primarily served ordinary users, addressing their social needs; YY primarily served elite users, addressing their office and business needs.

Right now, he was secretly planning “Heaven’s Town” precisely to subtly attract MSN’s users. And Microsoft’s imitation of his product features clearly showed they wanted to attract his elite users.

Since that was the case, he had to continue strengthening YY’s support for the office and business needs of elite users, developing more business features to secure the elite users he had unexpectedly gained. Didn’t the Americans say he was impressive? Didn’t they say YY products were impressive? Good, then I’ll just be even more impressive, impressive enough to make them even more impressed, to make them prostrate themselves in admiration.

In Muye Technology’s conference room, Li Mu vividly described his more advanced product planning to the core team and the leaders of the development teams.

Among these, Li Mu considered the most crucial product to be the online preview function.

When Li Mu wrote the words “Online Preview” on the whiteboard, no one understood what he meant.

Or rather, what was online preview?

Everyone knew about the preview function; available in various document editing software, it allowed users to create a print preview before printing. Essentially, it was a preliminary view. What did this have to do with being online or offline? As long as it was on a computer, couldn’t one preview offline?

Seeing everyone looking confused, Li Mu smiled and asked them, “Gentlemen, what is the most important tool in your work?”

Everyone’s answers varied.

Some said YY, some said development software, and others said email. This was largely related to their different types of work.

Li Mu then asked, “If any colleague believes email is the most important work tool, please raise your hand.”

Out of over twenty people, about six or seven raised their hands, which was about one-third.

Li Mu then asked, “Those who believe email ranks among the top two in importance, please raise your hand. The colleagues who just raised their hands for email being the most important, please raise your hand again.”

Out of over twenty people, twelve or thirteen raised their hands, making up half.

Li Mu asked again, “Those who believe email ranks among the top three in importance, please raise your hand. Colleagues who raised their hands the previous two times, please raise them again.”

This time, almost everyone raised their hands.

Although YY’s one-on-one and one-to-many communication were very convenient, they still couldn’t replace the importance of email in work.

Work content presented in email format, while slightly more cumbersome in the presentation process, was more formal, more organized, and easier to store and retrieve. So, even up until 2016, corporate email remained a very important work tool.

The importance of email in work is divided into two dimensions: internal and external.

For internal work, it can be used to issue notifications, assign tasks, send work reports, various applications, and project progress updates. A leader can send an email to all employees, and an employee can carbon copy multiple leaders and colleagues. Every employee sends and receives a certain number of work emails daily, some even dozens of emails back and forth in a single day.

For external work, email is also very important. While YY’s offline transfer is impressive, it still requires the process of adding friends. Email, however, is different; as long as you have the recipient’s email address, you can directly exchange messages with them. Therefore, in formal external business communications, the role of email is indispensable.

After making everyone realize the importance of email, Li Mu asked them, “In your daily email exchanges, what are the most common types of attachments?”

Someone said Word, someone said Excel, and others mentioned PDF, PPT, TXT, or RAR, among others.

However, the most frequently mentioned were Word, Excel, PPT, and PDF.

These four file types were indeed the most frequently encountered in daily work, so it was only natural for them to appear most often as email attachments.

So, Li Mu wrote all four of them on the whiteboard and said to everyone, “Alright, now let’s look at these four types of documents. In your frequent work emails, do you ever feel that viewing attachments is a very troublesome thing?”

Everyone looked at each other in dismay, some unconsciously saying, “No, not really,” or “It’s fine.”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly. Sure enough, these people living in 2002 were so easily satisfied with product demands. He, by contrast, felt like a spoiled child. The various products of this era, in their design and functionality, made him want to complain. Even if others thought them impressive, he still felt they were lacking. This was indeed because he was a reincarnator; the internet products of 2016 were simply too far ahead of their time.

So, Li Mu patiently said to them, “For example, someone sends a file to your email, a Word document that’s only a few tens of KB. How do you view it?”

A female colleague instinctively said, “Download the attachment, then open it, isn’t that right…”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “You see, from the moment you click on that email, what you need to do is: click to download the attachment, a download box pops up, select the save path, click save; if you choose to download to your desktop, you need to switch to the desktop and double-click to open it; if you choose to download to a specific folder, you then need to open the root directory of that downloaded folder.”

Everyone nodded in agreement. That was indeed the process, but everyone seemed to have long grown accustomed to it, and no one felt it was particularly troublesome.

Li Mu then said, “What if we had an [Online Preview] feature for attachments? Starting from the moment you open that email, you wouldn’t need to click download. There would be a [Preview] button right next to it. You would just need to click [Preview], and a new page would immediately pop up, displaying the content of the attachment for you. Many subsequent steps would be omitted, not only saving you operational costs but also saving you time. Think about it, wouldn’t that be very convenient?”

Everyone frowned in thought. Fang Xudong was the first to snap out of it, saying excitedly, “General Manager Li, this feature can indeed solve a big problem. In fact, most of these types of attachments, we don’t need to download and save them in our work; we just need to view them. Normally, they just stay in the email, and even if we need to forward them to other colleagues, we can do it directly via email, without needing to download them locally at all.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “That’s exactly what I mean. Think about it, if all these files could be directly previewed online, how much time and energy would it save you? More importantly than the time and energy saved, I think it’s the pleasure of being able to do everything with a single click.”

Others also began to understand and expressed strong agreement with Li Mu’s statement.

Having such an [Online Preview] feature would indeed significantly improve the user experience. But then the question arose: how could it be implemented?

Fang Xudong was also momentarily stumped. He asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what technical means will we use to achieve online preview functionality for so many different types of documents? Each type requires different software to open. How can we make them all previewable within a webpage?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Old Fang, you’re a top-tier expert in technology, but your product thinking needs to keep up as well!”

Fang Xudong’s old face flushed.

His product thinking was indeed ordinary; his strength lay in execution. Li Mu would tell him what product was needed and what features to implement, and after understanding, he would use technical means to achieve it. But to define the soul of a product as Li Mu did, he still had significant shortcomings. After all, product and technology might have some overlap at a superficial stage, but the deeper they went, the greater the divergence in their paths.

Li Mu then smiled and said, “Let me give you an analogy. Suppose we completely set aside the internet. If you want to give a book to your friend to read, you have to find a way to get the book into their hands. If you want them to admire a painting or a photograph, you have to find a way to get the painting or photograph in front of them. If you want to invite a friend to watch a performance or a play, then you have to deliver the performance tickets or an optical disc into their hands… In these scenarios, all transfer mediums are specific: either a book, or a painting, or a photograph, or an optical disc.”

Seeing everyone staring intently at him, holding their breath, Li Mu smiled faintly, then changed his tone and said, “What if! What if, at this moment, someone provided you with a solution for image transmission, and only this one solution, could you use this single image transmission technology to solve all four of the aforementioned needs?”

Fang Xudong instantly had a revelation and blurted out, “General Manager Li, I understand!”

Li Mu asked with interest, “You understand? Then tell me.”

Fang Xudong said, “Your meaning is that even though the mediums that need to be transmitted are different, they can all find a unified method of presentation, because what we ultimately want to transmit to the other party is not the physical book itself, nor the painting, photograph, or optical disc itself, but the content they contain!”

“According to your analogy, we could convert a physical book into an electronic image, then transmit it to the other party, and they could still read the entire book. A painting, a photograph, or a performance goes without saying; they can all be converted into image files and perfectly solved directly through image transmission.”

Li Mu nodded approvingly and asked him, “So?”

Fang Xudong chuckled, “So, we need to develop a feature that can convert all these types of files into HTML page documents on our servers. This way, once a user enables preview for a certain type of document, our server will directly transmit the converted HTML page document to them, allowing them to preview it directly within the page! Whether it’s a Word document, an Excel spreadsheet, a PDF, or a PPT, the content can be displayed using page technology!”

Li Mu clapped his hands and said, “Excellent! That’s the online preview feature I want! We don’t need to care what type of file the user wants to preview. As long as it’s suitable for presentation using page technology, we’ll convert it into a page document for them, so they can preview it online without having to download it.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Think about it, if a 30KB Word document is converted into an HTML page document, its size will also be around 30KB. Instead of having the user download that 30KB from the server, then save, find, and open it, it’s better for the user to directly download a 30KB page document from the server, saving them other troubles and allowing them to directly browse the document content on the page.”

Hearing this, everyone’s faces showed shock and ecstasy, and they mused: No wonder American tech media called him one of the top ten product managers in the world. With his way of thinking, perhaps even top three in the world would not be an exaggeration?

Three updates, totaling eleven thousand words. Bughe worked hard all weekend again. Please don’t be stingy with your monthly passes!





Chapter 884: Whoever Tries to Catch Us, We’ll Bleed Them Dry!

“Online Preview itself isn’t a difficult technology. The difficulty lies in the creator’s mindset.”

“Why can Word, Excel, PowerPoint, and PDF files be loaded onto a webpage? Could it be that we need to embed some targeted component within the page?”

“Of course not!”

“The reason users can achieve online preview on a webpage isn’t because the page possesses the technology to directly open these file types. Rather, it’s about using a simple technology to directly convert the attachment stored in the server into a webpage file within the server itself.”

“Is there any technical difficulty left in a webpage opening a webpage file? Of course not.”

“It’s actually a very simple thinking model based on ‘cloud processing.’ All the necessary processing is handed over to the cloud, and users only need to receive the results of the cloud processing. It’s incredibly simple, yet at this moment, with Li Mu articulating this model, it’s nothing short of revolutionary.”

Fang Xudong was already bubbling with excitement, unable to suppress the thrill in his heart, practically eager to try it out.

Li Mu then added, “Besides ‘Online Preview,’ I have another new product concept that I need you all to bring to fruition.”

Everyone immediately became fully focused, eagerly listening as Li Mu continued.

So Li Mu cleared his throat and said, “Our YY groups are a bit troublesome to set up. For users, if they temporarily need to organize a few people for a quick discussion, having to register and create a new group seems too cumbersome. So, I want to develop a ‘discussion group’ feature.”

“Discussion group?”

Everyone was puzzled. A ‘discussion group’ and a ‘group chat’ sounded like there wasn’t much difference.

At this point, Li Mu said, “A discussion group is the most simplified YY group.”

Then, Li Mu explained in detail, “For example, I just mentioned the product requirements for ‘Online Preview.’ To address this requirement, I want to gather Fang Xudong and a few others to create a group for discussion. But creating a group is too troublesome, so I would directly open Fang Xudong’s chat window, then use my mouse to drag Kong Lingyu from my friends list. I just need to click his avatar and drag it into my chat window with Fang Xudong, and it will immediately create a group including me, Fang Xudong, and Kong Lingyu. Then, the two of them can pull in anyone working under them who is related to this project. Everyone has the permission to pull others in, so people can be quickly added. Perhaps within half a minute, dozens of people related to this product’s development could be pulled into this discussion group.”

The product concept was quite simple, and everyone quickly understood. However, someone raised a question: “General Manager Li, what’s the difference between this and our existing groups?”

Li Mu smiled, “Since it’s the simplest form of group, its features will naturally be thoroughly streamlined. For example, discussion groups will not have group numbers and cannot be joined by searching for a number. They can only be joined if users within the discussion group personally pull others in. This ensures that a discussion group is a closed group, unlike a regular group that has a unique group ID, allowing the entire internet user base to directly join via the ID.”

“Furthermore, discussion groups cannot have features like group sharing or group space. They can only be used for chatting or sharing files online. Video calls are also an option, just like with group chats; they just need to consume the corresponding duration.”

“The purpose of this is to better facilitate quick group discussions for business users. Also, in the initial stage, we will set a participant limit for discussion groups, not exceeding twenty people. If the number exceeds this, a regular group must be created.”

Only then did everyone understand that Li Mu intended to use ‘discussion groups’ and ‘groups’ to differentiate and complement each other.

Groups would be comprehensive and all-encompassing, while discussion groups would be small and refined. Group operations would be slightly slower, but discussion groups would be much more flexible. However, the ability to instantly start a group discussion by pulling in a few key people was indeed impressive, especially in the business sector, where its utility would be enormous.

For instance: if an internal company project team needed to discuss a specific project, they could directly create a discussion group and resolve it instantly. If the company wanted to collaborate with another company, the liaison could directly create a discussion group, pull the technical staff from both sides into it, communicate and align requirements, and then proceed directly into the execution process…

In short, because discussion group creation was extremely simple and fast, it was like the square or long blocks in Tetris, easily combining with other shapes.

After explaining his two major requirements, Li Mu said to Fang Xudong, “Old Fang, you are to arrange for the technical team to develop these two features. Prioritize ‘Online Preview.’ Once these two features are developed, we will gradually release them. We must continuously give the elite class in the overseas market a feeling of constant impressiveness and overwhelming delight, making their pleasant surprises with YY grow, and their stickiness increase. At the same time, this will make companies trying to imitate us increasingly desperate.”

Fang Xudong immediately stood up and solemnly said, “General Manager Li, rest assured, I will give it my all!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “At this stage, the path for imitators is actually quite difficult, especially in product development. Whether it’s Microsoft or other first-tier companies, if they want to follow our product pace, they’ll have to try and advance little by little.”

“If they are imitating us now, developing a group chat feature, we shouldn’t panic or be afraid. We have so many product features, and group chat is just one of them. Perhaps just as they finish imitating the group chat feature and before they even launch, our ‘Online Preview’ will be released, instantly widening the gap again. When they start considering imitating our streaming media transmission technology, our ‘discussion group’ will be released, widening the distance even further. This will make them realize they can never catch up to us. In this way, once they get tired of chasing, they’ll naturally give up.”

Kong Lingyu chuckled at this point, saying, “Gentlemen, some of you have only recently joined Muye Technology, so you might not be very familiar with the chase between Muye Technology and Tencent back then. At that time, we continuously developed new versions based on ‘Happy Farm,’ always ensuring we had at least one or two new versions ready to be released. In this situation, Tencent desperately chased us with their ‘QQ Fishery,’ but just as they finally caught up, we would immediately release a new version. They would chase again, and we would update again. After several rounds, it completely shattered the confidence of Tencent’s entire technical team and crippled Tencent’s technical capabilities. By the time our YY launched, Tencent’s technical capabilities were already greatly diminished, making it impossible for them to catch up.”

Speaking of which, Kong Lingyu continued, “So, I’ve always felt that Tencent wasn’t defeated by us, but rather worn down by being dragged along. We used a small force to lure their main army out of the city, making them chase us for days and nights until they were exhausted. At that point, our main force would attack their main city. Their main force wouldn’t be able to rush back, and even if they did, they would have no combat power left.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and loudly declared, “That’s right! We will be the ones setting the pace. Whoever tries to catch us, we’ll bleed them dry!”

Everyone broke into knowing smiles. Among them were colleagues who had experienced that period themselves, and others who had heard about it but hadn’t been there. Their feelings about the matter varied. The former recalled their glory days, their hearts surging with emotion; the latter listened to stories of their predecessors fighting bravely, filled with admiration and emotion.

Li Mu had finished explaining his two core points, so he prepared to boost everyone’s morale. He said to them, “Gentlemen, we have the right time, the right place, and harmonious relations. The domestic market is developing rapidly, and the overseas market is a windfall, achieving such a great start without investing a single cent. The more this is the case, the more I hope everyone can be cautious and work harder.”

“YY has become an indispensable utility software for the elite class in America due to its excellent office experience. As I mentioned before, we want to be the user’s ‘mattress,’ not their ‘television.’ However, please do not misunderstand my meaning. Not being a ‘television’ doesn’t mean we should stop innovating in professional fields, absolutely not! Not being a ‘television’ is about providing users with more ‘mattress-type’ features to make them depend on us like a mattress. It certainly doesn’t mean just focusing on being a mattress and abandoning innovation and self-improvement.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “How to enhance YY’s ‘mattress’ experience for American market users, we’ll first leave that to ‘Heaven’s Town.’ Besides that, I have another game concept similar to ‘Heaven’s Town.’ I will set aside some time recently to communicate with our game development department colleagues and have them bring that other game to fruition as well. This way, the two games can attract user connections, preparing us to become a ‘mattress-type’ product. When the accumulated user connections from both games are migrated to YY, YY will be truly established—established across all of America, and even the whole world. No one will be able to stop us.”

“But!”

Li Mu’s tone suddenly changed, becoming extremely serious, “Every department must fully commit to their responsibilities. Our future goal is to make YY both a ‘mattress-type’ product and a ‘television-type’ product, and ideally, also a ‘toilet-type’ product, so that when users go online, no matter what they do, they can’t do without us. Only then can we achieve great success!”

“By then, with hundreds of millions, or even over a billion, deep users worldwide in our hands, whatever we promote will flourish, whatever we do will succeed. By then, we can invest in the construction of various research and development centers, investing in tens or even hundreds of software and hardware projects annually, and then grow bigger and stronger within our ecosystem. By then, will it be difficult for us to become one of the top five internet companies globally in terms of market value? I don’t think it’s difficult at all! What do you all think?”

As Li Mu’s last word fell, there was about a second of silence in the meeting room, followed by a deafening roar of shouts. Everyone shouted in unison, “Not difficult!”

Li Mu nodded, his heart surging with emotion, and declared passionately, “I hope that in the future, on the Muye Technology platform, everyone can realize higher self-worth, gain greater substantial returns, and create greater industry miracles! Use practical actions to tell everyone, you! Are the most impressive! We! Are the most impressive!!!”

Thunderous applause erupted instantly!

Everyone listened with surging passion! Deep down, they exclaimed, “This is the freaking advantage of having an impressive boss! Not only can he give you more money and better development, but he can also give you a broader vision, a more professional perspective, and enhanced skills! An impressive boss speaking for half an hour in a meeting room, the sheer amount of valuable insight was almost overwhelming!”

“Damn, even listening to a lecture could make one so passionate and enlightened. If the company wasn’t truly so impressive right now, I’d really wonder if I had actually joined some kind of pyramid scheme!”





Chapter 885: User Comes First

At nine o’clock that evening, YY officially launched PayPal payments globally. PayPal adopted a settlement strategy completely parallel to Alipay, with Alipay supporting all RMB settlements, and PayPal supporting all non-RMB settlements.

Launched simultaneously with PayPal payments was YY’s brand-new member value-added services. This entire suite of member value-added services was a world of difference from the previous single membership standard, especially the various wirelessly stackable service packages, which could almost meet everyone’s special office needs, and the actual amount required to pay for them was minimal.

In the United States, a casual office software might cost hundreds of dollars, some antivirus software might have an annual activation fee of tens or even hundreds of dollars, and a premium email service might require several dollars per month. Therefore, for American users, YY’s member value-added services were simply the most cost-effective value-added product on the entire internet. Although higher-priced value-added services were now introduced, the various services provided also increased simultaneously, with no forced options, thus avoiding any user resistance.

As soon as YY completed the adjustments, Li Mu immediately used an overseas server to attempt registration and login. He checked the member value-added services page and the fluidity of PayPal payments. Everything was very smooth, with no compatibility issues.

This was YY’s first proactive adjustment for the overseas market. Li Mu believed this move would definitely bring higher favorability to YY among overseas market users. All consumers are like this: they are happy to see merchants or product developers optimize products based on their needs. The more they feel valued, the more goodwill and stickiness they will have towards the company and its products.

At this moment, the American market had not yet reacted immediately.

Most of the elite class had not yet started their day’s work due to the time difference. Li Mu decided to announce the integration of YY with PayPal and the comprehensive upgrade of member value-added services at 10 AM local time in San Francisco and Washington D.C. At this hour, the elite class would certainly have begun their busy workday, and YY, being one of their most important office tools, would undoubtedly be open. As long as a notification popped up at this time—a pop-up window that would remain floating in the bottom right corner until closed—it would surely capture the attention of all users.

After Li Mu finished all his tasks, he returned home to rest. Although he anticipated feedback from the American market, the time difference meant it would be better to check for overseas reactions after waking up.

The Eastern United States, where New York and Washington D.C. are located, was three hours ahead of the Western region where San Francisco is. At eleven o’clock at night Yanjing time, it was precisely ten o’clock in the morning in Washington D.C.

Many white-collar workers and high-income professionals in New York were already at their computers, starting their workday. Today’s work was no different from before, as everyone proceeded with their tasks at their own pace.

YY, as a flagship product for the white-collar class, was already very common among New York’s elite. Everyone would instinctively log into their YY account first after turning on their computer, and only then begin their day’s work.

At precisely ten o’clock, a pop-up notification appeared on everyone’s YY, and the summarized message immediately captured the attention of all overseas YY users.

“Dear American User, Hello! We are pleased to announce that YY now fully supports PayPal payments. Simultaneously, to better meet your needs, we have comprehensively upgraded our member value-added services, now supporting more customizable options. For details, please click…”

Although this push notification was initially for American users, this pop-up reminder would continuously be sent to users worldwide in the coming time. Starting with New York, it would push based on the overseas user’s login IP whenever it was 10 AM local time, completing a full sweep around the Earth’s time zones. Tomorrow at 9 AM Yanjing time, which is 10 AM Tokyo and Hancheng time, users in Japan and South Korea would receive the relevant notification. And by 10 AM tomorrow, a separate push would be sent to VIP users within China.

Most of the domestic market consisted of ordinary users, and the payment ratio for members wasn’t high. However, Li Mu wasn’t planning to deeply develop value-added services yet, because the general environment wasn’t ready. To spoil things by excessive enthusiasm would cause user repulsion. If pop-ups prompted users to upgrade to VIP every few days, it would be detrimental to most users.

…

When white-collar workers in various New York office buildings discovered the YY pop-up, their first glance brought them exceptional joy.

YY now supported PayPal payments! This meant that recharging YY membership would be much more convenient in the future, eliminating the need to find scalpers on eBay to help with recharges.

Furthermore, a foreign software integrating with a local payment channel inherently brings a great sense of pride to local users. It’s like when the Apple App Store finally supported Alipay recharge years later; for Chinese users, it not only became much more convenient but also increased their goodwill towards the Apple App Store.

Moreover, this time YY not only supported PayPal payments but, more importantly, it had comprehensively upgraded its member value-added services!

For the American elite, they had always felt that YY member privileges were insufficient. Some people needed to send many offline files daily, some needed to create more groups, some needed longer video call times, and so on. Everyone had always hoped for a customizable system that would allow them to tailor services based on their own needs.

After users curiously clicked on the details page, they discovered that YY’s member value-added services had directly leaped from version 1.0 to version 5.0. This was because Muye Technology was practically acting like an American telecom operator, launching various tiers of monthly subscription services for its customers. Furthermore, it had itemized all services with clear pricing, effectively transforming a convenience store that only sold instant noodles into a fully self-service restaurant.

In instant noodles, the amount of each seasoning is fixed, and the number of fried noodle cakes is also fixed. Users can leave leftovers if they can’t finish, but individually adding more of what isn’t enough is impossible, unless they buy another packet and combine it themselves;

In a self-service restaurant, all food items are separately laid out. Users can choose what they want and how much they want to combine freely. If it’s not enough, they can get more, until they are satisfied.

Therefore, these two service models represented a world of difference for users.

This immediately caused excitement among New York users, as they realized, “This is absolutely fantastic!” All their needs had been resolved by YY in one go. Although the various additional services also meant an increase in price, for them, this amount of money was negligible. A few dollars or even a dozen dollars a month could significantly boost work efficiency, making it incredibly worthwhile, like getting something for free, for these white-collar workers with monthly salaries of several thousand or even tens of thousands of dollars.

Less than twenty-four hours ago, Ben Clarkson’s article deeply resonated with all American elite classes. Ben Clarkson was the first American to directly vocalize his thoughts about YY in the media, and also a highly influential editor-in-chief in the IT and technology media sector. Everyone had hoped that Ben Clarkson’s article would be seen by Muye Technology and Li Mu, and ideally, receive sufficient attention from Li Mu, resulting in richer customized services for members based on Ben Clarkson’s needs.

But they never dreamed that in less than a day, the Chinese had responded with concrete actions!

Initially, New York users thought this must be the effect of Ben Clarkson’s appeal. However, someone quickly understood the time lag. Even if PayPal’s payment integration was simple, it could never be achieved in a single day. Moreover, such complex value-added service customization standards, even if they could be decided upon in one day, would be very difficult to develop into the product within a day. Therefore, from this point in time, the Chinese must have been planning this for at least several days.

Upon realizing this, users in New York and other regions in the same time zone couldn’t help but exclaim that YY was truly the world’s leading, extraordinary product. Their product thinking was too advanced, and their philosophy extremely focused: User Comes First!

The entire product was constantly surprising users. They not only developed features previously unimaginable to users but also created unimaginably impressive effects based on features users could imagine. The latest member value-added service system was the prime example: users only wanted one more on top of what they had, but YY presented hundreds, even thousands, before them, saying, “Use them as you please, however you like.”

When Ben Clarkson left for work, it was already 12:30 PM New York time. In Silicon Valley on the West Coast of the United States, it was just 9:30 AM.

Ben Clarkson lived in a well-managed community near Silicon Valley. It took less than twenty minutes to drive to his office. Leaving at 9:30 AM, just as he got into his car and before starting the engine, he suddenly received a call from his assistant. His assistant urgently said, “Ben, YY now supports PayPal!”

“How is that possible…?” Ben Clarkson blurted out instinctively, “Forget the contract process, just developing the payment page and debugging the interface would take several days to complete. I only published that article yesterday…”

The assistant said, “It’s absolutely true! Not only does it support PayPal payments, but they’ve also launched a very comprehensive and highly customizable member value-added service system, far more complete than what you suggested in your article.”

Ben Clarkson sighed, “Li Mu is simply a genius! He must have thought of this long before me! My article was just a pointless self-humiliation…”

The assistant said, “That’s not self-humiliation. It just means you’re both brilliant and thought alike.”

Ben Clarkson quite liked that remark, feeling pleased. He asked him, “By the way, have you tested it? Is the payment smooth?”

The assistant said, “I haven’t received the YY push notification yet. They’re officially pushing the message at 10 AM local time based on the user’s IP address. New York received the push two and a half hours ago. I asked a friend in New York, and they said it works great. They also told me about the member value-added service system. Hurry to the office; you should receive the push in about twenty minutes!”

Ben Clarkson instinctively started the car, blurting out, “On my way!”

As soon as he spoke, the car surged forward, heading straight for the magazine office where Ben Clarkson worked…





Chapter 886: Transaction Volume Exceeds Ten Million!

“

“

YY’s push notifications were almost perfectly synchronized with the Earth’s rotation.

“

“

At 10 AM local time in every location, YY would release push notifications to its local users. This minor detail made many YY overseas users feel deeply appreciated.

“

“

Ensuring every user received this push notification shortly after starting work was far more meaningful than the system simply pushing it to all users at a set time, because it demonstrated YY’s regard for its users in different regions.

“

“

In fact, Li Mu could have also had YY adopt an online prompt method, setting a time node after which all logged-in users would receive a pop-up window prompt.

“

“

This would seem much easier, but it would lack the sense of ritual that comes with a simultaneous push notification.

“

“

For a substantial number of users to receive the same push notification at the same time, this sense of ritual for an information push is very strong. But if everyone received the push at different times, that sense of ritual would instantly be greatly diminished, even to zero.

“

“

When Ben Clarkson drove quickly to the company, it was 9:55 AM San Francisco time.

“

“

Ben Clarkson quickly opened his computer and logged into his YY account. His assistant explained the specific logic behind Muye Technology’s notification push to him, which surprised him greatly.

“

“

He hadn’t expected Muye Technology to use such a unique and thoughtful method for major news announcements. This method ensured that the elite class in any time zone could clearly receive this push notification during office hours and in optimal condition.

“

“

As he was marveling, the time display in the bottom right corner of his computer changed from 9:59 to exactly 10:00.

“

“

Immediately after, an alert sound rang out. YY popped up a push notification in the bottom right corner, precisely regarding YY’s integration with PayPal and the launch of its new member value-added services system.

“

“

Ben Clarkson immediately clicked to open it. Inside the news page, he saw the complete member value-added services system.

“

“

After reading it, only admiration remained in his heart, besides shock.

“

“

Ben Clarkson had indeed written a lot of his views and suggestions about YY in yesterday’s article. The improvements to PayPal and the member value-added services were the top priority. He had originally been smug, thinking he had thought ahead of that Chinese person named Li Mu. Because, although his products were excellent, in his opinion, his marketing capabilities still needed improvement. Otherwise, how could a convenient payment system and deeply customized member services be overlooked?

“

“

However, in less than twenty-four hours, the Chinese had reacted. This time, YY not only improved all the suggestions he had made, but was even more in-depth and detailed than his own suggestions.

“

“

Ben Clarkson himself was a senior editor in the IT industry and knew very well that these things could not be completed within a single day, which ruled out the possibility that the other party was inspired by him.

“

“

In other words, Li Mu of China, with his practical actions, proved that his considerations were far more complete and mature than his own.

“

“

At this very moment, Ben Clarkson was in front of his computer, looking at YY’s complete member value-added services system, secretly revering Li Mu, whom he had never met. And beside him, all the IT industry colleagues in Silicon Valley were already buzzing with excitement!

“

“

YY had already completely conquered the elite class in terms of product functionality. So the reason this group of people was buzzing now was nothing more than two reasons: recharging was more convenient, and they could spend money to buy more customized services.

“

“

Since the recharge channel was PayPal, the most common in the United States, everyone, after seeing the push notification, immediately purchased customized services according to their needs. The users’ willingness to pay was so enthusiastic it was extremely rare in the American internet industry.

“

“

Li Mu had been working overtime at Muye Technology with everyone, monitoring YY’s real-time overseas registration, login, and payment data.

“

“

Starting from 10 AM New York time, in these more than three hours, a total of eight hundred and fifty thousand registered users in the United States made purchases. The payment ratio accounted for 85% of all logged-in users. This ratio for an online product with free basic services was almost unprecedented. Among these eight hundred and fifty thousand users, most were already members, and this time they purchased more advanced member services or independent add-on packs for various services. In addition, a small number of regular users officially became VIP members through PayPal.

“

“

Eight hundred and fifty thousand purchases, with an average customer unit price reaching 9.15 US dollars. The total payment amount reached a staggering seven million eight hundred thousand US dollars, and this number was still climbing!

“

“

Li Mu was greatly surprised and delighted by the rapidly soaring overall data. This data represented YY’s extremely high recognition among the elite class in the United States. Elite users were not only willing to download and use it, but also willing to pay for it. These users with essential needs would soon transform into deep users, becoming YY’s first batch of loyal fans overseas.

“

“

Once YY completely took root among the elite class, Li Mu’s dual-directional strategy of rural and urban development was already half successful. Li Mu believed that if elite users were compared to core cities, and ordinary users to the general rural areas, then in the US market and even the entire overseas market, there was no strategy of “rural areas surrounding cities,” nor a strategy of “cities radiating to rural areas.” These were two parallel lines of advancement, and at the start of their progression, the two lines did not interfere with each other.

“

“

Currently, YY has such strong user recognition among the overseas elite class that it can basically be said the urban path has largely succeeded. The rest depends on the performance of Paradise Town in the next phase.

“

“

Such a high payment ratio and tendency not only represented YY’s recognition in the US elite class market but also its strong potential overseas.

“

“

There are many indicators to measure a company’s valuation. Scale, products, transaction volume, team, prospects, industry position, and so on, are all important indicators that determine valuation. But the most important indicators are simply two: prospects and transaction volume.

“

“

If a game company, relying on a terrible game, could achieve a daily average recharge transaction volume of ten million, then there would be no need to look at anything else; this company’s valuation would also be very astonishing. Currently, YY’s recharge in the US market in three hours reached nearly eight million US dollars. This amount is truly astounding.

“

“

Of course, today’s recharge transaction volume cannot be regarded as daily recharge, because users are purchasing monthly subscription services. After these over eight hundred thousand users recharge this time, their likelihood of recharging within this month will greatly decrease. Although there will be a certain amount of new users and new recharges every day, the daily average new additions in the future will certainly be far below this indicator.

“

“

However, a rough calculation: Muye Technology currently has nearly two million registered users overseas, almost all of whom are elite classes engaged in business, with a payment ratio exceeding seventy percent. Moreover, after PayPal is activated, the future payment ratio will likely increase further. If next month, the number of paying users can increase to three million, and the average monthly payment per person exceeds five US dollars, then the monthly recharge transaction volume will reach fifteen million US dollars! If this were converted into Chinese Yuan, it would exceed one hundred million!

“

“

Most importantly, if this number were used to measure future development, Li Mu felt it would be too conservative. Currently, users in Europe, Japan, and Korea are also continuously growing. Within the next one to two months, YY should be able to continue expanding its user base, accompanied by word-of-mouth marketing and commercial communication and exchanges among these elite classes, even achieving quite remarkable results in Europe, Japan, and Korea.

“

“

The entire First World, that is, the sequence of developed countries, definitely has tens of millions of elite groups. YY will provide extremely powerful assistance in their future work, helping them improve work efficiency, save more time, enhance office experience, and promote business exchanges, making it so that once they use YY, they can never leave it. And for them, YY’s member service charging standard is unimaginably cost-effective. A few dollars a month means nothing to these people, but the various forms of help YY brings them cannot be compared to even tens or hundreds of dollars.

“

“

Li Mu believed that it wouldn’t be long before YY secured at least ten million paying users across all developed countries. By then, YY’s momentum among the elite class would be even more unstoppable.

“

“

……

“

“

At this moment, in Silicon Valley, far across the ocean, one of PayPal’s founders, Elon Musk, was also closely watching PayPal’s transaction volume.

“

“

To be precise, what Elon Musk was focusing on was YY’s transaction volume on PayPal.

“

“

He had been watching since the moment YY began pushing its new member services and PayPal integration in the eastern regions, personally witnessing how YY broke through ten thousand, then one hundred thousand, then rapidly advanced, breaking through the one million mark, and then triumphantly breaking through the second, third, and even up to the seventh million.

“

“

Although the e-commerce environment in the United States was much better than in China, Amazon alone had a daily transaction volume of over ten million US dollars. But in Elon Musk’s view, YY was the most special one.

“

“

Whether it was Amazon or eBay, or even Microsoft and other software companies, what they truly focused on were physical transactions.

“

“

That’s right, physical transactions.

“

“

No need to elaborate on Amazon and eBay, e-commerce platforms; although their transactions occurred online, they only put the first half of the transaction online. The essence of true physical transactions did not change. Users purchased physical goods, paid online, and received them offline. On such platforms, even if the daily transaction volume reached tens of millions of US dollars, it was all for the purchase of various physical products. Let alone profit margins, e-commerce platforms were even in a state of losing money.

“

“

Microsoft and other software companies still used physical optical discs plus CD Keys for selling software. So they were also truly selling a commodity, just one with very high intellectual property added value. What’s also very interesting about software companies is that most of their current sales are still concentrated offline, which is the exact opposite of e-commerce.

“

“

YY, on the other hand, was different. YY was a company that truly provided virtual products, meaning it primarily offered online services. And all its transaction volume was generated by users purchasing virtual services. This was truly astounding!

“

“

As soon as he thought about YY’s parent company, Muye Technology, preparing for its Series C funding round, Elon Musk couldn’t sit still.

“

“

This morning, after he arrived at the company, he received a reply from the company’s liaison with Muye Technology: Li Mu could not come to the United States for the time being. If he wanted to meet him in the United States, he would probably have to wait for some time. However, he was always welcome to go to China to meet him…

“

“

Watching YY’s transaction volume quickly break through the eight million, nine million, and even ten million US dollar marks, Elon Musk thought of YY’s current situation and PayPal’s current circumstances. He immediately said to Peter Thiel, who was also watching YY’s transaction volume: “Hey, Peter, I think I need to make a trip to China immediately!”

“

“





Chapter 887: Elon Musk’s Great Gift

The moment YY’s transaction volume broke ten million US dollars, PayPal was the first to make an announcement, communicating this astonishing figure to online media across the United States.

This was a deliberate act by Elon Musk.

He wanted to give Li Mu a great gift, because he knew that Chinese people appreciated courtesy demanding reciprocity. From his experience, if you became neighbors with a Chinese person, they might never knock on your door, but once you took the initiative to send them a homemade cake, a freshly baked pie, or a few bottles of beer you brewed in your garage, they would definitely knock on your door the very next day to give you their own gift. And within a couple of days, they would knock on your door again to present you with more gifts.

This is how Chinese people are; the so-called courtesy demanding reciprocity means if you give me something, I will definitely return it. We use gifts as a platform to foster our relationship through give and take.

Elon Musk had something in mind regarding Li Mu, which is why he proactively gave YY the highest rating and highest priority as soon as it was integrated. Now, he didn’t forget to leverage his media resources to build momentum for YY.

This was precisely what Li Mu lacked.

When Li Mu saw the transaction volume reach ten million US dollars so quickly, even though he was dog-tired, he was still excited to the point of biting his tongue. However, he had a regret: he lacked channels, resources, and connections in the US, and financing hadn’t been secured. Therefore, he couldn’t proactively publicize the rapid breakthrough of ten million in transaction volume in the United States.

Li Mu certainly hoped that mainstream American media would be filled with news of YY breaking ten million in transaction volume within eight hours. But just like YY’s unexpected popularity in the US, this was uncontrollable by him; he could only hope that American media would continue to pay attention to this matter.

Unexpectedly, just when Li Mu thought such a matter could only be left to fate, major news media websites in the US immediately published a breaking news alert: PayPal Confirms: YY’s New Member Value-Added Services System Achieves Ten Million US Dollars in Transaction Volume Within Eight Hours of Launch!

This was truly incredible! It instantly captivated the attention of the entire American media, and public opinion exploded!

Wanting to brag about immense transaction volume, boasting oneself is the most foolish but also the most direct method. If Muye Technology were to boast that its YY had ten million US dollars in recharges in eight hours, people might immediately accuse Muye Technology of bragging, or perhaps believe a small part of it, but no one would believe it completely.

The term “Internet bubble” has remained popular not just because of historical industry trends, but also largely due to how much people in the internet industry love to brag. Apart from extremely large companies, small and medium-sized companies typically brag when seeking financing. A halving is often a conservative estimate; in many cases, even twenty percent of the stated figure is the actual number. If a small company publicly claims ten million in financing and a valuation of one hundred million, they might have only raised two million, having also sacrificed nearly half of their shares.

In his previous life, there was a certain founder of a XX class schedule app, who at a young age could brag in front of one point four billion people across China. In Li Mu’s view, that guy was a true reflection of China’s internet industry.

So, if Li Mu were to announce ten million US dollars in recharges, the American media wouldn’t believe it either, at most twenty or thirty percent. PayPal most likely wouldn’t jump out to speak for him, saying: “That’s right! It indeed had ten million in recharges in eight hours!”

However, if Li Mu were to emulate others and brag, starting with: “We had fifty million US dollars in recharges in eight hours!” Whether American media would believe it is one thing; in all likelihood, PayPal would directly come out to make him lose face: “Our data shows they only had ten million in recharges in eight hours. We don’t know where the other forty million came from.”

Now, it was perfect. Li Mu didn’t even have to brag himself. PayPal, acting as a completely impartial third-party payment channel, announced this astonishing news to all American media. Because it came from PayPal, and YY’s only direct payment channel in the US was PayPal, their data had to be the most authentic. Therefore, not a single American media outlet expressed doubt about this.

For a time, news about Muye Technology, YY, and ten million US dollars in recharges within eight hours constantly appeared in major portal websites and TV stations’ quick updates across the United States. Elon Musk also secretly fanned the flames, asking some media friends for help to further boost the news’s popularity.

“China’s Internet Activates All-American Gold-Sucking Mode!”

“China’s Money Sucker Launched in the U.S.! Ten Million US Dollars Raked in within Eight Hours!”

“Best Proof of Elite User Consumption Power! YY Rakes in Ten Million US Dollars in Eight Hours!”

“MUYE! China’s Internet Industry’s B2 Bomber!”

“Rising YY, Rising China Internet!”

“The First Chinese Internet Product to Conquer All of America…”

All kinds of news headlines flooded the entire American internet.

While these media outlets were frantically reporting on YY, Li Mu, too tired to continue, had gone home to sleep. At the same time, the American media reports sparked a nationwide public discussion. Even users with no need for office functions were curiously wondering what exactly YY was.

However, regrettably, YY currently lacked a strong promotional team and promotional resources in the US. Most ordinary American users, after searching for YY, found that most discussions focused on how powerful YY was in the office domain. Consequently, most people gave up on downloading it to learn more.

This was also the double-edged sword of publicity exposure. YY unexpectedly gained popularity in the US as a tool-type software, but its subsequent promotional efforts couldn’t keep up, nor could Paradise Town. So, for now, its sole identity in the US was “tool-type software,” and extensive media promotion only further intensified this image.

Nevertheless, the benefits of media publicity were still significant. In a single day, new users exceeded one million. This time, European and Japanese/Korean internet and technology media also noticed the舆论 in the US, and for a time, they all began processing this news and publishing it as overseas information on their own platforms.

By the time Li Mu woke up after a morning’s sleep and arrived at the company the next afternoon, eighteen hours after PayPal payment was enabled, the transaction volume had already reached thirteen million.

The first eight hours were highly efficient, having basically exhausted the vast majority of users, so Li Mu hadn’t held much hope for subsequent transaction volume. But he never expected an additional three million US dollars in growth after ten hours, and this three million US dollars was entirely from new users, purely adding nearly five hundred thousand paying users. This data was incredibly impressive, even startling Li Mu.

Subsequently, staff members informed him about the American media coverage, and Li Mu suddenly realized. It seemed a large part of this three million US dollar growth came from media reports, and the media’s extensive coverage of YY was undoubtedly inseparable from PayPal’s assistance.

Moreover, the data showed that in the most recent two hours, the transaction volume curve had an upward trend after a continuous decline. Server data indicated that Europe and Japan/Korea were constantly seeing new registered users emerge, steadily increasing the number of paying users. Li Mu immediately realized that the power of American public opinion had begun to influence Europe and Japan/Korea. This meant that, by riding this wave, YY could, without spending a single penny, open up the European and Japanese/Korean markets.

YY’s overseas development was truly like it had been injected with a stimulant, expanding at a speed like a tsunami, crushing effortlessly. This also showed that good products, hit products, ignite as fast as a firecracker wick. Although no one had yet been sent to the American market, just a timely opportunity was enough to create a miracle…

While Li Mu was delighted, he was also puzzled as to why PayPal would give him such a great gift. As he pondered, the liaison responsible for coordinating with PayPal saw Li Mu arrive at the company and immediately came over to tell him that PayPal’s founder, Elon Musk, hoped to meet him in Yanjing three days later.

Li Mu couldn’t quite figure it out.

He didn’t understand why Elon Musk would help him so much and then be in such a hurry to meet him.

Firstly, he didn’t have much money now and was a small-timer in front of him; it was unlikely he would come over to invest in Li Mu.

Secondly, it was unlikely that he realized Li Mu’s future growth potential and wanted to curry favor with him, seeking patronage in advance. After all, a brilliant person like him was unlikely to eagerly fawn over others.

Thirdly, his future formidable SpaceX was currently just a newly established shell company. Last time, Li Mu had wondered if Musk wanted him to invest in SpaceX, but on second thought, that possibility was very slim.

People like Elon Musk wouldn’t raise financing for a shell company. He himself had a certain economic foundation and deeply understood the ways of capital. When such a person started a business, they would definitely invest a portion of their own funds first, and only after the venture was on track, creating certain performance and influence, would they seek financing to obtain a higher premium. Currently, SpaceX was a shell company; even if Li Mu wanted to invest, Musk probably wouldn’t accept.

So, what did he want?

Li Mu always felt that a person like Elon Musk, even if he wasn’t truly formidable yet, his inner strength was already sufficient. Such a person, every decision he made in business had profound consideration. Willing to cross the entire ocean in such a hurry to find him, he must have a scheme, and not a small one at that!

Li Mu took this very seriously. He first agreed to Elon Musk’s meeting request, then that very evening, he gathered the core members of Muye Technology and Taobao for dinner. Senior Student Liu also happened to be back for business, so Li Mu organized the first joint meeting of the core leadership of both companies.

Senior Student Liu and Leader Lei from Taobao; Kong Lingyu, Lin Qingya, technical top-tier expert Fang Xudong, capital expert Ding Zhengling, content expert Chen Tong, and Business Director Ding Jian from Muye Technology. These were all people Li Mu felt had very clear thinking and unique vision. To think through problems without a clear starting point, you needed people with different perspectives to brainstorm together.

During the gathering, Li Mu never brought up the matter of Elon Musk. When everyone had nearly finished eating and were engrossed in conversation, Li Mu tapped the table with his knuckles and said with a smile, “Everyone, there’s something I’ve been thinking about all day but couldn’t figure out. Please advise me on it.”

The others rarely saw Li Mu having trouble figuring out a problem, so they all looked at him, waiting for him to continue.

Li Mu said, “Look, first, Muye Technology just integrated with PayPal, America’s largest online payment company. After giving us the highest rating, they immediately sent word that their CEO, Elon Musk, wanted to meet me. Then today, he proactively gave us extensive publicity in front of the American media. And Elon Musk himself wants to come to China to see me in three days… Tell me, we’re neither kith nor kin with him, so why is he being so good to us? What’s his motive?”





Chapter 888: I Want a Piece of Meat!

Why did Elon Musk value Li Mu so highly that he’d proactively offer a favor from across the ocean? Not only that, but he was also eager to come to China for a face-to-face meeting with Li Mu. What exactly was his motive?

It wasn’t just Li Mu who couldn’t figure it out; no one else could either.

At first glance, there seemed to be many possibilities, but upon closer ponder, most of the assumptions proved to be unreliable.

Just as everyone was feeling confused, Senior Student Liu said, “I don’t know much about Elon Musk, but I’ve heard about PayPal for a long time. They’re developing rapidly overseas. Could he be hoping to use Muye Technology to enter the domestic market?”

Li Mu replied, “If Elon Musk didn’t know I had Taobao and Alipay, or wasn’t familiar with those products, perhaps it would be possible. But someone like Elon Musk would surely do enough homework beforehand. He must know that besides Muye Technology, I also have Alipay. In such a situation, how could I let his PayPal enter? If he truly wants to enter, he shouldn’t be looking for me.”

Senior Student Liu nodded, “That’s true. Such a person would do enough homework before implementing a plan.”

Lin Qingya then asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Elon Musk’s net worth right now must be significantly lower than yours, right?”

Li Mu chuckled, “His PayPal should be worth over one billion US dollars, but his shares probably don’t exceed 20%.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “That’s far less than you, so I think he must be asking something of you, which is why he’s so proactive.”

Li Mu asked her, “What do you think he needs from me?”

Lin Qingya replied, “To state the obvious, it’s definitely related to money. Once that’s established, there are only a few possible motives.”

She continued, “Either he wants to find you for investment, or he wants to borrow money from you, or he wants to do business with you. Those are pretty much the only possibilities.”

Li Mu furrowed his brows, as if he had grasped a crucial point from Lin Qingya’s words.

At this moment, Leader Lei suddenly realized, “I think I understand!”

Li Mu quickly asked, “General Manager Lei, what’s your take?”

Leader Lei said, “If I remember correctly, PayPal started negotiations with eBay a while ago, right?”

Before YY became popular among the overseas elite class, Li Mu hadn’t paid much attention to PayPal’s situation. However, he recalled that eBay’s official acquisition of PayPal should be this year, perhaps in the next one or two months? It should be in a critical negotiation period right now.

Leader Lei then added, “I think Elon Musk is looking for you because he wants to sell PayPal to you!”

Li Mu was taken aback. “Sell PayPal to me? How could I afford that? That’s over one billion RMB.”

Leader Lei chuckled, “American top-tier talents in the internet industry are all half-capitalists. Their entrepreneurs understand capital operations better than ours. I have several reasons for my consideration.”

“First, Elon Musk is a brilliant person and a businessman. Since he and the other founder want to sell off PayPal, they must want to achieve the maximum profit.”

“Second, there aren’t many potential major buyers for PayPal right now, only eBay and Amazon. However, eBay’s enthusiasm is clearly higher than Amazon’s, which is why PayPal has been in acquisition talks with eBay.”

“Third, YY is incredibly popular in the United States right now, creating such a huge response and so much daily recharge transaction volume in the US market. Its valuation must have soared into the sky. Moreover, Elon Musk must know that Muye Technology is planning Series C financing soon. So, he clearly understands that even if you don’t have enough money to acquire PayPal now, once you secure financing in the near future, you will certainly be capable of acquiring PayPal.”

“Fourth, and most importantly, I believe Elon Musk values YY and Muye Technology’s future. Therefore, if Muye Technology is interested in acquiring PayPal, he wouldn’t want Muye Technology to acquire it entirely with cash. The best scenario would be for Muye Technology to acquire it through a stock-plus-cash merger, riding on Muye Technology’s skyrocketing rocket.”

“Fifth, for Elon Musk, a trip to China incurs low costs, but it can create immense pressure on eBay. Once eBay believes Muye Technology might reach an agreement with PayPal, it will certainly force them to increase their acquisition price for PayPal. After all, eBay not only has to worry about PayPal slipping through its fingers, but also about your Taobao and the possibility of you using PayPal to expand Taobao overseas in the future! So, for Elon Musk, simply coming to China guarantees him a win, regardless of the outcome. If he reaches an agreement with you, his profits can be maximized; if he doesn’t, eBay will still offer an additional premium to ensure the successful acquisition of PayPal.”

Leader Lei’s comprehensive analysis made everyone ponder in silence. Li Mu also deliberated Leader Lei’s judgment deeply, and the more he thought about it, the more reasonable Leader Lei’s words seemed.

Elon Musk was a smart man. He proactively gave YY the highest rating and highest priority, and he also actively promoted YY in the United States. None of this involved any cost, but it genuinely earned him considerable favor with Li Mu. So, when he said he wanted to come to China to meet him, Li Mu agreed almost without hesitation.

Furthermore, it didn’t matter if Elon Musk didn’t get a positive response from Li Mu by doing this. PayPal, as an intermediary payment channel, endorsing YY in the US market, was inherently creating an ambiguous atmosphere in the US market. Companies like eBay, especially, would feel anxious seeing PayPal and Muye Technology in such an ambiguous situation. If Elon Musk came to China to meet Li Mu, it would only make eBay even more anxious.

After a moment of ponder, Li Mu’s mind cleared. Looking at Leader Lei, he said with admiration, “General Manager Lei’s analysis is very insightful. I think your prediction has a ninety percent possibility of being correct.”

Everyone else also strongly agreed with Leader Lei’s prediction because, by all accounts, his prediction was the most plausible.

Leader Lei chuckled, “Thanks to General Manager Lin’s reminder, I was able to figure out the key to this.”

Lin Qingya said somewhat awkwardly, “General Manager Lei, you’re too polite. I was merely offering a humble opinion to invite others’ valuable input…”

Senior Student Liu laughed loudly and said, “You two don’t need to be modest. Now is not the time for humility. We need to think carefully: if Elon Musk truly wants to sell PayPal to Muye Technology, does Muye Technology need to get on your side?”

PayPal is undeniably the world’s largest and most mature payment channel. If such a colossal payment giant could be merged, it would indeed be a significant boost for Muye Technology. No one would question this. But the most crucial point is that PayPal’s valuation is too high. If Muye Technology were to hold on longer and push further in the overseas market, it might, with considerable effort, reach a valuation of forty to fifty billion RMB. Of course, this doesn’t exclude the possibility of the capital market being extremely optimistic, eager, and giving a very high premium.

However, forty to fifty billion RMB translates to approximately six billion US dollars. Li Mu and other shareholders would not accept too large a percentage of dilution, so 10% is the best choice. But 10% would only bring in six hundred million US dollars. Acquiring PayPal would require over one billion US dollars, leaving a large deficit.

What to do about the large deficit? If there’s not enough cash, they could only compensate with shares. Li Mu believed Elon Musk shared this idea: exchange for a portion of cash, then merge PayPal into the Muye Technology system. In the future, as Muye Technology soared, PayPal would follow, which would be much better than selling all of it to eBay and going their separate ways. The potential for growth would be much greater. However, if Li Mu were to acquire PayPal with half cash and half shares, it would mean, in addition to diluting 10% of the shares to capital, another 10% of the shares would have to be diluted to PayPal’s team.

This percentage is too high!

PayPal is indeed incredible, but Li Mu wasn’t confident because PayPal would be useless to him right now.

Or rather, for the next few years, PayPal would be useless to Muye Technology. And if PayPal were given to him now, it would probably die in his hands before long, for a simple reason: a lack of strong platform support.

To maintain market share for a payment channel, it must rely on e-commerce platforms. In his previous life, Alipay survived and grew precisely this way, because it could rely on Taobao and Alibaba. The online transaction volume from just these two platforms was enough to make Alipay a world-class payment channel in terms of transaction volume. The reason PayPal would shine in the future was deeply involved with eBay’s global development in the preceding years.

If Alipay lost the support of Taobao and Alibaba, this payment channel would slowly decline, because other e-commerce platforms would certainly build their own payment channels and would not be beholden to others on payment issues. At that time, Alipay’s own value would keep decreasing, and when users found they couldn’t use Alipay payments on many platforms, they would naturally gradually abandon it and choose others.

Because of this, Li Mu felt that he currently had no ability to support the massive PayPal payment channel globally. Relying solely on Muye Technology’s meager transaction volume would at most make it just one of countless enterprises integrated with PayPal. It would be far from enough to sustain PayPal. If he acquired PayPal under these circumstances, global e-commerce companies like eBay and Amazon would immediately develop their own payment channels. No matter how difficult or strenuous, they would not let payment channels be controlled by other enterprises.

And Li Mu also had self-awareness. He could push YY overseas, using an incredibly popular product to achieve maximum effect with minimal effort. But he could not push Taobao overseas in the short term, or even in the next few years. The cost was too heavy; without a platform worth more than ten billion US dollars, trying to expand e-commerce in developed countries was basically a pipe dream. So, PayPal had even less meaning for him. What would he do with it?

Therefore, all things considered, if Elon Musk wanted to sell PayPal to Li Mu, Li Mu would definitely refuse. However, Leader Lei was right; it was highly likely that Elon Musk already knew Li Mu would refuse. But it didn’t matter. He came with the mindset of a “friendly stage an accident for compensation.” Li Mu had already agreed to meet, and once they met, Elon Musk would have the capital to approach eBay, or force eBay to proactively concede more benefits.

When Li Mu thought of this, he couldn’t help but smack his lips, shaking his head with a sigh, “Elon Musk is truly no ordinary person. It seems he’s completely taken advantage of me this time.”

With that, Li Mu smiled helplessly, “But it doesn’t matter. After all, he gave me a favor first. By both sentiment and reason, I owe him one.”

Leader Lei lamented, “What a pity, what a pity we’re not strong enough yet to digest a behemoth like PayPal.”

Li Mu nodded, “No matter who acquires PayPal, as long as it’s a powerful, global online transaction platform, it will certainly grow stronger. After being nurtured for a few years, it will definitely be able to demerge and go public independently in the future.”

Senior Student Liu couldn’t help but say, “If PayPal had a suitable ‘host mother’ to develop, it would be a large product worth at least ten billion US dollars, right?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Three to five hundred billion US dollars, no problem.”

Senior Student Liu had a regretful look, “Sigh, it feels like knowing a little girl will grow up to be very beautiful, but you can’t get involved with her right now… It’s truly regrettable…”

Li Mu was startled, his jaw nearly dropped to the floor. He blurted out, “Holy cow, Senior Student Liu, that kind of thinking is very dangerous! Absolutely do not harbor such thoughts! Be with Xiao Jing, and don’t keep thinking about little girls ten or twenty years younger than you. Do you know that’s violating Criminal Law!”

Senior Student Liu was stunned and said, “What? Where did your mind go? I was just making an analogy. How could someone like me really be interested in little girls ten or twenty years younger than me…”

Li Mu looked at him with a wary expression and said, “Be careful not to bite your tongue when you boast!”

Senior Student Liu felt confused, not understanding what was wrong with his analogy that caused such a strong reaction from Li Mu.

Li Mu thought to himself that he really needed to guide Senior Student Liu’s moral compass in the future. He absolutely mustn’t publicly marry a woman twenty years younger than him later. For such a big entrepreneur, that wouldn’t be generous.

Moving past this topic, Li Mu still found Senior Student Liu’s analogy somewhat interesting. Now he knew he couldn’t afford PayPal, and even if he acquired it, it would be useless. But it still pained him. Knowing that this thing would be worth at least five hundred billion US dollars in the future, and was currently worth one and a half billion US dollars, just missing out on it would probably pain him whenever he thought about it.

At this moment, Li Mu kept tapping the table continuously, as if talking to himself, but in a loud voice, “Damn it, you say I can’t swallow the whole thing, but at least let me bite off a piece of meat! I don’t want the whole thing, I just want a piece of meat!”

The others looked at Li Mu, who was anxious/restless with worry, and couldn’t help but laugh. In their eyes, this boss was truly obsessed with PayPal.

Li Mu grimaced and pondered for a long time, then suddenly a flash of inspiration hit him. While everyone was relaxed, he slammed the table, “Aha! I’ve got it!”

Everyone turned their heads, “General Manager Li, what did you think of?”

Li Mu said excitedly, “Look, is there a possibility that when Elon Musk arrives, if he expresses an intention for me to acquire or merge with PayPal, I’ll first stabilize him, tell him and his partners not to rush into selling PayPal. Then, we can pull them in, or they can pull us in, and the two sides can go into a three-way negotiation with eBay together. We tell eBay not to think about a full acquisition of PayPal anymore. How about the three parties collaborate and jointly hold shares in PayPal?”

Their eyes brightened, and expressions of pleasant surprise appeared on everyone’s faces.

At this point, Li Mu’s eyes also shone with a wolf-like glint. He said excitedly, “Think about it, even though we have Taobao in addition to Muye Technology, we don’t have any direct conflict with a personal auction platform like eBay. Moreover, Muye Technology’s globalization momentum is so strong right now, and eBay’s goal is also global development. As long as everyone jointly invests in PayPal, we can absolutely use PayPal as a link, and cooperate with YY and eBay to mutually benefit and develop together in the overseas market. I think eBay should be tempted by this proposal, right?”

Nearly a five-thousand-character long chapter. Originally, I wanted to break it at 3,000 characters for the next chapter, but I realized I couldn’t break it. The plot is more important…





Chapter 889: The Friendly Scam

“PayPal is like a grain of sand that will eventually become a brilliant pearl; it can only develop into a pearl within the right host.”

“And the right host is eBay. Without it, it would be difficult for any other platform to fully incubate PayPal.”

“Precisely because of this, Li Mu clearly realized that he couldn’t incubate PayPal; even with money, it would be extremely difficult.”

“Since PayPal had to be incubated within eBay, and Li Mu wanted to take a bite out of PayPal’s future profits, the best approach was to reach an agreement with eBay for joint investment in PayPal.”

“Because eBay has an essential need for PayPal, they can take the larger share. He merely wanted to hitch a ride to earn more money in the future, so he could take a smaller portion. PayPal’s existing shareholders, including Elon Musk and his team, essentially completed a single transaction and now want to cash out. However, if there were long-term profits, they would certainly be willing to remain with the team. Therefore, by acquiring most of PayPal’s shares himself with eBay, they could let the existing shareholders earn a sum of money first, then leave a small portion of shares for them, giving them the opportunity to make a huge profit in the future.”

“If this strategy were adopted, during the acquisition process, contracts would be needed to restrict the rate at which PayPal’s original team could cash out. If he and eBay were to acquire eighty percent of PayPal’s shares, and it required payment of one point two billion or however many hundreds of millions of US dollars in cash, then this money absolutely had to be disbursed in installments, clearly stating the total duration, how many installments, and the amount for each installment. As for Elon Musk and Peter Thiel, they should forget about dominating Silicon Valley and the world for now; they should just honestly lie low at eBay for a few years first.”

“In fact, for entrepreneurs like Elon Musk, if they could have cash assurance while also retaining shares and vying for a future, they would generally not refuse. Since his rebirth, Li Mu had understood one point: many of the incredibly influential figures from his previous life were not as formidable in 2002 as they would become in the future; they were still growing. Before his rebirth, they had evolved into their ultimate forms, but now, they still had more than a decade to go before becoming major powerhouses.”

“If he could persuade Elon Musk and his team to continue working on PayPal, and then trick eBay into coming on board to incubate PayPal for both his and their benefit, then PayPal wouldn’t just belong to eBay; it would be a shared child of him and eBay. Wouldn’t he then get to share in the profits? And quite a considerable share, too.”

“Furthermore, Li Mu believed eBay wouldn’t refuse either. Their desire for PayPal stemmed from an essential need for business development. Having PayPal in their hands would solve many of their problems and potential crises. However, there was no need for a complete acquisition; a controlling stake would also suffice. What’s more, they would also gain an ally—Muyuan Technology’s momentum was currently very strong. No international internet giant would ever underestimate its presence. If YY and eBay were to collaborate in conquering new territories in the overseas market, it would truly be a mutually beneficial great advantage.”

Li Mu’s decision immediately received everyone’s approval!

Guru Lei even said excitedly: “If we can team up with eBay to invest in PayPal—not too much, even just twenty percent of the shares—our overall valuation will increase significantly. A Chinese enterprise, rapidly developing overseas, generating astonishing daily recharge figures of over ten million US dollars, while simultaneously investing in PayPal, the world’s largest payment channel, and achieving capital cooperation with the giant eBay—this concept is absolutely extraordinary!”

Ding Zhengling, who was skilled in capital operations, also said extremely excitedly: “If we can first reach a unified consensus with eBay and PayPal, and then publicize it, by then, the company’s concept will be astonishing. With so many successive major initiatives, our valuation will be even higher. At that point, we’ll finalize our Series C funding, bring in the capital, and then use it to pay for our investment in PayPal. Everything will flow smoothly, like water.”

Kong Lingyu, unfamiliar with overseas capital markets, couldn’t help but ask: “Can the U.S. government allow us to invest in PayPal? After all, it’s a payment channel, quite sensitive…”

Ding Zhengling earnestly told him: “Old Kong, America isn’t China. You can’t consider the U.S. market based on China’s situation. Besides, several of PayPal’s current shareholders are non-Americans. Furthermore, American banks are almost uniformly private banks; even the banks themselves are privately owned. A payment channel merely uses the internet to open up banking transaction systems. The U.S. government won’t interfere. What’s more, let’s not even talk about payment channels and American banks. Do you know that even the Federal Reserve, which specifically prints US dollars in the United States, is a private institution?”

Kong Lingyu paused, stunned: “No way, America’s ‘central bank’ is private?”

Ding Zhengling shook his head helplessly: “Don’t always bury your head in coding; occasionally learn about international affairs…”

Kong Lingyu chuckled: “Alright, I’ll look into it later.”

Undoubtedly, the U.S. market has a very high degree of freedom, especially the internet industry, which is even more open. For Muyuan Technology, let alone investing in PayPal, if they truly had enough money to acquire PayPal entirely, it would be no problem at all.

At this point, Senior Brother Liu laughed heartily: “Elon Musk certainly wouldn’t expect this! He intended to come here for a friendly scam, but before he even pulled it off, General Manager Li had already outmaneuvered him. Once he arrives in China, he’s sure to be unknowingly dragged into General Manager Li’s trap, hahahaha!”

The entire conference room erupted in laughter.

Indeed, if Li Mu’s scheme truly managed to ensnare both Elon Musk and eBay, that would be incredibly impressive. Elon Musk eagerly followed along, aiming for a friendly scam, only to end up delivering himself to Li Mu, allowing him to take a bite. One wondered how he would feel when he eventually learned the truth…

Everyone was exhilarated. The only question now was whether Li Mu would be capable enough to trick Elon Musk, and then have Musk help him trick eBay, once Musk arrived in China.

However, everyone had immense confidence in Li Mu. Li Mu’s ability to persuade people was truly extraordinary. Listening to him ramble on about this and that was essentially like being brainwashed.

…

At this moment, far away in Silicon Valley, Elon Musk was feeling extremely pleased with himself.

Undoubtedly, his fundamental motivation for preparing to travel to China this time was based on a “friendly scam.” The reason he first curried favor with Li Mu was out of fear that Li Mu might refuse to see him, or be unable to make time for a meeting on short notice.

If he couldn’t meet Li Mu, how could he apply pressure on eBay? Currently, PayPal’s team was in the most critical phase of negotiations with eBay, and neither side was willing to budge, urgently needing an external factor to break the stalemate.

Currently, eBay was stubbornly sticking to its one point five billion US dollar offer, unwilling to raise it by even a single cent. Although PayPal’s team knew this was the highest offer and best terms they could get in the global internet industry, they still wanted to try their best to raise the price a little more.

So, Elon Musk’s current thinking was very simple: show goodwill to Muyuan Technology, show goodwill to Li Mu of China, then meet once with Li Mu. Li Mu was truly an impressive figure; in just over a year, he had built two massive internet empires in China and begun expanding internationally. eBay must view him with great apprehension. Once he met Li Mu, and once eBay felt the pressure, the one point five billion US dollar offer’s deadlock could potentially be broken.

If he could pull off a friendly scam with Li Mu once, the final result reflected in eBay’s offer might be an increase of one hundred million, or perhaps two hundred million, or even more.

Even taking a step back, even if they could only raise the price from one point five billion US dollars to one point five one billion US dollars, wouldn’t that still be a huge improvement? That’s ten million US dollars! If a trip to China could earn him ten million US dollars, he’d stay on the plane and never get off again! He’d fly until he was fifty, then get off the plane and enjoy life.

Li Mu had now agreed to a meeting three days later, so Elon Musk knew his plan had succeeded, and he was in an exceptionally good mood.

After having his secretary book his plane ticket, Elon Musk began actively arranging his team’s upcoming work, preparing for his trip to China the day after tomorrow.

This time, Elon Musk planned to travel alone. He wanted to meet Li Mu, the young man from China, a twenty-year-old who had achieved such brilliant accomplishments. Even in Elon Musk’s heart, he felt exceptional admiration for Li Mu.

His partner, Peter Thiel, was very pleased with Elon Musk’s initiative. Once Elon Musk had finished arranging his work, he approached him and said privately: “Elon, when you go to China this time, you must try to interact with Li Mu as much as possible. When the time comes, I’ll have the domestic media extensively report on it. As soon as the domestic media reports, I’ll immediately slow down negotiations with eBay. Then eBay will definitely get anxious. Once they’re anxious, we’ll demand a re-evaluation. With a bit of luck, we might actually sell for one hundred million or two hundred million more.”

Elon Musk nodded, chuckling shrewdly: “Rest assured, as long as we make a big splash, eBay will definitely be under huge pressure. That Li Mu from China is still very capable, and eBay will certainly be wary of him.”

Peter Thiel said, “It’s possible that Li Mu might actually be interested in acquiring PayPal as well.”

Elon Musk shook his head and said: “I don’t think it’s very likely. Although Li Mu is formidable and has sufficient capability to acquire PayPal, he has no reason to do so. Currently, the overseas development of YY is his top priority, and his Taobao will definitely suffer from unacclimatized illnesses in the American market, so PayPal would not be very useful to him.”

Peter Thiel asked him, “Will eBay also think that?”

Elon Musk confidently stated: “Rest assured, with eBay’s current mindset, they won’t be able to conduct an objective and in-depth analysis. They’re like a young boy who has just started dating a girl he’s infatuated with. At this point, if the girl even glances at another boy, he’ll become anxious, lack confidence, and feel panicked. He won’t even consider whether the girl and that boy could be involved. If just a glance is so serious, what would he think if the girl suddenly went to another boy’s house for a visit?”

Peter Thiel laughed: “This kind of strategic thinking certainly still depends on your cunning! Then I’ll wait for your good news here in Silicon Valley!”

Elon Musk confidently declared: “Rest assured, I’m confident this time. By leveraging Li Mu from China, we can increase our valuation by at least one hundred million US dollars!”





Chapter 890: Conquering the Global Elite Class

”

”

”

”

Ultimately, within the first twenty-four hours of YY integrating PayPal and launching its new member value-added services system, YY utilized PayPal to gold-suck seventeen million US dollars globally.

”

”

Thanks to PayPal’s assist, the data saw another significant rise in the final few hours, drawing a trend chart that resembled the letter N.

”

”

YY virtually ignited a series of chemical reactions in the American and developed countries’ markets worldwide, as if it had pushed down the first domino, subsequently unstoppably pushing down more and more dominos with irresistible force.

”

”

The achievement of seventeen million US dollars shocked the entire United States, especially since America had always prided itself as the center of the world’s internet. Let alone China, even Europe and Japan and Korea had never had a software product cause such a huge reaction in the American domestic market.

”

”

Before this, they had only heard that Chinese internet companies took money from America. That is to say, most Chinese internet companies took American capital back to China for development. However, Muyuan Technology was almost the only Chinese internet company capable of earning money in America, and the money was earned too easily. Muyuan Technology had not even invested a single cent in promotion in the American market to this day.

”

”

American media were once again astonished, with various reports continuously emerging like bamboo shoots after a spring rain. A quick glance through several American media reports revealed only shock, exclamation, and heartfelt praise. There was no other way, for YY had brought such revolutionary changes to their office work. It was like DJI drones; brilliance is brilliance. Even as a Chinese company, it remained highly sought after in America, firmly occupying the vast majority of the market share, and would not encounter baseless smears in the American market or in front of the media just because it was a Chinese company.

”

”

As YY’s reputation continuously increased in America, the American elite class had already begun to help YY attract new users worldwide.

”

”

The reason it is said that the American elite class helped is primarily because users worldwide basically came from direct promotion by American users. In overseas markets outside of America, encountering and using YY was almost entirely due to the influence of the American elite class. This included Canada and Mexico, which are closest to the U.S., as well as Europe, and it even gradually spread to Japan and Korea.

”

”

Canada, naturally, goes without saying. Not only do America and Canada share a border, but various interconnections have already reached the extreme possible between countries. Among these, Vancouver and Seattle are practically linked; if you don’t look at the national flags, few people would be able to distinguish whether they are in Canada or America.

”

”

Ties between Canadian and American companies are extremely close, and there is extensive communication between the elite classes at the work and business level. Therefore, when YY became popular among the American elite, the Canadian elite had already begun to be forced to make changes.

”

”

When holding a video conference with an American partner, if the other party wasn’t in the office and didn’t have a terminal, they would request the video conference be held on YY. The Canadians didn’t understand what YY was, but under the other party’s instructions, they searched for and downloaded YY, installed and registered it, added friends, and then could immediately conduct a video conference, which was extremely convenient.

”

”

When sending a file to an American partner, if the file was too large and email transmission was very troublesome, they would ask if the other party was online to use MSN for file transfer. The other party would say, “I’m not at my computer. Why don’t you send it offline to my YY? Anyone can add me as a friend on YY, you can add me even if I’m not online, and then send me the file.” The Canadians were confused and dazed. “What does that mean? I don’t understand. Are we not on the same planet?” Afterwards, under the other party’s guidance, they tried sending an offline file to the other party using YY, and only then did they discover that such a divine artifact existed in the world.

”

”

Americans wanted to pull Canadians and others together to discuss something, and the Canadians would say, “How about we have a phone conference?”

”

”

Americans would say, “What the heck phone call? For several people, advance party communicate about things, it’s more convenient to use text. At least it ensures that everyone won’t miss anything anyone has said.”

”

”

The Canadians didn’t understand. What new trick was their American big brother up to now?

”

”

The other party simply threw him a YY group number and instructed, “Go, register a YY account and then join the group.”

”

”

The Canadian fumbled with registering a YY account and joining the group chat, only then exclaiming, “Holy moly, this thing is seriously impressive!”

”

”

Work and business communication will give users greater patience. If it’s just absurd idle chat between friends, many users might be too lazy to specifically download a new software, register an account, and adapt from scratch. This is because all users, and even all people, subconsciously have a kind of inertia. But once it rises to the work level, its importance far exceeds inertia. No matter how unwilling, work needs must be accepted.

”

”

Precisely because of this, the American elite class has pushed YY to the world through transnational business cooperation.

”

”

The elite class of European multinational companies were the earliest users in all of Europe to encounter YY. Given European standards, they are not very obsessed with internet high-tech. In this regard, they have a huge gap with America. But there was no way around it; the current office form was: as long as you had business contact with Americans, you basically had to first download and register YY, and become a member.

”

”

The reason was simple: the American big brothers had long been spoiled by YY. Once they needed to solve office needs online, they only used YY. Europeans had only recently been led by Americans to use software like MSN, but then the Americans themselves abandoned MSN first.

”

”

When the Europeans protested to the Americans, “Hey, haven’t you always used MSN and ICQ?” The Americans’ reply was straightforward and concise: “Sorry, we have completely eliminated that crappy software.”

”

”

“But, isn’t MSN your own American product? Wasn’t ICQ also acquired by an American company? Why don’t you yourselves support your own country’s products, but instead use something developed by Chinese people?”

”

”

“We also drive your European-made Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Audi, and Bentley. Do you think we should also block European cars outside our national borders?”

”

”

The stubborn Europeans were powerless to refute this answer.

”

”

However, when forced by the Americans to start using YY, they suddenly realized that this software was truly amazing! No wonder Americans were all using it; it was damn good to use! The Americans truly didn’t mislead me!

”

”

This feeling was like Americans holding a soft, gooey, pitch-black thing and trying to force-feed it into their mouths. They would struggle and shout, “Oh no, that’s dog crap, don’t put it in my mouth! I beg you! No! I don’t want it!” But after the Americans forced the thing into their mouths, the Europeans would smack their lips, savor it endlessly, and having come through the ordeal, exclaim, “Oh, it was chocolate! Damn delicious, big brother, is there any more?”

”

”

This stark contrast made an even deeper impression of YY on them, and they even involuntarily began to recommend it to colleagues by their side and other partners.

”

”

Compared to Europeans, the elite class of Japan and Korea were more obedient to Americans. Due to historical reasons, the people of these two countries have a very strong degree of obedience and admiration for America deep in their hearts. If an American partner gave an order, they would download and use it without hesitation.

”

”

However, the Japanese and Korean elite class simply could not believe that such an awesome software, one that had conquered Americans and then conquered themselves, was actually developed by Chinese people!

”

”

This point left the Japanese and Korean elite class quite displeased. In their subconscious, all their domestic products, from physical products to virtual products, far surpassed Chinese products. Even they didn’t have a virtual product that could conquer American Daddy, so why could the Chinese?

”

”

Now, American Daddy was not only conquered by a Chinese product, but even became a voluntary spokesperson for promoting YY globally. Almost everyone who had commercial ties with Americans would be required by Americans to download and register YY. This truly made them feel so uncomfortable, as if they had swallowed a fly.

”

”

American Daddy had never promoted their own products like this before!

”

”

However, what made them feel even worse was that, even though it felt like swallowing a fly, this “fly” was simply too good to use. Everyone was amazed to tears by its various functions.

”

”

The biggest problem before them now was whether or not to promote YY to others around them and to their partners. When communicating and handling work with American Daddy using YY, it truly made them feel the eternal truth that “science and technology are the primary productive forces.”

”

”

But, if they were to promote YY to their domestic buddies, they simply couldn’t get over that hurdle in their hearts. Why should they?! Why should I download products from a Chinese internet company, register an account, purchase membership, and then also voluntarily promote for them? I am extremely patriotic!

”

”

I! Absolutely! Will not!

”

”

Just when they felt patriotism was far more important than anything else, they subconsciously thought, if they didn’t promote it, other colleagues and partners around them who didn’t interact with Americans wouldn’t even know what YY was. Should they go back to using old methods to communicate and handle work with them?

”

”

Although this could avoid promoting for a Chinese company, in reality, it would be themselves who suffered! As someone who had used YY, how could they tolerate those office communication methods that were so weak they were on the verge of breakdown? What was wasted was their own time, energy, and money!

”

”

On one side, putting patriotism first in the face of their country; on the other side, “Damn, this YY is really good to use.” In this fierce struggle between two thoughts, the users in both countries reluctantly made a choice: Promote YY! For no other reason than their own work efficiency. As for the fact that this Chinese company would benefit, they could only endure it!

”

”

When almost all developed countries’ elite classes began to use YY, and most became YY paid members, the news spread back domestically, and all media extensively and grandly reported on YY’s huge overseas achievements. When the Chinese people learned that YY was popular worldwide, the whole nation rejoiced!

”

”

CCTV and central media were relatively restrained, defining Muyuan Technology and YY as: China’s Internet calling card. Local media, however, directly gave Muyuan Technology and YY a very significant but well-deserved title: National treasure-level internet company, and National treasure-level internet product!

”

”





Chapter 891: How About We Go for Some Skewers Together?

Classes at Renmin University of China had resumed several days ago, and the guys in Dorm Room 606 still kept one bed vacant, living as five in a six-person dorm.

In truth, everyone had long grown accustomed to Li Mu not being in the dorm room. Ever since 3321 rose to prominence, that guy rarely attended classes and even more rarely returned to the dorm room. No one knew what he was busy with outside every day. They only knew that even if he didn’t attend classes, didn’t return to the dorm room, and didn’t take exams, the university still didn’t bother him. In fact, they would certainly ensure he graduated smoothly and earned his degree, and perhaps the university might even give Li Mu preferential treatment, directly guaranteeing his postgraduate admission.

However, it wasn’t until Li Mu suddenly appeared on TV during the summer break that these bros who had constantly been together with him in the same dorm room realized that they had been living alongside a billionaire, a remarkably amazing individual who was almost unbelievable.

When Li Mu officially appeared on TV as the founder of Muyuan Technology, the five bros in the dorm room, though in different places, all shared the same thought: everything felt so unreal.

It wasn’t that the Li Mu on TV was unreal, but rather that the Li Mu who had always lived with them was unreal.

If Li Mu hadn’t suddenly been exposed as a billionaire, but had merely won five million yuan in the lottery, everyone probably would have teased him mercilessly, then made him treat them to dinner, karaoke, and a full spa service, and then freeloaded off him for three years. But Li Mu’s net worth suddenly reached hundreds of millions, and even his identity underwent earth-shattering changes. This transformation was too overwhelming for the five people in Li Mu’s dorm room, making them instinctively feel as if an entire dimension had suddenly separated them from Li Mu.

One second, he was your brother sleeping next door, always up for eating skewers and drinking together. The next second, he transformed, donned a suit, and became a nationally celebrated successful person. This delivered a huge impact to the five dorm mates, making them feel deep down that Li Mu and themselves were no longer people from the same world.

So, when they learned of Li Mu’s true situation at the time, they instinctively called him to congratulate him. While they said it was a congratulation, they were so flustered they could barely speak, just repeating variations of: “You really kept a big secret!”

Yes! A huge secret!

Li Mu hadn’t revealed even a speck of it to his five bros beforehand.

Only after watching the interview and seeing Kong Lingyu, the general manager of Muyuan Technology, did they realize that Li Mu hadn’t intended to tell them the truth from the very beginning.

Why?

When everyone helped Li Mu with 3321, what did Li Mu say?

He said he had a maternal older male cousin who was involved in the internet business and had some money, and that 3321 was funded by that maternal older male cousin. Some people had even met his so-called maternal older male cousin at the time, only to later find out it wasn’t his maternal older male cousin at all, but his subordinate.

Indeed, Li Mu had told quite a few lies to his close friends in the dorm, though none were malicious and were merely to make things simpler. However, when he suddenly soared to success, those past well-intentioned lies and concealment still caused considerable psychological harm to his dorm mates. It was hard for them not to feel like, “I treated you like a brother, but you always treated me like an idiot,” along with a sense of sadness.

Therefore, from the time classes resumed and they reunited until now, no one had suggested looking for Li Mu to hang out together.

The guys in the dorm room often talked about Li Mu, and each of them paid special attention to Li Mu’s actions, Muyuan Technology, and Taobao. Although they harbored some resentment toward Li Mu, deep down, they were extremely proud of him. Every one of Li Mu’s achievements, in their eyes, was a tremendous occasion for joy.

After class that day, Sun Jian, the oldest in the dorm, decided to organize a dinner for everyone. The reason for it was mostly related to Li Mu.

In fact, ever since breakfast in the dining hall that morning, he had seen news on TV about Muyuan Technology and YY booming overseas. Even the CCTV anchor couldn’t suppress their look of pride when reporting this news. As Li Mu’s roommate, his own sense of pride was even harder to control.

When Sun Jian went out for lunch, he passed a newsstand and deliberately stopped to take a look. As far as the eye could see, almost all of the dozen or so newspapers and magazines displayed there had Muyuan Technology and YY as their headlines.

In the afternoon class, the professor teaching marketing deliberately used YY’s rapid proliferation among elite classes overseas as an example, explaining a great deal in conjunction with the textbook content. He primarily spoke about the critical role a good product itself can play in marketing. The professor said: “A good product, especially a perfectly good product like YY, possesses extremely strong market development capabilities on its own. Because its inherent product quality is extremely strong, it has a powerful word-of-mouth marketing effect. It requires almost no effort in promotion; simply relying on word-of-mouth can acquire a large number of users and market share.”

The professor also cited Laoganma as an example. Although Laoganma wasn’t as popular as it would be in later years, it was already a large enterprise with hundreds of millions of yuan in annual output at the time. In some ways similar to YY, both were good products that were rarely advertised but could continuously create miracles through word-of-mouth.

Throughout the day, Sun Jian felt incredibly proud. He wished he could congratulate Li Mu in person over a big drink, but Sun Jian also knew that Li Mu was probably incredibly busy right now, likely with no time to drink with him. So, he thought, why not just call everyone out for a drink together?

Although Sun Jian’s family background was ordinary, he had earned a lot of money working as a tutor for 3321 over the past year. Not only had he sent a good amount home, but after paying his second-year tuition and miscellaneous fees, he still had a significant surplus, so he was much more generous with his spending. After class, he directly called the other four people in the dorm room and said he wanted to treat everyone to skewers and beer outside the university.

Li Yawei and Hu Zhengdao both had girlfriends, and both of their girlfriends were Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm mates. So, these two asked Sun Jian if they could bring their romantic partners. Sun Jian agreed without hesitation, telling everyone to bring their romantic partners along.

Xue Jianfeng, the second oldest in the dorm room, asked Sun Jian: “Should we call Li Mu and ask if he has time? Us bros haven’t seen him since summer break.”

Sun Jian said without thinking, “Let’s not. Li Mu is genuinely someone who earns hundreds of thousands of yuan per minute. How would he have time to have dinner with us? Even if he did, we shouldn’t delay his serious business, should we?”

Xue Jianfeng thought that made sense too. Although they were all bros from the same dorm room, he was now worth hundreds of millions. Even a single hair plucked from him would be stronger than the combined assets of the other five bros in the dorm. In this situation, asking him out for drinks and skewers was truly inappropriate.

Han Xiaoxiao, Li Yawei’s romantic partner, had just finished class when she received Li Yawei’s call. Unlike the other girls in her dorm, she and Zhao Ziqiu were not only dorm mates but also classmates. When she answered the phone and heard Sun Jian was treating everyone to dinner, she said to Li Yawei: “Why didn’t you say so earlier? Zi Qiu and I had plans to eat Japanese BBQ together tonight.”

Li Yawei said: “Oh, well, just call Zi Qiu to join us then. Japanese BBQ and Chinese skewers are more or less the same thing.”

Han Xiaoxiao let out a chuckle and said: “You’re talking nonsense. Japanese BBQ is totally different from eating lamb skewers! Japanese BBQ restaurants have tatami mats, they’re quiet and elegant, and besides grilled meat, you can also have sashimi…”

“Sashimi, my butt!” Li Yawei, uncharacteristically assertive in front of his girlfriend, said: “Look at you gloating. Wasn’t it you who used to eat lamb skewers with metal skewers so intensely you almost sparked fire? Now you’re talking about quiet and elegant…”

Han Xiaoxiao didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, and said indignantly: “Li Yawei, watch what you say. When have I ever been so unladylike?”

Li Yawei said impatiently: “What’s the point of talking nonsense? The boss said to bring romantic partners, so don’t flake on me!”

Han Xiaoxiao was helpless and softened her tone, saying: “Alright then, I’ll ask Zi Qiu if she wants to come along.”

After hanging up, Han Xiaoxiao went to Zhao Ziqiu’s seat and said to Zhao Ziqiu: “Zi Qiu, Li Yawei’s dorm boss said he’s treating us tonight, and he insisted on bringing romantic partners. Do you want to go with us?”

After speaking, Han Xiaoxiao, fearing Zhao Ziqiu might refuse, deliberately added: “You’re quite familiar with everyone in their dorm, so why don’t you come along?”

Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes immediately sparkled, and she instinctively asked her: “Is Li Mu going?”

“Ah?” Han Xiaoxiao froze for a moment, then awkwardly said: “I don’t know, probably not… I heard Li Yawei say earlier that they’re too embarrassed to call Li Mu now, afraid of disturbing him from his big important matters.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise: “They haven’t been in touch with Li Mu at all?”

“No, they haven’t,” Han Xiaoxiao said. “It’s understandable. If you became a billionaire someday, busy all day and constantly in the news headlines, I wouldn’t feel comfortable looking for you either…”

Zhao Ziqiu felt a bit strange inside. On one hand, she understood that Li Mu was at his busiest right now, but on the other hand, she also felt that Li Mu shouldn’t lose all contact with his dorm mates. Regardless of sentiment or reason, they should continue to keep in touch.

So Zhao Ziqiu said to Han Xiaoxiao: “Anyway, I have nothing to do, so I’ll just tag along for the free meal.”

Han Xiaoxiao immediately smiled: “That’s great! Hu Zhengdao must have called Yan Nan too. The three of us can go together.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, and the two walked out of the classroom together. Han Xiaoxiao then pulled out her phone to call Wang Yanan.

While Han Xiaoxiao was on the phone arranging a meeting place with Wang Yanan, Zhao Ziqiu quietly sent a text message to Li Mu: “I’m having dinner with your dorm bros tonight. Do you want to come join us for some skewers?”

Li Mu was currently at Taobao, continuing to discuss promotional activity details with General Manager Lei.

Muyuan Technology was currently in its best state; the Paradise Town and server teams were all ready to go, and Ding Zhengling was constantly following up on the financing. Elon Musk was about to arrive in China, and Li Mu probably wouldn’t have much time in the coming days, so he was racing against time to focus more on Taobao.

Li Mu hoped Taobao would make foolproof preparations so that once Mr. Ma’s Letao and its related promotional activities went online, he could directly crush them with his own activities, leaving them utterly defeated.

While discussing matters related to recent celebrity video advertisement recordings, Li Mu saw the text message from Zhao Ziqiu.

Upon seeing the message content, Li Mu felt quite a pang in his heart. Since the university semester began, he hadn’t returned to the university, let alone his dorm room, and hadn’t even made a single call to his roommates. It wasn’t because he felt any distance or difference between himself and them; the main reason was simply one word: busy.

He was indeed too busy. Every day, after waking up and washing up, he would either go to Muyuan Technology or Taobao. Both sides were currently at exceptionally critical junctures, and there was an incredible amount of work. From ten in the morning until past midnight, he still felt overwhelmed. Let alone meeting his dorm bros, he hadn’t even had time to see Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Mu used to not believe that successful entrepreneurs could be this busy. He remembered a TV interview with Wang Jianlin where Wang Jianlin said he arrived at the company at seven in the morning and his daily work schedule was precisely planned down to the minute, always ready to take a private jet to any city. Li Mu had thought at the time that the show might have been a bit staged. It was clearly the richest man, with enough money to last several lifetimes, yet his daily work was still so demanding. What was wrong with that? With so much money, why not enjoy life? Why bother struggling?

However, now that he was managing several ventures himself, he realized that Wang Jianlin’s interview was not exaggerated at all. The richer one became, the less they could remain idle, not just for making money, but also for realizing personal ideals and greater aspirations.

Wang Jianlin stated in the program at the time that he hoped Wanda City could surpass Disneyland. This wasn’t necessarily for profit, but more for his personal pursuit.

Li Mu was the same. If he wanted to retire now, sell most of his equity to capitalists, and let them find top-notch professional managers to run the company, he wouldn’t need to worry about anything else; just the stock dividends would be enough for several lifetimes. So why was he still working so hard? Wasn’t it for the ideals and pursuits in his heart?

Muyuan Technology carried Li Mu’s national dream. Although he personally witnessed China gradually become the world’s largest internet market in his previous life, and even played an insignificant role as a cog in the machine, Li Mu always had a huge regret: in such a vast China, in such a vast Chinese internet industry, there wasn’t a single enterprise or product that could stand among the world’s elite. None at all. So in this life, Li Mu hoped that he could break this constraint for the Chinese internet industry. Setting other things aside for now, he first wanted to build YY into a truly global product, ensuring its users spread across the world.

As for Taobao, it carried Li Mu’s pursuit of the domestic e-commerce industry. He didn’t want to be like Mr. Ma, who earned all the profits from counterfeit goods and then turned around to become the number one online anti-counterfeiting advocate. He hoped that Chinese e-commerce would start on the right path from the very beginning! Serving as a model/example for all subsequent e-commerce platforms and giving Chinese e-commerce a better start.

It was precisely because he infused his ideals into his career that Li Mu consistently maintained astonishing explosive power, working so tirelessly he lost all sense of direction, almost without a private life.

However, upon seeing Zhao Ziqiu’s text message, Li Mu suddenly yearned for a brief moment of relaxation, yearning to shed the heavy burden of ideals and identity and embrace life, enjoying it with the mindset a young person should have. At this moment, he felt as if he were already on a street in Yanjing on an autumn evening, the cool breeze bringing wafts of smoky, fragrant grilled skewers, with the girl he loved sitting beside him.

A group of friends holding large beer mugs, drinking heartily at a street stall, their conversations all night long revolving around youthful love, dreams, unrestrainedness, and flamboyance.





Chapter 892: Pure Good Bros

When Zhao Ziqiu, Han Xiaoxiao, and Wang Yanan arrived at the agreed-upon roadside food stall, Li Mu’s five dorm mates had already been waiting for a long time.

As soon as the three girls arrived, the five young men hurriedly stood up to make space. However, even as Li Yawei stood up to make room for his girlfriend, he was still talking non-stop to his bros: “Haven’t you noticed? So many domestic media outlets are now competing to report how awesome YY is overseas. Netizens online have long since gone wild! Just go to major websites and check the comments under every piece of news related to Brother Mu. The netizens are directly treating Brother Mu as our nation’s hero of China!”

Li Yawei spoke excitedly, his serious expression lending an extraordinary infectiousness to his words. The Yanjing people’s talent for eloquence, or rather, for playful banter, was fully displayed through him alone.

The other bros nodded in agreement. Sun Jian chimed in, “You’re looking online, I’m watching TV and reading newspapers. Oh my goodness, I’m not exaggerating when I tell you, all newspapers, including the Legal Daily, are putting YY on their front-page headlines! This is truly awesome!”

Liu Nian, the youngest among them, said, “I recently tutored a young man who just started his third year of high school. His family knew I was from Renmin University, and the first thing they asked was if I knew Brother Mu. I told them Brother Mu and I are dorm mates, but they absolutely refused to believe it. Later, I told them to look up the news reports about 3321 from back then, and only then did they recognize me. You wouldn’t believe it, the young man’s parents were so incredibly enthusiastic towards me; they insisted on adopting me as their sworn son! When I refused, they had their son recognize me as his sworn older brother…”

Xue Jianfeng laughed, teasing Liu Nian, “Next time, don’t tutor young men. Find a young lady instead. Maybe if she’s happy, she’ll marry her daughter to you, and you’ll get both riches and a beautiful woman!”

Liu Nian blushed and said, “Bro Feng, don’t talk nonsense. I wouldn’t tutor a girl; I’d get nervous…”

Sun Jian scolded with a laugh, “Nervous about what, bullshit! You get nervous tutoring high school girls? How are you going to flirt with girls at school in the future?”

Han Xiaoxiao, having sat down, laughed and said, “You guys are really something, picking on Liu Nian like that. Haven’t you seen his face is all red?”

Li Yawei interjected, laughing, “That’s right, that’s right. Liu Nian is the most bashful. You two older ones shouldn’t always tease him.”

Saying this, Li Yawei continued, “I heard today that when the school leaders were giving a lecture to the freshmen, they said Brother Mu would be returning on the 20th to give a speech to the freshmen.”

“Really?” Sun Jian counted on his fingers. “That’s only a few days away. Can Li Mu really come?”

Li Yawei said, “He should. He must have promised the school leaders; otherwise, they wouldn’t spread rumors without basis.”

Xue Jianfeng said, “Then when he comes back to school, no matter what, we have to find a time to eat with him. Otherwise, I’m afraid we might not see him again in this life. He won’t have time to bother with us anymore.”

Seeing that Xue Jianfeng didn’t seem to be joking, Zhao Ziqiu hurriedly interjected to defend Li Mu, explaining, “Jianfeng, don’t talk nonsense. Li Mu is definitely too busy right now, which is why he hasn’t had time to find you guys. You all know from the news you read every day how much he has to shoulder alone. Bill Gates might not even be as busy as he is.”

Sun Jian nodded, saying to himself, “That’s true. Li Mu must be incredibly busy right now, which is understandable. He’s undertaking something great, something that brings glory to the nation.”

After speaking, Sun Jian looked at Zhao Ziqiu again and asked her, “Zi Qiu, you definitely contact Li Mu more than us. Has he told you about coming back to school to give a speech?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head, slightly bashful, and said against her true feelings, “I don’t contact him very often either…”

After all, in the eyes of Li Mu’s dorm mates, Li Mu’s official girlfriend was Su Yingxue from their school. No one among their classmates knew about her and Li Mu’s relationship, so they certainly wouldn’t know. The only one who knew was Wang Yanan; when her mother was seriously ill, she and Li Mu had once slept in each other’s arms at her house. Besides her, no one else knew they had a substantive relationship.

Han Xiaoxiao then said, “You guys are something else. If you want to find Li Mu, just call him! Directly call and ask if he has time to come out for a meal. Even if he really doesn’t have time to eat with you, he always has time to answer a call, right?”

As soon as these words were out, the dorm mates looked at each other in dismay. That’s true in theory, but who would be comfortable calling Li Mu? It’d be fine if it didn’t go through, but what if he didn’t answer? They’d be embarrassed, and it wouldn’t feel good inside. Besides, if he did answer, what would they talk about? What could they talk about to be on the same wavelength as a billionaire? These were all problems.

Han Xiaoxiao sighed helplessly. Just then, the food stall owner finished grilling a batch of skewers and brought them over on two metal plates. Han Xiaoxiao then changed the subject, saying, “Oh, forget it. Let’s hurry up and eat something. I’m starving.”

Zhao Ziqiu suddenly said, “Um, how about we wait a bit longer?”

Han Xiaoxiao reached out to grab a skewer. Hearing Zhao Ziqiu’s words, she couldn’t help but ask her, “Wait for what? Skewers freshest off the grill are the best tasting. If they cool down later, the fatty meat won’t taste good once it’s cold.”

Zhao Ziqiu thought to herself, Li Mu just said he would come over as soon as he finished his work. It’s been over half an hour since then, why hasn’t he arrived yet?

However, her suggestion to wait a bit longer just came out subconsciously. With Han Xiaoxiao’s question, she felt it would be better not to say it in advance. At least when Li Mu arrived, he could still give them a little surprise.

So, Zhao Ziqiu giggled and said to Han Xiaoxiao, “It’s nothing. I just saw how greedy you were and was just trying to mess with you.”

Han Xiaoxiao rolled her eyes at Zhao Ziqiu and said, “I’m already starving! Guys, let’s hurry and eat while it’s hot.”

Sun Jian picked up a beer glass from the table and said to his dorm mates, “Come on, come on, let’s have one first.”

Li Yawei raised his glass, his bantering spirit surfacing again. “The six brave warriors of Dorm Room 606! Brother Mu is absent today, but it doesn’t matter. We’ll just pretend he’s here too. Come on, us bros, let’s have one together!”

As he finished speaking, Li Yawei had just lifted his glass when a masked figure suddenly sat down on a plastic stool in the empty space beside him. This sudden appearance startled everyone. What was going on? A stranger suddenly sitting at their table?

While everyone was surprised, the man who had just sat down took off his mask and smiled, saying to them, “Who said I was absent?”

Zhao Ziqiu covered her mouth, secretly chuckling. The male student who had suddenly appeared diagonally across from him was none other than Li Mu!

Seeing the mischievous smile on Li Mu’s face, and looking at him from the side, his features were charming and well-defined. Not only was he handsome, but he was also quite manly. Her heart felt as if she had eaten honey, sweet to the point of being cloying.

Everyone else was stunned beyond belief, gazing at Li Mu dumbfounded. For the first three minutes, the male students seemed to be able to say nothing but, “Holy crap, holy crap!”

Li Yawei was the first to come back to his senses. Looking at Li Mu beside him, he exclaimed excitedly, “Brother Mu, how did you… Oh my god, darling wife, quickly pinch me and see if I’m dreaming.”

Han Xiaoxiao reached out and pinched his inner thigh hard, making Li Yawei almost jump up. He couldn’t help but complain to her, “Seriously! You actually pinched me!”

“Duh, didn’t you ask for it?”

“Even if I asked for it, you don’t have to pinch so hard…”

Li Mu then said, “You’re tough guys, are you going to lose a piece of flesh just from a pinch? Weren’t you talking about drinking? Come on, open a bottle of beer for me. I’ll have one with you guys.”

Li Yawei forgot the pain. He hurriedly opened a bottle of beer for Li Mu and called the owner to bring a glass over.

Fortunately, the sky was dim, and the owner didn’t pay much attention. Otherwise, if he had seen Li Mu and put together the news he’d seen today, both intentionally and unintentionally, he would probably have been startled by this billionaire, Li Mu.

The other bros were also overjoyed and surprised. Without a word, they all raised their glasses and had one with Li Mu first.

After a big glass of beer, they immediately started chatting freely. Sun Jian asked Li Mu, surprised, “How did you get here? We didn’t even invite you.”

Li Mu looked at Zhao Ziqiu and said, “Zi Qiu texted me, saying you guys were talking bad about me behind my back. As soon as I saw the text message, how could I tolerate that? So I rushed right over.”

Sun Jian believed him and hurriedly said, “We certainly weren’t talking bad about you.”

Zhao Ziqiu also said with a smile, “Don’t talk nonsense, or they’ll misunderstand me later.”

Li Mu laughed, “Alright, no more jokes. Zi Qiu said she was eating with you all, and when I heard you guys were having a gathering and didn’t invite me, I proactively asked for the address and rushed over.”

Sun Jian said, “It’s not that we didn’t invite you. It’s mainly that we were afraid you were too busy and wouldn’t be able to spare the time to eat with us.”

Li Mu said, “Being busy is one thing, and eating is another. These two don’t affect each other much. No matter how busy, don’t you still have to eat? Besides, I really wanted to drink and eat skewers with you guys. It’s just that I’ve been swamped with work lately. It’s been so many days since school started, and I haven’t had time to arrange a meal with you guys.”

Xue Jianfeng said, “Li Mu, your reputation in China recently is at its zenith! Us bros have all been following all the news about you. There’s nothing else to say, just two words: Awesome! You’re just so freaking awesome! You’re not only bringing honor to us bros, to Renmin University, but even to all of China.”

Li Mu laughed, “Us bros, are we still being so formal? Forget about awesome or bringing honor. Once we sit down here, with drinks in hand, we’re just pure good bros. I am who I am, I’m your bro, your dorm mate, your classmate.”

Li Mu didn’t want his bros to distance themselves from him or put him on too high a pedestal in their hearts. If that happened, it would really be hard for them to casually eat, drink, and have fun together like before.

Sun Jian then spoke with a serious expression, “Li Mu, bros are bros, but when a bro becomes awesome, we’re happy too! Do you know, us bros often search for news about you on Google. Damn, it’s all in English! When we encountered something we couldn’t understand, Zheng Dao would hold an English-Chinese dictionary to look things up, and Yawei would hold a Wenquxing (a brand of electronic dictionary) to check. After a few days, the English proficiency of our whole dorm has improved significantly!”





Chapter 893: Take Me Home

These days, there was indeed too much news about Li Mu. After reading too many domestic media reports, everyone felt it wasn’t enough, so they began the irreversible journey of searching for news about Li Mu overseas.

Initially, everyone focused on American news websites. When they saw how highly American media praised Li Mu, YY, and Muyuan Technology, everyone felt a strong sense of excitement and pride. Later, reports from America alone couldn’t satisfy them. They started looking for news from various European countries, Japan, and Korea. When they encountered languages they didn’t understand, like German, French, Korean, or Japanese, they simply sought out classmates and friends who majored in those languages for help. This feeling was akin to personally witnessing Li Mu conquering the whole world; their hearts swelled with pride.

However, Li Mu’s five dormmates weren’t simply paying attention to him. They even started posting everywhere online, sharing translated or commissioned foreign reports. They would attach screenshots of the original reports, along with their Chinese translations, and then post them on major websites, forums, and Tieba, leading to a popular type of post online: “See how foreigners evaluate YY and Li Mu!”

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that this method of translating overseas reports, propelled by his dormmates, quickly sparked a wave of popularity online.

In his previous life, Li Mu knew of many similar incidents: once a Chinese product became popular / famous overseas, domestic citizens would feel exceptionally proud and self-satisfied, and then the internet would be overwhelming with translation posts about how foreign media and netizens evaluated Chinese products.

They liked to visit Amazon US to see foreign praises for the ‘Lao Gan Ma’ chili sauce. When they saw foreign netizens praising Lao Gan Ma as the world’s most delicious chili sauce, or the best chili sauce they had ever tasted, they felt exceptionally proud. Many spontaneously translated the Amazon comments and published them on domestic online platforms, letting more Chinese citizens know;

When they saw the rave reviews for the ‘Ma Ying Long Hemorrhoid Ointment’ on Amazon US, and foreigners exclaiming that Ma Ying Long Hemorrhoid Ointment had saved their butts, Chinese netizens would also feel immense pride in their hearts, and at the same time, translate these foreign comments for everyone’s entertainment and amusement;

When they saw DJI drones defeating various competitors in America and being fanatically sought after by American users, they would also proactively translate the American users’ praises for DJI drones and convey them to the entire nation;

When they heard that a website called Wuxiaworld translated Chinese web novels into English, thus conquering Western netizens, they felt even more delighted. Especially when they saw comments from those Western netizens who were captivated and impressed by Chinese web novels, they became even more extremely excited about the successful export of Chinese culture.

In short, as China’s economy boomed, its people yearned for more international recognition. Li Mu deeply understood this sentiment. It wasn’t national narcissism or inferiority, but a nation’s craving for national pride. “We hope our nation can occupy a more important position on the world stage, we hope to export our culture and our products to the entire world, and have the world accept, recognize, and praise them…”

Moreover, this feeling became even more urgent in an environment where China was being comprehensively influenced by Western countries.

More and more Hollywood films brought American culture to China, yet very few Chinese films could truly go abroad;

Koreans brought unrealistic idol dramas to China, conquering countless young people, while there were almost no Chinese TV dramas that could conquer them;

Germany, Japan, America, and Korea sold their cars to China, and even built Joint venture car factories in China. Almost all the cars on Chinese streets were foreign, and domestic cars, let alone going abroad, found it quite difficult to even gain a certain market share domestically;

In many people’s subconscious, foreign goods were definitely better than domestic ones, for example, mobile phones, computers, home appliances…

What was even more tragic was that currently, although ‘Made in China’ products were found worldwide, they were represented by foreign brands in overseas markets. The clothes, shoes, and hats Americans wore were almost entirely ‘Made in China,’ but they were Nike and Adidas manufactured in China. Ultimately, China’s own brands and products found it hard to gain a foothold in overseas markets. Subconsciously, people yearned for a product that could stand up at this moment, hoist the powerful influence of ‘Made in China,’ and plant this influence all over the world… and YY was precisely the one that best met their needs.

Therefore, in such circumstances, when YY suddenly became a product highly praised by elites in countless developed countries, all Chinese people paid close attention to how developed nations themselves evaluated YY and Li Mu.

When Li Yawei mentioned that a translation post he published about American netizens’ comments had been viewed over three million times on Tieba, his expression was extraordinarily excited, and his words were full of pride.

Li Mu, on the other hand, felt a bit awkward. He’d neglected them for a long time, yet he hadn’t expected their attention to him to reach such a level.

Sun Jian said, “Us bros, apart from classes, eating, and sleeping, basically spend all our other time paying attention to your situation.”

Li Mu sighed, “Us bros truly put in a lot of hard work, expending so much energy for me.”

Hu Zhengdao said, “What’s the big deal? We secretly wished we could promote YY for you everywhere, just like we did with 3321. But then we realized, everyone who uses the internet in China already has YY. Promoting it domestically is meaningless; if we’re going to promote it, we’ll have to do it for you overseas!”

Xue Jianfeng said, “I had a buddy studying in Korea help me collect and translate Korean netizens’ comments on YY. But those Korean netizens are so unconvinced about YY; they keep thinking that China could only produce a software like YY purely by dumb luck, and they also said that Korean internet companies would definitely be able to catch up to YY in the shortest amount of time. Reading that made me so angry and upset that I didn’t even post it online, damn it.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Xue Jianfeng looked at Li Mu and said, “Li Mu, you absolutely must manage YY well! It would be best if you could make all netizens worldwide use this software! I’d like to see how Korean internet companies catch up to YY then!”

Li Mu smiled, “There’s no need to bother with those netizens who only type on keyboards in front of their computers. Sooner or later, I’ll make every single one of them a YY user. Not only will they become YY users, but they’ll also become paying users, paying me every month!”

Xue Jianfeng raised his glass and said cheerfully, “For that statement, I’ll toast you!”

The others also raised their glasses one after another, “Come on, come on, let’s all toast you together!”

Li Mu was also quite happy. He raised his glass generously and said, “Us bros, let’s drink to that together.”

…

Li Mu’s sudden appearance indeed delighted his five dormmates.

Their outward excitement paled in comparison to their inner thrill. In their view, Li Mu immediately coming over after learning about their gathering proved that they still held some significance in his heart. Otherwise, given his current identity and status, why would he come to a roadside food stall to drink and eat skewers?

Precisely because Li Mu demonstrated his regard for them through his actions, any inferiority they had previously felt towards him was completely swept away.

Everyone drank and made merry together, and the atmosphere remained very harmonious and lively. After drinking, Li Yawei then organized everyone to go to KTV for a second round. Li Mu thought that since they were out, they might as well let loose and have fun, so not only did he not refuse, but he also proactively asked Chen Ze to help contact a very high-end entertainment club and took everyone there.

In the KTV private room at the club, the bros, fueled by alcohol, were snatching the microphone and wailing through songs. Because everyone was seated separately by gender, Zhao Ziqiu was a little far from Li Mu, so she pulled out her phone and sent Li Mu a text message, asking him, “You’re not too drunk, are you?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “Not drunk.”

“That’s good. Are you busy tomorrow? If you’re busy, don’t stay out too late tonight; leave early and go back to rest.”

Li Mu replied, “It doesn’t matter what time we play until tonight. I’m not busy tomorrow, but I’ll be busy the day after tomorrow.”

The day after tomorrow, Elon Musk would arrive in Yanjing, and he would have a direct confrontation with him.

Zhao Ziqiu paused for a moment, then sent another message. This time the message was very simple, only three words: “I miss you!”

Li Mu turned his face to look at Zhao Ziqiu. Their eyes met, and Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes immediately darted away as if shocked. Li Mu lowered his head and quickly replied on his phone, “I miss you too.”

Zhao Ziqiu then sent another message: “Then, take me home later!”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Okay!”

Zhao Ziqiu secretly glanced at Li Mu from behind two girls, then replied, “Just teasing you, not tonight!”

Li Mu asked her, “Why not?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Xiaoxiao and Yan Nan are both here. I came with them, so of course, I have to go back with them. I don’t want them to know about us.”

When Li Mu saw this message, a touch of melancholy appeared on his face. It wasn’t because Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t go with him tonight, but because he felt that he couldn’t give Zhao Ziqiu a public title, which made him feel especially indebted in his heart.

Zhao Ziqiu saw that Li Mu’s expression was a bit lost and he hadn’t replied to her text message. She thought he was unhappy because of her teasing remark, so she couldn’t help but send another one: “Don’t be upset! If not tonight, we can do it another day. After you’re done with your business the day after tomorrow, if you’re free in the evening, how about coming to my place?”

Zhao Ziqiu’s mother had once bought her an apartment in Yanjing. Only Xie Yun, Zhao Ziqiu and her mother, and Li Mu knew about this. Zhao Ziqiu’s dormmates had no idea that this little rich lady already owned her own apartment in Yanjing.

Li Mu looked up at Zhao Ziqiu, and seeing that Zhao Ziqiu was also looking at him, he gently nodded.





Chapter 894: Elon Musk Arrives in Yanjing

Elon Musk’s flight landed at Yanjing Capital Airport at two o’clock in the morning, Yanjing time.

This time, only a Chinese female translator accompanied Elon Musk to China. Other than her, Elon Musk brought no other PayPal employees.

A driver from Muyuan Technology’s fleet, along with a business staff member and a public relations staff member from the company, met them at the airport and drove Elon Musk and his translator to the hotel he had booked in advance.

By the time they settled into the hotel room, it was three fifteen in the morning. Due to having slept on the plane, Elon Musk was full of spirits. He connected his portable laptop to the hotel’s network and video chatted with his partner, Peter Thiel, who was still in Silicon Valley via YY video chat.

It was twelve fifteen in the afternoon in San Francisco. Peter Thiel didn’t even stop to eat before video calling Elon Musk to discuss the specific details of their “friendly scam.”

Peter Thiel said, “After you got on the plane, I already started releasing news. This morning, many internet media outlets published breaking news, and now the entire Silicon Valley knows you’ve gone to China, and they know you’re there to see Li Mu.”

Elon Musk asked him, “Has eBay contacted you yet?”

Peter Thiel replied, “Not yet. I think they’re definitely paying close attention, but they probably won’t reach out before they have concrete information.”

Elon Musk checked the time and said, “My meeting with Li Mu is scheduled from ten in the morning to five in the afternoon. We’ve arranged a public lunch and a private dinner. I just heard from the Muyuan Technology business staff that Chinese media should be present to interview at tomorrow’s lunch.”

Peter Thiel immediately asked excitedly, “Really?! Li Mu invited Chinese media?”

Elon Musk nodded, “That’s what Muyuan Technology’s business staff said, so it should be correct.”

“Excellent!” Peter Thiel laughed heartily, saying, “If Li Mu takes the initiative to release information about meeting you, that will be even more beneficial for us! By then, I’ll have the domestic media report it, plus the Chinese media reports, which will definitely amplify the momentum of your meeting. I believe eBay will feel unprecedented immense pressure! This is truly fantastic news!”

Elon Musk chuckled, “Yes, I didn’t expect Li Mu would invite the media. In that case, the rest is up to you to push with eBay. We should ideally boost our valuation by fifteen to twenty percent!”

Peter Thiel nodded, reminding him earnestly, “Oh, right, when you meet Li Mu, you must try to be as humble as possible. Even though your purpose this time is to use Li Mu to spur eBay into offering a higher price, make sure Li Mu doesn’t realize it. Otherwise, we might gain an enemy in the future.”

Elon Musk immediately said, “Don’t worry about that, I’ll handle it well.”

“That’s good.” Peter Thiel smiled, “There’s less than seven hours until your meeting. I think you should hurry up and rest, conserve your energy before meeting Li Mu. While it’s unlikely he’ll acquire PayPal, maintaining a good personal relationship with him will be greatly beneficial to us in the future.”

Elon Musk chuckled, “Of course. Go eat quickly. I’m going to take a shower and then lie down for a bit.”

“OK!”

…

At nine thirty the next morning, Li Mu arrived at Muyuan Technology on time. By the time he reached Muyuan Technology, the company’s fleet had just departed to pick up Elon Musk from his hotel and bring him to the company to meet Li Mu.

Before Elon Musk arrived, Li Mu called Lin Qingya and Wang Nan, the Editor-in-Chief of YY Net, to his office to reconfirm their work arrangements for the day.

First, for Lin Qingya, Li Mu requested that she thoroughly communicate with all invited media. While interviews and filming were allowed, Muyuan Technology would set the tone for how news articles were written and published. If any media outlet published content without authorization, future cooperation would be permanently terminated.

Second, for Wang Nan, YY Net was to begin its follow-up report on Elon Musk’s visit to China this morning. Regardless of the specific content of the report, the fundamental tone had to be: Elon Musk traveled to China to pay respects to Muyuan Technology in advance.

In addition, Li Mu also had Lin Qingya contact eBay’s headquarters in advance. If his negotiations with Elon Musk broke down and Elon Musk was unwilling to allow Muyuan Technology and eBay to jointly acquire shares in PayPal, Lin Qingya was to directly contact eBay and clearly inform them that he had no intention of acquiring PayPal himself, so they shouldn’t make any misjudgments because of this.

In short, if Li Mu couldn’t get on board with PayPal this time, he would absolutely not let Elon Musk gain any advantage, directly or indirectly, from him. His ultimate goal was to make Elon Musk agree to jointly facilitate the plan for eBay and Muyuan Technology to acquire shares in PayPal.

Muyuan Technology’s fleet arrived at Muyuan Technology precisely on schedule, steadily carrying Elon Musk and his accompanying translator.

Li Mu did not go out to greet them. Instead, he sat upright in his office, waiting for Elon Musk to visit him.

To Li Mu, although Elon Musk was an incredibly impressive figure, he was currently far inferior in terms of current strength. There was no reason for Li Mu to go out and welcome him.

Lin Qingya personally escorted Elon Musk and his translator to Li Mu’s office. When Elon Musk appeared from behind Lin Qingya and stepped into Li Mu’s office, Li Mu felt a flicker of tension, but a moment later, that tension vanished. This was because Li Mu could tell that Elon Musk was the one who was truly nervous.

Upon entering, Elon Musk saw Li Mu, a mix of nervousness and excitement on his face. After Lin Qingya’s introduction, he walked towards Li Mu, who was seated in his office chair. Not only was he smiling, but from the moment he started walking, Li Mu could see that his right hand was held in front of his body, not swinging, indicating he was ready to shake hands.

Li Mu calmly stood up, not rushing out from behind his desk, but waiting for Elon Musk to approach.

Separated by the large desk, Elon Musk, barely concealing his excitement, extended his hand to Li Mu and said in less-than-fluent Chinese, “Mr. Li, hello!”

Li Mu was slightly taken aback, but seeing the Chinese woman accompanying Elon Musk, he likely realized this was a greeting Elon Musk had specifically learned for their meeting.

So, Li Mu smiled faintly and replied in Chinese, “Hello, Mr. Musk.”

After saying this, Li Mu walked out from behind his desk, pointed to the sofa in the reception area, and said, “Please, this way.”

Li Mu’s English was excellent. With over a decade of immersion in his previous life, there would certainly be no problem conversing directly with Elon Musk in English. However, Li Mu felt this was not the time to show off his English speaking skills to Elon Musk. As the host, and as the target of Elon Musk’s “friendly scam,” he needed to maintain a superior position in terms of status and presence. If he spoke English to Elon Musk now, wouldn’t that be giving him too much face?

Therefore, Li Mu had made up his mind long ago that he wouldn’t speak a single word of English when meeting Elon Musk today.

Elon Musk’s female translator whispered a translation to him from behind, and Elon Musk quickly nodded to Li Mu, thanked him, and then followed Li Mu to the sofa in the reception area. The two sat opposite each other.

Li Mu didn’t arrange a translator for himself, only asking Lin Qingya to stay and observe. With Elon Musk and his translator, both sides had two people, a man and a woman, which also looked more harmonious.

As soon as Elon Musk sat down, he spoke to Li Mu in English: “Mr. Li, I have heard your esteemed name for a long time. It is a great honor for me to meet you here today.”

After the accompanying translator immediately translated it into Chinese, Li Mu smiled and said, “Mr. Musk, there’s no need to be so polite. Although I haven’t been to the United States myself, as someone working in the internet industry, I very much hope to befriend more Silicon Valley elites.”

Li Mu did not say he had long admired Elon Musk’s name, nor did he say he had heard of him or that it was equally his honor to meet him. He merely expressed interest in befriending “Silicon Valley elites” like him. In a way, he was also drawing a clear line in status with Elon Musk.

For Elon Musk, Li Mu achieving such success at twenty years old meant they were not on the same level. Therefore, he didn’t feel anything inappropriate about Li Mu’s way of speaking. He continued with his pre-prepared compliments: “Your company’s YY has achieved truly astonishing success in the United States in a short period. This is incredibly impressive. YY has now become an essential office software for the entire American, and even the entire Western elite class. I believe YY’s future prospects are truly limitless!”

Li Mu nodded slightly and smiled, “YY’s ability to achieve such a favorable situation is inseparable from PayPal’s strong support. As the largest online payment channel in Western society, PayPal’s future will also be very broad.”

Elon Musk gave a humble smile and said, “Compared to YY, PayPal still has a significant gap in terms of product features, design philosophy, technical difficulty, and future development space.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and said, “The nature and positioning of the two products have huge differences. It’s like a tire and an engine; there’s no need to compare which is superior. As long as they can cooperate better with each other, they can complement each other and develop together.”

Elon Musk strongly agreed with Li Mu’s analogy, praising, “Mr. Li’s analogy is very apt. PayPal and YY are like a tire and an engine; we should cooperate with each other to gain greater development space.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “Mr. Musk, may I ask the primary purpose of your long journey to China, to Muyuan Technology?”

Elon Musk hesitated slightly, then stated his purpose for the trip: “Mr. Li, I have come here hoping for deeper cooperation between PayPal and YY, and with Muyuan Technology.”

Li Mu asked with interest, “What kind of deeper cooperation are we talking about?”

Elon Musk said, “At the capital level. Because we are currently considering selling PayPal, and I believe YY’s global strategy in the future will definitely require the full support of a global payment channel like PayPal. So I hope, Mr. Li, you might consider if you are interested in acquiring PayPal.”

After saying this, Elon Musk looked at Li Mu with some nervousness. What he feared most was Li Mu directly refusing. Li Mu had already arranged to accept interviews with Chinese media at noon. If he directly rejected his intention to sell, that attitude would likely be conveyed through the Chinese media at noon. In that case, once the news reached eBay, his “friendly scam” plan wouldn’t have much room to develop.

As Elon Musk nervously awaited Li Mu’s reply, Li Mu smiled faintly and casually said, “Acquire PayPal? To be honest, I’ve been considering that very idea!”





Chapter 895: Getting Outmaneuvered by Li Mu Instead

Elon Musk was utterly bewildered by Mr. Li’s opening remark.

Before coming, Elon Musk had rehearsed countless times how Li Mu would respond if he suggested selling PayPal to him. In his view, for someone like Li Mu, who at twenty years old had already amassed such wealth, he was nine times out of ten unlikely to consider acquiring PayPal. From Li Mu’s current perspective, PayPal would be a white elephant, and YY’s growth potential was certainly much greater than PayPal’s. Therefore, using YY shares to acquire PayPal at this point would be a major disadvantage, and Li Mu would surely not agree no matter what.

So, in Elon Musk’s estimation, Li Mu would most likely politely decline in various ways.

For instance, he might ask, “How significant do you think PayPal is to YY or Muyuan Technology?”

Or Li Mu might say, “I don’t think YY needs a product like PayPal right now.”

In short, Elon Musk was convinced that Li Mu would ninety percent decline his sales/promotion attempt.

However, he wasn’t genuinely trying to sell PayPal to Li Mu; he merely wanted to use Li Mu to apply some pressure on eBay, hoping to break the price deadlock between them.

But he didn’t expect Li Mu to deviate from his predicted strategy/routine and immediately say, “I was just thinking the same thing!”

This left Elon Musk stunned. He had calculated countless possibilities, but he never anticipated Li Mu would say something like that directly.

Even if we take a million steps back, even if Li Mu were genuinely interested in PayPal, according to normal business logic, with Elon actively engaging in sales/promotion, Li Mu would hold the absolute initiative. Therefore, he absolutely should not have revealed his acquisition intentions, because once his intentions were exposed, he would lose his initiative.

Normally, even if Li Mu truly had such an idea, he should have pretended not to be very interested, then waited for Elon to promote further, and then reluctantly inquired about the price.

Thus, Li Mu had ten thousand possible ways to respond, yet he chose the most improbable one, a response Elon Musk had never foreseen.

For a moment, Elon Musk felt his composure shaken, but fortunately, he quickly adjusted. He then said to Li Mu, “It would be excellent if Mr. Li is interested! We can delve deeper into this topic.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then just give me your price directly. I know you’re currently negotiating an acquisition with eBay. Just give me a price, and I’ll consider it.”

Elon Musk thought to himself, eBay is already willing to offer one point five billion US dollars. His purpose in coming here was to raise the selling price. If the Chinese really wanted to buy it, it didn’t matter. As long as the price met expectations, no matter who bought it, he, his partners, and the behind-the-scenes investors would agree to the sale.

So, Elon Musk said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, our current asking price is: a complete package acquisition for two billion US dollars.”

“Two billion?” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’ll just say two things: First, the price is too high. Second, I can’t afford it. Muyuan Technology doesn’t have that much cash, and even after a C-round of financing, it wouldn’t be able to produce that much cash. So, even if I were interested in acquiring it, it would have to be a cash-plus-shares merger. I acquire PayPal, and you become a shareholder of Muyuan Technology.”

Elon Musk immediately said, “The asking price has room for adjustment. As for the cash-plus-shares merger you mentioned, I have no objection to that method. It mainly depends on how much cash and how many shares you are willing to give.”

As he said this, Elon Musk felt much more relaxed. Although he hadn’t expected Li Mu to respond as he did just now, on second thought, Li Mu’s interest in PayPal was an extremely beneficial development for him, with a hundred advantages and no harm.

If Li Mu was interested in PayPal, even if the negotiation ultimately fell through, Li Mu’s attitude would put significant pressure on eBay, ultimately forcing eBay to raise its acquisition offer.

If Li Mu’s merger terms were more favorable than eBay’s, then they could just sell PayPal to him. Everyone would take a portion of cash, and then a portion of Muyuan Technology shares. In that case, in the near future, the shares alone would likely amount to a huge sum.

Li Mu then smiled and said, “Mr. Musk, I’d like to ask you a personal question.”

Elon Musk quickly replied, “Please go ahead, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu looked at him and asked with a smile, “Do you hope to completely divest PayPal, cash out, and move into other fields, or do you wish to continue fighting for PayPal for a while, striving for a greater future?”

Elon Musk was taken aback. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to ask such a question. Of course, he leaned towards selling it completely. From the start of this project until now, there had been several wrong turns due to his own immaturity. It was like a painter’s maiden work; although it was enough to make a stunning debut, the painter himself knew that many aspects of the brushwork, coloring, and presentation could have been handled better, but it was a done deal and couldn’t be undone.

Under such circumstances, Elon Musk hoped even more to be able to completely divest PayPal, then take the returns from this maiden work and invest them into new projects. A new project would start from scratch, and with his previous experiences and lessons learned, he could achieve his goals in a better way.

However, Elon Musk also wondered why Li Mu would ask this. Did he want him to remain with PayPal and continue to fight for it? Or did he hope that after acquiring PayPal, he would remain as CEO?

So, Elon Musk asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, what do you mean?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, avoiding his question, and instead said, “Mr. Musk, if possible, please answer my question first.”

Elon Musk nodded, thought for a moment, and said, “For me, I do hope to sell off PayPal as a whole package and then use the cash to invest in other fields.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is that because you lack confidence in PayPal’s future?”

Elon Musk thought to himself that Li Mu’s questions were quite sharp. How should he answer? If he said he indeed had little confidence in PayPal’s future, he would be contradicting himself. If he said he had confidence in PayPal, then what he just said would be somewhat contradictory, because if he had confidence, why would he consider selling it off as a whole package?

After quickly considering several different excuses, Elon Musk finally said with a slight lack of conviction, “It’s not because of a lack of confidence, but I believe that PayPal is the lifeline of e-commerce. Enterprises interested in PayPal would certainly prefer a full acquisition, because only a full acquisition can make them feel more secure. If we, as the original team, still retain a certain stake, it would be a huge unstable factor for the buyer.”

Li Mu spread his hands, a serious expression on his face, and said, “I don’t think so at all. If your original team continues to hold a certain stake, I personally can fully accept it, and I even think it’s better that way.”

Elon Musk asked in surprise, “Mr. Li, do you wish to acquire shares in PayPal, or acquire it entirely?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Let me put it this way: I lean towards acquiring shares but not a controlling stake. Furthermore, I prefer to acquire shares in PayPal together with eBay.”

Elon Musk was dumbfounded: “You want to acquire shares in PayPal together with eBay?”

Li Mu nodded: “That’s right. My idea is to have eBay take a controlling stake in PayPal, and Muyuan Technology acquire a portion of the shares. First, let the current capital behind PayPal cash out completely and withdraw. Then, your original team can cash out a portion of your shares and retain a portion to continue holding. The three of us will cooperate to grow PayPal, and you will remain PayPal’s CEO.”

Elon Musk said awkwardly, “Mr. Li, eBay is very tough and unyielding regarding the acquisition of PayPal. They have always insisted on a full acquisition. We have also psychologically accepted eBay’s proposal for a full acquisition. The biggest problem now is that the price has not been agreed upon. So, I don’t think eBay would be willing to acquire shares in PayPal with you.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “After all, you and I are meeting here now. No matter how tough eBay’s attitude was before, they should be worried now. As long as there’s worry, there will be room for softening.”

A hint of embarrassment appeared on Elon Musk’s face. In his view, Li Mu’s words were understated, but they had directly revealed his true purpose. He had come here precisely to use his meeting with Li Mu to soften eBay’s stance. Had Li Mu already seen through his motive?

Thinking of this, Elon Musk tentatively asked, “Mr. Li, are you trying to pressure eBay into giving up a full acquisition?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “As the Chinese saying goes, ‘straightforward people don’t use veiled speech.’ To be honest with you, PayPal’s future use for me isn’t great, but I personally think PayPal is a very promising payment product, so I hope to participate in it to a certain extent. This requires eBay to abandon its plan for a full acquisition of PayPal and consider joint ownership with Muyuan Technology and your original team. This way, PayPal can continue to develop as an independent company, rather than directly becoming a payment channel in eBay’s hands.”

Just after speaking, Li Mu looked at Elon Musk, a hint of a playful smile on his face, and said, “Actually, Mr. Musk, wasn’t your purpose in coming to China this time also to use Muyuan Technology to pressure eBay? If so, why don’t we help each other out? You want to earn more money, and I want to acquire shares in PayPal. Let’s cooperate and set a trap for eBay, making them jump in at a higher valuation. This way, we can each achieve our respective goals. If your original team is truly eager to completely cash out later and no longer wants any involvement with PayPal, then I won’t force you.”

Elon Musk was dumbfounded! He hadn’t expected that he had intended to use Li Mu to pressure eBay, but Li Mu had suddenly thrown out a clearly well-thought-out acquisition plan. It seemed Li Mu had seen through his fundamental motive for coming to China to see him a long time ago…

Thinking of this, Elon Musk couldn’t help but ask himself, “Did Li Mu outmaneuver me instead? Was I trying to use him to force eBay to raise the price, or was he trying to use me to force eBay to give up a full acquisition so he could acquire shares within it himself?”





Chapter 896: Li Mu’s Win-Win Plan

Seeing Elon Musk fall into disarray, the playful expression on Li Mu’s face deepened by several shades.

Elon Musk looked at Li Mu, torn. Although they had been communicating through an interpreter, language might differ, but expressions were universal. He could clearly see the look on Li Mu’s face, as if he had his number.

He had originally traveled thousands of miles just to “touch up” a little, to borrow Li Mu’s momentum to intimidate eBay. This wouldn’t cause any loss to Li Mu, and besides, he had done Li Mu a favor before. So, letting him borrow Li Mu’s influence by borrowing prestige/power seemed fair.

However, Elon Musk had never imagined that Li Mu had already set a trap for him, just waiting for him to travel thousands of miles to jump into it.

Thinking of this, and seeing Li Mu’s relaxed and confident demeanor, Elon Musk couldn’t help but feel admiration for him. This young man, only twenty years old, was truly extraordinary.

Admiration aside, Elon Musk also felt a bit depressed. He was already thirty-one years old, eleven years older than Li Mu, yet he had been outmaneuvered. This dealt a significant blow to his confidence.

Actively adjusting his mindset, Elon Musk asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, are you that optimistic about PayPal?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “I personally am quite optimistic. In my view, payment channels are an extremely important link in the future development of the internet industry, a key to open up the internet and users’ wallets. If PayPal is entirely packaged and sold to eBay, in the initial few years, eBay’s platform can indeed bring better development opportunities to PayPal. However, with the continuous development of the internet, one day, PayPal will inevitably outgrow eBay’s structure and framework. At that time, it will certainly separate from eBay and become an independent payment channel. By then, PayPal’s valuation will be more than ten times what it is now.”

Elon Musk looked at Li Mu, nodding seriously. He said, “Mr. Li is indeed right. I personally also believe PayPal will have greater room for development in the future. However, looking at the current situation, we realize that with our capabilities, we can’t significantly continuously increase PayPal’s growth. And a large platform like eBay, if they can’t acquire PayPal, they will definitely create another PayPal. So our only option right now is to sell PayPal to eBay or another large platform. This is the best solution for everyone.”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s true. However, I still stand by what I said: eBay doesn’t necessarily need to wholly acquire PayPal. For them, simply having a controlling stake in PayPal is enough. This way, their own needs are absolutely met, and they won’t have to rebuild a new management and operations team around PayPal. Moreover, Muyuan Technology’s YY is now experiencing excellent development momentum among elite circles worldwide and will gradually acquire more international user resources. If Muyuan Technology and eBay can jointly acquire shares in PayPal, and both parties invest more resources into PayPal together, it will definitely take PayPal to the next level, which is much better than simply selling PayPal to them.”

Elon Musk frowned in thought for a moment, then nodded lightly. “You’re right. Looking at it this way, eBay indeed has no need for a full acquisition of PayPal. As long as they have a controlling stake, they can rest easy. As for the joint acquisition of shares you mentioned, I think it’s also highly feasible.”

Li Mu said, “What I lean towards most is a three-party shareholding. Imagine if in the future, PayPal is controlled by eBay, with Muyuan Technology and your original team members jointly holding equity. The company would still be managed by you. This would ensure PayPal develops along the most correct path, rather than being taken by eBay and operated by a hastily assembled team that knows nothing about payments.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “The cash I and eBay would invest when acquiring shares would not only allow your investors to get away clean, but also give your original team the chance to cash out a sum first, and then keep a portion of your equity. Afterward, eBay and I can jointly import resources from various overseas markets into PayPal. With these two large platforms as backing and resource providers, PayPal’s valuation can be further continuously increased, and the shares you retain will become even more valuable.”

Upon hearing this, Elon Musk’s expression involuntarily showed some surprise and excitement. He had initially only wanted to sell PayPal to eBay. Based on his 11.7% shareholding ratio, with a valuation of one point five billion US dollars, he would receive one hundred and seventy-five million US dollars in cash. This was absolutely a massive sum for him. Once he had this money, he could invest in other ventures and re-enter the fray in a different field.

However, Li Mu’s words opened a new window for him. If it were a three-party joint shareholding, assuming the valuation was still one point five billion US dollars, and if all the existing investors behind PayPal withdrew, and he divested 50% of his equity, then he would be able to cash out around ninety million US dollars, while still holding nearly 6% of the new PayPal’s shares. It might seem like nothing had changed, but for PayPal at that time, its valuation would definitely see a massive increase!

Currently, PayPal alone is worth one point five billion US dollars. With eBay and Muyuan Technology, two major companies, jointly holding shares and providing resources, PayPal’s valuation would definitely be more than that figure. Driven by such significant positive news, it might even double in a short period!

In this scenario, he would already have ninety million US dollars in cash. And soon enough, when PayPal’s market value surpasses three billion US dollars, his remaining 6% of shares would regain a market value of one hundred and eighty million US dollars. This imaginative space was indeed much larger.

Elon Musk knew very well that with ninety million US dollars in cash already in hand, he would have no need to cash out further. The remaining shares could be held indefinitely, and as PayPal’s market value continuously increased, the value of his remaining shares would also continue to rise.

The current Elon Musk was not yet the Bigwig who would dominate the industry in the future. His true first fortune had not yet been acquired; he was just waiting for PayPal’s monetization.

Originally, he could monetize one hundred and seventy-five million US dollars through PayPal. However, Li Mu’s proposal gave him a new direction and greater imaginative space, so he developed a strong interest in Li Mu’s suggestion.

Understanding all this, Elon Musk involuntarily straightened up, and with a hint of excitement, asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, how do you think we can get eBay to accept this three-party shareholding model?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s very simple. I’ve prepared a working lunch for noon, and I’ll be accepting interviews from domestic media. Through the media, I will release a clear message: Muyuan Technology is considering acquiring a controlling stake in PayPal, and PayPal’s original team is also very much looking forward to Muyuan Technology’s controlling stake. In this situation, eBay will definitely become anxious. They might contact you directly, or they might contact Muyuan Technology directly. In any case, they certainly won’t stand by and watch Muyuan Technology truly acquire a controlling stake in PayPal.”

Elon Musk nodded, thinking to himself that Li Mu had indeed prepared everything in advance. Since he had already entered his trap, and this trap had a high probability of bringing him greater benefits, he was willing to jump in himself. So he couldn’t hide his excitement as he asked, “If eBay contacts us directly, how should we respond to encourage them to agree to the final cooperation model?”

Li Mu said, “Just tell them that Muyuan Technology is preparing to acquire a controlling stake in PayPal after its Series C funding round is complete. However, Muyuan Technology’s stance is very clear: if eBay is still interested in PayPal, Muyuan Technology can unconditionally give up the controlling stake to let them acquire it. But for PayPal’s future development, they must accept this three-party shareholding model. As long as they agree to this model, we can discuss further cooperation.”

With that, Li Mu paused, then continued, “Once everyone becomes partners, Muyuan Technology will not only be able to import resources into PayPal in the future, but also potentially into eBay. YY can assist them in promoting eBay in any country outside of China. At the same time, we hope eBay will also view Muyuan Technology as a strategic partner, allowing eBay and YY to mutually promote each other while jointly fostering PayPal’s development.”

Elon Musk said, “In that case, it’s more beneficial for eBay overall. After all, YY’s development speed is very fast right now, and Muyuan Technology hasn’t even exerted its full strength yet. Anyone can see the immense potential contained within Muyuan Technology. I believe eBay won’t refuse either.”

Li Mu nodded, “As long as eBay understands, they will realize that an absolute controlling stake is already enough for them. Two companies and one team working together to build the PayPal product, and through this product’s cooperation, also allows the two companies to cooperate on a larger scale. eBay will definitely be very interested.”

Elon Musk also clearly realized that Li Mu’s proposal represented a win-win situation for his group of founders, eBay, and Muyuan Technology. It was akin to everyone working together to brand PayPal with more distinguishing features, allowing it to gain higher recognition in the capital markets. He, for one, would not refuse this point, and was even very much looking forward to it.

Furthermore, if eBay and Muyuan Technology reached cooperation on PayPal in the future, it would be equivalent to using PayPal to achieve a marriage between the two companies. This would be huge positive news for both companies, and in the future, both companies would gain greater returns in the capital market.

In the capital market, the most important thing is to be good at storytelling and playing with concepts. For large companies like Muyuan Technology or eBay, if they bind themselves together, even if it’s just for hype, they can still gain higher recognition from investors / capital providers.

Elon Musk asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, what shareholding ratio do you prefer?”

Li Mu said, “I lean toward acquiring shares for 29% of PayPal’s equity.”

Elon Musk did a quick calculation and couldn’t help but marvel at Li Mu’s shrewd calculations.

Since eBay would have a controlling stake, it would need at least 51%. Li Mu certainly had eBay acquiring shares for 51% in mind when he asked for 29%. This meant that after the two large companies acquired shares, the original team would be left with a maximum of 20% of the equity.

Currently, including Elon Musk and Peter Thiel, the original team’s shareholding ratio is roughly 40%. If diluted to 20%, it would mean each person could proportionally cash out half of their shares, which was similar to his previous calculations.

Li Mu also did some mental arithmetic. If he wanted Muyuan Technology to acquire shares for 29%, based on a one point five billion US dollar valuation, he would need to invest four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars in cash. Even if he were to die, he couldn’t come up with that much money. But it didn’t matter. Due to YY’s popularity in overseas markets, its overall valuation was changing almost daily.

A few days ago, the capital market’s indicative valuation for Muyuan Technology was around six billion US dollars. In recent days, however, YY has not only continued its rapid development in the US market but has also quickly spread to all developed countries worldwide. It even set a record of over ten million US dollars in daily top-ups. Since YY’s value-added services are paid monthly, this means that YY’s future income stream is sufficiently guaranteed. Therefore, its current valuation can easily exceed seven billion US dollars.

With a seven billion US dollar valuation, diluting 10% would yield seven hundred million US dollars, which would be enough for him to acquire shares in PayPal. However, Li Mu’s calculations were even shrewder. He didn’t want to fundraise first and then acquire shares. He preferred to sign the agreement with eBay and the PayPal team before fundraising, because once Muyuan Technology announced its upcoming cooperation with eBay and joint acquisition of PayPal shares, such major positive news would certainly give Muyuan Technology’s valuation another boost!





Chapter 897: Dire Situation

In one morning, Elon Musk had been thoroughly swayed by Li Mu’s persuasion.

For him, holding 11.7% of PayPal’s shares, whether PayPal sold for one point five billion dollars or one point six billion dollars didn’t actually have a significant impact on his personal interests.

Every one hundred million dollar increase in PayPal’s transaction price by Elon Musk meant an additional 11.7 million dollars in profit for himself. While this amount seemed substantial, proportionately, an extra 11.7 million dollars was less than seven percent of his total potential earnings.

However, if he cooperated with Li Mu and brought eBay into the fold for a three-way joint controlling stake in PayPal, the additional income he could gain in the short term had the potential to reach over 50% of his original projected earnings, and possibly even 100%.

In such circumstances, Elon Musk had only one thought in his mind: no matter what, bring eBay in.

Approaching noon, Elon Musk asked Li Mu for an empty meeting room and a laptop. He then logged into his YY account to make a video call to Peter Thiel in Silicon Valley.

As soon as the call connected, Peter Thiel asked Elon Musk, somewhat surprised, “Aren’t you supposed to be meeting with Li Mu? Why are you suddenly online?”

Elon Musk replied, “Li Mu already saw through our little trick. The original content of our discussions was basically useless.”

Peter Thiel said in surprise, “That Chinese guy saw through it? Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ve already leaked the news to the media. eBay should be closely following this now. It doesn’t matter how your discussions with Li Mu go, as long as we can make eBay anxious, we win!”

Elon Musk gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “Peter, we both underestimated Li Mu. He not only saw through our ploy but even dug a pit for us, just waiting for me to travel thousands of miles to jump into it.”

Peter Thiel asked in surprise, “What kind of pit did he dig for you?”

Elon Musk said, “Li Mu just gave me an offer, asking us to help him get eBay involved. I personally find this offer very tempting, so I paused the discussions with Li Mu and borrowed a computer to video call you.”

Peter Thiel was confused and asked, “Get eBay involved? What do you mean?”

Elon Musk said, “Simply put, Li Mu wants to acquire shares in PayPal.”

Peter Thiel’s expression immediately darkened, and he said with disdain, “That’s nonsense. Our current investors are already complicated enough. I don’t want to add another new investor. You need to understand, we are selling the entire PayPal now, not raising capital!”

“I know,” Elon Musk said, “Don’t get excited yet. Listen to me before you give your opinion.”

Peter Thiel pursed his lips and said helplessly, “Alright, go ahead. But I can tell you clearly, if it’s about raising capital, I disagree.”

Elon Musk said, “Li Mu’s idea isn’t simply raising capital. It’s to team up with eBay to acquire most of our shares, allowing all current investors behind PayPal to cash out and exit, then allow us, the original team members, to cash out some of our shares, and finally, keep a portion of shares for joint ownership with Muyuan Technology and eBay.”

“Joint ownership? Muyuan Technology and eBay? What on earth?”

Elon Musk very thoroughly described Li Mu’s entire proposal to Peter Thiel. While listening, Peter Thiel’s expression gradually changed from initial disdain to shock, and then to ecstasy, as he excitedly shouted, “Oh-My-God! Oh-My-God! Oh-My-God!”

Elon Musk looked at the wildly excited Peter Thiel on the video call and, suppressing his own excitement, asked him, “What do you think of Li Mu’s offer?”

Peter Thiel clasped his hands around his head and said almost maniacally, “This offer is fantastic! Once Muyuan Technology and eBay jointly acquire shares in PayPal, PayPal’s market value will surely surge. Our remaining shares will be worth even more money. The future is limitless!”

Elon Musk nodded and chuckled, “The strength of eBay and Muyuan Technology is beyond doubt. If both of them acquire shares, I guess PayPal won’t need any additional capital raises in the future. It’s highly probable it will go public directly after a period of development. Within the next two to three years, its market value could exceed five billion dollars. If it goes public, it might break ten billion, and by then, the shares we hold could easily be exchanged for several hundred million dollars.”

Peter Thiel said, “The key is whether eBay will agree. Do you need me to do anything here?”

Elon Musk said, “It’s nighttime in San Francisco, isn’t it? Okay, later, turn off your phone and all other contact methods. That way, if eBay desperately wants to contact you, they won’t be able to. After I finish my meeting with Li Mu, I’ll go back and formulate a plan. I’ll send it to you offline via YY, and tomorrow morning when you get to the office, send this plan to eBay to see if they’re interested. If they are interested in this three-way joint ownership approach, then we can schedule a time for more specific discussions.”

…

As CEO of eBay, Meg Whitman commanded a massive internet empire valued at over sixteen billion dollars. As a woman, Meg Whitman had almost become the highest-achieving professional manager in the world.

She had spearheaded multiple major capital operations at eBay, acquiring several companies, allowing eBay to maintain such a high market value even after the dot-com bubble burst. She was truly a model professional manager.

Recently, one of Meg Whitman’s most important tasks was to push for eBay’s acquisition of PayPal, striving to fully incorporate the entire PayPal into eBay’s fold as quickly as possible.

Meg Whitman also clearly understood PayPal’s current situation, so she stubbornly stuck to her one point five billion dollar offer, refusing to make any concessions. She believed that Elon Musk and Peter Thiel would definitely accept this acquisition price; it was only a matter of time.

However, today she suddenly heard unexpected news: Elon Musk had gone to China! And he was there to meet with the highly reputable Li Mu, making her feel that the current situation was dire.

Meg Whitman had heard of Li Mu’s name. During this period, YY was at its zenith in the entire Western world, unmatched in its momentum.

Anyone in the internet industry would generally pay attention to Muyuan Technology and its twenty-year-old boss. A few days ago, YY and PayPal entered into a deep cooperation, and on the first day the payment channel opened, it raked in over ten million dollars in recharges. This data startled all the Silicon Valley elites, including Meg Whitman.

Precisely because of YY’s rocket-like development, its market valuation continued to climb. Given Muyuan Technology’s current strength, acquiring PayPal was indeed not impossible.

Meg Whitman had coveted PayPal for a long time and had originally considered it as good as hers. But Elon Musk’s sudden meeting with Li Mu made her anxious, fearing that Li Mu might genuinely reach an agreement with Elon Musk, poaching PayPal halfway through and taking it over.

While eBay could certainly build a new payment channel of its own, for Meg Whitman, building a payment channel was easy, but promoting and popularizing it was difficult.

Currently, eBay clearly didn’t have the energy to rebuild a payment channel, making the acquisition of PayPal the best option.

However, with the acquisition plan seemingly within reach, Elon Musk suddenly went off to China, which made Meg Whitman incredibly agitated.

Just a few months ago, Meg Whitman led eBay’s acquisition of EachNet in China. eBay officially entered the Chinese market. Although this didn’t create direct competition with Li Mu’s Taobao, they were broadly colleagues in the e-commerce field, posing a certain threat to each other.

Moreover, Li Mu’s Taobao had achieved tremendous development in the Chinese internet market as soon as it launched, and future global expansion like YY was not impossible. Therefore, based on this, Meg Whitman speculated that Li Mu might consider acquiring PayPal. Even if not for Muyuan Technology, he would certainly consider it carefully for Taobao’s future global development.

Meg Whitman was a seasoned professional manager with many years of experience and extensive knowledge. Having immersed herself in large enterprises for years, she was intimately familiar with major capital operations. On the capital front alone, she was far more capable than Li Mu or Elon Musk. However, experienced individuals sometimes inevitably complicate problems when analyzing them. Because of this, she initially had a significant misjudgment regarding Li Mu.

In fact, Li Mu had no immediate intention of globalizing Taobao. E-commerce involved too many offline processes, making globalization extremely costly and requiring good government relations in various countries. He was far from having the power to expand Taobao worldwide. Therefore, for the next three to five years, or even longer, Taobao’s market positioning was the domestic market.

Taobao currently had no globalization strategy, which naturally diminished PayPal’s significance for Li Mu. There was no need for him to spend heavily or use a large number of shares to acquire PayPal at this time.

Meg Whitman failed to guess this point, so she remained extremely anxious all day, fearing that eBay would miss out on PayPal.

Throughout the day, she repeatedly considered calling Peter Thiel to inquire about their intentions. With the acquisition cooperation with eBay at its most critical juncture, Elon Musk going off to find other buyers seemed somewhat unethical.

Furthermore, did they truly believe that the Chinese man, Li Mu, could offer them a better deal than eBay? Muyuan Technology simply didn’t have such large cash reserves. All they could offer was likely a share exchange, which was far less straightforward than eBay’s all-cash acquisition!

Despite her significant dissatisfaction, Meg Whitman controlled her emotions. She didn’t proactively contact Peter Thiel. Instead, she called an emergency meeting with her core team to discuss how to expedite eBay’s acquisition of PayPal, to avoid delays that might bring trouble, and to prevent PayPal from continuing discussions with Li Mu, even if it meant raising the acquisition price!

Just as everyone was squabbling over whether to raise the price to one point six billion or one point seven billion dollars, Meg Whitman’s assistant stepped into the meeting room and whispered something into her ear.

Meg Whitman’s face instantly turned serious. She coldly said to everyone, “Ladies and gentlemen, latest news: ten minutes ago, Muyuan Technology’s Li Mu and Elon Musk jointly announced to the Chinese media that Muyuan Technology plans to acquire a controlling stake in PayPal!”





Chapter 898: The Worst Acceptable Outcome

The news that Muyuan Technology intended to acquire a controlling stake in Paypal was released jointly by Li Mu and Elon Musk in Yanjing. Although the people of China were not very familiar with Elon Musk, the media, especially online media, had a good understanding of him. The fact that one of Paypal’s founders and its CEO came to China to seek patronage from Li Mu was already significant news. Moreover, it was something that could boost national pride, so the Chinese media showed great enthusiasm for it.

Elon Musk had not initially intended to express his intention to seek patronage so directly. Before coming, he had only planned to put on a show for ebay, pretending to negotiate with Muyuan Technology about Paypal. Unexpectedly, upon arrival, Li Mu had pulled him into the car.

There was no other way. Elon Musk truly couldn’t refuse the offer Li Mu proposed. If he and the rest of the Paypal team had to rely solely on themselves to negotiate a joint stake with ebay, the probability wasn’t very high. They needed to bring in a large company like Muyuan Technology, which had strength and resources, to get ebay on board.

Therefore, after accepting Li Mu’s offer, Elon Musk decided to fully cooperate with Li Mu. Together, they would draw ebay into the scheme. As long as ebay acquired a controlling stake, everyone would benefit.

As soon as the news of a Chinese company’s interest in acquiring a controlling stake in an American company spread, it ignited a surge of public opinion in China. Li Mu had almost become a regular on the national news headlines recently, stirring up something that impressed the whole country every now and then. This time was even more so. Most Chinese people didn’t know what Paypal was, let alone who Elon Musk was, but as soon as they heard it was an American company with a market value of over a billion USD, and that it had specifically come to China to seek patronage from Li Mu, everyone immediately started to actively learn about Paypal, curious about what kind of company was so eager to cozy up to Li Mu.

ebay was already a multinational enterprise with highly sensitive information acquisition channels. Furthermore, ebay itself had a branch in China, giving it an even better understanding of industry trends in China. While Meg Whitman was working overtime holding a meeting with her core team, the person in charge of ebay EachNet in China had already sent an email to Meg Whitman’s assistant.

Paypal was ebay’s biggest strategic planning at the moment. A deal worth over a billion USD accounted for almost one-tenth of ebay’s total market value. Acquiring Paypal at a reasonable price would bring numerous benefits to ebay.

The biggest business benefit was having its own payment channel, and this payment channel had a substantial foundation in developed countries worldwide.

The benefits at the capital level were even more obvious. ebay was a publicly traded company with a current market value of sixteen billion USD. Spending over a billion USD to acquire Paypal could create major news in the stock and capital markets, which would be a significant positive for ebay. Its stock price would experience at least one surge. As long as market recognition was high, a 20% increase in market value would be easy, and a 30-50% increase wasn’t impossible. The cost incurred by the acquisition would essentially be fully recovered through the increase in stock price.

The capital market is extremely sensitive, both in the United States and in China. In the Chinese stock market, if a publicly traded company seized the opportunity to tell a story to the entire nation, it would be very easy for good news to result in several daily price limits. If Muyuan Technology were a company listed on China’s main board, just the news of Elon Musk seeking patronage, without even waiting for Muyuan Technology to actually acquire shares in Paypal, could bring about a round of daily price limits for Muyuan Technology’s stock.

However, the sensitivity of the capital market is also a double-edged sword. Positive news will make stock prices and market value rise, but negative news will make them fall.

For this very reason, Meg Whitman was absolutely unwilling to see ebay miss out on Paypal.

In her view, ebay had to acquire Paypal. If the Paypal team didn’t agree to a price of one point five billion USD, then they should increase the offer. In short, Paypal absolutely could not be allowed to fall into the embrace of a Chinese company.

The capital market now knew about ebay’s move to acquire Paypal, and also knew that the acquisition had reached its most crucial stage. For all of ebay’s shareholders and investors, everyone was almost just waiting to pop champagne to celebrate ebay’s successful acquisition of Paypal. If, in the end, all efforts were futile, the capital market would be disappointed, and ebay’s own stock price and market value would certainly suffer from such negative sentiment.

With this in mind, Meg Whitman coldly addressed her entire core team: “Now is not the time to argue whether to acquire Paypal for one point six billion or one point seven billion. The most crucial thing right now is to figure out what the Paypal team truly thinks.”

With that, Meg Whitman turned to a white man in his forties and said, “Tom, you’ve been managing the Paypal acquisition all along. The Paypal team has made such a big move; do you have anything to explain?”

The white man, named Tom, was ebay’s Vice President in charge of acquisitions. Seeing Meg Whitman hold him accountable, he could only stand up and say, “In my opinion, there’s a strong possibility that the Paypal team is bluffing this time. After all, Muyuan Technology has only announced this plan, not that they’ve reached a true cooperation intention.”

Meg Whitman said, “If it were just Elon Musk going to China to meet Li Mu, I might believe they are bluffing and trying to ask for a higher price. But now he and Li Mu have proactively announced this news to the media. Is that still bluffing? Li Mu and Elon Musk have no previous relationship; what reason do they have to help Paypal bluff?”

Tom replied, “The key is that I really can’t figure out why Muyuan Technology would acquire or take a controlling stake in Paypal at this stage. Their capital isn’t abundant, and they aren’t publicly traded. At this time, it would be logical for them to use their funds to propel their core business.”

At this point, Tom added, “Before Elon Musk went to China, our negotiations were largely proceeding as planned. Although they were slightly dissatisfied with our offer, considering the entire internet industry, we were the only ones who could offer one point five billion USD to acquire Paypal. According to our estimations, the Paypal team should have signed a contract with us within a month. However, completely unexpectedly, Paypal suddenly developed a business connection with YY, and the two even had some interaction. Immediately afterward, Elon Musk suddenly went to China. All of this happened very suddenly, and we were caught off guard.”

Meg Whitman looked at him, frowning, and asked, “After all that, are you trying to tell me you’re not responsible for this?”

Tom quickly replied, “Since I’ve been managing this project, I am absolutely responsible for any unforeseen errors that occur, and I won’t deny that.”

Seeing Meg Whitman’s expression soften slightly, Tom continued, “I just want to say that we need to analyze Paypal’s and Muyuan Technology’s motivations more deeply. If it’s simply about acquiring shares or a controlling stake with money, the Paypal team won’t find an offer comparable to ebay’s anywhere else. If Muyuan Technology genuinely wants to acquire a controlling stake in Paypal, and Paypal is also willing to abandon their plan to sell as a package and let Muyuan Technology take a controlling stake, then they must have reached an agreement on some other level. But what level, and what kind of cooperation they’ve agreed upon, is what we need to find out as quickly as possible.”

Meg Whitman was enlightened by Tom’s words.

Ever since receiving the news, she had felt anxious. After the sudden news of Muyuan Technology and Elon Musk jointly announcing their intention to acquire a controlling stake to the Chinese media, she had fallen into disarray and hadn’t thought in this direction. Tom’s suggestion was very important. Right now, ebay absolutely had to understand why Paypal would lean towards cooperating with Muyuan Technology. What exactly did Muyuan Technology offer them that ebay couldn’t, or hadn’t put forward?

So, Meg Whitman pondered for a moment and made a decision: “You need to get in direct contact with the key people at Paypal as soon as possible. Since Elon Musk has gone to China, then you should contact Peter Thiel. At a time like this, we don’t need to maintain our proper reserve anymore. Get straight to the point and ask them what they really want!”

Inside the meeting room, another Vice President suddenly spoke up: “Could it be that the Paypal team is talking to Muyuan Technology about a controlling stake because they don’t want to completely let go of Paypal and want to continue participating in the Paypal project while cashing out?”

Meg Whitman asked him, “Are you saying the Paypal team mainly wants to retain a portion of their shares?”

“Yes,” the Vice President said. “Our previous demand was for a full acquisition. Although the Paypal team was negotiating with us for a full acquisition, for them, if they continue to be optimistic about Paypal’s future, they certainly hope to some extent to continue participating in Paypal and continue to enjoy Paypal’s future. This would offer more imagination than selling everything as a package.”

Meg Whitman’s brows immediately furrowed together.

This theory also made a lot of sense. The major capital behind Paypal surely wanted to cash out and leave. So, whether ebay or Muyuan Technology provided the cash-out proceeds was irrelevant to them; as long as they received a satisfactory return, even if the money came from Osama bin Laden, these profit-seeking capitalists wouldn’t refuse.

However, for the founders, including Elon Musk, they certainly had deeper feelings for Paypal, which they had created with their own hands. If they still wanted to continue holding some Paypal shares and pursue a longer-term future with Paypal, this mindset was understandable.

It was highly likely that Elon Musk, driven by this mindset, reached an agreement with Li Mu: Li Mu would provide the funds to acquire most of ebay’s shares, while the team would hold a small stake. This way, both parties’ goals could be achieved. But if they cooperated with ebay, the only option was to sell all shares as a package. Seen this way, Muyuan Technology would indeed be more attractive to Elon Musk than ebay.

Thinking this, Meg Whitman immediately said to Tom: “Tom, go talk to Peter Thiel. If you can settle for a one hundred percent full acquisition within one point eight billion USD, that would be best. If they wish to retain some shares, then talk to them about a controlling stake. Regardless, we absolutely cannot miss out on Paypal. The worst result I can accept is ebay having a controlling stake in Paypal! If even that goal cannot be achieved, then prepare for a job handover!”





Chapter 899: Caught Between Qi and Chu

When a new Bigwig emerges, they disrupt the rhythm of everyone else on the stage, as no one understands their actions/style—whether they are conservative or aggressive, rational or obsessive. Any move they make will draw close attention from everyone, and no one dares to take them lightly.

For Meg Whitman, Li Mu was just such a newly emerged Bigwig.

A month ago, Meg Whitman didn’t even know who Li Mu was, let alone what Muyuan Technology was. But when the Chinese government launched the “Internet into Every Home” policy, personally driving the development of China’s internet industry, it was then that American internet Bigwigs first heard Li Mu’s name.

When Li Mu’s name first appeared in American media reports, everyone saw him as a key figure – a key to boosting the Chinese internet market. Who he was didn’t matter; what mattered was that his existence ushered in a new era of booming internet development in China, offering American internet companies and capitalists a vast market brimming with endless possibilities.

But as Silicon Valley media delved deeper into Li Mu, the software from Muyuan Technology that stunned elite circles worldwide—YY—had merely its tip of the iceberg revealed. Soon after, YY spread like wildfire, rapidly sweeping across the entire United States and the rest of the world.

Li Mu rose on the world stage incredibly fast, so much so that he hadn’t even left China yet was already famed throughout the American internet industry. Precisely because of this, Meg Whitman harbored significant apprehension towards Li Mu, whom she had never met.

According to conventional wisdom, individuals who are talented at a young age typically have more aggressive actions/style. This is partly due to their youth, and partly because success came too quickly, leading them to naturally believe that success is very easy.

Therefore, Meg Whitman’s greatest worry was that Li Mu, with his aggressive actions/style, would recklessly seize PayPal. She wasn’t afraid of Li Mu or his Muyuan Technology in the slightest, but she feared the immense influence he could indirectly bring upon her.

When a stranger arrives in Town, there’s normally nothing to worry about. But once he starts making contact with your heart’s desire in that Town, everyone will feel anxious: Is he a charming gentleman, or a ruthless devil who stops at nothing? If the former, he will make your heart’s desire fall for him; if the latter, he might forcibly seize your heart’s desire one late night.

Li Mu is an entrepreneur, his own boss; a failed decision wouldn’t bring him utter ruin. But for a professional manager like Meg Whitman, a significant decision error during her tenure would certainly lead to being fired by the board.

Every high-level professional manager signs a considerably generous equity return agreement before joining a large enterprise. However, obtaining this equity comes with numerous conditions: first, they must remain in their position for the required number of years, and second, and more importantly, they must deliver a sufficiently high return rate to the shareholders within the specified period.

Meg Whitman’s equity incentives operate on a three-year cycle. As of now, the second three-year cycle is more than halfway through. If Meg Whitman wants to meet the board’s requirements and help the company’s shareholders achieve their desired return rate within this three-year cycle, she can secure a contract for the next three years. Furthermore, after the end of this three-year period, a batch of her stocks will be unlocked, and she can cash out; their value will be worth at least several million US dollars.

Conversely, if Meg Whitman fails to meet the board’s requirements within this three-year period, not only will her contract for the next three years be uncertain, but her stock incentives after the end of this three-year term will also be completely forfeited.

For eBay, acquiring PayPal is the most crucial part of their current work. Once it fails, it would be a huge blow to the confidence of eBay’s shareholders. Therefore, Meg Whitman demanded that she remain vigilant, absolutely refusing to allow a newly emergent Chinese young man to snatch PayPal away from her.

Tom Anderson, eBay’s Vice President directly responsible for the PayPal acquisition project, was under no less pressure than Meg Whitman at this moment. If they missed out on PayPal, Meg Whitman, as CEO, could at least safely weather her contract period, but he wouldn’t be so lucky. He could be made a scapegoat by Meg Whitman at any time.

Hence, after the meeting, Tom immediately contacted Peter Thiel. His first words on the phone were: “Peter, what are you doing? We’ve been negotiating the PayPal acquisition for so long, and you just go off and talk to the Chinese without even a word. Isn’t that a bit too much?”

Peter Thiel wasn’t surprised in the least to receive Tom’s call. He smiled slightly and said to Tom: “Tom, our two parties haven’t signed any letter of intent. We’re still at a stalemate regarding the price. Is there any problem with us seeking other potential buyers at this point? If you, eBay, had made a few concessions on the key issues, we might have signed a contract long ago.”

Tom was instantly speechless. The two sides had been negotiating the acquisition for a long time. Strictly speaking, he indeed had no right to interfere with the other party seeking other buyers. But the key was how much of his life’s work and energy he had poured into it, demonstrating sufficient sincerity, yet the other party, like a Bitch, showed no gratitude whatsoever, even ready to ditch him at any moment to hook up with others. Tom naturally felt a surge of anger, but Peter Thiel’s words immediately gave him a sense of powerlessness, leaving him unable to refute.

After a moment of hesitation, Tom said to Peter Thiel: “If you have any disagreements on key issues, our two parties can certainly sit down and continue talking. As long as we both come with utmost sincerity, we can definitely reach a final consensus.”

For Peter Thiel, he had already been moved by Li Mu’s proposal. What he and Elon Musk most looked forward to now was being able to cash out a portion of their PayPal shares while holding onto another portion to await appreciation. If PayPal were to be wholly acquired by eBay, the room for profit would indeed be somewhat lacking in imagination.

To them, PayPal was like a plot of land in the heart of Manhattan. If they developed it themselves, it would at most be a multi-story building of fewer than ten floors. If eBay bought it and developed it, it could very well become a one hundred-story skyscraper. Originally, eBay’s demand was: “I’ll pay, the land is mine, you take the money and scram, how I play with it in the future has nothing to do with you.”

Now, Li Mu offered them a new choice: “You partner with me, and together, we’ll force eBay to let us acquire shares alongside them. You can sell half your land to exchange for money to improve your life. This money will be enough for you to buy cars if you need them, buy houses if you need them, show off if you need to, flirt with girls if you need to, manage your finances if you need to, and invest if you need to.”

As for the other half of the land, you can use it to acquire shares with me in this future skyscraper, which will be over one hundred stories tall. Once this building is up, at least more than twenty floors will be yours. Isn’t that much more than the money you’d get from selling the land? If eBay and I together lay an even firmer foundation, and this skyscraper eventually rises to two hundred stories, you’ll have at least more than forty floors.

However, you yourself lack the strength. If you want to exclude me and play this game alone with eBay, your strength is simply not enough to counterbalance such a massive enterprise as eBay. Therefore, if you want to participate, you can only adopt the strategy of ‘Caught Between Qi and Chu’.

To employ the ‘Caught Between Qi and Chu’ strategy, you first need both Qi and Chu to be present. If it’s just eBay alone, and you directly oppose eBay, what ‘balancing act’ bullshit would that be?

Only by bringing Muyuan Technology into the picture, allowing Muyuan Technology and eBay to become Qi and Chu in the future grand scheme of PayPal, can PayPal’s original team become the State of Teng, caught between the two powers. Only then can the balance of the game be ensured.

However, Peter Thiel and Elon Musk didn’t entirely trust Li Mu either. Initially, they viewed Li Mu as merely a tool to check eBay and maximize their own interests. But the two, pursuing this goal, were suddenly attracted by Li Mu’s better proposal. If Li Mu’s plan could materialize, that would naturally be ideal. But if the plan couldn’t be implemented, they would still revert to their initial intention: using Li Mu to force eBay to raise the acquisition price.

With this intention, Peter Thiel still wanted to give Tom some room for negotiation. So, he said to Tom: “Tom, our meeting with Li Mu was actually just to keep an extra fallback option for ourselves. This is also normal business practice; you don’t need to be so sensitive. We will continue negotiations with eBay, and we will certainly do so with utmost sincerity. As you said, if we can reach a consensus, we will naturally sign the contract without hesitation.”

Tom asked him: “So, what are your demands for the acquisition now? If it’s convenient, you can give me a general idea first, or tomorrow we can directly bring out the acquisition team and talk face-to-face again.”

Peter Thiel then said: “Then let’s meet tomorrow and talk. There’s no need to bring the entire team. Let’s just meet alone and talk.”

…

The next day, at 9:30 AM New York time, the US NASDAQ opened.

At this very moment, it was just 6:30 AM on the West Coast.

The news that Elon Musk went to China to meet with Li Mu and jointly announced to the media that Muyuan Technology planned to acquire a controlling stake in PayPal had spread across the entire United States since last night.

Both the American internet industry and the capital market believed that eBay had a high probability of missing out on PayPal. Even if they ultimately managed to win back the hearts of the PayPal team and successfully acquire PayPal, the cost would likely be much higher than the previous one point five billion US dollars.

Therefore, for eBay’s stock price, this was a genuine bearish piece of news.

eBay’s opening price was 50.55 US dollars. Compared to the closing price of 52.88 US dollars on the previous trading day, it fell by nearly five percentage points right at the open!

The influence of the bearish news began to manifest!





Chapter 900: Bearish & Bullish News

Muyuan Technology was an unusual (in a positive, talented sense) presence in the American internet market.

A company that had never actively sought to expand its business in the US market saw its products not only gain popularity organically there, but this company even successively influenced the stock prices of two NASDAQ-listed enterprises.

The first was Sina. After Li Mu acquired Hao123 and integrated it into YY123, he blocked links to Sina, and even the words “Sina” themselves, within YY123 and the entire YY product ecosystem. This almost completely cut off Sina’s external traffic, creating massive bearish news for Sina. From that moment on, Sina’s stock price plummeted continuously, and after YY Net came online, Sina’s stock price fell to a gruesome sight, now basically one of the worst stocks on NASDAQ.

This time, Li Mu teamed up with PayPal, creating major bearish news for eBay, which had a market value exceeding sixteen billion US dollars. As a result, eBay’s stock price dropped by 5% at opening.

For a company worth over sixteen billion US dollars, 5% of its market value is worth over eight hundred million US dollars. On the market value level, this over eight hundred million US dollars instantly evaporated.

During Meg Whitman’s tenure, eBay’s stock price experienced several large fluctuations. Most of these significant drops were due to overall industry downturns, rarely like today, when it drastically dropped simply because of issues with eBay’s own business.

In the stock market, PayPal was a double-edged sword for eBay.

As early as eBay’s acquisition of PayPal, the market had already received this news in advance. Moreover, this news, in the eyes of capital and shareholders, was absolutely a piece of bullish news. Brokerage firms fanned the flames with the bullish news. Although eBay hadn’t formally acquired PayPal, the market had already begun to digest this bullish news in advance.

Before the market launched for sale (real estate) today, eBay’s stock price already included the portion that had pre-digested the bullish news, making the overall stock price inflated.

This situation can be understood as pre-spending in daily life. It’s like Old Wang’s company announcing that the year-end bonus would be three months of monthly salary. This gave Old Wang a huge piece of bullish news, prompting him to overdraw one and a half months of his monthly salary in October by swiping his credit card for food, drinks, and entertainment.

But as the year-end approached, with only a week left until the year-end bonus was to be distributed, his superior suddenly announced: “The company’s performance hasn’t been good this year, and the year-end bonus might be canceled. Everyone should be prepared.”

At this point, the bullish news turned bearish, which was a huge blow to Old Wang. If the year-end bonus hadn’t been mentioned, he wouldn’t have overdrawn his expenses. But precisely because of the initial bullish news, not only had he not paid back his overdrawn credit card, but he also accumulated a substantial amount of interest over several months.

For eBay’s investors, the feeling at this moment was the same as Old Wang’s: bullish news instantly turned bearish, and the most direct market feedback was a drop.

The 5% drop at launching for sale (real estate) was just a prelude. After dropping 5% at launching for sale (real estate), eBay’s stock price steadily declined. Although the pace of decline was stable and slow, it still caused considerable panic among investors.

The only thing to be thankful for right now is that Muyuan Technology and PayPal have not yet publicly announced that they have signed an agreement. The bearish news has not been fully confirmed. Otherwise, once the news of eBay missing out on PayPal is confirmed, the stock price will continue to fall.

To use Old Wang as another analogy, it’s like Old Wang still doesn’t know if the company will actually cancel the year-end bonus. He still holds onto a last glimmer of hope: the company might suddenly announce that the year-end bonus will be distributed as usual.

If, come year-end, the company confirms it can’t issue the year-end bonus, Old Wang’s mood will instantly fall to rock bottom. His loyalty to the company will also be greatly diminished. There’s a good chance that after the New Year, Old Wang will angrily resign from this job and leave this awful company. Similarly, the same applies to eBay’s investors.

Currently, eBay’s stock price is falling, but a sell-off hasn’t begun. If Muyuan Technology and PayPal successfully join hands, eBay’s stock will surely face a wave of sell-offs, and at that time, the stock price will experience another drop.

Simply the bearish news of failing to acquire PayPal, though insufficient to shake eBay’s foundation, is enough to make eBay pay a huge price in market value. In the face of such a price, Meg Whitman, as CEO, will be the first to suffer.

Meg Whitman received the news of eBay’s stock major drop at launching for sale (real estate) right after waking up, and she instantly couldn’t sit still (due to anxiety). At 7 AM Pacific Time, she called all key personnel, demanding that everyone arrive at the company within half an hour for an emergency meeting to discuss.

At the same time, Meg Whitman also called Tom Anderson, demanding that he meet with Peter Thiel today and achieve clear progress. If he couldn’t bring back good news, he should bring back his resignation letter.

Right after finishing her angry call with Tom Anderson, Meg Whitman received a call from the Chairman of the Board. As the most powerful Big Boss behind eBay, his first words upon connecting were, “Meg! What exactly is going on? Do you know that media outlets across the entire East Coast of the US are reporting and predicting that Li Mu will be eBay’s formidable opponent, and that eBay will be severely impacted by Muyuan Technology, which is far away in China! Don’t forget, that Li Mu also has Taobao and Alipay in his hands. If we lose PayPal, and Li Mu uses Taobao to compete with eBay in the future, we will be at a huge disadvantage!”

Although Li Mu knew that Taobao’s true globalization would be next to impossible, Americans were still extremely worried about this. In their eyes, Li Mu was a magician who constantly creates miracles; no one knew what his next trick would be.

Therefore, the members of eBay’s board of directors suddenly couldn’t sit still (due to anxiety). For them, hearing that PayPal and Muyuan Technology were discussing a controlling stake was equivalent to hearing that their son’s fiancée was eloping with someone else.

The only thing these board members could do was to apply pressure to Meg Whitman, demanding that she secure PayPal back, no matter what.

Meg Whitman was distraught. She had never imagined that she, who had been repeatedly named one of the world’s top ten CEOs and the strongest female CEO, would be thrown into disarray by a twenty-year-old young Chinese man.

Even the most powerful people have an Achilles’ heel. Clearly, Li Mu had her Achilles’ heel in his grasp, yet she simply couldn’t equally threaten Li Mu on any level.

True checks and balances are when you hold a gun to my chest, and even if I can’t hold a gun to your forehead, I should at least hold a knife to your second oldest.

Meg Whitman clearly didn’t have this opportunity. The only thing she could do, presumably, was to have EachNet eBay in China try to pose some kind of threat to Li Mu.

But this thought barely surfaced for ten seconds before she quickly abandoned it.

Li Mu was China’s internet industry’s biggest local boss. Taobao’s current scale was dozens of times larger than EachNet eBay’s, if not more, and it deeply supported by the Chinese government and people. It was simply a star enterprise in China. Currently, she and Li Mu were both contending for PayPal, so there was no direct conflict between them. But if a direct conflict truly arose, how could EachNet eBay possibly compete with Taobao in China?

The thought only made Meg Whitman more agitated.

Hurriedly arriving at the company, she convened the core team for another meeting. By this time, NASDAQ had been operating for over an hour, and the stock price had been steadily falling, from its opening price of $50.55 all the way down to $50.01.

Americans’ sensitivity to the leading digit far surpassed that of any other nation. When Americans sell things, they almost exclusively use routines like $19.99 or similar pricing, precisely to minimize the highest digit and make it easier for consumers to accept. $199.9 is more readily accepted by users compared to $200, because when users see the leading digit ‘1’, their minds instinctively categorize it into the $100 range. If you add $0.1 to make it $200, consumers, when seeing that price, would directly categorize it into the $200 range.

This mentality is precisely the opposite in the stock market. When stock prices fall, each defense stage for the leading digit becomes a critical point. The price of $50.01 is already precarious for the leading digit ‘5’. If the $50 mark is breached and it falls into the $40 range, that would be too impactful for investors!

…

By this time, it was already past ten in the evening in Yanjing. Li Mu had dinner with Elon Musk earlier that night, then had his driver take him back to his hotel, while he himself returned to his home near Muyuan Technology.

After returning home, Li Mu didn’t rest. Instead, he opened his laptop to track real-time US stock market conditions. Upon seeing eBay dropping 5% at launching for sale (real estate), Li Mu could basically conclude that his plan to acquire shares in PayPal with eBay this time would definitely succeed.

There was no other reason: eBay would absolutely not let bearish news continue to impact its stock price and shake investor confidence. Therefore, what they needed most right now was a piece of bullish news to counter the negative influence of this bearish news. It would be too difficult to suddenly find a piece of bullish news worth over a billion US dollars; the best solution was for the bearish news to turn bullish.

In other words, what eBay most desired was for the PayPal acquisition to take a turn for the better.

Before long, Peter Thiel, who was in Silicon Valley, would meet with eBay’s Vice President, Tom Anderson. At that time, Peter Thiel would present his proposed solution at an opportune moment. eBay would certainly not refuse; not only would it not refuse, but it would also feel like surviving a catastrophe, filled with gratitude.

Currently, eBay faced two pieces of bearish news: first, the possibility of missing out on PayPal; and second, the addition of a powerful and mysterious compete on integrity—Muyuan Technology, or even Muyuan Technology + Taobao.

If eBay accepted its own proposal for controlling stake in PayPal, then the bearish news of missing out on PayPal could be completely salvaged.

Moreover, after eBay accepted its advice, Muyuan Technology and Taobao would no longer compete on integrity with it; instead, they would transform from enemies into friends, becoming partners in the same camp. This would be another instance of bearish news turning bullish.

With both major pieces of bearish news turning into major pieces of bullish news, eBay’s stock price would surely pull off a beautiful V-shaped rebound.

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly felt that not seizing the opportunity to buy tens of millions of eBay shares would be a huge loss.

However, on second thought, there simply weren’t such large loopholes to exploit in the stock market.

In the US stock market, circulating stocks are held by brokerage firms and investors. Moreover, unlike the domestic market, most US investors pursue mid to long-term investment strategies. At this time, if one wanted to buy eBay shares, it would depend on how many circulating shares were available for purchase in the market. Once someone acquired shares in large quantities, it might even cause more people to follow suit or hoard shares, potentially only managing to pick up a few hundreds of thousands of shares.

If one earned a few US dollars per share, that would be a profit margin of several million US dollars. Furthermore, being in China, it would be impossible to immediately purchase US stocks. By the time he completed the procedures and foreign exchange, the market opportunity would likely be gone.

So, Li Mu abandoned his plan to casually dabble in eBay shares. Remembering that Wei Lan’s parents were in the US, he thought they could make a small profit with insider information. He then pulled out his phone and called Wei Lan…





Chapter 901: Let the Patriarch Try His Hand at Buying the Dip

Wei Lan hadn’t seen Li Mu in quite a while.

Recently, Wanying Real Estate had been incredibly busy. Multiple housing developments and commercial real estate projects were being launched for sale, leaving Wei Lan swamped with work. Li Mu, after dividing the land plots held by Wanying Real Estate like distributing fruit and setting the tone for Wanying’s future development, didn’t have time to oversee Wanying’s affairs himself. Consequently, he and Wei Lan had little contact.

Wei Lan had many times thought about calling or sending a text message to Li Mu, but she always reconsidered, knowing that Li Mu was currently in a crucial stage of international development and must be incredibly busy with all sorts of things. Each time the thought crossed her mind, she would soon give up on it.

At this very moment, Wei Lan had just returned from her company. Today’s meeting with the corporate representatives of Ye Youdao, Zhang Zicheng, and Chen Yuan had lasted until past nine o’clock. Only after they had sorted out many specific matters did Wei Lan drag her exhausted body back to her single apartment.

The moment she stepped through the door, Li Mu’s call came in while the fatigued Wei Lan hadn’t even had time to change her clothes.

Somehow, seeing the words “Li Mu” displayed on her phone, Wei Lan’s exhaustion vanished. She flipped open her phone and said with a smile, “Oh, Mr. Busy Man, how do you have time to call me?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m a busy man, but are you doing any better than me?”

Wei Lan giggled, “I’m not doing any better than you. Soon, I’ll have to be on construction sites every day. With so many housing developments launching for sale simultaneously, just running around will exhaust me to death.”

After speaking, Wei Lan sighed, “Thankfully, summer is over. Otherwise, if construction started in summer, I’d definitely be tanned like a dog.”

Li Mu said, “Try not to go to the construction sites if you can avoid it. A beautiful woman like you, as pretty as a flower, isn’t suited to constantly visiting construction sites full of men.”

Wei Lan jokingly replied, “You really care about me. But I definitely can’t avoid visiting construction sites. Luckily, they’re all in the East Third Ring Road, not too far, so it’s easy to get around.”

Li Mu hummed, “You need to recruit people quickly. After subdividing the work, try to delegate as much as possible. From now on, focus on the larger strategic level. Leave the tactical level to others.”

Wei Lan smiled, “Understood. I’ve been continuously recruiting people. Our operations (scope) have expanded too much; it won’t do if the team can’t keep up.”

After that, Wei Lan asked Li Mu, “By the way, why are you calling me at this hour? Is something up? Or are you bored and just want to chat?”

Li Mu said, “A small matter. Your parents are in America, aren’t they?”

“Yes.” Wei Lan asked, “What about them?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ll let you in on a trick to make quick money. You can have them operate it in America. Conservatively estimated, it should be no problem to make a profit of fifteen percent within two days.”

Currently, eBay’s stock had already fallen below the fifty US dollar mark, and after breaking that threshold, the downward momentum instantly accelerated significantly. In the blink of an eye, the real-time stock price had dropped to forty-nine point eight three US dollars, a decline of roughly six percent.

And it was still only morning local time; the stock had just begun to fall, and the media had probably just started reacting. Once the media moved, there would be a certain delay before investors received the news. Therefore, it was foreseeable that eBay’s stock had not yet hit rock bottom today and was expected to continue its downward trend. Conservatively estimated, it might even fall seven percent, hovering around forty-nine point one seven US dollars per share.

If they could acquire shares when it dropped seven percent, once eBay began to rise and he acquired shares with them, the two bearish news items would transform into two bullish news items. The stock would definitely rebound retaliatorily, and it would absolutely not just rebound to yesterday’s closing price of fifty-two point eight eight US dollars. It would definitely continue to absorb the bullish news based on that price, perhaps even rising seven percent or more on that foundation. At the very least, it could reach fifty-seven US dollars per share.

If one acquired shares at forty-nine point one seven US dollars and sold them when they reached around fifty-seven US dollars, there would be a minimum net investment income of sixteen percent. If these two pieces of bullish news could give eBay investors greater confidence, seeing sixty US dollars in one go was not impossible. In that case, there would be at least twenty-two percent or more in net investment income.

Gaining such high income in two to three days was absolutely a rare and perfect short-term operation.

Wei Lan had been incredibly swamped with work recently, so she hadn’t paid much attention to Li Mu’s movements. She didn’t know that Li Mu was currently in a direct challenge with eBay across the ocean, so she asked curiously, “What kind of quick money trick is so amazing? Conservatively estimated fifteen percent profit in two days, that return rate is simply terrifying!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Fifteen percent is just a conservative estimate; it could go as high as twenty-five percent.”

Wei Lan was even more surprised, “That high? What exactly are you doing?”

Li Mu calmly uttered two words: “Stock trading.”

“Ah? When did you start stock trading?” Wei Lan was even more confused / dazed.

She had known Li Mu for some time and had a relatively clear understanding of the various things he was involved in. Wei Lan knew Li Mu was doing many things and had ventured into many fields, but she had never heard him mention stock trading.

In fact, as a reincarnator, there were several paths to fortune Li Mu had not considered from beginning to end, and the stock market was among them.

Whether it was the domestic or international stock market, it was filled with various traps and shady dealings. In such circumstances, it was basically impossible for retail investors to make truly big money in the stock market.

The simplest truth: stock price fluctuations are largely mastered by market makers. If a particular stock surged in his previous life, it was due to market makers manipulating it behind the scenes. But once large retail investors suddenly entered the market, how could they allow retail investors to make big money from their operations? They would definitely find ways to wash out the retail investors first, and only then boost the stock price. This way, the memories regarding this stock from his previous life would be completely off.

However, today’s eBay was indeed a good opportunity for a short-term trade, because both the bullish and bearish news were mastered in his own hands. If one bought at the bottom of the market, once the bullish news arrived, no one could stop the stock from surging.

So Li Mu explained to Wei Lan, “I don’t usually trade stocks. It just so happens that I’m in a direct challenge with an American company. I’m throwing darts at them from China, and their stock price is temporarily suffering a setback. It’s a good opportunity to buy at the bottom of the market, so I wanted to tell you about it and let the patriarch try his hand at buying the dip for fun.”

Wei Lan asked, surprised, “You’re in a direct challenge with an American company? Which American company?”

Li Mu said, “eBay.”

“Ah?” Wei Lan was even more astonished, “You’re in a direct challenge with eBay? That’s a multinational company worth ten to twenty billion US dollars in market value! You won’t suffer a loss, will you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I already said I’m throwing darts; they have no way to deal with me.”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but exclaim in admiration, “My goodness, at this rate, next year you should be direct challenging Bill Gates!”

Li Mu said, “Don’t wait for next year, it’ll happen soon. Someone said his MSN is imitating my YY. If he really dares to copy my YY product design, I’ll definitely direct challenge him to the end…”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but laugh aloud, “I know you’re the most amazing.”

Then, Wei Lan’s voice became serious as she asked, “But since you’re in a direct challenge with eBay and their stock price has already fallen, and you’re still telling me to buy at the bottom of the market, do you perhaps know they’re about to make a comeback quickly? When they make a comeback, will it not influence you?”

Li Mu confidently said, “I’m direct challenging them now. They won’t be able to make a comeback in the short-term. However, next I plan to shake hands and make peace with them, then we’ll move forward hand-in-hand. If they accept, it will definitely sharply pull up eBay’s stock price.”

Wei Lan curiously asked, “You’re planning to cooperate with eBay, but you’re using a direct challenge to force them to compromise, is that right?”

“Yes.” Li Mu said, “eBay’s stock price since the market opened has dropped six percent. The bearish news hasn’t been fully absorbed yet, and the stock price will continue to fall. If your parents are interested, you can have them largely purchase eBay stock in two or three hours. Buy as much as they can, then find an opportunity to sell it at a high price tomorrow or the day after.”

Wei Lan immediately said, “Okay, my dad does trade stocks in America, but it seems he’s playing very small right now, just treating it as a hobby.”

Li Mu asked, “Do they have money on hand?”

“Yes.” Wei Lan said, “After quite a bit of real estate monetization initially, it all turned into foreign currency and was remitted to America. It’s probably around ten to twenty million US dollars.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Ten million US dollars could earn at least one or two million. This is practically a sure thing. If the patriarch is interested, let him buy as much as he can.”

Wei Lan had an extraordinary trust in Li Mu. If it was trust based on human nature, Li Mu ranked third in her heart, second only to her parents; if it was trust based on business, Li Mu ranked first in her heart, far above her parents.

Since Li Mu himself was in a direct challenge with eBay, Li Mu’s judgment on eBay’s stock price would certainly not be wrong. So Wei Lan told Li Mu, “Then I’ll tell my dad right away. If he earns money, I’ll treat you to a meal then!”

“Great!”

…

Ten minutes later, Wei Jun, far away in America, sat in front of his computer, calculating how much eBay stock he could purchase with the US dollars he had on hand.

Wei Jun himself had been in the real estate business for many years and had also engaged in stock trading during that time. He had a strong affinity for stock trading, almost like a hobby. He always enjoyed playing, but never played too big. However, his understanding of the stock market was more in-depth than that of typical retail investors.

In Wei Jun’s view, eBay had already dropped six percent and was still falling. At this rate, waiting two or three hours might bring it to eight percent. However, since his daughter said Li Mu’s estimate was seven percent, he preferred to trust Li Mu’s analysis. So, he decided to massively acquire shares after eBay’s stock price dropped below seven percent.

Currently, Wei Jun had over twenty-three million US dollars in available funds. At the most critical time for Juncheng Real Estate, this had been the sole reliance for his family of three’s future. But now, things were good. His daughter had a benefactor assisting her, and the situation was completely different. Furthermore, since this news came from Li Mu, he didn’t give it a second thought and decided to invest all twenty-three million US dollars.

If he were to acquire shares of eBay at forty-nine point one US dollars per share, he could buy approximately four hundred seventy thousand shares. However, Wei Jun felt that such a highly reliable piece of inside stories / secrets was a rare opportunity, and if he was going to seize it, he should do it aggressively. So he immediately called several Chinese friends in America and borrowed money from them at a high daily interest rate of 3.33 per mille, not for long, only for three days.

A daily interest rate of 3.33 per mille was equivalent to ten percent monthly interest. Borrowing one million US dollars would incur three thousand three hundred US dollars in interest per day, or one hundred thousand per month. Even without compounding interest, this interest could be considered usury among usurers.

But fortunately, Wei Jun only needed it for three days. Calculated over three days, the interest was one percent of the principal.

If Li Mu hadn’t helped Wei Lan resolve Juncheng Real Estate, given Wei Lan a minimum yield contract of three years and eight hundred million, and a high-paying job, Wei Jun’s friends in America wouldn’t have dared to lend him large sums of cash.

But now it was different. Although Wei Jun still had lawsuits pending, his daughter had at least one hundred million US dollars in assets awaiting monetization there. This contract was signed between Li Mu and her, and Li Mu’s fame in the overseas Chinese community was incredibly high, so no one would doubt that Wei Jun couldn’t repay the loan. Moreover, with such a high interest rate, lending him one million US dollars meant they could get back one million and one hundred thousand US dollars in three days. No one would refuse such a good deal.

Soon, Wei Jun had accumulated enough forty-two million US dollars, preparing to buy one million shares at the bottom of the market when eBay’s stock price dropped to around forty-nine point one!





Chapter 902: Full Acceptance

When Tom Anderson, Vice President of eBay, met with Peter Thiel, one of the founders of PayPal, Meg Whitman was grappling with the board of directors’ exasperation.

When bearish news hits the market, a stock price drop is difficult to salvage through manipulation. Meg Whitman saw the value of all shares held by shareholders shrink by seven percent in a single day, and this was only the beginning. Once PayPal signed the contract with Muye Technology and Muye Technology formally took a controlling stake in PayPal, eBay’s stock price would plummet yet again.

In rapid succession, the stock price would drop by at least ten-plus percentage points.

Meg Whitman anxiously awaited Tom Anderson, waiting for his feedback. If Tom Anderson’s efforts failed this time, then the situation would truly be beyond saving.

Just as Meg Whitman was growing impatient, Tom Anderson called. His first words were excitedly: “PayPal and Muye Technology together gave us a perfect offer!”

Meg Whitman immediately inquired about it: “What offer?”

Tom Anderson’s voice was slightly trembling as he said: “Peter Thiel just communicated over the phone with Elon Musk, who is far away in China, and Li Mu. They have a new idea. Both parties are willing to let us hold a controlling stake in PayPal, but we can only have fifty-one percent of the shares. Li Mu’s Muye Technology wants twenty-nine percent of PayPal’s shares, and the original team will keep the remaining twenty percent!”

Meg Whitman instantly felt relieved. Fifty-one percent was quite good! A controlling stake was enough. At this point, she dared not hope for more, but then, thinking of Muye Technology also participating in the equity, she frowned: “That Li Mu wants to get involved too? Won’t we become partners with him then?”

Meg Whitman harbored no good feelings towards Li Mu. A twenty-year-old greenhorn from China, wet behind the ears, had caused her such great trouble and crisis. She certainly did not wish to become partners with Li Mu in the future.

Tom Anderson, however, said: “Li Mu’s intention is for Muye Technology and eBay to jointly provide resource integration for PayPal. At the same time, he is willing to use YY to assist us in promoting eBay’s business development in all countries outside of China. In return, we also need to tie in with his YY to venture into overseas markets. In other words, the two parties can form a strategic alliance in the future.”

Meg Whitman was somewhat taken aback.

Li Mu not only wanted to invest in PayPal but also wanted to cooperate with eBay, and directly between the two companies, separate from PayPal—this truly exceeded her expectations. However, after carefully considering the pros and cons, Meg Whitman’s heart suddenly pounded with excitement.

She couldn’t help but be excited! Regardless of any preconceived notions she had about Chinese internet companies or Li Mu, she couldn’t deny that YY’s momentum was currently incredibly strong. Unlike eBay, which needed to invest significant cash and resources to expand into any market, YY was different. It could quickly capture the elite demographic in a market without spending a single cent. This epidemic-like self-propagation capability was something eBay had always dreamed of achieving.

If they partnered with Li Mu, eBay would definitely be able to mutually benefit, fulfill each other’s needs, and grow together with YY in the future.

This wasn’t even the most important part. The most crucial thing was that if eBay successfully acquired a controlling stake in PayPal, her biggest current crisis would be safely averted. Furthermore, if eBay and Muye Technology established a cooperative relationship, it would be another huge piece of bullish news for eBay. At that point, eBay’s stock price would undoubtedly skyrocket.

Upon thinking this, Meg Whitman had already made her decision deep down. For both public and private reasons, she had to immediately accept this offer and ensure it materialized as quickly as possible. Otherwise, the pressure on her was too immense, almost unbearable.

At this moment, Tom Anderson said over the phone: “However, PayPal and Muye Technology have a relatively harsh demand.”

Meg Whitman blurted out: “What demand?”

Tom Anderson said: “Although PayPal is willing to let us and Muye Technology invest based on a valuation of one point five billion US dollars, the problem is they want us to first pay for Muye Technology’s twenty-nine percent share. Then, we’ll sign a contract in the form of an interest-free loan to Muye Technology, and Muye Technology will repay this money to us after its Series C funding round.”

Meg Whitman almost vomited blood upon hearing this.

It wasn’t out of indignant rage, but rather that she finally witnessed Li Mu’s cunning strategy.

She knew Muye Technology was preparing for its Series C funding round, but there had been no clear news. This was understandable; Muye Technology’s valuation was changing day by day, and Li Mu would absolutely not let capital in easily until a suitable price was negotiated.

They wanted to raise capital but hadn’t yet, meaning Li Mu didn’t have a large amount of cash flow on hand. At a valuation of one point five billion US dollars, investing in twenty-nine percent would require Li Mu to pay four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars in cash. There was no need to think; he certainly didn’t have that much money, otherwise, who would go looking for investment with so much cash?

Li Mu’s shrewdness lay in this: Li Mu clearly understood that if he raised capital first and then invested in PayPal, the investors would undoubtedly benefit at his expense. So, if he wanted to benefit himself, he had to invest first and then raise capital. But if he invested first, he had no money. What to do? The only option was to play for something for nothing.

Now Meg Whitman also understood. Li Mu had actually teamed up with PayPal to corner her, pushing her almost to a dead end, and now offered such an enticing deal to lure her. If she accepted, she would have to pay four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars on Li Mu’s behalf. Although she was very unwilling to be played the fool, she had no choice given the circumstances.

Once she accepted this offer, Li Mu would become a shareholder of PayPal without spending a single cent. Although he would owe her four hundred and thirty-five million on paper, the company’s valuation increase would be far more than that amount.

Thinking of this, Meg Whitman felt a myriad of aggrieved emotions, but she also helplessly realized that once she felt this cramped and aggrieved sensation, it meant she had subconsciously decided to accept.

So she said to Tom Anderson: “Return as soon as possible. I will report this to the board of directors now. We’ll convene a board meeting together after you return.”

…

September twentieth, morning.

Before heading to Muye Technology, Li Mu deliberately put on a very suitable suit, making himself look especially energetic.

There were two reasons for wearing a suit: one, he had already planned to attend the freshman welcome party at the university that evening to give a speech to the newly matriculated junior students;

The other reason was the news Muye Technology had announced yesterday: a press conference was to be held at Muye Technology this morning.

The reason for the press conference was simple: eBay had fully accepted their offer, even including the four hundred and thirty-five million US dollar loan to Muye Technology for acquiring twenty-nine percent of PayPal’s shares.

The press conference this time was on a large scale, inviting not only all domestic media but also media reporters from all developed countries in Yanjing.

At this press conference, Li Mu, together with Elon Musk and a representative from eBay, would formally announce to the public the news of eBay and Muye Technology’s joint investment in PayPal, and they would sign the contract at the press conference venue.

In addition, Li Mu would also announce the news that Muye Technology and eBay would form a strategic partnership for overseas market development in the future. Once this news was announced, it would be a huge bullish stimulus for both eBay and Muye Technology.

Currently, the media was unaware that Muye Technology, PayPal, and eBay had reached a cooperation agreement, so today’s press conference was bound to become major news in the international internet industry, and even the financial industry.

This time, eBay was truly decisive. They accepted the offer on the same day after the board meeting, and they didn’t even bother to send someone from the United States. Everyone finalized the contract, and after the legal teams’ advance party confirmed there were no issues with the contract remotely, eBay directly entrusted their person in charge in China to represent eBay in signing the contract with Li Mu and Elon Musk.

In fact, the core terms of the three-party cooperation agreement were very simple. The two parties would invest based on an actual valuation of one point five billion US dollars, holding fifty-one percent and twenty-nine percent respectively. Within fifteen working days after the contract signing, both parties would transfer the funds, thus completing the entire investment process.

According to standard procedures, before a company invests in another, it typically conducts thorough due diligence and audit work on that company. However, Li Mu was fortunate: all due diligence and audit work for PayPal had already been completed by eBay, and it was done by an extremely professional team. At that time, the due diligence and audit were based on a valuation of one point five billion US dollars. Since the valuation hadn’t changed, Li Mu waived the due diligence and audit, directly accepting this valuation.

Before the official signing at the press conference, Li Mu would first sign a loan agreement with eBay’s representative privately, wherein eBay would lend Muye Technology four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars. This money would be paid into Muye Technology’s branch company account in the United States within three working days.

This loan was completely interest-free and had no definite repayment date. The repayment time was stated as: within thirty working days after Muye Technology completed its next round of financing and the raised funds were received.

In other words, if Li Mu wanted to wait another year or so before raising capital, eBay would not urge repayment. He only needed to repay them after he completed his financing.

eBay was rich and powerful, having already reserved one point five billion US dollars in cash from the stock market for the acquisition of PayPal. Even including the money lent to Li Mu, they had only used a total of eighty percent, or one point two billion US dollars. Therefore, they had no financial pressure regarding this. For eBay’s board of directors, they didn’t care about lending Li Mu this amount of money. After all, once the three-party cooperation agreement was signed, eBay could immediately promote this huge piece of bullish news in the United States overnight.

Once this money arrived, Muye Technology’s US branch company would pay it to PayPal, formally completing the entire equity acquisition. What remained then would solely be the debt relationship between Muye Technology and eBay.





Chapter 903: A Grand Spectacle!

In the eyes of the Chinese media, no enterprise in the entire Chinese internet industry, or even in the whole of China, could match Muye Technology’s ability to create a major news story.

When it came to orchestrating major events and grand spectacles, Muye Technology was truly one of the top players nationwide. As a result, any slight move it made would be met with intense scrutiny from the national media, who dared not relax their vigil.

Not only did it wield immense influence over domestic media, but Muye Technology was also undoubtedly the Chinese enterprise that garnered the most attention from global media. Media outlets in Western countries as well as developed nations like Japan and South Korea now accorded Muye Technology a remarkably high level of importance.

Especially after news broke that Muye Technology planned to acquire shares in PayPal, eBay’s stock price plummeted for two consecutive trading days, currently sitting at 47.2 US dollars. This was nearly an 11 percent drop from its previous price, stunning the entire US capital market.

Originally, eBay had the opportunity to recoup some of its stock price through the actions of brokerage firms. While they couldn’t push it back to its peak, they could at least stabilize the decline at no more than 7 percent. However, when they received the offer from Muye Technology and PayPal, they voluntarily abandoned efforts to boost the stock price. Instead of laboring to raise it, they decided to leverage the current momentum for an initial dip followed by a strong rebound. If a major rebound was foreseeable, everyone would hope to buy at a low point. This was a perfect opportunity to shake out a一批投资者 of investors.

eBay’s inaction in salvaging its stock price greatly surprised the media. They even speculated that eBay must have received prior information that Muye Technology and PayPal had already reached an agreement, and eBay was merely waiting for the last of the bearish news to be fully released.

Coincidentally, at this critical moment, everyone received an invitation from Muye Technology, announcing a major business development and a press conference to be held at 10:00 AM on the 20th.

All domestic and international media outlets attached extreme importance to this. Consequently, Muye Technology’s building was swarmed early in the morning by reporters from over one hundred media companies, totaling no less than four hundred people.

Lin Qingya had originally suggested that Li Mu rent the hall of a five-star hotel for the press conference, but Li Mu felt that this was a rare opportunity, and it would be a huge missed chance not to hold the conference on his own turf.

This time, Li Mu had painstakingly managed to lure two American companies into his camp. He was also well aware that although he had set the course, eBay, the experienced person, was the one driving. Originally, eBay very much hoped to organize the press conference in the US, with Li Mu and Elon Musk attending. That would truly carry enough weight.

But ironically, Li Mu did not have a US visa, and eBay simply couldn’t afford to wait. After allowing their stock price to continue falling for another trading day, they now desperately needed positive news to emerge quickly, which ultimately benefited Li Mu.

For this press conference, Muye Technology cleared out its largest office area, giving all employees in the affected zone a day off. The executive company responsible for setting up the press conference venue entered the premises overnight to begin work, clearing the area, setting up the stage, stage trusses, stage backdrop, and lighting and sound systems. In addition, over three hundred folding chairs were arranged.

As Li Mu’s car drove into the basement parking, a swarm of reporters who had been staking out the area immediately surrounded him. Accompanied by three bodyguards and Muye Technology staff, Li Mu struggled to move towards the elevator. Numerous reporters around him were inquiring about: “General Manager Li, are you officially announcing the controlling stake in PayPal today?”

So many people were asking that Li Mu had no choice but to speak: “Please calm yourselves. We will provide clear answers to all your questions at the press conference!”

The reporters wanted to ask more questions, but Li Mu had already fallen silent, remaining so until he entered the elevator.

Once inside the elevator, Li Mu sighed in relief and said to Lin Qingya, who was by his side: “It’s not even 8:00 AM yet, these reporters are really early.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “That’s nothing, some even came to stake out the place last night.”

Li Mu was surprised and exclaimed, “Journalists from the news sector really go all out, even more than entertainment journalists.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “But don’t worry, none of them were let upstairs. Mr. Zheng Xigui from eBay will arrive around 8:30 AM. Once he’s here, he will first sign our loan agreement with eBay.”

Li Mu asked her, “What kind of background does Zheng Xigui have?”

Li Mu wasn’t very familiar with the team eBay had sent to China. He only remembered that for the first two years after eBay invested in Eachnet, Eachnet eBay’s CEO was still Eachnet’s original founder. Later, Eachnet eBay made no major initiatives for a while, and gradually, no one paid attention to it anymore.

Lin Qingya said, “This Zheng Xigui is Chinese, but he went to the US some years ago, so he’s an eBay person, not an Eachnet person. He represents eBay as the head overseeing operations in China.”

Li Mu enlightened, nodded, and said, “I’ll go to my office first. If he and Elon Musk arrive later, please invite them directly to my office.”

The elevator door opened, and Lin Qingya followed Li Mu out, asking, “Alright. Have you had breakfast?”

Li Mu replied, “No, please arrange for someone to buy me a coffee and some bread, then come to my office.”

Lin Qingya then said, “Then I’ll come over to find you later.”

Although Li Mu had repeatedly told Lin Qingya not to use honorifics when communicating with him, in front of company employees, Lin Qingya insisted on using “您” (you, formal) for Li Mu. Her reason was simple: even if Li Mu usually behaved in a down-to-earth manner, she still needed the employees to maintain a certain level of respect for him.

Not long after Li Mu sat down in his office, Lin Qingya knocked and entered. When they were alone face-to-face in private, or discussing issues with the core team, Lin Qingya would naturally switch modes, smiling as she asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what can I do for you?”

Li Mu motioned for her to sit down nearby and said, “It’s like this: for a while now, we’ve been talking about needing to secure some enterprise settlement quotas from the Yanjing Municipal Government, but I haven’t found the time to discuss it. Coincidentally, a few days ago, I visited a senior figure in Hangzhou, and he inspired me. I want to apply to the Municipal Government for a piece of land to build a headquarters complex for Muye Technology, Taobao, and Taobao Logistics together. After today’s press conference, please help me schedule a time with the Municipal Government. Invite them to inspect operations at Muye Technology, and then I’ll treat them to a meal to discuss these matters.”

Li Mu had been swamped with work earlier, so this matter hadn’t been pursued immediately. Later, YY became immensely popular overseas, and Muye Technology gained significant fame abroad. As Muye Technology’s influence overseas grew, it also carried the burden of what many overseas media and elites perceived about domestic enterprises, truly becoming a benchmark for Chinese enterprises developing internationally.

After today’s press conference, Muye Technology would gain even more popularity overseas. At that point, Muye Technology would also be more widely embraced by the public in China, and it could help the country regain a lot of prestige. Requesting support from the Municipal Government then would surely lead to better policies.

So Li Mu decided that after today’s event, he would give the media a day or two to let the news continuously ferment. Once the momentum reached its peak, he would ask the Municipal Government for assistance.

Lin Qingya immediately replied, “Then I’ll contact the Municipal Party Committee’s General Office as soon as the press conference is over.”

“OK!”

…

Mr. Ma, far away in Hangzhou, arrived at his company promptly at 8:00 AM every day recently, and today was no exception.

Mr. Ma’s drive and impetus in getting things done were highly commendable. He possessed a relentless determination towards his goals and a resolve that wouldn’t waver until he achieved them, coupled, of course, with the courage to use any means to accomplish his objectives.

Recently, Mr. Ma had been preparing for Letao’s launch. The final launch time for Letao was set for today, at 6:00 PM.

The reason for the 6:00 PM launch was that the specific launch time itself was not very significant to Mr. Ma. The truly crucial time points for him were two: first, the promotional campaign’s announcement time, and second, the actual launch time of the promotional activities.

According to the finalized plan, starting at 8:00 PM tonight, various media outlets, with whom cooperation agreements had already been signed, would begin building buzz externally. The promotional activities themselves would officially launch at midnight on September 29th.

The website going online at 6:00 PM would go unnoticed, and it didn’t need to be noticed. What was truly important was after 8:00 PM, when the promotional warm-up began. At that time, users would continuously visit the website through advertisements.

The website had clear activity descriptions ready. Users opening the site could learn about the activity dates, rules, and a teaser for special offer products. It also prepared an incentive a lucky draw for registered users. Mr. Ma’s idea was to convert as many registered users as possible over the next eight days through media promotion and website activities, laying the foundation for the promotional campaign on September 29th.

Mr. Ma set a goal for the website: from 8:00 PM tonight until midnight on September 29th, Letao’s registered users must exceed eight million. Eight million sounds like a lot, but Mr. Ma invested two million US dollars in this promotional budget, approximately 16.5 million Chinese Yuan. If this translated to eight million users, the customer acquisition cost would be more than two yuan per user. So, eight million was just a minimum yield for Mr. Ma. If this operation went well, it was not impossible to accumulate over ten million users in eight days.

In addition, Letao had also made ample preparations regarding seller resources. Over one hundred enterprise storefronts had already confirmed their participation. However, it was somewhat regrettable that practically no major brands were willing to join Letao. This was because Letao hadn’t even launched yet, so its market potential was unknown, and no one wanted to create conflict with Taobao over it.

Mr. Ma fully understood the mindset of major brands: on one hand, they looked down on Letao, and on the other, they didn’t want to offend Taobao. However, he also knew that for Letao to gain influence in the future, the participation of major brands was essential. So he could only hope that this promotional campaign would achieve initial success, showing these major brands Letao’s potential to become like Taobao. Then, they would naturally come chasing the money.

Mr. Ma not only secured over one hundred enterprise storefronts, but also invited over five hundred small and medium-sized shop owners in advance.

Letao’s preferential policy for the over one hundred participating enterprises was a full waiver of service fees for the first year. For the over five hundred small and medium-sized shop owners, Letao not only offered free participation but also provided incentives: the first shops to reach sales turnovers of over ten thousand, over one hundred thousand, and over one million on Letao would each receive a cash incentive equivalent to 20 percent of their turnover.

In short, Mr. Ma felt that everything was ready.

However, as soon as he arrived at the company, before his seat was even warm, he received urgent news: Li Mu was holding a press conference at 10:00 AM today, with over one hundred domestic and international media outlets in attendance. It was an absolutely grand spectacle, very likely related to Muye Technology’s cooperation with PayPal!

Upon hearing this, Mr. Ma instantly shot up from his seat, his face pale and his expression furious as he cursed: “Damn that Li Mu, again?! Does he calculate all my moves or something?!”





Chapter 904: Dual-Track Cooperation

Li Mu had indeed stolen Mr. Ma’s thunder multiple times, leaving General Manager Ma breathless with pressure, even just delaying Letao’s launch date over and over. But then again, Li Mu certainly didn’t mean to target him this time.

This time, it was because eBay, the sugar daddy, had an urgent need, which was why the press conference was so rushed. For such a massive deal, to be honest, how could Li Mu still consider what Mr. Ma was up to?

In other words, Mr. Ma’s Letao was at most a business on the scale of a few tens of millions of dollars. PayPal was currently 435 million USD, and perhaps it would be 4.35 billion USD ten years from now. In front of such a massive scale, nothing else mattered.

However, Mr. Ma didn’t see it that way. He didn’t know that Li Mu actually had eBay as a sugar daddy backing him. He only knew that Li Mu wanted a controlling stake in PayPal. Therefore, under these circumstances, Li Mu could hold a press conference whenever he wanted, but suddenly holding it today was very likely because he had prior knowledge of Mr. Ma’s plans and did it on purpose.

Mr. Ma was absolutely furious. His own media promotion campaign was set to launch at eight tonight, as stipulated in the contracts with various media outlets. The entire promotion schedule was fixed and could not be changed. If Li Mu managed to create a huge buzz today, with hundreds of media outlets vying to report on it and attracting a large audience, then his own promotional effectiveness would undoubtedly be greatly diminished.

In reality, he had only secured a dozen or so TV media outlets, print media, and offline promotions in no more than twenty cities. His influence could never compare to Li Mu’s pace, which was driven by both domestic and international media.

William Young from Amazon had always been at odds with Mr. Ma. However, the powerful dragon couldn’t overpower the local boss, as Mr. Ma had tied Li Guoqing and himself together to deal with him, leaving William particularly disadvantaged at Letao.

After William Young received the news, he immediately went to Mr. Ma’s office and started criticizing him directly, saying: “I told you, Jack! You must increase your promotional investment! But what did you do? You insisted on being timid and only investing a little. Now look what happened! If Li Mu makes another big announcement today, your eight-day promotion plan’s effectiveness will be greatly diminished for at least the first three days!”

Mr. Ma glared at him and said with an unfriendly tone: “Mr. Young, even if I put all my money into promotions, I might not be able to fully cover all the media invited to Li Mu’s press conference today. Given that we are destined not to win against them, we should be thankful that we didn’t invest too much, otherwise, the losses would be even worse!”

William Young scoffed, saying: “Say what you want, I don’t want to discuss who’s right or wrong with you anymore. Eight days, eight million users—that’s what you yourself guaranteed. I only care about the results!”

Mr. Ma said coldly: “You can only watch the results. If you’re not satisfied with the final outcome, you can apply to Amazon to return to the United States.”

“You…” William Young understood the meaning behind Mr. Ma’s words. He was saying that William only deserved to know the results, and Amazon only deserved to know the results, but no matter the outcome, neither he nor Amazon could influence him, because Amazon had no decision-making power in Letao.

The frustrated William Young also knew that there was no point in continuing to argue with him. He could only wait until Mr. Ma failed before challenging him. So, cursing Mr. Ma furiously in his mind, he resentfully left his office.

After William Young left, Mr. Ma slumped back into his chair, instinctively leaning back until he found the most relaxing position, then closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.

It was clear without saying that Li Mu would once again dominate domestic media and capture the nation’s attention today. And Letao’s media promotion just happened to begin tonight, which was indeed a significant blow to him.

However, Mr. Ma knew very well that this time, the entire course of events was set in stone. Letao was like a heavily loaded train, carrying his own expectations, as well as those of the entire Alibaba, the massive capital from SoftBank, and also the capital from Amazon and Dangdang.com.

Once this heavily loaded train accelerated, it couldn’t stop. So, Mr. Ma had to steel himself and be mentally prepared.

Lu Zhaoxi knocked and entered, seeing Mr. Ma’s tired expression. After hesitating for a moment, he said to Mr. Ma: “General Manager Ma, the website is undergoing final testing. Would you like to take a look?”

Mr. Ma said: “Isn’t it at six in the evening? I’ll look at it later, I’m not in the mood right now.”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded and said: “Then, please let me know if you have any comments after you’ve seen it. I’ll head out first.”

Mr. Ma hummed in acknowledgment, but just as Lu Zhaoxi was opening the door to leave, he called out to him and asked: “Among the media friends we know, has anyone gone to the Muye Technology press conference?”

Lu Zhaoxi said: “I’m not exactly sure yet, I’ll call and ask.”

Mr. Ma nodded and said: “Ask around. If anyone has, ask them to help keep an eye on it. If there’s any substantial progress, inform us immediately. We need to know at the first possible moment what Li Mu is going to announce today, and then weigh and evaluate the influence of his press conference.”

Lu Zhaoxi immediately said: “Then I’ll go ask now. If anyone is there, I’ll have them report back to us immediately.”

“Mm, go!”

……

At this moment, far away in Yanjing, Li Mu was sitting in his office, signing the contract with Zheng Xigui, the representative from eBay.

The loan agreement between Muye Technology and eBay had already been signed. Zheng Xigui exchanged contracts with Li Mu and said with a smile: “General Manager Li, after I return today, I’ll have someone scan the contract and send it back to the United States. Once the US headquarters confirms it, payment can be completed within two to three days.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, extended his hand, and shook Zheng Xigui’s, saying: “I hope that eBay and Muye Technology can advance hand in hand and create brilliance together in the future.”

Zheng Xigui nodded and smiled: “Later at the press conference, after our two sides sign the agreement, with wholehearted cooperation, we can certainly create even greater brilliance!”

As he spoke, Zheng Xigui added: “This isn’t just a matter for our two enterprises; it’s also a major event for both the Chinese internet and the American internet. This should be the first truly meaningful collaboration between a Chinese internet company and an American internet company, and such a grand-scale collaboration will certainly add significant prestige to both sides!”

Although Zheng Xigui’s words sounded a bit exaggerated and like mere polite talk for the occasion, the content he spoke of was not at all exaggerated. Chinese and American internet companies had never engaged in such in-depth cooperation, and no Chinese internet company had ever taken a stake in a well-known American internet company. Li Mu had absolutely set a precedent.

Before Li Mu, the Chinese internet was very much like the revolutionaries of the late Qing Dynasty: some returned to China to spark revolution with money from Japan, some with money from the United States, and others with money from Russia. The development of new domestic markets still required overseas capital to provide startup funds. Under such circumstances, how could Chinese revolutionaries have the ability to fight abroad?

However, Li Mu was different. Li Mu founded Muye Technology and Taobao, and so far, he hadn’t taken a single cent of investment from overseas capital. Even if there were plans to seek American capital for Series C funding, with Li Mu’s current strength, he had completely passed the “you sponsor my revolution” stage.

The fundamental reason why Li Mu was now seeking American capital for Series C funding was because he would soon be stepping onto their home turf, and needed to find a powerful financial group locally to coordinate from within and without to achieve twice the results with half the effort.

Li Mu said to Zheng Xigui: “It’s rare that the person in charge sent by eBay to China is a fellow Chinese, Mr. Zheng. In the future, regarding cooperation and communication between our two companies, we must maintain close contact.”

Zheng Xigui quickly nodded: “Of course! From now on, I’ll pay General Manager Li a visit every now and then.”

As he spoke, Zheng Xigui remembered something else and said to Li Mu: “Oh, General Manager Li, Ms. Whitman, our CEO at headquarters, has a message she hopes I can convey to you in person.”

Li Mu replied: “Please do.”

Zheng Xigui said: “Ms. Whitman’s meaning is that in the future, Eachnet eBay and Taobao will not have direct business conflicts. She also hopes that while we wholeheartedly cooperate in overseas markets, we can maintain a differentiated development approach in the domestic market.”

Li Mu immediately understood. Meg Whitman was stating her position, hoping to prevent competition. Future cooperation between eBay and YY on PayPal, as well as mutual cooperation in overseas markets, would naturally be nothing but good, with all benefits and no harm. However, the situation in the domestic market was special, because Meg Whitman knew that Li Mu not only had Muye Technology but also Taobao.

Taobao’s positioning was B2C and C2C e-commerce, which was very different from eBay’s model. In Meg Whitman’s view, Eachnet eBay would naturally not directly enter Taobao’s business in the future, but she also didn’t want Eachnet eBay, still an infant, to be crushed by Li Mu. They were good partners in overseas markets, so there was no reason to fight in China.

Li Mu felt that Meg Whitman had given him quite a few benefits this time; the 435 million USD loan alone solved many problems. Although Meg Whitman was also forced by circumstances, Li Mu still had to acknowledge this favor to some extent and give her some special benefits in return.

So Li Mu said to Zheng Xigui: “Mr. Zheng, please convey to Ms. Whitman that, as a partner, I will not let Taobao get involved in Eachnet eBay’s current business lines. Please rest assured on that point.”

Zheng Xigui felt relieved. This was the best possible outcome.

The cooperation between eBay and Muye Technology was a standard dual-track system of cooperation: the Chinese market was one track, and markets outside China were another, with the two tracks adopting entirely different cooperation strategies.

In the Chinese market, both sides weren’t seeking cooperation but merely wished to remain clearly distinct and not interfere with each other. However, in overseas markets, the two sides were to be tightly bound together, engaging in in-depth cooperation, and jointly conquering new territories.

Just as the two finished their serious business, Lin Qingya knocked and entered, saying to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, Mr. Musk has arrived. We and the event company are preparing to let the media reporters in within half an hour. Do you have any further instructions?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: “The travel stipends, gifts, drinks, and snacks—are they all ready?”

Lin Qingya smiled: “Of course, those have been ready for a long time.”

Li Mu nodded, spread his arms over the back of the sofa, crossed his legs, and said domineeringly: “Alright, later, give the media friends their travel stipends in advance, and then tip them off. Just tell them that Muye Technology is about to create a world-class sensation this time!”





Chapter 905: Go and Astound the World!

Hundreds of media reporters, guided by Muye Technology staff and security personnel, began to enter the venue in an orderly fashion.

Lin Qingya, as the Vice President of Muye Technology, personally received every arriving media reporter in the company’s designated press conference hall. This time, it was a matter of great importance, so Lin Qingya had prepared a red envelope containing two thousand yuan in cash for every reporter, including their accompanying photographers and videographers.

For every reporter entering, Lin Qingya would personally step forward to greet them, express her thanks, and hand over the cash red envelope, sealed in a Muye Technology custom-made envelope.

The reporters were also very shrewd; they wouldn’t open the envelope on the spot. Instead, they would directly tuck it into their pockets, thank her, and then discreetly check the amount when they found an opportunity.

Under normal circumstances, reporters who covered a lot of news could estimate the approximate amount inside an envelope just by feeling it. Usually, the highest travel allowance they’d get for covering news would be three to five hundred yuan. This time, upon receiving the envelope from Lin Qingya, they could clearly feel it was much thicker than usual, feeling substantial in their hands, which naturally filled their hearts with immense joy.

While handing out the travel allowance red envelopes to each reporter, Lin Qingya also remembered Li Mu’s instructions, telling each reporter: “Today’s Muye Technology press conference will announce a major initiative that can be called world-class news. Please pay extra attention later.”

“World-class news” – these seven words made every reporter’s heart pound. Although many reporters were accustomed to grand occasions, they had never seen a Chinese internet company create world-class news. The previous popularity of YY overseas had developed step by step, so it hadn’t caused a sensation. Could Muye Technology be about to announce shocking news to the world today?

In Li Mu’s view, Muye Technology and eBay jointly acquiring a controlling stake in PayPal was indeed world-class news within the internet industry. If the specific details were announced at the press conference, including eBay’s interest-free loan and the cooperation memorandum between eBay and Muye Technology, it would certainly astonish the whole world.

YY’s massive success overseas was the result of the Western media and elite class promoting it; Li Mu himself hadn’t truly participated in or influenced it. This time was different; this was a carefully orchestrated scheme by him, a scheme that not only bluffed Elon Musk but also roped in eBay. Through this scheme, Li Mu would officially announce his ascension to the world stage at today’s press conference!

More and more reporters entered the venue. Many were whispering to each other, discussing and exchanging their guesses: What exactly would Muye Technology announce today? Would they announce their controlling stake in PayPal? Such a thing, achievable just by spending money, didn’t seem like world-class news, did it?

After discussing for a while, they didn’t reach any consensus. However, some sharp-eyed reporters noticed that in the far corner of the venue, behind the main area, there was a table piled with hundreds of identical packaging boxes, densely and neatly arranged. Three staff members guarded them without a moment’s lapse.

Someone deliberately went to take a look and was surprised to find that these hundreds of identical packaging boxes uniformly contained mobile phones, and they were all Nokia’s latest model, the 6610!

The Nokia 6610 had just been released this summer and was not yet available in China, but users who followed mobile phones and digital products all knew about this phone and were particularly looking forward to it.

In those years, new Nokia models were far more anticipated by users than new iPhones in later generations. Moreover, in the era when Apple dominated, China’s economic situation had significantly improved, and overall prices were also rising, so iPhones costing four to five thousand or five to six thousand weren’t considered anything extraordinary. However, in that era, spending several thousand yuan to buy a mobile phone was truly rare.

Many reporters, due to their work, were familiar with electronic devices and somewhat followed trends, so they all knew the market price of the Nokia 6610. Currently, it could only be purchased from Hong Kong, and one unit cost at least five to six thousand Hong Kong dollars. In those years, the Hong Kong dollar was worth more than the yuan…

The reporters immediately bent their heads and started discussing this batch of phones. So many Nokia 6610s—their retail price combined would probably exceed two million yuan, right? Even with bulk discounts, each one would cost at least five thousand yuan to start.

The key question was, why would Muye Technology put so many new phones here? Were they planning to give them to everyone?

Oh my god! These were Nokia 6610s! Hundreds of reporters secretly erupted in excitement.

Indeed, the hundreds of Nokia 6610s were prepared for these reporters. This was a grand move by Lin Qingya.

The Nokia 6610s Lin Qingya prepared for the media reporters were all purchased from Hong Kong, with a purchase price of approximately five thousand yuan per unit. A large company like Muye Technology certainly wouldn’t buy incompetent goods, so this batch of phones went through proper customs procedures. Including tax, each phone was equivalent to a laptop computer and worth half a year’s salary for an ordinary worker.

Lin Qingya had been with Li Mu for a long time and understood his way of doing things. With reporters, Li Mu had always been unimaginably generous, never once disappointing the media, almost always exceeding their expectations.

This kind of grand move might seem like several million yuan extra spent on a single press conference, but with so many reporters receiving your money and gifts, they would first have a very good impression of the enterprise. Moreover, after returning, they would definitely give you more coverage and more positive descriptions in their reports.

Purchasing a single advertisement from any of these influential media outlets would cost hundreds of thousands of yuan. Therefore, spending two to three million yuan on public relations for over a hundred media outlets was, in comparison to the influence it could generate, already more cost-effective than could be imagined.

Each red envelope could be given directly to the reporters as a travel allowance. However, these phones were truly difficult to give away directly. After all, most reporters might not dare to accept something worth several thousand yuan directly. But Lin Qingya had a very clever idea: this time, she wouldn’t give the phones as gifts or presents. Instead, she would “lend” them for trial use by inviting them to test them out.

Ostensibly, all reporters would be invited to try the phones for two years, and then they would just have to return them. For an item like a phone, let alone two years, it would be remarkable if it was still worth 20% of its original price after one year. After two years, these reporters probably wouldn’t still be using these phones, and no one else would be keeping track to see if they returned the phones after the two-year period.

After two years, these phones would long be eliminated, and their original mission would have been accomplished.

Even before the press conference began, Lin Qingya used her methods to get the reporters into optimal condition.

At 9:50 AM, as Li Mu was chatting very pleasantly with Elon Musk and Zheng Xigui in his office, Lin Qingya pushed open the door and stood outside, telling Li Mu, “General Manager Li, it’s almost time.”

Li Mu nodded and said to the two men beside him, “Gentlemen, let’s go out. The media reporters are probably waiting very anxiously.”

Elon Musk stood up and walked to the dressing mirror in the corner of Li Mu’s office, tidying his suit. Zheng Xigui also reached out to smooth out subtle wrinkles on his suit.

As Li Mu just stood up, Lin Qingya quickly ran in. Before Li Mu could react, she reached out to adjust his collar and tie, murmuring to herself, “The whole world will see you, you must show them your most perfect side!”

After re-adjusting, Lin Qingya also helped Li Mu smooth his suit, circled him once, and then said with a smile, “Okay, you’re handsome!”

Li Mu couldn’t help but playfully retort, “What’s the point of an entrepreneur being so handsome?”

Lin Qingya narrowed her beautiful eyes, looked at Li Mu, and covered her mouth, chuckling, “Do you know what kind of man women like most?”

Li Mu shook his head.

Lin Qingya said, “Everyone likes the overbearing president of a big enterprise; the bigger the enterprise, the better; the younger the age, the better; the more handsome, the better. You are the one who best meets women’s selection criteria for a spouse. After today, I estimate that not only will Chinese girls be obsessed with you to death, but foreign beauties might also become enamored with you.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and said, “Could it be that before I officially become the ‘National Husband,’ I’m going to be promoted to ‘World Husband’?”

Lin Qingya nodded, saying, “I think you at least meet the best selection criteria for a spouse for young Asian women across East Asia and the entire world…”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Wouldn’t that be very annoying? Why don’t you quickly make me a bit sloppier then.”

Lin Qingya knew Li Mu was joking, so she smiled with a hint of seriousness and said, “It’s too late, the time is almost here. The host will soon announce your and Mr. Musk’s entrance. As for Mr. Zheng Xigui, to keep the suspense, you’ll have to personally invite him to appear before the media.”

Li Mu nodded, turned his head to Zheng Xigui, and said, “Mr. Zheng, thank you for waiting a few minutes for me.”

Zheng Xigui smiled, “Okay, I’ll follow your instructions.”

Lin Qingya said with a smile, “I’ll accompany Mr. Zheng once you’re on stage, and help him listen.”

Just then, outside, the female host’s very refined opening remarks began.

“Welcome all media friends present to Muye Technology’s press conference…”

While the host recited her opening transitional remarks, Li Mu and Mr. Musk were already prepared, standing side-by-side, waiting for the host to mention their names.

After about a minute, they heard the host say, “Next, please welcome Mr. Li Mu, CEO of Muye Technology, and Mr. Elon Musk, CEO of American PayPal!”

Elon Musk had been in China for many days and already knew how to pronounce his company’s name and his own name in Chinese. So, upon hearing this, he knew it was time to appear. Before Li Mu could speak, he made a gesture for Li Mu to go first, smiling, and said, “Master.Li, the-stage-is-yours!”

What Elon Musk said was: “General Manager Li, this stage is yours.”

Li Mu gave him a slight smile, his eyes devoid of humility, mediocrity, hesitation, or restlessness. Only a man’s boundless, resolute confidence and a surging heroic spirit before going to battle!

Li Mu knew that this wasn’t his stage at Muye Technology, nor his stage in China; this was his stage in the entire world! It was his world debut!

He clenched his fists, constantly reminding himself in his heart: Li Mu, you are ready! Muye Technology is ready! The Chinese internet industry is also ready! So, starting today, go and astound the world!





Chapter 906: A New Era for the Industry!

Under the gaze of hundreds of reporters, through the lenses of hundreds of cameras and camcorders, and amidst thunderous applause, Li Mu stepped onto the stage of the press conference.

Elon Musk was a step behind Li Mu. Only after Li Mu had stood still on stage for a few seconds did he step up, positioning himself slightly behind Li Mu, because he knew very well that Li Mu was the protagonist today, not himself.

Below the stage, flashlights continuously flared, and camera shutters clicked incessantly. Li Mu stood calmly at the center of everyone’s attention.

The host temporarily stepped away from the podium. Li Mu stood at the front of the stage, facing the microphone, while below the stage, the applause continued.

Among the hundreds of media reporters present, roughly seventy to eighty percent were from domestic media. A significant number of foreign media reporters were also Chinese. For these Chinese journalists, Li Mu was a shared source of pride in their hearts.

There was almost no other Chinese entrepreneur who could rival Li Mu’s influence, whether domestically or internationally.

Domestically, Li Mu was an Internet Prodigy, an educational philanthropist, and the pride of the nation. Overseas, Li Mu represented the pinnacle of China’s internet industry, and with product thinking so powerful it was unmatched, he genuinely conquered the highly superior elites of developed countries purely through his products.

And today, this pride of the entire nation was about to announce a piece of world-class news. Everyone present held their breath, their hearts wildly thumping, waiting for Li Mu’s personal announcement.

Li Mu waited for nearly two minutes before the applause gradually subsided. When the entire venue fell silent, Li Mu took a deep breath, smiled slightly into the microphone, and in what he considered his most magnetic voice, said: “Welcome, everyone. Today is a very important day for Muye Technology. Many great things worth celebrating are happening. I felt I couldn’t keep so many good things to myself, so I invited all of you to come and share in today’s splendor.”

Li Mu’s slightly playful opening remarks drew continuous applause and laughter from the audience. The phrase “share in today’s splendor,” while playful, also demonstrated profound confidence and spirit.

After the applause and laughter subsided, Li Mu continued: “Recently, our YY has achieved some commendable results in the overseas market. Since overseas users started spontaneously using YY until now, we have accumulated nearly twenty million registered users and over ten million paying users worldwide. Our users are spread across developed countries like the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Japan, Korea, and others. We have also set a record of sixteen million US dollars in single-day top-up revenue worldwide.”

Applause erupted again! Li Mu had no exaggeration whatsoever in stating these figures; they were all data that had been revealed by various overseas media outlets, and the top-up revenue was also spontaneously disclosed by PayPal. For a Chinese internet company to achieve such results overseas, everyone present, whether Chinese or foreign, felt sincere admiration.

At this moment, Li Mu turned and looked at Elon Musk, extending his right hand, fingers together, pointing at him, and said: “Thanks to Elon Musk, and thanks to PayPal. Without PayPal’s support, YY would not have achieved such excellent results.”

As he spoke, Li Mu led the applause, and a wave of applause rose from the audience again.

Elon Musk slightly nervously extended his hand and waved to everyone, then bowed slightly, as a greeting to the reporters below the stage.

Li Mu continued: “The achievements of YY have not only broken records for overseas sales and revenue in China’s internet industry but have even broken the payment records for value-added services of free software in the US market. Before this, no free tool software had ever achieved sixteen million US dollars in top-up revenue in a single day in the US market. Even native US software hasn’t reached this height! This is the greatest recognition and affirmation YY has received from its overseas users!”

Many reporters below the stage applauded vigorously, their palms turning red. Through Li Mu’s seemingly nonchalant introduction, a powerful sense of national pride welled up from the depths of their hearts, even gushing forth!

YY was indeed an epoch-making major breakthrough for China’s internet industry. It received immense recognition worldwide and garnered countless accolades online. Moreover, it was a thoroughly native Chinese internet product—100% domestically produced! It was so pure that it didn’t even involve any overseas capital! As Chinese people, everyone naturally felt exceptionally proud.

Because of YY, when foreigners discussed China’s internet, they no longer instinctively curled their lips, shook their heads, or waved their hands dismissively. Instead, they gave a thumbs-up, sincerely praising YY’s power and the tremendous changes it had brought them.

Li Mu picked up a small bottle of purified water from the podium and took a sip. He said: “You are all media reporters, and you are very well-informed about much of our news. I believe you also know that YY has not spent a single cent on advertising or promotion overseas up to this point. The reason it has achieved these results is entirely due to spontaneous user spread. Therefore, the first thing I want to officially announce today is: Muye Technology has founded a branch company in the United States, and we are preparing to dispatch our first batch of US-based employees to officially launch YY’s globalization development process, starting from the United States!”

Thunderous applause erupted! For these media reporters, Li Mu’s declaration of “officially launching YY’s globalization development process” was nothing short of an epoch-making new beginning for China’s internet industry!

It was like Cui Jian’s earth-shattering line back then, “I once questioned ceaselessly!” — one sentence, ushering in a new era!

Before this, no Chinese internet company had ever been capable of saying such words! Li Mu was the first, and he possessed the absolute strength and qualification to say it!

“I believe this will be a new height for the development of China’s internet enterprises!”

“I believe this is absolutely a monumental event in the history of China’s internet development!”

“I believe that before long, YY will be able to have fifty million, one hundred million, two hundred million, or even more users worldwide!”

“I believe that in the near future, YY will undoubtedly become one of the most famous and widely used software applications globally!”

Li Mu’s voice grew increasingly fervent and impassioned, immediately stirring the emotions of everyone present at the press conference. His formal announcement today of the full launch of YY’s globalization was even more incredibly exciting news for the Chinese media reporters. YY had reached such an astonishing level simply by spontaneous user promotion; if Muye Technology launched global promotion, YY would certainly soar again!

In the minds of all the media reporters, YY was like an invincible army of kings, and its leader had just announced that this army of kings would officially begin its assault on the entire world starting today!

The atmosphere reached a climax; not only was the applause thunderous and deafening, but the reporters, who usually strictly adhered to discipline at press conferences, even began to cheer loudly. Some even blew whistles and shouted: “Li Mu is awesome! YY is awesome! Muye Technology is awesome! China’s internet is awesome!”

This was no longer a press conference; it was practically a pyramid scheme brainwashing session…

At this moment, Li Mu changed the subject, inviting Elon Musk to stand beside him. He said: “Officially launching global promotion sounds like a simple phrase, but behind it, it means YY will need to establish its own data centers in various countries around the world. It means we need to dispatch our own employees and recruit a large number of foreign employees locally. It means a massive investment of capital, human resources, and materials. It’s like waging a protracted war. While Muye Technology is fully committed to enhancing its own strength, it also requires global partners.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu pointed at Elon Musk and said: “We are very honored to establish a global strategic partnership with PayPal, led by Mr. Elon Musk. In the coming time, Muye Technology will continue to fully cooperate with PayPal. Besides business-level cooperation, we have also confirmed capital-level cooperation. This is the second thing I want to announce today!”

Everyone immediately sat upright and pricked up their ears, waiting for Li Mu to continue.

As early as when Elon Musk first arrived in China, Li Mu and he had told the media that Li Mu had a plan to gain a controlling stake in PayPal. However, Li Mu had only called it a “plan,” and there was no certainty yet. Therefore, when everyone received the invitation for this press conference, they realized that what Muye Technology was going to announce today should be its partnership with PayPal.

Li Mu smiled, speaking calmly and unconcerned: “We have reached a cooperation intention with the PayPal team. Muye Technology will acquire a certain stake in PayPal with cash, becoming a shareholder of PayPal, and the PayPal team, including Mr. Elon Musk, will continue to hold a portion of PayPal shares.”

“Here it comes! Here it comes!”

“Finally they’re getting to this!”

Everyone in the audience listened intently, so nervous they hardly dared to breathe.

Li Mu said: “I’m sure everyone is very curious about our shareholding ratio with the PayPal team. I have a video here that has flown over from the United States, and we also have a projector ready here, so please watch this video first.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, all the lights in the venue went off, and the blackout curtains on the windows had also been drawn, so the entire venue immediately grew dark. At this point, the screen behind Li Mu began to glow, and the projector had already started.

Li Mu interjected at this moment, saying: “I forgot to tell everyone, this video was also transmitted via YY’s offline function.”

A burst of laughter erupted from the audience. Li Mu never forgot to promote his products, no matter the time or place.

A few seconds later, on the screen, a middle-aged American Caucasian woman suddenly appeared, sitting at a large office desk, directly facing the camera. Many people instantly couldn’t recall who she was, but some recognized her at first glance.

Meg Whitman!

It was eBay’s CEO, Meg Whitman!

Meg Whitman, who managed eBay, with a market value of over ten billion US dollars, and was rated as the world’s strongest female CEO!

This was almost the only female titan in Silicon Valley!

At this moment, Meg Whitman in the video smiled and waved at the camera, saying in English: “Hello, everyone. Thank you very much for coming to Muye Technology’s press conference. I am eBay’s CEO, Meg Whitman!”

As Meg Whitman spoke, there were real-time Chinese subtitles below, so everyone in the audience immediately knew her identity and was utterly stunned!

What’s going on?! Meg Whitman sent a video to thank everyone for attending Muye Technology’s press conference? What does this mean?

Didn’t Li Mu just put eBay in a tough spot? eBay’s stock price had fallen quite a bit accordingly. That was major industry news these past two days!

Logically speaking, Meg Whitman should be Li Mu’s sworn enemy. But now Li Mu was holding a press conference, so why would she specifically record a video to show support for Li Mu?





Chapter 907: Simply Divine!

While the hundreds of people present were completely baffled, Meg Whitman in the video said:

“Many thanks to Mr. Li Mu. Although we haven’t had the chance to meet yet, his extraordinary wisdom has brought unprecedented new opportunities to both eBay and PayPal.”

The audience burst into an uproar!

Li Mu brought unprecedented new opportunities to eBay and PayPal? What unprecedented new opportunities???

At this moment, Meg Whitman continued in the video, “We are deeply honored to establish a strategic partnership with Mr. Li. Mr. Li is an outstanding internet talent in China and even worldwide. Muye Technology is also an internet company worthy of everyone’s respect. We hope Muye Technology and eBay can cooperate closely in the future to create even greater glory!”

Meg Whitman’s words shocked everyone present! Hundreds of people almost had their jaws drop to the floor!

eBay and Muye Technology partnered? How could this be? How did they partner? What did they partner on?

Everyone below was whispering to each other, because what Meg Whitman said was truly astonishing. If she truly wasn’t eBay’s CEO, everyone might have thought it was a prank.

In the video, Meg Whitman waved at the camera, smiling, and said, “Mr. Li, I look forward to our collaboration! On behalf of myself and the entire eBay team, I thank all the friends who attended today. Thank you everyone!”

At this point, the video paused. Everyone stared blankly at Li Mu, awaiting his explanation.

The lights brightened again. Li Mu smiled calmly and said to everyone, “I believe you all have many questions right now, so let me explain.”

Everyone sat upright, ears perked, waiting for Li Mu’s explanation. Li Mu calmly stated, “Muye Technology has reached an agreement with eBay and PayPal. In the future, we will jointly invest in PayPal with eBay.”

“Jointly invest?” Everyone was even more confused. Wasn’t PayPal completely separate from eBay now?

Li Mu continued, “In the future, eBay will invest cash to acquire a fifty-one percent controlling stake in PayPal, while Muye Technology will invest cash to acquire a twenty-nine percent stake. The original PayPal team will retain a twenty percent stake. The future PayPal will be jointly held by these three enterprises.”

The reporters sitting below were completely bewildered.

What’s going on? Didn’t you just hook up with PayPal and pull it away from eBay? And because of that, eBay suffered a huge bearish impact, with its stock continuously falling. Now eBay is back in? And with a controlling stake? This is hardly good news! Everyone was waiting for you to take a controlling stake in PayPal!

Just as everyone was filled with surprise, Li Mu said, “I know you all hope Muye Technology will take a controlling stake in PayPal, but as you know, PayPal’s valuation is as high as one point five billion US dollars. Acquiring a fifty-one percent controlling stake would require paying seven hundred and sixty-five million US dollars in cash! Do I look like someone with that much money?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Everyone knew Muye Technology didn’t have much money on hand right now. Their Series C funding hadn’t come in yet, so how could they possibly produce seven hundred and sixty-five million US dollars in cash!

Li Mu then continued, “I don’t have enough cash. If I wanted to take a controlling stake in PayPal, I would have to sacrifice shares in Muye Technology. In front of Mr. Elon Musk, I ask you, do you think it’s worth it for me to exchange Muye Technology shares for PayPal shares?”

Everyone in the audience answered in unison, “Not worth it!”

It truly wasn’t worth it. Muye Technology’s development prospects were far, far greater than PayPal’s. At this point, exchanging Muye Technology shares for PayPal shares would certainly result in a huge loss for Li Mu.

Li Mu also chuckled, “No offense to Mr. Musk, but I also think it’s not worth it. I’d definitely lose my shirt.”

Elon Musk’s face broke into an uncontrollable smile, and the audience erupted in laughter.

Everyone knew that Muye Technology’s development momentum in the internet industry was unparalleled, even globally. If Li Mu were to exchange Muye Technology shares for PayPal shares, he would certainly be at a disadvantage, and the faster Muye Technology developed in the future, the greater his loss would be.

Just as everyone slowly recovered from the lost feeling of Li Mu not taking a controlling stake in PayPal, Li Mu said with a smile, “To be frank, even acquiring a twenty-nine percent stake in PayPal would require a massive sum of four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars.”

Speaking, Li Mu spread his hands and pursed his lips, “To be honest with you all, I don’t even have four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars…”

Everyone in the audience was stunned. You don’t have that either? Big brother, if you don’t have money, how are you going to acquire it?

Just as everyone was completely baffled, Li Mu smiled serenely and dropped another bombshell: “Here, I want to thank the generous eBay and Ms. Meg Whitman. Just half an hour ago, in my office, I signed a contract with eBay’s representative, Mr. Zheng Xigui. The four hundred and thirty-five million US dollars Muye Technology will use to acquire PayPal shares will be lent to Muye Technology by eBay as an interest-free loan.”

This was truly astonishing news!

eBay actually lent Muye Technology four hundred and thirty-five million dollars unconditionally, allowing Muye Technology to buy PayPal shares! This meant that Li Mu didn’t have to spend a single cent to pre-emptively acquire a twenty-nine percent stake in PayPal?

The reporters who snapped out of their daze erupted!

“My goodness!”

“eBay lent Li Mu money to invest in PayPal?”

“So Muye Technology acquired a twenty-nine percent stake in PayPal without spending a single cent?”

“Li Mu is truly getting something for nothing with this!”

“Exactly, Li Mu played this hand too smoothly!”

“He didn’t spend a cent to sabotage eBay’s plan to acquire PayPal, then forced eBay’s stock price to fall continuously, and now, without spending another cent, he got eBay to lend him money to acquire a twenty-nine percent stake in PayPal. eBay’s CEO even thanked him for bringing new opportunities to eBay and PayPal. This isn’t just playing smoothly; he’s simply divine!”

Originally, eBay was on the verge of a full acquisition of PayPal, with talks nearly concluded and the contract almost signed. But Li Mu suddenly interfered and stirred things up for a while. Not only did eBay miss the opportunity to fully acquire PayPal, but they even had to lend Li Mu four hundred and thirty-five million dollars to allow him to invest in PayPal. Such a thing was almost unheard of.

But Li Mu managed to do something that seemed utterly impossible. This move was exceptionally brilliant, to the point where Li Mu’s process of acquiring a twenty-nine percent stake in PayPal might become a classic case study in business schools.

As all the media reporters were in an uproar, Li Mu announced to everyone, “Next, I will announce the third matter of this press conference.”

The previously noisy and tumultuous venue immediately fell silent, with everyone staring at Li Mu without blinking.

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Besides jointly holding shares in PayPal, Muye Technology and eBay will also form a strategic partnership. Our cooperation will adopt a dual-track system both within and outside of China…”

With that, Li Mu gave a general introduction to the future bundled promotion between eBay and YY, dropping yet another bombshell.

Both eBay and YY aim for global reach. Not only do they have no conflicts with each other, but they are also linked by the bond of PayPal, making them highly suitable to become strategic partners and conquer new territories together in the global market.

Subsequently, Li Mu invited Zheng Xigui, eBay’s representative, to the stage. The three of them stood together. Li Mu invited Elon Musk and Zheng Xigui to each deliver a brief speech. Elon Musk was in extremely good spirits. In front of so many media outlets, he practically praised Li Mu to the heavens. He said, “Mr. Li is the most outstanding internet professional under thirty years old that I know, bar none.”

“Both PayPal and I are eagerly looking forward to in-depth cooperation with Mr. Li and Muye Technology in the future, confident that it will lead to even greater glory!”

Seeing Li Mu create such a large commotion, and eBay too, with even their CEO specifically recording a video for Muye Technology’s press conference, it was clear that both Muye Technology and eBay wanted to spread this news as extremely bullish news worldwide. PayPal, caught between the two, would naturally be the most direct beneficiary. It was possible that once the news of today’s press conference reached the United States, PayPal’s valuation could exceed two billion US dollars tomorrow.

Elon Musk clearly understood how the internet bubble was born. With two giants jointly hyping it up, even a true bubble would be worth its weight in gold. PayPal was certainly poised for rapid success this time, and what he was most grateful for was still holding half of his previous shares; holding them long-term would surely bring him an astonishing return.

In Zheng Xigui’s speech, he also highly endorsed Muye Technology and Li Mu on behalf of eBay, fully demonstrating eBay’s extreme重視 of this cooperation.

After their speeches concluded, the three of them jointly signed the official investment agreement in front of the media. With this, Li Mu successfully boarded this flight before PayPal truly took off. These twenty-nine percent of PayPal shares would bring a tremendous boost to Muye Technology’s market value in the future!

The hundreds of media reporters were completely hyped up by Li Mu today. The series of major announcements Li Mu made were indeed, as he said, world-class big news, especially at a time when eBay’s stock price was continuously falling and YY was booming globally. Once the news from today’s press conference broke, the whole world would be shaken.

What would shock them was not just Li Mu’s cooperation with eBay and PayPal, but also Li Mu’s personal announcement of YY’s major decision to launch its global conquest. At the same time, once the news spread, eBay’s stock price would surely skyrocket when the NASDAQ market opened in a few hours!

Li Mu, having announced all the major matters, stood on the press conference stage and bowed slightly to the media below. Picking up the microphone, he thanked them, “Thank you again for coming, everyone!”

Seeing Li Mu seemingly wrapping up, the hundreds of reporters below quickly raised their hands, shouting things like, “General Manager Li, could we ask you a question?” Seeing that the reporters were so enthusiastic, Li Mu made an impromptu decision, saying, “I hadn’t prepared a Q&A session, but since you are all so enthusiastic, I will answer three questions.”

The reporters below raised their hands eagerly. Li Mu swept his gaze over the CCTV reporter and said without hesitation, “For the first question, please, the CCTV reporter.”

A well-mannered male reporter wearing glasses stood up, holding a microphone. His voice was somewhat excited as he said, “General Manager Li, you just officially announced Muye Technology’s global strategy. So, I would like to ask you, in your opinion, what is the ultimate goal of Muye Technology’s globalization?”

Li Mu considered for a moment, then, with a calm tone but unusually firm expression, said, “The purpose of Muye Technology’s globalization, on one hand, is to prove our strength worldwide; on the other hand, it is to become a bridgehead for Chinese internet companies to go global. In the future, Muye Technology is willing to become a world-class open platform to help and promote more Chinese internet products to reach the world!”

The CCTV reporter asked again, “Could you elaborate on what you mean by a world-class open platform?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “For example, if a chef opens a Chinese-style restaurant overseas, the most they can do for China is hire a few Chinese helpers, and that’s it. They fundamentally lack the ability to truly do anything for Chinese enterprises;”

At this point, Li Mu paused briefly, then his voice shifted as he continued, “However, if we can open countless chain Chinese restaurants around the world, like McDonald’s, there would be so much more we could do for China and Chinese enterprises!”

As Li Mu spoke, he extended a finger, raising his voice and gesturing passionately as he exclaimed, “Just think, at that time, not only could we employ more Chinese staff! We could provide more favorable work-study positions for local Chinese students overseas! We could also sell and promote beverages and liquor produced by Chinese enterprises in our global chain restaurants! Sell and promote handicrafts and souvenirs produced by Chinese enterprises! Sell tissues, tableware, tables, chairs, daily essentials like firewood, rice, oil, salt, sauce, vinegar, and tea, and even chili sauce, all produced by Chinese enterprises, and so on!”

“For the enterprises producing these products, their products might be truly excellent! But they might genuinely be unable to sell their products abroad their entire lives! However, with our platform acting as their bridgehead worldwide, their products can be rapidly distributed to any country through us. This is the meaning of our existence! This is the epitome of a world-class open platform!”

Everyone, including the CCTV reporter, nodded repeatedly in realization. If YY were to become a world-class open platform, it would face a massive user base from countries worldwide. It could then, as Li Mu described, promote more products from Chinese internet companies on its platform. At that point, any Chinese internet product pushed out through YY could directly reach the world in one step via YY.

The extremely excited CCTV reporter asked in a stuttering voice, “General Manager Li, if YY becomes a world-class product in the future, will you push the 3321 model to the whole world?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “3321 is a sharing economy for educational resources. Any market with educational needs is fertile ground for 3321’s development. I will definitely strive to push 3321 to the world in the future, and I will strictly uphold my initial promise never to profit from 3321, contributing as much as I can to global education!”

The CCTV reporter, with tears in his eyes, bowed to Li Mu. “Thank you, General Manager Li! Thank you!”

Li Mu gave him a slight smile. After he sat down, the other reporters raised their hands again. At this point, Li Mu picked up the microphone and unexpectedly said, “The three questions have been answered. Thank you again for your presence today. Today’s press conference concludes here! Goodbye!”

“What the f***, that counts as three?!”

The reporters below were all dumbfounded. Before they could even collect themselves, Li Mu had already handed the microphone back to the host. After a single bow, he quickly turned and walked off the stage, heading straight back to his office, leaving a group of bewildered reporters in disarray.





Chapter 908: Shaking the Nation

Li Mu’s performance at the Muye Technology press conference rapidly spread through hundreds of media outlets.

Overseas media reporters were also swiftly adding subtitles in their local languages to the press conference content and videos, then transmitting them back to their home countries.

All major media outlets proved with their actions that Li Mu’s earlier words were true: this was indeed a world-class big news story.

News originating in China was naturally reported first by Chinese media, starting with CCTV, followed by extensive coverage from various TV stations and websites.

News related to this press conference emerged constantly, virtually overwhelming the public. As soon as the content of the press conference was revealed, it immediately caused a huge stir nationwide!

CCTV News Channel was the first to record and broadcast the entire press conference. It was unprecedented for CCTV to broadcast an enterprise’s press conference in its entirety, which clearly demonstrated the importance CCTV placed on Li Mu.

When people across the nation finished watching the full video of the press conference, they were completely stunned by Li Mu. No one had expected a Chinese internet company to create such significant influence worldwide, even forcing international giants to yield to him.

The several momentous decisions Li Mu announced shocked the entire nation. He even perfectly demonstrated the basic manners an unscrupulous merchant should possess in front of the entire country, managing to fleece eBay to such an extent and still making them willingly lend Li Mu 435 million US dollars. This left the entire nation, and even the world, greatly astonished.

Indeed, Li Mu was shrewd in business and particularly adept at planning, digging pits, and ripping people off without batting an eye. He was simply a master who had elevated swindling to an art form.

However, putting that aside, while Li Mu’s methods of making money were very shrewd, his sense of social responsibility as an entrepreneur was also fully revealed at this press conference. In the eyes of the entire nation, Li Mu’s sense of social responsibility would always be a model for all business people to learn from.

Especially Li Mu’s answers during the Q&A session, his vision for a world-class open platform, his aspirations for China’s internet industry, and his promise for 3321 to go global, all highlighted Li Mu’s deep love for China, for China’s internet, and his dedication to educational charity.

The internet was filled with netizens’ unreserved praise for Li Mu.

“Li Mu has brought so much honor and glory to us Chinese people!”

“Damn, watching the press conference made my heart surge with emotion! I haven’t been this extremely excited in so long!”

“Always carrying a strong sense of social responsibility, Li Mu is the role model for all business people!”

“If China had a few more entrepreneurs like Li Mu, our standing on the international stage would completely straighten up!”

After this press conference, there was no longer any voice of doubt about Li Mu or Muye Technology in domestic society. Not only did netizens praise Li Mu endlessly, but even the so-called “experts” who were singing a dirge about Muye Technology before also shut their mouths, and some even immediately switched sides, proactively starting to commend Li Mu.

“Li Mu is a great gift from heaven to China’s internet! With him, the revitalization of China’s internet is just around the corner!”

“Li Mu is the undisputed godfather of China’s internet industry. He is China’s Deng Jiaxian and Qian Xuesen in the internet field!”

“With Li Mu, Muye Technology will surely become a world-leading internet company!”

“We look forward to Li Mu’s YY growing into the ‘chain restaurant’ he described. If that happens, the entire nation’s internet industry will greatly benefit from him!”

Overseas media were not too far behind domestic media.

Japanese and Korean media, with only an hour’s time difference from China, responded the quickest. This time, the perspective of Japanese and Korean media was very unique. While reporting on the Muye Technology press conference, they unanimously reminded their citizens in their news to be vigilant. Both countries’ media believed that this was the beginning of Li Mu’s global conquest. Japanese and Korean enterprises and netizens must not let their guard down, because they could not imagine their citizens’ internet life being controlled by a Chinese software.

In their view, YY was indeed powerful, and Li Mu’s ambition had been fully revealed by himself. Now everyone knew that what he was planning was a grand scheme for the global market, so they had to warn their domestic internet professionals to take precautions in advance.

At this time, Europeans were still sleeping, and Americans were preparing to sleep, having already passed the peak media reporting time. Although the media had not yet made much movement, highly sensitive media professionals had already begun to prepare for this big news. Tomorrow morning, all televisions and newspapers would surely feature reports about the Muye Technology press conference.

Some late-sleeping securities analysts were particularly excited, extensively publicizing the massive bullish news of eBay’s collaboration with Muye Technology on various websites and their blogs. All analysts predicted that eBay’s stock price would experience a retaliatory rebound tomorrow. The only disagreement was how high eBay’s stock price could rebound with this bullish news.

Aggressive analysts believed that this huge piece of bullish news would cause eBay’s stock to rise by at least 35% within the next three trading days, based on its previous price of 52.88 US dollars before the drop!

Even the most conservative securities analysts believed that eBay’s stock price would rise by over 20% from its previous 52.88 US dollars.

It was now Friday noon in China, which was Friday early morning in New York. Today was the last trading day of the week, and everyone in the US securities market was looking forward to eBay’s stock staging a spectacular comeback on the last trading day of the week!

…

To the general public in China, Li Mu had practically become a national hero of the new era. He allowed Chinese internet companies to step onto the world stage for the first time and made the world take notice, giving the entire nation a strong sense of national pride.

For internet professionals worldwide, what amazed them most was not how Li Mu had dug a pit for eBay, but the concept of a world-class open platform that Li Mu put forward during his interview with reporters.

Before Li Mu proposed this concept, no one in the internet industry had put forward this theory, because current internet enterprises were all fighting independently, and there were no powerful platforms. Even many world-class large enterprises did not have the mindset of building world-class open platforms, so Li Mu became the “founder” of the world-class open platform concept.

Li Mu’s “chain restaurant” analogy provided a concrete hint to industry professionals. They seemed to touch upon the essence of Li Mu’s planning, but they could never quite grasp the true key point. For them, “chain restaurant” had many ready examples, but they did not know how this analogy applied to the internet or where to find an appropriate starting point in their minds.

At present, no one knew about the Apple App Store, no one knew about the future practices of major enterprises like Facebook or Tencent regarding open platforms, no one knew what an API (Application Programming Interface) was, nor did they know about the product models of WeChat Mini Programs, WeChat Official Accounts, or WeChat Pay.

Once one becomes an open platform, other content providers can import their products. Take the simplest example:

If YY becomes hugely successful worldwide in the future, mastering access to over a billion global users, Li Mu could open an API in YY Space or the YY Game Hall Client, allowing other companies that develop casual games to directly integrate their games into YY Space or the YY Game Hall. That way, they could earn money on his platform.

For example, if Company A’s Parking Wars game launches within the YY ecosystem, YY promotes it to its users, and income is generated through users playing this game, YY would then share the revenue with the content provider according to a certain ratio. This way, YY itself could not only develop and provide more games to users, but also generate more income, and create more income for game companies, resulting in overall win-win cooperation.

Although Li Mu would spare no effort in attacking his competitors of the same grade/level, he would not attack enterprises that relied on him for survival or provided him with content support. He would even actively help them develop. This is the significance of a world-class open platform.

Or, someday in the future, if YY opens up its user information interface, many small websites that do not have much traffic of their own can integrate themselves into YY’s user system.

In this way, YY opens its user interface to them. Once a YY user enters the other website, they can directly log in by reading their YY account information, completely eliminating the need to re-register and enter account passwords. The website can then receive more traffic and registered users from YY.

Once there are many such dependent websites, they can elevate YY to a higher position, surrounded by stars holding up the moon. At that time, it would be difficult for anyone to catch up.

…

Tonight’s Freshmen Welcome Gala was scheduled to start at 8 PM. The leaders’ speeches and Li Mu’s speech were arranged before the performances began, so Li Mu’s appearance on stage was at 8:20 PM, considered the most prime time slot of the entire gala.

Renmin University students, including freshmen, had long known that Li Mu was coming to give a speech tonight. As the common superstar idol of everyone at Renmin University, Li Mu’s influence there was simply phenomenal. Ever since the school leaders announced this news, everyone had been eagerly anticipating Li Mu’s appearance tonight.

And on this very afternoon, just before Li Mu was about to go on stage, Li Mu became the hottest figure and topic nationwide. The Renmin University leaders temporarily decided to broadcast CCTV News Channel’s full coverage of the press conference throughout the entire campus, via televisions mounted on the front-left of classrooms in all classes, allowing all Renmin University students to jointly witness Li Mu’s sensational press conference live from their classrooms.

This instantly made the entire Renmin University erupt with excitement.

Some extremely excited Renmin University students skipped class to go to internet cafes to search for news about Li Mu. When they saw people praising Li Mu under his news, these students proudly left comments saying: “I am Li Mu’s alumnus, he will return to Renmin University tonight to give a speech to all teachers and students!”

Renmin University’s forum, “Spoonful Pond,” was now completely dominated by topics about Li Mu. Half of the topics were praising Li Mu, and the other half were entirely anticipating Li Mu’s speech today.

Soon, the news of Li Mu’s speech tonight at Renmin University reached the media’s ears. Various media outlets immediately prepared to dispatch reporters to Renmin University for follow-up reports. Many reporters had just returned from Li Mu’s press conference this morning, and then immediately received the task to go to Renmin University and wait to report on Li Mu’s speech.

For a time, hundreds of reporters successively headed to Renmin University.

The Renmin University school leaders were initially somewhat hesitant, unsure whether to allow so many reporters in. But the principal waved his hand and gave an approval: “As long as they are reporters from legitimate media, no matter how many, let them all in. Arrange them to rest in the lecture hall first, and treat them well with tea and snacks!”

The principal understood very well that such a large influx of media into Renmin University was an unprecedented grand occasion in history, and he didn’t need to feel any psychological pressure because everyone was coming for Li Mu, which would definitely be positive news. What did he have to worry about? The only thing he worried about now was that not enough reporters would come! It would be best if all the reporters from Yanjing gathered there!





Chapter 909: Letao Online

When Mr. Ma learned that Li Mu had a press conference that day, he knew Li Mu would definitely make big news, but he never expected it to be this big!

It was like knowing that Li Er, the second oldest, from the next unit was getting married today, and that he would definitely set off firecrackers to celebrate. You’d cover your ears and brace yourself, only for Li Er to not light firecrackers but instead ignite dozens of gas canisters…

The national media went absolutely crazy, with endless breaking news, praise, and extensive reports appearing one after another, far, far bigger than any of Li Mu’s previous commotions.

Mr. Ma felt as if half a ton of quick-setting concrete had been poured into his heart. While filled with resentment and depression, he also lamented to himself how incredibly unlucky he was. When else could he have chosen to provoke them? Why did he have to rush into the center of a nuclear explosion right when they were experimenting with an atomic bomb?

Tonight at eight, Letao’s advertisements would officially launch. In the midst of Li Mu’s powerful public opinion vortex, the promotional effects for the first three days would undoubtedly be greatly diminished.

Mr. Ma stewed in his office for several hours, ultimately having no choice but to helplessly accept this reality.

Nothing could be changed now; Letao’s launch was inevitable.

Seeing that it was almost six o’clock, Mr. Ma came out of his office and went to the Technical Department’s office. Seeing that almost the entire core team was there, he knew everyone was focused on Letao’s launch. He couldn’t help but ask, “How are the preparations for the launch shaping up?”

When Lu Zhaoxi saw General Manager Ma finally emerge from his office, he knew he must have been incredibly frustrated. He quickly said, “General Manager Ma, we’ll be officially online in ten minutes. We were just discussing whether to invite you to personally execute the launch order.”

A website going online is essentially a shop opening its doors to customers. Renting, decorating, and stocking goods before this moment were all for this very moment. With everything internally prepared, pushing open the main door now meant officially opening for business.

Mr. Ma asked Lu Zhaoxi, “Is the operation complicated?”

Lu Zhaoxi hastened to say, “Not at all, it’s just one command from the technical side. You just need to press Enter precisely at six o’clock, and the website servers will officially begin accepting external access.”

“OK!” Mr. Ma felt it was necessary to boost everyone’s morale. He clapped his hands and cheerfully said, “I’ll do it!”

Seeing that General Manager Ma seemed full of fighting spirit, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

At this moment, everyone was afraid that General Manager Ma would lose morale first. If he slumped, everyone else would naturally slump too. But if he maintained his full drive, everyone, under his influence, would certainly be able to cast aside external interference and fully commit to Letao’s launch and all subsequent work.

At five fifty-nine, Mr. Ma sat in front of the technical supervisor’s computer. The supervisor had already set up everything; as soon as Mr. Ma pressed the Enter key, Letao would officially launch and begin accepting external access.

At five fifty-nine and fifty seconds, all of Alibaba’s employees, including Li Guoqing from Yanjing and William Young from America, crowded into this large office. Everyone watched the time, excitedly counting down loudly: “Ten, nine, eight, seven…”

In the last five seconds, many employees took out the confetti cannons they had prepared earlier, holding their breath in anticipation.

Three!

Two!

One!

In the final second, Mr. Ma forcefully struck the Enter key in front of him. The command executed, Letao officially went online, confetti cannons popped among the crowd, colorful ribbons flew everywhere, and everyone cheered loudly. The atmosphere was incredibly enthusiastic.

Mr. Ma was also infected by the atmosphere, and his previous gloom vanished. He stood up, then realized he wasn’t tall enough and stepped onto a chair. Lu Zhaoxi immediately supported his legs.

Standing out from the crowd, Mr. Ma shouted loudly to everyone, “My fellow siblings! Letao is officially online! Our new chapter has begun! This is our most crucial moment! It’s our decisive battle for life and death! We must give our all, no matter what, Letao must succeed!”

The surrounding employees were greatly inspired, uniformly shouting slogans loudly: “Letao must succeed! Letao must succeed! Letao must succeed!!!”

By the last repetition, everyone was practically hoarse and desperate!

Mr. Ma saw every face flushed with excitement, and his heart surged with passion! Li Mu, you are indeed impressive, but my team and I are not pushovers! Our team’s appeal is in no way inferior to your Muye Technology! It might even be superior to your Muye Technology! With such a team, we will definitely fight a beautiful and great victorious battle! Just you wait! Here I come!

…

Just past six, Li Mu picked up the landline phone on his desk and called his private assistant, Li Ziwei, asking her to prepare a simple meal for him.

Renmin University’s freshman welcome party officially started at eight. He would leave around seven and arrive before eight. It would be inconvenient to eat at Renmin University, and even more inconvenient to go out to eat, so he decided to just have a casual work meal to get by.

As soon as he hung up the phone, his mobile phone on the desk vibrated intensely. It was Guru Lei.

The moment Li Mu answered, Guru Lei eagerly said from the other end, “General Manager Li! Letao is online!”

“Oh?” Li Mu subconsciously inquired about, “When did that happen?”

“Exactly six o’clock,” Guru Lei said, “A few days ago, I had the Technical Department write a small script that pings them once per second, 24 hours a day. As soon as it pings successfully, it immediately alerts and records the time.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but frown. He never expected Mr. Ma to choose today for the launch. All the reports from his press conference were now overwhelming, significantly monopolizing media resources. Moreover, the proportion of public attention that he had captured was also very large. Launching at such a time could be described as the worst possible choice.

“General Manager Lei, why do you think they chose to launch today? Isn’t that a bit foolish?”

Guru Lei said, “I think they must have been forced to do so.”

He continued, analyzing, “Their promotional schedule must have been set long ago. If they had decided to start media promotion today, then the website had to go online before the promotion, otherwise, the promotion would be wasted.”

Li Mu nodded slowly, saying, “From the looks of it, their promotion will start very soon, possibly tomorrow, or even tonight.”

“Yes,” Guru Lei said, “I called you about this. Their launch doesn’t mean much to us; the most crucial thing is when they start their promotion. If it’s tonight, then our pre-booked promotion must follow immediately.”

Li Mu had previously asked Lin Qingya to book promotions with the media, but he hadn’t specified the exact time with them. Thanks to Muye Technology’s consistently excellent relationship with the media, Li Mu could essentially insert advertisements whenever he wanted.

The advertisements specifically shot for Letao were already prepared. Li Mu was now just waiting for Mr. Ma to start his publicity, then he would directly sweep them away.

So, Li Mu called Lin Qingya and instructed her, “I’ll grab a bite to eat and then head to Renmin University. Tonight, please keep an eye on Mr. Ma’s actions in Hangzhou. If their publicity starts, immediately launch our publicity as planned.”

Lin Qingya immediately replied, “Don’t worry, General Manager Li, I will keep a close eye on Letao and coordinate all related work.”

Lin Qingya understood Li Mu’s strategy for Letao; she was personally communicating with virtually all the media, so ambushing Mr. Ma would be easy.

…

Knowing Li Mu was coming, the students of Renmin University were already ecstatic. When they saw two black Mercedes-Benz cars enter the campus one after another, they almost immediately concluded that Li Mu must be inside. Consequently, at least over one thousand people swarmed towards Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz, like fervent fans waiting for a celebrity.

If it weren’t for the Renmin University security guards and officers and auxiliary police from the District Branch Bureau clearing the way, the Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan Li Mu was riding in probably wouldn’t have been able to drive into Renmin University at all.

Fortunately, with the help of these staff members and police officers isolating the car from the students, Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz was able to drive all the way into the campus and stop at the back entrance of the Renmin University main stadium, where tonight’s freshman welcome party was being held.

Upon arriving at the stadium’s back entrance, the principal school leaders of Renmin University had already been waiting for a long time.

Li Mu got out of the car with his assistant, Li Ziwei. After greeting the school leaders one by one, Li Mu first entered the lounge the school had prepared for him.

A total of four people accompanied Li Mu that day: three were Wang Yuanlang’s operations team, and the other was Li Ziwei.

As soon as Li Mu sat down in his lounge, the teacher responsible for coordinating the entire performance rushed over to confirm his stage time. The time allotted for him was twenty to thirty minutes, but if Li Mu had extra requirements, this time could be extended.

In the words of this teacher, however long Li Mu wished to chat with everyone, the performers and staff of the entire party would wait for him. In short, everything revolved around him.

Li Mu planned his speech time for tonight to be within twenty minutes. When he was a student, he had seen too many school leaders and student representatives rambling on stage, so when it was his turn to give a speech, he hoped to say something useful and practical, and above all, to be quick and concise.

It was said that Renmin University’s main stadium, which could accommodate over ten thousand people, could fit twenty thousand to thirty thousand if squeezed tightly. And it was rumored that nearly all of the over twenty thousand teachers, students, and staff were present tonight, practically filling the stadium to capacity, making for an immense spectacle.

In addition to the over twenty thousand teachers, students, and staff, there were also more than four hundred media reporters. These media reporters had already set up their camera equipment inside the stadium, just waiting for Li Mu’s appearance.

Li Mu hadn’t expected giving a speech at a university would involve such a large media commotion, but since over twenty thousand people were manageable, an additional four hundred or so media reporters were nothing to Li Mu. As the saying goes, too many debts cause no worry, and too many lice cause no itch. Having already dealt with three to four hundred reporters today, what harm was there in another round tonight?





Chapter 910: Ambush: Code 010

At eight o’clock sharp, the Renmin University orientation gala officially began.

Over twenty thousand teachers, students, and staff members flooded into the main stadium. Many outsiders and students from other universities had managed to sneak into Renmin University ahead of time to gain entry, including the girls from Zhao Ziqiu’s dorm room, as well as Zhao Kang, his classmates, and his girlfriend.

Hundreds of reporters gathered in a specially cordoned-off media area in front of the stage. Camera equipment was already set up and ready on high alert.

Li Mu was currently the focus of national news and an object of fervent discussion and immense pride for people across the country. Today marked his first public speech, so naturally, the media paid it significant attention.

Even the school leaders hadn’t anticipated such a large commotion for today’s orientation gala. Seeing hundreds of media reporters below the stage, the school leaders couldn’t help but feel a little weak in the knees. Though their ranks were high, they had never experienced such a massive media presence.

What was originally an internal school event became a subject of national attention because Li Mu was again a national focal point today. Countless people waited to see Li Mu’s first public speech and the impact it would have on Renmin University students and young people nationwide.

Young people with internet access were mostly constantly refreshing YY Net, awaiting immediate reports, or even full videos, of Li Mu’s speech.

Currently, among first-tier portal websites, only YY Net could support online video viewing, primarily due to its unique streaming media transmission technology. Even so, there were strict requirements for total video volume and duration. If there were too many videos or too many accessing users, it would still be difficult to support.

Other portal websites, facing daily traffic of hundreds of thousands or even higher, found it an pipe dream to easily support online video streaming. To ensure normal website access, even if they had the capability to launch an online video function, they absolutely wouldn’t dare to play with fire.

As for users who found it inconvenient to access the internet, they were basically waiting for tonight’s evening news. Li Mu’s speech was set to begin at 8:20 PM and would definitely end before 9 PM. If it was an efficient TV station, it might even be broadcast during the evening news at past ten o’clock.

As Li Mu prepared to appear backstage, and as the school leaders, with slightly trembling voices, delivered their opening address in front of over twenty thousand teachers and students and hundreds of media reporters, Letao’s advertisements quietly went live on several TV stations in the south.

Due to cost considerations, Letao’s TV advertisements did not feature celebrity endorsements but instead opted for three little-known advertising actors.

These three actors were a middle-aged man, a middle-aged woman, and a youthful, beautiful young woman in her twenties.

The ad’s theme was simple, adopting an exaggerated stage play style: elderly parents prepare to go shopping, and their young, fashionable daughter stops them, telling them that online shopping is trendy now, requiring no出门, offering home delivery, and even better prices.

The elderly parents’ faces were full of exaggerated disbelief. At this point, the daughter introduced, “For shopping, go to Letao! 929 Major Promotion, up to 20% off on everything! Just one click, and it’s delivered to your home!”

Mr. Ma himself didn’t understand advertising, but he clearly knew that while this ad wasn’t particularly outstanding, he had still made the final decision on it. He knew his need wasn’t for an excellent advertising plan, but for a brainwashing-style promotional effect, just like the hugely popular Brain Platinum.

Since it was about brainwashing, the simpler and more direct the core message, the better. So, on the whole, he was quite satisfied with this advertising concept.

Moreover, in Mr. Ma’s view, Letao was the only e-commerce website that could advertise on TV right now, so as long as the core messages of convenience, ease, high quality, and affordability were conveyed to the users, his requirements would basically be met.

General Manager Ma ultimately had insufficient budget. This time, Letao’s promotion mainly covered the East China and South China regions. He clearly understood that these areas had much better economic development levels than the north, northwest, and southwest. Therefore, Letao prioritized starting there, and the promotional resources previously contacted were all provincial and municipal TV stations in the East China and South China areas.

However, General Manager Ma didn’t expect that Li Mu had already used Lin Qingya, with her powerful media connections and capital strength, to reach cooperation agreements with all provincial and prefecture-level TV stations nationwide. When Muye Technology stepped in, every TV station showed extremely high cooperation, basically able to meet Muye Technology’s demands for broadcasting at any time, allowing them to insert ads into any time slot.

Because Li Mu had instructed Lin Qingya in advance, when Li Mu was preparing to appear at Renmin University, Lin Qingya saw Letao’s ads successively go live on over ten provincial and municipal TV stations in the south. She immediately contacted these media outlets, requesting them to immediately insert Muye Technology’s advertisement, code-named 010.

As early as when Li Mu and Guru Lei decided to ambush General Manager Ma with TV advertisements, Li Mu had already set a more detailed ambush plan: Taobao’s promotional activities must align with Letao’s, they must engage in a full confrontation on the same day, giving it no opportunity for differentiated competition! Once a direct confrontation occurred between the two sides, Taobao’s goal was to defeat Letao decisively, giving this newcomer no chance to grow large.

With this goal in mind, when Li Mu sought a great number of celebrities to film Taobao TV commercials, he had already made thorough preparations.

Because Li Mu also didn’t know exactly when Letao would launch, only that it would be in late September, he had the celebrities record over ten different promotional time nodes in their ad copy, ranging from September 20th all the way to October 5th!

When the commercial director designed the shots, he intentionally separated the launch time segment. For these celebrities, after all other shots were approved, they only needed to record the lines for different times, which was hardly more than a bit of talking.

Each celebrity recorded lines for every time node from September 20th straight through to October 5th. During post-production, the commercial videos were composited into sixteen different files, each announcing a different event time. These commercials were then numbered: September 20th was Code 001, 21st was 002, and so on. If it launched on September 29th, the commercial code would be 010.

These commercials had already been sent to all collaborative media partners in advance. It could be said that Li Mu had made one hundred thousand percent of the preparations, just waiting for General Manager Ma to show his hand!

In addition, sixteen sets of design proposals were prepared for various website promotional materials, including banners, and other small elements. The website could immediately deploy the promotional materials for whichever day Li Mu decided to launch the event.

Li Mu’s purpose in doing this was: no matter which day your promotional activity launches, I can immediately respond and launch on the same day as you!

And now, Letao’s advertisement was live. After September 29th appeared in the advertisement, Lin Qingya immediately led her subordinates to call all cooperative media partners. The message was simple: “Code 010, get it on air now!”

At this moment, General Manager Ma had just finished watching Letao’s advertisement on the TV in his office with his core team.

After watching the advertisement, General Manager Ma paced back and forth in the office and very solemnly said to everyone, “This is just our first round of promotion. Everyone must pay close attention to the website data over the next two hours, including how many visits and how many registered users have increased within two hours, and the IP address region of each visiting and registered user.

By compiling this data, we will basically have an approximate idea of the effect our subsequent rounds of promotion can achieve. Moreover, we will be able to determine which provinces and cities yielded the highest conversion rates from advertising. In the next step, we can adjust the budget and increase investment in high-conversion rate regions.”

Cai Chongxin said, “General Manager Ma, I suggest being even more meticulous. Over the next eight days, we will have a round of promotions every day at 10 AM, 1 PM, 5 PM, 8 PM, and 10 PM. We need to record and analyze the data trends after each round of promotion in detail. We should not only look at regional conversion but also see which time slot has the highest conversion.”

General Manager Ma nodded and said, “The data analysis work must be as meticulous as possible. We need to analyze data from multiple dimensions to grasp the deeper information hidden behind each piece of data.”

Everyone nodded, looking enlightened. Cai Chongxin even began listing key data requirements in his notepad, preparing for the most detailed analysis of the data collected over the next two hours.

Just then, an advertisement suddenly appeared on the TV, which had previously been ignored!

The protagonist of the advertisement was Jay Chou, the hottest singer of the latter half of the year. He started by striking a cool pose in front of the camera, then confidently said in his signature Taiwanese accent: “Hello everyone, I’m Jay Chou! For online shopping, go to Taobao! Discover joy in shopping globally, all on Taobao! On September 29th, Taobao’s major autumn promotion! All major brands of daily necessities, clothing, shoes, hats, groceries, and even books and audio-visual products are discounted! Enjoy up to 198 off for every 199 spent! Don’t wait, head to Taobao to discover what it’s all about!”

Just this sentence instantly drew everyone’s attention in the conference room!

Every person stared intently at the TV, at the slightly youthful yet very distinctive Jay Chou on the screen. Everyone’s expression was utter astonishment!

At this moment, Jay Chou on the TV switched to another shot, holding his new album “The Eight Dimensions” CD and cassette tape, saying, “Oh right! My latest album ‘The Eight Dimensions’ is now available on Taobao! The only officially authorized genuine version across the entire network, only on Taobao! On the September 29th promotion day, in addition to album discounts, there are ten thousand autographed albums from me personally that will be shipped randomly! Make sure to act fast!”

In the next shot, Jay Chou stood in front of the camera and coolly said, “Discover joy in shopping globally, all on Taobao! For online shopping, I—only—choose, Tao—bao—!”

After Jay Chou’s segment finished, the screen immediately displayed a large number of well-known brand logos. A highly magnetic voice-over narration said, “September 29th Taobao Major Promotion! All participating brands are self-operated by the enterprise, one hundred percent authentic products, unprecedented low prices, all at Tao-bao-!”

Finally, a fading in and out Taobao Logo appeared, and the entire advertisement ended.

General Manager Ma, who had been pacing back and forth in the office, suddenly stood frozen, as if struck by lightning. Then, he felt a wave of dizziness, his legs went weak, his body tilted, and he fell straight to the ground…





Chapter 911: Foreseeing Death

If not for a few core team members who were quick to react and immediately rushed to support Mr. Ma, who was about to collapse, he would have likely taken a nasty fall this time.

Barely held up by everyone, Mr. Ma’s inner pain and resentment were simply inexpressible.

Mr. Ma never dreamed that all his actions were under Li Mu’s close watch. His ad had just gone live, and right on its heels came Taobao’s ad from Li Mu, and it was so targeted!

He organized a promotion, and Li Mu also organized a promotion. Because he lacked strong brand connections, Mr. Ma could only find some second and third-tier brands, as well as small and medium-sized enterprises on Alibaba, to participate in his event. However, the array of familiar to audiences brands pulled out in Taobao’s ad just now seemed to have rounded up all the well-known brands across the nation in one go!

Furthermore, Taobao’s promotions were incredibly impactful. Having a chance to get 198 off for every 199 spent — didn’t that mean there was a chance to buy 199 yuan worth of goods for just one yuan? This was far more impactful than Letao’s promotion!

What’s more, they invited Jay Chou! He was the hottest singer across mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan this year, bar none. Compared to Jay Chou’s phenomenal popularity, previous first-tier singers like Nicholas Tse, Wang Leehom, and even the Four Heavenly Kings had to step aside. This influence was immeasurably greater than Letao’s!

Considering all this, whether it was platform brand awareness, promotional brand awareness, promotional intensity, endorsing stars, or promotional methods, Taobao was far superior to Letao. It was an almost complete and overwhelming victory, leaving no room for negotiation. This impact on Mr. Ma’s confidence was utterly devastating.

The most difficult thing for Mr. Ma to accept was that both promotional events were coincidentally scheduled for the same day! If the promotional events could have staggered their times, Letao would have had at least a slim chance. As it was, there wasn’t a shred of hope for victory!

The core team members around him were all filled with grief and indignation, but they still urged Mr. Ma not to get too agitated.

Supported by others, Mr. Ma sat on the sofa, his hands covering his face, saying nothing.

Seeing this, the others were all utterly heartbroken.

The army set out, making a 500 km night raid, hoping to concentrate all their strength and catch the enemy off guard. But when they excitedly sounded the charge, they discovered they were already thoroughly surrounded by the enemy. An enemy infinitely stronger than them had them firmly surrounded and was fully prepared for a complete encirclement and annihilation.

In an instant, the entire office was plunged into an atmosphere of endless despair. Dread, dejection, sorrow, and pain lingered in everyone’s hearts.

They had invested so much effort and capital into preparing this promotional event, and all their painstaking arrangements now seemed like digging their own grave. Everyone could see that Li Mu had in fact long prepared to ambush them, and his full-scale counterattack had been fully prepared, responding with a speed that was absolutely appalling! And even more despair-inducing!

What was most despairing was that they discovered their opponent was far stronger than they had imagined. Li Mu had so many major projects underway during this period, and despite all that he had done, he hadn’t ignored Letao, this potential opponent. He had planned everything and was just waiting for Letao to launch…

In less than ten minutes, his ad went live. This was enough to prove that while they were eagerly preparing to attack Taobao, Li Mu had already polished his gun, just waiting for them to surface and deliver a fatal blow.

An air of despair was spreading, brewing, and intensifying. On the television, Zhejiang Satellite TV was still broadcasting ads.

No one was in the mood to watch TV, until another voice came on: “Hello everyone, I’m Karen Mok. For online shopping, go to Taobao.com—happy exploration of the world, all on Taobao! September 29th…”

Everyone, including Mr. Ma, who was covering his face and speechless, subconsciously lowered their hands, opened their eyes, and stared at the TV, mouths agape, unable to utter a word.

Karen Mok’s Taobao ad was similar to Jay Chou’s earlier. Moreover, Karen Mok had been heavily promoted by Li Mu for a while and coincidentally, CCTV had promoted her with a wave of positive energy for charity. Now she was one of the hottest female singers in mainland China, so her influence was also very significant.

Karen Mok’s ad was like a second bullet fired at everyone’s bodies, causing the despair to continue to intensify.

A minute later, seeing the ad about to end and the TV series about to broadcast, a department head picked up the remote control, just about to turn off the TV, when another familiar face appeared on the screen.

“Hello everyone, I’m Sun Yanzhi. For online shopping, go to Taobao.com—happy exploration of the world, all on Taobao! September 29th…”

The third bullet…

Letao’s previously set promotional rhythm was five waves per day at different time slots. The 8 o’clock wave had passed, and the next wave wasn’t until 10 o’clock. Yet in these mere ten minutes, Taobao’s ads came in three interleaved waves, and each wave featured a different star!

Jay Chou, Karen Mok, Sun Yanzhi… Each of these three was a first-tier singer, and the influence they represented was simply unimaginable…

Mr. Ma again covered his face with both hands, his inner despair having reached its peak. He knew very well in his heart that he had fallen into Li Mu’s death trap this time. With Li Mu’s strength, his style of doing things, and the ambush tactics he displayed, Letao was undoubtedly doomed.

After countless painstaking efforts, consolidating the capital and industries of three companies, they had finally prepared such a surprise attack. It was declared a complete failure as soon as it started. Mr. Ma was in immense pain.

Although he said nothing, he had already thought a great deal.

Run away? Hide? Impossible. This time, there was no way to avoid it, alive or dead.

All the promotional copy and advertisements were already produced, and all the media promotion schedules were set in advance. At this point, if they were to temporarily change the time again, even if Sun Zhengyi agreed, it would be useless, because it was impossible. The most important thing for a sneak attack was to strike while the iron is hot. If the first shot misfired, turning back to try again another day was absolutely out of the question.

There was only this one chance. If they failed, they would only be able to confront Taobao head-on in the future, but they simply didn’t have the strength for such a confrontation. Now, they could only continue to proceed according to the established rhythm, even knowing it would fail.

Even if only one-tenth of the eight million user target was achieved this time, as long as Letao continued to develop according to the original plan, there was at least a possibility of increasing eight hundred thousand users. But if they fell into disarray now, they would be utterly ruined without a trace. Even if they were to die, they shouldn’t die so aggrieved.

Thinking of this, Mr. Ma sighed deeply and stood up, saying to those around him, “Everyone, don’t let Taobao’s influence affect you. We still need to proceed according to the rhythm we set earlier. We must remain calm under any circumstances.”

Everyone silently nodded. Although they knew very well that they couldn’t give up first, the blow they had suffered was still very difficult to recover from quickly.

Mr. Ma hesitated for a moment and said, “I’m a bit tired today, I’m going home first. You all continue with your work, including data collection. Make sure it’s picked up.”

Cai Chongxin said, “Don’t worry, General Manager Ma, I’ll handle it.”

“Mm.” Mr. Ma nodded dejectedly and walked out of the office.

At this moment, Mr. Ma’s heart was on the verge of collapse. Unlike others in the company, the high hopes he placed on Alibaba and Letao were unparalleled. He had poured his entire personal fortune, his ideals, his pursuits, and his ambitions into this. And now, he had realized that all of it had suffered a heavy blow from Li Mu.

Among other things, Sun Zhengyi would surely be extremely disappointed in him. Although he wouldn’t withdraw his investment from Alibaba, he certainly wouldn’t hold any hope for the Letao project anymore. If even he lost confidence in him, then the world’s capital wouldn’t hold any hope for him anymore.

Moreover, Li Mu’s influence was simply too great. Just now, he had declared war on Li Mu with his actions, and Li Mu had immediately launched an extremely powerful counterattack with lightning speed. This meant that his competition with Taobao and Li Mu would completely surface. It wouldn’t be long before the entire industry, and even the whole society, would know, and by then, capital would hold even less hope for him.

Mr. Ma deeply understood that the internet was a game of burning money, especially e-commerce. Once he lost subsequent funding, the consequences would be unimaginable…

Distraught, Mr. Ma drove home. At this time, his wife had just started preparing dinner. She knew Mr. Ma would be busy with the launch today and would likely come home late, so she was deliberately preparing a big meal for him. It was already past eight o’clock, and she had only just begun.

“How come you’re home so early today?” Seeing Mr. Ma return at this time, his wife was very surprised. Then, seeing his tired-looking face, she couldn’t help but ask, “You must be very tired today, aren’t you?”

Mr. Ma said nothing. He walked up to his wife, who was wearing an apron, and hugged her tightly. Although his wife didn’t know what had happened, she acutely realized that Mr. Ma must have encountered a setback. She immediately began to console him, saying, “No matter what happens, home is your warmest harbor. If the storm outside is too rough, just take shelter and rest here.”

Mr. Ma sighed deeply and said, “Li Mu delivered a fatal blow to Letao today. I didn’t dare show it too clearly at the company, but I know in my heart that under Li Mu’s fierce attack, Letao won’t last long. Basically, it’s undoubtedly doomed to die…”

His wife was greatly shocked. She knew how much painstaking effort her husband had poured into Letao. It had only been a little over two hours since it launched tonight, and it was already over?

Furthermore, she understood her husband. A man as confident as him, if even he thought Letao wouldn’t last long, then Letao was likely in dire straits.

Mr. Ma said with a face full of pain, “If I hadn’t thought about doing C2C back then and had focused solely on B2B, it wouldn’t have come to this point today. Now, once Letao fails, investors will lose confidence in me, and even our original B2B business will be greatly impacted…”

At this point, Mr. Ma dared not speak further; the most terrifying scenario was about to emerge.

His wife hugged him tighter, gently rubbing his back, and softly comforted him, “No matter what the outcome is, it doesn’t matter. We can afford to lose. And don’t forget, you still have a team. Everyone trusts you so much and will stand by you. Even if we fail this time, everyone will surely follow you and rise again in other places!”





Chapter 912: Believe in Miracles

Li Mu had no time to concern himself with Taobao’s ambush of Letao.

As the strategist, he had long ago planned everything, and the actual ambush operation would naturally be carried out by others.

What he needed to focus on now were the over twenty thousand Renmin University teachers and students waiting for his appearance on stage.

After the school leaders nervously finished reading their speeches, the host, barely containing her excitement, said from the stage: “Today, we are honored to invite our most renowned alumnus from Renmin University, who is still a second-year student here, yet he has created one miracle after another in the internet industry, shocking the entire nation, and even the whole world!”

The over twenty thousand people in the audience knew Li Mu was about to make his entrance, and instantly, thunderous applause erupted.

Over twenty thousand people cheered and applauded, the sound waves were strong enough to crush effortlessly.

Everyone was excitedly shouting and hollering. To them, Li Mu was more influential than any celebrity; he was practically an illuminating guiding light in their lives.

After all, for these over twenty thousand people, Li Mu was a super miracle that originated by their side. They had heard countless inspirational stories, but the greatest inspirational story they had witnessed with their own eyes was Li Mu’s.

Seeing the audience so agitated, the host herself could barely contain her excitement. She, too, was a student at Renmin University, entering her fourth year, and although three years Li Mu’s senior, she still regarded him as her greatest idol.

Forcing herself to calm down, the host said with a trembling voice: “I’m exceptionally emotional right now, and I believe everyone feels the same way, so I won’t rehash how successful he is here. I’m sure each of you, like me, knows his achievements by heart. Therefore, let us welcome the Internet Prodigy – Li Mu – with the warmest applause!”

As the host announced his name and invited him onto the stage, Li Mu took a deep breath, trying to calm himself, and then stepped onto the stage.

The moment Li Mu, dressed in a formal suit and looking dashing, appeared on stage, the applause and screams from the audience were comparable to a celebrity concert. Li Mu had experienced all sorts of grand occasions, so he remained calm and composed in this setting. He walked to the podium and first shook hands with the beautiful senior female student host.

After greeting the host and exchanging a few pleasantries, the host invited Li Mu to step up to the podium. She said: “I believe everyone here, and every young person nationwide who follows you, hopes you can share your path to success, and offer some tips and inspiration from your journey.”

Li Mu smiled calmly: “I wouldn’t call them tips or inspiration. I just want to take this opportunity to share some personal experiences with everyone.”

The host nodded and asked Li Mu: “Li Mu, you came up empty-handed. Did you not prepare a speech beforehand?”

Li Mu chuckled: “I’m just here to chat with everyone. There’s no need to prepare a speech in advance. For the next twenty minutes, I’ll just talk about whatever comes to mind.”

After a brief interaction with the host, Li Mu, at her invitation, walked to the podium and smiled at the over twenty thousand people in the stadium, saying: “Good evening, everyone.”

A wave of cheers and applause immediately erupted from the audience again.

Li Mu paused slightly and said: “It’s a great honor to have this opportunity to stand here and share some of my personal views and thoughts with you all.”

He immediately got to the main point, saying: “The host said she hoped I would share my path to success with you, and that’s actually the very question I’ve been pondering in my head since agreeing to attend tonight’s event with the school leaders: as a peer roughly your age, what kind of help and inspiration can I truly offer you?”

“I believe that everyone gathered here today has heard countless inspirational stories throughout their growth – be it stories about studying diligently to the point of self-harm, studying by borrowing light, or the saying that with enough persistence, even an iron rod can be ground into a needle; these are all inspirational stories familiar to audiences. Besides these ancient inspirational tales, the growth journeys of many contemporary figures have also become widely circulated motivational stories. For instance, how Li Ka-shing became the richest Chinese through hard work, or how Bill Gates dropped out of Harvard to found Microsoft and become the world’s wealthiest person, and so on and so forth…”

“Everyone has heard too many inspirational stories. These stories, without exception, tell you to work hard, and if you work hard, you will succeed. But no one tells you which direction to strive in, or what to do after putting in the effort. That is the most frightening part.”

“Everyone tells you: work hard, as long as you work hard, you can succeed, as long as you work hard, you can become Li Bai, or Li Ka-shing, or even Bill Gates… When someone uses Bill Gates’ story to motivate you, if you ask them: ‘How exactly can I become Bill Gates? Stop with the empty rhetoric and generic advice; can you give me a clear path and method?’ I imagine they would have nothing substantial to offer beyond telling you to work hard.”

“Therefore, anyone who talks only about inspirational stories, telling you to work hard without discussing the true methods of success, is basically being a scoundrel!”

A burst of laughter rippled through the audience.

Although Li Mu’s words were a bit extreme, in a way, he wasn’t wrong, and his words resonated deeply with the young people. Too many people told them inspirational stories, promising success if they only worked hard, and that they could become someone great, but never providing a real direction.

After the audience quieted down slightly, Li Mu chuckled self-deprecatingly and said: “You’ve seen and heard too much of this kind of seemingly heartwarming inspirational platitudes, so one more bowl from me won’t make a difference. Therefore, what I want to talk about today isn’t how to succeed, but rather the importance of believing in miracles.”

Believe in miracles?

Everyone was a bit confused. Li Mu, someone so successful, wasn’t going to talk about how to succeed but about believing in miracles? What did he mean by that?

Just as everyone was trying to make sense of it, Li Mu began: “I want to tell you a story, a true story that happened not long ago and is relevant to us.”

“I believe everyone here today should know about the Ancient City of Troy and the legend of the Trojan Horse. This is a truly magnificent tale from Homer’s Epics. The reason people doubted its authenticity was that there were no historical ruins about the Ancient City of Troy for a very long time. Because of this, many believed it was merely a byproduct of Greek mythology, a fictional legend. For over twenty centuries, the world thought it was an illusory tale, but only one German, Heinrich Schliemann, born in 1822, believed it truly existed.”

“After Heinrich Schliemann heard the legend of Homer’s Epics when he was seven years old, he firmly believed that the Ancient City of Troy must exist. Even though the whole world at the time considered the Ancient City of Troy just a legend, he planted the seed of belief in miracles deep in his heart. As a young boy, he made a grand vow to his father that he would one day find the ruins of the Ancient City of Troy.”

“Everyone thought Heinrich Schliemann’s grand vow was just a childish fantasy, but Heinrich Schliemann began working hard to earn money from the age of fourteen, step by step becoming a wealthy man, and successively learning multiple languages. The motivation for him to do this was to accumulate enough ability to search for the story he had believed in since he was seven, to find the Ancient City of Troy, and to prove that the Ancient City of Troy was historically real, not a legend.”

“When he had earned enough money, he personally funded and assembled an archaeological team, pouring all his wealth and life’s work into searching for the miracle he had believed in since childhood. Heaven helps those who help themselves; he finally found the ruins that proved the Ancient City of Troy’s actual existence, and at the same time, also proved that the Ancient Kingdom of Mycenae had similarly appeared in history, instantly overturning the world’s doubts about the authenticity of Homer’s Epics, laying an important foundation for Homeric archaeology, and simultaneously becoming one of the most significant events in the history of world archaeology.”

“Heinrich Schliemann’s success was largely due to his unwavering belief in miracles and his confidence in his ability to create them. This is also why I admire him. If his belief had wavered even slightly during the decades after he was seven, Homer’s Epics might still just be a legend today.”

Most people were not familiar with Heinrich Schliemann, but almost no one was unaware of Homer’s Epics and the story of the Trojan Horse. So, after hearing Li Mu’s introduction, everyone was quite shocked by this lesser-known story.

At this point, Li Mu smiled and said: “This is what I want to say today: believe in miracles! Only by believing in miracles can you create them. Otherwise, if you yourself don’t believe miracles will happen, how can you even begin to create them?”

“It’s like me and Muye Technology. If you looked at me and Muye Technology a year ago, if I could become a billionaire and Muye Technology could become one of the world’s top internet companies, that would genuinely be a miracle among miracles. But I’ve always firmly believed that this miracle could come true, which is why I’ve constantly strived, and Muye Technology has continually developed, improved, and advanced towards becoming a world-leading internet company.”

“If even I didn’t believe in this miracle, then it would never have had the chance to become a top internet company in the world. It’s very likely that after developing Eting.com, I would have stopped pushing forward, content with tens or hundreds of thousands in monthly advertising fees, and gone to enjoy a so-called high-income life. Then there would be no me and no Muye Technology as we are today. This, is the importance of believing in miracles.”

Everyone in the audience looked thoughtfully at Li Mu, carefully pondering the meaning behind his words and the slight inspiration that Heinrich Schliemann’s story brought them.

Just as everyone was still trying to process what Li Mu had just said, Li Mu smiled again and added: “If you’re not sure how to believe in miracles or what miracles to believe in right away, then I’ll give you an example today to teach you.”

Everyone immediately stared intently at Li Mu, waiting for what he would say next.

Li Mu smiled slightly, paused for a moment, and then said word by word: “Everyone, why don’t you try believing in the ‘miracle’ that ten years from now, property prices in Yanjing could rise to one hundred thousand per square meter? If you don’t believe it, then so be it. But if you do believe, quickly find a way for your family to buy you an apartment within Yanjing’s Fifth Ring Road. That way, when you graduate from university in the future, you’ll find that because you believed in a miracle, you’ll have saved yourself ten or twenty years of struggle compared to the average person!”





Chapter 913: To Hell with It!

Li Mu’s words indeed stirred up huge waves among the audience.

Yanjing’s housing prices would rise to one hundred thousand per square meter? Good heavens, many people’s first reaction was: Absolutely impossible!

Especially the university students who prided themselves on understanding economics – it was as if more than half of them were economics majors. In their view, Yanjing’s housing prices were already inflated; how could they continue to rise? It didn’t conform to market rules! Even if there was still some room for future growth, to say it would rise to one hundred thousand per square meter within ten years was simply unimaginable!

However, some firmly believed Li Mu’s statement. The reason was none other than: Li Mu said it!

Even someone as assertive as Su Yingxue, when Li Mu went to such great lengths to bring the topic to housing prices, immediately made up her mind to find time to discuss it with her parents and take out a loan to buy an apartment in Yanjing while prices weren’t too outrageous.

Undoubtedly, Su Yingxue was one of the people who understood Li Mu best. She realized that Li Mu’s fundamental purpose tonight might not be to give a speech, propagate universal values, or promote some panacea for success. His bringing up Heinrich Schliemann and telling a true story from over a hundred years ago was very likely to lay groundwork for the issue of housing prices.

Su Yingxue guessed correctly; Li Mu indeed thought so.

To Li Mu, the school asking him to give a speech—what was there to speak about? How he succeeded? Meaningless. His success was irreplicable by anyone, and he couldn’t explain it. If he really talked about success experience, it would certainly turn into another deceptive panacea.

In his previous life, Li Mu had seen too many self-proclaimed “big shots” who loved to lecture others, giving speeches in various public occasions and sharing so-called success experiences with young people. It was simply a different kind of pretentious extravaganza. These people either depicted success as easily attainable or exaggerated their own accomplishments, but never offered genuinely useful success experience.

A certain boss was once a prime example. One moment he’d say he didn’t like money, the next he’d regret starting his own business, then he’d miss his days as a teacher, and then he’d claim his biggest wish was to help small and medium-sized enterprises make money. He frequently told young people about his own experiences, but could never actually tell them how to succeed, and even what he did say was often just generic advice like “work hard” and “struggle.”

A certain Teacher Luo was the same. As a spectator, he’d practically curse every actor. Then suddenly one day, he transformed into an actor himself, and came out to tell the audience that he did it for some bullshit “sentiment.” Then he’d stand on stage and shout: “If XX phone is priced below a certain amount, I’ll be your grandson!” Within two days, the actual price made the whole world hear Teacher Luo’s subtext: “Grandpas, hurry and buy!”

How much value and practicality could the success experiences shared by such people truly have? Li Mu always had a huge question mark in his mind.

Li Mu himself had no penchant for lecturing, and he knew perfectly well that he was someone who had exploited a heaven-defying bug, possessing no widely applicable success experience. Therefore, the only thing he could do was to hope to give everyone some inspiration, so that the post-80s generation in this rapidly changing era could possess a mindset that dared to believe in miracles.

In Li Mu’s view, this generation of post-80s, though called favored ones of heaven, were actually the vast wave of people sacrificed by the era.

Before entering university, they grew up alone as only sons;

After entering university, they faced the plight of parents being laid off, rising prices, and the academic environment gradually being eroded by money;

After graduation, they would also face a great wave of employment difficulties;

After finally finding a job and struggling for a few years to settle down, they would again become victims of rapidly soaring housing prices, one after another becoming mortgage slaves, burdened with decades of heavy debt;

After they got married and had children, school enrollment, household registration, and school district housing policies would become yet another mountain before them;

After finally managing to support their children through college graduation, they wouldn’t even have a moment to breathe before the couple would have to help their children settle down and start careers, and at the same time bear the burden of caring for four elderly parents.

These were the colossal challenges that the post-80s generation had experienced, were currently experiencing, or were about to experience. Yet, most of the post-80s were always slow to realize, utterly defeated by the cruel reality only when the time came. What they lacked was the “belief in miracles” mindset.

Apart from anything else, just one apartment in a first-tier city would become the lifelong goal for the future post-80s.

However, the current post-80s group had no idea what kind of rapid, skyrocketing phase housing prices in first-tier cities would enter in the future.

If one were to randomly interview these favored ones of heaven, who had received higher education in Yanjing universities right now, and ask, “Do you think Yanjing’s housing prices will continue to rise?”

It’s believed that the vast majority of these well-read, so-called favored ones of heaven would offer various theories to tell you: “Yanjing’s housing prices are already at an average of fifteen thousand. Don’t worry, they definitely won’t rise anymore!”

However, just as the post-80s believed housing prices wouldn’t rise anymore, in contrast, the coal bosses from Shanxi province, born in the 1950s and 1960s and with little education, flooded the Yanjing real estate market with huge sums of cash. They began speculating on properties early, using the simplest, crudest, and least technical methods. Many coal bosses would buy half a building in a newly launched Yanjing housing development in one go, and that was just the less extreme examples. Even more, they would form groups and practically buy entire developments at once.

In the end, these coal bosses and property speculation groups from the 1950s and 1960s saw their wealth skyrocket, while almost all those who overspent half their lives’ efforts to take over at the peak were the educated, university-trained post-80s. Why was that?

So, in Li Mu’s view, there was a group of people in this era who always believed in miracles, especially regarding housing prices. The earlier one believed, the more they could benefit; the later one believed, the more they would have to cut flesh from their own bodies to feed those who believed early.

And among them, the ones who were most infuriatingly slow to realize were the post-80s.

Today, Li Mu stood on the podium at Renmin University. He couldn’t give these siblings truly universal directions for success. The only “Welfare” he could offer them was to advise them to believe in miracles.

In this era, real estate developers, property speculation groups, and coal bosses—almost everyone knew that housing prices in first-tier cities would inevitably skyrocket. So why were only the post-80s still kept in the dark, waiting like idiots for prices to stabilize or even drop?

Li Mu’s words, spoken here today, might earn him a fierce scolding from economic experts or be regarded as alarmist by the students and teachers in the audience. But it didn’t matter. Li Mu felt this was the only thing he could do for them. “Siblings, this is all I can do for you.”

Advising you to read more or work harder is less effective than advising you to buy an apartment in Yanjing first. Otherwise, even if you graduate with a bachelor’s, Master’s, or even a doctoral degree, won’t you still have to pinch pennies from your salary monthly for rent, paying it to those illiterate property speculators? Won’t you still be kicked out of your shared apartment by unscrupulous intermediaries in the middle of the night? Won’t you still walk, cry, and curse on the streets of Yanjing in the dead of night, muttering loser catchphrases like “I love Yanjing, but Yanjing doesn’t love me”?

Li Mu spoke honestly: this situation was absolutely tragic!

These enormous problems wouldn’t just plague the siblings in the audience in the future; they had also plagued his struggling self in his previous life. In that life, he often asked himself: “You studied for so many years, so why, on certain issues, couldn’t you see things as clearly as the older brother who sells fried dough sticks downstairs? That older brother fried dough sticks for over a decade and bought two apartments in Yanjing, while you studied for over a decade and couldn’t even afford the down payment for your first apartment. And the key is, he kept calling you a favored one of heaven, a pillar of society. How ironic is reality?”

Back when Huilongguan was still desolate, Li Mu accompanied a colleague to look at apartments. Housing prices were less than three or four thousand, and the down payment for a large two-bedroom apartment was only fifty thousand yuan. If relatives and friends pitched in a bit, and he saved diligently from his work salary, gathering the down payment would have been easy. But at the time, Li Mu thought, “This dilapidated place isn’t even as good as Haizhou’s suburbs. Who would buy it? Sell it to the devils? I wouldn’t buy it even for a thirty thousand yuan down payment.”

Three years later, the housing prices there had risen to a point where Li Mu couldn’t even scrape together half the down payment. He gradually realized he had been an idiot back then and could only swallow his bitterness, comforting himself with, “Well, I didn’t have the money anyway, couldn’t have bought it even if I wanted to.”

But there was a childhood friend who, back then, borrowed tens of thousands of yuan to pay the down payment for a large three-bedroom apartment in Huilongguan. He bought it at an average price of three thousand, and by 2016, one square meter was already over fifty thousand.

How could he comfort himself then? Back when that person was borrowing money everywhere to buy an apartment, Li Mu lent him five thousand yuan while simultaneously thinking he was brain-dead, living beyond his means. What was the result? The bitterness and regret in his heart were known only to him.

So now, Li Mu felt, “Speeches? To hell with them!”

“As a reincarnator blessed by heaven, today I’ll leverage my influence to give you some tangible benefits!”

“If you believe and act upon it, in three to five years, not even ten, you’ll realize the importance of believing in miracles and be glad you took this step early. If you don’t believe, and realize the severity of the problem three to five years from now, it’ll still be possible to catch up. If you never believe, then I’m powerless; you can only help people if they are willing to be helped.”

But then again, if even one person believes after today, if one person acts on it and genuinely benefits, then his words won’t have been in vain. It’s much better than those who carry hundreds of billions in their pockets but tell young people on stage that they don’t love money.

After Li Mu finished what he wanted to say, he walked to the center of the stage, bowed, and exited. The moment he reached the backstage, his phone in his pocket vibrated wildly. He saw it was a call from Senior Brother Liu. As soon as he picked up, Senior Brother Liu said from the other end of the line, “Li Mu, you were impulsive tonight…”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “You were here?”

The speech wasn’t live-streamed. If Senior Brother Liu hadn’t been there, he couldn’t have known so quickly, nor timed it so perfectly.

Senior Brother Liu said, “I just got back today. Came straight here after getting off the plane. I didn’t greet you beforehand, afraid of disturbing you.”

Then, Senior Brother Liu added, “This housing price issue is too sensitive. Saying these things might cause you some trouble.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “It’s just a bold prediction. At most, a few so-called experts and scholars will jump out and scold me.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “Sigh, that’s what’s annoying. Those people are tenacious; they won’t let go.”

Li Mu laughed, “Senior Brother Liu, I’m a pillar of society, after all. Why would I be afraid of those insignificant guys? Besides, I have YY Net and Tieba. Cursing me isn’t seeking death?”

Senior Brother Liu gave a helpless smile. “You’re right. They’ll probably be intimidated by your influence and, at most, offer a few rebuttals without naming names.”

Li Mu then said, “Where are you? Are you still watching the performance later?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “What’s there to see? I just came to see you show off, but you ended up speaking blunt truths again.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Then come find me backstage. Let’s call Director Lei and go out for a drink. Today, I finally confronted Letao directly. I’m happy about it!”





Chapter 914: Hold On Tight, Crush and Eliminate

While Li Mu’s astonishing remarks fermented at Renmin University and in the media, Li Mu himself, along with Senior Brother Liu, Director Lei, and his personal assistant Li Ziwei, were already seated in a private room at an indoor barbecue restaurant.

Li Ziwei bustled about, ordering food and drinks, while the three men excitedly discussed the brilliant ambush they had executed that evening.

Director Lei vividly described the entire process of the ambush: how the first shot was fired, how the second and third were delivered. It was as if they had pinned Letao down and mercilessly pounded them. Each blow was directly meant to make someone lose face, and it was truly invigorating.

Although Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu hadn’t witnessed it firsthand, just listening to Guru Lei’s description made their blood boil with excitement.

Senior Brother Liu enthusiastically thumped the table, his eyes wide as he exclaimed, “That move was truly ruthless! Old Lei, you really live up to Li Mu’s praise as a marketing master. Just your slogan, ‘Happy shopping all over the world, all on Taobao,’ completely sabotaged Letao!”

Guru Lei quickly responded, “Old Liu, don’t misunderstand, I only offered that suggestion. It was General Manager Li who truly perfected this plan to be watertight.”

Speaking of which, Guru Lei looked at Li Mu, counting on his fingers, “He set the strategy of enlisting numerous celebrities for carpet bombardment advertisements. He also decided on the sixteen different launch times for ad campaigns and website content, prepared according to sixteen different time nodes. The strategy of ‘hold on tight, crush and eliminate’ was also proposed by him.”

Senior Brother Liu looked at Li Mu and chuckled, “Looks like you’re the most cunning of them all!”

Li Mu quickly explained, “This is an anti-aggression war. They were doing perfectly fine with B2B, but when they saw us doing C2C, they had to meddle. Wasn’t that an active provocation? Since they initiated the competition, they shouldn’t blame us for being too ruthless.”

Guru Lei smiled and said, “We enlisted eighteen first-tier singers from across the strait and three regions to record advertisements. Tonight, only three have aired; there are still fifteen more to debut. In the coming days, these fifteen celebrity ads will be successively broadcast on major TV stations nationwide. This pace will surely drive Letao step by step into despair.”

Senior Brother Liu sighed, “While I’m busy arranging logistics everywhere, Li Mu, you’re mobilizing the entire music industry!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Currently, singers have the best relationship with us. From YY Net to Tieba, to Taobao, and even media resources, these singers are eagerly looking forward to collaborating with us. They come to Yanjing to help me film an advertisement, and I help them with various promotions. It’s a win-win, so why shouldn’t they be happy to accept? Karen Mok’s example alone is enough to make all singers envious.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and said, “That’s true. Overall, they are the biggest beneficiaries.”

Guru Lei laughed, “You quickly get the logistics sorted out, then come back and we can fight side by side!”

Senior Brother Liu chuckled, “Old Lei, you’ll have to hold the fort for a while. While logistics are progressing smoothly, they involve entirely offline matters, so I can’t free myself yet.”

Li Mu then smiled and said, “Director Lei, our most important task right now is to thoroughly crush Letao during this promotional campaign. Senior Brother Liu is busy with logistics, and I’m tied up with many Muyun Technology affairs, so we’ll have to rely mainly on you!”

Guru Lei nodded and stated seriously, “Don’t worry, over the next eight days, we will completely eliminate Letao. The number of users Letao can ultimately convert will be far lower than expected. We’ll strive to make them question their existence after this one battle!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Theoretically speaking, Letao is starting from scratch. Even if their promotion efforts are severely disrupted by us, they are still adding to zero. So there will certainly be some user retention. The most critical thing now is whether the number of retained users can give capital confidence. If capital feels that such a large investment yields such a small return, and is completely unacceptable, then it will be difficult for Letao to secure more capital in the future. In that case, their demise will come quickly. Once the money burns out, they will naturally die.”

Guru Lei said, “My biggest fear is that we only manage to push them into a state where they can barely manage to limp along. That would be absolutely nauseating.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, they will absolutely enter a state where they can barely manage to limp along.”

Li Mu’s words surprised both Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu.

Senior Brother Liu even asked, “With us attacking so fiercely, won’t we be able to knock them down completely?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “It’s very difficult to completely annihilate an opponent in the internet industry. Even when YY was competing with QQ back then, they could only slice QQ’s user base down to an absolute minimum. If the QQ team had decided to continue operating QQ at that time, we would have had no way to stop them. Only when their own team felt there was no longer any need to stubbornly hold on would they choose to give up.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and chuckled, “In that case, we don’t need to worry too much. It’s enough to go all out and fight until the other party poses no threat to us at all.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally, then suddenly changed the subject and said to Guru Lei, “Director Lei, our promotional campaign is so massive, smaller Taobao shop owners will definitely try to piggyback on the hype. You must keep a close eye out. As soon as any regular seller on Taobao sells counterfeits, regardless of their shop’s level, their shop will be permanently banned without exception. It would be best if we could take down a batch of them.”

Guru Lei nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t slack off on the online anti-counterfeiting work.”

Li Mu said, “Not only must you not slack off, but you also need to implement certain operations.”

Guru Lei asked, puzzled, “What kind of operations?”

Li Mu said, “First, don’t mention the online anti-counterfeiting before the campaign. Let those opportunistic sellers come in first. Then, collect evidence against them externally. During the campaign, piece together the chain of evidence for their counterfeit sales. When the time comes, we’ll announce our online anti-counterfeiting results in batches. Release one batch first, to make the small and medium-sized sellers who deal in counterfeits feel insecure.”

Guru Lei nodded and asked, “What else?”

Li Mu hesitated slightly before saying, “The other thing is, once we start online anti-counterfeiting, we need to find ways to create public opinion in the industry when we announce our results, especially within the circles of small and medium-sized sellers. Ideally, we should be able to leak our anti-counterfeiting list through sellers, but externally, we need to make it appear as if it’s an internal leak.”

Guru Lei frowned, thought for a moment, and then asked Li Mu, “You mean we should compile a list of all counterfeit sellers, officially announce a portion of them first to create panic, and then leak the rest through an internal leak?”

“Exactly!” Li Mu said, “The leaked list must be comprehensive, including shop names, shop credit ratings, sales data, and even the shop owner’s identity and contact information.”

Guru Lei looked puzzled.

Guru Lei didn’t know about Li Mu’s previous plan to “use tainted meat to attract flies,” but Senior Brother Liu was very clear about it. As soon as he heard Li Mu’s words, his eyes widened, and he blurted out, “You mean that once this list is leaked, Letao will try to leverage it?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Once Letao is pressured into a desperate situation by us, they will definitely look for opportunities to counterattack. While I don’t know if they will exploit this loophole, I hope they don’t. But if they do, then I’m sorry, because the path to legislation against e-commerce counterfeiting might just have to make an example of them!”

Upon hearing this, Guru Lei immediately understood Li Mu’s intentions and exclaimed, “This is a ‘fishing enforcement’ operation!”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s right, it’s fishing enforcement!”

Li Mu wanted to create an opportunity for Letao to make a mistake. If Taobao were to shut down a batch of sellers with a certain level of credibility and customer base, and then “internally leak” the specific information and contact details of these sellers, it would undoubtedly be a huge temptation for Letao.

Because these sellers are very mature small and medium-sized sellers: they have supply chains, experience, and can get started quickly. If Letao could draw these people to their platform, it would mean bringing in a huge number of potential users and order volume. For an e-commerce platform, the most important data points are user traffic, order volume, and transaction volume. These shop owners, once shut down by Taobao, would also be very eager to switch platforms and continue making money. So, once they join a new platform, they would definitely work hard to attract customers, for the sake of their own interests, which would significantly boost the website’s data.

If Letao could resist touching this “tainted meat,” Li Mu might allow Letao to survive in the cracks, as he couldn’t monopolize e-commerce entirely in the future; more and more new platforms would emerge and establish themselves. But as long as they didn’t threaten his position as the boss, Li Mu could maintain a relationship where they kept to their own lanes.

However! If Letao couldn’t resist this “tainted meat,” the nature of their actions would be extremely abhorrent. It would prove that for their own development, they could tacitly approve or even privately encourage the proliferation of counterfeit goods on their platform, and that was something Li Mu absolutely could not accept. At that point, Li Mu would use every means possible to eliminate them!

…

As the four enjoyed their drinks and barbecue skewers, it was already past nine in the morning in New York.

The news of eBay and Muyun Technology jointly investing in PayPal had been extensively reported by American media early that day. In particular, the translated version of Li Mu’s press conference remarks had been broadcast on New York TV stations in the morning. This time, the Muyun Technology press conference hosted by Li Mu caused a sensation among the elite, especially those in financial and securities circles.

Although it was a Muyun Technology press conference, to Americans, it was essentially a press conference held by Muyun Technology on behalf of eBay. Since Muyun Technology was not publicly listed, the bullish news Li Mu announced at the conference would directly influence eBay’s opening share price that morning.

For the capital market, this collaboration between eBay and Muyun Technology was indeed a significant piece of bullish news. Firstly, the bearish news that had largely been digested was suddenly reversed. eBay had not missed out on PayPal; instead, it had jointly invested in PayPal with Muyun Technology. Although it wasn’t a 100% full acquisition, a controlling stake was sufficient.

This meant that PayPal, with the joint investment from Muyun Technology and eBay, now had even greater potential for valuation. And eBay, as the controlling stake holder with 51% of PayPal’s shares, naturally saw its own valuation increase significantly.

Moreover, Muyun Technology currently had extremely strong development momentum. For eBay to establish a partnership with Muyun Technology through PayPal was far stronger than fighting alone!

Therefore, the securities market had already entered a state of excitement today, with everyone eagerly awaiting how much eBay’s share price would recover when it opened at 9:30 AM.

Also eagerly awaiting the opening was Wei Jun, Wei Lan’s father.

He held one million eBay shares, progressively accumulating them after the price reached 49 dollars. His average holding cost after acquiring one million shares was 48.4 dollars. According to the most conservative estimates from current securities analysts, this stock could potentially rise above 63.5 dollars in the near future, boosted by this wave of bullish news.

The eBay shares in Wei Jun’s hands would yield a profit of over fifteen dollars per share. This amounted to at least fifteen million dollars in profit!





Chapter 915: Stock Price Soars

Wei Jun, holding one million shares of eBay stock, was currently a little too excited to bear it.

After all, he was once a real estate developer with some influence in Huzhou City. Logically, he shouldn’t be so uncomposed when it came to money. However, Wei Jun knew in his heart that although his assets had grown over his many years in real estate, they were basically the profits from the previous project, including the principal, which were then immediately reinvested into the next one. It was very rare for him to hold a large amount of cash at once.

This time, after just a few days of short-term trading, he already had an estimated potential profit of more than ten million US dollars, which meant an upcoming cash income of over one hundred million Renminbi. To acquire such a huge profit in such a short amount of time was truly terrifying.

Li Mu didn’t know Wei Jun was playing such a large game. He had originally thought that he definitely wouldn’t be able to catch this opportunity, and neither would many people around him. Since that was the case, he might as well do Wei Lan a favor and let her dad, who was in the US, buy at the bottom. He never expected Wei Jun to trust Li Mu, whom he had never met, so much. He invested an astonishing one million shares, not only putting in his entire fortune but also borrowing a lot of short-term “usury” loans.

Wei Lan also didn’t know how many eBay shares her dad had bought. Seeing that it was almost time for the NASDAQ market in the US to open, Wei Lan, who had just arrived home, opened her laptop and video-called her dad across the ocean. Wei Jun was currently on a YY video call while also having his stock trading software open, eagerly anticipating the market open.

Seeing her dad particularly excited on the video call, Wei Lan jokingly said, “Dad, you’re going to make a lot of money this time, aren’t you? Are you going to give me some pocket money later?”

Wei Jun laughed heartily and said, “Once Dad cashes out the stocks, I’ll buy you a new villa in Ziyun Villa!”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but laugh and say, “Old Comrade Wei, a villa in Ziyun Villa costs at least twenty to thirty million, so how much can you earn in total this time?”

Wei Jun said earnestly, yet unable to hide his excitement, “One million shares, I can earn at least over ten million US dollars, which is at least one hundred million Renminbi. Buying you a new villa in Ziyun Villa is still very easy. If Li Mu is willing to sell the one you had before, Dad will buy it back for you!”

Wei Lan was startled: “One million shares?! How much money did you invest?!”

Wei Jun said, “Over forty million US dollars, with an average holding cost of 48.4.”

Wei Lan’s voice immediately went up an octave: “Over forty million US dollars?! My goodness, where did you get all that money?”

Wei Lan knew very well that when she sold all her family assets in China, plus what her parents had transferred in advance, it only totaled twenty million US dollars. Now her dad had actually spent over forty million US dollars to buy one million shares of eBay stock, which truly frightened Wei Lan.

Wei Jun then said calmly, “I borrowed some cash temporarily from a few old Chinese friends. The daily interest is 0.33%, and it’s only for a few days, so this small interest can basically be ignored in terms of profit.”

“Huh?” Wei Lan felt a wave of dizziness and said anxiously, “I just leaked a rumor to you so you could buy a little for fun and have something to do. Why did you invest all your money, not to mention borrowing so much more…”

Wei Jun said as if it were perfectly natural, “Isn’t this news from Li Mu? Can he be wrong?”

Wei Lan got anxious, instinctively feeling that her dad’s gambler’s mentality was a huge problem and very serious. So she said very seriously, “Li Mu isn’t necessarily 100% correct. What if he was wrong? What then?”

Wei Jun smiled slightly and said, “Lanlan, although I haven’t met Li Mu, I believe a person like him would only tell you this news if he was absolutely confident. So I think this matter is definitely reliable. Based on that view, I decided to invest a bit more while I had this opportunity, so I could earn a bit more…”

Wei Lan wanted to say something else, but Wei Jun hurriedly said, “Don’t be angry yet, look, Li Mu’s press conference is already well-known in the US now. Everyone predicts that eBay’s stock will surely rise sharply. This proves that Li Mu is indeed very confident, and Dad made the right gamble.”

What Wei Jun said was right. Wei Lan also knew that after the news of eBay’s cooperation with Muyun Technology was released, the stock price would definitely soar. She was simply dissatisfied with her dad’s gambler’s mentality.

His mindset was almost identical to when Juncheng Real Estate put all its assets into those three new housing developments: he was convinced it would succeed, so he hoped to invest as much as possible for a higher return. But what was the result? The project was indeed not misjudged; if it had truly succeeded, the profit margin would have been huge. However, no one expected political issues to be involved. If it weren’t for Li Mu, Juncheng Real Estate would certainly have been devoured by others.

Although Wei Lan’s expression softened a little, she still hoped to have a serious talk with her dad about this. She felt that after the lesson of Juncheng Real Estate, her dad should always remain vigilant. Even if he was confident in something in the future, he should never go all in again. He must leave himself a way out, otherwise, once a problem arose, it would inevitably lead to eternal damnation.

However, before Wei Lan could say anything, Wei Jun on the video call suddenly stood up, excitedly shouting from the computer’s end, “It’s open! It’s open! 65 US dollars! 65 US dollars!”

After excitedly shouting for a while, Wei Jun leaned in and said to the computer’s camera, “Lanlan, eBay’s stock opened at 65 US dollars! Look!”

Wei Jun said this, picked up the camera, and pointed it at the stock trading software on the computer screen. Although black interference-like waves constantly flickered on the screen, Wei Lan still saw that incredible number through the low-resolution camera: 65.3 US dollars! eBay’s stock price exploded!

Everyone watching NASDAQ was astonished at this moment. They anticipated that eBay’s stock would rise sharply, but a rise usually followed a rhythm. Most people did not expect eBay’s stock price to soar by over 30% at the open compared to the closing price of the previous trading day!

In NASDAQ, it’s not uncommon for a stock to surge by 30% in one day, and even over 50% is not rare. However, for a US-listed company’s stock to surge 30% against the trend just because a Chinese enterprise held a press conference—this was a first in the industry!

Wei Jun put down the camera at this moment, pulled out a calculator, fiddled with it for a bit, and excitedly said, “I’ve already made almost seventeen million US dollars in profit!”

Wei Lan felt a wave of dizziness. The prepared arguments she had been brewing completely lost their confidence.

What more could she say? He had earned seventeen million US dollars in just a few days. If she still said he was wrong, not to mention whether she had the confidence, even if she did, would he listen?

Just then, Wei Jun excitedly said, “It’s gone up again! It’s broken past 66 US dollars!”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but rub her nose bridge. How could this be? It was too terrifying!





Chapter 916: Learning to Cut Losses and Realize Gains

“Indeed, it’s too terrifying!”

eBay’s stock price surged as soon as it launched for sale, and continued to climb relentlessly after the opening, a truly frightening momentum…

However, for brokerage firms in the United States, they had great confidence in eBay’s stock price. In their view, eBay’s stock price had at least three strong supports for an increase: one was to make up for previous drops, recovering all that was lost; another was the initially anticipated bullish news, finally acquiring PayPal, which also needed to be digested; and lastly, the immense bullish news of eBay’s cooperation with Muyun Technology. The American market had profoundly realized Muyun Technology’s influence and rapid rise, so eBay’s collaboration with Muyun Technology was a huge piece of bullish news for them.

With three powerful supports for an increase, and brokerage firms and eBay shareholders fanning the flames behind the scenes, the stock price naturally soared like an unbridled wild horse.

Wei Jun exclaimed to the computer, “It looks like the highest price today might break the seventy mark!”

Wei Lan hurriedly asked, “Dad, when are you planning to sell this batch of shares?”

Wei Jun said, “eBay has a strong momentum right now. We should at least hold for a while and see. I think it could hit seventy, or even eighty!”

Wei Lan immediately countered, “You can’t keep holding with that mindset, the risk is too great. You must set four psychological prices in your mind beforehand.”

Wei Jun asked, “Four psychological prices? What kind of psychological prices?”

Wei Lan seriously explained, “The contraction prices when the stock rises and falls; and the empty-position prices when it rises and falls.”

“If the stock continues to rise, once it reaches the rising contraction price, you must immediately tighten up, sell at least part of your shares, recover your principal first, and you can continue to hold the remaining portion; if the stock starts to fall, when it drops to the falling contraction price, you must also immediately sell a portion, recover your principal, and continue to hold and observe the rest;”

“If the stock keeps rising, when it reaches the rising empty-position price, you must sell all your shares and cash out as soon as possible, regardless of whether it has further room to rise in the future, we will withdraw at this price first; if the stock starts to fall, when it reaches the falling empty-position price, you must also sell all your shares, regardless of whether it can rise back up again.”

Wei Lan and Wei Jun had very different mindsets. Wei Lan was rational; before making a decision, she needed sufficient supporting conditions, without a gambler’s mentality. Wei Jun, however, not only had a gambler’s mentality but also lacked the courage to cut losses and realize gains. A mindset like his was the most unsuitable for stock trading.

Driven by his gambler’s mentality, Wei Jun built stock positions without leaving any reserves, which was extremely dangerous.

In Wei Lan’s view, even with the information Li Mu revealed, he shouldn’t have thrown all his assets in at once while also incurring debt everywhere to further expand his positions. This was the most standard gambler’s mentality. In such a situation, even a slight mishap could lead to dooming forever.

And the weakness of not being good at cutting losses and realizing gains made him more easily led by the nose by stock prices. The more he earned, the less willing he was to withdraw, always feeling there was greater profit potential; the more he lost, the less willing he was to cut flesh from one’s own body, always hoping the stock price would rise back up, and in the end, the stock kept undergoing protracted negotiation up and down in his hands, gradually depleting all the original profits.

It’s hard to cut losses in time, and even harder to realize gains in time! Precisely because of this, Wei Lan insisted that her father must set these four psychological prices in advance and strictly adhere to them.

Wei Jun thought for a long time, then said, “I think eBay’s stock price, looking long-term, could at least hit one hundred dollars. So let’s set one hundred dollars as that rising contraction price you mentioned…”

Wei Lan immediately pulled a long face and said, “Dad! Li Mu clearly said short-term back then; he never suggested holding eBay stock for mid-to-long-term! Even if eBay can reach one hundred dollars in the future, who knows how long that will be! Moreover, you don’t know what proportion of the current surge is being promoted by market makers behind the scenes. If they want to use this wave of bullish news to attract retail investors to take over at high prices, then once the stock price reaches their psychological price, they will immediately sell a large quantity of eBay shares, and then the stock price will certainly plummet.”

After saying this, Wei Lan especially used the most serious tone to persuade, “Dad, no matter what you do in the future, you must learn to realize gains and cut losses. Our family has already suffered this kind of loss…”

Wei Jun hesitated for a moment, and his expression gradually grew serious. Wei Lan was right; his gambler’s mentality was indeed too strong, and he had no concept of realizing gains or cutting losses. From the beginning of his business ventures until now, all he thought about was how to maximize profit, never considering when to stop. Almost every game he played was an all-in bet. His luck had lasted for over ten years, but he lost completely in the biggest gamble. If it weren’t for Li Mu, his family of three would probably have no prospects for their current life.

This time, although Li Mu kindly gave him insider information, Li Mu’s advice was also to do a short-term trade, buy low and sell high, make a profit, and withdraw. If he really intended to switch to mid-to-long-term, without Li Mu’s insider information, his confidence would immediately diminish by more than half.

After thinking for a long time, Wei Jun said, “How about this: if the stock price breaks seventy dollars, I’ll sell seven hundred fifty thousand shares first to recover the principal, and keep two hundred fifty thousand shares; if it falls below sixty-five, I’ll sell eight hundred thousand shares; if it rises to seventy-five dollars or falls to fifty-five dollars, I’ll sell everything.”

Wei Lan sighed lightly and said, “How about I ask Li Mu tomorrow and see what he says.”

Wei Jun immediately nodded, “That would be for the best!”

…

The soaring stock price immediately made eBay the romantic partner that major American media outlets scrambled to report on. Most media were extremely optimistic about eBay’s multiple collaborations with Muyun Technology and PayPal, lavishing praise in their reports, and even Muyun Technology benefited significantly.

Multiple pieces of bullish news promoting it, extensive media coverage, plus various operations by brokerage firms and shareholders, drove eBay’s stock price to sixty-eight dollars in one go on the first trading day after Li Mu held the press conference.

Li Mu only learned of this news the next morning China time. The sixty-eight-dollar stock price stunned Li Mu for a long time, and then he kept regretting not taking such a good money-making opportunity just because he found it troublesome. If he truly wanted to make money, there would certainly have been a way to operate even across the ocean.

Amazed by the unexpectedly positive feedback from the American market, Li Mu opened some American media websites to get a general understanding of their reports regarding eBay’s cooperation with Muyun Technology. He found that the American media’s reporting customs duties were highly consistent, all talking about eBay’s various positive development spaces in the future, yet a potential bearish news was not reported in the domestic media: the agreement for eBay to avoid Taobao’s sharp edge in the China market in the future.

The internet market in China is growing larger and larger; for a company like eBay, it is a very important territory for its future vast empire. If eBay is to avoid Taobao’s sharp edge in China in the future, it means that eBay’s future development models and imaginable space are considerably smaller. Although eBay does not have very direct business conflicts with Taobao at present, this is ultimately a constraint on future development. If it were reported, it would have some impact on eBay’s stock price.

Based on Li Mu’s understanding of American media, roughly speaking, American media is mostly objective, and different media outlets have different left and right leanings, some conservative, some radical, so their reports should each have their own arguments. Such a harmonious universal rejoicing is indeed somewhat strange. He estimated that even if there were no serious shady dealings, someone was at least lobbying behind the scenes.

America itself is a country with a very evident lobbying system; there is lobbying in politics, lobbying in economics, and lobbying in popular entertainment. The media, needless to say, is the only key that can directly connect with politics, economics, and entertainment. People often, with various motives, lobby the media to keep the media customs duties consistent.

Referring to this point, Li Mu felt that it was possible that powerful forces were fanning the flames by leveraging eBay’s surging trend. As for their romantic partner, since he hadn’t bought eBay stock, it had nothing to do with him, so he naturally wasn’t bothered to care.

Moreover, Li Mu had little interest in eBay; its future development space was not large, far inferior to PayPal. For now, he had already secured twenty-nine percent of PayPal’s shares, at least locking in an additional tens of billions of dollars, or even over one hundred billion dollars, in market value for Muyun Technology ten years from now. After this, even if eBay perished utterly, it would have nothing to do with him.

Domestic media, however, displayed a unified customs duties of universal rejoicing regarding eBay’s stock surge. Almost all media, in their reports, glorified Muyun Technology’s reputation, as they believed that eBay’s stock price was able to rise so ferociously almost entirely thanks to Li Mu.

Therefore, domestic media stirred up another wave of praise for Li Mu. The only thing that surprised Li Mu was that no media had reported in detail on the content of his speech from yesterday.

The media made detailed reports regarding eBay’s stock surge, some even advance party consulting American securities experts, but no media compiled Li Mu’s remarks customs duties real estate prices into a written report.

Li Mu felt quite surprised. Last night, when he had dinner with Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei, both of them thought he would definitely be flamed online today, even if not by name, there would be experts and scholars running out to implicitly challenge him. But he didn’t expect the media to give it cold treatment. Just as American media did not report for duty on eBay’s limited development in China, Chinese media also did not report his bold predictions on housing prices.

Li Mu searched a large number of domestic media websites, and even specifically went out and bought several newspapers, returning to flip through them page by page. All news reports customs duties his Renmin University speech last night only mentioned his appeal for young people to believe in miracles and citing Heinrich Schliemann’s true story as an example. As for his remarks customs duties housing prices later, not a single word was mentioned in the media.

In an instant, Li Mu’s mood became especially heavy.

The media maintaining such high consistency must indicate a driving force promoting it behind the scenes, and no matter who is promoting it, their core objective is to control the spread of his related statements.

It seems that housing prices are still constantly tied to the fundamental interests of so many people, and they will not permit their interests to be challenged by him.

Li Mu was melancholy. He had never thought of controlling housing price growth, and he knew he simply lacked that ability. His only thought was that he didn’t want so many slow to realize young people to be constrained by housing in the future, hoping to remind them to be proactive to the best of his ability. But what he could do was probably only this much. If he delved deeper, it would likely bring him unnecessary trouble.





Chapter 917: Crashed and Burned

Li Mu’s overwhelming sniper attack left Mr. Ma utterly despondent. Although he had inwardly sentenced Letao to death, surrendering without a fight was impossible for him. Therefore, for the sake of dignity, for the investors, and for the team, he had to fight this battle no matter what, even if the odds were vastly uneven, he wouldn’t admit defeat early.

At eight o’clock in the morning, Mr. Ma was already at the company, eagerly taking all of Letao’s data from the past twelve hours from the night shift technicians. His heart was as anxious as a student desperately waiting for their college entrance examination results.

Mr. Ma was also well aware that no matter how the internet industry developed, “data” was the most authentic and core reference standard.

For example: How to measure the strength of a news website? The most basic way is to look at daily unique visitors, average page views per person, and average user visit duration. These three data points can basically represent everything.

Daily unique users represent website traffic, which is the most fundamental data, representing the website’s user base;

Average page views per person represent the quality of website content. If one website has an average of five page views per person, and another has ten, there’s no doubt that the latter’s content quality is much better than the former’s. Leaving traffic aside, Qidian Chinese Net’s average page views per person would certainly be much higher than a small, lesser-known literature website. The reason is simple: Qidian Chinese Net’s content quality is definitely superior.

Average user visit duration represents the website’s user stickiness. The higher the average visit duration, the higher the user loyalty. Such websites are also easier to convert users. For example, Youku users definitely spend much more time on Youku daily than Ku6 users spend on Ku6, showing a vast difference in the strength of the two websites.

If Mr. Ma wanted to know the promotional effect of Letao over the next eight days, wanted to estimate the order volume and transaction volume of the September 29th Letao major promotion, and wanted to predict Letao’s overall development potential in the future, he first needed an objective data point as a reference standard. This data was the performance over the twelve hours from eight o’clock last night, when the promotion launched, to eight o’clock this morning.

What filled Mr. Ma with despair was that Letao’s data over the past twelve hours was far lower than his lowest expectations!

In Letao’s first twelve hours online, the number of new registered users was only thirteen thousand…

Letao’s goal was to increase registered users by eight million within eight days, averaging one million registered users per day!

Twelve hours had passed, and the number of new users was merely thirteen thousand, not even reaching two percent of the target!

As for visitors, there were around four hundred thousand, meaning only one out of every thirty visitors registered.

This data was so tragic it would make listeners grieve and onlookers weep.

An advertising budget of over two million yuan per day, converted to twelve hours, was one million yuan!

One million yuan in advertising, placed in densely populated East China and South China areas. It ran one round at eight o’clock last night and another at ten o’clock. Based on the ratings, it should have reached tens of millions of people, yet only a mere four hundred thousand people visited. This data was truly disastrous!

According to this data, in the past twelve hours, Letao’s one million yuan investment only yielded four hundred thousand visits, meaning the cost to acquire one visitor was as high as 2.5 yuan!

And the cost to acquire one registered user exceeded seventy-five yuan.

One million yuan invested! Only thirteen thousand users gained! This cost was astonishingly high! This unit price, when calculated, was more than ten times higher than the cost of acquiring an APP download user during the mobile internet battle era. In the present day, this data was utterly crashed and burned!

After Mr. Ma finished reviewing all the data, he was plunged into a deep despair, a despair more intense than ever before. This dismal data meant he had wasted an enormous amount of money, and this money wasn’t his, but the investors’. Upon seeing this data, the investors would surely be utterly disappointed in Letao, and even in him!

Mr. Ma, almost about to go berserk, immediately notified all core employees to attend a meeting, including William Young, the Amazon representative who had not yet arrived at the company.

At nine o’clock sharp, in front of the core employees, William Young, and Li Guoqing, he unreservedly presented the data from the past twelve hours.

Four hundred thousand visitors, thirteen thousand registered users, a promotional cost of 2.5 yuan per unique visitor, and seventy-six yuan per registered user…

Such terrible data was simply crashed and burned. Just considering such high user acquisition costs, what would they have to sell to earn it back?

All of Letao’s employees were devastated after seeing this data. Even William Young, the Amazon executive who had always advocated for increasing promotional investment and often used to pick on Mr. Ma, lost his former arrogance and was plunged into deep apprehension.

Facts proved that it was a blessing in disguise that Mr. Ma didn’t listen to him about increasing promotional investment. Otherwise, with this conversion rate, let alone two million US dollars, even twenty million US dollars would have resulted in utter defeat, and a much more tragic one.

With such a terrible conversion rate, if it were truly because he had pushed for additional advertising investment, he would have had to take the blame for Mr. Ma. Fortunately, his bro from China didn’t pay him any mind; otherwise…

In short, for William Young, this truly was a blessing in disguise.

Mr. Ma, almost questioning his existence, forced himself to calm down in front of so many people, casting aside all negative emotions, and led everyone in a careful analysis of the key points.

With a pale face, clearly lacking color, Mr. Ma wrote several key indicators on the blackboard: amount of exposure, converted visits, converted users.

Then, Mr. Ma mustered up morale and said, “First, it’s certain that Taobao absolutely could not have affected the amount of exposure of our ads. In other words, our two rounds of promotion during prime time last night had a very large basic display volume. Conservatively estimated, at least thirty million people saw our ads. Is this beyond doubt?”

Everyone nodded.

Indeed, Li Mu could influence the conversion effect after the display, but not the display volume. Two rounds of prime time promotion last night certainly had tens of millions in display volume.

Mr. Ma gritted his teeth and said, “Given that the amount of exposure was sufficiently guaranteed, why was the converted visit volume so low? My analysis shows that fifty percent of the reason is because Taobao’s damned ads have been relentlessly pursuing us on all TV stations. Their ads consistently played within ten minutes of ours! Moreover, their celebrity lineup was strong, and their ad exposure time was longer. After users watched our ad and then saw Taobao’s ad, the impression of our ad would significantly weaken. So, even though the amount of exposure was large, with Taobao poaching users like this, it’s certain that our number of visitors would be low!”

At this point, Mr. Ma said, his face full of rage, “Before, when we heard that Muyun Technology was booking promotional resources everywhere, we thought they were going to use the opportunity to promote Muyun Technology. Who would have thought that Li Mu’s move was so insidious? All the advertising resources Muyun Technology booked were for Taobao!”

Mr. Ma’s words instantly ignited everyone’s anger!

Yes! Damn it!

Everyone had received news that Muyun Technology was spending a huge amount of money to book promotional resources nationwide. But at that time, Muyun Technology was developing rapidly overseas, and Li Mu, due to Muyun Technology and YY being at its zenith, made everyone assume Muyun Technology was booking promotional resources for its own use. Who would have thought that Li Mu was already targeting Letao at that time! It was utterly despicable!

After a round of curses, Mr. Ma, his face dark, added, “Besides that, there’s another important reason: Taobao’s advertising slogan is too dirty! The phrase ‘Happy to shop the world, all on Taobao.com’ perfectly incorporates the two characters of ‘Letao’! As soon as our ad came out, their ad followed, making celebrities repeat that phrase like a brainwashing slogan, all to wipe away the impression our ad had just left on users’ subconscious! I’ve lived for so many years, but this is the first time I’ve seen such a despicable competitive tactic used in open competition!”

At present, everyone at Letao was united against a common foe, so basically whatever Mr. Ma said, they felt it resonated deeply with them. It seemed as if everything was Taobao setting traps for them, deliberately launching a publicity war against them. However, these people hadn’t considered that by preparing Letao and its promotional activities, they themselves were setting traps for Li Mu; they initiated the war, and Li Mu was merely responding.

At this point, Mr. Ma continued, “As for why our registered user count is also so low, it’s actually because Taobao’s promotional campaign is superior to ours in terms of participating brands, promotional scale, product quantity, and discount力度 (discount strength). Among the four hundred thousand visitors, many must have gone to Letao to check our promotional details, then compared them to Taobao’s event details, found that we were inferior to Taobao in all aspects, and so directly chose Taobao’s promotional event, abandoning us. That’s why it was so difficult to gain registered users.”

The cost of acquiring registered users is much higher than that of visitors because registration consumes more behavioral cost from users. Unless they are interested in the website or have an essential need for it, most browsing users will not choose to become registered users. Once users compare and find Taobao’s promotion more cooperative, ninety percent of them will no longer pay any attention to Letao, let alone register.

Competition between similar products is often this fierce, because users are often making an either-or choice. The vast majority who choose product A will abandon product B, unless product B has an advantage in certain more specific vertical areas. Otherwise, it’s almost impossible for it to have a space to survive. For example, with WeChat being so powerful, anyone who tries to make a second WeChat is doomed to fail, unless they choose a vertical niche to develop fully, creating differentiated competition with WeChat. Just like Momo, if Momo hadn’t focused on “dating” as its selling point, it would have died ten thousand times over by now.

And at present, for these two websites, Taobao and Letao, Letao is simply an inferior copy of Taobao. Not only is it vastly inferior to Taobao in all aspects, but it also failed to create any differentiation from Taobao. Everything it has, Taobao also has, and Taobao’s is far superior. Taobao even has many things Letao doesn’t. In such a situation, Letao has no chance of winning at all!





Chapter 918: The Only Possible Way Out

Taobao’s 929 promotion, compared to Letao’s 929 promotion, was indeed overwhelming in all aspects.

Since Taobao’s advertisements went live, Taobao’s website traffic surged by several million, and registered users increased by nearly one million. The registration conversion rate for visitors exceeded twenty percent.

Given such a high conversion rate, and accounting for a significant portion of visitors who were already Taobao users, it seems the registration conversion rate for this Taobao 929 promotional advertisement exceeded fifty percent.

The reason for such a high conversion rate was indeed that once all of Taobao’s detailed promotional rules went online, various well-known brand discounts were evident at a glance. Additionally, the ability to grab and draw huge spend-and-save Discount coupons was extremely attractive to users.

Backend data showed that for Taobao registered users under thirty years old, the most frequently viewed product category on the promotional activity pages was apparel. This was because many popular domestic brands, highly favored by young people, offered a genuine fifty percent discount in this Taobao promotion, which was indeed a huge draw.

Taobao registered users over thirty years old, on the other hand, paid the most attention to daily necessities and groceries and daily necessities.

Taobao truly put a lot of effort into targeting these users this time. It could be said that all of the daily necessities and groceries and daily necessities products launched by Taobao this time generated an intense desire to buy among its target users, because the prices were genuinely economical, more economical than what users could find through any other channels!

By virtue of its powerful, comprehensive, and highly attractive promotional activities, Taobao not only garnered attention from a massive number of users but also astonished all participating enterprises with its impressive data.

Taobao did not implement pre-sales this time, so there was no direct data to estimate sales volume. However, the number of users who added items to their shopping carts and the number of users who added items to their favorites still provided a very clear indication of a product’s approximate sales during the upcoming promotional period.

For example: one of Procter & Gamble’s shampoo brands launched a highly discounted family set combination during this event: a large 1500 milliliter bottle of shampoo plus a large 1500 milliliter bottle of conditioner, along with an additional gift of a 200 milliliter small travel set, and an extra brand-logoed towel.

The price was already better than in stores, and it came with three more free gifts compared to stores. On top of that, it supported a 199 minus 50 Discount coupon. Many users over thirty years old, who had never experienced online promotions, were extremely excited by this promotional intensity. Within twelve hours, over one million users had added this set to their shopping carts or favorites.

Over one million people added items to their shopping carts or favorites in just twelve hours. While it wouldn’t be possible to multiply this by sixteen over an eight-day period, multiplying it by five wouldn’t be an issue. In that case, it would be five million sets, and even if the final conversion rate was only half, that would still be two point five million sets! For enterprises, this data truly left them astonished and ecstatic.

This time, Li Mu hoped to completely open up the e-commerce landscape with this round of activities, not only to get netizens accustomed to buying electronic products online but also all other daily necessities, in order to induce them to develop online shopping habits. To achieve this goal, significant price reductions and promotions for the products themselves were necessary.

Small profits but quick turnover is the most typical business rule in the e-commerce sector. For platforms like JD.com, the extent to which they promote Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) sales is exceptionally capable. Many people don’t usually feel it, but a quick estimate of their sales volume or a look at their Front Desk data can give a general idea.

For example, if you search for shampoo on JD.com, a certain ‘Ting’ brand series of shampoos and conditioners has over 760,000 comments. This product series consists of five models, each priced at 65.9 yuan. Assuming a purchase-to-comment ratio of five to one for JD.com users, this means behind those 760,000 comments, there were at least 3.8 million purchases! Moreover, since most users don’t habitually leave comments, this ratio could be even higher.

With 3.8 million purchases, at a unit price of 65.9 yuan, the sales revenue for this product series on JD.com reached 250 million yuan!

Similarly, a single iPhone 6S product on JD.com had over 780,000 comments. Calculating with the same five to one purchase-to-comment ratio, the actual sales volume was 3.9 million units. The unit price of an iPhone 6S is far higher than that of shampoo. Considering the different pricing for various capacities, assuming an average transaction price of 5500 yuan, JD.com then sold 21.45 billion yuan worth of iPhone 6S smartphones!

To put it another way, if user commenting activity is higher for more expensive products, assuming a two point five to one purchase-to-comment ratio for Apple phones, then JD.com still sold at least 10 billion yuan worth of iPhone 6S units!

Just one product sold for tens of billions of yuan! And it was self-operated! Such a platform is simply an exceptionally capable entity. It makes all enterprises pay special attention to it, and its decision-making power is naturally extremely strong. Furthermore, even if it consistently reports losses, its valuation is extremely high.

What Li Mu wanted was to establish Taobao’s exceptionally capable image in front of all enterprises through this event. As long as this succeeds, all future enterprises will become Taobao’s most loyal suppliers and partners.

At that time, they would not only have to offer Taobao more favorable terms and longer payment periods, but also more customized services. It’s possible that in the future, every brand under Procter & Gamble will launch Taobao-exclusive sets, and many smartphone manufacturers might also be willing to release Taobao-exclusive phones. All of these could significantly boost Taobao’s platform and brand awareness.

In the past twelve hours, Taobao not only allowed netizens across the country to enter a frenzy of online shopping and frantic purchases ahead of schedule but also filled all brands participating in this promotion with extreme excitement. Simultaneously, its own platform’s user base continued to climb, yielding immense gains.

However, Letao’s last twelve hours were truly miserable.

The crashed and burned promotional data plunged Mr. Ma and the entire Letao team into deep despair.

Data never lies, no matter the time. At this rate, with 13,000 registered users in twelve hours, that’s 26,000 in a day. Even if we’re optimistic and say 30,000 a day, that’s only 240,000 over eight days…

If over 16 million yuan in promotional costs were spent for only 240,000 registered users, this would surely become the biggest joke and most failed promotional case in the history of the internet industry.

The cost of acquiring users for any platform or product would never be this high.

If there were truly only 240,000 registered users, how many would actually make a purchase during the promotion? Even with a more optimistic estimate of fifty percent of users placing orders, with an average customer unit price of 100 yuan, the total sales revenue for the entire promotional activity would only be 12 million yuan…

This data was simply enough to make one want to die!

On one hand, Li Mu brought eBay along to invest in PayPal, and the three-way Joint venture, PayPal, was immediately favored across the entire United States. The valuations of all three companies rapidly soared because of this cooperation;

On the other hand, Mr. Ma, with Alibaba, Amazon, and Dangdang, formed a three-way Joint venture to create Letao and organized a promotional activity. The advertising budget alone was over 16 million yuan, yet the total sales revenue for the promotional activity was only 12 million yuan! Moreover, with a total sales revenue of 12 million yuan, there was almost no profit. Including the invested manpower and resources, Letao would lose over 20 million yuan on this promotional activity…

Comparing these two situations, Mr. Ma almost wished he could find a crack in the ground to crawl into.

William Young was also embarrassed. What to do? Amazon still wanted to use Letao to enter the China market. Now, it seemed they had just taken their first step in China and stepped into a trap laid by Li Mu. The monetary losses were insignificant, but considering the impact on Amazon’s overall strategic planning in China, the indirect losses were immense.

But he was helpless. Letao was currently being relentlessly pounded by Taobao in the ring, attacked both high and low. There was no referee in the ring; who could rescue Letao from this desperate situation now?

In his despair, Mr. Ma erupted with indignation, stating with extreme seriousness to everyone in the conference room: “We cannot continue to sit by and await death! It seems our entire previously planned promotion has been crippled by Muyun Technology. We must think of other ways!”

Lu Zhaoxi said: “If that’s the case, instead of pouring so much money into promotion, we might as well just direct the money to the users themselves. We convert users through media, but with Li Mu causing such a disruption, the cost of acquiring one registered user now exceeds 75 yuan. Wouldn’t it be better if we changed our approach and offered discounts directly to users?”

Saying this, Lu Zhaoxi added: “If we could offer a 20 yuan cash discount to each registered user, the number of user registrations would surely skyrocket! That would be much better than spending 75 yuan to acquire a single registered user like this!”

Cai Chongxin said: “Old Lu, don’t forget, even if we temporarily change our strategy and increase promotional intensity, the news of our increased promotional intensity still needs to be disseminated through media. Otherwise, even if we were to offer users a 99 minus 50 spend-and-save on top of existing discounts, users wouldn’t receive the message at all. So, we can’t save on promotional costs.”

Lu Zhaoxi clicked his tongue.

His emotions were a bit agitated, and his thoughts a bit one-sided. He had only considered that instead of spending 75 yuan to acquire one registered user, it would be better to directly subsidize users with that money. However, he had overlooked that no matter what promotional strategy Letao adopted, they would still have to rely on media for information dissemination. Therefore, saving on promotional costs was impossible. The only thing they could do now was to find a way to increase the promotion’s conversion rate.

Everyone present was deep in thought. Mr. Ma also furrowed his brows tightly, remaining silent.

Currently, there appeared to be three ways to improve the promotion’s conversion rate.

The first method: similarly hiring first-tier celebrities for advertisements. But it was definitely too late for that. The 929 promotion date couldn’t be changed. By the time they found celebrities, negotiated prices, shot the ads, and completed post-production, it would probably already be October;

The second method: following Taobao’s connections / channels, finding a large number of famous brands to join. Letao’s brands for this event, in terms of quantity, quality, and brand awareness, were left hundreds of streets behind by Taobao. If they could somehow enhance brand appeal, it would certainly boost conversions. But then, another problem arose: who would they partner with now? Taobao was watching intently; major brands would certainly not risk offending Taobao to cooperate with Letao. So, this path was also very difficult.

The third method: increasing promotional intensity! Didn’t Taobao have spend-and-save at various tiers, and even 199 minus 198 Discount coupons that could be grabbed? Letao could also introduce additional Discount coupons, using genuine discounts to attract users’ attention.

Currently, only the third method seemed to be the only possible way out, but problems still existed.

Once they decided to offer additional discounts to users, it meant Letao would have to bear the cost of these extra discounts themselves. If it genuinely attracted a substantial number of users, it would be a significant expense. Their profit margin was already very low; if they added an extra 99 minus 20 spend-and-save, Letao would essentially lose at least 15 yuan for every 99 yuan worth of goods a user purchased.

Mr. Ma wasn’t afraid to lose a little money to gain recognition, but he was afraid of setting the wrong pace. The internet industry hadn’t truly entered the stage of burning money for fierce competition yet, but Li Mu had forced Mr. Ma to a point where he would have to burn money just to regain some room for negotiation. Mr. Ma was very worried, specifically about what would happen if Taobao fully followed suit once this unhealthy competitive model was initiated?

What if, after he decided to lose 10 million yuan to gain recognition, Taobao was willing to lose 30 million yuan to compete fiercely against him?

He didn’t have much readily available cash, but Li Mu, on the other hand, had at least several billion yuan in secured (cash) from Taobao in hand!

If he were to fight with Li Mu to the death like this, once his funds couldn’t keep up, he would immediately fail at the last step…





Chapter 919: A Pillow When Drowsy

No matter how much Mr. Ma suffered, Taobao’s 929 major promotion advertisements continued.

Starting from the morning, three new celebrities became Taobao’s advertising endorsers: Du Wei, Yu Quan, and Xiao Yaxuan.

This year, Du Wei has gained considerable fame across the Strait and in the three regions. Although her works are not yet numerous, several of her songs are classics, and with the strong backing of Li Mu, Leslie Cheung, and others, her domestic recognition is very high.

Yu Quan became incredibly popular starting last year and remains the most popular group in China.

Since her song ‘The Most Familiar Stranger’ at the end of the last century, Xiao Yaxuan has been one of Taiwan’s Heavenly Queens of pop music, so her fame is naturally no problem at all.

Even everyone at Letao hadn’t anticipated that Li Mu’s crushing sniping from yesterday would have new tricks up its sleeve. He was using first-tier celebrities as if they cost nothing.

When Taobao’s second wave of celebrity advertisements was released, it had essentially suppressed Letao’s advertising presence in the public’s mind to the extreme. Li Mu made a comprehensive assessment of Letao’s current situation and basically concluded that Mr. Ma’s current promotion would definitely result in a loss. Taobao had achieved absolute dominance over Letao in all aspects, and even its capital reserves were much higher than Mr. Ma’s. If it truly entered a money-burning mode, he would be completely unable to keep up with Li Mu’s pace.

For Li Mu, he naturally wouldn’t blindly initiate a money-burning mode of competition, but he couldn’t take Mr. Ma lightly. Therefore, all necessary preparations had to be made. His core requirement for Guru Lei was to keep a close eye on Letao. If Letao made any new moves in this dead end, they must be immediately wiped out, leaving no future troubles.

Taobao’s overwhelming promotional offensive instantly made Li Mu the most publicly concerned entrepreneur in China, bar none.

Muyun Technology’s popularity hadn’t waned yet when Taobao’s large-scale promotion heat was stirred up overnight. The internet was flooded with news related to Li Mu. From Muyun Technology to Taobao, from mainland China to overseas markets, every media outlet heavily reported on Li Mu’s two enterprises with extensive coverage.

As a result, for both the media and the public, Muyun Technology and Taobao are now more than just two enterprises.

Never before has a company, like these two, been able to so significantly change the public’s way of life and penetrate so deeply into their daily lives. Li Mu not only used the internet to transform the public’s lifestyle but also brought them a sense of national pride, something they had never experienced before through a domestic enterprise. This greatly elevated the image of both companies in the public’s mind. When people think of these two companies, they don’t see them as profit-seeking enterprises, nor do they see Li Mu as a profit-seeking merchant. Instead, they harbor a genuine and immense sense of goodwill and pride towards Li Mu and his two enterprises.

For an enterprise to reach this level is truly not easy. In his past life, China had so many giant internet companies, yet there were virtually none that could genuinely evoke such strong public goodwill and pride.

Meanwhile, good news arrived successively.

First was the issue of Muyun Technology employees’ visas.

Originally, such a large-scale visa application was indeed a problem, and the US Embassy’s approval speed was a bit sluggish. However, now eBay and PayPal have jointly sent official business invitations to Muyun Technology.

The weight of official business invitations from two well-known American internet companies was indeed significant for the US Embassy’s visa officers. They paid extra attention to this batch of Muyun Technology employees applying for business visas, almost immediately communicating directly with Muyun Technology to expedite a group interview process and finalize the visas in the shortest possible time.

After Li Mu heard this news from Lin Qingya, he immediately showed his unscrupulous merchant nature and said to her, “Please communicate again with the persons in charge of the technology, product, market, and promotion departments. Since we have this opportunity, let’s process business visas for more employees in advance. Try to get more than half of the employees in these departments done at once. With business visas, we can increase our personnel investment in the US market anytime in the future.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Then I’ll organize a meeting shortly to discuss it with them.”

Then, Lin Qingya added, “Oh, and regarding what you asked me to communicate with the Municipal Government Office, they’ve already given a clear reply. Our momentum has indeed been too strong recently, and the Municipal Government hopes the leadership inspection happens as soon as possible, ideally tomorrow.”

Li Mu smiled, “It seems the Municipal Party Committee leaders are also very eager. We’ve just met their needs perfectly.”

Given the current momentum of Muyun Technology and Taobao, the municipal leaders indeed hoped to come and inspect. This would, on one hand, demonstrate the Municipal Party Committee’s high regard for these two enterprises, and on the other hand, allow them to leverage the news buzz, killing two birds with one stone. However, the Municipal Party Committee was also concerned that a super busy person like Li Mu might not have time to deal with them at the moment. They worried that if they proactively approached Li Mu now, he might refuse due to being tied up, which wouldn’t look good for the Municipal Party Committee.

But what they hadn’t expected was that Li Mu actually had Lin Qingya proactively contact the Municipal Party Committee, hoping to invite the Municipal Party Committee leaders to inspect Muyun Technology. This was truly like someone offering a pillow when one is drowsy; Li Mu was simply too considerate.

Actually, Li Mu’s thinking was very simple. Inviting leaders to inspect when his enterprise’s reputation and influence were at their peak would not only allow him to seize the opportunity to present demands to the leaders but also to do them a favor. Media outlets across the entire country were paying attention to Muyun Technology. When leaders came to inspect at this time, they would naturally also be noticed by hundreds of media outlets. In the official circles of the Municipal Party Committee, such significant media exposure was a rare and highly sought-after opportunity.

Therefore, Li Mu was making things convenient for himself, and at the same time, for the Municipal Party Committee leaders.

So, the Municipal Party Committee leaders responded almost immediately: “Better sooner than later for good news; the inspection should happen as quickly as possible, ideally tomorrow.”

Lin Qingya understood Li Mu’s intentions, so she said, “Then I’ll reply to the Municipal Party Committee Office and suggest setting it for tomorrow at ten in the morning. How does that sound?”

Li Mu nodded, “The timing is perfect. You go coordinate it. Once the time and itinerary are confirmed, inform the media.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Don’t worry, I understand.”

After Lin Qingya left, Li Mu called Senior Brother Liu. Senior Brother Liu was back in Yanjing, so Li Mu asked him to come to Muyun Technology tomorrow morning. When the leaders inspect Muyun Technology and they discuss matters privately, Li Mu wanted to bring up Taobao’s needs with the leaders as well. Therefore, Senior Brother Liu’s presence as Taobao’s general manager was very necessary.





Chapter 923: Under Review

”

New Chapter 923 is still under review…

”

”

Chapter 923 might contain some sensitive words. I uploaded it after 11 o’clock, and it still hasn’t appeared. This made it impossible for me to release 924 as well. It’s truly awkward…

”

”

If it still doesn’t appear by tomorrow morning, I’ll ask the great editors what’s going on. In any case, the updates won’t be fewer, so everyone can rest assured…

”

”

Frustrating.

”





Chapter 920: Let the Superiors State Their Demands First

After Taobao had already amazed the whole country on its Brand Day, it had become a key national high-tech demonstration enterprise. The series of tax exemption policies it received could certainly be called a grand move in government support for enterprises. However, at that time, the Municipal Government was not involved. Precisely many areas related to people’s livelihood, such as policies for outstanding talent to secure permanent residency and the application and approval processes for enterprise land use, all require communication with the Municipal Government.

The two major difficulties for Beijing Drifters are securing permanent residency and purchasing a home, which are also the core problems Li Mu intended to solve for his employees.

Homes were easier to deal with. Multiple communities on the East Third Ring Road had already begun construction, and a large number of welfare housing units reserved for the employees of both companies would gradually be completed in the future. The future Metro Line 10 would allow direct commute from the East Third Ring Road to Zhongguancun, making it convenient and fast.

Moreover, in Li Mu’s opinion, it would be even better if the Municipal Government could approve a bit of residential land for the two companies.

There were many precedents for enterprise housing, though most of these benefits were typically enjoyed by state-owned enterprises or even Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises. However, some rapidly developing private enterprises also frequently received support from local governments regarding enterprise residential land. The land prices for enterprise housing were very low, possibly even given away for free by the government. For companies, housing construction costs would be significantly lower than for commercial apartments.

For employees, enterprise housing was no different in any other aspect, except for the lack of individual property deeds for each unit. What’s more, given Li Mu’s actions/style, Muyun Technology or Taobao’s enterprise housing would absolutely not be used for profit. Employees would only need to pay the cost price, which would certainly be much lower than commercial apartments.

Of course, currently, for both companies, the most important thing was still enterprise office land!

The land Zhao Xianliang had acquired in Hangzhou had given Li Mu great inspiration. As an enterprise with significant contributions and importance to a locality, applying to the government for enterprise land was not a bold move. Furthermore, Muyun Technology and Taobao were both nationally renowned high-tech enterprises; it was only natural for local governments to give them full support.

Once the government approved land allocation for Muyun Technology and Taobao, he would concentrate on developing a headquarters complex capable of accommodating thousands or even tens of thousands of people, preparing for future rapid growth.

Early the next morning, Li Mu arrived at the company and met with Senior Brother Liu, who had arrived early. The two privately finalized the demands they would put forth to the Municipal Party Committee leaders that day. After drafting the demands, Senior Brother Liu asked Li Mu with some concern, “Are we asking for too much? We mustn’t leave a bad impression on the Municipal Party Committee leaders.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Don’t worry, the little bit we’re asking for would indeed be too much for an ordinary enterprise, but in front of the Municipal Government, it’s a piece of cake. The only question is whether they are willing to give it to us, and their willingness hinges on what we can bring to them.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and smiled, “I’m afraid there will always be a negotiation process. It just depends on how much they are willing to finalize in the end. I hope everything goes as we wish.”

Li Mu said with certainty, “It definitely will.”

At ten in the morning, the principal leaders of the Municipal Government, accompanied by district leaders, a group of more than ten officials, arrived punctually at Muyun Technology. Leading them was Ou Guangqing, the head of the Municipal Party Committee.

With the head of the Municipal Party Committee leading the team, this was considered a very high-level reception among local Yanjing enterprises. For a company, even an inspection by a regular ministry or commission leader was not as important as an inspection by the head of the Municipal Party Committee.

Because the Municipal Party Committee, as the local official responsible for welfare, held immense power and could directly offer many beneficial policies to enterprises. From something as small as opening a new bus route specifically for the convenience of businesses, to as large as approving tax reduction and rebate policies or allocating several tens of mu of enterprise land, almost all these matters could be directly finalized by the Municipal Party Committee.

When Minister Zhen last inspected, without instruction from high-level leaders, it would have been difficult for him, given his position, to offer any direct preferential policies to Taobao. But Ou Guangqing was different; he held significant real power and could directly influence Muyun Technology and Taobao.

Today, Ou Guangqing led the inspection of Muyun Technology with considerable anticipation. Li Mu’s motive for proactively inviting the Municipal Party Committee leaders for an inspection was clear as a mirror to Ou Guangqing. In his view, he could provide all the support Li Mu desired, as long as it didn’t lead to any mistakes for himself. However, naturally, he couldn’t grant it too readily.

In Ou Guangqing’s eyes, Li Mu was a prodigy; the speed of his development and rise was simply unimaginable. Both of his enterprises were right under his nose, but before he truly recognized Li Mu’s immense potential, Bigwigs in the high-level leadership were already looking at him in a new light. Moreover, in recent times, Li Mu’s development had reached new heights, expanding beyond national borders and creating influence worldwide. At such a time, as the local official responsible for welfare of the companies’ location, he absolutely had to forge stronger ties with Li Mu.

In front of numerous media cameras, Li Mu shook hands and greeted each of the Municipal Party Committee and District Party Committee leaders, including Ou Guangqing, at Muyun Technology. His attitude in welcoming the leaders’ inspection was exceptionally warm and sincere. Ou Guangqing, in front of the cameras, also repeatedly praised Li Mu as young and promising and affirmed Muyun Technology’s achievements.

The inspection itself was merely going through the motions, primarily to provide sufficient visual material for media reports. The actual work-related content of the inspection was usually conducted privately.

Li Mu led the leaders on a tour of all departments at Muyun Technology, with a focus on the YY department. In front of the cameras, Ou Guangqing highly affirmed YY’s innovation and its achievements both domestically and internationally. In addition, in the presence of the media, he praised YY as China’s most successful internet product and expressed his hope that Li Mu: “Can set a model, driving, and even promoting the development of the entire internet industry in China, especially the joint development of internet companies in Yanjing.”

This seemingly empty rhetoric, however, made Li Mu discern a different flavor.

Firstly, Ou Guangqing’s use of phrases like “drive and even promote” was itself worth pondering. Leaders’ speeches are inherently skillful, even an art in official circles. While “drive” and “promote” might seem similar at first glance, upon closer discernment, the difference between them is significant.

“Drive” implies more of a leading role, but the act of leading isn’t necessarily active; it can also be passive. If Li Mu merely stays ahead of all internet companies in China, he would already be driving the entire national internet industry. As for whether they can keep up, or how closely, that’s their problem, and Li Mu might not actively interfere.

However, “promote” carries a very active meaning. It requires him to actively exert effort to push other internet companies forward, and the sense of responsibility inherent in it was immediately magnified significantly.

Precisely because he caught onto this phrase from Ou Guangqing, Li Mu pondered that it seemed today, not only did he have demands for the Municipal Party Committee, but the Municipal Party Committee should also have demands for him.

As for what this demand was, Li Mu felt it was likely related to the development of Yanjing’s internet industry. Yanjing was already the core region for China’s internet, and he was the leader in the industry. Ou Guangqing might very well want him to promote the development of the entire Yanjing internet enterprise sector.

However, Li Mu wasn’t opposed to such matters. As long as a consensus could be reached with the Municipal Government and both parties could get what they needed, he was willing to dedicate his energy and financial resources to support the overall development of Yanjing’s internet companies.

The inspection lasted for about two hours. As per the Municipal Party Committee Office’s request, all leaders had lunch in Muyun Technology’s conference room. The lunch was boxed meals supplied by a restaurant designated by the Municipal Party Committee. Li Mu, Kong Lingyu, Lin Qingya, and Senior Brother Liu accompanied the Municipal Party Committee leaders and simply had lunch in the conference room.

During the meal, media followed and filmed. Ou Guangqing deliberately had Li Mu sit next to him, and while eating, chatted casually with Li Mu for a few minutes. Ou Guangqing, in his forties, belonged to the younger generation of officials. He was humble and good at communication, leaving a good impression on Li Mu.

After the meal, with the media still present, Ou Guangqing organized a brief meeting. He half-jokingly, half-seriously told Li Mu: “Today, I’ve brought key leaders from several departments of both the Municipal Party Committee and the District Party Committee. Muyun Technology, as our city’s largest internet company, is naturally a key target for support from the Municipal Government. The Municipal Party Committee has always attached great importance to your development. In the future, if you have any demands for the Municipal Government during your development, feel free to propose them. As long as they can be met, the Municipal Government will do its best to satisfy them.”

Li Mu smiled gratefully, saying: “Thank you, Secretary Ou, and all the leaders for your concern. Muyun Technology will certainly continue to work hard and live up to the leaders’ expectations and kind regard.”

Ou Guangqing nodded slightly, musing to himself that this young man was truly shrewd. With the media still present, he only spoke pleasantries and didn’t mention any demands. It seemed he was waiting for the media to leave before discussing serious business. So, he said: “In that case, let’s first gain an in-depth understanding of Muyun Technology’s current overall situation, and everyone can have an in-depth discussion, to see if the Municipal Government can provide some assistance to help you develop faster and better.”

At this point, Ou Guangqing turned to the surrounding media reporters and said: “Dear media friends, what follows may involve some of Muyun Technology’s commercial confidential information. I’d like to ask you to please step aside for now.”

The media themselves were well aware that this was not a public government discussion, but a private one between the government and a private enterprise. It was impossible to have the media present when discussing serious business. They were merely there to capture footage of the Municipal Party Committee leaders and Muyun Technology’s leaders talking in the conference room for their reports. Since their objective had been achieved, they promptly and orderly withdrew.

Once the media left, Ou Guangqing looked at Li Mu with a smile and said: “Little Li, your two enterprises represent our city’s high-tech companies and are also the leaders of internet companies nationwide. What do you need the Municipal Party Committee’s help with? You can tell us now, can’t you?”

Li Mu smiled, a hint of shyness evident, and didn’t directly answer Ou Guangqing’s question. Instead, he asked with a smile: “Secretary Ou, you just mentioned hoping that we could ‘drive, and even promote’ the development of companies in the industry. I’d like to know if the Municipal Party Committee has any specific demands for Muyun Technology and Taobao in this regard?”

Li Mu deliberately emphasized the word “promote,” thinking that since the superior leaders had demands for him, he shouldn’t mention his own demands first. Instead, he should state his position, express willingness to relieve the government of its worries, and then understand what exactly the Municipal Government’s demands were for him.

Ou Guangqing glanced at Li Mu in surprise, finding this young man increasingly interesting.

Li Mu inviting him for an inspection clearly indicated he wanted to present demands and seek policy support, which was perfectly understandable. Yet, now that he was here, Li Mu had become reserved instead.

Not only did Li Mu delay stating his own demands, but he even discerned the underlying meaning within Ou Guangqing’s earlier platitudes and proactively asked Ou Guangqing to state his demands first. It seemed this young man was not only intelligent but also very ambitious. Otherwise, with his actions/style, he likely would have listed all his demands as soon as the reporters left.

Li Mu indeed wanted quite a bit. If he were to speak directly to the leaders, he feared shocking them or inviting them to haggle over prices. It just so happened that he had been pondering the underlying meaning of Ou Guangqing’s words, discerning that Ou Guangqing also seemed to have demands for him. Thus, he thought it better to let Ou Guangqing state his first; if he could satisfy Ou Guangqing’s demands first, discussing his own demands afterward would be much easier.

Ou Guangqing hesitated for a moment, then quickly made up his mind, saying to Li Mu: “Alright, since you put it that way, I’ll go ahead and talk about some of the Municipal Party Committee’s plans first.”

Li Mu nodded quickly: “Please do.”

Ou Guangqing spoke unhurriedly: “Recently, the entire country has been paying attention to Muyun Technology, Taobao, and the entire internet industry. Not only is public attention very high, but the number of network technology companies registered and established during this period has also increased by as much as eight point five times compared to the same period last year. This clearly shows that your two enterprises have played a very strong promoting role in the popularization of the internet within China and the surge in internet industry entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the state has now also introduced the ‘Internet into Every Home’ bullish news policy, and even network operators are following suit by reducing fees and increasing speeds. I believe that next, our domestic internet will definitely enter a stage of high-speed development.”

Ou Guangqing first laid out the current industry situation, then paused, cleared his throat, and continued: “Our Yanjing is the hub for internet companies across the nation; most of China’s internet companies and talents are concentrated in Yanjing. Therefore, the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government hope that the government can personally step in to launch a policy to promote industry development. However, this policy would be somewhat difficult to promote relying solely on the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government, so we hope that you can assist us in making this a success together.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu immediately said: “Promoting industry development is a good thing! But Secretary Ou, could you briefly introduce what the basic framework of the government’s policy looks like?”

Ou Guangqing said: “My hope is that the Municipal Government will take the lead, with Muyun Technology assisting, and that both sides will jointly organize an internet entrepreneurship competition throughout our entire city.”

“An entrepreneurship competition?” Li Mu’s eyes lit up, immediately filled with the utmost interest! An entrepreneurship competition — what an excellent opportunity to recruit outstanding projects and talented individuals! Why hadn’t he thought of it?

…





Chapter 921: You Show Me Respect, I’ll Show You Even More

In his previous life, local governments across the country had successively launched many promotion policies for “entrepreneurship competitions” to boost the development of high-tech enterprises. While the name “entrepreneurship competition” might sound a bit flamboyant, it was actually very valuable.

Generally speaking, the basic logic of an entrepreneurship competition is for the Municipal Government to take the lead in organizing a high-tech enterprise startup project competition within its jurisdiction. They would offer relatively generous promises to incentivize entrepreneurs to bring their projects and participate.

After entrepreneurs showcased their projects, had them evaluated, presented deductions, and engaged in debates at the entrepreneurship competition, the government or co-sponsoring enterprises would jointly select a ranking. Those with high rankings would receive various policy benefits promised by the government, thereby gaining better development opportunities.

Such entrepreneurship competitions had a huge propelling effect on the industry and its practitioners. They represented the government’s supportive attitude towards the industry. The more the government supported the industry, the more entrepreneurs would actively invest in it, naturally giving rise to more internet projects.

Sometimes, if the Municipal Government of a first- or second-tier city diligently organized an entrepreneurship competition, it could attract at least dozens, or even hundreds, of internet projects. The government would only need to provide a small amount of official resources to help a significant portion of these projects launch and incubate. This was a shortcut for local governments to quickly promote the development of the internet industry in a region and adjust their industrial structure.

The preferred model for governments organizing entrepreneurship competitions was: to take the lead themselves, involve media, major entrepreneurs, and major investors. On one hand, this aimed to secure sponsorships to make the competition more attractive; on the other hand, it leveraged the fame of entrepreneurs and investors to enhance the value of the competition.

For example, Li Mu’s fame was immense, and the reputation of his company was also very significant, so his industry influence was beyond doubt. If he served as a judge for an entrepreneurship competition, it would be exceptionally persuasive. If Li Mu participated himself and could also bring in some resources from Muyun Technology or Taobao as incentives, it would be even better.

Li Mu was very interested in the entrepreneurship competition primarily because, once the government stepped in and he lent his support, it would definitely make the competition sufficiently attractive. By making the entrepreneurship competition grand, it would surely draw many excellent internet startup projects and internet startup talent, thereby naturally providing himself with opportunities to poach talent and projects.

An entrepreneurship competition would undoubtedly attract a large number of entrepreneurs bringing their products, ideas, and projects. Once a good project was discovered, he could directly invest in it or even acquire it! He might even unearth a few future industry titans; picking up someone like Senior Brother Liu would already make it worthwhile!

Having understood this, Li Mu also understood why many bosses of large enterprises liked to sponsor talent shows and beauty pageants. By organizing a grand beauty pageant and offering extremely tempting conditions, they could attract beautiful girls from all over the country. Then, they could benefit from being in a favorable position. When they set their eyes on someone, they could directly propose terms – wouldn’t that be practically a sure thing?

Ou Guangqing didn’t know what Li Mu was pondering. When he planned the entrepreneurship competition, he was mostly considering it from his own perspective.

After the Reform and Opening Up, higher demands were placed on local governing officials regarding their ability to control the economy. Economic development occupied an increasingly significant proportion in evaluating local officials’ performance. Ou Guangqing’s step-by-step ascent to his current position was inextricably linked to his proactive promotion of economic reforms and industrial structural adjustments wherever he governed.

Since Li Mu gained prominence in the public eye, the internet became a new phenomenon sweeping across China. Muyun Technology’s recent rapid progress overseas made him truly realize the internet’s development potential. Thus, he secretly conceived this “entrepreneurship competition” idea, hoping to proactively step in and fuel the internet industry’s development. If the entrepreneurship competition achieved great success, it would also bring immense benefits to him personally.

And Ou Guangqing was very clear that he needed Li Mu’s help to make the entrepreneurship competition a success, because currently, in China’s internet sector, no one had more influence than Li Mu.

Considering this, Ou Guangqing elaborately introduced to Li Mu: “Regarding the entrepreneurship competition, the Municipal Government’s preliminary idea is to do it well, make it big, and achieve tangible results, devoted to the utmost to promote the development of Yanjing’s internet industry. To achieve this goal, we must make a big splash, aim high, and let internet companies across the city, and even the nation, know about our entrepreneurship competition, encouraging them to bring their projects and participate.”

Li Mu said, “Secretary Ou, the entrepreneurship competition is an excellent idea. If there’s anything you need my help with, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Ou Guangqing nodded and said, “I want to truly develop Zhongguancun into China’s Silicon Valley, attracting more enterprises to Yanjing and Zhongguancun; inspiring more young people to start businesses in Zhongguancun, and generally enhancing the quantity and manners of enterprises and talent in Zhongguancun. You are the leader of our domestic internet industry, so I hope you can serve as a judge and image representative for this entrepreneurship competition!”

Li Mu himself had always been devoted to the utmost to promoting the development of China’s internet industry. Moreover, he harbored an extraordinary affection for Zhongguancun, so he almost immediately agreed to Ou Guangqing’s request, saying without hesitation, “Secretary Ou, all of this is fine. I am willing to participate in-depth.”

Ou Guangqing smiled with great satisfaction and said, “It’s excellent that you’re willing to participate!”

Li Mu smiled, “Besides serving as a judge, I can also provide certain promotional resources. Through Muyun Technology’s promotional channels, we can promote the Municipal Government’s entrepreneurship competition nationwide.”

When Li Mu proactively brought up promotional resources, Ou Guangqing’s eyes immediately lit up! To his pleasant surprise, he hadn’t yet figured out how to ask Li Mu for this, and Li Mu had already offered it!

What Ou Guangqing needed most from Li Mu was support in two areas: one, for Li Mu himself to stand up and endorse the entrepreneurship competition; and two, for Muyun Technology’s resources to be used for the competition’s promotion.

If Ou Guangqing’s goal this time was only startup companies within Yanjing City, the Municipal Government could directly cooperate with local industry and commerce bureaus, tax departments, and TV stations to disseminate the information to entrepreneurs across the city. However, Ou Guangqing wanted to seize the opportunity of strong government support for internet development to launch a major initiative. But once he aimed nationwide, his official directives would no longer be as effective.

As a municipal government, actively promoting local policies on national media was a major taboo and could easily provoke opposition from other local governments, making it untouchable. Therefore, relying on Li Mu for national promotion was the most suitable approach. He was already a judge for this competition, so promoting a competition he was judging through his own channels would not invite criticism from anyone, nor would it cause dissatisfaction in official circles.

Thinking of this, Ou Guangqing was practically sure of the success of this entrepreneurship competition. With Li Mu’s strength and influence, as long as he was willing to participate, coupled with Ou Guangqing’s promotion, the entrepreneurship competition would not only succeed but also achieve immense influence.

At this moment, Li Mu cleverly added, “Secretary Ou, how about I also contribute tens of millions of yuan to be used as an Angel Fund? All winning projects in this entrepreneurship competition can apply for my personal Angel Fund, with a minimum of one million yuan and no upper limit. The specific investment amount and method can be discussed based on the actual situation later. However, once I decide to invest, I will definitely provide strong resource support to the other party, which means that the winning startup projects will have the opportunity to become a component of Muyun Technology’s ecosystem strategy.”

Ou Guangqing nodded with great satisfaction, saying, “That’s exactly the kind of attitude we need! As the industry leader, if you and Muyun Technology are both willing to strongly support this entrepreneurship competition, then I believe it will bring tremendous development to our Yanjing internet industry!”

Li Mu thought to himself, ‘Indeed, you want to promote this entrepreneurship competition nationwide, and the conditions you offer are quite generous. To say nothing else, just the tax exemptions alone are highly attractive to enterprises. In his previous life, Tianjin City, Tibet Province, and Xinjiang Province all offered certain bullish news policies to cultural and high-tech enterprises. Many entrepreneurs chose to register their companies in these provinces and cities because tax alone could save them a large sum of cash each year—why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?’

If this Yanjing Municipal Government entrepreneurship competition scaled up significantly, not only would it stimulate many non-entrepreneurs to join the entrepreneurial army, but a large number of existing entrepreneurs nationwide would also be attracted and sign up for the competition.

At that time, all winning projects and those favored by the competition, to truly enjoy the competition’s benefits, would have to establish their enterprises in Yanjing. This would add a large contingent of fresh blood to Yanjing’s internet industry. For the Municipal Party Committee leaders, vigorously and effectively promoting the development of high-tech industries would be a very significant political achievement.

Li Mu would only need to play the role of an image representative and angel investor. For good projects that weren’t closely related to Muyun Technology or Taobao, he would invest a few million yuan and take a small stake. For projects suitable for Muyun Technology or Taobao, he would directly take a controlling stake and acquire them, just like Guru Lei in his previous life. Even if only one-tenth of the enterprises succeeded, he would still make a huge profit.

Ou Guangqing was exceptionally excited. The entrepreneurship competition was a major policy project he had personally planned. The larger it became, the more beneficial it would be to him. And today, with Li Mu’s proactive attitude as assurance, this project was sure to achieve great success. So, the next question was how to reciprocate Li Mu.

Thus, Ou Guangqing looked at Li Mu, feeling extremely pleased. He immediately decided to follow the principle of “you show me respect, I’ll show you even more,” and smilingly said to Li Mu, “Let’s tentatively settle the entrepreneurship competition matters for now. The Municipal Government will formulate a complete plan as soon as possible, and then we will communicate with you and seek your input.”

Seeing Li Mu nod, Ou Guangqing continued, “Let’s talk about Muyun Technology’s affairs. As a local enterprise of Yanjing and a leader in the entire industry, the government is also very keen to provide more help and convenience to Muyun Technology and Taobao. It’s just that we don’t quite understand your needs, so if you have anything you need the Municipal Government to assist with, please speak freely. The Municipal Government will definitely provide you with as much help as possible within reasonable limits!”





Chapter 926: It’s April! Bughe Has a Few Words for Everyone

It’s April! Bughe has a few words for everyone.

The total word count for this book has already surpassed three million, entering a new phase. This is truly cause for celebration! I never imagined I could write a book that reached three million characters!

The author backend shows that I updated 225,000 characters this month. Calculated over 31 days, that’s an average of 7,200 characters per day. I’ve consistently maintained a daily update speed of two chapters, each over six thousand characters, which I’m very gratified by.

What gratifies me is that as a 996 IT worker – meaning I typically work from 9 AM to 9 PM, six days a week – even though I have to battle it out until one or two o’clock in the morning, or even later, I’ve never slacked off on updates. I truly gave it my all.

Effort pays off. This month, I ranked eighth on the monthly vote chart, and honestly, I’m already very satisfied. Thank you all so much for your support of Bughe.

I’m a person who feels insecure about my career. Although I’ve achieved a little success with writing, I don’t dare to slack off in the slightest. I don’t dare to blindly become a full-time author just because I’ve earned a little money from writing, so the hardship I face is something I chose myself.

Therefore, whenever I’m toiling late into the night, I encourage myself this way: Don’t complain. Don’t whine about the bitterness, and don’t cry about being tired. The suffering and exhaustion are things I chose myself, and my hard work and exhaustion have not been in vain. There have always been many readers who support legitimate subscriptions, who, with their actions, have given me a return for my hard work and exhaustion!

Thank you all. Your legitimate subscriptions have given me the motivation to keep going. So, I’ve always just buried myself in writing diligently, ignoring and not bothering with anything else unrelated to writing, pouring all my energy into this book.

Regarding this book, I only have three thoughts in my mind:

Firstly, to write it well, write it to the very end, not abandon it, and not let it have a poor ending. I must be responsible for my own dreams and efforts.

Secondly, to strive to keep writing, ensure quality, and write as much as possible. I must be responsible for all readers who subscribe to this book, use the tipping feature, and vote for this book.

Thirdly, to write with all my might to be responsible for my income and future quality of life.

After saying all this, I sincerely hope that all readers can support legitimate reading as much as possible, because every subscription you make is the greatest respect for me and this book. Every subscription is a drop of blood that flows through this book’s lifeline, providing the nourishment for its survival, growth, and eventual maturity!

Finally, as usual, I’ll shout out: It’s April! Please fiercely throw your monthly votes my way! A short holiday is coming soon, and I will try hard to update a lot during the short holiday!





Chapter 922: Granting You One Hundred Thousand Square Meters

The principle of reciprocity is one of the most important fundamental tenets in official and business circles. Li Mu had given Ou Guangqing such a significant promise regarding the entrepreneurship competition, and Ou Guangqing deeply appreciated it. Therefore, he naturally had to offer Li Mu a worthy return to make things right.

Entrepreneurs like Li Mu, capable of creating influence on a national and even global scale, are something local government officials yearn for but rarely obtain. Due to their immense influence, local governing officials invariably benefit from them. Moreover, as enterprises like Muyun Technology develop further, the highest levels of government will inevitably establish direct dialogue with them in the future. Local officials’ influence naturally diminishes in their presence.

For this very reason, Ou Guangqing also wished to establish a good relationship with Li Mu, as long as Li Mu kept his company in Yanjing, it would greatly boost and enhance his own Political Achievement in the future.

Seeing Ou Guangqing proactively inquire about his needs again, especially after he had given him sufficient promises in the entrepreneurship competition, Li Mu no longer declined.

After a brief thought, Li Mu seriously said to Secretary Ou Guangqing: “Secretary Ou, today I’d like to take this opportunity to bring up some of our needs regarding Muyun Technology and Taobao with you and other leaders of the Municipal Party Committee. If any of it puts the Municipal Party Committee leaders in a difficult position, please feel free to disregard it.”

Ou Guangqing smiled slightly and said: “Little Li, there’s no need for so many pleasantries. You are a star entrepreneur of our city, and both your enterprises are star enterprises of our city. Feel free to raise any demands you have. As long as they are reasonable and legitimate, even if there are difficulties, the Municipal Party Committee will find a way to help you resolve them. You should know that we are not helping you, nor are we helping your enterprise; we are helping the internet industry and the local economy of our Yanjing.”

Li Mu nodded gratefully and said: “Then I’ll speak frankly in front of all the leaders. Muyun Technology and Taobao are developing very rapidly. Both of these are internet companies. Compared to traditional industries, large internet companies mostly operate in a centralized manner. Muyun Technology currently has nearly one thousand employees, most of whom are in this office building we are in now. And with the continuous expansion of our business, the number of employees is constantly increasing. In the future, to improve work efficiency, both companies urgently need to establish a headquarters complex in Yanjing to accommodate most employees for centralized work and to maintain the high efficiency of the enterprise. This is the first point.”

Secretary Ou Guangqing nodded slightly: “If Muyun Technology and Taobao have the idea of establishing a headquarters complex in Yanjing, the Municipal Government will certainly provide strong support. We can allocate a plot of enterprise land for you in Zhongguancun for you to build your own office buildings!”

In Ou Guangqing’s view, solving the land issue was a major imperative. For such a large enterprise, the hardware costs of maintaining operations would become increasingly favorable by building its own office buildings, which would be the most long-term and cost-effective solution, and also most beneficial for enhancing the enterprise’s image.

Logically, if an enterprise wants to build its own office building, it should fund it itself and follow the official procedures to buy land, get approvals, and construct. But for enterprises like Muyun Technology and Taobao, what if Yanjing doesn’t find a way to retain them, and neighboring cities, or first-tier cities like Huzhou City, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, offer preferential conditions to poach them? If Li Mu gradually shifts his focus to cities that offer greater preferential treatments, Yanjing’s loss would be too immense.

Therefore, Ou Guangqing understood very well that land must be given, and it must be given in abundance and quickly.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Secretary Ou Guangqing to be so straightforward and immediately said with delight: “Then I sincerely thank the Municipal Government for its strong support. I hope that when considering this issue, the Municipal Government can consider both companies together. It would be most convenient if the future headquarters complex for both companies could be arranged together.”

Ou Guangqing nodded and asked: “Where would you like to locate your headquarters complex, and what is the land area required?”

Li Mu said: “The best location would be in Zhongguancun, and considering employee convenience, the geographical location should ideally be within the Fifth Ring Road.”

Saying that, Li Mu continued: “As for the area, we naturally hope for as large as possible, but currently, our scale is not extremely large after all. Requesting too much land wouldn’t be right either, logically or emotionally. So, our current demand is enough to build two to three Class A office buildings capable of accommodating over three thousand people, which should be around sixty-seven thousand square meters.”

In fact, Li Mu was more inclined to establish a large complex in Yanjing because he planned not only for Yanjing to be the national headquarters complex for both companies but also the world headquarters complex. Therefore, ultimately, tens of thousands of employees might work at the headquarters complex. To ensure independent and spacious office environments for the enterprise, he personally preferred to build the headquarters complex for both enterprises in a campus model.

Once they had their own campus, they could plan a series of building configurations from office buildings to living support buildings, parking garages, and so on. In addition, landscaping, gardens, and employee Commute transportation could all be handled in-house, creating an independent, enclosed office environment. That would be incredibly satisfying!

In his previous life, Li Mu had visited Alibaba’s headquarters in Hangzhou due to work, and he was deeply amazed by that super campus covering two hundred and sixty-seven thousand to three hundred and thirty-three thousand square meters. At that time, he truly felt that employees of large companies were indeed happy, not just in terms of salary and benefits, but more so in unseen welfare provisions.

In his previous life, the hardware environment for employees of large companies like Alibaba was vastly superior to that of his small company, as if they lived in luxurious villas while he lived in a cramped basement. The gap was not just a little bit. Working in a high-quality office environment greatly boosts one’s mood, efficiency, sense of satisfaction, and happiness.

Currently, Muyun Technology and Taobao were still unable to achieve such an extreme level.

Li Mu knew some of Mr. Ma’s history and learned that in the early days, Mr. Ma’s headquarters was in Huzhou City, not Hangzhou. Later, due to the internet bubble, the enterprise’s development was not ideal, and it struggled to sustain itself in Huzhou City. Coincidentally, Hangzhou offered very good preferential policies, so Mr. Ma moved the enterprise headquarters to Hangzhou and rooted itself there.

For Hangzhou, Mr. Ma’s enterprise had always been a star high-tech enterprise locally, holding a status similar to his own Muyun Technology now. Therefore, Hangzhou’s policy support was also very strong, a headquarters complex of over two hundred and sixty-seven thousand square meters of land was an astonishing feat.

Li Mu did not dare to immediately ask Ou Guangqing for two hundred and sixty-seven thousand to three hundred and thirty-three thousand square meters of land. Given the current scale of Muyun Technology and Taobao, such a large plot of land was simply unnecessary. Therefore, Li Mu planned to proceed in two steps. The first step was to build three Class A office buildings in Yanjing as the headquarters complex to meet the needs for the next few years, and then seize the opportunity to prepare for the second step, which would aim to establish a campus in Yanjing.

Ou Guangqing quietly calculated. Given the current influence of Li Mu’s two companies, for the Municipal Government to grant his two enterprises about sixty-seven thousand square meters of enterprise land within the Fifth Ring Road was completely reasonable and legitimate. Therefore, Li Mu’s request was not excessive.

Thus, Ou Guangqing said: “Our preliminary plan is to approve one hundred thousand square meters of office land for your Muyun Technology and Taobao. You can use it to plan and build office buildings for your own enterprise use. However, according to the Municipal Party Committee’s regulations, this type of land cannot be used to build ground floor retail, and theoretically, it is also not allowed to be rented out after completion; it can only be for self-use.”

Li Mu was secretly delighted and hurriedly nodded. One hundred thousand square meters is one hundred and fifty mu, which can solve many problems. As for ground floor retail and renting out, he didn’t care about that small amount of money at all. He wouldn’t do it even without Ou Guangqing’s reminder.

Immediately, Li Mu thanked Ou Guangqing and then asked: “Secretary Ou, could you perhaps disclose approximately what kind of transfer price the Municipal Government will set for us?”

According to the current market price, the land acquisition price for commercial land near Zhongguancun was already nearly ten thousand yuan per square meter. One hundred thousand square meters of land transfer payment would amount to one billion yuan. Even if he could afford it, he wouldn’t want to spend that much spare cash on it. Moreover, since he came to the government for help, he certainly couldn’t pay at that price. He didn’t expect the Municipal Government to give it to him for free, but at the very least, they should give him a price that was close to being free.

Hearing Li Mu’s question, Ou Guangqing smiled for a moment without speaking.

In fact, regarding whether to collect a transfer fee for the land approved for Li Mu, and how much to collect, Ou Guangqing already had his considerations before coming.

In Ou Guangqing’s view, it was better for the government to collect money than not to collect any. Giving it away for free would make the nature of the gift too obvious, explicitly turning the government into the giver and Li Mu into the recipient. It was far more appropriate to symbolically collect some money and sell it at a low price, operating in a semi-sold, semi-gifted manner.

As for how to collect this money, Ou Guangqing mentally divided it into two tiers: one was the reasonable preferential price that should be given to Li Mu under normal circumstances, and the other was the lowest price with additional preferential treatment.

In the 1990s, Zhushi approved a plot of land for Shi Yuzhu to build the Giant Building, symbolically collecting only one hundred and twenty-five yuan per square meter as a land transfer fee, aiming to support the development of Giant Group in the local area. Although the Giant Building ultimately remained an unfinished project due to Shi Yuzhu’s own reasons, the price the government initially gave to Giant had some reference significance.

The Zhushi Municipal Government offered this preferential policy to support Giant, but the Giant of that time was truly far behind the current Muyun Technology and Taobao. Therefore, Muyun Technology should enjoy a greater degree of preferential treatment. However, considering the rise in land prices over the years, Ou Guangqing felt that if following the normal tier, he should set the price at around three hundred yuan per square meter.

In that case, based on one hundred thousand square meters, it would only amount to thirty million yuan in total. To be honest, it was a price less than one-tenth of the market value, almost equivalent to giving it away for free.

The other tier was the price with additional preferential treatment. In Ou Guangqing’s plan, if Li Mu satisfied him, he would certainly satisfy Li Mu. At that time, he would symbolically collect one yuan per square meter, using a seemingly absurd number to highlight the Municipal Government’s exceptional重视 for him and his two enterprises.

Ou Guangqing also clearly understood in his heart that giving Li Mu one hundred thousand square meters of land for free might not generate much buzz because people nationwide would feel that giving these one hundred thousand square meters to Muyun Technology and Taobao was something that should be done.

However, if the Yanjing Municipal Government “sold” one hundred thousand square meters of land to Li Mu at a price of one yuan per square meter, the feeling would immediately be different. People nationwide still wouldn’t think it was wrong; instead, they would feel that the Yanjing Municipal Government’s seemingly absurd pricing actually showed immense human touch. For Li Mu, he would undoubtedly also prefer to “purchase” the land at a price of one yuan instead of getting it for free from the government without spending a cent.

It felt like asking someone for help with work, and the other party didn’t ask for a single penny; although you saved money, you would definitely feel uncomfortable mentally. But if you symbolically offered them a packet of cigarettes, the feeling in your heart would immediately change!





Chapter 923: Granting Every Request

Ou Guangqing was indeed a master of human psychology. He knew exactly how to maximize the personal favor derived from an action.

Regarding the price Li Mu was concerned about, Ou Guangqing replied, “Muyun Technology and Taobao are the Municipal Government’s most valued local enterprises. They’ve brought immense benefits to the local economy and the comprehensive development of our industrial structure. For such enterprises, we naturally must provide as much support as possible. Therefore, regarding the transfer fee for the office land, our Municipal Government has already reached a consensus: we will symbolically charge only one yuan per square meter!”

Even Li Mu, a reincarnator, hadn’t expected Ou Guangqing to offer such an unexpectedly low price.

A symbolic charge of one yuan per square meter left Li Mu feeling exceptionally grateful.

Li Mu sincerely thanked Ou Guangqing and the other Municipal Party Committee leaders for their support and assistance to Muyun Technology and Taobao.

Ou Guangqing waved his hand casually, smiling, “These are all things the Municipal Government should do.”

He then asked, “What about other things? Do you have any other needs in other areas?”

Li Mu awkwardly scratched his head and said, “Yes, quite a few, actually…”

The Municipal Party Committee leaders present, including Ou Guangqing, chuckled. They were all at least forty years old, and Li Mu’s current age was almost the same as their children’s. However, Li Mu’s status was too unique, so much so that no one dared to underestimate this young man, who was roughly their son’s age. Some even felt a sense of wanting to curry favor or admiration. Li Mu had always displayed the aura and courage befitting a successful enterprise, always keeping people on their toes.

But Li Mu’s awkward demeanor just now finally made them see a glimpse of what someone his age should be like. It was like a child wanting to ask for more pocket money from their family, embarrassed to speak but unable to resist asking.

Li Mu’s small gesture immediately lightened the atmosphere. Ou Guangqing even joked with the second-in-command beside him, “Look, even the renowned Li Mu has moments where he’s embarrassed.”

Everyone burst into laughter again.

Only then did Ou Guangqing say to Li Mu, “Just tell us how much you need. I stand by what I said: as long as it’s reasonable and legal, the Municipal Government will find a way to resolve it.”

Li Mu nodded and slowly began, “There’s a line from a comedy movie that puts it very well: ‘What’s most important in the 21st century? Talent.’ This has always been my core belief; nothing is more important than talent. So, whether it’s Muyun Technology or Taobao, I’ve always hoped to provide our employees with the best salaries, benefits, and welfare guarantees.”

“Yanjing is inherently a city where resources are highly concentrated. Not only are people’s livelihoods concentrated, but so are enterprises and talent resources. A large number of talented individuals without local household registration have flocked to Yanjing, and there are many now, with even more to come in the future. So I foresee that in the future, it will become increasingly difficult for young people from outside to truly take root in this city. The two major obstacles facing them are household registration and housing. Therefore, I hope the Municipal Government can offer more assistance on these two issues.”

Ou Guangqing nodded very seriously and said, “Speaking of land issues, let’s continue with the issue of enterprise residential land.”

“Alright!”

Ou Guangqing said, “First, we need to be clear: enterprise residential land, like enterprise land, can certainly be resolved, and we have an obligation to help you resolve it.”

At this point, Ou Guangqing’s tone shifted, and he said earnestly, “However, there is one principle: Muyun Technology is a private enterprise, so according to the city’s regulations, enterprise housing cannot be operated as public housing. It must be sold to you as legitimate residential land, for you to develop yourselves. Since you are a high-tech demonstration enterprise and a star enterprise, the price can be very favorable, but it won’t reach the exaggerated level of those one hundred thousand square meters. It’s estimated to be around 20-30% of the market price.”

Li Mu quickly nodded, “We can completely accept this price. Thank you for your leadership’s support!”

Ou Guangqing said helplessly, “Please let me finish first. 20-30% is an estimate. The key still depends on what location you want to choose. The price might need to increase slightly.”

Li Mu nodded again, “Even if it’s a little higher, we can completely accept that!”

Li Mu had initially thought that if it were operated as public housing, the property deeds couldn’t be registered to individual households. However, if operated entirely as legitimate residential land, the property rights issue could be perfectly resolved. It might cost a bit more, but cost wasn’t the most important factor. Finding a compromise between cost and property rights would be ideal.

Ou Guangqing then added, “But don’t worry, if your enterprise has cash flow needs and feels that the costs of purchasing land and development are too high, for the land purchase part, the government can give you a sufficiently long payment term. We will ensure you have land to use, even if you don’t pay a single penny for now.”

Ou Guangqing’s words deeply moved Li Mu. It seemed the Municipal Party Committee truly treated Muyun Technology and Taobao like their own flesh and blood; it was not easy to go to such lengths.

With Ou Guangqing’s assurances, the issue of enterprise residential land was essentially resolved. Ou Guangqing then said, “Now, let’s talk about the household registration issue. As a key enterprise and high-tech demonstration enterprise in our city, the Municipal Government will certainly help you resolve some settlement quotas. It’s just that we haven’t directly communicated about this issue before, and you haven’t applied to the Municipal Government or the Municipal Human Resources Bureau.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “To be honest, our enterprise has developed too quickly. The current situation is that our frontline main forces are growing larger, while our logistical support is increasingly struggling to keep up.”

Ou Guangqing smiled, “Regarding the city’s settlement quotas, I’ll have Bureau Chief Chen from the Municipal Human Resources Bureau explain it to you.”

With that, Ou Guangqing turned to a middle-aged man with black-framed glasses, a receding hairline, and a slightly plump build, saying, “Bureau Chief Chen, please explain.”

Bureau Chief Chen quickly nodded, adjusted his glasses, and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the Municipal Human Resources Bureau currently has a relatively complex algorithm for enterprise settlement quotas. However, the overall principle is to tighten them somewhat while maintaining openness. So, even Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises might find their quotas insufficient.”

Li Mu knew that Bureau Chief Chen wanted to prepare him for what was to come, so he nodded and asked, “Bureau Chief Chen, specifically how many settlement quotas can Muyun Technology and Taobao receive each year?”

Bureau Chief Chen pondered for a moment and said, “According to the algorithm, Muyun Technology should be guaranteed three hundred quotas a year. For Taobao, it should be a little over two hundred, but not much more.”

Three hundred quotas a year was indeed quite a lot for a private enterprise like Li Mu’s. Apart from national military units, the Chinese Academy of Sciences, and the Ministry of Education, which annually received over one thousand settlement quotas, all other ministries or commissions, Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises, state-owned enterprises, and private enterprises did not exceed three digits. Li Mu’s two companies combined could rival a ministry or commission in terms of quotas.

At this point, Bureau Chief Chen, fearing Li Mu might be dissatisfied, added, “General Manager Li, the Ministry of Railways only has a little over three hundred quotas in Yanjing this year.”

Li Mu was quite pleased and was about to thank him when he turned his head and tasted something amiss.

Frowning in thought for a moment, Li Mu said, “Bureau Chief Chen, to be honest, the nature of our enterprises is different from Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises and state-owned enterprises! Take the Ministry of Railways, as you mentioned. Industries like railways, coal, and other traditional energy sectors are units with the most severe employee localization. These units prioritize hiring children of employees first. Only when they’ve hired all employee children and still need more do they conduct social recruitment. And even then, social recruitment prioritizes local residents. So, they don’t need too many quotas in a year. If you give them over three hundred quotas, they might not even be able to use them all.”

As soon as Li Mu spoke, Bureau Chief Chen was instantly dumbfounded. He had originally intended to use the Ministry of Railways’ quota numbers for comparison, to show Li Mu how much of a benefit he had given him. But with Li Mu’s explanation, he couldn’t refute it. The Ministry of Railways was indeed notoriously known for keeping resources within its own system. Which official employee in their twenties or thirties nowadays wasn’t a child of a railway employee? Many even graduated from their company school. For such units, giving them too many quotas meant they had no place to use them, and ultimately, they became a means for key individuals to seek personal gain.

Seeing that Bureau Chief Chen was momentarily at a loss for words, Li Mu immediately struck while the iron was hot, saying with a sincere expression, “Bureau Chief Chen, to be frank with you, over ninety-five percent of the core R&D talent at Muyun Technology and Taobao come from other regions, and most of them are from provinces with extremely high college entrance examination scores. Science students, you see, the more solid their foundation, the greater their potential in development work. If we want to stay at the forefront of China’s internet industry, we need a large number of top talents to join us. These people may come from all over the country.”

“Take Muyun Technology, for instance. You’re giving me three hundred quotas, but we currently have over nine hundred employees from other regions, and that number is growing extremely fast. By this time next year, it might more than double. Three hundred quotas might be enough for employee incentives and stimulating hard work, but our goal is to solve the household registration problem for more employees from other regions. Tell me, in a situation where there are too many monks and not enough porridge, what should we do?”

Bureau Chief Chen hadn’t expected Li Mu to be dissatisfied with this number before coming. Now, he didn’t know how to answer. Giving more quotas was possible, but how many was “more”? If he gave too many, other enterprises would use it to pressure him in the future…

While he hesitated, Ou Guangqing spoke first, “Bureau Chief Chen, in my opinion, given the current situation of Muyun Technology and Taobao, we shouldn’t give them fixed quotas. Instead, for the next three years, we will resolve the household registration for fifty percent of the employees of both enterprises, regardless of how many official employees they have. We will resolve fifty percent across the board!”





Chapter 924: New Employee Benefits

Ou Guangqing’s opening offer of 50% settlement quotas stunned everyone present.

This policy was simply too imaginative. No enterprise could acquire such a phenomenal benefit, regardless of the number of its regular employees. The local government would help resolve the settlement issues for 50% of the employees, especially in Yanjing, where the household registration system was most stringent.

Li Mu did some mental calculations. This year, Muyun Technology and Taobao combined could exceed two thousand employees, meaning they could obtain one thousand Yanjing household registration quotas this year. Next year, with the number growing from two thousand to five thousand, they would get an additional one thousand five hundred quotas. In the third year, five thousand would become ten thousand, yielding two thousand five hundred quotas.

After three years, Muyun Technology and Taobao would have grown into aircraft carrier-level industry giants, and the employee growth rate would slow down slightly. By then, the absolute value of the 50% policy’s manifestation would definitely decrease. At that point, they could re-engage the Municipal Government to discuss a new solution.

It must be said that Ou Guangqing had considered his two enterprises very comprehensively, showing absolute sincerity.

However, the Municipal Party Committee officials present, especially Bureau Chief Chen of the Municipal Human Resources Bureau, looked somewhat tense.

While the value of a Yanjing household registration was not as absurdly high now as it would be in the future, it was definitely the highest in the country. Once the value soared, it was bound to cause concern among other Municipal Party Committee officials, especially Bureau Chief Chen, who managed household registration resources.

For them, Ou Guangqing had, first, offered too much, and second, guaranteed to resolve 50% regardless. Such a simple and crude policy, upon closer thought, contained far too many loopholes!

What if Li Mu transformed his company into a “Yanjing Household Registration Training Camp”? He could recruit a batch of employees, resolve household registration for half of them, then release those with household registrations from the company and transfer them to other companies, then bring in another batch without household registrations, resolve them, and send them out again. If this were the case, how many quotas would be enough for him?

What if Li Mu deliberately tried to exploit the government’s settlement quotas? He could vaguely arrange a large number of employee relationships within his company, possibly for people who weren’t even his employees, and then demand settlement from the government. Could they refuse to resolve it for him?

Everyone present had concerns, but no one dared to voice them in such a setting.

Ou Guangqing knew their concerns, but he still affirmed to Li Mu, “Within the next three years, the Municipal Government and the Municipal Human Resources Bureau will resolve settlement issues for 50% of the regular employees of Muyun Technology and Taobao. I am only giving you this ratio, without any conditional restrictions, leaving you free to operate as you wish.”

After saying this, Ou Guangqing looked at Li Mu and added, “I trust your way of doing things.”

Li Mu’s mind became clear. Others might not instantly grasp or might question the vast authority given, with such a significant loophole. This was because each of them managed their own domain, their own core authority. Once they perceived their core resources flowing out, worry and reluctance were inevitable reactions.

But Ou Guangqing would not have such concerns. Like Li Mu, he was an overall controller within the system, with a broader vision. He wouldn’t develop excessive emotions over any specific resources. Resources were not treasures; they were merely tools. They should be welcomed when appropriate and released when appropriate. Moreover, he absolutely did not need to worry that Li Mu would exploit this loophole. Given Li Mu’s current achievements, status, and his character and courage shown in 3321 when he took not a single cent, Li Mu disdained exploiting such small loopholes.

The more successful a person is, the more they understand self-discipline; this is beyond doubt.

Many entrepreneurs’ paths to wealth accumulation involve original sins and blemishes, but upon achieving success, they all attempt to cover up those sins and whitewash those blemishes. The more successful they are, the more self-disciplined they become.

Li Mu’s demands on himself had already exceeded those of most entrepreneurs long after he defeated QQ. Even when he “scammed” people, he did it openly, not secretly, and the “scamming” was entirely reasonable and legal, making it convincing.

Bureau Chief Chen seemed reluctant, but since Ou Guangqing had already spoken, he naturally dared not voice any opposition.

Moreover, Bureau Chief Chen himself knew that Muyun Technology was a trailblazer in China; no private enterprise had ever received such high praise domestically and internationally or created such a significant impact. Furthermore, everyone in the Yanjing official circles knew that Li Mu had been a key focus of high-level leaders since he started 3321. Even if 80% of his enterprise’s employees had their household registrations resolved, it would still be entirely justifiable.

…

The land matter was complex to handle. Even though Ou Guangqing had given Li Mu his promise, it still required time to slowly materialize.

However, the household registration process moved incredibly fast. On the morning of the second day after the Municipal Party Committee leaders inspected the work, the Municipal Human Resources Bureau issued the official document.

In the document, the Municipal Human Resources Bureau required Muyun Technology and Taobao to organize and submit all their regular employees’ identity information, labor relationship certificates, and other documents for archival purposes, and to assign a dedicated person for liaison. From then on, whenever either company needed to process a Yanjing settlement for any employee whose submitted documents had been confirmed, they could directly propose it through the liaison. As long as the total proportion did not exceed 50%, the process would be expedited.

This policy was truly cooperative. So, the moment he received the document, Li Mu called Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu to Muyun Technology for a meeting, to discuss with himself and Lin Qingya how to implement this benefit within the company.

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu hadn’t expected it to materialize so quickly and immediately rushed over from Taobao. The four of them began their discussion in Li Mu’s office.

Li Mu said, “Since the Municipal Party Committee has resolved 50% of the household registration quotas for us, it means that while 50% of employees will obtain Yanjing household registrations, another 50% will temporarily not. How to draw this line, how to announce it, and how to implement it are things we need to consider carefully. If the method is appropriate, these 50% settlement quotas will greatly incentivize the team; if the method is inappropriate, it could very likely provoke a lot of discontent within the team. Do you have any thoughts on this?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “At Taobao, Director Lei and I discussed this before coming. Our idea is: first, prioritize resolving settlement issues for leaders of various departments and teams. The remaining household registration quotas will be used for phased incentives. For example, for our 929 mega-sale, we can allocate a portion of settlement quotas to employees who perform exceptionally well during the sale, and then save some quotas to reward employees with significant annual contributions at year-end.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Prioritizing settlement for leadership positions is fine, but among the first batch to receive unconditional resolution, we should still lean towards non-leadership positions. This way, we can incentivize more employees.”

He continued, “I suggest focusing on P-level employees. M-level management members are colleagues who have studied management, possess management experience and concepts. Conceptually, they should be closest to us. In this situation, it is even more important to let important members of technical positions receive this benefit first.”

“Colleagues in technical positions naturally focus on technical development. They are very strong in their specialized fields but may not understand the art of management or our management philosophy. Therefore, we need colleagues in management positions to demonstrate great spirit, so that colleagues in technical positions feel more valued within the company.”

The three were silent for a moment, then Lin Qingya spoke first, “Then we will prioritize resolving settlement issues for technical staff in the first batch. I will communicate with the management staff and ask them for their understanding. I believe everyone will have this awareness.”

Li Mu nodded. “In the first batch, prioritize technical positions for quotas. Management members can wait for a bit, but there must be a private promise that they won’t wait too long, and their issues will definitely be resolved in the second batch.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “I understand.”

Li Mu then said, “Job classification is one dimension; another dimension is actual circumstances.”

Lin Qingya said, “Please elaborate.”

Li Mu said, “Those with children who need to enroll in nurseries or schools in Yanjing have the highest priority for resolution; those who are already married and whose spouses also do not have Yanjing household registrations have priority for resolution; those in relationships nearing the discussion of marriage stage have priority for resolution.”

Currently, there are no purchase restrictions on houses and cars in Yanjing for non-local residents, so they can purchase freely. Therefore, the two main uses for household registration are having children and getting married.

Having children goes without saying; with a local household registration, it’s much easier to enroll children in nurseries and schools. Also, for those newly married but without children yet, having a household registration will be much more convenient. Their future children can directly settle down in Yanjing with one of the parents, and even getting vaccinations will be much more convenient than for children from other regions.

Furthermore, a Yanjing household registration indeed has a promotional effect on relationships. Whether male or female, having a Yanjing household registration can add considerable points when dating, making it easier to find a romantic partner and a partner with better conditions.

This dimensional classification received common affirmation from the three.

Li Mu then added, “There’s also a very important dimension: we need to reserve a portion of quotas for future recruitment. Sufficiently excellent talents, as long as they are willing to join, can have their settlement issues resolved. For example: any employee who can be rated P8 or M8, upon signing, can enter the settlement preparation sequence, with a six-month or one-year probation period. Once the time is up, as long as they pass the evaluation, their household registration issue will be immediately resolved.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “Then when I draft the document later, I’ll use P8 and M8 as the dividing line.”

Li Mu then asked Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei, “What method do you think is suitable for Taobao?”

Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei discussed it briefly and also felt that Li Mu’s method was more suitable, more comprehensive, and more humane in all aspects. So, they both decided to implement the same standards at Taobao.

…

At five in the afternoon, employees of Muyun Technology and Taobao each received an email sent to all staff in their company email inboxes. The titles of the emails were identical: “New Employee Benefits Announcement.”

Almost all employees, upon seeing this title, temporarily stopped their work and clicked on the email to view its contents.

First, the email informed all employees of the good news: 50% of the company’s employees could have their Yanjing household registrations resolved, immediately generating immense anticipation in the hearts of all employees.

Secondly, all P10, P9, P8, and some exceptionally performing P7-level technical employees of both companies would receive settlement quotas in the first batch.

Thirdly, from now until the end of the year, a portion of the quotas would also be allocated to incentivize outstanding ordinary employees.

Upon reading this, the employees of Muyun Technology and Taobao were engulfed in a fervent atmosphere of ecstasy. The company’s ability to resolve household registration issues so vigorously ignited even greater confidence and anticipation for the company, for Yanjing, and for their future!





Chapter 925: No Way Out

Sun Zhengyi had been especially irritable these past few days.

The cause of his irritability was mostly due to the current predicament Letao was facing.

Although not in China, Sun Zhengyi was very concerned about the internet situation there. He had always been optimistic about the development of China’s internet, and it was precisely due to his belief in Mr. Ma’s prospects that he invested in Alibaba, and even in the spun-off Letao.

However, ever since Li Mu emerged in China, the landscape of China’s internet development had undergone a dramatic shift. Mr. Ma, ambitious as he was, was unwilling to watch Li Mu become the C2C hegemon. He proactively launched an attack against Li Mu, but unexpectedly found himself in such a passive situation.

Letao had invested two million dollars in promotional fees, but the conversion rate was getting progressively worse. It had now reached a point where almost one hundred yuan in promotional costs was needed to acquire a single registered user. The conversion rate was so low it was maddening. Sun Zhengyi felt that in the entire global internet industry, no one could compare to Letao in user acquisition costs; it had virtually set a world record—a record filled with shame and despair.

Before Li Mu launched his counterattack, Sun Zhengyi still believed that Letao had a great chance of breaking through this time. This was because the platform not only had resource support from Mr. Ma’s B2B platform and his own financial backing, but also the backing of Amazon, a large multinational internet enterprise that was a shareholder in Letao, contributing both capital and effort. Furthermore, there was an existing books and audio-visual products e-commerce website, Dangdang.com. Its overall strength seemed formidable, but to their surprise, this seemingly powerful force was completely vulnerable in front of Li Mu.

Currently, Letao’s promotional event hadn’t even started, but Sun Zhengyi, observing the situation, had almost already declared Letao’s demise in his mind.

Just as Sun Zhengyi had almost decided to give up on Letao, Mr. Ma proposed another plan: to launch a final desperate struggle against Taobao by offering even greater discounts. What Sun Zhengyi found most unacceptable was that this plan involved him and Amazon jointly investing an additional twenty million dollars to support his promotional war against Taobao.

Ten million dollars, for Sun Zhengyi, was not a huge amount, but it was certainly not insignificant. Even with his current net worth of hundreds of millions, ten million dollars had astonishing purchasing power in any country. If SoftBank was to invest such a large sum, it had to make a significant impact and not just be thrown away.

Sun Zhengyi carefully studied the plan Mr. Ma had provided. In the plan, Mr. Ma hoped that in the final few days, they would immediately adjust their strategy and promotional methods. They would directly promote by giving each registered user a thirty-yuan voucher. The only condition for using this thirty-yuan voucher was a minimum purchase of ninety-nine yuan during the promotional event. Originally, it was a twenty percent discount on purchases over ninety-nine yuan plus free shipping. Now, it would be a twenty percent discount on purchases over ninety-nine yuan, with an additional thirty-yuan deduction, and free shipping. If a consumer purchased a one hundred-yuan item, they would only need to pay fifty yuan, and Letao would still cover the postage.

According to Letao’s calculations, with this level of promotional intensity, the platform would lose at least twenty yuan for every one hundred yuan in transactions. For Sun Zhengyi, this figure was quite unsettling.

Mr. Ma’s reasoning was that only through such extensive promotions could they attract and gather users under Taobao’s immense influence. The first thing a platform needed to establish itself was users.

Besides users, Mr. Ma also felt that regardless of the immense pressure Taobao exerted on Letao, Letao absolutely had to achieve impressive figures for this September 29th major promotion to showcase its platform’s strength and scale. Only then could they attract the attention of enterprises and small and medium-sized sellers. Otherwise, if the platform’s overall transaction volume was unimpressive, enterprises and small and medium-sized sellers would not pay attention to their platform at all, let alone choose to develop on it.

On Brand Day, Taobao had already demonstrated its platform’s scale to enterprises and small and medium-sized sellers nationwide: it could generate over two billion yuan in transaction volume in a single day. Such a massive transaction volume was what truly impressed enterprises and small and medium-sized sellers; with such a large cake available, everyone would feel they had a chance to get a share of the profits.

If Letao’s first promotional event only managed one or two hundred million, or even tens of millions, in transaction volume, trying to attract enterprises with even a bit of strength would essentially be a pipe dream.

Although Mr. Ma’s arguments were well-founded, Sun Zhengyi was still unwilling to accept the proposal, because in his view, Mr. Ma was clearly staking everything and burning his bridges.

After careful analysis, Sun Zhengyi believed that with a formidable competitor like Taobao, Letao directly confronting Taobao had zero chance of success. In front of Taobao, Letao couldn’t even be considered a true competitor. If Taobao was a robust boxer, Letao was like a patient with full-body paralysis; if you forcibly propped it up in the ring with money, it would surely collapse as soon as the opponent launched a fierce attack or funding stopped.

If tens of millions of dollars could keep Letao standing in the ring on its own, then the investment would be worthwhile. However, in Sun Zhengyi’s eyes, Letao was a platform destined to fall. What was the point of spending tens of millions to keep it standing for a few more days?

Thus, he had his investment manager send a fax back to Mr. Ma. In this fax, Sun Zhengyi expressed his three points of view.

First, he did not support Mr. Ma’s plan to continue fighting Taobao to the bitter end and would not make any further additional investments.

Second, Letao could not continue to directly confront Taobao, otherwise, it would surely perish.

Third, he advised Mr. Ma to abandon imitating Li Mu’s B2C business model and suggested that Mr. Ma completely give up B2C and become a service-oriented platform that exclusively served small and medium-sized sellers, without engaging in any self-operated businesses.

After expressing these three points, Sun Zhengyi left Mr. Ma a personal message: “Jack, you previously told me you wanted to create a C2C platform similar to eBay, but more flexible, more focused, and completely free for both buyers and sellers. But why are you influenced by Li Mu and Taobao, turning instead to invest massive human and material resources into B2C and directly competing with Li Mu? Li Mu has powerful promotional channels, strong cash reserves, and immense social influence. Confronting him head-on, as a common Chinese saying goes, is like hitting a rock with an egg. I think you should seriously reconsider now, clear your mind, and shift Letao’s focus from B2C to C2C, and move your competitors from Taobao to Eachnet eBay. Only by differentiating yourself from Li Mu will you have a chance to succeed.”

When Mr. Ma saw this fax, he almost went berserk in his office.

“Sun Zhengyi is really that unoptimistic about Letao’s future? And he tells me to clear my mind? I think he’s the one who needs to clear his mind!”

The furious Mr. Ma was seething with rage in front of several core employees. In his opinion, Sun Zhengyi had not only rejected him but also implicitly negated him, which his ego could not accept.

Mr. Ma was a proud person. His greatest sense of accomplishment had always been to make those far superior in status look at him in a new light through his thinking and his eloquence. He felt that he was the one who should be teaching others how to do things. As for investors like Sun Zhengyi, their ideal state should be to recognize his vision and simply provide the funds. However, Sun Zhengyi had suddenly rejected him and, at the same time, negated him, which was something Mr. Ma could not accept.

This additional investment plan was the only path with a chance of success that Mr. Ma had repeatedly deliberated over in the past few days. When he couldn’t match Taobao in terms of product, promotion, or strategy, the only thing he could do was offer more attractive discount policies than Taobao. This meant he needed to lose money to gain popularity and ensure Letao’s first promotional event was a success.

Mr. Ma believed that as long as they did their best with the promotional activities, they could open up a certain situation and at least gain a foothold in the torrent, only then would they have a chance to go against the current. But if they failed to establish themselves this time, there would be no future opportunity to rise again after this torrent. To rise again, they would have to avoid the turbulent rivers and try their luck in tranquil streams. That would mean voluntarily abandoning the main battlefield, leaving the sole main battlefield to Li Mu, and being completely cornered by Li Mu from then on, which was unacceptable to Mr. Ma.

However, the most painful thing at the moment was that Sun Zhengyi was unwilling to provide funds! If there was no money, how could he launch such extensive promotions?

At this point, Lu Zhaoxi spoke up, “General Manager Ma, Amazon hasn’t replied yet. If they’re willing to invest, let them pressure Sun Zhengyi. Perhaps Sun Zhengyi will compromise.”

Cai Chongxin also nodded and said, “Sun Zhengyi’s refusal proves that we no longer have enough influence over him. We can only place our hopes on Amazon. After all, from what William Young has been implying, Amazon wants us to increase our investment, which means Amazon is prepared to make additional investments.”

Hearing this, Mr. Ma’s emotions eased slightly, and he nodded subtly.

Lu Zhaoxi and Cai Chongxin were right; it seemed the most crucial thing now was to get Amazon’s agreement.

He had mentioned this plan to William Young, but William Young hadn’t given a clear stance, saying he needed to consult with Headquarters. He didn’t know what the conclusion was now.

Just then, someone knocked on the office door. Mr. Ma said, “Come in.”

The person who pushed the door open was none other than William Young.

The moment William Young entered, seeing Mr. Ma watching him with an extremely expectant gaze, he sighed helplessly and shook his head, saying, “I’m sorry, Jack, Headquarters has rejected your proposal!”





Chapter 926: Completely Defeated by Li Mu

William Young’s words struck Mr. Ma as if he had been hit by lightning.

He hadn’t expected that Amazon, which had always encouraged him to increase investment, would actually reject his proposal.

Initially, William Young, representing Amazon, had tirelessly pushed Mr. Ma to invest more and spend more money. William Young had even argued with Mr. Ma multiple times over spending, and their relationship had once been quite strained due to it. Later, it was only because Li Mu completely overpowered them in advertising promotion that William Young realized his judgment was wrong, and their relationship finally eased.

But now, Amazon, which had always wanted him to adopt a high-profile and aggressive strategy, had also backed down.

Restless with anxiety, Mr. Ma quickly inquired of William Young, “William, what did your headquarters say?”

William Young shook his head helplessly and said, “Headquarters has long commissioned a third-party evaluation institution to assess the strengths of Letao and Taobao. This authoritative evaluation institution provided several sets of data. One is the comprehensive development index. Letao scored 7.6 points, while Taobao scored…”

William Young hesitated at this point. Mr. Ma frowned and urged, “What about Taobao? It’s on a ten-point scale, right? If so, Taobao can at most get 10 points!”

“Well…” William Young looked embarrassed, pausing for a moment before reluctantly saying, “Jack, this comprehensive development index has no upper limit. The score they gave Taobao is 473.5 points…”

“473.5?” Mr. Ma’s eyes widened, and he roared, “What kind of bullshit institution gave this data! According to this data, wouldn’t Taobao be sixty or seventy times larger than Letao?!”

William Young nodded and said, “To be honest, this evaluation institution is very professional, and their data isn’t unfounded. First, our Letao currently has virtually no transaction volume, while Taobao’s daily transaction volume has already exceeded one hundred million. Just on this point alone, Taobao surpasses us by countless times. Moreover, Taobao’s user base, Alipay’s user base, and YY’s user base are all important references for their evaluation. If it weren’t for Letao being supported by two large companies, SoftBank and Amazon, Letao’s score wouldn’t even reach 3 points…”

Mr. Ma’s expression was practically murderous: “What did you say?! 3 points?! What a joke!”

William Young said, “The reason for such a low score isn’t just our slow start; more importantly, this institution evaluated our recent promotion conversion rate, which is a key deduction factor. Our cost per registered user is as high as nearly one hundred yuan per user, exceeding ten dollars. In the history of internet development to this day, this is unprecedented…”

Mr. Ma’s face immediately turned ashen.

The mention of promotion made him itch with hatred.

For the past few days, Li Mu had relentlessly matched Letao’s promotion pace, showing no signs of slackening, even intensifying it.

Now, the public in China had been brainwashed by Taobao’s advertisements. Regardless of whether they were internet users or knew what online shopping was, they were closely following Taobao and treating it as the biggest gossip topic in their lives. The three words “Taobao” had become a hot topic in streets, alleys, and around dining tables and sofas.

There were many discussion points about Taobao, for example:

“This Taobao promotion is such a good deal, what are you planning to buy?”

“How many celebrities did Taobao really hire as endorsers?”

“How long will this promotion pace, with new celebrities appearing every day, actually last?”

“Who will be the new celebrity tomorrow?”

Taobao’s promotion was just too fierce. Taobao was the only enterprise capable of hiring so many singers for endorsements at once. This alone profoundly shocked and amazed the public. More than ten first-tier singers, due to differences in gender, age, and style, each covered a specific fan demographic. With so many celebrities, their fan groups overlapped and intersected, almost completely covering all potential audiences.

In contrast, Letao…

Not only had it crashed and burned, but it was crashing even harder…

In William Young’s words, Letao’s current promotion efficiency was outrageously low, and this data had an extremely significant negative impact on the comprehensive development index in the eyes of the evaluation institution.

Precisely because Letao’s development index was so many times lower than Taobao’s, Amazon refused to continue increasing investment. They also hadn’t anticipated that the prospect for Letao, formed by Alibaba + SoftBank + Dangdang.com + Amazon, would be so worrying. When they saw this data, Amazon headquarters was almost desperate enough to give up on Letao. Their only remaining hope was to wait for Letao’s promotional activities to go online and see Letao’s final performance. If it was ultimately condemned to death by the market, Amazon would decisively abandon Letao.

Mr. Ma was now completely desperate.

Without money, the possibility of continuing to fight Li Mu was zero. Letao was suppressed so severely by Li Mu; its last chance was to burn money and bet on a future. But if the capitalists didn’t agree, he had no way out.

Mr. Ma slumped back into his seat, repeatedly muttering, “This is Letao’s only chance, this is Letao’s only chance, it’ll be gone if we miss it…”

William Young sighed helplessly and said to Mr. Ma, “Jack, I actually suggest you consider Mr. Sun Zhengyi’s advice. We can’t beat Li Mu in B2C. He has such strong financial support, so many enterprises following him, and in the future, a powerful self-owned logistics system to support him…”

As soon as Mr. Ma heard that William Young also knew about Sun Zhengyi’s suggestion, it meant that SoftBank and Amazon had already communicated and reached a consensus. He realized he was the fool, naively thinking that if SoftBank disagreed, he could persuade Amazon, and then make SoftBank change its mind. Now it seemed like he was simply daydreaming!

Thinking of this, Mr. Ma suddenly flew into a rage, slamming the table and scolding, “You shouldn’t give Taobao all the credit! When it comes to logistics, Taobao Logistics hasn’t even started! I already have three established logistics companies!”

At this moment, facing the biggest setback since he started his enterprise, Mr. Ma’s mindset had become almost paranoid. He had lost his normal ability to think and judge; anger and unwillingness filled his heart.

William Young said, “Jack, the information we received through the third-party evaluation institution is: Taobao Logistics is currently preparing logistics and warehousing bases in over ten cities nationwide, with the six most important bases having already secured specially approved land from local governments and begun construction; furthermore, German Behrman received orders from China for six sets of medium-to-large automated sorting equipment. Given the current development of logistics companies in China, only Taobao Logistics has the capability and courage to acquire six sets of automated sorting equipment in one go.”

“Ordered six sets of automated sorting equipment in one go?” Mr. Ma asked William Young, his face full of shock, “Is this information reliable?”

“Of course, it’s reliable,” William Young said. “Jack, you must not doubt the truthfulness of these third-party evaluation institutions’ information. They have extremely complete channels for obtaining information; this is what they do for a living.”

Mr. Ma was dumbfounded. He had already heard the news of Taobao Logistics purchasing hundreds of various vehicles in one go. At the time, he was astonished by Li Mu’s big spending. He had never expected that Li Mu would dare to order six sets of automated sorting equipment in one go at this time. This was simply pouring money into it!

If Mr. Ma’s thoughts weren’t swayed by emotion, he too would be a far-sighted internet entrepreneur. When he acquired logistics companies, he had considered that it was essential to greatly improve the transport capacity and efficiency of logistics companies to ensure victory. At that time, he had researched the cost of automated sorting equipment. The price of tens of millions per set immediately deterred him; he didn’t even consider buying one set for a pilot project.

However, Li Mu had invested in six sets in one go, worth at least two to three hundred million, and his Taobao Logistics hadn’t even truly started yet, making it a completely pre-emptive investment.

If Mr. Ma had been angry and unwilling before, now he was utterly dejected.

Because he realized that logistics were merely supporting resources for e-commerce. If Li Mu could make such high-cost investments in supporting resources, his investment in Taobao itself went without saying. If he blindly started a price war, Li Mu could probably immediately produce several hundred million yuan to fight him to the end. The several billion yuan in accumulated funds in Taobao’s hands were not something to be trifled with.

So, no matter how he looked at it, he was completely no match for Li Mu, and Letao was no match for Taobao…

At this point, deep within Mr. Ma’s heart, the two towering pillars of his self-esteem and confidence began to gradually topple and collapse.

He started to involuntarily consider Sun Zhengyi’s suggestion, and was gradually swayed by it, to the point where he himself felt that his ambitions were indeed too big. He had originally intended to create an improved version of eBay, a true eBay that conformed to the habits and needs of Chinese internet users. This was a very standard C2C model plan. However, as soon as Taobao launched, it diverted his direction.

At that time, seeing Li Mu launch Taobao, while using the extremely cost-effective Mango-ME to boost Taobao’s transaction volume, and simultaneously holding large-scale Brand Day promotions, he was envious of Li Mu’s development speed. He also worried that Li Mu’s rapid growth would block his own path. So, almost immediately, he subconsciously wanted to throw a wrench in Li Mu’s plans, which is why he successively acquired three express delivery companies – all to slow down Li Mu’s development speed.

After acquiring the express delivery companies, he was then shocked by Taobao’s 2.683 billion yuan sales on its Brand Day. So, he also wanted to play the type of game Li Mu was playing, and it just so happened that he had three logistics companies in hand, which seemed perfect.

Because of this series of reasons, his Letao, from the very moment of its actual development, had already deviated from his initial vision and had been dragged into a long development winter by Li Mu.

After Mr. Ma sorted all his thoughts, he fell into extreme agony. He clearly realized that in the strategy for this “929 Promotion,” he had been completely defeated by Li Mu. If he continued to stubbornly refuse to see reason at this point, he would likely be headed for a dead end…

Now, the only chance for Letao to survive was to comply with Sun Zhengyi and Amazon’s wishes, abandon direct competition with Li Mu, and instead focus on incubating the C2C project.

However, the “929 Promotion” had already been launched for several days, and calling it off now was probably impossible. Mr. Ma could only grit his teeth and push through this promotional competition, while also preparing to fully commit to C2C to find a new way out once the promotion failed!





Chapter 927: Goddess of Goddesses

Li Mu felt time slow down considerably as he eagerly awaited the 929 Big Promotion.

In truth, there weren were only a few days left, but it felt exceptionally long.

Two days before the big promotion began, visa officers from the US Embassy visited Muyun Technology, handling the visa interview materials for the employees on site. This incredible treatment thrilled everyone in the company.

Originally, Li Mu had asked Lin Qingya to prepare the necessary documents and apply for visas, then wait for the embassy’s review before being notified for interviews. However, the US Embassy directly skipped the review and waiting process, coming directly to process the interviews. This demonstrated the high regard they held for Muyun Technology.

The US Embassy’s intention was that any official employee of Muyun Technology could apply for a US business visa, valid for six months, with no interview required for renewals. Additionally, all mid to high-level management personnel could apply for an L-1A visa, which offered greater flexibility.

The United States is a very interesting country, with values that differ greatly from those of the Chinese. This is particularly evident in visa processing. For example, in the early 21st century, many famous Chinese celebrities might have their US visa applications rejected, yet someone like Xie Tianxiao, a underground rock musician, could easily obtain a US visa even when penniless, and the visa process was given the green light. The reason was simply that Xie Tianxiao had appeared in the American publication Rolling Stone, making him an artist recognized by authoritative figures in the US.

It is said that the visa officer told Xie Tianxiao at the time, “You are artists acknowledged by authoritative figures in our country, and we welcome you to perform in the United States anytime, anywhere.”

From this, it is clear that for visa officers, recognition from their own country is far more valuable than a pile of other visa documents.

Muyun Technology was currently a Chinese enterprise highly lauded by various authoritative American media and magazines. It had not only established a branch company in the US but had even invested in a local US internet company, PayPal. These factors alone were enough to make visa officers look at Muyun Technology in a new light. Furthermore, Muyun Technology also had a business invitation from eBay for this occasion. eBay itself was a very famous internet enterprise in the US. Therefore, all things considered, the embassy and visa officers had a very high positive impression of Muyun Technology, which led to them coming to process interview procedures for a large number of employees centrally.

Li Mu wanted to apply for an L-1A visa, like the other management staff, but the Chinese-American staff at the embassy strongly recommended that Li Mu apply for a US Green Card.

Although applying for a US Green Card is difficult, Li Mu currently met multiple conditions for application.

First, he could apply for a Green Card as an exceptional talent, which was relatively easier. In earlier years, many big names in China’s entertainment industry obtained Green Cards through the exceptional talent route. For someone like Li Mu, who was recognized by the entire American internet industry, the success rate for this method was almost one hundred percent.

In addition, Li Mu also met the conditions for investor immigration. Given the amount Muyun Technology had invested in its US branch company, it would be very easy for Li Mu to apply for a Green Card.

A Green Card does not equate to immigration; it simply grants the status of a permanent resident of the United States. Theoretically, one can enter and exit the US freely at any time. Logically, having a Green Card would be more convenient. However, upon learning that Green Card holders must reside in the US for a certain period each year, Li Mu temporarily gave up the idea.

He currently did not have the energy to spend several months living in the US each year. He would consider applying for a Green Card when his business in the US achieved significant progress.

After sorting out the visa documents, Wei Lan, who Li Mu hadn’t seen for many days, called him and immediately asked, “What time are you off work tonight?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Around seven or eight o’clock.”

Wei Lan then said, “Are you free? Shall we have dinner together tonight?”

After speaking, Wei Lan didn’t wait for Li Mu’s reply and added, “My father followed your advice and sold off his eBay shares little by little, making a lot of money. He said if it weren’t for the lawsuits back home, he would definitely have returned from the US in person to thank you. So he insisted I thank you thoroughly on his behalf…”

Wei Jun was initially reluctant to sell his one million shares of eBay stock. But when Wei Lan asked Li Mu for his opinion, Li Mu’s advice was to sell and cash out as soon as possible. Because the bullish news for eBay at the time was too strong, the market’s reaction was certainly somewhat overdone. Therefore, once all the good news was out, it would become bearish news. Once the market reaction shifted, there would definitely be a moderate decline, so it was best to sell early and hold onto the profits.

In Li Mu’s eyes, eBay’s stock wasn’t high-quality; it would only become more dismal in the future. For long-term investment, it would be far better to wait for Muyun Technology to list on NASDAQ, or for Google to go public in 2004. Their stock performance would definitely be much better than eBay’s.

Wei Jun had some reservations about Wei Lan’s words, but he trusted Li Mu’s words unconditionally. He immediately sold off his shares, earning twenty million US dollars.

Li Mu didn’t know exactly how much Wei Jun had earned, only that he probably made a million or so dollars from it, so he didn’t take it to heart. He told Wei Lan, “Tell the patriarch that it was a small effort, nothing to boast about. There’s no need to be so polite.”

Wei Lan retorted sharply, “So you’re saying you don’t want to have dinner with me then?”

Li Mu said, “No, I didn’t mean that at all.”

Wei Lan said, “I invite you to dinner, and you say there’s no need to be so polite. Isn’t that just a roundabout way of rejecting me?”

Li Mu smiled helplessly and said, “My point is, tell the patriarch there’s no need to be so polite and no need to express any thanks. As for dinner, can’t I just go?”

“That’s more like it,” Wei Lan said. “Let’s eat hairy crabs tonight. I know a restaurant that serves really authentic hairy crabs! I’ve been craving crabs these past few days.”

People from Huzhou City and southeastern Nansu Province love to eat hairy crabs. Li Mu, who came from northern Nansu Province, didn’t feel strongly about them. He wasn’t very accustomed to steamed crabs and preferred savory, heavily seasoned sea crabs instead.

However, Li Mu wasn’t particularly particular about food, so since Wei Lan suggested it, he didn’t raise any objections. He said, “What time tonight? Tell me the address.”

Wei Lan said, “Anytime is fine for me, it depends on your schedule.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “A bit later, to avoid peak hours.”

Wei Lan then said, “Alright, I have to go to a construction site this afternoon to handle some matters. I won’t be returning to the company after that. If I finish early, I’ll come find you first.”

Li Mu said, “Alright, then come here first, and we can go together afterward.”

Wei Lan asked, “Where are you today?”

“Muyun Technology.”

“Oh? Isn’t the Taobao 929 Big Promotion almost here? Why aren’t you at Taobao overseeing things?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Today, the US Embassy’s visa officers came to process collective visa interviews. I also applied myself. I might have some needs to go to the US in the future, so I’m getting it done now.”

Wei Lan asked him curiously, “Are you going to be traveling to the US frequently in the future?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll definitely go, but whether it’s frequent or not depends.”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “If you go, you can call me along. I’ve always wanted to visit my parents, but there’s too much going on at Wanying, and I feel bad asking Brother Liang for time off. If I accompany you, the reason becomes much more legitimate.”

Li Mu said, “No matter how busy you are, you can’t work non-stop. If you really want to go back, just pick a time and go. I’ll talk to Brother Liang.”

At this moment, Wei Lan, with a helpless expression, took the phone from her ear to look at it, then silently sighed, thinking to herself, Is Li Mu truly ignorant of romance, or is he deliberately drawing a clear line between us?

Immediately, Wei Lan said to Li Mu, “It’s not that I absolutely have to go yet, and flying cross-ocean alone is quite bothersome. If I go with you, we can have company on the way. If a filthy rich person like you suddenly decides to charter a private jet, wouldn’t it be even more comfortable to tag along for a ride?”

Li Mu could only laugh and say, “Alright, suit yourself.”

“Okay,” Wei Lan smiled faintly and said, “I won’t talk to you anymore for now. I’ll find you at Muyun Technology after I finish my work.”

…

At seven in the evening, Wei Lan knocked on the door of Li Mu’s office.

Upon entering the room, she found Lin Qingya reporting on the visa processing situation for Muyun Technology employees that day. So, she remained silent, standing quietly by the entrance, waiting for Lin Qingya to finish her report.

After Lin Qingya finished her report, she said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if there’s nothing else, I’ll head out now.”

Li Mu nodded. Lin Qingya turned around, nodded and smiled at Wei Lan, then said to her, “Miss Wei, you go ahead and chat with General Manager Li. I won’t disturb you.”

Wei Lan also responded with a polite smile, “Okay, General Manager Lin, please carry on with your work.”

Lin Qingya and Wei Lan were both key figures in Li Mu’s grand business planning, each performing their duties in different companies. Though they didn’t have work-related interactions, they knew each other.

Facing Wei Lan, Lin Qingya felt somewhat uneasy. In her eyes, Wei Lan was the kind of woman whose attire, demeanor, and overall aura could utterly surpass everyone else in any situation. In front of her, Lin Qingya always felt a sense of inferiority. Leaving aside everything else, just observing Wei Lan’s smile—that captivating beauty and impeccable presence—Lin Qingya felt she couldn’t replicate it even if she practiced in front of a mirror for a year.

Indeed, Wei Lan possessed an aura. This aura made all women who met her feel that having Wei Lan’s external conditions was truly a blessing cultivated over several lifetimes.

Lin Qingya left the room, carrying the slight feeling of inferiority Wei Lan had stirred within her. Wei Lan, with a white Chanel handbag clutched in both hands behind her back, strolled to Li Mu’s desk.

Li Mu observed her. Even in a somewhat conservative and plain business attire, she managed to look impeccable. Wei Lan truly was a goddess among goddesses. If purely based on external appearance, she was even more suited to be a host than Chen Wan, and more suited to be a celebrity than Du Wei. If she were launched in Korea, she would undoubtedly become a benchmark for plastic surgery among Korean actresses.

Wei Lan strolled up to Li Mu, standing across the desk from him, and teased with a smile, “You must really enjoy working with such a beautiful woman like General Manager Lin everyday, don’t you?”

Although Lin Qingya was also a beauty, her image and temperament were several levels below Wei Lan’s.

Li Mu smiled faintly, noncommittal to her remark, and said, “If you put it that way, the most enviable people in all of Yanjing must be the male colleagues at Wanying, right?”





Chapter 928: Sworn Enemies

Wei Lan, usually so calm, found her cheeks flushing crimson at Li Mu’s playful remark.

Wei Lan had heard countless compliments about herself, but only Li Mu’s words made her feel shy.

Li Mu’s compliments were too pleasing for women to hear. His words practically declared her the most beautiful woman in all of Yanjing. While she wouldn’t go so far as to be conceited, hearing such significant praise naturally filled her heart with joy.

What’s more, the praise came from the lips of the man she admired, which not only gladdened her but also made her a little nervous.

Wei Lan was a mature woman accustomed to all kinds of situations; she should have remained unfazed by such extravagant praise. Yet, the deep pool of clear water in her heart couldn’t help but ripple because of Li Mu.

With a hurried gesture, she placed her bag on Li Mu’s desk. As his gaze was drawn to it, Wei Lan extended her right hand and pressed the back of it against her cheek. Feeling the heat against her hand, her panic intensified.

Initially, she had only felt embarrassed, a slight warmth on her face, but she hadn’t expected it to actually feel hot to the touch. Without a mirror, she genuinely worried that her blush was too intense for Li Mu not to notice.

Wei Lan wasn’t afraid of Li Mu knowing her feelings for him. She simply didn’t want to appear like a young girl experiencing the first stirrings of love in front of this boy who was several years her junior.

He must have many of those shy, delicate, easily blushing young girls around him, who inspire pity. She didn’t want to fall into the same category in Li Mu’s eyes; that would truly go against her usual style. As people in Yanjing often say, she had to maintain her own vibe.

At all times, she had to maintain a certain pride; that was Wei Lan’s way. Even if this young man before her possessed the power to command wind and rain, even if a single phone call or a few words from him could earn her father twenty million US dollars, and even if her heart had long been captivated by his charm, she still had to try and maintain her usual image and style in front of him.

Forcing herself to calm down, Wei Lan teased Li Mu: “I didn’t realize you were so good at charming women. You must’ve charmed quite a few girls, haven’t you?”

Li Mu chuckled. “I’m so busy every day, I don’t even have time to shave. Where would I find the time to charm girls?”

Wei Lan nodded. She didn’t need Li Mu to tell her how busy he had been lately; she could get a good idea just by reading the news related to him.

On one hand, there was the rapidly developing overseas situation, and on the other, the overwhelming publicity for Taobao’s 929 major promotion. In the domestic internet industry, no one other than Li Mu could manage even one of these, yet Li Mu was single-handedly overseeing both major endeavors simultaneously. He was bound to be incredibly busy.

“If you’re too busy, just slow down a little. Your health is the most important thing,” Wei Lan said.

Li Mu smiled slightly. “I’ll just finish this wave of work. After the 929 major promotion, I’ll take a vacation during National Day.”

Wei Lan asked curiously, “Where are you planning to go for your vacation?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Haizhou.”

“Oh?” Wei Lan was momentarily stunned. She said, “Going back to your hometown? I thought you’d be going abroad for your vacation.”

Li Mu laughed. “For someone like me, going home is the best way to rest.”

Wei Lan nodded in understanding, a faint hint of melancholy flashing across her expression.

She also knew that nowhere was as relaxing as home. Even staying in a super luxurious hotel in the Maldives, one would grow tired of the island’s narrow confines and the continuous sound of waves after three, five, or ten days. The place that truly allowed for maximum relaxation was home – not her residence in Yanjing or other cities, but the city where she grew up, by her parents’ side.

Wei Lan also wanted to return to Huzhou City, but not the Huzhou City of today, rather the Huzhou City where her parents were. Unfortunately, currently, there was no possibility for her to reunite with her parents in Huzhou City, and she didn’t even know if such an opportunity would arise in the next few years.

Li Mu looked up then, noticing the sadness in Wei Lan’s eyes. He began to comfort her: “Once Juncheng Real Estate’s case goes to trial, I will do my utmost to ensure that the judgment regarding your father is fair and just. As long as it’s sentenced according to the law, he basically won’t face imprisonment. Based on previous precedents, at most, it would be a suspended sentence of three years, with five years of probation.”

Wei Lan nodded gently, her face filled with gratitude. Li Mu then changed the subject, saying, “Let’s not talk about this anymore. What are your plans for the National Day holiday? Staying in Yanjing or going out of town?”

Wei Lan said, “I can’t take a full holiday during National Day. Wanying has a lot of things to do, and the core team will be working as usual, only taking the weekend off.”

Li Mu said, “How can that be? You should rest when you need to.”

Wei Lan said with a smile, “Oh, please. Look at how busy you are. Did you rest when you were supposed to? How can you even talk about others?”

Then, Wei Lan added by way of explanation, “The overtime is spontaneous. Everyone is willing and actively volunteers to work extra hours.”

Li Mu knew himself to be a workaholic, so his advice for others to rest naturally lacked persuasiveness. He said helplessly, “Alright then, you decide for yourselves.”

Wei Lan nodded and asked Li Mu, “Oh, right, I just heard General Manager Lin say that Muyun Technology had five or six hundred people apply for visas today? Why so many?”

Li Mu said, “Muyun Technology’s next focus will gradually shift to overseas markets. After National Day, the first batch of employees will be sent to the United States, and more employees will be dispatched to work in the US subsequently. So, basically, all first-tier employees took this opportunity to apply for their visas. Because with this business visa, once the first in-person interview is complete, they can renew it without an interview for several years, and the approval rate is much higher.”

Wei Lan said, “Then, in the future, might you be stationed permanently in the United States?”

Li Mu shook his head. “No, the focus for the next one or two years will definitely still be domestic.”

…

Wei Lan hadn’t driven, and stayed in Li Mu’s office until almost eight o’clock. Li Mu then took her down to the underground garage, driving her himself to the restaurant she had pre-booked.

After sitting down in the restaurant’s private room, Wei Lan ordered a variety of Huzhou City-style dishes and Yangcheng Lake hairy crabs. Once the food arrived, Wei Lan toasted Li Mu with tea instead of wine, saying, “On behalf of my father, I raise this glass to you. Thank you for thinking of him at that time and giving him an opportunity to make money.”

Li Mu said with a smile, “No need to be so polite. I merely shared a small piece of information.”

Wei Lan nodded and smiled, falling silent for a moment before saying to Li Mu with exceptional sincerity, “I’m truly grateful to you. There are too many things I need to thank you for since we first met.”

Li Mu smiled. “There’s no need for so many words of thanks. We are partners now. Your success with Wanying is the greatest return for me, and for yourself.”

Then, Li Mu said playfully, “Actually, regarding this eBay matter, I originally intended to buy at the bottom and make a quick profit from a short-term trade. But it was too troublesome to manage, and I don’t have any friends or acquaintances in the United States. Then, it occurred to me that your father was in the US, so I called you. It’s like keeping the benefits within the family.”

Upon hearing Li Mu say that he was keeping the benefits within the family, Wei Lan felt pleased. This meant Li Mu considered her his own person, at least proving that in his heart, she wasn’t too distant.

Wei Lan, her heart filled with joy, told Li Mu, “That single phone call from you made my dad earn a fortune from eBay stocks. It’s like he’s never made money so easily in his life. He’s been overjoyed these past two days and keeps saying he wants to buy me another villa in Ziyun Villa…”

Li Mu asked curiously, “How much is ‘a fortune’?”

Wei Lan said, “Twenty million, US dollars.”

Although she uttered “twenty million US dollars” lightly, in reality, even now, Wei Lan still found it somewhat incredible.

What was incredible wasn’t the twenty million US dollars, but Li Mu himself.

With just one sentence, Li Mu released information that contained such immense profit. In her opinion, this was simply the best proof of Li Mu’s true capability, and the most unique aspect of his charm.

Almost all women are drawn to powerful men, and Wei Lan was no exception. In her eyes, Li Mu was the most powerful presence in her world; in her eyes, Li Mu was the object of her deepest admiration; in her eyes, Li Mu possessed the ability to conquer almost anything, and that naturally included herself.

At that moment, Li Mu didn’t notice the special look Wei Lan was giving him. Instead, he said with quite a bit of surprise, “He earned twenty million US dollars? How much did your father actually buy?”

“One million shares…”

Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “He bought one million shares and made twenty million US dollars? It’s a good thing this was US stocks. If it were in China, if retail investors dared to buy that much, they’d probably have been trapped by the major players long ago.”

Wei Lan said, “I didn’t expect him to acquire so much either. Thinking about it now, it’s quite frightening. To get these shares, he even borrowed a lot of money from friends. It seems I shouldn’t disclose any more information to him in the future. His style is always to go all-in. If it weren’t for that, Juncheng Real Estate wouldn’t have been so passive.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Later, when Muyun Technology goes public, I’ll recommend he make a small long-term investment. If he invests the twenty million US dollars he earned this time, it’ll be enough for his retirement.”

Wei Lan asked with a smile, “When will Muyun Technology go public?”

Li Mu said, “This year we’ll finalize Series A funding, with US investors providing capital. Then we’ll plan for the IPO together. Going public in 2003 shouldn’t be an issue.”

Wei Lan said, “When it’s time to ring the bell on NASDAQ, you’ll definitely be there, right?”

Li Mu laughed. “For such a sacred moment, wouldn’t I regret it for the rest of my life if I didn’t go? Not just me, all high-ranking officials of Muyun Technology must be there to witness it.”

Wei Lan quickly said, “I’ll make an advance reservation. Please save a spot for me then; I want to witness history firsthand too.”

Li Mu recalled their conversation in the office earlier that afternoon and said with a smile, “Don’t worry, if we really go to the US to ring the bell, we’ll charter a plane. I’ll save a seat for you on the plane!”

…

After dinner, Li Mu drove Wei Lan back to her residential complex. The car stopped in front of the entrance to Wei Lan’s building. After bidding farewell to Li Mu, Wei Lan didn’t forget to remind him to drive safely and to send a text message once he got home, just before she got out of the car.

Li Mu nodded, and only drove away after watching Wei Lan enter the building entrance.

Wang Yuanlang and his two companions, driving a Mercedes-Benz, followed his car out of the complex. After both vehicles had left, in the parking space directly opposite the building entrance, a Jinbei van with tinted windows parked there. The two men who had been half-reclining in the driver’s seat and passenger seat now sat up.

The driver said to the middle-aged man in the passenger seat, “Brother Lei, this is the woman you want to kidnap?”

“That’s right!” The middle-aged man gritted his teeth and nodded, cursing venomously, “That damned bitch! She teamed up with others to ruin half my life’s efforts. I will get my revenge, twofold, from her!”

This middle-aged man was Song Zhilei, the other shareholder of Juncheng Real Estate back then.

Back then, Li Mu and Wei Lan had teamed up to put on a show, cozening and tricking Song Zhilei into giving up his 20% stake in Juncheng Real Estate for a valuation of one hundred million. Song Zhilei had thought he’d finally gotten rid of a huge burden and reluctantly recovered some losses, but when Li Mu used fund investments to revitalize Juncheng Real Estate directly with several billion, he realized that he had been conned by Li Mu and Wei Lan!

Originally, his 20% stake was worth at least several hundred million, possibly even a billion, but in the end, it was sold for only twenty million. This massive loss caused Song Zhilei to view Wei Lan as a sworn, irreconcilable enemy in his heart. He swore countless times to make Wei Lan pay with her life, and several times felt the impulse to eliminate her swiftly, but he held back for the sake of his wife and children.

But now, the situation was different.

Because of Song Zhilei’s betrayal of Juncheng Real Estate, his collusion with outsiders to devour Juncheng’s assets, forcing Juncheng Real Estate to almost disappear, and its founder to flee to the United States, among other vicious acts, he was ostracized by everyone in Huzhou City, becoming a public enemy, universally condemned. Not only could he no longer earn money in real estate in Huzhou City, but even if he wanted to find work on a construction site there, no foreman would be willing to hire him.

Unable to make a living in Huzhou City, and without connections elsewhere, after repeated setbacks, Song Zhilei realized he had nowhere left to go in Huzhou City, or even in China. So, after discussing it with his wife, he decided to sell their house in Huzhou City and move their entire family to Australia.

Song Zhilei had already bought a villa in Australia in full cash. In those years, Australian immigration standards were relatively lenient, and his whole family had already obtained Australian Green Cards. Before leaving, Song Zhilei first arranged for his wife and children to fly from Huzhou City to Australia with almost all their belongings. He himself stayed behind, using the excuse that he needed to collect some overdue payments from others.

The real reason Song Zhilei stayed behind was to seek revenge on Wei Lan, and incidentally, to extort a sum of money from her.

His several hundred million in assets had ultimately turned into twenty million in cash, driving Song Zhilei to a furious hatred for Wei Lan. And not only had Wei Lan joined Wanying Real Estate, in which Li Mu held shares, but she had also secured Li Mu’s promise of eight hundred million over three years. This made Song Zhilei feel even more unbalanced. All he wanted now was one thing: before going to Australia, he would kidnap Wei Lan, then force her to demand money from Li Mu, and he would do his utmost to extract as much money from her as possible.

Song Zhilei was not a reckless man. He had already finalized all the details before coming to Yanjing.

First, he found a few desperate thugs from Huzhou City, promising them a 20% commission from the kidnapping in exchange for coming with him to Yanjing for the crime.

Second, he had already found the connections for money laundering. Kidnapping naturally involved cash, but cash was difficult to exchange into Australian dollars and take to Australia. The connections he found could charge a 40% commission to launder the money for him, converting 60% into Australian dollars and transferring it to his Australian account. In simple terms, he would give them RMB cash, and they would transfer 60% of the equivalent Australian dollars to his account using an Australian account. As for these ill-gotten gains, the other party had ways to gradually launder them and make a profit from the exchange rate difference.

Third, once Song Zhilei confirmed the money had arrived in his account, he would immediately buy a plane ticket and fly to Australia. Domestic police might not even have found any clues yet by the time he reached Australia. Since there was no extradition agreement between the two countries, even if the domestic police solved the case, he could rest easy in Australia.

Finally, Song Zhilei had an additional objective: Wei Lan must die!





Chapter 929: The Grand Show Is About to Begin

Song Zhilei’s hatred for Wei Lan was beyond words, even he himself couldn’t describe it.

In short, his life’s work was ruined by Wei Lan, and his future was completely destroyed. For Song Zhilei, even if Wei Lan died ten times over, it wouldn’t be enough to satisfy his burning hatred.

The main reason Song Zhilei remained inactive for some time was that he dared not risk his life and fortune. But now, it was different. Song Zhilei had decided that once he left China, he would never return. So, before he left, this was his last chance to make Wei Lan pay.

By now, Wei Lan had disappeared inside her apartment building. The driver, with a lecherous expression, said to Song Zhilei, “Brother Lei, that chick is f***ing gorgeous! When the time comes, can we brothers…?”

Song Zhilei sneered, “Once we get the money, you brothers can do whatever you want with her!”

With a savage expression, Song Zhilei gritted his teeth and added, “But let me make one thing clear: I’m going first!”

Kidnap her, have his way with her, get the money, and then kill her—this was the script Song Zhilei had set for Wei Lan in his mind.

The driver quickly said, “Of course! Whenever Brother Lei is done, we brothers will step in!”

Then, the driver asked again, “Brother Lei, you said kidnapping this woman can really earn tens of millions?”

Song Zhilei didn’t answer his question, but instead said, “The man who drove her away just now is Li Mu. Before she screwed me over, Li Mu promised her eight hundred million. If she’s kidnapped, as long as she asks Li Mu for that money, Li Mu will definitely give it!”

The driver exclaimed, “Eight hundred million! We’d need a truck to carry that much cash, wouldn’t we?”

Song Zhilei snorted, “How could we get eight hundred million in cash? If the entire plan goes smoothly, we’d be lucky to get tens of millions. That would be a miracle.”

The driver was stunned for a long time, then wiped his mouth and chuckled, “Brother Lei, don’t worry, we brothers will follow your orders completely!”

Song Zhilei nodded, checked the time, and waved his hand, “Let’s go. We’ll find an opportunity to act starting tomorrow night!”

The driver immediately started the car and slowly drove out of Wei Lan’s residential complex. After leaving the complex and getting onto the main road, the driver, while changing gears, thought of something and asked Song Zhilei, “Oh, by the way, Brother Lei, you said the guy who just drove that beautiful chick is named Li Mu. Why does that name sound so familiar?”

Song Zhilei gritted his teeth and said, “The internet prodigy the media talks about, the boss of Muyun Technology and Taobao, Li Mu. Haven’t you heard of him?”

The driver immediately reacted, exclaiming, “Holy sht! He’s the boss of YY?! You f**ing moron, this guy is even richer than that woman! Brother Lei, why don’t we just kidnap him too?”

Song Zhilei looked at him as if he were an idiot, “Why did your idol, who was executed back then, kidnap Li Ka-shing’s son and not Li Ka-shing himself?”

The driver paused, “Yeah, why?”

“You f***ing moron!” Song Zhilei spat, a look of disdain on his face, “If you kidnap Li Ka-shing’s son, you can ask Li Ka-shing for money. If you kidnap Li Ka-shing, who are you going to ask for money?”

The driver thought for a long time before understanding, then gave an awkward smile and scratched his head, “Brother Lei, you think of everything…”

Song Zhilei said hateful, “Li Mu is worth tens of billions. The acquisition payment he promised Wei Lan alone is eight hundred million. If I kidnap Wei Lan, a public figure like him, who cares about his image, will definitely pay up quickly. Besides, it’s not even his money, so even if he gives away eight hundred million, he won’t feel heartache.”

Thinking of Li Mu, Song Zhilei also felt pained expression but he hadn’t lost his mind. He knew that he absolutely couldn’t touch Li Mu.

Given Li Mu’s current influence, if he were to lay a hand on him, it wouldn’t matter even if he successfully escaped to Australia. Besides, he was a discerning eye. Hiding in the car earlier, he had already noticed the Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan following Li Mu’s car, and he could almost certainly conclude that Li Mu’s bodyguards were in it. Hence, the thought of touching Li Mu could only remain in his head.

…

The evening of September 28th.

The Taobao 929 major promotion, which had captivated the entire nation, had entered its final countdown phase. Just like on Brand Day, the entire Taobao platform was on high alert, and this naturally included Li Mu.

Before coming to the company in the morning, Li Mu had already prepared for an all-nighter at Taobao today. He specifically packed a travel-sized toothpaste, toothbrush, soap, and towel in his bag. As a boss, he had to maintain his image in front of so many employees. He couldn’t be disheveled and greasy-faced while fighting alongside everyone in the middle of the night.

This 929 major promotion was significantly different from Brand Day. Brand Day mostly relied on pre-sales, so the overall volume of Brand Day was already very clear before it even began. However, for this 929 major promotion, Taobao did not conduct any pre-sale activities. Therefore, everyone was nervously anticipating the moment midnight struck, and the platform’s transaction amount would continuously climb. No one knew how much transaction amount this Taobao major promotion would ultimately generate, and even Li Mu himself did not have confidence.

However, some other data indirectly showed the Taobao users’ attention to this event.

Under the high-intensity offensive, the platform’s registered users increased by nearly twenty million. The total page views for event-related pages over several days surpassed one billion. Calculated over an eight-day promotion period, the daily average page views exceeded one hundred sixty million.

The average daily unique visitors was around thirteen million, and the average customer unit price was 12.3 times.

A website with an average daily page views of over ten times per person must have extremely high content quality, proving that most users are very interested in the website’s content.

In addition to website data, the Marketing Department also conducted some street surveys and statistics.

In the past two days, the Marketing Department successively dispatched multiple street survey teams, conducting nearly one hundred street surveys in various areas of Yanjing and surrounding provinces and cities. All survey areas were chosen in urban areas, and the age range of passers-by surveyed spanned from 15 to 55 years old. Each survey randomly selected one hundred people for interviews, ultimately yielding several very significant data points:

First, in nearly one hundred hundred-person surveys, an average of 88% of people had heard about the Taobao 929 major promotion, and among them, 70% acquired the information through television media promotion.

Second, in nearly one hundred hundred-person surveys, an average of 79% of people explicitly stated that they were very interested in the Taobao 929 major promotion and would consider purchasing some special offers during the event.

Third, in nearly one hundred hundred-person surveys, an average of 23% of people were registered users of Taobao, and 80% of them were concentrated in the 18-28 age range.

These sets of data show that the Taobao major promotion’s marketing effect was indeed very impressive. Among the urban population aged 15 to 55, the coverage reached 88%, which almost means that the Taobao 929 major promotion advertisements successfully covered most of the urban population across the country.

At the same time, the content of the Taobao 929 major promotion was indeed very attractive to most people, which was different from Brand Day.

On Brand Day, almost all products sold on Taobao were electronics. For most consumers, Brand Day did not stimulate their desire to buy. However, the 929 major promotion was different. This time, Taobao’s promotional products included everything from daily necessities, groceries and daily necessities, clothing, shoes, and hats. The customer unit price was low, and almost all of them were daily necessities, with most being Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG). The low prices and reliable quality made most consumers tempted.

However, the last set of data also showed that although most users had the urge to buy things on the Taobao 929 major promotion day, registered Taobao users were still a minority. The process of understanding computer operations, registering on the website, and setting up Alipay was still very difficult for most users.

After seeing this series of data, Li Mu realized that there was a very important problem: how to help users who intended to place orders on Taobao but lacked the ability to operate it themselves complete the purchase process.

Perhaps Auntie Li upstairs really wanted to buy a few bags of rice during this major promotion, and Eldest Paternal Uncle Wang downstairs also wanted to buy a cheap and practical cotton coat for his wife before winter arrived. Auntie Zhao next door wanted to buy a set of skincare products. But they didn’t know how to operate a computer, how to place an order, or how to register for Alipay and link their bank cards. This was a very awkward situation; consumers wanted to spend on his platform but were blocked by the technical barrier of operation.

So, Li Mu temporarily planned an additional “rewarded ordering” activity policy. The detailed rules for the activity were: on the day of the event, for any ID that completes more than one order, and each order’s transaction amount exceeds one hundred yuan, starting from the second order, the user will receive an additional rewarded ordering Discount coupon.

The amount of the rewarded ordering Discount coupon is 5% of its corresponding order amount, and it can be used in conjunction with other spend-and-save Discount coupon.

In other words, if User A completed three orders on 929, and each order was exactly one hundred yuan, then starting from the second order, they would receive two five-yuan Discount coupon.

Reward Order Discount coupon can be used for orders over ninety-nine yuan, and only one can be used per order.

In simple terms, Li Mu was offering a commission mechanism to all users: as long as your account completes more orders, I’ll give you a 5% rebate on the additional part. If you have a lot of things to buy yourself, you can also split your orders and seize this opportunity to get extra Discount coupon. It’s only 5% of the transaction amount, and Li Mu doesn’t care about this small amount of money at all. So, if you want to exploit this loophole, go ahead; the more you exploit it, the happier Li Mu will be.

What Li Mu truly wanted was for registered Taobao users to actively help others complete their orders, to encourage users to voluntarily help Auntie Li upstairs who wanted to buy rice, Eldest Paternal Uncle Wang downstairs who wanted a cotton coat, and Auntie Zhao next door who wanted skincare products. Helping them place orders wasn’t just about helping others; they could also earn extra Discount coupon, getting tangible spend-and-save when they bought things themselves. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

Don’t dismiss it as just 5%; if you help someone complete a one thousand yuan order, you’ll get a fifty yuan Discount coupon. This fifty yuan Discount coupon can be used on orders over ninety-nine yuan, effectively saving you fifty yuan.

Li Mu didn’t hope for all Taobao users to be attracted by this 5% extra incentive, but if he could motivate just 10% of users, having 10% of users helping others place orders could bring an incredibly large number of actual orders and transaction amount to the entire platform.

At ten o’clock at night, almost all employees at Taobao were on duty.

The company deliberately bought one hundred folding camp beds and placed them wherever possible for tired employees to rest at any time. They also bought an eye mask and earplugs for each employee, and various drinks and snacks were piled in every corner. This basically ensured that anyone who felt tired had a place to lie down for a nap, and with earplugs and eye masks, interference from the surrounding environment would be greatly reduced. If they were thirsty, there were functional drinks, and if they were hungry, there were various flavors of snacks.

Up and down the entire Taobao, everyone was in a state of impending battle. All employees were exceptionally excited and nervous, and the atmosphere in the company was particularly lively. Although full of unknowns, every Taobao employee knew clearly that the grand show was about to begin, and they were about to create new history within the next twenty-four hours!

Just as Li Mu, Senior Brother Liu, Guru Lei, and all the employees were barely containing their excitement and standing ready/on high alert, a tired Wei Lan also drove her car out of the underground parking lot of the Wanying Real Estate office building.

A Jinbei van and a Jetta car were parked on the side of the company road, with their engines still running. Seeing Wei Lan drive out, Song Zhilei, sitting in the Jinbei van, immediately picked up his walkie-talkie and, with a hint of excitement in his voice, said, “Commence action!”





Chapter 930: Textbook Kidnapping

Wei Lan didn’t realize that as soon as she left the company and got onto the main road, two cars had quietly and stealthily followed her.

Song Zhilei was very well-prepared. He had been meticulously planning the entire kidnapping process for Wei Lan these past few days. In his view, his plan was now foolproof.

Firstly, these two cars looked completely normal, and their license plates were very clear. Although both cars were using cloned plates, Song Zhilei had indeed spent a whole day prior searching the most remote Tong County in Yanjing, finding two cars that were identical in model, color, and even age to the ones he intended to use for the crime. He then had someone secured their license plate numbers.

To prevent the police from tracing the cloned plates, he specifically hired a workshop in Huzhou City that specialized in making fake license plates to custom-produce these two sets. Once the incident was exposed and Yanjing police began their investigation, they wouldn’t be able to find him through the cloned clue in a short amount of time.

At this moment, Song Zhilei watched Wei Lan’s taillights with a cold sneer, thinking to himself, “Wei Lan, oh Wei Lan, I’ve followed your father for so many years, don’t you understand me at all? Am I, Song Zhilei, the kind of person who would suffer in silence? You and Li Mu teamed up to ruin my half one’s life’s worth of effort; Your father here will make you pay with your life!”

Thinking this, a sinister expression flashed across Song Zhilei’s face. He glanced at the traffic flow on the street and sighed inwardly, “It’s as if heaven itself is creating favorable conditions for me. I’ve also secretly scouted this road for days. Usually, the traffic at after ten o’clock isn’t heavy, but it’s definitely not as light as it is today. The fewer cars there are, the higher the chance of success.”

The two cars followed Wei Lan for a few intersections. After she turned right at one intersection, Song Zhilei spoke into the walkie-talkie, “Six, we’ll make our move at the next intersection!”

“OK!” a remarkably calm voice came through the walkie-talkie. This person’s nickname was Six, and his real name was Xie Jackie Chan.

Xie Jackie Chan had been a notorious desperado in Huzhou City years ago. In his early days, he had also worked with Song Zhilei, fighting and struggling on various civil engineering construction sites for a few years. Later, when Song Zhilei got connected with Wei Jun, he gradually reduced his collaboration with Xie Jackie Chan, but they always kept in touch.

Although Song Zhilei had very poor character and couldn’t outplay Li Mu’s strategically cunning mind in the broader industry, he had very deep experience in the industry. He had always regarded Xie Jackie Chan as his devoted follower, so he annually paid him hundreds of thousands to support him. While Xie Jackie Chan was fearless, his ability to earn money was far worse. Thanks to Song Zhilei, he had been able to live quite contentedly these past few years, but he also knew very well that since he had taken Song Zhilei’s money, he had to risk his life for Song Zhilei at critical moments.

For this kidnapping plan of Wei Lan, Xie Jackie Chan was Song Zhilei’s biggest rely on. The other Subordinates were all brought in by Xie Jackie Chan; their abilities were limited, bold but witless. Only the two of them could truly understand and thoroughly study this matter.

Song Zhilei felt even more at ease hearing Xie Jackie Chan’s extremely calm voice. He said to the driver beside him, “Xiao Meng, overtake!”

“Alright!” The somewhat greenhorn driver directly downshifted from fourth to second gear, floored the accelerator, and the RPM instantly hit five thousand. At such high RPMs, the dilapidated Jinbei also instantly burst forth immense torque, directly overtaking Wei Lan, who was driving normally, from the left. Then, it made another right lane change, positioned perfectly right in front of Wei Lan.

Encountering overtakes in the urban area was common, and Wei Lan didn’t take it to heart. She merely instinctively eased off the accelerator, maintaining a safe distance from the front car.

Seeing that they were almost at the intersection, Wei Lan intended to go straight through this intersection. Song Zhilei, who had long since figured out Wei Lan’s route home, also had his driver pull into the only straight lane.

“Slow down, slow down! Stop right at the light!” As soon as they entered the solid line area, Song Zhilei told the driver to slow down. The driver stepped on the brake, and the car’s speed significantly decreased.

Wei Lan saw the Jinbei’s brake lights turn on in front and instinctively stepped on her brakes as well. Just then, the red light turned on, and Wei Lan prepared to gradually decelerate and stop behind the Jinbei.

As was her habit, Wei Lan stopped about half a meter behind the Jinbei car. Just then, Wei Lan felt her vehicle’s rear suddenly get forcefully hit. With a loud rumble, her entire car shot forward significantly. With a clang, the front of her car then hit the Jinbei in front, though the impact force when hitting the Jinbei was much weaker than when the rearmost car hit hers.

Song Zhilei was waiting for the moment the Jinbei was hit by Wei Lan. Immediately, he told the driver, “Xiao Meng, get out of the car and say what I taught you.”

Having said that, Song Zhilei turned around and said to the two men crouching in the back compartment, “Get ready. The moment it’s time, open the door and get that woman into the car!”

The entire back compartment of the Jinbei had been completely cleared out. Ropes for tying, opaque hoods, and towels for gagging were already prepared, just waiting to get Wei Lan into the car.

Wei Lan, who had suddenly been rear-ended by the car behind her and consequently hit the car in front, was in a terrible mood. A day’s work had left her extremely exhausted, and she just wanted to go home and rest. Suddenly encountering this accident had startled her, and she was still unsettled.

The accident itself wasn’t a big deal, but dealing with it was too troublesome. She would have to get out of the car to argue with the rear driver, explain to the front driver, and then wait for the traffic police to arrive and determine responsibility. Once responsibility was determined, if the car behind had insurance, it was fine; she could leave with the responsibility assessment report and then deal with damage assessment and repairs another day. But if the car behind didn’t have insurance, things would be even more delayed (plans/matters)…

In short, once there’s a traffic accident, even without injuries, processing it on site would take at least one or two hours…

While Wei Lan was still sitting in her car feeling annoyed, the Jinbei driver, looking dumbfounded, had already gotten out, walked to the front of his car to look, and then spoke through the car window, “Beauty, how are you driving? I was just about to go back to the company to clock out, and you hit me. Do you know how much you’re delaying me?!”

Wei Lan was a genuine Huzhou City native and could instantly recognize the Huzhou City accent mixed in his Mandarin. Without thinking much, she pulled the handbrake and got out, saying to the driver, “Don’t be so quick to get angry. I was driving fine. I only hit your car after being rear-ended by the car behind me. The car behind is full responsibility.”

Just then, the driver’s side door of the Jetta behind them opened, and a man in his thirties walked out. This was Xie Jackie Chan.

Xie Jackie Chan walked up to Wei Lan. Before Wei Lan could speak, he cursed fiercely, “You f***ing bitch! Can’t you drive, you slut? Slamming on the brakes at an intersection, trying to get yourself killed?!”

Wei Lan was stunned by his words. The other party immediately cursed at her using Huzhou City dialect, which surprised Wei Lan for a moment. She had heard the Jinbei driver was from Huzhou City, and now she heard Xie Jackie Chan was also from Huzhou City. How could she have an accident with two cars driven by Huzhou City people on a Yanjing road?

But Wei Lan couldn’t think too deeply because the other party’s cursing was too unpleasant. She retorted indignantly, “Please be reasonable. The car in front slowed down, and I slowed down with it. Wasn’t that normal driving? And I didn’t slam on the brakes at all. Were you distracted while driving?”

“My ass I was!” Xie Jackie Chan cursed with a fierce look, “I can tell by your slutty (derogatory) appearance that you must be a prostitute. I won’t delay your work; just give me five hundred yuan to settle this privately, and I’ll repair the car myself!”

Wei Lan had never encountered such an unreasonable and ill-mannered person. It was one thing for him to rear-end her, but then to get out and curse at her, pushing all the responsibility onto her—what kind of logic was that? And then to say she was a prostitute, and demand money from her? Such a scoundrel was simply too infuriating.

Enraged, Wei Lan immediately pulled out her phone and instinctively said, “Please watch your manners. Furthermore, I don’t want to say more to you. I’m calling the police now and letting them determine responsibility!”

Just as she finished speaking, Wei Lan unintentionally noticed that the Jetta driver, after glancing back, immediately turned his head and gestured with his eyes towards the direction behind her.

That’s right, he was gesturing with his eyes!

But, there was clearly only one person behind her, the Jinbei driver. Why would the Jetta driver gesture to him? Were they acquainted? How could they possibly be acquainted…

This unusual situation instantly made Wei Lan alert!

But Wei Lan’s alertness was already useless. The Jinbei driver, receiving the signal from the Jetta driver, suddenly grabbed Wei Lan’s right hand holding the phone from behind, then snatched the phone right out of her hand!

At this moment, the Jetta driver suddenly took a swift stride forward, seizing Wei Lan’s other hand, completely restraining Wei Lan immediately!

The sudden turn of events terrified Wei Lan. Just as she was about to scream, the two men suddenly hauled her quickly towards the Jinbei car. Wei Lan was aghast, blurting out a cry for help. But just as she cried out once, the Jinbei’s door suddenly slid open. Four hands reached out from the dark, cavernous compartment, grabbed Wei Lan, and the two men behind her pushed her with force, shoving Wei Lan into the Jinbei.

At this moment, the Jinbei driver had already climbed into the driver’s seat. As soon as he got in, he immediately started the car and drove off. Meanwhile, the Jetta driver, Xie Jackie Chan, directly climbed into Wei Lan’s BMW, started the engine, and drove the BMW, turning around at the intersection without hesitation and heading back.

Three people got out of the Jetta car at this time. After shoving the debris from the collision on the ground into the trunk, one of them entered the driver’s seat and calmly and composedly drove away from the scene, following the same route as the Jinbei car.

In just a short time, the scene of the three-car rear-end collision appeared as if nothing had ever happened. Although a few cars passed by during the entire process, Xie Jackie Chan had timed it perfectly. In those few seconds when he gestured to the Jinbei driver and the two of them together hauled Wei Lan into the car, not a single vehicle appeared around them.

At this very moment, Wei Lan, who had been shoved into the Jinbei, couldn’t see anything. Her mouth was gagged with a towel, and her head was covered with a thick, opaque cloth bag, preventing even a trace of light from being seen.

The two men in the compartment were incredibly strong. Even though she struggled continuously, they easily bound her hands and feet with ropes, leaving her lying sideways on the car floor, unable to move.

Wei Lan could only hear the rumbling engine sound of the Jinbei and feel the vehicle’s bumpy ride on the road. In her terror, the only thing she could determine was that the vehicle must be going very fast at this moment…





Chapter 931: Watertight

Wei Lan was in the car compartment behind him, and Song Zhilei was overjoyed with triumph.

Recalling the entire kidnapping process, it could simply be described as flowing smoothly, like water and watertight. This process was something he and Xie Jackie Chan had planned repeatedly. He never imagined he would have such a talent for planning crimes.

First, after the Jinbei van overtook Wei Lan’s BMW, it slowed down and stopped at the green light, just ensuring the Jinbei van was in the first position when the red light turned on. If there had been even one car in front, the kidnapping wouldn’t have gone smoothly, and even if they had pushed through with it, escaping would have been much harder.

Second, it had to be arranged as a multi-car pile-up. Only then could Wei Lan be more easily trapped. Because for Wei Lan, the Jetta that rear-ended her was undeniably the sole party at fault. When the Jinbei van driver first questioned Wei Lan, she would instinctively feel more aggrieved by the car behind. Therefore, her subconscious would also prompt her to clarify responsibility with the rear driver. On one hand, it was to seek an explanation for being rear-ended, and on the other, to shift the blame from the front driver.

Third, Xie Jackie Chan’s performance was crucial. As the sole party at fault, he immediately got out of the car, blaming and insulting Wei Lan, which ignited her anger. This would keep Wei Lan’s attention entirely on him, causing her to overlook the Jinbei van driver, who was supposedly a victim.

Finally, Xie Jackie Chan had to seize the right moment. He could see if any cars were passing on the opposite lane, and when he looked back and saw no cars behind, that was the best time to act. He would signal the Jinbei driver, and within a few seconds, Wei Lan would be successfully abducted into the car.

As the Jinbei van sped towards the outskirts with Wei Lan, Xie Jackie Chan drove Wei Lan’s BMW into an open-air public parking lot.

In 2002, even in Yanjing, surveillance cameras were rarely widespread, and the SkyNet system was still just a concept. Not only was there no monitoring at the intersection just now, but even this open-air public parking lot had no surveillance.

Xie Jackie Chan wore a Baseball cap. Although the parking lot attendant saw the damaged front bumper of the BMW, he didn’t pay it much mind. He just jotted down the license plate and manually raised the barrier, allowing Xie Jackie Chan to enter.

This open-air parking lot was very large. Xie Jackie Chan had surveyed it beforehand. It appeared to be an undeveloped plot of land, enclosed by low walls. The entire parking lot had no concrete ground, only sandy soil, and the conditions were very poor. However, because parking here was much cheaper than outside, only two yuan a day, many nearby households without parking spaces, and white-collar workers who commuted to the vicinity for work during the day, liked to park their cars here.

The parking lot had two security guards during the day, but only one at night. Most of the time, they were holed up in their booth, tinkering with a mini black-and-white television. They didn’t care about pedestrians entering or leaving, only about vehicles, so the overall management was extremely lax.

Xie Jackie Chan parked Wei Lan’s BMW in the deepest corner of the open-air parking lot, then carefully wiped the fingerprints off the steering wheel and gear stick with a small towel from his pocket. Finally, he pulled out a pair of old Yanjing cloth shoes from his lower back, changed into them in the car beforehand, and only then got out of the vehicle.

After getting out, Xie Jackie Chan carried his original shoes, wiped the car door handle clean with the towel, and then walked directly on the sandy soil in his newly changed cloth shoes, climbing over the low wall. He looked around outside the wall and, seeing no one, leaped down from the wall.

Xie Jackie Chan was not tall, just over 1.7 meters. He usually wore size 41 shoes, but the new cloth shoes he changed into were size 43. He had placed a thick, lint-collecting insole inside, so Xie Jackie Chan found them relatively comfortable and didn’t feel much discomfort.

The reason for wearing shoes two sizes larger was that when Xie Jackie Chan was serving time in prison, he had heard a senior figure, a serious offender, talk about some experienced criminals’ methods of committing crimes. How to cover up and dispose of fingerprints was child’s play; the key was to learn how to disguise shoe prints.

Among the police officers responsible for crime scene investigations, there were definitely experts in shoe print identification. Based on the size, depth of impression, and angle of a shoe print, one could determine a person’s gender, approximate age, height, and weight. However, for most people who do shoe print identification, their skill level could only be described as decent. Once they encountered an experienced criminal, they would immediately be led astray.

For example, by wearing shoes one size larger, the body type inferred by the police from the shoe prints might have a significant deviation from the actual person. Even a slight deviation could create great confusion for the police investigating the case.

The parking lot was entirely covered in sandy soil. Xie Jackie Chan knew that once the police found Wei Lan’s car, they would definitely find his footprints. If he tried to erase his footprints as he walked, it would only prevent the police from finding clues. Rather than that, it was better to give them a false clue, which would be more advantageous for him.

Wearing the size 43 cloth shoes, he climbed over the wall and walked several hundred meters on the concrete road. Xie Jackie Chan calmly changed back into his original shoes in the shadow of the sidewalk, then brushed off the size 43 cloth shoes and tucked them back into his waistband.

This was also experience taught by that senior figure. Some foolish criminals would carelessly discard weapons and blood-stained clothing nearby after committing a crime. When the police found the crime scene, there was a fifty percent chance of finding the weapon within a five hundred meter radius. So the senior figure’s advice was to run with the weapon and crucial evidence, the farther the better, and never throw them into trash heaps, filthy ditches, or shallow rivers.

Sometimes Xie Jackie Chan doubted the truthfulness of what the senior figure said, always wondering, “Senior, you’re so amazing, how did the police manage to catch you and put you in prison?”

To this question, the senior figure always smiled without a word. Later, Xie Jackie Chan learned that the senior figure had suffered a slip-up: he ran into an anti-prostitution crackdown while looking for a streetwalker. After arriving at the detention center, he was recognized by another detained inmate, who, wanting to earn merits, ratted him out.

…

Wei Lan didn’t shout, didn’t cry out, didn’t even moan, nor did she struggle. She forced herself to calm down and grasp every possible clue.

At first, she could feel the Jinbei van frequently making sharp turns and occasionally braking suddenly, which indicated that the vehicle was driving on city roads, where traffic conditions were quite complex. However, after more than ten minutes, the Jinbei van’s speed increased, rarely stopping or making sharp turns. From this, she could basically conclude that the car had left the city and was heading out of town.

Wei Lan was terrified deep down, but she still tried her best to think: who would want to kidnap her?

In Yanjing, she wasn’t considered a wealthy person. Although her family still had some family fortune left, most of it had been transferred to her parents in America. Although Li Mu had promised her eight hundred million yuan in cash after three years, plus additional shares in Juncheng Real Estate as compensation, that was something to be fulfilled three years later. Kidnapping her now would be meaningless.

But if it wasn’t for money, then why? Could it be Xiao Chenfeng, the young master of the Urban Construction Group, whom she had offended in Yanjing back then, seeking retaliation?

At this thought, Wei Lan quickly overturned her own guess.

Xiao Chenfeng had indeed harbored ill intentions towards her back then and had almost used force against her in the hotel. Fortunately, she was quick-witted and gained the upper hand at the critical moment, catching him off guard and escaping.

However, Xiao Chenfeng himself was very cautious. Although he intended to use force against her, he had already planned out all the crucial points. If he had succeeded that day, the possibility of her being able to sue him would have been almost zero.

Such a cautious person, even if he still hated her, would definitely not dare to retaliate against her now. Because, no matter how you put it, she was now Li Mu’s person – not Li Mu’s woman, but Li Mu’s employee, his business partner. And that was enough.

Hooligans and ruffians might not care about Li Mu’s influence, but the well-established upper class would certainly be wary.

Suddenly, Wei Lan recalled that the accents of the two drivers just now contained elements of Huzhou City dialect. This meant that both of them were definitely from Huzhou City! If the perpetrators were from Huzhou City, then the mastermind must also be from Huzhou City!

This immediately narrowed down Wei Lan’s list of suspects significantly.

Since she could conclude that the mastermind was from Huzhou City, then among the people from Huzhou City who had such deep animosity towards her, besides Wang Runqing of Lanke Group, who had attempted to devour Juncheng Real Estate, it could only be Song Zhilei, who had been jointly deceived by her and Li Mu!

Wang Runqing, like Xiao Chenfeng, was a celebrity in high society. Therefore, based on her earlier deduction, Wang Runqing’s suspicion could also be basically ruled out. That left Song Zhilei as the most likely possibility!

Wei Lan had some understanding of Song Zhilei. He was a typical man from humble beginnings who, by following his father, had gradually moved away from his earlier crude and despicable way of doing things. However, his nature was extremely wicked; otherwise, when her family fell on hard times, he wouldn’t have colluded with Wang Runqing to push her family to ruin.

It was precisely because Song Zhilei had betrayed her family and acted ungratefully first, that when Li Mu found a way to revitalize Juncheng Real Estate, she agreed to cooperate with Li Mu to defraud him of the 20 percent of shares he held.

Upon careful thought, with all of Juncheng Real Estate’s assets frozen, those 20 percent of shares constituted the vast majority of Song Zhilei’s wealth. To have most of his wealth returned as only twenty million yuan, he must have been furious, providing an absolute motive for the crime.

Actually, back then, when Li Mu casually offered to buy the shares from Song Zhilei at a valuation of one hundred million yuan, Wei Lan considered that he had three children. These three children had always called her Auntie, and she had felt a pang of sympathy, thinking that even if only for the sake of these three children, Song Zhilei should be left with a bit more, no matter how much of a scoundrel he was.

However, Li Mu was very decisive at that time and said, “You can be soft-hearted; I won’t be merciful.” Wei Lan had no choice but to suppress her softness and cooperate with Li Mu, making Song Zhilei hand over all his shares for only twenty million yuan.

Later, when Li Mu used a three billion yuan fund to revitalize Juncheng Real Estate, Wei Lan could almost imagine that Song Zhilei must have wanted to devour her alive. But she never expected him to actually dare to strike at her in Yanjing…

At this moment, Wei Lan was deeply convinced that Song Zhilei was definitely the mastermind behind this kidnapping. There was panic and terror in her heart, but more than that, there was despair.

Because Wei Lan could basically guess that if it really was Song Zhilei, he definitely wouldn’t leave her alive…





Chapter 932: Calm in the Face of Danger

Time was drawing closer to midnight.

Taobao’s data monitoring team began continuously reporting various real-time website data.

From ten o’clock, online users constantly reached new heights, rapidly climbing from over one million. In just a few dozen minutes, it had already reached three million simultaneous online users, and the number was still increasing.

Even Brand Day had never seen such a large number of people online simultaneously. The main reason was that during Brand Day, there was no need for rush purchases, so user concurrency wasn’t very concentrated.

However, this 929 major promotion was very different. The most important point was that starting from midnight, users could participate in a coupon-snatching event every hour. Taobao would release two thousand “get 198 off for every 199 spent” super discount coupons, and twenty thousand 50% off discount coupons (get 100 off for every 199 spent) every hour, on a first-come, first-served basis.

These two types of large-value spend-and-save discount coupons were simply too attractive to consumers, so they were all waiting for midnight to arrive, preparing to snatch coupons first, then place their orders.

Fortunately, for these two types of high-value discount coupons, Taobao and the enterprises would jointly bear the costs, so for Li Mu, the subsidy budget for this part wasn’t too alarming.

As time passed minute by minute, and as the number of online users continuously increased, Li Mu began to feel excited. When the number of online users broke through five million, Li Mu realized that this 929 major promotion would undoubtedly achieve tremendous success.

With five million simultaneous online users, the total daily unique visitors today should be able to exceed thirty million. As for the number of completed orders, Li Mu was currently unsure. The most crucial part was that Li Mu also didn’t know how many unregistered users would place orders through other people’s accounts during this event.

To find out this data, he could only wait until after the major promotion ended to see how many orders each participating user placed on average.

Unlike Taobao’s bustling atmosphere, at this very moment in Hangzhou, the Letao company’s office hall was in dead silence.

Although it was utterly silent, none of Letao’s employees were absent; all were at their posts. The reason for this was that the data they had acquired from their promotion was simply too horrible to look at.

After eight days of promotion, the entire Letao only acquired fewer than two hundred thousand registered users, which could be described as utterly dismal. And with about an hour left until the major promotion began, the website’s online users were only a little over twenty thousand people.

Although Mr. Ma didn’t know Taobao’s current online user count, he could infer that Taobao’s current online user count was at least a hundred times his own.

In the current e-commerce industry, which was not yet mature, categorized, or vertically integrated, user numbers, order numbers, and transaction amounts were basically directly proportional. Calculating from this data, ignoring the differences in product categories, brands, and quantities, and just looking at the user disparity: if Letao aimed to achieve one hundred million in transaction amount on 929, then Taobao could at least reach ten billion.

If one were to further consider the huge disparity in products between the two platforms, the final difference in transaction amounts would likely be even greater.

Such a large gap plunged Mr. Ma and his entire team into extreme despair. For Li Mu, the 929 major promotion after midnight was a day to create new history; for Letao, it was the day the verdict would be read.

Letao, meticulously prepared for so long, was suppressed by Taobao to such a miserable state after its launch. Everyone knew that Letao couldn’t escape the death sentence this time. The only unknown was whether tomorrow for Letao would be an immediate execution of the death sentence or a death sentence with a suspended execution.

…

The Jinbei van carrying Wei Lan drove into a remote farmhouse compound in the Beijing suburbs.

This exceptionally dilapidated farmhouse compound was rented by Song Zhilei. The yard was very large, easily able to accommodate two vehicles.

The moment the Jinbei van pulled over and turned off its engine, Wei Lan felt the surrounding environment become incredibly quiet. This quietness lasted for less than two seconds before the driver pulled the handbrake, removed the car key, and said, “Brother, should we take this woman in?”

Song Zhilei glared at the driver beside him, mouthing four words: “Holy sh*t, stop talking nonsense!”

Then, Song Zhilei pointed to the door of the flat-roofed house on the east side of the farmhouse compound, mouthing three words: “Get her in!”

Only then did the Jinbei van driver remember that Song Zhilei didn’t want this woman to know his identity, because they were old acquaintances. If Song Zhilei spoke in front of her at this moment, she would definitely recognize him.

Fortunately, he had only called him “Brother” just now and not “Brother Lei,” otherwise wouldn’t he have caused serious trouble?

The Jinbei van driver felt a chill down his spine. He quickly said to the two men in the back compartment, who were watching Wei Lan, “Get her into the east room, and tie her securely to a chair!”

The two men quickly pushed open the car door, about to escort Wei Lan away. At this moment, Wei Lan struggled twice, letting out a very urgent sound through her nose, indicating she had something to say.

Up until now, Wei Lan hadn’t dared to resist or make any random noises, because she clearly understood that these robbers must be highly stressed during their escape. If she were to increase their stress at that moment, it would only increase the danger to herself. But now, the robbers had clearly returned safely to their pre-prepared hideout, so at this point, she had to find a way to communicate with them, no matter what.

At this moment, Song Zhilei gave the Jinbei van driver a signal, making a gesture of taking something out of his mouth. The Jinbei van driver immediately understood, personally turned around, and warned Wei Lan, “I’m going to take the towel out of your mouth now. If you dare to scream, I’ll deal with you immediately! Understand?”

Wei Lan quickly nodded.

Then, through the thick hood, the Jinbei van driver pulled out the towel stuffed in Wei Lan’s mouth.

Wei Lan still couldn’t see, but at least her mouth could now speak, so she quickly said, “Gentlemen! If you want money, just name a sum! As long as you let me go, I will definitely find a way to solve it, any amount is fine!”

The Jinbei van driver looked at Song Zhilei. Song Zhilei waved him over, and then pulled him out of the car, whispering in his ear, “Ask her how much money she can come up with.”

The Jinbei van driver walked to the car door and asked Wei Lan, “Speak, how much money can you come up with?”

Wei Lan immediately said, “If you let me go, I guarantee you can get ten million in cash!”

Song Zhilei continued to whisper into the Jinbei van driver’s ear. Subsequently, the Jinbei van driver coldly said, “Ten million? Are you dismissing someone like a beggar? Don’t think we’re fools, I know who you are, and I know you have plenty of money. Li Mu alone owes you eight hundred million; yet you only offer ten million to buy your own life? Is your life so worthless?”

Wei Lan quickly explained, “The eight hundred million you mentioned, I won’t get my hands on it until three years later…”

The Jinbei van driver, as instructed by Song Zhilei, told Wei Lan, “Then you make Li get that eight hundred million back to you right now! Oh, and we want all of it in cash! As soon as we get this money, we’ll release you immediately!”

Wei Lan said, “It’s impossible for Li Mu to get eight hundred million in cash. Do you know how heavy eight hundred million in cash is? At least nine tons. Even if he could gather that much money, do you think you could get your hands on it?”

The Jinbei van driver said, “How I take it is none of your business. You just tell Li to prepare eight hundred million, otherwise we’ll rape you first then kill you, and have our fun!”

Wei Lan said, “Then give me my phone, let me make a call to him.”

The Jinbei van driver said, “Don’t rush, we’ll let you make that call.”

After speaking, the Jinbei van driver said to the two men, “Take her to the east room, tie her to the chair, and keep a close eye on her!”

Wei Lan was soon led into the east room by the two men. Although she couldn’t see, Wei Lan could still smell the strong, a little stifling, earthy odor in the room.

After the two men securely tied her to the back of a wooden chair with thumb-thick ropes, they removed the hood from her head. However, the room was pitch black, and before Wei Lan’s eyes could adapt, the two men put a thick eye mask back on her, and then stuffed her mouth with a towel again.

After they finished, the two men exited the room and stood guard at the door, one on each side. Wei Lan could hear the rustling sounds of them fumbling in their pockets and the click of an electronic lighter. It seemed these two would be guarding her at the door all along.

However, Wei Lan also sighed inwardly. At this moment, she was completely tied to the chair. Even if no one was watching her, she would have no chance of escaping. These robbers were extremely cautious; not only did they tightly bind her to the chair with ropes, but they also tied her hands, one on each armrest of the chair, and her feet were bound together, from ankle to knee.

In other words, even if Wei Lan had a knife in her hand right now, it would be useless, because her wrists couldn’t move at all.

In movies and TV shows, villains always leave a BUG after tying up the protagonist, but today’s encounter made Wei Lan realize that those were just exaggerated portrayals in film. Now, her hands couldn’t even move her fingers, her body couldn’t move, and her legs were also tied still, with absolutely no room to move. With this method of tying, let alone herself, even Sylvester Stallone and Arnold Schwarzenegger would probably have no chance of quietly breaking free.

Wei Lan was much calmer now than when she was first kidnapped. Her psychological resilience, which allowed her to remain calm in the face of danger, enabled her to constantly pay attention to all information and conduct a rational and systematic analysis.

So far, one thing was certain: no matter what, the kidnappers’ primary goal was money. Otherwise, if it were merely seeking revenge, they wouldn’t bother locking her up like this; they could just kill her and be done with it. As long as their main goal was money, then her temporary life safety would definitely be guaranteed until they received the ransom.

Having confirmed this, Wei Lan began to repeatedly review all the details she could access. Now, more firmly than she had been in the car, she was convinced that the mastermind behind her kidnapping was 100% Song Zhilei, and that Song Zhilei must have been in the car just now!

The reason was simple: the Jinbei van’s occupant had clearly spoken to a man he called “Brother,” but the other party hadn’t made any sound, instead communicating instructions to the Jinbei van driver through another method that Wei Lan couldn’t identify. There were only two possible reasons: first, he was mute; second, he didn’t want her to hear his voice.

The first possibility was very small; the second was the most likely!

The other party definitely didn’t want her to hear his voice, which was why he didn’t speak in front of her. Who would have such a concern? It must be an acquaintance, afraid that she would recognize his voice.

Considering everything, this person could only be Song Zhilei!





Chapter 938: The Curtain Rises

After dealing with Wei Lan’s BMW, Xie Jackie Chan wound his way into a dark alley, two streets away from the parking lot.

Last night, he had parked a battered 125cc motorcycle, bought from the black market, in this alley. He had also hidden a bag of clothes under a dusty minivan that hadn’t been moved for days.

When he emerged from the alley, he was dressed in an unusually inconspicuous migrant worker’s outfit, wearing a low-quality motorcycle helmet, and carrying an equally unassuming backpack. The backpack contained the old clothes he had just changed out of, and his size 43 fabric shoes.

Riding his motorcycle towards the suburban area, Xie Jackie Chan felt quite satisfied with the series of kidnapping, withdrawal, and clean-up operations he had just completed. He had painstakingly covered every detail. Even if the police found Wei Lan’s BMW and turned it inside out, they wouldn’t find any clue related to him.

“Senior figure” had once told him that when the police investigate a case, clues are like fishing lines—they cannot be broken, and even if they break, one must find a way to reconnect them to continue, otherwise, it’s impossible to catch a fish. Therefore, when committing a crime, one must try to break the clues. The more clues broken, the safer one becomes.

The fingerprint clues were broken; after scaling the wall in his size 43 fabric shoes, the footprint clues were also broken; he then slipped into a dark alley, emerged with a different appearance, riding a motorcycle, and the clues were broken once more.

With three times severing the clues that the police might pursue in the future, Xie Jackie Chan was convinced he was completely safe.

For this kidnapping of Wei Lan, Xie Jackie Chan and Song Zhilei had formulated four major stages: kidnapping, collecting money, eliminating witnesses, and absconding.

Currently, the kidnapping stage had been perfectly achieved. The next step was to collect the money.

When Xie Jackie Chan rode back to the farmhouse, it was ten minutes before noon. As soon as he entered the yard, he immediately went into the main hall to meet Song Zhilei. The two of them sent everyone else outside and quietly talked in the room.

Xie Jackie Chan told Song Zhilei, “Everything that needed to be done at the scene has been done. It’s definitely foolproof. Now it’s time to call Li Mu for the money.”

Song Zhilei nodded and said to Xie Jackie Chan, “You go threaten Wei Lan first, make her cooperate with us, give her some hope, tell her we only want money and won’t harm her life. As long as she actively cooperates with us to get the money from Li Mu, she’ll live.”

Xie Jackie Chan asked, “You’re not stepping in?”

Song Zhilei said, “I can’t appear before Wei Lan yet. That stinky bitch has a fierce temper. If she sees that I’m the one who kidnapped her, and she screams into the phone to Li Mu, then Your father here is finished.”

At this point, Song Zhilei let out a sinister laugh and said, “When the time is right, I will naturally make an appearance. And not only will I make an appearance, I’ll also strip her bare and share a bare moment with her! Let her know that Your father here is not someone she can toy with!”

Song Zhilei was not a desperate thug. He kidnapped Wei Lan for money and revenge, but his ultimate goal was to safely reach Australia and start a new life with his family. If Wei Lan really screamed into the phone, with Li Mu’s capabilities, he would definitely issue an A-level warrant for his arrest. At that time, forget going abroad, he wouldn’t even be able to get near an airport. How could he go to Australia then?

Xie Jackie Chan nodded, reminding him, “Brother Lei, I came out to do this job with you, partly to repay your favor, and partly to earn a settlement allowance for the rest of my life. I don’t object to you wanting to mess with women, but before the deed is done, I hope you can prioritize the bigger picture.”

After saying that, Xie Jackie Chan paused and added, “We’ve tied up such a beautiful woman here, and those bastards outside are practically staring with their eyes popped out. For these guys, a lot of things are just a momentary urge. I’ve warned them that no one is allowed to create new problems/complications (idiom) before the job is done, but you’d best not incite their lower body urges either. If everyone can stay tense right now, nothing will go wrong, but if you lose control and fire the first shot, everyone will become impatient, and then there will definitely be big trouble.”

“Even if we concede ten thousand steps, and there’s no big trouble, what if so many people defile her, and she gets so upset she smashes her head somewhere and dies? What if Li Mu wants to confirm she’s still alive before paying the money?”

Xie Jackie Chan was well aware of the expectations and urges a normal man, especially these normal men outside who haven’t seen anything good, would have when faced with a woman like Wei Lan.

Kidnapping Wei Lan and bringing her back was like letting a pack of hungry wolves guard a tender lamb. Every wolf would long for an opportunity to tear off a piece to sate their craving. At this moment, the alpha wolf must set a good example while also restraining the other members of the pack. Otherwise, once the alpha wolf starts tearing off the first bite, the other vicious wolves will definitely swarm.

At that point, if the alpha wolf still tries to control the situation, it will certainly become an eyesore to all the vicious wolves. If public outrage or even a Group Attack occurs, everything will be completely out of control.

Song Zhilei knew that Xie Jackie Chan had more experience in crime and trusted what he said, so he nodded and stated, “Rest assured, before the job is done, I absolutely won’t lay a finger on Wei Lan, nor will I let anyone else lay a finger on her.”

Xie Jackie Chan nodded. He was experienced and didn’t want Song Zhilei to feel displeased because of his reminder, so he sincerely said, “Brother Lei, don’t blame me for being cautious. If this doesn’t work out, we’re all screwed, that goes without saying. But if this does work out and we get the money, you’ll pat your backside and go abroad to live a paradise-like life with sister-in-law and the nephews. But I don’t have that ability; I’ll still have to live on tenterhooks in China. So for this matter, younger brother pleads with you, you must prioritize the bigger picture.”

Song Zhilei nodded in understanding and said, “Don’t worry, Six, before the job is done, I won’t let my urges drive me. After it’s done, Your brother here will be first, and you’ll be second!”

A wicked smirk crossed Xie Jackie Chan’s lips: “With your words, Brother Lei, I’m truly at ease!”

With that, Xie Jackie Chan stood up and said, “It’s almost noon. I’ll go have a chat with that woman, then call Li Mu.”

…

“It’s almost noon…”

Guru Lei, standing next to Li Mu, muttered, then said to Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu, “It’s the last two minutes before the major promotion begins. Anyone want to make a bet?”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “Director Lei, are you starting a betting pool?”

Guru Lei laughed, “Alright! 1 billion to 3 billion, odds 1:1; 3 billion to 5 billion, odds 1:3; 5 billion to 8 billion, odds 1:5; over 8 billion, odds 1:10!”

Senior Brother Liu laughed, “Okay, I’ll bet on 3 billion to 5 billion, 10,000!”

Guru Lei nodded, “I’ll make a note of it. If it’s below 3 billion or above 5 billion, you owe me 10,000. If it’s within that range, I owe you 20,000.”

Senior Brother Liu laughed heartily, “OK!”

Guru Lei then looked at Li Mu, smiling, and asked, “General Manager Li, want to play a hand?”

Li Mu smiled, “Sure, let’s play a hand. I’ll bet 10,000 yuan on the 5 billion to 8 billion range.”

Guru Lei laughed, “Then I’d rather lose 40,000 yuan to you!”

Li Mu burst out laughing, saying, “I’d rather lose 10,000 yuan to you in exchange for sales exceeding 8 billion.”

“8 billion…” The two exchanged glances, both somewhat incredulous. Director Lei said, “Currently, Taobao has over thirty million registered users, with monthly active users under ten million. There are only a few million users with relatively in-depth online shopping habits. If our major promotion can mobilize ten million users to participate, reaching over 8 billion would require each user’s spending to exceed 800 yuan. Ten million users, and an average spend of 800 yuan per person—both of these figures are very difficult to achieve.”

Li Mu nodded, “Ten million users is indeed not easy, and 800 yuan per person sounds a bit like an impossible fantasy. From reliable data, a conservativel estimated seven to eight million users generating purchases, with an average spend of 200 to 300 yuan per person, seems much more realistic. Overall, a sales amount of around 1.5 billion yuan is definitely secure.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “However, 800 yuan per person is not impossible. That depends on another key data point.”

Both of them looked at him: “What key data point?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Average order volume!”

Speaking, Li Mu continued, “The 1.5 billion yuan estimate just now was the most conservative estimate calculated around these in-depth online shopping users. These seven to eight million people, if they only shop according to their own needs, might only spend an average of 200 to 300 yuan each. But what if we motivate the attention of their entire families? A son wants to buy new clothes, a daughter wants to buy skincare products, a mother wants to buy groceries and daily necessities, a father wants to buy a razor… So, these seven to eight million people actually represent not just the purchasing power of seven to eight million individuals, but the purchasing power of seven to eight million households.”

“Moreover, this time we have clearly leveraged the public’s nerves. The same products bought from us can be 30% or even more cheaper, and they are all direct brand supplies. A large number of non-in-depth users will be extremely interested. Plus, we launched a policy encouraging users to place orders for others. If they can provide a channel for these non-in-depth online shopping users, or even non-online shopping users, to place orders, I believe this time the data will show truly astonishing results.”

Senior Brother Liu excitedly said, “That’s right! If eight million users place orders, and each person places one to two orders, the average consumption might only be 200 to 300 yuan. But if it’s eight million households, with each household averaging three to four orders, the average consumption amount could easily double! The possibilities here are simply too many!”

Just then, the giant electronic screen finally crossed 23:59:59 and turned to September 29th, 0:00:00!

Everyone at the scene cheered and encouraged, as a nationwide online major promotion kicked off with great fanfare!





Chapter 934: An Ant Trying to Shake a Tree

As millions of people snatched Discount coupons and placed orders on Taobao, Xie Jackie Chan, with a cigarette dangling from his lips, walked into the East room where Wei Lan was being held.

The first thing he did upon entering the room was pull the cord switch on the wall, illuminating the twenty-watt incandescent bulb above Wei Lan’s head.

Then, Xie Jackie Chan pulled a stool over and placed it in front of Wei Lan. He reached out and removed Wei Lan’s eye mask before sitting down in front of her.

Wei Lan’s eyes had been unexposed to light for a long time. Even with just a twenty-watt incandescent bulb, the glare made it difficult for her to see clearly for a while. She could only make out the silhouette of a man sitting in front of her. After some time, her vision recovered, and she finally saw his face clearly.

Wei Lan immediately recognized him as the Jetta driver who had crashed into her.

Song Zhilei didn’t dare to see Wei Lan, fearing that once Wei Lan knew his identity, she might, in a moment of desperation, reveal the truth to Li Mu. After all, using her kidnapping to extort money from Li Mu would inevitably require Wei Lan to communicate with Li Mu. If Wei Lan merely uttered the three words “Song Zhilei” at that point, Song Zhilei would be finished.

However, Song Zhilei was afraid, but Xie Jackie Chan was not.

Firstly, Wei Lan didn’t recognize him, so she couldn’t quickly reveal any specific information about him to Li Mu over the phone. Secondly, whether the plan succeeded or not, Wei Lan had to die. The pit for burying her was already dug, just under three kilometers away at the foot of the mountain. So, he had even less to fear from meeting her.

Wei Lan stared at Xie Jackie Chan nervously. Xie Jackie Chan narrowed his eyes, observed her, and took a puff from his cigarette before speaking to Wei Lan: “I’m going to take the towel out of your mouth now. You need to be obedient. Answer what I ask, say what I say. If you dare to shout, I won’t be polite. Nod if you understand.”

Wei Lan hurriedly nodded again and again.

Only then did Xie Jackie Chan let out a satisfied grunt, reaching out to pull the towel from Wei Lan’s mouth.

As soon as Wei Lan could speak, she immediately said to him, “How much money do you want? Just name a figure, and I’ll find a way to meet your demands. I only ask that you release me once you receive the money.”

Xie Jackie Chan smiled slightly and said, “We don’t ask for much: thirty million Chinese yuan in cash, plus ten million US dollars in cash. I know your net worth starts at least at eight hundred million yuan. This amount is nothing to you. Consider it an expense to avert disaster. Once we get the money, we’ll release you immediately. You’ll learn from this mistake, spend some money to hire a few bodyguards, and save yourself from people like us trying to get you again in the future.”

Xie Jackie Chan spoke sincerely, as if a friend were having a heart-to-heart conversation with her. If Wei Lan hadn’t already analyzed from certain details that the mastermind behind this was definitely Song Zhilei, she might even have believed what Xie Jackie Chan was saying.

However, even though she didn’t believe him at all in her heart, Wei Lan still acted extremely trusting, nodding repeatedly and saying, “I will definitely cooperate with you to get this money. It’s true that Li Mu owes me eight hundred million yuan for the acquisition, and though he said he’d pay in three years, I still have some private connections with him. Faced with such a major incident, it wouldn’t be a loss for him to provide this money first.”

Xie Jackie Chan nodded and said, “Li Mu’s influence is significant. We don’t want him to call the police and blow things up. You should understand this yourself: if no police get involved, we get the money and release you, and we all go our separate ways peacefully. But if the police get involved, and we’re caught, it’s a serious crime. In that case, we won’t have it easy, and naturally, we won’t let you have it easy either. Killing you before fleeing would make our escape smoother, wouldn’t it?”

Wei Lan nodded repeatedly, her face filled with terror, her eyes even turning red. Tears welled up and, in the blink of an eye, turned into two streams of clear tears that flowed down her cheeks.

Wei Lan was indeed scared, but her tears were meant to mislead the other party. She deliberately thought of her parents, and the thought of them being far across the ocean, unaware that she had been kidnapped on the other side of the world, caused tears to stream down her face uncontrollably.

Seeing Wei Lan’s terrified tears, Xie Jackie Chan’s guard dropped slightly. Believing his persuasion was effective, he continued, “Later, I’ll call Li Mu. Before I tell you to speak, don’t say anything unnecessary. Only say what I tell you to say. If you add or omit a single word, I won’t take your life, but I will cut off one of your fingers. If fingers aren’t enough, I’ll cut off your toes. Although I may seem easy to talk to, I always keep my word!”

Xie Jackie Chan was experienced. When he called Li Mu for money, Wei Lan’s role was merely to confirm to Li Mu that she had indeed been kidnapped, and then to prevent him from calling the police and to urge him to prepare the money quickly. Therefore, he had to warn Wei Lan not to speak unnecessarily beforehand. When he told her what to say, she just had to repeat it, otherwise, if she revealed any information, it could ruin the entire plan.

Wei Lan watched Xie Jackie Chan’s seemingly calm expression, but sensed an extremely cold ruthlessness deep within him. She instinctively felt that this was an extremely difficult person to deal with. Her heart immediately tightened, and her outlook on her own ordeal became even more pessimistic.

Xie Jackie Chan pulled Wei Lan’s mobile phone from his pocket. The small flip phone now had its back panel battery removed.

Installing the phone battery in front of Wei Lan, Xie Jackie Chan asked her, “Do you have Li Mu’s number in your phone?”

Wei Lan nodded: “Yes.”

“Alright then, I’ll call Li Mu now!”

…

“The event officially launched five minutes ago, and the transaction amount has exceeded fifty million!”

When the operations team feedbacked the real-time data, the entire Taobao platform erupted in cheers!

This event wasn’t a flash sale; most of the specially priced items were well-stocked. Yet, after the event launched, it still immediately prompted a significant number of users to quickly place orders.

At the same time, the twenty-two thousand Discount coupons had already been snapped up quickly. In the top notification bar of every website page, user IDs and the categories of grabbed coupons were continuously scrolling.

It also didn’t forget to remind other users that the next round of coupon-snatching would start promptly at 1:00 AM!

Li Mu hadn’t expected to achieve a transaction amount of fifty million in the first five minutes of the launch. This gave him even greater confidence.

Subsequently, Li Mu immediately checked the data analysis chart. Of the fifty million transaction amount, seventy percent came from apparel.

Apparel had significant discounts, and some special-priced styles were indeed unlike daily necessities, which often had hundreds of thousands or even millions of units in stock. Some brands offered a small quantity of ultra-discounted apparel to be eye-catching, so the initial rush was for this batch of limited-stock, specially-priced apparel.

Li Mu knew very well that the main highlight later, besides user demand for clothing, shoes, and hats, would be the “bundle orders” behavior for daily necessities and other goods. Most people buying grain, oil, and food would try to bundle orders to reach one hundred ninety-nine yuan before checking out. The same applied to daily necessities. These items didn’t require quick-snatching, but rather deliberation and balance. Essentially, the vast majority of consumers would engage in “over-purchase” behavior, because a subconscious idea supported them: I’ll use it eventually anyway, so why not buy more while it’s cheap?

With ample data support, everyone firmly believed that this Taobao promotion had immense potential, and its true power would be seen in the latter half.

While Taobao was celebrating, Letao in Hangzhou remained completely silent at this moment.

In the first five minutes of the promotion, the transaction amount was less than one hundred thousand yuan.

Looking at the paltry eighty thousand or so in transaction amount, every Letao employee felt their heart turn to ashes.

To put it plainly, what measures the strength of an e-commerce website? There’s only one crucial data point: the transaction amount.

With such a terrible start, the remaining twenty-three hours and fifty-five minutes offered simply no hope.

Mr. Ma’s face was grim. He had previously dreamt of this moment, midnight on September 29th, awaiting its arrival. In his fantasy, the platform’s transaction amount would skyrocket, continuously climbing.

However, ever since Li Mu started to target Letao, his dream had been shattered little by little. By now, he had essentially woken up, only able to watch his fragmented dream scattered on the ground, experiencing the harsh reality.

At this moment, Mr. Ma only wanted to know Taobao’s data. In the same five minutes, how much had they sold?

Just then, a YY notification popped up, pushing a late-night flash news alert to all online users in China: “Taobao’s 929 major promotion: Transaction amount surpasses fifty million in five minutes!”

When Mr. Ma saw that headline, his mind buzzed as if exploding, his eyes suddenly losing light, and his vision turned black.

He understood Li Mu’s strategy. This data certainly had no exaggeration, because Li Mu wasn’t the kind of person who liked to brag about performance.

In the same five minutes, Li Mu’s Taobao sold fifty million yuan, while his own Letao sold just over eighty thousand yuan. This six hundred-fold difference was like six hundred resounding slaps delivered directly to his face all at once.

Mr. Ma felt both hatred and anger. He had expected to fail, but he hadn’t expected to fail so miserably.

Li Mu truly was too good at this, and his marketing tactics were far more numerous than his own. Just the “spend-and-save” Discount coupon strategy alone was immeasurably more brilliant than his site-wide twenty percent discount. Li Mu’s biggest gimmick was the large “spend-and-save” Discount coupon: one hundred ninety-nine yuan reduced to one hundred ninety-eight yuan. This gimmick was practically like an injection of adrenaline into consumers!

Same time, same promotion, the vast majority of consumers’ attention would converge on one major platform. Taobao had done an excellent job with its eye-catching efforts beforehand. Compared to himself, that immense crushing advantage made him feel completely like an ant ridiculously overestimating its own strength in front of Li Mu. How laughable.

Mr. Ma knew very well that tomorrow he would become the laughingstock of the entire internet industry. Compared to him, others, like General Manager Ma of Tencent, weren’t truly disgraced by being utterly surpassed by Li Mu, because General Manager Ma of Tencent had initially been thoroughly undersold by Li Mu’s superior product strength. Industry insiders mostly felt regrettable for him, with a sentiment of “If Zhou Yu was born, why was Zhuge Liang born?”. But he himself was vastly different from General Manager Ma of Tencent.

To Li Mu and Taobao, he was completely the self-overestimating, proactively provoking party! He coveted Li Mu’s B2C retail business planning, neglecting his perfectly good B2B business. Right from the start, he caused trouble for Li Mu: first, by acquiring several express delivery companies, hoping to use the opportunity to invest in Taobao. After Li Mu rejected him, angered and humiliated, he deliberately had his logistics company create traps for Li Mu’s Brand Day. Later, Li Mu publicly made him lose face in the media, making him notorious for a time. Yet, he endured humiliation for a greater purpose, developing Letao, and was preparing a counterattack with a major promotion, only to be subjected to a beautiful ambush by Li Mu’s main forces…

Mr. Ma could almost imagine it: tomorrow morning, he would be the clown mocked by the entire internet industry. His dreams, his concepts, his thinking, his ambitions, would all become a laughingstock…





Chapter 935: Seize the Initiative!

The miracle of Taobao continued.

At 0:12 AM on September 29th, just twelve minutes after the event launched, the platform’s transaction amount exceeded one hundred million!

The entire Taobao was even more excited than the throngs celebrating on the streets the night China won its Olympic bid!

Before the launch, the one time node everyone eagerly awaited was the moment the platform’s transaction amount would break one hundred million!

Some believed the platform could exceed one hundred million within the first hour of the event.

Others were more aggressive, thinking it could break one hundred million within forty minutes of the event’s launch.

Some were more pessimistic, believing it would take at least one and a half hours for the platform’s transaction amount to possibly exceed one hundred million.

However, no one dared to imagine that Taobao’s transaction amount would break one hundred million in just the twelfth minute after the event launched!

Moreover, the data showed almost no signs of weakening and continued to soar!

Powerful!

It was freakishly talented powerful!

So powerful that even the people who personally created this incredible achievement couldn’t believe it was real!

Li Mu was overjoyed. He had never dreamed that in 2002, people would have such a strong interest in online shopping and demonstrate such powerful purchasing power through it.

Although the public’s wallets were the starry expanse for the future of internet companies, Li Mu was still a person with grand pursuits and dreams. Making money was secondary; what he wanted most was to use his abilities and advantages to allow his fellow countrymen to experience the immense changes that the internet brought to people’s lives a step ahead of others.

Exceeding one hundred million in twelve minutes represented the public’s acceptance of the internet and the tangible changes it brought them. Although most of the products were daily necessities, the purchasing power displayed by the public for these daily necessities still moved Li Mu to the point of tears.

From Taobao’s launch until now, from Brand Day to the 929 major promotion, Li Mu could declare with a clear conscience, “From Taobao’s zero start until now, I have not earned a single cent of ill-gotten gains, nor have I left myself with any original sin!”

This was completely different from those who first rose by condoning the sale of counterfeit goods, established an unshakeable powerful foundation, and then started to fight.

This was completely different from those who first developed rogue software, and then developed security software to deal with the rogue software!

This was completely different from platforms that, for the sake of money, traffic, market value, and market share, promoted pirated goods, fake medical information, and fake products!

After succeeding, one could still pat their chest in front of the whole world and say with a clear conscience – that was the highest self-requirement for an internet professional!

Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei were also teary-eyed. They both clearly understood that exceeding one hundred million in twelve minutes was no longer about money; it was about an ideal, a future, an infinitely bright prospect, and an infinitely glorious mission. At this moment, both were immensely grateful to have joined Taobao, this great platform, this great team. They firmly believed that they could, on this platform, benefit all Chinese consumers; this was a supreme great honor.

The editors from YY Net were working overtime at Taobao. As soon as the transaction amount exceeded one hundred million at 0:12 AM, the news alert they had already prepared was immediately filled with the key data and sent out. On this seemingly quiet night, the news that Taobao’s 929 major promotion had achieved a transaction amount over one hundred million just twelve minutes after its launch shocked countless people in front of their computers.

As he was still excited, Li Mu’s phone in his pocket rang. It was Wei Lan.

Li Mu felt a warmth in his heart, instinctively feeling that Wei Lan must have seen the news alert released by YY Net and called immediately to congratulate him.

When he answered the phone, Li Mu, full of smiles and a hint of excitement, said, “Hello, Wei Lan!”

As soon as his voice fell, Xie Jackie Chan’s grim voice came from the other end of the line: “Is this Li Mu?”

Li Mu froze.

Wei Lan’s call, but why was it a strange man?

Li Mu almost subconsciously asked him, “Who are you?”

Xie Jackie Chan scoffed, “Who I am isn’t important. Wei Lan is in my hands right now. If you want her to live, it depends on your sincerity!”

Li Mu’s heart sank!

The excitement and exhilaration from moments ago completely solidified, and his entire emotional state plummeted to an ice-cold point.

With just one sentence, he realized the seriousness of the situation.

Wei Lan was kidnapped?!

Under the Emperor’s feet, in broad daylight, Wei Lan was actually kidnapped?

At this moment, Li Mu thought of a movie he had watched before, “Saving Mr. Wu.” Wasn’t that a real event that happened in Yanjing? The person kidnapped was also a famous actor, and the kidnapping location was actually Sanlitun, the most prosperous area in Yanjing!

Li Mu’s heart was in his throat. At this moment, a sentence nearly escaped his lips: “Just name your price, anything, as long as she’s safe!”

But just as Li Mu was about to speak, he felt his entire being was overly nervous at this moment. Since his rebirth, he had accomplished many awesome feats, conquering all sides and standing tall like a capable general, but this was the first time someone close to him had encountered a kidnapping and a life threat. At this moment, he found it difficult to control his emotions.

So, Li Mu urgently swallowed the words he had almost blurted out, and tried to speak in a calm tone: “If you found someone else’s phone, return it. Don’t play pranks on me here!”

With that, Li Mu immediately hung up the phone, pushed his chair away, and hastily ran back to his office.

The reason he pretended to think the other party was “playing a prank” was actually because Li Mu needed this opportunity to buy himself a brief window of time, quickly adjust his mindset, and then respond.

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu beside him also noticed Li Mu’s abnormal state. They exchanged glances and hurriedly followed him.

As soon as Li Mu entered his office, without even bothering to close the door, he pulled out another phone from his bag, one that hadn’t been used for a long time and served as a backup. He immediately typed out a text message: “Wei Lan is in trouble. Come to Taobao to see me immediately. Do NOT call the police, and don’t call me!”

Then he sent this message to Song Liang and Chen Ze.

They were all shareholders of Wanying Real Estate, and Wei Lan was an employee of Wanying, a partner to them all. With such a serious matter happening, Li Mu’s first thought was to consult them.

As for calling the police, Li Mu dared not take that risk. Once he called the police, or once the police knew this matter was related to him, they would likely deploy all forces for a massive investigation. What Li Mu feared was too much commotion, which might provoke the kidnappers or make them nervous.

The reason he dared not use his usual phone was fear that the other party would call again.

…

Xie Jackie Chan was a bit dumbfounded at this moment.

What was going on? He had just said harsh words, then Li Mu warned him off and hung up the phone? This guy was too audacious, wasn’t he? Did he really not take this seriously, or did he genuinely believe I just found the phone and was pulling a prank on him?

Wei Lan also felt a little nervous. She wasn’t quite sure what was happening. Why did the call disconnect as soon as Xie Jackie Chan said she was kidnapped? Seeing his blank expression, it must have been Li Mu who hung up. Could it be that her kidnapping meant nothing to Li Mu?

Instinctively, Wei Lan blurted out, “What did he say?”

Xie Jackie Chan spat, cursing, “Holy sh*t, that bastard said I just found the phone and was pulling a prank on him!”

With that, Xie Jackie Chan glanced at Wei Lan and said coldly, “I’m calling again. This time, you talk to him first. Tell him it’s really you, and that everything I just said is true. If you dare to say one more word, don’t forget my warning.”

Wei Lan hurriedly nodded: “I know, don’t worry, I’ll say exactly what you ask, not one word more!”

Xie Jackie Chan nodded in satisfaction and pressed the redial button.

Li Mu had just finished sending the text message when Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu rushed in together, asking, “What’s wrong? What happened? You look so flustered?”

Li Mu wiped the cold sweat from his forehead. He was doing a bit better now, having adjusted somewhat; he was much calmer than when he first received the call. Just as he was about to tell them the general situation, his phone rang again.

Li Mu quickly made a shushing gesture to the two of them, instructing, “Don’t say anything yet.” Then he answered the call.

“Hello? Are you done yet?”

Li Mu said impatiently. Wei Lan’s voice came from the other end: “Li Mu, it’s me, Wei Lan… what that person just said is true…”

After Wei Lan finished speaking, Xie Jackie Chan took the phone to his own ear and said coldly, “You heard that?”

Li Mu was mentally prepared and much calmer now. He hummed in acknowledgment, then spoke in a voice devoid of panic: “I heard. What do you want?”

Xie Jackie Chan immediately said, “I’ll give you twenty-four hours to prepare thirty million RMB in cash, plus ten million USD in cash. I’ll call you at this time tomorrow night to tell you how to deliver the money. If you dare to call the police, just wait to collect her body. Oh, by the way, I forgot to mention, my brothers have a keen sexual interest in such a beauty!”

Xie Jackie Chan deliberately emphasized the word “sexual,” full of threat.

Li Mu was nervous and angry at this moment, but he retorted in a highly authoritative voice: “Are you threatening me?”

With a burst of ferocity, Xie Jackie Chan instinctively gritted his teeth and said, “I’m not threatening you, I’m warning you!”

Li Mu said coldly, “Wei Lan is just my employee. You’re asking me to give you thirty million RMB plus ten million USD for an employee? In RMB, that’s over one hundred million! My two companies have over one thousand employees. If anyone can just kidnap one of my employees and then turn around and ask me for over one hundred million, how the hell am I supposed to run my company? Should I just give everything to you?!”

As Li Mu said this, he was extremely nervous internally, but he had no choice. He realized he had to seize some initiative in front of the kidnapper.

Only with initiative could he negotiate with the other party, prolong their patience, and force them to change their plans to a certain extent because of his proactivity.

Otherwise, if he appeared very nervous from the start, showing an attitude of “as long as you don’t hurt her, anything else is negotiable,” the other party would undoubtedly feel they had him completely cornered. Then they would start to Take an inch and ask for a mile and try to control the situation.

Once he allowed the other party to control the pace, he would inevitably be too passive, and once he became passive, Wei Lan would be even more in danger!





Chapter 936: Wei Lan, Oh Wei Lan, You’re Truly Too Clever!

Xie Jackie Chan hadn’t expected Li Mu to speak so absolutely. With just one phrase, “Wei Lan is just my employee,” he shattered half of Xie Jackie Chan’s strong reliance.

Indeed, Wei Lan was just his employee, not his woman. If he were the boss, it would be impossible for him to pay over one hundred million Chinese yuan for a female employee, no matter how beautiful she was. It simply wasn’t worth it.

Li Mu’s words significantly quelled Xie Jackie Chan’s arrogance, even causing him to panic momentarily, unsure how to regain his momentum. The biggest leverage in kidnapping and extortion was the hostage. If the hostage wasn’t important enough to the extorted party, then things would truly become passive.

Xie Jackie Chan suddenly recalled what Song Zhilei had told him earlier and realized he had missed a major clue. He immediately said, “Don’t misunderstand, I’m not asking you to pay. Didn’t you owe Wei Lan eight hundred million? Let’s just consider this an advance payment to her, letting her pay the bill herself. Surely that’s not a problem, right?”

That was Song Zhilei’s original intention: to coerce Wei Lan into asking Li Mu for her own money to redeem her life. But Xie Jackie Chan had gotten too caught up in the role, trying to show off to Li Mu right from the start, giving Li Mu the chance to suppress him with a single sentence.

Li Mu, hearing that Xie Jackie Chan had been bluffed, knew his plan was effective. Once the opponent’s arrogance was reduced, his own initiative greatly increased.

Seeing no response from Li Mu, Xie Jackie Chan immediately said, “I’ll turn on the speakerphone; let her tell you herself.”

After speaking, Xie Jackie Chan threatened Wei Lan, “Tell him that this money is just for him to pay on your behalf, and that you will bear the full cost yourself.”

Wei Lan was restless with anxiety at this moment. From the sound of it, Li Mu didn’t buy it regarding Xie Jackie Chan’s previous threat. Did he really not care if she lived or died?

However, the current situation didn’t allow her to ponder too much. She could only repeat as Xie Jackie Chan demanded, “General Manager Li, please, I’d appreciate it if you could pay this money on my behalf. I will bear the full cost myself in the future!”

Li Mu didn’t dare to show off too much at this point. The hidden struggle for initiative with the kidnappers had to be handled with extreme caution. If the kidnappers became too passive, and realized the hostage was worthless, they might, in a fit of anger, tear up the ticket (meaning kill the hostage).

He had just been about to agree to stabilize the kidnappers, but a thought suddenly flashed through his mind. Li Mu felt that even if he called the police, before the police investigated, they would first have to investigate how Wei Lan went missing, finding clues little by little from the very beginning. That would take an unknown amount of time to uncover valuable clues. Yet, Wei Lan was such a clever woman, and as someone who had personally encountered the situation, she must have many valuable clues. The problem now was that Wei Lan could only speak according to the captor’s demands, unable to reveal anything useful.

So Li Mu changed his mind and said indifferently, “Wei Lan, it’s no problem for me to pay one hundred million for you first. To be honest, those eight hundred million are your money; even paying two hundred million for you wouldn’t be a problem.”

As soon as these words came out, Xie Jackie Chan’s heart surged with joy.

This was the attitude he wanted! Anyway, it was Wei Lan’s money, Wei Lan paying the bill herself. Li Mu just needed to take out her money to rescue her. Since it wasn’t his own money, he wouldn’t feel heartache.

However, at this point, Li Mu’s tone shifted, and he said, “But Wei Lan, you’re also a businesswoman; you know what baseless accusations mean. I did promise you eight hundred million; that’s written in black and white in the contract, and I signed and confirmed it. Now you’re asking me to first pay over one hundred million to the kidnappers, just by word of mouth. If I give the money and they release you, what if you turn around and don’t acknowledge it? Wouldn’t that over one hundred million of mine be completely lost? The risk is simply too great!”

Wei Lan had just been restless with anxiety about Li Mu’s attitude, but at this moment, she suddenly realized Li Mu was acting!

Although she hadn’t known Li Mu for long, she knew his style of doing things. The reason she liked this man wasn’t precisely because of his magnanimity, generosity, and his full passion and sense of social responsibility? With her judgment of character, it was absolutely impossible for Li Mu to say such words. The only possibility was that he was acting.

Xie Jackie Chan hadn’t expected Li Mu to have this layer of concern. What if this guy really didn’t dare to pay because of this small concern? Then this whole thing would be completely ruined!

So, he immediately said, “You姓 Li, what tricks are you trying to pull? Do you want her to sign a contract with you first or something?”

Li Mu innocently said, “Please, I’m a businessman. You’re asking me to shell out over one hundred million without getting any proof. If it were you, would you be willing?”

“I…” Xie Jackie Chan felt a bit timid/cowardly inside at this moment. He really wanted to say fiercely, “Your father here will kill her immediately if you try any more tricks!”, but he was afraid Li Mu would suddenly reply, “Alright then, do it. I’m going to sleep.” If that happened, what would he do? Would he have to say, “General Manager Li, please don’t rush to sleep, let’s discuss this some more?”

Xie Jackie Chan was restless with anxiety, and he couldn’t help but curse inwardly: Holy sh*t, this was supposed to be a good thing, how did it suddenly become so passive? He was here for money. Crushing Wei Lan was Song Zhilei’s demand / request. If he ended up with no money and only crushed Wei Lan, he would suffer a huge loss. Song Zhilei walked away scot-free and went to Australia, but he himself would be committing a murder without getting a single penny, then he’d be hiding everywhere. Wouldn’t that be completely ruined?

The meticulous Wei Lan saw that Xie Jackie Chan was a bit flustered at the moment. She tentatively asked him in a low voice, “Can I plead with him?”

Xie Jackie Chan, hearing this, completely forgot the three rules he had laid down for Wei Lan earlier. In his view, at this moment, only Wei Lan could potentially persuade Li Mu not to worry so much and just pay the money.

So Xie Jackie Chan brought the phone close to her, and with his other hand, pulled out a sharp dagger, pointing the tip at Wei Lan as he warned, “Don’t play any tricks!”

Wei Lan’s very first sentence came out with a crying tone: “General Manager Li, please, I beg you to help me. Please pay the money to them on my behalf first. I swore to heaven that the first thing I’ll do when I get back is sign a supplementary contract with you to deduct this money from those eight hundred million!”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment, seemingly in indecision, but in reality, he was pondering if there was any valuable information in Wei Lan’s words. After a moment of pondering, he felt there was no hidden content and realized he needed Wei Lan to say a bit more.

So, Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “Wei Lan, it’s not that I’m unwilling to help, but this is over one hundred million in cash! Baseless accusations, how can you expect me to confidently advance such a large sum for you?”

Wei Lan, pleading, said, “General Manager Li, I’ve cooperated with you for quite a while now. You must know well what kind of person I am. This is such a serious matter now; I have no relatives or friends in the country who can help. My parents are abroad, and my family encountered such a great change that they simply can’t come up with this much money. The only person I can seek help from is you. I beg you to trust me. No matter what, please help me this one time, I beg you!”

Wei Lan’s tone was exceptionally sincere and humble. Intuition told Li Mu that Wei Lan had reached a tacit understanding with him, but he still hadn’t heard anything valuable from her words. So he had to make her say even more!

Xie Jackie Chan was also listening to Wei Lan and Li Mu’s conversation word by word at this moment, afraid that Wei Lan might reveal some dangerous information. Fortunately, all of Wei Lan’s words were pleading with Li Mu, which meant she was very cooperative, and he couldn’t discern any veiled expressions of deeper meaning. So he relaxed considerably.

At this point, Li Mu continued to act somewhat reserved, but his tone also showed a slight loosening, sounding somewhat troubled and torn / indecisive. “Wei Lan, to be honest, I really want to help you and don’t want anything to happen to you. But after all, it’s over one hundred million in cash. The amount is simply too large, and my concerns have their reasons…”

Wei Lan was now crying uncontrollably, speaking with desperation and exceptionally excited. “General Manager Li, I know you always adhere to the principle of ‘not being soft-hearted, nor being merciful’ in business. But you must understand, I am not your competitor! I am your employee, your partner. At this moment, you cannot apply the principles you use on rivals to me! Moreover, if you don’t help me, and I die, and the news gets out, how will your many employees view you? You also have to consider your team’s stability!”

At this very moment, Li Mu’s mind buzzed! He was so exceptionally excited he nearly leaped out of his chair!

Wei Lan, oh Wei Lan, you’re truly too clever!!!

“Not being soft-hearted, nor being merciful” — Li Mu clearly remembered saying something similar only once!

That time, he had been determined to acquire 20% of Song Zhilei’s shares for a valuation of one hundred million. At that time, Wei Lan had clearly softened, and he had only said one sentence: “You can be soft-hearted; I will not be merciful!”

At this moment, with Wei Lan saying these two sentences, Li Mu almost instantly concluded one thing: the information Wei Lan wanted to convey to him was exactly these two sentences! The one who kidnapped her must be Song Zhilei!

Having confirmed this, Li Mu decided to immediately stop the indecision role / part. He sighed deeply and said, “Alright, I’ll trust you this time. I’ll pay this money for you first. Once you regain freedom, immediately sign a supplementary agreement with me!”

Wei Lan, hearing this, also guessed that Li Mu had understood the meaning she wanted to convey in her words. Her tears immediately flowed uncontrollably, and she kept saying, “Thank you, General Manager Li, thank you…”

The reason Wei Lan was so exceptionally excited that her tears flowed endlessly was because she believed Li Mu could definitely find a way to rescue her. What she had originally considered a certain death situation, she now saw a glimmer of hope because of him!

Xie Jackie Chan didn’t suspect a thing. He even felt that Wei Lan’s cooperation level far exceeded his expectations. It seemed his threats had a significant effect.

Hearing Li Mu agree, Xie Jackie Chan immediately picked up the phone and said, “General Manager Li, since you’ve agreed, I’ll give you 24 hours. At this time tomorrow evening, I’ll call you to inform you of the payment method and location.”

“Don’t dream.” Li Mu immediately said in a calm tone, “It’s simply impossible to gather this much cash within 24 hours, especially U.S. dollars. Do you know how difficult foreign exchange is to get right now?”

Xie Jackie Chan said, “There’s no room for haggle over prices on this. It must be gathered within 24 hours, otherwise…”

Li Mu interrupted him and said indifferently, “Don’t try to be tough with me here. What I’m telling you is the truth. I have plenty of money, but cash in Chinese yuan and U.S. dollars will have to be handled little by little at the bank tomorrow when it opens. Although it’s 24 hours, banks only work for about ten hours during the daytime each day. Even if I call the bank first thing tomorrow morning to make an appointment, it’s simply impossible to withdraw this much Chinese yuan and U.S. dollar cash before the bank closes. It will definitely have to wait until the day after tomorrow.”

Speaking, Li Mu added, “You don’t need to haggle over prices with me either. Since Wei Lan is paying the bill herself, I will naturally get the money into your hands. But I need 48 hours to raise the cash, unless you agree to a 50% discount, then I can give it to you within 24 hours.”

Xie Jackie Chan thought for a moment. Considering Li Mu’s overall performance and the entire process of his reluctant agreement, he really didn’t dare to refuse Li Mu’s 48-hour demand. He could only grit his teeth and say, “Alright! 48 hours it is!”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and warned him, “For these 48 hours, you’d better serve Wei Lan well! If any mishap befalls her, I absolutely will not pay you this money!”

Saying that, Li Mu continued, “If I pay the money, but Wei Lan dies in your hands, not only will I have given you this over one hundred million for nothing, but in the future, I will also have to pay her parents those eight hundred million as per legal stipulations. I absolutely will not take on this kind of risk. So if you want to get the money, before I make the payment, call me every three hours and let Wei Lan speak to me herself to confirm she’s still alive!”

Xie Jackie Chan completely believed Li Mu’s theory; it was completely flawless. So he could only say, “Don’t worry, I will definitely ensure her safety. But calling every three hours isn’t realistic. How about this, I’ll call you at 12 PM tomorrow, and let Wei Lan speak with you once.”

Li Mu didn’t dare to push too hard, so he said, “OK, tomorrow at 12 PM, I’ll wait for your call!”





Chapter 937: Riddled with Difficulties!

After hanging up the phone, Xie Jackie Chan was complacent.

Li Mu and Wei Lan had performed a scriptless yet perfectly synchronized and intuitive act, making Xie Jackie Chan believe it was all real.

Even with Xie Jackie Chan’s criminal experience, kidnapping was a first for him, especially demanding a ransom of over one hundred million yuan from the start. Such a large sum was entirely beyond his control, so much so that the entire situation was already spiraling out of his grasp, yet he remained completely unaware.

Many people have limits to their control. In business, some entrepreneurs can plan perfectly with one million yuan, spending every cent where it’s most needed. But when given ten million yuan, they fall into disarray. The reason is their inability to manage a large sum like ten million yuan, so companies led by such individuals usually don’t survive to Series B funding.

In military affairs, many officers and generals can lead troops of thousands, using maneuvers like迂回穿插 (indirect penetration) and 诱敌深入 (luring the enemy deep), performing exceptionally well and with ease. But if tasked with commanding a large army and planning combined arms operations like infantry-artillery coordination, flanking maneuvers, encirclement, or besieging a point to attack reinforcements, they often make a complete mess of it. The reason is that their ceiling of ability is suited for commanding thousands, and any more becomes unmanageable.

Li Mu, with no criminal experience, held no advantage over the seasoned criminal Xie Jackie Chan in the crime itself, but in managing the overall situation, he was superior to Xie Jackie Chan by countless magnitudes. Even his imposing manner of speech completely suppressed Xie Jackie Chan.

It was precisely because Li Mu controlled the pace so perfectly, and Wei Lan was extraordinarily intelligent, following Li Mu’s rhythm until the very end when she finally uttered those two lines she had been holding back. It was absolutely perfect timing.

Xie Jackie Chan didn’t know that Li Mu already knew the mastermind behind Wei Lan’s kidnapping. After hanging up Li Mu’s call, he pulled out Wei Lan’s phone battery. He had heard about signal tracing; supposedly, if a phone is powered on for a few minutes, the police can use the signal strength from various base stations to calculate its approximate location. Although he wasn’t sure if Li Mu would call the police after hanging up, he dared not take that risk.

With the phone battery removed and tucked into his pocket, Xie Jackie Chan spoke plainly to Wei Lan, “You cooperated well. Tomorrow at noon, I’ll let you talk to him again. No one will disturb you during this time, but you also need to behave yourself and not pull any stunts.”

Wei Lan knew that with Li Mu’s intelligence, he must have received the message she conveyed, so her heart felt like the clouds had parted to reveal the moon, and she nodded repeatedly to Xie Jackie Chan, unable to hide her excitement.

Xie Jackie Chan misunderstood Wei Lan’s excitement and even mocked her inwardly, thinking this woman was truly foolish. ‘Do you really think if Li Mu agrees to pay, you’ll live? Don’t be naive. You’ve seen my face. Whether the money arrives or not, you won’t survive.’

However, letting her hold onto some hope was a good thing. As long as she believed she had a chance to live, she would actively cooperate with him to get the money.

Thinking this, Xie Jackie Chan felt extremely comfortable. He pushed open the door and said to his two subordinates guarding outside, “Keep a good watch, but without my permission, none of you are allowed to go in and disturb her, understood?”

Wei Lan, in her current state, was a golden Bodhisattva worth over one hundred million yuan. Xie Jackie Chan absolutely could not allow any of his subordinates, or even Song Zhilei, to have any improper thoughts about her before the money was received.

The two subordinates knew Xie Jackie Chan’s decisive and ruthless character and quickly nodded, “Sixth Brother, don’t worry, we definitely won’t go in and disturb her…”

Xie Jackie Chan nodded in satisfaction, “Once this is done, you brothers will enjoy the good life. I’ll take you down south, and then you can find any women you want!”

…

Li Mu didn’t call the police immediately after hanging up. He understood clearly that while calling the police was necessary, it absolutely could not be done through normal channels.

If reported through normal channels, those at the bottom would know first, and then the information would be passed up step by step in an inverted pyramid fashion. This would lead to excessive information diffusion, making it impossible for him to control. If the kidnappers found out, it would certainly increase the danger to Wei Lan.

Li Mu’s thought was that he now knew the mastermind was Song Zhilei. Next, he had forty-eight hours to find Song Zhilei, and by finding him, he could find Wei Lan.

As for how to find one Song Zhilei in the vast sea of humanity, he would have to rely on the Public Security Department’s special handling of the case. Li Mu knew that the capabilities of the state apparatus far exceeded his imagination; this was the time to rely on the government.

Li Mu then had time to check the text messages on his other phone. Song Liang had sent Li Mu three messages: “I’ll be there soon!”, “What’s the exact situation?”, and “What do you need me to do now?”.

Chen Ze had replied to Li Mu with two messages: “Holy sh*t! I’m coming right away!“, and”I called Bureau Chief Gu from the Municipal Bureau. He’s already on his way to Taobao!”

Li Mu felt much relieved when he saw that Chen Ze had contacted the head of the Municipal Bureau. Chen Ze truly was a scion of an official family; he clearly understood that in such matters, one should deal with connections from top to bottom. First notify the Municipal Bureau Chief alone, and then have him carefully select strong and competent elites to jointly investigate the case. It would naturally be much easier!

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu had been listening nearby and naturally understood what had happened. Both eagerly inquired about the specific situation. Li Mu gave them a general overview. After hearing it, besides exclaiming about Wei Lan’s encounter, they also lamented, “Wei Lan is truly a wise woman; she revealed the most crucial clue in just two sentences!”

Li Mu said, “Now it’s about how to save her.”

Senior Brother Liu asked him, “What are your plans?”

Li Mu said, “Get help from the Yanjing Municipal Bureau, but I need to contact high-level leaders first, so they can directly assign elite personnel to investigate this case.”

Ten minutes later, Song Liang arrived first.

As soon as he entered, Song Liang eagerly asked Li Mu, “What exactly happened?! Have the kidnappers contacted you?”

Li Mu nodded, just about to explain the situation, when Bureau Chief Gu, who lived in the city, also arrived.

As the head of the Municipal Bureau, Bureau Chief Gu had been filled with anxiety on his way over.

To be honest, he least wanted to deal with Li Mu in all of Yanjing. Because he was in public security, Li Mu’s power had nothing to do with him unless something went wrong, in which case he would bear the blame.

For a period, he had finally managed to avoid any involvement with Li Mu. He hadn’t expected that today, after already laying down to sleep, Chen Ze’s call would make his heart pound with tension.

Wei Lan had been kidnapped. Although he didn’t know much about this woman, he had heard about her. She used to be a well-known real estate developer in Huzhou City, and now she was Li Mu and Chen Ze’s partner in Wanying Real Estate.

Li Mu himself was difficult enough to communicate with, and with Chen Ze also involved, these two together put immense pressure on him.

A kidnapping case is a major criminal case and one that can easily cause severe social impact. With these two young titans involved, Bureau Chief Gu Jianghe was extremely anxious.

As soon as Bureau Chief Gu arrived, he hastily inquired about the situation. Li Mu called Chen Ze, and hearing that he would arrive in five minutes, he said to Bureau Chief Gu and Song Liang, “Everyone, please wait a moment. When Old Chen arrives, I’ll explain the situation to everyone.”

Bureau Chief Gu was very worried and couldn’t help but ask, “General Manager Li, do I need to make preliminary arrangements and mobilize everyone in the Municipal Bureau?”

Li Mu said, “We can’t let the information spread too much right now. How about this, Bureau Chief Gu? Please call a few elite criminal investigation officers to come here in plain clothes. I’m afraid some of the kidnappers might be secretly watching me. If they find me going to the Municipal Bureau at this time, it will give them a great sense of urgency.”

Song Liang, with his extensive social experience, also nodded and said, “It’s best for Li Mu to stay here and not move. If possible, Bureau Chief Gu, please personally organize a special task force and set up the command center here.”

Bureau Chief Gu thought the same. If the kidnappers were indeed monitoring Li Mu’s every move, then he naturally couldn’t have any direct contact with the police. Li Mu’s location was not far from the Municipal Bureau, so it would be convenient to simply set up a command center here.

Thus, Bureau Chief Gu immediately called several highly experienced criminal investigation veterans from within the Municipal Bureau system. Half an hour later, these individuals, each with their most trusted subordinates, arrived at Li Mu’s office to discuss the case details.

The Municipal Bureau’s criminal investigation experts proposed several parallel plans. One was to immediately search for the primary crime scene to find clues and follow them. Another was to use cell phone triangulation to locate Song Zhilei.

The Municipal Bureau urgently assembled a team of criminal police detectives, who began plainclothes investigations starting from where Wei Lan was last seen, which was Wanying Real Estate. At the same time, telecom operators also began to actively cooperate.

Public security organs have the right to request operators to provide information on all phone numbers. Gu Jianghe attached great importance to this matter, calling the Yanjing persons in charge of the two major telecom operators late at night, demanding that senior technical personnel be immediately dispatched to Taobao to fully assist the police in solving the case.

After 1 AM, Taobao’s sales amount had just exceeded three hundred million yuan. The Yanjing persons in charge of the two major telecom operators arrived at Taobao with several nervous technical personnel and equipment, and immediately pledged to Gu Jianghe that they would do their utmost to help the Municipal Bureau solve the case.

Gu Jianghe immediately issued the first order: locate Wei Lan’s phone.

After operating on their backend system for a moment, the mobile telecom operator’s engineering technical personnel said with an apologetic expression, “The other party’s phone is no longer connected to the network. We can’t locate its specific position.”

Li Mu frowned, “What is your base station positioning logic?”

The technical personnel explained, “General Manager Li, the base station positioning logic determines the approximate location of a phone by having multiple base stations communicate with it, and then calculating the signal differences between these base stations and the phone. For example, if it’s one thousand meters from point A, one thousand five hundred meters from point B, and one thousand eight hundred meters from point C, drawing circles with these distances as radii from three base stations, the overlapping area of the three circles is the approximate location of the phone. This positioning method isn’t precise enough, with an approximate error of one to two hundred meters.”

Li Mu asked, “Then can you check Wei Lan’s phone’s last network connection’s base station record and use your method to deduce the specific location?”

The technical personnel shook their heads and said, “General Manager Li, our base stations do not actively record relevant information when a user connects to the network, so we don’t have specific base station records in our backend, only the record of the user’s connection time.”

Li Mu was surprised, “No record? Don’t your base stations default to recording the device information that connects to them?”

The technical personnel awkwardly said, “To be honest, General Manager Li, you work in the internet industry, so your backend processing isn’t too different from ours. You know, a device in the urban area, following its daily movement, frequently switches base stations dozens of times a day, sometimes even more. If every time it connected to a base station, the base station had to record it, the data write volume would be too massive, and our databases would struggle to support such a demand…”

After speaking, the technical personnel added, “There is only one situation where our base stations will actively record user data.”

Li Mu inquired, “What situation?”

“…Roaming,” the technical personnel’s embarrassment deepened. They said, “The reason we don’t record base station switches for local users is partly due to the massive data write volume, and partly due to cost considerations. However, once a user travels to another region, calls will incur roaming fees. Therefore, in a roaming state, the base station records their relevant information to charge the user roaming fees…”

Chen Ze immediately blew up, “Holy sh*t! You telecom operators are really screwing people over! If local users don’t generate roaming fees, you don’t record them, but if they generate roaming fees, you record every single instance without fail?”

“That…”

The technical personnel’s faces turned red. The actual situation was indeed like that; enterprises also serve profit and don’t want to blindly store large amounts of data that cannot generate revenue, which would unnecessarily increase costs and burdens.

Li Mu, however, understood internally. Mobile telecom operators have hundreds of millions of users nationwide. If every user’s daily base station switching information had to be recorded and written into a database, the daily data volume would be terrifyingly massive. Without profit incentive, operators naturally wouldn’t invest so much to retain this meaningless data. Moreover, the larger the data write volume, the greater the impact and test on system stability. So, their decision to only retain roaming data was consistent with business and technical logic.

Thus, Li Mu spoke at this moment, “Let’s not talk about that for now. I ask you, since there was no base station record when the phone last connected to the network, does that mean Wei Lan’s phone was still within Yanjing Municipal area at that time, right?”

The technical personnel nodded, “That was the case at the time of the last network connection, but it’s powered off now, so I can’t guarantee if it’s still within the municipal area.”

Li Mu then asked, “So, if the other party’s phone turns on and connects to the network again, how long will it take you to pinpoint its exact location?”

The technical personnel replied, “At least two minutes.”

Li Mu was also about to explode, “Still two minutes? Why?”

The technical personnel had to explain, “When it first connects to the network, we initially get information from the default connected base station. The positioning method I just described requires at least three base stations to connect to the phone for triangulation. If only one base station is confirmed, then in an urban area, we might only be able to pinpoint a range of one kilometer, and in a suburban area, it might be a range of two kilometers or even larger. It’s too imprecise…”

Li Mu asked him, “So you need more than two minutes, after confirming the first default connected base station’s information, to get at least two other nearby base stations to connect to the phone before you can determine the location?”

“Yes,” the technical personnel nodded and said, “The actual situation is even more complex. A phone connects to only one signal source at a time, meaning one base station. So, to get the phone to connect to other base stations, we have to first weaken or even shut down the signal of the first base station, then strengthen the signals of other base stations to let the phone capture and connect. After confirming the second base station’s information, we then shut down that base station and strengthen the signal of the third base station to let the phone connect. Only after the phone successfully connects to three base stations can we infer its specific location. It’s like having three base stations successfully communicate with the target phone one by one. So, two minutes is an optimistic estimate…”

Li Mu was dumbfounded.

Holy sh*t, he used to see criminal investigation scenes in movies where the police needed time to locate a suspect, and many times the suspect would time it perfectly, hanging up exactly when the police were about to pinpoint them. He used to think these were just exaggerated dramatizations in films, but he never thought it would actually be this troublesome!

Li Mu asked again, “If the call duration tomorrow at noon doesn’t meet your requirements, you still won’t be able to pinpoint a specific location, right?”

The other party nodded, “We can pinpoint an approximate radius, but this radius might be very large. If it’s in a suburban area, where signal base stations are less dense, that range will be even larger…”

Li Mu smacked his lips and then said, “Then check Song Zhilei’s phone number now and see what’s going on with his phone!”

Currently, most phone numbers don’t require Real-name registration, but Song Zhilei’s commonly used phone number ended with four eights, a “triple eight number.” This number was obtained through strings at the mobile telecom operator, so it had Real-name registration. The technical personnel from the operator immediately began a thorough investigation of this phone number’s roaming status.

However, the investigation results were particularly disappointing: “General Manager Li, the last time this phone connected to the network was five days ago in Huzhou City, and then it lost contact. The device should have been powered off and hasn’t been powered on since.”

“Check if Song Zhilei has any other phone numbers registered under his name?”

“He has one, which also powered off five days ago!”

“What about his family?”

“We found his wife; her phone also powered off five days ago!”

Riddled with difficulties, Li Mu suddenly felt a mix of tension and despair.

He knew Song Zhilei was behind it, but what if he couldn’t find Song Zhilei? Time was pressing, and the longer it dragged on, the more dangerous Wei Lan became.

The Municipal Bureau’s criminal investigation team had already begun plainclothes investigative work, starting from Wanying Real Estate as their initial point. Currently, Li Mu had only two things to rely on:

First, the criminal investigation team finds the primary crime scene as quickly as possible and uncovers valuable clues.

Second, tomorrow at noon, when the kidnappers call to confirm, the operator’s technical personnel conduct base station positioning, hoping to locate the other party!





Chapter 938: Multi-Party Tracking!

Li Mu didn’t leave Taobao all night.

Just like him, everyone else also stayed up all night fighting, not a single person left.

Until eight o’clock in the morning, the investigators who had gone out in plain clothes still hadn’t found the primary scene of the kidnapping.

In one night, they had practically searched through all the streets within a five-kilometer radius centered around Wanying Real Estate, but found no clues.

At that time, surveillance equipment across the entire city was pitifully scarce, unlike many years later when the SkyNet surveillance system would be established, covering over ninety-five percent of the city’s public areas with its cameras.

Currently, the price of camera equipment and video storage devices was ridiculously expensive. It was estimated that only twenty percent of the city’s public areas were covered by surveillance cameras. The investigators began their search by checking the surveillance footage from the underground parking lot exit of the Wanying Real Estate office building. Through the surveillance recordings, they determined that Wei Lan had driven away from the company yesterday around ten past ten in the evening.

However, there were no surveillance cameras installed on the roadside after exiting the underground parking lot, so it was almost as if Wei Lan’s whereabouts became untraceable once she left the company.

The investigators searched through all available surveillance footage in the vicinity, initially finding nothing. It was only after expanding their search area that they captured some valuable information from a bank’s own surveillance recording.

At 10:18 PM last night, Wei Lan’s car passed the main road in front of this bank. Behind her car, a Jinbei van and a Jetta car followed closely. The two vehicles stuck very close to her, and on a night with light traffic, they appeared particularly suspicious. However, because the camera was recording from the bank entrance on the roadside and was quite far, it couldn’t clearly capture the vehicles’ license plate numbers.

Subsequently, the investigators persevered, focusing their search around the bank, and found another surveillance camera at a nearby intersection. At 10:21 PM, Wei Lan’s vehicle turned right at this intersection, with the Jinbei van and Jetta car tailing her.

This time, the intersection’s surveillance camera clearly captured the license plates of the two vehicles, which thrilled the investigation team.

Immediately after, the investigators split into two teams. One team continued to follow the surveillance clues, striving to pinpoint the primary scene of the incident. The other team immediately began investigating the license plate numbers of the two vehicles, as this was the most valuable clue found so far.

…

At ten o’clock in the morning, Guru Lei came in and delivered a message to Li Mu, who was deep in thought.

Taobao’s 929 Big Promotion had been online for ten hours, and its transaction amount had exceeded three billion yuan.

In just ten hours, the transaction amount had surpassed that of Brand Day. This figure was simply astounding.

Within those ten hours, a total of seventeen million orders were completed. These seventeen million orders came from eight million three hundred thousand users, with the average number of orders per person just exceeding two.

The overall trend of the data showed that the average number of orders per person was continuously increasing. This meant that the number of consumers covered by a single Taobao user began to continuously increase. Currently, it was two orders per person, but perhaps by evening, it would double, exceeding four per person, and there would also be more new users. So, overall, whether they were netizens or Taobao users, everyone had participated in this Taobao Big Promotion.

Guru Lei felt that if this trend continued, the transaction amount might genuinely exceed eight billion within twenty-four hours.

This figure was astonishing, but Li Mu couldn’t bring himself to be happy.

The criminal investigation officers on the frontline still hadn’t reported any breakthrough progress. Time was ticking by, making everyone particularly anxious.

If Taobao’s sales amount could exceed eight billion today, according to the previous plan, Li Mu would celebrate with everyone in the highest celebratory manner. However, Wei Lan’s incident at this critical moment had instantly robbed him of his celebratory mood.

Wei Lan was Li Mu’s partner, a close comrade in the first echelon, just like Song Liang, Chen Ze, Lin Qingya, Kong Lingyu, Guru Lei, and Senior Brother Liu. It was the first time one of his close comrades had encountered a threat to their life. Li Mu had only one thought in his heart: to rescue Wei Lan safely. If any mishap befell her, he would never be able to forgive himself.

Song Zhilei was duped so badly. Ultimately, it was Li Mu’s idea; he didn’t want a scum like that tagging along for a free ride while he managed Juncheng Real Estate, which was why he half-forced Wei Lan to cooperate in getting Song Zhilei out of the picture. Now that Song Zhilei had come back for Wei Lan for retaliation, Li Mu bore an undeniable responsibility. Therefore, no matter what, Wei Lan mustn’t be harmed.

…

At ten-thirty in the morning, Du Fei, chief designer at Wanying Real Estate, rushed over after hearing the news. After learning the details, tears streamed down her face. Knowing she couldn’t help, she could only sit silently in a corner of the meeting room, anxiously awaiting news.

…

At eleven o’clock in the morning, Li Mu, after drinking three cans of Red Bull, inquired about Gu Jianghe: “Haven’t the frontline officers made any progress?”

Gu Jianghe looked embarrassed: “Li Mu, I’ve been here the whole time. If I had received any clear information, you would have received it too.”

With that, Gu Jianghe advised him: “Don’t worry, our investigators have already mastered the license plate numbers of those two vehicles and are tracing the clues.”

“The other party is so cautious that they haven’t even let you find the primary scene. Do you think their license plate numbers could still be real?”

“Even if there’s a ninety percent chance they are fake, we can’t give up on this clue!”

Gu Jianghe also knew that the other party most likely used cloned license plates. However, that’s how police investigations work: even if you know a path most likely leads to a dead end, you still have to follow it and reach the end before giving up. After all, besides these two license plate numbers, there were no other valuable clues.

“If you can’t find the primary scene, can you at least find Wei Lan’s car first?” At this moment, Li Mu’s expression was clearly impatient.

It had been an entire night. Even if they couldn’t find the person or the kidnappers, they should at least find the crime scene, right? And they hadn’t even found that?

The truth was, the investigators indeed couldn’t find the primary scene of the incident, nor had they found Wei Lan’s BMW sedan…

There were no surveillance cameras at the primary crime scene, and the debris left from last night’s incident had been almost entirely cleaned up. The few tiny remaining omissions had also virtually disappeared due to continuous vehicle passing, making it impossible to tell that an accident had ever occurred there.

The surveillance clues had ended at the previous intersection. The investigators traced the path all the way to Wei Lan’s residential complex but found no valuable leads, leaving the entire team feeling particularly dejected.

…

At eleven fifty-five in the morning, the team responsible for tracking the Jinbei van and Jetta car license plates finally received feedback, just before the agreed call time with the kidnappers. The owners of both vehicles had been located, and it was largely confirmed that neither the individuals nor their vehicles had any suspicion of crime. Thus, it was certain that those two vehicles were using cloned license plates, and they were cloned from vehicles of the exact same model and very similar age and condition, indicating great experience.

The lead provided by the license plate numbers ended completely here.

When Gu Jianghe relayed this news to everyone, they all became deeply dejected, and Li Mu’s face turned ashen.

Chen Ze could no longer contain himself. He shot up from his seat and demanded, “What exactly are you people doing?! It’s been almost twelve hours, and you’ve let these kidnappers run you around in circles?!”

Gu Jianghe was very embarrassed. At this point, a criminal investigation expert from the Municipal Bureau said, “We still have one path we can take: to trace the source of the fake license plates. We need to investigate everyone in the city who manufactures counterfeit license plates and track down the person who custom-ordered these two sets.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but interject: “Officer, please! The suspect is already very clear, it’s Song Zhilei. Is it still meaningful for you to trace who custom-ordered the license plates? Not to mention whether the license plates were even made by someone in Yanjing, even if we assume you find out Song Zhilei personally had them made, what then? Can you find Song Zhilei’s location through these two sets of license plates? I need to ascertain the person’s location! That’s the most crucial thing!”

The criminal investigation expert also looked a bit awkward and could only explain: “Perhaps this lead could help us identify other suspects. After all, Song Zhilei couldn’t have committed this crime alone; he must have had accomplices. If we can’t find Song Zhilei, finding other suspects would still be useful.”

Li Mu’s face was filled with sorrow. He sighed deeply and said nothing more.

At this moment, the technical personnel sent by the telecom operator said: “Miss Wei’s phone has been turned on!”

Several people, including Li Mu, blurted out: “Quickly locate it!”

No sooner had they spoken than Li Mu’s phone rang.

Indeed, it was Wei Lan’s phone calling. Li Mu deliberately didn’t rush to answer, trying to buy more time for the location tracking.

The phone rang several times, but Li Mu still didn’t answer. He wanted to wait until the other party called a second time.

At this moment, the technical personnel, with a disappointed expression, told Li Mu: “The first base station’s location is in Yun County, but the distance is constantly changing. The other party must be in rapid motion, most likely in a car…”

With that single sentence, all hope in Li Mu’s heart vanished.

If the other party was in a car and constantly moving, it proved that they had an awareness of precautions.

In this situation, location tracking was meaningless. Even if a position was determined, it would be pointless, because where the other party was truly hiding Wei Lan was probably still far from here, perhaps even across the entire city of Yanjing.

At this moment, the phone rang again.

This time, Li Mu dared not delay any further and immediately answered the call.

“Hello!”

“Why didn’t you answer the phone just now?” Xie Jackie Chan’s tone was unkind. Li Mu heard some noisy background sounds, like being in a moving car.

Li Mu said: “I’m raising money for you! Do you know how troublesome it is to make appointments with banks one by one?”

Xie Jackie Chan asked: “How much have you raised?”

Li Mu said irritably: “Thirty million yuan has already been reserved and can be obtained tomorrow morning, but US dollars aren’t possible yet. Individuals can only exchange a limited amount, ten million is simply impossible. But don’t worry, I’m finding people in the black market to figure out a way.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added: “Do you know how exorbitant the black market exchange rate is? Holy sh*t, it’s one to nine point something! Every dollar exchanged costs an extra yuan. Tell Wei Lan that she’ll be responsible for this extra difference in price too!”

Xie Jackie Chan said: “Don’t worry, Wei Lan will bear all the costs. You don’t have to pay a single cent. You just need to gather the money within forty-eight hours.”

Li Mu said: “Alright, have Wei Lan say something to me. I need to make sure she’s still alive.”

On the other end of the line, Xie Jackie Chan, inside the Jinbei van, grunted, then told Wei Lan, who was wearing an eye mask: “Repeat exactly what I say. No unauthorized speaking, understood?”

Wei Lan quickly said: “Understood.”

“Good.” Xie Jackie Chan nodded and said: “Now tell him you’re still alive and doing well.”

Wei Lan could only say into the phone: “General Manager Li, I’m still alive and doing very well.”

Before Li Mu could speak, Xie Jackie Chan said: “You’ve heard it. She’s alive. Hurry up and raise the money!”

Li Mu hurriedly said: “Call me again at midnight. I need to confirm one more time!”

Xie Jackie Chan said: “Alright, midnight!”

With that, Xie Jackie Chan hung up the phone without waiting for Li Mu to say anything more. Simultaneously, he removed the phone battery and told the driver: “Let’s go. We’re going back.”

At this very moment, in Taobao’s main conference room, the technical personnel from the telecom operator said: “Currently, we can only pinpoint the other party to the northeast of Yun County. Because that area is too remote, they could be anywhere within a two-kilometer radius…”

Everyone fell silent. With such a large area, even mobilizing Yun County police forces now to block and search would be impossible. By the time the police were mobilized and arrived, the car would have long since driven out of that two-kilometer radius.

No one, including Li Mu, had expected the other party to be so cautious, even driving out just to make a phone call. In such a situation, trying to rely on phone base station location tracking was basically fool’s talk.

The tracking seemed to have hit another snag. At the very least, phone location tracking was out of the question.

Meanwhile, the criminal investigation officers outside still hadn’t found any valuable clues. Song Zhilei hadn’t been found, the primary scene of Wei Lan’s kidnapping hadn’t been found, and her car hadn’t been found either…





Chapter 939: A Brilliant Breakthrough!

“

“

The time dragged on until eight o’clock in the evening.

“

“

During this long period, Li Mu hadn’t closed his eyes or eaten anything. He had practically sustained himself entirely on Red Bull, his eyes bloodshot from exhaustion.

“

“

Everyone else was more or less in the same state, but they would occasionally nap at the conference table when they were overcome with sleepiness. Unlike Li Mu, his internal anxiety left him with no hint of sleepiness.

“

“

At the same time, Taobao’s 929 Big Promotion had entered a new peak period. Order volume swelled during this prime time, and sales amounted had already surpassed six point five billion, entering another growth surge.

“

“

Backend monitoring showed that more and more rewarded ordering discount coupons were being distributed by the system. A large number of users who had already made purchases continued to complete new orders. The most frantic user had placed over two hundred orders in the twenty hours from midnight until now! The non-repeated addresses alone numbered nearly one hundred fifty! This showed the effectiveness of Li Mu’s strategy to boost orders: a large number of users had begun helping other unregistered users place and complete orders, adding to Taobao 929’s overall sales amount.

“

“

Currently, all Taobao employees outside, the entire industry, and even the whole nation were paying attention to the astonishing achievements of Taobao.com’s 929 Big Promotion. It had clearly become a nationwide online shopping carnival, but Li Mu, its creator, had no time to pay attention to Taobao’s accomplishments.

“

“

Eight o’clock! It was already eight o’clock in the evening! The primary crime scene still couldn’t be determined!

“

“

As darkness completely fell, on-site investigation became even more difficult!

“

“

The anxiety in Li Mu’s heart was indescribable. Several times, he wanted nothing more than to smash his laptop to the ground and stomp on it a few times, to vent the anxiety boiling within him at that very moment.

“

“

At eight twenty, good news finally arrived: Wei Lan’s car had been found!

“

“

However, twenty minutes later, more bad news followed.

“

“

The car was found, but no truly valuable clues were discovered. The car had been hit both front and back. It appeared that during the incident, she had been ambushed from both sides before being kidnapped. The kidnappers had driven her car to a corner of a public parking lot. When they left, they had eliminated almost all traces they could. Criminal investigation experts at the scene only collected one male footprint. Preliminary estimates suggested the person was about one hundred eighty centimeters tall, weighing around sixty-five kilograms, and had a slender build.

“

“

The forged footprint had a very misleading effect. The police had finally tracked down a human-related clue, only for it to be wrong.

“

“

After that, the clue was lost again, because the criminal investigation experts pursuing the man’s footprint couldn’t track it any further than several tens of meters.

“

“

The feedback from the scene stated: “The suspect climbed over a wall. Footprints are difficult to preserve on concrete, and after twenty hours, continuous crushing by pedestrians, bicycles, and motorcycles has completely eliminated any possibility of extracting footprints.”

“

“

Gu Jianghe was also on the verge of going crazy.

“

“

Chasing after the suspect’s car yielded no trace; chasing Wei Lan’s car finally led them somewhere, but it was a dead end; chasing the suspect who drove Wei Lan’s BMW lost its trail after just tens of meters. This was literally driving them to their wits’ end!

“

“

These individuals’ criminal methods were indeed highly sophisticated, managing to process the scene and evidence without leaving any leads whatsoever. Although there’s no truly flawless crime in the world and meticulous searching would surely yield valuable clues, this wasn’t a murder case where they had years or even over ten years to slowly track down the culprit! This damn was a kidnapping case! A kidnapping case meant that time, confound it, waited for no one!

“

“

If no clues were found and Wei Lan’s location couldn’t be pinpointed within the next twenty-eight hours, then for the public security organs to solve the case, they would basically have to wait for Wei Lan’s corpse to appear and then use it to track down the criminals…

“

“

A brief silence fell over the scene, and despair brewed in everyone’s hearts, then uncontrollably appeared on their faces.

“

“

Li Mu’s hair was nearly pulled into a bird’s nest. At this moment, he felt an indescribable sense of powerlessness and frustration. He knew it was Song Zhilei, but there were no clues to find him. It was simply too agonizing!

“

“

Just as Li Mu was about to go berserk, a clue suddenly sparked in his mind!

“

“

He shot to his feet, pushing his chair far away with a loud scrape that startled everyone. Their gazes converged on him simultaneously.

“

“

Li Mu blurted out, “No matter what, Song Zhilei must have a mobile phone on him! He needs a phone to communicate with his subordinates, and he needs a phone to communicate with his wife and children! He has been missing from Huzhou City for six days. For these six days, he has most likely been preparing the crime in Yanjing. He wants to kidnap and kill, so he can’t have his wife and children with him. For so many days, he must frequently contact his wife and children! So this phone, he definitely won’t turn it off! At least not for long periods! Find this phone, find the phone and you can find Song Zhilei!”

“

“

The criminal investigation expert nodded, “General Manager Li, you’re right. Based on normal reasoning, he must still have a mobile phone. However, we checked all mobile numbers under his name, and they all went into a powered-off state six days ago. This means that the mobile number he’s using now has no substantial connection to him personally. It might even be just a SIM card purchased from a street phone booth anywhere. In such a vast sea of people, we can’t find any relevant clues…”

“

“

Li Mu roared with exceptional excitement, “Don’t tell me you can’t find anything! If you can’t find him, find his wife and children! Check on his wife and children! I want to know where his wife and children are now! Especially look at immigration records, see if they are still in the country! Check immediately! Check right now!”

“

“

Gu Jianghe immediately said to the criminal investigation experts and public security technical personnel beside him, “Immediately check civil aviation records, see if there are any travel records for Song Zhilei’s wife and children!”

“

“

At present, real-name registration was not yet enforced for trains and buses. The only travel method that required real-name registration and had verifiable records was civil aviation.

“

“

The technical personnel immediately used their computers to query, and a moment later, one exclaimed, “Six days ago, his wife and children already took a flight with Air China and departed the country for Australia!”

“

“

“They went abroad?!” Li Mu’s eyes lit up, and he urgently inquired, “Can you check if their family has Australian Green Cards? Do they have property in Australia? If they have property, are there any mobile numbers or landline phones registered under their names!”

“

“

Gu Jianghe immediately told the technical personnel, “Contact the security department and ask them to assist with the investigation. Tell them it’s of utmost urgency, the faster the better!”

“

“

Ten minutes later, the security department replied, “Song Zhilei’s entire family has Australian Green Cards. They own a villa in the suburbs of Sydney, Australia. There are no mobile numbers registered locally, but there is one landline phone registered under the property, and its number has been found.”

“

“

Aside from Gu Jianghe, everyone else was completely astonished by the security department’s power. To be able to find such detailed overseas information in such a short time was truly amazing.

“

“

Having obtained a Sydney landline number, Li Mu immediately became excited. He instructed the technical personnel from the two mobile telecom operators to cross-reference their records for any recent call history from China to this number. It was impossible for Song Zhilei to go five days without contacting his wife and children who had gone overseas. Li Mu was convinced he would make a call! Therefore, a clue would definitely surface! It might even directly reveal the mobile phone Song Zhilei was using!

“

“

Everyone else also realized this point. Everyone held their breath with excitement. The technical personnel from the two mobile operators, as they entered the numbers and commands, their fingers trembled nervously, because everyone knew that success or failure might hinge on this one attempt!

“

“

One minute later, the China Unicom personnel were the first to shake their heads, “We’ve cross-referenced, there’s nothing.”

“

“

Another minute passed, and the China Mobile personnel said, “We do have something here, but these are call records from several months ago. The calls were made from Song Zhilei’s ‘four eights’ mobile number. Aside from that, there haven’t been any in recent months.”

“

“

The criminal investigation expert from the Public Security department immediately said, “Should we ask the landline service provider to assist with the investigation?”

“

“

Li Mu shook his head, “On one hand, I don’t believe Song Zhilei would risk finding a landline phone to make a call. On the other hand, what we need is his real-time location! What problem can a landline solve?”

“

“

A programmer’s logical thinking once again plunged everyone into silence. Li Mu was right; he needed a real-time location, not the location from which Song Zhilei called an Australian landline at some point in time!

“

“

Li Mu was in immense pain at this moment. The flame of hope that had just ignited in his heart was extinguished once more, leaving him extremely unwilling to give up.

“

“

There must be a way… I must have missed something… He will definitely contact his wife and children, that’s undeniable, and there’s definitely no landline involved. He must have a mobile phone! A mobile phone that can call his wife and children at any time!

“

“

Li Mu hunched over the table, clutching his hair, thinking desperately. His brain felt like it was about to explode.

“

“

In his mind, countless keywords were densely packed like a torrent of bullet-screen comments, one after another, but the biggest keyword was: mobile phone!

“

“

Li Mu instantly felt as if he had grasped a clue, but he couldn’t make sense of it for a while. The clue had now led to Song Zhilei’s wife and children and flown across the ocean to Australia, introducing more elements and making it even more complex to sort through.

“

“

Mobile phone!

“

“

Mobile phone!!

“

“

Mobile phone!!!

“

“

Just as Li Mu was about to go crazy, the torrent of ideas in his mind suddenly exploded and scattered. He sat bolt upright and said, almost maniacally, “Mobile phone! Mobile phone! That’s it!!”

“

“

Everyone looked at Li Mu’s frenzied state, knowing he was deep in thought. No one dared to utter a word to disturb him.

“

“

Five minutes later, Li Mu suddenly rushed swiftly to the whiteboard in the corner of the conference room and quickly wrote six words on each side of it.

“

“

Left side: Domestic - Mobile Phone, Landline;

“

“

Right side: International - Mobile Phone, Landline.

“

“

Then, Li Mu pointed to the words “Mobile Phone” and “Landline” under the “Domestic” column on the left and said loudly to everyone, “Firstly! One thing I can confirm is: Song Zhilei will definitely contact his wife and children abroad! That means there must be a connecting line between the ‘Domestic - Mobile Phone, Landline’ column and the ‘International - Mobile Phone, Landline’ column!”

“

“

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“

“

A man whose wife had taken their three children abroad, while he carried out a kidnapping domestically, would absolutely not fail to contact his wife and children. This was human nature.

“

“

Li Mu continued, “And the second thing I can confirm is that Song Zhilei is definitely using a mobile phone domestically! It cannot be a landline!”

“

“

With that, Li Mu marked an X over “Landline” in the “Domestic” column on the left.

“

“

Next, Li Mu pointed to the words “Mobile Phone” and “Landline” under the “International” column on the right and continued, “We just checked, and no domestic mobile phones have recently contacted that international landline. However, based on our previous deduction, there must be a connection between domestic and international. So, by calculation, the only possible means of contact is from a domestic mobile phone, to an international mobile phone!”

“

“

After Li Mu spoke, he drew a line between “Mobile Phone” and “Mobile Phone” under the domestic and international columns on both sides!

“

“

Everyone still nodded in agreement.

“

“

The operator’s technical personnel said, “But we can’t get the international mobile phone number…”

“

“

A smile finally appeared on Li Mu’s face for the first time that day. He said, “It doesn’t matter if we don’t have the phone number. Today, I’m going to use a programmer’s logical routine to find this bastard!”

“

“

At these words, everyone became fully focused.

“

“

Li Mu said to the technical personnel of the two operators, “From now on, you will execute step by step according to my instructions.”

“

“

“No problem!”

“

“

Li Mu nodded, “First, I want all call records from Yanjing and Huzhou City that called Australia over the past six days.”

“

“

While both companies now supported international calls, the communication fees for international calls were very expensive. So Li Mu was confident that, let alone extracting call records from Yanjing and Huzhou City to Australia, even if they pulled out the records for the entire country for these six days, there might not be tens of thousands of entries! Song Zhilei’s phone number was bound to be among them!

“

“

A few minutes later, the results were out.

“

“

China Mobile users in Yanjing and Huzhou City had over two thousand call records to Australia in the past six days; China Unicom had over one thousand.

“

“

Li Mu added, “Now, filter out all phone numbers that only made one call in the past six days. Song Zhilei has caused such a huge stir in the country; his greatest concern must be his wife and children. It’s impossible for him to make only one call in six days.”

“

“

Everyone immediately grasped the inspiration. The operators’ technical personnel began the first precise filtering.

“

“

Most users who had called Australia in the past six days had only called once, so this step filtered out the vast majority.

“

“

China Mobile had over one hundred seventy users remaining; China Unicom had over one hundred twenty users remaining.

“

“

A total of three hundred people remained, and everyone became excited! Because everyone had a hunch that Song Zhilei’s mobile number was among these three hundred people! The scope had significantly narrowed down!

“

“

At this point, Li Mu also became excited and continued, “I infer that Song Zhilei must have changed his mobile number after putting his wife and children on the plane. He then told his wife the new mobile number in advance, instructing her to use a local mobile phone once she arrived in Australia to contact him on this number, rather than the home landline. Therefore, I infer that Song Zhilei’s current mobile phone number was most likely purchased in Huzhou City. So let’s try temporarily excluding users from Yanjing first!”

“

“

The technical personnel immediately performed a second precise filtering.

“

“

This time, they only kept Huzhou City local users who had called Australia more than once in the past six days.

“

“

China Mobile still had ninety people left, and China Unicom only had seventy.

“

“

One hundred sixty target users remained!

“

“

Everyone’s palms were slick with sweat. Song Zhilei’s whereabouts were getting closer and closer to being pinpointed!

“

“

Li Mu took a few deep breaths and continued, “Also, Song Zhilei himself must be in Yanjing right now; that’s undeniable. Don’t your base stations retain roaming records? Good, filter for me: among these one hundred sixty users, how many have roamed to Yanjing in the past six days!”

“

“

Genius!!!

“

“

Gu Jianghe was practically applauding enthusiastically at what he heard!

“

“

Is the logical thinking of internet professionals so exceptionally capable? Using such seemingly intangible methods, gradually adding filtering conditions, step by step narrowing down the scope. Each condition was like a test with a pass rate of less than fifty percent. Test after test, eventually, only a very small number of people would remain. By then, even if they had to track down every single person on the final filtered list, it would still be over ten thousand times easier than the previous ‘finding a needle in a haystack!’

“

“

The conditions for this round of filtering were extremely strict:

“

“


	Huzhou City local users;



“

“


	Had made international calls to Australia more than once in the past six days;



“

“


	Had roamed to Yanjing in the past six days.



“

“

After the third round of filtering, China Mobile had eight people left, and China Unicom only had three!

“

“

Gu Jianghe blurted out, “Immediately investigate these eleven mobile numbers, and pinpoint all their locations!”

“

“

“Wait!” Li Mu raised a hand to interrupt, then added, “Filter again! This time, among these eleven people, filter out users who roamed directly from Huzhou City to Yanjing. Only keep those who traveled by land, roaming through various provinces and cities on their way to Yanjing!”

“

“

Everyone’s eyes turned red! Damn! This guy was truly a genius among geniuses! Absolutely incredible!

“

“

Gu Jianghe and the criminal investigation experts were completely convinced! They were shocked and amazed, and at the same time, they sighed in their hearts: every single one of Li Mu’s filtering conditions was indeed absolutely impeccable!

“

“

Song Zhilei had lost all records six days ago, and civil aviation had no flight records of him traveling to Yanjing. This meant he must have come to Yanjing by land, either driving directly or taking a bus or train.

“

“

If he had taken a plane, after boarding in Huzhou City, regardless of whether his phone was turned off or not, once in the air there would be no signal. By the time he landed and had signal again, he would already be in Yanjing. Therefore, he could not have left any roaming records in Nansu Province, Huizhou Province, or Qilu Province.

“

“

However, if he traveled by land all the way from Huzhou City, he would undoubtedly leave roaming records in various provinces and cities along the way! So this filtering condition could further narrow down the scope among the eleven people!

“

“

Everyone held their breath at that moment. The China Unicom technical personnel were the first to say, “We have none here. All three people disconnected from the network in Huzhou City, and then reconnected in Yanjing. The time interval also matches flight time, so we can confirm they all came by plane.”

“

“

China Mobile’s side suddenly felt immense pressure. A moment later, the China Mobile technical personnel almost yelled with excitement, “Found it! Found it! There’s only one user who meets all of General Manager Li’s filtering conditions! This number is an unregistered prepaid card with international roaming enabled, and it was just activated in Huzhou City seven days ago! In the past five days, he has made eleven calls to Australia! Everything is highly consistent!”

“

“

Li Mu kicked over the whiteboard stand in front of him, threw the whiteboard marker to the ground, and at this moment, erupted with all his suppressed emotions, roaring with bloodshot eyes, “Damn it! This number is definitely his!”

“

“





Chapter 940: Location Locked!

Faced with the single number filtered out from countless others, the entire conference room erupted!

Everyone looked at Li Mu as if he were a divine being, gazing at this genius who extracted possibility from the impossible with eyes full of admiration and awe, acknowledging his achievement.

At the same time, after nearly twenty hours of stifled tension, everyone finally had a chance to let out a long breath!

With all clues cut off and all investigative paths blocked, Li Mu, using his extraordinary logical train of thought, forcefully, from hundreds of millions of cellphone users across the nation, through repeated perfect in-depth screenings, finally narrowed the target down to a single one!

This was the advantage of logical thinking. As long as the thought process is straightened out, the key points identified, and big data obtained, even if that big data covers hundreds of millions of people, an extremely powerful logical train of thought can still locate the single suspect.

In this era, criminal investigation police simply did not possess an internet mindset; their investigation routes were relatively traditional. When a kidnapping occurred, their logical thinking was to first find the first crime scene, then follow the clues to find the kidnapped person’s location. This put extremely strict demands on the clue chain. Once a link in the clue chain broke in the middle, it would be extremely difficult to piece it back together.

The relatively backward logical thinking and case-handling strategy/routine led to most kidnapping cases only being solved after the kidnapped person’s death. Cases where the victim was successfully rescued before the kidnappers killed the hostage were very rare.

This time, the Municipal Bureau’s criminal investigation personnel also adopted traditional case-handling methods, but they didn’t expect their opponent to be too cautious, leaving no critical clues. As a result, they still hadn’t managed to find the first crime scene.

However, Li Mu’s thinking directly bypassed the first crime scene and the critical evidence chain.

What the hell is the first crime scene? What the hell is the kidnapped person’s vehicle? Wouldn’t it be enough just to pinpoint the suspect’s location directly?

According to traditional thinking, even if they knew Song Zhilei’s wife and children had gone overseas, they wouldn’t truly start their investigation with his wife and children because the difficulty of obtaining overseas user data was much greater than obtaining domestic user data.

Even the security department couldn’t quickly find out what mobile number Song Zhilei’s wife used in Australia. So, trying to investigate Song Zhilei through her would be extremely difficult. Even if they could get to the bottom of this after three to five days, or more than ten days, it would still not be in time to find crucial clues within the 48 hours the kidnappers had given.

It was the same type of kidnapping case, but for Li Mu, all he wanted was to rescue the person completely unharmed. Other than that, there was no other acceptable outcome for him. But for the police, it was different. Even if they couldn’t find the culprits within 48 hours, they would still have plenty of time to track the killer’s whereabouts. If the kidnapped person died in the interim, the police could only apologize and promise to bring the culprit to justice.

This strategy/routine was unacceptable to Li Mu!

He absolutely had to keep Wei Lan alive! Not only did he need to give her an explanation, but he also needed to give himself an explanation, and give his other partners an explanation!

He wanted everyone to know that for the people around him, even if they were just his partners, he would do his utmost to ensure their safety and place them in an extremely important position. If one day another partner encountered a life-threatening danger, he could at least be certain of one thing, which was that he would definitely do his best to keep them safe!

It was precisely with this mindset that Li Mu racked his brain to find loopholes he could exploit. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t find out what phone number Song Zhilei’s wife was using! He would reverse the process, pull out all the call data made from China to Australia, and use his logic to precisely and step-by-step lock onto the target. This tested not only his logical ability but also his in-depth command of the entire situation!

Gu Jianghe and everyone else present were deliriously excited!

Before today, no one had investigated a case in this manner. Everyone had been immersed in traditional investigation strategy/routine for too long, their thinking patterns severely rigid, making it impossible to be so flexible.

It was like a Mathematics problem where everyone always used Solution A. After getting used to it, everyone’s thinking patterns became rigid. Whenever they encountered such a problem, they tried to use Solution A, until a genius completely abandoned Solution A and came up with Solution B using a completely new approach, which astonished everyone else: there was actually another way to solve the problem!

As everyone present admired and worshipped Li Mu from the bottom of their hearts, Gu Jianghe was the quickest to adjust. He asked excitedly, “Is this mobile number currently active?”

The mobile technical personnel were so agitated that their voices trembled: “This number has established presence! And it is currently on a call!”

Gu Jianghe blurted out, “Quickly pinpoint its location!”

Three minutes later, the mobile technical personnel excitedly said, “Location tracked! It’s in Chenjiawan, Pingu County!”

Gu Jianghe immediately ordered, “Immediately formulate a rescue plan! Deploy the elite special police team, request assistance from the armed police, and first completely seal off a two-kilometer radius around the located area! Not even a mosquito is allowed to fly through!”

…

Song Zhilei was currently lying on the heated brick bed in a side room of a farmhouse courtyard in Chenjiawan, on the phone with his wife.

Sydney time was two hours ahead of China. It was already past eleven p.m. in Sydney. On the phone, his wife told him that the children were already asleep. At the same time, his wife was also inquiring about when he would finally arrive in Australia to reunite with the family.

Song Zhilei dared not tell his wife that he was going to kidnap Wei Lan for revenge. He had originally told his wife that he still had an outstanding debt to collect and had asked his wife and children to go to Australia first. He would go to Australia to find them after he collected the money. As for why he had to change his mobile number, Song Zhilei explained that Li Mu and Wei Lan had not given up on causing him trouble, and to avoid problems, he could only temporarily change his number to escape their harassment.

Song Zhilei’s wife did not have much experience in society. She only knew from her husband that Li Mu and Wei Lan had brought great losses to their family, so she did not suspect anything when her husband told her this.

Song Zhilei told his wife on the phone, “The debtor promised to give me the money in the next two days. I have to wait until I get the money before I come over to you, but it won’t be too long, at most three to five days. You don’t have to worry.”

Song Zhilei’s wife hummed in affirmation and said, “The four of us, mother and children, are waiting for you here. Come over soon.”

After hanging up the phone, Song Zhilei sighed deeply.

He could never let his wife and children know about kidnapping and murder. That’s why he couldn’t cut off contact with them, as that would make his wife worry. And with his wife taking three children to Australia, he was always a little worried. Since they were both concerned about each other, the only way was to maintain contact.

Song Zhilei had thought of this long ago. So before sending his wife onto the airplane, he bought a new phone and got a new number. Only after ensuring this number had no substantial connection to him did he deactivate all his previous numbers, consistently using this new number to stay in touch with his wife.

In his opinion, a brand-new phone and an unregistered SIM card had absolutely no connection to him. Even if the police had three heads and six arms, they wouldn’t be able to track this number. Even if they eventually caught him, they wouldn’t be able to master this number because he hadn’t left any personal information for it, nor had he used it to make any calls related to himself. He didn’t even dare to call their home in Australia, instead instructing his wife to buy an unregistered SIM card after getting off the airplane before contacting him. Everything had been handled with extreme caution.

Under these circumstances, he firmly believed that the Public Security Bureau would have absolutely no clue that could link this number to him.

But what he didn’t expect was that Li Mu, using a filtering method, had step by step sifted him out from thousands of phone numbers connected to Australia!

Having just hung up with his wife, Song Zhilei reached under his pillow and pulled out a Hualong-made replica Type 54 pistol. He habitually opened the magazine to inspect it, then deftly loaded and unloaded the rounds, checking if the gun was functioning normally.

He had acquired this gun back when he fought others at construction sites. Song Zhilei bought it in the 1990s for two thousand yuan. This gun had been with him for nearly ten years, fired a few times, seen blood but never taken a life. This time, after the deed was done, he planned to use this gun to end Wei Lan’s life, which he considered a way of giving the gun its true purpose. In his view, it was a pity that this gun, having been with him for so long, had never killed anyone. Plus, he couldn’t take it with him when he went to Australia, so its best fate was to be buried with Wei Lan after killing her, thus fulfilling its mission.

At this moment, Xie Jackie Chan knocked and entered. Seeing Song Zhilei sitting on the heated brick bed handling his gun, he sat down on a chair next to the heated brick bed and asked him, “Brother Lei, on the phone with sister-in-law (honorific) again?”

These past few days, every time Song Zhilei finished a call with his wife, he would take out this gun to touch and wipe it. Xie Jackie Chan was already used to it.

Song Zhilei nodded, letting out a soft sigh, and said, “Living alone with three children abroad, your sister-in-law (honorific)’s emotions are very anxious. She keeps inquiring about when I’ll be able to go over.”

Xie Jackie Chan smiled slightly and said, “We’ll be getting the money in 26 hours. Once that money is in hand, you can go to Australia to reunite with sister-in-law (honorific) and the children.”

Song Zhilei nodded and said, “I hope so.”

Xie Jackie Chan said, “Don’t worry, Brother Lei, the police won’t be able to find us at all. After we get the money, we can all have some fun with Wei Lan, then kill her and bury her. You can then swagger onto a plane to Australia. I guarantee that within the next three to five months, the police might not even find the body.”

Song Zhilei nodded again, but his brows were furrowed with some worry as he said, “Six, even though what we did was flawless, I still have a feeling of uneasiness. I always feel like we might have overlooked something important. Think carefully, have we missed anything?”

Xie Jackie Chan laughed and said, “Brother Lei, don’t think too much. We absolutely haven’t missed anything. Not only did I handle the scene very carefully, but even we ourselves have been extremely cautious. Let alone you and me, even my subordinates have all changed to new phones and new numbers, and they’ve been monitoring each other 24 hours a day. Absolutely nothing will go wrong.”

Saying that, Xie Jackie Chan added, “Also, today when I called Li Mu, I specifically drove from Pingu County to Yun County, going dozens of kilometers out of the way, just in case they have some high-tech means of location tracking. Looking at the overall situation, we’ve pretty much made it flawless.”

Hearing this, Song Zhilei suddenly said, “Ah, do we still need to call him tonight?”

Xie Jackie Chan nodded, chuckled, and said, “It’s fine, it’s still early. At eleven-thirty, I’ll have Xiao Meng drive us to Shunyi to call them. It’s guaranteed to be foolproof.”

“OK!”





Chapter 941: Operation Begins!

With Song Zhilei’s location locked down, the Municipal Bureau’s Criminal Investigation Detachment elite immediately launched a rescue and apprehension operation. Over a hundred first-tier criminal investigators quickly departed from Yanjing city proper, heading towards Pingu County, dozens of kilometers away.

As it was a matter of great importance, Gu Jianghe decided to personally go to the frontline to oversee the criminal investigation detachment’s operation. As Wei Lan’s partners in Yanjing, Li Mu, Song Liang, Chen Ze, and Du Fei all requested to go along.

Gu Jianghe initially didn’t want them to follow along, but after a moment’s thought, although he would be commanding from the frontline, he would still be at least one to two kilometers away from the actual frontline. With these few accompanying him, there naturally wouldn’t be any danger. Moreover, Li Mu’s logical thinking was exceptionally capable; having such a talented person along meant that if anything unexpected happened at the scene, Li Mu could offer timely assistance to the Municipal Bureau’s criminal investigators.

Thus, Li Mu fully entrusted the remaining work at Taobao to Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei, and together with Song Liang and the others, followed Gu Jianghe to Pingu County.

Everyone first left Taobao individually in several vehicles, then met up at the pre-arranged exit point from the city, and together boarded the Municipal Bureau’s command vehicle, continuing their journey to Pingu County in it.

While in the vehicle, Gu Jianghe began strategizing the operation for the night.

Gu Jianghe’s plan was to first implement a surrounding strategy, having the criminal investigators completely encircle the suspects without their knowledge, making it impossible for them to escape.

Afterward, a small number of highly capable investigators would be dispatched, disguised, to survey the scene alone. The investigators would not only need to determine the number of suspects and the precise location of the hostage but also ascertain their firepower distribution and reconnoiter the surrounding terrain. If any vantage points suitable for sniper concealment and ambush were found, they would be recorded for snipers to then position themselves.

Once the situation of the suspects was determined, an elite team of the most capable officers, comprising about twenty police personnel, would covertly fully surround the building where the suspects were located, and then seize the opportunity to launch a full-scale rescue and apprehension operation.

Li Mu could use his logical thinking to find Song Zhilei’s precise location, like finding a needle in a haystack, but for the actual rescue, it would depend entirely on the elite police force. However, Li Mu’s sole demand was that, no matter what, Wei Lan’s safety must be ensured.

Gu Jianghe naturally understood this clearly. Today’s case involved too much; Li Mu alone wielded an influence that was at its zenith. Even with his high rank, facing a prominent figure like Li Mu, who was closely watched by high-level leaders and regarded as an idol by the public, brought immense pressure upon him.

Besides that, Chen Ze himself was a very influential person with a formidable family background. If Wei Lan were to suffer any mishap, the pressure from these two combined would be enough to give him a hard time.

If the rescue failed and Li Mu exposed the case, a beautiful female general manager kidnapped in Yanjing and subsequently killed, it would cause nationwide regret and bring immense shame upon the Yanjing Public Security Bureau. At that point, Gu Jianghe would bear primary responsibility, and would also implicate the leader of the Municipal Party Committee in charge of political and legal affairs. By then, he would be in a disadvantageous position.

However, Gu Jianghe also had a very optimistic scenario in mind: that within the next hour or two, the Municipal Bureau’s criminal investigators would swiftly rescue Wei Lan unharmed and round up all the suspects in one go! If that happened, not only would the case achieve a win-win situation, but the entire process of solving it could even be written into criminal investigation textbooks at police academies!

He even mused to himself that if Wei Lan were successfully rescued, those thrilling twenty-four hours could make an exceptionally brilliant crime and mystery film! It would even be more realistic and exciting than most movies of the same genre!

Gu Jianghe still felt his scalp tingle remembering how Li Mu, like a magician, used powerful logical thinking and continuous filtering to pinpoint the suspects’ location. He believed that if authorized to a highly skilled director and actors, it would certainly create an outstanding film that would shock society.

Thinking of this, Gu Jianghe secretly glanced at the solemn-faced Li Mu in the car, musing to himself that once Wei Lan was rescued, he must persuade Li Mu to make the details of this case public. He believed that once revealed, there would be a wave of film and television companies and directors knocking on their doors hoping to get authorization, without needing to actively seek them out. Gu Jianghe didn’t have many ulterior motives; his only personal wish was to ensure that the Yanjing Municipal Public Security Bureau also participated in the filming and production to some extent, and that the script didn’t portray the Yanjing Municipal Bureau as too incompetent…

At ten o’clock in the evening, the command vehicle arrived at the designated location. It was less than three kilometers by car from Chenjiawan village, where Song Zhilei was hiding. Five various vehicles pulled over by the side of the unlit village road and turned off their engines. The radio in the command vehicle received reports from the frontline criminal investigators.

For every operation undertaken by the Municipal Bureau, there was a set of internal standardized codenames. Suspects were collectively referred to as “Rats,” while other brigades responsible for apprehension also had their own fixed operational codenames. As the Bureau Chief, once Gu Jianghe participated in an operation, his codename was “Hawk.” Upon hearing “Hawk” commanding, other team members knew this case was being personally overseen by the Bureau Chief, and the level of importance was immediately raised to the highest degree.

At this moment, reports from various criminal investigators came through the vehicle’s radio: “Hawk, Hawk, Hounds have completed reconnaissance. Through on-site investigation and thermal imaging assistance, it has been confirmed that the kidnappers are located within a farmhouse courtyard. There are a total of six individuals. The hostage is alone in the east room of the farmhouse courtyard, with normal vital signs. Two people are guarding the entrance, and the other four are in two different rooms.”

Gu Jianghe grabbed the handheld microphone and immediately asked, “Have you determined their firepower distribution?”

The other party immediately replied, “So far, no signs of firearms have been detected on the two guards, but we cannot be certain that the kidnappers definitely don’t possess firearms.”

Gu Jianghe asked, “What is the kidnappers’ level of alertness?”

The other party replied, “Their alertness is relatively loose. If we launch a rescue operation, as long as we quickly neutralize the two kidnappers guarding the hostage, the remaining kidnappers will not pose a direct threat to the hostage’s safety.”

Gu Jianghe sighed in relief, and Li Mu’s tightly furrowed brows also relaxed slightly. It seemed that Song Zhilei’s group was completely unconcerned about the police finding them, hence their much laxer state.

At this point, Gu Jianghe asked again, “Have you found any suitable vantage points for snipers to position themselves around the area?”

This time, the Municipal Bureau alone dispatched eight elite snipers to the scene—they were the eight best snipers from the Municipal Bureau’s SWAT unit. While they couldn’t compare to Special Forces like the Divine Sword Brigade, they were perfectly capable of handling this situation with ease.

The other party then replied, “There’s a lack of advantageous vantage points around the suspect’s location. Within reliable firing range, there’s only a signal tower and a main transmission tower. We have already dispatched four snipers, paired up, to their respective vantage points!”

Gu Jianghe hummed in satisfaction and then asked, “Black Cat, Black Cat, when will the timing be right for the rescue and apprehension operation?”

The one referred to as “Black Cat” was a Deputy Bureau Chief at the Municipal Bureau in charge of criminal investigations and SWAT. He was a veteran detective with extensive frontline experience, possessing excellent overall control over the scene and extraordinary operational command abilities. Although Gu Jianghe was present and nominally the overall commander, the one truly dictating the operational plan and directing the action was this Deputy Bureau Chief, known as Black Cat.

A moment later, a composed male voice came through the radio: “Hawk, Hawk, Black Cat recommends commencing the operation in ten minutes!”

“What’s the situation with the operational deployment? Give me a detailed report!”

The other party spoke clearly and distinctly: “Reporting, Hawk. Our twenty frontline SWAT officers are already ambushed within a five-hundred-meter radius of the kidnappers’ location. If Hawk approves the operation to begin in ten minutes, our frontline SWAT will be ready for assault within eight minutes. Once the operation begins, we guarantee ten SWAT officers will breach their courtyard within five seconds, and all twenty SWAT officers will breach their courtyard within ten seconds. Our SWAT will subdue the two guards immediately, then five personnel will be dispatched to quickly secure the hostage’s safety and extract them. The remaining fifteen will swiftly storm into the rooms where the four suspects are located. We estimate the battle will be resolved within one minute!”

Gu Jianghe thought for a moment and was very satisfied with this rescue plan. First, neutralize the two guards threatening the hostage’s safety, then quickly rescue the hostage. The remaining four, under siege by fifteen officers and surrounded by hundreds, would have absolutely no chance of escape.

Thinking this, Gu Jianghe coldly declared, “Black Cat, listen up: Prioritize the hostage’s safety above all else. I authorize you and all frontline SWAT officers and snipers to decisively open fire in any situation that might threaten the hostage’s safety! The hostage must absolutely not be subjected to any threat!”

Kidnapping and extortion are already severe crimes, and this time, the kidnappers demanded a ransom exceeding one hundred million yuan, making it absolutely the highest-value kidnapping case in Yanjing in recent years. In the face of such a serious case, the Public Security SWAT had sufficient legal priority to employ the most direct means to terminate the perpetrators’ criminal acts, and that most direct means was to shoot to kill.

Hearing this, Black Cat immediately raised his voice slightly and blurted out, “Rest assured, Hawk, Black Cat understands!”

Gu Jianghe checked the time and said to Li Mu and the others, “I have decided to authorize the rescue and apprehension operation to commence in ten minutes. Do any of you have any other objections?”

Ordinarily, Gu Jianghe approving Li Mu and the others to participate in frontline operations was already groundbreaking. Now, after the specific operational plan had been finalized, to still ask if they had any objections was virtually unprecedented in his police career.

However, Gu Jianghe harbored no bureaucratic airs now. He deeply understood the importance of this operation and the formidable influence of the people around him. Taking everything into consideration, he had to give them sufficient respect.

Chen Ze, Song Liang, and Du Fei exchanged glances, then all turned their attention to Li Mu. Li Mu thought to himself that he didn’t understand frontline operations either, but it sounded like the Municipal Bureau’s rescue and apprehension plan was already very comprehensive, and he had no objections.

Therefore, Li Mu said to Gu Jianghe, “Bureau Chief Gu, we have no other objections. All on-site command decisions will be made by you and the other police officers.”

Gu Jianghe nodded and said, “In that case, I’ll set the time: in ten minutes, that is, at 10:20 PM, the operation will commence!”





Chapter 947: All Apprehended

At this moment, Song Zhilei didn’t detect anything unusual. His subconscious kept telling him that the police could never find this place. He didn’t need to worry excessively like a startled bird. What he needed now was to conserve his energy because the real danger and test were in the process of collecting the money tomorrow night.

He and Jackie Chan had already reached a consensus on this point. The kidnapping had been handled flawlessly, and it was impossible for the police to find them. However, the process of collecting the money was the most dangerous part, because direct contact was inevitable in this stage, and it would be impossible to hide their tracks any longer.

Song Zhilei, sitting on the heated brick bed, looked at the time, stuffed the imitation Hualong-made pistol into his pocket, grabbed a roll of toilet paper, and said to Jackie Chan, “You rest for a while. We still have to take Wei Lan out to make a phone call at eleven-ish. I’m going to take a dump.”

Jackie Chan nodded, stretched, and yawned, saying, “Just one more day and night, and we’ll be able to go to the south and enjoy life!”

Song Zhilei laughed and said, “If everything goes smoothly with the money tomorrow night, I should be able to go to Australia in a couple of days to join your sister-in-law (honorific) and the others.”

Jackie Chan said, “Brother Lei, once you go to Australia this time, I’m afraid you’ll never come back, right?”

Song Zhilei nodded and sighed, “If things are ultimately exposed, I won’t come back no matter what.”

Jackie Chan said, “Then develop well in Australia. Maybe one day this brother will have to go to Australia to seek refuge with you.”

Song Zhilei laughed heartily and said, “You and I have a life-or-death friendship. If you’re really interested in going to Australia, you don’t have to worry about anything. Leave it all to your brother here.”

Jackie Chan nodded gratefully. Song Zhilei shuffled out of the room in his slippers and went to the open-air toilet in the northeast corner.

To call it a toilet was a stretch. It was actually a space squeezed into a corner formed by two side walls and a wall of the house, separated by wooden planks. A deep pit was dug and two wooden boards were placed on top, forming a makeshift latrine.

As soon as Song Zhilei squatted down, he felt a rustling sound coming from outside the wall behind him. He instinctively frowned, thinking it was a weasel or a snake or something, and he felt a chill on his buttocks. He couldn’t wait to finish as quickly as possible and get out of this dark latrine.

Just then, the twenty first-tier SWAT officers scattered outside the wall were ready. The courtyard wall wasn’t very high, so they decided to adopt a “one sends one” strategy. One person would use their crossed hands to lift the other person by one foot, helping them quickly climb over the wall and jump in. This way, they would first send ten people in to subdue the two kidnappers in the yard and ensure safety, then the other ten people would breach (to storm in) the wall.

The twenty people on site were divided into two teams, one team breached (to storm in) from the walls on both sides of the main entrance, and the other team breached (to storm in) from the west wall directly opposite the east room. Each team had a leader, and they had already synchronized their watches. At this moment, they were silently counting down to the team members beside them using gestures.

Five, four, three, two, one!

At exactly ten twenty, the two leaders, who couldn’t see each other, almost simultaneously made a gesture to breach (to storm in) to the team members beside them. Then, the team members, in pairs, immediately prepared. One person half-squatted with clasped hands (in prayer), and the other stepped on the other’s palms. With a forceful push, one person instantly sent the other over the wall.

The two kidnappers guarding Wei Lan’s door were utterly bored / bored out of one’s mind. They had just lit cigarettes when several dark figures suddenly flashed over the wall. Before the two could react, ten SWAT officers seemed to have fallen from the sky, jumping into the courtyard. Four of them immediately pounced on the two kidnappers who were still smoking. Before they could come to their senses, they were knocked unconscious!

To the top SWAT officers of the Yanjing Municipal Bureau, these two were simply too unskilled. One chop to the neck each, and the two instantly fainted. After they fainted, the SWAT officers immediately handcuffed them together, and at the same time, the others immediately opened the door to the room where Wei Lan was being held.

Wei Lan was wearing an eye mask and had a towel stuffed in her mouth. She suddenly felt like several people had pushed open the door and quickly ran up to her. She was shocked, thinking that the kidnappers were going to do something to her, but then the eye mask was suddenly removed. After adjusting to the light, Wei Lan saw several people in black clothes and black balaclavas. Upon closer inspection of the badges on their black clothes: Yanjing Municipal SWAT Team. She immediately realized that she had been rescued!

Of the three SWAT officers who entered the room, two cut the ropes binding Wei Lan on the left and right. One of the masked SWAT officers said to Wei Lan in a low voice, “Miss Wei, we are from the Yanjing Municipal Public Security Bureau SWAT Team. You are safe now. Please wait a moment, our ambulance will be here soon, and we will immediately escort you away!”

For the SWAT officers, the apprehension in the yard was still ongoing. The best and safest option for Wei Lan right now was not to rush to leave this room, but to wait until the situation was completely under control before going out.

Although Wei Lan firmly believed that Li Mu would guide the police to find a way to find her, she didn’t expect them to come so quickly. Seeing so many SWAT officers arriving, she knew she was safe. The feeling of surviving a catastrophe overwhelmed her, and she couldn’t control herself, tears streaming down her face.

At this time, the other ten team members also breached (to storm in) into the yard, landing silently. The kidnappers in the room, and Song Zhilei in the latrine, had no idea.

Now that Wei Lan was safe, the SWAT officers who had breached (to storm in) into the yard immediately began to act separately, heading towards the two rooms, preparing to enter and apprehend the criminals. At this time, the SWAT officers no longer had any scruples. One group of eight people and one group of seven people directly held their guns and kicked open the doors of the two rooms.

Jackie Chan had just dozed off on the bed, planning to sleep for an hour before driving Wei Lan to Shunyi to call Li Mu around eleven thirty. He was in his most relaxed state when he suddenly heard the door being kicked open with a loud bang!

Jackie Chan was startled. He had just rolled off the bed when several SWAT officers in black uniforms rushed into the room, pointing their guns at him and shouting, “Put your hands behind your head immediately!”

Jackie Chan’s mind exploded, and he instantly fell into despair. He never expected that the police would suddenly come to his door so quickly. This was even more terrifying than a nightmare. He couldn’t even react, desperately hoping that he was just having a nightmare.

But the police in front of him immediately shattered his last fantasy, shouting at him in an even harsher tone, “Put your hands behind your head immediately!!! Or we’ll shoot!”

Jackie Chan was completely awake. He also had an imitation pistol in his lower back. For a moment, he thought about taking out the gun and fighting the police, but he quickly calmed down. If he took out the gun, he would probably be shot and killed on the spot by the police. There was no point in resisting.

Shocked, frightened, and dejected, Jackie Chan could only obediently put his hands behind his head as demanded by the SWAT officers in front of him. Then, two SWAT officers immediately stepped forward, handcuffed his hands behind his back, searched him, confiscated his gun, and dragged him out.

At this time, one of the team leaders frowned, “Didn’t they say there were two people in the room? Where’s the other one?”

At this moment, Song Zhilei, who was squatting in the latrine, was frightened by the sound of the police breaching (to storm in) the door and the loud warnings outside. He never thought that the police could find him so quickly. It made no sense.

Song Zhilei panicked! His heart raced, and his scalp tingled. At this moment, he had only four words in his mind: “How is it possible?”

However, the commotion outside let Song Zhilei know that he didn’t have much time to be shocked and surprised! The only way out now was to run. Otherwise, if he was really caught by the police, given the nature of his case, he would most likely be sentenced to life imprisonment!

Among kidnapping and extortion charges, life imprisonment is the most severe penalty in the absence of murder. How could Song Zhilei accept the fate of being sentenced to life imprisonment? In that instant, the faces of his wife and children appeared in his mind one by one. A strong sense of unwillingness burst forth in Song Zhilei’s heart. He had only one thought left in his mind: I must escape! I must escape no matter what! Then, even if I have to swim to Australia, I will swim there!

He can’t be caught, can’t serve his sentence in the country, and can’t leave his wife and children unattended!

The strong desire to survive instantly filled Song Zhilei’s entire brain. He didn’t bother to wipe his butt, pulled up his pants, grabbed the Hualong-made imitation pistol he had placed beside him, and got up to climb over the wall, preparing to escape.

At this time, on the signal tower five hundred meters away, the crosshairs of two snipers were aimed at Song Zhilei, who was popping his head out of the wall, and they also saw the gun in Song Zhilei’s hand.

One of the snipers said through the walkie-talkie, “A suspect is trying to escape over the wall, armed with a gun, and has been locked on by me. Please advise!”

The Deputy Bureau Chief, who was commanding the scene, blurted out without hesitation, “Shoot!”

As Song Zhilei squatted on the wall, about to jump down, he suddenly heard a loud bang. Almost at the same time, a bullet traveling at nearly the speed of sound hit his right knee.

Song Zhilei felt an unimaginable pain in his right knee. The tremendous force caused him to lose his balance instantly, and then he uncontrollably leaned back and fell back into the latrine. The only saving grace was that he didn’t fall into the pit.

At this time, the team of SWAT officers who had apprehended Jackie Chan quickly arrived. While Song Zhilei was still howling, clutching his knee, they had already handcuffed him and dragged him out of the latrine.

When Song Zhilei was dragged into the courtyard, he realized that all five of his accomplices in the courtyard had been caught. Two of them were unconscious, and the remaining three were all kneeling side by side in the corner with their hands handcuffed behind their backs, guarded by several SWAT officers with guns.

Song Zhilei was dragged to the center of the yard. The bloody and blurred knee brought him great pain, and his hands were handcuffed behind his back by the police, causing him to roll around on the spot.

The SWAT officers threw him on the spot and reported through the walkie-talkie: “The six bandits, including the principal Song, have all been captured, the hostage is safe, and the rescue and capture mission is complete! The principal Song’s right knee was hit by a bullet, and the injury is relatively serious, requiring an ambulance.”

There was an ambulance from the Public Security Hospital on standby one kilometer away from the scene. They were prepared for the first-tier SWAT officers and the hostage who were carrying out the mission. After Wei Lan was rescued, the ambulance had already come to pick her up, and it was estimated to arrive within minutes.

Gu Jianghe naturally knew this, but after hesitating for a moment, he immediately said: “Call 120 for emergency help, and let them send an ambulance!”

Calling for a car now meant that the ambulance that had been prepared in advance could not be used for him.

The SWAT officer who received the message immediately said, “Understood!”

After speaking, he took out his phone from his pocket, dialled the 120 number, and said after the call was connected: “Hello, is this 120? The Municipal Bureau SWAT Team is on a mission, and someone has been shot and injured in the east end of Chenjiawan Village, Pingu County. Please send an ambulance over.”

At this moment, the ambulance that came to pick up Wei Lan had arrived at the door. The several SWAT officers in charge of Wei Lan’s safety said to her: “Miss Wei, it’s safe outside now, and the ambulance is here too, let’s go!”





Chapter 943: Heaven’s Net is Wide, But Nothing Escapes Its Meshes

Song Zhilei had never experienced such pain in his entire life. He felt as if his entire leg, from the knee down, no longer belonged to him. Lying on the ground, his right foot lay rigidly on its side, twisted by ninety degrees.

Looking at his knee, Song Zhilei could only see a bloody mess of a hole, with even the bones shattered into fragments and mixed in with flesh and blood, utterly horrifying.

While Song Zhilei wailed continuously, Xie Jackie Chan, who was crouching not far away, watched everything with a ghostly pale expression. He could see how much pain Song Zhilei was in, and while he felt profound sympathy, he could only secretly feel fortunate in his heart that at least he hadn’t resisted or tried to escape. Otherwise, if he had also taken a shot like that, in severe cases, he might have had to get an amputation. Even if he kept his leg, he would probably become a cripple in the future.

The thought made Xie Jackie Chan feel especially mournful for Song Zhilei. He had been to jail and knew how severe the law of the jungle was inside. If a cripple were locked in prison, even a dog would bully him. That kind of suffering was simply unimaginable.

Thinking further about being arrested this time, with himself and Song Zhilei as principal offenders, they might directly face life imprisonment. And Song Zhilei would then have to drag a crippled leg through the rest of his life in prison. That despair almost suffocated Xie Jackie Chan.

Song Zhilei was equally desperate.

The special police officers around him were heavily armed, and this time, he was doomed. Whether his leg could be saved was another matter entirely. What about his wife and children?

Even though he had been thoroughly scammed by Wei Lan and Li Mu, he still had a fortune of nearly one hundred million yuan. Originally, if he had honestly gone to Australia with his wife and children, that money would have been enough for his family to live comfortably in Australia. But he just couldn’t swallow this insult and had painstakingly plotted to get revenge on Wei Lan.

As a result, tens of millions in family assets no longer had anything to do with him. Li Mu was extremely well-connected and influential in China; a long and endless prison term awaited him.

At the same time, he also knew that his wife certainly wouldn’t remain a widow for him his entire life. So, the ultimate scenario that might unfold was: he would serve his sentence in China, while his wife would remarry, taking their child with her. The other man would enjoy the money and luxurious mansion he had worked so hard to earn, and even sleep with his wife and beat his children…

Thinking this, Song Zhilei sobbed uncontrollably in despair.

He swore to Heaven that if he could do it again, he would absolutely never harbor any thoughts of retaliation against Wei Lan. He would obediently swallow the insult, tuck his tail between his legs, and go to Australia with his wife and children to start a new life.

However, reality never offered “what ifs.”

Embarking on any path required being prepared for all possible consequences. Some wrong paths could still be turned back from, but some had no turning back.

Several accomplices crouching in the corner watched Song Zhilei, sitting on the ground with a bloody mess of a leg, weeping in pain. The tragic atmosphere made them all burst into tears.

Just then, the east room, which had been used to hold Wei Lan, was pushed open by two special police officers. Then, Wei Lan walked out of the east room herself, escorted by two other special police officers.

All the lights in the courtyard had been turned on. As Wei Lan stepped out, she immediately saw Song Zhilei half-lying on the ground, weeping loudly. She had been kidnapped for a full twenty-four hours, and this was the first time she had seen Song Zhilei.

Song Zhilei also saw Wei Lan, and his crying stopped abruptly. He stared at Wei Lan with bloodshot eyes, and Wei Lan met his gaze without any fear.

Wei Lan could see the remorse in Song Zhilei’s eyes. The remorse was for his current predicament, but the hatred was entirely directed at her.

Besides remorse and hatred, Song Zhilei also felt deep confusion and bewilderment. He still didn’t understand how the police could have found this place so quickly. Which part had he miscalculated?

So, Song Zhilei almost hysterically roared like a madman, “Wei Lan! What trick did you play on me?!”

He guessed that the reason the police were able to find them so quickly must be related to Wei Lan!

At this moment, Wei Lan looked at Song Zhilei with cold eyes and said word by word, “Song Zhilei, thank you for letting me call Li Mu, because you are no match for him at all!”

Before this incident happened, Wei Lan had felt a little bad for Song Zhilei, but now, she had completely lost any pity or guilt for him; only deep hatred remained.

Song Zhilei froze as if struck by lightning. Li Mu? Phone call? Could she have revealed some crucial information in her call to Li Mu?

Song Zhilei turned his head to look at Xie Jackie Chan and questioned him, “What exactly did you let her tell Li Mu?”

Xie Jackie Chan racked his brains but couldn’t figure out how Wei Lan could have possibly revealed any valuable information to Li Mu. Just as he was about to speak, a plainclothes police officer with a gun yelled at the two, “Shut your mouths, no talking!”

Xie Jackie Chan could only wisely lower his head, even though he had a million questions in his heart.

At this time, the special police officer next to Wei Lan said, “Miss Wei, the car is here, let’s go.”

Wei Lan nodded, adjusted her emotions, and seeing Song Zhilei’s face filled with resentment and defeat, she spoke, “Song Zhilei, for the past decade or so, my father and our entire family treated you well. What you’ve become today is entirely your own making. If you still don’t understand, spend the rest of your life reflecting in prison.”

After saying that, accompanied by the special police officer, Wei Lan walked out and got into the ambulance waiting at the entrance.

The nurses and doctors in the ambulance immediately inquired about Wei Lan’s physical condition. Learning that she hadn’t eaten or drunk anything for twenty-four hours, the nurse took out pre-prepared glucose water and some nutritious food. The doctor said, “Miss Wei, you should come back to the Hospital with us for a further examination first, to check for dehydration, electrolyte imbalance, and other conditions.”

Wei Lan shook her head and said, “Thank you, Doctor, I’m fine. A drink of water will make me feel much better. Could you please take me back to the city first?”

Safely rescued, Wei Lan now had only one thought: to see Li Mu earlier.

The doctor was hesitating, still trying to persuade Wei Lan. At this moment, Li Mu heard from the command vehicle’s radio that Wei Lan had been rescued and was in the car. Everyone, including him and Gu Jianghe, completely let out a sigh of relief. The tension that had lasted for twenty-four hours completely relaxed at this moment.

The police officers, Song Liang, and Chen Ze nearby couldn’t help but cheer in excitement. Du Fei was also uncontrollably excited, with tears streaming down her face.

Li Mu also felt exceptionally excited. Rescuing Wei Lan gave him a feeling of surviving a catastrophe. He didn’t feel he had any improper thoughts about Wei Lan; he simply felt that, as a partner, he had ultimately not failed her expectations of him, nor had he allowed her to be harmed because of his initial decision. He could finally have a clear conscience.

So Li Mu asked Gu Jianghe, “Bureau Chief Gu, can I talk to her?”

Gu Jianghe immediately said, “Of course.”

Then, he immediately spoke into the handheld microphone, “This is Hawk. Whoever is next to the hostage, give her the walkie-talkie. Someone wants to talk to her.”

The special police officer outside the ambulance immediately took off his walkie-talkie and earpiece, handed it to Wei Lan in the car, saying, “Miss Wei, someone wants to talk to you.”

Wei Lan, slightly surprised, took the walkie-talkie and, after putting it to her ear, tentatively said, “This is Wei Lan…”

Li Mu, holding the handheld microphone at this moment, said with ill-concealed excitement, “Wei Lan, it’s Li Mu. Are you alright?”

As soon as she heard Li Mu’s voice, Wei Lan burst into tears again, and choked out, “I’m fine. Where are you? I want to see you!”

Hearing Li Mu’s voice, Wei Lan’s desire to see him sooner intensified, and she was already a little impatient. She hadn’t expected Li Mu to communicate with her through a police walkie-talkie; could he have come too?

Li Mu blurted out, “I’m nearby. Not just me, but Brother Liang, Old Chen, and Du Fei are all here too.”

Wei Lan hurriedly asked him, “Can I come over and meet you all?”

Li Mu asked, “How’s your physical condition? Do you need to go to the Hospital for a check-up first?”

Wei Lan impatiently said, “I’m very well, everything is fine. I don’t need to go to the Hospital; I just want to see you all soon!”

Li Mu then turned to Gu Jianghe and said, “Bureau Chief Gu, please just say the word to the ambulance, and have them bring Wei Lan over.”

Gu Jianghe inquired with the doctor in the ambulance. After confirming that Wei Lan’s body was not seriously affected, he ordered the ambulance to take her to where the command vehicle was stationed, to meet Li Mu and the others.

After Gu Jianghe finished giving the order, Li Mu couldn’t help but stand up, feeling a deep sense of impatience. At this moment, he vaguely felt a bit anxious, and asked Song Liang, “Brother Liang, got any cigarettes?”

Song Liang nodded, took out cigarettes and a lighter, and handed them to Li Mu. Li Mu then said, “I’m going down for a smoke.”

Song Liang simply stood up as well, “I’ll go with you.”

Since Wei Lan was expected to arrive within a few minutes, Chen Ze and Du Fei also simply got out of the car and waited outside.

In the late night of late September, the outskirts of Yanjing already carried a hint of cold. Li Mu stood outside the command vehicle, lit a cigarette. The rich smoke entered his lungs in a second, instantly making him feel lightheaded.

Li Mu hadn’t smoked for a long time; a single puff of smoke made him feel somewhat floaty. Song Liang, opposite him, also lit a cigarette and took a puff, then spoke to the three of them, “Wei Lan’s incident is also a signal for all of us. Everyone needs to pay attention to personal safety in the future, and we absolutely cannot let something like this happen again.”

Li Mu took another drag, his mind feeling a bit dazed from the hit, and muttered to himself, “Holy sh*t, without a Skynet system, cities are just too goddamn unsafe!”

Song Liang asked him in surprise, “Skynet system? What is that?”

“I think that to enhance urban safety, reduce urban crime rates, and increase the crime resolution rate, it is extremely necessary to develop a complete hardware solution that uses various cameras to cover all public areas of the entire city under surveillance.”

As he spoke, Li Mu gritted his teeth and resolved, “After I go back, I’ll have Muyun Technology acquire a surveillance equipment manufacturing enterprise with strong technical capabilities, and then have the technical team develop an optimal software solution to completely solve this problem!”

Gu Jianghe, who had just stepped out of the car for some fresh air, heard this and immediately became exceptionally interested. He promptly said to Li Mu, “If this system can really be developed, the Municipal Bureau will definitely apply to the Municipal Government to purchase a set for Yanjing first!”

Speaking of this, Gu Jianghe couldn’t help but sigh, “Darn it, if there had been enough surveillance cameras in this case, we wouldn’t have been so passive from the start. Fortunately, we had you, Li Mu, otherwise, who knows when we would have caught these audacious scoundrels!”

Li Mu asked Gu Jianghe, “Bureau Chief Gu, if we develop a similar system, from your senior experience in the police system, do you think this system could become widespread across the country within the next three years?”

Gu Jianghe said, “If it’s truly as you say, covering all public areas within the urban district with surveillance, and supported by an efficient and stable system, I believe cities above third-tier throughout the country will procure it. Its impact on improving urban safety is simply too immense.”

“Good!” Li Mu nodded and said, “I plan to have Muyun Technology’s technical personnel develop an effective software and hardware surveillance solution as quickly as possible. This solution will be called the Skynet System!”

Gu Jianghe genuinely praised, “Heaven’s net is wide, yet nothing escapes its meshes. It fits the core concept perfectly. It’s a great name!”

“Thank you for the compliment, Bureau Chief Gu.” Li Mu smiled politely. He had never done government procurement business before. It seemed the Skynet system would be his first government procurement project. Spending tens of millions or even more on researching and developing the Skynet system for the safety of ordinary citizens’ lives and property was completely acceptable to Li Mu.

At this point, Gu Jianghe realized Li Mu was serious about doing this. He said earnestly, “Li Mu, if you truly have this idea, you can first propose a plan. I will submit it to the Municipal Government on your behalf and devote myself to the utmost to persuade the Municipal Government to adopt it. That way, the Municipal Government can directly allocate funds to you for this significant project.”

After saying that, Gu Jianghe further stated, “If the Municipal Government isn’t interested, I’ll help you submit the plan to the Ministry of Public Security. I’m confident the ministry or commission will certainly be interested!”

Li Mu said sincerely, “Bureau Chief Gu, thank you very much. I will definitely start preparing the plan, but there’s no need to trouble the government or ministry or commission for funding. We will fund the research and development ourselves. When the complete product and solution are ready, if the government or ministry or commission is satisfied and can widely implement it across the country as quickly as possible, I will be perfectly content.”

Gu Jianghe couldn’t help but look at Li Mu in a new light.

In fact, just today alone, he had been impressed by Li Mu not just once or twice. However, this time, he was shocked and impressed by Li Mu’s constant and strong sense of social responsibility. A partner next to him was kidnapped, and Li Mu’s thought was not merely to enhance the safety index of those around him. Instead, he could think of developing a complete solution to permanently improve the urban safety index nationwide. Simply put, no entrepreneur in the country could compare to him in terms of this kind of thinking.

Just then, two sets of headlights shone from an intersection not far away. The warning lights on the vehicle roof continuously flashed but made no sound. Li Mu saw the ambulance getting closer and closer, instinctively threw his cigarette butt on the ground and crushed it with his shoe sole, then stood in place, craning his neck and waiting.

He knew Wei Lan had arrived.





Chapter 944: Breaking Eight Billion!

Watching the ambulance approach, finally stopping in front of everyone, they all instinctively walked towards the back of the vehicle, eager to see Wei Lan, who had been kidnapped for a full twenty-four hours.

No one present had experienced the commotion Wei Lan had, so they were all exceptionally concerned about her.

The ambulance’s rear door opened, and Wei Lan saw Li Mu, Song Liang, Chen Ze, Du Fei, and the others standing below the vehicle. Her tears streamed down again.

Overall, Wei Lan was an absolutely strong woman, but after such a thrilling twenty-four hours, she had completely become a woman made of water, with an exceptionally low tear threshold.

Upon seeing Wei Lan cry, Du Fei, also a woman, couldn’t help but shed tears too. Du Fei was not as strong as Wei Lan; merely as Wei Lan’s friend and colleague, she had cried countless times today.

Wei Lan’s eyes swept over everyone, finally settling on Li Mu’s face. She knew that her unscathed rescue was entirely due to Li Mu.

If Li Mu hadn’t realized from their very first phone call that he needed to give her opportunities to speak more, she would never have dared to utter a single word under Xie Jackie Chan’s threat, much less convey the most crucial information without the other party realizing it.

Li Mu looked at Wei Lan’s red eyes and pale complexion, feeling a pang of heartache. Although Wei Lan was several years older than him, her actual age was the closest to his own. He could deeply understand everything Wei Lan had gone through for so long. Life had given this young woman too much tempering; it was like a movie script, but far more thrilling.

Li Mu was relieved that Wei Lan had been successfully rescued. Otherwise, if Wei Lan had suffered any mishap, he would truly be unable to forgive himself. But now it was good; Wei Lan was safe, still as beautiful, just temporarily without her usual career woman stance, replaced by a delicate and moving softness.

At the same time, Li Mu also realized that his responsibility would be even greater in the future, not only to himself but also to his family, friends, and partners around him, and even to society as a whole, he needed to have a sufficient sense of responsibility.

Wei Lan, supported by a young nurse, stepped down from the ambulance. On the ground, Wei Lan first approached Li Mu, looking at him with red eyes, then suddenly embraced him, sobbing and choking: “Thank you…”

Li Mu nodded, comforting her softly: “You should thank yourself. If you hadn’t passed on the crucial information to me, I’m afraid I would have been powerless.”

Wei Lan shook her head gently, stubbornly saying: “Thank you…”

Li Mu, helpless, smiled and said: “Alright, you’re welcome.”

Subsequently, Wei Lan gently hugged Song Liang and Chen Ze, thanking them. Although she hugged her male friends, the strength of her embrace with Li Mu was completely different from that with Song Liang and Chen Ze. After that, she and Du Fei embraced, both dissolving into tears and comforting each other.

Gu Jianghe let out a long sigh and said to Li Mu: “The rest will be handled by the SWAT team on site. Let’s head back to the city first. If Miss Wei needs rest, send her home to rest. Tomorrow or the day after, find a time to come to the Municipal Bureau to give a statement. If it’s inconvenient, I can send a few female officers/investigators to your home to take the statement.”

Li Mu nodded: “Then I’ll trouble you to send a few female officers/investigators to her home then.”

Gu Jianghe nodded slightly: “Alright, I’ll arrange it once Miss Wei has rested well.”

At this moment, Du Fei spoke up: “Let’s go back. I’ll stay with Wei Lan at her home these two days.”

Wei Lan had no relatives in Yanjing, and Du Fei was her only female friend. At this time, Du Fei was the most suitable person to stay with Wei Lan twenty-four hours a day.

Li Mu and the others thought about it and realized there was indeed no better solution at the moment. So, Li Mu said to Wei Lan: “Let Du Fei stay with you for these next few days. Once you’ve recovered physically and mentally, take a long vacation and go to America to be with your parents.”

Wei Lan wiped away her tears, forcing a smile, and said: “No need for such trouble. I’ll just go back and rest for two days. As for America, I won’t go for now; work is important.”

Li Mu didn’t try to persuade her further, simply saying: “For today, let Du Fei accompany you home to get some good rest. We’ll talk about the rest later.”

Wei Lan nodded gently, looking at Du Fei and saying: “Then I’ll be troubling you today.”

Du Fei quickly linked arms with her, smiling and saying: “What trouble? It just so happens I don’t have to go to work these two days!”

…

Wei Lan returned home with Du Fei. Li Mu and the others escorted them downstairs to Wei Lan’s apartment. Afterwards, Song Liang and Chen Ze, who had been tense for a day and a night, also returned to their respective homes. Li Mu, seeing that only half an hour remained until midnight, returned to Taobao alone.

Taobao’s 929 major promotion had entered its final countdown.

In the past twenty-three and a half hours, Taobao’s major promotion sales amount had broken the eight billion yuan mark, achieving an astonishing 8.15 billion yuan in transactions!

When Li Mu arrived at Taobao, the time was already 11:40 PM, and the sales amount had just surpassed the 8.2 billion yuan threshold, making further progress in the hundred million yuan unit.

Upon seeing Li Mu return, Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei eagerly inquired about Wei Lan’s situation. Only after learning that Wei Lan had been successfully rescued did both of them sigh in relief. Guru Lei said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I have great news to report to you. Our current sales amount has already exceeded 8.2 billion yuan!”

Li Mu hadn’t known the specific sales amount beforehand, and when he heard this number, he was startled.

8.2 billion yuan?! He had originally only aimed to break the five billion yuan mark, but who would have thought they would sell 8.2 billion yuan in one go?!

Stunned, Li Mu couldn’t help but confirm with the two of them: “Is it really 8.2 billion yuan?”

“That’s right!” Senior Brother Liu also nodded and said: “Starting from seven o’clock tonight, users’ ordering enthusiasm surged, and order volume exploded. We have already kindly reminded newly placed orders that delivery time might be relatively longer, but even that couldn’t stop users’ ordering enthusiasm…”

Guru Lei also sighed with emotion: “Yes, we never expected such high sales amount. Enterprise delivery simply can’t meet the order demand, so a considerable number of orders will have to be handled by the various enterprises themselves. The national express delivery industry is definitely going to be paralyzed for a few days.”

Senior Brother Liu said: “Fortunately, Mr. Ma’s several express companies didn’t dare to cause trouble this time. The General Postal Service had already given a strict order: if any baseless refusal to accept commissions occurs again, all their licenses will be revoked.”

Li Mu sighed: “Daily necessities worth over eight billion yuan, even if Mr. Ma’s logistics companies are also motivated, it will be hard to process them quickly. It seems the entire national express delivery industry will go crazy this time.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu asked Senior Brother Liu again: “By the way, how much of a role can our Taobao Logistics play this time?”

Senior Brother Liu hurriedly said: “Our Taobao Logistics already has a good foundation, and this time is a great opportunity for training. Currently, because the previously purchased vehicles are gradually being delivered in batches, our transport capacity in trunk line (logistics) is not to be underestimated. Furthermore, we have poached many middle management core members from other express companies, and have quietly recruited most of their original grassroots personnel. We have been very low-key until now, and these grassroots personnel are also waiting for our order at any time. This time, I plan to let them all withdraw from their original companies and transform into employees of our Taobao Logistics.”

Li Mu exclaimed: “According to you, this time we can open up / clear (a channel) the entire chain from trunk line (logistics) transport to outlet delivery?”

Senior Brother Liu nodded: “We’ve opened it up. Although it’s not yet perfect, it can still play a certain role. The main goal is to use it for training.”

Li Mu chuckled: “Poaching so many people from Mr. Ma’s logistics companies in one go… Mr. Ma will probably be furious when he gets the news tomorrow morning…”

Employee management in the logistics industry is particularly complex. Apart from exceptional individuals like Wang Wei, very few people can manage tens or even hundreds of thousands of employees from top to bottom. Most logistics companies have extremely loose management at the grassroots level. Not only is personnel fluidity high, but the personnel structure is also extremely complex, and enterprises lack control. If these employees suddenly switch sides, it will certainly catch the companies off guard.

When Senior Brother Liu first began to prepare Taobao Logistics, he had already first poached middle management from major logistics companies, and then through them, attracted a considerable number of grassroots employees with better conditions. Once the time is right, these people will transform into Taobao Logistics employees.

Senior Brother Liu said confidently: “Mr. Ma’s energy must be focused on Letao recently. If he knew that half of the middle management and below management personnel of the logistics companies he invested heavily in were secretly poached by us, he would surely be absolutely furious.”

At this point, Senior Brother Liu regretfully said: “If our own logistics management system could be developed and put into use now, and German Behrman’s sorting system could also be put into use, that would be even better. We could use this opportunity to train our forces.”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “The logistics management system is basically complete and is undergoing final software and hardware testing. It should be put into use in October. As for Behrman’s sorting system, it will probably have to wait until the end of the year or early next year to be in place. We definitely can’t use it this time. But it doesn’t matter, good things are worth waiting for. Both of these are powerful tools for long-term improvement of logistics efficiency. Their benefit lies in the future, not in this one promotion. In the future, we will have plenty of such opportunities to train our own logistics system.”

Senior Brother Liu said: “I discussed it with Director Lei, and we think it’s best to consistently hold such major promotion activities in the future!”

Li Mu said: “Let’s designate September 29th as Taobao’s Online Shopping Carnival. From now on, every year on 929, we will hold a major promotion, and its future scale and influence will grow larger and larger, making it a unique culture of China’s e-commerce, just like Black Friday in Western countries.”

Guru Lei laughed: “That’s exactly our idea. Hold one comprehensive major promotion a year, and then supplement it with various other types of promotion activities to maintain Taobao’s exposure to domestic consumers.”

In his previous life, Taobao’s Double Eleven Shopping Festival had always been the largest event in China’s e-commerce industry. Annual sales amount of over one hundred billion yuan had a huge impact worldwide and greatly promoted enterprise visibility. Li Mu also hoped that his 929 major promotion would see the day when daily sales break one hundred billion yuan!





Chapter 945: Desperate Struggle

At midnight on September 30th.

After a full 24-hour major promotion, Taobao’s final single-day sales volume settled at 8.22 billion yuan.

8.22 billion yuan is, without a doubt, a terrifying figure for the internet industry in every respect!

Over ten million users placed orders, and the average consumption per user exceeded 800 yuan—another incredible data point.

The moment midnight struck, the entire Taobao platform erupted. All the employees who had fought so hard celebrated this enormous victory, and even Li Mu, usually so calm, was stunned and speechless by the number.

Li Mu’s mind held no data that could truly reflect the consumption power of China’s consumers in 2002. Yet, his Taobao platform, in a mature form countless times beyond anything in history or any competitors, successfully ignited a nationwide online shopping craze in 2002.

Throughout the entire event, Taobao provided tangible discounts to consumers across the nation. Whether it was groceries and daily necessities, or personal care products and clothing, even office stationery, all promotional items offered unprecedented savings.

It could be said that Li Mu, in a single day, successfully front-loaded several months of demand for daily necessities from millions of users.

However, fortunately, China has over a billion people and hundreds of millions of urban residents. The portion of demand that he front-loaded would not significantly impact the overall demand for daily necessities among the urban population.

At exactly midnight, YY Net also announced Taobao’s 929 major promotion sales data to netizens nationwide, shocking the entire internet!

Not just netizens, but even editors from other websites, as well as reporters and staff from major media outlets, couldn’t believe it!

Although it was 12 AM, a huge wave of discussion still swept across the internet. Almost every news article about Taobao’s 929 major promotion and its 8.22 billion yuan sales amount had countless netizens discussing:

“Taobao’s one-day sales amount is 8.22 billion yuan?! How could it be so high?!”

“Too much hype, right? 8.22 billion yuan, why not just say 10 billion yuan?”

“8.22 billion yuan? How much stuff did Taobao actually sell?”

“One website, selling 8.22 billion yuan worth of goods in one day! What else can I say but ‘exceptionally capable’?”

Many netizens also commented:

“Is 8.22 billion yuan a lot? My family bought over three thousand yuan worth of stuff on Taobao today.”

“Placed eight orders today, four for my own family, four for neighbors, just waiting for delivery!”

“My mom bought a year’s supply of laundry detergent and shampoo! Support Taobao!”

“Online shopping is so convenient, from now on, as long as it can be bought online, I won’t go to physical stores!”

Li Mu rationally analyzed several reasons why this major promotion achieved such a high sales amount:

First, the massive scale of publicity. A lineup of eighteen celebrities was unprecedented in corporate promotions in recent years.

Second, the discounts were substantial enough. Taobao’s collaboration with so many well-known daily necessities enterprises resulted in discount schemes consumers had never seen before at such low prices; naturally, consumers flocked to them.

Third, the promotion model was novel. Various spend-and-save coupons encouraged users to continuously bundle orders, and a considerable portion of the 8.22 billion yuan sales amount was actually due to consumers’ over-purchasing behavior.

Fourth, competitors were weak. Letao completely bungled this activity, essentially sealing its fate to fail badly upon launch. As for other e-commerce platforms, let alone competing, not even one dared to follow suit. Taobao was completely in an unrivaled, transcendent state where it sought a worthy opponent but found none.

The success of this promotion was crucial for Taobao’s next step of development. Li Mu wasn’t concerned with how astonishing the single figure of 8.22 billion yuan was. What he cared about was using the influence of this promotion to truly embed “online shopping,” this new consumption form, into consumers’ daily lives.

How many consumers could use this opportunity to understand online shopping and become online shopping users;

How many online shopping users could become in-depth online shopping users through this promotion;

More new users and more in-depth users were the key indicators for increasing Taobao’s overall volume. So, for Li Mu, the true meaning of this promotion lay in these two points.

…

Just as Taobao was celebrating its great victory and the entire internet was enthusiastically discussing it, Mr. Ma in Hangzhou was utterly distraught.

In the past 24 hours, Letao’s total sales amount was only a pathetic eighteen million yuan.

Behind these eighteen million yuan was the joint collaboration of several companies, backed by over sixteen million yuan in promotional budget. The total investment for the event alone exceeded twenty million yuan, yet the sales amount wasn’t even higher than the total investment. This was an extreme failure.

Mr. Ma looked at the news of Taobao’s single-day sales of 8.22 billion yuan, then at his own platform’s eighteen million yuan sales data, slumped in despair. This time, he kept repeating two words in his heart: “Defeated! Defeated!”

Indeed, he was defeated!

From the very beginning, he had been relentlessly suppressed by Li Mu, who attacked like a barrage, giving Mr. Ma no chance to catch his breath.

Coupled with Sun Zhengyi and Amazon abandoning the fight, Mr. Ma was left in an isolated and helpless situation. He also knew very well in his heart that Letao had lost this time, and in the future, these two companies would not add another penny of investment to Letao.

What pained Mr. Ma the most was that he now had no idea what to do next.

While everyone else was utterly despondent, Mr. Ma silently returned to his office, slumped into his office chair, pondering his next move.

When Letao was founded, SoftBank and Amazon each invested a sum of money. Although the actual funds received were only a portion of the promised investment, the amount of capital actually resting in Letao’s accounts was still over ten million US dollars. Currently, several million US dollars remained, which was Letao’s entire remaining assets.

Right now, Mr. Ma had two choices: either abandon Letao, shareholders begin liquidation, and everyone eventually divides the remaining money in the account and the company declares bankruptcy; or, hold on with these several million US dollars, look for other opportunities, and wait until this money runs out and the company completely collapses.

For Mr. Ma, the first option was something he absolutely refused to do, but if the two investors decided to do so, he would only have to comply with their demands.

As for the second option, it also left Mr. Ma hesitant. If SoftBank and Amazon were not planning liquidation, then these several million US dollars might be his last gamble in the B2C retail industry.

From the bottom of his heart, Mr. Ma still hoped to continue. He was inherently a person who refused to admit defeat, and he had a natural animosity towards those who had defeated him. Li Mu’s repeated instances of making him lose face had already positioned Li Mu in his heart as a lifelong enemy. If he were to completely accept defeat at this moment, then he would probably lose the chance to defeat Li Mu for this life.

However, Mr. Ma also knew very well that Li Mu had grown to such a scale that even if he tried again, it would be difficult to find an entry point to contend as equals with Li Mu. That is to say, even if Letao continued, its future was bleak.

Just as Mr. Ma sighed deeply, Lu Zhaoxi knocked and entered. Seeing Mr. Ma’s despondent face, he sighed softly and said: “General Manager Ma, regarding Letao’s next step, I just thought about it, and I have some general ideas I’d like to run by you.”

Mr. Ma gently nodded: “Sit down and speak.”

Lu Zhaoxi sat down in front of Mr. Ma and said: “I think we chose the wrong direction from the start.”

Mr. Ma couldn’t help but frown: “Zhaoxi, what do you mean by that?”

Lu Zhaoxi said: “B2C business is the core of e-commerce retail, there’s no doubt about that. But we shouldn’t have been blindly led astray just because we saw Taobao’s Brand Day doing well.”

At this point, Lu Zhaoxi saw Mr. Ma’s grave expression and explained: “General Manager Ma, what we are currently doing is more like B2C, not C2C. B2C is what Li Mu excels at. Whether it’s Brand Day or the 929 major promotion, the core of his success lies in deep cooperation with brand enterprises. This is something we are extremely lacking in. In other words, if we continue to go against Taobao in the B2C field, Li Mu will continue to completely crush us. Rather than that, why don’t we avoid his sharp edge and choose the C2C field, which he hasn’t focused on much?”

Mr. Ma was silent for a moment: “You mean, completely abandon B2C and become a C2C platform serving only small and medium-sized sellers?”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded and said: “Exactly! Think about it, most of Taobao’s energy is on brand enterprises, but I believe that most Chinese consumers, considering overall aspects like cost-effectiveness, will tend to choose small or no-brand products, especially clothing.”

“Hangzhou’s Sijiqing wholesale market trades millions of pieces of clothing every day. These clothes go from various small clothing enterprises in Hangzhou to Sijiqing wholesale market, and then from Sijiqing flow to clothing stores all over the country. Compared to branded clothing, this batch of clothing actually accounts for a larger proportion of total clothing consumption. There are not tens of thousands but millions of small and medium-sized clothing stores nationwide, and every shop owner is a potential small and medium-sized seller. They have sources of goods, they have physical stores, but physical stores can only cover their small local area. If they open an Online Store on Letao, they will have the opportunity to cover the entire country, and opening an Online Store doesn’t have any extra cost; one computer is enough. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?”

Mr. Ma seriously considered what Lu Zhaoxi said, and his eyes lit up!

Lu Zhaoxi made a lot of sense. Taobao’s strength lay in its close cooperation with brand enterprises; he himself was blinded by infatuation, choosing to go against Li Mu on the very level Li Mu excelled at, which was destined for failure.

However, putting brands aside, non-branded, mid-to-low end products actually represent a much larger market. If all the owners of small and medium-sized clothing stores nationwide could be converted into Letao’s shop owners, it would be a new development opportunity for Letao.

Even if Letao developed into the “Sijiqing of e-commerce,” its positioning would be much clearer and more promising than its current one, and it would have a better chance of success.

Immediately, Mr. Ma perked up and asked Lu Zhaoxi: “What you said is a very good idea, but the priority is still to quickly investigate the situation of small and medium-sized sellers on Taobao. Taobao has many users and high traffic, so even if it doesn’t actively support small and medium-sized sellers, small and medium-sized sellers themselves should have some profit potential. Let’s first look at the development of Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers, and ideally, we can poach a batch of them. Let them open Online Stores on Letao while they still have stores on Taobao. For them, opening stores on both sides doesn’t require extra costs, and it can increase their income—why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded: “I will immediately begin investigating the specific situation of Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers and deliver a detailed investigative report as soon as possible.”

Mr. Ma waved his hand and said: “There’s no rush for that right now. Everyone is tired today, and it’s getting late. In my opinion, everyone should go home and get some good rest…”





Chapter 946: An Unpayable Debt of Gratitude

Just past midnight, back home in Yanjing, Wei Lan—who had already showered—found it extremely difficult to calm herself.

Wei Lan had just finished a YY video call with her parents, who were far away in America. Since she usually contacted them every two or three days, they knew absolutely nothing about her kidnapping.

Recently, Wei Lan’s father, Wei Jun, who was still in America, was in an exceptionally cheerful mood. Thanks to Li Mu’s insider information, he had earned nearly twenty million US dollars on eBay stock in one go. This was almost the fastest and largest single income he had ever earned in his life, so much so that during this period, he had completely shaken off the gloom of his previous forced exile in America. He had even begun to truly like America, a highly developed and money-driven country.

Her parents were exceptionally happy, but Wei Lan still felt lingering fear from the recent kidnapping. However, she still had to pretend that everything was fine during the video call to put her parents across the ocean at ease.

After the call ended, Wei Lan finally let out a long sigh, covering her face in front of the computer, silent.

Although she had survived a catastrophe, Wei Lan’s heart was still heavy. Having faced death itself, she had almost made her black-haired parents bury their white-haired child in America. Wei Lan even thought wildly, how much pain would her elderly parents feel if she had truly been killed by Song Zhilei and they received the news?

What’s more, given Dad Wei Jun’s current situation, he couldn’t even return to the country to claim her body. Even if he insisted on coming back, he would surely be arrested and detained the moment he touched down and went through customs. At that point, only her mother would be left alone, and facing her body, she would probably completely break down.

The more she thought this way, the more afraid Wei Lan felt afterward. It wasn’t that she feared her own death, but that she feared inflicting a huge blow on her parents.

Just as Wei Lan’s emotions were in turmoil, Du Fei also finished her shower and came out of the bathroom wearing Wei Lan’s nightgown. Seeing Wei Lan sitting on the sofa covering her face, she quickly went up to her and asked with concern, “Wei Lan, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

Wei Lan slightly shook her head, then slowly removed her hands from her face, and forced a smile as she told Du Fei, “I’m fine, I just had a video call with my parents, and it felt a bit heavy.”

Du Fei nodded in understanding and sat down beside Wei Lan, thinking to herself that if she wanted to ease Wei Lan’s inner heaviness, simply offering comfort probably wouldn’t work. For someone like Wei Lan, it was difficult for ordinary people to persuade her. It would be better to have a thorough conversation with her, letting her confront the matter directly so she could adjust internally.

So, Du Fei said to Wei Lan, “On the Taobao platform, seeing them rack their brains but still unable to find a crucial point to rescue you, I felt extremely depressed. I secretly wiped away tears several times. At that moment, I thought, even as an outsider, I feel extremely helpless, and you, being held by kidnappers, must be enduring ten, even a hundred times more psychological torment than I am…”

Wei Lan gave a bitter smile, saying, “At first, I did feel particularly desperate, but when I spoke to Li Mu on the phone, I suddenly felt that he would definitely find a way to save me. That feeling of despair was immediately alleviated a lot.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan curiously asked Du Fei, “You just said Taobao platform? Were you all at the Taobao platform today?”

“Yes,” Du Fei said. “People from the Municipal Bureau and two telecom operators were all at the Taobao platform. They set up the command center for your rescue in a meeting room there.”

Wei Lan said, “I never expected it to be at the Taobao platform… I thought you all went to the Public Security Bureau.”

Du Fei suddenly remembered a question that had been buried in her heart and asked her, “Oh, right, when the kidnappers made you call Li Mu, you revealed some valuable information to him, didn’t you?”

Wei Lan nodded, saying, “I figured out who the mastermind behind my kidnapping was, and I subtly told Li Mu over the phone.”

Du Fei was exceptionally curious, “Li Mu always said you were exceptionally smart, but I only went to the Taobao platform the next morning after hearing about this, so I don’t know the exact details. How exactly did you manage to tell Li Mu who the mastermind was right in front of the kidnappers?”

Wei Lan then roughly explained to Du Fei how Li Mu had asked her to cooperate in ‘inviting’ Song Zhilei out of Juncheng Real Estate at the time. After explaining this, she then continued, “I knew it was Song Zhilei who did it, and I also knew that Li Mu would definitely guess what I wanted to convey with that sentence. But when I said it at the time, to others, it just sounded like I was begging Li Mu to save me, so they didn’t suspect anything.”

Du Fei couldn’t help but give a thumbs up, “You’re truly amazing. To be able to think so clearly at that time… if it were me, I probably would have been scared senseless long ago.”

Wei Lan smiled slightly, saying, “I was also scared, but I had to force myself to pay extremely close attention and notice any valuable details around me. Otherwise, even if I had the chance to talk to Li Mu, it would have been impossible to reveal the mastermind’s information to him over the phone.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan sighed lightly and continued, “Actually, if Li Mu hadn’t intimidated that kidnapper with his aura over the phone, the other party wouldn’t have given me a chance to plead. That kidnapper had warned me beforehand that whatever he said, I was to repeat; if I added or missed a single word, he would cut off one of my fingers. The fact that I was later able to open my mouth and plead was entirely Li Mu’s credit.”

Du Fei nodded, recalling Li Mu’s decisive performance today; Du Fei also felt genuine admiration in her heart. She couldn’t help but sigh with emotion, saying, “Li Mu truly is astonishingly capable.”

Wei Lan acknowledged, and then asked her, “Oh, right, Du Fei, how did they find Pingu County? Even I didn’t know where I was, so how did they find it?”

As soon as Du Fei heard this question, she immediately sat up straight and said with an expression of admiration, “This process was truly thrilling! When I arrived at the Taobao platform that morning, the Municipal Bureau police were simultaneously pursuing several clues, including the license plate numbers of the two cars that kidnapped you, your car, and your cell phone location tracking. But one by one, they all failed. That guy named Song was also very cunning. Although they knew he kidnapped you, they couldn’t find any information about him no matter what. His wife and children had gone to Australia several days ago, and his phone hadn’t been turned on since then. There were no records of his whereabouts. The police were practically going crazy at the time.”

After Wei Lan revealed the information about Song Zhilei kidnapping her to Li Mu, she was both hoping Li Mu could guide the police to rescue her, and worried that it would be difficult for Li Mu to find her location. Song Zhilei and his group were extremely cautious. Even when they made her call him, they blindfolded her and drove for dozens of minutes to a place tens of kilometers away. She had overheard the kidnappers’ conversation back then, learning that they did this precisely to prevent the police from using cell phone location tracking.

The kidnapper who was driving at the time had even asked the one who made her call Li Mu whether the phones they were currently using could be location tracked. That guy’s answer at the time was, “Absolutely not, because all the phones everyone is using now have brand-new, unregistered numbers. The police don’t even know who they are, and even if they did, they couldn’t trace these numbers back to them.”

At that time, Wei Lan also repeatedly pondered, but no matter how much she thought about it, she couldn’t figure out what suitable method the police could use to find her location.

Even now, Wei Lan still hadn’t figured out this question. She was indeed very excited the moment she was rescued, but thinking about it now, she was also curious how the police actually managed it.

So, she eagerly asked Du Fei, “So what happened next? How did the police find me?”

“The police?” Du Fei shook her head. “It wasn’t the police who found you at all.”

Wei Lan hurriedly asked her, “Then who was it?”

Du Fei uttered two words, “Li Mu!”

“Li Mu?!” Wei Lan’s eyes widened. “How did he do that?”

Although Wei Lan had always firmly believed Li Mu would save her, she assumed the method would be Li Mu relaying the information about Song Zhilei kidnapping her to the police, and then the police carrying out the rescue. She had never imagined that even finding her exact location was done by Li Mu.

As soon as Wei Lan asked this question, Du Fei immediately became one hundred twenty percent enthusiastic, saying, “Speaking of which, I absolutely must explain it to you in detail…”

As she spoke, Du Fei vividly described how Li Mu had a sudden flash of insight that day, throwing aside all other so-called “clues,” and starting only from Song Zhilei, step by step, found the cell phone number he was currently using.

As she reached the exciting parts, Du Fei even disregarded her lady-like image completely, furrowing her brow and slapping her thigh, sometimes even spitting with excitement. Wei Lan also acted as the best audience, concentrating all her energy to listen to Du Fei’s description, afraid she might accidentally miss any detail.

After Wei Lan finished listening to Du Fei’s description of the entire thrilling process, her gratitude towards Li Mu deepened significantly.

Before this incident, Wei Lan had always felt grateful to Li Mu. There were many reasons for her gratitude: Earlier, when Li Mu bought her villa without bargaining, he had already helped her once. And when she was isolated and helpless, it was also Li Mu who stepped in to save Juncheng Real Estate, saving her family’s painstaking efforts. Afterwards, Li Mu invited her to join Wanying Real Estate, and also gave her generous compensation and care…

Just these few points already made Wei Lan feel indebted to him for a huge favor. But shortly after, when she hadn’t yet demonstrated any value or made any contributions at Wanying Real Estate, Li Mu provided insider information that allowed her Dad to earn over one hundred million in America…

She had just treated him to a meal, considering it a small gesture of thanks. Unexpectedly, two hours before the Taobao platform’s major promotion began, she was suddenly kidnapped. Fortunately, Li Mu was able to pressure the kidnapper over the phone, which gave her the opportunity to relay information.

Even so, Wei Lan was already filled with gratitude for Li Mu, but she had never dreamed that it was actually Li Mu who truly guided the police to find her…

Wei Lan suddenly felt a sense of desolate powerlessness. She felt powerless because she suddenly realized that in this life, she might never be able to repay Li Mu’s debt of gratitude…





Chapter 947: Sleepless Tonight

Lying beside Du Fei, Wei Lan was sleepless all night.

Her insomnia wasn’t due to the kidnapping, but because of the surprising new information she learned from Du Fei before sleeping. This astonishing information had completely dispelled the shadow of the kidnapping from Wei Lan’s mind.

So, throughout the night, only Li Mu occupied Wei Lan’s thoughts, nothing else.

To Wei Lan, Li Mu was like the Mariana Trench, unfathomably deep and containing far too many things beyond ordinary comprehension.

When she heard how Li Mu found her, she was utterly shocked, as if seeing a new deep-sea species for the first time.

But what truly left her deeply impressed was that Li Mu, while rescuing her, could also think about developing a Skynet System for society.

The reason she had secretly fallen for him was that very moment during his CCTV interview, when he exuded a unique sense of responsibility and mission. Now, it seemed this sense of responsibility and mission was almost omnipresent in him.

Thinking about her feelings for this young man, Li Mu, Wei Lan’s mood grew even more complex.

Wei Lan had always been proud. The foundation of this pride wasn’t her family background or her appearance, but her long-standing independence and abundant confidence in her own abilities.

When Wei Lan first developed feelings for Li Mu, she even thought that while she might not be the prettiest woman by his side, she was likely the most capable. Even if there was no romantic outcome between her and Li Mu in the future, at least she could use her abilities to be his right-hand woman.

However, only today did she truly face a reality.

Whether she was the most capable woman by Li Mu’s side was uncertain, but she was definitely the woman who had received the most help and kindness from him – without exception!

A woman whose very bones once exuded pride had, from the moment she met Li Mu, been continuously helped and favored by him, time and again, one instance after another. To Wei Lan, this was almost the greatest irony fate had ever presented her.

From the perspective of her self-esteem, Wei Lan felt she had almost become a complete joke in front of Li Mu.

However, from a woman’s perspective, Wei Lan felt that the heart beating in her chest would probably never escape Li Mu’s Five-Finger Mountain in this life.

If she hadn’t known what it felt like to fall hopelessly in love with someone before, then this incident had at least given her the best practical lesson…

Many other people, like Wei Lan, were also sleepless that night.

Song Zhilei, overwhelmed with regret, cried all night long in his bed at the Public Security Hospital.

Yesterday evening, ‘120’ received a call from the SWAT team and arranged for an ambulance from Pingu County Hospital’s emergency center to go to the scene. Song Zhilei, accompanied by several SWAT officers, arrived at Pingu County Hospital by ambulance. However, once at the county hospital, after the emergency doctor examined his wound, he immediately stated, “We can’t treat this.”

Song Zhilei’s right knee was severely injured; the entire knee was almost completely shattered by the bullet. Pingu County Hospital’s medical standards were limited. Facing such a severe injury, the doctor didn’t even have the ability to perform debridement.

With no alternative, after the Pingu County Hospital doctors performed emergency disinfection and hemostasis, Song Zhilei was transferred to the Public Security Hospital in the city. By the time he arrived at the Public Security Hospital, Song Zhilei had already passed out and woken up several times from the pain.

Doctors at the Public Security Hospital performed emergency debridement surgery on Song Zhilei. However, it was certain that Song Zhilei’s right leg essentially had no chance of standing again, and the doctor coldly informed him of news that almost made him collapse: his leg would not only be unable to stand, but it would definitely need to be amputated.

The amputation was necessary because Song Zhilei’s right knee had no possibility of recovery. The muscles and soft tissues were also severely damaged. Even with debridement and bandaging, there was a high risk of infection, and if the wound became infected, it could very likely be fatal.

The reason an immediate amputation wasn’t performed was not because there was any chance of improvement, but because Song Zhilei had lost too much blood earlier and was temporarily unsuitable for immediate amputation surgery. The doctor’s suggestion was to recover in the Hospital for two days, and then undergo the amputation surgery. The amputation plan was: five centimeters above the right knee.

Song Zhilei cried, pleading with the attending physician, whose expression and voice were both cold, begging him to save his right leg. But the other party told him very bluntly: “Your current situation, in any country in the world, would basically require amputation.”

After saying this, the attending physician added another chilling remark as he left: “You should be glad the sniper shot your knee and not your head. Given the nature of the crime you committed, plus your attempt to escape with a firearm, shooting to kill you on the spot would have been completely legal.”

Song Zhilei was dumbfounded. He was about to ask the doctor how he knew so many details, but then he looked at the promotional posters on the wall and remembered that this was a Public Security Hospital. He figured the doctor likely knew what crime he had committed even before performing debridement.

The indifferent doctor left, leaving Song Zhilei lying alone on the hospital bed. His hands were handcuffed to both sides of the bed, one on the left and one on the right. Even with his leg about to be amputated, the police had not relaxed their vigilance against him.

The despair in Song Zhilei’s heart at this moment was even stronger than when he was dragged from the outhouse by SWAT officers after being shot.

He endured until 6:30 AM, thinking that it was almost 9:00 AM in Australia, the time he usually called his wife and children. Song Zhilei began to shout loudly. When the police officer on duty guarding the door came in, Song Zhilei quickly pleaded with him: “Officer, please help me. I want to call my wife. She doesn’t know what happened to me. She’s alone with three children in Australia, and I’m worried she’s anxious because she can’t reach me… Please be understanding…”

The young SWAT officer frowned and coldly asked him: “Your wife and children don’t know what happened to you? Do they know you committed kidnapping and extortion in China?”

Song Zhilei subconsciously shook his head: “They don’t know, I did it all by myself.”

The SWAT officer then asked him: “Why didn’t you think about your wife and children when you committed the crime? Now that you’ve been apprehended, you remember them?”

Song Zhilei wanted to cry but had no tears, only able to plead bitterly: “I was wrong, Officer. All the mistakes are mine alone. I am willing to bear all consequences. I just beg you to help me, let me call my wife…”

At this point, Song Zhilei again shed tears like rain, choking out: “Just let me say goodbye to her in person, let me tell her in person not to wait for me, to live a good life with the children…”

Song Zhilei, crying his eyes out, was not acting. The thought of becoming a disabled person with only one and a half legs, and facing a lifetime of imprisonment, made even his selfish heart realize he couldn’t endlessly burden his wife and children. He now only wanted a chance to personally persuade them to accept this reality, to persuade them not to worry about him or even come back, and to live well in Australia.

The SWAT officer shook his head expressionlessly and said: “Legal regulations state that no suspect can contact the outside world without procedural approval. As for your wife and children, rest assured, within 24 hours, the Yanjing Municipal Bureau will proactively contact your relatives and inform them of your apprehension. They can appoint a lawyer for you. If they are unable or for other reasons cannot hire a lawyer for you, the procuratorial organs will assign a public defense lawyer to represent you.”

Saying this, to make him give up hope, the SWAT officer very seriously said: “However, I clearly tell you, even if they return to China now, it will be impossible for them to see you in a short time, unless the case is decided and you enter the serving sentence phase, only then can they meet you. So don’t think about calling them. After you are discharged from the Hospital, cooperate well with us, clarify the facts of the crime, and strive for an early court hearing. That is the quickest way for you to meet or contact your wife and children!”

Upon hearing this, Song Zhilei almost fainted.

He couldn’t imagine what a bolt from the blue it would be for his wife to hear from the cold lips of a police officer that he had been apprehended for kidnapping and extortion.

But, even though he couldn’t imagine it, he knew in his heart that no matter what, for a short period, he would have no direct contact with his wife and children. Everything about him, his wife would probably learn through the police, or the news. They must be even more desperate than him…

Mr. Ma, in Hangzhou, also had a sleepless night. After struggling for a full 24 hours, he unsurprisingly suffered from insomnia.

He had foolishly challenged Li Mu, hoping to achieve fame in one battle, but unexpectedly, that one battle annihilated all his dignity.

Taobao platform: eight point two two billion. Letao: sixteen million. His report card was even less than a fraction of Li Mu’s fraction.

If this was a slap in his face, then the force of this slap must not have come from a human hand; it must have been flung by a damn excavator!

Although Letao wasn’t completely dead yet, and he had also decided to thoroughly abandon Taobao’s B2C model, a failure was a failure. This defeat, he would remember for the rest of his life.

Once upon a time, he had fantasized countless times that if one day he became powerful, he would not only make everyone who looked down on him, attacked him, and frustrated him look at him in a new light, but he would also make them realize one thing: “Today you ignore me; tomorrow I’ll make myself unreachable for you.”

This resolve similarly was one of the core motivations that had always supported him in moving forward. But now, he found that he could no longer use this point to motivate himself when it came to Li Mu.

His opponent had become so powerful that he no longer even had the ambition to fantasize. What could be more frustrating than that?

…

Unlike these insomniac individuals, Li Mu, after receiving the satisfactory answer sheet of eight point two two billion in sales amount for Taobao platform, returned home tired, took a shower, turned off his phone, and slept until the afternoon of the next day.

And while Li Mu slept soundly, the entire China’s media and public were in an uproar!

Eight point two two billion! Li Mu was going further and further down the road of astounding the people of China…





Chapter 948: Piggybacking on Popularity

Taobao platform’s 929 major promotion, with a single-day sales amount reaching 8.22 billion yuan, achieved a saturating news coverage effect across all news media in China.

All media, everyone, discussed this 8.22 billion yuan data with an attitude of impossibility, disbelief, and something incredible / unfathomable. However, no media outlet questioned the authenticity of this data; instead, they sought out various in-depth, detailed news points for further supplementary reports.

In major events, the pattern of media reporting is highly consistent, much like the process of creating a sketch drawing.

Major media outlets initially didn’t have too detailed or deep information; they only had a general framework. So, they first outlined the simple composition of the sketch object, letting the audience know, “This time, I’m going to draw a portrait.” As for what kind of person would be drawn, they implied, “don’t rush, wait until I gradually process the details, structure the layers, the light and shadow, and the primary and secondary elements, both real and implied, to finally present a lifelike portrait before you.”

As media reports continued to deep dive, various pieces of evidence supporting the 8.22 billion yuan began to surface one by one.

First, Taobao platform released a summary data. In this data, Taobao platform listed the top ten enterprises in terms of sales during this 929 major promotion. The top ranked enterprise was Procter & Gamble, with a sales amount of 760 million yuan; in second place was Kerry Grains & Oils, with a sales amount of 530 million yuan; in third was Unilever, with a sales amount of 390 million yuan; in fourth was Metersbonwe, with a sales amount of 330 million yuan…

Only then did the entire nation realize that over 80% of this 8.22 billion yuan sales amount was contributed by these well-known enterprises and their products, with clear origins and explanations.

Even so, some people were still unwilling to believe, thinking that the 8.22 billion yuan sales amount of Taobao platform contained significant exaggeration.

Subsequently, the person in charge of the first enterprise to stand up made their appearance.

When accepting media interviews, the Procter & Gamble China person in charge very definitively announced to reporters: On the day of Taobao’s 929 major promotion, products from multiple brands under Procter & Gamble garnered a total of 763.5 million yuan in orders on Taobao platform.

763.5 million yuan, more detailed than the 760 million yuan announced by Taobao platform. This data, personally acknowledged by a Fortune 500 company, proved that the data publicly advertised by Taobao platform had no exaggeration.

After Procter & Gamble released its own data, the entire nation was in an uproar.

Those who questioned the authenticity of Taobao platform’s data all judiciously silenced themselves, and media outlets across the nation and consumers began to cheerfully do their math.

TV stations said that if calculated at the retail price of 3.5 yuan per bar of Safeguard soap, Procter & Gamble sold the equivalent of over 200 million bars of soap on Taobao platform in one day…

Netizens began to let their imaginations run wild; some said Procter & Gamble sold the equivalent of over 30 million bottles of Head & Shoulders in one day;

Others said Procter & Gamble sold the equivalent of over 50 million bottles of Rejoice shampoo in one day;

Most amusingly, a certain netizen with a mischievous sense of humor said that Procter & Gamble sold the equivalent of 100 million packs of sanitary napkins on Taobao in one day, and if you opened them all and connected them end to end, they could circle the Earth several times…

Subsequently, Procter & Gamble provided detailed data: in one day, while Safeguard soap indeed didn’t sell over 200 million bars, it still sold an astonishing over 30 million. Procter & Gamble’s true sales champion was the hair care combination family promotion set, which sold over 3 million sets in one day, generating a sales amount of over 200 million yuan.

Combined with other brands, this allowed Procter & Gamble to achieve a sales amount of 760 million yuan on Taobao in a single day.

760 million yuan might not be much for a Fortune 500 company like Procter & Gamble, or even for its China region. However, the additional promotional effect was something greatly desired for them, so they immediately engaged in very deep interaction with the media. Not only did they disclose the specific sales data for all brands under Procter & Gamble in one go, but even their China president personally came out to accept interviews and endorse Taobao platform.

This Frenchman, named Laurent Philippe, whose Chinese name is Luo Hongfei, had only just taken over the position of Procter & Gamble China president last year. The reason he was the first to stand up for Taobao platform after this Taobao 929 major promotion was because he realized that the attention generated by Taobao platform’s 929 major promotion was simply too high. Any company that performed excellently in this 929 Promotion essentially got a free pass to make major headlines. The earlier he stood up, the earlier he could attract attention for Procter & Gamble.

Luo Hongfei had served as the China president for one year, but during his tenure in charge of the China region, Procter & Gamble’s best years in China had already passed. With the entry of other international giants and the continuous rise of local Chinese brands, Procter & Gamble’s market share in China had been continuously decreasing.

Luo Hongfei often felt anxious. Sworn enemies Unilever’s planning in China was growing larger, gradually showing a momentum to catch up with Procter & Gamble, making Luo Hongfei constantly wary and thinking of every possible way to contend with them.

Sometimes, as soon as Luo Hongfei saw Unilever’s advertisements on TV, he would feel a surge of irritability and unease. That feeling of being pursued and attacked from all sides was indeed not very pleasant.

Currently, every business segment of Procter & Gamble in China was under siege. For example: Procter & Gamble had several highly well-known shampoo brands, such as Head & Shoulders, Rejoice, and Pantene. The advertising slogan “Michael Chang trusts Rejoice” once made Rejoice famous nationwide in China. However, competitors also gave Procter & Gamble no opportunity to dominate. Brands like Lux and Hazeline also had considerable market share in China, with very high exposure, constantly threatening Procter & Gamble’s dominant position.

What’s more, recently, many domestic brands have been rising, such as Houdy from Guangzhou, which is now advertising everywhere. While these brands aren’t yet directly threatening Procter & Gamble’s development, if there are many of them, they can pose a threat like being nibbled away by an ant colony.

The more this was the case, the more Luo Hongfei had to seek new breakthroughs.

And Taobao, was the new breakthrough he inadvertently seized!

This time, compared to Unilever, Procter & Gamble showed a more sincere attitude towards cooperation. Not only did they offer sufficient profit concessions, but they even launched extremely cost-effective family sets specifically for online shoppers. For their first collaboration with Taobao, they initiated customized services, truly giving full respect.

And Li Mu did not disappoint Luo Hongfei. To affirm Procter & Gamble’s cooperative attitude, and also to set a good model for other brands, Taobao platform intentionally gave Procter & Gamble the most display positions and the highest amount of exposure. Now, Procter & Gamble has also achieved the highest sales amount. This is enough to set an example for other brands and convey a fundamental idea: the more seriously you treat me, the more invested I will be in you.

During an interview with reporters, Luo Hongfei said: “We believe Taobao platform will profoundly influence the daily consumption and lives of the Chinese people in the future. Therefore, for an enterprise like Procter & Gamble, which focuses on Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) production, Taobao platform will certainly become a very important sales channel for us in the future. So, we will certainly continue to deep dive in cooperation with Taobao platform in the future, and we also hope Taobao platform can continue to grow. We hope that the single-day sales amount of Taobao’s next major promotion can break the ten billion yuan mark, and Procter & Gamble will definitely be able to break the one billion yuan sales amount mark on Taobao platform through our precise multi-brand strategy.”

In front of the media, Luo Hongfei both affirmed Taobao platform and boasted about Procter & Gamble. By piggybacking on the popularity of Taobao’s 929 major promotion, it was practically equivalent to running tens of millions of yuan worth of free advertising.

Besides that, Luo Hongfei also clearly understood that endorsing Taobao platform through the media could further enhance Procter & Gamble’s close cooperation with Taobao platform, which was definitely a good way to achieve multiple goals at once.

Seeing Luo Hongfei step in, giving Procter & Gamble free exposure in major media outlets, other brands also couldn’t sit still (due to anxiety) one after another.

Suddenly, all enterprises on Taobao platform’s announced top ten list began accepting media interviews and issuing statements through the media, affirming the authenticity of Taobao platform’s data while also promoting their own enterprises. Even those enterprises that didn’t make it into the top ten sequence paid out of their own pockets to invite local media for interviews and hired soft articles (meaning: advertorials) companies to post their news on the second or even third-level pages of major portal websites.

In short, just as Li Mu woke up, the entire society had already set off a wave of “piggybacking on 929 popularity”.

The news related to Taobao platform’s 929 major promotion was so hot that on September 30th, the dissemination of other news was almost halved.

While Taobao platform’s 929 major promotion dominated the news sections of major media outlets, the Yanjing Municipal Bureau organized the specific materials of the “Yanjing 9.28 Major Kidnapping Case” and reported them to the ministry or commission.

In the materials, the Municipal Bureau detailed the entire process of the “Yanjing 9.28 Major Kidnapping Case” from its occurrence to its cracking. In this internal document, the names and information of Li Mu and Wei Lan were naturally not concealed.

The ministry or commission, also in Yanjing, hadn’t even heard that such a malicious criminal case had occurred right under their noses. The kidnapped individual was not only an executive of a Yanjing enterprise but also an executive of an enterprise in which Li Mu held shares. Li Mu was currently a trending news figure, and anything related to him, especially involving criminal offenses, was very sensitive.

Furthermore, the kidnappers this time were not only extremely professional but also demanded the highest ransom in Yanjing’s history during the kidnapping and extortion process: 30 million yuan plus 10 million US dollars, totaling over 110 million yuan. This even more greatly shocked the ministry or commission.

What shocked the ministry or commission the most was the entire process of solving the case. This time, Gu Jianghe did not have any concealment in the process; essentially, everything was written according to the actual situation. Thus, what the ministry or commission saw was how the Municipal Bureau, under Li Mu’s guidance, gradually solved a case of such a malicious nature. All at once, Li Mu’s standing achieved a qualitative leap in the ministry or commission…





Chapter 949: Skynet System Holds Significant Meaning

For the ministry, the process of how Li Mu solved the case was indeed worth popularizing within the police system, to encourage colleagues in criminal investigation to study, reflect, and summarize relevant experiences.

However, what truly made them break out in a cold sweat was the immense crisis inherent in the case itself.

If Wei Lan had met with misfortune, the Yanjing Municipal Bureau would undoubtedly lose face, and the ministry would certainly suffer significant negative repercussions.

Fortunately, the case was solved. The hostage was safe, and all the kidnappers were arrested, turning what could have been a major disaster into just a scare for the main leaders of the ministry.

Although Gu Jianghe held a vice-ministerial rank within the ministry, compared to six or seven officials of the same grade/level, he was only there as an assigned cadre, and his ranking within the ministry was relatively lower, with significantly less influence. Therefore, coming personally to the ministry to report, he himself was sweating nervously, worried about being blamed for the incident.

Fortunately, the ministry leadership was open-minded, only verbally reminding Bureau Chief Gu, saying: “Bureau Chief Gu, you are the head of the Yanjing Municipal Bureau. The public security of the entire Yanjing is under your jurisdiction. This case, although a sudden and accidental event, also serves as a wake-up call. You still have a long way to go in strengthening urban public security.”

Sighing lightly, the head continued: “Fortunately, Li Mu helped you quickly pinpoint the suspects’ location. Otherwise, if it had dragged on until the hostage was harmed and the Municipal Bureau’s criminal investigation police had to rely on a body to find clues, your responsibility would have been immense.”

Gu Jianghe nodded repeatedly, saying with great deference: “You are right. I haven’t done enough in Yanjing’s public security work. Next, I will definitely find a way to quickly strengthen this area of work. Please rest assured, leader.”

The head nodded and said to the second-in-command beside him: “Don’t tell me, this Li Mu really knows how to stir things up. Isn’t this Taobao platform that everyone is talking about in the news today, the 929 event, something he organized? Who would have thought, this kid, while creating a daily sales amount of over eight billion, also helped the Municipal Bureau solve a case. He’s indeed not a simple person.”

The second-in-command smiled: “Leader, Li Mu is indeed not simple. He’s a young man even praised by high-level leaders. However, in my opinion, our department should try to avoid dealing with him in the future. This kid attracts too much public attention. Once we really get involved with him, it’s usually not good news…”

The second-in-command’s concerns were not without reason. The businesses and ventures Li Mu undertook would normally have no direct contact with the Public Security Bureau. So, once there was contact with public security, it would almost always involve a case. Whether it was a civil or criminal case, once a celebrity was involved, it became an immense pressure for public security.

If a celebrity broke the law, the Public Security Bureau felt immense pressure; if a celebrity’s rights were trampled by others, the Public Security Bureau also felt immense pressure; and if a celebrity’s personal safety was illegally threatened, then the Public Security Bureau felt even greater pressure. A person like Li Mu was one of a kind in the entire country; he had money, he had social influence, and because of the 3321 endorsement, his public recognition was terrifyingly high. If something really happened to him and it involved public security, then even the ministry would get a headache.

The head greatly approved of his words and smiled: “If you put it that way, I completely agree. What I fear most is Li Mu getting involved with our public security arm. The previous hit-and-run incident was the best example.”

Gu Jianghe couldn’t help himself and interjected: “Leader, it’s possible that before long, we might actually have to deal with Li Mu more often.”

Several people asked him simultaneously: “Deal with Li Mu about what?”

Gu Jianghe quickly said: “Don’t worry, this time it’s a completely positive interaction.”

“What kind of completely positive interaction could we have with Li Mu?”

Gu Jianghe said: “When Wei Lan was kidnapped, Li Mu proposed a vision: he wants Muyun Technology to develop a Skynet System to enhance the management of urban public security nationwide.”

“Skynet System?” The head’s interest was immediately piqued. He straightened up and asked him: “What are the specifics? Tell me.”

Gu Jianghe then said: “Li Mu’s idea is to combine software and hardware to develop a complete monitoring system that covers urban public areas, ensuring that the vast majority of urban public areas are covered by surveillance cameras 24 hours a day. The most direct benefit of this would be a significant increase in the efficiency of detecting urban crimes. There are even more long-term benefits, at the very least, the deterrent effect on criminals and potential criminals would be greatly enhanced.”

At these words, everyone was too astonished to speak.

The concept of a Skynet System would not truly be proposed for several more years. Even the ministry currently had no real intention of solving urban monitoring problems using a standardized, modular system approach.

Li Mu’s vision, fundamentally speaking, held immense appeal for the Public Security Bureau. Almost all public security personnel, from the head of the ministry down to the police officers on duty, knew the importance of urban monitoring and that more urban monitoring was better. However, the most embarrassing part was that the ministry wanted to solve this problem but lacked the ability to do so.

In the past, the ministry hoped for lower crime rates and higher clearance rates in various regions under its jurisdiction, but this was merely a general requirement from a superior to a subordinate unit. The superior would state the demand, then wait for results, rarely interfering with the specific methods adopted by subordinate units.

Furthermore, the reason why the issue of urban monitoring had not been deeply investigated was also because it would conflict to some extent with the functions of local governments.

From the perspective of defining boundaries, urban monitoring should first be considered part of the municipal infrastructure construction by local governments. Installing a few cameras in a city is fundamentally the same as building more green belts or installing more streetlights in a city; it primarily falls under the jurisdiction of local governments. The ministry has no influence over local governments, only over local public security bureaus, and this influence is solely on the work itself, making it impossible to elevate it to the level of municipal infrastructure construction;

In addition, regarding the financial aspect, it is undoubtedly necessary to clarify who will pay. The Public Security Bureau has no financial income, and even the budgets of local Public Security Bureaus are not decided by the ministry; they are reflected in the financial budgets of people’s governments at or above the county level in various localities. Therefore, this money must also come from local sources.

In summary, let alone the fact that the ministry hadn’t thought of a large-scale urban monitoring project before, even if it had, it would basically be impossible to implement. The ministry had little influence over local governments, and if local governments didn’t pay for it, even a clear solution couldn’t be implemented.

However, if Li Mu were to undertake it, it would be different.

Li Mu had great social influence, and Muyun Technology and Taobao platform also had extraordinary social influence. Especially Muyun Technology, which was currently the largest online media company in the country, with extremely strong information dissemination capabilities.

Local governments would definitely not ignore a person like Li Mu. If his enterprise truly developed a system that could solve daily urban monitoring needs, and then he and his enterprise actively promoted it with their influence, the enthusiasm of local governments to emulate would significantly increase.

But that would only increase enthusiasm; willingness to pay is another matter entirely.

The second-in-command said with particular interest: “I think the concept of a monitoring system is excellent, but the key lies in how Li Mu can integrate the software and hardware, and whether he can reduce costs. The procurement cost of current monitoring equipment is very high. A single camera can cost up to four digits. In addition, the accompanying storage system costs are also very high, which would likely put considerable pressure on local finances.”

The head nodded and said: “The idea is indeed very good, but Li Mu currently only has a preliminary concept, not a specific plan. How to resolve hardware issues, how to reduce costs, how to match software, how to enhance stability, how to manage data, what logic to use for storage and retrieval, and even how to integrate existing monitoring equipment in various cities—these are all issues that need to be clearly considered.”

Sighing again, he continued: “Especially now, various urban monitoring systems have complex affiliations. The traffic police have one monitoring system, bus stations and airports have one, banks have one, and individual enterprises have one. Does Li Mu have any good way to integrate all these existing systems? If Li Mu can’t solve these problems, this system won’t be very attractive to local governments. If Li Mu can solve all these problems, then I will even sacrifice my reputation to help him implement this system in various cities.”

Gu Jianghe said without hesitation: “Then I will find an opportunity to communicate with Li Mu again.”

The head said: “This Li Mu is very methodical in his work. Almost all the products he creates are leaders in their respective categories. If he can wholeheartedly develop such a solution, I believe its value is beyond doubt. If he truly succeeds, the significance of this Skynet System will be immense. Putting everything else aside, this system alone can directly and indirectly save a large number of people’s property and lives every year, every month, every day!”





Chapter 950: The High-Level Leadership’s Guiding Principle

Besides personally reporting the case details, Gu Jianghe also had an idea to consult with the ministry or commission leadership.

For such a major case, as the Municipal Bureau Chief, he didn’t dare to suppress it and prevent its exposure. Who knew what Li Mu’s strategy/routine was? If the Municipal Bureau tried to cover it up and left a bad impression on him, it would truly be more loss than gain.

In reality, since this case had already been solved, with the hostage safe and all suspects apprehended, even if the Municipal Bureau faced some awkwardness in the critical clue-sorting stage of the investigation, it had, after all, led and completed the crucial aspects of solving the entire case. The people were also rescued by the Municipal Bureau, and the entire process took less than twenty-four hours, making it a very successful case investigation.

Therefore, for Gu Jianghe, by gently guiding public perception, he could let the outside world know that it wasn’t that the Yanjing police couldn’t come up with good methods, but rather that when better methods from external sources became available, the Yanjing police decisively adopted them, swiftly using these methods for location tracking and successfully rescuing the hostage and apprehending the suspects.

This way, even if the truth was fully disclosed to the public, it wouldn’t tarnish the reputation of the Yanjing Public Security.

After careful consideration, the ministry or commission leadership, through the head, personally told Gu Jianghe: ‘Our suggestion is that it would be best to disclose it truthfully to the public. Firstly, it would give the public more confidence in the Public Security’s case-handling efficiency and enhance their image. Most importantly, Li Mu wants to establish that Skynet System, and to get various local governments more interested, we need to show them some negative examples.’

Then, the head continued: ‘Yanjing already has a relatively high number of urban surveillance cameras in China, but even so, if criminals have even a slight anti-reconnaissance awareness, they can immediately avoid all surveillance, making it impossible for the Public Security to find key clues in a short time. If the same type of case occurs in other cities, wouldn’t it be even more bewildering? With a comprehensive urban surveillance system, criminals will naturally have nowhere to hide. Not only will such cases decrease, but other criminal cases will also significantly decline.’

Gu Jianghe immediately nodded and said: ‘Then I’ll go back and prepare for a press conference.’

The head reminded him: ‘You still need to just say the word to Li Mu, but pay attention to your phrasing and communication method. Firstly, you cannot solicit his opinion. You need to send him a message, telling him that these case details being disclosed to the public is a guiding principle already set by the ministry or commission. The reason you’re calling him is out of respect for him and the victims. If he personally and the victims are unwilling to disclose their personal information, then the police will hide his and the victims’ true identities during the press conference. Otherwise, if you solicit his opinion, and he happens to say he doesn’t want it publicized, you’ll be put in a passive position.’

Gu Jianghe immediately understood the head’s meaning. Disclosure was definite; this major guiding principle was set by the ministry or commission, and he certainly couldn’t defy it. After the ministry or commission set the guiding principle, his task was to explain it to Li Mu, and then let him choose whether to reveal his identity. This could be considered giving him sufficient respect.

‘Then I’ll go back and prepare for the press conference while also calling Li Mu.’

‘Alright, do that!’

As Gu Jianghe was about to leave the ministry or commission, the head specifically reminded him again: ‘Remember to communicate with Li Mu about the Skynet Surveillance System. Once there’s a concrete plan, have him come to the ministry or commission to discuss it first.’

‘Understood!’

…

For Li Mu, who had slept for over ten hours, after he woke up, only two things filled his mind: how Wei Lan was doing, and meeting with the top-tier expert Fang Xudong for a discussion.

As for the shock and frenzy that Taobao’s 8.22 billion had stirred up across the nation today, as the instigator, he was surprisingly unconcerned.

A student who occasionally scores full marks might still care about how their parents, teachers, and classmates praise them. But for a student like Li Mu, who scored full marks until he went easy, how shocked others would be by his report card was no longer important to him.

In Li Mu’s view, through this major promotion, Taobao platform had completely opened the door for people across the nation to purchase Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) online. The situation had already been opened up, and the remaining operational work could be left to Guru Lei. As for logistics, Senior Brother Liu was naturally overseeing it, so he no longer needed to worry too much.

After getting up, Li Mu first called Wei Lan. At this moment, Wei Lan was feeling a bit sluggish. She had suffered from insomnia until dawn, only then reluctantly falling asleep for a short while, but her sleep was restless. She woke up after two or three hours and hadn’t been able to fall back asleep since. At that moment, she had just eaten some takeout with Du Fei.

Receiving Li Mu’s call and hearing his concerned inquiry about her well-being, Wei Lan’s somewhat sluggish mental state immediately improved.

‘I’m fine now, how about you? How was your rest?’

Hearing that Wei Lan’s voice was still a bit weak, Li Mu said: ‘I’m fine, I recovered after a good sleep. As for you, you must rest well and adjust your state during this period.’

Wei Lan hummed in affirmation and said with a smile: ‘Don’t worry, Du Fei has been taking care of me. We just ate something.’

Du Fei, who was beside her, hurriedly and somewhat shamefully said: ‘Oh, I’m just keeping you company at best. I’m really not good at taking care of people; I can’t even cook. You have to go through the trouble of eating takeout with me.’

Wei Lan quickly said: ‘What nonsense are you talking about? Your company is taking care of me.’

Then, Wei Lan said to Li Mu: ‘I’ll rest for at most two days, and once I feel better, I’ll return to work as soon as possible.’

Li Mu said: ‘Put off returning to work for now. I originally wanted to invite everyone out for dinner tonight to help you recover from the shock, but Taobao platform’s promotional event went well this time, and there’s a celebration banquet at the Kempinski tonight, which I can’t miss. So, you rest well for one more day. The day after tomorrow, we’ll have a small party at Ziyun Villa, and I’ll hire a French chef to cook on-site.’

Wei Lan subconsciously said: ‘There’s no need for so much trouble. If you have business, just take care of it. I’m fine now.’

Li Mu then said: ‘It’s decided then. I’ll call the owner of Fayue Restaurant shortly and ask him to provide a few chefs. Outdoor barbecue would be best. You’re most familiar with that villa at Ziyun Villa; outdoor barbecue is quite good this season.’

Wei Lan’s original intention was not to trouble Li Mu, because she owed him far too many favors, wishing that in this life, she wouldn’t have him pay for her again, but rather she would pay back for him. However, Li Mu’s suggestion also showed his concern for her in every detail. Not only was he organizing a dining together to help her recover from the shock, but most importantly, he hadn’t chosen any hotel or restaurant. Instead, he had picked the Ziyun Villa villa that she had sold to him. This detail was truly thoughtful.

Having experienced the nightmare of being kidnapped, even if Wei Lan was a strong career woman, her heart was relatively fragile at this moment, and she truly needed the companionship of friends. However, going to public places wasn’t entirely suitable for her current state. But going to Ziyun Villa was different. Firstly, it was a completely private, detached villa with its own courtyard. Moreover, she had personally designed and renovated it, so she was not only very familiar with the place but also had a deep emotional attachment to it. If she chose to dine together there with a few company colleagues, Wei Lan would feel much warmth just thinking about it.

Hearing that Li Mu had made all the arrangements and knowing that he wouldn’t easily change his decision, Wei Lan could only nod and say: ‘Thank you, then I’ll trouble you with the arrangements.’

Li Mu smiled and said: ‘Alright, wait for my arrangements.’

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu immediately washed up and drove to Muyun Technology.

A large number of media reporters had been staking out Taobao platform since early morning, but even by the afternoon, they hadn’t seen a trace of Li Mu.

All the media reporters were puzzled. Logically, since Taobao platform had just achieved such brilliant results, Li Mu, as the company owner, should have come to boost morale, motivate employees, and listen to summary reports or something similar. Why was there still no sign of him after half a day?

They never expected that while Taobao platform was at its zenith, Li Mu had silently gone to Muyun Technology for a private meeting with Fang Xudong and Lin Qingya.

Recently, Muyun Technology’s development team had been continuously expanding. Due to the continuously increasing corporate image and generous compensation packages, many Chinese and ethnic Chinese internet professionals working in overseas internet companies chose to develop their careers at Muyun Technology. Currently, Muyun Technology’s development team was not only top-tier in China but also comparable in scale to most enterprises even in Silicon Valley.

At the same time, Li Mu had already tasked Lin Qingya with initiating local recruitment in Silicon Valley. A branch company was about to select a location in Silicon Valley, and at that time, Muyun Technology would also recruit a large number of overseas employees to work there. The three main types of talent to be recruited in the future were: software, hardware, and product development.

As the technical team continuously expanded, Fang Xudong remained the Chief Technology Officer of Muyun Technology. While he no longer personally led many development projects, every development requirement from Li Mu would first be communicated with Fang Xudong, who would then coordinate preparation and team formation for development.

Li Mu sought out Fang Xudong and Lin Qingya partly because he needed to discuss development issues with Fang Xudong. The other reason was that if he gave Fang Xudong a development task, Fang Xudong would certainly have many support requirements, especially for the Skynet System, which would require a deep dive into hardware interactions. Various procurements and supporting equipment would all need Lin Qingya to coordinate.

The three sat down in Li Mu’s office. Li Mu didn’t immediately discuss the vision/concept of the Skynet System with Fang Xudong. Instead, he first confirmed the launch time of the logistics management system with him.

Fang Xudong’s reply to Li Mu was: After a series of development and testing, the Taobao Logistics Management System had now entered its final linkage testing phase and could be put into use by mid to late October.

For this logistics management system, the application of barcode scanners was crucial on the hardware side. Therefore, it was essential to ensure both the manual and mechanical scanning speed of the barcode scanners, as well as confirm the stability and timeliness of database writes. Fang Xudong’s hardware laboratory had conducted extensive selection and improvement, even software optimization, ultimately boosting scanning efficiency and success rate by nearly fifty percent based on the existing hardware. This was of great significance for saving labor costs.

Besides this, there was also the online ticketing system. Fang Xudong gave Li Mu a very detailed introduction to this system.

Because the online ticketing system involved more hardware, it not only required designing machines that hadn’t existed before, namely ticket dispensers, but also designing a dedicated computer for these ticket dispensers. Fang Xudong custom-ordered a newly molded special computer from Shenzhou Computer. This computer would run on a Windows system, feature an LCD screen and a special keyboard, and connect to the internet and a thermal paper printer.

Fang Xudong said: ‘A large part of the online ticketing system’s effort was spent on hardware design. If we were to use resistive touch screens now, the cost would be too high. So, we simply developed a dedicated software system, paired with a special keyboard, just like an ATM. Users only need to input their ticket code and confirm, then they can wait for the thermal paper printer to print the tickets. Currently, the entire set of hardware has been successfully tested in our hardware laboratory, but it still needs to be mass-produced by contract manufacturers and then undergo another round of software and hardware testing. It is expected to be completed by mid to late November.’

Li Mu nodded: ‘I have no objections to the time nodes for these two systems. You can proceed according to your plan. I don’t demand rapid development, but I do require stability and efficiency when the systems operate. One of these systems directly concerns our logistics efficiency, and the other, our user experience. The online ticketing system is something that will overturn tradition. The user experience must be excellent, truly outstanding, to first encourage users to join us in overturning tradition. As long as users actively adopt the new method, we won’t have to worry about other cinema chains not accepting it.’

Fang Xudong solemnly said: ‘General Manager Li, please rest assured, we will do our utmost to ensure the perfect operation of both systems!’

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: ‘In the future, regarding hardware and software development, and even the laboratories, just tell me any needs you have. The company will satisfy them as much as possible. Science and technology are the primary productive force, and we must uphold this principle to the very end.’

Fang Xudong asked with a smile: ‘General Manager Li, when will our financing be finalized? We’re waiting for the financing to be determined, then we’ll tell you how much we need, depending on the amount of funding.’

Li Mu asked him: ‘Don’t worry about how much financing there is for now, just tell me how much you want first.’

Fang Xudong hesitated slightly and said: ‘The ideal outcome would be an additional fifty million USD in budget, to strengthen our R&D capabilities in both software and hardware. More than half of that would need to be invested in hardware. I believe that as Muyun Technology and Taobao continue to expand in scale, our demand for customized hardware will only grow!’

Li Mu nodded, not answering Fang Xudong’s question about the budget. Instead, he smiled mysteriously and said to him: ‘This is also one of the reasons I sought you out today. Not only do I plan to increase investment in software and hardware R&D after the financing is in place, but I also intend to acquire a hardware company to allow you to make new attempts.’

Fang Xudong paused, surprised: ‘Acquire a hardware company? What type of hardware company?’

Li Mu smiled and said: ‘Acquire a company specializing in video surveillance equipment!’

Fang Xudong was dumbfounded: ‘Video surveillance equipment? What’s it for?’

Li Mu smiled faintly and uttered two words: ‘Skynet!’





Chapter 951: Driving Demand with Products

“Skynet System,” Li Mu began, “is a new idea I’ve recently had. To put it simply, it’s about perfecting surveillance in all public areas of an entire city through various cameras. In the event of an emergency, the Public Security Bureau can directly access surveillance footage from the entire Skynet System.”

Li Mu explained, giving a general overview of the Skynet System as he, a common citizen, knew it in his past life. However, Li Mu felt a bit uncertain inside. He wasn’t an insider at the Public Security Bureau and had no idea how the Skynet System truly operated in his previous life.

After listening, Fang Xudong and Lin Qingya generally understood Li Mu’s vision, but they didn’t understand why Li Mu suddenly wanted to develop such a public safety surveillance system.

Li Mu explained: “Firstly, as the internet company with the strongest R&D capabilities in China, we have both the responsibility and the obligation to contribute to public safety. This is the sense of social responsibility we should possess as a large enterprise.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued: “Secondly, as society develops, the surveillance market share will grow larger and larger. Whether it’s the government, public institutions, private enterprises, individual business owners, or ordinary citizens, there will be a certain level of demand for surveillance in the future. It’s foreseeable that the surveillance market will experience an unexpected explosion, and this market space is immense. If we start now and stay at the forefront, what we might reap in the future could be a market with an annual scale exceeding tens of billions, or even hundreds of billions.”

Fang Xudong was a top-tier expert in technology, but his grasp of the market wasn’t strong enough, especially regarding the future market, which was even more uncertain for him. So, he couldn’t help but ask Li Mu: “General Manager Li, is the surveillance market’s potential really that immense?”

Li Mu nodded, saying with certainty: “What I’m describing is just the video surveillance market. If we consider the entire security market, its scale would be much, much larger.”

Although both Fang Xudong and Lin Qingya were surprised by Li Mu’s statements, they shared a common characteristic: they didn’t doubt anything Li Mu said.

When Li Mu said this was a market that could potentially reach tens of billions or hundreds of billions annually in the future, Fang Xudong immediately became attentive, viewing it as a tens of billions or hundreds of billions-level market, and waited for Li Mu to continue.

Li Mu said: “The video surveillance hardware I can think of initially, I generally categorize into two parts: one is video hardware, and the other is functional hardware.”

“Pure video hardware is easy to understand; it’s simply cameras responsible solely for video capture. However, if we subdivide further, there will be many specialized areas, such as: remote-controlled cameras with movable pan-tilt units, zoom cameras with variable focal length lenses, or wide-angle cameras, night vision cameras, and so on.”

“Functional hardware mostly serves the cameras. In the future, equipping cameras with detection radar can enable security functions; with speed measurement radar, they can perform speed photo enforcement; with license plate recognition software, they can detect license plates; with a flash, they can capture images at night; with thermal monitoring, they can be used for fire prevention…”

After saying all this, Li Mu took a sip of water and continued to summarize: “In short, the entire industry chain of surveillance cameras will continuously expand horizontally in the future, constantly broadening its scope and ultimately forming a vast product cluster. The market range it covers will also definitely grow larger and larger. So, if we start early, accumulate sufficient technological advantages and form technical barriers, we will be able to develop deeply vertically at every point we touch within the horizontally expanding market. All these goals boil down to one sentence: maintain advantage, and seize the market.”

In Li Mu’s memory, the term “electronic eye” wouldn’t appear for another two or three years. Whether it was traffic surveillance or public safety surveillance, neither had truly started yet. This proved that the surveillance field was driven by demand for product development, rather than products driving demand increase.

What is meant by “demand-driven product development” is that only after a certain demand arises will someone develop products to meet that demand. Most industries have developed this way. For example, mobile phones were born when technology reached a certain point precisely because humans at that stage clearly had the need to break free from landline constraints and engage in mobile communication, which led to someone inventing mobile communication products based on this demand.

Beyond that, “products driving demand increase” is an incredibly impressive feat. Taking mobile phones as an example again, Steve Jobs introduced the full-touchscreen iPhone at that point. Before that, among users’ many demands for phones, this particular demand didn’t exist. However, Jobs, with his brilliant product, drove people’s demand for full-touchscreen phones and also established iPhone’s dominant position in the future smartphone market.

In Li Mu’s memory, there was a company in China called DJI that he also found very impressive. Before DJI’s emergence, the general public had no demand for aerial photography and didn’t even know what it meant. Aerial photography was a need only for professional filmmakers. However, through its continuous efforts, DJI made aerial photography drones increasingly integrate into the lives of ordinary people, giving more and more common individuals a demand for aerial photography. At the same time, DJI captured 77% of the world’s aerial photography market share. In terms of market share alone, DJI drones were even more impressive than iPhones.

What Li Mu wanted was to enter the video surveillance field in advance, before a strong demand for it emerged in the country. Once in, he wanted to take root and develop excellent products, solutions, and patented technologies, possessing their own technical barriers, just like DJI. That way, when the security and surveillance market rises in the future, they could leave others in the dust.

Why was DJI able to capture 77% of the market share amidst the fierce competition among so many drone manufacturers worldwide? A large part of the reason was its unique technology.

DJI’s own image transmission solution was the industry’s best. Their civilian drones, costing thousands of yuan, could achieve stable 1080P high-definition image transmission within several kilometers, which was almost groundbreaking in the civilian aerial photography drone field.

At the same time, DJI’s flight control solution was also the industry’s best. The flight control solution ensured the stability of DJI drones during flight, and also guaranteed various indicators such as aerial photography quality, drone maneuverability, and safety, significantly improving overall performance.

In addition, DJI even developed its motors, cameras, and pan-tilt units in-house. Each item possessed its own unique technology, which combined to form an even stronger technical barrier.

Such a strong technical reserve ensured that DJI could maintain an overall lead against all other competitors in the industry. This was precisely what Li Mu particularly hoped his enterprise could achieve in the hardware sector in the future.

For the Skynet System to be developed quickly, possess outstanding comprehensive performance, and yield its intended effects, simply buying cameras and assembling a local area network would be completely insufficient.

Efforts must be made simultaneously in three directions: hardware, software, and hardware-software integration. Otherwise, even if the Skynet System is set up, it will be difficult for it to achieve its intended results.

It’s even possible that within half a year of installation, its comprehensive performance would be surpassed by other products on the market. At that point, it would certainly fall into an awkward situation: insufficient performance if not replaced, and excessive cost if replaced. By then, not only would it have contributed nothing to society, but it might also cause major cities, which had just invested massive funds to set up the Skynet System, to have to spend another sum to upgrade the entire Skynet System.

Fang Xudong thought carefully for a long time and said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, your intention is for us to preemptively acquire a capable hardware manufacturer. Using this manufacturer’s foundation, we would develop surveillance equipment with various functions, while also developing the accompanying software. Ultimately, we would provide a complete urban surveillance solution. Once we have accumulated enough advantages in technology, we can then promote market demand and thus become the linchpin enterprise in the video surveillance sector?”

“Exactly!” Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s my goal. First, accumulate sufficient strength and influence through the Skynet System, and then leverage the Skynet System’s widespread adoption to promote the development of the entire video surveillance market. By then, we will be the Nokia of the video surveillance industry.”

Speaking, Li Mu sighed again: “Sooner or later, we will have to enter the hardware sector. If we make computers, no matter how we do it, we can’t escape the fate of being mere assemblers, as core hardware and software are almost entirely controlled by oligarchs. If we make mobile phones, the waters are too complex, and product iterations are too fast. We currently lack sufficient experience, technology, or strength to get involved in this messy situation. It’s better to seize the opportunity with the Skynet System: contribute to society, accumulate experience in the hardware sector, and also seize a market opportunity early on.”

Lin Qingya agreed, saying: “In that case, we could apply to the government for R&D funds and project subsidies on one hand, and on the other hand, we could sign a procurement letter of intent with the government. This way, from the start of R&D to product implementation, we would have government support, minimizing risk to the greatest extent.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “The main reason no one has started on this kind of project yet is likely because everyone wants the government to pay first.”

He recalled that when he was in university, his academic advisors loved to pursue government projects. They would first paint a picture of a high-tech, cutting-edge endeavor to entice government investment. Once the government funds were allocated, they would directly pocket the majority of the budget, then hand some leftover scraps to an outsourcing company to haphazardly churn out some shoddy work. They weren’t genuinely interested in doing real work; they just wanted to fleece the government for some money. The more people like this, the more cautious the government would become in supporting high-tech initiatives in the future, ultimately leading to a point where the government would be afraid to invest in truly meaningful projects.

It was precisely because he had seen too much of this that Li Mu decided to develop the Skynet System himself, without asking the government for a single penny until its R&D was successful.

Thus, Li Mu continued: “The Skynet System project is a concrete embodiment of Muyun Technology’s social responsibility. Therefore, we will not seek a single cent of R&D funding from the government. We will fund and develop it ourselves. Once it’s complete and presented, if the government truly finds it good and satisfactory, then they can procure it. If they aren’t satisfied, we will certainly not force them.”

“If we succeed, the Skynet System will be procured by the government, and we will naturally have ample profit margins. If we don’t succeed, at most we’ll lose tens of millions or hundreds of millions. Muyun Technology hasn’t made a single misstep until now. As long as we don’t touch the foundation of YY, making a wrong turn in other areas would merely mean losing a bit of profit—not even a scratch. So, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?”





Chapter 952: Rewarding Meritorious Deeds

Regarding the Skynet System project, Li Mu’s request to Lin Qingya was: to gather all R&D and production enterprises for surveillance equipment nationwide, and then enlist professional appraisal companies to evaluate each one, ensuring a deep dive into each company’s situation.

His request to Fang Xudong was: first, to conduct a deep dive into the current technical situation of the industry. For hardware, identify which companies excel in cameras, video compression cards, and DVRs. For software, begin looking for solutions starting from video encoding protocols, compression protocols, and transmission protocols.

Li Mu’s consideration for software and hardware technology was: acquire any impressive companies. After all, this industry is at most just started right now. No matter how incredible it becomes in the future, currently, it’s still made up of a bunch of struggling underdogs. With Muyun Technology’s current strength, acquiring any domestic security surveillance company now would likely be as easy as turning over one’s hand.

Besides companies, another even more crucial core aspect was core technology. Li Mu’s requirement was: buy good technology directly; if there isn’t any good technology, develop it themselves. Muyun Technology itself already possessed an impressive set of streaming media solutions, and its R&D team’s technical strength was very powerful.

At the same time, Li Mu also asked Fang Xudong to look out for influential laboratories and R&D institutions worldwide in related fields. Once Muyun Technology began its relevant R&D work, it could further enhance its technical reserve through collaborative R&D or exclusive usage agreements.

In short, Li Mu’s view was: to produce a complete, excellent solution, every core point must be on par with others, and at least one core point must be superior. This was not only Li Mu’s principle for the current Skynet project but also his principle for developing other hardware in the future.

Fang Xudong and Lin Qingya accepted their assignments and left. Although neither of them knew if the future security and surveillance market would indeed be as vast as Li Mu claimed, as long as Li Mu said it, they were willing to believe, trusting even when the path ahead was unclear.

Li Mu believed that the market share of the security and surveillance industry would continue to grow. In the future, every city would have multiple surveillance systems. The Skynet System alone could involve tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands, of cameras in a single city. Furthermore, traffic system surveillance was also an enormous market, not to mention the financial industry, which wished it could monitor all areas with 300% overlapping coverage.

The video surveillance market had immense potential and also great responsibility. Therefore, Li Mu hoped that Muyun Technology could seize the initiative and gain a technological advantage in the surveillance market, not only to benefit society but also to directly raise the industry entry barrier for the entire industry, deterring those who might try to fish in troubled waters.

Li Mu himself harbored many lofty ambitions. However, when he was struggling as a programmer in the past, he lacked the ability to contribute to society on a grand scale. Many major initiatives were just thoughts, with no means to implement them. But now that he possessed this capability, he hoped to do as much as possible to contribute to society. After all, a goose leaves its cry as it passes, and a man leaves his name behind. Li Mu not only wanted to make money but also hoped to leave something truly beneficial to the people.

Acting with a strong sense of social responsibility brought Li Mu an even greater sense of accomplishment, especially when he could benefit society while also making money for himself. This way, he not only achieved his goals and realized his ambitions but also gained both fame and fortune in the end — the best possible outcome for an entrepreneur.

The Skynet System was a good opportunity to achieve both fame and fortune. Once he could truly deliver an impressive Skynet System solution, it would not only prove his ability to secure government procurement but also demonstrate his absolute leading position in the entire industry. By then, the Skynet surveillance line could become a “DJI” under his ownership. Moreover, the security and surveillance market was much larger than the civilian drone market.

While in Muyun Technology’s office, Senior Brother Liu called Li Mu, jokingly saying right away, “Did you know a lot of reporters would show up today, so you hid in advance? If you don’t come, Director Lei and I will be extremely annoyed by these reporters.”

Li Mu laughed, “I’ve also seen my share of big occasions; why would I be afraid of reporters? I mainly met with Old Fang to discuss the Skynet surveillance system.”

Senior Brother Liu asked in surprise, “Skynet surveillance system? What’s the strategy/routine?”

Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei hadn’t gone with Li Mu to Pinggu yesterday to participate in the Municipal Bureau’s operation to rescue Wei Lan because they had to oversee operations at the Taobao platform. Thus, he wasn’t aware of the entire story behind the Skynet System.

Li Mu told him, “Wei Lan’s kidnapping made me a bit worried about the security of the city. I’m thinking of having Muyun Technology acquire one or two companies that produce video surveillance hardware, and then, with the cooperation of Muyun Technology’s development team, create a high-quality solution for urban surveillance systems. In the future, we’ll strive to ensure that most public areas in the city can be closely monitored 24 hours a day.”

Senior Brother Liu said in surprise, “Such a large-scale plan! Are you trying to get into government projects?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “I haven’t tried government projects yet. The government has given Muyun Technology and the Taobao platform so much support; it’s about time we helped them alleviate their concerns.”

Senior Brother Liu agreed, “That’s why I’ve always said your vision is different from ours. I truly admire you more and more! If you succeed in this project and it’s adopted by governments nationwide, it will be immensely significant!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Don’t flatter me yet. It’s not too late to compliment me after I’ve actually developed it.”

After speaking, Li Mu asked him, “Now, serious business. What did you need me for?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “There’s a celebration banquet tonight. Director Lei and I discussed it and plan a larger incentive. What do you think?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “I have no objections. Everyone achieved such a significant accomplishment together; incentives are well-deserved, and the sooner, the better.”

In Li Mu’s view, the most important quality for a leader was “willingness to share profits.” Once a city was conquered or a battle won, rewards must be distributed based on merit, and the faster, the better. It should be as if they couldn’t wait to step on the enemy’s corpses to share the spoils before they were even cleared away. Only then could the team’s drive, or rather, its wolf-like spirit, be guaranteed.

What is wolf-like spirit? Only wolves that have tasted meat and know how good it is will fight desperately for it—that is wolf-like spirit!

Senior Brother Liu then said, “We originally wanted to wait for you to come today so the three of us could chat, but you haven’t arrived, so I called to discuss it. Our preliminary plan is to allocate ten million to reward everyone for their outstanding performance during the 929 major promotion.”

Li Mu said, Ten million is fine, but the key is how to distribute it. This needs to be as fair as possible, so no employees feel dissatisfied.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “So this time, we’re not going to set standards by department or level. We’ll directly base it on employee salaries. Our current average monthly salary expenditure for the entire company is over four million. Ten million can give all employees an additional 2.2 months of salary. So, we’ll simply distribute 2.2 times their monthly salary to everyone as a reward for this 929 major promotion.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “There’s nothing wrong with that logic, but 2.2 times the monthly salary is a bit petty. If you ask me, let’s just give everyone three times their monthly salary as a bonus, and then, starting next month, the company will organize an overseas trip for everyone.”

Senior Brother Liu was startled. “Overseas trip? Such a grand move?”

Li Mu laughed, “Exactly, an overseas trip. However, going too far isn’t suitable. Travel is for relaxation, not rushing around. Let’s skip countries that require a dozen hours of travel and those where you need to sightsee everywhere. We’ll choose a tropical coastal country in Southeast Asia, preferably an island. Everyone can enjoy the sandy beaches, azure seas, and blue skies, doing nothing but playing and sleeping, completely relaxing!”

After speaking, Li Mu further instructed, “Since we’re going out to play, everything must prioritize comfort. The time planning should be a bit longer. Give everyone five days off, and then add a weekend before and after. That’s a total of nine days, which, excluding travel time, will allow for at least a full week of pure enjoyment!”

Senior Brother Liu was speechless for a while, only sighing after a long pause, “My goodness, you’re truly rich and willful! Several hundred people in the whole company, that’s nearly ten million going out again…”

Li Mu laughed, “Our accounts gained 8.22 billion in settled funds within a single day. Not to mention how much this will increase the Taobao platform’s valuation, have you calculated how much interest this 8.22 billion will generate after a month-long settlement period?”

Senior Brother Liu chuckled, “I have… With that much money, it’s probably hundreds of thousands a day…”

Li Mu said, “Exactly. Including the bonuses and the trip, it probably just costs the interest earned.”

Currently, there were few real-world examples of internet companies being extremely generous to their employees. However, Li Mu had witnessed countless instances firsthand: as long as the boss wasn’t a pain in the ass after a startup achieved success, they could essentially create a multitude of wealthy individuals. When Chen Tianqiao’s younger brother, Chen Dannian, gave each member of his WiFi Master Key team a Tesla, it wasn’t because he was foolish with money, but because the team had indeed created immense value for him. In the face of such enormous value, tens of millions truly wasn’t much.

Senior Brother Liu didn’t express surprise anymore; he merely chuckled happily, “This time, I get to benefit too.”

After speaking, Senior Brother Liu asked Li Mu again, “Where do you think would be suitable?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and chuckled, “I think the Maldives would be good. We have about five hundred people, so we’ll go in three waves. We’ll charter an island directly, find one that can accommodate over a hundred people, and book it for a month!”

In his previous life, the Maldives had been hyped online for so many years, with daily warnings that it would disappear forever if one didn’t visit soon, which made Li Mu feel very tempted. However, he had also roughly understood after 2010 that choosing an average island for a four or five-day trip would cost twenty to thirty thousand per person, which was a bit too expensive, so Li Mu had never gone himself.

It didn’t matter that he hadn’t been in his previous life. This life, General Manager Li was so domineering that he would invite the entire company of five hundred people to go together!

Senior Brother Liu said over the phone, “The Maldives is a great place! Jingjing has mentioned it to me several times, but I’ve never had the chance to take her. General Manager Li, can we bring family members this time?”

Li Mu laughed, “Sure! P6 and M6 level employees and above can bring one family member, and all expenses will be reimbursed by the company!”

Senior Brother Liu chuckled, “Great! It’s settled then, just as you said. At the celebration banquet tonight, as the CEO, you can personally announce it to everyone!”

“OK!”





Chapter 953: General Manager Ma, We Have a Big Problem!

Kempinski Hotel.

Its largest banquet hall had long been booked by Taobao platform in advance. Li Mu had made an early request to the administrative department that regardless of the final sales amount for the 929 major promotion, he would hold a Celebration banquet, so the venue and event company needed to be found beforehand. Li Mu had this confidence.

Facing a daily sales amount of 8.22 billion, Li Mu suddenly felt that he shouldn’t have agreed to choose Kempinski in the first place. He had originally thought this place was quite good; for Yanjing in this era, it was definitely a high-end, prestigious venue, full of swagger. But now, in the face of the 8.22 billion figure, Kempinski seemed a little underwhelming.

With such an incredible achievement, they really should have rented out the Great Hall of the People and held a celebration banquet bursting with prestige.

After all, the Great Hall of the People had long offered external rental services. Although the approval process was a bit strict, a high-tech enterprise like Taobao platform would certainly be able to get approval.

However, it was too late to say anything now. As Li Mu was being driven to Kempinski, he pondered silently, thinking that next time, he must rent the Great Hall of the People for the celebration. A national enterprise celebrating in the Great Hall of the People, with Chinese and foreign journalists all gathered – just thinking about it made him unable to close his mouth from smiling.

Wang Yuanlang, who was driving, rarely chatted with Li Mu while driving. However, seeing Li Mu giggling to himself through the rearview mirror, he couldn’t help but ask with a smile, “General Manager Li, you seem very happy today. Taobao’s performance yesterday must have pleased you greatly, right?”

Li Mu came back to his senses, laughed, and said, “Old Wang, you don’t need to be so formal with me.”

Then, Li Mu added, “I was laughing just now, not about Taobao platform, but thinking about how exhilarating it would be to hold next year’s celebration banquet in the Great Hall of the People if something similar happens again.”

Wang Yuanlang chuckled, “The Great Hall of the People shouldn’t be a problem, right? I heard before that many local chambers of commerce have rented the Great Hall of the People for banquets and press conferences. From the banquet hall to the main assembly hall and press conference hall, they are all available for rent.”

“That’s right,” Li Mu said helplessly, “The key is that I didn’t think of it before, and now it’s too late.”

“So that’s how it is,” Wang Yuanlang said with a smile, “If you missed it this year, there’s always next year. Besides, I believe Taobao platform and Muyun Technology won’t have only this one great joyous event this year, right?”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “That’s true. If Muyun Technology successfully completes its C-round financing and its valuation can exceed 12 billion US dollars, we’ll also hold a large-scale celebration.”

As he spoke, Li Mu remembered the household registration issue he had promised Wang Yuanlang earlier, so he said, “Oh, Old Wang, the Municipal Government has already resolved the settlement quotas issue for Yanjing for us. I’ve told Qingya about it. You three will be the first batch to have it settled, and it should be sorted out within October.”

Upon hearing this, Wang Yuanlang, unable to suppress his excitement, said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, thank you so much! My child is due to start elementary school next year. If we can settle down this year, my wife can bring the child over next year.”

Li Mu frowned and said, “Next year, several of our construction sites in East Third Ring Road won’t be completed yet. If your sister-in-law and child come, I’m afraid they won’t be able to move in.”

Wang Yuanlang quickly said, “General Manager Li, you don’t need to worry about that. With such a high salary, renting a two-bedroom apartment is easy.”

Li Mu said seriously, “Living in a city like Yanjing, a high salary is far from enough. The cost of living here is too high. In the future, the daily expenses for a family of three, the child’s schooling, and rent—these alone are a significant expenditure. After deducting these expenses, there might not be much money left each month.”

As he spoke, Li Mu pondered for a moment, then said, “How about this, Old Wang? The apartment complex where I bought a property near Muyun Technology is in a very good location. During National Day, I’ll tell Ziwei. I’ll personally pay for her to buy three large two-bedroom apartments of about one hundred square meters within the complex. You three can move in first. As for the property payment, how about this: if you work for me for five full years, the apartment will completely belong to you personally; if you don’t work for five years, the apartment can still belong to you, you just need to make up for the remaining years based on the price at the time of purchase.”

“This…” Wang Yuanlang was dumbfounded. Fortunately, the car had stopped at an intersection waiting for a red light. He was stunned for about five or six seconds before he said to Li Mu in a fluster, “General Manager Li, the salary you provide is already very high, and you’ve solved our household registration problem. How can we…”

Li Mu raised a hand to interrupt him and said sincerely, “Bro Wang, our relationship is bound by life and death, by trust. In front of that, what’s an apartment? You protect my safety with your lives, and I will fully guarantee your livelihoods.”

Wang Yuanlang wanted to speak further, but Li Mu quickly added, “The plan I just mentioned is specifically like this: currently, the nearby property prices are a little over ten thousand per square meter. A one-hundred-square-meter apartment should be around one million two hundred thousand. Calculated over five years, that’s two hundred forty thousand per year. This is equivalent to an extra benefit I’m giving everyone. If you work for five years, the apartment is yours. If you work for three years and don’t want to continue, even if the property price doubles or triples by then, we’ll still calculate it at one million two hundred thousand. You’ll just need to make up four hundred eighty thousand for the remaining two years, and the apartment will still be yours.”

After saying this, Li Mu concluded without allowing any refusal, “I’ll have Ziwei take care of the apartments during National Day. Bro Wang, there’s no need to refuse. During National Day, give your sister-in-law a call and tell them to get ready; they’ll be able to move to Beijing soon.”

Wang Yuanlang was silent for a moment, then nodded heavily, “General Manager Li, I thank you on behalf of us bros.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and added, “Oh, and the Divine Sword Brigade is nearing their time node for retiring from military service, isn’t it?”

Wang Yuanlang nodded, “Soon, my batch will officially retire from active service at the end of November.”

Li Mu then said, “Well then, help me find a few more suitable candidates, the more the better. Not just from the Divine Sword Brigade, but other high-quality Retired Soldiers are also fine. I want to establish a security team in the future, led by you. Not only for my personal safety, but also for various special occasions and times in the future, we can send people to protect other important individuals. Also, it will give you opportunities for shift changes, allowing you time to take vacations.”

Wang Yuanlang asked, “General Manager Li, how many people do you wish to expand the official staff position to?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, “Around twenty people, a bit more is also fine.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded, “I will be responsible for pushing this forward.”

“Good.”

After Wei Lan was kidnapped, Li Mu paid extra attention to the safety of those around him. If he could have a few more strong bodyguards like Wang Yuanlang, each company could regularly have one or two, along with two or three slightly less skilled bodyguards. In the future, if anyone needed to go out or work late, bodyguards could accompany them for protection.

…

Taobao platform’s celebration banquet invited various media outlets. The banquet hall, capable of accommodating nearly one thousand people, had three hundred seats reserved solely for media journalists. Calculated at ten people per table, there were thirty tables for the media.

It was not uncommon for three hundred media journalists to gather; for any major news, three to five hundred media journalists were merely standard. However, an event like today, a banquet attended by three hundred journalists, was extremely rare. Even when banquets invited journalists for coverage, they usually only provided travel expenses, at most a Western-style buffet, but no company had ever been so generous as to directly arrange thirty tables of banquet food for the media.

Therefore, there was a hot topic in Yanjing’s media circles today. Everyone said that Taobao platform was spending money to host a gala for journalists from various Yanjing media outlets, to the extent that the enthusiasm of journalists from various media was even higher than that of Taobao platform’s own employees.

The first batch of live text and image broadcasts from various online media journalists had already begun to be published on websites. Many netizens were following the progress of Taobao’s Celebration banquet online.

Mr. Ma, far away in Hangzhou, was currently sitting in his office, his face ashen, looking at the current affairs news about Taobao’s Celebration banquet on YY Net. He originally had no intention of paying attention to how Li Mu would gloat after the 929 major promotion, but just now, Sun Zhengyi had complained to him over the phone, saying that all of SoftBank’s board members were very concerned about Taobao platform’s movements. At this moment, the entire internet was live streaming the progress of Taobao platform’s celebration banquet with photos and text. In contrast, Letao’s situation made him feel particularly embarrassed.

Mr. Ma had to grit his teeth and conduct a self-critique over the phone, and for the first time, he admitted his failure and shortcomings to Sun Zhengyi, telling him that he was prepared to abandon B2C and go all out into C2C. However, Sun Zhengyi was not optimistic. He only vaguely told Mr. Ma: no matter what, SoftBank would not invest another cent until Letao had clear progress.

In other words, Mr. Ma currently had one last chance to prove himself: find a breakthrough point before Letao’s money ran out. If he couldn’t find one before the ammo was exhausted, then it would be completely over.

Looking at the extremely lively and bustling scene of Taobao platform’s celebration banquet, Mr. Ma felt depressed, but his mind suddenly became clear. He suddenly thought of a clever strategy to compete with Taobao platform in the C2C market.

Just then, someone knocked on the door. Before Mr. Ma could speak, his two chief generals, Lu Zhaoxi and Cai Chongxin, pushed the door open, looking restless with anxiety.

Mr. Ma said, “You two arrived at a perfect time. I have a new idea I want to discuss with you.”

Lu and Cai exchanged glances. After a moment, Lu Zhaoxi spoke, “General Manager Ma, we have a big problem!”

Mr. Ma immediately frowned, “What kind of problem?”

Lu Zhaoxi said, “It’s about logistics.”

After being unable to use logistics tricks to set traps / obstacles for Li Mu, Mr. Ma instinctively didn’t consider logistics to be very important, so he waved his hand and said, “Put the logistics matter aside for now. Let me tell you about my new idea.”

As he spoke, Mr. Ma continued without waiting for the two to respond, “I’ve thought about it. The strategy we set last time was to call on physical clothing store owners nationwide to set up Online Stores, but I think this is very risky. Very likely we would just be making wedding dresses for others. So, let’s temporarily put this matter on hold and try a new strategy/routine.”

Lu and Cai were somewhat bewildered. Previously, Mr. Ma had been full of vigor, wanting everyone to send market personnel across the country specifically to find clothing stores, persuade, and help clothing store owners open up Online Stores. Everyone found it very feasible and was preparing for the unified training of market personnel. Yet, General Manager Ma said to stop, and it stopped?

Mr. Ma then said, “I think our most important task right now is to concentrate on formulating a preferential strategy for small and medium-sized sellers, then have all our employees focus on aggressively poaching their small and medium-sized sellers from Taobao platform. I don’t require them to choose between us and Taobao. As long as they are willing to open a store on Letao at the same time and put their products online on Letao, we can give them certain cash rewards.”

“We’ll use this method to attract them first. Once we have sellers and products, we can buy traffic from external sources and guide it in, and the conversion rate will be much higher. And once their stores generate orders and income on Letao, they will gradually start to take Letao seriously. Additionally, I’ve thought of a new online promotion method: an alliance advertising model, where we don’t promote our website directly, but directly promote the products on our platform. What do you two think?”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded, saying impatiently, “General Manager Ma, I have no objections to what you’ve said. We can plan it out slowly over the next few days. The most urgent problem right now is that Taobao Logistics is quickly poaching all the mid-to-low-level employees from our logistics companies!”





Chapter 954: Even if It’s Hard to Swallow, You Still Have to Swallow It!

Just as General Manager Ma was on the verge of conceiving the prototype of the “Taobao Alliance Ads” of later generations, Lu Zhaoxi’s words jolted him.

The idea of “alliance ads” vanished like smoke. Mr. Ma impatiently pressed him, “What exactly is going on?!”

Lu Zhaoxi, his face etched with bitter resentment, said, “Li Mu is truly despicable. His Taobao Express quietly poached a large number of middle management personnel from our three express companies and SF Express in Guangdong Province. Along with them, local leaders and grassroots couriers across various regions all switched allegiance overnight! Now, they’ve transformed into Taobao Express employees and have begun delivering orders for Taobao Brand Day!”

Mr. Ma was stunned. “What happened? What do you mean they all switched allegiance overnight?”

Lu Zhaoxi, filled with righteous indignation, cursed, “That’s why I say this Li Mu is truly despicable! Do you know what tactics he employed? He first lured those middle managers with generous terms but didn’t allow them to resign immediately. Instead, he paid them salaries while they continued to work in their original positions. At the same time, he began inciting the grassroots personnel under their jurisdiction to job hop. No one showed any signs of wanting to resign or job hop before today. Then, today, they suddenly submitted their resignations and simply didn’t come to work!”

As he spoke, Lu Zhaoxi’s breathing became ragged with anger. He quickly steadied himself and continued, “What’s more, those grassroots employees are even more hateful. Taobao Express had already given them customized uniforms. After they verbally resigned today, they immediately changed into Taobao Express uniforms, rode Taobao Express tricycles, and went out to deliver parcels!”

“Holy sh*t!” Mr. Ma rarely swore, but Li Mu’s move, pulling the rug out from under him, infuriated him. He slammed his hand on the table and stood up, roaring, “Call our legal department and contact our partnered law firm immediately! We will pursue this to the end with all employees who resigned abnormally and unethically! We will make them bear legal responsibility!”

“It’s useless…” Cai Chongxin’s emotions weren’t as agitated as the other two. He consoled them, “General Manager Ma, General Manager Lu, I advise both of you not to get so agitated. It’s pointless. The three express logistics companies were already a mess. Company orders only reached as far as the regional managers, who are precisely these middle managers poached by Taobao Express. The grassroots employees are just a large group of informal workers; we don’t even have formal labor contracts with them. They can just walk away whenever they please.”

Mr. Ma frowned, staring at Cai Chongxin and asking, “Is that true?”

“Yes!” Cai Chongxin said helplessly, “Think about it. Labor supervision is already very lax right now. These employees, scattered across the country, were temporary workers before our acquisition, and it remained the same after. If we were to sign formal labor contracts with all of them, our human resource costs would be much higher. We’d be responsible for their social security and insurance. Moreover, with the saying ‘beyond the reach of authority,’ management is difficult, and the elimination rate and turnover rate are very high. If we signed formal contracts with everyone, it would actually create many more problems for us.”

Mr. Ma asked him, “What about these middle management positions then? Surely they have agreements with us? Isn’t direct resignation a breach of agreement terms?”

Cai Chongxin nodded and said, “It is indeed a breach of agreement terms, but it’s useless for us to sue them. General Manager Lu and I just spoke with the persons in charge of several logistics companies, asking them to threaten these people with their contracts to get them to return to their positions. But they said that Liu Qiangdong from Taobao platform has already told these middle management staff to resign without worry. If we pursue their responsibility, all responsibility will be borne by Taobao…”

Mr. Ma was dumbfounded. After a long moment, he gritted his teeth and said, “Li Mu’s move is too ruthless. He’s relying on his money to simply snatch them away.”

Lu Zhaoxi said indignantly, “Isn’t that exactly snatching? He’s like a rich landlord who wants to eat steamed buns, so he just comes to our pot and snatches the already-made ones. After snatching and eating, he acts like, ‘I’ll pay whatever it costs.’ It’s truly detestable!”

The enraged Lu Zhaoxi gritted his teeth, then continued, “The most serious problem right now isn’t just that Taobao Express wants to seize this opportunity to rise. It’s that our three logistics companies are now basically experiencing massive gaps. Employees in many cities have already fled. In some provinces, nearly all employees have run off. And to top it all off, we’re still stuck with our own hundreds of thousands of orders, plus a batch of Taobao orders. Many regions simply can’t deliver them now; we can only transfer them to the postal service!”

Given the lessons learned last time, Mr. Ma wouldn’t dare to let the logistics companies halt operations to cause trouble for Li Mu now. Although Li Mu didn’t rely on his logistics companies for much help, it would certainly be beneficial if they could share some of the transport capacity. So, this time, Mr. Ma’s three logistics companies had, to varying degrees, accepted some orders from Taobao’s 929 major promotion.

Now, it was a mess. The three logistics companies were crippled and unable to function, and most of the orders in their hands couldn’t be delivered. While transferring them to the postal service was a solution, for users, if a Zhaijisong express parcel ended up being delivered by the postal service, the damage to the Zhaijisong brand would undoubtedly be immense.

Mr. Ma’s brows were tightly furrowed. “Li Mu is indeed detestable, but the key is that what he did isn’t illegal. We can’t do anything to him. The urgent matter now isn’t to condemn Li Mu, but to quickly find a way to solve the problems facing our logistics. My coming C2C business strategy needs logistics to be the strongest support!”

Lu Zhaoxi said, “Isn’t that why we came to discuss it with you? The problem now is that Taobao has money. If we compete with them on employee benefits and try to poach back these lost people, then given Li Mu’s outrageous style, he will definitely offer higher prices than us. In that case, even if we eventually get people back, the sudden increase in operating costs would be enough to drag us down.”

Mr. Ma’s three logistics companies had suffered heavy financial pressure recently due to being ordered by the Postal General Administration to cease operations for inspection and paying huge fines after refusing express parcels during Taobao Brand Day some time ago. Letao was currently facing a funding cut from its sugar daddy and didn’t even have enough money for itself, let alone to support logistics. The situation was extremely awkward.

Mr. Ma was very familiar with the situation Lu Zhaoxi described. He immediately said, “Whatever we compete with Li Mu on now, we cannot compete on money. Taobao platform’s accounts presently have tens of billions of funds accumulated. Even if most of it has to be settled with partners a month later, there’s still a normal steady accumulation of billions. If we compete with him by burning money, it’s equivalent to falling into his trap, and we will surely be quickly dragged down to ruin by him.”

After that, Mr. Ma fell silent for a moment. He gritted his teeth, struggling for a long time before finally speaking with difficulty, “Alright, we’ve taken this sucker punch from Li Mu! Let’s suffer this silent loss and put this matter aside for now. Let’s quickly replenish the manpower of the logistics companies. If that doesn’t work, then merge these three companies into one!”

Speaking of this, Mr. Ma felt a choking sensation in his heart. After so many years in the industry, he had always been the one digging pits to bury others. Even with Li Mu, he was the one who dug the pit first to bury him. He never expected that Li Mu, this fellow, not only didn’t fall into his pit but, after recovering, immediately landed a combination of moves on him.

Taobao platform’s 929 major promotion had crushed Letao, utterly defeating it. And no sooner had 929 passed than Li Mu pulled the rug out from under him in logistics…

At this moment, Cai Chongxin nodded, calmly and collectedly accepting General Manager Ma’s decision. But Lu Zhaoxi still looked indignant. “There’s nothing we can do against them. This feeling is truly humiliating! I really can’t swallow this indignity!”

How could Mr. Ma not feel humiliated? How could he possibly swallow this indignity? Having been the one holding power for so long, to suddenly be ridden upon and badly beaten by others––this feeling was certainly difficult to accept.

However, Mr. Ma knew even more clearly: if Letao truly died, then his own businesses would also perish. If the 2C business failed, the 2B business would surely not last long either. Once Li Mu perfected his 2C business, he could, with a flick of his wrist, launch a devastating impact on his 2B business. Mr. Ma knew this well in his heart, so even if it was hard to swallow, he still had to swallow it! He had even more important planning that was far more crucial than saving face!

Most business models in this world ultimately terminate at the 2C final stage. Even enterprises that only do 2B business, in the very end, the entire industry chain must basically gravitate towards the 2C sector for profit. If the 2C final stage is once occupied, then it can certainly trace back upwards and seize the initiative throughout the entire industry chain.

For the simplest example, a textile factory’s business is entirely 2B; that is to say, all its clients are corporate clients, with no individual consumers. Almost all its fabrics and materials are sold to downstream apparel and home textile companies, who then process them into various goods and ultimately sell them to individual consumers.

The entire industry chain ultimately earns money from individual consumers. This means that whoever ultimately controls these individual consumers controls the entire industry chain. At that time, if Li Mu utilized Taobao’s influence to do B2B business, he would definitely have a huge advantage, defeating Alibaba would be as easy as flipping a hand.

Therefore, in Mr. Ma’s view, Letao was his Normandy. If it were conquered by Li Mu, Li Mu’s army could drive straight in and storm into his territory. So, no matter what, Letao had to fight to the last bullet, the last soldier.

Seeing Lu Zhaoxi still looking angry, Mr. Ma spoke to comfort him, “Zhaoxi, we’re not confronting Li Mu in the logistics sector right now, not because we’re truly afraid of him, but because we need to achieve our goal through unconventional means. Didn’t Li Mu subtly poach our logistics team? It doesn’t matter, we’ll learn from his methods and poach his small and medium-sized sellers!”

As he spoke, Mr. Ma refreshed the webpage news. The largest headline on the homepage read: “Taobao Platform Celebration Banquet Kicks off at 7 PM, Multiple Celebrities to Deliver Congratulatory Speeches!”

With a cold laugh, Mr. Ma said, “Li Mu has indeed done a formidable job with his B2C business, but even the wisest person makes a mistake sometimes. He overlooked the development of C2C business between individual sellers and individual consumers. This is our great opportunity!”





Chapter 955: Long Live General Manager Li

The Taobao celebration banquet saw most of the stars who had previously recorded TV commercials for Taobao in attendance.

Karen Mok arrived, Jay Chou arrived, Xiao Yaxuan arrived…

Besides these people, Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan, who had recently returned from filming in Xiamen Island, also arrived.

As CEO, Li Mu did not make the opening appearance. Instead, Guru Lei, Taobao’s current Chief Operating Officer, took the stage first. In his opening address, he affirmed the efforts of all Taobao people, acknowledged the astonishing achievements of Taobao, and confirmed Taobao platform’s huge future influence on the entire China’s e-commerce. He thoroughly mobilized the enthusiasm of all employees. Afterward, Senior Brother Liu took the stage.

Senior Brother Liu was also a leader skilled at boosting morale. If Li Mu weren’t around, his leadership charisma would be considered very strong. This time, Senior Brother Liu affirmed Taobao’s achievements while also describing the future of Taobao Express to everyone.

It was called Taobao Express, but this was just a brand name for users. Senior Brother Liu preferred to call it Taobao Logistics, because in the future, Taobao Logistics’s business would definitely cover the entire logistics sector, not just express delivery services.

After Senior Brother Liu’s speech, he left all Taobao employees in immense suspense. He stated that to reward everyone for their enormous efforts in this major promotion, the company had deliberately prepared generous rewards with a grand gesture. As for what the rewards were, CEO Li Mu would personally announce them later.

Thus, from the very beginning, everyone was anticipating Li Mu’s appearance.

However, Li Mu was very good at controlling the pace. The main event naturally couldn’t be first on stage. So, he didn’t appear immediately; instead, he had the stars who had taken time to congratulate them appear one after another to give their speeches.

Without exception, all the stars who came to support were singers. Thus, everyone appeared in the format of one song plus two segments of speech. After taking the stage, they first introduced themselves and offered celebratory pleasantries for Taobao’s excellent achievements, then sang a song, and finally concluded with a few more pleasantries.

The arrival of multiple stars significantly boosted Taobao employees’ sense of pride in their enterprise. To be frank, Li Mu’s approach was indeed rare in the corporate world. Li Mu was practically the entrepreneur who best knew how to utilize stars in this era.

To Li Mu, stars were like firearms in the age of cold weapons; most generals wouldn’t know how to use them, or wouldn’t use them well, failing to maximize their effectiveness. But Li Mu, deeply influenced by later generations’ strategizing the operation and tactical strategies, understood the immense role stars could play in corporate promotion. Taking advantage of having the largest internet product and the largest internet e-commerce platform currently, he had abundant star resources that were low cost.

The three hundred media reporters present genuinely latched onto a hotspot this time. Although Li Mu hadn’t appeared yet, over a dozen singers of great renown took turns performing. This lineup alone was enough to fill a newspaper page.

In the Kempinski Hotel-provided lounge, Li Mu, Du Wei, and Zhang Kexuan sat chatting. Simple Plan hadn’t all come this time; the others had returned to Jinling after filming, only Zhang Kexuan had come to Yanjing. This trip to Yanjing, Zhang Kexuan bore a significant mission: to ask Li Mu for songs.

Relying on themselves was truly a waste. Although the four members of Simple Plan really wanted to write original music themselves, their abilities were too limited, and what they wrote was simply not presentable.

Because the bar for their previous songs had been set very high, if they couldn’t produce good songs now, they could still claim to be busy filming and lacking time for composition. But if they presented much inferior, bad songs, that wouldn’t be right, and it would easily expose their true standard.

Li Mu also knew well in one’s heart that the film had wrapped up filming, and now it was time for intense pace post-production. The theme song and interlude song also needed to start recording.

Li Mu initially just chatted casually with the two, not immediately getting to the serious business. Only when Du Wei went on stage to sing did Li Mu privately tell Zhang Kexuan: “I’ve already written all the theme songs and interlude songs for this movie. One theme song and three interlude songs. Two of these are prepared for your Simple Plan, and the other two are for Du Wei. For these two, you should still publicly state that they are Simple Plan’s own original music.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded, sighed in relief inwardly, but said with some embarrassment: “To still have you write songs for us at this point, honestly, us bros all feel a bit bad. But us bros are indeed limited in our abilities and can’t write any good songs, so we plan to gradually fade out of the music circles after a while.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “You don’t necessarily have to completely fade out. You can try a transformation. Film and television is a good choice. If this movie become popular / famous, I’ll investment more in you to film a few youth idol dramas in the future. You might even become a first-tier actor.”

Zhang Kexuan laughed awkwardly: “Acting isn’t bad, but it would be hard for the other us bros…”

Li Mu said: “Even if Simple Plan continues, Tianming and the other three are just your supporting roles. If everyone insists on staying bound together, the practical significance isn’t very great either. Sooner or later, you’ll still have to go solo.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added: “You currently have two big problems: one is a lack of original music ability, and the other is that the band format isn’t popular / sought after in China. Instead of that, my suggestion is for you to go solo in the future, and Simple Plan won’t disband. I’ll to look for a new lead singer for the other three, and it must be a lead singer with lyrics and music creation capabilities. This way, all four of you will be liberated. After you go solo, your focus can shift to film and television. As a singer, you can also open and aboveboard sing songs written by others. At the same time, the other us bros can continue Simple Plan. Even if they lack original music ability, they at least have Simple Plan’s fame and instrumental performance skills. So, finding a new lead singer who can write songs would really be saving them.”

Zhang Kexuan nodded: “What you said certainly makes sense. If us bros stay bound together, we might ultimately face a dead end. If I step out, instead, it could revitalize everyone’s situation.”

Li Mu smiled calmly: “Resources are integrated, and also separated. You can communicate with us bros first, but there’s no need to consider going solo before the first half of next year. I promised to release an album for you, and I will definitely ensure that Simple Plan releases an album of excellent quality and sufficient standing.”

Zhang Kexuan said gratefully: “I won’t say much about thanks. In short, as long as I still want to be in these circles in the future, I’ll follow you.”

Li Mu prepared four original music songs for You Are the Apple of My Eye. The two prepared for Simple Plan were: the original movie’s theme song, “Those Years,” and Mayday’s “Suddenly Missing You.” The two prepared for Du Wei were Sun Yanzhi’s “First Day” and “What a Pity It Wasn’t You.”

As the song that encapsulates the threads, “Those Years” was undeniably the theme song. “First Day” was used as an interlude song when the male and female leads developed feelings for each other. “Suddenly Missing You” was used as an interlude song when the main characters and female lead had quarrelled and were not seeing each other. “What a Pity It Wasn’t You” was used as the ending theme. The female lead gets married, and the scene appears outwardly harmonious, but what Li Mu truly wanted to express at the end was the regret of lovers ultimately not being together. So, at the end of the seemingly harmonious wedding plot, a scene is left where the female lead, at the wedding venue, in her wedding dress, watches the male lead’s departing back, smiling, yet instantly releasing an undeniable sadness. At this moment, the music of “What a Pity It Wasn’t You” plays, and the show ends.

Even though she was already married and at the wedding venue, the female lead still deeply loved the male lead; it was just a pity they couldn’t be together.

This was the film’s core idea that Li Mu wanted to highlight, and also the tear-jerking selling point for the end. At that time, using YY’s powerful distribution capabilities, primarily pushing it to young people, it would definitely cause a huge response among the youth.

Originally, Li Mu wanted to give “The Brightest Star in the Night Sky” to Simple Plan. But after careful consideration, if this song were released, it would clearly overshadow the theme song “Those Years.” So, he simply kept the song for a more suitable opportunity.

If this movie’s box office performance was good, they could absolutely shoot a sequel immediately. The sequel would then be entirely geared towards box office success. Find a screenwriter and have him figure out how to design some melodramatic plots, making the male lead love the female lead, and the female lead also love the male lead. Then, have something happen that wouldn’t tarnish the female lead’s morals, to break up the female lead’s marriage and bring the male and female leads together. This would probably rake in another wave of box office revenue.

Adding unnecessary embellishments or dragging on stories has always been what the cultural industry excels at. The Fast and the Furious has already reached its eighth installment; for a youth drama with small investment, making two or three parts wouldn’t be excessive.

……

After a star-studded performance much like a concert, the atmosphere of the entire celebration banquet had already reached a climax. But the true climax was yet to come; all Taobao employees and media reporters were waiting for Li Mu’s appearance.

Thus, Li Mu made his closing act appearance amidst everyone’s anticipation, drawing thunderous applause as soon as he emerged.

To Taobao employees, Li Mu was almost a god-like presence. Not only did he lead them to create one miracle after another, but he also brought them continuously increasing income. The most cohesive teams are those that perform well and earn a lot. In such circumstances, team spirit naturally generates itself, with no need for leaders to constantly devise ways to motivate or foster it.

Standing before everyone, Li Mu first thanked everyone for their efforts recently, thanked the stars present for their enthusiastic performances, and thanked the media reporters invited to the celebration banquet. Then, Li Mu extended two fingers and said to everyone: “Tonight, I will only speak on two points. Firstly, to thank all employees for their hard work, the company will issue a quite generous Bonus to all employees. The specific amount will be three months’ monthly salary. This money will be reflected in the September monthly salary issued in October. Furthermore, I have communicated with the finance department: to let everyone enjoy a perfect National Day holiday, the salaries and Bonuses originally scheduled for issuance on the 10th of next month will be uniformly distributed by the finance personnel tomorrow!”

As soon as his voice fell, the cheers and shouts from below the stage were deafening!

Issuing three months’ monthly salary as a Bonus all at once was almost unimaginable in this era! Everyone who heard it thought they were dreaming, but it was really happening. So, for a moment, the adoration and love of all employees below the stage for Li Mu simply exploded. People were whistling and shouting everywhere.

“General Manager Li! I love you!”

“General Manager Li! You’re truly too handsome!!”

“General Manager Li! I want to bear your children!!!”

Even the media reporters were dumbfounded. Good heavens, a Bonus of three months’ salary? It wasn’t even the end of the year yet. Would there be a year-end bonus too? Taobao employees were living too comfortably!

Li Mu at this moment gestured with both hands for everyone to quiet down, but it still took a few minutes for them to gradually calm.

Then, Li Mu smiled: “You’re already this excited? I’ve only announced one out of two things. Everyone, please calm down a bit.”

A male employee below the stage shouted loudly: “General Manager Li, the company is so generous, we really can’t calm down…”

Li Mu chuckled: “I appreciate your uninhibited enthusiasm.”

The stage erupted in laughter.

Li Mu immediately became serious, and continued: “Let’s talk serious business. The second thing I want to announce is that the company will recently arrange for all employees to go on vacation to the Maldives. The trip will be for nine days: the company will give you five days off, and we’ll use up two weekends. What you need to do is quickly buy a pair of sunglasses, pick out a swimsuit, and for the ladies, choose suitable sunscreen. Besides those, all your other expenses will be borne by the company!”

Although the Maldives wasn’t as famous in this era, these white-collar workers had some understanding of it, especially girls who were naturally fond of travel, the sea, and romance. As soon as they heard the company was funding a trip to the Maldives for everyone, almost every female employee shrieked in excitement.

At this moment, Li Mu dropped another bombshell: “There’s also a small additional benefit: all P6, M6 and above level employees can bring one family member. All expenses for the family member will also be entirely borne by the company! So, bring along your husbands, wives, boyfriends, and girlfriends, and have a truly enjoyable time!”

“Long Live General Manager Li!!!”

Hundreds of people below the stage instantly erupted into frenzy. Before Li Mu appeared, employees had been chatting privately, discussing how much Bonus the company might issue this time. Many had an expectation of double monthly salary, meaning an extra month’s pay as a Bonus would be good enough. But they never expected Li Mu to suddenly unveil so many unexpected and enormous benefits!

The best boss is the one willing to share profits with employees; even if he’s uglier than a dog, he’ll be sought after and loved by all employees. Conversely, a boss unwilling to share profits, even if he’s as handsome as Edison Chen, might not be worth a pile of dog crap in the eyes of his employees.

Li Mu effectively, albeit invisibly, significantly raised the bar for what constitutes a “good boss”…

At this moment, Li Mu looked at the overjoyed employees below the stage, sharing their feelings and smiling knowingly. He said to everyone: “That’s all I have to say today. For the rest of the time, please enjoy your food and drinks! And I wish everyone a happy National Day holiday!”





Chapter 956: Zhao Xianliang is Coming to Yanjing

As soon as the Taobao Celebration banquet concluded, over one billion people nationwide prepared to joyfully welcome the National Day holiday.

Li Mu’s life had long lost the concept of long holidays, so he didn’t feel anything unusual. The core members of Muyun Technology and the Taobao platform were just like Li Mu; in this crucial era of staking out territory and expanding operations, no one was willing to take a holiday.

In fact, once these core team members developed a sense of ownership and clearly understood that their net worth was now in the tens of millions, or even over a hundred million, no one could bear to take time off.

Li Mu didn’t take a holiday, but Renmin University and Peking University, like all other universities nationwide, gave their students a seven-day long holiday.

Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu both planned to go home. Su Yingxue tentatively decided to drive back to Haizhou with her paternal aunt’s family. She said that a maternal older male cousin was getting married coincidentally during National Day, and her paternal aunt’s family also had to return for the wedding. Since tickets were hard to buy for National Day, they decided to drive back together.

Zhao Ziqiu had previously said she booked flight tickets to go home for National Day, but knowing that Li Mu had too many major things to deal with recently, she hadn’t told him the exact date, precisely because she didn’t want to disturb him.

As the Celebration banquet drew to a close, Li Mu called Su Yingxue, asking her when she would depart the next day. Su Yingxue told him that her paternal uncle-in-law, Wang Shaohua, had decided to set off at six in the morning to ensure they could reach Haizhou before dark.

Li Mu reminded her to tell Wang Shaohua not to drive while fatigued on the long journey, and not to rush, prioritizing safety above all else.

Su Yingxue smiled and agreed, then asked Li Mu, “Are you done with the Celebration banquet?”

Li Mu said, “Not yet, I guess it won’t finish until past ten.”

Su Yingxue asked him, “Are you still going back to Haizhou for the National Day holiday?”

Li Mu hesitated for a moment and said, “Not necessarily. To be honest, I don’t really have the concept of a holiday anymore. If I go back, it will depend on how things are going with my work. If I’m busy, I won’t go; if I have less to do, I’ll try to find time to go back for a visit.”

Su Yingxue said, “You must be especially busy lately. Muyun Technology and the Taobao platform have had many major initiatives reported in the news alone.”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Indeed, there are many things to do on both sides, and we’re in a crucial phase right now.”

As he spoke, Li Mu steered the conversation back from himself and said to Su Yingxue, “You’re leaving so early tomorrow, so I won’t be able to see you off. But remember to send me a text message when you set off, and remember to let me know where you are along the way.”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly. “Got it. I’ll send you a message to report from every city I reach tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “Okay, if things calm down in a couple of days, I’ll try to go back for a visit too.”

“That would be great,” Su Yingxue said. “I booked a sleeper berth to come back on the eighth, so we’ll see if we can meet at home.”

As she spoke, Su Yingxue’s voice carried a slight sense of loss: “Although we’re very close in Yanjing, you’re too busy, and we barely get any chance to meet once.”

Li Mu instinctively blurted out, “I’m sorry, it’s just that…”

Su Yingxue laughed and interrupted him. “It’s fine, don’t apologize. I know you’re busy. My paternal uncle-in-law also told me that you have too much going on and that I shouldn’t be overly sentimental, but rather focus on the bigger picture…”

Li Mu sighed softly and said, “Once this period passes and the major phased tasks on both sides are completed, I won’t be so busy.”

Su Yingxue said, “What I worry about most is your health; everything else doesn’t matter. So, even though you’re busy, you must pay attention to rest.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

Su Yingxue said, “Then go back to your Celebration banquet. Xinran is urging me to go to bed early; I have to get up at past five tomorrow.”

“Okay, then get some rest.”

“Mm-hm…”

Su Yingxue paused for a moment on the other end of the line, then said to Li Mu before hanging up, “Take care of yourself. Love you, mwah.”

After speaking, Su Yingxue hung up the phone.

Li Mu, holding his phone, felt a little dazed. Su Yingxue rarely acted so intimate on the phone, so much so that her ‘love you’ and a ‘kiss’ over the phone surprised Li Mu. Zhao Ziqiu and Chen Wan, on the other hand, frequently expressed their intimacy and affection unreservedly during calls.

Right after he finished the call with Su Yingxue and thought of Zhao Ziqiu and Chen Wan, Li Mu’s heart suddenly felt melancholy.

After achieving success in his career, he himself had changed a lot, becoming increasingly unsure of what kind of relationship he truly needed, or even if he genuinely needed a relationship at all, to the point that his relationships with all three women were far from satisfactory.

Sometimes, Li Mu would also worry about these three women, always feeling that the current way of maintaining these relationships wouldn’t last. However, if he were to prioritize them, he couldn’t sort out any order of importance, because each of these three women, without exception, was equally important and indispensable to him.

Currently, Zhao Ziqiu and Chen Wan didn’t seem to mind his other relationship issues, but Su Yingxue was different from the two of them; she was still completely kept in the dark. If things came out one day, how would he explain it to her?

Lacking the courage to be an absolutely dominant president in relationships, and also lacking the resolve to be a pure scumbag in relationships, this was the fundamental reason Li Mu worried about women.

Just as he was sighing, Zhao Ziqiu sent a message, asking, “Are you done being busy?”

Li Mu replied, “Not yet, but soon. Are you flying home tomorrow?”

Zhao Ziqiu replied, “I was, but my plans changed. My parents are coming to Yanjing, so they won’t let me go back.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Uncle and Aunt are coming to Yanjing? When will they arrive?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. My dad said he has something to take care of, and he might stay in Yanjing for a few days.”

After sending that message, Zhao Ziqiu added another: “Oh, and my dad asked me to ask if you’ll be in Yanjing these next few days. If you are, he’d like to meet with you and chat.”

Li Mu didn’t know what Zhao Xianliang was coming to Yanjing to do at this time, but as Zhao Ziqiu’s father, he was naturally his elder and a senior figure who had imparted a lot of practical experience to him. Since he said he wanted to meet, Li Mu certainly couldn’t refuse.

So Li Mu said, “How about this, I’ll arrange a welcome banquet for Uncle and Aunt tomorrow evening.”

“Tomorrow night won’t work, they have an appointment. My dad said he’s having dinner with some leaders from a ministry or commission.”

Li Mu said, “Alright then. I should be in Yanjing for the next few days, so let’s see when Uncle and Aunt are free.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “When they arrive tomorrow, we’ll stay at Ziyun Villa. Then we can be neighbors for a few days.”

Li Mu replied, “Ziyun Villa is a bit far from the company. I haven’t lived there for a while; I’ve been staying mostly near the company recently.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied to Li Mu, “If you don’t mind the distance, how about I go back with you tonight?”





Chapter 957: Reap What One Sows

Li Mu had absolutely no resistance to Zhao Ziqiu’s initiative.

Although just a few minutes ago, he was still feeling melancholy about not finding a perfect way to handle his relationships with the three women, a single sentence from Zhao Ziqiu made Li Mu agree without hesitation. After the celebration banquet, he directly took the car driven by Wang Yuanlang to Peking University to pick her up and bring her back to Ziyun Villa.

Besides the distance, another reason Li Mu usually didn’t come back here was that living alone felt too empty. With Zhao Ziqiu, it was completely different.

Having been caught by her parents at Ziyun Villa once, both of them had a unique feeling about the place. One part was awkwardness, one part was lingering fear, and the remaining eight parts comprised a unique experience brimming with thrill and pleasure, much like rebellious teenagers of fourteen or fifteen secretly sneaking out of the house to an internet cafe.

When with Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu could largely forget everything outside their private time together. Work, the internet, being a billionaire—all could be cast aside, allowing Li Mu to truly become an impulsive twenty-year-old boy with boundless energy.

After a night of intimacy, Li Mu decided to indulge himself. He wouldn’t go to any company in the morning, instead sleeping until late morning, having lunch with Zhao Ziqiu, and then accompanying her to the airport to pick up her parents.

In the morning, Li Mu, still asleep, suddenly received an unfamiliar call. Looking at Zhao Ziqiu still soundly asleep in his arms, Li Mu quietly got up and left the room. Only after stepping outside the bedroom door did he answer the call, asking, “Hello, who is this, please?”

“General Manager Li? This is Gu Jianghe.”

Li Mu paused. “Bureau Chief Gu?”

“That’s right, it’s me.” Gu Jianghe chuckled heartily, then said, “General Manager Li, first, I wish you a Happy National Day!”

Li Mu was dumbfounded, but still politely said, “Happy National Day to you too, Bureau Chief Gu. I wonder if you’ve had a chance to take a holiday?”

“I wouldn’t dare take a holiday,” Gu Jianghe said. “Every holiday season is the busiest time for public security work in Yanjing.”

Li Mu said, “Then you truly devote yourselves tirelessly to Yanjing’s public security. On behalf of the twenty million local and non-local residents living in Yanjing, I thank you and the Capital Public Security for your hard work.”

Gu Jianghe smiled and said, “I don’t deserve such praise, I don’t deserve it. It’s merely the duty of the Capital Public Security.”

With that, Gu Jianghe brought the conversation to the main point, saying, “General Manager Li, I called today to inform you in advance that we have reported Miss Wei’s case to the ministry or commission as per regulations. The ministry or commission now intends for us to hold a press conference soon to disclose the specific details of the case to the public and the media, so I wanted to give you a heads-up.”

Li Mu didn’t think too much of it right away. Public security bureaus across the country generally hold press conferences after solving major and critical cases, which is a form of government transparency. Although Wei Lan’s case didn’t result in extremely severe consequences or impact, the nature of the case was very vile, and the ransom amount also broke recent records in Yanjing. Thus, it was perfectly reasonable for the Municipal Bureau to hold a press conference.

However, considering Wei Lan, Li Mu said to Gu Jianghe, “Bureau Chief Gu, I personally have no objection to holding a press conference and no right to interfere. However, could I make a request? Please hide my identity and Miss Wei’s. Miss Wei’s parents are in the United States and cannot return due to some special circumstances. If they knew she encountered such serious danger in our country, they would likely be very anxious. Furthermore, if this matter is made public, it could also have a certain impact on Miss Wei’s reputation.”

Gu Jianghe had initially worried that Li Mu might object to the press conference itself. Hearing him proactively make this request, he immediately sighed in relief and said with a smile, “General Manager Li, rest assured. If you and Miss Wei are unwilling to disclose personal information, then we will handle your identities vaguely during the press conference.”

Li Mu said, “That will do. Thank you for your trouble, Bureau Chief Gu.”

With that, Li Mu asked again, “Bureau Chief Gu, what’s the current situation with those who kidnapped Wei Lan? How will they be handled next?”

Gu Jianghe said, “The prime culprit, Song Zhilei, has just undergone an amputation and is currently recovering in the Public Security Hospital. All other suspects have been criminally detained and are now in the investigation phase.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Song Zhilei had an amputation?”

“Yes,” Gu Jianghe said. “Yesterday afternoon, he underwent an amputation of his right leg, three centimeters above the knee, at the Public Security Hospital. Our investigators have already spoken with the doctors. Once the wound heals, he can be taken into custody. Within a month at most, Song Zhilei will definitely be transferred to the detention center.”

Li Mu sighed, “They truly reap what they sow. Bureau Chief Gu, how long can each of them be sentenced? Can you give me the lowdown?”

Gu Jianghe smiled slightly and said, “The nature of the case is vile, involving a huge sum of money and firearms. Therefore, the Municipal Bureau’s stance is to be strict and harsh. During the public prosecution, the two main culprits will be recommended for life imprisonment, and all others will face sentences of ten years or more.”

With that, Gu Jianghe added, “The two main culprits being sentenced to life imprisonment is practically a sure thing, and the possibility of their sentences being reduced in the future is very small. Even if there’s a chance for a reduced sentence, they would still have to spend at least two decades in prison.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu felt instantly much more at ease. The prime culprit Song Zhilei had been amputated and was now a disabled person. Coupled with a sentence of at least two decades, this punishment was already sufficiently severe; it truly was a case of evil meeting its retribution.

Furthermore, Song Zhilei would have to live in prison with his disabled body for over two decades, so he wouldn’t pose any threat to Wei Lan’s safety. Even if he were to be released from prison after two decades, he would be a disabled elderly person in his fifties or sixties and would certainly not cause Wei Lan any trouble. Li Mu was personally very satisfied with this outcome.

Then, Li Mu asked him, “By the way, Bureau Chief Gu, when is the press conference scheduled?”

“The third.”

“Okay.” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Then I wish the Municipal Bureau’s press conference complete success.”

Gu Jianghe chuckled heartily, “Thank you, General Manager Li. We’ll leave it at that for now. This is my private cell phone number; you can call this number to contact me for anything in the future.”

Li Mu politely said, “Alright, Bureau Chief Gu. Please carry on with your work; I’ll save the number right away.”

After hanging up on Gu Jianghe, Li Mu didn’t consider the matter particularly serious. However, to prevent Wei Lan from being caught off guard by the Municipal Bureau’s press conference when it happened, he decided to call Wei Lan first to inform her and assure her that her personal identity would not be disclosed, so she could feel at ease.

Wei Lan was already awake by now. Since Li Mu planned to hold a Party at Ziyun Villa that evening, Du Fei had pulled her out early to go shopping, claiming they needed to buy beautiful clothes and then get some rare, out-of-print fine wine from friends.

Wei Lan originally didn’t want to go out, but when she thought of it being a Party specifically arranged by Li Mu for her that evening, and that he had thoughtfully chosen her own villa in Ziyun Villa as the location, she began to take it exceptionally seriously. She not only wanted to dress beautifully but also show enough importance through a tasteful outfit.

The two were currently trying on clothes in a luxury store in Wangfujing. Upon receiving Li Mu’s call, Wei Lan was delighted and immediately asked him, “General Manager Li, you didn’t drink too much at the celebration banquet yesterday, did you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Didn’t drink too much. What about you? What are you up to?”

Wei Lan said, “I’m out shopping with Du Fei. She said it’s her first time attending a Party you’ve organized, so she has to show enough sincerity. That’s why we’re out buying clothes.”

“Oh my, two beauties giving me so much face! I’m truly fortunate!”

Upon hearing Wei Lan was shopping, Li Mu immediately felt much more relieved. It seemed Wei Lan was gradually recovering from the shadow of being kidnapped.

Wei Lan chuckled, “You absolutely mustn’t say that, I couldn’t possibly deserve such praise.”

Li Mu said, “By the way, Wei Lan, Bureau Chief Gu from the Municipal Bureau just called. He said the Municipal Bureau plans to hold a press conference regarding your case on the third.”

“A press conference?” Wei Lan’s voice clearly rose a few pitches as she asked nervously, “Can you talk to them and ask them not to hold any press conference?”

Li Mu said, “Bureau Chief Gu said this is the Ministry of Public Security’s directive. However, I made a request for him to hide your true identity and mine during the press conference, so no one should associate it with you.”

Wei Lan, on the other end of the line, sighed in relief and said, “It would be for the best if our identities can be hidden. Otherwise, I really don’t know how my parents would feel after they found out…”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry. Since the Municipal Bureau called me to give a heads-up, it shows they still take the issue of whether your identity is exposed or not very seriously.”

“Mm,” Wei Lan softly responded, “If my identity can be hidden, then I’ll be relieved too.”

Li Mu took Wei Lan’s response as tacit approval and comforted her, “Don’t overthink it. I just wanted to pass on the information and put your mind at ease.”

At two thirty P.M., as Li Mu accompanied Zhao Ziqiu, waiting at the airport to pick up the couple Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun, Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei, was at Ziyun Villa, helping Li Mu and the chefs and service staff from Fayue Restaurant prepare.

This time, Li Tong, the owner of Fayue Restaurant, paid special attention to Li Mu’s villa Party. He dispatched a team of three French chefs, two bartenders, two Western BBQ chefs, and three service personnel, who began preparations at Li Mu’s villa that afternoon, a setup of extremely high standard.

As for Zhao Ziqiu, she naturally wouldn’t have a chance to meet Li Mu that evening. Her parents had plans for her, so Li Mu tentatively decided to invite Zhao Ziqiu’s family for dinner tomorrow, to fulfill his responsibilities as a host.

At two fifty P.M., the airplane carrying Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun began its slow descent, with less than twenty minutes’ destination remaining until Yanjing Airport.

Xie Yun looked at the scenery outside the window and said to Zhao Xianliang, “Oh right, before we boarded, sweetie sent a text message saying Li Mu would come with her to pick us up.”

Zhao Xianliang paused, then asked her, “Really? Why didn’t you tell me beforehand?”

Xie Yun chuckled, “I was just afraid you’d overthink it. It’s a two-hour journey, and I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable again, just in case.”

“What is there for me to be uncomfortable about…” Zhao Xianliang waved his hand, knowing in his heart what his wife was trying to say. She was certainly afraid that if he saw their daughter and Li Mu arriving together to pick them up, he would instinctively recall last night. So he said to her, “I’ve completely come to terms with it now. As for our child’s matters, let her be from now on.”

After saying that, Zhao Xianliang sighed, “But then again, this boyfriend Zi Qiu found… he’s truly a monstrously talented figure, one in a million! A single website selling over eight billion in one day, just thinking about it makes me tremble…”





Chapter 958: The Old Fox

When Zhao Xianliang spoke of Li Mu, a clear excitement permeated his emotions, and even his eyes sparkled with an extraordinary brilliance.

The longer he knew him, the more extraordinary Li Mu seemed—this was Zhao Xianliang’s most direct feeling towards Li Mu.

It was precisely because of this view that Zhao Xianliang grew increasingly satisfied with his daughter having Li Mu as her boyfriend.

Xie Yun, standing by, could discern Zhao Xianliang’s approval and admiration for Li Mu. As Zhao Ziqiu’s mother, she was naturally overjoyed. Seeing her husband mention Li Mu’s Taobao platform, she chuckled and said, “Today is the first day the ‘Internet into Every Home’ policy is implemented nationwide. With Taobao platform stimulating things, the number of internet users across the country is probably going to see another sharp increase.”

Zhao Xianliang asked her curiously, “Really? I haven’t actively looked into that yet.”

Xie Yun said, “I’m not as busy as you, so I pay a bit more attention normally. The number of internet users in our country has more than doubled in one year. Last year, it was over thirty million people; now it’s already over eighty million. It’s certain that the internet user base will exceed one hundred million this year. If it does, then the number of internet users will have increased by more than two times within a year.”

Zhao Xianliang said in surprise, “Such fast growth? How much of this credit belongs to Li Mu?”

Xie Yun chuckled, “Tsinghua University and Zhejiang University have both done relevant statistics. Based on the normal growth rate, this year’s increase should be twenty-six million people. If the internet user base exceeds one hundred million by year-end, that means it will have actually increased by around sixty-six million. You can interpret this as Li Mu having caused an additional forty million domestic internet users to join within one year.”

“Forty million…” Zhao Xianliang exclaimed in admiration, then said, “This young man is definitely the most influential private enterprise entrepreneur in the country right now.”

Xie Yun said, “Naturally. Internet users nationwide are users of his several products, especially YY. It already has hundreds of thousands or even millions of users overseas. Soon, YY’s user base might exceed one hundred million.”

Zhao Xianliang marveled with a hint of envy, “As an enterprise entrepreneur, for your own enterprise to directly influence tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of people — that’s truly an immense sense of accomplishment.”

Continuing, Zhao Xianliang seriously told Xie Yun, “I think, from the Reform and Opening Up until now, Li Mu is the only enterprise entrepreneur like him. Give this young man a few more years, and he might become the most influential Chinese entrepreneur in modern history worldwide. He might even create a vision unprecedented and unparalleled.”

Xie Yun chuckled, “You’re quite something. When you didn’t like Li Mu, you’d frown at the mention of his name; now that you like him, you elevate him as much as possible. It seems to me that Li Mu will become your idol before long.”

Zhao Xianliang said seriously, “I’m not joking with you. This is also a question I’ve been pondering recently. What do you think is Li Mu’s best development path for the future?”

Xie Yun said, “I haven’t thought about such things. His current achievements are already incredibly impressive; how could I have the ability to plan an even higher path for him?”

Zhao Xianliang said with a touch of seriousness, “To be honest, I believe Li Mu’s most suitable development path for the future is to become a symbol of the nation’s economic and commercial development, constantly gaining more and more prestige both domestically and internationally, and gradually deifying himself in the business world.”

“Myth?” Xie Yun asked with a laugh, “Are we going to make Li Mu invent some deliberately mysterious stories for himself?”

Zhao Xianliang shook his head, “I said ‘deify’ (神化), not ‘myth’ (神话). What I mean is that Li Mu should gradually turn himself into a recognized deity in the business world, becoming the most acknowledged and admired among his colleagues, and the most respected and even beloved enterprise entrepreneur among the general public. This is his most suitable ultimate goal. In front of this goal, the title of ‘richest Chinese man’ holds no meaning. I dare to bet that Li Mu will not only become the richest Chinese man but also the most philanthropic Chinese.”

Xie Yun said, “Aren’t your words a bit too grand?”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Grand indeed, but it’s also relative. For me, it’s certainly grand, because my business doesn’t have much direct connection to the general public, nor can it bring extraordinary changes to them. It’s the same for real estate developers; although their business is deeply connected to the general public, their role is destined to be seen as antagonistic in the eyes of the public. Therefore, all things considered, only Li Mu is the most qualified.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang continued, “Li Mu is the most socially responsible enterprise entrepreneur I’ve ever met in China, and currently the most noticed domestic enterprise entrepreneur overseas and in the West. He simultaneously bears multiple missions: changing the way people live and entertain, benefiting domestic society, and increasing national pride for the Chinese public. Furthermore, this young man’s own rags-to-riches story is the greatest inspiring tale of the past one or two decades in China. With so many qualities that other enterprise entrepreneurs lack, as long as he chooses the right direction, he will certainly become deified in the future. If Li Mu can establish this golden image worldwide, he will be invincible, and no one will be able to harm him.”

Xie Yun remained silent for a moment, pondering for a long time. It was only when the plane suddenly jolted upon touching down that she was roused, and she spoke to Zhao Xianliang, “So, are you planning to have a chat with Li Mu this time?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, “I am going to have a good talk with him. Although he’s brilliant in the internet field, there are some issues he might not see as clearly as I, this old fox, do.”

…

Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu finally waited at the outlet for Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun, the couple. Zhao Ziqiu immediately affectionately linked arms with her mother, Xie Yun. Li Mu politely greeted the two, calling out, “Hello, Uncle and Aunt (honorifics).”

Zhao Xianliang was in an exceptionally good mood. He patted Li Mu’s shoulder and said with a smile, “You’re so busy, why waste time coming all the way to the airport to pick us up?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Uncle Zhao, you’re too polite. It’s only right for me to pick you and Auntie up. How could that be called a waste of time?”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Your Taobao platform’s daily sales amount is eight point two billion. If you take two hours to pick us up at the airport, that’s seven hundred million!”

Li Mu said, “Uncle Zhao, please don’t tease me. Accounts can’t be calculated that way…”

“Just kidding.” Zhao Xianliang burst out laughing and said, “But still, congratulations to you. It’s truly commendable that you can keep moving forward and constantly break your own records.”

Li Mu humbly said, “Thank you for your encouragement, Uncle Zhao. I will definitely keep up the good work.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, sighing, “Actually, my biggest intention for coming to Yanjing this time, besides some official business, is to have a couple of drinks with you and for us father and son (figuratively) to have a good talk.”

Li Mu hastily said, “I also very much hope to talk more with you and learn from you. What you said to me at your company last time was very insightful.”

Zhao Xianliang raised an eyebrow and asked with a smile, “How was it? After you came back, did you find an opportunity to ask the Yanjing Municipal Government for some support?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Yes, I did. I requested a portion of Yanjing settlement quotas, and also one hundred thousand square meters of enterprise office land. In addition, I also applied to the Municipal Government for enterprise residential land. The Municipal Party Committee leaders indicated that all these issues could be resolved.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded with admiration, chuckling, “The crying child gets the milk. For exceptional talent like you, drawing closer to the government, expressing your needs in front of them, and helping them resolve more difficulties will absolutely grant you a transcendent status in Yanjing in the future. Even Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises and state-owned enterprises might not be able to compare.”

Li Mu nodded quickly, “Thank you for your guidance, Uncle Zhao. I understand.”

Zhao Ziqiu, seeing them chat incessantly from the moment they met, couldn’t help but complain, “Dad, you’ve been talking to Li Mu ever since we met. You haven’t even said a word to me.”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “Weren’t you having a private talk with your mom? You women have more in common to talk about, and it’s the same for Li Mu and me.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s smile was like a blooming flower, yet she deliberately acted coy with her mother, Xie Yun, “Mom, look, Dad doesn’t care about me at all now…”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said, “Silly girl, isn’t your dad caring about Li Mu the same as caring about you?”

Zhao Xianliang laughed heartily, “Your mother is right. When all is said and done, it’s still because he cares about you the most.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s intention was to act coy and liven the atmosphere, but she hadn’t expected her parents to be so direct with their words in front of Li Mu. It was far more unexpected than she imagined, causing her face to flush bright red.

Li Mu knew that Zhao Xianliang was particularly concerned about him because of Zhao Ziqiu, so he felt a little guilty conscience. Some things were beyond his control, for example, if Zhao Xianliang found out he had another public girlfriend, and that girlfriend wasn’t his daughter, would he immediately charge at him and fight him to the death?

Guilty conscience or not, Li Mu still had to perfectly complete his airport pickup duty. So, he walked and chatted with the family of three all the way to the parking lot, unhurriedly.

Zhao Ziqiu voluntarily gave up the passenger seat and sat in the back with her mother, Xie Yun. Zhao Xianliang then sat in the passenger seat next to Li Mu. As Li Mu drove out of the parking lot, he asked Zhao Xianliang, “Uncle Zhao, where would you and Auntie like to go first?”

Zhao Xianliang subconsciously said, “It’s still early, let’s go to Ziyun Villa first.”

After speaking, Zhao Xianliang felt a bit awkward.

Li Mu was also awkward.

The last time the four of them were together at Ziyun Villa was precisely when Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu’s relationship was discovered by Mr. and Mrs. Zhao Xianliang. This time, with Li Mu picking them up and taking the family of three to Ziyun Villa, the feeling was somewhat subtle.

Not only Li Mu and Zhao Xianliang, but Zhao Ziqiu’s pretty face was also flushed red with embarrassment at that moment. The incident from that time had left too deep an impression on all four of them, so at such a moment, everyone would instinctively recall that scene.

Xie Yun quickly spoke up to lighten the mood, saying, “Oh, Li Mu, Zi Qiu must have told you that we have an engagement tonight, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes, Auntie Xie, Zi Qiu told me.”

Xie Yun said, “Your Uncle Zhao was still muttering on the plane that he wanted to find some time to chat with you. See when you’re free these next two days?”

Li Mu replied, “I’m available. It depends on your and Uncle Zhao’s schedule.”

Xie Yun then said, “Then let’s do it tomorrow. We won’t eat out tomorrow; we’ll eat at home. I’ll cook. You shouldn’t drive then; you can have a drink with your Uncle Zhao.”





Chapter 959: Their Malice Against Me Is Undying

Zhao Ziqiu’s family villa in Ziyun Villa was not far from the one Li Mu bought from Wei Lan.

Li Mu’s villa was slightly deeper into the estate and somewhat larger in area than Zhao Ziqiu’s family home.

The reason Li Mu bought a villa in Ziyun Villa back then had something to do with being caught red-handed by Zhao Xianliang there, though this connection existed more in Li Mu’s subconscious, embodying the spirit of getting back up where one falls.

However, Li Mu no longer harbored the same competitive spirit towards Zhao Xianliang. Their relationship had eased significantly. Li Mu inwardly respected him as an elder and also regarded him as a good mentor.

Familiar with the route, Li Mu drove his car into Ziyun Villa. Zhao Xianliang had originally worried that Li Mu’s car wouldn’t be allowed in, but to his surprise, the security guard saluted Li Mu’s car and waved them through. Li Mu’s car merely slowed down slightly before the gate, then drove straight in without stopping.

This somewhat surprised Zhao Xianliang. He had thought he would need to step in to allow the car entry, but it seemed the security guards had let Li Mu in directly. Had the security level of Ziyun Villa dropped?

Upon reflection, Zhao Xianliang found it unlikely.

Ziyun Villa was the best villa area within Yanjing’s Fifth Ring Road. Not only was its location, environment, and hardware excellent, but more importantly, its management was superb. The people living there were either wealthy or influential, so security here certainly couldn’t be lax.

Although it was just a minor detail of Li Mu smoothly driving in, the observant Zhao Xianliang quickly concluded that Li Mu must have bought a villa in Ziyun Villa, because in his view, this minor detail had only one logical explanation.

The car stopped in front of Zhao Ziqiu’s family villa. Li Mu was still hesitating whether to naturally see them all the way home and then sit for a while, or to find an excuse to bail out first to avoid unnecessary awkwardness.

Just then, Guru Lei called Li Mu, so Li Mu said to Zhao Xianliang: “Uncle Zhao, I need to take a call first.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and said: “You go ahead. I’ll get out and open the door. When you’re done with your call, drive the car in and come inside for a bit.”

Li Mu agreed. After Zhao Xianliang got out of the car, he answered the call from Guru Lei.

“Hello, Director Lei.”

Guru Lei said from the other end of the line: “General Manager Li, I hope I’m not disturbing your holiday?”

Li Mu chuckled slightly: “I’m not on holiday. Feel free to speak your mind.”

Guru Lei said: “Didn’t you say earlier that Letao would most likely focus its attention on small and medium-sized sellers? We’ve been closely monitoring the situation with small and medium-sized sellers. Since yesterday, many of our ordinary clothing shop owners on our platform have received privately contact from Letao’s Marketing Department. What we currently master is that Letao is inviting our shop owners to open Online Stores on their platform. They are promising technical support and traffic advantage, and also promising a certain platform subsidy for the first half-year of opening shop. Reportedly, many shop owners are very interested. Director Liu and I both feel we must make a response as soon as possible, so I called to ask for your opinion.”

Li Mu asked: “How specifically are they offering technical support, traffic advantage, and platform subsidies?”

Guru Lei said: “For technical support, Letao’s people are telling our ordinary shop owners that as long as they agree to open Online Stores there, their technical staff will help them register shops, and even help them deep dive product information from their Taobao platform Online Stores and automatically list the same products on Letao. This means that shop owners practically don’t need to do any actual work; they just need to say yes, and they’ll have a Letao Online Store identical to their Taobao platform Online Store.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but praise: “That’s very clever! Their intention is to minimize the user’s behavioral cost and maximally reduce sellers’ psychological resistance and laziness.”

Guru Lei said: “Indeed, it’s very clever.”

Then, Guru Lei continued: “For traffic advantage, Letao’s people are promising shop owners who open shops first a certain recommendation slot resources, and they are also promising to buy traffic from other websites to increase their exposure.”

“What about the platform subsidy?”

Guru Lei said: “The platform subsidy is quite ruthless. Letao’s policy is to grant two types of subsidies for the first six months after opening a shop. One is leveraging Letao’s three logistics companies to offer all shop owners a subsidy policy for shipping at cost price. According to their offer, sellers’ express delivery costs can be reduced by 40%. Besides that, there’s another subsidy that directly gives all shop owners 5% of their sales amount as a platform subsidy.”

“Holy hell!” Li Mu roared: “This is too ruthless, isn’t it? First, they minimize the behavioral cost for Taobao shop owners to open shops on Letao, then they give them traffic advantage as an incentive. Just letting these small and medium-sized sellers open shops on Letao at zero cost is attractive enough. Now he’s also giving shipping discounts and a 5% platform subsidy? This isn’t just to attract Taobao sellers to Letao; it’s to induce / to guide sellers to guide Taobao users to transact on Letao!”

If it were merely attracting Taobao sellers to open shops on Letao, Li Mu wouldn’t feel much threat. Because Letao had no users or traffic, what good would it do for Taobao sellers to open shops there? Back then, many sellers opened shops on Taobao and simultaneously on Tencent Paipai, but Paipai failed to take off and eventually met its demise.

However, Mr. Ma’s move was truly ruthless. He first got Taobao sellers to open shops on Letao, then offered shipping discounts and a 5% platform subsidy. For sellers, this meant: if a buyer completed an orders on Letao, their profit margin would be greater.

For example, the initial weight shipping fee for express delivery in China is currently around fifteen yuan. If Letao uses its logistics advantage to offer sellers nine yuan, that means for the same one hundred yuan business, if a seller induce / to guide a Taobao user to place an orders on Letao, they could earn an extra six yuan in shipping fees and five yuan in platform subsidies. In this situation, most sellers would probably try every means to attract users to place orders on Letao.

The most crucial point was that Taobao’s current small and medium-sized sellers were not stable enough. They hadn’t fully realized how much additional benefit they would gain after accumulating sufficient ranking and credit on Taobao. So, in this situation, small and medium-sized sellers would definitely be shortsighted. Letao offering such a significant discount was akin to opening a shortcut for them to earn more money in the short term.

Want to earn more money? Induce / to guide all Taobao users to place orders on Letao, and you can earn about 10% more, not to mention the additional orders Letao itself might bring to sellers.

For sellers, if they can earn more just by induce / to guide users to switch platforms to place orders, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

For Letao, one seller doing this wasn’t much, but what if thousands of sellers did it? In one day, Letao could potentially gain thousands or even tens of thousands of new orders.

Thousands or even tens of thousands of orders per day corresponded to a sales amount of possibly tens of millions or more daily.

With tens of millions in sales amount increasing daily, Letao would immediately undergo an earth-shattering transformation, instantly changing from a desperate struggle to a thriving business. And how much would Mr. Ma have to pay? Even if the sales amount increased by one million yuan a day, he would only need to pay five hundred thousand in subsidies. And if Letao could continuously have a sales amount of ten million every day for ten days to half a month, Sun Zhengyi would probably immediately join forces with Amazon and reinvest tens of millions of US dollars.

So, Mr. Ma had truly put together a shrewd calculation.

Li Mu privately admired Mr. Ma’s tactics. This guy always managed to grasp the most core key points. The first time, he realized logistics would become his weakness and seized a core key point. The second time, he realized Letao needed to abandon electronic products and specialize in Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) in daily necessities to win, and he grasped another core key point. This time, he focused on C2C, intending to target his small and medium-sized sellers, once again identifying the right core key point, and his methods were so disgusting, making one feel repulsive as if one had swallowed a fly.

Li Mu began to plan in his mind; he couldn’t keep dragging this out with Mr. Ma. This person was toxic (addictive). After wrestling with him for so long, his tactics were causing Li Mu increasing headaches. This time, Li Mu had to find a way to shatter his shrewd calculation, and then quickly drag him onto the dead-end path he had long prepared for him, achieve success in one single effort!

After thinking it over, Li Mu said to Guru Lei: “Alright, I still have two hours this afternoon. You and General Manager Liu wait for me at the company. I’ll head over to meet you as soon as I’m done with my serious business.”

Guru Lei immediately said: “Okay, we’ll wait for you at the company.”

After hanging up, Li Mu immediately turned off the engine, entered the courtyard, and said to Zhao Xianliang, Xie Yun, and Zhao Ziqiu, who were waiting in the courtyard: “Uncle and Aunt (honorifics), Zi Qiu, something urgent came up at the company, I need to rush over immediately, so I won’t come in. Tomorrow, I’ll try to finish things early and come over sooner.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded: “Since it’s urgent, go take care of your serious business first. We’ll rest inside for a bit and it’ll almost be time to go out. We can chat tomorrow night.”

Xie Yun also said: “Li Mu, drive safely later. Come over early tomorrow night.”

Li Mu hastily nodded and said: “Okay, Auntie, I’ll head out now.”

With that, Li Mu gave a signal to Zhao Ziqiu, and mouthing a word/phrase, said: “I’m leaving.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said: “Mom and Dad, I’ll see Li Mu out. You two go inside and rest.”

Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun didn’t say much more. After bidding farewell to Li Mu, they entered the villa. Zhao Ziqiu accompanied Li Mu out the main gate. Before Li Mu got into the car, she said coquetishly to him: “Come early tomorrow night, and you’re not allowed to stand someone up / bail out.”

Li Mu reached out and stroked her face, smiling: “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely be early.”

Zhao Ziqiu gently took Li Mu’s hand that was stroking her face, lightly kissed his palm, and then softly said: “Drive slowly.”

Li Mu drove out of Ziyun Villa, then immediately stepped on the accelerator, speeding up. He muttered to himself: “Mr. Ma, your malice against me is truly undying. If I don’t finish you off this time, it’s simply unacceptable by heaven’s law!”





Chapter 960: Li Mu’s Countermeasures

Li Mu rushed to the Taobao platform, where about 80 percent of the employees were already on holiday. Most of those remaining were technical personnel, ensuring normal access and order placement on the Taobao platform throughout the National Day holiday.

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu were both workaholics; their dedication to work was no less than Li Mu’s. So, the first day of the National Day holiday was no different from a regular workday, with no slackening off in the slightest. It was precisely because of their high level of conscientiousness and responsibility that they were able to stay completely informed about Letao’s every move.

When Li Mu arrived at the company, the two immediately crowded into his office. After they explained the situation clearly in about ten minutes, Li Mu furrowed his brow.

The situation was indeed difficult to tackle. C2C sellers were countless sellers spread across the country. To put it plainly, every online store owner was an ordinary individual user. Taobao platform, as an enterprise, had quite an asymmetrical communication and interaction with these individual users. It might seem as though the platform held an absolute dominant position, but Li Mu knew clearly that in actual operation, the platform could not be too tough, otherwise it could easily trigger psychological resistance from users.

Therefore, this immediately ruled out one solution: absolutely cannot force Taobao sellers to operate across platforms. The platform aimed to create a good environment of free operation for these individual sellers. If the platform exercised authoritarianism on the basis of free operation, it would certainly face user rejection. While Li Mu was willing to let the platform demonstrate strength for online anti-counterfeiting, this situation could not be handled forcefully under any circumstances.

What’s more, individual sellers are free individuals in themselves. It would be useless to explicitly forbid them from opening stores on Letao; they could simply change their online store name and still flourish on Letao. Such matters could not be forcibly restricted by regulations at all.

The only thing Li Mu was happy about was that Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu shared his view on this point. None of them wanted to spoil the platform’s trendducers or break the balance between the platform and sellers just because of a minor threaten from Letao.

But then, the problem resurfaced.

Letao’s conditions were indeed very generous for these cost-free small and medium-sized sellers. If not restricted, then in the near future, large numbers of Taobao sellers would definitely open stores on Letao simultaneously. If they then tried to lure users from Taobao to place orders on Letao, it would very likely plant a huge ticking time bomb for Taobao.

For a time, none of the three had any particularly good ideas.

Senior Brother Liu frowned deeply, saying with considerable worry, “Letao is clearly on its last gamble. If they seize this opportunity to gain a firm footing, they might just manage to carve out a way to revitalize themselves. Right now, we feel like we have nowhere to exert our strength, like punching cotton—it’s so frustrating!”

Guru Lei clicked his tongue and said, “I think the most crucial thing is that if we let Letao revitalize the situation on this point, the traps we set for them might become useless.”

A single sentence snapped him awake.

Li Mu suddenly came to a realization and blurted out, “That’s right! Our ultimate goal is to comprehensively blockade Letao, leaving them only the path of selling counterfeit goods. If we let them revitalize the entire C2C now, all our planning will lose its meaning.”

Li Mu knew very well that to crush Letao by relying on legislation against e-commerce counterfeit sales, they must force Letao down the path of only selling counterfeit goods. The platform must knowingly sell fakes, or even actively encourage the sale of fakes. Otherwise, if given an out, they would simply revert to Taobao’s old ways. Even with anti-counterfeiting legislation, at most, they would just make some rectifications, which wouldn’t hurt them fundamentally.

The three exchanged a glance; none had a better solution.

Guru Lei sighed, “We have tens of thousands of individual sellers. It’s truly too difficult to control them.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “How about we engage in a subsidy war like Letao? They’re subsidizing by five percent, right? We’ll subsidize by eight percent, or even ten percent.”

“Meaningless,” Li Mu immediately waved his hand. “Subsidies are only one aspect. If we offer higher subsidies than them, it only ensures our sellers don’t poach our users, but it can’t stop our sellers from opening stores on Letao. Sellers are under no obligation to operate on only one platform.”

If it were a competition of burning money to subsidize users, Li Mu would be willing to lead that trend, just like the money-burning war between Didi and Kuaidi. After all, for any product, users are the most crucial, and users have exclusivity. The reason Didi and Kuaidi kept burning money was that neither dared to slack off. Once either side slacked off or fell behind, all users would flock to the competitor’s product.

However, if it was a competition of burning money to subsidize sellers, Li Mu felt it wouldn’t have much significance. This is because sellers, like the taxi drivers who accepted orders on Didi and Kuaidi back then, were constantly seeking maximum profit, and thus possessed no exclusivity whatsoever. When both companies were frantically burning money, most taxi drivers simultaneously accepted orders using Didi and Kuaidi. In such a situation, competing to subsidize drivers wouldn’t have any effect.

Li Mu propped his chin, pondering for a long time, then said, “I think what we need to do now is to shift the focus of competition from sellers back to users.”

The two looked at Li Mu, “What do you mean by that?”

Li Mu said, “It’s simple. First, we shouldn’t think about how to stop sellers from opening stores on Letao. Instead, we need to make our sellers realize the immense user traffic and vast profit potential of Taobao. Make them understand the importance of platform users and platform credibility. To put it bluntly, we need to make sellers realize Taobao’s extraordinary growth potential and attract them to focus all their attention on how to successfully manage their Taobao store.”

Saying this, Li Mu further explained, “First, starting today, we are going to advertise across the entire internet, and we will place vertical advertisements that lead directly to products. These ads will not promote products from partner enterprises, but only products from regular sellers. This will allow users across the entire network to see product ads directly, and click to enter the product detail page, using this method to increase the transaction volume of our 2C business, and make all small and medium-sized sellers see Taobao’s enormous strength in 2C business.”

Guru Lei said, “So, you mean we’re going to start putting effort into C2C now?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “Through large-scale promotion efforts, we want to send a signal to all small and medium-sized sellers: Taobao is going to put effort into C2C, and for every small and medium-sized seller, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

Senior Brother Liu asked Li Mu, “You just said we’re going to place vertical advertisements. How exactly do you plan to implement this?”

Li Mu said, “Regarding vertical ads, we need to negotiate collaborations with all major websites in China that have a certain traffic base. We will permanently buy out a floating ad space. This floating ad will simultaneously present patterns and information for four to eight types of goods to users. When users see it, clicking on any of the product information will directly jump them to the detailed page of that specific product.”

Senior Brother Liu sighed, “Then that promotion effort would be too great. And you said it’s only allocated to small and medium-sized sellers. With so many small and medium-sized sellers, how do we distribute it fairly?”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s the other key point I just mentioned. From now on, we need to continuously make our small and medium-sized sellers realize Taobao’s huge profit potential, making them focus all their energy on how to run their Taobao store well. This way, they naturally won’t have the energy to operate on other platforms. Even if they open stores on other platforms, they won’t put effort into managing them, because all their energy will be on Taobao.”

Continuing, Li Mu added, “Regarding this, I have two ideas: One is vertical advertising. How do we distribute our vertical ads? It’s simple: we allocate them to stores with high ratings, high recent activity points, high traffic, high transaction volume, and even high user inquiry volume. We’ll develop an algorithm and create a weight calculation system. Whichever store has high scores on these weight metrics recently, our algorithm will automatically push the best-selling product within their store into our vertical ads, directly and aggressively driving traffic to them.”

“For example, if a certain Mr. Wang has a women’s clothing store on our Taobao platform, and in the recent period, he diligently managed his store—listed many new products within a certain period, attracted many users to follow, inquire, and even place orders, and users generally gave high ratings with a low complaint rate—then his overall weight will be at a relatively high level. He would be a potential target for our support.”

“Coincidentally, a women’s knitwear item in his store sells the best, which proves that this knitwear itself is the product with the highest conversion rate in his store. So, we’ll directly import traffic to that knitwear’s page, and the conversion rate of traffic will naturally be guaranteed. And for Mr. Wang himself, our platform-wide traffic redirection could potentially bring him tens of thousands, even hundreds of thousands of visits, tens of thousands of inquiries, and thousands of transactions in a single day. If an item costs fifty yuan, we could bring him over one hundred thousand yuan in transaction volume in a single day. This way, he will naturally regard his Taobao store as his most important business enterprise, and the appeal of other platforms to him would naturally be much weaker.”

“Once we start using resources across the entire network to promote products, our daily display exposure could probably reach over ten million times, benefiting a large number of Taobao sellers every day. Then, we’ll just tell sellers the key points that affect their weight, as long as we don’t tell them the specific algorithm. As more and more Taobao sellers are benefited, other sellers will naturally flock to them, trying every means to improve their various weight metrics. By then, they will naturally have no time to bother with Letao.”

The two remained silent for a moment, and after understanding some key aspects, they both nodded and said, “This method is excellent. If we make all Taobao sellers realize the immense revenue potential of our platform, they will certainly diligently cultivate on our platform.”

Li Mu said, “Support is just one part of it. There’s an even more important one.”

The two simultaneously inquired, “What is it?”

Li Mu said, “Traffic support is short-term bullish news, not a long-term solution. So, we must give our small and medium-sized sellers a clear promotion ladder, a long-term promotion ladder.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “In the future, whether it’s external traffic to Taobao or internal traffic, more resources will be tilted towards high-level sellers. Sellers will clearly know that the higher their seller level on Taobao, the more additional resources they can get, and likewise, the more money they make. This way, they will naturally try every means to continuously increase their level. The higher their level, the more importance they will place on their Taobao store.”

Guru Lei said, delighted, “I understand what you mean. A multi-pronged approach to fundamentally make sellers unable to leave the Taobao platform and place the Taobao platform in the most important position, fundamentally weakening the influence of other platforms on them.”

Li Mu nodded, “Trying to bind them with regulations and restrictions is meaningless. Only money and benefits can firmly bind them to our platform.”

Guru Lei immediately said, “I have a suggestion: in the future, our search function, by default, will sort by seller credit rating. The higher the seller’s level, the higher their products will appear.”

Li Mu said, “That’s too absolute, it would make low-level sellers lose confidence. How about this: the top three products in the default search results will be from high-level sellers, and the rest will still follow our previous default comprehensive algorithm.”

Guru Lei thought for a moment and felt that Li Mu’s consideration was clearly more thorough, so he nodded and said, “OK, I’ll instruct the Technical Department shortly to adjust it as soon as possible.”

Li Mu nodded, then chuckled, “Although we can’t forcibly restrict our sellers from opening stores on Letao, we can still set some traps for them.”

Seeing Li Mu’s mischievous grin, the two immediately beamed with joy and eagerly inquired, “What good idea do you have?”

Li Mu laughed, “Letao isn’t going to collect information and automatically list products for them? Well, while they haven’t started yet, let’s quickly have our Technical Department develop a watermark function. We’ll add the Taobao platform’s logo watermark to all product display images across our entire network. In the future, when sellers list new products, the watermark logo will be automatically added to the images as well. Just this one thing, and their automatic collection will be crippled.”

Senior Brother Liu clapped his hands and said excitedly, “Brilliant idea! If all photos have our Taobao platform’s watermark, then even if Letao handles automatic collection for sellers, it won’t work anymore. They can’t allow their pages to be filled with our watermark logos! If they have to manually process them one by one, they would probably be exhausted to death. If our sellers need to re-upload them one by one on Letao, then…”

Guru Lei also said excitedly, “This idea is too good! It’s best to set multiple positions for adding the logo, appearing randomly top, bottom, left, right, top-left, top-right, bottom-left, bottom-right, to prevent them from mass blocking it through technical means!”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “Good! Let’s do it. Immediately communicate with the Technical Department; this function must be implemented as soon as possible!”





Chapter 961: A Gathering Among Friends

Because there was a gathering at his home that evening, Li Mu, after strategizing with Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei on how to handle the situation, handed the execution of the tasks over to them. While it wasn’t too late, he hastily drove back to Ziyun Villa.

At this very moment, Mr. Ma was not in as good a mood as Li Mu. He had been monitoring the progress feedback of their poaching strategy at the company. Today, all Letao employees worked overtime, from customer service to technical staff; nearly ninety percent of them had transformed into promotional staff, communicating with different Taobao sellers on the Taobao platform, trying to persuade them to agree to open a shop on Letao.

It must be said, Letao’s entire suite of supporting strategies was quite attractive to small and medium-sized sellers.

Firstly, opening a shop on Letao offered shipping fee reductions and platform subsidies. For the same product and pricing, selling on Letao meant earning significantly more than on Taobao.

Secondly, they didn’t need to expend any extra labor costs. They only needed to confirm an intention with a Letao staff member. After compiling their information, Letao’s staff would arrange for the Technical Department to perform unified information scraping, and then complete the registration, shop setup, and product listing on Letao for them. Once the Letao shop was identical to their Taobao shop, the account and shop management rights would be transferred to them.

Without spending any effort, they could open a shop on another platform and earn more money. Naturally, these small and medium-sized sellers had no reason to refuse. Apart from a portion of sellers who adopted a wait-and-see approach, most sellers clearly expressed interest in opening a shop on Letao.

Around five o’clock in the afternoon, Mr. Ma received feedback indicating that over one thousand two hundred sellers had explicitly stated their willingness to open a shop on Letao.

During the same period, the total number of Taobao sellers contacted by all Letao employees was just over two thousand. Among these, while one thousand two hundred explicitly agreed, scarcely any explicitly refused; all indicated they would consider it. This demonstrates that Mr. Ma’s overall strategy held a very strong appeal for Taobao sellers. Regardless of the final success rate, this strategy alone showed its caliber.

Lu Zhaoxi came to Mr. Ma’s office and said, “General Manager Ma, although the acceptance rate of our strategy for Taobao sellers is very high, many more Taobao sellers are waiting and watching. I think we should try to launch a batch of shops online today, and then quickly buy some external traffic to give certain benefits to this first group of settled sellers, which will also prompt other observing Taobao sellers to make a decision sooner.”

Mr. Ma said without hesitation, “Launch it! Launch it quickly! The sooner, the better! Notify the Technical Department to swiftly develop the batch collection and conversion scripts. This is imperative!”

Lu Zhaoxi responded, “The Technical Department is already developing them. One is for batch collection from Taobao, and the other is for batch listing on Letao. Our technical staff have been working non-stop on these two scripts since yesterday. They should be completed soon, probably around ten o’clock tonight. We can try with a batch then.”

Mr. Ma instructed, “Prioritize selecting a batch of shops with the highest current transaction volume from the Taobao shop owners willing to join Letao. The external traffic we buy should also prioritize supporting these sellers, allowing them to serve as a model for other Taobao sellers.”

He continued, saying with particular seriousness, “If we can poach a large number of ordinary Taobao sellers, and then utilize external traffic injection and platform subsidy policies to rapidly increase our order volume to one million orders per day, then Sun Zhengyi’s attitude towards us will definitely do a complete one hundred and eighty-degree turn. As long as we reverse his attitude, subsequent funding will absolutely not be an issue!”

“Understood, General Manager Ma, I will implement this as soon as possible!” Lu Zhaoxi was also very excited. After all, this was currently the only breakthrough strategy that offered hope, so he, too, was filled with a powerful determination to make it work, no matter what.

Mr. Ma nodded and remarked with a sigh, “I wonder if Li Mu will notice this move of ours targeting small and medium-sized sellers. If he does, what kind of countermeasures will he take?”

Lu Zhaoxi chuckled, “What I hope for most is for Li Mu to introduce forceful, restrictive regulations. That would definitely cause psychological repulsion among these sellers, and sellers don’t need to worry at all. They can completely avoid Taobao’s monitoring by simply changing their shop name and opening a store with us.”

Mr. Ma sighed lightly, “Li Mu is an unfathomable person. I don’t know how he will respond, but one thing is certain: this person almost never makes mistakes, which is terrifying. So, I’m worried he won’t take tough measures as we wish.”

…

Li Mu indeed wasn’t planning to take tough measures. Moreover, he understood clearly now that what he truly needed to do was stimulate sellers’ reliance on and重视 their Taobao platform, encouraging them to actively concentrate most, or even all, of their energy on his own platform. This would naturally shatter Mr. Ma’s shrewd calculation.

The reason he wanted the Technical Department to quickly resolve the image watermark issue was to greatly delay the efficiency of Taobao sellers opening shops on Letao. If they didn’t tamper with the images, Letao could automatically scrape and copy thousands, or even tens of thousands, of Taobao shops in just one night. But once this little obstacle was added, their automatic collection would fall through. At that point, they would have to manually block out each image, and efficiency would drop by countless times.

With a countermeasure in place, Li Mu felt much more relaxed. He drove back to his villa in Ziyun Villa early.

Li Ziwei was busying herself in the villa’s courtyard. Fayue Restaurant’s service staff and chefs had already set up exquisite dining tables, chairs, a bar counter, and a grill on the lawn.

White tablecloths, delicate tableware, and various high-grade wines and ingredients gave off an incredibly stylish, high-end luxurious party vibe, even before enjoying the food and drinks.

The meticulous Li Ziwei had even ordered a batch of lounge chairs to make the courtyard even more casual and comfortable.

Li Mu was quite satisfied with the arrangement of the venue. Li Ziwei gave Li Mu a detailed report on all the preparations, including the menu and beverage list for the evening. She had even specially ordered new bedding and essential toiletries for each guest room in the villa. If Li Mu’s friends were to stay overnight at the villa, basically everything they needed was provided.

Extremely pleased, Li Mu told Li Ziwei, “Stay and join us later. Tonight’s guests are mostly the core team from Wanying Real Estate. Take this opportunity to get to know them. It’ll be easier for you if you need to interact with them in the future.”

“Understood, General Manager Li,” Li Ziwei nodded gently. Although she felt somewhat nervous and out of place about participating in such a gathering, since she was Li Mu’s personal assistant and her superior had made this request, she certainly couldn’t drop the ball. After all, she would very likely have to deal with Wanying Real Estate personnel on behalf of Li Mu in the future, and getting to know them in advance would also help with her future work.

Li Mu then added, “Oh, right, Ziwei, tomorrow, help me buy a bouquet of fresh flowers and look for a presentably good bottle of white liquor. I’m going to have dinner at an elder’s house.”

Li Ziwei quickly replied, “Understood, General Manager Li. When would you like it?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Before five o’clock tomorrow afternoon, delivered here.”

Li Ziwei replied, “Okay, then I’ll take care of it tomorrow morning.”

A personal assistant is not just a work assistant; the former’s role is more akin to a personal aide. Li Ziwei was currently fulfilling such a role. Many aspects of Li Mu’s daily life were basically arranged for her to handle, and she was becoming increasingly proficient at it.

Since becoming Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei felt that her work, life, and even personality had undergone significant changes. She had always focused her main task on human resources and administration and never thought she would become a personal assistant. However, being the personal assistant to Li Mu, a legendary entrepreneur, was indeed a huge unexpected gain for her, so much so that she increasingly loved this job from the bottom of her heart.

Li Mu also admired Li Ziwei’s intelligence, meticulousness, and extraordinary execution ability. He mused that in the future, he should involve this girl in more tasks related to himself, so that she could share some of his work burden.

At six o’clock in the afternoon, Song Liang drove with his wife and children, and Wei Lan and Chen Ze drove with the sisters Du Fei and Du Wei, arriving together at Ziyun Villa. Only after Li Mu confirmed with the security guard were their cars allowed into Ziyun Villa, driving directly to Li Mu’s villa.

This was initially a private gathering to help Wei Lan recover from the shock, almost entirely social in nature, with no work issues intermingled. Therefore, Li Mu intentionally had Song Liang bring his wife and children, and Du Fei bring her sister, making it feel more private and personal.

The group arrived at the villa Li Mu had purchased from Wei Lan. Seeing everything meticulously prepared in the courtyard, almost everyone was pleasantly surprised. This relaxed, joyful, and cozy feeling truly made everyone feel extraordinarily relaxed.

Wei Lan’s emotional state also appeared very relaxed, which caused Li Mu to sigh in relief. Seeing that the chefs were still preparing the meal, scheduled to begin at seven o’clock, Li Mu simply invited everyone to tour his villa. He also didn’t forget to praise Wei Lan’s various unique designs for the house, even pulling Wei Lan along to introduce everyone to the concept and perspective behind many of the villa’s renovation details.

Facing the villa she had personally decorated, Wei Lan felt an extraordinary sense of belonging. Seeing that everyone genuinely appreciated her renovation design, she began to introduce it with a considerable sense of accomplishment.

Soon, Li Mu, who had originally been giving the tour of the villa, spontaneously transformed from “host” into one of the many “guests,” listening to Wei Lan, the true “host,” meticulously explain many of the villa’s well-thought-out aspects.

During the introduction of the villa, Li Mu could see that Wei Lan’s emotional state was getting better and better. He mused to himself, it seems this villa truly held extraordinary significance for Wei Lan.

In one particular moment, Li Mu even thought to himself if he should return the villa to its rightful owner, so that Wei Lan could feel a greater sense of belonging in her life alone in Yanjing.





Chapter 962: Disappointment and Pride

The villa in Ziyun Villa truly held extraordinary significance for Wei Lan.

It was once a cherished possession, and forced by family misfortunes, she had to sell it for cash. However, selling this beloved home brought even more incredible chemical reactions into Wei Lan’s life.

She and Li Mu met because of this villa, and the family misfortunes she encountered at the time were resolved because she met Li Mu. She even settled down in Beijing and became an employee of a company Li Mu held shares in.

For Wei Lan, she felt deep affection for the villa, yet no reluctance or regret. It was precisely because she gave up this villa that she gained so many unexpected surprises later, even finding a beloved.

Of course, being kidnapped by Song Zhilei was an accident, and Wei Lan never counted that danger as part of her gains or losses after meeting Li Mu.

To others, everyone knew Li Mu and Wei Lan met because of the transaction involving this villa, but the specific details weren’t clear. So, after touring the villa and everyone sat leisurely chatting in the living room, Du Wei, the youngest, asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, how exactly did you and Sister Wei Lan meet?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It was when I bought this house. She was the seller, and I was the buyer.”

Du Wei said, “Wasn’t that a one-off transaction? After the deal was done, shouldn’t there have been no more association?”

Li Mu said, “Normally that might be the case, but we were a little special.”

Du Wei pouted, deliberately saying with a mischievous look, “I bet you thought Sister Wei Lan was pretty, so you intentionally kept in touch with her even after buying the villa, didn’t you?”

Du Wei didn’t know much about Wei Lan, nor about Juncheng Real Estate. The reason she asked such a question was simply that she found Wei Lan incredibly beautiful. She strongly suspected that Brother Li Mu’s house purchase was a pretense, and pursuing a woman was his real goal. She asked this a little jokingly out of curiosity.

With so many people present, Li Mu wasn’t embarrassed by Du Wei’s playful question, but Wei Lan became a little shy. She quickly interjected, “Xiao Wei, Brother Li Mu isn’t that kind of person.”

Then, Wei Lan explained in detail, “The reason we kept in touch later was because I ran into some financial difficulties at the time and urgently wanted to sell this villa. But because I poured so much effort into this villa, I set a relatively high price, and no one was determined enough to buy it. At that time, Brother Li Mu was rich and powerful, buying it directly without bargaining a single cent. I felt indebted to him, so later when I came to Beijing for business, I wanted to treat him to a meal, and after that, we became friends.”

Du Wei was amazed for a moment, then cautiously asked, “Sister Wei Lan, did Brother Li Mu decide to buy this villa without bargaining after he met you?”

Wei Lan quickly said, “Of course not. That’s why I said Brother Li Mu isn’t that kind of person. At that time, I was in Huzhou City and couldn’t come over. The house was entrusted to a real estate agent for sale. After Brother Li Mu saw the house, he directly confirmed with the real estate agent that he wanted it and paid the Deposit. Only then did I rush over from Huzhou City to sign the contract and transfer ownership with him. That was our first meeting.”

Du Wei’s gaze towards Li Mu changed now. She gave Li Mu a thumbs up and said, “Brother Li Mu, you’re such a good person!”

Li Mu teased her, “What’s wrong? Why are you suddenly giving me a good person card?”

Du Wei looked puzzled, “What’s a good person card?”

Li Mu explained with a smile, “When a man confesses his feelings to a woman, but the woman says, ‘You’re a good person, but we’re not a good fit,’ that man has been given a good person card…”

Then, Li Mu added, “So don’t casually say someone is a good person; it sounds awkward.”

Everyone present was hearing the term “good person card” for the first time. Hearing Li Mu’s explanation and thinking about it carefully, they all found the expression very interesting and down-to-earth, bursting into laughter.

Song Liang said cheerfully, “If you put it that way, when I was pursuing your sister-in-law, she gave me plenty of good person cards. Every time I confessed to her, she’d say, ‘You’re a good person, but I can’t be with you…’”

Song Liang’s wife laughed and said, “You used to dress like those Young and Dangerous types all day long. How would I dare to date you…”

Chen Ze got interested and inquired about, “Sister-in-law, how did Brother Liang pursue you back then?”

Song Liang’s wife said, “Every day he’d dress like the fashionable Young and Dangerous, holding a bouquet of roses, waiting to intercept me downstairs from my dorm room. If I met him, I couldn’t escape. It got so bad that I later had to ask the school security guards for help to kick him out of our school. Eventually, all our school security guards recognized him and wouldn’t let him in through any gate. I finally had a few days of peace, just a few days, not even a week, and he was climbing over the wall to enter our school every day. Later, he was chased by our school security team across half the school.”

Chen Ze teased Song Liang, “Brother Liang certainly put in a lot of effort pursuing sister-in-law back then.”

Song Liang raised an eyebrow, “I’m telling you, when chasing a girl, you have to embrace the shameless belief to the end: first, don’t be afraid to die, and second, don’t be afraid of dying an ugly death. As long as you can do that, there’s almost no girl in this world you can’t conquer.”

The women listened with wide eyes. Du Fei stared blankly at Song Liang, exclaiming, “Brother Liang, I never thought you had such a terrifying side.”

Song Liang said, “What’s terrifying about that? Don’t you women just like persistent men?”

Du Fei subconsciously said, “That only works for someone you have feelings for. If there’s no feeling, no matter how persistent, it’s meaningless.”

As Du Fei said this, Li Mu caught a glimpse of Chen Ze’s expression, which instantly looked awkward for a second before quickly returning to normal. However, Song Liang’s wife had a discerning eye. Seeing this, she immediately changed the subject, saying, “You guys have veered off topic. Weren’t we talking about how Li Mu and Wei Lan met?”

Li Mu, fearing that no one would pick up on Song Liang’s wife’s cue and that even half a second of silence would deeply hurt someone with Chen Ze’s personality, immediately took over the conversation without any pause. He chuckled, “That’s right, speaking of how Wei Lan and I met, it was quite fated. After buying the house, we really did go our separate ways. She was rushing to the airport to catch a flight back to Huzhou City, and I had my own things to do. After parting ways, I finished a small task and then turned back, finding her still trying to hail a taxi by the roadside. She hadn’t managed to get one for so long, and I saw the anxious look on her face, so I demonstrated great spirit and drove her to the airport.”

Wei Lan also nodded and said, “Yes, actually, I feel indebted to you, partly because you gave me a ride then. Otherwise, I might not have caught my flight back to Huzhou City that day.”

Song Liang smiled and said, “Good thing you turned back and met Wei Lan, otherwise our Wanying Real Estate would have lost a great general, and a super beauty renowned throughout the industry.”

Li Mu chuckled, and with two sentences, he and Song Liang turned the previous topic around. Just then, Li Ziwei entered and politely told everyone, “General Manager Li, everyone, it’s time for the meal.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Oh, I’m starving from waiting! We can finally eat. Let’s go out.”

Song Liang’s son, hearing that it was time to eat, danced excitedly. He grabbed his dad with one hand and his mom with the other, wanting to walk out, saying as he went, “Mama, mama, I’m hungry too! I want to eat meat!”

So, everyone stood up and gradually walked out. Li Mu walked among the group. Wei Lan gently tugged at Li Mu’s sleeve and whispered, “Can I ask you something?”

Li Mu nodded, deliberately slowing his pace to let others go out first, while he and Wei Lan slowly walked at the back.

After putting enough distance between themselves and the others, Wei Lan quietly asked Li Mu, “How is Song Zhilei?”

Li Mu chuckled, “He had an amputation. He’s recovering at the Public Security Hospital now. Once he’s recovered enough, he’ll be moved to the detention center.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Song Zhilei has completely capsized this time. He’s definitely getting a life sentence. He’ll at least be in prison for over two decades with a severed leg, possibly for good.”

He had expected Wei Lan to be happy to hear this news, but to his surprise, Wei Lan seemed momentarily stunned, a hint of something akin to pity in her brows.

Li Mu asked her, “What’s wrong?”

Wei Lan pursed her lips for a long time, feeling a subtle reluctance in her heart. But she also felt that if she showed it in front of Li Mu, he would be quite disappointed in her. So she sighed softly, “Nothing, it’s just a little sentimental. I wonder what his wife and children will do in the future.”

Li Mu scoffed, shaking his head and saying, “You don’t need to worry about his wife and children. If his wife is good at managing the household, the family assets Song Zhilei left behind are enough for her to live a stable life with her children forever. Even if not forever, it’s enough to raise the children to be successful. Among over a billion people in China, how many do you think have such an economic foundation? Probably no more than tens of millions? They are already living better than the vast majority of people. As for the three children losing their father, that’s the wrongs Song Zhilei himself committed, and it’s certainly not something we need to worry about.”

Wei Lan was startled for a moment, thinking Li Mu was right. Even if Song Zhilei lost a lot of money on Juncheng Real Estate, his cash combined with various real estate properties still amounted to at least tens of millions, or even over a hundred million. His wife and three children could live very well anywhere, far better than most people. She truly had nothing to worry about.

Thinking this, the reluctance and melancholy in Wei Lan’s heart eased considerably. She pursed her lips and looked at Li Mu, feeling somewhat ashamed of her foolish kindness. After a long moment, she said, “I’m sorry, I disappointed you.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Not disappointed at all. Not only am I not disappointed, I’ve always been proud of you.”

With that, Li Mu snapped his fingers and chuckled, “Alright, that’s all in the past now. Let’s go eat.”

Wei Lan nodded, “Okay.”





Chapter 963: Offense and Defense

Several friends drank and made merry. As friends and partners, their relationship was already close. Moreover, this gathering was impeccable, from the environment to the food and fine wine. For everyone, it was a rare opportunity to relax.

Right at the start of the meal, when Li Mu asked the Fayue Restaurant staff to pour wine for everyone, he said that since they finally had the time and opportunity for a gathering, everyone should try not to be reserved. Tonight, they should drink as much as they could. If they drank too much to drive, Wang Yuanlang could help drive them back, or they could simply stay here.

Except for Song Liang’s son, Little Treasure, everyone responded to Li Mu’s proposal. The rare red wines specially selected by Wei Lan and Du Fei were opened first. Li Mu, as the owner of this villa, raised his glass to give a speech. He didn’t mention Wei Lan’s encounter a few days ago, but raised his glass and said to everyone, “This toast is for everyone, and for us. May everyone get better and better, and may we get better and better.”

“Everyone” referred to each person’s individual endeavors; “us” referred to their friendship and the shared business they managed together.

Almost everyone present today could sit and drink together thanks to Li Mu acting as a go-between. As the initiator of everything, Li Mu gave everyone a brand new, vast world. Therefore, to a large extent, he was the core of this small group chat, and had sufficient qualification to say these words. Everyone enthusiastically raised their glasses, clinked them together, and said in unison, “Getting better and better!”

After the first glass of wine went down, Li Mu smiled and said, “It’s truly a rare fate that we can gather here to build a business and get along so well. Let’s work hard together. I believe that in the next few years, Wanying will definitely be able to list on the main board or in Hong Kong, becoming a real estate company with a market capitalization of tens of billions or even higher. So this second toast is for Wanying’s beautiful tomorrow. On the path to great success, I hope no one falls behind.”

Li Mu’s words were mainly for Wei Lan.

Song Liang and Chen Ze were both shareholders of Wanying, so there was basically no such thing as falling behind. Even if someone were to withdraw from Wanying’s actual operations in the future, they would still be Wanying’s owners. As for Du Fei, she was more a friend than a colleague; Li Mu didn’t genuinely consider her an indispensable part of Wanying in his heart. The reason for inviting her to join was primarily for Chen Ze’s endeavor to flirt with girls.

Excluding these three, Wei Lan was the key teammate Li Mu hoped to keep at Wanying long-term.

Li Mu highly recognized Wei Lan’s capabilities in all aspects. Even without much energy to oversee Wanying’s specific operations, Wei Lan was Li Mu’s greatest reliance for Wanying’s future. Wei Lan’s situation was also truly unique, with her parents still overseas. Li Mu didn’t want Wei Lan to suddenly have thoughts of leaving one day.

If residential real estate was a business of at least five to ten years, then commercial real estate was a business of at least ten to twenty years. To achieve great success in commercial real estate, it required a considerable amount of time to cultivate. Wei Lan could receive her rightful eight hundred million yuan cash after three years, including the Wanying shares Li Mu promised her. Li Mu didn’t feel heartache over the shares; what he feared was Wei Lan suddenly wanting to withdraw after three years.

The others nodded, passionately saying that they certainly wouldn’t fall behind and would fight to the end for Wanying. For a moment, everyone was full of heroic spirit, especially Song Liang and Chen Ze. Song Liang had poured all his efforts into Wanying Real Estate. Chen Ze currently poured a small portion of his efforts into the Shunyi racetrack and CSC Club, but the majority of his efforts had already gone to Wanying.

Li Mu watched Wei Lan beside him, waiting for her response. Wei Lan also understood the deep meaning behind Li Mu’s words. Previously, deep down, she could be said to follow implicitly or even blindly adore Li Mu, but this time, she actually felt a little afraid. She didn’t dare to make any immediate statements; she was afraid that she might go back on her word to Li Mu in the future.

Seeing Wei Lan lightly biting her lower lip but remaining silent, Li Mu specifically clinked his glass with hers and, in a voice only she could hear, said, “If your father’s judgment is unfavorable to him, you don’t need to worry. Give me three years, and after three years, I will definitely reunite your family in the country.”

This was Li Mu’s promise.

Li Mu firmly believed that if the court found Wei Jun guilty, given three years, he could completely resolve the issue, allowing him to return to China with peace of mind. Even if such a matter required shady dealings on his part, for Wei Lan, for Wanying, and for his sense of responsibility towards her, he would do it without hesitation.

Upon hearing Li Mu say this, Wei Lan immediately understood that Li Mu actually saw everything very clearly. He knew that her biggest concern was her parents far away in the United States. He knew that after fulfilling the three-year term, she might not be able to continue on her own in China, and might want to take that money to the United States to be with her parents. So, he gave this promise, which touched her most sensitive and vulnerable spot, making her eyes instantly well up with tears.

Li Mu had spoken to this extent, and Wei Lan suddenly felt a surge of heroic spirit, “a scholar dies for his confidant.” The emotions buried deep in her heart stirred. Then, with a firm resolve, she spoke with double meanings, “I only have myself. In the future, everything I have will be at your disposal.”

Li Mu, oblivious to her deeper meaning, nodded with joy and said, “Let’s work hard together.”

…

As the private party at Ziyun Villa became more lively, far away in Hangzhou, the technical team had just finished developing the automatic collection script.

In the era of computers and the internet, everything was about efficiency, but sometimes, pure efficiency could give rise to a special kind of confrontation.

Any website’s network capacity had an upper limit. If a website’s login mechanism had a limit on visit attempts, then any hacker, by writing a script that constantly attempted logins, could send hundreds, thousands, or even tens of thousands of login requests per second, quickly overwhelming the entire website’s login mechanism and preventing all users from logging in normally.

To counter this “efficiency,” clever internet users invented a human-machine verification mechanism: captcha.

Without captcha, a script could submit ten thousand login requests per second. But once a captcha that scripts couldn’t recognize was added, fully automated scripts were immediately blocked from the website. Want to submit a login request? Sure, but first fill out the captcha correctly. Recognizing some hard-to-read captchas would take at least a few seconds, and filling it out would also take a few seconds. Even if it succeeded on the first try, submitting a login request would take at least ten seconds.

Ten thousand times per second versus once every ten seconds – the efficiency difference was one hundred thousand times.

General Manager Ma’s technical team developed a fully automated script capable of ten thousand requests per second. Taobao platform’s servers could handle tens of millions of people browsing simultaneously. With such powerful bandwidth and server support, General Manager Ma’s technical team could collect all pages on the Taobao platform within a few hours.

However, once the watermark went online, General Manager Ma’s shrewd calculation would fall through.

At that point, Mr. Ma would only have three choices.

The first choice: To ensure efficiency, they must bite the bullet and use it! Li Mu would be immensely pleased, as then Letao would be full of images bearing Taobao’s watermark logo. This would be incredibly effective advertising.

The second choice: To avoid advertising for Li Mu’s Taobao and simultaneously losing face, they could sacrifice efficiency and switch to batch collection, but with manual covering before uploading. This would significantly slow down efficiency. Currently, the average number of images in Taobao platform product descriptions is around five. If watermarks appeared randomly in different positions on five images, and all five images had to be manually covered, it would take at least several minutes…

The third choice: Letao would no longer help Taobao sellers collect and list products, letting Taobao sellers upload products themselves. Their original images would not have the Taobao platform watermark logo. However, while this would reduce Letao’s trouble, would Taobao sellers be willing to suddenly take on such a massive workload?

At nine in the evening, Lu Zhaoxi excitedly arrived at General Manager Ma’s office and enthusiastically said, “General Manager Ma, our collection script and upload script are both ready! It’s one hour earlier than previously estimated!”

Finally, some good news! Mr. Ma immediately stood up and happily said, “Very, very good! The efficiency of the technical team colleagues is commendable!”

After saying that, General Manager Ma added, “Oh, right! To avoid delays that may bring trouble, tell the Technical Department to immediately collect all product pages from the Taobao platform. Remember to use a script that changes IPs. If a single IP generates an extremely large number of visits, Li Mu will definitely notice! We need to collect all this product information before he notices; then, even if he finds a way to block it, it will be meaningless!”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded immediately: “I’ll go give the orders now!”

For automatic IP changing, there were plenty of ready-made software and scripts online. Various small websites used scripts that could constantly change IPs to boost unique IPs and PVs. Letao’s technical staff already had existing scripts, almost ready to use.

At 9:10 PM, Letao officially began collecting pages from Taobao. For a search engine like Baidu, collecting a single Taobao page would be a drop in the ocean of its entire collection work, but for Letao, this was truly a colossal project.

Tonight, Guru Lei was overseeing operations at the Taobao platform, working overtime.

The technical method Taobao used for this batch increase of logos was not to add a logo to every image on the server, but rather to directly add a function within the website program. Once this function was enabled, users visiting the website after it was turned on would, when accessing product detail pages, have the logo automatically overlaid on the images by the server for display. So Letao needed to collect pages one by one, but Taobao possessed a master switch to instantly add watermark logos to all images.

More importantly, this switch had quietly been turned on an hour ago.

When Letao’s collection script began to exert its efforts, the person in charge of the Technical Department was closely monitoring the collection quantity and speed, when he inadvertently discovered an anomaly: In the product page information continuously being collected, every product image description mysteriously had an extra two-line semi-transparent white logo!

The top line of the logo was “Taobao platform”; the bottom line was ““.





Chapter 964: Feeling Insulted

Letao’s entire technical staff, who had been riding high on excitement, experienced an earth-shattering shift in their mood due to the sudden appearance of a watermarked logo on the Taobao platform. They instantly plummeted from the clouds into the mud.

Lu Zhaoxi had been waiting for the good news of successful data collection when he suddenly received the message that Taobao had added watermarked logos. Shocked, he immediately opened the Taobao platform, randomly selected an item, and as soon as he entered the product details page, Lu Zhaoxi’s heart instantly sank by half.

This feeling was akin to a group of foolish thieves preparing to steal grain from a granary with a truck, a loader, and other equipment, only to arrive and discover that the grain couldn’t be loaded in sacks and had to be picked up one grain at a time by hand. The level of disappointment was evident.

Realizing the seriousness of the problem, Lu Zhaoxi immediately got up and rushed to Mr. Ma’s office. Pushing the door open, he found Mr. Ma in a rare good mood, brewing himself a pot of tea. Seeing Lu Zhaoxi enter, Mr. Ma smiled slightly, “Zhaoxi, you’ve come at just the right time. Come have a cup of tea.”

Mr. Ma motioned to Lu Zhaoxi while asking him, “Has our data collection work started yet?”

Seeing Mr. Ma’s relaxed demeanor, Lu Zhaoxi suddenly felt a twinge of reluctance.

Lu Zhaoxi had witnessed Mr. Ma’s state over this period; he knew Mr. Ma’s mood had been exceptionally low for a while, and he had endured a very difficult time. Now, Letao had finally found a glimmer of hope in despair, preparing to aggressively push C2C, even directly poaching small and medium-sized sellers from the Taobao platform to join them. But unexpectedly, the method that they had thought Li Mu couldn’t possibly defend against or prevent, was once again thwarted by a single move from Li Mu, and in such a disgusting way. Lu Zhaoxi felt a knot of frustration in his heart, and at the same time, worried that Mr. Ma’s hard-won peace of mind would be shattered again.

Seeing Lu Zhaoxi hesitate, Mr. Ma sensed that something was not quite right. He quickly asked him, “What’s wrong? Has something else happened?”

The word “else” conveyed an exceptional sense of helplessness.

From the day Mr. Ma grew jealous and envious of Li Mu’s foray into the retail end of e-commerce, Mr. Ma had begun to dig pits for Li Mu. Each time, his plans were well-thought-out and intended to succeed, but each time something would go awry, causing his hopes to be dashed.

Although Mr. Ma felt that this attempt at easy success by poaching Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers was practically a sure thing, and he himself couldn’t imagine how Li Mu could constrain or control so many dispersed sellers, seeing Lu Zhaoxi’s dejected expression, his heart still gave a sudden jolt. He thought to himself: Could it be that Li Mu has found a way to break the deadlock again?

At this moment, Lu Zhaoxi sighed, sat opposite Mr. Ma, and after a moment’s hesitation, said, “Taobao has suddenly used technical means to add their watermarked logo to all product detail page images. Now, every single image has a semi-transparent white ‘Taobao platform’ text and their website link on it. It’s truly disgusting.”

Mr. Ma froze for a moment, then immediately went to his desk, opened a webpage, and took a look. With that glance, his entire body felt as if it had fallen into an ice pit!

A surging primordial power erupted from within the pale-faced Mr. Ma, almost entirely converging in his hands, leaving him with only one thought: smash the monitor!

It was simply infuriating! Mr. Ma had provoked Li Mu so many times and been pushed back just as often, but never before had he felt such rage!

Before today, what had angered Mr. Ma the most was Li Mu ambushing Letao’s meticulously planned major promotion. But that was because Li Mu’s strength was overwhelming; he had completely crushed Mr. Ma with sheer power. Although Mr. Ma had been utterly defeated, he harbored no resentment. However, today’s incident was simply too unbearable for him!

Mr. Ma’s intention was to quickly poach a batch of Taobao sellers and rapidly list a batch of shops and products on Letao. He had naively thought that Li Mu would rack his brains trying to figure out how to counter the poaching and how to restrict sellers from opening shops on multiple platforms. But what he didn’t expect was that Li Mu had completely changed his approach. He hadn’t thought about the problem in the way Mr. Ma had predicted; he had simply found the simplest yet remarkably effective solution: You want to poach my people? Fine, I’ll let you poach them, but I’ll make sure it’s not so easy for you to do so.

Li Mu’s method not only completely exceeded Mr. Ma’s worries and calculations, but it was also extremely effective. If Mr. Ma weren’t Li Mu’s opponent, if he were an outsider observing how Li Mu broke the deadlock, upon seeing this, he would undoubtedly feel a sense of enlightenment, like a turn for the better.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t an observer; he stood on the opposite side of Li Mu. Therefore, this was an absolute crushing blow to his intelligence, making him feel as though his IQ had been severely insulted…

Seeing Mr. Ma sitting gloomily in front of the computer, deep in thought, Lu Zhaoxi also fell silent.

After a long while, Mr. Ma said with a solemn expression, “Li Mu is buying himself time. By using this method, he has greatly delayed our progress, and then he’ll have more time to think about countermeasures. Li Mu knows that if we want to list these products on Letao, the first thing for sure is that we absolutely cannot keep the Taobao logo. This leaves us with only two choices: either we manually process the logos, or we give up on batch listing for sellers and make them do it themselves. In short, no matter which method we adopt, we lose the quick and efficient path forward! Li Mu is truly shrewd!”

At this point, Mr. Ma let out a long, heavy breath and said, “You see, they are too shrewd. The logo position on each image is random; it’s neither uniform nor follows any pattern. This makes it impossible for us to mask them in batches. In terms of efficiency, it’s practically a regression from the internet age to pre-Industrial Revolution times…”

Lu Zhaoxi said, “For the logo issue, there’s no good solution for now. If we want to ensure execution, it’s pretty much impossible to leave everything to the sellers. How about we just hire some part-timers to manually cover them up? We can use Photoshop’s blur filter to process the entire watermarked logo area.”

Mr. Ma grit his teeth and remained silent for a moment, then suddenly said with some irritation, “I just thought of a problem! If we collected product information without watermarks, we could just list it directly and outsiders would consider it a spontaneous action by the sellers. After all, if a seller can upload product information on Taobao, they can upload the same on Letao; there’s nothing wrong with that. However, if the information we upload includes masked Taobao logos, that would mean we’re openly admitting that we’ve collected product information from Taobao, letting the entire industry know.”

Lu Zhaoxi had only been thinking about how to deal with the Taobao platform’s watermarks and hadn’t considered this angle. As soon as Mr. Ma mentioned it, he immediately realized the severity of the problem.

While most companies might use unfair or unethical competitive methods, they generally do so quietly. If Letao were to launch a large batch of product information with masked Taobao logos, it would truly be shooting itself in the foot!

After much hesitation, Mr. Ma spoke, clearly depressed: “As things stand, ensuring efficiency is basically impossible for us. We’ll have to change the approach. You immediately sort out a batch of the most promising Taobao sellers who are willing to cooperate with us, then communicate with them and ask them to provide product image materials. We’ll assemble a part-time team to manually upload each product, one by one, based on their Taobao shop details and the raw image materials they provide. Although the efficiency will be very low, with strength in numbers, if a part-time team of one or two hundred people can all get moving, I think listing ten thousand products a day shouldn’t be a problem.”

Lu Zhaoxi said in surprise, “Completely manual uploading? That’s going to be an awful lot of work…”

“There’s no other way,” Mr. Ma said. “A large part of the reason these Taobao sellers agreed to cooperate with us was our initial pitch: that they wouldn’t have to worry about anything, and we’d handle everything for them. If we go back on our word now and ask them to manually upload product information themselves, they’ll experience a huge psychological letdown. Moreover, everyone has inertia. Even if they’re willing to do it, it’ll be hard for them to dive in immediately. They’ll probably procrastinate for ten days to half a month, and we can’t afford to wait that long!”

Speaking of which, Mr. Ma continued, “So we’ll simplify it for them as much as possible. They just need to put all the image materials into a compressed file and send it to us. Then, how to select the images for a single product from the many will also be handled by our part-time team. We won’t add any extra work for these sellers. Only by doing this can we ensure that within the next three to five days, we successfully list tens of thousands of products and hundreds of shops, to set the stage. At that point, we’ll immediately direct traffic to these shops, allowing other hesitant sellers to see the profit potential. Once they find it profitable, they’ll naturally be willing to take action.”

Lu Zhaoxi thought for a moment, then gently nodded and sighed, “It seems this is the only way. It just means that all the work our Technical Department has done these past few days has essentially gone to waste. It will probably deal a considerable blow to everyone’s enthusiasm.”

Mr. Ma frowned and said, “Precisely at times like these, you must play the crucial role of a leader. Our opponent is formidable, and they’ve made us put in a lot of futile effort and take many detours. But the more this happens, the less we can afford to be dejected. Instead, we must let the team develop an urge for revenge, uniting against a common foe, motivating everyone’s enthusiasm, and enabling them to unleash greater potential to compete against our opponent!”

Lu Zhaoxi immediately became serious and said repeatedly, “General Manager Ma, I understand. Rest assured, I will implement this thoroughly.”

Mr. Ma’s expression softened somewhat. He nodded, then sighed again, saying, “What I’m most worried about now is not knowing what other major play Li Mu is brewing, having resorted to this time-delaying tactic…”





Chapter 970: Leave of Absence Notice

“”

“”

My head hurts terribly, and painkillers aren’t doing much good. Today’s second update will be postponed for now; I’ll make it up immediately once I feel better tomorrow!

“”

“”





Chapter 965: Fatherly Love as Vast as a Mountain

The party was still going on in the villa courtyard at Ziyun Villa.

Although the early October night was slightly cool, the slight chill didn’t affect Li Mu and his high-spirited friends in the slightest.

Song Liang’s son had eaten his fill and was already fast asleep in his mother’s arms, so Li Mu had Song Liang take the child to a guest room to rest. The group of adults continued to drink and make merry.

They drank heartily until past eleven at night. Everyone was basically a little light-headed from the alcohol. As it got close to ending, fueled by the liquor, everyone decided to just stay at Ziyun Villa. In their drunken state, no one wanted to bother going all the way home; they wished they could just find a bed nearby and enjoy a good night’s sleep.

So, Li Mu had Li Ziwei assign guest rooms to everyone. Song Liang’s family stayed in the master bedroom where Li Mu’s parents used to live. Du Fei and Du Wei, the two sisters, shared a guest room. Chen Ze had a room to himself, and Wei Lan also had a room to herself.

It seemed like a sensible arrangement, but Du Fei felt uneasy about Wei Lan and insisted on pulling Wei Lan to sleep with her. They had been staying together for the past two days, and Du Fei seemed to have developed a habit.

Du Wei, being sensible and mature, immediately said she could take a guest room on her own and let her sister and Wei Lan stay together.

Wei Lan initially wanted to gently refuse, but seeing the slightly drunken Du Fei show an even stronger sense of responsibility towards her, she could only go along with Du Fei’s wishes.

The next morning, everyone woke up, sobered up, and left one after another. The large villa was once again left with only Li Mu.

The staff from Fayue Restaurant had already cleaned the courtyard thoroughly. Aside from a few lounge chairs Li Ziwei had bought, nothing from last night’s gathering was left behind.

The morning sun was warm and pleasant, and Li Mu lazily lay on a lounge chair in the courtyard for a long time. Thinking of Wei Lan, and the idea that had flashed through his mind, Li Mu sent Wei Lan a text message:

“Wei Lan, I basically have no time to stay in the villa at Ziyun Villa. Why don’t you just buy it back? You can give me the money after you get the eight hundred million funds from Juncheng Real Estate. The price will be according to our original contract price.”

At this moment, Wei Lan had already arrived home. Du Fei wasn’t with her, saying she needed to take her sister, who hadn’t returned home all night, back home first, and then she would come to accompany Wei Lan in the evening.

Seeing Li Mu’s text message, Wei Lan understood clearly that Li Mu was once again taking care of her, wanting to return the Ziyun Villa to her. However, Wei Lan didn’t want it at all.

Although the villa was indeed her favorite, it had already brought her too many unexpected gains, so much so that Wei Lan no longer had any thought of trying to repossess it. So Wei Lan replied to Li Mu: “Thank you for always thinking of me, but I’m lonely enough in Yanjing by myself. Are you really going to make me live in Ziyun Villa alone? That would be too pathetic!”

Li Mu had anticipated that Wei Lan might refuse or be overly polite, but he didn’t expect her to reply like this. After pondering for a moment, he felt that what Wei Lan said was true. All of Wei Lan’s close relatives were in America, leaving her alone in Yanjing. This situation indeed would make one feel even more lonely.

So Li Mu replied to her: “Then let’s not worry about it for now. If you change your mind someday, just tell me.”

…

In the afternoon, Li Ziwei drove over and brought Li Mu a bouquet of flowers and a bottle of aged Maotai liquor that was almost impossible to buy on the market.

The flowers were primarily carnations, paired with several other kinds of flowers that Li Mu didn’t recognize. Because they were well-arranged and carefully selected, the overall look was fantastic.

Li Mu didn’t know much about liquor, nor did he know which kind Zhao Xianliang preferred. Bringing a bottle of liquor was just a small gesture of goodwill. It didn’t matter if it wasn’t his favorite, as long as the thought was there.

Around five o’clock, Zhao Ziqiu called Li Mu and asked him: “Are you busy now?”

Li Mu said: “No, I’m not. What about you? Are you done with Uncle and Auntie?”

Zhao Ziqiu said: “Mom and Dad just came back from the city. We also bought a lot of ingredients. Mom started busy preparing dinner as soon as she got home. She asked me to help her out, saying she was afraid Dad would be bored alone, so she told me to call you and ask you to come over early to chat with Dad.”

Li Mu chuckled: “I can go now. I could just walk over. But wouldn’t that be a bit much? Arriving so quickly, wouldn’t it startle Uncle and Auntie?”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said: “I don’t think it’s a big deal. Even if they know you have a villa in Ziyun Villa, that’s perfectly normal.”

Saying that, Zhao Ziqiu continued: “My mom even wants you to come early. Otherwise, Dad will definitely be bored to death. Hurry up and come chat with Dad, then I can relax and help Mom cook in the kitchen.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Alright, then. I’ll go change and head over now.”

Li Mu hung up the phone and immediately went back to his walk-in closet to change. Zhao Ziqiu put away her phone and quickly walked into the living room, saying to Zhao Xianliang, who was sitting there smoking a cigar and reading the newspaper: “Dad, Li Mu said he’s changing clothes and will be leaving soon. He’ll be here in a bit. When he arrives, you can keep him company for me. I’ll go help Mom cook.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled slightly: “Go help your mom. When Li Mu arrives, Dad will entertain him for you.”

Zhao Ziqiu bashfully stuck out her tongue and hurried to the kitchen.

Xie Yun was currently organizing the various ingredients she had bought today. Seeing Zhao Ziqiu’s flushed face, she couldn’t help but tease her: “I just asked you to call Li Mu. Why is your face all red?”

“No way,” Zhao Ziqiu said coyly, unable to hide her bashfulness. “It’s just Dad was joking with me, telling me to come help you, and saying he’d entertain Li Mu when he arrived. You tell me, it’s not like I invited Li Mu to our house for dinner, and I’m not the head of the family, so how is he entertaining him ‘for me’?”

Xie Yun looked at her, smiling indulgently, and said: “Your dad isn’t wrong. Isn’t he entertaining him on your behalf? Inviting Li Mu home for dinner is also because he’s your boyfriend. Your dad and I pay so much attention to Li Mu’s activities every day, it’s also because of you.”

Saying that, Xie Yun casually added: “Oh right, did you know, recently your dad insists on discussing things related to Li Mu with me every night before bed. He’s totally obsessed.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise: “What’s wrong with Dad recently? Why is he paying so much attention to Li Mu?”

Xie Yun laughed: “It’s all because you found such a ‘monster’ like Li Mu. Ever since your dad genuinely accepted him, he’s been thinking about how to advise him every day.”

She paused, then Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu and said: “After all, isn’t it all for you?”

Zhao Ziqiu bashfully lowered her head, truly feeling her parents’ love and concern for her, especially her dad. He usually looked serious-looking and stern, but she never expected him to pay so much attention to Li Mu for her sake. It truly echoed the saying: “Fatherly love as vast as a mountain.” Touched, Zhao Ziqiu took small steps to Xie Yun’s side, acting coyly and saying: “Mom, thank you and Dad!”

Xie Yun said: “No need to be polite with your parents. Hurry up, wash your hands and help me.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly prepared to wash her hands and start working. Li Mu had already pressed the doorbell to Zhao Ziqiu’s house.

There was no camera, and Zhao Xianliang’s voice came through the intercom from outside: “Who is it?”

Li Mu, holding a bouquet of fresh flowers in one hand and a bottle of white liquor in the other, quickly said: “Uncle Zhao, it’s me, Li Mu.”

Zhao Xianliang was clearly a little surprised. It hadn’t even been ten minutes since his daughter spoke to him. His daughter had just finished calling Li Mu and had apparently said Li Mu was getting ready to change clothes and leave. Could “changing clothes and leaving” and then arriving take only ten minutes?

In his surprise, Zhao Xianliang remembered his previous speculation. It seemed Li Mu was ninety-nine percent sure he had bought a villa in Ziyun Villa.

Zhao Xianliang opened the gate switch while walking out of the villa. As he pushed the door open, Li Mu just happened to enter the courtyard. Zhao Xianliang stood at the doorway, and when Li Mu was close, he smiled and said to him: “Zi Qiu just said you were getting ready to leave. Didn’t expect you to arrive so quickly. Come on in, have a seat.”

Li Mu first nodded to Zhao Xianliang, politely saying, “Hello, Uncle Zhao.” Then he spoke honestly to Zhao Xianliang: “I haven’t had a chance to tell you, but a while ago I came across a villa in Ziyun Villa that was for sale. I liked it after seeing it, so I bought it. But I rarely stay there; most of the time I live near the company. Yesterday, I just happened to have a gathering with a few business partners there, so I came directly from there today.”

Li Mu said this frankly, and Zhao Xianliang also felt it was pretty much as he had guessed. So he smiled and said: “You made the right choice buying in Ziyun Villa. Even if you don’t live there, it’s a good investment. In three to five years, its market value will at least double.”

Saying this, Zhao Xianliang had already led Li Mu into his living room.

Li Mu placed the fresh flowers and liquor on the coffee table and said: “Uncle Zhao, I didn’t bring many gifts. I bought some flowers for Auntie, and brought you a bottle of liquor.”

Zhao Xianliang laughed: “Thank you, that’s very thoughtful. Have a seat quickly!”

Inviting Li Mu to sit on the sofa, Zhao Xianliang smiled and said: “Zi Qiu and your auntie are busy in the kitchen. Dinner will probably be a while. Do you play chess? How about we father and son play a couple of rounds?”

Li Mu quickly asked: “What kind of chess, Uncle Zhao? I’m not very good at board games, I only know a few.”

Zhao Xianliang asked him: “Chinese Chess, do you play?”

Li Mu had played Chinese Chess for many years but wasn’t very skilled, having received no systematic training. However, since Zhao Xianliang wanted to play, he naturally couldn’t refuse. So he said: “I’m not good at Chinese Chess. I only know the basic rules of piece movement, like how the horse and elephant move.”

Zhao Xianliang laughed heartily: “Knowing the basic rules is enough. To be honest, I’m also a lousy chess player. I’ve played for twenty or thirty years, but my skill hasn’t improved much. We’re both idle anyway; we’re just messing around.”

Li Mu chuckled: “Sounds good, let’s play a couple of games!”

Zhao Xianliang then stood up and said: “Come on, let’s go up to the study upstairs to play chess.”

Li Mu quickly said: “I’ll go say hello to Auntie and Zi Qiu first.”

Just as he finished speaking, Xie Yun, hearing the commotion, came from the kitchen to the living room. Seeing Li Mu, she smiled and said: “Li Mu’s here.”

Li Mu stood up respectfully and said: “Hello, Auntie Xie.”

“Hello, hello.” Xie Yun smiled and said: “Zi Qiu just mentioned you, and you’re here so quickly.”

Zhao Xianliang pointed at the fresh flowers on the coffee table and said to Xie Yun: “Li Mu also bought you a bouquet of flowers.”

“Oh, really?” Xie Yun hurried closer and looked at the bouquet of carnations on the coffee table, saying with great delight: “The flowers are beautiful, I love them! Thank you, Li Mu.”

“Please don’t mention it, Auntie Xie.”

Xie Yun smiled slightly and said: “You keep your uncle company for a bit. I’ll go back to cooking. We’ll start dinner around six thirty.”





Chapter 966: Auras of Empowerment

In just twenty minutes, Li Mu lost three consecutive games to Zhao Xianliang.

Perhaps Li Mu’s skill was too subpar, or perhaps Zhao Xianliang’s chess moves were too formidable. In any case, Li Mu was no match for him at all. Zhao Xianliang’s every move was far-sighted, containing strategic planning that Li Mu simply couldn’t fathom. Thus, Zhao Xianliang employed a small strategy every three steps and a major one every five, leaving Li Mu powerless to respond.

After losing three games in a row, Li Mu, while setting up the board, praised, “My chess skills are nowhere near Uncle Zhao’s. My meager ability is simply no match for yours.”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled and asked Li Mu, “Think carefully, don’t you often give your opponents this very feeling in business?”

Li Mu humbly replied, “How could I be as far-sighted as you, Uncle Zhao? The current situation is mostly due to luck and seizing the early opportunity.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled and said, “When we chat, you don’t need to be so modest. I had dinner with Minister Chen yesterday, and even he highly praised you, saying you’re the most impressive young person he’s ever met, and one with the most promising future. For him to give you such a high evaluation proves that the outside world highly recognizes your capabilities.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Uncle Zhao, which Minister Chen are you referring to?”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “Chen Ze’s father. Aren’t you and Chen Ze quite close? I heard you’ve collaborated in many areas?”

Li Mu now understood. So, Zhao Xianliang’s visit to Yanjing this time was for a meeting with high-level officials. Li Mu was also surprised that Zhao Xianliang could directly meet and dine with Chen Ze’s father. This largely revealed Zhao Xianliang’s level of influence.

So Li Mu stopped feigning humility and sincerely said, “Uncle Zhao, to be frank, the reason I’ve always been able to defeat others is the same as how you’ve always been able to defeat me. I understand the internet industry more deeply and comprehensively than most people. Others see three steps ahead in their next move; I see five, ten, or even thirty steps. Always seeing further than the opponent is the key reliance for defeating them.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded slightly and said, “Your current standing is not just in the internet industry; you hold an absolute pivotal position among national private enterprises. With your status here, there’s no need to be overly modest many times. You must have the necessary assertiveness.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang added, “Next time, when others ask why you’re so formidable, don’t humbly say it’s about opportunity and luck. Just tell them exactly what you just told me.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I understand, Uncle Zhao. I’ll pay more attention to that in the future.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded slightly. By this time, all the chess pieces were set. He asked Li Mu, “Whose turn is it to move first?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “It’s your turn for the fourth game.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled, “Alright, I’ll go first then.”

With that, Zhao Xianliang moved his Elephant piece first.

Li Mu didn’t understand why Zhao Xianliang moved his Elephant first instead of his Cannon, Pawn, or Rook. He thought Zhao Xianliang was deliberately going easy on him, so he directly responded with his old, most familiar strategy.

“Central Cannon Opening!”

This game, Li Mu lost much faster than any previous game.

When Li Mu conceded, Zhao Xianliang smiled and said, “Leading with the Cannon is for attack, leading with the Pawn is also for attack, leading with the Knight is still for attack, but leading with the Elephant is for defense. Many people think that the first move must be an all-out effort to seize the offensive advantage. However, Grandmaster Hu Ronghua believes that a game of chess is a campaign, not just a battle. Since it’s a campaign, don’t rush for speed. First stabilize your own defense, let yourself be imbued with the aura of invincibility, and only by playing steadily can you ultimately win.”

Li Mu quickly nodded, “What you say makes sense. I’ve learned a lot…”

Zhao Xianliang smiled faintly and suddenly asked Li Mu, “Have you ever considered your upcoming strategic positioning for development?”

Li Mu said, “My upcoming strategic positioning for development still revolves around Muyun Technology and the Taobao platform.”

Zhao Xianliang simply stopped arranging the chess pieces, picked up a cigar box from the nearby desk, and asked Li Mu, “Do you want one?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I’m not into that.”

Zhao Xianliang then took out a pack of limited edition Panda cigarettes, handed one to Li Mu, and lit one himself. He said to Li Mu, “I see you’re not in the mood for chess. How about we just chat? If you can, tell me more specifically about your future strategic positioning for development.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Actually, I don’t have too many ideas. Currently, there are two core industries: one is Muyun Technology, and the other is the Taobao platform. Almost all future plans will revolve around these two core industries.”

Then, Li Mu added, “In terms of nature, I tend to make the Taobao platform China’s largest e-commerce platform, gathering over one hundred million users. As for Muyun Technology, I want to make it a true world-class enterprise. Not only should its market capitalization reach a world-class scale, but more importantly, its products and influence should reach world-class levels.”

Zhao Xianliang then asked Li Mu, “Among your various enterprises, which one do you think has the highest market capitalization potential in the future?”

“Muyun Technology,” Li Mu answered almost without hesitation.

Muyun Technology is benchmarked against Tencent in the future, but its overall structure will mature and become robust earlier than Tencent. At the very least, YY has already become popular among elite circles worldwide. Once YY becomes world-class software in the future, it will completely break free from Tencent’s template of their previous life and begin a “globalized Tencent” development model, so its development potential will be enormous.

YY has the chance to become world-class software; Paradise Town and Plants vs. Zombies also have the chance to become world-class popular games. When the mobile internet era arrives in the future, if WeChat’s products can also achieve world-class scale, then Muyun Technology will truly soar. Its market capitalization surpassing Facebook and Google from his previous life is not a fool’s dream.

In contrast, the Taobao platform’s development space is indeed somewhat awkward. It’s almost impossible for it to become a truly world-class e-commerce platform. It can only rely on China’s massive demographic dividend to become a world-renowned e-commerce platform that only serves Chinese users. In his previous life, Mr. Ma painstakingly cultivated his overseas influence, frequently lecturing at various universities abroad and meeting with political leaders from different countries, but every product under his belt was essentially capitalizing on China’s demographic dividend.

He helped domestic enterprises and individuals sell goods to the entire Chinese public and helped overseas enterprises sell goods to China, but he lacked the ability to help Chinese enterprises sell goods overseas. This was Mr. Ma’s painful issue.

Li Mu also clearly recognized the Taobao platform’s development constraints. If the Taobao platform were built into the Taobao + JD.com of his previous life, its market capitalization scale could not compare to Muyun Technology’s, unless it developed into Amazon. However, an enterprise of Amazon’s nature isn’t something just anyone can create; it requires powerful overseas market relationships. Li Mu said frankly, from his current perspective, Amazon could only grow into a world-class e-commerce platform in the United States. It would be impossible in any other country.

Whether in Europe or Japan and South Korea, no enterprise in any other country could expand its B2C business globally like Amazon.

Only a country that can deploy aircraft carriers and military bases globally can have its enterprises expand B2C e-commerce globally. Therefore, Li Mu believed that Amazon would still become a world-class e-commerce enterprise in this life, while his own Taobao platform still couldn’t find a breakthrough point beyond China’s borders.

After concealing some information from his previous life, Li Mu roughly explained his analysis to Zhao Xianliang. After listening, Zhao Xianliang almost clapped in praise. He told Li Mu, “Minister Chen shared his views yesterday. He comprehensively analyzed your current enterprises from the perspectives of politics, economy, and development space. His opinions were almost identical to yours.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Really?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and said, “He also believes that it’s difficult for you to replicate the Taobao model in developed countries worldwide. National ideology, international status, and dynamics are huge potential obstacles, which themselves are a massive limitation for you. Therefore, he also believes you should focus your main energy on Muyun Technology.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang suddenly became serious and said, “I chatted with Minister Chen, and he said that the high-level officials’ attention to you is unprecedented in the entrepreneurial sphere. This means that you are currently the most valued entrepreneur by the state, bar none; and your enterprise is also the most valued enterprise by the state. So, I very much hope that starting today, you can have a new development goal.”

Li Mu quickly asked, “Uncle Zhao, what is this new development goal you speak of?”

Zhao Xianliang enunciated each word: “National business card!”

After saying that, Zhao Xianliang further explained, “Whether for you or for your affiliated enterprises, you must place this development goal in an important position. You must create a sufficiently powerful influence globally, making both you and your enterprises a national business card in the commercial sector. At that time, your achievements will be beyond everyone else’s reach!”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully and asked, “Your meaning is that in the future, I should take becoming a national business card as a major long-term goal…”

Zhao Xianliang smiled calmly and said, “Not only should it be a goal, but you must also truly act on it. Don’t always think about setting up the Cannon, advancing the Pawn, moving the Knight, and attacking with the Rook. You also need to think about supporting your Elephant and Guard pieces, having one aura after another bestowed upon you, to make yourself stronger.”

Seeing that Li Mu didn’t seem to fully grasp it yet, Zhao Xianliang simply said, “Let me give you an example. For instance, when you’re going to develop overseas markets, don’t just sit in the office giving guidance. Sometimes you need to go out, visit developed countries, accept interviews from their authoritative media, and disseminate your corporate image and values to their governments, media, and people. Present yourself as a national business card in the commercial sector, actively give it to more people, and increase exposure!”





Chapter 967: Re-forging a Golden Image

As Li Mu contemplated the concept of a “national business card,” Zhao Xianliang said to him, “The reason I suggest you increase your overseas exposure is, on one hand, truly to help you gain popularity and influence overseas. On the other hand, it’s also so you can learn what’s called ‘export to domestic sales.’”

Li Mu asked him, “Export to domestic sales? What do you mean by that?”

Zhao Xianliang smiled, “The public tends to favor products from developed countries and also cares more about recognition from overseas media. If your influence first extends overseas and creates a certain impact there, then your overseas influence, when it returns to China, will spark even greater admiration domestically. This is ‘export to domestic sales.’”

After explaining, Zhao Xianliang added, “You are currently the most suited for ‘export to domestic sales.’ Overseas public attention on you is increasing, and media across the country are also watching your every move. Once you can break new ground in the overseas market and bring back good news, you will surely create even greater influence domestically. The greater your influence, the more attention the nation and its people will pay to you. Correspondingly, your foundation in the domestic market will become increasingly solid, with immeasurable benefits!”

Zhao Xianliang’s suggestion brought Li Mu a moment of profound realization, yet it also felt somewhat familiar.

Overall, Zhao Xianliang’s suggestion was to promote himself to the fullest extent.

To become China’s national business card in the commercial sector globally, one must first promote oneself to the position with the highest exposure. The greater the exposure and the higher the overseas public attention, even if not truly a national business card, one will naturally become one, or be mistaken for one.

The reason Li Mu felt a sense of déjà vu was that, in his previous life, Mr. Ma was, in his impression, an unparalleled model of someone who spared no effort in promoting himself.

To put it objectively and without exaggeration, Mr. Ma was definitely the business Bigwig in China with the highest frequency of appearances in both domestic and international media.

Within the BTA landscape, apart from Mr. Ma appearing daily in major media outlets worldwide, the other two founders were relatively very low-key, almost unbelievably so.

After WeChat short videos became popular, there were at least dozens, even hundreds, of short videos related to Mr. Ma in Moments. Some were of his public speeches somewhere, or private speeches at certain occasions. There were even clips of him in company meetings, talking with people at dinner tables, and even singing opera.

In contrast, similar video materials of the founders of the other two large enterprises were virtually nowhere to be found.

What Li Mu found most unusual were several viral videos of Mr. Ma with various celebrities. One, in particular, left a deep impression on Li Mu: Mr. Ma was sitting with one leg crossed over the other in the main seat of a room resembling a reception hall, surrounded by over a dozen entertainment stars from the film, television, and music industries. His status was remarkably dignified…

Compared to him, even Guru Lei, who often talks nonsense on social media, seemed extremely low-key. After all, he rarely released irrelevant information; most of the time he was promoting his own products, which was perfectly understandable.

Sometimes, Li Mu had a misconception: it felt as if Mr. Ma alone shouldered half the burden of exposure for all internet company owners in China. Why would an enterprise owner be so fond of being in the limelight?

It wasn’t until today that Li Mu seemed to finally understand, with Zhao Xianliang’s guidance. It appeared highly probable that Mr. Ma, in his previous life, was so keen on being in the media spotlight because he, too, wanted to become a national business card!

In his previous life, Mr. Ma had essentially achieved this through various speeches, exposures, and promotions. Although no one had explicitly used the “national business card” concept to describe him, it now seemed that this was almost what it meant.

It must be acknowledged that being a national business card indeed offers many benefits, the most important being to re-forge a Golden Image!

Once one becomes a national business card and receives global attention, that person no longer represents just themselves and their enterprise. They represent the image of that entire industry in China, or even the entire commercial sector of China. Needless to say, such an image is elevated;

Furthermore, and more importantly, are the benefits that come once this Golden Image is formed. Li Mu had forged a Golden Image as a philanthropist through 3321. Although it didn’t bring significant economic benefits, he personally earned an excellent reputation with the government, media, and the public. As a result, the media’s attitude towards him was very positive, never reporting any negative news, and the government consistently praised his 3321. Even schools eagerly sought to bask in 3321’s glory. All of this brought Li Mu considerable convenience.

For someone like Mr. Ma, forging a Golden Image in the commercial sector carries immense economic benefits. He molded himself into a model internet entrepreneur, or even a model entrepreneur for all of China. The government, for the sake of its image overseas, would inevitably provide greater support to a national business card, helping him grow faster and become more aligned with the identity of a national business card, as he represents the nation’s image in the commercial sector and cannot be taken lightly.

In his previous life, Mr. Ma’s various strategies almost blossomed across the board. The reason for such smooth progress was undoubtedly due in no small part to his status as a “national business card.”

Li Mu was somewhat interested in becoming a “national business card,” but the thought of Mr. Ma’s frequent exposure in his previous life made him feel a certain resistance.

Li Mu felt that he and Mr. Ma were not the same kind of people. Firstly, he believed he had more integrity and was more sincere compared to the other party.

He did not wish to engage in untruthful, deliberate packaging and promotion for personal gain or fame, nor did he want to put forth sensationalist arguments to incite public discussion. However, according to Zhao Xianliang, if he wanted to become a national business card, the first step was to increase his media exposure rate worldwide.

Zhao Xianliang noticed Li Mu’s somewhat strange expression and couldn’t help but ask, “What’s wrong? Do you have any concerns?”

Li Mu said somewhat hesitantly, “Uncle Zhao, I just feel that my personality might not be suited for frequently appearing in public and excessively promoting myself. Moreover, using excessive self-promotion to gain more resources and conveniences is not sustainable in the long run.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled faintly and said, “No one is asking you to excessively promote yourself. With your current achievements, your standing in China’s entire internet industry, and the evaluation of you by overseas media, I believe you don’t need excessive self-promotion at all. Simply appearing frequently in the public eye as your true self will be enough to attract public attention. Only those who lack compelling stories need excessive packaging; for those with many stories, even just a glance can move people.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang continued, “Without a doubt, you are already an idol in the hearts of a vast number of young people, and even middle-aged individuals. Therefore, you naturally carry the burden of being a role model. Just as you mentioned ‘positive energy,’ positive energy is a good thing. However, many among the public cannot generate positive energy on their own. In such cases, you, as a role model, need to step forward. Through various media outlets, you can transmit and output your values both domestically and internationally. Over time, as your values begin to be adopted by more and more people, you will not only be a national business card, but also a god in this industry.”

“A god not only enjoys more excellent resources but also has a powerful exemplary role. If you can become a true national business card in the overseas market, the development of the internet domestically will usher in a new peak. Haven’t you dreamed of revitalizing the internet industry? This is a great opportunity.”

Zhao Xianliang’s words enlightened Li Mu greatly. He thought of Mr. Ma, and how Mr. Ma had once attempted such things, and he instinctively felt a repulsion. But upon closer thought, the differences between himself and Mr. Ma were quite significant.

Firstly, he has a super product like YY, recognized by elite circles worldwide, which set the highest level for China’s internet industry.

Secondly, he has never sold fake goods, nor accumulated the original sin of being universally condemned.

Thirdly, he would not engage in false advertising, nor would he deliberately self-aggrandize or boast.

Given this, why should he place himself in the same category as Mr. Ma for consideration?

Seeing Li Mu’s expression soften, Zhao Xianliang quickly struck while the iron was hot: “I think you need to quickly focus most of your attention on Muyun Technology. This is the best vehicle for you to become a national business card!”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded and said, “Compared to other options, Muyun Technology has the potential to become a truly world-class internet company.”

Zhao Xianliang inquired about it, “Are you breaking Muyun Technology into scattered pieces like this for the upcoming financing?”

“That’s only one aspect,” Li Mu said. “I’ve recently come to believe that a large part of the appeal of running an internet company comes from the splitting and integration of enterprises. I’m now splitting Muyun Technology into several subsidiaries, each with independent capital, shared resources, and incubating on their own. This can not only reduce potential losses in financing but also allow each subsidiary to incubate more new products and new businesses. This is preparation for going public in the future.”

“Once it’s time to go public, all subsidiaries with independent capital will need to undergo capital integration. The process of integrating multiple enterprises is essentially a ‘one plus one is greater than two’ situation. By splitting them for development first and then integrating them, the market value will have greater upside potential.”

“After the capital integration is complete and it successfully goes public, then we will split them into multiple business units according to their different operations. Once the group-based framework emerges, the corresponding structure will also become clear.”

Zhao Xianliang listened, somewhat confused. He indeed lacked an internet mindset and for a moment couldn’t understand Li Mu’s concept of splitting first and then integrating. So, he simply waved his hand and said seriously, “No matter how you do it, you must ensure Muyun Technology becomes a world-class internet company as you wish. You should know that Muyun Technology had such an incredible start; almost no other industry in China has achieved such widespread popularity overseas. This will definitely be a crucial part of you becoming a national business card!”





Chapter 968: A Huge Unexpected Gain!

In Zhao Xianliang’s view, creating a national business card in the commercial sector meant becoming the uncrowned king of China’s commercial sector.

Though called a national business card, it wasn’t something the nation could dictate or officially issue. It was a form of collective recognition from the entire country, even globally. Only by gaining worldwide recognition could something truly be considered a recognized national business card.

In his previous life, China had so many Fortune Global 500 enterprises, but in Li Mu’s opinion, there wasn’t a single entrepreneur who could truly be called a national business card. There were products that could be considered national business cards, though, and high-speed rail was one of them.

Although Zhao Xianliang didn’t know the future developments and Vision, he was very optimistic about Li Mu and Muyun Technology becoming a national business card. However, he also recognized the difficulty involved, so he and Li Mu summarized several detailed goals together:

First, make YY a world-class software;

Second, launch more world-class products;

Third, maximize the exposure of Li Mu himself and Muyun Technology in the world media;

Fourth, make Muyun Technology a world-class internet company;

Fifth, not only should Li Mu and Muyun Technology be the first to come to mind when people think of Chinese internet companies, but also when they think of Chinese enterprises in general.

Once these five steps were achieved, Li Mu and Muyun Technology would naturally become a globally recognized national business card. This great honor would be the lifelong dream of countless entrepreneurs, the Mount Everest of their aspirations. And currently, Li Mu was the closest to this Mount Everest.

Zhao Xianliang provided Li Mu with a great deal of inspiration, making Li Mu genuinely feel that Zhao Xianliang was a rare and excellent mentor. His life experience was far richer than Li Mu’s, and his way of looking at problems was like aerial photography, offering a perspective Li Mu lacked, one that brought sudden clarity.

After discussing that matter, Zhao Xianliang suddenly remembered something and said to Li Mu, “Oh, that’s right, I heard you helped the Yanjing Municipal Bureau crack a major case a few days ago?”

Li Mu said in surprise, “You know about that already?”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “Minister Chen also pays close attention to you. When this case was reported to the relevant ministry or commission, he already knew about it. And it’s not just him; even the high-level leaders are aware.”

Li Mu said, somewhat taken aback, “It spread that fast?”

Zhao Xianliang smiled slightly and said calmly, “No one has secrets before the nation.”

Li Mu’s heart tightened. He knew Zhao Xianliang was right; theoretically, no one had secrets before the nation. However, he harbored the most incredible secret of this world in his heart, so Zhao Xianliang’s words made him even more vigilant.

Zhao Xianliang didn’t notice Li Mu’s unusual reaction and instead asked with interest, “I heard Minister Chen say that you’re planning to set up a Skynet System for urban security?”

Li Mu nodded, his tone no longer showing any surprise. “You know about that too…”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “Actually, the details of how you helped the Municipal Bureau solve the case are just for people to admire. What truly captures the attention of high-level officials is this matter of the Skynet System.”

With that, Zhao Xianliang asked Li Mu, “When do you plan to implement this idea?”

Li Mu said, “Soon. For the software, I’ve already had Muyun Technology’s top-tier experts lead a team to begin work. For the hardware, I’ve had one of my Deputy General Managers search nationwide for suitable hardware manufacturers, then select them. If they’re suitable, we’ll acquire them directly.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Let me recommend a company to you. It will definitely suit your needs.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Please tell me, Uncle Zhao.”

Zhao Xianliang asked him, “Have you heard of Hikvision?”

Li Mu frowned. “I think I’ve heard of it, but maybe not… It does sound a bit familiar, though…”

Li Mu was sure he had heard the name, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember where, or any company associated with those four characters.

Zhao Xianliang smiled calmly. “It’s normal you haven’t heard of it. This enterprise was just established last year. It’s a small company, only about twenty or thirty people. The company is in Hangzhou, and one of my high school classmates serves as a Deputy General Manager there.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Is this company a surveillance equipment manufacturing enterprise?”

“More than that,” Zhao Xianliang explained. “Do you know that there used to be a department called the Ministry of Machinery and Electronics Industry within China’s national ministries and commissions?”

Li Mu nodded. “I think I heard my dad mention it. There used to be too many national ministries and commissions. Later, some were abolished, others dismantled. Even the Ministry of Coal Industry was disbanded.”

“Yes,” Zhao Xianliang said. “The Ministry of Machinery and Electronics Industry was later split into the Ministry of Machinery Industry and the Ministry of Electronics Industry. Under the Ministry of Electronics Industry, there were many affiliated research institutes. Institute No. 52, for example, is in Hangzhou; it moved there in 1984. My high school classmate returned from studying abroad in 1988 and joined Institute No. 52. Later, because research institutes became too disconnected from the market, research institutes nationwide underwent reforms, allowing scientific researchers to enter the market, develop their own technology projects, and generate their own income. Mr. Liu from Lenovo came from a similar background. Institute No. 52 then set up Hikvision Digital Technology Company.”

Li Mu asked, “So Hikvision’s market positioning is surveillance equipment?”

“That’s right,” Zhao Xianliang said. “My high school classmate told me that Hikvision chose to focus on surveillance equipment because they had some accumulated experience in video technology from their time at Institute No. 52. However, it seems to be quite difficult for them right now. The market space isn’t large, R&D funding is insufficient, and promotion costs are virtually zero, so rapid development isn’t easy for them.”

Li Mu asked, quite shocked, “Hikvision originated from a national research institute? So, it must be full of high-end scientific research talents, right?”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and said, “I’m not sure about other research institutes, but Institute No. 52 is truly extraordinary. It specializes in computer science and has a group of extremely capable computer talents. This time, about thirty scientific researchers all left their official staff positions to follow and establish Hikvision.”

Li Mu was puzzled. A tech enterprise born from a state-owned research institute, with dozens of scientific researchers leaving with it, and the original state-owned research institute’s technical reserve—this enterprise’s technical strength must be formidable. Logically, he should have remembered such an enterprise from his previous life. Even if he hadn’t worked in the surveillance equipment industry, he would have at least heard of a powerful company in any given industry. Could it be that Hikvision had been poorly managed in his previous life and had failed early?

That shouldn’t be!

The more Li Mu thought about it, the more he felt it shouldn’t be!

A group of people with strong bureaucratic work ethics might not succeed if they started a business, but a group of truly talented technical personnel going into entrepreneurship, especially in R&D, shouldn’t easily fail. These people had both technical skill and craftsmanship; even if they didn’t achieve great success, they could at least achieve moderate success.

So, Li Mu tentatively asked Zhao Xianliang, “Uncle Zhao, do you know this company’s logo or English name? I want to see if I’ve seen it somewhere. The more you talk about it, the more I feel like I’ve heard of it before.”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “I’ll ask for you.”

After saying that, Zhao Xianliang picked up his phone and sent a text message.

A few tens of seconds later, Zhao Xianliang’s phone chimed with a notification. He then handed the phone to Li Mu and said, “Here it is, take a look.”

Li Mu took the phone and saw a line of text on the text message: “HIKVISION”.

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. He immediately remembered where he had heard of this brand before!

When he worked in Yanjing, a female friend bought a Bull Terrier. To keep an eye on her dog at home while she was at work, she asked Li Mu, who worked in IT, to help her choose a set of smart home surveillance equipment. Although Li Mu was in IT, he didn’t know much about smart homes or surveillance equipment, so he consulted a friend. The friend recommended a smart surveillance camera that could connect to a phone, and mentioned then that it was a smart home device under Hikvision, stating that Hikvision was the world’s largest video surveillance solution provider and extremely impressive.

Li Mu figured that since it was the world’s largest, it must certainly be impressive. So he asked his friend for a device link and immediately forwarded it to his female friend. However, after purchasing it, she realized she couldn’t install or debug it, and asked Li Mu to come over and help. That’s when Li Mu remembered the HIKVISION logo. He never expected it to be the very company Zhao Xianliang was talking about!

This meant that this enterprise called Hikvision would become the world’s largest video surveillance enterprise years into the future. That was incredibly powerful! Not to mention the international market, just China’s one point three billion people and nine point six million square kilometers of land area meant that the demand in the surveillance sector would be astonishingly huge. The fact that Hikvision could become number one in the entire security surveillance market proved that this was undoubtedly the most powerful team in this industry in China, bar none.

Li Mu, who firmly believed in a people-oriented approach, was almost unable to contain his excitement at this moment. This was truly the greatest gain from his visit to Zhao Xianliang’s home today! A tech enterprise made up entirely of national research institute researchers was practically an NBA All-Star lineup!

As soon as he thought of this, Li Mu wished he could immediately acquire this entire team and company as his own.

Suppressing the excitement in his heart, Li Mu tentatively asked Zhao Xianliang, “Uncle Zhao, this Hikvision is an enterprise spun off from a state-owned research institute. If I wanted to acquire it, would they be willing to sell?”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled. “Of course they can! Why did they start a business? It’s because the state funding was insufficient, projects were scarce, and relying on the planned economy system was no longer sustainable. They had no choice but to venture out and start a business. What’s the goal of starting a business? Isn’t it to make money? As long as the price is right, I believe both the scientific researchers who left their official staff positions and the research institute itself would be happy to sell the enterprise.”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s fantastic, Uncle Zhao. How about you help me arrange a meeting with your high school classmate? We could have him come to Yanjing to discuss it?”





Chapter 969: Li Mu’s Shrewd Calculation

From the moment he realized Hikvision was the Hikvision, Li Mu’s mind was no longer in this villa.

All he could think about was finding a way to make a full acquisition of the company as quickly as possible, taking over both the personnel and the company itself. Then, he would directly establish Muyun Vision, with the English name ‘MUYEVISION.’ By using Hikvision’s hardware team and Muyun Technology’s software team, with such a foundational pairing, it wouldn’t take long for them to achieve great things.

Zhao Xianliang was also very attentive to Li Mu’s matters. He immediately called his high school classmate. The moment the classmate heard that Li Mu was interested in discussing an acquisition partnership with them, he immediately gave it his utmost attention.

Hikvision had been officially established for less than a year and was facing various problems, the biggest of which was a lack of funds. As a result, Institute 52 had long been interested in attracting external capital to form joint ventures with outsiders to develop Hikvision. However, currently, private capital had no interest in the security monitoring industry. Many people preferred to invest their money in speculating on properties rather than in a company like Hikvision, which was rooted in a niche industry.

In fact, Hikvision itself wasn’t entirely confident about its own future.

Firstly, Hikvision was now a fully market-oriented enterprise. This meant that developing security monitoring was no longer a national scientific research task; the state would not provide R&D funding nor procurement contracts. Therefore, Hikvision itself was also crossing the river by feeling the stones.

Secondly, the security monitoring market currently showed no significant improvement. Not only did Institute 52 lack confidence, but Institute 52’s current superior, China Electronics Technology Group, also did not value this industry. Hikvision was merely a newborn that had just separated from Institute 52, and within the overall structure of the China Electronics Technology Group, it showed no distinctive characteristics whatsoever.

Because of this, the moment Zhao Xianliang’s classmate heard that Li Mu was interested in Hikvision, he immediately reported it to Hikvision’s General Manager and the leaders of Institute 52.

The leaders of Institute 52 immediately made the final decision: first, meet with Li Mu to discuss and see what Li Mu wanted.

So, they immediately agreed to Li Mu’s meeting request and appointed Zhao Xianliang’s high school classmate as the liaison, instructing him to personally travel to Yanjing to meet with Li Mu.

After Zhao Xianliang relayed their intention to meet to Li Mu, Li Mu was about to say ‘the sooner, the better,’ but upon careful thought, he realized that Hikvision’s situation was too complex. If it hadn’t undergone financing yet, then it should be wholly owned by Institute 52, or by the China Electronics Technology Group after the restructuring of the Ministry of Electronics Industry. If scientific researchers who had left their official staff positions held team shares, then the China Electronics Technology Group would definitely hold a controlling stake in the vast majority of shares, with the team controlling a small portion.

From this perspective, in terms of share structure, Hikvision should be considered a genuine state-owned enterprise, with Institute 52 and China Electronics Technology Group as its superior enterprises. If they wanted to discuss an acquisition, it would probably require the China Electronics Technology Group to make the final decision. If the other party sent a Deputy General Manager from Hikvision, he probably wouldn’t have the authority to make any decisions; it was highly likely he would just be coming to scout ahead.

Li Mu didn’t have that much time to negotiate bit by bit or haggle over every detail. He felt that if he wanted relatively clear progress within a short period, simply having Zhao Xianliang’s classmate come to Yanjing wouldn’t be enough. If things continued this way, it would take half a dozen trips or more to solve any problems.

Rather than doing that, he might as well go there himself and sort out both Hikvision and Institute 52 in one trip.

If the decision-making power was currently in the hands of Institute 52, he would strive to directly finalize the intention with Institute 52, negotiate the details, and then rapidly advance the process. If the decision-making power was with the China Electronics Technology Group Company, he would convince Institute 52 to get on board, and then let them haggle with the Group.

So Li Mu said to Zhao Xianliang: “Uncle Zhao, please tell your classmate that I happen to be going to Hangzhou tomorrow to take care of some matters. I’ll be free after five in the afternoon, and I can meet him in Hangzhou.”

Zhao Xianliang knew that Li Mu couldn’t really ‘happen’ to be going to Hangzhou tomorrow, so this was definitely just a pretext. He was surprised by Li Mu’s emphasis on this business area. To immediately make a special trip to Hangzhou for such a recently established small company, just how much importance did Li Mu place on this?

However, Zhao Xianliang soon felt enlightened. Li Mu had only casually mentioned his vision for the Skynet System, yet unexpectedly, leaders at all levels were very interested. Under such circumstances, if he were Li Mu, he would definitely prioritize this project and achieve breakthroughs as quickly as possible.

Subsequently, Zhao Xianliang, following Li Mu’s pretext, greeted his classmate, who agreed almost without hesitation.

After the meeting with Hikvision was set, Li Mu was extremely excited, so much so that he often found himself uncontrollably absent-minded while eating with Zhao Ziqiu and her parents.

Xie Yun’s cooking was delicious, with a distinct Jiangnan flavor, but Li Mu seemed to have lost his taste buds, his mind completely preoccupied with Hikvision.

After dinner, Li Mu sat for a while at Zhao Ziqiu’s home. Once he felt he had observed all proper etiquette, he eagerly took his leave.

On his way back to his villa, Li Mu had already pulled out his phone and sent a message to Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling, who was in charge of capital operations: “I’m going on a business trip to Hangzhou tomorrow. Are you free?”

A moment later, Lin Qingya replied: “No problem.”

After waiting a little longer, Ding Zhengling replied: “OK!”

So Li Mu immediately called Li Ziwei, asking her to book tickets for the three of them to Hangzhou for tomorrow morning. He would discuss the specific details with the other two on the plane tomorrow.

…

That evening, Xie Yun showered and lay on the bed in the bedroom, asking Zhao Xianliang beside her: “Right. What did you and Li Mu talk about today? He seemed to be in quite a good mood originally, but after talking with you, he looked troubled.”

Zhao Xianliang shook his head with a helpless smile and said: “Do you remember Minister Chen mentioning Li Mu’s concept for the Skynet System when we were having dinner with him?”

“I remember,” Xie Yun couldn’t help but ask, “What about it?”

Zhao Xianliang raised an eyebrow and smiled, saying: “Some time ago, Zhong Xinhua approached me, saying that their company, which was established led by Institute 52 after the restructuring, was short on funds and looking for external investment. At the time, he wanted me to invest, and I agreed to consider it. But honestly, I don’t know anything about this industry and didn’t want to waste energy learning about it, so I’d been wondering how to communicate with him. Now it’s perfect; Li Mu happens to want to get into security monitoring and is looking to acquire several companies in this field, so I introduced Zhong Xinhua’s company situation to Li Mu. Li Mu is very interested and plans to meet with him tomorrow.”

Xie Yun laughed: “You’re such a cunning old fox! Someone asks for your help and you don’t give it, but you trick Li Mu into helping instead.”

“How could that be?” Zhao Xianliang chuckled. “It’s just a coincidence that Li Mu had this need, so I introduced it to him. This is also a great thing for Zhong Xinhua and his team. High-level leaders are very interested in Li Mu’s ideas, and if they can truly be implemented, he’ll earn a fortune from government orders alone in the future.”

Xie Yun nodded, asking tentatively: “If that’s the case, didn’t you consider getting involved? Even if it’s just investing a small amount in shares, as a long-term investment.”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand. He said: “It’s not very significant. There are too many profitable industries, and I don’t have enough energy. So I’ll just focus on our current operations. For other industries, no matter how profitable, I don’t want to waste energy and time there.”

Saying that, Zhao Xianliang sighed: “We aren’t short on money either. I think I should stay focused and not be swayed by other temptations.”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said: “It’s precisely that focused drive of yours that I admire; no temptation, no matter how great, can distract you.”

Zhao Xianliang put his arm around Xie Yun and said with a smile: “What I’m actually thinking is, if this industry is to truly take off, it depends on whether Li Mu can make the Skynet System a success. Although I trust Li Mu’s abilities, I can’t just ride on his coattails to make money, can I?”

At this point, Zhao Xianliang said very seriously: “Zi Qiu is my sweetie, and Li Mu is Zi Qiu’s boyfriend. In the future, if he can piggyback on my success to make money, that would be ideal, but even if he can’t, it’s fine. However, if I piggyback on his success to make money, Zi Qiu won’t be able to hold her head up in front of Li Mu in the future.”

Xie Yun nodded and said with a smile: “You’re absolutely right.”

…

The next morning at nine o’clock, Li Mu had already arrived at Yanjing Airport. Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling also arrived on time to meet him. In the VIP lounge, Li Mu began discussing their main mission for this trip to Hangzhou with them.

As soon as Lin Qingya heard that General Manager Li wanted to acquire Hikvision, she immediately said: “General Manager Li, you asked me to search for information on hardware manufacturers, and I’ve been doing that for the past two days. I have a general understanding of Hikvision’s situation. Although the enterprise has just started, its strength is quite formidable. However, given their nature as a state-owned enterprise, wouldn’t an acquisition be somewhat difficult?”

Li Mu laughed: “There’s no such thing as difficult or not difficult, it’s just a matter of how much money. If we offer enough money, the feasibility of the acquisition will be much higher.”

Ding Zhengling said: “General Manager Li, if Hikvision is state-owned assets, we temporarily cannot make a 100% full acquisition. It’s always being said that the state will issue regulations to change this restriction, but who knows how long we’ll have to wait.”

Li Mu said with a smile: “I’m not aiming for a full acquisition necessarily, but at the very least, it must be a controlling stake. Our goal for this trip is to squeeze Institute 52’s shares to the absolute minimum possible.”

Then, Li Mu added: “The most ideal situation I envision is for me personally, Muyun Technology, and Hikvision to jointly fund the establishment of a new company. I would hold 60%, and Muyun Technology and Hikvision would hold the remaining 40%.”

Ding Zhengling immediately said: “Then this time, General Manager Li, we’ll go and outmaneuver them according to your psychological price!”





Chapter 970: Paint a Grand Vision First

The plane arrived in Hangzhou just past noon. Li Mu, Lin Qingya, and Ding Zhengling first checked into a high-end hotel in Hangzhou in a low-key manner. After putting away their luggage in their respective rooms, they immediately went to Li Mu’s room to discuss more specific negotiation strategies.

Zhao Xianliang had already given Li Mu a thorough overview of Hikvision’s situation. Overall, it was a laborious undertaking created by a group of impressive figures through perseverance. They lacked funds, and their prospects weren’t entirely clear. They were currently looking for investment. In short: a lack of money was Hikvision’s main theme.

As the most active entrepreneur in China’s current high-tech industry, Li Mu’s influence on the entire sector was self-evident. It could even be said that no high-tech enterprise nationwide would refuse investment from Li Mu.

However, the most crucial issue was this: Li Mu was not simply an investor bringing cash; he was a demolition team carrying both money and a knife.

He didn’t simply want to invest in Hikvision’s operations. If he did, he would only exist as a shareholder of Hikvision, enjoying the bonus of its development, but unable to control it or steer its development in his desired direction. Most importantly, if Hikvision wasn’t legally his, he wouldn’t be able to carry out new integrations.

This ‘new integration’ meant integrating Hikvision into a new entity, executing a complete merger and acquisition.

It was certainly not easy for Li Mu to fund a new entity, have Hikvision dismantle its original structure, and join his new entity, transforming them from their original owners into contributing shareholders.

If Hikvision didn’t agree, or demanded too high a price, Li Mu would simply have to acquire other companies similar to Hikvision and become Hikvision’s most direct competitor.

If all enterprises targeted for acquisition were likened to ordinary citizens owning homesteads, then Li Mu, who sought to acquire companies, was akin to a demolition team or a property developer.

Some citizens were green-eyed with anticipation for demolition, practically gazing with longing. As soon as the demolition team arrived, they would immediately negotiate terms. If agreeable, they would move their entire family, cash out their house and land, and then exchange them for several new apartments from the property developer. If negotiations failed, they would become ‘nail households,’ holding out until more favorable conditions were offered.

Yet, some citizens simply refused to be displaced, preferring to die unyielding than to leave their beloved land. For developers and demolition teams, this meant: if capable, forcibly demolish; if not, find another way.

Currently, Li Mu, as the demolition team, came to Hangzhou for the first demolition negotiation with Hikvision. Without knowing if Hikvision would accept the ‘demolition,’ the first thing to determine was what price to offer for Hikvision, this ‘homestead.’

To make Hikvision give up its own development, exchanging 100% of its shares for 20% of the future “Muyun Vision” shares, there must first be sufficient conditions to impress them.

However, Hikvision had only been established for one year and was still in the R&D stage. Without significant revenue flow or market feedback, it was difficult to arrive at an appropriate valuation.

Current Hikvision’s greatest assets consisted of two parts: one was all the top talent from Institute 52, and the other was Institute 52’s existing scientific research achievements, both considered soft power.

Lin Qingya’s previous investigation results showed that Hikvision’s greatest technological advantage lay in encoding-decoding technology and back-end storage products. They possessed Institute 52’s original technical accumulation in both these areas, making their R&D capabilities extremely strong.

However, Hikvision also had an awkward point: it had not yet made substantial inroads into the front-end camera market. In other words, it couldn’t currently produce cameras, and cameras were one of the most crucial components in the Skynet System planning.

This meant that if Hikvision was acquired, Li Mu would either have to invest money for Hikvision to research front-end cameras, or simply acquire another enterprise specializing in front-end camera production to complement Hikvision.

Therefore, Hikvision was largely still a high-tech R&D enterprise, not a hardware manufacturing enterprise. Its primary positioning was to be a solution provider in certain subdivided areas within the security monitoring field. It didn’t yet have the capability to integrate all software and hardware, front-end and back-end, to become a one-stop company for security monitoring R&D, production, promotion, and selling.

Given this situation, the three discussed for a long time and finally reached a consensus: considering Hikvision’s current state, the enterprise valuation should not exceed fifty million.

After Ding Zhengling thoroughly understood Li Mu’s entire architectural plan and the psychological price of fifty million, he said to Li Mu: ‘General Manager Li, there’s an issue. Both Hikvision and Institute 52 are state-owned enterprises. Their goal is to find development opportunities in the market, so their vision should be quite long-term.’

At this point, Ding Zhengling added: ‘In my opinion, what Hikvision lacks now is capital that can be invested into the enterprise’s operations, not just a bit of cash from selling off the enterprise. So, if we want to establish a Muyun Vision to acquire them, we need to offer them a broader space for development. They’ll be hard-pressed to agree simply for money.’

Li Mu nodded and said: ‘It’s not difficult to acquire those traditional state-owned enterprises that are a complete mess, but acquiring a state-owned enterprise like Hikvision, with long-term goals and strategic planning, is indeed challenging.’

Ding Zhengling said: ‘We currently don’t have many technical reserves directly related to the security monitoring field, so the effective resources we can invest in Muyun Vision are scarce. Neither our soft power nor our hard power is sufficient. It will probably be difficult to truly impress Hikvision and Institute 52. We need to find a way to enhance our appeal to them.’

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: ‘You’re right. So we need to deep dive into Hikvision’s needs and then tailor our approach.’

‘For example, Hikvision’s primary need is money. So, if we give them a fifty million valuation and still want them to willingly merge into Muyun Vision and only hold 20% of Muyun Vision’s shares, we first need to inflate the future Muyun Vision’s valuation to two hundred million. That’s the prerequisite. How to inflate this two hundred million valuation is the problem we need to consider.’

Ding Zhengling said: ‘There is a feasible capital operation model. We can first establish Muyun Vision and keep two hundred million in cash on its books. This way, Muyun Vision’s Market Value would be two hundred million in cash. If Hikvision is willing to be acquired by Muyun Vision and own 20% of the integrated Muyun Vision, then Muyun Vision would possess two hundred million in hard assets and Hikvision’s fifty million in soft power, totaling a valuation of two hundred fifty million.’

Lin Qingya also nodded, saying: ‘I think General Manager Ding’s method is very feasible. Hikvision lacks money, and these two hundred million in cash would be of immense significance to them. It means that once they join us, all their research areas will receive substantial capital injections, enabling faster development. If they don’t join us, they’ll have to continue struggling financially and tightening their belts. Do you think they’ll be tempted?’

Li Mu pondered for a moment before speaking: ‘Registering a company and parking two hundred million in cash upfront is a bit too simple and crude. Personally, I feel that if we directly use two hundred million in cash as bait, once Hikvision agrees, because we lack a deep understanding of this industry, the right to use that money will essentially be up to them in the future. This way, the balance between us and them will be difficult to maintain, and we won’t have enough ability to implement checks and balances on Hikvision’s team.’

Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling also agreed with Li Mu’s concerns. Not understanding a field ourselves, yet immediately putting two hundred million in funds into the hands of experts, was indeed too uncontrollable for the investors, and the risk was high. Even venture capital funds would first invest ten to twenty million in Series A funding to see the results before deciding whether to make follow-on investments.

Everyone fell silent, each pondering how to build their own entity, attract Hikvision’s participation, and simultaneously ensure their future fundamental control over the entire entity.

After a moment of thought, Li Mu had an idea and broke the silence first: ‘Isn’t Hikvision’s current advantage concentrated in encoding-decoding technology and back-end storage products? Then, let’s acquire a strong, dedicated camera equipment manufacturing enterprise and bring it in to make up part of the two hundred million Market Value. We’ll top up the rest with cash. This way, if Hikvision agrees to join, we’ll have a camera equipment manufacturing team that can both cooperate with and provide checks and balances against them, thereby maintaining a basic equilibrium. Moreover, having the front-end equipment manufacturing component within the entity will also increase its appeal to Hikvision.’

Their eyes lit up, both thinking it was a good idea.

If you don’t understand an area yourself and fear that experts might go beyond your control, the best solution is to find another expert to provide mutual checks and balances. If this expert has no functional conflict with the other and can even complement them, then it’s even more perfect.

Li Mu calculated: ‘This way, adding our Muyun Technology’s software research and development team, we will have three teams in hand! The internal balance will be even more stable.’

‘The camera equipment manufacturing team will be responsible for the front-end cameras of the Skynet System; Hikvision will handle the mid-to-back-end decoding and storage for the Skynet System; and Muyun Technology’s developers will be responsible for the software support of the entire Skynet System. Once these three teams are integrated, the future Muyun Vision will possess a complete industry chain, from front-end cameras to data processing, transmission, and then to data storage. Therefore, Muyun Vision’s prospects will be far greater than Hikvision struggling on its own. Hikvision itself should be able to see this.’

Ding Zhengling said: ‘General Manager Li, in that case, we can also bring in Muyun Technology’s promotional resources and Taobao’s sales channels as supplements for the future Muyun Vision. I believe this will make it even more appealing to Hikvision.’

Li Mu nodded and said: ‘Excellent. With front-end capabilities, support, resources, channels, and capital—once these five points are secured, we will have essentially equipped all aspects of the security monitoring industry, apart from Hikvision’s mid-to-back-end. At that point, as long as Hikvision is integrated, we can immediately build a mature, complete, and sufficiently advanced industry chain. I believe it won’t be long before the Skynet monitoring system is developed.’

Lin Qingya quickly interjected: ‘I have information here on several camera equipment manufacturers that I previously compiled. The largest domestic production enterprises are mostly located in Shenzhen. If we acquire a production enterprise first, we’ll have even more initiative with Hikvision!’

Li Mu chuckled: ‘Things came up suddenly, and preparations were too rushed, so it’s impossible to cover all bases in such a short time. Since I’ve already arranged to meet with Hikvision’s people, I’ll just paint a grand vision for them today!’





Chapter 971: Not Financing, But Acquisition

Hikvision was quite eager for the upcoming meeting with Li Mu.

Li Mu’s influence on China’s internet industry was currently enormous. Moreover, since he first made a name for himself in the internet sector, he had no known blemishes on his record. Instead, Li Mu was a behind-the-scenes promoter who actively pushed for the internet industry’s development, not only making it flourish but also earning it greater attention from society as a whole. Therefore, professionals in the internet and high-tech fields naturally held a favorable impression of Li Mu.

Hikvision hoped to establish some form of cooperation with Li Mu because he represented immense resources and influence in the internet domain. Collaborating with him would significantly boost an enterprise’s development; one only needed to look at Shenzhou Computers to understand this. Their current growth rate had already entered a berserk phase.

Everyone wanted to hitch a free ride with Li Mu, and Hikvision was no exception. They had personally witnessed Shenzhou’s rise. As enterprises both focused on hardware, they hoped to become the second Shenzhou Computer within Li Mu’s large ecological system.

It was precisely because of the boundless expectations for Li Mu throughout the company that they did not realize the renowned Li Mu had already extended his sharp fangs towards their newly established, niche enterprise.

The representative Hikvision sent to meet with Li Mu this time was Zhong Xinhua, Zhao Xianliang’s old classmate. The main reason for him representing Hikvision, and even Institute 52, was his long-standing acquaintance with Zhao Xianliang. Furthermore, Li Mu was coming to discuss cooperation precisely because Zhao Xianliang had acted as a go-between. With this existing connection, Zhong Xinhua was naturally the most suitable representative to meet Li Mu.

Zhong Xinhua had reserved a teahouse known for its fine tea and Jiangzhe pastries by West Lake quite early. For their first meeting, Li Mu had arranged to first meet privately to discuss the general direction. If the overall direction was agreeable, both parties would then bring their teams to sit down for a deeper dive.

At 5:30 PM, Li Mu met Zhong Xinhua at the agreed-upon teahouse.

Zhong Xinhua was similar in age to Zhao Xianliang, already over forty this year.

However, unlike Zhao Xianliang, who had been struggling in the business world for twenty years, Zhong Xinhua had buried himself in scientific research for over twenty years since graduating from university. As a result, he looked noticeably older than Zhao Xianliang, with half of the hair at his temples already white. The overall impression he gave Li Mu could be summarized in three words: unremarkable.

With unremarkable clothing, an unremarkable physique, and unremarkable appearance and demeanor, Zhong Xinhua looked more like an ordinary middle school teacher than a scientific researcher.

However, Zhong Xinhua was very familiar with Li Mu because he had seen so many of Li Mu’s interviews and reports of his deeds. Meeting him for the first time, he didn’t feel any strangeness at all. Instead, he felt that Li Mu was indeed as portrayed by the media, exuding an aura of a successful person from head to toe. Though young, his presence completely overshadowed Zhong Xinhua, turning him into mere dust.

A somewhat nervous Zhong Xinhua shook hands with Li Mu. They sat facing each other. He observed this legendary young man up close for the first time, feeling that he was no different from how he appeared on television. Li Mu was very easygoing and, upon meeting, proactively addressed him as “Uncle Zhong,” which made him feel somewhat overwhelmed by favor.

Li Mu and Zhong Xinhua exchanged pleasantries, then didn’t immediately get down to business. Instead, they casually chatted about the only person they both knew: Zhao Xianliang.

Zhong Xinhua was very curious how Li Mu came to know Zhao Xianliang, who was over twenty years his senior, especially since their fields of work were vastly different. Logically, they shouldn’t have had much in common.

Since Zhong Xinhua was Zhao Xianliang’s high school classmate, Li Mu said to Zhong Xinhua, “Uncle Zhong, to be honest with you, Uncle Zhao’s daughter is my girlfriend.”

“Oh?” Zhong Xinhua’s eyes widened, and he exclaimed, “Zi Qiu is your girlfriend?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right.”

Zhong Xinhua quickly recovered, saying with a pleased expression, “I never imagined you’d be Xianliang’s future son-in-law…”

Zhong Xinhua was exceptionally pleased. With this connection between Li Mu and Zhao Xianliang, and himself being Zhao Xianliang’s high school classmate and old friend for many years, Hikvision and Li Mu could subtly play the “relationship card” in the future. This would definitely be more beneficial for Hikvision.

Zhong Xinhua, who regarded Hikvision as his own flesh and blood, was entirely focused on how to make Hikvision develop better. The current predicament of Hikvision troubled him greatly, and he naturally hoped that Li Mu could provide timely help to Hikvision. If it were just a business transaction, the cooperation terms would certainly be relatively strict, but if they could mediate on emotional terms, there should be some room for flexibility.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Zhong Xinhua to react with such excitement to his answer. However, upon reflection, it was understandable. China was inherently a society based on personal connections, and everyone hoped to exchange favors for benefits. There was nothing inherently wrong with this; even buying things from an acquaintance could yield a discount, let alone an investment of such magnitude. A slight loosening of terms could potentially bring enormous additional returns to the enterprise.

Zhong Xinhua’s initial nervousness eased considerably. He somewhat eagerly asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li has always focused on the internet field, so why the sudden shift of attention to the security and surveillance field?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Uncle Zhong, the main reason I want to venture into the security and surveillance field is to use it as an entry point into hardware manufacturing.”

Before acquiring Hikvision, the “Skynet Monitoring System” plan was Li Mu’s top confidential information in front of them. This absolutely could not be revealed. Otherwise, once Hikvision realized that the country would vigorously develop urban monitoring systems in the future, they would immediately be given a powerful shot in the arm, making it even harder to acquire them then.

Zhong Xinhua was very surprised by Li Mu’s answer. He had originally thought Li Mu had grand ambitions for the security and surveillance field, which was why he chose the industry. He hadn’t expected Li Mu merely wanted to use the security and surveillance industry as an entry point.

Zhong Xinhua asked Li Mu curiously, “General Manager Li, if you want to do hardware, aren’t there many other fields that would be easier to enter than security and surveillance? And their market space is much larger too.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Hardware is a very long-term direction in my future plans, so the entry point cannot be a too popular field. The more popular the field, the fiercer the competition, and the harder it will be to start from scratch in that field.”

Then, Li Mu added, “If Muyun Technology’s first hardware project chose a popular field and then got bogged down for two or three years without much success, it would be too big a blow to everyone’s confidence and enthusiasm. I’d rather choose a niche industry first for the team to test it out, striving to achieve results quickly and have a smooth start, so everyone can continue with high morale.”

Zhong Xinhua carefully pondered the meaning of Li Mu’s words, finding his thinking not only correct but remarkably wise.

Hardware, compared to software, required stronger technical accumulation. Trying to catch up in a popular hardware field was extremely difficult and would take too long to achieve.

In contrast, Zhong Xinhua also admitted that the security and surveillance field was not currently a popular industry, either domestically or internationally. Especially in China, market demand was pitifully small, and companies in the same industry were few and far between. Even Hikvision had only been established for less than a year, making it almost virgin territory.

Zhong Xinhua was afraid that Li Mu’s “niche” first impression of the security and surveillance field would lead him to undervalue Hikvision. So he said to Li Mu, “Actually, I believe that China’s security and surveillance industry will definitely experience a surge in the next few years. Domestic financial industries, such as banks, securities, and precious metals, are increasingly demanding monitoring products. So, even though this industry is niche now, it definitely has great potential in the future.”

Li Mu nodded, thinking to himself that he probably knew this better than Zhong Xinhua. Even if Zhong Xinhua developed security and surveillance systems, he probably wouldn’t dare imagine that in the future, every city in China would be covered by video surveillance; nor would he dare imagine that a single intersection could have dozens of cameras with various functions; that future public transport systems would be entirely covered by surveillance video; or that even in the future, almost half of private cars would have a dashcam for continuous recording.

By acquiring Hikvision and integrating a complete security and surveillance industry chain, Li Mu could push the security and surveillance industry to its limits ahead of time, while also accumulating a significant amount of technical knowledge for the larger future hardware market.

Li Mu said to Zhong Xinhua, “Uncle Zhong, I do have some confidence in the security and surveillance field, which is why I’ve come to meet you. However, I’d like to know what Hikvision’s self-valuation in the capital market currently is?”

When an enterprise seeks financing, it first needs a self-offer, including its desired valuation and how many shares it intends to offer for financing. The investors then haggle over prices based on the enterprise’s specific circumstances, eventually settling on a price agreeable to both parties. Hikvision was no exception.

Before Zhong Xinhua arrived, Hikvision had already held internal meetings to discuss and analyze various practical situations, coming up with an offer plan.

Seeing Li Mu proactively ask, Zhong Xinhua said, “Our current idea is to divest around thirty percent of our shares at a valuation of forty million.”

Zhong Xinhua spoke without much confidence regarding the forty million valuation. In reality, Hikvision was not worth that much money at the moment; if placed on the capital market, it would probably only be worth around thirty million.

After stating the price, Zhong Xinhua looked at Li Mu with a guilty conscience, worried that the price would make Li Mu feel that Hikvision lacked sincerity, and also worried that if Li Mu started haggling, he would cut the price too drastically.

At this point, Li Mu smiled and said, “Uncle Zhong, I greatly respect the value of core technology. Although I don’t know much about Hikvision’s specific situation, I really approve of Hikvision’s valuation. Forty million RMB might seem high in the eyes of other investors, but in my eyes, this price is very fair, perhaps even a bit low.”

Zhong Xinhua asked, surprised, “General Manager Li approves of our offer?”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and said, “If we cooperate, I can give Hikvision a valuation of fifty million.”

Zhong Xinhua felt as if he was dreaming. Why didn’t Li Mu haggle, but instead proactively raised Hikvision’s price?

Just as Zhong Xinhua was utterly bewildered, Li Mu calmly said, “However, Uncle Zhong, the fifty million valuation isn’t for financing, but for acquisition!”





Chapter 978: Update Announcement

My head still hurts, so there will only be one update today. I hope everyone can understand. I owe you all two chapters and will definitely find a way to make them up this week!





Chapter 972: Action Over Contemplation

Li Mu spent three hours to fully explain to Zhong Xinhua why he intended to acquire Hikvision rather than simply invest in it.

Zhong Xinhua regarded Hikvision as his own child. It was indeed not easy to make him understand why he wanted to adopt his child into his own name.

At first, when Zhong Xinhua heard the words “acquisition,” he almost immediately declared to Li Mu: “Hikvision cannot accept any form of acquisition!”

An acquisition meant giving up a controlling stake, and it also meant handing over one’s hard work to others. Not just Zhong Xinhua, but probably no one at Hikvision would agree.

However, Li Mu gradually persuaded Zhong Xinhua by using his mindset of integrating resources, building a complete industry chain, and creating a complete technical closed-loop.

Li Mu’s strong capabilities in resource integration also made Zhong Xinhua clearly realize: As Hikvision’s actual parents, neither Zhong Xinhua, nor Hikvision, nor Institute 52 had the ability to properly raise this “child” named Hikvision.

In everything, comparison is the most terrifying thing. When raising one’s own child, ensuring they are well-fed and educated might seem good enough. But after comparing oneself to someone capable, one realizes they lack the money to provide the child with good food, good clothes, the best education, funds to study abroad, or even a generous started capital to begin their own business. The disparity becomes immediately apparent.

Although Hikvision would become incredibly powerful in the future, at present, Hikvision had been established for less than a year. They simply couldn’t possess true foresight or confidence, nor could they recognize how powerful their future would be. If the Hikvision team wished for this child to end up ordinary and unremarkable, they could refuse his suggestion. But if they hoped for this child to become a cut above others, the only opportunity was to transfer the child to him, because everything they couldn’t provide, he could.

To make Zhong Xinhua willing, Li Mu directly pinpointed their biggest pain point: “You are currently short on funds for R&D, and even more so for hardware. You don’t even have the ability to produce front-end camera equipment yourselves. How will you provide users with complete solutions in the future? If a competitor can provide a complete solution, what will you use to defend your market position?”

This indeed hit Hikvision’s biggest pain point: a lack of funds, and a significant lack at that!

Li Mu mentioning a complete solution was fine, but bringing up that concept hit Zhong Xinhua right where he was most frustrated.

The entire Hikvision team deeply hoped to build an industry chain. Zhong Xinhua dreamt of Hikvision having its own camera equipment manufacturing enterprise, but currently, Hikvision had no capability to get involved in camera equipment production. The capital cost required was too high, and neither Hikvision nor Institute 52 could afford it.

Precisely because they lacked funds for hardware, Hikvision initially chose “codec technology” and “back-end storage products”—two areas with lower R&D costs—with the intention of ‘overtaking on a curve’. However, a car with insufficient horsepower isn’t easy to overtake with. Even if the pedal is floored and the engine roars, it just can’t pick up speed. This feeling was quite painful.

Li Mu struck while the iron was hot, saying: “If Hikvision is willing to accept an acquisition, I will invest two hundred million in the future new company. One hundred million of that can be used to acquire a capable camera equipment manufacturing enterprise, and the remaining one hundred million will be for your joint R&D, aiming to develop a complete software and hardware solution! As for promotion and selling later, you won’t have to worry at all. I will unconditionally bring in all my resources, and they won’t be included in the valuation.”

Zhong Xinhua was moved.

He was moved much faster than Li Mu had anticipated, and he made no effort to conceal it.

Zhong Xinhua was neither a businessman nor a capitalist. He was a scientific researcher. Although he had left his official staff position, his habits of doing scientific research for so many years had not changed. He didn’t have very high personal profit pursuits; all his pursuits were actually focused on hoping that Hikvision could develop better and produce more industry-leading technologies and solutions.

For someone who had taken root in scientific research, ample research funds were something they wouldn’t even dare to dream of. But today, Li Mu presented a solution that could bring in hundreds of millions in R&D funds in one go. Zhong Xinhua was already eager to make the decision and agree to Li Mu’s request immediately.

From Zhong Xinhua’s eyes, Li Mu saw a unique kind of fervor. This look was strikingly similar to the excitement and frenzy Walter White displayed when the drug lord Gus brought him to the high-specification drug manufacturing lab he had built for him in the fifth episode of the third season of Breaking Bad.

He firmly believed that people like Zhong Xinhua were the so-called “craftsmen” most lacking in future society. Promising him how much money he could earn held little meaning. What truly attracted and moved him was promising how much money he would be given, allowing him to focus on his research, and how much improvement and advancement it would bring to his studies.

…

The next morning, at the Hikvision conference room.

Zhong Xinhua, extremely excited, said to everyone: “This is two hundred million in cash, comrades! Li Mu said this money, in the form of corporate book capital, will be directly transferred to Muyun Vision’s account within ten working days after the contract is signed! In other words, as long as we agree to Muyun Vision’s acquisition, we will immediately transform from a situation where we couldn’t even attract a few million in investment, into a filthy rich person-level enterprise with two hundred million in available funds on our books! Although our shareholding percentage will be much lower, there’s just so much that two hundred million can do!”

For Hikvision’s current core team, their professional skills were more in scientific research than in capital management. The string in their hearts that initially resisted the acquisition shattered into smithereens at the sheer impact of two hundred million in funds.

At the beginning of this year, Hikvision wanted to trade twenty percent of its shares for three million in cash at a valuation of fifteen million, but many capitalists refused. This was a huge blow to these favored ones of heaven from national scientific research institutes. It was then that they first realized the capital market’s mechanisms were extremely cruel, seeking profit alone, and generally unwilling to pay the bill for their academic credentials or professional experience.

Later, Hikvision managed to struggle back to life, relying on a newly developed video processing board. However, since the industry’s space was quite limited, “struggling back to life” truly meant barely escaping the brink of death, yet still not truly past the period of survival danger.

For a team that couldn’t even secure a few million in cash, suddenly having two hundred million in controllable funds felt like throwing a refugee who had struggled through a long famine into a high-end, lavish buffet restaurant. For a refugee who only wanted half a hard bun, so much delicious food made them too happy to even know how to begin eating.

Hikvision’s founding team was, overall, an entrepreneurial team that prioritized intellectual property and core technology. For their type of entrepreneurship, the most crucial thing was ample financial support. Therefore, the two hundred million funds Li Mu promised held an extraordinarily powerful attraction for the entire team, almost possessing supernatural magic.

Chen Enchao, Hikvision’s person in charge and also the core figure of the entire team, could barely contain his excitement as he asked Zhong Xinhua: “Can our team make decisions regarding Li Mu’s two hundred million in funding? Or rather, how much say do we have?”

Zhong Xinhua said: “At least fifty million is ours to decide.”

Chen Enchao asked him: “Why fifty million?”

Zhong Xinhua said: “Li Mu hopes to allocate around one hundred million in funds to acquire a camera equipment manufacturing enterprise. Combined with Hikvision’s technological accumulation in back-end and mid-range, this will directly open up the entire video surveillance industry chain!”

At these words, the entire room was stunned.

Li Mu was going to acquire a camera equipment manufacturing enterprise to integrate it into the future Muyun Vision? This was truly excellent! One must know that this was the hardware field Hikvision had always most wanted to enter quickly! But due to their lack of capability, they could only struggle in the mid- to back-end domains.

At this point, Zhong Xinhua added: “Moreover, Li Mu promised that we can decide which specific camera equipment manufacturing enterprise to acquire!”

Chen Enchao’s eyes widened: “Li Mu really said that?!”

“Absolutely true!” Zhong Xinhua nodded repeatedly, saying: “Li Mu also said that after the acquisition, all remaining funds will be used for R&D! Nearly one hundred million, comrades! All for R&D—where can you find such courage and boldness? Nowadays, others invest two million in us and have clear performance requirements, but Li Mu is directly giving us one hundred million for R&D funds. Even if we have to split it with the front-end equipment manufacturing enterprise later, nearly fifty million in R&D funds will still end up with our Hikvision team. So much R&D funding—who among us would have dared to imagine it before? How much can we achieve, how much research can we conduct, once we receive this money?”

Truly possessing craftsmanship meant never prioritizing profit; this was an almost eternal truth. For a craftsman, what mattered most was always the quality and reputation of their own products, not simply profit.

Hikvision might continuously commercialize over the next decade or so, but at the very started of such an enterprise, craftsmanship would inevitably be the most crucial aspect for the entire team. The dozens of Hikvision researchers from scientific research institutes were no different. What they were currently thinking about was how to develop better technologies, better hardware, and better overall solutions. As for money and capital, they did not place as much emphasis on them.

Chen Enchao fell silent for a moment, then suddenly stood up and said: “A fifty million valuation, nearly double our actual anticipated valuation, coupled with sufficient R&D funds and Li Mu’s strong support for the entire ecosystem—this is truly the most suitable ground for achieving great things. You all return to your posts and continue working. Xinhua, accompany me to the Institute; we need to have a good talk with them!”

Zhong Xinhua’s heart rejoiced. He instinctively inquired: “General Manager Chen, are you agreeing to this?”

Chen Enchao impatiently said: “I wish I could sign the contract with Li Mu right now! But the key is that I don’t have the final say on such a big matter. Action over contemplation. Come with me, let’s go report to the Institute right away!”





Chapter 973: Wei Lan’s Private Agenda

Before coming to Hangzhou, Li Mu had never imagined that the acquisition of Hikvision would be so straightforward.

To avoid a protracted battle with Hikvision, he had deliberately brought Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling along. Yet, after only one meeting with Zhong Xinhua, he received Zhong Xinhua’s feedback the very next day.

Hikvision, along with its superior unit Institute 52, had fully agreed to Li Mu’s acquisition intention. The entirety of Hikvision, including its personnel and patents, would be integrated into the future Muyun Vision structure, with Institute 52 holding twenty percent of Muyun Vision’s shares.

Of Hikvision’s twenty percent shares, over eighty percent belonged to Institute 52. However, Li Mu paid no mind to these details; acquiring a state-owned enterprise with a state-owned institute holding shares was, in itself, a good thing.

Given that “Muyun Vision” was still just a virtual company promised verbally by Li Mu, Hikvision could not yet sign a formal cooperation agreement with Li Mu. Therefore, both parties specifically signed a letter of intent and a framework agreement based on it. Following this, Li Mu immediately handed the registration of “Muyun Vision” over to Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling.

The news of Li Mu arriving in Hangzhou to acquire a security and surveillance enterprise spread like wildfire within the internet industry. Many people couldn’t understand why his business ventures were so disparate. Shifting from the internet to logistics was understandable, but moving from the internet to security and surveillance left people baffled.

While Li Mu was in Hangzhou, the Yanjing Municipal Bureau held a relatively low-key press conference. At the conference, the police announced a sensational kidnapping and extortion case that had occurred in Yanjing. In this case, the victim Wei Lan’s information and Li Mu’s related information, which had helped solve the case, were concealed. Although the focus couldn’t be on individuals, the media and the public were still captivated by the case details, which had been solved within twenty-four hours.

On the evening of the day after the press conference, Bureau Chief Gu Jianghe of the Yanjing Municipal Bureau called Li Mu. He started by exchanging pleasantries, asking Li Mu what he had been busy with recently.

By chance, Li Mu was on his way back to his hometown, Haizhou, from Hangzhou.

Originally, after signing the letter of intent with Hikvision, Li Mu had planned to fly back to Yanjing with Lin Qingya and Ding Zhengling that day. However, Li Mu’s mother happened to call him. Hearing that Li Mu was in Hangzhou, she told him to come home for a visit while he was nearby.

Li Mu hadn’t mentioned going home during the National Day holiday, not even when he traveled to the more distant Hangzhou, which greatly displeased Li Mu’s mother in Haizhou.

As soon as Li Mu saw his mother was displeased, he immediately agreed without a word, preparing to “conveniently” go home.

This “convenient” detour turned out to be quite a long one.

Driving from Hangzhou to Haizhou takes at least five hours. With no planes available, Li Mu had no choice but to temporarily ask Zhao Xianliang for help. He borrowed two cars from Zhao Xianliang’s company and had Wang Yuanlang and two others accompany him back to Haizhou.

Li Mu only set off from Hangzhou for Haizhou at six in the evening. This time, besides his parents, Li Mu didn’t inform anyone else, including Su Yingxue, about his return.

At eight in the evening, as Li Mu was dozing off in the car, he received a call from Gu Jianghe. After some pleasantries, Li Mu asked him, “Bureau Chief Gu, do you have official business calling me?”

Gu Jianghe chuckled and said, “Yes, that’s right. Specifically, yesterday after we announced the case details at the press conference, the Municipal Bureau’s news center received several calls today from film and television companies. They are very interested in the entire sequence of events of the case and hope to buy the copyright for the previous kidnapping case to turn it into a movie. I consulted with the leaders of the Ministry about this, and surprisingly, the Ministry leaders are also very supportive. So, we are leaning towards the Ministry of Public Security investing a portion, and then selecting a reliable film and television company, with both parties jointly funding the production of this movie. The reason I called is to gain your and Miss Wei’s consent.”

As soon as Li Mu heard about making a movie, he instinctively refused, saying, “Bureau Chief Gu, I think making a movie about this would be best avoided. I don’t really want to make the last case known to the whole world.”

Gu Jianghe said, “We think this is a good thing. It also serves as a deterrent to society, making potential criminals realize that even the most discreet and ingenious criminal acts will be solved.”

Li Mu said, “Bureau Chief Gu, you need to consider Wei Lan’s feelings. As a victim, she must have lingering trauma. If you insist on making this movie, it will have a very significant impact on her.”

Gu Jianghe quickly said, “General Manager Li, you are absolutely right. Miss Wei, as the victim, must be highly respected. We believe that you, as a deeply involved participant in the case, also need to be respected. That’s why we specifically called to first consult your personal opinion.”

Li Mu felt a bit displeased, feeling that Gu Jianghe and his leaders were somewhat selfish in wanting to turn this case into a movie. So, he said stiffly, “Bureau Chief Gu, consulting me on this kind of thing doesn’t mean much. Even if I agree, Wei Lan definitely won’t.”

Gu Jianghe suddenly chuckled and said, “General Manager Li, to be honest, Miss Wei has already agreed.”

“What?!” Li Mu was instantly taken aback, feeling as if he had miscalculated while going downstairs; he thought he had reached the bottom, but there was another step, and he missed it.

Gu Jianghe repeated, “Miss Wei has already agreed. Before calling you, one of our female colleagues from the news center had already communicated with Miss Wei. Miss Wei agreed without hesitation and even said it would help improve public security and was a very meaningful thing…”

Li Mu felt inexplicably furious: “Bureau Chief Gu, how could you make such a request to her? Isn’t that too inconsiderate of her? You’re trotting out grand principles like public security and people’s safety; even if she didn’t want to agree, she’d probably be forced to by you!”

Gu Jianghe quickly said, “General Manager Li, making the movie is the Ministry’s idea. When we sought Miss Wei’s consent, we were indeed very tactful and very considerate of her. Originally, I wanted to call Miss Wei myself, but considering that Miss Wei might be resistant, I had our female colleague from the news center communicate with her. And according to our colleague, Miss Wei agreed very readily. Her sole two requests for the film adaptation, one of them, was to conceal her real identity.”

Li Mu felt that everything Gu Jianghe said was just his one-sided account. This had nothing to do with Wei Lan agreeing or not. It was the Yanjing Municipal Bureau’s ability to even put such a request to Wei Lan that showed their thought process and way of doing things was inherently rude. Just having the idea felt like they weren’t being fair. No amount of explanation would make a difference.

So, Li Mu said to Gu Jianghe, “Bureau Chief Gu, I’ll call Wei Lan first, and then we can talk again.”

Gu Jianghe was stunned for a moment and quickly said, “Oh, General Manager Li, I haven’t told you Miss Wei’s second request yet…”

Li Mu, concerned about Wei Lan, didn’t wait for him to finish speaking and hung up the phone. Immediately after, he called Wei Lan.

When Wei Lan received Li Mu’s call, her first words were, “Are you still in Hangzhou?”

Li Mu said, “No, I’m on my way back to Haizhou, going home for a visit.”

Then, Li Mu quickly asked her, “Did the Municipal Bureau call you?”

“They did.” Wei Lan’s tone was calm, and she smiled faintly as she said, “They said they wanted to cooperate with a film and television company to make a movie about my kidnapping case.”

Li Mu said, “I heard Bureau Chief Gu say you agreed to their film adaptation?”

“Yes, I did,” Wei Lan replied, “It’s a good thing, why refuse? If this movie is made, as long as people watch it, it can make more people aware of the risks and costs of crime, and to a certain extent, contribute to lowering the crime rate. Why would I refuse?”

Li Mu asked again, “Wei Lan, were you tricked by the people from the Municipal Bureau? How did they trick you?”

Wei Lan laughed and said, “I wasn’t tricked by anyone from the Municipal Bureau. As soon as they made the request, I immediately agreed. I really do think it’s very meaningful, and there’s no reason to refuse. My biggest request was that my real identity not be disclosed, and they agreed, so I had no objections.”

Li Mu sighed, just about to persuade her to withdraw the permission she had given to the Municipal Bureau, when Wei Lan then said, “Besides, I agreed because I also have a private agenda.”

Li Mu asked her, “What private agenda?”

Wei Lan said naturally, “Aren’t you going into security and surveillance? I heard you acquired a security and surveillance enterprise in Hangzhou. If that case is adapted into a movie, and the case details get more in-depth exposure, it will certainly enhance the public’s and local governments’ attention to urban monitoring. In that case, it will also be a great help to the security and surveillance industry you want to enter, and certainly help your Skynet Monitoring System.”

It was then that Li Mu fully understood: Wei Lan’s agreement with the Yanjing Municipal Bureau was probably mostly to provide some help to him.

Wei Lan thinking so much for him caused a warm current to flow through Li Mu’s heart at that moment, but he still said, “Actually, you didn’t need to make such a big sacrifice. Even without the exposure from this case, the Skynet Monitoring System will definitely receive attention from the state and local governments. If there truly needs to be a film or television work to indirectly promote it, I could completely use Muye Films to invest in a few fictional movies…”

Wei Lan smiled slightly, her voice gentle as she said, “Fictional movies naturally aren’t as persuasive as movies adapted from real cases. The Skynet Monitoring System is a significant vision, and my capabilities are limited. I can only help you in this way, so please don’t dampen my enthusiasm. Don’t worry, I’m not as fragile as you imagine.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan added, “Oh, right, besides asking them to conceal my real identity, I also made another request to the Municipal Bureau.”

Only then did Li Mu remember that Gu Jianghe had mentioned Wei Lan’s “sole two requests” on the phone. He quickly asked her, “What other request did you make?”

Wei Lan asked, surprised, “Didn’t someone from the Municipal Bureau tell you?”

Li Mu said in annoyance, “I didn’t wait for him to finish talking and hung up. I was furious!”

“Alright, don’t be angry,” Wei Lan comforted him with a smile, then said, “My other request is that this movie must be invested in and produced by Muye Films. So, you should quickly think about who to designate as the Director and who to cast as the main characters for the movie!”





Chapter 974: Script Completed!

Li Mu suddenly felt Wei Lan’s personal agenda was unexpectedly strong.

The reason she agreed to the Municipal Bureau’s request to adapt the case for the big screen was, in essence, to seize this opportunity for her own benefit.

Li Mu had made the final decision to develop the Skynet Monitoring System because he had personally experienced the hidden risks that insufficient surveillance coverage posed to public safety during Wei Lan’s kidnapping. Wei Lan knew very well that the details of the case had given him this feeling, and once it was brought to the big screen, through the interpretation of good screenwriters, directors, and actors, it would surely evoke the same feeling in all viewers.

It went without saying that once this movie was released, regardless of whether it was good or bad, it would undoubtedly make all viewers acutely desire improvements in public safety. Once this subconscious change was instilled in the audience, the Skynet Monitoring System would become a highly anticipated product. At that point, the resistance to its widespread adoption would be minimized.

This alone wasn’t enough; Wei Lan had even considered her own Muye Films. She specifically requested Muye Films to invest in and produce the film, immediately shutting out other film and television companies that genuinely wanted to make it.

To be honest, Li Mu didn’t want to invest in this movie, feeling it somewhat capitalized on Wei Lan’s suffering. So, he said to Wei Lan, “Thank you, Wei Lan, but if you really want to see that case adapted into a movie, then it’s better not to let Muye Films produce it. Muye Films is actually just an empty shell, lacking experience.”

Wei Lan said, “I feel I can only rest assured if Muye Films makes it.”

Then, Wei Lan added, “Many movies adapted from real events or novels often lack respect for the story itself. Many times, they become disfigured/unrecognizable for personal reasons. That’s why I think I can only rest assured if Muye Films invests in it.”

Li Mu said, “If you’re worried about it being too distorted, you can ask them to let you review the script beforehand.”

“I don’t want to…” Wei Lan, for almost the first time, spoke to Li Mu in a nearly coy tone. “I don’t trust anyone else. I only trust you.”

Wei Lan hesitated for a moment, then said, “If possible, I hope you can be the screenwriter.”

“Me?” Li Mu’s head spun. “I’m not cut out for that.”

“I don’t believe it,” Wei Lan said. “Old Boys was written and directed by you, right? I’ve watched it several times. Your skills as both a screenwriter and director are impressive.”

Li Mu said, “That was just something I made with a casual attitude (just for fun)…”

Wei Lan again adopted that nearly coy tone: “Oh, please just agree to this one time. This kind of request, I’ll probably only ever make to you once in my life. I don’t care who directs or stars in the movie that Muyun Technology invests in, but the screenwriter must be you.”

Li Mu had intended to gently refuse, but Wei Lan’s tone made him unable to articulate his refusal.

How could Li Mu not know that Wei Lan’s “pleading” for his help was actually to help him?

If he still overthought things at a time like this, he would truly be disgraced.

So, Li Mu sighed and said, “Alright then, Muye Films will invest, and I’ll write the script.”

Wei Lan immediately beamed, laughing and saying, “Then once your script is written, I want to be the first audience!”

“Okay! As soon as the script is finished, I’ll let you see it first!”

…

By the time the car drove into Haizhou at night, it was already nearly eleven o’clock.

Li Mu’s parents, knowing he was coming home, hadn’t rested yet and were sitting on the sofa waiting.

When Li Mu rang the doorbell, his mother, who had been anxiously waiting, quickly got up to open the door for him.

As the door opened, she saw Li Mu, dust-covered and looking a little tired. Li Mu’s mother instantly felt heartache and said to him, “Son, you must be exhausted from such a long car ride, aren’t you?”

Li Mu entered, changing his shoes as he smiled and said, “Not tired. I slept in the car, I’m quite energetic.”

Then, Li Mu and his mother walked into the living room together. Li Mu’s father had already risen from the sofa, unable to hide his excitement. He said, “Your mother and I have been waiting for you all night. Did you eat dinner? Your mother specifically saved some Zhajiangmian for you because she was worried you’d be hungry.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Then I’ll have a bowl right away, I’m hungry.”

Li Mu’s mother hurried to scoop a bowl of noodles for him. Li Mu simply sat on the sofa and ate heartily. He hadn’t had much appetite or felt hungry during the journey, but once he arrived home, his stomach suddenly felt unbearable.

Watching Li Mu eat the noodles so vigorously, Li Mu’s mother said with some heartache, “If I had known the drive would take so long, I wouldn’t have made you come back.”

Li Mu ate as he spoke, “It’s my fault. I didn’t think about coming home to see you during the National Day holiday. Mom, please don’t be angry with me.”

Li Mu’s mother said with much self-reproach, “Mom was just speaking in anger on the phone. I didn’t consider how far Hangzhou is from home, and that coming home is much more troublesome than you going back to Yanjing.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “Mom, look at you, no matter how far home is, it’s never troublesome.”

Li Mu’s mother shook her head and sighed softly, watching Li Mu’s tired and hungry state. Her self-reproach wasn’t alleviated at all by Li Mu’s words.

Li Mu’s father then asked him, “Son, why did you go to Hangzhou?”

Li Mu truthfully replied, “I went to Hangzhou to acquire a company that’s doing very well in the security and surveillance field.”

“Security and surveillance?” Both parents were somewhat surprised, asking Li Mu, “Why did you suddenly get into this industry?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I have a concept; I want to develop a monitoring system to improve urban public safety.”

Then, Li Mu explained the Skynet System concept to his parents again.

After understanding Li Mu’s Skynet System plan, both parents praised the concept endlessly.

Li Mu’s father had been a technical worker for half his life and could be considered an intellectual, so his sense of social responsibility was quite strong. He said to Li Mu, “Son, your Skynet System is of great significance. If done well, it can save the personal and property safety of countless people and also bring more criminals to justice. So, you must do it well and never give up halfway.”

Li Mu nodded seriously, “Don’t worry, Dad. Once I integrate the security and surveillance resources, the R&D for the Skynet System will be very fast. It will definitely cover all cities nationwide in the coming years.”

Li Mu’s father said earnestly, “Your current achievements, I couldn’t even dream of them before. But among all your achievements, what makes me most proud is actually your 3321 project that didn’t earn a single penny. Now it seems the Skynet System can also be one of them.”

Li Mu naturally understood his father very well. His own sense of social responsibility largely came from his daily exposure to his father’s values. This was extremely important to him. If it weren’t for having this yardstick of social responsibility constantly in his mind, Li Mu would never have thought of a business model like 3321. Even if he were to incubate Alipay, he would definitely have chosen a truly profitable business model to do so.

Without 3321, to incubate Alipay, the only path would have been through the Taobao platform: first cultivating the public’s online shopping awareness, creating a demand for online shopping, and then promoting Alipay to online shoppers with “secure payment” as the core. But in that scenario, both Alipay and the Taobao platform would have found it much harder to truly get started.

It can be said that 3321 created Alipay and also provided Taobao platform with a high-quality user base for payment, which allowed Taobao’s development to proceed smoothly, leaving all its competitors far behind.

Looking at it this way, Li Mu himself greatly benefited from the 3321 non-profit project, which focused on educational charity.

The Skynet Monitoring System, like 3321, emerged from Li Mu’s deep-seated sense of social responsibility. When Li Mu first conceived this idea, he truly hadn’t thought about how much profit potential the security and surveillance field could bring him. But when he actually started to promote the project forward, Li Mu unexpectedly gained a future security and surveillance giant — Hikvision.

With his tremendous support, Li Mu believed that Hikvision, which was still worried about several million in R&D funding, would definitely represent a formidable Market Value of over one hundred billion RMB in the future. This was an unexpected gain from his conception of the Skynet Monitoring System.

Now, Li Mu increasingly felt that a sense of social responsibility was truly a good thing. When you genuinely intend to benefit society and contribute to it, society always gives you unexpected returns in other areas.

After chatting with his parents until almost one o’clock, Li Mu finally returned to his room. After taking a shower, the previously exhausted Li Mu felt much more energized.

Lying in bed, Li Mu suddenly remembered what he had promised Wei Lan. Thinking about writing the 24-hour account of Wei Lan’s kidnapping into a script, many real and imagined scenes began to flash involuntarily through his mind. Specific ways of presenting cinematic ideas even began to emerge in his thoughts.

Li Mu felt that since he was going to do it, he had to do it well. He didn’t want the script he wrote or the movie he invested in to fail badly. So, he began to ponder how to conceive the script so that the movie would gain market recognition.

Subsequently, Li Mu began to meticulously refine various details.

First, since it was to be adapted into a movie, he had to omit the complex background of his relationship with Wei Lan, as well as any financial ties. Their true relationship couldn’t be shown—for example, that Wei Lan was his subordinate, yet he owed her several hundreds of millions in cash promises. This would not only weaken the main storyline but also expose him and Wei Lan, allowing anyone with a discerning eye or some knowledge of them to guess that the protagonists of the drama were Wei Lan and himself.

After much thought, Li Mu decided to follow the principle of making minor changes to the case details but major changes to the identities and backgrounds. He would process his and Wei Lan’s characters with an in-depth cinematic adaptation. The best way to do this was to set their relationship as a couple.

Cinematic works must first have sufficient character and plot conflict. Therefore, Li Mu felt that the best setting would not only be to portray himself and Wei Lan as a couple but also as a couple whose relationship had temporarily fractured, entering a cold war period. Following this principle, the protagonists’ emotions in the film would continuously repair, heal, and even sublimate as the case progressed, finally reaching a climax. This would best cater to the audience.

The emotional arc of initial suppression leading to a climactic rise was itself a popular plot for urban men and women.

Second, the character identities should also be as appealing as possible.

For example: women’s favorite male identity is definitely the domineering CEO, while men’s favorite female identity is an announcer or celebrity. Therefore, the best solution was to set himself as a domineering CEO and Wei Lan as a celebrity announcer.

This way, the background of the plot would be: the male protagonist, a domineering CEO, and the female protagonist, a celebrity announcer, are experiencing a severe cold war. The female protagonist feels the male protagonist prioritizes work too much and neglects her, while the male protagonist feels the female protagonist doesn’t understand or tolerate his work enough, and their constant arguments are gradually making him lose patience.

It was this outwardly harmonious but inwardly estranged couple that the woman was suddenly targeted by several professional kidnappers. As for the leader of the kidnappers, the role of Song Zhilei, Li Mu also made some re-shaping.

Song Zhilei’s character was set by Li Mu as the male protagonist’s former competitor. Because of the male protagonist’s decisive and ruthless actions in business (scope of), Song Zhilei went bankrupt and developed a deep-seated hatred for him. After sending his wife and children abroad, Song Zhilei prepared to seek revenge on the male protagonist in China. He would kidnap his girlfriend and extort a huge sum of money from him, hoping to kill his girlfriend after getting the money and then reunite with his wife abroad.

The male protagonist, currently in a cold war with the female protagonist, had all his thoughts focused on work, even organizing major meetings late into the night. The female protagonist, just off work from the TV stations, called to question why he didn’t call her first. The male protagonist, somewhat coldly and unfeelingly, claimed he was busy with work and had no time, advising her to mature and not be unreasonable. The female protagonist finally lost her patience, yelled at the male protagonist on the phone, threw down a harsh breakup line, then drove home, weeping as she drove home, highlighting that she still had very deep feelings for the male protagonist.

The male protagonist didn’t take the female protagonist’s breakup remarks seriously, completely uncaring as he continued to work overtime with his employees in a late-night meeting, giving the audience the illusion that the male protagonist no longer loved the female protagonist. At this point, the plot suddenly changed: the female protagonist was kidnapped by the kidnappers, using two cars!

As the male protagonist’s meeting reached a critical point, he suddenly received a call from the female protagonist’s phone. Remembering her, the male protagonist felt somewhat impatient, rejecting the call several times, almost driving the kidnappers and the kidnapped female protagonist into despair.

At a critical point, the male protagonist’s resolve still softened slightly. Perhaps out of annoyance, or perhaps because of his deep-seated feelings for the female protagonist, he paused the meeting and answered the call, coldly asking what the female protagonist wanted.

At this moment, the kidnapper’s voice came through, and the male protagonist realized the female protagonist had been kidnapped.

Subsequently, the male protagonist, who was actually exceptionally nervous about the female protagonist’s safety deep down, began a battle of wits with the kidnappers, gaining an opportunity for the female protagonist to communicate with him. He then cleverly used their past conversations to reveal the identity of the kidnappers’ leader to the male protagonist.

During this, whenever the male protagonist reached the most exceptionally nervous moments, he would take out an already purchased engagement ring from his office drawer, implying to the audience that although the two frequently argued and lacked mutual understanding, the male protagonist still deeply loved the female protagonist and planned to propose to her.

And then, how the male protagonist worked with the police to solve the case, with various clues presented interchangeably using cinematic techniques. Multiple clues were released one by one, only to fail one by one, bringing the movie’s atmosphere to an exceptionally nervous critical point.

At this moment, the male protagonist used Li Mu’s original method, sifting through information bit by bit, miraculously locating the kidnappers’ phone number as if finding a needle in a haystack. The plot unfolded in layers, gripping and continuously drawing the audience’s focus, making them wait for the moment the male protagonist successfully pinpointed the criminals’ phone number.

After the plot reached its climax, it entered the rescue phase. Through the efforts of the police, the female protagonist was successfully rescued.

After being rescued, the woman, surviving a catastrophe, found that the male protagonist had also arrived at the scene. She rushed to him, unheeding of everything else, and clasped him in an embrace, weeping.

Then, the male protagonist pulled out the ring, knelt on one knee, looking at the female protagonist without saying a word. The female protagonist cried tears of joy, extending her right hand through her tears…

At that moment, before the camera could show the male protagonist putting the diamond ring on her finger, the screen went black, and the movie ended.

The entire process of surviving a catastrophe, embracing and weeping, proposing, and accepting the proposal, had not a single line of dialogue.

This adaptation was a bit melodramatic, but Li Mu felt that to cater to the masses and achieve high box office and influence, melodrama was almost indispensable.

Li Mu, whose ideas were gushing forth like an unstoppable torrent, clarified his thoughts and used his laptop to write continuously from past one in the morning until seven in the morning. After a nap and a meal, he continued writing, pushing through until two in the morning the next day.

In over ten hours of writing, Li Mu completed the script for the movie. After writing “The End,” Li Mu turned his mind to the movie’s title. It didn’t take long before he finalized the last bit of melodrama, writing four bold characters as the title: “Extreme Pursuit.”





Chapter 975: To Be Forged into a Classic Commercial Film

For Li Mu, creation was a state of mind. Once he entered that state, it was as if he was cut off from the rest of the world, free to wander in the ocean of creativity. Even though it was tiring, this feeling was exceptionally delightful.

When he was writing the screenplay for Extreme Pursuit, Li Mu truly found that highest state of creation. The entire script flowed smoothly in one go. Though seemingly impulsive, it contained a multitude of his meticulous thoughts and improvements.

Extreme Pursuit was based on Wei Lan’s kidnapping, but on that foundation, Li Mu made certain artistic changes, adding and subtracting elements from the background and plot.

Firstly, he removed the detailed context of his and Wei Lan’s true identities and relationship, directly presenting them as a couple, making the story’s start lighter and more convenient.

Secondly, he increased the romantic role between the male and female leads, essentially adding a new main storyline—the development of their relationship—to the overall rescue theme.

Thirdly, he heightened the contrasts and conflicts between various characters and plot points within the drama, creating constant climaxes, both major and minor, with excellent pacing.

The core main plot was the female lead’s kidnapping. In a one-hundred-minute film, this main plot would progress from the female lead being targeted by kidnappers, her successful abduction, the kidnappers professionally hiding all clues, and the police getting increasingly entangled in dead ends, almost to the point of despair. This gradual escalation of tension would push the plot to a peak of nerve-wracking anticipation. At this critical moment, the male lead’s flash of inspiration would instantly release all the previously built-up tension. This immense contrast was sure to thrill the audience.

Li Mu felt that controlling the pacing was like continuously compressing a spring to its extreme limit, then releasing it in an instant. Only by doing so could the release of emotional kinetic energy be maximized.

Furthermore, the relationship between the male and female leads, from misunderstanding each other and being on the verge of breaking up, to cherishing each other and reconciling, was itself a huge contrasting dynamic. While the emotional role might contain some melodramatic elements, it had to be admitted that the romantic roles in most movies were inherently a collection of melodramatic clichés. The reason why some movies’ romantic roles were touching or classic wasn’t that they deviated from this cliché-ridden nature, but rather because their dramatic tension was greater.

Titanic tells a melodramatic story of a high-society girl who is dissatisfied with her parents’ arranged marriage and her rich second-generation heir fiancé, behaving immodestly on the cruise, cheating with an underdog, and cuckolding her fiancé. A large part of why it became a classic was because in the final shipwreck, the male lead sacrificed himself for the female lead, elevating the dramatic tension to its maximum with his death, which brought billions of viewers to tears.

If, at the end of Titanic, the male and female leads had safely arrived in America by boat, then eloped and lived shameless lives, the film naturally would not have become a classic.

Li Mu naturally had no ambition to create a classic movie. What he wanted was to turn this script into a highly commercial film and television work. This was true product manager thinking.

A product manager never wants to develop a product that will be called a classic; they only want to develop a product that is most popular with users and most effective at extracting money from users’ pockets.

Li Mu had been a product manager for a long time, and he not only had a clear pursuit of a product’s commercial viability but also a thorough understanding of user analysis. Therefore, when he finally completed the script for Extreme Pursuit, his keen product sense told him that this script was already architecturally perfect. Whether it could succeed after being transformed into a product would depend on the specific development process.

A good commercial film Director was essential, and beyond that, the casting of the film was equally important.

Li Mu felt that since Muye Films was going to invest in this film, he absolutely had to be the producer. For no other reason than to ensure the film reached the quality of a commercial masterpiece and was forged into a classic commercial film.

After completing the script, Li Mu spent several more hours repeatedly proofreading it, confirming everything was correct, without even a single typo or misplaced punctuation mark. By then, it was already early morning on the third day.

A tired Li Mu slept until one o’clock in the afternoon, which made Li Mu’s father and Li Mu’s mother a bit puzzled. Their son had finally returned home, but why was he locking himself in his room for most of the time?

However, out of respect for Li Mu, Li Mu’s father and Li Mu’s mother didn’t probe much, though Li Mu’s mother felt a deep heartache over Li Mu’s irregular schedule.

Around one o’clock in the afternoon, Li Mu emerged from his room, his hair like a chicken coop. As soon as Li Mu’s mother heard him, she rushed over, asking with concern, “Son, you’re awake, are you hungry? I left some food for you in the pot, it’s still warm, hurry and eat a few bites while it’s hot.”

Li Mu rubbed his eyes, his stomach grumbling. He chuckled and said, “Mom, I was woken up by hunger…”

Li Mu’s mother quickly pulled him to the dining room, complaining about his chaotic schedule and lack of regard for his health, while serving him dishes and rice. She placed them in front of him and said, “Hurry and eat, your father just called to ask if you were up yet.”

Li Mu asked, “Where’s my father?”

“At the Department Store,” Li Mu’s mother said. “The projects and contracts there have reached a critical stage recently, so your father and I have to go there every day.”

As she spoke, Li Mu’s mother glanced at the time and said, “You, tonight, you are absolutely not allowed to stay up late, understand?”

Li Mu nodded. “Got it, I definitely won’t stay up late tonight.”

Li Mu’s mother said, “You’ve been cooped up in your room ever since you came back, all mysterious. Your father and I haven’t told other relatives that you’re back. It’s already your third day back in the blink of an eye. Should we tell them you’re here this time?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “How about we don’t? I’m afraid I won’t have much time to stay home. There’s still a lot to do in Yanjing. So this time, let’s not tell anyone.”

At this point, Su Yingxue suddenly came to Li Mu’s mind. He wondered what she was busy with at home. Although he had promised her to try his best to come home, once he was back, he had delayed (plans/matters) for two or three days because of a script. With only two days left until school started, he wasn’t sure if she was still in Haizhou.

Li Mu’s mother nodded, expressing her full support when she heard him say this. She said, “Then we won’t tell anyone. You rest well at home for two days, and then quietly return to Yanjing when it’s time. Otherwise, all those social engagements will make you difficult to endure.”

Li Mu said with a smile, “My mom loves me the most.”

“Nonsense,” Li Mu’s mother rolled her eyes at Li Mu. “You eat first. Mom’s going to the company; I have some things to deal with this afternoon. I’ll come back early once I’m done. What do you want for dinner tonight? Mom will buy it and make it for you.”

Li Mu then said, “Anything is fine with me, you decide.”

Li Mu’s mother chuckled, “Then Mom will make the call herself.”

Li Mu realized that his entire family were actually workaholics.

He himself was no exception; he wished he could throw himself into it completely. His parents were the same; good heavens, when they got busy with their own careers, they also had a tireless drive, forgetting sleep and food. His return didn’t disrupt their work rhythm in the slightest.

Li Mu’s mother left, and Li Mu, alone at home, ate his meal while sending Su Yingxue a text message, asking where she was.

Su Yingxue replied, “I’m already at school. I arrived this morning. What about you?”

Li Mu said in surprise, “You went back so quickly?”

Su Yingxue said, “Yeah, it’s the seventh today, and classes start tomorrow. If I didn’t come back now, it would be too late.”

Only then did Li Mu realize that the National Day holiday had already passed.

At this moment, Su Yingxue sent another message: “Where are you?”

Li Mu wanted to say he was in Haizhou, but then he thought that if he said he was in Haizhou and had coincidentally missed meeting Su Yingxue there, it might feel a bit awkward. So he replied, “I’m running some errands in Hangzhou. I’ll be back in Yanjing in a couple of days.”

Su Yingxue didn’t think much of it. After exchanging a few more text messages, they stopped communicating.

After dinner, Li Mu called Wei Lan, wanting to tell her that the script was complete. In Li Mu’s opinion, the first person to read this script had to be Wei Lan.

Wei Lan had originally thought that, given Li Mu’s incredibly busy schedule, the script for this movie would probably not be seen until at least the end of the year. But she never dreamed that, just over twenty hours later, the first thing Li Mu would say when he called was: “I’ve finished writing the script. I’ve sent it to your email. Take a look first, and if there’s anything you’re not satisfied with, just let me know, and I’ll revise it!”

Wei Lan thought she was dreaming: “You finished it so quickly? You’re not messing with me, are you…?”

Li Mu said, “When have I ever lied to you?”

With that, Li Mu added, “I’ll send the script to your YY Mail in a moment. You can review it first.”

Wei Lan could barely contain her excitement, saying, “Then send it to me quickly! I’ll read it right now!”

“Okay, please wait a moment.”

Li Mu hung up the phone, went back to his room, opened his laptop, and sent the Extreme Pursuit script document to Wei Lan’s YY Mail.

A moment later, Wei Lan’s YY avatar flashed, making a “victory” gesture, and she messaged Li Mu: “I’m going to read it now!”

Li Mu replied, “Okay, you read. I’m going to take a shower.”

After working so hard on the script, Li Mu was rather disheveled, much like his state years ago when he was doing closed-door development at a small startup, not showering for days and nights, not even bothering to wash his face.

At this very moment, Wei Lan, far away in Yanjing, eagerly opened the email Li Mu sent. When she saw the attached document titled Extreme Pursuit, she smiled and murmured to herself, “Not a bad name!”

With that, Wei Lan impatiently opened the document. She especially wanted to see how Li Mu would interpret the Legend of how he saved her.





Chapter 976: Directors Go Wild!

After Li Mu agreed to write the script, Wei Lan had many visions for how Li Mu would portray her identity and relationship with him in the script.

In her different visions, she imagined herself as Li Mu’s subordinate, his partner, his relative, or his friend. She had hypothesized all these identities in her mind, but she had never envisioned herself becoming Li Mu’s girlfriend in his script.

This thought had crossed Wei Lan’s mind once, the moment she first considered adapting her kidnapping case into a movie.

It wasn’t that she had much knowledge of film and television; it was simply that she felt she liked this boy, who was several years younger than her, too much. Perhaps she could never become his girlfriend in real life, so if she could ‘become’ one just once in a film or television work, she would already feel satisfied.

However, the reason Wei Lan only thought about it once and dared not think about it again was that she felt Li Mu would never portray his relationship with her in such a way.

But when she opened the script for Extreme Pursuit, she was pleasantly surprised to find that, in the character settings, the relationship between the male lead ‘Chen Hao’ and the female lead ‘Li Xuan’ was actually that of a couple!

This filled Wei Lan with immense joy. She hadn’t expected Li Mu to choose the very method she most desired yet dared not hope for, shaping her relationship with him into that of a couple.

Twenty-seven-year-old Wei Lan felt countless fawns fluttering wildly in her heart. With this excited and thrilled feeling, she continued reading.

When she saw her and Li Mu’s initial relationship hit a rough patch in the script, a smile spread across Wei Lan’s face. She muttered to herself, “The workaholic personality fits reality quite well. If you don’t change that in the future, you might really cause trouble in your relationships because you’re always busy with work.”

With that, Wei Lan continued reading.

In the script, Song Zhilei’s character was renamed ‘Zhou Dahua’ and also became the male lead ‘Chen Hao’s sworn enemy, thus making the female lead ’Li Xuan’ even more innocent.

In Li Mu’s script, the biggest deviation of ‘Li Xuan’s’ character from herself was Li Xuan’s ‘absolute innocence’.

She herself had set a trap for Song Zhilei first, with Song Zhilei’s kidnapping coming afterward. Strictly speaking, to a certain extent, she had brought it upon herself. However, ‘Li Xuan’ was a completely innocent woman. Not only was her boyfriend too busy with work to love her enough, but his sworn enemy at work also chose to conspire/plot to kidnap her in retaliation. In this way, the character of ‘Li Xuan’ was portrayed without any flaws, avoiding controversy, and could evoke sympathy and affection from all viewers.

When she saw the male lead ‘Chen Hao’ showing no patience for the female lead ‘Li Xuan,’ Wei Lan even felt a surge of indignation on behalf of ‘Li Xuan.’ At the same time, she felt that the male lead Li Mu had created was too heartless. At such a critical moment when the female lead had been kidnapped, he still wouldn’t answer the phone call from the kidnappers using the female lead’s phone because he had a meeting. He truly had the potential of a derogatory term for a man who treats others poorly, especially in relationships.

However, the story took a significant turn here.

When ‘Chen Hao’ learned that ‘Li Xuan’ had been kidnapped, he immediately grew anxious. While battling wits with the kidnappers, he even pulled out a pre-purchased engagement ring from his office drawer. It was then that Wei Lan understood: ‘Chen Hao’ in the script had an absolute true love for ‘Li Xuan,’ but it was his personality that made him unwilling to concede much in front of Li Xuan, leading them to constantly clash and unable to find the best way to get along.

This small detail made Wei Lan applaud enthusiastically. Simply taking out a ring instantly reversed the male lead ‘Chen Hao’s’ previously perceived selfish image to the audience, making them realize that his feelings for ‘Li Xuan’ were actually very deep. At the moment the female lead encountered her kidnapping, the male lead’s actions earned him immense popularity / social standing and recognition from the audience.

From this moment on, the grand narrative of a man racking his brain and trying every possible method to rescue the woman he loved began to unfold.

As she continued to read, Wei Lan became increasingly captivated by Li Mu’s exquisite plot arrangement. Especially with the constant progression of the story, even as someone who had personally experienced the events, she still felt somewhat breathless under the pace of Li Mu’s script.

When ‘Chen Hao’ used a special method to pinpoint ‘Li Xuan’s’ location, Wei Lan’s heart also pounded wildly with excitement.

Finally, when she saw ‘Chen Hao’ propose to ‘Li Xuan’ without a word, and Li Xuan extended her hand to signify acceptance, Wei Lan couldn’t help but burst into tears. The story reached a perfectly happy ending: not only was ‘Li Xuan’ rescued unharmed, but her relationship with ‘Chen Hao’ finally rekindled and achieved a significant breakthrough. A successful proposal meant they were about to enter married life, which could be considered the ultimate stage of love. Therefore, the ending was perfect on every level.

After finishing the entire script, Wei Lan was not only tearful but also unable to calm her emotions for a long time. She hadn’t originally held much hope for the adapted movie; she simply thought that if it were filmed, it would be of great help to Li Mu’s Skynet Monitoring System. As long as it benefited Li Mu, she would naturally give it her full support.

But she never expected that Li Mu, in less than two days, would produce such a high-quality script, completely astonishing her!

When Li Mu emerged after his shower, Wei Lan had sent him a long string of messages on YY.

“I’ve finished the script, it’s truly amazing!”

“You’re truly a genius! Although the story itself hasn’t changed much, the transformation of the story’s background is immense, especially the romantic plot between the male and female leads. Even though they have almost no direct co-star scenes, the development of their emotional state and the genuine expression of their feelings are demonstrated vividly through various minor details!”

“I can’t wait to see this movie in the cinema now!”

“Oh, and who do you want to cast for this movie? Especially the male and female leads.”

“Also, I’m very satisfied with the script, but I had one thought after finishing it: isn’t the title Extreme Pursuit a bit unfitting? In comparison, I think ‘Rescue’ better fits the theme of this movie!”

Li Mu sat down in front of his computer, read Wei Lan’s messages, and his eyes lit up. He said with a smile, “What you said really enlightened me. The name Extreme Pursuit emphasizes punishing evil and promoting good, but if it were changed to Extreme Rescue, it would better fit the theme of the movie!”

Wei Lan immediately replied, “I think so too! The name Extreme Rescue is fantastic. It not only fits the theme but also the male lead’s feelings for the female lead!”

Li Mu immediately said, “Then it’s settled: Extreme Rescue. As for the cast, I haven’t decided yet. I’ll discuss it with the Yanjing Municipal Bureau first.”

…

The next day, when the Municipal Bureau’s news center saw the script for Extreme Rescue, the police officers in the entire publicity department were roused to excitement by this excellent script.

They rated the script extremely highly, so highly that Gu Jianghe was left somewhat incredulous.

Gu Jianghe even personally reviewed the entire script. After finishing it, Gu Jianghe couldn’t help but give Li Mu a thumbs-up in his heart.

This guy is truly exceptionally capable / freakishly talented; he handles even scripts so skillfully. One must know that he personally experienced this case. Li Mu’s revision of the script made him doubt himself: which was more real, the script or his own personal experience? Why did Li Mu’s semi-fictional script feel more vivid and real to him?

Moreover, Li Mu handled various relationships, images, and conflicts with ease.

In the entire script, there was no single point that highlighted the Yanjing Municipal Bureau’s incompetence or inefficient handling of affairs.

The Municipal Bureau police couldn’t find clues about the kidnappers for two objective reasons:

First, insufficient surveillance coverage, making it impossible to find truly valuable surveillance video footage;

Second, the kidnappers were truly too shrewd, hiding all possible clues and even leaving many false clues to mislead the police, causing them to go through many detours.

Li Mu wrote the criminals in the script as exceptionally shrewd, making it seem natural for the police to take detours, thus forming a direct causal relationship with the previous groundwork.

Furthermore, to protect the image of the Yanjing Municipal Bureau, Li Mu specifically included a dialogue for the kidnappers in the script. The general content was that after the successful kidnapping, the kidnappers communicated privately, claiming that what they had done this time was flawless, and even if the police possessed extraordinary abilities, it would be impossible for them to pinpoint their location within 24 or 48 hours.

This short dialogue again served to whitewash / cover up for the Yanjing Municipal Bureau; given how shrewd the kidnappers were, even though the Yanjing Municipal Bureau tried their hardest, finding the correct clues within 24 hours was almost an impossible feat.

What was deemed impossible was ultimately accomplished by the ‘male lead’ with his superior thinking. This only highlighted the male lead’s grand image without causing any tarnish / smear to the Municipal Bureau’s image.

In Gu Jianghe’s opinion, this movie possessed too many brilliant points:

Firstly, it offered a significant warning to criminals;

Secondly, it strongly implied the need to enhance urban video surveillance;

Thirdly, the main theme of good people getting good endings and villains receiving their just desserts was highlighted very clearly and distinctly;

Lastly, the exciting plot setting and the deeply moving love story background endowed this movie with strong commercial elements. This implied that the film had greater commercial value compared to other mainstream films. To put it more directly, it had the potential to make money!

In his excitement, Gu Jianghe immediately forwarded the script to the Ministry of Public Security’s Golden Shield Film and Television Culture Center. This was the Ministry of Public Security’s main publicity front. In his view, such an excellent script was not something a unit at the Municipal Bureau level could handle; it had to be reported to the Ministry.

Just half a day later, seven or eight Directors from the Ministry who specialized in mainstream films successively called Gu Jianghe. These Directors, who usually held themselves in high regard, were exceedingly polite and complimentary to Gu Jianghe over the phone. Their true purpose was singular: they hoped to direct Extreme Rescue.

Before he had even finished dealing with this wave of Directors, a large number of independent Directors somehow learned about the script and successively called Gu Jianghe’s mobile phone.

What amazed Gu Jianghe the most was that among them were even a few first-tier Directors from the country. They almost immediately made the final decision upon seeing the script, expressing their desire to direct it.

Gu Jianghe hadn’t expected that right after submitting the script to the Ministry, so many Directors would successively scramble to direct it, with many even explicitly asking him for help in securing the opportunity to direct the film.

The script for Extreme Rescue was so in demand that it utterly stunned Gu Jianghe. As he was surprised, he also lamented inwardly: “You want to film it, but what good is it coming to me? Doesn’t Li Mu still have the final say in this matter!”





Chapter 977: The Main Direction of Extreme Rescue

The ministry or commission quickly accepted Li Mu’s basic demands for Extreme Rescue.

Subsequently, the main direction for Extreme Rescue was quickly set: the film would be jointly funded and produced by Muyu Impression and Golden Shield Film and Television Culture Center. Muyu Impression would bear the majority of the responsibility for the specific filming, post-production, and cinema chain release of the entire movie, with Golden Shield Film and Television Culture Center playing a supplementary role.

Within this main direction, the ministry or commission naturally showed Li Mu enormous respect. As Li Mu was the direct witness to the case, the greatest distinguished contributor to its resolution, and also the scriptwriter, the production of this film would naturally center around him. The Ministry of Public Security would merely serve as a nominal, supporting role, granting Li Mu absolute power to exercise his creative freedom.

Had it been any other film and television company co-producing a film with the Ministry of Public Security, Golden Shield Film and Television would never have granted such extensive authority. The main reason for affording Li Mu such a high degree of freedom was that the ministry or commission had no concerns about Li Mu’s political inclination being incorrect. For an enterprise like Li Mu, who possessed immense positive energy and a strong sense of social responsibility, it was inconceivable that he would intentionally tarnish the image of the people’s police in his works.

Meanwhile, more and more film and television companies and directors interested in Extreme Rescue contacted Muyu Impression, hoping to jointly develop the film.

Back in Yanjing, Li Mu hadn’t expected the script for Extreme Rescue to become such a sought-after item among director circles.

Director circles and antique circles share many similarities, most notably: they are small, and information circulates rapidly. If someone acquires something good, or if there’s something good to be found, the speed at which information spreads is incredible.

The Extreme Rescue script was transmitted directly from the ministry or commission to the film and television industry in this manner. Within just a few days, most domestic directors had already read the script.

As someone who had been reborn from over a decade in the future, Li Mu genuinely didn’t believe the script for Extreme Rescue had any extraordinary qualities. At its core, it was nothing more than a pure commercial film, lacking profound meaning or depth. However, what he hadn’t anticipated was that in this era, domestic commercial cinema was still in its infancy. Many directors were still crossing the river by feeling the stones, and many commercial elements within Extreme Rescue appeared exceptionally advanced for the time.

Precisely because of this, Extreme Rescue became an exceptionally excellent and rare commercial film script in the eyes of many domestic directors, naturally sparking immense interest.

Muyu Impression received a large number of cooperation proposals. Even Ning Hao, who was busy with the post-production of Crazy Stone, heard about the script and saw the circulating full version.

As soon as Ning Hao heard that the script, along with the film’s copyright and production rights, were all in Muyu Impression’s hands, he immediately rushed to ask Li Mu about the specific plans for the movie.

Ning Hao’s interest in the script came as a considerable surprise to Li Mu.

In Li Mu’s impression, Ning Hao was not a purely commercial film director, neither now nor in his previous life. He merely leaned towards commercialism in his pursuit of personal artistic expression, but he never fully succumbed to it.

The script for Extreme Rescue was, as a whole, a commercial film. Li Mu basically approached it with the attitude of “I’ll write whatever the audience likes,” making commercial adjustments to the original true events. Logically, such a film wouldn’t suit Ning Hao’s taste.

However, Ning Hao said, “I don’t think this script is purely commercial. The title certainly sounds commercial, but the content still has some depth.”

Speaking, Ning Hao explained, “Boss, look, if Extreme Rescue were purely commercial, the protagonist would be like those in Western films: either a special forces soldier, a secret agent, or an assassin. And the process of him rescuing the female lead would basically be like a video game – fighting his way to the end, overcoming obstacles, clearing the final level, and saving the beauty. So the entire film’s genre should be action. In between, there would also be many elements specific to commercial action films, such as the protagonist definitely getting caught, but the enemies also being careless enough to give the protagonist a chance to counter-attack, and so on.”

“But your Extreme Rescue isn’t an action film at all; it’s a crime mystery film. The protagonist never has any physical contact with the criminals throughout, relying entirely on deduction to complete the rescue. The script features the opposing perspectives of the protagonist and the criminals. If crisp and decisive perspective switching is used in the filming and editing, it will definitely create an excellent viewing experience. Coupled with the two main storylines of rescue and love driving the narrative, there’s a thrilling case and deeply moving romance. If these two main storylines are further highlighted, it will certainly leave a profound impression on the audience. I believe we can make a profound and high-grossing annual masterpiece!”

Li Mu smiled, “You’ve almost got me floating. It’s just a melodramatic script; are you really that optimistic about it?”

Ning Hao said seriously, “I really am very optimistic!”

Li Mu then asked him, “So, are you interested in directing it?”

Ning Hao chuckled and said, “Directing it myself, no thanks. I know my own capabilities. I was pondering that Crazy Stone will be finished soon, and I won’t have much to do then. If you’re going to start this film, Boss, I hope you can find a famous big commercial film director to direct it. I’ll just be an executive director, following along to learn and accumulate experience.”

Li Mu smiled, “If you’re interested, then you can direct it directly. I trust your abilities.”

Ning Hao said, “No way, Boss. I don’t have enough fame. For a big commercial film, well-known directors and actors are essential, as they are key to boosting box office revenue.”

Li Mu said, “Once Crazy Stone is released, your fame will naturally rise.”

Ning Hao laughed, “Boss, that would be even less suitable. Crazy Stone is black humor, with distinct characteristics. If it really becomes popular, I’ll definitely be labeled with that specific tag. At that point, the best choice would be to continue making a few more films in the same style, cultivating a certain level of fame and audience engagement. If I were to go and make a crime mystery film now, I’m afraid the audience wouldn’t accept it at all.”

Li Mu asked him, “So you just want to be an executive director for Extreme Rescue?”

Ning Hao nodded, “It would be best to have a big-name commercial film director. I can learn more by helping out.”

Li Mu then asked, “In your opinion, which big-name commercial directors would be suitable for this film?”

Ning Hao laughed, “Domestically, of course, there’s Zhang Yimou. Besides him, there are no other suitable options for now. In Hong Kong, there are more choices: John Woo, Wong Kar-wai, Johnnie To—these are all excellent choices. Their control over film pacing is masterful, and they each have their own unique way of presentation.”

Hearing him mention Zhang Yimou, Li Mu suddenly thought, Zhang Yimou’s most important film, Hero, should be released soon, right? As he recalled, the film was released in late 2002. It was now October, and at the pace of a big director like Zhang Yimou, he should have already completed the filming and post-production of Hero and begun planning the promotion and distribution, as well as participating in various award ceremonies.

As for what the other Hong Kong directors Ning Hao mentioned were currently doing or filming, Li Mu wasn’t very clear. He only knew that this year, Hong Kong cinema and mainland China cinema each had a major production: Hero for mainland China and Infernal Affairs for Hong Kong.

If Li Mu were asked to immediately think of someone suitable to direct Extreme Rescue, he couldn’t come up with a good option. This point still required careful consideration before a decision could be made.

So Li Mu said, “Then, once you’ve finished up with Crazy Stone recently, we can talk about Extreme Rescue.”

Ning Hao hurriedly asked him, “Boss, when do you plan to start shooting Extreme Rescue? I’ve done some research, and this script doesn’t actually have many scenes or characters, nor does it have extremely high demands for visual presentation. The overall production cost will be relatively low, and it will be quite fast. If we film it, I estimate it can be done in about a month.”

The script for Extreme Rescue indeed didn’t have many scenes. The male lead’s office, the criminals’ lair, and the female lead’s abduction site—these most crucial scenes had low time and labor costs. Furthermore, almost all the plot could be filmed in one city, Yanjing, naturally making it more efficient. For such a film, one month of shooting would actually be sufficient.

However, Li Mu told Ning Hao, “There’s no rush with Extreme Rescue. It can be produced by the end of the year and then we can consider its release next year. By the end of this year, Muyu Impression will primarily focus on two films for cinema chains: your Crazy Stone and You Are the Apple of My Eye. Let’s do these two films well first and accumulate some experience.”

Besides its commercial value, what Li Mu valued more about Extreme Rescue was using it to pave the way for the future Skynet Monitoring System. He was just now bringing Hikvision into his sphere of influence. It would still be timely to invest in and produce this film after Hikvision joined and he officially launched the Skynet Monitoring System.

If Extreme Rescue were released too early, even if it garnered public attention for urban surveillance systems and stimulated demand from both the people and the government in this area, there wouldn’t immediately be a truly effective complete solution available on the market. In no time, this enthusiasm would slowly wane, completely wasting a golden opportunity.

Therefore, Li Mu believed that the best release time for Extreme Rescue would be shortly before he could present a complete “Skynet Monitoring System” solution, at most three or four months after its release. By then, after the film had stimulated and continuously fermented the demand for security surveillance among the government and the people, Muyun Vision could directly present its mature solution, perfectly leveraging the film’s influence to rapidly expand!





Chapter 978: Solutions’ Importance

Extreme Rescue was primarily for the Skynet System and for the future Muyun Vision, whose registration was proceeding smoothly.

Li Mu began to ponder several questions. First, after Muyun Vision was established, which camera equipment manufacturer should it acquire?

Second, after acquiring the manufacturing enterprise, where should the future Muyun Vision be located? Should it be in Yanjing, Hangzhou, or a third city?

According to Lin Qingya’s statistical report, over seventy percent of China’s video recording equipment manufacturers, as well as upstream and downstream industry chain enterprises, are basically rooted in Shenzhen in the southern region. This did not come as a surprise to Li Mu. Shenzhen is virtually the most powerful heart of China’s electronics hardware market. Not only does it supply the entire nation with the lifeblood of electronic hardware, but most importantly, it also nurtured a large number of local hardware R&D and manufacturing enterprises.

In his previous life, Li Mu had some understanding of DJI’s success. When speaking of DJI’s extensive technical accumulation, especially in hardware, it was, to a large extent, inseparable from the strong support provided by Shenzhen, the city of electronics. After all, Shenzhen’s accumulation in electronic components is unrivaled by any other city in the country.

Not to mention the numerous related enterprises in Shenzhen, along with import/export, smuggling, and even “foreign junk” industries, if you only consider Huaqiangbei, the hardware here is so abundant that if you have the technical capability, you could virtually assemble a phased array radar from scratch.

Therefore, Shenzhen’s unique conditions in hardware also made Li Mu’s heart, which was set on hardware, yearn for it greatly.

Thinking carefully about the security and surveillance field, Li Mu felt that no matter how much this industry developed, it would ultimately focus on hardware production and selling, complemented by technology and software support;

All backend technologies, software support, and advanced technological functions must basically be carried by hardware. Therefore, from this perspective, locating the future Muyun Vision in Shenzhen seemed especially necessary.

After much consideration, Li Mu’s idea was: directly select a camera equipment manufacturer in Shenzhen with suitable strength and price, have Muyun Vision acquire it, and at the same time, transfer the entire Hikvision team to Shenzhen to set up Muyun Vision’s headquarters.

Concurrently, Fang Xudong’s development team would temporarily remain in Yanjing to be responsible for core software technology support. Once they become established, the development team responsible for Muyun Vision would be spun off and moved to Shenzhen.

Moving the future Muyun Vision to Shenzhen, over two thousand kilometers away, was a long-term strategic planning for Li Mu.

Shenzhen is at the forefront of reform, with relatively lenient policies, and possesses the best hardware development soil in the country. Li Mu felt that as long as Muyun Vision could take root in Shenzhen, he would invest a huge amount of capital to establish a truly large-scale hardware R&D center there. At that time, his first entry point would be complete solutions for digital photography.

Surveillance video was just a starting point for Muyun Vision to enter the hardware industry. To do this well, Muyun Vision needed strong hardware manufacturing capabilities, software R&D capabilities, and software and hardware compatibility and integration capabilities. Li Mu wanted to start by researching core technology in surveillance videos to prepare for the future era of mobile phone photography.

Although mobile phone photography was born as early as 2000, its true widespread adoption would not occur until after 2003. The journey of mobile phone cameras, from one hundred thousand pixels to three hundred thousand pixels, then to eight million and even over ten million pixels, took more than ten years. Among these, the true hegemon was Steve Jobs’ most classic creation: the iPhone.

Apple phones have two unparalleled advantages over their competitors in the entire smartphone market: one is the iOS system within Apple’s closed ecosystem, and the other is its distinctive image capture quality.

Starting from the iPhone 4 era, Apple phones’ camera effects were far ahead of the competition among all smartphone manufacturers. Whenever a new product was launched by a competitor, Apple’s products were always used as a benchmark product, and the most common comparison was the camera's photo quality.

However, no matter how much competitors compared, piled on parameters, replaced concepts, or engaged in False Advertising, users' eyes are sharp. The pixel count of Apple phone cameras might have been significantly lower than competitors, but when it came to imaging quality, most users still considered Apple the best.

Why did Apple cameras with eight million pixels utterly surpass almost all Android smartphones, even competing products equipped with ten or twenty million pixels? The truly impressive thing was not that Apple’s camera hardware was well-made, but that Apple’s entire image processing solution was exceptionally impressive.

A complete image processing solution includes the camera's hardware level, as well as specialized optimization for the camera hardware, specially developed image processing chips and accompanying software, and finally, its own light and shadow adjustment solution to fully materialize.

Such a fusion of numerous software and hardware technologies, gradually optimized and mutually enhanced, can ultimately form an excellent image processing solution. In iPhone’s entire camera solution, apart from the camera hardware itself not possessing a unique advantage, Apple had its own proprietary solutions in other core elements.

Everyone used identical Sony cameras, yet the light and shadow effects captured by Apple phones were more than a tier better than their opponents. This was the iPhone’s unique advantage in photography, and why other manufacturers, no matter how much they boasted about their imaging quality, could never match Apple’s fundamental reason.

Li Mu felt that now was not only a good opportunity to enter security and surveillance video but also an excellent opportunity to accumulate related excellent solutions in advance. If he could possess his own image processing solution, this solution could not only be used for security and surveillance but also be fine-tuned to adapt to more fields.

If Muyun Vision first had an excellent image processing solution, then within the framework of this solution, if Muyun Vision focused on enhancing motion capture, it could quickly take on GoPro's business.

Similarly, within this framework, if Muyun Vision miniaturized the hardware, or simply waited for hardware suppliers like Sony to develop excellent mobile phone camera hardware, this solution, with just a slight optimization, could immediately provide a mobile phone photography image processing solution. It’s possible that when the smartphone era arrived, Muyun Vision could be the first to develop an even more impressive mobile photography image processing solution than Apple’s.

The development of a solution is similar to developing a successful car model. For example, Volkswagen’s Golf – if the Golf is successful, you can flatten it a bit to make a Scirocco, lengthen it a bit to make a Sagitar, lengthen it further to make a Passat, change the name to Magotan, remove a rear seat to make a CC, lengthen it even more to make a Phaeton, raise it a bit to make a Tiguan, raise it further to make a Touareg, and raise it then square it off to make a Touran – once one thing is understood, all things are understood; once one thing goes smoothly, all things go smoothly.

While this is a joke and doesn’t stand up to serious scrutiny, the principle is shared. Therefore, Li Mu’s core philosophy for hardware in the future is: first release complete solutions!

Having made up his mind, Li Mu immediately contacted Hikvision’s Zhong Xinhua. Li Mu did not tell him about his idea of moving the entire Hikvision team to Shenzhen, only asking him if Hikvision had any opinions or suggestions regarding the acquisition of a camera equipment manufacturer.

After all, Muyun Vision was buying Hikvision a partner, and the future camera equipment manufacturer would also collaborate with Hikvision. Therefore, Hikvision had the power to choose its partner.

Zhong Xinhua told Li Mu, “We have already screened some relevant domestic enterprises. Among these, we strongly recommend Muyun Vision acquire Shenzhen Guang'an Monitoring Technology Co., Ltd.. This enterprise has a relatively strong advantage in monitoring camera production and a certain level of technical expertise, making it very suitable for Muyun Vision’s current overall plan.”

Li Mu suddenly recalled Lin Qingya’s investigation report. Her report also gave a relatively high evaluation to this Shenzhen enterprise named Guang'an Monitoring.

Guang'an Monitoring had several years of accumulation in hardware production. Several of their monitoring cameras are currently products favored by the domestic financial sector, and their performance is also excellent.

Zhong Xinhua introduced, “General Manager Li, this enterprise is currently the most sought after by security and surveillance installation companies. Many security and surveillance installation enterprises use Guang'an’s hardware when setting up surveillance systems for clients. Guang'an’s hardware is not only cost-effective but also very reliable in quality and excellent in stability.”

Li Mu asked him, “How do these security and surveillance installation companies you mentioned generally set up a complete surveillance system for customers?”

Zhong Xinhua said, “Generally, they procure cameras, processing boards, and hard disk video recorders. They are like assemblers, assembling the most cost-effective system themselves, then installing and debugging it for customers. They basically have no software support of their own; ultimately, they are just a supplier focused on sales, installation, and after-sales service.”

Then, Zhong Xinhua added, “These small enterprises actually account for a large portion of the security and surveillance market. To profit, they usually engage in a bit of trickery with the hardware. The most common issues are using pirated boards and very low-quality hard disk video recorders. Customers have no problems when they first start using them, but they can see the difference within ten days or half a month. A good solution, generally, won’t crash even after a month, but solutions provided by these assemblers frequently have problems.”

Li Mu laughed, “In that case, our quickly developing a mature solution will also hold great significance for the entire security and surveillance industry market!”





Chapter 979: A Heavy Responsibility and a Long Road Ahead

Any industry aiming for rapid development needs a powerful disruptor, like Li Mu. With his overwhelming strength, he charges into an industry, shatters its existing Vision, and then forces it to reintegrate.

Before this, China’s security and surveillance field was a scattered mess. Whether it was frontend enterprises, mid-tier, or backend, everyone only focused on their own duties. Those making cameras only thought about making cameras; those doing decoding only thought about decoding; those handling transmission focused on transmission, and storage on storage. As a result, every manufacturer’s product was just one component of a security and surveillance system, forcing most users to rely on intermediate service providers for integration. Even if these intermediaries offered terrible solutions, users had no choice but to accept them.

In the retail market, because manufacturers rarely reached customers directly, service providers were stirring things up in the middle. These people were like unscrupulous assemblers, providing solutions that not only contained a lot of trickery but also had huge price discrepancies and endless problems.

However, consumers and public institutions with corresponding needs had no immediate solution. There was no enterprise on the market that could directly provide a complete set of mature, stable, reliable, and transparent solutions. That’s why Li Mu believed that whoever solved the user’s needs first would be able to seize the initiative.

In Li Mu’s view, the security and surveillance field now presented a great opportunity to become a giant. Precisely because the industry wasn’t large, and the visible market profit wasn’t sufficient, it hadn’t yet fostered a giant capable of opening up / clearing all channels. But now, the blueprint for this giant had taken shape. In the future, Muyun Vision would become China’s first comprehensive security and surveillance solution provider.

Li Mu hoped Muyun Vision would complete its registration quickly, then sign a contract with Hikvision, next acquire Guang’an Surveillance, and finally integrate the teams and move them to Shenzhen to properly incubate. So, he specifically asked Ding Zhengling to establish a special task force, fully responsible for the setting up of Muyun Vision and its capital operation.

Acquiring hardware manufacturers was relatively simple. Based on enterprise scale, production and sales volume, revenue data, and assets, plus a certain premium, a rough price could be estimated. Moreover, most counter-parties wouldn’t refuse, as there weren’t the so-called concept (business/investment) and bubble issues found in internet companies. Additionally, since the security and surveillance market had not yet started, hardware manufacturers in this industry were not having an easy time.

…

Just as the direction and tone for Muyun Vision were set, Muyun Technology and the Taobao platform also entered new critical stages.

A few days after the National Day holiday, Lin Qingya brought Li Mu good news: the U.S. Embassy had processed business visas for all Muyun Technology employees traveling to the U.S., with a 100% success rate. This meant that Muyun Technology’s expeditionary force, which had been preparing its assault for a long time, had completed all preparations for the deployment of its army and could now prepare for its expedition to North America.

Hearing this news, Li Mu was overjoyed!

Without visas, it would be impossible to send a large number of employees to the U.S. to work, which would significantly impact the efficiency of overseas expansion. Once the visas were secured, Muyun Technology could deploy a large number of its own talented individuals to the U.S. market at any time.

YY’s development among the elite circles in the overseas market had been rapid, but it had always lacked a solid breakthrough point to expand YY from the elite circles to all internet users.

The moment Lin Qingya said the visa issue was resolved, Li Mu immediately got fired up and gathered all core members for a meeting.

As soon as everyone arrived, Li Mu excitedly announced the good news about the visas. He then said, “We’ve waited so long just for these visas. Now that they’re here, our overseas operations must immediately follow suit.”

As soon as Li Mu mentioned that overseas operations needed to pick up pace, everyone immediately became eager, looking ready to roll up their sleeves and jump into action.

Ever since YY unexpectedly became popular in overseas elite circles, all Muyun Technology employees had been hoping for YY to perform even better overseas. Although YY had always made a striking impression in the overseas market, the Muyun Technology team hadn’t been able to find a sense of accomplishment from it.

YY’s development overseas had always been like a “drift bottle” — where it would go and who would see it depended entirely on nature and luck. The company wanted to send more people to the U.S., but visa issues were an insurmountable chasm, leaving everyone to merely observe the situation from China.

Li Mu’s desire to control product development had always been strong, but this feeling of being utterly powerless and watching it develop on its own was tormenting for him. That’s why he had been waiting for the visas, intending to quickly deploy the team to the U.S. and get them into action as soon as possible once the visas were secured.

With this mindset, Li Mu told the core members present, “We now have two urgent needs for the overseas market: one is to build Muyun Technology’s data centers overseas, preparing in advance for the surge in the overseas market; the other is the overseas promotion of ‘Happy Farm’ — ‘Paradise Town.’ I’ve already asked you all to set up / establish teams for working in the U.S. The respective persons in charge can start preparing after today’s meeting, ensuring everyone gets ready to go to the U.S. as soon as possible.”

Establishing data centers in the U.S. was something no Chinese internet company had attempted yet, because for current Chinese internet companies, it was rare to expand into the U.S. market and attract users there. However, for Muyun Technology, this need was already very pressing.

Although the U.S. population base was several times smaller than China’s, their internet user base was incredibly large, currently the largest in the world. Therefore, before conquering the U.S. and even the entire North American market, Muyun Technology had to first establish its data centers to handle the future massive traffic demands.

As for Li Mu’s killer move to conquer the overseas market, “Paradise Town,” its client-based game version had already completed development and was just waiting to make a big splash in the U.S. market. Now that the visa issue was resolved, its promotion in the U.S. was imminent.

“Paradise Town” would be Muyun Technology’s first proactive strike in the overseas market, and Li Mu had great confidence in it. In addition, his own modified version of “Plants vs. Zombies” had also entered its mid-development stage. Since the game itself wasn’t a major production, merely a small game, its development cycle wouldn’t be too long.

Once “Paradise Town” launched its overseas promotion, “Plants vs. Zombies” wouldn’t be far behind. With these two games in hand, Li Mu was very confident about YY’s overseas promotion. As long as these two games became popular, they would surely attract a large number of users to YY, and YY itself was a very powerful product. Once users were attracted, retention would basically not be an issue.

Kong Lingyu asked Li Mu, “Boss, when will our employees officially go to the U.S. to start work?”

Li Mu replied with four words: “The sooner, the better!”

Kong Lingyu then said, “Then, starting today, let’s give everyone one week to prepare. We’ll depart for the U.S. in a week.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “The first batch of employees going to the U.S. was decided long ago, and everyone should have already made their preparations accordingly. Giving them one more week to prepare for departure should be enough.”

Then, Li Mu turned to Lin Qingya and asked, “Qingya, besides the team setting up the data centers and the team promoting ‘Paradise Town,’ you should also have a team going over to oversee the establishment and recruitment for the Silicon Valley branch company, right?”

Lin Qingya immediately replied, “General Manager Li, I will personally go this time to oversee the establishment of the branch company and the recruitment work. The HR team consists of eight people, two translators, and also six assistants who will be responsible for handling the basic necessities for all our employees going to the U.S. So, I need to go ahead early. This support team of ours will depart within the next three days.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then you should depart as soon as possible, go to the U.S. to arrange for everyone’s basic necessities, and make all necessary preparations in advance. When everyone arrives, they can immediately start working.”

“Additionally, we have nearly a hundred employees going to the U.S. this time. Besides various office equipment and daily necessities, it would be best to collectively purchase some Chinese side dishes for everyone to bring along. In my opinion, we should directly communicate with Air China and charter an Airplane (card combination) for our main force to go to the U.S.”

Business Director Ding Jian immediately exclaimed with delight, “Chartering a plane is great! General Manager Li, chartering a plane to the U.S. will not only boost the happiness of this group of employees going to the U.S. but also greatly enhance their morale. It can even be used as promotional material! There are almost no domestic internet companies that can truly expand their business into the U.S., let alone one that can send hundreds of employees to the U.S. market in one go like us. When Muyun Technology charters a plane to send a hundred employees to work in the U.S., that itself will be a hot news item!”

Ding Jian’s words were met with approval from everyone present, even Fang Xudong, the top-tier expert from Silicon Valley, nodded repeatedly, saying, “Chartering a plane to send a hundred employees to the U.S. to conduct overseas business in one go is absolutely an unprecedented major event in China’s internet industry. We should hold a farewell party, just like sending off Olympic athletes to compete abroad, to send off our staff to fight in the U.S. This will greatly promote our company’s reputation, and not only boost our company’s prestige but also inject a strong shot in the arm for the entire Chinese internet.”

Fang Xudong’s words were utterly shocking. Initially, everyone couldn’t quite imagine how much chartering a plane to the U.S. would boost morale and fighting spirit. But after he used the analogy of Olympic athletes, everyone instantly understood. That feeling was indeed like sending warriors to battle — grand and stirring.

At the same time, this solemn sense of ritual would also make every employee representing Muyun Technology in the U.S. understand that they were carrying not only the mission of expanding Muyun Technology but also the mission of bringing glory to China’s internet.

Bringing glory to the country is a heavy responsibility and a long road ahead.





Chapter 980: Specifications of a Linchpin Enterprise

The announcement that Muyun Technology would charter a plane to the United States immediately invigorated the entire company.

For the company, chartering a plane costs nearly one million more than regular ticket purchases. A fully loaded transoceanic wide-body passenger aircraft carries over three hundred people, and Muyun Technology’s team of nearly one hundred people would result in significant transport capacity waste. However, this amount of money is negligible for Muyun Technology now. Spending less than one million extra brings an extraordinary feeling to the employees.

Firstly, a journey of tens of thousands of kilometers is not easy. If they took a regular flight, mixing with unfamiliar passengers, everyone would feel somewhat suppressed. But if the entire plane were filled with their own colleagues, that feeling of suppression would vanish. On the contrary, because everyone is familiar, everyone’s mood during the flight would be much better, and even the atmosphere on board would be significantly more active.

Secondly, chartering a plane is itself a relatively high-end term. As company employees, even those not on the first list to go to the United States were extremely envious upon hearing that their colleagues were chartering a plane.

Thirdly, the company’s willingness to spare no expense further demonstrates its emphasis on employee welfare and supporting measures.

Because of the charter flight, the carry-on baggage allowance for each employee going to the United States was greatly relaxed. Everyone could bring more than fifty kilograms of baggage, and the company also prepared various domestic specialty foods, daily necessities, and other items to be transported to the United States immediately, making their lives in the United States more convenient.

The administrative staff quickly compiled a meticulous list of accompanying items, preparing many domestic goods for the employees that might not be available or hard to find in the United States.

Among these, they even prepared a certain amount of Laoganma chili sauce for each employee, soybean paste for employees from the Northeast, and various popular flavors of instant noodles. It wasn’t that employees would be eating instant noodles or chili sauce once they arrived in the United States, but rather so they wouldn’t have to search everywhere in a foreign land when they suddenly wanted a taste of home.

In addition, the administrative staff also sent an email to all employees, stating that anyone with any ideas or suggestions, even their favorite food or daily items, could submit requests to the administrative staff, who would then coordinate to fulfill them.

The thoughtfulness of the administrative staff warmed the hearts of all employees and gave Li Mu immense sense of accomplishment.

Li Mu was very pleased to see that every function within Muyun Technology was operating with the greatest enthusiasm. This is the best spirit an enterprise can have. When everyone is wholeheartedly focused on their role, the enterprise will surely move forward, and move very quickly.

For Li Mu, he had no messy management philosophies, no desire to foster factions within the enterprise, nor to deliberately prevent them. He certainly wouldn’t haphazardly apply so-called high-end talent management philosophies. In his view, he had his own set of management measures, a set of Great principles are simple, back-to-basics management measures.

No matter how large Muyun Technology grew, in Li Mu’s mind, the company only had three types of positions: business positions, support positions, and management positions.

All positions involved in actual business, whether internal or external, belonged to business positions—business development, operations, technology, product, and testing. These were all business positions. They were the main forces in this army, specialized in charging into battle and participating in various engagements.

Support positions were all work positions not involved in actual business, such as human resources, administration, logistics, and legal department. They were the logistical forces of this army. Whether it was resource transportation, cooking, farming, or treating the wounded, these were their responsibilities.

Management positions included himself and all core management, responsible for tactical strategy externally and team building internally.

The core management’s priority was always to ensure that colleagues on the business lines could work wholeheartedly without worries and charge into battle on the frontline; to ensure that colleagues on the support lines racked their brains to provide excellent logistical support and other services. Li Mu himself, along with other core leaders, would strive to lead everyone in charging into battle on the business lines while also painstakingly trying to improve everyone’s income level, work capability, and team collaboration.

As the head, as long as one can control and coordinate these three types of positions well, and also be generous with money and willing to share profits, even the largest enterprise can operate very smoothly. This was fully demonstrated in Muyun Technology’s current United States trip planning.

These expeditionary forces soon to depart for America didn’t even need the company to hold a mobilization rally; every single person was now full of drive, eager to immediately go to the United States to contribute to the company’s conquest of the American market.

These administrative staff, who would not have the opportunity to go to the United States, naturally regarded providing excellent service to them as their greatest responsibility.

As the leader, Li Mu’s mind was also constantly on how to ensure everyone achieved results in the United States while maintaining high spirits.

Lin Qingya planned to take the HR team and a small number of auxiliary personnel to the United States three days from now. Before departing, she actively worked to support other colleagues, and she even prepared to personally handle the charter flight cooperation with Air China.

Before communicating with Air China, Lin Qingya found Li Mu to ask about his specific requirements for this charter flight.

Li Mu’s reply was: “I have two requirements for this charter flight. Firstly, it would be best to charter an Air China Boeing 747 passenger aircraft.”

Lin Qingya noted Li Mu’s request while curiously asking, “General Manager Li, why specifically a 747?”

Li Mu, with a look resembling a nouveau riche, said, “Because the 747 is currently the largest civil aviation passenger aircraft. Even the American President’s Air Force One is modified based on it. In my mind, the 747 is the most impressive aircraft model, especially its bulging double-deck fuselage in the front. It looks very imposing, and I like it.”

Lin Qingya didn’t expect Li Mu to be so childish at times, and she smiled, saying, “You’re not even taking the flight, why be so particular?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m not taking it, but I’ll be there to send you off at the airport. Seeing everyone take off on a 747 heading to the United States will definitely be a different kind of enjoyment for me.”

Lin Qingya asked in surprise, “You’re going to send them off in person?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “This is my second requirement: when you communicate with Air China, you must communicate well with them that our people will board the plane on the tarmac, because I’m going to hold a grand farewell ceremony for everyone on the tarmac.”

“A farewell ceremony?” Lin Qingya said in surprise, “That grand?”

Li Mu said, “Of course it needs to be grand! These days, when the country sends out a giant panda, they hold a farewell ceremony, let alone us sending nearly one hundred elite team members?”

As he spoke, Li Mu instructed, “Whatever arrangements Olympic athletes get when they go abroad for competitions, we’ll get the same! The executing company for the on-site event must be high-end, and invite all media that can be invited to attend, paying them generously!”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “In that case, we’ll have to bear the security check fees for so many media outlets.”

Immediately after saying this, Lin Qingya pursed her lips and smiled, saying, “But what’s that money compared to us? Our General Manager Li isn’t just any Rich and powerful person, right, General Manager Li?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, “We need to be the benchmark enterprise of China’s internet industry, China’s business card to the world. So we must position ourselves as the industry linchpin and always have the awareness of being a linchpin. How do we become an excellent linchpin? We start with linchpin-level specifications. This farewell ceremony must not only be held, but held grandly!”

Lin Qingya immediately nodded, smiling, “I understand. I’ll talk to the airline today, and then have my assistant coordinate with the executing company. I’ll make sure you’re satisfied!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, reminding her, “Remember what I just said, the specifications must match the linchpin status!”

With that, Li Mu’s expression turned serious, and he earnestly instructed her, “It’s called a farewell ceremony, but it’s actually more like a mobilization rally before the troops head to the frontline. My four objectives are:

First, to fill the warriors about to embark on this campaign with fighting spirit.

Second, to fill future warriors who might embark on campaigns with fighting spirit in advance.

Third, to fill our compatriots at home with confidence in our victory.

Fourth, to instill fear in our enemies before the battle even begins!”

Lin Qingya also nodded very seriously, “General Manager Li, rest assured, I will arrange everything well.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “You’ll be in the United States for a long time this trip, and you’re leaving in a hurry. You must adapt quickly once you arrive. For the next few months, you will be Muyun Technology’s top leader in the United States.”

Lin Qingya said, “I will wholeheartedly perform my role and not drop the ball for the company!”

Li Mu chuckled, “I have great trust in you. Your growth rate is the fastest among Muyun Technology’s core management.”

“Thank you for the compliment, General Manager Li,” Lin Qingya said with a smile, then asked Li Mu, “Oh, by the way, General Manager Li, are you not planning to go to the United States soon? Your visa has already been processed. You could take some time to inspect/supervise the work in the United States and boost everyone’s morale.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said seriously, “Ding Zhengling revealed some information to me recently. Because our reputation has increased too quickly after partnering with eBay and PayPal, and given YY’s explosive popularity overseas, American capital has a high recognition of us. So, if we want to get Sequoia’s money, it’s very likely we’ll have to talk to the Sequoia headquarters team.”

“Is that true?” Lin Qingya asked in surprise, “Is Sequoia China no longer authorized to handle our Series C Financing?”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “This is news Old Ding got from within Sequoia. Although it’s not one hundred percent confirmed yet, he estimates it’s almost certain. Our valuation has soared too quickly, and our reputation in the United States is also growing. The American headquarters attaches great importance to us and realizes that our ultimate goal is definitely Going Public in the United States. In this situation, it’s naturally more convenient to deal directly with headquarters. If this matter is confirmed, I will definitely have to go to the United States soon.”

Lin Qingya said extremely excited, “Doesn’t that mean our Series C Financing will be finalized soon? What valuation can we negotiate?”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “Thirteen billion dollars, to start.”





Chapter 981: Engaging with Tycoons, Becoming a Tycoon

“$13 billion as a starting point for negotiations?”

Lin Qingya was a little surprised. She couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we’ve already completed the split. In this situation, can Sequoia still give us a valuation of over $13 billion?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “A significant portion of the valuation above $13 billion corresponds to the continuously developing YY, and another part is our shares in PayPal. You must understand that our initial joint investment in PayPal with eBay was a major positive development that mutually boosted all three parties. With these two combined, a valuation of $13 billion is not much at all.”

As he spoke, Li Mu said calmly, “Do you know? If Muyun Technology were an American enterprise, or if YY were a product of an American enterprise, then with the exact same achievements today, its valuation would be even higher.”

Lin Qingya nodded slightly. “I believe that. American capital gives at least a 20% higher valuation premium to domestic internet companies compared to overseas enterprises.”

Li Mu smiled. “What we want now is for Sequoia to give us that premium as well. The ideal C-round valuation for Muyun Technology after the split is $15 billion.”

A valuation of $15 billion sounds daunting, but ever since Li Mu began planning YY’s globalization, Muyun Technology’s overall valuation has skyrocketed in the capital market.

Collaborating with eBay and jointly holding shares in PayPal without spending a dime, while PayPal’s Market Value surged, and its bundling with eBay and PayPal made the company more recognized by the capital market. This not only brought direct growth in Muyun Technology’s Market Value but also enhanced Muyun Technology’s influence in the international market and added higher enterprise added value.

However, what truly caused Muyun Technology’s Market Value to skyrocket was YY’s immense popularity in the overseas market.

Currently, across North America, Europe, Japan, and Korea, YY has become essential office software among the high-end elite. Its market influence is immense, market recognition is extremely high, and its prospects are seen as limitless.

In China’s stock market, with a daily 10% Daily price limit, if a stock hits the Daily price limit for seven consecutive days, its enterprise Market Value can nearly double. In China’s domestic capital market, as long as there’s enough bullish news, stocks hitting the Daily price limit for dozens of consecutive days are not uncommon, even quite numerous.

Calculating based on a 10% increase from the current base for each Daily price limit, when a stock hits the Daily price limit for thirty consecutive days, its Market Value becomes 17.44 times its starting value. And to achieve this 17.44-fold increase in Market Value, it only takes thirty trading days, which is a mere six weeks.

Muyun Technology, relying on YY’s high-speed development and its PayPal shares, has now achieved a significant breakthrough in the overseas market. Given Muyun Technology’s current international achievements, it is already enough to become a first-tier international internet company. Therefore, even though Muyun Technology has split into multiple companies, Muyun Technology, with YY as its core, seeking a starting valuation of $13 billion is not considered high; the actual transaction price will definitely be above this amount.

As long as a product is highly recognized by the market, it can command unexpected premium space, especially in a highly conceptual industry like the internet, where the premium ratio is astonishingly high.

Calculated proportionally, the premium space in the internet industry is far more terrifying than school district housing in Yanjing.

A promising internet company, even if it loses money every year, can still achieve a valuation of tens of billions of dollars. JD.com is a prime example.

From 2009 to 2016, JD.com consistently incurred losses, and the losses grew year by year. In 2009, it lost a hundred million dollars annually, and by 2015, its annual loss was nearly ten billion dollars, yet its Market Value continued to grow.

If JD.com can do this, what more can be said about Li Mu’s Muyun Technology?

Li Mu’s ideal scenario now is for Sequoia to give Muyun Technology, after its split, a valuation exceeding $15 billion. With this valuation, he would secure one and a half billion dollars from Sequoia, then immediately activate an aggressive acceleration mode, spending all of this money within two years. Before exhausting the funds, they would complete their NASDAQ Going Public, at which point this aircraft carrier would truly be built and launched.

Lin Qingya was momentarily lost in thought, stunned by the $15 billion. A moment later, she regained her composure and asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if the C-round Financing goes through, we might have tens of billions of yuan in funds coming in. How will we spend such a large sum of money?”

Li Mu smiled. “Don’t fret about having nowhere to spend money. In the future, there will be far too many areas across various stages where we’ll need to spend. Tens of billions of yuan might not even be truly enough for us to show off.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Muyun Technology’s goal isn’t just to become an internet company with a high Market Value, but to become a great internet company. I hope that the technology we develop in the future can change the world. Therefore, to achieve this goal, we must invest a significant amount of capital in R&D.”

Lin Qingya said, “Does R&D funding need to be on such a massive scale?”

Li Mu nodded, smiled calmly, and said, “In the future, even a single popular R&D project might require tens or even hundreds of billions of yuan in funding. I also hope we can have our own operating system, our own mobile operating system, our own phones, our own chips, even our own cars, our own autonomous driving systems, and perhaps even want to own our own satellite network. To achieve these goals, forget tens or hundreds of billions of yuan; even dollars might not truly be enough.”

Lin Qingya stuck out her tongue, a rare display of girlishness, and said to Li Mu, “Among domestic internet companies, besides us, there are almost no others with a Market Value exceeding ten billion yuan. If they knew that developing a major internet project in the future might require tens or even hundreds of billions in funding, they would probably be dumbfounded, wouldn’t they? Or they’d just say you’re being alarmist.”

Li Mu smiled. “It doesn’t matter if they don’t understand now; it’s enough if they understand in the future. The internet industry is very interesting. Sometimes, by chance, a project with an investment of a few million might achieve a Market Value of hundreds of millions. But projects with a Market Value of hundreds of billions cannot be achieved by taking shortcuts. Behind them, at least a hundred billion yuan in investment is needed to provide various support. Enterprises that can’t achieve this level of investment will find it difficult to grow to such a large scale.”

Lin Qingya felt confused by what she heard, but she understood one thing: even if Muyun Technology secured a valuation of $15 billion, Li Mu would definitely not be satisfied. For him, this might just be an initial stage.

Thinking of this, Lin Qingya was filled with a longing for the unknown regarding Muyun Technology’s future. She suddenly felt that even she didn’t know what scale Muyun Technology could ultimately reach.

She felt like she was in the midst of this miracle, yet many times she couldn’t clearly see how vast this miracle truly was, or how vast it could become. It was like the boundless universe; all she could see was the planet she was on, but what Li Mu could see was a galaxy. Sometimes, he would casually open a small window for her in his words and actions, giving her a chance to peek into a tiny part of the vast universe. Even if it was just a tiny part, it was enough to leave her shaken.

Unable to see how far the future extended, Lin Qingya could only pull her focus back to the present and exclaimed, “General Manager Li, Sequoia values our C-round Financing so highly; it seems they no longer view us as a purely domestic Chinese internet company.”

“Of course,” Li Mu agreed. “Even though we haven’t actively expanded into the overseas market yet, Sequoia already considers us a quasi-multinational giant. Precisely because of this, this Financing round falls outside the functional scope of Sequoia China and will be taken over by Sequoia headquarters.”

Lin Qingya smiled. “Then when you go to the U.S., you’ll definitely need to plan a few extra days, and while you’re there, visit our employees in America.”

Li Mu smiled. “I think if I were to go, I’d need to plan for at least ten days to half a month or more. I’ll definitely make time to visit our employees then.”

Lin Qingya asked curiously, “General Manager Li, why do you need to plan such a long trip to the U.S.?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Old Ding gave me a suggestion. He hopes I can go to the U.S. at an opportune time to meet with Sequoia’s high-level executives. At the same time, I can use this opportunity to meet some internet bigwigs in Silicon Valley, as well as other powerful figures on Wall Street. I think he has a point. On this trip to the U.S., I hope to arrange meetings with several internet bigwigs, learn from their experience, pay my respects, and at least get acquainted.”

Given YY’s current influence and immense growth potential in the U.S., Li Mu’s visit to America to meet any financial tycoon or internet bigwig would undoubtedly be met with warm hospitality. This is not only a major expansion of social connections but also an effective way to enhance personal visibility.

Ding Zhengling had been with Sequoia for a long time and knew many of the exploitative practices within the financial circles. A newly emerging tycoon, if he wants to gain society’s full recognition, cannot just meet the standards in terms of business scale and personal assets; he must also find a way to integrate into these circles.

A tycoon who tries to navigate social circles on his own will find it very difficult to become a publicly recognized tycoon, but someone who mingles with tycoons every day, even if not a tycoon themselves, will become one in the eyes of others.

Li Mu’s current social circles do not include any true internet or financial tycoons. The general managers of various domestic internet companies are not on the same level as Li Mu. Among overseas internet figures, Li Mu has only had contact with Elon Musk, but his current strength is far behind Li Mu’s. Li Mu himself hasn’t even officially crossed the threshold of becoming a tycoon, let alone Mr. Musk.

From the perspective of capital operation, Ding Zhengling believed Li Mu lacked sufficient overseas exposure and, more importantly, an overseas social network. Li Mu also felt that if he were to become China’s international business card for the internet industry, he must first gain recognition for his identity in the overseas market and become an indisputable internet tycoon in their eyes.

Li Mu’s only differing opinion from Ding Zhengling was that he felt it was only natural to engage with internet tycoons on this trip to the U.S., but as for the financial giants on Wall Street, the significance was not as great.

Li Mu also had a clear understanding of himself. He knew he was adept at working with internet products, or leveraging capital based on internet products. However, if it came to purely playing with capital, he was essentially an elementary school student in front of those Wall Street giants, not at all on the same level. Meeting these giants would, at most, just get him acquainted; truly wanting to promote or improve business through them would be very difficult.

Moreover, Li Mu had never thought about chasing capital. In his view, for an entrepreneur, being able to gain the favor of capital isn’t the true ability; rather, it’s being able to attract how much capital to chase you – that’s the real strength.

Therefore, for his upcoming trip to the U.S., Li Mu’s plan was to proactively engage with internet tycoons. As for the capital giants, he wanted to make sure they proactively engaged with him.

Among these, Li Mu was most interested in meeting the current tycoons of the internet industry.

He wanted to meet Bill Gates, who created Microsoft; Steve Jobs, who created Apple; and Larry Page, who created Google. In his eyes, these were truly great people in the internet industry. The enterprises they created were also great internet companies. Although he had never met them, they were all lighthouses guiding his development and navigation in the internet industry.





Chapter 982: General Manager Ma’s Nightmare

Lin Qingya, before her departure to the United States, quickly confirmed the charter flight process with Air China.

Air China, hearing that Muyun Technology, a prominent domestic enterprise, wished to charter a flight to send employees to the United States to expand their overseas market, the company executives immediately attached great importance to it and fully cooperated with Muyun Technology, organizing and arranging the charter flight.

The aircraft model, route, and date for Muyun Technology’s charter flight to the US were quickly determined. Air China specially reassigned a Boeing 747 from its recent trans-oceanic routes to serve as the service aircraft for Muyun Technology’s charter, tentatively scheduled to depart from Yanjing Airport at 11:30 AM on October 18th. The airplane will fly directly from Yanjing to San Francisco, taking 12 hours in total, arriving in San Francisco at 8:30 AM local time.

As Capital Airport is Air China’s base airport, no other airline can compare with Air China in terms of resource occupation there. Air China specially allocated its largest hangar and the apron in front of it for the morning of the 18th, for Muyun Technology’s farewell ceremony.

The news that Muyun Technology planned to charter a flight to send nearly a hundred employees to the US for overseas work quickly spread throughout the entire China internet industry.

For a time, the entire domestic internet industry was invigorated.

Chartering a plane to send nearly a hundred employees to the US for overseas work, for all internet companies other than Muyun Technology, this was a distant dream.

This time, the China internet industry was surprisingly united. Perhaps everyone had long realized that Muyun Technology had already left them far behind, so almost no one in the industry was jealous of Muyun Technology’s overseas expedition. On the contrary, everyone hoped that Muyun Technology could represent China’s internet companies in the overseas market, fighting a beautiful battle of strategic importance on American soil.

The China internet market, as a market highly imitating the US internet and deeply penetrated by US capital, Muyun Technology’s move can be described as a grand feat for the entire domestic internet industry, akin to the feeling of “emancipated serfs singing praises.”

However, within the entire industry, one person was quite displeased with Muyun Technology’s move: General Manager Ma, who was in Hangzhou.

General Manager Ma had been continuously tormented by Li Mu for a considerable period, and in recent days, he had also not escaped the nightmare Li Mu created.

Ever since the Taobao platform added watermarks to all product detail pages, Letao’s work efficiency immediately fell into a quagmire.

Letao was finally forced to change its strategy, giving up on directly capturing pages from the Taobao platform, and also abandoning manual obscuring of Taobao watermarks. Instead, they began persuading sellers to organize relevant materials for Letao employees to upload. However, this significantly increased the behavioral cost for Taobao sellers opening stores on Letao, thus heavily dampening the enthusiasm of Taobao sellers.

Just as Letao was trying its utmost to persuade more Taobao sellers to cooperate, the industry suddenly buzzed with the news that Muyun Technology was about to charter a plane to send employees to the US, which made General Manager Ma exceptionally agitated.

While he was exhausted from dealing with the Taobao platform’s complete overwhelming pressure, Li Mu’s other venture had already begun expanding into the overseas market. This was almost a historic step taken by Li Mu on behalf of the entire China internet industry. To say he would be crowned with glory goes without saying; the key was that his comprehensive strength had already vastly outstripped his own, and that of all other China internet players. With such a massive gap between himself and his nemesis Li Mu, General Manager Ma’s mood naturally couldn’t be good.

After a National Day holiday, Letao successfully persuaded fewer than five hundred sellers from Taobao. Among these, due to manpower limitations, Letao only completed the listing work on Letao for sixty percent of the stores. Although Letao had started diverting traffic from external sources, the effect was minimal.

Traffic bought through advertising on other sites inherently had some difficulty in conversion. Even converted users were only visitors, and a larger registration barrier awaited them. Coupled with Letao’s negligible influence, very few users truly managed to settle down.

General Manager Ma had been particularly troubled by the issue of traffic sources and traffic conversion recently. He wasn’t Li Mu; Li Mu had YY, YY Net, YY123, and other traffic portals as traffic support. These three traffic portals occupied three out of the top four positions in China’s internet, with the other position being Baidu.

Compared to Li Mu, General Manager Ma had no traffic portals, just like a country severely lacking resources, with everything relying on imports. Letao’s traffic was the same: entirely bought with money.

But the most fatal problem was the shockingly low conversion rate of the traffic bought with money. This made the entire promotion cost despairingly high.

General Manager Ma had been constantly troubled by traffic sources and traffic conversion recently. The only thing that could make him feel some relief was that the sellers who had already listed on Letao had started guiding Taobao buyers to transfer to Letao to register and place orders.

However, Cai Chongxin happened to bring General Manager Ma a survey feedback. According to his survey results, the conversion rate of this method was also not high.

Cai Chongxin’s survey results showed: Because Letao provided sellers with additional platform subsidies, the sellers already listed on Letao were still very enthusiastic. They basically communicated with every buyer on Taobao about registering and placing orders on Letao, but most buyers were not interested.

General Manager Ma asked Cai Chongxin: “Where is the main problem with the low conversion rate of Taobao buyers?”

Cai Chongxin said: “The problem is that Taobao sellers focus on our platform subsidies, but Taobao buyers doesn’t buy it. They don’t have enough motivation to make the effort to register as Letao users and link our payment channels.”

General Manager Ma frowned and said: “Let the sellers guide them then! The reason why we give them extra subsidies is precisely because we want them to guide Taobao users to place orders on our platform, isn’t it?”

Cai Chongxin nodded and said: “That’s easy to say, but sellers have little decision-making power in front of buyers. Buyers are also spending money to buy goods. If prices and products are no different, they naturally prefer the simplest way. So when sellers ask them to order on Letao, most of them directly refuse.”

General Manager Ma asked: “Didn’t those sellers promise cross-platform buyers certain discounts? We give them a five-point subsidy, even if they give two points to the buyers, it could still encourage buyers to place orders on Letao!”

Cai Chongxin said: “I had our employees register buyer accounts to conduct an undercover investigation with some sellers. Most sellers are like stingy people. Although they have our 5% platform subsidy promise, they don’t offer any additional offer discounts to users. They will only try every possible way to coax buyers to place orders on Letao; a small number of users explicitly stated they were willing to give users certain discounts, but the discount amount was too small to attract users.”

Then, Cai Chongxin added: “In most stores, the average price of a single product is less than fifty yuan, and the customer unit price does not exceed seventy yuan. For a seventy yuan order, our platform subsidy is only 3.5 yuan. Even if the seller gives the buyer a two yuan discount, it’s difficult to motivate Taobao users to register a new account on Letao, link our payment channel, and then place an order. This series of operations has a somewhat excessively high behavioral cost.”

General Manager Ma immediately said: “Don’t we also have shipping discounts? If a seller completes an order using our express delivery, they can save several yuan in shipping fees. Altogether, for a seventy yuan order, the seller earns at least seven yuan more than on Taobao, or even more. If they give half of that to the buyers, the buyers’ enthusiasm could also be higher.”

“No use,” Cai Chongxin said. “We can see through this, but these small sellers can’t. Most of them are very greedy. They want to earn every penny themselves: the profit from selling the product, the extra subsidy from the platform, and even the shipping cost difference.”

“Ignorant…” General Manager Ma angrily slapped the table. “This isn’t going to work. We must think of a way to ensure buyers get greater benefits when placing orders on Letao.”

Cai Chongxin said: “We definitely can’t force sellers to offer discounts. That would damage their enthusiasm.”

General Manager Ma blurted out: “We won’t touch the sellers’ interests; we’ll directly target newly registered users with a platform discount.”

Cai Chongxin asked: “What specific discount will we give?”

General Manager Ma thought for a moment and said: “How about this: starting today, every new registered user will receive a five-yuan Discount coupon and a free shipping coupon for orders within one kilogram. Both coupons require a minimum purchase of 50 yuan to be used, and only one Discount coupon can be used per order.”

Cai Chongxin carefully calculated and said: “General Manager Ma, that would significantly increase our costs! Right now, after Taobao Logistics poached some of the frontline staff from our three courier companies, we are severely short-staffed. The entire logistics cost has consequently risen. A free shipping coupon will definitely cost us more than five yuan.”

General Manager Ma immediately said unreservedly: “Don’t calculate these useless details! You’re afraid of subsidizing users too much and facing high cost pressure now, but have you considered that without users, our cost pressure will be even greater!”

After saying this, General Manager Ma, his face grim, continued: “Muyun Technology is already sending its team to the United States to expand territory. And here we are, still hesitating over a bit of buyer subsidy. If this continues, how can we compete with Taobao? Taobao hasn’t launched any other measures against us yet, but do you know if Li Mu is brewing any major play? If he has a backup plan, we might find it even harder to gain a foothold!”

Thinking of Li Mu’s current achievements and the predicament Li Mu had personally created for him, General Manager Ma felt somewhat irrational. His biggest rival was moving further and further ahead on the road to success, so far that even in his subconscious, he felt it was impossible for him to catch up in this life. This feeling was too painful for someone inherently competitive.





Chapter 983: Taobao Alliance

While Mr. Ma was researching how to improve efficiency in talent poaching, the Taobao Alliance Ads that Li Mu had developed to stimulate Taobao platform’s C2C business and tie down its small and medium-sized sellers were already ready for their beta launch.

The “Taobao Alliance” was a promotion system that Li Mu had refined and streamlined from the promotion models of “Baidu Alliance” and “Taobao Alliance” in his previous life. In this era, it could be said to offer a brand new, more advanced profit model to many individual webmasters in China.

The current e-commerce market was not yet mature enough. Li Mu’s Taobao dominated, almost creating no competitive atmosphere, and thus had not given rise to advertising models specifically serving e-commerce. Therefore, Li Mu formulated a new e-commerce advertising model, directly integrating Taobao’s rich media ads into a new solution offered to every individual webmaster.

Ordinary website advertising was relatively simple and crude. Based on the website’s type and traffic data, prices were set for different ad positions. Promoters could negotiate with the individual webmaster based on the lease term. Once agreed, contracts were signed, money paid, and ads launched—overall, a one-off transaction.

While this simple model was straightforward, for individual webmasters, it lacked the ability to deeply tap into the traffic bonus. Assuming a particular recommendation slot was sold for five hundred yuan per day, the individual webmaster’s income from this slot would be fixed. Unless the website’s traffic increased, it would be difficult to raise this price.

A recommendation slot priced at five hundred yuan, if promoting healthcare products for a day, might achieve a transaction amount of thousands of yuan; if promoting games, it might bring in tens of thousands of yuan in recharges. However, individual webmasters could not enjoy these incomes; in fact, they had no opportunity to access the actual profit data of the promoter.

Li Mu’s idea was that if individual webmasters were willing to integrate with Taobao Alliance, their future advertising fees would be based on a new “minimum yield plus revenue sharing” model.

For example, for an original advertising fee of five hundred yuan per day, Taobao would give the webmaster a minimum yield of five hundred yuan per day. On top of this, effective clicks and effective conversions from that website would be statistically tallied to calculate the advertising fee.

An effective click refers to a normal ad click by a pure individual user; it counts as long as it’s opened. This is statistically recorded to pay the webmaster. Assuming each effective click is calculated at 0.1 yuan, once the effective clicks for the day reach five thousand times, it means the minimum yield standard has been met. On top of this, Taobao would settle the additional income with the webmaster. In other words, if an ad slot worth five hundred yuan only receives three thousand clicks per day, the webmaster would still receive the five hundred yuan minimum yield. If it receives six thousand clicks per day, they would receive a real income of six hundred yuan.

In addition to effective clicks, effective conversions would also be tallied. This means how many of these clicked users successfully registered a Taobao account. If they did, an additional one yuan in advertising remuneration would be given for each successful registration. If that user made an actual order, regardless of the transaction amount, an additional two yuan per order would be given to the webmaster.

Overall, the scale of this income would be quite significant. For an ad slot originally worth five hundred yuan, the webmaster would not only receive the five hundred yuan minimum yield, but if there were six thousand effective clicks in a day, the actual income would reach six hundred yuan. If one hundred people registered among those, another one hundred yuan would be added. If fifty people placed orders, another one hundred yuan would be added.

Calculating this, the webmaster’s actual income for an ad slot originally worth five hundred yuan would reach eight hundred yuan, an increase of sixty percent. This is still a conservative estimate, because the current base pricing is very conservative. For individual webmasters, this listed price is already very attractive, but Li Mu understood that with the development of the internet, the cost of user acquisition would definitely become higher and higher, especially for paying users.

Taobao is an online selling platform, and every actually converted user represents a long-term revenue stream. Therefore, in Li Mu’s plan, the billing standards for webmasters would continuously increase with Taobao’s development.

To achieve the unity of Taobao Alliance, all rich media ads on partner websites would adopt Taobao’s technical code. This first saved them a lot of labor costs. For some websites, ad clients frequently changed, and sometimes there were idle periods where ad resources were vacant. However, after partnering with Taobao, they wouldn’t need to constantly sell ad slots, because as long as they signed with Taobao, all future advertising would be contracted out to Taobao.

Secondly, Taobao would open a backend data platform for each website, tracking the traffic their website redirected to the Taobao platform and monitoring the final conversion destination of that traffic. Websites themselves could only track how many users clicked on ads, but once users jumped from their platform to the other platform, they lost control over the users’ subsequent behavior; they wouldn’t know how many were lost or how many converted.

In Taobao Alliance, Li Mu would let all alliance websites see how many users came from their site, how many users naturally left after jumping, and how many users settled down to complete registration and made actual purchases. Except for not disclosing specific transaction records, other data would be openly and transparently displayed to all cooperating webmasters.

Furthermore, the Taobao Alliance backend would assign a weight rating from one to ten to each website based on its traffic conversion performance. Websites with higher weight ratings would indicate higher Taobao ad conversion rates. Such websites would receive additional ad revenue sharing in the future. This method would incentivize webmasters to continuously improve their website traffic, user quality, and ad conversion, stimulating them to abandon their previous lazy mindset of simply selling ad slots.

Taobao Alliance’s advertising would appear very interesting in the current internet industry, because all Taobao Alliance ads would directly promote products. Users would no longer see a website’s ad, but rather a specific product. By simply clicking, they could directly enter the product page, which significantly promoted conversion.

Even more interestingly, Taobao would provide unified rich media ad code to all cooperating webmasters. This could lead to a situation where: many websites might have different natures, vastly differing content, and various page layouts and design styles, but the only thing they would have in common is that their pages, either on both sides or in the bottom left and right corners, would feature the same Taobao rich media ads. This would also greatly enhance Taobao’s brand display.

After days of development, Taobao has now completed the technical development of “Taobao Alliance.” Business personnel are currently in the stage of continuously contacting individual webmasters. More and more individual webmasters have gladly accepted Taobao platform’s “minimum yield plus revenue sharing” cooperation model and are eagerly looking forward to the early launch of “Taobao Alliance.”

Guru Lei had long expressed his prostrate admiration for the “Taobao Alliance” model. Li Mu always had his ways, able to inadvertently overturn a traditional mechanism that everyone else was quietly operating. Compared to traditional advertising, the Taobao Alliance model immediately highlighted its thorough advancements.

The sudden and unexpected subversion of a formerly good thing is what most easily inspires a sense of worship.

Why is Steve Jobs considered a god? Because when everyone thought Nokia N-series phones were the pinnacle of the mobile phone industry, salivating over various Nokia N-series phones, Steve Jobs used one iPhone to make everyone curse under their breath and say, “Holy cow, so this is how phones can be played with!” Then, they’d look at the Nokia N-series and couldn’t help but exclaim, “What the hell is this junk?”

In contrast, Senior Brother Liu seemed much calmer. He had known Li Mu longer than Guru Lei, and the two had built Taobao from scratch, bit by bit. He had long been startled repeatedly by Li Mu, rendering his nerves quite thick.

Guru Lei highly praised “Taobao Alliance,” continuously stating that it would usher in a new era of internet advertising. Li Mu remained non-committal about this. In the future, online advertising would become increasingly refined and customized, and there would always be people continuously inspired to create newer models. The “Taobao Alliance” model itself was more suitable for e-commerce. As long as Taobao mastered the workings of this alliance and bound more and more individual webmasters into its large system, this system would greatly enhance Taobao’s competitive edge.

When the three privately met to set the official launch date for “Taobao Alliance,” Li Mu set the date for October 15th.

The reason for choosing October 15th was that Muyun Technology’s expeditionary force was scheduled to depart for the United States on the 18th. Taobao Alliance was a major initiative within the industry, but its social influence was much weaker compared to the farewell ceremony on the 18th. The farewell ceremony on the 18th was not just a historic moment within the industry, but a major event that the entire nation was paying attention to. Therefore, launching “Taobao Alliance” first could avoid the powerful social impact brought by the farewell ceremony.

After setting the launch time, Li Mu suddenly had a flash of inspiration and said to the two of them, “How about we take this opportunity of the Taobao Alliance launch to hold a national individual webmaster conference?”

“Individual webmaster conference?” Senior Brother Liu asked, surprised, “An industry summit type?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Outwardly, it will be advertised as an industry individual webmaster summit, but in reality, we want to make it a Taobao platform supplier conference. All individual webmasters will be future suppliers to our Taobao platform. It’s just that they won’t supply actual goods; they will supply traffic!”

Guru Lei frowned for a long time, then slapped his hand, excitedly saying, “That IDEA is truly brilliant! Inviting these individual webmasters to Yanjing, letting them be brainwashed by us and become part of us. In the future, these will be our traffic mines spread throughout the country!”

Li Mu was amused by Guru Lei’s accidental English pronunciation. He suddenly looked at him earnestly and said, “Director Lei, can you please say ‘Are-You-OK’ for me?”

Guru Lei looked utterly bewildered: “General Manager Li, I don’t understand…”

Li Mu held back his laughter and said, “Just say ‘Are-You-OK’.”

Guru Lei was even more confused, but seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, he hesitated for a moment before saying, “Are-You-OK, like this?”

“Seriously, seriously, with a little emotion, more enthusiastic…”

A confused Guru Lei raised his voice a few decibels and said, “Are-You-OK? Is that good enough?”

Li Mu’s face turned completely red. This time, he couldn’t hold it back anymore, slapping his thigh and bursting into laughter…





Chapter 984: Forming a Faction to Recruit Subordinates

All platforms hold supplier conferences, aiming to maintain stable, good cooperative relationships between themselves and their suppliers, and to enhance their image and importance in the eyes of their suppliers.

Li Mu’s planned “individual webmaster conference” aimed to leverage the name of this so-called individual webmaster gathering and forum to gather all individual webmasters with some influence from across the country to Yanjing. Then, he would “put on a show” for them and “draw a big picture,” making them honestly follow Taobao and even Muyun Technology to get rich in the future. He wanted them to realize that by following him, they would have the opportunity to “live the good life,” marry a fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful woman, and reach the pinnacle of life.

Li Mu had a love-hate relationship with the individual webmaster group. During the nascent stage of China’s internet, over eighty percent of the major websites and forums nationwide were operated by individual webmasters.

So-called individual webmasters were people with some basic understanding of the internet who, on a whim, created a website of a certain category under their own name. Most personal websites, lacking financial support, had no choice but to seek more ingenious ways to acquire traffic. This, in turn, spurred the creation of a large number of vertical websites.

Individual webmasters who preferred convenience when surfing the internet might have created Hao123; those who enjoyed travel might have created a website where travel enthusiasts gathered; those who loved reading might have gradually developed a community similar to Douban; and those interested in cars might have created Autohome.

The more one needs to use their brain, the more a “hundred flowers bloom” situation arises. This was precisely the case with individual webmasters at the time; through their diligent efforts, they indeed pioneered many types of websites, and even business models. Therefore, Li Mu greatly admired the diligence and innovation of individual webmasters.

However, the individual webmaster group varied greatly in professional qualities and personal manners. They were truly a mixed bag. To acquire traffic, their methods increasingly became without bottom limits, even resorting to extreme measures.

Among them, a large number of personal websites relied on illicit content to gather traffic back then. Erotic images became almost the most widespread method.

The fundamental reason there were so many pirated novel websites was also that the webmasters of these sites wanted to use pirated content to acquire traffic, and then monetize the huge traffic attracted by the piracy. Among these, many pirated websites would first gain traffic through piracy, and when the traffic accumulated to a significant level, they would transform into original content providers, successfully “whitewashing” themselves by exploiting legal loopholes and inconvenient enforcement.

This was the fundamental reason why Li Mu had a love-hate relationship with the individual webmaster community. Therefore, this time, Li Mu wanted to seize the opportunity to give these individual webmasters some proper guidance, allowing everyone to create higher income healthily and legally under Taobao’s new profit model.

This was also the fundamental reason why Li Mu’s Taobao Alliance did not cooperate with any pirated or erotic websites. Li Mu had no interest in traffic obtained through illegal and illicit means.

As everyone discussed organizing the individual webmaster conference, Guru Lei immediately became very interested. He asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, how exactly do you plan to organize the individual webmaster conference?”

Li Mu said: “First, the scale must be grand. We will tentatively invite one thousand individual webmasters to Yanjing for the conference. At that time, I will also invite some influential guests to oversee it, making the event a bit more impactful, striving to make it the largest gathering of industry professionals in China’s internet sector.”

Guru Lei nodded and smiled, “A thousand attendees will incur a significant cost.”

Li Mu smiled, “When I previously instructed Lin Qingya about the Muyun Technology farewell party, I mentioned a concept to her, which is: when a linchpin enterprise does something, it must have the corresponding standards of a linchpin enterprise. Taobao platform and Muyun Technology are both at the pinnacle of influence in the industry, so when we undertake such a major event, we should do it to the extreme.”

With that, Li Mu added, “Let’s first set a name for it: The First National Individual Webmaster Conference of Taobao Platform.”

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu both nodded, “OK!”

Li Mu continued, “The duration will be set for three days. During these three days, two will be used for meetings, discussions, and speeches, and one for relaxation.”

“No problem!”

Li Mu went on, “As for the specific execution, first select a star-rated hotel capable of accommodating one thousand people for lodging, dining, and meetings. Four-star or five-star will do; three-star is out of the question, it’s not presentable;”

“Additionally, no matter where these one thousand individuals are from, their round-trip travel expenses to Yanjing, food and accommodation, and group excursions will all be reimbursed by us;”

“Secondly, arrange for visits to iconic attractions around Yanjing, setting aside an entire day to take these one thousand people on a group outing;”

“Also, find a manufacturer to customize a batch of souvenirs, such as backpacks, travel sun hats, and long-sleeved T-shirts printed with our webmaster conference name;”

Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei exchanged glances, both seeing shock in each other’s eyes.

Li Mu’s gesture was indeed grand.

Round-trip airfare and train tickets for one thousand people, three days of food and accommodation at a five-star hotel—these costs alone would not be less than three to four thousand yuan per person. This doesn’t even include the venue fees, event execution costs, and guest and media expenses for the entire conference. The total budget for the conference would certainly exceed five million yuan.

However, Li Mu never cared about this. As the old saying goes, ‘You can’t catch a wolf if you’re unwilling to part with a child.’ For him, this wasn’t about using a child to catch a wolf; it was about using steamed buns to entice laborers. These individual webmasters might not seem influential on their own, but when one thousand individual webmasters with a certain level of influence gather, the power behind them becomes terrifying. The sheer traffic alone would be astonishing.

Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei were accustomed to Li Mu’s “rich and powerful” strategy. So, they silently noted all of Li Mu’s requirements. After jotting everything down, Guru Lei asked, “So, when exactly will our conference be scheduled?”

Li Mu smiled, “The sooner, the better. So, let’s not set a time node today. Arrange for people to quickly check the situation at various hotels and choose a suitable venue. Once the venue is selected, an event management company chosen, and the detailed execution plan for the conference finalized, we can then set the date and send out invitations to these individual webmasters.”

As he spoke, Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “The first batch of Muyun Technology employees will depart for the US on the 18th. That day happens to be a Friday. Let’s try to schedule our conference for the following Friday, avoiding its influence. It would be Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, three days.”

Guru Lei nodded and said, “No problem, I’ll arrange it immediately. Let’s move quickly.”

Senior Brother Liu then asked, “What are your thoughts on the guests?”

Li Mu replied, “This time, let’s invite some domestic industry Bigwigs to show support.”

As he spoke, Li Mu, with a calm and confident smile, jokingly said, “Muyun Technology and Taobao platform have developed to this point, but we still haven’t seen the bosses of these domestic colleagues come to seek patronage. It’s time to properly ‘show off’ our status as the industry linchpin.”

The day before the official launch of “Taobao Alliance,” Li Mu personally went to the airport to see Lin Qingya off.

As the first core management member of Muyun Technology sent to the United States, Lin Qingya’s mission to the US this time was critical, and it held immense significance for Muyun Technology.

For Lin Qingya’s departure to the US, Li Mu did not hold a public farewell ceremony. Instead, he, along with a few core management members, accompanied Lin Qingya and her small team to the airport. The entire process was very low-key. After saying their farewells at the airport, exchanging blessings and instructions, they watched Lin Qingya depart.

On the way back from the airport, Ding Zhengling shared a half-good-news with Li Mu. The founder of Guang’an Monitoring, a Shenzhen-based surveillance equipment manufacturer that Muyun Vision intended to acquire in the future, had initially agreed to the sale.

This enterprise, with a market valuation of only around eighty-eight million yuan, though somewhat well-known in the security monitoring industry, had been struggling on the verge of collapse. So, when Ding Zhengling offered a premium of ninety-five million yuan, the founder and shareholder team of the company decided to collectively withdraw.

They had struggled in the mire for too long. An enterprise with a valuation of nearly one hundred million yuan would only have a few million yuan in actual profit after deducting all annual expenses. After the founder and a few shareholders split it, each person would end up with very little money.

This feeling was as awkward as owning a property worth tens of millions of yuan but only being able to earn five hundred thousand yuan in rent annually. An enterprise has to support a large number of people, unlike a property that can appreciate just by sitting there. Therefore, in such a situation, owners are mostly willing to cash out and revitalize their funds.

Ding Zhengling said that he hadn’t yet engaged in further deep dive discussions with the other party. However, the likelihood of signing at ninety-five million yuan was already very high. If they still wanted to negotiate the price down, they could wait a little longer, as there should be at least three million yuan of downward adjustment space.

Li Mu waved his hand. Three million yuan wasn’t worth waiting for anymore. Now was the time to stake out territory quickly; even a single delay could result in heavy losses. Therefore, when deciding between money and action, action should always take precedence.

Li Mu entrusted Ding Zhengling with a task: Regarding Muyun Vision, once the company was registered and the funds arrived, they should first finalize the acquisition agreement with Hikvision. After the acquisition was complete, he should take Zhong Xinhua to Shenzhen to conduct in-depth negotiations with people from Guang’an Monitoring.

As for the negotiation process, setting aside the financial aspects, the main focus should be on the handover of the enterprise’s hardware and software, and the appeasement of its employees.

As soon as Guang’an Monitoring was successfully integrated under Muyun Vision, Li Mu would immediately inject a significant sum of money. They would rent office space in Shenzhen and set up an R&D laboratory, luring Zhong Xinhua and his team of Hikvision experts to Shenzhen.

Once the entire process was streamlined, Li Mu entrusted all matters to Ding Zhengling for full responsibility. He then immediately focused all his energy on the “Taobao Alliance.”

For Li Mu, the Taobao Alliance held immense significance, not only for its inherent role in promoting the Taobao platform, but also a crucial milestone: the Taobao Alliance would be a revenue-generating channel which he would formally open to his colleagues in the industry, and even a superior, open traffic monetization platform. From the moment it launched, it would signify that he was no longer solitary and “far ahead of the competition” in China’s internet industry, but rather, he was forming his own faction and “opening the doors to widely recruit subordinates”!





Chapter 985: Dollars Falling from the Sky

October 15th, midnight.

Taobao Alliance Ads officially launched.

Individual webmasters, who had long been waiting, promptly integrated Taobao Alliance’s rich media ad code at this precise moment.

The new advertising model signified that their income streams were entering an entirely new era. For every individual webmaster, website ad revenue was almost their sole source of income, so everyone was highly concerned about how much actual income their websites would generate after Taobao Alliance went live.

Fortunately, Taobao Alliance’s income model was “minimum yield + revenue share,” so they only faced two possibilities: either their earnings remained the same as before, or they earned more than before. There was no risk involved.

As soon as midnight passed, a considerable number of individual websites underwent a noticeable visual change on their pages. The previous rich media ads were overly cluttered, but with the integration of Taobao Alliance’s rich media, the layout became much more organized.

Users accustomed to various messy ads were inevitably curious to see that all the ads on the page had been replaced with Taobao platform product advertisements.

Taobao’s method of displaying multiple product ads at once was more appealing to users than other advertisements.

By the morning of the next day, within less than ten hours of launch, Taobao Alliance Ads allowed all participating individual webmasters to experience the power of the Taobao Alliance.

As of 9 AM, 40% of websites had ad revenue exceeding their minimum yield. Among the remaining sixty percent, the vast majority had already reached more than half of their minimum yield.

If calculated by time, most websites would exceed their minimum yield in ad revenue today.

Over the past nine hours, the most pleasantly surprised were Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers.

The Taobao Alliance secured partnerships with so many websites in one go, instantly bringing a massive amount of external traffic to Taobao overnight. And all this newly added traffic, without exception, was directed for free to the products of Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers’ Online Stores.

Many Taobao sellers didn’t close their eyes from last night at midnight until 9 AM, because the continuous stream of inquiring users overwhelmed them.

Taobao’s backend data showed that in the past nine hours alone, Taobao Alliance brought millions of traffic to Taobao, directly facilitating over one hundred thousand orders, with a transaction amount reaching twelve million yuan.

Among these, dozens of Online Stores sold over ten thousand yuan worth of goods in one night. Several Online Stores with higher overall Weight had sales amount exceeding one hundred thousand yuan in one night. This sudden surge of traffic bonus made the unsuspecting Taobao sellers ecstatic, as it felt no different from dollars suddenly falling from the sky!

Han Wei, twenty-four years old, was a young man from the mountains in the southwest. When he was eighteen, he left the mountains to work in Guangzhou, taking a job at a clothing factory near Guangzhou. He worked there for a full six years.

After the Taobao platform was established, Han Wei leveraged his connections in the Guangzhou apparel industry to source goods at low prices from several clothing factories through acquaintances. He then opened an Online Store on Taobao.

Han Wei’s Online Store was among the earliest batch of individual Online Stores on Taobao. Han Wei had a clear vision at the time; he believed that there were too many clothing factories in the Guangzhou area, and Guangzhou also had multiple apparel wholesale markets, making it essentially a distribution hub for clothing nationwide, with a vast and abundant variety of goods.

Furthermore, not only was the supply abundant, but most importantly, if one had connections, the cost price of clothing was extremely cheap, allowing for sufficient profit margins.

In other provinces in the mainland, even in the smallest cities, a short-sleeved T-shirt would cost at least ten yuan, no matter how poor the quality. However, a T-shirt that sold for over ten yuan in stores would have an ex-factory price of less than five yuan in a Guangzhou clothing factory. The more expensive the clothing, the higher the profit margin.

Han Wei invested almost nothing in setting up this Online Store. He bought a secondhand Digital Camera and hastily opened for business. He would get samples from various connected clothing factories, take photos, upload them to his Taobao store, and then, without spending a single yuan on inventory, he would simply pick up an item from the factory whenever one was sold. By gradually working this part-time, he could typically earn two to three thousand yuan a month from his Taobao store. In 2002, this was a considerable income, significantly exceeding his salary.

Han Wei also had a good fellow townsman named Dong Shaoping. When Dong Shaoping saw Han Wei doing Taobao, he followed suit. Dong Shaoping was even more shrewd than Han Wei; in addition to regular selling, he would also sporadically sell fake designer brands quietly on Taobao.

Dong Shaoping was relatively shrewd; he generally only sold counterfeit goods to customers who knowingly bought fakes. These customers were willing to pay extra for counterfeit brands and wouldn’t complain to the platform about him selling fakes. Dong Shaoping was very happy to engage in such business.

Over time, Dong Shaoping’s seller rank on Taobao gradually surpassed Han Wei’s, and his income level was an entire magnitude higher, earning a net profit of five to six thousand yuan a month.

Due to his high income, Dong Shaoping even quit his job at the clothing factory and fully dedicated himself to managing his Online Store.

A while ago, when Letao was actively recruiting, they also approached Han Wei and Dong Shaoping. Dong Shaoping was almost instantly swayed by Letao’s various preferential policies and became one of the first Taobao sellers to open a store on Letao. He also made great efforts to convince Taobao users to place orders on Letao, intending to earn larger profits.

Han Wei was not interested in Letao’s recruitment, not because he disliked money, but because he believed that the most important thing for opening an Online Store was to choose a good platform to cooperate with and then accumulate experience on the chosen platform. Now that he had finally established a certain foundation on the Taobao platform, if he shifted his focus to Letao at this point, all his accumulated efforts on Taobao would be for naught.

Under these circumstances, Han Wei did not immediately agree to open a store on Letao but adopted a wait-and-see attitude, continuing to operate his Online Store.

He never expected that his perseverance would lead to a huge turning point.

Before Taobao Alliance launched, Li Mu had considered a problem: he not only wanted to use Taobao Alliance to incentivize Taobao sellers to proactively and fully commit to operating on Taobao but also hoped to use it to teach those Taobao sellers who were swayed by Letao a lesson.

Therefore, Taobao Alliance quietly crawled Letao’s pages and used the text from Letao platform’s product detail descriptions as criteria to perform a bulk comparison with the Taobao platform product detail descriptions in its own database.

The basis for this comparison was that the product descriptions most Taobao sellers uploaded to Letao highly overlapped with the product descriptions they uploaded to Taobao. So, if Letao’s product description matched a similar seller on the Taobao platform, then even if the store names and seller nicknames on the two platforms were different, it could be determined that they were the same person.

The sellers filtered out through this comparison were all added to Taobao Alliance’s Blacklist. This meant that no matter how Taobao Alliance’s promotion algorithm calculated, it would never promote products from their stores.

On the first day of Taobao Alliance’s launch, this disparity immediately became apparent.

Last night, Han Wei suddenly received a continuous stream of messages from Taobao buyers. Normally, after midnight, he would have almost no business, and even the number of inquiries would drop significantly. However, he never expected that after midnight last night, a large number of buyers flooded his store, all showing great interest in a men’s jacket, which was his best-selling item.

This men’s jacket, priced at 128 yuan, had an excellent style, and its quality, workmanship, and materials were all quite meticulously chosen. Han Wei considered it the most cost-effective product he currently had. Last week, he sold twenty of these jackets in total, generating over one thousand yuan in income for him in a single week, which was quite a bountiful harvest.

But what he never dreamed of was that last night, an unconventional / unpredictable rush of buyers appeared out of nowhere, leading to continuous transactions. Han Wei couldn’t bring himself to sleep last night and fought through until 9 AM. What he found incredible was that in one night, he actually sold 350 pieces of this 128-yuan jacket!

A scruffy Han Wei sat alone in front of his computer, repeatedly calculating on a calculator. Each time, he stared blankly at the number 52,500. He had sold over fifty thousand yuan worth of goods in one night!

What’s going on? What’s going on? Are dollars falling from the sky?

Han Wei was extremely excited, yet completely baffled.

The sudden surge of enormous traffic was simply incredible / unfathomable! And from his over fifty thousand yuan sales amount overnight, his net profit exceeded twenty thousand yuan! One night’s earnings were equivalent to his entire year’s salary!

Han Wei didn’t know where these spontaneously appearing buyers came from, but he knew clearly that he had to seize this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to make money. So, he immediately called the clothing factory that produced this jacket and ordered three hundred and fifty pieces of goods directly. He planned to skip work today, continue monitoring Taobao, and ship goods to these over three hundred buyers.

Coincidentally, Dong Shaoping also sold goods from this same clothing factory. This enterprise produced a Puma-replica pullover, which was very well-made and used good materials. The purchase price was just over twenty yuan, but it could sell for sixty to seventy yuan in an Online Store. Dong Shaoping had been diligently promoting this item these past few days, and sales were quite brisk. In the morning, he called his acquaintance at the factory, excitedly saying, “Old Zhou, prepare thirty of those Puma pullovers for me. I’ll pick them up at noon.”

Thirty pieces meant a profit of one thousand five hundred yuan. Dong Shaoping felt quite smug. Usually, when he asked Old Zhou for goods, Old Zhou would compliment him admiringly if he ordered over twenty pieces. This time, he was asking for thirty pieces not long after, so Old Zhou would surely be unable to close one’s mouth from smiling in surprise.

However, to Dong Shaoping’s surprise, Old Zhou didn’t compliment him on his good performance this time. Instead, he said something that Dong Shaoping wouldn’t have dared to dream of.

“Shaoping, your fellow townsman Han Wei just called me. He ordered three hundred and fifty pieces of that jacket we sell for seventy yuan!”





Chapter 986: Gone Crazy Making Money

“Has Han Wei gone crazy?!”

This was Dong Shaoping’s first thought after hearing that Han Wei had taken three hundred fifty jackets in one go.

Then, Dong Shaoping quickly dismissed the thought that had just flashed through his mind.

Impossible. Han Wei was an incredibly steady person, even overly conservative. How could someone like that take three hundred fifty jackets, nearly twenty-five thousand yuan, and keep them on hand?

Dong Shaoping’s mind raced, and he instinctively began to use elimination.

First, he could rule out the other party joking with him. They had a very close working relationship, and when it came to business, they were both serious and never talked nonsense. Besides, it was pointless to lie about something like this; a single call to Han Wei would clarify everything.

Second, he could also rule out Han Wei intentionally hoarding goods. Han Wei was too conservative. Even for popular styles, he was unwilling to spend money to stock even a few pieces. He would sell one, then contact a friend at the clothing factory to get it. Sometimes, he’d accumulate orders for two or three days and then arrange for the bulk delivery. So, there was no way he would suddenly stock over three hundred pieces of the same item.

This left only one possibility: Han Wei had sold three hundred fifty items.

Only if he had sold so many items on his Online Store would Han Wei take this many pieces of merchandise.

However, if he really sold over three hundred jackets, Dong Shaoping was even more confused. When did the Taobao platform have such high sales volume? When he sold fake brand-name goods, he would only sell dozens of pieces a week on a good week.

Moreover, operating an Online Store required maintaining a certain timeliness. Not shipping for two or three days wasn’t a big problem, but not shipping for a week would basically be self-sabotage. So, it seemed certain that Han Wei’s three hundred sixty jackets must have been sold in the past few days.

Dong Shaoping did a quick calculation in his head. His own shop also carried this jacket, selling for 128 yuan, just like Han Wei’s. The cost price was 70 yuan, and the shipping fees were borne by the buyer, so each item easily brought in a profit of fifty-eight yuan. Three hundred fifty items! That was over twenty thousand yuan!

Han Wei’s Online Store had earned over twenty thousand yuan in just a few days, which left Dong Shaoping feeling very uncomfortable. Although they were both fellow townsmen and seemingly got along well, Dong Shaoping always secretly competed with Han Wei.

When they first started working, if Han Wei’s salary was even dozens of yuan more than Dong Shaoping’s, Dong Shaoping would feel incredibly uneasy, an indescribable discomfort. He absolutely had to find a way to make up the difference, either by finding a part-time job himself to make up the difference, or by badgering Han Wei into treating him to a meal.

Later, Dong Shaoping discovered some “tricks” in the Online Store business and started doing much better than Han Wei, earning one to two thousand, or even two to three thousand yuan more than him each month. Now, Dong Shaoping finally felt complacent in front of Han Wei. But this sense of superiority hadn’t even lasted two days before he turned around and learned that Han Wei might have earned over twenty thousand yuan in just a few days. How could he possibly accept that?

After hanging up, Dong Shaoping, feeling increasingly uncomfortable the more he thought about it, decided to call Han Wei to probe the situation. When the call connected, Han Wei was still busy working as a customer service representative, selling clothes. In just this short while, he had sold more than ten more jackets, making him barely contain his excitement. The fatigue from staying up all night had long vanished.

Dong Shaoping exchanged pleasantries over the phone, asking, “Xiaowei, are you at work?”

“No,” Han Wei said cheerfully. “I didn’t go today, I took the day off.”

On the other end of the phone, Dong Shaoping raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You, the old penny-pincher, actually bothered to take a day off? You used to be famous for never backing down, even with a light injury, and wouldn’t take time off unless your fever was over 39 degrees. What’s going on today?”

Han Wei, barely containing his excitement, said, “The Online Store business is unusually good. People keep coming to buy things, so I just didn’t go today.”

Dong Shaoping had recently researched a bit about the internet and felt he understood it very well. He said in surprise, “That’s not logical. Usually, you only manage a few orders a day at best, and your average traffic is basically constant. How did it suddenly heat up today? Traffic doesn’t just run wild on the streets like stray dogs and cats.”

Han Wei said, “I’m not sure either. Anyway, ever since midnight last night, the shop’s business has been unusually good. Customers keep coming to inquire. I can’t even handle it all by myself. And the most incredible thing is, I have over a hundred pieces of clothing listed in my shop, but they don’t look at anything else; they all come specifically for that one jacket of mine. Strange, it’s really too strange.”

After speaking, Han Wei said very sincerely, “Shaoping, you know a lot. Can you analyze this for me? What exactly is going on?”

Dong Shaoping frowned deeply, unable to resist asking, “Is it that mysterious? Did this situation only start at midnight last night?”

“Absolutely true!”

Dong Shaoping quickly inquired about, “So, from midnight last night until now, how many items have you sold exactly?”

Han Wei, honest in his thoughts, unconsciously said, “So far, it’s almost 370 pieces.”

“Damn it!!!!!!”

Han Wei’s single sentence caused Dong Shaoping to feel as though his heart had been pierced by ten thousand arrows.

In one night, he sold 370 items? Didn’t that mean Han Wei earned over twenty thousand yuan in a single night?!

Oh my god! He’s gone absolutely crazy making money!

Dong Shaoping was both shocked and anxious. Why had his own shop not seen any activity? He hadn’t noticed any fluctuations at all! Did Han Wei just get some incredible stroke of luck?

But then he thought, what kind of luck could Han Wei have? That kind of traffic always has a source. It’s understandable if one customer accidentally finds Han Wei’s shop, but for hundreds or thousands of people to accidentally find it – that’s absurd.

Could it be that Han Wei found some external traffic portal?

Dong Shaoping felt a surge of irritation and thought, No way! This is such a major thing, I have to get to the bottom of it no matter what! Why should Han Wei be the only one to accumulate wealth quietly? We both do Taobao, and the items we sell are pretty much the same. My shop’s reputation is also much higher than yours. If you can sell over three hundred pieces and earn over twenty thousand yuan in one night, why can’t I?

Thinking this, Dong Shaoping immediately said, “You wait there, I’m coming over to take a look and help you analyze it!”

Han Wei didn’t think much of it and hummed in agreement, urging, “Then hurry! On the way, can you grab me something to eat? I’ll give you the money. If you haven’t eaten either, buy a bit more and consider it my treat.”

Dong Shaoping unconsciously blurted out, “I say, Han Wei, you’re too stingy! You earned so much in one night, and you’re only treating me to breakfast? Aren’t you going to treat me to a big feast?”

Han Wei chuckled sheepishly, “Absolutely, we’ll have a feast! Tonight, I’ll treat you. We’ll go eat seafood claypot porridge!”

“Hey,” Dong Shaoping said, “then you have to get me some good seafood to try.”

“Okay, definitely! Tonight, I’ll treat you to lobster. I haven’t eaten that stuff before, I’ve been craving it for ages.”

…

Ten minutes later, Dong Shaoping, carrying two servings of rice noodle rolls and two cups of soy milk, arrived at Han Wei’s rented room. As he entered, Han Wei’s bloodshot eyes startled Dong Shaoping.

“Well, look at you. You’ve made so much money your eyes are red. Even if you’re making a fortune, you still need to take care of yourself. Money isn’t made like that; your body is the capital for revolution.”

Dong Shaoping felt jealous, but still teased him, then shook the eight-yuan breakfast in his hand and said, “Ten yuan total. You said you’re treating.”

Han Wei immediately pulled a wad of messy change from his pocket, extracted a ten-yuan bill, and handed it to him. After taking it, Dong Shaoping even rubbed it, wanting to see if there were any other banknotes tucked inside.

Just then, Dong Shaoping heard the continuous YY message sound coming from Han Wei’s one thousand five hundred yuan secondhand desktop computer’s dilapidated speaker. Taobao integrates YY, and everyone used YY to communicate with buyers, so Dong Shaoping couldn’t be more familiar with this sound.

Such dense message notifications made Dong Shaoping feel uneasy. He blurted out, “My god, how many people are consulting you?”

Han Wei quickly motioned him to the computer and said, “Don’t even mention it, I’m practically swamped. Before nine o’clock it was better, but after nine, even more people came. I can’t handle it at all right now. Look down here, dozens of chat windows, all inquiries.”

Dong Shaoping immediately became serious, staring at the dense chat windows, and swallowed hard. He asked him, “Are all these people inquiring about that jacket in your shop?”

“Yes!” Han Wei nodded. “No one is looking at the other products at all; everyone is coming directly for this one piece of clothing. It’s truly strange.”

The shrewd Dong Shaoping immediately said, “I think you have an external traffic portal!”

“What traffic portal?” Han Wei asked, very puzzled.

Dong Shaoping glanced at him out of the corner of his eye, then looked back at the computer, saying, “This traffic portal is like building roads. Our village didn’t have a paved road before, so how many outsiders would you see all year? But after the road was built, outsiders pass by the village entrance every day. That road is a traffic portal.”

Han Wei said with an admiring look, “No wonder everyone in our village says you’re smart. I don’t understand any of what you’re talking about.”

After speaking, Han Wei added, “Oh, right, Shaoping, you said building roads, but I don’t have the means to build roads for myself. So who built this road for me?”

“Who knows?” Dong Shaoping said with a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment. “Maybe Heaven was blind when it delivered the package and sent someone else’s goods to you by mistake.”

Then, Dong Shaoping added, “Your traffic is ridiculously high, it definitely isn’t normal. Did you check if your jacket is on any of Taobao’s recommendation slots?”

Han Wei said, “I’ve searched almost everywhere, but no.”

“That’s strange. Then maybe there’s a problem with Taobao.” Saying this, Dong Shaoping sighed, “I have this shirt in my shop too, why didn’t I get a share of this good fortune…”

Han Wei chuckled. Just as he was about to speak, a notification suddenly popped up in the bottom right corner: “Taobao user ‘ThatHintOfRichFragrance’ purchased your ‘Must-have for Stylish Men - Foreign Trade Surplus Leather Jacket…’, click to view details…”

Before Han Wei’s mouse cursor even reached the bottom right corner, another almost identical message overlayed it: “Taobao user ‘ming19800303’ purchased your…”

Just as he was about to click, another came: “Taobao user ‘LoveMeSomeFirewood’ purchased your…”

Dong Shaoping’s eyes were wide with amazement. Han Wei then said with an apologetic look, “Oh dear, oh dear, I was so busy talking to you that I didn’t get to greet the customers, and some even placed orders by themselves…”





Chapter 987: Fatal Blow!

Less than an hour after entering, Dong Shaoping, who had been secretly mocking Han Wei for being green with envy over his earnings, sat in front of Han Wei’s computer, his eyes bloodshot, practically bleeding.

This morning period was precisely when white-collar workers were at their jobs, and with their relatively strong purchasing power, this time segment was considered a traffic peak for the e-commerce industry.

In this roughly one-hour period, Dong Shaoping personally witnessed Han Wei’s store complete seventy-eight jacket transactions.

One hour, seventy-eight pieces. Dong Shaoping was far more jealous than Han Wei, who had just pulled an all-nighter.

Dong Shaoping even felt that running a money printing machine probably wouldn’t be much faster.

At this rate of making money, with another full day, Han Wei might just sell one thousand jackets.

If he really sold one thousand pieces, that would be a net profit of fifty-eight thousand yuan. A single day’s earnings would be equivalent to his entire year’s income. This was simply terrifying.

The more he watched Han Wei’s store make continuous sales, the more anxious Dong Shaoping became. He suddenly wanted to check his own store, to see his seller YY, to confirm if this good fortune Han Wei was experiencing had also come his way.

So, Dong Shaoping spoke to Han Wei: “Xiaowei, can I use your computer for a moment? I want to log into my seller YY and check.”

At this moment, Han Wei was single-handedly dealing with dozens of sellers, but upon hearing Dong Shaoping’s request, he hesitated for a moment before handing him the computer.

Dong Shaoping logged into his seller YY, full of expectation, only for his mood to plummet instantly.

His seller YY had no buyer inquiries at all, not a single message.

A seller YY with not a single message, compared to one where dozens of people were constantly chatting, making the computer lag terribly—Dong Shaoping felt utterly miserable.

He felt that heaven was too unfair. Even if it was dumb luck, he was more qualified than Han Wei. Han Wei was slow-witted, inflexible, and afraid to take risks; even now, he was still managing his online store while working a regular job.

In contrast, he was truly far more diligent, courageous, and adaptable. Not only had he quit his job to run his online store full-time, but even with only an elementary school diploma, he worked hard to learn internet-related knowledge and racked his brains for ways to increase traffic and sales. He even painstakingly opened stores on both the Taobao and Letao platforms. In every aspect, he was far stronger than Han Wei, so why should Han Wei be the one to have a stroke of dumb luck and not him?

While Dong Shaoping was a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment towards Han Wei’s “dumb luck,” similar situations were simultaneously unfolding for many other Taobao sellers.

As the morning progressed, overall network traffic increased, and more and more Taobao products gained the opportunity for promotion through the Taobao Alliance. Any product that received a recommendation could potentially drive traffic from over ten thousand users within an hour. As a result, more and more Taobao sellers, like Han Wei, struck it rich without fully understanding how.

However, many others, like Dong Shaoping, watched their colleagues get rich and felt that they were no less capable than them, yet they didn’t get the same opportunity to strike it rich. This was not only infuriating but also puzzling.

That morning, all the Taobao sellers were driven mad. They were all trying to find the source of Taobao’s unexpected traffic, each in their own way. Some found Taobao Alliance advertisements on other websites, but they couldn’t figure out the rules of the Taobao Alliance, didn’t understand its operation mechanism, let alone its recommendation mechanism. Consequently, various speculative rumors began to circulate widely among the seller community.

Meanwhile, throughout Letao, a sense of doom hung in the air, as if enveloped by the end of the world.

That morning, Letao’s talent belatedly learned about the “Taobao Alliance.” Mr. Ma took the lead, and after everyone gained a deeper understanding of the Taobao Alliance, their battered hearts suffered another heavy blow.

Originally, Letao’s conversion rate for external traffic acquisition was pitifully low. However, no one expected that overnight, even a major platform like Taobao, with the strong backing of Muyun Technology and the YY system, would start aggressively acquiring traffic across the entire network, and in such a terrifying manner.

It felt like fishing out in the scorching sun, hot, tired, and thirsty, with no bites for ages. Then suddenly, a buddy comes along, throws down a few beer bottles stuffed with gunpowder, and boom-boom-boom, blasts the water. The mood was utterly ruined.

On one hand, seeing him effortlessly blast so many fish while their own hard work yielded minimal results made them immensely uncomfortable. On the other hand, they already found it difficult to catch fish, and after his chaotic bombing, the fish in the river were practically wiped out. They couldn’t even hope to catch a single one.

The Taobao Alliance’s advertising model was terrifying. Now, almost all individual webmasters were willing to join the Taobao Alliance, and its advertisements were blossoming everywhere. In this situation,

For Letao, this was simply devastating.

After roughly understanding what the Taobao Alliance was and its objectives, Mr. Ma truly wanted to throw in the towel. Hit by Li Mu’s successive blows, five or six times over, no matter how strong Mr. Ma’s psyche was, it had now been shattered by Li Mu.

Mr. Ma had to admit that Li Mu’s current move was absolutely brilliant!

First, he used a superior cooperation model to sweep up all external traffic, adding insult to injury for Letao. Then, he used this externally acquired traffic to nourish Taobao’s C2C business, essentially feeding it to the small and medium-sized sellers. This created a one hundred percent head-on collision with Letao, leaving Letao with no strategic leverage whatsoever and utterly incapable of competing.

The entire Letao core team was now utterly disheartened. If in the past they could always see a glimmer of hope in adversity, now there was essentially no hope left to be seen.

Everyone clearly understood that once the Taobao Alliance’s influence continuously increased, Taobao’s C2C business would undoubtedly experience rapid, skyrocketing growth in the future.

Originally, everyone had intended to take advantage of Taobao’s lack of focus on C2C and strike while the iron was cold. But now, the Taobao Alliance was asserting itself ferociously, clearly a colossal undertaking, and one that had been prepared long in advance.

Their last hope was shattered, and morale instantly deflated like a balloon, leaving them despondent.

Mr. Ma recalled Xiang Yu, surrounded on all sides. At that time, Xiang Yu must have been in the depths of despair, believing there was no longer a path to survival for him under heaven, no place for him to belong. It was this extreme despair that led him to choose suicide.

While Mr. Ma didn’t consider suicide, Letao, in his eyes, had now almost met its natural end. With the launch of the Taobao Alliance, he had no way to effectively contend with Taobao. Any superfluous ideas were like a mantis trying to stop a chariot.

Seeing Mr. Ma’s ashen face, Lu Zhaoxi couldn’t help but comfort him: “General Manager Ma, it’s alright even if this path is gone. We can completely give up on competing directly with Li Mu and Taobao. Although Taobao is powerful in all aspects, we can still strive for survival in the cracks. We can stop thinking about attacking Taobao and instead find ways to avoid Taobao’s sharp edge, at least to let our platform survive first.”

Mr. Ma weakly waved his hand: “To be relegated to a corner means there will be no chance to unify the world in the future.”

Cai Chongxin sighed and said to Mr. Ma: “General Manager Ma, sometimes stepping back opens up a broader sky. Lately, everyone has been desperately trying to compete with Taobao, even surpass it, but inadvertently, we’ve had our rhythm disrupted by Taobao. Perhaps we should take a step back.”

Mr. Ma felt extremely frustrated, yet another voice kept shouting at him: don’t bow your head, don’t admit defeat, don’t let a greenhorn in his early twenties make me run around in circles…

A different kind of awkward atmosphere permeated Letao’s core team. Aside from Mr. Ma, everyone wanted to take a step back; even being confined to a corner wasn’t complete surrender. Bowing their heads, even kneeling, to consolidate, might still give them a chance to rise again. But Mr. Ma only thought about not giving in and continuing to resist, yet he couldn’t find any way to resist.

A silence fell over the conference room.

Until 12 o’clock noon, everyone simply looked at each other, or at the frowning Mr. Ma, bewildered and at a loss for what to do.

Exactly at 12 o’clock noon, exactly twelve hours after its official launch, Taobao Alliance finally released an open letter to all sellers, to inform all Taobao sellers, as well as the entire network and society, about the Taobao Alliance.

Cai Chongxin always had a Taobao seller YY for receiving the latest updates from Taobao. At this moment, his computer suddenly received a system message notification. He instinctively clicked on it and began reading silently.

Han Wei, who had just sold over sixty more jackets, also received a system message on his Taobao seller YY. Although he was very busy, seeing it was a system message, he immediately and instinctively opened it. Dong Shaoping, whose eyes were still bloodshot, like they were stained with blood, immediately leaned closer as well.

“Dear Taobao platform sellers, we are pleased to announce that our ‘Taobao Alliance,’ developed in partnership with major websites nationwide, officially launched today at midnight.”

“The Taobao Alliance is an e-commerce advertising alliance, specifically designed to serve Taobao platform sellers, to enable you to create more profit and value on the Taobao platform…”

The opening of the system message briefly introduced the general situation of the Taobao Alliance. Furthermore, it used various data to inform sellers that the Taobao Alliance was backed by powerful traffic support, which would bring enormous traffic bonuses to Taobao sellers.

Beyond the introduction, the most crucial point lay in the Taobao Alliance’s benefit rules.

The original text of the benefit rules stated:

“First, the Taobao Alliance promotion currently adopts a fee-free mechanism for sellers. However, it does not support active applications from sellers; instead, selection is automatically made by the Taobao Alliance’s algorithm;”

“Second, Taobao will use specific rules to calculate and grade Taobao sellers based on key data such as seller’s credit rating, activity points, positive review rate, sales volume, and sales amount. The higher the Weight, the higher the chance of being recommended. The specific Weight algorithm formula is confidential information and will not be disclosed externally;”

“Third, because the Taobao Alliance is an advertising and promotion system that Taobao platform has invested heavily in creating, the Taobao platform holds absolute control and interpretation rights over the Taobao Alliance. Beneficiaries are limited exclusively to Taobao platform sellers, and the alliance does not support any sellers operating across multiple platforms. Taobao will collect information across the entire network and compare it according to its own algorithm rules. All sellers suspected of cross-platform sales will be permanently excluded from the Taobao Alliance’s algorithm. All Taobao sellers are advised to treat this matter with utmost seriousness!”

This third point was Li Mu’s fatal blow to Letao!





Chapter 988: Another Shot!

The most domineering part of the entire Taobao announcement was the third clause.

The original wording of this third clause wasn’t so blunt or crude. Li Mu felt that the original version provided by the staff lacked force, so he personally drafted it.

Li Mu believed that as the undisputed leader of domestic e-commerce, Taobao not only needed to be a model and example but also exude the dominance and deterrent power of a leader. Since these small and medium-sized sellers had shown the characteristic of being fence-sitters, he would use a tough stance to completely eradicate their inclination to waver.

The “Taobao Alliance” was inherently Taobao’s own promotion system. Taobao had the right to promote any seller and also the right to completely exclude any seller from the system. The most crucial criterion for this was whether a seller engaged in cross-platform selling.

As long as a small and medium-sized seller dared to engage in cross-platform selling, or even if Taobao’s own algorithmic rules merely suspected a small and medium-sized seller of cross-platform selling, they could be directly excluded without needing to gather a complete chain of evidence. Furthermore, no channels for appeal would be provided. If it said no, it meant no!

This was their own platform, their own resources, their own system, and they held absolute power and decision-making power. The message Li Mu wanted to convey to these small and medium-sized sellers was: “I have plenty of opportunities for you to make money here, plenty of resources that can help you earn, but if you want to make money here, you must abide by my rules.”

It was precisely Li Mu’s tough attitude that made Mr. Ma feel utterly despairing, as if the end of the world was nigh. Li Mu was using enormous profits to force small and medium-sized sellers into a multiple-choice question between Taobao and other e-commerce platforms, including Letao. And the answer had no suspense.

Taobao’s system message clarified things for all Taobao sellers. Sellers like Han Wei, who had benefited from the Taobao Alliance, finally understood where their massive traffic came from. Sellers like Dong Shaoping, who had watched others get rich and racked their brains trying to figure out why, finally knew the reason they hadn’t received a huge traffic bonus.

In that instant, Dong Shaoping’s veins throbbed with rage. Ignoring Han Wei’s presence, he cursed: “Holy sht, that motherfcking Letao! They f*cking screwed Your father here!!!”

At that moment, Dong Shaoping not only deeply regretted his decision to open a store on Letao, but his hatred for Letao was also immense.

Dong Shaoping hadn’t been able to resist the preferential terms Letao had offered, which was why he chose to open a store there. He thought that opening a store on Letao would bring platform subsidies and shipping subsidies, leading to a much larger profit margin, allowing him to earn an extra one or two thousand yuan each month. However, truth be told, he hadn’t even earned enough for cigarettes on Letao yet, and because of it, he had missed out on the opportunity to be selected and recommended by the Taobao Alliance. This was a true representation of “picking up pennies and losing dollars”!

Seeing Dong Shaoping’s eyes red, his chest heaving violently, and his emotions exceptionally agitated, Han Wei couldn’t help but comfort him: “Shaoping, don’t get so worked up.”

Dong Shaoping’s brows furrowed, and he angrily retorted: “How can I not be worked up? That goddamn Letao made me lose so much money! I could practically kill them!”

Han Wei could only advise him: “There are plenty of opportunities to make money. Don’t let what’s already happened affect you any further.”

Dong Shaoping said exasperatedly: “You’ve made money, so it’s easy for you to talk big! Tens of thousands of yuan a day! My store is better than yours in every way. If I hadn’t been screwed over by Letao like this, the Taobao Alliance would definitely have promoted my products, not yours!”

Dong Shaoping’s words were very impolite, but Han Wei wasn’t angry with him. He figured that anyone who watched themselves miss out on an opportunity to earn tens of thousands of yuan a day would probably react the same way. So, he could only offer a word of comfort: “Don’t worry yet, maybe things will still turn around.”

“What sort of bullshit turnaround?!” Dong Shaoping said despairingly: “Didn’t you see what Taobao said? ‘All sellers suspected of multi-platform selling will be permanently excluded from the Taobao Alliance algorithm.’ As long as someone engages in multi-platform selling, they’re permanently out! Permanently!”

Han Wei said: “Even if it’s permanent, it doesn’t matter. At worst, just open a new Taobao store. You’re so smart, I’m sure you’ll quickly build up your sales. As long as you don’t engage in cross-platform selling again, the Taobao Alliance will definitely promote you.”

Dong Shaoping’s emotions subsided slightly, and he said with determination: “Reopen! Holy sh*t, I’ll go back and register a new seller account right away! The promotional power of the Taobao Alliance is truly insane. If I can catch one wave of that money, I can stay open for business for a year without any issues. This is such a great opportunity; Your brother here must seize it!”

It wasn’t just Dong Shaoping; at this moment, all the Taobao sellers who had been misled by Letao into opening stores there were cursing at their computers.

In their eyes, Letao was originally a place where they could earn extra money. They never expected it to become the culprit preventing them from getting rich overnight.

Letao’s employees, specifically responsible for market expansion, were immediately berated by countless Taobao sellers they had engaged with. These people had previously worked hard to mislead Taobao sellers and make them empty promises. Now that Li Mu’s “Taobao Alliance” had been officially announced, they became the most hated individuals among the sellers excluded from the Taobao Alliance.

Initially, the misled Taobao sellers merely cursed at the Letao staff via YY. Soon, when they found the other party unresponsive on YY, they started calling to curse them out.

One could say this was also the Letao employees’ fault. They had been too dedicated back then. To enhance the efficiency of misleading Taobao sellers, they acted with extreme sincerity in front of the sellers, proactively leaving their phone numbers and telling them to call 24/7 with any needs. Unexpectedly, this had now become an effective channel for Taobao sellers to curse them.

Within half an hour, several female Letao employees were so cursed at by angry Taobao sellers that they cried tears of grievance in the office. More Letao employees had no choice but to temporarily turn off their phones to avoid the harassment.

With all external Letao employee phones turned off, the angry Taobao sellers simply switched to calling Letao’s customer service hotline to vent their fury.

Letao’s Customer Service Department, composed of five female staff, immediately became the target of many Taobao sellers’ venting. Before long, the team leader of the Customer Service Department couldn’t stand up to the pressure and reported to leadership. With Cai Chongxin’s approval, Letao’s customer service hotline was temporarily suspended.

Multiple employees who had been cursed at were emotionally unstable, and the entire Customer Service Department looked like they were questioning their existence. At this moment, the situation within Letao was a complete mess.

This was absolutely the most tragic day for Letao since its establishment. Mr. Ma had locked himself in his office. Even though he knew the employees outside were in an extremely bad mood, he didn’t have the energy to care or think of any solutions, because he was experiencing the most severe defeat of his career.

Li Mu’s “Taobao Alliance” was undoubtedly a fatal move to pull the rug out from under Letao, which was already struggling to survive. It caught them completely off guard and left them utterly defenseless.

Seeing no way to directly contact Letao’s staff, those furious Taobao sellers simply started posting angry rants online. For a time, the internet was filled with “blood-and-tear accusations” from Taobao sellers, all about how Letao had screwed them over and made them miss the chance to be selected by the Taobao Alliance.

Letao seemed to have fallen into the deepest ocean trench in the world, surrounded by pitch-black, high-pressure despair.



The furious and remorseful Dong Shaoping, along with many more “Dong Shaopings,” found it hard to calm down. In the two hours between 12 PM and 2 PM, almost everyone was too sick to their stomach to touch food or water.

Just as everyone was exhausting all means to curse Letao, the Taobao platform suddenly released another system message at exactly 2 PM.

All sellers closely watching Taobao’s movements opened and read the content of this system message immediately.

This system message allowed many “Dong Shaopings” to see a glimmer of hope in their despair.

The original text stated: “For fairness, the Taobao platform, after deliberation, has decided to conduct a re-comparison of all platform information one week later. At that time: All sellers who have ceased cross-platform selling will regain the opportunity for Taobao Alliance recommendations; all sellers who continue to engage in cross-platform selling will be permanently excluded from the Taobao Alliance.”

This was a classic case of the ‘carrot and stick approach’. Li Mu first used tough wording to make all cross-platform sellers despair and harbor resentment towards Letao, giving them two hours to ferment and escalate their emotions. Then, he opened a window for them, offering them final hope.

As the latest message stated, as long as these cross-platform sellers closed their stores on other platforms and took down all their products, when Taobao re-scraped information across the entire network for comparison a week later, they would regain the opportunity for Taobao Alliance recommendations, provided they were no longer selling on other platforms.

This was essentially forcing them to take down all their information on Letao at the fastest possible speed.

In other words, Li Mu was going to kick Letao when they were down again.

If he had only blocked these sellers, there was a chance that after their emotions stabilized in the future, they would throw caution to the wind, and with the attitude of earning every penny they could, they would still continue to open stores on Letao.

However, if he gave them an opportunity to turn over a new leaf, they would nullify all the work Letao had done recently. All the Taobao sellers Letao had worked so hard to poach might pull out within a week and sever ties with Letao.

This was Li Mu’s true intention. He didn’t genuinely want to give these fence-sitters an opportunity; rather, he wanted to deliver another shot to Letao’s chest.

Minutes after the message was sent, Lu Zhaoxi rushed into Mr. Ma’s office in a panic, exclaiming immediately: “General Manager Ma, Li Mu has struck against us again!”

Mr. Ma’s face was ashen, and his eyes were hollow as he asked him: “What happened?”

Lu Zhaoxi quickly reported the new Taobao message truthfully to Mr. Ma, finally adding: “As soon as the message came out, a large number of sellers have already started taking down products from our platform!”

“Unbelievable!” Mr. Ma instantly shot up from his seat, furious, cursing: “This Li Mu is going too far! And these sellers have absolutely no integrity! Go tell the Technical Department to immediately block these sellers’ operational permissions! Don’t let them take down or modify any product information, and at the same time, have the Technical Department restore all the content they deleted!

They come when there’s money to be made, and they run when there’s none. Do they think this place is a public restroom?! I want them to watch helplessly as all the information they deleted is restored! Let them experience the taste of despair too!”





Chapter 989: Dragging These People Down With Us

A new system message filled the despairing Dong Shaoping with extreme excitement.

This feeling of going from hell to heaven in an instant was even more heart-pounding than a rollercoaster.

He had thought his current store was already permanently blacklisted by the Taobao alliance. He never expected the Taobao platform to be so benevolent, actually giving cross-platform sellers like him a chance to turn over a new leaf.

According to the Taobao platform, within the next week, as long as he removed all products listed on other websites, he could pass Taobao’s review after a week. At that time, his store would have the chance to receive recommendations from the Taobao alliance, just like Han Wei, and earn tens of thousands of yuan a day.

Immediately, Dong Shaoping asked Gu Wei for his computer so he could quickly remove all his information from Letao. Gu Wei generously lent his computer to Dong Shaoping for the time being.

Dong Shaoping quickly logged into the Letao backend. Once inside, he selected “manage store products” and started manually deleting the products he had listed on Letao one by one. Deleting one or two hundred items was quite fast; in just a few minutes, he had deleted nearly half.

Around 2:10 PM, when Dong Shaoping was deleting the information for a piece of clothing, he found that clicking “delete” had no response, as if the backend was stuck. He then refreshed the page and suddenly noticed that on the refreshed management page, the “delete” button corresponding to each product had changed from its original blue to gray.

Confused, Dong Shaoping hurriedly tried clicking “delete” again, but found that the grayed-out button could no longer be clicked.

Looking closely again, not only was the “delete” function disabled, but the “edit” function was also disabled.

Dong Shaoping was sweating profusely in anxiety. He refreshed several times but couldn’t get these two options to reappear. Just as he was restless with anxiety, the top right corner of the page showed that he had received a system message.

Dong Shaoping hurriedly clicked on it. After reading it, he was so angry he almost smashed Han Wei’s computer!

The system message from Letao read: “Dear Letao seller, due to a major technical error in our website backend, all product editing and removal functions are temporarily unavailable. The new product listing function is unaffected and can still be used. Our technical staff are actively searching for the cause and working hard to resolve it. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause.”

Letao didn’t dare to openly block sellers’ permissions, so “technical issue” became the best excuse. In the internet industry, the phrase “technical issue” has a similar magical utility to “relevant departments” – any problem they don’t want to explain or can’t explain can be blamed on a technical issue. It’s practically a universal reason and excuse.

Dong Shaoping was very shrewd. It was simply incredible that Letao, at this moment, suddenly had this so-called “technical issue” preventing the deletion and modification of old product information while allowing new uploads. Taobao had just released its second system message ten minutes ago. Letao suddenly having such a “technical issue” was clearly intentional!

However, even though Dong Shaoping knew Letao was doing it on purpose, he had no effective solution besides anger and frustration.

When ordinary users completely lose their permissions in front of a website, they are even more helpless than pigs entering a slaughterhouse. It’s like a group owner in later generations who can kick or mute anyone they want; ordinary users without permissions have no power to resist them at all.

Dong Shaoping was restless with anxiety. If he couldn’t delete the product information, then after a week, when Taobao performed its comparison again, wouldn’t he be completely blacklisted by the Taobao alliance? Letao was damn well cutting off his livelihood!

At this very moment, there were over one thousand other people nationwide who, like Dong Shaoping, hated Letao to the bone.

This batch of Taobao sellers who had opened stores on Letao, after seeing Taobao’s new system message, all did exactly what Dong Shaoping did: deleted and removed their products from Letao.

However, most people hadn’t managed to remove all their products before their permissions were stripped, and they were all filled with indignation.

Dong Shaoping, on the verge of going berserk, made a dozen or so calls to Letao customer service, none of which connected. His emotions were on the verge of collapse.

Dong Shaoping kept refreshing the Letao backend, hoping for a miracle, even if it was just a few minutes of a miracle that would allow him to delete all the remaining product information.

Just then, another official message from Letao arrived.

Dong Shaoping clicked it open, and a shred of hope rekindled in his heart.

“Dear Letao seller, to resolve the issues that have appeared in the backend, we have decided to reset the backend records to a safe backup point. In five minutes, the website will be reset to the 13:55 backup point. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause!”

Dong Shaoping thought Letao was going to solve the problem and immediately sighed in relief. He had just thought Letao was deliberately preventing people from removing items, but now it seemed there might genuinely be a technical issue. Once the website was reset, he could just remove the items one by one.

He waited with bated breath for five minutes. During these five minutes, Dong Shaoping kept furiously pressing F5 to refresh. As soon as the five minutes were up, refreshing again indeed showed a change.

The nearly one hundred product entries he had deleted one by one reappeared in the backend. It seemed the backend had been reset.

Dong Shaoping hurriedly prepared to start deleting, but unexpectedly, the “delete” and “edit” options were still grayed out and unavailable.

Dong Shaoping’s heart instantly sank.

“What’s going on? Didn’t it reset? Why is it still not working? If this is how it is, damn it, it would have been better not to reset at all! If you hadn’t reset, Your father here would have at least deleted nearly half, but with this reset, damn it, everything’s back without a single item missing.”

At this moment, sellers who shared Dong Shaoping’s encounter were also full of astonishment. And those sellers who had been quick-handed earlier, rushing to delete all their information, had been celebrating their swift reaction. Now, seeing all their products reappear in the backend, they were truly beyond tears.

As everyone grew increasingly anxious, Letao sent another system message.

This was already the third system message within just a few tens of minutes.

When Dong Shaoping finished reading this message, he was so close to crying out in despair.

“Dear Letao seller, although the website has been reset, product editing and removal functions are still unavailable due to technical issues. Our technical staff are actively searching for the cause and working hard to resolve it. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause!”

Dong Shaoping now finally understood Letao’s sinister intentions!

This platform was actually just making fools of them!

First, they blocked sellers’ permissions to delete and edit information, claiming a technical issue.

Then, they pretended to be actively solving the problem by resetting the website to the 13:55 record, making everyone think the issue would be resolved soon.

Finally, because Taobao’s second system message was released at 2:00 PM, at 13:55, these Letao sellers hadn’t started deleting product information at all. Letao resetting to this specific time was equivalent to restoring everything that had been deleted. Immediately afterward, they didn’t give back seller permissions, still claiming a technical issue. This was clearly an attempt to prevent these Letao sellers from deserting the field of battle!

Knowing full well that the Taobao alliance had requirements, and knowing that everyone needed to delete all their information on Letao to stand a chance of getting Taobao alliance recommendations, Letao deliberately locked down everyone’s permissions and restored everything that had been deleted. This was clearly an attempt to drag these sellers down with them into the grave!

Dong Shaoping was on the verge of collapse. He had never dreamed that just when he finally had a chance to escape his predicament, Letao suddenly grabbed his ankles tightly, making him unable to move. At this moment, the hatred he felt for Letao was almost overwhelming his sanity. He never imagined that Letao, as a website, a platform, would do something so despicable.

But cursing wouldn’t solve the problem, nor would hatred. He only had one week left. If Letao didn’t restore their permissions within that week, they would be completely out of luck with the Taobao alliance.

It wasn’t just Dong Shaoping who realized this; almost all the Online Store owners who had been tricked by Letao understood. Soon, someone created an “Anti-Letao YY Group” and began spreading messages across the entire network, jointly denouncing Letao. Following the principle of concentrating efforts to achieve great things, they began gathering people.



Cai Chongxin had quite a few reservations about Mr. Ma’s actions. He felt that Letao was increasingly acting without a bottom line, and this approach of dragging others down with them, even in defeat, was simply unacceptable to him.

He tried to advise Mr. Ma. His exact words were: “Rather than losing, it would be better for us to lose open and aboveboard. Forcibly binding these sellers will just make us a laughingstock in the industry.”

Mr. Ma was quite displeased with this statement and retorted furiously to Cai Chongxin: “Stop dreaming! Do you think we won’t be ridiculed by the industry if we just admit defeat directly? The internet industry is inherently one that laughs at poverty, not prostitution. As long as you succeed, no matter how despicable your methods, others will acknowledge you and applaud you! If you fail, no matter how clean your conduct, the entire industry will mock you!”

Cai Chongxin said: “The key is that we are now tying up these ordinary sellers and dragging them down with us, which is meaningless to us.”

Mr. Ma shot back, his voice thick with sarcasm: “Then you tell me, what can we do now that would be meaningful?”

Cai Chongxin was speechless. He saw that Mr. Ma was now paranoid to the extreme, and his words sounded prickly to him.

So, Cai Chongxin changed his approach and advised: “If we do this, what if the sellers unite and file a complaint against us?”

“Complain? Who are they going to complain to? Which department will accept it? Are the laws and regulations clearly defined?” Mr. Ma was acting completely deranged, saying with a cold laugh, “Even if the laws and regulations are clearly defined and there’s a clear governing department, so what? I’ve already said it’s a technical issue, and we’re actively dealing with it! What more do they want?!”





Chapter 990: Dirty Meat That Attracts Flies Has Arrived

Cai Chongxin was utterly shocked by Mr. Ma’s madness. In that instant, he felt that Mr. Ma was no longer the Mr. Ma he was familiar with; his face was covered in a gambler’s frenzy, which made him feel uncontrollably panicked.

Seeing Mr. Ma’s paranoid look, he was about to give up trying to persuade him, but just before giving up, he couldn’t help but say, “General Manager Ma, even if our platform collapses, we still need to develop in the internet industry. It doesn’t matter if the business is gone, but if our reputation and credibility are also lost, then we will truly have nothing left.”

Mr. Ma frowned deeply and countered, “If I don’t do this, what do you think will happen?”

Cai Chongxin replied, “I can’t speculate on the consequences of not doing this, but if we insist on doing it, I can at least be sure of one thing: it has no practical meaning and won’t bring any help to our predicament.”

Mr. Ma sneered, staring intensely at Cai Chongxin. “You think I’m crazy, you think I’ve lost my mind, don’t you?”

Cai Chongxin quickly said, “That’s not what I meant.”

Mr. Ma waved his hand. “I know what you mean in my heart! Let me tell you, I’m not crazy, nor have I lost my mind. Do you know the real reason I’ve blocked these sellers’ permissions?”

Cai Chongxin shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Mr. Ma said coldly, “If you don’t know, I’ll tell you! Blocking their permissions is equivalent to forcing them not to go pick a side with Taobao platform!”

As he spoke, Mr. Ma said excitedly, “These sellers are fence-sitters who already want to flee at the last minute. If we don’t restrict them, they would have long ago deleted all their product information on Letao and then have to leave (for college). What would we have left then?”

Cai Chongxin nodded. “You’re right about that. If we don’t block their permissions, they’ll definitely delete all their product information and then wait to be selected for promotion by the Taobao alliance. But then again, even if we forcibly keep their information, we can’t keep their hearts. A forced twist of a melon doesn’t taste sweet. Forcibly keeping their product information on Letao doesn’t have much meaning.”

Mr. Ma scoffed. “A forced twist of a melon doesn’t taste sweet, but it can quench your thirst!”

With that, Mr. Ma asked Cai Chongxin, “Have you ever heard news like this? A girl was abducted by human traffickers, sold into the mountains, and bought by a farmer to be his wife. The whole family, and even the whole village, kept an eye on her, giving her no chance to escape. She couldn’t run away and was confined to the buyer’s home. Several years later, she was a mother of several children. Then, one day, the police found her and offered to rescue her and reunite her with her family, but she refused. Because she felt that after living there for so long and having so many children, that place was her true home.”

Cai Chongxin stared at Mr. Ma dumbfounded. “General Manager Ma, what are you trying to express?”

Mr. Ma said, “What I want to express is that just as the one who bought a wife wouldn’t willingly let her go, we also cannot let these sellers leave for nothing. We need to wear them down, drag them out, force them to accept the current situation. If we do that, we still have a chance to keep them. Otherwise, all our efforts will be futile!”

Cai Chongxin suddenly felt a chill in his heart, so cold that he involuntarily shivered.

At this moment, Mr. Ma didn’t notice the abnormality in Cai Chongxin’s gaze. Instead, he continued to speak to himself, “We need to drag them down until they become Taobao’s outcasts. By then, Letao will be the sanctuary for these Taobao outcasts!”



Letao’s continuous announcements drew a barrage of complaints from Taobao sellers operating on its website, but Letao was completely indifferent now, adopting a ‘throw caution to the wind’ attitude.

Meanwhile, the immense impact of the Taobao alliance continued to ferment.

With too many integrated traffic resources, Taobao platform was almost like a vast ocean of internet traffic, enough to benefit a large number of Taobao sellers who met the Taobao alliance’s requirements.

There were quite a few Taobao sellers, like Han Wei, who had reaped significant profits from the Taobao alliance. Their real-life cases attracted even more individual sellers to flock to Taobao. Opening an online store on Taobao quickly became a gold rush, even evolving into a social phenomenon.

The internet industry watched as Li Mu stirred up another whirlwind. With just a “Taobao alliance,” he elevated the C2C business, which Taobao had not previously prioritized, to an unprecedented new height, and thoroughly accelerated the development of individual online stores. Li Mu’s power to “turn his hand to clouds and cover his hand to rain” further mythologized his image in the industry.

At this very moment, Taobao suddenly announced another major initiative: the upcoming first China Individual Webmaster Conference on the Taobao platform, with attendance invitations extended to over one thousand domestic individual webmasters.

Taobao’s invitation was also quite generous, with the venue chosen as a five-star hotel in the suburbs of Yanjing, and all expenses, from travel expenses to accommodation and food, fully covered by Taobao.

Li Mu had now become the shared idol, even godfather, of individual webmasters across the country. Therefore, for those individual webmasters who received invitations, most of them accepted without hesitation. On the very first day the invitations were sent out, over six hundred people provided clear confirmation of their willingness and ability to attend the individual webmaster conference.

For this individual webmaster conference, Taobao official did not mention the Taobao alliance, but anyone with an eye for detail knew that the individual webmaster conference Taobao was organizing was, simply put, about paving the way and forming gangs for the Taobao alliance. These over one thousand individual webmasters, when they swarmed in, were not coming for some exchange meeting; plainly speaking, they were coming to seek patronage.

Li Mu now had a way to let individual webmasters earn more money, so individual webmasters naturally regarded him as a God of Wealth. The Taobao alliance was like an enterprise buying grain at the highest price, attracting all farmers who grew grain to sell it to them.

The day before Li Mu was to hold a farewell ceremony for Muyun Technology employees departing for the US, Liu Qiangdong came to Li Mu’s office to convey a very important message: this time, a small number of sellers among Taobao’s small and medium-sized sellers were taking a free ride to sell counterfeit goods, and the amounts involved were huge.

Since the Taobao alliance lacked the ability to authenticate products, Li Mu deliberately had the Taobao alliance block keywords containing certain well-known brands during the automatic product screening process. In other words, if a seller’s store had a pair of Nike shoes selling very well, which originally met all the conditions for recommendation by the Taobao alliance, but because “Nike” or “NIKE” appeared in its product description, such a product would never receive any promotional opportunities.

To some extent, this was Li Mu’s strategic leverage. He had no means, manpower, or energy to individually inspect every product on the platform, so he could only decisively discard a small portion to preserve the majority.

If sellers were selling branded products and Li Mu couldn’t audit them one by one, he would cut it off directly at the source. He simply wouldn’t promote any branded products or products related to brands, instantly eliminating the possibility of the system recommending counterfeit goods.

However, for every policy, there’s a countermeasure. The sellers below were also very shrewd. After discovering that the Taobao alliance wouldn’t promote branded products, they began actively promoting counterfeit goods to users themselves. For example, if an ordinary pair of shoes from an unknown small brand sold well in a store, and it received promotion from the Taobao alliance, when a large number of users flocked in, they would start recommending counterfeit NIKE shoes to buyers in private chats.

For this reason, many individual consumers were ultimately deceived by unscrupulous sellers. Platform complaints surged for a time, which was how Senior Brother Liu managed to uncover the issue.

After Li Mu heard this news, he wasn’t worried at all. Instead, he slapped his thigh in excitement and simply said, “Excellent! The dirty meat that attracts flies has arrived!”





Chapter 991: Special Anti-Counterfeiting Rectification Campaign

It’s a merchant’s nature to seek profit, and Taobao sellers are no different. The Taobao Alliance doesn’t promote branded goods from small and medium-sized sellers’ stores precisely to prevent counterfeit products.

However, a small number of Taobao sellers, in pursuit of greater profit, still interspersed illicit goods during their selling process.

Li Mu’s stance on counterfeit goods was unequivocal; any discovery had to be eliminated immediately. He promptly discussed it with Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei, formulating a strategy specifically targeting sellers of fake goods.

Step one: Concentrate efforts to launch a surprise crackdown on sellers of fake goods for whom evidence had already been gathered. All shops selling counterfeit goods would be banned, and their shop information completely erased from the Front Desk.

Step two: Require all sellers suspected of selling fake goods to compensate consumers who purchased the fake items, offering triple compensation for each fake item. For those who refused to comply, Taobao would indefinitely ban their shops until all consumers granted a clear understanding.

Step three: Publicly announce the details of the anti-counterfeiting campaign, serving the most severe warning to all Taobao sellers.

Step four, and the most crucial one: Leak the list of all shops banned during this anti-counterfeiting campaign online, along with the contact information of their shop owners.

Taobao had the absolute power to ban all shops selling counterfeit goods. However, strictly speaking, as an enterprise, Taobao did not have the right to legally mandate sellers to offer triple compensation for fake goods. But Li Mu didn’t care; on his platform, he set the rules. Even if this was somewhat legally unsound, it didn’t stop him from using such mandatory measures to punish sellers of fake goods.

Online anti-counterfeiting was a long road. Without legislative support, completely eradicating counterfeit goods online would be virtually impossible.

Li Mu had long before suggested e-commerce legislation for anti-counterfeiting to government leaders, but he also anticipated the long path that legislation would need to take. If Letao were truly attracted by the “dirty meat” of counterfeit goods at this time, then with Mr. Ma’s personality, he would definitely seize the opportunity to grow bigger and stronger. Once counterfeit goods gathered on Letao and formed a significant influence, it would unwittingly turn itself into a live target. The government would then certainly pay more attention to the legislation, and Letao would be the first to be targeted.

As for whether Mr. Ma would choose this path in this life, Li Mu had almost no doubt.

In Li Mu’s view, one’s disposition was an innate, deeply rooted, and extremely difficult-to-change trait. Even as a reincarnator, he couldn’t escape a programmer’s mode of thinking after returning. Mr. Ma hadn’t experienced reincarnation, so his personality was almost impossible to undergo a drastic change.

Li Mu had now basically blocked off all paths Letao could take, leaving only the “sewer” filled with filth—the path of counterfeit goods. Li Mu was unwilling to defile himself with such filth, so naturally, he couldn’t block Mr. Ma on this particular “path.”

Li Mu had planned for so long, meticulously drawing Mr. Ma into his encirclement, leaving him only this single “way out.” By then, Mr. Ma, tightly encircled and intercepted by Li Mu, would surely choose this “path.” Not only would he take it, but he would do so without hesitation and at full speed.

…

Because Letao had completely blocked sellers from delisting or editing product information, Dong Shaoping had already cursed Letao up and down, even their ancestors for eight generations, in his heart.

In complete contrast to his own situation, his fellow villager Han Wei’s business was booming. He had even unhesitatingly resigned from his job at the garment factory and specifically rented a small courtyard with four rooms in the village, preparing to hire a few helpers to fully dedicate himself to Taobao.

Seeing Letao’s permissions completely blocked, Dong Shaoping knew he couldn’t possibly pass the Taobao Alliance’s review. The only way was to re-register a shop and start over from scratch, building it up little by little. However, this wasn’t something that could be achieved quickly. Taobao’s competition was getting fiercer now, and it would likely take at least half a year to rebuild a shop of similar scale to his current one.

If Han Wei were given half a year, that guy might earn hundreds of thousands to millions.

The only thing worth celebrating was that although Taobao had excluded his shop from the Taobao Alliance, he still had some foundation. He still had a stable income of thousands of yuan each month, which was much stronger than most employees.

Living off his stable income while simultaneously managing a new shop—this way, although a bit tougher, his income wouldn’t be significantly affected.

For someone like Dong Shaoping, accepting this reality wasn’t easy. How much pain, regret, and anger he experienced during this time, perhaps only he truly knew.

What even Dong Shaoping himself didn’t know, however, was that Taobao had no intention of letting him off the hook.

The Taobao platform’s special rectification campaign against counterfeit and shoddy goods had quietly commenced!

Just as Dong Shaoping was trying to diligently manage his Taobao shop, he suddenly received a cold notification from Taobao: “Your shop has been [banned] by the website due to selling fake goods. For specific information, please click to view…”

Dong Shaoping felt as if a bolt had struck him out of the blue. Banned?! If his shop was banned, wouldn’t his monthly income of thousands of yuan just go down the drain?!

Dong Shaoping’s heart leaped into his throat. He quickly clicked on the details link, and upon seeing it, his entire heart instantly felt as if it had fallen into an ice cellar.

First, the details enumerated the evidence of his selling fake goods: multiple branded clothing items he sold were counterfeit, with irrefutable evidence.

Second, the details stated that the measure Taobao was taking against his shop was an indefinite ban. If he wished for the shop to resume operations, he had to provide triple compensation to all consumers who had purchased fake goods. If he refused, he would have to obtain the understanding of all consumers who had purchased the fake goods.

Consumers could find a “grant understanding” option in their corresponding fake product orders; only by clicking confirmation would the seller truly be considered understood. If a seller had sold a total of one thousand counterfeit and shoddy goods to eight hundred consumers, then if he was unwilling to pay triple compensation, he would have to make all eight hundred consumers click to confirm their understanding. Not a single one could be missing.

Shop owners whose shops were banned for selling fake goods, just like Dong Shaoping, found their Front Desk, backend, and corresponding YY numbers all blocked. Sellers had no way to contact their buyers unless they still retained all their shipping receipts. Otherwise, if even one person was missing, they wouldn’t be able to complete this arduous “grant understanding” task.

However, the meticulous Li Mu provided them with a quick window to pay their way out. Although they could no longer see any of Taobao’s previous sales records for their fake goods, Taobao would automatically generate a total amount involving fake goods based on their sales records. They only needed to transfer three times this total amount to a designated Alipay account, and Taobao would compensate all consumers on their behalf. Once the payment was made, their shop could reopen.

Dong Shaoping also saw his “fake sales data.” The Taobao platform determined that he was involved in two thousand three hundred sixty-four transactions of selling fake goods, totaling eighteen thousand nine hundred fifty-nine yuan. With compensation calculated at three times the amount, he needed to pay fifty-six thousand eight hundred seventy-seven yuan in compensation. If he wanted his shop to reopen, he had to pay this amount in full.

Although the profits from selling fake goods were high, it was impossible to achieve zero cost. So even a single compensation payment was enough to give them a headache; triple compensation was practically ruinous!

Dong Shaoping was utterly despairing. Since he started selling on Taobao, his net profit had only been twenty to thirty thousand yuan in total, and what he ultimately saved was a mere ten thousand yuan. However, to unban his shop, he needed to pay a massive sum of fifty-six thousand eight hundred seventy-seven yuan. There was no way he could come up with that money.

It truly was a case of when it rains, it pours; one misfortune followed another, not giving him any chance to react.

After his shop was banned, Dong Shaoping’s income was completely cut off. What was most revolting was that Taobao had blocked both his backend and YY, leaving him no time to even compile a client list. If he were to reopen a shop, everything would have to start from scratch again.

The pain and resentment in Dong Shaoping’s heart were indescribable. His money was gone, his shop was gone, and his future livelihood was gone. He was practically back to square one.

And across the entire Taobao platform, nearly a hundred sellers had encountered the same fate as Dong Shaoping!

Among them were even sellers with very high credit ratings and those previously recommended by the Taobao Alliance.

These sellers used their unique methods to sell fake goods on the Taobao platform. Their usual monthly income easily exceeded ten thousand yuan, and after being promoted by the Taobao Alliance, some shops achieved daily sales amounts of hundreds of thousands, their earning potential practically a gold mine. When suddenly banned, the shop owners were almost driven mad.

After the sudden strikes, Taobao finally came forward and announced its anti-counterfeiting campaign across the entire network. Although many banned shop owners who sold fake goods attacked and ranted online, most of the related comments expressed support and praise for this anti-counterfeiting campaign. This crackdown received strong support from all consumers and most sellers.

Consumers who had never bought fake goods were not victims of counterfeiting themselves, nor were they a user group that actively purchased counterfeit goods. Therefore, these people offered unconditional support for the anti-counterfeiting efforts.

Consumers who had bought fake goods, but had knowingly purchased fakes, felt the anti-counterfeiting might be a bit inappropriate. However, when they considered the possibility of receiving triple compensation that Taobao was fighting for on their behalf, they shifted their attitude and began to support such tough anti-counterfeiting measures.

As for consumers who had bought fake goods and had no idea they were counterfeit, they practically raised both hands in support of the anti-counterfeiting efforts.

As for sellers who never sold fake goods, seeing those rule-breaking sellers receive such severe punishment naturally made them very happy. The industry being purified was a great blessing for them.

Taobao’s anti-counterfeiting actions quickly generated immense influence across the entire network. Letao’s Mr. Ma also learned of this news in a very short time.

Upon learning of this news, Mr. Ma felt almost no astonishment or hesitation; his heart immediately lit up.

This feeling was like suddenly seeing a glimmer of light in utter darkness. He knew it was the light of hope in his heart…





Chapter 992: Letao’s “Last Chance”

Mr. Ma immediately convened a meeting of Letao’s core management. At the meeting, he deliberately avoided William Young, who was sent by Amazon. Fortunately, William Young now realized that Letao was on its last legs and Amazon had already given up on Letao by ninety-nine percent, so he himself had become idle, only thinking about eating more Chinese delicacies every day to avoid being suddenly transferred back to the United States.

Aside from William Young, almost everyone else was Mr. Ma’s trusted aide.

They had all walked together since the early days, enduring the hardships of the startup phase, enjoying the thrill of millions of dollars in Financing, and enduring the pain of being severely beaten and kicked by Li Mu. Emotionally, they had deep bonds and were united, all wanting to break out of Li Mu’s encirclement. That’s why Mr. Ma, seeing a glimmer of hope, decided to gather everyone and lead these core members for one final push.

Originally, Mr. Ma had virtually despaired, even attempting to drag a group of Taobao sellers to their doom with Letao.

But now, Mr. Ma realized a new opportunity.

When masters clash, the most terrifying thing is not being suppressed by the opponent, but rather being suppressed and unable to find any loopholes.

Previously, Mr. Ma had felt this despair, but fortunately, Taobao’s sudden online anti-counterfeiting campaign exposed their sole weakness.

This weakness might not be enough to turn the tables, but at least it could allow them to escape Li Mu’s temporary suppression.

At the meeting, everyone was surprised by the rekindled sparkle of excitement on Mr. Ma’s face. It had been a long time since such an expression was seen on him.

Once everyone was present, Mr. Ma went straight to the point, asking everyone directly, “Taobao is undergoing an online anti-counterfeiting rectification campaign; has everyone learned about it?”

Almost everyone nodded, but they were all somewhat puzzled. Why was Mr. Ma so excited about Li Mu cracking down on counterfeits?

Mr. Ma was indeed excited, and his voice trembled slightly as he said, “Looking at the entire e-commerce B2C sector, Taobao platform has almost complete coverage. If we want to do B2C business, no matter how we do it, we can’t escape their shadow; no matter how we do it, we’re suppressed by them. Now, finally, there’s a business they explicitly aren’t doing! This is our opportunity!”

“Opportunity?!” Many people showed astonishment, but Cai Chongxin, who had already had a deep dive with Mr. Ma, was not surprised at all. Mr. Ma’s image in his mind had increasingly lost its former halo, instead gaining much of what he found to be common and utilitarian, which he couldn’t accept.

Mr. Ma then said, “Almost all of these shops blocked by Taobao were those with very high transaction volumes, which is why situations arose where these shops had to pay tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands, in compensation. Now, all these sellers have been blocked by Taobao, and it’s impossible for them to actually come up with that much money to unblock themselves. In that case, if we recruit them and let them open shops on our platform, or even abandon Taobao and only open shops on our platform, it will be a significant boost for us.”

An operations manager blurted out, “General Manager Ma, but they were all blocked for selling counterfeits!”

Mr. Ma frowned and looked at him, saying, “I don’t care why they were blocked. As long as Taobao has abandoned them, we will open our arms to embrace them, because they have the most potential to become our loyal sellers!”

Someone inquired about, “But what if they sell counterfeits on our platform?”

Mr. Ma said, “What they want to sell is none of our business. Everyone needs to understand that, ultimately, we are just an information publishing platform. Currently, there are no laws and regulations explicitly requiring us to review the information published on our platform, nor do we have an obligation to review it. Since that’s the case, why should we overly interfere with sellers? Give them full freedom, and they will try every means to achieve the best results.”

The others in the meeting room looked at each other in dismay. Although Mr. Ma’s words were never explicitly stated, their meaning was very clear.

Everyone could tell that Mr. Ma, seeing Taobao’s determination in their online anti-counterfeiting campaign, wanted to attract all the sellers eliminated by Taobao to Letao, and then tacitly approve their counterfeit selling, letting them treat Letao as their last haven.

Once these profit-seeking sellers treat Letao as their last haven, they will certainly go all out to create maximum profit on Letao. As for how to create maximum profit? Of course, by trying every means to increase transaction volume.

For a platform, increasing transaction volume for shops means a comprehensive improvement in data like revenue, traffic, and user stickiness. If Letao acquires over a hundred hyped-up sellers banned by Taobao, these are virtually over a hundred engines desperately running, and they will undoubtedly bring huge changes to Letao’s stagnant situation.

Those present had to admit that what Mr. Ma said was indeed a good direction, because it was the only direction that wouldn’t directly conflict with Taobao. What they would take were the dregs abandoned by Taobao. This way, not only would there be no direct conflict between the two parties, but Taobao might even continuously provide “fresh blood” to Letao.

The profit margin for counterfeit goods is immense, so everyone firmly believed that it’s an existence that can never be completely eliminated. Enormous profits will drive daring individuals to take risks. Taobao has so much traffic, and in the future, there will certainly be no shortage of people trying to gain strategic leverage by selling counterfeits on Taobao. Once such sellers appear, Taobao will eliminate them, and Letao can then convert them into its own fresh blood, integrating them to provide nourishment for its development.

However, most people, having worked in the internet industry for a long time, had accumulated some integrity. One of them broke Mr. Ma’s unspoken understanding and spoke directly, “General Manager Ma, I don’t think we should choose these crooked ways. If we deliberately condone sellers selling counterfeit goods on our platform, then our enterprise’s reputation will be completely ruined!”

The three phrases “crooked ways,” “deliberately condone,” and “selling counterfeit goods” sounded extremely harsh to Mr. Ma.

The reason he hadn’t spoken clearly was to maintain that subtlety within the team: you know what I’m thinking, I won’t spell it out, and you don’t point it out. Everyone just has an unspoken understanding and works together on this.

This feeling was like several starving men seeing a chicken raised by a fellow townsman in his house. Just as everyone felt they shouldn’t entertain the thought of stealing someone else’s chicken to eat, someone just needed to take the lead and ask, “Do you want to eat chicken?” and everyone else should then understand tacitly.

At that point, by simply exchanging glances, everyone would silently work together to catch the chicken, slaughter it, stew it, and eat it. Throughout the entire process, no one should “bring up” the words “stealing a chicken.”

But precisely, there was such a tactless fellow who came right out and said it so directly, almost completely destroying the subtle atmosphere Mr. Ma had carefully crafted. This made Mr. Ma exceptionally displeased.

Looking at the tactless fellow, Mr. Ma coldly asked him, “Tell me, what does our website lack the most right now?”

The man, seeing Mr. Ma’s almost devouring gaze, stammered nervously, “Users.”

Mr. Ma inquired about, “With Taobao suppressing us, where will our users come from?”

“This…”

Seeing the other party hesitate and unable to give a clear answer, Mr. Ma snorted coldly and said, “Without sellers, without buyers, without traffic, without revenue, we’ll die sooner or later!”

After saying this, Mr. Ma sternly inquired about the man, “I ask you! If the company collapses, will you be satisfied?”

The man said, lacking confidence, “General Manager Ma, I don’t mean that…”

“You don’t mean that?” Mr. Ma snorted coldly, “Your way of looking at the problem is wrong. What I just said, you can’t view it from the narrow perspective of product quality. You must view it from the perspective of the website and our current situation. What do we lack most? If you’re so thirsty that you’re completely dehydrated and have electrolyte imbalance, at this moment of life and death, will you still care if the water is clean or dirty? If you prioritize cleanliness over your life, then I have nothing to say!”

Everyone looked at the executive who had just voluntarily spoken the words “counterfeit goods,” and that person lowered his head in shame, not daring to speak further.

At this moment, Lu Zhaoxi suddenly spoke, “General Manager Ma, I agree with your idea. We are now on the verge of survival or perishability. Special times call for special measures. At this time, our primary consideration is how to increase our platform’s traffic and revenue. As for other things, we really don’t have that much time and energy to spare right now. As long as it’s not illegal, we’ll do it!”

Many people were persuaded by the successive pitches from Mr. Ma and Lu Zhaoxi, and they changed their minds, supporting Mr. Ma’s idea.

Mr. Ma reiterated his demands, saying, “What I want is for everyone to try every means to understand the specific execution of Taobao’s shop closures this time, especially which shops Taobao has blocked, what level each shop is, and what the shop owner’s contact information is. The more complete the list, the better!

Once the list is ready, you will spread out and invite all sellers whose shops have been blocked by Taobao to open shops on Letao. In your own way, implicitly tell them that we will not interfere with their business scope or operating model. As long as they sign a disclaimer agreement with us, they can do whatever they want on Letao!”

A core member said, “Taobao hasn’t released the list of blocked shops this time. We probably won’t be able to filter out a detailed list of blocked shops anytime soon; we can only gather information one by one.”

Mr. Ma immediately said sternly, “Don’t tell me you can’t do it in front of me without thinking! If you can’t find it, search; if you can’t search, ask. Difficulties are to be overcome, not avoided. What we need to do now is exhaust every possible method to gather all these sellers to Letao, and the more the better!”





Chapter 993: Quietly Watching Him Show Off

To describe Mr. Ma at this moment, “a new lease on life” couldn’t be more fitting.

Originally, Letao had been under siege by Taobao, pushing it into a dead end, but Li Mu’s arrogance unexpectedly left an opportunity to break out of the impasse.

Mr. Ma held considerable disdain for Taobao’s online anti-counterfeiting efforts. He felt this was precisely Li Mu’s arrogance – always believing he had everything under control, planning everything perfectly. Li Mu must think that Letao is completely dead now, and that the e-commerce market in China is entirely at his mercy, which is why he’s beginning to use unconventional means to display his influence.

Rulers throughout history have always hoped to seek fame and praise by accomplishing things ordinary people deemed impossible, aspiring to be remembered for eternity.

Mr. Ma believed that Li Mu now considered himself the ruler of e-commerce in China, and was therefore impatient to embark on an unrealistic large-scale purge.

In Mr. Ma’s view, within China’s market environment, it’s basically a fool’s dream for an enterprise to openly combat counterfeit goods. Even the nation’s legislation hasn’t touched upon this area, and even the physical economy can’t control counterfeits. How could Li Mu, through himself, clear out counterfeit and shoddy goods from Taobao and even the entire internet? It’s impossible! It completely goes against the natural laws of the market. What is this if not seeking fame and praise?

He believed he could, to some extent, understand Li Mu’s thoughts. He thought Li Mu, like himself, was full of desire for fame, status, and exposure, always wanting to do things that would earn everyone’s admiration. Li Mu’s rise to prominence didn’t rely on crooked ways like counterfeit goods, so after his success, he naturally despised those crooked ways that might impact him. Coming out to fight counterfeiting now was born from an inflated sense of self-importance, believing there were no more opponents and that the world was his for the taking.

Mr. Ma quickly formulated his battle plan: all shops blocked by Taobao would be Letao’s next targets.

Just as all Letao employees were dispatched, searching everywhere for Taobao sellers whose shops had been penalized and closed, a “Taobao Anti-Counterfeiting Blacklist” suddenly appeared on an entrepreneurship forum. A netizen with the username “Taobao Smashed My Livelihood” posted on the forum, claiming that his shop originally earned over ten thousand yuan a month. But just because he sold some imitation Adidas T-shirts, Taobao shut down his shop, dropping his income to zero, and his entire family faced immense financial pressure.

The netizen’s words were filled with resentment towards Taobao, and he even openly clamored: “In any city, you can casually find a small clothing store selling fake Adidas or Nike clothes, and not even the government has managed it. What right does your Taobao have to control it?”

The netizen also stated in the post that he had a high school classmate working at Taobao. This time, he pulled strings with that high school classmate to inquire if there could be any flexibility. Unexpectedly, his classmate, who worked internally at Taobao, told him that this anti-counterfeiting campaign was very strict. All shops selling counterfeit goods would be pulled into the blacklist if they didn’t pay three times the compensation. It was useless to ask anyone for help; even shops belonging to relatives of senior executives had been shut down, and pulling strings offered no room for negotiation.

Finally, the netizen attached a file to the post, claiming it was the “blacklist” his high school classmate had sent him. This list contained two hundred and forty-six Taobao shops, all of which had either already been shut down by Taobao or were about to be.

The information in the attachment was very comprehensive, including not only the names of the shops, registration times, new users, alleged sales amounts, and number of items, but also the identity information of the online store registrants and their contact numbers.

The details on this list were exceptionally precise and were quickly confirmed by the affected Taobao sellers, as all the data perfectly matched their actual situations.

Suddenly, this post gained the attention of many shop owners selling counterfeit goods. Many people posted questions inside, including: “Why did Taobao only shut down around one hundred shops in the first batch, and not the remaining over one hundred shops on the list?”

The original poster replied: “Do you think Taobao showed mercy? They wish they could shut down all two hundred-plus shops at once, but they are currently contacting consumers who bought the counterfeit goods. It’s said they need consumers to cooperate with evidence collection before the shops can be shut down!”

“Poster, since you have acquaintances in Taobao, did you ask how long this anti-counterfeiting campaign will last?”

“Confirmed news: Taobao’s anti-counterfeiting efforts will become normalized and are basically impossible to stop.”

“Holy sh*t! Taobao is brain-dead. Even though my shop sells some imitation designer clothes, my customers know it, and they intentionally come to buy cheap fakes. It’s a case of willing buyer, willing seller. How does that concern Taobao?”

“No choice! This time, it’s said to be personally overseen by Li Mu, who claims he wants to completely kick out counterfeit goods from Taobao. Holy sh*t, Your father here is not planning to stay on Taobao anymore, I’m switching to another website to open a shop!”

“Poster, can you help me find a good website? My shop was also shut down, and I only have a source for counterfeit goods. If Taobao doesn’t let me sell, I have no way to make a living.”

“I don’t know what suitable websites there are right now either. My classmate who works at Taobao said that besides Taobao, other platforms in China don’t seem to have much traffic. Even if they don’t care what we sell, no traffic means no sales, so wouldn’t it still be for nothing if we can’t make money?”

Others also chimed in, with some saying they had previously opened shops on Letao and other smaller platforms, but after a day, let alone transaction volume, even the number of customers inquiring was pitifully small; there was simply no opportunity to make money.

This post attracted more and more Taobao sellers, especially those whose shops had been shut down. The blacklist attached to the post also quickly spread throughout the entire Taobao seller community.

Lu Zhaoxi excitedly carried his laptop to find Mr. Ma. After Mr. Ma finished reading the content of the main post, Lu Zhaoxi told him: “The information in the attachment has been verified; the content is almost entirely true. The contact details for over two hundred shops are all here!”

Mr. Ma was greatly excited: “It’s like someone provides help just when needed! After those shops were shut down, even the sellers’ YY accounts were blocked. It was quite difficult to find them, but with this list, all the information on the two hundred plus sellers has been mastered!”

At this point, Mr. Ma immediately instructed: “Quickly arrange for the colleagues in the Operations Department to seize the time and contact these shop owners. You must persuade them to open shops on Letao.”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded and asked him: “General Manager Ma, how should we communicate with these sellers? For example, what kind of policies should we offer them, and how can we make them feel at ease operating on our platform? After all, we are an enterprise; we certainly can’t explicitly say things like guiding them to sell counterfeit goods on our platform, so as not to leave any leverage.”

Mr. Ma said blandly: “That’s easy. Just tell them that we do not interfere with any items sold by sellers, as long as they are not explicitly prohibited by the state.”

Then, Mr. Ma stated solemnly: “You must make two points clear to them: First, we will absolutely not overstep our authority or replace law enforcement agencies in controlling and rectifying platform sellers; second, we respect every Letao seller and will never arbitrarily suspend any Letao seller’s account or shop.”

Lu Zhaoxi smiled: “Transmitting these two points will definitely capture this batch of sellers blacklisted by Taobao.”

Mr. Ma smiled faintly and said: “This time, we must take the opportunity to make an issue of something. Fundamentally, Li Mu’s anti-counterfeiting efforts aren’t wrong, so we can’t directly attack his anti-counterfeiting. However, he doesn’t have law enforcement power. If he tries too hard with his anti-counterfeiting, he’s just meddling in others’ affairs. Moreover, he can arbitrarily shut down any Taobao seller’s shop, which must be a very significant hidden worry for all Taobao sellers. I believe many sellers who haven’t been affected will also be worried. So, we need to find a way to first sow discord between other sellers and Taobao, allowing other sellers to subconsciously create a rift with Taobao.”

Lu Zhaoxi said: “This is our psychological warfare against Taobao.”

Mr. Ma nodded and said: “First, win over those they have annihilated, then sow discord among those they oppress, and at the same time, slowly demonize them through promotional methods. If we do these points well, we might still have a chance!”

……

Taobao platform.

Guru Lei knocked on Li Mu’s office door and entered with a smile, saying: “General Manager Li, the news you wanted to spread, we’ve already disseminated it.”

Li Mu nodded, smiled faintly, and asked him: “Has Letao made any moves?”

“Yes,” Guru Lei said with a laugh. “Among that list of over two hundred sellers, four were fabricated by us. In just a few hours, the four fabricated shop owner’s information received calls from Letao staff.”

Li Mu asked him: “What did the Letao people say?”

Guru Lei largely re-narrated the content he heard from the staff’s phone calls to Li Mu. Li Mu, after listening, burst out laughing: “Indeed, Mr. Ma is as resilient as a cockroach. As long as you give him even a tiny chance, he absolutely won’t let it go, and he’ll rack his brains to seize the opportunity to make a comeback.”

Guru Lei chuckled: “If that’s the case, I believe it won’t be long before Letao becomes the online counterfeiting hub in China. If the government can then introduce truly meaningful management measures and thoroughly crack down on online counterfeiting, Letao’s crime of condoning counterfeiting will certainly be inescapable.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “For Mr. Ma, he definitely believes the government won’t step in to fight counterfeiting, so he thinks Taobao’s anti-counterfeiting has taken a wrong turn and, instead, given him a major opportunity to break out of the encirclement and take a shortcut. And he’s probably ecstatic right now, certainly not realizing that I’m digging a pit for him with counterfeit goods. Since that’s the case, we’ll temporarily ignore these statements and information Letao is releasing. Just wait and see how things develop, and quietly watch him show off!”





Chapter 994: Airport Farewell Ceremony

Mr. Ma had been developing Letao for so long, and only now did he feel as if a punch had truly landed.

In the past, whether it was Letao’s own development decisions or strategies against Taobao, they almost always ended in failure. It was like a boxer strenuously throwing punches, only for all of them to hit thin air.

This time, Letao seized the good opportunity presented by Taobao’s online anti-counterfeiting campaign and unexpectedly obtained a leaked list from within Taobao. Over two hundred detailed seller information records were truly a treasure trove for Letao.

Prior to this, Letao had contacted many Taobao sellers and formulated many policies to enhance Letao’s appeal. Although these initiatives had some effect at the time, with the strong launch of Taobao Alliance, almost all Taobao sellers who had opened Online Stores on Letao abandoned Letao immediately, leaving Letao celebrating prematurely.

But this time, it was different.

Taobao proactively launched its online anti-counterfeiting campaign this time, immediately sealing over a hundred stores. These shop owners were essentially swept out by Taobao. So, Letao’s staff, using the leaked contact information, sought them out one by one. After a sincere and often inflammatory rhetoric, almost all shop owners immediately decided to open Online Stores on Letao.

For these sellers whose stores were sealed by Taobao, they suddenly lost their Online Store income, and their psychological downturn was at its peak. They urgently needed to find a way to fill this income gap, so they hit it off immediately with Letao.

Letao promised not to interfere with sellers’ operations and not to overstep its bounds by acting as a law enforcement agency, which gave them great psychological assurance. As a result, almost overnight, over two hundred sellers flocked to Letao to open Online Stores.

Letao naturally welcomed these sellers with open arms. Not only that, Letao even provided massive human resource support; a significant number of employees were temporarily reallocated to help these sellers set up their stores. Furthermore, Letao fulfilled its previously promised platform subsidies and logistics subsidies for this group of sellers, quickly earning their loyal support.

These sellers had a certain user base, so as soon as they arrived at Letao, they began to exhaust all means to contact their previous loyal customers, quickly transferring the more loyal ones to Letao. This immediately doubled Letao’s daily orders and transaction amount.

This situation not only delighted Mr. Ma but also finally gave the entire Letao a glimpse of tangible hope. However, Mr. Ma had no idea that Li Mu was even happier than him about the current situation.

Li Mu felt that he had previously suggested the need for e-commerce legislation for online anti-counterfeiting to the government, but there had been no feedback, and he found it difficult to press the issue further. Now that Mr. Ma had fallen into the counterfeit goods trap himself, Li Mu would give him the opportunity to grow. With Mr. Ma’s personality, he would undoubtedly seize this opportunity and desperately strive to make the platform bigger and stronger. By then, if the government still hadn’t responded regarding the legislation, Li Mu would proactively approach them.

If there wasn’t widespread selling of counterfeit goods on the market, Li Mu’s arguments to the government about the dangers of online counterfeits might lack persuasiveness. However, if there was a platform flooded with counterfeit goods on the market, it would be equivalent to having a tangible target. In that case, the legislation would definitely achieve breakthrough progress through Mr. Ma.

Initially, Mr. Ma had momentary hesitation and concern. He found it unusual that Li Mu hadn’t immediately devised countermeasures despite his significant growth and breakthrough, making him suspect if there was some trap involved.

But after much deliberation, Mr. Ma couldn’t fathom any trap or scheme in this matter. After all, he was playing in a grey area, and it was a grey area commonly exploited by people nationwide; there couldn’t possibly be any hidden pitfalls.

It wasn’t until the eyes of the national media and the public turned their attention to Muyun Technology’s farewell ceremony on October 18th that Mr. Ma finally understood the reason.

Mr. Ma believed that Li Mu’s current focus must be on Muyun Technology employees’ departure for the United States, as this was an epoch-making event for China’s internet industry, instantly elevating Muyun Technology to an international level, which held significant importance for both Li Mu and Muyun Technology.

As soon as this thought occurred to him, Mr. Ma suddenly seemed to grasp the crux of the problem.

He suddenly understood why Li Mu wanted to launch online anti-counterfeiting on Taobao.

It was very likely because Muyun Technology was about to proactively enter the overseas market, and Li Mu himself would soon step onto the international stage. In such circumstances, Li Mu naturally didn’t want to leave himself vulnerable to negative publicity, which is why he quickly cleared counterfeits from Taobao before the major event began.

After sorting out this cause and effect, Mr. Ma’s mood instantly lightened considerably. Li Mu’s focus shifting overseas signified Li Mu’s immense personal growth and advancement. However, it also meant that the overseas market would gradually divert Li Mu’s energy, making him less sensitive to the domestic market situation.

This feeling was particularly regrettable, but Mr. Ma knew in his heart that only this way could Letao survive in this narrow gap.

For the current Letao, survival was the biggest challenge.

…

Li Mu indeed concentrated more of his efforts on Muyun Technology and the overseas market. Correspondingly, he also delegated more of Taobao’s related matters to Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei. However, there was one thing Li Mu never relaxed on: his vigilance and pursuit of Mr. Ma.

In previous secret contests, Li Mu had not found a way to truly cripple Letao or block Mr. Ma’s e-commerce path. But this time, seeing Letao desperately absorbing sellers eliminated by Taobao, Li Mu was absolutely confident that once Mr. Ma took the bait, he would never be able to make a comeback.

This time, the strategy Li Mu formulated against Letao and Mr. Ma was different from every previous one. The biggest difference was that Li Mu would not proactively launch any offensive against Letao. He would simply provide him with an inspiration, an inspiration for digging his own grave, allowing him to lead himself step by step down a dead end.

Therefore, seeing Mr. Ma had taken the bait, Li Mu was exceptionally relaxed and fully dedicated himself to the upcoming farewell ceremony.

At 8:30 AM on the 18th, Li Mu and many Muyun Technology employees passed through security at Capital Airport and arrived at Air China’s largest apron at Capital Airport.

The Air China Boeing 747 passenger plane, which was about to carry nearly one hundred Muyun Technology employees to the United States, was quietly parked on the apron. A huge red ribbon was draped across its fuselage, making it look exceptionally festive. There was also a large banner that read: “Muyun Technology - Making the World More Noteworthy.”

In addition, the airstair vehicle, prepared nearby, had already laid out a red carpet in advance, and the ground also had a neatly arranged red carpet. At the appointed time, the first batch of Muyun Technology employees heading to the United States would walk across the red carpet, board the airstair vehicle, and ascend the plane, giving the event a strong sense of ceremony.

On the side of the apron, the stage had long been set up, and the event staff were already in position, fully prepared.

More than one hundred domestic and international media reporters had also arrived and were ready before Li Mu. Currently, reporters from major media outlets nationwide and even worldwide stationed in Yanjing most enjoyed attending Muyun Technology’s events, not only because Muyun Technology always created big news but also for an unspoken reason: the generous travel expenses and various gifts provided by Muyun Technology to reporters.

These employees, who were about to cross the ocean and fight for Muyun Technology on the other side of the world, were all quite emotional, even surging with excitement, upon seeing such a grand ceremony.

Although Muyun Technology had always made them feel valued through its comprehensive and generous employee benefits, today’s event once again refreshed their perception of the company and the extent to which the company valued them.

Lin Qingya had gone to the United States earlier, so this time Li Mu tasked his personal assistant, Li Ziwei, with the heavy responsibility. Execution supervision, on-site coordination, and media relations were almost all entrusted to her.

Li Ziwei was trained personally by Lin Qingya and was also recommended by Lin Qingya to Li Mu. Her ability to execute tasks was unquestionable, especially her knack for organizing complex work. Before Li Mu arrived, she had already meticulously sorted out the entire farewell ceremony process.

Li Mu and other core members of Muyun Technology arrived at the scene, and Li Ziwei immediately found him to give him a brief overview of today’s farewell ceremony.

“General Manager Li, the farewell ceremony will begin promptly at 9:30. The host will start with an opening, then Manager Kong will take the stage to speak about Muyun Technology’s development history. Following that, several leaders from the team departing for the United States will give speeches to motivate the team and express their determination. Finally, you yourself will come on stage to give a concluding post and boost morale, and our entire farewell ceremony will conclude.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “What time exactly will it end?”

Li Ziwei said, “Barring any unforeseen circumstances, it should be around 10:40. Our employees will then have half an hour to board. The Air China liaison said the plane will close its cabin doors and begin taxiing at 11:10, taxi for ten minutes into the queue for takeoff, and then take off after about ten minutes of queuing. The takeoff time is set for 11:30 as originally planned.”

Li Mu asked her, “Are all these time nodes controllable?”

Li Ziwei nodded, “Mostly controllable, as long as you and other leaders don’t speak too much on stage and go over time, it will be fine. Here at the airport, Air China has already confirmed with the Control tower that there is no air traffic control today and the weather conditions are excellent. So, as long as the airport conditions are suitable for takeoff at 11:30, our plane will be given priority for takeoff.”

Li Mu smiled with a slight surprise and asked, “Why is Air China so cooperative?”

Li Ziwei pursed her lips and smiled, saying, “General Manager Li, our Muyun Technology has become a national enterprise, and our social influence is extraordinary. The airport itself also places great importance on our farewell ceremony, so, like Air China, they are doing their utmost to ensure our dedicated flight is not affected by anything else.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu nodded lightly, then asked her, “How many media reporters came today in total?”

Li Ziwei blurted out without hesitation, “As of three minutes ago, there are three hundred eighty-six confirmed registered media reporters, and more are continuously arriving.”

Li Mu was extremely satisfied with Li Ziwei’s performance, praised her a few times, and then let her go attend to her duties, while he and several core team members went to the lounge provided by Air China.

Muyun Technology’s farewell ceremony this time attracted significant public attention, even reaching the Municipal Government. Just two days prior, the Municipal Party Committee Office had specifically contacted Muyun Technology, indirectly asking Li Mu if Municipal Party Committee leaders needed to be present at the farewell ceremony. After careful consideration, Li Mu politely declined.

For Li Mu, this farewell ceremony was a signal of Muyun Technology’s formal entry into the overseas market. For the more open Western market, Muyun Technology’s actions would not be met with any rejection. However, if the government’s role in participation was too obvious, it would inevitably send a signal to the overseas market that Muyun Technology had very close ties with the China government. Under a market economy, capital from various countries tends to be wary of government involvement, and Li Mu didn’t want Muyun Technology to be viewed with suspicion by the capital market that adheres to market economy principles right from the start.

Therefore, Muyun Technology did not invite any government officials this time, nor did it invite any celebrities or VIPs. Li Mu simply wanted to send a simple, direct message to the entire internet market: “I’m here!”

At 9:30 AM, with Simple Plan’s “Fly Higher” playing as background music, the farewell ceremony began on time.

More than three hundred folding chairs were arranged below the stage. Not only were all the Muyun Technology employees who were about to fly to the United States on the Boeing 747 seated below the stage, but also many representatives of Muyun Technology employees remaining in China.

Behind these employees was a large group of over four hundred media reporters, a truly impressive formation.

After a brief opening, the host invited Kong Lingyu, as the general manager of Muyun Technology, to give a speech. Kong Lingyu, a tech-oriented individual, typically had average eloquence, but after being subtly influenced by Li Mu for so long, his ability to control large-scale events had grown stronger.

Standing on stage, Kong Lingyu began by recounting his entrepreneurial journey with Li Mu, broadly speaking about his special feelings for Muyun Technology as one of Li Mu’s founding members, a veteran/founding member of Muyun Technology, and its general manager. Through his recollections, he also led the audience to re-experience Muyun Technology’s development process from scratch, from nothing to something.

Muyun Technology’s entrepreneurial journey was not difficult, but it was full of exciting and inspirational moments. In just over a year, one God-tier product after another was born, allowing Muyun Technology to achieve continuous leapfrog development in a short period. While creating a large number of new products, Muyun Technology also achieved rapid, skyrocketing development in the overseas market with its extraordinary product capabilities, creating a history previously unimaginable in China’s internet industry.

Kong Lingyu’s speech made all the Muyun Technology employees below the stage exceptionally excited, eager to break through national borders and expand Muyun Technology overseas.

The several leaders from the team heading to the United States who then took the stage were visibly excited. Each of them, like a Captain of a death squad, expressed their determination to fully promote the enterprise’s development!

A series of invigorating shots of adrenaline made every Muyun Technology employee below the stage eager to take action, wishing they could immediately head to the United States and spread YY globally, starting from there.

Just then, Li Mu walked out amidst the host’s excited voice. The final shot of adrenaline had arrived!







Chapter 995: I Came, I Saw, I Conquered!

Li Mu was not a leader who liked to foster cults of personality within his company, but Muyun Technology, ironically, became an enterprise where personal devotion was taken to the extreme.

For Muyun Technology’s nearly one thousand employees, Li Mu was almost a god-like presence in their eyes. Many times, he didn’t even need to speak or incite; merely mentioning his name was enough to make the employees feel a surge of adrenaline.

Few enterprises could make their employees clearly realize that they were the most impressive entity in their field, but Muyun Technology achieved this. In most other industries, the leading enterprises often had very minimal differences, and they frequently engaged in fierce public disputes and verbal attacks to fight for the top spot. However, in the China internet market, whether in terms of valuation, products, or influence, Muyun Technology was the most impressive presence. Even the Taobao platform could not aspire to their level, let alone other companies.

At this farewell ceremony, everyone was invigorated and filled with passion by the speeches of Kong Lingyu and the other team leaders. The expeditionary force was about to set off, bound for a battlefield that the China internet market had never ventured into before. This was a historic moment. At this time, what they needed most was guidance from the supreme commander they regarded as their idol. Even if he just stood up and shouted, “Depart!”, it would bring them immense encouragement and inspiration.

Li Mu ascended the stage amidst a roar of applause from below. The applause from the audience even drowned out the enormous noise of the distant passenger jet’s turbofan engines as they revved to full power, cutting through the clouds.

At this moment, Li Mu was exceptionally excited. Below him were hundreds of Muyun Technology employees. Behind them were hundreds of media reporters with their camera equipment. Further back, Air China’s flight crew and ground service personnel stood in a neat row, wearing their beautiful uniforms. And behind them was Li Mu’s favorite Boeing 747 airliner, stretching back to a clear, unbelievably blue sky…

The heavens were smiling upon them. Everything before him was perfect, so impeccable that it was deeply exhilarating.

With emotions surging, Li Mu stood before the microphone and took a deep breath, before speaking with unusual earnestness, “Today, for Muyun Technology, is a historic day. I believe it is also a historic day for the entire China internet market.”

“From the day Muyun Technology was founded until now, today is the day that makes me most excited, and also most nervous.”

“Today, we are here to see off our ninety-six colleagues who are about to embark for the United States. In the coming months, they will work tirelessly on the other side of the globe for our shared goal, for the development of our enterprise, and for the global influence of the China internet market. Here, on behalf of all Muyun Technology employees, I wish you all a safe journey, and I wish you all even greater success in the United States! Let America understand Muyun Technology, let the world understand Muyun Technology, popularize our products in the American market, and then let them flourish across the entire world!”

Li Mu’s impassioned speech ignited a fiery passion in all the Muyun Technology employees present. The moment his voice fell, thunderous applause immediately erupted.

A moment later, Li Mu motioned for everyone to stop applauding, and then, with a tone of deep emotion, said, “Our motherland is a great nation. It has nurtured five thousand years of brilliant Chinese civilization and has given birth to countless famous figures, inventions, academic achievements, and cultural elements that have influenced the entire world. However, it is undeniable that we are still a developing country. In modern society, the competition between nations is not just a competition of culture, history, or heritage, but also a comprehensive competition of national strength in areas such as agriculture, industry, and high-tech.”

“The China internet market didn’t start late, but it has always been unable to escape two constraints: first, it has not been able to break free from overseas capital; second, it has not been able to break free from the domestic market.”

“The reliance on overseas capital has certain special reasons. On one hand, we domestically lack understanding and confidence in the internet market. On the other hand, we have not cultivated a market environment for modern risk capital operation domestically, which resulted in domestic internet companies only being able to obtain overseas investment. In addition, the rules of the domestic securities market do not conform to the growth of internet companies. It is because of these reasons that the China internet market can only develop with money from overseas and cannot break free from overseas capital. This is understandable.”

“However, the inability to break free from the domestic market is truly heartbreaking. Our internet market has developed for many years. Over these years, we have also given birth to many internet companies that are Going Public on NASDAQ. But the biggest regret is that not a single one of our internet companies has truly managed to step out of the domestic market, and even fewer have been able to promote their products onto the world stage. Even Muyun Technology still has a considerably long way to go to reach this goal.”

“Nevertheless, what makes me feel gratified and proud is that no matter how far we are from this goal, today we are finally taking this substantial step. From today onwards, we will send our employees overseas, send our products overseas, and send our identity, our ideology, and our values overseas.”

“This mission concerns not only the development of Muyun Technology but also the development of the entire China internet market and its global perception. Therefore, I thank our ninety-six colleagues who are about to depart for the U.S. I thank you for your decision and your dedication. At the same time, I look forward to you establishing an image for the China internet market on the American and world stages that is extraordinarily strong, progressive in thought, fearless, and courageous!”

Everyone could hear the subtext in Li Mu’s words: national pride. He magnified the pursuits and ideals of every Muyun Technology employee, raising their pursuits and ideals beyond the individual and the enterprise, to the level of the entire industry, and even the entire nation. Just like Olympic athletes, they carry not only personal achievements, fame, and money, but also the international image of Chinese sports, and even the international image of the entire Chinese nation.

At the thought of the entire industry and even the entire nation, the blood in every Muyun Technology employee seemed to burn.

They felt like recruits thoroughly mobilized before a war, facing an unfamiliar battlefield with only one impulsive urge in their minds: “Let me go to the frontline quickly!”

The atmosphere below reached an unprecedented peak. Not only were Muyun Technology employees applauding, but even the media reporters involuntarily started clapping, as did the flight crew standing in front of the Boeing 747.

They had undertaken charter missions for various major events, whether it was sending athletes overseas for international competitions, sending domestic performance groups for overseas performances, or sending officials for overseas visits. They had experienced many such highly inciting scenes, but today they were still moved by Li Mu’s speech. The reason was none other than that every word Li Mu spoke revealed a deep sense of industry mission and national mission.

To achieve this alone was admirable, not to mention that everyone knew that not a single word he spoke was empty.

At this moment, Li Mu said with great emotion, “Since the founding of the United States, countless Chinese people have successively set foot on American soil to pursue their careers and ideals. Generation after generation followed, allowing Chinese people, who were initially discriminated against, to make a name for themselves in all walks of life, gaining acceptance and admiration from the world. Now, finally, there is another unprecedented new generation of Chinese people, a new generation of China’s internet people, and that is all of you! And what you are going to cultivate in the United States this time is the internet dream of the Chinese people!”

Everyone below looked at Li Mu with intense focus. This time, no one applauded, no one cheered; everyone watched Li Mu silently. Those who were closer could even see the glistening light in Li Mu’s eyes.

Li Mu paused here to adjust his emotions slightly, then said with immense seriousness and solemnity, “I feel that I have already planted a seed, born and raised in China, in the internet market of the United States and even the entire world. But it is only a seed. Without the help and care of gardeners, even if it sprouts, it will be difficult for it to truly grow into a mature plant. So, you are the gardeners of this seed. What you need to do is go to that fertile land and cultivate it, allow that seed to take root there, sprout there, and grow into a towering tree!”

Deafening applause erupted, and the atmosphere in the venue became so enthusiastic it was almost out of control.

Finally, Li Mu’s emotions also slightly spiraled out of control. He said, exceptionally agitatedly and loudly, “Lastly, I’d like to use a famous French saying as my final encouragement and expectation for all of you!”

At this point, Li Mu paused, took a deep breath, and excitedly said, “Veni, Vedi, Vici! Its meaning is: I came! I saw! I conquered!”

I came, I saw, I conquered!

These seven words represent three different stages.

Everyone who ventures to the frontline will “come” and “see,” but only the final victor is worthy of the words “conquer.” This is Li Mu’s expectation for these employees going to the United States. Going to the U.S. and seeing the U.S. are processes they must experience, while their ultimate goal is to conquer the entire American market, and even the entire overseas market!

These seven words brought the atmosphere to its absolute climax, with thunderous applause almost echoing throughout the entire Capital Airport.

The ninety-six employees bound for the U.S. were all flushed with excitement. They felt no sadness or reluctance about soon being thousands of miles from home. All they could think of was America, thousands of miles away, to cultivate the global internet dream that belongs to the Chinese people!





Chapter 996: Regarding the Sense of National Mission

Li Mu very successfully ignited the fervent hearts of all Muye Technology employees present. As everyone was still deeply excited, the boarding time arrived.

All cabin crew members responsible for this chartered flight lined up under the Boeing 747. Subsequently, four flight attendants boarded first, waiting by the cabin doors, both inside and out, and along the aisles. At this point, the ninety-six employees who were about to board the flight to the United States had already lined up.

Li Mu, Kong Lingyu, and other high-level leaders from Muye Technology shook hands with each employee bound for the US, offering a word of encouragement to everyone.

Afterward, the captain, co-pilot, and chief purser of the flight also shook hands with everyone, on behalf of the crew, expressing welcome and blessings.

After providing these ninety-six individuals with ample respect, Li Mu and other leaders and employees of Muye Technology, as well as some family members of the employees, watched them board the plane.

Once boarding was complete, the cabin door slowly closed, and the air stairs disconnected and drove away from the aircraft. The four turbofan engines began to continuously accelerate, and the plane, relying on its own power, gradually taxied to the airport’s taxiway, moving steadily towards the holding area of the runway.

Everyone who came to see them off did not leave. They waited until the Boeing 747 carrying the ninety-six Muye Technology employees completed a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn at the end of the runway and until the plane was fully powered up and roaring into the sky. Only then did everyone, with a touch of melancholy, turn back and return to the city.

Li Mu’s speech at the airport to Muye Technology’s US-bound employees about “China’s Internet Dream” had already become popular by noon.

Muye Technology has enormous fame in China, and the public has tremendous enthusiasm for Muye Technology, for Taobao.com, and for Li Mu, hence the very high public attention. Therefore, news related to it is undoubtedly a hotspot for all major media outlets, except for CCTV.

Since it was a hotspot, it was naturally a competition to publish it faster.

Several satellite TV channels, including Yanjing Satellite TV, were the most efficient. By their midday news, they had already edited the video content of Li Mu’s speech from around ten in the morning, excerpting the most important parts for broadcast.

The major online media outlets were not to be outdone, with a large amount of text and image content continuously launching on various portal websites.

As soon as the speech content was reported by the media, it quickly sparked an unexpected wave of discussion across the country. Television and online media together triggered an intense, indiscriminate bombardment, both online and offline.

The public had two extreme comments regarding Li Mu’s speech. Some said Li Mu possessed national righteousness, taking the revitalization of national enterprises and the enhancement of national pride as his own responsibility, making him the only entrepreneur in China who could genuinely gain the admiration of the Chinese people. Others said Li Mu was seeking fame and praise, that he was merely an entrepreneur, yet he kept making a big deal out of it and invoking the nation and national identity, when in reality he just wanted to elevate himself and flatter himself.

However, most of the public’s judgment was clear; nearly ninety percent of the online comments expressed unqualified support for Li Mu.

Every website, every post about Li Mu’s speech, had many popular comments, all of which were without exception positive and proactive. From this, it could be seen that the vast majority of netizens still maintained healthy and positive values.

One person said: “Li Mu has refreshed my understanding of entrepreneurs. Previously, in my eyes, entrepreneurs were synonymous with vampires. But Li Mu has made me realize that an excellent entrepreneur’s pursuit isn’t just about profit; it’s also about ideals, aspirations, the nation, and the country. Just based on Li Mu’s speech today, I’ve decided to immediately get a YY membership to contribute to YY’s globalization!”

Another person said: “I’m an employee at a mold factory. I started working right after graduating from high school, and five years have passed in the blink of an eye. Every day, besides work, it’s just sleeping and surfing the internet, doing nothing much, no real pursuits in life. It felt like all the joy in life came from waiting for payday. But today, Li Mu’s speech made my blood boil with excitement. If all you hope for every day is your salary, then life is truly a failure. Li Mu planted a seed for China’s Internet, and he also planted a seed of discontent with the status quo in my heart. I’ve decided that after I get paid this month, I’ll go to Yanjing and enroll in a computer technology training school. Even though I have no foundation whatsoever, I believe that as long as I work hard, I can make that seed in my heart take root and sprout!”

Still another said: “Since childhood, every time I’ve watched the Olympics and seen Chinese athletes win gold medals, watching the national flag rise and the national anthem play, I couldn’t help but feel tears welling up in my eyes. That kind of national pride is hard for others to understand, and it sounds like overthought if you talk about it. My wife often pours cold water on me, saying that when these athletes are putting their all into it at the Olympics, they’re only thinking about how much Bonus, how much real estate, how many endorsement deals they’ll get after winning. But I think profit isn’t the whole story. There’s a very important part: the national pride and sense of mission of these athletes. No matter how society develops, there will always be noble people who think about bringing glory to our nation. If we can’t be that noble, at least we should be ordinary people who support noble individuals!”

Yet another said: “I’m in the process of applying for immigration, planning to take my wife and child to Canada. If all goes well, everything should be settled before the end of this year. It was supposed to be a very happy thing, but after seeing Li Mu’s speech, I suddenly felt very upset.

Honestly, I’m not patriotic at all. In fact, I’ve always thought our country’s gap with Western developed countries in all aspects is far too great. After I gained some capability, I even looked down on her, even detested her, only hoping to get a Green Card as soon as possible and take my family completely away from this country.

But it was only today that I understood. Actually, I don’t not love my country; I just don’t love some of her minor details, and I lack tolerance for her. But fundamentally, I love this land, I love this nation, I love the identity of ‘Chinese people’. No matter where I go in the future, no matter what language I speak, the imprint of ‘Chinese people’ is stamped into my bones, into my soul…”

No one had expected that Li Mu’s speech, originally for his own employees, would trigger such an enthusiastic nationwide discussion about national pride and sense of national mission. Li Mu was caught off guard by this, as were the media, including CCTV. Even the high-level leaders who had been following Li Mu were quite shocked by it.

…

At this moment, Zhao Xianliang, far away in Hangzhou, sat in his office, sighing to his wife, Xie Yun.

“This kid Li Mu, the more he stirs, the bigger the impact. He himself is already considered the founder of the ‘positive energy concept’ in the eyes of the media and the entire nation. If this matter continues to escalate, he might even become the spokesperson for the sense of national mission in the 21st century.”

Xie Yun smiled and said, “Isn’t that great? The more high-profile he is about absolute positive energy matters, the more it benefits him. Li Mu’s high-profile approach is distinctly different from those entrepreneurs who become high-profile to an outrageous degree just by donating a bit of money. The latter clearly have an unstable foundation; any unexpected wind might blow them over. But Li Mu’s approach has a basis that’s been established by digging deep and building broadly. His standing entirely rests on this foundation. If this foundation is solid, even the biggest earthquake in the future won’t shake him down.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and smiled, “You’re right. I’m not really worried; I’m just marveling at this kid’s ability. He handles the boundaries just right, better than an experienced veteran of several decades.”

“Handle?” Xie Yun frowned, asking, “Do you think Li Mu is deliberately managing the boundaries, deliberately accumulating capital for himself?”

At this point, Xie Yun didn’t wait for his answer and added, “Don’t you think Li Mu is truly sincere in doing all this?”

Zhao Xianliang smiled slightly. “I think it’s half and half. This kid is shrewd. I don’t believe he does it all for himself; even less do I believe he does it all for the sense of national mission.”

Xie Yun gave an noncommittal smile, but said, “I watched the video report. I actually think Li Mu is quite sincere. From his eyes, I could see a clarity and purity. For a moment, I even felt like tears were welling up in his own eyes when he was speaking those words. If he were faking it, then even an Old Fox as shrewd as you couldn’t fake it so well, let alone a young man like him.”

Zhao Xianliang gave an awkward laugh, saying, “What kind of Old Fox am I, anyway?” After that, Zhao Xianliang coughed twice, cleared his throat, and added, “Forget about Li Mu for now. Zhong Xinhua invited me to dinner tonight. The company his institute started has been acquired by Li Mu. He said he wants to thank me for acting as a go-between. Are you coming with me?”

Xie Yun frowned, “Why didn’t you mention it earlier? I already have plans for tonight.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Well, you didn’t tell me you had plans either, honestly. All right, I’ll go by myself then.”

After speaking, Zhao Xianliang inquired, “Who are you meeting tonight?”

Xie Yun said, “A classmate of mine is coming to Hangzhou, and a few other classmates who are also in Hangzhou arranged a get-together.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and asked her, “What kind of classmate? High school or university?”

“A high school classmate. Later, he happened to be my father’s student in university. This time, he’s planning to visit my parents too.”

Zhao Xianliang then said, “Alright, then we’ll each have our own plans tonight. I’ll go have a drink with Zhong Xinhua.”

Xie Yun cautioned, “You two drink a little less.”

“Understood.” Zhao Xianliang nodded, looking serious.

Xie Yun saw a gift box on his desk and casually asked, “What’s inside this?”

“Cigars,” Zhao Xianliang said. “That bookworm Zhong Xinhua, I don’t know who he learned it from, but he fell in love with smoking cigars. Last time, I saw him earnestly smoking third-rate cigars, and the smoke made my throat ache all night. So I got him some top-grade stuff. I’ll bring it for him to try this time.”





Chapter 997: Struck by Five Thunders

The fervent discussions about Li Mu among the media and public opinion not only failed to cool down but continued to heat up.

More and more comments and reports about Li Mu’s sense of national mission appeared on the internet, almost all of them overwhelmingly positive, instantaneously imprinting the five words ‘sense of national mission’ deep within the hearts of every Chinese citizen.

For the public, Li Mu’s words stirred excitement, touched their hearts, and earned their admiration. To use a popular internet phrase from later times, Li Mu’s speech this time was truly heartfelt, and for the public, it was indeed deeply moving.

As the discussions continued to ferment, that evening, at a small restaurant by West Lake favored by gourmands, Xie Yun had a small gathering with a few high school classmates. Eight women squeezed into a private room meant for only six, which, though a bit crowded, was exceptionally lively.

The focus of today’s gathering was a middle-aged woman around Xie Yun’s age. In her early forties, with a neat short haircut and a pair of eyeglasses, she looked as if she were born to be a third-year high school homeroom teacher.

The woman’s name was Chen Yuyan, a very feminine name with a strong Jiangnan flair, though it seemed slightly at odds with her personal demeanor.

Chen Yuyan was a ‘hybrid’ of Yanjing and Hangzhou; her father was from Yanjing, and her mother from Hangzhou. She grew up in Yanjing, but the year she graduated from junior high, due to some special circumstances, her family relocated to Hangzhou for several years. That’s how she became classmates with Xie Yun.

After the college entrance examination, Chen Yuyan was directly admitted to Zhejiang University, coincidentally becoming a student of Xie Yun’s father. After graduation, as her parents returned to Yanjing to settle, she pursued a master’s degree at Renmin University. After graduating from Renmin University, she secured a teaching position there through family connections, and now she is one of the three associate directors of the Academic Affairs Office at Renmin University.

Chen Yuyan was usually very busy with work and hadn’t visited Hangzhou for several years, so her relationship with Xie Yun and other old classmates from Hangzhou had grown increasingly distant. The reason she came to Hangzhou this time was that a younger female cousin, who she knew from her time in Hangzhou, was having her second marriage. She made a special trip from Yanjing to attend the wedding and thought of gathering the classmates she used to get along well with for a reunion.

At the dinner table, everyone ate while reminiscing about the past. Although Chen Yuyan hadn’t been back to Hangzhou for years and their relationships had grown distant, as soon as they started talking about their shared high school memories, they quickly became close again and chatted very happily.

During the casual chat, Chen Yuyan praised Xie Yun, saying, “Xie Yun was our School beauty back then, and I never expected you’d still be so beautiful and feminine now. You’re much better than a fake tomboy like me. My husband calls me a tomboy all day long, and it makes me so angry, I’ve almost divorced him several times.”

Xie Yun laughed, “You better stop teasing me. Back then, I was so rustic, how could I be considered a School beauty?”

Chen Yuyan laughed, “Aren’t you being modest? If you weren’t the School beauty, then who was? The male students who asked me to deliver love letters to you back then were simply countless!”

One of the female students from their high school days laughed and said, “I can testify to that. Xie Yun received so many love letters back then, we used to joke that she could sell them as scrap paper every day and earn enough for a day’s meals.”

Chen Yuyan said, “That’s why I say it has to be Xie Yun. Not only is she beautiful, but her taste is excellent too. Look at the husband she found! He was poor and had nothing back then, but no one ever expected him to become a billionaire. Then look at my husband; if I hadn’t seen he had some foundation in the public security system, I would never have married him. And what’s the result? Even now, he’s just in an idle position, unable to get promoted no matter what, not even making it to a Police Station chief.”

Everyone burst into laughter, and then the topic shifted to their respective children. Chen Yuyan said, “My son isn’t very promising; his academic performance is average. He took the college entrance examination the year before last and scored around five hundred points. I didn’t want him too far from me, so I had him study in Yanjing. But he didn’t want to go to Renmin University, saying he was afraid I’d control him. In the end, we compromised, and he went to study at Yanjing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics.”

With that, Chen Yuyan asked about everyone else’s children one by one. When it was Xie Yun’s turn, she said, “Xie Yun, I hear your sweetie is quite beautiful. Is she in college yet?”

Before Xie Yun could speak, the others at the table chimed in, “Yuyan, you don’t know, Xie Yun’s daughter Zi Qiu is simply stunning! My goodness, she’s even more beautiful than Xie Yun was when she was young!”

“Really?” Chen Yuyan said with a smile, “That’s wonderful; no waste of Xie Yun’s excellent genes.”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said, “My girl is also studying in Yanjing, at Peking University. She just started last year and is only a sophomore now.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Yuyan’s eyes immediately curved into crescent moons, and she cheerfully said, “Your sweetie is also studying in Yanjing? What a coincidence! If there’s a chance, I think I could introduce her to my son. Young people have many common interests, and if she comes to our house often in the future, it’ll be like having another home in Yanjing!”

At this moment, a classmate teased, “Yuyan, I think your true intention wasn’t the wine! You’re clearly trying to find a girlfriend for your son, and what a high-quality romantic partner you’re aiming for!”

Chen Yuyan said with a laugh, “We shouldn’t meddle recklessly in our children’s affairs. I just think it’d be nice for two children of similar age to get to know each other. My son is very familiar with Yanjing, and perhaps he could help Xie Yun’s daughter in many ways in the future.”

At this point, Xie Yun said, half-jokingly, half-seriously, “My Zi Qiu already started dating last year.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Yuyan was instantly dumbfounded. A moment later, she blurted out, “Xie Yun, your thinking is too open-minded, isn’t it? Your daughter is so young, and she’s already in a relationship? And you didn’t even try to control her?”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said, “Didn’t you just say that we shouldn’t recklessly meddle in our children’s affairs?”

Chen Yuyan knew she had made herself lose face with her previous words, but she still said earnestly, “I was just saying that; even if we say we shouldn’t meddle in our children’s affairs, can we really just ignore them?”

After speaking, Chen Yuyan continued, “To be honest, I’m still worried about my son dating. And your daughter is so far away from you; you really need to take this kind of thing seriously.”

Xie Yun was already somewhat displeased, but she maintained a polite smile and said, “I certainly take my child’s romantic partner seriously. I’ve also met the person she’s dating, and both her father and I are very satisfied, so we’re letting them develop their relationship naturally.”

Chen Yuyan continued sourly, “The children are still young; no matter how satisfied you are, you still need to be cautious…”

Xie Yun deliberately asked her, “Yuyan, you seem to have a daughter too, right?”

Chen Yuyan nodded, “My daughter just started her third-year high school this year. She’ll take the college entrance examination next year.”

Xie Yun asked her, “If your daughter goes to college, would you object to her dating?”

“Object, of course I’d object!” Chen Yuyan said without hesitation, “I’m planning to make a rule with her once she gets into college: absolutely no dating before she graduates from university.”

Xie Yun laughed, “That’s a bit too strict a rule to enforce.”

Chen Yuyan waved her hand, saying earnestly, “You don’t know how open-minded kids are these days! And these boys, every single one of them, I tell you, they’re crafty!”

Xie Yun then asked her, “What if he’s a remarkably excellent boy? Would you still object?”

Chen Yuyan laughed, “Excellent? It depends on how excellent. Merely good isn’t enough.”

Xie Yun then deliberately asked her, “Oh, right, Yuyan, that Li Mu from your university is quite a talent, isn’t he? I saw him in the hotspot news again today. If your sweetie finds a romantic partner like him in college in the future, would you still object?”

Chen Yuyan narrowed her eyes and laughed, “Li Mu isn’t just a talent, he’s a genius! If my sweetie really finds someone like Li Mu in the future, why would I object? Unless my brains were kicked by a donkey! A young man like Li Mu is a rare find, you might only encounter one in eight hundred years. If a girl marries a son-in-law like him, their family’s ancestral graves must be smoking with good fortune!”

Hearing Chen Yuyan say this, Xie Yun felt a mix of displeasure and happiness. Displeasure because Chen Yuyan’s words were too exaggerated—“ancestral graves smoking”? Her Zi Qiu and Li Mu were a perfect match, a talented man and a beautiful woman; they couldn’t be more suited for each other! As for happiness, it was simple: it wasn’t just Chen Yuyan’s affirmation of Li Mu, but also that Chen Yuyan had fallen into her trap. If she told Chen Yuyan that her own daughter’s boyfriend was Li Mu, wouldn’t all Chen Yuyan’s previous remarks severely make someone lose face for herself?

As Xie Yun’s mind wandered, Chen Yuyan suddenly sighed and said, “It’s a pity, though, that Li Mu already has a girlfriend.”

Xie Yun was puzzled. So, did she know about him and my daughter? Or did she just know Li Mu had a girlfriend but not who his girlfriend was?

So, Xie Yun deliberately asked Chen Yuyan, “Yuyan, do you know who Li Mu’s girlfriend is?”

“Yes, I do.” Chen Yuyan said casually and nonchalantly, “His girlfriend is named Su Yingxue, and she’s also a student at Renmin University. They’re also fellow townsmen, supposedly childhood sweethearts from high school.”

With just one sentence from Chen Yuyan, Xie Yun’s mind buzzed, as if struck by five thunders. Her entire scalp went numb instantly, and for a split second, she thought she was dreaming.

Just then, Chen Yuyan continued, “That young girl Su Yingxue is truly lucky. When Li Mu confessed his feelings to her, it was in front of tens of thousands of teachers and students at Renmin University. As young people today would say, that was incredibly romantic!”

The other old classmates at the table inquired about in surprise, “Ah? Li Mu already has a girlfriend?”

Chen Yuyan nodded, “Absolutely true. I was there when Li Mu confessed to her, I saw it with my own eyes.”

Xie Yun was now beyond furious. She forcefully suppressed the emotions in her heart and said to the other seven, “Excuse me, everyone, I’ve suddenly remembered I have something to attend to tonight. I’ll have to leave now. Another day, I’ll host a meal to make amends for today!”

The others tried to make her stay, but Xie Yun couldn’t sit still (due to anxiety). After exchanging a few perfunctory words, she left the restaurant, and the first thing she did was immediately call Zhao Ziqiu…





Chapter 998: Mom Will Handle It

It was Friday, and Zhao Ziqiu was having a potluck dinner with a few girls from her dorm outside school. Suddenly, she received a call from her mother. Zhao Ziqiu didn’t think much of it, picked up the phone, and pressed the answer button, sweetly calling out, “Mommy!”

Xie Yun’s voice was filled with anger as she questioned her, “What are you doing?”

Zhao Ziqiu heard her mother’s unusual tone and was surprised. She nervously said, “I’m having dinner with my dorm mates. What’s wrong, Mom?”

“I’m asking you,” Xie Yun directy questioned her angrily, “What is your relationship with Li Mu?”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly stood up and left the private room. Only then did she cover the phone’s microphone and whisper, “Mom, what’s wrong with you today? You’re acting strangely.”

Xie Yun’s voice hardened, “Answer my question!”

Zhao Ziqiu instantly felt a guilty conscience and stammered, “Mom, Li Mu is my boyfriend. Didn’t you already agree to us being together?”

Xie Yun questioned her, “How come I heard Li Mu has another girlfriend, and she’s also at Renmin University, just like him?”

Zhao Ziqiu immediately panicked, her voice even trembling as she asked, “Mom, who told you that?”

Xie Yun said, “Don’t ask me who told me. I’m asking you, did Li Mu and that girl break up?”

“That…”

“What ‘that’? Did they break up or not? Pick one!”

Zhao Ziqiu was utterly flustered. She wanted to lie, but realizing her mother had already inquired about this, she figured her mother must have already had some understanding beforehand. Lying likely wouldn’t solve anything and might make things worse. So, enduring immense psychological pressure, she reluctantly uttered two words: “Didn’t break up…”

“Zhao Ziqiu!” Xie Yun instantly grew furious, seething with rage as she scolded, “You’re going to infuriate your father and me to death!”

“Mom, please listen to my explanation…” Zhao Ziqiu was panicked and ashamed, tears immediately welling up in her eyes.

When Xie Yun heard Zhao Ziqiu crying on the phone, her heart softened considerably, but the anger in her stomach didn’t diminish much. Instead, a few more pangs of heartache for her daughter were added, making her feel particularly distressed.

The mother and daughter were silent on the phone for a long time. Xie Yun sighed, breaking the silence first, her voice much gentler, “Don’t cry, Zi Qiu. Mom is going to Yanjing tomorrow. Call Li Mu and tell him I want to see him tomorrow.”

Zhao Ziqiu felt even more panicked and quickly asked her, “Mom, what do you want to see Li Mu for?”

After speaking, Zhao Ziqiu, fearing her mother might have issues with Li Mu, hurriedly explained, “Mom, please don’t misunderstand Li Mu. Everything between him and me was my choice.”

“Of course Mom knows it was your choice, but can being willing solve the problem?” Xie Yun was utterly helpless and sighed, “Mom has to win you a legitimate status. Otherwise, how long do you plan to maintain this kind of relationship with Li Mu?”

Zhao Ziqiu said in a pleading tone, “Mom, I know what I’m doing with my own affairs. Can you please not interfere?”

Xie Yun said, “Fine, if I don’t interfere, then I’ll let your dad interfere. It’s still a choice of two: do I handle it, or does your dad handle it?”

Afterward, Xie Yun added, “No, it’s a choice of three! Or your dad and I can handle it together!”

Zhao Ziqiu pleaded in a low voice, “Can I handle it myself…?”

“No!” Xie Yun said decisively, “Tomorrow is the weekend. You stay put in school and don’t go anywhere. I’m booking a flight for tomorrow immediately. I’ll tell you the details when we meet!”

“Mom…” Zhao Ziqiu still wanted to plead.

Xie Yun gave her no room for negotiation: “Zhao Ziqiu, I’m already being very considerate of you by not telling your dad about this for now. If you push your luck, then tomorrow, your dad and I will go to Yanjing to find you together!”

Zhao Ziqiu felt wronged and scared, fearing her mother would really tell her father. So, she could only say to her, “Then you come yourself, Mom. Can you not tell Li Mu first?”

“Alright,” Xie Yun said, “Wait for me at school.”

…

After hanging up on her daughter, Xie Yun felt very uncomfortable. Her daughter finding a boyfriend like Li Mu had initially made her, as a mother, perfectly satisfied. But only today did she learn that Li Mu actually had another girlfriend at Renmin University. All of Xie Yun’s satisfaction with Li Mu vanished in an instant.

Xie Yun even wished she could fly to Yanjing right now and confront him personally. What kind of person did this kid take her daughter for? Was the Zhao family’s sweetie someone he could toy with casually? What did it matter how rich or capable he was?

However, remembering her daughter’s tear-streaked face on the phone, and her consistent attitude towards Li Mu, Xie Yun genuinely worried that her daughter was willing to maintain this ambiguous relation with Li Mu, or willing to accept Li Mu’s two-timing actions. If that were the case, her heart as a mother would be too pained.

Xie Yun returned home somewhat dispirited. Zhao Xianliang hadn’t come back yet. Feeling restless by herself, she took a bottle of whiskey from the liquor cabinet, added a few ice cubes, and sipped it with a frown, drowning her sorrows in alcohol.

After Xie Yun had drunk three small glasses of whiskey by herself, Zhao Xianliang returned.

Zhao Xianliang and Zhong Xinhua had also had drinks at dinner. Xie Yun could tell how much he had drunk from his complexion and the look in his eyes; it seemed he had consumed about three to four hundred grams of alcohol. This alcohol tolerance was just right for Zhao Xianliang.

Xie Yun had also had some alcohol. Although she had the urge to talk to Zhao Xianliang several times, she thought about it and gave up. She had to uphold her promise to her daughter. For this matter, she decided to help her daughter solve it herself. If she really couldn’t solve it, then she would let her husband step in.

She knew that men doted on their daughters more. If Zhao Xianliang found out about this, regardless of whether her daughter was willing or not, he would likely charter a plane to Yanjing tonight to confront Li Mu.

The couple lay in bed. Zhao Xianliang was slightly inebriated and was about to drift off to sleep as soon as he lay down. Xie Yun suddenly shook him awake and said, “I want to go to Yanjing tomorrow.”

Zhao Xianliang was startled, then came back to his senses and asked her in surprise, “Why suddenly go to Yanjing in the middle of the night?”

Xie Yun said, “I miss Zi Qiu. I want to go see her.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “There’s no need to go immediately just because you thought of it, right? We just got back from Yanjing a few days ago. If you miss her, wait a few more days and I’ll go with you.”

“I don’t need you to accompany me,” Xie Yun said, “I just miss her and want to see her, like a best girlfriend, go shopping and eat meals with her. It’s not appropriate for a big manly guy like you to tag along.”

Zhao Xianliang thought for a moment and said, “If you want to go, then go. I have serious business arranged for tomorrow, so I won’t be able to go with you.”

“Alright,” Xie Yun said, “I’ll try to be back by Monday.”

Zhao Xianliang hummed in acknowledgement and then asked, “So when are you leaving?”

“Morning tomorrow. I’ll go to the airport and take the earliest available flight.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and said, “By the way, Old Hou sent some tea, it’s in the red and black box in the study cabinet. This tea is hard for ordinary people to get. Take a box for Li Mu to try.”

Xie Yun instinctively said, “He won’t get to try it!”

Zhao Xianliang hadn’t expected his wife’s reaction to be so extreme. He asked in surprise, “Didn’t you always have Li Mu on your lips, treating him like a future son-in-law? Are you pained over giving him a box of tea?”

Xie Yun quickly covered up, “I won’t feel pained, but my hands will hurt. I don’t want to bother with luggage coming and going. I’ll go empty-handed tomorrow, it’s simpler.”

Zhao Xianliang was helpless and could only nod, “Whatever makes you happy. I have no objections.”

…

The next morning, Xie Yun took a flight from Hangzhou to Yanjing around eight something.

The newspapers and magazines in first class were all the latest. Xie Yun casually flipped through some and found that the front-page headlines almost entirely revolved around two major news stories: one was Muzhao Technology chartering a plane to send employees to the US, and the other was Li Mu’s speech that had truly thrilled the nation.

Xie Yun casually browsed through these newspapers and magazines, then tossed them aside with no interest. She didn’t want to focus on Li Mu’s positive news right now. She just wanted to get to Yanjing quickly and ask her daughter exactly what was going on.

Around 10:30 AM, Xie Yun emerged from the airport, got into a taxi, and then called Zhao Ziqiu. She immediately said, “I’ve landed. I’m taking a taxi to your school now. I’ll tell you when I’m almost there, then you come out and wait for me by the roadside. You’ll stay with me at Ziyun Villa for the next two days.”

Zhao Ziqiu dared not disobey and immediately agreed repeatedly.

By the time Xie Yun’s taxi arrived at the Renmin University school gate, Zhao Ziqiu was already waiting by the roadside with a double-strap backpack.

As soon as Zhao Ziqiu got into the car and saw Xie Yun’s stern face, her heart sank with guilt. She could only tentatively ask Xie Yun, “Mom, you must be tired from the journey?”

Xie Yun said expressionlessly, “My body isn’t tired, but my heart is.”

Zhao Ziqiu braced herself and said, “Mom, don’t think so much. If you’re open-minded about everything, your heart naturally won’t feel tired.”

Xie Yun rolled her eyes at Zhao Ziqiu and said, “What tricks are you trying to play with me now? I’m telling you, it’s too late.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face was flushed with embarrassment.

At this moment, the two male and female hosts on the car radio began speaking. One of the male hosts said, “Chen Lei, do you know what the big news that’s been spreading everywhere since yesterday is?”

The female host, called Chen Lei, chuckled, “Of course I do! Isn’t that big news about Li Mu’s speech? I heard it’s incredibly popular, is that true?”

“Of course it is,” the male host said, “Li Mu is truly amazing this time. His speech made my blood boil, I can’t wait to quit my job and go learn some computer skills.”

The female host laughed and said, “Liang Long, if you really go to learn computer science, that would be great! In the future, if my computer crashes or needs a system reinstall, I’ll rely entirely on you.”

At this point, Xie Yun in the car became somewhat annoyed and said to the driver, “Master, please turn off the radio.”





Chapter 999: Crazy for Love

Though Xie Yun’s words were polite, her tone conveyed profound dissatisfaction, which surprised the taxi driver.

The driver didn’t turn off the radio station, only turned the volume down very low, and politely said, “Did I disturb you? My apologies.”

At that moment, the radio station was still discussing Li Mu, and Xie Yun felt particularly annoyed. She said to the driver again, “Please turn off the radio station. I don’t want to hear this.”

The driver was surprised but had no choice but to turn off the radio station. In his heart, however, he felt Xie Yun’s request was somewhat unreasonable. After a moment of silence, the driver couldn’t help but ask, “You’re from out of town, aren’t you?”

Xie Yun furrowed her brow. “I just got off the plane, what do you think?”

The taxi driver laughed. “You could be a local even if you just got off the plane, or a non-local who’s been living in Yanjing for a long time, but I reckon you’re neither of those.”

Xie Yun couldn’t help but ask him, “What? So passengers who don’t want to listen to the radio station aren’t people who’ve lived in Yanjing for a long time?”

“That’s not it,” the taxi driver said. “How many people still like listening to the radio station these days? The key is what’s being broadcast. You must know who Li Mu, who was just on the radio station, is, right?”

Hearing him mention Li Mu, Xie Yun scoffed. “Of course, I know who he is, the internet’s prodigy. But what does that have to do with whether I’ve lived in Yanjing for a long time?”

The driver said, “People who’ve lived in Yanjing for a long time feel a sense of pride concerning Li Mu. They wouldn’t be as dismissive of him as you are.”

Xie Yun hadn’t expected Li Mu to wield such significant influence in Yanjing. After a moment of surprise, she gave up arguing with the taxi driver and sat alone in the back seat, silently fuming.

Ever since she learned that Li Mu had another girlfriend at Renmin University, Xie Yun had been simmering with furious anger.

For Xie Yun, who was born into a family of scholars and had taught and influenced students at university for many years, she had almost never experienced such intense anger. Yet, Li Mu had provoked it this time.

Although Xie Yun appeared very gentle, cultured, and refined, at her core, she was a person of immense pride. However, unlike most, her pride wasn’t overbearing but stemmed from principles and dignity.

Her initial attitude towards Li Mu was this: regardless of his capabilities or family background, as long as her daughter liked him and he was sincere towards her, she would approve of him and hope they would grow closer. Later, learning of Li Mu’s exceptional abilities and strength was an unexpected bonus.

But she never imagined that Li Mu would be so uncommitted and two-timing with her daughter. This immediately triggered the pride deep within her. In her view, her daughter was excellent in all aspects, and she and her husband had provided their daughter with a generous material foundation and social standing. Therefore, she felt that no one in this world had the right to be unfaithful to her daughter. Not even Li Mu, no matter how outstanding he was. The Zhao family’s daughter, their cherished treasure, ought to be a cherished treasure everywhere.

With such emotions, Xie Yun was naturally extremely displeased with Li Mu.



At this very moment, Zhao Ziqiu, waiting for Xie Yun at Peking University, was also exceptionally anxious.

She hadn’t slept a wink all last night, endlessly wondering how she was going to explain things to her mother when she arrived today.

After much deliberation, she couldn’t come up with a suitable solution.

Strictly speaking, she wasn’t Li Mu’s official girlfriend, nor was she even a publicly acknowledged one. To put it bluntly, she was a mistress, Li Mu’s lover between him and Su Yingxue. But how could she tell her mother this? Her mother would be furious and so disappointed in her.

But this wasn’t the worst problem. The worst was that Zhao Ziqiu simply couldn’t think of a suitable solution.

Her mother’s intention for this visit was very clear: to resolve this matter. This meant her mother definitely wouldn’t allow her to continue this lover relationship with Li Mu. But what would her solution be?

If her mother forced her to leave Li Mu, she would definitely refuse. She loved Li Mu too much; even being his lover, she would never be willing to distance herself from him. If she could have distanced herself from Li Mu, how would she have ended up proactively offering herself to him?

If her mother forced Li Mu to choose between her and Su Yingxue, she would also find it hard to accept. This was too contradictory for her. On one hand, she didn’t want to openly stand on an immoral ground and compete with Su Yingxue. On the other hand, she worried that Li Mu ultimately wouldn’t choose her.

However, Zhao Ziqiu was also very clear in her heart: if she were to follow these two “ifs” of hers, the only viable path left would be to maintain the status quo. But this clashed greatly with her mother’s demands, because what her mother truly wanted was one of two outcomes: either she leaves Li Mu, or Li Mu gives her a clear girlfriend status.

How to ease, mediate, and resolve the current problem became the biggest challenge Zhao Ziqiu had ever faced in her life.



The taxi Xie Yun was in stopped in front of Zhao Ziqiu. When Zhao Ziqiu saw her mother’s stern face inside the car, her heart became indescribably nervous.

When Xie Yun saw Zhao Ziqiu standing foolishly outside the car, her face full of panic, staring at her through the window, her heart suddenly twisted with a pang of pain.

Zhao Ziqiu, having grown up so much, had never before displayed such an expression in front of her. Seeing her flustered and helpless appearance, and then her dark circles, most of Xie Yun’s anger instantly transformed into heartache.

Xie Yun pushed open the car door and said to Zhao Ziqiu outside, “Get in. Come home with Mom.”

Zhao Ziqiu froze for a moment. Instead of getting in, she asked in a panic, “Mom, which home are we going back to?”

In that moment, Zhao Ziqiu was terrified that her mother, disappointed in her, would take her away from Yanjing and back to Hangzhou.

Xie Yun saw through Zhao Ziqiu’s thoughts at a glance. She sighed helplessly and said, “To Ziyun Villa. For the next two days, don’t do anything else; just stay with Mom.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s anxious heart instantly relaxed significantly. She quickly nodded and got into the car.

Sitting in the back seat with her mother, Zhao Ziqiu felt exceptionally anxious. Several times she wanted to speak, yet she didn’t know what to say. She could only sit motionless in her seat, head down, pondering.

Xie Yun had originally planned to give Zhao Ziqiu a stern lecture upon seeing her, but she hadn’t expected her daughter’s pitiful appearance to make her unable to harden her heart. All the anger she felt, she now didn’t know how to vent.

So, Xie Yun could only ask her, “Are your studies at school busy lately?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head and said, “Our coursework has always been just right, with appropriate intensity and relaxation.”

Xie Yun nodded gently, sighing, “It’s truly commendable to be able to maintain a good balance. The most frightening thing in all matters is failing to grasp ‘moderation’ properly.”

Zhao Ziqiu hastily said, “Mom, you’re right…”

Xie Yun sighed softly, saying no more. This awkward conversation made her feel particularly uncomfortable. She felt that no matter what, she shouldn’t have made her relationship with her daughter so awkward. Whatever mistakes she had made, or whatever grievances she had suffered, she was her own flesh and blood. She had to make her understand that she would always stand by her.

After a brief silence, the taxi stopped at the entrance of Ziyun Villa. Xie Yun and Zhao Ziqiu got out of the car. After they entered their own villa, Xie Yun, sitting on the sofa, softly said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Zi Qiu, sit down and chat with Mom for a while.”

Zhao Ziqiu panicked in her heart, but immediately nodded and sat down next to her mother.

After sitting down, Xie Yun reached out, clasping Zhao Ziqiu’s hands tightly. With a pained expression, she looked at her and softly asked, “Tell Mom, what foolish thing have you done to let that Li Mu fellow treat you like this?”

Zhao Ziqiu had expected a scolding from her mother as soon as they got home, but to her surprise, her mother was so sympathetic right away. Large teardrops streamed from her eyes as she choked out, “Mom, I wasn’t being foolish; I just… like him…”

That was the answer Xie Yun feared most. She sighed and said, “It’s fine for you to like him, but no matter how much you like him, you must respect yourself. You clearly knew he had a childhood sweetheart girlfriend at Renmin University, so why are you still so blindly devoted to him?”

Zhao Ziqiu lowered her eyelids and said in a low voice, “I think striving for what you like is truly respecting yourself…”

Xie Yun almost instantly became distraught and blurted out, “How could you, child…”

Before Xie Yun finished speaking, Zhao Ziqiu wiped away her tears and said something utterly shocking, “Mom, actually, I knew Li Mu had a girlfriend long ago, even before I had any substantial progress with him.”

Xie Yun grew even more distraught. “You knew he had a girlfriend, how could you still let him…”

Xie Yun couldn’t bring herself to say the rest, but the meaning was already obvious.

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips for a long moment, then, with shame and anxiety, yet with exceptional seriousness, she said, “Mom, you always think Li Mu did something to me, but the actual situation isn’t what you imagine.”

Xie Yun pressed her, “How so?”

Zhao Ziqiu lowered her head and said, “What I was considering back then wasn’t whether to ‘let him’ do something to me at all, but rather how I could make him do something. Because I simply like Li Mu too much, and I couldn’t accept a future where I had no emotional connection with him. So even if my actions were incredibly improper, I have no regrets…”

Xie Yun felt her head swim; for a moment, she could only stare blankly at Zhao Ziqiu, unable to utter a single word.

She was utterly astonished. She suddenly felt that her daughter, whom she had raised for twenty years, was someone she didn’t understand at all.

She had always thought that Zhao Ziqiu was a woman who, like herself, was inherently proud. A woman like her would always prioritize her dignity and pride, making it almost impossible for her to ever proactively chase a man, let alone do something as unfathomable as offering herself. But she hadn’t expected her daughter to go completely against her expectations; at such a young age, she could be consumed by love to this extent…





Chapter 1000: I’m Willing to Do Anything

It was chaos, absolute chaos, utter chaos.

Xie Yun had originally thought that Li Mu, that boy, was far too clever. Her foolish sweetie was no match for him. Therefore, it must have been Li Mu who had bewitched her naive daughter, making her blindly devoted to him and giving him her all, even though her daughter knew he had a girlfriend.

But she never expected that everything, absolutely everything, had been initiated by her daughter.

The ironic thing was, from yesterday until now, she had diligently overturned all the good impressions Li Mu had left on her. She had seen him as a scoundrel who had deceived her daughter, deceived her whole family, taken advantage of her daughter, and was two-timing. Yet, from her daughter’s words, not only was Li Mu not deceiving her daughter, but her daughter was actually painstakingly plotting everything. This utterly overturned her worldview of her daughter.

Zhao Ziqiu’s crazy for love attitude and actions truly shocked Xie Yun, yet they also made her feel as though a bucket of cold water had been poured over her from head to toe.

She suddenly felt that her twenty years of what she considered to be very successful education for Zhao Ziqiu was, in fact, a complete and utter failure.

She could no longer control her emotions and angrily rebuked Zhao Ziqiu: “From childhood, I’ve always taught you that a girl must establish her own psychological defenses, have the basic ability to resist the temptations of others, things, and events in society, and also have her own persistence, her own pride, and her own principles. How is it that after just over a year of studying away from home, everything I taught you has been thrown to the back of your mind?!”

Zhao Ziqiu bit her lower lip and said regretfully yet seriously: “Mom, everything you taught me, I adhered to meticulously before meeting Li Mu. For so many years, they were very effective against everyone who appeared in my life. Only against Li Mu did they have no effect…”

Xie Yun said emotionally: “Why did they have no effect on Li Mu?! No matter how much you like him, as long as you stick to a correct worldview, values, and philosophy of life, you should first demand that he choose between you and that other girl, instead of blindly giving up your bottom line and blindly sacrificing!”

At this point, Xie Yun’s emotions grew even more intense. She stared intently into Zhao Ziqiu’s eyes and said, word by word: “Zhao Ziqiu, for these past twenty years, your father and I have pampered you, spoiled you, cherished you, and loved you. Our greatest hope for you was not that you would get into a good school, achieve great success, or make great contributions, but that you would establish a correct worldview, values, and philosophy of life. For a girl, as long as her three views are correct, even if the path she chooses is difficult, at least she won’t go astray. And your father and I worked ourselves to the bone to provide you with a double guarantee, to ensure that as long as your three views were correct, your life would be smooth and free of difficulties and dangers. But you, who had no problems here or there, have such a big problem with your three views! You’ve truly disappointed me too much!”

Zhao Ziqiu rarely saw her mother so emotional, and she had never heard her mother speak such harsh words. Her heart felt as if it had been heavily struck, and tears immediately burst forth. She choked out: “Mom, compared to everything you taught me since childhood, I feel that Li Mu is more important to me. If I hadn’t met the person I love, I could have been proud my whole life, proper my whole life. But since I have met him, I don’t want to leave myself with any regrets.”

Xie Yun asked her: “You’re only twenty, do you understand what true love is?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said exceptionally seriously: “I understand, because I love Li Mu, I know that feeling of needing no one but him.”

“You…” Xie Yun was speechless for a moment.

Although Xie Yun was angry, from Zhao Ziqiu’s眼神, she could see how deep Zhao Ziqiu’s love for Li Mu truly was. That kind of pure steadfastness, she had never even seen in herself.

For a certain moment, Xie Yun couldn’t help but feel a hint of admiration for her foolish sweetie.

Xie Yun took a few minutes to calm herself down, then said to Zhao Ziqiu: “All right, I’ll tentatively accept your explanation. I won’t pursue past matters. A moment later, she said to Zhao Ziqiu:”Good, I’ll tentatively accept this explanation of yours, I won’t pursue what happened in the past, let’s talk about the future.”

Saying this, Xie Yun sat up straight and said very seriously: “Let me make one thing clear to you first: I absolutely forbid you from continuing to maintain such an ambiguous relation with Li Mu! Two choices: Either you immediately make it clear to him and have him make a definite choice between you and that girl; or, you voluntarily withdraw, immediately drop out, and Mom will send you abroad to study.”

Zhao Ziqiu instinctively said: “I won’t choose either…”

Xie Yun blurted out: “No! Zhao Ziqiu, don’t push your luck. If your father knew about this, with his temper, you’d have to return to Hangzhou tonight!”

Zhao Ziqiu stubbornly said: “I won’t choose. I don’t want to force Li Mu. If he loves me enough, he will make a choice himself in the future; if he doesn’t love me that much, I can accept that, but the only thing I cannot accept is separating from him.”

The anger that Xie Yun had just suppressed surged up again. She stood up, panting with fury: “You’re stubborn, aren’t you? Fine, I’ll call Li Mu and have him come over now to give me an answer face-to-face!”

As Xie Yun spoke, she reached out to pull out her phone.

Zhao Ziqiu hurriedly grabbed her wrist and, tear-streaked face, pleaded: “Mom, please don’t force me anymore. Indulge me just this once, let me handle it myself, okay?”

Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu’s tear-streaked face. Even in her anger, her heart ached profoundly. Her tone softened immediately, saying: “I’m forcing you for your own good. If you continue to have this ambiguous relation with Li Mu, what will you do if Li Mu loses feelings for you someday? What will you do if Li Mu marries another woman a few years from now?”

Zhao Ziqiu said through tears: “Mom, I’m living very well right now, and I’m very content. I thought very clearly when I gave myself to Li Mu that I don’t care if his current girlfriend is me or not. I just want to be with him in my own way. Even if we have to separate in the future, at least I’ll have a beautiful memory, rather than regretting years later that I never tried to fight for it.”

Looking at Zhao Ziqiu’s determined gaze, Xie Yun’s heart also softened. A moment later, she sighed and said: “How did I give birth to such a foolish girl like you? Your personality is nothing like your father’s or mine. Did the Hospital mix you up when you were born?”

Zhao Ziqiu saw that her mother had given up the idea of calling Li Mu, and her tightly strung nerves finally relaxed a little. She nestled into Xie Yun’s embrace and softly said: “Mom, don’t you think my judgment is exceptionally good? When I liked Li Mu, no one knew he would achieve so much. At the time, I even sentimentally felt that I was like a miss from a Hong Kong or Taiwan drama who fell in love with an ordinary person. I never expected that this miss of mine would fall in love with a ‘Mr. Ten Thousand Gold’…”

Xie Yun sighed softly and said: “Tell Mom about you and Li Mu, starting from when you two first met.”

Things had progressed to this point, and Zhao Ziqiu held nothing back from her mother. With tears yet also a smile, she recounted in detail everything that had happened from the moment she met Li Mu until today.

From the very first day she cycled from Peking University to Renmin University’s swimming pool to swim every day, Zhao Ziqiu had already fallen for Li Mu. And from that day on, Zhao Ziqiu, desperate to catch Li Mu’s attention and make him like her in return, uncontrollably embarked on her path of chasing after him.

Zhao Ziqiu became more and more emotional as she spoke, as if she were reliving her emotional journey with Li Mu. When she spoke of their first time, Zhao Ziqiu’s voice was filled with deep affection, and a smile unconsciously floated onto her face. She giggled and said: “Li Mu is too clever; it’s too hard to trick him. So I thought about it for a long time before, and I even made two preparations.”

Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu’s silly smile and softly asked her: “What two preparations did you make?”

Zhao Ziqiu tilted her head and smiled, saying: “I do like Li Mu, and I’m willing to entrust everything to him, but I’m not a foolish girl either. I first had to confirm if he truly had me in his heart. If not, no matter how proactive I was, it would be meaningless. I would definitely be very sad in that case, but I definitely wouldn’t make a fool of myself. So I thought of a way to test him. If he truly didn’t have me in his heart, I would never bother his life again; but if I could test that he did have me in his heart, then that one reason would be enough for everything.”

Xie Yun looked at the child-like, persistent Zhao Ziqiu, her eyes reddened, and tears welled up. She tightly held her hand, unable to say a word.

Zhao Ziqiu continued on her own: “That night, I deliberately dressed up beautifully, lied to Li Mu that I had just had some drinks in Sanlitun, and then told him I was going to a friend’s house for another party. Do you know how nervous Li Mu was then? He absolutely refused to let me go to the party and insisted on getting me a room to sleep in. That’s when I knew Li Mu had me in his heart. Sometimes I’m quite foolish, foolish enough that as long as he has me in his heart, I’m willing to do anything he asks.”

When Xie Yun heard this, her heart was filled with profound heartache for her foolish daughter. Thinking of her daughter’s dedication to this relationship, her eyes welled up, and she subconsciously turned her head away, tears silently sliding down the corners of her eyes.

Quietly wiping away her tears, Xie Yun gently pulled Zhao Ziqiu into her embrace, stroked the back of her head, and murmured to herself: “A girl like you deserves all the good things in this world.”

Zhao Ziqiu, nestled in Xie Yun’s arms, foolishly said: “I’m not that greedy. Sometimes I especially hope that only Li Mu in the whole world likes me.”

Xie Yun asked her: “Why is that?”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue: “That way, I wouldn’t have to deal with a lot of inexplicable suitors every day, and I’d have a lot more energy to do other things.”

Xie Yun asked again: “What do you want to do with that extra energy?”

“Lots of things,” Zhao Ziqiu said seriously: “First, learn to cook. Li Mu cooks very well, but I’m so clumsy, I can’t do anything well…”





Chapter 1008: Leave of Absence Notice

Leave of Absence Notice

My apologies everyone. I’ve been incredibly busy today, and the little energy I have left makes it impossible to concentrate on writing. I will be taking one day off temporarily. My sincerest apologies!





Chapter 1001: How Interesting…

Xie Yun arrived in Yanjing, full of anger, but unexpectedly found herself in a situation that left her utterly helpless.

She had initially thought it was all Li Mu’s fault, but after arriving, she realized that everything her precious daughter did was completely of her own free will. In some crucial matters, it was even her daughter who took the initiative. This should have infuriated her, but after a heart-to-heart talk with her daughter, Xie Yun realized that even if her daughter’s actions were misguided, they stemmed from deep affection, leaving her, as a mother, no way to blame her further.

However, despite her heartache, Xie Yun still had a worry in her mind. So, she had to warn Zhao Ziqiu: “Even if I can understand you, you and Li Mu cannot continue like this. Li Mu is a public figure now, constantly under the scrutiny of society. If your relationship with him is exposed, do you think your father will be able to accept it?”

She continued, “It’s not just your father; there are also your paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents. They love you so much; you are the cherished daughter of both families. If they knew about your true situation with Li Mu, the four elders might be heartbroken by your actions.”

Zhao Ziqiu lowered her eyes, remaining silent for a long while.

Xie Yun’s words were not exaggerated in the slightest. She truly was the cherished daughter of both the Zhao and Xie families, the most beloved child in both households. Not only her paternal and maternal grandparents, but also her other elders like uncles and maternal aunts, all doted on her. If they knew about her situation, they would likely be sorely disappointed.

The Zhao and Xie families were both large and prosperous. Thanks to Zhao Xianliang’s success, many influential business people emerged from the Zhao family. Although there was still a significant gap compared to Zhao Xianliang, they generally achieved net worths of tens of millions or even hundreds of millions focusing on the steel industry. The Xie family, while not having business people, could definitely be called a family of scholars. Almost everyone over forty in the family was a renowned figure in China’s scientific research and academic circles, making them a prominent family in academia.

Zhao Ziqiu was fully aware of the situation in both families. One was wealthy, the other famous, and their common trait was their high standards. When they learned that her boyfriend was Li Mu, everyone was very satisfied. But if they were to know that she was merely Li Mu’s mistress, they would probably be extremely disappointed in her.

Xie Yun also saw Zhao Ziqiu’s nervousness and worry. Since things had come to this, she didn’t want to blame her further. She just sighed softly and said to Zhao Ziqiu with a serious expression, “Your situation with Li Mu must be resolved within a certain timeframe. Either make it official and be together properly, or completely end this current relationship. You tell me, how long do you think is a suitable deadline for you?”

Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips for a while, then said with little confidence, “Can it be before I graduate from university?”

“Before graduating from university?!” Xie Yun immediately stood up, saying with great annoyance, “Do you think your relationship with Li Mu can be kept secret for over two more years?!”

Zhao Ziqiu was speechless.

Xie Yun’s heart immediately softened again. She sat back down beside Zhao Ziqiu and said in a heart-to-heart manner, “Mom knows you can’t bear to leave Li Mu, but you must understand that life won’t change for the better just because of your ‘muddle through’ attitude. If you always have this mentality of willingly hiding behind Li Mu, do you think Li Mu will proactively think about solving this problem for you?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Mom, I feel that love is for life, so I don’t care about these few years right now.”

Xie Yun immediately said, “You don’t care, but your mother here cares.”

Then, Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu, and said with a pained expression, “Looking at you now, I know you definitely wouldn’t be willing to leave Li Mu. In that case, be decisive and choose the other path. I’ll give you half a year. If it works out, I’ll pretend this never happened and won’t tell anyone. If it doesn’t, you must break up completely with Li Mu. At that time, I’ll transfer you back to Zhejiang University, and immediately send you abroad after graduation.”

Zhao Ziqiu said without any confidence, “Mom, half a year is too short…”

“Half a year is too short?!” Xie Yun said without allowing for rebuttal, “Only half a year! If this problem isn’t resolved after half a year, you must break up completely with Li Mu!”

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t dare to agree, but she also understood that her mother had already spoken to this extent, so even if she didn’t want to agree, she had no choice.

At this moment, Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu and suddenly asked, “How much do you know about Li Mu’s girlfriend?”

…

Li Mu was completely unaware of Xie Yun’s visit to Yanjing.

The news of Muzhao Technology chartering flights to send employees to the U.S. for overseas work had been hot for several days. Not only domestic media, but even foreign media closely followed and reported on Muzhao Technology’s move.

After Muzhao Technology’s employees arrived in the U.S., the work of expanding the American market immediately began. Everyone thought Li Mu must be busy overseeing things domestically, remotely commanding his overseas employees to conquer new territories in the U.S. However, Li Mu was actually “hanging out” with Guru Lei, racking his brains to figure out how to accelerate Letao’s demise.

Ever since Letao successfully took in the more than two hundred counterfeit sellers expelled by Taobao, its platform’s data finally seemed to have turned the corner and struggled back to life in many aspects.

After these two hundred-plus sellers lost their income on Taobao, to make up for the huge drop in earnings, they tried every possible method on Letao to increase their sales. The originally barely surviving Letao website suddenly gained over two hundred furiously running engines, immediately bringing the site the pleasant surprise of a withered tree blooming again.

Letao’s daily order volume, transaction volume, and transaction amount were continuously increasing, and the data was growing faster and faster. The two hundred-plus sellers kicked off Taobao also realized the special benefits of the Letao platform. First, there was the most direct preferential policy of platform subsidies, but in reality, the most appealing preferential policy for sellers was the halving of logistics and delivery fees.

Mr. Ma had been in exceptionally good spirits these past few days. He finally experienced the thrill of revitalizing a dead end. What was originally a hopeless chess match became open everywhere due to one crucial move.

Not only did Letao’s data improve rapidly, but the continuously increasing order volume also injected fresh blood and nutrients into the three express delivery companies Mr. Ma owned.

Originally, the lower-level staff of these three express delivery companies had been swept away by Taobao Logistics, resulting in a complete mess. Each company experienced severe personnel disruption and vacuum zones, nearly falling into a barely surviving state. But now, the continuously increasing orders gave Mr. Ma a new opportunity. He formally decided to integrate the three express delivery companies into one, and rename it “Letao Express.”

Integrating three into one and renaming it was Mr. Ma’s attempt to imitate Li Mu’s Taobao Express strategy.

He also wanted users to shop on his own platform and enjoy delivery through his own logistics system. This not only would increase brand awareness but, more importantly, put virtually all logistics demand within the platform under his control.

To ensure two-way promotion, Mr. Ma even made a decision: in the future, if any individual consumer uses Letao Express to send goods, as long as they register as a Letao user, they can enjoy a 20% discount on their first order. If they register and then shop on Letao, they can also receive a discount coupon of 20 Yuan off purchases of 99 Yuan or more.

The express delivery fee discount was borne by Letao Express itself, but this didn’t incur any true cost; it merely tightened the profit margin on additional orders, so for Mr. Ma, there was almost no practical pressure during implementation.

The 20 Yuan discount for purchases of 99 Yuan or more was cleverly shifted by Mr. Ma onto the Letao sellers’ shoulders, with Letao sellers bearing the profit reduction from the discount coupons. However, Letao sellers were not resistant to this, as Letao sellers, primarily in apparel, had gross profit margins exceeding 100%.

The implementation of Letao’s discount coupon policy was also crafty. Regardless of how many shops a buyer bundled orders from, as long as a discount coupon was used, the discount amount would be proportionally shared based on the percentage of each shop’s product amount in the order. For example, if a user bought a 50 Yuan item from Shop A and a 100 Yuan item from Shop B, spending a total of 150 Yuan, and used a coupon to discount 20 Yuan, then this 20 Yuan cost would be proportionally borne: Shop A, which accounts for one-third of the order sales amount, would bear one-third of the discount amount, which is 6.67 Yuan; Shop B would bear two-thirds, which is 13.33 Yuan.

For sellers, this portion of profit reduction was aimed at new users, so it was entirely beneficial to them with no harm.

Li Mu and Guru Lei had been monitoring Letao’s data growth and new platform movements. When they discovered that Mr. Ma was quickly leveraging this “breakthrough point” to revitalize the entire situation, Li Mu felt both the excitement of a successful conspiracy and a healthy respect for Mr. Ma’s unyielding, cockroach-like spirit.

After a deep dive discussion, both shared a consensus: if counterfeit goods were the only way to kill Letao, then this dose was clearly not enough to cause death.

So, Li Mu and Guru Lei began to consider how to indirectly and calmly accelerate Letao’s progress and efficiency in selling counterfeit goods.

Coincidentally, Mr. Ma also had a similarly urgent desire.

After realizing the tremendous driving force these two hundred-plus sellers brought to the platform and their immense potential for future development, he also hoped to quickly boost the performance of these sellers.

After much deliberation, he finally discovered a subtle “loophole” and came up with a method he thought was incredibly clever.

He had his staff to persuade the two hundred-plus sellers to unite and appeal to Taobao and Muzhao Technology, demanding that Taobao and Muzhao Technology unblock their Seller YY accounts.

The two hundred-plus sellers’ argument was: “They violated Taobao’s platform rules regarding sales, leading to their shops being closed, which they unconditionally accept. However, Seller YY is their private tool, and YY itself is not a product of the Taobao platform. Neither Taobao nor Muzhao Technology has the right to block their Seller YY.”

Mr. Ma hoped that these two hundred-plus sellers could regain their Seller YY accounts and, consequently, all their customer resources. At that point, Letao’s overall data would certainly rise another level.

After Guru Lei told Li Mu about this, Li Mu was slightly surprised, raised an eyebrow, and smacked his lips, uttering three words: “How interesting…”





Chapter 1002: Drinking Poison to Quench Thirst

Mr. Ma had deliberately cut off over two hundred “toxic elements,” yet he still wasn’t satisfied after digging them away. This truly exceeded Li Mu’s expectations.

Li Mu had to admit that Mr. Ma was indeed an extraordinary ruthless strategist.

Such a person would never admit defeat, and their desire for success broke through the limits of ordinary imagination. Even if it meant drinking poison to quench his thirst, he’d guzzle it down until his belly was full and round, just to sate that craving.

Facing the joint protest from over two hundred Taobao sellers whose shops had been shut down, protesting the blocking of their Seller YY accounts, Li Mu almost instinctively offered his solution, which truly consisted of only two words: Unblock them!

Unblocking them was an inevitable choice. While it might seem like he was the party in the wrong and compromising with these two hundred-plus sellers, Li Mu was actually eager for these sellers of fake goods to sell even more enthusiastically. However, Li Mu wasn’t going to compromise so easily. The more readily he compromised, the less the other party would cherish it. Therefore, he had to make them realize that the successful outcome was hard-won, which would make them value it more.

Soon, Muzhao Technology stepped in and issued its first statement to these two hundred-plus Taobao sellers: Taobao Seller YY is a customized version of YY developed through a collaboration between Muzhao Technology and Taobao. Since this customized version of YY was tailored for Taobao, its actual management power should also rest with Taobao, and Muzhao Technology has no right to interfere.

Immediately after, Taobao also released a statement, the core content of which was consistent with Muzhao Technology’s claim, asserting that it had absolute management power over Taobao Seller YY, and therefore possessed the absolute power to block the YY accounts of these sellers of counterfeit goods.

The two hundred-plus Taobao sellers found themselves cornered by both Taobao and Muzhao Technology, and their arrogance was immediately suppressed. These sellers were already a vulnerable group, and their understanding of legal definitions was vague. If the official parties explicitly told them that Taobao had the right to block their Seller YY accounts, they would instantly become like aimlessly seeking help flies, losing direction for further difficult questions.

Guru Lei knew that Li Mu’s original intention was merely to add a bit of difficulty for these sellers in the process of reclaiming their Seller YY accounts. However, he hadn’t expected that after Li Mu had the two companies issue two statements back-to-back, it would directly shut those sellers up.

Guru Lei asked Li Mu, “Were our two statements a bit too strong in their wording? If so, these sellers might find it difficult to find new legal arguments to demand unblocking. What if they give up altogether? We can’t just actively make concessions later, can we?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You don’t understand Mr. Ma. These sellers can’t find a flaw, but that doesn’t mean Mr. Ma can’t. Since he wants to improve Letao’s performance and wants these two hundred-plus sellers to play a bigger role, he will definitely find a way to help these two hundred people fight us to the end.”

Then, Li Mu added to Guru Lei, “Why did the ancients say that a wife is not as good as a concubine, and a concubine is not as good as a mistress? It’s actually a psychological thing: the easier something is obtained, the less it’s cherished. Conversely, the more hard-won something is, the more wildly it’s cherished.”

Guru Lei asked with a smile, “So, you mean you want Mr. Ma to put in more effort, and once he has put in the effort and helped these two hundred-plus sellers regain their Seller YY accounts, he will also desperately try to squeeze value from these sellers through their Seller YY accounts?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu smiled and said, “Look at the methods these sellers are using now—joint appeals, joint protests. Isn’t this just child’s play? Just from their strategy, you can tell that they only suggested it to these sellers. Letao or Mr. Ma hasn’t truly played a direct role behind the scenes yet. We’ll announce the unblocking after Mr. Ma secretly steps in. That way, Mr. Ma can also be smug for a while.”

Guru Lei nodded, saying, “Then let’s wait for their next move after this joint appeal fails.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “With Mr. Ma’s personality, he will definitely use more direct and professional methods to solve the problem. Just wait and see. When these sellers pick up legal weapons to defend their rights, it proves that Mr. Ma has certainly made his move in secret.”

Guru Lei suddenly understood and laughed, “That makes sense! Although our statements are very tough, the legal basis behind them is not clear. In reality, Muzhao Technology hasn’t signed an agreement with Taobao stating that all management rights for the Taobao customized version of YY have been authorized to Taobao. And even if we forged an authorization letter, the legal basis wouldn’t be strong enough, because YY is still actually operated by Muzhao Technology. From a legal standpoint, that wouldn’t be right. Ordinary sellers probably wouldn’t realize this, but Mr. Ma would definitely see it.”

Li Mu snapped his fingers and chuckled, “So, we just need to wait patiently. When the other side’s game strategy Shengji, that’s when we’ll take a step back and let Mr. Ma experience a little pleasure of winning against us. It’s something I owe him after all this time…”

Then, Li Mu added, “Director Lei, Senior Brother Liu has been busy with logistics recently, so a lot of operational responsibilities will fall on your shoulders. And some of the dirty and tiring work will require your personal involvement.”

Guru Lei knew that Li Mu must have some covert moves that couldn’t be brought to light, so he immediately nodded and earnestly said, “General Manager Li, just give the orders.”

Li Mu said, “I have a brother who controls a very large and highly manageable online army. Once we unblock the YY accounts for this batch of sellers, and they start operating fully on Letao, we’ll help them artificially boost a wave of sales, letting them enjoy the spring of e-commerce ahead of time.”

“Artificially boosting sales?” Guru Lei asked in surprise, “Are we faking sales of fake goods?”

Li Mu nodded, ” rhino Exactly, we’re faking sales of fake goods. We’ll aggressively boost the transaction volume of fake goods on Letao. Doesn’t Mr. Ma want to drink poison to quench his thirst? Then let him drink his fill!”

Guru Lei shook his head, sighing, “If he knew that everything was you digging a pit for him, he probably wouldn’t want to touch the internet or be your opponent again in this life.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, “I’m doing this to educate him too. Mr. Ma’s true ambition isn’t in the internet.”

“Is that so?” Guru Lei asked in surprise, “Are you very familiar with him?”

Li Mu shook his head.

Guru Lei asked again, “Then how do you know his ambition isn’t in the internet?”

“I heard it,” Li Mu chuckled. “I heard someone say that Mr. Ma once told others that his happiest time in this life was when he was a teacher. If that’s the case, then he might as well go back to being a teacher.”

…

The two statements from Muzhao Technology and Taobao indeed left these two hundred-plus sellers feeling helpless. It was like ordinary citizens facing the government; once the latter blocked them with rules, the former had no chance of breaking through.

Lu Zhaoxi reported the failure of the “seller protest group” to Mr. Ma immediately. When Mr. Ma saw the two announcements from Muzhao Technology and Taobao, he instantly spotted the huge loopholes within them.

Mr. Ma sneered, “Li Mu’s move might fool ordinary individual business owners, but he can’t fool me! His explanation seems to cover all bases but is actually completely clueless! YY is a Muzhao Technology product, with Muzhao Technology actually operating it and providing user services, and it uses Muzhao Technology’s servers. How could it possibly be Taobao that actually operates it? He dares to say whatever he wants!”

Lu Zhaoxi nodded and said, “Li Mu himself set up a dead-end for those sellers, blocking them from both sides. But upon careful consideration, it truly is somewhat baseless. Then Lu Zhaoxi asked,”General Manager Ma, what do you think we should do next? Should we cue these sellers?”

Mr. Ma said, “Just a cue is useless. To solve this problem, we must first strip Li Mu of his power to have the final say. So, we must find a way to escalate the matter to a point where a powerful third party needs to step in to resolve it. First, we need to break free from Li Mu’s control.”

Lu Zhaoxi asked, “Are we going to sue Muzhao Technology?”

“Yes!” Mr. Ma said, “To solve this problem, we must get law enforcement involved. However, we can’t be the ones to sue. We need these two hundred-plus sellers to unite and sue Muzhao Technology. We can guide them, gather them together, and even find proxy lawyers to represent them fully, but we cannot step in ourselves.”

Lu Zhaoxi immediately nodded, “I understand.”

Mr. Ma continued, “Actually, this problem is easy to solve. Didn’t Li Mu say that the actual management power of Taobao Seller YY is in Taobao’s hands? OK, after the two hundred-plus sellers jointly sue in court, make Muzhao Technology provide actual evidence: Is there really such an authorization agreement that clearly states all management rights of Taobao Seller YY are controlled by Taobao? Furthermore, just an authorization agreement is far from enough. We also need to investigate and collect evidence to see who has been actually operating and managing Taobao Seller YY all this time. If all actual operational control is still the responsibility of Muzhao Technology, then his claim will collapse on its own, and even if he forges an authorization agreement, it will be meaningless.”

Lu Zhaoxi laughed, “If it’s truly two hundred-plus sellers jointly suing Muzhao Technology, I believe Li Mu will immediately admit he’s timid and settle. Because his Muzhao Technology is currently in a critical stage of overseas expansion. If it suddenly becomes the target of a joint lawsuit by over two hundred people, the impact of such negative news could be large or small, and it wouldn’t be something he could control.”

“Precisely,” Mr. Ma nodded slightly. “We’ll take this opportunity to make him compromise for the sake of the bigger picture. As long as Muzhao Technology compromises, it will be easier for us to poach similar sellers in the future, and it will also be easier to convert these sellers’ previous customers to our Letao!”

Speaking, Mr. Ma became excited, earnestly saying, “Zhaoxi, tell everyone on the team: at this critical moment, no one can slack off. We must grit our teeth and give it our all, seize this opportunity to fight a glorious comeback battle! Whether Letao can make a comeback or barely escape death depends on this fight!”





Chapter 1003: “Absolutely No Compromise with Counterfeit Sellers”

Mr. Ma’s actions were indeed swift.

While Li Mu was busy overseeing the preparations for the “First National Individual Webmaster Conference of Taobao.com”, the professional litigators hired by Mr. Ma had already, under the guise of legal aid, helped those two hundred-odd sellers draft a joint lawsuit, which was then submitted to the District People’s Court where Muzhao Technology was registered.

It was reported that the professional litigators, representing over two hundred sellers whose stores were banned by Taobao, sued Muzhao Technology on the grounds of “infringing on individual virtual assets,” demanding that Muzhao Technology unblock all the plaintiffs’ Seller YY accounts.

It was the first time the District People’s Court had received a civil lawsuit alleging “infringement of individual virtual assets.” Previously, no one had considered internet products as individual virtual assets for the purpose of litigation, so there were no precedents to consult. The staff of the District Court found it rather棘手.

The judges of the District Court, convened by the Dean, held a closed-door meeting specifically to discuss the details of this lawsuit.

The presiding judge of the Civil Division’s Commercial Trial Division, who, according to procedure, was supposed to be the person in charge of this case and managed the Civil Division’s cases and judges, was under the most pressure.

During the closed-door meeting, the presiding judge cautiously said, “Gentlemen, according to regulations, our District Court must give a clear response on whether or not we will accept the case within seven working days. However, this case not only has no similar precedents to refer to, but it also involves China’s most powerful and respected internet company, not just domestically but even internationally. If we accept this case, Muzhao Technology could instantly be pushed into the eye of the storm. This is a star enterprise that the whole country is watching, and if not handled well, the impact on our District Court could be very significant!”

The other leaders of the District Court also found themselves at a loss. This case was indeed thorny; on one side was a plaintiff group of over two hundred people, and on the other, one of the country’s most reputable star enterprises. If they didn’t accept the case, no one knew what kind of commotion these two hundred-odd people would cause. If they accepted it, not only would it mean the court subjectively accepting the plaintiff group’s argument of “individual virtual assets,” but it would also personally push this star enterprise into the eye of the storm. If handled carelessly, the responsibility would be immense.

At this moment, one of the District Court’s leaders spoke up, “Gentlemen, I have checked all judicial records related to Muzhao Technology, and as of now, Muzhao Technology has not been involved in any legal disputes. What’s certain is that Muzhao Technology is not only a star enterprise but also a very clean one. If our District Court accepts this case, then the ‘first lawsuit’ label for Muzhao Technology will fall on our District Court’s head.”

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone’s expressions turned grim.

Chinese people attach great importance to “firsts.” If it’s a good “first,” it’s fine, but if it’s a bad one, it could mean lifelong resentment.

Moreover, no one wanted to actively tarnish a star enterprise’s image; this could potentially lead to prolonged and profound negative consequences.

Everyone immediately found themselves in a difficult position. No one wanted to get involved in this messy situation, but there was no way out, as Muzhao Technology was registered within the functional jurisdiction of the District Court. The District Court simply couldn’t avoid this case.

After a moment of silence, a judge who had considerable knowledge of economics suddenly spoke up, “Why don’t we communicate with Muzhao Technology beforehand? I don’t think this case itself is a big deal, it’s just that over two hundred plaintiffs want their YY accounts back. Muzhao Technology is currently at its zenith in terms of popularity. It’s really not worth getting entangled in such a case. It might be better to settle out of court directly.”

Then, this person added, “And everyone, please don’t forget the legal principles. Although there are no specific precedents before this, I personally feel that from a legal perspective, the plaintiffs’ demands are reasonable. Network accounts and network assets, though virtual, also have their value and personal privacy. I believe it’s only a matter of time before such virtual items are included in the scope of personal assets. So, I personally feel that if Muzhao Technology is unwilling to make a concession, we will still have to accept this case after seven working days and make Muzhao Technology the defendant. Otherwise, if we reject the plaintiffs’ demands, then we are very likely to become a negative example in future domestic cases concerning virtual property protection law.”

This judge’s view was acknowledged by everyone. If the District Court rejected the plaintiffs’ request today on the grounds that virtual property was not protected by law, then once virtual property became legally protected in the future, they would become a negative example, and an eternal one at that.

Everyone present was a high-achieving student of law with considerable experience, and they were particularly perceptive. They all understood clearly that legal recognition of virtual assets was only a matter of time, not a matter of right or wrong.

At this point, the presiding judge of the Civil Division was the first to break the silence, saying, “It seems that if we continue to drag this out, we can’t avoid accepting this case within seven days. At that time, an out-of-court settlement would also be an option. As long as this case doesn’t end up with them facing each other in court, it won’t have much of an impact on Muzhao Technology. I believe Muzhao Technology’s people will also make a clear judgment themselves.”

The Dean nodded and said, “Then let’s do this: We’ll contact Muzhao Technology privately, tell them about the case and the plaintiffs’ demands, and try to persuade them to resolve the issue out of court. If it really has to go to court, it will be Muzhao Technology’s own choice, and we can’t be blamed then.”

…

Contacting Li Mu was quite difficult for the District Court. Furthermore, the District Court couldn’t directly contact Muzhao Technology through normal official channels. So, after going through many connections, the information was finally passed to Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei.

Li Ziwei felt that this matter would have a significant impact on Muzhao Technology, so upon receiving the news, she immediately relayed it to Li Mu.

Li Mu actually knew about the lawsuit filed jointly by over two hundred sellers even earlier than the District Court, because among the two hundred-odd Taobao sellers were mole sellers planted by Taobao. The power of attorney and other documents for the joint lawsuit had been participated in by these mole sellers, so Li Mu had known all about Mr. Ma’s actions from the very beginning when he started fanning the flames.

Li Mu could ascertain that Mr. Ma was now deeply involved. It wasn’t these two hundred-odd sellers arm wrestling with Muzhao Technology anymore; it was Mr. Ma arm wrestling with Muzhao Technology from behind the scenes.

For Li Mu, the next step was how to let Mr. Ma win, and win gleefully.

Regarding this, Guru Lei offered his suggestion: “I think it’s better to agree to an out-of-court settlement. It’s best not to actually go to court. On one hand, it’s for Muzhao Technology’s reputation, and on the other, we have to guard against Mr. Ma using this as an excuse to piggyback on popularity. That would be too disgusting.”

Li Mu said, agreeing, “If we truly go through the litigation process, the whole thing will take too long. Personally, I’m inclined for Mr. Ma to have a quick, satisfying win.”

Guru Lei asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, do you have a suitable solution in mind now?”

Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “I have a rough plan, which involves me contradicting myself.”

Guru Lei chuckled and asked, “How will you go about that?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “First, release the news that I’ve heard about the joint lawsuit from over two hundred sellers, but that Muzhao Technology will not make any compromise and everything will be decided by law.”

Then, Li Mu added, “The tougher my stance, the more I can ignite Mr. Ma’s fighting spirit. He’ll definitely invest more energy into this. Once the court officially accepts the case, I’ll immediately have Muzhao Technology unblock all of these two hundred-plus sellers’ accounts. At that point, I won’t issue any announcements or engage in any out-of-court settlements; I’ll just unblock them directly, letting Mr. Ma know that I’ve backed down.”

Guru Lei nodded, “You contradicting yourself like this will definitely give Mr. Ma the illusion that he was the one who made you back down.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “That’s exactly the effect I’m going for.”

…

The District Court soon received news from Muzhao Technology. It was said that this message came from Li Mu himself, and its content was very simple, just one sentence: “Muzhao Technology will absolutely not compromise with counterfeit sellers.”

This simple sentence completely sealed off the possibility of an out-of-court settlement.

Li Mu’s thinking was very straightforward: to dig the biggest pit for Mr. Ma, he himself had to make a small sacrifice, feigning strength before yielding, letting Mr. Ma have his moment of satisfaction first.

Facing Li Mu’s tough stance, the leaders of the District Court were utterly helpless. They held another internal discussion meeting and ultimately decided that since Li Mu was unwilling to compromise and they had already given him a heads-up, the only path left was to accept the case.

The legal protection of virtual property was already a trend. Although there were no clear legal provisions yet, anyone could guess the future direction of the law in this area. The District Court dared not go against the tide and could only, in such a precedent-setting case, ensure that they kept pace with the trend and stayed at the forefront.

Mr. Ma’s professional litigators had been active in the legal community for many years and had very comprehensive connections. So, they quickly learned the latest news from the District Court. When they heard that Li Mu had flatly refused the District Court’s suggestion of an “out-of-court settlement,” Mr. Ma wasn’t surprised at all.

Having competed with Li Mu for so long, Mr. Ma believed he understood Li Mu very well. In his view, while Li Mu was a standard pragmatist, he was also a very conceited person who valued his dignity. The possibility of him bowing his head was almost zero.

However, the tougher Li Mu was, the more Mr. Ma wanted to knock him down, possessing the fearless, honey badger-like mindset of sticking to his target even if it meant chasing them to the ends of the earth.

But after such a long period of competition, Mr. Ma had evolved from wanting to completely defeat and replace Li Mu to now simply wanting to win a battle against Li Mu. He yearned desperately to win this particular fight.





Chapter 1004: Mr. Ma’s “Luck” Arrives

Several days later, the Haidian District Court, where Muzhao Technology is registered, officially accepted the case brought by more than two hundred Taobao sellers jointly suing Muzhao Technology.

The acceptance of this case did not cause much stir in the internet industry, but it attracted significant attention from judicial departments nationwide.

Before this, there had been almost no lawsuits nationwide centered on “online virtual property.” Now, the Haidian District Court had received the first lawsuit request of this type, and they had chosen to accept the case, which significantly impacted judicial departments.

Generally speaking, whether a court accepts a case also represents the court’s basic attitude.

If someone were to sue an American spy satellite for violating their privacy, or sue a neighbor for psychological harm caused by their farts, the court would certainly not accept such lawsuits utterly lacking legal basis. If the court accepted it, then, on a subtle level, it could be understood that the court basically recognized the legal basis of the plaintiff’s lawsuit.

Therefore, the Haidian District Court’s handling of this case had a very significant impact on the entire domestic judicial field. If the Haidian District Court refused to accept it, it would mean that in the eyes of the Haidian District Court, the concept of “online virtual property” lacked legal basis.

Conversely, if the Haidian District Court accepted it, it could be understood that the Haidian District Court had basically recognized the legitimacy of “online virtual property.”

Now, the Haidian District Court had bravely taken the first step towards recognizing “online virtual property.” However, no one expected that this inevitable first step in new-era law would be taken against Muzhao Technology.

People in the judicial field, especially in the economic and commercial sectors, almost all focused on this lawsuit. Most had their own judgments, believing that since the Haidian District Court accepted the case, the possibility of the plaintiff winning exceeded eighty percent.

Mr. Ma, synthesizing information from various sources and his own understanding of the entire situation, personally felt almost 100% confident of winning. However, Mr. Ma did not want to force Li Mu to give in through a verdict. He hoped more that Li Mu would go back on his word and make concessions proactively.

If it went through a normal judgment process, from preparation to court hearing and then to the pronouncement of judgment, the time frame would be too long. For the current Letao, time was money; the faster it developed, the better. Therefore, he did not want to delay, nor could he afford to.

Moreover, Li Mu himself had declared such a resolute statement as “Muzhao Technology will never compromise with sellers of counterfeit goods.” If the court ruled against him, forcing him to compromise by legal principle, Li Mu would not be going back on his word even if he compromised. Therefore, Mr. Ma hoped more that Li Mu could compromise before the judgment was pronounced. That would not only be more efficient for Letao, but also signify that Li Mu himself had gone back on his word, making someone lose face completely once.

However, Mr. Ma was unsure which path Li Mu would choose. In his opinion, this matter could only depend on luck.

But sometimes, when luck comes, you can’t stop it.



Coinciding with this juncture, Taobao’s first national individual webmaster conference was about to be held in Yanjing.

Over a thousand individual webmasters, on this weekend in late October, rushed to Yanjing using all sorts of transportation, from worlds apart, to participate in what would be the largest-scale event in China’s internet industry since its inception.

Individual webmasters in the internet industry were a group of loosely organized individuals with varying manners. Individually, very few managed to achieve anything substantial, but if these loosely organized individuals were integrated, they would almost be the most vital force in China’s internet industry.

The birth of “Taobao Alliance” allowed these individual webmasters, who had been fighting on their own, to find a more efficient and imaginative way of traffic monetization. It also acted like cement, binding and integrating the scattered individual webmasters. Thus, people in the industry knew that this Taobao national individual webmaster conference was, in essence, a social gathering of the Taobao Alliance.

In the Taobao Alliance, Taobao was the undisputed boss, and every individual webmaster who joined the Taobao Alliance was a subordinate in this organization. When the boss raised an arm and called out for a meeting, these Subordinates naturally flocked with great enthusiasm.

At the star-rated hotel rented by Taobao for the event, individual webmasters continuously arrived to sign in and check-in, an endless stream, making the scene extremely lively / bustling.

Every individual webmaster who came to sign in represented tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions of daily visits. In the eyes of internet professionals, these people were no longer independent living individuals, but walking traffic portals.

Some joked that Taobao Alliance had essentially successfully monopolized over half of China’s effective traffic, and it was highly probable that the Taobao Alliance itself would transform from an e-commerce advertisement publishing system into a network-wide traffic portal.

Actually, these joking remarks precisely guessed Li Mu’s thoughts.

Li Mu felt that, in the past, individual webmasters were equivalent to independent farming households. Everyone cultivated and planted on their own land, then sold their harvested wheat freely to various merchants. Some sold wheat to shaobing shops, some to jianbing stalls, and others to bakeries and steamed bun shops.

Li Mu believed that this business structure was too simple, so simple it seemed to be for the sake of saving effort, and naturally, its efficiency was much lower.

What Li Mu wanted to do was to establish a “flour mill” for deep processing of wheat. He would take over all the output from these farming households, then use it to produce various types of flour, and then distribute them centrally to merchants who needed flour, ensuring that the wheat, after deep processing, could be sold at a better price.

Currently, Li Mu held an all-encompassing Taobao. Li Mu’s flour mill still seemed to be striving for self-sufficiency, but once Li Mu mastered most of the farmers who grew grain, he would be able to monopolize the grain market.

Grain, in the internet industry, was traffic.

Li Mu wanted to gather a huge number of individual webmasters. The powerful traffic thus formed could not only be used to promote Taobao and Taobao products, but even more imaginatively: once the traffic accumulated to a certain extent, it could be repackaged and integrated for sale by Li Mu himself. If other websites wanted to promote, they could directly buy traffic from the Taobao Alliance.

To achieve all this, the first step was to ensure high controllability of individual webmasters within the alliance. This webmaster conference was precisely for the purpose of to widely recruit subordinates and forming gangs.

Seeing that Li Mu’s plan had high feasibility, someone, afflicted by green-eyed monster syndrome, published an article on major websites.

The title of this article was: “Li Mu’s Double Standards on Virtual Property.”

In the article, the author compared personal YY accounts with individual websites.

The author first presented Li Mu’s previous refusal to compromise with over two hundred sellers, putting forth the first argument: Li Mu believed that users had no control over their registered YY accounts; the real control should be in the hands of the YY service provider, Muzhao Technology. Was this argument reasonable?

Assuming this argument was reasonable, a comparison with individual webmasters immediately revealed a huge logical loophole.

The source of this huge logical loophole was: if internet domain name providers also adopted Muzhao Technology’s theoretical basis, it would mean that the control of any website would not be in the hands of the domain name and website owner, but rather in the hands of the domain name provider.

But was this possible? If this theoretical basis were truly followed, not only would individual webmasters’ websites not be their own, even Li Mu’s YY Net would not belong to Muzhao Technology; it should belong to the domain name provider. If one day the domain name provider wanted to block Li Mu’s YY Net, would Li Mu willingly watch YY Net be blocked?

The author also sharply hypothesized: If Muzhao Technology truly had the right to arbitrarily ban users’ YY accounts, would that mean that domain name providers also had the full right to arbitrarily ban all websites? Would it mean that domain name providers could confiscate Muzhao Technology’s YY Net at any time?

The answer was clearly no. The article stated: Li Mu himself actually understood the logic behind this very well. He knew that every webmaster had absolute sovereignty over their own website, and he also knew that every website, its content, and traffic were the individual webmaster’s own virtual property, not owned by the domain name provider. That’s why he created Taobao Alliance, to help individual webmasters use their virtual property to earn more profit.

Therefore, the author questioned Li Mu at the end of the article: “Since Li Mu respects the virtual property of individual webmasters, why can’t Li Mu’s Muzhao Technology respect the virtual property of YY users? Domain name providers have no right to interfere with individual webmasters’ operations, and Muzhao Technology naturally has no right to interfere with YY users’ behavior, let alone ban them.

Both matters apply the same legal principle, yet Li Mu insists on a 180-degree differential treatment, showing great respect for individual webmasters’ virtual property but wantonly trampling on YY users’ virtual property. This wouldn’t be right from an emotional, rational, or legal standpoint.”

Finally, the author also remotely called out to Li Mu in the article, saying: “We hope Muzhao Technology can provide a proper solution for this matter, respecting everyone’s virtual property on the internet and treating all internet users equally. Otherwise, if a leader-like enterprise itself engages in discriminatory treatment, the development atmosphere of the domestic internet will be severely negatively impacted.”

Once published, this article became a headline on major portal websites except for YY Net, generating significant influence in the industry.

When Mr. Ma saw this article that seized many internet portal website headlines, he was excitedly be unable to close one’s mouth from smiling. In his view, luck had truly arrived for him. Not only did he unexpectedly get a way out, but now there was even such a talented person who proactively stepped forward, using a very clever way to raise huge, almost irrefutable challenges against Li Mu, leveraging the opportunity of Li Mu’s individual webmaster conference. It seemed Li Mu’s and Muzhao Technology’s domineering logic would soon be completely shattered by this article.

However, the extremely excited Mr. Ma never would have dreamed that this article, whose language and arguments were very sharp, even hitting the nail on the head, was actually written by Li Mu himself…





Chapter 1005: Staged Performance

Taobao’s individual webmaster conference was about to kick off. This was inherently an event with immense influence in the industry. As a leader in the industry, Li Mu’s influence was almost akin to that of an Alliance Leader in wuxia novels, a time when he was unrivaled in its momentum. However, no one expected a discordant voice to suddenly appear online. And because industry insiders deliberately fanned the flames behind the scenes, this voice began to fester on the internet.

Li Mu monopolized too much of the glory in China’s internet industry. While his influence in the industry was undeniably unparalleled, his popularity / social standing was not necessarily good.

Li Mu found something Guo Degang once said highly insightful: “Only colleagues harbor naked hatred. A breakfast vendor will only hate other breakfast vendors, not taxi drivers; a taxi driver will only hate other taxi drivers, not airplane pilots.”

In the internet industry, Li Mu wielded the greatest influence, and he also attracted the most hatred.

Countless colleagues were jealous / envious of Li Mu, wishing he would one day suffer a scandal or simply fall from the pinnacle. Not to mention, there were many, like Mr. Ma, who hated him to the bone, wishing they could drive Li Mu out of the internet industry.

Although most industry insiders wouldn’t have any direct conflict with Li Mu on the surface, once someone rationally and reasonably attacked Li Mu online, many still felt a surge of gratification and silently acted as behind-the-scenes promoter, fanning the flames.

The article Li Mu wrote himself, attacking himself, unexpectedly gained appreciation / recognition from the entire internet industry. For a time, this piece spread throughout the entire industry.

Mr. Ma was naturally ecstatic, even exclaiming “Heaven helps me!” three times in his office. He felt that the timing of this article’s appearance couldn’t be more perfect. It just so happened to be on the eve of Taobao’s national individual webmaster conference, when Li Mu, this Alliance Leader, was preparing to wield immense influence at tomorrow’s conference. For such an article to appear now, making someone lose face, and then be secretly pushed by industry practitioners, it instantly put Li Mu in an irreversible situation.

Mr. Ma believed that Li Mu was truly in a dilemma this time. A person of his character would certainly not easily concede / yield. But if he didn’t, he would face not just over two hundred Taobao sellers, but also judicial organs, and the entire internet industry. If Li Mu insisted on being tough / unyielding on this issue, he would find it increasingly difficult to bear further down the line.

Mr. Ma was naturally delighted to see Li Mu become a public enemy of the entire industry. So he also hoped that Li Mu would, as always, remain high-profile and tough / unyielding this time. That way, the subsequent public opinion would exert increasing pressure on Li Mu. By the time he couldn’t bear it anymore and wanted to concede / yield, the cost would be even greater.

Under the promotion of those with ulterior motives, public opinion online continued to fester. Not only industry insiders but also many ordinary netizens participated, engaging in online debates.

Some argued that YY was a product developed and operated by Muzhao Technology, and its basic services were completely free. Therefore, Muzhao Technology naturally had absolute sovereignty over YY. In this situation, Muzhao Technology banning a group of users who violated platform rules was, in terms of both reason and principle, undisputed.

However, users holding the opposite view believed that while YY’s basic services were provided for free, users, by registering, adding friends, and communicating with them, had customized and privatized their YY numbers when using those services. On this basis, YY had already become the user’s virtual property. Before a user clearly stated their intention to abandon this virtual property, the platform should not arbitrarily ban account their accounts. Moreover, claiming that these Taobao sellers violated Muzhao Technology’s platform rules was a rogue act. Although these sellers violated Taobao’s rules, they did not violate Muzhao Technology’s platform rules, so Muzhao Technology had no right to ban account the Taobao sellers’ YY accounts.

Besides users discussing the matter objectively, many directly targeted Li Mu, accusing him of wantonly trampling user rights. Some also expressed online their deep disappointment with Li Mu’s disrespect for users, believing that his current achievements were painstakingly built by China’s netizens and the vast number of users, and that now, having become a big shot, he had forgotten his roots, which was disappointing.

Li Mu also had many ardent fans online. Upon seeing personal attacks begin, a large group of spontaneous water army immediately emerged, refuting the opposing viewpoints in comments below all attacking Li Mu. Some netizens defended Li Mu, arguing that it was impossible for Li Mu to dedicate his energy to such trivial matters. Even if some of Muzhao Technology’s actions were ill-considered, the responsibility could absolutely not be directly linked to Li Mu.

The online discussion grew increasingly fierce, but this intensity did not last long. In the afternoon of the same day, YY suddenly displayed a pop-up window news item, titled: “Li Mu: I’m sorry, we were wrong.”

Clicking to view the main text, at the very top, a video lasting only a few tens of seconds was presented to the readers. In the video, Li Mu sat on the sofa in his office, very apologetically对着镜头说: “Hello everyone, I am Li Mu. Recently, there have been many harsh comments online because Muzhao Technology banned the YY accounts of sellers involved in selling counterfeit goods on Taobao. Regarding this, I want to state: Muzhao Technology consistently adheres to the user comes first service principle and always considers purifying the internet environment and providing better service to users as our primary mission. However, as we strive towards this goal, it’s easy to overcorrect.”

Li Mu continued: “After reflection, Muzhao Technology’s core team unanimously agreed that we should not penalize users who have not violated YY’s usage rules. Therefore, here, I, on behalf of Muzhao Technology, offer my apologies to the more than two hundred banned Taobao sellers and all YY users. We were wrong!”

At this point, Li Mu slightly bowed his head to show apology, then continued: “Currently, we have restored all the banned Taobao sellers’ YY accounts, and we promise here that Muzhao Technology will fully respect user rights in the future, and will always consider users our most important and valuable asset. Thank you for your support and correction of Muzhao Technology! Thank you!”

A brief video immediately helped Li Mu and Muzhao Technology to gain countless fans.

Li Mu’s statement in the video was very clever. First, starting with the title, he conceded / yielded first and admitted fault. A famous internet’s prodigy and billionaire coming out to admit wrongdoing was itself beyond everyone’s expectations. Before this, whether it was those intentionally tarnishing / smearing Li Mu, those intentionally supporting him, or those purely watching the fun / spectating, no one could have imagined that Li Mu would actually step in to respond to this matter personally, and with such a simple and direct attitude, conceding / yielding right from the start.

A heavyweight figure actively showing weakness or an unimaginable humble attitude can itself garner goodwill from the general public. So right from the start, Li Mu had invisibly gained the netizens’ favorable inclination towards himself.

Immediately after, Li Mu first highlighted the most important point of the controversial incident to the netizens: “You need to first understand that Muzhao Technology was not infringing upon the rights of ordinary users, but rather penalizing sellers who sold counterfeit goods on Taobao. Perhaps our punishment was somewhat inconsistent with legal basis, but one thing is very important: our perspective was good. We aimed to purify the internet environment and allow users to enjoy better services.”

Therefore, this statement immediately enlightened many netizens who were watching the fun / spectating or even had opinions about Li Mu. Muzhao Technology’s perspective was to ensure a better internet environment for more users, and thus punish a small number of pests who polluted the internet environment. Even if this approach was mistaken, it was a mistake that inspired admiration.

More importantly, Li Mu’s apology was not at all evasive; it was very straightforward and direct. And no matter how these sellers sold counterfeit goods on Taobao, Muzhao Technology was able to realize its mistakes and promptly restore all of these sellers’ YY accounts. This attitude and execution alone were not comparable to ordinary companies.

As soon as this Li Mu’s self-written, self-directed, self-acted good show began, Li Mu himself and Muzhao Technology instead immediately firmly occupied the high ground of public opinion. Even many netizens who had previously deliberately followed suit and tarnished / smeared Muzhao Technology and Li Mu himself made significant changes.

Even more interestingly, a lot of content criticizing Taobao’s counterfeit sellers appeared online. Everyone could clearly guess the reason why this group desperately wanted their Seller YY accounts back: nothing more than to retrieve old customers’ contact information and continue selling counterfeit goods.

Li Mu’s proactive apology astonished Mr. Ma. He had initially thought that someone like Li Mu would definitely be tough / unyielding to the end, but he never expected that Li Mu, with his current status, could still be so adaptable (can be arrogant when powerful and humble when necessary). This greatly exceeded his expectations and also made him feel particularly disappointed.

The result Mr. Ma wanted most was for Li Mu to stubbornly resist to the end in this collective lawsuit by Taobao sellers, leading to him provoking netizens and suffering a huge blow to his reputation before finally making a compromise to the banned Taobao sellers. But he never thought that Li Mu’s foresight in cutting losses and his ability to adapt would be so strong. A short apology video, released with humility, could turn the tide amidst a chorus of condemnation. From this, it’s clear that Li Mu’s actions are truly watertight.

Mr. Ma finally understood Li Mu’s formidable quality. A twenty-year-old young man, his ability to assess the situation and sacrifice his personality was much stronger than most seasoned veterans in the industry. If his personality didn’t conflict with the matter at hand, he would use a two-pronged attack, balancing both. But if his personality conflicted with the matter, he could also unhesitatingly sacrifice his character, and even his reputation, to Consider the bigger picture. For the first time, this made Mr. Ma admire Li Mu from the bottom of his heart.

Despite his disappointment, Mr. Ma quickly adjusted. The more than two hundred sellers who had been eliminated by Taobao finally got their Seller YY accounts back. For him, the green light at the Tengfei Road Intersection had lit up—it was time to step on the gas!





Chapter 1006: Individual Webmaster Conference

As Muzhao Technology had proactively conceded, admitted its mistake, and unblocked the YY accounts of over two hundred Taobao sellers, the representative lawyers for these sellers naturally chose to withdraw their lawsuit applications. Haidian District Court also finally breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed the birth of China’s first online virtual property case would have to be postponed.

The moment these two hundred-plus Taobao sellers regained access to their YY accounts, they immediately entered ‘accelerated mode.’ Using various methods, they desperately contacted and persuaded their previous buyers to register accounts on Letao and place orders. Among them were many users who knowingly bought counterfeit goods, who had always been searching for similar products online. The moment their trusted sellers reappeared, they almost instantly converted into genuine purchasing power.

Mr. Ma’s Letao was also working hard to find external traffic to direct to these sellers’ stores. Although most individual webmasters were cooperating with Taobao Alliance, Mr. Ma, by paying a higher price than Taobao Alliance, still managed to acquire a significant amount of traffic from some individual webmasters.

However, Mr. Ma’s capabilities were limited. While he could afford high prices, he couldn’t absorb too many individual websites’ promotional resources, so this didn’t have much impact on Taobao Alliance.

The night before the Individual Webmaster Conference opened, Li Mu called Zhao Kang, who was busy with the chain internet cafe project.

On the phone, Li Mu first inquired about the current progress of the chain internet cafe project. Zhao Kang had been staying in Shenzhou for a while but had now returned to start preparing for store construction. The overall efficiency was quite good. This year’s goal was to open dozens to a hundred chain internet cafes as quickly as possible, and then integrate these offline internet cafes with Shenzhou’s pre-sales and after-sales services, as well as Taobao’s order delivery, turning the chain internet cafe project into a pivot point for all of Li Mu’s businesses.

After understanding the progress of the chain internet cafe project, Li Mu told Zhao Kang: “These next few days, have your online army team get ready to artificially boost sales on a batch of orders in those Letao stores that are selling counterfeit goods. The sales boosting should last three to five days and show a gradual increase. The addresses of those doing the boosting must also be as flawless as possible, so Letao doesn’t find any clues.”

Zhao Kang replied: “I understand. Don’t worry, I’ll arrange it right away.”

As he spoke, Zhao Kang asked Li Mu: “What’s the total budget for boosting sales?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said: “For the first phase, artificially boost sales worth ten million. We’ll reassess the situation once we reach ten million.”

“Alright,” Zhao Kang immediately said, “I’ll make the arrangements today. I’ll wait for your word on when to start.”

Li Mu calculated that he needed to first stoke the fire for Mr. Ma’s Letao, letting Mr. Ma see more hope. After enticing him to go all-in, he would then pull the rug out from under him, resolving the battle once and for all.

…

Not long after Muzhao Technology narrowly avoided a lawsuit, Taobao’s First National Individual Webmaster Conference officially opened, soon after Li Mu’s public apology.

Nearly a thousand individual webmasters from all over the country came, invited to attend the conference. Through this webmaster conference, these individual webmasters truly experienced Taobao’s impressive style and ambition in doing things.

The entire conference process was arranged within a five-star hotel. Everyone’s food, accommodation, and travel were handled meticulously, with high-standard hospitality that exceeded everyone’s imagination.

On the morning of the first day of the webmaster conference, after checking in, everyone was arranged to the presentation hall for the opening ceremony of the conference. This time, Taobao’s opening ceremony had three segments: the host giving a welcome address, Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei each giving a speech, and then jointly announcing the start of the conference.

After the conference began, the first official segment was a comprehensive speech by Li Mu. This time, Li Mu specifically prepared a very exquisite PowerPoint presentation, intending to use it to elaborate on the entire Taobao Alliance plan to the attending individual webmasters, as well as its current and future location tracking and development.

The setup of the venue looked very much like the style of future Apple product launches. After Li Mu appeared, only the stage lights remained on, and behind him was a massive background screen, projecting Li Mu’s PowerPoint presentation onto the large stage screen.

Li Mu strode out to the applause of nearly a thousand individual webmasters. After greeting everyone, he began his speech for the day. The theme of the speech was: ‘How to Build a High-Quality Channel for Traffic Monetization.’

From the title alone, it was clear that Li Mu’s speech was entirely centered around individual webmasters. The traffic monetization he focused on was, without a doubt, the most crucial issue for individual webmasters.

No matter what kind of website individual webmasters created, their foremost goal was how to better monetize the traffic on their sites. They were like owners of private coal mines, whose sole output was coal. Therefore, their most significant concern was simply how to sell their coal at a high price.

Focusing on traffic monetization, Li Mu said: “Everyone present today is an elite among the individual webmasters in China. I’ve looked at your registration information, and among the nearly thousand individual webmasters attending today, 80% have been building websites for over a year, and 63% for over two years. This means that most of you have more practical experience with websites than I do. In that sense, you are all my senior figures.”

Li Mu’s humble attitude made many in the audience feel somewhat mortified. While Li Mu calling them ‘senior figures’ might not have been an exaggeration or incorrect, they couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed in their hearts. In comparison, they had been in the industry longer, yet their achievements were miles behind Li Mu’s.

At present, the best individual websites in China had annual net profits of no more than one million. Compared to a magnate like Li Mu, whose net worth was calculated in tens of billions, the difference was truly a world apart.

There was once a website that achieved an annual profit target of over one million, but unfortunately, this website had now been acquired by Li Mu’s Muzhao Technology and had completely withdrawn from the internet stage. This website was Hao123.

At this moment, the PowerPoint presentation on the large screen behind Li Mu suddenly changed its interface. Against a dark blue background, a line of text was written in the center: ‘The Basic Method of Traffic Monetization—Advertising.’

Following that, Li Mu continued: “I believe all of you are experts at acquiring traffic, and many are even masters of SEO and keyword-driven traffic. I also believe that no matter which vertical niche your websites focus on, they all possess a very good traffic and content foundation. However, before the Taobao Alliance appeared, none of you were able to maximize your traffic monetization. In other words, all the traffic advertisements you sold before joining Taobao Alliance were sold at a disadvantage.”





Chapter 1007: Taobao Alliance 2.0

Li Mu’s words were utterly shocking. In a light and understated manner, he directly dismissed all monetization models individual webmasters used before joining Taobao Alliance. However, for the more than one thousand webmasters present, Li Mu’s words contained no exaggeration.

Before joining Taobao Alliance, everyone’s traffic was like unrefined crude oil. If sold directly, the profit margin was small, with most of the profit controlled by downstream refined industries.

However, Taobao Alliance offered everyone an opportunity for refined income generation. By calculating effective clicks, effective registrations, and effective conversions, Taobao Alliance almost elevated the income of all its member websites by a level.

In a market economy, for resource providers in an industry, whoever offers the highest price is the boss. It was precisely because of Taobao Alliance’s more advanced income calculation method that nearly a thousand people gathered here from all over the country to attend Taobao’s Webmaster Conference.

Li Mu spoke on stage: “The core principle of Taobao Alliance is to firmly bind ourselves with everyone on the path of development. In the future, we will do our best to provide you with the highest-yield traffic monetization channel, and at the same time, continuously optimize our rules and algorithms to ensure the maximum benefit for everyone present!”

Nearly a thousand individual webmasters applauded below the stage. Li Mu’s reputation for getting things done was unquestionable, so they also believed that Li Mu would keep his word and bring them more profit margins.

At this moment, Li Mu smiled slightly, and the PPT behind him switched to a mind map. Li Mu then, following his prepared map, introduced it to the individual webmasters below: “After this conference, Taobao Alliance Algorithm Version 2.0 will be officially released. This algorithm has several significant enhancements and improvements compared to Version 1.0. First, I want to introduce the improvements regarding verticalization and refinement.”

Speaking, Li Mu pointed to the leftmost side of the mind map, where there was only one category labeled “User.” He said: “Everyone knows that users are the core of the Internet. Your income comes from traffic monetization, and traffic comes from the accumulation of tens of thousands of users. However, every user is an independent individual. As independents, they have different identities, ages, personalities, preferences, and income levels. If we stuff all kinds of users onto one platform and then broadly refer to them as ‘traffic,’ I believe that is very meticulous.”

Every individual webmaster nodded frequently in agreement. The development of the Internet had not yet entered the refined stage. Everyone was racking their brains on how to delve deeper into user value, but this itself was a new direction with no prior experience to draw upon. For these individual webmasters who were working in isolation, it felt even more perplexing.

Listening to Li Mu, it seemed he had already made breakthroughs in the direction of refined development. If this were true, once Li Mu integrated the refined algorithm into Taobao Alliance, it would be like having a powerful backer for everyone present. They could simply enjoy the fruits of their partnership with Taobao Alliance.

So everyone began to anticipate Li Mu’s next words. No one was distracted or attentive; each face was filled with a thirst for knowledge.

Immediately, Li Mu began to seriously introduce and explain: “In the new Taobao Alliance algorithm, we will open up a new data point for everyone called ‘refined Weight.’ ‘Refined Weight’ refers to Taobao Alliance’s detailed analysis of your website’s conversion situation and calculation of the weight of each data point.”

“Taobao itself categorizes products in various ways. Broad categories include clothing, shoes, and hats; personal care products; general merchandise; food and grain; electronic products; home appliances; and books and audio-visual products. Below these broad categories, there are many smaller, refined subcategories. For example, within clothing, shoes, and hats, there are men’s wear, women’s wear, children’s wear, middle-aged and elderly wear, sports and outdoor wear, as well as men’s shoes and women’s shoes. Our refined Weight is calculated based on the Conversion Efficiency of these types.”

“For example, individual webmaster A’s website is dedicated to travel, outings, and outdoor adventures, and it also has a BBS specifically for outdoor travel enthusiasts to communicate. Therefore, if he joins Taobao Alliance, there is no doubt that for his website, the conversion rate for the broad category of clothing, shoes, and hats will certainly be the highest. And among the many sub-types within the clothing, shoes, and hats category, ‘sports and outdoor’ is the closest to his site.”

“Because Taobao Alliance advertisements cover all types of products, by analyzing the actual conversion data of webmaster A’s advertising after joining Taobao Alliance for a period, we can calculate that among the recommended products after he joined Taobao Alliance, sports and outdoor products have the highest conversion rate. If this is the case, then in Taobao Alliance Algorithm Version 2.0, we will refine webmaster A’s website by increasing its Weight in the sports and outdoor category. This way, the chances of outdoor sports product advertisements appearing on his website will greatly increase. If the probability of outdoor sports appearing was previously one in twenty, after weight adjustment, it could potentially increase to one in two, or even two in three.”

Nearly a thousand individual webmasters, upon hearing this, already showed surprise on their faces. They could understand, through Li Mu’s previous analogy, just how significant the changes this would bring to them.

Before this, although Taobao Alliance had brought them more traffic monetization opportunities, they had no say in what advertisements Taobao Alliance placed on their websites. Furthermore, the previous Taobao Alliance did not further subdivide based on the different characteristics of various websites. Now, it was different. Taobao Alliance had quickly solidified its position and absorbed a large number of alliance websites. The storming the beach (market penetration) stage was complete; what remained was to slowly solidify the foundation.

Just as everyone was filled with excitement, the PPT display changed to a diagram featuring characters of various races and personalities: East Asians, Caucasians, Africans, people with brown skin, and hybrids. Within their bodily outlines, there were different colors, personalities, and interests. Each character diagram was connected by a line to three letters: DNA.

Li Mu’s voice rose a few octaves as he pointed to the PPT image behind him, speaking with a hint of excitement: “I believe that your websites, just like every person depicted here, possess their own unique DNA. Therefore, starting from the Taobao Alliance 2.0 era, no matter what kind of website you operate, we will proactively study the unique genes of each of your websites, study your DNA, and then, based on your website’s DNA, provide you with customized Taobao Alliance advertising services to make your ad Conversion Efficiency even higher!”

As soon as his voice fell, a thunderous applause erupted from the audience.

For these individual webmasters, their biggest concern when joining Taobao Alliance was their income. The “refined Weight” Li Mu had just mentioned was an excellent strategy to significantly increase advertising conversion rates. Letting travel websites sell outdoor gear, electronic websites sell mobile phones, and fashion websites sell clothes would instantly bring a huge boost to everyone’s ad conversions.

After a long round of applause, Li Mu intended to continue with the rest of his presentation once everyone quieted down, but the audience’s reaction was exceptionally strong. Many individual webmasters below were excitedly whispering to each other, their faces radiating excitement and fervor. This forced Li Mu to urge them from the stage: “Please, everyone, don’t get too excited yet. What I just mentioned is only one of the changes in Taobao Alliance 2.0 algorithm. There are many other changes to come, so please quiet down and listen to me.”

Upon hearing that Li Mu had more changes to announce, the audience immediately quieted down, awaiting Li Mu’s next words.

Li Mu cleared his throat and continued: “As the common saying goes, one should adapt to local conditions and individual needs. Now, our Taobao Alliance also needs to adapt to website specificities. In addition to the subdivided Weight we actively calculate, our Taobao Alliance Version 2.0 algorithm has also developed a very practical new feature for everyone in the backend.”

Thousands of eyes were fixed on Li Mu, not blinking. The “new backend feature” made them unconsciously anticipate something. They were all individual webmasters and understood website programs and backend systems. As Li Mu said, if Taobao Alliance had developed new features for member websites in the backend, it naturally meant that Taobao Alliance was granting member websites more new rights and benefits. This was the second biggest concern for everyone, besides money.

Li Mu said: “Just now, the ‘refined Weight’ I mentioned is calculated by Taobao Alliance based on the actual conversion data of each of your websites. To prevent any omissions or biases in our algorithm, we have developed a setting option for you called ‘Site Weight Attributes.’ In this setting option, we have listed over eighty detailed categories, including broader first-level categories, as well as relatively detailed and very detailed second- and third-level categories. At that time, you can select a category in the backend for your website that you believe is most closely aligned with your user demographic, and you can assign a weight of 10% to 50% to this category. From now on, you will have up to half of the say in deciding what kind of products your website is suitable for promoting.”

Everyone immediately understood Li Mu’s intention. Relying solely on the algorithm to analyze and adjust the Weight for each website was like an autopilot system on an airplane; although powerful, a single automated system would inevitably be imperfect.

In this situation, the best solution would be to have two approaches: one for fully automated adjustments and another for manual intervention, giving all individual webmasters a certain degree of control. Allowing them to manually manage their website’s genetic tendencies provided Taobao Alliance members with significant autonomy.

At this moment, the individual webmasters below the stage were all excited and radiant. The significant improvements made by Taobao Alliance Algorithm 2.0 compared to 1.0 far exceeded their imagination, and they truly realized Taobao Alliance’s philosophy: to exhaust all means to cooperate for mutual benefit.





Chapter 1008: Immense Business Opportunity

Li Mu did not participate in the entire three-day Taobao individual webmaster conference. He only appeared on the first day to introduce the Taobao Alliance 2.0 algorithm to the vast number of individual webmasters. This new algorithm alone earned him the admiration of individual webmasters nationwide.

Individual webmasters, who had always operated independently and diligently managed their personal websites, truly experienced the convenience and superiority of relying on a large platform through Li Mu and Taobao. This further enhanced the Taobao Alliance’s appeal to individual webmasters.

After news of the Taobao Alliance 2.0 algorithm was reported by internet media outlets, almost all individual webmasters in the country who had not yet joined the Taobao Alliance submitted their applications through the Taobao Alliance backend. This included not only famous websites with hundreds of thousands of daily UVs, but also small websites that had just registered and had almost no traffic.

The massive internet traffic converging on Taobao from various websites directly led to a sharp increase in Taobao’s data.

Taobao’s advertisements were ubiquitous across the entire network, and all ads directly linked to products, not just the website, which greatly stimulated users’ desire to purchase. Thus, driven by the entire Taobao Alliance and its member websites, Taobao’s registered users surged, and platform transaction volume continuously increased.

The increase in online product display and exposure directly translated into user purchasing behavior. Consequently, a nationwide craze for online shopping and Taobao was ignited, and the e-commerce industry instantly boomed.

In Li Mu’s view, the most gratifying achievement was that through this C2C planning, a large number of small and medium-sized sellers, with the promotion of Taobao Alliance advertisements, achieved considerable profit returns on Taobao in a short period. The most direct impact of this was the inspiration for a vast number of netizens and individual business owners to register as Taobao sellers.

For an industry to truly flourish, a surge in practitioners is the most important indicator. No matter how big the market is, it’s useless if it cannot be utilized. In Li Mu’s opinion, the best scenario for industrial development is an oversupply of practitioners, never an oversupply of market demand due to an inability of the market to absorb it.

Through the Taobao Alliance, Li Mu instantly steered the entire internet industry towards e-commerce, profoundly impacting the entire industry.

The internet industry marveled at Taobao’s perfect transformation. Originally, all industry insiders believed that Li Mu’s Taobao had focused almost all its energy on its B2C business. Two major promotions had even pushed the B2C business to its peak. In such a situation, Taobao B2C’s image had become almost deeply rooted, making it seem very difficult to then focus on C2C again.

At this time, the internet industry had not yet entered a vertical development model; almost all practitioners were greedy, hoping to expand horizontally as much as possible and occupy as many directions as possible. Therefore, they most feared being labeled by users, because once a specific label was attached, it meant that their development direction was largely constrained.

Mr. Ma’s initial attempt to seize the initiative in C2C against Li Mu was also because he felt that Li Mu was accumulating too much power in the B2C direction, making it difficult for him to turn around. So, he wanted to rely on his light asset and flexibility to capture Li Mu’s C2C market. However, no one expected that Li Mu didn’t care what labels his platform was given in users’ minds.

Using the Taobao Alliance model, Li Mu directly controlled all the traffic resources of the entire industry. In an almost domineering fashion, he forcibly imprinted a second mark on Taobao in the minds of users—the C2C mark.

Such a dominant and perfect transformation could no longer be called a textbook example, because no one else in the entire industry could imitate it.

Regarding Li Mu’s achievement, even Mr. Ma prostrated himself in admiration. In a conversation with his core team, he frankly said, “I never dreamed that Li Mu would use such a method to push C2C, and with such high efficiency. Now, Taobao shopping has become a societal trend, and opening a store on Taobao has become a business startup craze. Li Mu’s move was truly brilliant.”

A team member responsible for operations said, “The main reason is Taobao’s immense strength. A partnership model like the Taobao Alliance can only be successfully led by Taobao. No other company, even if they thought of such a method, would have the capability to execute it.”

Lu Zhaoxi asked curiously, “It seems that Taobao has been subsidizing the advertising fees for the Taobao Alliance, right? Now, with such fierce traffic redirection, I wonder how long Taobao can sustain it.”

Cai Chongxin, who had recently been marginalized for opposing the encouragement of sellers to sell counterfeit goods, had basically lost confidence in Letao. At meetings, he rarely posted. But today, when everyone discussed this topic, he spoke up, uncharacteristically: “You don’t even need to think about it. Li Mu will definitely gradually shift these costs onto Taobao sellers. Ultimately, the promotional expenses of the Taobao Alliance will certainly still be paid by the sellers, and the sellers will definitely not refuse this promotion method. After all, for sellers, they are pursuing greater profit, and this small promotional cost is completely affordable and worth bearing.”

After saying this, Cai Chongxin added, “From now on, sellers’ products will be promoted by the Taobao Alliance, and sellers themselves will bear the promotional costs. By paying a small cost, they gain greater profit. For Taobao sellers, this is also a very good virtuous cycle. If Li Mu wants to, he can even make money from the Taobao Alliance.”

Lu Zhaoxi took over the conversation and blurted out, “When you say making money from the Taobao Alliance, do you mean buying low and selling high?”

“Exactly,” Cai Chongxin said. “The Taobao Alliance almost monopolizes online product promotional resources. They can buy at low prices and sell at high prices to their sellers, or even implement a bidding mechanism, allowing sellers to compete for promotional resources like an auction. Broadly speaking, if the purchase price of one UV is one dime, and they sell it to Taobao sellers at double the price, the Taobao Alliance can generate a 100% profit. If they triple it, it’s 200%.”

An operations colleague frowned and asked, “Mr. Cai, if the Taobao Alliance’s traffic is priced so high, will sellers pay for it?”

Cai Chongxin said decisively, “They definitely will pay for it, and they’ll fight to pay for it.”

Then, Cai Chongxin added, “Think about it. For an online store, no matter what they sell, the customer unit price is at least ten yuan, and the profit margin is probably at least two or three yuan. For clothing, the average customer unit price for spring/summer is at least thirty yuan, and for autumn/winter, at least fifty yuan, with a profit margin of at least 30-40%.”

“Let’s take clothing, for example. Assuming an average net profit of ten yuan per order, and one UV costs one dime, then as long as the conversion rate is greater than 1%, this business is viable! Even with only a 2% conversion rate, fifty UVs can bring in one order. Calculated this way, an investment of five yuan can bring in ten yuan in income. Who wouldn’t do it? Moreover, in the clothing industry, the conversion rate is far greater than 2%. With the Taobao Alliance model, I think the conversion rate will be at least 5%.”

That colleague shook his head and said, “Small and medium-sized sellers operate with light assets and low costs. It might be quite difficult to make them pay additional promotional costs.”

Cai Chongxin smiled faintly, with a hint of disdain, and said, “Don’t think of sellers as so short-sighted. Do you think they only gain profit from a single sale? Don’t be foolish. Why do businesses invest huge sums of money in advertising? Besides the direct customer unit profit generated by the ads, they also consider long-term potential profit. Let me ask you, do you only shop once at every clothing store?”

With one sentence, Cai Chongxin made that colleague blush. He immediately understood the meaning of Cai Chongxin’s words: Taobao sellers spent money to acquire users, not just for a single transaction, but to retain these users and continuously generate new purchases over a long period.

The others also immediately understood, and only then did they realize that Cai Chongxin saw this issue much more profoundly than anyone else.

At this point, Cai Chongxin continued, “If I were a seller, I would be willing to acquire users at zero or even negative profit. If I pay ten thousand yuan in promotional costs in one month and earn ten thousand yuan in gross profit, it seems like I’m working for nothing. But next month, after I no longer invest in promotional costs, the users I acquired with ten thousand yuan last month might still bring me five thousand yuan in profit. That five thousand yuan would be pure net profit. Think about it, with so many Taobao sellers, what will happen once everyone figures out this pattern? Competition for traffic among sellers will undoubtedly become inevitable. At that time, Taobao will certainly be able to earn massive hidden profits through these sellers vying for traffic! This is the truly healthy development model!”

Cai Chongxin, inadvertently, elucidated one of Taobao’s revenue streams in later generations. A large portion of Taobao’s income in later generations came from the promotional costs paid by sellers. And with the continuous development of society, the increasing popularity of online shopping, and the continuous improvement of people’s purchasing power, the cost for Taobao sellers to acquire traffic also increased. Taobao operated this kind of no-capital business, turning all Taobao sellers into laborers working for themselves.

Mr. Ma’s Taobao had one excellent point: all online stores that didn’t pay for promotion would definitely not succeed, and all online stores that developed early on would also fail if they didn’t pay for promotion. In short, to make money on Taobao, you first had to help Taobao make money.

Lu Zhaoxi roughly calculated the figures at this point and then said in surprise, “If that’s the case, traffic is really a good business! Li Mu integrates this traffic at a low price, and then sells it at a high price to Taobao sellers. Although nominally the platform doesn’t charge sellers commission, by making money through this method of reselling traffic, he can at least make a fortune!”





Chapter 1009: Pioneers

A team composed of profit-seeking individuals will always be thinking about profit.

When the Letao team realized the immense business opportunities hidden behind the Taobao Alliance, almost everyone felt a sour ache in their hearts, a deep envy.

While Cai Chongxin’s words subtly mocked Letao’s current practices and implied their model was unhealthy, no one took offense. After all, his analysis of the Taobao Alliance was convincing.

Mr. Ma remained silent for a long time, secretly calculating before finally speaking with a feeling of being stifled: “From the looks of it, at least half of Taobao sellers’ profits will go into Taobao’s pockets from now on! How ruthless! This move is truly ruthless!”

Lu Zhaoxi also sighed, “If it’s truly as Old Cai analyzed, once the Taobao Alliance starts to commercialize, it will be like an addictive drug for Taobao sellers! The more they use it, the deeper the addiction, the more unable they are to escape…”

Speaking of this, Lu Zhaoxi asked Mr. Ma, “General Manager Ma, should we also try to create an alliance advertisement? Although we don’t have Taobao’s strength, we can start small, and then when the Taobao Alliance officially starts charging, we can gradually buy at the bottom.”

Mr. Ma sighed, “Of course I want to do it, but discussing it now is meaningless. Our own foundation isn’t stable yet, and we still have a long way to go. Moreover, the Taobao Alliance has basically become a monopoly. Combined with Taobao, their proprietary platform, we can’t possibly make a dent. If we want to do alliance advertising, we first need to see how the Taobao Alliance proceeds. If the Taobao Alliance truly begins to pursue profit, that’s when we’ll have our chance.”

…

At this very moment, Li Mu was also discussing with Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu about the subsequent operational costs of the Taobao Alliance.

From its initial establishment until now, all costs of the Taobao Alliance have been subsidized by the platform. In other words, Li Mu was spending money to buy traffic from thousands of individual webmasters to voluntarily subsidize Taobao sellers. The reason for doing this was to rapidly boost the C2C business, and now, it seemed this goal had been exceeded.

Subsidizing for development was a special measure for a special period, but since it violated market rules, it was certainly not a long-term solution. A truly long-term solution would inevitably be to fully marketize and commercialize it, allowing it to find its own means of survival.

As the Taobao Alliance continued to grow, its costs sharply increased. If subsidies continued as they were, let alone Taobao, ten Taobaos might not be able to bear it. This was like the government’s temporary tax exemption policies and financial support for enterprises, which were meant to help businesses get on track faster, not as permanent subsidies. Therefore, shifting the Taobao Alliance’s costs to sellers was an inevitable market rule.

Guru Lei has a quick and resourceful mind, and he is skilled in operations. He quickly realized the immense profit hidden within the Taobao Alliance’s massive traffic. Therefore, his suggestions were largely similar to Cai Chongxin’s guesses: he hoped to use the Taobao Alliance to add another revenue stream for Taobao.

Senior Brother Liu values sentiment. Although he could also see the huge business opportunities within the Taobao Alliance, he felt that Taobao’s ultimate goal should be a service-oriented e-commerce platform, and thus it must maintain integrity. Making money was fine, but some money should not be made. In his view, the Taobao Alliance was a powerful mechanism benefiting the entire e-commerce sector, and thus should not be used for profit.

Li Mu’s inner inclination leaned more towards Senior Brother Liu. In his view, a gentleman loves wealth, but acquires it righteously. His greatest mission for the Taobao Alliance was to make it an engine for promoting Taobao, and even the development of e-commerce, not another money-making machine in his hands.

Just like 3321, it should be pure, not commercial.

So, Li Mu said to the two in the office, “Regarding the Taobao Alliance, my personal view is that, at least for the current period, I don’t intend to use it for profit. The principles and algorithms of the Taobao Alliance are not difficult at all; many companies are capable of implementing them on a technical level. But our biggest difference is that we are the ones who truly imbued the Taobao Alliance with its core philosophy.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “My idea is that the Taobao Alliance’s recommendation algorithm remains unchanged. We do not accept sellers actively paying to purchase traffic. The only way is for our algorithm to intelligently match based on the weight of each shop’s page views, conversion rate, total sales, total Credit rating, overall positive review rate, and the ‘ten thousand investments to one result’ ratio, ensuring fair and just traffic distribution for the Taobao Alliance. We want to create a healthy operating environment for Taobao sellers, letting them know that whoever works harder, whoever is more meticulous, whoever is more trustworthy, and whoever pays more attention to consumers, will get higher Weight and more resources.”

Guru Lei asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if we don’t accept active purchases from sellers, how should we implement the concept of paid promotion?”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “It’s simple. We first disregard whether sellers are willing to actively purchase. We’ll run the algorithm first, and through our algorithm, we’ll filter out a portion of shops and products that have a chance to get promoted. We’ll also calculate the estimated promotional impressions each shop and product will receive. Then, we’ll send a confirmation request to the seller in the Taobao Alliance backend, informing them that some products in their shop have an opportunity to receive promotion from the Taobao Alliance: how many impressions, estimated effective clicks and conversions, and an estimated promotional fee. If they are interested, they pay the promotional fee first. Once the promotional fee is paid via Alipay and confirmed by the system, the advertisement for that shop’s products can go live.”

Guru Lei nodded, “I see. This means we completely abandon the bidding route. We first screen out users who have a chance to get promotion, and at the same time, calculate the approximate impressions and fees, letting the sellers decide whether to promote.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “This way, we eliminate the bidding process.”

Then, Li Mu said to Guru Lei with a serious expression, “Director Lei, some things may not sound good, but the three of us are Taobao’s core team, so I must say these difficult truths upfront. Without a doubt, bidding advertisements are absolutely the best way to maximize platform profit. However, I believe that bidding advertisements, for the overall development of e-commerce, are an unscrupulous killing the goose that lays the golden eggs, or even forcing good people into prostitution!”

Not just Guru Lei, but even Senior Brother Liu was astonished by Li Mu’s strong words.

The two looked at Li Mu, who said solemnly, “E-commerce largely involves the selling of physical products. Since they are physical products, there must be strict quality assurance, price assurance, and after-sales service. If we adopt a bidding promotion method, it’s equivalent to directly obliterating the development prospects of low-profit products, and it could even lead the entire industry astray.”

“For example, take liquefied gas valves. Product A sells for thirty yuan, but its profit margin is only three yuan. Product B sells for fifteen yuan, but because of inferior materials and less precise processing, its profit margin can also be three yuan. If sold under normal circumstances, allowing consumers to decide for themselves, then both products would attract their respective target customers based on their own merits. But once an advertising bidding method is adopted, it becomes completely chaotic!”

“Product A has insufficient profit margin and can only afford ten cents per UV. But Product B, by further reducing quality and cutting costs, achieves a profit margin of eight yuan per single product, thus having a profit margin of seven yuan. It can even afford twenty-five cents per UV. In this scenario, all display opportunities for liquefied gas valves are taken by Product B. Consumers only see Product B’s advertisements, and naturally, most will buy Product B. However, when Product B cuts costs, it will inevitably lower quality. If its product has even a one ten-thousandth risk of leakage, this concerns human lives.”

At this point, Li Mu paused and continued, “Of course, bidding has another possibility: Product A, to win in the bidding, also imitates Product B, desperately lowering its own product costs. Eventually, Product A and Product B will enter into a protracted negotiation of cost reduction. In the long run, the entire market for liquefied gas valves will fall into a wave of cost cutting. Before long, you’ll basically be unable to buy truly high-quality liquefied gas valves on the market. At that time, facing all sorts of accidents caused by liquefied gas leaks across China, how can we feel at ease in our conscience?”

“You might think that products like liquefied gas valves are niche and don’t have much influence. But then think about furniture, think about renovation materials, think about children’s toys and various supplies. If these industries constantly lower costs for the sake of bidding, leading to substandard quality in products presented to consumers, what then? What if Formaldehyde and other harmful substances exceed limits? What if it causes infants and young children to suffer from serious diseases like leukemia? From a legal basis standpoint, we are just a platform, and naturally, we have no responsibility. But honestly, can we feel at ease?”

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu wore serious expressions, remaining speechless for a long time.

Li Mu sighed, saying, “Commercial competition must foster a healthy general environment, otherwise, the consequences are unimaginable. If we push the industry towards desperately lowering costs and increasing promotional budgets, then we become sinners of the physical manufacturing industry.”

Then, Li Mu changed his tone, saying with extreme gravity, “But what if we, as the platform, firmly uphold our integrity? What if we hold onto our integrity, don’t become money-hungry, take maintaining a healthy operating environment as our platform’s responsibility, completely eliminate malicious bidding promotion on our platform, and make the allocation of promotional resources no longer based solely on who pays more, but on who operates more diligently, more honestly, and who is more recognized by consumers? In that case, while I’m not sure if it can ensure the overall healthy development of e-commerce, and I dare not guarantee it can promote the healthy development of physical manufacturing, we can at least ensure that all sellers on our platform must operate properly and down-to-earth. If we achieve this, we can at least have a clear conscience!”

Guru Lei was silent for a long time, then said with great shame, “General Manager Li, I was indeed short-sighted on this issue and didn’t foresee the crisis contained within bidding. You’re right, we truly must ensure the healthy development of the platform.”

Li Mu saw that Guru Lei was not trying to deceive him and smiled slightly, saying to the two, “Since the era has given us the identity of pioneers, we must bear the sense of responsibility that pioneers should have. I can allow Taobao to go bankrupt someday due to poor management, but I cannot allow Taobao to lead China’s e-commerce, or even its physical economy, astray. If that happens, no matter how much money I earn, I will not be able to feel at ease!”





Chapter 1010: The Trojan Plan for “Paradise Town”

When the Taobao Alliance 2.0 algorithm officially went online, and advertising fees were officially borne by Taobao sellers, Taobao entered a period of rapid and massive expansion. Since it didn’t use a bidding profit model, Taobao sellers could only wholeheartedly improve their credit, sales, and user satisfaction to gain more promotional resources. As a result, the overall trend on the entire Taobao network was exceptionally positive for a time, which greatly pleased Li Mu.

Li Mu finally saw the situation he truly desired on his Taobao network. After cracking down on that batch of sellers of counterfeit goods, all sellers on the platform no longer dared to sell any fake or shoddy products in their Online Stores.

After the Taobao Alliance’s new algorithm and new regulations were introduced, all Taobao sellers realized the importance of honest operation. Everyone understood that algorithms were not just a static set of rules; they were also the most stringent “online enforcers.” Against the perfected and powerful algorithm rules, Taobao sellers simply couldn’t find any shortcut to deceive the system. The only way was to diligently conform to the algorithm.

The general atmosphere on Taobao reached a height in China’s e-commerce industry in a very short time that it had not achieved in its previous life’s past decade or two.

“Honest operation” is the core of all business activities, but awkwardly, in China’s e-commerce sector in his previous life, these four words were the least valued.

Because the start of domestic e-commerce had already gone down crooked paths, there was a continuous stream of emulators, which made the overall industry trend of e-commerce a complete mess from the very beginning. Counterfeit and shoddy goods were constantly magnified in the hands of those with ulterior motives. This not only eroded the foundation of e-commerce but also undermined the development of the entire domestic real manufacturing industry, bringing a huge blow to the entire commercial economy.

Almost every e-commerce platform tried every possible way to improve its platform data and valuation. Many platforms even went against ethics and broke laws for this. It was bad enough that C2C platforms were selling fake goods, but what was even more unacceptable was that many B2C platforms were also selling fake goods themselves.

And every Online Store operator was single-mindedly thinking about how to maximize profits. Among them, a considerable number of Online Store operators, under the premise of imperfect laws, coupled with the platforms’ indulgence and inducement, were constantly breaking laws and trampling on consumers’ rights.

In his previous life, this detrimental trend, once formed, quickly gained momentum and eventually swept across the entire Chinese internet, and even the offline physical economy.

But now, Li Mu could say with a clear conscience that he had given this life’s Chinese e-commerce a good start! If he completely crushed Letao and promoted government legislation, it would bring immense change to the entire e-commerce industry!

…

The rapid development of Taobao even brought opportunities for the entire e-commerce industry’s development. Other e-commerce platforms, including Letao, saw skyrocketing development in their overall data. In the eyes of industry insiders, the spring of e-commerce had arrived.

Mr. Ma spared no effort to improve Letao’s data. Pleasantly, Letao’s overall sales increased even faster than he had anticipated, showing leapfrog growth for many consecutive days and achieving gratifying results.

While Mr. Ma was extremely excited about Letao’s rapid progress, he never dreamed that the online army under Zhao Kang’s command had contributed a significant portion of Letao’s growth in recent days.

Mr. Ma had never thought that others would deliberately artificially boost sales on his platform. What’s more, Zhao Kang had become increasingly skilled after working with Li Mu for a long time, and his core team was operating with ease. The Artificially boosting sales were spread across the country, making it impossible to discover them.

During this period, Li Mu and Taobao had not taken any action against Letao, seemingly acquiescing to Letao’s current development approach. This made Mr. Ma sigh in relief, as he thought he had finally found a foothold outside of Li Mu’s reach. Although it was a matter of surviving in a narrow space, fortunately, there was room to survive within that narrow space. With Mr. Ma’s personality, what he aimed to do was to gain a firm footing in that narrow space, fill it up, and then break out to seize a larger living space.

By then, Li Mu had completed all his planning for Letao and Mr. Ma, entrusting the task of accelerating Letao’s demise to Zhao Kang, and shifting his attention to YY’s overseas promotion.

The over one hundred employees who had arrived in the United States earlier had settled down and begun their work. These hundred-plus individuals were divided into three teams, each with its own mission.

Among them, Lin Qingya, leading the HR and support teams, established Muzhao Technology’s US branch company in Silicon Valley and began meeting with various Silicon Valley talents to recruit personnel for Muzhao Technology’s US branch.

Upon arriving in the US, the server setup team immediately began cooperating with local server providers. On one hand, they enhanced Muzhao Technology’s current server load capacity in the US, and on the other hand, they immediately began setting up Muzhao Technology’s data processing center in the US.

The third team was the promotion team for “Paradise Town.” After a period of planning and preparation, they had begun their promotion tasks in the United States. The first key group they targeted was American university students.

Li Mu was very interested in the university student demographic. In his view, for internet companies, university students were more important than elite circles because elite circles were too calm and too realistic, making them difficult to impress. Even if impressed, it was hard to turn them into sources of diffusion. University students, however, were different: they were young, quick to accept new things, full of energy, and naturally good sources of diffusion.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s overseas planning, overseas university student groups were a crucial link.

Even before the “Paradise Town” promotion team departed, Li Mu had devised a promotion plan for American university students called the “Trojan Horse” plan. The core of this plan was to directly penetrate the core leadership of American university students. The specific method of operation was to hire club leaders, campus cheerleaders, and the most popular male and female students at major American universities by paying them generous remuneration, asking them to promote the game “Paradise Town” on campus through their strong relationships and networks.

This was Li Mu’s first time using a mature “internet celebrity/influencer mode” in promotion. Campus celebrities, just like online influencers, were central figures who received a lot of attention within their groups. Due to the group’s excessive attention to these individuals, they inherently possessed a special ability: they could very easily trigger the herd mentality.

Li Mu felt that, whether domestically or internationally, the celebrity effect on campus was very strong. In China, the School beauty’s QQ number, Weibo, and Xiaonei.com always had the most followers. Abroad, the School beauty’s MSN, Facebook, and Twitter would certainly have the most fans. The excessive attention of the fan base to the School beauty endowed her with powerful influence within that fan group, so her commercial value itself was very high. Currently, no one had paid attention to this level yet, making it a good opportunity for Muzhao Technology.

“Paradise Town” itself was a social game, and its most important propagation method was social relationships. These individuals happened to be focal figures in university students’ social circles. Therefore, as long as they were acquired with money, with their influence on campus, “Paradise Town” would naturally not lack dissemination in that university.

Imagine, if the president of a certain American college fraternity was playing this game, with just one word from him, a large number of followers would immediately flood into the game, following in his footsteps. As for a cheerleader, a girl who could make all male students crazy with enthusiasm, her influence goes without saying.

If it were someone of the caliber of a school heartthrob or School beauty, their influence on campus would be even stronger.

The promotion team for “Paradise Town,” when executing the “Trojan Horse” plan, fully understood the importance of doing it under the radar. After all the preparatory work was done, “Paradise Town” finally broke through after long preparation!

Suddenly, many American university students discovered that there were many advertisements for a game appearing on campus. The game’s name was “Paradise Town.” From its promotional images, one could see that the game’s graphics were exquisitely made, and the cartoon design elements were also eye-catching. It seemed like they had never seen such a farm management game before.

What was even more interesting was that many “celebrities” on campus had become players of this game and were promoting it tirelessly.

Hearing that this was a social game where one could not only steal things from friends’ homes but also do business and complete tasks together, many university students, each with their own intentions, developed a strong interest in the game. The recommendation from a club boss immediately led hundreds of thousands of club members to flood into the game.

The recommendations from cheerleaders and campus “goddesses” made more male students with secret crushes on them unable to resist their eager impulse. They immediately downloaded and registered “Paradise Town” accounts. Even if the game wasn’t fun, they didn’t care, because even if they could just steal a carrot in their goddess’s town, leave her a message saying “Someone stole a carrot from you,” and have their name appear in her field of vision just once, it would be worth this download and registration.

The most interesting thing was that this game, named “Paradise Town,” not only charged no game fees but would also intermittently publish various game tasks on its platform. If one achieved a certain ranking in the tasks, they could even receive cash rewards from the game company.

Most online games, both domestically and internationally, were pay-to-play games, with very few free-to-play ones. For the United States, a country with a relatively mature copyright market, not only online games but also most single-player games required purchasing game optical discs. Opportunities to play free games were rare, let alone games that could give players cash rewards.

The reward amounts in “Paradise Town” started from over a hundred dollars, which was unbelievably generous for university students. This further promoted the university student demographic’s attention to “Paradise Town.”

Like a long-planned epidemic, “Paradise Town” was on the verge of erupting!

…





Chapter 1011: “Nerd” Mark Zuckerberg

In the Harvard campus, nineteen-year-old Mark Zuckerberg was inconspicuous.

Although Mark Zuckerberg had already achieved minor success in programming and received the favor of large companies like Microsoft even before he was admitted to Harvard, in a college campus that chased individuality, boys like him were not popular at all.

Mark Zuckerberg was a member of the “outcast” and “nerd” groups on the Harvard campus. Most girls weren’t interested in boys like him. They preferred dashing handsome men, young and wealthy rich second-generation heirs, strong members of the school’s football team, or charismatic campus band members. Every one of these popular male archetypes was vastly different from Mark Zuckerberg.

Like all universities, the boys on the Harvard campus liked blonde and blue-eyed, tall, attractive girls. Whether they were the highly sought-after heartthrobs or nerds like Mark Zuckerberg, they paid extraordinary attention to every attractive girl on campus.

Whenever the group of nerds, just like Mark Zuckerberg, gathered in private, what they discussed most were the more beautiful women on campus.

That day, when Mark Zuckerberg returned to his dorm room from the library, his roommate, Dustin Moskovitz, was engrossed in tinkering with something in front of the computer. Mark Zuckerberg asked Dustin Moskovitz curiously, “Dustin, what are you doing? Didn’t you go to the library today?”

“Library, my ass.” Dustin Moskovitz said without looking up, “I found something much more interesting.”

Mark Zuckerberg pouted, dropped his bag, and stretched on his bed. With a slightly melancholy expression, he said, “I didn’t see Fiona at the library today. She usually spends an hour there every evening.”

Dustin Moskovitz laughed, “Mark, give it up. Fiona is the prettiest girl in the entire undergraduate college. People pursuing her could form a line that wraps around Harvard. They say she already has a boyfriend, and his family is incredibly powerful; both his parents are members of the Freemasons. I advise you to find a more realistic target.”

Mark Zuckerberg was used to Dustin Moskovitz’s jabs and didn’t mind this time. He just smiled helplessly and said, “I wasn’t thinking of pursuing Fiona; I just wanted to admire her and get a few more glances.”

As he spoke, Mark Zuckerberg glanced at Dustin Moskovitz’s computer screen and asked in surprise, “Dustin, what game are you playing? It looks pretty cartoony.”

“Holy crap.” Dustin Moskovitz quickly snapped back, blurting out, “I forgot to tell you, this game is amazing, incredibly fun!”

Mark Zuckerberg said dismissively, “I’m not into games.”

After saying that, Mark Zuckerberg added, “Oh, right, Dustin, I want to create a website for displaying and voting on attractive girls. We can add all the beautiful girls from Harvard and let people rate and vote on them. I’m sure it’ll be a lot of fun. Are you interested in working on it together?”

Dustin Moskovitz shook his head, “Come on, Mark, even if you make ten websites, Fiona won’t give you a second glance. I advise you to just play this game instead. My goddess Monica is in it too. I just went to her farm and stole her apples, haha. I wonder if Monica will remember me more clearly after seeing the system notification that Dustin Moskovitz stole her apples.”

Mark Zuckerberg asked curiously, “Stealing apples? Are you playing an apple-stealing game? Does anyone even develop such a boring game?”

Dustin Moskovitz said, “Hey man, for a game to catch my eye, it’s obviously not just about stealing apples. This game has a huge architecture, but I just started playing, so my level isn’t high enough, and many functions haven’t been activated yet.”

After saying that, Dustin Moskovitz added, “Oh, and a lot of people at school are playing it now! I already have over fifty friends here, all from Harvard.”

Mark Zuckerberg remained uninterested. He pouted, picked up a book about programming from his bedside, and started reading.

Just then, a phone rang. Dustin Moskovitz’s old Nokia phone rang. Focused on his game, he casually picked up the phone and pressed the answer button, asking with some annoyance, “Who is it?!”

“Dustin Moskovitz, how dare you steal my apples!!!”

A furious roar from the phone instantly made Dustin Moskovitz jolt, and his heart immediately swelled. He mused, extremely excited: My god, it’s Monica, my goddess! Even though they were classmates, he’d barely spoken to her a few times. Just adding her as a game friend was incredibly lucky. He never imagined she’d actually call him, that she even had his phone number! Oh my god, oh my god, what a stroke of dumb luck I’ve had…

The extremely excited Dustin Moskovitz completely forgot how to respond. Monica, on the other end of the line, saw his lack of response and became even angrier, blurting out, “Dustin, I’ll give you two choices. Either you let me steal from your farm three times—no, five times!—or I’ll delete you from my friends list and never speak to you again in this life!”

Dustin Moskovitz came back to his senses and quickly said, “Monica, forget five times, I’ll satisfy you even if it’s fifty times!”

Monica didn’t catch the double meaning in his voice, but she was very satisfied with his attitude, and her anger immediately subsided significantly. She said, “Good! From now on, whenever your crops ripen, you have to tell me ten minutes in advance so I can come and Steal a Dish from you. This is my phone number. Except for the period between midnight and 6 AM, send me a text message anytime your crops are close to ripening!”

“No problem! You can count on me!” The excitedly impatient Dustin Moskovitz agreed without hesitation.

Only then was Monica satisfied, and she instructed, “Fifty times, don’t forget!”

With that, Monica hung up the phone.

Although Monica had already hung up, Dustin Moskovitz was still dizzy with excitement in front of the computer. Mark Zuckerberg inquired curiously, “Was that Monica who just called you???”

“Yes, Your brother here!” Dustin Moskovitz turned around, saying with a look of ecstasy, “It was Monica! I never dreamed she’d actually call me herself!”

Mark Zuckerberg asked again, “You just told her you’d satisfy her even fifty times. Aren’t you worried she’d get angry, directly teasing her like that?”

Dustin Moskovitz slyly grinned and said, “Man, I’m telling you, you really should try this game, Paradise Town. Who knows, your goddess, School beauty Fiona, might be playing it too. You can go to her farm to steal her crops, and you can also fertilize, water, weed, kill pests for her, or even private message her!”

Mark Zuckerberg felt a flicker of interest, but still shook his head, saying, “Fiona is a top student; she couldn’t possibly be obsessed with this kind of game.”

No sooner had he finished speaking than Dustin Moskovitz’s game suddenly received a friend request notification. After double-clicking to open it, he was immediately stunned by the alert!

“Hello, I’m Fiona Gilbert. I hope to become your game friend!”

Dustin Moskovitz stared at the message on his computer, excitedly incoherent: “Mark! Mark! Come look, your goddess Fiona just added me as a friend in the game!!!”

…

Meanwhile, in a girls’ dorm in Harvard, Fiona Gilbert, known as the School beauty, was frantically adding friends on her computer. Due to her strong influence at the school, she already had a large number of people sending her friend requests. In just one day, her friend count reached nearly four hundred. However, Fiona was still not satisfied. She was actively adding friends everywhere, hoping to reach one thousand friends quickly.

The reason Fiona was so furiously adding friends was that Paradise Town’s promotion company had given her a very enticing offer: for every new game friend she added, the game company would pay her two dollars. If she reached one thousand friends, the game company would increase the per-person rate from two dollars to three dollars, which would amount to three thousand dollars in income.

Furthermore, if each of her friends visited her farm once, she would receive ten cents. While it seemed like a small amount, if she had one thousand friends, and each visited once a day, she would earn one hundred dollars daily, totaling three thousand dollars in income over a month!

Fiona came from an average family and didn’t receive a full scholarship when she got into Harvard. Besides covering part of her tuition, her family also provided her living expenses. Although they could afford it, Fiona felt a lot of guilt. She also loved art, and her biggest dream right now was to visit several historically and culturally rich cities in Europe. Just at that moment, the Paradise Town operations team found her and offered her such generous compensation, even prepaying two thousand dollars. Because of this, Fiona was exceptionally dedicated, hoping to earn more money through this game: partly to cover her living expenses and become self-reliant, and partly to save up some money to prepare for her European vacation.

As soon as Mark Zuckerberg heard that Fiona, his goddess, had actively added his roommate, Dustin Moskovitz, as a game friend, he felt an immediate disbelief. He quickly leapt from his bed and rushed to Dustin Moskovitz’s computer, asking in surprise, “Is it really Fiona?”

“Yes! See for yourself!” Dustin Moskovitz pointed to Fiona’s game avatar, an extremely beautiful blonde-haired woman, which was indeed Fiona’s own photo.

Mark Zuckerberg was unconvinced and said, “How do you know someone isn’t impersonating her name to prank you?!”

Dustin Moskovitz pointed to a small golden badge next to Fiona’s avatar and said, “Do you see this symbol? It means this user’s identity has been officially verified and authenticated. It really is Fiona herself!”

Upon hearing this, Mark Zuckerberg instantly widened his eyes in excitement and blurted out, “Dustin, what’s this game called? I want to download it too!”





Chapter 1012: A New Wave from China

The operations team for Paradise Town found campus celebrities like Fiona in almost every university in the United States for in-depth cooperation. This was the core of Li Mu’s “Trojan Horse” plan: countless “Fionas” spread information about Paradise Town across university campuses at the fastest possible speed, using their influence.

Li Mu’s unique approach achieved miraculous results. Through these campus celebrities, Paradise Town spread like a virus, suddenly sweeping through universities across the United States.

A university itself is a relatively self-contained small society. For current university students, most of their connections / networks, time, energy, and social interactions revolve within this confined environment. In such an environment, it’s extremely easy for influential focal figures to emerge within that small setting.

Not only that, but in such small environments, any product that can promote the development of students’ connections / networks within that environment can generate a special attraction for student users. Facebook, Xiaonei.com, and even QQ Zone and Weibo are all like this.

Currently, every university in the United States has more than one BBS forum-style communication platform, and they are very popular. Everyone chats, makes friends, and shares information on these forums. However, over time, users’ minds have become somewhat aesthetically fatigued with the BBS model. This aesthetic fatigue hasn’t become apparent simply because no new product capable of upgrading their needs has emerged.

This kind of aesthetic fatigue, which users themselves weren’t even aware of, has appeared many times in the history of internet development. For example, before WeChat caught on, users were already aesthetically fatigued with QQ’s text-based communication, but there was no new product to carry more advanced needs, so users themselves didn’t notice. In this situation, once a new product comes out, it can not only gain user approval but even form a fanatic following in a short period.

Those who can foresee users’ aesthetic fatigue with existing products and then develop new products that are highly sought after by users are basically super powerful figures among product managers. Steve Jobs is one, Mark Zuckerberg is one, and Zhang Xiaolong is also one.

Purely text-based online social interaction and purely communicative online social interaction had actually long ceased to meet the higher-level social needs of current university students in the United States. At this moment, the emergence of Paradise Town was perfectly timed. It didn’t just elevate American university students’ social needs by one level; it elevated them by multiple levels. It not only gave users a highly playable business simulation game but also integrated excellent experiences for communication, making friends, and socializing, perfectly meeting the psychological needs of these energetic university students.

Even a powerful figure like Mark Zuckerberg immediately became drawn to Paradise Town after downloading it. He dove in completely lost, meticulously trying and researching every single detail in the game. Once he started researching, he couldn’t stop. He forgot that his original motive for downloading the game was to add Fiona as a friend. Now, he was just a programmer observing and studying a super product that he deeply admired.

Dustin Moskovitz saw Mark Zuckerberg absorbed in front of the computer for an hour and couldn’t help but ask him, “Hey Mark, are you still going to add Fiona? If you are, quickly add me as a friend first, and I’ll recommend her to you.”

Mark Zuckerberg then realized that his purpose for downloading this game was actually to get close to the goddess in his heart.

After snapping back to reality, Mark Zuckerberg couldn’t help but exclaim, “Dustin, this game is wonderfully designed! Everywhere there are design concepts beyond imagination. I really want to meet the architect of this game!”

Dustin Moskovitz curled his lip and asked him, “Hey buddy, are you still trying to flirt with girls or not?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Mark Zuckerberg eagerly said, “I’m adding you as a friend now. Then you recommend Fiona to me, and I’ll add her!”

A minute later, Dustin Moskovitz recommended Fiona’s in-game account to Mark Zuckerberg. Mark Zuckerberg, extremely excited, immediately tried to add her as a friend. To his surprise, she didn’t require any verification; he could add her directly to his friend list.

Mark Zuckerberg looked at Fiona’s avatar in his friend list, his heart racing nervously. He hesitated and struggled for a long time before finally plucking up the courage to send her his first ever text message.

“Hey Fiona, hello, I’m Mark Zuckerberg, you can call me Mark. It’s great to be your friend!”

After sending the message, Mark Zuckerberg waited anxiously for Fiona’s reply. He didn’t have too many unrealistic ambitions; he just hoped to receive a friendly reply from Fiona, and he would be satisfied.

However, Mark Zuckerberg mostly felt that Fiona, being such a charmer, must have countless game friends, and countless people would surely confess their feelings to her through this game. So, compared to them, he was completely unremarkable, and Fiona would most likely not reply to him.

Unexpectedly, in less than a minute, Fiona sent Mark Zuckerberg a message. When Mark Zuckerberg saw Fiona’s avatar flashing, he was so excited his hand couldn’t even hold the mouse.

Forcing himself to calm down, Mark Zuckerberg tremblingly clicked on the message. Fiona’s message said: “Hello Mark, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I hope you’ll take good care of me in the game from now on. Remember to visit my farm every day to help me water or weed, but whatever you do, don’t Steal a Dish from me!”

After reading this message and seeing the winking beauty emoticon Fiona added at the very end, a strong sense of happiness surged in Mark Zuckerberg’s heart. Fiona actually replied so quickly, and even sent so much friendly content, which showed how much she valued him.

However, Mark Zuckerberg never imagined that the reason Fiona was so “attentive” to him was because, to Fiona, he represented cash. Fiona wanted to earn more money through Paradise Town, so naturally, she would be so polite and friendly to every game friend.

Fiona’s friendly attitude completely aroused Mark Zuckerberg’s enthusiasm for Paradise Town. He began to develop a great interest in this game, even dedicating all his free time and personal rest time to it. The more Mark Zuckerberg played, the more immersed he became, and the more he felt that the game’s design was indeed too exquisite and powerful. Every aspect was perfected, the logic was very clear, and most importantly, every part of the game was closely intertwined, creating a cohesive and captivating effect.

Due to his natural sensitivity in this area, Mark Zuckerberg inquired about Paradise Town’s publishing company. When he discovered that this game was actually from China’s Muzhao Technology, he was almost completely shocked, and his admiration for Muzhao Technology instantly reached a peak.

Mark Zuckerberg had heard of Muzhao Technology long ago, and he was even a paying user of YY himself. He often communicated with internet industry professionals on YY and had long found the YY product unbelievably powerful. At the same time, he held a deep respect for Muzhao Technology and Li Mu, who was about his age. But today, he discovered that Muzhao Technology could even develop such a powerful game. Whether it was YY or Paradise Town, it was clear that Muzhao Technology’s product development capabilities were simply far ahead of the competition in the entire internet industry.

Even a STEM guy like Mark Zuckerberg became a fan of Paradise Town, let alone other university students.

All at once, throughout American university campuses, eighty percent of personal computers had Paradise Town downloaded. In every university campus, a fervent wave was aroused. Dorm rooms were almost entirely filled with students playing Paradise Town, and Paradise Town became the hottest topic among students. Whether in classrooms, hallways, bathrooms, sports fields, or even study rooms and libraries, students gathered in groups of three or five, eagerly discussing the topic about Paradise Town.

The popularity of Paradise Town in American universities differed from its popularity in China. The purchasing power of American university students was significantly stronger than that of students in China. Game props priced at tens of cents or a few dollars, which seemed quite expensive to users in China, were for most American university students less than the cost of a meal – merely the price of a hamburger or a cup of coffee.

Because every university generated game friend relationships led by focal figures and campus celebrities, many users had a very strong desire to compete and catch up. Many people, in order to get attention from these focal figures, directly topped up large amounts of cash to accelerate their game progress. There were also some deeply infatuated individuals who, to make their crush’s Steal a Dish efficiency higher, even bought large amounts of fertilizer-type game props, constantly planting crops and using game props to ripen them, so their crush could continuously Steal a Dish and receive extra experience rewards.

Dustin Moskovitz, to please his crush Monica, topped up two hundred dollars in one go, all for purchasing fertilizer. He then continuously accelerated his crops and kept sending text messages to Monica, telling her to get ready to Steal a Dish. This approach indeed caught Monica’s attention. Monica, surprised and pleased, also felt a slight touch of emotion because of Dustin Moskovitz’s actions.

The continuous use of game props to ripen crops caused the communication volume between Dustin Moskovitz and Monica to rapidly climb. The two quickly escalated from only discussing game-related content to asking about each other’s interests and hobbies, and even started joking with each other, progressing quite rapidly…

Similar events were constantly playing out across university campuses nationwide. A new wave from China quickly swept across all American universities…





Chapter 1013: Inducing American College Students to Spend Money

From far away in China, Li Mu immediately received the data sent back by Muzhao Technology’s US team. After the full launch of the “Trojan Horse” plan, in just one week, Paradise Town achieved an almost freakishly talented performance among the seventeen million college students across the United States.

It boasted 9.7 million registered users, 6.5 million daily active users, and 3.8 million paying users. The significance of each of these figures was immensely valuable!

Furthermore, the total game revenue generated by these 3.8 million paying users through PayPal top-ups reached a massive fifty-eight million US dollars. The incredibly strong diffusion speed and profit-making ability of Paradise Town garnered significant attention from the entire American internet industry.

Silicon Valley was greatly astonished by Muzhao Technology’s actions in the United States. Authoritative media extensively reported on Muzhao Technology’s move. Among them, one media outlet stated in its headline news: “Muzhao Technology, from China, has once again taught American internet companies a lesson with its Paradise Town. Whether in product, operations, or promotion, the Chinese have demonstrated unparalleled wisdom. This has dealt a heavy blow to all of Silicon Valley. While Silicon Valley was still waiting for Muzhao Technology to descend from the heavens, Muzhao Technology has already blossomed everywhere in the United States!”

As early as when Li Mu held the farewell ceremony in China, Silicon Valley media and internet companies were already closely following Muzhao Technology’s every move. Silicon Valley companies, capital, and media were largely prepared, expecting Muzhao Technology to directly parachute into Silicon Valley and become another large internet company there. However, they did not anticipate that Muzhao Technology would skip Silicon Valley entirely from the start, launching a full-scale assault on major universities across the United States.

Beyond surprise, what Silicon Valley admired most was Muzhao Technology’s product development, operations, and promotion. Muzhao Technology’s actions during this period were, for the entire Silicon Valley, tantamount to personally witnessing a performance by a Chinese internet company in the American market. One side of the performance was Muzhao Technology, and the other side was the first representative in the entire American market—the college student demographic.

No one had expected that Muzhao Technology would bring a game to the American market this time, and even less did they expect that Muzhao Technology would use such an ingenious method to rapidly promote its product within the college student community.

The reason for such a strategy was largely due to the unexpected popularity of YY among elite circles in the United States, which made Li Mu realize the importance of defeating user groups one by one in market promotion. A massive market could not be conquered in one go, with a single decisive victory. It required steady progression, like playing a league, defeating various groups in the American market one by one. As it now appears, Muzhao Technology has only just won the first half of its first regular season game.

Having understood Muzhao Technology’s strategy/routine, American media outlets voiced their opinions, believing that Muzhao Technology’s arrival in the United States was formidable. Although this marked the first time a Chinese internet company had expanded its business directly into the United States, American internet companies still could not underestimate Muzhao Technology. On the contrary, American internet companies must regard Muzhao Technology as the strongest foreign enterprise in the American internet industry and constantly take precautions.

However, only the American internet industry was nervous and wary of Muzhao Technology. For American college students, who were immersed in Paradise Town, they had now completely opened their arms to Muzhao Technology. First, they became addicted to Paradise Town. Then, they would inevitably build their online connections / network within Paradise Town. Once their online connections / network were almost saved up, Li Mu could convert these users into YY users by simply giving away some items or offering some in-game discount policies.

Li Mu was very clear about one thing: while games like Paradise Town or Plants vs. Zombies might become hugely popular, they were also destined to decline sooner or later. Only a product like YY was eternal. Once users formed a habit with YY, they wouldn’t easily leave for ten or eight years.

…

Behind the high revenue contributed by American college students to Paradise Town, there was also the necessity of high investment support from Muzhao Technology. Not to mention the operational costs of such a large team in the United States, in just this one week, Muzhao Technology paid nearly ten million US dollars in promotional costs to key figures at various universities. This did not include promotional costs within the university campuses or advertising expenses around the universities.

If all expenses were factored in, Paradise Town’s promotional costs in the United States were indeed astonishing. However, fortunately, even with such high investment, Paradise Town could still ensure profit.

Many campus goddesses like Fiona received real money from Muzhao Technology, which further promoted them to relentlessly perform human advertising for the game.

The payment capability of American college students was truly astonishing. Their overall willingness to pay and depth of payment far surpassed that of domestic teenagers. Li Mu often felt inadequate in this regard. The overall socio-economic development level of the United States was very high, and the consumption power of college students was also very high. However, judging from their current payment situation in Paradise Town, their wallets still contained many dollars waiting for further extraction.

To better induce the American college student demographic to spend money on Paradise Town, Li Mu specifically convened a meeting with members of the game development and operations teams to discuss how to further increase the game’s revenue generated within the American college student demographic.

Based on current data, the payment ratio for Paradise Town was 39%, and the average ARPU (Average Revenue Per User) for paying users over seven days was fifteen point two six US dollars, with a daily ARPU of two point one eight US dollars.

The proportion of paying users in Paradise Town reached one-third. In Li Mu’s view, this ratio was already very high, with basically not much room for improvement. However, the daily ARPU of two point one eight US dollars still had significant room for growth.

In other words, it was relatively difficult to make more people spend money, but it was much easier to make those who had already spent money spend even more.

For this purpose, the two core points Li Mu thought of to encourage American college students to spend more money were: vanity and materialism.

At the meeting, Li Mu made several suggestions, which were:

First, launch the Paradise Town Global TOP 100 Leaderboard. This global ranking should exclude the China market because Chinese users had a much earlier start, and including them would significantly impact the fairness of the game.

Second, in addition to the Global TOP 100 Leaderboard, every user should also be given a global rank. Even if the rank was in the millions or even tens of millions, a specific rank should be provided. This not only gave users a growth ladder but also provided a reference standard for comparison among friends. “I’m ranked one point two million globally, you’re ranked one point three million globally. While we’re both quite bad, I can still find a sense of presence in front of you and confidently mock you.”

Third, launch a Friend Leaderboard. Based on the user’s friend list, all game friends would be ranked, providing users with a more direct opportunity for comparison and further enhancing user vanity in the game.

Fourth, launch a Friend Contribution Leaderboard. In addition to various in-game assistance between friends, a function for mutually gifting paid items would be opened. Whether it was help or gifting, contribution points would be calculated according to a fixed algorithm. The Friend Contribution Leaderboard would only display the top ten friends by contribution, and each user could see the contribution points of other friends to themselves, and their own contribution points to other friends. For example, A could see B’s contribution to A, and B could also see A’s contribution to B. At the same time, A and B could both see the top ten friends by contribution points for each other’s friend list.

Muzhao Technology’s true killer move / trump card lay in the Friend Contribution Leaderboard.

Since the current promotion model was based primarily on “campus influencers,” these campus influencers naturally had a large number of followers. These followers, drawn to the game, would inevitably add them as friends and desire more interaction with them in the game. Once this Friend Contribution Leaderboard was launched, it would literally be a hand-to-hand combat among followers. To get noticed by the influencer, one would at least have to enter their Friend Contribution Leaderboard’s top ten, right?

And for those campus influencers who were in the spotlight, most of them also believed in materialism and valued money greatly. If that was the case, the Friend Contribution Leaderboard coincidentally provided them with an excellent reference point to assess the financial resources and sincerity of their followers. If a male was willing to pay thousands or even tens of thousands of US dollars to make her happy in the game, it not only represented his respect for her but also the depth of his wallet.

After Li Mu presented this complete plan, most of Muzhao Technology’s employees raised both hands in agreement. Everyone believed that such a strategy could maximize users’ enthusiasm for payment. However, some people objected.

Those who expressed opposition generally shared a concern: if Paradise Town launched so many leaderboards, wouldn’t the motive for profit be too obvious, thereby causing resistance from non-paying users?

Li Mu was not worried about this at all. He smiled and reassured everyone: “Our game itself is not a violent online game that wins by force, but a light-hearted, enjoyable Simulation game.

In the former, disparities in level and items lead to very direct and brutal results: low-level or low-investment users are cruelly crushed by high-level or high-investment users. But this won’t happen in Paradise Town.

Even if your friend spends a lot of money, they can only lead you in terms of level; they won’t cause direct oppression or harm to you, nor will they directly impact your game experience. If you don’t want to pay, you can completely enjoy the fun this game brings you at your own pace.”

At this point, Li Mu added: “We won’t directly encourage users to spend money to play the game, but we can indirectly guide them. What we’ll do is launch these leaderboards and never mention spending money. Once the leaderboards are online, we’ll leave the decision of whether or not to spend money to the users themselves!”





Chapter 1014: Imitating Live Streaming for Item Spending

With the introduction of various leaderboards, Paradise Town welcomed its first update since launching in the United States market.

The biggest rule change in this update was the addition of multiple leaderboard rankings, and beyond that, there was also a visual game change: the addition of many paid high-end decorative items.

So-called “high-end decorative items” are ornamental items in the game used to decorate towns that have no direct effect on the game itself, just like the YY Show – useless except for looking at them.

Among these high-end decorative items, classic landmarks from around the world were included, such as: users could purchase the Eiffel Tower, Huzhou City Oriental Pearl Television Station, Tokyo Tower, Egyptian Sphinx, United States Statue of Liberty, and so on. The price of these landmarks was very high, often several dollars or even dozens of dollars each. Among them, the “Taj Mahal”, which represents moving love, retailed for as high as ninety-nine dollars.

In addition, there were countless small embellishments, such as: more cartoonish and beautiful dog kennels, houses, roads; rare and beautiful ornamental plants, sculptures, signposts, and so on – practically everything imaginable.

In these high-end decorative items, Paradise Town completely mimicked the YY Show’s user positioning. These things were useless in themselves, but they looked good and could be displayed to all friends, making them exclaim, “Holy shit!” or “Wow!”, satisfying users’ vanity.

Just like the YY Show, if users didn’t spend money on high-end decorative items, the system would still provide the most basic personal avatars. However, compared to the paid decorative items, the free ones were simply as basic as could be, making them feel undesirable.

Even many Muzhao Technology employees were not optimistic about these high-priced items, believing no one would be foolish enough to spend money on them. However, Li Mu was very confident about this. He had been reborn from 2016, and he knew very well how popular live streaming platforms were back then. Was a ninety-nine dollar Taj Mahal scary? What about a five-hundred-yuan rocket? How about an eight-hundred-eighty-eight-yuan sports car? And what about a one-thousand-three-hundred-fourteen-yuan yacht?

There were plenty of wealthy people, and plenty of people willing to give huge sums of money as tips to those they liked. The key was that no one had yet triggered their latent “money-throwing” gene!

…

The new version of Paradise Town, which included two major updates, quickly caused a tremendous stir among university student users in the United States.

After Paradise Town was updated, Mark Zuckerberg and Dustin Moskovitz both looked gloomy, seemingly preoccupied with many concerns.

For the past few days, after immersing himself in Paradise Town, Mark Zuckerberg tried every day to chat with Fiona, the goddess in his heart, within Paradise Town. However, Fiona rarely replied, and even when she did, her replies were very slow, sometimes even completely irrelevant to what Mark Zuckerberg was talking about.

For instance, at eight in the morning, Mark Zuckerberg asked Fiona in the game, “What did you have for breakfast?”

Fiona only replied to him after five in the afternoon, “Please remember to visit my town!”

Mark Zuckerberg had originally thought that being able to directly connect with Fiona in the game was a major breakthrough and a great thing. Unexpectedly, once he entered the game, progress immediately slowed down again.

Mark Zuckerberg later learned that Fiona had over one thousand friends in the game. With so many friends, she naturally couldn’t pay attention to every single one.

This was also the main reason for Mark Zuckerberg’s low mood.

Mark Zuckerberg’s bad mood worsened significantly after Paradise Town launched its multiple leaderboards, because he discovered that the top ten on Fiona’s friend contribution ranking might as well not be human!

The reason he said they weren’t human was because they literally didn’t treat money as money!

In the very first hour after the leaderboards opened, the top-ranked person on Fiona’s friend contribution list had already accumulated fifteen thousand contribution points. Mark Zuckerberg already knew Paradise Town’s game rules like the back of his hand: helping friends pull weeds, water plants, kill pests, etc., only yielded ten contribution points per action, and there were limited daily attempts. For the same friend, all types of help combined were limited to five times. This meant that out of the other person’s fifteen thousand contribution points, a maximum of fifty points could have been generated through the game’s built-in help features.

So where did the remaining fourteen thousand nine hundred fifty contribution points come from?

Naturally, they came from spending money. According to the game’s rules, for every dollar spent on a friend, ten contribution points were earned.

Fourteen thousand nine hundred fifty contribution points meant that the bastard ranked first had gifted Fiona items worth one thousand four hundred ninety-five dollars within the first hour of the gifting feature being available.

One thousand four hundred ninety-five dollars! Although Mark Zuckerberg came from a good family, that much money was still astounding for a university student. Even if you killed him, he couldn’t produce that sum; and even if he could, he wouldn’t spend all of it on a game, not even if you killed him…

Besides him, the second-ranked person had also spent almost one thousand dollars, and the tenth-ranked person had spent over four hundred dollars.

Mark Zuckerberg suddenly felt a bit despairing. To even enter the top ten on Fiona’s friend contribution list, one would need to spend at least five hundred dollars. Compared to that, his own motivation of trying to get closer to Fiona through the game felt like a fool’s dream.

But this was only the beginning.

An hour later, the top-ranked person on Fiona’s friend contribution list had reached thirty thousand contribution points! And the second-ranked person was clearly competing fiercely with him, clinging tightly and not letting go, reaching twenty-nine thousand five hundred!

Both sides seemed to be vying for dominance. A minute later, the second-ranked person suddenly increased their points by nine hundred ninety, instantly surpassing the first-ranked. A few minutes later, the first-ranked person once again increased their points by nine hundred ninety, reclaiming the lead.

Within a few minutes, they engaged in several rounds of give and take, each time adding nine hundred ninety contribution points, to the extent that the first-ranked person’s contribution points reached an astonishing thirty-seven thousand nine hundred twenty, with the second-ranked person following closely, only dozens of points behind.

This give-and-take competition continued, showing no sign of stopping.

Until the second-ranked person got anxious and instantly added nine thousand nine hundred contribution points. It appeared they had sent ten “Taj Mahals” in one go.

Mark Zuckerberg stared dumbfounded. Each nine hundred ninety points represented ninety-nine dollars! They spent it without even blinking! Just how rich were these guys?

However, after Mark Zuckerberg thought about it carefully, he decided he might be overreacting. Although Harvard was a top university, it certainly had its share of wealthy scions from prominent families. At least a two-digit number of students drove supercars, and many lived in villas off-campus, leading extremely lavish lives. Reportedly, at Harvard alone, those whose families’ assets exceeded one hundred million dollars were too numerous to count on two hands. For these people, money was just a number, insignificant. For the sake of flirting with girls, let alone thousands of dollars, they wouldn’t hesitate to give away sports cars worth tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Besides sighing about the abundance of rich people at Harvard, Mark Zuckerberg could only lament that the operating company behind Paradise Town was truly calculating. It allowed users to gift paid items to each other, which in one stroke opened an infinite pathway for generating contribution points for others. As long as one was willing to spend money, contribution points could be raised limitlessly.

What was most damning was that the game also allowed users to gift decorative items to each other. Girls especially loved these extravagant embellishments, which presented a great opportunity for those wealthy scions to curry favor with girls!

Mark Zuckerberg had originally thought about gritting his teeth and spending ninety-nine dollars to send Fiona a Taj Mahal, but judging by the situation, he estimated that Fiona had already received so many Taj Mahals today her hands were getting numb.

…

At this very moment, Fiona’s hands were indeed getting numb from receiving Taj Mahals. She had over one thousand friends, and the “Taj Mahal” items gifted to her today alone exceeded two thousand. Of these, the first and second ranked individuals on the contribution list had contributed seven to eight hundred each.

Fiona roughly calculated that in a single day, she had received approximately two hundred thousand contribution points. Looking at it this way, her friends had spent twenty thousand dollars on her in just one day.

Fiona was greatly shocked after calculating this sum. At the same time, she felt very regrettable that Paradise Town’s company hadn’t mentioned giving her a revenue share. It seemed not a single cent of those twenty thousand dollars would enter her pocket.

Not only would it not enter her pocket, but she couldn’t even use all these gifted items.

In Paradise Town, both farmland and building plots needed to be expanded bit by bit, and expanding new land required different items. She didn’t have much spare space at the moment; placing two or three Taj Mahals was reluctantly possible, but two thousand? There wasn’t even enough space to place them all. It was truly a huge waste.

Just as Fiona was feeling immensely regrettable about those twenty thousand dollars, the system suddenly sent her a message. Fiona tapped to open it and was so excited she almost went crazy.

The message was from the official team, its content: “Dear esteemed user, considering situations where excessive item gifting results in items that cannot be fully utilized, the Paradise Town operations team has specially opened an item recycling portal for you. You may submit your surplus items to the system for recycling. After deducting certain operation and maintenance fees, the system will convert the remaining value into cash and pay it to you.

The proportion for operation and maintenance fees is fifty percent, and your revenue share percentage is fifty percent. Once the amount after revenue sharing reaches one hundred dollars, you may submit a settlement request to the system. We will withhold income tax for you in accordance with federal law and transfer the post-tax funds to your designated account. If you agree to the above terms, clicking YES will imply acceptance. If you do not agree, please click NO.”

Fiona was almost dizzy with happiness. Today she had received twenty thousand dollars worth of items. If she submitted all these items for system recycling, wouldn’t she get a pre-tax income of ten thousand dollars? At a fifteen percent tax rate, she could earn at least eight thousand five hundred dollars!

Fiona felt her breathing quicken beyond her control, and she continuously exclaimed in her heart, “Oh my God, over eight thousand dollars, and that’s just for one day!”





Chapter 1015: Li Mu’s Influencer Economy

In Li Mu’s view, item revenue sharing was inevitable; he would absolutely not keep the revenue from user-gifted items for himself, because for the platform to develop, it had to share profits with its traffic portals.

With Taobao Alliance, he had to share profits with the affiliated Taobao Alliance websites; with Paradise Town, he also had to share profits with the campus internet celebrities within it.

Every campus internet celebrity was a traffic portal for Paradise Town, not only bringing in users but also incentivizing them to top up and spend. Therefore, each one of them was Li Mu’s God of Wealth. Li Mu naturally had to thoroughly tie them up with the Paradise Town platform, allowing them to continuously exert their influence there.

Fiona was just one of countless people who benefited from Paradise Town.

Such generous income made Fiona devote almost one hundred percent of herself to Paradise Town. She even took leave, staying in her dorm room to communicate with a few friends who were madly sending her gifts, coaxing them to be happy and encouraging them to send her more gifts and items.

Fiona even thought, if she could maintain an income of over a thousand US dollars a day in Paradise Town, then by next January, she would buy herself a small sports car worth tens of thousands of US dollars as a gift.

Like most blonde beauties in universities in the United States, Fiona was obsessed with cars and couldn’t extricate herself. Her “rumored boyfriend” had an old model Mustang sports car. Although a bit old, sitting in it still made one’s heart surge with emotion.

However, thinking of that rumored boyfriend with his extraordinary family background, Fiona felt an inexplicable irritation.

That guy’s family background was indeed very good, but he seemed to be hot and cold towards her, flirting with her for a long time but always unwilling to define their relationship, and he wasn’t even very willing to spend money on her.

A while ago, on her birthday, he gave her three roses, took her out for an ordinary steak dinner, and then wanted to take her to a drive-in movie. In the car, he even suggested sexual activity, which Fiona sternly refused, and to her surprise, he hadn’t contacted her for several days afterward.

Her overly ordinary family background gave Fiona an unusual sensitivity. She knew the other party looked down on her, and even thought she could be easily dismissed. Although she had never voiced these things, she still harbored a grudge. She also hoped to find a better boyfriend, one with a better background who treated her better. But it now seemed that not finding a boyfriend was no longer important. At this rate of development, it wouldn’t be long before she could make these arrogant men look at her in a new light.

With this thought in mind, Fiona, on the one hand, continued to frenziedly add new friends, and on the other hand, in the game, she more enthusiastically responded to friends who were spending lavishly on her, hoping to stimulate them to give her more items, so she could earn more money.



Li Mu hadn’t expected that, without even trying, he would inadvertently be the first to usher in a brand new era of internet development in the United States — the internet celebrity era.

In later generations, many internet celebrities could easily earn annual salaries in the tens of millions from live-streaming platforms. The fundamental reason was the pulling power these special groups had over their fans.

The reason why the internet celebrity economy could form an industry and a model, fundamentally, came down to one thing: the fan economy.

The fan economy itself was a very vast industry model; it wasn’t a product of the internet age, but merely deeply developed during the internet era. Before the internet, every famous writer, musician, singer/vocalist, and film and television star relied on the fan economy.

Albums and physical books relied on fans for purchases; concerts and recitals relied on fans to buy tickets; movies and TV shows relied on fans for box office revenue and viewership. Aside from the essential needs of eating, drinking, and bodily functions which didn’t require the support of the fan economy, almost all other industries had the shadow of the fan economy. It was just that “internet celebrities” pushed the fan economy to its extreme.

The standard industry model for internet celebrities in later generations was: doing live streams, opening online stores, participating in events, running self-media, and taking advertisements.

Awesome internet celebrities could earn an annual salary of over ten million yuan from live streaming alone, not including item revenue share. Opening an online store and selling anything, just relying on their fans, could also earn them tens of millions a year. Because of their fan base, various events would also come knocking with cash. Self-media, likewise, due to its fan base, possessed very strong monetization capabilities. Earning hundreds of thousands or even tens of millions a year was no problem at all.

Without exception, all these incomes were built on the foundation of “fans.” To put it plainly, once someone accumulated a certain number of fans, they could find ways to make money from them.

Today, first, fans would contribute labor to the live streaming platform, then follow self-media accounts to boost follower counts. Tomorrow, fans would be guided to spend on items and tipping features on the live streaming platform. The day after, various goods such as clothing, peripherals, cosmetics, and even electronic products would be recommended to fans, further extracting profits from them. Finally, through advertising, fans would be sold to other individuals, businesses, or platforms.

In the internet of later generations, news of fans giving huge tips to internet celebrities frequently appeared. Even the “nation’s husband” engaged in live streaming, spending hundreds of thousands of yuan on gifts as soon as he entered a female anchor’s room. There were even repeated incidents of elementary and middle school students using their parents’ phones to tip internet celebrities with all of their parents’ savings.

To others, such fans might seem difficult to understand. But in reality, the relationship between fans and internet celebrities could be described as “Zhou Yu beats Huang Gai,” a willing buyer, willing seller. Fans were willing to pay for their favorite internet celebrities. To earn money, internet celebrities also provided various services to meet fans’ diverse needs. The supply and demand relationship was clear, and the market space was huge, making it a very smooth industry model in itself.

Although Li Mu couldn’t yet create network-wide internet celebrities, he already had the ability to cultivate a wave of “local internet celebrities” like Fiona in university campuses across the United States.

Local internet celebrities might have a limited scope of influence, but their strength lay in their greater impact within that scope. After all, they primarily influenced fan groups who were physically close to them in real life. A school beauty right before one’s eyes was naturally more attractive than an internet celebrity online. So, a girl like Fiona had far fewer fans compared to true internet celebrities, but the quality of her fans was significantly higher.

What’s more, Paradise Town was cooperating with many other local internet celebrities similar to Fiona, spread throughout universities across the United States. Therefore, the overall influence was extremely powerful.

On the first day the leaderboard system and item gifting system went online, Paradise Town’s total top-up revenue reached seventy-eight million US dollars. Even more incredible was that seventy-eight million US dollars came from four million paying users. This meant that these four million paying users, on average, topped up nearly twenty US dollars per person per day. The user with the highest top-up amount spent eighty-three thousand two hundred US dollars.

For university students in the United States, twenty US dollars was nothing at all. If they didn’t receive scholarships, annual tuition fees for public universities exceeded ten thousand US dollars. For private universities, it was at least tens of thousands of US dollars. Twenty US dollars was considered petty cash in their minds.

For some super rich second-generation heirs on American university campuses, spending tens of thousands of US dollars on a game was completely insignificant. Not only did they not feel heartache, but they were excited by such a good opportunity to show off wealth.

For such users, being Top 1 among friends was only the initial stage. They also wanted to be Top 1 on the contribution list for specific friends, and even leave their names in the global Top 100. Anyway, this goal could be achieved simply by spending money, and for them, spending money was the easiest method.

The seventy-eight million US dollars in top-ups instantly caused an uproar among internet companies across the United States. Even internet companies currently valued at tens of billions of US dollars hadn’t imagined that making money could be so easy.

American internet companies were practically insane with jealousy. No one expected that after Muzhao Technology came to the United States, it would transform into a super vacuum cleaner, furiously raking in gold at major universities. Almost every American local internet industry professional was asking themselves: “Why didn’t we realize how high the spending power of American university students was before Muzhao Technology arrived?!”

Some media even criticized the spendthrift American university students, stating: “The lack of self-control exhibited by American university students in the face of Paradise Town is a disgrace to the United States!”

However, there were also media outlets that greatly approved of Muzhao Technology. They believed: “Although Muzhao Technology is not the largest internet company in the world, it is the internet company that understands its users best. Every detail of theirs has been carefully considered based on human nature, fully catering to users, appeasing them, and making them develop a special sense of dependence. This ability to move a thousand pounds with four ounces is something all American internet companies should strive to learn from.”

The media had mixed reviews for Paradise Town. Mark Zuckerberg also had a love-hate relationship with Paradise Town. When Mark Zuckerberg realized it was difficult to make Fiona prioritize him under such immense financial pressure, he was quite disappointed with the gold-digging atmosphere created by Paradise Town. However, he also knew in his heart that the gold-digging was due to the users, not Muzhao Technology.

Furthermore, Mark Zuckerberg also discovered that after interacting with it for a few days, he had genuinely grown to like the game Paradise Town. The various interlinked and cooperating settings in the game continuously attracted and even obsessed Mark Zuckerberg. At the same time, he increasingly admired Muzhao Technology, and admired Li Mu, Muzhao Technology’s legendary young CEO.

After researching much information about Li Mu, Mark Zuckerberg suddenly felt that he could no longer drift along at Harvard as before. A young man from China, only one or two years older than him, was now a domineering CEO worth tens of billions of US dollars. He also needed to take Li Mu as a role model and quickly start his own entrepreneurial plan!





Chapter 1016: The Time is Right to Go to the United States

Regardless of how the American media commented on Paradise Town, American university students were already completely enthralled by the game.

Firstly, a large number of people like Fiona appeared in every school. By actively promoting the game, adding friends, and continuously receiving item gifts from friends, they instantly became the new filthy rich people on campus, earning several thousand or even tens of thousands of dollars a day.

Secondly, every student who joined the game discovered its role in fostering connections. Through this game, they could not only interact more with their everyday friends but also directly engage with their Male Gods and Goddesses. It even significantly boosted long-dormant connections; for instance, friends who hadn’t contacted each other for a long time re-established communication because of this game.

Social games like Paradise Town have a very, very powerful core tenet: the amount of time you spend playing this game is equivalent to the amount of time you spend maintaining and organizing your network of connections.

Young people in the new era are becoming increasingly insular in their daily communication. On weekdays, most only keep in touch with a small number of classmates and friends, with little contact otherwise. Moreover, people are unwilling to waste time or energy simply maintaining their networks. No one would dedicate ten minutes or even several hours a day to send friends text messages, make phone calls, or even write letters just to maintain their connections. However, if this task could be integrated with a game, the results would be entirely different.

Paradise Town’s ability to organize and maintain connections allowed all university students to find an unprecedented enjoyment in it. Their obsession with this enjoyment further accelerated Paradise Town’s explosion in popularity among American university students.

In a short period, Muzhao Technology, relying on Paradise Town and its associated promotion methods, became a giant in the eyes of the entire American internet industry, and even more so became the object of fervent pursuit for the entire American capital sector.

To date, Muzhao Technology has proactively made two moves in the entire United States and even global markets.

The first move was YY’s unexpected popularity among the elite class. Following this, Muzhao Technology immediately carried out customized product Shengji for this elite class, expanding into a larger elite market and increasing revenue;

The second move was relying on a single game, earning tens of millions of dollars daily in the United States and attracting fervent pursuit from countless American university students.

Ben Clarkson, editor-in-chief of Silicon-Valley-Magazine, the most authoritative magazine in Silicon Valley, who had become a fervent fan of Li Mu when YY first gained popularity, expressed his unreserved praise for Muzhao Technology in the latest issue of the magazine.

In his article, he stated: “Li Mu and his Muzhao Technology have truly made me prostrate myself in admiration. I have never seen any internet company succeed so effortlessly in the American market. It even gives me the illusion that the United States is not the birthplace of the internet, nor its center; rather, China is! Otherwise, how can one explain a Chinese internet company conquering the American market so easily? In my memory, even among American internet companies that have developed in China, none have been able to achieve victory in China as easily as Muzhao Technology has in the United States, have they?”

His remarks were met with agreement from all of Silicon Valley, and even the entire American community focused on Muzhao Technology. Muzhao Technology’s effortless success in the US highlighted how the American market seemed like the border of a weak nation, easily torn apart by foreign invaders.

But Ben Clarkson’s more brilliant commentary was yet to come. With this article, he pioneered a new theory in the internet industry: the “Panda Theory.”

Ben Clarkson’s original text stated: “I feel that when American internet companies face Muzhao Technology, they are as helpless as all the other animals in Washington D.C.’s zoo when facing the Big Panda from China.”

“The reason for their helplessness is that the latter seems to possess a natural magic. It doesn’t even have to do anything; it arrives in the United States like a dignitary on an Airplane, appearing out of thin air in the zoo. It eats what it wants, drinks what it wants, sleeps when it wants, without needing to exert itself to please guests. Merely by its appearance, it can instantly attract countless fans and trigger frantic pursuit from guests. Not only is it impressive, but its awesomeness is completely natural.”

“Compared to this Chinese Panda, the other animals in the zoo, who once exhausted all their efforts and thoughts to please guests, appear truly pathetic. Their lifelong efforts can’t even compare to the influence the Panda wields just by lying on the ground, chewing on bamboo.”

Finally, Ben Clarkson concluded: “Perhaps some companies are naturally endowed with this ‘Panda charisma.’ Therefore, they can achieve the greatest success fastest and easiest. When facing such companies, other businesses needn’t be disheartened — who can blame them? It’s a Panda! And when encountering such a company, venture capital must seize the opportunity. You should know, this is a rare Panda. When you meet a company like this, the first thing you should do is tell them directly: How much money do you need? I’ll give it!”

Ben Clarkson’s article caused quite a stir in the American internet and financial industries. Everyone agreed with his “Panda Theory,” because Muzhao Technology’s performance in the American market truly showed no difference from a Panda. To date, no company has been as efficient as Muzhao Technology, achieving such strong market presence, revenue, and influence with only two moves in the US market. Therefore, it has become an anomaly in the eyes of all American internet companies—a “Big Panda” from China, inherently radiating awesomeness.

The ownership of Paradise Town belonged to Muzhao Games after the split. In essence, the money earned by this game had no capital relationship with Muzhao Technology. However, this still accelerated the world’s capital market’s fervent pursuit of Muzhao Technology, because Li Mu had already played the same game once in the Chinese market.

When ‘Happy Farm’ became popular in China, it was equivalent to preparing a nuclear strike against other communication and social products on the market. As soon as ‘Happy Farm’ merged with YY, it was like pressing the nuclear detonation button, instantly overturning QQ, which had dominated the market at the time.

Now, Paradise Town, a Shengji product many times more enjoyable than ‘Happy Farm,’ has begun to sweep through the American university student population. After conquering university students, the day it becomes popular across the entire US is drawing nearer. This also implies that once Paradise Town becomes popular nationwide, YY will also achieve complete widespread adoption in the US market. By then, Muzhao Technology’s Market Value might well multiply severalfold.

Ding Zhengling, who was well-versed in the ways of capital, realized this perfect time window. He found Li Mu, and his first words were: “General Manager Li, the time is right to go to the United States!”

Li Mu had long anticipated this. He knew he had to go to the United States soon, but he hadn’t yet set a date.

So, Li Mu asked him, “When do you think would be appropriate?”

Ding Zhengling replied, “Within the next two days. This is when our prestige in the United States is at its peak.”

Ding Zhengling’s sudden statement effectively helped Li Mu solidify his long-undecided plan. For a company with a valuation of tens of billions of dollars, a truly good Financing window is rarer than a rocket launch window. So, Li Mu didn’t overthink it, immediately nodded, and said to him, “Then we’ll depart in two days. Prepare yourself and come with me.”

Ding Zhengling nodded: “Understood, General Manager Li. I’ll start preparing right away.”

After Ding Zhengling left, Li Mu gathered Kong Lingyu and the core management of both Muzhao Technology and Muzhao Games for an emergency meeting. Since they would depart for the US in two days and officially step onto US soil three days later to begin strategizing against the Bigwigs and financial magnates of the US, Li Mu felt he needed Muzhao Technology and Muzhao Games to provide him with more firepower support!

Once everyone was seated in the conference room, Li Mu got straight to the point, saying to them: “I called you all here today to first announce a decision. I met with General Manager Ding, who is in charge of our company’s capital operations, and we decided to take advantage of Muzhao Technology’s successful seizure of industry public attention in the US over these two days. We will depart for the US the day after tomorrow to discuss our Series C Financing with Sequoia.”

As soon as Li Mu announced their impending trip to the US, everyone at the conference table was incredibly excited. Although Muzhao Technology was developing rapidly, its current resources—weapons, ammunition, troops, and provisions—were severely strained for expanding the battleground globally. As a result, YY had not yet officially launched proactive promotion in the US, and Paradise Town could only initially enter the market through the university student demographic, unable to wage a full-scale war. However, once Financing was secured, with over a billion dollars in cash on the accounts, Muzhao Technology would then possess the strength for large-scale global expansion.

Everyone eagerly exchanged ideas, the discussions revolving around what adjustments should be made to their strategies once the money arrived.

Li Mu gave everyone a few minutes to boldly brainstorm and envision, and when they had chatted enough, he smiled and raised a hand to interrupt them, saying: “This trip to the United States is not just about negotiating Financing; it’s also about finding opportunities to meet various Bigwigs—Bigwigs from the financial industry, Bigwigs from the internet industry, Bigwigs in software, and Bigwigs in hardware. When I’m negotiating with them at their main base at the negotiation table in a few days, to achieve the best results, I will definitely need more confidence to intimidate them. So, during this period, I need all of you to provide me with a round of concentrated firepower support.”

Kong Lingyu understood Li Mu’s meaning and immediately said: “General Manager Li, just tell us how you need us to cooperate. The ‘online attachment preview’ and ‘discussion group’ features you asked us to develop for YY are almost developed. They can be launched in as little as two to three days. I believe these two features will shock the American elite circles even more!”

Fang Xudong, the top-tier expert in technology, said with a laugh: “If these two new features are pushed out at once, I think they will bring users more than just shock; it will be enough to make them worship!”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled: “These two new features are naturally one part of the firepower support I need. Besides that, after I travel to the US, I also need Paradise Town to create a major splash for me!”





Chapter 1017: Making a Major Splash

As soon as General Manager Li heard Li Mu was planning a Major Splash, the person in charge of the Paradise Town operations team immediately straightened their back in the meeting room, declaring resolutely to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, please tell us exactly what kind of support you need from us!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Paradise Town is spreading incredibly fast among college students across the United States. It’s time to create some explosive news. So I think we should frequently launch some major events and competitions within Paradise Town.”

Everyone understood that once Li Mu put forward a specific request, a concrete plan would follow. They had long been accustomed to his strategy/routine of creating problems and then solving them, so they all looked at Li Mu, awaiting his next words.

Li Mu then said, “Currently, the influence of various campus celebrities in Paradise Town is already apparent. We need to strike while the iron is hot and push the influence of these campus celebrities to its extreme.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “I personally feel that college student populations in both developing and developed countries worldwide generally exhibit rather serious vanity and gold-digging tendencies. Since that’s the case, let’s take this phenomenon to the extreme in the United States. We’ll organize a ‘Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’. Theoretically, all female university students can participate. Each university will first select its own School beauty, then the states where these universities are located will have a statewide competition, choosing one School beauty per state. Finally, the selected School beauties from each state will compete together, and three individuals will be chosen, receiving three grand prizes that can shock all of America, or at least the American youth demographic.”

Everyone was a little curious. Li Mu always made big spending moves, and even grand gestures were just ordinary marketing tactics in his eyes. Now that he suddenly spoke of making a big spending move, everyone was curious to know what kind of big spending move Li Mu had in mind.

Kong Lingyu was the first to ask what was on everyone’s mind, saying, “Boss, tell us what your grand move is. Let us broaden our horizons.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “My current idea is this: For over three thousand universities, the first-place winner from each university will receive a bonus of one thousand US dollars after tax; the champions from the fifty states and one special administrative region will each receive a twenty thousand US dollar bonus after tax; for the top three nationwide, each person will receive three hundred thousand, two hundred thousand, and one hundred thousand US dollars respectively. Additionally, the first-place winner will receive a Ferrari 360 sports car, the second-place winner a Porsche 911, and the third-place winner a Ford Mustang.”

As soon as he finished speaking, everyone present was dumbfounded.

Indeed, it was a big spending decision from a big spending boss. Just the bonuses for the first-place winners from over three thousand universities alone amounted to more than three million US dollars. The combined champion bonuses for the fifty states and one special administrative region would be two million three hundred thousand US dollars after tax, meaning the company would need to pay at least three million US dollars in cost. The bonuses and sports cars for the top three nationwide would also add up to at least one million US dollars. Roughly calculating, the event’s prize money alone would be several million US dollars. Such an event was rare worldwide, and in the internet industry, it was absolutely unprecedented.

For a promotional event, the cost of prize money is actually negligible; the real bulk lies in promotion and operation costs. Li Mu had made such a huge expenditure on the prize money cost. If sufficient promotion expenses were added, this event would easily amount to a budget of seventeen to eighteen million US dollars, or even exceed twenty million US dollars.

Someone raised an objection, saying, “General Manager Li, such a huge prize expenditure is too costly, and if arranged this way, the prize expenditure is too dispersed. I personally feel it would be better to abandon the lower-tier prizes and directly hold a nationwide competition, then select three people to give high cash bonuses and sports cars.”

Before Li Mu could speak, someone else retorted, “I think without hierarchical divisions, directly selecting three individuals nationwide would make hope too vague for everyone. The goal would be too difficult, and users would lose confidence. Conversely, if we set several tiers and goals for them, making them feel close to the first goal; and after achieving the first goal, feeling not too far from the second goal; and after achieving the first two goals, feeling much closer to the ultimate goal, this will maximize the users’ enthusiasm for participation.”

Speaking further, this person added, “Has everyone recently paid attention to Hunan Satellite TV’s ‘Super Girl’?”

Everyone shook their heads.

The person chuckled, ” ‘Super Girl’ isn’t popular among our age group, but it’s a huge hit among teenagers. The competition format divides the country into several regional qualifiers, with each region first selecting the top hundred, then progressing to the top eighty, fifty, thirty, and so on, finally selecting the top few from each regional qualifier before putting all national regional qualifiers together for the finals. They are currently holding regional qualifier auditions. My daughter loves watching it, so I watched it with her a few times, and I feel the competition format is very rhythmic, very similar to what General Manager Li described. It slowly brings in target users, letting them move forward step by step. The further they go, the more they cherish and value it. If they fight their way up step by step, then the final struggle will definitely be very exciting.”

Li Mu didn’t have a deep impression of this person but knew his name was Sun Jia, a VP in Muzhao Technology’s operations team.

Sun Jia’s words essentially hit upon Li Mu’s thoughts. Outsiders didn’t know that the framework for ‘Super Girl’ was personally set by him, and its framework was identical to the American School beauty pageant framework he was currently conceiving. Li Mu wanted to leverage this progressive psychology to get as many people as possible to participate.

Once Sun Jia spoke, many expressed agreement. Since it would cover universities across the United States, it indeed made sense to set multiple stages and let the target group participate step by step. Suddenly selecting only three to five people nationwide would significantly reduce user appeal.

The colleague who had previously raised the objection also said somewhat awkwardly, “My apologies, everyone, my consideration was inadequate. Looking at it this way, General Manager Li’s plan is the most suitable.”

Sun Jia said, “If the awards for this event are announced, it will inevitably shock the entire United States, especially the college student population, but absolutely not just the college student population!”

Sun Jia’s words were met with everyone’s approval. Such a big spending event, with the aid of promotional methods, would undoubtedly become a widespread social hotspot.

Li Mu conversed with everyone for a moment and, seeing no objections to the plan, spoke up, “Then our basic framework is set. The event name will be ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’. The event process will be user voting within a specified time: the first round is campus voting, where the top-ranked girl in each university wins; the second round is statewide voting, where the top-ranked girl in each state wins, followed by nationwide voting.”

The person in charge of the Paradise Town team immediately asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what do you want to use as the basis for the selection? Will it be user votes, or the amount of users’ contribution points that serves as the key basis for selection?”

Li Mu shook his head, “Neither. My idea is to create a special selection basis, named ‘Paradise Town Resident Pass’. A Resident Pass is a ballot used for voting and comparison, but Resident Passes are not given away and cannot be purchased. They can only be obtained through normal gameplay.”

Speaking, Li Mu added, “For example, at each stage of the event, every user who reaches level 20 has the opportunity to obtain a Resident Pass. Each user can obtain a maximum of three Resident Passes within one stage: one Resident Pass after accumulating five hundred harvests from farming; one Resident Pass after accumulating two hundred harvests from animal husbandry; and one Resident Pass after accumulating one hundred completed system tasks.”

“This way, girls who have a chance to become campus first will definitely try everything to incite and encourage male students across the campus to vote for them in the first stage of campus selection. And these male students, regardless of whether they are players of our game or not, must play the game to vote. Furthermore, each account only has three opportunities. This not only avoids the possibility of large-scale ballot stuffing and ensures fairness, but it also guides a large number of users to invest more time in our game, achieving multiple goals at once.”

“Additionally, the people being voted for can see the voting time and voter information for each vote, ensuring that these male students display the highest enthusiasm in front of their Goddesses.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, several people excitedly slapped their thighs.

It was indeed a plan to achieve multiple goals at once. If every user had a “Resident Pass,” the problem of vote manipulation would be difficult to control, as anyone with some programming knowledge could easily create scripts for batch account registration. If Resident Passes were sold, it would be too utilitarian and would cause user repulsion, and fairness would be hard to guarantee. Once a capable user manipulated votes, it would not only disrupt game balance but also create resentment towards the rich among users.

However, Li Mu’s method of obtaining “Resident Passes” was very interesting: not given away for free, nor sold. If you want to get one, you have to honestly play the game, first level up to 20, and then follow the requirements to obtain a “Resident Pass.”

Although such a high acquisition threshold prevents vote manipulation and ensures fairness, the difficulty of acquisition means users will inevitably resist it. But it doesn’t matter; users can resist, but the real driving force that compels them to obtain “Resident Passes” is not the game itself, but the Goddesses who can see their voting records and quantities.

Since the Goddess demands it, to please her, shouldn’t one at least try to cast all three votes first?

After casting all three, if they still have the inclination to register some alt accounts and slowly level up, slowly earn “additional Resident Passes,” Li Mu has no objections.

The cost of this kind of vote manipulation is so high that it will greatly promote user registration, average play time, and even top-ups for the game. Li Mu wishes more diligent young people would manipulate votes this way, and the more, the better!

At this moment, Li Mu lightly tapped his fingers on the table, looking at the excited team members around him, and said with a smile, “Don’t celebrate so early. There’s another key factor that none of you seem to have noticed.”

Everyone looked at Li Mu in surprise, “General Manager Li, what other key factor?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Have you forgotten our item revenue share plan? Every girl participating in our ‘All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ not only has the chance to receive awards at each stage, but also has the opportunity to be promoted by our game to more players. At that time, they will have the chance to expand their fan base and receive more item tipping revenue.”

At this point, everyone revealed an expression of sudden enlightenment. Li Mu continued, “Think about it: a campus celebrity receiving thousands or even tens of thousands of US dollars in item revenue share in a single day. What if she wins the first round and becomes the School beauty? What if she wins the second round and becomes the statewide first? What if she wins the third round and becomes one of the top three nationwide? Each stage of victory will bring them more exposure, and higher exposure means more fans, which means more item revenue share. I believe, optimistically, a state champion could potentially earn millions of US dollars in revenue share within our game. By then, they will have an even greater driving force to continue advancing in the ‘All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’.”

“This is amazing!”

“I can’t wait!”

“Once ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ is launched in the United States, I believe it will definitely trigger a phenomenal hotspot!”

For a time, everyone discussed excitedly, but each person was full of confidence in this event.

Li Mu was equally confident. He felt that once this “All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” was pushed out, such unprecedented generous rewards would undoubtedly cause a shock and attract attention from the entire society, and at the same time, trigger frantic chasing and adoration from the entire college student population. By then, Paradise Town’s influence would inevitably achieve another huge leap.

Whether he went to the United States to discuss financing or hold meetings, he needed to master strong initiative. To master initiative, he needed to make a Major Splash! Successive major initiatives, a concentrated bombardment, would certainly completely open up Muzhao Technology’s future market in the United States.

As for Muzhao Technology’s C-round valuation, whether it would be fifteen billion US dollars, or sixteen billion US dollars, or even higher, Li Mu no longer needed to be overly torn. As long as the rhythm was well controlled, he would definitely be able to negotiate an astronomical price that would shock the world for Muzhao Technology this time.

A scene occasionally flashed in Li Mu’s mind: If he asked for fifteen billion US dollars and the other party didn’t agree, he would turn around and go back to his hotel. The next day, he would launch “The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking,” causing nationwide attention. By then, wouldn’t they regret it till their guts turned green?

If they came to find him then, saying, “Brother Mu, let’s quickly sign for fifteen billion US dollars!” He would certainly wave his hand at them: “Sorry, today’s price is no longer fifteen billion US dollars.”

As for the exact amount, who knows! Because he not only had Paradise Town for firepower support but also two new functions from YY for strategic bombardment!





Chapter 1018: I Have Another New Idea

For YY’s two major function updates and Paradise Town’s grand “The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” event, Li Mu still felt it wasn’t quite enough.

He believed that his trip to the United States this time wasn’t just about securing funds and establishing high-end industry connections; it was about delivering a jaw-dropping exhibition match. Since it was an exhibition match, he had to make sure it was as spectacular as possible.

So, just when everyone thought Li Mu had finished giving all his instructions and they were all rubbing their fists together, eager to give it a try, Li Mu said again, “For Paradise Town, a single ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ still feels a bit lacking. I think we need another complementary event to achieve cross-coverage of different user groups.”

Hearing this, everyone simultaneously felt immense pressure.

As the key figure of multiple companies, Li Mu, by conventional wisdom, shouldn’t have needed to formulate any business details at this point. His teams were supposed to be strong enough to resolve all detailed issues for him, providing an integrated solution from conceptualization to implementation.

However, Li Mu’s way of thinking far surpassed everyone present, to the extent that even his core team, despite their best efforts, could only manage to implement his ideas but couldn’t think on his behalf.

The team was currently unable to catch up to the huge gap between them and Li Mu in terms of strategic awareness and overall, as well as detailed, control.

All major product innovations, strategic and tactical formulations, were basically done by Li Mu personally. Muzhao Technology provided such excellent welfare benefits, yet they couldn’t truly share the CEO’s burden. As his subordinates, it would have been strange if they didn’t feel any pressure.

Seeing everyone silent, Li Mu frowned and asked, “What’s wrong? You were all so active just now, why have you suddenly deflated?”

Everyone looked at each other in dismay. Kong Lingyu spoke without hesitation, “Boss, you personally handle and plan everything. As a part of Muzhao Technology, we can’t keep pace with you on these issues, and we feel especially guilty about that…”

Li Mu was taken aback, speechless. A moment later, he smiled faintly and said to everyone, “If you can’t play a crucial role in strategic planning for now, then focus on doing a solid job in the execution phase. We are a team; having just a brain isn’t enough, and having just physical strength isn’t enough either. It’s thanks to everyone’s collective effort that we’ve brought Muzhao Technology to where it is today. And I believe that given some time to grow and accumulate experience, everyone will surely achieve significant breakthroughs and development in the near future.”

Though he said this, Li Mu felt helpless inwardly.

In terms of internet products and operational mindset, he could now completely dominate the globe with his decade-plus leading advantage. What others couldn’t think of, he could; what others couldn’t grasp, he saw clearly; the detours others would spend many years and much energy on, he could instantly find the fastest method as if using a cheat code. Therefore, at the level of internet mindset, it was hard for him to find anyone on the same wavelength as him. This destined him to always be the core decision-maker at Muzhao Technology and Taobao, ensuring the companies stayed at the forefront with an absolute lead.

Under these circumstances, Li Mu felt it was already incredibly difficult to assemble the current team with perfectly acceptable execution capabilities. Therefore, he couldn’t demand too much more from the team. Now was a good opportunity for rapid development and widening their advantage, and he absolutely couldn’t slack off even for a moment. Thus, all major decisions had to be made and finalized by him, then handed over to the team for specific implementation.

After briefly comforting everyone, Li Mu continued discussing serious matters, saying, “It’s already November, and Thanksgiving in the West is on November 28th. So, I want to take advantage of Thanksgiving to hold a global competition in Paradise Town. While it’s global, the main publicity and activity will be centered in North America.”

Everyone straightened up, looking at Li Mu, waiting for him to continue.

Li Mu went on, “To promote in a specific market, we naturally have to respect, or even pander to, the users in that market. When foreigners earn money from us, they also celebrate our festivals, like National Day and Chinese New Year. This is not only respect for the market and consumers but also for local culture. So, if we want to earn money from foreigners, we must naturally respect their festivals and culture. This is a prerequisite.”

“Thanksgiving and Christmas are traditional Western holidays, with great influence in Western countries. Besides Western holidays, the Japanese and Korean markets, and Southeast Asian markets, also have their own unique regional cultures. So, our future operational team will need to specifically target different global markets and develop tailored game activities to further cater to local consumers.”

“Getting back to the main topic, since this is a Thanksgiving game competition, we first need to make sure the competition aligns with the theme as much as possible. So, in our latest version update, we need more Thanksgiving design elements; visual design, item design, and interactive design should all show our value of this holiday. Secondly, the game settings should try to align with the Thanksgiving theme. Don’t Westerners like to eat roast turkey for Thanksgiving? Then my suggestion is to hold a turkey farming competition in our game.”

“Turkey farming competition?” Everyone was curious, quite interested in Li Mu’s concept.

Li Mu said, “First, we must introduce at least three breeds of turkeys, categorized by rarity. The higher the rarity, the harder they are to obtain and raise.”

“Secondly, in principle, we will not allow direct acquisition of turkey chicks. Whether through game gold coins or cash, turkey chicks cannot be sold directly. Instead, players need to randomly obtain turkey chicks by completing Thanksgiving tasks. Players must first obtain the chicks and then raise and breed them.”

“Thirdly, feeding turkeys requires special turkey feed. Feed can be processed using the feed processing machine in the user’s farm, with raw materials coming from crops like wheat, corn, and soybeans planted by users.”

“The whole process will be: players first complete small tasks to obtain turkey species, then raise various turkeys. Different turkeys will require different feed for feeding. Different feeds will require different raw materials. Theoretically, the rarer and higher-tier turkey species will require longer feeding times and harder-to-produce feed. Additionally, chicks and feed are forbidden from direct player trading; they must be obtained through personal effort.”

“The entire Thanksgiving Turkey Farming Competition will revolve around this event. We will calculate a reasonable algorithm for the time and materials required to breed the three turkey species, as well as the experience points obtained at the end. Then, we will create a global ranking for the Thanksgiving competition. It will start on the first day of the event and end at 24:00 on Thanksgiving Day. The first-place winner with the highest cumulative score during this period will receive one hundred thousand US dollars, second place eighty thousand, third place fifty thousand, fourth to sixth place thirty thousand, and seventh to tenth place twenty thousand.”

“Eleventh to twentieth place, ten thousand US dollars each; twenty-first to thirty-fifth place, eight thousand US dollars each; thirty-sixth to fiftieth place, five thousand US dollars each; fifty-first to one hundredth place, three thousand US dollars bonus each.”

Having witnessed Li Mu’s big spending moves before, everyone was no longer surprised when they heard his latest plan.

At this point, Li Mu added, “In addition, there’s the most important prize.”

Everyone’s expressions changed, startled, “There’s more?! Is Boss spending money? No, this is burning money! Wait, burning money isn’t even this efficient; this is like flying a plane over the United States and opening the cabin door to scatter cash!”

Everyone looked aghast, but Li Mu alone remained calm and said, “The most important prize is: the top two hundred competitors will all receive a free ten-day tour of China, fully covered by us with chartered flights, five-star hotel accommodation and dining, and dedicated car and air transfers. The per-person standard will be over ten thousand US dollars. We will arrange their itinerary in China with extremely high specifications, letting them truly experience the beautiful rivers and mountains of our homeland.”

At this point, Li Mu added meaningfully, “Inviting two hundred people to visit China together, with a per-person cost exceeding ten thousand US dollars—this kind of policy, a truly filthy rich person’s move, is one of those major initiatives that will make all players gape in astonishment. It’s eye-catching enough from the publicity phase, not to mention the visual impact and shock it will bring to other viewers when videos are made of these two hundred people enjoying a luxurious trip in China. Coupled with sufficient promotion and exposure, it will absolutely showcase our China’s rich and excellent tourism resources throughout the entire gaming community, and even to the United States and the rest of the world. It’s equivalent to making a grand, live advertisement for our China’s tourism industry on a global scale.”

Everyone was practically enraptured by then.

Li Mu then smiled and said, “We will fund a well-known director and team to create a short promotional video for China’s tourism resources, presenting the unique beauty of China’s landscapes in the best way possible and in the shortest amount of time. What is the Great Wall? Which are the Terracotta Warriors of the Mausoleum of Qin Shihuang? Which are the Five Great Mountains? How beautiful is Huangshan? How magnificent is Zhangjiajie? How picturesque are the Guilin mountains and rivers? How majestic is the Potala Palace? Once the promotional video is made, we will play it on loop within the game, arousing Americans, and even all foreigners, to long for China. This can also be considered our contribution to the national economy!”

Why Li Mu received strong government support was evident from this point.

While he made money in business, he definitely didn’t just think about making money. Whether it was the overall development of the industry, the promotion of positive energy in society, the advancement of charity, or even bringing glory to the nation, these were all significant matters he deeply valued. And consistently, Li Mu had been actively promoting these beneficial initiatives for both the country and its people.

Now, Li Mu could even use game promotion to conceive of how to promote China’s scenic beauty on the world stage. This in itself was a manifestation of his sense of responsibility. Spending money to invite two hundred people to tour China, such a major initiative, combined with the promotion on the game platform, YY platform, and various global media outlets, would undoubtedly be a rare opportunity for China’s tourism resources to be showcased on the world stage. If managed properly, its practical significance would be immeasurable!





Chapter 1019: A Pie from the Sky!

When countless United States college students were obsessively crazy about Paradise Town, and Li Mu was preparing for his trip to America, the entire Renmin University campus was also thrown into a frenzy by a monumental piece of good news.

Somehow, just a few days ago, the renowned Harvard Business School in the United States suddenly, as if losing its mind, proactively connected with Renmin University’s School of Economics, which wasn’t widely known globally.

Harvard first actively expressed its desire to establish a friendly college relationship with Renmin University’s School of Economics. This single request alone utterly stunned the Renmin University leadership.

Harvard Business School is the world’s top-ranked business school, while Renmin University’s School of Economics has no world ranking. The gap between them was indeed astonishingly vast.

As the boss among business schools, countless business schools from around the world annually sought to forge ties with Harvard Business School. Renmin University belonged to that group which previously couldn’t even find connections to proactively approach them. Yet, unexpectedly, a pie fell from the sky—Harvard Business School actually came knocking on their door. This felt just like a dream, even more wonderful than anything one would dare to expect in a dream.

This feeling was akin to Michael Jackson suddenly wanting to become sworn brothers with Wang Banbi. One is the world’s number one, while the other is a Yanjing veteran who has nothing to do with the “world” stage. The latter, even in their wildest dreams, probably couldn’t conjure up such a scenario.

Even more incredible was that Harvard Business School even proactively proposed a highly attractive exchange student program to Renmin University:

Harvard Business School and Renmin University’s School of Economics would each select eight sophomores for a one-semester exchange. Regarding the costs, Harvard suggested that its own institution would fund the tuition and living allowances for the exchange students from the other university. That is to say, for the eight students Harvard sent to Renmin University, Renmin University would be responsible for their tuition and living expenses, while for the eight students Renmin University sent to Harvard, Harvard would be responsible. This effectively meant all sixteen students would be sponsored by public expense.

Naturally, Renmin University had no objections. The university leadership was only focused on the enormous influence and recognition that establishing a friendly college relationship with Harvard Business School would bring to Renmin University. So, for them, let alone being responsible for the various tuition and miscellaneous fees for Harvard’s eight exchange students, they would have been very willing even if it meant covering all exchange students’ expenses and paying Harvard several million yuan on top.

Driven by the immense disparity in comprehensive strength and influence between the two schools, Renmin University accepted all of Harvard’s suggestions almost unconditionally, and it perfectly demonstrated the meaning of “efficiency.” While the young people on Harvard’s campus were still raving about Paradise Town, Renmin University had already remotely signed the agreement to establish the partnership and directly entered the selection process.

As soon as the news broke, the entire Renmin University was exceptionally shocked. All the faculty and students went wild. Even students not within the scope of this exchange envied the School of Economics, and within the School of Economics, everyone envied the sophomores.

As for the sophomores in the School of Economics, everyone was basically pulling out all the stops, hoping to be selected as one of the mere eight exchange students to study at Harvard Business School, that sacred temple of business.

For many college students in China, being an “international exchange student” is an extremely rare and valuable opportunity, especially being exchanged to Europe or America. Not only can it broaden their vision and increase their knowledge, but it also provides a chance to practice English language skills in the best environment. More importantly, such an exchange student experience is immensely helpful whether for future postgraduate studies, studying abroad, or even employment.

This time, countless people were eyeing Renmin University’s precious eight exchange student slots. Not only were excellent students from the entire sophomore year of the School of Economics watching, but also numerous children of wealthy businessmen and scions of official families from the sophomore year were盯着this opportunity. It was said that there were several children of billionaires and descendants of high-ranking officials among them, to the extent that the doorsteps of the department head, Dean, and even the principal’s offices were almost worn out from visitors.

Su Yingxue was also within the selection range for this exchange student program. However, although she yearned for it, she harbored no hope for these eight slots.

On one hand, when she enrolled, her ranking in the entire School of Economics was beyond the 50th spot. And although she studied very hard, having entered university, she had, after all, relaxed the tightly-strung nerve from her third-year high school student days. As a result, her overall ranking among her same grade was already over 70. Coupled with her family’s lack of influence or background, competing for such a slot was simply impossible.

However, even though Su Yingxue harbored no hope, she, like other sophomores in the School of Economics, eagerly awaited the announcement of the final list, hoping for a miracle.

Reportedly, because Harvard had long known the importance of “connections,” “background,” and “backdoors” in China, after signing the agreement, Harvard Business School officially put forward a series of special requirements to Renmin University regarding student selection:

First, among Renmin University’s eight exchange student slots, at least five must come from a fair ranking based on academic performance. These five must be selected sequentially from the highest-ranked students. If any of them withdraws, the next student in line automatically takes their place, but absolutely no favoritism or fraud is allowed, otherwise Harvard has the right to immediately terminate the cooperation;

Secondly, the Dean of Renmin University’s School of Economics had the right to recommend one student; the Grade Director of Renmin University’s sophomore year had the right to recommend one student; and the recommendation right for the last slot was unexpectedly given to a foreign teacher from Renmin University’s School of Economics.

The requirement for the first five slots to be selected based on academic ranking, openly, transparently, and fairly, was natural and reasonable. Giving the Dean and Grade Director recommendation rights was based on respect for Renmin University’s administration. The allocation of these seven slots demonstrated Harvard’s thorough consideration, ensuring at least five excellent student positions while also, to a certain extent, accommodating China’s profound concept of “connections.”

As for the last of the eight precious slots, according to Harvard’s requirements, the deciding power was given to the foreign teacher at Renmin University responsible for teaching Western Economics.

Giving the decision-making power for one of the eight slots to a foreign teacher who did not hold any leadership positions seemed somewhat incredible for Harvard. However, Renmin University soon understood Harvard’s reasoning for this allocation.

The foreign teacher at Renmin University was herself an alumna of Harvard and had always maintained very close ties with her alma mater. For this friendly college agreement between the two schools, this foreign teacher actually became the person from Renmin University most trusted by Harvard. Therefore, Harvard specified that this foreign teacher, also a Harvard alumna, should be given a slot, and Renmin University also respected Harvard’s request.

After this allocation rule was revealed, most of the sophomores in the School of Economics were filled with despair. It seemed truly difficult to become one of these Harvard exchange students: one either had to be among the top five in academic performance for the entire grade, or have family connections and background that could smooth relations with the Dean or Grade Director, or otherwise, be able to bribe that foreign teacher.

Immediately, students who felt they had even a slight hope began to show off their various abilities. Some set their sights on the Dean’s and Grade Director’s slots and had already begun smoothing relations. Others targeted the slot held by the foreign teacher, starting to throw sugar-coated bullets at her. Reportedly, some parents offered this foreign teacher one million yuan just to secure an opportunity for their child to study at Harvard Business School for half a year.

Unlike others who were racking their brains trying to find a way, Su Yingxue completely gave up all hope as soon as the specific allocation principles were announced. Her grades were far from the top five, and she lacked connections, background, and financial resources to smooth these relations. So, she was certain that none of the eight slots had anything to do with her.

After her mindset returned to calm, Su Yingxue went about her normal studies as before, no longer expending any effort on this matter. Unexpectedly, after finishing the foreign teacher’s Western Economics class that day, the foreign teacher suddenly called out to Su Yingxue, who was preparing to leave the classroom, and said in English, “Yingxue, can you come to my office later?”

Su Yingxue didn’t overthink it; she naturally couldn’t refuse a professor asking her to come to their office. So, she nodded gently and replied, also in English, “Of course, Ms. Simpson.”

Jenny Simpson, barely in her early thirties, smiled slightly and said to her, “Wait for me, we’ll go together after I pack up.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently and stood not far from the podium, waiting. Once Jenny Simpson had packed her teaching materials, she left the classroom with her and headed directly for her office.

Along the way, many classmates noticed Jenny Simpson and Su Yingxue walking side by side, and rumors immediately began to spread. Some said, “Su Yingxue has likely successfully smoothed relations with Jenny Simpson. Many are eyeing Jenny Simpson’s slot, and it seems it’s Su Yingxue’s now.”

Others questioned, “What background does Su Yingxue have? She seems to be from a small place, right? Her family situation is just slightly above average. I heard someone offered Jenny Simpson one million, so how could Su Yingxue get the slot from her?”

Someone who was unconvinced said, “Su Yingxue’s grades aren’t top-notch either, right? She hasn’t performed exceptionally in Jenny Simpson’s class normally. If Jenny Simpson really gave her the slot, there must be some unspeakable shady dealings!”

“Hey, why are you worrying about such trifles? Harvard intentionally left three slots for shady dealings. These three slots were originally meant for shady dealings; whoever has the right connections gets them.”

“That brings me back to my earlier question, what connections and influence does Su Yingxue have?”

“I don’t know about Su Yingxue, but don’t forget she’s Li Mu’s girlfriend. Li Mu’s so powerful now, he can surely help Su Yingxue with such a small matter, right?”

“Oh, now that you mention it, I actually think that Harvard approaching our school this time was most likely Li Mu’s doing behind the scenes, wasn’t it? Otherwise, would Harvard be crazy enough to actively seek cooperation with our school?”

“Hey, what you said actually makes some sense!”

“You all make sense, but there’s one thing I don’t understand.”

“What?”

“Look, who doesn’t want their girlfriend to stay by their side? Why would Li Mu, who’s doing so well, send Su Yingxue abroad? With his capabilities, Su Yingxue doesn’t even need this ‘exchange student’ experience to gild her resume, right?”





Chapter 1020: A Once-in-a-Lifetime Opportunity

While many students were around Su Yingxue, discussing her in whispers, Su Yingxue followed Jenny Simpson all the way to her office.

Jenny Simpson shared her office with five other teachers, all of whom were foreign professors from various parts of the world. At this moment, the other foreign teachers hadn’t returned to the office yet. Jenny Simpson invited Su Yingxue to sit by her desk, then looked at her with a smile and asked, “Yingxue, do you know why I asked to see you?”

Su Yingxue carefully shook her head and replied in English, “I’m sorry, Ms. Simpson, I don’t know.”

Jenny Simpson’s face broke into a mysterious smile as she looked at her and said, word for word, “Congratulations, you will be one of the exchange students between Renmin University of China and Harvard Business School, representing Renmin University to go to Harvard for half a year of academic exchange!”

Su Yingxue was stunned, looking at Jenny Simpson in disbelief. Seeing that Ms. Simpson didn’t seem to be joking, she subconsciously asked two English words: “Why me?”

Why me?

Jenny Simpson said with a broad smile, “To be honest, Yingxue, you are my favorite student at Renmin University. I like your focus in class, your constant composure, and your standard spoken English pronunciation. I know you’ve always wished to further your studies in the United States in the future, so I think you are the most deserving of this exchange opportunity to the United States.”

Su Yingxue hadn’t expected Jenny Simpson to think so highly of her.

Although she truly enjoyed Ms. Simpson’s classes and dedicated herself to learning and practicing English, she couldn’t believe that Jenny Simpson would give her the only spot she had, especially since rumors had always said that this spot was worth upwards of one million.

While Su Yingxue stood there dumbfounded, unsure how to respond, Jenny Simpson continued, “Harvard is my alma mater. I earned both my bachelor’s and MBA degrees at Harvard. It is the highest-ranked comprehensive university in the world, also the strongest overall, and possesses the best business school globally. If you plan to pursue an MBA at Harvard in the future, you must seize this opportunity. Six months as an exchange student will enhance your understanding of Harvard in all aspects and greatly increase your chances of being admitted to Harvard Business School’s MBA program.”

Then, Jenny Simpson added, “Yingxue, although you are only a sophomore, I still have an obligation to offer you relatively objective advice for your future. When you go to Harvard this time, I will introduce you to my mentor. She is one of the best MBA mentors at Harvard. With my recommendation, you can become familiar with each other in advance. In the future, when you apply for your MBA, you can directly choose her as your mentor, which will be of tremendous help to your future.”

“With this exchange student experience, and by building a good relationship with an MBA mentor in advance, your chances of getting into Harvard’s MBA program will multiply. Once you earn your MBA degree from Harvard, you will basically be qualified to enter any multinational enterprise. At that time, you can choose to stay in the United States and work on Wall Street; or you can choose a multinational enterprise and be dispatched back to work in Yanjing; or you can directly return to China to find employment with an excellent domestic enterprise. In short, by then, your life will have undergone an earth-shattering change. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”

Su Yingxue remained silent, but her heart was already involuntarily drawn to Harvard.

Studying abroad in the United States had been her dream for many years. This dream used to feel like childish fantasy, full of whimsy, but as she got into Renmin University, the possibility of studying abroad grew. Yet, even in Su Yingxue’s fantasies, she rarely dared to imagine herself getting into Harvard Business School’s MBA program.

But now, a heaven-sent, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity had fallen into her lap, allowing her to go to Harvard Business School for a six-month exchange program. This was absolutely a dream start. If it were truly as Jenny Simpson said, and she could even introduce her to an MBA mentor, that would be simply perfect.

What Jenny Simpson said was basically impossible for Su Yingxue to refuse, but she had one personal dilemma, a knot in her heart: Li Mu.

Although ever since Li Mu completely stopped attending classes at Renmin University, the time they spent together and their emotional communication became less and less, Su Yingxue understood that Li Mu, as a nationally recognized genius entrepreneur, would inevitably be extremely busy and hardworking managing two internet empires. However, deep down, she always harbored a deep sense of worry and inferiority.

In her nature and subconscious, Su Yingxue tended to prefer her romantic partner to be on par with her in terms of ability, or even slightly inferior to her, just like when she first liked Li Mu. Li Mu’s academic performance was always a step behind hers. In such circumstances, her mindset when facing him could actually be more natural.

However, after entering Renmin University, Li Mu’s abilities rocketed upwards, leaving her far thrown to the winds. In this situation, Su Yingxue’s sense of inferiority, from the moment it was born, had continuously deepened and never faded.

Because of this inferiority, Su Yingxue diverted more time from her studies to privately researching the internet, Li Mu’s companies and products, and the various problems his companies might face. But this was far from enough. Deep down, Su Yingxue also desperately longed for an opportunity to catch up to Li Mu’s pace, even if only a little, and this exchange program was an excellent opportunity.

However, even though the opportunity was exceedingly rare, Su Yingxue also knew that if she accepted it, it would mean being away from Li Mu for at least half a year. Half a year was neither long nor short, but for someone as fast-paced as Li Mu, half a year could probably bring earth-shattering changes.

Su Yingxue also had a faint worry that if she left Yanjing, her relationship and feelings with Li Mu might fall into an abyss.

If she stayed in Yanjing, even if she rarely saw Li Mu, she would still be his girlfriend, in the same city as him. To put it a bit dramatically, even if they weren’t together constantly, she would always know he was not far away. They would fall asleep at roughly the same time and wake up at the same time. If they wanted to meet, it would never be more than a two-hour drive;

But if she went to the United States, they would not only be separated by an ocean but also by nearly twelve hours of time difference. The emotional distance would inevitably be stretched by the physical distance. When she woke up ready to start a new day, he might have already finished a day’s work, tired and ready to rest. When she was ready to rest, he might just be starting a full day of work. Circumstances would change, and everything might change.

However, one thing was very clear in Su Yingxue’s mind: if she truly wanted to catch up to Li Mu’s pace, alleviate her feelings of inferiority, and truly be able to help Li Mu with his troubles, then this exchange student spot was indeed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to achieve multiple goals at once. If she missed this one, it would be extremely difficult to get such an opportunity to achieve this goal again in the future.

Looking at it long-term, Su Yingxue felt that how far her relationship with Li Mu could go largely depended on what role she could play by Li Mu’s side. If she were simply a girlfriend, she might not compare to those gentle, virtuous, and demure girls. Moreover, for Li Mu, he certainly didn’t truly need a trophy girlfriend to display. For him, a partner who could assist him in his career and share more common interests would probably be the most suitable and long-lasting.

Therefore, based on this judgment, Su Yingxue felt even more that she should seize this opportunity to go to the United States, to Harvard, and in the next six months, desperately broaden her horizons and absorb knowledge at Harvard, so that she could grow rapidly and lay a solid foundation for the next stage of her growth.

At this moment, Jenny Simpson perceived her inner torn state and said with a smile, “Yingxue, it’s only half a year. If you live life as usual, half a year won’t bring any earth-shattering changes. But if you use these six months for rapid growth, no one knows how much transformation half a year can bring to a person.”

Su Yingxue bit her lower lip, her expression struggling, but she still subconsciously nodded gently.

Jenny Simpson continued, “If you’re worried about your incredible boyfriend, I really don’t think there’s any need. His company is developing very well in the United States right now, and anyone can see that he’s already starting to shift his focus and energy to overseas markets. In this situation, he will definitely be traveling frequently to the United States in the future, so you should have many opportunities to meet then.”

To this day, Jenny Simpson still didn’t know why her alma mater, Harvard University, wanted her to strongly promote Su Yingxue’s trip to the United States. But Jenny Simpson wasn’t stupid; Harvard University wouldn’t suddenly pay attention to an ordinary student at a university in China. Since they were paying attention to Su Yingxue, someone must be promoting it behind the scenes.

She guessed that the person promoting it behind the scenes was most likely Li Mu himself. Perhaps Li Mu wanted to create better opportunities for Su Yingxue but didn’t want to make it too obvious, so he went through such a large circle just to send Su Yingxue to the United States to study in advance.

Jenny Simpson was most likely eighty percent sure of her inference because she always communicated with her classmates in the United States. Knowing she taught at Renmin University, the legendary young man Li Mu from Renmin University often came up in their conversations. It was common knowledge that Muzhao Technology had begun its development in the United States market. Therefore, Jenny Simpson felt that Li Mu probably sent his girlfriend to the United States from China so thoughtfully because he himself would be frequently traveling to the United States in the future.

Su Yingxue, on the other hand, didn’t connect the hidden promoter of this matter with Li Mu. She simply felt that Jenny Simpson’s words made a lot of sense. Li Mu would inevitably travel frequently to the United States in the future. If she herself happened to go to the United States as an exchange student during this period, perhaps the two of them would have a better chance to develop their relationship in a foreign land instead.

As soon as she thought of this, Su Yingxue suddenly wanted to see Li Mu immediately. No matter what, she wanted to tell Li Mu about this and ask for his opinion…





Chapter 1021: I Can Only Help You This Much

Due to the rushed nature of his trip to the United States, Li Mu himself didn’t have much time to prepare. Although he really wanted to go back to Haizhou to see his parents before leaving, time was already too short. Li Mu could only inform them about his trip to the United States over the phone.

Li Mu’s mother was quite worried about Li Mu traveling to the other side of the ocean. In her words, a mother worries when her child travels a thousand li, let alone ten thousand. Just thinking about it filled her with concern. However, Li Mu’s father was much more at ease. He believed that a good man should aspire to travel far and wide; to achieve great things, one must inevitably travel extensively.

Furthermore, Li Mu’s father instructed Li Mu, telling him that he now not only bore the responsibility of two companies but also represented the image of China’s internet industry on the world stage. Therefore, no matter where he went, he must be strict with himself and mindful of his international image.

Li Mu naturally accepted the advice humbly. Li Mu’s mother then gave him many more instructions to be careful and stay safe, all of which Li Mu carefully noted down. He also promised Li Mu’s mother that he would keep his word, which finally put her slightly at ease.

With only two days left until his departure, Li Mu calculated in his mind. These two days, besides his regular work and preparing for the trip to the United States, he only had enough time to have dinner separately with Su Yingxue and Zhao Ziqiu. Chen Wan was far away in Chengdu, busy with her work on ‘Super Girl’, so she wouldn’t be able to spare any time to meet Li Mu during these two days.

Li Mu had originally planned to invite Su Yingxue out for dinner and then tell her about his trip to the United States over the meal. However, to his surprise, after they met, he heard Su Yingxue bring up the matter of her Harvard exchange student program during dinner.

At first, Li Mu was quite surprised by Harvard’s initiative to establish a friendly college relationship with Renmin University. He felt that Harvard seemed to have no reason or motive to proactively do such a thing. However, in his view, it was undeniably a good thing. Even if he couldn’t fully comprehend it, he wouldn’t perceive any hidden risk.

After Su Yingxue, who was sitting across from Li Mu, told him the whole story, she looked at him with unconcealed anticipation and asked, “Do you think I should go?”

Li Mu came back to his senses and smiled slightly. “Since it’s a school you’ve always yearned for, and this opportunity is so rare, then I support you going. Half a year isn’t that long, anyway.”

Su Yingxue nodded gently. Receiving Li Mu’s answer, her heart felt both happy and lost. She was happy that Li Mu supported her dream; subconsciously, she had worried that he might forcefully stop her from going. However, she felt lost because Li Mu had answered without hesitation. He seemed not to have considered that once she left, with thousands of miles separating them, meeting again might not be easy. Could this also suggest, from another perspective, that Li Mu’s feelings for her weren’t deep enough?

Li Mu noticed the slight uncomfortableness in Su Yingxue’s expression and said with a smile, “Oh, by the way, I’m heading to the United States in a couple of days.”

As soon as Su Yingxue heard that Li Mu was going to the United States, her eyes immediately lit up. She instinctively pressed for an answer, “What are you going to the United States for?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “My main purpose for this trip is to discuss Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing. Besides the financing, I also need to motivate our team in the United States and follow up on their work situation there.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask, “Will you go to the United States often in the future?”

Li Mu said, “Muzhao Technology’s market in China has gradually stabilized, and there are no competing products domestically. At this point, we indeed need to adjust our strategic focus and deploy Muzhao Technology’s next core strategy overseas. In the future, as the company’s business in the United States grows, my frequency of visits there will likely increase.”

“That’s great!” Su Yingxue said with a smile. “In that case, if I go to Harvard as an exchange student, we’ll still have a chance to meet in the United States.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Of course, probably more than once.”

Su Yingxue sighed in relief, exclaiming, “Then I can rest assured.”

…

Zhao Ziqiu had been restless for the past few days. Ever since her mother had menacingly arrived in Yanjing last time, her mental state had been highly tense. Even though her mother had left several days ago, her state had not yet adjusted.

The night before Li Mu departed, he invited Zhao Ziqiu to dinner. Before leaving school, Zhao Ziqiu deliberately dressed up carefully. The thought of meeting Li Mu soon brought some relief to her suppressed emotions of the past few days.

Standing by the roadside at the entrance of Peking University, Zhao Ziqiu was waiting for Li Mu to drive over and pick her up. Before Li Mu arrived, her mother’s call came through first.

Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t expected to suddenly receive a call from her mother, which immediately made her tense up again. After answering the phone, she timidly mumbled, “Mom.”

Xie Yun’s voice, tinged with concern, asked her, “Have you had dinner yet?”

“Not yet, I’m about to go eat soon.”

Xie Yun’s concerned voice significantly eased the tension in Zhao Ziqiu’s heart.

Xie Yun then asked her, “Why haven’t you eaten yet? It’s already past seven.”

Zhao Ziqiu replied, “Li Mu is coming to pick me up for dinner soon.”

“Oh…” Xie Yun responded, pausing for a moment before saying, “Is Li Mu going to the United States soon?”

“Yes,” Zhao Ziqiu said. “He’s leaving tomorrow.”

As she spoke, Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, “Mom, how did you know Li Mu was going to the United States?”

Xie Yun said, “I could guess.”

Then, Xie Yun’s voice grew serious as she said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Mom needs to tell you something.”

Zhao Ziqiu hastily said, “Go ahead, Mom, I’m listening.”

Xie Yun said, “In a while, Li Mu’s girlfriend will be going to the United States for half a year. After she goes, your situation with Li Mu must have a clear outcome within the next six months. Either Li Mu gives you a legitimate girlfriend status, or you completely break off ties with him.”

At this point, Xie Yun added earnestly, “Don’t think I’m forcing you. Everything I do is for your own good, understand?”

Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise, “Su Yingxue is going to the United States? What is she going to do there?”

“As an exchange student,” Xie Yun said. “She’s already confirmed it with her school. She has a month of preparation and will depart in early December, returning home in June or July next year.”

Zhao Ziqiu was even more surprised. “Mom, how do you know all this?”

Xie Yun said calmly, “I orchestrated this whole thing myself, so of course I know.”

“Huh?”

“What ‘huh’?! This concerns your lifelong happiness, so you must take it seriously yourself. This is all I can do to help you!”





Chapter 1022: Opportunity Lies in Your Own Hands

Zhao Ziqiu was startled by her mother’s words.

She naturally understood the implication of her mother’s statement. She wasn’t surprised that her mother would interfere with her and Li Mu’s relationship, but she never expected that her mother had single-handedly arranged Su Yingxue’s exchange student trip abroad.

Zhao Ziqiu immediately grew anxious and quickly inquired, “Mom, you looked for Su Yingxue?”

Zhao Ziqiu was afraid that her mother had secretly approached Su Yingxue for the sake of her and Li Mu’s relationship. She had seen too many melodramatic plots in romance dramas where mothers would approach the other party, tell them about their relationship, and force them to leave Li Mu, or give Su Yingxue a huge check to induce her to leave Li Mu, all of which she found unacceptable.

For Zhao Ziqiu, deep down, she naturally hoped that one day Su Yingxue would withdraw from Li Mu’s emotional world. However, she could not accept using external forces to achieve this goal, especially involving family members. Even if Su Yingxue truly withdrew, she would find it hard to come to terms with it. The most crucial part was Li Mu. If Li Mu found out that her family was using certain methods to make Su Yingxue leave him, and if he discovered everything one day, he would inevitably harbor resentment towards her.

Xie Yun heard the nervousness in Zhao Ziqiu’s voice and comforted her, “Don’t worry, Mom knows what she’s doing. It’s impossible for me to ask Su Yingxue to leave Li Mu. Even if it takes more effort, I won’t abandon my principles.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly asked her, “Then what exactly happened?”

Xie Yun said, “I asked your maternal uncle for help in initiating a small project at Harvard in cooperation with Renmin University. It provided eight exchange student slots for sophomores from Renmin University’s School of Economics. Then, one of these slots was given to an international teacher at Renmin University, who, in turn, gave the slot to Su Yingxue.”

Continuing, Xie Yun added, “Su Yingxue has already voluntarily accepted this slot. Mom naturally handled the matter watertight, so you don’t have to worry that Li Mu will find out one day.”

Zhao Ziqiu spoke with a hint of inexplicable anxiety, “Mom, I feel particularly awkward about it…”

“Awkward about what?” Xie Yun couldn’t help but ask, “Do you feel guilty?”

“A little…” Zhao Ziqiu pursed her lips and said, “I instinctively feel a bit of shame, but deep down, I’m also a little happy. It’s too contradictory.”

Xie Yun instructed, “You don’t need to overthink or feel conflicted. Su Yingxue’s decision to go to the United States is her own choice. Mom merely gave her an opportunity to make that choice herself, so you don’t need to have any psychological burden.”

At this point, Xie Yun added, “And her going to the United States doesn’t mean she’ll break up with Li Mu. Mom isn’t helping you solve your relationship problems. Mom is just helping you secure a window of time where you can concentrate on dealing with the issue. So, whether you can seize this opportunity depends on you, not me. If, after half a year, you don’t have a clear understanding with Li Mu, then the day Su Yingxue returns from Harvard will be the day you leave for Harvard. This is not a discussion, but a pre-notification, understand?”

“I understand…”

Xie Yun said, “Mom won’t tell you too much. Many things you’ll have to weigh and manage yourself.”

“I know, Mom…”

After hanging up the phone, Zhao Ziqiu’s deep-seated guilt was somewhat relieved, but immense pressure also followed.

She had originally intended to stay by Li Mu’s side without a public title, knowing she had plenty of youth and time to accompany and wait for him. But she never expected the matter to be exposed, leading her mother to forcefully intervene. According to her mother, she now had only half a year. If, after half a year, Li Mu hadn’t broken up with Su Yingxue and hadn’t explicitly chosen to be with her, then she would have to leave Li Mu. There was definitely no room for negotiation on this matter.

Just as Zhao Ziqiu’s thoughts were chaotic and she was in a daze, a Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan pulled up beside her. The window rolled down, revealing Li Mu sitting inside.

Although the car was right next to Zhao Ziqiu, for the first few seconds, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t notice it. Instead, she stared blankly at her toes, lost in thought, until Li Mu coughed inside the car and asked with a smile, “Why are you spacing out?”

Zhao Ziqiu snapped back to reality, looked up at Li Mu, paused for half a second in surprise, and then quickly reacted, pulling open the car door and getting in.

From the moment Zhao Ziqiu entered the car, Li Mu could tell she was uncomfortable. Her eyes darted around, and her posture was as if she was sitting on pins and needles. He couldn’t help but ask her, “What happened just now?”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly replied, “Nothing, I just suddenly remembered something and got a bit distracted…” As she spoke, she quickly changed the subject and asked him, “Where are we going to eat?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Are you confused? We agreed on the phone to eat hairy crabs, didn’t we?”

“Oh, right, my head’s a bit muddled right now…” Zhao Ziqiu suddenly remembered that she had already told Li Mu on the phone that she wanted to eat crabs, and Li Mu had agreed. But her mother’s call had completely muddled her mind, and she couldn’t remember anything clearly.

Li Mu shook his head helplessly, teasing with a smile, “With a mind like yours, I really don’t know how you got into Peking University.”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue, “I was thinking about something just now, so I was a bit absent-minded.”

Li Mu asked, “What were you thinking about so intently?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Thinking about you, of course. You’re going to the United States tomorrow. I don’t know how long it will be until I see you again. Oh, right, how long will you be gone this time?”

Li Mu said, “I expect to stay for ten days to half a month, depending on the progress of things.”

“Oh…” Zhao Ziqiu nodded to herself, wanting to ask something else, but ultimately gave up.

Li Mu drove Zhao Ziqiu to a famous restaurant in Yanjing known for its hairy crabs. The two of them requested a private room with a quiet atmosphere.

For a child like Zhao Ziqiu, who grew up in Jiangzhe and came from a wealthy family, eating hairy crabs in autumn was as common as Li Mu eating watermelon in summer when he was a child, and just as addictive. She would crave them terribly if she didn’t eat them for a few days. While Li Mu didn’t feel the same way, he was always happy to accompany Zhao Ziqiu. Seeing her eat with satisfaction gave him a sense of accomplishment.

At the dinner table, Zhao Ziqiu kept trying to find an opportunity to ask Li Mu about Su Yingxue, but each time the thought crossed her mind, she held back. She worried that asking too many questions would make Li Mu suspicious. Her mother’s arrangement for Su Yingxue to go abroad as an exchange student was a done deal, so she absolutely couldn’t let him know.

After they had almost finished eating, Zhao Ziqiu asked Li Mu, “Oh, right, what time is your flight tomorrow?”

Li Mu said, “Ten-thirty in the morning.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked again, “Where are you flying to? How long will it take?”

Li Mu said, “San Francisco. It’ll take about twelve hours to fly, and we should land around seven-thirty in the morning local time.”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu and asked, “Do you want me to see you off?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Several colleagues will be with me tomorrow. If you don’t mind, then it’s fine.”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue and laughed, “I forgot you definitely wouldn’t be going to the United States alone. In that case, I won’t go see you off, so as not to cause you trouble.”

As she spoke, Zhao Ziqiu looked at Li Mu with her big eyes and said, “I can’t see you off tomorrow, so how about tonight instead?”

…

The next morning, when Li Mu woke up in his villa in Ziyun Villa, Zhao Ziqiu, who had been by his side last night, was already gone.

After getting up, Li Mu discovered that Zhao Ziqiu had risen early and was preparing breakfast for him in the kitchen downstairs.

Zhao Ziqiu was wearing one of Li Mu’s white shirts, and though it didn’t fit her well, it was very pleasing to the eye.

Li Mu particularly liked the way women looked in shirts; it was truly a different kind of beauty.

Zhao Ziqiu heard the movement, turned around, and saw Li Mu standing outside the kitchen door. She smiled sweetly and said, “You’re awake! Breakfast will be ready soon!”

Li Mu walked over, looking at the two sizzling fried eggs in the pan, and asked her, “Why are you up so early?”

Zhao Ziqiu carefully pushed the fried eggs around the pan with a spatula and said, “Your flight is at ten-thirty in the morning, so you should leave at around seven-thirty or eight. There’s no breakfast place nearby, and you can’t go to the airport on an empty stomach, can you? I saw there was bread, bacon, and eggs in the fridge, and they’re all quite fresh, so I fried the bacon and eggs. The bread is in the toaster, it’s already done, you can eat soon.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “It seems our young lady is about to become a little chef.”

Just as he spoke, his phone rang. It was Li Ziwei, Li Mu’s assistant.

Li Mu said to Zhao Ziqiu, “I’ll take this call first.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “Go ahead, come in to eat in five minutes.”

Li Mu left the kitchen and answered the phone. Li Ziwei’s voice came through, asking him, “General Manager Li, have you gotten up yet?”

Li Mu said, “Yes, I’m up. What’s the plan for today?”

Li Ziwei said, “The racing team is downstairs at my place. I’ll leave with them now, pick up the others first, and then come to pick you up.”

Then, Li Ziwei asked Li Mu, “Where are you now?”

Li Mu said, “I’m at Ziyun Villa, but you don’t need to pick me up. I’ll drive to the airport myself.”





Chapter 1023: The Starting Point for Conquering the World

Li Mu’s travel plan for this trip to the United States was a short one week, or ten days to half a month at most. However, the carry-on luggage he prepared was quite simple: a twenty-inch carry-on suitcase containing two changes of clothes and some basic personal items, plus a laptop, nothing else.

After dropping Zhao Ziqiu back at Peking University, Li Mu drove to the airport alone and met up with the main group waiting there.

There were eleven people accompanying Li Mu on this trip to the United States. Besides his private assistant, Li Ziwei, there were three bodyguards, including Wang Yuanlang. These four were considered Li Mu’s personal retinue. The remaining seven were all negotiation personnel organized by Ding Zhengling, as well as representatives from the finance and legal departments.

Compared to the previous time Muzhao Technology employees chartered a plane to the United States and held a farewell ceremony at the airport, Li Mu’s group this time remained very low-key. They didn’t charter a plane; they simply bought all the first-class seats on this flight. They also didn’t inform the domestic media. Even Sequoia Capital in the United States, eagerly awaiting a meeting with Li Mu, had no idea when he would arrive.

To avoid trouble, the group of twelve waited in the airport VIP lounge until all other passengers had boarded and the flight attendants had used opaque curtains to separate the first-class cabin from business and economy class before finally boarding.

At 10:40 AM, the plane carrying Li Mu and his group took off from the Capital Airport. Li Mu lay back in his semi-enclosed first-class seat, watching the Capital Airport shrink out the window, his heart filled with profound emotion.

Li Mu had never been to the United States. As a programmer, he naturally regarded the United States and Silicon Valley as a holy ground in his professional field. So, in his previous life, he had once considered traveling to the United States, but was rejected for a visa by the embassy for an unusually peculiar reason. Since then, Li Mu had never thought about traveling to the United States again.

Recalling the process of that visa rejection, it was still clear as day to Li Mu. At that time, he had been working in Yanjing for several years and had accumulated tens of thousands in savings. He had planned to take out around thirty thousand for a travel fund to visit the United States. However, after the visa officer reviewed his professional information, bank statements, and other documents, he asked him a question: “What do you want to do in the United States?”

Li Mu truthfully replied, “Go traveling.”

The visa officer then asked him, “Which city or region in the United States do you like the most?”

Li Mu said, “I’ve never been to the United States, so I can’t say which I like most. If I were to yearn for a place, I yearn for Silicon Valley the most.”

The visa officer nodded approvingly and said, “Silicon Valley is America’s pride. Since you work in the internet industry, you should indeed visit Silicon Valley if you get the chance.”

Then, the visa officer changed his tone and said, “However, I’m sorry, I cannot approve your visa this time. I hope you will have the opportunity to visit Silicon Valley in the future.”

Subsequently, the visa officer rejected him without hesitation.

Li Mu’s income, bank statements, company guarantees, and other materials at the time met the application standards, so being directly rejected by the visa officer left him at a loss. He asked the visa officer, “Can you tell me the reason for the rejection?”

The visa officer was patient and explained point by point: “First, you have never been abroad. Second, although you have worked in Yanjing for so many years, you do not have a Yanjing household registration, nor do you own property or a car, and your savings, converted, aren’t even twenty thousand US dollars. Furthermore, your yearning for Silicon Valley makes me concerned that you have an inclination to immigrate, so I cannot approve your visa.”

Li Mu was dumbfounded at the time and pressed him, “Why does never having been abroad, no car, no house, and no savings mean I have an inclination to immigrate? Isn’t immigration a game only the rich can play?”

The visa officer said apologetically, “Sir, what I’m about to say might be a bit blunt, please forgive me.”

With that, the visa officer seriously said, “An inclination to immigrate is a general term. Specifically, in your case, it can be understood as a suspicion of seeking employment.”

Li Mu suddenly realized. It turned out that the visa officer saw him as a complete ‘three-noes’ person (someone with no car, no house, and no savings) in Yanjing, and he had also shown an unusual yearning for Silicon Valley. The officer feared that his purpose for going to the United States was not tourism, but to find a job in Silicon Valley, which was why he had been rejected.

That experience was quite a blow to Li Mu. He felt like a complete failure as a Beijing Drifter with no car, no house, and no savings. Filled with indignation, he left the embassy and immediately went to Asian Games Village, where car dealerships clustered. He spent less than one hundred thousand to buy a Besturn B50. That was his first car, and the most expensive item he ever bought in his previous life.

Who would have thought that he, who couldn’t even get a visa to travel to the United States in his previous life, was now sitting on a plane heading to the United States, ready to negotiate a business deal worth over a billion US dollars? Comparing his situation in his previous life with now, it was truly worlds apart, filling him with emotion.

Speaking of the United States, Li Mu had mixed feelings of love and hate. It was undeniable that the United States held a position far ahead of the competition in the IT field, attracting top internet talent from all over the world, giving birth to countless great internet companies, and nurturing a large number of hardware companies whose computers changed the entire course of social development.

However, on the other hand, the arrogance and conceit of Americans had always made Li Mu harbor some lingering concern towards this country.

It was precisely because of this intertwined feeling of love and hate that Li Mu especially hoped to conquer the American market with his own products.

For Chinese internet companies, at least half of the weight behind the words “overseas market” lay in the United States.

To conquer the world, one must first conquer the United States!

…

San Francisco Airport.

Lin Qingya, who had been busy with Muzhao Technology’s branch company in Silicon Valley, arrived at the airport early in the morning with a rented racing team.

During this period, Lin Qingya, as Muzhao Technology’s top management in the United States, personally made the final decision on many matters. She seemed to hold significant power, but deep down, she increasingly missed her life back in China.

Back in China, all major decisions were made by Li Mu; even if his suggestions weren’t adopted, Li Mu was ultimately the one who made the final decision. However, recently, Li Mu had been emphasizing the concept of “powerful influence” to Lin Qingya. In his view, sending Lin Qingya to the United States was to have her carry Muzhao Technology’s powerful influence there, and in such a situation, she absolutely had to learn to make the final decision.

Li Mu deliberately didn’t participate in the selection of the branch company’s office location.

Li Mu intentionally didn’t review the floor plans and actual photos of the office space.

Li Mu didn’t look at a single resume for high-end talent recruitment…

Everything was pushing Lin Qingya to quickly adapt to her role and become a true decision-maker.

Lin Qingya was no ordinary person. Although young, she was a combination of a spring and a sponge; she was like a spring because she was highly resilient and capable of converting pressure into motivation; she was like a sponge because she was highly capable of absorbing experience and knowledge, growing extremely rapidly.

Although Lin Qingya adapted quickly while alone in the United States, as Li Mu’s arrival approached, she almost immediately felt a renewed dependence on him. She felt as though she had been eagerly awaiting his arrival, and he was finally here.

The Air China flight carrying Li Mu landed perfectly on the runway at San Francisco Airport. The moment the plane’s tires touched down, Li Mu felt a solemn sense of responsibility.

Finally, he landed on American soil! Li Mu understood that he was not only tasked with the mission of conquering this land but also with the mission of making the people of this land look at China’s internet industry, the Chinese people, and even all of China in a new light.

Perhaps in the future, this very day, his first step on American soil, would become a turning point in the development of the entire Chinese internet industry. This marked the first time that China’s internet, after imitating the American internet for so long, would in turn export more advanced internet products and operating models to the American internet market.

The plane came to a stop, the jet bridge connected, and the cabin door opened. Li Mu, inexplicably excited, wore a disposable medical mask and quickly exited the plane with the rest of his team.

Once off the plane, Li Mu lost his leisurely mood from being on board. Standing on American soil for the first time, he didn’t indulge in sentimental reflection or direct affairs in his mind. The group, ahead of all other passengers on the flight, headed straight for customs.

This time, to ensure efficiency, Li Mu requested that all accompanying personnel minimize their luggage, carrying as much as possible as carry-on and avoiding checked baggage. This would significantly improve efficiency. As for personal necessities for each person, Li Mu had already instructed Lin Qingya to arrange for someone to take care of it in advance. Any temporary needs could also be purchased locally anytime, anywhere, as the American retail market was highly developed and mature, making shopping very convenient.

Lin Qingya had already been waiting at the airport exit with her assistant and Muzhao Technology staff. As Li Mu and his group cleared customs, Lin Qingya immediately recognized Li Mu, who was wearing a mask, and hurried forward, unable to contain her excitement. “General Manager Li, we’ve been eagerly awaiting your arrival.”

Li Mu looked Lin Qingya up and down, smiling slightly. “Qingya hasn’t been in the United States long, but she’s become even more beautiful and refined.”

Lin Qingya smiled openly and said jokingly, “Thank you for the compliment, General Manager Li, but what you said sounds like I came to the United States not to work, but just to focus on dressing up.”

She sighed and complained, “General Manager Li, you don’t know, we’ve been so busy here in the United States that we’ve been questioning our existence. I don’t even have time to put on makeup normally; today, I only managed to find a moment to put on some makeup on the way here.”

Li Mu laughed. “I know you’re busy, but don’t think we came here to alleviate your worries and difficulties. In fact, we’re here to add more trouble for you.”

Lin Qingya said, “When you’re here, we have our pillar of support. Even if it means more trouble, we’re willing.”

The others around them smiled knowingly. Lin Qingya quickly said, “General Manager Li, the racing team is waiting outside. Let’s get in the cars first, and I can slowly introduce you to the situation here on the way.”





Chapter 1024: I Want to Make a Big Splash

Li Mu and the others followed Lin Qingya out of the airport. Outside, a prestigious racing team was already waiting. Leading the convoy were several large Cadillac SUVs, followed by two extended Cadillac luxury sedans, which looked no different from Air Force One. At the rear of the convoy were several more SUVs, creating an extremely impressive display.

Li Mu and Lin Qingya got into one of the luxury sedans. The rear seating area of the car exuded luxury. Lin Qingya lightly pressed a button on the armrest, and a thick glass partition immediately rose between them and the driver’s cabin, while the curtains lowered.

Seeing Li Mu look surprised, Lin Qingya smiled and said, “I just found out about this on the way here. If you come to the United States often in the future, our branch company here can acquire one.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “One isn’t enough. This racing team is quite impressive though. Why not make a racing team based on this specification, or even higher?”

Lin Qingya said, “General Manager Li, the racing team we rented is already considered a state guest-level racing team. Aside from not having police escorts, in terms of vehicle allocation, it’s no different from a state guest racing team. Wouldn’t it be too ostentatious if we really set up such a racing team?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Back home, of course, we need to be low-key. That’s our own backyard. No matter how well we develop, we must be sufficiently humble there. But it’s different in the United States. We are in someone else’s backyard, and we’re not just representing ourselves, but the entire China internet industry. Americans are watching us, and our fellow townsmen back home are also watching us. So, at a time like this, we need to be appropriately high-profile.”

Lin Qingya laughed and said, “You should have said so earlier! Wouldn’t it be even more high-profile if I brought dozens or even a hundred media outlets to pick you up today?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “This time is a bit special. The reason I haven’t arranged media on either side or publicized anything is that I deliberately want to keep a low-profile. There’s no need to make a big splash the moment we arrive in the United States. It’s better to be low-key before Americans figure out our true strength. What I want is to make a big splash.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “The big splash you’re talking about, General Manager Li, is announcing our financing amount after the financing is secured, right?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “To let others know how rich you are, merely buying luxury cars and villas isn’t enough. You have to get on the rich list, so people know exactly how much you’re worth.”

Lin Qingya felt that Li Mu’s words made a lot of sense. Although Muzhao Technology currently had some influence in the United States, not all Americans understood the internet industry, nor was everyone knowledgeable about finance. Therefore, they didn’t have a clear concept for evaluating Muzhao Technology.

The only concept that ordinary people could precisely master was to measure success in terms of money.

Telling them how powerful a company was, how many users its products had, or how high its user stickiness was, was meaningless. It was better to directly tell them how much the company was worth.

Li Mu had a deep understanding of this.

In his previous life, before Alibaba went public, the public had no concept of how powerful Alibaba truly was. They only knew about Taobao and Tmall, but ordinary people didn’t know how much it was worth.

Alibaba truly became a widely admired internet company in China, and Mr. Ma, who loved to show off, really stepped onto the world stage and unleashed his show-off skills globally, only after Alibaba went public and its Market Value surpassed one hundred billion, then two hundred billion US dollars.

When the figure of over two hundred billion US dollars, over one trillion yuan, was announced, the public truly deeply realized how strong the company’s capabilities were.

Li Mu then said, “Qingya, I came prepared this time. My missile launchers are deployed. Once I sit down to negotiate with investors, I will fight a decisive battle with them. I need your cooperation for public opinion and momentum. When I sit down to talk with Sequoia, that will be our high-profile beginning in the United States. Once negotiations start, your task is to ensure that the eyes of the entire United States, and even the world, are focused on these negotiations.”

Lin Qingya immediately said, “General Manager Li, don’t worry, I will fully cooperate with you.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and nodded with satisfaction. He then brought the topic back to the racing team, saying, “Actually, the racing team has a lot of uses. We are essentially functioning as a bridgehead in the United States. Apart from truly national-level top leaders, if leaders from various regions in China come to the United States for work, inspections, or to attend meetings, the U.S. government will not provide any racing team services. However, if our Muzhao Technology’s U.S. branch company’s racing team is in San Francisco, then in principle, any leader visiting San Francisco in the future can use Muzhao Technology’s racing team for free if needed.”

Speaking, Li Mu continued, “Although the racing team’s prestige is a bit grand, everything we do is open and transparent, so it will naturally be reasonable and legal. Domestic public opinion will certainly be guided from a supportive and appreciative perspective, which will not bring any negative impact.”

Lin Qingya said, “I understand, General Manager Li. I will arrange the racing team matter soon.”

Li Mu said, “Oh, right, please help me arrange a meeting with Bill Gates of Microsoft, Steve Jobs of Apple, and Larry Page of Google, under my private name. Just say that I personally admire them very much and hope to have the opportunity to meet and chat with them. It would be even better if we could have dinner together.”

Lin Qingya said in surprise, “General Manager Li, with your current worth and Muzhao Technology’s current influence, isn’t the word ‘admire’ a bit too much?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said with a serious expression, “Not at all. These individuals are giants in the internet industry, and they have contributed greatly to the entire internet industry. Not to mention admire, Worship wouldn’t be an overstatement. Just convey it as I said. If they are interested, first check their schedules, and I will accommodate them.”

“Alright.” Lin Qingya nodded, then added, “Oh, by the way, Elon Musk contacted me yesterday and asked if you were coming to the United States soon. I didn’t give him a definitive answer, but he told me that if you did come, to let you know he would very much like to visit you if he could find the time.”

Saying this, Lin Qingya laughed, “His phrasing for wanting to see you sounds quite similar to your phrasing for wanting to see the other three. It seems Elon Musk must really admire you…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “This person is quite interesting. He might find a unique path and do something earth-shattering in the future. You don’t need to reply to him; just give me his contact information, and I’ll get in touch with him.”

Li Mu wasn’t very interested in new energy vehicles, but he had to admit that Elon Musk himself was a very interesting Bigwig. Such a person might not be shining brightly yet, but once his era arrived, he would undoubtedly shine brilliantly.

However, thinking of Elon Musk, who was highly admired by countless people in his previous life, now waiting for him to come to the United States with an admiring heart, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a great sense of accomplishment.

Li Mu guessed that Elon Musk was currently riding high. When he sold PayPal, he tried to leverage Li Mu to raise the price with eBay, but he unexpectedly fell into the trap Li Mu had dug for him. As a result, PayPal is now jointly owned by eBay and Muzhao Technology. In the subsequent period, PayPal’s Market Value has been skyrocketing. Elon Musk must have thanked his decision more than once in his heart. Otherwise, if he had truly packaged and sold off PayPal, he wouldn’t be in such a favorable position today, making money effortlessly.

Although Elon Musk was eager to meet with Li Mu, Li Mu didn’t place his priority too high at the moment. He wasn’t just behind investors, but even behind the industry Bigwigs he wanted to meet. Li Mu currently had no deep dive plans for Elon Musk. It wasn’t the right time to get involved with Tesla; and Li Mu wasn’t very interested in aerospace technology. So for him, Elon Musk’s best bet at this stage was to honestly work hard at PayPal for a few years, making it a company worth tens of billions of dollars, and then discuss things further. By then, if he wanted to get involved with Tesla, Li Mu would first invest 30% to 50% of the shares.

…

As the racing team drove into Silicon Valley, Li Mu began to feel as joyful as a child.

Silicon Valley is a sacred place for everyone working in the internet and electronics industries. Zhongguancun had always been quite sacred in Li Mu’s heart, but compared to Silicon Valley, the latter was like Bodhisattva, while the former was at most the Wealth-Scattering Boy beside Bodhisattva, completely not in the same league.

Sitting in the car, looking at the various company logos along the streets, many of which were powerful aircraft carrier-like companies in later generations, Li Mu’s heart was filled with uncontrollable excitement.

He had always dreamt of becoming a part of this place and contributing to the development of the internet industry. He never expected that now, he had already opened a branch company here. Other renowned companies here included Apple, Google, IBM, Oracle, Intel, Nvidia, Cisco, and many other leading enterprises. Li Mu believed that in the near future, Muzhao Technology would also become a top first-tier enterprise here.

The racing team slowly drove into the core area of Silicon Valley, stopping in front of a five-star hotel. Everyone got out of the cars, ready to check in.

Originally, Lin Qingya’s planned itinerary was to first pick up Li Mu and his group in Silicon Valley, check them into the hotel she had reserved, and then everyone would get some good rest. At noon, there would be a catering arranged at the hotel, where current Muzhao Technology employees in the United States would also be invited to a welcome feast for Li Mu and his group. Afterward, they would collectively head to Muzhao Technology’s new company in Silicon Valley in the afternoon.

However, upon arriving at the hotel, Li Mu found that everyone was in excellent spirits. The eleven people who came with him had almost all slept soundly throughout the flight, waking up just as the Airplane arrived, so they weren’t tired at all. Moreover, having just arrived in the United States, everyone was still somewhat excited. At this point, let alone sleeping, they didn’t even feel like yawning.

So, after a brief discussion, Li Mu decided to have Lin Qingya take everyone directly to Muzhao Technology’s branch company in Silicon Valley. He was like a proud king, unable to contain his excitement to inspect his territory.





Chapter 1025: Making All of Silicon Valley Nervous

The location for Muzhao Technology’s branch company in Silicon Valley was chosen in the heart of the region, the most prosperous central area. Lin Qingya made the final decision to rent a three-story, standalone villa-style property spanning over two thousand square meters within a small park here. On the nameplate at the entrance, Li Mu saw four striking Chinese characters: “牧野科技” (Muzhao Technology). Below the characters was the English translation: “Muye-technology.”

As Li Mu walked around, he saw many well-known companies, but Muzhao Technology was the only one with Chinese characters in its company name.

Lin Qingya saw Li Mu staring intently at the company nameplate outside the door and stepped forward, saying, “General Manager Li, we are the only domestic internet company formally registered and operating in Silicon Valley. Other companies also have offices in Silicon Valley, but they are all hidden in small units within various incubators, the largest not exceeding one hundred square meters.”

Li Mu nodded, pointing to the four characters of Muzhao Technology, and smiled faintly, “It seems we are truly the first Chinese enterprise to officially land in Silicon Valley.”

Lin Qingya smiled, “That’s right, the first in the true sense.”

With that, Lin Qingya whispered, “Let’s hurry inside. Many employees are waiting.”

According to Lin Qingya’s introduction, the total number of Muzhao Technology employees working in the United States had already exceeded three hundred. Besides the two groups totaling over one hundred ten people who came from China, all the others were recently recruited in the United States during this period.

Of the two hundred newly hired employees, most were ground promotion staff for Paradise Town. The United States has many universities, so the demand for marketing teams was very high. This new batch of employees consisted entirely of formally contracted full-time staff. Besides these, the Paradise Town promotion team also had a part-time team of over a thousand people.

However, because the Paradise Town promotion team was currently conducting promotional work at various universities across the United States, the number of employees working in the Silicon Valley office was not large, totaling about one hundred people. Among them, roughly forty veteran employees came from China, and the remaining sixty were new employees recruited in Silicon Valley, most of whom were from the technical department.

Of the sixty new recruits, Chinese nationals and ethnic Chinese accounted for more than half. This was thanks to Muzhao Technology’s extraordinary influence within the Chinese community. Many Chinese nationals and ethnic Chinese working in the internet industry overseas held a great fondness for Muzhao Technology and longed to join it.

Li Mu had already instructed Lin Qingya to take the lead several months ago, initiating the recall of overseas talent. Over this long period, Muzhao Technology had successfully brought back over a hundred high-end technical talents from developed Western countries, especially the United States, for Muzhao Technology and even the entire Chinese internet industry.

However, a large portion of overseas talent had already settled in the United States or acquired American nationality. For these individuals, it was still somewhat difficult to ask them to give up their lives abroad and return to China. Therefore, they could not go to China to join Muzhao Technology. But now, Muzhao Technology had its own overseas branch company in Silicon Valley, allowing them to work for Muzhao Technology right at their doorstep. For them, this was naturally a rare and desirable opportunity.

Lin Qingya told Li Mu, “Most of the newly recruited overseas employees at the company greatly admire you as the general manager. They are all very much looking forward to meeting you in person, so they are all eagerly awaiting inside the company right now. When you meet them later, they might be a bit fanatical, so be prepared.”

Li Mu joked, “What you’re saying puts a lot of pressure on me. It sounds like a fan meet-and-greet.”

Lin Qingya laughed, “Your influence in the local Chinese community is enormous. Everyone says that you are the one who has brought the most glory to the country in Silicon Valley, so it’s natural for people to admire you.”

What Lin Qingya said was indeed true.

At this very moment, over a hundred people in the company had long been waiting eagerly. Li Mu and Lin Qingya walked into the company’s main entrance together. People stood on both sides inside the door, cheering and greeting Li Mu, all calling out, “Hello, General Manager Li!”

Li Mu looked around and saw many familiar faces, as well as many new ones. However, he maintained a humble smile, nodding and greeting everyone. When someone came forward to shake hands, Li Mu accepted every handshake, and while shaking hands, he said “辛苦了” (you’ve worked hard) in Chinese.

For these veteran Muzhao Technology employees who had flown from China, Li Mu’s arrival was like an army group commander visiting generals at the front lines to boost morale. The encouragement to their morale was naturally ineffable.

For the newly joined Chinese and ethnic Chinese employees, Li Mu was the legendary figure they admired, so when this legendary figure suddenly appeared before them, they were naturally very excited.

In addition, there was also a coalition of people from various countries and ethnic backgrounds. Although these individuals were not as fanatical as the previous two groups, they still regarded Li Mu, this twenty-something billionaire, with great respect and curiosity.

Silicon Valley is vast, vast enough to accommodate numerous Fortune 500 high-tech enterprises, as well as countless small and medium-sized enterprises and startups. Yet, Silicon Valley is also small, so small that there are virtually no secrets in Silicon Valley. Everyone in Silicon Valley is extremely sensitive to every move in the entire region, much like a vendor selling computer hardware in Zhongguancun knows the entire business scope of the mall like the back of one’s hand.

Less than half an hour after Li Mu arrived at Muzhao Technology’s Silicon Valley branch, the entire Silicon Valley knew the news.

Li Mu is here!

At a time when YY was riding high and Paradise Town was infecting universities across the United States like a plague, Li Mu arrived.

Li Mu’s arrival in Silicon Valley at this time could have several implications for people in the American internet industry. It could be a signal of Muzhao Technology launching a full assault on the American market, or a prelude to Muzhao Technology’s C-round Financing, or even both.

Suddenly, the entire Silicon Valley became nervous due to the news of Li Mu’s arrival.

Competitors began to worry that Li Mu would bring Muzhao Technology’s unimaginable expansion speed to the United States. After all, no one wanted their competitors to grow strong, and even less did they want a powerful new competitor to suddenly emerge, especially an instant messaging and online social company like Muzhao Technology.

If it were a company like Cisco or Intel, it would be better. Aside from Cisco and Intel themselves worrying, other internet companies would actually anticipate such a competitive situation. The fierce competition among hardware companies could not only lower hardware prices but also promote hardware development. If Intel had more competitors, the price of computer CPUs would drop faster, and the pace of upgrades would also accelerate. In that scenario, as overall hardware prices declined, the entire industry would enjoy the bonus.

However, Muzhao Technology is different. A company like Muzhao Technology targets online social networking and instant messaging, a field with strong user demand. Its encroachment on users, traffic, and online duration is like a corporate acquisition, and Muzhao Technology has a strong tendency to develop horizontally around this high demand. If it grows large, almost all internet companies will be affected. Muzhao Technology is like a rapidly expanding invasive species, constantly encroaching upon the survival space and nutrients of other internet companies.

Sequoia Capital, located just three blocks away from Muzhao Technology’s Silicon Valley branch, had also received news of Li Mu’s arrival in Silicon Valley, which made the entire Sequoia Capital nervous.

Muzhao Technology’s C-round financing had been continuously delayed. Although Muzhao Technology had always maintained an ambiguous attitude towards Sequoia Capital, much like a beauty skilled at playing with men, it remained aloof, making people anxious.

Previously, there had been several discussions with Sequoia China’s branch company in China. However, Muzhao Technology was different from all other companies seeking financing because it had never shown any urgent need for money from beginning to end.

Muzhao Technology wanted to raise a C-round, but it acted as if it had no shortage of money at all, thus showing no urgency regarding the progress and efficiency of the C-round financing.

Behind this “lack of urgency,” Muzhao Technology continuously made new moves. Not only did its own products undergo unimaginable improvements, but it even ventured into the US online payment business, successfully “borrowing” eBay’s money to invest in PayPal. Its valuation surged like a rocket, and the speed of its ascent made all capital nervous.

Now, everyone knew that Muzhao Technology was a money-making express train. They also knew that Muzhao Technology needed a significant amount of capital to launch its “global mode.” They also knew that Muzhao Technology still lacked a round of financing and promotion from local US capital to easily list on the NASDAQ. Therefore, combining these points, US capital understood very well that Li Mu would finalize financing in the near future, and that financing would surely involve US capital, because Li Mu’s “global mode” was starting in the United States and required a powerful local US ally.

According to Sequoia’s understanding, most of the well-known investment banks in the United States capable of providing over a billion US dollars were extremely interested in Muzhao Technology. Everyone clearly understood that as long as they could achieve capital cooperation with Muzhao Technology before its IPO, this investment would instantly double after Muzhao Technology went public. If they held Muzhao Technology’s shares long-term, the scale of capital that these over a billion US dollars could leverage would be astounding.

Sequoia had originally thought they were Muzhao Technology’s preferred partner, but unexpectedly, Li Mu came to the United States without even saying hello to them. If Li Mu truly intended to meet with Sequoia, he should have at least informed Sequoia of his itinerary in advance and scheduled a rough meeting time with Sequoia’s high-level executives.

But now, it seemed Li Mu had no preference at all; his only preference was for the highest bidder.

The harsh reality instantly made Sequoia’s high-level executives feel immense pressure. If Li Mu had no preference for Sequoia, then if Sequoia wanted to invest in Muzhao Technology, they would likely have to engage in fierce competition with SoftBank, Goldman Sachs, and various other venture capitals in the coming period!





Chapter 1026: Half-Hidden, Half-Revealed

Li Mu genuinely wanted Sequoia’s money, not just because of Sequoia’s strength, but also because of its unique internet DNA.

There were many capital firms stronger than Sequoia, but very few had such a strong influence in the internet sector.

In later generations, Sequoia’s presence could be seen in half of China’s internet landscape. It was the kind of firm that, after investing in almost every internet company it could, felt it wasn’t enough and then invested again. Collaborating with capitalists who understood the internet like this was not only more efficient but also less troublesome.

However, capital itself is ruthless. Even if Li Mu was more inclined towards Sequoia, he still had to let the money talk. Muzhao Technology was developing too fast, and he had sufficient initiative in his hands, so there was no need to curry favor with Sequoia alone.

Sequoia’s only advantage in Li Mu’s mind was that if no one offered a higher price than Sequoia, he would definitely choose them. But even this advantage, Li Mu didn’t want Sequoia to know. So, he neither publicized his arrival in the United States nor communicated anything explicit with Sequoia in advance. He wanted to catch Sequoia and the US capital market off guard.

Since the beginning of his venture, Li Mu had been somewhat aloof regarding capital, unlike most startup founders whose desire for capital even surpassed their craving for the opposite sex, overriding nature and hormones.

In Li Mu’s eyes, cooperation with capital was like a marriage centered on profit. If one wasn’t strong enough, or not clearly strong, and lacked backbone, they would have to bow and scrape to the other party, losing initiative in the future “marriage.” Their own industry would end up feeling like an adopted son’s life;

But for Li Mu, he didn’t care about anyone’s expressions, nor did he need to bow his head to anyone for capital. His financing was by no means a passive, adopted-son-like marriage. Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing was like royalty arranging a marriage; it was already powerful itself, so it had enough confidence to choose its partner. No matter which family’s young lady wanted to marry in, she first had to put away her airs and prepare a substantial dowry. He didn’t need to consider anyone’s feelings, because there were plenty of girls wanting to marry in; if one family wouldn’t do, there were others.

Eric Hanks, a board member and Senior Vice President of Sequoia Capital, was the overall person in charge of Muzhao Technology’s financing project. He was the one who accidentally discovered the office divine artifact, YY, and then highly recommended Muzhao Technology to the CEO. Later, Muzhao Technology’s YY became hugely popular in Silicon Valley and among the global elite, proving Eric Hanks’ unique foresight, so the group entrusted him with this important task.

Eric Hanks had been eager for Li Mu to come to the United States and meet him. He had been waiting for Muzhao Technology to provide advance notice of Li Mu’s arrival, but unexpectedly, Li Mu appeared in Silicon Valley without a sound.

Just as Eric Hanks was still contemplating whether to take the initiative, the group’s CEO also received news of Li Mu’s arrival in Silicon Valley and immediately summoned Eric Hanks to his office.

As soon as Eric Hanks entered the office, the CEO asked him, “Eric, did Li Mu schedule a meeting with you before coming to Silicon Valley?”

Eric Hanks shook his head and said, “I had no idea Li Mu was coming to the United States. Muzhao Technology didn’t inform me of any related news beforehand.”

Upon hearing this, the CEO immediately frowned and said, “It seems Li Mu will be staying in the United States for a long time this trip.”

Eric Hanks understood the implication in the CEO’s words and smiled helplessly, “It should be so. Li Mu wants to get the best offer, and he’ll probably be in frequent contact with various investment banks recently.”

The CEO said, “While I don’t know Li Mu personally, I’ve heard about his work style. In this situation, let’s not hide anything from him. You contact Li Mu proactively, be sincere, and arrange a meeting with him as soon as possible. It’s fine if he wants more money, but the key is to get him to sit down and talk first.”

Eric Hanks nodded, “I understand. I’ll go tell my assistant to contact Muzhao Technology immediately.”

“Good,” the CEO said, “We’ve discussed Muzhao Technology’s situation many times. Given its astonishing development speed, and PayPal’s market value growing so rapidly, we can at most value Muzhao Technology at sixteen point five billion US dollars. You manage the pace yourself; it’s best if you can finalize it within this range. If not, we’ll convene a board meeting to discuss further.”

“Understood!”

…

Li Mu spent one noon and half an afternoon at Muzhao Technology’s branch company in Silicon Valley. During this time, Li Mu and Lin Qingya separately received twenty-three meeting requests from capital firms. Li Mu politely turned them down, citing his busy schedule and undecided meeting times. Sequoia was even more amusing; after Lin Qingya politely declined their company-level meeting request, Eric Hanks privately contacted Ding Zhengling, who was accompanying Li Mu, expressing his hope that Ding Zhengling could help invite Li Mu to dinner.

However, Li Mu flatly refused, stating he had a plan to have dinner with the Muzhao Technology branch company employees that day. As a conscientious boss, since it was his first day at the branch company, he naturally wanted to seize this opportunity to hold an all-company dinner, considering it a team-building event for the US branch.

Eric Hanks was not discouraged by Li Mu’s refusal and still hoped to schedule a definite meeting time with Li Mu. This time, Li Mu didn’t put on airs, but he still didn’t give up showing off. He had Ding Zhengling reply to Eric Hanks that he was free from 10:30 AM to 10:50 AM tomorrow, a twenty-minute window. If Eric Hanks was willing, he could come to Muzhao Technology’s office in Silicon Valley to meet him.

Eric Hanks was startled when he heard this news. Twenty minutes? What was Li Mu playing at? This was an ultra-large-scale financing of over a billion US dollars. Did Li Mu intend to settle over a billion US dollars in twenty minutes?

Stepping back, for such a major matter involving over a billion US dollars, let alone settling it in twenty minutes, even discussing it for twenty minutes seemed far too little emphasis, didn’t it? What problem could be solved in twenty minutes?

However, despite his displeasure, Eric Hanks immediately agreed to the twenty-minute meeting time and confirmed it several times with Ding Zhengling, because he had to meet Li Mu in person no matter what.

So, after securing this time slot, Eric Hanks began to ponder two things:

First, what kind of courtesy gift should he bring for Li Mu when he goes to Muzhao Technology tomorrow? He knew Chinese people valued reciprocity, as the saying goes, “one can never be too courteous.” A small gift could sometimes achieve the effect of “to move a thousand pounds with four ounces.”

Second, twenty minutes was too short. One minute for self-introduction, one minute for exchanging pleasantries, one minute for a few welcoming remarks representing the United States and Silicon Valley, one minute for presenting the gift, and one minute to steer the conversation to the main topic. Even with extreme efficiency, five minutes would be wasted. All in all, the actual time to discuss business would only be fifteen minutes. How to discuss the main topic as much as possible in fifteen minutes and leave Li Mu with a deep impression of himself and Sequoia became Eric Hanks’ biggest challenge at the moment.

Like Eric Hanks, more than ten investors from venture capital firms across Silicon Valley had arranged meetings with Li Mu for the following day.

When Eric Hanks had prepared Li Mu’s courtesy gift, he learned from some industry friends that Li Mu had scheduled meetings with over ten venture capital firms tomorrow, each for a standard twenty minutes. It seemed very rushed, but even so, quickly meeting with over ten firms would take at least several hours. If appropriate breaks were interspersed, it would just about fill the entire workday.

Thus, several points about tomorrow’s meetings were predictable. Firstly, there would definitely be little flexibility in the twenty-minute meeting time, so he had to utilize these twenty minutes well. Secondly, too many capital firms were interested in meeting Li Mu during his visit to the United States. Regardless of whether the initial contact tomorrow directly addressed the financing issue, Li Mu’s financing plan in the United States would ultimately involve back-to-back discussions with each firm.

Eric Hanks had been in investment for many years and was very experienced. He knew that ultra-high-quality investment projects like Muzhao Technology had been extremely rare since the dot-com bubble, that all his colleagues were determined to win over Muzhao Technology, and that once a company engaged in negotiations with multiple venture capital firms simultaneously, the person in charge could easily experience aesthetic fatigue. If too many discussions took place, Li Mu might only compare offers, and to stand out, one would have to offer more money, which would put a lot of pressure on him.

The next morning, Li Mu left his hotel for Muzhao Technology’s office in Silicon Valley. At precisely 9:00 AM local time, he began meeting his first wave of scheduled guests.

For today’s intensive meeting schedule, Li Mu’s main goal was to set the pace. Although the entire industry knew he had a financing plan, he hadn’t revealed his intentions to any venture capital firm beforehand, somewhat like “half-hidden, half-revealed.” The more he did this, the more nervous and pressured the investors would feel.

Eric Hanks arrived at Muzhao Technology’s branch company in Silicon Valley before 10:00 AM. Since he was early, he wasn’t in a hurry to go in. Instead, he sat in his car, constantly strategizing about all the possible situations that could arise when he met Li Mu.

He hadn’t met Li Mu before, but he knew Li Mu didn’t follow conventions. This was evident from his unannounced arrival in the United States. He guessed that Li Mu might “use evasive language” with him today, or he might dive straight into the main topic and catch him off guard. He had already rehearsed countless times how to respond to any situation, just waiting to meet Li Mu and truly contend with him.





Chapter 1027: Starting from Seventeen Billion Dollars

Before meeting Eric Hanks, Li Mu met representatives from two venture capital firms in Silicon Valley in the office Lin Qingya had prepared for him. However, during these meetings, Li Mu did not delve too deeply into the financing details. In the limited time available, he mostly evaded their questions.

Li Mu had no doubt that most Silicon Valley venture capitalists could provide over a billion dollars, nor did he doubt that most of them would be willing to invest in Muzhao Technology. But now, he was the one choosing partners. The capital brought in by Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing was crucial, and merely having money was far from enough to be Muzhao Technology’s partner for its next strategic phase.

After chatting with representatives from both companies for too long, they became a bit impatient and tried to ask Li Mu for Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing business plan.

A standard business plan would not only detail the company’s current development scale, business progress, revenue, and core team’s resumes, but also its desired valuation for financing. Obtaining the business plan was equivalent to getting Li Mu’s target price for this round of financing.

However, Li Mu hadn’t prepared a business plan for Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing at all.

In other words, Li Mu simply didn’t have a target price that could be written down. His target valuation was over twenty billion dollars, but this valuation still needed to be supported by his subsequent major moves. If he stated this target price now, it would shock all venture capitalists. Such a high premium would make the market think he was overly inflated.

So, when pressed by the representatives from both companies, Li Mu roughly set an entry condition: Muzhao Technology’s ideal valuation needed to be above seventeen billion dollars. Only after they accepted a minimum valuation of seventeen billion dollars would they sit down for an in-depth discussion.

Starting a discussion from seventeen billion dollars — this incredible opening price truly shocked the representatives of both companies. Muzhao Technology had indeed developed significantly recently, but it had already completed its split. The currently popular “Paradise Town” was now financially separate from Muzhao Technology, so its revenue could not be directly used to calculate Muzhao Technology’s valuation. Even if the additional influence of “Paradise Town” were to be considered in Muzhao Technology’s valuation, such a high premium was absolutely impossible.

The market’s relatively calm valuation for Muzhao Technology was currently between fifteen and sixteen billion dollars. The reason for the one billion dollar leeway was not that a sixteen billion dollar valuation was also considered calm, but rather that a sixteen billion dollar valuation would require YY to make breakthroughs in its recent business.

If YY could achieve greater development or PayPal could make bigger breakthroughs in the near future, then investors would correspondingly increase Muzhao Technology’s valuation. A one billion dollar increase, in the United States so soon after the dot-com bubble burst, was enough to show how highly these venture capitalists regarded Muzhao Technology.

But as soon as Li Mu spoke, he raised the entry barrier to the seventeen-billion-dollar line, scaring the other party considerably.

At all times, capital is cautious. Behind every seemingly grand move of investment, there are countless in-depth investigations and discussions into the core of companies and industries. Investors must not only measure a company’s current scale and revenue but also deeply analyze its future development potential. Most importantly, they need to estimate and control risks. Even if everyone knew that Muzhao Technology had a good chance of great success, everyone worried about the company taking a wrong turn in its decision-making, and even more about the industry suddenly meeting with a cold reception.

The internet industry sells “concepts.” A large part of the Market Value of one high Market Value company after another is supported by “concepts.” If another tragedy like the dot-com bubble burst occurred, no capital in the market would pay for “concepts,” and these high Market Value internet companies would inevitably collapse, even Muzhao Technology would not be spared.

As soon as the twenty-minute meeting time was up, the representatives from both companies left, deeply shocked. The seventeen-billion-dollar threshold meant they needed to report back to their companies as soon as possible to see how the top management would decide.

After Li Mu sent off two groups of people, he rested briefly in the office. At 10:25, Lin Qingya knocked on the office door and said, “General Manager Li, the Sequoia people are here.”

Li Mu nodded. “Please invite them in.”

Guided by Lin Qingya, Eric Hanks walked through the corridor to Li Mu’s office door. Battle-hardened Eric Hanks had played important roles in countless large and small investments, and these meetings and negotiations were as common as everyday meals to him. But even he didn’t expect that at this moment, his heart felt a little nervous.

Many people in Silicon Valley could build a company with a Market Value of over a billion dollars, but no Chinese person or Chinese internet company had ever reached such a height. Furthermore, he had never seen anyone, regardless of ethnicity or country, who could achieve this at twenty years old. And right behind this door sat such a legendary young man, so Eric Hanks couldn’t help but feel nervous, because in his subconscious, he felt he was about to witness history.

Lin Qingya pushed open the office door, led Eric Hanks in, and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, this is Mr. Eric Hanks, Vice President of Sequoia Capital.”

Then, Lin Qingya said to Eric Hanks in English, “Mr. Hanks, this is Mr. Li Mu, CEO of Muzhao Technology.”

Li Mu stood up from his desk, walked towards Eric Hanks, and greeted him in English with a smile, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hanks.”

As he spoke, he reached Eric Hanks, extending his hand for a handshake. Eric Hanks also responded politely, “Mr. Li, I have long heard of your esteemed reputation in the United States and have been looking forward to meeting you. Thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedule today.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Mr. Hanks, there’s no need to be so polite. Our meeting is for the opportunity of mutual development, so there’s no need for thanks.”

Eric Hanks nodded and chuckled, “Mr. Li is right. Mutual development is the core principle we both pursue.”

Li Mu invited him to sit in the reception area, then said, “Mr. Hanks, I should have taken the time to visit you in person, but as a newcomer, I haven’t had time to handle many things yet. Please forgive me.”

Eric Hanks knew that Chinese people liked to be polite, but he didn’t expect such politeness. He quickly said, “Mr. Li, this is your first time in Silicon Valley. Sequoia has been established in Silicon Valley for many years, so we are half-hosts and naturally should call on you. I originally hoped to invite you to dinner yesterday. Although Silicon Valley is full of high-tech industries, there are several excellent specialty restaurants near Stanford University. One of them claims to have the best barbecued pork ribs in the entire state. If you’re interested, we can arrange a time to go and try it.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, “Sounds good. If I have time, I’ll definitely go and try it together.”

With a slight sigh, Li Mu continued, “However, I might be quite busy these next few days. Muzhao Technology is just starting out in the United States. Building the team, operating the products, and expanding the market all require a lot of time and effort. So, dinner might have to be postponed. Please understand.”

Upon hearing Li Mu bring up work, Eric Hanks calmly smiled, then immediately followed Li Mu’s cue to open the formal topic: “Mr. Li, Muzhao Technology’s performance in the US market has made all of Silicon Valley look at you in a new light. With Muzhao Technology’s strength, I believe it’s only a matter of time before it becomes a world-leading internet company.”

After Eric Hanks finished speaking, he observed Li Mu’s expression, and seeing Li Mu smile, he continued: “Mr. Li, expanding territory is very important for any company. Many times, the time required for expanding territory is inversely proportional to the money spent. The more money spent, the less time required, and vice versa. Our development philosophy at Sequoia Capital is to help all companies better exchange money for time. The less time spent on development, the larger a company’s development potential naturally becomes.”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s natural. Sequoia’s reputation is widely praised by countless companies in the industry. You have helped many internet startups quickly develop and grow, making significant contributions to the development of the internet industry.”

Eric Hanks said, “It’s not really a contribution; everyone is just getting what they need. We don’t have an actual project operation team. Because of this, we can only constantly seek out promising projects and teams, invest in them, help them develop better, and at the same time, bring us better financial returns.”

Then, Eric Hanks looked at Li Mu and said seriously, “Mr. Li, Sequoia has always paid close attention to your Muzhao Technology and Taobao, and we also know that you have been looking for suitable partners for Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing. As a senior venture capital firm in the internet industry, we very much hope to become your capital market partner for both of these companies. Please believe that Sequoia can bring you not only strong financial support but also unlimited resources from the US capital market. Even when you plan to go public in the United States in the future, Sequoia can provide strong support for you and your company.”

Li Mu nodded solemnly, smiling, “I believe everything you’ve said. Muzhao Technology is indeed preparing for the Series C Financing, and I myself very much look forward to establishing a partnership with your esteemed company.”

Upon hearing this, Eric Hanks’s expression relaxed slightly, and he chuckled, “In that case, I think we can have a deeper discussion on this matter. I wonder if Muzhao Technology has prepared a business plan for its Series C Financing?”

Li Mu shook his head and said calmly, “We haven’t prepared a business plan. I believe your side is already very clear about many aspects of Muzhao Technology. To save time and improve communication efficiency, before an in-depth discussion, we need to first establish a consensus with you.”

Eric Hanks quickly said, “Please tell me.”

Li Mu said, “For Muzhao Technology’s Series C Financing, the company’s valuation must be above seventeen billion dollars. If your side agrees to this, then we will immediately arrange a more in-depth discussion. If not, then for the sake of saving both our time, there’s no need to continue discussing this issue.”





Chapter 1028: Overwhelming Aura

“Seventeen billion US dollars, to start.”

Li Mu’s calm words left Eric Hanks stunned and speechless for a long time.

Before he arrived, his CEO had already set Sequoia’s bottom-line price at sixteen and a half billion US dollars.

This so-called bottom-line price was the maximum limit Sequoia was willing to bid.

Although the CEO hadn’t explicitly stated what to do if Muzhao Technology demanded a price higher than Sequoia’s bottom line, according to standard procedure, once Sequoia set a bottom-line price, there were only two possible outcomes: if they could negotiate within that price range, Sequoia would invest; if it exceeded that price, Sequoia would withdraw. In all these years, a third possibility had almost never occurred.

Like other venture capital firms, Sequoia had to calculate the potential profit margin and financial risk for every investment. A large-scale investment like Muzhao Technology’s Series C round meant spending over a billion US dollars in cash in one go, so the risks had to be repeatedly assessed. After all, Sequoia’s money didn’t grow on trees; it was the joint assets of all board of directors members and their subordinate fund investors.

Under these circumstances, even if Sequoia believed Muzhao Technology could achieve assets of one hundred seventy billion US dollars within a certain number of years, they still had to reasonably weigh the inherent risks. They absolutely could not make a hasty decision and leave behind hidden risks simply because a company was currently experiencing smooth sailing.

For venture capitalists, when they lead invest or make a sole investment, they will always try to lower the actual valuation. This is partly to reduce capital input and partly to ensure a better exit strategy in the future.

Entering at a valuation of one hundred million and exiting at a valuation of five hundred million, allowing the next buyer to take over the investment at the five hundred million price – this is a typical venture capitalist’s money-making strategy. However, if they didn’t manage the premium well when taking over the investment themselves, leading other investment banks to deem their takeover price too high, then it would be difficult to sell at a high premium when exiting in the future.

Eric Hanks’ mind raced. Seeing his strange expression, Li Mu guessed that his quoted price might have scared him. He had already scared two venture capital representatives before this, so Li Mu didn’t mind in the slightest. He smiled faintly and said, “Mr. Hanks, there’s no need to be too troubled. There’s an old saying in China: ‘Even if the deal isn’t made, goodwill remains.’ It means that even if we can’t reach an agreement due to price, we can still be friends.”

Eric Hanks nodded gently and said to Li Mu with a serious expression, “General Manager Li, frankly speaking, we’ve conducted a very thorough and objective assessment of Muzhao Technology’s situation. A valuation of seventeen billion US dollars is indeed too high. If you try to secure financing at this valuation, I’m afraid very few investors would accept it.”

Li Mu’s expression remained calm, and with an air of transcendent confidence, he said, “Mr. Hanks, I’d like to correct a mistake in what you just said.”

Eric Hanks raised an eyebrow, looking at Li Mu and waiting for him to continue.

Li Mu smiled and said, “I’m not asking for a valuation of seventeen billion US dollars. I’m saying that seventeen billion US dollars is where we start negotiations. You can understand it as a starting bid price.”

Eric Hanks currently felt a powerful confidence emanating from Li Mu. In his view, Li Mu’s tone when he said that was no longer just confident; it was bordering on arrogant.

Sequoia had been involved in the internet sector for so many years that they knew internet companies like the back of their hand. It was no exaggeration to say that Sequoia was a godfather of the internet industry. With this accumulated experience, Sequoia’s assessments of an internet company were virtually spot on. In other words, if Sequoia set sixteen and a half billion US dollars as Muzhao Technology’s bottom-line price, then most companies in the industry wouldn’t offer a higher price than that. For Li Mu to open negotiations at seventeen billion US dollars struck him as genuinely arrogant.

Li Mu could tell that Eric Hanks already had a hint of anger and displeasure in his brows, as if Li Mu’s words had provoked some unspoken criticism in his mind. But Li Mu didn’t mind. He continued to smile and say, “Mr. Hanks, Chinese people are fond of a type of jade called jadeite. High-quality jadeite can fetch astonishing prices; even a single jadeite ring can be worth over ten million RMB. But if the quality isn’t good, you can buy it for a few hundred yuan. Precisely because the price range for jadeite is so vast, an industry practice called ‘stone gambling’ has emerged. Stone gambling is very interesting, and I think it shares a lot of common ground with the investment industry. If you’re interested, I can tell you about it.”

Eric Hanks extended a hand, saying, “Please do.”

Li Mu explained, “Jadeite is a special kind of mineral stone. What’s interesting is that when it’s mined, it’s usually encased in a layer of weathered outer skin. No one can tell the exact value of the jadeite inside without cutting it open and seeing for themselves. Sometimes, with one cut, a basketball-sized stone can be worth over one hundred million, while other times it’s utterly worthless. So, to transfer the risk, the sellers of these mineral stones don’t fully cut them themselves; instead, they let the buyers purchase them and cut them on their own.”

Eric Hanks was captivated, waiting with a curious expression for Li Mu to continue.

Li Mu continued, “Some sellers trade purely raw stones. Whether there’s jadeite inside, and what its quality is like, depends entirely on the buyer’s judgment and luck. These stones generally have a relatively low average price because the buyer bears all the risk;”

“Then there are other sellers who, when trading raw stones, will make a shallow cut on the stone’s surface, allowing a bit of the jade inside to show its color. The jargon for this is ‘opening a window.’ Once a window is opened, if the revealed part is of very high quality, the price of that stone will skyrocket. This is because with that small exposed bit of color, buyers have a little more certainty and less risk in their assessment;”

“Some raw stones have one window opened, while others might have three, five, or even more windows. Relatively, the more windows opened and the better the quality of the exposed parts, the higher the price of the raw stone;”

“However, even with many windows opened, there are still significant risks. Because the windows are only on the surface, no one knows the true quality of the jade within the rest of the stone. Many jadeite ‘windows’ look fantastic, but after cutting deeper, one might discover that everything aside from that excellent window is utterly worthless. Furthermore, many jadeite merchants commit fraud, deliberately faking the ‘windowed’ parts to appear of very high quality. In such cases, if a buyer purchases and cuts it open, they’ll immediately find all their efforts come to nothing, or even face financial ruin.”

“Conversely, the opposite is also true. Sometimes the cut portion doesn’t look impressive, but only after purchasing it and cutting it completely open does one discover that the internal quality is superb. In such cases, the return on investment will naturally be astonishingly high.”

At this point, Li Mu looked at Eric Hanks and continued with a smile, “See how similar stone gambling is to investment? Those who dare to buy purely raw stones are like angel investors. A company that has developed for a certain period and gained some external recognition is like a stone with a window opened. The longer it develops and the more projects it handles, the more windows are opened. Once a company goes public and everything is fully disclosed to the stock market, it’s like jadeite that has been processed, shaped, and put on the market for sale, with clear prices where everyone gets fair dealing.”

Eric Hanks chuckled and smacked his lips, saying, “Although I didn’t understand it perfectly, it certainly sounds interesting.”

Li Mu nodded, then changed the subject, saying, “In the stone gambling industry, even with many windows opened, there are still mysteries within that even experts cannot fully see through. Buyers cannot see everything, so they shouldn’t presume their judgment perfectly matches the actual value of the entire jade stone.”

Eric Hanks understood that Li Mu was implying Sequoia couldn’t see through the true nature of Muzhao Technology, this ‘jade stone.’ He couldn’t help but smile and say, “Mr. Li, if we follow your analogy, then if the buyer doesn’t know the actual value of a jade stone, neither does the seller, right?”

Li Mu laughed, “Of course, neither the seller nor the buyer knows for sure. They can only rely on their own judgment.”

Eric Hanks shrugged his shoulders and spread his hands, saying, “Since it all relies on judgment, there’s bound to be a bias on both sides. The most important thing is for us to reach a consensus. If we can’t agree, then no matter how good the jade stone is, no deal can be made.”

Li Mu let out a hearty laugh, clapped his hands, and said, “That’s what I wanted to convey! If buyers and sellers can’t reach a consensus on the value of the jade stone, then naturally, a deal can’t be made. However, it doesn’t matter if we can’t reach a consensus right now. You can go back first. Once I personally open another ‘window,’ then you can come back and take a look. At that time, you can use your expert eye to re-evaluate the price of Muzhao Technology, which will have a new ‘window’ opened. If we still can’t reach a consensus, it doesn’t matter either! I can open another window, and then two. I’ll keep opening them until you, or other venture capitalists, are willing to reach a consensus with me!”

Eric Hanks felt somewhat confused. He had thought Li Mu was trying to mock Sequoia for not recognizing true value, but unexpectedly, Li Mu then said he would voluntarily open another ‘window.’ What did that mean? He understood the concept of opening a window on a jade stone, but he truly didn’t know what specific operation that corresponded to when applied to a company.

Although he didn’t grasp the concrete metaphor, Eric Hanks still sensed the unyielding dominant aura in Li Mu’s words. Li Mu’s meaning was clear: he would ensure venture capitalists would be willing to reach a consensus with him. The subtext was: only venture capitalists would yield to him, and he would absolutely never yield to them.

Eric Hanks felt a degree of aversion toward Li Mu’s youthful impetuousness and arrogance, and at the same time, he clearly knew that he would certainly be returning defeated today. Li Mu was sticking firmly to his seventeen billion US dollar offer, and he had no way to make him lower it, so he could only go back and report.

If the CEO and the board of directors were willing to change their minds and accept this offer, then negotiations would continue. If not, Sequoia would withdraw from the negotiating table, and this project would be indefinitely paused for them.

In that case, it would be up to Li Mu to change his mind after hitting a wall everywhere, then lower his own valuation to get Sequoia to sit back down at the negotiating table and continue discussions.

And Eric Hanks was absolutely certain that the one who would change his mind would definitely be Li Mu!





Chapter 1029: The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking Launches!

All day long, Li Mu was showing off in the same manner.

It could be said that Li Mu spent a whole day offending all the powerful venture capitalists in Silicon Valley.

His starting offer of seventeen billion US dollars and absolute refusal to compromise made all venture capitalists feel that Li Mu was crazy, overly arrogant, and took himself too seriously.

Not to mention that no one accepted his seventeen-billion-dollar valuation, even if they did, his company’s scale was still not top-tier in Silicon Valley. How could he be so arrogant?

In fact, Li Mu wasn’t an excessively arrogant person. The reason he acted this way was to make these capitalists feel a significant contrast. If you don’t accept my seventeen-billion-dollar valuation, it doesn’t matter; just wait. I will make you come back with a seventeen-billion-dollar offer. But at that time, my starting valuation won’t be as simple as seventeen billion US dollars.

So, after offending the entire Silicon Valley venture capital community in one day, Li Mu stopped meeting with any capital. The outside world thought he had suffered a setback as soon as he arrived in the United States. Many media outlets published articles stating: “The internet’s prodigy from China encounters a Waterloo in Silicon Valley. His excessive arrogance has driven away Silicon Valley venture capitalists. There’s no news of any venture capitalists continuing negotiations with Li Mu, suspected Li Mu has not yet emerged from the shadow of the setback.”

For a time, all of Silicon Valley believed that Li Mu had indeed suffered a considerable blow.

Li Mu, however, was completely indifferent to this.

He immediately held a video conference with his promotional teams spread across the United States and his support teams in China. The core of the conference was one thing: rapidly promote the “Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” event.

All previous plans had to be implemented/rolled out, and a new feature added: allowing all candidates to place a cartoon movie screen in their Paradise Town, where they could upload a self-recorded video no longer than sixty seconds. Once approved, all users could watch her video in her Paradise Town.

Since it’s about building a fan economy, internet celebrities/influencers must be given more comprehensive and multi-dimensional exposure opportunities. Not just photos and audio, but also videos. Using videos to mobilize fan enthusiasm is probably the most effective solution in the internet industry.

Given the current technical level and hardware support, Li Mu couldn’t implement live streaming for everyone, and the entire internet industry still had at least several years of technological development to go before reaching mass live streaming. However, Li Mu could lighten mass live streaming to the greatest extent. A small number of candidates uploading short videos could still be easily handled using Muzhao Technology’s streaming media solutions.

By then, these young women participating in “The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” — whether for fame, income, or the grand prize — would undoubtedly try every possible means to make their videos more attractive to viewers. Once their videos went online, they would certainly bring a qualitative improvement to the enthusiasm of the entire event.

Muzhao Technology had a powerful technical team, and its streaming media technology had existing mature solutions. Developing such a small feature on this basis was as easy as pie. With Li Mu’s command, the entire technical team went full throttle, quickly doing development, testing, and adjustments.

Meanwhile, promotional teams across the United States were ready. “The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” related ground promotion materials were all prepared, and online and offline promotional resources were also ready. Once launched, continuous announcements would be broadcast within the game “Paradise Town,” ensuring the event quickly detonated universities across the United States.

Li Mu and the entire Muzhao Technology seemed to have been silent for two days in the eyes of Silicon Valley. Everyone was waiting for the moment Li Mu would yield to the capital market. However, no one knew that Li Mu was already doing it under the radar, having planted a heavy internet bomb in universities across the United States, just waiting for the right moment to trigger it.

…

Thousands of kilometers away, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Mark Zuckerberg, after being addicted to “Paradise Town” for many days, finally came up with a new idea in his Harvard University dorm room.

“Paradise Town” was incredibly popular at the moment. Mark Zuckerberg’s Goddess, Fiona, had become one of Harvard University’s most popular Goddesses in “Paradise Town.” Fiona received at least ten thousand US dollars worth of gifts daily without doing anything, sometimes even reaching tens of thousands of dollars. The powerful spending ability demonstrated by Fiona’s fans astonished Mark Zuckerberg.

After his plan to attract his Goddess’s attention failed, Mark Zuckerberg learned from his painful experience and began to seek inspiration from the success of “Paradise Town.” He believed that “Paradise Town” had opened a new chapter for the online fan economy, which gave him great insight. After much deliberation, he decided to launch a website for campus beauty contests. He had even thought of the name: Facemash.

Mark Zuckerberg’s idea was to make Facemash a web page product, then collect beauty information from various universities and put it on the site, allowing these beauties’ fans to vote for them on the website, thereby selecting the most popular beauty in each school. He also hoped to develop a backend that would allow each school beauty to compose her own homepage, update her own photos, and even post requests for fans to vote.

Furthermore, and more importantly, Mark Zuckerberg planned to emulate “Paradise Town”’s gift system on his web page product, allowing fans not only to vote for their Goddesses on his platform but also to leave messages, interact with them, and send them gifts.

Once the gift system was built, Facemash could integrate with PayPal, allowing fans to make online payments directly. The platform would then share revenue with these beauties. In this way, fans would spend money on the beauties, and the beauties and the platform would monetize through fan loyalty, making the business model clear.

Mark Zuckerberg firmly believed that once a business model was clear and could withstand scrutiny, it would definitely be a good project. Facemash was the first campus startup project in his eyes.

Having made up his mind to create Facemash, Mark Zuckerberg proactively invited his dorm roomDustin Moskovitz, hoping he would join his Facemash project. However, Dustin Moskovitz was now completely engrossed in “Paradise Town,” and even more engrossed in flirting while playing games with Monica, his classmate and secret crush, on “Paradise Town.”

Because his relationship with Monica was warming up quickly in real life, Dustin Moskovitz had no intention of starting a business at all. All he could think about was how to quickly define their relationship with Monica and make her his actual girlfriend.

His dorm room’s rejection did not dampen Mark Zuckerberg’s entrepreneurial passion. He immediately registered the Facemash domain name and then began developing the website program and pages.

If it were simply a display page, the development workload would not be huge, but if separated into frontend and backend, and required to implement various page functions, the overall workload would increase geometrically.

When Mark Zuckerberg created Facemash in his previous life, he only designed a simple display page with a voting function. However, in this life, with Li Mu’s invisible guidance and promotion, Mark Zuckerberg’s product requirements for Facemash changed dramatically. On top of the original, he not only needed to develop a user login system and a normal user backend but also a dedicated backend for the beauties who would share revenue from the platform, and furthermore, design and develop a gift system.

The enormous workload initially made Mark Zuckerberg hesitate. He considered giving up or choosing a simpler approach, but after careful consideration, he decided to persevere.

In Mark Zuckerberg’s view, Li Mu was his best role model. At a similar age, Li Mu had already become a tycoon with a valuation in the tens of billions of US dollars, while he was still just a first-year student at Harvard University. If he wanted to become as successful as Li Mu, the only way was to work hard, harder, and twice as hard.

Once he understood this, Mark Zuckerberg was as pumped up as if he’d had a shot of adrenaline, sitting in front of his computer day and night writing code. His dorm room Dustin was astonished by his effort; he had never seen Mark Zuckerberg work so hard.

For a moment, Dustin also considered starting a business with Mark Zuckerberg, but then he immediately became captivated by Monica. If Monica said a word, he would crawl out of bed at three AM to play games. Currently, Monica had become his entire life.

Mark Zuckerberg’s first focus was to tackle Facemash’s gift system. After several days of working day and night, the system finally had a relatively complete test version. Just as he was excitedly and eagerly about to test his newly developed feature, Dustin happened to return to the dorm room.

Seeing Mark Zuckerberg busy with serious business, Dustin didn’t disturb him. Instead, he habitually opened his computer, preparing to log into “Paradise Town” to do some tasks. Monica was also about to return to her dorm room and go online. He had even promised Monica to help her complete more tasks to level up faster.

The task system in “Paradise Town” was very interactive. Tasks would randomly ask users to provide a bunch of unrelated items, such as dozens of corn, a few milk, and a few ice creams. If users couldn’t gather the required products for a task, the task would remain uncompleted. If the number of uncompleted tasks reached a certain amount, users couldn’t accept new tasks until they completed the existing ones.

In this situation, help from friends was very important. Players could directly request help, asking friends to provide the necessary raw materials. When friends helped complete tasks, they also received system rewards. In addition, players could directly trade items. This way, if someone was willing to sacrifice themselves and provide their items to fully assist another person in completing tasks and leveling up, it would be a great help to that player.

Dustin was naturally happy to help his Goddess Monica. As they completed these tasks together, their feelings for each other also continuously warmed up. For Dustin, getting the favor and good impression of a beautiful woman while playing games was simply the most worthwhile thing.

Just as Dustin was diligently completing tasks for Monica, “Paradise Town” suddenly displayed an extremely conspicuous system message: “The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” activity has officially launched!





Chapter 1030: Driving Female University Students Wild!

At the very moment the “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” event officially launched, Mark Zuckerberg was excitedly engrossed in testing his gift tipping feature. In his view, the most crucial part of his Facemash vision/concept was the gift tipping system. The quality of this system would directly impact Facemash’s prospects after its launch.

Meanwhile, the entire Silicon Valley was waiting to see Li Mu make a fool of himself.

In their eyes, this man from China had traveled thousands of miles to Silicon Valley seeking Financing, yet he didn’t know his place, thinking that he was still the internet’s prodigy revered by countless people, just like he was in China. In Silicon Valley, all development relies on the promotion of capital, and antagonizing capital itself is a major taboo in the industry.

Several Silicon Valley industry magazines even wanted to seize the opportunity to humiliate Li Mu. One of them, in its upcoming bi-weekly issue, even made a special report targeting Li Mu its headline article. The content contained a very direct attack on Li Mu’s arrogance / conceitedness, even claiming that his excessive self-confidence in the face of capital was an extreme disregard for the American internet and capital market. The article even stated that if Li Mu did not bow one’s head / yield to American capital, he would eventually have to return to China.

The magazine was scheduled to be released in two days, so the finished product had been ready in the printing plant’s warehouse for a long time. Distribution officially began this morning, and it would be available through major channels in two days.

At this very delicate moment, Li Mu, who had been silent for several days, suddenly launched the “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” event. The moment it went live, the event ignited an extraordinary whirlwind of fervor across the United States.

The first to become frenzied were the university students who were already obsessed with “Paradise Town” because the Bonus for this School beauty Top Ranking event was astonishingly generous!

Li Mu had originally planned to use several million dollars in Bonus to promote this School beauty competition. However, after meeting with over a dozen Silicon Valley capital firms, Li Mu temporarily decided to quadruple the total prize money for the entire competition, directly raising it to thirty million dollars!

Didn’t American capital consider him too arrogant and conceited? Then he would inflate the popularity of this event to the heavens. Spending over twenty million dollars might seem astonishing, but compared to an increase of one billion or even several billion dollars in the company’s overall valuation, spending this amount was very cost-effective.

This time, although Li Mu was organizing a School beauty competition on American university campuses, his goal was to attract the attention of the entire United States through this event.

He aimed to add weighting to this competition, and heavily so, making its standing significant enough to capture the attention of the entire American public. If this competition reached its peak, “Paradise Town” would directly surge from American university campuses into the whole of American society.

The adjusted prizes were extremely generous. First, the champion prizes for over three thousand universities were raised from one thousand dollars to five thousand dollars. This one item alone amounted to a massive seventeen million dollars, directly boosting the enthusiasm of female university students to participate in a competition from the initial first stage, ensuring the competition was attractive from the very bottom level.

Second, the champion prizes for the fifty states and one special administrative region were raised from twenty thousand dollars to one hundred thousand dollars, an expenditure of five million one hundred thousand dollars.

Finally, the national champion, runner-up, third place prizes were even more generous, directly raised from the original three hundred thousand, two hundred thousand, and one hundred thousand dollars, to one million, five hundred thousand, and three hundred thousand dollars! Coupled with the complimentary sports car, the expenditure was approximately two million five hundred thousand dollars.

Li Mu’s slogan was to select the “Million-Dollar-Beauty” from American universities, with the English slogan being: Million-Dollar-Beauty.

“Million-Dollar-Beauty” — this title alone possessed a powerful hotspot effect, and this highly enticing selling point was incredibly attractive to those girls, sure to cause a massive social reaction.

Li Mu’s goal was to turn the “Million-Dollar-Beauty” concept into an American social super hotspot. If it succeeded this time, “Million-Dollar-Beauty” would become his super IP, which he could hype up every year.

In addition, besides the School beauty selected by voting, the competition also added a “Best Popularity Award.” The competition would establish a popularity ranking, with the evaluation basis for the popularity ranking being fan contribution points. The higher the fan contribution points, the higher the ranking position.

The Best Popularity Award would be selected starting from each state, with each state champion receiving a Bonus of fifty thousand dollars, totaling an expenditure of two million five hundred fifty thousand dollars. The national champion would receive five hundred thousand dollars, the runner-up three hundred thousand, and the third place one hundred thousand.

The ultimate purpose of adding the Best Popularity Award was to stir the female university students’ desire for money and their vanity for comparison. This would greatly stimulate them, making them try every means to induce / guide fans to increase contribution points.

In late 2002, even in the relatively developed US, no one had undertaken such a big spending / grand move “talent show.” Moreover, this was the first “talent show” in American history, or even world history, to be held entirely online. Therefore, as soon as the event announcement was released, it immediately unleashed a tumultuous situation / feeling in American universities!

The girls from over three thousand universities instantly plunged into complete madness!

No one could have imagined that an online game like “Paradise Town” could host such a massive talent show event. The generosity of the Bonus made countless people stare wide-eyed and scream in front of their computers!

At this moment, girls’ dorms across all American universities were completely engulfed in endless screams!

It erupted!

It completely erupted!

The “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” thoroughly excited these university girls. Their level of frenzy was comparable to the wild girls at a Michael Jackson concert.

The generosity of this talent show competition was absolutely unprecedented for American folks! Furthermore, its tier-by-tier promotion mechanism and the generous rewards for each level completely captured the attention of all girls!

This was where the “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” differed from previous national competitions. In past national competitions held in the United States, only the top-ranked participants truly received Bonus. Most others were just there to participate, and some competitions even required participants to pay tens or even hundreds of dollars in registration fees, let alone receive prizes.

In contrast, the “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” not only required not a single cent in registration fees, but it also offered generous Bonus starting from the school champion level. Along the way, as they advanced, there were different grand prizes, allowing every girl to live a three-dimensional dream, letting them enjoy immediate rewards, eyeing future prospects, and anticipating even greater gains ahead.

What truly drove the girls wild was the “Million-Dollar-Beauty” concept. Becoming the national champion, a true Million-Dollar-Beauty, and simultaneously becoming the object of envy for all American girls and the object of admiration for all American young men—this was simply the pinnacle of a girl’s real-life dream. They wouldn’t dare dream such a beautiful dream.

Moreover, because the competition allowed participants to record sixty-second short videos for all players to watch, all female university students realized one thing: this was an excellent opportunity to gain a massive number of fans!

This competition was open to universities across the United States. This meant that if they truly had a chance to break through, even if they only reached the state level, they could still gain a large number of fans.

During the recent operation of “Paradise Town,” some “campus Goddesses” who were very popular / sought after in the game were now earning an average of over one thousand dollars in income daily from “Paradise Town.”

With thousands of fans, they could earn over one thousand dollars daily. If they could seize this opportunity to break out of their campus scope and gain attention statewide, they would likely gain tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of fans. In that case, putting aside whether they could win the Million-Dollar-Beauty grand prize, gaining tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of fans could lead to tens of thousands of dollars in daily revenue share from gifts. This was even more of a money tree (source of steady income) than a money tree, and faster than operating a money printing machine!

Advancing through the rounds meant generous rewards, more opportunities for exposure, and thus more fans and gift revenue. The financial prospects were simply unbelievable. Moreover, participating in the competition didn’t require spending a single cent; all they needed to do was download the new version of “Paradise Town” and apply within the game. Consequently, American university students quickly took action, and in just one hour, over one million female university students had registered!

At the same time, various promotional advertisements related to the “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” suddenly appeared near major American universities, essentially launching a combined online and offline promotional offensive on university students.

Although all of Li Mu’s promotional offensives revolved around university students, this campaign was more like a “targeted detonation” carried out by Li Mu. Universities were merely the carefully chosen detonation points. He intended to detonate this point to blast open various strata of American society.

Such a frenzied competition, with the endorsement / backing of the “Million-Dollar-Beauty” concept, already possessed strong self-propagating attributes. University students, in Li Mu’s eyes, happened to be the most communicative group in society. The reason he believed university students were the most communicative group was because, from a comprehensive analysis of aspects like freedom, leisure, progressive mindset, and gossip tendencies, their overall score on these four key points surpassed any other social stratum.

Therefore, Li Mu firmly believed that this competition, boosted by his enhancements, would undoubtedly achieve astonishing propagation efficiency through university students’ dissemination.

As expected! The moment this competition was launched, it immediately began to spread rapidly to all strata of American society.

While registering, female university students shared the news with their families, urging them to quickly download the game and preemptively acquire enough “Resident Passes” in the game, which were the sole votes for the selection, so they could immediately vote for them as soon as the selection began.

This included her parents working in various industries, her younger brother and younger sister who were still in middle school, her other relatives, and her friends outside of school…

Li Mu’s unique definition of “vote” achieved tremendous success. Every vote required users to obtain it within the game. This way, once soliciting votes reached a fever pitch, female university students and their fans would surely mobilize everyone they could to participate in the voting. At that point, “Paradise Town” would be able to quickly break through the confines of university campuses through this channel and surge into every American’s life.

Li Mu actually learned this move from “Super Girl.”

The core concept of Super Girl was the same as Li Mu’s: seemingly a talent show solely for young girls, but the true purpose behind it was to leverage the entire society through the group of young girls.

Li Mu modified this concept with the aim of leveraging the entire American society through the group of female university students in America.

To Li Mu’s delight, no one in the US had delved as deeply into this concept as he had. Consequently, within just a few hours of the event’s launch, the topics of “Paradise Town Cup - The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” and “Million-Dollar-Beauty” easily covered the entire United States, thanks to these frenzied female university students…





Chapter 1031: A Slap in the Face for Silicon Valley

Silicon Valley.

Muzhao Technology’s standalone villa office building.

Li Mu set up a front-line command center in the conference room.

All key personnel responsible for the event’s operations were working in the conference room. The domestic technical team maintained real-time video connections, and the server team constantly monitored the server load. This setup was comparable to Taobao Brand Day and the 929 Promotion.

The data soared at an unimaginable speed.

The number of registrants grew rapidly: one million, one and a half million, two million, two and a half million, three million…

The speed of the increase left Li Mu dumbfounded.

The Million-Dollar-Beauty competition indeed became an irresistible super temptation for American female university students, showing a strong momentum of rounding up all of them in one go.

This was very similar to ‘Super Girl,’ yet also very different.

The participation cost for the ‘Super Girl’ competition was very high. Although most girls would consider participating, it required a certain level of vocal talent, traveling to designated areas to register and attend auditions. Moreover, there were no stage-based rewards during the promotion process; if one didn’t make it to the later stages, all efforts would practically be in vain. The lengthy competition process also demanded a significant investment of time, energy, and financial resources, making the overall cost astonishingly high.

However, the participation cost for ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ was simply typing on a keyboard in front of a computer and filling out a registration form. The process was outrageously simple, and the cost was negligible. More importantly, the stage-based rewards were generous; participants didn’t need to reach the final stages. As long as they successfully advanced to the next stage, they would receive substantial cash prizes and potential income endorsement.

Faced with such immense allure and convenience, American female university students practically went crazy, filling out their registration forms immediately.

There were approximately fifteen million current university students across the United States. The male-to-female ratio, which was 2.16:1 after World War II, had now become 1:1.22. This meant that in American universities today, the number of female students exceeded that of male students. Out of more than fifteen million students, females accounted for 55%, reaching approximately eight and a half million.

Following this trend, Li Mu believed they would receive at least five million registration applications from American university students.

And if, within these five million university students, each person on average spread the word to four non-university individuals, it would add twenty million potential users for ‘Paradise Town’ among the non-university population.

It’s important to note that before this competition was announced, although ‘Paradise Town’ was very popular on university campuses, it hadn’t yet found a suitable opportunity to break through the campus barrier. Across the United States, ‘Paradise Town’ had very few users outside of university students.

But now, everything was rapidly changing.

On that day, as three million people registered, ‘Paradise Town’ also gained eight million new registered users. If we attribute these eight million new users to the three million registrants, then each registrant brought in 2.66 new users for ‘Paradise Town.’ This seemed quite a bit short of Li Mu’s target of four new users per person, but this was only in one day!

The competition hadn’t even officially begun. If the competition were to truly kick off, with gradual contests even entering a white-hot phase, this number would surely increase significantly. Judging by this trend, several million people directly participating in the competition could leverage the indirect participation of at least tens of millions, and attract the attention of hundreds of millions.

Based solely on this data projection, the influence of ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ this time would absolutely reach a heaven-defying level.

The first day of launch saw a huge success, and everyone in the ‘front-line command center’ was extremely excited. Li Mu immediately decided to raise the stakes, investing an additional fifteen million US dollars in budget for large-scale television and offline media advertising during the second and third stages of the competition.

The first stage of the competition involved a seven-day individual university selection process. After the first-place winner from each university was determined, everyone’s votes would be reset to zero, and each player’s ‘Resident Pass’ rules would also be reset. After ‘Paradise Town’ officially presented the awards, there would be a three-day break, and then the competition would enter its second stage.

After the start of the equally seven-day second stage, the votes for the university champions would be recalculated to determine the first-place winners for each state and special administrative region. This would be followed by another award ceremony, and after a three-day break, the competition would enter its third stage.

The third stage was the most eye-catching Million-Dollar-Beauty segment. By then, the fifty-one candidates would likely have become nationwide celebrities, so public attention would be extremely high. ‘Paradise Town’ would then use short video displays to continuously enhance the appeal of these fifty-one candidates to their fans. This process would last for ten days until the Million-Dollar-Beauty was ultimately chosen.

Starting from the second stage, the competition broke through the confines of individual universities. The over three thousand selected participants were beautiful girls with diverse styles, so launching large-scale promotions at this stage could allow the audience’s attention to focus on a select few. For example, in a certain city, candidates from that city would be promoted, allowing American audiences in various regions to develop a sense of ‘home ground’ and support their local ‘school beauty.’

In the third stage, when nationwide attention was focused on the fifty-one candidates, promotion efforts would further intensify. Li Mu’s plan was to spare no expense at that point, ensuring continuous exposure of information related to the competition, not only through television media and traditional print media but also at iconic locations like the Times Square big screen.

…

Meanwhile, Silicon Valley, slow to realize, also received news of ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ and the ‘Million-Dollar-Beauty’ event. Powerful data analysis companies quickly released fairly accurate data for ‘Paradise Town,’ which caused an uproar across Silicon Valley!

No one had expected that after a few days of silence, Li Mu had been brewing such a major play!

As Silicon Valley had developed, many top-tier experts in technology, product, and business model innovation had emerged. However, there wasn’t a single operations expert who could turn operations into an art form like Li Mu.

If they hadn’t personally witnessed the immense social influence generated by ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ and ‘Million-Dollar-Beauty,’ and had only heard that Li Mu was going to spend tens of millions of US dollars to host a school beauty pageant among American universities, the entire Silicon Valley would have dismissively called him two words: ‘idiot.’

However, Li Mu had truly mastered operations, and his analysis of the market and users was so meticulous that it reached a level far beyond what his colleagues could achieve. This made the people in Silicon Valley, who had been waiting to see Li Mu fail, feel as if they had received a stinging slap in the face.

At this very moment, the most tragic fate belonged to the magazine that had published a special report heavily satirizing Li Mu. This magazine, named ‘Cyber Technology,’ had a circulation of over seven hundred thousand copies across North America. However, in the United States of 2002, this was not considered a remarkable publication. American print media was highly developed in this era, with over ten thousand types of magazines nationwide, of which over sixty had circulations exceeding one million. ‘Time Magazine,’ with its circulation of over four million, barely ranked ninth annually.

The actual circulation of ‘Cyber Technology’ – over seven hundred thousand copies – meant they now had over seven hundred thousand copies of printed and bound magazines ready to be distributed nationwide. However, because Li Mu pulled such a move, all over seven hundred thousand copies of the magazine had to be scrapped and reprinted.

Magazines were a mode of carrying paid content, and their core revenue relied on content. They also catered to in-depth user groups, so magazine publishers had to ensure their content was recognized by their user base. Otherwise, with a continuous loss of subscribers, the magazine publisher would soon face closure.

This time, ‘Cyber Technology’s’ headline article was a critique and mockery of Li Mu’s so-called ‘provincial arrogance.’ Originally, the Editor-in-Chief of ‘Cyber Technology’ wanted to be clever, using Li Mu’s ‘failure’ to criticize the development of China’s internet industry and, incidentally, let readers clearly see the gap between China’s and America’s internet industries. This would also, to some extent, boost readers’ national pride, making them feel satisfied and entertained.

However, before the magazine was even distributed, Li Mu made a perfect comeback. A talent show rooted in universities unexpectedly shook the entire American society, rapidly spreading its influence like an earthquake. This astonishing speed also highlighted Li Mu’s impressive strategic planning abilities. If ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ and the ‘Million-Dollar-Beauty’ event had been allowed to ferment for just two more days, they might have hit the front pages of major media outlets across the U.S., attracting the attention of tens of millions, or even hundreds of millions, nationwide. By the time the magazine was released, readers seeing the article criticizing and ridiculing Li Mu would undoubtedly scold the editorial staff to no end.

Therefore, the only immediate solution was to remove the content related to Li Mu from this issue, then quickly find an article of similar length to replace it, leaving the other pages unchanged, and rush it to print.

This meant not only wasting the printing costs for over seven hundred thousand copies of magazines, but also incurring higher costs for printing the revised magazines than for regular-speed printing, requiring an additional rush fee. The losses were extremely heavy, leaving everyone in the magazine office beyond tears.

Besides ‘Cyber Technology,’ two other media outlets in Silicon Valley were on the verge of verbally and in writing denouncing Li Mu. One of them had already begun printing its new issue at the print factory. As a result of Li Mu’s commotion, this magazine also immediately issued an emergency halt. However, the factory had already printed three hundred thousand copies. There was no choice but to immediately scrap these three hundred thousand copies, then quickly adjust the plates and reprint.

Another one had slightly better luck. Their layouts were already complete and ready to be sent to the print factory for production. As soon as ‘The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’ event launched, they immediately abandoned this version of content and rushed to produce a new one.

Aside from the direct financial losses suffered by the magazine publishers, every venture capital firm in Silicon Valley was also lamenting. Although they hadn’t lost a single penny in actual money, the regret in their hearts felt comparable to losing hundreds of millions of US dollars…





Chapter 1032: Two Hundred Billion Might Not Stop It

Silicon Valley, Sequoia.

In the executive conference room, everyone wore a grim expression.

Eric Hanks, who had met Li Mu a few days prior, was among them. Although he looked like he’d swallowed a bitter gourd, he was still the one with the best expression among the eight people present.

The other seven people, including the CEO, were all board members, essentially the highest level of Sequoia.

Just a few days ago, when Eric Hanks returned from meeting Li Mu, the CEO had scoffed in this very conference room, saying, “Li Mu’s dream of getting a valuation of seventeen billion US dollars in Silicon Valley is a fool’s dream. No venture capital firm would ever give him that offer!”

When Eric Hanks asked the CEO about his plans, the CEO confidently asserted, “Plans? I have no plans for a seventeen-billion-dollar Muzhao Technology! In fact, I think we don’t need to do anything. We just need to wait patiently. After hitting walls everywhere, Li Mu will surely come begging with his tail between his legs!”

All the board members agreed at the time. They felt that Sequoia had invested in so many companies, so many large companies, and Muzhao Technology certainly wasn’t a top-tier one. Since Li Mu was so arrogant and conceited, Sequoia naturally wouldn’t give him the time of day.

However, everything changed so rapidly.

At this very moment, the CEO stood in the conference room, his face flushed, saying, “We must renegotiate with Muzhao Technology as soon as possible! This time, we must bring our full sincerity!”

With that, the CEO looked at Eric Hanks and said earnestly, “Eric, tomorrow you will take an offer of seventeen billion US dollars to meet Li Mu. As long as he agrees, one point seven billion US dollars will be immediately transferred to Muzhao Technology’s account. If Li Mu personally wants to cash out, we agree to him cashing out a maximum of twenty percent!”

It sounded like a very good offer, but Eric Hanks understood well in his heart that this offer was only valid until today. That analogy Li Mu made about stone gambling, although he hadn’t fully understood it at the time, combined with Li Mu’s current major initiative, he immediately had an epiphany.

What Li Mu actually wanted to express that day, to put it plainly, was nothing more than: “You, Sequoia, are indeed an expert, but you can’t see through the inner value of my jade. Since you don’t recognize my value, I’ll open a skylight for you to see more clearly. However, once I open this skylight and reveal such perfect quality, the price will naturally rise with the tide.”

Therefore, Eric Hanks stood up and seriously told the CEO and the other board members, “I don’t think Li Mu will accept an offer of seventeen billion US dollars anymore. Given the current trend of this competition, Li Mu’s psychological price will definitely increase significantly.”

The CEO said, “Don’t confuse the logic. This competition is being run by Paradise Town, and Paradise Town, in terms of capital relations, belongs to Muzhao Games. It’s no longer related to Muzhao Technology. Even if Muzhao Technology can enjoy some bonus from it, that bonus won’t be too high. We previously recognized Muzhao Technology’s valuation of sixteen point five billion US dollars. Now we’re adding Muzhao Games’ bonus, recognizing its valuation at seventeen billion US dollars. The valuation has increased by five hundred million US dollars. We’ve already been very generous!”

The CEO indeed felt that increasing Muzhao Technology’s valuation by five hundred million US dollars was already a very high margin. A five-hundred-million-dollar valuation increase meant that if Sequoia successfully negotiated a ten percent stake, they would have to pay an additional fifty million US dollars, which was definitely a huge sum.

But Eric Hanks knew that with Li Mu’s pride and confidence, even if they pointed a gun at his head and forced him to accept a seventeen-billion-dollar valuation, he would absolutely and resolutely reply, “NO!”

So Eric Hanks began, “Let me relay a story Li Mu told me that day. The story is a bit long, and I don’t remember it completely, but I remember the gist of it.”

Everyone looked at him. Eric Hanks organized his thoughts and, as best as he could, recounted Li Mu’s story about stone gambling.

When he finished, the room fell silent for a moment.

So, this Paradise Town competition was essentially a skylight Li Mu opened for buyers. Once this skylight was opened, the price was bound to surge.

Seeing everyone remaining silent, Eric Hanks said, “Frankly, I think with Li Mu’s personality, if we approach him again, we must meet his psychological expectation for the price. Otherwise, he will still refuse us without hesitation.”

The CEO pursed his lips for a long time, his heart beating a drum. He was just a manager; the other six board members in the conference room were the real bosses.

The problem now was that he had only recently taken office and had not made any significant contributions during his tenure. This deal, which could have been closed at seventeen billion US dollars, might now increase to seventeen point five billion US dollars or even higher due to his misjudgment. This was undoubtedly a reflection of his own lack of ability.

So, the CEO said, “We can set a new bottom-line price for Muzhao Technology, but when we negotiate, let’s still start with seventeen billion US dollars. I think Sequoia’s strength in capital operations and capital connections is something Li Mu urgently needs. A person like him should have a strong big picture perspective, and if we reason with him, we should be able to reach cooperation.”

At this point, the CEO added, “If, by any chance, that doesn’t work, we can then proactively raise the price, aiming to secure it within our bottom-line price.”

Eric Hanks sighed inwardly. This CEO was indeed ineffective. At this point, he was still thinking of gambling on luck. What was this if not a fool’s dream?

Nevertheless, Eric Hanks asked, “Then what will our bottom-line price be this time?”

The CEO almost subconsciously said, “One hundred eighty, oh no, seventeen point five billion US dollars!”

He didn’t dare to bid too much more, as the seventeen-billion-dollar reference standard was right there. The more he added on top of that, the more it would prove his lack of ability and misjudgment.

This time, not only did Eric Hanks sigh in despair, but even the expressions of the others grew somewhat strange. The elderly board members looked at him, their eyes showing clear disappointment and dissatisfaction.

The CEO himself realized that his earlier offer seemed to show too narrow a Vision. So he hesitated for a moment and said, “Let’s have the evaluation team come in and do a quick assessment.”

Although the CEO’s Vision was temporarily constrained by his personal need to save face, Sequoia’s extremely professional evaluation team was not affected.

They immediately conducted a rapid assessment in the conference room based on the potential social influence of “The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking” event and the performance boost it might bring to Muzhao Games and Muzhao Technology. The results of the assessment left everyone clicking their tongues in surprise and awe.

The Chief Director of Financing Evaluation solemnly announced the results to everyone: “We believe that, after fully considering the influence of this competition, Muzhao Technology’s conservative valuation will exceed nineteen billion US dollars, and there is a high probability that the valuation will exceed twenty billion US dollars.”

The CEO was the first to nearly go mad, blurting out, “Why so high?”

The Evaluation Director said, with extreme responsibility, “We must fully consider Muzhao Technology’s product model. Its core product is YY. Although from a capital perspective, YY and Paradise Town no longer have an actual capital relationship, from a technical and operational standpoint, they have always been two deeply tied up products. The most crucial point is that these two products share user data. Paradise Town’s user base has already begun to surge and will certainly continue to grow for a period of time in the future. All of Paradise Town’s users are potential YY users. YY can even, through its shared backend data, allow Paradise Town users to register for YY with one click and fully migrate all their connections from Paradise Town onto YY.”

“Combining this with YY’s current lead in product features, our evaluation team has basically reached a consensus: the reason why most MSN and ICQ users in the United States haven’t switched to YY yet is simply two-fold. First, they don’t know about the YY software. Second, they know about it but find network migration too troublesome, so they continue to use other products. However, once these users start entering Paradise Town and happily migrating and accumulating online connections during the game, the probability of these users abandoning their original products and choosing YY will significantly increase. We can even responsibly say that eighty percent of Paradise Town users will likely become YY users in the future.”

At this point, the Evaluation Director saw everyone’s extremely surprised expressions and said very seriously, “Paradise Town’s predecessor once helped YY defeat an instant messaging software in China that had a market share of over ninety percent, and the victory occurred overnight. Therefore, the more popular Paradise Town becomes, the broader YY’s prospects will be. With The Paradise Town All-America School Beauty Top Ranking’s current influence, YY’s full bloom in the US market is just around the corner. So a nineteen-billion-dollar valuation is not high; in fact, it’s very, very conservative.”

“Everyone knows well in their heart how high YY’s payment ratio is among elite circles in the United States. If it can also achieve a good payment ratio among other user groups in the US, then YY’s revenue will certainly increase significantly. By then, with multiple bullish news—revenue, traffic, prospects, and influence—all coming into play, a twenty-billion-dollar valuation might not even stop its growth. If I were to evaluate it completely objectively, I believe that as long as Li Mu takes this competition to the extreme, Muzhao Technology’s valuation will exceed at least twenty-two billion US dollars…”

Hearing this, everyone present couldn’t help but feel dizzy. They had done many big deals, but this was truly the first time they had encountered a big deal where prices rose so quickly. Those with bad hearts really couldn’t stand it…

They had previously thought Li Mu had dug a water well, but now they realized he had dug an oil well…

Most crucially, before this well produced oil, they had a chance to get a share. But they hesitated, and the well he dug started gushing oil, violently gushing it. For everyone in the conference room, this was a dumbfounded and utterly bewildered feeling.

The CEO’s heart thudded, feeling as if it had shattered into pieces like broken glass.

His heart was shattered just like that of the young, shy, and smiling STEM guy on the Harvard campus, Mark Zuckerberg…





Chapter 1033: Mark Zuckerberg’s Idol

Before learning the full details of the All-American Campus Belle Grand Ranking competition of Heaven’s Town, Mark Zuckerberg felt like the Wright brothers, who had just gotten inspiration and were about to create an airplane. Just when he had painstakingly built his crude plane and was about to find an opportunity for a test flight, he suddenly saw a Boeing 747 roaring overhead. That feeling of despair was simply indescribable…

Besides despair, Mark Zuckerberg experienced his first taste of the frustration of narrow-mindedness. He thought he had seen the potential for campus beauties to generate online revenue in Heaven’s Town and that his dedicated platform for campus beauty selection was an unprecedented innovation. However, the All-American Campus Belle Grand Ranking in Heaven’s Town made him thoroughly realize that his Facemash was not unprecedented at all.

He had merely crudely plagiarized the idea from Heaven’s Town, then self-righteously made some minor modifications, imagining he was engaged in some great innovation. In fact, the operational team of Heaven’s Town had long surpassed him by countless levels in this regard and had already begun to implement their plan, creating such a massive stir that it left him dumbfounded.

Mark Zuckerberg sat by his computer, ashamed, looking at his unfinished Facemash, his heart filled with mixed feelings.

The feeling of shame was only one part of his complex emotions. More than that, it was Mark Zuckerberg’s immense admiration for Heaven’s Town’s extreme operational capabilities. He had never imagined that an internet company could create such significant social influence in the real world. Whether it was Google or Microsoft, the greatness of these companies came from their continuous efforts to change people’s lifestyles, but this change was gradual, like seedlings slowly growing into a forest. Offline users watched it grow bit by bit and had long grown accustomed to it.

However, the All-American Campus Belle Grand Ranking of Heaven’s Town was like a sudden tsunami, wildly sweeping over the land. Before this, no internet company had managed to generate such fervent devotion among people in such a short time. This gave Mark Zuckerberg an even deeper understanding of the internet. His heart began to wildly idolize Li Mu, who was behind everything and not much older than himself. In his eyes, Li Mu was his greatest idol and role model.

At the same time, Mark Zuckerberg felt even more strongly that the internet’s charm was far greater than he had previously understood. This failure ignited even more passion and respect for the industry within him.

Mark Zuckerberg had worked hard on Facemash for several days, but it was declared a failure before it even launched. Mark Zuckerberg decisively stopped its development. He chose to learn from this painful experience, thoroughly summarize the lessons, and then carefully seek a more mature product solution.

Mark Zuckerberg, deep in reflection, did not know that his destiny had shifted under the influence of Li Mu. He was originally supposed to accumulate experience through the Facemash project and by personally developing, promoting, and operating Facemash, constantly summarizing his lessons for his next product, the god-tier product that would make him a billionaire – Facebook.

But now, Facemash had prematurely died. Many experiences could not be accumulated. More importantly, no one knew how closely related his Facebook was to Facemash. If there was an inevitable connection between the two, then Mark Zuckerberg might miss out on his Facebook.

Mark Zuckerberg’s roommate, Dustin, had no energy to pay attention to the shy young man beside him, because his beloved girl, Monica, had also signed up for the Campus Belle Grand Ranking selection that had driven all female college students into a frenzy. As Monica’s prospective boyfriend, he was currently online, using MSN to mobilize all his relatives and friends to register for Heaven’s Town, urging them to quickly register for the game and then strive to obtain “Resident Passes” within it. Then, when the first stage of the event officially began, he could vote for his beloved Monica.

Monica’s looks were average; if she were to be ranked within the entire Harvard University, she might not even make it into the top one hundred. But every girl on a university campus at this time harbored a dream called “Million-Dollar Beauty,” so Monica also wanted to give it a try. After all, it cost nothing, so why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

Dustin spent a day persuading his parents and his younger brother, who was still in middle school. At the same time, several of his maternal older male cousins and maternal younger female cousins also promised to take some time to play the Heaven’s Town game he recommended. He also tried to contact some high school classmates, but unfortunately, those high school classmates who had also gone to college were, like him, busy trying to pre-secure “Resident Passes” for their favored girls. So, among that group, Dustin gained nothing.

While racking his brains trying to think of anyone else he could try, Dustin suddenly thought of his roommate, who was always buried in front of the computer.

Initially, he hadn’t considered Mark Zuckerberg because he thought Mark Zuckerberg was so obsessed with Campus Belle Fiona that he would surely save his Resident Passes for Fiona, and perhaps even, like himself, ask relatives and friends for votes for Fiona. However, he suddenly remembered that Mark Zuckerberg had mentioned a couple of days ago that he felt Fiona was now worlds apart from him, and with so many people flocking to her, even sending her expensive virtual gifts daily, he and Fiona were completely in different worlds. So, Mark Zuckerberg’s obsession with Fiona seemed to have vanished.

Thinking this, Dustin quickly asked Mark Zuckerberg: “Hey Mark, can you do me a favor?”

Mark Zuckerberg looked at him and said, “Go ahead.”

Dustin said with a smile, “Look, buddy, I know you have a soft spot for Fiona, but here’s the thing: Monica and I are pretty much together now, and she wants to join the All-American Campus Belle Grand Ranking competition, so she asked me to find more friends to help with voting. I hope you can help me out and cast your votes for Monica when the time comes.”

Before Mark Zuckerberg could answer, Dustin quickly added, “If you’re not willing, just say so. Don’t feel pressured.”

Mark Zuckerberg gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “Fiona certainly doesn’t lack my few votes. I’ll vote for Monica then.”

Dustin looked at him, surprised and delighted: “Really? You’re really willing to cast all your votes for Monica?”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded and said, “Of course, I am.”

“That’s great!” Dustin was exceptionally excited: “Thank you, buddy!”

“Don’t mention it.”

Amidst his excitement, Dustin looked a bit embarrassed and said, “Hey Mark, there’s one more thing.”

“Go on, stop being so overly wordy.”

Dustin pursed his lips, his eyes showing a hint of uncertainty as he said, “If there are other people around you who have votes—I mean, like your parents, siblings, or good friends—could you also help me ask them to give all their votes to Monica?”

Mark Zuckerberg looked at Dustin with a surprised expression and asked, “How many votes are you trying to get for Monica?”

Dustin shrugged and spread his hands: “The more, the better, of course. Monica is really looking forward to this competition, so naturally, I have to perform well.”

Counting on his fingers, Dustin continued: “See, I’ve already notified my parents, my younger brother, my maternal younger male cousin, my younger female cousin, and my maternal older male cousin who works at the logging camp. I’ve basically asked everyone I could think of. I even asked my grandma, but unfortunately, she doesn’t know how to use a computer, so she can’t help me.”

Mark Zuckerberg was dumbfounded: “You even mobilized your family?”

“This is a great opportunity for me to impress her, so I have to seize it!” Dustin said, “Besides my family, I can’t mobilize anyone else. Everyone’s already focused on this competition, and everyone’s votes have already been locked in by others.”

Mark Zuckerberg was incredibly surprised. Although he realized the profound significance of Heaven’s Town’s competition, he hadn’t expected it to reach such a fervent level. Dustin was a male student and not even a direct participant in the competition, yet he was desperately expanding Heaven’s Town’s reach for the sake of this competition. This clearly showed the genius of the competition’s focus!

A college student, for the sake of a beloved girl, would strenuously recommend a game to all his relatives. This was truly the most dedicated “promotional staff” in the world, and they were completely spontaneous. The efficiency of this kind of promotion was immeasurably higher than forced promotion.

Mark Zuckerberg’s admiration for Li Mu became boundless in that instant. In his opinion, Li Mu was simply Bruce Lee from a movie, possessing magical Chinese kung fu. The intricate social strata of America had been utterly “pierced through” by him using a single competition. This person was not only unimaginably powerful in terms of products but also had an exceptionally powerful operational mindset.

In an instant, Mark Zuckerberg yearned even more to meet Li Mu, simply to express the boundless reverence he felt for him, like a surging river.

Thinking of this, Mark Zuckerberg suddenly looked up at Dustin, his eyes burning with eagerness as he asked, “Dustin, do you think Li Mu would agree if I invited him to Harvard for a lecture?”

…





Chapter 1034: Mobilizing the Entire United States

“Li Mu? Who is Li Mu? Who is Li Mu?”

Dustin looked at Mark Zuckerberg, his face full of surprise.

Mark Zuckerberg said, “He’s the founder of Huaxia’s Muyuan Technology. Not only did he create Muyuan Technology, but Muyuan Games, which developed and operates Heaven’s Town, is also his company.”

“Oh!” Dustin’s eyes widened dramatically as he asked, “What are you inviting him for?”

Mark Zuckerberg said earnestly, “Li Mu is my idol. I admire him so much, so I’m hoping for a chance to meet him.”

Dustin couldn’t help but ask, “Then how are you going to invite him? Since he’s so incredible, it’s probably impossible for ordinary people to get in touch with him directly, right?”

“I can email him, or email his company!” Mark Zuckerberg immediately perked up, saying extremely excited, “Harvard is the best university in the world. He shouldn’t refuse an invitation to give a speech at Harvard.”

Dustin awkwardly said, “Even if he doesn’t refuse, you can’t invite him on behalf of Harvard. Can you even get past the school’s approval?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “I can talk to the school first! I’ll tell them I have a way to get Li Mu to come and give a speech. If the school has no objections, they can authorize me to send an invitation letter to Li Mu. That way, I can invite him on behalf of Harvard!”

At this point, Mark Zuckerberg said extremely excited, “He’s currently in the United States. If Harvard officially invites him, I’m sure he’ll make time to come!”

Dustin said earnestly, “Listen, man, I’m not trying to discourage you, but if you make such a bold claim to the school and it doesn’t work out in the end, how are you going to explain it to them?”

Mark Zuckerberg chuckled, “Isn’t that simple? I’ll just say that Li Mu really wanted to come, but he’s too busy and couldn’t make time, right? The school won’t lose anything anyway. Their entire contribution would just be allowing me to invite Li Mu in the school’s name.”

“My goodness.” Dustin couldn’t help but exclaim, “You’re truly shrewd, even calculating the school into your plans.”

Mark Zuckerberg chuckled somewhat embarrassedly, “Just keep this to yourself; don’t tell anyone else about it.”

Dustin nodded, “Don’t worry, leave it to me.”

……

As time went on, the influence of the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings continued to expand, becoming a hot topic of discussion across all sectors in the United States by the very next day.

Li Mu had never even hoped that American media would heavily report on the event he organized, but unexpectedly, the influence of the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings was immense. Overnight, it appeared on the front pages of more than half of America’s media outlets.

Media headlines varied, but most expressed astonishment at the competition.

For example: “Huaxia Internet Company Creates America’s Largest Talent Show”; “Million-Dollar Beauty Drives American College Campuses Wild”; “Li Mu and His American Expansion Ambition”; “Li Mu Fires the First Shot in America”.

Cautious media outlets even found videos of Li Mu seeing off Muyuan Technology employees when they come to the United States at the airport, and combining it with the enormous influence of this competition, they titled their special report: “Li Mu: I Came, I Saw, I Conquered.”

The entire American society was paying attention to this talent show, which cost tens of millions of dollars and had astonishingly high Bonuses, while elite groups, including the media, internet industry, and financial sector, focused on different aspects.

The media was focused on why this event garnered such immense public attention. Many TV stations found it incredible; even for them, achieving such powerful influence would be quite challenging. Yet, Muyuan Games managed to support this talent show and rapidly push it to such heights using a single game, Heaven’s Town, leaving them utterly astounded.

The internet industry, however, was focused on the new inspiration Li Mu’s approach provided them. Everyone gained different insights from Li Mu, but one thing was common: through this competition, everyone realized the true influence of the internet, which greatly excited industry professionals.

As for the financial sector, it was nothing but lamenting, lamenting.

All the capital, whether they had met Li Mu or not, began to contact Muyuan Technology again, hoping to schedule another meeting with Li Mu. However, Li Mu had Lin Qingya send a unified reply to all companies: his work schedule for the next two days was extremely full, and he had no time to meet with any capital.

An event that attracted nationwide attention meant it was time for Li Mu to put on airs!

Li Mu, who had temporarily refused to meet with capital, was now brewing his next offensive.

The America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings had given Li Mu a huge surprise. He was now prepared to use every possible method to ensure the competition’s influence continued to climb across the United States and to push the event to its peak.

He wanted to aim high and strike hard, making the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings the most publicly attended event in the United States this year, without exception. If this goal was achieved, then the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings would become a super IP, and its influence next year would be extraordinary, with countless sponsors even coming to them with checks.

Therefore, to achieve this goal, Li Mu specifically called a meeting with his team to discuss whether there were other ways to further increase the competition’s influence.

Li Mu’s principle was that any tactic should ideally only be used once for the same matter; using it too much would have a counterproductive effect. So, currently, Li Mu was not planning to add more rewards to increase attractiveness. What he needed was the binding of other soft power.

In the conference room, everyone offered their suggestions.

Some suggested offering the national champion, runner-up, and third place a chance to travel the world. Others proposed increasing the revenue share percentage for gifts in Heaven’s Town, changing it from the previous 5:5 to them receiving eighty percent, or even all of it. Still others suggested signing the national champion, runner-up, and third place as brand ambassadors for Heaven’s Town, providing generous signing bonuses.

These ideas were reasonable and, if pushed out, could certainly add some leverage. However, Li Mu felt that none of them had moved beyond the core concept of “money.” Constantly relying on money to speak would definitely lower public favorability. Most Americans likely wouldn’t appreciate a company that lacked substance and only threw money around.

After a long discussion in the conference room, no one had come up with a suitable conclusion. At this point, a colleague spoke up, “General Manager Li, I think we can refer to the model of British Pop Idol and American Idol and provide the competition’s champion with a greater promotion ladder.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Can you elaborate?”

The colleague said, “American Idol is very popular in the United States this year. Although it’s only the first season, it gained significant public attention from the start because it acquired the copyright to British Pop Idol, which already had a very large audience base. However, its popularity isn’t just due to adopting the British Pop Idol model; the organizers also prepared a one-million-dollar record contract for the champion. The champion will receive this one-million-dollar record contract, sign with a record company, release their own record, and officially embark on the path to success.”

He then added, “This way, the competition itself actually becomes just an initial stage. What truly attracts them is the development after succeeding in that initial stage. Participating in a singing competition and winning champion isn’t the main point; winning champion, getting a contract, releasing a record, and becoming a true star—that’s the real focus. This dream of stardom motivates a large number of American youth to participate in this competition, laying the foundation for the show’s popularity. So, my suggestion is that we also partner with record companies and promise a one-million-dollar record contract as a champion’s prize.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up, and he praised, “That’s a great idea! It’s not just about giving money, but also fame. Gaining both fame and fortune is what people desire most.”

After speaking, Li Mu clicked his tongue, “But singing isn’t suitable. Our campus belle selection competition is essentially a visual contest. If it eventually implements the auditory aspect, there’s a high chance it will feel out of place. It’s very possible that the ultimate champion could be a stunningly beautiful, but tone-deaf, girl.”

When Li Mu said this, the room erupted in laughter.

What Li Mu said was indeed correct: a visual talent show ultimately cannot gravitate towards the auditory; it must remain closely tied to visuals.

Li Mu then said, “The method is a good one, but we’d best modify it. We can get in touch with Hollywood film companies and have them offer our national top three winners opportunities to appear in films. For example, the champion would have a chance to appear in three films under their company, the runner-up twice, and the third place once. Moreover, it must be guaranteed that the roles are at least third female leads or higher, with remuneration no less than five hundred thousand dollars. If they agree, we can use YY and Heaven’s Town to conduct large-scale promotions for their films before release, with the only prerequisite being that they must cooperate with our promotion now.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “I think Hollywood film companies most likely won’t refuse, because this event is getting so much public attention, and as the competition progresses, the public attention will only increase. If they cooperate with us now, they can also gain popularity. More importantly, for film and television companies, adding such a highly recognized actor to their productions will also mean the film’s own public attention will naturally rise. With our promotion, it would be difficult for their box office to not be high.”

“Moreover, one thing is certain: the national top three winners chosen will definitely have impeccable looks. Being beautiful provides a huge advantage in front of the camera. It doesn’t matter if they can’t act; they can learn, they can be fostered.”

Everyone present looked delighted. This approach was interesting. Bringing film and television companies in at this time would probably make them dizzy with happiness. Even if they were usually big names, participating in a competition with such high public attention would certainly be a rare opportunity for them.

Immediately, Li Mu’s thoughts branched out, and he continued, “Also, find a few influential American fashion brands and cosmetics/skincare brands. Have them offer endorsement contracts to our top three contestants, with endorsement fees no less than five hundred thousand dollars. As long as they agree, they can become sponsors for our competition.”

As he spoke, a thought suddenly flashed in Li Mu’s mind. He said, “Let’s research the telecom operators here in the United States and get familiar with their text message channels. We can consider adding an SMS voting model in the final stage.”

“SMS voting?!” Most of those present looked perplexed.

Li Mu smiled slightly, “To get as many people in the entire United States involved as possible, the best way is definitely not online. Mobile phone penetration in the United States must far exceed that of computers. If we add an SMS voting model, we will certainly be able to mobilize the entire United States!”





Chapter 1035: Super IP

When Muyuan Technology’s operations team contacted several well-known film and television companies in Hollywood, Li Mu’s influence on American society continued to grow and continuously increased.

More and more female university students signed up, and Heaven's Town saw a continuous increase in new users. Million-Dollar Beauty had completely become the biggest dream for American female university students, driving every one of them crazy.

It’s no exaggeration to say that these American university students’ desire for Million-Dollar Beauty was just as狂热 as the boundless fanaticism American female university students showed in Catch Me If You Can when presented with a flight attendant position by Leonardo DiCaprio.

American media had grown intensely jealous of the two concepts: America's Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings and Million-Dollar Beauty. Especially Million-Dollar Beauty, a slogan composed of three words. From its underlying intention to its direct address of the theme, and its appeal and temptation to the target audience, American media considered it an absolute model/example of marketing and promotion.

Elite marketing professionals highly advocate the influence of a slogan. If crafted to perfection, a slogan can be a key factor in powerfully imparting psychological suggestion, even brainwashing. An excellent slogan can practically double the effect of all accompanying efforts. For example: Nike’s “Just Do It”, Adidas’s “Impossible Is Nothing”, and even “A Diamond Is Forever”, “A Century of Hair Radiance”, and “Eat what you want, hot or cold, sour or sweet” are all excellent slogans in their respective fields. With just one sentence, they can make users remember the brand for a long time.

Additionally, “Sing What You Want to Sing” from Super Girl, “Run, Brothers” from Running Man, and “This is fate” from Extreme Challenge are also excellent slogans. Li Mu’s Million-Dollar Beauty is by no means inferior compared to these classic slogans. The term “million dollars” itself is incredibly appealing, a direct and blunt interpretation of money, while “Beauty” is an excellent adjective specifically for women, extremely common in mainstream American culture. Therefore, the combination of “Million Dollars” and “Beauty” has such clear intent and powerful attraction to its target demographic that it is unparalleled in American society of this era.

However, American media did not know that Li Mu’s Million-Dollar Beauty concept actually originated from two American films. One was Million Dollar Baby, which won multiple awards including Best Picture and Best Director at the Academy Awards three years later. The other was American Beauty, the Best Picture Oscar winner from a few years prior. The names of these two Academy Award Best Picture films, one from before and one from after, collectively formed the Million-Dollar Beauty slogan that had completely swept through American society.

Million-Dollar Beauty caused a huge stir in American society, so much so that film and television companies, upon learning of Li Mu’s collaboration interest, showed extremely strong interest in his cooperation plan.

Several film and television companies quickly provided Muyuan Technology with clear responses within the shortest time possible, fully accepting Li Mu’s conditions. They agreed to offer three, two, and one film acting opportunities respectively to the champion, runner-up, third place of the campus belle leaderboard, while also granting them a film fee of no less than five hundred thousand dollars.

The reason for such quick agreement was that every film and television company could see the immense benefits hidden within. They would only need to pay several million dollars in film fee for this collaboration, yet they could tie into the biggest social hotspot right now. The advertising effect alone was worth far more than several million dollars, and more importantly, with such significant social influence generated by this competition, the national champion, runner-up, third place would undoubtedly receive nationwide attention. A girl who can attract national attention is a superstar in herself; even if she can’t act, her appearance fee would be far higher than five hundred thousand dollars.

Overall, this kind of cooperation was entirely beneficial with no downsides for the film and television companies, so naturally, they all showed extreme enthusiasm.

Li Mu was initially a bit lack confidence. All the major Hollywood film companies are well-known, but Li Mu wasn’t sure which one was stronger. Just as he was wondering whom to collaborate with, Warner Bros. preemptively recognized the fierce competition and quickly submitted a new cooperation proposal to Muyuan Technology.

In addition to accepting all of Li Mu’s conditions, Warner Bros. was willing to purchase the film and television adaptation rights of this competition for ten million dollars after the event concluded. This price included the rights for the competition’s film and television adaptation as well as Li Mu’s slogan, Million-Dollar Beauty. Warner Bros.’ intention was to use Million-Dollar Beauty as the title and this talent show as the blueprint to adapt and film a campus youth movie.

Warner Bros. also promised Muyuan Technology a 20% box office share for this movie and invited the final top three national contestants of the competition to play themselves (本色出演), with a total film fee of no less than three million dollars.

Warner Bros. saw things more clearly and with a longer-term vision than other film and television companies. They had already foreseen Heaven's Town and YY’s information distribution capabilities in America. A 20% box office share would incentivize Muyuan Technology to invest significant promotional resources for the movie when the time came. This competition would attract the attention of at least tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of people. Calculating at an average of eight dollars per movie ticket, if 20% of them went to see the movie, the box office could easily exceed one hundred million.

Although it hadn’t yet entered the era of Big IP, Hollywood’s top film and television companies already had a very keen sense for IP. In their eyes, Million-Dollar Beauty was the Super IP of the current time.

Warner Bros.’ sudden offer of so many favorable conditions immediately resolved Li Mu’s dilemma. He slapped the table and said to Lin Qingya, “They’re the ones! Sign the contract with them as soon as possible, and then we can publicize it.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “Then I’ll contact them right away to urge the signing process.”

After speaking, Lin Qingya said to Li Mu again, “Oh, General Manager Li, the people you asked me to arrange meetings with have all replied. Bill Gates of Microsoft is currently in Australia, but he will return soon to meet you. Steve Jobs is in Florida inspect/superviseing the iMac G4 contract manufacturing plant, but he also expressed willingness to meet you and will schedule a specific time when he returns. Larry Page is in Silicon Valley, and he’s available the night after tomorrow. If you want to meet him, you can schedule it for that time.”

Li Mu nodded, barely concealing his excitement, saying, “That’s great! These are all very influential Bigwigs in the internet industry. Being able to meet them, even if it’s just a casual chat, will be a huge gain.”

As he spoke, Li Mu remembered something and asked Lin Qingya, “Why are you being so formal again, calling me ‘you’ (您) again and again? Didn’t I say we don’t need to be so polite privately? For someone my age to be addressed with ‘you’ (您) by you makes me feel quite strange.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “General Manager Li, as you said, these three are all top-tier Bigwigs in the internet industry, yet they all want to meet with you. This means you are now also a top-tier Bigwig in the internet industry, so I definitely need to show you more respect.”

Li Mu asked her, “When did I become a top-tier Bigwig in the internet industry?”

Lin Qingya laughed, “Bigwigs only play with Bigwigs. You’ve now been accepted by the Bigwigs, which means you are now a Bigwig!”





Chapter 1036: An Invitation from Harvard

Although Harvard University is the most comprehensive and powerful university in the United States and even the world, it still couldn’t escape the impact of America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings and Million-Dollar Beauty.

Eighty percent of all female students at Harvard University signed up for America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings, and the campus had already been consumed by an extraordinary fervor due to this competition. Young women on campus gathered in groups of three to five, seemingly with endless topics to discuss about the competition, often shrieking with excitement at the drop of a hat, making the entire campus seem a little high-strung.

Most of Harvard’s male students, on the other hand, were diligently practicing Heaven’s Town, some even working on several accounts simultaneously, all in order to cast more votes for the objects of their affection.

Even Harvard’s principal lamented in a meeting that, apart from exams and thesis defenses, he had never seen anything else achieve such high popularity at Harvard.

The competition’s impact on Harvard extended far beyond just mobilizing student enthusiasm; even many professors were affected by it.

Professors in the computer science department had been conducting a deep dive analysis of “YY” and “Heaven’s Town” these past few days, using them to illustrate to students the respective importance of technology and products, and more clearly defined a core principle of computer development: that all technology fundamentally serves the product.

Harvard Business School these days was conducting case studies centered on Muyuan Technology’s successive major moves in the United States, analyzing why Muyuan Technology could generate over one hundred million US dollars’ worth of publicity effect in American society with a mere tens of millions of dollars in “promised costs.” In the eyes of Harvard professors, Muyuan Technology was the quintessential example of an unscrupulous merchant in the new era.

The so-called “promised costs” were essentially costs that didn’t require actual upfront investment, publicly declared through promises, while the real expenditures were negligible.

Although little money was spent, the influence had already been maximized in advance due to the tens of millions in promised costs. If Muyuan Technology were to open up advertising bidding for America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings at this point, according to the assessment of senior professors, the potential advertising revenue space for the entire America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings could easily exceed eighty million US dollars.

In other words, Muyuan Technology could potentially recover the principal of all costs, plus one hundred percent profit, even before paying out the tens of millions of dollars in “promised costs.” Calculating for a total activity cost of forty million, Muyuan Technology hadn’t even spent that forty million, yet eighty million, including principal and profit, would already be recovered.

Consequently, the name Muyuan Technology almost swept across the entire Harvard campus, captivating both students and professors, and Li Mu’s name was highly esteemed by the entire Harvard University.

It was at this time that Mark Zuckerberg proactively approached his department head, expressing his request to invite Li Mu to Harvard for a speech on behalf of the university.

Upon hearing this request, Mark Zuckerberg’s department head’s first reaction was: Had this guy’s brain gone soft from idolizing Li Mu so much? You want to invite Li Mu to give a speech? Why don’t you invite President Bush to speak? Or Bill Gates, or Warren Buffett?

In the department head’s eyes, inviting Bill Gates was easier than inviting Li Mu. Bill Gates attends graduation speeches at universities every few years, and if Harvard extended a strong invitation, he would likely grace them with his presence, considering he had spent a year at Harvard himself. However, Li Mu was extremely unfamiliar to Harvard; no one had met him, no one could directly contact him, and even more so, no one knew whether Li Mu, hailing from China, would acknowledge Harvard’s prestige.

So, the department head asked Mark Zuckerberg, “I’m very curious, how do you plan to invite Li Mu? By sending him an email?”

Mark Zuckerberg lied, “One of my maternal older male cousins works at Muyuan Technology. He can convey the invitation to Li Mu on behalf of myself and the university.”

“Really?” As soon as he said this, the department head’s expression stiffened.

“Of course! And his position isn’t low; he often attends meetings with Li Mu recently.”

Mark Zuckerberg spoke with unusual conviction.

The department head had initially thought the boy was talking nonsense, but upon hearing this plausible and detailed account, he immediately believed it.

After all, Muyuan Technology had hired quite a few employees in the United States and was frequently active, so Mark Zuckerberg saying his maternal older male cousin worked at the company didn’t seem impossible at all.

The department head shed his earlier dismissive attitude and asked him, “If you truly represent the university in inviting Li Mu, how confident are you that he will agree?”

Mark Zuckerberg feigned deep thought for a moment and then said, “I think at least seventy percent!” After saying this, Mark Zuckerberg further persuaded, “Actually, the university only needs to issue an official invitation letter. If it succeeds, that’s great, but if Li Mu truly doesn’t agree, the university won’t incur any losses.”

Upon hearing this, the department head was immediately swayed by Mark Zuckerberg. This was indeed a lossless endeavor, and it wouldn’t hurt to try. Moreover, Li Mu’s current popularity and level of being sought after at Harvard University were indeed very high. If they could invite him over, it would also be an incredibly exciting good thing for Harvard students.

Thinking this, the department head re-confirmed with Mark Zuckerberg, “You said your maternal older male cousin works at Muyuan Technology, and his position is high enough to directly communicate with Li Mu, is that right?”

Although Mark Zuckerberg felt a bit nervous, he nodded and replied, “That’s right!”

“Good!” The department head nodded in satisfaction and said, “I’ll report the situation to the school leaders. I’ll inform you as soon as there’s a result.”

Mark Zuckerberg was extremely excited, but also a little anxious. After speaking with the department head, he quickly excused himself.

The department head immediately reported the matter to the university. Having a student with a channel to invite Li Mu for a speech was inherently a very good thing for the university. At a school like Harvard, which focuses on cultivating high-end talent, the school leaders sincerely hoped that more successful high-end talents would come to Harvard to give speeches. This would not only boost student enthusiasm and provide them with encouragement and support, but also enhance the university’s influence. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

Mark Zuckerberg returned to his dorm room with a nervous heart. Not long after, he received a call from his department head. On the phone, the department head’s tone was exceptionally 친밀. He said to him, “Mark, the university has approved it. You can now come to my office to pick up the invitation letter.”

“That’s great!” Mark Zuckerberg enthusiastically said, “I’ll go get it right away, then fax it to my maternal older male cousin!”

…

The administration of Muyuan Technology’s Silicon Valley branch company suddenly received a fax from Harvard University. After carefully reading the fax, its content greatly surprised her.

Broadly speaking, it was an official invitation from Harvard University inviting Li Mu to give a personal speech at Harvard University. However, this invitation letter was somewhat odd. The invitation itself was indeed issued by Harvard officially; there was no doubt about that. But the content stated that Harvard University entrusted a person named Mark-Elliot-Zuckerberg to invite Li Mu to Harvard University to deliver a personal speech. This was a bit strange; who was Mark-Elliot-Zuckerberg?

The administrator couldn’t understand this peculiar invitation letter, but Harvard University didn’t think there was anything improper about it. Harvard had no direct connection to Li Mu, and it just so happened that a student’s maternal older male cousin worked at Muyuan Technology, so naturally, they would utilize this connection.

Moreover, in Harvard’s कल्पना, this invitation letter would undoubtedly be handed to Li Mu through Mark Zuckerberg’s maternal older male cousin, who would naturally explain this special invitation letter.

However, the Harvard administration didn’t anticipate that Mark Zuckerberg had actually set a trap for them.

After seeing this peculiar invitation letter, the administrator immediately found Lin Qingya and showed her the fax copy of the invitation. Lin Qingya was also a little confused and unsure, but since it was an invitation from Harvard University, it was quite important, so she immediately took the fax copy of the invitation to Li Mu’s office.

Li Mu was currently in his office meeting an “old friend,” one of the founders of PayPal, Elon Musk. Ever since Li Mu came to America, Elon Musk had been constantly thinking of paying his respects. As he couldn’t schedule a meeting with Lin Qingya, in his haste, he simply came over himself.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Elon Musk’s greatest value at present was to continue to contribute at PayPal, so Li Mu’s initial enthusiasm for him had somewhat lessened. This, in turn, greatly hurt Elon Musk’s feelings. He felt that this twenty-year-old Chinese young man was developing too quickly and seemed to already look down on him. The gap between them was widening, and meeting again in America no longer felt the same as when they first met in China.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Elon Musk to be so thin-skinned. When he came calling this time, Li Mu noticed that hint of insecurity in front of him, so he quickly set aside his work and chatted with him like old friends for half an hour.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Elon Musk’s core value would only emerge several years later. However, Li Mu felt he should maintain their relationship slightly, so that in the future, when Elon Musk had other entrepreneurial ideas, he might proactively seek him for investment. What if, one day, he impulsively came to him for investment in Tesla?

The two were deep in conversation when Lin Qingya knocked and entered, saying to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Harvard University sent a fax. They want to invite you to Harvard to give a speech.”

Li Mu frowned, “Harvard?”

Lin Qingya said, “That’s right, it’s Harvard.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “Please reply to them for me. Tell them I appreciate their invitation and have immense respect for Harvard, this historically prestigious and world-class academic institution. I would also be very happy to share my life experiences with my peers at Harvard, but my work these days is simply too busy, so I hope there will be such an opportunity the next time I come to America.”

Lin Qingya regretfully asked, “General Manager Li, are you declining just like that?”

Li Mu also said helplessly, “Cambridge is too far, several thousand kilometers. I don’t have the time or energy to make that troublesome trip there.”

Lin Qingya sighed, “You’re right. Massachusetts is indeed too far; a one-way plane trip would take six or seven hours.”

As she spoke, Lin Qingya added, “Then I’ll just politely decline as you instructed.”

Li Mu nodded, “Politely decline.”

Lin Qingya looked at the fax copy of the invitation in her hand and casually remarked, “This invitation letter is quite strange. It roughly says that Harvard University entrusted someone named Mark-Elliot-Zuckerberg to invite you to give a speech. I wonder what this Mark-Elliot-Zuckerberg does.”

Upon hearing Lin Qingya’s pronunciation, Li Mu’s eyelids twitched wildly in an instant. Suppressing the excitement and shock in his heart, he asked her, “What did you say? I didn’t hear clearly. Say it again.”





Chapter 1037: Go Meet Mark Zuckerberg

Only after Lin Qingya repeated Mark Zuckerberg’s name did Li Mu finally confirm that he hadn’t been hallucinating.

Mark Zuckerberg, the most impressive 80s-born individual globally besides the third oldest of the Jin family, had actually appeared on his radar, filling Li Mu with immense surprise and delight.

Ever since he was reborn, Li Mu had thought that if he could acquire a portion of Facebook’s shares, even just ten percent, he could rest easy for the rest of his life.

That’s why Li Mu immediately registered a series of domains related to Facebook, attempting to use them as bait to trap Mark Zuckerberg when the idea for Facebook first came to him. Once Mark Zuckerberg fell into this trap, Li Mu could then claim him as his prey. By offering a few tens or several million dollars, he could likely obtain at least half of Facebook’s shares.

However, what Li Mu hadn’t anticipated was how exceptionally smooth his own development had been in this era. So much so that even before Mark Zuckerberg created Facebook, or even conceived the idea of creating it, his life trajectory had already been impacted by Li Mu.

Mark Zuckerberg had actually invited him to give a speech on behalf of Harvard – how truly interesting! If he accepted, he could meet this legendary 80s-born multimillionaire a year before Facebook was founded. If he could establish a direct connection, perhaps he could even get him to use his own money to start Facebook ahead of schedule.

Beyond that, Li Mu was also concerned that his current influence on the American internet industry was no longer that of a butterfly merely flapping its wings across the ocean. Instead, he had become a rampaging beast, suddenly breaching the American market. In such circumstances, the development trajectory of the American internet industry was bound to undergo significant changes due to his presence.

Li Mu’s concerns were not unfounded. Currently, multiple media groups were contemplating imitating the “Million-Dollar Beauty” concept to host large-scale talent shows across the United States. However, each media group had a different focus. Trump Media, inspired by Li Mu, was even preparing to launch a public talent show next spring. According to grapevine news, the public talent show this media group was preparing would focus on the modeling industry, and its name was set to be “America’s Model Pinnacle.” Any girl in the United States who dreamed of becoming a model, regardless of her current occupation, would be eligible to sign up. Trump Media even promised a million-dollar annual salary, with the champion of the talent show becoming Trump Media’s exclusive model.

The correct point in time for the Trump Group to operate a model talent show was 2004. That year, this talent show had a significant impact in the United States and even worldwide. The current idea, however, was more than a year ahead of the original plan from his previous life. This clearly demonstrated that Li Mu’s influence on American society would undoubtedly interfere with its original development process.

Li Mu was equally concerned now: what if an American internet company, inspired by this talent show, developed a product similar to Facebook ahead of schedule? Products like Facebook were simple to start but difficult to sustain long-term. Only by reaching peak perfection would it become the Facebook of Mark Zuckerberg. If it didn’t reach that pinnacle, it would end up like Xiaonei.com in China’s internet history, directly killing off the product concept.

After a moment’s thought, Li Mu decided he couldn’t keep waiting for Mark Zuckerberg using the Facebook domains. Otherwise, even if he did manage to wait for him, Facebook’s future would become uncertain if similar products already existed on the market.

Given this situation, Li Mu felt it was necessary to travel to Harvard, to meet Mark Zuckerberg in advance. If he could guide him to start his venture early, he would directly provide him with funds to help him develop well.

Li Mu’s tone became indecisive as he asked Lin Qingya: “Harvard University is, after all, the world’s top-ranked educational institution. Wouldn’t it be inappropriate for me to simply reject them?”

Lin Qingya said: “You’re only politely declining, I believe Harvard will understand.”

Li Mu sighed faintly: “I thought about it, and I can’t refuse Harvard, no matter who else I refuse. I need to show respect to this university, especially since I’m also a university student myself.”

Lin Qingya looked at Li Mu with some surprise and asked him, “So you’ve changed your mind and are preparing to accept their invitation?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Arrange it with them. I’ll take two days next week to make a special trip to Harvard.”

Lin Qingya replied, “Alright, I’ll communicate with them and set a tentative time.”

…

Mark Zuckerberg, waiting by the fax machine, never dreamed that he would receive a reply from Muyuan Technology in less than an hour.

The content of the fax made Mark Zuckerberg even more ecstatic. In the fax, Lin Qingya, on behalf of Li Mu, explicitly accepted Harvard University’s invitation and stated that Li Mu would visit Harvard University next Wednesday morning, dedicating an entire morning to deliver a speech there.

An incredibly excited Mark Zuckerberg immediately handed the fax to the school authorities. This was his first attempt to get something for nothing, and he never expected it to be so successful.

Harvard’s administration was naturally ecstatic about this outcome and immediately began coordinating the venue for Wednesday morning, scheduling the Wednesday speech for Harvard’s main auditorium. They then promptly announced this news to the entire campus.

News of Li Mu’s upcoming speech at Harvard quickly swept across the entire Harvard campus, and even reached American media. Harvard University inviting the young Li Mu to give a speech was sufficient proof of Harvard’s recognition of him. This fact quite surprised the American media. In their view, those invited to speak at Harvard were either successful alumni, U.S. government leaders, or business Bigwigs. Li Mu, being so young and invited to speak at Harvard University, was the first.

Unknowingly, Li Mu had broken several records: he was the youngest person ever invited to give a speech in Harvard’s history;

He was also the first Chinese citizen invited to give a speech in Harvard’s history – referring specifically to someone of Chinese nationality, not a foreign-born Chinese;

The news of Li Mu’s invitation to Harvard not only shocked American media but even more so, Chinese media.

CCTV reported on the matter almost immediately within China: the report detailed how high the threshold was for being invited to speak at Harvard University, and also specially mentioned the multiple “firsts” Li Mu had created in Harvard’s history this time. Chinese netizens were instantly ignited by the news, not only heatedly discussing Li Mu’s invitation to Harvard but even elevating him to the status of a national hero. Consequently, other domestic media outlets also began to follow up with reports, stirring up a wave of excitement internally…





Chapter 1038: Larry Page, the World-Changer

When the entire Silicon Valley venture capital community was eagerly waiting to meet with Li Mu, Li Mu proactively paid a visit to Google’s founder, Larry Page, who, like himself, was currently in Silicon Valley.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Larry Page’s contribution to this world was greater and more far-reaching than Steve Jobs’. While the latter created many astonishing products, the former truly changed the world.

Search engines have contributed immensely to the internet. They have significantly improved people’s information search efficiency online, and based on this, they have enhanced almost all aspects of people’s efficiency when using computers.

Learning efficiency improved, work efficiency improved, and even gaming efficiency followed suit. Just as Baidu would completely integrate into the lives of Chinese netizens in the future, Google integrated into the lives of netizens worldwide.

Google is a company that prioritizes technology, which is inextricably linked to Larry Page himself. For the average netizen, it might not be clear exactly how impressive Google is, but Li Mu, being a programmer, understood Google better than ordinary people.

Strong technological accumulation and patent reserves made Google arguably the most technologically powerful internet company in the world. Furthermore, the extensive application of its technology far exceeded the perception of ordinary users. However, at present, Google’s Market Value still couldn’t compare to the at its zenith Muyuan Technology.

Li Mu admired Larry Page, and at this time, Larry Page equally admired Li Mu.

From the founding of Google up to now, Larry Page had spent several years, making numerous far-reaching innovations on the technical side, but on the commercialization front, it was several levels behind Muyuan Technology.

Li Mu arrived at the agreed-upon restaurant with Larry Page in advance. After waiting for about ten minutes, 29-year-old Larry Page arrived.

For his first meeting, Li Mu felt exceptionally nervous inside, but thankfully, he appeared calm on the surface. Larry Page’s expression, however, betrayed a sense of uncomfortable nervousness and being at a loss.

Facing Li Mu, Larry Page indeed felt a lack of confidence. He was nearly ten years older than Li Mu, but Li Mu’s net worth was far higher than his. Google’s current valuation was only around ten billion US dollars, while Muyuan Technology’s valuation was already at least above twenty billion US dollars. Moreover, Li Mu also controlled Muyuan Games, a company that held the currently booming Heaven’s Town. Even more astonishing was Taobao, which Li Mu also owned, a platform that could rival Amazon in China. If an authoritative institution were to systematically calculate Li Mu’s net worth, he might even rank among the top on the world rich list.

Larry Page had no idea why Li Mu would proactively want to meet him. In his view, he couldn’t compare to Li Mu, so he naturally wouldn’t think the other party would admire him.

After Li Mu and Larry Page shook hands and greeted each other, they sat opposite one another. Li Mu sincerely told Larry Page, “Mr. Page, as a fan of Google, I have wanted to meet you for a long time. It is a great honor to finally have this opportunity today.”

Larry Page didn’t expect Li Mu to be so polite and hastily replied, “Mr. Li, you are too kind. In comparison, I am a bigger fan of Muyuan Technology. As an excellent product, I use YY every day. It greatly helps improve work efficiency and saves me a lot of time. It is absolutely the best auxiliary office software I have ever used, truly remarkable.”

Li Mu gave a wry smile and said, “Mr. Page, you should be able to tell that YY’s essence is not auxiliary office software…”

Larry Page quickly said, “My apologies, my sincere apologies, my phrasing was incorrect.”

Then, Larry Page added, “YY itself is indeed an incredibly perfect social communication software. To be honest, when I first saw YY, I kept wondering if it shouldn’t belong to our era.”

Li Mu was startled and couldn’t help but ask him, “Why do you say that?”

Larry Page seriously explained, “In my opinion, every aspect of YY is unimaginably perfect. It seems to defy the rules of almost all internet products of this era. Its visual design language alone surpasses all current internet products, and its interactive experience demonstrates unprecedented user-friendliness that current products simply cannot compare to. And, most importantly, the highly humanized functions of the YY product highlight the founder’s extremely deep understanding of user needs. All things considered, this product indeed transcends its era.”

With that, Larry Page looked at Li Mu and said with a hint of a jesting tone, “To be able to develop such a perfect product proves that your way of thinking also transcends this era. Without you and Muyuan Technology, the internet industry might need more than five years to reach your current heights.”

Larry Page’s evaluation instantly sent a chill down Li Mu’s spine. The tension in his heart was beyond description. On one hand, he didn’t expect such high praise for his product; on the other hand, he was even more surprised that he would give an “beyond its era” evaluation, which seemed exaggerated but was infinitely close to reality.

Frankly, Li Mu had never considered the “framework of the era” when pursuing product excellence. However, with Larry Page’s indirect reminder, Li Mu finally gained an awareness of this “framework of the era.”

The “framework of the era,” in simple terms, refers to how this era itself should appear. If something appears that transcends this framework of the era, it will immediately stand out.

Current YY indeed transcends its era. It uses the design language, interaction methods, and product functions that Tencent gradually accumulated over many years and countless versions much later. Every aspect reflects a deep understanding of users’ various needs. Ordinary users, lacking a sensitive industry intuition, would only feel that this software is incredibly easy to use. But for an industry giant like Larry Page, it was not surprising for him to have such a feeling.

If a 2016 S-Class Mercedes-Benz had all its brand information removed and was given to the auto industry in 2002 for study, they would probably have a similar feeling.

Excellent car designers in 2002, even Mercedes-Benz’s own designers, would be shocked because they could tell at a glance that the 2016 S-Class Mercedes-Benz utilized a design language in its intake and exhaust, front and rear bumper covers, waistline edges, and other aspects that was completely different from what major manufacturers commonly used at the time;

Chassis tuning engineers in 2002 would also discover that the chassis of this 2016 Mercedes-Benz was far more complex and advanced than they could comprehend. If paired with high-end features like electromagnetic suspension, they would even more so question their existence;

Engine engineers in 2002 would probably be amazed: why could this 2016 Mercedes-Benz with a 3.0-liter displacement unleash nearly four hundred horsepower of powerful output? While their 3.2-liter displacement engine only produced a mere 220 horsepower?

Transmission engineers in 2002 would similarly exclaim how the most advanced automatic transmission they could produce only had five forward gears, and the technology wasn’t mature enough, with slow shift response times. Yet, why could this car achieve seven? And the speed of switching between the seven gears was astonishingly fast, yet incredibly smooth.

Today’s YY is such a product. It not only makes ordinary practitioners feel despair but also makes top practitioners like Larry Page feel exceedingly surprised. Li Mu even wondered if anyone, like Larry Page, viewed YY similarly, but with even more profound and daring thoughts than Larry Page, perhaps even boldly hypothesizing that he was a time traveler from the future?

Just as Li Mu was extremely nervous, Larry Page saw Li Mu’s silence and spoke up, “In my opinion, it is precisely because YY has so many epoch-making advancements that it has become an epoch-making product, much like the shock the first color camera brought to the world; just like the miraculous efficacy penicillin brought to the world when it was first discovered. YY is also shocking and inspiring me, making me realize that products can be made this way.”

Li Mu sighed in relief.

When contemplating the product YY, Larry Page’s thought process had automatically disregarded the possibility that it might come from the future. His analogy also greatly relaxed Li Mu. Before his rebirth, many epoch-making products frequently appeared in the world, but no matter how powerful the product was, the world, besides marveling and emulating, would never suspect it came from the future.

Perhaps the feeling YY gave to top industry insiders was like the first camera capable of taking color photos, which overturned the world of black-and-white images and gave them enormous shock. But they wouldn’t truly question if this subversive product came from the future; they would only seriously study the product itself to catch up.

Relaxed, Li Mu told Larry Page, “Actually, in my opinion, Google is also an epoch-making product. Its appearance has brought immense changes to the entire internet world, like giving every user a dedicated Hubble Telescope for the internet world, allowing everyone to find what they want and explore everything they wish to explore.”

Then, Li Mu asked Larry Page, “Mr. Page, I’m very curious, what was the motivation that gave you the inspiration to create Google?”

Larry Page smiled slightly, a hint of shyness in his voice, “When I was twenty-two, I was a graduate student at Stanford. At that time, I had immense enthusiasm for the internet, and the internet as a whole was still in its formative stage. There were no rules, a few people were acting on their own, arbitrarily creating some page products to fill the internet world, much like an era before libraries were born, where many authors were writing books, but there was no library that could gather their books together.”

“Without a library, it became extremely difficult for readers to find books. So I conceived an idea: could I build a ‘library’ on the internet? Just as a library collects various works and creates a catalog, I could download all the information on the internet, then search every page within it to form a product similar to a library catalog. This way, if users wanted to view works on any topic, they would only need to search my library catalog, and all relevant works they wanted to see would appear.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Google’s idea actually came from a library?”

Larry Page nodded, “That’s right. The most accurate explanation for a search engine is ‘library + book catalog.’ Google’s program continuously crawls various information on the internet, building itself into the world’s largest and most comprehensive ‘library.’”

When Li Mu heard Larry Page’s analogy, he suddenly thought of Google Books, that super online library that would later contain over twenty million digital books. However, in his impression, Google Books’ inception would be a little later. So Li Mu asked him, “Mr. Page, since you feel that Google’s initial concept is so close to a library, have you ever considered just creating a true online library, digitizing as many physical books as possible, and then making them available online for people to read?”

Larry Page was speechless with shock after hearing this. In fact, he had already started the secret project for Google Books this year, and he never expected Li Mu to guess the model of this secret project…





Chapter 1039: Sequoia’s Lobbyist

Larry Page’s greatest pursuit in life was to digitize everything in the real world to the best of his ability.

Inspired by the library model during college, he created the search engine and founded Google. After establishing Google, he invested over four hundred million US dollars and spent ten years digitizing over twenty million types of physical books worldwide, thus giving birth to Google Books.

In addition to this, he attempted to use a portable video camera in the last century to take photos along the road while driving. According to his method at the time, he would stop every one hundred meters to take a few photos, then upload them to a computer. From this, he conceived the idea of digitizing street views globally and making them available for users to browse online. Several years later, Google Street View was launched. Through countless Google Street View cars, people could enjoy the scenery of dozens of countries, thousands of cities, and millions of streets online without even leaving their homes.

Later, he utilized more advanced satellite and aerial photography technology to take a 360-degree “photo” of the Earth, which then led to the creation of Google Earth.

Currently, Larry Page was undertaking his first large-scale digitization attempt—Google Books.

Larry Page believed that no one else in the world would have such a crazy idea as he did: digitizing all the books in the world and uploading them to the internet.

However, to his surprise, Li Mu, simply by using a few analogies, articulated this exact model as a suggestion for him.

This made Larry Page a little nervous, and also a bit embarrassed.

He was nervous because he was worried that Li Mu would also be interested in such a model. Google, doing something like this now, didn’t have an advantage over Muyuan Technology, and it was only just starting. If Muyuan Technology also did it, they could easily catch up quickly.

He was embarrassed because he suddenly didn’t know how to answer Li Mu. Firstly, he didn’t want to tell Li Mu that Google was actually already doing this, but if he didn’t tell Li Mu, when Google Books was launched in the future, Li Mu would certainly think that he had been inspired by him, and that would be too awkward.

A meticulous person like Larry Page cared greatly about the origin of ideas. He didn’t want his Google Books project to be misunderstood as him plagiarizing someone else’s idea one day.

After thinking for a moment, Larry Page finally made up his mind and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I’ll let you in on a secret: the Google Books project is already underway. Its purpose is exactly as you just described, to move all the books of the real world online.”

Li Mu feigned surprise and said, “That’s an incredibly massive undertaking!”

Larry Page nodded and said with a smile, “Massive or not, it doesn’t matter. This is one of the few dreams I have in my life, and I will complete it even if it means pouring everything into it.”

Larry Page said this firmly on purpose. He hoped that Li Mu would best not be interested in this project. If Li Mu were truly interested, he should back off somewhat once he knew that Larry Page was putting his entire effort into it.

Li Mu smiled calmly, and said to Larry Page, “That’s a great dream, and I believe you can definitely achieve it.”

Larry Page sighed in relief and said with a smile, “Muyuan Technology is great too. I think YY has the potential to become the core product for person-to-person communication in the future internet world. This capability can transcend national borders. If YY goes smoothly, it could even facilitate online communication for all humanity.”

Li Mu laughed humbly, “Mr. Page, the goal of facilitating all humanity is too ambitious. Right now, I actually just want to thoroughly develop the American market.”

Larry Page looked at Li Mu and said, “Mr. Li, internet products are those least affected by geographical restrictions. When Google was first founded, we never imagined we would reach this point. At first, I couldn’t even imagine reaching all American internet users, but now Google has become an essential online tool for internet users worldwide. Good products have no borders; as long as you can push out the product, you can definitely conquer more users. This principle also applies to YY.”

Then, Larry Page added, “In my opinion, YY is actually just one step away from becoming popular globally.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask him, “What step?”

Larry Page said emphatically, “Funding! Ordinary companies trade time for money, great companies trade money for money for time. What YY needs now is comprehensive rapid development. After successfully raising funds, it can immediately make significant strides into the global market.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “The funding is already being promoted, but Muyuan Technology isn’t in a hurry right now.”

Larry Page asked him, “Do you have a preferred capital partner?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Theoretically speaking, we’d naturally lean towards whoever offers more money.”

Larry Page said, “I’d like to recommend a capital firm to you.”

Li Mu asked Larry Page, “Mr. Page, you’re not going to recommend Sequoia to me, are you?”

Larry Page’s expression was a little unnatural. He said, “Sequoia was the lead investor in Google’s most crucial funding round. Based on our long-standing cooperation, I believe Sequoia is definitely the best venture capital firm in this industry.”

Li Mu said, “Sequoia is indeed good, but for Muyuan Technology, it still depends on who offers more money.”

Larry Page said, “Sequoia has very strong capital connections. If you go public with an IPO in the future, Sequoia can play a significant role. Sequoia is also planning relevant IPO matters for Google. Once the IPO is successful, the company’s development prospects will be even broader.”

Hearing this, Li Mu asked with a smile, “Mr. Page, you wouldn’t happen to be Sequoia’s lobbyist today, would you?”

Hearing Li Mu say this, Larry Page became a little embarrassed. He scratched his head and smiled, “Sequoia’s CEO heard I was meeting with you and specifically instructed me to try and persuade you.”

“Persuade me?” Li Mu asked curiously, “Persuade me about what? To accept their sixteen point five billion US dollar offer?”

Larry Page quickly said, “Of course not. Sixteen point five billion US dollars showed a lack of sufficient understanding of Muyuan Technology’s actual value on their part. They have now set a new price, and it’s a very sincere price. However, they’ve been unable to find an opportunity to sit down and have a proper talk with you, so they hoped I could convey a message expressing their desire for a face-to-face meeting with you.”

Li Mu smiled, “A face-to-face meeting is possible, but not now. Muyuan Technology’s funding window isn’t always open. It was open once before, but Sequoia declined, so for now, this window won’t open. However, Sequoia can pay attention to our next steps. When the funding window opens again, we can all sit down and have a good talk again.”





Chapter 1040: Thanksgiving Global Competition

Li Mu was entirely unwilling to give Sequoia any face now.

Once the funding window closed, it wouldn’t be up to any capital firm to reopen it; it would be up to Li Mu himself.

“You refused me in the first round, so if you want to find me again, you’ll have to come begging.” He wasn’t worried that Sequoia would hold a grudge against him because, in the eyes of capital, profit was the most crucial factor.

In fact, the first time Li Mu negotiated with Sequoia, he was setting a trap. He knew very well that Sequoia would reject his offer, yet he insisted on it and displayed a very high stance, precisely to provoke a flat refusal from Sequoia.

If Sequoia refused him, all future initiative would be in his hands. Conversely, if Sequoia had agreed back then, Li Mu himself would have been caught off guard.

Fortunately, Sequoia had its own pride and played perfectly into Li Mu’s script. Moreover, Heaven’s Town’s America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings surprisingly garnered massive public attention. With this foundation, all initiative subsequently rested in Li Mu’s hands.

Larry Page was indeed tasked with persuading Li Mu. Sequoia’s CEO earnestly hoped he could subtly influence Li Mu to restart negotiations with Sequoia as soon as possible. However, the outcome was brutal: Li Mu refused so decisively that he didn’t make any changes because of Larry Page’s reputation, not even a single pleasantry like, “I’ll consider it.”

Sequoia held an internal discussion to speculate on when Muyuan Technology’s next funding window would open. Most people believed that Li Mu would now strike while the iron was hot and aggressively promote the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings. It was highly likely that he would reopen the funding window during the finals of the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings, when public attention for the event was at its peak.

Sequoia’s CEO was helpless about this. This speculation aligned with the pattern of most corporate funding rounds. Funding and stock manipulation were similar: stockholders hoped to sell when the stock price was highest. As holders of shares, Li Mu and Muyuan Technology’s shareholders certainly had the same idea.

The CEO also bore immense pressure, imagining that a transaction worth seventeen billion could rise to over twenty billion, or even become all efforts are futile due to his own actions.

However, Li Mu’s exhibition in the United States continued.

The America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings event truly captivated the attention of the entire United States, but it ultimately had a significant limitation: the direct participants and the beneficiaries of the massive rewards were restricted to female university students. There were only a few million of them in total; everyone else was merely Advancing Cannon. Perhaps over one hundred million people would pay attention, but only a small portion would actually invest time and energy to participate as Advancing Cannon.

Therefore, to enable hundreds of millions of Americans to participate in and benefit from “Heaven’s Town,” Li Mu’s second plan had to be launched.

So, the day after Li Mu and Larry Page met, the official “Heaven’s Town” team released another major announcement.

The “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition” event officially launched.

This event targeted all “Heaven’s Town” users worldwide. Of course, because domestic users played Happy Farm, not Heaven’s Town, Chinese users were not included in this event. This competition primarily focused on players in the American market.

As for the domestic market, Li Mu had communicated with the Happy Farm operations team. Since Happy Farm and Heaven’s Town currently did not share data, they would try to avoid using foreign holidays for game events in the domestic market. Instead, they would formulate corresponding activities for Chinese users during traditional Chinese festivals such as the Lunar New Year, Dragon Boat Festival, and Mid-Autumn Festival.

In Li Mu’s strategic planning, the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition” was a strategic complement to the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings. If the latter only allowed American female university students to participate and benefit, then the former would give all users across the United States a chance to benefit.

The participation requirements for the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition” were very simple: any registered player of the game could directly participate in this fun competition within the game. Players, following the rules, would raise specified turkeys, produce designated feed, and plant specified crops. A global player leaderboard would be calculated after 24:00 on Thanksgiving Day, with the top ten thousand players receiving generous Bonus.

According to Li Mu’s original plan for the domestic market, only the top one hundred players in the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition” would receive rewards. However, due to the temporary increase in stakes for the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings, which caused public attention for the event to skyrocket, Li Mu also temporarily increased the Bonus for the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition.”

First, the Bonus for the first place was directly raised from the previous one hundred thousand dollars to one million dollars. Second place received five hundred thousand dollars, and third place received three hundred thousand dollars.

Fourth to sixth place: one hundred thousand dollars;

Seventh to tenth place: fifty thousand dollars;

Eleventh to twentieth place: ten thousand dollars;

Twenty-first to fiftieth place: five thousand dollars;

Fifty-first to one hundredth place: three thousand dollars;

一百 to ten thousandth place: one thousand dollars;

The reason for expanding the reward scope from the top one hundred to the top ten thousand was to further expand influence and make all potential players feel that their chances of winning a reward were higher.

Li Mu’s calculations were very simple: tens of millions of dollars in Bonus seemed daunting, but these Bonus were also promised costs. If this competition could attract a large number of users to Heaven’s Town, this in itself would be a very cost-effective deal. What’s more, Heaven’s Town had a high-paying user ratio. At that time, a global competition would certainly prompt a large number of users to pay to participate in the game. It was possible that the tens of millions of dollars in reward costs would be recovered even before Thanksgiving truly arrived.

The main purpose of Li Mu’s activity was to intensely motivate the enthusiasm of all American netizens through this event, allowing all players to become potential beneficiaries. Even more crucially, it could be deeply integrated with the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings.

According to the rules of the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings, whether players wanted to vote for their favorite Campus Belle or ordinary people wanted to vote for their favorite Campus Belle, they all had to complete corresponding tasks in the game to obtain the relevant Resident Pass. Previously, all motivation for players to acquire Resident Pass came from two aspects: first, the entertainment of the game itself; second, the appeal of the Campus Belle.

Now, players had an additional motivation to acquire Resident Pass: participating in the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition.” By participating in this Thanksgiving competition, players could fulfill their Resident Pass acquisition needs in the game and obtain Resident Pass, plus there were Bonus of up to one million dollars waiting for them to compete for. This way, users had two complementary motivation systems.

Players who were already interested in the “America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings” now had a powerful new motivation.

Players who were not particularly interested in the “America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings” could now participate in this competition without much behavioral cost, driven by the Thanksgiving competition. This was very interesting.

This was similar to Qidian’s monthly voting policy. If obtaining monthly votes was relatively difficult, only some die-hard fans would try to acquire them to vote for their favorite books. In that case, the enthusiasm of ordinary users to vote would be greatly reduced. Therefore, the product logic was defined as: as long as the cumulative legitimate subscription reached a certain amount, a monthly vote would be automatically obtained. This basically allowed legitimate users to acquire monthly votes while reading normally, which naturally greatly increased the voting enthusiasm.

What Li Mu wanted to do now was a two-pronged attack: on one hand, let everyone play with prizes, and if they played well, they could get huge cash Bonus; on the other hand, while they were playing, they would also claim the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings’ Resident Pass, killing two birds with one stone.

Li Mu’s plan quickly took effect.

While American netizens envied American female university students and, for various reasons, needed to farm Resident Pass for them, the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Competition” event, which brought them cheers, went live.

The “Heaven’s Town” operations team had finally thought of them and designed a competition specifically for them, offering tens of millions of dollars in high cash rewards. This instantly provided an immense incentive to all groups outside of female university students, creating an extraordinary social impact for a time.

After the launch of the Thanksgiving competition, “Heaven’s Town” users began to surge. The number of registered users in the United States quickly exceeded fifty million, making it the online game with the most registered users in the American internet, and also the online game with the highest daily average number of concurrent users, reaching over thirty million.

Recently, a report released by the United Nations showed that the total number of internet users in the United States at this stage was around one hundred and forty-three million. Among them, the most visited website was Microsoft’s MSN, with daily visits of around ninety million. The software with the most daily active users was also Microsoft’s MSN, with nearly one hundred million daily active users.

The number of “Heaven’s Town”’s daily active users had been rapidly climbing, and this continuous increase greatly shocked Microsoft. While the popularity of “Heaven’s Town” would have some impact on other American internet companies, the overall effect wasn’t significant. However, Microsoft clearly couldn’t sit still (due to anxiety).

MSN was Microsoft’s flagship product in the instant messaging field at this stage. They knew they had a huge gap with YY. Although they were trying to catch up, such a gap could not be closed in a short time. Now, with “Heaven’s Town” booming in the American market, Microsoft’s biggest concern was that “Heaven’s Town” would start directing traffic to YY. Once “Heaven’s Town” started directing traffic to YY, tens of millions of MSN users could be lost overnight…





Chapter 1041: The Ultimate Weapon

Li Mu launched a series of combination moves as soon as he arrived in America.

The most direct result of this combination of moves was the rapid increase in Heaven’s Town users in the US.

Propelled by two bonus events, each worth tens of millions of dollars, Heaven’s Town was unstoppable, as if it had grown wings, causing the entire Microsoft MSN business unit’s heart to pound with fear.

MSN currently had four core business segments: MSN Portal, MSN Internet Access, MSN-Messenger, and MSN-Hotmail.

Among these, MSN-Messenger was the MSN software used for instant messaging. Besides that, MSN Portal and MSN Email were also important business segments under MSN, with user numbers exceeding one hundred million.

Naturally, the one most fearful of YY was MSN-Messenger, an instant messaging software with the same positioning as YY but lagging several eras behind in overall quality.

In their eyes, Heaven’s Town was like the launchpad for the YY nuclear bomb. With every increase in its users, the launchpad’s angle drew closer to vertical. Once the angle reached the ideal 90-degree vertical launch state, this YY nuclear bomb would be mercilessly unleashed by Li Mu.

Everyone at Microsoft understood very clearly that once YY utilized Heaven’s Town to achieve a perfect debut in front of all American netizens, MSN would suffer utter ruin.

The current MSN was several eras behind YY in terms of product, and although it was quietly developing the latest version and copying many of YY’s unique features into it, it ultimately lacked Li Mu’s profound understanding of the future of the internet. Therefore, even if the new version was developed, the overall quality would still be significantly weaker than YY.

This is easy to understand. For a long time, domestic car manufacturers have had a huge strength gap compared to car manufacturers in developed countries. Even with so many successful overseas car models as reference, domestic cars still had a gap in engines, chassis, transmissions, and other aspects compared to cars from developed countries. This was an objective fact of technological disparity.

Although Microsoft was strong overall, it wasn’t an all-purpose enterprise in the internet industry. MSN, in Li Mu’s previous life, had always been a messy product in his eyes, which clearly showed that Microsoft didn’t truly possess the gene for making social communication software.

So, in this life, even if Microsoft wanted to imitate Li Mu, it still wouldn’t have that gene, a flaw it could hardly make up for.

Behind many of YY’s user-friendly features lay Muyuan Technology’s own patent wall. How to solve issues like roaming chat history, offline files, how to support group chat, and resolve the sending, receiving, and storage logic for group messages, how to develop more advanced streaming media transmission technology, and implement its embedding within the software – all these were problems that Microsoft MSN needed to solve one by one.

Furthermore, merely in terms of design aesthetics and interface friendliness, Microsoft could not compare with Muyuan Technology.

Design aesthetics require long-term accumulation to form one’s own system; it’s difficult to form one’s style simply by imitation and plagiarism, a point clearly proven in the automotive industry.

In the next ten-plus years, even with so many successful overseas car models as reference, it was still difficult for domestic cars to produce truly original music and genuinely good-looking models, the reason being insufficient accumulation in design aesthetics.

Of course, there was no need to mention the series of products 100% copied by certain manufacturers infamous for simply copying designs. However, while those companies could do such a thing, Microsoft certainly wouldn’t.

Because of this, the latest version of MSN, currently under internal development, was still more than an era behind YY in design aesthetics.

And this new version of MSN, still more than an era behind YY, had not yet finished its development. Several functions still hadn’t found effective solutions. According to the plan, this product would need at least two more months for testing before being publicly released after successful testing.

But now, MSN’s team person in charge was already impatient.

Once Heaven’s Town started directing traffic to YY, MSN-Messenger would be the first to bear the brunt. It was foreseeable that at that time, almost all Heaven’s Town players would abandon MSN and turn to YY’s embrace immediately.

In addition, there was MSN Email. YY itself integrated email functionality, and the user experience was much better than both MSN-Messenger and MSN Email. If users abandoned MSN-Messenger and chose YY, it was certain that they would also abandon MSN Email.

The only fortunate thing was that YY Portal had not yet launched an English version; otherwise, even MSN Portal would be impacted by YY.

Therefore, in the eyes of the MSN team, YY was MSN’s number one enemy. To prevent YY from suddenly encroaching upon the entire US market through Heaven’s Town, Luis May, the person in charge of the MSN business unit and one of Microsoft Group’s Vice Presidents, convened an emergency meeting and decided to launch the new version of MSN ahead of schedule, demanding it be as soon as possible.

Luis May’s demand made everyone feel an inexplicable tension.

The person in charge of the development team stated, “The new version of MSN is still in the development process. Launching it early means it must immediately stop development, remove all unfinished sections, and then package the completed parts for testing. Even if we complete the packaging today, testing will take several days.”

Luis May asked, “How long specifically? Give me a clear point in time!”

The person in charge of the development team frowned and thought for a moment, then said, “Around five days.”

Luis May nodded and said, “Five days is acceptable. Proceed as quickly as required.”

The person in charge of the development team added, “We still have many functions that haven’t been developed. If we launch so hastily, our new version won’t be a significant improvement over the old one.”

Luis May asked him, “Which functions have been developed so far?”

“The only functions developed at this stage are custom friend grouping, custom remarks, and group chat. Other requirements haven’t been resolved yet.”

Luis May stated unequivocally, “There’s no choice. We must update our product before YY fully launches. The current situation isn’t about slowly building a product that can rival YY, but about finding every possible way to resist the impact from the opponent before YY’s full-scale offensive begins. So, at this stage, even if only one new function has been developed, it must be launched as soon as possible. Otherwise, once YY makes its move first, we will have no power to resist.”

The current MSN-Messenger was like a fortification. Before YY’s landing battle began, what Microsoft needed to do was exert all its efforts to enhance this fortification’s defensive capabilities. Even if it only meant adding a few machine guns, they had to be deployed quickly. Otherwise, once YY landed successfully and overwhelmingly destroyed Microsoft MSN’s fortifications, it would be completely too late for MSN to Shengji.

The staff member responsible for MSN-Messenger’s operation smacked his lips and said, “With only these few new functions developed, we are still too weak compared to YY.”

“There’s nothing we can do about being weak!” Luis May blurted out, “We don’t have much time. Li Mu has invested such a significant cost in Heaven’s Town, his fundamental purpose is to put YY in front of all American netizens. We must quickly Shengji our product; this way, we still have a chance to retain some users!”

As he spoke, Luis May continued, “We will now advance simultaneously in two directions. One is to upgrade the product as quickly as possible, and the other is to continue to deep dive into product functions, and at an accelerated pace. We must now be like sending ammunition to the front lines; don’t accumulate all the guns and ammunition and send them all at once. If the enemy starts the war then, our front lines might be flattened by the enemy before our guns and ammunition even arrive. We must adopt a rapid transport strategy. From now on, first update the first version as quickly as possible. After the first version is updated, once new functions are developed, immediately update the second version!”

…

After the “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Contest” event went online, the capital’s fervor for Muyuan Technology heightened even further, to the extent that Muyuan Technology’s Silicon Valley branch company had to receive a large number of venture capital company employees every day. However, Muyuan Technology’s official reception was very perfunctory; any venture capital employees who visited could at most get a cup of water at Muyuan Technology, and their requests to meet with Li Mu or Lin Qingya were mercilessly refused by the company’s administration.

Among them, Sequoia was the most eager.

A few days earlier, Sequoia had learned from Larry Page that Li Mu would reopen the fundraising negotiation window after Muyuan Technology’s next moves were completed. This “Heaven’s Town - Thanksgiving Global Contest” made them believe that this was Li Mu’s “next move,” so they presumed Li Mu would immediately open the fundraising negotiation window. These past two days, they had been desperately searching for an opportunity to meet Li Mu, and even Elon Musk became Sequoia’s lobbyist, hoping to help Sequoia arrange a meeting time with Li Mu.

However, Li Mu didn’t give Elon Musk extra regard; he simply told Elon Musk that the time for negotiation had not yet come.

Now this made Sequoia even more nervous. The time for negotiation hadn’t come yet? Did Li Mu have other moves planned afterward?

Finally, as a last resort, Sequoia headquarters requested that Sequoia China directly contact Ding Zhengling, who was in charge of capital operations at Muyuan Technology. Ding Zhengling himself had come from Sequoia, so there were still some old ties. They asked him to arrange another meeting with Li Mu, even if it wasn’t about fundraising yet, just a chance to meet.

Ding Zhengling didn’t dwell on his old ties with Sequoia; he coldly replied to Sequoia China with four characters: “Not now.”

Li Mu’s attitude was very direct: the bottom line is, I won’t discuss fundraising with you now, even if you bring the American president to lobby, it will be the same.

Because Li Mu still had one ultimate weapon un-unleashed. He had made successive moves with Heaven’s Town, and now, it was YY’s turn to release its latest version.

And at this very moment, MSN’s development department was working tirelessly to prepare for the latest version update. This version, compared to the original plan, was merely a stripped-down version, but in the eyes of the MSN team, even a stripped-down version was better than nothing. They couldn’t suddenly be caught off guard by Muyuan Technology…





Chapter 1042: Major Update v3.0

The Microsoft MSN team never dreamed that Muyuan Technology, instead of striking while the iron was hot and quickly redirecting traffic from Paradise Town to YY, would madly launch a major update for YY!

YY officially announced 24 hours in advance that it would release the YY2002-v3.0 version early the next morning. Before this, YY’s version number was YY2002-v2.3. This direct leap from v2.3 to v3.0, instead of v2.4, immediately signaled to industry insiders that this was a direct upgrade to a new version, not a minor update.

Software version naming basically follows a common convention in the industry: if a version number contains “beta”, it means this version of the software is a public beta, not a full release;

If a version number contains the letter ‘v’, it’s an abbreviation for the word “version”, representing the software’s sequential version number within the company.

After the letter ‘v’, there are usually two numbers and a decimal point. If it’s 2.0, it indicates this software is the original second version. If the next new version only makes minor updates and changes to the original version, but the overall framework doesn’t change much, then it’s marked as 2.1, indicating it’s the first revision of the second version, and 2.2 means it’s the second revision of the second version.

The previous YY2002 had been updated to v2.3. This was because after the last major update, the Technical Department made three revisions and minor adjustments to the product. Some were to improve the experience, others to fix bugs; in short, there were no major changes.

Once a product undergoes a major change, the version number will directly advance by one digit. This means the software is undergoing a generation-spanning upgrade, entering an entirely new era.

Therefore, after v2.3, there won’t be a v2.4; it will instead be marked directly as v3.0.

Precisely because of this industry-standard convention, when a well-known internet company conducts a generation-spanning upgrade of its product, industry colleagues will pay special attention to it. The most obvious example is Apple’s iOS.

Every time iOS undergoes a generation-spanning upgrade, it becomes the focus of the entire internet’s attention. Apple won’t even rashly release it, but will grandly launch it at Apple’s developer conference.

iOS 9 upgrading to iOS 10 is a major event for the entire industry. But if iOS 10.1 updates to iOS 10.2, it naturally doesn’t have such a significant impact on industry insiders.

Therefore, when Muyuan Technology announced the imminent launch of YY2002-v3.0, the attention of the entire internet industry was drawn to Muyuan Technology.

Not just Microsoft, but in the eyes of the entire industry, Muyuan Technology seemed a bit crazy.

Such frequent major upgrades to products violated major industry taboos from multiple angles.

Firstly, before the advent of the mobile internet era, all internet companies focused on product development followed a principle: the larger the product, and the more users a product had, the lower the frequency of major updates.

The so-called “size” of a product refers to the scale of engineering and the overall development cost required. A cheat/hack less than one megabyte in size naturally falls under small products, while an operating system naturally falls under large products.

For small products, continuous improvements and updates are their winning strategy. But for large products, taking years to refine it is not out of the question, just like Microsoft’s operating system, which only undergoes one update/upgrade every few years. All other time is spent exhaustively trying to maintain the stability and security of existing products.

It’s the same for products with many users. If there are too many users, a single move can affect the entire situation. Major updates must be handled with caution. First, enough time must be left for users to familiarize themselves with the previous generation of the product. Second, it must be ensured that users can quickly get started with the new generation of the product. Otherwise, a hasty update could lead to the loss of millions or even tens of millions of users, or a plummet in user satisfaction for tens of millions of users.

Secondly, for current industry practitioners, they believe: Major updates often signify new breakthroughs in product features, and product features themselves are a huge reliance for a product’s success. Apart from small and medium-sized companies frantically chasing, large companies with sufficient standing and weight in the industry must ensure technical reserve. When in a leading position, if there is no direct threat, what should be done is technological innovation and accumulation. Constantly stomping on the accelerator while consistently leading will not necessarily widen the gap indefinitely in the internet industry; instead, by revealing too much, the gap will be narrowed by other companies.

However, for Li Mu, these two points were all bullshit.

The reason he could dominate the internet market in 2002 was precisely because he was using a 2016 internet mindset.

Product update speed must be fast enough, even if he was in an absolute leading position, it was the same. No matter if or how opponents tried to catch up, what he needed to do was to continuously update to continuously increase user stickiness. Once user stickiness increased to a certain degree, no matter how powerful the opponents, he would have nothing to fear.

Zhang Xiaolong’s WeChat, the 1.0 test version, was released in January 2011. By October 1st of the same year, WeChat had already released version 3.0. Among these, each version represented a major breakthrough.

The beta version of WeChat 1.0 could only send text messages and image messages.

Four months later, WeChat 2.0, which supported “voice messages”, was released.

After another two months or so, WeChat 2.5, supporting “look around”, went online.

After nearly two more months, WeChat 3.0, supporting “Shake”, was launched.

In a span of ten months, WeChat, backed by Tencent and possessing massive traffic and resources, not only didn’t enjoy easy success, but instead, unleashed major plays one after another like mad. Its fundamental purpose was to rapidly cultivate user stickiness, making every WeChat user a die-hard loyalist.

And now, Li Mu’s goal was the same.

…

YY’s new version update announcement did not cause much of a stir within China.

Because in the domestic market, both colleagues and users already regarded YY as the most powerful product in China, and the only product on the pinnacle. How a god-tier product updates, for practitioners and users alike, the supreme god remains supreme regardless of their actions. There was only admiration and more admiration, so everyone was quietly anticipating the supreme god’s solo performance.

But in the overseas market, internet practitioners and elite groups in the Western internet industry regarded YY’s update with widespread anticipation.

The internet industry in Western developed countries currently didn’t consider YY to be at its pinnacle. At most, they only acknowledged YY as a first-tier internet enterprise. But once a first-tier enterprise starts showing signs of being deified, it’s like the “era of tribulation and ascension” mentioned in cultivation novels. The entire industry will closely follow it.

Microsoft was concerned about YY because they had just formulated a plan to update MSN as quickly as possible. But the software wasn’t even packaged yet, and Li Mu’s YY was about to launch a new, major updated version. This simply drove the entire MSN team to utter despair.

Originally, YY had already posed a huge threat to them, capable of launching a devastating blow against MSN at any moment. However, just when the opponent’s great army had gathered before the front lines, and they thought the opponent would immediately launch a fierce assault, the opponent didn’t advance as expected. Instead, they continued to gather more troops. This commotion made people even more desperate in their despair.

And besides Microsoft, other companies were also closely following YY’s every move. Everyone could see that Paradise Town had already completed the power accumulation for YY. And now, at this critical moment, YY was striving for perfection, set to undergo a major update. This meant that YY had now entered the final stage before its splendid transformation.

If this transformation was executed perfectly, then YY could potentially become the most massive internet product in the American, and even global, internet market. Therefore, whether YY would be deified, everything depended on its next moves.

Western internet-related media had also been speculating recently what kind of completely new experience Muyuan Technology would bring to everyone with the new version of YY.

Li Mu’s die-hard fan, Ben Clarkson, editor-in-chief of Silicon-Valley-Magazine, expressed strong anticipation for YY 3.0 on his blog. He said: “Every major update of YY makes me reconsider Muyuan Technology’s craftsmanship in product development. This time, Muyuan Technology surprisingly didn’t do as the entire Silicon Valley speculated: rapidly divert traffic from the sensationally popular Paradise Town to YY while it was exploding in popularity. This also means that Li Mu’s own understanding of the internet has already surpassed that of the entire Silicon Valley. Because only the smartest people, and the most foolish people, would make decisions that the entire Silicon Valley cannot comprehend. Li Mu clearly cannot be the latter!”

Ben Clarkson’s high regard for YY, Muyuan Technology, and even Li Mu, made many American netizens quite dissatisfied. They left comments on Ben Clarkson’s blog, launching personal attacks against him.

Someone said: “Li Mu just made an instant messaging software? You’ve praised him to the heavens! How come I’ve never seen you praise Bill Gates like that?”

Ben Clarkson responded, not to be outdone: “Bill Gates is certainly great, but I don’t think he truly understands products. An excellent product manager not only has to design a product that truly moves your heart, but also design it to resonate with your soul, even exceeding all your fantasies about the product itself. On this point, only YY in the entire world can give me that feeling. Bill Gates, and even no one at Microsoft, can give me that feeling! Not a single one! Look at MSN—it’s an entire galaxy apart from YY!”

Someone said: “No matter how powerful YY is, it’s just an internet product developed by a Chinese company. It doesn’t have the DNA for the American market, and it definitely won’t last long in the minds of the vast majority of Americans.”

Ben Clarkson replied: “Don’t forget, ICQ isn’t an American product either—it’s a product developed by Israelis!”

Another person said: “No matter how powerful YY is, it’s just an auxiliary tool. What’s so great about it? It will never reach MSN’s heights!”

To this netizen, Ben Clarkson only replied with one sentence: “Frog at the bottom of a well! But soon you will jump out of the well. Even if you don’t jump, Muyuan Technology will use surging groundwater to push you out of the well!”





Chapter 1043: Tell Them What “Realm” Means!

The past 24 hours were the most agonizing for the American internet industry.

Time stretched infinitely during those 24 hours, as everyone waited eagerly for Muyuan Technology’s new version of YY.

However, hardly anyone in the American internet industry hoped YY would amaze the world again.

Everyone was holding their breath, hoping to see YY make a fool of itself or suffer a major setback.

Never before had a Chinese company garnered so much attention in the American internet market. While American professionals kept an eye on Muyuan Technology, they also shared an unspoken understanding: “The American market will not tolerate such an amazing Chinese software.”

But the internet market is not a gangster society.

This is arguably the most equal and free world created by humanity. In the internet industry, almost all companies must rely on their genuine ability to compete. This means that if YY is destined to be incredible, then no one will be able to stop its success.

Finally, in the early morning of mid-November 2002, at midnight Beijing time, it was exactly nine o’clock in the morning in San Francisco.

Just as the entire Silicon Valley was beginning its workday, YY 2002’s final major update—YY 2002-v3.0—was officially released!

Muyuan Technology’s cost-no-object expansion of server and bandwidth capacity in the United States finally delivered the most satisfying answer for Li Mu.

Excluding China, nearly ten million people worldwide immediately updated to YY 2002-v3.0 at that moment. The server load was completely normal; such a massive amount of data requests did not cause the server to overload.

No matter how heavy the traffic, it can be handled by widening the road. If an eight-lane bidirectional road gets a bit congested, how about an eighty-lane bidirectional road?

Western internet colleagues felt a wave of disappointment the moment v3.0 was released. What’s going on? There were no joyous phenomena like update freezes, failed data requests, or even server crashes. Not even the slightest lag occurred; everything was as smooth as silk…

The colleagues almost immediately realized that Muyuan Technology’s reserves in the server and bandwidth domains already far exceeded its current maximum demand.

Some even thought that Muyuan Technology’s servers and bandwidth in the United States must have been built in advance to the specifications required to support all American netizens.

This guess was absolutely correct.

Before a flood bursts, if the river is widened and dredged properly, the flood will no longer be a flood.

Before a huge flood of traffic pours in, clear the way for it. Once the flood of traffic surges in, YY can rest easy.

This is YY’s realm.

After downloading the latest version of YY, the colleagues, who were somewhat disappointed with the first scene, immediately and eagerly opened YY, hoping to see what major play YY had brewed this time.

And from this moment on, a series of shocks had just begun.

The first launch interface of YY 2002-v3.0 was globally unified. After users downloaded the update and opened the new version of YY for the first time, a 15cm by 15cm launch interface would appear in the center of the screen. The interface was a flash animation, starting with a fade-in of “您好！Hello!”, followed by the entire background slowly appearing: a Chinese-style ink wash landscape painting.

In the ink wash painting, there were distant mountains, rivers, a lone sail, and a human figure outlined in ink. Only Chinese people, or those with a deep understanding of Chinese culture, could tell that this figure wore a bamboo hat and straw cape, sitting in the woods at the foot of a mountain, sharpening a machete.

After this landscape painting completely faded in, a string of elegant running script calligraphy appeared in the very center of the launch screen.

There were seven characters in this line, which read: “Sharpening a knife does not delay the woodcutting.”

This was Li Mu’s way of showing off to the world in the v3.0 version.

Don’t you all think I should have immediately steered “Heaven’s Town” users towards YY?

Don’t you all fail to understand why I would still stubbornly proceed with a major update at this inevitable stage?

I will use this ancient Chinese proverb to tell you what my realm truly is!

That’s right, it’s realm!

Sharpening a knife does not delay the woodcutting!

This means, what’s your rush? You all think this axe in Your father here’s hand is already a divine weapon, but in my eyes, it’s not sharp enough yet!

None of the Chinese and Chinese Americans working in the American internet industry expected Li Mu to use such a strong Chinese style for the launch interface in such a significant new version update. One must remember that almost all the elite groups globally were paying attention to this version update right now!

Facing the entire Western elite, Li Mu’s willful nature, his composure, and his confidence in Chinese culture made these Chinese and Chinese Americans feel immense pride.

Every Westerner was bewildered by this painting and the line of Chinese calligraphy. They could only understand one word throughout: “Hello.”

So, dumbfounded, they all asked their Chinese and Chinese American colleagues: “Boss, you’re Chinese/Chinese American, you must understand this background image and the Chinese characters in the middle, right? Quickly tell us, what on earth is Li Mu up to?”

Thus, in almost every Western internet company, one could see a scene where an Asian-faced Chinese or Chinese American was surrounded by a group of foreigners whose faces were etched with a dumbfounded expression and a thirst for knowledge, listening to them explain this freehand black-and-white landscape painting and those strange, elegant Chinese characters.

Sharpening a knife does not delay the woodcutting.

These seven characters embody the essence of Chinese civilization. These Chinese and Chinese Americans could only translate in the most straightforward way, telling them: “This sentence means that if a knife isn’t sharp enough, take the time to sharpen it before cutting wood. It might seem like a lot of time is delayed, but it will absolutely not affect your woodcutting progress; it might even greatly speed it up.”

Westerners who didn’t understand Chinese civilization went crazy immediately. Their first reaction was: WTF!

Seven hieroglyphs, yet behind them lay so much, a long string of content? Is your Chinese language really that efficient? Or are you freaking tricking Your father here, who doesn’t understand Chinese?

But then, they truly reacted.

Holy crap! I know what Li Mu means! He’s saying, Your father here isn’t bothering to “go up the mountain to cut wood” yet; Your father here will wait until the knife is even sharper!

Almost every enlightened Westerner covered their head and exclaimed: “Holy Shit!”

Why is Li Mu so confident? Does this guy think there’s no one left in the American internet industry? Does he think American users are just firewood for him to chop? He’s underestimating American users; he must apologize to them!

However, as most people were filled with righteous indignation in front of their computers, a few clear-headed individuals nearby reminded them: “Stop talking nonsense; quickly see what this software has actually updated! Damn it, we’ve only seen the launch interface so far!”

Those who were reminded suddenly understood, quickly snapped back to reality, and rushed to examine what was different about YY version 3.0.

In the software’s self-notification feature, the first thing displayed to users was the addition of a one-click launch option for “Heaven’s Town” on YY.

Its launch logic was:


	If “Heaven’s Town” Client is not installed on the local machine, clicking the one-click launch option will direct to the official download page for the “Heaven’s Town” Client.


	If “Heaven’s Town” Client is installed on the local machine, a simple click will bring up the “Heaven’s Town” login interface.




2.1. If the current YY account logged in is registered or bound to a “Heaven’s Town” account, the system will automatically complete the login after launching the login interface, without needing to enter an account or password.

2.2. If the current YY account logged in is not registered or bound to a “Heaven’s Town” account, the system will provide a login interface for manual entry of account and password, along with a quick option to bind the YY account.

As the first change announced to users in version 3.0, this modification puzzled many industry insiders.

What’s going on? Li Mu, isn’t your logic flawed?

Right now, “Heaven’s Town” is a huge hit, and YY is only popular among the elite. What you should be doing is creating a channel from “Heaven’s Town” to YY to direct traffic! Why didn’t you create a channel in “Heaven’s Town,” but instead created an entry point in YY to direct traffic to “Heaven’s Town”?

It’s like during the Spring Festival travel rush, the transportation department should be figuring out how to create more outlets for people to escape big cities, allowing the surging, crowded population to quickly disperse in all directions. But instead, the transportation department is doing the opposite: during the Spring Festival travel rush, they first try to ensure the efficiency and speed of people from surrounding areas flocking into big cities. Isn’t this logic completely reversed?

Li Mu is doing this; did he lose his mind?

Besides, for such a crappy feature, what kind of major update is this? Damn it, are you trying to trick naive users from China all the way in America?

Some disappointed American industry professionals and elites quickly skipped past the first change notification and went directly to the second one.

This change notification was one of the highlights of Muyuan Technology’s new version: Discussion Group!

The convenience of YY groups and their unique role in group social interaction not only quickly conquered Chinese users but also rapidly won over the American elite. With YY groups, the era of online group social interaction officially began, and this was one of the most favored functions by overseas elite groups, significantly boosting work efficiency.

However, users did not realize that current YY group chats had a relatively high behavioral cost for users.

To organize a group chat, a user first needed to create a group, fill out the group information, create it step by step, and then invite users one by one.

A one-thousand-person YY group followed this model, and a three-person YY group also followed this model. While this communication method was still highly respected, Li Mu knew that user demands were endless.

A new feature that amazes users today will be merely “okay” tomorrow, and before long, it will be seen as troublesome and boring.

If improvements are only made after users feel it’s troublesome or boring, it’s usually too late. Therefore, Li Mu “lightened” group chat, and the “Discussion Group” feature came into being.

“Discussion Group,” a new product that allows users to quickly create group chats in one second, was no less disruptive to users than the initial amazement when “YY Group” was first launched!

The lightweight “YY group” made YY group chat an extreme that users themselves couldn’t even imagine or conceive!

It’s like offering a powerful “Maxim heavy machine gun” to users in the cold weapon era. Users who have never seen firearms would naturally praise its powerful firepower, but its weight, movement, operation, ammunition supply, and water cooling would be potential problems for users when operating the Maxim.

When “Maxim” was the only firearm on the market, no one would complain about it. Everyone was experiencing what it means to be “painfully happy.” However, when someone finally created lightweight pistols and submachine guns and provided them, that immense feeling of surprise burst forth almost instantly!





Chapter 1044: Best-Product-Ever

The launch of YY’s “Discussion Group” feature once again redefined the understanding of YY among the elite, and even more so, their perception of YY’s approach to product development.

Originally, as one of YY’s core functions, YY Groups had already greatly surprised users who needed group chat. Even now, the popularity of YY Groups shows no signs of waning. Even now, MSN and ICQ are still pulling out all the stops to develop their own “YY Group” features.

As a result, no one expected that YY would, at this moment, launch a new product that perfectly complemented YY Groups, and its method of use was so simple it was almost tear-inducing.

When a user temporarily needed a small-scale group chat, they no longer had to specifically register a YY Group, nor did they have to worry about reaching the limit of their YY Group count. They simply needed to open a chat window with one person and then use their mouse to “drag” in the people they wanted to add to the group chat.

As soon as a person was added to a one-on-one private chat, YY would automatically establish a Discussion Group containing three users. Just a simple click and drag of the mouse could pull a friend into a group. This incredibly smooth experience was addictive.

To differentiate itself from YY Groups, maximize complementarity, and avoid conflict, YY Discussion Groups had certain functional limitations and restrictions. Firstly, the maximum number of members in a Discussion Group could not exceed twenty. Secondly, Discussion Groups did not have IDs, meaning they could not be openly joined by all YY users; members could only manually pull others into them. This way, the Discussion Group itself became a place for friends to communicate with friends, or with friends of friends, aligning more closely with real-life connections / network.

In addition, Discussion Groups had another very important difference from YY Groups.

Because YY Groups had many members and complex connections / networks, users had to actively apply to join a group, and the group owner or administrator had to confirm; alternatively, the group owner or administrator could invite, and the invited person had to confirm before joining.

However, the product logic of Discussion Groups was very clear. Since the members of a Discussion Group were all friends, or friends of friends, the relationship network was relatively simple. With a simple relationship network, and knowing that anyone who could pull you into a Discussion Group must be your friend, the likelihood of being mistakenly or maliciously pulled into a Discussion Group was greatly reduced.

Precisely because of this clear understanding, Discussion Groups eliminated the need for verification when adding people, further simplifying the process of creating a Discussion Group. This product logic might seem unremarkable, but a careful examination reveals the product’s deep dive into users, user relationships, and user experience.

This was the key reason why the vast number of colleagues, and even the entire elite class, prostrated themselves in admiration for YY. Fundamentally, it was also a manifestation of Li Mu’s admiration for Tencent’s products. It cannot be denied that Tencent in his previous life was the most skilled at product development in China’s internet industry and had the deepest understanding of its users.

Precisely because the Discussion Group feature was full of surprises, it became an instant sensation among YY users as soon as it launched!

Data from YY’s backend showed that within twenty minutes of the new version’s update, the server had received an astonishing twenty-seven million Discussion Group creation requests. It seemed everyone enjoyed this feature immensely.

In the American elite class, at around nine in the morning, they were practically overusing this feature. They would always casually create internal Discussion Groups for small teams, and then create several other peculiar Discussion Groups.

For example, a Discussion Group for people who liked to buy Starbucks coffee every morning; a Discussion Group for those who liked to eat Chinese food for lunch; a Discussion Group for people who liked to go to bars after work…

In short, because Discussion Groups were completely open for creation and unlimited in number, everyone felt the pleasure of this “extravagant and wasteful” approach for the first time.

Previously, the number of YY Groups was very precious; even members had to use them sparingly, not rampantly or unauthorizedly creating a group chat for just three to five people. However, now this entire user experience had been overturned. Users could freely combine friends into groups with just a fingertip, and their desire for control was satisfied as never before.

However, YY 3.0’s major update went far beyond this.

What truly made these elite groups bow down was YY’s incredibly powerful online preview function.

Whether it was files from offline transfer or files attached to YY Mail, whether Word, Excel, PPT, TXT, PDF, or various image and drawing files, they could now all be previewed online within YY.

The most powerful aspect of this groundbreaking online preview was that it absolutely did not require corresponding software to be installed on the local machine.

If your computer did not have Word, no matter if you received a Word file from a friend or an attachment in an email, to open it and view its contents, the first thing you absolutely had to do was download Microsoft Office Word software.

The same principle applied to other file types.

Now, YY solemnly announced to all users: your past experiences with file interaction were utterly pathetic! Now, YY brings you a new realm of file interaction!

From now on, you would not need to download any software. As long as you had YY and YY Mail, you could essentially fulfill most of your file interaction needs.

For ordinary users, this feature might seem unremarkable, perhaps less than a tenth as interesting as Discussion Groups. But for the elite, this was a completely transformative office experience.

With this feature, their future work efficiency could be greatly improved. At any time, they could view any file without considering whether they had the necessary software environment. As long as there was internet and YY, most work-related files could be previewed online. If daily work was accompanied by such a powerful function, not only would efficiency see a massive increase, but the user experience would also improve qualitatively.

All YY users whose daily work involved computers now only wanted to cheer at their screens, while their Silicon Valley colleagues in the internet industry were stunned by YY’s new feature.

How did Muye Technology do it? How could they implement online preview for multiple file types within Internet Explorer or a single preview window? Wasn’t this playing too big a game? How much technical cost would it take to achieve this?

However, after expert analysis, they exclaimed in surprise that Muye Technology’s product logic was actually very simple: all file types were read on the server, and then converted by the server into a page format before being visually presented to the user. This method of achieving a goal through unconventional means truly overturned the understanding of all product managers.

For their colleagues, YY consistently managed to overturn their understanding and even, with its unique product philosophy, made them mistakenly believe they didn’t understand products at all.

According to the logic everyone previously considered, if users needed file interaction, then they would satisfy their file interaction needs. Email providers would add attachment functions, and instant messaging providers would add file transfer functions. Wasn’t it enough just to satisfy the user’s need to transfer files to another user? Who the hell cared what the user did after receiving the file? If they wanted to open it, they’d open it with the corresponding software. If not, nobody cared if they left it there.

However, Muye Technology’s thinking was completely different.

If Muye Technology, like other email and instant messaging software, only solved the problem of users transferring files to another user, then Li Mu would be no different from the product managers of other companies.

To refine a more meticulous product, one must learn to “answer beyond the syllabus.” Not only must one satisfy the user’s need to transfer files, but also delve deeper to satisfy the user’s next need after receiving the file, such as: online preview.

Only a product that considers things users haven’t even thought of for themselves has a chance to succeed.

At this moment, Muye Technology truly used its product philosophy, which surpassed the entire internet industry, to conquer all its colleagues in Silicon Valley.

And at this very moment, Microsoft’s MSN team was almost completely desperate.

The current opponent was bordering on invincible. Compared to YY, neither the current version of MSN, nor the upcoming new MSN, nor the full version of the new MSN that MSN had originally planned to develop, could collectively compare to YY.

The realm Li Mu conveyed to the world, on the surface, appeared to be the ancient Chinese saying, “Sharpening a knife does not delay the woodcutting,” but what he truly intended to express was his calmness and confidence.

When everyone thought YY was already impeccable, the latest version update, led by Li Mu, showed the world Muye Technology’s craftsmanship in making products and also earned the respect of all its colleagues. This update made the entire Western internet industry reflect on their previous lack of initiative and narrow-mindedness, and at the same time, opened up a new world for them, making truly ambitious professionals realize that a truly good product is an endless, never-stopping exploration of user needs.

Ben Clarkson, editor-in-chief of Silicon Valley Magazine, after experiencing the latest version of YY, excitedly gave YY a three-word review on his blog: Best-Product-Ever.

Ben Clarkson didn’t feel his evaluation was inappropriate at all. He said on his blog: “YY might not be the greatest product in internet history, but it is definitely the most perfect product in internet history. A series of great products, including Windows, although significant in the history of internet development, none of these products understood users better or surprised users more than YY. If Windows is the wheat of your internet life, then YY is the dream lover of your internet life. Everything you can imagine, it can help you achieve, and even what you haven’t thought of, it can help you achieve!”

This time, the American angry youth (disaffected youth) netizens retreated with a sense of shame and did not resort to personal attacks on Ben Clarkson’s blog. Instead of being attacked, Ben Clarkson’s views were recognized by the entire Silicon Valley. All Silicon Valley magazines and newspapers, in their reports on the latest version of YY, quoted Ben Clarkson’s phrase: “Best-Product-Ever.”





Chapter 1045: Sounding the Horn of General Attack

After receiving recognition and high praise from the entire Silicon Valley, Muye Technology had already begun to acquire an almost mythical status among its industry colleagues in the United States.

Some predicted that once Muye Technology started directing traffic to YY from Heaven’s Town, YY would completely ascend to the pinnacle.

Before the battle had even begun, MSN and ICQ were already being sung a dirge globally.

YY was like a powerful spell, stirring up wave after wave of tumultuous feelings among the elite across society.

As the latest version of YY brought astonishment to the American elite, keywords like YY, Muye Technology, and Li Mu finally began to appear in mainstream American media.

Influential traditional newspapers such as the Los Angeles Times, the New York Times, and the Washington Times all dedicated extensive coverage to Muye Technology. Among these, the Los Angeles Times article was the most incisive. Their newspaper’s front page featured a photograph of Li Mu giving a speech beside that Boeing 747 at the Capital Airport. In the photo, Li Mu was eloquently addressing hundreds of employees, looking handsome, dashing, and undeniably gentlemanly.

That 747 was the Air China charter flight that carried Muye Technology’s first batch of employees to the United States. Even at that moment, Li Mu was already prepared to conquer America, much like a king giving a speech to his generals before they set out for war.

The article’s headline read: “Welcoming the New Emperor of the World’s Instant Messaging Realm to the United States!”

The picture conveyed the meaning of a king sending his generals to war;

The headline implied that the king’s generals had already conquered the land, its people had surrendered, and they were now welcoming the king’s arrival!

While the Los Angeles Times’ choice of words was somewhat exaggerated, no one found it inappropriate. Li Mu was indeed the new emperor of the instant messaging world. He didn’t need to personally defeat his rivals, because MSN and ICQ, in the face of his YY, seemed almost like relics from the last century.

As Li Mu suddenly became the object of fervent promotion by American media, his nickname for CCTV, “CCTV Mom,” naturally didn’t miss this excellent opportunity to further harvest support for him in China. For two consecutive days, almost all of CCTV’s news programs focused on Li Mu’s conquest of the American market. All the reports from American media about Li Mu, YY, and Muye Technology became the subject of CCTV Mom’s reports.

Although Li Mu wasn’t in China, he instantly gained the attention and support of hundreds of millions of his compatriots. Muye Technology’s corporate reputation virtually reached the zenith achievable by a private enterprise.

At this time, the entire Western elite was watching Li Mu, awaiting his final move.

Everything Li Mu had done before was merely preparation for launching the nuclear bomb. Now, all preparations were complete, just waiting for Li Mu to press the “launch button.”

This “launch button” was to open the outlet for directing traffic from Heaven’s Town to YY.

Li Mu had three strategies prepared for directing Heaven’s Town users to YY:

First, all Heaven’s Town users who registered and bound their YY accounts would receive a super gift package in Heaven’s Town.

The items in this “super gift package” were almost entirely related to the “Thanksgiving Global Competition,” including the most valuable turkey eggs, turkey feed, and potent feed to accelerate turkey growth. For all users who wanted to participate in the “Thanksgiving Global Competition,” these were indispensable items!

This ensured that YY could leverage the current popularity of the “Thanksgiving Global Competition” to instantly win over a large number of Heaven’s Town users;

…

Second, all Heaven’s Town users who registered and bound their YY accounts would receive a brand-new building – the “R&D Center.”

The “R&D Center” was a game production unit that had not yet been made available to users. Once users acquired it, they could research various special potions within it. For example, a Yield Boost Potion could increase land harvest by 100% within 24 hours. To obtain a Yield Boost Potion, one first needed an “R&D Center,” then had to provide the materials required by the “R&D Center” for producing the Yield Boost Potion, and finally, after a certain period, receive the processed Yield Boost Potion.

Besides the Yield Boost Potion, the “R&D Center” could also research many other types of potions, such as Land Acceleration Potions, Animal Yield Boost Potions, Animal Acceleration Potions, and even Double Experience Potions and Luck Potions that increased the chance of acquiring rare items.

For all gamers, once the “R&D Center” was launched, it would certainly be a must-have building. To get this building, one had to register and bind a YY account; there was no other way;

This ensured that even players not interested in the “Thanksgiving Global Competition” would have the motivation to register a YY account, complementing the first strategy;

…

Third, daily login rewards could be obtained by launching Heaven’s Town through YY!

All Heaven’s Town users who registered and bound their YY accounts, if they chose to launch the game using the one-click launch button within YY instead of directly logging in via the Heaven’s Town Client, would, after server verification, immediately receive a random reward issued by the system upon logging in!

This random reward could be gold coins, diamonds (which could only be obtained with real money), or various strange and rare items;

Users had one chance to win a reward each day, but if they logged in via YY for five consecutive days, starting from the sixth day, the random reward would be multiplied by two;

For example: if for the first five days of logging in, they received one item each time, or a random amount of gold coins within 500, then on the sixth day, the reward would be presented directly with a prominent “X2!” If a user had received a bundle of super fertilizer in the first five days, then on the sixth day, it would be “A bundle of super fertilizer X2!”

Using the prominent “X2” identifier made users intuitively feel the benefits of continuous logins;

If they continued until the eleventh day, then for every subsequent day of login, the random reward would be multiplied by three, until the end of the event.

This point was Li Mu’s way of ensuring the activity level of Heaven’s Town users on YY.

Just having them register and bind YY accounts wasn’t enough; if they only registered and bound but didn’t use it, it would only contribute a meaningless number. Li Mu wanted to ensure they had enough motivation to open YY every day.

Once users opened YY, they would discover that all their in-game friends would be synchronized to YY. All their online social connections had quietly completed their migration. The rest would depend on YY’s product charm to attract them.

…

The three strategies were completely ready. At this point, there were still three days until Li Mu’s scheduled Harvard speech with Harvard University and Mark Zuckerberg. Li Mu gathered the entire YY and Heaven’s Town operations teams, and connected in real-time with the domestic team, laying out his final battle plan.

When everyone was assembled, Li Mu’s first words were: “Comrades, after such a long preparation, our horn for the general attack is about to blow!”

With just one sentence, everyone felt their blood boil.

Everything before, for Muye Technology, was merely the army lining up. The next steps were the final general attack!

From Li Mu to every employee at Muye Technology, one thing was very clear: the lifespan of a runaway hit like Heaven’s Town would at most be two years. Only YY could become that super-sticky product that would accompany users throughout their lives.

This unified consensus was also related to Li Mu’s continuous “brainwashing” within the company (in a positive, motivational sense).

In his past life, QQ was the internet product Li Mu used for the longest period, without exception. It accompanied him from being a young boy to gradually becoming a middle-aged IT underdog. In between, countless games and products flashed through Li Mu’s life. Whether it was Legend, Warcraft, Weibo, or Xiaonei, none of these products truly endured until the end;

After QQ accompanied him for over a decade, WeChat came into being, and from then until his rebirth, QQ and WeChat were the only products that consistently remained in his life. Besides these two, there were no others.

Among them, QQ’s position was the most irreplaceable and held the most sentiment.

From his teenage years to his thirties, family, friendship, love, work, entertainment… almost every element of life was inseparable from QQ and could be carried on QQ.

First loves, online relationships, classmates, close friends, colleagues, netizens, gaming friends, old acquaintances from far-flung places… everyone’s QQ was a memoir of their youthful growth. How could users leave such a super-sticky product once it gained momentum?

If QQ was like this, YY, which was accelerating down QQ’s path, would surely have its influence ascend to a higher level! By then, a billion people across America and even the entire Western world would become YY’s potential user base. Li Mu was confident that YY’s influence would surpass Facebook’s in his previous life because Facebook in his previous life wasn’t like his current situation; he had over a billion compatriots in China as a strong backing!

Facing his eagerly excited employees, Li Mu also struggled to hide his excitement as he said: “If we win this battle, it will ensure our comfort in America and all developed countries for the next twenty years. We will undoubtedly rule global online communication and social networking with an almost monopolistic position. At that time, every one of you here will personally experience and create the greatest miracle in the history of China’s internet!”

The exceptionally excited employees exchanged glances. Although no one spoke, a full measure of confidence shone in each pair of eyes.

At this point, there was no reason for YY not to succeed.

First, YY’s own excellence was already beyond doubt;

Secondly, Heaven’s Town’s influence and user base were continuously setting new records at an astonishing speed, with reaching over one hundred million just around the corner. This ensured YY had a sufficient source of traffic;

Finally, Li Mu’s three strategies for traffic redirection could be described as meticulous and covering all bases. They could at least boost Heaven’s Town user conversion rate to YY to over 80%, or even higher!

In this world, no one could stop YY’s massive offensive to impact American users. Once YY’s iron hooves started moving, the entire United States and even the Western world would be conquered by it!





Chapter 1046: Unprecedented and Unmatched

“America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings” was in full swing, and the “Thanksgiving Global Competition” was being frantically chased by tens of millions of players. Li Mu had already made the most thorough preparations for YY’s explosive growth across America.

Industry insiders had been closely monitoring every move of “Heaven’s Town,” knowing that once the final assault began, the first shot would inevitably be fired there.

The entire American internet industry was waiting for Li Mu to launch his final, decisive assault on the American internet.

On that morning, “Heaven’s Town” suddenly released a system-wide message, and Li Mu’s three major methods for driving traffic from “Heaven’s Town” to YY were unleashed simultaneously, immediately causing a huge stir among “Heaven’s Town” users.

The grand gift pack, which could boost the speed of the Thanksgiving Global Competition, was well-received by all players interested in the competition;

The new building, the “R&D Center,” was also something all users yearned for. With it, they could produce advanced items that couldn’t even be bought with cash. This was a tremendous boost for the game and a huge improvement in its replayability.

If the Thanksgiving Global Competition gift pack attracted players interested in the competition itself, then the “R&D Center” attracted every single “Heaven’s Town” player. It was like a super weapon in the game “Red Alert”; it would be one thing if it weren’t available, but once it was, everyone flocked to it, greatly desired it;

Li Mu wasn’t worried that the “R&D Center” would break the game’s balance at all. Because if a heaven-defying item was only used by a few players, it would certainly disrupt the balance, but if all players used it, then it would be perfectly fair.

It was like a computer game where, if in a cold-weapon game setting like “Age of Empires,” individual players were given modern firearms, the game would become unplayable. But if every player was given modern firearms, fairness would be ensured, because then the game would essentially become “Red Alert.”

Li Mu’s prediction was indeed accurate. Because of this incredibly powerful tool, the “R&D Center,” almost all “Heaven’s Town” players went crazy. They could forgo other things, but for this “R&D Center,” they had to download and register YY, then bind their “Heaven’s Town” account to it to obtain the “R&D Center.”

Tens of millions of users downloaded and registered YY within a single day. The first thing they did after successfully registering was to bind their “Heaven’s Town” account. At this point, two things happened that greatly excited all “Heaven’s Town” users.

First: After successful binding, a prompt immediately appeared in the user’s “Heaven’s Town” interface: the “R&D Center” was now available in the building menu and could be constructed at any time;

Second: After successful binding, YY, which originally had no friends, suddenly started automatically adding friends like crazy, and the number of people on the friends list climbed rapidly from zero!

The astonished users wondered if there was a software bug, but upon closer inspection of the continually appearing nicknames in their friend list, they realized these were all their friends from “Heaven’s Town.”

What was even more crucial was that “Heaven’s Town” had a particularly high requirement for the number of friends. Therefore, the connections users built for the game were much more complex than the normal social network established on MSN or ICQ. If a user had one hundred friends on MSN, they would have at least over one hundred fifty friends in “Heaven’s Town.”

So, when they suddenly found so many friends appearing on YY, every user was both shocked and pleasantly surprised.

Interestingly, “Heaven’s Town” users were almost instantaneously drawn in by these three strategies, then flocked to download and register YY. As a result, the online rate of their friends was extremely high. When users discovered that so many of their friends were online on YY, it immediately gave them the motivation to use YY to chat with them.

But what was truly powerful was YY itself.

Ordinary users who had never encountered YY, having only used MSN and ICQ, now experienced YY for the first time. They were introduced to heaven-defying features like group chat, Discussion Groups, video chat, group video chat, YY Cartoon Show, chat history roaming, and offline file transfer. They immediately felt that YY and MSN/ICQ simply weren’t products of the same era.

Most crucially, they didn’t need to actively add any friends on YY; it had already transferred all the friends they accumulated in “Heaven’s Town” to YY, and those friends were also online on YY. With this, there was absolutely no reason to go back to using MSN or ICQ!

The war began at nine in the morning, and by nine in the evening, just twelve hours later, YY had converted ninety-five percent of “Heaven’s Town”’s more than fifty million daily active users, adding nearly fifty million users to YY within twelve hours.

At this point, “Heaven’s Town”’s registered users had already exceeded one hundred million, reaching one hundred twenty million. This included not only American users but also a large number of users from Canada, Europe, and Japan/Korea. The speed at which such a social-relationship-driven game became popular was truly astonishing.

Among these one hundred twenty million users, the daily active users numbered fifty million, and weekly active users reached one hundred million. This meant that given one week, YY could convert one hundred million logged-in users of “Heaven’s Town” within a week into ninety-five million YY users.

Furthermore, once YY began to spread among the general user base, a large number of ordinary users became YY’s free promoters. In anyone’s network of friends, there were undoubtedly more internet users than “Heaven’s Town” players. This meant that every “Heaven’s Town” player who became a YY user still had some friends who hadn’t played “Heaven’s Town” and therefore hadn’t received any information about YY. At this point, these pioneering YY users played a huge promotional role. They would go all out to persuade their friends to try YY, and once their friends tried it, ninety percent of users would be completely captivated by YY.

YY’s development speed in America was like WeChat 2.0’s growth speed in China back then. At that time, WeChat, because it supported voice messages and allowed direct addition of WeChat friends from the QQ friend list, had a large number of users obsessed with voice messages proactively spreading the word for Zhang Xiaolong, pulling friends from QQ and real life into WeChat to start a completely new voice chat experience. This very scene was now unfolding in America.

“Hey, have you used YY yet?”

“No, what’s YY?”

“What? You haven’t used YY? My goodness! You absolutely have to try it quickly, this software is truly amazing!”

“What the heck is YY?”

“YY is an instant messaging software, similar in nature to MSN and ICQ.”

“Then I don’t need to try it. MSN is enough for me.”

“Trust me, if you use YY, you’ll realize MSN is utter garbage! And haven’t you noticed your MSN friends list getting smaller?”

“Huh, you’re right… Usually at this time, there are at least twenty or thirty people online, but now there are only seven or eight, that’s strange.”

“That’s because everyone’s on YY! I’m not planning on going on MSN anymore either! Today’s my last time; I’m just notifying a few friends who don’t have YY to quickly register for YY and add my YY number!”

…

“Hey, what’s your YY number? Some old classmates from middle school started a YY Group, and they want me to pull you in!”

“What YY number? What’s a YY Group?”

“You still don’t know YY?”

“No…”

“My goodness, you’re so out of touch! YY is an instant messaging software. Go download it quickly, then register an account, and send me the number so I can add you to the class group. Thirty-one out of our thirty-three high school classmates have already joined!”

“Class group? Can many people chat together?”

“Yeah, group chat is where everyone gathers online to chat; the atmosphere is super lively, come on!”

…

Li Mu repeated his old trick. He had used “Happy Farm” to incubate YY in China, and now he was going to use the same method to push YY to its peak in the overseas market.

YY swept across the entire American internet at an unprecedented speed. It was an internet product that gained nearly fifty million users within the first twelve hours, and a total of over sixty million users within the first twenty-four hours. This speed could truly be called unprecedented and unmatched.

Even Li Mu himself mused that after YY’s rapid rise this time, the internet industry might never again see such a speed. Over sixty million new users in twenty-four hours would likely become a unique phenomenon, never to be repeated.

Even Li Mu himself wasn’t confident he could replicate this speed again. As the internet continued to develop, the variety and quantity of products would only increase, and users’ focus would become more dispersed. Consequently, the number of users that a single product could cover would drastically decrease. By then, no product would have such drawing power.

Muye Technology immediately released all data to major American media outlets. These media outlets, which had been closely following YY, promptly published the sixty million figure in their latest reports after receiving the data and supporting evidence.

Throughout the entire day, almost all TV stations’ news programs featured different hosts repeatedly saying a few keywords with the same shocked tone:

“Muye-Technology” – Muye Technology;

“YY”;

“24-Hours” – twenty-four hours;

“60-million” – sixty million;

And almost every newspaper’s front page displayed the striking “60,000,000” prominently, accompanied by huge exclamation marks. The American mainstream media had shed their former arrogance and pride, praising YY’s development speed and achievements in America with utter admiration, prostrating themselves in admiration.

As soon as the sixty million figure was reported by the media, it practically gave heart attacks to the well-informed American elite…





Chapter 1047: Embracing Harvard, Embracing Mark Zuckerberg

YY has indisputably become an epoch-making super product, its user growth rate in the United States and globally is truly frightening.

Ordinary users are enchanted by YY, elites worship YY, and industry professionals are uneasy because of YY. But the most unsettled are the numerous American capitalists.

The venture capitalists in Silicon Valley and Wall Street who had discussed the first round of financing with Muye Technology are now filled with regret. Through YY’s extremely rapid development, they have finally thoroughly understood Muye Technology’s development potential.

Just a while ago, Li Mu had self-offered Muye Technology at a valuation of seventeen billion US dollars. Now, due to the massive surge in users, its valuation is also soaring in parallel.

As of now, venture capitalists have re-evaluated Muye Technology’s valuation. The result is that Muye Technology’s current valuation has firmly reached the twenty billion US dollar mark, establishing its status as a super product.

Sequoia’s appraisal director had previously given a more aggressive estimate for Muye Technology than the industry’s predictions. They had already factored in YY’s explosive popularity, and collectively provided a maximum valuation of twenty-two billion US dollars. Now, looking at YY’s development, twenty-two billion US dollars should be no problem.

Realizing Muye Technology’s lightning-fast development, Sequoia’s board of directors made a decision: this time, they absolutely could not miss out on Muye Technology again. Moreover, Sequoia had to thoroughly learn from its previous failure and must not hold out on the price for too long.

Muye Technology’s development is so fast that its valuation will also increase very quickly in the future. Sequoia finally understood that if they had the opportunity to invest in Muye Technology’s Series C round, it would essentially be Muye Technology’s last financing round before its IPO. At this point, even entering at a higher valuation wouldn’t matter, because they would definitely receive a greater return in the stock market! This was the true point of focus!

Thus, Sequoia decided to change its approach, requesting a second financing negotiation with Li Mu in the most sincere manner.

However, when Sequoia decided to renegotiate with Li Mu at a valuation of twenty-two billion US dollars, they were informed that Li Mu had already boarded a plane that day and was on his way to Cambridge, Massachusetts.

At this moment, Li Mu was sitting on a flight bound for Boston, the capital of Massachusetts, unable to contain his excitement.

Li Mu was already impatient to travel to Cambridge, to embrace Harvard and Mark Zuckerberg!

Especially Mark Zuckerberg. Li Mu deeply understood how incredibly difficult and exhausting it was to successfully operate a super product. He had profoundly experienced this through YY’s operations. Therefore, he had to continue to recruit talent for his team, seeking out super experts who could fully bear the responsibility of operating a super product globally.

Senior Brother Liu was considered a super expert in e-commerce, Guru Lei was a super expert in mobile phones and marketing, and Mark Zuckerberg’s ability to lead Facebook to become a super behemoth with a market value of over four hundred billion US dollars showed management capabilities that were almost world-class.

Mark Zuckerberg was truly exceptional, so Li Mu had intended to secure him from the very beginning of his venture. However, he never imagined that this kid would actually walk right into his trap. Therefore, for this Harvard trip, Li Mu had already decided that he would bring him under his wing no matter what.

…

Li Mu’s plane arrived in Boston at three in the afternoon. Cambridge, where Harvard is located, is adjacent to Boston. After disembarking in Boston, it takes only half an hour by car to reach Harvard University.

Li Mu had originally planned for his group to arrive in Boston today, check into a five-star hotel in Boston for the night, and then head directly to Harvard University tomorrow morning to meet with school officials, go through the formalities, give his speech at Harvard, and then return to Silicon Valley to await financing discussions. However, his previous series of major moves concerning “Heaven’s Town” and YY had now made him not only a focus of attention in the United States but even more so domestically.

To the Chinese public, Li Mu was now even more in the spotlight than Olympic athletes competing abroad during the Olympics. Although both brought glory to the nation, Li Mu was doing so in a way the Chinese public had never witnessed before him.

The Chinese people yearned deeply for global recognition and respect. However, simply speaking from a business perspective, before Li Mu, no Chinese enterprise had been able to exert such a significant influence in the American market. Therefore, every Chinese compatriot was constantly monitoring Li Mu’s every move in the United States.

This time, Li Mu was invited to speak at Harvard, and CCTV had learned of it in advance. Related news had already been broadcast domestically. Domestic audiences were especially attentive to Li Mu’s speech at Harvard. It was said that a large number of users on the domestic internet were discussing what Li Mu would talk about to the students of America’s top university at Harvard.

In fact, Li Mu was not the first Chinese entrepreneur invited to speak at Harvard. As early as the last century, Zhang Ruimin of Haier Group had lectured at Harvard University and graced its podium. Furthermore, according to historical trajectory, if he hadn’t been reborn, Mr. Ma should have also been invited to speak at Harvard last year or this year. Li Mu hadn’t seen any video footage related to that speech, only in another one of Mr. Ma’s speech videos did he see Mr. Ma himself recounting some sly stories about his Harvard speech.

However, ever since he founded Taobao and diverted Alibaba’s trajectory, Mr. Ma’s development path had undergone a significant change. He hadn’t been able to get the opportunity to speak at Harvard now, and it was likely he wouldn’t have such an opportunity in the future either.

When the plane landed, several Harvard University management personnel, accompanied by the young Mark Zuckerberg, had already been waiting at the airport for a long time.

The young Mark Zuckerberg’s mood at that moment was a mix of excitement and nervousness.

He was excited because he would soon see his most revered idol, Li Mu, who was less than two years his senior. Anyone would be incredibly excited when about to meet their biggest idol face-to-face.

As for the nervousness, it was entirely due to Mark Zuckerberg’s guilty conscience.

He had initially deceived the school with the lie that he had relatives working at Muye Technology, and then used the school’s invitation letter to secure Li Mu. If Li Mu arrived, his lie would likely be exposed, and he had no idea how the school would handle him then.

Harvard University staff members, on the other hand, were particularly excited at this moment. Without a doubt, Li Mu was now an object of intense pursuit for American elites and capitalists alike. YY’s influence in the United States was rapidly skyrocketing, so Li Mu’s desirability at this time was immense. Yet, he actually agreed to speak at Harvard at such a crucial moment, which itself was a display of extreme respect for Harvard. Therefore, Harvard also attached great importance to Li Mu’s visit.

Among the Harvard management personnel meeting the plane this time, the highest-ranking was David Allen, the Vice President of the Harvard University Board of Overseers. His actual position within Harvard University’s management could rank among the top three.

Besides David Allen, there were also several members of the Board of Overseers among the accompanying Harvard management. Harvard University had considered everything thoughtfully. They learned that Li Mu’s major at Renmin University of China was finance, and he himself was an entrepreneur worth tens of billions of dollars. So, to cater to his interests, they specifically arranged for the Dean of Harvard Business School to also come for the reception.

To the Harvard Board of Directors, although Li Mu was an exceptionally rare promising young talent, he was by no means someone they needed to actively flatter or fawn over. The biggest reason for giving him such high-level importance was a mindset of reciprocation—a return for Li Mu’s choice to visit Harvard at this time.

When the plane settled at the jet bridge and Li Mu emerged with his escorts, the Harvard University group immediately recognized him. The sign they had prepared, inscribed with the Chinese characters “李牧”, wasn’t even needed, because they were simply too familiar with Li Mu’s appearance. Even if they hadn’t met in person, they had certainly seen plenty of related visual materials.

Li Mu also recognized the group from Harvard University at a glance, because he saw the nervous and still youthful Mark Zuckerberg.

David Allen enthusiastically shook Li Mu’s hand for quite a while, then spent a long time delivering a welcome on behalf of the Harvard Board and Committee, before finally beginning to introduce the personnel who had come to meet him.

Li Mu also met the Dean of Harvard Business School for the first time, a small white old man named Martin Goodman.

After introducing everyone, David Allen finally introduced the young Mark Zuckerberg to Li Mu. David Allen was unaware at this moment that Mark Zuckerberg and Li Mu didn’t have the relationship he claimed, and that Mark Zuckerberg had no relatives working at Muye Technology whatsoever. He still believed everything Mark Zuckerberg had said earlier was one hundred percent true; otherwise, it would have been impossible for a real Li Mu to be standing before him.

David Allen patted Mark Zuckerberg’s shoulder and said with a smile to Li Mu, “This is Mark Zuckerberg, who extended the invitation to you on behalf of Harvard. He’s a freshman at Harvard this year. If it weren’t for his relatives working at Muye Technology, Harvard would probably have found it quite difficult to invite you to speak at our school in short order.”

Li Mu was momentarily taken aback. He looked at Mark Zuckerberg, whose expression was now somewhat stiff, his face filled with nervousness and unease.

Li Mu’s mind raced. After thinking for a moment, he vaguely guessed what had happened. So, he put away his surprise, extended his hand, and said to Mark Zuckerberg, “Thank you for your efforts in building this bridge between Harvard University and me.”

At that moment, Mark Zuckerberg’s eyes instantly welled up. When David Allen had uttered those words, he was terrified that Li Mu would question him, which would immediately expose his deception. But he hadn’t expected that Li Mu not only didn’t question him but also actively shook his hand and thanked him. Even though Li Mu knew he had lied about this matter, he didn’t pursue it or expose him; instead, he helped him maintain his lie…

Li Mu’s magnanimity moved the young Mark Zuckerberg indescribably…





Chapter 1048: National Idol of America

Moved and excited, Mark Zuckerberg appeared overly nervous in front of Li Mu.

Standing opposite him, Li Mu could clearly see his rapidly twitching eyelids and the slight tremor in his chin and the corners of his mouth.

Even Mark Zuckerberg himself hadn’t expected that despite Li Mu having already helped him resolve the crisis of being exposed, he would still be so nervous.

Facing the hand Li Mu extended, Mark Zuckerberg paused for a moment before snapping back to reality at David Allen’s reminder. He quickly extended his hand to Li Mu: “Hello, Mr. Li, my name is Mark Zuckerberg, you can call me Mark.”

Li Mu smiled amicably at him, nodding slightly in greeting, and said: “Hello, Mark. I’m not much older than you, so you can just call me Li Mu.”

Mark Zuckerberg, overwhelmed by favor, nodded frantically and said in a fluster, “Hello, Mr. Li Mu…”

Li Mu chuckled and didn’t continue dwelling on Mark Zuckerberg, instead focusing his conversation on David Allen.

David Allen was Harvard’s highest-ranking administrator, and he was the true representative of all of Harvard.

David Allen informed Li Mu, “We’ve prepared rooms for you and your subordinates in the university’s guesthouse. The Cambridge Police Department has already established security measures on campus, so you can freely rest there tonight. Before tomorrow’s speech, the police and FBI will conduct thorough security and counter-terrorism checks. Please rest assured.”

Li Mu nodded. With just over a year passed since 9/11, Americans were indeed still a bit like startled birds.

The original plan was for the group to stay at a hotel in Boston first, then head to Harvard University for the speech, and leave right after.

However, media reporters, including CCTV and numerous local American TV stations and newspapers, were already waiting at Harvard. Therefore, out of respect for the media, Li Mu had to go to Harvard first, meet the principal, and then hold a simple press conference together to answer some media questions.

According to the arrangements, Li Mu was also to tour the Harvard campus with the university’s leadership. The media would track and film the tour, making it an important part of Li Mu’s public visit to Harvard.

Li Mu, on one hand, showed respect for Harvard and the various media outlets, and on the other hand, he also wanted to leverage the media further, so he did not refuse this series of arrangements.

David Allen and Harvard’s management team accompanied Li Mu, his subordinates, and bodyguards onto the luxury bus specially arranged by Harvard. Before getting on the bus, Li Mu didn’t forget to look back at Mark Zuckerberg and said with a smile, “Hey Mark, you go first, I’ll sit with you.”

Not only Mark Zuckerberg, but even David Allen was surprised. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so attentive to Mark Zuckerberg, speaking very politely and showing great value towards this youngster. David Allen even thought that Mark Zuckerberg must be a relative of a Muye Technology executive; otherwise, how could Li Mu be so polite to him?

Mark Zuckerberg, who was initially a bit bewildered and trailing at the back of the group alone, was overwhelmed by favor. He quickly nodded and scurried up to Li Mu. Li Mu then made a pushing gesture behind him, prompting him to get on the bus first.

After Mark Zuckerberg boarded the bus first, he pointed to the second row’s right-side seat, then looked back at Li Mu, nervously asking, “Can we sit here?”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “Of course, you sit on the inside.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly nodded and sat down, and Li Mu naturally took the seat beside him. David Allen had originally wanted to sit with this Chinese university student, a super genius and super rich man all in one, to foster their relationship on behalf of himself and Harvard. Now, he could only sigh inwardly while sitting on Li Mu’s left, across the aisle.

“Perhaps Li Mu just prefers to interact with people his own age,” David Allen thought, comforting himself.

After Li Mu sat down, he asked Mark Zuckerberg beside him, like a big brother caring for his younger brother, “Mark, what major are you studying at Harvard?”

Mark Zuckerberg nervously replied, “Computer science major.”

“Oh?” Li Mu feigned surprise. “Then you must have a very deep understanding of the internet?”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly and humbly replied, “Mr. Li, you are the internet giant in my mind. Compared to you, I am just a student who knows nothing and has learned nothing.”

Li Mu smiled and shook his head, saying, “If you put it that way, I’m just a university student from an unknown university in China. My university isn’t even ranked among the top five hundred universities in the world, and I’m not even from a computer science background; my major in university was finance.”

After saying that, seeing Mark Zuckerberg’s astonished expression, Li Mu added, “But you are different. You attend the number one ranked university in the world, and you’re studying computer science. Compared that, you are much stronger than me.”

Actually, Li Mu sometimes stood up for his alma mater. Renmin University is indeed a very good school, but because of its strong political affiliations, it’s not very recognized internationally, and its ranking is atrociously low.

Although Mark Zuckerberg had researched quite a bit about Li Mu’s life, the information he found in the United States wasn’t detailed. He didn’t know that Li Mu himself attended an unknown university and wasn’t even a computer science major.

The thought of Li Mu, not being a computer science major, yet achieving such striking accomplishments that attracted worldwide attention in such a short time, made Mark Zuckerberg realize that his heart was experiencing a tumultuous feeling. He found that his admiration for this peer beside him had reached an unimaginable extreme.

Mark Zuckerberg couldn’t help but ask him, “Mr. Li, can you tell me why you are so talented in the internet industry?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, to be deliberately mysterious, “Tomorrow’s speech will have a Q&A session. If you’re interested, you can raise your hand and ask then, and I will answer your question.”

…

Li Mu rode Harvard’s designated pick-up vehicle, rapidly heading towards Harvard University. At this moment, Li Mu couldn’t have dreamed of how many fervent fans like Mark Zuckerberg he had at Harvard.

Upon hearing that Li Mu was coming, the entire Harvard community was plunged into an unprecedented frenzy. Before this, even if the US President came to speak at Harvard, it might not have ignited such a unified, widespread craze among Harvard students.

The United States is a country with very clear political stances. Most university students have their own political leanings and favored parties. If a student’s political stance leans towards the Democratic Party, they might scoff at a Republican President giving a speech at their school, and vice versa.

However, when it came to Li Mu, students regardless of their political stance held no repulsive feelings towards him. To them, Li Mu was simply the ultimate idol and benchmark. A twenty-year-old, still a university student just like these Harvard students, who could achieve so many remarkable accomplishments in the internet industry—this was the most perfect fantasy in their daily daydreams. So, it’s imaginable how excited they would be when such a miraculous person was about to visit their school!

Li Mu was not only receiving attention on American university campuses; at this moment, he was being watched by the entire United States, and even all developed countries.

Currently, Heaven’s Town and YY were the hottest trending news in American society. As the founder of these two products and the owner of both companies, Li Mu naturally received close scrutiny from American media. Moreover, financial media were now calculating Li Mu’s total net worth, which brought him even more public attention.

Li Mu was an absolute controlling shareholder in Muye Technology, Muyuan Games, and Taobao. Based on the valuations of these three companies, they were worth at least between twenty and thirty billion US dollars. However, Li Mu currently couldn’t appear on any authoritative wealth leaderboard. The reasons for this were simple:

Firstly, Li Mu himself had very few tangible assets. Compared to his net worth, his actual assets were less than one-tenth, with the rest being merely valuations;

Secondly, there’s a significant difference between valuation and Market Value. The value of a valuation does not possess true credibility. For instance, if Muye Technology’s valuation is twenty-two billion US dollars, but until someone actually invests in Muye Technology at this valuation, that valuation cannot be verified;

Furthermore, even if Li Mu were to secure funding right now at twenty-two billion US dollars, this valuation would only apply to this one specific fundraising event. When viewed across the entire capital market, it still lacks credibility. Therefore, to truly ascertain a credible net worth, Li Mu’s company must go public, even if only one of his companies goes public first.

The Market Value of a company in the securities market is its truly credible value data. And the net worth calculated based on the Market Value after an IPO is what constitutes true net worth.

However, even if Li Mu’s current net worth is difficult to definitively assess, the entire United States clearly understands that once Li Mu’s companies go public in the US, he will inevitably become a super-wealthy individual with tens of billions of US dollars in assets.

Most industry news rarely becomes a full societal hotspot. Only two industries capture the hearts of Americans: one is the sports industry, and the other is the financial industry.

Americans revere sports, especially American football. The excitement for the Super Bowl each year in the United States is even more astonishing than that for the domestic CCTV Spring Festival Gala.

Americans also revere money. Even children can rattle off the names of Wall Street Bigwigs. Bill Gates is, moreover, one of the best representatives of the American Dream in the eyes of Americans.

The so-called “American Dream” is essentially the ability to achieve everything one desires in this land of America through one’s own capabilities. The super-wealthy who have grown step by step on their own are the true embodiment of the American Dream.

Although Li Mu is not American, he is currently writing another kind of American Dream—an American Dream so fast that even Americans can barely believe it, an American Dream even more miraculous than a miracle!

Therefore, Li Mu is currently an idol for the entire American populace!

In him, Americans find the essence and spirit they most highly value and admire!





Chapter 1049: Fanatical Harvard

Harvard at this moment was already a sea of people.

The university administration must have leaked the news somehow, because when the students heard that Li Mu was about to arrive, they couldn’t stay indoors at all, as if China had just successfully won its Olympic bid. So, they all swarmed out.

As the car approached Harvard University, Li Mu even intentionally roused his spirits, ready to admire this world-class university with over three hundred years of history. However, he hadn’t expected that as soon as the car drove through Harvard’s gates, the vehicle he was in would be surrounded by swarming students.

There’s a classic line from Song Dandan’s skit: “Red flags fluttering, a sea of people.” Today, Li Mu finally experienced the scene these eight words described.

Outside the car, thousands of Harvard University students surrounded the road and the vehicle, causing the car to advance at an extremely slow pace. Among the students constantly receding on both sides and in front of the car, many red Five-Star Red Flags were fluttering in the wind. A closer look revealed that almost all the Chinese and Chinese-American students were holding two red flags, indescribably excited.

Watching the fervent and excited expressions of these Chinese-American university students, Li Mu suddenly felt a surge of emotion. He finally understood what a “national idol” truly meant. A so-called national idol isn’t necessarily a celebrity, nor someone incredibly popular, but rather someone with immense influence in the hearts of their people, or more accurately, someone of great significance to their nation, and even to the entire world.

Li Mu had once watched the documentary “Senna” about the Brazilian Racing God, Ayrton Senna. At that time, Senna was a true national idol in Brazil. He won one F1 race after another. The reason the Brazilian people loved this racer so much wasn’t just his fame, but everything he did for his homeland.

Senna almost always carried a Brazilian flag in his car for every race. Once he won, he would invariably raise the Brazilian flag from his race car, driving around to display it to the world. At that time, Brazilian society was in turmoil, and people’s lives were full of hardship. But in those difficult years, there was a god-like racer who would wave the Brazilian flag in front of the entire world after winning every race. It could be said that in that era, he gave the Brazilian people immense encouragement.

Furthermore, Senna carried out countless charitable acts for Brazil, helping a large number of Brazilian children and impoverished people, thereby gaining even greater support and adoration from the entire nation.

After Senna’s death in a car accident, his funeral in Brazil was so grand that it shocked the world. Countless Brazilian people wept before the cameras. One Brazilian woman, interviewed, cried and said: “The people of Brazil need food, education, and health, and a little bit of joy, but that joy has been taken away.”

Senna was the sole source of joy and pride for the struggling Brazilian people of that era; he was the national idol of Brazil, of that entire age.

Li Mu was well aware that his influence was still far from that of Senna back then. However, as he watched these young Chinese-American faces passionately waving the Five-Star Red Flags, he felt a unique sense of mission and pride. He didn’t aspire to be a national idol, but he hoped to make all Chinese and Chinese-Americans feel proud, honored, and joyful.

To achieve this, what Li Mu needed to do was to make the world see more of him, see China, and see China’s development and success.

Because Li Mu’s influence was currently immense, and he was at least a tens of billions of US dollars billionaire, the Massachusetts police and the FBI also attached particular importance to his visit to Harvard. Even with the students’ fanaticism, police and plainclothes officers kept them separated at a safe distance.

The vehicle slowly made its way to one of Harvard University’s Academic Affairs Buildings. It was said that Harvard’s press conference hall was located there, and various media reporters had already been waiting inside for a long time.

Li Mu also saw many media photographers filming continuously alongside the vehicle. Reportedly, major media outlets attached great value to this event; at least two cameras were assigned, one outside and one inside, while larger outlets typically had three to four cameras. CCTV’s US-based correspondents had sent a team of up to thirteen people in one go. Besides four camera operators and two outdoor presenters, there was also a broadcasting van nearby, making it convenient to quickly live-broadcast the situation back to China, similar to the live connections often seen on news programs.

In front of the Academic Affairs Building, police and FBI plainclothes officers had already cordoned off a semicircle with a radius of about thirty meters, isolating the fanatical students outside of it to ensure Li Mu’s safety.

Before the car had even stopped, Harvard’s principal, Lawrence, was already waiting there. As soon as Li Mu alighted, David Allen introduced him to Lawrence first. The two shook hands warmly, while a host of media continuously snapped photos, and the separated students nearby cheered excitedly without cease.

After exchanging a few pleasantries with Lawrence, Li Mu heard the Chinese international students and Chinese-American students uniformly shouting his name.

Li Mu quickly turned around, faced the separated students, and shouted in Chinese: “Thank you! Thank you all!”

He then bowed to the crowds in three directions. Just as he was turning to go inside with Lawrence, Li Mu suddenly stopped, twisted around, and quickly walked towards the separated crowd.

Seeing Li Mu quicken his pace towards the crowd, Wang Yuanlang, dressed in a suit, swiftly followed him, simultaneously giving a signal to his two subordinates to subtly disperse and keep up. Several FBI plainclothes officers initially wanted to follow Li Mu and stop him, but seeing Wang Yuanlang by his side, their leader immediately gave a signal to the others, signaling them to continue acting as a human wall and not to obstruct Li Mu.

The leading FBI agent was a discerning person; he instantly recognized that Wang Yuanlang and his two companions were Li Mu’s bodyguards. Moreover, their reaction speed was extremely fast, clearly indicating they were not ordinary bodyguards. In this situation, there was no need to stop Li Mu, as doing so might otherwise cause unnecessary misunderstandings.

Li Mu walked quickly, heading straight for a Chinese-American girl who was being held back by an FBI agent.

…

Zhen Xiaoxiao was the universally recognized Goddess among all Harvard’s Chinese-American students. This Chinese-American girl, who had immigrated to the United States with her parents at the age of twelve and lived in the US for eight years, was incredibly popular among Harvard’s Chinese-American student body.

Zhen Xiaoxiao was exceptionally beautiful, perfectly matching East Asian aesthetics. She was the kind of girl that East Asians wouldn’t want to look away from once they saw her. Furthermore, at such a young age, her temperament was remarkably dignified and graceful. Her overall comprehensive abilities surpassed the internet-famous Milk Tea Girl of later generations by several lengths.

Although revered as a Goddess by all Chinese-American students at Harvard, Zhen Xiaoxiao herself was a thorough and thorough top student, an outstanding talent at Harvard Law School, ranking among the very best.

Harvard Law School was the cradle of American prominent lawyers and politicians, absorbing countless promising young talents and nurturing numerous social elites. For Zhen Xiaoxiao to still rank among the very best in the Law School in such a fiercely competitive environment was indeed something not just anyone could achieve.

However, the usually calm and confident Zhen Xiaoxiao now felt her heart pounding like a drum, filled with nervousness and a flutter born of self-doubt and insecurity.

The reason she felt this way was precisely because her ultimate Male God, Li Mu, the super genius who had always been the focus of attention in the Chinese world, had suddenly turned and run towards her while walking shoulder to shoulder with the Dean into the Academic Affairs Building…

Yes, he really ran towards her!

Zhen Xiaoxiao watched Li Mu getting closer and closer, her heart extremely nervous. Li Mu’s eyes were fixed on her, his face adorned with a smile so charming it could kill without consequence, making Zhen Xiaoxiao’s heart pound even harder.

Li Mu quickly arrived in front of Zhen Xiaoxiao, stopping mere inches from her. He smiled faintly at her. Just as he was about to speak, he saw the pretty young girl’s cheeks flush crimson, as if two red clouds had floated onto them. Her eyes darted away intensely, but each time they shied away from his face, they would immediately spring back like a relay switch, only to dart away again the moment their eyes met, repeating the cycle.

Li Mu wanted to speak, but Zhen Xiaoxiao’s relay-like dodging back and forth left him no opportunity to open his mouth. Finally, with no other option, Li Mu reached out, took one of the two paper Five-Star Red Flags from her hand, waved it, and said to her, “Let me borrow this for a moment, thanks!”

After speaking, Li Mu quickly turned and ran back.

Harvard’s principal, Lawrence, was still waiting for him; Li Mu didn’t want to waste any more time.

Zhen Xiaoxiao watched Li Mu’s retreating figure, suddenly feeling an emptiness in her heart. A sense of extreme disappointment welled up. It was only then that she realized Li Mu had run up to her not to strike up a conversation, but merely to borrow her Five-Star Red Flag.

Thinking of this, Zhen Xiaoxiao felt not just disappointment, but also a mix of utter shame and grievance. The shame was due to her misinterpreting intentions, and the grievance stemmed from the fact that in all her life, she had never encountered something like this.

It wasn’t Zhen Xiaoxiao’s fault; ever since she was thirteen or fourteen, she had possessed an innate “being approached” aura. Whenever a strange man approached her with a smile, it was almost without exception an attempt to strike up a conversation, so she instinctively regarded Li Mu as just another person trying to flirt with her.

But at this moment, Zhen Xiaoxiao finally came to her senses: he wasn’t one of those men trying to strike up a conversation with her; he was Li Mu! He was the one who made all Chinese people immensely proud and honored, the one who was an object of extreme adoration for young people all over the world!

A supreme deity in the internet sector with the power to turn his hand to clouds and cover his hand to rain, a supreme deity who had built his enterprise to a scale of hundreds of billions of US dollars in less than two years – and she had presumptuously thought he was trying to strike up a conversation with her. Indeed, she lacked self-awareness.

Just then, a Chinese-American girl with braces pushed her way through the crowd next to Zhen Xiaoxiao and said, extremely excited: “Xiaoxiao! Li Mu just came over and spoke to you!”

Zhen Xiaoxiao wasn’t excited at all. She pursed her lips and nodded, watching Li Mu’s retreating figure gradually disappear into the Academic Affairs Building entrance, her expression exceptionally complex…





Chapter 1050: Just Adding Another Pair of Chopsticks

Holding the flag was a sudden whim of Li Mu’s. Before this, he hadn’t thought much about his Harvard trip. However, remembering Racing God Senna, Li Mu was greatly inspired by him. It wasn’t easy to gain such attention in a developed country, and in such a public occasion, he felt he should, like Senna, bring positive exposure to his homeland.

Lawrence was exceptionally cordial and enthusiastic towards Li Mu. In the future, Mark Zuckerberg’s establishment of the Facebook empire would make the whole world see him as a model for young people. Yet, in an era where Mark Zuckerberg was merely a university freshman, Li Mu’s achievements at the age of 20 were unparalleled, earning him immense recognition from Lawrence himself.

As they stepped into the Academic Affairs Building, the two conversed casually. Mark Zuckerberg, who followed behind them, felt a thump in his heart. He thought he shouldn’t keep following them, because Li Mu was about to face numerous media outlets with the principal and would also tour the Harvard campus accompanied by the principal and other school leaders. If he continued to follow, it would surely be awkward and inappropriate.

However, Mark Zuckerberg was truly unwilling to give up this opportunity to get to know Li Mu.

Although they had chatted a bit on the way, their conversation hadn’t gone very deep. Mark Zuckerberg really wanted to establish a private connection with Li Mu, preferably exchanging contact information. But he hadn’t spoken up at the time, given there were many school leaders in the car.

Thinking about it now, Mark Zuckerberg felt quite regretful. If he had Li Mu’s contact information, he could consult him when he had new product ideas in the future. Perhaps Li Mu could offer him professional advice, or even directly become his angel investor.

Mark Zuckerberg’s Jewish heritage and genes gave him a keen business acumen and an extremely dedicated pursuit of it. Although his Facemash project fell through, his entrepreneurial dream and passion remained undiminished. He also realized that if he wanted to continue venturing into the internet sector, Li Mu could be his biggest asset and a shortcut. It all depended on whether he could seize the opportunity.

After much deliberation, Mark Zuckerberg decided to keep following Li Mu. Even if he just stayed far behind without speaking, he absolutely couldn’t just slink away ignominiously. He hoped to wait for a suitable opportunity to chat with Li Mu alone for a few moments.

At this moment, as Li Mu was about to step into the press conference hall, he looked back for Mark Zuckerberg. When he saw the shy and nervous young man following alone from a distance, with an expression clearly showing his worry about whether he could smoothly enter the venue, Li Mu proactively stopped and called out to Mark Zuckerberg: “Hey, Mark.”

Mark Zuckerberg was indeed worried about whether he could enter the venue. Logically speaking, even if Li Mu hadn’t exposed his previous lie, his “mission” was already successfully completed. Li Mu’s social status and level of public attention were too high, so his subsequent activities at Harvard would naturally be accompanied by school leaders personally. As a freshman, he really wouldn’t fit in. If the staff didn’t let him in, he would be completely helpless.

But unexpectedly, Li Mu suddenly stopped and called out to him. This made Mark Zuckerberg’s heart surge with excitement. However, there were too many school leaders present, so he didn’t dare to speak loudly. He could only wave to Li Mu with some nervousness, a brilliant, almost foolishly bright, smile on his face.

Li Mu deliberately said in a loud voice, “Hey, don’t leave! We can have dinner together tonight.”

Upon hearing this, Mark Zuckerberg was so excited he didn’t know what to say, and he froze on the spot.

Seeing Mark Zuckerberg too excited to speak, Li Mu said to David Allen, who had picked him up at the airport and was not far behind, “David, please arrange for a staff member to look after this young man for me.”

David Allen quickly nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll arrange it.”

At this moment, an accompanying Chinese-descendant female official from Harvard quietly said to Li Mu in Chinese, “Mr. Li, Principal Lawrence and important members of the School Board of Directors have already arranged a dinner party for tonight. What do you think…”

Li Mu smiled slightly at her and said, “This young man and I hit it off quite well. Adding him to the dinner tonight won’t cause you any trouble, will it?”

The female official sighed in relief. What she feared wasn’t Li Mu inviting Mark Zuckerberg to dinner, but rather that Li Mu would only consider his own preferences and neglect the school leaders.

Moreover, she was well aware that given Li Mu’s social status and financial resources, even if he didn’t give Harvard leaders any reputation and chose to act as he pleased, no one could do anything about him.

Fortunately, Li Mu had no intention of neglecting the Harvard school leaders. He simply wanted to bring this young man, Mark Zuckerberg, along. This completely relieved the female official. This was no big deal at all. As the Chinese saying goes, isn’t it just adding another pair of chopsticks? Too easy.

Li Mu had always been clear that while he did have some respect for Harvard, this world-renowned university with over three hundred years of history, his main purpose for traveling all the way to Harvard at this critical moment wasn’t to express respect. 90 percent of his objective was Mark Zuckerberg, this shy young man with freckles, who might bring him a net worth of hundreds of billions of dollars or more in the future. Even at his peak, Bill Gates’ net worth never broke one hundred billion dollars.

Any other investor investing in the Facebook project couldn’t achieve a net worth of hundreds of billions of dollars for themselves, because for a giant enterprise like Facebook, from the angel round all the way to IPO, shares are diluted too many times. Most investors, whether actively or passively, cannot guarantee their shareholding percentage. Even Mark Zuckerberg himself had divested shares from Facebook on a large scale.

However, Li Mu had a very clear plan. Once he invested in Mark Zuckerberg for Facebook, he would definitely demand a 49 percent shareholding percentage and stipulate in the investment agreement that he would have the right not to divest shares in every future round of fundraising. That way, he just needed to keep up and continue investing in every round of Facebook’s fundraising. After all, he wasn’t short on money. He just had to make sure his shareholding percentage remained above 40 percent before the IPO.

…

No longer concerned with the emotional, teary-eyed Mark Zuckerberg, Li Mu entered the press conference hall with Principal Lawrence. By this time, a large number of media reporters had been waiting inside for a long time. Countless fixed camera positions were already pointed at the entrance of the press conference hall, awaiting Li Mu’s appearance.

As the doors were pushed open by staff, Li Mu and Lawrence stepped in. Li Mu deliberately raised the Five-Star Red Flag in his hand, and this action indeed captured the attention of all the media. Almost all media outlets snapped close-up shots of the Five-Star Red Flag in Li Mu’s hand. The CCTV photographers’ lenses were practically glued to the red flag in Li Mu’s hand.

The CCTV reporters hadn’t expected Li Mu to enter holding a Five-Star Red Flag. Li Mu’s action made them feel exceptionally excited and heartfelt. Media reporters’ journalistic instincts are particularly sharp, especially those from CCTV, who are extraordinary. They were well aware of Li Mu’s influence in China and knew that the entire nation was paying attention to his every move in America. Furthermore, Li Mu’s visit to Harvard was his first public social activity since arriving in the U.S., and also his first public appearance since his two products became wildly popular in America. It was already highly anticipated. At this moment, Li Mu’s proactive act of holding a Five-Star Red Flag on camera, this subtle gesture, would bring immense encouragement and pride to the public back home, perhaps more than Li Mu could even imagine.

Under the media’s gaze, Li Mu and Lawrence approached their seats at the press conference. This press conference was not very formal in its format, but its scale was almost comparable to a presidential visit.

Li Mu and Lawrence sat side by side. Just like American talk shows, Lawrence picked up the microphone and humorously said to the media below the stage and to Li Mu, “Today, it is a great honor to invite the world’s most promising young talent to visit the Harvard campus.”

Saying this, Lawrence looked around at the media below stage and chuckled, “You all probably know Li Mu better than I do, so you must understand that I am not exaggerating in the slightest. Li Mu is absolutely the most outstanding young person of the 21st century, bar none.”

A round of appreciative applause and laughter erupted from the audience. Praised this way, Li Mu picked up the microphone and humbly said, “Principal Lawrence’s praise makes me both honored and apprehensive. I, on the other hand, believe that times are developing and society is progressing. The internet has provided me with a shortcut to success, and in the future, other new things will surely provide other young people with faster and better paths to success, and such young people will become more and more numerous.”

The media reporters below continued to applaud. Lawrence, with an admiring expression, gestured towards Li Mu with his hand and said to the reporters, “You see? A person so young and yet so successful, and still so humble. My goodness, I have a question I want to ask you: Why isn’t such an excellent young man a student at Harvard University…?”

As Lawrence spoke, his hands were cupped over the microphone, and he looked up at the ceiling with an expression of piety. This gesture instantly amused the media reporters below, and the atmosphere was made exceptionally relaxed and pleasant by his joke.

At this time, Li Mu smiled and said, “Harvard University is the best university in the world, and also a dream I never dared to expect too much from. If I hadn’t chosen to start a business, perhaps I would have tried hard to apply for a graduate program at Harvard. Of course, there’s a 99 percent chance I wouldn’t have gotten in.”

Lawrence quickly said, “My heavens! If you wish, you can become a student at Harvard University at any time. We would not only admit you, but also give you a full scholarship.”

Saying this, Lawrence said earnestly, “If you join Harvard, I can even introduce my twin daughters to you!”





Chapter 1051: Colleagues Are Adversaries

Lawrence’s humor greatly livened the atmosphere, but when the press conference moved to the Q&A segment, his previous wit didn’t earn him the media’s attention. All eyes were on Li Mu, as they had too many questions for him, seated beside Lawrence.

When countless reporters raised their hands, Li Mu smiled and said, “Excuse me, everyone, I’m from China, so I’ll prioritize the Chinese media first. The first question goes to the China Central Television reporter.”

The microphone was given to a CCTV female reporter in her twenties. Although she was certain Li Mu would give CCTV a chance to ask a question, she didn’t expect him to be so straightforward in granting her the first opportunity.

The reporter stood up and asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, there are currently many professional reviews in finance and the internet industry that unanimously believe your ultimate goal in choosing American capital for Muye Technology’s Series C fundraising is to go public in the United States. I would like to ask you, in your plans, is Muye Technology truly inclined to go public in the United States?”

Hearing this question, Li Mu smiled slightly and said very candidly, “Yes, I am indeed inclined to have Muye Technology go public in the United States in the future.”

The female reporter asked, “Could you explain your reasons for this?”

Li Mu replied earnestly, “As the most developed market in the internet industry, American society and capital’s understanding, tolerance, and recognition of the internet are far superior to other countries. The internet industry differs from the brick-and-mortar industry; most internet companies’ assets are intangible. The specific valuation of intangible assets relies heavily on the market environment. If we want Muye Technology’s market value to be recognized to the greatest extent possible, then we must choose to go public in the most mature market. Otherwise, there will inevitably be a severe undervaluation, which would greatly impact the company’s development.”

Li Mu didn’t know why the CCTV reporter asked if he planned to go public in the United States, but Muye Technology’s ambition to go public in the US was already obvious. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have come to the United States for fundraising and created such a stir here.

The reason he wasn’t considering going public in China wasn’t a lack of patriotism, but rather that Muye Technology was not suitable for a domestic IPO at present.

Firstly, China’s A-share market has very strict thresholds and is not suitable for current internet companies, especially concerning profitability metrics.

The A-share market requires listed companies to be profitable for a continuous period, but most internet companies are burning money. Although Muye Technology can still self-sustain through YY and Heaven’s Town for now, this is just the current situation. Once fundraising is successful, burning money will immediately begin. At that time, Muye Technology’s negative book profit will likely be terrifying, with annual negative book profits of several hundreds of millions or even over a billion US dollars being normal, which fundamentally doesn’t meet the A-share requirements.

Secondly, the A-share market currently has no internet companies, and the entire capital environment lacks sufficient understanding and recognition of internet companies. Even if Muye Technology could go public on the A-share market, its valuation would be far below expectations. That would be akin to cutting off its own legs.

After the CCTV reporter finished her question, Li Mu chose the CNN reporter next.

The CNN reporter was a middle-aged man in a suit and tie. He asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, Muye Technology’s current development speed has astonished the entire American internet industry, and it has become a direct competitor to Microsoft MSN. I’d like to ask, in your view, which American internet companies might become strong competitors for Muye Technology?”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “Without a doubt, there are many great internet companies in the United States. Whether it’s Google, Microsoft, Oracle, or others, they are all role models for Muye Technology to learn from. However, in my opinion, I actually hope all major American internet companies can become Muye Technology’s competitors.”

As soon as Li Mu said this, many reporters looked surprised. Li Mu’s meaning was clear: he hoped to compete with all major American internet companies, and the implicit meaning was that Muye Technology would actively launch attacks into the fields of all its competitors.

The reporter inquired further, “Mr. Li, may I understand that Muye Technology is not satisfied with its current development direction and will expand into more fields in the future?”

Li Mu nodded, “For me personally, I will not confine Muye Technology to the instant messaging software field. I also hope to have the opportunity to expand Muye Technology horizontally and extend our battle lines. Once the battle lines are extended, we will naturally have more competitors.”

Next, a reporter from The Wall Street Journal asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, we understand that venture capital firms in the industry are now valuing Muye Technology at over twenty billion US dollars. Are you satisfied with a valuation of twenty billion US dollars?”

Li Mu laughed heartily. Although he didn’t know the Wall Street Journal reporter’s mindset for asking such a question, he still answered, “I must answer your question honestly. Firstly, am I satisfied with a valuation of twenty billion US dollars? I can tell you clearly that if this price were proposed at a certain stage, I would definitely be satisfied, but that stage is not now. Secondly, I think most venture capitalists’ thinking speed can’t keep up with Muye Technology’s development speed. In this situation, if we want to cooperate, they must catch up to our speed, because Muye Technology’s development will not stop for them. If they can’t keep up, then their valuation of Muye Technology has no practical meaning.”

Li Mu’s words were very clear: a valuation of twenty billion US dollars held no appeal for Muye Technology at present. If capital wanted to invest in Muye Technology, they had to offer a price that could truly keep pace with Muye Technology’s development speed.

Not long ago, when Li Mu proposed a starting price of seventeen billion US dollars, the media were already surprised by his excessive confidence. At that time, many media outlets published articles criticizing him, believing his offer was essentially impossible to be recognized by any venture capital firm. However, unexpectedly, in such a short time, due to the continuous success of Li Mu’s various strategies, venture capital firms had actively valued Muye Technology at over twenty billion US dollars. Now, Li Mu completely held the initiative. He no longer valued twenty billion US dollars, and this time, no media dared to mock him as they had before.

A New York Times reporter asked, “Mr. Li, in less than two years, you have created an internet empire valued at over twenty billion US dollars. This is an incredible and unfathomable success worldwide. What do you think contributed to your success, and Muye Technology’s success?”

Li Mu said, “There’s an ancient Chinese saying: ‘opportune time, favorable location, and good human relations.’ It roughly means that to win a battle, you need excellent weather conditions, advantageous geographical environment, and stable morale. Weather conditions can be understood as timely opportunity, geographical environment as the environment, and morale as the collective will of the team members. Muye Technology just happens to possess all three of these points.”

The questions and answers for the first few inquiries were generally harmonious, and Li Mu’s responses satisfied the questioners. Next, Li Mu proactively chose to invite questions from a few media outlets specializing in the internet industry.

The first to get the chance was Yahoo, but to Li Mu’s surprise, the Yahoo reporter’s question immediately reeked of animosity.

“Mr. Li, it is well known that while the internet industry is developing very fast, it is severely inflated, and its update iteration speed is particularly swift. As an instant messaging software, YY is indeed very popular in the American market right now. So, how long do you think this popularity for YY can last? Or rather, when do you think the YY bubble will burst?”

Li Mu hadn’t expected the first question from a colleague to be so unfriendly.

However, it perfectly aligned with Guo Degang’s classic saying: “Only colleagues are adversaries.”

Moreover, Yahoo’s market value had climbed to hundreds of billions of US dollars in 2000, making it the top company in the internet industry at the time. So, it was understandable that Yahoo employees might have a bit of a showing off arrogance.

Thus, Li Mu looked at the provocatively smirking white Yahoo reporter, smiled faintly, and said, “Although you are a Yahoo reporter, I’m not sure how much you personally understand the internet industry. Let me put it this way: in my eyes, YY is an essential need product with extremely high indispensability. In contrast, as a portal website and free email service, Yahoo itself is not an essential need product, and its replaceability is too high. I am confident that YY will continue to develop in the next decade, but if Yahoo doesn’t transform quickly, I’m afraid it will begin to decline within the next few years. If you want to watch a bubble burst, it’s more realistic to wait and watch Yahoo.”

Among American internet companies, Yahoo was the most interesting because, in Li Mu’s eyes, Yahoo had made mistakes every single time except for finding the right direction at the very beginning of the internet’s birth.

It missed the opportunity to acquire Google at a low price, and when it finally wanted to acquire it, it found it couldn’t afford it.

Originally, it could have acquired Facebook for one billion US dollars, but at the critical moment, it lacked business ethics and tried to further depress the price to 850 million US dollars, only to be decisively rejected by Mark Zuckerberg. When it tried to cheekily offer over one billion US dollars again, Facebook completely ignored it.

By 2008, Yahoo had been losing for several consecutive years. Microsoft, in an effort to compete with Google, offered it fifty billion US dollars, but the proud Yahoo rejected it.

In 2016, Yahoo finally found a buyer, being taken over by the American telecommunications giant Verizon for 4.8 billion US dollars…

In Li Mu’s eyes, Yahoo could be said to have been coasting on its past achievements since 2000, and while doing so, it was also declining and still didn’t forget to show off. The most ridiculous thing was that Yahoo, for so many years, made no commendable achievements in the booming internet and mobile internet sectors. This was truly hilarious.

And now, this ridiculous Yahoo reporter actually looked down on Muye Technology, which greatly displeased Li Mu. So, he disregarded the presence of so many media outlets, and even the fact that Yahoo was still the industry leader, and directly confronted them in public.

The reporter hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so direct in his confrontation and subconsciously inquired further, “Yahoo’s market value is at least six or seven times that of Muye Technology. How can you claim that Yahoo’s bubble will burst, and not Muye Technology’s?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Simply because the current Yahoo cannot possibly impact Muye Technology, whereas Muye Technology has many ways to impact Yahoo.”

The reporter, full of youthful vigor, was provoked by Li Mu’s retort. His pride and arrogance as a Yahoo employee were ignited. He said excitedly, “How can Muye Technology impact Yahoo? Please give examples.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I hadn’t planned to vigorously promote YY Mail across the United States, nor had I thought of immediately launching YY’s English portal website. However, since you’ve challenged Muye Technology, I might as well demonstrate it to you. Let’s see whether YY can influence Yahoo, or Yahoo can influence YY.”





Chapter 1052: Taking the Opportunity to Promote

Though Li Mu held deep respect and awe for the internet industry, it didn’t mean he harbored any fear towards the industry Bigwigs of the current era.

This was true for Yahoo, for Google, and for Microsoft and Apple.

In today’s internet sphere, Muye Technology’s product capabilities were unrivaled. YY was the steel nail he had driven into the American market. With YY rapidly sweeping across users nationwide, Li Mu could already bid farewell to all similar products.

In Li Mu’s view, YY’s success was unstoppable. In just another month, the daily active users of competing products like MSN and ICQ would plummet by at least 80%. The vast majority of users would gravitate towards YY and gradually abandon other similar products. In this situation, Li Mu’s concern was how much he could achieve in the American market by leveraging the indestructible YY ecosystem, rather than worrying about any industry Bigwig damaging YY’s foundation.

Under these circumstances, how could Li Mu tolerate the insolence of a Yahoo reporter?

“I don’t care if this is purely a personal act or if you secretly represent Yahoo’s attitude towards Muye Technology. Since you decided to show off in front of the world media, don’t blame me for getting serious with a mere reporter like you.”

What’s more, Li Mu had already realized that this Yahoo reporter, who had “delivered themselves” to his shooting range today, had presented him with an excellent promotional opportunity. How could he let such a good thing slip by?

Li Mu deeply understood the preferences of media professionals. Regardless of the industry or group, news involving “disputes” captured the most media attention and stimulated their excitement the most. Therefore, publicly confronting the Yahoo reporter was an excellent promotional opportunity that had “delivered themselves” to Li Mu.

So, for the first time, Li Mu ungracefully retorted against an ordinary reporter.

In Li Mu’s words, the confrontational “gunpowder smell” was completely undisguised. First, it conveyed an absolute disdain for Yahoo: even if Yahoo was the industry leader, it couldn’t possibly affect me. Second, Li Mu’s subsequent words were very clear: you cannot affect me, but I can affect you. Yahoo’s two largest user-base sectors were its portal website and its email service, and coincidentally, these two areas were the first tier of the YY ecosystem.

Because a Yahoo reporter antagonized him, Li Mu declared in front of the world’s media that Muye Technology would accelerate the development of its portal website and email businesses. This astonished all the other media present.

“Young people are indeed full of vigor. Confront him with a single sentence, and he’d want to adjust the entire army’s strategy for a counterattack. It seems like making a mountain out of a molehill, but the meticulous thought behind it is terrifying to behold.”

For the American market, YY was an instant messaging software that entered the market as a “tool.” Therefore, the elite groups who initially treated it as a tool already had a very “deep dive” understanding of YY’s overall functions. Many elite users who used YY to improve work efficiency had changed their frequently used email to YY Mail, or used YY Mail’s proxy sending/receiving function. This meant YY itself integrated a Foxmail-like function.

However, for ordinary users, they entered YY because of “Heaven’s Town,” and so they immediately treated YY as an instant messaging product. In this situation, YY’s functions related to communication, social networking, group chat, and “group video chat” gained immense attention from ordinary users. But the business-oriented YY Mail function felt somewhat diminished to them. Li Mu originally wasn’t planning on promoting the email product to ordinary users at this time, but now was a perfect opportunity.

After confronting the Yahoo reporter, this “interlude song” would certainly be made into a big news story by the “media,” especially since he had directly announced a strategic adjustment for Muye Technology to accelerate the promotion and launch of YY Net and YY Mail, all to retaliate against a small reporter. As long as this news gained “exposure,” it would inevitably increase the overall “exposure” of YY, YY Net, and YY Mail. And with so many “media” competing to report on it, it was an excellent opportunity that money couldn’t buy.

In contrast, the Yahoo reporter at this moment looked utterly devastated, his face contorted in pain.

He hadn’t expected that by leveraging Yahoo’s “advantage” as the industry leader, a couple of sarcastic remarks and “being sly” would result in such a direct retort from Li Mu. Most critically, Li Mu even escalated his “being sly” infinitely, raising it to the level of directly adjusting company strategy, which terrified him and made his “heart pound / tremble with fear.”

Although he was just a reporter, he came from Yahoo and had a profound understanding of the industry. He knew that Li Mu was absolutely right. Although Muye Technology’s “Market Value” was several tiers lower than Yahoo’s, Muye Technology’s business and “product line” barriers were unprecedentedly high and solid in the entire “in the industry.” Therefore, Muye Technology had always been an aggressor “in the industry,” not a defender. Yahoo, on any level, could not harm Muye Technology.

But Muye Technology was different. Muye Technology posed a more or less “threat” to every internet company in the world. Their instant messaging software didn’t just deal a huge blow to “competing products,” but even “threaten” all internet products.

Especially internet companies like Yahoo, which hadn’t “solidified” their foundation in strong-demand areas, were like towers built on sand—the higher they were stacked, the more dangerous they became. And once Li Mu used strong-demand products as a foundation to launch an attack on their core products, Yahoo would find it hard to withstand such an “impact.” Even if Li Mu wasn’t strong enough to completely defeat Yahoo, the disruption he caused would be enough to deliver a massive blow to Yahoo.

Understanding this, the reporter naturally felt extremely panicked. When he came to his senses and tried to say something to make amends, Li Mu had already signaled staff to take his microphone and hand it to the next person.

Watching the huge disaster unfold, the reporter’s expression was extremely dejected. Confronting Li Mu fiercely at the press conference was not a wise choice to begin with. Succeeding might have brought him some fame, but the cost of losing was simply too great. If everything Li Mu said came true, then his foolish actions would bring an enemy that Yahoo “cannot afford to provoke,” and at the same time, bring unimaginable “impact” to Yahoo’s business.

Because of his “obnoxious” mouth, he had caused such a big problem for the company. He would basically be unable to escape being fired by Yahoo, and his actions today would probably quickly become infamous. At that time, it would likely be difficult for any company to dare hire him as an employee.

Li Mu watched as the reporter, after his microphone was taken away, actually sat in his seat and wept sorrowfully. He sneered internally and simply turned his gaze away, preferring not to see.

…

The press conference hadn’t even ended, but the news of Li Mu’s confrontation with the Yahoo reporter had already been sent out by the reporters present.

Although the headlines used by various “media” were not identical, the core point expressed in them was highly consistent: Yahoo reporter confronts Li Mu, gets “make someone lose face” by Li Mu, and then Li Mu announces he will compete with Yahoo in the portal website and email markets ahead of schedule.

American “media” still maintained their professional ethics. They didn’t deliberately “concealment” parts of the events that transpired, but instead reported the entire cause and “consequences.” In an instant, “public opinion” on the American internet showed continuous support for Li Mu.

American society’s values had a clearer distinction between good and evil than China’s, which could be seen from the various popular superhero comics in America. Moreover, American law, in a sense, highly supported the defense and counterattack of the infringed party. Therefore, Li Mu’s immediate angry retort when confronted by the Yahoo reporter completely aligned with American values, and was enough to make every American applaud.

Even more amusing was that no one felt there was anything inappropriate about Li Mu escalating the matter to a company-wide level. On the contrary, everyone felt that the Yahoo reporter was a typical example of someone who “doesn’t seek death, won’t die.” Even though he worked for Yahoo, a company with a “Market Value” of “hundreds of billions” of US dollars, he himself was countless levels below Li Mu, who had a “net worth” of “tens of billions of US dollars.” So, even if he didn’t show Li Mu the respect he was due, he absolutely should not have relied on the company’s fame and status to mock Li Mu and Muye Technology. Therefore, in the eyes of the “public,” Li Mu should have taught him a lesson and “make someone lose face.”

At the same time, Li Mu’s “domineering CEO” style, which didn’t tolerate any bad habits from others, immediately “to gain countless fans” for him in America. There were already few CEOs as young as him, and the key was that this CEO was also so “dominant aura / overwhelming presence”—this truly appealed to the “ambition” of young people.

As this news was being heavily promoted, the messages Li Mu wanted to convey also quickly spread through the “media.”

When Yahoo’s executives learned of this news, they were practically fuming.

Although they had already regarded Muye Technology and YY as potential opponents, they had always believed that Li Mu’s main focus should still be on YY, and he would temporarily have no time to compete with Yahoo.

But they had never “dream” that a reporter belonging to Yahoo’s portal would actually “antagonize” Li Mu, leading Li Mu to publicly declare his intention to compete with Yahoo in the email and portal website markets. This was completely bad news for Yahoo. They weren’t worried about how much “impact” YY Net’s English version would bring to Yahoo; what they worried about most was YY Mail, which was considered “exceptionally capable / freakishly talented” by “in the industry” insiders!

YY Mail itself was indeed the best email service in the world currently. At the same time, because it had a complete built-in proxy sending and receiving function, users could use various YY Mail features without abandoning their original email accounts, especially the “Online Preview” function. This approach made the product more inclusive.

What’s more, YY itself was sweeping across the entire network, and if YY users used YY Mail, the convenience would be even more impregnable. Therefore, once YY vigorously promoted its excellent email service, it was certain that a significant number of users from other email services would switch to YY. And some users, even if they didn’t abandon their original email accounts, would choose YY’s proxy sending and receiving service. As a result, YY Mail was bound to rise rapidly in the future, and would then inevitably bring a huge “impact” to Yahoo Mail.





Chapter 1053: 3321 US Site

While Li Mu, accompanied by Lawrence and other Harvard school leaders, toured the century-old Harvard campus, his assistant, Li Ziwei, was constantly busy.

At this time, the news of Li Mu’s angry confrontation with a Yahoo reporter was constantly fermenting on the internet in the United States, earning Li Mu unprecedented support. Staff in Silicon Valley immediately fed back the online public sentiment to Li Ziwei.

As Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei immediately recorded the feedback from the company employees, intending to report it to Li Mu at a suitable time.

However, Li Mu had no free time at all at the moment. Lawrence enthusiastically introduced every brick and tile of the Harvard campus to him along the way. Media reporters followed closely, and enthusiastic students also trailed them. Moreover, each place they visited attracted a large crowd of students onlookers, so the commotion was always significant and constantly expanding.

After two hours of touring, it was finally dinner time, and Li Mu could at last relax.

Harvard arranged a dinner for Li Mu and his entourage in the university’s banquet hall. Next to the banquet hall was Harvard’s dining hall, which resembled the Great Hall at Hogwarts in Harry Potter. Fortunately, because the banquet hall was needed to host Li Mu, it was temporarily closed to students and other faculty members, finally providing Li Mu with a relatively quiet space.

Before dinner, more Harvard leaders whom Li Mu hadn’t met arrived. Lawrence personally introduced them one by one to Li Mu, saying: “Harvard also has a Chinese-descendant Vice Principal who specializes in capital planning and project management. He was originally on a business trip in Washington D.C., but hearing you were coming, he specially rushed back today and should be arriving soon.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Harvard to have a Chinese-descendant Vice Principal. Previously, a Chinese-descendant female official who had been accompanying them was said to be a legal consultant for Harvard, but her position wasn’t very high.

A few minutes later, a middle-aged Chinese-descendant man in his forties strode into the banquet hall. As soon as Lawrence saw him, he eagerly greeted him: “Hey, Andy, come over here!”

The Chinese-descendant man, called Andy, smiled and nodded at Lawrence, then strode up to him. Lawrence quickly introduced him to Li Mu: “Li Mu, this is the Chinese-descendant Vice Principal I mentioned. His English name is Andy, and his Chinese name… I’m sorry, I’ll let Andy introduce it himself; I really can’t pronounce his Chinese name.”

The middle-aged Chinese-descendant man warmly extended his hand to Li Mu and said in extremely standard Mandarin: “Hello, Li Mu. I’ve long heard of your great name. My name is Xie Huairu, the Ru from Confucianism.”

Li Mu meticulously observed Xie Huairu. Although he was certain it was their first meeting, there was an inexplicable sense of familiarity, yet he couldn’t quite recall why he found him familiar.

Xie Huairu was slender. Although he was somewhat advanced in age, his appearance still carried a scholar-like elegance. His smile was very approachable, and at first glance, he seemed quite graceful. Li Mu shook his hand and politely said: “Mr. Xie’s Mandarin is very standard. You must have lived in China, haven’t you?”

Among Chinese-descendants under fifty in the United States, many were born in America. Their parents immigrated from China during wartime for various reasons, crossing the ocean to America, and they themselves might never have set foot on Chinese soil. Generally, Chinese-descendants who haven’t lived in China find it difficult to speak such standard Mandarin.

This is because most such Chinese-descendants have strong accents from Guangdong Province and Fujian Province, a fact closely related to their parents’ generation. Decades ago, most Chinese people who crossed the ocean to America were from the southeastern coastal regions. When they arrived, the concept of Mandarin didn’t yet exist in China, so they brought their regional accents to America, and these accents naturally passed down to their children. However, Xie Huairu’s accent was perfectly that of a CCTV main host; Li Mu couldn’t even discern any specific provincial accent in his Mandarin.

Xie Huairu knew that his standard Mandarin indeed revealed something, so he smiled and told Li Mu: “I immigrated to the United States more than ten years ago; I lived in China for the first twenty-odd years of my life.”

Li Mu gently nodded and chuckled: “No wonder your Mandarin is so standard.”

Li Mu showed nothing special on the surface, but he was deeply shocked internally. For Xie Huairu, a Chinese-descendant who had only immigrated to the United States a little over ten years ago, to achieve the position of Vice Principal at Harvard, especially one specializing in capital planning and project management, was truly astonishing.

Although Li Mu wasn’t very familiar with Harvard’s organizational structure, he could infer from Xie Huairu’s job responsibilities that his real power, within the sequence of Vice Principals, was probably second only to the Executive Vice Principal. Achieving such a feat in over ten years was truly remarkable.

Xie Huairu smiled and asked Li Mu: “What are your impressions of Harvard?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Very good. After all, it’s a world-class academic institution. A half-baked student like me can only feel worship and reverence.”

Xie Huairu chuckled loudly and said: “It’s true that Harvard is a world-class academic institution, but you are now also the object of envy for academic institutions worldwide. Everyone hopes a legendary student like you can emerge from their campus. When the latest global university rankings are released at the end of the year, Renmin University of China’s ranking will climb at least dozens, if not hundreds, of places because of you. That’s secondary; the key is the massive increase in its recognition. Now, from Harvard’s school leaders to faculty, and students across various departments, who doesn’t know Renmin University of China?”

Li Mu was particularly surprised by Xie Huairu’s words. He hadn’t expected to significantly raise his alma mater Renmin University’s global renown. Li Mu suddenly recalled Su Yingxue’s recent mention of the Harvard-Renmin University exchange student collaboration and couldn’t help but ask him: “Did Harvard actively pursue exchange student cooperation with Renmin University also because of this?”

Xie Huairu nodded and said with a smile: “Most likely it’s because of you. At that time, Harvard hadn’t yet been in contact with you, and the school administration was very keen to see what differences Renmin University students possessed through the exchange student program.”

Only then did Li Mu understand the exchange student matter. He hadn’t initially grasped why a world-ranking number one university would actively seek out Renmin University for exchange student cooperation. With Xie Huairu’s explanation, it made much more sense.

As they spoke, the dinner was almost ready to begin. Principal Lawrence invited Li Mu and the others to be seated on either side of a long table, at least ten meters long. Lawrence took the central head seat, and the first seat to his right was reserved for Li Mu, clearly demonstrating his and Harvard’s value/emphasis on Li Mu.

Before taking his seat, Li Mu was still looking around. He had specifically instructed Harvard school staff to arrange for Mark Zuckerberg to attend the dinner, but he hadn’t seen any sign of him yet.

Just as he was thinking, the Chinese-descendant female official from earlier entered through a side door, accompanied by a visibly nervous Mark Zuckerberg. Li Mu immediately spotted Mark Zuckerberg, who had purposely changed into a suit, and quickly waved him over, warmly calling out: “Hey, Mark, over here, sit next to me.”

Lawrence was quite pleased to see Li Mu pay such attention to an ordinary Harvard student like Mark Zuckerberg. He could also tell that Li Mu didn’t share much common ground with himself or other Harvard school staff. Throughout the half-day, their interactions had been mostly formal, with only a few more words exchanged with Xie Huairu, which was likely due to Xie Huairu being Chinese-descendant. Apart from that, the person Li Mu treated with the most enthusiasm was this young Mark Zuckerberg.

In Lawrence’s view, Li Mu and Mark Zuckerberg seemed to hit it off quite well, appearing to already have a rhythm of private friendship. This way, if Harvard needed any interaction with Li Mu in the future, they would have a direct link to him.

In truth, Lawrence had quite an unusual background. Before leading Harvard, he had served as a Vice President of the World Bank and the U.S. Secretary of the Treasury, a top-tier expert in economics. Given his background, no renowned entrepreneur could command such value/emphasis from him, except for Li Mu.

It was also because of his deep understanding of economics that Lawrence held Li Mu in such high regard. He had studied many of Li Mu’s business initiatives and was deeply impressed by his extraordinary talent, especially 3321, which in his eyes was simply a brilliant new business model. At this time, Lawrence had not yet heard of the sharing economy, let alone the O2O model, but this did not hinder his great admiration for 3321.

Lawrence had always had an idea: he hoped to introduce 3321 to Harvard, and even to all American universities. Now that 3321’s founder was here, he planned to propose this idea at the dinner. If Li Mu could directly create a U.S. version of 3321, that would be ideal. If Li Mu was unwilling, it wouldn’t matter; he would then strive to get him to authorize Harvard to establish an American 3321.

At that moment, Li Mu had just called Mark Zuckerberg over and briefly introduced him to the Harvard school leaders present. Mark Zuckerberg was incredibly nervous; Harvard University’s core leadership had gathered in this banquet hall today, and for an ordinary student like him, the pressure under such a commotion was truly immense.

Seeing Mark Zuckerberg’s nervous expression, Li Mu whispered to him: “Mark, be more confident. If you can’t handle this level of commotion, how will you reach the pinnacle of life in the future?”

Mark Zuckerberg cast a grateful glance at Li Mu, then mused to himself with a sense of grievance: This commotion today is already the pinnacle of my life right now. Being at the peak, how can I not be nervous?

However, thanks to Li Mu’s reassurance, Mark Zuckerberg’s state of mind eased slightly. After he sat down next to Li Mu, Lawrence signaled for the waiters to serve the dishes.

The waiters brought various American dishes to the table. After delivering a speech of invitation, Lawrence announced the start of dinner. The atmosphere was exceptionally harmonious, and even Mark Zuckerberg gradually relaxed.

Lawrence actively clinked glasses with Li Mu, and after taking a sip of red wine, he voiced his idea to Li Mu: “Li Mu, I am particularly interested in your 3321. It truly is the most ingenious and meaningful new business model I’ve seen in recent years. I have an idea: I’d like to invite you to establish a 3321 US site in America. Are you interested?”

…





Chapter 1054: Deep Cooperation with Harvard

“3321 US site?”

Li Mu didn’t expect Lawrence to be interested in his 3321; he had thought Americans wouldn’t know about it at all.

Li Mu felt that what Americans knew most about him was probably YY and Heaven’s Town. At most, they might know about Taobao and Alipay, but the likelihood of them knowing about a purely charitable project like 3321 was minuscule.

Seeing Li Mu’s surprised expression, Lawrence said earnestly, “I’ve studied your 3321. I think this business model is incredibly innovative. Although it’s still about real-world service transactions, it can be implemented online. This model is excellent, and this project is also very significant for American university students.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Principal Lawrence, do you think American university students need a part-time job platform like 3321?”

“Yes!” Lawrence said earnestly, “You might think that because the US economy and education are so developed, American university students wouldn’t face widespread financial difficulties like their Chinese counterparts. However, the American university education system is very commercialized. Most universities in the US are private, and tuition fees are extremely expensive, averaging tens of thousands of US dollars per year. From what I understand, most universities in China are public, and annual tuition fees don’t even exceed one thousand US dollars. The difference is truly immense.”

Then, Lawrence continued, “Most American university students don’t receive full scholarships. The expensive tuition fees are a significant burden for both the students themselves and their families. A considerable number of university student families cannot afford college expenses, so they can only complete their studies through bank loans, which is very common among American university students.”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully, saying, “So, the proportion of American university students doing work-study should be quite high?”

“That’s right,” Lawrence said, “Most American university students will work part-time to fund their studies. Some are lucky enough to get positions arranged by the school, but many more need to find suitable work in society. Most work in restaurants, and many students also tutor middle school students. However, this market is very chaotic, lacking a smooth communication channel between supply and demand. That’s why I think the 3321 model is so suitable. If we bring it to the American market, it will definitely create a very high-quality part-time job channel for American university students.”

Li Mu said, “3321 is a vast online-to-offline project. While I genuinely hope it can flourish in the US, given Muye Technology’s current team size and workload in America, we simply don’t have the capacity to undertake such a massive project.”

Li Mu paused here, then added, “If Principal Lawrence truly wants to try the 3321 model in the US, I think we could try a partnership.”

Lawrence eagerly asked him, “How do we partner?”

Li Mu said, “I will be responsible for setting up the 3321 US site, providing full technical support. Then, I will personally invest two million US dollars in startup operating funds and provide a small operational team. Harvard will then provide most of the personnel required for operations and promotion. Together, we will start with universities in Cambridge and Boston, then gradually expand to Massachusetts. As for the revenue from this project, I will not take a single cent; it will all be at Harvard’s disposal.”

Upon hearing this, Lawrence immediately clapped his hands excitedly and blurted out, “Excellent! Harvard isn’t looking to profit from this project either. We also hope to establish a commercialized charitable foundation, just like you did in China. While helping students earn income through part-time jobs, it can also accumulate funds for the foundation, and then use that money to help other students in need. That’s a truly healthy model!”

Li Mu said, “Then let’s establish a charitable foundation together. After deducting all operating costs, all remaining revenue from 3321 US site will be invested into the Foundation.”

Lawrence said excitedly, “This is the outcome I most desired! I’ve even thought of a name for the Foundation: ‘Li Mu and Harvard Charitable Education Foundation.’ What do you think?”

Li Mu waved his hand, smiling humbly, “Chinese people believe in Confucianism and don’t particularly like to draw attention to themselves, so it’s better not to put my name in the Foundation’s name…”

At this moment, Xie Huairu spoke up, “Li Mu, as the saying goes, ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do.’ Almost all companies in America are named after people, and foundations are no different. Do you know what Bill Gates’ foundation is called?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I haven’t looked into it.”

Xie Huairu chuckled, “It’s called the ‘Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,’ named after him and his wife.”

Then, Xie Huairu said earnestly, “This isn’t China. When it’s appropriate to be high-profile, be high-profile. The more high-profile you are, the more it aligns with mainstream American values. Otherwise, if you’re overly low-key, it might actually backfire.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and felt that Xie Huairu had a point. This was America, not China. In China, if he named his company “Li Mu Technology Development Co., Ltd.”, he’d probably be ridiculed to death. If he called the 3321 student aid fund “Li Mu Student Aid Fund,” it would likely cause the same amount of displeasure.

In fact, in Li Mu’s impression, no entrepreneur in China dared to be so direct.

But for countries like the United States and Japan, they are very accustomed to naming their businesses and foundations after people. Americans wouldn’t find this ostentatious at all; instead, they’d consider it perfectly normal.

If 3321 US site is implemented, it will be promoted and operated directly in the American market. If a charitable education foundation is established with Harvard, it will also be a foundation registered in the United States. And without a doubt, this foundation will garner significant support and recognition for itself in the American market, greatly benefiting his own and his company’s future development in the US. If his name is in the Foundation’s name, this connection would naturally be obvious. If not, it would be much more troublesome to leverage this aspect.

After much thought, Li Mu made his decision, raising his wine glass and saying to Lawrence, “Principal Lawrence, I wish us a pleasant cooperation.”

Lawrence was exceptionally happy, and likewise raised his glass to clink with Li Mu’s, “Happy cooperation!”

The matter of jointly operating the 3321 US site with Harvard was thus settled. Li Mu promised Lawrence that upon returning to China, he would immediately dispatch an operational team from 3321 to the US, and also a maintenance team from Muye Technology, which provides technical support for 3321. Once both teams arrived in the US, they could immediately begin work related to the 3321 US site.

Lawrence was naturally a hundred percent satisfied with Li Mu’s highly efficient arrangements. At this rate, the 3321 US site might even launch by the end of 2002. If it were a little slower, it would certainly launch by early 2003.

Li Mu was also delighted, not expecting that besides commercial export to the US, he had unexpectedly discovered a new avenue: charitable export to America.

The so-called charitable export wasn’t about him donating money to Americans, but about bringing the 3321 model to the US, allowing American university students to earn their own money, while simultaneously donating to American education. Through this project, Li Mu could also gain goodwill in the American market, achieving multiple goals at once.

Lawrence attached great value to this matter and immediately arranged for Xie Huairu to specifically liaison with Li Mu.

After Li Mu fulfilled Lawrence’s wish, his own personal agenda also began to act up. He said to Lawrence, “Principal Lawrence, I have a private request, and I hope you can agree to it.”

Lawrence quickly said, “Please speak freely. Anything I can do, I will certainly agree to!”

Li Mu smiled, “The exchange student cooperation between my alma mater, Renmin University of China, and your esteemed university is about to launch. Renmin University’s overall strength is quite a bit less than Harvard’s, so I hope your university can give extra care to this batch of exchange students. Moreover, I hope that in the future, these exchange student activities can be carried out long-term between the two schools.”

Lawrence immediately smiled and said, “You can rest assured on that point! Harvard will definitely provide all possible conveniences and support for Renmin University’s exchange students.”

Then, Lawrence pointed to Xie Huairu and said, “You can also liaise with Andy regarding these matters. He was the one who initially proposed this exchange student program, and he has been in charge of its specific operations.”

Li Mu looked at Xie Huairu in surprise and asked him, “Principal Xie, did you propose the exchange student program with Renmin University?”

Xie Huairu’s smile was a bit unnatural, but this expression quickly faded. After composing himself, he smiled and said to Li Mu, “Harvard is very interested in a school that can cultivate a genius like you, and we also hope to learn more about other students from Renmin University.”

Li Mu nodded and said earnestly, “Thank you, Principal Xie, thank you for providing this rare opportunity to the students of Renmin University.”

Xie Huairu chuckled, “We also hope to gain some experience, and hopefully, in the future, cultivate another outstanding young person like you.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, pointing to Mark Zuckerberg beside him, “Mark chatted with me a bit on the way here. He’s also trying out some entrepreneurial ideas personally. I think Harvard could establish a fund in the future, specifically to support student entrepreneurship on campus.”

Xie Huairu glanced at Mark Zuckerberg and chuckled, “I’ll mention this to the school administration in the future.”

Mark Zuckerberg saw Li Mu and Xie Huairu discussing him, but because he didn’t understand Chinese, he didn’t know what they were talking about. After holding it in for a while, he finally seized the opportunity and quietly asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, were you just discussing me with Principal Xie?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I was telling him that you’re trying out some entrepreneurial ideas, and I hope Harvard can establish a fund specifically to support student entrepreneurship like yours, to support you in realizing your ideas. Who knows, it might incubate a massive project worth hundreds of billions of US dollars.”





Chapter 1055: Li Mu’s Dad

Mark Zuckerberg was startled by Li Mu’s words.

A project worth hundreds of billions of US dollars was something he wouldn’t even dream of. What he currently wished for was to complete a project worth a few million US dollars before graduating from Harvard, which would already be incredibly impressive.

Mark Zuckerberg said bashfully, “Mr. Li, my biggest dream is to complete a project valued at over a million US dollars before graduation. If I could secure fundraising for 20% of that valuation, I would be very satisfied.”

Li Mu stared dumbfounded at the thin-skinned, always somewhat bashful young man, truly wanting to throw a sentence in his face.

“You’re goddamn useless!”

Yes, goddamn useless!

Your father here, a millionaire with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, has eagerly come all this way to invest in you, and you’re telling me you’d be satisfied with a million-dollar project? What are you messing around for? Do you think Your brother here, Li Mu, flew thousands of kilometers all the way from Silicon Valley just to listen to your bullshit?

Seeing Li Mu staring at him in shock, Mark Zuckerberg thought he had asked for too much and quickly, with a guilty conscience, changed his tune: “Mr. Li, actually, for a campus startup, I’d be very satisfied if the valuation could reach hundreds of thousands of US dollars.”

“Hiss…” Li Mu came back to his senses, shaking his head in frustration. At the same time, he thought, “This is bad, this is bad, did I spoil things by excessive enthusiasm? What if my appearance actually turns this guy into a small-time campus player? Then I’ve really committed a sin.”

However, Li Mu quickly regained his confidence, because when he considered the problem from a different angle, he realized that Mark Zuckerberg’s current “uselessness” was no big deal at all.

At this time, Mark Zuckerberg was supposed to be “useless.”

The dream of a project worth hundreds of thousands or a million US dollars could actually be considered ambitious for a university student at his current stage. Moreover, Mark Zuckerberg started Facebook as a minor tinker, gradually building it up.

In fact, if you look at all the successful self-made individuals in this world, almost all of them started small. In the beginning, they themselves didn’t believe they could achieve anything significant.

General Manager Ma of Tencent in 1999 could never have imagined creating a two-hundred-billion-dollar empire;

Mr. Ma of Alibaba in 2000 could never have imagined fooling his way into another two-hundred-billion-dollar empire;

Mark Zuckerberg, who founded Facebook in 2003, could never have imagined that a seemingly unintentional idea of his could reach a market value of four hundred billion US dollars.

Not to mention them, Li Mu himself didn’t expect to build Muye Technology into what it is today.

Originally, he just wanted to set up a music website and sell it to Baidu for some quick cash, didn’t he? Your brother here didn’t have any grand ambitions at first.

Who would have thought that a music website would give him some initial direction, and then, with a try-it-and-see attitude, he incubated Tieba from the music website, which succeeded without any difficulty? Only then did Happy Farm, YY, and the large Muye Technology ecosystem come into being, followed by Taobao and Alipay.

Li Mu suddenly felt a surge of emotion. The lives of ordinary people are like low-quality firecrackers, most of which won’t ignite. Those with good luck might make one sound in their lifetime, reaching their peak. Those double-bang firecrackers are already impressive figures among common folk. But the lives of truly successful people are like an endless string of firecrackers; once they find a spark to light one, it’s bound to ignite the whole string.

However, there are also those with less luck, like a small string of one hundred firecrackers, crackling twice, then gloating for a brief moment like a fart.

But there are also those tough characters, practically endless “Earth Red” firecrackers, once they start, they just don’t stop.

Sometimes, even a tough character can have bad luck, encountering a dud firecracker that completely snuffs out the flame, with no hope of burning further.

And sometimes, a tough character burns too uninhibitedly, and an impressive figure comes along and completely stops it with a stream of piss, then it goes silent for good…

If that’s the case, Mark Zuckerberg is like an “Earth Red” firecracker that wraps around the Earth several times, lit when he was twenty, and perhaps not burning out even at forty. It’s just that he hasn’t found his lighter yet…

Thinking of this, Li Mu looked at Mark Zuckerberg with the eyes of a miser staring at mountains of gold and silver. He reached into his pocket, fiddling with his Dunhill lighter, wishing he could pull it out right now and rat out this kid.

Mark Zuckerberg felt a guilty conscience under Li Mu’s gaze. He always felt he would make a fool of himself in front of this Bigwig, this life idol, so he had always been somewhat cautious, his mind prone to wild speculation.

At this moment, Li Mu suddenly spoke, looking at Mark Zuckerberg with great interest, saying, “Hey, Mark, don’t you want to start a business? Think about whether you have a good project plan. If it’s good, I’ll invest five million US dollars as angel investment and only take 49% of your shares.”

Mark Zuckerberg almost cried from shock.

How could he, a Harvard underdog, who had his Facemash project picked on and fell through before it even launched, be worthy of five million US dollars in angel investment?

Li Mu said he would give him five million in angel investment and only take 49%, which was equivalent to directly valuing the project at 10.2 million US dollars! Mark Zuckerberg wouldn’t have to put in a single cent; he would just come to Li Mu with an idea, and it would be worth 5.2 million US dollars! This was a dream come true, something he wouldn’t even dare to imagine!

Although Mark Zuckerberg hadn’t truly started a business, as an internet enthusiast, he was very knowledgeable about the venture capital circle.

Angel investment might sound selfless, but angels are shrewder than anyone else because the angel round uses very little money to gain huge profits. Angel investors seem to spread their investments widely, willing to invest ten million US dollars into a hundred different people. But they calculate even more ruthlessly: when they invest ten million into a hundred people, what they pursue in their hearts is that if just one succeeds, the ten million comes back; if two succeed, they can achieve 100% profit; if ten succeed, then they’ll make a fortune.

Therefore, angel investors’ investments are not angelic at all; they are extremely demanding. They thoroughly investigate every person they invest in, carefully evaluate the project, and then give a mere hundred or two hundred thousand US dollars, each one a hundred times more cunning than a pawnshop owner.

In this general environment, the promise Li Mu just made to Mark Zuckerberg was truly the grandfather of angels, an archangel.

Seeing Mark Zuckerberg looking dumbfounded, Li Mu thought he couldn’t believe it, so he solemnly added, “Don’t think I’m joking with you. Think carefully about your project plan and bring your business plan to me. Remember, I only need one business plan from you, nothing else. As long as your business plan is decent, I’ll honor my promise, and I won’t limit your spending. As long as it’s spent in the right place, spend whatever you want, the faster, the better. When the money runs out, I’ll underwrite your next round. Not only will I continue to invest in you in the next round, but I’ll also give you an additional 5% premium over the market valuation! Nothing else, I just have money!”

BP referred to the Business Plan. Li Mu’s words were as clear as could be. He only needed Mark Zuckerberg to come up with an idea, write it in a plan, and show it to him. As long as the content of the plan looked good to Li Mu, he would immediately give him five million US dollars.

Mark Zuckerberg realized Li Mu wasn’t joking and was truly stunned this time.

This feeling was like an 80s kid, still a little kid with snot running down his nose, asking his dad, “Dad, can I have two cents for firecrackers?”

His dad pulls out his wallet and takes out two old hundred-yuan bills: “Go, buy two hundred yuan worth. Come back when you’ve finished setting them off.”

“Dad, two hundred yuan worth of firecrackers can’t be set off in one day…”

“Set them off by the whole box! If not, pick up some firewood, light a fire, and throw them all in the bonfire at once! Come find me when you’re done, and I’ll give you more money to buy more and set them off again!”

The conversation between Li Mu and Mark Zuckerberg was overheard by Lawrence, sitting next to Li Mu, and Xie Huairu, sitting opposite Li Mu. The two exchanged glances, both seeing shock in the other’s eyes.

Good heavens, Li Mu truly was no ordinary person. He promised a five-million-dollar investment to an eighteen-year-old who had just entered university. Many PhD students graduating from Harvard, MIT, and Stanford, carrying their projects, products, and relatively mature business models, couldn’t secure hundreds of thousands even while trying to raise funds everywhere. Yet, with a single sentence, Li Mu promised Mark Zuckerberg five million US dollars—this was truly being rich and powerful!

Especially the last sentence, “Nothing else, I just have money,” even when spoken in English, exuded an extremely pretentious aura.

Xie Huairu’s forehead pulsed with veins. Goodness, Li Mu’s way of doing things was indeed extraordinary. Forget everything else, just the fact that he, at twenty, could show off enough to scare forty-something Xie Huairu proved he was no ordinary person! If he didn’t end up as his niece’s son-in-law, that would truly be a huge loss for the Xie family!

Li Mu didn’t know who Xie Huairu was, nor that he was Zhao Ziqiu’s maternal uncle. Seeing him exchange shocked glances with Lawrence, Li Mu paid him no mind.

Let them be shocked. This guy, Mark Zuckerberg, is destined to be an impressive figure among people. The more importance he places on him in advance, the more reasonable his speculation will appear when Mark Zuckerberg succeeds in the future.

This way, if Mark Zuckerberg becomes a Bigwig in the future, Li Mu, as the one who effortlessly made hundreds of billions of US dollars, will give the world the impression that: “Nothing else, Your father here just recognized this kid, gave him money if he needed money, resources if he needed resources, imparted experience if he needed experience, and just forcefully made him.”

At that time, Li Mu would also bask in Mark Zuckerberg’s success, making it seem as if he were Mark Zuckerberg’s patron, the godfather who led him onto the path.

Even if he was shy, Mark Zuckerberg now knew that he had seized a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. With Li Mu’s words, he could absolutely achieve great things on campus! Now, the world’s best angel investor was in place. All that was missing was a good project!

Mark Zuckerberg couldn’t help but recall his failed Facemash. For a moment, he thought about picking Facemash back up, but he quickly dismissed the idea completely.

What’s the point? Even if Facemash could succeed, wouldn’t it conflict with Li Mu’s dad’s Heaven’s Town? He still had to think carefully, find a good idea that didn’t directly conflict with any of Li Mu’s dad’s products, and preferably could even complement his product line!





Chapter 1056: Harvard Lecture!

A young man who had just started his sophomore year, giving a lecture at century-old Harvard – Li Mu was definitely the first in history.

Let alone Chinese people, not even an American had done so.

More importantly, for a 20-year-old Chinese person to lecture at Harvard and cause Harvard students to pack the entire auditorium to bursting point, that was even more unusual.

What was even more frightening was how frenzied the students were about Li Mu’s lecture. So frenzied, in fact, that a large number of students who couldn’t get in surrounded the auditorium impenetrably, protesting loudly and demanding the school administration solve the problem.

The school administration also had a headache. After so many years since the school’s founding, several American presidents had visited, but they had never seen students so agitated. Today was truly unbelievable.

Actually, it was understandable.

For these students in their twenties, they were favored ones of heaven themselves, studying at the world’s best universities. Their pride was absolutely beyond compare to ordinary university students. Even American presidents might not impress them; if some political decisions displeased them, they would even organize groups to protest in the streets. So, who would you expect these young intellectuals to respect? Only an abnormal existence like Li Mu could completely crush their pride.

In front of Li Mu, university students from Harvard, MIT, and Cambridge were all bullshit. If you don’t accept it, then go out and start a business! See who can earn more money in a given amount of time!

Therefore, Harvard University students automatically became meek lambs in front of Li Mu. Almost every one treated Li Mu as a fervent life idol. When someone was so incredibly impressive, who would dare show off in front of him?

Precisely because Li Mu had gained a large number of fans at Harvard, this lecture was surprisingly popular.

Now, it wasn’t just undergraduate students; students from the Graduate School had also come. Thousands came early and were fortunate enough to get inside, but over ten thousand who couldn’t get in were still eagerly waiting outside.

The key was that these over ten thousand people weren’t honest and simple types either. If they couldn’t get in, they’d yell and shout outside. The noise they created was so disruptive that even with the speakers at maximum volume, nothing could be heard clearly. If this continued, the lecture couldn’t proceed.

Harvard Principal Lawrence also had a frustrated look, coming out to address the students. He decided to defeat them one by one, starting with the Graduate School, which had the most people. So, he shouted to the students outside, “For Li Mu’s lecture, it’s enough for undergraduate students to participate. Why are you Graduate School students coming here to join the fun?”

Graduate school students, in their twenties or even early thirties, were instantly displeased, yelling and shouting, “Why not? If undergraduate students worship Li Mu, don’t we in the Graduate School? We’re used to showing off every day, to the point where we don’t even have an idol. We finally found an idol everyone truly respects; are you going to deprive us of the chance to hear our idol lecture?”

Lawrence became desperate: “If you keep making such a fuss, this lecture can’t start! Then nobody will be able to listen!”

A student representative shouted back, “Instead of wasting time talking nonsense, you should think about how to solve it! I heard that students from MIT next door have all come in groups. I estimate another ten thousand people will arrive soon. See what you’ll do then!”

“Damn it…”

Lawrence immediately realized the seriousness of the problem. “Darn it, how could I forget those beasts from MIT!” Those science and engineering guys were not to be trifled with. If over ten thousand people suddenly rushed into the Harvard campus, pushing to enter the auditorium, wouldn’t they each take a brick and tear down the Harvard auditorium?

“Eh, tear it down!”

“Damn, that’s right!”

Lawrence suddenly had an inspiration.

Actually demolishing the auditorium was definitely not an option, but since the auditorium couldn’t hold so many people, why not just go to the stadium!

Harvard’s century-old stadium could originally seat twenty thousand people. If this was for a lecture, it could be like a concert, opening up the inner field as well, easily accommodating thirty thousand people in the stadium.

Moreover, it was November. Recently, the Harvard football team had just finished a game here against their sworn enemies, the Yale University team. The stadium had complete stage and sound equipment; basically, it could be set up in an hour.

So, Lawrence immediately found Li Mu to discuss the current situation. He explained that there were almost ten thousand Harvard University students waiting outside, and over ten thousand Massachusetts Institute of Technology students were heading to the ‘battleground.’ The auditorium couldn’t contain them, so they might as well just move the lecture to the stadium.

Li Mu had no objections, but his inner ‘showing off’ index sharply increased.

Wow, fooling one high-achieving student from Harvard University was already remarkable. Just thinking about fooling over ten thousand high-achieving Harvard University students in one go, and possibly also fooling over ten thousand high-achieving Massachusetts Institute of Technology students, Li Mu felt that today might be the peak of his showing off in the academic world this life. He must perform well and strive not to disgrace the one point three billion people of his homeland.

Now Lawrence breathed a sigh of relief. Soon, the school announced to the students that the lecture was temporarily moved to the stadium, while also requesting the state government to quickly send more people from Boston to maintain order, as they were going to have a big event there.

Fortunately, Boston was close by; the stage hadn’t even been fully set up when over two hundred police officers, plainclothes FBI agents, and a few SWAT officers flooded into Harvard University and began maintaining order in the stadium.

The lecture, originally scheduled to start at 9:30 AM, was thus delayed until 10:30 AM.

At 10:30 AM, Harvard University’s century-old stadium was almost completely packed.

Nearly twenty thousand students from Harvard University’s undergraduate and graduate schools combined had almost all come over. Faculty and staff, except for those who had to remain at their posts, were also all there. MIT had even turned out in full force; those who didn’t know might think the two schools were about to fight.

The scene instantly reached a state of thirty to forty thousand people, which thoroughly frightened Lawrence. The governor even specially instructed the Massachusetts SWAT tactical team to be on full alert and helicopters to be ready for takeoff at any time, fearing any situation might arise. Darn it, speaking of it, it was just thirty to forty thousand students, but the backbone of America for the next decade or so were all here.

Various media reporters also did not expect Li Mu’s lecture at Harvard to evolve into such a large scale. Each one was as if injected with stimulants; they couldn’t have been more excited. After the CCTV reporter sent the situation back home, CCTV temporarily decided that starting from 10:30 PM Yanjing time, all scheduled programs would give way for a real-time broadcast of Li Mu’s lecture at Harvard. They even temporarily brought back CCTV’s best simultaneous interpreter, who had gone home after work, to better facilitate this broadcast.

Domestic viewers at this moment also had no sleepiness. Tens of millions, or even hundreds of millions, of people sat upright in front of their computers, waiting for Li Mu’s appearance, waiting for Li Mu to deliver a historic lecture in America, in the highest hall of world academia, a lecture that would influence a generation of elites.

Before the lecture began, the first to take the stage was Lawrence. As principal, he was at this moment like Li Mu’s warm-up guest, taking the stage for five minutes and saying a lot of words praising Li Mu. He evaluated Li Mu as the most successful twenty-year-old in the world and at the same time evaluated Li Mu as a model for young people worldwide. He said that at Li Mu’s age of twenty, not only did he possess extraordinary talent in the internet sector, but he also had astonishing acumen in the commercial sector. Most importantly, relying on his own efforts, he created the most influential and widely benefiting educational charity fund in Huaxia and even the world.

Lawrence’s unsparing praise for Li Mu successfully completed the groundwork and built buzz for Li Mu’s upcoming appearance.

When Lawrence announced, “Next, please use your warmest applause to welcome the most outstanding young person on this planet!” — at that moment, the fervent applause from tens of thousands of high-achieving students was deafening!

Li Ziwei helped Li Mu straighten his tie in the backstage lounge. Subsequently, Li Mu, holding a wireless microphone, strode out of the lounge and walked towards the stage.

Boston in November was already exceptionally cold. Li Mu, dressed in a sharp black suit, walked onto the stage amidst the cheers of tens of thousands of people.

His tall and slender physique, cool and unrestrained hairstyle, and distinctly proportioned Asian face made it impossible to discern any trace of him being a university student or an IT guy.

This point was very different from Bill Gates after he became famous, and Mark Zuckerberg after he became famous. Li Mu looked more like a handsome Asian celebrity with a hint of playboy charm, with a cool, confident smile on his face that made people unconsciously feel some admiration.

Li Mu walked to the center of the temporarily built stage, holding the microphone, like a star about to start a concert. First, he bowed slightly towards the audience, then smiled confidently yet calmly: “Thank you, Harvard, thank you Principal Lawrence and the enthusiastic school leaders of Harvard, and of course, most of all, thank you to the students of Harvard.”

There was a fierce cheer from the audience.

Li Mu also said with a smile, “I heard many students from MIT also came today. You are also welcome!”

Over ten thousand MIT students immediately erupted in even more fervent cheers than the Harvard University students just now.

Li Mu said with a relaxed expression, “It is a great honor to have such an opportunity to chat with all of you face to face here. As you all probably know, I am a Huaxia person, but what you might not know is that I come from a very obscure small city in Huaxia, and from a university in Huaxia that you might never have heard of. Although the university I attend is considered one of the first-tier universities in Huaxia, compared to you, the university I attended might be worlds apart in terms of overall strength ranking. So to be honest, when facing everyone here, I feel very uneasy, because you come from the world’s first and second-ranked universities, and are the object of yearning and envy for university students worldwide.”

The audience fell silent. Everyone quietly watched Li Mu, listening to his every word.

At this very moment, China’s CCTV-1, although experiencing a few seconds’ transmission delay, was still broadcasting Li Mu’s every action and word in real-time. The simultaneous interpreter would translate Li Mu’s every sentence into Chinese in real-time and feed it back to the audience via television.

Li Mu continued, “Regarding this lecture, I’ve been thinking about what kind of theme I should choose. I guess you all must be people who have experienced major events; you must have seen many lectures by important figures. In the course of their lectures, they might talk to you about the future of humanity, about world development, about environmental pollution, global warming, political stances, the relationship between developed and developing countries, and so on and so forth. Every topic they mention is a major problem faced by billions of people. I don’t deny that these topics are very meaningful, but I feel that these topics are still too weighty for me. It’s easy for me to just talk big, but I hope more to implement what I talk about. This requires a down-to-earth focal point.”

Thunderous applause erupted from the audience. Li Mu’s words struck a chord with them.

Whether it was Harvard University students or MIT students, they had indeed seen many lectures by important figures and heard many topics from important figures concerning human development. The content discussed was too abstract, so such lectures found it hard to resonate with them or move them. The final result was that after the lecture ended, most people would cast these contents aside and continue with their unexciting university lives.

Compared to the future of humanity, university students were more concerned with their own future.

After the applause, Li Mu said lightly, “So this time I thought for a long time and decided not to talk about life’s philosophies with you, nor about topics like human development, wealth disparity, or world peace. I just want to talk about ‘us’, and about those in the world who are as young as we are.”

“As-young-as-we-are”

This was the core of Li Mu’s lecture today!





Chapter 1057: Conquering Harvard (Part 1)

“

“

Facing the high-achieving students from Harvard and MIT who had turned out in full force, Li Mu’s confidence was particularly infectious. He slowly paced the stage, calm and full of personal presence, as he made his first public appearance on the world stage.

“

“

Li Mu smiled and said, “As you all know, I started several companies, one after another, since the summer break before I went to university. Fortunately, one or two of them have developed quite well. Now we have expanded the business of one of these companies from China to America and to the global market. Even more fortunately, we now have more users worldwide and a broader space for development, which means we have more responsibilities to bear.”

“

“

Applause rang out again below the stage. Li Mu’s tone was humble, using “fortunately” to downplay his success, and then interpreting success through “responsibility.” This instantly won him further goodwill and recognition from the tens of thousands of university students below.

“

“

“My first project was a music sharing website. At that time, in China’s internet industry, there were already many similar websites, all providing various music streaming and download services. But when I was building my own music website, I seriously considered a question: if I were to do such a project, what would my advantage be compared to others?”

“

“

“I thought then that if I could find my unique advantage, then this project could be attempted. Conversely, if I couldn’t find an advantage, then such an attempt would lose its meaning, at most becoming just one of the many following the trend. After serious and deep dive thinking, I concluded that my unique advantage was actually my deeper respect for users.”

“

“

“At that time, all the music streaming websites on the market were only focused on traffic and ad revenue. They didn’t study pages, they didn’t study UI, they didn’t study user experience. They only studied how to add more online advertisements to their already messy pages to increase income. So I decided not only to create a music streaming website without ads but also one that was more beautiful, to give users a better experience, and to show users more respect.”

“

“

“When my music website finally launched, my efforts quickly paid off. All users who had used my product quickly settled in and became my loyal users. The reason for this is simple: mutual respect. It’s like preferring a restaurant that offers good food, a good environment, and low prices all in one.”

“

“

“At that time, many people questioned my music+ website. They thought it was too foolish for me to acquire so much traffic without monetizing it. But I felt that direct monetization was like the primary industry, you reap what you sow, where resource utilization is too low, and the loss during conversion is too great, which would significantly impact the overall product’s user environment.”

“

“

“So I changed my approach. I had users, but I didn’t necessarily have to get revenue by forcing them to view ads. I could import them into my next product, making them deeper users. So I created a page product called Tieba. It was a minimalist BBS, but the biggest difference was that I allowed users to create BBS forums based on any legally permissible keyword. This product successfully guided users from the music website in. However, I still chose not to run ads on this product because I felt I could find a better monetization method.”

“

“

“At that time, the operating costs for the two page products were already relatively very high. Fortunately, I secured fundraising at that time, but fundraising is like the living expenses your parents give you; it will eventually run out. So what you need to do is plan ahead before that money is gone.”

“

“

“Thus, under immense monetization pressure, I developed a Flash game called Happy Farm, which was the predecessor of Heaven's Town. Later, Happy Farm brought significant cash income to the company and was also wildly popular among users. After users imported all their social connections from real life and the internet into Happy Farm, we launched YY. By leveraging these users’ connections, YY immediately became the most popular product in the China internet market upon its launch. These achievements built Muyue Tech into what it is today.”

“

“

This was the first time Harvard and MIT students heard Li Mu discuss his entrepreneurial journey. In just a few minutes, Li Mu laid out the causes and effects and the core progression of Muyue Tech’s development. This left all the high-achieving students in awe.

“

“

While Li Mu’s development history was terrifyingly fast, it was like a chain rapidly forged, short in time, but every link was present and incredibly solid.

“

“

After the applause subsided, Li Mu continued, “The reason Muyue Tech is what it is today is thanks to the fact that when I first conceived the idea for a music website, I didn’t just leave it in my head or on paper; I actually put it into action.”

“

“

“It’s because I took that first step and built that music website that I gradually pushed myself to where I am today. If I had just thought about that idea in my head, I might still be sitting in a classroom at Renmin University of China, getting less than one hundred US dollars in living expenses from home each month, studying and living in a big city nearly one thousand kilometers away from my hometown.”

“

“

“You see, on one hand, it’s spending two thousand US dollars of your family’s money a year; on the other, it’s earning over one hundred million US dollars a year. So now everyone should understand how important it is to put the ideas in your mind into action.”

“

“

The applause, laughter, whistles, and shouts from the audience were ceaseless. Though Li Mu spoke casually, everyone deeply grasped the importance of “action” from his words. Before this, countless people had discussed this point with them, but no one had made it as convincing as Li Mu.

“

“

As the applause gradually died down, Li Mu said again, “Whether in developed countries, or in developing countries, or in poor and backward countries, every young person our age is among the most vibrant and imaginative. Due to the advantage of age and the effect of hormones, our energy is abundant, and our brains are almost constantly running 24/7. Everyone’s mind is constantly generating all kinds of ideas, and many of these ideas are certainly valuable. But they are just ideas. If we don’t put them into action, even the best idea will ultimately bring no help to you or to this society. You will remain you, the sentimental and fanciful you.”

“

“

After a moment of knowing laughter, Li Mu continued, “One day last year, when I was studying at Renmin University of China, one of my dorm mates told me that he really hoped to find a part-time tutor job to work-study. However, he hadn’t made any progress through the traditional method of posting small ads. At that time, he was at a loss, because his family was not well-off financially, and he urgently needed to solve a part of his tuition fees and living expenses himself. He was physically frail, and the only channel he could think of was to be a part-time tutor. He had this idea and tried to put it into action, but practical reasons prevented him from finding a suitable implementation opportunity.”

“

“

“At that time, a thought suddenly popped into my head: in China, parents are extremely eager to find good tutors for their children who are about to take the college entrance examination; and students like my dorm mate, who can get into Renmin University of China, themselves represent abundant experience and knowledge reserves regarding the college entrance examination. Since there’s sufficient supply and demand in this market, why couldn’t my classmate find an Employer?”

“

“

All the university students below held their chins, staring at Li Mu without blinking. They had completely fallen into Li Mu’s rhythm, listening to the stories he told, thinking about every question he posed, and also eagerly anticipating Li Mu’s answer.

“

“

Then, Li Mu paused, smiling, “At first, I couldn’t figure it out either, but later I understood. The market supply and demand were both very strong, but the two sides of supply and demand found it difficult to successfully transact. The biggest problem, then, was the lack of a transparent, efficient link between supply and demand.”

“

“

“So, an idea popped into my head: since I had already stepped into the internet industry, why not use the internet’s advantage of connecting the world to solve the supply and demand problem regarding tutoring between examination parents and university students? The very day I thought of this idea, I immediately put it into action. I locked myself in my room and structured an online hiring platform for tutors. I had all university students who wanted to work as part-time tutors register as users on this platform, allowing them to publish their schools, majors, and college entrance examination scores. This way, parents could choose the most suitable, customized tutors for their children on this platform.”

“

“

“For example, if someone’s son wants to get into Yanjing University, instead of finding middle school teachers to tutor him, it would be more direct and effective to find a student who just got into Yanjing University. Moreover, first-year university students and students about to take the college entrance examination are similar in age, which allows for smoother, more efficient communication channels between them. The direction of study will not only be optimized to the greatest extent possible, but learning efficiency will also be greatly improved.”

“

“

“Furthermore, online transactions offer many benefits. I can allow brand university students like yourselves to openly participate in bidding, helping them secure more generous remuneration.”

“

“

“In a very short time, I built this platform. For simplicity and memorability, I registered a purely numerical domain name for it, 3321.com. Then, I led my many classmates in promoting it at every university and every residential area in Yanjing. Soon, 3321 became widely popular throughout Yanjing.”

“

“

Through 3321, tens of thousands of university students successfully found part-time tutor jobs and received remuneration far exceeding their expectations. Among the top university students, the bidding price for one per-session hour exceeded one hundred US dollars.

“

“

In China, an average worker working 180 hours a month earns less than three hundred US dollars in average wages. This remuneration of over one hundred US dollars per session meant that one person’s part-time income far exceeded their family’s income capacity.

“

“

“Yesterday, their parents were toiling arduously to support their studies; today, they can already cover all their own educational expenses through part-time tutoring, and even generate more income to subsidize their parents.”

“

“

“Within a year, our 3321 service had already covered all undergraduate institutions in China, with millions of university students working as part-time tutors on 3321. The platform’s monthly transaction volume has already exceeded five hundred million US dollars!”

“

“
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When Li Mu spoke the first part, everyone’s expressions were still under control, but when he mentioned the monthly transaction amount exceeding five hundred million US dollars, the audience erupted in an uproar!

The terrifying hissing sounds converged, almost piercing eardrums. Everyone was dumbfounded. Just an “Idea” could generate five hundred million dollars in monthly transactions?! It was truly horrifying! Especially the business school students, whose expressions already suggested they were questioning their existence.

Seeing everyone amazed by the money, Li Mu chuckled self-deprecatingly and shook his head, saying, “I think, among these figures, what’s more astonishing is that we can use a website to help several million college students with their work-study, not how much monthly transaction volume we generate. If I proudly tell you that because of 3321, the average monthly part-time income for several million college students has exceeded three hundred US dollars, what truly makes me proud are these several million college students who have genuinely benefited from 3321.”

The tens of thousands of college students in the audience finally came back to their senses. They had been stunned by the five hundred million US dollars, but Li Mu’s words immediately made them realize the power of a platform that could help several million college students earn income through part-time work.

At this point, Li Mu dropped another bombshell: “You might not know this, but the 3321 team extracts 5% from the transaction amount of both the supply and demand sides. This means that from the five hundred million US dollars in monthly transactions, we directly take 5% as platform revenue. Additionally, we collect another 5% from parents, and this 5% is not included in the transaction amount calculation. In other words, 3321’s monthly gross profit has already exceeded fifty million US dollars.”

This figure stunned everyone once again!

Fifty million US dollars in monthly revenue! That’s six hundred million US dollars a year! According to the valuation rules of the capital market, calculating by at least ten times PE, Li Mu’s 3321 would be valued at over six billion US dollars!

Everyone looked at Li Mu in disbelief. They already thought this young man was extremely remarkable, but they never expected he also had a hidden industry worth billions of US dollars.

At this moment, Li Mu looked at the tens of thousands of astonished college students in the audience, smiled calmly, and astonishingly declared, “There’s no need to be too emotional. Although 3321’s revenue figures are terrifying, 3321 itself is a non-profit organization. All of our monthly profit, after deducting all normal operating expenses, completely goes to establish an educational charitable foundation.”

Here, Li Mu paused, smiling meaningfully. “Moreover, our educational charitable foundation is different from charitable foundations in the US. Everyone should be well aware that US law stipulates that private charitable foundations can perfectly avoid various taxes by spending 5% of their total assets annually. The law doesn’t even require this 5% to be spent on charity. So, I’ve seen a survey that many so-called charitable foundations in the US spend less than 3% of their total assets on actual charity. Some foundations for seriously ill patients, with tens of millions of US dollars in funds, don’t even spend one hundred thousand US dollars on patients. However, all funds of our educational charitable foundation are entirely used for charity, and all accounts are open to the public. If your Chinese is good enough, you can download a detailed expenditure statement of our charitable foundation from 3321 for the past month to see exactly where we spent every cent.”

Upon hearing this, the tens of thousands of college students were indescribably shocked!

Such a large platform, such high transaction volumes, such a high-quality profitable project, and Li Mu wasn’t earning a single cent?! My heavens, yearly profits of hundreds of millions of US dollars, and he just gives them up?! And every single cent is used for educational charity, truly every cent! 100%! This… this is truly too amazing!

Someone, unnoticed, was the first to start applauding. Only then did the tens of thousands of people present gradually recover from their shock and clap furiously.

Then, someone in the stands stood up first, and consequently, everyone in the entire stadium’s spectator area stood up and applauded!

If founding Muyue Tech made these college students admire and revere him, then the story of 3321 that Li Mu just told made these college students treat him like a god!

So great! Absolutely magnificent!

Americans also love to engage in charity, and countless charitable foundations overwhelmed Americans themselves. However, the high-achieving students from Harvard and MIT understood perfectly how capitalists operated!

The US has extremely high inheritance taxes, so much so that billionaires are reluctant to directly pass their assets to their descendants. To avoid taxes, they establish various so-called charitable foundations. As long as the money is placed in a foundation, a large amount of taxes can be directly avoided. Therefore, many wealthy individuals’ charitable foundations are merely a cover for tax avoidance under the guise of charity. The best method is to “donate” money to their own charitable foundation, and then let their children actually manage it. How this money is used is 95% up to them. Even if they use their family’s charitable foundation to buy a luxurious mansion worth one hundred million US dollars, as long as one hundred million US dollars does not exceed 95% of the total assets, it is legal…

Therefore, currently, only foreigners unfamiliar with US law praise the actions of US wealthy individuals who donate to various foundations. Those who truly understand the underlying reasons have long scoffed at such practices.

In such a social context, Li Mu’s charitable foundation was truly a clear stream within a clear stream. All net profit flowed into the foundation pool, and 100% of all funds were used for charity, with open accounts and public oversight! This was genuine charity with real money! Investing hundreds of millions of US dollars in cash into charity every year! And it was charity without any discount!

Compared to Li Mu, some hypocritical wealthy Americans were utterly worthless!

The audience was ecstatic. Over thirty thousand high-achieving students from the world’s top universities found their true life idol at this moment!

The applause lasted for two or three minutes before gradually subsiding, and every college student in the audience looked at Li Mu with eyes that were almost fanatical…

Even the Harvard school leaders had not expected Li Mu to have such a powerful, even terrifying, appeal to these young people!

After the applause, Li Mu remained unperturbed and continued calmly, “Regarding 3321, what I am most proud of is that we adopted a different approach to charity. We did not solicit donations from society, nor did we apply for any subsidies from the state. We simply built a healthy industry chain around charity.”

“We provide a platform for college students to earn money through part-time work, allowing them to bring in revenue for the platform while earning for themselves. Then, we use this revenue to help students who have not yet entered college. In the future, when these subsidized students enter college, they can again use 3321 to help themselves while also helping other students who have not yet entered college. This is 3321’s ecosystem, the nuclear reactor that ensures its continuous operation.”

As Li Mu clarified this concept, the college students from Harvard and MIT were almost on the verge of tears.

Look at the charity others are doing — this is what true charity is! To do charity with such dedication is truly respectable!

Thus, over thirty thousand college students once again stood up and applauded, over half of them with red-rimmed eyes.

Li Mu then smiled and said, “So, returning to the topic I first discussed with you all, for people our age, we should have the courage to try and to make mistakes. Only then can we realize our greatest self-worth. So, if you have an Idea, first, don’t shrink back on your own. Don’t come up with an Idea and then immediately come up with a series of reasons to negate it. Instead, be bold in trying, take that courageous first step!”

“Some say self-negation comes from caution. I disagree. In my opinion, that’s not caution; it’s laziness! One hundred percent laziness! Because anything, if you think about it, has infinite possibilities. But even if something has infinite possibilities, if you don’t think about it or do it, the possibility of it being realized is zero.”

At this point, Li Mu paused for a moment and chuckled, “I have a purely fabricated, humorous anecdote:

There was an excellent businessman who, one day, said to his son: ‘I want to find you a wife.’

The son replied, ‘But I’d rather find one myself.’

The father said, ‘But this girl is Bill Gates’s daughter!’

The son said, ‘If that’s the case, then okay.’

Then he found Bill Gates and said, ‘I’ve found a husband for your daughter.’

Bill Gates said, ‘No, my daughter is still young!’

He said, ‘But this young man is the Vice President of the World Bank!’

Bill Gates said, ‘If that’s the case, then okay!’

Finally, he found the President of the World Bank and said, ‘I’d like to recommend a Vice President to you!’

The President said, ‘But I have too many Vice Presidents, I don’t need another one!’

He said, ‘But this young man is Bill Gates’s son-in-law!’

The President said, ‘If that’s the case, then okay…’”

As Li Mu finished, the audience burst into laughter. Although the anecdote teased Bill Gates, it was a joke concocted by Chinese netizens. Yet, Li Mu was certain that this joke hadn’t been created yet, so even Americans familiar with Bill Gates would have no sense of déjà vu upon hearing it.

Li Mu’s anecdote seemed humorous, but it also contained many classic principles in the business field, such as: How to get something for nothing? How to create demand for upstream and downstream? How to better integrate upstream and downstream demands? How to strategize and navigate multi-party business activities with ease?

The audience comprised high-achieving students, many of whom studied business, and they could immediately grasp the classic principles embedded within Li Mu’s humorous anecdote. Being able to weave business concepts into such an entertaining story gave them an updated understanding of Li Mu’s sense of humor.

At this moment, a young man in the audience, whose eyes were already red, instantly flushed. That person was Mark Zuckerberg.

Li Mu’s previous speech had turned Mark Zuckerberg into his absolute loyal fan. With his red-rimmed eyes and quietly wiped-away tears, he silently expressed his admiration for Li Mu.

And now, the humorous anecdote Li Mu told suddenly made him think of himself.

Mark Zuckerberg recalled the entire process of “inviting” Li Mu to Harvard, which was practically a living replica of Li Mu’s anecdote.

He first approached the school leaders, bragging that he could invite Li Mu to give a speech at the school. After obtaining the school’s official invitation letter, he sent it to Muyue Tech, confidently stating that he was a student representative holding the school’s invitation to invite him to speak at Harvard. What he never dreamed of was that this “get something for nothing” trick actually worked for him!
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Mark Zuckerberg recalled his “get something for nothing” scheme, and combining it with the story Li Mu told today, he not only wasn’t smug, but felt somewhat ashamed. He knew that Li Mu must have seen through his trick long ago, but he didn’t expose him. Instead, he kept covering for him in front of the Harvard administration. The care shown in this deeply moved Mark Zuckerberg.

Li Mu spoke calmly and confidently for over ten minutes on stage. The undergraduates and graduate students from Harvard and MIT below the stage had been thoroughly given motivational indoctrination by Li Mu. Every word Li Mu spoke seemed like profound truth to them, enlightening and inspiring. Even a joke shared to lighten the mood contained so much business wisdom, astounding everyone from the bottom of their hearts.

Li Mu’s speech was far from over. This anecdote, slightly teasing Bill Gates, was merely a tool he used to control the pace.

A speaker’s control over a speech is like a Director’s control over a film; rhythm is paramount. It can’t be uniformly fast, nor can it be uniformly slow. Any brilliant Director is a master of rhythm control, exceptionally skilled at handling pace and intensity, able to fully motivate the audience’s emotions.

Seeing the atmosphere in the venue relax considerably, Li Mu continued, “When I first arrived at Harvard yesterday, Principal Lawrence told me he hoped I could help Harvard students quickly assume the responsibility and burden of benefiting society and humanity. I replied to him with one sentence: ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that.’”

“The reason is just as I told you at the beginning: I don’t want to talk about topics that are too heavy. Topics that are too heavy tend to feel empty. So I chose to share my story with you all, hoping that the real experiences that happened to me can offer some inspiration. If not, then simply making you smile would still make this trip worthwhile.”

At this point, Li Mu’s tone suddenly grew serious, and he dropped his previous smile, saying, “In fact, every young person present, and every young person in this world, is the hope of humanity. Even if the time has not yet come for us to bear the heavy burden of the world and humanity’s future, even if we might not even be able to carry ourselves right now, this burden will eventually fall on our shoulders. In the future, it might be our generation that conquers cancer; it might be our generation that solves the energy crisis; it might be our generation that eliminates hunger and poverty; it might also be our generation that destroys the world and humanity. The march of time will undoubtedly push us into different positions, and the crucial thing is whether we can prepare ourselves to face all of this in advance.”

“As for how to prepare ourselves for the era and destiny, I believe the first step is to find your own life goals in the future. There are too many paths in this world, but for most young people still in school, everyone has yet to formulate a truly positive and long-lasting goal for their future lives.”

“What exactly is a truly positive and long-lasting goal? In my view, the most fundamental requirement for true positivity and long-lasting significance is to care for others. No matter how much importance others hold in your mind, you must have them there. Otherwise, all goals will become extremely selfish, and society will, as a result, become extremely selfish. Once selfishness becomes a trend, it will subtly change everyone, making each person focus only on their own personal gain, making each person see only themselves, and also making the entire society more restless and indifferent.”

“Furthermore, setting a positive goal and actively striving towards it can not only bring us much additional positive energy but also make our lives more meaningful as we strive to create miracles. And when you truly take that first step, you will discover that you have embarked on a never-ending path of growth. Walking honestly, step by step, you will achieve rewards you never even imagined.”

“At the beginning of my entrepreneurship, my goal was simply to make some quick money to pay for my university tuition and simultaneously improve my family’s financial situation. When I truly achieved this goal, I naturally set a new one: hoping to make a small impact in the internet industry.”

“Looking at it now, my goal is no longer just to make money, nor is it to establish reputation in the industry. Instead, it is devoted to connecting all young people in China through the internet, then connecting them with the entire world, and finally connecting the entire world. Just before I came to the US, the first step of this goal had already been achieved. Currently, almost every internet user in China has more than one YY account. Through YY, they can communicate, interact, and share with more people. YY has truly connected them closely with each other, forming intricate networks of connections among them.”

“And now, for the second step of this goal, we have, with trepidation, brought YY all the way to the US, to the birthplace of the internet. Not only to prove our value in the birthplace of the internet, but more importantly, to give young people in China a link to connect with young people in the West.”

“If you want to know what young people your age on the other side of the world are doing, thinking, and playing every day, it’s very simple: search and add a few users from China on your YY, and become friends with them. Perhaps you will find life suddenly has much more fun. Over time, you might befriend a new friend, learn a new language, understand a country you’ve never visited. This is the meaning of connection, the meaning of the internet’s existence, and one of the positive goals in my life.”

“To achieve the third step of this goal, for a long time to come, we will invest significant human resources and material resources to go to every corner of this world where people live, making them also a part of YY users. However, even if internet users worldwide become YY users, it doesn’t mean we have truly connected the entire world with YY. To genuinely enable everyone to communicate more conveniently and smoothly with users all over the world through YY, we might invest heavily in R&D for ‘online translation’ tools, allowing everyone to communicate with the world without hindrance. We might even invest greater human and material resources and time costs to develop simultaneous interpretation software…”

“All of this may sound very distant, but I believe that as long as I persevere in the goals and beliefs I have chosen, striving and achieving one goal after another, then one day, I will get the results I want! I will connect the entire world! I will build a brand new virtual world within the internet, and devote my entire life to gradually turning the virtual into reality! This will be my lifelong pursuit. To quote an ancient Chinese saying, I shall tirelessly devote myself to this until my dying breath!”

Thunderous applause!

Fervor was etched on everyone’s faces. This moment was the most inspiring of their lives!

Li Mu’s speech was not yet over.

After the crowd’s fervor gradually subsided, he said, “Many of you should remember that during a recent YY update, I had our product team add a start-up interface to YY, which featured a Chinese ink wash painting with a Chinese proverb written on it: ‘Sharpening a knife does not delay the woodcutting.’”

As Li Mu spoke, almost all the audience members below the stage nodded unconsciously.

They had seen that quote and found its English translation. That time, Li Mu made a striking impression in front of the entire US. He used the proverb ‘Sharpening a knife does not delay the woodcutting’ to articulate his determination to build a super product. This approach earned him extreme recognition from the elite community. One could even say that Li Mu overturned the entire internet industry’s attitude and view towards internet products.

At this point, Li Mu continued, “Now, I have another ancient Chinese saying I’d like to share with each of you. This saying is: ‘不忘初心,方得始终.’”

Li Mu spoke the eight characters ‘不忘初心,方得始终’ in Chinese. After saying them, he explained in English, “This saying is how our Chinese ancestors remind us that when doing things, we must always remember our original conviction, remember our true self. If we persevere to the end, we will surely achieve the results we desire. Today, I use this saying to encourage each and every one of you here, and I hope that each of you can find your own goals, as well as the courage to pursue and defend them! ‘不忘初心,方得始终!’ Thank you all!”

Everyone stood up. The applause was thunderous and continuous. Expressions of adoration were etched on every face. A camera swept across the crowd, and the screen was filled with the fervent faces of followers.

Behind the curtain on one side of the stage, Lawrence was indescribably excited.

Harvard had never witnessed such a fervent live speech before. Li Mu had made history.

Compared to the various prominent figures who had given speeches at Harvard over the past century, Li Mu’s words might not have been as ornate, his demeanor not as majestic, nor his ambitions as grand, but Li Mu was definitely the one who could fundamentally ignite the fervent admiration of Harvard students.

Through his true stories and his goal-oriented philosophy, he perfectly interpreted for the undergraduates of Harvard University and MIT an admirable sense of social responsibility for a young person. Compared to those influential figures who paid lip service to all of humanity, Li Mu was too real and too down-to-earth. Not to mention how he achieved a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars in such a short time, just his 3321 system alone was enough to make this group of high-achieving students from the world’s top universities bow before him.

Almost every university student’s heart was deeply shaken by Li Mu. Li Mu’s words and his philosophy were like a sharp dagger, piercing through the hearts of every student present.

Harvard recorded this day in its school history, because never before had anyone been able to completely conquer all of Harvard in such a bloodless manner.

Below the stage, a CNN reporter, with trembling fingers, sent an emotional message to his superior at headquarters, saying: Today, I witnessed the birth of a world youth leader!
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When Li Mu influenced thirty to forty thousand high-achieving students at Harvard with his confidence and charisma, across the ocean in China, he directly influenced hundreds of millions through CCTV’s live broadcast!

On the Harvard stage, Li Mu created a miracle. For Chinese people, and for young people of his age, no one before Li Mu had ever been able to deliver a speech in the world’s highest academic institution and completely captivate so many students.

Li Mu did it! He represented China, represented hundreds of millions of Chinese young people, and stepped onto the world stage, attracting global attention.

Every Chinese person watching the live broadcast in front of their TV screen was deeply inspired and uplifted by Li Mu’s speech, especially the young people. Those proud, unyielding youths were utterly prostrate in admiration and respect for Li Mu!

The American media present was equally shocked and impressed. This time, the impact Li Mu brought to the Western world was simply transformative. Before, they viewed everything about China through biased lenses, especially regarding economic and industrial development, always feeling that China lagged far behind the US.

The internet itself was a product created by the US. Therefore, in this industry, in this era, Americans believed no country’s internet companies could be compared to American ones, let alone China, a developing country where the internet had only just begun.

Before YY became popular, the US market barely saw any popular Chinese products. But now, a twenty-year-old young man suddenly emerged from China, holding a super product highly praised by all industry insiders. A considerable number of top-tier experts from Silicon Valley’s major companies explicitly stated that YY, from its interface UI to its product functions, human-computer interaction, and user experience, was comprehensively leading Silicon Valley’s level, truly a benchmark and flag for internet products.

In this situation, Li Mu, as the founder of YY, was already extraordinary. What was even more unexpected was that Li Mu’s personal charisma could reach such heights. His speech astonished not only young people in their twenties but also middle-aged and elderly individuals in their forties and fifties.

While everyone was still captivated, Li Mu gracefully bowed and exited the stage before anyone could react. Originally, there was supposed to be a live Q&A session, but due to the overwhelming number of attendees, the entire speech venue had been moved from indoors to outdoors. With thirty to forty thousand people, a live Q&A would likely lead to chaos or exhaustion.

By the time everyone recovered from their shock, Harvard President Lawrence was already on stage, and Li Mu, accompanied by Li Ziwei, had passed through backstage and gone to the gymnasium’s lounge.

Lawrence, holding the microphone, hadn’t yet composed himself or prepared to speak. The students below, realizing their spiritual leader was no longer on stage, instantly felt their hearts drop from extreme fulfillment to extreme emptiness. It was as if they had been walking in darkness for a long time, finally saw a light, but then the light instantly disappeared, plunging everything back into darkness.

When charisma reaches a certain extreme, it leads to fervent adulation.

All the young university students present, and even the middle-aged doctoral students, had their inner pride utterly shattered by Li Mu. Li Mu used his charisma to build a belief in their subconscious.

These university students, who instantly felt they had lost their faith, were now restless. Someone shouted, “Li-mu!”

That shout was like a spark thrown into a powder keg, igniting everyone at once!

“Li-mu! Li-mu! Li-mu!”

Lawrence watched the university students below call out for Li Mu like fervent music fans calling for an idol to return for an encore. Awkwardly, he spoke into the microphone, “Students, Li Mu has gone backstage to rest. His speech has ended. Next, I will…”

“We don’t want to hear you speak!” a girl with an exceptionally loud voice shouted, “We want to hear Li Mu speak! We want Li Mu to say a few more words to us!”

The girl ended with a hysterical shout: “We-Want-More!”

This single phrase ignited the passionate roars of nearly forty thousand people!

“We-Want-More!”

“We-Want-More!!”

“We-Want-More!!!”

Lawrence stood on stage, deeply embarrassed, but beyond the embarrassment, there was more shock. He had never imagined that these top-tier university students, graduate students, and doctoral students would be completely captivated by a twenty-year-old young man, even appearing to have become Li Mu’s adherents!

However, no matter how embarrassed or shocked Lawrence was, the students’ urge to see their ‘faith’ again did not diminish in the slightest. The shouts for Li Mu continued and grew louder.

A CNN reporter was moved by the fervent atmosphere. He sent a text message to his wife, saying, “Except for Michael Jackson’s concerts, I’ve never seen such a passionate scene. And these are almost all high-achieving students from Harvard University and MIT. They are the calmest young people in this country, yet they still couldn’t resist Li Mu’s charm! Darling, you really should have come to see it in person! This kind of shock hasn’t happened in many years!”

His wife quickly replied, “Did you record a video of the scene? If so, copy a version and bring it home for me to see!”

“Okay!”

…

Li Ziwei was currently holding a violently pounding heart, her hands trembling as she poured water for Li Mu. She had just witnessed Li Mu conquering all of Harvard from the side of the stage. Although she had always known Li Mu very well, she herself was deeply moved by his speech, her eyes red. She felt that her feelings today were very different from those of others present. Firstly, she was Li Mu’s personal assistant, arguably the closest to him on a professional level; secondly, she was also Chinese. Witnessing Li Mu create such brilliance at Harvard, her excitement was something no American university student present could feel.

It wasn’t just Li Ziwei; every Chinese and Chinese-descendant student in the audience today felt something similar to Li Ziwei. Unlike students from other countries, they were not only shocked but also felt immense pride and glory, a pride and glory far beyond what an Olympic champion could inspire.

Zhen Xiaoxiao, squeezed in the middle of the venue with several Chinese classmates, had already cried several times today. She had deeply admired Li Mu, but because she had pursued her studies abroad for several years, her understanding of Li Mu was no different from what Americans knew: merely labels like “young and wealthy,” “internet genius,” and “YY founder.” However, today she truly understood what kind of person Li Mu was, especially when he spoke about 3321. Her heart was incredibly shocked and moved; she felt that Li Mu had overturned her worldview multiple times today.

First, how much social responsibility can a young person have? Before today, if someone had asked her this question, she would have definitely said, “What social responsibility do young people have these days?”

However, today Li Mu showed her what true social responsibility was. Let alone young people, even those who had dominated the wealth rankings for years might not be able to rival Li Mu in this regard!

Secondly, she used to think that the wealthy in the Western world were truly great, donating hundreds of millions of dollars at the drop of a hat, some even giving everything away. But today she learned that it was all just a pretense. Billionaires’ charitable foundations were merely tools to evade high inheritance taxes. Inheritance tax could be as high as 55%, but after “donating” to a charitable foundation, all the money was exempt from tax, and perhaps less than 5% was actually used for charity!

However, Li Mu’s approach to 3321 made her realize that perhaps no one else in the world could do charity as completely transparently and wholeheartedly as Li Mu: all profits poured into the charitable fund, 100% of the charitable funds used for charity, accounts and cash flow publicly disclosed to the entire society, and actively accepting supervision from the whole society. Such character was immeasurably nobler than those hypocritical billionaires.

Thirdly, she realized from Li Mu’s speech that his true goal was not to make money or to build a big, strong enterprise. What he truly wanted to do was extremely ambitious, because he wanted to change the world!

Countless young people had once whimsically dreamt of changing the world, but it seemed only Li Mu had achieved it, and he was far from satisfied. This made Li Mu’s charm in her eyes simply explode. From today on, among the opposite sex, she would only have two classifications: one was Li Mu, and the other was everyone else besides Li Mu.

Everyone around her was shouting Li Mu’s name, hoping he would come out and say a few more words to these lost and fervent young people. Because everyone realized that Li Mu had lifted their hearts to the clouds, showing them a broader world. Now that Li Mu had left, that soaring heart seemed to instantly fall. At this moment, they hoped Li Mu would come out and support their hearts a little longer, just for a while.

Even Zhen Xiaoxiao herself couldn’t hold back, joining everyone around her in shouting Li Mu’s name.

Lawrence saw that the situation was clearly out of control. Rather than trying to suppress it forcefully, it was better to find a way to accommodate everyone’s wishes. So he strode to the edge of the stage, beckoned Xie Huairu closer, and told him, “Andy, find a way to call Li Mu back. Let him chat with them for a few more words. For them, a chance for such a complete baptism of the soul isn’t easy to come by.”

Normally, if Lawrence fed him ‘nonsense’ like “baptism of the soul,” Xie Huairu would scoff at him. But at this moment, he felt that old Lao was so damn right.

It was a baptism of the soul!
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Xie Huairu scurried to the lounge prepared for Li Mu backstage.

He knocked on the door and saw Li Mu resting with his eyes closed on the sofa. Xie Huairu blurted out, “Little Li, tens of thousands of students outside are chanting your name, wanting you to come out and say a few more words to everyone…”

Li Mu was speechless. “I’ve said everything I wanted to say. What else is there to say?”

Xie Huairu said, “Just make something up! In short, tens of thousands of people want to hear you say something again, so just chat with everyone casually for a bit.”

Li Mu was amused by his tone. “The thing is, there’s no need. I haven’t prepared anything extra, so I have no idea where to start.”

Xie Huairu quickly advised him, “Tens of thousands of people calling for an encore is a first in the world of speeches! It’s such a great opportunity, why aren’t you making the most of it? Consider it bringing glory to us Chinese people.”

“Mr. Xie, didn’t you immigrate?” Li Mu asked.

Xie Huairu quickly patted his chest and said, “Immigrating doesn’t stop me from having a Chinese heart!”

Li Mu sighed helplessly. “Alright, I’ll listen to you. I’ll go chat with everyone for a few more minutes.”

Xie Huairu slapped his thigh. “Great! Let’s go quickly. Principal Lawrence might not be able to hold out much longer. He’s nearly fifty years old, it’s quite awkward for him to just stand there on stage.”

So, Li Mu straightened his suit and left the lounge with Xie Huairu. He didn’t have time to properly think about what to say to the tens of thousands of people on stage, but he stepped directly onto the stage where he had just given his speech.

The moment Li Mu appeared, the cheers from the audience reached their peak. Lawrence, who was sweating profusely, sighed in relief when he saw Li Mu. He strode over to Li Mu, handed him the microphone, and whispered in his ear, “Li Mu, thank you so much!”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “It’s my pleasure.”

Lawrence patted Li Mu’s arm. “Then I’ll leave the stage to you.”

Li Mu nodded. After Lawrence walked off the stage, he picked up the microphone and said with a smile, “Thank you all for your enthusiasm; it truly has left me overwhelmed by favor. Thank you!”

With that, Li Mu bowed slightly to the audience once more.

The thunderous applause was deafening. Li Mu had to wait for everyone to calm down a bit before continuing, “Since you’re all interested in hearing me chat a bit more, why don’t we have a few students from the audience ask questions? As long as the questions don’t involve personal privacy or confidential information, I’ll answer them conscientiously.”

As soon as Li Mu said this, the scene erupted again. Before, the audience had been unilaterally listening to Li Mu’s speech, but now they had the chance to interact with him. For these fervent fans and admirers, this was an incredibly exciting prospect.

Subsequently, almost everyone in the venue raised their hands, hoping to personally ask Li Mu a question. Seeing tens of thousands of hands raised, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a headache coming on. He could only smile helplessly and say, “Thank you for your enthusiasm, but if we do this, I’m afraid it will be very difficult to proceed. How about this: please quiet down first, and I’ll call out names. Once you’re chosen, the staff will pass you a microphone, and each person can ask one question.”

Li Mu quickly demonstrated his extraordinary influence. As soon as his voice fell, the previously noisy venue instantly became quiet. However, everyone still held their arms high, eagerly anticipating the chance to personally ask Li Mu a question.

Li Mu scanned the audience and said apologetically, “Sorry, we’ll only select from the inner seating area. The stands are too far away.”

The audience in the stands showed no negative emotions. Since Li Mu intended to select from the inner area, they lowered their hands and sat silently in their seats, waiting for someone to ask Li Mu a question.

Li Mu’s eyes surveyed the first few rows of the audience and spotted a beautiful blonde and blue-eyed girl excitedly waving her arms at him. He pointed at her and said to the staff, “Please pass the microphone to this young lady, thank you.”

The blonde beauty realized Li Mu was referring to her and jumped up and down excitedly. Li Mu choosing a beautiful girl as the first questioner caused a wave of good-natured teasing from the audience.

The microphone was handed to the beautiful girl, who, with a trembling voice and very unstandard Chinese, said, “Hello, Li Mu!”

Li Mu smiled politely and nodded, replying in Chinese, “Hello!”

The beautiful girl excitedly said, “I… I want to ask… um… I want to ask, do you currently… have a girlfriend?”

Li Mu nodded and calmly said, “To be frank, I already have a girlfriend.”

Over ten thousand young women in the audience simultaneously let out sighs of disappointment, and the blonde girl who asked the question was particularly disappointed.

Li Mu then chose a young man who appeared to be in his early twenties. After receiving the microphone, the young man loudly asked Li Mu, “Hello, Li Mu. I’m studying computer science at MIT and will graduate next year with my bachelor’s degree. Originally, I planned to pursue my studies for a master’s, but after listening to your speech, I really want to give up on that and join Muyue Tech after graduation, to become part of your army that’s changing and connecting the world. What are Muyue Tech’s current and future hiring standards?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Muyue Tech doesn’t have a hiring standard in the common sense. In our team, we have PhDs and postdocs from world-renowned universities, as well as dropouts from lesser-known universities in China, and some employees have only finished high school. Our corporate culture never blindly pursues academic qualifications or prestigious universities. Instead, we look for individuals who truly possess the skills required for the job, are open to growth, and have a strong sense of teamwork.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Muyue Tech has already established a branch company in Silicon Valley, and we will continuously increase the scale of our US branch company. So, in the future, there will be more and more job openings, and we will also gradually begin campus recruitment at major universities in the US. If you wish to join Muyue Tech at that time, you can pay more attention to this information. I hope that in the future, you can become a member of Muyue Tech.”

The young man nodded excitedly and said thank you.

Subsequently, the microphone was passed to another girl who appeared to be Indian-descendant. Holding the microphone, she seriously asked, “Li Mu, my question for you is, what do you think is the biggest difference between China’s internet industry and the US internet industry?”

Li Mu replied, “I think the biggest difference is that Chinese internet companies, at this stage, are still far behind the US in terms of innovation and innovative capability. Most of the business models and product models in the internet industry originated in the US. China, like other countries, is generally following the development pace of the US internet industry.”

The girl nervously asked, “Can I ask one more follow-up question?”

Li Mu nodded. “Please do.”

The girl asked him, “Which country do you think has the most hope of surpassing the US in the internet field next? And why?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said seriously, “If a country is to surpass the US in the internet field in the future, then I believe it will definitely be China. This is because China’s economic growth rate is very fast, and economic improvement will stimulate people’s desire to explore new things. Therefore, China’s internet user growth rate is very rapid. I think it won’t be long before China becomes the country with the largest number of internet users. A huge market will surely foster many world-class internet companies and elevate the entire market to a new height.”

The girl nodded thankfully. Subsequently, Li Mu’s gaze continued to search below for suitable individuals, while Xiaoxiao, who had not raised her hand until then, suddenly raised her right hand.

Li Mu’s peripheral vision had just caught Xiaoxiao raising her hand. Subconsciously, he even clearly saw Xiaoxiao’s face, so he pointed at her and said, “OK, that female student.”

Xiaoxiao hadn’t expected Li Mu to actually pick her out of tens of thousands of people. For a moment, she was still in disbelief, but when the microphone was handed to her, she realized her feeling wasn’t wrong: Li Mu really had chosen her to ask a question.

Holding the microphone, Xiaoxiao hesitated for a moment and then, a little nervously, said to Li Mu, “Hello, Li Mu. My name is Xiaoxiao, and I’m from China. It’s truly an honor and I’m very excited to hear your speech live…”

Xiaoxiao was nearly a hundred meters away from him, but after a careful look, Li Mu recognized her. Yesterday, he had taken a national flag from her. So, Li Mu also very politely said, “Thank you for your support, and thank you for that Five-Star Red Flag.”

Xiaoxiao hadn’t expected Li Mu to recognize her, and her heart felt a sudden mix of panic and bashfulness. She averted her gaze for a while before slowly regaining her composure and saying to Li Mu, “My question for you is, for many Chinese high-achieving students like myself who are pursuing their studies abroad, where to go in the future is a big problem. On one hand, we do have some yearning for the environment of developed Western countries, but on the other hand, it’s not that easy for us to adapt to this environment, and we also face the situation of being uprooted from home and having difficulty reuniting with family. Do you have any good advice on this matter?”

Upon hearing this question, Li Mu smiled calmly, his expression slightly more serious. He said, “Muyue Tech has always been committed to alleviating and reversing the problem of Chinese talent outflow. We have introduced many preferential welfare policies, including solving household registration issues, housing, salary and benefits, future family life, children’s schooling, and so on. We hope to attract more overseas talents to return to China through these measures. So, from this perspective, I can very clearly state my personal opinion: I sincerely hope that high-achieving students like you who have studied abroad will return to China to work and live in the future.”

Then, Li Mu added, “However, regarding this issue, I don’t want to immediately link it to concepts like building the motherland or repaying the people. I personally believe that China’s overall economy is currently soaring. All industries, whether state-owned enterprises, private enterprises, joint ventures, or foreign-invested enterprises, are continuously developing and continuously increasing. In this situation, China’s overall economic development, especially the development of high-tech, cutting-edge industries, requires a large number of high-quality talents. This in itself is a very good opportunity for overseas students – this is one of the prerequisites.”

“You grew up in China; your homeland is in China, and most of your relatives and friends are also in China. For you personally, compared to anywhere else, China is the most familiar environment. You don’t need to incur additional costs for familiarity and integration.”

“Finally, as I just said, China’s overall economy is developing and needs a large number of talents to support its growth rate. Not just Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises or state-owned enterprises, but private enterprises like Muyue Tech even more so need high-achieving students like you. If you can return to China and join a private enterprise like Muyue Tech, the company will certainly not disappoint you. In such a situation, you returning to work in China also allows you to contribute to the economic development of your homeland without any additional effort. This achieves multiple goals at once, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?”

The Chinese-descendant students in the audience applauded thunderously, with cheers and shouts of approval echoing continuously. Li Mu then raised one hand and said seriously, “Muyue Tech, and all enterprises I am personally involved with, very much welcome overseas talents to join. At the same time, I promise everyone, in my personal name, that we will provide you with comprehensive welfare and guarantees. Not only will we not give you a chance to regret it, but we will also let you know that choosing to join Muyue Tech, and Muyue Tech’s sister companies, is the most correct choice you will ever make in your career path, bar none!”





Chapter 1062: Li Mu’s Philosophy of Success

For students like Zhen Xiaoxiao, who studied abroad in developed Western countries, the entire experience of studying overseas often involved the helplessness of “the ideal was grand, but reality was harsh.”

Before going abroad, almost every one of them was in a state of prolonged excitement. The mere thought of heading to a country they had seen in movies—one that was developed overall, had a superior environment, and was full of swagger—ignited an incredibly strong sense of anticipation.

However, once they truly arrived overseas, they realized that while the environment was good, what awaited them, besides a relatively superior hardware environment, was a software environment fraught with obstacles.

The so-called software environment refers to the living environment of Chinese youths, the personalities and values they were nurtured with since childhood, which made it relatively difficult for them to integrate into Western social circles. Coupled with the inherent difficulty of being accepted by Westerners, most of them felt overlooked and cold-shouldered by the environment after arriving overseas.

Because it was hard to integrate into local circles, these international students quickly started to gang up. Chinese international students basically only socialized with other international students from China, forming their own small circles within the larger Western environment.

The after-school lives of these students were boring and oppressive. It was as if they had abandoned a general environment of over a billion people and entered a small one of only dozens or even a handful of people—like free-flying birds confined to an unfamiliar cage. It was akin to some Chinese workers in the US who couldn’t speak English and didn’t bother to learn it, diving headfirst into Chinatown, where they could live for thirty or fifty years without stepping out. That feeling, if applied to China, would be like living in a mountain village, staying cooped up in the mountains most of the time, rarely venturing out. Even if they did, they would only feel out of place.

Although Li Mu had no personal experience studying abroad, a significant portion of the international students he knew in his past life eventually chose to return to China. What frustrated him the most was that while overseas, and for most of the time after returning, these students repeatedly spoke of the various advantages of overseas life and the superiority unattainable domestically. However, if you truly pulled them aside and poured seven or eight liang of white liquor into each of them, almost every single one would get teary-eyed or even break down crying when discussing their student life abroad. Perhaps this other kind of suffering could only be understood by those concerned themselves.

Zhen Xiaoxiao had discussed with many Chinese international students the question of whether to return to China for development after graduation. On the surface, everyone said they didn’t want to go back, but in reality, each of them was torn and indecisive. It wasn’t that they were unwilling to return, but rather that they worried about not having better opportunities if they did. If there truly were a promising path back home, most people would surely be willing to return for development.

Li Mu’s lofty ambitions injected a powerful shot in the arm for Chinese international students, including Zhen Xiaoxiao. They could also see the tremendous changes happening in China through Li Mu. China could produce entrepreneurs like Li Mu, who possessed such charisma and could conquer the world stage. China could also give birth to internet companies like Muyue Tech, which was revered worldwide. This alone demonstrated the overall economic momentum of the country, significantly boosting and promoting the idea of returning to China for development.

After answering Zhen Xiaoxiao’s question, Li Mu selected a typical white male as the next questioner. As soon as this male student received the microphone, he eagerly asked, “Li Mu, my question is, when will you bring the great 3321 model to the US?”

This question instantly captured the attention of everyone present.

From Li Mu’s speech, they had completely grasped the greatness of 3321. Interestingly, while the US economy seemed to be doing very well, the tuition fees for universities were truly incomparable to those of average countries. Among the thirty to forty thousand students present, a considerable number worked part-time during their free time, mostly in restaurants, car washes, and retail stores. Their income was low, the work was tiring, and it lacked any real technical skill. If the 3321 model could truly be implemented in the US, American college students would certainly eagerly join.

Li Mu chuckled and said, “I forgot to mention, before today, Principal Lawrence and I have already reached a preliminary agreement for cooperation. Muyue Tech and Harvard will jointly establish the 3321 US site platform and bring it into operation as soon as possible!”

The audience immediately erupted in incredibly fervent cheers. Li Mu’s 3321 had already become a beacon in their hearts, even an insurmountable Mount Everest. How could they not be excited that Li Mu was bringing 3321 to the US!

Li Mu then added, “The 3321 US site will adopt the same strategy as in China: the platform itself will not generate any profit of any kind, and all net profit will be deposited into the 3321 and Harvard charitable fund. All charitable funds from this foundation will be 100% used for educational philanthropy. We will also release all financial accounts publicly to accept supervision and inspection from all of America, and even the world, at any time! At that time, every one of you can download all the website’s revenue data and the exact destination of every cent from the 3321 website. We will absolutely not use the guise of a charitable fund to do anything unrelated to charity!”

Li Mu spoke passionately, and the cheers from the audience erupted once more!

Li Mu’s positioning of 3321 made all the American charitable foundations feel utterly inadequate in his presence. No American local charitable fund could compare to 3321, because the two were completely on different levels and magnitudes.

No charitable foundation like 3321 had appeared in the US that could achieve complete transparency, dedicate all charitable funds to philanthropic causes, and publicly release all financial data. Once 3321’s charitable fund was established in the US, it would instantly put all American charitable foundations to shame.

Among the various charitable foundations in the US, a considerable portion were established not for charity, but for tax evasion and money laundering. Even those American foundations genuinely committed to charity were far inferior to 3321 in terms of purity and absolute dedication. The main reason for this was that almost every charitable foundation typically used funds for financial management and investments in the financial market, then used the small profits earned from these investments for charitable causes. A large part of this was because they had no fixed source of charitable funds and could only invest the funds first as an Investment Fund.

3321, however, was different. 3321 had a healthy commission mechanism for both parties on its own platform, which ensured a sufficient source of charitable funds itself. Therefore, it did not need to invest the charitable funds at all; it could directly use them for charity.

Finally, Li Mu concluded, “The 3321 US site will begin implementation work immediately in the near future, and I believe it will be ready to meet everyone by early next year. At that time, we will first pilot it in Harvard and MIT, and then gradually expand it across the entire US!”

This news especially excited the university students from both schools. From the moment they heard the announcement about the 3321 US site, they had been eagerly awaiting its arrival.

At this point, Li Mu saw Li Ziwei making a watch-checking gesture from the side of the stage. He looked at his watch; it was almost noon. His group had tickets for a four PM flight back to Silicon Valley, so they needed to leave for the airport by two at the latest!

There were about two hours remaining. Li Mu had already allocated these two hours to Mark Zuckerberg. He needed to be alone with Mark Zuckerberg to conduct a deeper dive into his current entrepreneurial thinking and logic. Two days prior, he had discovered that Mark Zuckerberg had already registered the domain name for Facemash. It seemed Mark Zuckerberg was about to follow his path from the previous life and establish Facemash first.

However, Li Mu already knew the ultimate fate of Facemash: its launch had angered Harvard’s school leadership, nearly getting Mark Zuckerberg expelled. Li Mu had no interest in this doomed project. What Li Mu wanted to know more was whether Mark Zuckerberg had already conceived the idea for Facebook.

According to the original plan, the time wouldn’t have been so tight, as the original schedule was for the speech to start around 9:30 AM and end around 10:30 AM, resolving everything by 11:00 AM at the latest. Then he could calmly eat, have a deep dive conversation with Mark Zuckerberg, and after that, head straight to the airport to return to Silicon Valley. But because the event was so popular, just the opening was delayed by an hour, and then he was called back for an encore. If it dragged on any longer, not only would his deep interaction with Mark Zuckerberg be delayed, but even the plane might be delayed.

So, Li Mu spoke into the microphone, “Fellow students, because I still need to catch an afternoon flight back to Silicon Valley, our speech today is almost at an end. I will pick one more student to ask the final question.”

A collective sigh of disappointment rippled through the audience, but Li Mu did not hesitate. He spoke directly into the microphone, “Mark, Mark Zuckerberg, my friend, you shall ask the last question today.”

Due to Li Mu’s special consideration, Mark Zuckerberg had been seated in the first row of the inner section. Li Mu could make direct eye contact with him. Mark Zuckerberg hadn’t expected Li Mu to call on him by name to ask a question, and for a moment, he couldn’t quite process it. But the microphone was quickly handed to him, forcing him to adjust his state in the shortest possible time.

Mark Zuckerberg took a deep breath and asked the question he had always wanted to ask Li Mu: “Li Mu, I want to know, why are you so talented in the internet field? Or rather, what gave you such extraordinary talent?”

Li Mu thought to himself that Mark Zuckerberg was truly persistent. He had tried to ask him this very question when they first met, and Li Mu hadn’t answered then. He hadn’t expected him to remember and seize this opportunity to ask again.

The audience below also realized this was an excellent question. Everyone had heard what incredible things Li Mu had done, but they didn’t know what exactly made a twenty-year-old so impressive. So, everyone eagerly awaited Li Mu’s answer to this question.

Regarding this question, Li Mu had two sets of answers: one true, and one half-true, half-false. The true answer was that he was a reincarnator, possessing an advanced understanding of internet development and product evolution. What’s more, he had so many excellent products from his previous life as blueprints, making it naturally easier for him to play the game more smoothly.

However, this true answer had to remain buried forever in his heart. Therefore, Li Mu could only tell Mark Zuckerberg and the tens of thousands of other students: “To succeed in an internet startup project is actually similar to the principle of pursuing a beautiful girl. If you want to impress a beautiful girl, you not only have to put in more effort than other competitors but also try to delve deeper into her psychology. In other words, you need to understand the romantic partner you want to pursue better. Translated into an internet concept, it means understanding your users.”

“Simply understanding is not enough for you to succeed. True success is built on understanding, plus actively doing things to cater to them and win them over. Only then will you have a higher chance of success than others.”

“So when you ask me what gave me extraordinary talent, I actually feel that I don’t possess any extraordinary talent. The reason I succeed is not due to innate talent, but rather diligence, meticulousness, and perseverance. My success is because I am more dedicated than others to researching users, more dedicated to understanding users, and more dedicated to exploring user needs and knowing how to satisfy them. That’s all! If you also want to start a business in the internet field in the future, then you must also do these few things I’ve mentioned: research users, understand users, and satisfy users! Do these three things, and you will definitely succeed!”





Chapter 1063: Thought Induction

What Li Mu said on the Harvard University stage – “Research users, understand users, satisfy users” – became the scripture in the hearts of every product manager in the internet industry in later generations.

Although seemingly simple, just three points or three steps, the principles they contained were extremely precise.

Researching users is a process, a process that requires effort and dedication.

Understanding users is the first outcome, the initial theoretical gain obtained after putting in effort and dedication.

Theoretical gains are just that—theoretical. Further effort is still needed, and all this effort is ultimately to satisfy users.

A product, as long as it can satisfy users, is a valuable product. And the more users it satisfies, the greater its inherent value.

Successful and classic products of later generations like QQ, WeChat, Facebook, and Weibo, all perfectly completed the task of researching users, understanding users, and then satisfying users. That’s why they were able to become super products with hundreds of millions of users.

However, in the long river of internet development, countless products that met their downfall almost all had problems at one or more of these three stages. For example, Sina’s UC, which once vowed to eliminate QQ, ultimately failed miserably because they didn’t even do a good job of researching users. They only researched the market, only thought that the instant messaging market dominated by QQ had great potential, so they impulsively decided to jump in. But because they never seriously researched their users, such a product that didn’t meet user needs was doomed to fail. It would be against common sense for it to succeed.

After listening to Li Mu’s words, Mark Zuckerberg suddenly saw the light. He didn’t doubt Li Mu’s words at all; instead, he regarded them as truth and repeatedly admonished himself that if he were to attempt another internet venture, he must remember these three points Li Mu had spoken.

After answering Mark Zuckerberg’s question, Li Mu addressed the tens of thousands of faces filled with admiration below the stage: “Everyone, Muyue Tech currently has several very crucial tasks underway simultaneously. My impromptu trip to Harvard has already delayed many matters, so I must rush back to Silicon Valley this afternoon. Today’s event truly has to end here. I sincerely thank all the students and faculty from Harvard and MIT, and thank Principal Lawrence and the Harvard University board for giving me this valuable opportunity. If there’s a chance in the future, I will come back to Harvard, and by then, I hope all the promises I made today will have been fulfilled. Thank you all!”

When Li Mu spoke these final words, the students from Harvard and MIT no longer asked him to say more, as they had before. Instead, each of them, with complete understanding and reluctance, stood up and applauded en masse, while shouting loudly and chaotically.

Initially, the cheers were so chaotic that it was hard to make out any specific phrase, but gradually, the cheers across the venue unified, with everyone shouting two syllables: “Li-Mu!”

Amidst the roaring waves of tens of thousands of people fervently shouting his name, Li Mu bowed once more to the audience in thanks, then waved and slowly walked off the stage. This time, the audience didn’t ask him for an encore. They merely remained standing, excitedly chanting Li Mu’s name even after he disappeared from their sight.

The wild enthusiasm of the scene couldn’t help but fill Principal Lawrence with envy and jealousy.

As the Principal of Harvard, he didn’t even have half of Li Mu’s influence.

No, not even a tenth.

Lawrence knew very well that he had enough authority and influence to gather twenty thousand people at Harvard to listen to his speech, but these students would definitely not idolize him the way they idolized Li Mu.

After stepping off the stage, Li Mu immediately headed for the lounge and instructed Li Ziwei to find Mark Zuckerberg. This trip was primarily for him, and Li Mu needed to speak with him privately before leaving.

Facebook was a miracle in Li Mu’s eyes, the pinnacle of human internet social interaction. Even if he knew Facebook’s product features and development strategy, if he were asked to build a Facebook from scratch himself, he wasn’t confident he could achieve the scale Mark Zuckerberg had in his past life. Moreover, Li Mu knew very well that even if he could bring Facebook to that height, his own energy levels would no longer allow him to engage in such an endeavor. In his current situation, he was no longer suitable for personally developing major projects; he absolutely needed suitable talent to follow through.

Therefore, for Li Mu, Mark Zuckerberg was someone he was determined to acquire.

A moment later, as Lawrence took the stage to bask in Li Mu’s residual popularity and chatted with everyone about the cooperation Harvard and Li Mu had established regarding 3321, Mark Zuckerberg, accompanied by Li Ziwei, arrived at the lounge where Li Mu was.

Upon entering, Mark Zuckerberg looked at Li Mu as if he were a deity, shaking his head gently and waving his hands, exceedingly excited. “Mr. Li, your speech just now was truly inspiring! I’ve never fanatically admired anyone as much as I have today. You are the first!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Please, have a seat. I have a few things I’d like to discuss with you properly.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly sat down opposite Li Mu, his heart uneasy as he looked at Li Mu.

He knew Li Mu had understood his trick of deceiving the university and him. He wondered if Li Mu intended to discuss this issue with him. If so, he would truly be mortified!

Just as Mark Zuckerberg was feeling apprehensive, Li Mu suddenly said, “Mark, I greatly admire you!”

Mark Zuckerberg looked at him with surprise.

Li Mu said calmly, “You are a meticulous person, and you have ideas, logic, and action in what you do. Although you deceived Harvard and me regarding the invitation for the speech, I very much appreciate your approach to things.”

It came…

Upon hearing Li Mu say that he had deceived him regarding the speech, Mark Zuckerberg immediately said with guilt, “Mr. Li, I am truly sorry. I just admired you too much and felt that you would surely be the best role model for Harvard University students, so I especially hoped you could come and give a speech to everyone. That way, it would not only be of great help to the students at Harvard but also fulfill my dream of meeting you.”

Li Mu laughed: “I didn’t say that to settle accounts later with you. I just think that your logic in doing things is so good, and your execution ability is also excellent, it would truly be a pity if you didn’t start a business.”

With that, Li Mu raised an eyebrow and added, “If you’re interested, you can tell me. I stand by what I said: if the project is suitable, I will invest five million US dollars and take 49% of your shares!”

Mark Zuckerberg, overwhelmed by favor, said, “Mr. Li, five million US dollars is truly too much. I haven’t reached that level yet…”

Li Mu smiled: “Just for the fact that you managed to trick even me, you’re already worth that price in my eyes.”

Then, Li Mu asked Mark Zuckerberg, “Do you have any suitable startup projects in mind right now? You can tell me about them.”

Mark Zuckerberg said somewhat shamefully, “Actually, I initially realized the vast potential of the tipping feature after seeing how many well-known girls from various schools on ‘Heaven’s Town’ could earn a lot of virtual items. So, I wanted to create a platform for campus belle evaluation based on this model, allowing everyone to rate and tip beautiful girls on my platform. But to my surprise, before my product could even launch, your America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings was already online, and it was much stronger than my event in every aspect. So, I abandoned the launch of that web page product.”

Li Mu knew that he was referring to Facemash, but he pretended not to understand and asked him, “Do you have any more specific information? Including the product name, you can tell me about it.”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “My product’s name is Facemash.”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully, though inwardly he was already overjoyed.

Indeed, Mark Zuckerberg still followed the same old path as he did in his previous life. The only difference, however, was that in his previous life, Facemash was launched and caused quite a stir at Harvard, and he was even almost expelled from Harvard because of this boring beauty rating.

But in this life, due to Li Mu’s influence, under the impact of YY and Heaven’s Town, Mark Zuckerberg’s life path had diverged slightly. He had advanced his entrepreneurial rhythm significantly. Looking at it this way, Mark Zuckerberg’s entrepreneurial drive in this life was much stronger than in the same period of his previous life!

Now, the only question was, when would he come up with the idea for Facebook in this life?

Thinking of this, Li Mu tentatively asked him, “With the Facemash project having fallen through, do you have any new projects?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “I’ve been thinking about this, but I haven’t found a relatively easy small project yet.”

Li Mu smiled: “In the future, you naturally won’t need to start with small projects when you venture out. Just partner with me; I won’t treat you unfairly.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly thanked him, saying, “I’m currently considering ideas for new products. If I have a clear concept, I’ll contact you first.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I think ‘Face’ is a very good word. I suggest you keep this word and try to include it in any other projects you do in the future.”

Mark Zuckerberg said excitedly, “What a coincidence! I personally really like the word ‘Face’ because ‘Face’ can give us a more intuitive feeling and enhance human interaction through the internet.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then your next project should definitely continue to utilize ‘Face’ as a core idea.”

Saying that, Li Mu also instructed, “Regarding your new project, I don’t think you need to rush for now; you can take your time to think, but definitely don’t go down the wrong path! If we cooperate in the future, you’d best avoid the positioning of YY and Heaven’s Farm, or even other Muyue Tech products. Otherwise, on one hand, Muyue Tech’s products will bring a significant impact to yours, and on the other hand, my investing in you to do the same thing as my own company is inherently a matter of significant internal friction. So, I suggest you can avoid Muyue Tech’s product line and think about breakthrough points in web page products…”





Chapter 1064: Shaking the Entire Western World

As Li Mu had guessed, Mark Zuckerberg had indeed not yet conceived the idea for Facebook.

During this conversation, Li Mu offered him several pointers. First, he suggested that Mark Zuckerberg continue to retain the creative concept of “Face” and try his best to keep the word “Face.” Second, he advised Mark Zuckerberg not to conflict with Muyue Tech in terms of product positioning, meaning he should avoid YY’s competitive edge, and reminded him to seek breakthroughs in page-based products.

Having said this much, Li Mu felt he could only go so far. If he said any more, it would be tantamount to directly telling him the Facebook idea, which would be pointless. Facebook was a super product in his previous life, but for it to become a super product step by step, it also needed to go through its eighty-one tribulations. If he were to spoil things by excessive enthusiasm, he might instead disrupt Mark Zuckerberg’s pace.

Before leaving, Li Mu gave Mark Zuckerberg his mobile number in China and his private email, as well as Li Ziwei’s contact information, so that he could contact Li Mu promptly once he had a relatively mature project plan in the future.

Given Li Mu’s current net worth and influence, his actions moved Mark Zuckerberg to the extreme, to the point where “overwhelmed by favor” was not an exaggeration. To him, Li Mu was a god-like man, but who would have thought he would have such luck, getting to know him by chance and receiving his recognition and support.

However, it was not uncommon in society for high-level individuals to strongly support low-level newcomers. Mark Zuckerberg didn’t find it incredible; he was just fortunate that his rash “deception” had, by a lucky coincidence, earned him Li Mu’s appreciation/recognition.

After establishing a particularly solid quasi-partnership with Mark Zuckerberg, the large stone weighing on Li Mu’s heart finally shattered. With the time for the Airplane (card combination) to take off getting closer, Li Mu concluded his private discussions/negotiations with Mark Zuckerberg. He then briefly bid farewell to Lawrence, Xie Huairu, and others. Afterward, Li Mu’s group boarded the bus provided by Harvard, preparing to depart for the airport.

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that when he emerged from the Academic Building, he found the entire Academic Building surrounded by an impenetrable crowd. If not for the large number of police and FBI officers desperately cordoning off a vacuum zone with a radius of less than one hundred meters, even the bus Li Mu and his group were about to take would likely have been completely blocked by the zealous students.

Knowing Li Mu was leaving, almost none of the students from Harvard and MIT had left; they were all waiting for Li Mu to appear.

The moment Li Mu appeared, thunderous applause erupted from the dense crowd. Even though Li Mu held no microphone, even though he said nothing, and even though many students were too far away to clearly see Li Mu’s appearance, they still spontaneously gave Li Mu the most enthusiastic applause.

For many, what Li Mu brought them today was a shock and fervor they had never experienced in twenty or thirty years of life. Li Mu could now be called the world’s best inspirational role model for young people. For a twenty-year-old with such achievements, such a state of mind, and such foresight, besides him, one would probably only find unverified legends in historical tales.

Li Mu himself hadn’t expected the enthusiasm of the Harvard and MIT students to be so high. This gave him an overwhelmed by favor feeling. Being excessively adored by these high-achieving students even made Li Mu feel a little apprehensive. It was hard to imagine what evaluation the US and the entire Western world’s media would give him after today, but it was almost certain that his speech at Harvard today would be on the front page of major Western media outlets tomorrow.

Li Mu had no intention of becoming a role model for the world’s youth, but the march and tide of the times had gradually pushed him into such a position. In this life, his achievements would undoubtedly far surpass Mark Zuckerberg’s in his previous life, perhaps even by several or dozens of times. In such circumstances, it was impossible for him not to become a role model.

Li Mu stood on the high steps at the entrance of the Harvard University Academic Building, looking at the sea of people around him. He bowed slightly to the front and to both sides. Then, he once again took out the paper Five-Star Red Flag from his suit pocket. Holding it in his hand, he strode forward amidst the unending applause, reaching the bus prepared by Harvard.

Before boarding, Li Mu deliberately turned around and, with the hand holding the Five-Star Red Flag, smiled and waved at the university students. Then, without looking back, he boarded the bus and walked straight to a more private seat in the back.

Once everyone was on board, the vehicle started. Several police cars led the way, and the racing team slowly drove out of the crowd. The dense crowd actively parted to create a path, allowing the vehicle carrying Li Mu to slowly emerge from the midst of the people. The applause and cheers from around them continued incessantly.

The racing team drove out of Harvard, gradually picking up speed, leaving Harvard and Cambridge behind. Inside the vehicle, Li Mu finally sighed in relief and told Li Ziwei beside him, “Call Qingya and open the fundraising negotiation window again the day after tomorrow.”

The reason for choosing the day after tomorrow was that Li Mu needed tomorrow for public opinion to grow. His speech at Harvard was overall very successful, and its infectiousness was sufficient. Moreover, its impact and encouraging effect on young people would likely be unprecedented. If American media reported it positively, it would definitely create a phenomenal trending topic in the Western world. Such an event would directly promote his and Muyue Tech’s influence, and YY, which was repeatedly mentioned in his speech, would certainly become a well-known internet rising star to everyone.

Given the current status of Li Mu and Muyue Tech, media outlets would no longer reject including his company and product names in their reports. For small or medium-sized entrepreneurs, large media outlets would definitely consider advertising when reporting, as their consistent principle is to avoid benefiting others without compensation. However, for large or even top-tier entrepreneurs, this mindset changes. If someone were to refer to Bill Gates as “the founder of a certain company” in a vague or evasive way, they would surely be fiercely scolded by the entire world.

Precisely for this reason, by starting fundraising negotiations the day after tomorrow, Li Mu could fully leverage the US media’s momentum. This would, in turn, give him more capital to raise the asking price.

If this influence was strong enough, YY could potentially sweep across the entire Western world in a very short time, including North America and all of Europe. In that case, YY would immediately become a world-class super product, with a leapfrog development speed that was simply sky-breaking.

…

As Li Mu had expected, on the afternoon he returned to Silicon Valley, the US media had already begun frantic reporting centered around Li Mu’s speech at Harvard.

This time, “frantic” truly described it!

All TV stations, all newspapers and magazines, all websites placed the news of Li Mu’s speech on their front pages and headlines. Moreover, the attitude of all media outlets was surprisingly consistent: absolute approval, unstinting praise, and utmost admiration!

Many media headlines were so “grand” they were staggering. For example, CNN’s special report was titled: “The Spiritual Leader of the World’s Youth!”

Fox said: “The Most Successful Youth on Earth Conquers Harvard!”

The Los Angeles Times front page headline read: “Li Mu Has Become an Idol for the World’s Youth,” and in a subsequent section, it opened up an extended topic titled: “Li Mu’s 3321 Tears Off the Fig Leaf of the Entire US Charity Industry!”

The Los Angeles Times was not the only one reporting on this point.

Many media outlets expressed their views with two distinct attitudes in their reports. First, all media highly praised 3321 and the 3321 Charitable Fund, unstintingly commending it as the most perfect, healthiest, most transparent, and purest charitable fund in the world. Second, the media launched an undiscriminating and severe attack on the countless various charitable foundations in the US!

In an instant, various charitable foundations in the US were exposed by media outlets, netizens, columnists, critics, and even financial experts. They described most American charitable foundations as: dark, greedy, shameless, and even morally corrupt. For a time, there was very much a momentum of kicking someone when they’re down.

In truth, everyone knew what those so-called charitable foundations really were—wretched things! Everyone knew that when wealthy individuals “donated” money to charitable foundations, it was actually a tax evasion method to reduce inheritance tax from forty-fifty percent to five percent. However, surprisingly, no media outlet had dared to proactively pull off this fig leaf. Now, Li Mu’s “unrestrained with his words” at Harvard University instantly exposed the true nature of all American charitable foundations. The media outlets, which had long suppressed this topic, finally seized this opportunity to fiercely attack them.

What was particularly interesting was that some media outlets controlled by Multimillionaires / Magnates and Financial Magnates maintained silence on the entire matter. However, they hadn’t expected that the whole incident was brewing an unprecedented great storm!

Many TV stations directly excerpted live video of Li Mu’s speech at Harvard University, dedicating more than five minutes to it. They streamlined Li Mu’s speech at Harvard, but essentially did not cut out the major sections of what Li Mu expressed. This included Li Mu recounting his startup journey, Li Mu encouraging young people to put their ideas into action, Li Mu recounting the history of 3321’s creation, and 3321’s overall operational process and philosophy. Some TV stations even broadcasted Li Mu’s speech uncut.

When Li Mu’s speech video appeared on Western media, Western society finally experienced a belated shock! Especially the young people in Western society; their shock was no less than that of the Harvard and MIT high-achieving students who were captivated by Li Mu on the spot.

In just one day, Li Mu became the most revered idol for young people across Western society, and Li Mu’s speech became the hottest topic in Western society at the moment!

In this situation, most young people raised strong doubts about American charitable foundations. Coupled with the cooperation of many media outlets in exposing them, a wave of exposing charitable foundations swept across American society. Meanwhile, those media outlets controlled by wealthy individuals and Financial Magnates were immediately denounced verbally and in writing by the whole society for not reporting on this incident!

People and other justice-minded media outlets fiercely scolded these silent media, accusing them of losing the soul of journalists, being lackeys of wealthy merchants and Financial Magnates, and facilitating social parasites’ erosion of American society. Some media even directly targeted these silent outlets, digging up the wealthy merchants and Financial Magnates behind them, and simultaneously exposing the so-called “charitable foundations” under the names of these wealthy merchants and Financial Magnates. In an instant, the entire chain of why they chose to remain silent at this time was laid bare!

American society was beyond furious. They hadn’t expected that American magnates had been seeking fame and praise by playing “charity games” under their noses for so many years, only to treat them like fools!

They also hadn’t expected that America, which prided itself as an advanced society, would actually need a Chinese young person to uncover this dirty and ugly fig leaf!

This also greatly strengthened the US and the entire Western world’s recognition and admiration for Li Mu from another perspective. His 3321, compared to these dirty “charitable foundations,” was infinitely superior, by countless eras!

Some overzealous media outlets even specifically went to the 3321 website to download all of 3321’s financial income and expenditure statements and translated them. This further proved that Li Mu’s words were not false in the slightest. These incredibly detailed statements were themselves downloadable by anyone, and the income and expenditure within them were detailed to two decimal places. Every sum of money was recorded through which order and at what time precisely to the second it was logged, and every sum of money was expended at which time, for what purpose, or to fund which location, which school, and which students. Everything was transparent to the extreme.

As 3321’s overall scale expanded nationwide, it had deep dive cooperation with every Project 985 and Project 211 university across the country, and even regular undergraduate institutions. Therefore, its overall income growth was very rapid, and correspondingly, charitable expenditures were also very frequent. The most commendable aspect of 3321 was that it only provided aid to students before they took their university entrance exams or who were unable to afford university after admission. This aid included both cash and physical items. However, it did not provide any form of funding to any schools or classrooms. 3321 had a very clear statement about this: “Every penny of our income comes from hardworking university students, so every penny of ours will be used for students who have the potential to attend university. While many places require improvements in Academic Building and other hardware, and many places need improved faculty and staff salaries, these are temporarily outside of 3321’s charitable scope!”

With 3321, Li Mu truly achieved “taken from the people and used for the people.” At the same time, he was also afraid that any donations he made that didn’t directly reach students’ hands might be embezzled or encroached upon by specific groups. Therefore, his positioning was exceptionally clear: if a place lacked an Academic Building or sports facilities, don’t look to 3321; 3321 wouldn’t get involved! Go to the local government, to Project Hope, or to other philanthropists, charitable foundations, and so on. In short, his 3321 only served tens of millions of elementary school, middle school, and third-year high school student graduates. Successfully serving this group was 3321’s greatest success!

This philosophy of 3321, at this special juncture, was also heavily reported on by Western media. Combined with 3321’s inherent features, it instantly imbued 3321 with countless halos, making it the most praised and revered subject in the entire Western world, not just among young people, but even among the elite and government sectors!





Chapter 1065: Heating Up!

As Western media revealed more detailed information about 3321, Li Mu’s influence in the Western world received an unprecedented boost.

Meanwhile, back in China, because the commotion Li Mu created abroad was truly earth-shattering and had an immensely positive impact, the domestic media and the public’s admiration for Li Mu also rose accordingly. They even gained an additional layer of pride that Li Mu was bringing glory to China and to overseas Chinese abroad.

Domestic media coverage of Li Mu was overwhelming. If you turned on the TV and randomly switched channels, there would definitely be one reporting on Li Mu or news related to him. Moreover, the Chinese people didn’t feel annoyed at all; on the contrary, they couldn’t get enough of it.

An enormous amount of exposure allowed Li Mu, even though he wasn’t in China, to see his influence rapidly soaring, reaching an unprecedented new height.

The night before Li Mu began the second round of meetings with major capital firms, he called Dong Ai, who was far away in Yanjing and in charge of 3321. On the call, Li Mu instructed Dong Ai to immediately prepare to come to the United States. He would arrange for a representative from Muyue Tech’s technical team to go to the US with her to meet Lawrence and discuss collaborating on establishing 3321. Since American society highly praised 3321, they should let it implement and take root in the US sooner.

3321’s US site will be its first step out of its home country. If its current operational concepts can develop healthily in the US, then it will basically have the potential to successfully launch in all developed countries, as well as developing countries with relatively good economies. Continuous expansion might make 3321 the world’s largest educational charity project and the largest educational charity fund.

Dong Ai had naturally been looking forward to this for a long time. After receiving Li Mu’s instructions, she immediately began to handle come to the United States visas for 3321’s core team. And precisely because of 3321’s exploded in popularity in the US, the US Embassy in China also paid special attention to the process of introducing this project to the US. Almost at the same time Li Mu contacted Dong Ai, staff from the US Embassy in China also got in touch with Dong Ai and proactively offered to expedite visa processing for 3321 members.

Li Mu no longer had the energy to personally oversee Dong Ai’s trip to the US and 3321’s cooperation with Harvard. He trusted Dong Ai’s ability; since she could expand 3321 to its current scale in vast and complex China, then she would definitely be able to do a good job in the US.

Li Mu himself also didn’t participate in the subsequent second round of fundraising negotiations. He completely handed over the negotiation matters to Ding Zhengling, who was in charge of fundraising negotiations, letting him screen the capital firms interested in Muyue Tech. After selecting a few, he would then meet with them personally.

However, Li Mu’s requirement for Ding Zhengling was to control the pace of the negotiations well, and while firmly mastering the initiative, to slow down the speed of the fundraising negotiations.

Slowing the pace was to give Muyue Tech more time to develop. This wave of rapid growth came too fiercely, and it would take some time to properly digest it.

Ding Zhengling commented that Li Mu’s trip to Harvard this time was worth at least tens of billions of US dollars. Li Mu and the entire Muyue Tech senior management quite agreed with his statement.

Because of this wave of full assist from the American media, the huge shock Li Mu brought to Harvard and MIT students was amplified to the entire Western world. The result of this operation, besides making Li Mu instantly famous, more importantly led to the vigorous development of YY.

In just a few days, YY’s overseas user count achieved a multi-fold increase. In the US alone, which has over one hundred million internet users, over sixty million people downloaded and registered for YY. The whole of Europe brought another twenty million registered users to YY, resulting in a surge in YY’s overall user count.

The surge in YY users directly brought two major impacts to Muyue Tech. The first was a continuous increase in cash flow. The payment rate among users in developed countries is very high, so the proportion of paying users among YY’s overseas users was astonishingly high. In a few days, an increase of tens of millions of paying users caused Muyue Tech’s monthly revenue to increase by over one hundred million US dollars. The speed of earning money left the whole world astounded.

However, although the speed of cash inflow was very fast, the second major impact further increased operating costs and the speed of capital outflow. This major impact was the surge in server and bandwidth demand.

In the US, Li Mu’s team had been over-provisioning servers, so the demand in the US market could relatively still be met. However, in the European market, this surge in users and demand forced Li Mu to temporarily decide to use all the servers previously prepared in advance for “Heaven’s Town” and “Plants vs. Zombies” in Europe for YY, and postpone the promotion pace of “Heaven’s Town” and “Plants vs. Zombies” in Europe.

Providing all these servers to YY barely allowed Muyue Tech to hold out against the enormous demand from the European market.

At the same time, Li Mu was even more eager for fundraising.

Currently, Muyue Tech’s operating costs are too high. Although its revenue generation ability is strong, the proportion that can truly be counted as net profit is very low. Relying on this current profitability, high-speed expansion is basically impossible.

Li Mu urgently needed over two billion US dollars in cash on hand to quickly establish Muyue Tech’s own data processing centers in the US, as well as the UK, France, Germany, Japan, Korea, and other countries. In the early stages, the data centers would be used to meet the needs of Muyue Tech and all enterprises within Li Mu’s own system. In the middle and late stages, they would begin to offer global cloud computing services.

The cloud computing services market started relatively late; Amazon AWS, which captured over half of the world’s market share, also started in 2006. So Li Mu still had plenty of time to accumulate talent, technology, and hardware. If he first built his own data processing centers around the world, then after another year or two, when Muyue Tech successfully went public, it would at least push Muyue Tech to a Market Value of over eighty billion US dollars. By then, fundraising would easily reach a scale of eight billion or even over ten billion US dollars. At that time, with money in his pocket to back him, he could be the first to launch advanced cloud computing services to the entire world in 2004.

The blueprint for the future in Li Mu’s mind was already perfectly constructed. Next, it was just a matter of how he would unfold this magnificent blueprint step by step and present it to the world.

…

After several days of fundraising negotiations, Muyue Tech’s valuation had been negotiated to twenty-six billion US dollars. Ding Zhengling’s prediction was a prophecy fulfilled; merely based on the overall positive impact brought by Li Mu’s speech at Harvard, Muyue Tech’s Market Value surged by tens of billions of US dollars in a short period.

This was the charm of the internet industry; if you seized a hot spot, any information and product could spread across the world overnight!

The surge in Muyue Tech’s valuation mainly came from three points: enormous social influence, rapidly climbing user numbers, and continuously multiplying platform transaction volume. Each of these points further promoted Muyue Tech’s valuation to continuously rise. The speed of this rise left American venture capitalists trembling with fear.

However, no one believed there was much exaggeration behind Muyue Tech’s rapidly rising valuation, because YY’s overall growth speed was simply too fast.

A month ago, it was merely a tool for a few elite groups in the US and the West to improve work efficiency; its overseas user count was only over ten million.

Subsequently, the explosion in popularity of “Heaven’s Town” spread the game’s influence to the entire American university community. It even indirectly absorbed a large number of prospective users for YY through the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings and the Thanksgiving Global Competition activities. And with YY’s sudden surge, these users were almost overnight converted by YY into deep users, which was simply more astonishing than the greatest magician in the world.

And then, Li Mu suddenly left Silicon Valley and went on a trip to Cambridge. Who would have thought that a speech originally intended only for Harvard university students would actually become a huge hit throughout the entire Western world!

This time, the exploded in popularity allowed YY to stage another earth-shattering super magic trick; overnight, tens of millions of new users made this software quickly become the most brilliant new star in the internet industry.

Precisely because of his formidable operational capabilities, Li Mu was bestowed the title of “Magician” by the internet industry. The entire internet industry prostrated themselves in admiration for him. Before him, no one believed that the means and speed of user acquisition could be so fast.

Stanford University, which has supplied a large number of talents to Silicon Valley, even specially opened a course to study and analyze Li Mu’s methods of operating YY. Several professors listed and thoroughly analyzed every step of YY’s development in the US, compiling it into a book, and then circulated it within the university in the form of photocopies.

It is said that in just a few days, everyone at Stanford had a photocopy of this book analyzing Muyue Tech. Businesses around Stanford University that provided photocopying services were almost constantly copying this internal teaching material.

This set of only fifty pages was targeted by publishers. The publishers even pre-paid these professors high royalties, just so they would find a way to write this teaching material longer to make it easier to publish as a physical book and sell for a good price.

The US book market is relatively developed, with basically no pirated books. Coupled with the fact that electronic reading is not developed at this stage, the traditional publishing industry is still very hot. The sales of any bestseller could potentially exceed one million copies. Under such circumstances, the royalties a bestseller could bring to its author could amount to several million US dollars. And these Stanford University professors had each received a prepayment of two hundred thousand US dollars even before the book was officially completed.

These professors hadn’t expected that simply by collaborating to analyze Muyue Tech and Li Mu’s promotion methods, they could actually receive such high royalties, and what’s more, it was only a partial prepayment. This gave them huge motivation to settle down and write this internal teaching material into a physical book suitable for publication.

Changing internal teaching material into a book was a relatively long process, but the professors and publishers first selected the future title for the book when it would be published — “Li Mu: Making Silicon Valley Tremble.”





Chapter 1066: Unexpected Invitation

In the days when Li Mu dominated the front pages of Western media and kept US venture capitalists restless, MSN and ICQ were experiencing the same sorrow.

The cliff-like plummet in daily active users left the persons in charge of both products beyond tears. The speed was simply unfathomable; it was as if yesterday they still had over one hundred million daily active users, but today, only tens of millions remained, and just one more day later, a mere over ten million were left.

For these two software products, with hundreds of millions of registered users, the most crucial metric for measuring their scale was no longer the number of registered users, but rather daily active users. Only the number of active users could highlight the product’s actual influence. If a software had hundreds of millions of registered users but only one million daily active users, it was clear without saying that the software was at the end of its rope, with not much time left.

MSN and ICQ’s user bases highly overlapped with YY’s. All these products targeted users with online instant messaging needs, a strong demand that essentially covered all internet users. Therefore, the competition among the three products was all-encompassing, and once Li Mu’s YY launched an all-out offensive, the other two companies would immediately be affected.

While MSN and ICQ’s daily active users plummeted, the average daily usage duration of their active users also plummeted.

Previously, the average daily usage duration for active users was nearly two hours, but it had now fallen to less than thirty minutes. In less than a month, both software products were severely crippled by YY. Moreover, given the current trend, let alone turning the tide, even stopping the current collapse had become extraordinarily difficult.

Momo managed to achieve a Market Value of several billion US dollars under WeChat’s comprehensive impact. The most fundamental reason was that Momo itself abandoned the same broad battlefield as WeChat, choosing a “specialized hookup app” niche. This immediately differentiated its positioning from WeChat, allowing it to carve out a living space. This strategy was like if, after Walmart dominated global general merchandise supermarkets, other supermarkets transformed into adult shops.

As MSN’s decline became fully apparent, interestingly, Lin Qingya received a message from Microsoft stating that Bill Gates had rejected Li Mu’s request for a meeting. Although he had previously agreed, this time he directly declined to meet Li Mu, citing a scheduling conflict in his personal time.

Lin Qingya joked to Li Mu, “Bill Gates must be quite unhappy about YY’s imminent crushing of MSN, which is why he decided to go back on his word at the last minute, right?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Perhaps he’s swamped with work concerning his charity Foundation, who knows?”

Only then did Lin Qingya realize.

As the wealthiest person, Bill Gates’ charity Foundation was still very famous. He had donated all his Microsoft shares to the Foundation he established with his wife, so the Foundation currently held over twenty billion US dollars in funds, and its annual investment return was over two billion US dollars. However, the exact proportion used for charity was unknown. Li Mu wouldn’t dare say Bill Gates’ charity Foundation was for tax avoidance, but because his Foundation was the largest, many media outlets and individuals were now calling for his Foundation to disclose its financial movements. This might be causing Bill Gates some annoyance.

Shortly after Bill Gates rejected Li Mu, Elon Musk, who was thriving with PayPal, paid another visit.

This was the second time Elon Musk had taken the initiative to visit since Li Mu arrived in the US. Li Mu respected him somewhat, so he was quite courteous to him. However, for Elon Musk, visiting Li Mu was essentially to seek patronage. Li Mu had just become the focus of attention in the US and indeed the entire Western world; one could imagine how vast Li Mu’s future development prospects were. Therefore, he also hoped to build a good relationship with Li Mu, preferably becoming friends.

Although he was wholeheartedly busy with PayPal at the moment, he knew very well that PayPal was merely his current reliance for capital accumulation. In the future, he would inevitably leave PayPal to attempt what he truly wanted to do. Therefore, building a good relationship with Li Mu was exceptionally necessary. Perhaps in a few years, Li Mu would be the new wealthiest person in the world, and at that time, if he were to launch a new project, Li Mu could bring him enormous financial and resource assistance.

As soon as they met, Elon Musk first congratulated Li Mu on the miracle he created at Harvard, then sighed, “Today, some media said that your speech at Harvard might become the most expensive speech in history, because Muyue Tech’s valuation was indirectly boosted by several billion US dollars by this speech. That’s truly admirable.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Don’t believe what the media says. They aren’t capital firms. Do you really believe it’s gone up by several billion US dollars just because they say so?”

Elon Musk said with a smile, “But looking at the current trend, what they said might not be wrong at all.”

Li Mu laughed, feigning indifference, “All this depends on Muyue Tech’s actual business growth and the development of the entire industry.”

Elon Musk said seriously, “At this rate, YY will probably break two hundred million users before the end of this year. By then, the monthly revenue from value-added services alone will likely reach hundreds of millions. What’s more, its user stickiness is so high, and its average daily usage duration is the elite among all software products at this stage. Once online advertising business is launched, that will be an extremely huge income! Capital knows all this potential like the back of its hand!”

Li Mu nodded slightly. All of YY’s overseas payments went through PayPal, the payment channel. Elon Musk must be very clear about YY’s current revenue flow. It could be said that currently, the person who understood YY’s situation best, apart from Li Mu and Muyue Tech’s senior management, was Elon Musk.

Banks knew the public’s income levels best. Payment channels knew internet products’ revenue capabilities best.

Since YY was a shareholder in PayPal, PayPal was YY’s sole overseas payment channel. This meant that PayPal knew YY’s revenue flow changes like the back of its hand.

Through the recent changes in YY’s top-up revenue flow, Elon Musk could not only see YY’s current revenue capability, but also analyze the approximate curve of YY’s recent surge in new users by observing the increase in paying users. He was, after all, one of the internet bigshots; this data was enough for him to determine Muyue Tech’s current overall valuation.

Li Mu chuckled playfully, “So, YY investing in PayPal was truly a wise decision. Otherwise, everything about us would be firmly controlled by a single payment channel, which is quite frightening to think about.”

Elon Musk had always been genuinely humble and respectful in front of Li Mu, so he spoke with great respect, smiling, “General Manager Li, don’t forget, you are one of my bosses. I’m currently working for both you and eBay!”

Li Mu said humbly, “YY is your business. I’m just riding along with eBay to make some money.”

Elon Musk let out a laugh and said to Li Mu, “By the way, General Manager Li, besides coming to congratulate you today, I also want to convey an invitation to you.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What kind of invitation?”

Elon Musk said, “Here’s the thing: recently, the impact of your speech has been continuously increasing, bringing a significant impact to the charity industry. Many charity foundations and organizations are under considerable pressure, and are now launching high-profile charity events to divert attention. There’s a charity organization in Hollywood specifically dedicated to African children’s malaria. This time, they’re holding a charity gala, planning to follow your approach by publicly disclosing all income and future expenditures from this charity gala to society and accepting public oversight.”

After saying that, Elon Musk added, “My visit this time is also at the request of the founder of this charity organization, to invite you to their charity gala. If you’re interested, you might consider taking some time to go and visit.”

Li Mu was taken aback and said, “Let’s forget about the charity gala. I’m truly too swamped with work. How about I just donate some money as a gesture?”

Elon Musk hastily said, “I genuinely didn’t come to raise funds from you. It’s mainly because the founder of this charity organization has a good relationship with my sister, and they hope you can come to boost the popularity of this charity organization. That’s why they entrusted my sister, and my sister then entrusted me, so…”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Is your sister in the film and television industry?”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “My sister has an independent film company in Hollywood, and I have a small involvement in it. Both of us love movies, but she chose that industry, while I chose the internet.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, thoughtfully, and asked him, “Who is behind this charity organization you mentioned? What’s its nature?”

Elon Musk said, “First, let me explain, this charity organization is not a Foundation. It was spontaneously established by several Hollywood bigshots. The leader is a Director. I don’t know if he’s famous in China. His name is Steven Spielberg…”

Li Mu looked at Elon Musk with a dumbfounded and slightly annoyed expression, and said with a hint of exasperation, “Do you think China is Africa? My school organized us to watch Jurassic Park when I was in high school!”

Elon Musk was instantly delighted and chuckled, “That’s great! So you’re also a fan of his. Why not just make the trip to Hollywood and consider it a chance to meet Steven?”

After saying this, Elon Musk, fearing Li Mu wouldn’t be swayed, hastily added, “There will be quite a few Hollywood stars attending this time. Do you know Tom Cruise? And Leonardo DiCaprio!”

Li Mu stared intently at Elon Musk with a dark expression. Although his expression wasn’t pleasant, he was overjoyed inwardly.

Oh wow! Tom Cruise and Leonardo DiCaprio were both male actors he greatly admired. Moreover, Steven Spielberg was also a Director he greatly admired. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say he was their fan. Just for these three men, he had to attend!





Chapter 1067: Give Him Some Face

Elon Musk himself was a true fan who was very interested in Hollywood. One of his greatest hobbies was mingling in the film and television industry, occasionally serving as a producer or providing sponsorship for certain films, which he enjoyed immensely. However, at present, neither he nor his sister had significant influence in Hollywood. His sister’s independent film company hadn’t really taken off yet and was in the stage of seeking a breakthrough point for upward development.

Under normal circumstances, only bigshots were invited to the charity gala organized by Spielberg. A new face like Musk’s sister, who had only been in Hollywood for less than two years, wouldn’t be able to enter such a high-end top social circle in Hollywood anytime soon. But this time, it was truly a golden opportunity; Spielberg actually contacted her proactively, which overjoyed her.

Since Hollywood bigshots were all exceedingly busy, their schedules had to be booked far in advance. Spielberg’s charity gala had been finalized months ago. As the date approached, Li Mu suddenly appeared, showcasing his high-class image in philanthropy before the entire Western world, which instantly linked Li Mu firmly to the concept of charity.

Spielberg also hoped to make his charity organization more renowned and socially recognized. Relying solely on himself was not enough, as more than half of America’s charity organizations and foundations were founded by celebrities. In this regard, he, a famous Director, paradoxically had relatively weaker influence among them. Furthermore, there was currently a lack of public trust in charity organizations. He deeply hoped that his charity organization could be as transparent and publicly recognized as Li Mu’s 3321. Thus, he wondered if he could somehow invite Li Mu, which would immensely boost the credibility of his charity organization.

After inquiring around, no one in Hollywood knew Li Mu. Moreover, Spielberg was far from the only one in Hollywood who wanted to meet Li Mu now, so Spielberg hadn’t been able to find a suitable channel to contact Li Mu.

Originally, Spielberg had planned to seek help from venture capitalists who had contact with Muyue Tech, but upon hearing those VCs complain that even they couldn’t meet Li Mu in person, Spielberg realized that this avenue was essentially a dead end too.

Just then, one of Spielberg’s assistants, who had a good relationship with Elon Musk’s sister, informed Spielberg about the relationship between Elon Musk and his sister, and between Elon Musk and Li Mu. Back then, Elon Musk had personally traveled to China to pay respects and establish a connection with Li Mu, and now Muyue Tech was one of PayPal’s shareholders. Elon Musk and Li Mu’s relationship must be quite close, so perhaps through him, a connection with Li Mu could be made.

Therefore, Spielberg, with a “give it a try” attitude, personally sought out Elon Musk’s sister.

Spielberg personally seeking her out made Elon Musk’s sister overwhelmingly excited. She had just started out in Hollywood, and what she lacked most was high-level resources. Spielberg was undoubtedly an elite among high-level resources. Such a world-class Director possessed strong connections with actors, film companies, distribution companies, and cinema chains, as well as capital venture connections. If she could befriend him, it would definitely create a breakthrough point, allowing her to quickly accumulate a large number of top-tier resources.

So, after clarifying Spielberg’s request, Elon Musk’s sister immediately contacted Elon Musk, giving him a mandatory task: to invite Li Mu to Spielberg’s charity gala.

That was why Elon Musk visited Li Mu again.

In fact, Elon Musk was quite nervous. He knew exactly who Li Mu was: a billionaire with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars at just twenty years old. Anywhere in the world, he would be the focus of all walks of life. And now that Li Mu maintained such an impressive image, he might not even care for this bunch of entertainment personalities in Hollywood.

Hollywood, along with its famous directors and actors, constituted a vast and sordid arena of fame and fortune. In such an arena, the truly awesome ones were never the celebrities, but the sugar daddies.

No matter how high a celebrity’s popularity or swagger, that was for ordinary people. To a sugar daddy, a celebrity could be a tool for making money or a plaything in their hands. Hollywood celebrities, too, couldn’t help but be utterly submissive when they met a sugar daddy; this holds true worldwide.

Therefore, for a filthy rich person like Li Mu, who also possessed immense influence and exposure, Hollywood itself would rush to court him. From Elon Musk’s perspective, Spielberg wanting to invite Li Mu to his charity gala already carried a hint of social climbing.

Moreover, Li Mu had seemingly never shown much interest in the entertainment industry to the outside world. Considering this, Li Mu might genuinely not agree.

But what Elon Musk didn’t expect was that after a moment of hesitation, Li Mu actually told him, “Since that’s the case, I’ll accept this invitation then.”

Elon Musk was immediately overjoyed and excitedly said, “You accepted? You’re not kidding me, are you?”

“Of course not,” Li Mu said, “What’s the exact date?”

“The night after tomorrow! The location is at Spielberg’s home, specifically in the Pacific Palisades district of Los Angeles. Primarily Hollywood bigwigs and film company owners live there.”

Li Mu nodded, “OK.”

Elon Musk hurriedly said, “I’ll also be attending the day after tomorrow. I’ll arrange for a private jet. How about we go together then?”

“Alright,” Li Mu chuckled, “We’ll depart after noon the day after tomorrow.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “But try to charter a better plane. I don’t want my over fifty kilograms thrown into an old, small plane.”

Elon Musk patted his chest and promised, “Don’t worry, a Gulfstream G300! I’ll take care of it!”

America’s aviation industry was very developed, and Business jet charter services were quite common in the US. The journey from San Francisco to Los Angeles was just over an hour. Chartering a business jet wouldn’t cost much.

The reason Li Mu agreed to Elon Musk was not merely to meet some top directors and actors. More importantly, he hoped to use the charity hotspot in the entertainment industry to further create hype for himself and Muyue Tech.

Ideally, he could establish close ties with Spielberg, Tom Cruise, and Leonardo DiCaprio. These celebrities were all resources for him, offering many future opportunities for cooperation. Furthermore, his empire included Muye Films. Although it wasn’t profitable yet, it was part of his planning for the future pan-entertainment era. Accumulating some Hollywood resources in advance held considerable significance for Muye Films’ future development.

He had given Spielberg some face this time, and he believed Spielberg wouldn’t disappoint him when he needed something from him in the future.

…

After Li Mu agreed to attend Spielberg’s charity gala, Elon Musk departed excitedly. This visit to Li Mu had not only helped his sister resolve a major issue but also secured more opportunities for him to deepen his relationship with Li Mu. Thus, Elon Musk was particularly pleased. As soon as he left Muyue Tech, he immediately called his sister.

Elon Musk’s sister, Tosca Musk, was anxiously awaiting Elon Musk’s return call. For her, whether Li Mu could be invited to Spielberg’s charity gala was crucial for her future development in Hollywood.

In Hollywood, Spielberg had good popularity. Everyone knew his principles: he liked to mentor newcomers and never owed anyone favors. He was a classic example of “respect me an inch, I’ll respect you a foot.” The fact that Spielberg approached her proactively this time showed how much he valued this charity gala and Li Mu’s attendance. If her bro could handle all this for her, it would create another layer of personal connection with Spielberg for the future.

Receiving the call, Tosca Musk immediately asked her bro, “Elon, did Li Mu agree?”

Elon Musk deliberately said in a very regretful tone, “Sorry, Tosca, Li Mu is too busy…”

Tosca Musk’s nervous mood instantly plummeted to rock bottom. After a long sigh, she weakly said, “No choice, for someone as busy as him, it’s understandable if he doesn’t have time…”

Elon Musk immediately chuckled and said, “Silly girl, I was just teasing you! Listen, Li Mu has agreed to attend Spielberg’s charity gala. I’ll go with him then. You can tell Spielberg the good news now!”

“Really?!” Tosca Musk shouted excitedly on the other end of the line, her voice rising by an octave.

Elon Musk said, “Of course it’s true. I just left Li Mu’s company. I’m contacting the charter company now. We’ll fly to Los Angeles the day after tomorrow afternoon.”

“Great! Great! Great!”

Tosca Musk said “great” several times in a row, so excited that she was indescribably overwhelmed. It was important to know that while Hollywood celebrities had significant influence, there were simply too many of them. When spread among each celebrity, this influence was relatively diluted. Li Mu, however, was different. A person like him was like Michael Jackson at his peak – only one such person in the entire world. Thus, his influence was far stronger than that of Hollywood celebrities. His willingness to attend Spielberg’s charity gala would definitely be big news in Hollywood!

Moreover, Tosca Musk understood clearly that by helping Spielberg such a great deal, he would slowly repay this favor to her in the future!

Tosca Musk excitedly told Elon Musk, “Thank you, Elon! Thank you so much! Spielberg will be thrilled when he hears this news!”

Elon Musk smiled and said, “Then tell him to invite as many media outlets as possible to attend. Li Mu is a super hotspot right now. He can use this opportunity to really promote his charity organization!”





Chapter 1068: Hollywood Director

Li Mu is indeed a major hotspot now.

Unlike Mr. Ma, who frequently made waves in the Western world in later generations, Li Mu became a hotspot not just because of his career and net worth, but also due to the inspiring brilliance of his character. The latter was the real reason for his popularity in the Western world.

When Spielberg heard that Li Mu had accepted his invitation and was coming to Los Angeles to attend his charity gala, he was indescribably excited. Although he had long since achieved fame and success in the film and television industry, from his own perspective, he felt that his accomplishments were still far inferior to Li Mu’s. Whether it was from the perspective of money, influence, or the changes he brought to the world, he believed he was far behind Li Mu.

Spielberg was determined to make his charity organization larger and benefit more African children, so he especially hoped that Li Mu, this “superstar” of the charity world, could bring greater influence to his own charity organization. At the same time, he also wanted to use this opportunity to align the nature of his charity organization with Li Mu’s 3321.

Calling Li Mu a “superstar” of the charity world was no exaggeration. Since 3321 was fully showcased in front of the Western world, the Western world regarded 3321 as the sole apex of the charity world’s pyramid. All other charity funds simply couldn’t compare.

Under these circumstances, Spielberg, who had never met the 20-year-old Chinese young man, even felt a slight admiration for him.

For the next two days, Li Mu did not meet with any capital. Although many investors eagerly hoped to negotiate with him personally, Li Mu rejected them all without exception. His current idea was to push Ding Zhengling to the forefront, letting him handle all negotiations and take the lead. He himself would maintain a sense of proper reserve and mystery, wanting to preserve the image of the ultimate BOSS. Only after passing this ‘mini-BOSS’ Ding Zhengling could one meet him face-to-face.

After settling matters in Silicon Valley, Li Mu prepared to take Li Ziwei and his bodyguards, joining Elon Musk on his chartered private jet to fly to Los Angeles.

On the way to the airport, Li Ziwei, who usually appeared exceptionally calm in front of Li Mu, couldn’t suppress her excitement. According to her, Tom Cruise and Leonardo DiCaprio, who would be appearing at the charity gala, were her favorite Hollywood actors. She had never dreamed of having the opportunity to meet them before, so now that such a unique chance presented itself, she absolutely had to take photos with them and ask for their autographs.

Li Mu teased her: “Since you like them so much, why don’t you just invite them to dinner? Then you’ll have plenty of time to chat with them.”

“Huh?” Li Ziwei asked in surprise, “Can I really have dinner with them? Would that be too much trouble…”

Li Mu chuckled: “What’s the trouble? Since this charity gala is being hosted by Spielberg, there must be more than just these two big stars. There might even be many other first-tier and second-tier stars. Just check who else you like, and I’ll invite all of them over.”

Li Ziwei’s eyes widened. A moment later, she smiled and said: “General Manager Li, your influence is great. I believe that even if the invited celebrities are busy, they would still honor your invitation.”

Li Mu nodded: “Stars, for the most part, only pursue two elements: fame and fortune. No matter which country’s entertainment industry, celebrities always like to gravitate towards the wealthy and the famous. That’s an unchanging truth.”

Li Ziwei smiled: “Exactly, you’re both wealthy and famous.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: “This time, we’re not just here for a charity gala. Our main goal is to win over some Hollywood resources. Ziwei, you need to keep this in mind: communicate more with these stars, famous directors, producers, film and television company bosses, and liaisons for me. It might be useful in the near future.”

Li Ziwei asked in surprise: “General Manager Li, are you planning to enter Hollywood?”

Li Mu asked her: “Otherwise? Do you think I’m just idle and going to Los Angeles to mingle with a bunch of celebrities?”

Li Ziwei stuck out her tongue and asked: “Is Hollywood the next stage of development?”

Li Mu said: “Not exactly. Hollywood isn’t our focus, but it’s a good development project. Currently, there isn’t a surge of Chinese capital into Hollywood, but I believe it won’t be long before Chinese capital enters Hollywood in groups. When that happens, the global entertainment industry will undergo earth-shattering changes.”

Li Ziwei was stunned for a moment, then said: “General Manager Li, Hollywood seems to be thoroughly globalized, but I feel that its inherent American localized feel and its closed development mindset are still very clear. Let alone foreign capital, even foreign actors find it difficult to truly integrate.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, smiling: “From the current situation, you’re right. Hollywood is quite arrogant, always feeling it’s the master of the world’s film industry. But the tide turns; eventually, they will actively seek cooperation with Chinese capital.”

Li Ziwei nodded as if she understood, but she didn’t quite. Although she didn’t know Hollywood’s future direction, having followed Li Mu for a long time, she had an extremely strong, blind trust in him, always feeling that whatever Li Mu said must be correct.



Elon Musk spared no expense for Li Mu this time. For a flight of just over an hour, he specifically chartered a private jet. He had never before indulged in such extravagance.

However, Elon Musk didn’t feel bad about spending this money, because he knew very well that such a small investment would greatly promote and enhance his sister’s business development.

After meeting Li Mu and boarding the plane together, Elon Musk told Li Mu: “Director Spielberg has hired a Los Angeles security company and a high-end car fleet that specifically serves Hollywood celebrities to greet you at the airport. He himself will also be waiting at the airport to welcome you.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled: “Americans are quite courteous too, aren’t they?”

Elon Musk laughed: “You are, after all, his eagerly anticipated esteemed guest, so it’s only natural for him to greet you personally.”

As he spoke, Elon Musk added: “Apparently, many media outlets have been notified and are expected to film at the airport. But don’t worry, a large number of security personnel have been arranged on site, so there’s no need for interview sessions. Just get straight into the car after getting off the plane and head to Director Spielberg’s villa in Pacific Palisades. The charity gala tonight will be held there.”

At 3:30 PM, the plane took off from San Francisco.

The flight duration of just over an hour was very short; basically, it started descending not long after takeoff. When the Gulfstream private jet landed at Los Angeles Airport, the plane taxied directly to the company’s dedicated hangar, where Spielberg and his prepared luxury motorcade had been waiting for a long time.

As the plane slowly entered the hangar, Li Mu could already see six black luxury cars parked on one side of the vast hangar, including an extended limousine. Over a dozen people stood beside the parked cars, among them a lean old man whom Li Mu recognized at a glance: the renowned Spielberg.

Once the plane came to a complete stop, the cabin door slowly opened. Spielberg had already arrived at the airstair in advance. Before Li Mu emerged, he even specifically adjusted his suit collar, looking especially formal.

Elon Musk had met Spielberg a few times and could be considered acquainted, so he disembarked first. Spielberg warmly shook his hand, not forgetting to express his gratitude.

After all, it was entirely thanks to Elon Musk that Li Mu could be invited.

After the two exchanged greetings, Li Mu stepped out of the plane. Just as he was about to reach Spielberg, Spielberg took a step forward, shook Li Mu’s hand, and excitedly said: “Mr. Li Mu, welcome to Los Angeles!”

Li Mu was also incredibly excited. After all, Spielberg was a world-class director who had influenced countless people, and Li Mu held him in great respect. So, he politely replied: “Hello, Mr. Spielberg. Thank you very much for your invitation.”

Spielberg quickly said: “It’s I who should thank you for gracing us with your presence!”

With that, Spielberg added: “Let’s get in the car and talk as we go.”

“Alright.”

Li Mu and Elon Musk got into the luxurious extended limousine Spielberg had brought. In the US, this type of vehicle is specifically called a limo. The car was astonishingly eight and a half meters long, extremely spacious inside, featuring not only an L-shaped sofa but also an audio-visual system and a simple bar.

The three of them sitting in such a long car didn’t feel crowded at all; in fact, it felt somewhat empty. Especially with each person sitting on a different side, forming a U-shape, the interior space seemed even more vacant.

After getting in the car, Spielberg said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, there might be many media outlets present at tonight’s charity gala, and they may focus their reports on you. But rest assured, reporters are not permitted inside the main venue of our charity gala tonight.”

Li Mu nodded lightly: “No problem, everything will be based on your arrangements.”

As a guest, naturally one should follow the host’s lead. It was best to simply go along with whatever Spielberg arranged.

Subsequently, Spielberg began introducing the specific details of his charity organization to Li Mu, including how long it had been established, what areas it focused on, and what charitable contributions it had made over the years.

Overall, it was similar to what Elon Musk had told him. This was a private charity organization dedicated to addressing malaria issues for African children. The charitable funds they raised annually would be used to provide treatment for children with malaria in Africa, and also to supply preventive materials to more children.

According to Spielberg, this charitable organization had many Hollywood members, including not only Tom Cruise and Leonardo DiCaprio, but also Tom Hanks, Matt Damon, and other top-tier stars/celebrities. Most of these famous actors had worked with Spielberg before.

Li Mu had forgotten the timeline for some of Spielberg’s classic films and couldn’t help but ask him: “Mr. Spielberg, what films have you released this year?”

Spielberg said: “I have two films released this year: Minority Report, which I collaborated on with Tom Cruise, and Catch Me If You Can, which I worked on with Leonardo and Tom Hanks. Catch Me If You Can will be released in North America on Christmas Day.”

Li Mu was very familiar with Catch Me If You Can and couldn’t help but ask him: “When will this film, which is set to be released on Christmas Day, be released in China?”

Spielberg said: “This film didn’t involve cooperation with mainland China. We had discussions with a Chinese film company before, but some details weren’t settled, so we decided against a release in mainland China.”

Li Mu frowned. Catch Me If You Can was indeed a very good film, and it would be a pity if it couldn’t be released in China. However, at this time, Hollywood truly didn’t place any importance on the domestic film market. In the past two years, the highest box office for Hollywood films in China was only tens of millions of yuan, and after multiple layers of revenue sharing, not much money was left for the investors. Most importantly, they were subject to policy restrictions, so many film and television companies had given up on the Chinese market.

However, Li Mu suddenly thought that the online ticketing system he had Fang Xudong develop should be nearly finished with its development and testing. It was currently being installed and debugged in the cinema chain he acquired. You Are the Apple of My Eye and Crazy Stone were both set to be released on Christmas and New Year’s Day, and by then, the online ticketing system could be put into use. For Li Mu, he didn’t expect the online ticketing system to earn much money; he only hoped that through the linkage between YY and the online ticketing system, he could create a high attendance rate in his cinema chain. If that happened, more and more cinema chains would inevitably cooperate with him.

However, the influence of domestic films was indeed limited, and merely affecting cinema chains wasn’t enough for Li Mu. So, a wild idea popped into Li Mu’s mind: why not find a way to encourage Spielberg to release Catch Me If You Can in China? Then, he could use YY combined with the online ticketing platform to boost the film’s box office, making the whole country, and all of Hollywood, realize the potential of his online ticketing system, thereby laying a better foundation for future cooperation.

Regarding the complete online ticketing system solution, Li Mu had already had his company’s team register a large number of patents, forming a relatively complete patent chain. If it could achieve influence worldwide, then in the future, there would be an opportunity to bring the online ticketing system to the US. Currently, YY itself already had a large number of American users, and if a good local partner could be found, this online ticketing system could take root and flourish in the US!





Chapter 1069: A Grand Gift for You

The Pacific Palisades district is a wealthy residential area in Los Angeles, located on prime real estate right next to the beautiful US West Coast. Although not large in area, it is predominantly home to Hollywood top-tier stars/celebrities.

Steven Spielberg’s villa in Pacific Palisades was exceptionally luxurious. Compared to it, the Ziyun Villa in Yanjing that Li Mu bought from Wei Lan truly paled in comparison. For one, it couldn’t match the size and scale of this place, and for another, the scenery here was absolutely impeccable. The mountain, sea, and city views were all magnificent. In contrast, Ziyun Villa’s only notable feature was the artificial lake next to Li Mu’s villa.

Most Hollywood bigshots know how to enjoy themselves, and Steven Spielberg was no exception. This villa occupied a vast area; its garage alone could easily accommodate eight cars, and parking twenty or thirty more cars on either side of the yard was no problem at all.

After the convoy came to a stop in the courtyard, Steven Spielberg’s butler, who had been waiting for a long time, opened the door of the luxurious extended sedan.

Since the dinner party was scheduled to begin at seven in the evening, quite a few celebrities also based in Los Angeles had already arrived and were currently gathering inside the villa. The butler informed Steven Spielberg, saying, “Mr. DiCaprio, Mr. Maguire, and Miss Winslet have arrived.”

Steven Spielberg nodded slightly and said with a smile to Li Mu, “Some friends have already arrived. Let’s go in.”

Li Mu smiled, “Alright. I’ve always admired Mr. DiCaprio, and now I finally have the chance to meet him in person.”

Steven Spielberg gave a gentlemanly smile and then said to Elon Musk, “Mr. Musk, please come in.”

Elon Musk nodded, walking alongside Li Mu and Steven Spielberg. The three of them entered Steven Spielberg’s luxurious villa side-by-side.

Steven Spielberg’s charity gala was held in the banquet hall of his villa. Located on the ground floor, the banquet hall measured approximately three to four hundred square meters and was decorated in a distinctly European style, luxurious yet dignified.

As it wasn’t yet the media’s open time, the banquet hall was not noisy. Jazz music played from the speakers, and a group of waiters bustled about. At the bar inside, several people whom Li Mu found very familiar were gathered, sitting or standing, enjoying drinks and chatting.

There were four people chatting in total. Li Mu immediately recognized Leonardo DiCaprio among them. Little Leo was still under thirty at the time, already very young, and with the excellent grooming and aura of a celebrity, he indeed looked strikingly handsome.

Li Mu then recognized the slightly curvy young woman beside him: Kate Winslet, the actress who had first starred alongside Leonardo in Titanic.

Kate herself wasn’t considered exceptionally beautiful, but her demeanor and aura made her very pleasant to look at.

Standing next to Leonardo was a man with a slightly baby-faced appearance. However, he wasn’t as cool and handsome as Leonardo, appearing a bit more ordinary. It took Li Mu a careful look to recognize him as the actor who played Spider-Man, though Li Mu couldn’t recall his exact name at the moment.

With these three was also a middle-aged woman with a refined demeanor, but Li Mu didn’t recognize her.

Steven Spielberg entered accompanied by Li Mu and Elon Musk. The four people who had been chatting and laughing immediately shifted their gaze upon seeing the three enter, watching them approach with smiles.

Once they reached the four, Steven Spielberg introduced them to Li Mu and Elon Musk: “This is Leonardo DiCaprio, Hollywood’s preeminent actor, truly excellent.”

Li Mu and Elon Musk both smiled and nodded towards Leonardo, while Leonardo proactively stood up from his bar stool and, with a particularly earnest expression, extended his hand to Li Mu, saying, “Hello, Mr. Li. I’ve watched your speech at Harvard; it was truly magnificent and deeply impressive!”

Li Mu felt a ripple of excitement inside. He shook Leonardo’s hand and humbly said, “Hello, Mr. DiCaprio. Thank you for the compliment. I’m a big fan of yours and greatly enjoy the films you’ve acted in.”

Leonardo earnestly replied, “You’re a fan of my movies, but I’m a fan of you!”

Steven Spielberg chuckled and said to Li Mu, “Leonardo has always spoken highly of you. When he learned you’d be attending this charity gala, he kept telling me he absolutely had to meet you.”

Leonardo nodded, smiling, “That’s right, I’m not just your fan, I’m also a user. I can’t browse the internet without YY anymore.”

Kate Winslet laughed at this point, “Leonardo and I frequently use YY video chat. Not only that, a few of our old friends even have a group chat where we talk regularly. Honestly, this product is truly great!”

After speaking, Kate Winslet extended her hand to Li Mu and introduced herself, “Hello, Mr. Li. My name is Kate Winslet.”

Li Mu gently shook Kate’s hand and smiled, “Miss Kate is even more beautiful in person than in the movies.”

Kate chuckled, “Thank you for the compliment!”

At this moment, Leonardo actively pulled over the man about his age standing next to him and introduced him to Li Mu: “This is Tobey, Tobey Maguire. Mr. Li, you must have seen his starring role in Spider-Man, right?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I’m a big Marvel fan. This movie adaptation was very successful; I really enjoyed it.”

With that, Li Mu extended his hand and shook Tobey Maguire’s, asking him, “When will filming for the second Spider-Man movie begin?”

Tobey Maguire said, “When the first Spider-Man film started shooting, preparations for the second and third parts had already begun. According to the plan, the second part will start filming in the latter half or end of next year and be released the year after.”

Li Mu remarked, “So that means we’ll have to wait a year and a half?”

“More or less,” Tobey Maguire nodded. “That’s the investors’ plan, but I’ve already signed a contract with them, so I’ll still be starring in the second part.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I’ll definitely be there to show my support at the cinema when it comes out.”

Steven Spielberg interjected at this point, “If you’re still in the US next month, you could go to the cinema to see my new film this year. Leonardo’s performance is truly outstanding; he should have a good chance of getting an Oscar nomination for Best Actor next year.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is that the film Catch Me If You Can that you mentioned on the way here?”

“That’s right,” Steven Spielberg affirmed. “This film is adapted from a true story, a truly legendary tale.”

Li Mu thought to himself, I’ve seen this movie a long time ago, I just don’t remember what awards Leonardo won for it. But one thing’s for sure, it definitely wasn’t the Oscar for Best Actor.

Li Mu was all too familiar with Little Leo’s Oscar journey. His buddy’s acting might be good, and he might be handsome, but he seemed to have no luck with the Oscars. He was nominated four times before finally a successful fifth attempt at clutching the Oscar statuette. Li Mu had no idea how many news articles he’d read about Leonardo missing out on “Oscars.” So with this historical memory ingrained, Li Mu was certain Leonardo wouldn’t win an Oscar next year.

If he wanted to win an Oscar, he’d have to wait at least another fourteen years; he wouldn’t succeed until 2016. It seemed there was still at least a decade of struggle ahead.

After exchanging a few more casual words with Leonardo, Steven Spielberg proactively introduced the woman who had been chatting with the three earlier, saying, “Li Mu, this is my wife, Kate.”

Li Mu suddenly realized. So that elegant middle-aged woman was Steven Spielberg’s wife! He quickly extended his hand to her and said, “Hello, Mrs. Spielberg, I’m Li Mu.”

After exchanging greetings, Li Mu had now met all four of them, and soon began chatting with them. Steven Spielberg was exceptionally polite to Li Mu. While inviting Li Mu to stay at his home for the night, he noticed that Li Mu was a big fan of Leonardo’s films and said to him, “If you’re not in a rush to leave, I can arrange a special screening for you tomorrow. You could see Catch Me If You Can ahead of time, without waiting until Christmas.”

Li Mu smiled, “Thank you, Mr. Spielberg, but I don’t want to trouble you. I’ll just wait until the movie is officially released and then go see it at the cinema. That way, I can also contribute to your film’s box office.”

Steven Spielberg said with a smile, “I was afraid you wouldn’t have the time then. Someone as busy as you probably rarely gets the chance to watch a movie in a cinema, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “Although I’m a bit busy, I’ll definitely go to the cinema to support this film.”

As he spoke, Li Mu proactively offered a grand gift, saying, “Currently, YY sends out an entertainment-related news push to all users in North America every week. At that time, I can use YY to help you promote this movie. I believe it can bring about a significant increase in box office revenue.”

Upon hearing this, Steven Spielberg, even as a famous Hollywood director who had weathered many great storms and waves, was indescribably surprised by Li Mu’s words!

Before this, although he knew Li Mu’s YY had an enormous user base and powerful information dissemination capabilities, he had considered advertising new films on YY. However, Li Mu’s YY did not currently accept any paid advertisements from external parties, so Steven Spielberg had abandoned the idea after learning about the situation.

But he had never in his wildest dreams imagined that Li Mu would proactively offer to help promote his upcoming new film. This was an absolutely huge surprise, one filled with immense value!

Catch Me If You Can was a film produced by DreamWorks, and Steven Spielberg himself was one of DreamWorks’ founders and owners. Therefore, the box office performance of Catch Me If You Can was directly linked to the interests of both DreamWorks and Steven Spielberg.

Steven Spielberg knew that Li Mu’s YY was currently extremely popular in the US, having become an essential software for almost all internet users. This demonstrated that YY’s information dissemination capability was undoubtedly a leader in the current US internet industry. If it could provide a round of promotion for Catch Me If You Can, it might bring in millions, or even tens of millions of dollars in box office growth!





Chapter 1070: A Groundbreaking New Model

As the founder of YY, Li Mu understood better than anyone the importance of YY’s push notifications to him.

Because most YY users were deep users, the conversion rate for any message pushed, regardless of its content, was significantly higher than that of ordinary internet advertisements.

For messages pushed by other websites or products, the click-through conversion rate might not even reach five percent. However, within the YY ecosystem, the click-through conversion rate for push notifications consistently exceeded thirty percent, with individual pieces of high-quality content achieving even higher rates.

This meant that YY was already an excellent incubator for everything Li Mu wanted to develop. If he were to launch new products within his system in the future, a single push notification through YY could directly deliver information to over thirty percent of users.

YY’s current total user base has already surpassed one hundred eighty million and is aggressively pushing towards the two hundred million mark. At its current rate of development, reaching two hundred million users within the next half month or so poses no challenge at all.

A base of two hundred million users held immense significance for Li Mu. Perhaps a new game, with a single round of promotion through YY, could generate millions or even tens of millions of downloads. Just a few push notifications would be enough to solidify the product’s foundation, moving it directly into a phase of vigorous growth.

Much like Tencent in his previous life, having super products like QQ and WeChat meant they could naturally serve as a powerful distribution platform. The combined power of these two platforms could bring unparalleled traffic to all of Tencent’s products.

Precisely for this reason, Li Mu had extremely strict requirements for the content of YY’s push notifications. All pushed content had to undergo rigorous screening, promoting only content that users were interested in. He absolutely refused any paid promotion, no matter how much money was offered.

In Li Mu’s view, most paid promotional content was junk content for users. Therefore, as soon as any platform started accepting paid promotions, this behavior inherently harmed users. The vast majority of users rejected advertisements; at best, it would affect users’ attention to push notifications, and at worst, it would damage their overall user experience with the product.

Any product, once it accumulates too much advertising, will inevitably cause significant harm to its users. Weibo’s decline itself was closely related to its unrestrained advertising; the experience of opening it to a screen full of ads was extremely damaging to users.

Although paid promotion was a very considerable source of income, for Li Mu, he would rather sacrifice this portion of profit to ensure the purity of the entire YY product architecture and the product’s affinity with users.

Under this overarching principle, YY’s promotional resources became the most coveted yet utterly unattainable premium promotional resources within the entire internet, and even the entire business system. Steven Spielberg, as a first-tier director, knew promotional campaigns like the back of his hand. He had long recognized YY’s powerful capabilities in promotion, but even when Li Mu agreed to attend his charity gala, he hadn’t dared to hope he would have the chance to obtain YY’s promotional resources.

Steven Spielberg, extremely excited, repeatedly thanked Li Mu. Leonardo, standing nearby, was also very agitated, and spoke to Li Mu with exceptional earnestness: “Mr. Li, you are truly too generous! This is incredibly significant for our upcoming film!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said to the two men: “Director Steven Spielberg’s talent is undeniable, and I have always greatly admired Mr. Leonardo’s acting. What’s more, this film also features an Oscar Best Actor like Tom Hanks. I believe the quality of this movie must be very high, and naturally, if it’s a high-quality work, more people should know about it.”

As they were speaking, Tom Hanks walked in with his assistant, waving and calling out to Steven Spielberg from afar: “Hey, Steven!”

As soon as Tom Hanks arrived, Steven Spielberg and his wife, along with Leonardo and the others, all looked towards him. For Steven Spielberg, Tom Hanks was an old friend and a partner, while for Leonardo and the other young actors, Tom Hanks was an absolute senior figure.

In Hollywood, Tom Hanks was recognized as the pinnacle of acting talent. Even in Hollywood, where Film Emperors were plentiful, there were few master-level actors like Tom Hanks who embodied every role so completely. Although he was ten years younger than Steven Spielberg, the two were indeed very good friends and partners. As for the younger actors like Leonardo, there was even less need to say; they had all grown up watching Tom Hanks’ films.

Tom Hanks quickly approached the group. Before he had even fully settled, Steven Spielberg introduced him: “Tom, this is the renowned Li Mu.”

Tom Hanks quickly extended his hand to Li Mu, smiling as he said: “Hello, Mr. Li. I saw your speech at Harvard; it was astonishing!”

Li Mu shook hands with Tom Hanks, feeling a deep respect for this seasoned veteran actor. He just hadn’t expected that every Hollywood bigshot he met for the first time would bring up his Harvard speech. It seemed his most significant impression on Western society at the moment was that particular speech.

At this point, Steven Spielberg said to Tom Hanks: “Tom, Mr. Li just said that when our Catch Me If You Can is released, he’ll give us a free promotion on YY!”

Tom Hanks himself was a YY user and had also heard many people around him discuss YY. He naturally understood what YY’s promotion truly meant, and said to Li Mu, overjoyed: “Thank you, Mr. Li, for your recognition of us. I believe this film will certainly not disappoint you and the audience!”

Steven Spielberg also nodded beside him and said: “With the efforts of two excellent actors like Tom and Leonardo, this film will certainly gain audience approval. It will also definitely earn the affection of YY users.”

As he spoke, Steven Spielberg said to Li Mu again: “Mr. Li, thank you again for your generosity. If there’s an opportunity in the future, I very much hope to establish in-depth cooperation with you in film!”

Towards a young man like Li Mu, with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, and outstanding personal and product influence, Steven Spielberg not only dared not show him any contempt but, on the contrary, felt even greater respect due to his extreme youth.

Middle-aged and elderly people like him had already come to understand life; they knew that those most worthy of respect and with the greatest development potential were the young people who achieved success early. Judging by Li Mu’s accomplishments and age, in his eyes, Li Mu’s standing could even surpass that of Bill Gates.

In reality, Li Mu was not a Wealth-Scattering Boy. The reason he gave Steven Spielberg face, traveling a long distance to attend his charity gala, and even proactively promising him such powerful promotional resources, was to use Steven Spielberg to open doors into Hollywood and the North American film market.

So, Li Mu said to Steven Spielberg: “Muyue Tech now has a solution for purchasing movie tickets online. Through this solution, users can buy tickets on their computers for a specific cinema, a specific film, and a specific showing, and it supports online seat selection. After completing their payment online, users simply go to the cinema where they purchased the tickets and use self-service ticket collection to complete the entire ticketing process, which is very convenient. I believe this system will significantly boost users’ willingness for paid movie viewing.”

Sure enough, as soon as Li Mu spoke, the several people present all showed surprised expressions. Steven Spielberg seemed very interested in this, instinctively asking further: “Mr. Li, this solution you’re describing sounds amazing, but I’m curious, how does this system solve the problems of online seat selection and self-service ticket collection?”

Li Mu laughed and said: “The reason we call it a solution is precisely because we already have mature solutions for every stage. The biggest issue with online seat selection is simply real-time updates. If a user selects a seat online, we need to ensure that seat won’t be sold by the cinema. So, we’ve also developed a system for cinemas. They can use our system for their daily ticket sales, and this system will be much easier to use than the ones they’ve used before.

At the same time, within this system, the cinema’s seating layout for its screening rooms and its own ticket sales status will be integrated with our online ticketing system. If we sell a seat, that seat will be locked within this system, preventing the cinema from reselling it. Conversely, if the cinema sells a seat, users will no longer be able to purchase the same seat within the online ticketing system.”

As these individuals all worked in the film and television industry, they listened with exceptional attentiveness. However, because their understanding of the internet itself was limited, and they had little knowledge of product logic, they couldn’t quite grasp it all at once.

Li Mu explained further: “This system is like selling the same batch of products through interconnected channels. Because the two channels are linked, either channel possesses exclusivity. Once one side sells a seat, the other side no longer has the right to sell it.”

The group nodded thoughtfully. Steven Spielberg was the first to react, very interested as he asked: “Then, after consumers select their seats and purchase online, how do they collect their tickets to watch the movie?”

Li Mu laughed and said: “That’s even simpler. For every order, we’ll generate a unique digital code for the user. At the same time, we’ve also developed a terminal device that will be placed within cinemas. After arriving at the cinema, users can easily input their order code into the machine, just like operating an ATM. This terminal device can then directly print out the movie ticket, and users can simply take the printed ticket to watch the film.”

Upon hearing this, Steven Spielberg’s eyes gleamed with a distinct light.

Li Mu then continued: “Actually, current internet users, particularly those in developed Western countries, inherently possess a certain level of spending power. A movie ticket costing ten US dollars is truly nothing to them. However, in my personal opinion, there are only two reasons why they haven’t chosen to go to the cinema to watch movies:

First, inaccessible information channels;

A significant portion of users might never have actively followed film release schedules, and so often don’t even know which movie is currently showing. However, this is easily resolved for YY. We simply need to send relevant push notifications to users regularly, informing them that a movie called Catch Me If You Can is now showing, starring Tom Hanks and Leonardo DiCaprio. Then, by showing them a content synopsis, some posters, and film stills, they can clearly receive the news that Catch Me If You Can is currently in theaters;

Second, a complicated movie-watching experience;

Watching a movie isn’t easy. First, you have to find a nearby cinema, then pick the right movie, and then choose a suitable showtime and seat. This process is exceptionally cumbersome, and many steps can make users give up on watching a movie. For example, not knowing the cinema’s showtimes, and having to go to the cinema first to stare at the information display screen and figure it out for a long time. Even after finally picking a suitable showtime, you still have to queue for tickets, and it’s possible that by the time your turn comes, all tickets for that showing have already sold out, or there are simply no good seats left;

Now, we offer users a groundbreaking experience. Users can directly view a cinema’s screening schedule online. They can choose the showtime they are interested in, then proceed to purchase their desired seats. After completing these steps, they only need to arrive at the cinema ten minutes before the movie starts, collect their ticket, and then enter the hall to watch the film;”

When Li Mu reached this point, the faces of the people present already showed pleasant surprise. At this moment, Li Mu added: “Our online ticketing system can not only solve these two problems, but more importantly, we can solve both problems together. For example, we can directly promote Catch Me If You Can through YY, and then YY users interested in Catch Me If You Can can directly choose the cinema, showtime, and seat numbers via YY. They can then pay directly using PayPal, thus completing all preparatory work before watching the movie. The only thing left is to go to the cinema and watch the film.”

“Once these two processes are integrated, users’ willingness to pay and the actual paid conversion rate will certainly be very high. A significant portion of users who originally would not have seen this movie will be influenced by this entire online ticketing system, thereby leading to a greater increase in movie box office revenue.”

Steven Spielberg had now understood all the key points Li Mu had made, and said excitedly: “This online ticketing system is simply a groundbreaking new model! If it can be put into use, it will be a huge boost to the film industry!”

The others also nodded in agreement. The ability to make people who originally wouldn’t have gone to the cinema pay to watch movies there was indeed extremely significant for the entire film industry. Take the US, for example: most citizens can’t afford movie tickets, but rather have no demand for them at all, or a very weak demand. Even slightly troublesome processes could make them give up.

And the online ticketing system Li Mu described not only solved the problem of information dissemination but, most importantly, streamlined the movie-watching process to its extreme. This truly held immense significance for the film industry!

Steven Spielberg couldn’t help but ask further: “Mr. Li, I’m very eager to know, when do you plan to launch this system?”





Chapter 1071: The Strategic Significance of the Online Ticketing Platform

As someone who had worked in the film and television industry for many years, Steven Spielberg paid special attention to the online ticketing system Li Mu described.

Li Mu replied to his question, “This system has already been fully developed. I acquired a number of cinema chains in Yanjing, China, and they have now been fully renovated and integrated with this online ticketing system. It will officially be put into use next month. If the system proves to be sound overall, we will then find ways to promote it to more cinema chains, with the ultimate goal of encompassing all of them.”

Tom Hanks praised, “In that case, I believe it would be a great benefit to the cinema chains themselves. Not only could it increase their attendance rate, but it could also reduce their personnel and management costs.”

Leonardo listened intently for a while, then clicked his tongue and said, “Tom is right. For cinema chains, the benefits of integrating this system are clear. It immediately breaks them free from physical limitations. They’ll no longer be confined to selling tickets at a few box office windows within their own chains, but will be accessible to the entire internet. This idea is truly awesome!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Our product philosophy is to maximize user convenience for payments and experiences, completely simplifying the movie ticket purchasing process to its bare minimum. Once the behavioral cost for users is lowered, their usage frequency will naturally increase. If an ordinary citizen living in Los Angeles currently goes to the cinema twice a month, my goal is for them to go three times, or even four times a month, through a perfected and convenient online ticketing system. This would bring about immense changes and impact to the entire market.”

In his previous life, China’s movie box office soared. In Li Mu’s view, this was partly due to the increase in per capita GDP, which led to higher-level demands for entertainment and corresponding consumption power among people. On the other hand, it was also inextricably linked with the promotion of China’s internet industry.

In China’s internet industry, online ticketing products for films, performances, and other fields were innumerable, and most offered excellent experiences. By 2015 and 2016, at least seventy-five percent of China’s movie box office revenue came from online ticketing platforms and online group-buying platforms, while offline cinema sales accounted for just over twenty percent of the total box office. This clearly shows the significant boost online ticketing provided to the entire film and television industry.

Although China’s online ticketing system started relatively early back then, no giants or large capital entered in the early stages. Consequently, no industry leader emerged at first; it was just a bunch of startup companies working in this field. Each company’s ticket collection terminals were incompatible, and deployment was a problem. That kind of vying for dominance and positional warfare made it difficult to unify the entire industry. It wasn’t until giants like Tencent and Alibaba entered, each leveraging WeChat with Taobao and Alipay respectively, that they became the two major platforms in the online ticketing domain.

Li Mu now held an excellent hand. He was the originator of the online ticketing system, having fully completed not only the product’s software and hardware accumulation but also established a patent wall. Furthermore, as the sole giant in China’s internet industry, leveraging a giant’s strength and resources to promote the online ticketing system would undoubtedly achieve immediate and high unification from the outset.

Li Mu’s goal was to have all cinemas adopt his ticketing sales and management system early on. This system itself could significantly enhance their daily work efficiency and management efficiency, reducing labor and material costs. Moreover, once they adopted this system, their ticketing sales data would be transmitted in real-time to his online ticketing system.

In addition to the unified ticketing system, he also planned to deploy his own ticket collection terminals in all cinemas. Furthermore, these terminals would reserve functionality for future integration with other online ticketing systems. If other competitors emerged in the future, Li Mu could use his existing data system and offline ticket collection terminals to encompass them within his ecosystem for survival.

Laying a foundation in an industry ahead of time holds immense significance. If Li Mu could move a step ahead of all competitors, deploying his strategy across the entire country, and even across the US and North America, he would not only be able to secure all cinema chain systems but also seize all terminal resources integrated into the cinema chains. By then, anyone wishing to compete with him would need to carefully weigh their options.

If an opponent were a startup team, they wouldn’t be able to afford the sheer cost of coverage. If they chose to start in a specific region, Li Mu could simply take a few million from the profits of his nationwide market and directly suppress them in their starting region by selling tickets at a loss at the terminals, easily stifling them in their cradle.

In such a scenario, only large enterprises or significant capital would be able to compete with him. However, even with large capital, he wouldn’t need to worry. The larger the scale of capital investment, the more cautious it becomes. With such a formidable adversary guarding this space, significant capital would find it difficult to locate a suitable entry point. Compete on money? That would be excellent, because Li Mu would already have established scale and profitability, whereas the other party would be competing on capital from the very beginning. Once the curtain of burning money was drawn open, it wouldn’t be something they could stop at will.

Li Mu was not at all worried about the domestic cinema market. With YY’s powerful promotional capabilities, no cinema chains would reject cooperation with him. What truly made YY awesome was not just its push notifications, but its refined push notifications! It could send different notifications based on gender and age groups, and also conduct regional push notifications based on registration location and login IP. This adaptability was immensely useful for cinema chains.

As long as cinema chains in Yanjing cooperated with him, sending relevant push notifications about local movie information in Yanjing directly to all Yanjing IP users, particularly young and middle-aged individuals aged eighteen to thirty-eight, would undoubtedly bring very direct conversions. It could even target users in Haidian with recommendations for cinemas specifically in Haidian, further improving the precision and conversion rate of the push notifications. This resource alone would be enough for cinema chains to seek him out.

However, Li Mu wasn’t entirely confident about the US side. Although YY was currently hugely popular, his next focus was to establish data processing centers and ensure the stable development of YY, Heaven’s Town, and the future Plants vs. Zombies in the US. He simply didn’t have the energy to infiltrate the cinema chain sector. Moreover, the US cinema chains were far more developed and complex than those in China, let alone their intricate nature. For Li Mu to promote his online ticketing system in the US, he would definitely need a local boss’s cooperation, otherwise, the efficiency would be extremely low.

And in Li Mu’s eyes, the best partner was Steven Spielberg!

Steven Spielberg’s influence in Hollywood was undisputed. Although there were many first-tier directors, not many could elevate commercial films to his level. The more commercially successful a director, the greater their market recognition. Therefore, Steven Spielberg was a potential partner in Li Mu’s eyes.

Moreover, Steven Spielberg himself possessed formidable business acumen. He had his own film and television companies, a film and television production team, and vast industry resources and connections/network. If he could help promote the online ticketing system’s development in the US, it would certainly yield excellent results.

At this point, Steven Spielberg was also particularly interested in Li Mu’s online ticketing system. After carefully pondering, he asked him, “If other cinemas are to join the online ticketing system, the most crucial aspect, isn’t it, would be for them all to switch to using your ticketing management system?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Generally, cinema chains must use our system to ensure real-time information exchange. However, rest assured that our system is itself a highly efficient ticketing management system which offers great benefits to cinema chains. Most importantly, it’s completely free, and we will also provide a dedicated maintenance team. So, this is a one hundred percent beneficial prospect for them.”

Then, Li Mu added, “It doesn’t matter if a cinema chain has its own system. When designing the entire solution, our technology has reserved data interfaces. The other party simply needs to set up an interface within their system with our online ticketing system, and real-time ticketing information can be transmitted to us.”

Steven Spielberg nodded and asked further, “Then how do you plan to share revenue from your online ticketing system with the cinema chains? This should be the most pressing concern for them.”

Li Mu smiled, “For cinema chains joining the online ticketing system, we will set a very low revenue share percentage, taking a maximum of no more than five percent of the revenue flow, with a settlement period not exceeding one month.”

On a ten-dollar movie ticket, a five percent revenue flow would only yield a gross profit of fifty cents. This fifty-cent gross profit would also need to cover the development, operation, and maintenance costs of the online ticketing system itself. All things considered, Li Mu might not even make any money.

However, Li Mu wasn’t thinking about the small commission from ticketing distribution. What he truly wanted was to win over users. If, in the future, more than fifty percent of moviegoers purchased tickets through his online ticketing platform, he would effectively have a stranglehold on the entire film industry’s lifeline!

By that time, all cinema chains would have to submit to him. If he were to temporarily raise the revenue share percentage, they would have no choice but to agree. Otherwise, detaching from his platform would mean losing at least half or more of their audience.

However, Li Mu wasn’t thinking of making money through such inferior methods. Instead, he hoped to leverage this opportunity to develop his own film and distribution companies. Then, his company’s films could demand more screening slots from cinema chains. Simultaneously, he would also allocate more promotional resources to his own films on his platform, striving through multiple efforts to increase box office.

This way, he would be able to advance and retreat freely.

Should cinema chains, due to their collaborations with other companies, deliberately give more screening slots to other film and television companies’ works, or intentionally give fewer slots to his company’s works, he could directly sideline their films on the online ticketing platform. This would ensure that even with extensive screening slots, they couldn’t guarantee attendance rates, ultimately forcing them to compromise with him!

In his previous life, almost all large ticketing platforms eventually underwent a transformation to become film and television companies. This was the fundamental reason why!





Chapter 1072: Hello, Anne

Li Mu deeply understood that pan-entertainment was the future major trend in the internet industry.

Whether it was games, literature, animation, or film and television, they were all the main battlegrounds for future competition in pan-entertainment.

Among these, games and film and television accounted for the largest shares.

Almost all internet giants in later generations invested heavily in the film and television industry. Among them, Tencent and Alibaba both founded their own film and television companies, while Baidu also encircled the film and television industry from another angle, relying on Nuomi and iQiyi. What’s interesting is that almost every giant founded its own online ticketing business before venturing into the film and television industry.

Tencent’s online ticketing business eventually became Weiying Era; Alibaba’s online ticketing platform became Taopiaopiao, and Baidu’s was Baidu Nuomi.

All three companies controlled a certain share of the online ticketing market, and then began to trace upstream and penetrate the film and television industry through their online ticketing resources. Besides investing in and distributing film and television works, they also founded their own film and television companies, reaching the very source of the film and television industry. This shows the immense value the giants placed on this aspect.

In the future internet era, no single product model would exist. If in the hands of a giant, any product could produce powerful linkage effects. In the hands of a giant, an online ticketing platform could not only trace upstream into the film and television industry and thoroughly penetrate it, but also become an important part of its own payment channel, a major reliance for elevating its brand awareness and value, and a crucial link in its entire pan-entertainment planning. Its significance was extremely profound.

Li Mu’s biggest advantage in this industry right now was the lack of competitors. The product form was pioneered by him, and he had sufficient capital and resources to support it, allowing this project to advance quickly from its inception, making it impossible for anyone to catch up to him.

Steven Spielberg couldn’t see that far, but he could already generally confirm that if this thing was done well, it would have a huge impact on the film and television industry. He couldn’t help but inquire of Li Mu: “Mr. Li, when do you plan to bring this online ticketing system to the US market?”

Li Mu said: “This system will first be promoted domestically in China. If the promotion effect is good, we will transplant it to the US market as soon as possible. Muyue Tech will be responsible for its operation, integrating YY’s promotional resources, and the PayPal payment channel.”

Steven Spielberg nodded and asked Li Mu: “Is there anything I can do to help with this?”

Li Mu was waiting for Steven Spielberg to take the initiative. If after saying so much, he still had to openly invite him to do something together, it would only mean that the patriarch hadn’t fully grasped the concept.

Since Steven Spielberg proactively expressed interest, Li Mu smiled calmly and said: “I think we can jointly found an online ticketing company then, with Muyue Tech or Muye Films holding the majority shares, and you holding a minority stake. We have strong capital, technology, a complete set of solutions, and promotional resources, while you have abundant film and television industry resources and can reach more industry insiders, especially in the cinema chain sector. If we cooperate, we can certainly make this online ticketing system grow into a major force in the shortest possible time!”

Steven Spielberg nodded excitedly, saying: “I am very interested in this online ticketing system you mentioned, Mr. Li. If what you say is true, I am willing to be a part of it!”

Li Mu immediately said: “Of course, I would certainly welcome your involvement. We can keep in touch about this matter. Once I return to China, I will first get it launched domestically, and then we can discuss the next phase specifically.”

Steven Spielberg said without hesitation: “No problem!”

The few of them chatted about the online ticketing system for a while, and many more big stars arrived. The handsome Tom Cruise arrived, as did the equally handsome Keanu Reeves, and the less handsome Matt Damon. There were also many male and female stars whom Li Mu found familiar but couldn’t readily put a name to.

What was originally Steven Spielberg’s charity gala had shifted its focus due to Li Mu’s arrival. Everyone’s attention was drawn to Li Mu, who had come from afar, because his current public profile was simply too high. In the eyes of big stars, he was a walking super topic.

Many big stars proactively came up to greet Li Mu. Li Mu responded politely to everyone, whether he knew them or not, and for a time, his hands hurt and his arms ached from all the handshakes.

As the charity gala neared its start, invited media reporters were granted entry. The first thing these media did upon entering was to search for Li Mu, because for them, Li Mu was the object of their greatest interest at tonight’s charity gala. Otherwise, Hollywood could host two or three hundred such charity galas a year, and media reporters would have long since grown tired of them.

Li Mu finally finished dealing with a large wave of big stars who wanted to get acquainted with him. At this moment, he was again surrounded by a large group of reporters asking questions from all directions, and he was somewhat exhausted from trying to manage them.

Most of the reporters’ questions had nothing to do with the charity gala. Currently, the most pressing topics for Americans regarding Li Mu were: When would Li Mu truly bring 3321 to the US? How high could Muyue Tech’s Series C fundraising reach? And when would Muyue Tech go public / IPO?

Li Mu answered these questions one by one:

The 3321 team had already begun discussions and negotiations with Harvard, and it shouldn’t be long before 3321 can truly be brought to the US;

How high Muyue Tech’s Series C fundraising could reach was determined by the market, not Li Mu himself;

The precise timing for Muyue Tech’s IPO hadn’t been set yet, but if it was fast, it should be able to go public within 2003; if slower, it should definitely go public by 2004.

After answering a wave of questions, Steven Spielberg saw that if things continued this way, today’s charity gala could turn into Li Mu’s personal press conference. So, he politely asked the media to temporarily release Li Mu, granting him a moment of peace.

Finally, having a moment to himself, Li Mu subconsciously wanted to light a cigarette to quiet down. With so many big stars and media, the scene was indeed a bit noisy, and staying too long would inevitably cause a headache.

Li Mu chose not to go outside, but quietly slipped up to the second floor and lit a cigarette on the terrace there. After taking two puffs, he heard a timid female voice behind him ask: “Hello, Mr. Li Mu, may I get to know you?”

Li Mu, with the cigarette still in his mouth, turned his head. In front of him was a tall and exceptionally beautiful young woman. Li Mu found her familiar but couldn’t quite place her for a moment.

Li Mu subconsciously asked: “Who are you?”

At this moment, the young woman looked at Li Mu bashfully and whispered: “I’m your super fan, and I admire you tremendously! I’m an actress myself, and my name is Anne Hathaway.”

“Anne Hathaway?” Li Mu’s heart was instantly incredibly shocked. This name was incredibly famous before his rebirth!

Although Li Mu didn’t particularly like Anne Hathaway, it was undeniable that in the future, Anne Hathaway would have a great influence worldwide and a large number of fans. However, it was only the end of 2002, and Anne Hathaway, in front of Li Mu, looked like a pretty and well-behaved girl next door.

Although deeply shocked, Li Mu acted calm on the surface. He roughly sized up the twenty-year-old Anne Hathaway in front of him and couldn’t help but sigh that a beautiful woman was indeed a beautiful woman. Even at such close range, there were almost no flaws. Her skin was so delicate it seemed it could be broken with a breath, fair with a rosy glow, and her facial features were flawless. Her smile was also particularly radiant. In Li Mu’s aesthetic view, this was a standard Western beauty. The only potential flaw might be her slightly large mouth, though by Western standards, it wasn’t considered large.

At this moment, Anne Hathaway was very nervous. Seeing Li Mu’s surprised expression, she thought Li Mu didn’t recognize her at all, and she hastily added: “Mr. Li, I’m just a newcomer in the film and television industry. I only acted in my first movie last year, so you might not know me. But I’m your number one fan, and I admire you greatly! So I hope to make your acquaintance…”

Li Mu smiled slightly, generously extended his hand, and said with a laugh: “Hello, Miss Hathaway, my name is Li Mu.”

Anne Hathaway slightly bashfully extended her hand and lightly shook Li Mu’s, saying with ill-concealed excitement: “Mr. Li, you can just call me Anne.”

Li Mu nodded: “Hello, Anne.”

Anne Hathaway smiled sweetly, playfully blinking, and said: “Hello, Mr. Li Mu!”

Li Mu curiously asked her: “Miss Anne, what year were you born? We should be around the same age, right?”

Anne Hathaway said: “I was born in November ’82. How about you, Mr. Li Mu?”

Li Mu smiled: “You can just call me Li Mu. I’m a few months older than you, I was born in June.”

Anne Hathaway made no attempt to hide the admiration on her face and said: “To achieve such outstanding success at such a young age is truly astonishing…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “You’re the same age as me, aren’t you already a big star in Hollywood?”

Anne Hathaway gave a self-deprecating smile and said: “How can I be considered a big star? I’ve only acted in two or three films.”

Li Mu laughed: “I’ve seen ‘The Princess Diaries’ that you acted in. I didn’t recognize you just now because your styling today is a bit different from the movie.”

As soon as Anne Hathaway heard that Li Mu had seen her first movie, ‘The Princess Diaries,’ she immediately became excited, dancing excitedly: “You’re not pulling my leg, are you? You really watched ‘The Princess Diaries’ that I acted in?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled: “Of course I watched it, otherwise I wouldn’t know its name.”

Anne Hathaway said happily: “The renowned Li Mu has actually watched a movie I starred in! I’m truly honored!”





Chapter 1073: An Idol Without “Competing Products”

Li Mu had actually seen The Princess Diaries in his previous life. The reason he watched it then was entirely because his university girlfriend dragged him along. It was only after watching that movie that Li Mu came to know Anne Hathaway.

The Princess Diaries was merely a fast-food American teen movie, one of many mainstream “ugly duckling to swan” campus films common in the US. However, Anne Hathaway’s contrasting image in the movie left a particularly deep impression.

For such films, the real pleasure lies in the visual contrast of the ugly duckling transforming into a swan, and the behavioral contrast of showing off and making someone lose face. In The Princess Diaries, the visual disparity in Anne Hathaway’s appearance before and after her transformation was remarkably significant, rarely seen in similar films.

It was precisely because he remembered the stunning impression Anne Hathaway left on the audience in the movie that Li Mu had a deep impression of her.

For a long time afterward, Li Mu didn’t watch many movies starring Anne Hathaway until his favorite Interstellar was released. That movie updated Li Mu’s impression of Anne Hathaway, so when he truly saw 20-year-old Anne Hathaway with his own eyes, he didn’t immediately recognize her.

Anne Hathaway didn’t doubt that Li Mu had seen The Princess Diaries, because it wasn’t only her first film but also her only film that had gained some fame. Most people who knew her did so through that movie.

Li Mu’s honesty about having seen The Princess Diaries made Anne Hathaway exceptionally happy. With joy, she said to Li Mu, a touch of nervousness in her voice, “I’ve watched your speech at Harvard many times. I truly admire your 3321. Also, what you said about young people striving to realize their ideas inspired and touched me deeply.”

Li Mu smiled and asked her, “Anne, since you listened to that speech, you must have registered for a YY account, right?”

“Of course!” Anne Hathaway nodded repeatedly. “I spend one to two hours on YY every day now. My family and friends keep in touch on YY.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Then we can add each other as YY friends.”

Anne Hathaway’s heart fluttered, and she subconsciously asked him, “Then when you return to China, can we still contact each other through YY?”

Li Mu smiled, “While mobile numbers aren’t globally universal, YY accounts are.”

“Right, right, right!” Anne Hathaway smacked one’s forehead and said with an annoyed expression, “I actually forgot such an important point! The greatest thing about YY is that it has no borders. As long as you have internet access, you can chat and communicate with all your friends.”

With that, Anne Hathaway pulled out her phone, handed it to Li Mu, and said, “Mr. Li, please leave your YY account for me. I’ll add you when I go back tonight!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and entered his YY account using the keypad.

This was the first time Li Mu had met a Western young beauty like Anne Hathaway, and a Hollywood big star from his previous life at that. He felt a slight sense of accomplishment. Moreover, if he could establish a good working relationship with an actress like Anne Hathaway, it would definitely promote his future plans in the film and television industry.

In fact, it wasn’t just her. Steven Spielberg downstairs, as well as renowned actors like Leonardo and Tom Hanks, were all high-end resources for his future in the film and television industry. It was quite possible that these people would be key assets for Muye Films to enter Hollywood in the future.

Anne Hathaway saved Li Mu’s YY account into her phone contacts, then asked him a little nervously, “Mr. Li, I just saw you being interviewed by reporters. Why did you suddenly come upstairs?”

Li Mu held up the half-smoked cigarette butt in his hand and smiled, “Just want to have a quiet smoke. It’s too chaotic downstairs.”

Anne Hathaway smiled faintly and said, “With so many first-tier stars and media reporters downstairs, it does make one feel a bit overwhelmed.”

Li Mu teased, “So you also came up to get some peace and quiet?”

“Yes and no,” Anne Hathaway stuck out her tongue and said, somewhat bashful, “Actually, I mainly wanted to see if you were up here, because my biggest wish for coming today was to meet you.”

Saying this, Anne Hathaway said earnestly, “Mr. Li, you are currently my biggest idol in life! And not just me; I think perhaps all young people now consider you their greatest idol in life!”

For 20-year-old Anne Hathaway, Li Mu was indeed a subversive idol in her life.

Although she had many idols, Li Mu was the only one for whom she couldn’t find any “competing products.”

What “can’t find a competing product” meant was that there was no other existence similar to him.

At this very moment, downstairs, there were two idols in her heart, one of whom was the handsome Tom Cruise.

When Anne was only thirteen, she saw Tom Cruise starring in Top Gun through her family’s VCR, and immediately regarded him as her favorite and most admired male actor. But not long after, Leonardo DiCaprio, who was also downstairs at that moment, starred in Titanic (film). Anne Hathaway, who was only sixteen at the time and cried all the way home from the cinema, gained another favorite and most admired male actor in her life.

To Anne Hathaway, both Tom Cruise and Leonardo DiCaprio were excellent actors and incredibly cool and handsome. Therefore, these two were in a “competing products” relationship in her mind.

Unlike these two famous male actors, there was no second young person like Li Mu in the entire world. Whether it was wealth, talent, ability, or influence, Li Mu held an absolute dominant position in his age group.

Therefore, Anne Hathaway was always exceptionally nervous in front of Li Mu, constantly feeling that Li Mu surpassed her too much in all aspects.

As the two chatted for a few moments, Li Mu had just dropped the cigarette butt into the ashtray when Leonardo DiCaprio suddenly appeared. Seeing Li Mu talking with Anne Hathaway, he hesitated for a moment before stepping forward, smiling, “Mr. Li, why did you suddenly come up here?”

Li Mu turned around and saw it was Leonardo, so he smiled and said, “I came up for a smoke.”

Leonardo nodded, took a pack of Marlboros from his pocket, first offered one to Li Mu, then took one for himself. Looking at Anne Hathaway, he smiled and said, “Anne, you’ve become even more beautiful!”

Anne Hathaway smiled, a touch bashful, and said, “Mr. DiCaprio, please don’t tease me…”

To Anne Hathaway, Leonardo was not only her idol but also her senior figure, so her address to Leonardo was “Mr. DiCaprio,” full of respect.

Leonardo then lit his cigarette and took a puff, winked, and said, “Anne, please just call me Leonardo from now on.”

With that, Leonardo turned to Li Mu and said, “The dinner will officially begin in about ten minutes. Director Steven Spielberg sent me to find you.”

“Alright.” Li Mu nodded and said with a smile, “Then we’ll head down after we finish this cigarette.”

Leonardo nodded and smiled, leaning lightly on the railing. He drew a puff of smoke deep into his lungs, then expertly exhaled it. His movements and sparkle of excitement seemed somewhat at odds with his suit and tie attire. Li Mu, however, saw in him some of the characteristics of the character he played in The Departed.

Li Mu enjoyed Leonardo’s movies, especially his role as the mole in The Departed. The undercover character played by Leonardo in the film felt more realistic compared to Tony Leung’s character in the original Infernal Affairs, which Li Mu found to have a more artistic flavor.

Thinking of The Departed, adapted from the Hong Kong film Infernal Affairs, Li Mu was reminded of Infernal Affairs. According to the historical timeline, Infernal Affairs was scheduled to be released in Hong Kong mid-next month. Li Mu had a particularly deep impression of this film, which was hailed as the savior of Hong Kong cinema. The movie would also rake in over fifty million Hong Kong dollars at the box office in Hong Kong, becoming this year’s Hong Kong box office champion.

The Departed was released approximately four years after Infernal Affairs, directed by Martin Scorsese and starring Leonardo and Matt Damon. Li Mu couldn’t recall its exact box office figures, but he clearly remembered that the film ultimately won four major awards at the 79th Academy Awards, including Best Picture, Best Director, Best Adapted Screenplay, and Best Film Editing. At the time, Li Mu had even felt proud of Hong Kong cinema for a while because this film was adapted from Infernal Affairs.

Just now, seeing Leonardo smoking, Li Mu immediately thought of The Departed. In a few days, Infernal Affairs would be released in Hong Kong, and then this film would surely cause a sensation in Hong Kong, following the trajectory of history.

After Infernal Affairs is released, he can completely poach the adaptation rights from Hong Kong film and television companies before it becomes a huge hit, then have Muye Films register a shell company in Hollywood, and then acquire a local film and television company to invest in and produce this film first.

Hollywood currently has no true Chinese film and television companies, and Muye Films is likely to be the first in the future. So Li Mu wanted Muye Films to enter Hollywood with some sufficiently substantial excellent works, using them as a stepping stone.

Although good movies had been emerging one after another in recent years, and Li Mu could easily poach one, after much thought, he still felt that using The Departed as the first film to enter Hollywood was the most suitable.

Because Muye Films is a film and television company from China, and Infernal Affairs itself is a classic film from Hong Kong, China, a Chinese film and television company bringing a new work adapted from a well-known Hong Kong, China film to Hollywood would have even greater significance!





Chapter 1074: China’s “Prince” and America’s “Princess”

When Li Mu, Leonardo, and Anne Hathaway appeared together at the charity gala, they immediately became the focus of the media’s attention.

Entertainment media loved to capture images of golden couples. When the young, handsome Eastern heartthrob Li Mu and the gentle, beautiful Western belle Anne Hathaway appeared side by side in the banquet hall, all the media reporters’ eyes lit up.

Before this, although Li Mu had shaken hands, greeted, and even chatted warmly with many actresses in the banquet hall, it hadn’t given the media any other impressions. Every photo seemed very formal, with Li Mu behaving exceptionally gentlemanly in front of the actresses, and the actresses appearing exceptionally dignified in front of him.

However, when Li Mu and Anne Hathaway walked side by side, Western media suddenly discovered how visually well-matched they seemed.

They truly were a good match.

Li Mu was over one meter eighty tall, with a well-proportioned physique and prominent facial features. Having gone through many significant events recently, he had developed a calm and composed mindset, which gave him an excellent aura.

Like Li Mu, Anne Hathaway was slightly slender overall. Her height was around 170 centimeters, and standing next to Li Mu, she was about half a head shorter than him, which was precisely the “golden ratio” of being above the shoulder but below the eye level.

One possessed typical Eastern elegance, while the other exuded standard Western sparkle of excitement. If viewed separately, no one would connect the two, but when they stood side by side, they seemed remarkably compatible.

Coincidentally, due to Steven Spielberg’s emphasis on Li Mu, he arranged Li Mu’s seat in the first row. The person who brought Anne Hathaway to the gala was the CEO of Disney Pictures, who had an excellent relationship with Steven Spielberg, so their seats were also arranged in the first row.

Only then did Li Mu realize that the chair with his name on it was right next to the one with Anne Hathaway’s name. To his right was Li Ziwei, and to his left was Anne Hathaway. Anne Hathaway’s right side was next to him, and her left side was next to the CEO of Disney Pictures.

This made things interesting. Not only did Li Mu and Anne Hathaway come down from the second floor together, but they also sat directly next to each other. This minor detail delighted the media reporters. Their cameras lingered on Li Mu and Anne Hathaway for most of the time, hoping to capture some hot spot photos.

Soon after Li Mu and Anne Hathaway sat down, Steven Spielberg’s charity gala officially began. Steven Spielberg and his wife went on stage together to give a speech, thanking the guests present, especially highlighting seven or eight guests, including Li Mu.

When introducing Li Mu, Steven Spielberg specifically explained to everyone that Li Mu was the person he admired most in the field of charity. He further stated that his own charity organization would also learn from Li Mu’s 3321, not only performing more good deeds but also genuinely achieving financial transparency and accepting supervision from the entire society.

Li Mu was considered the first celebrity to achieve 100% public transparency in charity, so in Steven Spielberg’s words, Li Mu became his role model.

To show his respect for Steven Spielberg, Li Mu later donated one million US dollars in charitable funds to Steven Spielberg’s charity organization during the celebrity donation segment. This was a small interaction with Steven Spielberg, ensuring his special invitation wasn’t in vain.

Because Anne Hathaway was sitting right in front of him, Li Mu spent a lot of time chatting with her throughout the gala. Many times, to avoid disturbing others, they communicated by whispering to each other. This action delighted the media, who took a series of photo materials from various angles.

The next morning, major media newspapers made bold speculations about Li Mu and Anne Hathaway’s “relationship.” The media reported that the two had appeared quite intimate at Steven Spielberg’s charity gala, looking like more than just ordinary friends.

Some media even ran highly appealing headlines: “Talented Man and Beautiful Woman: China’s Prince and America’s Princess.”

Because Anne Hathaway’s most prominent film to date was The Princess Diaries, the media directly crowned her with the title “America’s Princess.” The two countries and two identities in this headline formed a stark contrast, thus instantly becoming the day’s hottest news.

In this report, there were photos of Li Mu and Anne Hathaway coming down from the second floor together, and also of them sitting together, whispering to each other. Indeed, American media reporters were skilled at candid photography; the photos they selected either made Li Mu and Anne Hathaway appear extremely well-matched or showed Li Mu full of doting affection for Anne Hathaway.

In short, that night, American reporters pinned the first romantic rumor on him since he arrived in the US.

Many media outlets used photos of Li Mu and Anne Hathaway descending the stairs side by side as their front-page headlines’ accompanying images. This allowed more American audiences to discover the visual chemistry between the two. They truly looked like a golden couple, incredibly well-matched, with the man in a proper suit and the woman in an elegant gown. Because they were such a perfect match, it almost felt like a wedding scene.

American netizens paid special attention to this gossip news, and the internet immediately exploded. The American netizens’ attitude was completely one-sided; almost everyone supported Li Mu and Anne Hathaway getting together.

Although Anne Hathaway’s fame was far less than Li Mu’s, she was still a complete beauty and considered a Goddess among young Americans. So, in the eyes of American netizens, she was already the best and most suitable romantic partner candidate they could think of for Li Mu.

Furthermore, Anne Hathaway’s age was very close to Li Mu’s, only half a year younger, which made them seem even more compatible.

The vast majority of American netizens unanimously hoped that Li Mu would find an American girlfriend. Delving into their psyche, there was a clear sentiment: “Although Li Mu isn’t from our country, we can use our country’s beauties to attract him here.”

This romantic rumor quickly became red-hot, hyped up by media reporters and enthusiastic netizens. So much so that many people with ulterior motives specifically went online to capitalize on this hotspot. One young painter even drew a “Speculation on the Appearance of Li Mu and Anne Hathaway’s Children.” He combined the facial features of Li Mu and Anne Hathaway to draw a fictional daughter and a fictional son for them. The boy and girl, both hybrid children in the painting, were exceptionally beautiful and cute, and one could discern the essence of Li Mu and Anne Hathaway’s facial features, thus gaining much praise from netizens.

The romantic rumor’s popularity grew higher and higher, and for a time, Anne Hathaway, as the female lead of the romantic rumor, began to receive widespread attention.

…





Chapter 1075: Maintain Sufficient Airs

To Americans, the young and beautiful Anne Hathaway and Li Mu seemed especially well-matched. Even though everyone knew the romantic rumor was groundless, they enjoyed it immensely. Countless netizens expressed their views online, with most hoping the romantic rumor would come true.

Li Mu had passed the stage of caring about gossip news. No matter how the US media exaggerated the “talented man and beautiful woman” and “a match made in heaven” feeling between him and Anne Hathaway, he didn’t take it to heart. As long as the overall direction of the media reports wasn’t negative, he wouldn’t care; such exposure was a good thing in itself.

However, as soon as the romantic rumor between Li Mu and Anne Hathaway was exposed, Li Mu immediately became the romantic partner frantically chased by all of Hollywood.

For a time, Li Mu received a large number of invitations from Hollywood bigshots, first-tier Directors, and film and television companies bosses. For Li Mu, a focal figure who constantly attracted the attention of the entire US, everyone hoped to have a chance to meet him, even if it was just to get acquainted or to get closer.

But Li Mu didn’t have the time or energy to deal with so many Hollywood bigshots one by one, so he adopted a strategy of politely declining all invitations from dozens of Hollywood celebrities. He didn’t give anyone special consideration, nor did he offend anyone.

Although Li Mu had the idea and strategic planning of entering Hollywood in the future, he still hoped to first use the online ticketing system as an entry point to control the downstream of Hollywood films in the North American market, and then use downstream resources to expand development upstream. Therefore, at this time, there was no need to mingle too much with too many Hollywood people.

What he planned to do in the future was to use a chain of interests to gradually incorporate these bigshots into his own industry circles, making them his partners, or even represented artists. But this time in Hollywood, Li Mu wasn’t prepared to expose his ambition for Hollywood and the entire US film and television industry.

Moreover, Li Mu’s location tracking for himself was very clear: even though there were many actors and Directors he liked in Hollywood, at the end of the day, his current social status and personal strength were far above those Hollywood stars. When it was time to maintain airs, he had to maintain sufficient airs.

For all of Hollywood, they now believed that Li Mu only accepted Steven Spielberg’s invitation to attend his charity gala out of consideration for Elon Musk, and nothing more. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for Li Mu to have any connection with Hollywood people. Therefore, Li Mu naturally seemed somewhat unreachable to Hollywood, and what Li Mu wanted was to continue to maintain this feeling in front of Hollywood.

Having resolutely declined all invitations, Li Mu arranged a small dinner party at a Michelin-starred restaurant near Hollywood before leaving Los Angeles.

The dinner party not only invited Steven Spielberg and his wife but also bigshots like Tom Hanks, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Tobey Maguire. Li Mu naturally didn’t forget Anne Hathaway; she was also among Li Mu’s invitees for this dinner party.

Everyone invited readily accepted Li Mu’s invitation and arrived at the restaurant on time for the dinner party.

Although Li Mu’s dinner party was not announced to the media, well-informed Hollywood entertainment reporters and paparazzi still flocked, setting up heavy photographic equipment outside the restaurant, unwilling to miss any newsworthy details.

When they saw Anne Hathaway also arrive at the restaurant in a nanny car, the paparazzi were immediately beaming with joy. Currently, a large number of American people were paying attention to the progress between Li Mu and Anne Hathaway. This was the perfect time for the media to strike while the iron is hot. As long as they could photograph the two of them together, that was already excellent news material. If anyone could exclusively capture some relatively intimate minor details, it could make tomorrow’s front page headlines.

Anne Hathaway, who came to Li Mu’s dinner party, was somewhat nervous. Her name was currently appearing in reports from major media outlets, with everyone guessing about her relationship with Li Mu. Although Anne Hathaway knew that all of this was merely the self-entertainment of media people and the American public, when she saw the incredible / unfathomable enthusiasm of the major media and netizens, she couldn’t help but feel a different kind of feeling in her heart.

Subconsciously, Anne Hathaway actually hoped that she could have further developments with Li Mu. After all, she was very fond of Li Mu, who was impeccably excellent in all aspects.

Throughout the meal, Anne Hathaway remained somewhat uneasy. Every action, whether eating or drinking, made her nervous for a long time inside, afraid that she might inadvertently reveal an unflattering side at some moment. At the same time, she always felt that her condition that day wasn’t good enough, and she needed to go to the restroom every few days / sporadically to meticulously observe herself in the mirror to regain some confidence.

Anne Hathaway, whose heart was nervous and uneasy, would always feel a deep admiration for the Asian man Li Mu, who was similar in age to herself, when she saw him calm and chat animatedly in front of everyone. For girls, exceptionally capable men with boundless personal charm are the most captivating romantic partners.

At this moment, Anne Hathaway truly developed some feelings / affection for Li Mu in her heart. She began to fantasize about how wonderful it would be if what the entertainment reporters said became a reality.

The young Anne Hathaway had entered Hollywood less than two years ago and had not yet had the chance to become a shrewd individual in Hollywood. At this moment, the feelings stirred in her heart were mostly a genuine reflection of her girlish heart. So, in the latter half of the dinner party, her nervousness and unease gradually turned into bewilderment and reluctance to part.

She didn’t know if she would have a chance to see Li Mu after he went to Silicon Valley. If not, how should she handle / deal with the feelings / affection she held for him? If yes, when would it be? Should she take initiative to do something?

Li Mu had no idea that Anne Hathaway, sitting next to him, was thinking so much about him. He spent the entire meal chatting with Steven Spielberg and the other actors, discussing daily trivial matters. Li Mu didn’t bring up the online ticketing system again, nor did he mention his interest in directly entering Hollywood.

Li Mu arranged this dinner party purely out of courtesy, to thank Steven Spielberg for his hospitality, as well as the other actors he met through Steven Spielberg. Another purpose was to first let Li Ziwei get their contact information, especially their YY account, so that Li Ziwei could represent him in staying in touch with them, making it more convenient for future cooperation.

However, what Li Mu didn’t expect was that his original intention for arranging this dinner party, in the pens of the entertainment media, became a party specifically arranged by him for Anne Hathaway.

After the dinner party, a Hollywood media outlet reported with great detail that Li Mu had originally planned to return to Silicon Valley on the day of the dinner party because Muyue Tech’s Series C fundraising had reached a very critical stage. However, Li Mu deliberately postponed his itinerary for another encounter with Anne Hathaway.

This media outlet even produced a so-called message “personally” from a charter flight company’s general manager, claiming that Li Mu’s private jet had already been prepared for takeoff but was delayed due to Li Mu’s sudden change of itinerary. For this, Li Mu had even generously paid tens of thousands of dollars in penalty fees.

The story of a rich person spending a fortune for a beauty itself was very much in line with Americans’ view of love, so as soon as this rumor / grapevine news spread, netizens widely praised Li Mu for his well-intentioned efforts towards Anne Hathaway.

Li Mu saw the latest entertainment report on the plane while returning to Silicon Valley with Elon Musk, and was especially impressed by the US entertainment media’s ability to make groundless claims.

Elon Musk saw Li Mu repeatedly smile wryly and shake his head at the newspaper’s content, and couldn’t help but tease him: “Now all of America hopes you can get together with Anne Hathaway. In my opinion, why don’t you just turn fiction into reality? I can tell that girl Anne is very fond of you; her eyes are full of that sparkle of excitement of a young girl’s adoration.”

Li Mu waved his hand: “I’m not interested in girls from the entertainment industry.”

Elon Musk smiled and said, “Anne has only entered the industry for less than two years. If you take her in, can’t you just have her quit the entertainment industry?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “I didn’t realize that you, a Silicon Valley bigshot entrepreneur, are also so much into gossip?”

Elon Musk smiled slightly, crossed his legs, and said, “Men, as long as they focus on work during the day, it doesn’t matter what they want to do at night.”

Li Mu said, “I have to return to my country soon. I don’t have that much time to mess around aimlessly in the US.”

Elon Musk asked in surprise, “Why are you in such a hurry to return to your country? Has Muyue Tech’s Series C fundraising still not been finalized?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ll try to settle this matter during this trip back to Silicon Valley. If it can’t be finalized in the short term, I’ll leave it to my subordinates. As long as the amount and terms meet my requirements, there’s no need for me to personally linger here.”

Elon Musk put away his smile and said seriously, “General Manager Li, now is the best time for Muyue Tech to conquer new territories in the US! And your current influence in the US is already very significant. If you can get some romantic rumors with Anne Hathaway now, your influence in the US will be even greater! As long as you make good use of your current influence, Muyue Tech’s development speed in the US will be even faster. But if you leave, all these endorsement/backing effects will be gone!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “A company’s development is a long-term prospect. My energy is limited. It’s enough for me to personally handle the most critical nodes. There’s no need to constantly drag the company forward. Now, Muyue Tech’s foundation in the US market is stable, and I can confidently entrust it to my subordinates to continue to promote its growth. There are many more important matters waiting for me domestically.”

Li Mu’s mind had been constantly concerned/focused on SARS. If he remembered correctly, although SARS would have a major outbreak next spring, the first reported case seemed to have already appeared by the end of this year.

Although he didn’t have the ability to solve or prevent the dangers of SARS, Li Mu hoped to use his abilities to some extent to contain the outbreak of SARS. To make early preparations for this matter, the prerequisite was that he must be in his home country.





Chapter 1076: Dealing with Yahoo

In the two days Li Mu was in Los Angeles, several venture capital firms, led by Sequoia, were already getting a little impatient.

They were already amazed by Muyue Tech’s continuously rising data metrics, and then Li Mu went to Hollywood again. Simply by attending a charity gala hosted by a famous director, he immediately became the focus of attention across the entire US.

When Li Mu became the center of public attention, the user base of YY and ‘Heaven’s Town’ would continue to surge, and user growth would inevitably drive up the entire platform’s revenue flow.

For Muyue Tech now, both user volume and revenue flow were crucial factors affecting its valuation.

If Muyue Tech could convert all internet users worldwide into YY users, it might even become the internet company with the highest valuation in the world.

The primary reason the industry gave Muyue Tech and YY such a high estimate was YY’s exceptionally high user stickiness and astonishingly high user payment ratio.

Such a product, in this era, was almost invincible. Even if other products could achieve YY’s user scale, they could never match YY’s paid revenue flow. MSN and ICQ had never figured out a way to monetize value-added services. Even at their peak user scale, their total revenue flow couldn’t reach one percent of YY’s current total revenue flow. Li Mu had too many ways to make money, and his success lay in YY users’ willingness to pay for his diverse value-added services.

YY’s spread across the globe was astonishingly fast. Many internet companies and analysts believed that YY was most likely to become the first super software to cover internet users worldwide. As such, it was highly likely to secure its position as the world’s number one internet company. Faced with such a company, venture capitalists had completely lost their previous arrogance, their minds solely focused on one thing: securing an investment in Muyue Tech as quickly as possible.

Series C was definitely Muyue Tech’s last round of fundraising. Li Mu would certainly take it public on NASDAQ next, so now was the last chance for venture capitalists to get on board.

Sequoia’s senior management had been hesitant about their final offer. A valuation of twenty-two billion US dollars was already a thing of the past. When Li Mu conquered audiences across the US at Harvard, Muyue Tech’s valuation was equivalent to hitting several Daily price limits consecutively. Some companies never encounter such extremely significant positive news in their entire lifetime.

Just before Sequoia’s senior management was about to make an offer of thirty billion US dollars, Li Mu had just left Hollywood and returned to Silicon Valley. At that time, Anne Hathaway, who was still in Hollywood, accepted a joint exclusive interview with the authoritative Hollywood magazine, ‘The Hollywood Reporter’, and a Hollywood TV station.

In this interview, most of the questions asked by the media to Anne Hathaway were related to Li Mu.

There was no helping it; the American public was particularly concerned about the romantic life of this American “little princess.” Everyone was looking forward to the moment she and Li Mu confirmed their relationship. Although Li Mu’s Muyue Tech represented a victory for China’s internet industry in the US, for the American public, if Li Mu could fall in love with an American girl, that would, to some extent, also be a victory for the American people.

Media reporters asked Anne Hathaway many questions related to Li Mu, such as how she met Li Mu, her impression of him, their relationship, and how their future would develop.

Anne Hathaway didn’t dare to talk nonsense to the media, so she answered every question very cautiously. For instance, she stated that she and Li Mu had only just met and were not familiar with each other. As for her impression of Li Mu, she largely used the word ‘admiration,’ describing Li Mu as her biggest idol.

Seeing Anne Hathaway clarify her relationship with Li Mu, a reporter from ‘The Hollywood Reporter’ couldn’t help but ask her, “Do you have no plans for further development with Li Mu?”

Anne Hathaway was at a loss for how to answer this pointed question. After much thought, she could only say, “I have no such plans. Besides, we are just ordinary friends who have met twice. As for the future, I prefer to let nature take its course.”

The reporter asked her, “You’ve only met twice, so have you exchanged contact information?”

“Of course,” Anne Hathaway said. “We added each other as YY friends.”

Unwittingly, Anne Hathaway gave YY a media endorsement, significantly boosting YY’s popularity once again.

After parts of Anne Hathaway’s exclusive interview were broadcast on television, it was like the last straw that broke the camel’s back. Sequoia’s board of directors couldn’t sit still any longer.

YY’s exposure across the entire Western world was continuous and ubiquitous. In this situation, it was already unlikely that the buzz around YY in the Western world would die down. Given this, the longer they waited, the higher Muyue Tech’s valuation would become.

The day after Li Mu returned to Silicon Valley, Ding Zhengling informed him that Sequoia had adjusted its offer again. This time, Sequoia Capital valued Muyue Tech at thirty billion US dollars.

Thirty billion US dollars!

As long as Li Mu nodded, three billion US dollars in cash would immediately flow in. This sum of money held significant importance for Li Mu’s future global internet strategic blueprint.

Li Mu was almost ready to agree, but then he suddenly remembered something he had overlooked.

The Yahoo reporter had challenged him at the Harvard media conference, and he had yet to fulfill his promise to launch an English portal website and vigorously promote YY Mail.

So Li Mu immediately made two decisions.

First, immediately heavily recruit content teams from Yahoo and other English portal websites. This meant truly high salaries, directly offering more than five times their current compensation to ensure swift acquisition of a powerful English content operation team. Once the content team was in place, launching an English version on YY Net would fulfill the need for an English portal, making its launch just around the corner.

Second, immediately discontinue YY Mail’s proxy sending/receiving support for Yahoo Mail.

The first would take time to implement step by step, but the second was executed too abruptly.

Li Mu intended to use tough methods to force email users to pick a side.

YY’s email function was indeed very powerful and virtually irreplaceable for business professionals. YY’s email notification feature alone was extremely convenient, not to mention that it integrated a complete set of proxy sending/receiving features similar to Foxmail, as well as YY’s exclusive Online Preview feature. In this situation, even if YY users didn’t register for YY Mail, they would definitely use YY Mail to proxy send/receive other emails. YY users who used Yahoo Mail could directly add their Yahoo Mail in YY Mail, allowing them to use Yahoo Mail on YY and utilize all of YY Mail’s features.

However, once YY stopped supporting Yahoo Mail’s proxy sending/receiving, YY users of Yahoo Mail would no longer be able to use YY’s own email-related functions to support their Yahoo Mail.

This was Li Mu’s move to pull the rug out from under Yahoo. Yahoo Mail users on YY, if they still wanted to continue using YY’s strong email feature support, would have to switch from Yahoo Mail and choose any other email service besides Yahoo.

So, Muyue Tech publicly announced, “Due to a technical issue with YY Mail’s internal interface, it is temporarily unable to support proxy sending/receiving for Yahoo Mail. Please be informed!”

Muyue Tech did not say it deliberately blocked support for Yahoo Mail’s proxy sending/receiving, but rather used the “technical issue” as an all-purpose excuse. The main purpose was to establish a justifiable reason: “I didn’t intentionally stop supporting Yahoo Mail; I had to stop because of technical issues, and I have no idea when it can be restored. Perhaps tomorrow, perhaps not even next year.”

Such a statement was basically unassailable. Because with this explanation, even if the whole world knew Muyue Tech was doing it on purpose, no one could criticize Muyue Tech for anything.

The email proxy sending/receiving feature was a free supplementary function of YY Mail. Muyue Tech itself had no obligation to provide one hundred percent support for the proxy sending/receiving function. If technical reasons prevented it from supporting certain email services temporarily, pausing service for those emails was completely reasonable and legal.

As soon as Muyue Tech released this announcement, Yahoo immediately experienced Muyue Tech’s immense influence.

Approximately forty percent of Yahoo Mail’s current email users utilized YY Mail’s proxy sending/receiving feature to facilitate all their operational needs for Yahoo Mail within the YY software environment. Now that YY had ceased support for Yahoo Mail, these forty percent of users were suddenly caught off guard.

Yahoo’s stock price dropped by seven percent in one go due to this single event, showcasing the weight of email service within Yahoo’s entire system.

YY was Li Mu’s closed ecosystem product. His allowing YY Mail to proxy send/receive for other emails was merely opening a tiny crack in YY’s closed ecosystem. But for Yahoo Mail users, to experience YY Mail’s superior features, they had to immediately abandon Yahoo Mail, register for other email services, and gradually transition to them.

Faced with a product like YY, which had such high user stickiness, almost all users who had to choose one of two unequivocally picked YY. As a result, Yahoo Mail experienced massive user churn!

A large number of Yahoo Mail users began migrating their emails to other platforms. And this was just the beginning of Li Mu’s counterattack against Yahoo. Not just email, everyone was still waiting for Li Mu to fulfill all his promises, which targeted Yahoo’s even greater core asset—the portal website.

Muyue Tech subsequently issued a public recruitment notice, high-salary recruiting website content personnel across the US. Although it did not explicitly state Muyue Tech’s purpose for recruiting website content personnel, everyone knew that Li Mu was genuinely going to launch an English version of YY Net. Once the English version of YY went online, coupled with YY’s pop-up windows, Li Mu could almost monopolize traffic resources.

Li Mu’s actions earned widespread praise across the American internet, as everyone had witnessed the Yahoo reporter challenging Li Mu, and many felt the Yahoo reporter was overly arrogant and conceited. Now that Li Mu suddenly counterattacked with fury, it particularly aligned with American values. They were now just hoping that YY could bring an even greater impact to Yahoo, to make Yahoo realize the price of arrogance and conceit.

Consequently, online public opinion was filled with criticism against Yahoo, stating that Yahoo had brought it upon themselves and indeed confirmed Li Mu’s words at the press conference: “With its current state, Yahoo cannot possibly impact Muyue Tech. On the contrary, Muyue Tech can impact Yahoo in many ways!”





Chapter 1077: If I Block You, I Block You, So What?

YY’s complete cessation of support for Yahoo Mail was Li Mu’s first shot fired against an international giant.

Although YY had previously destroyed the user bases of MSN and ICQ with crushing force, that wasn’t a close-quarters, frontal war. Li Mu merely made his product better, allowing users to choose freely. But this time, he decided to seize this opportunity to flex its muscles to the internet industry while also making capital realize YY’s enormous influence on the entire internet industry.

YY blocking the Yahoo Mail interface led to a sharp drop in Yahoo Mail users, which surprised everyone in the internet industry.

Then they were slow to realize that Li Mu’s “old friend” whom he had never met, his staunch Silicon Valley fan, Ben Clarkson, the editor-in-chief of Silicon Valley Magazine, had published an in-depth analysis on his personal blog that exploded in popularity in the internet industry. In this analysis, he first proposed a brand-new internet concept: Centralization!

Ben Clarkson said that YY’s immense influence proved that the internet was entering a centralized development phase. User demand would become highly concentrated on a single platform, and this highly concentrated object was YY.

YY was a truly super product. It not only covered instant messaging and social networking, but also integrated multiple functions such as audio/video chat, file transfer, email, personal blog, Cartoon Show, and Game Hall. In China, YY also had its own navigation website and portal website. Its traffic had already firmly secured the top position among domestic portals. Now, it was also preparing its English website.

This also meant that while other companies’ products were still developing vertically in single domains, YY had already expanded its reach across the entire internet.

Ben Clarkson believed that in the future, people would very likely use YY to chat, work, browse for information on YY.com, record their lives, and also play YY Games. This way, YY would become a highly concentrated product, gathering users’ every need towards itself, ultimately transforming itself into a central product that solved users’ various needs, or even the center of online activity for global netizens.

Ben Clarkson also believed that the future internet would certainly need a super-centralized product like YY to fundamentally reduce users’ various behavioral costs and maximize user convenience.

Ben Clarkson’s concept of centralization was immediately recognized by the entire industry and became a hot topic in the internet industry.

Li Mu also saw Ben Clarkson’s article, and immediately became deeply interested in Ben Clarkson.

Ben Clarkson had written many articles about Li Mu and Muye Technology, but Li Mu had never entertained the thought of meeting him. However, today, when he saw Ben Clarkson being the first to propose the concept of centralization, he realized that this person’s understanding of the internet was so profound it surprised him.

To be able to see the clues of centralization before it even arrived, Ben Clarkson was indeed extraordinary.

The internet industry was also one where trends frequently shifted. After people tired of centralization, they gradually nurtured a new decentralized mindset. These shifts were generally not something an individual could foresee, but rather formed by the collective turning of smaller groups within the industry at a certain stage. Therefore, for Ben Clarkson to be able to see the clues from it with his individual insight and organize them into his own set of theories, that was truly remarkable.

So Li Mu gave Lin Qingya a task: to invite Ben Clarkson, who was also in Silicon Valley, to Muye Technology. He wanted to meet him.

Though he said he wanted to meet him, what he really wanted was to bring him under his wing.

Li Mu had even considered what position to give this person. He wanted to specifically establish a Strategic Research Office for him, letting him, as a think tank, lead a group of think tanks, to conduct the most detailed analyses for the company’s future major strategies, thus forming a comprehensive complement to himself.

Li Mu had countless internet innovation models in his mind, but not all of them were suitable for implementation in this era. Moreover, even if they were implemented, they weren’t guaranteed to be one hundred percent successful. Most of Li Mu’s experience came from his “participation” in his previous life, and a small part came from his “leadership and practical combat” in this life. What he truly lacked now was research on the compatibility of innovation models with the current internet landscape. If he had such a think tank with an extremely thorough understanding of the current internet landscape, he believed he could truly become unbeatable.

More importantly, Li Mu also needed the company to have a strong error-correction mechanism. Currently, both Muye Technology and Taobao were basically advancing entirely according to his own strategic planning. Although he had never run the company as a one-man show, the company was currently in a ‘one-man show’ state. Whatever he said went, and no one objected.

However, this lack of opposition wasn’t primarily because no one dared to object, but rather because the entire company had an extremely blind worship and trust in Li Mu. If Li Mu said to go east, everyone would frantically rush east, raising no questions whatsoever.

This state, as long as Li Mu didn’t make mistakes, could achieve the highest efficiency and strongest combat power, much like the German Empire before fighting on two fronts. However, if Li Mu’s judgment erred, the entire system would rush headlong into the wrong direction, leaving no room for negotiation whatsoever. In that scenario, a strategic misjudgment wouldn’t just lose a war, but an empire.

Therefore, Li Mu needed an error-correction mechanism with independent thought. This mechanism, when he was correct, could provide more help to add icing to the cake; and when he was making a mistake, it could act as an emergency brake, stopping him and the entire company.

If Hitler had had an error-correction mechanism by his side back then, one that could change his strategic judgment, the entire world’s landscape would probably have undergone earth-shattering changes.

Ben Clarkson gladly accepted Lin Qingya’s invitation after receiving it. And just before the scheduled meeting time between Li Mu and Ben Clarkson, Yahoo’s senior executives personally arrived at Muye Technology.

YY’s comprehensive blockade caused Yahoo Mail’s user activity points to immediately suffer a collapse-like steep decline. Yahoo’s senior executives proactively came to Muye Technology, aiming to clear up misunderstandings and lift YY’s blockade.

While Yahoo’s senior executives, full of apologies, immediately tried to mediate with Muye Technology, Li Mu was in the conference room, personally negotiating with Sequoia representatives about Muye Technology’s Series C fundraising final valuation.

If Sequoia’s thirty billion dollar offer hadn’t made Li Mu feel their sincerity, he wouldn’t have personally come out to negotiate with Sequoia. He wasn’t like most internet practitioners who chased capital calling them “daddy” after starting a business. He was now the “daddy” in the eyes of capital, the one who could lead capital to earn big money. Even if Li Mu acted arrogantly in front of Sequoia, the worst outcome would be not getting Sequoia’s money, nothing more. But Sequoia didn’t dare to act arrogantly with Li Mu, because if they pushed too hard, this major deal that could earn tens of billions or even hundreds of billions of dollars within a few years might be handed over to someone else.

Who would turn down money?

Yahoo’s senior executives saw that Muye Technology had not given any reply, and even went directly to Muye Technology’s office in Silicon Valley, hoping to meet Li Mu to clarify the misunderstanding. Even though they repeatedly explained that the Yahoo website reporter’s words and actions only represented his personal statements, Muye Technology still wouldn’t buy it.

However, Muye Technology’s refusal to buy it was extremely frustrating for Yahoo. After Lin Qingya met the Deputy General Manager who had come to them, she casually said: “Sorry, something came up with our email’s crawl/scrape interface for Yahoo Mail. I’m urging our Technical Department colleagues to resolve it quickly. I believe it won’t be long before it returns to normal.”

Yahoo’s Deputy General Manager was livid. “Are you taking me for a fool? You clearly deliberately blocked the interface, and now you’re telling me there’s a problem with it? Who doesn’t know this is retaliation against Yahoo?”

However, frustrated as he was, he couldn’t flare up.

It’s like asking a friend for money: the friend clearly has it, but insists their funds are experiencing something came up recently and they can’t lend it. What can you do? You can’t drag them to the banks to check their accounts, can you? At that point, it’s wise to simply nod, say some pleasantries, and leave.

But Yahoo couldn’t do that. The current internet sphere, especially YY, was gradually achieving the “centralization” Ben Clarkson spoke of. Users seeking convenience were intensely pursuing the integration of all their needs.

Although YY still couldn’t integrate all netizens’ demands, it could now integrate most of most users’ needs. In this situation, with YY’s centralization refusing to integrate “Yahoo Mail”, what Yahoo Mail users could do was abandon Yahoo and use other YY-approved methods to integrate their centralized needs.

This was like Li Mu’s current Hao123 navigation website. Hao123 was a centralized product. It integrated all user needs for web page access into the Hao123 page. A significant portion of users with news reading needs would look for news portals within Hao123. If he were to remove Sina from Hao123, the vast majority of users wouldn’t abandon Hao123 because Sina was gone, but would naturally choose other news portals available on Hao123 because Sina was no longer there.

This was the terror of centralized products. If one were downstream from it, all sources of water could be strangled instantly.

Apple’s App Store was also a standard centralized product. That’s why it had absolute decision-making power. If it demanded a thirty percent commission from the tipping feature, then most platforms had to compromise. If it wanted to delist apps with hot-update features, then those apps had to be delisted.

Li Mu didn’t approve of Apple’s overbearing ways either. Especially since the App Store itself was an open revenue-sharing platform for collaborators, they should show even more respect to collaborators on such a platform. However, Li Mu had not currently built YY into an externally open revenue-sharing platform. Therefore, Yahoo was not his collaborator, and there was no contract or cooperation between them. Li Mu neither took Yahoo’s money, nor shared Yahoo’s traffic, nor collected service fees from Yahoo. With no mutual interests, if Li Mu could freely open YY’s interface to Yahoo Mail, he could also shut it down.

Therefore, he didn’t need to feel any guilt whatsoever for blocking Yahoo’s interface. “If I’m annoyed with you, and I block you, then I block you, so what?”





Chapter 1078: 33 Billion US Dollars!

History contains many coincidences and many inevitabilities. The concept of Centralization was an inevitability when the internet developed to a certain stage, but Li Mu’s domineering attitude toward Yahoo incidentally made Ben Clarkson the one to propose this concept.

Ben Clarkson’s presentation of this concept not only earned him significant recognition throughout the industry but also served as a return to Li Mu.

After the Centralization concept was proposed, there were broadly two products on the market that met the requirements: one was YY, and the other was Microsoft Windows.

However, Windows itself is an open platform for all developers, which is vastly different from YY. Any software developer can develop their products on Windows without review or approval from Microsoft or Windows. YY, on the other hand, is different; all its product functions, when broken down, are 100% controlled by YY itself.

Take the current YY Game Platform, for instance. Today, Li Mu can allow other chess and card game development companies to operate their small games on the YY Game Platform and then share the game’s revenue with them. However, he can also delist their games from his platform at any time. YY has absolute control over the YY Game Platform, making it a truly centralized product.

If one YY game product is like this, there’s no need to mention the entire YY product ecosystem.

As the only representative product of the Centralization concept today, YY’s public attention increased once again. This time, companies in the industry already viewed Muye Technology as deified. Inadvertently, it had grown to such an immense scale and wielded such formidable influence, leaving the entire internet industry in awe.

Thus, Li Mu presented Sequoia with a final offer at the negotiating table: Muye Technology’s Series C fundraising valuation would be thirty-three billion US dollars. Sequoia would acquire 10% of Muye Technology’s shares for three point three billion US dollars in cash. This 10% equity would be subject to proportional dilution among Muye Technology’s existing shareholders, but Sequoia would only possess equity and no voting rights, nor would it be allowed to interfere with daily operations. Furthermore, Muye Technology would allocate three hundred million US dollars from the three point three billion to be used as the shareholder cash-out portion of this fundraising round.

In other words, out of the three point three billion US dollars coming in, three billion US dollars would go into Muye Technology’s accounts, and the remaining three hundred million US dollars would be proportionally distributed among all shareholders from before the dilution. One percentage point of equity could net three million US dollars in cash even after being diluted to 0.9 percentage points.

Moreover, after receiving that three million US dollars, the remaining 0.9 percentage points would still be held. Based on a market value of thirty-three billion US dollars, 0.9 percentage points would still be worth nearly three hundred million US dollars!

Sequoia would rather die than sign such an agreement.

First, they had just reluctantly accepted a valuation of thirty billion, and suddenly it increased by another three billion. The valuation was growing too fast; their hearts couldn’t handle it.

Second, they didn’t want Muye Technology’s shareholders to cash out in this round. They wanted the thirty billion US dollars they invested for 10% equity, based on the thirty billion valuation, to be entirely used for the company’s subsequent development funds. That way, they could feel a little more balanced.

Li Mu’s current demand was essentially asking Sequoia to suddenly put up an extra three hundred million US dollars for him to distribute to everyone. Sequoia’s person in charge felt like dying. “You want to reward your team, and you’re asking us to provide an additional three hundred million US dollars? How can something be so dominant and unreasonable?”

But Li Mu insisted on being this dominant.

He had long seen through the essence of capital: capital is all about seeking profit. Whether it’s angel investment or venture capital, it’s all about seeking profit. Even the best angel investor wouldn’t invest in a project destined to fail. They might appear radiant, telling those struggling entrepreneurs, “Come, come to me, I’ll give you money for your development.”

But their subtext is: “Come, let daddy see if you have the potential to make money. If you do, quickly let daddy buy some shares at a low price.”

For companies with a hopeful but unclear future, they are willing to treat capital like a biological father. But capital, this “father,” may not treat them like a biological son. For companies with an infinitely bright future, capital, conversely, is willing to kneel and call them “daddy,” as long as this “daddy” allows them to get a portion of the shares; everything else is negotiable.

Li Mu didn’t want to play these superficial games with capital. Since everyone was about seeking profit, he would give his final offer. If they were willing to agree, they would shake hands, sign the contract, and be bound together. If they didn’t agree, he wouldn’t stop them from slamming the table and leaving. If they left, he would just find someone else with the same offer.

Sequoia was driven mad by Li Mu. They began negotiations when Muye Technology hadn’t even left the country and its valuation was only several billion US dollars. The negotiations continued until they reached New York, and once YY became widely popular among the elite, its valuation instantly soared to over ten billion. Then Li Mu stopped negotiating, delivering a series of powerful blows. Paradise Town gained nationwide public attention in the US, and YY aggressively gained a massive wave of users, doubling its user base. That wasn’t all; Li Mu turned around and went to Harvard. By the time he returned from his trip around New York and Hollywood, Muye Technology was already at thirty billion.

Sequoia had been investing for many years, but they had never seen a player like Li Mu who could dictate the pace so effectively. Every time, they could only stare in amazement at Li Mu’s strategies and tactics, marveling, “How can such a strategy even exist under heaven?”

Li Mu was like a super esports expert. He merely wandered around the jungle, and in the blink of an eye, emerged with a full set of god-tier equipment.

Li Mu turned every impossibility into a possibility, and he was also making the thirty-three billion US dollars valuation for Muye Technology a possibility.

Because of Li Mu’s extremely rigid and unwavering stance, after two days of struggle, Sequoia finally announced its acceptance of Li Mu’s fundraising conditions and the official commencement of pre-fundraising due diligence.

Unexpectedly, Sequoia, after finally making a decisive move, was challenged by Li Mu again.

Li Mu, directly in his personal name, and formally through the company level with an official letter, replied to Sequoia. The core content was: “What are you dragging your feet for? It’s come to this point, who has time to accompany you for fundraising due diligence? Before signing the contract, I can first provide you with the company’s overall revenue data. Once the contract is signed, I will open up the financial accounts for you. If you review them and find no issues, make the payment immediately. After payment, the fundraising is officially complete. I accept periodic audits from you, nothing more. If you wish to withdraw midway, you can do so before fundraising or IPO. If you don’t wish to withdraw, you can make your own decisions on the stock market after the IPO next year or the year after.”

At the end of the official letter, Li Mu’s demand was: “Consider and reply as soon as possible. I don’t have much time to waste on waiting.”

Sequoia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Li Mu was truly a rare dominant company. Even fundraising could be done with such overwhelming presence. This Chinese person was truly extraordinary. The key was that Sequoia couldn’t even get angry. How could they, when Muye Technology’s development speed was terrifyingly fast, and its valuation updated at an incredible pace? What if something amazing happened tomorrow, and they wouldn’t even agree to thirty-three billion?

In truth, Li Mu still held a trump card that could further boost Muye Technology’s valuation: his “magically modified” Plants vs. Zombies as a social network game. After its internal testing, everyone on the game development team felt that this game was simply too fun; they almost went insane playing it. If not for the boss keeping watch, perhaps the entire department would have been ruined by this game.

Li Mu’s modified Plants vs. Zombies had virtually become Plants vs. Zombies Online, and it heavily emphasized interaction and cooperation with friends. Users who had played the normal Plants vs. Zombies might not be very accustomed to it, but for users of this era—those who had never played Plants vs. Zombies, or even any proper tower defense games—this game was so fun it was truly addictive!

If this game were released now, promoted through YY’s current skyrocketing user base, it would likely become widely popular globally within days. However, Li Mu also had his difficulties right now.

First, two massive events for Paradise Town were currently underway, dominating the game industry without rival. If Plants vs. Zombies were released now, it would directly overshadow these two events. Ultimately, it would mean no one could defeat Paradise Town except Li Mu himself using a new product, which constitutes internal friction and is not advisable.

Second, Plants vs. Zombies is an Online game, meaning it requires server bandwidth to support it.

If it only needed to support hundreds or thousands of players, that server bandwidth requirement would be trivial for Muye Technology.

However, Li Mu knew too well the captivating quality of Plants vs. Zombies. If this thing became widely popular, it would spread faster than Psy’s Gangnam Style dance, potentially exploding globally overnight. In that case, Plants vs. Zombies servers would likely need to support the enormous demand of tens of millions of players simultaneously.

Moreover, the overall pace of this game is much faster than management simulation games like Paradise Town. In Paradise Town, players harvest corn in fields, feed chickens in coops, and turn in quests to NPCs. Even if there are some lags and delays in data processing, it’s not a problem. Users can not only tolerate it but sometimes don’t even notice.

But if lags and delays occurred during Plants vs. Zombies’s friend versus friend battles, it would be absolutely infuriating. Imagine trying to plant a Pea Shooter, but it lags, and by the time you react, that lane has already been pushed by zombies—that kind of user experience would be absolutely disastrous. If insufficient server capacity led to such a poor online experience that users switched to single-player mode, the game’s greatest purpose would be completely ruined.

To build the infrastructure to support tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of users for Plants vs. Zombies Online, Li Mu genuinely needed to establish at least five to six large data processing centers worldwide. Otherwise, this game simply couldn’t be released.

Therefore, Li Mu could not release Plants vs. Zombies Online to boost the valuation first. He could only secure fundraising, then invest the capital to set up data processing centers. Once the data processing centers were built, then Plants vs. Zombies Online could be launched.

In the internet gaming industry, most games, during their architecture and development, are influenced and restricted by regional and cultural factors. Hence, it’s common for them to be popular domestically but perform weakly overseas. Besides anomalies like World of Warcraft, very few online games truly manage to become widely popular globally.

However, a game like Plants vs. Zombies, which can become widely popular across five continents without obstruction, is exceedingly rare. Li Mu had high hopes for this game; in his view, its potential for development far surpassed Paradise Town.





Chapter 1079: Whoever Makes Money Calls the Shots

Due to Li Mu’s assertiveness and Muye Technology’s continuously increasing status in the internet industry, Sequoia ultimately, as expected, abandoned the routine due diligence work before fundraising, and directly completed the signing with Li Mu at Muye Technology!

Thirty-three billion US dollars, the dust settled!

Li Mu’s strong stance exerted immense pressure on Sequoia and the entire venture capital circle, but in the capital industry, it’s inherently about whoever makes money calls the shots, and Li Mu happened to be the one who made the most money.

Back then, when Mark Zuckerberg founded Facebook, securing several hundreds of thousands of US dollars in funding was quite difficult. But once he brought Facebook onto a stable path, wealthy individuals from overseas specifically flew to the United States, begging him to invest in Facebook at a high premium and voluntarily giving up all voting rights. This is the shift in status within the capital industry.

A single contract finalized Muye Technology’s valuation of thirty-three billion US dollars, and also confirmed the largest fundraising deal in the global internet industry at the end of 2002.

However, the valuation at this point held much more value than before. After all, no matter how high previous valuations were touted, no shares were ever successfully transferred at those valuations. But now, it’s different. This contract from Sequoia has affirmed Muye Technology’s thirty-three billion US dollar valuation with thirty-three billion US dollars.

Once the contract was signed, Muye Technology was abuzz with excitement from top to bottom.

Whether it was colleagues in the United States or in Yanjing, everyone was thrilled by the company’s soaring valuation and the successful completion of the massive fundraising. The atmosphere was even more exhilarating than Chinese New Year.

Although Muye Technology hasn’t immediately received the money after signing the contract, the entire internet industry and venture capital circle exploded with news.

They knew Muye Technology was currently awesome, knew YY users had exceeded two hundred million, and knew YY had started developing towards “Centralization,” but they never expected YY’s valuation to reach such a high level.

Thirty-three billion US dollars! This was already a record-high valuation for a Chinese internet company, and it could rank among the top in the entire US internet industry.

However, capital statistics are relatively meticulous. Although Sequoia gave Muye Technology a valuation of thirty-three billion US dollars, no media had yet included Muye Technology in the rankings of Silicon Valley or global internet company market values. This is because the companies truly on those lists are almost uniformly publicly listed enterprises. For the media, the concept of “Market Value” only applies once a company goes public.

Overall, Market Value holds the highest value, followed by valuations obtained after actual fundraising. Muye Technology’s valuation of over thirty billion US dollars has already firmly placed it at the apex of the global internet industry’s pyramid.

Media worldwide were following Muye Technology’s fundraising, just as they had followed Alibaba’s IPO in the United States in a previous life, when the entire world watched its Market Value break through the two hundred billion and three hundred billion US dollar marks.

Overnight, countless media outlets published extensive special reports on Muye Technology’s Series C fundraising with Sequoia, instantly turning Muye Technology into a global hot topic.

Major media outlets worldwide held varying views on Muye Technology’s thirty-three billion US dollar valuation. Most opinions expressed shock, a small portion considered it natural, and a very small portion believed Muye Technology’s bubble was too large, frighteningly so. If the bubble were to burst one day, it would become the biggest news in the internet industry, potentially even triggering a chain reaction leading to a new round of internet bubble bursts.

However, no matter what opinions were voiced, they could not obscure Muye Technology’s brilliance at that moment. The entire world shifted its gaze to Muye Technology, and in Asia alone, over a billion people were following every step of Muye Technology’s fundraising.

The Chinese public cheered most vociferously for Muye Technology. In China, the attitude of over a billion people was highly unified, nothing but pride.

At the same time, the Chinese public’s admiration for Li Mu once again reached a new peak.

Li Mu hoped to become a business card for the Chinese internet industry, or even China’s national business card. It now appeared he had achieved this goal.

Li Mu hadn’t returned to China yet, but domestic reports about him were already more than just overwhelming.

Ever since his Harvard University speech, every move Li Mu made in the United States had been closely scrutinized by Chinese media, with every detail followed up and reported. As a result, Li Mu’s current exposure in China even far exceeded that of the entire entertainment industry.

Just as everyone was hoping Li Mu would step forward and make a statement, Li Mu, still in Silicon Valley, called in Lin Qingya and remotely discussed with Kong Lingyu, who was in Yanjing, the relevant matters after the new round of fundraising was secured.

However, Li Mu immediately stated his core idea to both of them: “This time, we won’t discuss corporate development and strategic planning. We’ll only discuss two issues: first, employee cash bonuses; second, preparation for the employee stock option pool.”

After successful fundraising, Muye Technology’s valuation would soon continue to rise. If there were significant strategic developments within the next one to two years, they could essentially consider initiating an IPO. Once the company’s IPO was successful, it would be time for company shareholders and employees to reap the rewards. Current core employees held a certain amount of shares, and although the fundraising had slightly diluted them, the overall Market Value was still very gratifying. However, this only applied to core management personnel; while ordinary employees currently enjoyed various comprehensive welfare benefits, the issue of stock options had not yet been addressed. It now seemed that the time was right.

Li Mu’s proposal was that before the company went public, a certain proportion of shares should be prepared as a stock option pool and distributed before the IPO. This way, once the company went public, employees’ stock options would convert into company shares, which they could then exercise and cash out on the stock market.

Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya had no objections to Li Mu’s stock option pool plan. They had been working with Li Mu for over a year, and now they were billionaires with theoretical net worths of over a hundred million. Their blind adoration for Li Mu had almost reached its peak.

Thus, Li Mu roughly formulated a plan. He currently held about seventy percent of Muye Technology’s shares. After the ten percent proportional dilution this time, he would still have about sixty-five percent left. Therefore, he personally decided to contribute five percent of his shares to the stock option pool. This five percent, based on the current valuation, amounted to over one and a half billion US dollars in total.

Whether it was Song Liang, Chen Ze, or Xu Jiaming, they were all Muye Technology investors. With capital coming in, their proportional dilution was not an issue. However, Li Mu knew he couldn’t ask them to demonstrate great spirit again for the stock option pool. As for Lin Qingya and Kong Lingyu, their existing shareholdings were already quite small, and asking them to donate a portion would be unfair to them.

Therefore, Li Mu decided to contribute five percent of his own shares to establish the stock option pool. He would then split these five percent shares, dividing the five percentage points of share equity into fifty million original shares, with each percentage point representing ten million original shares. These fifty million original shares would serve as Muye Technology’s employee stock option pool for the foreseeable future.

After setting the total number for the stock option pool, Li Mu asked Lin Qingya to take the lead in formulating a stock option allocation rule. This rule should be based on multiple dimensions, such as each employee’s start date, company rank, contributions to the company, KPI assessments, and special contributions. It needed to clearly define how many corresponding stock options could be obtained under different conditions, and the time required to exercise these options.

Fifty million original shares was not a small amount, so Li Mu made a request to Lin Qingya: “Currently, we only have over one thousand employees, so you need to allocate the stock options in the pool reasonably. Don’t spend them all at once; it should be managed like savings, with control.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Don’t worry, General Manager Li, I understand.”

Li Mu said, “My idea is to take ten percent from the stock option pool at this stage, which is five million shares, and distribute them to our current over one thousand employees. When our employee count breaks three thousand, we’ll take out another ten percent. When it breaks five thousand, another ten percent. Before we go public, we’ll take out another twenty percent, distributing half of the stock option pool. The remaining fifty percent will be gradually distributed to new colleagues who join later, after the company goes public.”

Kong Lingyu, in the video call, said, “Boss, five million shares split among one thousand people is already quite high. Each share is currently worth thirty-three US dollars, which is roughly around two hundred and seventy Chinese Yuan. Even if an employee receives one thousand shares, that’s over two hundred thousand.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Lingyu, that’s not how stock options are valued.”

Both Kong Lingyu and Lin Qingya in the video looked at Li Mu.

Li Mu chuckled, “You see, although our current valuation is thirty-three billion US dollars, and we’ve split five percent of the shares into fifty million units, each indeed worth thirty-three US dollars, stock options cannot be exercised before we go public. All employees who wish to cash out must wait for our IPO. And once we go public, the value of one stock option will definitely far exceed thirty-three US dollars.”

Then, Li Mu explained, “Although each original share in the stock option pool is currently worth thirty-three US dollars, its actual value isn’t measured in money. You have to remember, if we define it this way, the actual value of each original share is one-billionth of the company’s actual value.”

“If our future valuation continuously increases, then before we go public, our Market Value might reach eighty billion US dollars. And once we officially launch our IPO, the company’s Market Value could potentially exceed one hundred billion US dollars. That would be the window for employees to realize their stock options. Each original stock option share would be equivalent to one thousand US dollars worth of company stock. For example, if our share price after going public is twenty US dollars, then the actual value of each original stock option share would be one thousand US dollars. After our IPO, each original share held by an employee will directly convert into fifty shares of the company’s stock.”

Kong Lingyu nodded, giving a self-deprecating smile. “Boss,” he said, “I’m informally trained; Honestly, I’m not quite clear on how stock options work, especially after an IPO.”

Li Mu laughed, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t understand; just focus on doing your job well. This area doesn’t necessarily have to follow industry rules; we can set our own.”

Lin Qingya then asked, “General Manager Li, if we distribute fifty percent of the stock option pool, how should the remaining fifty percent of the stock option pool be handled after we go public? Will it also directly convert into company shares?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s right. Before the IPO, we give employees stock options; after the IPO, we’ll directly give them company shares. In the future, based on my earlier assumption, if our total share capital after going public is five billion shares, then the remaining 2.5 percent in the stock option pool will directly become one hundred twenty-five million company shares.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Once we go public, to attract talent, we will need to establish a stock allocation for mid-to-high-end talent joining the company. For example, if a P7 technical talent joins, in addition to their salary and benefits, we’ll give them five thousand company shares. Those five thousand shares might be worth hundreds of thousands or even over a million, but the exercise of these five thousand shares will have time restrictions, to be exercised over several years, thereby binding the talent to the company for a longer period.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Understood, General Manager Li. We’ll set the total exercise period at three years. Employees will have one opportunity to exercise their options after one year of official employment, with the total exercised amount not exceeding one-third of their total shares held; after two full years, another one-third can be exercised; and after three full years, the remaining one-third can be exercised.”





Chapter 1080: Two Positions

For a company valued at tens of billions of US dollars, allocating five percent of its shares as an employee stock option pool in one go is extremely rare in most industries. It’s even more uncommon for a single shareholder to contribute such a large proportion of shares.

For most large companies, the vying for dominance among various shareholders is fiercely competitive. Everyone guards their own shares very closely, while simultaneously coveting others’ shares.

In most companies, the stock option pool is created through proportional dilution by shareholders. Just like fundraising, all shareholders convene, determine a percentage, and then proportionally dilute their holdings.

If five percent is to be allocated, it should ideally be contributed by existing shareholders according to their current shareholding ratio. However, this is not easy, as it requires shareholders to essentially pay out of their own pockets.

Having brought Muye Technology to its current standing, shares and money are no longer as crucial for Li Mu. He is already the major shareholder, and even after fundraising, he still holds 65% of the shares. Allocating five points (percentage) is not a major issue for him, but it will significantly aid and promote the entire company’s future development.

In the future, Taobao’s Market Value will not be lower than Muye Technology’s. If Taobao Logistics is included, it will likely become an even more massive behemoth. For Li Mu, he has already earned more money than he could spend in several lifetimes, so for him, it’s time to consider how to share the profits.

Seizing the excellent news of Muye Technology’s 33 billion US dollar funding round, it’s crucial to quickly formulate a stock option incentive policy. This will be a tremendous boost to the morale of the entire team.

Stock options are intrinsically linked to the company’s Market Value. The higher the company’s Market Value in the future, the greater the returns employees holding stock options will receive.

Subsequently, Li Mu said to Lin Qingya: “In the future, our stock options and shares will definitely continue to appreciate. However, given that most employees have a more urgent need to cash out, we will establish an internal company rule: once an employee meets the exercise requirements and decides to exercise their options to cash out, the company will use its funds to purchase their stock options or shares at market price, and then reinvest them back into the stock option pool.”

Lin Qingya asked: “Do you mean to make our stock option pool circular?”

“Yes.” Li Mu nodded. “The stock option pool cannot be a one-way street, where options only go out but never return. If that were the case, once the five percentage points are distributed, we would have to dilute equity again. In the future, cash will be the least important thing to us, while stock options and shares will become scarcer and scarcer. Therefore, if our employees decide to exercise their options, we will buy them back with company funds.”

Given that every employee has different living standards, income levels, and expenditure needs, very few employees can continuously hold company stock options or shares for several years without considering exercising them to cash out. Most employees will exercise their options within a short period after it’s permitted, prioritizing getting cash. Since this is the case, the company buying back the stock options means that the employees who received them get real money, and the company’s stock option pool is replenished, ensuring a sufficient total volume for future new employees.

By setting the stock option pool’s operating mode as circular, its continuous operation will be driven by cash rather than scarce equity in the future, which is more beneficial for the company’s long-term prospect.

Although Li Mu is willing to share profits, there is a limit. If his shares are continuously diluted, he might eventually lose control over the company, which he cannot accept at this stage. When he reaches a certain age and decides to retire, he can relinquish control of the company and gradually cash out his shares to fully enjoy life. However, before that, Li Mu needs to ensure absolute control over his company.

After settling the stock option issues, Li Mu instructed Lin Qingya to immediately formulate the current phase’s stock option distribution rules, and then to arrange for a dedicated person to draft the relevant announcement for all Muye Technology employees. Meanwhile, he was already preparing to return to China. The last thing he needed to do before leaving was to secure Ben Clarkson, who proposed the “Centralization” concept.

…

When Ben Clarkson arrived at Muye Technology as agreed, his heart was extremely anxious all along.

The reason for his anxiety was his genuine admiration for Li Mu, which surpassed that of all his colleagues. Ben Clarkson had conducted a very deep dive into Li Mu’s entire startup journey, and the deeper he researched, the more he admired Li Mu.

What truly amazed Ben Clarkson was that Muye Technology had made no mistakes during its high-speed development, almost always taking the optimal route at the fastest pace. This was truly admirable.

After years of development, the internet industry has gradually formed multiple relatively mature sub-sectors. Each sub-sector is an incredibly vast and complex maze. However, Li Mu gave Ben Clarkson the impression of a freakishly talented individual with the ability to phase through walls, quickly entering each domain and clearing it at the fastest possible speed. In Ben Clarkson’s mind, only Li Mu possessed such an exceptionally powerful existence.

Lin Qingya led Ben Clarkson to Li Mu’s office. Standing outside the door, Ben Clarkson’s heart was pounding in his throat.

Although he didn’t know why Li Mu would personally invite him for a face-to-face talk, he was certain that for someone as busy as Li Mu to specifically invite him, it must mean he had read his articles.

Just as Ben Clarkson was pondering Li Mu’s true purpose for summoning him, Lin Qingya had already knocked on Li Mu’s office door and then gestured for Ben Clarkson to enter first.

Ben Clarkson hesitated for a moment but then nervously stepped inside. At this moment, Li Mu was seated at his desk. Looking up and seeing Ben Clarkson, he couldn’t help but be surprised. He never would have dreamed that Ben Clarkson was a robust muscleman.

Li Mu had assumed that an editor-in-chief of a renowned IT magazine like Ben Clarkson must have come from an internet background himself, and would overall resemble Bill Gates—scholarly with glasses, perhaps appearing somewhat dull when viewed from the outside.

However, Ben Clarkson himself was not only a strong muscleman but also didn’t wear glasses. On his thick arm was a palm-sized tattoo of a little girl’s head.

Lin Qingya followed Ben Clarkson in and introduced him to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, this is Mr. Clarkson.”

Then, she said to Ben Clarkson: “Mr. Clarkson, this is General Manager Li, Li Mu.”

Ben Clarkson said excitedly: “Hello, General Manager Li. I’ve admired you for a long time. Today, I finally have the opportunity to meet you in person!”

Li Mu politely said: “Mr. Clarkson, I’ve also admired you for a long time. I’ve been reading all your recent articles and blogs. Your understanding of the internet is the strongest I’ve ever seen.”

Ben Clarkson said with particular humility: “Mr. Li Mu, you overpraise me. To use a Chinese idiom, what I’ve written is merely talking theoretically. Compared to real-world entrepreneurs like yourself, I am miles behind.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Talking theoretically has its uses. If theoretical discussions are incorrect, they are naturally worthless. But if one can identify the true critical points, then talking theoretically is akin to strategizing from behind the curtains. In all major campaigns, the true commanders are not on the front lines, sometimes even miles ahead. Yet, it is precisely their understanding and grasp of these critical points that enable them to comprehend the overall situation and successfully wage a war involving countless people.”

Ben Clarkson nodded and smiled: “You are right.”

Li Mu asked Ben Clarkson: “Mr. Clarkson, what kind of work did you do before joining Silicon-Valley Magazine?”

Ben Clarkson said: “Before that, I was in product development at Apple. After Steve Jobs left, I joined Cisco, also in product development.”

Li Mu asked in surprise: “How did product development lead to becoming a magazine editor-in-chief? Isn’t that a bit too large of a leap?”

Ben Clarkson smiled: “It sounds that way, but actually, while I was at Apple, I tried writing columns for some tech IT magazines. As I wrote more, I found that I quite enjoyed being an industry commentator. So, when I was at Cisco, I found an opportunity and interviewed at a magazine publisher. We were both very satisfied with each other, and the salary and benefits offered were good, so I accepted.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but nod and smile: “It seems you have very rich professional experience. After several years as an industry commentator, have you ever felt bored over time? Has it made you want to return to the front line?”

Ben Clarkson sighed faintly and said: “To be honest, deep down, I do have the desire to return to the front line. I’ve been a commentator for too long, witnessing too many successes and failures. I always feel as if I’m incredibly experienced and eager to prove my current capabilities.”

At this point, Ben Clarkson paused and added: “However, considering it from another dimension, I also feel that I’ve been disconnected from the industry for too long, and my practical abilities must be very weak. Many times, my thoughts are very clear, and I have ideas, but I worry about problems arising during implementation. It’s like an author: the same story written by Hemingway becomes The Old Man and the Sea, but written by someone with inadequate skill, it might just be a dull and terrible article.”

Li Mu said: “I strongly agree with that point. Theories and ideas must be realized through powerful execution. Neither can exist without the other.”

Ben Clarkson chuckled: “That’s why I feel I might not be entirely suitable to return to the front line of the internet industry. What I can confirm now is that I have some industry analysis capabilities, but other aspects are still unknown variables.”

Li Mu nodded, looked at Ben Clarkson, and seriously said: “Have you ever considered that, in a team collaboration model, your industry analysis capabilities could also be implemented through other parts of the team?”

Ben Clarkson asked curiously: “General Manager Li, what do you mean?”

Li Mu said: “I invited you here today because I have two positions I hope you will consider.”

Ben Clarkson subconsciously asked: “Which two?”

“Editor-in-Chief of YY.com’s IT Channel, and Chief Consultant of Muye Technology’s Strategic Research Office!”





Chapter 1081: Li Mu’s Offer

Ben Clarkson felt a bit perplexed.

Although he had guessed that Li Mu might want to recruit him, he hadn’t expected Li Mu to offer two positions with such vastly different profiles.

The position of IT Channel Editor-in-Chief for YY.com was, first and foremost, a rather low-tier role; it was merely the person in charge of a secondary channel on a website.

A comprehensive portal website has numerous secondary channels: news, finance, sports, entertainment, games, fashion—these are all mainstream secondary channels. However, within a large portal website, the IT channel could only be considered a minor secondary channel.

Ben Clarkson instinctively couldn’t accept being the Editor-in-Chief for a minor secondary channel on YY.com. He was currently the Editor-in-Chief of the entire Silicon-Valley Magazine, which was Silicon Valley’s most authoritative technology magazine, and its value far surpassed that of an IT channel on YY.com.

As for the Chief Consultant of the Strategic Research Office, Ben Clarkson didn’t know its exact positioning and structure, but he could sense from Li Mu’s words that this department’s role within the entire Muye Technology system was quite important, and the Chief Consultant would likely be the manager of the entire department.

So, Ben Clarkson asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, could you briefly introduce these two positions?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’ll introduce them together, because my plan is, if you accept, you’ll have to take both positions.”

Ben Clarkson had a sudden realization, nodded, and chuckled, “Please, go on.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I won’t introduce the YY.com IT Channel Editor-in-Chief position too much. You’re a well-known commentator in the IT field, and you certainly have a keen insight into content. So, if you’re in charge of the IT channel, I believe we can turn it into the premier IT portal in the internet industry.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “As for the Chief Consultant of the Strategic Research Office, this one needs a more detailed introduction.”

“First, all responsibilities of the Strategic Research Office revolve around the internet industry. We conduct deep dives into Muye Technology and our peer companies, then analyze and evaluate our strategic planning. If the direction is correct, we propose ways to enhance it; if the direction is wrong, we promptly correct it.”

Ben Clarkson subconsciously asked, “So, this Strategic Research Office is essentially a think tank?”

Li Mu nodded, “Exactly. To put it bluntly, it’s a think tank. Muye Technology will need a powerful think tank (group) in the future to support the entire enterprise, as well as its segmented departments and areas. I hope you can accept this position, bring forward your understanding of the internet, and hand it over to the most professional team to implement. This way, you won’t have to personally execute your ideas; you just need to propose them, and someone will naturally help you realize them.”

Ben Clarkson hesitated for a moment and asked Li Mu, “If I accept this job, will I need to go to China?”

Li Mu chuckled, “The company’s headquarters are in China, and most of our senior executives are also in China. As the leader of the think tank (group), you would naturally be one of our senior management staff. Of course, I hope you can spend more time in China, as this would allow for more seamless communication among everyone.”

Then, Li Mu added, “However, we naturally wouldn’t expect you to stay in China all the time. I think half the year in China would be enough. You also don’t need to worry about living expenses in China; if you have a family, the company will cover the basic necessities for you and your family in China.”

Ben Clarkson thought for a moment and said, “My wife isn’t working at the moment, and we have a two-year-old child. If I accept your invitation, my wife and child would certainly have to come with me to China. Personally, I have no objections, but I’ll need to consult my wife for her opinion.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “So does that mean you’ve personally accepted, and it just depends on whether your family accepts or not?”

Ben Clarkson nodded, “Yes, I am personally very willing to accept your invitation. If my wife has no objections, I can start almost immediately. If my wife isn’t willing to go to China, that’s fine too, as long as you allow me to work in the United States for most of my time; I can still accept.”

Li Mu chuckled, “But we haven’t even discussed salary and benefits, and you’ve already accepted my invitation so directly?”

Ben Clarkson chuckled, “I personally truly aspire to join Muye Technology, a company that constantly creates miracles. You’ve given me this opportunity, and it allows me to leverage my strengths and avoid my weaknesses. This chance is incredibly rare for me, so naturally, I have no reason to refuse. As for salary, I’m even less concerned, because I’ve studied all your decisions since founding the company, and your generosity towards employees is a practice I deeply admire. Therefore, I have even less need to worry about salary and benefits.”

It’s reassuring to discuss matters with clear-headed people. They make the most rational judgments in the shortest time, being decisive and straightforward, never to procrastinate. Even with uncertainties, they clearly outline and predict them. Ben Clarkson’s only current uncertainty concerned his wife, but he wasn’t torn or indecisive about it in the slightest. He immediately clarified his stance, which perfectly aligned with the logic of how programmers work and write code.

“First, I, without hesitation, fully accept. If my wife agrees, then I’ll formally accept. If my wife doesn’t agree, then I can accept working mostly in the United States, and whether to employ me further will be entirely up to you.”

Ben Clarkson himself had no resistance or hesitation about joining Muye Technology; the only variable was whether his wife would agree.

Having clearly received Ben Clarkson’s message, Li Mu smiled, shook his hand, and said, “If your wife agrees, prepare to resign and go to China immediately. If your wife doesn’t agree, prepare to resign and start working here immediately.”

In Li Mu’s view, no matter whether Ben Clarkson’s wife agreed or not, he was determined to have him, even if that meant Ben Clarkson worked in the United States his entire life.

Li Mu’s trust and appreciation filled Ben Clarkson with a feeling akin to “a scholar dies for his confidant.” This time, no matter whether his wife agreed to go to China or not, he absolutely had to join Muye Technology.



Ben Clarkson’s home was in a community near Silicon Valley, close to Stanford University. His wife, Sophia, was three years younger than him and had just turned thirty-two.

Sophia was originally a software architect at Oracle. Before they met, both of them were workaholics. Later, after Ben Clarkson started working at the magazine, his overall workload became considerably lighter. He met his current wife, Sophia, during an exclusive interview.

During their courtship, both were high-level professionals in the internet industry. Three years ago, after Sophia became pregnant, Ben Clarkson persuaded her to resign and stay home to care for their child. Although Sophia couldn’t bear to give up her job, for the sake of their child, she painfully decided to become a full-time housewife.

Upon returning home, Ben Clarkson first carried his two-year-old daughter around the house several times, making her happy before placing her on the carpet. He then said to Sophia, “Darling, I met Li Mu today.”

“Li Mu?” Sophia hadn’t heard Ben Clarkson mention this before, so she asked in surprise, “Li Mu from Muye Technology? How did you meet him?”

Ben Clarkson said, “Li Mu invited me to Muye Technology for a chat, so I went. I originally wanted to tell you, but I wasn’t sure what Li Mu wanted to see me for, so I thought I’d tell you after I met him.”

Sophia nodded and eagerly inquired, “So, what exactly did Li Mu want to see you about?”

Ben Clarkson said, “Li Mu gave me an offer.”

“Oh?” Sophia hadn’t expected the famous Li Mu to proactively offer her husband a job. She asked in surprise, “What kind of offer did Li Mu give you? Is he trying to poach you for Muye Technology?”

“That’s right.” Ben Clarkson nodded and briefly introduced the two positions Li Mu had offered him.

Sophia herself came from Oracle and was very knowledgeable about the internet industry. After hearing Ben Clarkson introduce the positions, she remarked, “This Strategic Research Office sounds like it’s quite a high-level department.”

Ben Clarkson said, “It should be equivalent to the President’s Office, reporting directly to the president.”

Sophia excitedly said, “If that’s the case, then this offer is truly amazing! Haven’t you always admired Muye Technology? Having the chance to become a part of this company would certainly be a captivating and wonderful thing for you.”

Ben Clarkson chuckled, “I don’t just admire Muye Technology, I worship it.”

Then, Ben Clarkson continued, “The problem now is, if I accept this position, I might have to work and live in China for at least half the year…”

“China?!” Sophia’s expression instantly turned to one of disappointment. She said, “China is incredibly far away. Not seeing you for half the year, I’m afraid I’ll go crazy…”

Ben Clarkson said, “Li Mu’s intention is that if I accept this offer, I can bring you and Katie with me to China. He’ll help us with the basic necessities and housing so we can take root and settle down there.”

Sophia hesitated for a moment and asked him, “What kind of benefits is Li Mu offering us? If the annual salary is more than 50% of your current one, we can consider it. After all, I’ve heard the cost of living in China is much lower, so one way or another, it’s equivalent to a significant increase in income.”

Ben Clarkson said, “I didn’t ask Li Mu about my benefits, but given his style of doing things, the overall benefits won’t be lower than what I have now.”

Sophia said, “Actually, compared to the salary, what I’m more interested in are the long-term prospects. We can’t possibly live in China forever. Katie will definitely need to start preschool in three years, and we’ll certainly have to come back then. What I want to know is, within these three years, will we receive shares and stock options? If so, we can do it; at least we’d earn enough to swap for a larger house in a better community.”

Ben Clarkson awkwardly said, “I was too embarrassed to ask Li Mu about the specific benefits. At the time, I was thinking that facing someone who is an industry Legend like him, I’d be willing to work for a while even if he didn’t pay me…”

Sophia, who understood her husband well, gave a helpless smile and said, “Alright then, why don’t you first ask Li Mu about the specific benefits? If he can give us a more long-term option, then whatever you decide, I’ll support you!”







Chapter 1082: Returning Home

A yearly salary of five hundred thousand US dollars and thirty thousand original stock options—this was Li Mu’s compensation package for Ben Clarkson. The agreement stipulated that a maximum of ten thousand stock options could be cashed out per year.

According to the employee stock option rules formulated by Li Mu, Ben Clarkson could hold these original shares as long as he remained employed, until the company went public, at which point they would automatically convert into equivalent shares. If he resigned within three years, any remaining unvested options would be automatically recalled. If he resigned after three years but had not fully exercised his options, the remaining options would have to be repurchased by the company at the valuation of the company’s last round of financing, or at the market price of the stock after its IPO, before his departure.

Li Mu’s stock option agreement was considered one of the most open and transparent in the industry, and also the fairest. It did not set up any traps for employees, nor did it, like some unscrupulous companies, forcibly repurchase options based on registered capital. Li Mu’s philosophy was: suitable talent should ideally stay with the company long-term and strive together, and the company would certainly not treat them unfairly. However, if someone wished to leave mid-way, the company would also have objective and reasonable methods to protect their vested interests. Ending things amicably was Li Mu’s expectation for departing employees.

Currently, Ben Clarkson’s annual salary as Editor-in-Chief at the magazine was around two hundred thousand US dollars, already considered a standard high income in Silicon Valley.

Li Mu’s offer more than doubled his existing salary, but what was truly promising were the thirty thousand original stock options.

Based on the current valuation, the total value of thirty thousand original stock options was approximately one million US dollars. Furthermore, with Muye Technology’s growth rate, the actual value of these options could double to two million US dollars next year. At that point, he could exercise one-third of them, which would be a substantial income of hundreds of thousands of US dollars. If he wasn’t in a hurry to exercise them and waited for Muye Technology to go public, the value could even increase three to five-fold without an issue.

After receiving this clear offer, Ben Clarkson and his wife almost immediately decided to accept it. To ensure no further complications in his joining Muye Technology, Li Mu had Lin Qingya first sign a guarantee agreement with him. This agreement clearly detailed Muye Technology’s various compensation terms for him and stipulated that Muye Technology would arrange a living space for him, a flat of no less than one hundred and twenty square meters, within three kilometers of Muye Technology’s headquarters in Yanjing, as well as a private car worth no less than five hundred thousand RMB.

The house and private car were provided for Ben Clarkson’s use, not gifted to him, but this already far exceeded his expectations. The company’s provision of such meticulous and thoughtful welfare benefits genuinely surprised both him and his wife.

As Ben Clarkson began the resignation process at his magazine, Li Mu decided to return to China.

Although there were still many important matters in the United States, he nevertheless decided to prepare for his departure back home.

Lin Qingya didn’t understand Li Mu’s sudden urgency and obsession with returning home. She found Li Mu multiple times, pleading with him to stay in the U.S. until mid-next month, but Li Mu consistently refused.

Lin Qingya felt her reasons for urging Li Mu to stay were very compelling.

Firstly, Sequoia had already begun reviewing the company’s financial flows. According to the “unequal treaty” Li Mu had struck with them, they were supposed to immediately remit three point three billion US dollars into Muye Technology’s account after reviewing the general financial flow. This money should arrive by early December at the latest. She worried that if Li Mu left now, the financing process could face unexpected complications. After all, the venture capital industry was a pain in the ass; even if all due diligence, financial work, and signing were completed today, investors could still renege. With Muye Technology’s three point three billion US dollars in financing, she wasn’t confident she could oversee it without Li Mu at the helm.

Secondly, Thanksgiving was fast approaching, and the Paradise Town Thanksgiving Global Competition was nearing its end. This event had garnered wild popularity among hundreds of millions of players worldwide, and the final sprint stage would surely attract even greater attention. With Li Mu present, the team would have more confidence.

Thirdly, the America’s Ultimate Campus Belle Rankings competition was also steadily progressing, and its influence was particularly significant. Everyone hoped Li Mu could continue to remain in the U.S. and oversee the situation.

However, Li Mu remained unyielding.

His explanation to Lin Qingya was that Muyu Impression had two films scheduled for successive releases, involving the online ticketing system, and he needed to return to oversee it. Additionally, Taobao Logistics had been developing rapidly, and he really wanted to go back and check on it.

As for the financing here and the two major Paradise Town events, Li Mu was not worried at all.

He told Lin Qingya that Sequoia’s financing would definitely not encounter any issues; if they lacked even that much foresight, Sequoia couldn’t be a top investment bank. And for the two events, the complete plans had long been finalized; all that remained was to proceed according to the established plans. Even if he stayed in the U.S., he wouldn’t perform any actual execution work; everything would still be managed by the team in the U.S.

Lin Qingya felt that the matters Li Mu mentioned didn’t seem as crucial as he made them out to be, but Li Mu was her superior, and if he insisted on leaving, Lin Qingya was helpless.

The main reason Li Mu was eager to return to China was the imminent SARS outbreak. If he remembered correctly, the first confirmed cases would appear in December, meaning less than a month remained. So, he wanted to return early to prepare.

In addition, the online ticketing system, which Fang Xudong had taken the lead in developing, was still awaiting his personal acceptance. After this system was approved, You Are the Apple of My Eye would be released on December 7th, providing a perfect opportunity to test the system. Crazy Stone would also be released during the Lunar New Year holiday in January 2003. If both films were successful enough, his online ticketing system could quickly rise and dominate the domestic cinema chain at the fastest speed.

Thus, Li Mu had made up his mind to return home as soon as possible, and no one could dissuade him.

However, Li Mu had one last unfinished business during this trip to the United States: to meet Steve Jobs.

When Li Mu first came to the U.S., he had Lin Qingya arrange meetings with Larry Page, Bill Gates, and Steve Jobs. He had already met Larry Page, but not Bill Gates or Steve Jobs. However, recently, due to his speech at Harvard, Bill Gates suddenly became unwilling to meet him, leaving only Steve Jobs.

Speaking of Steve Jobs, he didn’t put on any airs with Li Mu. After Lin Qingya stated her identity and purpose, he essentially agreed to a meeting with Li Mu. However, Li Mu had been traveling around constantly, and his schedule never aligned with Steve Jobs’.

Now that he was leaving, Li Mu had Lin Qingya try to schedule another meeting with Steve Jobs. To Li Mu’s surprise, Steve Jobs had just left Silicon Valley and wouldn’t be back until after Thanksgiving.

Li Mu could only give up, annoyed. He had really wanted to meet this super-boss level figure who would be Worshiped by the entire world in the future, but it seemed there would be no opportunity this time.

So, three days before Thanksgiving, Li Mu, accompanied by Li Ziwei and his three personal bodyguards Wang Yuanlang, returned to Yanjing on an Air China flight.

Currently, Li Mu’s fame and popularity in China were immense, reaching the stage of a national idol. His Harvard speech was seen as a comeback for the Chinese people and Chinese entrepreneurs, and the financing agreement with Sequoia for a valuation of thirty-three billion also made Li Mu famous throughout the country.

Because the general public was highly interested in Li Mu, the media had been continuously following when he would return to China. However, they didn’t expect Li Mu’s return to be completely quiet.

Apart from his parents, Su Yingxue, Zhao Ziqiu, and the absolute high-level executives of Muye Technology and Taobao, as well as his friends Chen Ze, Song Liang, and Wei Lan, no one else knew about Li Mu’s return. The news of his return was jointly sealed off by all who knew, and not a single media outlet was aware of it from beginning to end. Even the customs officials upon his entry, after learning of Li Mu’s desire for discretion, gave him full respect and strictly kept his return a secret.

Upon his return, Li Mu did not immediately appear in the public eye. The first thing he did was work with Fang Xudong to experience the online ticketing system, which had completed its internal testing.

This online ticketing system was key for Li Mu to establish himself in China’s and Hollywood’s film and television industry, representing a very important strategic move for Li Mu’s future in the pan-entertainment sector. Therefore, Li Mu attached great value to it.

The full name of the online ticketing system was “Muying Online Ticketing System,” but the brand promoted externally was simply “Muying.” The online ticketing system actually belonged to the independently spun-off company – Muye Films – while the technical support and daily operations were handled by Muye Technology’s team.

The Muying system was currently the first internet product that mobilized all of Li Mu’s resources; it was a product truly born with a silver spoon in its mouth in the context of China’s internet industry.

Firstly, Muying not only had its own independent domain name, but also had complete embedded sections within YY and Taobao:

Users within China, after updating to the latest version of the YY Client, would find a new Muying ticketing option. Clicking it would directly open Muying ticketing’s independent second-level domain on YY: muying.yy.com;

Meanwhile, Taobao’s homepage added a “Movie Tickets” product category. Users clicking “Movie Tickets” would enter Muying ticketing’s second-level domain on Taobao: muying.taobao.com;

Secondly, Muying system’s promotional traffic would be jointly provided by Muye Technology and Taobao Technology. This meant that in the future, both YY and Taobao would spare no effort to promote and direct traffic to this system.

Thirdly, Alipay would serve as the Muying system’s sole online payment channel, providing secure, reliable, fast, and convenient payment support for Muying.

Fourthly, all the cinema chains Li Mu had acquired were fully renovated and would become the testing grounds for the Muying system. Furthermore, in the initial phase of the Muying system’s launch, all cinema chains acquired by Li Mu would cease offline ticket selling, completely transitioning to online sales through the Muying system.





Chapter 1083: Muying Ticketing System

In the newly renovated, slightly luxurious cinema, Li Mu, Fang Xudong, and Muying’s core technical personnel tested this extremely innovative online ticketing system together.

Before the test, Fang Xudong first introduced Li Mu to the Muying system’s terminal – the Muying self-service ticket dispenser.

Four self-service ticket dispensers were set up in this cinema, each about one hundred eighty centimeters tall. Their external design was no different from the ticket dispensers that became common after online ticketing matured in Li Mu’s previous life. The entire machine was crafted from black acrylic glass, with a striking 17-inch flat-panel display on the front, which, by default, would continuously display promotional materials for the Muying system upon startup.

Below the screen was an input area resembling the keypad of a bank ATM, which, in addition to the ten digits from 0 to 9, prominently featured “Ticket Collection,” “Confirm,” “Delete,” and “Back” buttons.

To the right of the keypad area was the ticket output slot, where printed movie tickets would emerge after the user completed the ticket collection process.

It was a pity that, due to the immaturity and unreliability of touchscreen technology, the first-generation terminal ticket dispenser did not employ touch technology. Therefore, when Li Mu and Fang Xudong designed this first-generation ticket dispenser, they streamlined the ticket collection process to the greatest extent possible.

Firstly, once the system was powered on, pressing the “Ticket Collection” button on the keypad would directly bring up the ticket collection code input option. The ticket collection code was temporarily set as a random eight-digit number. After pressing the “Ticket Collection” button, the user would directly enter the eight-digit code, click “Confirm,” and enter the information confirmation page. This page would display basic information such as the movie screening, time, seats, and quantity purchased by the user. After confirming everything was correct, the user would click “Confirm” again to print the movie tickets.

Because the system was highly streamlined and the hardware was over-spec, the system’s fluidity was extremely high, with almost no lag. This ensured that the user experience was just as smooth as with a touchscreen.

Moreover, the physical keypad utilized a metal keypad that was more stable and high-end than an ATM machine’s, making it robust, durable, and providing clear tactile feedback and smooth input. Users could complete ticket collection within ten to twenty seconds.

Fang Xudong stood beside Li Mu and explained, “General Manager Li, our ticket dispensers use IBM hardware, ensuring strong overall reliability. The printing component uses thermal paper printing, which makes maintenance more convenient. A specially customized roll of ticket paper can print ten thousand movie tickets, and changing the paper is very simple; one person can complete the replacement in two minutes.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “What is the manufacturing cost of the first-generation ticket dispenser?”

Fang Xudong replied, “Currently, we have custom-ordered one hundred units from the factory, and the cost per unit is approximately twenty-three thousand yuan. The mold opening cost is relatively high in this batch. In the future, if we continue to custom-order, the cost will become lower and lower, eventually dropping to within twenty thousand yuan.”

Li Mu said, “We have fourteen cinemas. Are all of them configured with four ticket dispensers each?”

“That’s right,” Fang Xudong said. “Currently, the ticket dispensers for all fourteen of our cinemas have been installed, all configured with four units. The factory has already shipped the last twenty units. We are now preparing to place another order, and the quantity for that will be up to you to decide.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Discuss with the factory. If this batch of machines passes the tests without problems, then for the second batch, we will directly pre-order five thousand units. Confirm a few key points with them: one is the delivery time, another is the price, and finally, after-sales support.”

“Five thousand units?!” Fang Xudong was dumbfounded, exclaiming, “General Manager Li, this procurement order alone will exceed one hundred million yuan!”

“Exceeding one hundred million yuan doesn’t matter,” Li Mu said. “Our next step is to rapidly occupy all cinemas nationwide. How can we occupy them without terminal hardware?”

Then, Li Mu added, “If we’re going to play, we’re going to make a grand move. Right from the start, let others know that this thing burns money, and they can’t afford to play.”

Fang Xudong nodded repeatedly, “I understand, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu then said, “Let’s test the complete ticket purchasing and collection process.”

Fang Xudong said, “Please come over here. We’ve set up computers at the ticket service counter, so you can experience the ticket purchasing system while also looking at the cinema sales management backend system.”

Li Mu followed Fang Xudong to the cinema’s ticket service counter. Several IBM commercial machines were already logged into Muying’s cinema sales management backend, while another IBM laptop was on the homepage of Muying’s system on YY.com.

Fang Xudong introduced, “You can first select the cinema, film, and screening session on the laptop. The films and sessions here are just random entries I made; they won’t interfere with the test.”

Li Mu nodded, first logging into his YY account on the laptop. Then, in the Muying Online Ticketing System, he found the cinema he was in. He immediately saw the list of films showing today, but since the cinema had not yet resumed operation, the films were all random entries by Fang Xudong. Li Mu chose The Godfather and then selected a screening half an hour later, immediately seeing the seating chart for that screening room.

Li Mu selected two seats and successfully made the payment. Immediately afterward, Li Mu received an eight-digit ticket collection code. He chose to send the code to his mobile phone, and a few seconds later, received a text message. The message content was: “Thank you for using the Muying Online Ticketing Platform. You have purchased 2 movie tickets for The Godfather at [Cinema Name], [Screening Room Name], on [Year/Month/Day/Time]. Seats: Row 11, Seat 06; Row 11, Seat 07. Ticket Collection Code: 33112323. Please use the ticket collection code at the cinema’s ticket dispenser or counter to collect tickets. If you have any questions, please call Muying Customer Service: 010…”

At this moment, Fang Xudong immediately opened the seating chart for the movie Li Mu purchased on the旁边IBM commercial machine. Sure enough, seats 06 and 07 in Row 11 were displayed as sold out, with the two small characters “Muying” next to “Sold Out.”

Once the order was successfully placed on the user platform, the cinema platform received immediate confirmation, displaying the seats as sold out. This speed and efficiency greatly satisfied Li Mu. He then refreshed the computer page and reloaded the screening room’s ticket sales status; it indeed showed seats 06 and 07 in Row 11 as sold out.

Both the user platform and the cinema platform could achieve real-time inventory updates, which was very important. Real-time interoperability would prevent overselling or incorrect sales, further enhancing user experience.

Li Mu then took his phone and went to the ticket dispenser. He clicked “Ticket Collection,” entered the eight-digit ticket collection code, and after confirming the order information, immediately clicked “Confirm Print.” The ticket output slot promptly dispensed two movie tickets. The information on the ticket face was fully accurate and matched the details of his purchased screening.

The entire system seemed complex, but its logical process was very intuitive:

Firstly, users could view the screening sessions and seat sales status of every franchised cinema on the user platform. After selecting the session and seats and successfully paying, the system immediately locked those two seats, preventing anyone else from purchasing them.

Secondly, after the order was completed, the system immediately fed back confirmation to the cinema’s management backend, informing it that new seats had been sold. The management backend then synchronously updated the inventory status, preventing the cinema from selling them again.

Thirdly, the system immediately generated an eight-digit code for this order and provided it to the user, such as 33112323 which Li Mu just received. If the user needed the information sent to their mobile phone, the system server would use cooperative telecom operator channels to send the relevant information as a text message to the user’s phone.

At this point, in the entire Muying system’s central backend, the ticket collection code 33112323 was already matched with the two seats Li Mu chose and stored in the database, awaiting verification by the terminal ticket dispenser. This verification process also served for user error correction.

If Li Mu went to the wrong cinema, upon entering the 33112323 ticket collection code, the system would determine that the terminal machine requesting ticket issuance was not located in the cinema corresponding to the purchase information. A prominent prompt would pop up to inform the user, while also supporting the user’s choice to proceed with printing tickets.

If Li Mu did not go to the wrong cinema, and the system confirmed that the terminal machine requesting ticket issuance was indeed in the cinema of purchase, it would directly provide the user with the option to print tickets.

Once the 33112323 ticket collection code was successfully confirmed and tickets were issued, the system would immediately invalidate this ticket collection code to prevent duplicate printing.

This entire system involved a central backend, a user frontend, a merchant management backend, a ticket dispenser terminal, and a mobile SMS sending mechanism. Although it seemed somewhat cumbersome, for users, the behavioral cost of using it was not high. Selecting a session, purchasing and paying for tickets, and collecting tickets to watch the movie – the entire process was extremely smooth.

After testing the entire system, Li Mu felt particularly excited. The emergence of an online ticketing system in this era was absolutely a subversive experience!

It allowed users to know the cinema’s screening schedule for the day and the next few days, and even the ticket sales status for each movie, without having to go to the cinema, thus eliminating situations where users arrived at the cinema only to find no tickets or no suitable seats.

It also allowed users to buy tickets in advance without going to the cinema, completely avoiding the tedious process of queueing to buy tickets at the cinema.

This system not only enhanced the convenience of movie viewing for users, simplifying cinema ticketing processes and reducing labor costs, but more importantly, it was extremely suitable for online promotion and marketing.

Currently, China’s film market was still sluggish. Most cinema chains had a single screening ticket price of around twenty-five yuan, and the attendance rate generally did not exceed 30%. If YY were to send a push notification to all users in Yanjing, giving each person a ten-yuan movie voucher, allowing them to purchase a twenty-five-yuan movie ticket online for fifteen yuan, then a considerable number of users who originally didn’t go to cinemas, or rarely did, would certainly choose to try it. At that time, the attendance rate would likely explode.

If a screening room had one hundred seats, with tickets at twenty-five yuan each and a 30% attendance rate, the single-screening revenue would only be seven hundred fifty yuan. If integrated with the Muying system and YY performed another round of push notifications for local users, the attendance rate might hit over 80%. In that scenario, even if the ticket price was only fifteen yuan, a one-hundred-seat screening room could achieve a single-screening revenue of one thousand two hundred yuan, an increase of over 50%.

The reason for ordering five thousand terminals was that Li Mu was certain that cinema chains would not refuse such a good product as Muying. And as long as they didn’t refuse, the entire downstream sector of China’s film industry could potentially be acquired by the Muying platform!





Chapter 1084: Racking My Brains

The Muying ticketing system’s frontend and backend, as well as hardware tests, were extremely smooth, basically meeting all of Li Mu’s requirements.

Li Mu was well aware that if the Muying ticketing system were launched to the public, it would be equivalent to introducing the world’s first online movie ticket selling system, likely causing a significant shockwave throughout the entire industry.

The entire system’s software and hardware weren’t high-tech; what was novel was the complete solution, and it was truly the solution that would ensure victory.

It’s like shared bicycles: bicycles aren’t high-tech, smartphones aren’t high-tech, Mobike’s shaft-drive bicycles aren’t high-tech, and if you dissect a smart lock containing GPS and network modules, it’s just standard Internet of Things stuff; there’s no real high-tech involved. However, someone conceived the bike-sharing solution and integrated these hardware components in an orderly fashion, creating an unprecedented, disruptive solution, which in turn spawned a new industrial model—bike-sharing.

Bike-sharing is fascinating. On the surface, it seems like a slightly higher-end bicycle rental business, but looking deeper, it’s an idea capable of leveraging significant capital. Before the industry became saturated, a single bicycle put into circulation could attract several, dozens, or even scores of registered users. And each user, besides paying a two hundred ninety-nine yuan deposit for use, also had to pre-charge a certain amount to use the bike smoothly.

This way, bike-sharing could generate over three hundred yuan in cash flow from a single user, and one bicycle could even leverage thousands, or even over ten thousand yuan, in cash flow into their hands. This was incredibly powerful. After several million, or even tens of millions, of users, that would be a huge sum of money. Moreover, because the funds were extremely dispersed, the possibility of users withdrawing funds en masse was minuscule. This money could be confidently and boldly invested into other areas for substantial profit.

It was precisely because of the immense profit potential behind bike-sharing that it caused such a huge shockwave in the entire internet industry within a short period, attracting countless capital investments. In first-tier cities, there was a strong trend of being “conquered” by bike-sharing.

The acceptance of the Muying ticketing system also caused some worry in Li Mu’s heart. To thoroughly penetrate this industry, he had to push forward extremely quickly from the moment the product was publicly announced. Otherwise, once the industry saw the development potential of this business model, an unprecedented enthusiasm would surely erupt, and everyone would turn their heads and dive into this industry.

Although Li Mu’s team had registered a large number of patents worldwide concerning the Muying ticketing system, Li Mu knew very well that patents were not an unbreakable defense. Many large companies in the world would proceed even if they knew they were infringing on another’s patent. If the other party pursued it, it would be nothing more than paying some money, and before paying, they would wrangle through legal procedures for a long time.

Especially in the domestic development environment, even a patent as straightforward as a trademark could be copycatted, let alone a solution combining various software and hardware.

The reason Li Mu wanted to order a large number of terminal ticket dispensers was to prepare for channel expansion in advance. After Muying went online, he wanted to quickly promote Muying to tens of millions of netizens, and then to all legitimate cinema chains nationwide, leaving no chance for others to catch up even if they tried midway.

After the Muying ticketing system was accepted, Li Mu instructed Kong Lingyu that starting December 1st, they would promote You Are the Apple of My Eye on YY, and simultaneously promote the movie’s theme song on Eting.com, building buzz for the film in advance.

As for the launch date of the Muying ticketing system, Li Mu temporarily set it for December 6th, going online one day before the movie’s release. Upon launch, it would immediately begin pre-selling tickets for the 7th.

At that time, both YY and Taobao would offer discounts to online ticket buyers. Each user would randomly receive a discount coupon worth five to fifteen yuan, allowing users to directly deduct this portion of the cost when making payment.

A convenient online ticketing platform, ticket discounts, and vigorous promotion of the movie would surely attract many users to watch it. Although he only had fourteen cinemas, these fourteen cinemas collectively had over twelve thousand seats. If he could significantly boost the attendance rate of his cinema chain during the screening of You Are the Apple of My Eye, his next step could be to directly open up to other cinema chains, allowing their cinemas to formally join the Muying online ticketing system.

…

After arranging the ticketing system and the movie’s release, Li Mu secluded himself in the villa at Ziyun Villa. He had Li Ziwei buy him a large amount of food and ingredients, then stayed holed up in the villa for several days, seeing no one.

For several days, besides eating, sleeping, and using the restroom, Li Mu spent all his time researching one thing: the impending SARS outbreak.

Li Mu wracked his brains, recalling many news reports about SARS from back then. First, he was certain that SARS would appear and have a small-scale outbreak in Guangdong Province this December, but he was unsure which specific city in Guangdong Province would discover it first.

Second, in his previous life, SARS only began to be taken seriously by the general public around March or April of the following year. Part of the reason for this was insufficient judgment of SARS, and another part was deliberate information suppression. Moreover, the true classification of SARS wouldn’t happen until February or March of the following year.

Finally, the timeline for the nationwide fight against SARS would be pushed to April of the next year. Only then would SARS truly become the target of a nationwide battle, and it would gradually be eradicated over the subsequent months.

Li Mu carefully analyzed all the clues he could gather and felt that interfering with the historical process of SARS would genuinely not be easy.

Because SARS was not specifically defined and distinguished in its early stages, the general public couldn’t possibly have known how severe it was when it first broke out.

In this situation, before the government and international health organizations spoke out, he had no way to release information in advance. Otherwise, it could not only cause public panic but also lead to suspicion. There was no reason for him or the entire Muye Technology to know about such a thing in advance. Li Mu’s performance in the internet industry was already defying expectations, and he could be packaged as an “internet genius.” But if he could even foretell outbreaks occurring at specific times domestically…

Unable to release information in advance, it meant that Li Mu would have to wait until the government announced the SARS situation before he could directly intervene. Before that, Li Mu could only do it under the radar.

There were many ways to “do it under the radar,” but none of them hit the critical point.

Li Mu wasn’t a medical professional; he didn’t know the exact nature of SARS, let alone how to treat it. The idea of first procuring a batch of critical medicines to support various regions at crucial moments was essentially a no-go.

After much thought, Li Mu felt that what he should do now was find a reason to stockpile more disinfectant, masks that could effectively reduce the chance of infection, and other medical supplies.

However, stockpiling too little of these things would be meaningless, but stockpiling too much would seem unusually suspicious.

As an entrepreneur in the internet industry, to heavily stockpile disinfectant and masks before SARS even entered the public’s awareness would itself seem a bit off.

But if he couldn’t even stockpile masks and disinfectant, what else could he do for SARS? By that time, he’d probably only be able to donate money.

Li Mu had personally experienced that phase of public panic. A low-quality mask that offered no real protection would sell for several or even more than ten times its price. A bottle of 84 disinfectant could be speculated up to a hundred yuan, and a packet of Banlangen could increase twenty-something times in price, yet still be unavailable at any price.

People dared not go out or interact with others. Once someone nearby had a fever, everyone immediately became jittery. If they themselves felt a bit feverish, they would instantly become terrified. If one person ran a fever, the entire class, or even the whole dormitory building, would be locked down and quarantined. Every day, people would discuss where another case had appeared, or where someone else had died. That state of panic was unforgettable for a lifetime.

What Li Mu could think of now was to first find a suitable reason to heavily stockpile supplies useful for SARS, because stockpiling at this stage wouldn’t cause a strain on similar resources when SARS broke out.

The reason why stockpiling now wouldn’t cause a strain months later was that the market demand for every commodity remained very stable without significant external stimuli.

If a disinfectant factory had a maximum daily disinfectant production capacity of one hundred thousand liters, but due to stable market demand, the factory only produced sixty thousand liters daily, then in this situation, if he placed a large purchase order with a two-month timeframe for the factory at the current stage, it would guide the factory to work overtime and increase production specifically for him during those two months.

If he converted all of the factory’s additional capacity into products, then such a disinfectant factory could produce an extra forty thousand liters of disinfectant for him daily. That would be one point two million liters in one month, and two point four million liters in two months. If bottled into 200-milliliter small bottles, that would be twelve million bottles.

After he took these two point four million liters of disinfectant from the factory’s extra production, the factory would certainly revert to its previous daily output of sixty thousand liters. When SARS broke out, and the disinfectant on the market was being hoarded or was in short supply, he would have twelve million bottles in stock to alleviate the overall market demand for disinfectant and to curb those unscrupulous merchants who tried to profit from the national disaster by hoarding and speculating on disinfectant.

If one factory alone could produce twelve million bottles, then with a few more such factories, it might even be possible to stockpile hundreds of millions of bottles.

Masks were the same. SARS was mainly transmitted through droplets and the respiratory tract, so high-standard masks that met requirements would be the best defensive equipment for ordinary people. If he could expedite the customization of a large batch of masks from qualified domestic or even foreign manufacturers, it would certainly play a very significant role in protecting society from SARS at that time.

Similarly, standard-compliant hand sanitizers, clothing disinfectants, and even the protective suits essential for medical personnel would all play crucial roles at that critical juncture.

Furthermore, at a critical moment, these supplies would suddenly become rare commodities and be in short supply, which would not only lead to price gouging but also trigger a frantic public rush to buy. Once a frantic buying spree began, it would certainly cause social panic.

If a hundred people went to a pharmacy to frantically buy Banlangen, and as a result, Banlangen’s price increased twenty-fold with very little stock, and only ten people managed to buy it, then the remaining ninety people would certainly panic.

At that time, if someone brought out a hundred boxes of Banlangen and sold them to these one hundred people at cost price, or even lower, it could immediately suppress the price of Banlangen, preventing it from being speculated upon. Simultaneously, due to sufficient stock, it would not trigger frantic buying, let alone a chaotic rush.

Therefore, it is clear that ample supplies would play a crucial role at critical moments.

So now the problem arose: although he knew these supplies were extremely important, what reason could he use to frantically stockpile such materials over the next two or three months?





Chapter 1085: The Solution

For several days, no matter how much Li Mu racked his brains, he hadn’t found a truly effective and reasonable solution.

The fundamental principle for addressing SARS was that he couldn’t make any public announcements or leaks about SARS before the World Health Organization officially declared it. Otherwise, given his current level of public attention, if he were questioned on this matter, someone with a wild imagination might just guess that he was a “reborn transmigrator.” Li Mu couldn’t take such a risk.

Therefore, stockpiling a large quantity of supplies to help the people and government solve some problems at a critical moment became Li Mu’s core requirement for himself in the upcoming SARS epidemic.

The key issue was that if Li Mu couldn’t find a reasonable excuse to do this in advance, rashly stockpiling supplies would still bring him great trouble. An owner with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, operating multiple companies and reviewing billions of dollars in deals every day—if such a person suddenly went off to stockpile a large amount of epidemic prevention supplies, it would be strange if he wasn’t suspected to the core.

Just as Li Mu was racking his brains at Ziyun Villa, even growing a sizable stubble, he suddenly received a call from Senior Brother Liu.

Senior Brother Liu’s first question was: “I haven’t heard from you since you got back. Not even the media, who follow you so closely, have reported on your recent activities. What have you been busy with lately?”

Li Mu said, “I was too tired during my time in the US, so when I came back, I just wanted to rest. I’ve been recuperating at home these past few days.”

“Oh, how rare!” Senior Brother Liu chuckled, “Li Mu, the workaholic, is actually resting. That’s truly remarkable.”

Li Mu laughed, “What? Can’t I occasionally take a few days off?”

“Yes, yes, yes, you can.” Senior Brother Liu said, half-jokingly, half-seriously, “I’d love for you to rest more often. You’re my boss, so you need to take good care of your health.”

Li Mu asked him, “Senior Brother, where are you? Are you in Yanjing?”

“No,” Senior Brother Liu replied, “I’ve been in Shenzhen and Guangzhou these past few days. The automatic sorting system Berman produced for us has completed customs clearance. After clearing customs at Huzhou City Port, it’s being shipped to various locations for gradual installation, debugging, and then put into use. Currently, the parcel volume in Shenzhen and its surrounding areas is huge, so we plan to prioritize installing the first set of equipment in Shenzhen’s sorting center. I came here to supervise the installation and debugging work.”

Ever since Taobao started with electronic products, it rapidly boosted Shenzhen’s electronics industry, making Shenzhen one of the first cities in China to be closely linked with Taobao and e-commerce. Among Taobao Logistics’ many logistics bases in China, Shenzhen is currently under the most pressure. Shenzhen’s current industrial development has begun spreading to surrounding areas, forming an integrated industrial pattern encompassing Guangzhou, Foshan, Dongguan, and Shenzhen. The previous Guangzhou logistics base could no longer handle such enormous pressure, so Taobao Logistics has already invested in building a brand-new logistics base in Shenzhen. Now, its importance is growing by the day.

Li Mu instinctively asked, “Senior Brother, how long will you be staying in Guangdong Province?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “It depends on you. If you have the time and energy to manage Taobao’s operations recently, then you and Old Lei can cooperate, and I’ll focus on handling our logistics matters outside. If your time and energy are limited, and front-end operations need you, then I’ll travel back and forth between both ends.”

A flash of inspiration suddenly struck Li Mu.

Guangdong Province… the original epicenter of SARS. If he were to stay in Guangdong Province for a period, he would have the opportunity to come into contact with SARS before the general public became aware of it.

If he personally encountered the SARS epidemic in Guangdong Province by the end of this year, he would have a reason to justify all the preparations he made in advance to prevent the outbreak.

Thinking of this, Li Mu immediately felt invigorated, as if the frustration of days of hard thinking had, in this instant, given way to clarity, like the clouds parting to reveal the bright moon!

If he went to Guangdong Province to personally participate in the construction of Taobao Logistics, he could not only experience the epidemic firsthand but also directly utilize Taobao’s warehousing to stockpile supplies within Taobao’s framework.

By then, he could unreservedly instruct Taobao’s self-operated division, in conjunction with Taobao’s warehousing, to procure epidemic prevention supplies nationwide and globally. With his personal experience as the trigger point, Li Mu could then claim that after experiencing the epidemic firsthand, he understood the critical nature of the illness and, with paranoid insistence, demanded that his team prepare supplies.

Given Taobao’s current volume and capital scale, stockpiling vast quantities of epidemic supplies for the purpose of sales wouldn’t be financially straining at all. Moreover, Li Mu could first act as a shrewd businessman, stockpiling supplies under the premise that he detected the potential for the epidemic’s spread, appearing to hope to boost Taobao’s sales with these goods.

Once the epidemic was made public, he would immediately prioritize national and societal interests, donating a portion of the supplies to the government free of charge and putting the rest on Taobao, selling them at cost or even at a loss to alleviate panic and the craze for搶購 (panic buying) and price gouging in severely affected areas.

Regarding the stockpiling operation, Li Mu not only didn’t intend to earn a single penny from this epidemic but also planned to subsidize it with at least over one hundred million Chinese yuan. Although the loss would be substantial, this amount was negligible to Li Mu. He only hoped to contribute his meager strength to combating SARS.

Of course, if this operation went smoothly, it would also greatly aid Taobao’s future development. In terms of social influence and cultivating users’ online shopping habits, Taobao could also reap long-term positive benefits.

After understanding all this, Li Mu immediately told Senior Brother Liu, “Senior Brother, the automatic sorting system is the top priority for the development of our self-operated logistics system in the coming years, and it’s something I’ve always cared deeply about. I’ll come over to find you in the next couple of days. We’ll oversee the logistics matters together.”

Upon hearing this, Senior Brother Liu immediately said, “Great! Arrange your time and let me know when you’re coming. I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll do it as soon as possible. I don’t have too many things to deal with here. Once everything’s arranged, I’ll head over.”

Then, Li Mu asked him, “By the way, what’s the installation progress for the automatic sorting system in Shenzhen?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “Installation will be completed in three days. On the fourth day, we’ll power it on for a trial run. Because this is the first automatic sorting system for express parcels officially put into use by a private enterprise in China, and also currently the most advanced sorting system in the country, I’ve had an event execution company prepare a launch ceremony for the trial run. We’ll invite some media to come and write positive news for us.”

At this point, Senior Brother Liu instinctively added, “Oh, right! You haven’t appeared in public since you returned to China, have you? Since you’re coming to Shenzhen, I think you might as well participate in this launch ceremony. If the domestic media knows you’re coming, they’ll probably go crazy. We won’t have to spend a cent; your presence alone can get us frantic national media coverage.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Good! Then I’ll come participate in this launch ceremony. Make the publicity grander with the media. The higher profile, the better!”

“Understood! Leave it to me.”

Senior Brother Liu didn’t know what Li Mu was scheming. He merely thought Li Mu wanted to seize the opportunity to boost Taobao Logistics’ influence in China. But in fact, Li Mu’s main purpose was to set an extremely high profile for his trip to Guangdong Province, letting the entire nation know that he was personally supervising the development and construction of Taobao Logistics in Guangdong Province because he valued its development.

As long as he established this high-profile foundation, when the epidemic appeared on a larger scale in Guangdong Province, Li Mu would have ample reason to immediately prepare a large quantity of epidemic prevention supplies and fill Taobao’s warehouses across the country with them!

After hanging up, an excited Li Mu immediately called Li Ziwei, asking her to contact a domestic Business jet company to charter a small Business jet to fly from Yanjing to Shenzhen three days later. This time, Li Mu didn’t intend to bring too many people, just Li Ziwei and his three bodyguards would suffice.

After instructing Li Ziwei to arrange the charter flight, Li Mu immediately held a video conference with the persons in charge of Muye Technology and Muyu Impression. All work prior to the release of You Are the Apple of My Eye was fully handed over to the persons in charge of these two divisions. He also entrusted the promotion of Muying’s ticketing system and the introduction of other cinema chains to his subordinates.

Li Mu planned to stay in Guangdong Province for at least twenty days to a month. During this period, he wouldn’t personally handle other businesses, delegating authority to his subordinates. He would only concern himself with results while in Guangdong Province. If any problems arose, he would provide remote command.

After ending the video conference, Li Mu immediately searched online for domestic and international manufacturers of epidemic prevention supplies to conduct market analysis and preparation. Once the time was right, large-scale procurement wouldn’t be a shot in the dark.

Li Mu researched online and found that there were many domestic disinfectant manufacturers, producing a wide variety of types, but the most mainstream was 84 disinfectant.

84 disinfectant was developed in 1984 by Yanjing Ditan Hospital and had subsequently transferred its patents and technology to dozens of domestic enterprises. Furthermore, due to 84 disinfectant’s extremely high public recognition in China, this disinfectant held a unique authority in the eyes of the public. This authority also truly stood up to scrutiny; it was far more effective than Banlangen, which was believed to “cure all diseases.”

Li Mu roughly analyzed the current disinfectant manufacturers. If their production capacity were stimulated with orders before an epidemic outbreak, they could produce over one hundred million additional bottles of disinfectant within at least two to three months.

Besides disinfectants, cold and fever medicines, and thermometers, protective gear was even more crucial.

The most authoritative company Li Mu could think of was 3M in the United States. He happened to have some new connections there, so he could directly ask Elon Musk for help. Before he knew Mr. Musk, Li Mu thought he had a lot of swagger, but after meeting him, he found him to be a jack-of-all-trades, naturally possessing a broker’s skill. By then, he could directly procure large quantities of masks, gloves, and the highest-end medical biochemical protective suits on the market from 3M. Masks and gloves would be positioned to serve the general public, while all the highest-end protective suits would be donated to the “angels in white” on the front lines fighting SARS!





Chapter 1086: Rich and Powerful

Before departing for Shenzhen, Li Mu had a meal with Su Yingxue. It was confirmed that Su Yingxue would be going to Harvard as an exchange student. According to her, Li Mu’s speech at Harvard motivated her even more and made her aspire to Harvard with greater intensity.

Su Yingxue didn’t elaborate, but fundamentally, she constantly felt that the gap between herself and Li Mu was rapidly widening. This put immense psychological pressure on her. She couldn’t bear to leave Li Mu, but she also realized that if this gap continued to expand, she and Li Mu would eventually become strangers. Therefore, she decided to seize this opportunity at Harvard to improve herself as much as possible.

More importantly, leaving for six months would not only allow her academic progress but also give her a good chance to calm down and adjust. This might bring some change to their relationship. Their current state made Su Yingxue feel caught in a dilemma; rather than staying like this, it was better to use this opportunity to make a proper adjustment.

Li Mu respected Su Yingxue’s choice and also felt internally that he had deviated too much concerning Su Yingxue.

The emotional ties from his previous life, Su Yingxue’s personality, Li Mu’s booming career, and the influence of other women had prevented their relationship from developing healthily and stably, even after they made it official. Li Mu had privately reflected on this many times, but he couldn’t find an effective solution.

Li Mu hadn’t thought of himself as a womanizer in his previous life, but ultimately, that was because he wasn’t outstanding enough back then, so he didn’t have the basic conditions to be one.

However, now, Li Mu deeply felt that most men are inherently polyamorous, especially when their own strength reaches a certain level, and there are more women around them whom they are reluctant to let go of. This psychology becomes even more apparent.

Li Mu did not oppose Su Yingxue’s decision to go to Harvard because he also felt it was not a bad thing for her to go to the United States. Instead, it could allow them to temporarily escape their awkward dilemma and start anew in a completely different way.

Although Su Yingxue felt sorrow and reluctance about her decision and leaving Li Mu for six months, her personality made her suppress these emotions. She always felt that the road ahead in life was long. If she wanted to go further with Li Mu, the most important thing to do was to bring herself closer to him in terms of level, rather than physical space.

Su Yingxue’s departure date for the United States was set for December 30th. She would fly to the United States with several other exchange students from Renmin University, led by a female leader from the university. Normally, she would return to China in July of next year.

For Su Yingxue, there would be virtually no time to return home to visit family during these six months, so she inevitably felt a bit down. However, Li Mu told her that he would frequently travel to the United States in the future, and there would be plenty of opportunities to see her at Harvard then.

Subsequently, Li Mu did not meet with anyone until he, Li Ziwei, and Wang Yuanlang boarded a small private jet for Shenzhen.

For the world’s media, Li Mu had been out of sight for too long.

Before this, Li Mu had always been the subject of intense media scrutiny. The media paid close attention to his every move—where he went, whom he met, what he did—all were typically reported. But after Muye Technology and Sequoia Capital signed the Series C fundraising worth 3.3 billion USD, Li Mu vanished from everyone’s sight.

These days, American media published several rounds of extensive reports centered on the 3.3 billion USD. A Chinese enterprise conquered the entire American internet market and then took 3.3 billion USD in cash from the US capital market. This greatly shocked Americans and the entire Western world. Therefore, even though Li Mu had not appeared in front of the media for many days, reports about him never stopped.

However, despite the reports, none of them contained any current information about Li Mu.

Initially, some media speculated that Li Mu was taking a vacation after completing the Series C fundraising, while others suspected he had secretly returned to China. Some even went to Hollywood to interview Anne Hathaway, attempting to discover Li Mu’s whereabouts from the Hollywood actress with whom he had a “romantic rumor.”

Anne Hathaway, being a straightforward girl, frankly told facing the media, “I don’t know where Li Mu is. I’ve left him messages on YY for many days and haven’t received a reply.”

The media went into an uproar again. What on earth? Even his rumored romantic partner didn’t know where Li Mu was, and he hadn’t replied to YY messages for days. Had Li Mu disappeared into thin air?

Some media began to suspect that Li Mu had secretly returned to China, but then again, even if he did, Chinese media and major media outlets’驻点 in China should have received news. So why was there no coverage of Li Mu’s current situation from China?

Later, well-connected American media obtained anonymous information from customs, stating that Li Mu had already departed the United States and returned to China.

Only then did everyone realize that Li Mu had indeed left the United States and returned to China.

However, why had Li Mu been silent for so many days after returning to China?

After all, China was Li Mu’s home ground. He had been so high-profile during his time in the United States; upon returning home, he should have been regarded as a hero by all of China. It was impossible for him to vanish as if he had disappeared after returning to China.

Just as all media felt it was unfathomable that Li Mu had disappeared, Taobao Logistics suddenly released a major announcement to all Chinese media: Li Mu would participate in the launch ceremony of Taobao Logistics’ automated sorting system at its logistics base in Shenzhen.

Li Mu had been missing for so many days, and the world’s media had searched for him for just as long, with countless speculations that failed to be confirmed. Unexpectedly, Taobao Logistics suddenly issued this announcement, instantly drawing the attention of all media!

For the media, they already knew Li Mu’s various companies like the back of their hands. Under Li Mu’s industrial structure, there were two core main lines: Muye Technology and Taobao.

Although Muye Technology had been spun off at the capital level, Muyuan Games, Muye Films, and even Eting.com were all companies on the core main line of Muye Technology, forming an enterprise matrix centered around Muye Technology;

And the core main line of Taobao, with Taobao as its main stronghold, along with Taobao Logistics and Alipay, formed a complete e-commerce industry matrix, even encompassing online and offline. It could be said that Li Mu himself already had a complete and mature e-commerce solution.

Currently, Li Mu’s Muye Technology core main line was the most globally observed, but authoritative media knew very well that Li Mu’s Taobao would also become a huge entity. Not to mention anything else, the tens of billions in settled funds alone were enough to make people look at him in a new light. More importantly, e-commerce was just starting, and this field was bound to have even broader development space.

Li Mu had disappeared for several days after returning to China. All the media were originally speculating how he would handle his first public appearance after returning. Most media guessed that Li Mu’s first appearance would most likely be an exclusive interview with CCTV, as CCTV was the most authoritative domestic media and had a very good relationship with Li Mu. But unexpectedly, Li Mu’s first public appearance after returning to China would be to endorse Taobao Logistics.

With Li Mu’s vision and wisdom, he must have been very clear about the impact his first public appearance after returning to China would have on all of China and even the world. Using his first public appearance for Taobao Logistics was enough to show how much Li Mu valued Taobao Logistics.

Prior to this, although the media knew about Taobao Logistics, no one had deeply investigated its specific situation. They only knew it was a supporting logistics system Li Mu developed for Taobao, and it had only been launched a few months ago. Under the halo of Li Mu, Muye Technology, and Taobao, no one paid attention to the state of Taobao Logistics, subconsciously thinking that it should still be in its initial stages.

However, Taobao Logistics suddenly announced that it would hold an automatic sorting system launch ceremony, which immediately made the shrewd media notice something highly unusual.

The information Taobao Logistics released to the media included a general introduction to Taobao Logistics and the automatic sorting system. In this brief introduction, Taobao Logistics stated that it had already ordered six sets of automatic sorting systems from German Beumer Group, and these six sets had all arrived in China. They would soon be installed and put into use sequentially at six Taobao Logistics bases, with the Shenzhen set being Taobao Logistics’ first automatic sorting system to be put into use in China.

After the media learned a little more about German Beumer and the automatic sorting system, they were immediately astonished by Taobao Logistics.

Firstly, German Beumer is a top international manufacturer of automatic sorting systems, holding a large share in the Western logistics industry and airport baggage sorting systems, making it very well-known.

Secondly, although the automatic sorting system was a new term, a quick search by the media revealed that this system was incredibly luxurious for China’s current national conditions.

The reason it was described as luxurious was its extremely high unit price. A single automatic sorting system cost twenty to thirty million yuan, and that didn’t even include subsequent operation and maintenance fees. At this stage in China, only the veteran postal service could afford such high-end equipment, and the postal service’s automatic sorting systems were relatively old and less expensive.

China’s labor costs were low, and the logistics industry had not yet entered its golden age. No matter how one calculated the costs, using manual labor was more cost-effective. But Li Mu truly was rich and powerful; he ordered six high-end automatic sorting systems in one go, which other express logistics companies considered the height of extravagance!





Chapter 1087: Chen Wan Arrives

Because Li Mu was set to attend the launch ceremony for Taobao Logistics’ first automated sorting system, media outlets across the country went wild, dispatching their best reporters to Shenzhen as quickly as possible.

Ever since Li Mu’s speech at Harvard completely detonated his global influence, the people of China had been extremely excited, eagerly anticipating his return. They hoped to give him a hero’s welcome, to let him feel the adoration of the domestic populace, and to let him know that he was the pride of all China.

Now, after many days back in China, Li Mu was finally going to publicly face the media and the public. Media professionals naturally couldn’t miss this major news event, which was why all eyes were on Taobao Logistics, focusing on Shenzhen, eagerly awaiting Li Mu’s next stunning appearance.

Li Mu had already arrived in Shenzhen by plane before the media received the news. At Li Mu’s instruction, Liu Qiangdong had already helped him quickly purchase three properties in Shenzhen. These three properties were located in one of Shenzhen’s best high-end residential communities, developed by Hong Kong merchants, emphasizing luxurious decor and a “ready to move in” concept.

The community primarily catered to Hong Kong merchants developing in Shenzhen, so in terms of design, construction, and both hardware and software furnishings, it was currently the best in Shenzhen outside of the villa districts. All apartment layouts featured direct elevator access, providing excellent privacy.

Li Mu currently had ample personal cash on hand. The cash income brought by Mu Online was very considerable; this alone was enough for him to have an inexhaustible supply of cash. Moreover, as soon as Sequoia’s funds arrived, he would receive nearly two hundred million US dollars from the three hundred million US dollars he was cashing out. After paying taxes, all of this money would be his personal assets, so Li Mu had become much more open-handed with his spending.

The three apartments were all spacious three-hundred-square-meter four-bedroom units, but they only cost about fifteen million yuan in total. Currently, Shenzhen’s housing prices were around six thousand yuan per square meter. Including high-end decoration materials and imported furniture and appliances, the apartments in this community were only fifteen thousand yuan per square meter, which Li Mu considered very affordable.

Out of the three apartments, Li Mu would live in one, Wang Yuanlang and his two colleagues would live in another, and Li Ziwei would live in the third. Wang Yuanlang and his team were his personal bodyguards and couldn’t be too far from him, while Li Ziwei was his private assistant and also needed to be by his side at all times. However, living in the same apartment would be inconvenient, so buying three became the best option. The three apartments were on three different floors, adjacent to each other: Li Mu lived on the middle floor, Li Ziwei on the floor above, and Wang Yuanlang and his two colleagues on the floor below.

Even if these three apartments, purchased for fifteen million yuan, were not lived in later, their price would at least increase five or six times over ten years, making it far more cost-effective than keeping the money in banks.

Li Mu quietly settled down temporarily in Shenzhen, while reporters from all over the country continuously flew into Shenzhen, then flocked to a remote area not far west of Shenzhen Airport, finding hotels nearby to settle down.

Taobao Logistics’ logistics base in Shenzhen was not far west of the airport. Media reporters congregated in this area so they could arrive at Taobao Logistics’ Shenzhen base quicker and earlier on the day of the launch ceremony.

The day before the launch ceremony, Li Mu received a call from Chen Wan. Her voice carried a hint of complaint as she said, “Rascal, you’ve been in America for so long, and when you came back, you just made one phone call and then vanished. Now you’re suddenly going to Shenzhen. Even the President of the United States might not be as busy as you are, right?”

Li Mu quickly apologized, telling her that he really did have urgent matters to attend to, which was why he had come to Shenzhen.

Chen Wan wasn’t truly upset with him. After her complaint, her tone immediately softened. She said, “I know you’re busy. I just worry you’ll wear yourself out. Otherwise, it’s nothing.”

Then, Chen Wan asked with a slightly shy voice, “We haven’t seen each other for so long, have you missed me?”

“Of course I missed you,” Li Mu said from the bottom of his heart. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately, and I was wondering where you’d go for the New Year’s Day holiday. If you went back to Haizhou, I’d go back and stay for a few days too.”

Hearing this, Chen Wan’s voice, even through the phone, conveyed clear joy. She said, “Since you miss me, why wait until New Year’s Day? That’s still more than a month away.”

Li Mu asked her, “Aren’t you busy with work these days?”

“Busy! Extremely busy!” Chen Wan sighed, “I was already busy with Super Girl, and now suddenly I’ve received a request from my superiors to go on a temporary business trip.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Temporary business trip? Where to?”

Chen Wan didn’t answer Li Mu’s question, but instead lamented, “There’s a certain puppy who’s practically the focus of all media attention. Wherever he goes, reporters follow. Now that my superiors have heard he’ll appear in Shenzhen, they thought my relationship with him is quite good, so they sent me over temporarily to see if I could pull some strings and get more exclusive news.”

Li Mu immediately understood her meaning and excitedly asked her, “You’re coming to Shenzhen?”

“Mm.” Chen Wan then chuckled, “I should be boarding in twenty minutes.”

Li Mu instantly felt a thrill and blurted out, “Tell me your flight number, I’ll pick you up!”

Chen Wan said, “I still have work. Our station’s Shenzhen-based reporters will pick me up at the airport, and then we’ll go together to the office to finalize tomorrow’s approximate interview schedule. My company booked a hotel for me near your logistics base, so I’ll see you tomorrow!”

Li Mu immediately said, “I don’t want to wait until tomorrow.”

Chen Wan couldn’t help but laugh aloud, then earnestly added, “I’ll be done around two or three in the afternoon. It doesn’t matter if I go to the hotel booked by the company or not…”

Li Mu then said, “Then when you’re done, I’ll pick you up.”

Chen Wan asked him, “Will coming specifically to pick me up trouble such a busy person as yourself?”

Li Mu said, “Picking you up is my most important task.”

After hanging up the phone, Chen Wan’s heart remained filled with delight.

During this time, Li Mu was busy, and so was she.

The regional qualifiers for Super Girl were continuously progressing, and the show now had a very strong influence nationwide. Its ratings had also surged to become the number one variety show in China. Chen Wan herself, because of her perfect appearance, elegant temperament, and dignified, humble, yet lively and entertaining hosting style displayed on the show, was highly sought after by audiences. She had consequently become the true top female host of Hunan Satellite TV.

Her ability to become the recognized top female host at Hunan Satellite TV and to host a highly acclaimed talent show like Super Girl was all thanks to Li Mu pushing her from behind. If not for Li Mu, she would probably be, at most, holding a mediocre position at Jinling Television, muddling through life, and certainly wouldn’t be in her current situation.

The main reason Chen Wan was working so hard now was also to avoid disappointing Li Mu. She went for her internship at Yanjing Television because of Li Mu, went to Hunan Satellite TV because of Li Mu, joined Happy Camp because of Li Mu, and hosted the now widely popular Super Girl because of Li Mu. In her heart, Li Mu was more important than anything, so when Li Mu asked her to do something, she basically couldn’t bring herself to refuse.

Chen Wan knew Li Mu’s general plans for the future. He hoped she could use Hunan Satellite TV as a springboard to accumulate more entertainment industry resources, and that she would eventually gain enough ability to help him manage Muye Films. This had become Chen Wan’s greatest motivation.

Purposeful and effective work made Chen Wan’s work and life feel incredibly fulfilling, but the more so, the stronger her longing for Li Mu became.

All her efforts stemmed from her affection for Li Mu. Therefore, Chen Wan’s longing for Li Mu at this moment had soared, filling her to the brim and overflowing. Thinking that she would see Li Mu today, Chen Wan’s heart rate remained at an unfathomable speed due to excitement, even as she boarded the plane.

During the period Li Mu was in America, Chen Wan spent all her free time following his every move there. The more she saw Li Mu’s tremendous success in America, the more her heart filled with longing for him. Coincidentally, she was suddenly arranged by her superiors to go on a business trip to Shenzhen specifically to attend the Taobao Logistics automated sorting system launch ceremony. Wasn’t this just the perfect opportunity for her to meet Li Mu?

Even more importantly, Li Mu actually wanted to see her today, unaware that her own feelings were the same as his, only wanting to see him as soon as possible.

…

After Chen Wan’s plane landed in Shenzhen, Chen Wan, wearing a mask and sunglasses, quickly disembarked. Staff from Hunan Satellite TV’s Shenzhen office had arrived early to wait. The local staff first met Chen Wan, then immediately took her to Hunan Satellite TV’s local office.

After meeting with the head of the news department at the office, he conveyed their requests and those from headquarters regarding the launch ceremony. They hoped that through Chen Wan’s personal connection with Li Mu, they could persuade Li Mu to agree to an exclusive interview with Hunan Satellite TV during tomorrow’s launch event. Even if he only answered a few small questions about his daily life, it would be enough for Hunan Satellite TV to produce some exclusive news.

Chen Wan verbally agreed, but deep down, she didn’t want to discuss such topics with Li Mu. She hadn’t seen Li Mu in so long, and she had plenty of private things she wanted to talk about with him. This time, she hadn’t come for work at all; all her motivation was simply to see Li Mu.

After finishing work discussions at the office, a colleague offered to drive Chen Wan to the hotel, but Chen Wan politely waved him off. She had already sent the office address to Li Mu and was just waiting for him to pick her up.

After leaving the office, Chen Wan sat for a while in a nearby bookstore. After about ten minutes, a Buick GL8 parked outside the cafe. Just then, Chen Wan’s phone rang; it was Li Mu.

Chen Wan answered the phone excitedly, immediately asking, “Where are you?”

Li Mu said, “Outside the bookstore, Buick GL8, license plate ending in 331. Come out quickly!”

Chen Wan was so happy she almost jumped up. She quickly put the book back on the shelf and eagerly ran out of the bookstore…





Chapter 1088: You Are My Woman

Chen Wan, on camera, exuded the alluring charm of a mature woman. She was the dream lover of countless male viewers and the object of envy and imitation for numerous women. This perfectly aligned with the positioning of a fledgling female host in her twenties; most female hosts adopt a mature style when young and switch to a cute style once they truly mature.

Li Mu expected Chen Wan to appear before him with a mature, regal image. He never imagined that her outfit today would be so fresh that it made him feel as if he had traveled back to 2016.

Although it was already late November, the weather in Shenzhen was only subtly cool. Chen Wan wore a light gray, somewhat loose and baggy knitted sweater, almost like a batwing top. Despite its looseness, it created a unique harmony due to her tight ripped pencil jeans, which presented a strong contrast between her upper and lower body.

Chen Wan’s figure was simply too good; her slender and straight legs were the envy of even professional models. Wearing such tight-fitting pants, her legs were highlighted to their fullest. Although her upper body was very loose, her slender lower body ensured that her overall appearance wasn’t bulky at all. Instead, it added a touch of casual and lazy elegance, so much so that even with a black mask and casually dishevelled hair obscuring her face, Li Mu, from inside the car, was struck by her beauty.

Through the car window, watching Chen Wan run towards him with the joyous liveliness of a young girl, Li Mu felt exceptionally satisfied.

Li Mu had always harbored an extraordinary affection for Chen Wan. Before his rebirth, he didn’t believe in fate, but after his rebirth, he only believed that he and Chen Wan were destined to be intertwined. In his previous life, they had no further interaction after the car accident, but in this life, everything began again with a car accident. From the day of his rebirth, fate had tightly bound together two people who had almost no prior connection.

To some extent, Li Mu felt that after his rebirth, by guarding the secret of his rebirth, he had a barrier deep down with everyone, including his own parents. However, when facing Chen Wan, this unique barrier seemed to be at least half as thin.

Chen Wan hurried to the roadside and got into the Buick minivan Li Mu was driving. The moment she entered the car, their eyes met, and she eagerly took off her mask. Before Li Mu could even clearly see her face, her features blurred in his vision. Then, his sight gradually faded, and he only felt a sweetness on his lips, accompanied by a faint cool scent.

Chen Wan, having removed her mask, gave Li Mu a brief, fleeting kiss. After the kiss, like a dragonfly touching the water, she didn’t immediately pull away. They looked at each other’s faces, so close, with intense affection flowing between their eyes.

Chen Wan lightly kissed Li Mu’s lips again. This time, Li Mu gently cupped her small, delicate chin with his fingers, responding to her initiative.

Separated by the armrest box and the control panel, such a kiss was difficult to sustain for long. A moment later, their lips parted. Chen Wan lightly bit her lip with her pearly teeth, her warm breath fanning across Li Mu’s cheek. With a third part shyness and seven parts affection, she asked him, “You’ve been away abroad for so long, did you miss me?”

Li Mu nodded seriously. “I did.”

Chen Wan blinked and smiled, lightly pinching Li Mu’s face. “So good! Here’s another reward for you!”

With that, she leaned over and kissed Li Mu on the cheek again.

It was only early afternoon, broad daylight outside, and the car was parked by the roadside. If they kissed a couple more times, they might be recognized. So Li Mu instructed Chen Wan to fasten her seatbelt and decided to get the car on the road first.

As Li Mu drove, he asked Chen Wan, “What do you want to eat tonight?”

Chen Wan said, “Oh, I’ve been to Shenzhen with my parents before. My biggest impression of this place, besides the frequent rain, is how much good food there is.”

Counting on her fingers, Chen Wan continued, “On the way here, I was already thinking: I want roasted goose, stir-fried beef ho fun, beef balls, sweet soup, and Seafood claypot porridge…”

“Wait…” Li Mu couldn’t help but interrupt her, asking, “How many days are you staying in Shenzhen?”

Chen Wan chuckled. “Leaving tomorrow night!”

“Leaving tomorrow night?” Li Mu couldn’t help but ask her, “Why the rush?”

Chen Wan rolled her eyes at Li Mu and said, “It’s all because of the ‘good thing’ you got me involved in! The Super Girl preliminaries are so popular now, I’m practically working non-stop. Even then, one person can’t handle it. If it gets too much, I’ll apply to the station to have Teacher He come and partner with me for the next two competition zones.”

After saying that, Chen Wan sighed. “If you hadn’t gotten me into this, I’d just be doing Happy Camp, filming one week and resting one week. Life would be incredibly comfortable. Now, I film four weeks a month and rest two days…”

Li Mu smiled awkwardly. “Wasn’t I thinking of helping you accumulate more popularity quickly, so you can establish yourself independently in the future!”

Chen Wan replied resignedly, “Then I’ll just listen to you. I don’t have any objections anyway. It’s the same whether I’m busy or not; if I’m not busy, you don’t have much time to spend with me anyway. This is actually quite good; at least it’s fulfilling, and I don’t have time to miss you.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, pulled her hand into his right hand, and said seriously, “Thank you for your hard work. After Super Girl finishes this year, you can rest well. Next summer, I plan to create a singing talent show, open to both men and women. You’ll still have to host it then. If there’s enough time, at the end of the year or next spring, we’ll start a reality show. You won’t be a host then; when you appear on camera, you’ll directly be a resident guest, and the sole female guest, of the show. Behind the scenes, you’ll be the producer of the entire show, its sole core. If this reality show is done well, you’ll truly become a top-tier Grand Dame of the domestic entertainment industry.”

Chen Wan said, “I never actually thought of becoming a Grand Dame of the entertainment industry. After a period of exposure, I found that the entertainment industry is actually nothing special…”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, and said, “The ‘Grand Dame’ I’m talking about is a symbol of status, not for you to simply mingle in the entertainment industry. It’s about you mastering the top-tier resources of the entertainment industry, including first-tier celebrities, first-tier TV stations, first-tier film and television production and distribution companies, and first-tier investors. With these resources, you’ll naturally be able to transcend the entire entertainment industry. Additionally, over the next two years, I will use major theatrical films, variety shows, cinema chains, and online ticketing systems to create a large closed-loop ecosystem for the entertainment industry, integrating all upstream and downstream resources. Then you’ll leave Hunan Satellite TV and become the boss’s wife of Muyu Impression.”

Li Mu’s words “boss’s wife” made Chen Wan’s heart feel sweet, but she blushed and said something contrary to her true feelings, “What boss’s wife? You just want me to work hard for you…”

“Not at all.” Li Mu waved his hand and said, “In the future, thirty percent of Muye Films’ shares will be yours, and my shares will also be held in trust by you. This way, you’ll hold the majority of the shares and have sufficient decision-making power. In other words, in the eyes of the outside world, you’ll be the true owner of Muyu Impression. Wouldn’t that make you the boss’s wife?”

Chen Wan quickly waved her hands in fright. “I was just joking with you, please don’t take it seriously! Actually, I really want to do something for you. If you want me to manage Muyu Impression for you, I can leave Hunan Satellite TV anytime.”

Li Mu gripped her hand and said, “Don’t forget, you are my woman. What’s mine is yours.”

Chen Wan likewise gripped Li Mu’s hand and softly said, “I am your woman. Your words are enough for me; nothing else matters.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, with an undeniable tone, saying, “These things are decided by the man. Just like you listened to me about Hunan Satellite TV, just follow my arrangements.”

Chen Wan was not an ambitious or particularly assertive woman to begin with. Even though Li Mu was suddenly so chauvinistic, she wasn’t uncomfortable in the least; on the contrary, she found it especially gratifying. Deep down, she was completely willing to obey Li Mu’s arrangements. If Li Mu genuinely wanted her to take over Muyu Impression later, she certainly wouldn’t go against his wishes. On one hand, she truly loved this man, three years younger than herself, with all her heart. On the other hand, she liked the feeling of willingly letting him make decisions for her.

In Li Mu’s heart, Muye Films was a company prepared for Chen Wan. He wasn’t interested in the entertainment industry, nor did he seek to have a crowd of celebrities constantly revolving around him. He hoped that in the future, he could make Chen Wan a woman who transcended the entertainment industry and held the most decision-making power within it. Giving Muye Films to her then would allow her to fully leverage her own experience, connections, and resources. If he couldn’t give Chen Wan a legitimate status as his partner in the future, then Muye Films would be a form of compensation from him.

As for his intention to let Chen Wan hold his shares in Muye Films in trust in the future, Li Mu also had deeper considerations. If, someday, Chen Wan no longer wished to stay by his side, he would burn that proxy holding agreement to ashes, and Muye Films would be entirely hers. If she was willing to stay by his side, everything he had could be shared with her, and he would never let her down in this life.

Selectively ending the topic, Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “You haven’t had lunch yet, have you? You just listed so many things you want to eat; have you decided what to eat first for lunch?”

Chen Wan said resignedly, “We’re both public figures, so we can’t just casually find a place to eat. How about we just buy something casual and eat at your place?”

Li Mu blinked. “Don’t rush, you can’t escape tonight. You want to eat local specialties, and I don’t know how to cook them. Let’s still find a place to eat out now.”

Chen Wan said, “Eating isn’t like shopping; you can wear a mask for anything else, but not for eating…”

Li Mu nodded and said, “We just need to find a reliable place, don’t we? Let me make a call.”

Dining in public for celebrities was indeed a problem, but that didn’t mean all celebrities ate at home. They had connections with many owners of high-end restaurants and clubs, making it entirely possible to find a hidden, safe, yet quiet place amidst the hustle and bustle to eat. Although Li Mu was not at all familiar with Shenzhen, it didn’t mean his friends weren’t.

At this moment, the first person Li Mu thought of was Chen Ze. Chen Ze had wide social circles; whether it was the circles of scions of official families, rich businessmen’s children, or entrepreneurs, he was very experienced. Asking him to recommend a reliable restaurant in Shenzhen definitely wouldn’t be a problem.





Chapter 1089: Your Reward

Chen Ze lived up to Li Mu’s expectations, as expected.

With a single phone call, he had the boss of Shenzhen’s best Cantonese restaurant personally rush over to host Li Mu and Chen Wan.

Originally, Chen Ze’s identity was already intimidating enough, but the boss hadn’t expected that the two friends Chen Ze mentioned on the phone would be even more astonishing once they took off their masks.

As a man, Chen Wan, the young and beautiful popular Host, naturally caught his attention most. However, what truly made him tremble with fright was Li Mu, who was even a few years younger than Chen Wan.

Li Mu was arguably the most beloved entrepreneur in the entire country, even the most revered celebrity entrepreneur among the Chinese people. His standing and influence in the public’s hearts far surpassed that of any celebrity. Although the restaurant boss was nearly forty and didn’t know much about the internet, he, like most Chinese people, knew Li Mu’s deeds and achievements like the back of his hand.

He never dreamt that Li Mu would actually dine at his restaurant, making him feel indescribably excited.

To protect Li Mu and Chen Wan’s privacy, the boss personally arranged the best private room for them. Afterwards, he brought the general manager of the restaurant to personally serve them, not allowing any ordinary staff to enter the room. He personally recommended several classic signature dishes to Li Mu. To avoid disturbing Li Mu and Chen Wan during their meal, he had the general manager personally stand guard outside the door. If a server brought a dish, the general manager would take it and personally deliver it into the private room. In short, no ordinary hotel staff were allowed to know that Li Mu and Chen Wan were dining at their restaurant.

People who could be in Chen Ze’s phone contacts were generally not ordinary individuals. While Li Mu admired how thorough the boss was, he also felt particularly at ease, knowing that such a person naturally understood the importance of keeping secrets.

It was past four in the afternoon when they finished eating. Wearing their masks, they left the restaurant. Once in the car, Chen Wan told Li Mu, “I won’t be eating tonight. I’m on a diet.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow. “You won’t be able to eat tonight, even if you wanted to.”

Chen Wan asked in surprise, “Why not?”

Li Mu slyly grinned. “Once you enter my house, you won’t be leaving until tomorrow morning.”

“Why…” Chen Wan was about to ask for the reason, but before she could finish, her face immediately turned red. She knew perfectly well the meaning behind Li Mu’s mischievous gaze. Her eyes darted away, then she glanced at him reproachfully. “I have to get up early tomorrow; I need to be on-site by seven-thirty.”

Li Mu chuckled, “It doesn’t start until ten o’clock. Why go so early? Can’t you just arrive at nine-thirty?”

“I’m not like you,” Chen Wan said. “We need to arrive early to prepare, and there are some lines to familiarize ourselves with before going on camera.”

As she spoke, Chen Wan remembered the TV station’s request and added, “The station actually sent me here hoping I could do a favor for them and secure a brief exclusive interview with you. Can you fit it into your schedule? If not, it’s alright; I’ll just tell the station you don’t have time.”

Li Mu mischievously smiled, “I definitely have time, but it really depends on how you perform tonight.”

Chen Wan’s pretty face was flushed from his continuous teasing. She said, slightly reproachfully, “You’re always messing around!”

Li Mu said with a smile, “If you perform well tonight, not only will I give an exclusive interview here, I’ll even go to your station for one.”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu with a deep gaze and said, “Why should I go to such lengths to benefit the station? Why don’t you talk about what reward you’d give me if I perform well?”

Li Mu gazed at her affectionately, “The reward is, don’t leave tomorrow night. Anyway, you won’t be able to start work if you rush back tonight, so why not stay and spend another night with me?”

“This is your reward for me?!” Chen Wan stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. “It’s more like I’d be giving you a reward!”

Li Mu said with a cheeky grin, “Then let’s just say it’s your reward to me. Do we really need to split things so finely between us?”

Chen Wan sighed helplessly, “Then you still say I need to perform well, but I get no reward for performing well. Instead, I have to reward you…”

Li Mu spread his hands. “Alright then, how about this: once we’re home, I’ll perform well, and you can consider that your reward to me. Don’t leave tomorrow night.”

…

Li Mu’s newly bought house became his battlefield for wanton indulgence. Chen Wan, who had been constantly on his mind, completely cooperated with Li Mu, letting him be willful and do as he pleased.

The next morning, while Li Mu was still dreaming, Chen Wan’s phone alarm rang. The first thing a particularly exhausted Chen Wan did after reluctantly opening her eyes was to reach out and turn off the alarm. Then she glanced at Li Mu lying beside her. Seeing that he hadn’t been woken by the alarm, she sighed in relief.

Chen Wan looked at the time: six o’clock in the morning. She figured she should get up, wash, and dress, aiming to leave by six-thirty and arrive at the Taobao Logistics base in Shenzhen around seven o’clock to meet with colleagues who would be assisting her with the on-site report and interview.

Although her body absolutely didn’t want to get up, Chen Wan still struggled to sit up from the bed. Undressed, she subconsciously reached for her clothes, only to realize they weren’t in the bedroom at all…

Chen Wan’s face immediately turned red. Recalling yesterday, she had been even more proactive than Li Mu. As soon as they entered the house, she had embraced Li Mu tightly, kissing him, and then they hadn’t even made it back to the bedroom…

Just thinking about the intense “battle” made Chen Wan utterly ashamed. She twisted her head to glance at Li Mu, and only after confirming he wasn’t awake did her flush of shame slightly ease. She pulled back the covers, about to get up, but just as her body sat up, she was suddenly grasped around the waist by a powerful force and gently pulled back into bed.

Chen Wan shrieked in fright. As the powerful force pulled her back onto the bed, she saw Li Mu’s face, sporting a mischievous grin.

Only then did Chen Wan realize: this guy must have been pretending to sleep…

Before Chen Wan could even feel ashamed, seeing that Li Mu was about to mess around again, she quickly begged for mercy, “No, no, I’ll be late! I can’t let my colleagues wait for me. What if they go to the hotel to look for me?”

Li Mu said shamelessly, “It’s fine. At worst, I’ll just have someone temporarily announce a change of time to eleven o’clock.”

“Uh…” Chen Wan was speechless.

Indeed, Li Mu was the protagonist of this launch ceremony. It was originally scheduled for ten o’clock, with media reporters planning to arrive on-site by seven-thirty for early preparations. But if Li Mu had someone announce a change of time to eleven o’clock, the media’s arrival plan would naturally also be delayed…

However, Chen Wan really didn’t dare let Li Mu mess around any further.

There was serious business upcoming. Yesterday had been crazy enough, and if they went wild again this morning, she feared even her work would be delayed. So she could only coax Li Mu, “Be a good boy, I won’t leave tonight.”

“Really?”

“Really! I’m really not leaving. I’ll change my flight to tomorrow morning right away.”

“Alright then.” Only then did Li Mu give up on mischief. He told her, “Then I’ll get up too and go with you.”

Chen Wan said, “You can sleep a bit longer. It doesn’t start until ten; it won’t be late if you leave at nine.”

Li Mu said, “I don’t feel at ease with you going alone. I can always catch up on sleep at the base; Senior Brother Liu has a camp bed there.”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, Chen Wan didn’t insist further.

…

Since this was Li Mu’s first public appearance since returning to China many days ago, not only did national media flock to the scene, but even overseas media with offices in China sent people to Shenzhen. For a time, Shenzhen became the focus of media attention from various countries around the world.

In recent decades, Li Mu was the most influential Chinese mainland businessman overseas. He had successfully transcended national and racial boundaries, becoming an outstanding young man who garnered worldwide attention, earning considerable recognition and respect globally. Now, Li Mu was suddenly launching China’s first automatic sorting system for a private express delivery company. The matter itself wasn’t huge, but its appeal to the media was astonishing.

Li Mu drove Chen Wan to her originally booked hotel, and then drove himself to the Taobao Logistics base in Shenzhen.

Senior Brother Liu, who was quite hardworking and efficient, lived at the base.

Before the media reporters arrived, Senior Brother Liu took Li Mu on a tour of the entire logistics base in a four-wheeled electric cart.

This warehousing and sorting base in Shenzhen had only recently been completed, and it was Li Mu’s first time visiting. However, Li Mu’s first impression of the place was its sheer size!

It was indeed enormous. Because Taobao Logistics had received instructions from executives for strong support from various regions, the Shenzhen Municipal Government specifically approved industrial land near the airport, covering an area of more than 300,000 square meters, which was frighteningly large!

Besides its vastness, Li Mu’s second impression was its emptiness!

The enormous park currently contained only four steel-structured buildings resembling hangars, and two modestly sized construction sites. These hadn’t even utilized one-fifth of the entire logistics base. The remaining large, empty areas were temporarily being used as a parking lot for Taobao Logistics’ self-operated vehicles.

Taobao Logistics invested in building a four-story office building and a four-story dormitory building here, but both were still under construction. What was currently completed were four factory buildings constructed using the best available steel structure technology.

The advantages of steel structure factory buildings were fast construction speed, safety, durability, and strong adaptability for future modifications. All materials were processed in factories and directly assembled on site. With several factory buildings being constructed simultaneously, basic completion and put into use could be achieved in just over thirty days.

Each of these factory buildings covered an area of eight thousand square meters. Two were used for Taobao’s self-operated warehousing, one for express parcel sorting, and one for temporary express parcel warehousing and indoor loading.

Whether external express parcels or self-operated express parcels, all packages were uniformly sorted. After sorting, they were all transported to the factory building designated for temporary warehousing and indoor loading. Here, the tellers responsible for packing would seal and process the express parcels destined for various distribution hubs, scan and upload their information, and then supervise the loaders during the loading process. Once loading was complete, the express parcels would depart from here to destinations across the country.

The distribution hub’s uniformly containerized heavy trucks could drive directly into the factory buildings. After loading the packed express parcels, they would immediately transport these express parcels to Shenzhen Airport or directly to other distribution hubs.





Chapter 1090: Driving Competitors to the Third Tier

While the reporters hadn’t been let in yet, Senior Brother Liu parked the electric bike and led Li Mu into the sorting plant. The first set of automated sorting systems that Taobao Logistics purchased from German Behrman was installed here.

The massive sorting system occupied nearly half the factory floor. The machines had just been installed and still emitted a strong smell of industrial lubricant and rubber, mostly from the various bearings and the entire set of conveyor belts.

The gleaming paint of the entire machine made Li Mu’s blood subtly boil after seeing it.

He was a worker’s son, raised from a young age in a coal mine, so he had seen many similar large pieces of machinery there, especially the belt conveyors used for transporting pitch-black coal. They continuously moved coal twenty-four hours a day, which inexplicably excited him. Li Mu couldn’t help but imagine this sorting system operating at full power, rapidly categorizing, transferring, and consolidating parcels bound for various distribution hubs nationwide, quickly preparing them for their next destination. The thought of this alone filled him with a strong sense of accomplishment.

A single unit costing tens of millions of yuan, in an era when the purchasing power of the yuan was still very strong, was truly staggering. There were many private express delivery companies and regional logistics enterprises in China, but few companies had total actual assets that could match the value of this one sorting system.

However, Taobao Logistics immediately acquired six such sorting systems.

This was just the beginning. Li Mu’s goal was to set up at least twelve logistics distribution centers across China, and each center would be equipped with a minimum of two sets of Beumer’s automated sorting systems. This was the standard configuration for a distribution center.

Furthermore, as Taobao’s self-operated businesses gradually increased in the future, they would also need to start collaborating with manufacturers like Beumer to address the issue of automated high-rack warehousing. At that time, storage capacity and inbound/outbound efficiency would see a significant qualitative improvement. This was also the solution used by JD.com’s self-operated warehouses in later generations.

People with a technical background never reject upgrading their production tools.

Just like in his previous life, no matter how short on money Li Mu was, he never compromised on his computers and hardware. His desktop PC always had dual monitors and used mid-to-high-end configurations available on the market, and his laptop was always the latest Apple product. Especially Apple laptops, which are an indispensable and efficient production tool for every technical professional.

Even for keyboards, Li Mu was meticulous. Aside from mobile work, he uniformly used mechanical keyboards at all other times. The tactile feedback from the fingertips made his work even more efficient.

It was precisely for this reason that Li Mu spent considerable effort implementing automation systems in an era when labor in China was incredibly cheap.

The sorting center originally used belt conveyors with manual sorting, which was time-consuming and labor-intensive. With the automated sorting system put into use today, manpower could be reduced by seventy percent, efficiency would significantly increase, and the error rate would greatly decrease. This would play a crucial role in Taobao Logistics leading the way nationwide in the future.

After inspecting this Beumer automated sorting system, Senior Brother Liu led Li Mu to the adjacent plant for temporary warehousing and indoor loading. In this large plant, half the area was a platform about one meter high, used for neatly stacking packed express parcels, while on the other side, ten imported Mercedes-Benz container trucks were parked side-by-side.

Senior Brother Liu pointed to the impressive row of Mercedes-Benz heavy trucks and said, “Currently, all our long-distance heavy trucks use imported tractor units. I must say, this was very farsighted. Our tractor units have never once broken down on the road; occasional malfunctions are always with the trailers or tires.”

Li Mu said, “Scania is also quite reliable, what about our batch of Scania tractor units?”

Senior Brother Liu smiled, “The Scanias landed in Tianjin City, so they were allocated to the north nearby.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Next, continue to order heavy tractor units from these manufacturers. We currently have comprehensive preferential policies for import duties. Let’s seize this opportunity to build our land transport network first.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “We’ve invested heavily in logistics, basically covering all costs from Taobao. But it’s not ideal to keep using this settled funds. Don’t you think Taobao should also bring in a round of financing, like Muye Technology?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Financing discussions will definitely happen, and not too long from now, but not right now.”

Li Mu was currently orchestrating a powerful influence around SARS. When the time came, while fully helping the government solve the SARS problem, it would also be a great opportunity for Taobao and Taobao Logistics to develop rapidly. A few months would be enough to bring a qualitative improvement to Taobao and Taobao Logistics. Then, they could leverage that boost for financing.

When Senior Brother Liu heard Li Mu say it wouldn’t be too long, he essentially felt reassured. He understood Li Mu well; in his eyes, Li Mu was like a midfield maestro on a football field, having a masterful grasp of pacing. Since Li Mu already had a plan, they would follow it completely.

The automated sorting machines he had just seen and the ten Mercedes-Benz heavy trucks waiting to be loaded filled Li Mu with ambition. Currently, Taobao Logistics was already the largest private express delivery company in China, relying on the perfect combination of money, resources, and strategy. Next, what he needed to do was proactively attack the national express delivery market and gradually bring down all competitors.

The first company Li Mu thought of was SF Express.

Wang Wei’s SF Express grew into a behemoth with a market value exceeding two hundred billion yuan in his previous life, but it still had a huge gap compared to international express giants. Li Mu’s Taobao Express had already completely surpassed SF Express in scale, and with the support of the entire Taobao ecosystem, its future development speed would definitely be much faster than SF Express. If Taobao Express developed rapidly, it wouldn’t be long before it could set up its own aircraft fleet and embark on the path of an advanced player.

However, SF Express remained a threat.

Thinking of this, Li Mu said to Senior Brother Liu, “Senior Brother, Guangdong Province, especially the Guangzhou, Foshan, Dongguan, and Shenzhen area, will definitely be the top priority for competition in the express delivery industry in the future. We must firmly grasp this market and not give any competitors an opportunity. Even if we lose money, we must use our price advantage, speed advantage, security advantage, and our most powerful information technology advantage to completely drive other competitors in this region directly to the third or even fifth tier.”

Senior Brother Liu subconsciously asked, “What about the second tier?”

“There is no second-tier,” Li Mu said decisively. “What we want is to be more than one level ahead of all our competitors, so that others can’t even catch our shadow!”

…

After Li Mu’s early tour, Senior Brother Liu’s assistant came to inform them that it was almost time for the media to enter. The media needed to come in early to occupy positions and set up equipment, and the scene would likely be chaotic later.

So, Senior Brother Liu invited Li Mu to rest for a while in the temporary office area outside, waiting until the media were nearly ready and the time was right before making their formal entrance.

Senior Brother Liu’s office in Shenzhen these past few days was in an office pieced together from temporary prefab cabins behind several factory buildings.

These prefab cabins were cold in winter and hot in summer, and also humid, so conditions were relatively tough. However, Senior Brother Liu enjoyed it immensely there. On his office desk, there was also a photo of him and his girlfriend.

Seeing the photo, Li Mu teased him, asking, “Senior Brother, when are you marrying Sister Jing?”

Senior Brother Liu smiled slightly, “She did mention it, and I want to as well, but for now, I still want to focus on my career. Marriage takes too much time and energy.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You can get the marriage certificate first.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded, “We’ve also discussed that. If nothing unexpected happens, we’ll get the certificate next May.”

“May?” Li Mu asked him, “Thinking of aligning it with 520 or 521?”

“Yes,” Senior Brother Liu chuckled, “That’s what she meant, she wanted a good date.”

Li Mu laughed, “That’s nice, it has commemorative significance!”

Though he said that, Li Mu thought to himself: Senior Brother Liu, Senior Brother Liu, for your own wise reputation, you should get married quickly. Don’t wait until that young girl grows up; for an internet bigshot worth hundreds of billions, finding an internet celebrity as a wife would really be a bit of a downgrade. My urging you to marry is also for your own good. After all, your current girlfriend is quite suitable for you, and she can truly help and support you on your life’s path, which is best for you.

And on the off chance, if you two really do meet in the future, and you feel moved, just keep her as a mistress outside. Everyone loves beauty. If you were to do that, as your junior classmate, I wouldn’t just understand but also approve.

At this moment, in the sorting plant, hundreds of media reporters had already swarmed in.

The massive and spectacular automated sorting equipment left most reporters feeling exceptionally shocked. In this era, automation in Chinese enterprises had not truly begun, and when reporters saw such a dominant automated sorting system, it was almost like seeing an automated production workshop full of robot arms abroad.

The entire sorting system had very prominent logos in many places, displaying “BEUMER-Machinery,” which is Beumer Group. This entire set of equipment, from hardware identification to software systems, didn’t even have a word of Chinese. This annoyed Li Mu a bit, but there was nothing he could do. For Beumer, they simply didn’t consider China a potential market for this product. If they had considered China a potential market, it would only be reasonable to translate a Chinese operating system.

However, in certain situations, for reporters, the more a piece of equipment had no Chinese characters at all, the more it seemed to have swagger. This wasn’t surprising, as domestic industrial equipment was still relatively backward then, unlike its strength a decade and a half later. So, at the industrial level, everyone had a subconscious understanding that foreign equipment, especially from Western countries, was the best and most professional.





Chapter 1091: Setting the Rhythm for Mr. Ma

Before Li Mu appeared, media reporters had already shot a large amount of footage surrounding this massive automated sorting system.

This modern automated sorting equipment, in the eyes of most reporters, possessed an indescribable sense of technological industrialism. They were eager to see how this automated sorting machine operated, eager to witness countless packages rapidly sorted by this system and swiftly dispatched to their intended destinations.

Of course, what they were most eager to see was Li Mu, who hadn’t appeared before the media in several days.

In their eyes, Li Mu, this genius young man who first conquered the entire Western world with his strength and philanthropy, then took three point three billion US dollars from the pockets of Western capital, was a perfect microcosm of this nation and its future. This time, he had won considerable attention and respect for his homeland in the West, something they, as media reporters, deeply felt.

Every newspaper’s foreign correspondent, when chatting with their colleagues overseas, would inevitably mention Li Mu. No Western media professional stinted on praise for Li Mu. As they praised him, they also developed a strong favorable impression of China, which had nurtured Li Mu and incubated Muye Technology and 3321.

In contrast, Mr. Ma in his previous life also possessed such powerful influence in Western countries, but what all Westerners associated with him when they saw him was the China market—in simple terms, money, money, money.

Mr. Ma moved among Western high society and was highly valued, but the true core of it was that he himself was a conduit for Western businessmen to open up the China market.

It could be said that at that time, Mr. Ma was a mobile gateway to the China market. Finding him was equivalent to opening the China market.

That’s why Mr. Ma had such charisma. When he appeared, a large group of overseas entrepreneurs would follow, and even a large group of overseas politicians would seek his help. Li Mu would occasionally see news reports of some high-ranking government official in Europe or Australia asking Mr. Ma for help selling lobsters, cherries, or other local specialties. Mr. Ma would pat his chest, say “OK,” and in a short time, could help the other party dump their goods into China.

Li Mu admitted that this was also one of Mr. Ma’s abilities, but Li Mu felt that Mr. Ma had never escaped the realm of money. Furthermore, Li Mu disagreed with many of the views he expressed in his speeches. What he found most ridiculous was the statement about not loving money.

In Li Mu’s view, the essential initial intention for 99% of entrepreneurs in this world to start a business is for money. Although they always package themselves as working for society, for the country, or for all of humanity when facing the media, no matter how they package it, the fundamental reason for starting a business is for money.

Therefore, Li Mu himself never tried to gloss over his initial entrepreneurial intentions with hypocritical statements, just as he frankly stated during his Harvard speech: his goal at the beginning of his venture was simply to make some quick money to cover his university tuition and simultaneously improve his family’s financial situation, nothing more.

He had no grand aspirations, let alone the ambition to help society or humanity. He just wanted to work hard so that his laid-off parents wouldn’t have such a tough life, nothing more.

Thus, Li Mu would never say he disliked money, nor would he advise young people not to focus too much on money. On the contrary, he would tell young people: if you want to make money, think of ideas to make money; if you come up with one, act quickly!

No one should make young people abandon the pursuit of money to consider such vague issues as the populace, society, or even all of humanity. There’s an ancient saying in China that’s exceptionally profound: “When poor, mind one’s own business; when prominent, benefit the world.”

To put it bluntly, if you don’t have money, you won’t even know how to feed yourself, how to marry a wife, how to buy a house, or how to have children. To tell someone not to think about money but to think more about the people, society, or all of humanity—what the hell is that if not nonsense and misleading people?

This was also why Li Mu was widely sought after by media and young people worldwide. Though he loved to show off, he never talked absurd; he spoke truthfully and directly, sincere and forthright!

…

Taobao Logistics’ launch ceremony this time was very simple. On-site, only a half-meter high stage was set up in front of the automated sorting system’s control panel. There was no background behind it; the entire automated sorting system served as the backdrop. In the center of the stage, only a microphone stand was placed, with nothing else.

There was no host for the launch ceremony. Senior Brother Liu went on stage to open the event. After welcoming all the media and giving a brief introduction to the automated sorting system’s background, the stage was handed directly to Li Mu.

After all, Li Mu was the object of eager anticipation for hundreds of media reporters in the audience. All the on-site material setup was meaningless; today’s two true protagonists were Li Mu and this automated sorting system from German Behrman.

When Li Mu finally appeared, flashlights immediately flared. The rapid-fire shutter sound of SLR cameras already resembled machine guns, but when hundreds of SLRs fired frantically, the shutter sounds on-site connected into a continuous hum.

Li Mu was wearing a very ordinary black hoodie, paired with straight-leg jeans and canvas shoes, giving him a distinct university student vibe. The media present were all surprised by his appearance today. In their impression, Li Mu usually presented himself very maturely to the media; even if not in a full suit, he would at least wear a shirt and dress pants. Only this time, he truly dressed himself like a current university student.

Li Mu walked onto the stage amidst the applause, shutter clicks, and gazes of the media, picked up the microphone from the stand, and said with a smile, “Welcome, everyone, for making time in your busy schedules to attend Taobao Logistics’ launch ceremony.”

Thunderous applause erupted from the audience. Many female reporters, who were infatuated with Li Mu, shouted things like “Li Mu, you’re so handsome!” and “I want to have your babies!” like fangirls. The atmosphere was serious yet tinged with joy.

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Thank you to those bold female reporters just now. I don’t have plans to get married yet, nor am I prepared to become a father so soon.”

The audience burst into laughter.

Immediately, Li Mu continued, “General Manager Liu just introduced it to everyone: this massive sorting system behind me is one of the six sorting systems Taobao Logistics ordered from German Behrman.”

Although the reporters already knew that Taobao Logistics had deployed six expensive automated sorting systems in one go, hearing Li Mu speak of it so casually still left everyone greatly astounded.

Li Mu continued, “Actually, according to my initial plan, we hoped that every Taobao Logistics distribution hub could be equipped with at least two such sorting systems to cope with our potentially surging transport capacity demand in the future. However, due to financial reasons, we temporarily shelved that aggressive prodigal son plan and opted for the six-system deployment first.”

The three words “prodigal son” made everyone in the audience gaze at Li Mu with a smile. Instinctively, they felt that this young man, despite his youth, displayed a calm and composed demeanor and a fluent, easygoing eloquence the moment he stepped onto the stage, which could maximally motivate the audience’s attention and approval, making people feel the emotions he wished them to feel.

Li Mu smiled again and said, “But don’t worry, for someone like me who feels uncomfortable not spending money, it won’t be long before we invest in at least twelve distribution hubs and twenty-four automated sorting systems. I don’t have many virtues, but my biggest one is that I keep my word. You can make a note of this and supervise me.”

While the audience smiled, they couldn’t help but feel shocked deep down. Not to mention how much money twelve distribution hubs would cost, just twenty-four automated sorting systems alone would require a capital outlay of at least five or six hundred million yuan. With such a massive investment in logistics, was Li Mu truly not afraid of losing money or depleting his cash flow?

At this moment, Li Mu smiled and said, “In the coming period, we will fully develop Taobao and Taobao Logistics, striving to further promote the development of domestic e-commerce. As everyone knows, Taobao Technology is a company with a strong sense of responsibility. We not only aim to promote the development of domestic e-commerce but also strive our utmost to purify the domestic e-commerce environment, ensuring that e-commerce, this fresh internet phenomenon, can have a positive and healthy start in China.”

Applause erupted from the audience.

Needless to say, everyone was aware of Taobao’s sense of responsibility. Not only did it regularly organize celebrity item charitable auctions and donate the proceeds to charitable organizations, but it also relentlessly combated selling counterfeit goods. Currently, any seller found selling counterfeit goods on Taobao is dealt with strictly, without any leniency. From this, one could see that Li Mu was a man of his word and someone who kept his word.

Li Mu continued, “In the future, we hope that through the efforts of Taobao and Taobao Logistics, China’s e-commerce industry can achieve faster and more comprehensive development, and at the same time, set a good model for other e-commerce enterprises nationwide and for companies preparing to enter the e-commerce industry.”

Thunderous applause.

Virtually every media reporter was a die-hard fan of Li Mu.

Li Mu then self-deprecatingly smiled, saying, “My apologies, I’ve gone a bit off-topic.”

Though he said that, Li Mu deliberately talking about purifying the e-commerce industry’s environment had an ulterior motive. With so many media outlets focused on him this time, he had to bring up the issue of selling counterfeit goods on e-commerce again. However, he didn’t directly mention selling counterfeit goods on e-commerce but rather offered a subtle hint. He believed that when the media reported, they would inevitably connect it to the key points of selling counterfeit goods and online anti-counterfeiting. As long as they wrote this point into their news, Mr. Ma’s pressure would increase by another notch.

Mr. Ma’s Letao had recently seen a very good upturn, relying on that batch of sellers of counterfeit goods. In Mr. Ma’s own view, he had taken an unconventional approach and found a way to break through. But in Li Mu’s eyes, he was completely “drinking poison to quench thirst.” The biggest problem now was when the authorities would finally implement the demand Li Mu had previously mentioned and issue laws and regulations or management measures regarding selling counterfeit goods on e-commerce?

Li Mu was afraid that they had already forgotten about this, which was why he deliberately and subtly “set the rhythm” among the broad media.





Chapter 1092: Let the Leaders Decide

Ever since Li Mu had all those sellers of counterfeit goods removed from Taobao, he intentionally had their contact information leaked. As expected, these sellers were all taken in by Mr. Ma and have now become the backbone of Letao.

Letao’s platform transaction volume has been steadily rising, and its order volume has continued to climb. Not only has it revitalized Letao, but it has even given Letao a taste of booming development.

During Li Mu’s time in the United States, he didn’t have the chance to deal with it, so Mr. Ma felt he had seized an excellent opportunity. He’s now pouring at least 18 hours a day into Letao, working incredibly hard.

Indeed, during Li Mu’s absence, Taobao didn’t make any more moves against Letao, because Guru Lei isn’t aggressive enough yet. He’s a talent in operations and management, but his aggressiveness and Wolf-like spirit are somewhat lacking, making him temporarily unsuitable for charging into battle.

However, Li Mu hadn’t actually planned to deal with Letao during this period either. In a free market, the possibility of completely destroying Letao is almost non-existent. Only policy and law can truly destroy it. So, Li Mu was happy to let Letao accumulate more Original Sin. This way, if a reckoning ever comes, its chances of dying would be greater.

Today was his first public appearance after disappearing for several days. The number of media personnel below clearly showed how much importance the media placed on his appearance. He could seize this opportunity to re-raise the topic of purifying the e-commerce environment, and it would surely be delivered to the executives through the media.

Li Mu thought to himself, he had proposed this demand a long time ago, and there was still no clear outcome. If he didn’t push harder, and the executives genuinely didn’t plan to intervene, then Mr. Ma would be like a fish in water. Give him one or two years, and he could unscrupulously accumulate enough users with Letao, and then start thinking about turning over a new leaf. Once he whitewashed his operations, he would truly be beyond reach.

For Li Mu now, he wasn’t trying to monopolize China’s e-commerce industry, but he absolutely had to achieve the goal of online anti-counterfeiting. Beyond that, he also had an obsession: now that he had the power in this life, he hoped to completely kick Mr. Ma out of the retail e-commerce industry. Whether it was B2C or C2C, he wouldn’t let him touch it! If he still wanted to do e-commerce, he should stick to B2B.

After throwing out this small topic in front of the media, Li Mu switched the subject back, smiling and saying, “Let’s continue to talk about this automatic sorting system.”

Saying that, Li Mu pointed to the automated sorting system and continued, “The main reason Taobao Logistics invested so much money to order such expensive equipment is our firm belief that automation is the future of the express delivery industry. Moreover, a high degree of automation can greatly reduce our labor and operating costs, improve our work efficiency, and lower work error rates. It’s also to provide a cheaper, faster, and safer express delivery service for the vast number of internet users shopping on Taobao. Therefore, we firmly believe that Taobao Logistics will not only become a first-class domestic express company in the future but also an engine for China’s e-commerce sector.”

Everything that needed to be said had been said, and everything that needed to be introduced had been introduced. Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu below exchanged a glance, and then Senior Brother Liu began arranging for employees who had received training on the Berman system to take their positions at the control panel and other stations.

Seeing that all the personnel operating this automatic sorting system had arrived, Li Mu clapped his hands decisively and said to the media reporters, “Now, I am honored to announce that Taobao Logistics’ first automatic sorting system is officially launched!”

As his words fell, applause erupted below. At this moment, the employee in charge of the main control officially activated this automatic sorting equipment, valued at twenty to thirty million. Amidst the whining sound of the electric engines accelerating their rotation, all the conveyor belts immediately started, gradually speeding up.

At the other end, a large number of express parcels began to be fed from the source into the sorting machines, and then quickly and orderly sorted out, with astonishing efficiency.

Currently, Taobao Logistics itself is already the most favored logistics service provider in China, not only because of its advantage in delivery speed but, more importantly, due to Taobao’s exceptionally powerful logistics information processing system.

Every express parcel, from collection to the branch office, from the branch office to the distribution center, from one distribution center to another, and then step by step downwards, all the way to courier delivery – all this information is displayed in real-time. Users can inquire about the status of their express parcels at any time, with a theoretical delay of no more than five seconds.

Under normal circumstances, once an express parcel reaches a node, as long as a barcode scanner scans the parcel itself, or the package it is in, the information will immediately be uploaded to the server. After the server confirms, users can query it. The overall efficiency is astonishing, something no other express company could imagine.

Now, with such automatic sorting equipment, the time parcels spend at distribution centers can be significantly shortened. In the future, two-day terrestrial delivery and next-day air delivery will not be an issue for most cities in China. Li Mu can achieve SF Express’s 2013 speed in 2003.

The sight of the automatic sorting system running at high speed and efficiency also made most domestic media reporters extremely excited. After all, it was the most advanced automatic sorting system in China, and this equipment was still very novel and high-end for reporters. Such images were also very suitable for media reports.

Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu had now returned to his temporary office. The media reporters outside would be handed over to other staff members. They would be given half an hour of free filming time on site, and then each would be given a generous travel allowance before being sent away.

As soon as the two sat down in the office, Senior Brother Liu couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “After this report goes out, when do you think the high-level leaders will respond regarding the legislation against selling counterfeit goods online?”

Li Mu smiled, “The executives certainly won’t give us any direct feedback. At most, they will discuss my previous request again in a meeting. If they truly feel there’s a need for this legislative management, then they’ll likely directly issue management measures.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded, smacking his lips, and said, “Letao’s development speed is really fast! I heard the other day that Letao dispatched several business representatives to Putian for investigation. It seems they’re secretly trying to connect a batch of Letao merchants to secure low-priced supply channels.”

“Putian?” Li Mu frowned, “Isn’t that the home of unlicensed doctors?”

“Exactly,” Senior Brother Liu chuckled, “Besides unlicensed doctors, it also produces counterfeit shoes. It’s the largest production base for counterfeit shoes in China.”

Li Mu then remembered that Putian was indeed a major shoemaking city with a very high output of counterfeit shoes. He immediately blurted out, “You mean Letao is officially negotiating cooperation with counterfeit manufacturers in Putian to secure goods for Letao merchants?”

“Yes,” Senior Brother Liu said, “Currently, Letao’s counterfeit sales are excellent. Some fake Nike shoes can sell several thousand pairs a month. However, most of these buyers are willing, knowingly buying fakes, while a small portion are deceived out of greed.”

Li Mu nodded, sighing, “This situation is the most terrifying. Those who manufacture fakes have no legal awareness, and those who sell fakes have no legal awareness. Those who buy fakes knowingly purchase them for various reasons. It forms a complete industry chain of production, sales, and purchase. If this continues, more and more fakes will be produced, and more and more will be sold. Ultimately, the market will be dominated by fakes, and it will be the individual consumers who suffer.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “As you mentioned, while offline workshops producing fakes and stores selling them are difficult to manage, online, there’s no place to hide. Every transaction, every parcel, forms a clear and controllable complete chain. If the executives introduce laws and regulations for online anti-counterfeiting, not a single website like Letao would survive.”

Li Mu smacked his lips, “It all depends on the effect of this indirect message! If it can reach the leaders’ ears, then let the leaders decide.”

As the two were chatting, Chen Wan sent a message to Li Mu. The message read: “Rascal, when can you spare some time for me to do a brief exclusive interview with you? The TV station leadership / executives here kept calling me, knowing you didn’t schedule a Q&A session for reporters on site. They said even a private interview with a few questions would be a great achievement for the station.”

Li Mu’s heart stirred, and he quickly replied, “Tell your TV station leadership / executives that I don’t have time for an interview today. If they want to interview me, tomorrow evening at eight can work.”

Chen Wan’s message came back quickly: “Tomorrow evening at eight? Then I can’t interview you! You know I’m leaving first thing tomorrow morning, and the station needs me back in the studio…”

Li Mu replied, “So, you let your leaders choose. If they want to interview me, they can keep you here until tomorrow evening at eight.”

“You rascal, you’re trying to wear me out! I’m flying back tomorrow morning, and I need to rush to the studio in the afternoon. And an interview at eight in the evening, even if it ends quickly, it’ll be 8:30. Then I rush to the airport from here, which will take at least half an hour. What time plane am I supposed to take back? I can’t possibly take one at ten or even later, can I?”

Li Mu helplessly replied, “Are you stupid? If you’re interviewing tomorrow evening, you naturally have a reason not to return temporarily tomorrow. Just accompany me for one more day, and return the day after tomorrow morning, wouldn’t that work?”

At this moment, Chen Wan was holding her phone in a deserted spot outside the factory building, staring blankly. She understood the latter part of Li Mu’s message, but not the former part.

“Are you stupid?” What did that mean? What was Li Mu trying to express?

So, Chen Wan’s fingers rapidly pressed the keyboard: “The day after tomorrow is definitely too late. I can’t make the entire production team wait for just me! If I leave the day after tomorrow morning, the earliest I could be in the studio is the day after tomorrow afternoon. Making the entire production team wait for me alone is really inappropriate… Oh, right, what does ‘Are you stupid?’ mean?”

Li Mu sighed inwardly, his fingers replying, “It means ‘Are you stupid!’ You’re delaying your return by one day for work, what’s wrong with that? Let your TV station leadership / executives choose themselves: either they keep you here waiting to interview me tomorrow, shifting your recording work back by a full day; or they don’t interview me, and you go back tomorrow morning, without delaying your studio recording.”

Chen Wan finally understood that “Are you stupid?” meant “是不是傻” (Are you stupid?). Realizing this, she couldn’t help but laugh out loud. This guy, how could he be so interesting?

Thinking it through, Li Mu’s method was indeed suitable. Of course, she also wanted to stay and accompany Li Mu for an extra day, but she definitely couldn’t bring herself to actively suggest making the production team wait a day. She would also feel bad psychologically. It was better to leave the decision to her leaders. If the leaders decided to keep her an extra day, then everyone would be doing it for work, and the production team would surely be willing to wait a day.

As she thought this, she couldn’t help but sigh at how crafty Li Mu was, to come up with such a method. But then again, wasn’t Li Mu thinking of such a method precisely to spend more time with her?

So, feeling delighted inwardly, she replied: “Alright, I’ll ask the leaders what they think. Let the leaders decide.”





Chapter 1093: Wei Lan is Here!

Hunan Satellite TV leadership made a decision almost without hesitation. They told Chen Wan that as long as they could secure an exclusive interview with Li Mu, it would be worth it, even if the Super Girl production team had to delay for a week. Therefore, they instructed Chen Wan not to worry about her original work arrangements; everything could be adjusted for the sake of interviewing Li Mu.

During Li Mu’s time in the US, he attracted widespread attention from media worldwide. Among them, domestic media were naturally the most interested. After Li Mu returned to the country, he disappeared for many days, and today was considered his first appearance before domestic media. Whoever could secure the first exclusive interview opportunity would be able to capture the attention of national audiences.

At a time like this, TV stations competed with each other purely on news resources. Not only did they need exclusive news, but more importantly, an exclusive interviewee. Li Mu was undoubtedly the most sought-after interviewee in the eyes of current domestic media. Securing an exclusive interview with Li Mu was naturally of extremely high importance to Hunan Satellite TV.

Chen Wan saw that the TV station executives agreed so easily. She couldn’t help but sigh in admiration at how truly shrewd Li Mu’s little scheme was. This way, she could stay and accompany him in Shenzhen for two more days, leaving the morning after tomorrow.

Thinking of this, Chen Wan excitedly sent Li Mu a text message: “Little rascal, the executives agreed! I’m leaving the morning after tomorrow.”

Li Mu quickly replied: “Then you go home first in a bit. I’ll finish up earlier and come back earlier.”

Chen Wan had originally planned to leave tomorrow morning. The Taobao Logistics launch ceremony would be over by mid-morning. Li Mu had given her a set of house keys, just in case he couldn’t leave due to work and she had nowhere to go alone.

Chen Wan thought for a moment: it was agreed that the interview with Li Mu would be tomorrow at 8 PM. From now until the interview tomorrow night, she would have absolutely nothing to do. This entire period could be used to accompany Li Mu. So she sent Li Mu a message: “Then I’ll go buy some groceries. I’ll cook dinner at home and wait for you tonight. Can you make it back for dinner?”

Li Mu replied: “Yes, I can. How about you buy the groceries and head back first? I’ll go back earlier this afternoon, and when I’m back, I’ll cook.”

Chen Wan said: “Okay, I’ll head off then. Remember to let me know before you come back.”

All the media reporters gradually left Taobao Logistics’ distribution center in Shenzhen. Chen Wan also bid farewell to her colleagues in Shenzhen. She put on a mask and went to a supermarket near Li Mu’s home to buy groceries.

Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu sorted out the major business segments of future Taobao Logistics. During this period leading up to the end of the year, the remaining five automatic sorting systems would be successively installed and debugged. Taobao Logistics’ second batch of over one hundred heavy-duty tractor units purchased from Germany and Sweden, as well as the large number of medium and small trucks ordered from Jinling Iveco, would also be delivered in their second batches. By then, Taobao Logistics’ racing team strength would reach a scale of around six hundred vehicles.

Senior Brother Liu also introduced another important development to Li Mu. Zongshen’s first batch of two thousand Taobao-customized three-wheeled motorcycles were about to be loaded in Mountain City and transported by road and rail to Taobao’s six major distribution centers nationwide.

After the two thousand three-wheeled motorcycles arrived at the distribution centers, Taobao Logistics would transport them to the outlets within their respective jurisdictions. This would also allow for the quickest distribution of this batch of three-wheeled motorcycles.

The two thousand three-wheeled motorcycles were just the first batch. Zongshen would continue to deliver one thousand three-wheeled motorcycles of the same model to Taobao Logistics in January next year. According to Taobao Logistics’ plan, before the second quarter of next year, meaning before April, Taobao Logistics must deploy at least five thousand three-wheeled motorcycles to Taobao Logistics outlets across the country, ensuring that every delivery point has at least two three-wheeled motorcycles.

Li Mu had always emphasized the “last five kilometers” delivery problem in logistics. Therefore, he had Senior Brother Liu negotiate purchases with motorcycle manufacturers in Mountain City to customize three-wheeled motorcycles exclusively for Taobao Logistics.

For increasingly congested urban areas, the express delivery segment would inevitably rely on agile, fast, cheap, and convenient two-wheeled and three-wheeled vehicles. Therefore, Li Mu specifically requested a unified customization of a batch of three-wheeled motorcycles, requiring them to come from the factory with an enclosed cargo box, a semi-enclosed driver’s cabin, and a unified paint scheme with a prominent Taobao Express Logo.

Besides being practical, such three-wheeled motorcycles also served a certain promotional purpose. In the future, Taobao Express’s three-wheeled vehicles would be running through every street and alley. In the subconscious of ordinary citizens, express delivery and Taobao Express would gradually become associated, which was very significant.

Taobao’s three-wheeled motorcycles were quite costly. Not only did they use relatively high-end prototype bodies and power configurations, but they also required designing and enhancing the rear shock absorbers of the three-wheeled vehicles. In his previous life, the electric tricycles used for express delivery all over the streets would rattle noisily whenever they crossed a bump, as if they would fall apart. Li Mu had a particularly deep impression of this and always felt that more effort was needed on shock absorption to improve comfort and durability.

The reason for not adopting an electric tricycle solution was partly because electric vehicles had not yet become widespread. On the other hand, Li Mu wasn’t sure what level current battery technology had reached; if a full day’s charging only allowed for a few dozen kilometers, that would be useless. Furthermore, performance degradation of batteries and charging maintenance issues had to be considered, so gasoline-powered motorcycles were more convenient.

And most critically, most cities currently did not have motorcycle bans. Fuel-powered three-wheeled vehicles would have at least four or five years of lifespan. In some economically underdeveloped areas, they might even last ten years. So, this batch of three-wheeled motorcycles would first be used by Taobao Logistics nationwide. If major cities’ policies were to restrict them after four or five years, these vehicles could be repurposed for underdeveloped regions, and then electric tricycles could be purchased anew for logistics outlets in major cities.

Senior Brother Liu introduced: “By the third quarter of next year, if our Taobao’s development meets expectations, then the national transport capacity demand for express delivery will at least double compared to now. By then, the number of three-wheeled motorcycles operating in cities and urban-rural fringe areas across the country might exceed eight thousand. Eight thousand units would mean that our Taobao Logistics would have at least eight thousand employees dedicated to the ‘last five kilometers’ delivery. By then, the entire organizational structure of Taobao Logistics might reach twelve thousand people.”

Twelve thousand people. Li Mu couldn’t help but feel daunted upon hearing that.

A logistics company was destined to have a massive organizational structure. Not only would it have a large workforce spread across the country, but centralized management would be difficult to implement. The more this was the case, the higher the demands on the level of enterprise managers. In Li Mu’s view, the entrepreneurs in the country who truly had a way to manage a massive team of tens of thousands of people, apart from Senior Brother Liu in front of him, was Wang Wei of SF Express. Fortunately, of these only two high-end talents, he had already secured one.

Senior Brother Liu had his own set of management measures. He could manage this team of over ten thousand, or even twenty to thirty thousand people, from top to bottom, in an orderly manner.

Since Li Mu was prepared to stay in Guangdong for a while this time, he didn’t discuss too much with Senior Brother Liu at once. As soon as he thought of Chen Wan waiting for him at home, Li Mu found it difficult to concentrate. She had finally managed to come, and he just couldn’t bear to leave her bored at home alone.

By two or three o’clock in the afternoon, Li Mu bid farewell to Senior Brother Liu and prepared to go home.

However, just as Li Mu had sat inside the GL8, he received a call from Wei Lan.

Li Mu hadn’t seen Wei Lan for a while. Everyone had been very busy during this period. He had traveled around the United States for a long trip, while Wei Lan was busy at Wanying Real Estate, helping Song Liang and Chen Ze manage commercial real estate projects. Both of them were swamped, and didn’t even have time to chat on YY.

After connecting Wei Lan’s call, Li Mu said with a smile: “Wei Lan, what made such a busy person like you think of calling me?”

Wei Lan’s pleasant voice rang out, saying: “General Manager Li, what kind of joke is that? One of us is a very busy person, but it’s definitely not me.”

Speaking, Wei Lan then said: “General Manager Li, you’re really not being considerate. You didn’t even say hello when you went to the US. After being in the US for so long, we finally managed to wait for your return. I was still thinking of holding a welcome feast for you in Yanjing, but you haven’t even shown your face yet, and you’ve already run off again.”

Li Mu laughed: “It’s not that I’m not being considerate. It’s just that I really had things to do. And it’s not just you; I haven’t seen Old Chen or Brother Liang either.”

Wei Lan said: “Then that’s even less considerate! Even if you don’t see me, you still have to see General Manager Chen and General Manager Song, right?!”

Li Mu said: “I’m really sorry. How about I treat you to dinner when I return to Yanjing? What do you think?”

Wei Lan laughed: “If that’s the case, don’t wait until you’re back in Yanjing. How about today!”

“Today?” Li Mu asked in surprise: “How can I treat you today?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, saying playfully: “I’m in Shenzhen!”

Li Mu paused, then subconsciously asked: “Really? You’re in Shenzhen? When did you arrive?”

Wei Lan hesitated for a moment, and said playfully: “Guess?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask: “Don’t tell me you just arrived in Shenzhen?”

“Smart!” Wei Lan exclaimed, then said: “I just got off the plane, and I’m near the airport. I heard you’re holding the launch ceremony for Taobao Logistics’ automated system today. Your side shouldn’t be far from the airport, right?”

Li Mu replied, saying: “Not far from the airport, a few kilometers.”

After speaking, Li Mu asked again: “Why did you come to Shenzhen?”

Wei Lan said: “I just took my team to Hong Kong for a survey. Coincidentally, a good best girlfriend of mine is in Shenzhen, so I thought I’d take a boat over to see her. Now that we’re so close, aren’t you going to treat me to a meal?”

Li Mu said, greatly surprised: “What a coincidence!”

Wei Lan hummed in affirmation, and laughed: “Yes, it really is quite a coincidence.”

However, Li Mu felt a bit troubled. Chen Wan was still waiting for him at home, and had sent him a text message saying she had bought groceries and was waiting for him to go back and cook. He couldn’t just stand her up just because Wei Lan had arrived. After all, in his heart, Chen Wan’s importance was indeed much greater than Wei Lan’s.

But Wei Lan had already said so. And they were so close now. He couldn’t possibly not even meet her. So he asked: “You just arrived in Shenzhen, so won’t you be having dinner with your best girlfriend tonight?”

“Uh, yes…”

Wei Lan was instantly stumped by Li Mu’s question. In truth, she wasn’t there to see any best girlfriend at all; she didn’t have any best girlfriends in Shenzhen. She had just heard Li Mu was in Shenzhen while she was in Hong Kong, and having not seen him for so long, she had been eager to come and see him. But she was too embarrassed to directly say she came to Shenzhen for him, so she just casually fabricated a story about a best girlfriend.

She had been thinking that Li Mu could take her to eat something delicious in Shenzhen that evening. They could catch up and chat a bit. This feeling of meeting an old acquaintance in a foreign land might even deepen their relationship. She hadn’t expected to be so foolish as not to consider everything thoroughly. Logically, Li Mu’s statement was correct. If she came to Shenzhen for her “best girlfriend,” then she would definitely have dinner with her “best girlfriend” that night. So for her to still ask Li Mu for dinner, wasn’t that a contradiction?

Thinking of this, Wei Lan had a sudden flash of inspiration. She said to Li Mu: “I meant, why don’t you treat me to something now? I was so busy traveling here that I didn’t even get to eat lunch. How about you treat me to something small to tide me over first, otherwise, I’ll starve to death before I can have dinner with my best girlfriend tonight.”

Li Mu thought for a moment: the actual distance between them might only be a few kilometers. If he avoided seeing her, it would truly be terribly rude. Moreover, treating her to a meal now, which wasn’t at a proper mealtime, shouldn’t take too long.

So Li Mu said: “Where are you? I’ll come find you.”





Chapter 1094: Crazy for Love

Li Mu found that no matter where Wei Lan was, she was always the most captivating sight within his visual range.

Watching Wei Lan stand by the roadside with her long hair and dress fluttering in the sea breeze, Li Mu inwardly sighed, thinking that a woman like her was practically a divine weapon from a wuxia novel, bound to incite everyone’s desire to possess her.

All the men around Wei Lan were almost craning their necks at odd angles and positions to look at her. Two cars even had a rear-end collision on the opposite side of the road, and it was unknown if it was due to the drivers sneaking glances at Wei Lan.

Li Mu parked his car beside Wei Lan, rolled down the window, and told her to get in. A smile instantly bloomed on Wei Lan’s face, and she pulled open the door and slipped inside.

When the multitude of men watching Wei Lan realized she had gotten into an ordinary GL8 commercial vehicle, they all felt a sense of regret. Everyone thought that an ordinary commercial vehicle like the GL8 was completely unworthy of a peerlessly beautiful woman like Wei Lan.

Many had been guessing that a Mercedes-Benz, a Bentley, or even a Rolls-Royce or Ferrari might pick her up, but there was no helping it; it was just an inconspicuous GL8.

As soon as Wei Lan got in, Li Mu quickly pressed the accelerator and sped off to avoid being stared at by so many people. If someone were to recognize him through the car window and spread it online, it would ultimately not sound good.

However, Li Mu also mused to himself that the pressure of being a celebrity was far less in those years. On the streets, perhaps one in a hundred people carried a camera, unlike ten years later when everyone on the street would have a smartphone, and the first thing they would do upon seeing a celebrity was to whip out their phones for a frenzy of photos. By then, celebrity privacy would be almost impossible to protect.

Seeing Li Mu driving a bit aggressively, Wei Lan’s beautiful eyes fixed on him, and she asked with interest, “Why are you driving so fast? It’s as if someone’s chasing us.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow at her, chuckled, and said, “So many men were focused on you. When they saw you get in the car, they must have wanted to see what the driver looked like. We had to get away quickly, or their gazes would kill us.”

“You’re just talking nonsense,” a hint of shyness flashed in Wei Lan’s eyes. Although she acted like a normal friend after getting into the car, her heart was almost extremely nervous after seeing Li Mu again after so many days.

No matter how confident Wei Lan usually was, all her inner confidence seemed to vanish the moment she saw Li Mu. All that remained was apprehension, worrying that her clothes weren’t good enough, that her hairstyle wasn’t pretty enough, and that everything she presented wasn’t perfect.

To Wei Lan, Li Mu was like Supreme Treasure who had pulled out Zixia Fairy’s sword; only he could open her heart and make her obsessed with him.

After driving a few kilometers, Li Mu asked Wei Lan, “What do you want to eat?” while still driving.

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu’s well-defined, handsome profile. In her infatuated heart, she felt that Li Mu’s profile when he was concentrating on driving was simply too dashing. This man, several years younger than her, exuded a captivating earnestness and focus in everything he did, which utterly enchanted her.

Looking at Li Mu, Wei Lan’s beautiful eyes sparkled as she said, “Anything is fine for me. The main question is, are you suitable for eating in public places right now?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “To be frank, it’s not very suitable, but fortunately, Old Chen introduced me to a restaurant whose owner is a friend of his, so they’ll take good care of us.”

Wei Lan nodded and said with a smile, “Then let’s go to the one you mentioned!”

“Alright,” Li Mu responded, then asked her, “By the way, what did your team investigate in Hong Kong?”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “We took the team to look at some integrated malls in Hong Kong. After all, Hong Kong’s retail industry is leading in all of Asia, and there are many places worth learning from.”

Li Mu asked her, “Did you gain anything?”

Wei Lan said earnestly, “Quite a lot. There are very few integrated malls in China, and they are generally backward and old-fashioned, with much worse management experience. From the design and construction of the hardware to the software, we need to learn from developed markets.”

She then added, “However, we also have some differences from Hong Kong, and there are some less reasonable aspects, so we still need to learn from their strengths and compensate for our weaknesses.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “These are your strengths; I don’t understand them. So, everything from now on will be based on your judgment. You come up with the plans, and the rest of us will only serve as a reference.”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, then seriously said, “I’ll try my best not to let down your expectations.”

Speaking, Wei Lan looked at Li Mu and smiled, “Tell me, how was your trip to America? My father told me that Americans practically deified you?”

Li Mu chuckled self-deprecatingly, “That’s an exaggeration. It was just a bit more praise. With my current strength, I don’t even rank high in America.”

Wei Lan said earnestly, “It’s different. Those who are more capable than you are either much older or have much stronger backgrounds. For someone as young and built from scratch as you, other than yourself, you probably couldn’t find even one person with a tenth of your achievements.”

Li Mu smiled, “What’s the use of that? It’s like classifying opponents by weight class. If an opponent is one hundred kilograms and you’re sixty kilograms, you selectively compare yourself only to opponents in the sixty-kilogram class. This kind of comparison is merely self-comfort.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s expression grew serious, and he said, “The true battlefield has no weight classes. If my competitors in the future weigh two hundred kilograms, they won’t go easy on me just because I only weigh sixty kilograms. And what I pursue is not merely to dominate among same-weight class opponents, but to trample all opponents underfoot.”

Wei Lan saw that Li Mu spoke casually, but his expression and tone were extremely serious. She couldn’t help but marvel, “What kind of monster is this? So young, yet his demands on himself are terrifyingly high. His words, let alone coming from a twenty-year-old, would seem incredibly arrogant even from a forty-year-old. Yet, Wei Lan didn’t feel that Li Mu’s words were arrogant at all. Instead, she felt a confidence and dominant aura emanating from him that was completely inconsistent with his age, and this kind of temperament constantly exerted a fatal attraction on her.

During Li Mu’s time in America, Wei Lan had been monitoring his every move through various means. Due to the time difference, she worked during the day, and every evening, she would call her parents in America, asking them how American newspapers and magazines reported about Li Mu, and how American television media evaluated him. Whenever she heard news of the American media’s fervent praise for Li Mu, she would often be too excited to sleep all night.

Especially after watching the full video of Li Mu’s Harvard speech, her admiration and affection for him reached a peak. That night, Wei Lan didn’t sleep at all. Thinking of Li Mu’s passionate speech, she would smile; thinking of the distance between herself and Li Mu, she would cry; thinking of the huge favor she owed Li Mu, she would sigh; and thinking of Li Mu’s perception of her, she felt a tinge of resentment.

After Li Mu placed her in Wanying, he rarely concerned himself with her or contacted her, seemingly perceiving her as nothing more than a professional manager.

She knew Li Mu was not wrong in his perception, but she couldn’t help but feel wronged in her heart.

The sense of wrong wasn’t that Li Mu had wronged her, but that no one knew she had been crazy for love with him. The differences in age, status, and ability all made her afraid to express her feelings, but the man beside her never stopped excelling. Instead, he radiated an ever-increasingly fatal charm, drawing her deeper and deeper. On the surface, she appeared calm and unconcerned, but deep inside, she was already inextricably entwined, unable to extricate herself.

Wei Lan sometimes felt that she might never fall in love with another man besides Li Mu in this lifetime. After falling in love with Li Mu, falling in love with any other man would only be settling. However, the disparity between herself and Li Mu was too great, and her entire family still owed him a huge favor. Under such unequal circumstances, it was even less likely for her and Li Mu to be together. Yet, Wei Lan was genuinely unwilling to give up just like that.

Wei Lan sometimes even thought that if she couldn’t have an emotional connection with Li Mu for her entire life, she would surely be unwilling. But if she were to truly analyze it, she lacked confidence. In that case, she might as well find an opportunity to confess to Li Mu, not asking to be his girlfriend, much less to marry him. If he could accept her, she would stay by his side for life, being his right-hand woman in public, and his secret lover in private. She wouldn’t ask for anything, only that he would have a place for her in his heart.

Living a lifetime, the most important thing is to have no regrets. As for all those other rules and conventions, she didn’t care at all.

If in the future he pitied her and allowed her to have a child, that would truly be the most perfect thing she could imagine, and she would have no regrets in this life.

Thinking of this, Wei Lan’s eyes even felt a little hot. Coincidentally, after a catchy pop song finished playing on Li Mu’s radio, the DJ’s voice came on: “A Ms. Huang called in, saying today is the birthday of the boy she likes, and she wishes him a happy birthday here, and also wants to say to him: Third oldest bro, do you know I’ve liked you for a long time? At the same time, Ms. Huang wants to request a song to wish her beloved a happy birthday, and hopes her beloved can understand her feelings.”

After saying all that, the DJ paused, then added, “Alright, next, please enjoy ‘Crazy for Love’ requested by Ms. Huang for her beloved, by Rene Liu…”

“Crazy for Love,” written by Chen Sheng for Rene Liu, was full of Chen Sheng’s style and imprint. The lyrics were simple, direct, yet capable of reaching deep into the heart. When the song played on the radio, Li Mu, who was driving, even unconsciously hummed along sotto voce.

When the song reached the chorus, “I want to ask if you dare, to be crazy for love like me,” Wei Lan’s eyes welled up, and the large teardrops that had been brimming for a long time finally fell. Wei Lan quickly turned her head away, quietly wiping her tears with her sleeve. She glanced at Li Mu out of the corner of her eye, seeing that he was concentrating on driving and not looking at her at all, and felt a moment of lostness.

Li Mu had already called the restaurant owner, and the car soon arrived at the underground parking garage of a building. Here, there was a dedicated hotel elevator, and the restaurant owner had been waiting for a long time in front of the hotel’s exclusive parking spot by the elevator entrance.

After parking the car, Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “Let’s get out; we’re here.”

Only then did Wei Lan compose her emotions and thoughts. Fearing Li Mu might notice any clues, she deliberately stretched, rubbing her eyes vigorously with the back of her hand, and said with a touch of laziness, “Oh, I’m so tired. Today was really exhausting!”

Rubbed eyes turn red, so when Li Mu saw Wei Lan’s red eyes, he didn’t notice anything. He just smiled calmly and said to her, “If you’re too tired, take a few days off. The weather in Shenzhen is nice, neither cold nor hot these days, truly comfortable. Since you have a best girlfriend here, why not stay a couple more days and rest up before returning to Yanjing?”

Li Mu knew Wei Lan didn’t have many friends in Yanjing, and her parents were both overseas. It was rare to hear her say she had a best girlfriend in Shenzhen. Chances to meet her probably weren’t frequent in everyday life. Since she was here, he naturally hoped she could stay a few more days with her best girlfriend.

Wei Lan smiled bitterly in her heart, “Where would I have a best girlfriend? If I were to truly ‘rest’ here for a few days, wouldn’t I have to stay in a hotel every day?”

However, even if she stayed in a hotel, at least she would be in the same city as Li Mu, and that would mean more opportunities to meet.

So Wei Lan asked, lacking confidence, “General Manager Li, are you serious?”

Li Mu nodded, “Of course. What’s there to doubt about that?”

Wei Lan said, “It’s quite busy in Yanjing…”

Li Mu said, “It’s a commercial real estate project that’s already spanned over a year. Are three or five days going to make a difference? Besides, many tasks can’t possibly be done solely by you. Even if you’re temporarily absent, it won’t cause the entire project to halt.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and said, “That’s true…”

Seeing Wei Lan hesitate, seemingly interested in his suggestion but afraid to try it, Li Mu said earnestly, “Alright, just listen to me. Rest in Shenzhen for a few days first. Go back once you’re well-rested. I wouldn’t want a beautiful lady like you to suddenly collapse at work someday.”





Chapter 1095: Making a Fool of Oneself

Li Mu knew full well how important Wei Lan was to the Wanying Plaza project.

As a reincarnator, even if he understood the development trajectories of many industries over the next decade or so, genuinely excelling in a particular industry was far from as simple as just talking.

Li Mu was incredibly glad he chose the internet in his previous life. Otherwise, if he had studied a major like international trade or logistics management, he would have been completely in the dark after reincarnating. Forget building an internet empire; even creating a Hao123 would have presented significant professional barriers.

His success after reincarnation wasn’t just due to his extensive experience in the internet industry. More importantly, as a senior Programmer and a front-line internet industry worker with over a decade of practical experience, he could write a hack, a website, or even a piece of software himself after coming back.

However, regarding real estate, Li Mu’s only knowledge was that land prices would surge, housing prices would soar, and commercial real estate would boom. But if he were to handle it practically, he’d be completely in the dark. He didn’t even know a single contractor or which way the construction site gate faced. Moreover, Song Liang had no experience with commercial real estate; he didn’t have the scope, and compared to Wei Lan, he was at a completely different level.

For a core member like Wei Lan, Li Mu’s concern for her was heartfelt. Although he most hoped Wei Lan could develop and flourish alongside Wanying Real Estate, he also couldn’t allow her to be overworked in her position at Wanying. Appropriate rest was also very necessary.

Although Li Mu wasn’t a manager at Wanying Real Estate, he generously approved three days of leave for Wei Lan right there at the dinner table. Coincidentally, today was a Tuesday. Li Mu calculated and told Wei Lan, “Alright, today doesn’t count. Starting tomorrow, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, you’ll be on leave. With the weekend off, you can go back to work on Monday.”

Wei Lan lightly bit her lower lip, hesitated for a moment, then nodded and said, “Alright, I’ll listen to you then and rest in Shenzhen for a few days.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’ll send a text message to Brother Liang to let him know.”

Wei Lan nodded gently, watching as Li Mu immediately took out his phone and tapped away on the keypad for a moment.

Once Li Mu put down his phone, Wei Lan asked him, “What did you tell General Manager Song?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Just told him the truth. I said you came to Shenzhen to see a friend and met me coincidentally, so I approved a few days off for you to rest well in Shenzhen.”

Wei Lan said tentatively, “I hope General Manager Song won’t be angry about me being away from work for so long.”

“He won’t be,” Li Mu smiled slightly, amused. “I know exactly what kind of person he is.”

Wei Lan nodded, then asked Li Mu, “How long will you be staying in Shenzhen?”

Li Mu said, “It’s not fixed, but I’ll likely be in Guangdong Province for a while. Taobao Logistics is currently at a critical juncture, especially in Guangdong Province, which is the top priority for e-commerce. So, during this time, I need to work with Senior Brother Liu to supervise the progress of Taobao Logistics’ projects in Guangdong Province.”

Li Mu only told half the truth; the other half he kept to himself. In reality, what he was waiting for was to personally experience the appearance of SARS cases in Guangdong Province. He had already planned a complete set of countermeasures, just waiting for a reasonable reason to put them into action.

When the food arrived, Wei Lan ate and chatted with Li Mu. Thinking about spending several more days in Shenzhen, Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Are you busy in Shenzhen lately?”

Li Mu casually replied, “It’s alright, not too busy.”

Indeed, he wasn’t very busy. For Taobao Logistics, he wasn’t a qualified front-line worker himself; coming in person meant he could only assist Senior Brother Liu.

Hearing Li Mu say he wasn’t busy, Wei Lan tentatively said, “Then if I get bored, I’ll come find you to hang out. My best girlfriend is usually quite busy too, so she probably won’t always have time to accompany me.”

Li Mu subconsciously nodded, “Okay, call me if you’re bored.”

Wei Lan immediately said happily, “Then it’s settled! I’ll call you if I get bored by myself.”

For Wei Lan, Shenzhen’s only meaning was that Li Mu was there. So, whether she would have frequent opportunities to meet Li Mu in the coming days was the real question on her mind. Getting such a reply from Li Mu, she was naturally a hundred percent satisfied. At that very moment, she was already thinking about what excuses she should use to find Li Mu in the next few days.

My best girlfriend is too busy, and I’m too bored by myself?

My best girlfriend is working overtime, and I have no one to eat with?

My best girlfriend’s parents came, and I have nowhere to stay by myself?

Uh, let’s skip that one…

Just as Li Mu agreed, unaware that countless little ideas were gushing forth in Wei Lan’s mind, his phone on the table suddenly rang.

Li Mu casually picked up his phone, glanced at the name on the screen, and seeing it was Chen Wan calling, he didn’t think much of it and directly pressed the answer button.

Wei Lan and Li Mu weren’t sitting far apart. Li Mu also didn’t have any guard up when taking the call, so Wei Lan caught sight of the words “Chen Wan” on the phone screen with her peripheral vision. Her heart inexplicably tightened. Chen Wan? That famous beautiful host who’s currently very popular, right? She seemed to recall hearing that she and Li Mu were fellow townsmen and that they had a good relationship.

Wei Lan naturally had some understanding of Chen Wan. Chen Wan was young, beautiful, possessed an outstanding temperament, and was a renowned beauty host, looking about three or four years younger than herself.

Because Wei Lan was six or seven years older than Li Mu, age was one of her biggest insecurities when facing Li Mu. And on this very point, Chen Wan had a much greater advantage over her. Moreover, Chen Wan clearly knew Li Mu longer and had a closer relationship with him. If Li Mu needed a female confidante, Chen Wan was probably more suitable for him than she was.

As Wei Lan was thinking, Chen Wan’s soft, feminine voice came through the phone, asking Li Mu, “When are you coming back? I’m quite bored alone at home.”

Li Mu truthfully said, “A colleague from Wanying just happened to come to Shenzhen, I’m treating her to something to eat. I’ll be back in a bit. If you’re bored, just watch some TV for now.”

Upon hearing that Li Mu had dinner plans, Chen Wan sensibly said, “I’m not in a hurry. You go ahead and take care of your business. I’ll watch some TV.”

“Okay,” Li Mu didn’t say much more to Chen Wan, said goodbye, and hung up. Putting his phone back on the dining table, Li Mu didn’t notice Wei Lan’s hesitant gaze.

At this moment, Wei Lan’s thoughts raced. She wasn’t surprised that Chen Wan called Li Mu, but what Li Mu said on the phone was highly unusual: that he’d be back soon and that she should watch TV if she was bored.

She knew without thinking that Chen Wan must be waiting for Li Mu somewhere at this moment, and she was definitely in Shenzhen!

The thought that Li Mu had just appeared in front of the media made Wei Lan even more certain of her guess. Chen Wan must have flown over to meet Li Mu, using the opportunity of interviewing him, right?

But even if it was for an interview, were they living together? Otherwise, Li Mu couldn’t possibly have spoken to her like that on the phone…

The intelligent Wei Lan immediately guessed the core of the problem: Li Mu and Chen Wan’s relationship was absolutely extraordinary.

To be more precise, it was: Li Mu and Chen Wan were definitely secret lovers.

Wei Lan wasn’t inherently a gossipy person, but because this concerned Li Mu, her mind couldn’t stop. Thinking carefully about Chen Wan’s rise to fame, almost all of it was due to Li Mu’s strong support behind the scenes, which further solidified Wei Lan’s conjecture.

Wei Lan was very aware that Li Mu had a girlfriend, and she also knew that they usually spent little time together. Furthermore, given Li Mu’s current status and the people and things he interacted with, a female university student would probably find it difficult to truly satisfy Li Mu’s needs in a woman.

When compared this way, Chen Wan was clearly much more suitable than Li Mu’s university girlfriend. On one hand, Chen Wan possessed a more mature feminine charm, and on the other hand, she was now a top-tier popular female host in the country, able to match Li Mu more closely in terms of status.

Wei Lan’s recently lifted spirits plummeted again. There was nothing more heartbreaking than this. Just moments ago, she had been wholeheartedly hoping to become Li Mu’s right-hand woman in the future, his secret lover, always by his side. Yet, in the blink of an eye, she discovered that Li Mu already had someone…

Wei Lan considered feigning ignorance and casually asking Li Mu who had called, but then she thought, why would she make a fool of herself? No matter how Li Mu answered, the truth was already clear.

Li Mu noticed Wei Lan had suddenly fallen silent, holding her chopsticks motionless for a long time, looking not quite right. He couldn’t help but ask her, “What are you thinking about, spacing out with your chopsticks?”

“Ah? Oh…” Wei Lan came back to her senses, a hint of panic flashing in her eyes. She quickly said, “Maybe I’m just too tired, feeling a bit dazed.”

Li Mu followed her lead and said, “Then you really need to rest well. Where does your best girlfriend live? I’ll drive you there after we eat.”

“Ah?” Wei Lan was caught off guard by Li Mu’s question. Right, where did her “best girlfriend” live? She wasn’t very familiar with Shenzhen herself; she couldn’t even invent a residential compound name.

Wei Lan could only stammer, “I’m not really sure where she lives specifically. I was planning to call her after I finished my business this afternoon.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then ask her for the address later, and I’ll drive you there.”

“No need,” Wei Lan said, feigning nonchalance. “You just focus on your own things later. I’ll take a taxi directly to her place.”

Although she said that, Wei Lan couldn’t help but think how upset she would be if Li Mu actually took her up on it and just replied, “Okay.”

A wave of regret surged through Wei Lan’s heart. She really shouldn’t have come to Shenzhen.

She could have flown directly back to Yanjing, but she insisted on taking a boat, fabricating an excuse to meet him. She never expected to unexpectedly discover his special relationship with Chen Wan. Not only was she heartbroken, but she also had to stay alone in Shenzhen for three to five days. After all, the lie had been told; she had to play out this act, even if it meant shedding tears. Otherwise, if she returned to Yanjing tomorrow, how would she explain it to Li Mu?

And thinking that she might have to stay alone in Shenzhen—this city where Li Mu was—until the weekend, Wei Lan felt even more profound regret. If only she had known, why would she have come to make a fool of herself like this…





Chapter 1104: Striving for Survival in a Narrow Space

Li Mu dropped Wei Lan off at a residential compound in Shenzhen called Vanke Imperial View. He stopped the car at the compound gate, watched Wei Lan get out and enter, then drove away to his own residence.

The name of the Vanke Imperial View compound was something she had secretly inquired about via text message to a friend in Huzhou City while they were dining, asking her to look it up online.

Wei Lan then told Li Mu the address of the compound, which was just enough to temporarily cover her lie.

After getting out of Li Mu’s car, the dejected Wei Lan wandered around Vanke Imperial View for twenty minutes before exiting through another large gate of the compound. As soon as she stepped out, she hailed a taxi and asked the driver to take her to a star-rated hotel in Shenzhen.

Dragging her tired body to the hotel room, the first thing Wei Lan did was collapse onto the outer sofa and casually turn on the television.

It was already past six in the evening. News reports about Li Mu and the Taobao Logistics launch ceremony, after the first peak at noon, were entering their second high point.

Before broadcasting Xinwen Lianbo, most major TV stations had their own news programs. So almost every channel featured reports about Li Mu and Taobao Logistics. Wei Lan subconsciously turned on Hunan Satellite TV. Although she knew that Chen Wan must be the one interviewing Li Mu for Hunan Satellite TV, she still impulsively wanted to confirm it.

After waiting a few minutes, news about Taobao Logistics appeared on the TV screen. First, the studio anchor briefly introduced Taobao Logistics’ German-imported automatic sorting system, then it switched to live video footage.

The footage cut to the scene, first showing selected highlights of Li Mu’s speech at today’s launch ceremony, then the screen switched again, this time to Chen Wan, who was on-site.

Chen Wan was currently Hunan Satellite TV’s star hostess. She was a variety show host, and logically shouldn’t be guest-starring as a field reporter. However, because the report was about Li Mu, the audience didn’t find it abrupt that Hunan Satellite TV sent Chen Wan.

Nevertheless, Wei Lan became even more certain of her speculation: Chen Wan had indeed come to Shenzhen. Given this, her prediction must be absolutely correct…

Wei Lan felt particularly disheartened. She turned off the TV, lay on the sofa, her mind filled with every single memory from her first meeting with Li Mu until now.

His purchase of her villa, sending her to the airport, helping her resolve the immense difficulties faced by her family business, inviting her to join Wanying, and especially rescuing her from the deranged Song Zhilei—these images had almost never left her mind for a long time. And the longer these images flashed, the stronger her feelings for Li Mu became.

Wei Lan was not in the mood to continue watching the TV reports about Li Mu, but hundreds of millions of people across the country were paying attention to Li Mu’s public appearance.

Although different TV stations edited the on-site footage differently, fortunately, most media outlets broadcast the personal views Li Mu added during the launch ceremony.

These so-called personal views were Li Mu’s perspective on “purifying the domestic e-commerce environment.” The media interpreted this as a tangible manifestation of Li Mu’s strong sense of social and industry responsibility. However, Li Mu’s true intention was to convey a demand to high-level leaders through the media.

Today’s Li Mu was different from the Li Mu before he went to the United States.

Before going to the United States, Li Mu’s influence was primarily within China; although he had some unintended gains overseas, he personally hadn’t received much genuine attention in Western society. But after going to the United States, Li Mu’s influence was infinitely amplified by Western media. Therefore, Li Mu’s global influence saw a leap forward after his return from the US compared to before he went. American media called him a world-class youth leader, and this was absolutely true; young people almost worldwide regarded Li Mu as an idol.

That’s why Li Mu’s launch ceremony for an automatic sorting system in Shenzhen this time attracted almost all domestic media, as well as overseas media with驻points in China.

Precisely because Li Mu’s global recognition was high, all his public statements now carried a significant and undeniable global influence.

Li Mu’s return to the media and public eye after disappearing for so many days was itself a highly anticipated event. Therefore, the personal views Li Mu embedded in his speech today quickly had a huge impact on high-level leaders.

Originally, high-level leaders indeed had no immediate plans to legislate against selling counterfeit goods in e-commerce. This was due to many historical issues. Although high-level leaders had previously received Li Mu’s appeals regarding this matter, they believed that e-commerce was a supplement and extension of the real economy, and therefore had to respect the current state of the domestic real economy.

The domestic real economy was currently on the rise. At such a time, from a macro perspective, the leadership hoped that economic development could accelerate and not be affected by minor issues and flaws, thereby slowing down the overall economic growth. Therefore, rapid development first, followed by gradual improvement, became the main theme of economic development at this stage.

The offline industry chain for counterfeit products was enormous, involving at least tens of thousands of workshop-style enterprises and millions of jobs, and even permeating the nationwide retail industry. Under such circumstances, a comprehensive crackdown on counterfeit products had a very low probability. Coupled with the previous belief among high-level leaders that e-commerce was a supplementary form of the real economy, they had never given Li Mu a clear answer.

However, today, Li Mu’s standing and importance in the eyes of the high-level officials were on a completely different level. So when the high-level officials learned that Li Mu had again implicitly mentioned this matter in his public appearance, they immediately issued a very clear directive: formulate e-commerce management regulations as soon as possible, and then conduct a major cleanup of the e-commerce industry. Since Li Mu valued this market so much, the government would step in and thoroughly cleanse the industry!

…

Mr. Ma had been feeling very relaxed lately.

Ever since his plan to survive in a narrow space succeeded, he had immediately shed the immense pressure Li Mu had brought upon him.

In business, to deliver a fatal blow to an opponent, one must target their core market. Currently, counterfeit products were Letao’s core market, especially counterfeit brand apparel, which accounted for over sixty percent of Letao’s total order volume.

This gray market was a domain that Taobao completely avoided. Under such circumstances, Letao’s transformation to focus on categories that Taobao did not touch left Taobao and Li Mu helpless.

Mr. Ma knew that by retreating into an untouchable forbidden zone for Li Mu, he could gain a good opportunity for quiet growth. So his biggest idea now was to quickly make Letao bigger and stronger. Once Letao’s foundation was stable and it possessed sufficient resilience, when it jumped out of the forbidden zone, it would not be so easy for Li Mu to deal with him.

To achieve this goal, Mr. Ma recently deliberately dispatched a team to the southeastern coastal area to privately communicate with local counterfeit manufacturers. Mr. Ma’s idea was to scale up the online selling of counterfeit goods, centralized procurement of goods, and supply them to Letao’s big sellers at even lower prices.

Mr. Ma considered that, at this stage, even Letao’s big sellers, individually, still didn’t have enough decision-making power with manufacturers. This would lead to two problems: one was the inability to drive down costs, and the other was the inability to secure exclusive supply.

Therefore, Mr. Ma hoped that Letao would step in privately, directly cooperating with these factories through bulk purchasing. They would set up several offices in the southeast. After the offices acquired goods from the manufacturers, they would directly transfer them to Letao’s big sellers at ex-factory prices through Taobao Logistics.

This strategy was quite interesting. It meant Mr. Ma would provide manpower, effort, and some capital to help big sellers drive down their procurement costs as much as possible. This way, big sellers sourcing goods through Letao would not only get cheaper prices than if they sourced themselves but also completely save on logistics costs. They wouldn’t even need to personally travel south; they could receive goods while sitting at home.

Because a significant portion of sellers were brick-and-mortar shop owners, they would typically travel to Hangzhou, Guangzhou, or Putian every so often to personally purchase goods, then ship them back home via logistics, and then embark on their own return journey. The human resource costs were high, and financial resource costs were not low either.

Now, it was better. By cooperating with Letao, Letao could handle all these matters for them.

However, while Mr. Ma did so much for them, he also put forward his own demand: that all sellers should lower prices as much as possible, adopting a small profits but quick turnover strategy.

What he pursued were the important metrics of platform order volume, transaction amount, and user numbers. By cooperating with sellers in this way, he could ensure that counterfeit apparel on Letao would be cheaper than anywhere else, even cheaper than what individual consumers could get by personally traveling to Hangzhou or Putian.

In addition, Mr. Ma was also operating a new strategy. Letao was not only negotiating lower protocol prices with factories this time but also discussing exclusive styles for Letao in the future.

A factory might imitate hundreds of branded apparel products annually. Previously, these products would flow directly to garment and footwear wholesale markets across the country. But now, factories would specifically reserve twenty percent of their styles annually for Letao; these twenty percent of styles would only be supplied to Letao and not sold through other channels. Mr. Ma hoped to use this to enhance Letao’s user stickiness; exclusive products are always more effective in attracting users.

Mr. Ma had originally only tacitly approved and implicitly supported the selling of counterfeit goods on Letao. But now, for Letao’s rapid development, he was even willing to actively participate in the counterfeit selling chain. Originally, some core team members, including Cai Chongxin, had expressed strong opposition, believing that once Letao actually participated in the counterfeit selling chain, there would definitely be policy and legal risks in the future. However, Mr. Ma was completely unconcerned.

He didn’t think the state would tighten policies on counterfeit goods in the next few years. Instead, he felt that now was the best time for him to overtake on a curve.





Chapter 1097: An Opportunity to Lodge a Secret Complaint

Originally, Letao merely tacitly approved and covertly encouraged platform sellers to sell counterfeit goods, without actually participating in the sales themselves. Therefore, Letao’s own policy risk wasn’t particularly high.

This way, if the government cracked down on counterfeits in the future, Letao, as the main body, would not be significantly affected, provided there was no evidence proving it actively encouraged selling fakes.

Because the sellers of counterfeit goods were Letao’s sellers, and according to platform regulations, they bore all legal responsibilities for the products they sold. Letao, as an intermediary platform, only bore indirect supervisory responsibility for the goods on its platform, not direct legal responsibility. At most, sellers involved in large amounts of counterfeit sales might face criminal charges, while Letao would receive a symbolic administrative fine from the industrial and commercial department as a warning, and nothing more.

If things had continued at this pace, Letao’s operating model, though unethical, would have been difficult to catch out, as the chain of evidence would have been hard to complete. However, Mr. Ma’s ambition was too great. He had been suppressed by Li Mu for so long and had finally found a breakthrough point. Now, all his thoughts were: “Faster, faster!”

Therefore, to further accelerate Letao’s development, Mr. Ma decided to take further risks, having Letao covertly step in and promote the rapid growth of various platform metrics through multiple channels.

Actively participating in selling counterfeits felt like walking on thin ice for some Letao veterans, but Mr. Ma didn’t care. Being cunning and experienced, he had built multiple firewalls for himself to minimize risks.

Firstly, to facilitate transit transactions between factories and sellers, Mr. Ma specifically acquired a shell company, a trading company registered for over three years. Mr. Ma himself did not know the legal representative of this shell company. Not only the legal representative, but the actual shareholders of this shell company were also mysterious individuals whose identities could not be traced.

From any perspective, Mr. Ma, as well as Letao’s shareholders and members, had no connection with this shell company. The shell company itself did not require additional investment; it was only responsible for receiving goods from factories and forwarding them to various sellers on Letao via logistics.

If the shell company were ever investigated, it wouldn’t matter. The shell company would simply be abandoned. This company had no legal relationship with Letao, so the government would have no way to trace the source.

In addition, to minimize losses if the shell company encountered issues, Mr. Ma required every account transaction of this shell company to be rapid in and out. Besides the startup capital, every payment collection for the shell company would be directly transferred to the factory within the shortest possible time. This way, the shell company would always remain an empty shell, incurring no additional losses even if it were shut down.

Li Mu’s remarks at the launch ceremony quickly reached Mr. Ma’s ears, but he paid no mind. Letao had gritted its teeth and persevered through several crackdowns by Li Mu, and Li Mu’s rounds of attacks had not made him give up. Now that he had finally waited for a good opportunity for Letao to flourish, how could he be affected by a few words from Li Mu?

Moreover, Mr. Ma had a very clear judgment of the current policy situation. In his view, the government generally adopted an attitude of first providing development space for new things, and then implementing moderate regulation when the time was right. Therefore, the possibility of the government stepping in to regulate e-commerce at this stage was very small, as was the possibility of regulating counterfeit and shoddy goods. Letao had at least five years of development time.

He also wasn’t intending to get rich by selling counterfeits. He merely hoped to leverage this grey area to first ensure Letao’s survival and accumulate enough users. He planned to transform when the time was right in the future, and with a sufficient user base, the success rate of transformation would naturally be much higher.

During this period, many internet professionals operated with such a lack of integrity and a shortcut mentality, especially numerous individual webmasters. In their early stages, they attracted traffic through various grey area images and content. Once their traffic grew, they would transform, discarding the previous grey area content, and thus embark on a longer-term development path with a large number of users and traffic.

The most representative example of this was the online literature industry. The online literature industry experienced both the PC era and the mobile internet era. In the PC era, numerous pirated websites illegally pirated paid content from legitimate websites and offered it for free online to users, thereby earning exorbitant profits.

A considerable number of pirated websites, after accumulating sufficient traffic and users, funded a content team and then transformed into legitimate literature websites, completely deleting their past dark history. From then on, they became outwardly respectable but inwardly rotten original music platforms.

In the mobile internet era, many pirated apps followed the same development path. They shamelessly started with pirated content to attract an installation base. When the volume of the entire pirated app reached a certain level and policy pressure increased, they transformed, starting to produce what they called “original” content themselves.

Under normal circumstances, the progress of policies was indeed as Mr. Ma perceived. To encourage innovation and the development of new things, the government typically did not immediately regulate most new things. Instead, it allowed them to develop freely and compete in the market. Once they reached a certain level of development, the government would then act as a corrective mechanism, optimizing these new things, taking their essence and discarding their dross, leaving a healthy industry model.

Whether it was pirated music, movies, or counterfeit and shoddy goods, policies gradually tightened based on the needs of the era. For example:

After 2015, copyright protection in China’s digital music and film sectors had reached almost complete purification. No longer could any music website or app rampantly provide free song previews and downloads for all artists, and no longer could any video website casually offer online viewing of various TV series and variety shows. Everything had to have a clear copyright authorization chain, achieving absolute respect for copyright holders.

The only regrettable thing was that online literature had never received the same high-level protection as the digital music and digital film industries.

Mr. Ma believed he had accurately grasped the pulse of national policy, but he never dreamed that Li Mu had already approached high-level leaders with a request for e-commerce legislation and regulation. After Li Mu subtly brought it up again, the government was truly preparing to cleanse the e-commerce industry.

Minister Zhen of the Economic and Trade Commission called Li Mu that evening.

When the call came, Li Mu and Chen Wan had just finished dinner and were snuggled on the sofa watching TV. Receiving his call instantly made Li Mu extremely excited.

“Hello, Minister Zhen!”

Li Mu’s voice exuded genuine joy because he knew very well that Minister Zhen calling him at this time meant there was good news to relay, and most likely, it was the good news he had been waiting for.

As early as his last visit to Li Mu’s company for an inspection, Minister Zhen had become the mouthpiece between the high-level leaders and Li Mu. This time, when the high-level leaders decided to formulate management measures for e-commerce and purify the e-commerce environment, they also authorized him to convey this to Li Mu.

Minister Zhen chuckled as he exchanged pleasantries with Li Mu, “Little Li, long time no see!”

Li Mu quickly replied, “Yes, Minister Zhen, long time no see. When I return to Yanjing, I will definitely visit you.”

Minister Zhen laughed, “Good, welcome, welcome! Your trip to the United States really brought honor to our country. The high-level leaders highly approve of your performance and asked me to relay their affirmation to you. They also hope you will continue to make even greater efforts and create new glories on the international stage in the future.”

Li Mu was surprised that the high-level leaders approved of him so much. He immediately said to Minister Zhen, “Minister Zhen, thank you and all the high-level leaders for your encouragement and affirmation. I will redouble my efforts and create new glories.”

“That’s good!” Minister Zhen sighed and said, “Little Li, there’s one more thing. When we met last time, you said you hoped the government could legislate and manage the e-commerce industry. The high-level leaders seriously discussed it and asked me to relay to you that the country has now decided to formulate a set of norms and management measures for the development of the e-commerce sector. We have also realized that some e-commerce enterprises in China have started pushing boundaries, so the high-level leaders have decided to strike hard. Before the management measures are publicly announced, we will first investigate and gather evidence against these irregular enterprises in the industry. Once the management measures are announced, we will immediately hit hard and take down several e-commerce enterprises that are pushing boundaries!”

As soon as Li Mu heard this, he immediately understood that the high-level leaders were going to escort Taobao.

Muye Technology had already shocked the world. The next Chinese internet enterprise most likely to continue shocking the world was probably Taobao. Li Mu’s attitude towards Taobao and the e-commerce industry had long been very clear: the e-commerce environment must be thoroughly purified with strong laws and regulations. Only then could the e-commerce sector develop rapidly and healthily.

Now, with Taobao and Taobao Logistics developing rapidly on two fronts, thorough purification of the industry would be an even greater driving force for Li Mu and Taobao.

Extremely excited, Li Mu immediately said to Minister Zhen, “Minister Zhen, this news is of great significance to Taobao and the development of e-commerce in our country. Thank you, and thank you to the high-level leaders for your attention and concern for e-commerce. Taobao will definitely set an example in the future and establish a perfect model for China’s e-commerce industry!”

“Good, good, good!” Minister Zhen said “good” three times, his tone particularly hearty. “This matter will be finalized within this year, so I called you for another matter that requires your assistance.”

“Please tell me, Minister Zhen!”

Minister Zhen said, “No one understands our domestic e-commerce industry better than you. I believe you must also be very familiar with which companies have violated regulations in their operations. If possible, I hope you can anonymously provide a general introductory material so that we can understand the industry situation as soon as possible and avoid detours.”

Li Mu was startled, thinking to himself, “Isn’t this giving me an opportunity to lodge a secret complaint?”





Chapter 1098: Setting Its Backyard on Fire

Currently, China has not yet thoroughly addressed the widespread issue of counterfeit and shoddy goods in the physical economy. However, it suddenly adopted a firm stance to crack down on online selling counterfeit goods. This attitude clearly indicated that the government was paving the way for Li Mu and clearing out some unscrupulous competitors.

Precisely because of this, Minister Zhen asked Li Mu to anonymously report any non-compliant competitors. The government had only a partial understanding of e-commerce, and in such unfamiliar circumstances, it would be difficult to immediately pinpoint the crucial issues. This would naturally lower efficiency, and some special operational methods might go unnoticed. Rather than that, it was better for Li Mu to raise these issues himself. If Li Mu pointed out who had problems and where, government departments could immediately launch targeted investigations.

Li Mu agreed on the spot. After hanging up the phone, he immediately communicated with Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei to quickly compile a clear chain of Letao’s counterfeit selling. They also needed to add the relevant evidence previously gathered by Taobao employees disguised as Letao counterfeit shop owners. Additionally, they needed to sketch out, as much as possible, the outlines of Letao’s private collaborations with counterfeit manufacturing companies, and then submit everything to Minister Zhen.

Although providing these materials anonymously might seem somewhat dishonorable, Li Mu felt no guilt whatsoever. Everything he did was to purge the dregs and scoundrels from China’s e-commerce sector.

Those who turned a blind eye to counterfeit goods, those who secretly supported or induced sellers to sell fakes, and those companies that themselves participated in selling fakes—all of them must pay the price for their inaction. Only then could China’s e-commerce industry develop healthily, and only then would foreign media, when evaluating Chinese e-commerce companies in the future, not label them a “fake goods empire.”

If some colleagues in the industry suffered heavy losses due to this policy, they would only be getting what they deserved. Li Mu wasn’t trying to drive his rivals out of the industry; he wanted them to get out, clean themselves up, and then come back. If they couldn’t clean up their act, they should never antagonize this industry again.

Everything appeared calm, but in reality, the invisible net targeting Letao had been completely cast. Li Mu knew very well that the day this net was drawn in would be the moment of Letao’s demise. It would also signify that Mr. Ma had completely lost his ability to threaten Li Mu. Li Mu’s only apprehension towards him was his tendency to overtake on a curve in the gray area. If he blocked that path, forcing Mr. Ma to compete fairly, with his current strength, he wouldn’t pose any threat to Li Mu at all.

However, far away in Hangzhou, Mr. Ma had no idea that a fatal net had already firmly enveloped him.

Just one day after the launch ceremony of Taobao Logistics’ automatic sorting system, Cai Chongxin found Mr. Ma and expressed his concerns.

“General Manager Ma, Li Mu spoke about purifying the e-commerce market in front of the media yesterday. I think he’s signaling a demand to the high-level management. His real goal must be to get the government to step in and regulate the problem of selling counterfeit goods in e-commerce. This poses a huge risk for us.”

Cai Chongxin had always felt that many of Letao’s current practices were highly improper, planting significant hidden risks for Letao’s development. If these issues ever truly exploded, Letao would be doomed.

Mr. Ma was particularly displeased with Cai Chongxin’s recent attitude. No matter what decision he made, Cai Chongxin would object, sometimes with quite sharp words. Mr. Ma could even feel the accusatory undertone in his voice. He hadn’t expected him to come and trouble him again today, acting like a startled bird without any of the presence of a ruthless strategist, which made Mr. Ma feel particularly repulsive.

Mr. Ma said with displeasure in his voice, “Chongxin, don’t be so sensitive. Even though Li Mu is formidable, he’s human, not a god. Many things aren’t achievable just because he wants them to be. Do you really think the government will immediately step in to regulate e-commerce just based on a few words from him in front of the media? Don’t dream. That’s simply not how our government operates.”

Seeing Mr. Ma’s indifference, Cai Chongxin couldn’t help but say somewhat anxiously, “General Manager Ma, the dimensions and methods through which the government considers issues are difficult for us to fully grasp.”

Then, Cai Chongxin continued, “Moreover, you must understand that Li Mu’s influence is extraordinary now. The government will definitely address his demand, and Letao will be the first to bear the brunt!”

Mr. Ma waved his hand dismissively and said, “Chongxin, you lack sufficient understanding of the government. The government will definitely intervene strongly in the e-commerce sector, but absolutely not now. Even if we take ten thousand steps back, it wouldn’t matter if they regulated it now. We have several firewalls that can completely shield our team and Letao from responsibility. So, what you should be worrying about right now isn’t the risks government regulation might bring us, but rather how we can accumulate enough users for our platform before the government truly steps in to regulate. That way, as soon as the government makes a move, we can transform at any time!”

Mr. Ma’s firm attitude left Cai Chongxin feeling utterly helpless. In his eyes, Mr. Ma was like a gambler who had lost too much, impatiently. He had only just been dealt a few cards in this hand, yet he already felt the situation was good and was ready to put all his chips in.

His advice was completely ignored, leaving Cai Chongxin feeling an unprecedented weariness. He sighed and said to Mr. Ma, “General Manager Ma, I feel that my fit with the team is getting increasingly poor. Rather than continuing with ever-growing disagreements with the team, I think it’s better if I take a break for a while and readjust myself.”

When Mr. Ma heard this, it was exactly what he wanted.

Ever since Cai Chongxin began questioning his decisions, Mr. Ma had frequently had to invest extra time and effort trying to persuade Cai Chongxin to accept his views, or refuting Cai Chongxin’s attempts to impose his own views. The two found it difficult to align, leading Mr. Ma to feel that their communication was basically internal friction within the team. Given this situation, Mr. Ma had long wanted to remove Cai Chongxin from the team, but he had never found a suitable excuse or reason to do so.

Now, Cai Chongxin had actually volunteered to temporarily withdraw, which made Mr. Ma overjoyed. However, he still symbolically tried to retain him, saying, “Chongxin, you’ve been with the team for a long time. I really don’t want to see you constantly doubting and questioning the team. Can’t you change your way of thinking and push forward with everyone?”

Cai Chongxin gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “General Manager Ma, you know how I work; I’m quite stubborn. It’ll probably be difficult for me to be as you wish anytime soon. And honestly, I have been quite tired recently. I also hope to rest for a while and adjust myself. If I adjust well, I can come back as soon as possible to fight alongside everyone.”

Cai Chongxin knew Mr. Ma didn’t genuinely want him to stay, so he simply exchanged a few pleasantries. Mr. Ma, hearing this, feigned reluctance and hesitation for a moment, then sighed helplessly: “Since you’ve decided, then let it be as you wish. Get some good rest and readjust yourself!”

…

Minister Zhen’s phone call had already allowed Li Mu to foresee Letao’s demise, so he calmed down and patiently awaited that day.

The day after the launch ceremony, at Taobao Logistics’ High-Speed automatic sorting system, Li Mu briefly accepted a short exclusive interview with Chen Wan.

The entire interview lasted only about twenty minutes, and Li Mu merely answered some of Chen Wan’s questions. But even so, it was enough for Chen Wan to report back to her station. After all, this was Li Mu’s first exclusive interview since returning to China.

After seeing Chen Wan off, Li Mu simply moved into Senior Brother Liu’s makeshift office. He was no longer considering how to deal with Letao because he understood that Letao had entered the countdown phase of its life cycle. Now, what he wanted to discuss with Senior Brother Liu was how to leverage existing advantages to completely seize the entire express parcel market share in Guangdong Province, as well as the express parcel markets in Guangdong and Hong Kong.

Senior Brother Liu hadn’t previously understood the express parcel demand between Guangdong and Hong Kong. His focus was on how to quickly and efficiently distribute a large number of products from Guangdong Province to various parts of the country. But Li Mu, on the other hand, was thinking that Guangdong-Hong Kong express was what SF Express relied on to get its start. Wang Wei should by now have captured most of the Guangdong-Hong Kong express market share and was using this as a foundation to expand across the entire Guangdong Province.

Li Mu was not afraid of his expansion in Guangdong Province, because he had deployed two logistics bases, one automatic sorting system, over twenty heavy trucks, and more than fifty medium-sized Iveco panel vans in the province. This kind of hardware strength was something that Wang Wei couldn’t catch up to, no matter how hard he tried.

Additionally, Li Mu discussed with Senior Brother Liu bringing five hundred of the first batch of two thousand tricycles to Guangdong Province to strengthen front-end collection and last-mile delivery capabilities. At the same time, a large number of uniformly painted Taobao Logistics tricycles running on the streets of cities throughout Guangdong Province could also put immense competitive pressure on competitors in the same industry.

However, increasing efforts in Guangdong Province was only to suppress the development momentum of SF Express and other logistics and express parcel companies in Guangdong. If they wanted to further suppress SF Express, they needed to target SF Express’s current foundation, break through the Guangdong-Hong Kong express channel, and let Taobao Express seize the Guangdong-Hong Kong express parcel share from SF Express.

To achieve this goal, they first needed qualifications for operating in both regions. Secondly, they needed to establish a complete team in Hong Kong. Thirdly, they needed to set up business outlets in Hong Kong and possess a cross-border racing team that could quickly shuttle between Hong Kong and the mainland.

Senior Brother Liu didn’t quite understand why Li Mu would focus on Guangdong-Hong Kong express. After all, Hong Kong was a relatively small market, and Taobao Logistics’ positioning had been quite clear from the beginning: to cover the entire country.

However, Li Mu placed particular emphasis and value on Guangdong-Hong Kong express. His reason was that although Guangdong and Hong Kong were very close in proximity, due to port regulations, express parcels entering and exiting were relatively complicated. After all, one was Hong Kong and the other was the mainland. Even though they were close, truly traversing that short distance wasn’t easy. Therefore, Guangdong-Hong Kong express had a very special characteristic: high profit margins!

Currently, sending an express parcel from Shenzhen to Hong Kong was more expensive than sending it to any other province in China. And sending an express parcel from Hong Kong to Shenzhen was even more expensive than sending it from Shenzhen to Hong Kong, because express parcels sent from Hong Kong to Shenzhen had to be settled in Hong Kong dollars, and the value of Hong Kong dollars was slightly higher than Renminbi, and Hong Kong’s overall consumption level was also higher than the mainland’s.

Doing Guangdong-Hong Kong express, with its short distance, low cost, and high price, offered a very large profit margin. The biggest requirements were cross-border relations and resources. As long as they had sufficient relations and resources, Guangdong-Hong Kong express could even achieve same-day delivery, as the distance was genuinely very short, even shorter than from Shenzhen to Guangzhou.

SF Express, relying on its market share in Guangdong-Hong Kong express parcels, was effectively guarding a gold mine in its backyard. It was with such a continuously income-generating gold mine that SF Express could support its subsequent nationwide expansion.

What Li Mu wanted was to seize SF Express’s gold mine, to set its backyard on fire.





Chapter 1099: Want to See You

For commercial competition, all industry leaders aspire to a natural monopoly, and Li Mu is no exception.

Natural monopoly is a state almost impossible to achieve in a modern economic model, but all businessmen aspire to get as close to it as possible.

No matter the industry, colleagues are always the biggest competitors. Google, which dominates the internet industry, certainly wants to defeat all other search engines. Apple, which made a fortune from the iPhone, painstakingly fights Samsung and other competing manufacturers. After growing large, SF Express built its own aircraft fleet and also hopes to defeat all rivals in the high-end express delivery market. Even when Mr. Ma had tens of billions of dollars, he was still singing a dirge about JD.com everywhere, hoping it would collapse soon.

From this, it is clear that true giants desire to become oligopolies. Even if they know it’s impossible to eliminate competitors, they will still launch indiscriminate attacks on all of them.

Li Mu is no different.

He knows he can never monopolize any industry in a free market, but that doesn’t stop him from trying to get infinitely close to monopoly within that industry.

What Li Mu pursues is to develop the industries under his control into super products like WeChat in later generations, so far ahead of the competition that all similar competing products combined can’t even compare to a fraction of his own. This state, not a monopoly but infinitely close to one, is the key to truly dominating and leading an industry.

Therefore, driven by this goal, Li Mu will not go easy on any opponent. He will not, with the mindset of a hero, spare SF Express just because it hasn’t developed yet. Instead, he intends to crush it as early as possible, while it’s still small.

Therefore, whether it’s SF Express, or Letao Express (integrated from three express companies by Letao), or the national postal service, they are all competitors in Li Mu’s eyes.

To completely block SF Express’s development path, Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu analyzed the current express delivery situation in Guangdong and Hong Kong. They unanimously agreed that the best solution was to directly poach people from SF Express with significant money, a simple, crude, and direct approach.

In corporate competition, there’s no problem that money can’t solve. First, acquire a transport company with cross-border transport qualifications with a large sum of money. Once the hardware is in place, immediately poach all of SF Express’s core employees responsible for Guangdong-Hong Kong business with double salaries, causing their operations to suffer a major setback in a short period.

With the poached personnel, along with their own employees, and the transport company possessing cross-border transport qualifications, Taobao Logistics can directly launch its own Guangdong-Hong Kong express delivery business. At the same time, an additional one to two tens of millions of yuan can be allocated for a price war. Taobao has a strong cash pool and can afford to lose one or two tens of millions, or even three to five tens of millions, in a price war. SF Express simply cannot keep up with this pace. Once they cannot earn money from the Guangdong-Hong Kong express delivery market, they will be close to ruin.

Now that Taobao Logistics’ operations are so widespread, and Taobao, as a powerful e-commerce platform, continuously generates package orders, the demand for express delivery within its own closed loop alone can support the entire Taobao Logistics. The overall operation is extremely smooth. With such a formidable competitor, even the boldest capital would not dare to invest in SF Express.

Once SF Express’s capital chain breaks, it will either go bankrupt or be sold off, with no other choice.

Just as Li Mu was worried about stifling SF Express within Guangdong Province, Wei Lan had been by herself in Shenzhen City for three days.

These three days were the most boring she had experienced in a very long time.

Before meeting Li Mu, Wei Lan spent her days bustling about family matters, never having a moment to spare, even her mind couldn’t rest.

After meeting Li Mu, Wei Lan joined Wanying Real Estate with great enthusiasm, shining in the commercial real estate projects Li Mu planned, so busy she felt like a spinning top, never experiencing boredom.

But this time was different.

She came to Shenzhen City alone, had a meal with Li Mu, and then plunged into her hotel. For the next three days, she didn’t go anywhere, spending most of her time in her hotel room, only going downstairs to the restaurant for meals, or even calling the hotel to have food delivered to her room.

When she really couldn’t stand being in her room any longer, she would go to the hotel swimming pool or gym, swim or run, and that was it.

Although Shenzhen City had many interesting places, Wei Lan simply couldn’t muster any interest.

During these three days, Wei Lan also didn’t contact Li Mu. Even though Li Mu had invited her out for dinner in between, she politely declined, citing an appointment with her best girlfriend. The reason wasn’t that she didn’t want to see Li Mu, but rather that she felt her meeting with Li Mu in such circumstances was somewhat superfluous.

After all, he had Chen Wan, a popular and beautiful host, kept like a mistress in a luxurious house, a talented man and beautiful woman who were exceptionally well-matched. Why should she be joining in this commotion?

Moreover, when unconsciously comparing herself to Chen Wan, Wei Lan always felt a little inferior.

Wei Lan had booked a flight back to Yanjing for Saturday morning. Although Li Mu had given her vacation until Sunday, she really didn’t want to continue being so bored, idle in a hotel in Shenzhen City. After the flight was booked, it wasn’t until Friday evening that Wei Lan sent Li Mu a text message saying: “General Manager Li, I’m returning to Yanjing tomorrow morning. You must take care of yourself in Shenzhen City and don’t overwork.”

For Wei Lan, since she decided to leave tomorrow, it was only right and proper to say goodbye to Li Mu. So she sent him this text message, trying to use a friendly tone, and deliberately chose to send it around 9 PM. This way, whether Chen Wan had left or not, it wouldn’t be a suitable time to meet Li Mu again. Li Mu only needed to reply with a few exchange pleasantries, and she could get up tomorrow, pack up, and head straight to the airport.

However, when Li Mu received this message, Chen Wan was already not in Shenzhen City.

Thinking that Wei Lan had been in Shenzhen City for several days and they hadn’t met in between, he felt it was somewhat inappropriate. He had never regarded Wei Lan as his subordinate, but rather as a long-term partner. Moreover, their relationship, after the kidnapping incident, was emotionally closer than that of ordinary friends. If he let Wei Lan leave just like that, he felt he wasn’t being a good enough friend.

He had originally wanted to invite Wei Lan out for dinner these past two days. It just so happened that Senior Brother Liu was also here. Although the two weren’t close, they knew each other, and it would be good to get together. Or Wei Lan could bring her best girlfriend, and the four of them could have dinner and chat, which would also be suitable.

However, Wei Lan had not been able to make time. Unexpectedly, she was leaving tomorrow, so Li Mu instinctively wanted to meet her.

But it was already past 9 PM, and he had just finished dinner. Wei Lan probably had too. Nevertheless, Li Mu tentatively asked, “Leaving tomorrow morning? Do you want to come out and find a place to sit?”

The moment Wei Lan received the text message, she felt a little torn / indecisive, but a moment later, she made up her mind and replied with her fingertips: “I just finished eating. It’s so late, you should just get some rest. Don’t toss and turn.”

Li Mu didn’t know Wei Lan was deliberately avoiding him. He thought that since her first action upon arriving in Shenzhen City was to contact him, she naturally regarded him as a close friend. Since they were close friends, it wouldn’t be right for him to let her leave without even meeting once.

Although Li Mu wasn’t particularly skilled at socializing, he was very heartfelt towards true friends. Back when he was a Beijing Drifter in Yanjing, if a friend from his hometown came to Yanjing for business and contacted him, he would definitely go to the station or airport to pick them up, then treat them to a meal. Afterward, his friend would attend to their serious business, and Li Mu would continue to be busy with his work. But before his friend left, Li Mu would always treat them to another meal, chatting and having a couple of drinks at the table, reminding them to contact him next time they had a chance to visit.

Because of this habit, Li Mu felt that meeting up and sitting together before a friend left the place he was in was a very ritualistic thing. If this step was skipped, he would feel uneasy first and foremost.

So, Li Mu replied, “How about this? I actually just finished eating too. I think we don’t need to eat. Like when we went to SugarClub before, let’s find a bar, sit for a while, and have a couple of drinks. If your best girlfriend doesn’t take you to the airport tomorrow morning, then I’ll take you. If she does, then I won’t go. Tonight will be our farewell.”

Li Mu mentioning SugarClub made Wei Lan’s heart ache.

Back then, she went to Yanjing alone seeking help, initially fantasizing that Xiao Chenfeng of Urban Construction Group could help her through the difficult times. Unexpectedly, he painstakingly plotted a trap for her instead. At that time, Wei Lan almost lost her innocence to Xiao Chenfeng. Fortunately, she reacted quickly, and before Xiao Chenfeng could react, she fiercely smashed him with her hard handbag, seizing the opportunity to escape his clutches.

At that moment, Wei Lan completely lost confidence in the entire Yanjing, as well as her family’s Juncheng Real Estate. She only wanted to escape as quickly as possible. But unexpectedly, all flights to Huzhou City were canceled that day due to a thunderstorm in Huzhou City.

Unable to escape, Wei Lan’s psychology of stubbornly holding on completely collapsed. At that moment, she decided to give up. She cried bitterly while making an overseas call to her father from the hotel. Later, she remembered that she still owed Li Mu a meal, so she decided to make a clean break with the city of Yanjing and sent Li Mu a text message on the spur of the moment, wanting to invite him to dinner.

At that time, Li Mu had also just eaten, so Wei Lan had no choice but to change it to inviting him for drinks.

What Wei Lan didn’t expect was that it was that meeting with Li Mu that completely changed her life path. She had originally decided to give up Juncheng Real Estate, sell all marketable assets, leave China, and reunite with her parents in the United States. It was Li Mu who gave her new hope and helped her turn everything around.

Thinking about these things, Wei Lan unconsciously recalled later, not long after, she completely fell in love with this unconventional / unpredictable big boy. And later, when her life was hanging by a thread, it was also this big boy who racked his brains to rescue her, making her even more blindly devoted to him.

Wei Lan stared blankly at her phone, her mind rapidly reviewing all the past events. Suddenly, she felt an overwhelming desire to see Li Mu immediately…

So, Wei Lan quickly replied, “Okay, where should we meet?”

“Are you at your best girlfriend’s place? Shall I pick you up from her residential complex?”

“Okay.”





Chapter 1100: Southern Girl

The moment Wei Lan replied with a “Good” to Li Mu, she dropped her phone and frantically began to get dressed and ready. Li Mu was going to pick her up from the residential complex she had concocted last time, which meant she had to arrive there earlier than him. It wouldn’t be easy to explain if they happened to run into each other.

Fortunately, with a naturally flawless face, Wei Lan simply tidied her hair and applied a light lipstick before rushing out the door. She hailed a taxi at the hotel entrance and headed straight to the Vanke Imperial View complex she had mentioned previously.

Wei Lan was afraid Li Mu would arrive before her or that they would coincide, so she deliberately had the cab drop her off at another gate of the complex. Just as the driver stopped the car and Wei Lan was about to get out, she received a text message from Li Mu: “I’m here.”

Wei Lan quickly pulled back her hand, which was reaching to open the car door, and sent a text asking him: “Where are you? I’ll come find you now.”

Li Mu replied: “At the same place you got off last time, same car.”

Immediately after sending that message, Li Mu sent another asking her: “Want to call your best girlfriend? Is she free?”

Wei Lan sighed in relief when Li Mu said he was at the same drop-off spot. She quickly pushed the door open, got out, and entered the complex. As she walked quickly, she replied: “My best girlfriend is working overtime at her office, she’s not back yet.”

Li Mu, who was in the car, didn’t actually intend for her best girlfriend to join them; he was just being polite. Seeing her reply, he said nothing more, sent an “OK,” and waited for her appearance with peace of mind.

A few minutes later, Wei Lan’s figure appeared, jogging from the complex’s main gate. As soon as she got into the car, Wei Lan noticed something different about Li Mu. She instinctively asked him, “Oh, why have you grown a beard?”

Li Mu reached up and touched his rough stubble, smiling as he said, “I forgot to shave these past few days, a bit unkempt.”

Wei Lan chuckled, “Unkempt even with a girl accompanying you? Aren’t you afraid she’ll find your stubble prickly?”

“Huh?” Li Mu looked at Wei Lan, dumbfounded, wondering why she would say that. Did she know about his situation with Chen Wan?

But then he reconsidered, thinking it was impossible. His affair with Chen Wan had been handled with extreme caution; no third person should know about it, certainly not Wei Lan.

Wei Lan also realized at this point that she might have spoken out of turn. She quickly said, “Just kidding with you, don’t take it seriously.”

Li Mu nodded, not suspicious, and smiled slightly, saying, “I’ve decided to grow a beard for a while and see how it looks. I think it makes me look more mature.”

Wei Lan said, “You certainly do look a lot more mature than before.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s good. When we go to the bar later, I won’t be afraid of being recognized.”

Wei Lan stared carefully at Li Mu and laughed, “Though you do look more mature and masculine than before, do you really think a bit of stubble can make people not recognize you? Aren’t you a bit too naive? Everyone in the country’s got that face of yours etched into their memory now.”

Li Mu shrugged, “How about we find a bar with more foreigners?”

Wei Lan smiled helplessly, took an eyeglasses case from her handbag, pulled out a pair of narrow-framed glasses made of tortoiseshell material, and handed them to Li Mu. “Try them on and see.”

Li Mu took the glasses and looked at them, realizing they didn’t seem to have a prescription. He asked her, “Are these plano glasses?”

“Yes,” Wei Lan nodded, explaining, “They’re anti-radiation. I wear them occasionally, and sometimes I’ll put them on when I need to talk business with partners, just for show.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, put on the glasses, and pulled down the vanity mirror above his head to look. And indeed, with the glasses on, his whole vibe changed.

The previous Li Mu, with his hairstyle and appearance, exuded a cool and handsome vibe, a sense of youthful recklessness. But now, with a bit of stubble and wearing glasses, he appeared much more mature and reserved.

Wei Lan stared at Li Mu, quite engrossed. In fact, for men between twenty and thirty, their appearance doesn’t show much difference. The real difference lies in the aura and magnetic field they exude. Li Mu was like those young idols of later generations; putting acting aside, if he wore a school uniform or a sailor shirt, he looked like a high school student when he stood there. But if he changed into a well-fitted suit, he immediately transformed into a much more mature professional elite.

The current Li Mu, in his disguise, looked like an elite professional in his late twenties who had already achieved some success in his career. Looking at him, Wei Lan even had the illusion that they were about the same age.

Li Mu drove to a relatively famous bar district in Shenzhen City and found a dimly lit bar to enter.

Because it was Friday, the bar was quite crowded, almost at full capacity. However, Li Mu and Wei Lan still found a small round table in a corner.

The round table could just accommodate two people, so they sat opposite each other and waved over a waiter to order some drinks.

The bar’s lighting was dim, and with Li Mu wearing glasses and sporting a beard, no one recognized him. Li Mu rather enjoyed this sense of anonymity, and his mood was excellent.

The only constant reminder for Li Mu was Wang Yuanlang, the bodyguard, sitting alone at the bar counter with a beer. Li Mu only saw his familiar face, which meant the other two were outside and hadn’t come in.

Wei Lan asked Li Mu, “If you drink, will you be okay to drive later?”

“Don’t drink and drive,” Li Mu subconsciously replied, then quietly added, “I have bodyguards with me. I’ll let them drive later.”

Wei Lan suddenly understood, nodded, and chuckled, “I forgot you have bodyguards protecting you twenty-four hours a day.”

Li Mu shrugged and jokingly said, “No choice, the key is having money…”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but smile, remarking, “You’re quite straightforward.”

Li Mu couldn’t pinpoint what made him do it, but he subconsciously hummed a line: “Southern girl, do you like the straightforwardness of Northerners…”

Wei Lan’s eyes widened. She looked at Li Mu, exclaiming in amazement, “Has your talent overflowed to the point where you can improvise lyrics and music just by opening your mouth…?”

Li Mu then realized his quick tongue had gotten him into trouble. How was this his own improvisation? This was “Southern Girl,” a song that was highly sought after in the folk music circles by Zhao Lei years ago.

However, Li Mu couldn’t elaborate, so he could only vaguely say, “I was just humming it for fun.”

Wei Lan blinked, her gaze fixed entirely on Li Mu. She said, “Why does it sound so good to me? ‘Southern girl, do you like the straightforwardness of Northerners,’ right?”

Li Mu chuckled, nodding with a hint of embarrassment.

Wei Lan savored the lyric, feeling a sweet sensation in her heart. She felt that Li Mu’s “improvised” line was sung specially for her, as she was indeed a southern girl. But wasn’t Li Mu from Nansu? He shouldn’t be a Northerner, should he?

So, Wei Lan, with a touch of shyness, asked Li Mu, “You’re from Nansu, so you should be a Southerner too, right?”

“No,” Li Mu shook his head. “We’re from Northern Jiangsu. Do you know where the dividing line between North and South is?”

“I know, the Huai River and Qinling Mountains.”

“Exactly. We’re north of the Huai River, pure Northerners.”

“Haha!” Wei Lan laughed like a young girl, then said with full anticipation, “Can you grant me a small request?”

Li Mu asked her, “What request?”

Wei Lan said, “Can you sing that line again?”

Li Mu had no choice, but he didn’t refuse her and sang the line again.

Wei Lan listened, her heart almost melting.

After he finished the line, Wei Lan asked him again, “Is there a next line?”

Li Mu chuckled, “There’s a previous line.”

“Sing it for me, quickly!”

Li Mu nodded and softly sang: “Southern girl, are you used to the northern autumn chill; Southern girl, do you like the straightforwardness of Northerners…”

Wei Lan rested her chin in her hands, listening with extreme engrossment. Although there were only two lines, she still fell in love with this “song” in the shortest amount of time, even if it was far from a complete song.

After Li Mu finished singing, Wei Lan said thoughtfully, “Actually, I’m quite used to the North in my heart, but contradictorily, my body seems to be having trouble adjusting quickly. Yanjing has gotten cold particularly fast recently, and the weather is very dry; my skin can’t adapt. After the heating started a few days ago, it became even harder to bear. Sometimes I wake up thirsty in the middle of the night, or I get nosebleeds from the dryness.”

Li Mu said, “Buy a humidifier for your room when you go back.”

Wei Lan nodded, “Okay, I’ll buy one as soon as I get back to Yanjing.”

Saying that, Wei Lan again looked at Li Mu with anticipation and asked, “Do those two lines you just sang have anything else? Or will you continue writing it, making it complete?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “We’ll see if I have time.”

Wei Lan knew that Li Mu was Muzi, who had considerable fame online and in the folk music circles. Not only did he sing well, but more importantly, he wrote good songs. In her opinion, those two lines were Li Mu’s improvisation specifically for her. She naturally hoped that Li Mu could develop this impromptu snippet into a real song.

Thinking of this, Wei Lan couldn’t suppress her excitement and said, “Can you agree to one more thing for me?”

“Tell me.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with eyes full of anticipation, pleading, “Can you take the time to finish this song?”

After saying this, Wei Lan blushed and added, “Just consider it written for me…”

Li Mu felt awkward. He didn’t have the ability to “write songs” of his own, but he certainly had the knack for being a plagiarist. He could sing and play “Southern Girl” completely if given a guitar right now, but that would obviously be too preposterous. So, Li Mu told her, “Tomorrow I’ll buy a guitar and try to write it when I have time.”

“That’s wonderful!” Wei Lan clapped her hands excitedly, looking at Li Mu like a true fangirl.

Wei Lan was indeed extraordinarily excited at this moment. She felt that if Li Mu specially wrote a song for her, she would surely be dizzy with happiness, trembling slightly just at the thought of it.

At the same time, Wei Lan couldn’t help but sigh in her heart: emotions were indeed a powerful tool to destroy intelligence and maturity. Although she had always considered herself quite mature, at this moment, she couldn’t help but become much more childlike because of her feelings.

However, Wei Lan didn’t care at all. Her childlike behavior would only be revealed in front of Li Mu anyway, so what was the point of caring too much?





Chapter 1101: Double Enjoyment

Li Mu savored the oak aroma in his whiskey, while Wei Lan sipped her Long Island Iced Tea with relish.

At this moment, Wei Lan’s mood had indeed brightened considerably.

The days she had spent in Shenzhen City had brought her an oppressive feeling, both psychologically and spatially, that was simply beyond words. On this last night before she left, it finally seemed to vanish with this Long Island Iced Tea.

Just being alone with Li Mu made her exceptionally happy, and Li Mu’s promise to write a song for her kept her excitedly anticipating.

Moreover, the bar’s ambiance was just right. Whether it was the environment, atmosphere, lighting, or music, Wei Lan found it all flawlessly perfect.

The bar they chose was relatively quiet, a serene lounge with a light and casual style. The music wasn’t loud, the patrons weren’t boisterous, and the lighting was dim and hazy, not only making lovers drop their guard but also adding a touch of romance.

Wei Lan had not put on makeup when she left home, so she was grateful for the bar’s lighting. If the lights had been brighter, she would have felt bashful when facing Li Mu, afraid that her impression on him would be diminished.

Under such lighting, even when her cheeks burned with bashfulness at times, she didn’t worry that Li Mu would notice. Sometimes, the uncontrollable gaze filled with intense affection didn’t need to be hidden from Li Mu. This feeling was truly relaxed and wonderful.

As the two chatted, the bar’s performance time arrived. A bar singer sat on the small, exquisite stage with an electro-acoustic guitar. Holding the guitar, he said in a low voice, “Thank you all for coming. The first song I’ll be bringing you is Muzi’s”Zebra, Zebra”…”

His concise opening quickly drew the attention of the entire bar. Wei Lan didn’t look at the resident singer but excitedly told Li Mu, “He’s actually going to sing your song!”

Li Mu shrugged. “This song has pretty much been overplayed by guitar enthusiasts now.”

For most guitar enthusiasts, folk music songs are always among their favorites. When Song Dongye first became popular, everyone in every music shop was practicing “Miss Dong.” After Zhao Lei became popular, every bar’s resident singer would play “Chengdu.” And then there was Li Zhi’s “Together With You.” Combined, they were the three golden hits for artsy youths to sing and play.

Wei Lan said, “I’ve heard many cover versions online, none of them sound as good as yours.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “Singing folk music has never been about vocal skill; it’s about the art of acting cool.”

Wei Lan didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s words. Just as she was about to ask, the resident singer had finished the intro and began to sing.

The singer’s voice was deep, and he sang quite well, but to Li Mu, it felt as if the singer was deliberately trying to interpret his vocal line in a low, deep way, making it sound a bit forced.

After just a few lines, Wei Lan couldn’t help but shake her head and say, “His singing is also far worse than yours.”

Li Mu smiled without a word. Wei Lan, holding her Long Island Iced Tea, said to Li Mu, “Come, a toast.”

Li Mu looked at her half-full glass and asked with a smile, “Can you finish it?”

Wei Lan pursed her lips at Li Mu and said, “I mean for you to finish yours.”

Li Mu sighed helplessly, nodded, and chuckled, “Alright, then I’ll finish it.”

Li Mu tilted his head back and drained his glass. Wei Lan also drank half of her own drink in one gulp.

Although a Long Island Iced Tea tastes like a soft drink, its alcohol content is actually not low. It’s one of those cocktails that you don’t feel much while drinking but has a strong kick later. Fearing she might drink too much, Li Mu advised, “Don’t drink so fast. Just stick to this one glass tonight, lest you drink too much and can’t get up in the morning for your flight.”

Wei Lan smiled. “My alcohol tolerance is pretty good. After all, I’ve been struggling in the business world for a while; even if I didn’t have much tolerance before, I’ve built it up.”

Li Mu nodded. “You handle it, but don’t get drunk.”

“Don’t worry,” Wei Lan said.

Wei Lan wasn’t trying to drown her sorrows; she just felt happy, and drinking made her feel even more joyful.

The singer then sang a few more folk music songs before ending that segment of his performance. He spoke into the microphone, “If any friends wish to request a song or need guitar backing, please feel free to approach me. The charge for both song requests and backing tracks is twenty yuan per song.”

Upon hearing this, Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “What if there’s a song he doesn’t know how to play?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Bar singers play a lot, sing a lot, and remember a lot. As long as they’ve heard it and can sing it, they can generally provide backing.”

“That amazing?” Wei Lan said in surprise. “Does that mean they have to memorize a lot of sheet music?”

Li Mu explained, “Bar singers memorize functional notation. For example, for Beyond’s ‘Truly Love You,’ they only need to remember seven numbers in their head.”

“Ah?” Wei Lan looked at Li Mu incredulously and asked, “Which seven numbers do they need to remember?”

Li Mu laughed heartily. “1564151.”

“1564151?” Wei Lan frowned. “That sounds more like a phone number. What does it have to do with sheet music?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You can think of it as a form of shorthand. This number is actually used to remember chords. Each number represents a corresponding chord degree. If it’s a song in C major, ‘1’ corresponds to a C chord. If a C chord is the first-degree chord, then the fifth-degree chord is G, the sixth is Am, and the fourth is F. So, by playing the corresponding chords according to those numbers, the song’s backing track emerges.”

“That’s so magical!” Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with a look of admiration and couldn’t help but ask, “Why do you seem to know everything?”

Li Mu chuckled, “There’s a saying, ‘live long, see much.’ Do you know what that means?”

Wei Lan shook her head, looking utterly confused.

In this era, even if Li Mu had written down those words, few people would have understood.

Li Mu then smiled and said, “It pretty much means, the longer you live, the more you see.”

Wei Lan couldn’t help but pout. “You’re several years younger than me; how can you say you’ve lived long?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, amused. “Just a passing thought, you know.”

With that, Li Mu raised his glass and urged, “Come, come, let’s drink, let’s drink.”

Wei Lan nodded, downed the rest of her drink in one gulp, and then hailed a server, saying, “Another Long Island for me, please, thank you.”

Li Mu tried to dissuade her. “That’s enough. Drinking too much will make you uncomfortable tonight.”

Wei Lan smiled. “No, I know my own alcohol tolerance. One more glass will definitely be fine. I won’t drink more than that.”

Li Mu trusted that someone of Wei Lan’s age would certainly have that much self-control, so he nodded and didn’t say anything more.

The server brought the new drinks. As they chatted and drank, a few other guests also went up one after another to have the singer accompany them. Most of their singing was quite unlistenable.

Wei Lan was halfway through her second iced tea, and her mood was noticeably more cheerful than before. After hearing a female guest butcher the classic “Yesterday Once More,” Wei Lan stood up and said to Li Mu, “I want to sing a song.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Great, I haven’t heard you sing before.”

Wei Lan blinked and said, “I’ll go ask him if he can play it first.”

Wei Lan went over to the singer and exchanged a few words with him. Li Mu watched from afar and saw the singer nod to her. Wei Lan then sat excitedly on a high stool beside him and gave Li Mu a victory sign.

Li Mu knew she had received a clear affirmative from the singer, so he put down his glass, ready to listen attentively.

The guitarist first played a simple chord progression as an intro. Once Wei Lan found her key, she began to sing in the second measure.

She was already a rare beauty, and singing in the bar attracted even more attention from the patrons. As everyone’s attention was on Wei Lan, she suddenly opened her mouth to sing, and her clear yet deeply emotional voice immediately captivated the hearts of all male customers.

Li Mu also hadn’t expected Wei Lan to sing with such feeling, and the song she chose was one of his personal favorites.

Wei Lan sang “Linger,” a classic love song by The Cranberries.

Even a decade later, The Cranberries would still be considered a relatively niche band in China, and among their more well-known songs in China, this less distinctive “Linger” was not one of them. In comparison, “Dreams,” covered by Faye Wong, “Zombie,” covered by Brother Chun, and “Dying in the Sun” were more famous.

What surprised Li Mu was not just that.

What surprised him even more was that Wei Lan, a woman who had never professionally studied singing, could sing this song so well. Whether it was her vocal line, her pronunciation, or even the richness of her emotions, it left Li Mu amazed.

Especially when she reached the chorus, Li Mu found himself particularly enchanted for a moment:

And I’m in so deep

You know I’m such a fool for you

The general meaning of the lyrics was: I have fallen so deeply, you know I am so foolish in front of you…

It wasn’t just Li Mu; even the bar patrons who had initially only focused on Wei Lan’s visual appeal were captivated and mesmerized by her singing.

Wei Lan used this song as an emotional outlet, pouring all her unspoken feelings for Li Mu into it, which was why she sang with such abandon and emotion.

When the song ended, Li Mu was the first to applaud. The song was indeed sung exceptionally well, giving him a new appreciation for Wei Lan.

Wei Lan, blushing amidst the applause from a group of men, returned to their booth seating. As soon as she sat down, Li Mu praised her unreservedly, “That was truly amazing. It was a double enjoyment for both sight and sound.”

Wei Lan used the dim lighting to conceal her bashfulness and nervousness, saying, “Your compliments are too fake.”

Li Mu said earnestly, “Every word comes from the bottom of my heart.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and smiled. “Alright, I’ll believe you.”

The two continued drinking and toasting until past eleven at night, both Li Mu and Wei Lan feeling slightly tipsy.

However, Li Mu was in just the right state where he could go home, take a shower, and get seven or eight hours of deep sleep.

Li Mu saw that it was getting late and asked Wei Lan, “Oh, by the way, has your best girlfriend gone home?”

Wei Lan looked at her wristwatch, nodded, and said, “Yes.”

Li Mu commented with slight curiosity, “She didn’t call or send a text message. How do you know she’s back?”

Wei Lan indeed hadn’t pulled out her phone the entire time. Back then, old phones had few functions besides calls and text messages. Li Mu was the same; his phone was in his pocket, and if it didn’t ring or vibrate, he wouldn’t remember to check it.

Wei Lan then realized her answer was a bit thoughtless, so she said, “She told me she’d be home by ten-thirty. It’s almost eleven-thirty now, so she must be back.”

Li Mu didn’t think much of it and nodded, “I think it’s getting late. Why don’t I take you back? Don’t want to make your best girlfriend wait too long.”

Wei Lan felt she wasn’t quite ready to leave, but seeing that it was indeed very late, she wasn’t worried about missing her flight tomorrow, but she was worried Li Mu might grow suspicious. So, she reluctantly agreed, saying, “Alright, let’s head back then.”

The two stood up. Li Mu went to the bar to settle the bill, then walked out of the bar side-by-side with Wei Lan.

Li Mu was about to tell Wang Yuanlang to drive for them when, unexpectedly, Wang Yuanlang brushed past him and exited the bar with two young men, then quickly went into an alley near the bar.

Li Mu was quite puzzled. Just as he was about to call him, Zhou Zhan, one of Wang Yuanlang’s subordinates, called Li Mu. He said over the phone, “General Manager Li, you and Miss Wei can directly get into the car. I’ll drive. The boss said those two guys just stole Miss Wei’s wallet. He went to handle it. He told me to take you two back first. He’ll bring Miss Wei’s wallet over after he’s dealt with the problem.”

Li Mu frowned, glancing out of the corner of his eye at Wei Lan’s shoulder bag. Indeed, there were signs it had been opened. It seemed Wang Yuanlang didn’t want to disturb Li Mu and Wei Lan, which was why he hadn’t acted then and there, deciding to follow them out of the bar and quietly handle it.

Having understood Wang Yuanlang’s motive, Li Mu decided not to tell Wei Lan, merely saying, “Let’s go, let’s get in the car.”

Li Mu also didn’t want to spoil Wei Lan’s mood. It would be better to tell her after Wang Yuanlang retrieved the wallet.





Chapter 1102: Astonishing Discovery

Li Mu and Wei Lan sat in the back of the GL8, while Zhou Zhan drove unhurriedly towards Vanke Imperial View. Meanwhile, Wang Yuanlang, having followed the two young wallet thieves into the alley, began looking for a suitable opportunity to make a move.

The two young men didn’t seem very old, probably around twenty. After stealing Wei Lan’s wallet, they quickly walked to a streetlight in the middle of the alley. One of them impatiently urged, “Quick, quick, quick! Take it out and see how much money there is!”

As he pulled out Wei Lan’s LV wallet, the man excitedly said, “Little brother, we’ve struck gold this time! This woman’s wallet alone is worth at least three thousand yuan!”

“That valuable?!” the other young man exclaimed in surprise. “What kind of wallet is worth so much money!”

“An LV!” the man said, ignoring the other’s dumbfounded expression, and quickly unzipped the wallet.

As the wallet opened, both let out a gasp of surprise!

Back then, mobile payments didn’t exist, so Wei Lan’s wallet had a considerable amount of cash. There were over two thousand yuan in Renminbi alone, besides over one thousand Hong Kong dollars and over three hundred US dollars.

The two thieves, seeing the stack of colorful bills, were almost dumbstruck with excitement. As the leader was about to pull out the money, he suddenly felt a powerful grip on his shoulder. Both men turned their heads simultaneously, only to find a cold, stern face staring at them, while the owner of that face had a large hand firmly gripping each of their shoulders.

“You… what do you want?!”

The young thief, conscience-stricken and terrified, stammered out the question.

Wang Yuanlang sneered, and with a swift kick, sent the young man who hadn’t taken the wallet flying into a dirty dumpster. Then, freeing his hand, he snatched the wallet from the lead thief’s grip and quickly delivered another kick, sending him also into the dumpster, landing on top of the other thief.

Wang Yuanlang looked at the two of them and snarled in a cold voice, “Now scram!”

The two men knew they had run into a master. From Wang Yuanlang’s hand strength, as well as the speed and force of his kicks, they knew that even together they were no match. So, they exchanged a glance, helped each other up, and fled.

Seeing them run off, Wang Yuanlang didn’t pursue. He took out his phone and called Li Mu: “General Manager Li, Miss Wei’s wallet has been recovered.”

Li Mu glanced at Wei Lan beside him and said, “Alright, send it back then. Did you check if anything is missing?”

Wang Yuanlang replied, “Nothing should be missing. The two thieves didn’t get a chance to take anything out.”

As he spoke, Wang Yuanlang instinctively checked.

“The cash, ID card, bank cards, and credit cards are all there.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s good. Hurry over here.”

“Alright.”

Wei Lan had no idea her phone was missing the entire time. The alcohol was kicking in, and she was in her most comfortable state, so Li Mu didn’t expose her.

When the car was almost at Vanke Imperial View, Wei Lan, who had come back to her senses, felt a dilemma. It was almost midnight. If she got out here later and Li Mu left, how would she get back to the hotel? There wasn’t a taxi in sight anywhere around.

Wei Lan felt helpless, figuring that no matter what, she’d have to get out of the car first and then decide what to do after Li Mu left.

After the GL8 pulled to a stop in front of Vanke Imperial View, a slightly tipsy Wei Lan smiled and said to Li Mu, “Thank you, General Manager Li, I had a very good time today. When you’re back in Yanjing, let’s find another opportunity to drink. I’ll be going now.”

Li Mu smiled mysteriously, “You’re just going to leave like that?”

Wei Lan asked curiously, “Otherwise?”

Li Mu asked her, “Haven’t you noticed something is missing?”

Wei Lan shook her head, “No…”

Seeing her blank expression, Li Mu said helplessly, “Check if your wallet is still there?”

Upon hearing this, Wei Lan instinctively reached for her shoulder bag. But as soon as she touched it, Wei Lan was startled to the core.

The wallet was gone!

Oh my heavens! All her cash, documents, bank cards were inside, and her room key card was in there too. If her wallet was lost, what would she do?! She wouldn’t even have money to take a taxi back to the hotel, and she wouldn’t be able to get into her room. Applying for the hotel to open the door would at least require her to show identity documents! And how would she take a plane tomorrow? If she couldn’t return to Yanjing, how would she replace her cards?

Wei Lan instantly fell into despair.

Just then, Wang Yuanlang and another team member, Wu Xuewen, drove up. Wang Yuanlang opened the passenger seat door, got out, walked to the GL8, and handed the wallet to Li Mu through the window.

Wei Lan recognized her wallet at first glance and immediately let out a gasp, “Isn’t this my wallet? How did it get…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Aren’t you silly? You didn’t even realize your wallet was stolen right under your nose. If it weren’t for Old Wang, you would have been in real trouble.”

As he spoke, Li Mu handed the wallet to Wei Lan.

Only then did Wei Lan sigh in relief, and with lingering fear, she patted her chest, saying, “You scared me to death! You scared me to death!”

Then, she looked at Wang Yuanlang outside the car and said gratefully, “Brother Wang, thank you so much!”

Wang Yuanlang replied indifferently, “Miss Wei, no need to be polite, it’s what I should do.”

Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “Next time, be more careful. When you’re out, make sure to keep your wallet safe, especially your ID card and bank cards. Don’t put everything in your wallet; what if you lose it all?”

Wei Lan stuck out her tongue, looking like someone humbly accepting criticism, and said, “You’re right to lecture me. I’ll definitely pay attention from now on.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Alright, I’ll walk you in.”

Wei Lan frantically waved her hands in alarm, “No, no, it’s getting late. You should go back and rest early. I can just walk in myself, it’s only a few steps.”

Li Mu said very seriously, “If it were daytime, I’d let you go in yourself, but it’s night now, and you’ve had quite a bit to drink. How could I let you go in by yourself?”

Wei Lan thought to herself, ‘What am I going to do?’ Before she could figure out a countermeasure, Li Mu had already gotten out of the car and said to her, “Alright, let’s go.”

Wei Lan had been into this compound twice and knew the general situation inside. Although the guards at the main gate didn’t interfere with pedestrians entering or exiting, the building entrances all had security doors. If Li Mu escorted her inside, wouldn’t her lie be exposed?

However, Li Mu’s expression didn’t seem to be merely being polite at all. Judging by his expression, Wei Lan knew he was determined to escort her inside today.

Wei Lan suddenly didn’t know what to do. Li Mu urged her once more, “You’re not planning to sleep in the car, are you?”

Wei Lan could only nod, gritting her teeth, “Alright.”

Getting out of the car, Wei Lan and Li Mu walked side by side into the compound. As they walked, Wei Lan’s mind raced, thinking of countermeasures. What should she do? If Li Mu truly insisted on escorting her to her “best girlfriend’s” home, then everything would be exposed.

After entering the compound gate, they walked one or two hundred meters inward when Wei Lan couldn’t help but say to Li Mu, “Alright, you can just see me off here. I’m a grown woman, I can find my way. As for you, you work so hard every day, you should go back, take a shower, and get some rest early.”

Li Mu casually said, “I have to at least see you go upstairs. Otherwise, I won’t be at ease.”

Wei Lan felt a surge of exasperation, but in an instant, she sighed in relief again. Luckily, Li Mu only wanted to see her go upstairs, not escort her upstairs. In that case, she just needed to find a building unit where the door wasn’t closed, right?

Thinking of this, Wei Lan relaxed slightly. She led Li Mu, starting to cross between the buildings. After walking past three buildings, Li Mu instinctively asked, “Not there yet?”

Wei Lan said without confidence, “Almost, almost there.”

Having said that, she was almost dying of anxiety. If she couldn’t find an open unit door soon, she really wouldn’t be able to keep up the act any longer!

As she was thinking, she suddenly caught sight of the first unit door of the building diagonally ahead; it was half-open. It seemed like the spring was broken, or perhaps someone had propped it open. So, Wei Lan immediately pointed to that building and said to Li Mu, “There, that one.”

Li Mu nodded. The two walked together to the first unit door. Wei Lan pulled open the half-open unit door and said to Li Mu, “Alright, I’m going up. You should head back early too.”

“Alright,” Li Mu chuckled, “You go on up, I’m leaving.”

“Mhm.” Wei Lan nodded, turned, and entered the unit. She pressed the elevator button at the elevator entrance, and once inside, pressed the button for the fifth floor. When she reached the fifth floor, she looked out through the staircase window and saw that Li Mu had just turned to walk back. This finally allowed Wei Lan to sigh in relief. She decided to wait a few minutes before going down, then she would go around to another gate to see if she could catch a taxi back to the hotel.

The thought of having to go through all that trouble getting back to the hotel in the middle of the night made Wei Lan feel a bit dejected. Lying truly wasn’t a good thing; one lie necessitated countless more lies and actions to cover it up, and all the while, she felt on pins and needles, burdened by a constant sense of guilt. This feeling was truly uncomfortable.

Li Mu exited the compound and slipped into the GL8. Zhou Zhan was still driving, but Wang Yuanlang also got into the passenger seat of this car, while Wu Xuewen drove the other vehicle.

Zhou Zhan started the car and asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, shall we head back?”

Li Mu nodded, “Let’s head back.”

At this moment, Wang Yuanlang hesitated for a moment, then finally made a decision and spoke up, “By the way, General Manager Li, there’s something I’m not sure if I should mention to you.”

Li Mu asked him, “What is it? Speak.”

Wang Yuanlang organized his thoughts and said somewhat cautiously, “Just now, when I recovered Miss Wei’s wallet from the two petty thieves, you asked me to check if anything was missing. I took a quick look, and besides the cash, ID card, and bank cards, I also found a hotel room key card, placed right next to a pile of bills.”

Li Mu subconsciously frowned, “A hotel room key card? What kind of hotel room key card?”

Wang Yuanlang replied, “The Shenzhen City Crown Plaza Hotel…”

“Huh?” Li Mu’s brows furrowed even deeper. “A room key card from Shenzhen City? In Wei Lan’s wallet?”

“That’s right.” Wang Yuanlang nodded and said, “I think Miss Wei might not actually live in this residential compound…”

Wang Yuanlang didn’t say the rest of the sentence.

Li Mu was no fool. Hearing this and combining it with Wei Lan’s earlier behavior, he immediately understood. He exclaimed in surprise, “Could it be that Wei Lan has been staying in a hotel these past few days?”





Chapter 1103: Why Are You So Fierce?

Even though Shenzhen City was at the forefront of reform, the volume of taxis during that period was still relatively low. At that hour, it was genuinely hard to hail a taxi.

Wei Lan left through another large gate of Vanke Imperial View and waited by the roadside for several minutes, but not a single taxi passed by.

Helpless, Wei Lan could only walk towards the main road, trying to flag down a car. However, no empty taxis appeared; the occasional two or three taxis that did show up were all occupied.

After walking for more than ten minutes along the road in front of the residential area, Wei Lan had found nothing.

When groups of people occasionally passed by, Wei Lan would quickly hide in the shadows under the trees by the roadside. This was the instinct of a young woman protecting herself late at night. The men walking on the street who had drunk too much made her instinctively feel some concern.

Just as Wei Lan was distraught about not being able to find a taxi, Li Mu was sitting in the back of the GL8, staring at Wei Lan a few hundred meters away through the car window.

The car’s engines were still running, but the headlights were off. Whether it was the headlights, parking lights, or dashboard lights, everything was pitch black. This was Li Mu’s instruction; he wanted to see what was wrong with Wei Lan’s mind.

Seeing Wei Lan occasionally going to the roadside to flag down a car, then hiding behind trees, and even walking along the road while looking back, Li Mu was extremely puzzled.

He didn’t understand why Wei Lan insisted on lying to him like this. Wasn’t she just making trouble for herself?

After drinking a bit, his mind became somewhat muddled.

It was like a computer with insufficient memory; the entire operating speed was greatly reduced.

Li Mu thought about it vaguely for a long time before he suddenly realized something: could it be that she didn’t have any best girlfriends in Shenzhen City at all?

Then why did she lie to him from the start?

A thought flashed through Li Mu’s mind—an answer he didn’t quite believe but seemed to be the most likely possibility.

Could Wei Lan have come to Shenzhen City simply for him?

If so, it would explain everything.

If Wei Lan had any other purpose besides this, she wouldn’t need to lie to him.

If she was busy with something, couldn’t she just tell him directly? Why lie about where she was staying?

She could have just said she came to Shenzhen City for some business and was staying at a certain hotel, couldn’t she?

Understanding this, Li Mu suddenly felt a pang of heartache.

He said to Zhou Zhan, who was driving, “Old Zhou, let’s drive over.”

Zhou Zhan nodded, put the car in gear, and started off.

A vehicle without any lights was hard to spot at night, and Zhou Zhan controlled the accelerator very well. The car approached Wei Lan at less than thirty kilometers per hour, and Wei Lan didn’t notice it at all.

The Long Island Iced Tea was slowly taking effect. Wei Lan felt light-headed and dizzy, all she wanted was for a taxi to come quickly so she could return to the hotel and get a good night’s sleep. As for whether she could catch tomorrow’s Airplane, it no longer mattered; at worst, she could rebook, and if she couldn’t rebook, she’d buy another ticket.

However, no matter how long she waited, a taxi just wouldn’t come.

It wasn’t until a dark figure suddenly brushed past her, followed by the sound of brakes, that she abruptly realized a car had appeared beside her.

Before she could see what make or model it was, Li Mu rattled open the GL8’s sliding door. Li Mu was sitting in the seat closest to the door, looking at Wei Lan, and said helplessly, “Get in. I’ll take you back.”

“Ah…” Wei Lan hadn’t reacted a moment ago, but now that she suddenly saw it was Li Mu, she shivered in fright. Her already somewhat unclear mind instantly cleared up considerably.

“You… why are you back again?” Wei Lan was extremely flustered, her expression struggling to conceal her surprise, but what she felt more was astonishment. She couldn’t understand how Li Mu had appeared. Hadn’t he left long ago?

Li Mu looked at her and said with a hint of reproach, “If I didn’t come back, were you going to walk all the way back like this?”

The Crown Plaza Hotel was nearly twenty kilometers away. If Wei Lan walked, she’d probably be walking until dawn.

Wei Lan was flustered inside, but she tried to cover it up, blurting out whatever incoherent thought came to mind, “What are you talking about? I came out to buy a toothbrush. After I buy it, I’ll go back to my best girlfriend’s house.”

Li Mu stared at her and asked, “You’ve been staying at your best girlfriend’s house for so many days, and you don’t have a toothbrush? You’re leaving tomorrow, and you ran out to buy a toothbrush now?”

Wei Lan panicked, then quickly explained, “I wanted to brush my teeth just now, but I drank too much and didn’t hold it steady, so the toothbrush fell into the toilet.”

“Oh…” Li Mu nodded slightly and asked, “You drank too much, and your best girlfriend didn’t even help you buy one, nor did she come with you? Is there such a best girlfriend?”

“Oh, she worked all day, she was really tired…”

Li Mu snorted coldly and said, “Tired? Is being tired an excuse?”

Then, he blurted out, “What’s your best girlfriend’s name?!”

As soon as Li Mu finished one question, he suddenly threw out another. Wei Lan’s mind couldn’t keep up with this rhythm at all, and she was instantly thrown off balance. She blurted out, “Huh? I don’t know…”

Li Mu didn’t hesitate for a moment, immediately retorting, “You don’t know your own best girlfriend’s name?”

“I… I forgot…”

“Forgot?” Li Mu frowned, “What’s my name?”

“Li Mu…”

Li Mu frowned slightly, “What’s your best girlfriend’s surname?”

Wei Lan was intimidated by Li Mu’s aggressive demeanor, and having just said “Li Mu,” she subconsciously said “Li…”

Li Mu instantly blurted out, “Is it Li Ziwei?”

Wei Lan’s mind was completely muddled. She nodded vaguely, “Yes, it’s Li Ziwei…”

“Li Ziwei is my Assistant. When did she become your best girlfriend? Besides, she doesn’t live in this residential area. She lives in the same residential area as me, upstairs and downstairs!”

Wei Lan was speechless. Her big eyes darted away from Li Mu’s probing gaze, and she stammered, “It’s the same name, but not the same person…”

Li Mu’s voice suddenly rose a few octaves, and his tone became sterner, “Still lying! Is there any truth left at all?”

Wei Lan was startled by Li Mu’s attitude. She was stunned for a moment, and then all the grievances in her heart welled up.

Wei Lan hadn’t expected to be utterly defeated by a boy six or seven years her junior. She prided herself on being a career woman, yet in front of Li Mu, she couldn’t even last a few rounds.

Moreover, only Wei Lan herself and her parents knew that while she appeared strong on the surface, she was actually very emotional on the inside. Outsiders couldn’t discern her seemingly strong heart, which was in fact already riddled with holes. The sandcastle she had painstakingly built could not withstand even a single wave from Li Mu.

As her grievances surged, Wei Lan’s tears immediately rolled down, flowing like an unbroken string, impossible to stop.

Li Mu hadn’t expected that the strong and capable Wei Lan in his mind would cry over a few words. Just as he was wondering how to comfort her, Wei Lan suddenly punched Li Mu on his shoulder blade, crying and sobbing with extreme grievance, “Why are you so fierce…!”

Wei Lan’s punches weren’t forceful at all, but Li Mu was stunned by this one. Before he could recover, Wei Lan, tears streaming down her face, stubbornly threw another punch, still crying and sobbing, “Why are you so fierce…!”

“I…”

“Why are you so fierce…!”

“I’m not…”

“Why are you so fierce…!”

“…”

“Why are you so fierce…!”

Li Mu and Wei Lan were temporarily stuck in a dead loop. Wang Yuanlang, in the passenger seat, at this moment exchanged glances with Zhou Zhan, who was in the driver’s seat.

Then, both of them helplessly covered their foreheads and eyes with their hands. Although they had been Li Mu’s bodyguards for so long, this was the first time they had seen Li Mu being hit, and they could only pretend not to see and remain indifferent.

Li Mu was dazed by Wei Lan’s successive light punches. Each punch landed on the same spot, but he didn’t feel any pain.

His body didn’t hurt, but his heart did.

It seemed he had truly said the wrong thing, making such a usually strong woman feel so wronged.

After being hit by Wei Lan several times, Li Mu caught her soft hand and said, “Alright, get in the car. I’ll take you back.”

Wei Lan’s tears continued to fall. She pursed her lips, saying in a wronged and stubborn tone, “I don’t want you to take me!”

After speaking, she turned her head to look elsewhere but never tried to pull away the hand Li Mu was holding.

Li Mu looked at Wei Lan’s tear-streaked profile under the dim streetlights. From a diagonal lower angle, her profile was simply flawless.

The perfect curve of her face could make all female celebrities feel ashamed of themselves; her high nose bridge, perhaps even the best plastic surgeon would find hard to imitate; her chin, no matter how those internet celebrities modified their faces or got injections, could not approach her level of exquisiteness.

This kind of woman, especially with that heartbreaking stubbornness, made Li Mu, in that instant, unable to control himself and develop genuine feelings for her.

As a true man, wasn’t this rebirth meant to ensure that such a woman wouldn’t be wronged or shed tears?

Li Mu sighed lightly, holding Wei Lan’s hand, gently squeezing her fingertips twice. His tone softened completely, saying, “Alright, I apologize to you. It’s too late, I can’t rest assured with you alone on the street. Come on, I’ll take you back to the hotel.”

When Li Mu’s voice softened, Wei Lan’s stubbornness completely vanished. When she heard Li Mu mention “hotel,” she withered like a frost-bitten eggplant, her whole body drooping.

Wei Lan knew that all her pretenses had been seen through by Li Mu. This feeling made her as flustered and nervous as if she had been stripped bare in front of him, yet it also brought a sense of relief to her heart.

She had been deceiving him with one clumsy lie after another for so long, and her heart had despised herself countless times. She didn’t like to lie at all and had never lied to Li Mu before. This was the only time, and it was so clumsy…

Completely exposed by Li Mu, Wei Lan looked at him with red eyes, pursing her lips without saying a word for a long time.

Li Mu held her hand without letting go, then got up and moved to the innermost seat in the second row of the GL8. He gently pulled Wei Lan, his voice incredibly soft and sincere, “Get in the car.”

Wei Lan remained still for a long time. Then, she seemed to suddenly understand, completely shedding that last bit of meaningless persistence, and obediently nodded…





Chapter 1104: Accompany Me for Another Drink

Inside the car, Wei Lan’s eyes were swollen red, and she remained silent, her hand still gently held by Li Mu. Neither he nor Li Mu showed any intention of letting go.

Li Mu actually had many questions he wanted to ask Wei Lan, and Wei Lan also had a lot bottled up inside. Her heart was filled with such grievance that she longed to express it immediately and release the deep pressure within.

However, Zhou Zhan and Wang Yuanlang were also in the car.

Although the two said nothing, their presence made it difficult for Li Mu and Wei Lan to speak many things aloud.

The entire journey made Wei Lan feel exceptionally ashamed.

The reason for her shame was, naturally, that the act she had been putting on for several days had fallen apart on the night before she was supposed to leave.

What was even more frustrating was that she couldn’t figure out where she had gone wrong, nor how Li Mu had seen through her.

And what embarrassed her even more was yet to come.

Li Mu’s driver didn’t even ask her for the address; in fact, he didn’t say a single word, driving all the way to the Crown Plaza Hotel.

It turned out that Li Mu not only knew she was lying, knew she didn’t have a best girlfriend in Shenzhen City, and knew she had been staying in a hotel these past few days, but he even knew exactly which hotel she was staying in.

For Wei Lan, this was truly too awkward.

Zhou Zhan parked the car outside the hotel lobby. A doorman came over to help open the back passenger door. Wei Lan was sitting right by the door, and as soon as it opened, she practically fled out of the car. All she wanted now was to quickly say goodbye to Li Mu and escape from his side; otherwise, the embarrassment and shame would suffocate her.

Watching Wei Lan get out of the car, Li Mu felt a sense of emptiness in his heart. After exiting the car, Wei Lan nervously tidied the strands of hair by her ears, avoiding Li Mu’s gaze, and said unnaturally, “Well, I’m going in. You should go back and rest early too.”

Li Mu nodded and told her, “Call me when you wake up tomorrow; I’ll take you to the airport.”

Wei Lan hurriedly waved her hand, “No need! I don’t know what time I’ll wake up tomorrow. I’ll just pick a suitable flight and head back after I get up…”

Li Mu stated unequivocally, “You can wake up anytime tomorrow; I’ll be here before nine.”

Wei Lan still wanted to refuse, “There’s really no need to trouble yourself so much…”

Li Mu frowned. After he had exposed her lies, why had she suddenly become so distant with him?

Li Mu wanted to say more, but Wei Lan had already waved at him and said, “I’m going in.”

With that, she turned around and walked into the hotel lobby.

Li Mu sighed softly as he watched her retreating figure, then reached out and closed the car door.

Zhou Zhan took the sound of the door closing as a signal to drive. As soon as Li Mu closed the door, he lightly pressed the accelerator and drove away.

A few minutes later, Li Mu sent Wei Lan a text message, asking her, “Did you reach your room?”

Wei Lan quickly replied, “Yes, don’t worry. I’m going to take a shower. Text me when you get home.”

“Okay, you go ahead.”

After replying to this message, Li Mu kept holding his phone, waiting, but Wei Lan never replied again.

Li Mu felt a bit strange. He felt that after learning about Wei Lan’s actual actions, he should have a good talk with her. The final hurdle between them seemed thinner than ever, so thin that they couldn’t possibly continue like this.

This feeling, for both Li Mu and Wei Lan, was like a glass barrier separating them.

If they were separated by completely non-transparent glass, even though they lived close, they wouldn’t feel too awkward.

But if the glass became translucent, or even nearly transparent, then the two people on either side of the glass wouldn’t feel so pleasant.

In this situation, if the two people on either side of the glass wanted to completely resolve the awkwardness, there were only three ways:

First, one person moves away.

Second, the glass becomes completely non-transparent.

Third, the glass is shattered, completely eliminating the barrier.

If Wei Lan were to just return to Yanjing tomorrow, it was foreseeable that the strongest feeling they would have for each other in the future would likely be awkwardness. In that case, they wouldn’t even be able to remain friends.

Thinking of this, and recalling Wei Lan’s pitiful appearance when she cried out of grievance, Li Mu suddenly, inexplicably, said to Zhou Zhan, “Old Zhou, turn back.”

“Understood, General Manager Li,” Zhou Zhan said no more, slowing down to turn around and heading back towards the Crown Plaza Hotel.

The car had been driving away from the hotel for nearly ten minutes, and the return trip also took about ten minutes. When the car stopped at the hotel entrance, Li Mu said to Wang Yuanlang, “Old Wang, help me check into a room under your name.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded and asked him, “General Manager Li, what kind of room do you want?”

Li Mu said, “A suite, you can decide the specifics.”

“Okay!”

Wang Yuanlang decisively got out of the car and entered the hotel lobby alone. After inquiring about the rooms, he booked a deluxe suite of over one hundred square meters for Li Mu under his own name. This room was second only to the Presidential Suite; if the Presidential Suite hadn’t been five to six hundred square meters, Wang Yuanlang would have booked that for him first.

Five minutes later, Wang Yuanlang came out with the room key card and handed it to Li Mu.

Li Mu put on the mask and the glasses Wei Lan had given him, then pushed the door open without hesitation and strode into the hotel lobby.

The room Wang Yuanlang booked was 8310. After Li Mu took the elevator alone to room 8310 and entered, he sent Wei Lan a message: “I’ve arrived.”

Li Mu felt that their current slightly awkward situation needed to be resolved, but given the circumstances, he also felt that the decision of how to resolve it should be in Wei Lan’s hands.

Li Mu now had two plans: If Wei Lan wanted to talk, they would have a frank conversation, face-to-face was fine; if she didn’t want to talk, he would just sleep here for the night and take her to the airport tomorrow, and they would discuss their situation after he returned to Yanjing.

If Wei Lan chose to act like an ostrich, burying her head in the sand to avoid the matter, he would fully cooperate with her pace, prioritizing her comfort above all else.

At this very moment, in room 8303, on the same floor as Li Mu, Wei Lan was sitting on the carpet in the outer lounge of her suite, drinking alone to drown her sorrows.

The wine was included with the room, a mid-to-high-quality French red wine. Wei Lan had just told Li Mu she was going to shower, but after putting down her phone, she hadn’t gone to the bathroom at all. Instead, she had opened the red wine and poured herself a large, full glass.

Now, that wine glass, with a capacity of at least two hundred milliliters, had been filled for the second time by Wei Lan.

Wei Lan was in an extremely bad mood. On one hand, her clumsy lie had been exposed by Li Mu. On the other hand, she had never intended to confess her feelings to Li Mu, at least not now. However, she also knew very well that after being exposed by Li Mu today, even if it wasn’t a direct confession, it was almost the same as one.

So, what to do next became Wei Lan’s biggest worry.

She knew that this was the most awkward time. Neither she nor Li Mu wanted to be caught in such an embarrassing situation. But if they wanted to resolve the awkwardness, they had to take action. However, what kind of action should she take to resolve this awkwardness?

Wei Lan herself didn’t know.

Feeling vexed, she could only drown her sorrows in alcohol, thinking it would be better to drink her fill tonight, drink until she passed out, and then sleep for as long as she could.

Seeing Li Mu’s text message saying he was home, Wei Lan hesitated whether to reply. If she didn’t, then she wouldn’t reply all night; if she did, what should she say?

After much hesitation, Wei Lan weighed her options and decided to reply to Li Mu’s text message, and also proactively explain the situation to him.

So Wei Lan texted back: “I’m truly sorry, I shouldn’t have lied to you successively. Actually, I didn’t come to see my best girlfriend; I just wanted to come see you on the way. That’s why I’ve been staying in a hotel ever since I arrived in Shenzhen City.”

Li Mu had already guessed this, so he wasn’t surprised by her words. He just asked her, “You came to Shenzhen City just to see me?”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and replied on her phone, “Yes, I haven’t seen you in so long. When I was in Hong Kong, I felt like you were very close, so I just wanted to come and see you. Originally, I didn’t plan to stay this long; I just wanted to see you and then go back the next day. But you unexpectedly gave me a long holiday, so I had no choice but to stay until today.”

Li Mu asked her, “If you wanted to see me, why didn’t you just say so? If you had just called me and told me, I could have gone to Hong Kong to see you. Why did you have to make up an excuse about visiting your best girlfriend and seeing me incidentally?”

Wei Lan’s face was utterly ashamed, and she replied: “Can I not answer that question?”

Li Mu replied, “If you don’t want to answer, I won’t reluctantly force you.”

Wei Lan hesitated for a long time before saying, “I don’t know how to answer that question, and I don’t want to talk about it in a text message. If there’s a chance, when you’re back in Yanjing, let’s talk then, okay?”

Li Mu asked her, “You don’t want to say it in a text message, but what about face-to-face?”

Wei Lan truly didn’t want to discuss such topics in text messages. Face-to-face, she had once thought of gathering the courage to pour out all her feelings for him. But Li Mu had been drinking and couldn’t drive, so Zhou Zhan and Wang Yuanlang were still with him. Thus, she could only swallow the words that had been on the tip of her tongue.

Wei Lan kept thinking, if only Li Mu had come back to find her alone tonight, filled with emotion and grievance, she might have just confessed everything to him directly. Regrettably, he still had two bodyguards with him.

So Wei Lan replied to Li Mu: “Face-to-face is fine, but I might need to have a bit more to drink first.”

Li Mu said, “You’ve had enough to drink tonight.”

Wei Lan said, “Not enough. It’s just that you wouldn’t let me drink more, otherwise I definitely would have had a bit more.”

After sending this, Wei Lan drained the red wine in her glass in one gulp and sent Li Mu another message: “It takes courage to say many things, and I don’t have enough courage. I can only use alcohol to embolden myself. If you had stayed and had a bit more to drink with me today, I might have told you everything already; even when you took me back to the hotel, I originally had a lot I wanted to tell you, but your bodyguards were always present, so I didn’t say it aloud…”

Li Mu asked her, “If there’s no one else around now, would you be willing to have a good talk with me?”

After waiting a few minutes, Wei Lan replied, “If you can have another drink with me right now, then I’m willing!”





Chapter 1105: Wei Lan Fooled Him Again

After Li Mu uncovered her lie and realized she had come to Shenzhen City to see him, Wei Lan understood that many words, though unspoken, were already acknowledged between them.

However, for Wei Lan, the last thing she wanted was this unspoken understanding.

If she left Shenzhen City like this, Wei Lan would feel extremely unwilling. Either she shouldn’t have let him sense anything at all, or she should have told him openly that she loved him. What was the point of being stuck ambiguously in the middle?

So Wei Lan especially hoped for another opportunity to meet Li Mu alone before she left. Even if he only listened quietly to her finish speaking, she would be content.

Li Mu replied to her text message at this point: “Drinking is fine, but are you sure you want to drink now?”

Wei Lan said without hesitation: “I’m sure, right now.”

Wei Lan had always regretted not having the chance to speak her heart to Li Mu face-to-face. She especially hoped to use the courage from the alcohol to tell Li Mu everything she wanted to say directly. No matter how Li Mu responded, at least she wouldn’t regret being afraid to express her true feelings in the future.

The reason Li Mu temporarily turned back and booked a room in the hotel was because of the subconscious pity and affection he felt for Wei Lan acting up. He also hoped to have a chance to talk with Wei Lan face to face. Otherwise, if they didn’t clear things up, and she left tomorrow, an awkwardness would forever hang between them, and they would only drift further apart in the future.

Besides, Li Mu harbored some indescribable feelings for Wei Lan. He had always cared deeply for her in his heart; otherwise, he wouldn’t have racked his brains to help her, much less risked everything to save her.

Immediately, Li Mu sent Wei Lan a text message: “Tell me your room number.”

When Wei Lan saw this message, her heart suddenly began to pound. With anxiety and anticipation, she replied: “8303.”

Li Mu responded: “Okay, I’m coming over now.”

Seeing Li Mu say he was coming, Wei Lan nervously stood up. She rushed into the bathroom to inspect her appearance in the mirror while sending Li Mu a message: “Are you really coming?”

Li Mu said: “Is there any doubt? I’ll be there right away.”

Wei Lan looked at herself in the mirror. Not only was her face haggard, but her eyes were also swollen like eggs. She panicked, instinctively wanting to find her makeup bag to cover her swollen eyes. But before she could even unzip her makeup bag, the doorbell rang.

Wei Lan was startled by the sudden doorbell!

She instinctively thought it was Li Mu, but immediately denied this assumption in her heart, because there was no way Li Mu could arrive so quickly. He couldn’t instantly teleport, and even if he rushed over from home, it would take at least twenty or thirty minutes.

If it wasn’t Li Mu, who could it be?

Wei Lan had stayed in this hotel for several days and had never encountered anyone knocking on her door at night. So, she approached the door suspiciously, slightly nervously opened the peephole cover, and upon looking, she couldn’t help but let out a surprised scream!

Li Mu!

It really was Li Mu standing outside the door!

Overjoyed, Wei Lan momentarily forgot that she hadn’t put makeup on her swollen eyes. Impatiently, she opened the door, and upon seeing Li Mu standing outside, a rush of warmth went through her head, and she suddenly threw herself into his arms.

Li Mu was caught off guard by Wei Lan’s sudden embrace. His body involuntarily stumbled back a few steps from her momentum before he finally steadied himself.

Wei Lan, in his arms, tightly hugged his waist, resting the side of her face against his chest, her arms wrapped around him tightly.

Li Mu’s sudden appearance indeed gave Wei Lan a huge surprise. She never expected that after Li Mu said he was coming, he would arrive at her room door in less than two minutes!

This amazing man was truly omnipotent! Did he fly here?!

Wei Lan was filled with both joy and surprise, coupled with the stimulation of the alcohol, which made her completely disregard whether embracing Li Mu so actively was too forward.

“How did you get here so fast?” Wei Lan asked, like a young girl, with surprise and a charming pout in Li Mu’s arms.

Li Mu chuckled: “I got here fast because I’m staying right next door.”

“Staying next door?” Wei Lan finally looked up, staring at Li Mu in surprise, and asked, “How come you’re staying here?”

Li Mu didn’t answer her question. Instead, he looked at the corridors on both sides and said: “Didn’t you want me to drink with you? You should at least let me in first, right?”

Only then did Wei Lan react. She quickly released Li Mu and invited him into the room.

Upon entering Wei Lan’s suite, Li Mu saw a wine bottle and wine glasses on the carpet. Wei Lan had already consumed nearly half of the 750ml bottle of red wine. He couldn’t help but tease, “You’ve already started drinking by yourself?”

Wei Lan’s face immediately turned red, and she nodded: “I opened it as soon as I got back.”

After speaking, Wei Lan, afraid Li Mu would tease her again, quickly asked him: “You still haven’t answered my question. How come you’re staying here?”

Li Mu took a red wine glass from the hotel room’s mini-bar counter, then sat on the carpet. As he poured himself some wine, he said: “On the way back, my brain went haywire, so I had them send me here and open a room for me.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu in surprise, speechless for a moment.

She hadn’t expected that Li Mu hadn’t returned to his own residence at all, but had come back to her hotel and quietly booked a room here. Could it be that, like her, he didn’t want them to maintain this unspoken understanding and silence?

Wei Lan sat down beside Li Mu, with the wine and glasses between them, and asked curiously, “What if I hadn’t replied to your text message after taking a shower?”

Li Mu chuckled: “What’s there to do? I thought it through on the way here. If you wanted to talk, I’d talk with you. If you didn’t, I’d just sleep in the room and send you to the airport tomorrow.”

Then, Li Mu teased, “Knowing you have no best girlfriends in Shenzhen City, I couldn’t just let you leave alone, could I?”

Wei Lan’s face immediately turned red, and she stammered, “I’m really sorry, I shouldn’t have lied to you.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and didn’t speak. Instead, he picked up his wine glass and handed the other glass to Wei Lan, saying, “Didn’t you say you needed to drink more before you could tell me the specific reason? Come, I’ll drink with you.”

Wei Lan nodded, clinked her glass with Li Mu’s, and after drinking about half a glass of red wine, she spoke: “In my life, I’ve had two moments of utter despair. One was when I came to Yanjing seeking help to no avail and then was set up by others; the other was when Song Zhilei kidnapped me, and I guessed it was him, believing I would surely die by his hand.”

Li Mu didn’t know why Wei Lan suddenly started talking about these past events, so he said, “Hasn’t all that passed now? You are an executive at Wanying now. Within this system, I won’t let anyone harm you again, like those two times.”

Wei Lan smiled faintly and said, “How wonderful it would be if you left out the middle part.”

After speaking, she redirected the topic back, saying: “What I want to say isn’t how despairing those two times were, but that the reason I was lucky enough to get through them both times was because of you. If you hadn’t been there the first time, I might have already sold all my family assets and run off to America; if you hadn’t been there the second time, I might have already…”

Wei Lan stopped there, unable to say the rest. She bowed her head in silence. A moment later, she suddenly looked up, staring intently at Li Mu, and said seriously: “Li Mu, I love you. It’s not a casual ‘I love you’ like a girl of eighteen or nineteen. It’s an ‘I love you’ that remains without any doubt after all my careful consideration.”

Although Li Mu had guessed Wei Lan’s feelings, he hadn’t expected her to suddenly confess to him.

Seeing Li Mu look at her in surprise, Wei Lan continued: “I originally didn’t want to bring you any extra trouble. I only thought of working for you and Wanying, and using this opportunity to stay by your side. Being able to truly be your friend and occasionally see you, that would have been enough for me. The reason I couldn’t control myself this time and came to Shenzhen City was because I hadn’t seen you for too long, so I knew you weren’t far and wanted to come see you.”

At this point, a hint of guilt flashed across Wei Lan’s expression. She said, “The reason I lied was also because I didn’t want to cause you trouble, so I pretended to come see a friend and stopped by to see you. Then, like friends, we could meet once, have a meal, and catch up on each other’s recent lives, and that would have been enough…”

Li Mu sighed lightly and said, “If I hadn’t insisted you take a break, you would have returned to Yanjing tomorrow, right?”

“Yes,” Wei Lan nodded gently, bowing her head as she said, “If that were the case, I wouldn’t have exposed myself in front of you…”

With that, Wei Lan looked up at Li Mu, her eyes filled with burning affection. She said earnestly: “Actually, this is quite good too. It let me make a huge farce of myself and be discovered by you. Although it’s embarrassing, it’s precisely because it’s embarrassing that I had the chance to summon the courage to say these words to you. Otherwise, I might have buried them in my heart for a long, long time.”

Wei Lan’s gaze and words stirred Li Mu’s heart. He couldn’t help but ask her, “Do you have any requests for me?”

Wei Lan shook her head, finished the wine in her glass, and as she poured more, she avoided Li Mu’s gaze and said softly: “I have no requests. If you don’t like me, then just consider me drunk and acting crazy tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll go back to Yanjing and continue working, and next time we meet, we can forget this little interlude song. If you do like me…”

“If you do like me, I hope to be by your side as your woman, and at the same time, manage a part of your business for you. It’s enough for me to maintain the facade of a career woman outside. You don’t need to feel any psychological burden towards me, nor should you feel that I would be wronged that way. You just need to know that is the best outcome I can imagine.”

Li Mu asked her, “How am I worth you doing so much?”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu and shook her head: “You’re worth it in every way.”

As she spoke, a dangerous idea suddenly flashed through her mind. She wanted to use concrete action to let Li Mu know her feelings for him.

In a flash, fueled by the alcohol, she flipped over and sat on Li Mu’s lap, leaning down to kiss his lips. This sudden action left Li Mu momentarily stunned.

“Li Mu, I love you. I am willing to give everything to love you. Even if it’s wrong, even if it shouldn’t be, I will never retreat, never retreat!”

Like a firecracker with a damp fuse, Li Mu froze for a moment, then was suddenly and completely ignited by Wei Lan’s words.

Once Li Mu was ignited, he immediately began to actively respond to Wei Lan with practical actions. And Wei Lan’s movements were even more proactive. Before Li Mu could fully regain his senses, her shirt buttons were already completely unfastened by Wei Lan. Wei Lan lay on his chest, her sweet, warm breath fanning his ear: “Take me to the bedroom…”

Those words immediately made Li Mu’s blood rush. In his urgency, he picked up Wei Lan and strode into the bedroom.

Everything between them seemed ready to fall into place naturally. Li Mu smoothly completed all the preparations before the battle, but at the crucial moment, even Li Mu himself hadn’t expected that, even with the backing of alcohol, a hint of hesitation still arose in his heart. The reason was nothing else: he feared Wei Lan’s judgment at this moment wasn’t rational enough, and that she would regret it when she sobered up tomorrow.

Wei Lan didn’t know why Li Mu suddenly stopped all his actions. With a thought, she more or less figured out what Li Mu was thinking. Her eyes gleamed with tenderness, and she chuckled as she asked Li Mu, “Regretting it or scared?”

Li Mu shook his head, wanting to explain, but couldn’t articulate it.

Wei Lan hugged Li Mu tightly and whispered in his ear, “We’re both adults, and neither of us are little kids experiencing this for the first time. Don’t worry about whether we’ll regret it tomorrow; just don’t leave each other hanging here, caught between two states, okay?”

For some reason, Li Mu suddenly felt a pang in his heart. Did Wei Lan’s implied meaning suggest that she had actually experienced such things before?

His heart felt a little heavy and uncomfortable for a moment. However, Li Mu then thought, Wei Lan was already twenty-six or twenty-seven years old. At that age, it would be abnormal if she hadn’t experienced such things, wouldn’t it?

Wei Lan then added fuel to the fire, whispering in Li Mu’s ear, “I’ve been single for too long; remember to be gentle later…”

Wei Lan’s words completely dispelled Li Mu’s concerns and hesitation. And in his subconscious, there was also a special complex at work. Perhaps because he knew Wei Lan had already gone through such things, he felt inexplicably annoyed but at the same time became more decisive.

Having made his decision, Li Mu no longer had any thoughts of retreating. He even comforted himself in his heart that although there was some regret, this did not affect his feelings for Wei Lan. On the contrary, in some ways, it lessened his guilt.

Although Li Mu despised his own scoundrel logic in his heart, he had to admit that Wei Lan’s words directly prompted him to make the final decision.

Li Mu’s brain automatically ignored Wei Lan’s slightly furrowed brow and flustered eyes. He didn’t doubt Wei Lan’s words at all, but when he finally broke through that barrier, he discovered that he had been fooled by Wei Lan once again…





Chapter 1106: Year-End Blockbuster

After a long while, Li Mu finally spoke, asking Wei Lan, who was resting on his chest, listening to his heartbeat.

“You clearly had no experience, so why pretend you did?”

Wei Lan didn’t dare to look into Li Mu’s eyes, saying in a barely audible voice, “If I hadn’t said that, what if you had hesitated?”

Li Mu was speechless for a moment. Looking at Wei Lan now, every aspect and every part of her seemed perfect to him, but if time rewound to that moment, he truly didn’t know what decision he would have made.

After much thought, Li Mu could only hug her tighter. His heart filled with emotion, but he playfully counted the wrongs, saying, “You deceived me again.”

Wei Lan leaned closer, looking into Li Mu’s eyes, her gaze full of affection, and said, “From now on, I will never deceive you again.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “Are you still leaving tomorrow?”

Wei Lan said with a touch of bashfulness, “I’ll leave whenever you want me to.”

Li Mu said, “Then why not just take a few more days off?”

Wei Lan hurriedly said, “No, no, I promised I’d go back to work on Monday. I almost forgot! How about I leave the night after tomorrow?”

Li Mu complained, “Just now you said I was in charge.”

Wei Lan coaxed Li Mu, saying, “But I’m still a Wanying employee, and Wanying is your property. You don’t have time to manage it, so I can’t just abandon all those operations.”

Wei Lan was naturally a woman with exceptional work ability, and her attitude towards work was especially dedicated. Ever since joining Wanying Real Estate, she had basically devoted herself to the utmost every day to do things best. And at this moment, she became even more devoted to her work at Wanying Real Estate, thinking only of redoubling her efforts and refusing to be just a trophy wife by Li Mu’s side.

For Li Mu, Wei Lan’s charm was truly unique. Although she was several years older than him, in terms of psychological age, she perfectly matched his aesthetic ideals. Whether it was doing tasks or communicating, she was more effortless to deal with.

As an IT guy in his thirties, Li Mu had entered the workplace at 22 and become a seasoned veteran by 34. In those dozen years, he had encountered many mature and alluring career women like Wei Lan, but every single one of them had been beyond his reach. A woman like Wei Lan, in his previous life, would have been desirable but unattainable. Now, having such a woman by his side, Li Mu’s sense of contentment was extraordinary.

The next day, Wei Lan rebooked her flight, staying in Shenzhen City to accompany Li Mu for another day.

On Sunday evening, Li Mu drove Wei Lan to the airport. They embraced and kissed in the car, and after a long moment of intimacy, he composed himself and escorted Wei Lan through security.

When Wei Lan left, she made a small request to Li Mu. She didn’t ask him to return to Yanjing soon to see her, but rather hoped he could tell her in advance when he next went to America. She also wanted to visit her parents in America, but the busyness of work and the loneliness of a dozen-hour flight by herself made her somewhat deterred.

Li Mu knew he would be traveling to America frequently in the future, so he agreed without hesitation.

…

A few days after Wei Lan left, the calendar turned to December.

Sequoia’s 3.3 billion US dollars, squeezing in at the tail end of 2002, finally arrived.

According to the contract, three billion US dollars were directly injected into Muye Technology’s account, while the remaining three hundred million US dollars were cashed out by all shareholders proportionally after taxes.

Three hundred million US dollars, at the current exchange rate, was roughly 2.5 billion RMB. Based on the share structure before the capital injection, Li Mu’s approximately 70% share, calculated with a 20% individual income tax, meant he received nearly 1.4 billion RMB in cash at once.

Other shareholders also received their proportional share of this additional cash-out. Even small shareholders like Lin Qingya, who previously held only one percent of the shares, received twenty million in cash after taxes this time. This was merely cash compensation for the dilution of one-tenth of their equity. Furthermore, Lin Qingya still held 0.9 percent of the shares, which, based on the current market value, were worth at least three hundred million US dollars.

This sum was exceptionally significant for every Muye Technology shareholder, including Li Mu. It was not only a substantial income but also a tremendous incentive, greatly boosting the morale of the entire company’s core leadership.

The moment the money arrived, Li Mu immediately instructed his team in America to begin setting up large data processing centers in various countries. Simultaneously, they were to continue recruiting high-end talent in the server and data processing fields within America. The goal was not only to fully address Muye Technology’s immediate and future data processing needs in the shortest possible time, but more importantly, to prepare for future business expansion.

Previously, Li Mu had insufficient funds, and just coping with current demands was already difficult, let alone expanding. Now, Li Mu had several businesses awaiting the completion of data processing centers before they could be vigorously developed, including not only the heavily modified Plants vs. Zombies but also online video services.

At this stage, there were no global online video websites, and the biggest challenges were streaming media transmission technology and bandwidth costs. Many small video websites could only support a few thousand simultaneous online viewers at most; if the number increased further, their servers would crash.

When websites were in an era of abundant text and scarce images, the demand for bandwidth resources was not particularly pronounced. However, once the video era arrived, the demand for bandwidth experienced a monumental leap. Having its own data processing centers would not only mean that this business could be better developed but also that its future bandwidth usage costs would be far lower than those of its competitors in the same industry. This significant advantage, much like a nation’s railway and highway transportation networks, holds immense importance for the economic development and strategic planning of the entire country.

As Muye Technology decided to set up data processing centers in multiple countries worldwide, Lin Qingya, also in America, had just concluded Paradise Town’s Thanksgiving competition. This globally competitive event, with its generous bonuses, attracted a large number of users to Paradise Town. Its true promotional effect was far beyond what this cost could ever compare to.

Currently, the list of all competition winners has been announced, and a grand press conference will be held in America in the near future. At that time, media resources will continue to be leveraged to build momentum for Paradise Town.

Meanwhile, the hype for You Are the Apple of My Eye in China had reached a fever pitch. YY.com, YY, Tieba, blogs, and Taobao were all promoting this campus youth film. Due to Li Mu’s excellent relationship with various media outlets, the movie frequently appeared as news on television media.

Through especially well-edited trailers, the film had already garnered significant attention from fans in advance, with three highlights particularly captivating the audience:

First, Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan’s on-screen couple image appeared especially striking. Both possessed very high visual appeal, and crucially, their voices were excellent; as professional singers, this made their performance in the major theatrical film even more anticipated.

Second, the edited trailers revealed a beautiful, exciting, and relatable campus youth film. In those years, there were many New Year’s films, many wuxia (Chinese martial arts fantasy) films, and quite a few strange romance films, but truly meaningful campus youth films were rare. Therefore, many young people were exceptionally excited about this movie.

Third, parts of the theme songs were used in the movie trailers, such as Those Years sung by Zhang Kexuan and First Day sung by Du Wei. When snippets of these two songs appeared in the promotional trailers, many people thought they were exceptionally good. However, the full versions of these songs couldn’t be found anywhere, which further heightened the anticipation.

It was Li Mu’s decision not to release the theme songs in advance, a strategy slightly different from how most other films operated. Most movies would first promote their theme songs—for instance, if a movie invited Teacher Liu Huan to be the lead singer, they would definitely promote the song beforehand to build everyone’s enthusiasm. However, Li Mu believed it was crucial to maintain a sufficient sense of mystery. Therefore, viewers could only see short plot snippets and hear tiny parts of the theme songs through the trailers; to experience more, they would have to go to the cinema.

Of course, Li Mu also deeply understood the current state of piracy. Most movies’ box office revenue wouldn’t exceed ten million, and films that did surpass ten million at the box office were truly rare. Moreover, the speed at which pirated copies were released was unimaginably fast.

Sometimes, a movie would be released, and pirated discs would appear just a few days later. Although these bootleg discs were of very poor quality, their advantage lay in being cheap and affordable—just a few Yuan per disc. In contrast, watching a movie in theaters cost at least twenty or thirty Yuan.

Furthermore, for many viewers, buying a pirated disc for five Yuan felt, psychologically, like purchasing a tangible product. They could watch it once, twice, or countless times, watch it with friends and family, or even lend it to friends. But if they spent thirty Yuan to watch it in a cinema, they would leave with nothing left afterwards.

This time, Li Mu wanted to promote the film You Are the Apple of My Eye through various domains and channels to generate sufficient anticipation among users. However, he also knew clearly that relying solely on promotion to significantly boost box office revenue offered limited operational scope. Therefore, his true killer move was his online ticketing system!

Li Mu planned to seize the opportunity of You Are the Apple of My Eye’s release to promote his online ticketing system. If users found it satisfactory, this system would surely make them exceptionally eager.

If the online ticketing system could bring better revenue to cinemas and increase their attendance rate, then this system would undoubtedly elevate the current conversion capabilities to a new level. This was extremely important for cinema chains. Once other cinemas and cinema chain businesses recognized the immense potential in this area, they would surely exhaust all means to introduce this system into their own theaters.

Consequently, at Li Mu’s request, YY and Taobao had already prepared for the pre-sale of electronic tickets, just awaiting Li Mu’s command!





Chapter 1107: What an Utter Waste

Due to the extensive online and offline promotion, You Are the Apple of My Eye garnered a tremendous amount of attention in a short period. Li Mu decided that two days before the film’s official release, on December 5th, thirty preview screenings would first be held in Yanjing, all within his own cinema chain.

Li Mu’s Muye Cinema Chain had fourteen cinemas of varying sizes across all of Beijing, all named “Muye International Cinema City.” They boasted sixty-five screening rooms and twelve thousand five hundred and ninety seats, effectively securing one-third of the Yanjing cinema chain market.

For this event, Li Mu arranged the thirty preview screenings across five of the larger cinemas. These five cinemas would screen simultaneously, starting from 10:00 AM, with a total of six showings.

Tickets for these thirty preview screenings were completely free, but no tickets were distributed through any offline channels. Online, they were exclusively distributed via the Muying ticketing system on Taobao and YY simultaneously. The rules for collection were very simple: YY and Taobao users would receive a ticket giveaway reminder in advance. As long as users clicked to follow the movie information for You Are the Apple of My Eye, they would have a chance to receive a ticket for a preview screening.

At 10:00 AM on December 3rd, YY and Taobao simultaneously pushed pop-up notifications, announcing the upcoming release of You Are the Apple of My Eye preview tickets on both platforms. Since all the preview screenings were in Yanjing, the preview ticket announcement was only sent to users logging in from Yanjing IP addresses.

Currently, YY has about five million registered users in Yanjing, and Taobao has about three million. There is a high degree of overlap between them; basically, over ninety percent of Taobao users are also YY users. In this situation, the push notifications targeting only Yanjing users still covered at least five million people, so the local投放 (targeting effect) in Yanjing was very strong.

The pop-up was sent out at 10:00 AM. By 3:00 PM, within five hours, over one million people had already clicked the “I want to watch” icon on You Are the Apple of My Eye’s movie information page. According to Muyu Impression’s rules, Yanjing users who clicked this icon automatically qualified to participate in the movie ticket lottery.

At 10:00 AM on December 4th, the total number of users who clicked the “I want to watch” icon across both YY and Taobao platforms reached one point seven million.

Simultaneously, the two platforms used a computer-generated random selection logic to determine the final recipients of the six thousand preview tickets. The moment the results were unveiled, the Muying ticketing system officially appeared in the public’s view.

YY and Taobao issued a special redemption method to the winning users drawn from their respective platforms.

The official explanation template was: “Darling user, congratulations on receiving one preview ticket for You Are the Apple of My Eye. Your ticket information is: Yanjing Muye International Cinema City (XX branch) December 5th X:00 PM showing, row XX, seat XX. Your ticket redemption code is: XXXXXXXX. Please retrieve your physical movie ticket from the cinema’s self-service ticket dispenser in advance!”

At this, not only were the lucky audience members curious, but industry colleagues who had been paying attention to Muye Films were also extremely intrigued.

Muye Films had been under close scrutiny from the film and television industry since its entry, primarily because everyone knew that Muye Films was Li Mu’s company, and Li Mu was a powerful figure who succeeded in everything he did. That’s why everyone paid such close attention to Muye Films, what actors and directors it signed, what films it invested in, and most importantly, what innovative products it had.

Therefore, this self-service ticket dispenser immediately became the subject of study for the entire film and television industry.

Using a redemption code for prize collection was understandable; after all, both sides needed a unified voucher to hand the tickets to the users. However, everyone else relied on manual processing, so why was Muye Films using something called a “self-service ticket dispenser”?

Although industry colleagues didn’t understand what a self-service ticket dispenser was, the literal meaning was easy to grasp from the five words.

First, it was called a ticket dispenser, meaning it was a machine, a machine specifically for collecting movie tickets.

Second, it was described as self-service, meaning users could collect movie tickets just by operating it themselves.

Combining these two points, industry colleagues were immediately surprised, concluding that Muye Films must have developed a set of automatic ticket vending machines for cinemas.

No one could have imagined that Li Mu had actually developed a complete solution for online seat selection and ticket purchase, followed by offline ticket collection and movie viewing. They merely thought that Li Mu must have developed a machine for cinemas that could directly sell tickets for their own movies. But how much practical significance did this thing have? Even if the experience was good, couldn’t it just replace cinema ticketing staff? And in many aspects, it surely wouldn’t be as convenient as human staff; just payment and change alone would probably be troublesome.

Some bigshots in the film and television industry scoffed at Li Mu’s new approach, thinking that while Li Mu was good at the internet, he lacked experience and had too many ideas when it came to film and television and cinema chains. The cinema chain business itself was difficult. Li Mu bought two such large cinema chains and spent a fortune renovating them. With such massive costs poured in, it was uncertain when he would get his money back.

In fact, for the current film and television industry, even if one had money and wanted to get into film and television, they would try to avoid cinema chains. The entire film and television industry was currently sluggish, and cinema chains were the worst off among them. Everyone was simply enduring, hoping for the industry to recover one day or for the government to vigorously combat piracy. Only then could they see light at the end of the tunnel. Before that, no one would invest further in the cinema chain sector. The main reason Li Mu was able to acquire his two cinema chains was precisely because of this.

At this time, Li Mu plunging into cinema chains and spending a fortune, not to mention creating this self-service ticket dispenser, seemed even more ridiculous to industry colleagues. The biggest problem for the cinema chain industry was that most users were still unwilling to pay to watch movies in cinemas. What practical use was a self-service ticket dispenser at this point? It was nothing more than a stunt to attract attention.

Although industry colleagues all believed Muye Films’ “self-service ticket dispenser” would become a laughingstock in the industry, when December 5th actually arrived, many companies in the industry still specifically sent people to Muye Films’ various cinemas to investigate firsthand what exactly Muye Technology’s self-service ticket dispenser was.

From 9:30 AM onward, audience members who had obtained tickets for the first preview screening at 10:00 AM began to enter the cinema one after another. They were all at a loss, each having recorded their eight-digit redemption code on their phone or a piece of paper, but they had no idea how to redeem it.

Fortunately, there were dedicated staff members at the cinema to guide them. As soon as they entered the cinema and stated their purpose, the staff immediately led them to the self-service ticket dispenser, instructing them on how to enter the redemption code to redeem and print their physical movie ticket.

The self-service ticket dispenser designed and developed by Muye Technology looked remarkably futuristic: an all-black glass mirror surface with an embedded LCD screen, and an excellent visual operating interface, all giving it a high-end feel. And the most amazing part was the printing of physical tickets; the quality of the printed ticket paper was also extraordinary, looking very interesting.

Wang Kai, a twenty-eight-year-old executive from another large cinema chain in Yanjing, came specifically today to figure out what exactly Muye Films’ “self-service ticket dispenser” was. As colleagues, they were very concerned about Li Mu’s moves, fearing that he might genuinely create something extraordinary that would reshuffle the entire industry.

Wang Kai had blended into the Muye International Cinema City Sanyuan Bridge branch at 9:30 AM. He wandered around the lobby for a long time, watching many winning users successfully collect their tickets. He was very curious, pondering whether this machine could actually achieve self-service ticket sales, and if so, how it would operate.

Taking advantage of a moment when no one was around, Wang Kai approached one of the ticket dispensers and meticulously operated it for a while, only to discover that despite its high-end design, this thing only had one function: collecting tickets.

“What’s the deal with this? Muye Films specially designed such a sophisticated machine just for ticket collection? If it can’t even sell tickets, what’s its purpose? Is it only for online user lotteries and distributing redemption codes?”

Just as Wang Kai was at a loss, a staff member approached him and politely asked, “Sir, can I help you with anything?”

“Oh, oh.” Wang Kai quickly asked her, “I want to buy a movie ticket; how do I do that? I’ve been looking for a while, but I can’t figure it out.”

The staff member courteously replied, “Sorry, sir, our cinema is not yet open for business. Official business hours will begin at 9:30 AM on the 7th.”

Wang Kai feigned confusion and asked, “Then why did I just see people come over and print out movie tickets by just pressing a few buttons?”

The staff member explained, “Those were lucky audience members who won preview tickets online. They can get their movie tickets by entering their redemption code on this machine.”

Wang Kai exclaimed in surprise, “Such a big machine, and it’s only for doing this? I thought it could at least sell tickets on its own!”

“I’m sorry, sir, these machines can indeed only be used for ticket collection.”

Wang Kai felt contemptuous inside but nodded helplessly aloud, “Alright, then I’ll come back after you open for business.”

With that, Wang Kai walked out of the cinema. As soon as he was outside, he immediately called his boss.

The moment the call connected, the other end asked, “How was the investigation?”

“Pretty much done.” Wang Kai chuckled, “Muye Films really has too much time on their hands. They put four ticket dispensers there, but they’re just for winning users to redeem physical tickets. I’ve never seen such a white elephant of a hardware device; they must have lost their minds!”

It wasn’t just Wang Kai who greatly despised Muye Films’ self-service ticket dispenser; everyone in the industry who went to inquire about the situation also sighed in relief, just like him. At the same time, they were filled with disdain for Muye Films’ unconventional approach. In their view, this self-service ticket dispenser was an utter waste. It couldn’t sell tickets automatically, so users could only buy tickets at the cinema’s ticket counter. So what good was this thing? The person who designed this must have lost their mind!





Chapter 1108: You Are the Apple of My Eye

The film and television industry expressed utter contempt for Muye Films’ “new product.” This mindset—feeling a wave of relief before launching into unbridled criticism of the other party—stemmed fundamentally from their immense apprehension towards Muye Films.

No industry welcomes competitors, and the film and television industry is no exception, especially when the competitor, Muye Films, has vast resources and capital backing it. Therefore, from the moment Li Mu established Muye Films, the industry had been exceptionally wary of it.

However, at this very moment, the film and television industry’s vigilance towards Muye Films had practically vanished.

They had originally thought Li Mu would introduce some extraordinary new concept into the industry, but now it seemed such worries were utterly unneeded.

Moreover, when these film and television companies calmly analyzed the situation, they realized that Muye Films’ current scale wasn’t particularly large. It hadn’t openly signed many artists or directors either. If Li Mu were to follow his high-aim-and-strike-hard strategy from the internet industry, he would surely invest heavily and make big moves in the film and television sector. However, at present, Muye Films didn’t seem to have any significant plans.

Although Muye Films had produced two cinema chain films this year, for first-tier film and television companies, this quantity was pitifully small, completely failing to catch their attention. Even for insignificant film and television companies, only making two works in a year was indeed a bit low-level.

From this, one could surmise that Li Mu might not be truly interested in the film and television industry, perhaps just entering it with a casual attitude. If that were the case, everyone could put their minds at ease and not pay too much attention to Li Mu and Muye Films.

Amidst the industry’s disdain, You Are the Apple of My Eye began its first wave of preview screenings.

At ten in the morning, the preview halls of five cinemas were packed to capacity. All attendees were lucky winners from the YY and Taobao platforms, already highly interested in the film. Some were drawn by the two lead actors, Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan, while others were interested in the campus romance story that looked so appealing from the trailer and synopsis. Still others were purely there for the theme song; they had heard snippets in the trailer but hadn’t had the chance to hear the full version.

Precisely because all the winning audience members had their own different expectations for the film, almost every screening was full, with no one absent.

Li Mu was not in Yanjing, but Muye Films still arranged for several staff members, including director Teng Huatao and other core members of the production team, to go to the venues to gather audience feedback.

Although every shot of this film was taken under Teng Huatao’s direction, he remained unconfident about its commercial prospects. It wasn’t that he disliked the story, but rather he felt the target audience was too young.

Teng Huatao had not experienced the era of young idols and the glut of youth dramas in later generations, so he was hesitant to judge the commercial value of this film. He felt that although the male and female protagonists in the entire film went through high school, university, and entering society, the largest portion of it described their romantic lives in high school. In other words, this film was essentially just a love story about high school students.

Given that it was a high school student love story, would young people aged twenty to thirty-five, and middle-aged people – the main force for box office revenue – still be interested in such a film?

Not only Teng Huatao, but others in the production team were also not very hopeful about the film’s commercial value. Even colleagues in the industry, though they hadn’t seen the film, had serious doubts about its commercial effect based on the information they had. Although Muye Films had now leveraged Muye Technology’s promotional capabilities to make the film widely known, ultimately, the decisive factor was how many people would be willing to buy tickets for it.

Currently, the one with the greatest hope for You Are the Apple of My Eye was Li Mu, because Li Mu knew very well that the film, when it emerged out of nowhere back then, achieved its extremely high box office largely due to its ability to delve deep into and excavate users’ underlying needs.

Everyone thought audiences liked blockbusters, big stars, and grand productions; that they enjoyed Feng-style comedies, Zhang-style films, nonsensical comedies, and affected modern urban emotional stories. So, everybody revolved around these key points to make movies, believing this to be the essence of commercial cinema. No one was willing to put in a little extra thought to consider what deeper needs audiences might have.

The core audience for a film like You Are the Apple of My Eye will never be high school students. Rather, it consists of all those who experienced high school but have already entered society. This could be young people who just graduated from university at twenty-two or twenty-three, young and middle-aged adults who have worked for several years at twenty-seven or twenty-eight, or even middle-aged people in their thirties, married with children, nearing forty. As long as they had a high school experience, as long as they harbored feelings from an early relationship, as long as they still fondly remembered their high school years, then they were the core audience for this film.

It was precisely because You Are the Apple of My Eye fortuitously delved into users’ “nostalgia” feelings that it achieved a huge box office explosion – an explosion that no one, including the production and distribution companies and the core production team, had ever anticipated.

Among the many copycat works that followed, Goodbye Mr. Loser (movie title) was also an absolute dark horse. Its brilliance lay not only in delving into the user’s nostalgic level but also in borrowing the rebirth trope from online literature to create a pseudo-rebirth narrative. With the “starting over again” entry point, it led everyone to revisit their high school lives.

While others simply led the audience to reminisce about high school, Goodbye Mr. Loser guided everyone to “return to high school.” Clearly, the latter’s exploration of user needs was deeper, and the addition of some wish-fulfillment elements was truly icing on the cake.

It was because Li Mu understood the fundamental factors behind the success of campus youth films that he was so confident in You Are the Apple of My Eye, a film born nine years ahead of its original time.

However, Li Mu also knew clearly that such a single winning strategy wouldn’t work in all situations. Once he successfully produced You Are the Apple of My Eye, it was obvious that a large number of campus youth romance films would emerge.

After all, this was commercial competition; everyone was in it for the money. The pioneer of a genre can never and should not refuse the emergence of imitators and followers. Furthermore, Li Mu’s ambition was far from narrow-minded. What he truly pursued was a grand framework, or rather, a grand set of rules, that could transcend the entire film and television industry – controlling the entire industry from the offline cinema chains, from the online ticketing system, and from the very foundation of box office revenue.

Therefore, he would not reject the potential emergence of films like To Our Youth, You Who Sat Next to Me, and Who Sleeps My Bro, and Goodbye Mr. Loser that might follow You Are the Apple of My Eye. On the contrary, he hoped more such films would appear, because the future commercial lifeline of these films would surely be held in the hands of Muye Cinema Chain and Muying’s online ticketing system.

Over one thousand audience members across five screenings followed the character played by Zhang Kexuan into the story. Zhang Kexuan, dressed in a suit and tie, stood before a mirror. Suddenly, a good brother appeared, delivering an enticing line: “Hurry up, don’t keep the bride waiting!”

Zhang Kexuan left a handsome image for the camera, then the scene abruptly shifted to 1992.

The opening, featuring the protagonist preparing for a wedding, created a trope and a misconception for the audience, making them think the film was a recollection of the male lead’s successful love story. But only at the very end would the audience discover that the male and female leads didn’t truly end up together.

From that moment on, the audience became immersed in the high school campus plot and visuals. They were then gradually captivated by the film’s storyline, like boiling a frog in warm water, using seemingly ordinary techniques to tell an ordinary story, yet in a gentle flow of events, allowing users to settle into it and find it irresistible.

Li Mu did not make extensive adjustments to the characters or personalities in the drama, merely modifying the dialogue and relevant plot to make it more consistent with the memories of high school life for mainland Chinese audiences, thereby increasing relatability.

Furthermore, the overall performances of the male and female leads were also superior to the original actors.

In terms of appearance alone, Zhang Kexuan was on par with Ko Chen-tung, but due to being in a band, Zhang Kexuan had a few more hints of a cynical, cool charm than Ko Chen-tung.

In terms of looks, Du Wei could far surpass Michelle Chen, and her temperament was equally superior. Combined with her excellent musical talent, she shaped the female lead character significantly better than in the original, further elevating the film’s overall quality.

In today’s less mature commercial film industry, You Are the Apple of My Eye can be considered a highly sincere commercial work. It doesn’t have overly profound threads or excessive swagger; it simply presents a moving, sorrowful, regrettable, and unforgettable emotional story to everyone in the most realistic and down-to-earth way.

Aside from its simple and direct thematic core, the entire film’s production was also meticulously crafted. Whether it was the actors, the locations, or the use of light and color, every detail was exceptionally precise, giving the audience a feeling of immense sincerity and dedication.

Additionally, the two high-quality theme songs, Those Years (song) and First Day, added much to the film. Especially the lyrics of Those Years (song), which perfectly aligned with the theme, became a tear-jerking masterpiece under Zhang Kexuan’s rendition. Every lyric deeply resonated with the audience, even bringing them to tears.

The first preview screening was a huge success. Although at the end, all the audience members sadly discovered that the male protagonist at the beginning was not actually marrying the female protagonist, but rather attending her wedding, it was precisely such an imperfect plot that could more deeply touch the tender part of the audience’s hearts.

After the film ended, all the audience members couldn’t help but applaud this moving and memorable film. After the screening, staff conducted a survey among the attendees, interviewing one hundred people. Based on a maximum score of ten, these one hundred audience members gave an average score of 9.3, an extremely high evaluation.

After two consecutive preview screenings, the high word-of-mouth praise for You Are the Apple of My Eye astounded colleagues in the film and television industry. Subsequently, major film and television companies dispatched professional personnel specializing in film production to Muye International Cinema City with one sole purpose: to purchase preview tickets for other screenings from the on-site audience at high prices, to see exactly what made this movie so good!





Chapter 1109: Consensus in the Film and Television Industry

On the afternoon of December 5th, the entire film and television industry in China exploded.

After large numbers of professional film and television practitioners and film critics bought redemption codes for the trial screening of You Are the Apple of My Eye at high prices, everyone couldn’t help but exclaim: This type of film, which they originally thought was childish and depicted high school student emotions, turned out to be damn good!

The most frustrating thing was this: as a professional in the film and television industry, you completely dismiss a genre, but it receives a lot of praise in the market. This not only proved the other party’s awesomeness, but also proved your own idiocy.

While watching the movie, industry insiders in the cinema also observed the audience’s every move. Although the film had a simple plot and a single main storyline, its ability to capture the audience’s attention was surprisingly strong. Viewers were fully immersed from the start, laughing out loud at funny moments. During touching scenes, everyone stared intently at the screen, eyes unblinking. By the end, not only female viewers were shedding tears, but even male viewers had red eyes.

No one expected that Muye Films’ first major theatrical film would receive such high praise from audiences, catching the entire industry off guard.

This is the charm of new genres in the entertainment industry. In any industry, successful new genres are market darlings. Not just in the film and television industry, but even more so in gaming and novels. Hundreds of thousands of authors on Qidian Chinese Network rack their brains daily to ponder new genres because everyone knows that innovation and creating new genres are the true shortcuts to success.

You Are the Apple of My Eye released in this era had much greater power than if it had been released in 2011. In 2011, China’s film market was already very mature, even rising.

In those years, Director Feng’s comedies had several releases, each securing a place on the year’s box office charts. Stephen Chow’s films also shone brightly domestically and internationally. Zhang Yimou’s Curse of the Golden Flower grossed nearly 300 million yuan at the box office. There were also diverse films such as Let the Bullets Fly, Detective Dee, Ip Man, The Message, Painted Skin, and Red Cliff. Among them, Director Feng’s Aftershock had already set a domestic film box office record of 673 million yuan.

In that era, while You Are the Apple of My Eye received good acclaim in China, it didn’t achieve strong box office results. However, it shined brightly and was exceptionally popular in Taiwan and Hong Kong. Now, You Are the Apple of My Eye is at the best possible time: a time when China’s film market is about to rise, but hasn’t yet, and the entire market desperately needs good works to stimulate it.

Thus, in an era lacking in film and television genres, creativity, sincerity, and commercialization, You Are the Apple of My Eye was like a thunderclap, drawing everyone’s attention.

When all thirty trial screenings ended within a single day, online discussions were already experiencing a massive wave.

Because all the lucky audience members who participated in the trial screenings were selected online, it was destined that one hundred percent of these users were netizens. Although a small portion sold their tickets to industry insiders, the vast majority went to the cinema and watched the movie from beginning to end.

After watching the film, these audience members returned home with extremely excited hearts, their first act being to go online. On Tieba, film forums, YY Groups, and various other platforms, they wholeheartedly promoted the movie to other netizens.

Li Mu had Muye Technology’s technical team keyword crawl and analyze all web pages related to You Are the Apple of My Eye. Using a word cloud, they compiled the most frequently used keywords when users discussed the movie.

The keywords, from high to low frequency, were: good, touching, tears, real, pity, first love, nostalgia, high school days, missed, theme song.

At the same time, the most common short phrases were:

“So good!”

“So touching!”

“So real!”

“What a pity!”

“It reminds me of my first love!”

“It makes me incredibly nostalgic for high school!”

“Like the protagonist, I also missed a girl who truly loved me!”

“The movie’s theme song is great!”

Such fervent promotion made a considerable number of viewers who had been following the movie feel tempted, eager to watch it immediately in cinemas once it was released.

Seeing this feedback, Li Mu, who was in Guangdong Province, felt particularly relieved. What he was looking forward to even more at this moment was the official launch of “Muying Ticketing” tomorrow.

Muying Ticketing is the brand name of Muye’s online ticketing system. It will be natively integrated directly into YY and Taobao, allowing users from both platforms to directly use Muying Ticketing within these two products. Both platforms will also use Alipay for online payment, making it convenient and fast.

Li Mu’s tentative promotion strategy was: Muying Ticketing officially launches tomorrow, first with full-network advertising on YY, then immediately a wave of 9.9 yuan movie ticket benefits in Yanjing. Yanjing users can enter Muying Ticketing via YY or Taobao, and then choose their preferred cinema and screening time from over a dozen cinemas of varying sizes.

The reason for starting with a major 9.9 yuan promotion was to stimulate users’ enthusiasm for watching movies, using a low price to attract users to try the novel experience of online ticket purchasing.

Concurrently, Li Mu also required all and all screenings within his cinema chain to only show You Are the Apple of My Eye.

You Are the Apple of My Eye has a runtime of one hundred minutes, plus thirty minutes of empty slot time before and after, making each screening one hundred and thirty minutes. After its release, the cinema chain will schedule a midnight screening, then starting from 10 AM the next day, will schedule screenings at one hundred and thirty-minute intervals until the final screening near midnight. This way, seven screenings can be scheduled per day.

Muye Cinema Chain has a total of twelve thousand five hundred and ninety seats. With seven screenings, it can accommodate eighty-eight thousand viewers daily.

Thus, Li Mu demanded that on the first day of You Are the Apple of My Eye’s release, tickets be 9.9 yuan. If the attendance rate exceeded ninety percent, the price would increase to 19.9 yuan the next day. If the attendance rate was between seventy and ninety percent, it would increase to 15.8 yuan the next day. If the attendance rate was below seventy percent, the promotion would continue fiercely at 9.9 yuan the next day.

That evening, China’s film and television industry held exceptionally active private discussions. Everyone was guessing whether You Are the Apple of My Eye would actually achieve a high box office commercial success.

However, most industry insiders still didn’t hold high expectations for You Are the Apple of My Eye, because they had seen too many films that were popular but not profitable. So, even now, they didn’t believe this film would necessarily become a hit.

The main reason was that China’s current film market was too sluggish. Most films were losing money to gain popularity, and many excellent films had encountered box office Waterloos. So, in the eyes of industry insiders, although the audience’s reaction to You Are the Apple of My Eye was good, it was after all a free screening, and might not truly represent its true potential, nor necessarily motivate users to spend money. If users couldn’t be made to spend money, what use was it if the movie was well-made?

The film and television industry quickly reached an unspoken consensus: if this film didn’t sell well, everyone would inevitably mock it in unison. If it did sell well, everyone would quickly copy and imitate this new genre, releasing new works to capitalize on the hotspot!

…

That same evening, Zhao Kang, who was busy with a chain internet cafe project, called Li Mu. He immediately asked, “Xiao Mu, You Are the Apple of My Eye is about to be released. I saw the online discussions, and the word-of-mouth is excellent. Do we need an online army to create hype and raise its influence another level?”

Li Mu hadn’t originally thought of using an online army. He was now a rising Bigwig with a net worth in the tens of billions of dollars, and his approach and style for doing things were elevating. Using an online army, which was somewhat disreputable, instinctively hadn’t crossed his mind.

However, Zhao Kang’s call reminded him that whether it was conduct as a person or as an enterprise, one couldn’t truly escape the most basic “commonness.” Just as people can’t escape eating, drinking, and basic bodily functions, internet companies can’t escape the help of an online army.

Which of the BTA companies doesn’t have a massive online army team? They had long mastered the use of online armies with supernatural skill. Online armies not only served to promote themselves but also to attack competitors. Moreover, they also had their own public relations teams. Once a company faced a crisis of reputation or fame, they could immediately engage in crisis public relations with major media outlets and specifically mobilize the online army to cooperate, achieving twice the results with half the effort.

As soon as Li Mu thought of the combat power of Zhao Kang’s online army team, he was immediately tempted and instructed him: “Online army promotion is necessary, but not now.”

Zhao Kang quickly asked him, “When do you think it’s appropriate?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Muying Ticketing will launch tomorrow, which should stir a small wave. Tomorrow night, have the online army help me build momentum around Muying Ticketing. The goal is to let more people know and understand the Muying Ticketing system.”

Speaking, Li Mu added, “After Muying Ticketing launches and the first wave of users successfully uses it to watch a movie, then use your online army to promote Muying Ticketing and the movie itself together.”

Zhao Kang said decisively, “Alright, I’ll arrange it as you said.”

Then, Zhao Kang suddenly remembered something and reminded him, “Oh right, I heard Zhang Yimou’s Hero is coming out on the 14th, a week after yours. This film’s promotion is quite aggressive. You’d better seize the time and earn more box office before it’s released! After all, with Zhang Yimou’s influence, if his movie goes online, your box office will likely be greatly affected.”

“Hero?!” Li Mu was taken aback by these two words, only then realizing with surprise that he had completely forgotten about Hero, that legendary film…





Chapter 1110: Muying Ticketing System Goes Online!

The importance of the movie Hero in China’s cinematic history is self-evident. Both its total box office and its influence overseas were unprecedented for a Chinese film, to the extent that many Chinese moviegoers have always considered it the pinnacle of Chinese cinema in terms of overseas box office.

However, Li Mu himself had heard some well-reasoned rumors that the reason Hero achieved such high overseas box office was largely due to a marketing style unique to Hollywood.

Back then, the Hollywood tycoon Harvey Weinstein acquired the overseas distribution rights for the film. To boost its overseas box office, Harvey specifically brought in Quentin Tarantino, whom he had personally promoted. Or rather, he leveraged Quentin’s fame at the time, listing him as a producer on Hero and prominently featuring Quentin’s name on the posters, leading people to mistakenly believe it was a Quentin film.

If you were to search for the overseas posters of Hero (or HERO) from back then, you would notice a phrase in a conspicuous position: “Quentin Tarantino Presents,” and this phrase would invariably be larger than “A Zhang Yimou Film.”

Furthermore, on the DVD cover of Hero distributed overseas, directly above the letters “HERO” and in the center-top prominent position of the entire cover, “Quentin Tarantino Presents” was also written. Interestingly, A Zhang Yimou Film couldn’t even be found on the DVD cover.

Li Mu personally felt that such a tactic had signs of hanging a sheep’s head and selling dog meat, because Zhang Yimou at that time had little influence in the overseas commercial film market, while Quentin’s influence was terrifyingly strong.

Quentin himself was a fan of Eastern kung fu films. Associating Hero with him created the illusion that it was a “Quentin production, bound to be a masterpiece.” Most overseas audiences flocked to the film because of Quentin’s name, which explains its high box office. If it weren’t for the Quentin card, it’s really hard to say how much Hero would have grossed in the United States.

Moreover, Li Mu wasn’t a fan of Hero to begin with. So now, upon learning that Hero was about to be released in China, he understood that this film would become the biggest rival of You Are the Apple of My Eye.

The movie box office is very interesting. The immutable rule is that within any given release period, only one film can be the box office leader; the others are just accompanying runners. Li Mu naturally didn’t want his film to be an accompanying runner, so he had to find a way to openly and aboveboard target the opponent, preventing them from becoming the box office leader in this period.

In Li Mu’s view, although Hero was a big production cloaked in Chinese wuxia culture and had a chance to win international awards, essentially, they were all commercial films. It didn’t matter whose theme was grander or smaller. The most crucial thing was the box office battle, to see whose numbers were the highest.

Therefore, the upcoming release of Hero ignited all of Li Mu’s fighting spirit. He was absolutely unwilling for his You Are the Apple of My Eye to merely accompany Hero.

As he recalled, Hero swept over 200 million yuan at the domestic box office within two months of its release. This was certainly an impressive achievement for that era, but Li Mu believed that You Are the Apple of My Eye, with its own advantages, the promotional and distribution capabilities of Muye Technology, and the assistance of the Muying online ticketing system, would definitely surpass it!

Immediately, Li Mu discussed a promotion plan with Zhao Kang.

The core theme of this promotion plan was: comprehensively occupy the media with an overwhelming offensive of publicity, completely suppressing Hero’s exposure.

To achieve this plan, Li Mu formulated several guidelines.

First, all YY-related platforms, including YY itself, YY.com, and YY123, would not promote any Hero-related content in the coming months. While there would be no artificial technical blocking of Hero, it would not be given any good recommendation slots on their platforms.

Second, three hot spots for public opinion were to be planned recently, aiming to use their online promotional resources and offline media resources to collaborate and achieve a complete detonation of these hot spots.

Among these: the first point was to make Muying Ticketing a hot spot for public opinion, drawing the attention of people nationwide to this new movie-watching method. The second was to use an online army to guide discussions, making You Are the Apple of My Eye the recent focus of public film discussions. The third was to hype up Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan, along with their respective theme songs, making the theme songs the most popular songs on the streets and alleys, and the users’ favorite songs. Once these three hot spots for public opinion were successfully detonated, they would essentially form an all-encompassing combined arms strategy, making it impossible for Hero to find a way to gain full exposure.

Third, once Muying Ticketing was launched and proved successful, they would rapidly expand the number of collaborating cinema chains. Once a large number of cinema chains integrated their screening slots and seat resources into their ticketing system, they could then leverage their strong online influence to direct as many screening slots and seat resources as possible towards You Are the Apple of My Eye. If online users were active and eager, seizing cinema chain resources, then Hero wouldn’t even be able to secure high screening slots.

Commercial films naturally involve overt and covert struggles. All competition over resources is a frontal war, completely in line with competitive rules and the unwritten rules of the market. Furthermore, various dirty underhanded tactics are common in the film and television industry. For example, when a rival film is released, an online army is immediately deployed to spread negative comments online, even attacking the opposing actors or digging up their scandals to make users feel repulsed. Li Mu was too lazy to use these underhanded tactics that couldn’t be seen; he only wanted to use open and aboveboard methods to make You Are the Apple of My Eye the box office champion of the year-end slot.

…

After finalizing all strategies, at ten o’clock on the morning of December 6th, the Muying Ticketing system officially launched on YY and Taobao!

Subsequently, YY sent a pop-up news notification to all users nationwide, which very detailedly introduced the Muying Ticketing system’s information, including its operation methods, the movie-watching process for purchasing tickets, and even a short video specifically demonstrating how to use the system.

As soon as this system was launched, it caused a huge sensation!

Although not many people went to movie theaters in China at this stage, the number of netizens had surged dramatically due to Li Mu’s efforts. However, despite being exposed to so many online products, netizens had never realized that the internet could integrate into daily life so directly.

While e-commerce firmly bound the internet to life, the simple logic of paying online and waiting for delivery didn’t shock people. But when Li Mu brought over sixty screening rooms and more than twelve thousand seats from fourteen movie theaters online, it truly made everyone feel the internet’s penetration into real life!

No one expected that the internet could connect in real-time with movie theater seat sales. People no longer needed to go to the cinema to see what movies were playing at their local theater; they could directly see the screening schedules for today, tomorrow, and the day after tomorrow within this system.

The most amazing feature of this system was its online seat selection function. If you wanted to watch the 6 PM showing tomorrow, you didn’t need to run over before 5 PM to buy a good seat in advance. You just had to select a suitable seat online, pay for the ticket directly, and secure the seat beforehand. Then, when you arrived at the cinema before the show, you wouldn’t need to queue. You could just enter a string of numbers into the machine, get your movie ticket, and enter directly to watch the movie. This experience was absolutely cool for current users!

Undoubtedly, its alteration and enhancement of the movie-watching experience were revolutionary, propelling it to an unimaginably extreme level!

However, while netizens across the country marveled at the system’s power, they also admired the product logic of Muying Ticketing. Everyone knew that Muying was under Muye Films, and Muye Films belonged to Li Mu, so it was clear without thinking that this was a product developed by Li Mu. Therefore, everyone online worshipped Li Mu, believing him to be an internet prodigy who would never stop overturning the internet industry and the lives of netizens.

The only regret was that the system currently only supported the fourteen movie theaters under Muye Films. Everyone looked forward to the day it could support all cinemas nationwide, allowing people everywhere to experience this revolutionary movie-watching experience.

This time, Muying Ticketing stunned two industries.

One was the internet industry, and the other was the film and television industry.

China’s internet industry was almost entirely caught in the act of imitating Western internet companies. While Li Mu’s instant messaging software, e-commerce platform, and payment platform also imitated Western internet concepts, Li Mu’s 3321, many god-tier product features of YY that captivated users, and product concepts like Happy Farm and Paradise Town were completely ahead of the Western world. Now, Li Mu had introduced an entirely new product concept—a real-time online movie ticket sales system!

This system was no longer a simple connection between online and offline; it directly digitized and networked the offline parts as well, truly forming a grand system where each part contained the other. Its exquisite implementation logic was enough to impress all colleagues in the industry in that era.

As for people in the film and television industry, they were even more shocked!

It was then they realized what a huge, ridiculous mistake they had made!

The “self-service ticket dispenser” they had scoffed at just two days prior turned out to have such powerful real uses! Its true significance was to support this massive online ticketing system, and it was an extremely crucial part of it!

Muying’s system appeared like a formidable enemy to the entire film and television industry!

Originally, everyone was in the same circles, playing the game according to established rules. Now, a new player suddenly appeared, immediately disrupting everyone’s board. Not only did this player disregard the established rules, but they also started playing by their own rules. How could industry insiders accept this?

For cinema chains, it was fine. This kind of overturning was a good thing for them because opening up an online ticketing channel was equivalent to adding another sales channel for their seats, which could greatly improve sales efficiency. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

But for those film and television companies, the Muying system was truly a nightmare! Li Mu’s strength and influence were already terrifyingly powerful. If Li Mu really pushed this system to all cinema chains nationwide, wouldn’t that mean the direction of the entire country’s box office would be controlled by him?!





Chapter 1111: Sold Out, Sold Out, Still Sold Out

The film and television industry’s concerns were not unfounded; what Li Mu wanted was to control the direction of the box office himself.

In the coming Internet+ era, the lifelines of more and more brick-and-mortar industries would be firmly controlled by the internet.

For instance, in the retail sector, e-commerce had already seized the majority of the market; in the catering industry, an increasing proportion of revenue came from food delivery and group-buying apps; and for movie and performance ticketing, the vast majority of sales relied on online ticketing systems.

Those who controlled resources were not necessarily the ones with the most decision-making power in an industry chain. Although cinema chains controlled the screens and the viewing seats, as long as Li Mu controlled the sales channels for all cinema chain tickets, he would control their lifeline.

However, to achieve this, the ticketing system had to first reach an unparalleled level.

If Muying Ticketing could capture 80% of the domestic online movie box office in the future, then all cinema chains would be at its mercy; otherwise, once cooperation was terminated, they would lose a significant number of customers and revenue.

There were countless cinemas, and there would be even more in the future. However, once Muying Ticketing became a dominant player, it would become the number one in the online ticketing sector. By then, all cinema chains would become part of its ecosystem, and all film and television companies would have to yield to it.

When the film and television industry clearly understood the Muying Ticketing system, the entire film and television industry immediately regarded it as their biggest enemy. Many well-known industry figures even started constantly calling other industry figures to communicate, hoping to unite and collectively boycott such a product that usurped their controlling power.

Just as the industry was still figuring out how to respond, Li Mu dropped another bombshell!

The joint push notification from YY and Taobao stated that to cooperate with the release of You Are the Apple of My Eye, all ticket sales for the fourteen Muye International Cinema Cities in Yanjing would be transferred to the Muying Ticketing system, and offline stores would temporarily suspend sales.

Furthermore, on December 7th, all users who purchased movie tickets through the Muying Ticketing system would receive a discount coupon for 20.1 yuan off purchases of 30 yuan or more. This coupon could be used immediately upon receipt, meaning that on December 7th, users would only need to pay 9.9 yuan per movie ticket purchased through the Muying Ticketing system!

This instantly caused an uproar within Yanjing’s netizen community! Movie tickets at this stage were indeed not cheap. In a first-tier city like Yanjing, movie tickets had always been around thirty yuan, so wanting to buy a cinema chain movie ticket for 9.9 yuan was entirely wishful thinking.

At 2 PM on December 6th, the Muying Ticketing system officially began selling all movie tickets for seven showtimes at the fourteen Muye International Cinema Cities in Yanjing on December 7th.

At exactly 2 PM, the system officially opened the ticket sales window. A total of eighty-eight thousand one hundred thirty movie tickets were completely sold out in less than twenty minutes!

Li Mu, far away in Guangdong Province, was also astonished by this result after learning the news.

Afterwards, he immediately gave instructions to send out a push notification. On one hand, it informed all users in the Yanjing area that tickets had sold out within twenty minutes; on the other hand, it told users that the Muying Ticketing system would reopen its pre-sale window at 5 PM to sell movie tickets for December 8th. Furthermore, to reward the vast number of users for their support of the Muying Ticketing system, movie tickets for December 8th would continue to enjoy platform subsidies, although the subsidy amount would not be as great as for December 7th. Users could claim a discount coupon for December 8th tickets to get an actual transaction price of 19.9 yuan.

When Muye Technology sent out the message via YY, announcing that over eighty thousand movie tickets had sold out in twenty minutes, the entire film and television industry felt a suffocating terror!

What did selling out in twenty minutes represent? In the eyes of the film and television industry, it meant that all ninety-eight screening slots across the fourteen Muye International Cinema Cities would achieve a 100% attendance rate the next day. At a time when the average attendance rate was still below 30%, this figure was simply astounding!

Nowadays, the biggest pain point for cinema chains was the low enthusiasm for paid movie viewing among users. No matter how good a movie was, only during prime time on weekends could it achieve an attendance rate of over 80%. Other weekend time slots couldn’t even guarantee an attendance rate above 50%, not to mention weekday screenings. The attendance rates were frighteningly dismal; going to the cinema during weekday daytime, one could practically feel like they had the whole place to themselves.

Besides the 100% attendance rate, these eighty-eight thousand one hundred thirty movie tickets also represented a box office of eight hundred seventy thousand yuan. If Li Mu maintained the 9.9 yuan price and 100% attendance rate for ten days, the movie’s box office could reach eight million seven hundred thousand yuan; if it could be maintained for one and a half months, that would be nearly forty million yuan!

Nowadays, it was still very difficult for a movie to achieve forty million in box office, not to mention that You Are the Apple of My Eye had Muye Technology’s all-out promotion, and its film screening slots in other cinema chains were also quite optimistic. Therefore, it could be foreseen that its box office would skyrocket.

Just as the entire film and television industry was astonished, at 5 PM, pre-sales for December 8th movie tickets began ahead of schedule.

What was unexpected was that although the ticket price had doubled to 19.9 yuan, users’ enthusiasm for purchasing remained just as strong as before. In just twenty-one minutes, the eighty-eight thousand one hundred thirty tickets for December 8th were once again completely sold out!

Keep in mind, this was one million seven hundred fifty thousand yuan!

And behind this one million seven hundred fifty thousand yuan in box office, it still represented an unfathomable 100% attendance rate!

When this result came out, the entire film and television industry was on the verge of exploding! They even felt that even if Li Mu changed the ticket price to thirty yuan, they would likely still sell out completely.

The question that had the entire film and television industry pondering was: why could a product like the Muying Ticketing system have such a high conversion rate?

However, before they could figure out the reason, a greatly encouraged Li Mu gave instructions again. Muye Technology sent another push notification, announcing that ticket sales for December 9th would begin at 8 PM, at which time users could purchase movie tickets for that day at a price of 24.9 yuan.

Film and television companies anxiously waited until 8:30 PM. The news arrived: the Muying Ticketing system had sold out yet again!

The price per ticket for the third round of pre-sales was 24.9 yuan. Adding them up, this amounted to nearly two million two hundred thousand yuan!

Professionals in the film and television industry quickly took out their calculators and did some calculations. You Are the Apple of My Eye, not yet officially released, had already accumulated four million eight hundred twenty thousand yuan in box office through the Muying Ticketing system!

This was simply incredible! Not only could cinema chains and film and television companies not figure it out, but even internet companies couldn’t make sense of it.

They could understand the 9.9 yuan tickets selling out, after all, the discount was significant. But 19.9 yuan selling out so quickly was a little hard to explain. And the 24.9 yuan price was already very close to the normal selling price, yet it still sold out in half an hour — this was simply illogical!

At this moment, only Li Mu clearly understood the users’ core demands. In fact, most of these users who bought tickets were after this new experience. From a user’s perspective, a disruptive experience easily generated curiosity and a desire to try it out. Even if prices were constantly rising, they didn’t care because they chose the Muying Ticketing system for the sake of experiencing this extraordinary feeling.

This feeling was like making a successful online purchase for the first time; like having a video chat with a netizen online for the first time; like taking the subway, high-speed rail, or an airplane for the first time. Its significance to users far exceeded the event itself!





Chapter 1112: Box Office Hit!

The Muying Ticketing system instantly became the subject of widespread media coverage across the country. This fresh innovation in the internet sector, once launched, received society-wide attention and recognition.

Selling over two hundred thousand movie tickets in mere seconds, this product held immense significance for the film and television industry. Some even predicted that the development of China’s film industry had irrevocably entered a new era after the launch of the Muying Ticketing system.

While a large number of people paid attention to this ticketing system, they also focused on the only film currently being heavily promoted on it—You Are the Apple of My Eye. Through promotion by traditional media and online channels, paired with the fanning of the flames by an online army, this film had now captured the attention of the entire nation.

Precisely because of its incredibly high public attention, You Are the Apple of My Eye also received a very optimistic number of film screening slots in major cinemas, and Li Mu had perfected the box office build buzz.

On December 7th, You Are the Apple of My Eye, invested in and filmed by Muyu Impression, officially premiered mainland China.

Netizens from all over the country eagerly flocked to cinemas to watch this youth film, which had been hyped to be incredibly popular online. Although Li Mu was in Shenzhen City, he also made a special trip to a nearby cinema for a field inspection. After his inspection, he found that most cinemas allocated about thirty percent of their screening slots to You Are the Apple of My Eye.

On its first day of release, starting from the morning showtimes, almost every single showtime was completely full!

Muye International Cinema City in Yanjing was teeming with people, yet everything was exceptionally orderly. Four ticket dispensers simultaneously provided ticketing services for audience members. Viewers simply walked up to a ticket dispenser, entered their ticket redemption code, and then received their freshly printed movie tickets.

Due to this miraculous operating model, a large number of media reporters staked out almost every Muye International Cinema City. They hoped to capture more material here, and it would be even better if they could interview some audience members.

Some of the interviewed audience members were full of praise for the Muying Ticketing system. Many said that the experience was simply fantastic. Being able to select seats and purchase tickets from home, then after successful payment, without needing to carry a wallet or cash, only needing to bring the ticket redemption code to the cinema to watch a movie—this feeling was truly exceptional.

In addition to interviewing audience members who had just collected their tickets, the media also specifically waited until after the film to interview those who had just left the screening, asking for their opinions and evaluations of You Are the Apple of My Eye.

The audience’s replies were surprisingly consistent. Everyone agreed that it was a moving, light-hearted, yet humorous good film. They also gave extremely high praise to the two lead actors and the theme songs they performed.

Du Wei’s First Day was quite cheerful, but Zhang Kexuan’s Those Years (song) truly brought many to tears.

After the first day of release concluded, the box office tally results were only released the next morning. Media outlets closely following You Are the Apple of My Eye received the box office data earlier than Li Mu.

Unexpectedly, You Are the Apple of My Eye garnered fifteen million in box office revenue nationwide on its first day of release!

Fifteen million! Li Mu himself couldn’t believe this figure. Previously, the best first-day box office performance for a Chinese film was only several million!

Unexpectedly, You Are the Apple of My Eye’s opening broke the first-day box office record for Chinese-language films in mainland China by a margin of at least three times!

Never before had a commercial film, like You Are the Apple of My Eye, become such a focus of public attention for the entire society. This wasn’t just due to the promotion efforts of Muye Technology and Taobao; it was also enhanced by the Muying Ticketing system, and the added appeal of the two actors and two theme songs. More importantly, this film also bore Li Mu’s mark. His fan base in China had probably already surpassed that of any current celebrity!

With the help of multiple positive factors, You Are the Apple of My Eye achieved such an incredible feat. On its opening day, regardless of the city, the average attendance rate for You Are the Apple of My Eye exceeded seventy percent. This was simply an incredible figure that caught all industry insiders off guard.

Owing to the astonishingly high attendance rate of You Are the Apple of My Eye, by the second day of its release, cinemas across the country were adjusting their showtime schedules, reducing the film screening slots for all movies except You Are the Apple of My Eye, to free up as many showtimes as possible for it. For cinema chain owners, increasing screening slots for films with high attendance rates was only natural.

However, it wasn’t just the box office that was incredible!

On the second day of its release, several “mini-stories” circulated online. First, a groom-to-be in Yanjing had originally scheduled his wedding for December 6th, but on the 5th, he fortunately won a trial screening ticket for You Are the Apple of My Eye. After watching the trial screening, he left the cinema and immediately went to his first love girlfriend’s home to confess his feelings to her. Unexpectedly, he received a positive response from her. Thus, the groom-to-be canceled his wedding the day before. Although he was fiercely scolded by the bride and her parents, he posted on Tieba, stating that he would never regret it, and thanked You Are the Apple of My Eye for giving him the courage to reunite with his first love.

There were many similar stories of reuniting with first loves. Dozens of people proactively claimed on online forums to have confessed to their beloved after watching the premiere. These netizens all flocked to the Tieba forum for You Are the Apple of My Eye. For a time, only half the posts on Tieba were discussing the movie, while the other half were almost entirely various emotional problems—either seeking comfort, guidance, reminiscing about their past relationships, or swearing and vowing to find their beloved back.

The film You Are the Apple of My Eye truly touched everyone with youthful memories, leading more and more netizens to gather on the You Are the Apple of My Eye Tieba. Many netizens without emotional problems also flocked in, watching others’ emotional stories and feeling happy, moved, sad, and crying for these stories.

Less than two days after its release, this film had already become a hot topic discussed by everyone, and even the most talked-about topic across the entire society during that period.

With a hot topic naturally came higher public attention. As a result, on December 8th, the second day of the film’s release, You Are the Apple of My Eye’s box office again reached a new high!

Eighteen million!

The entire film and television industry trembled with fright at this number. Within just one weekend, You Are the Apple of My Eye usurped thirty-three million in box office revenue within the domestic film market. This figure simply terrified everyone!

Last year, Feng Xiaogang’s Big Shot earned forty-three million in box office revenue throughout the entire New Year’s film season. Now, You Are the Apple of My Eye was expected to surpass it within three days!

Director Teng Huatao was also astonished by You Are the Apple of My Eye’s box office performance, but his astonishment quickly turned into ecstasy.

As a second or third-tier director, being able to direct a film with such astounding box office success was something Teng Huatao wouldn’t even dare to dream of. Yet, it had truly happened. Looking at this trend, he could completely rely on this film to join the ranks of first-tier directors in China.

The market, as expected, did not disappoint Teng Huatao. Because You Are the Apple of My Eye’s box office immediately showed crushing momentum, a large number of film and television companies immediately sought out Teng Huatao, hoping to sign him for a youth-themed film. The remuneration offered was more than ten times his usual, plus box office revenue sharing as an incentive. Some film and television companies even began urgent script development, locking several screenwriters in hotel rooms and demanding that they produce a script for a campus youth series within a specified timeframe.

For a period, Teng Huatao’s confidence soared. He even considered which of the many offers from film and television companies he should accept. But merely a few hours later, he snapped out of his inflated state.

Since Teng Huatao had witnessed You Are the Apple of My Eye step by step, from its script to its creation and now its brilliant success, he understood very well that his own crucial contribution to You Are the Apple of My Eye’s immense box office success was actually not high. For this film, the most important elements were Li Mu’s script and his deep analysis of the story, which allowed him to know like the back of his hand what Li Mu wanted to film.

In truth, Teng Huatao merely remained loyal to Li Mu’s requirements, filming the story he created in the way he wanted. Even the film’s casting and location scouting were decided by Li Mu; it was he who chose Xiamen Island as the filming location, and he who selected Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan as the lead actors. Even the two incredibly popular theme songs currently, were brought by Li Mu.

However, the most crucial aspect was creating hype. Teng Huatao had truly witnessed how powerful Li Mu’s promotional resources were. To put it simply, just a single YY pop-up window could reach tens of millions of users. Relying on such a promotion channel, even if a film was poorly made, it could still achieve significant box office revenue.

After realizing this, Teng Huatao immediately abandoned the idea of taking on films from other companies and immediately called Ning Hao.

Back then, Teng Huatao’s opportunity to direct You Are the Apple of My Eye was largely thanks to Ning Hao’s strong recommendation to Li Mu. Otherwise, given Teng Huatao’s influence in the industry, Li Mu would never have had any contact with him.

When Ning Hao received Teng Huatao’s call, he politely congratulated him right away: “Senior Brother Teng, congratulations! Your You Are the Apple of My Eye box office is insanely awesome!”

Teng Huatao humbly replied: “Haozi, stop teasing me. You also know that for You Are the Apple of My Eye to achieve such great results, most of the credit belongs to Mr. Li.”

Ning Hao chuckled: “That’s right. My Crazy Stone could only be completed with Mr. Li’s help too. I had no experience directing my first film, and the budget kept going over, but he never uttered a single word of doubt. He even added an additional three million in investment, which allowed my film to be completed smoothly.”

Teng Huatao exclaimed: “Indeed, without Mr. Li’s help, You Are the Apple of My Eye would not be in its current successful position.”

Then, Teng Huatao added: “Haozi, you’re quite close with Mr. Li. Please convey a message for me: if there’s ever another project he wants me to direct, please don’t hesitate to give it to me. I will surely put in one hundred and twenty percent effort to film the project he entrusts to me well!”





Chapter 1113: Open Access

“Those Years (song)’s” box office continued to soar.

After raking in thirty-three million box office revenue over the weekend, the national box office saw an overall decline on Monday, the third day of its release, due to it being a workday. However, “Those Years (song)’s” attendance rate remained exceptionally high.

On Monday, “Those Years (song)” garnered a total of eleven million box office revenue, which included over two million from the fourteen Muye International Cinema City locations for the entire day.

After three days of release, “Those Years (song)” had collected a total of forty-four million box office revenue. This figure broke multiple domestic movie box office records, leading national media to report on it extensively. This also marked the first time the domestic movie box office had shown such strong vitality, representing the further growth of the entire market volume.

While “Those Years (song)” became the focus of media attention, the Muying Ticketing system continued to make the entire industry take notice with its disruptive experience.

On Monday, Muying Ticketing opened sales for all movie tickets for Tuesday and Wednesday. The ticket prices for both days were all priced at 24.9 yuan and, as expected, quickly sold out.

Yanjing users’ enthusiasm for the Muying Ticketing system far exceeded Li Mu’s imagination. Because only over eighty thousand tickets were available daily, a large number of Yanjing audience members were unable to purchase movie tickets through the Muying Ticketing system. They then posted on Tieba, appealing for the Muying Ticketing system to cover more cinemas.

Even though “Those Years (song)” was currently very popular, once it was a weekday, a box office slump was an inevitable trend. Except for Muye International Cinema City, which was fully integrated with the Muying system, the attendance rates of all other cinema chains significantly decreased. While “Those Years (song)” could still ensure an average 40% attendance rate, other movies from the same period couldn’t even reach 10%.

In stark contrast to this was Muye International Cinema City, which had already achieved a 100% attendance rate for five consecutive days.

With three days of release and two days of pre-sale, the fourteen cinemas achieved a 100% attendance rate for five consecutive days. This was a miracle that had never occurred in the history of China’s cinema, and at least half of the credit for this came from the strong support of the Muying Ticketing system.

By Tuesday, “Those Years (song)” earned 9.3 million box office revenue nationwide, of which over two million still came from the Muying Ticketing system.

On Wednesday, “Those Years (song)’s” box office continued to decline, but still saw eight million in revenue.

In just five days of release, “Those Years (song)” had already garnered sixty million in the domestic box office market, an unprecedented level of efficiency.

What was even more astonishing was that by Wednesday, the Muying Ticketing system had again sold out all movie tickets for both Thursday and Friday in advance.

Muye International Cinema City maintained a 100% attendance rate for seven consecutive days. This astonishing figure made the owners of other cinema chains extremely jealous.

They also deeply realized the significant boost the Muying Ticketing system provided to cinema box office. They knew that a large number of users were now rushing to buy tickets through the Muying Ticketing system. For these users, only if they could secure tickets in advance and book their time, showtime, and seats would they be willing to go to the cinema to watch a movie. If they couldn’t get tickets from the Muying system, they wouldn’t even go to the cinema to buy tickets and watch.

For a time, a large number of cinema chain owners were anticipating that their cinemas could integrate with the Muying Ticketing system, an incredibly powerful online seat selection and selling platform.

Within a few days, Muye Films received a large number of integration requests from cinema chains. Seeing that the time was right, Li Mu had Muye Films officially announce the cinema chain integration standards to the public:

First, the Muying Ticketing system would theoretically be open for integration to all domestic cinema chains.

This was also Li Mu’s original intention when he created the Muying Ticketing system: he wanted to include all cinema chains, making them a part of the Muying Ticketing system.

Second, after cinema chains integrated with the Muying Ticketing system, they must use the merchant terminal system provided by the Muying Ticketing system. This terminal system would support cinema chains in creating their own screening room schedule information, designing their own seating layouts, and allowing cinema chains to directly use this system for offline sales and ticket issuance. It would also simultaneously synchronize seat inventory status to the online platform in real-time to prevent online and offline users from repeatedly purchasing the same seat.

The reason Li Mu required cinema chains to use the Muying Ticketing system’s merchant terminal was his hope that his merchant terminal would become an irreplaceable and efficient tool for cinema chains. At the same time, this system’s real-time inventory would not provide external interfaces.

In other words, if cinema chains used their own systems and other companies also developed an online ticketing system, those other online ticketing systems would be unable to read the cinema chains’ real-time inventory. The only solution would be to open yet another terminal system for the cinema chains. In that case, cinema chains would have to simultaneously operate two or even multiple ticketing systems, and inventory could not be synchronized between systems, which would definitely be very troublesome in actual use.

Third, the Muying Ticketing system would take 5% of the ticket price as commission and simultaneously provide ticket dispensers to cinema chains for free, along with lifetime free maintenance. Among these, cinema chains with over five screens would be equipped with three ticket dispensers, while cinema chains with five screens or fewer would be equipped with two ticket dispensers.

The reason for providing ticket dispensers to cinema chains for free was Li Mu’s concern that competitors would appear in the future. By providing ticket dispensers for free, the biggest difficulty facing future competitors would be the ticket dispensers themselves, each worth ten thousand yuan. With at least a thousand cinemas nationwide, if each were equipped with three or four ticket dispensers, this would mean tens of millions in costs would be poured in.

An investment of tens of millions in hardware absolutely qualifies as a capital-intensive project. If the Muying Ticketing system didn’t charge cinema chains for the terminal machines, then subsequent competitors naturally also couldn’t charge. In that case, just the cost of the ticket dispensers would be enough to deter them.

Li Mu had already built an ecosystem and competitor barriers for his Muying Ticketing system in advance. Once he rapidly popularized this ticketing system nationwide, at least half of the national box office would shift from offline to the Muying Ticketing system. By then, this system would be the main god system of the film and television industry.

…

Zhang Quan was the owner of a cinema chain in Yanjing. Under his management, he had a total of five cinemas, twenty-six screens, and over five thousand seats. Like most cinema chains, the problems that had long plagued him were low attendance rates and low profit margins.

Although he had five cinemas under management, after deducting rent, equipment depreciation, staff salaries, and daily management and maintenance costs, the annual net profit for these five cinemas was very little.

Zhang Quan had a relative who ran a hotpot restaurant. Some time ago, when the two of them were drinking and chatting, Zhang Quan only then realized that their hotpot restaurant had a monthly net profit of over fifty thousand yuan, whereas his own operations (scope) of this size, when calculated at the end of the year, had an average monthly net profit of less than thirty thousand yuan. The input-output ratio was truly astonishingly bleak.

Cinema chains in these years were not a good business. There were only three peak periods in a year: namely, summer vacation, around the New Year’s Day, and the Spring Festival. Attendance rates were higher during these three holidays, but at other times, it was so bleak that almost every show was like a private screening.

Zhang Quan initially also thought of some promotional methods, attempting to improve attendance rates, such as movie ticket discounts, lottery giveaways for half-price movie tickets, and so on. But the effects were negligible. This was because his promotional methods could only be showcased within his few cinemas. The problem was that attendance rates were already low, and cinemas had low customer traffic, so such promotions couldn’t reach a wider audience and thus had even less practical effect.

Just as Zhang Quan thought China’s box office and China’s cinema chains were beyond saving, with the release of “Those Years (song),” an online ticketing system catering to tens of millions of netizens across the entire network was born.

When the Muying Ticketing system had just launched, Zhang Quan had already paid attention to this new thing that caught his eye. He also very keenly saw the advantage of this online ticketing system: it had broken through the limitations of a single cinema chain’s outlets, pushing every cinema chain in front of the entire network.

After recognizing this reality, Zhang Quan was very much looking forward to being able to integrate his own cinema chain with the Muying Ticketing system. Thus, he was one of the first cinema chains to submit an integration application to Muye Films.

After Li Mu announced that the Muying Ticketing system was officially open to national cinema chains, Zhang Quan received a clear reply from Muye Films. Subsequently, Muye Films staff personally visited him and signed the integration agreement.

After the agreement was signed, Muye Films would, in the shortest possible time, provide twenty ticket dispensers for his five cinemas, and simultaneously provide the merchant terminal and corresponding training. Operating the merchant terminal system was very simple; for those with basic computer knowledge, they could master it proficiently in less than half a day.

Muye Films’ efforts to promote the Muying Ticketing system were extremely efficient. On the very day the agreement was signed with Zhang Quan, Muye Films’ trainers arrived at his cinemas and conducted centralized training for the staff across his five locations.

The system was quick to learn. After training was completed in one morning, that same afternoon, Zhang Quan’s own staff had already entered every screening room across the five cinemas and uploaded accurate seating charts into the Muying Ticketing system.

Li Mu had previously requested his subordinates to increase the procurement of self-service ticket dispensers. The OEM companies responsible for manufacturing also had very high production efficiency. Up to now, three hundred sets of self-service ticket dispensers had already been produced, and another two hundred sets had already rolled off the production line, ready for packaging and shipment to cities designated by Muye Films.

Li Mu decided to first use these three hundred self-service ticket dispensers to cover the main cinema chains in the three first-tier cities of Yanjing, Huzhou City, and Yangcheng. Especially in Yanjing and Huzhou City, Muye Films promoted at an extremely fast pace. In just one weekend, nearly thirty cinemas in Yanjing integrated with the Muying Ticketing system. Muye Technology dispatched dozens of technical personnel to the site to guide the installation of self-service ticket dispensers and completed relevant debugging.

After these thirty cinema chains integrated, basically all cinema chains in Yanjing had integrated with the Muying Ticketing system. The number of screens exceeded two hundred, and the number of seats reached over forty thousand. If calculated based on seven showtimes per day, the total daily movie ticket inventory for all of Yanjing currently reached three hundred thousand.

Yanjing netizens instantly became the object of envy for people across the country. This was because almost all cinemas in Yanjing were now integrated with the Muying Ticketing system. Yanjing netizens could purchase any one or more seats for any movie showtime for the current day, tomorrow, or the day after, all from the comfort of their homes, a level of convenience that was enormous!





Chapter 1114: Sniping Hero

When You Are the Apple of My Eye swept the domestic box office with unprecedented momentum, the Muying Ticketing system also expanded its influence within cinema chains at a crushing speed.

For cinema chains, the Muying Ticketing system was incredibly practical.

The greatest significance of the Muying Ticketing system lay in lowering the behavioral cost for netizens to watch movies and significantly enhancing their movie-watching experience. This meant it could attract a large number of users who previously wouldn’t have visited cinemas to choose to buy movie tickets through the Muying Ticketing system. Therefore, it greatly boosted the overall box office volume.

Taking Yanjing as an example, perhaps out of ten thousand people in Yanjing, only one hundred would consider watching a movie daily, but only thirty would actually go to a cinema.

But now, because Muying’s unprecedented online ticketing system exploded in popularity, at least five hundred out of ten thousand people in Yanjing would think of buying a movie ticket through the Muying Ticketing system daily. Their actual action was to buy out every movie ticket available on the Muying Ticketing system.

Users’ preference for the Muying Ticketing system directly led to its ticket selling capability far exceeding that of any cinema itself. As long as they connected to the Muying Ticketing system, a cinema chain’s overall attendance rate would at least double. For cinema chains, this meant real income.

Moreover, as the platform, the Muying Ticketing system provided self-service ticket dispenser terminals for free. It even provided cinema chains with a very practical and powerful terminal management and selling system for free. After doing so much, it only charged a 5% box office commission. This commission rate was an absolute bargain.

Over the next few days, hundreds of self-service ticket dispensers were continuously shipped across the country. In an extremely short amount of time, they covered all first-tier cities’ cinema chains and began expanding into second-tier cities.

The factory received another order for two thousand self-service ticket dispensers. Li Mu had already decided to operate at full capacity, promoting the widespread adoption of the Muying Ticketing system nationwide at a viral speed.

When You Are the Apple of My Eye had been screening for a full week, it had already garnered seventy million yuan at the box office nationwide, averaging ten million yuan daily. With more cinema chains joining the Muying Ticketing system, its later box office earnings were sure to trigger a second wave of rapid growth.

However, on December 14th, the seventh day after You Are the Apple of My Eye’s release, Director Zhang Yimou’s Hero officially premiered in China.

But at this moment, Zhang Yimou couldn’t be happy at all.

If all the promotional work hadn’t already been prepared, he would have even hoped for Hero to be released at a different time, because You Are the Apple of My Eye, released a week earlier than Hero, had an overwhelmingly strong momentum!

Estimating based on a one-month screening period, Zhang Yimou even felt that You Are the Apple of My Eye’s total box office could easily break the two hundred million yuan mark.

It was important to note that since the advent of genuinely meaningful box office statistics in China, the first film to exceed one hundred million yuan in box office, and the highest-grossing film to date, was Life and Death Choices, released in 2000. However, this record would soon be broken by You Are the Apple of My Eye.

Clashing schedules with such an exceptionally capable competitor left Zhang Yimou feeling exceptionally frustrated. The media was now overwhelmed with advertisements, news, and trailers for You Are the Apple of My Eye. Compared to it, Hero’s promotion could be considered utterly terrible.

Because discussions about films in television, magazines, newspapers, and even major websites primarily revolved around You Are the Apple of My Eye, Hero, despite spending a lot of money on media publicity, received minimal actual effect.

Currently, in any cinema, You Are the Apple of My Eye’s attendance rate was significantly higher than other films. A screening room of the same size generated at least double the income when showing You Are the Apple of My Eye compared to other films. Without Muye Films even needing to step in, the major cinema chain owners themselves re-arranged screening slots based on this situation, continuously increasing You Are the Apple of My Eye’s proportion of screening slots.

Under these circumstances, the entire domestic film and television market fell into a nostalgia craze. Zhang Kexuan’s song “Those Years” played in every street and alley, and the plot of You Are the Apple of My Eye was discussed everywhere. In this atmosphere, Hero, a wuxia film set against a historical backdrop, completely lost the ground to develop.

At New Image Company, the production company for Hero, Zhang Yimou was seething with rage over the cinema chains’ change of heart. On the first day of release, according to data gathered by company employees, screening slots at major cinema chains were extremely dismal.

Originally, major cinema chains had promised Hero over 30% of their total film screening slots, with some even exceeding 50%. But when it actually premiered, almost all cinema chains severely cut the promised screening slots. A direct halving was minimal; more often, it was reduced to a third of the promise or even less.

Furious, Zhang Yimou fumed in his office, “These cinema chains have absolutely no integrity! They cut screening slots without even saying a word!”

Zhang Yimou’s best partner, Zhang Weiping, said helplessly, “There’s nothing we can do. Muye Films’ You Are the Apple of My Eye is just too dominant. Its attendance rate is high, and its box office growth is astonishingly fast.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Zhang Yimou said with a ashen face. “How can such a terrible film achieve such high box office? It’s just about a bit of romance and has no depth at all!”

Zhang Weiping shrugged, “The key issue is that its subject matter was chosen well! Historical and wuxia themes, while grand and profound, suffer from a severe problem of being unrelatable. Most audiences actually prefer more relatable themes. You Are the Apple of My Eye happens to be an extremely relatable modern theme. Compared to it, we have an inherent disadvantage, so it’s reasonable for cinema chains to reduce our screening slots.”

Zhang Yimou said indignantly, “Our cast and production team are so strong, won’t audiences buy it? These cinema chains are simply following the crowd and are short-sighted! Otherwise, they wouldn’t all rush to give their screening slots to You Are the Apple of My Eye!”

Zhang Weiping said, “I believe the audience’s eyes are discerning. Our film indeed has a powerful lineup. Even if the current film screening slots aren’t high enough, as long as our attendance rate can be guaranteed, major cinema chains will gradually add the screening slots back.”

The important basis for cinema chain screening slots was the attendance rate. The film with the higher attendance rate would naturally get more screening slots. Cinema owners didn’t work for a single film and television company or even a single director; their goal was to maximize profit. So, if Hero’s attendance rate could surpass You Are the Apple of My Eye’s, cinema chains would inevitably increase Hero’s screening slots.

Zhang Yimou was exceptionally confident in his new film. He told Zhang Weiping, “Don’t worry, just wait and see. Our film’s attendance rate will definitely surpass You Are the Apple of My Eye!”

Zhang Weiping reminded him, “Yimou, for seven consecutive days, You Are the Apple of My Eye has had a 100% online sales attendance rate. That means, from its release day until now, every single movie ticket sold online has sold out…”

Zhang Yimou was somewhat startled. A moment later, he said, “I think since Muying Ticketing is in Muye Films’ own hands, they can just say whatever they want about that data. I don’t believe any movie can have a 100% attendance rate for seven consecutive days; that’s simply impossible.”

Zhang Weiping said, “But from what I understand, the credibility is very high.”

Zhang Yimou waved his hand, saying, “Let’s wait till tomorrow to see our first-day box office data and average attendance rate!”



The next afternoon, the previous day’s box office data was released. Being a Saturday, and with You Are the Apple of My Eye’s online ticket screening slot proportion continuously increasing, it saw a resurgence in box office after a week of release.

On this day, You Are the Apple of My Eye’s box office rose against the trend after several days of slow decline, garnering twenty million yuan nationwide. Over five million of this came from the Muying Ticketing system, setting a new record for single-day box office of Chinese-language films in mainland China. The previous record was eighteen million yuan, set on the second day of You Are the Apple of My Eye’s release.

Meanwhile, Zhang Yimou also received Hero’s first-day box office data.

“Two million six hundred thousand?!” Zhang Yimou looked at the data handed to him by his subordinate, stunned speechless.

“Why is it only two million six hundred thousand? What’s the attendance rate?”

The employee in front of him handed him another piece of paper, on which was written Hero’s attendance rates at cinemas across the country yesterday. The highest rate for a single showtime during prime time was only around 50%, while most were below 20%.

In addition to the attendance rates for various cinemas and showtimes, this data report contained an even more important figure: the average attendance rate.

The average attendance rate determined a film’s commercial prospects and potential, so directors paid extremely close attention to this data.

At this moment for Zhang Yimou, whether Hero could make a comeback in its middle and latter stages depended on the average attendance rate. If the average attendance rate was high, then a comeback was only a matter of time. But if the attendance rate was too low, then it would truly be beyond saving.

When Zhang Yimou got the data he had been longing for, he felt as if doused with a bucket of ice water, chilling him to the bone!

On its first day of release, Hero’s average attendance rate across all showtimes nationwide was only a mere 19.1%.

What did 19.1% mean? For a two hundred-person screening room, the average number of seated guests was less than forty. Most of the remaining seats couldn’t be sold, so they got stuck with the cinema chain itself, earning not a single cent.

What made Zhang Yimou spit out a mouthful of blood was that You Are the Apple of My Eye’s average attendance rate also came out, reaching an astonishing 60-70% on average, three to four times higher than Hero’s just in terms of attendance rate…

When Zhang Yimou saw that You Are the Apple of My Eye’s box office yesterday actually reached twenty million yuan, his entire worldview was about to collapse! Twenty million yuan in a single day at the box office was an absolute new record in all of China’s film history!





Chapter 1115: Forced Collision

Li Mu, leveraging You Are the Apple of My Eye, his online resources, Muying Ticketing system, and even the film’s theme song, perfectly controlled the trajectory of the entire domestic box office. The immense exposure and buzz attracted the vast majority of film enthusiasts’ attention, turning You Are the Apple of My Eye into a box office storm that drew in most moviegoers. Almost without exception, every film released concurrently was completely wiped out.

In the blink of an eye, Hero had been in cinemas for three days. After barely scraping together two million six hundred thousand yuan on its first day, Hero’s box office continued to plummet. Its total box office over three days was a mere six million yuan—a disastrous failure that had become an irreversible reality.

Meanwhile, You Are the Apple of My Eye officially broke the one hundred million yuan mark after ten days in cinemas, reaching one hundred five million yuan on its tenth day. It became the first film in mainland China this year to surpass one hundred million yuan, and also the fastest to do so.

To celebrate surpassing the one hundred million yuan box office milestone, Muye Films held a Celebration banquet at a five-star hotel in Yanjing. The entire creative core team of You Are the Apple of My Eye was present, and various media outlets rushed to the scene to report, once again elevating You Are the Apple of My Eye’s public attention to a new level.

Once a film achieves this kind of comprehensive exposure for a period, it essentially forms an unstoppable momentum to dominate everything during its screening period.

However, Director Zhang Yimou was now almost driven mad by the plummeting box office!

Hero was the highest-budget film he had directed to date. He had originally intended to use this film to create a string of domestic box office records and then campaign for a slew of international awards overseas. But he never expected to encounter his Waterloo right on his doorstep.

Not just him, but the entire production company and investors of Hero were devastated by this box office performance. Boasting a cost of thirty million US dollars, while the actual investment wasn’t quite that high, it was close to two hundred million RMB. Yet, it couldn’t compete against a ten million yuan investment youth romance film. How could they possibly accept that?

So, just as You Are the Apple of My Eye was celebrating its box office triumph, Hero’s entire production company began its “comeback strategy.”

Hero’s first counter-strategy was to artificially boost its box office. According to sources, Hero’s production company promised all cinema chains through special channels that for the next three days, as long as they provided screening slots for Hero, the production company would guarantee a minimum of sixty percent attendance rate for those slots!

This meant that as long as a cinema chain was willing to give Hero screening slots, even if not a single customer showed up, the production company would make up for sixty percent of the attendance rate in box office revenue for them. Currently, most cinema chains nationwide had not yet integrated the Muying Ticketing system. Even though You Are the Apple of My Eye had a high attendance rate, on regular weekdays and during morning and late-night showtimes, its attendance rate didn’t even reach fifty percent, typically hovering around thirty to forty percent.

If cinema chains released these showtimes for Hero, even the nine-thirty AM and twelve o’clock AM slots, they could still get a sixty percent box office subsidy from the production company. This deal was incredibly profitable.

Subsequently, on Hero’s fourth day in cinemas, its film screening slots nationwide surged. Although the added showtimes were all during awkward hours like mornings and evenings, due to the production company’s subsidy policy, Hero’s attendance rate immediately surged, and its “box office” likewise soared.

By noon, Hero’s production company and its entire core creative team were in a meeting. Zhang Weiping motivated them at the meeting: “Our goal today is to push Hero’s box office above ten million yuan. Please rest assured, through our operations, this goal will definitely be achieved today. We have already communicated in advance with dozens of media outlets and journalists across the country. They are now prepared with press releases about Hero’s box office comeback, which will be featured in a concentrated round of reports across the media tonight and tomorrow, recapturing the audience’s attention.”

To make audiences willingly spend money to watch a film, they first needed to be interested in it. Currently, all audience attention was focused on You Are the Apple of My Eye. If they didn’t create some eye-catching news, Hero’s box office would fail even more severely in the future.

A public relations manager then added: “To make the news appear more authentic, we have arranged for over twenty special ‘audience members’ of various age groups. They will be interviewed by these media outlets at major cinemas. We have basically finalized the interview scripts. Now there’s one more issue that requires further instruction from you, our leaders.”

An investor representative asked, “What’s the issue?”

The public relations manager cleared his throat and said: “Regarding the interview scripts, we’ve designed over thirty versions. Over twenty of them praise Hero from various angles, for example, a three hundred sixty-degree commendation of our Hero from aspects such as the director, cast, visual effects, massive investment, strong epic feel, historical回顾, and promoting national essence. These will then be cross-edited and broadcast by various media outlets. There are also over ten versions that involve a certain comparison with You Are the Apple of My Eye. In this batch of scripts, enthusiastic audience members will compare Hero and You Are the Apple of My Eye, launching certain criticisms against Apple of My Eye’s romance, lack of depth, superficiality, frivolity, and even problematic values. What we’re currently undecided about is whether or not to use this batch of scripts.”

The investor representative frowned and asked, “Could you give a specific example of such a script?”

“Of course!” The public relations manager nodded and picked up a printed document, saying: “For example, this script:

“Journalist asks audience: Hello, I’m a reporter from Channel [X]. I’d like to interview you. Did you just watch the film Hero?

“Audience nods and says: Yes, I just finished watching it. As they speak, they pull out their movie ticket stub.

“Journalist then asks: I’d like to ask you, how would you rate the film Hero?

“Audience gives a thumbs up and sincerely replies: It’s fantastic, truly the best domestic film I’ve seen in years. Director Zhang Yimou’s ability to structure such serious topics is incredibly strong, and the film is a big production. The visual effects in the cinema were absolutely stunning, truly impactful!

“Journalist asks again: Have you seen You Are the Apple of My Eye, another film currently showing concurrently?

“Audience replies: I’ve seen that one too.

“Journalist asks: Then, compared to Apple of My Eye, do you think Hero has any differences?

“Audience replies: The differences between these two films are too obvious. Not only are the differences in theme and genre apparent, but even their connotation, profoundness, and viewing value are vastly different. I think Hero, a film based on history and the traditional Chinese wuxia spirit, must be watched in a cinema to fully experience its impact. As for Apple of My Eye, I feel that film as a whole is like a bowl of instant noodles; it’s perfectly fine to just eat it at home.”

After the public relations manager finished recounting this script, the expressions of the dozen or so people in the conference room varied.

Director Zhang Yimou’s expression was as grim as ever, while the investor representative’s expression showed a hint of delight. As for the others, most looked somewhat alarmed.

After a moment of silence, the investor representative said: “I think such interview scripts are very interesting. On one hand, they can attract audiences to the cinema to watch Hero, and on the other hand, they can make users who were interested in watching You Are the Apple of My Eye at the cinema shy away. A romance film with no spectacle like that is enough to watch on a pirated DVD at home; there’s absolutely no need to go to the cinema.”

At this point, the investor representative smiled and added: “My suggestion is to use all such scripts. We’ll heavily hype it up in the media, and at the same time, mobilize the online army. Let them promote our Hero online while also criticizing You Are the Apple of Eye. We need to ruin You Are the Apple of My Eye’s online reputation. Only when its reputation drops will our development space be larger!”

At this moment, a management member from the production company spoke: “General Manager Liu, You Are the Apple of My Eye is Muye Films’ first cinema chain film. If we attack and tarnish it, and inadvertently anger Muye Films or even Muye Technology, then we might have stirred up a hornet’s nest!”

As soon as these words were uttered, many people’s expressions immediately changed.

Indeed, looking across the entire private enterprise sector in China, who would dare antagonize Muye Technology without reason? Li Mu’s influence in the country was extremely powerful; he was the most respected private entrepreneur and even philanthropist, and his corporate influence was undoubtedly an elite among private enterprises. How many companies on their development path wished they could stay far away from him? Who would dare actively seek trouble with him?

However, the investor representative sneered: “So what if it’s Muye Technology? It’s certainly powerful on the internet, but what is it in other fields? We need to attack it, to make audiences compare our film with theirs. Only then can we attract enough public attention. The more this is the case, the more actively we must latch onto Muye Films. Even if it means a forced collision, we must tie them together with us. If people can think of Hero when they think of You Are the Apple of My Eye, then we’ve succeeded halfway!”

Hero’s investors came from the brick-and-mortar industry and had no involvement with the internet. Therefore, even though Muye Technology was powerful and Li Mu’s influence immense, they weren’t at all worried about inviting retaliation from Muye Technology. Instead, in their view, this film’s box office was the top priority.

If this film failed badly at the box office, the subsequent overseas market would also be hugely impacted. Hollywood’s Comrade Harvey was a vampire, a beast in human guise. He hadn’t yet finalized the specific terms regarding the purchase of the film’s overseas distribution rights, which was his usual routine. If this film failed badly even in mainland China, then Harvey’s offer price would probably be even lower. At that point, the film would likely face a complete global failure.

For the investors and the production company, this was an absolutely unacceptable situation.

Therefore, after a few minutes of silence, the production company and the investors finally reached a consensus: since You Are the Apple of My Eye was currently the fast track to domestic box office profits, they absolutely had to use the most controversial method possible to forcefully tie Hero and You Are the Apple of My Eye together!





Chapter 1116: Li Mu’s Overwhelming Offensive

Since Li Mu started his business, he had certainly met his fair share of people trying to deliberately create controversy, not even excluding jerks like Elon Musk, who would travel thousands of miles by plane, crossing oceans just to create controversy so their own companies could sell for a good price.

However, most of the people trying to deliberately create controversy still had some bottom line; they merely wanted to piggyback on the popularity of Muye Technology or Taobao. Never had anyone tried to piggyback on popularity while simultaneously attacking him. This time, the investors behind Hero truly opened Li Mu’s eyes.

To celebrate its ‘counter-trend rise’ in box office numbers and its single-day box office surpassing ten million yuan, Hero deliberately generated a significant buzz on various media platforms. This method of artificially boosting box office numbers and self-promotion is quite common in the film and television industry, aiming to mislead unsuspecting spectators into buying movie tickets to show their support. Li Mu himself held no negative feelings towards this practice; it was an unspoken rule of the industry, and he had no intention of becoming the disciplinary committee of the entertainment industry.

But then again, it’s fine to artificially boost your box office numbers, but it’s unacceptable to arrange for fake audience members to be interviewed and then incidentally drag You Are the Apple of My Eye out to step on it a couple of times. This was something Li Mu couldn’t tolerate.

What annoyed Li Mu the most was that shortly after the TV report aired, a wave of online army members emerged on the internet, fiercely criticizing You Are the Apple of My Eye as superficial and lacking depth, while effusively praising Hero as the greatest work in the history of Chinese cinema, bar none.

What truly displeased Li Mu wasn’t the disparagement of You Are the Apple of My Eye by this group. It was mainly that he himself could be considered the ‘ancestor’ of the online army today, yet he was unexpectedly challenged by a less-than-impressive online army. It was truly infuriating.

In Li Mu’s view, competition also required tactics and boundaries. Since You Are the Apple of My Eye and Hero were released almost in the same period, competition between them was naturally unavoidable. Li Mu wanted You Are the Apple of My Eye to be an instant hit and for Muye Films to make a name for itself, which meant You Are the Apple of My Eye needed to dominate with an absolute advantage.

In this situation, whether it was Hero or some ‘Coward’, they would both be opponents in Li Mu’s eyes. He would naturally suppress them within reasonable bounds, but his suppression relied purely on resources. His combined arms publicity offensive could invisibly compress Hero’s room for development to the extreme.

This kind of competitive tactic was like a skilled Go player who, without direct contact, would try their best to seal off all of the opponent’s development space, forcing them to struggle in a cramped little area. While such a tactic was cruel to the opponent, it completely conformed to competitive ethics.

However, he never expected Hero to resort to something akin to a personal attack, directly opening fire on You Are the Apple of My Eye. And whether it was in TV interviews or through the online army, their favorite argument was: You Are the Apple of My Eye was a garbage work lacking foundation and depth, while Hero was the exact opposite, practically an epic masterpiece that could be called a classic.

Li Mu found such arguments particularly repulsive, reminding him of the criticisms Guo Degang once faced. Some crosstalk masters attacked his crosstalk as being ‘cheap and vulgar’ and lacking educational value. But crosstalk itself is an art meant to bring joy. If it solely pursued educational meaning and lost its essence, wouldn’t that be putting the cart before the horse? If crosstalk only had educational value but wasn’t funny at all, that would be truly hilarious.

So, to put it another way, since everyone was making commercial films vying for box office success, no one should boast about their cultural heritage or artistic achievements. To use such pretexts to compete for box office numbers was truly disgusting.

Zhao Kang, the head of the largest online army in the country, knew their activities like the back of his hand. As soon as he learned that Hero had hired an online army to smear You Are the Apple of My Eye, he immediately contacted Li Mu, furiously asking, “Xiao Mu, how do you want to retaliate against this? Just say the word, and I’ll make sure my people trash Hero online!”

Li Mu smiled and shook his head, “No, I’m not at the stage where I’d bother with anyone trying to deliberately create controversy. Besides, Hero clearly lacks exposure and is itching to piggyback on our popularity. If we go online and trash them, wouldn’t that play right into their hands?”

Zhao Kang asked anxiously, “Then what should we do? Just let them talk nonsense like this?”

Li Mu said, “It’s actually very simple with these people. It’s like playing Go. The more stunts they pull trying to break through, the more I need to stabilize the situation and not give them any opportunity to exploit.”

With that, Li Mu added, “Wait for my news. Tomorrow, I’ll have YY launch a nationwide event. Once the event goes live, have your subordinates promote it aggressively online.”

Zhao Kang wanted to ask what kind of event Li Mu was planning so he could advise him, but then he remembered that Li Mu always had his own considerations. So, he didn’t ask further, knowing that he would naturally find out what Li Mu intended to do tomorrow.

After hanging up with Zhao Kang, Li Mu immediately contacted Kong Lingyu. He started by telling him, “I’m planning a big event related to You Are the Apple of My Eye on YY. Make a note of a few things; immediately arrange for the technical team to start preparing overnight.”

Kong Lingyu quickly said, “Boss, please tell me, I’ll make a note.”

Li Mu said with a serious expression, “First, have the technical team develop a secondary page. This page needs to implement two product functions: one for users to upload images, and another for them to directly capture and upload images using their computer’s camera.”

“Okay, custom upload, camera capture upload, I’ve noted that down.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and continued, “In the YY.com administration backend, add a manual review section. All images uploaded by netizens should be gathered there for our website editors to manually review.”

“Okay, backend display, manual review.”

Li Mu also said, “Additionally, design a lottery mechanism. Every day, randomly select one hundred winners from all users who have uploaded images and passed the review. Users cannot win more than once.”

“Okay, one hundred people drawn daily, no repeated winners.”

At this point, Kong Lingyu couldn’t help but ask, “Boss, what kind of event are you planning?”

Li Mu laughed, “Why the hurry? I haven’t finished speaking yet. You’ll understand once I’m done.”

Kong Lingyu quickly replied, “Please continue then.”

Li Mu said, “Have the page designers and graphic designers come up with a design plan. The theme will be: YY Takes You Back to You Are the Apple of My Eye. The specific event content is: any YY user in any city can participate by taking a photo of their movie ticket stub after watching You Are the Apple of My Eye in a cinema and uploading it.”

“Selected users will receive a five-day tour of Xiamen Island sponsored by Muye Technology. This includes on-site visits to the actual filming locations of You Are the Apple of My Eye and touring famous scenic spots on Xiamen Island. All transportation, accommodation, and dining expenses will be covered by Muye Technology.”

Hearing this, Kong Lingyu exclaimed, “Boss, you said one hundred slots drawn daily, are they all free tours?”

Li Mu said, “Thirty of those slots are for tours, and the remaining seventy are for souvenirs. The You Are the Apple of My Eye movie soundtrack album has already been authorized for production by the record company. At that time, each of those seventy people will receive a signed album and a poster, plus an extra reward of one thousand YY Coins per person.”

Kong Lingyu said, “Okay, I understand!”

Li Mu said, “When promoting this, make sure to state that this online lottery event will continue until three days after the film is no longer shown.”

“Got it!”

Li Mu thought for a moment, feeling that the benefit rate for one hundred lucky users daily wasn’t enough, so he added, “Okay, add another point: every day, ten thousand users participating in the event will be randomly selected to receive six months of YY membership service, worth sixty yuan.”

“Okay, we’ll write a script. The backend will directly deposit six months of membership into the accounts of ten thousand lucky users daily. Once the list is out, it will be effective immediately.”

“Good.” Li Mu nodded with satisfaction, musing to himself that since Hero had actively provoked them, and he never had the cowardly habit of not fighting back, he would naturally accept the challenge this time. However, his method of response would likely not only make Hero’s wishful thinking fall through but also further drive them to a dead end.

What Li Mu wanted to do was to further boost the influence of You Are the Apple of My Eye across the entire internet and even nationwide, and further diminish Hero’s pitiful popularity. At that point, even if they artificially boosted their box office by thirty million yuan every day, they wouldn’t be able to attract any user attention!

You want to deliberately create controversy and slow me down? Fine, then not only will I not stop the car to check on your injuries, but I’ll floor the accelerator and speed away, launching an overwhelming offensive against you! Not only will I make your attempt backfire spectacularly, but I’ll also leave you with nothing, not even tears to cry!

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt his fighting spirit surge. He suddenly got an idea and said to Kong Lingyu, “Old Kong, add another one! After the movie is no longer shown, we will select three super lucky winners from all users who participated in the event. Each will receive a commercial apartment in Xiamen Island measuring 120 square meters, with the taxes covered by us.”

Kong Lingyu laughed, “Boss, this is incredible. The property prices in Xiamen Island should be around five thousand yuan per square meter, right? Plus 20% personal income tax, that’s at least seven hundred thousand yuan in value.”

Li Mu said, “Seven hundred thousand yuan is a small matter. The main thing is to use this event to further boost the social influence of You Are the Apple of My Eye to its peak!”

“Understood!” Kong Lingyu said excitedly, “Should I arrange for someone to go to Xiamen Island to investigate and purchase the properties in advance?”

“No need!” Li Mu said, “The promotional copy needs to go up immediately; we can’t wait until the houses are purchased. So, tomorrow’s promotional copy will state: ‘Super lucky winners will be able to choose a desired property from any new housing development currently on sale within Xiamen Island’s jurisdiction, as long as the property area does not exceed one hundred twenty square meters. The price per square meter is unlimited; once chosen, we will pay for it!’”

“Whoa!” Kong Lingyu exclaimed, “Letting lucky users pick freely within Xiamen Island? That’s truly lavish!”

Then, Kong Lingyu summarized, “Boss, let me repeat: the event will draw thirty audience members for a free tour of Xiamen Island daily; seventy audience members who will receive a signed album, a poster, and one thousand YY Coins; and ten thousand audience members who will receive six months of YY membership. Additionally, three super lucky winners will be drawn from all participants to receive a commercial apartment in Xiamen Island not exceeding one hundred twenty square meters. Is that correct?”

“Exactly! Tell everyone to work hard and put in some overtime; this event absolutely must go live tomorrow!”





Chapter 1117: Under Siege!

In this current era, Li Mu could absolutely be called a master operator in the entire internet field. His control over situations was extremely strong, especially during a game of chess, where he could instantly spot the opponent’s weakness and formulate highly effective strategies to strike directly at their vital point.

The film Hero had an investment on the scale of one hundred million yuan, and its producer and investors naturally possessed considerable financial resources. This was evident from their action of artificially boosting the box office by several million yuan within a single day. While Li Mu was not afraid to compete purely on money, that kind of play wouldn’t give him enough of a sense of accomplishment.

Li Mu’s current strategy was to spend several million yuan on a prize draw event tightly bundled with You Are the Apple of My Eye. The purpose was to reignite public attention for You Are the Apple of My Eye and further restrict Hero’s potential for increased popularity.

The prize series for the event Li Mu was planning was set up very comprehensively, divided into four tiers, from the grand prize down to consolation prizes. The event was designed to benefit hundreds of thousands of users. So many tiers and opportunities were intended to maximize user enthusiasm for participation.

The threshold for user participation in this event was also very precisely set: any YY user could participate as long as they had a movie ticket stub for You Are the Apple of My Eye. This meant that to participate, users first had to go to the cinema to watch You Are the Apple of My Eye. If a user had already seen it but didn’t have a ticket stub, they couldn’t participate. To join the event, they would have to go to the cinema again for a second viewing.

The ten thousand daily consolation prizes included a six-month YY membership worth sixty yuan, while a movie ticket cost a maximum of thirty yuan. So, the cost of participation was not high, and it should definitely promote user enthusiasm.

If this event could pull up user engagement, then Hero would have even less chance of making a comeback. When it came to information dissemination capabilities, even if the investors behind Hero spent another two hundred million yuan, they still wouldn’t be a match for Muye Technology. Muye Technology’s current information dissemination capability was second only to CCTV in China, and it could use its own resources however it wished, at a negligible cost.

…

The next day, just as Muye Technology’s technical team was working overtime to ensure the event’s launch, the previous day’s artificial box office boosting for Hero, along with media follow-up promotion and deliberately creating controversy with You Are the Apple of My Eye, showed some effect. Indeed, a group of confused spectators, swayed by the news, chose to go to the cinema to buy tickets and watch Hero.

And Hero’s investors decided to redouble their efforts, continuing to artificially boost the box office, and even more than the day before!

According to the results of the joint discussion between the entire producer and investor team, today’s plan was to boost the box office to fifteen million yuan, and then use the media to heavily promote the concept of Hero’s box office “rising against the trend,” bringing Hero back into the public eye. By noon, when Hero’s team found that Li Mu had made no statement or response, their hearts suddenly began to stir.

One of the producer’s representatives suggested that since Li Mu, Muye Technology, and Muye Films had not responded, they should simply go all out and boost today’s box office to twenty million yuan, surpassing You Are the Apple of My Eye’s previous single-day record of eighteen million yuan. This would lead to a qualitative improvement in the public attention during promotion.

After a discussion, the entire team unanimously approved this seemingly risky yet incredibly tempting plan.

The cost of artificially boosting the box office was not high. After all, the box office itself was split between the film and television companies and cinema chains, and a significant portion of this money would be recouped. The remaining cost, although it went to the cinema chains, came with very obvious benefits.

Among these, the most important benefit was that buying box office would inevitably increase film screening slots. Hero originally had insufficient screening slots. By artificially boosting the box office with a guaranteed sixty percent attendance rate, the cinema chains had sixty percent assurance. They would naturally be willing to arrange more showtimes for it, showtimes that wouldn’t otherwise achieve such a high proportion of profit. This would quickly increase the film screening slots. Furthermore, this covert beneficial relationship with the cinema chains also helped to further bridge the gap between them. In such circumstances, they could more smoothly deploy their promotional materials in major cinema chains, further attracting users.

Within the cinema-going audience, a considerable number of viewers decide what movie to watch only after arriving at the cinema. At such times, whoever has more screening slots and more offline promotional materials has the opportunity to win these viewers’ box office. That’s why sometimes, when audiences go to the cinema, they’ll find not only large posters for a certain movie but also numerous figurines, sculptures, and scene displays. This not only represents the strength of the film’s producer but also the relationship between the producer and the cinema chain.

According to convention, if a film’s producer spends big on artificially boosting the box office for three to five consecutive days, they can seize most of the cinema chain’s screening slots.

The number of projection halls in a cinema chain is fixed, as is the number of showtimes each day. If one film seizes a large number of screening slots, it will naturally put immense pressure on other films released concurrently, to the extent that audiences for other films arriving at the cinema might find too few screening slots, with no showtimes available in a short period. They would then be forced to choose a film with more screening slots, which is tantamount to using coercive means to usurp the box office that would have gone to other films.

For the producer and investors, this deal was well worth it. If the initial investment could reverse the box office decline, this money would surely be earned back twofold. Taking advantage of Li Mu’s current lack of response, they quickly tried to drive the narrative. Once the narrative was established by them, it would be difficult for Li Mu to turn the situation around.

However, Hero’s production and investment team clearly underestimated Li Mu. Under such circumstances, how could Li Mu sit by and await death? At any time, he was the one who truly drove the narrative.

At 7:00 PM that evening, just as Hero was artificially boosting its box office across the country with various ghost screenings, and all collaborating media were preparing for heavy coverage after 7:30 PM, the “YY Takes You Back to ‘Those Years’” event officially launched!

Li Mu’s non-contact siege against Hero officially began!

Tens of millions of YY online netizens immediately received this major push notification. When they clicked into the event page to see the details, they discovered that Muye Technology had pulled off another grand move, a Wealth-Scattering Boy event!

Every day, thirty lucky viewers would win a free trip to Egret Island; seventy people would win celebrity-signed memorabilia and one thousand YY Coins; ten thousand people would win a six-month YY membership every day. And the most terrifying part was that three apartments were also being given away, with the winners free to choose any apartment within 120 square meters! It was simply breathtakingly opulent!

Three apartments, plus all the other prizes, came to an actual cost of merely several million yuan. Most companies that advertise during CCTV prime time probably spend over ten million yuan just on advertising on CCTV alone, but these companies wouldn’t give users the “super filthy rich person,” “Wealth-Scattering Boy” shocking feeling, and it would even be difficult to leave a deep impression on users. However, if this money was used to give back to users, it could genuinely shock and win over users. This was Li Mu’s operational strategy.

As expected! As soon as the event went live, it immediately detonated a super hotspot among netizens and other members of the public. Netizens were incredibly shocked by Muye Technology’s opulent approach, and the most immediate feedback was to immediately find ways to participate.

The method of participation was very simple: just watch a movie. It was only thirty yuan. Moreover, You Are the Apple of My Eye already had a very good reputation online, naturally creating anticipation. The reason people hadn’t gone to the cinema to watch it was either an unwillingness to set aside extra time or to spend extra money. But now, with the promotion of Muye Technology’s event, everyone felt a psychological urge to go watch the movie first, and then participate in the event.

It was at this moment that Zhao Kang’s online army appeared, overwhelmingly!

If Hero’s team’s online army was an unevenly skilled mercenary force of less than a thousand people, then Zhao Kang’s online army was practically a million-strong regular army.

The online army team, built by Li Mu and Zhao Kang over such a long time, with so much effort and money, was incredibly powerful. As soon as the operation began, these online army members started fanning the flames crazily in every corner of the internet, using various means to make users participate without hesitation in “YY Takes You Back to ‘Those Years’.”

The instigating power of this online army was simply too strong. They quickly ignited the enthusiasm of the vast majority of netizens. Watching a movie for thirty yuan and vying for so many opportunities—even winning the lowest-tier prize was a gain, so why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

It was under the propagation of this idea that, half an hour after the event went live, cinema chains across the country blew up!

Masses of netizens surged into cinemas for the event. Currently, most cinema chains nationwide had not yet completed the integration of Muying Ticketing’s system. So, when a large number of viewers gathered at the cinemas, all remaining tickets for You Are the Apple of My Eye showtimes were swept clean!

Frenzied users bought out all You Are the Apple of My Eye movie tickets for tonight, but a substantial number of users still couldn’t get them. So, they settled for the next best thing and bought out tomorrow’s tickets in one go.

Users who couldn’t buy tickets could only further appeal, demanding that cinemas open sales for the third day’s tickets in advance.

The demand for cinemas to open sales for the third day’s tickets in advance was a concept entirely instilled online by Zhao Kang’s online army. They had already used subconscious psychological suggestion on users online: if the cinema ran out of tickets, tell them to open sales for tomorrow’s tickets in advance. That way, with a ticket in hand, users could upload the movie ticket stub tomorrow and participate in the event!

They also suggested that if the second day’s tickets sold out, it didn’t matter, there was still the third day!

If the third day’s tickets sold out, it didn’t matter, they could also ask the cinema chain for temporary additional screenings!

The key point of “temporary additional screenings” was very interesting. If so many viewers made such a demand, the cinema chains couldn’t possibly remain unmoved. Hero guaranteed sixty percent attendance, but with so many viewers present, if they added screening slots for You Are the Apple of My Eye, it would definitely achieve one hundred percent attendance. Which was more profitable, these cinema owners knew perfectly well in their hearts!





Chapter 1118: Completely Overturned!

When cinema chains across the country were flooded by a massive influx of online viewers, the entire box office market was hit by an enormous shockwave.

First, every single showtime for Those Years in every cinema chain achieved a 100% attendance rate, an unprecedented feat.

Then, there were still vast numbers of viewers whose demand for the film could not be met!

Consequently, in every major cinema chain, practically the same scene played out:

Audience members bought up all remaining tickets for Those Years for that day, then bought up all the pre-sale tickets for the next day, but still many couldn’t get movie tickets. So, someone in the crowd loudly appealed: “Add more showtimes for us! We’re willing to wait, no matter how late!”

Almost every person making such a request was a member of Zhao Kang’s online army team. In addition to a large online army diligently working to promote the film, a portion of the online army had, for the first time, moved offline, entering cinemas to guide the audience’s enthusiasm for viewing.

The call for “add more showtimes,” immediately got other audience members on site to echo it. “Yes! Add more showtimes! Even if they’re late at night, we don’t mind.”

The first thing cinema chains could think of at this moment was to temporarily reduce the screening slots for other films and free up showtimes to give extra to Those Years.

Currently, apart from Those Years, the film with the highest number of screening slots was Hero. These two films combined accounted for 90% of the national cinema chain’s screening slots. This meant that if they wanted to add more showtimes for Those Years now, they would undoubtedly have to target Hero first. This was because all other films only made up 10%, and squeezing any one of them might lead to that film being directly removed from the cinema chains. Such a thing was absolutely out of the question. The only thing they could do was take from Hero’s box office to supplement Those Years.

Hero had a guaranteed minimum 60% box office, but its actual attendance rate was far from that high. So, for cinema chains, screening Hero meant a guaranteed 60% box office, unwavering. But screening Those Years was different now; with the current audience enthusiasm, any showtime they added would inevitably reach 100%!

What’s even more crucial was that Hero’s production company, when artificially boosting box office from cinema chains, avoided signing any written agreements to prevent suspicion. They simply paid the cinema chains in advance, and the cinema chains then accepted the payment and arranged screenings. So, if cinema chains breached the agreement, they could simply return the money without needing to bear any other responsibilities.

Compared to one another, the difference was a staggering 40%!

Thus, almost all cinema chains switched allegiance that night. The vast majority of Hero’s screening slots were temporarily cut and reassigned to Those Years! The situation was completely overturned by Li Mu in just one night!

Upon learning this news, Hero’s producer and investors were furious!

They never dreamed that Li Mu would play such a ruthless hand! His painstaking efforts to boost Those Years’ influence were clearly aimed at indirectly blocking Hero completely, weren’t they? Was he not going to let anyone live?

Li Mu’s move was indeed too ruthless. From around seven o’clock that evening onwards, cinema chains in various regions, in response to the audience’s enthusiasm, made large-scale temporary adjustments to their screening slots, causing Hero’s film screening slots to plummet.

And the news reports in the media about Hero’s booming box office that day suddenly became extremely awkward. Hero’s box office was indeed “hot” before seven o’clock, but after seven, it was practically as cold as liquid nitrogen.

All media outlets with good relations with Hero’s production team contacted them, generally conveying the same message: today’s reports would air as usual, but the news about Hero’s box office breaking twenty million today, originally scheduled for tomorrow, absolutely could not be broadcast.

Because looking at the sudden change after seven o’clock, if Hero still wanted to claim a twenty million box office, it would basically be wishful thinking. After all, anyone with a bit of common sense knew that the main draw of a day’s box office was after seven o’clock. The box office during this period could account for half of the entire day’s box office, and the proportion would be higher on weekdays. Now that such a major change had occurred in cinema chains, if they still reported that Hero’s box office broke twenty million today as planned, wouldn’t that be equivalent to embarrassing themselves?

The Hero team could brag and boast to the public, saying they made fifty million box office in one day, and at most, people would just call them shameless. But if the media also told lies with their eyes open, their credibility would be completely lost. Therefore, they absolutely could not help Hero pull off the fake show for the second half of the day.

Watching their carefully laid plans on the verge of successful realization, they never expected such a major upheaval in the evening, causing all their shrewd calculations to come to naught. This left the entire Hero team exceptionally disheartened and enraged.

Zhang Weiping spoke furiously in the conference room: “Li Mu is trying to go for the kill! We already invested ten million today; even if some of it comes back later, it’s still several million yen invested! With what he’s done, we don’t even think about making a single splash with these several million today; it’s all money down the drain!”

The investor representative also growled, his face turning ashen: “Holy sh*t. We planned everything, but we didn’t expect him to be waiting for us here!”

Director Zhang sat silently at the conference table, his mood at its lowest. This film was originally meant to flourish overseas, but to his surprise, it stumbled at home before even going abroad. The dismal box office performance domestically would greatly diminish Hollywood’s expectations for this film. Harvey, that jerk, was already cunning to the extreme; he would probably seize this opportunity to suppress them fiercely. Being usurped of profits by Harvey was a minor issue, but if Harvey lost confidence in this film, then it would truly be completely doomed.

Currently, no Chinese enterprise possessed the capability to distribute and promote films in Hollywood, or even across North America. In the fiercely competitive North American market, if the distributor’s strength was insufficient, achieving high box office was wishful thinking, and winning awards was also an illusion. It was entirely possible that Li Mu’s sniper attack on Hero could shatter his overseas dreams completely.

At this moment, a staff member from the producer saw the awkward atmosphere and subconsciously said, “Everyone, don’t be too pessimistic. After today’s news airs, we should still be able to attract a large number of viewers.”

“It’s no use,” Zhang Weiping waved his hand. “Leaving aside the Major Splash Li Mu’s current event is making, almost attracting all attention, even the cinema chains’ stance clearly shows that they are now more inclined to give as many screening slots as possible to Those Years. Even if there’s a large group of viewers who genuinely want to see Hero tomorrow, they’ll give up because there are no screening slots!”

If the previous paragraph had Hero and Those Years swapped, that would have been the effect Zhang Weiping had hoped for. What he wanted was to compress competitors’ screening slots through artificially boosting box office, to achieve the goal of making it impossible for their rivals’ audience to see the film even if they wanted to. He never expected that one event by Li Mu instantly pushed himself into such a predicament.

A desperate atmosphere permeated the entire conference room. At this moment, the conference room door was pushed open, and a middle-aged woman frantically said, “General Manager Zhang, Director Zhang, the partner cinema chains are contacting us one after another, saying they want to terminate the 60% box office guarantee cooperation with us…”

Zhang Weiping angrily slammed the pen in his hand against the wall, fuming, “These guys are simply going too far! They have no integrity or business ethics!”

The investor representative also roared, his face miraculously turning worse: “They’re going too far! At worst, we’ll give them a 100% guarantee! We’ll lose money just to dampen Li Mu’s sharp edge!”

“It’s useless.” Director Zhang shook his head and said, “General Manager Liu, if you offer the cinema chain 120%, they will certainly be tempted. But how much pressure would the cinema chain have to endure to intentionally reduce the screening slots for a popular film with a 100% attendance rate? If the other party were just an ordinary film and television company, that would be one thing. But the key is that the other party is Muye Films, it’s Li Mu’s company! Everyone has just experienced how strong Li Mu’s influence is, so I won’t elaborate further.”

At this point, Director Zhang paused and added, “What we should be grateful for now is that Li Mu hasn’t exposed our artificially boosting box office. If we don’t stop in time and instead escalate things, once Li Mu exposes this, not only this film, but everyone present will lose face in the film and television industry!”

Director Zhang’s heart was exceptionally gloomy at this moment. He actually just wanted to make a film that could make some noise overseas, whether it was to boost his international influence or to achieve export to domestic sales, it held significant strategic importance for him. But he never expected Li Mu to appear out of nowhere, and he didn’t know what was wrong with him that he agreed to their plan to artificially boost box office and go against Li Mu, completely ignoring that Li Mu was not someone to be trifled with. How many people who tried to bully him had a good ending?

Director Zhang’s words also calmed everyone present, including the investor representative. They had indeed been too eager for success before, blinded by greed, proactively initiating Forced Collision with Li Mu, and launching both overt and covert attacks on him. Now Li Mu had begun to retaliate, and without even directly attacking Hero, he had already pushed Hero to a dead end. If he followed up with direct attacks targeting Hero, wouldn’t they be completely ruined?





Chapter 1119: The Entertainment Industry’s Super Bigwig

The producers and investors of Hero ultimately didn’t dare to continue artificially boosting its box office while facing heavy pressure.

Right from its release, Hero’s public attention was stolen by Those Years. The entire team struggled several times to reverse the situation but only sank deeper. After Li Mu launched the “Relive Those Years” event, Hero completely lost any connection to public attention.

In the following days, Hero’s single-day box office never exceeded two million yuan, but Those Years’ box office, leveraging the popularity of the event and the increasing number of cinema chains joining the Muying Ticketing System, entered an utterly invincible state.

Just as Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu were inspecting the progress of Taobao Express’s Guangdong and Hong Kong express parcel business from Shenzhen City to Hong Kong, Those Years’ box office, thanks to the efforts of people across the country, quickly surpassed the two hundred million yuan mark and continued to climb, setting new records.

Those Years’ box office breaking two hundred million yuan caused a strong chemical reaction throughout the mainland film and television entertainment industry. Firstly, almost all domestic cinemas submitted cooperation applications to Muye Films. Now, they were only waiting for Muye Films to arrive and install the Muying Ticketing System’s software and hardware, train their staff, and verify their qualifications. After passing, the cinema chains would officially join the Muying Ticketing System.

At the current rate, in at most two months, all legitimate cinema chains nationwide would be connected to the Muying Ticketing System. By then, the Muying Ticketing System would rapidly become the largest channel for domestic movie box office, bar none.

Industry insiders could already see through Li Mu’s ambition via the Muying Ticketing System because it had the cinema chains by the throat. Thus, it would have enough deterrent power in the future to force cinema chains to change screening slots. This meant that if a Muye Films movie was released, the Muying Ticketing System would undoubtedly secure the maximum film screening slots for it. If there were competitors at that time, their film screening slots would definitely suffer a huge impact.

In the future, if any industry insider, especially film directors or distribution companies, angered Li Mu, they would truly be miserable. Li Mu could use the Muying Ticketing System to instantly choke their box office revenue.

Besides cinema chains rushing into Muye Films’ embrace, Li Mu, using his various resources, effortlessly strangled to death Bigwig Zhang Yimou’s massive production, Hero. This also showed the entire film and television industry Li Mu’s immense power in resource integration and seizing public attention. If even Zhang Yimou couldn’t snatch box office share from Li Mu, then other directors and distribution companies had even less of a chance.

As a result, Muye Films, a newly established company with only one cinematic film, suddenly became the uncrowned king of the mainland film and television industry.

However, what truly amazed the film and television entertainment industry wasn’t how formidable Muye Films was, but how formidable Li Mu himself was.

After Muye Films rose to prominence with Those Years, the resources in Li Mu’s hands had practically permeated the entire entertainment industry—it could even be said they had completely pierced through it.

Eting.com was the largest and most authoritative music website in China. The vast majority of users’ online streaming needs were met on Eting.com, which had become a crucial battleground for singers. Getting a homepage recommendation slot on Eting.com was incredibly important for every singer. If a song could climb onto Eting.com’s popular leaderboard, that song had already become popular.

With Eting.com in his hands, Li Mu held the lifeline of all singers nationwide. A good song might not become popular without a good platform and opportunity, but if Eting.com was willing to promote a good song, it would inevitably become popular across the country. Similarly, if a good song didn’t receive promotion from Eting.com, the possibility of it becoming hugely popular would be greatly reduced.

Even more interesting, Li Mu also controlled Taobao. Currently, Taobao was China’s largest audio-visual product selling platform. Over half of the legitimate albums in China were sold on the Taobao platform. If he implemented resource coordination, promoting a singer’s song while also promoting their album, it would be equivalent to directly opening up a channel between the star and the user’s wallet!

Furthermore, Li Mu’s Tieba had become the largest gathering place for celebrity fans nationwide. Whether they were singers, film stars, or TV drama stars, all celebrities gathered their fans and popularity on Tieba, and the controlling power of Tieba was entirely in Li Mu’s hands.

At the same time, because the traffic matrix composed of YY, YY.com, and YY123 was extremely massive, Li Mu now possessed the most powerful promotional capabilities. Songs, movies, TV dramas — as long as he was willing to promote them, they could gather an incredibly large amount of popularity in a short time. And popularity, for celebrities, was simply like spiritual energy in xianxia novels; it was the foundation of everything and was irreplaceable in its importance to celebrities.

Now, Li Mu also had the Muying Ticketing System, which was soon to cover the entire country. Consequently, Li Mu gained the ability to closely connect movies with the audience’s wallets. First, he would use his major platforms to promote movies, then attract users to the Muying Ticketing System to buy movie tickets, ultimately allowing users to contribute to the movie box office. This conversion channel was also extremely smooth, and for the entertainment industry, its significance was even greater!

With so many resources in hand, although Li Mu was not part of the entertainment industry himself, he had become the most influential figure within it, a super bigwig revered by everyone in the entertainment industry, and someone everyone dreamed of aligning with, bar none.

…

Li Mu finally felt his extraordinary influence in the entertainment industry because of the eager deference and flattery shown to him by various entertainment industry bigwigs in Hong Kong over the past couple of days.

These bigwigs knew Li Mu was in Hong Kong, so they all actively approached him, either inviting him to dinner, asking him to be a guest at their homes, or inviting him to high-end parties. However, without exception, all these invitations were rejected by Li Mu.

Li Mu suppressed Hero and flexed his muscles precisely to establish his powerful industry influence, thereby rapidly popularizing the Muying Ticketing System. Therefore, at such a time, no matter which movie it was, as long as it was released simultaneously with Those Years, it was an indirect opponent for Li Mu to strike at. He did these things to enhance his influence and promote product development, not because he wished for the entertainment industry to worship and revere him. So, naturally, there was no need for him to accept these invitations from Hong Kong entertainment industry bigwigs.

Besides, Li Mu had no real interest in the entertainment industry itself. He had always viewed this industry from a perspective that transcended it. So, in his opinion, the goal of Those Years monopolizing the top spot had been achieved. The rest, he simply didn’t want to concern himself with.

So, during his days in Hong Kong, Li Mu didn’t show respect to anyone. He merely arranged for Muye Films staff to fly over and purchase the global adaptation rights for Hong Kong cinema’s salvaging work of the year, Infernal Affairs, for three million yuan.

With these rights, in the future, only he would be qualified to adapt the Infernal Affairs series globally. Li Mu acquired the copyright for this film as preparation for his future entry into Hollywood. He could completely invest in making this film in the United States in the future, then spend some money to lobby for a Best Picture award from the Oscars.

However, Hollywood was just a small node in Li Mu’s long journey. In the future, he could slowly develop audience engagement there, but for now, for Li Mu, it was more strategically important to nip SF Express in the bud as soon as possible for his next step of development.

This time, Li Mu planned to completely seize all the Guangdong and Hong Kong express parcels from SF Express through a more efficient operating model and lower charging standards. This strategy was like strangling Hero, using his methods to compress the opponent’s development space to the extreme. By then, he wouldn’t need to fire a shot; the opponent would collapse on their own.

Sometimes, surrounding without attacking, leaving the opponent surrounded on all sides, can be more terrifying than directly attacking them.

To quickly expand his Guangdong and Hong Kong express parcel business, Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu specifically acquired a transport fleet for both Guangdong and Hong Kong at a premium twice its value. At the same time, they built their Hong Kong sorting center and warehousing facilities at the bottleneck position after land route Customs entry.

Hong Kong currently had just over six million people, less than one-third of Yanjing. Logically, for such a volume, there was no need to establish a sorting center, especially since commercial exchanges between the two regions were not particularly extensive right now. Specifically establishing a sorting center in Hong Kong could be considered overkill. Even SF Express, a courier company that was like a fish in water in Guangdong and Hong Kong, hadn’t built a real sorting center in Hong Kong, precisely because it seemed unnecessary.

However, the consensus Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu reached after discussion was: Hong Kong MUST have a sorting center!

The main reason for this was the difference in strategy between Taobao Logistics and SF Express.

SF Express currently only handled genuine Guangdong and Hong Kong express parcels, meaning express parcels from the entire Guangdong Province to Hong Kong, with most of their business concentrated in Shenzhen and Hong Kong. The total volume wasn’t large. But Li Mu already had a complete Taobao Logistics network in the mainland, a logistics network that covered more than half of China and the vast majority of the Chinese population. So, once Taobao Logistics opened its Hong Kong regional business, it wouldn’t just be opening business between Guangdong and Hong Kong; it would be opening business between the entire mainland and Hong Kong.

Shenzhen City itself had a sorting center. In the future, express parcels sent from anywhere in the country to Hong Kong could be directly transported to Shenzhen City for unified sorting and consolidation, and then rapidly transported into Hong Kong by a dedicated cross-border transport fleet. The first stop for these express parcels entering Hong Kong would be the Hong Kong sorting center, from where they would be immediately distributed throughout Hong Kong.

And in the future, express parcels sent from Hong Kong to the rest of the country could also be sorted at the Hong Kong sorting center. Parcels going to Guangdong Province would all go by land transport to the Shenzhen City sorting center. Parcels going to other provinces and cities would directly go by air transport from Hong Kong to various distribution hubs.

Therefore, a sorting center must be established first to make the express parcel business between Hong Kong and the mainland bigger and stronger.

The news that Taobao Logistics was acquiring a cross-border transport fleet and simultaneously establishing a sorting center in Hong Kong quickly spread throughout the logistics industry. For Wang Wei, who was currently doing so well in Guangdong and Hong Kong, this move by Li Mu and Liu Qiangdong had forced him into a dead end!





Chapter 1120: Sticking a Hornet’s Nest

Li Mu and Senior Brother Liu were methodically planning a siege against SF Express, aiming to trap all of SF Express’s viable forces within Guangdong and Hong Kong and completely annihilate them.

Meanwhile, Muying Ticketing system had begun to develop like a snowball in domestic cinema chains.

With the continuous delivery of a large number of Muying self-service ticket dispensers, cinema chains in first-tier and second-tier cities in China had basically all integrated Muying Ticketing system. Moreover, a large number of cinema chains in third- and fourth-tier cities were queuing up, eagerly awaiting Muying Ticketing system.

For those cinema chains that had already integrated Muying Ticketing system, the biggest benefit after integrating the system was that their overall attendance rate was much higher than before.

In the past, users were reluctant to go to the cinema, not just because of ticket prices, but also due to various behavioral costs. However, now, watching movies has entered the internet era, making it much more convenient for users. The total box office naturally continued to rise, and the ultimate beneficiaries, besides the major film and television companies, were the cinema chain owners.

Therefore, cinema chain owners highly praised Muying Ticketing system, but film and television companies did not see it that way.

Given the previous lessons learned from ‘Hero,’ although Muying Ticketing system had increased the total domestic box office, they still harbored strong hostility towards Muying Ticketing system.

The fundamental reason film and television companies were hostile to Muying Ticketing system was that it was entirely uncontrollable for them.

In the past, when everyone competed for screening slots, they would negotiate with the various cinema chain owners. They had cooperated for a long time and generally followed a certain set of implicit rules. However, Muying Ticketing system itself existed above the cinema chains. Aside from Muye Films, no other film and television company could establish a connection with Muying Ticketing system. This naturally greatly reduced the sense of security for film and television companies.

Just as Muying Ticketing system devoured first- and second-tier cities and was preparing to expand aggressively into third- and fourth-tier cities, a sensational rumor suddenly emerged in the Yanjing film and television industry.

The rumor claimed that Muye Films’ ultimate goal was to cover every city nationwide with Muying Ticketing system, and then, with absolute monopoly status, control the screening rights of all cinema chains.

The rumor even warned that if the major cinema chains did not gang up to resist, once Muying Ticketing system spread throughout the country and demanded that cinema chains hand over their screening rights, all major cinema chains would completely lose their ability to resist.

Because by then, a large part of their box office revenue would come from Muying Ticketing system. If any cinema chain dared to disobey, Muying Ticketing system would directly cut off that cinema chain’s online ticketing entrance, causing the cinema chain to suffer severe losses!

Some even warned the major film and television companies that once that time came, any film and television company would become a target for Muye Films. No one could guarantee that a major production, with an investment of over one hundred million, wouldn’t clash with a Muye Films movie. If Muye Films then used Muying Ticketing system to suppress them, a movie with an investment of over one hundred million wouldn’t even be able to recoup tens of millions in box office, wouldn’t that be certain death?

After these rumors came out, multiple derivative versions immediately emerged, and they became increasingly exaggerated. Eventually, it was spread that Muye Films intended to use Muying Ticketing system to crush all rivals and monopolize the domestic film and television industry.

Although there was a lot of baseless speculation in these rumors, it must be said that they did grasp some key points. If Muying Ticketing system achieved a monopolistic layout nationwide, Li Mu could indeed control the nationwide box office screening slots if he wished. If cinema chain owners obeyed, everyone would prosper together; but if they didn’t, he could directly cut off their online ticketing entrance and redirect those users to other cinema chains, which would inevitably lead to heavy losses for the disobedient cinema chain, compelling them to compromise quickly.

It was precisely because the person who released these rumors made such a deduction that the rumors seemed much more credible, making the entire film and television industry, especially film and television company owners, jittery.

While Li Mu was in Hong Kong, several film and television company owners in Yanjing had already gathered to discuss in depth the threat posed by Muye Films and Muying Ticketing system.

When everyone felt a sense of crisis, sitting together would infinitely amplify that crisis. Led by someone with an agenda, these film and television company owners, after several rounds of discussion, were almost kept awake at night by Muye Films and Muying Ticketing system.

After several discussions, the owners of multiple film and television companies indignantly reached a consensus: they must gang up and actively strike to curb Muying Ticketing system and prevent it from growing larger and larger.

Following that, a joint letter written by executives from dozens of film and television companies was sent to the Broadcast and Television leaders, labeling Muying Ticketing system as a “toxic element” harming the healthy development of the film and television industry and a “time bomb” that could destroy commercial cinema at any moment.

In this joint letter, they also earnestly hoped that Broadcast and Television could ban Muying Ticketing system to protect the hard-won domestic commercial film market. Finally, they subtly issued a threat: if Muying Ticketing system continued to develop, major film and television companies would consider suspending the filming of cinema films to avoid becoming sacrifices under a monopoly.

The joint letter from dozens of film and television companies indeed greatly shook the Broadcast and Television leaders. Coupled with someone secretly fanning the flames, Broadcast and Television soon sent an invitation for a meeting to Muye Films.

Ning Hao, as the nominal general manager of Muye Films, immediately contacted Li Mu when he received the meeting invitation and reported it to him.

As soon as Li Mu heard about the meeting with the superiors, his heart gave a sudden jolt. He blurted out, “Has there been any unusual movement in the film and television industry recently?”

Ning Hao thought for a long time and said, “No, I haven’t heard anything unusual.”

Then, Ning Hao asked Li Mu, “Boss, what do you mean by ‘unusual movement’?”

Ning Hao was just a new director, and his first cinema film had not yet been released. He simply couldn’t reach the high-level figures in the film and television industry. Although dozens of film and television companies discussed ways to counter Muying together, all the participants were “heads,” so no news was ever released within the industry. Ning Hao was completely unaware of this and had not heard any whispers.

Seeing Ning Hao ask such a question, Li Mu knew that with his status, connections, and influence in the industry, he probably couldn’t access truly core information. So, he had no choice but to ask, “When is the meeting?”

Ning Hao said, “The day after tomorrow, at ten in the morning.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, I’ll have someone inquire about the situation first. You can go to the meeting then. If the superior leaders have any requests, just say you’ll note them down and report back to me; don’t make any verbal promises.”

Ning Hao heard Li Mu’s unusually cautious tone and couldn’t help but ask, “Boss, will this meeting with the leaders be trouble?”

“I don’t know,” Li Mu said gravely, “But for us, it definitely won’t be anything good.”

Ning Hao asked him, “Why do you say that?”

Li Mu didn’t answer his question but instead counter-asked, “What does the runner in the lead fear most in a race?”

Ning Hao thought for a moment and said, “Probably making a mistake?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “They fear the referee suddenly jumping out!”

After saying that, Li Mu added, “Originally, running in the lead with an absolute advantage, as long as there’s no external interference, they’re bound to win the race. If the referee comes out at this point, even if they don’t spoil things, it’s certainly not for anything good. On the contrary, for the lagging runners who see the gap widening and the leading runner making no mistakes, their only hope can be placed on the referee.”

Li Mu didn’t elaborate, but it’s the same for businesses. For companies that specialize in novel ventures and are enjoying smooth sailing, what they fear most is a meeting with superiors. Because at this point, it often marks the beginning of superior authorities imposing regulations on new fields. If a new domain is to be regulated, the biggest impact will inevitably fall on the leader.

Li Mu’s intuition at this moment was not optimistic. He felt that this meeting would not yield anything beneficial for him; on the contrary, it might even have some adverse effects.

So, Li Mu hung up on Ning Hao and immediately called Chen Ze. Chen Ze was a scion of an official family, so his information would certainly be much better informed than the average person. Moreover, this matter itself was related to a ministry or commission. If there was truly some hidden agenda, Chen Ze was the most likely person to uncover it.

Chen Ze had been busy with Wanying Real Estate recently, as well as the racetrack and CSC Club he invested in with Li Mu, keeping him fully occupied. Therefore, he hadn’t paid attention to many news developments. When Li Mu mentioned that Muye Films was invited for a meeting, he also expressed confusion, having heard nothing beforehand. However, he took the matter very seriously and immediately used his connections to help Li Mu gather information.

Less than an hour later, Chen Ze called Li Mu back. As soon as the call connected, Chen Ze said to Li Mu, “Brother, you’ve really stirred up a hornet’s nest this time!”

Li Mu frowned, “What? Have I offended a lot of people?”

Chen Ze said, “Dozens of film and television company owners jointly submitted a letter to the superior leaders, claiming that your Muying Ticketing system is suspected of monopoly, unfair competition, and disrupting industry balance. They even said that if Muying Ticketing system isn’t abolished, the entire national film and television industry will be destroyed by it.”

“Holy cough!” Li Mu immediately bristled, “This is absolutely absurd! Muying Ticketing system has increased the total national box office by more than three times compared to the same period last year. I’m helping them add more to their pot, and they’re ungrateful, ganging up to slander me?”

Chen Ze said, “I estimate this matter isn’t as simple as it appears on the surface. Someone must be plotting and pushing it from behind the scenes. I’ve already asked someone to help inquire about it. I’ll let you know as soon as I have any news.”

Li Mu hummed, then asked, “Have you heard what the leaders specifically plan to do concerning Muying Films at this meeting?”

Chen Ze said, “The biggest possibility is to force your Muying Ticketing system to open its data and accept superior management, or to forcibly split it. I heard that someone suggested limiting the entire Muying Ticketing system to a network ticketing tool, taking specific control from your hands and decentralizing it to the major cinema chains to manage themselves. At that point, you would only provide services and collect revenue share, with the rest entirely up to the cinema chains…”





Chapter 1121: Full Firepower Is the Way to Go!

The information Chen Ze uncovered instantly infuriated Li Mu!

The Muye Ticketing System held two major strategic significances for him. First, it served as an online ticketing tool for major cinema chains to adopt, subsequently earning a share of box office revenue. Second, it was to transfer as much of the total box office as possible to the online ticketing system, thereby controlling the throat of the entire film and television monetization end, thus helping Muye Media penetrate the upstream and downstream of the entire film and television industry.

For Li Mu, in the strategic layout phase, money always comes after strategy. In this strategy-first stage, the second point mentioned above was the Muye Ticketing System’s greatest significance. If higher-level authorities were to truly split the Muye Ticketing System, making it merely a tool freely controlled by major cinema chains, then this system would be useless to him beyond making money.

To use a more vivid analogy, the Muye Ticketing System was currently like Shanda Games’ Blood Legend. Although it consisted of dozens of servers, it was an integrated entity independently controlled by Shanda Games. If Shanda Games’ controlling power were to be stripped, and these servers were split up, completely controlled individually by various small bosses, wouldn’t that throw everything into chaos? Shanda Games wouldn’t be able to interfere with anything other than collecting money, and its own product would become a tool for others.

Li Mu, rarely one to swear, cursed: “Holy sh*t, someone with ill intentions must be stabbing us in the back. It’s too damn despicable!”

Chen Ze advised, “Don’t get so worked up. Someone is indeed instigating this behind the scenes. They’ve painted your Muye Ticketing System as a cancer in the film and television industry, successfully stirring up a lot of hatred for you within the industry. But you don’t need to worry too much. With your current social status and influence, if you’re firm, no one can dismantle your Muye Ticketing System.”

Li Mu grunted, and sighed.

He naturally knew that currently, it was just the higher-level authorities in the film and television industry requesting a meeting. What demands they might make was still unknown. Even if they truly demanded to split the Muye Ticketing System, if he firmly refused, with his current strength, he could certainly protect the product. However, this hardline approach, while preserving the Muye Ticketing System, wouldn’t change the attitude of the entire film and television industry, which would view it as a major enemy. At that point, he didn’t know how these film and television companies would further demonize his online ticketing system.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a surge of anger. Every industry had its vested interests who, to maintain their benefits, wished the industry would never innovate or progress, just like how domestic mobile phones had their Wi-Fi functionality crippled back then.

Without needing to think, Li Mu could guess that his suppression of Hero’s movie box office must have affected many people’s interests, and also provided others with talking points and grounds for wild speculation. However, these film and television company leaders who were incited truly had no brains. While it was true he suppressed Hero, he did so through non-contact warfare, using only his influence in other fields and a publicity campaign he orchestrated, never once using the Muye Ticketing System to suppress Hero.

Anyone with a bit of long-term vision should be able to see what the Muye Ticketing System means for the entire movie box office.

It was equivalent to an industrial revolution in the film industry, truly innovating the entire solution for users to pay and watch movies. This solution was developing so rapidly that, if next year’s SARS outbreak was disregarded, the national box office volume could at least triple or even increase more. This meant the film and television industry’s pie had expanded threefold. Those who couldn’t eat enough before could now eat their fill; those who ate enough before could now eat well; and those who ate well before could now be overflowing with prosperity.

If this system were truly stifled because of these jerks’ joint complaints, then the entire industry would have to wait at least three more years to truly take off.

After much thought, Li Mu immediately called Chen Tong, who was in charge of the blog at Muye Technology, and instructed him to prepare to cooperate. At this moment, Li Mu was ready to counterattack!

…

Some people in the film and television industry, harboring hatred towards Li Mu, weren’t ready to stop. On the contrary, to increase pressure on higher-level authorities and gain sufficient public support, they began hiring various ghostwriters to voice their opinions in different fields.

Some wrote columns in newspapers, stating that the film and television industry, as a bridgehead in the cultural sphere, must not be “internetized” to preserve its purity. Others spoke eloquently in front of reporters’ cameras, believing that moving movie ticket sales online was tantamount to “to spoil things by excessive enthusiasm” for the film and television industry, arguing that while it might bring temporary prosperity, in the long run, it would definitely dealt a huge blow to domestic movie box office.

These voices were all outwardly strong, inwardly weak. They sounded sensational, yet lacked any reliable logic to support their theories. Why couldn’t the film and television industry be internetized? Why was the online ticketing system “to spoil things by excessive enthusiasm”? In Li Mu’s view, these theories were utterly nonsensical, simply criticizing for the sake of criticizing.

Besides these remarks, there were also people vocally defending Hero. These individuals almost universally regarded Hero as the pinnacle of domestic cinema, touting how perfect its plot was, how ingenious the director’s handling of every shot was, and even promoting the film as possessing a profound cultural foundation/heritage, the very essence of China’s five-thousand-year civilization. Yet, such a “peerless classic” suffered the most dismal Waterloo in the history of Chinese cinema at the box office, with the element of artificial suppression already glaringly evident.

A large number of writers aimed their spears at Muye Media and the Muye Ticketing System, but not a single one dared to speak plainly. They merely used indirect criticism, hoping to create a public opinion effect through such statements and further pressure the higher-level authorities.

Li Mu paid no attention to this tactic. He gave no substantive reaction, merely watching these people stir trouble in the film and television and media industries.

To Li Mu, he held two Jokers, four 2s, four Aces, four Kings, four Queens, and four Jacks. His opponent didn’t even have a single playable card, yet thought they could pull off an easy success with combinations like “Airplane” or “Straight”. It was simply wishful thinking. For such opponents, Li Mu wouldn’t play a card unless necessary, but once he did, any bomb would be enough to trap all the opponent’s cards in their hand.

Therefore, the only proactive thing Li Mu did regarding this matter was to have Zhao Kang find out who was secretly pulling strings, slowly instigating the entire film and television industry. As long as he found that person, he would definitely find a way to make them suffer misery worse than death within this industry!

Two days later, a nervous Ning Hao walked into the Broadcast Administration, looking dumbfounded.

As a representative of Muye Media, at this moment, he felt particularly lacking confidence.

Ning Hao admitted that he was terrible at everything except making movies. Being asked to come and converse with executives as a company leader, he was not only nervous but also completely at a loss as to how to respond to the various questions the leaders would raise.

However, he was fortunate to have Li Mu’s instructions: if the leaders made demands and he didn’t know what to say, he should simply state that he couldn’t make the decision and would relay these instructions to General Manager Li.

When Ning Hao arrived at the designated office as agreed, the leaders who were to meet with him had already been waiting for him for a long time.

The higher-level authorities had already formulated a plan. This time, they intended to find a way to split up the Muye Ticketing System. Ostensibly, it would be split, with its decision-making power returned to all cinema chains. Then, after a period, they would reassemble the dismantled system under the pretext of unified management, at which point they themselves would make decisions and determine its location tracking.

Ning Hao went in looking dumbfounded, and came out looking enraged ten minutes later.

He hadn’t expected that the higher-level authorities actually wanted to split the Muye Ticketing System. They demanded that Muye Media publicly release all the code and backend of the Muye Ticketing System, and that each cinema chain itself be in primary control of its online ticketing business. Muye Media, as a solution provider, could, according to their previous contract, take five percent of the online sales box office.

After Ning Hao heard the leaders’ demands, his internal frustration made his earlier tension vanish entirely. He simply replied, “My apologies, esteemed leaders, but I cannot make this decision. It requires personal approval from our General Manager Li.”

When the leaders heard Ning Hao mention Li Mu, their expressions all showed some tension, but they quickly returned to normal a moment later. To them, while Li Mu couldn’t be provoked, the Muye Ticketing System could be. This was because its operations fell squarely within their functional jurisdiction, and by legal basis, they had the right to rectify it. This aligned with intelligent location tracking, and did not involve any irregular operations. Since that was the case, whose company was it anyway?

Therefore, one of the leaders blurted out, “Then relay this to your General Manager Li: we are not negotiating, but informing him of our final decision. Tell him to proceed with implementation as soon as possible, or we have the right to conduct a thorough rectification of your Muye Media and the Muye Ticketing System, and even revoke your company’s relevant qualifications.”

Following that, the meeting concluded, and Ning Hao was promptly escorted out.

An enraged Ning Hao immediately reported this to Li Mu. Li Mu didn’t show much emotional fluctuation. For him, he wasn’t afraid of anyone taking the Muye Ticketing System away. He just wanted to know who was behind all this instigation.

Fortunately, Zhao Kang’s investigation quickly yielded results. According to the information he gathered, an online army team specializing in blacklisting Muye Media and the Muye Ticketing System had close ties with Hero’s production company. To facilitate easier cooperation with companies, this online army team had specifically registered a technology company long ago, then used the company’s shell to conduct business-to-business transactions with Hero’s production company.

The more detailed chain of evidence was: Hero’s producer had transferred a total of fifty-seven thousand Renminbi to this online army team in three separate installments.

Receiving this result, Li Mu wasn’t surprised in the least. He just mused, it seemed he had been too merciful to these people. Given the current situation, who cared about non-contact warfare? Full firepower was the way to go!





Chapter 1122: Li Mu’s Counterattack!

Because Li Mu’s mind was completely occupied with making a big move, he gave no substantial response to the higher-ups’ request to split the Muye Ticketing System.

At the same time, while arranging for Zhao Kang to continue searching for relevant evidence, he also brought in the private detectives he had previously worked with to partner with Zhao Kang. Both sides secretly began following the lead of the Hero team deliberately hiring an online army to attack Muye Media and the Muye Ticketing System, tracing back to the source and digging deeper.

Whether it was the Hero team or other unsavory individuals in the film and television industry who were harboring ill intentions, they all shared a common characteristic: when digging pits for others, they weren’t professional enough.

If Li Mu were the one trying to trap others, he wouldn’t just dig the pit as deep as possible; he would also bury the clues even deeper, ensuring the other party wouldn’t find any evidence related to him even if they died. He would never impulsively grab a shovel and start digging without concealing his tracks at all. If that happened, it would be fine if he trapped them to death, but if he didn’t, the first thing the other party would do after crawling out of the pit would be to fight him to the death.

Some unscrupulous individuals in the film and television industry hadn’t yet reached a very high level in terms of their overall logical thinking and organizational structure. So, if one truly traced this lead upwards, the relevant evidence that could be found was simply overwhelming.

More and more evidence and clues began to converge before Li Mu. Chen Ze had also been inquiring on his behalf about the movements of the relevant authorities. On the third day after Muye Media was summoned for a meeting, the relevant authorities issued an important notice to film and television companies and cinema chains nationwide.

The content of the notice was very simple: Any film and television company or cinema chain must not sell movie tickets on the Muye Ticketing System, otherwise, the producer / production company and cinema chain would be severely punished!

If any film sold tickets on the Muye Ticketing System, the producer / production company of that film would be severely punished, and no new films would be allowed to be released in cinemas for six months;

If any cinema chain sold tickets on the Muye Ticketing System, that cinema chain would be ordered to cease operations for rectification, and the specific period of suspension would be determined based on the specific circumstances of the cinema chain’s violation!

This notice immediately caused an uproar in the film and television industry, and even nationwide!

Many film and television companies cheered, but all the cinema chains felt immense anger. Losing this online ticketing portal, their recently rising occupancy rates would instantly revert to their original state, and a sharp drop in revenue was inevitable.

Many other industry professionals impassively observed the unfolding drama, feeling that the relevant authorities were truly formidable this time, directly challenging Li Mu. Given Li Mu’s immense global influence in the internet industry, it was truly uncertain who would gain the upper hand when these two clashed.

However, once the media reports came out, public opinion overwhelmingly supported Li Mu. This was because Li Mu had simply too many supporters in the country, and regardless of whether people had used the Muye Ticketing System or not, they could clearly feel that the Muye Ticketing System itself was an impeccable product. Why should such a good product be so strictly controlled by the relevant authorities?

The relevant authorities seemed to have anticipated such voices of doubt long ago, so when facing media interviews, they stated very seriously:

The relevant authorities themselves were also very optimistic about the Muye Ticketing System, but the reason they sought to control or even isolate it was that the Muye Ticketing System itself did not possess any professional qualifications for the film and television industry, and it also lacked industry standards.

They hoped the Muye Ticketing System could make certain adjustments to comply with the standards and requirements of the film and television industry, but this was rejected by Muye Media. Under these circumstances, they had no choice but to adopt a temporary isolation method for the Muye Ticketing System to seek common ground with it.

The relevant authorities even appealed to the public through the media to view the matter calmly, stating that every industry has its own rules, and every era has its own methods of handling things. Just like in the Planned economy era, to ensure market balance and supply-demand stability, the state had to crack down on “speculation and profiteering” and “reselling for profit,” common commercial behaviors in a market economy environment. The reason for restricting the Muye Ticketing System was the same: the relevant authorities themselves were not trying to suppress the development of the Muye Ticketing System, but rather hoped it could develop in a healthier manner.

In the end, the relevant authorities even spoke out to Li Mu through the media, stating that they hoped the leadership of Muye Media could view the issue calmly, and that they welcomed him at any time to further discuss related matters, to jointly allow the Muye Ticketing System to appear in the public eye in a healthier form.

The relevant authorities’ explanation was reasonable and well-founded, and to a certain extent, it could also convince people. Thus, it quickly greatly reduced the public’s condemnation. Many people thought that as long as Li Mu had a good talk with the leaders of the relevant authorities and made appropriate compromises, the Muye Ticketing System could still be re-accepted by major cinema chains and film and television companies.

Soon after the relevant authorities’ explanation was released, YY, YY.com, YY123, and even YY Blog all pushed a message to their users:

Li Mu: My personal blog has officially launched, and the Era of Mass Self-Media has officially arrived!

This was what Li Mu had previously asked Chen Tong to prepare for him.

His counterattack was finally about to begin.

…

Ever since Li Mu’s inspiring speech at Harvard, a large number of people who regarded him as a beacon in their lives had been waiting for him to once again bring that truly soul-stirring impact to the world. His only encounter with the media after returning to the country was simply to introduce business operations, without any words that truly stirred people’s hearts.

And this push notification marked Li Mu’s first time writing an article online, so everyone flooded the promotional link in a swarm, entering Li Mu’s personal blog page, eager to see what kind of impact and enlightenment he would bring with his words this time.

Since its launch, the blog platform had been in a continuous phase of refinement and gestation. The stars who settled on the blog platform early on were those who had already built up considerable popularity on Tieba for a long time. They realized the importance of internet marketing, so when the blog platform launched, most of them joined immediately.

And precisely because of this, the blog platform was labeled as a Tieba product to a certain extent, becoming a spin-off product of Tieba in the eyes of many users.

In Li Mu’s view, Tieba and blog platforms were both content-interactive products, with content plus interaction as their core model. However, these two products had significant differences in the proportion of these two major elements: content and interaction.

Tieba was a product with light content and heavy interaction. One could simply take a simple title and initiate an online give and take interaction. This is also why Tieba had many active users and why a single post often received tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of replies.

Unlike Tieba, blog platforms were products with heavy content and light interaction. Blogs with only a dozen or so words were extremely rare and served little purpose in such a product. Most blog content consisted of longer articles, typically hundreds of words to within ten thousand words. Articles needed clear positioning, distinct arguments, and rich information transfer. Therefore, in the era when blogs exploded in popularity, every blog post by a famous blogger was very heartfelt and exceptionally content-rich. However, precisely because the content was so strong, it was difficult for audiences and readers to generate the same level of interaction with bloggers using content of similar length and quality. In this situation, most audiences and readers could only act as content recipients, so interaction naturally fell behind.

Later, Weibo combined the strengths and weaknesses of these two products. Initially, Weibo limited content to short posts of 140 characters, making content creation many times faster than blogs. Moreover, the content was relatively quick to consume, making interaction more convenient.

For the past few months, Chen Tong had been following the existing blog operational strategy to build YY Blog. In terms of product and celebrity appeal, it had already done very well, but fundamentally, he hadn’t yet realized the core point of blogging.

In Chen Tong’s eyes, a blog platform was a traffic and content-oriented platform, whose task was to create various celebrity blogs and use their content and influence to attract traffic and increase the platform’s value.

But in Li Mu’s eyes, a blog platform wasn’t just about traffic or content; it was something deeper: self-media.

Therefore, the first piece of content on Li Mu’s blog directly told everyone in its title: The Era of Mass Self-Media has arrived!

In this article, Li Mu first thanked everyone for following his personal blog. After briefly introducing his efforts in Guangdong Province to fully promote the development of Taobao Logistics, he officially dove into the main topic.

In the title, Li Mu had already put forward the concept of “self-media.” In the subsequent main text, he for the first time defined the three words “self-media.” His original words were: “Self-media refers to the private, free, and autonomous media of every citizen.”

Li Mu stated: “In this era, the word ‘media’ no longer belonged to a traditional organization or institution. Therefore, in the era of self-media, no self-media would be limited to a TV station, radio station, magazine, newspaper, or a portal website. It had nothing to do with the platform, only with people.”

“Every citizen could create their own website on the internet. You could create your own content, share your own stories, and spread your own views and values online, thereby building it into your own private self-media.”

“If you felt you didn’t have the ability to create a personal website but were interested in building your own self-media, then I sincerely welcome you to join YY Blog. YY Blog itself was positioned as a self-media platform; it was open to all users and provided unified technical and product support.”

“YY always maintains supreme respect for products, content, and users. Our full commitment, coupled with the hundreds of millions of users in the entire YY ecosystem, will certainly give you better opportunities for display, giving you a greater chance for netizens across the entire internet to know, understand, follow, and even follow you, and you will also have the opportunity to possess extraordinary online influence.”

The concept of “self-media” put forward by Li Mu immediately attracted the attention of countless users. They had originally thought that blog platforms were just for celebrities, but now they understood that the blog platform was actually a “self-media” platform whose true purpose was to give everyone the opportunity to become an independent piece of media to share their views and events.

Solely relying on the concept of self-media, the status of blog platforms in the minds of netizens underwent an earth-shattering change, instantly gaining immense attention from netizens with an extremely high degree of swagger. And at this moment, the entire YY system issued a second push notification regarding the blog platform. The title of the push notification was:

《Li Mu: How to Strangle Progress》





Chapter 1123: How to Strangle Progress!

The article, “Li Mu: How to Strangle Progress,” was Li Mu’s first blog post after officially introducing the “self-media” concept. It was also the first independent viewpoint he presented to society after formally stepping into the role of “self-media.”

Thanks to Li Mu’s immense influence, the article garnered attention across the entire internet immediately after its release.

In the article, Li Mu did not directly explain the relationship between the Muye Ticketing System and the film and television companies, nor did he detail the situation of being jointly slandered and reported by them. Instead, he began the article with a story still relatively unfamiliar to the people of China.

The story Li Mu described in the article unfolded between Edison, a figure well-known to the Chinese public, and Tesla, a person largely unknown, even unheard of by most.

Edison was a highly revered scientist among the Chinese public. Textbooks and folk tales attributed many labels to him, such as: humble origins, self-reliance, love for science, perseverance, low-key humility, and so on. Each was a classic popular element in inspirational stories, so for a long time, Edison enjoyed extremely high recognition within China and was an object of admiration and study for everyone.

However, it wasn’t until Elon Musk’s Tesla exploded in popularity worldwide that many people began to trace the origin of the brand name “Tesla.” Subsequently, they discovered the absolute genius—Nikola Tesla.

Li Mu could be considered the first celebrity in China to openly “fire cannons” at Edison. In his article, he described in relatively detail how the semi-illiterate Edison, who knew neither calculus nor advanced Mathematics, for his own benefit and for the popularization of his direct current, launched various attacks and slanders against Tesla and the alternating current he vigorously promoted. He even resorted to using the lives of a large number of animals to make people turned pale at the mention of alternating current.

Historically, Tesla and his alternating current were almost destroyed by Edison; alternating current was even branded as demonic. However, Tesla ultimately, through his unremitting effort, made the world accept the more advanced and scientific alternating current. Tesla eventually gave up the patent for alternating current, abandoning the opportunity to become a billionaire.

But Edison still refused to let him go. He tried to sow discord, causing Morgan to kick Tesla out and continuously employed various despicable means to drive Tesla to a dead end, resulting in the brilliant genius Tesla ultimately dying from poverty and illness in a dilapidated hotel.

This story, appearing at a time when Edison’s stories and his statements about genius were still in textbooks, instantly stunned all netizens. They couldn’t believe that Edison, whom they had learned about and admired since childhood, could be such a despicable and shameless scoundrel. Moreover, they had no idea who Tesla was.

If this story had come from anyone else, probably no one would have believed it. However, because it came from Li Mu’s personal blog, everyone hesitated and felt torn. Edison was considered a great scientist in people’s minds, and Li Mu naturally couldn’t be compared to him. But the impression Li Mu left on everyone, besides being an internet genius, included a very clear label: Li Mu was always highly responsible for his words and actions, meaning Li Mu never spoke irresponsibly to the public on any matter.

People were momentarily trapped in a bizarre quagmire: they dared not believe what Li Mu said was true, nor dared they believe it was false.

Before everyone could verify the story that tarnished Edison’s image, Li Mu’s subsequent content began to shifted the topic back to the Muye Ticketing System, which was Li Mu’s main focus for the day.

Li Mu, in the article, introduced the process of the Muye Ticketing System from its inception as an idea to its eventual rollout. According to Li Mu’s own words, the reason this product was created was: “To revolutionize and enhance the user experience of watching movies at cinemas, Muye Media innovated with an unprecedented product logic, putting the entire process of choosing a cinema, selecting a film, picking seats, and buying tickets entirely online. This allows users to complete all preparations before watching a movie without leaving their homes.”

“Undoubtedly, this is an excellent product that can greatly enhance user experience. Compared to traditional offline ticketing solutions, this system offers immense convenience to users, arguably leading the original products by at least one era. Since it is a superior product, even if it cannot replace existing products, it should at least reasonably exist.”

“However, just like Tesla’s alternating current, its very birth touched the vested interest groups under the original products. As a result, shortly after this system went online, it was jointly reported by dozens of film and television companies. For these film and television companies, their eyes see no user interests, no industry future—only their own profit!”

“In the minds of these foolish and shortsighted film and television companies, as long as their own interests are not violated, they would rather see the industry’s development stagnate forever! They would rather see user experience stagnate forever! They would rather see China’s entire film and television industry and box office market stagnate forever! For such selfish people, they are not striving to build an industry, but doing everything in their power to drag down an innovator, intent on eradicating them as quickly as possible!”

“Over a hundred years ago, Edison vividly demonstrated to us ‘how to strangle progress.’ Today, over a hundred years later, those dozens of film and television companies that jointly reported the Muye Ticketing System are following Edison’s old path, trying to stage ‘how to strangle progress’ once again in the Chinese film and television industry. They want to eliminate the Muye Ticketing System, drag the industry into an unmoving quagmire, and thereby protect their own share of the pie. How laughable are these narrow-minded people!”

“Over a hundred years ago, Edison, wielding overwhelming power, ultimately failed to prevent Tesla’s alternating current from spreading throughout the world. Today, over a hundred years later, these clownish film and television companies shouldn’t even think about stopping the Muye Ticketing System’s advance! Nor should they even think about stopping the entire Muye Technology’s progress! We will eventually prove to the world that only products with a user comes first core philosophy, constantly moving forward and constantly improving, can achieve ultimate success!”

…

Li Mu’s “How to Strangle Progress!” immediately exploded in popularity online!

Although many users didn’t know who was right or wrong between Edison and Tesla, they did know that a group of ill-intentioned film and television companies were trying to strangle Li Mu’s great innovation in the film and television industry!

Many netizens had used the Muye Ticketing System, and they deeply knew that this system had overturned the traditional user experience of watching movies. They deeply understood that this product, which internet-ized “movie watching,” held great significance, just like YY and Taobao. If the Muye Ticketing System were jointly strangled by these people this time, then in the future, if Li Mu had other great products, would they also be strangled by another wave of vested interest groups?

Netizens were almost all Li Mu’s fans, and no one wanted to see Li Mu targeted by such despicable people. Consequently, public outrage immediately surged online, with everyone verbally attacking the unnamed film and television companies. Many netizens even posted messages of support online, jointly backing Li Mu and the Muye Ticketing System.

When this blog post became popular online, the owners of several film and television companies were instantly dumbfounded. None of them had expected Li Mu to counterattack in such a way! He had completely exposed them. Through this article, Li Mu and the Muye Ticketing System immediately gained absolute initiative in public opinion, putting these film and television companies in an extremely passive position.

However, that was far from the end!

At the same time, many resourceful netizens began searching for information about Edison and Tesla, some even needing to look for English-language materials on overseas websites. But once netizens became passionate, their power was unimaginable. A few hours later, a large number of related materials translated into Chinese appeared on the domestic internet. This time, Edison’s perfect image, maintained for years in China, collapsed along with Li Mu’s blog post!

Regarding what kind of person Edison was and the detailed evidence of how he desperately attacked Tesla, Li Mu’s mention in “How to Strangle Progress!” was merely the tip of the iceberg. As many netizens worked together, numerous fragmented related contents were compiled and gradually presented to the public. It was then that people discovered that Edison, whom they had always admired, was actually an out-and-out scum!

To strangle Tesla, Edison stopped at almost nothing; many of his methods were so despicable they defied imagination!

Immediately, the story of Edison and Tesla stirred up enormous waves on the Chinese internet! Driven by this, the joint reporting of the Muye Ticketing System further enraged the public!

“Li Mu has done so much for us, now it’s time for us to do something for Li Mu!”

“We absolutely cannot allow these industry scumbags to hinder the progress of the industry! If we let such despicable people succeed, then how can we speak of progress in the future?”

“I am a loyal user of the Muye Ticketing System. If the film industry reverts to its previous state, I will never go to the cinema to watch movies again!”

“Holy sh*t, Your father here is a fan of Teacher Li Mu! Whoever dares bully Teacher Li Mu is bullying Your father here!”

“Could some top netizen please dox these bastard film and television companies quickly? Your father here wants to challenge them to a one-on-one fight! To vent for Teacher Li Mu!”

Soon, the denounced verbally and in writing against these film and television companies reached an unprecedented peak!

All netizens were filled with public outrage, hating these film and television companies that tried to hinder the development of the film industry!

Subsequently, the personal information of every film and television company owner was anonymously published. Netizens didn’t know exactly who among these people participated in the act of strangling the Muye Ticketing System, so to avoid missing anyone, they simply launched a full-scale attack, leaving no one out!

The phone numbers of major film and television company owners were leaked, and their phones were immediately overwhelmed by calls from angry netizens. Besides calling to verbally abuse them, more netizens who couldn’t get through started a barrage of texts, forcing all the film and television company owners’ mobile phones to be turned off.

Higher-level leaders also learned about the entire incident and immediately issued a document to the superior management department of the film and television industry, explicitly requiring them: never to artificially obstruct the development and progress of the film industry! Any perverse actions must be corrected immediately and remedied, and relevant responsible parties were warned never to make such mistakes again!

The management department quickly implemented remedial measures: they immediately announced the withdrawal of the relevant punitive decisions against the Muye Ticketing System, simultaneously rejected all joint reports from industry insiders, and declared that they would absolutely follow market laws and actively promote industry development!

Overnight, the situation was completely rewritten by Li Mu! And in his hand, he still held a freshly compiled detailed list, containing all the companies and relevant responsible persons who participated in the joint reports and even tarnished the Muye Ticketing System online.

The real counterattack had only just begun!





Chapter 1124: Catch Them Off Guard

When Li Mu wrote the article “How to Strangle Progress,” he had already decided to fight these dozens of film and television companies to the very end.

At this moment, the success or failure of the Muye Ticketing System no longer held meaning just for the system itself; rather, Li Mu intended to use this opportunity to completely eliminate the practice of traditional industries attempting to suppress new innovations through policy. He wanted to deliver a powerful blow to these vested interests, ensuring that such situations would never happen again in the future.

In the future, many more innovations, like the Muye Ticketing System, would launch revolutionary impacts on traditional industries. In Li Mu’s view, as long as these innovations were reasonable, legitimate, and legal, there was absolutely no issue. While such impacts were brutal, they were essential for social progress and industry development. The free market should respect every impact initiated by new innovations and respect the market principle of survival of the fittest.

However, if vested interests were allowed to set a precedent, for them to realize they could use policy to strangle their opponents when they couldn’t compete in terms of products or business models, then this industry would inevitably go down the wrong path in the future.

Even telecom operators like China Mobile and China Unicom couldn’t withstand the impact brought by mobile Wi-Fi, let alone the innovation brought by WeChat. Although they couldn’t hold out for too long on the mobile Wi-Fi issue, it still affected the pace of mobile internet adoption in China. If, in that era, China’s domestic mobile phones had started to universally feature Wi-Fi, then China’s mobile internet would have started much earlier, and Wi-Fi hardware would have experienced exponential growth even sooner.

No one knows how many excellent products and companies were stifled invisibly during the era when mobile Wi-Fi functionality was castrated. If mobile hardware features hadn’t been castrated during that period, perhaps one or even multiple internet companies with a scale of tens of billions or hundreds of billions would have emerged in the mobile internet sector; perhaps China’s mobile internet could have gone global earlier, catching up with the Western world, or even created influential software applications in the Western mobile internet sphere. Although this is a hypothetical proposition, it still made Li Mu feel a chilling dread upon closer thought.

Therefore, within Li Mu’s capabilities, he did not want China’s internet industry, in its stage of striving to catch up, to encounter any undue resistance. This was his inescapable sense of responsibility towards the internet, as an internet professional of two lifetimes!

The Muye Ticketing System was the first internet product in China, in this lifetime, to have a full-scale confrontation with a brick-and-mortar industry.

For other products, while they might affect some brick-and-mortar industries, due to their short development time and not yet having truly formed a significant presence, they rarely escalated to a full-ranging confrontation from the market to the industry and then to the practitioners, let alone to a policy-level confrontation. But the Muye Ticketing System successfully achieved this. Therefore, facing these film and television companies that ganged up on it, Li Mu had to protect it!

Now, the sudden shift in attitude from the superior regulatory department, from control to affirmation, had fundamentally ensured that the Muye Ticketing System would no longer suffer any policy impact. The security issue of the Muye Ticketing System was completely resolved. Those film and television companies had lost their greatest reliance and completely lost their ability to interfere with the Muye Ticketing System. However, for Li Mu, this was far from enough!

Because Li Mu’s fundamental goal was not only to protect the Muye Ticketing System but also to ensure it didn’t suffer even a shred of grievance!

This group of film and television companies wanted to achieve a goal through unconventional means and use others for their own ends. How could simply crushing their scheme be enough? They must be made to pay a huge price!

Currently, Li Mu held a large amount of insider information. Once exposed, it would absolutely ruin the reputations of the owners of these dozens of film and television companies. Several of the instigators would probably instantly become a rat scurrying across the street, hated by everyone. However, Li Mu had not yet decided to immediately release this information. It wasn’t because he was soft-hearted, but because the best timing had not yet arrived!

Speaking of the best timing, on this matter, Ben Clarkson, who had just traveled thousands of miles from America to China to join Muye Technology, gave Li Mu an excellent suggestion.

Ben Clarkson previously served as Editor-in-Chief at Silicon-Valley Magazine in Silicon Valley and had a very deep understanding of the internet. That’s why Li Mu poached him and established a Strategic Research Office for him to serve as the Chief Consultant. This Strategic Research Office was, in essence, Li Mu’s think tank, his second brain, whose responsibility was to think, correct his errors, and conduct all analyses related to enterprise development for him.

Regarding the incident where the Muye Ticketing System was jointly boycotted by film and television companies, Ben Clarkson’s suggestion to Li Mu was: as long as the government clearly states it will no longer restrict the Muye Ticketing System’s development, then try to make this matter have a huge impact overseas as well.

Ben Clarkson’s reasoning was: Muye Technology is now a truly global internet company, with YY users worldwide, so everyone’s attention to Muye Technology and Li Mu is global in scope. Therefore, if the story of the Muye Ticketing System being jointly boycotted by traditional industries in China and attempts to strangle industry progress through policy were conveyed overseas, it would surely create a very significant global impact, which would bring many benefits.

First, news events can increase exposure, greatly promoting a company’s visibility, so the bigger this matter becomes, the more Muye Technology will benefit;

Second, strangling progress is something strongly resisted worldwide. Muye Technology can use this to gain more sympathy and goodwill globally;

Third, expanding influence will bring a more significant blow and a more far-reaching impact to those film and television companies that backstabbed them;

Finally, it can lay a solid foundation for the Muye Ticketing System’s global popularization and promotion in advance, preparing for its future global development.

The Muye Ticketing System itself is a very advanced innovation, and its development space will not be limited to China at all. Moreover, given the current state of global movie box office development, the more developed a country is, the higher the proportion of movie consumers, and the higher key data such as per capita viewing times and per capita box office contribution. Precisely because of this, these groups will have a greater potential demand for the Muye Ticketing System! If this event is hyped globally, the Muye Ticketing System will become completely popular. By then, people across North America and Europe will learn about the advanced nature of the Muye Ticketing System in advance, and the resistance for the Muye Ticketing System to enter the global box office market in the future will instantly decrease by countless times.

Ben Clarkson not only offered these suggestions but also conducted in-depth analysis of the specific situation in China. In his view, doing so would certainly bring many benefits, but there was one absolute prerequisite: the government must explicitly state it will not restrict the Muye Ticketing System’s development. This was the Muye Ticketing System’s development principle; it could fight against the entire film and television industry, but it absolutely could not violate the government’s control as the referee. If they wanted to slap the film and television industry, they had to ensure the referee wouldn’t blow the whistle. If the referee blew the whistle and called a foul, whether it was a misjudgment or not, they had to strictly comply.

Now it’s good, the referee has announced he will no longer interfere with the fighters’ styles, so they can fight however they want!

Ben Clarkson’s suggestion gave Li Mu a huge insight. If this incident were resolved only domestically, it would merely be defeating an invading opponent, with no extra gains for himself. It would be better to take this opportunity to make a big splash, directly attracting worldwide attention, and lay the groundwork for the Muye Ticketing System’s globalization in advance!

If this event could truly have a global impact, then the Muye Ticketing System, as the core of the event, would surely amaze and fill the people of developed countries with anticipation!

So, Li Mu immediately discussed with Ben Clarkson, on one hand, asking him to contact more Western media, and on the other, instructing the YY overseas operations team to translate the entire incident, relevant materials, and Li Mu’s blog into various languages, preparing for global push notifications.

To better promote the Muye Ticketing System during this event, Li Mu arranged for Kong Lingyu to have someone re-do a very high-swagger demo video to demonstrate the full process of how users select movies, purchase tickets, pick up tickets, and watch movies using the Muye Ticketing System. The goal was to deliver a huge shock to people in developed countries, making them marvel that China, a developing country, possessed such advanced solutions in everyday life. It would be like the shared bicycles and mobile payment systems that later generations would make developed countries’ populations envy, aiming to instill the same sense of admiration for the Muye Ticketing System in them first.

The specific implementation plan decided by Li Mu and Ben Clarkson was to wait until everything was ready, then simultaneously expose the despicable tactics of those film and television companies globally, giving them a super surprise they never would have expected and catching them completely off guard!

Just at this moment, almost all film and television company owners in China were swamped with work, dealing with the barrage of attacks from society.

Film and television company owners who had not participated in strangling the Muye Ticketing System were exceptionally furious. They had done nothing, yet due to the actions of their colleagues, they were implicated and fiercely scolded by netizens. As for those film and television company owners who had participated, they were even more depressed. All their hopes were dashed, all their efforts came to nothing, and on top of that, they had invited a whole heap of trouble upon themselves. The only thing worth celebrating was that the enraged netizens didn’t know exactly which film and television companies were behind the sneak attack, so for now, the entire industry was sharing the immense pressure for them.

The producer / production company of Hero was also swamped with work at this moment. Although the suspicions against other film and television companies couldn’t be confirmed, they were clearly in the spotlight. Because they had been crushed at the box office by Those Years (song) and their existence trampled in public opinion by Muye Technology, almost every netizen believed they couldn’t escape responsibility. The attacks against them were noticeably more intense than against others, and even Director Zhang was heavily impacted. Rumors spread everywhere online, claiming he was narrow-minded, jealous of Muye Technology and Those Years (song)’s success, which was why he secretly orchestrated the strangling of the Muye Ticketing System.

The pressure of public opinion caused Director Zhang great distress, but his partners didn’t give him time to adjust. Seeing that their attempt to harm the Muye Ticketing System had failed, they immediately became busy with their “serious business,” communicating with Harvey in Hollywood about the North American distribution rights for Hero.





Chapter 1125: Shocks the Entire US

Harvey himself was rather optimistic about this film, but what he truly valued was not its artistic merit or its simple commercial worth, but its potential for in-depth manipulation.

Harvey was like an exceptionally skilled plastic surgeon; he could discern a film’s features at a glance and devise the best cosmetic procedure. Such changes, seemingly subtle, could serve as the crucial touch that would make the film stand out.

For Hero, he already had a complete operational plan. The most important part of this plan was how to weave Quentin’s name into the film and then leverage Quentin’s reputation to attract North American audiences.

Because Harvey understood very well that North American audiences don’t comprehend wuxia (Chinese martial arts fantasy) culture; they merely seek spectacle, visual effects, and exotic appeal.

From a visual effects perspective, Hero was already fine; what it lacked was a gimmick to mislead audiences.

Precisely because audiences couldn’t understand such a film, they were easier to mislead. If Director Zhang’s name were attached and thirty million US dollars were spent on promotion in North America, it might not even generate thirty million US dollars in box office revenue. But if Quentin’s name were attached, even with only three hundred thousand in promotion, it could yield at least thirty million US dollars in box office. This was Quentin’s appeal.

Furthermore, Quentin himself was a director with an extremely distinct style. Even if his audiences understood nothing at all after watching his films, they would definitely go around proclaiming how “Quentin-esque” and how awesome the movie was. No one wanted to admit they couldn’t understand Quentin; instead, they took pride in being able to understand him.

Harvey was Quentin’s patron/mentor, and he was absolutely confident he could get Quentin to cooperate with him. So, as long as he acquired this film and added Quentin’s name, the movie could make a fortune in North America. The most crucial point was that the Chinese producers themselves lacked confidence in the film’s North American box office, which meant he had a high chance of buying out the film at a low price, then hyping it up in North America to make a massive profit.

The situation in the previous life was indeed just like this. Harvey acquired the North American distribution rights for Hero through Miramax Films. A buyout means purchasing something at a certain price, after which the item belongs to the buyer, and the original copyright holder no longer has any share in how much is earned.

If Harvey paid one million US dollars to buy out Hero’s North American box office rights, then even if Harvey later earned tens of millions of US dollars from the film in North America, it would have nothing to do with Director Zhang or the producer / production company. Besides the one million US dollars buyout fee, their only gain would be reputation, which serves as capital to increase their net worth and boast.

However, although Hero, packaged in this manner, set a box office record for Chinese films overseas, in reality, most North American viewers were paying for Quentin; they probably didn’t even know who Director Zhang was by the end.

Originally, Hero’s producer / production company hoped to finalize their cooperation with Harvey quickly, fearing that if Li Mu were to latch onto Hero in the future, it would cut off its overseas development path. Therefore, selling the copyright to Harvey early would allow them to escape the risk of being encircled by Li Mu.

Harvey himself was also planning to finalize the copyright agreement with Hero’s producer / production company as soon as possible. However, when he learned that Hero’s domestic box office was extremely dismal, he immediately began to play a little trick, going back on his word. He decided to use the box office failure as an excuse to further depress the already agreed-upon copyright buyout fee, which infuriated Hero’s producer / production company.

However, Director Zhang suggested that the producer / production company temporarily set aside the money issue and establish cooperation with Harvey as soon as possible, because Harvey held immense influence in Hollywood. Thus, for the film to contend for the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film, Harvey’s lobbying was indispensable. If cooperation with Harvey wasn’t finalized quickly, and Li Mu made a first strike, there was no telling what unforeseen changes might occur.

The producer / production company and investors / capital providers also realized Li Mu’s potential threat. After several discussions, they decided to agree to Harvey’s demands, selling Hero’s North American distribution rights to Harvey for forty percent of the originally agreed-upon price.

Losing sixty percent of the buyout income made the entire Hero producer / production company extremely dejected, yet they had no other recourse. They could only pray that Harvey would manage to build the film’s influence in North America, so that even if they didn’t make money, they would at least gain some reputation.

For Harvey, who was far away in Hollywood, this news was fantastic. He loved using such devious tricks, acquiring others’ copyrights at low prices and then, through his own operations, generating the maximum profit from them.

For someone like Harvey, ability and integrity were completely disproportionate. Director Feng once publicly cursed Harvey, stating his usual trick in China was to first lure Chinese filmmakers with a high price, for example, eight million US dollars for North American buyout rights. This price would scare away all other interested competitors. Then, Harvey would pay a small deposit to reassure the Chinese filmmakers. But after the film was completed, he would immediately go back on his word, saying he didn’t want the film and was willing to forfeit the small deposit rather than buy the copyright at the agreed price. At that point, it would be too late to find a new buyer, and in the end, it could only be sold to Harvey at an extremely low price. What was initially quoted as eight million might actually sell for only one million.

Excited, Harvey immediately dispatched a representative to China, preparing to sign the final buyout agreement with Hero’s producer / production company. But he never dreamed that while his signing representative was already on an Airplane (card combination) flying to China, all YY users in the US received a news pop-up.

Clicking on this pop-up news revealed a massive amount of information, encompassing the entire process from the Muye Ticketing System’s birth and development to its joint strangulation by dozens of film and television companies. It contained not only numerous articles and reports but also a large number of images and demo videos.

In this push notification, the extremely keen-nosed Harvey, without even fully grasping the beginning and end of the matter, immediately realized the miraculous nature of the Muye Ticketing System. His eyes instantly lit up at this awesome product!

Even with his ability to wield immense power in Hollywood, Harvey was prostrate himself in admiration for the Muye Ticketing System. The more brilliant one was, the more one understood respect. He hadn’t been so shocked in a long time. So, when he saw this push notification, his first thought was to bring this system to North America!

With Harvey’s profound understanding of the film and television industry, he knew very well that once this system could be popularized in North America, it would bring immense changes and improvements to the entire North American box office. At that time, all of Hollywood would benefit. Moreover, in Harvey’s view, this system was very easy to port to the United States; as long as Alipay was replaced with PayPal, the system could be fully popularized in North America!

Harvey, extremely excited, sent a text message to his subordinate dispatched to China, instructing him to find a way to contact Muye Media upon landing. He wanted to buy the North American usage rights for this system. Once he got his hands on this system, combined with his influence in Hollywood and the entire North American film and television industry, he would surely be able to quickly popularize it across North America. The potential profits were so immense that even Harvey himself dared not imagine them.

However, just after Harvey sent the text message, as he continued to read the content of the push notification, he was shocked to discover that this system had actually been jointly boycotted by film and television companies in China. Reading further, Harvey’s eyes nearly popped out!

In this global simultaneously push/release update, Li Mu publicly exposed the names of all the companies that secretly stifled the Muye Ticketing System, even including a plethora of evidence of their backstabbing. For example, records of Hero’s producer / production company transferring money to online army teams in China, email correspondence records between Hero and other company bosses, and even secretly taken photos and recordings of them dining together at a restaurant.

In short, the chain of evidence Li Mu exposed this time was so comprehensive that these dozens of film and television companies would rack their brains and still be unable to clear themselves of involvement!

When Harvey discovered that Hero’s producer / production company was among them, and even played a significant role, he immediately realized the seriousness of the problem!

First, Harvey had no doubt whatsoever about Li Mu’s influence. He knew how powerful Li Mu’s influence and appeal were worldwide; he just didn’t expect Li Mu’s counterattack to be so ruthless, directly employing all his resources to strike at his opponents.

Second, he didn’t expect that the company he was about to cooperate with was actually Li Mu’s biggest public enemy.

Third, if he continued to cooperate with this company, he would inevitably offend Li Mu. At that point, not only would the possibility of buying the Muye Ticketing System from Li Mu be almost zero, but most critically, if Li Mu considered him an adversary, he simply couldn’t withstand Li Mu’s attack. Although he shone brilliantly in the film and television industry, compared to Li Mu, the disparity in strength was far too great; they were completely not in the same dimension.

The crafty and treacherous Harvey made a decision almost immediately. Given Li Mu’s counterattack against Hero’s producer / production company, he absolutely could not take Hero’s North American copyright, no matter what. Even if the film had a significant profit margin, he had to give it up, because this thing would only attract hatred. Whoever held it would offend Li Mu, and Harvey himself needed to continue to thrive in the film and television industry. He could not, for the profit of one film, offend a super Bigwig like Li Mu.

After making this decision, Harvey immediately sent another text message to his subordinate dispatched to China: “Abandon Hero’s copyright. Stop negotiating with them. Your only mission for the next few days is to find every possible way to contact Muye Media’s executives!”

After sending this message, he waited for a long time without a reply. Harvey then suddenly realized that the recipient was likely on a flight to China. So Harvey decided not to wait any longer and immediately set off to personally visit Li Mu in China before other Hollywood film and television companies could react!





Chapter 1126: Don’t Talk to Them Anymore

Visiting Li Mu, Harvey had two goals: one was to use the abandonment of “Hero” to try to get close to Li Mu, and the other was to seize the opportunity to buy back the Muye Ticketing System from Li Mu.

In the end, what Harvey had his eyes on was the Muye Ticketing System. Just seeing the introduction and demo had already mesmerized him about this amazing ticketing system.

But what Harvey didn’t expect was that YY’s push notifications this time didn’t just mesmerize him alone, but even stirred up a great storm across the entire United States!

Ordinary users in America were amazed by the birth of another revolutionary product from Li Mu. They had seen the introductions, pictures, and demo videos, and yearned immensely for this feeling of the internet fully integrating into life. Thinking about a life where they could buy movie tickets from home and then directly print them automatically at the cinema for entry, they felt as if they were a century behind China.

The internet industry, on the other hand, was full of praise for Li Mu’s product thinking. No one expected that Li Mu, who had already shocked the entire US at Harvard, would immediately come up with another unprecedented new product. This product model drew endless admiration from all internet professionals, and they all sighed in wonder, “Why could Li Mu think of such a genius solution? Why did no one else ever consider things as perfectly as him?”

But most shocked was the film and television industry!

The entire Hollywood, all film and television companies and cinema chain owners in North America were utterly shocked by this revolutionary product and prostrated themselves in admiration for this system!

Li Mu used this system to increase China’s domestic box office volume by more than three times year-on-year during this period. A large number of users who had never gone to the cinema to watch movies walked into movie theaters through this system. This goes to show that if this system were implemented in North America, where economic development and per capita consumption are higher, it would definitely produce the same, or even stronger, results!

It was as if farmers had suddenly discovered super seeds that could multiply their mu yield several times over. The entire American film industry was salivating over the Muye Ticketing System. Almost every company decided to immediately send people to negotiate with Li Mu to discuss how to buy this system from Li Mu.

And in all of Hollywood, no one was more excited than Steven Spielberg.

Because he remembered Li Mu mentioning this system to him before. At the time, he was indeed amazed by the proposal, but because he hadn’t seen anything product-related, he gradually forgot about it. But today he discovered that Li Mu had actually developed this system, and from the information and videos, this system was absolutely perfect!

Most importantly, Steven Spielberg immediately thought of Li Mu’s original proposal. At the time, Li Mu had said he hoped to cooperate with him to bring this system to the US, with both parties jointly funding a company, where Li Mu would hold the majority stake and he the minority. This was an opportunity to make a huge fortune!

Therefore, Steven Spielberg immediately decided, without any delay, to immediately set off for China!

And with his extremely sharp business acumen, while having his Assistant look up flights for him, he simultaneously made a call to Anne Hathaway.

He didn’t know why, but Steven Spielberg subconsciously felt that if he brought Anne Hathaway along, it should be very useful. And he didn’t have to worry at all that Anne Hathaway would refuse. Not to mention the romantic rumor she had with Li Mu, just based on Li Mu’s influence and appeal, Anne Hathaway would absolutely not refuse. Furthermore, if she were willing to go to China with him to meet Li Mu, he would owe her a favor, and would certainly find an opportunity to repay her through a movie in the future.

Anne Hathaway, also in Hollywood, was currently looking through news related to Li Mu on her computer at her apartment, while marveling inwardly at this young Chinese man’s immense strength, and lamenting that such a perfect man had almost lost contact with her.

Although Anne Hathaway had added Li Mu on YY, Li Mu hadn’t logged into QQ much recently. Even when he did log in, it was usually to check something or say something quickly before getting busy with other things. Plus, with a twelve-hour time difference from the US, their schedules didn’t align, so they hadn’t chatted much.

Seeing Li Mu shake the entire Hollywood and even the entire United States from the other side of the world, Anne Hathaway felt an inexpressible admiration for Li Mu, and her heart yearned even more for the chance to see him again.

Just then, Steven Spielberg’s call came in.

As a first-tier big director in Hollywood, when Anne Hathaway received his call, she was exceptionally nervous.

Steven Spielberg explained his intentions to Anne Hathaway in a very friendly voice, hoping to invite her to travel with him to China to meet with Li Mu.

Steven Spielberg did not conceal his motives. He told Anne Hathaway directly: “Anne, I hope you can help me this time and accompany me to China to meet Li Mu. In the future, I will definitely give you a leading female role.”

What “giving a leading female role” meant was promising her that she would star as the leading female role in a future film. This promise was uttered by countless people in Hollywood every day and had long been overused. But Steven Spielberg was different from others; given his status and character, the value of his words was extremely high.

Anne Hathaway was just wondering if there would be a chance to see Li Mu again, when to her surprise, Director Steven Spielberg actually invited her to China to meet him. This was exactly what she had been yearning for. She naturally had no reason to refuse. What’s more, Steven Spielberg had also promised her a chance at a leading female role. This was simply amazing!

So, Anne Hathaway said almost without hesitation: “Director Spielberg, I have no problem at all. I’ll do whatever you say!”

…

YY’s global simultaneous push notifications were sent at ten o’clock at night, Yanjing time. At that time, the domestic internet was still in its peak period of the day. When the conclusive evidence was exposed, netizens immediately became filled with righteous indignation. Their original anger intensified. And most importantly, this time, they finally had a clear target for their condemnation!

The entire production company of “Hero” became the target of attack and condemnation by netizens, and even the main creative team, including Director Zhang, was fiercely scolded.

Director Zhang, who had already gone to bed, was woken up by a friend’s call. After understanding the full story, he immediately got up and turned on his computer, and upon checking online, sure enough, a barrage of curses directed at him appeared one after another.

Now everyone associated with “Hero” became the target of netizens’ verbal and written denunciations. And as the director of the film, Director Zhang was the primary recipient of the attacks.

Unlike other businessmen, Director Zhang was still somewhat of an artist and placed great value on his reputation. As soon as he saw how badly he was being cursed by netizens, he became furious with his partners. “If they hadn’t insisted on going against Li Mu, and even incited colleagues to jointly target Li Mu, how could I have been cursed so terribly?!”

Just as he was about to call them to confront them, Director Zhang suddenly found a post related to him. The title of the post was: “Now Director Zhang is going to be famous worldwide! But it’s for the wrong reasons – infamy!”

He clicked it open and Director Zhang’s vision instantly darkened. Only then did he realize that YY’s push notifications were actually global. Now netizens all over the world were discussing this matter, especially American netizens who were in their morning hours, were all posting various comments online. But without exception, all of them supported Li Mu and the Muye Ticketing System. At the same time, many people were cursing “Hero” and its production team, making Director Zhang feel a surge of panic. “Isn’t this going to disgrace me worldwide?!”

The furious Director Zhang immediately called his partners. Unexpectedly, his partner calmly advised him: “Old Zhang, don’t get so agitated. This commotion they’ve caused overseas might not necessarily be a bad thing. At least Li Mu didn’t hide our movie’s name in the article. The word ‘Hero’ and this movie have already left a deep impression worldwide. This level of promotion is something we could never dream of achieving. With this stir from Li Mu, it will definitely significantly boost our future overseas box office!”

Director Zhang angrily retorted: “Do you have anything else in your head besides box office numbers? I’m being fiercely scolded by netizens right now; what am I supposed to do in the future?!”

The other party chuckled: “Old Zhang, you’re not a young newcomer anymore. Can such a small matter still bother you? Don’t you know, if you want to do well in movies, there are only two paths: either you’re praised universally, or you’re cursed universally. What’s most feared is being mediocre and ambiguous! Now Li Mu has freely hyped up our movie’s popularity so much, next, we can raise the price with Harvey!”

At this point, the other party’s voice became noticeably excited: “Harvey’s representative will be in Yanjing tomorrow, right? Then I’ll demand they double the original price. Otherwise, we’ll consider collaborating with other companies. If Harvey doesn’t accept, there will definitely be plenty of people in Hollywood scrambling for our copyright!”

Director Zhang frowned and asked: “Will what you’re saying work?”

“Of course it will!” The other party chuckled and advised again: “Old Zhang, getting cursed a bit now doesn’t matter. Even for making a bad film, people can curse you for half a year, what’s there to care about? Right now, not only are you getting cursed, I am too. Dozens of general managers of film and television companies are also getting cursed. But I have no psychological pressure at all. Let them curse, the harder they curse, the higher ‘Hero’’s popularity will be!”

Upon hearing this, Director Zhang’s attitude softened slightly. For those in the film and television industry, especially directors, being slandered is indeed a compulsory course. And if he considered the issue from another dimension, being cursed wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Because Li Mu’s stir, without a doubt, helped “Hero” gain promotion to hundreds of millions of users. To make audiences pay to watch their movie, they first needed to know that the movie existed. Clearly, in this matter, Li Mu had done him a huge favor, and “Hero” a huge favor!

Thinking about this, Director Zhang’s mood suddenly brightened significantly.

In this sleep, Director Zhang dreamed that “Hero” swept fifty million in box office revenue in North America. All the audience members were giving thumbs-up gestures outside the cinema, saying: “This movie is amazing! Director Zhang is amazing!”

And just as Director Zhang and “Hero”’s producer and investors were still dreaming, Harvey’s representative landed at Yanjing Airport in the early morning. The first message he received after the plane landed was from Harvey: “After landing, find a way to contact Muye Media.”

The second message immediately after was strikingly: “Give up the ‘Hero’ copyright. Don’t talk to them anymore…”





Chapter 1135: A Huge Loss…

At nine in the morning, Director Zhang, dressed in a suit, arrived early at the company. Other executives and representatives from the investors were already there.

As soon as everyone sat down in the conference room, Zhang Weiping excitedly walked in, cheerily saying, “This time, Li Mu really miscalculated! He wanted to criticize us, but he unexpectedly ended up boosting our reputation! I specifically asked a friend abroad to inquire, and now Hero has a very high profile in Western countries.”

A marketing manager couldn’t help but ask, “General Manager Zhang, do these overseas users have any resistance to our movie?”

Zhang Weiping chuckled, “That’s the most interesting part. According to my friends’ understanding, the main reaction of netizens in Western countries to this incident isn’t to attack Hero, but to discuss Li Mu, Muye Technology, and the Muye Ticketing System. A small number of people are ranting online, but their targets are the film and television companies, including us. So, this way, our movie conveniently dodged the bullet!”

Only then did everyone realize! In fact, the content YY released primarily targeted the film and television industry’s suppression of new things. Although Hero’s producer was heavily involved, compared to dozens of film and television companies, their target was much smaller, making it harder to attract hatred.

Realizing this, the entire office erupted in excitement! In their view, Li Mu had undoubtedly given them a global free advertisement, something that tens of millions in costs might not even buy. It truly counted as “a blessing in disguise”!

Director Zhang also felt incredibly fortunate. He had thought this was a kick in the teeth, but unexpectedly, there was such a huge windfall. Given Hero’s current spread, if they seized the opportunity to distribute it overseas, coupled with excellent operational strategies, it would definitely bring in high movie box office!

The atmosphere in the conference room immediately became lively. Everyone enthusiastically discussed future overseas development, each filled with anticipation.

An hour passed, and Zhang Weiping suddenly realized that the person from America still hadn’t appeared.

The other party had confirmed with him once before boarding the Airplane (card combination) yesterday. After landing in the morning, he was supposed to go to the hotel first and arrive at the company by 9:30. Half an hour had already passed, and he still hadn’t shown up.

Zhang Weiping immediately pulled out his phone and called the other party. The international long-distance transfer time was quite long. After waiting for a long time, the ringing tone finally came through.

After a few rings, a tired voice answered in English, “Hello, who is this?”

Zhang Weiping quickly asked him, “Is this Mr. Paul? I’m Zhang. Didn’t you say you’d be at the company by 9:30? We’re all waiting. When can you arrive?”

“Oh…” The person called Paul was lying in his hotel bed, resting. The long-haul flight was uncomfortable. He originally had no time to rest; after arriving at the hotel, he was supposed to shower and change before heading to Zhang Weiping’s company. But upon suddenly receiving a text message from Harvey saying he was abandoning the movie, Paul immediately sighed in relief. As for the task of contacting Muye Technology, there was no way to quantify its assessment anyway, so he decided to just sleep first in the hotel.

Paul, still groggy, rubbed his eyes and lazily spoke the truth, “Sorry, Zhang, our boss just temporarily informed me that we’re giving up on acquiring the copyright for Hero.”

“What did you say?!” Zhang Weiping thought he was hallucinating. At a time like this, how could Harvey give up on acquiring Hero’s copyright? He was someone who understood the film and television market so well. Now that Hero’s popularity was being pushed up by Li Mu, he should be even less likely to give up!

Paul thought Zhang Weiping genuinely hadn’t heard clearly, and patiently said, “Zhang, our boss has already given up on acquiring the copyright for Hero, so there’s no need for us to meet.”

“You…” Zhang Weiping understood this time. He reeled back and questioned, “What do you mean? Are you trying to play that game of temporary price reduction again? I’m telling you, you won’t succeed! If you don’t want the copyright for Hero, plenty of others will!”

Paul hummed, calmly saying, “You’re overthinking. We really don’t want it. Since you say plenty of others will, then you should sell it to someone else. Goodbye!”

After saying this, Paul hung up the phone. Zhang Weiping heard the dial tone and his face turned ashen with anger.

Director Zhang asked him, “What’s wrong? Is Harvey pulling stunts again?”

Zhang Weiping nodded, “His representative said they’ve given up on acquiring our copyright…”

“Holy sh*t!” The investor representative immediately shot up from his seat, “Is this Harvey trying to pull his old tricks again? Does he really think we’ll be led by the nose? He should open his eyes and see that today is not like yesterday! He wants to play ‘feign interest to catch’ with us, well, we’re not giving him the chance! There must be tons of film and television companies willing to buy the copyright for our movie!”

Director Zhang frowned. He clearly understood Harvey’s importance. If this movie wanted to win international awards, it was only possible by letting Harvey handle it. If they found another company for distribution, it would likely be impossible to operate for international awards, and the movie box office wouldn’t be guaranteed either.

So, Director Zhang advised, “General Manager Liu, don’t rush. Let’s calm down and discuss this properly.”

The investor representative retorted, “What’s there to discuss? Just contact all the Hollywood film and television companies directly and tell them we want to sell the international market rights for this movie. Our movie has such great influence now, countless companies will definitely be scrambling for it!”

Director Zhang hurriedly said, “We should still talk more with Harvey. After all, his strength is obvious to see. If we can cooperate with him, it’s definitely the best for us.”

“Best my foot!” The investor representative sneered, “Harvey’s game is to buy out at a low price. If you sell the copyright to him cheaply, what does it have to do with us how much money he makes from it?”

Speaking, the investor representative looked at Director Zhang and questioned, “Director Zhang, I know what you’re pondering. You just want Harvey to take this movie and achieve high movie box office so you can look good, right? If he’s happy, he might lobby for an Oscar nomination or even an Oscar award for you, and then you’ll have nothing to worry about in the future. But have you considered how much money we’ve invested in this movie? Domestic movie box office has already lost so much, if the overseas copyright is sold off cheaply again, how will we recover our costs?”

The investors were currently extremely disappointed with the movie Hero. After so many days of release, the real movie box office domestically had barely reached over twenty million. They had also lost a lot of money by fake ticket sales, making the actual revenue even more pitiful, not even enough to cover a fraction of the costs.

Director Zhang was hit where it hurt by the investor representative and for a moment didn’t know how to respond. He indeed wanted to sell it to Harvey more. If the movie box office failed, the investors lost money; to be honest, he didn’t care much and wasn’t very affected. The most crucial thing was whether the movie could get nominations for major international awards after its release. Every nomination was a matter of his own reputation and concerned his future net worth.

Seeing the awkward atmosphere between the two, Zhang Weiping stepped forward to smooth things over, “General Manager Liu, Old Zhang, don’t get excited. Don’t forget that the initiative is currently in our hands.”

Then, he suggested, “How about this: we first communicate with film and television distribution companies in various overseas countries, revealing our intention to sell Hero’s overseas copyright. Let them give us a quote. Whether we sell or not is still up to us. The key is that this can put some pressure on Harvey. Who knows, perhaps Harvey will be pressured into giving us a satisfactory price in the end.”

The investor representative was silent for a moment, then gently nodded. At present, this seemed to be the only solution.

…

To put more pressure on Harvey, Hero’s producer immediately began communicating with major Hollywood film and television companies, distribution companies, and Bigwigs in the industry, hoping they would buy the copyright for Hero. However, what they couldn’t even dream of was that no matter how they promoted or praised the quality and current influence of Hero, everyone they contacted in Hollywood unequivocally rejected them.

By that night, Beijing time, Hero’s producer had contacted every film and television company and industry Bigwig they could find in Hollywood. What drove them further into despair was that all companies explicitly stated they did not want Hero’s copyright. They didn’t even wait for a price; upon hearing the movie title Hero, they immediately refused, as if the whole world was avoiding this movie like a plague.

The entire team completely lost their previous excitement and optimism. Their minds were filled with one question: Why did none of them want Hero’s copyright? It was so famous now; its market potential was huge!

The investor representative, Zhang Weiping, and Director Zhang all inquired from multiple sources. After much asking around, they finally received news from a Hollywood company. The other party said: Currently, the entire Hollywood industry is amazed by Li Mu’s Muye Ticketing System. A large number of Hollywood film and television company and cinema chain bosses are setting off for China, hoping to obtain the North American usage rights for Li Mu’s system. As for Hero, everyone knows Li Mu’s immense strength and influence. Since YY fiercely criticized Chinese film and television companies and Hero’s producer, everyone knows Li Mu has hatred towards it. Therefore, these film industry Bigwigs are unwilling to offend Li Mu because of one movie, Hero.

Li Mu’s influence in Hollywood is great, not just because his Muye Ticketing System makes the entire Hollywood drool, but also because he himself has a strong influence in North America and even the entire Western world.

More importantly, his YY has completely captured Western internet users. His influence is unbelievably great. If they offended him, they truly wouldn’t have an easy life.

Therefore, combining these reasons, overseas film distribution companies and individuals dared not take Hero, this hot potato. Otherwise, if Li Mu found an opportunity for retaliation in the future, no one could stand up to his strong pressure, especially those in the film industry who rely on users for their livelihood.

At this point, Zhang Weiping and the entire Hero team desperately realized that angering Li Mu truly meant being annihilated. Hero’s domestic movie box office had already failed beyond repair. If no one would take over overseas due to Li Mu’s influence, wouldn’t they completely lose both the overseas market and international film awards?

The investors wouldn’t even have tears to cry. Hundreds of millions of yuan in cash were poured in, only to get back a few million in actual movie box office profit. If they couldn’t find a distributor anywhere in the world, this movie would rot in the ground, and holy sh*t, they’d simply lose so much they’d die!





Chapter 1128: Worlds Apart

“Indeed, no one was willing to take over Hero overseas!

“If you simply look at the movie itself, the content isn’t appealing enough to Westerners, and the cast is relatively unfamiliar. Except for a very few who have some influence in Hollywood, the other actors are basically uniformly unfamiliar faces to Western audiences and do not have a box office foundation.

“Although it does have some fame now, it was a film that Li Mu personally called out and was involved in stifling Li Mu’s innovative products. This alone destined that no one would dare to acquire the rights to this film.

“YY is already a world-class product, and its users are spread across the globe. Under such circumstances, no one dares to overlook YY’s influence. Moreover, the Muye Ticketing System is so powerful that it has shocked and thrilled all professionals in the film and television industry. Everyone hopes that one day the Muye Ticketing System can enter the film market in their region. At this time, if anyone takes over Hero, wouldn’t that just be asking for trouble?

“Therefore, even if Hero has some profit margin, absolutely no company in the industry would be willing to risk offending Muye Technology, Muye Media, and offending Li Mu to operate this film.

“The cruel reality plunged the entire Hero producer / production company into despair. The current situation was that their film’s overseas rights couldn’t be sold, and without cooperation from overseas companies and cinema chains, it naturally couldn’t be screened overseas. Thus, overseas box office was basically a wild fantasy. Furthermore, overseas DVDs also became a pipe dream. Without distribution companies cooperating, Hero’s producer / production company could not legally distribute or sell even a single optical disc in any country.

“Going bankrupt was basically a foregone conclusion!

“At the team meeting, many people shed tears in despair. They had originally planned to make a big splash with this film, but they didn’t expect such a complete defeat, leaving no room for negotiation. This film encountered a Waterloo in all areas, becoming the biggest money-losing film in the history of commercial cinema in China…

“This devastating blow, like the sky falling, was ruinous for the entire Hero production team. Everyone instantly became incredibly dejected. With this film failing, their path forward would be much more difficult. From the director to the producer to the screenwriter to the actors, and finally to the producer / production company, their reputation and public image would be severely affected.

“Director Zhang then realized that Li Mu had set a game of Go for Hero, directly trapping the entire Hero within his game, making it impossible for Hero to break through these shackles even with all its might, only to be restrained in a cage with no chance of survival.

“At this moment, Li Mu didn’t know what kind of fate Hero would face, or what losses it would bear. He had always adhered to fair competition, non-contact competition, not attacking or slandering the opponent. But since the Hero team secretly caused him trouble and didn’t cover their tracks, allowing him to catch them, he really couldn’t be blamed for not leaving them a way out!

“As Hero fell into infinite desolation, in stark contrast, Those Years continued to nourish the hearts of every audience member as a pure stream in campus cinema, with its box office constantly setting new records.

“From the day it was released, the box office of Those Years soared. After breaking the three hundred million yuan mark, it continued to charge upward with no signs of stopping. It was now approaching four hundred million, which had already shocked the entire country.

“Interestingly, many viewers who were unwilling to spend money at the cinema were forced to go because they had been waiting for pirated discs of Those Years, but found they couldn’t buy them anywhere.

“It wasn’t just these users; most people couldn’t buy pirated optical discs of the movie Those Years in the pirated disc market. Although many people went to various pirated audio-visual stores and stalls every day, hoping to buy discs of Those Years, even pirated recording versions, the vast majority of pirated sellers could only tell the customers who came to their door: “Sorry, we don’t have Those Years.”

“Soon after Those Years was released, the counterfeiters indeed struck a small fortune from it. Pirated discs that originally cost five yuan each were selling for ten yuan due to the film’s popularity and were still in short supply. Some shops specializing in disc rentals would even buy ten to twenty discs at once, renting them all out in a single day. Other movie discs rented for one yuan a day, but this one rented for two yuan a day and was still gone in seconds.

“However, such good days didn’t last for more than a few days.

“When the box office of Those Years exceeded one hundred million yuan, various industrial and commercial departments received an order to comprehensively crack down on pirated products related to Those Years.

“The relevant departments knew Li Mu’s influence. If his first major theatrical film suffered heavy losses due to piracy, what if Li Mu started to ask difficult questions to the industrial and commercial departments in front of the media? Who would bear that huge responsibility? Rather than that, it was better to proactively launch a special operation to seize all pirated products related to Those Years, naturally eliminating the remaining risks.

“This really caused trouble for the small-time pirated vendors. Usually, the industrial and commercial departments didn’t bother them, but now industrial and commercial departments and urban management joint inspections were seizing all discs from anyone caught selling pirated copies of Those Years, causing panic among the counterfeiters.

“The most exasperating thing was that when the counterfeiters started deliberately avoiding industrial and commercial and urban management officials, these officials began plainclothes enforcement. While they called it plainclothes enforcement, it was more like fishing enforcement. They would usually send young women in plain clothes to pirated vendors’ stalls, innocently asking, “Boss, do you have a disc of Those Years?”

“As soon as the boss said yes and pulled out the disc, a large group of plainclothes industrial and commercial and urban management officials would immediately appear from all directions, seizing all the discs. If the vendor did not cooperate, they would be directly sent to the Police Station for administrative detention for three days.

“With this approach, almost all pirated vendors suffered losses because of Those Years, some even more than once.

“After several such incidents, the entire pirated industry chain had a clear principle: if you want to be safe, don’t touch Those Years…

“Not only was the pirated disc production and sales industry chain impacted, but even the pirated disc rental business received strong control from industrial and commercial and urban management authorities. Any disc rental shop with Those Years discs would have their discs confiscated the first time, and their shop directly shut down the second time.

“Unlike the pirated vendors who sold at street stalls, disc rental shops had fixed premises and couldn’t operate on the move. So, with this joint crackdown by industrial and commercial and urban management, they immediately surrendered timidly. No one dared to even think about renting out Those Years again.

“It was precisely because of such powerful anti-piracy efforts providing support from the backend that the box office growth of Those Years could achieve a completely unstoppable effect.

“A box office nearing four hundred million for a commercial film in China was absolutely an unprecedented first, and this figure caused enormous shock to the industry. Before this, no one dared to imagine that a film’s box office could break through two hundred million, three hundred million, or even four hundred million yuan. They had originally thought that Chinese users disliked spending money to watch movies, but they never expected that Li Mu had his own way to get these users to flock into cinemas.

“The media had been conducting follow-up reports on the box office miracle of Those Years. Film critics began to speculate on what level the film’s final box office could reach, while industry insiders, watching Hero’s tragic demise, secretly swore that they would never go against Li Mu again, and at the same time pondered: since campus youth films have such a market, why shouldn’t they make more of them?

“Thus, in late December 2002, many film and television companies began to approve projects, preparing to invest in and produce campus youth romance dramas, with some fast-acting ones already starting filming.

“And just as the box office of Those Years reached three hundred ninety million and was about to break the four hundred million yuan mark, Li Mu suddenly received news that the famous Harvey from Hollywood had come to China and was waiting to meet Li Mu in Yanjing.

“Li Mu had vaguely heard of Harvey, knowing him to be an industry scoundrel with extremely poor manners by Chinese people’s values. For him to travel all the way to China just to see him, it was most likely for the Muye Ticketing System…”





Chapter 1129: Steven Spielberg Comes to China

Li Mu actually didn’t have a good impression of Harvey. He always felt that such a person went against his mainstream values. Harvey was someone who especially liked to flaunt authority, and he had no integrity whatsoever. He was adept at all sorts of unspoken rules, gray market transactions, and shady dealings, even resorting to deception and hanging a sheep’s head and selling dog meat for money. Let alone cooperating with such a person, even being ordinary friends made Li Mu subtly worried, always feeling like he would be sold out the moment he turned his head.

Harvey’s attitude towards meeting Li Mu was very sincere. He knew Li Mu’s situation and the gap between them. If he were in America, directly contacting Li Mu to say he wanted to meet would be too impolite and lack sincerity. So, he could only come first. After arriving in China, he would then announce his arrival, claiming he had traveled a great distance just to meet Li Mu, hoping Li Mu would grant him an audience out of respect for his effort.

After receiving this news, Li Mu rejected Harvey’s request for a meeting with almost no indecision. The reason was that this person was truly of little use to Li Mu.

If Li Mu wanted to go to Hollywood to open film and television companies, find directors, actors, make movies, and earn box office revenue, then finding Harvey could basically solve all problems in one go. After all, Harvey was a seasoned veteran in the industry; he was intimately familiar with its various social circles. However, Li Mu wasn’t prepared to start from the most basic content production in Hollywood. Such matters could simply be handled by acquiring existing film and television companies. What he truly wanted to do was control Hollywood!

Li Mu’s plan for the future of Hollywood was to first gather the box office share into his own hands using a ticketing system, and then, through those box office resources, expand downstream by investing in and acquiring cinema chains, taking control of them too.

Once the ticketing system and cinema chains matured, their combined influence would be considerable. At that point, they could exert influence over the entire upstream sector. If he could thoroughly grasp the upstream, combined with capital maneuvers, he could directly control all of Hollywood.

Under this massive structure, even though Harvey had significant influence in Hollywood, in Li Mu’s eyes, he was still miles ahead of Harvey, clearly not an ideal partner.

Having traveled a great distance to China, Harvey never expected Li Mu to directly refuse his request for a meeting. For a moment, he was in a dilemma. He didn’t have Li Mu’s contact information, so the only thing he could do was contact Muye Media and continue to convey his desire to meet Li Mu.

However, for the employees of Muye Media, if Li Mu said he wouldn’t meet, they would absolutely not ask him a second time. So, no matter how Harvey sought their help or sweet-talked them into relaying his message, they simply ignored it.

Seeing no effect whatsoever, Harvey’s heart immediately grew anxious. The reason he had traveled such a long way to seek patronage was to get the Muye Ticketing System. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to not even give him a chance to pay respects.

Yet, Harvey wasn’t one to give up easily. He had put all his work aside to come to China, and if he couldn’t meet Li Mu, he would absolutely not be content to just go back. So, he pondered, considering if anyone could help mediate between him and Li Mu at this crucial moment. Whether the matter would succeed aside, he at least needed to meet Li Mu.

Harvey thought for a long time. Among the people he knew, perhaps only Steven Spielberg could mediate with Li Mu on his behalf. After all, he had successfully invited Li Mu to his banquet, which proved that he had some personal connection with Li Mu.

As soon as he thought of this, Harvey immediately called Steven Spielberg. At that very moment, Steven Spielberg, who was one step behind Harvey, had just landed in Yanjing.

The moment Steven Spielberg landed, he immediately called Li Mu first, conveniently avoiding Harvey’s call.

Li Mu had previously exchanged phone numbers with Steven Spielberg at his charity banquet, but they hadn’t contacted each other since Li Mu returned to China. Seeing the notification on his phone, Li Mu immediately smiled knowingly and answered the call.

Before Steven Spielberg could speak, Li Mu already knew the purpose of his call. He had introduced the Muye Ticketing System to him before, but perhaps Steven Spielberg hadn’t understood it clearly, or perhaps Li Mu’s explanation was a bit abstract. At the time, Steven Spielberg hadn’t seemed particularly interested. However, this time, Li Mu had leaked the news about the Muye Ticketing System being targeted by dozens of film and television companies, combined with Ben Clarkson’s overseas publicity strategy, which allowed the Muye Ticketing System to quickly gain immense attention and recognition in the West. Steven Spielberg was certainly no exception.

Therefore, Li Mu thought that Steven Spielberg’s call this time must also be for the Muye Ticketing System.

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Director Spielberg, what brings you to call me?”

Steven Spielberg’s voice came through, “Hello, Mr. Li. I’m calling to check in. Is everything going well recently?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Quite well, how about you?”

“I’m also doing very well,” Steven Spielberg said with a smile. “I’ve been preparing a new project recently, and it might involve shooting locations in China, so I came over personally to check things out. It just so happens that I haven’t seen you in a long time, so I thought I’d arrange a time to meet and catch up.”

“Oh? You’re in China?”

“That’s right, I’m in Yanjing right now,” Steven Spielberg replied, then added, “Oh, and for this new project, I’m planning to cast Anne as the leading female role, so she’s also come with me this time to get familiar with the Chinese environment in advance and experience the charm of the Chinese language. She also mentioned wanting to see you.”

Steven Spielberg’s heart wavered slightly after saying this.

He really didn’t want to lie, especially dragging a twenty-year-old girl into his lie, but this matter was simply too important to him. He could only use the safest method, because he wasn’t very familiar with Li Mu either. He wasn’t sure if the cooperation model Li Mu had mentioned earlier was genuine or just casual talk. Now that he wanted to cooperate with him, if they communicated directly over the phone, should the other party’s desire to cooperate not be strong, they could easily find an excuse to brush him off. However, talking face-to-face would significantly increase the chances of success.

Steven Spielberg didn’t want his motive for coming to China to be too obvious, which was why he used the excuse of scouting locations, pretending to catch up with Li Mu incidentally, and then discussing the Muye Ticketing System after they met.

And bringing Anne Hathaway along was another consideration for Steven Spielberg. When they had discussed this system before, Anne Hathaway was also present. If he brought up the matter with Li Mu in front of Anne Hathaway, with her there, Li Mu, as a man, certainly couldn’t outright deny it or go back on his word. Having Anne Hathaway by his side definitely served as a “buff.”

For a director to scout locations and conduct on-site surveys for their film is completely normal in the film and television industry. Moreover, the location scouting phase is part of the pre-production stage, which is the initial phase of a film project. Outsiders rarely catch wind of it, and even if they do, they might not know the specific script or shooting plan. So, Steven Spielberg’s excuse was quite plausible.

Even if he didn’t end up shooting the film in China, it wouldn’t matter. He could just say that during scouting, they found a better location and thus abandoned China, and no one could fault him.

Furthermore, Steven Spielberg had already decided that if Li Mu truly made the Muye Ticketing System available for cooperation in North America, he would indeed come to China to shoot a film. And when making this film, he would involve Li Mu and Muye Media in a joint collaboration, thereby deepening their cooperative relationship and binding them together.

If Li Mu hadn’t always paid close attention to Steven Spielberg in his previous life, he might have reluctantly believed half of his story. But because Li Mu understood him well, even to the point of being his fan, Li Mu didn’t believe a word he said.

The reason was simple: Li Mu knew that apart from Empire of the Sun, which Steven Spielberg filmed in China in the 1980s, he had not shot any films in China afterward. He had already finished Catch Me If You Can, and his next film, The Terminal, which was released in 2004, had absolutely no connection to China. Therefore, for Steven Spielberg to say now that he had a new film to shoot in China was simply telling blatant lies.

This was the advantage of being a reincarnator. Li Mu even knew many of Steven Spielberg’s future moves better than Steven Spielberg himself. At this moment, when Steven Spielberg lied to Li Mu, Li Mu could see right through it.

After seeing through his lie, Li Mu realized that his visit to China this time must be for the Muye Ticketing System.

The film market in North America was very mature, and the internet was equally mature, but what was missing was a product that could bridge the internet and the film industry. Therefore, once the Muye Ticketing System was deployed in North America, it would surely achieve tremendous success. Steven Spielberg was not just a successful director but also a successful businessman, so he would certainly be able to see the profit margin hidden behind this system.

Although he was lying at such an old age, it made Li Mu feel somewhat helpless. But overall, he was still more inclined to cooperate with someone like Steven Spielberg, because he not only had a business mind but also formidable influence and artistic accomplishment. He also hadn’t had any major negative history revealed. Cooperating with such a person was much more reassuring than cooperating with Harvey.

So, Li Mu didn’t expose his lie and said with a smile, “You’ve all come to China? That’s wonderful! I must give you a welcome feast according to Chinese custom.”

At this point, Li Mu changed his tone slightly and sighed, “However, Director Spielberg, I’m not in Yanjing right now. You can first attend to your serious business, and we’ll gather after you’re done.”

When Steven Spielberg heard Li Mu say he would give him a welcome feast, he sighed in relief. Regardless of the outcome, as long as he could meet Li Mu face-to-face, with Anne Hathaway present, his chances of success would be much greater. He was only afraid of not having the opportunity to meet; in that case, the success rate would be significantly reduced.

But just as he let out that breath, he immediately became tense again because of Li Mu’s next sentence: “Not in Yanjing? Gather after you’re done with serious business? What serious business do I have? My serious business is meeting you, your brother here!”





Chapter 1130: Getting Ahead of Harvey!

“Mr. Li, you’re not in Yanjing?!”

Steven Spielberg stopped in his tracks just after exiting the airport. If Li Mu wasn’t in Yanjing, all his plans would be significantly affected.

If he followed Li Mu’s advice and waited a few days before contacting him again, who knew how many Hollywood bigwigs would approach Li Mu in the meantime? By then, the Muye Ticketing System would most likely have fallen into someone else’s pocket.

But if he didn’t follow Li Mu’s words, what could he do? He had already said he was busy with film location scouting. If he suddenly rushed to find Li Mu now, wouldn’t his previous statement fall apart on its own?

Li Mu laughed and told Steven Spielberg, “That’s right, I haven’t been in Yanjing lately. I have a logistics-related project under my wing that I’m currently following up on in the south.”

Steven Spielberg had been to China before and knew that its territory was vast. Whether north-south or east-west, the span could be large or small, even reaching thousands of kilometers at its maximum. This distance in Europe would cover more than a dozen countries. In this situation, it would be even harder to arrange a meeting time with Li Mu.

Thus, Steven Spielberg’s mood began to grow restless with anxiety.

Anne Hathaway, who was listening nearby, generally understood what Steven Spielberg meant from his words. She tentatively asked, “Mr. Spielberg, let me say a few words to Mr. Li?”

Steven Spielberg hesitated for a moment, then, seeing Anne Hathaway’s determined expression, handed her the phone.

Anne Hathaway took the call and said with a smile, “Hello, Mr. Li!”

“Hello, Anne.”

“Mr. Li, I heard you’re in southern China now?”

“Yes,” Li Mu hummed, “I’m in Shenzhen City, about two thousand kilometers from Beijing.”

Anne Hathaway casually replied, “Two thousand kilometers is only a little over one thousand two hundred miles. It’s just a two-hour flight, not far at all. We haven’t started work yet, so how about Director Spielberg and I fly over to meet you?”

Li Mu said, surprised, “Two thousand kilometers isn’t far?”

Anne Hathaway chuckled sweetly, “It might be quite far for people from other countries, but for Americans, it’s nothing at all. Americans are used to flying, so we consider distances within two thousand miles to be very close. We arrive in two or three hours. Sometimes in Los Angeles, you can get stuck in traffic for two or three hours and still not even leave the city.”

She continued, “Actually, the main thing is that Director Spielberg and I only have you as a friend in China. Since we’ve already flown thousands of miles to get here, flying another over one thousand kilometers to meet you isn’t a problem. You wouldn’t not welcome us, would you?”

Anne Hathaway’s words left Li Mu with no rebuttal. Americans were indeed used to flying; a two- or three-hour one-way flight was already commonplace for them.

So Li Mu said, “Of course not, you’re very welcome! How about this: let me know after you’ve finalized your itinerary, and I’ll arrange everything for your trip to Shenzhen City!”

Anne Hathaway breathed a sigh of relief when she heard Li Mu agree to meet. She said with a smile, “Then we’ll notify you in advance after we finalize our itinerary.”

“OK.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu began to re-examine this bigwig, Steven Spielberg.

Not only did he come to China to discuss cooperation with him, but he even called Anne Hathaway along, clearly intentionally. This made Li Mu sigh with emotion; there were truly few genuine artists in this world. Most were driven by profit at all times. In the face of significant interests, even artists might not be able to remain truly open and above board.

However, this didn’t cause him too much trouble. Collaborating with Steven Spielberg was, after all, better than working with someone like Harvey. And it had to be said, Steven Spielberg’s reputation was miles ahead of Harvey’s.

Meanwhile, still at Yanjing Airport, Steven Spielberg was beaming with joy and sighed in relief upon hearing Anne Hathaway say that Li Mu had agreed to meet.

Having struggled and toiled in the film industry for so many years, he knew too well what the Muye Ticketing System meant. For such a significant project, he had long been determined to succeed and could not afford to fail. That’s why he resorted to less honorable means, using Anne Hathaway’s help to come to China to negotiate with Li Mu. Although his approach was perhaps somewhat underhanded, to ensure the smooth development of the matter, he couldn’t afford to worry too much.

Now that Li Mu had agreed to meet, Steven Spielberg’s mood instantly brightened. He checked the time; it was still only noon in Yanjing. If he bought a ticket now to Shenzhen City, he should be able to meet Li Mu today.

Steven Spielberg immediately said to Anne Hathaway, “Anne, let’s buy tickets now and get to Shenzhen City as early as possible to meet Li Mu.”

Anne Hathaway had just endured an over ten-hour transatlantic flight and was finally back on solid ground, feeling exhausted and disoriented from severe jet lag. All she wanted was to get to a hotel, take a shower, and rest properly. She hadn’t expected Steven Spielberg to be so impatient.

Looking at him in surprise, Anne Hathaway tentatively asked, “Do we really need to rush so much? If we do, won’t it seem too abrupt and our intentions too obvious to Mr. Li?”

Steven Spielberg also hesitated. He really wanted to rush to Shenzhen City to meet Li Mu immediately, but as Anne Hathaway said, if he flew there so restless with anxiety, it would definitely seem extremely abnormal to Li Mu. Moreover, he was indeed very tired from tossing and turning during the journey. Since Li Mu had already agreed to meet, there seemed to be no need to be overly anxious.

Thinking of this, Steven Spielberg nodded slightly: “Alright then, let’s buy tickets for tomorrow morning’s flight, then find a hotel in the city to rest for a night, and depart tomorrow.”

Anne Hathaway finally sighed in relief. Though still very young, she was, after all, a delicate woman and lacked strong physical stamina. She already couldn’t stand up to him.

…

As the two were about to purchase tickets for tomorrow morning’s flight to Shenzhen City, Steven Spielberg’s phone rang. Judging by the number, it was an American phone, so Steven Spielberg answered the call.

“Hi, Steven!” Harvey’s voice was exceptionally warm. “It’s Harvey. What have you been up to recently, my friend?”

Listening to Harvey’s voice, Steven Spielberg was particularly surprised. He hadn’t expected the notorious Harvey from Hollywood to call him.

Steven Spielberg’s relationship with Harvey had already broken down at the end of the last century. That year, Steven Spielberg directed an epic war film, Saving Private Ryan, which was originally considered the strongest contender for the Oscar’s Best Picture that year, until Harvey suddenly appeared.

At that Academy Awards ceremony, Harvey leveraged his influence to ensure his production, Shakespeare in Love, received thirteen nominations and ultimately took home seven major awards. In terms of both nominations and wins, Shakespeare in Love delivered an overwhelming crushing defeat to Saving Private Ryan. Even for the most crucial Best Picture award, Harvey’s Shakespeare in Love defeated the highly favored Saving Private Ryan. This was the fuse that strained their relationship that year.

To Steven Spielberg, Harvey was like a thief who didn’t play by the rules, using his cunning to snatch away the award he most coveted. Therefore, since then, he had basically had no further contact with Harvey.

So at this moment, when Harvey suddenly called, Steven Spielberg was particularly puzzled.

Then, Steven Spielberg tentatively asked, “Harvey, is there something you need?”

Harvey chuckled on the other end of the line, “Steven, long time no see, I miss you. I wanted to find some time to have a meal with you. Do you happen to be free?”

Steven Spielberg frowned and said, “Harvey, if you have something to say, just say it directly. No need to be pretentious.”

Harvey was rebuffed by Steven Spielberg and felt a bit displeased, but remembering that Steven Spielberg was most likely the only person he knew who had a connection with Li Mu, he suppressed his temper and politely said, “Steven, it’s like this: I recently want to discuss some cooperation with Muye Media, but I don’t have any personal relationship with Li Mu, so I was hoping you could help me out and introduce me.”

As soon as he heard Harvey talk about meeting Li Mu, Steven Spielberg immediately became vigilant. He instantly began to ponder, why would Harvey want to meet Li Mu? Most likely he had also taken an interest in Li Mu’s Muye Ticketing System. After all, a seasoned veteran like Harvey couldn’t possibly be unaware of the importance of this system.

Thinking of this, Steven Spielberg tentatively asked him, “Li Mu isn’t in America, how do you expect me to introduce you?”

Harvey immediately said, “I don’t want to meet him in America, I want to meet him in China. I’m already in China.”

Then, Harvey continued, “Steven, I know there’s some misunderstanding between us, but this time I still hope you can put aside past grievances and help me out. I’ll definitely compensate you well in the future, and even give you a grand slam the next time you participate in the Oscars.”

Steven Spielberg felt furious as soon as he heard “Oscars.” He retorted irritably, “I’m sorry, I don’t have time.” After saying this, without waiting for Harvey to respond, Steven Spielberg hung up the phone.

Harvey hadn’t expected Steven Spielberg to be so unreasonable, giving him no face at all and even hanging up on him. While annoyed, he continued to rack his brain, hoping to find a key person to help him establish a connection.

At this moment, Steven Spielberg, who had just hung up, said to Anne Hathaway with a serious expression, “Anne, we’re changing our plan. We’re going to Shenzhen City today!”

Anne Hathaway asked in surprise, “What happened, Mr. Spielberg?”

Steven Spielberg said with a hint of indignation, “Harvey has already arrived in China ahead of us and is looking for an opportunity to meet Li Mu. We absolutely cannot let him see Li Mu before us!”





Chapter 1139: Li Mu’s Core Requirement

In a Teochew Beef Hotpot restaurant in Shenzhen City, Li Mu looked at the slightly thin, elderly Jewish man before him, finding it somewhat amusing.

Steven Spielberg’s physical condition clearly looked poor, and his complexion was not good. After more than ten hours of flying, he had just landed and hadn’t even had a chance to rest. He waited at the airport for over two hours, then flew for another three hours to Shenzhen City. Even twenty-year-old Anne Hathaway was finding such high-intensity continuous travel difficult to handle; her dark circles couldn’t even be covered by foundation, let alone Steven Spielberg, who was nearing sixty.

Li Mu was also a bit surprised by Steven Spielberg’s efficiency. Just a few hours after their phone call, he had already landed in Li Mu’s city. How urgent must his need be to work non-stop with such restless anxiety?

This time, Li Mu did not meet with the two of them alone. He knew that Senior Brother Liu was also a fan of Steven Spielberg, so he specifically invited him to join them.

Steven Spielberg was exhausted from the journey, but his appetite was surprisingly good. He ate a large amount of handmade beef meatballs, consuming an astonishing amount of food. Anne Hathaway, on the other hand, was bashful throughout the meal. Though her stomach was rumbling, she tried her best to control her intake.

Li Mu thought that this kind of hotpot might not suit Anne Hathaway’s taste, so he deliberately asked her, “Anne, are you not used to this kind of food?”

Anne Hathaway, feeling a surge of joy that Li Mu was concerned about her, said with a hint of shyness, “No, no, it’s quite delicious. It’s just that I’ve never eaten much.”

Li Mu nodded gently, feeling a bit of a pained expression for the young Anne Hathaway. She must have been unable to refuse Steven Spielberg, a senior figure in the film industry, which was why she traveled all the way to China. He wondered what kind of reward Steven Spielberg would give her for such a long and tiring journey.

So, Li Mu deliberately feigned ignorance and asked Steven Spielberg, “Director Steven Spielberg, what kind of film do you plan to shoot in China?”

Steven Spielberg had just eaten a handmade beef meatball and hadn’t had time to chew it when he heard this. He paused slightly and quickly used his pre-prepared answer, saying, “Mr. Li, please call me Steven from now on. Don’t call me ‘Director Steven Spielberg’ every time. We are friends, aren’t we?”

Li Mu nodded, “OK, Steven.”

Steven Spielberg then said, “Actually, I want to make a movie similar to the Indiana Jones series, incorporating certain Chinese culture and historical allusions, such as the famous Qin Shihuang.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Steven, your Indiana Jones series, should it be up to the third film already?”

“Yes,” Steven Spielberg lamented, “The third film was more than ten years ago.”

Li Mu asked him, “So when do you plan to start your fourth film?”

Steven Spielberg said, “That depends on Paramount’s plan, but the overall pace of the Indiana Jones series is relatively slow; the fourth film won’t start until at least 2005.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then why not start it earlier? That way, you won’t have to specifically make another movie that incorporates Chinese culture. You can just do Indiana Jones 4 under the framework of Chinese culture. What do you think?”

Steven Spielberg said earnestly, “Frankly speaking, this is not my decision, so I can’t give you a definitive answer. However, I can communicate what you’ve said to Paramount. If they are interested, I personally have no problem with it.”

Li Mu knew that Steven Spielberg was just making idle remarks when it came to filming in China, so he deliberately said, “Since that’s the case, why don’t you, Steven, make an introduction for me to Paramount to see if they are interested in cooperating with my Muye Media? I can deeply cooperate with them in the North American market using the Muye Ticketing System. As long as they are willing to come to China to shoot a few big-budget films, incorporate our thousands of years of Chinese history and civilization into Hollywood movies, and let the world know about them, I can make some concessions on the issues of collaborative investment and shares.”

Li Mu said this to put pressure on Steven Spielberg in two ways:

First, “I did mention verbally to you that I would cooperate with you on the Muye Ticketing System, but don’t think I have any obligation to you just because I said it. I can go back on my word at any time, even with Anne Hathaway here, it won’t help.”

Second, “Don’t try to bluff me about coming to China to make a movie. Since you said it, you have to do it. Otherwise, don’t even think about getting this ticketing system from me. I’d rather use this system to get other film and television companies to come to China to shoot movies than let you fool me.”

Steven Spielberg indeed became restless with anxiety at these words. Li Mu had previously said he would cooperate with him on the Muye Ticketing System, but he suddenly acted as if he hadn’t said anything and even wanted Steven Spielberg to make an introduction to Paramount for him? If that were the case, what was he after by traveling thousands of miles to China?

So, Steven Spielberg tentatively asked, “Mr. Li, are you planning to promote the Muye Ticketing System in North America?”

Li Mu nodded, “This system is a huge innovation for the user’s movie-watching experience and for cinema chain box office management. It is a great driving force for the entire film and television industry. It should not only be promoted within China but worldwide.”

Steven Spielberg felt not good about it. Li Mu was clearly going back on his previous words, but on second thought, Li Mu had only mentioned it casually then. At that time, Steven Spielberg hadn’t seen the actual product and had only casually agreed. They hadn’t genuinely reached an agreement at all. Besides, who would take casual chat seriously?

Thinking of this, Steven Spielberg felt that he could no longer continue being evasive, otherwise, Li Mu might directly ignore him. So, he couldn’t help but ask, “Mr. Li, you previously said that if I were interested, we could work together on this system in North America. What are your thoughts now?”

Li Mu thought, “Good, finally getting to the point after dawdling for so long.” So, he smiled faintly and said, “Steven, I am not in North America, and my energy isn’t focused there either. So, if the Muye Ticketing System is to be developed in North America, it must find a reliable partner to work with. This is beyond doubt.”

Steven Spielberg nodded, “That’s right, there needs to be a trusted partner.”

Li Mu continued, “The cooperation I want, although it will be reflected at the capital level, what I am pursuing is not external capital to reduce my investment. This amount of money is nothing to me or to Muye Technology.”

Steven Spielberg continued to nod. Corporate-level cooperation must be reflected through capital relationships, such as A investing how much and holding what percentage of shares, and B investing how much and holding what percentage of shares. But for Li Mu, even if he found a partner, it wasn’t to have the other party share the investment with him, but rather to help him promote the development of this system in the North American market. He fully understood this point.

At this moment, Li Mu added, “There are many powerful film and television companies in Hollywood, and many powerful producers and big superstars, including you. There are many suitable partners. However, regarding how to select them, I have my own set of standards, which is also why I refused Harvey’s meeting request. The other party’s strength, connections, network, and influence are not my core requirements for choosing a partner.”

Steven Spielberg knew that Li Mu had refused Harvey’s meeting request but didn’t know why Li Mu had rejected him.

He then asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, what are your requirements for a partner? If it’s convenient, could you tell me?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I don’t have very high requirements for a partner’s strength. As I just said, there are so many large film and television companies, producers, and superstars in Hollywood; in terms of resource capabilities, they all meet my requirements.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu changed the subject, “My core requirement for a partner is whether they can meet my needs on other levels.”

“Needs on other levels?” Steven Spielberg asked in surprise, “More specifically, which levels?”

Li Mu said earnestly, “For example, being able to shoot movies in China!”

“Shoot movies in China?!” Steven Spielberg looked at Li Mu in surprise, “You hope your partner can shoot movies in China? What kind of movies?”

Li Mu chuckled, “There are no restrictions on the subject matter. I hope they are films that can be deeply integrated with Chinese culture, Chinese history, China’s development, and Chinese actors, allowing the world to learn more about China’s strengths and to re-understand and recognize China as a country. This kind of thing cannot be achieved by any official or individual, only through film and television works can it be quickly realized.”

At this point, Li Mu spoke with unusual formality, “Steven, China’s film industry is still very weak. Whether it’s our market size, industry enterprises, or the manners of our practitioners, we lag far behind Hollywood. Most actors can’t act, or simply don’t know how to act. Most directors can’t make movies, most screenwriters can’t write scripts, and most film and television companies don’t understand market demand. This ultimately results in most of what they produce being disliked by audiences. Yet, even so, they are all self-righteous. Directors think they can be on par with big Hollywood directors, screenwriters think they have a masterful grasp of audience and market demand, and actors think their acting skills are sky-breaking. How can the industry achieve significant progress if this continues?”

“So, in my eyes, the Muye Ticketing System is nothing, and money is nothing. China’s international image and the substantial development of China’s film and television industry are what I care about most. So, whom will I cooperate with in North America in the future? It’s actually very simple: whoever can help in these two areas, I will cooperate with them. If you, Steven, are willing to cooperate with me, as long as you promise: you, and the film and television companies under your name, will produce at least one movie related to China each year, with a medium-level investment or higher, not only will I give you for free twenty percent of the shares in the Muye Ticketing System in the North American market, but I can also invest fifty percent in these China-related movies you produce, and even guarantee them. If the movie loses money, all the losses will be mine!”





Chapter 1132: Sense of National Belonging

There were four people at the table, and everyone but Li Mu was stunned.

The shock Li Mu’s words brought to the three of them was truly indescribable. Li Mu was actually willing to give away the Muye Ticketing System, grant twenty percent of its shares for free, provide investment, guarantee against losses, and shoulder all the risks himself. And all of this was simply to bring the partners to China to make movies!

Not to mention the two American guests, who were dumbfounded, even Senior Brother Liu was too surprised to speak.

He knew Li Mu well; he was aware of Li Mu’s extraordinary sense of mission towards the country and the nation. This was evident from his display of holding the national flag at Harvard and his impassioned speeches. However, he had not expected Li Mu to be willing to sacrifice a businessman’s most fundamental goal—profit—for China’s image and influence in the world, and for the significant progress of China’s film and television industry.

The only thing that seemed to make Li Mu completely sacrifice profit until now was the 3321 initiative. However, what Li Mu had just said went beyond merely sacrificing profit; it even involved investing more costs while abandoning profit. From this point alone, it was clear that Li Mu placed extraordinary value on Hollywood coming to China to make movies.

Steven Spielberg couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Mr. Li, are you hoping Hollywood can drive the entire Chinese film industry? If so, we can certainly cooperate with Muye Media on some films in the future. That’s absolutely no problem.”

Li Mu nodded, “Driving it forward is essential. China’s film and television industry has too many problems. Relying solely on internal adjustments and improvements would take at least another ten years. But with the push from excellent industry peers, they will inevitably strive to catch up, otherwise they will be eliminated by the rapidly developing industry and by rapidly evolving audiences.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Of course, the other aspect I mentioned earlier is also very important. Because unlike Western ideology, Western media has demonized us quite a lot. I don’t understand politics, and I don’t want to touch politics, but as a Chinese person, I sincerely hope that the world can take off the tinted glasses imposed by the media and truly see the real appearance of this country, this nation, and its people, or understand the ancient culture that this country and nation have nurtured on this land for thousands of years. And the best solution I can think of is film.”

Steven Spielberg was also deeply moved. Although he was an American, he was even more a Jew. He deeply understood Li Mu’s sense of national belonging, a feeling that transcended the limitations of territory and nation, and could not be simply summarized as patriotism.

Steven Spielberg once directed a film related to the massacre of Jews, titled Schindler’s List, which tells the true story of a German businessman named Oskar Schindler who helped over one thousand Jews escape the Holocaust during World War II. As a Jew, Steven Spielberg refused to shake hands with German actors throughout the filming process, which might seem impolite, but it was driven by that deep sense of national belonging within him.

Whether out of a Jew’s profound identification with a sense of national belonging, or a businessman’s pursuit of profit, Steven Spielberg could not refuse Li Mu’s cooperation proposal. He nodded gently and said earnestly, “Mr. Li, I am willing to accept your cooperation proposal. Within the next ten years, I will personally, or have my team, deeply participate in one film related to China each year. Even if my team and I lead the production, it’s not a problem.”

At this point, Steven Spielberg paused and asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, regarding the cooperation for Muye Ticketing System in North America, we also hope to acquire an additional portion of shares by investing. Do you think that’s feasible?”

Li Mu said, “Feasible, but the increase should not exceed ten percent. That is to say, we will establish a company together in North America. If you do not invest capital, I will hold eighty percent and you twenty percent. If you wish to invest, I will give you a ten percent increase in stake, but when increasing the stake, the company’s valuation will be two hundred million dollars.”

A valuation of two hundred million dollars means ten percent of the shares would be twenty million dollars. For Steven Spielberg and his company, while not an astronomical sum, it was still a considerable expense. Although the company, which theoretically had nothing but the Muye Ticketing System, was valued at two hundred million dollars, it sounded incredible. However, solely based on the Muye Ticketing System, its influence within the YY ecosystem, and its market potential, these two hundred million dollars were well worth it.

This was like Tencent suddenly announcing that it would launch a new product within the WeChat framework one day; even without a single penny invested, simply by backing on the WeChat ecosystem, its valuation would be astronomical.

Steven Spielberg thought for a moment and then said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I accept your terms and I am willing to acquire an additional ten percent of shares.”

“Good,” Li Mu nodded, “I have no other requirements on my end. All my requirements relate to the films. Here are a few simple points: First, for the films you invest in and shoot in China as per our agreement, I retain a veto power over the script, casting, and budget. If I don’t like your story, I can directly pass on the film; if I don’t like a certain actor in it, I can directly remove them from the film; if I have an opinion on the budget, I will either moderately increase or decrease it based on the original.”

Steven Spielberg said without hesitation, “That’s very reasonable. I have no objections.”

Li Mu also felt relieved. His biggest worry was that Steven Spielberg and his team might try to fool him later, so he absolutely needed to grasp control over the script of every film. Only with his approval could filming commence.

Actually, Li Mu had always been very, very dissatisfied with China’s film and television industry. Even if the Hollywood film industry was a superficial place full of fame and fortune, or internally degenerate and corrupt, the professionalism with which the entire industry made films was always maintained and implemented. A Hollywood actor might be scum, an addict, a mistress, or promiscuous, but as long as he or she stepped in front of the camera, they would be a professional actor, presenting a professional performance.

However, looking at China’s film and television industry, the abysmal acting skills of a large number of professionally trained actors were infuriating. The roughness of the entire industry’s production level, the urgency of its pursuit of money and fame, and the low demands it placed on art itself were simply beyond words.

Many times, when Li Mu watched domestic film and television dramas, he would find it extremely awkward that even the protagonists couldn’t act, let alone the extras.

Sometimes, a film or television drama would finally have a few actors with good performances, but the extras would be so terrible it was infuriating, constantly breaking immersion, making for a terrible viewing experience.

Sometimes, for traffic and revenue, film and television dramas would invite a bunch of so-called popular young idols. Every single frame if screenshot separately would look as beautiful as a magazine cover shoot, but when strung together and combined with the plot, they made people want to vomit.

Sometimes, the props and special effects in a movie were so fake that even a three-year-old child couldn’t bear to look.

Furthermore, Li Mu particularly disliked film and television dramas that recorded audio later. As long as the mouthing of words didn’t match, it was unbearably fake. Yet, most domestic film and television directors and actors adopted post-dubbing to save time and effort during filming, leading to the appearance of “Number Ladies” who would recite numbers on set…

Some veteran actors also lacked ambition, with their acting skills showing no breakthrough for over a decade, playing the same type of roles for fifteen years, yet every one of them made people feel utterly awkward.

Enumerating the rotten state of China’s film and television industry, Li Mu, as an outsider, could curse for three days and three nights without repeating himself. It wasn’t that he was fawning over foreign things; simply from a viewer’s perspective, Chinese film and television dramas simply couldn’t be compared to American ones. A very simple example: it’s rare to find extras with poor acting skills in American dramas; sometimes the extras’ acting is astonishingly good. Most American dramas, even if not particularly engaging, won’t make you zone out due to terrible acting. But in China, extras really are extras who simply cannot act, and few directors seem to stick to their artistic pursuits, genuinely inviting a group of skilled supporting actors to make the whole drama richer.

It was precisely because of these “Original Sins” that made him disappointed in someone for not living up to expectations that Li Mu was so pessimistic about the autonomous development of China’s film and television industry.

In his previous life, although Hollywood extensively permeated the Chinese film market in the later stages, even cooperating heavily with Chinese actors, directors, and screenwriters, by then the Chinese market had already risen, the industry had gone astray, and audiences had been led astray, to the point where Hollywood content had to compromise when entering China. They would even use so-called actors with no acting skills for box office, bringing no improvement to domestic films, but rather being led astray themselves by the domestic film market.

If, in this life, China’s film and television industry were to walk this path again, Li Mu would definitely disband Muye Media and never touch the film and television industry again, because he was unwilling to mix with so many mediocre individuals, even if it was just in the same industry; he couldn’t afford to lose face like that.

Steven Spielberg proactively asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, if we sign the contract successfully, what kind of China-related film do you hope we make in 2003?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “A war theme! Both Saving Private Ryan and Band of Brothers are war-themed films and TV series that I really like. During World War II, China paid a huge price and made significant contributions to resisting the Japanese invaders and for world peace, but Hollywood has never made a film about China’s resistance against Japanese invaders in World War II. You’ve made films about almost every World War II campaign involving Americans, and you yourself directed a film about the German army’s massacre of Jews during World War II. If you personally direct a film about China in World War II, I think it would be very meaningful.”

Steven Spielberg could well understand Li Mu’s sense of national belonging. Even though Li Mu had previously promised to invest and even guarantee box office returns, out of professional integrity, he still kindly reminded Li Mu, “Mr. Li, true war films are extremely expensive to produce; their costs are very high. Saving Private Ryan cost seventy million dollars four years ago, and Band of Brothers cost one hundred twenty million dollars. The costs are very high. Moreover, you want to make a film reflecting China during World War II; this kind of subject matter will probably not have very high box office performance in North America and other parts of the world, so the possibility of recouping costs is not great…”

Li Mu said firmly, “It doesn’t matter. You come up with the subject, I’ll invest. If I personally can’t afford it, my company will invest. If my company can’t afford it, my shareholders will invest. Money is not the problem; the problem is having good works. China has one point three billion people. I don’t believe a good film will have no one to watch it!”





Chapter 1133: A Glimmer of Hope for a Comeback

“Hollywood’s renowned director Steven Spielberg visits China for in-depth cooperation talks with Li Mu!”

“Muye Media will form a deep cooperative partnership with DreamWorks, including the joint establishment of ‘Muye DreamWorks,’ with Muye Media holding a 70% stake and DreamWorks holding 30%. This joint venture will work to promote and popularize the Muye Ticketing System in the North American market. Simultaneously, Muye Media and DreamWorks will engage in in-depth collaboration on film and television projects. It is reported that the two parties will jointly produce at least one film annually, and Director Steven Spielberg has committed to personally directing two of these films within the next five years.”

After Li Mu and Steven Spielberg reached a preliminary cooperation agreement, both companies immediately entered the contractual process and began announcing the news to the media. As the Muye Ticketing System was already drawing significant attention both domestically and internationally, the moment this cooperation intention was revealed, it immediately garnered considerable global attention.

Media outlets everywhere reported on the collaboration between Li Mu and Steven Spielberg. Among those most delighted were the Chinese people and the North American people. Although Li Mu did not explicitly disclose that his film collaboration with Steven Spielberg was for promoting Chinese culture, the Chinese people could sense that Li Mu was using his influence to tie the Chinese film and television industry to Hollywood. North American people, on the other hand, rejoiced at the prospect of soon experiencing this marvelous online ticketing system, which would undoubtedly be a huge improvement for movie lovers in North America.

Li Mu and Steven Spielberg’s collaboration also shocked the entire Chinese film and television industry and Hollywood. The Chinese film and television industry has essentially been utterly destroyed by Li Mu. Dozens of film and television companies had jointly reported the Muye Ticketing System, and after Li Mu exposed them, they became universally scorned, cursed everywhere. Meanwhile, Li Mu and Muye Media’s reputation in the film industry continued to grow as the incident unfolded.

Muye Media, having only produced one film, has now become the most influential film and television company in the Chinese film industry. With the backing of its Muye Ticketing System and now its connection to Hollywood, there is no doubt that Muye Media’s films will see a significant improvement in quality with Hollywood’s support and assistance. With YY and the Muye Ticketing System also guaranteeing box office success, Muye Media will essentially be invincible in the future.

The entire Hollywood community was surprised. While everyone flocked to China, unable even to meet Li Mu, Steven Spielberg had already preemptively reached a cooperation agreement with him. This greatly disappointed many companies, as they highly recognized the market potential of the Muye Ticketing System. If it fell into the hands of others, it would inevitably put them at a disadvantage in the future.

Harvey heard about Steven Spielberg’s cooperation with Li Mu and was furious, but there was nothing he could do. It was clear Li Mu had no interest in him, so he had no chance of success from the very beginning.

When Harvey returned home, Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway were still in Shenzhen City. Although Christmas was approaching and Steven Spielberg’s new film ‘Catch Me If You Can’ was set to be released in North America, Spielberg was adamant about not leaving China at that moment. He was waiting for his American lawyers to finalize the contract template with Li Mu’s lawyers, intending to personally sign it before departing with the agreement.

The reason he wanted to sign in person was also because Steven Spielberg feared unexpected complications might arise; only by having the contract in hand could he truly be at ease.



Meanwhile, in Yanjing, Guru Lei was preparing to launch a new round of promotional activities on Taobao, leveraging the Christmas and New Year’s Day holidays to boost Taobao’s year-end platform orders and transaction amount.

Five hundred kilometers away in Hangzhou, a group of people were also eagerly discussing the Christmas and New Year’s Day holidays. These were the core members of the Letao team, and they were discussing how to use these two holidays to further increase Letao’s overall volume.

Letao’s recent development had been exceptionally smooth. After helping Letao sellers establish deep cooperation with some counterfeit goods manufacturers, it further suppressed the purchase prices for Letao sellers, leading to price reductions for a large number of goods.

The primary fertile ground for counterfeit goods was low prices. The lower the price, the greater the market competitiveness. Thus, Letao’s platform transaction volume soared rapidly, achieving swift development.

Mr. Ma was now preparing for a new round of financing. Several investors had already come to the Letao team to conduct due diligence. In Mr. Ma’s view, this financing round was practically a sure thing, and the valuation would certainly be above several hundred million yuan. If this financing succeeded, it would be a huge encouragement for the entire Letao team.

And when Mr. Ma saw so much news online about Li Mu and Steven Spielberg, he was in high spirits. He specifically organized a high-level meeting to boost everyone’s morale.

After everyone was seated in the conference room, he enthusiastically said, “For the Christmas and New Year’s Day activities, everyone must go all out. For us, this is a good opportunity to further narrow the gap with Taobao.”

Everyone present didn’t understand why Mr. Ma said this was a good opportunity to narrow the gap with Taobao, as Taobao’s development speed was simply too fast, making it extremely difficult to keep up with its pace.

At this point, Mr. Ma smiled and said, “Look at the recent news. Li Mu is busy establishing cooperative relationships with Hollywood. In my opinion, he currently has no time or energy to attend to Taobao’s affairs. And Liu Qiangdong, as one of Taobao’s other two key figures, is now busy with Taobao Logistics matters. This means that Taobao’s operations will be solely handled by Lei Jun.”

Mr. Ma paused slightly and continued, “I believe that without Li Mu leading its operations, it won’t be long before Taobao begins resting on its laurels. Isn’t this our chance to strive to catch up?”

Everyone else had also been paying attention to Li Mu’s recent news. His cooperation with Steven Spielberg had virtually dominated all media headlines. Thinking it over carefully, Mr. Ma was indeed right. Li Mu was an operational genius, often coming up with incredible and unfathomable operational strategies that yielded surprisingly excellent results. This was precisely what Mr. Ma had always feared.

Li Mu’s exceptionally powerful operational capabilities were like a mighty engine, driving Taobao forward at breakneck speed, often experiencing leaps and bounds in development. Mr. Ma had keenly realized Li Mu’s exceptional brilliance when he was previously chasing Taobao. If Li Mu continued to be the primary driving force behind Taobao’s development, Letao would never have the chance to reduce the distance between them and Taobao.

Now, however, Li Mu’s energy was completely diverted from Taobao. Mr. Ma’s moment to strive and catch up had finally arrived.

For this round of Letao’s promotions, Mr. Ma put in a great deal of thought. Combining lessons from Li Mu’s various operational experiences, he simultaneously launched multiple activities, including spend-and-save offers, one-yuan flash deals, random deductions, and group bargaining.

Among these, random deductions and group bargaining were entirely new promotional methods conceived by Mr. Ma himself.

The general logic behind random deductions was: for every order placed by a user during the promotional period, there was a chance to receive a random amount deducted, with a minimum of one yuan and a maximum of a completely free order.

The general logic behind group bargaining was: if a user was interested in an item during the promotional period, they could use the ‘group bargaining’ feature to first submit a bargaining request to the seller. The seller would then offer a more favorable price, but this would require a certain number of people to jointly bargain and purchase together to qualify for the discount.

For example, for a pair of counterfeit Nike shoes priced at ninety-nine yuan, the seller might offer a ‘group bargaining’ threshold of eighty-nine yuan. As long as ten people ‘group bargain,’ they can enjoy the eighty-nine yuan price. Besides this, sellers might also set multiple tiers of bargaining, such as ten people for eighty-nine yuan, twenty people for seventy-nine yuan, and so on.

This was essentially an operational plan for group buying discounts. However, using this ‘group bargaining’ format could make users feel psychologically more in control, while also encouraging them to voluntarily promote the activity. For example, if a user liked an item and only needed a few more people to successfully bargain, they would likely seek out relatives and friends to place orders together, thereby enjoying the discount from successful bargaining.

For this event, Mr. Ma had already invested nearly ten million yuan in promotional funds beforehand. But to keep it under wraps, he had been lying low, observing Taobao’s movements.

When he discovered that Li Mu himself was completely uninvolved in Taobao’s operations, and that Taobao showed no signs of launching promotional activities for Christmas and New Year’s Day, he decided to save all his promotional resources. Instead of a long, gentle promotional offensive, he would amass his strength and, just as Christmas approached, suddenly aim high and strike hard, launching a fierce, concentrated push. He would use a short, sharp promotional offensive to quickly seize public attention, catching Taobao completely off guard.

At the meeting, Lu Zhaoxi also spoke with extreme excitement: “Li Mu hasn’t really stayed in Yanjing since returning to China. Recently, his mind hasn’t been on Taobao at all. Not just Taobao, I feel he’s not even paying much attention to Muye Technology. Instead, he’s poured a massive amount of energy into the entertainment industry and the film and television sector. The Muye Ticketing System caused a sensation a while ago, and now he’s getting involved with Hollywood. It seems Li Mu’s recent development focus is the film and entertainment industry, which is a bit like putting the cart before the horse.”

Mr. Ma scoffed, “Li Mu, throwing himself entirely into the entertainment industry like this, shows just how restless he is. He simply wants to make his presence felt in the film and television sector through the celebrities and famous figures within it. Being surrounded by stars and renowned directors, like the moon among stars, every day is basically him neglecting his proper duties.”

At this point, Mr. Ma said with particular seriousness, “The more Li Mu neglects his proper duties, the more opportunities we’ll have to catch up to Taobao! If our current campaign achieves our expected level, I’m confident that our platform’s transaction volume will soon rise to around twenty percent of Taobao’s. Once our new financing round is successful, and we increase investment next year and redouble our efforts, we’ll quickly be able to confront Taobao head-on and compete against each other!”

The entire conference room was filled with cheer and excitement. They had been suppressed and beaten down by Li Mu and Taobao for so long; now, finally, they were about to see a glimmer of hope for a comeback!

Meanwhile, just as Mr. Ma was actively mobilizing his team’s enthusiasm and preparing to launch a strong push to seize the year-end opportunity, the high-level leaders’ provisional management measures regarding the selling of counterfeit goods on e-commerce platforms, after multiple rounds of closed-door discussions and repeated deliberations, were finally completed. To avoid dragging this matter into the next year, the high-level leaders had decided that these provisional management measures would be officially announced to the entire society on December 25th, Christmas Day!





Chapter 1134: Why Not Start a School?

The day before Christmas, other DreamWorks executives arrived in China with the drafted contract, ready to hold the official signing ceremony with Li Mu. The collaboration between DreamWorks and Muye Media officially marked the beginning of in-depth cooperation between China’s film industry and Hollywood.

The entire DreamWorks team placed great value on this collaboration. Both parties got what they needed: DreamWorks aimed to leverage the Muye Ticketing System to enhance its influence in the North American film industry, while Li Mu hoped that DreamWorks and Steven Spielberg, while promoting China, could also elevate the overall standard of Chinese cinema.

For this signing, Li Mu summoned Ning Hao, Teng Huatao, Tang Wei, Huang Bo, Zhang Kexuan, and Du Wei to Shenzhen City. Before the signing, he held detailed discussions with several Bigwigs from DreamWorks, including Steven Spielberg.

This detailed discussion was held in the banquet hall of a five-star hotel in Shenzhen City. Although the signing ceremony would take place here tomorrow, today’s meeting was not open to the public or the media.

For Ning Hao and Teng Huatao, both were new directors. Although the box office of Those Years had reached four hundred million and continued to make history for Chinese movie box office records, Teng Huatao remained very humble. He was well aware that the reason the film’s box office was so high was 40% from the story itself, 30% from promotion and distribution, and 20% from the cast; his own influence accounting for 10% was already excellent.

Ning Hao’s Crazy Stone had not yet been released, making him an even newer director than Teng Huatao, and thus even more humble and cautious.

The Bigwigs from DreamWorks, especially Steven Spielberg, might not necessarily have vast personal fortunes, but their influence in the film and television industry was undoubtedly world-class. For Ning Hao and Teng Huatao, meeting them felt like second-tier domestic club players encountering Bigwigs like Ronaldo and Ronaldinho – both thrilled and humble.

During this meeting, Li Mu put forward relatively specific demands to DreamWorks: “Firstly, for films jointly invested in and produced by both sides in China, Muye Media’s actors must be used, with the proportion of important Chinese and Western actors being around 5:5.”

The DreamWorks Bigwigs immediately stated: “No problem, we’ll follow the 5:5 ratio. For special themes, we can even provide more tilt towards Chinese actors.”

Li Mu then raised another requirement: “In exchange, for films invested in and produced by DreamWorks in the United States and other parts of the world, Muye Media must be guaranteed a certain number of slots, from the production team to the cast. Muye Media will have the right to provide no more than two Chinese actors and no more than two production team members for every live-action film DreamWorks makes in the future.”

This demand was, on one hand, to allow Muye Media’s production and acting teams to learn from Hollywood’s experience, and on the other, to help Muye Media’s actors break into Hollywood. Li Mu knew the awesome aspect of China’s film and television industry’s “export to domestic sales” phenomenon: actors participating in a Hollywood film for zero film fee could become first-tier or even super first-tier stars upon returning to China. He didn’t want to miss such an opportunity.

DreamWorks did not haggle over prices for any of these demands from Li Mu, accepting them all without question. Their sole objective was the Muye Ticketing System. As long as Li Mu did not propose reducing their shareholding percentage, they would absolutely not raise any objections to his demands. After all, Li Mu’s twenty percent shares were not given for free; even if not bought with money, they had to be exchanged for resources.

Seeing DreamWorks’ excellent attitude, Li Mu was very satisfied. He said to Steven Spielberg and the other DreamWorks Bigwigs: “In the future, if our Muye Media directors don’t have a film to shoot, I’ll send them to DreamWorks to learn how Hollywood makes movies. From scriptwriting to preparation, casting, filming, editing, and post-production—these are all areas they need to study.”

Steven Spielberg smiled: “Mr. Li, you can rest assured about that. Every production team at DreamWorks will be open for your observation in the future, and during the observation process, our staff will certainly tell you everything they know.”

Li Mu nodded, looking at the excited Ning Hao and Teng Huatao, and smiled: “If you go to Hollywood to study in the future, you must apply yourselves and thoroughly learn Hollywood’s most advanced production experience. This will greatly promote the development of Muye Media and the domestic film and television industry.”

The two nodded repeatedly, indescribably excited.

At this moment, Steven Spielberg spoke: “Mr. Li, during these past few days in China, I intentionally found some Chinese film DVDs to watch, and I discovered a very serious issue: the inconsistent manners of the actors. In every film I watched, most of the actors gave me the impression that they didn’t understand acting at all. It seemed that most people looked very fake in front of the camera, either lacking impact or overdone. This problem wasn’t limited to extras; many lead actors also had it. If this problem isn’t resolved in the future, it will greatly affect the quality of our collaborative films.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and sighed: “To be honest, Steven, this is also something I’ve been very frustrated about. The biggest problem domestically is the overall lack of manners among industry professionals. There are only a few authoritative film and television academies in the country, and most of the rest are art schools focused primarily on making money. In this situation, let alone these profit-driven art schools, even the authoritative film and television academies are full of unspoken rules and shady dealings. Truly capable people can’t get in, and even if they do, they can’t make a name for themselves. This is the biggest problem!”

As an old angry youth, Ning Hao immediately agreed when he heard Li Mu discussing this issue: “Before I entered the Film Academy, I thought it was the temple and cradle of the film and television industry. Only after entering did I realize how damn filthy this cradle was. Even students from the Film Academy’s acting department don’t truly understand acting. How much development can you hope for in this industry?”

As he spoke, he pointed to Huang Bo, who stood beside them, a little reserved and silent, saying: “Don’t look at Huang Bo’s lack of any real professional acting training; his acting skills are already enough to utterly surpass over ninety percent of the so-called conservatory-trained actors in China.”

Huang Bo quickly waved his hand: “Director Ning, I don’t deserve such praise…”

Before Ning Hao could speak, Li Mu interjected: “I think Ning Hao is right. Huang Bo’s acting skills are indeed stronger than most conservatory-trained actors. This isn’t just praise for Huang Bo; it’s also a question posed to the industry. Why does this happen? Why are people graduating from top film and television academies increasingly unable to act? In my opinion, it’s because people no longer possess the craftsmanship to do things to the utmost.”

At this point, Li Mu lamented: “Why were the ancients’ ceramic skills so exquisite? Why can’t many classic works be perfectly replicated even with today’s advanced technology? Frankly, it’s because our current generation has lost the ancient craftsmanship. Although the film and television industry is a relatively modern one, it still requires a craftsmanship spirit to do things well. Hollywood’s success isn’t just a commercial success; it’s also driven by the craftsmanship of countless masters. What our film and television industry lacks is precisely this spirit. Everyone is pursuing fame and fortune, their craft isn’t proficient, yet they dare to come out and make money by acting. Ultimately, it’s because the industry environment isn’t healthy enough. If the industry were healthy enough, such people wouldn’t even have a chance to excel.”

Steven Spielberg nodded, sighing: “From my personal perspective, the manners of many professionals in China really aren’t sufficient. Of all the films I’ve watched these past few days, not a single one reached an exquisite standard. The most obvious issue is the level of the actors. So I believe that in the future, we must increase our emphasis on this. If possible, I hope Muye Media can nurture a group of extras with proficient acting skills.”

Li Mu frowned slightly, then his eyes lit up: “Yes! Nurturing a group of extras with proficient acting skills is very important! Putting everything else aside, if we can at least nurture one hundred extras with proficient acting skills, then no matter what team we use, who directs, who is the screenwriter, or who stars, we’ll have a group of extras whose abilities are up to standard, who won’t lower the overall production quality of the film, and who won’t affect audience relatability. That truly would be a huge asset.”

Thinking of this, Li Mu slapped his thigh: “Exactly! We need to spoil users rotten! We must use exquisite productions and excellent products to raise users’ aesthetic taste and broaden their vision. That way, if those shoddy films making up the numbers dare to fool the audience in the future, they will ultimately end up with all efforts coming to nothing, completely wiped out. As long as they can’t trick people out of money, the market will force them to mend their ways—either change, or die!”

Steven Spielberg looked at Li Mu and seriously said: “Mr. Li, I think your theory is absolutely correct. The main reason the industry is so murky and stagnant is the low competitive pressure in professional skills. If people still pay even if the lead actors can’t act, then naturally the industry won’t develop in the future. But if the market’s demanded taste is raised, it will certainly force professionals to adapt to market demand, otherwise they will inevitably be eliminated by the market.”

Speaking further, Steven Spielberg added: “Actually, with your capabilities, I believe you could absolutely establish a film and television training school in China. At that time, I can help you invite the best talents from Hollywood to be professors, to cultivate a new type of talent for Chinese cinema—especially actors—who are free from the influence of the current pursuit of fame and fortune and receive a completely Hollywood-style education. If dozens or even hundreds of extras with proficient acting skills are nurtured, then such a group of background actors would have an absolutely enormous impact on a film’s overall quality!”

Steven Spielberg’s words gave Li Mu a huge clue.

Opening a film and television training school was something he had never considered before, but now, upon careful thought, China’s film and television industry was truly terrible.

With the overall sluggishness of the box office currently, directors only wanted to win awards, and to do so, they wouldn’t hesitate to engage in “hanging a sheep’s head and selling dog meat” practices or even resort to gray-area operations;

Actors only wanted to become famous, and to achieve this, they wouldn’t hesitate to accept various unspoken rules or even engage in shady dealings just to enter the Film Academy;

And film and television companies only wanted to cut budgets and increase revenue, to the extent that they saved on film sets and props wherever possible; they didn’t use skilled extras, only the cheapest ones; and they fudged post-production effects whenever they could…

Industry professionals in the film and television sector were spouting Bullshit in every stage of production. Very few people would calmly study how to make a truly good film. How could genuinely good films be produced under such circumstances?





Chapter 1135: Fatal Attraction

The moment the idea of establishing a film and television training school was conceived, Li Mu was certain he would implement it and ensure its thorough success.

Unlike some self-proclaimed academies where wealthy individuals seek fame by acting as principals or professors, Li Mu knew he lacked the qualifications to teach. Therefore, in his venture, he would only provide funding, resources, and integration, but would never interfere with any actual educational matters.

Founding a film and television training academy would not be overly expensive for Li Mu. In recent years, China has seen a trend towards industrial centralization, including in education. Various regions have what are known as “university towns,” which are like startup incubators for schools, providing venues, academic buildings, dormitories, sports fields, libraries, and other infrastructure to facilitate the rapid establishment of various institutions.

Li Mu felt he could fully register a private film and television training academy, then lease academic hardware in a university town near a first-tier city. He would then hire many excellent professionals from Hollywood to teach in China, either on a regular or rotating basis, while recruiting students from society at large.

He would use his investments, resources, and influence to establish the school’s hardware and software at the pinnacle, potentially even surpassing established film and television academies in China. As long as he invested sufficient effort and resources, he was certain he could create the best film and television academy in China. This academy wouldn’t even need to be part of the Ministry of Education’s centralized enrollment; it would only need private educational qualifications and could recruit students directly from society.

The criteria for admitting students would no longer be academic subjects, connections, background, age, or appearance, but solely professional talent and qualities.

Even if a candidate hadn’t completed high school, or was thirty or even forty years old, as long as their professional skills met the requirements, they would be admitted.

As for tuition fees, Li Mu thought there could be two tiers. One tier would be for general students who pay to study and then seek employment independently. Their tuition fees would be relatively higher. Although the school did not plan to profit, it at least should not incur too significant a loss. The other tier would be for students willing to sign a contract with Muye Media. Depending on the contract and the student’s own abilities, there would be varying degrees of tuition fee reduction. For promising talents, all tuition and miscellaneous fees could be waived, and the school could even provide scholarships to support them throughout their studies.

Regarding teaching, the focus would be entirely on professional skills, with no courses unrelated to professional skills. All goals would be centered on improving students’ professional abilities.

By employing an authoritative team of teachers and enrolling truly capable students, with the most scientifically systematic teaching methods, the students emerging from this system would undoubtedly be a professional force with extremely strong professional qualities.

After this idea matured in his mind, Li Mu laid out his thoughts, seeking feedback and suggestions from others. To his surprise, this entire concept immediately stunned everyone.

Even Steven Spielberg was taken aback. After a long pause, he said to Li Mu, somewhat awkwardly, “Actually, my intention was to open a relatively high-end training institution, not to truly establish a comprehensive film and television academy. The former is not difficult to achieve, but the latter is entirely different.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “It doesn’t matter. If we want the industry to develop better, a good foundation is essential. I don’t want future Chinese films and TV shows to be full of actors who can’t act.”

As he said this, Li Mu thought of a bunch of expressionless young idol actors who couldn’t act, and a large group of unmotivated seasoned veteran actors.

In the era of young idols, a large number of handsome but unconvincing expressionless young idol actors became first-tier actors, which was already disheartening. Even more awkward was that there was also a group of so-called “seasoned veteran actors” who only aged without improving their acting skills. For example, a certain Kaili had been acting for decades, playing roles from daughter-in-law to mother-in-law, with her screen image barely changing. Yet, even so, she still had no acting skills to speak of, overdoing it the moment she was on camera, radiating full awkwardness through the screen.

If there truly were a “Whampoa Military Academy” or even a “West Point” for the film and television industry, cultivating true professionals for this sector, it would not only greatly promote the entire industry but also have a significant corrective effect, largely preventing China’s film and television industry from falling into such an awkward situation again.

Noticing that everyone was stunned by his idea, Li Mu frowned and asked Steven Spielberg, “Steven, if I set up such a school in China, would you be interested in serving as its principal?”

Steven Spielberg snapped back to reality, letting out an exclamation. He said, “Mr. Li, that you could come up with such a systematic idea and a grand framework so quickly truly impresses me! As for your invitation, I am personally very willing to accept it, but I fear I may not have that much time.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “It’s alright. A few visits a year would be enough. For the actual management work, I can hire a professional manager.”

Steven Spielberg thought for a moment, weighing Li Mu’s capabilities and his future prospects.

In his opinion, Li Mu’s prospects were limitless, even suggesting he might become the new wealthiest person in the world within a few years. For others, such a super talent meant resources and opportunities all over. He himself deeply desired to maintain an excellent cooperative relationship with Li Mu, so he could not refuse Li Mu’s invitation.

“Mr. Li, since you trust me so much, I officially accept your invitation!”

“That’s wonderful.” Li Mu was faintly excited. He said, “If we’re going to establish a school, we must establish the best school. Our programs will encompass all aspects of the film and television industry, from actors and directors to editing, music composition, and computer effects, to nurture a batch of truly excellent talents for China’s film and television industry!”

Ning Hao, Teng Huatao, and the other Muye Media contracted actors all listened with great enthusiasm. Li Mu was truly planning to invest in establishing a “Whampoa Military Academy” for the film and television industry in China. If it really followed his plan, with all teaching staff entirely hired from Hollywood, and abandoning academic subject thresholds, all hidden rules, and shady dealings, with everything based solely on professional skills, then it would surely cultivate a batch of truly high-end talents!

The cost of running such a school would be very high. Besides hardware investment, the biggest costs would be software costs and management costs. It might not attract many students, yet all teaching staff would need to be fully equipped. The cost of hiring professors from Hollywood, traveling thousands of miles, would definitely be several or even dozens of times more expensive than hiring domestic professors. If enrollment was insufficient, it could very likely result in losses.

The reason most private universities in China profit is because they are essentially businesses run by unscrupulous merchants, running an educational enterprise.

In this business, they maintain their unscrupulous merchant nature, on the one hand trying their best to increase miscellaneous fees, and on the other hand, cutting corners wherever possible on hardware and software investment.

Especially concerning teaching staff, most private universities almost entirely rely on deception. They enroll thousands of students annually, bringing in tens of millions in gross tuition profits. Of this, a few million are used to cover hardware costs, a few million for teacher salaries, and the rest is all net profit for the school board. Overall, if one disregards the ethical issues of delaying students, it is still a very good business.

During his summer break in university in his previous life, Li Mu even heard that other classmates went out to recruit students for private universities. Those who did well could earn hundreds of thousands in one summer break. This was because private universities offered very high recruitment commissions; sometimes, recruiting one student would yield a commission of one or two thousand or even more. Recruiting dozens or even a hundred students in one city during a summer break could basically make a fortune. From this, one could also see that the overall quality of private universities was insufficient, and this had a lot to do with their motivation for running schools; they weren’t for nurturing people, but solely for making money.

Moreover, even if private universities had the intention to educate people, it would be difficult for them to do a good job. This differs from Europe and America, mainly due to the general environment in China. The vast majority of educational resources are held by public schools, and the living space for private universities is inherently limited, forcing them to strive for survival in a narrow space. If private universities were to be equipped with first-class or even super-first-class teaching staff without state subsidies, almost all would lose their shirts.

Li Mu was not establishing the film academy to make money; he even prepared for it to operate at a loss. His idea was to use the profits from his film and television ventures to inject funds into this school.

Although Li Mu wasn’t certain that all future Muye Media films would be profitable, he already had the Muye Ticketing System. This system would gain increasing profits as China’s box office market continuously grew. Li Mu could take all the net profit after meeting daily operation needs and reinvest it into this school. The purpose was also to give back to the Chinese film and television industry and promote its further development.

If he could build a true cradle for the Chinese film and television industry, it would be his small contribution to the sector.

Such a significant undertaking, involving such substantial financial risk, was decided by Li Mu on the spot. Presenting such a complete plan, his courage not only infected Steven Spielberg but also earned the heartfelt admiration of everyone else present.

The contracted directors and artists Li Mu brought along, including Du Wei and Zhang Kexuan, had long since prostrated themselves in admiration before Li Mu. Thus, the astonishment and admiration they felt at this moment were not overtly visible. However, Anne Hathaway, who had been silent by the side, now looked at Li Mu with the eyes of a complete fangirl!

Anne Hathaway felt for the first time how captivating a man’s courage could be when it transformed into charm, making women fall for him. In her eyes, Li Mu, this tall Eastern man, seemed to exude a fatal attraction towards her from every angle…





Chapter 1136: E-commerce Anti-Counterfeiting Special Action!

December twenty-fifth, Christmas Day.

Letao’s promotional campaign launched with great fanfare. In Shenzhen City, Li Mu, under the attention of the whole country, signed multiple cooperation agreements with Steven Spielberg.

Formal contracts were signed for the cooperation with DreamWorks to develop the Muye Ticketing System in North America and for cooperation with DreamWorks to invest in film production in China. Regarding Li Mu’s plan to set up a film and television training school, Li Mu and DreamWorks signed a memorandum. The memorandum did not stipulate that DreamWorks must invest in the school project, but they had an obligation to provide software support once the school project started.

There were many media outlets present, and what everyone truly cared about was the upcoming cooperation between Li Mu and DreamWorks focusing on China.

For instance, investing in film production in China, utilizing Hollywood teams to collaborate with personnel from China’s film and television industry, allowing Chinese actors to study and train in Hollywood, or even participate in performances – these were the main points of interest for domestic media.

When they learned that Li Mu planned to establish a film and television training school and intended to use an all-Hollywood faculty, they all appeared exceptionally interested.

In the global film industry, Hollywood is naturally the undisputed leader. Apart from Hollywood, the film and television industry of any other country is a “local film and television industry.” Only Hollywood is the “world film and television industry.” Almost all top talents in the global film and television industry have gathered in Hollywood, allowing Hollywood to break

through national boundaries long ago and become the core of the world’s film industry.

Hollywood is relatively similar to Silicon Valley in this regard. If Zhongguancun is China’s Zhongguancun, then Silicon Valley is certainly not America’s Silicon Valley; it belongs to the whole world, to the global internet industry, and is the holy land of the world’s internet industry.

When China’s Zhongguancun started, although there were few companies from Silicon Valley, a considerable number of companies began their ventures in Zhongguancun with money from Silicon Valley. However, the film and television industry is not as inclusive and open as the internet industry, so the

Chinese film and television industry has not yet been significantly impacted by Hollywood.

But now, everything is different. Li Mu is directly bringing Hollywood resources into the country, which is bound to have a huge impact on the domestic film industry.

The general public applauded Li Mu’s move to introduce Hollywood resources, hoping that domestic films could continuously increase their strength and narrow the gap with Hollywood. In such a situation, the influx of top resources was particularly necessary. However, for Chinese film and television

industry professionals, Li Mu’s actions were truly infuriating.

Most domestic film and television professionals are extremely xenophobic, especially the well-known “big shots” in China, who are particularly resistant to foreign actors and directors.

These people were like a feudal dynasty that closed itself off from the world, preferring to never develop themselves rather than see their status impacted by external factors.

For many professionals, they hoped that the overseas film and television industry would never permeate China, and even more so, that foreign films would have no chance to be screened in China, and Chinese citizens would have no opportunity to access foreign films. This way, they would have the largest

market, and their interests would be maximally guaranteed.

The reason for such xenophobia was precisely because they clearly understood the enormous gap between themselves and Hollywood. If Hollywood did not enter, they would be at the top domestically. If Hollywood did enter, they feared they wouldn’t even rank among the second-tier domestically. Hollywood was like a demon-revealing mirror, enough to expose all their shortcomings and deficiencies.

Li Mu is now pushing the Muye Ticketing System nationwide at an unstoppable pace. In this situation, Li Mu will soon control the lifeline of box office revenue, and his online promotional resources are too strong, directly integrating with the Muye Ticketing System. If he promotes a movie, users who are interested can directly buy tickets online. This created immense competitive pressure for other film and television companies.

In this situation, if he were to bring in Hollywood teams and integrate them with the Muye Ticketing System and Muye Technology’s promotional capabilities, he would undoubtedly be invincible in the domestic film market. How would others survive?

Therefore, as soon as the news of Li Mu’s cooperation with DreamWorks was announced, he immediately became a public enemy to over half of China’s film and television industry.

But this time, these film and television industry people couldn’t oppose Li Mu anymore. Last time, they jointly reported the Muye Ticketing System and were relentlessly ridiculed online by Li Mu’s counterattack. What was even more irritating was that even higher-level leaders immediately expressed support and stood by the Muye Ticketing System, proving that Li Mu’s influence was no longer something they could shake.

During the Q&A session after the signing ceremony, Li Mu answered a reporter’s question, explaining in detail his initial intention for cooperating with DreamWorks and establishing a film and television training school in China. He said, “I am a genuine film enthusiast, but frankly, the domestic film and television industry, whether in market maturity, film quality, professional manners, or actor abilities, is still in a stage that urgently needs improvement. At such a time, if top talents from the industry can integrate, it will surely bring tremendous improvement and promotion to the domestic film and television industry. This is my original intention for cooperating with DreamWorks.”

Li Mu did not mention his motive of hoping Hollywood would help promote Chinese culture, because such matters should be subtly achieved in a gentle, pervasive manner. If he talked about it openly, it would not only seem overly purposeful but also, once such remarks reached overseas audiences, they might develop a certain degree of resistance.

After Li Mu answered a round of reporters’ questions, the media turned their attention to the great director Steven Spielberg. While Steven Spielberg, with the help of a translator, answered reporters’ questions, Li Mu suddenly received a text message. Opening it, he saw it was from Senior Brother Liu.

“Letao is making a big move. They launched a large-scale Christmas event, and the market response is good.”

Li Mu furrowed his brow upon reading the text message.

His rejection of counterfeit goods had allowed Mr. Ma to seize the opportunity and find a niche for survival. However, this man was indeed not one to simply stay put; even when living in a niche, he would continuously toss and turn, making the niche larger and larger, like a resilient cockroach.

But Li Mu knew that once it became a differentiated competition, he couldn’t directly attack Mr. Ma. What Mr. Ma focused on was business areas Li Mu didn’t touch, and he also had the good fortune provided by the national conditions, making him like a fish in water.

It must be said, this person had incredibly sharp insight, always able to seize every opportunity.

Li Mu couldn’t help but recall Mr. Ma’s rise in his previous life. In retrospect, his ability to create such a massive e-commerce empire in his past life indeed borrowed considerable strength from various aspects, a significant one being the distorted development of domestic real estate.

In his previous life, many people commented on Taobao, saying that it greatly impacted the domestic brick-and-mortar retail economy. In reality, what truly impacted the domestic brick-and-mortar retail economy was the continuously skyrocketing domestic real estate market.

When the costs of the offline physical retail industry continuously increased, profit margins continuously decreased, and bankruptcies became more frequent, a large number of people were bound to shift this economic model from offline to online. This greatly exacerbated the decline of the offline physical retail industry and increased the proportion of the online retail industry.

Mr. Ma seized this opportunity to rise. It seemed he helped a large number of retail professionals move from the burdened offline sphere to a completely free online platform. But what about a few years later? Fifty percent of online shop owners’ profits were not contributed to exorbitant commercial unit rent, but rather to the e-commerce platform’s bidding advertising system.

In a sense, this was akin to pulling someone out of a pit dug by others, only to kick them into a pre-dug fiery pit of one’s own.

In Li Mu’s view, developing by leveraging trends was not wrong, especially when leveraging major trends. Under the general trend, even if you didn’t leverage it, it wouldn’t affect the overall development process of society. However, Li Mu felt that the most important thing was to leverage trends with integrity.

You can leverage trends to develop e-commerce, but you cannot secretly tolerate or even encourage selling counterfeit goods to defraud unsuspecting consumers while also using various bid-ranking advertising systems to maximally squeeze the profits of platform merchants.

Just like during the boom of the food delivery O2O industry, as the operating costs of offline catering businesses continuously increased, many catering professionals shifted their attention from offline to online, leading to a surge of home kitchens, and even unlicensed black workshops. A certain food delivery platform could leverage this trend to develop its O2O food delivery business, but it should not, for the sake of profit, tacitly approve those unlicensed, unsanitary black workshops operating on its platform, thus threatening consumers’ food safety and health.

Thinking of these things, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel indignant.

He had proposed the need for e-commerce legislation for so long, so why had there been no actual news until now? Were they just going to let the phenomenon of online selling of counterfeit goods become more and more serious, more and more rampant? If this continued, the e-commerce landscape he had initiated for China would ultimately be led astray by those without integrity. Once there was a shortcut, who would choose the right path?

Distraught, Li Mu even wanted to leave immediately and write a blog post criticizing the online selling of counterfeit goods, but after much consideration, he suppressed the urge.

His criticism of the film and television industry’s joint resistance to progress, no matter how much it caused a stir, was an internal industry matter. If he criticized the online selling of counterfeit goods, it would no longer be an internal industry matter; it would involve government agencies.

Not touching politics was a constant tension in Li Mu’s mind.

Meanwhile, Minister Zhen of the Economic and Trade Commission suddenly received a report from his secretary: Letao’s Christmas promotion was very large-scale. Because Taobao had no concurrent activities, Letao’s promotion this time had an extraordinary impact. Furthermore, based on experienced visual assessment, over eighty percent of the promotional products in this event were counterfeit or shoddy goods.

Upon hearing this, Minister Zhen couldn’t sit still.

He immediately put down what he was doing and blurted out, “Immediately release the document that was originally scheduled for this afternoon! The E-commerce Anti-Counterfeiting Special Action will begin immediately!”





Chapter 1137: Officially Launched!

Minister Zhen hadn’t expected Letao to be so aggressive, gaining an inch and taking a mile in such a short time. In the previous stage, it was still struggling to survive amidst the rampant sale of counterfeit goods, but in the next stage, it was already openly preparing for a counterattack.

The reason for not truly stepping in to regulate e-commerce selling counterfeit goods was actually related to the high-level management’s consistent approach to governance. It was like what the great chief designer of the Reform and Opening Up once said: “It doesn’t matter if it’s a black cat or a white cat, as long as it catches mice, it’s a good cat.”

In the nascent stages of a new industry, leaders needed to catch mice. Therefore, under normal circumstances, they were unwilling to actively implement strong regulations. Instead, they hoped that black cats, white cats, and calico cats would all go out together to catch the mice first. Only when the goal of catching mice was no longer so urgent would they thoroughly consider what kind of cat the market truly needed. If the market didn’t need a black cat, then even if the black cat could catch mice, it would have to change its color, or be directly removed from the market.

In short, everything followed a management logic of “develop first, then regulate.”

However, this time, Mr. Ma had truly gone a bit too far. If he had merely stayed within the narrow grey area, these management measures might not have been formulated and announced until next year. If he had managed his pace well, he might have found a chance to legitimize himself and transform next year. But his mistake lay in his excessive pursuit of profit; once he found a path feasible, he wanted to expand it to the extreme.

Letao’s business, fundamentally, should have operated partially hidden from the light. Unexpectedly, in his rush for rapid development, Mr. Ma exploited loopholes in current laws. Not only did he tacitly approve the selling of counterfeit goods online, but he even encouraged it. What was more terrifying was that he even used shell companies to directly collaborate with counterfeiting factories outside, becoming absolutely reckless.

What astonished Minister Zhen even more was that, with the year-end approaching, Letao had actually launched large-scale promotional activities, which was simply too arrogant.

Therefore, Minister Zhen dared not delay any longer. He immediately made all preparations, aiming to launch a surprise attack on Letao today.

Li Mu was unaware of Minister Zhen’s and the high-level leadership’s plans. Even after the entire press conference ended, Li Mu still felt rather annoyed.

Walking into the lounge, Senior Brother Liu greeted him and said, “Do you think we should notify Lei Jun to move up the promotional event originally scheduled for New Year’s Day?”

Guru Lei had also planned a major year-end promotion, but he had chosen New Year’s Day, so the entire promotional campaign was prepared with New Year’s Day as the key date. There was no chance of catching this opportunity for Christmas, but if they moved it up as soon as possible, it could probably go online as early as tomorrow.

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then waved his hand gently. “It’s pointless to try to move the date up now. Besides, changing the plan would inevitably disrupt the rhythm. So let Lei Jun proceed according to his established pace. Don’t let Letao influence us too much.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “New Year’s Day is still about a week away! If we don’t do anything, Letao might rise rapidly in that single week!”

Li Mu said, “If it can truly rise based on that, I have nothing to say. Moreover, I believe the high-level management will definitely take action. Perhaps once Letao makes such a huge commotion this time, it will be when the high-level management begins to regulate the e-commerce industry.”

Senior Brother Liu sighed, saying with a hint of indignation, “Let’s hope so! If you’re right, then Letao is playing with fire and burning itself this time. If you’re wrong, it will become our bitter enemy in the future.”

Li Mu said with a firm expression, “Don’t worry, even if the high-level management doesn’t issue laws and regulations for control, I won’t give it any chance to rise. I don’t care if it sells fake goods, how much it sells is its capability. But if it tries to extend its reach into other areas, I will fight to the bitter end with it. Aside from counterfeit goods, no legitimate product on Letao’s platform can be sold cheaper than ours. Whatever it sells, I will lower our prices for it, so it can do nothing but sell fakes!”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and said, “Capital reserves are our advantage. Letao’s capital scale is limited after all. It might survive for one or two rounds of competition, but if there are a few more rounds, it will crash first.”

…

Li Mu arranged for staff to send Steven Spielberg and his group back to their hotel. Accompanied by Wang Yuanlang, Li Mu took a Commercial vehicle / Van directly back to the house he had bought in Shenzhen City. Li Mu was alone in the large house, and although it was very quiet, he couldn’t calm down.

Since his rebirth, Mr. Ma had undoubtedly become his most formidable opponent. Despite hitting him so many times, he refused to die, which had somewhat affected Li Mu’s mindset. Although he appeared calm in front of Senior Brother Liu, deep down he was furious enough to curse.

In truth, even if Mr. Ma’s current promotion was successful, it was still miles ahead from posing a threat to Li Mu’s Taobao, not even amounting to a significant impact. However, Li Mu was someone who couldn’t stand even a speck of dust in his eye, especially not a sharp-edged one like this. He wished he could permanently remove it once and for all. So, as long as Letao existed, even if it only had one order a day, it would remain a thorn in Li Mu’s side.

Just as he was feeling annoyed, his phone suddenly rang. Li Mu, lying on the sofa, casually picked up the phone and saw that it was Wei Lan calling.

“Congratulations! You’ve done another great thing that’s stirred the whole country,” Wei Lan said with a laugh as soon as she picked up, her voice serene and soft.

Ever since she became Li Mu’s woman, Wei Lan’s voice whenever she called Li Mu would conjure a perfectly smiling face in his mind.

Hearing Wei Lan’s congratulations, Li Mu casually replied, “How can it be called a big deal? It’s just a matter of using incentives to lure a bunch of masters from Hollywood to contribute a bit to China’s cinema.”

Wei Lan chuckled, “You might not think it’s a big deal, but I think it’s one of the biggest things for China’s film industry in recent years. The other is your Muye Ticketing System. These two things will each have a profound impact on China’s film industry. Combined, the impact will be even greater; who knows, China’s film industry might enter a new era next year.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask her, “Is it really okay for you to praise me so much?”

Wei Lan’s voice was gentle yet firm. “You’re my man. If I don’t praise you, who will? Besides, you’ve already done an excellent job.”

Wei Lan’s words were like drinking sweet nectar to Li Mu’s heart, instantly easing much of his vexation. A mouthful of stale air that he had been unable to exhale seemed to dissipate largely with those words.

Before Li Mu could speak, Wei Lan added, “You must be quite annoyed about Letao’s matter right now, aren’t you?”

Li Mu subconsciously asked her, “How did you know?”

Wei Lan said, “I saw Letao’s promotional ad, and I roughly understood it. It seems to be causing quite a stir, so I figured you must know about it, and that knowing about it wouldn’t put you in a good mood.”

Li Mu sighed, “You really do understand me.”

“Of course,” Wei Lan said. “Although we haven’t known each other for long, I can sense these things. Besides congratulating you, I called to advise you not to take it to heart too much. If something that should remain hidden insists on exposing itself to the sun, in a certain sense, it’s not far from its demise, don’t you agree?”

“Yes,” Li Mu hummed, smiling, “You’re right.”

Wei Lan chuckled softly. “It’s good that you truly think so. I was just afraid you’d be unhappy, and there’s no one in Shenzhen City to keep you company, nowhere for you to act coy.”

Li Mu felt a bit speechless. “Why would I want to act coy?”

Wei Lan said, “Sometimes men need to act coy too. You can’t always remain calm and mature in front of everyone; that’s too tiring.”

Then, Wei Lan added, “Oh, right, I’m going to Hong Kong next week. Do you miss me? If you do, I’ll fly to Shenzhen City to see you first, and then cross the border from Shenzhen City.”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Yes! When next week? I’ll pick you up!”

Wei Lan laughed and said, “I’ll confirm as soon as possible and let you know. Before I arrive, promise me one thing, okay?”

Li Mu said, “Okay, tell me!”

“Don’t be unhappy. I don’t want you to pick me up at the airport looking grim.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

“That’s good. Here’s a reward for you: Mwah.”

Li Mu hung up Wei Lan’s call, and his mood indeed improved greatly. Although Wei Lan was the oldest among the women around him, she was also the sharpest and most incisive in her observations. More importantly, Li Mu never expected her to understand him so well, knowing exactly what was bothering him.

It was the first time Li Mu felt so accurately read by someone, and not only did he not feel any psychological burden, but he also felt delighted.

Li Mu dozed off on the sofa for a while, waking up around five in the afternoon. At this very moment, in Hangzhou, over five hundred kilometers away, a joint law enforcement team formed by the Industrial and Commercial Departments and Public Security Departments hastily assembled, preparing to head to Letao Net’s headquarters.

At the same time, Lu Zhaoxi rushed into Mr. Ma’s office, not even bothering to knock, and eagerly blurted out, “Boss, big trouble!”

Mr. Ma frowned. “What’s wrong? Why are you in such a panic?”

Lu Zhaoxi spoke breathlessly, “Just now, at exactly five o’clock, the Economic and Trade Commission released the Provisional Management Measures for E-commerce Platforms!”

Mr. Ma asked curiously, “What’s in it?”

Lu Zhaoxi said, “There are several clear provisions: First, any e-commerce platform must comply with China’s laws and regulations and absolutely must not sell any counterfeit or shoddy products. Violators will have their business licenses revoked and be subject to huge fines.”

Mr. Ma’s brows furrowed even tighter. Revoke business licenses? Could it be that ridiculous? Who could guarantee this wasn’t all bark and no bite?

Immediately, Mr. Ma looked at Lu Zhaoxi and asked, “Anything else?”

“Yes!” Lu Zhaoxi said eagerly. “The second provision states that as an intermediary platform, the platform operator has the obligation to supervise and verify the products sold on the platform. If there are counterfeit or shoddy products on the platform, the platform will be fined or ordered to rectify the situation depending on the circumstances.”

Mr. Ma narrowed his eyes, his voice turning gloomy. “Is there more?”

Lu Zhaoxi quickly said, “Yes, the third provision: If an e-commerce platform tacitly approves or encourages selling counterfeit goods, the right to prosecute the platform will be reserved.”

Saying this, Lu Zhaoxi added another sentence: “Also, the Economic and Trade Commission announced that it will join forces with local Industrial and Commercial Departments and Public Security Bureaus to launch a special anti-counterfeiting campaign targeting e-commerce!”





Chapter 1138: Police Arrive!

Before Lu Zhaoxi knocked on the door, Mr. Ma was still in high spirits.

Letao had chosen the Christmas period for its promotional activities. Mr. Ma had always been a bit apprehensive, unsure if Li Mu would, like last time, suddenly launch a more influential campaign to target Letao. Therefore, ever since the promotion went live at midnight, he had been closely monitoring Taobao’s every move.

At midnight, Taobao didn’t move.

At 4:00 AM, Taobao didn’t move.

At 8:00 AM, Taobao still hadn’t moved.

At 12:00 PM, Taobao still hadn’t moved.

By 6:00 PM, with the workday almost over, Mr. Ma still hadn’t seen any Christmas promotional activities on Taobao.

Although Christmas isn’t a traditional Chinese festival, with the increasing Westernization today, it had long become a holiday that all young people paid attention to, and also a good opportunity for many businesses to offer discounts and promotions. After Mr. Ma chose this point in time, his biggest concern was clashing with Taobao. However, to his surprise, almost a full day had passed since his Christmas campaign launched, and Taobao still hadn’t made a single move.

Mr. Ma finally sighed in relief. He had made the right gamble!

Just before Lu Zhaoxi entered, Mr. Ma had checked Letao’s backend data for the day. Transaction orders for the day had reached over three hundred thousand – a performance almost too perfect to imagine. What’s more, it was only 6:00 PM; there were still six hours left in the day. If they pushed hard tonight, they might even break five hundred thousand orders! An excited Mr. Ma had originally planned to leave work early today, relax a bit, and wait until midnight to see the final results. But just as he was about to leave, Lu Zhaoxi walked in and delivered a sudden blow!

How could it be so sudden? The executives had suddenly issued e-commerce management measures? And how could they so clearly target online selling counterfeit goods with a special rectification campaign?

He had put in tremendous effort, rescuing Letao from the brink of death multiple times, and now that it had just gotten on the right track, the executives were going to step in and control it? Wouldn’t this force Letao to its death?

Mr. Ma, seething with rage, roared with an ashen face: “Offline, counterfeit goods are everywhere! Even if high-level leaders want to crack down on counterfeits and substandard products, shouldn’t they at least start offline first?! Offline is where the real production and sales chain operates; online is just a selling channel. Why start online first? Isn’t that putting the cart before the horse? Will striking online selling counterfeit goods platforms make the offline manufacturing factories cease operations?!”

Seeing Mr. Ma extremely agitated, Lu Zhaoxi quickly interjected: “Boss, I think the ‘special’ in this ‘special’ rectification campaign is a bit too obvious!”

Lu Zhaoxi deliberately emphasized the word “special,” his expression exceptionally solemn.

“What do you mean?” Mr. Ma frowned.

“I’m afraid this rectification campaign is aimed directly at us…”

Mr. Ma’s heart sank!

What he had just been thinking was that it was simply unfortunate to encounter policy intervention just as he was seeing some improvement. But he had never considered that this policy might be coming directly for him!

If it were the former, he would at most be affected for a bit, needing only to lie dormant for a while until the storm passed. But if it were the latter…

Mr. Ma suddenly stood up, saying with extreme urgency: “Quick! Shut down the website! Clear the servers!”

Lu Zhaoxi stared dumbfounded at Mr. Ma and blurted out: “Boss, doing this would mean huge losses for us! Don’t forget our campaign just started today. Isn’t directly shutting down the website and clearing the servers a bit extreme?”

Mr. Ma said impatiently: “Don’t think about it! This matter must be related to Li Mu! Otherwise, how could it be such a coincidence that Li Mu is holding a press conference with Steven Spielberg in Shenzhen City today, and as soon as our campaign went live today, the higher-ups immediately issued a document? Li Mu holds a lot of value/emphasis with the executives. I now suspect we might have gone a bit too far!”

Saying this, Mr. Ma came out from behind his desk, pulling Lu Zhaoxi, and was about to head out: “Quick, listen to me, first shut down the website, then clear the relevant data inside the servers. Over ninety percent of our orders have problems. Quickly clear the servers and back up relevant files and important data to hard drives to be taken out of the company for safekeeping!”

Lu Zhaoxi couldn’t help asking: “What about our subsequent campaigns?!”

Mr. Ma said: “Don’t think about campaigns. If nothing comes of this, we’ll just consider it a wasted promotion fee. As long as people are alright, it’s fine. But if the executives really investigate, we might even face a lawsuit. Such a large amount is no joke!”

Lu Zhaoxi had always felt Mr. Ma was overreacting. But seeing that his boss was not joking at all, his heart also couldn’t help but thump. If Mr. Ma’s worries came true, Letao would probably fall into a critical situation of life or death! And the most crucial thing was that no one knew how severe the consequences of this matter would be. If they truly stirred up a hornet’s nest, everyone’s concern wouldn’t be how much money they would lose, but whether the platform could survive and whether everyone could remain safe and sound!

Therefore, Lu Zhaoxi and Mr. Ma quickly instructed the company’s Technical Department personnel and key employees to first shut down the website, then proceed with the clearing and transfer of crucial information, preparing to respond.

Just as everyone was preparing to swiftly address this big problem, the company’s main door was suddenly pushed open. Over ten police officers in Public Security Bureau uniforms walked in first, followed closely by over ten plainclothes individuals. This commotion immediately startled everyone present.

The sudden appearance of a large number of police officers made Mr. Ma’s heart plummet to the bottom. He never dreamed that merely at the start of the rectification campaign, he would have his base raided by over ten police officers. What’s more, their swift arrival made their motive painstakingly clear: it was to take him down. And he didn’t even have a chance to delete the relevant server records.

The other employees were also dumbfounded. They never expected so many police officers, Administration for Industry and Commerce officials, and even urban management officers to come to the company all at once. This commotion was indeed somewhat alarming for an internet company.

As soon as the police and Administration for Industry and Commerce officials entered the room, the uniformed individual leading them immediately ordered in a cold, loud voice: “I am Chen Dongyang, Director of the Economic Crime Investigation Department of the Hangzhou Municipal Public Security Bureau. We are here today by order of our superiors to conduct an investigation. Everyone, please immediately leave your computers and step back one meter, standing still! Those who are too slow or intentionally delay will be held legally responsible!”

Chen Dongyang’s stern order sent shivers down the spines of all Letao employees. Seeing the police, they already had a guilty conscience, and now with the police directly ordering them to leave their computers or face legal responsibility, none of them dared to delay. They hurriedly got up from their seats, retreated about one meter, and didn’t dare to move.

The moment Mr. Ma saw this setup, his heart sank. He knew he had definitely gotten into serious trouble this time, otherwise, the Director of the Municipal Bureau’s Economic Crime Investigation Department wouldn’t have personally led the team.

What made Mr. Ma even more flustered was that the superior’s order regarding the special rectification campaign against e-commerce selling counterfeit goods came from the Economic and Trade Commission in Yanjing. Yet, immediately after the order was issued, the Hangzhou Municipal Bureau responded so quickly, even coming directly to their door. Such high efficiency was enough to prove that either the Economic and Trade Commission had directly alerted the Hangzhou Municipal Bureau, or the Municipal Bureau’s Economic Crime Investigation Department had already been monitoring them for a long time!

A flustered Mr. Ma braced himself and walked up to Chen Dongyang, tentatively asking: “Director Chen, is there some misunderstanding about today’s matter?”

“Misunderstanding?” Chen Dongyang frowned and said: “We have long been closely monitoring every move of your Letao.com. Isn’t it clear in your heart whether it’s a misunderstanding or not?”

Mr. Ma quickly said: “We have always acted on the principles of fairness, justice, reasonableness, and legality. It’s impossible for any violations or illegal activities to occur. Even if there were, I guarantee I would resolve the matter immediately.”

Chen Dongyang looked at the nervous Mr. Ma with interest, smiling playfully as he said: “You’re General Manager Ma, right? Save your breath. We’re not three-year-old children. We’ve already got everything figured out before coming here. Another group of our colleagues has already gone to seal your server room. The little things you’re doing now won’t hide anything from us. I’m here today mainly to identify your employees with relevant responsibilities and also to trouble you all to come with us to cooperate with the investigation!”

The mention of sealing the server room made Mr. Ma’s heart sink to rock bottom. Generally, incidents that lead to police sealing a server room must be very significant in impact or involve very large cases. This wasn’t just a simple warning tap; this was an attitude aiming to round up everyone in one go!

At this moment, Chen Dongyang called over a young man under thirty from behind him and quietly told him: “Find the person in charge of the Technical Department and get all their recent transaction data.”

The young man immediately nodded and said to Chen Dongyang: “Don’t worry, Director Chen, I understand!”

Afterward, the young man, along with several technical personnel, immediately began to familiarize themselves with and monitor Letao’s servers.

After Chen Dongyang issued his orders, he looked at General Manager Ma and said: “Today, your company’s employees will likely all need to make a trip to our Municipal Bureau. But you don’t need to worry; most employees are just going to cooperate with our Public Security Bureau’s investigation. If it’s determined that they did not participate in illegal activities, then they will quickly regain their freedom. If it’s determined that they did participate in certain illegal activities, we will divide responsibility based on the degree of involvement. At that time, only a small number of employees may be held accountable.”

Chen Dongyang’s words were a bolt from the blue, delivering an unfathomably huge blow to General Manager Ma. At this moment, General Manager Ma was filled with extreme regret. He never dreamed that the executives would initiate rectification so immediately, leaving no room for negotiation. Now that his servers were sealed, the police would soon ask the relevant persons in charge for the server and admin backend account passwords. At that point, all problems would be completely exposed to the police, including his encouragement of selling counterfeit goods on the platform, and even his proactive cooperation with those counterfeit manufacturing enterprises to improve the turnover efficiency for those who sold counterfeit goods…

If they obtained these data and records, the matter of Letao knowingly selling counterfeit goods would likely be impossible to hide. If these charges were confirmed, he might even face imprisonment!





Chapter 1139: Enterprises Must Not Do Evil!

When the various TV stations cooperating with Letao were still airing Letao’s Christmas promotion advertisements, Letao’s website was already inaccessible, returning a 404 error.

Users who saw the ads and tried to open Letao’s website immediately erupted in a storm of complaints upon finding it inaccessible. Many users who were already on the site suddenly found it inaccessible when they clicked on a new internal link, and then trying to access any other page yielded the same result—always a cold, impersonal 404 error page.

Colleagues within the industry were in an uproar! News of Letao being controlled by the police had not yet spread, so industry insiders didn’t understand why Letao’s website would have a 404 error at such a critical moment.

For any website, on an operational and technical level, the most fundamental and primary requirement is smooth access, especially when the website was still in a heavy advertising phase. If the website had issues at such a time, wouldn’t all the money spent on advertising just go down the drain?

No one knew that the website’s servers had already been shut down and sealed by law enforcement, and all the data contained within would become irrefutable evidence for future reckoning.

Along with the servers, all the company’s computer mainframes were also seized. These contained a large volume of internal documents and data, including all of Letao’s orders details, chat records between employees and all sellers, relevant information about their shell companies, and various details of the shell companies’ cooperation with counterfeit factories.

Mr. Ma and a group of employees were escorted into police vans, and then staff from the Industrial and Commercial Departments sealed off the company’s office premises. Mr. Ma, seated in the police van, was still reeling from the extreme shock and hadn’t quite processed what was happening. He had never dreamed that all his hard effort would vanish in an instant.

Mr. Ma, sitting in the back of the Iveco police van, couldn’t stop his body from trembling slightly. Although the police had not handcuffed him or subjected him to any restrictions or surveillance, he still couldn’t calm down.

The grand procession of police vehicles formed a long line, slowly but steadily driving towards the Municipal Bureau. It was only about halfway through the journey that Mr. Ma finally managed to control his trembling body, and at the same time, desperately tried to calm his mind a little, beginning to think furiously and chaotically about the current situation.

First, Mr. Ma could confirm that Letao was completely targeted; it was highly likely that this special (rectification campaign) was directly aimed at Letao. In such circumstances, Letao was certainly unable to escape its fate. The police had arrived suddenly, practically seizing everything belonging to Letao, leaving nothing behind. All the evidence in the servers and company computers were too clear, and Letao could not escape legal responsibility.

Since Letao could not escape legal responsibility, to some extent, this also pronounced its death sentence. Mr. Ma knew clearly in his heart that since the higher-ups had already made a big fuss and taken action, it would be very difficult to reverse the situation. In this case, Letao being shut down, or even the entire company having its Business License Revoked, was a foregone conclusion. What he needed to worry about most now was not Letao but his own situation and that of the other employees.

Although Mr. Ma had not studied law, having been struggling in the internet industry for so many years, he had a relatively deep understanding of the law. While the country had never formulated specific laws targeting e-commerce, in this situation, strictly speaking, e-commerce could apply traditional laws and regulations.

Article 140 of the Criminal Law explicitly stipulates that selling counterfeit goods with a sales amount exceeding fifty thousand yuan constitutes a criminal offense, punishable by imprisonment of less than two years or criminal detention. If the sales amount of counterfeit goods exceeds two million yuan, it can be sentenced to fifteen years of imprisonment or even life imprisonment.

Since Letao’s launch, its sales amount had reached a scale of a hundred million yuan, of which at least eighty percent comprises counterfeit and inferior goods, mainly fake brand-name clothing, shoes, and hats. If sentenced according to the Criminal Law, at least a hundred Letao shop owners would be sentenced, and Letao itself could not escape criminal punishment. The company’s legal representative and employees in the business lines would bear the brunt of it, followed by the high-level management who would also bear corresponding responsibility. This was no small matter; he might even end up spending three to five years behind bars.

Mr. Ma was now filled with regret and remorse, but what he regretted was not establishing Letao, nor the development direction Letao chose. He regretted not being able to restrain his rapidly swelling ambition.

If he had only tacitly approved or subtly guided Letao sellers to sell counterfeit goods in the beginning, he could have completely solved the problem by claiming he hadn’t participated or was unaware when such a policy suddenly came down. But the problem was that he couldn’t resist the allure of rapid development.

To accelerate Letao’s growth, he constantly abandoned his integrity and lowered his standards, from tacitly approving to secretly encouraging, and then to openly inciting sellers on a large scale, even directly cooperating with counterfeit factories. Letao had long strayed further and further down the path of illegality, yet Mr. Ma himself had never realized the seriousness of this issue until all problems suddenly collapsed together. Only then did he understand how far he had walked down the dark path.

But now, it was too late to regret!

…

CCTV’s evening news for the first time officially announced to the public the Provisional Management Measures for e-commerce and the special (rectification campaign) operation.

In the officially announced Provisional Management Measures for e-commerce, it was explicitly stipulated that e-commerce is subject to corresponding provisions in all existing criminal laws, and at the same time, some supplementary rules were specifically formulated for e-commerce, for example:

Any e-commerce company or platform has a clear obligation to screen merchants and goods on its own platform. If problems are found, in addition to the sellers of counterfeit goods, the platform will also bear corresponding penalties;

No e-commerce company or platform may, in any form, tacitly approve or even encourage platform merchants to sell counterfeit goods. Otherwise, once it is found that the platform has subjective intent and is complicit, in addition to relevant penalties, the responsible persons of the enterprise will be publicly listed. Depending on the severity of their violations, they will be prohibited from registering or holding shares in any internet-related enterprise for the next three to ten years, and no internet-related enterprise may employ such responsible persons who are publicly listed and still in the penalty phase.

Finally, CCTV also spoke on behalf of the Economic and Trade Commission, stating that to ensure a healthy development environment for e-commerce, it would conduct key supervision over e-commerce. Once problems are found, they would be dealt with swiftly and without tolerance!

After announcing the Provisional Management Measures, CCTV reported, in the form of breaking news, the sealing off of Letao and the control of relevant responsible persons.

This explosive news, combined with the rules of the Provisional Management Measures, immediately caused a huge shock in the industry! No one expected that the control of counterfeit e-commerce sales by the executives would come so suddenly and so resolutely!

When the news of Letao being sealed off and its team controlled by the police reached Li Mu’s ears, Li Mu was indescribably excited!

He excitedly told Senior Brother Liu, “China’s biggest e-commerce tumor has finally been removed!”

Senior Brother Liu had never seen Li Mu so excited, not even when Muye Technology secured several billion US dollars in funding in one go.

He once suspected whether Li Mu had some personal vendetta against Mr. Ma. Several billion US dollars didn’t excite him this much, but an e-commerce website with a valuation probably less than one hundred million US dollars crashed, making his cheeks flush with excitement, almost to the point of tears.

Senior Brother Liu didn’t know how long Li Mu had longed for this day.

In fact, it wasn’t just in this life, after starting Taobao, that he had awaited this day; he had been longing for it in his previous life as well!

People living in this era did not know the enormous impact that the selling of counterfeit goods in e-commerce would bring to the entire internet industry.

In the first few years of the internet’s development in China, because it was a new thing and everything was still being explored, the industry lacked necessary supervision. For rapid and easy development, almost all practitioners were, to varying degrees, pushing boundaries. Some dealt in counterfeit and inferior goods, some dealt in explicit pirated content, and others engaged in plagiarism and sabotage. As the profits inherent in the internet grew larger and larger, more and more people began pushing the boundaries.

At the most frightening peak of the industry’s development, piracy almost completely suppressed legitimate products, leaving them nowhere to hide, and counterfeit goods almost monopolized the market to the point of being ubiquitous. The reason everyone was so unscrupulous was due to the inadequate relevant laws. If no platform was ever struck down for selling counterfeit goods, and no website was ever subjected to a ruling for piracy, then the number of people selling counterfeit goods and engaging in piracy would only increase.

Take the issue of selling counterfeit goods on Taobao in Li Mu’s previous life, for example. Because there was no regulation, selling counterfeit goods by Taobao sellers was ubiquitous.

The strategy of Taobao sellers selling counterfeit goods constantly evolved. Some sellers only sold fake goods, while others mixed genuine and fake goods. If users knowingly purchased counterfeit goods at a low price, that could still be said to have merely broken the law without harming consumers. But what was most despicable was when consumers paid the price for genuine articles, only to receive extremely cheap counterfeit goods.

No one could probably quantify by how many times the national counterfeit market volume had expanded because of Taobao’s rapid development. Counterfeiting had already formed a powerful industry chain. Take a certain brand of sunglasses, like Ray-Ban, for example. The product chain that counterfeiters provided to sellers of fake goods was complete to a horrifying degree. They provided not only fake sunglasses but also fake packaging, fake instruction manuals, cleaning cloths, hang tags, and labels; they could even get fake specialty store receipts.

Searching “a certain brand” on Alibaba would bring up many sources for goods costing only a few tens of yuan. From product to packaging to labels, everything was complete. These wholesale sources themselves served merchants engaged in counterfeit retail. Large quantities of counterfeit and inferior goods came out of the factories, were shipped by them to physical store owners, Online Store owners, and WeChat merchants across the country, and then through these merchants, finally flowed into the hands of consumers.

The ability to gradually create such a powerful and even near-perfect supply and sales chain for counterfeit goods was because of the personal examples set by predecessors who “stepped on landmines but they didn’t explode.”

Everyone knew that selling counterfeit goods was illegal, and everyone knew that the path of selling counterfeit goods must be strewn with legal landmines. However, so many counterfeit merchants on Taobao struck gold. They clearly violated multiple laws but never faced any sanctions. They swaggered through the minefield without a single strand of hair harmed. This immediately made those who originally dared not tread this minefield drop their guard, and then they rushed forward in droves, one after another, into this minefield that should have blown every passerby to bits.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Taobao’s rise to prominence was a living history of counterfeit goods development. It was Taobao that constantly pushed the counterfeit chain to new heights, and it was Taobao that caused countless consumers to suffer financial losses. Therefore, years later, when it began online anti-counterfeiting, Li Mu felt as disgusted as if he had swallowed a fly.

This was what Li Mu always considered the “Original Sin” of enterprises. In his view, it was right for enterprises to seek profit, but they must not abandon integrity for the sake of profit.

This was also the principle Li Mu had always believed in: Enterprises Must Not Do Evil!

Now, it was good! Letao was finally going to face justice!

The issue of selling counterfeit goods in e-commerce was finally struck down by the law in its nascent stage!

On the development path of e-commerce, in the shortcut through the minefield of selling counterfeit goods, the legal landmines were finally triggered!

Li Mu believed that Letao’s fate would definitely make thousands of people preparing to emulate Letao and step onto this so-called “shortcut” abandon their evil thoughts out of apprehension and fear!

Today was absolutely a milestone for the development of e-commerce in China!





Chapter 1140: No One Will Escape!

That night, news about Letao quickly spread and intensified throughout the entire industry.

Many smaller e-commerce websites swiftly announced technical upgrades to their sites after the news broke, then promptly shut down their servers, initiating a “self-purging” of counterfeiting activities.

Hundreds of Letao sellers were filled with dread and panic. They could no longer log into Letao’s backend or make any changes to their store’s sales records. All this data was now in the hands of the police, and if the police truly pressed charges, everyone would be ruined.

Judging by the firm attitude on CCTV News, the relevant departments were not just playing around this time; they were genuinely determined to crack down on the selling of counterfeit goods in e-commerce with an iron fist. Therefore, it wouldn’t be long before these sellers were held accountable!

All the sellers were doing one thing at that moment: checking their accounts!

They were checking their procurement records, their detailed sales records, and their bank statements.

Sellers whose sales amount hadn’t exceeded fifty thousand yuan sighed in relief, but they were still anxious;

Those whose sales amount was above fifty thousand, or even two hundred thousand or five hundred thousand yuan, were instantly scared out of their wits! Living in constant fear!

These sellers were, in fact, the same group of people who had risen to prominence on a certain e-commerce platform in later generations. A significant number of them had earned tens of millions in profit within the first few years of e-commerce’s inception, becoming the first wave of successful individuals in the burgeoning industry.

Many of these sellers, after successfully whitewashing their past through selling counterfeit goods, became super sellers on a certain e-commerce platform. Among the gold-crown shops with daily transaction volumes exceeding hundreds of thousands of yuan, a considerable number of shop owners were from this group. Some, after successfully legitimizing their businesses, started legitimate operations, outwardly respectable but inwardly rotten; others, whose old habits died hard, continued the shady business of mixing genuine and fake goods with the mindset of scamming as many as they could, even after getting their affairs in order.

Now, it was finally time for this group of people to panic!

Some with poor psychological resilience went directly to the Public Security Bureau that very night to surrender. Others, holding onto a sliver of hope, waited at home for the police’s next move. As for the most crafty ones, they had already begun transferring assets, preparing to flee.

However, this time, the Economic and Trade Commission and the Public Security Bureau were extremely determined in their rectification. They planned to use Letao as a prime example to deliver a fatal blow to the phenomenon of selling counterfeit goods in e-commerce. Therefore, for them, not a single one of these涉案 (involved) sellers would escape!

No one could have imagined that the Hangzhou police that night would filter the data within Letao’s servers. Without even having time to sort through specific evidence of Letao’s illegal activities, they started by analyzing and compiling the sales data of each Letao seller.

To complete this compilation as quickly as possible, all clerical officers/investigators of the Municipal Bureau with computer operation skills worked overtime. The provincial department and the Municipal Industry and Commerce Bureau also dispatched a large number of employees to assist. The entire Municipal Bureau was lit up brightly, with countless people working overtime, the only sounds being the mechanical clicking sounds of computer keyboards and mice.

Subsequently, the details of one seller after another, including sales orders and total sales amounts, were confirmed.

As soon as each piece of information was compiled, it was immediately sent to the Public Security Bureau in the seller’s registered hometown, requesting their assistance in apprehending the suspects.

Because it was management measures formulated by the Economic and Trade Commission, a special campaign jointly initiated with the Ministry of Public Security, and further reported by CCTV, local Public Security Bureaus dared not delay. Upon receiving the information, they immediately began organizing arrests.

The Ministry of Public Security’s rule for this operation’s arrests was: regardless of where the person was located, the police in their registered hometown would be responsible for the arrest. Therefore, police departments nationwide founded action support groups and were prepared to travel to other locations for arrests at any time.

To minimize the chance of missing any major targets, Hangzhou Municipal Bureau officers/investigators started with the shops with the highest transaction amounts during their filtering and sorting process. Thus, the first Letao shop owner whose information was confirmed was the sales champion of the entire Letao platform.

This “champion shop owner” was named Yang Peng, a native of Pengcheng in northern Nansu Province, not far from Li Mu’s hometown, Haizhou.

Yang Peng was twenty-six years old this year. He had only been with Letao for a few months, but his sales amount on Letao had already reached an astonishing thirteen million yuan. Yang Peng had consequently earned seven or eight million in net profit, becoming a true millionaire.

Just one year prior, Yang Peng was merely an ordinary worker at a clothing factory in the suburbs of Hangzhou. The factory itself primarily produced counterfeit brand-name clothing, and Yang Peng was very shrewd. When Taobao was just starting, he took advantage of the convenient supply source and, with a trial mindset, registered a shop on Taobao to sell some of the counterfeit clothing produced by his factory.

Because he seized the early e-commerce dividend, Yang Peng did almost nothing beyond uploading clothes to Taobao, yet he gained considerable organic traffic and customers, and his transaction volume was very encouraging. This enormous profit margin quickly showed Yang Peng an opportunity. Subsequently, he took advantage of Taobao’s less-than-perfect management in its early development to promote his shop everywhere online. His activities could be traced across major forums, Tieba, chat rooms, and even YY Groups. The effectiveness of this promotion was also very clear; his shop’s orders grew rapidly, quickly earning him his first fortune.

However, such good times didn’t last long. Soon after its founding, Li Mu’s Taobao began a strong online anti-counterfeiting campaign, cleaning up counterfeit sellers and fake goods from Taobao, and also sealing a significant number of counterfeit sellers’ YY accounts.

At that time, after Yang Peng’s shop was shut down and his Seller YY account was sealed, his income was immediately cut off. Though extremely angry, he had no recourse until Li Mu intentionally allowed his employees to leak the list of these sellers, which brought Yang Peng a new opportunity.

When Letao discovered that list online, they immediately treasured it, offering various preferential conditions to attract these sellers. They even helped them sue Muye Technology to reclaim these sellers’ Seller YY accounts, and Yang Peng was one of the sellers who joined Letao.

When Muye Technology “reluctantly,” due to pressure, released these Seller YY accounts, Yang Peng immediately began contacting his old clients on YY and directed them all to Letao. To compensate for the losses he incurred during the period his shop was sealed, Yang Peng hired a group of promoters who sat in front of computers all day, driving traffic from major websites.

It must be said that Yang Peng’s thinking was indeed sharp. After realizing the importance of driving traffic, he organized many people to post various discount messages online, quickly attracting a large number of customers to his Letao shop, causing his sales to skyrocket at a geometric pace within just a few months.

The enormous profits from counterfeit goods, combined with Letao’s various subsidies, resulted in an extremely high profit margin for Yang Peng. In a short time, he bought two houses in Hangzhou and also a BMW car worth over eight hundred thousand yuan, instantly transforming from a factory worker into a young and promising life winner.

At this very moment, Yang Peng was discussing with his family, who were also in Hangzhou. He felt that the issue this time might be significant or minor, but being shrewd, he had already discussed with his family to transfer all the money in his bank accounts to his parents first thing tomorrow morning to prevent losses as much as possible, and then transfer ownership of the houses and car to his parents’ names. This way, if he were held accountable in the future, at least he wouldn’t lose the money he had worked so hard to earn.

Besides settling his assets, Yang Peng was afraid the police would arrest him directly and planned to lie low somewhere after completing these tasks. He then discussed with his family that after the asset transfer, he would first go to Hong Kong for a period, returning once the storm had passed.

Having settled everything, Yang Peng sighed in relief, but still tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep.

Though he believed that as long as he handled his assets and temporarily left the mainland, the problem wouldn’t be too big, he still felt vaguely uneasy, as if there was some crucial step he hadn’t considered.

At one o’clock in the morning, the Public Security Bureau in Pengcheng, Yang Peng’s registered hometown, received a notification. It stated that Yang Peng, who was within their jurisdiction, was the individual seller with the largest amount involved in the Letao counterfeit goods case.

The Pengcheng police felt exasperated. They never expected that the biggest problem would originate from their own jurisdiction. Although exasperated, the arrest had to be launched as soon as possible. So they immediately checked Yang Peng’s related information and found that Yang Peng himself had not been in Pengcheng for a long time, and he had multiple bank cards and passbooks applied for in Hangzhou, making it highly likely that he had settled in Hangzhou long ago.

The Public Security System in the present day was far less robust than in later generations. Pengcheng police could only confirm that Yang Peng had settled in Hangzhou, but they did not know his specific whereabouts in Hangzhou.

However, there was no time to delay. The Pengcheng police immediately dispatched an eight-person team, driving all night from Pengcheng to Hangzhou.

Six hundred kilometers. The two police cars, due to the urgency of the case, sped with their sirens on, covering a journey that would normally take over seven hours in less than six.

At seven in the morning, the two police cars drove into the Hangzhou Municipal Bureau. After the eight individuals got out, the lead police officer immediately identified themselves to the local Hangzhou police, informed them of Yang Peng’s settlement in Hangzhou, and requested assistance from the Hangzhou Municipal Bureau.

The Hangzhou Municipal Bureau immediately contacted the banks, the Housing Management Department, and the Transportation Department. On one hand, they requested to freeze all bank accounts under Yang Peng’s name; on the other hand, they requested the Housing Management Department to find out the specific details and addresses of properties under Yang Peng’s name; and furthermore, they requested the Transportation Department to monitor closely, preventing Yang Peng from leaving Hangzhou.

The Housing Management Department quickly found the addresses of the two properties under Yang Peng’s name. Eight officers/investigators from Pengcheng and eight officers/investigators from the Hangzhou Municipal Bureau cooperated, forming two mixed teams that went separately to Yang Peng’s two properties to carry out the arrests.

At 7:30 AM, Yang Peng, who hadn’t slept well all night, got out of bed. While preparing to go to the bank with his parents, he called one of his assistants, instructing him to quickly return his current clothing inventory. It was uncertain when he could open for business again, and he didn’t want to be stuck with the inventory, so it was better to return it first. If he had a chance to reopen in the future, he could simply reorder.

As he, his parents, and he stepped out of their home, just about to get into his BMW car, eight police officers, who had been ambushed nearby, suddenly appeared. In a few swift moves, they pinned the still-dazed Yang Peng to the ground and handcuffed him.

Yang Peng was utterly panicked. He never would have thought in a million years that the police’s actions would be so fast. Just as he was about to ask if there was some misunderstanding, one of the police officers held a photo of him against his face for comparison, then, in an accent extremely familiar to Yang Peng, told the other officers, “Yes, it’s him!”

Yang Peng saw that the police had come specifically to arrest him and asked in a panic, “Officer, what did I do?”

The Pengcheng police officer, who had driven all night without sleep, pulled Yang Peng from the ground with the others and said coldly, “Yang Peng, you are suspected of selling counterfeit and shoddy goods, and the amount involved is particularly large. Come back with us to Pengcheng to cooperate with the investigation!”

Upon hearing this, Yang Peng’s legs gave way, and he instantly collapsed to the ground…





Chapter 1141: Find Someone to Take the Fall

Yang Peng, almost passed out from fear, was directly escorted into a Pengcheng police vehicle. Four Pengcheng officers, after thanking and bidding farewell to their Hangzhou counterparts, simultaneously called their other four colleagues, informing them that the person had been apprehended and they should return to Pengcheng immediately.

Since the Ministry of Public Security required local police departments to cooperate with investigations based on household registration, Yang Peng would inevitably be taken back to Pengcheng for interrogation and public prosecution by the Pengcheng police. If the Hangzhou police later decided to consolidate the prosecution, then police from various locations would transfer the suspects and relevant case files to the Hangzhou police.

And so, the officers, who had just arrived in Hangzhou less than two hours ago, immediately embarked on their return journey without stopping.

Yang Peng was in the back seat of the police car, flanked by officers, his hands cuffed. His heart sank as if falling into an ice cellar. Upon realizing they were police from his hometown, he tearfully asked in his local dialect, “Officer, fellow townsman, what exactly have I done?”

An officer in the front passenger seat turned to look at him and asked, “Don’t you know what you’ve done yourself?”

Yang Peng shook his head repeatedly, pleading his case with an innocent expression, “I’m just an Online Store owner, doing things honestly and operating legitimately. How could I have broken the law!”

The officer chuckled and said, “Don’t you know what you’re selling in your shop?”

Yang Peng pretended to be clueless and shook his head.

The officer sneered and said, “Yang Peng, we’re fellow townsmen. Being honest is a form of mutual respect. Who can you hide this from? Of your shop’s sales amount of over ten million, how much of it was genuine, and how much was counterfeit? I’d wager that among those over ten million, there wasn’t even a single genuine item, was there?”

Yang Peng’s heart sank, and he quickly said, “Officer, all my goods came from suppliers. How would I know if they were genuine or counterfeit? If they were fake, then I’m also one of the victims! You should apprehend those who counterfeit and those who sold me the fake goods!”

The officer frowned slightly and said coldly, “Don’t worry, everyone involved in this chain will be apprehended. Arguing with me is useless. When you go to court, you can argue with the judge.”

Yang Peng looked at the officer in panic, pleadingly asking, “Officer, please give me an estimate. If this case is sentenced, how many years will I get?”

The officer said indifferently, “Your case involves over ten million yuan. If that amount is confirmed, I’d say you’re looking at at least fifteen years.”

At this point, the officer added, “That’s at least, but I think a life sentence is more likely. All your illegal gains will also be confiscated. How old are you this year? Twenty-six? Not married yet, are you? By the time you’re released, you’ll probably be at least forty.”

The moment Yang Peng heard this, all the strength instantly drained from him. Tears streamed down his face incessantly. He had never dreamed that his wonderful life, which had just begun, would immediately turn him into a prisoner. The words “life imprisonment” plunged him into utter despair. He regretted his past actions to the extreme, but now, repentance was useless; the law would not give him any chance to regret.

During the six hundred-kilometer long journey, Yang Peng’s tears never stopped.



With Yang Peng’s apprehension, the prelude to the apprehension of Letao’s counterfeit selling merchants officially began. Police in various regions quickly mobilized, apprehending suspects within their household registration jurisdictions. In just one day, one Letao counterfeiting merchant after another was arrested and brought to justice.

These successive major actions quickly spread throughout the entire internet industry. This gave everyone an extremely strong warning, making them finally realize that the internet is not outside the law, and if one breaks the law in the internet domain, they should not harbor any illusions of getting away with it, as the law will certainly impose the due punishment!

Subsequently, major TV stations and offline media rapidly responded, completely removing Letao’s advertisements. This had long been written into their contracts: if the advertiser was suspected of illegal operations, the media had the right to cease all advertising.

So, on December 26th, Letao completely disappeared from online and offline presence. What could be found were merely reports of its legal downfall and discussions among netizens on various websites.

From the perspective of netizens’ attitudes, Letao’s legal downfall was immensely gratifying for them. Online, there was almost uniform support for this special rectification campaign. It could be said that Letao’s legal downfall was not just about upholding the law, but also about fulfilling the will of the people.



Meanwhile, Mr. Ma and a group of executives were evading responsibility at the Hangzhou Municipal Bureau.

These were all shrewd individuals, tempered by countless trials. They knew very well how to evade responsibility as much as possible.

Although Mr. Ma felt extreme regret and heartache, he had already figured it out: this special campaign was asserting itself ferociously, and he absolutely could not harbor any illusions of getting away with it. Otherwise, once confirmed of suspected criminal activity, he himself would find it very difficult to escape the punishment of the law.

Under such circumstances, the best approach was to plead complete ignorance.

—Do you know if there are many sellers on the platform selling counterfeit goods?

—No, I don’t. I’m only responsible for higher-level management work in the company. The specific details of each business operation are under the jurisdiction of the respective departmental heads.

—Do you know if your platform has an obligation to review merchants and products on the platform?

—Yes, I do. We have dedicated personnel responsible for this work. Whether they were derelict in their duties, I’m not entirely clear.

—Your platform cooperated with counterfeit factories through a shell company, obtaining goods from them at lower prices via the shell company, and then supplying them to platform sellers. How do you explain this?

—I am completely unaware of such matters. Regarding such overt violations of the law, I hope that the Public Security Bureau can thoroughly investigate to the end, help Letao root out its black sheep, and also provide an explanation to the other employees!

Pleading complete ignorance was Mr. Ma’s current solution. He had already set up firewalls long ago. He had not personally handled any counterfeit selling operations. Even when issuing orders, they were communicated verbally, with no substantial written records. It wouldn’t be easy for the police to pin a crime on him.

As for the shell company, a complete set of firewalls had been established when it was acquired and its changes were made. Neither the legal representative nor the shareholders had any connection to Mr. Ma. No matter how thoroughly they investigated, they couldn’t implicate him.

Thus, Mr. Ma knew clearly that the Public Security Bureau would at most apprehend a few scapegoats from Letao to bear the primary responsibility. After he had cleared himself of involvement, the police would be helpless against him. After an investigation period, even if he wasn’t immediately released, he could at least apply for bail pending trial. In that case, even if he lost Letao, he could at least preserve his personal freedom.

Mr. Ma’s family and partners pulled various strings and mediated several times before finally arranging for Mr. Ma to privately meet the company’s designated lawyer. After meeting the lawyer, Mr. Ma immediately asked him, “What is the attitude from the top now? Has there been any softening?”

The lawyer shook his head and said, “There’s no softening for now. Not only that, but the situation is still expanding.”

Mr. Ma frowned, “What do you mean?”

The lawyer said, “Letao’s servers were only seized last night, and today, a considerable number of Letao shop owners have already been apprehended. The Public Security Bureau’s response speed is very fast. It seems the attitude from the top this time is to fight to the end.”

“Fight to the end?!” Mr. Ma was flustered. He asked him, “Then what kind of responsibility do you think we, as the platform, should bear?”

The lawyer analyzed, “Under normal circumstances, the platform does not ostensibly take a direct share from platform sales. Therefore, it can be seen that the platform did not directly profit and had no subjective intent. So we can approach this from the angle of supervisory negligence. In that case, the company’s liability would be significantly reduced, and the best-case scenario would be only administrative penalties and warnings.”

“That’s good!” Mr. Ma’s expression relaxed. It seemed the primary issue now was to find someone willing to take the fall. So he said to the lawyer, “I’ll consider this matter carefully and see what’s the safest way to proceed.”

The lawyer nodded slightly, then remembered something and reminded him, “Oh, General Manager Ma, in the high-level management measures for e-commerce this time, there’s a clause stipulating that relevant responsible individuals of companies will be publicly blacklisted. Depending on the severity of their violations, they will be prohibited from registering or holding shares in any internet-related enterprises for three to ten years in the future, and no internet-related enterprise will be allowed to hire any responsible individual who is publicly blacklisted and still under penalty. That is to say, if defined as a relevant responsible individual, they will be unable to work in the internet industry for a certain period.”

Mr. Ma’s eyes widened in fury, and he questioned with a terrified expression, “What did you say? Prohibited from working in the internet industry?!”





Chapter 1142: Eradicating That Tumor!

For Mr. Ma, what brought him more despair than the potential criminal liability was being restricted from engaging in the internet industry.

From the day he first encountered the internet, he decided to make this magical creation his lifelong goal.

He had poured almost all his life’s pursuits, dreams, and ambitions into the internet business. Failure didn’t matter; he could find an opportunity to get back on his feet. A tarnished reputation didn’t matter either; he could lie low, find a breakthrough point with his next project, and naturally regain his reputation upon success. But if he were prohibited from working in this industry…

Despair filled Mr. Ma’s heart, yet his mind ceaselessly analyzed the information the lawyer had disclosed to him, instinctively trying to find loopholes to exploit.

Mr. Ma didn’t care at all about the prohibition on other internet companies hiring him. From the day he started his own business, he had already made a decision in his heart: he would never work for someone else again in this life.

As for being forbidden from registering internet companies, that was easy enough; he could use a shell company or operate under someone else’s name.

Prohibiting holding shares in internet companies was a pain in the ass. Not being able to hold shares meant that even operating under someone else’s name, he couldn’t directly own company shares. In that case, he would have to find someone genuinely trustworthy to register the company and hold the shares in trust for him. This requirement likely only direct relatives would meet, but direct relatives were too easily subject to suspicion, making it relatively tricky to handle.

However, despite being tricky, there was still an opportunity. As long as he found someone trustworthy enough to push to the forefront, he could still continue in the internet industry; he just wouldn’t be able to be publicly visible during the prohibition period.

Not being able to step into the limelight was an extremely painful blow for someone who enjoyed flaunting and showing off…

Mr. Ma’s face was expressionless. The next moment, he remembered and blurted out, “Letao will at most have its business license revoked. What about Alibaba?”

The lawyer said with a helpless expression, “This is another issue the shareholders entrusted me to discuss with you. Once the Economic and Trade Commission determines that you have clear responsibility in this incident, even if it’s just due to lax management, they will impose sanctions on you in this manner. At that time, you will have to withdraw your shares from Alibaba. The shareholders will give you a fair offer and collectively buy the shares from you.”

Mr. Ma frowned, “If they’re afraid of being implicated by me, I can transfer my shares to others to hold in trust. On the surface, I’d no longer have any connection to the company. Wouldn’t that be sufficient? There’s no need to buy all the shares from me, what do you think?”

The lawyer awkwardly replied, “I can’t say for sure about that, but I can convey your wishes to the shareholders. However, General Manager Ma, you should prepare yourself mentally. While holding shares in trust might seem fine on the surface, it’s actually very risky. If someone you trust holds the shares for you, and then you suddenly withdraw your shares and a new shareholder suddenly joins, it’s inherently suspicious. Moreover, once the company goes public or raises capital, if you try to cash out your shares, the executives will likely monitor the final flow of those proceeds.”

At this point, the lawyer paused and continued, “For example, if the company raises capital next year, and the shareholders reach an agreement with the investors to cash out a certain proportion, you would have a five million return. This five million would only go to your nominee shareholder. However, if the relevant authorities monitor these proceeds, the nominee shareholder’s fund flow will definitely be brought under surveillance. It wouldn’t matter if the money stayed in their account, but ultimately, it’s still your money. Once they transfer this money to you in any way, if the authorities determine that you still have a shareholding relationship with the company, and that the company is cooperating with you to deceive them, the consequences would be unimaginable…”

Mr. Ma’s expression turned rather grim. “What do you mean? Are you afraid I’ll implicate the company? You should know, I built this company with my own hands! No one has the right to kick me out!”

The lawyer hastily explained, “General Manager Ma, the company doesn’t want this either. It’s just that the management measures have already been issued, and we can’t bypass the policy! Furthermore, this is for your own good. Otherwise, should it be exposed, you might face even more severe penalties…”

“Enough!” Mr. Ma extended his hand to cut her off, saying coldly, “No penalties have been announced for me yet. It’s too early to talk about any of this. It won’t be too late to discuss it after the disciplinary results are announced!”

Mr. Ma’s face became extremely grim. Seeing this, the lawyer stopped talking about the topic and kindly reminded him, “General Manager Ma, it seems unlikely this case will yield results anytime soon. I will apply for bail pending trial for you as soon as possible, but it will likely take some time. You’ll have to patiently wait during this period. As for the earlier discussion about who will bear responsibility for this matter, I will consult thoroughly with the Board of Directors to settle it as soon as possible.”

“Alright!”



News about Letao was overwhelming, and updates on the case were constantly being reported by major media outlets. As Letao shut down, its servers and computers were seized, and personnel were taken in for investigation, one after another, sellers of counterfeit goods were brought to justice. All this news kept Li Mu in excellent spirits throughout the day.

At this moment, Li Mu’s sense of accomplishment swelled remarkably because he knew clearly that he had eradicated a tumor from China’s e-commerce, and one that had long become cancerous, ready to spread and metastasize at any moment.

For a long time in later generations, a large number of C2C sellers engaged in selling counterfeit goods, mixed genuine and fake items, and even many B2C platforms secretly engaged in such practices, frequently being exposed for selling fakes. The root cause was that the entire e-commerce trend and atmosphere had been ruined from the very beginning.

The overturning of a precedent serves as a profound warning to those who follow; but the unimpeded, swift progress of a forerunner also encourages a strong herd mentality among those who follow, leading thousands to emulate it. In his previous life, Mr. Ma was that ‘forerunner’ who left others in the dust. Countless people fixated their eyes on his steps; how he walked, everyone else walked. This phenomenon continued until Mr. Ma had gone far enough and fast enough, no longer wanting others to emulate his shortcut to success, so he, in turn, began to dismantle the old path he had traveled, leaving others with no way to follow.

Now, this predecessor has finally been overthrown. It is believed that countless people who would have charged forward, frantically following in his footsteps, will surely stop, abandon the shortcut to success, and embark on the right path.

Li Mu originally wanted to invite Senior Brother Liu out for a couple of drinks to celebrate properly, but he heard at noon that Steven Spielberg, Anne Hathaway, and other DreamWorks executives were preparing to leave for the United States tomorrow. So, Li Mu specifically set aside an afternoon to accompany them for a stroll around Qianhai in Shenzhen City. In the evening, he hosted a dinner for everyone at a seafood restaurant, seeing off his American partners.

At the dinner table, Li Mu learned that Steven Spielberg’s new film, Catch Me If You Can, had already premiered in North America. On Christmas Day, which had just passed, its first-day box office reluctantly exceeded ten million US dollars. Although the results were not bad, it could only settle for second place against the strong composure of The Lord of the Rings 2.

Li Mu recalled his previous promise to Steven Spielberg and said, “Tonight I’ll arrange for Muye Technology’s US branch company to have YY send out a push notification across all of America tonight, which is noon local time in the US, to see if it can boost the film’s box office.”

Steven Spielberg immediately said with delight, “If Mr. Li is willing to help, with YY’s influence in North America, it will certainly greatly boost the movie box office!”

Li Mu smiled, “I believe I’ve promised this before, Steven. Rest assured, I will definitely fulfill my promise.”

Steven Spielberg was beaming with joy, repeatedly thanking him, “Mr. Li, I am truly grateful for your generous help! This is immensely significant for me, for DreamWorks, and even for Leonardo and Tom Hanks!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “We are already partners; resource sharing is only natural. Currently, the Muye Ticketing System hasn’t spread widely in the United States yet. Otherwise, YY’s push notifications combined with the Muye Ticketing System would lead to a very high user conversion rate, significantly boosting box office numbers. While it’s a bit regrettable this time, I believe it will be realized soon.”

Steven Spielberg nodded, “Once we return to the United States, we will immediately push for the Muye Ticketing System, ensuring it spreads to every cinema across all of America as quickly as possible!”

“That’s wonderful,” Li Mu said with a smile. “I’ll arrange for Muye Technology’s person in charge in the US to cooperate fully with you to drive this forward.”

As Li Mu spoke, he remembered the film project and couldn’t help but remind Steven Spielberg, “Steven, please don’t forget about making the film. I hope our first collaborative movie can start shooting as soon as possible.”

Steven Spielberg said very seriously, “Mr. Li, rest assured, I’ve been considering the requirements you mentioned over the past couple of days. To be honest, I’m not very familiar with China’s WWII history. I currently have two directions in mind, and I’ll briefly explain them to you.”

Li Mu nodded, put down his chopsticks, and watched him, waiting for him to continue.

Steven Spielberg took a sip of water and continued, “The first direction is for me to bring a Hollywood production team to make a war film entirely centered on China’s resistance against Japanese aggression. In this case, I would only use Hollywood’s behind-the-scenes crew for the film, and all actors would be selected from China and Japan. However, I must be honest about such a film: while it should have market potential in China, it definitely won’t have a market in Hollywood. Americans are largely unaware of China’s WWII history, and if the overall plot of the film has no connection to the United States and no American actors are involved, it would be difficult to get them to spend money to watch it in theaters.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and asked, “What’s the second direction?”

Steven Spielberg said, “The second direction is to find a historical event within China’s WWII history that has some connection with the United States. Then, centering on this historical event, I would bring a Hollywood behind-the-scenes team and a group of well-known Hollywood actors, and also select a group of local actors from China and Japan, to co-produce a film. This would cater somewhat to the American market, but it would also, to a certain extent, weaken the film’s focus on Chinese elements.”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Then let’s choose the second option. As we’re just starting our collaboration, we must open up some market space in both the Chinese and American markets. When the time is right in the future, I can invest for you to film a purely Chinese WWII movie.”

Steven Spielberg smiled, “I think the same as you. Over the past two days, I’ve briefly looked into China’s WWII history and found a historical event that suits us perfectly!”





Chapter 1151: Profound Script Setting

Hearing that Steven Spielberg already had a rough idea for a project, Li Mu was immediately interested and blurted out, “Steven, I wonder which part of China’s Anti-Japanese War you’ve chosen?”

Spielberg said, “I think the story of General Chennault leading American pilots to form the Flying Tigers in China is very touching. Moreover, not only are the deeds of the American Flying Tigers fighting against the Japanese invaders in China touching, but the heroic resistance of the local Chinese Flying Tigers against the Japanese army is also very moving. So, my preliminary concept is to create a film of about one hundred and forty minutes, centered around General Chennault and the true historical events of the Chinese and American Flying Tigers fighting against the Japanese invaders, with some dramatized artistic treatment.”

As a Chinese person, Li Mu was naturally very clear about the Flying Tigers’ deeds. He knew the history of the Flying Tigers, not only the deeds of General Chennault of the United States leading American pilots to voluntarily support China’s Anti-Japanese War, but also many touching stories about the local Chinese Flying Tigers, including many unknown national heroes. But he didn’t expect that Spielberg, an American, would also know about the deeds of the local Chinese Flying Tigers, which really surprised him. It seemed that the great director’s ability to collect and discover clues was indeed extraordinary.

Li Mu exclaimed, “Steven, I personally like your selection of material and main storyline very much. I wonder if you can introduce it in more detail?”

Spielberg nodded and said, “First of all, the story needs to start with Chennault as the entry point. To make it easier for you to visualize, you can imagine Tom Hanks as Chennault. If this movie is confirmed, we might even have a chance to get Tom Hanks to play the role.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Tom Hanks’ image is indeed very suitable for a tough soldier, especially a soldier from World War II.”

Spielberg said with a smile, “The story first tells how Chennault came to China. According to his personal experience, he first retired and then came to China, hired as an instructor at a flight school located in Hangzhou. During this period, he trained many ace pilots who later became famous among the local Chinese pilots. From what I understand, there was a very famous ace pilot among them named Liu Zhesheng.”

Li Mu nodded, “There is indeed such a heroic martyr. He should have received training from Chennault in ’36.”

Spielberg laughed,“Then the information I researched should be correct.”

Then, he continued, “The story starts from Chennault coming to China, to him becoming an instructor at a Chinese aviation school, nurturing a group of local Chinese talents. This part we will basically completely follow history, except for the male lead number two. The male lead number two appears in this part of history, he is a local Chinese Flying Tiger, he is Chennault’s star student, and also the strongest one in the Chinese Flying Tigers.”

“Then the July 7th Incident broke out, and China began its eight-year Anti-Japanese War. At this time, Chennault personally saw the crimes committed by the Japanese invaders against the Chinese people. He also witnessed the students, including male lead number two, fighting with the Japanese army in the sky time after time, and the huge disadvantage in terms of scale and aircraft performance when they fought against the Japanese air force. This strengthened his determination to help China, whose air force was extremely weak, fight against the Japanese invaders. The story up to this point is the first major section.”

Li Mu was listening with great interest and couldn’t help but inquire about, “What about the second major section?”

Spielberg laughed, “The first and second major sections need a transition, to connect the preceding with the following. This part of the transition is the process of Chennault returning to the United States in 1940 to recruit pilots for the Flying Tigers. During this process, the plot will temporarily leave China and the battlefield, and jump to the American mainland, which was not affected by the war. At this time, our male lead number three enters the scene.”

Li Mu asked tentatively, “Male lead number one is Chennault, male lead number two is a local Chinese Flying Tiger, so male lead number three should be an American Flying Tiger, right?”

Spielberg laughed, “That’s right! The character setting for male lead number two is extremely upright and patriotic. National hatred makes him put all his thoughts on fighting against the Japanese invaders. In this case, male lead number three needs to have an opposite side to him. So, the male lead number three that I envision should be a young, unruly American youth who only thinks about flying planes, adventure, and pursuing pretty girls every day. This young man is completely undisciplined, always with a cigarette dangling from his mouth, dashing and uninhibited, but he is the most talented and best pilot in a flying club.”

Speaking of this, Spielberg added, “You can use Leonardo’s image in Titanic to visualize this pilot.”

Li Mu laughed and nodded repeatedly. Spielberg really was a great director; with one sentence, he made the picture in his mind much more concrete.

Spielberg went on, “Male lead number one sees the strength of male lead number three and hopes to invite him to join his Flying Tigers and go to China to fight against the Japanese invaders. But male lead number three is completely uninterested. He says in a dashing and uninhibited way that war has nothing to do with him. There are only three things in his life: airplanes, cigarettes, and women, so he will not accept the invitation from male lead number one.”

“In order to achieve this goal, male lead number one requests a flying contest with male lead number three. If male lead number one loses, he is willing to give male lead number three one thousand dollars; if male lead number three loses, he must follow male lead number one to China to join the Flying Tigers until the end of World War II.”

“Male lead number three is extremely arrogant and competes with male lead number one for money and reputation, but fails to win. In the end, he can only accept the bet and follow male lead number one to China with nearly a hundred other pilots.”

After saying all this, Spielberg looked at Li Mu and said, “This is the transition section I was talking about.”

Li Mu nodded, “Very good, the American Flying Tigers are heading to the battlefield, I’m getting excited just listening to it. Now that you’ve finished the first major section and the transition section, it’s time to talk about the second major section, right?”

Spielberg nodded and said, “The second major section is about male lead number three following male lead number one to China, officially joining the Flying Tigers, and meeting male lead number two. The two become comrades-in-arms. In this way, male lead number two and male lead number three can present a very strong contrast in character, for example: one is Chinese, one is American; one is extremely upright, one is unruly; one has no time for romantic feelings, while the other thinks about pursuing pretty girls all day long; one flies planes to defend his country, while the other flies planes for adventure and money. The opposition in character is almost everywhere.”

“It is precisely these two completely different people who become comrades-in-arms under Chennault’s command, fighting side by side. At the beginning, the conflict between the characters is very strong, but with the baptism of war, male lead number three eventually realizes the crimes of the Japanese invaders, realizes that he is not fighting for adventure and money, but for justice. During this time, male lead number two, who has always been looked down upon by male lead number three, saves male lead number three’s life in an air battle. Then, these two completely different people, though they had different approaches, arrive at the same destination and become the closest comrades-in-arms, fighting side by side.”

Speaking of this, Spielberg added, “I also plan to add two relatively weakened female characters. An American nurse in the Flying Tigers falls in love with the serious-looking male lead number two, while male lead number three falls in love with a Chinese farm girl who hides him and helps him evade the Japanese army’s pursuit after a plane crash and parachute. Then, male lead number three begins a fierce pursuit of this farm girl, and the American nurse also begins to express her love to male lead number two.”

“The shy Chinese girl does her best to avoid the enthusiastic male lead number three. Male lead number two, who takes national loyalty and hatred as everything, knows the American nurse’s love, and is clearly moved by it, but takes fighting against Japan as his responsibility and dares not give any direct response, until there is a time when the air force is fighting against the Japanese invaders, male lead number two and male lead number three fight side by side. During the fierce battle, male lead number two’s plane is damaged by the Japanese army. Male lead number three, disregarding his own safety, wants to cover him while he parachutes, but at this time, male lead number two’s chest has already been hit by the Japanese plane’s machine gun.”

“On the verge of death, male lead number two gives up parachuting, bids farewell to male lead number three through the radio, and asks him to relay to the American nurse that he also likes her very much. It’s just a pity that the timing of their meeting was too unfortunate. If it were in peaceful times, he would definitely marry her. After saying these words, male lead number two pulls up his injured plane and rushes towards the Japanese planes’ formation, finally shooting down a Japanese fighter before being shot down by the Japanese army.”

“The grief-stricken male lead number three and other comrades-in-arms repel the Japanese army, but male lead number two’s plane has already crashed. He weeps as he returns, and the nurse, hearing about the terrible battles on the front line, rushes to the runway, hoping to see male lead number two’s plane land. But the last plane to land is male lead number three’s plane. After he lands, he tells the nurse that male lead number two has already sacrificed himself, and the nurse silently sheds tears.”

“At the end of the story, Chennault’s Flying Tigers disband, and male lead number three is about to return to the United States. Before leaving, he goes again to find the farm girl who once saved him but has always been avoiding him, only to find that the entire village where her home was located has been razed to the ground by the Japanese army. Male lead number three assumes that she is dead, and sadly weeps in the ruins of her home, unexpectedly, the girl suddenly appears alone in front of him.”

“Male lead number three is overjoyed and actively hugs her, saying ‘I love you’ in English. The farm girl doesn’t understand, but does not push him away, and tears up in his arms, saying to herself in Chinese that her parents have been killed by the Japanese and only she is left in the family. Male lead number three also doesn’t understand, he just says repeatedly in broken Chinese: ‘Come with me, come with me.’ The farm girl understands his words, hesitates slightly, but still nods.”

“Male lead number three hugs her tightly, wailing like a child with excitement, and then the second major section of the plot comes to an end.”

By the time Li Mu heard this, his eyes were already a little sore. He didn’t expect that Spielberg could describe a fictional story based on true history so movingly with just words. What was even more unexpected was that the young Anne Hathaway’s eyes were already red, and tears could even be seen swirling in her eyes.

No one spoke, looking at Spielberg. He took a deep breath, adjusted his emotions, and continued, “The ending of the story is divided into two scenes. The first scene: on the side of the ship returning to the United States, the camera sweeps across the faces of male lead number one, and many American Flying Tigers, they lie on the side of the ship, silently watching the coastline getting further and further away, the Chinese territory they once defended with their blood.”

“Then, the camera pauses slightly when it sweeps across the American nurse, who silently sheds tears, carefully taking out a photo from her pocket. The photo is male lead number two’s photo on the honor roll of the aviation school, which she has been carrying with her since male lead number two’s sacrifice.”

“Then, the camera sweeps past her to male lead number three, whose eyes are red, looking at the land of China, as if he is remembering his comrades-in-arms who fought side by side with him. Then, the camera sweeps past him, and beside him is the farm girl who lost her parents, the girl with red eyes, slowly leaning on his shoulder, then the camera rises, farther and farther away…”

“The second scene: in the summer of 1999, an American old man, an American old woman, accompanied by a Chinese-descendent old woman and several hybrid children, come to China, they travel to a martyrs’ cemetery in the suburbs of the Spring City in the southwest;”

“Standing in front of a tombstone, the American old man and the Chinese-descendent old woman hold hands, looking carefully at the photo on the tombstone, and the photo on the tombstone is impressively male lead number two from back then, even the photo is exactly the same as the photo that the American nurse took away;”

“At this time, the lonely American old woman beside them tremblingly but carefully takes out a yellowed black and white photo, the photo is the same as the photo on the tombstone, then the old woman’s wrinkled eyes shed two lines of tears. The tears slowly slide down the old woman’s wrinkled face, and at the moment when they drip in front of the tombstone, the whole play ends…”





Chapter 1144: Flying Tigers!

Li Mu’s eyes were already red-rimmed as he listened.

Not just him, but even Senior Brother Liu beside him had eyes misty with tears, while Anne Hathaway, though silent, had tears streaming down her face.

No one had expected that a story Spielberg casually mentioned would move everyone at the table so deeply.

Anne Hathaway’s large eyes streamed with tears, and she choked out, asking Spielberg, “Director Spielberg, that lonely old lady in the final scene, was she the American nurse from the Flying Tigers?”

Spielberg nodded gently. “That’s right.”

Li Mu took a deep breath, raised his head, and took a long moment to compose himself to prevent tears from falling. After holding back his tears, he solemnly asked Spielberg, “Steven, what would be the estimated budget for this film?”

Spielberg said, “Excluding the cast, given China’s labor costs, resource costs, and price levels, I believe the film’s production costs shouldn’t exceed fifty million US dollars. It’s very likely that thirty-five million US dollars would be enough to make it very well. However, the actor costs can fluctuate greatly depending on the casting.”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “The male lead must be Tom Hanks, and the third male lead must be Leonardo DiCaprio. For the role of the Flying Tigers nurse, I hope Anne will play it, paired with some excellent supporting actors from Hollywood with good acting skills.”

The moment Li Mu finished speaking, Anne Hathaway, who had been sadly weeping, quickly waved her hands, flustered. “Mr. Li, this role is too profound; I can’t handle it…”

Li Mu looked at her and counter-questioned, “Why can’t you handle it? You certainly can’t handle the old nurse, that’s for the makeup artist. But for the young nurse, no one is more suitable than you!”

Anne Hathaway subconsciously blurted out, “Mr. Li, I… I’m afraid I won’t perform well in such a role and might tarnish the entire film…”

“You won’t,” Li Mu said with certainty. “Anne, I trust my judgment. In my opinion, this film and this role are tailor-made for you!”

Spielberg couldn’t help but nod at this point. “Anne, Mr. Li is right. This role is truly meant for you!”

Anne Hathaway looked at Spielberg, then at Li Mu, seeing the firmness and encouragement in their eyes. She couldn’t help but nod tearfully, clenching her fists. “Then I will definitely do my best to play this role well…”

“Now that’s the attitude I want!” Li Mu smiled slightly and nodded. Then he asked Spielberg, “Steven, with such a cast, what kind of film fee budget would be needed?”

Spielberg hesitated slightly and said, “Based on Hollywood’s public quotes, the actual film fees for the two male actors combined should be around thirty-five million US dollars. Anne’s film fee is relatively lower, but the total for the cast would at least be around forty million US dollars.”

Li Mu nodded. Forty million US dollars was expensive, but he could afford it; the main thing was whether the story was good enough.

Li Mu personally highly approved of Spielberg’s script concept. In his view, this script, whether from the perspective of historical depth or war scenes, could definitely be considered one of the larger themes in war films. Moreover, the story elements spanned the Eastern and Western hemispheres, crossed the two ethnic groups of China and the United States, and bridged different cultures, histories, and values, ultimately joining together to fight against tyranny for freedom and liberation. Such a story was inherently rare and valuable historical material.

Most World War II films in the Western world revolve around stories from the European theater. Although Americans helped the British and French resist Germany, ultimately, it was white people helping white people. America and Britain shared a common origin centuries ago. From this perspective, the story of the Flying Tigers is grander and more stirring than the story of Americans landing in Europe.

Furthermore, the main theme of this film respects history immensely. Regardless of Japan’s current international status, recognition, or how thoroughly Westernized it has become, people worldwide should remember this period of history, remember the sacrifices the Chinese people made for the world, and likewise, firmly remember the harm Japan inflicted upon the Chinese people and the people of the world!

For this story, and to let Westerners understand the courage and defiance of the Chinese nation back then, he was willing to spend this money!

So, Li Mu waved his hand grandly and said without hesitation, “Steven, money is never an issue. Greenlight this film immediately. You arrange their schedules for me. If possible, I hope we can start preparing as soon as possible. As for the investment, I’ll promise one hundred million US dollars for production costs today. If DreamWorks doesn’t want to invest, you don’t need to put in a single cent, and I’ll give you 10% of the revenue share. If DreamWorks wants to invest, I can give you up to 20% investment space.”

Giving DreamWorks a share was to ensure Spielberg and the DreamWorks team would give their full effort. If they were willing to invest, that would be even better. What Li Mu needed was not for them to share the investment burden, but to truly commit to the project.

Spielberg knew Li Mu was not short of money; tens of millions or even one hundred million US dollars meant little to him. Most importantly, Li Mu had tremendous appeal in China. A low-budget romance film could break four hundred million in box office and continue to climb. Such a large production, if promoted and distributed with a bit of extra effort, would surely achieve even higher box office returns.

And his own influence in Hollywood was no pushover. A film combining Chinese and American elements would certainly attract American audiences. Moreover, if a Hollywood company handled overseas distribution, not only North America but also other countries’ box office would be guaranteed.

In this way, Li Mu would be responsible for the film’s release and box office in China, while DreamWorks would handle the release and box office in North America and other countries. As long as everyone performed their respective duties, they could guarantee a global total box office of over three hundred million US dollars.

There was an even more crucial point: Li Mu’s YY had become a global super internet product, with astonishing power in terms of user numbers, influence, and information delivery worldwide. With its endorsement, global box office revenues could be further enhanced. Therefore, even if this film genuinely required a total budget of one hundred million US dollars, it was absolutely guaranteed to make a profit.

Spielberg considered money, while Li Mu considered the image of his country and nation on a global scale.

He knew that if he invested tens of millions of US dollars and hired a Hollywood team to shoot a domestic war campaign film about China’s resistance, as long as the budget was in place, they could certainly portray those classic campaigns vividly. They could also capture the heroism and terrible sacrifice of the Chinese people resisting the Japanese aggressors back then. Moreover, such a film might not be worse than “Saving Private Ryan,” “Battle of Stalingrad,” “Tora! Tora! Tora!”, or “Hacksaw Ridge.”

But the most critical issue was: Li Mu’s fundamental goal was to produce commercial films about China’s resistance that the whole world could accept and enjoy. The key was that the whole world must accept them, and they must be absolutely commercial. Currently, in the global film industry, only Hollywood could achieve worldwide acceptance, so the films Li Mu wanted to make had to incorporate Hollywood elements.

Similarly, from a commercial perspective, Spielberg chose a story that actually involved Americans; otherwise, if it were entirely a story about Chinese people, the Hollywood elements wouldn’t be visually prominent enough, and it still wouldn’t break through to the global market.

Furthermore, Hollywood’s commercialization was indeed unmatched, and this could be seen from Spielberg himself. He deliberately set up the characters in this film’s script to be so distinct and sharply contrasted, which was actually for commercial considerations. The background choices, plot design, and even the love story within it were all highly commercialized, full of Hollywood characteristics.

If this film were made, first, Westerners would absolutely not reject it. For Americans, it would be a story of Americans helping people in other countries gain freedom and liberation overseas, which inherently caters to their ‘world police’ mentality. Moreover, with so many Hollywood stars and a famous director, it would certainly have a strong influence;

For the Chinese people, it goes without saying. A Chinese resistance film with a one hundred million US dollar budget was unimaginable even in 2020. Li Mu made it a reality, which would likely set the hearts of the entire nation ablaze;

For people in other countries, except Japan, the general public wouldn’t need to consider much. Hollywood + Spielberg + Tom Hanks + Leonardo DiCaprio + one hundred million US dollar production budget – that would be enough to draw them into cinemas.

Film and television works have an extremely strong ability to instill values; they are truly the ultimate means of subtle influence. If this film achieves commercial success worldwide, it will certainly achieve deeper success.

Through this film, Li Mu wanted the world to understand real Chinese history, the real Chinese people, and Chinese culture and spirit.

Spielberg had not expected Li Mu to be so generous, deciding on one hundred million US dollars in less time than it took for a meal. Even as a famous director, he had never encountered such a generous investor who spared no expense. For him, this was something greatly desired, a golden opportunity, because with a sufficient budget, he could make the film as perfect as possible and realize all his ambitions.

So Spielberg excitedly said, “Mr. Li, please give this film a name!”

Li Mu shook his head and smiled. “The best Chinese name I can think of is ‘Zhuang Zhi Ling Yun,’ but it’s already been taken by your ‘Top Gun.’ Although I feel this film is more fitting for the four characters of ‘Zhuang Zhi Ling Yun’ than ‘Top Gun,’ I don’t want to clash with an idol blockbuster like that. If you don’t mind, I suggest we use the simplest name, ‘Flying Tigers.’ As for the English name, we can also use a direct translation: ‘Flying Tigers!’”

Spielberg immediately said, “No problem! We’ll use that name! Flying Tigers!”

Li Mu jovially smiled, “Steven, get the script and detailed plan ready as soon as possible. We need to get this film moving quickly!”

Spielberg was also extremely excited, nodding and saying, “Please rest assured, I will do it as soon as possible!”

Senior Brother Liu, hearing Li Mu casually promise one hundred million US dollars, couldn’t help but whisper, “Li Mu, the story is indeed a good one, but you still need to think carefully. Director Spielberg’s story mainly revolves around the American Flying Tigers and the Chinese Flying Tigers. But the Chinese Flying Tigers back then were entirely Kuomintang forces. Will the story structure of this film, without our party’s plot of resisting the Japanese army, face some resistance?”

Li Mu shook his head and said seriously, “Senior Brother Liu, you’re rather viewing things with a petty suspicion.”

Senior Brother Liu’s eyes widened, looking bewildered.

Li Mu said, “Have you seen ‘The Bloody Battle of Tai’erzhuang’? That’s one of China’s most classic war films, made in 1985, and it entirely tells the story of the Kuomintang army resisting the Japanese army in Tai’erzhuang. This is national history; it’s all about the historical facts of the Chinese people resisting the Japanese aggressors.”

Senior Brother Liu’s face immediately turned red, and he said awkwardly, “Now that you mention it, I remember. I’ve watched ‘The Bloody Battle of Tai’erzhuang’ many times; it was indeed made very well… My fault, my fault…”





Chapter 1145: It’s Here!

A budget of one hundred million dollars for a war film—this was unprecedented and unmatched in the history of Chinese cinema, and even internationally, it would definitely be an elite among war films.

The Lord of the Rings trilogy, with a total length of nearly ten hours, cost less than three hundred million US dollars. Even with single film durations reaching 190 minutes, the budget for one film never hit one hundred million dollars. The Flying Tigers movie Li Mu planned to invest in, with a projected runtime of about 140 minutes, already commanded a one hundred million dollar budget. This shows just how high the production standards were.

What’s more, the most crucial point was that the vast majority of scenes for this movie would be filmed in China. The overall cost of living, labor, and various other expenses in China were much lower than in the United States, which implicitly meant the budget was effectively increased.

Even more importantly, Steven Spielberg told Li Mu that if the movie script was prepared and given to Tom Hanks and Leonardo, he believed they would not refuse the roles. And with his relationship with the two, he was confident they would give him a friendship film fee.

That wasn’t all.

Steven Spielberg analyzed that Tom Hanks and Leonardo both highly respected Li Mu, and Li Mu’s current influence was indeed immense, so powerful that all celebrities were desperate to curry favor with him. Since this movie was invested in by Li Mu, these two would certainly give Li Mu a reputation and further reduce a portion of their film fees.

If all went smoothly, the film fees alone could be lowered by ten to twenty million dollars, offering considerable room for savings.

Li Mu wasn’t concerned about the money; he was primarily focused on when this movie could start production. If it began, he would immediately transfer the funds to the production team and then fully coordinate various relationships within China, doing his utmost to support the film’s shooting.

Steven Spielberg promised Li Mu that as soon as he returned to the United States, he would immediately set to work on three things:

First, finalize the script;

Second, contact Tom Hanks and DiCaprio, let them see the script, and get their approval;

Third, negotiate with DreamWorks about whether to invest and how much.

As soon as these three things were settled, Steven Spielberg would immediately begin forming a team in Hollywood, then coordinate visas and permits. The advance team would quickly rush to China to start scouting locations and producing props.

After seeing Steven Spielberg, Anne Hathaway, and their entourage back to their hotel, Li Mu was filled with emotion in the car on the way back with Senior Brother Liu. He said, “Senior Brother Liu, do you know why I was willing to put up one hundred million dollars to make this movie after listening to Steven Spielberg?”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and said, “You want the people of the world to understand China and its past history of suffering.”

Li Mu shook his head, “Not a history of suffering, but a history of tenacious struggle! I want the whole world to know the greatness, strength, and indomitable spirit of the Chinese nation. So, this movie will absolutely not be filmed to highlight suffering, nor will it be filmed to highlight individual heroism, fantasizing about one person single-handedly defeating all opponents. Instead, it must be a movie like Bloodbath at Taierzhuang, capable of showcasing the backbone of the Chinese nation, and also like Saving Private Ryan, possessing strong commercial elements. Only by portraying official history in a commercial way can it gain recognition from society as a whole!”

…

Even after Li Mu had finished showering and lay down, his mind was still buzzing with excitement.

Today had definitely been a day of immense gains for him. Letao had collapsed, and the e-commerce industry finally had clear management measures to strictly prohibit swindling, cheating, fraud, and deception. And before Steven Spielberg left, he didn’t forget to give Li Mu a great gift. If the Flying Tigers movie could truly achieve his best desired outcome, then it would certainly become a milestone in the history of Chinese cinema. More importantly, when it was viewed and accepted globally, it would also significantly improve the perception of China and the Chinese nation among people in other countries.

Announcing a one hundred million dollar investment would likely shock professionals in the Chinese and even global film and television industries. However, for Li Mu, it was truly nothing. In his eyes, not everything was about making money. Some things, even if they meant losing money, even losing everything, he would do them without hesitation.

That night, Li Mu’s mind kept fantasizing about every scene of Flying Tigers, and he didn’t fall into a hazy sleep until the latter half of the night.

Just as Li Mu had fallen asleep not long ago, his phone suddenly rang. The abrupt ringtone and vibration quickly shattered the quiet in the room.

Li Mu, who had just entered dreamland, was startled awake by the call and immediately wanted to curse. But then he saw that it was Steven Spielberg calling.

Why was this patriarch calling him so late? Could it be about the movie?

Then, Li Mu answered the phone with suspicion.

On the phone, Steven Spielberg said anxiously: “Mr. Li, I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, but something rather urgent has happened that might require your help…”

“What happened?” Li Mu couldn’t help but frown. What urgent matter could possibly happen while sleeping in a hotel in the middle of the night?

Steven Spielberg said, “Anne called me tonight and said she was sick. My female Assistant and I quickly took her to the Hospital, but as soon as we got her there, the doctor took her temperature and immediately isolated her. They won’t let us see her, nor will they tell us what exactly happened. We have no idea what Anne’s condition is now, so I wanted to ask for your help to inquire, especially since we’re scheduled to go to Hong Kong tomorrow morning and fly back to the United States tomorrow afternoon.”

Li Mu instinctively asked, “What are Anne’s symptoms?”

“Fever,” Steven Spielberg said, “a very high fever, about 104 degrees!”

“Holy crap!” Li Mu couldn’t help but blurt out a vulgarity, exclaiming, “104 degrees?! Are you kidding me?”

Steven Spielberg quickly explained, “Sorry, sorry, 104 degrees Fahrenheit. I’m used to it, my apologies.”

Then, Steven Spielberg thought for a moment and added, “I think they said it was 40 degrees Celsius.”

“Forty degrees?!” Li Mu suddenly sat up from his bed. Anne Hathaway suddenly developing a fever at this time made him feel extremely uneasy, but he couldn’t immediately pinpoint why.

A moment later, a word flashed through Li Mu’s mind—SARS.

He didn’t know if Anne Hathaway had contracted SARS, but in his memory, it was late 2002, and the first case of SARS should have already been discovered some time ago. It was currently spreading in Guangdong Province, and this area was simply too close to where the first SARS case was discovered…

Li Mu felt nervous, but he calmly deliberated over the details. First, he couldn’t confirm whether Anne Hathaway had a common fever or a fever due to SARS. But the most crucial point was that she was isolated by the hospital because of the fever. This news sent a strong signal: even if the public knew little about SARS, the hospital must have already learned about it and begun to respond cautiously, otherwise, they wouldn’t isolate a patient with a fever.

Could it be that the SARS he had been waiting for had already appeared in Shenzhen City?

Immediately, Li Mu asked Steven Spielberg, “Steven, which hospital are you at? I’m coming over now!”

“That’s wonderful!” Steven Spielberg finally sighed in relief, saying, “We’re at the Third People’s Hospital near the hotel, in the Emergency Department.”

“Okay, wait for me!”

Li Mu flipped out of bed and immediately began to dress, getting ready as quickly as possible. Before leaving, he grabbed a box of 3M masks from his home. He had arranged for someone to buy them from Hong Kong as soon as he arrived in Shenzhen City, considering them a precautionary measure.

When Li Mu left in the middle of the night, Wang Yuanlang and the other two naturally followed closely behind. Before Li Mu even got into the car, they were already in the underground garage. Seeing that the three of them had also come out, Li Mu simply said to Wang Yuanlang, “Bro Wang, let’s take one car.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded and personally got into the GL8. Li Mu and the other two quickly got in as well. As soon as he sat down, Li Mu said to Wang Yuanlang, “Bro Wang, go to the Third People’s Hospital.”

Li Mu rushing to the hospital in the middle of the night made Wang Yuanlang somewhat surprised, but his professional ethics prevented him from asking any questions. He immediately drove to the Third People’s Hospital.

The GL8 drove all the way to the entrance of the hospital’s Emergency Department. As soon as the car stopped, Li Mu took out several masks, handed one to each of them, and put one on himself, saying to the three people beside him, “Recently, I heard there’s some kind of infectious disease spreading, and it’s quite creepy. Everyone wear a mask just in case.”

Wang Yuanlang nodded, took the mask, and quietly put it on. Zhou Zhan, in the passenger seat, opened the mask packaging while muttering, “It’s true, I’ve heard rumors of an infectious disease recently. It’s made the locals extremely nervous and jumpy. Disinfectant and Banlangen at pharmacies in Shenzhen City and the surrounding areas are all sold out. They say Banlangen can prevent all kinds of illnesses.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Disinfectant and Banlangen? There are such rumors? Why haven’t I heard of them?”

Wang Yuanlang said, “General Manager Li, you’re usually so busy and don’t have much contact with the locals, so it’s normal that you wouldn’t know. When we first arrived in Shenzhen City, I gave Zhou Zhan an order to pay attention to the surrounding environment and quickly familiarize himself with the local situation and customs, so he paid more attention to this.”

Li Mu felt a pang of annoyance. He came to Shenzhen City specifically to wait for SARS, but damn it, he hadn’t caught the best timing. It was possible these rumors had already spread around Shenzhen City ten days to half a month ago!

But now wasn’t the time for self-reproach. He still didn’t know Anne Hathaway’s condition, so he immediately said to the three of them, “Why don’t you wait in the car? I’ll go check first.”

“No way!” Wang Yuanlang said without hesitation, “Outside, our only principle is to provide close protection for your safety and never let you be in any danger!”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, knowing it was useless to argue. He then instructed, “Then hurry up and put on your masks!”

TRANSCRIPTION ENDS===

{“characters”:{“迪卡普里奥”:“DiCaprio”},“locations”:{“第三人民医院”:“Third People’s Hospital”},“organizations”:{“3M”:“3M”},“terms_and_jargon”:{“GL8”:“GL8 (car model)”,“YY”:“fantasizing”,“主驾驶”:“driver’s seat”,“个人英雄主义”:“individual heroism”,“历史的罪人”:“sinner of history”,“商业元素”:“commercial elements”,“官方”:“official”,“官方历史”:“official history”,“坑蒙拐骗”:“swindling and cheating”,“弄虚作假”:“fraud and deception”,“抗争史”:“history of struggle”,“搓澡工”:“bath scrubber”,“救赎”:“redemption”,“日常”:“daily”,“正式”:“official”,“正史”:“official history”,“污点”:“stain”,“深不可测”:“unfathomable”,“苦难史”:“history of suffering”,“脊梁骨”:“backbone”,“肺部”:“lungs”,“脱口秀”:“talk show”,“贴身保护”:“close protection”,“凸显苦难”:“highlighting suffering”,“防患于未然”:“take precautions”,“霸道总裁”:“overbearing CEO”,“急诊部”:“Emergency Department”,“我草”:“Holy crap (vulgar)”,“风声鹤唳”:“extremely nervous and jumpy”}}





Chapter 1146: Heightened Tension

Li Mu didn’t know that the Class A tertiary hospital closest to Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway, the Third People’s Hospital, was itself Shenzhen City’s largest infectious disease hospital.

As the four of them stepped into the Emergency Department, Li Mu immediately sensed that the situation was out of the ordinary.

Though it was already past midnight, the Emergency Department was bustling with people. Patients, their families, and medical staff were far more numerous than usual, and every medical worker was rushing about, appearing exceptionally busy.

Li Mu also noticed a minor detail: every medical worker here wore a mask, and not just one layer. It was obvious they were wearing at least two layers of masks—a thicker inner layer and ordinary disposable medical masks on the outside. Furthermore, every medical worker wore a doctor’s cap and rubber gloves. This was definitely not how an Emergency Department typically looked.

At the triage desk, three young nurses continuously monitored the temperatures and blood pressure of patients lining up. Nurses and security guards also kept handing out disposable medical masks to patients, reminding them to have their temperature checked at the emergency registration if they had a clear fever, or to go directly to the fever clinic for treatment.

This prevalent scene, exuding heightened tension, immediately gave Li Mu an unusual sense of pressure.

He had experienced SARS before. Although he wasn’t in the severely affected areas when the outbreak occurred, he had felt the widespread panic. Moreover, he had seen similar scenes of fully-equipped and all-out medical staff countless times on television.

Shortly after Li Mu entered, Steven, wearing a mask, recognized him and hurried over in a few swift steps, saying, “Mr. Li, I’m so sorry to trouble you so late!”

Though Steven was also wearing a mask, Li Mu instantly recognized him and quickly inquired about Anne: “Steven, where’s Anne?”

Steven replied, “In the isolation ward on the second floor. Follow me!”

Anxious, Steven quickly led Li Mu up to the second floor. For him, Anne Hathaway was someone he had invited over, in essence, to add a positive influence when discussing serious business with Li Mu. Now, just as they were about to leave, Anne Hathaway suddenly fell ill and was directly isolated by the hospital. This situation worried him deeply, and he felt immensely self-reproachful. He merely wanted to understand what exactly had happened to Anne Hathaway. Unfortunately, he couldn’t speak the language in China, and the doctors seemed to be concealing some information from him, so he could only seek Li Mu’s help.

Li Mu followed Steven directly to the isolation ward area on the west side of the second floor. At the frosted glass door of the isolation zone, two security guards blocked them, saying, “Sirs, you cannot enter here casually!”

Steven looked at Li Mu for help. Li Mu knew that trespassing into an isolation ward was pointless; the key was to see a doctor and understand Anne Hathaway’s current actual condition. So, he asked the security guard, “Hello, may I ask who is the person in charge of this isolation ward? I’d like to meet him.”

“Director Zou is busy inside,” a security guard said. “You can wait for a while until he comes out, but I’m not sure when that will be.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Then we’ll wait here, is that alright?”

The security guard replied, “It’s fine, but so many of you will affect our work. How about this: one or two of you stay here, and the others wait in the lobby’s rest area.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Okay, then I’ll stay here.”

Then, Li Mu said to Steven, “Steven, with so many of us here, we’re affecting the hospital’s normal operation. How about I wait here, and you all go rest first?”

Steven then looked at Li Mu and pleaded, “Can I stay here too? Please speak to them for me.”

Unable to refuse, Li Mu said to the security guard, “Is it okay if just the two of us wait here?”

The security guard thought for a moment, then nodded helplessly, saying, “Alright, then you two wait here. Everyone else, please step out first.”

Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang take the others to the second-floor lobby, while he and Steven waited in front of the isolation area’s glass door.

After waiting for about ten minutes, figures suddenly appeared from within the glass door, which had remained closed. Li Mu looked up. Three figures of varying heights emerged from inside but stopped at the frosted glass door and did not immediately come out. Through their silhouettes, Li Mu could see them using spraying tools to help each other spray disinfectant liquid. The spraying was very meticulous; the other two helped spray the third person thoroughly from feet to body, armpits to the backs of their hands, and the top of their head. Seeing this, Li Mu grew even more anxious, fearing that the epidemic might indeed have spread in Shenzhen City.

After waiting for more than ten minutes, the three people, who had been spraying each other with disinfectant, finally emerged from the glass door. All three were covered in medical protective suits, fully equipped with masks, gloves, and caps.

After the three came out, the one in the middle said to the two doctors beside him, “I’ll go back to my office and take a nap first. If there’s any problem, come find me anytime.”

The other two nodded repeatedly: “Understood, Director Zou.”

Hearing that the person was Director Zou, whom the security guard had mentioned, Li Mu quickly stepped forward and politely asked, “Hello, you’re Director Zou, right? I’m Ms. Anne’s friend. I’d like to ask about her current condition.”

Director Zou sized up Li Mu and asked, “Is that the American young lady? I can’t say for sure about her condition right now; she needs further observation and treatment.”

Li Mu quickly said, “But she has to go to Hong Kong this morning, and then fly back to the United States from Hong Kong.”

Director Zou said without hesitation, “Then hurry and postpone her trip. Given her current condition, I cannot discharge her.”

Li Mu’s heart tightened, and he immediately inquired about, “Can you tell me what disease she has? What’s her condition? How long will it take for her to recover?”

Director Zou hesitated slightly, saying, “I can’t say for sure about that either, but she’ll need at least five to seven days of observation.”

Li Mu asked, “Then what disease does she have? You must let us know, right?”

Director Zou shook his head repeatedly: “I’m sorry, the patient’s condition is unclear. I can’t tell you anything right now. We need a few more days of observation.”

After speaking, Director Zou said to Li Mu, “I advise you not to stay in the hospital for now. The patient will need to remain in the isolation ward during these days of observation, and you won’t be able to see her. Please register your contact information with the Head Nurse later, and we will notify you of any developments regarding the patient.”

Director Zou finished, then said with a tired expression, “Excuse me, I’ll take my leave now.”

Li Mu quickly inquired about, “Director Zou, is my friend infected with some infectious disease? If it’s convenient, could you disclose it?”

Director Zou’s eyes darted away, saying, “We’re also not sure if it’s an infectious disease. Please go back and wait patiently for a bit, alright?”

With that, Director Zou walked past Li Mu and went directly to an office at the other end of the corridor.

Li Mu felt the situation was very bad. If Anne Hathaway truly contracted SARS in China, and Steven Spielberg witnessed it, then this could really blow up. The country’s initial concealment of the epidemic was partly for the greater good. In the early stages, SARS was still not fully understood, and treatment and prevention methods were still being explored. The country might not have been immediately ready for effective nationwide epidemic prevention. If the news leaked prematurely and caused social panic, it would indeed be very difficult to handle.

Moreover, although Li Mu wasn’t close to Anne Hathaway, she was still a friend. Anne Hathaway was roughly his age and very young, with her best years ahead of her. If she really contracted SARS, the impact on her would likely be enormous.

In his anxiety, Steven asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, what did the doctor say just now?”

Li Mu snapped back to attention and said to him, “Steven, wait for me. I’ll go ask again.”

With that, Li Mu stepped towards Director Zou’s office.

Arriving at the office door, Li Mu knocked, and a voice from inside said, “Come in.”

Li Mu then pushed the door open. Director Zou, who had just removed his mask, looked at him with an exceptionally helpless expression and said, “Sir, I’ve already explained the situation to you. Please be patient, go back and wait…”

Before he could finish, Li Mu had already taken off the mask on his face.

Anne Hathaway wasn’t very well-known in China, so perhaps Director Zou, who appeared to be around forty, might not recognize her. But Li Mu believed that he would definitely recognize his own face.

Indeed!

The moment Li Mu took off his mask, Director Zou was instantly dumbfounded!

How could he not recognize Li Mu? For so long, Li Mu had accomplished so many earth-shattering feats, and even so many great deeds that made the Chinese people feel immense pride internationally. How could an intellectual like him not know?

Furthermore, he almost daily used Li Mu’s deeds to encourage his thirteen-year-old son this year and knew all of Li Mu’s stories like the back of his hand. So, the moment Li Mu took off his mask, he recognized him.

“You… you are Li Mu?!”

Although he recognized Li Mu, Director Zou still had an incredulous look on his face. Who was Li Mu? Setting aside his worldwide fame and influence, his net worth alone was probably among the top in China. How could a person revered as an idol by countless people appear in his office?

Li Mu then said very seriously, “Hello Director Zou, I am Li Mu. That Ms. Anne is a Hollywood star, full name Anne Hathaway. The old man who was standing with me just now is the famous great director Steven Spielberg. They were originally scheduled to return to the United States today. If you don’t let me know what exactly Anne encountered, if Steven Spielberg spreads this matter, I’m afraid it will have a huge global impact!”

Director Zou stood up abruptly, nervously saying, “Mr. Li, this kind of thing must not happen! Even we are still completely bewildered by this disease. If the news leaks out, and it causes panic among the domestic populace, it will definitely bring huge trouble to society…”





Chapter 1147: Get Ready

Li Mu hadn’t intended to scare Director Zou. With one being a Hollywood star and the other a renowned Hollywood director, not to mention many DreamWorks executives and shareholders outside, if this matter truly got out, the consequences were far beyond what Director Zou could bear.

Seeing that Director Zou had indeed grown tense because of his words, Li Mu then switched to a heart-to-heart tone and said, “Director Zou, if you want to reassure Spielberg and the other Americans now, you first need to let me know what illness Anne Hathaway has and what her condition is. Let me be informed, so I can think of a way to calm them down. Otherwise, I truly can’t help you.”

Director Zou’s expression was visibly struggling. He frowned and bit his lip for a while before finally saying with a troubled look, “Mr. Li, honestly, I can’t make this decision! My superiors have clear instructions not to casually…”

Li Mu’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he said with a hint of irritation, “Director Zou, if you truly can’t make the decision, then report it immediately! For such a significant matter, are you still trying to use evasive language with me? It’s not just my time you’re delaying!”

Seeing Li Mu grow angry, Director Zou’s heart immediately tensed up even more. He gritted his teeth and said, “Then please wait here for a moment, I’ll make a call…”

With that, Director Zou pulled out his phone and exited the office. Director Zou’s call went directly to the Dean of the Third Hospital. Recently, the Dean and several vice deans of the Third Hospital had been working non-stop, each spending most of their time at the Hospital. The Dean himself only got off work at midnight and had just rested for a short while. Drowsily answering Director Zou’s call, he instantly jolted upright from his bed and blurted out, “Zou, what happened?!”

In the Dean’s opinion, Director Zou was currently the most crucial link in the Hospital. Problems could arise anywhere else in the Hospital, but not there. For him to call so late, it certainly couldn’t be good news.

Hiding in the stairwell, Director Zou lowered his voice and said, “Dean, I have two things to tell you. Please be mentally prepared, and try not to be too frightened.”

At this, the Dean’s heart sank even further. He urged anxiously, “What happened? Tell me quickly, I can handle it!”

Director Zou then explained everything: Anne Hathaway’s admission due to fever, and how Spielberg and Li Mu had come to the Hospital together.

After hearing all this, the Dean’s mind instantly exploded.

Of all people, it had to be Li Mu, whom the entire nation and even the world were paying attention to! And a world-class director like Spielberg? This was simply disastrous!

Seeing the Dean remain silent for a long time, Director Zou couldn’t help but press for an answer, “Dean, what should we do? Please give us an instruction!”

The Dean came to his senses and blurted out, “I’m coming over right now. First, help me reassure Li Mu. Don’t let him run around anywhere. What if he has any mishap… Ptooey, ptooey, ptooey! Wait, I’m on my way!”

…

Hearing that the Dean was coming, Li Mu’s restless anxiety eased slightly. He patiently waited for the Dean to come and communicate with him personally. At the Dean’s level, if they still tried to use evasive language, and if this matter caused any negative repercussions, then the Hospital itself would have to take the fall.

The Dean, sporting a bald spot hairstyle, rushed to the Hospital in less than twenty minutes.

The Dean, who had rushed over in a flurry, hadn’t even had time to put on a mask. But upon seeing Li Mu, his first words were, “Oh dear, Mr. Li, why aren’t you wearing a mask? That’s too dangerous! Zou! Quickly get a mask for Mr. Li!”

Director Zou immediately nodded and was about to leave, but Li Mu quickly stopped him. He took out his own mask from his pocket and said, “No need to trouble yourselves, I have a mask.”

The Dean quickly said, “Then put it on, put it on. Wearing it won’t affect our conversation.”

Seeing his anxious expression, Li Mu first put on his mask, then asked him, “Dean, can you tell me the specific situation now?”

The Dean nodded and said, “On the way here, I telephoned and asked for instructions from Vice Mayor Xu of the Municipal Party Committee, who oversees healthcare. He has allowed me to give you a comprehensive report on the situation. He himself is also on his way here, but he might be a little late because he was previously inspecting work in the lower districts and counties.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Just tell me what’s going on quickly.”

Only then did the Dean say, “Mr. Li, to be honest with you, our Guangdong Province has currently discovered a highly contagious respiratory illness. This disease has not yet been clearly defined, but it poses a great threat to people, so we have now entered an emergency disease control state.”

He continued, further explaining, “The initial symptom of this disease is persistent high fever. That Hollywood Miss Anne also has a high fever, so under these circumstances, we must place her under isolated observation. Only when we confirm that she has not contracted this disease can we lift the isolation. If it is confirmed that she has contracted this disease, we will proceed directly with isolated treatment.”

Li Mu knew that the Dean had told him the truth, so he asked, “Does your Hospital currently have any confirmed cases?”

The Dean hesitated briefly, then sighed and said, “There are three. These three people have also been isolated.” He added, “But Mr. Li, please rest assured, for unconfirmed patients, we apply single-person isolation. Only after confirmation will they be grouped for isolation. So, if Miss Anne has not contracted this disease, we will absolutely ensure her personal safety!”

Li Mu’s mood at this moment was truly mixed.

The good news was that with this conversation with the Dean, he could start procuring and stockpiling relevant supplies worldwide from tomorrow. If anyone were to question his prescience in the future, he could bring out the Dean and Director to take the fall. Although they might face considerable pressure at that time, in front of overall social stability and the safety of patients, medical staff, and the general public, having them take the fall was nothing.

As for the worry, it was naturally Anne Hathaway’s condition. Li Mu desperately hoped it was just a common fever, but it would still take several days to reach a final conclusion.

So, Li Mu said to the Dean, “Then I’ll leave Anne Hathaway in your care. Please contact me promptly with any updates.”

The Dean nodded repeatedly, “Absolutely! And please rest assured, Mr. Li, we will certainly provide Miss Anne with the best treatment!”

After that, the Dean pleaded, “Mr. Li, regarding Spielberg, I’ll have to trouble you to communicate with him. Under no circumstances can he be allowed to leak this news. Otherwise, if it causes social panic, that would be a major problem!”

Societal panic was indeed a very serious issue.

From childhood to adulthood, Li Mu had heard many incredible rumors, many of which had caused varying degrees of social panic.

When Li Mu was little, he heard a rumor that many zombies had appeared near Haizhou, and many people had died unnatural deaths, and these zombies were the work of Americans. At that time, not just children, but adults too were terrified;

When he was older, Li Mu personally experienced SARS. At that time, it was truly a state of extreme alarm, and the hearts of over a billion people were filled with dread. Many small cities never had a single SARS case from beginning to end, but large numbers of people still frantically bought Banlangen, disinfectants, and some unfathomable oral traditional Chinese medicine preparations out of fear. Those who managed to buy these supplies found considerable comfort, while those who could not felt extremely anxious and deeply insecure.

Therefore, Li Mu also didn’t want the public to know the true situation of SARS too early. The best way to resolve such matters was for the state to completely solve the problem while the people were unaware, and then announce it to the public after it was resolved.

Although Li Mu didn’t know if various local governments would make any errors in handling this issue, in his opinion, the best option right now was an information blockade.

So Li Mu said to the Dean, “Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to reassure them and keep them from talking carelessly.”

“That’s wonderful!” The Dean sighed in relief. Just as he was about to say something, there was a knock on the door.

Although it was Director Zou’s office, he didn’t immediately instruct the person knocking to enter. Instead, he looked at the Dean with an inquiring gaze. Seeing the Dean nod slightly, he then said, “Please come in!”

As soon as he spoke, the office door was opened from the outside. The gap widened, and a middle-aged man in his forties stepped in. Upon seeing Li Mu, he eagerly came forward to shake his hand, saying, “Hello, Mr. Li! I am Xu Xin from the Municipal Party Committee, and my responsibilities include healthcare.”

Li Mu shook hands with Xu Xin, not even knowing that he was one of the Vice Mayors of Shenzhen City.

After Xu Xin chatted with Li Mu for a while and they had discussed the matter thoroughly, Li Mu asked him, “Vice Mayor Xu, regarding this new type of disease, do the high-level management have any further solutions?”

Xu Xin said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, to tell you the truth, we have already reported the matter to the Provincial Center for Disease Control and Prevention. We’ll then have to wait for the Provincial CDC to conduct an assessment. After the Provincial CDC evaluates the results, they will decide whether to report it to the ministry or commission, and then the ministry or commission will ultimately decide whether to make it public. Things proceed step by step, so handling it will certainly take some time.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. What Xu Xin said was not wrong. Many matters are reported layer by layer, then reach the ears of the high-level management, who then formulate solutions, which are then issued layer by layer, with each layer’s person in charge responsible for the implementation.

This process is the basic logic under normal circumstances, just like a user accessing the internet: the command first passes the request from software with network needs to the computer, the computer then transmits the request to network hardware, such as the network card, which then transmits the request via network cable or Wi-Fi to the network operators, and then from the operators to the designated server; after obtaining the corresponding feedback data from the designated server, it returns step by step along the path it took, ultimately presenting it to the user.

Under normal circumstances, such operations pose no problem. But what is feared is that during the upstream transmission of information, someone deliberately blocks it from passing, or during the downstream transmission, someone deliberately holds back information from being issued. This is akin to packet loss in network access; once such a problem occurs, it will inevitably have a huge impact on the most fundamental networking demand.

However, Li Mu knew very well that he was just a businessman, not an official or an executor within official circles. Therefore, whether packet loss would occur during the upstream and downstream stages of this matter, Li Mu could neither guarantee nor interfere. All he was thinking about now was stockpiling supplies!

He wanted all relevant product manufacturers across the nation and even the world to produce at full capacity, to stockpile extremely vast amounts of strategic supplies sufficient to stabilize the entire society!





Chapter 1148: Supplies Are the Best Stabilizer!

At the instruction of the Vice Mayor and the Dean, Director Zou truthfully reported all of Anne Hathaway’s medical conditions.

Her current main symptoms are sudden high fever and abnormal white blood cells, showing signs of a viral infection. However, it’s currently uncertain what specific virus is causing the infection. The Hospital has therefore performed a blood culture to conduct a more precise analysis of the infection source, but the blood culture results won’t be available quickly and require patient waiting.

The Hospital has now decided that, with the source of infection still undetermined, Anne Hathaway will first be given Tienam, a super broad-spectrum antibiotic, with the hope that it will be effective.

Director Zou presented Li Mu with two hypotheses. According to him, the first hypothesis is that Anne Hathaway has not contracted that highly contagious disease. In this case, Tienam has a high probability of combating the virus she has contracted. As long as the virus is within Tienam’s effective range, her symptoms will quickly improve. If it’s not within Tienam’s effective range, there’s no need to be overly anxious; the Hospital will switch to other antibiotics to try. If those still have no effect, they can administer targeted treatment once the blood culture results are out.

The second hypothesis is that if Anne Hathaway has contracted that highly contagious disease, then the use of Tienam and other antibiotics would likely not achieve any true therapeutic effect. At that point, the Hospital will adopt the treatment methods currently formulated for that infectious disease and do their utmost to treat her.

Director Zou also asked Li Mu whether Anne Hathaway had been to any particularly crowded places or had contact with feverish patients recently.

Li Mu and Spielberg thought for a long time together but couldn’t recall anything out of the ordinary. Anne Hathaway had gone to the beach and to restaurants with them, but because Li Mu’s identity was relatively sensitive, they had always avoided the general public and tried not to interact with many people. Therefore, by this deduction, Anne Hathaway’s opportunities for close contact with SARS patients were not many.

Director Zou quickly arranged for nurses to perform temperature checks on Li Mu, Spielberg, and the others outside. Upon learning that everyone currently had normal temperatures, Director Zou felt slightly relieved and told Li Mu, “In that case, there’s no need to worry too much. You are the people who have had the most contact with Miss Anne, but your bodies show no abnormal reactions, so I believe Miss Anne should not be infected.”

Li Mu nodded. Based on the method of elimination and logical deduction, Director Zou’s inference was not unreasonable. It seemed the possibility of Anne Hathaway having SARS was indeed low; it was more likely she was just unlucky enough to contract some pathogenic bacteria during this time, leading to a high fever.

Even so, everyone dared not let their guard down. Anne Hathaway could only receive isolated treatment in the Hospital. Li Mu privately discussed with Spielberg, saying, “Steven, if you’re in a hurry to go back to America, then after dawn, you should stick to your original plans and return first. I’ll arrange for someone to take care of Anne in China. However, I have one thing to ask of you: the current situation is still unknown, so I hope you won’t disclose anything to the media.”

Spielberg immediately said, “Li, I’ll stay here and go back with Anne once she’s recovered. I brought her here; I can’t just leave her alone and go back.”

He then added, “But don’t worry, I’ll instruct the other shareholders not to talk carelessly once they return.”

Li Mu nodded. If Spielberg wasn’t willing to leave, then he could stay and keep him company. It would also be a good opportunity for Li Mu to talk with him more deeply about “Flying Tigers.”

A hospital was not a place to stay long, and he couldn’t see Anne Hathaway anyway, so Li Mu left the Hospital with the others. Vice Mayor Xu, worried that Li Mu might suffer any mishap, insisted that the Dean arrange for a professional nurse to monitor Li Mu’s health, take his temperature daily, and be responsible for disinfecting and protecting Li Mu’s residence.

Li Mu adamantly refused, but Vice Mayor Xu refused to agree to anything else and held Li Mu’s hand, unwilling to let him go until he promised.

Li Mu felt truly helpless. Finally, on second thought, if he had a nurse to liaise with, he would have a better channel to understand the situation at the Hospital and the epidemic. So, he nodded and agreed.

To his surprise, Vice Mayor Xu turned to the Dean and gave an instruction that nearly made Li Mu choke: “Dean, please arrange a careful and experienced nurse to be solely responsible for Mr. Li’s health. But be sure to remember, after you’ve chosen someone, first place her under isolated observation for two to three days to ensure she has no fever symptoms. Only then should she have contact with Mr. Li. Once she starts contact with Mr. Li, she should no longer come to the Hospital. Minimize risks to the greatest extent, understand?”

The Dean immediately nodded and assured him, “Please rest assured, Vice Mayor Xu, I understand!”

Li Mu mused, in this way, even if a nurse was assigned to him, she probably wouldn’t have firsthand information. However, this was indeed a prudent approach. Otherwise, if a nurse shuttled between the Hospital and his home every day, there would truly be some risk. His life wasn’t just blown in by the wind, so he had to be cautious and couldn’t afford to be reckless.

Moreover, since she was a Hospital nurse, even if she didn’t come to work for a while, she could still inquire about the Hospital’s specific situation through her colleagues, which would be much more convenient than relying on external sources of information.

…

Dragging his tired body home, Li Mu was completely sleepless. He hadn’t expected that Anne Hathaway, who had traveled thousands of miles to China, would give him the opportunity he had been looking forward to. With this experience today, everything that followed for him would have a perfect explanation.

So, Li Mu did not delay any longer. He made a call to Senior Brother Liu, who was still sound asleep, calling him to his home. He also called his Assistant Li Ziwei over, preparing to brief the two of them first and make strategic preparations.

Sleepy-eyed Senior Brother Liu rushed over, unsure what major matter Li Mu had called him for so early. Li Ziwei, on the other hand, had a calm expression, arriving directly with her laptop.

The three of them seated themselves on the living room sofa. Li Mu first explained Anne Hathaway’s situation, and also laid out the full situation regarding the recent serious infectious disease epidemic.

Senior Brother Liu, hearing about the infectious disease epidemic, didn’t take it too seriously. He said, “Honestly, our country has a vast territory and so many people. Occasionally, there’s flu or bird flu somewhere; it doesn’t seem like a big deal. Is there really a need to be so nervous?”

Li Mu nodded. “You’re right, but sometimes, you have to admit that the public’s judgment isn’t rational enough. If a bird flu news story breaks out somewhere, chicken and egg consumption nationwide might drastically decrease, and poultry farms would suffer significant losses. The bird flu might not even threaten the lives of a few people in total, but the public’s overreaction could cost tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of farmers hundreds of millions of yuan or even more in losses.”

“That’s true,” Senior Brother Liu nodded in agreement, then asked Li Mu, “So, do you have any ideas?”

Li Mu said seriously, “Yesterday, at the Hospital, I felt that this situation might be different from previous flu epidemics. From the Hospital side to Vice Mayor Xu, everyone is extremely cautious. I reckon this infectious disease might be trickier than previous ones. Right now, it’s only caused some rumors and panic around Shenzhen City. If it spreads nationwide, the impact would be enormous. If it causes widespread public unease throughout the country, it will definitely lead to many social problems, so we need to use our advantages to prepare in advance.”

Senior Brother Liu was a bit bewildered. In fact, he hadn’t experienced anything like SARS, so he didn’t know what Li Mu meant by “we” and “advantages.”

Li Ziwei was also very surprised. She asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, this should be a matter for the government and the country. Only the country has the ability to deal with it. What can we solve?”

Li Mu said gravely, “I’m not sure what methods the country will use to prepare and respond, but I’m worried about what if local governments conceal or downplay reports, preventing high-level leaders from getting timely information about the incident? What if the local concealment affects the country’s overall policy grasp, causing delays in the national-level response? At that point, the entire society will be affected.”

At this point, Li Mu paused for a moment, then continued, “We are businessmen; we don’t participate in politics, but we cannot lack a sense of social responsibility. So we must fulfill our duty and prepare for the potential social impact ahead.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded slightly and said, “I’m with you. Just tell me what to do!”

Li Mu said, “I just mentioned our advantage; that advantage is actually within Taobao.”

Li Ziwei was surprised. She had thought Li Mu’s advantage referred to YY, as YY’s information dissemination capabilities were very powerful and should be very effective at critical moments. But she never expected Li Mu’s advantage to be Taobao, the e-commerce platform.

Senior Brother Liu understood some key points and asked Li Mu in surprise, “You’re not thinking of stockpiling supplies in advance, are you?!”

Li Mu snapped his fingers with a smile. “Exactly, we need to stockpile supplies in advance! In the face of major public panic, supplies are the best stabilizer! Our Taobao user coverage is already growing, and our Taobao Logistics is becoming stronger and stronger. We also have multiple warehousing bases of our own. In this situation, if we stockpile the necessary supplies worldwide in advance, then once society has that demand, we can immediately deliver essential supplies to the entire society through Taobao and Taobao Logistics.”

“At that time, the supplies we stockpile will serve one purpose: wherever supplies are truly needed, we will allocate them there; wherever panic is caused by corresponding supply shortages, we will deliver supplies there and distribute them rationally. We will use large quantities of supplies to ensure epidemic prevention, accelerate the resolution of the epidemic, and alleviate public fear. Moreover, as long as we have a large amount of supplies in hand, we can flexibly prevent unscrupulous merchants nationwide from hiking up prices and curb others from maliciously hoarding related supplies! Anyone who dares to speculate on epidemic prevention supplies, we will immediately dispatch large quantities of supplies to their operating areas and sell them at reduced prices. Not only will we dash their hopes of jacking up prices, we’ll also make them lose everything!”

Senior Brother Liu got excited, suppressing the excitement in his heart, and asked, “How much money will we put in to stockpile these supplies?”

Li Mu said seriously, “We will only charge for the cost of all relevant supplies, without earning a single cent of profit. In the first phase, we will allocate at least two billion yuan from Taobao’s reserve fund pool to stockpile relevant supplies. At the same time, Taobao and Muye Technology will jointly invest one hundred million yuan to procure the most advanced medical protective equipment in the international market!”





Chapter 1149: Go All Out!

Li Mu’s two point one billion yuan supplies stockpiling plan left Senior Brother Liu dumbfounded.

He wasn’t just surprised that Li Mu immediately wanted to allocate two point one billion yuan from the reserve fund pool; he also harbored several layers of worry.

His first worry was that the current warehousing capacity might not be enough.

If two point one billion yuan were used to buy electronic products or valuable items, it might not require too much warehousing space. However, the epidemic prevention supplies Li Mu wanted were, simply put, disinfectants, masks, alcohol, gloves, and even some medicines.

If a contagious epidemic truly broke out, the highest demand in the market would undoubtedly be for disinfectant. Ordinary 84 disinfectant currently retails for two to three yuan per bottle, with each bottle containing about 450 to 500 milliliters.

If purchased in large quantities, the price per liter would probably be around three yuan. Three thousand yuan could buy one cubic meter, and this doesn’t even account for the impact of packaging on the actual volume. One cubic meter of disinfectant, with packaging, would occupy at least 1.3 or even 1.5 cubic meters of space.

At three thousand yuan per 1.5 cubic meters, thirty million yuan would amount to fifteen thousand cubic meters. If calculated with an average item height of twenty centimeters, stacking ten layers would already reach the load-bearing limit of the bottom goods. In that case, storing thirty million yuan worth of goods would require approximately 7,500 square meters of warehousing space.

For three hundred million yuan, that’s 75,000 square meters.

For six hundred million yuan, it would require 150,000 square meters.

What’s more, the warehousing currently lacks automation and stacking tools, making the labor cost for ten-layer stacking extremely high, and the operational difficulty very significant.

Such a massive procurement volume was intimidating to even consider. Furthermore, Taobao’s self-operated businesses already occupied most of the warehousing capacity, so the remaining warehousing space under Taobao Logistics was not large. By then, two billion yuan might not even be half spent before Taobao’s warehousing would burst at the seams.

His second worry was that Li Mu might suffer a huge loss. If Li Mu’s judgment of the entire epidemic was overly pessimistic, leading him to stockpile over two billion yuan worth of supplies with a pessimistic mindset, what if the situation didn’t turn out as severe as he anticipated? How would they handle over two billion yuan worth of supplies?

Although these supplies are consumables, they aren’t Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG), so the market is already sluggish. Under normal circumstances, market production and sales are saturated, or even in oversupply. If we were to try and sell off these two billion yuan worth of supplies then, it would be next to impossible. At that point, they might simply rot away in our warehouses, and Taobao would have to bear all those costs.

Senior Brother Liu voiced his two main concerns. Li Mu said to him, “Two point one billion yuan is just the initial plan; we might need to add more later. However, the warehousing issue is easy to handle. We’ll immediately form a team to search for available warehousing resources in the locations of our seven logistics bases. As long as they exist, we’ll acquire them at all costs.”

Taobao Logistics originally established six logistics distribution and warehousing bases in Yanjing, Huzhou City, Yangcheng, Chengdu, Hanjiang, and Liaoshen. Later, due to the extremely booming electronic product trade in Shenzhen City, another one was built there. These seven cities are important logistics hubs. Although Taobao Logistics’ own warehousing is insufficient, there are many social warehousing resources available, and they can completely solve the pressing need through leasing.

Subsequently, Li Mu continued, “As for the capital risk, Senior Brother Liu, for now, don’t prioritize it. This time, we must put social responsibility in the foremost position. There are risks, but they’re not a major risk for Taobao. The worst-case scenario is that over two billion yuan worth of supplies get stuck in our hands. However, the shelf life of these supplies won’t be short, so we’ll have time to slowly digest them and recover some of the losses. There’s no need to worry too much about the remaining part; even if we do lose money, it won’t shake our foundation.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded slightly and said, “I completely agree with what you’re saying. I just wanted to ask if there’s a way to mitigate the risks as much as possible. If not, then we will absolutely take on the risks and do this. On this point, my attitude aligns with yours!”

Li Mu smiled, satisfied, “That’s excellent! Now I’ll start explaining some of my specific ideas. You listen, Zi Wei, you take notes, and if you have any questions, interrupt me at any time.”

Both of them nodded simultaneously and said, “Okay.”

Li Mu immediately began, “First, we need to dispatch a business team to communicate with all legitimate disinfectant manufacturers across the country. Ask them to ramp up production and unleash all their capacity to produce a sufficient quantity of disinfectant for us in the coming period. However, the operation must be cautious. We purchased many shell companies in China to set up offshore companies previously. We’ll use these underlying shell companies to complete the procurement to avoid drawing too much attention.”

Senior Brother Liu promptly stated, “OK, I’ll arrange this.”

Li Mu added, “The specifications for disinfectant need to be considered. In principle, most should be small sizes, around 200 milliliters. One reason is that this allows for splitting into more individual units. Another is that most families don’t actually need such high-intensity disinfection; 200 milliliters should theoretically be enough for a long time. And the smaller the quantity, the more people will understand how to use it reasonably.”

“Besides mostly small-sized packaging, we also need a small portion of large-sized packaging, such as two-liter and five-liter containers. These large packages can be used to meet the disinfection needs of schools, kindergartens, and corporate entities.”

Senior Brother Liu agreed, “This consideration is very detailed. I think for most people, if 200 milliliters of disinfectant lasts 20 days, then 500 milliliters will probably also last 20 days. The more they have, the less careful they’ll be with the dosage!”

Li Mu continued, “Secondly, procure N95-grade masks with exhalation valves globally, preferably 3M. First, find out the cost of large-volume procurement for these masks. If it’s below five yuan, prepare at least two hundred million of them.”

Senior Brother Liu was almost dumbfounded, “What does N95 mean? Also, two hundred million masks? Your brother here, the entire urban population of the country is only about that many people!”

Li Mu said earnestly, “Masks have a lifespan. After a certain period, their protective ability will decline. One mask probably lasts ten to eight days at most, and if used very frequently, its lifespan will be even shorter. So, we must make sure to stockpile them. Our citizens simply don’t value masks enough. We can use this opportunity to promote their importance extensively on YY.”

Even Senior Brother Liu didn’t know what an N95 mask was, but by 2016, even middle school students would probably know what an N95 mask meant. By then, smog and PM2.5 had become indispensable keywords in people’s lives. That’s when people realized the difference between professional protective masks and ordinary disposable masks, and almost everyone would specifically choose N95 masks to combat smog.

However, at present, most people probably still believe that any disposable medical mask can block dust, bacteria, and viruses. Even some medical personnel haven’t realized the need for N95-grade or even higher-grade protective masks. They are even still using solutions like double-layered disposable masks, or even thick cotton masks that offer virtually no protection.

Besides that, every year, countless migrant workers contract pneumoconiosis from not wearing masks, with many losing their ability to work in their thirties and dying in their forties. In fact, they only need to wear an N95-grade protective mask while working to largely avoid the danger of pneumoconiosis, but no one has educated them about this. They can only earn meager wages daily while enduring the fatal threat of industrial dust.

What Li Mu was thinking now was that once SARS was made public, he absolutely had to do a nationwide popular science campaign on the uses and importance of protective masks, and could even invest money to do offline popular science. He had to make people pay attention to respiratory protection in daily life, during epidemics, and during special operations. So, even if two hundred million masks couldn’t be sold, Li Mu was willing to donate them all to workers in mines, stone materials, lumber, and hazardous chemical processing industries. Taobao now had such a large foundation; it could completely bear this social responsibility.

Senior Brother Liu knew Li Mu’s strategy, and although he didn’t quite understand, he didn’t voice any opposition. Instead, he immediately said, “I’ll handle this.”

Li Mu hurriedly said, “Let me handle this. 3M, Honeywell, and other professional protective equipment manufacturers are American companies, and their current sales in China aren’t high. I won’t snatch up inventory from the Chinese market, as that would squeeze domestic supply. It’s better to procure from overseas, preferably directly from America.”

He then added, “We’re familiar with America; we have quite a few acquaintances there. More importantly, for better or worse, I have some assets and influence in America. Oh, do you remember Elon Musk, the one who came to China to deliberately create controversy with me?”

Senior Brother Liu nodded, “I remember him. That bro/buddy was pretty sleazy; he looked particularly crafty.”

Li Mu laughed, “On the surface, he’s an internet person, but deep down, he’s half a wild-thinking science fiction enthusiast. In his bones, however, he’s actually a bragging broker. This person has a wide social circle and even wider interests. Finding him should help us get connected. What’s more, I don’t just need their masks; I need more of their top-tier protective equipment. If we can use YY’s resources for resource exchange, that would be even more brilliant!”

3M and Honeywell were basically the two most famous mask brands during the later anti-smog period. In that era, the mask industry experienced a sensitive period, and everyone claimed their masks could truly block PM2.5. However, actual monitoring showed that most products on the market engaged in False Advertising. Many products couldn’t compete with brands like 3M in terms of reliability, so they focused on appearance and gimmicks instead. Masks became prettier and more feature-rich, one after another, but ultimately, the best protection and most reliable quality still came from world-class brands like 3M.

Finally, Li Mu arranged, “There are also some medicines that might temporarily hike up prices. Let’s directly contact pharmaceutical companies and ask them to increase production of everyday medicines like Banlangen and disinfectant alcohol, just in case.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded, reminding him, “However, we don’t have the qualifications to sell medicines; I need to remind you about that.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Hey, no worries. They might not allow us to sell, but they haven’t forbidden us from buying! For this kind of thing, we have to go all out and use unconventional methods. First, buy them and stockpile them. If, in a critical moment, they don’t let us sell them, at worst, we’ll donate it all to the local Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. That’s still better than letting those unscrupulous merchants stockpile them, Hike up prices, and profit from national disaster!”





Chapter 1150: Helping Li Mu

Since Li Mu had prioritized accumulating protective supplies, after dividing tasks with Senior Brother Liu, he immediately called Elon Musk, who was far away in America. It was time to put this buddy to use.

Elon Musk was exceptionally excited to receive Li Mu’s call. He spoke immediately, “Mr. Li, you finally remembered me! It seems you haven’t called me since you left America.”

Li Mu laughed, “There’s an old saying in China: ‘A gentleman’s friendship is as clear as water.’ That describes our relationship. Our contact might not be frequent, but we are close comrades-in-arms in the same camp.”

“Exactly! We are close comrades-in-arms!” Elon Musk chuckled, “Mr. Li, is there something you need me for?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Elon, I need your help with something.”

Elon Musk replied, “Mr. Li, there’s no need to be so polite with me. Feel free to tell me any task you have; I’ll do my best to help.”

Hearing Elon Musk’s earnest certainty, Li Mu explained that he hoped for help in finding channels in America to acquire large quantities of 3M and Honeywell protective supplies. Elon Musk listened, then immediately smiled, “Mr. Li, this is very easy to do. Both these companies have executives who are my classmates. I’ll call them right away to inquire.”

Li Mu reminded him, “Elon, besides the source of the goods, there are a few other points I need your help to secure.”

“Please go on.”

“First, try to press the price down as low as possible. Second, I plan to finalize this deal initially through Muye Technology’s American branch in America and then handle the relevant procedures to airfreight them to China. So, when you talk to them, try to get Muye Technology to offset part of the funds through resource exchange.”

Elon Musk asked him, “Specifically, which resources?”

Li Mu said, “Mainly promotional resources. As for other resources, if they find anything else appealing, they can propose it directly, and I’ll send someone to discuss it with them in detail.”

Elon Musk immediately understood and chuckled, “With YY’s current global influence and information delivery capabilities, I’m sure they’ll be interested.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll leave this matter to you. The next time I’m in America, I’ll treat you to drinks.”

“OK!”

…

DreamWorks executives flew back to America from Hong Kong, leaving Spielberg alone. At this moment, his new film, Catch Me If You Can (film), was in its crucial initial release phase. Not being able to return for the promotional roadshow left Spielberg feeling a bit regretful.

Catch Me If You Can (film)’s release date was only a few days apart from Lord of the Rings 2, so it had been consistently overshadowed by Lord of the Rings 2. Although Spielberg knew deep down that Lord of the Rings’ influence was immense, he still yearned for his film to surpass it in real-time box office. However, it now seemed this wish was somewhat unrealistic.

Lying on his hotel bed, Spielberg’s mind kept replaying many scenes from his new film. He personally loved this movie, so he was even more eager for it to be recognized by the market.

At twelve-thirty PM, Spielberg suddenly received a call from America. It was the person in charge of distribution at DreamWorks, who excitedly told Spielberg over the phone, “Steven, our Catch Me If You Can (film) topped the box office today!”

“Topped the box office?” Spielberg’s face was filled with surprise, and he blurted out, “How? How much did Lord of the Rings 2 make today?”

The other party excitedly said, “Lord of the Rings 2 made eleven million US dollars today, but we made eighteen million US dollars!”

Spielberg was momentarily stunned. After regaining his composure, he quickly inquired, “What happened? On our opening day, we barely broke ten million. Why did it suddenly surge today?”

The other party said, “Because of Muye Technology! Yesterday, YY in North America sent out a push notification advertisement for our movie, and then our box office surged by more than a hundred percent. After all, yesterday our box office was only eight point eight million US dollars.”

Only then did Spielberg recall that Li Mu had promised to help him promote Catch Me If You Can (film). He had remembered this clearly, but the sudden illness of Anne Hathaway, combined with his high fatigue, had evidently dulled his mind.

Spielberg did a rough mental calculation. Yesterday’s box office was only eight point eight million. If following the normal trend of natural decline, today’s box office should have been between seven point five million and eight million US dollars. But precisely because Li Mu gave it a push on YY, the box office immediately jumped to eighteen million. Is YY’s delivery capability and conversion rate really that powerful?!

One promotion on YY directly added ten million US dollars to the film’s box office. This figure truly startled Spielberg. While he had known YY was formidable, he had never imagined it could reach this level. He had thought that if YY could boost the box office by ten percent, he would already be very satisfied. He never expected YY’s box office increase to reach an astonishing one hundred twenty-five percent.

Spielberg didn’t understand the internet, so he wasn’t familiar with internet advertising conversion rates. Internet advertising conversion rates depend not only on the platform, the number of users, and their spending power, but also on the product being promoted itself.

The total number of online products currently available was smaller, so the overall conversion rate for information delivery was higher than it would be a decade later. Furthermore, YY was far ahead of the competition in this era, so its current conversion rate was much stronger. This was the powerful platform endorsement; no other platform could compare.

In addition, Spielberg, Tom Hanks, and Leonardo, while all extremely famous figures in the film industry, were constrained by their own publicity and promotion. Some viewers might not have been aware of their new film’s developments, or had only heard about it without yet having the urge to watch it. These users were originally targets Spielberg couldn’t activate, but because of the YY platform, users were more easily spurred to watch the film.

In such circumstances, the greater the quality and hype of the movie itself, the higher the conversion rate naturally becomes. If YY promotes a movie directed by Spielberg and starring Tom Hanks and Leonardo, just putting up the information with a few spoilers is enough to make many people eager to watch. However, if Li Mu were to use YY to promote a film by director Zhang Yimou in America, the chances of users buying into it would be significantly lower than for Spielberg’s work.

At this moment, Spielberg didn’t think so deeply. He simply felt that Li Mu had once again refreshed his perception of him. It seemed that YY was no longer just a communication software and portal website. He truly began to realize that Li Mu’s YY was an almost universally adaptable platform. It could be used to promote anything; it was a super aircraft carrier that had set sail from the internet but could cover any country, region, and industry worldwide.

On the other end of the phone, the distribution person in charge was still excitedly saying, “Steven, if we follow the normal decline, our box office tomorrow will still be at least fifteen million US dollars or more. And considering that most of the YY users with spending power are white-collar workers, we are very likely to welcome another peak over the weekend!”

Spielberg suddenly understood!

Although YY’s push notifications were sent yesterday, there was a delay in information conversion. A considerable number of users must have received the movie’s notification yesterday and developed an interest in watching it, but due to time constraints, they couldn’t go immediately and had to wait until the weekend.

This way, the weekend was bound to bring another new peak!

After hanging up the phone, Spielberg was ecstatic. Although he had entered the ranks of the elderly, his heart swelled with joy for having befriended a young man like Li Mu. In his view, connecting with Li Mu was truly the right decision.

The more he thought about it, the more Spielberg felt he needed to fully maintain his relationship with Li Mu. With such a legendary figure, the history of the global film industry in the future might even be rewritten because of him.

While he was still excited, his phone suddenly rang again. This time, it was Elon Musk calling.

At this moment, Spielberg looked at Elon Musk’s name and couldn’t help but feel a deep affection, because his acquaintance with Li Mu was essentially all thanks to Elon Musk acting as a go-between. It was Elon who had invited Li Mu to his charity gala in Los Angeles, which is how he officially connected with Li Mu.

Answering the call, Spielberg’s voice was excited and warm as he said, “Hello, Elon, long time no see. How have you been recently?”

Elon Musk hadn’t expected Spielberg to be so happy, and he said with a laugh, “Steven, congratulations! Your new film’s box office surged against the trend and defeated Lord of the Rings!”

Spielberg laughed, “It’s all thanks to Li Mu. If it weren’t for him, today’s box office definitely wouldn’t have achieved such great results.”

“You’re right,” Elon Musk agreed, then asked, “By the way, Steven, I want to ask you something. This is just between us; I hope you won’t spread it externally.”

Spielberg realized that Elon Musk likely had some serious business to discuss, so he earnestly said, “Don’t worry, Elon, I swear to God I won’t tell anyone.”

Elon Musk acknowledged and said, “It’s like this: Li Mu just called me and asked me to help him get large quantities of protective supplies from America. I don’t understand what he needs so many protective supplies for. There might be some kind of opportunity hidden in this. You’ve been with him recently, so you must have heard something, right? Can you give me a rough insight?”

Spielberg subconsciously asked him, “Li Mu asked you to help him procure protective supplies from America?”

“Yes,” Elon Musk said, “Isn’t it strange? I can’t figure it out either. Why would he procure these things from thousands of miles away? If his Taobao needed them, there would be no need for such trouble.”

Spielberg quickly understood Li Mu’s intention. It seemed the news he received at the Hospital early this morning was being treated as a major event by Li Mu; otherwise, he wouldn’t have asked Elon Musk for this favor.

Thinking of this, two ideas sprouted in Spielberg’s mind.

Firstly, he definitely couldn’t tell Elon Musk about what happened this morning. Otherwise, if the news leaked and caused trouble for China, he would become Li Mu’s enemy.

Secondly, since Li Mu wanted to accumulate relevant supplies in advance, as someone in the know, he should also show his support. He suddenly recalled that he not only knew executives at America’s General Electric, but also had a very good personal relationship with them. Years ago, while filming in Germany, he also met executives from Siemens, and they had maintained close contact over the years, becoming good friends. Both General Electric and Siemens were top companies in the world of medical devices. Perhaps he could do something to help Li Mu through them…





Chapter 1151: Don’t Stay in Shenzhen City!

According to the original plan, Crazy Stone was about to be released.

In the past few days, YY and YY.com had already launched promotional campaigns for Crazy Stone before its release. Three or four different versions of short trailers had been released. Since the film was packed with intense comedic moments, the trailers were all very entertaining and quickly attracted the attention of many users upon their release.

Currently, You Are the Apple of My Eye has surpassed five hundred million at the box office. If Crazy Stone were to be released, with its extremely excellent comedic style, its box office performance would likely not be inferior to Those Years (song).

With YY and the Muye Ticketing System, Li Mu was full of confidence in Crazy Stone’s box office performance after its release. Moreover, King Liu was involved in this film, and his presence also provided a certain box office guarantee.

Seeing Those Years (song), with its emotional campus theme as its entry point, create history for China’s movie box office, Ning Hao was also looking forward to Crazy Stone’s performance after its release. This film had cost him a great deal of effort, and he believed its box office would certainly achieve excellent results.

However, just as preparations were proceeding at an intense pace, Li Mu made a call to Ning Hao, unexpectedly pouring cold water on him.

“Haozi, Crazy Stone is being postponed. The release date is to be determined.”

The release date was to be determined, that’s what Li Mu told Ning Hao, but in reality, he already had the answer in his heart. Crazy Stone’s release date absolutely had to wait until after SARS had passed, possibly next April, possibly May, or even June. It would not be released until SARS was completely eradicated, no matter what.

The reason for the temporary change in release date was that Li Mu had now come into contact with the SARS epidemic. In such circumstances, what society should most avoid was group activities. Therefore, Crazy Stone absolutely could not be released at this juncture. Otherwise, if tens of millions of people actually went into movie theaters in January, it would also accelerate the spread of the epidemic.

Ning Hao didn’t understand and blurted out, “Boss, what happened? Suddenly postponing the release now, wouldn’t all the work we did before be wasted?”

Li Mu comforted him, “Don’t worry, it won’t be in vain. Users have a strong memory for excellent works. Our trailers are so outstanding that many users should have a deep impression. These people won’t forget, and once the final release date is set, we will launch another round of promotion. The exposure will definitely not be lower than the original plan for this time.”

Li Mu didn’t tell Ning Hao about the epidemic. He had already revealed it to Senior Brother Liu and Li Ziwei today. Having these two to cooperate with his subsequent plans was enough; it couldn’t be spread any further. Otherwise, if someone couldn’t keep their mouth shut and leaked it, it could cause big trouble.

Although Ning Hao was a bit depressed, he couldn’t object to Li Mu’s decision, so he said, “I’ll follow your instructions. I’ll arrange for the staff to start working on it right away.”

As he spoke, Ning Hao added, “Boss, since we’re temporarily pulling the film, we need an official explanation. What do you think would be the most suitable thing for us to say to the public?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Just say we’re conducting a content self-inspection.”

“Alright, I’ll go arrange it now.”

Before hanging up, Li Mu comforted Ning Hao, “Haozi, postponing the release isn’t a bad thing. If we choose a more suitable time, it might even significantly boost the box office. At that point, the movie box office will definitely set a new record!”

Ning Hao didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s words. In China, the best film seasons were actually the New Year’s film season and the summer season. Crazy Stone was originally scheduled for a New Year’s Day release, aiming for the New Year’s film season. With such an excellent slot, Li Mu’s sudden halt naturally made him feel particularly regretful.

However, even though Ning Hao didn’t understand Li Mu’s plan, he had immense trust in Li Mu. Since Li Mu had said so, he stopped thinking about it further, because he knew in his heart that given Li Mu’s current level of busyness, the fact that he could still think of Crazy Stone and ask for its postponement meant that Li Mu must have given it thorough consideration, and it wasn’t just an impulsive idea.

For Li Mu, giving up the New Year’s film season was to minimize the spread of the epidemic. But on the other hand, Crazy Stone was an absolutely classic hilarious comedy. Such a film had an extremely strong relaxing effect on the audience. If such a film were released after the oppressive SARS period ended, it would definitely be an excellent release for the public who had been suppressed by SARS for a long time.

Perhaps this film, after SARS ends, could quickly revive the vitality of the entire society in the fastest and best way. Therefore, holding it back would certainly be beneficial in a hundred ways and harmful in none.

……

While Li Mu was actively preparing to respond to SARS, a thousand kilometers away in Hangzhou, Zhao Ziqiu’s father Zhao Xianliang and his wife Xie Yun left their company together and got into the commercial vehicle they regularly used for their commute.

Although the couple worked at their own company, they couldn’t always meet. They were mostly busy with their individual tasks and only went home together after work.

Sitting in the car, Zhao Xianliang casually remarked, “New Year’s Day is in a few days. Our sweetie will be back soon, right?”

Xie Yun nodded and said, “Yes, the holiday is coming soon. But she called me a couple of days ago, and from what she said, she intends to spend New Year’s Day with Li Mu.”

Zhao Xianliang sighed upon hearing this, “She wants to spend time with her boyfriend, so her parents don’t need company?”

“Not at all,” Xie Yun chuckled. “Li Mu was abroad for so long, and when he returned, he went straight to Shenzhen City. He’s swamped with work every day and has no time to meet. Our sweetie said if Li Mu isn’t coming back to Yanjing for New Year’s Day, she wants to go to Shenzhen City to see him.”

“Shenzhen City, huh…” Zhao Xianliang frowned and subconsciously asked, “Has Li Mu been in Shenzhen City lately too?”

“Yes,” Xie Yun said. “Apparently, he’s busy with his logistics matters, so he’s been in Shenzhen City for a while.”

Zhao Xianliang pondered for a long time with a serious expression, and only after much hesitation did he finally speak. “There’s something I haven’t told you before.”

Xie Yun quickly said, “What is it? Tell me.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “A business friend specifically reminded me a couple of days ago not to go to Shenzhen City if there’s nothing urgent recently. He said it seems like some infectious disease is acting up fiercely there, with constant rumors among the public, and even some people in Hong Kong are feeling uneasy.”

Xie Yun subconsciously asked, “Really? Is it serious?”

Zhao Xianliang shook his head, “I’m not sure of the specifics, but that friend has strong connections, so his information should be accurate.”

Xie Yun complained anxiously, “You! Why didn’t you say something so important earlier? You should have warned Li Mu immediately…”

Zhao Xianliang awkwardly said, “I had no idea Li Mu had been in Shenzhen City all this time! I only knew he went there for some kind of launch ceremony, and I thought he had left Shenzhen City long ago to tend to his other work.”

Xie Yun gave him a look. “Li Mu might truly become your son-in-law in the future! Pay a bit more attention to him!”

Zhao Xianliang looked dejected. “It’s not that I didn’t think of it; it just didn’t come to mind. When he mentioned it, I just listened casually. Anyway, I didn’t have any plans to go to Shenzhen City recently, so I didn’t take it to heart.”

Xie Yun pursed her lips. “Alright, I’ll call Li Mu right now and tell him to leave Shenzhen City for a while.”

Zhao Xianliang added, “If he’s unwilling to leave Shenzhen City, then tell our sweetie that she’s absolutely forbidden from going to Shenzhen City to find him, no matter what.”

“You don’t need to tell me that.”

……

All day long, Li Mu was sorting out the demands for various supplies and their solutions, creating table after table, and conducting in-depth predictions and calculations for all possibilities, hoping to control the risks as much as possible.

By past six in the afternoon, Li Mu was feeling utterly exhausted. Li Ziwei pushed open the study door and said to him, “General Manager Li, you’ve been in the study all day. Come out and eat something. I’ve prepared some food; please see if it suits your taste. If not, I’ll go out and buy something for you.”

Li Mu rubbed his eyes, smiled tiredly, and said, “You’ve worked hard, Zi Wei. Just a few more minutes, I’ll come over as soon as I finish this task.”

Speaking, Li Mu yawned and said, “Make me a cup of coffee. I’ll drink it outside later.”

Li Ziwei hesitated, then advised, “General Manager Li, you’ve been busy all day, and you didn’t get much rest last night. You really shouldn’t drink coffee. Get some rest early after you eat.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Even if you gave me sleeping pills, I wouldn’t be able to sleep. Going to bed this early would be the death of me.”

After speaking, seeing Li Ziwei’s surprised expression, Li Mu added, “For someone truly working in the internet industry, especially in technology, if they have a habit of sleeping before midnight, they’re basically not a qualified internet professional. Programmers all over the world have delayed biological clocks. Making them go to bed early is harder than killing them.”

Li Ziwei smiled helplessly. “Alright, then I’ll go make you coffee. Come out when you’re done with your work.”

Li Mu nodded, “Thanks.”

No sooner had Li Ziwei left than Li Mu’s phone, placed on his desk, vibrated. The caller ID displayed on the screen surprised him.

Xie Yun? Why was Zi Qiu’s mother suddenly calling him?

Surprised, Li Mu answered the call and politely addressed her as Auntie right away.

“Li Mu,” Xie Yun smiled faintly and asked him, “Are you busy?”

Li Mu said, “No, Auntie, I’m free. Do you need anything?”

Xie Yun hummed, not immediately stating why she was calling Li Mu, but instead asked him, “Are you still in Shenzhen City right now?”

Li Mu replied, “Yes, I’ve been here recently.”

Xie Yun then asked, “When will you finish your business in Shenzhen City and return to Yanjing?”

Li Mu didn’t know why Xie Yun was asking this, but he answered truthfully, “Auntie, I still have some matters to handle here, so it will probably be a while longer.”

Li Mu’s thought was: Although he had already gained information about SARS due to Anne Hathaway’s sudden high fever, it wasn’t yet time for him to leave Shenzhen City. On one hand, Anne Hathaway was still in the Hospital, and Spielberg had also remained in Shenzhen City for her. If he were to leave first, it wouldn’t be right by any measure. On the other hand, he currently needed to gain a further understanding of the epidemic’s development in Guangdong Province.

Upon hearing this, Xie Yun immediately became anxious and blurted out, “You can have others handle your affairs. You really shouldn’t stay in Shenzhen City!”





Chapter 1152: Fulfilling the Promise

Li Mu never expected Zhao Ziqiu’s mother to call him and ask him to leave Shenzhen City.

Normally, even as an elder, she wouldn’t make such a request without reason, especially not at such a sensitive time. So, Li Mu immediately concluded that Zhao Ziqiu’s mother must know something.

Li Mu feigned confusion and asked, “Auntie, I don’t understand what you mean. Is there a problem with me staying in Shenzhen City?”

Xie Yun had not intended to conceal anything from Li Mu, so she replied directly, “I heard your Uncle Zhao say that Shenzhen City has a rather serious infectious disease going around lately. It is very likely to develop into an epidemic and is quite dangerous. So, I hope you can leave Shenzhen City for a while to avoid increasing your risk.”

Xie Yun then added, “Oh, Zi Qiu is about to have a holiday. If you two don’t have anything urgent to do recently, you can both come to Hangzhou. After New Year’s Day holiday ends, you can return to Yanjing together. It’s best not to stay in Shenzhen City.”

Li Mu tentatively asked, “Auntie, even if it’s just a bit of flu or something, it shouldn’t be a big problem, right?”

Xie Yun quickly said, “I heard your Uncle Zhao say this one is quite formidable, so it’s better to be cautious!”

Then, Xie Yun added, “If you ask me, why don’t you come to Hangzhou for a few days to rest? Your uncle has been talking about having a couple of drinks with you for a long time.”

Zhao Xianliang, who was beside her, frowned and protested in a very low voice, “When did I ever talk about him?”

Xie Yun glared at him, then gave him a light punch, warning him softly, “Don’t speak!”

Zhao Xianliang pouted annoyed and indeed said no more. Li Mu, on the other end of the phone, didn’t hear the couple’s quiet conversation and politely said, “Please relay my thanks to Uncle. After I finish up with things here, I will definitely come to Hangzhou to visit and have a good few drinks with him then.”

“Don’t wait,” Xie Yun said seriously. “Li Mu, Auntie is not joking with you. This kind of thing can be big or small; everyone is equal in the face of a major disease. You absolutely must not rely on luck. Listen to Auntie and leave Shenzhen City first.”

Li Mu was at a loss for how to respond, but he was deeply touched by Xie Yun’s concern. It was rare for her and Zhao Xianliang to think of him and warn him. From this, he could at least see that the couple genuinely cared for him.

So, after a brief ponder, Li Mu remembered that Su Yingxue was going to America for New Year’s Day, and he had promised earlier to see her off. Therefore, he couldn’t break his word no matter what, so he would definitely have to return to Yanjing at that time. After sending off Su Yingxue, he could then make a brief stop in Hangzhou to visit Zhao Ziqiu’s home.

As for Xie Yun asking him to leave Shenzhen City, he could agree for now and then discuss the actual situation with them when he visits.

Immediately, Li Mu said to Xie Yun, “Auntie, after I finish up my current tasks in the next two days, I will definitely go to Hangzhou to see you and Uncle during the New Year’s Day holiday.”

Upon hearing Li Mu agree to come, Xie Yun immediately was beaming with joy and chuckled, “Your Uncle Zhao is listening right beside me. He told me to tell you that you must keep your word and not break your promise.”

Zhao Xianliang muttered disgruntled in a low voice, “When did I say that?”

Xie Yun glared at him and softly reprimanded, “Speak up!”

Zhao Xianliang shook his head helplessly, coughed twice, and leaned closer to the phone, saying, “Li Mu, you must keep your word. I’ll wait for you in Hangzhou.”

Li Mu quickly replied, “Don’t worry, Uncle, I will!”

After hanging up the phone, Xie Yun finally sighed in relief and said to Zhao Xianliang, “Xiao Li Mu said he’ll come during the New Year’s Day holiday, which is just a couple of days away. We can then try to persuade him properly.”

Zhao Xianliang said somewhat unhappily, “You’re getting ahead of yourself a bit too early. He and our sweetie are just boyfriend and girlfriend. You’ll have to wait a few more years to become his mother-in-law (future). What’s the rush?”

Xie Yun helplessly shook her head and said, “You men are big-hearted, but we women can’t be like that. Li Mu is Zi Qiu’s boyfriend. Of course, I hope both of them can be healthy and safe, and I especially hope their relationship can get better and better. What if something happens to Li Mu? What would Zi Qiu do? If you don’t take health seriously, don’t we women have to urge you?”

Then, Xie Yun sighed again, saying, “Li Mu is endlessly busy, and Zi Qiu’s temper is too gentle. Even if she has an opinion about Li Mu, she definitely won’t say it. In that case, they don’t know how long it will be before they can meet again. A long-distance relationship will also greatly affect the children’s feelings. I’m also thinking of Zi Qiu’s happiness.”

There were many things Xie Yun hadn’t told Zhao Xianliang, such as the fact that Zhao Xianliang still didn’t know that, strictly speaking, Li Mu wasn’t his daughter’s boyfriend at all. Their beloved daughter was actually the third party in someone else’s relationship. But what could she do? Her daughter liked Li Mu too much, and Li Mu was truly too outstanding. Xie Yun had no choice. If she couldn’t persuade her daughter to let go, she could only help her daughter create opportunities.

Zhao Xianliang also didn’t know that Xie Yun, in order to get Su Yingxue away from Li Mu, went to great lengths to arrange an exchange student program at Harvard, all to clear obstacles for her daughter.

Although many times Xie Yun knew what she was doing was wrong, if she thought about it from another perspective, Zhao Ziqiu was her only daughter. Of course, she hoped her daughter could live a better and happier life. So, when it came to this matter, there was no great right or wrong, only familial affection. Therefore, she had to find ways to help her daughter. Although it was very unfair to Su Yingxue, parental love knows no bounds, so an error was an error.

…

On the last night of 2002, Li Mu prepared to take a previously booked small Business jet / Private jet to Yanjing, fulfilling his promise to see Su Yingxue off.

Originally, Li Mu hadn’t planned on such extravagance, thinking he would just buy a first-class ticket. However, Senior Brother Liu repeatedly emphasized that for Li Mu’s safety, he must charter a flight. Otherwise, if he really got infected with this unclear and unknown disease, it would be a huge problem.

Li Mu thought it made sense. Although he was a reincarnator, he was still flesh and blood. His ability to make money might be awesome, but when it came to resisting disease, he was no different from most people. After finally getting a chance to be reincarnated, it would be a pain in the neck if he got SARS.

Su Yingxue’s flight was scheduled to depart from Capital Airport at noon the next day. In their previous conversation, Li Mu learned that her parents, wanting to spend a few days with her before she left, had already gone to Yanjing. Su Yingxue’s family was now staying at her Aunt (paternal)’s house, and tomorrow, all six family members from both households would go to the airport to see her off.

Zhao Ziqiu had already returned to Hangzhou earlier, so Li Mu planned that after seeing Su Yingxue off, he would immediately take the same Business jet / Private jet to Hangzhou, visit Zhao Ziqiu’s home, and then quickly return to Shenzhen City a day or two later.

Before boarding, Li Mu also called Director Zou of the Third Hospital to inquire about Anne Hathaway’s condition. According to Director Zou, Anne Hathaway’s infection had not yet been effectively contained, and the hospital was preparing to try other medications. However, her life was not currently in danger.

Li Mu spoke with Anne Hathaway on the phone. She seemed a bit listless but, fortunately, maintained a strong mindset, always believing she would recover and be discharged from the hospital soon.

Li Mu encouraged Anne Hathaway with a few words, then the doctor didn’t let her speak to him anymore. Li Mu thanked the doctor who helped with the call and then hung up the phone.

It was already ten o’clock in the evening. The plane was scheduled to take off at ten past ten and land in Yanjing at about one o’clock. Li Mu would spend New Year’s Eve / cross into the new year from 2002 to 2003 on the airplane.

Inside the Business jet / Private jet cabin, besides a flight attendant, there were only four people: Li Mu and Wang Yuanlang’s three companions. With fewer people and quiet surroundings, Li Mu’s mood became increasingly relaxed.

The airplane was pushed out of the hangar and taxied to the start of the runway. The beautiful flight attendant gently and thoughtfully reminded Li Mu and the others to fasten their seatbelts, but she didn’t tell Li Mu to turn off his phone.

As the airplane aligned itself before the runway and the engines accelerated to full throttle, Li Mu’s phone suddenly received a text message. He picked up his phone and saw it was from Wei Lan.

Wei Lan’s text message said: “Are you coming back to Yanjing tonight or tomorrow? If it’s tonight, I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

Li Mu had only told Su Yingxue about this trip back to Yanjing, not Wei Lan or anyone else. He had planned to stay in Yanjing for just one night, sleep, then go to the airport tomorrow to see Su Yingxue off, and then head directly to Hangzhou. If he notified others, he wouldn’t even have time for a meal, so there was no point.

However, Wei Lan, for some unknown reason, sent Li Mu such a message directly. Li Mu felt suspicious and quickly remembered that he had mentioned Su Yingxue going to America to Wei Lan before. It seemed she had noted the time and guessed that he would go to Yanjing to see her off, which was why she sent this message.

Li Mu’s mind immediately pictured Wei Lan, and he sighed with admiration for how clever this woman always was, even choosing such a perfectly timed moment to send the text message. In a few more minutes, once the airplane took off and reached a certain altitude, even if his phone wasn’t off, he wouldn’t receive her message.

At this moment, the airplane had accelerated to takeoff speed. Li Mu distinctly felt the airplane’s nose begin to lift, the front wheels leaving the ground, followed by the back wheels. Thinking of Wei Lan, a distinct warmth suddenly surged in his heart. He quickly replied: “The airplane just took off. Don’t come to the airport to pick me up; the landing time will be too late.”

A few seconds after this message successfully sent, the phone signal completely disappeared. The airplane had already climbed over a hundred meters. Seeing the signal continuously dropping, with only two bars left, Li Mu sent another message to Wei Lan: “Wait for me at Ziyun Villa.”

After this message successfully sent, only a few seconds passed before the phone signal completely vanished. Li Mu finally sighed in relief, secretly mocking himself for showing off again, as he could have said everything in one message but chose to split it into two, and the most important one almost didn’t go out.

However, since the message had been sent successfully, he began to anticipate Wei Lan’s thoughts when she saw the first text message, and the change in her thoughts when she saw the second text message…





Chapter 1161: Ten Thousand Supports

“

“

The clock struck one in the morning of the New Year, and the small Business jet Li Mu was on landed at Yanjing Airport.

“

“

Yanjing’s crisp winter air made Li Mu feel incredibly refreshed as he stepped off the Airplane (card combination). The cold air filling his lungs invigorated him.

“

“

On the empty tarmac, Li Mu instinctively lit a cigarette. The smoke, coupled with the cold air, seemed like the perfect combination to him.

“

“

Although Yanjing was shrouded in a misty haze on New Year’s Eve, and the PM2.5 levels were probably not low, it still gave Li Mu a strong sense of familiarity. It seemed he was still accustomed to this dry and cold climate, which was much more comfortable than Shenzhen City’s warm and humid weather.

“

“

The VIP racing team arranged by the charter company had been waiting on the tarmac for a long time. While Li Mu was halfway through his cigarette, Wang Yuanlang had already gotten into the driver’s seat of the Mercedes-Benz car in the middle of the racing team.

“

“

This had been confirmed with the charter company before Wang Yuanlang arrived: the car would be provided by the charter company, security checked by the airport, and driven by him, and only he and Li Mu would be in the car. The other two bodyguards would be in the other cars of the racing team.

“

“

After finishing his cigarette, Li Mu got into the Mercedes-Benz car driven by Wang Yuanlang. The five-car racing team quickly drove towards Ziyun Villa.

“

“

Wei Lan always had the keys to Ziyun Villa. As soon as she received Li Mu’s text message, she left her own residence and came over to tidy up the living room and Li Mu’s bedroom.

“

“

For Wei Lan, ever since she and Li Mu confirmed their relationship in Shenzhen City, almost everything in her life revolved around Li Mu. However, unlike young women who must cling to their beloved, Wei Lan’s way of revolving around Li Mu was to devote all her energy to working for Wan Ying Real Estate and considering various situations for Li Mu. In her heart, working for Wan Ying Real Estate was working for Li Mu.

“

“

Because of the significant age gap between her and Li Mu, Wei Lan never displayed the stance of a A derogatory term for a woman who is perceived as overly sentimental, petty, or lacking a broader perspective, especially concerning relationships in front of him. Even when she missed him greatly, she rarely showed it. This remained true even after they confirmed their relationship.

“

“

Wei Lan knew that Li Mu would surely be surrounded by all kinds of women. Beside such a man, relying on looks, figure, or temperament probably couldn’t last long. For her, she hoped to become an indispensable role in Li Mu’s career, and at the same time, provide Li Mu with more care and consideration beyond their romantic relationship.

“

“

Therefore, she was more dedicated to Li Mu’s current business layout than any other woman around him, and she was also the woman closest to Li Mu who understood his major industrial layout and strategic planning.

“

“

It was two o’clock in the morning when Li Mu returned to Ziyun Villa. The other vehicles of the racing team did not follow into the villa’s interior; only Wang Yuanlang drove Li Mu in.

“

“

When the car drove through the villa’s gate, Wei Lan was already waiting in the courtyard, wearing a thick down jacket. As the car pulled in, she walked to the right side of the car and gently waved at Li Mu inside, a joyful expression on her face.

“

“

Twenty-seven-year-old Wei Lan was at the peak of a woman’s perfect blend of appearance and demeanor. Her slightly curled long hair trailed over her neck, all cascading onto her right shoulder, revealing an impeccable profile, free of any makeup. Although her white down jacket seemed bulky, when paired with her long, slender legs wrapped in gray leggings, it exuded a unique charm.

“

“

Once the car stopped, Li Mu got out and his first words to her were, “Why are you still standing outside in such cold weather?”

“

“

Wei Lan smiled faintly, shaking her head and saying, “It’s not cold at all, it’s twenty-eight degrees inside.”

“

“

At this moment, Wang Yuanlang had slowly backed the car out, and the remote-controlled gate slowly closed, leaving Li Mu and Wei Lan to enjoy their brief private time together undisturbed.

“

“

Having not seen each other for some time, Wei Lan, while showing no outward abnormality when facing Li Mu, still felt a maiden-like bashful feeling inside. Their swift progress during their last meeting in Shenzhen City had a side effect: Wei Lan felt somewhat unreal upon returning. So, seeing Li Mu again, she was a little nervous.

“

“

Li Mu, being over thirty and having undergone countless major experiences in this life, had long become shameless, so he felt no embarrassment. Seeing Wei Lan still purposefully keeping about one meter’s distance from him, he walked directly up to her and gently put his arm around her waist.

“

“

Following Li Mu’s movement, Wei Lan leaned into his embrace. Li Mu didn’t speak, and neither did she, merely feeling the warmth of his body, finally gaining a sense of reality.

“

“

After half a minute, Li Mu gently patted her back and softly said, “Let’s go, inside.”

“

“

Wei Lan nodded, reaching up to smooth her hair. The two walked into the villa together.

“

“

Once inside, Wei Lan helped Li Mu hang up his coat, asking with concern, “Are you tired?”

“

“

Li Mu smiled, “Not really tired, just a bit fatigued from sitting for so long.”

“

“

Wei Lan said, “Aren’t tired and fatigued the same thing?”

“

“

Li Mu shook his head, smiling, “Fatigue is the feeling of nothing moving, nothing being done, like staying at home for two days straight on the weekend.”

“

“

Wei Lan nodded thoughtfully, smiling, “It does seem a bit like that.”

“

“

Saying this, Wei Lan walked behind Li Mu, reaching over the back of the sofa to gently massage his shoulders and neck, asking him, “How long will you stay in Yanjing this time?”

“

“

Li Mu honestly replied, “I’m leaving tomorrow afternoon.”

“

“

“So rushed?” Wei Lan felt a little disappointed. She had guessed Li Mu wouldn’t stay long this time, but she hadn’t expected him to stay for less than twenty-four hours.

“

“

Li Mu sighed, saying, “There are some urgent matters to deal with in Shenzhen City, and tomorrow I also need to go to Hangzhou first.”

“

“

Wei Lan asked, “Are you going to Zi Qiu’s home?”

“

“

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Her parents called me, urging me to leave Shenzhen City. I thought I’d take a day to visit them before heading back to Shenzhen City tomorrow.”

“

“

Wei Lan didn’t quite understand, asking Li Mu, “Why would they urge you to leave Shenzhen City?”

“

“

“It’s a long story.” Li Mu sighed softly, hesitated for a moment, then decided to tell Wei Lan the truth. He began, “Something came up in Shenzhen City.”

“

“

Saying this, Li Mu told Wei Lan everything about Anne Hathaway’s fever and isolation, and the epidemic revealed by the Hospital leaders and Shenzhen City’s Vice Mayor.

“

“

Wei Lan was silent for a moment after listening, then blurted out, “Then why do you insist on staying in Shenzhen City?”

“

“

Li Mu said, “Since I know about this, I can’t just ignore it. From the value/emphasis the Hospital puts on it, it’s clear this illness is very dangerous, and the population mobility in Shenzhen City and even the entire Guangdong Province is very high. No one can guarantee that this illness is only in the Shenzhen City area. What if it has already started to spread?”

“

“

Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask, “But what problem can you solve by staying there?”

“

“

Li Mu then briefly explained his plan to Wei Lan. Although Wei Lan was a woman, she had a very strong big-picture perspective and viewed problems very comprehensively. So, after Li Mu explained his plan, she immediately understood his intention.

“

“

In Wei Lan’s heart, Li Mu had always been a superhero figure, and Li Mu’s words just now made his hero image even taller. Because he was worried about the state of extreme alarm a potential epidemic outbreak could bring to society, Li Mu could make the final decision to invest over two billion yuan to Stockpile supplies. This courage / boldness, let alone from a young man in his early twenties, even major entrepreneurs in their fifties or sixties might not possess such courage / boldness.

“

“

Wei Lan couldn’t help but ask, “Have you ever thought that if things aren’t as bad as you imagine, your over two billion could very likely come to naught (idiom meaning money or effort wasted). This risk is enormous. Very few companies in the country can bear a bad debt of over two billion, and hardly any can even bear one billion.”

“

“

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “You’re right. Enterprises capable of bearing one billion in bad debt probably have a Market Value in the tens of billions or even higher. But Taobao is quite fortunate because I have a large sum of redundant funds. This part of the funds snowballs larger and larger. As long as my platform transaction volume doesn’t plummet, and as long as my partner merchants don’t withdraw or to pick on, this money is active. Even if these two billion all become bad debts, I can slowly manage it without worry.”

“

“

Wei Lan sighed, “Doesn’t that just transfer all the risk to yourself?”

“

“

Li Mu smiled and said, “It doesn’t matter, I can bear this risk. Although there’s risk, if these preparations are made, once the situation worsens, my preparations can play a significant role. I wouldn’t dare say I can directly help overcome the disease, but at least it can stabilize the public’s morale.”

“

“

Wei Lan nodded, and softly said, “I understand everything you’ve said. Since you’ve already decided, then I definitely give you ten thousand supports.”

“

“

At this point, Wei Lan couldn’t help but remind him, “But you must be extra careful in Shenzhen City. Try to avoid crowded places as much as possible, wear a mask when you go out, and wash your hands first thing when you come home. Tomorrow I’ll go buy you some alcohol-based hand sanitizer. Keep some at home, and carry some with you when you go out, and rub your hands frequently with it.”

“

“

Li Mu chuckled, “No need to be so troublesome. My range of activity in Shenzhen City is very small; besides where I live, it’s just the logistics base.”

“

“

“The logistics base is very dangerous,” Wei Lan said. “There are already many people there, and those drivers who run logistics also travel all over the country. What if they carry the virus?”

“

“

Li Mu said seriously, “You’re right. I’ll send a message to Senior Brother Liu and the other persons in charge of the companies, telling them to pay attention to the disinfection of public areas in the company starting now, and to do basic defensive work.”

“

“

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, he instinctively reached for his phone. Wei Lan quickly stopped him, saying helplessly, “What time is it? You might not sleep, but others need to. There’s still time to notify them tomorrow.”

“

“

Li Mu’s action was unconscious too, and only after Wei Lan pointed it out did he look at the watch on his wrist; it was almost two-thirty.

“

“

Wei Lan was still massaging Li Mu’s shoulders, saying, “I’ve prepared your bathwater upstairs. Go take a bath quickly and then get some good rest.”

“

“

Li Mu nodded, reaching his hands behind his head to grasp Wei Lan’s two soft, boneless slender hands that were massaging him. He said, “Accompany me…”

“





Chapter 1154: Farewell

Li Mu and Wei Lan’s intense session lasted until past four in the morning before they finally fell into a deep sleep. Li Mu woke up just after eight.

He had originally intended to get up and wash first, so as not to disturb Wei Lan’s rest, and then wake her once he was ready. However, when Li Mu opened his eyes, he found Wei Lan was no longer beside him.

Li Mu quickly got up to look for her, tracing his way downstairs, where he found Wei Lan preparing breakfast: hot soy milk, fried dough sticks, and fried dough cakes.

Seeing Li Mu, Wei Lan smiled sweetly and said, “I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to get up, and was just about to come upstairs to call you.”

Li Mu rubbed his eyes and asked her, “What time did you get up?”

“Seven,” Wei Lan said, then added, “Come and eat quickly. After you’re done, you should wash up, and then it’ll almost be time to leave, right?”

Li Mu nodded. “We should be heading out around nine.”

Wei Lan replied, “Then you’re quite rushed. What time is Yingxue’s flight?”

“One o’clock.”

Wei Lan said, “International flights have more procedures; you need to clear security earlier. You’ll have to get to the airport by ten o’clock.”

Then Wei Lan added, “And then in the afternoon, you still have to go to Hangzhou. That’s another two-plus hours of flying. You didn’t sleep well yesterday, so you’ll probably be even more tired today.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “It’s fine, I can handle this much fatigue.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with a pained expression. “You absolutely must not treat your body lightly.”

Li Mu nodded. “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

After speaking, Li Mu said with some guilt, “I won’t be coming back here for lunch. I’ll eat at the airport and rest for a bit, then it’ll be time to head to Hangzhou. I’ll spend more time with you when I have the chance in the future…”

Wei Lan smiled. “I know, you go and do what you need to do. I have to go to work soon too. I’ll be going to Hong Kong for a business trip in a few days, and I’ll come to Shenzhen City to see you then.”

“Alright!”

“Regarding the epidemic, don’t be at the forefront. People like you should be strategizing from behind the scenes. Absolutely do not rush to the front lines.”

“Alright!”

“Don’t just say ‘Alright’, keep it in mind.”

“Alright! But you also need to be careful in Yanjing. Remember to wear a mask outside and try to avoid public places as much as possible.”

Wei Lan asked in surprise, “Is there an epidemic in Yanjing too?”

Li Mu shook his head. “I don’t know, but Yanjing, like Shenzhen City, is a city with a very large population flow, so there’s a risk of an epidemic outbreak.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and smiled. “Well, I usually just go between home and work, and nowhere else.”

Li Mu reminded her, “Even so, you still need to be more careful.”

…

After breakfast, Li Mu quickly washed up and left with Wei Lan.

Wei Lan’s car was parked in the villa’s courtyard. The Mercedes-Benz that Li Mu had driven yesterday had already been taken by Wang Yuanlang, who, after receiving Li Mu’s call, had driven it to wait outside the villa.

In the villa’s courtyard, Li Mu and Wei Lan embraced and kissed goodbye. After seeing Wei Lan get into her car and watching her drive out of the villa, Li Mu also left the villa and got into the Mercedes-Benz sedan parked at the entrance.

Li Mu called Su Yingxue. At this time, she, her parents, and her paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law’s family were also on their way to the airport.

Upon arriving at the airport, Li Mu met Su Yingxue and her family, as well as the other exchange students preparing to travel to America, at the international departure security checkpoint.

Renmin University attached great importance to this collaboration with Harvard, so they specially dispatched three residential teachers to accompany the students to Harvard, to stay with them for the half-year exchange.

With students, teachers, and parents, some thirty to forty people occupied a corner. These thirty to forty people were further divided into several small groups of two or three families. Basically, each small group was a single family, and the parents were reluctantly bidding farewell to their children, giving them various instructions and注意事项.

Li Mu’s appearance caused quite a stir among this group. After all, he was a key figure at Renmin University, and the admiration every university student held for him was something outsiders couldn’t understand. Every student was surprised, wondering how this person, who had almost become a legend, suddenly appeared at the airport.

It was only when everyone saw Li Mu walking straight towards Su Yingxue that they suddenly understood: it turned out Li Mu had specifically come to see Su Yingxue off.

With Li Mu arriving as promised, Su Yingxue’s previously lost mood, due to her imminent departure abroad, was immediately greatly eased.

“You’re here!” Su Yingxue’s voice carried a hint of joy. For a long time, Li Mu, her nominal boyfriend, had completely disappeared from her life, so much so that when she saw him, she felt a little nervous and unnatural.

Su Yingxue’s parents, as well as her paternal aunt and paternal uncle-in-law, also saw Li Mu. Li Mu first politely nodded to Su Yingxue’s father, Su Weimin, and greeted him, “Hello, Paternal uncle Su.”

Afterward, he also greeted Su Yingxue’s mother, as well as her paternal aunt and her family.

Su Weimin felt a bit unnatural in front of Li Mu. Although he was, after all, a Bureau Chief of Public Security in a prefecture-level city, the gap between him and Li Mu was too vast to measure. So, meeting Li Mu face-to-face all of a sudden, it was understandable for him to feel a bit unaccustomed.

However, Su Yingxue’s mother, Fang Min, seemed much more natural. Knowing that Li Mu had specially come from Shenzhen City to see her daughter off, she said very happily, “Li Mu, Yingxue told me you’ve been in Shenzhen City. Did you come here specifically for this?”

“Yes, Auntie.” Li Mu nodded, politely saying, “Because of work, I’ve been in Shenzhen City recently.”

Fang Min said, “Then you really went to a lot of trouble, flying all this way.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Auntie, please don’t say that. It’s what I should do.”

At this moment, Su Yingxue’s younger female cousin, Wang Xinran, said with a giggle, “Sis… Brother Li Mu, when are you going to make a new movie? I still want to ask you to help me arrange a new role!”

Wang Xinran had participated in You Are the Apple of My Eye, playing the second female lead, who had a very close relationship with Du Wei, in the film. She had originally thought it was just a casual attitude performance, but unexpectedly, this movie became an instant hit in China, so popular that its box office set a new record, enjoying unrivaled popularity for a time.

Du Wei had just matriculated into Film Academy in September. Given her image, temperament, and family background, she wasn’t considered outstanding at Film Academy. There were many female students prettier and from better families than her. Many of her classmates had debuted as child stars and had already filmed many TV series before entering Film Academy, so she was one of those unnoticed individuals at school.

Although Du Wei had filmed Those Years when she matriculated, she had never revealed this to her classmates until Those Years was released and then exploded in popularity. Only then did everyone realize that the inconspicuous Wang Xinran among them was actually the second female lead of Those Years!

This instantly created a tumultuous situation at Film Academy, making Wang Xinran the most highly sought after female student at the Film Academy, without parallel.

Wang Xinran’s participation in Those Years with no prior acting “resume,” and her ability to secure the second female lead role, was enough to prove her excellent relationship with Those Years’ production company. As a result, she immediately became highly sought after by the entire school.

Not to mention the female students who scrambled to befriend her, just the男生 who wrote her love letters and launched romantic pursuits could form a reinforced company.

Most university students develop a utilitarian mindset after graduating from university and entering society, but Film Academy is different. It is much like the entertainment industry, a complete realm of fame and fortune. Many people believed that immense power and resources must lie behind Wang Xinran, so they began trying every possible means to get close to her, which gave Wang Xinran an unprecedented sense of vanity.

Later, someone, unknown, started inquiring about Wang Xinran’s family background. The result of their investigation was a shocking discovery: Wang Xinran’s older female cousin was actually Li Mu’s girlfriend!

Who was Li Mu? He controlled multiple large internet companies, his influence in the entire business circle was unrivaled, and his accomplishments and standing in the internet industry were comparable to a new godfather. And Wang Xinran was the younger sister of Li Mu’s girlfriend — this made people look at her in a new light!

Wang Xinran wasn’t just highly sought after at school during this period; she also gradually began to be valued in the entertainment industry.

As the female lead of this movie, Du Wei didn’t particularly like commercial public appearances, and coupled with her excellent family background, there was even less need for her to frequently appear. This brought a huge benefit to Wang Xinran: many industry insiders, after failing to find Du Wei, turned to Wang Xinran, and some directors even invited her to play female leads.

Wang Xinran thoroughly enjoyed this feeling of being highly sought after. She had dreamed of starring in another movie invested by Li Mu, and now that she finally saw Li Mu today, she could hardly contain herself.

Before Li Mu could answer Wang Xinran, her mother, Su Yuehua, couldn’t help but scold her in a low voice, “Xinran, don’t talk carelessly!”

Wang Xinran shrunk her neck, startled by her mother’s reprimand, and dared not say anything more.

At this moment, Su Yuehua spoke to her older brother and sister-in-law, “Let’s leave some private space for the two children, and let them have a private talk. After all, Yingxue will be gone for quite a while this time.”

Her daughter’s thoughtlessness made Su Yuehua a little displeased. She naturally understood Su Yingxue’s feelings for Li Mu, and at a time like this, how could she let her own daughter delay their precious time together? So she made that suggestion.

Su Yingxue’s parents caught on, and Wang Shaohua then said to Su Weimin, “Bro, want to go have a cigarette?”

Su Weimin nodded. “Let’s go, have one.”

Seeing the two leave for the smoking room, Su Yuehua also quickly stepped forward, took her sister-in-law Fang Min’s arm, and said with a smile, “Sister-in-law, let’s go over there.”

As she spoke, Su Yuehua didn’t forget to pull along the somber-faced Wang Xinran.

With all five of them gone, only Li Mu and Su Yingxue remained. Su Yingxue concernedly asked Li Mu, “How long will you be staying in Yanjing this time?”

Li Mu truthfully replied, “I’ll most likely be leaving once your plane takes off.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “So rushed? Are you going back to Shenzhen City?”

Li Mu paused, then nodded against his true feelings. “Yes, I’m returning to Shenzhen City…”





Chapter 1155: Leave it to the Young Ones to Handle

As Li Mu watched the youthful and beautiful Su Yingxue, he felt a sudden sense of disorientation, realizing she was going to America three or four years earlier than in his previous life.

In his last life, he and Su Yingxue had lost contact almost completely after the college entrance examination. Back then, Su Yingxue didn’t go abroad for study until she was already in university. This time, they had never lost contact and had even become a couple, yet

unexpectedly, she was already preparing to go to America at this point.

Was this Su Yingxue’s destiny, her inherent emotional ties with America?

Lost in thought, Su Yingxue looked at him, her eyes sparkling, and asked, “Will you still visit America during these six months I’m there?”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely go often.”

Su Yingxue said earnestly, “I’ll be back in July. You mustn’t make me wait until July to see you again.”

Li Mu quickly promised, “Don’t worry, I definitely won’t!”

Su Yingxue nodded with a smile, but a hint of loneliness involuntarily appeared in her expression. This exchange program at Harvard was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for her, but whether it was good or bad for her and Li Mu, she herself wasn’t sure.

Li Mu, however, was calculating in his mind. Su Yingxue’s timing for going to America was truly too coincidental. Leaving today and returning in July, she would definitely be able to completely avoid the entire SARS outbreak. One had to know that Yanjing might become a severely affected area for SARS in the future. Her going to America at this time meant she would essentially not be threatened by SARS.

Thinking this, Li Mu sighed in relief. He said with a smile, “I have an ardent fan at Harvard. I’ll have him contact you. If you encounter any difficulties at Harvard and need help, you can find him. Also, there’s a Chinese high-level executive at Harvard. I’ll just say the word to him later and ask him to look after you.”

The ardent fan Li Mu spoke of was Mark Zuckerberg. That kid was probably racking his brains daily thinking about startup projects, but he didn’t know when he would come up with Facebook. Regardless, his own appearance had already caused very direct and strong interference with Mark Zuckerberg’s life trajectory. Under his strong interference, whether Mark Zuckerberg could successfully come up with the Facebook idea was still an unknown.

However, Li Mu could at least be sure of one thing: Mark Zuckerberg was an absolute internet genius, and also a genius in corporate management and operation. Otherwise, he couldn’t have built Facebook into a Market Value of hundreds of billions of US dollars based on just one idea. So, since this person’s ability was clearly there, if he really couldn’t come up with the Facebook idea, Li Mu would remind him, or even directly tell him about the product and let him do it.

Upon hearing Li Mu say he would find some acquaintances for her, Su Yingxue quickly said, “No need to go to such trouble, and owe favors. Harvard has already arranged dorms for us for this trip. I’m sharing a dorm with another female student from our university, and there’s also an instructor accompanying us, so it should be very convenient.”

Li Mu replied, “It’s better to be safe than sorry. After all, you’ll be in a foreign land. Having more connections is always good.”

Su Yingxue hesitated slightly but didn’t refuse again. She knew that she and Li Mu were no longer in the same world. Li Mu saw many things more thoroughly and clearly than she did.

While they were chatting, a Renmin University teacher leading the group approached them and apologized to Li Mu and Su Yingxue, “Li Mu, Yingxue, sorry to interrupt, but we need to prepare for security check soon.”

Su Yingxue hadn’t expected it to be so fast. Hearing the teacher say this, a strong feeling of reluctance immediately surged within her. She acknowledged the teacher, then looked at Li Mu and said emotionally, “Then I’ll wait for you in America.”

“Okay.” Li Mu nodded lightly, saying, “Take good care of yourself in America. I’ll come to see you!”

Su Yingxue nodded, her eyes red. The emotions she had been suppressing instantly burst out as she instinctively rushed into Li Mu’s arms, but after only a few seconds, she left his embrace, looked at him, and softly said, “Then I’m going.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. “Call me often when you get to Harvard. It won’t be long before I come to see you.”

Originally, Li Mu had no short-term plans to go to America. Even if he were to go, it would be after Plants vs. Zombies Online was released. However, after the emergence of SARS, almost all of Li Mu’s thoughts were on supplies, especially products from 3M and Honeywell. These were Li Mu’s top priority, the most urgent matters he wanted to confirm right now. So, he was bound to take some time recently to go to America and fully finalize the matter of supply sources.

At this moment, Su Yingxue’s parents also arrived. Su Yingxue, with red eyes, embraced her mother Fang Min, who hugged her daughter, tears already flowing uncontrollably.

Su Weimin gently stroked her hair beside them, consoling the mother and daughter, “It’s alright, it’s only for half a year, just one semester. Normally, you only come home three or four times a year with two semesters. This time you’ll stay for half a year and be back just in time for the summer break, so you can spend quality time with your parents at home.”

Su Yingxue nodded repeatedly. Indeed, it was just one semester. Even if she stayed in Yanjing this semester, she would probably only have a chance to go home during the May Day holiday. Her parents were busy with work and had very few opportunities to come to Yanjing to see her. So, half a year abroad really wasn’t much different from staying in Yanjing.

However, Fang Min sighed repeatedly, “It’s not that I’m worried about not seeing my child for a long time. It’s mainly because America is too far, and my child is unfamiliar with the place and its people. I’m afraid she will suffer and be wronged over there. Besides, America isn’t a peaceful place. What if…”

Su Weimin quickly said, “Oh, don’t talk carelessly. Harvard is the best university in the world, no matter what. The child will definitely be safe there. Don’t worry so much.”

Fang Min nodded lightly, her emotions easing somewhat. By this time, other students were already pushing their carry-on luggage and holding their boarding passes, ready to go through security. Su Yingxue also pulled her small suitcase and reluctantly said goodbye to her parents, Li Mu, and her Aunt (paternal) and paternal uncle-in-law’s family.

Just before entering security, Su Yingxue turned and threw herself into Li Mu’s arms, stood on tiptoe, and pecked his lips lightly. Only then did she push her suitcase again and entered the security gate with her classmates.

Such a farewell kiss was common among young couples, but it still startled Su Yingxue’s parents for a while.

After Su Yingxue entered security, her figure was no longer visible from the outside. Li Mu then asked Su Weimin and Fang Min, “Uncle and Aunt (honorifics), are you going back to Haizhou next, or staying in Yanjing for a few days?”

Su Weimin said with a smile, “We’re on holiday, so we’ll stay in Yanjing for two days and return to Haizhou the day after tomorrow. What about you?”

Li Mu said, “I’m leaving soon. My airplane takes off this afternoon. Why don’t we find a place nearby to have a meal together? And Auntie Su and Uncle Wang are here too.”

Su Weimin asked in surprise, “You’re leaving so soon? What time is your flight?”

Li Mu said, “It’s tentatively scheduled for two o’clock.”

Su Weimin looked at his watch and said, “If it takes off at two, time is quite tight. Will you make it?”

Li Mu laughed, “I’ll make it. The departure time can be delayed anyway. It doesn’t matter if it’s late.”

Fang Min couldn’t help but say, “Li Mu, an airplane doesn’t wait for anyone. Don’t accidentally delay your serious business.”

Li Mu laughed, “Auntie, don’t worry. I rented a Business jet / Private jet. It doesn’t matter what time it takes off.”

Renting a Business jet / Private jet from a charter company is somewhat more convenient than owning a private jet, especially concerning flight route applications and takeoff permits. Charter companies always have their connections and network. The flight route application to Hangzhou for today had already been settled. For the exact takeoff time, they only needed to communicate with Yanjing Airport’s Control tower, making the schedule much more flexible.

Fang Min then suddenly understood. Given Li Mu’s current net worth, it was probably difficult for him to travel on commercial airline flights with others. Although buying a private jet was still extremely rare in the country, chartering a plane was no longer news.

Understanding this, Fang Min looked at her husband, hoping he would make the decision.

Su Weimin felt that it was a rare opportunity to see Li Mu. Since he offered to have a meal together, Su Weimin naturally had no reason to refuse.

So Su Weimin said to Li Mu, “Then let’s just grab a quick bite. Mainly, your Auntie and I haven’t seen you for a long time. If you don’t have anything else to do this afternoon, we two can share a couple of drinks at noon.”

Li Mu nodded. “Yes, I’ll have a couple of drinks with you.”

…

For Su Weimin’s family, and even Su Yuehua’s family, Li Mu’s identity filled them with both excitement and gratitude, as well as a sense of fantasy and unreality.

Su Weimin often had a surreal feeling, always thinking that the freakishly talented boyfriend his daughter found was exceptionally unreal. However, his current position at the Municipal Bureau and the luxurious mansion his sister was now living in were both tangibly real, and these were inextricably linked to Li Mu.

As a father, Su Weimin was naturally immensely relieved that his daughter had found such a boyfriend. But on another level, he always felt that Su Yingxue was particularly insecure.

At the dinner table, Li Mu and Su Weimin ordered a few bottles of beer, and as the two were drinking and toasting, Su Weimin chatted extensively with him. But he always maintained control, never leading the conversation towards his daughter who had just flown away.

Originally, he had really wanted to hint at Li Mu, hoping that during the six months his daughter was away, Li Mu wouldn’t abandon her. But after being the head of the Municipal Bureau for a long time, Su Weimin gradually understood a principle: many things were like a case. Even the most accidental case had an inevitable necessity behind it. Any artificial interference could cause a significant butterfly effect.

He had once interfered with his daughter and Li Mu’s relationship. At that time, he didn’t know the astonishing potential Li Mu possessed. He simply felt that his daughter was far too young to be in a relationship, so he tried to hinder their development. If he had succeeded back then, he would probably be lamenting every day, watching reports about Li Mu on TV, regretting alone.

Fortunately, his daughter’s persistence was like a powerful error-correction mechanism, correcting the mistake he had made in this matter. So now, he had become extraordinarily cautious, not daring to interfere with their relationship in any way, even if it was solely out of good intentions.

As for the young ones’ matters, it was best to leave them for the young ones to handle.





Chapter 1164: Taking a Day Off

“

“

I’m truly, truly, truly too tired. I won’t be able to update tonight. It’s a rare chance to have tomorrow and the day after off; I’ll strive to write more then. I feel bad towards everyone! I’m filled with utmost shame! Bows!

“

“





Chapter 1156: A Negative Example

Zhao Xianliang noticed that his wife and daughter seemed to be in exceptionally good spirits today.

As for the reason for their exceptional mood, Zhao Xianliang knew it well himself: it was simply because Li Mu had come home today.

Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but compare in his heart: whenever he occasionally returned from a business trip, he never saw the mother and daughter so happy. Could it be that Li Mu held a higher position in their hearts than he did?

This thought made Zhao Xianliang feel particularly dejected, and so he seemed somewhat downcast.

However, neither Zhao Ziqiu nor her mother, Xie Yun, noticed Zhao Xianliang’s unusual mood today.

Zhao Ziqiu was happy simply because she was about to see Li Mu. As for her mother, Xie Yun, there were too many reasons for her happiness.

Xie Yun had always admired Li Mu immensely and was naturally more than satisfied with her daughter finding such a boyfriend. But later, when she learned that her daughter had actually intruded as the third party, and was the kind of foolish girl who willingly gave up a public title, she couldn’t sit still for a moment.

Xie Yun pondered for a long time before she came up with this lure the tiger away from the mountain method. She mobilized a lot of connections, relationships, and money to put Su Yingxue “in a bag” and send her to America. Today happened to be the day Su Yingxue departed for America. For at least the next six months, her daughter would no longer have to face threats like Su Yingxue.

Although Xie Yun herself felt somewhat ashamed of this action, for her daughter’s lifelong happiness, what did such a small thing matter?

Behind Zhao Xianliang’s back, Xie Yun continuously sought opportunities to give Zhao Ziqiu motivational indoctrination, urging her: “While Su Yingxue is an exchange student for these six months, you must seize the opportunity well. You need to make Li Mu make a decision quickly, don’t keep acting confused every day.”

Zhao Ziqiu avoided her mother’s gaze and stammered, “I know, Mom, don’t worry.”

Though she said that, Zhao Ziqiu felt it was just to placate her mother. She couldn’t bring herself to say anything like, “make Li Mu and Su Yingxue break up and then be with me.”

Xie Yun naturally knew what kind of girl Zhao Ziqiu was, and she knew that most likely she wouldn’t do as instructed. So, she could only sigh lightly and reminded her, “Everything that needed to be said, everything that needed to be done, Mom has said and done. The rest is up to you.”

…

By the time Li Mu arrived in Hangzhou, the sky was already dimming. The racing team sent by Zhao Xianliang picked up Li Mu and his three bodyguards. Li Mu sat in the car, continuously making and receiving calls.

First, it was a report call from Senior Brother Liu. The Taobao team was extremely efficient; they had already reached a consensus with most domestic enterprises producing disinfectants, hand sanitizers, disinfectant wipes, and medical gloves. Taobao offered them a premium on top of the original order prices in exchange for them doing two things for Taobao.

Firstly, these companies needed to maintain absolute secrecy and sign strict non-disclosure agreements to ensure no information leaked out.

Secondly, all products they manufactured for Taobao had to bear the prominent words “Taobao Special Supply” on their packaging. This would better enhance Taobao’s corporate image in the country.

Currently, almost all relevant domestic enterprises were producing at full capacity for Taobao. Their production lines were almost constantly operating at high capacity. Related enterprises had not seen such a busy scene in recent years. However, they didn’t know what Taobao intended to do by procuring these supplies. But who cared? With cash in hand, the primary task was to make as much money as possible.

In addition, the Taobao Logistics team had found sufficient warehousing resources near seven major logistics hubs across the country. Storing two billion worth of supplies was absolutely no problem.

Upon hearing these good tidings from Senior Brother Liu, Li Mu sighed in relief.

The production of relevant supplies domestically was going smoothly. It wouldn’t be long before Taobao could stockpile a large quantity of epidemic supplies. It was highly likely these supplies wouldn’t truly help doctors cure SARS, but they would definitely play a significant role in maintaining social stability, stabilizing public morale, and stabilizing prices at that time.

Zhao Xianliang’s racing team drove Li Mu and his group directly to the Zhao family’s villa by West Lake. The car had barely entered the courtyard and wasn’t yet fully stopped when Li Mu saw Zhao Ziqiu running out from the house entrance.

By the time Li Mu got out of the car, Zhao Ziqiu was already in front of him. Overjoyed, she subconsciously leaped into Li Mu’s arms. Li Mu caught her and spun around twice on the spot.

Wang Yuanlang and the others were properly settled after getting out of the car. A driver from the racing team guided the three of them to the reception room in the west wing of the villa. Food and guest rooms had long been prepared for them.

Zhao Ziqiu was held by Li Mu for about half a minute before she came down, her excited face flushed red. She pulled Li Mu’s hand and said, “Let’s go in quickly, my parents are waiting for you.”

Li Mu nodded and walked into the villa with Zhao Ziqiu. As soon as they entered, Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun, who were sitting in the living room, stood up. Xie Yun unconsciously walked a few steps towards the door, smiling at Li Mu, “Are you hungry? The Auntie at home is already cooking, it will be ready soon. Come and sit down for a bit and rest.”

Li Mu politely said, “Thank you, Auntie. I’m not hungry. I had something light to eat on the plane.”

As he spoke, Li Mu, who had changed his shoes, was pulled by Zhao Ziqiu to the sofa in the living room. Zhao Xianliang greeted Li Mu, said “You’ve arrived,” and invited Li Mu to sit opposite him.

Zhao Ziqiu naturally sat next to Li Mu. Xie Yun returned to Zhao Xianliang’s side. Zhao Xianliang looked at his daughter’s affectionate way of constantly holding onto Li Mu’s arm, and he felt a little unhappy. It was said that a married daughter is like splashed water – it was absolutely true. It was still a long way from marriage, yet she was already demonstrating it so thoroughly.

Xie Yun looked at her daughter and Li Mu’s closeness, feeling very satisfied. No other boy could be like Li Mu, flawless in her eyes. If in a few years he could truly become her son-in-law, it would be absolutely perfect.

After Li Mu sat down, Zhao Xianliang handed him a premium Big Panda cigarette. Usually, he would be regulated by his wife if he smoked at home, only allowed to smoke outside in the cold. But with Li Mu here, he could benefit, and his wife certainly wouldn’t say anything.

Indeed, Xie Yun watched as Zhao Xianliang and Li Mu each lit a cigarette, and her expression didn’t show the slightest displeasure. She glanced at her daughter, who looked like a blissful young woman, and said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, it’s rare for you to visit our home. Why don’t you stay for a few more days this time? Coincidentally, Zi Qiu is also on holiday at home, let her accompany you around.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s face turned crimson as if dyed, and she dared not look at her mother opposite her. These were words she had always wanted to say, but knowing how extraordinarily busy Li Mu usually was, she was always too embarrassed to speak. She hadn’t expected her mother to say it for her.

At this moment, Li Mu somewhat awkwardly declined, “Thank you for your kindness, Auntie, but I may not be able to stay too long. There are still many very important matters waiting for me in Shenzhen City, so I have to fly back by tomorrow night at the latest.”

Zhao Ziqiu subconsciously asked, “So soon?”

Xie Yun asked with some surprise, “You’re still planning to return to Shenzhen City? Haven’t I told you, it’s not suitable to stay there for long right now. It’s best if you can leave that place for a while.”

Zhao Xianliang, who had said little, also couldn’t help but advise, “Yes, Li Mu, Shenzhen City is somewhat dangerous now. It’s better for you to be cautious. I think your Auntie’s suggestion is good; stay in Hangzhou for a few more days and relax. I’ll keep an eye on the situation in Shenzhen City for you. It’s not too late to go back once things have settled down there.”

Li Mu sighed inwardly, settle down? How could it settle down so easily?

It was highly likely that virus carriers had already left Shenzhen City, left Guangdong Province, and traveled to other cities nationwide.

However, Li Mu didn’t reveal his pessimistic emotions. Instead, he feigned optimism and said, “Uncle, the situation in Shenzhen City is still relatively stable at the moment. Besides, I don’t have much of a social life there; it’s just work, so there won’t be any danger.”

Zhao Ziqiu was completely bewildered. She hadn’t understood what her parents and Li Mu were talking about for a long time. It sounded like Shenzhen City had some danger, but it was a first-tier city, what danger could there be?

Puzzled, Zhao Ziqiu couldn’t help but ask, “Dad, what are you talking about? I don’t understand.”

Zhao Xianliang hesitated slightly, then truthfully said, “A few days ago, Dad heard from a friend that there was an infectious disease outbreak in Shenzhen City, and it seemed quite severe. So I advised Li Mu, for safety’s sake, not to go to Shenzhen City for now.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Ziqiu immediately looked at Li Mu anxiously and blurted out, “Is that true?”

“It’s true,” Li Mu nodded, but then reassured her, “But it’s not as serious as you think. It’s just that some patients have been placed under isolated treatment.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “That’s still very dangerous! You can never tell with infectious diseases. What if you contract it?”

Xie Yun also spoke up at this moment, advising, “Yes, Li Mu, it’s about fearing the ‘what-if’ rather than the ‘one in ten thousand chance’. Viruses are invisible. No matter how careful you are normally, as long as you are in the epidemic area, there’s a risk of infection. Listen to your Auntie’s advice: even if the matters in Shenzhen City are important, don’t go for now. For you right now, making money is no longer the most important thing.”

After speaking, Xie Yun patted Zhao Xianliang’s shoulder beside her and chuckled, “You should learn a lot from your Uncle Zhao here. Your Uncle Zhao works so much less desperately than you, even with his net worth being so much less than yours. You absolutely don’t need to put so much pressure on yourself.”

As her words fell, Zhao Xianliang, who was beside her, had black lines on his face. He had been stimulated by Li Mu to work very hard recently, and unexpectedly, he had now become a negative example for his wife to use in advising Li Mu…





Chapter 1157: Big Picture, Details, Depth

Though Zhao Xianliang was already nearing fifty, within the business world, his age and qualifications made him a driving force. His never-give-up spirit had always been there.

From initially looking down on Li Mu, to gradually being awestruck by his capabilities, and even being surpassed by him, Zhao Xianliang appeared unaffected on the surface, but deep down, he harbored a sense of frustration.

Now, being teased by his wife like this, while she didn’t take it seriously, Zhao Xianliang’s sense of frustration seemed to intensify.

No one could see the feeling of uselessness in Zhao Xianliang’s heart. He had worked hard for half his life, yet still couldn’t compare to a young man like Li Mu, and the gap between them was only growing. This was indeed Zhao Xianliang’s biggest inner struggle when facing Li Mu.

Xie Yun continued to persuade Li Mu, hoping he would stay in Hangzhou, or stay for a few days and return to Yanjing with Zhao Ziqiu. Feeling helpless, Li Mu had no choice but to reveal that Anne Hathaway was still receiving isolated treatment in the Hospital.

Li Mu said that a friend who had traveled thousands of miles to China was still lying in the Hospital, and both ethically and logically, he couldn’t simply ignore it, which was why he needed to rush back as soon as possible.

Only then did Xie Yun recall seeing news previously about the renowned director, Spielberg, along with DreamWorks executives and Anne Hathaway, flying to Shenzhen City to discuss cooperation with Li Mu. She had assumed they had concluded their discussions and returned to America, never imagining that Anne Hathaway would fall ill in Shenzhen City, suspected of being infected with SARS, and then receive isolated treatment.

Zhao Xianliang asked in surprise, “A Hollywood star contracting SARS in Shenzhen City? By all accounts, that’s no small matter, so why haven’t we heard anything about it?”

Li Mu honestly replied, “I asked Spielberg to help suppress the news about this. Otherwise, if it were to spread to America and then be exposed by the American media, it would definitely have a very detrimental impact on our country.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Actually, what I’m most worried about is this matter being exposed domestically. Once it’s exposed here, it would likely immediately cause a state of extreme alarm among the public, which would then inevitably lead to a lot of societal trouble.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded slightly, and at the same time, looked at Li Mu in a new light. This young man, Li Mu, not only excelled in internet business, but surprisingly, his big picture perspective was so precise at such a critical moment.

Just as Zhao Xianliang was silently commending Li Mu, Zhao Ziqiu, with a surprised expression, asked Li Mu, “Wouldn’t it be better if this matter were exposed? At least it would let everyone know about the existence of this disease, allowing them to take preventive measures and avoid more people getting infected.”

Hearing his daughter’s question, Zhao Xianliang smiled slightly, looked at Li Mu, and wanted to hear how he would answer.

Li Mu shook his head at this, and said earnestly, “Logically, that’s true, but when it comes to the practical level, it’s far from as optimistic as one might imagine.”

At this point, Li Mu explained in detail, “This disease hasn’t genuinely spread widely yet. If it were known to the public and everyone was urged to take preventive measures, it would inevitably cause excessive panic across society. If just a few dozen infected people cause over a billion people nationwide to be in a state of anxiety and fear, the impact on the entire society would be immense. It could very likely lead to panic buying and supply shortages, which would then exacerbate public panic.”

“If a portion of the population, due to panic, stops their normal work, study, and social activities, it would greatly affect the operational efficiency of the entire society;”

“For example, if one to two hundred million urban residents stop eating out for a short period due to panic, how much would that impact the entire food and beverage industry? It’s likely that over half the restaurants nationwide would go out of business, and more than half of the food and beverage industry employees would lose their jobs;”

“Furthermore, if these urban residents are afraid to shop outdoors, it would undoubtedly deliver a huge blow to the retail industry;”

“Most crucially, if the epidemic in a major city like Shenzhen City were to be exposed, it would definitely trigger a mass exodus of migrant residents. At that time, if even one-tenth of the millions of migrant workers were to flee, they could very likely carry the epidemic to all parts of the country, potentially triggering a rapid and large-scale outbreak.”

What Li Mu said was not alarmist. In his previous life, when SARS broke out, aside from the first-tier cities, most of the infections in smaller cities were almost entirely caused by migrant workers who urgently returned to their hometowns to escape SARS. Some even started developing fevers on the train ride home before they had even reached their hometowns.

Zhao Ziqiu listened, dumbfounded. As a liberal arts student, she found it difficult to possess such systematic and comprehensive logical thinking. Therefore, if Li Mu hadn’t spoken, she would never have imagined that once the epidemic was exposed, it would bring so many uncontrollable negative impacts to society.

Zhao Xianliang was equally astonished after hearing all this. He had already marveled at Li Mu’s big picture perspective in believing the “epidemic should not be disclosed temporarily,” but he never expected his big picture perspective to be so detailed and in-depth. Could this really be the way a young man in his early twenties thinks? If so, then his mind was truly freakishly talented.

As a professor by background, Xie Yun was even more impressed by Li Mu’s statements. It seemed Li Mu’s success was by no means accidental. If a person could consider problems while simultaneously accounting for the big picture, details, and depth, they would undoubtedly make significant achievements in whatever they did.

By this point, Zhao Xianliang had long put away his earlier minor frustrations. He lit another cigarette and very seriously asked Li Mu, “Then, if the epidemic continues to develop, when do you think would be the most appropriate time for it to be publicly announced?”

Li Mu replied without hesitation, “When the country is fully prepared!”

Zhao Xianliang narrowed his eyes and inquired about, “Prepared in what way?”

Li Mu blurted out, “To make comprehensive response preparations from the central to local authorities; to make medical preparations for treatment and controlling the epidemic; to make supplies preparations for responding to the epidemic; and to make public opinion preparations to stabilize public morale. When these four preparations are complete, that is the best time to announce the epidemic!”

Zhao Xianliang took a deep drag on his cigarette and asked again, “Why do you say that?”

Li Mu said earnestly, “For example, if it’s announced passively now, before the country is fully prepared, and if one hundred thousand migrant workers from Guangdong Province return to their hometowns because of it, then who will track the whereabouts of these one hundred thousand people? Who will monitor if these one hundred thousand people have fever symptoms? If they do, who will monitor whom they came into contact with on their journey back home? What immense danger and losses would it bring to the entire nation if the epidemic goes out of control?”

“Conversely, if the country is prepared and fully mobilizes local health departments to actively participate in the fight against the epidemic before it’s exposed, even if one hundred thousand migrant workers want to return to their hometowns, the country will require local railway, highway, and civil aviation systems to screen the body temperature of every passenger, and simultaneously require health systems across the country to be ready at all times to receive suspected cases.”

“In such a scenario, if an infected person were to leave Shenzhen City to go home, and they were detected with an abnormal body temperature upon entering the train station, they would first be placed under isolated observation;”

“If this person showed no abnormality before boarding but developed symptoms on the train, the train attendant could urgently contact the nearest city’s health system to prepare for their reception, and at the same time, place everyone who had contact with them on the train under isolated observation, preventing further spread of the epidemic;”

“If this person showed no abnormalities until disembarking, the local train station would still need to trace and record their origin after they exited the train. If this person came from a high-risk epidemic area, they would be placed under close follow-up observation, and if any abnormality was found, they would immediately receive isolated treatment;”

Concluding his words, Li Mu summarized, “After all this, my point is, only when the country is fully prepared and able to control the situation is the best time to announce the epidemic. Otherwise, it will inevitably bring uncontrollable threats to society.”

Li Mu had always felt that in his previous life, when the country responded to SARS, excluding the deliberate cover-ups by local authorities, it had actually done its utmost in related work. It was just that due to various reasons, the country’s preparations at that time were insufficient. However, when the entire nation fought against SARS back then, the government’s various efforts and initiatives truly displayed its sense of responsibility.

The full dedication of healthcare systems across the country, Xiaotangshan Hospital built within a week, countless medical staff fighting on the front lines of the SARS battle, large-scale isolation measures to prevent secondary infections… Such feats could only be accomplished by the nation.

Therefore, this was also why Li Mu was fully preparing supplies now. He wasn’t arrogant enough to fight SARS himself; he was merely making logistical preparations for the nation’s comprehensive war against SARS.

Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun exchanged a glance. Their inner feelings towards Li Mu at this moment were beyond words.

Both husband and wife simultaneously felt that they could never have considered such a major matter so meticulously, perhaps not even half as well as Li Mu.

If Li Mu hadn’t personally experienced SARS, even if he lived another lifetime, he might not have understood so deeply. He too might have thought, like Zhao Ziqiu, that revealing the epidemic to the public immediately would be the best solution. Only through experience would one understand that public disclosure was never the solution itself.

Zhao Xianliang sighed at this moment, saying, “The true impact of this epidemic is still an unknown quantity, but I hope what you just said doesn’t become reality.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I hope it doesn’t become reality either.”

Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but sigh with emotion, “But after hearing you say all this, I can’t help but want to do something within my power for society beforehand. As the old saying goes, better safe than sorry.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “To be frank, Uncle Zhao, when I learned about this epidemic in Shenzhen City, I had already initiated a supplies reserve plan worth at least two billion. Currently, many domestic enterprises are working at full capacity and overtime to produce for this plan. I’ve also entrusted people to help contact a few relevant supplies manufacturers in America, and in a few days, I’ll go to America myself to personally follow up on this matter.”

Zhao Xianliang’s hand trembled, and he dropped his cigarette butt onto the ground. He instinctively asked back, “What did you say? Two billion?!”





Chapter 1158: Disdained by Li Mu

Zhao Xianliang could hardly believe that Li Mu would casually take out two billion to prepare supplies for an unforeseen epidemic.

Li Mu repeated earnestly, “That’s right, Uncle Zhao, at least two billion.”

“My heavens!” Zhao Xianliang hadn’t expected Li Mu to dare to stockpile so many related supplies all at once with two billion. After recovering from his shock, he blurted out, “What do you intend to do, stockpiling so many epidemic-related supplies at a time like this?”

Because Li Mu owned Taobao, Zhao Xianliang subconsciously thought Li Mu intended to profit from this opportunity. With a procurement cost of two billion, adhering to normal market principles, it was surely possible to achieve over three billion, or even over four billion, in retail sales. If calculated by the normal profit margins of the retail industry, selling these two billion worth of goods should yield a profit of around five hundred million. Since Li Mu was in e-commerce, which saved many costs that traditional brick-and-mortar retail businesses had to bear, his profit margin would be even higher.

And all of this was under normal market conditions. If Li Mu’s two billion worth of supplies entered a state of extreme scarcity or frantic buying, then the profit wouldn’t just be five hundred million or eight hundred million; it could even directly double the initial two billion. Investing two billion now and netting two billion in profit later would be effortless, and it wouldn’t be impossible to earn even higher profits.

But how could such money be earned so casually! How was this any different from profiting from a national disaster?

When Zhao Xianliang questioned Li Mu, a degree of displeasure had already taken root in his heart.

Xie Yun was also somewhat surprised, looking at Li Mu with a face full of disbelief.

She didn’t want to believe Li Mu was preparing to seize the opportunity to make a huge profit, but if he wasn’t investing two billion to earn money but to control the epidemic, she found it equally hard to believe. After all, two billion was not a small sum. Who would invest so much in preparation to control an epidemic that might not even break out?

However, Li Mu’s next words left Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun too shocked to speak.

Li Mu said, “Uncle Li, a portion of these supplies will be entirely donated to the medical and health system to combat SARS. The most important items, of course, are various hazmat suits and other biochemical defense equipment for medical staff. The remaining portion will be used to maintain a stable supply of related materials domestically, preventing a state of extreme alarm from arising in various places due to shortages and, even more importantly, preventing unscrupulous merchants from taking this opportunity to stockpile supplies, hike up prices, and disrupt the market.”

Continuing, Li Mu further explained, “The first portion is purely donated, and this part will be jointly paid for by Taobao and Muye Technology. Although the second portion is operational, Taobao will not gain a single cent of profit. All sales will be capped at break-even, and when needed, items will be sold at prices below cost, with Taobao and Muye Technology jointly bearing the losses.”

As these words left his mouth, Zhao Xianliang felt an overwhelming sense of shame. Li Mu was taking out such a massive amount of funds to prevent the spread of the epidemic from triggering social phenomena, yet Zhao Xianliang had subconsciously thought he was trying to seize the opportunity to rake in money. In comparison, it truly highlighted the huge gap between his own breadth of mind and vision and Li Mu’s.

Xie Yun subconsciously looked at her daughter, Zhao Ziqiu, lamenting in her heart: My sweetie, what kind of extraordinary person have you found? He makes your parents feel inferior in his presence.

Zhao Xianliang then asked Li Mu, “If you invest so much, what if the epidemic doesn’t break out? What will happen to these supplies?”

Li Mu chuckled, “We’ll just sell them slowly on Taobao, or donate them to those in need. Didn’t I just say that Taobao and Muye Technology will jointly bear these losses? A mere two billion won’t have any substantial impact on the two companies.”

After Muye Technology’s Series C fundraising, it had tens of billions of RMB in cash sitting in its accounts. Although it was spent quickly, the balance was still in the tens of billions. Taobao’s settled funds were also approaching ten billion. Given the volume of these two companies, collectively absorbing a two-billion loss wouldn’t be insignificant, but it wouldn’t cause fundamental damage either.

Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but give a thumbs up. In a moment of passion, he blurted out to Li Mu, “In that case, I’ll also invest five hundred million. I’ll hand it over to you to operate, and the operating principles will be the same as your two billion!”

For a brick-and-mortar entrepreneur like Zhao Xianliang, who took a capital-intensive business route, five hundred million in cash was a huge sum. For him to take out five hundred million in cash was much harder than it would be for Li Mu to take out five billion.

Xie Yun’s brow furrowed slightly upon hearing her husband’s promise, but it soon relaxed. Since her daughter’s boyfriend had such courage, and her husband was actively responding, she shouldn’t drag him down.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu smiled and said, “Uncle, the reason for setting a two-billion supply reserves plan is that I judged two billion to be sufficient. Moreover, some resource exchange from YY will be added to this, so overall, the total amount of supplies will still increase. There’s actually no need for you to add so much more money; it might cause significant waste.”

Zhao Xianliang pondered for a moment, believing Li Mu had a point. If Li Mu had already estimated the approximate supply deficit and provided enough funds to cover it, then for him to add more funds truly wouldn’t make much sense.

So, Zhao Xianliang said to Li Mu, “If there’s ever a need for a temporary supplement, remember to just say the word. I can’t promise too much, but five or six hundred million can still be made available.”

Li Mu readily agreed, but then subtly hinted, “Uncle Zhao, I don’t think the deficit, if any, will be very large. If needed at that time, preparing around one hundred million should be enough.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and said very generously, “At that time, you assess the situation, and just tell me directly how much is needed!”

“Alright!”

Li Mu assented, but in his heart, he didn’t take Zhao Xianliang’s words seriously at all.

Even if Zhao Xianliang was speaking from his heart, and even if the two billion truly weren’t enough, Li Mu didn’t want to take money from him.

Although Zhao Xianliang’s total assets weren’t low, ever since Li Mu visited his headquarters complex in the suburbs of Hangzhou, he knew that Zhao Xianliang didn’t have much liquid capital on hand. If Zhao Xianliang were to really take out five hundred million in cash for a business that couldn’t possibly profit and might even incur significant losses, he himself would likely be considerably affected.

If the epidemic were controlled and the supplies ended up rotting in his hands, Li Mu could bear those losses, but could Zhao Xianliang truly bear them?

At that point, Li Mu couldn’t just stand by and watch his funds go in and not come back out. To help him avoid such a possibility, Li Mu would definitely have to prioritize helping him monetize the portion of supplies he invested in. If Li Mu invested two billion and Zhao Xianliang invested five hundred million, and in the end, only five hundred million could be recovered out of the total two billion five hundred million, then Li Mu would definitely have to let Zhao Xianliang’s five hundred million be recovered first. But if that happened, how would Li Mu account for it to his other partners?

If Li Mu didn’t let Zhao Xianliang recover first, and out of two billion five hundred million, only five hundred million remained, resulting in an eighty percent loss, then Zhao Xianliang’s five hundred million investment would turn into only one hundred million. If he fell into financial difficulties because of this, it would be even more troublesome for Li Mu.

Furthermore, if he truly wanted to participate at that point, Li Mu would at most let him invest one hundred million. Protecting that one hundred million would be relatively easier, and even if Li Mu didn’t, his loss wouldn’t be too significant.

Zhao Xianliang had not realized that he had been disdained by Li Mu.

That night, as Zhao Ziqiu, as usual, quietly slipped into Li Mu’s guest room, Zhao Xianliang was lying in bed, sighing with emotion to his wife beside him.

“What that kid Li Mu did today is truly extraordinary; calling it great wouldn’t be an exaggeration. He’s probably the only entrepreneur in the country with such a strong sense of social responsibility and such a grand move.”

Xie Yun nodded in agreement: “That’s also one of the reasons he’s reached such heights today. Without such a strong sense of social responsibility, he couldn’t have founded 3321, nor could he have repeatedly inspired young people and society as a whole on significant occasions. Look at how popular his ‘positive energy’ is now, and his speech at Harvard, which was rated as the most influential speech in Harvard’s history, bar none—not even the speeches of American presidents resonated as deeply as his. A young man so full of positive energy has the truest and deepest desire to give back to society.”

Zhao Xianliang smacked his lips and said, “It seems I still need to talk to Li Mu about this. Since I know about such a meaningful endeavor, I can’t just stand by idly. I should take out some money first and let him manage it.”

Xie Yun couldn’t help but chuckle, “Forget it, I think you shouldn’t get involved in this.”

“Why?” Zhao Xianliang couldn’t help but ask, “Although my funds aren’t very ample lately, I can still grit my teeth and come up with a few hundred million.”

Xie Yun said, “Having invested so much money recently, it must be difficult to come up with a few hundred million in cash now, right? Even if you can, if it’s truly lost, it would still have a very significant impact on us.”

“That’s true,” Zhao Xianliang sighed lightly, saying, “Funds are indeed an issue. The recent investments from various parties have indeed disproportionately appropriated the cash flow. I’m just not as rich and powerful as Li Mu!”

Xie Yun smiled and said, “When you said you’d take out five hundred million today, didn’t you notice that Li Mu was a little disdainful of you?”

“Disdain me?” Zhao Xianliang frowned and asked, “What’s there to disdain? That I contributed too little money?”

“That’s probably not it,” Xie Yun chuckled. “I feel that he disdained you for potentially dragging him down. If he truly let you put five hundred million in, given Li Mu’s style of doing things, he would definitely try his best to bear the risks himself to ensure you got away clean. At that point, wouldn’t you be dragging him down?”

Zhao Xianliang subconsciously said, “I don’t need him to protect me; I just wanted to contribute a share.”

Xie Yun shook her head and said with a smile, “That’s what you think, but Li Mu definitely wouldn’t think the same way. A two-billion loss is insignificant to him; don’t even mention five hundred million for you. If you put that five hundred million in and can’t monetize funds within a year, it would be enough to give you a massive headache. How could he possibly stand by and watch you fall into difficulties just because you were doing good deeds with him? Rather than having to bother protecting you later, it’s better not to let you in from the start.”

Zhao Xianliang remained silent for a long time after hearing this. After a long while, he sighed, annoyed, “To think, that kid actually disdained me…”





Chapter 1159: The Entire Hollywood’s Lifeline

The day after Li Mu returned to Shenzhen City, a female doctor assigned to Li Mu by Shenzhen City Third Hospital, driven by Wang Yuanlang, arrived alone at Li Mu’s home in Shenzhen City.

This young female doctor, Du Chunxiao, was the best candidate carefully selected by Director Zou from the hospital. She wasn’t a nurse; she was a genuine licensed physician who had just received her postgraduate degree from Peking Union Medical College the previous year. Not only were her professional qualities excellent, but her appearance and demeanor were also among the best in the Third Hospital’s medical staff.

Originally, when Du Chunxiao learned that the hospital’s Dean wanted her to serve as a one-on-one health physician for an important individual, she felt extremely unhappy. Young and impetuous, she disliked privileged individuals and her ideal and ambition as a doctor was to treat illnesses and save lives. Thus, she was highly resistant to such an assignment.

Having no other choice, the hospital’s Dean had to inform her of the truth in advance. When she discovered she was being assigned as Li Mu’s health physician, she agreed almost without hesitation.

Twenty-five-year-old Du Chunxiao’s most admired person in this era was Li Mu.

Being Li Mu’s health physician, Du Chunxiao was so excited that she barely slept for days. It was well-known that Du Chunxiao had watched Li Mu’s Harvard speech dozens of times on her computer. She admired Li Mu so much, yet she never imagined she would have the opportunity to interact with him in real life. But now, she was about to become his private health physician…

To prevent her from carrying the SARS virus and infecting Li Mu, Du Chunxiao had been in isolated observation at home for the past few days. Apart from sleeping, she had to report her temperature and blood pressure to Director Zou every half an hour. She also thoroughly disinfected her rented apartment and all her clothes. Only after confirming there was no danger did she contact Li Mu to arrange her visit.

It so happened that Li Mu was returning to Shenzhen City from Hangzhou, so he arranged with her for Wang Yuanlang to pick her up the next morning.

When Li Mu first met Du Chunxiao, he had a very good impression of her. She seemed very quiet, and her ear-length short hair looked particularly fresh and capable, giving off a very comfortable feeling.

When Du Chunxiao first met Li Mu, her heart was so nervous it felt like it was about to jump out of her throat.

Although she was several years older than Li Mu, it didn’t stop her from being his “fangirl” deep down. Moreover, for women like Du Chunxiao, from her school days to starting work, the most important criterion for recognizing a man was his ability. And Li Mu’s ability, among young people under thirty, was almost sky-breaking.

Therefore, at their first meeting, she was even more excited than an average fan meeting their idol.

Perhaps it was from watching too many of Li Mu’s speeches and hearing too many of his deeds, but in Du Chunxiao’s eyes, Li Mu truly was as she saw him on television: young, handsome, and sunny, exuding a unique personal charisma while also being highly approachable.

In Li Mu’s living room, Du Chunxiao nervously introduced herself to Li Mu. Only then did Li Mu realize that this young woman was not an ordinary nurse, but a postgraduate student from Peking Union Medical College, specializing in epidemiology and health statistics. She had just signed with Shenzhen City Third Hospital in July 2002.

Li Mu was curious why Du Chunxiao hadn’t stayed in Yanjing, where she was more familiar, for work. Du Chunxiao replied that she was from Xiangnan Province, adjacent to Guangdong Province. The reasons she came to Shenzhen City for work were, on one hand, that Shenzhen City was closer to home, and on the other hand, Shenzhen City’s current talent introduction policy suited her needs well. It could solve her household registration issues and also offered preferential policies regarding housing and other aspects, which was why she decided to sign directly with Shenzhen City after graduation.

After Du Chunxiao finished introducing her general situation to Li Mu, she immediately began her main task for the visit. She first measured Li Mu’s temperature and blood pressure, then asked Li Mu many detailed questions about his health. After confirming that he was currently healthy, Du Chunxiao took out a large pile of bottles and jars from her backpack, placing them one by one on the coffee table. She said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, these are rinse-free alcohol hand sanitizers, alcohol wipes, and 3M N95 protective masks. If you go out, be sure to wear a mask in public places. It’s best to wash your hands with hand sanitizer periodically, and frequently disinfect items like your phone with alcohol wipes. Doing these things will significantly reduce the chances of contracting any infectious disease.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Thank you for the reminder. I will pay more attention in the future.”

Du Chunxiao smiled slightly and said, “Starting today, I will come to your home daily to conduct a physical examination. I will communicate the specific time with you in advance. If you experience any discomfort, you can call me 24 hours a day.”

“Alright,” Li Mu thanked her, then couldn’t help but ask, “By the way, Chunxiao, how is my friend Anne doing now?”

Du Chunxiao said, “Miss Anne’s condition has basically stabilized, but the blood culture results haven’t come out yet. I estimate it will be within the next two days.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “Has the possibility of that infectious disease been ruled out for her?”

Du Chunxiao said, “It cannot be ruled out temporarily. Blood infection can cause fever, and that new infectious disease can also cause fever. We must rule out both to confirm.”

Li Mu pressed for an answer, “Then she shouldn’t be in any life-threatening danger, right?”

Du Chunxiao nodded and said earnestly, “Mr. Li, you don’t need to worry too much. Miss Anne’s condition is currently within a controllable range. If the blood culture results come out, and we prescribe medication precisely based on the results, it will surely be effective quickly.”

Hearing that Anne Hathaway’s situation was still within a controllable range, Li Mu sighed in relief. He then asked, “Has your hospital made any new progress recently regarding this new infectious disease?”

Du Chunxiao hesitated slightly and said, “The situation is not too optimistic. The hospital has admitted three more suspected cases in the past two days, and there have also been new suspected cases in other surrounding areas. However, there is currently no very effective treatment method.”

As she spoke, Du Chunxiao took a bottle of disinfectant and several new rags from her backpack and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, do you have a mop here? I’ll help you disinfect the room.”

Li Mu quickly said, “No need to trouble yourself, I can do it myself.”

Du Chunxiao said, “This was instructed by our Dean. He told me to help you disinfect your home every day to ensure your safety at home.”

Li Mu smiled, “I can do these things myself, no need to trouble you.”

Du Chunxiao pursed her lips and said earnestly, “Mr. Li, this is also part of my work. All my current work is to ensure your health, so disinfecting the room is naturally part of my duty. My workload is already very small; if you don’t let me do it, I’ll feel bad myself…”

For Du Chunxiao, since she was working full-time as Li Mu’s private doctor, her hospital work had been completely separated. Coming to check Li Mu’s body every day took less than an hour, while other colleagues were striving with all their might, working overtime at the hospital. Her own leisure made Du Chunxiao feel a great sense of guilt.

…

It wasn’t just Li Mu who was concerned about Anne Hathaway in the hospital; Spielberg was too.

However, Spielberg’s mood these two days was somewhat complex. On one hand, he was anxious about Anne Hathaway’s condition, but on the other hand, he was instinctively excited by the good news from North America.

The North American box office for Catch Me If You Can had already reached eighty million dollars in just a few days. Ever since Li Mu used YY to promote Catch Me If You Can in North America, its single-day box office had surpassed the currently popular blockbuster The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers. From that day until now, The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers had always been overshadowed by Catch Me If You Can, only able to rank second in the North American single-day box office.

That Catch Me If You Can could stage such a classic comeback and achieve such results was clear not just to Spielberg and DreamWorks’ executives, but to the entire Hollywood as well. They knew it was all thanks to Li Mu.

Now, although Li Mu was not in America, the discussion and adoration for him in Hollywood had reached an unprecedented new height.

Before this, no one dared to believe that a software could have such a powerful driving effect on movie box office. Now, the example of Catch Me If You Can was right before their eyes, and Li Mu’s YY instantly became the resource every one in Hollywood dreamed of getting their hands on.

This also made Spielberg immensely grateful deep down. Among all of Hollywood, he was the first to get connect with Li Mu’s resource line, and also the only one who truly got connected. Other actors, such as Anne Hathaway and Leonardo, while they knew Li Mu, were limited by their identities, making it impossible for them to obtain such rich resources from Li Mu.

Now, just as the entire Hollywood wanted a share of Li Mu’s influence, he had already reached multiple collaborations with Li Mu, not only promoting the Muye Ticketing System in North America, but also collaborating on film and television works. This mutual binding had already formed, greatly reducing the possibility of others wanting to deeply collaborate with Li Mu.

Because of this, Spielberg placed even greater value/emphasis on his collaboration with Li Mu concerning film and television works, especially the film Flying Tigers that Li Mu decided to invest in.

To improve the implementation efficiency of Flying Tigers, Spielberg had been cooped up in his hotel for the past few days, thoroughly organizing the screenplay for Flying Tigers. He then emailed the screenplay to Tom Hanks and Leonardo, the two male leads personally chosen by Li Mu.

In the email, Spielberg provided a very detailed and truthful description of Li Mu’s investment plan for the film and his emphasis on it. At the same time, as a good friend, he persuaded the two to join the film. Spielberg even wrote in the email that if they were interested in the film, they should communicate with their agents as soon as possible, give him a clear reply, and also provide him with a film fee quote.

After finishing and sending the email, Spielberg sighed in relief. He was confident that with this screenplay, his influence, Li Mu’s influence, and a budget of one hundred million dollars, Leonardo and Tom Hanks would definitely not refuse to appear in this film. Now, the key question was, what kind of offer would they give him?





Chapter 1160: Taking a Pay Cut

Leonardo, born in 1974, had just turned twenty-seven at the end of last year. Most actors his age were still dreaming of an instant hit, but for him, having starred in Titanic (film) at twenty-one and becoming the globe’s hottest young idol at twenty-three, his mind had long shifted from when he could achieve an instant hit to when he could reclaim his former glory.

The influence of Titanic (film) on film history goes without saying. Since its release, it has consistently held the record for the highest movie box office worldwide, and this romantic disaster film is also the most well-known Hollywood production among global audiences. As the male lead of this movie, Leonardo once enjoyed immense popularity, but regrettably, after Titanic (film), Leonardo himself had been in decline.

In recent years, he maintained a production efficiency of roughly one film per year, but these works were quite ordinary in terms of word-of-mouth and influence. Let alone matching Titanic (film), not a single one could stand out even among films released concurrently.

Originally, Hollywood had lost interest in Leonardo, but fortunately, at this crucial moment, super first-tier director Spielberg invited him to join Catch Me If You Can (film) as the male lead, even bringing in super first-tier actor Tom Hanks to co-star with him.

Leonardo regarded this film as his comeback project and placed high hopes on it, but before the film was released, he also worried that its spotlight would be overshadowed by The Lord of the Rings 2 (film). Unexpectedly, the moment the film was released, his worries became reality.

The Lord of the Rings 2 (film), relying on the influence of its original novel, its first installment, and its superb production quality, was definitely destined to be the movie box office champion of the year-end slot. However, unexpectedly, a single push notification from YY completely reversed the situation, making Catch Me If You Can (film), starring him, the current movie box office leader.

Leonardo was completely captivated by Li Mu’s immense influence. With a powerful promotion channel like YY, Li Mu had already gained favor from all of Hollywood. If Li Mu’s Muye Ticketing System were to become widespread across North America in the next step, Li Mu’s influence on movie box office would further increase. By then, if Li Mu truly ventured into Hollywood, his films would surely have a powerful guarantee for their box office performance.

In the film industry, isn’t the true core the box office? Once there’s a box office guarantee, famous directors, famous actors, influence, and even the Oscar are no problem at all.

From Li Mu, Leonardo seemed to see the shadow of a new Hollywood titan.

After Catch Me If You Can (film) surpassed The Lord of the Rings 2 (film), Leonardo, who had fallen out of Hollywood’s favor, suddenly became a red-hot commodity again. Various famous directors and film and television companies were paying close attention to him.

Not only industry insiders were watching, but after Catch Me If You Can (film) became a hit, Leonardo quickly gained a large number of fans in North America.

North American netizens discussed Leonardo and his starring film Catch Me If You Can (film) extensively online. Male viewers were highly praised by his acting and the intelligence of his character in the film, while female viewers were indescribably stunned by his visual appeal. Countless female netizens would attach posters of Leonardo in a pilot uniform when posting online, as that perfect image had captured the hearts of numerous female viewers.

Leonardo’s sudden popularity among so many netizens also drew particular attention from the media. To capture the news hotspot, recent entertainment news almost all put Leonardo in the headlines, which further boosted Leonardo’s influence.

Once a person gets lucky, good things not only come one after another but also form a mutually reinforcing cycle. Leonardo was just like that.

Now, because he was highly favored by netizens, he gained media attention, and media attention, in turn, brought him more fans. At the same time, it also caused his public attention in Hollywood to continuously climb, quickly making him a red-hot popular film star. Now, scripts were delivered to him almost every day, hoping to invite him to participate in filming.

This butterfly effect of change made Leonardo especially grateful to Li Mu in his heart. Even though he knew Li Mu’s perspective might not have been to help him, he still felt that he owed Li Mu a huge favor because of this incident.

At the same time, Leonardo also became more cautious. He knew that every success was hard-won, so he constantly reminded himself to be extremely careful when taking on new films, and absolutely not to accept any more bad films that were unlikely to be hits.

And it was at this moment that he suddenly received a call from Spielberg. On the phone, Spielberg said, “Leo, I recently had an idea for a new film. The script is basically complete, and I just sent it to your email. See if you’re interested.”

Catch Me If You Can (film) gave Leonardo another chance to work with a super first-tier director after many years. Moreover, this time there was also the god-tier Best Actor Tom Hanks. Leonardo benefited greatly from working with them. What he most longed for was to take on another new film by Spielberg or James Cameron. He never expected this wish was about to come true so quickly!

Hearing that Spielberg had an idea for a new film and was asking if he was interested, Leonardo immediately grew excited and impatiently said, “Steven, I can decide on your film without even looking at the script. Just tell me when and where to film, and I’ll be there on time!”

Spielberg laughed, “Don’t you want to know a general idea of the film first?”

Leonardo said without hesitation, “No need, my answer is YES!”

Spielberg said, “Most of this film’s shots will be taken in China. And there are many film scenes, so it’s estimated that after filming begins, you’ll need to shoot in China for a long time.”

“No problem!” Leonardo said, “If you need to shoot on Mars, as long as you can send me there, my answer would still be no problem!”

Spielberg laughed, “OK, you read the script first, and then we’ll discuss the more detailed cooperation plan.”

“OK!”

After hanging up the phone, Leonardo excitedly opened his computer and logged into his email, feeling particularly thrilled. If he could cooperate with Spielberg again, it would truly be a huge stroke of luck for him. Spielberg’s strength was undeniable; even without reading the script, he could be sure it wouldn’t be a bad film.

However, Leonardo was still full of curiosity about the script. He really wanted to know what kind of story Spielberg had prepared for Hollywood and even the whole world this time.

Like most Americans, Leonardo’s understanding of World War II primarily focused on the European front and the Pacific War between America and Japan. So, when he saw the script synopsis, he was even surprised in his heart: “Who exactly is this Chennault, who went to China to help China resist the Japanese invasion? Why have I never heard of him? Is Spielberg going to make a movie about such a person?”

Leonardo felt somewhat lack confidence. Hollywood war films basically take famous historical figures or famous campaigns as their main subject. Could a film featuring an unknown figure or a campaign Americans don’t understand find a market in America?

With a skeptical mindset, Leonardo began to read the script’s main text. To his surprise, he was completely engrossed by the script’s content. A script that he could have finished in half an hour, he ended up reading for over an hour.

When he finished reading the script, Leonardo was indescribably moved. He hadn’t known before that such people and such events had emerged from America during World War II.

For World War II, Americans held two greatest sources of pride in their hearts.

First, they helped the Allied forces achieve the Normandy landings and ultimately defeated Germany.

Second, they annihilated the Japanese navy, bombed mainland Japan, and dropped two atomic bombs, accelerating Japan’s surrender.

The nature of these two events, which Americans were most proud of, was America’s sacrifice, effort, and contribution to world peace. It was precisely such deeds that could most ignite Americans’ pride and their ‘world police’ mentality to maintain world peace.

So, when Leonardo saw the deeds of Chennault and his Flying Tigers, he was once again touched by the sacrifices Americans made for world peace. At the same time, he immediately realized that even though many Americans didn’t know who Chennault was or the history of the Flying Tigers, once such a film was made, Americans would definitely love to watch it!

Moreover, the story itself deeply moved Leonardo. In his opinion, that unruly male supporting character was directly tailor-made for him. With such a good story, a good script, and a great director like Spielberg, he wouldn’t hesitate even if the film fee was fifty percent off.

After finishing the script, Leonardo finally saw Spielberg’s note. When he saw that Li Mu was investing in this film, and investing one hundred million US dollars, he was so excited he almost jumped up!

Li Mu’s resources were so powerful! If it was a film he invested in, exposure would definitely be the least of his worries! And Li Mu had YY, as well as the Muye Ticketing System. In this situation, the movie box office was completely nothing to worry about!

What’s more, Li Mu was actually putting in a budget of one hundred million US dollars this time. Such a large budget, coupled with Spielberg to oversee, guaranteed excellent quality for this film.

Combining all this information, Leonardo concluded that this film, Flying Tigers, would undoubtedly be a high-quality excellent film, and a box office hit!

For an actor, isn’t the greatest desire to star in a high-grossing excellent film?

An overjoyed Leonardo immediately called his agent and said, “I received a script for a new film. I love this story very much, and I’m ready to take it on.”

His agent eagerly asked, “Whose film is it?”

“A film directed by Spielberg.”

The other party excitedly said, “That’s wonderful! Working with Spielberg again is definitely a huge stroke of luck for you!”

Then, the agent inquired about, “How much film fee can we expect this time?”

Leonardo said, “They didn’t say. It’s still in the prepare stage, but Spielberg’s intention is for me to name my own film fee.”

The agent said, “Now that Catch Me If You Can (film) is a big hit, your net worth has significantly increased. In my opinion, your film fee market price should be over twenty million US dollars. However, since it’s a collaboration with Director Spielberg, we can lower the film fee a bit. How about fifteen million?”

Leonardo said without hesitation, “I plan to lower the film fee to five million US dollars!”

Just as the other party was too shocked to speak, Leonardo added, “Or even lower…”





Chapter 1161: Li Mu’s Reputation Is Too Valuable

“Five million film fee? Are you crazy? Or were you too high last night?”

The agent thought Leonardo must have lost his mind.

As early as 2000, his net worth had already neared the threshold of the twenty million US dollars club. With the recent rise of Catch Me If You Can’s box office, its single-day box office surpassing The Lord of the Rings 2, and even a surge of fanatical adoration from female fans towards Leonardo—all these phenomena continued to boost Leonardo’s net worth.

If Catch Me If You Can were given another month to ferment, and if its global box office could reach five or six hundred million US dollars, then Leonardo’s net worth would surely see an even greater breakthrough.

A film fee of over twenty million US dollars sounds frightening, enough for several so-called “major productions” in China at the time. However, for Hollywood, it was entirely within the acceptable range. As long as an actor’s overall capabilities were worth that price, they would certainly receive such a high film fee.

Hollywood films have always been known for their big spending, with high film budgets, high actor fees, and high production costs. But behind this grand move, there are also huge returns, such as high movie box office and high copyright revenues.

Some films cost one hundred million US dollars, earn three to five hundred million US dollars globally at the box office, then make tens of millions more from DVD distribution. Copyright derivatives like novels, anime, and merchandise can sell for tens of millions of US dollars or even more. So, within such a mature commercial system, Leonardo’s twenty million US dollar film fee could almost be said to be without exaggeration.

For a twenty million US dollar film fee, it’s normal for actors to lower their fee if they encounter a renowned director or a script they like. However, there’s a limit to how much it can be lowered. For example, under normal circumstances, if Leonardo were to continue starring in Spielberg’s films, reducing his fee to fifteen million US dollars would be considered normal. A five million US dollar “favor” would already be showing a great deal of respect.

But, to his surprise, Leonardo seemed to have his brains kicked by a donkey, as he immediately suggested lowering his film fee to five million US dollars. Leonardo, you’ve never had this net worth in your entire history, understand? You took Titanic (film) for two and a half million US dollars, and then Titanic (film) exploded in popularity globally, and your net worth immediately shot up to over ten million US dollars. Now you’re telling me you want to lower your own film fee to five million? Are you kidding me?

Leonardo explained, “Jason, you need to know this film is more than just Spielberg directing. This time, Li Mu is investing in the film, with an investment of one hundred million US dollars. Plus, the script is about World War II, a story of an American older brother named Chennault leading a group of American civilian pilots voluntarily going to China to fight bravely alongside the Chinese Air Force against the Japanese invasion.”

“Li Mu?!” The agent’s voice instantly rose by an octave when he heard the name.

“You mean that internet Bigwig from China, Li Mu? The one whose single push notifications made Catch Me If You Can climb to number one at the box office?”

“Of course, who else could it be?” Leonardo said earnestly. “Li Mu is willing to invest so much money into making this film, which shows how much value he places on it. Anyone who knows Li Mu understands that he has very strong nationalistic tendencies, so for this film depicting China and America fighting side-by-side against Japan, he will definitely do everything he can to maximize its influence.”

At this point, Leonardo added, “You know, his resources are simply too powerful. Hollywood has so many media tycoons, but their information distribution capability across the world is far inferior to Li Mu’s. Li Mu’s YY might not be as authoritative as Times Magazine or the Los Angeles Times, but it’s precisely the most influential for ordinary people.”

“Oh my God…” The agent sighed from the other end of the phone, saying, “Forgive me, Leo, if I had known it was a film invested by Li Mu, I would never have said such rude things to you!”

After speaking, the agent exclaimed again, “My goodness! This opportunity is truly rare! If you can establish a good cooperative relationship with Li Mu, it will have a huge propelling effect on your future development. At this time, we really need to show sufficient sincerity. A five million US dollar film fee should be very sincere. Although the loss is a bit big, I believe the future returns will definitely be higher!”

Seeing that the agent had completely accepted his decision, Leonardo immediately said swiftly and decisively, “OK, then quickly help me communicate with Spielberg, give him a formal offer, and then prepare to go through the official contract process. Also, find out the approximate filming schedule for this movie. From now on, I won’t accept any films whose filming schedule conflicts!”

“OK! I’ll do it right now!”

Leonardo said, “Go ahead, just inform me of the result when you have it. I need to quickly Google who Chennault is…”

“You didn’t even say it, but I forgot! When I just heard you mention that name, I was already thinking of quickly Googling it…”

…

Also in Los Angeles, Tom Hanks received a call from Spielberg. At this moment, he was sitting in front of his computer, diligently using Google to search for information related to Chennault, reading line by line, sentence by sentence.

He had already finished reading the script sent by Spielberg and was immediately deeply captivated by the story and characters within it. After finishing the script, he had already decided to accept Spielberg’s invitation, to star in Flying Tigers, and to play the primary male protagonist, Chennault. He then immediately began to Google related information to gain a deeper understanding of Chennault’s deeds.

Tom Hanks is very different from the young Leonardo. Although Leonardo is also a first-tier actor with extraordinary acting skills, he is still young with limited experience, and his idol factor is more prominent. Tom Hanks, on the other hand, is one of the best actors in the entire American film industry, most adept at character portrayal. Therefore, he is extremely responsible for every film he undertakes.

Chennault is indeed not well-known in America, but if you dig deeper into his story, his deeds are truly great. And this kind of act, voluntarily helping another nation resist invaders, is excellent in terms of level, realm, and depth.

In Tom Hanks’ view, the reason Saving Private Ryan became a classic was partly because the script had enough depth, partly because the actors’ performances were spot-on, and most importantly, the film’s visual presentation techniques were highly sophisticated. At least half of the entire film’s success was Spielberg’s credit.

And Flying Tigers is also directed by Spielberg himself, and even personally written by Spielberg, so Tom Hanks believes that even if this film is still only in the prepare stage, it already has a fifty percent chance of success. As for himself playing the male lead, without boasting, he can definitely successfully portray the character. As for Leonardo, although he is young, Tom Hanks had just collaborated with him once and could see his considerable strength and rapid progress. If the two were to continue partnering, it could bring at least another twenty percent chance of success to the film.

And purely based on the story itself, Tom Hanks believes that Flying Tigers and Saving Private Ryan are equally matched. Both are based on real historical events, both can effectively showcase the cruelty of war, the brilliance of human nature, and reflections on war. Looking at it this way, it can add at least another twenty percent chance of success to the film.

Counting it all up, this film basically has a ninety percent chance of success.

In addition, Tom Hanks was also carefully evaluating Li Mu’s resources and influence.

Catch Me If You Can’s box office comeback made all of Hollywood see the extraordinary potential of YY, this world-class internet product, in terms of promotion. Catch Me If You Can achieved such a breakthrough just by getting a single push notifications from YY. If Flying Tigers is released, how many push notifications opportunities will Li Mu give it?

Combined with a one hundred million US dollar investment, such a massive funding scale is another strong guarantee for this film. Calculating it this way, it’s almost impossible for this film to fail.

Moreover, Tom Hanks also highly valued his first cooperative relationship with Li Mu.

In his opinion, Li Mu, this young man, is not just a powerful sugar daddy, but also potentially that invisible “God” for hundreds of millions of internet users in the online world.

He has the absolute capability to subtly influence these hundreds of millions of internet users over the next few years,不仅引导他们在互联网上做什么,还将引导他们离开互联网之后吃什么、做什么、玩什么、学什么、买什么、看什么!

not only guiding what they do online, but also what they eat, what they do, what they play, what they learn, what they buy, and what they watch after they leave the internet!

The potential of this commercial power is simply too immense. Tom Hanks believes that it won’t be long before Li Mu becomes one of the people with the strongest commercial power in the world. Therefore, being able to establish a good relationship with him in advance will definitely be of great help to his future.

Spielberg quickly received definite answers from Leonardo and Tom Hanks, and received formal offers from their agents. What he couldn’t believe was that Leonardo’s agent’s formal offer was only a mere five million US dollars for the film fee, with no additional requests, no profit sharing, and no guarantee—just a five million US dollar one-time deal.

Tom Hanks’ offer also left him dumbfounded, because Tom Hanks had already reached the twenty million US dollar film fee level in the last century. He even used to demand a certain percentage of box office revenue sharing for films he participated in. However, the price he quoted this time was a mere three million US dollars! Two million less than Leonardo’s film fee, and most importantly, he didn’t want any box office revenue sharing!

Having been active in Hollywood for so many years, Spielberg is both a super first-tier director and a first-class film businessman. He knew that the offers given by these two were absolutely an impossible fantasy in Hollywood. In Hollywood, no one had such a great reputation to make these two willingly lower their film fees to such an exaggerated extent. Not even he had that capability.

However, the offers from the two were undeniably right there.

This made Spielberg sigh with emotion: Li Mu’s reputation is truly extraordinarily valuable…





Chapter 1162: It’s Time to Officially Launch

Leonardo and Tom Hanks’ simultaneous decision to cut a large portion of their film fees suddenly made Spielberg think of a Chinese movie star—Li Lianjie.

Li Lianjie was originally one of the stars with the highest net worth in Hong Kong cinema, a definite box office guarantee. However, when he came to Hollywood to develop his career, he failed several auditions. Eventually, Richard Donner, the director of Lethal Weapon 4, found him and invited him to play a villain.

Initially, Richard Donner offered a film fee of one million US dollars. This price was far below Li Lianjie’s net worth in Asia, but Li Lianjie readily agreed, in order to break through the barrier between Hong Kong cinema and Hollywood.

However, Richard Donner later reneged, changing the offer to seven hundred thousand US dollars. Li Lianjie still agreed. But Richard Donner didn’t quit while he was ahead; instead, he pushed his luck, setting a final offer of five hundred thousand US dollars. Everyone thought Richard Donner was being extremely excessive, and that Li Lianjie would surely refuse, but Li Lianjie still agreed.

In the end, Li Lianjie starred in the film for a net worth of five hundred thousand US dollars. This five hundred thousand US dollars even included a significant portion of his lawyer fees in America. This was a world of difference from his film fee in Hong Kong, but what Li Lianjie sought was not how much money he made from one film, but to truly break down the barriers of Hollywood. He sacrificed a considerable portion of his film fee, but his goal was achieved through this sacrifice.

Richard Donner’s shameless act, comparable to Harvey Weinstein’s, was once widely condemned throughout Hollywood. However, it also reflected the immense difficulties and obstacles for non-Hollywood actors wanting to enter the Hollywood circles.

Spielberg, however, never expected this situation to change so quickly.

Even though Hollywood hasn’t yet seen a large influx of capital from China, it must be said that Hollywood’s super first-tier actors are now willing to lower their net worth and film fees, just like Li Lianjie, for the sake of career development and breaking through higher-level barriers.

It seems Li Mu has truly become the top Bigwig that all of Hollywood is vying for. In front of Li Mu, the entire Hollywood industry has become the bottom tier.

The gap between these two tiers is so vast that these two Hollywood super first-tier actors are willing to go to such lengths to open up this connection. If Li Mu were given a little more time, he would probably turn all of Hollywood into his own private garden…

Since Hollywood itself is a playground for global capital, Spielberg didn’t view Li Mu as an invader of Hollywood. Instead, in his heart, Li Mu became his greatest opportunity.

Before Li Mu’s emergence, the major Hollywood companies and the capital behind them had already escalated competition to a white-hot intensity. At such a time, anyone trying to seize a piece of the pie from a competitor would incur attacks from countless others, and it would be even harder to reshuffle the cards.

Under such circumstances, there was only one possibility for a reshuffle: powerful external intervention!

Li Mu was currently Hollywood’s most powerful external force!

Spielberg was well aware of Li Mu’s influence. For one, if he returned and partnered with Muye Media to launch the Muye Ticketing System across North America, Hollywood’s cinema chain channels would be firmly grasped by the Muye Ticketing System. If Li Mu further combined the influence of YY, it would be an ultimate weapon for the film market. What’s more, Li Mu not only had resources, but also money!

What did Hollywood play with? Wasn’t it just money and resources? Li Mu currently displayed a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, and that didn’t even account for the Market Value of Taobao, Alipay, and Taobao Logistics. Spielberg firmly believed that Li Mu would become the world’s wealthiest person within a few years. In front of the world’s wealthiest person, Hollywood wouldn’t resist; instead, it would willingly strip off its clothes and climb into their bed!

…

Li Mu only learned this exciting news from Spielberg the next day.

What excited him most wasn’t that these two had lowered their film fees, saving him at least thirty million US dollars in budget, but that these two actors, whom he greatly admired, had decided to star in Flying Tigers!

At Li Mu’s stage, tens of millions of US dollars truly meant nothing. Even if these two had quoted him their market price directly, as long as they were willing to act, he certainly wouldn’t be stingy with funds. His biggest concern was if either of them were unwilling to perform or had scheduling conflicts.

Because in Li Mu’s mind, he couldn’t find any actors more suitable for those two roles in Flying Tigers.

Li Mu had seen all of Tom Hanks’s movies. What he admired most about the veteran actor was his ability to truly embody any role. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call him the best actor in America. For instance, the real-life Captain Sullenberger, who was the prototype for the movie Sully and created the Miracle on the Hudson, specifically asked for Tom Hanks to portray him. Li Mu had also seen that movie and felt as if he were watching a documentary.

Other than him, Li Mu really couldn’t find a second suitable candidate. At first glance, the image and temperament of bald Bruce Willis seemed quite fitting for Chennault. However, deep down, Li Mu always felt that Bruce Willis, that fellow, wasn’t suited for roles with too much depth. He was more suited for action films and purely commercial films, and his acting was simply not on the same level as Tom Hanks, the two-time Oscar Best Actor.

Furthermore, for the male third lead, the role of the young American pilot, no one was truly more suitable than Leonardo. At present, Leonardo’s visual appeal was still high, and he naturally exuded a rebellious youthfulness, which was perfectly demonstrated in Catch Me If You Can. For this role, his temperament was an absolute match, his acting skills were up to par, and his visual appeal was on point. He was definitively the best candidate, bar none.

Now, it was settled. These two best actors in Li Mu’s mind were already on board.

Not only them, but Anne Hathaway was also already in place. Three out of the five key lead actors were now confirmed.

In the script for Flying Tigers, there were two more main roles with significant parts: one, a Chinese ace pilot, and the other, a local rural girl from the southwest. As for the latter, Li Mu was very inclined to have Du Wei continue playing the part. This wasn’t because he intentionally favored Du Wei, but rather because Du Wei’s acting skills were truly excellent, far superior to those from conservatory-trained backgrounds.

Many conservatory-trained actors had acting skills so poor they were difficult to watch, but many non-conservatory-trained actors could achieve seamless performances. Moreover, she not only had high visual appeal but also possessed a gentle, graceful demeanor, making her perfectly suited to play a beautiful village girl or similar role.

Furthermore, Li Mu was certain of one thing: Du Wei would absolutely not refuse his invitation. With that, four of the five key leads were now confirmed.

As for the role of the Chinese ace pilot, Li Mu found himself in a predicament.

Although Zhang Kexuan’s acting was passable, it was just passable. He was fine for idol dramas, but he couldn’t handle a big production like this at all.

In fact, there were quite a few good male actors in China, but all the ones Li Mu could think of were older, such as Li Xuejian, Bao Guo’an, Tang Guoqiang, Chen Daoming, Ge You, and Fan Wei. However, they were all too old. If there were other elderly character roles needed in the script, these seasoned veteran actors could certainly be invited, but the male second lead was such an important role that it wouldn’t work.

Li Mu racked his brains, looking for suitable Chinese male actors under the age of thirty with decent acting skills. After a long time, he couldn’t think of a single one.

This wasn’t Li Mu’s fault. In this era, domestic films were already languishing. The few films that performed well were almost entirely propped up by those seasoned veteran actors, and very few young actors had truly made a name for themselves, even fewer with good acting skills.

Li Mu also knew very well that if he wanted to find the most suitable actor for this role, he should look in the Hong Kong film circles. Among the younger generation of actors, the acting skills and professional qualities of young Hong Kong actors were indeed much higher than those in mainland China. Even someone like Teacher Guanxi could hold his own, both in terms of acting and visual appeal.

However, Li Mu genuinely didn’t want to use Hong Kong actors in such a film. It wasn’t that he had any discrimination or differential treatment towards Hong Kong actors; he simply felt that an internationally positioned film like this needed to minimize the number of languages. Since it was a story of Chinese people and Americans fighting side by side, the core languages could only be Mandarin Chinese and English, with the Japanese aggressors using a small and appropriate amount of Japanese. That would be the optimal outcome.

Therefore, all Chinese actors had to be mainland actors who spoke standard Mandarin, because truly good films couldn’t rely on post-production dubbing; they required strict simultaneous sound recording.

Moreover, Li Mu had an inexplicable obsession. For a film depicting the arduous resistance of the Chinese people, he subconsciously hoped that all Chinese actors would be mainland actors. Only in this way would it feel more authentic.

Yet, this generation of young Chinese actors was truly disappointing. Li Mu racked his brains but couldn’t think of more than a handful with genuine acting skills.

Huang Bo’s acting was good, but his appearance was admittedly a bit lacking. If he were to play this role, the audience would surely think that the beautiful American nurse played by Anne Hathaway must be blind.

Deng Chao’s acting was also acceptable, but in his previous life, Li Mu had seen him in too many bad films, and he had become overly commercialized. Li Mu truly didn’t want to give him such an important role.

Who should it be?

Li Mu racked his brains but came up with no solution. However, he soon decided to put the problem aside for now and asked Wang Yuanlang to pick up Spielberg from the hotel and bring him to his home. He planned to discuss the team formation and start filming. Since four of the five core actors were already in place, it was time to officially launch!

As for who would play the male second lead, Li Mu suddenly thought of a solution: once the production team, main cast, investment scale, and story outline of Flying Tigers were announced, it would surely cause a huge stir worldwide, especially within China and America. The biggest reaction would undoubtedly come from the Chinese people. At that time, leveraging the major news of Flying Tigers, they could directly conduct a nationwide casting call!





Chapter 1163: Situation Not Looking Good

When Spielberg personally heard Li Mu express his hope to launch the Flying Tigers project as soon as possible, he wasn’t surprised in the least.

Although his interactions with Li Mu hadn’t been extensive, he had largely figured out Li Mu’s strategy/routine for doing things.

Swift and decisive, once he’s made up his mind, he acts without delay, showing remarkable courage and boldness for his age.

Li Mu’s idea was simple, and he stated it directly to Spielberg: “We have the script, the director, and basically the main actors. As for funding, there’s no need to mention it; it’s available whenever needed. The basic framework is nearly complete; it’s time to get things moving.”

Spielberg said earnestly, “As soon as Anne is discharged from the Hospital, we’ll immediately return to Los Angeles. I’ll talk to them in person again, sign the contracts, and then finalize the other members of the production team. Didn’t you want an all-Hollywood production team? Then I’ll bring out all my regular crew!”

“Excellent!” Li Mu exclaimed, adding, “In that case, I will immediately prepare thirty million dollars in startup funds and deposit it into Muye Media’s account. You’ll have full authority over it then.”

Saying this, Li Mu continued, “Steven, I previously promised that regardless of whether DreamWorks wants to invest, I will give you a ten percent share of the net profits. As for the remaining twenty percent investment share, you can discuss it thoroughly with others once you’re back. If you decide to invest, you’re always welcome; if not, that’s fine too, but this twenty percent investment share is exclusively for your team, and you don’t have the right to resell it.”

Spielberg nodded quickly and said, “Mr. Li, don’t worry, I fully agree with that. As for the investment, I’ll discuss it with them as soon as I return to America and get a result. Personally, though, I feel there’s a very high probability of investment. You can wait for my good news in China.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “I’ll also be making a trip to America soon. If the timing works out, after Anne is discharged, we can travel together. I’ll arrange the Business jet / Private jet then.”

Spielberg asked in surprise, “Mr. Li, you’re going to America soon?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s right. Actually, I’ve wanted to go these past two days, but Anne is still in the Hospital, so I need to wait until she’s safely discharged before making plans.”

Spielberg immediately said, “Then after Anne is discharged, we can discuss it again. If it works out, it would be great to go together.”

Li Mu’s trip to America this time wasn’t for Flying Tigers, but to finalize the supplies sources from 3M and Honeywell. The reason he hadn’t left yet was because Anne Hathaway was still in the Hospital. After her discharge, Li Mu would be ready to depart, and Spielberg and Anne Hathaway would also need to return to America immediately around that time. So, the timing was just right for both parties.

After discussing the intention of traveling to America together, Li Mu asked Spielberg about the estimated preparation time needed before filming the movie. Spielberg said, “Mr. Li, I can’t give you an exact time node now because we’re shooting a war film. So, I need to prepare storyboards, prepare props, and then start location scouting and devising the shooting plan. Especially for props, important items including fighter jets, will probably need to be custom-made in America and then transported to China.”

Li Mu nodded and said seriously, “Don’t skimp on props. Put in the same effort you did for the Normandy landing in Saving Private Ryan, or even more.”

Spielberg laughed, “Don’t worry, this time I’ll definitely get several P-40C fighter jets from America that can actually fly, as well as Japanese Zero fighter jets. I will make sure the aerial combat scenes are filmed to perfection!”

Li Mu also warned himself that he must invest more energy into this film. If this film could achieve worldwide success, it would hold immense significance for Chinese cinema, for the Chinese people, for China’s international image, and for its perception in the hearts of people worldwide.

Thinking of this, Li Mu couldn’t help but recall a Japanese-American co-production he had seen in his previous life—The Last Samurai. This film, starring Tom Cruise and Ken Watanabe, depicted the intense cultural and ideological clash between Japan’s native Bushido culture and the Westernization of the Meiji Restoration period. Such a commercial film not only raked in over four hundred million dollars at the global box office but also vigorously promoted Japan’s Bushido culture worldwide.

When Li Mu watched that movie in his previous life, he constantly lamented how much the Japanese valued the hidden export of their culture. By jointly tinkering with such a commercial film with Americans, they both earned money and accomplished their cultural output.

Even though Japan’s cultural output had been ongoing internationally for many years, the Japanese still understood that if they were to solely make a film about Japanese Bushido, let alone gain worldwide recognition, even their own young people might not like it. So, they interwove Western elements and American characters into the story.

As a result, The Last Samurai simultaneously highlighted the advanced technology of America and the savior aura of the American character (played by Tom Cruise), while also skillfully promoting the spirit of Bushido through a character like Ken Watanabe. Such a blended work appealed to Japanese audiences, American audiences, and anyone who enjoys Hollywood blockbusters.

This operational strategy was something Li Mu humbly wished to learn from.

The Last Samurai gained countless fans for Japanese Bushido culture worldwide, yet China had never had a film with such influence. Some people unfamiliar with the facts might reluctantly consider Hero to be one, but they were unaware that Westerners had always believed Hero was Quentin Tarantino’s work, and Hero did not truly promote the essence of Chinese culture to the world, nor did it make the world accept and recognize it.

In Li Mu’s view, The Last Samurai was actually quite simple. Its core location tracking was to promote the spirit and culture of Japanese Bushido, which is why all of its plot settings revolved around this core point. In contrast, many domestic directors are sometimes overly greedy; when their abilities fall short, they insist on both pleasing the audience and being deliberately mysterious with convoluted, incomprehensible plots. Sometimes, they even blindly pursue what they call “swagger,” resulting in films that are messy, fragmented, lack a main storyline, lack a core, and even delude themselves into hoping such films will achieve high box office success, completely failing to grasp the principle that you can’t have your cake and eat it too.

And now, Li Mu’s core positioning for Flying Tigers is also simple: to highlight the heroic fearlessness and immense sacrifices of the Chinese people in resisting the Japanese aggressors. Everything else serves this core purpose!

The thought of The Last Samurai made Li Mu feel a bit annoyed. That film was indeed quite successful in his previous life, helping Japan achieve a significant wave of cultural output. However, Li Mu had only seen a pirated DVD of it after graduating from university in his previous life, so he had no idea when the film was actually released. Still, he was certain it hadn’t been released yet.

So, Li Mu feigned curiosity and asked Spielberg: “Steven, are you familiar with the actor Tom Cruise?”

Spielberg nodded: “Of course, I’m very familiar with him. We just collaborated the year before last on a film I directed called Minority Report, which was released last summer. Why did you suddenly think of him? Do you want to invite him to join?”

Li Mu then remembered Minority Report. So, Spielberg had just collaborated with him.

Immediately, Li Mu said, “I wasn’t thinking of inviting him to join Flying Tigers. I just feel that this actor’s abilities are extraordinary as well, and perhaps there could be an opportunity to collaborate in the future.”

Saying that, Li Mu probed, “By the way, Steven, what film is Tom Cruise currently shooting?”

Spielberg replied, “He’s currently shooting a film about Japanese Bushido. It’s a film he’s been preparing for a long time and values greatly.”

Li Mu instinctively inquired about, “Oh? Is that so? Do you know the specific story?”

Spielberg shook his head and laughed, “I’m not quite clear on the specific plot because every production team keeps the complete script strictly confidential, so I don’t know much. I’ve only heard a rough idea: it’s a film related to Japanese Bushido, called The Last Samurai.”

At this point, Spielberg added, “Tom seems to attach great importance to this film. He not only started preparing a long time ago, but he’s also reportedly undergoing more than half a year of professional training. He’s very dedicated.”

Li Mu’s heart sank. He hadn’t expected The Last Samurai to be in production right now. This made Li Mu feel that the situation was not looking good at all.

The Last Samurai is a film that promotes and celebrates the spirit of Japanese Bushido, while his own Flying Tigers aims to criticize Japanese war crimes and expose the inhumane, extreme spirit of Bushido. If The Last Samurai succeeds in gaining countless fans for the Bushido spirit worldwide first, then his objective of criticizing and exposing it would likely face significant resistance.

If Flying Tigers could be released before The Last Samurai, that would be ideal. Because once audiences worldwide deeply understand the crimes Japan committed during the war, then The Last Samurai would face much greater resistance if it tried to whitewash the Bushido spirit.

However, the most awkward problem right now is that The Last Samurai has already begun filming, while his Flying Tigers hasn’t even started formal preparations. On the timeline, he’s at least three to five months behind them. Furthermore, Flying Tigers is a large-scale production with big scenes, so its production cycle will definitely be long. Catching up with The Last Samurai’s progress and releasing before it is basically wishful thinking…





Chapter 1164: Don’t Care, I’m Shameless Anyway…

To determine the timeline for “The Last Samurai,” Li Mu tentatively asked Spielberg, “Steven, do you know roughly when Tom Cruise’s movie will finish filming and when it’s scheduled for release?”

Spielberg shook his head and said, “I’m not entirely clear on the specifics, but I recall filming started in the second half of last year. It should definitely be completed by the first half of this year. With post-production, if everything goes smoothly, it should be released by the end of the year.”

Li Mu nodded and then asked him, “If we prepare as quickly as possible, when could we start filming? And when could it be released?”

Spielberg pondered for a moment and said, “If we’re fast, we could start filming in early March. However, an early March start would only cover the American scenes. We’d film those while simultaneously preparing for the parts in China. If we work efficiently, we should be able to wrap up filming before the end of this year. In that case, it should be released by next summer.”

Next summer, that’s at least half a year later than “The Last Samurai” no matter what…

Li Mu remained calm on the surface, but inwardly, he mused, he absolutely couldn’t let “The Last Samurai” achieve such excellent results and influence by following its historical trajectory. Yet, how to stop it seemed to be an intractable problem.

Regardless, Li Mu had no power to stop a Hollywood film from being released globally. Hollywood was an open market, and if he directly targeted a specific Hollywood film, effectively ruining someone’s livelihood, he would certainly face a strong backlash. So, Li Mu was basically sure of one thing: trying to sabotage “The Last Samurai” was essentially wishful thinking.

Li Mu then thought, since he couldn’t catch up to it or release his film earlier, and he couldn’t directly sabotage it, how could he minimize its influence?

No matter how much he racked his brains, Li Mu couldn’t think of a good solution.

After discussing various details with Li Mu, Spielberg bid farewell and left. Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang see him off, while he himself opened his computer and searched Google for information about “The Last Samurai.”

After typing the English title of “The Last Samurai” into Google, Li Mu quickly found a large number of entertainment news articles. Fortunately, his English was excellent, so browsing these overseas website pages was no trouble for him.

Li Mu carefully scrolled through every piece of information about “The Last Samurai.” He quickly discovered that almost all of these articles were entertainment reports, and they were all related to Tom Cruise, mostly reporting news such as Tom Cruise signing on for this movie.

These reports contained no real substance. The entertainment articles were evasive regarding the film’s plot, merely stating that Tom Cruise had taken on a Legend story about an American Civil War officer and Japanese samurai, and that Tom Cruise played a retired American Civil War captain.

Additionally, there were interviews with director Edward Zwick, who played coy throughout, only stating his personal obsession with Japanese culture as the reason for making the film. He also revealed that Tom Cruise himself was exceptionally fond of Japanese culture and had meticulously prepared for this film for two years.

Reporters had asked Edward Zwick if he could roughly reveal the plot of the film. Edward Zwick was very cautious about this, and like Tom Cruise, he only shared a very basic story outline: it was a story between an American Civil War soldier and Japanese samurai. But he was unwilling to reveal any specific details. When reporters tried to inquire further, he changed the subject, stating that the film was a clash and fusion of Western and Eastern culture, and would surely leave audiences awestruck upon its release.

Li Mu then found other news articles and gathered some useful information. For example, the movie officially started filming on October 10, 2002, was expected to wrap up by May of this year, and its total investment surprisingly reached a whopping one hundred and forty million US dollars!

Li Mu secretly clicked his tongue in amazement. Good heavens, one hundred and forty million US dollars was forty million dollars higher than his “Flying Tigers” budget. Such a large investment for this movie suggested potential hidden support from a Japanese conglomerate.

Li Mu suddenly felt that “The Last Samurai” was very likely just like his own “Flying Tigers”: a top-tier star, Hollywood production team, huge investment, grand scenes, massive production—it exuded the aura of a commercial film. But at its core, it was a strategically cunning form of cultural output.

It was highly probable that behind “The Last Samurai,” there was also a sugar daddy like himself, only he wanted to output Chinese culture, Chinese spirit, and Chinese history, while the other side wanted to output Japanese culture and the Bushido spirit.

The more Li Mu pondered, the more he felt his deduction was highly probable, and the more he thought this way, the more determined he became to find a way to sabotage this movie.

Subsequently, Li Mu found some official publicity stills intentionally released by the production team. Among these, there were photos of Tom Cruise in a 19th-century American military uniform, pictures of Ken Watanabe and Hiroyuki Sanada in samurai armor, and even a photo of Koyuki Kato in traditional Japanese attire.

Tom Cruise truly lived up to his reputation as one of Hollywood’s male actors at the peak of their visual appeal; even in a military uniform from two centuries ago, he still appeared exceptionally heroic and handsome.

However, Li Mu suddenly realized a problem: setting aside other subjective factors, Li Mu had to admit that in “The Last Samurai,” every visual presentation related to Japan was exquisitely done, meticulously crafted. Whether it was character styling, costumes and props, or scenery and architecture, everything was incredibly thoughtful, all aimed at creating a beautiful visual effect.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s impression, Tom Cruise in Japanese samurai armor looked even more handsome and dashing than he did in his military uniform. Why didn’t the production team release official photos of him in that outfit?

As Li Mu thought, he suddenly figured something out!

“The Last Samurai” production team was incredibly meticulous about hiding the movie’s plot!

Generally, movies would release thirty percent or even more of their plot to generate audience interest. However, less than ten percent of this movie’s plot had been revealed so far. They had only disclosed the historical backdrop and the starting point of the story, with no further in-depth plot details revealed whatsoever.

They hadn’t even released any set photos of Tom Cruise in samurai armor, which meant they didn’t even want audiences to know beforehand that Tom Cruise would become a samurai in this movie.

Li Mu guessed that they did this to maintain the suspense of the film.

The structure of this movie is very interesting. How Tom Cruise was invited and decided to train the army in Japan, and how he commanded the army in battle, were actually just preambles. The true entry into the main storyline began the moment Tom Cruise was captured by Ken Watanabe.

Tom Cruise’s transformation from instructor to prisoner, and then his gradual motivational indoctrination and conversion by Ken Watanabe’s Bushido spirit, eventually becoming a samurai fighting alongside him—this is the true main plot of the story.

Therefore, under this plot structure, once the official photos of Tom Cruise, a retired American soldier, wearing Japanese samurai armor were released, the plot could basically be guessed. The production team definitely needed to keep the plot confidential, which is why they were so cautious.

Just then, Li Mu suddenly realized a sinister strategy that had germinated in his mind.

You’re hiding it, afraid of leaks? Alright then, I’ve watched this movie several times. While I might not remember every line of dialogue clearly, I remember every detail of the entire plot progression. What if I write down the detailed plot progression and dump it all online, and then use an online army to promote it? What would you do when you find almost your entire script has been moved online?

And, I’m not just going to leak your plot; I’m going to blacken your name too!

That’s right, even if your movie is actually pretty good, from a nationalist perspective, I’m still going to smear it!

In fact, Li Mu himself knew that while “The Last Samurai” as a film wasn’t bad on its own, its plot genuinely couldn’t withstand scrutiny. Moreover, the historical prototype of the film was not at all the embodiment of a noble and pure Bushido spirit, but rather a group of samurai who went against the government to maintain their privileges and ended up becoming rebels. The film’s complete overhaul of the story, singing its praises to the utmost, likely hid a deeper interest.

Furthermore, this film was being released at such a crucial time, so Li Mu felt he absolutely had to smear it, and smear it viciously!

Li Mu had pretty much thought through the specific strategies, for example:

“I thought it was going to be something, but after reading the script, I feel it’s full of melodramatic clichés. Friends on the surface become enemies, and enemies on the surface become friends. Hollywood must churn out hundreds of these tropes every year, right?”

“After reading the script, I’ve lost all interest in this movie. If Tom Cruise keeps making such shoddy films that can’t hold up to scrutiny, he’ll probably never get an Oscar statuette in his lifetime.”

“Damn it! I can’t believe Tom Cruise would star in such a ridiculous, wishful-thinking movie. He kills a Japanese woman’s husband, and then this Japanese woman falls in love with her husband’s killer. Didn’t you consider, when you saw the script, how you would feel if someone killed you and your wife fell in love with him?”

In addition to these, Li Mu also wanted to ignite American nationalist sentiment during his smear campaign, making the American people instinctively reject the movie. For example:

“Director, how much money did you take from the Japanese? Why go to such lengths to praise the extreme Bushido spirit of the Japanese? What are your true intentions? Do you know how many crimes Japanese soldiers, who believed in extreme Bushido spirit, committed globally during World War II?”

“Did this cursed idiot of a director forget about the Kamikaze pilots in World War II? They boasted about the Bushido spirit while flying planes to sink American warships! They bombed and killed our American compatriots, and perhaps some of your own elders or relatives were among them. Your shameless attempt to whitewash this extreme Bushido spirit is truly disgusting!”

“F*ck! This idiot director, I really suggest he go learn about the Papua New Guinea battlefield in World War II. Do you know that Japanese soldiers who revered extreme Japanese Bushido spirit once committed the crime of eating American prisoners there?!”

“Although it’s peacetime now, we shouldn’t have excessive nationalism. But I’m truly disgusted by this director. You’re an American, yet you rack your brains to promote Japanese nationalism for them. So, I must ask you, where is your American nationalism?”

“An adult should have a correct sense of right and wrong. Unfortunately, this director doesn’t. He doesn’t know that what he’s actually praising is the spirit of demons. He has long forgotten history. In his eyes, there’s only profit; whoever gives him money, he will sing praises for them. I really wonder if one day the descendants of [redacted] will find him, give him a sum of money, and he’ll be willing to make a whitewashing film for [redacted]. The thought alone makes me shiver!”

“OMG, I’ve decided to never watch this idiot director’s movies again starting today!”

“Shit! Not just his movies, I don’t even want to watch Tom Cruise’s movies anymore!”

“God-Damn! I think we need to call on our American compatriots, and all the countries and people who have been harmed by this extreme Bushido spirit, to boycott this movie together!”

Unknowingly, Li Mu, the master of drama, had fabricated a large amount of various online army comments, and he felt increasingly at ease, writing seventy to eighty lines in one go.

For a moment, Li Mu also wondered if what he was doing was a bit low or excessive.

But the next second, Li Mu felt completely at peace, musing to himself: “Don’t care, I’m shameless anyway…”





Chapter 1165: Firing the First Shot!

Li Mu felt that sometimes, one needed to be a bit shameless.

In his previous life, he only viewed《The Strongest Warrior》as a commercial film, but in this life, after succeeding, his thinking level had risen, his perspective had broadened, and he looked at problems more deeply and holistically. Only then did he realize the ulterior motive behind this film.

Since you can go to extreme lengths to whitewash the extremist Bushido spirit, why can’t I malign you into oblivion?

Li Mu didn’t care about the unknown sources of capital behind《The Last Samurai》. This film, in many dimensions, blocked his path—the path to spread Chinese culture and Chinese spirit to the world, the path to expose Japan’s true crimes in World War II to the world.

Since you’re blocking my path and defying me, then I’m truly going to malign you to death! If I don’t utterly outshine you, then Your father here’s massive internet industry would have been for naught.

Moreover, Li Mu had already decided this time: he would disregard his integrity, use any means necessary, and make it his principle to blacken this film until it died. Not just the film itself, but even the actors and director—none of them would escape!

He wouldn’t just publicize all the detailed plot of this film; he would also devise ways to incite American audiences’ nationalistic pride, subtly influence a large number of people to accept his brainwashing, and then let them spontaneously boycott this film, its director, actors, and even the companies that invested in and produced it.

Li Mu wanted to turn《The Last Samurai》into an object of extreme disgust for Americans, a black hole that no one in Hollywood would dare touch, before it even finished filming!

Every country has its own nationalism and nationalistic pride, so for public figures and film and television works to develop, they must be based on the nationalistic and patriotic tone of their own country or the market country. This has become an iron rule of business. For example, no one dares to produce film and television works glorifying Nazism, because such works, once produced, would inevitably be rejected by the whole world.

The crimes committed by extremist Bushido in war do not differ significantly from Nazism, but because the Japanese government itself has been actively evading war responsibility, extremist Bushido spirit is far less notorious globally than Nazism.

Li Mu clearly understood that《The Last Samurai》itself was exceedingly fawning in its glorification of the extremist Bushido spirit, and this was its fatal flaw. As long as his methods were ingenious, he could surely turn it into an object of scorn and disgust for all Americans.

After all, the means and mindset of the populace in protecting their nationalistic pride know no borders, and often disregard right from wrong.

For example, in his previous life, there were several Japanese film and television actors who developed in China. Because they participated in film and television dramas related to the Japanese invasion, they were scorned and ostracized by many Japanese people, and even faced death threats in Japan. Objectively speaking, they had done nothing wrong; on the contrary, they were doing the right thing. But Japanese people, from a nationalist standpoint, could completely disregard right and wrong. This is the immense influence of nationalistic pride.

For the sake of nationalistic pride, even incorrect views can be accepted by most people in a country, let alone the correct ones?

After thoroughly considering many things, a complete and vast plan gradually matured in Li Mu’s mind.

This time, Li Mu didn’t directly ask Zhao Kang for help, because it involved him prematurely leaking all the detailed plot of《The Last Samurai》without missing a single detail. This, in itself, was a big bug. If he let Zhao Kang handle it, Zhao Kang might have questions, questioning the source of his information, which would invite unnecessary trouble.

Moreover, to malign this film, he had to hide his tracks very thoroughly. Not only could he not allow Hollywood to find a clue leading to him, but he also couldn’t let the Japanese Financial Magnates behind this film trace him.

Although Zhao Kang’s core online army had considerable strength in avoiding tracking technologically, they would probably fall far short against Hollywood and Japanese Financial Magnates. Therefore, this matter could only be done by himself. At the very least, he had to first release the detailed script of this film and some guiding comments. Once the matter gained some traction, he could then treat it as an accidental discovery and have Zhao Kang follow up, which would keep the leaker separate from himself.

…

Two days later, the war orchestrated by Li Mu alone quietly began.

At eight o’clock in the evening, Los Angeles time, a post titled: “Tom Cruise’s New Film《The Last Samurai》Full Plot Exposed” was quietly published on a Tom Cruise fan forum.

This time slot was the peak of daily traffic, and coupled with Tom Cruise’s immense fan base, the post immediately garnered attention from hundreds of people as soon as it was published.

The user who posted it had the nickname: Kiss-My-Ass. In the post, he claimed that he had obtained the most detailed plot introduction of this film from《The Last Samurai》crew through a special channel. To satisfy the curiosity of Tom Cruise’s many fans, he deliberately organized the plot details and published them for everyone to get a sneak peek.

One thing Li Mu didn’t lie about was that this plot introduction was indeed detailed to the extreme.

Aside from some lines Li Mu couldn’t recall, even for lines he didn’t fully remember, he re-described them according to their approximate meaning in his memory. As for the plot, the appearance and characteristics of each character, the transition of each shot, and the progression of each plot segment, he wrote them all precisely.

It was fortunate that Li Mu had written scripts before, and those accumulated skills were put to full use.

In this extremely detailed plot introduction, Li Mu also specifically included concept photos he found online, and even Photoshopped a picture of Tom Cruise wearing a Japanese samurai battle suit to enhance the readers’ relatability.

At the very end of the entire article, Li Mu intentionally added a sentence: “Those interested should hurry and read it. I’ll delete it after twenty-four hours, as leaking such detailed plot involves significant personal risk.”

Aside from exposing the plot, Li Mu did not attach any other personal opinions to this post.

Because this was just his first shot; the first shot wasn’t meant to hurt, only to announce that the curtain of war had begun!

…

Tom Cruise’s fans were indeed fanatic!

Although such spoiler posts were published daily by people trying to sensationalize, everyone couldn’t help but enter and discover what it’s all about when they saw such spoiler titles.

And when they came in and read carefully, they realized it was vastly different from previous clickbait posts, because this post was full of solid information!

Although many fans couldn’t determine the authenticity of the content in the post, the plot introduction within it was indeed extremely detailed, and the plot also seemed very robust and could perfectly match some information released by the crew.

This immediately made many people believe that this was the true, detailed, and complete plot of《The Last Samurai》!

When these fans believed the content of the post, they then saw Li Mu’s friendly reminder at the end. That reminder gave them a sense of superiority in enjoying confidential information, and at the same time, gave them a sense of urgency that “confidential information is time-limited.”

As a result, almost every fan who finished reading the post was doing the same thing: copying all the content of the post. And a considerable portion of them actively began secondary dissemination of this content!

Users’ content propagation is driven by vanity at work. If a person masters a piece of seemingly exclusive or little-known information, then psychologically, they are very willing to spread this information to others, because their vanity can be greatly satisfied during the act of spreading. When others are amazed by the information they obtained, they also get a unique psychological pleasure, which is the root cause of gossip mentality.

Precisely because of this gossip mentality at work, the content of Li Mu’s article spread rapidly across the entire American internet at an unimaginable speed!

Netizens enthusiastically forwarded the content to friends and family, or used it to assert their presence in front of other netizens, and some even specially sent this content to various YY Groups.

Initially, this article only spread within Tom Cruise’s fan circle, but soon it reached more film enthusiasts. The scope of plot exposure grew wider and wider. When the internet was abuzz with heated discussions, Hollywood also learned of this shocking news.

A super-production film with an investment of one hundred and forty million US dollars, its entire script leaked before filming was even complete—such an event was no less than an eight-magnitude earthquake for Hollywood!

All film and television companies and directors felt a chill down their spines because of this incident!

A film with hundreds of millions of US dollars in investment was a commercial project worth hundreds of millions of US dollars, and now, all information about this commercial project had been completely leaked. The impact was truly immense!

At this moment, it was eleven o’clock at night, Los Angeles time. Although it was late at night, the entire internet was buzzing with excitement. Li Mu didn’t even need to fan the flames; his ruthless spoiler post had already had a huge impact across the entire network and Hollywood.

At this time, it was three o’clock in the afternoon, Yanjing time. Du Chunxiao, a young doctor from Shenzhen City’s Third Hospital, was just arriving to give Li Mu his daily physical examination, so Li Mu temporarily stopped paying attention to what was happening on the American internet.

Meanwhile, far in the north of New Zealand, it was around seven o’clock in the evening local time. The entire《The Last Samurai》crew had just finished a full day of intensive shooting. Today’s filming progress was very smooth, and both the director and the leading actors felt exceptionally happy.

Director Edward Zwick was in high spirits and specially instructed the Production Assistant to prepare a lavish dinner. He set up a rich banquet inside the Japanese-style buildings built by the crew specifically to reward the lead actors.

He, being in high spirits, did not know that a storm concerning him had completely erupted in America, thousands of miles away!





Chapter 1166: What the Heck Are We Still Filming At This Point?!

It was ironic. Although The Last Samurai was a film that touted extreme Japanese Bushido spirit, its shooting locations were not in Japan but in Xilan.

A large number of the main creative personnel, including Tom Cruise, had been living together there for two months.

After a day of filming, director Edward Zwick had the largest Japanese-style hall tidied up. Chabudai low tables and cushions were set up, and the dinner and drinks were standard Japanese cuisine.

Eight people were seated around the Chabudai low tables, divided into two sides, facing each other.

On the left were four members of the directing team, including Edward Zwick.

On the right were the main actors, including Tom Cruise, Ken Watanabe, Hiroyuki Sanada, and Koyuki Kato.

Interestingly, there were three Japanese actors on set, but five people wore standard Japanese attire. The three Japanese actors were naturally among them, and the other two were Director Edward and the male lead, Tom Cruise.

The whole of Hollywood knew that Edward Zwick and Tom Cruise were both enthusiasts of Japanese culture, so they particularly enjoyed the process of filming this movie. Tom Cruise, especially, placed extreme value on this film, to the extent that the preparation work alone took two years.

It was precisely because both of them loved Japanese culture that they got along exceptionally well with the three Japanese actors. Ken Watanabe, in particular, basically had dinner with them every night. While eating, they would discuss the filming and chat about topics related to Japanese culture.

The main task for today’s filming was a scene where Ken Watanabe taught Tom Cruise kendo, a martial art of Japanese swordsmanship. Tom Cruise had been studying sword techniques for several months in advance, so he quickly mastered it. Not only was the filming very smooth, but the results were also quite good.

Edward Zwick praised Tom Cruise at the dinner table, laughing, “Tom, your swordsmanship is truly an eye-opener for me; it’s absolutely brilliant! I never imagined you could learn so well in just a few months!”

Tom Cruise nodded with a smile and said, “Didn’t the investors ask us to strive for perfection? So I had already started practicing when I was in America.”

Ken Watanabe also couldn’t help but compliment him, “Tom, you are a natural action movie actor. The motions, strength, and techniques you used with the wooden sword today were all exceptionally mastered. I’ve practiced kendo intermittently for more than ten years, and I feel like your effort of just a few months is about to surpass me.”

Tom Cruise chuckled, revealing a row of handsome white teeth, and humbly said, “I’m just a beginner; I still need to learn more from Mr. Watanabe in the future.”

As he spoke, Tom Cruise even said “thank you” in Japanese.

Ken Watanabe was quite pleased with this courtesy demands reciprocity display of mutual flattery and was about to reciprocate with a few polite words when Director Edward Zwick’s phone suddenly rang. He quickly bowed his head to look at the screen and discovered that the call was from Warner’s CEO.

Edward Zwick quickly answered the call, enthusiastically saying, “Hi, Mr. Mayer, how have you been?”

His warm greeting was met with the other party’s furious roar: “Zwick! Look at the mess you’ve made! The Japanese investors are extremely enraged and demand that I give them a reasonable explanation immediately. Tell me, what the heck are you going to do?!”

Edward Zwick asked, dumbfounded, “I’m sorry, Mr. Mayer, I don’t understand, what did I do?”

“F*ck!” the other party cursed angrily, “You still don’t know?!”

Edward Zwick felt wronged: “I truly don’t know…”

The other party immediately began to curse and flew into a rage over the phone. The sound was so loud that it caused Edward Zwick’s right ear to ring, and even Tom Cruise and other actors and crew members could hear the sharp shouting. One by one, they couldn’t help but look at Edward Zwick, making no sound, listening carefully to what was being roared on the phone.

After a torrent of cursing, the other party seemed to have vented enough, then gritted their teeth and said, “Zwick, the entire script for The Last Samurai has been leaked! It’s all over the internet now! You can’t even manage your own team and have caused such a huge blunder; the whole world knows, and you’re still completely in the dark! I’m giving you forty-eight hours to get your ass back to Hollywood! On the way, you’d better think carefully about how to solve this matter!”

Edward was dumbfounded, but the other party didn’t say another word to him. The call was abruptly cut off, leaving Edward sitting there in a daze.

Everyone else stared at him anxiously. Although they could tell the CEO was very angry, they hadn’t heard the full story, so they all hoped for an explanation from Edward.

Edward remained stunned for a long while, then said in disbelief, “Mr. Mayer said that the entire script for our film has been leaked, and it’s all over the internet. But how is that possible? The real script is only known to our core team; even the second echelon actors only know their own parts of the script…”

Tom Cruise had been struggling in Hollywood for so many years and knew all too well how much damage a script leak could cause to a film. He hurriedly said, “Edward, quickly get someone to bring a laptop over to check!”

Edward finally came back to his senses, nodded frantically, and said to an Assistant nearby, “Quick, get the computer!”

A few minutes later, the Assistant sprinted over with an IBM laptop. The moment the computer was handed to Edward, he impatiently flipped open the screen. Seeing that the computer wasn’t on yet, he pressed the power button and cursed at the Assistant, “F*cking-idiot! Don’t you know to turn the computer on first before bringing it over, so we can save some time?”

The Assistant lowered his eyes and said “sorry.” Edward had no energy to waste words with him. After the computer booted into the system, he immediately opened Google.

In the Google search bar, he typed the keywords “The Last Samurai” and “script” with trembling hands. The search results page made him instantly collapse after seeing it!

The first page of Google search results was almost entirely breaking news reports from major media outlets!

“Tom Cruise’s new film in production, The Last Samurai, full plot unexpectedly exposed!”

“Warner’s new film The Last Samurai script exposed!”

“One hundred forty million dollar blockbuster, script exposed before filming is even complete!”

The screen seemed to be filled with only three keywords: “The Last Samurai”, “script”, “exposure.”

Edward’s heart sank. Not just him, but everyone around him was also thoroughly frightened.

Edward then clicked on one of the links. It was a news article from a Hollywood media website. Edward quickly scanned the content of the report, looking for clues, and soon he found all the content Li Mu had published in that article!

The others also read the part of the script written by Li Mu word by word with Edward. At first, it was fine, but the further down they read, the more shocked they became. Everyone seemed to be under an immobilizing spell, staring motionless at the screen. Only Edward would instinctively press the down arrow key after finishing a section.

When he reached halfway, Edward already knew he was doomed!

Everything written in this script was identical to the content in his own script. There was not the slightest deviation in the plot description; it was so precise it made one’s hair stand on end.

When he finished reading everything, his heart was utterly desperate!

He could already confirm that his script had been one hundred percent leaked. Although the other party had reorganized and described the plot using a new writing style, there was no deviation in the plot’s description!

“How could this happen…”

Desperate and tormented, Edward gripped his hair tightly with his fingers. His scalp no longer felt pain. Desperation made him curl up in front of the computer, clutching his head, muttering almost hysterically, “Why… why did this happen…”

A super-production costing one hundred forty million US dollars, with its script one hundred percent leaked, would likely lose half its box office revenue. Who would bear this responsibility? Only he could.

But how could he bear it…

Tom Cruise was also dumbfounded.

The movie hadn’t even finished filming, and the plot was completely leaked. It was like a magician’s big show being rehearsed, and all the magic tricks and confidential information had already been revealed to the audience. This kind of blow was fatal!

Watertight. If this was made up, then one could only say the person who fabricated it was extremely skilled; otherwise, it would be impossible to write.

The three Japanese actors’ English wasn’t very good, but they managed to piece together the current situation. In their hearts, they were even more desperate than Edward and Tom Cruise.

Because in their eyes, this film had immense significance. It wasn’t just a job or a commercial film; it was like a giant ship, laden with Japanese culture and the spirit of Bushido, ready to sail across the world, delivering its precious cargo of culture. But before the ship had even set sail, it had already suffered a heavy blow…

Edward, who was repeatedly muttering in despair, suddenly remembered the CEO’s words. He jolted upright and said incoherently, “Flights, flights! Hollywood! Quick! Hollywood!”

The Assistant hadn’t fully understood yet when Edward suddenly began to hysterically roar at him, “Tickets! Book me a damn ticket! I’m going back to Hollywood! Immediately! Right now! This instant!!!”

Only then did the Assistant snap back to reality, unable to help but ask, “Director, if you leave, what about our movie?”

“To heck with the movie! What the heck are we still filming at this point?! Stop everything and wait! I’ll make a decision after I go back and consult with the CEO!”

The Assistant hastily pulled out his phone to book a ticket. Edward had already rushed out of the room and ran towards his temporary residence.

He had to quickly pack some essential items and head to Hollywood as soon as possible. This was a matter of great importance. As for how to resolve it later, he could neither make up his own mind nor make any decisions on his own. He could only discuss it with the CEO and the other Bigwigs, or completely follow their instructions!





Chapter 1167: The Illusion of a Blessing in Disguise!

Traveling from northern Xilan to Los Angeles is a journey that takes at least twenty hours.

Li Mu remained inactive, having only leaked the full plot of The Last Samurai for now. The next step, escalating the situation, was the true top priority, but Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry at all.

To kill an enemy, a dull knife is more satisfying!

From eight o’clock that evening, Los Angeles time, until nine o’clock the next morning, the only hotspot on the entire American internet was the major news of The Last Samurai’s plot leak.

Exactly at nine o’clock, YY listed this news as its front-page headline in its North American news pop-ups. YY was currently the largest and most powerful information dissemination platform on the internet. YY’s push notifications officially propelled the influence of this leak to its peak.

YY’s pop-ups were not Li Mu’s instruction. After all, the YY English portal had already launched, and its positioning was inherently to be the largest, best, and fastest news portal. Therefore, placing such news on the front page was a natural outcome of their professional competence. It wasn’t just YY; basically, all morning newspapers today had headlines related to this incident.

At this very moment, Edward was still on a flight from Xilan to Los Angeles.

Warner’s CEO, Mr. Mayer, however, had not slept a wink. If another film had encountered such an issue, Mr. Mayer would never have been this anxious. But this time was different. For Warner, this film was more than just a commercial movie; behind it stood powerful Japanese Financial Magnates. If the film was well-made, had high box office, and significant influence, Warner would undoubtedly gain countless benefits in the future. But if the film flopped, even if Warner didn’t face deliberate retaliation, they would at least lose an excellent opportunity to soar.

So, in this context, Mr. Mayer couldn’t help but be nervous.

Having stayed up until now, with no idea how many cups of coffee he had consumed, Mr. Mayer’s anxious mood had still not eased.

Just before he called Edward last night, the Japanese investors had already given him a severe dressing-down, demanding that he resolve the matter as quickly as possible and do everything in his power to minimize its impact. Afterward, the other party rudely hung up and hadn’t called back since.

Just as Mr. Mayer picked up another cup of coffee, his secretary rushed into the office, exclaiming frantically, “Mr. Mayer, something terrible has happened!”

“What is it?” Mr. Mayer was startled, nearly spilling coffee on his white shirt.

The secretary, breathless, said, “YY! YY’s push notifications are out! Our script leak is on the front page!”

Splat…

Mr. Mayer’s coffee cup slipped from his grasp, smashing onto the desk. The scalding coffee splashed out, covering his body and face.

The burning pain made him cry out involuntarily. The secretary quickly stepped forward to pull out tissues and help him wipe. Mr. Mayer was in unbearable pain from the scalding all over his body, but he completely ignored it, simply cursing in anger, “Damn YY! Their reaction speed is too fast!”

As she wiped, the secretary said, “Mr. Mayer, the Los Angeles Morning News already had it on their front page at six o’clock. YY’s efficiency isn’t fast because they consistently release news pop-ups at nine o’clock every morning…”

“But that’s YY!” Mr. Mayer cursed furiously. “If it were the Los Angeles Morning News, I wouldn’t bother with it, but YY covers global users! Isn’t this just adding fuel to the fire for Your father here?!”

Seeing Mr. Mayer grinding his teeth in hatred, the secretary immediately dared not respond.

Mr. Mayer dismissed her, then immediately took off his soiled shirt. He was practically sick with worry. Damned Edward hadn’t arrived yet, and with the situation escalating so much, how was he going to explain it to the Japanese investors?! Or rather, how could he possibly satisfy them?

Just as he was at a loss for what to do, the phone on his desk rang.

Connecting the call, the secretary’s voice came through: “Mr. Mayer, Mr. Hotta’s call is on line two…”

“Mr. Hotta…” Mr. Mayer’s scalp tingled, and he instantly panicked a little.

But moments later, Mr. Mayer still forced himself to say, “Okay, put him through.”

Switching to line two and answering the call, before the other party could ask difficult questions, Mr. Mayer hastily said in a humble tone, “Mr. Hotta, please don’t worry. I’ve already had the director rush back. I will thoroughly investigate this matter to the end and give you a satisfactory explanation!”

After saying this, Mr. Mayer waited for the other party’s furious roar. When this Mr. Hotta cursed people, his voice was sharp and grating, like a hellhound, making one wish for death. With the situation continuously escalating, Mr. Mayer was certain that the other party would be even more enraged at this moment.

But to Mr. Mayer’s surprise, the other party wasn’t angry at all this time. Instead, he chuckled a few times and said in English with a very heavy Japanese accent, “Mayer, my friend, don’t be so worried. I’m not going to pursue this matter any further. You can rest assured!”

Mr. Mayer was dumbfounded.

Not going to pursue it? The man who almost cursed him half to death over the phone yesterday wasn’t going to pursue it today? Had he taken the wrong medicine or something?

Mr. Mayer couldn’t help but ask cautiously, “Mr. Hotta, are you truly not pursuing it anymore?”

“No, I’m not,” Mr. Hotta laughed heartily. “Mayer, things are starting to turn for the better now. The Chinese person has helped us a great deal. Since even YY has put this on its front page, it means our film is now known to everyone throughout North America. This is a good thing! Although we might lose a certain percentage of box office, it saves us a lot in promotional expenses. With so many people aware of this film, even if the box office conversion rate drops, with such a large base, I believe the future box office will actually be higher than we anticipated. And you know, my goal wasn’t box office to begin with; it was influence! We’ve already succeeded halfway! This truly is a massive, unexpected surprise!”

Mr. Mayer hadn’t expected Mr. Hotta to place so much emphasis on influence. But looking at it this way, as long as Mr. Hotta was satisfied, nothing could be better, and he himself could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

So, Mr. Mayer asked Mr. Hotta, “Mr. Hotta, should we then continue filming?”

“Of course! Continue filming! Tell everyone to shoot well and not to have any psychological burden!”

Mr. Mayer then asked, “How should we respond to this incident?”

Mr. Hotta laughed, “That’s the most important reason I called you.”

Then, Mr. Hotta continued, “After Edward arrives in Los Angeles, you’ll immediately organize a press conference. At the conference, you’ll openly admit that the plot revealed online is true. Then, tell the reporters that you won’t be affected by this incident and that you’ll definitely make this film the best it can be. At that time, I’ll have the major media outlets help fan the flames behind the scenes. Once the press conference is over, our film will very likely be world-famous!”

Mr. Mayer was so agitated that tears almost streamed down his face.

He never expected that Mr. Hotta would no longer hold him accountable for his responsibility and negligence in this matter, simply because of YY’s headline news. This instantly gave him a feeling of rebirth. The massive stone in his heart instantly disappeared without a trace. After hanging up with Mr. Hotta, he immediately got up, ready to go home and rest. Having not closed his eyes for a day and a night, all he wanted now was a good sleep.

Stepping out, Mr. Mayer excitedly said to his secretary, “Susan, two things: First, immediately communicate with the PR department to prepare for a press conference. Set the conference for tomorrow morning at ten o’clock, and have the PR department invite all media outlets they can. Second, if Edward arrives, tell him not to worry too much. Tell him to rest first and wait for my call; I’ll meet with him in person tonight.”

The secretary didn’t know why Mr. Mayer was suddenly so happy, but she still nodded very seriously and said, “Understood, Mr. Mayer. I’ll arrange it right away.”

…

Over the past dozen hours, Li Mu had been engrossed in one task.

He was continuously developing a script, which he intended to fully develop within twenty-four hours.

At that time, he would import hundreds of prepared text and image-based commentaries into the script, then have the script ready to automatically connect to American proxy servers in a traceless manner. Then, as soon as he clicked “run”, the script would automatically post these prepared contents on the designated websites in succession.

At the same time, Li Mu was also curious about how Warner would handle their crisis public relations.

In his view, there were only two methods:

The first was to immediately deny the script’s authenticity, then temporarily change the script of The Last Samurai. However, this possibility was negligible.

Because this film had already been shooting for over two months. And for movies with fewer special effects but grand and spectacular scenes, a significant amount of time, effort, and money had already been spent on various preparations before filming began. With a budget of one hundred forty million dollars, it’s possible eighty to ninety million, or even over one hundred million, has already been spent. If they were to change the script now, everything would have to start from scratch. How could they manage that?

The second was to admit the script’s authenticity but make no changes to it, continuing with filming. This was the most likely possibility in Li Mu’s view.

Admitting the script’s authenticity, although it would cost them a portion of the box office, would spare them the trouble of revising and reshooting. Moreover, Li Mu had left them a large operational space. The incident’s influence was continuously increasing; as long as they seized this opportunity to win the audience’s favor, even with the script leak, there was a chance to turn a misfortune into a blessing. After all, this matter had become an extremely hot topic, truly a great opportunity for publicity and promotion.

In Li Mu’s plan, the best outcome was for Warner to step forward and admit that the leaked plot was true. Because only if they admitted the plot’s authenticity could his subsequent series of nuclear attacks be precise and effective.

Otherwise, if they didn’t admit the script was real, it would be difficult for him to attack them using arguments of ideology and national nationalism.

However, Li Mu firmly believed that Warner would fall into the trap he had laid. He had personally orchestrated so many grand schemes and never once made a mistake!





Chapter 1168: Don’t You Feel Any Shame?

Edward flew on pins and needles the entire way, perfectly illustrating an old Chinese saying from a different perspective: “The closer one gets to home, the more apprehension one feels.”

He had good reason to be apprehensive!

He was truly afraid that this major mistake would ruin the film, and even worse, ruin his entire career.

In all fairness, Edward felt that the script leak was one thousand percent an inside job. Regardless of whether the culprit was ultimately found, it stemmed from his own poor management.

He was given an investment of one hundred forty million US dollars, and while working on it, he leaked all the investment plans. Who would dare invest in his films after this?

What if Warner, in a fit of anger, blacklisted him? He feared no one in Hollywood would offer him a hand…

The moment the airplane landed in Los Angeles, Edward truly wished he could just collapse into a seat and cry his heart out. Anxiety, pain, terror, trepidation… all sorts of negative emotions swirled in Edward’s mind, making him feel as if a giant boulder was pressing on his chest, making even breathing difficult.

After getting off the airplane, he hurried to hail a taxi to the company. In the taxi, he saw today’s newspaper. The entire front page, apart from the enormous headline screaming “The Last Samurai Script Leaked,” was dominated by a massive photo. This photo was a composite created by the media, featuring Tom Cruise, Ken Watanabe, and other actors, looking menacingly.

This discovery made Edward even more distraught. He was terrified Mr. Mayer would come at him with full force.

When he arrived at the company, Edward received comforting glances from all his colleagues. A PR manager he knew well told him, “Edward, the boss is holding a press conference tomorrow, you really need to pull yourself together!”

Edward was on the verge of losing his mind.

A press conference? Were they making him take the fall so soon?

He was extremely anxious as he walked all the way to Mr. Mayer’s office door.

The secretary outside saw him and said with a smile, “Edward, you’re finally back!”

Edward felt irritated. “Holy sh*t, Your father here stirred up a big mess, and you’re laughing your ass off? Are you gloating?”

Annoyed, Edward asked him curtly, “Is the boss in? I need to see him.”

The secretary laughed, “Mr. Mayer isn’t in, but when he left this morning, he told me to tell you not to worry, and to get some good rest first. He’ll have a talk with you tonight.”

Edward was stunned. He asked instinctively, “What did you say? Mr. Mayer told me not to worry?”

“Yes.” The secretary explained, “Mr. Mayer was very happy when he left. It seems this matter hasn’t caused him much trouble, which is why he specifically instructed me to tell you that.”

Confused, Edward didn’t dare to immediately drop his guard. He simply returned to his home in Los Angeles, still uneasy, waiting for Mr. Mayer’s call.

At eight in the evening, Mr. Mayer’s call came through. After inquiring solicitously whether Edward had arrived in Los Angeles, he immediately invited him to his home to discuss the next day’s press conference.

Edward rushed over. The moment he saw Mr. Mayer, he was as nervous as a three-year-old child.

To his surprise, Mr. Mayer warmly invited him to sit on the sofa in the living room, even offering him a cigar. He chuckled, “Edward, this time you’ve truly experienced a blessing in disguise! The script leak has become the hottest of hot topics, even YY reported on it! The film’s exposure has peaked instantly, and the Japanese investors are extremely pleased about this!”

Edward asked incredulously, “Mr. Mayer, why would the Japanese investors be pleased about this?”

Mr. Mayer laughed heartily, “What they care about is exposure and influence; box office isn’t as important to them. The movie hasn’t even finished filming, and its reputation is already this huge. Of course, they’re extremely satisfied.”

As he spoke, Mr. Mayer patted Edward’s shoulder and chuckled, “You must have been anxious the whole way back, weren’t you?”

Edward sighed in relief, as if a massive boulder had been instantly lifted from his heart. Tears of excitement welled up, but he still spoke with lingering fear, “Mr. Mayer, only God knows how agonizing that journey back was for me! Thank God, otherwise, I don’t know how I would have faced you and the investors…”

Mr. Mayer laughed heartily and consoled him, “Your luck is truly incredible! If this situation continues to develop like this, this film will probably become the hottest topic of the year, and once it’s released, it’s bound to cause a huge sensation!”

Edward nodded repeatedly, promising, “Mr. Mayer, please rest assured, I will devote all my effort to making this film well!”

Mr. Mayer nodded and smiled, “I believe in your ability!”

After speaking, Mr. Mayer added, “First, let’s go over the details for tomorrow’s press conference. Once that’s done well, you can set off to go back and continue filming.”

…

The press conference held by Warner attracted almost all the mainstream media in America.

Yesterday, YY’s push notifications turned the script leak into a super hotspot that all of North America was关注. These media outlets naturally wouldn’t miss the opportunity to provide follow-up reports on this super hotspot.

In reality, if you pay a little attention to the news industry, you’ll find it has striking similarities to how people earn money. The poorer one is, the slower they earn money, with hardly any opportunities, or even if there are, they’re hard to seize. Conversely, the wealthier one is, the faster they earn money; some opportunities even come knocking on their front door. This leads to a vicious cycle where the poor get poorer and the rich get richer.

The news industry is exactly the same. Some news stories, no matter how hard you work on them, just won’t gain traction, and all media outlets turn a deaf ear to them. But other stories ignite instantly and burn brighter and brighter, with countless people spontaneously and actively adding fuel to the fire.

The news of The Last Samurai script leak was like the latter. Because of the presence of a big star like Tom Cruise, it quickly exploded in popularity in a very short time, and countless media outlets came in to provide full assistance.

At the press conference, Mr. Mayer and Edward faced countless media cameras and microphones, so excited they could barely contain their laughter. Yet, they forcefully suppressed their inner elation, their faces filled with indignation as they publicly admitted the authenticity of the leaked content, while simultaneously vehemently condemning the leaker’s shameless act.

As CEO, Mr. Mayer, appearing furious, stated to the media, “The leak of The Last Samurai script is one of the most nauseating and despicable incidents to occur in Hollywood in recent years. Although we still don’t know who leaked the absolutely confidential script, we can be certain that the perpetrator did this to interfere with the film’s production. They surely wanted to make us fall into disarray, to make us temporarily modify the script, or indefinitely halt filming.”

At this point, Mr. Mayer spoke with impassioned eloquence, “However, today at this press conference, I want to solemnly pledge to all media and the audience: although the script for The Last Samurai has been leaked, please believe that Warner will cast aside all interference and continue to support Edward and the entire crew’s work. We will definitely complete this film as planned!”

After saying this, Mr. Mayer paused, pointed his right index finger upwards, and declared, “At the same time, I want to tell that shameless leaker: do you think you can make Warner yield? Dream on! I tell you! Warner will absolutely not temporarily modify the script, will definitely not stop filming, and will never bow down to scum like you! Furthermore, Warner will pursue this leak to the very end, will dig you out, and will make you pay the price!”

Mr. Mayer’s performance at the press conference, in the eyes of Americans, was truly “have-balls.” To put it plainly, it showed true grit, and this attitude earned him a good deal of favor.

Following that, it was director Edward’s turn to perform.

In front of the media reporters, Edward first condemned the leaker’s actions. After a tirade of angry condemnation, he emotionally declared, “No matter how others try to undermine us behind our backs, I will absolutely not give up on this great film. On behalf of The Last Samurai crew, I solemnly promise to all audiences worldwide that our entire crew will set aside this unexpected interference and wholeheartedly produce this great film, delivering a satisfactory product to all viewers!”

At this point, Edward paused and stated with immense resolve, “By the end of this year, The Last Samurai will meet you there, no matter what!”

The press conference was a complete success. Mr. Mayer then instructed Warner’s PR team to privately give all attending reporters a generous “travel allowance,” in exchange for media coverage that closely aligned with their core needs. Therefore, after the press conference concluded, almost all attending media reporters immediately began drafting their articles. Every reporter couldn’t help but marvel at Warner’s impressive crisis management. It was initially thought that this leak disturbance would significantly impact Warner, but unexpectedly, Warner had become the biggest beneficiary.

While the media reporters were busy drafting their articles, Li Mu, through YY’s English portal, learned about the entire press conference. After confirming that Warner and Edward had admitted the authenticity of the leaked script, his true counter-attack officially began!

The pre-written scripts began to run. A large volume of content, pre-edited by Li Mu, started to be successively published on several high-traffic websites in America.

In Tom Cruise’s fan communities, someone posted an article titled “Take a Look: This is the Extreme Bushido Spirit Tom Cruise So Strongly Promotes.” The title of this post was very appealing to Tom Cruise’s fans. Many knew that Tom Cruise was fascinated by Japanese culture, and this post seemed to be an attempt to educate everyone about Japanese Bushido?

But when these fans clicked, intending to learn, the first black-and-white photo left countless fans dumbfounded!

It was a real historical image. The photo prominently displayed the corpse of an American officer, and critically, his internal organs had been gouged out, and the muscle on his legs had been cut away, leaving only bare bones…

And the first sentence below the image was: “In September 1944, American bomber pilots were captured by the Japanese army in the Chichijima Islands. Except for George Bush, who later became president, who narrowly escaped, the other eight pilots were brutally beheaded by Japanese soldiers who adhered to extreme Bushido spirit, and their bodies were then cannibalized by the Japanese army…”

Immediately following that were a black-and-white photo of an American warship ablaze and capsizing, and another black-and-white photo of an American naval soldier, engulfed in flames, jumping into the sea from his ship.

Below was a text description: “In 1944, the Japanese army, at the end of its rope, encouraged pilots to crash their planes into American warships, inspired by the extreme Bushido spirit, in order to resist the American Navy’s offensive. This is the Kamikaze Corps, which proponents of extreme Bushido spirit are still proud of to this day!”

Following that was a photo of countless American prisoners of war being driven forward by Japanese soldiers armed with katanas and rifles. The American POWs in the photo were all emaciated, extremely similar to Jewish refugees in Nazi concentration camps.

The accompanying text described: “In 1942, American and Filipino defenders on the Bataan Peninsula in the Philippines fiercely battled the Japanese army for four months. Ultimately, due to a lack of supplies and support, nearly eighty thousand soldiers surrendered to Japan. These eighty thousand people were forcibly marched one hundred sixty kilometers to a prisoner-of-war camp. Along this one hundred sixty-kilometer route, Japanese soldiers, who believed in extreme Bushido spirit, mercilessly stabbed and shot prisoners, resulting in the deaths of fifteen thousand prisoners of war during the one hundred sixty-kilometer march!”

Next was a photo of a report from the Japanese Tokyo Nichi Nichi Shimbun during World War II, showing two Japanese officers holding katanas. Additionally, there was a black-and-white photo of a Japanese soldier swinging a katana and beheading an ordinary civilian.

The text below described: “In 1937, two invading Japanese soldiers who adhered to extreme Bushido spirit engaged in a completely inhumane ‘contest’ in China. They called it the ‘Hundred Man Killing Contest,’ which meant whoever first decapitated one hundred innocent Chinese civilians with a katana would be declared the winner of this ‘contest.’ The first photo was the official report of this diabolical contest by the Tokyo Nichi Nichi Shimbun at the time!”

Following that were many old wartime photos: photos of Japanese soldiers beheading American POWs, photos of Japanese soldiers holding severed civilian heads and flaunting them, photos of Japanese soldiers bayoneting POWs, and photos of Japanese soldiers burying civilians and POWs alive…

After numerous gruesome photos, the post’s author questioned: “Having seen these photos, please tell me, what is the difference between extreme Bushido spirit and inhumane Nazism? What are the true intentions of those who glorify extreme Bushido spirit? I don’t understand, when Nazism has already been universally condemned by people worldwide, why are there still people who have lost their conscience, glorifying another supposed ‘spirit’ that is no less abhorrent than Nazism?”

Following this, the author pointedly and sharply turned the spearhead directly at Tom Cruise, the main male lead of The Last Samurai:

“Tom Cruise, you have consistently and publicly stated on various occasions that you like Japanese culture and the Bushido spirit. You’ve even gone so far as to take on a film about samurai. You even vocally told the media that you prepared for two whole years for this movie. If it weren’t for this script leak, we wouldn’t even know that this is, in fact, a brainwashing film dedicated to fully glorifying the extreme Bushido spirit!

I want to ask you, as an American, are you truly completely ignorant of the history from decades ago?

Are you unaware of how many innocent Americans, how many innocent people from other countries, were brutally slaughtered by this ‘spirit’?!

Are you unaware of how much death and suffering this ‘spirit’ has brought to people worldwide?!

And you, for the sake of money, shamelessly don the armor that highlights Bushido, pick up the Bushido longsword, whitewash and endorse this extreme Bushido spirit! To even participate with such dedication in a film that spares no effort to glorify the extreme Bushido spirit is truly disheartening!

I want to ask you, when you see these photos, when you learn of these deeds, when you see those helpless and fearful eyes, does the beating heart in your chest not feel any shame?”





Chapter 1169: The Sky is Falling!

This post quickly caused a huge stir among Tom Cruise’s fans!

Countless people covered their mouths in horror in front of their computers, countless others clenched their fists tightly!

Incredible!

Unf***ingbelievable!

This gradual incitement left most people beyond furious in front of their computers, save for the most irrational fans who remained indifferent!

Every old photo featured at least one gleaming samurai sword. Before today, those who had seen leaks were still looking forward to seeing stunning stills of Tom Cruise in a heroic samurai outfit. But now, as they saw these extremely cruel and horrifyingly real historical photos, as they saw those gleaming samurai swords, those perverted and twisted faces, and those utterly desperate expressions, they could no longer harbor such expectations.

Those wielding those samurai swords were devils!

Absolute devils!

Yet Tom Cruise was pouring his heart into a film that glorified the spirit of devils…

Most unacceptably, in this film, he was portraying an American who donned the devils’ clothes, wielded their war blades, and fought alongside those who worshiped devils…

The comments from netizens below instantly exploded!

“OMG, I never imagined these murderous devils could be so inhumane, slaughtering so many of our compatriots!”

“These man-eating devils!!! Even the demons of Purgatory would feel inferior in their presence!”

“I can’t believe Tom Cruise is singing praises for these devils!”

“The true agenda behind this film sends shivers down my spine! I can’t imagine how twisted the world would become if everyone were brainwashed by this movie, leading them to promote this demonic spirit like Tom Cruise!”

“Oh my God, I’ve cried five times already! These devils are too terrifying; God should cast all these devils and their followers into Purgatory, punishing their sins with endless flames!”

“Tom Cruise, from today onwards, I swear I will never watch any film you act in again!”

“Tom, I liked you so much, but this time you’ve truly disappointed me!”

“F***! Tom Cruise, do you have any regard for the countless compatriots who died tragically under the Japanese butcher’s knife? Do you have any regard for those compatriots dismembered and devoured by devils?”

“I once thought Tom Cruise was the embodiment and representative of the American spirit when I watched Top Gun, but now, remembering how he spoke of his obsession with the Bushido spirit in front of the media, I feel as disgusted as if I’d eaten a fly!”

“God, I even feel as disgusted as if I’d eaten sh*t!”

“No, it’s more disgusting than eating sh*t!”

Among the countless comments from netizens, some were pre-set by Li Mu, but more were spontaneous reactions from netizens themselves. Under the impact of the raw visuals and reality, almost every netizen who saw the post felt a heartfelt surge of fury.

Patriotism and nationalism are the easiest sentiments to arouse. Just like netizens in any other country, the American netizens’ patriotic and nationalist spirit was fully mobilized this time. In the face of so much evidence, extreme Bushido became a demonic existence in their eyes, and at this moment, Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick transformed into servants of evil, earning the utter disdain of most netizens.

The same post was not just published on one website.

On the contrary, at this very moment, countless English websites were frantically reposting this extremely sharp article.

Some of these were automatically generated by Li Mu’s scripts, but even more were spontaneously reposted by netizens.

Netizens, usually so fond of bickering and online arguments, at this moment burst forth with extraordinary appeal. The burning patriotism within their chests, fueled by a sense of justice and national pride, was so fervent it felt as though it would burn through their very chests!

In a single afternoon, a single spark had completely ignited a prairie fire!

While the advertorials meticulously crafted by the media reporters had yet to be released, the internet was already filled with condemnation.

Furious netizens online furiously cursed extreme Bushido, cursed the film’s director Edward Zwick, cursed Tom Cruise who played the male lead that surrendered to extreme Bushido, cursed the film’s production company Warner, and countless people even called for a united boycott of Edward Zwick, Tom Cruise, and even Warner.

At this point, a voice emerged on the internet: Netizens must unite to pressure Warner, to prevent them from continuing to film this movie that glorifies the spirit of devils at all costs! If this film were produced by an American company and released in the United States, it would be an immense humiliation to America, American history, and the American people!

As soon as this sentiment was voiced, it immediately garnered support from countless netizens and spread across the entire internet like a plague…

The massive shifts online left all the media stunned. In the morning, they had considered Warner’s crisis public relations to be textbook-perfect; by afternoon, it was completely drowned out by the public’s furious outrage.

Many media outlets and websites skilled at capturing breaking news quickly followed suit, reporting on this fervent wave online, and YY English Website also reported on the situation immediately.

Other media outlets reacted at once, promptly dispatching reporters for follow-up reports. Such a major news story, if missed, would result in losses not only in terms of users but also their signboard.

Warner’s crisis public relations targeted reporters attending the press conference, aiming nothing more than to sway them to write articles with a bias and support for Warner. Precisely because of this, the media outlets these public relations-targeted reporters belonged to had no regard for Warner whatsoever.

So, while these reporters were still buried in writing articles praising Warner, their leaders had already found the company’s editors best at capturing current events and quickly reported on the newly erupted boycott online.

When these public relations-targeted reporters finished their articles and submitted them for Editor-in-Chief approval, without exception, they were all rejected by the Editor-in-Chief.

“Warner is now the target of a nationwide boycott by netizens. Are you f***ing crazy to publish an article biased towards Warner at a time like this?”

Almost every reporter who was unaware of what was happening outside, buried themselves in writing, and then submitted their articles for approval was fiercely scolded, and some were even immediately suspended. All media outlets now realized the major trend of this united boycott by netizens, and as media, they absolutely could not take the wrong side at this time!

…

Mr. Mayer and Edward held a Celebration banquet after the press conference. Several Warner bosses and core leadership were present at the Celebration banquet. Edward, as the only director at the Celebration banquet, was in the best of spirits.

He felt that he truly was about to strike gold this time. The success of today’s press conference would surely be spread across America and even the world by major media outlets. This was a super advertisement for his new film, so the movie box office would naturally be extraordinary, and its influence was bound to reach its peak!

Edward had already started to dream, anticipating that his film, once made, would move the world.

At the Celebration banquet, Edward, in excellent spirits, drank quite a bit of red wine. Mr. Mayer congratulated him multiple times at the Celebration banquet, affectionately slinging an arm around his shoulder and encouraging him to ensure the film was well-made.

Coincidentally, in the middle of the Celebration banquet, Tom Cruise called to inquire about the progress of the current situation. Although he was in Xilan, he was especially concerned about the developments in America. It wasn’t just him; the entire The Last Samurai crew was constantly monitoring the situation in America.

Edward recounted the major success of the press conference in detail to Tom Cruise. Tom Cruise was extremely excited, and Ken Watanabe and the other Japanese actors were even more excited, to the point of being unable to contain themselves.

Mr. Mayer also received a call from the mysterious Financial Magnate at the Celebration banquet. As soon as the call connected, Mr. Mayer hadn’t even had a chance to speak when the other party laughed and said, “Mr. Mayer, this crisis public relations effort was excellent! It truly makes me look at you in a new light!”

Mr. Mayer hadn’t expected the usually cold and serious person to specifically call to praise him. He said, extremely excited, “Thank you for the praise, Mr. Hotta, I will certainly redouble my efforts!”

“Excellent!” the other party chuckled and said, “As long as this movie is a huge success, I will certainly not treat you unfairly in the future!”

Mr. Mayer immediately said谄媚地, “Thank you, Mr. Hotta, I will do my utmost to satisfy you!”

Mr. Mayer was acutely aware of the other party’s strength. They were not merely a company boss; this enormous Financial Magnate family held extraordinary influence worldwide. Under their family’s dominion, there were more than just three to five Fortune Global 500 companies; their overall strength was truly heaven-defying level.

If he could gain Mr. Hotta’s appreciation/recognition, his future would certainly progress by leaps and bounds and achieve greater success.

Mr. Hotta on the other end of the phone said, “Besides wanting to congratulate you, there’s something else I need to tell you.”

Mr. Mayer eagerly said, “Mr. Hotta, please tell me!”

Mr. Hotta said, “Since this movie’s script is now known to all, and this leak incident has generated such widespread influence, I’ve decided to add an additional sixty million dollars to the investment budget. This money can be used to enhance filming effects, or to strengthen post-production and promotion and distribution. In short, you must use these sixty million dollars where it’s most needed. I want this film to become famous worldwide even before its release!”

Mr. Mayer couldn’t help but shiver upon hearing this. An additional sixty million dollars? That would mean a budget of two hundred million dollars. Oh my goodness, this Mr. Hotta truly doesn’t care about the cost! Is this movie really that important to him?

…

Although he didn’t understand, Mr. Mayer immediately agreed to Mr. Hotta, assuring him, “Mr. Hotta, please rest assured, we will make the best use of these sixty million dollars!”

After the excellent Celebration banquet, Mr. Mayer personally escorted a somewhat disoriented Edward to his home in Los Angeles.

A tipsy Edward asked his family to book his flight back to Xilan for the next day, then returned to his bedroom and fell asleep, finally feeling able to get a peaceful night’s rest after being in a state of high tension for almost forty-eight hours.

He didn’t know how long he had slept when Edward’s phone suddenly rang violently.

This was already the eighth missed call; Mr. Mayer on the other end was pale with fright and trembling all over.

Edward was finally awakened by the phone. He groggily answered, and before he could speak, Mr. Mayer furiously and beyond furiously demanded, “Edward, what in the f*** are you doing? Why did it take you so long to answer?!”

Edward mumbled drowsily, “Mr. Mayer, I was sleeping…”

Mr. Mayer instantly went berserk: “F***! How can you still be sleeping at a time like this?! Something major has happened! Get to my office now! Immediately!”

“What’s so urgent?”

“What happened? The sky is falling!”





Chapter 1170: Monumental Disaster

“The sky really had fallen!”

Meyer had never dreamed that something he thought he had perfectly handled would undergo such an unbelievable, super-sized reversal in just half an afternoon!

He had just condemned the scum who leaked the script at the press conference and bravely declared that Warner would never yield to evil, thus earning the support and praise of the media and the public. Yet, in the blink of an eye, Warner had completely aroused public outrage online!

After understanding the situation online, Meyer was scared and utterly bewildered!

He had never imagined that the American people would suddenly unite to boycott Japanese Bushido spirit. And once Bushido spirit was boycotted, The Last Samurai, the massive production film currently in production, became the target of public criticism for the entire United States.

There was no way around it. The Last Samurai was inherently designed to flatter the Bushido spirit to the extreme. It could be said that every word in the script served the Bushido spirit, and every cent of the one hundred forty million dollar budget was also in service of the Bushido spirit. Coincidentally, the script had already been completely leaked, and Warner had just admitted the script’s authenticity at the press conference. This confirmed the crime of beautifying the Bushido spirit, so how could it not be boycotted by the public?

In the face of patriotism and nationalism, almost all the media had betrayed Warner and sided with the American public. Only a small portion of the media controlled by Japanese Financial Magnates had not yet expressed their attitude, because they were currently rushing to devise crisis public relations plans. However, given the current situation, the possibility of turning the tide through crisis public relations was already negligible.

Tom Cruise’s agent in Hollywood almost had a heart attack upon hearing this news. The popularity of first-tier stars in Hollywood had always been stable; there had never been a case like his where he was suddenly blamed and cursed by countless netizens, leading to a huge impact on his career.

What worried the agent even more was that an extremely powerful maelstrom of public opinion had formed online. This vortex was drawing in more and more fans who had been neutral or even partial to their idol. Once swept into it, they were rapidly assimilated. Fans who were die-hard Tom Cruise supporters ten minutes earlier would, ten minutes later, already be actively posting curses about him.

The agent realized that if they didn’t come up with a solution soon, Tom Cruise would surely be treated as a universally scorned public pariah and shunned by all when he returned from New Zealand!

Immediately, the agent called Tom Cruise, who was far away in New Zealand.

At the filming location in New Zealand, the entire crew wasn’t working because the director had temporarily returned to the United States to handle the script leak. However, Tom Cruise was exceptionally dedicated. Even though they weren’t working, he wasn’t resting. Instead, he was discussing the script with Ken Watanabe and other Japanese actors. Like these Japanese actors, he hoped to go all out and make this film the best it could be.

Coincidentally, what Tom Cruise and the other lead actors were discussing was the important scene they were about to shoot next—the one where Ken Watanabe dies in a charge.

Tom Cruise meticulously read the script and couldn’t help but exclaim, “This is the biggest explosive point of the entire show. Mr. Watanabe has a heavy burden! He needs to highlight the Bushido spirit to its extreme in this scene.”

Ken Watanabe smiled slightly and said, “I have been waiting for this scene for a long time. I will go all out not to disappoint everyone!”

Then, Ken Watanabe looked at Tom Cruise again and said seriously, “Tom, your role is also very important in this scene. You are the first foreigner to wear a Bushido spirit battle suit and appear as a samurai in the film. Our investors want the Bushido spirit to be more accepted by Westerners, and for that, we mainly rely on you to move those Western audiences.”

Tom Cruise quickly nodded and politely said, “Mr. Watanabe, please rest assured. It is my honor to play such a role. I will go all out!”

If ranked by star power, Tom Cruise’s status was far above Ken Watanabe. But Tom Cruise clearly knew that from the perspective of the investors behind this film, Ken Watanabe was the actor they value the most. Because in this film, the true Bushido spirit would rely on his performance for the deepest interpretation. His own so-called leading male role actually served him.

In fact, within the very plot structure of this film, the character played by Ken Watanabe was the truly supreme one. He not only constantly interpreted the so-called Bushido spirit, but was also full of various humanistic halos, almost without any flaws, and had countless loyal followers.

Even the male lead like Tom Cruise had to be won over by his humanistic brilliance in the play, willingly becoming his subordinate and fighting with everything for him. What’s more interesting is that in this film, even the Japanese Emperor was his student and respected him immensely, which further highlighted the supreme status of the character played by Ken Watanabe in this film.

Tom Cruise also clearly knew that Ken Watanabe was the actor most valued by the Japanese Financial Magnates behind this film, and also the only irreplaceable actor in the entire film. Therefore, even though Tom Cruise was the male lead, he still showed him exceptional respect.

At this moment, Ken Watanabe exclaimed, “I hope that through this film, the world can better understand Japan’s Bushido spirit. It is a treasure of Japanese culture and the essence of the Yamato people.”

Tom Cruise nodded and smiled, “I believe this film will certainly spread the great Bushido spirit throughout the world.”

The best way to win over a market is to praise the people living there and their culture. This is a profound truth understood by every Hollywood star. Tom Cruise might not genuinely love Japanese culture and the Bushido spirit that much, but he knew very well that by labeling himself as such, he could better penetrate the Japanese market, gain adoration from Japanese audiences, make Japanese film and television companies pay up, and even get acquainted with the Japanese super Financial Magnates.

But he never dreamed that this seemingly shrewd decision and action would bring such a colossal storm upon him!

Upon receiving the call from his agent, Tom Cruise was in a particularly good mood. He even directly invited his agent over the phone, hoping he could come to New Zealand to relax for a few days, because the environment there was simply wonderful.

The agent almost spat blood. He said, disappointed in someone for not living up to expectations, “What time is it, and you’re still in such a leisurely mood? Do you know that the internet back home is close to tearing you apart with insults?!”

Tom Cruise frowned, “Insulting me? Who? Why?”

The agent sighed, “I can’t explain it in a few words. In short, it’s the trouble you’ve brought upon yourself by participating in this film. Can you get online now? I’ve sent you some links on YY, go take a look yourself first.”

Tom Cruise glanced at the Japanese actors opposite him and said, “I’m discussing the script with a few Japanese actors. What exactly happened? Just tell me over the phone.”

At this moment, Tom Cruise hadn’t yet realized how serious the situation was. He still thought it was just fans cursing a bit, something harmless.

When the agent heard that he was discussing the script with Japanese actors, he almost broke down and repeatedly said, “I’m begging you, Tom, don’t associate so closely with those Japanese people. If you still want to save your acting career, hurry back to your place, open your computer, log onto YY, and look at the links I sent you!”

Tom Cruise finally became alert. Although his agent usually liked to joke around, he had never used the word “begging” before. It sounded very unusual.

So Tom Cruise said to Ken Watanabe and the others, “Everyone, please continue chatting. I need to go back and check something on my computer.”

The others didn’t pay much attention either. After Tom Cruise left, they began to communicate in pure Japanese.

Meanwhile, back at his residence, the first thing Tom Cruise did was open his laptop and log into his YY. As soon as he went online, he found that his agent had sent him over a dozen messages, each one a website link.

Tom Cruise clicked on the first link and was somewhat stunned when he saw it.

“Why are these all old photos?” A surprised Tom Cruise continued to look. This glance, however, sent his heart leaping into his throat!

This was the post that Li Mu had originally published in Tom Cruise’s fan community. It now had over ten thousand replies. After Tom Cruise finished reading, he felt uneasy. What was going on? Was someone deliberately trying to discredit the Bushido spirit, or was someone intentionally trying to oppose him? It was just making a movie, did it need to be elevated to the level of patriotism and nationalism?

Looking at the subsequent links, Tom Cruise was absolutely dumbfounded!

The subsequent posts were all direct attacks on him!

Those with a milder tone questioned why he took on this film, why he was trying to whitewash extreme Bushido spirit. But most people directly cursed him using the crudest language. Some called him a bastard who cared only about money, others a Japanese lackey, some said he would stop at nothing to earn money, and some even branded him a shameless traitor…

And almost every post criticizing him garnered fanatical support from a large number of netizens; replies for any single post exceeded several thousand, with over half even surpassing ten thousand. As a result, the entire internet was filled with curses directed at Tom Cruise. Tom Cruise searched for a long time and couldn’t even find a single person to speak up for him, not even one to offer an explanation on his behalf. The entire American internet was awash with criticism and abuse directed at him.

This sudden turn of events left Tom Cruise panicking in front of his computer, his hand trembling so much he couldn’t even hold the mouse steady. He had never imagined that taking on this film, and his publicly stated fondness for Japanese culture, would bring such a monumental disaster upon him!





Chapter 1171: All-Out War!

Tom Cruise never expected such intense public outrage to be aroused online. In his panic, he kept inquiring of his agent: “What do you think I should do now? Is there any way to salvage this?”

The agent thought for a moment, then seriously said: “Tom, I think the most important thing now is to quickly distance yourself. Netizens are condemning you for taking on such a film, so you should quickly issue a statement saying that you didn’t know this film glorified extreme Bushido spirit, and that the Japanese culture you admire does not include inhumane extreme Bushido spirit.”

Tom Cruise hastily responded: “No problem, I can write a statement right now. But how much effect do you think this statement will have?”

The agent said: “I can’t guarantee you anything. Maybe it will only have a slight mitigating effect, or maybe no effect at all. It mainly depends on whether your statement can persuade these angry audience members.”

At this point, the agent hesitated for a moment before speaking: “Tom, to be honest, in my opinion, we have no chance of salvaging this now, so it’s best not to harbor any hope of doing so. What we should do most is to cut losses in time. It would be best to immediately announce your withdrawal from the film’s production and simultaneously apologize to the entire nation, begging for their forgiveness.”

“What?!” Tom Cruise freaked out upon hearing this: “The movie is already half-shot, and you want me to withdraw? How can I withdraw? Just the compensation alone would be tens of millions of dollars! More importantly, if I withdraw now, the Japanese consortium will surely despise me! What will happen in the future?”

The agent blurted out: “What time is it that you’re still considering these things? If you wait any longer, and the netizens’ views escalate, it will be useless even if you withdraw!”

Tom Cruise irritably said: “I’ll write a statement first, and you help me find the media to publish it. As for the rest, let’s observe for a while and then discuss.”

The agent sighed helplessly, saying: “Now all major media outlets are publishing articles criticizing you. Do you still expect them to help you publish a statement? Even if they are willing to help you publish it, they will definitely include editorial comments to target you.”

Tom Cruise inquired about: “Then what should I do?!”

The agent was silent for a moment, then spoke: “By the way, try to see if you can get Li Mu to help. If he is willing to publish your statement on YY, the situation will certainly be much more optimistic.”

“Li Mu?!” Tom Cruise said: “What if I don’t know Li Mu?”

The agent thought for a moment, then had a flash of inspiration, saying: “Ask Steven Spielberg for help! He’s in China right now, and he has a very good relationship with Li Mu! They just signed a contract a few days ago, intending to form a strategic partnership. If he’s willing to put in a good word for you with Li Mu, that should still help somewhat in salvaging your reputation.”

“Steven Spielberg?!” Tom Cruise suddenly clutched at this only hope, and immediately said excitedly: “Good! I’ll contact him right away!”

Li Mu didn’t expect Tom Cruise to ask Steven Spielberg to seek his help.

Steven Spielberg pleaded over the phone: “Mr. Li, Tom is a very excellent actor. Didn’t you also tell me a few days ago that you were very interested in him and hoped to collaborate with him? He’s currently facing significant trouble because of an unintentional mistake. If Mr. Li can help him, I believe he will repay you doubly once he overcomes this difficulty.”

Li Mu said to Steven Spielberg without hesitation: “Steven, I’ve already understood Tom Cruise’s situation. Please relay this to him: I will never agree to his request! At the same time, on behalf of the 1.3 billion compatriots in China, I express my strong condemnation of his actions! The American people cannot forget the harm brought by extreme Bushido spirit, and the 1.3 billion compatriots in China will never forget that anyone who stands for extreme Bushido spirit is our enemy!”

Steven Spielberg didn’t expect Li Mu’s reaction to this matter to be so extreme. Being very astute, he immediately gave up on continuing to plead for Tom Cruise and hastily followed Li Mu’s words, saying: “You’re right, this behavior is indeed very excessive and unacceptable to the people of all countries worldwide who have suffered from Japanese aggression.”

Then Steven Spielberg continued: “Everyone must be responsible for their own actions. Let’s consider this a profound lesson for him!”

Li Mu hummed, “This is the price he should pay.”

After Steven Spielberg hung up the phone, he immediately relayed Li Mu’s attitude to Tom Cruise and clearly stated that he could not help him. This caused the glimmer of hope Tom Cruise had just felt to instantly vanish!

Even Li Mu had such a strong opinion against him; it seemed he had truly stirred up a hornet’s nest this time!

…

While Tom Cruise was helpless and bewildered in New Zealand, Li Mu’s second wave of condemnation commenced.

After all, Li Mu was an internet bigshot with over a decade of experience ahead of his time. He knew too well how to incite public opinion online. In other words, he was currently the most skilled bigshot in the world at completely ruining someone online.

The title of Li Mu’s new article was “Tom Cruise, How Much Compatriots’ Blood Has the Katana in Your Hand Stained?” The entire article directly attacked Tom Cruise in an interrogative tone.

In it, Li Mu questioned him: When you speak of being obsessed with Japanese culture and obsessed with Bushido spirit, do you know how many compatriots once lost their lives because of it?

When you pick up a katana and glorify extreme Bushido spirit in “The Last Samurai,” did you ever consider how many compatriots’ heads were once severed by the katana in your hand?

When you were captivated by Japanese Bushido in “The Last Samurai” and willingly fought to defend extreme Bushido spirit, did you know how many righteous individuals sacrificed their lives to oppose this anti-human spirit?

After several consecutive interrogations, Li Mu also stated in the article: “The inherently profit-driven nature of a commodity society and upper-class society has left our celebrities with no integrity for the sake of making money. As public figures, shouldn’t celebrities demand more of themselves and take on a greater role model responsibility in society? Shouldn’t they thoroughly understand the plot and historical background of a film before taking it on? If even this most basic professional quality is missing, then how far will the industry堕落?”

“As a public figure, if Tom Cruise took on this film with insufficient historical knowledge, it sufficiently proves that the overall professional qualities of actors urgently need improvement; if he took on this film with full historical understanding, then his motives are even more heinous, because the nation’s pain is worthless in his eyes. Whichever it is, it is unforgivable!”

At the end of the article, Li Mu also made an analogy: “If one day an actor takes on a movie that glorifies fascism, then please remember that there are two terrible things: besides the actor willing to glorify fascism, there is also the company that invests in making this movie!”

As soon as this article was published, it quickly received widespread support and acclaim from the vast majority of netizens. While wholeheartedly agreeing with the article’s views, they rapidly continued to spread it across the entire internet.

Li Mu’s article effectively blocked all retreat routes for Tom Cruise.

At this point, Tom Cruise was completely driven into a corner by Li Mu, utterly incapable of resisting. What Li Mu wanted was for Tom Cruise, when facing criticism from the entire society, to find no valid reasons, excuses, or justifications to stand on!

This way, Li Mu could continue to fan the flames and pressure Tom Cruise, ultimately leaving Tom Cruise with only one choice: apologize, and then withdraw from the film.

Li Mu also intended to drive Warner to a dead end, forcing them to terminate the film’s production, turning this one hundred and forty million dollar investment into a truly unfinished project in Hollywood!

Beyond that, Li Mu had even greater ambitions: to make the entire Western society recognize the true face of the Bushido spirit, and through this incident, make them throw a rat at their own pot (hesitate due to fear of repercussions), daring not to participate in any film projects promoting Japanese culture from now on!

…

To ensure the success of this matter, Li Mu decided to commence an all-out war!

Previously, to trigger this incident online, Li Mu had used various means to conceal his identity, which was to avoid revealing any major logical bugs. But now, the incident was already in full swing online, and he could openly participate.

Thus, Li Mu immediately called the person in charge of the YY English Website and gave him two tasks:

First, from this moment on, fully and vigorously follow up on “The Last Samurai” related incidents, providing 24-hour rolling coverage on the YY English Website. Simultaneously, the headlines of the pop-up window news for the next three days must be dedicated to this incident, pushing its impact to the extreme;

Second, invite renowned authors from China and the United States to write articles for this incident, ensuring the arguments are perfectly clear, all based on the perspective of “strongly condemning those who promote extreme Bushido spirit.”

Subsequently, Li Mu called Wang Nan, the editor-in-chief responsible for YY’s Chinese portal, requesting him to heavily promote this incident on YY Chinese Website and through YY’s daily push notifications in China.

Furthermore, Li Mu called Zhao Kang, who was busy with the chain internet cafe project, and gave him a requirement: after YY Chinese Website heavily promotes this matter, immediately motivate the online army to fan the flames on the internet, ensuring that domestic netizens’ enthusiasm for discussing this incident is aroused. At the same time, find ways to guide them to express solidarity with American netizens online.

Zhao Kang understood the first half of Li Mu’s request perfectly, but the latter half left him a bit confused. He asked Li Mu: “Express solidarity with American netizens? How do we express solidarity?”

Li Mu chuckled: “It’s simple. We need to find a way to motivate Chinese netizens who can speak English to go to American online platforms. Let them fan the flames of this event, leaving comments on relevant American online content explicitly showing support. And it can’t just be support; they need to use certain rhetorical techniques.”

Then, Li Mu gave an example: “For instance, have all netizens add a line before replying to American netizens’ posts: ‘Chinese Netizen Delegation here to support, justice will prevail!’ Let American netizens know that on this matter, Chinese netizens are comrades-in-arms in the same trench with them. This large-scale mobilization is precisely to support them, to support justice!”

Back then, when Tieba, WOW Tieba, and other Tieba communities collectively carried out forum bombing, that comrade-like camaraderie deeply moved many Tieba users. What Li Mu wanted to do now was to seize this opportunity to make Chinese and American netizens close comrades-in-arms. This was also to lay the groundwork for “Flying Tigers” in the future!





Chapter 1172: Chinese Netizens Arrive on the Battlefield in Five Seconds!

When YY exposed the events happening in Hollywood domestically in China, nearly one hundred million netizens in the country erupted in an uproar.

If one were to ask which country or nation in the world has been most deeply hurt by Japan, the answer would undoubtedly be China and the Chinese people!

Although the brutal war of aggression passed over fifty years ago, how could such a deep hatred at a national level be washed away in just a few decades? No one, even if they just casually mocked China’s War of Resistance, could be accepted by China’s over a billion people. This history is too solemn and too heavy, with tens of millions of lives behind it, and absolutely no form of trampling is permitted!

Hollywood invested in a film that promoted the Bushido spirit. If no one had pierced through that final hurdle, no one would have realized the ulterior motives contained within.

Even in Li Mu’s previous life, he didn’t discern the true intention behind this film. The people of countries once invaded by Japan also didn’t feel anything amiss with this movie, which globally glorified the extreme Bushido spirit.

In retrospect, Li Mu now thinks this film went to great lengths in this regard.

They knew that Japan bore the guilt of initiating World War II and invading other countries, so outright whitewashing the Bushido spirit would naturally be difficult. However, they very cleverly set the story during the Meiji Restoration, promoting and beautifying the Bushido spirit through the guise of a Japanese “civil war.” The vast majority of people were deceived by their sophisticated strategy.

In fact, if one looks closely at this film, there are numerous plot holes and many logical inconsistencies in the storyline. Yet, it still achieved very good word-of-mouth and box office results globally.

However, a final hurdle is a final hurdle; no matter how thick or deeply hidden it is, as long as it’s forcefully pierced, it will inevitably break. And once this final hurdle is pierced, the vast majority of people will be able to see its true nature.

Thus, the American people were enraged, and thus, the Chinese people were also enraged.

The film produced by the American film and television companies instantly angered netizens in both the United States and China. Consequently, various online platforms in China were flooded with accusations against this film.

Zhao Kang’s online army team, while stirring up netizens’ emotions on domestic websites, also began preparing to guide these netizens to American websites.

Li Mu’s request to Zhao Kang was for a large number of Chinese netizens to flood major American websites, expressing their indignation and protest against The Last Samurai on all related pages, as well as their express solidarity with and support for American netizens.

Zhao Kang immediately mobilized his entire online army team, making full preparations to fulfill Li Mu’s request.

To assist the many Chinese netizens whose English wasn’t very good, Zhao Kang instructed his online army to provide comprehensive, step-by-step guidance to the netizens.

First, the online army compiled a large number of links to overseas pages related to The Last Samurai;

Second, the online army used screenshots to teach them how to register accounts step-by-step on the compiled English websites;

Finally, the online army prepared English comment templates for them to directly copy and paste.

The standards for the templates were very clear:

The first part was “People from XX Province of China express solidarity!” translated into English.

The second part was translated into English: “Strongly protest Warner film and television companies, and the shameless act of actors like Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick in blatantly glorifying the extreme Bushido spirit!”

The third part was translated into English: “Thirteen hundred million Chinese people will never allow anyone to put a positive spin on the inhumane Bushido spirit!”

Once these preparations were complete, Zhao Kang and his large army only awaited Li Mu’s command.

…

At this moment, Li Mu was in Anne Hathaway’s private ward at the Third Hospital, visiting her now that her isolation had been lifted.

Half an hour earlier, Li Mu received a call from Director Zou of the Third Hospital, who said Anne Hathaway’s isolation had been lifted. He immediately arranged with Steven Spielberg to visit the Hospital together.

According to the doctors, Anne Hathaway had sepsis caused by a severe blood infection. Fortunately, she was sent to the Hospital relatively early, which prevented overly severe consequences. Otherwise, if it had dragged on for a day or two, it might have caused irreversible damage to her internal organs, or even endangered her life.

After days of isolated treatment, her blood test results returned to normal, and she showed no complications from any SARS cases, so the Hospital ruled out the possibility of her being infected with SARS. She was transferred to a general ward for two or three days of observation before being discharged.

Li Mu and Steven Spielberg naturally sighed in relief, and Anne Hathaway, finally able to see Li Mu and Steven Spielberg, also broke down and cried aloud.

So many days of isolation had brought a huge amount of negative psychological impact, the most severe of which was fear.

Because it was uncertain whether she was infected with SARS, the doctors treated her condition with extreme caution. Anne Hathaway hadn’t seen a single normal face these past few days; almost every medical staff member wore unsettling protective suits, treating her with the caution one would treat a source of plague. Her repeated inquiries yielded no clear or detailed explanations, which only intensified the negative emotions in her heart.

Today, the lifting of isolation finally allowed her to relax. The tension of so many days was instantly released, and she felt as if reborn.

While comforting Anne Hathaway, Li Mu appropriately divulged, “Recently, a rather tricky infectious disease has been spreading, so doctors have been extra cautious when treating fever patients. Luckily, you’ve been ruled out for infection. After a few more days of observation, you’ll be able to leave the Hospital very soon.”

Anne Hathaway, with red eyes, said pitifully, “I want to go home… I really do…”

Steven Spielberg quickly said, “Anne, don’t worry, we’ll go back as soon as you’re discharged.”

Then, Steven Spielberg pointed at Li Mu and said, “Mr. Li said he wants to go to America with us, and he also said he’d rent a private jet, so we can hitch a ride back.”

Anne Hathaway gazed longingly at Li Mu. “Mr. Li, when exactly can I be discharged?”

Li Mu smiled. “You need three days of observation. Today is the first day. If there are no surprises on the third day, you can be discharged on the fourth.”

Anne Hathaway then asked, “So when are we leaving?”

Seeing her strong desire to go home, Li Mu said without hesitation, “I’ll have my Assistant contact a charter company today, and we’ll try to depart on the day you’re discharged.”

Anne Hathaway’s large eyes instantly welled up with tears, and she choked with emotion, repeatedly saying thank you. These days had been too difficult for her; at that moment, all she could think about was going home.

Thinking about going to America, Li Mu suddenly remembered Wei Lan. Last time, she mentioned that if he were to go to America again, she hoped he would invite her along because she also wanted to visit her parents there.

So Li Mu pulled out his phone and sent Wei Lan a text message.

“Flying to America in a few days, want to come along?”

A moment later, Wei Lan’s call came through.

Li Mu greeted Anne Hathaway and Steven Spielberg, leaving them to chat in the room, and went to the balcony outside the door to answer the call.

The moment the call connected, Wei Lan excitedly asked, “Are you really going to America soon?”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation and smiled, “Should be in the next few days.”

Wei Lan asked, “You’re so busy, how do you have time to run off to America? Don’t tell me you’re already missing your girlfriend after she’s only been gone a few days?”

Li Mu said, “I have very important business to attend to in America this time.”

Wei Lan then asked, “How long will you be gone this time?”

“Three to five days,” Li Mu said. “There’s still a lot to do, I’ll come back as soon as I can finish.”

Wei Lan considered for a moment, then said, “My work has been okay recently, not too busy. The general direction and details of many things are already set, just waiting for the frontline team to implement them bit by bit, so I have quite a bit of free time recently.”

At this point, Wei Lan sounded as if she had made up her mind, saying, “Then I’ll go with you. Otherwise, I don’t know when I’ll get to go next time, and flying trans-oceanic alone is too torturous.”

Li Mu said, “We’re chartering a flight this time, and Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway will be with us.”

“Has Anne Hathaway been discharged?”

“Soon.”

“She didn’t get that infectious disease, did she?”

“No, it was sepsis. She’s almost fully recovered and will be discharged in a few days.”

“That’s good!” Wei Lan sighed in relief, a hint of joy in her voice as she asked Li Mu, “Should I come to Shenzhen City to find you then, or will you stop in Yanjing first?”

Then, Wei Lan added, “Anyway, if you’re flying to America, the route will definitely fly north first, over Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula and through the Bering Strait. You can stop in Yanjing and pick me up.”

Li Mu laughed. “That’s impressive, you even know how planes fly.”

Wei Lan said, “I’ve flown a few times and noticed it always flies north first. Later, I looked it up, and it’s called the Great Circle Route.”

Li Mu didn’t understand, so he just said, “In that case, wait for me in Yanjing. The plane will fly to Yanjing first to pick you up.”

“Great, then I’ll wait for you in Yanjing.”

After hanging up Wei Lan’s call, Zhao Kang’s call immediately came in. The online army’s preparations were completely ready, and he was asking Li Mu when to activate them.

Li Mu checked the time; it was almost twelve o’clock noon Beijing time. At that moment, it was eight o’clock in the evening in Los Angeles, another peak time when netizens are most active.

Li Mu immediately gave Zhao Kang the order: “Activate precisely at twelve o’clock!”

“Okay!” Zhao Kang was extremely excited. “I can’t wait to see the combat effectiveness of our online army team overseas!”

When Li Mu returned to the ward, Steven Spielberg was lamenting to Anne Hathaway, “Tom accidentally stepped on a landmine this time. He’s currently being denounced verbally and in writing by netizens. This incident will likely have a significant impact on his career. It might take at least a year to shake off this influence.”

Li Mu happened to walk in and smiled, “One year probably isn’t enough. In my opinion, this influence will affect him for at least five to ten years, or even his entire acting career.”

Steven Spielberg asked in surprise, “Mr. Li, will this incident have such a profound negative impact on Tom?”

Li Mu nodded without hesitation.

Steven Spielberg subconsciously asked him, “Why will it be so severe?”

Li Mu chuckled slightly, saying with a mysterious expression, “Because Chinese netizens will arrive on the battlefield in five seconds!”





Chapter 1173: Opportunity Knocks Only Once, First Come, First Served!

Steven Spielberg simply could not grasp the power encapsulated in Li Mu’s words: “Chinese netizens will arrive on the battlefield in five seconds.”

Chinese netizens often experience friction among themselves; due to games, idols, regions, or showing off, the reasons for conflict are incredibly diverse. The scale of these various disputes also varies, from small one-on-one verbal clashes to large-scale forum bombing efforts involving hundreds of thousands of people, occurring almost non-stop online. However, once the issue escalates to the level of nationalism and patriotism, these netizens, who normally appear to be a disorganized rabble, instantly discard all prejudices and disagreements, quickly uniting to face external threats.

At this very moment, with Zhao Kang’s command, tens of thousands of internet ghostwriters moved simultaneously. The entire Chinese internet quickly became flooded with an overwhelming amount of discourse related to The Last Samurai.

Chinese netizens were initially protesting on domestic websites, but very few knew how to take their protests to overseas websites. Now, however, numerous step-by-step tutorials suddenly appeared online. Even netizens who didn’t recognize a single English word could follow the instructions to complete postings on major American websites, step by step.

American netizens, who were protesting The Last Samurai and its main creators like Tom Cruise on major websites, suddenly discovered a massive number of almost identical threads and messages appearing on the sites. The content of these messages utterly stunned them.

The websites were uniformly filled with “Netizens from XX Province in China are here to show support.” Seeing one or two such messages didn’t seem like much, but when such content was everywhere, American netizens were thoroughly shocked.

Judging by the scale, at least tens of thousands, even millions or more Chinese netizens had come to show support. Their messages strongly condemned The Last Samurai, a perspective completely consistent with that of all American netizens. This involuntarily stirred excitement in the hearts of the American netizens.

So many Chinese netizens coming to show support not only made American netizens feel as though they had gained a powerful ally, but also made them feel that everything they were doing was entirely true to justice and in its defense.

The strong support from Chinese netizens from thousands of kilometers away moved the American netizens deeply, while also greatly boosting their morale. Many American netizens even felt that the influx of a large number of Chinese netizens at that moment was like the Rohan people felt when they saw the Elven reinforcements arrive before the Battle of Helm’s Deep in The Lord of the Rings 2.

The trans-racial reinforcements, traveling thousands of kilometers to the battlefield, immediately caused a dramatic qualitative change in the entire “battle” situation. The impact of the entire incident instantly rose by more than one level. American netizens, while thanking the Chinese netizens for their powerful support, also changed the tone and starting point of their protest.

Now, The Last Samurai no longer just hurt the hearts of the American people; it no longer just betrayed the Americans who sacrificed their lives at the hands of the Japanese army during World War II. It also deeply hurt the hearts of the Chinese people and all the more betrayed the tens of millions of Chinese people who died during the Japanese invasion of China.

At this moment, Chinese and American netizens quickly united due to their shared values and common adversary, instantly closing the distance between them. American netizens expressed their gratitude online for the efforts of their Chinese counterparts. Although their languages were different, their emoticons were universally understood, so American netizens replied to almost every Chinese netizen with rows of thumbs-up emojis.

Such a massive influx of Chinese netizens had a huge impact on the American internet. This kind of large-scale spontaneous movement by netizens had never occurred in the history of the internet in the United States, nor in the internet history of the entire world. What’s more, such a large-scale spontaneous movement was also transnational and transcontinental, giving this action an even more unique significance.

Major American media outlets began to pay attention to this movement. That evening, several television media, including CNN, broadcast this grand spectacle through emergency news flashes to all of North America and even the world. The unified cooperation between Chinese and American netizens perfectly demonstrated what synergy means.

Many online media outlets also provided comprehensive follow-up reports on this large-scale movement by Chinese netizens. One portal website, primarily run by university students, gave Chinese netizens a collective name: Army-Of-Justice. As soon as this appellation was launched, it was immediately embraced by a vast number of American netizens. American netizens even learned to return a favor by using translation software or consulting friends who spoke Chinese to reply to Chinese netizens online. The most widely circulated version was: “Dear Chinese friends, thank you, you are the Army of Justice!”

The one hundred percent mutual recognition between Chinese and American netizens, and their excellent online interaction, greatly boosted the influence of the movement to oppose and boycott The Last Samurai.

Tom Cruise, in New Zealand, was nearly losing his mind.

The internet was full of negative news and comments about him; almost every netizen who opposed the movie also vehemently cursed him. Tom Cruise was practically drowned by these comments, and even his fans at this time had switched allegiance or disappeared. Faced with immense social pressure, Tom Cruise was almost on the verge of a breakdown.

His agent in the United States was also swamped with work, exasperated by the situation. Seeing the situation become even more passive due to the Chinese netizens, he no longer dared to hesitate and immediately called Tom Cruise.

The moment the call connected, the agent immediately told Tom Cruise, “Tom, the situation is completely out of control now. This matter is very likely to cause a major earthquake in Hollywood. I advise you to return home immediately; don’t stay in New Zealand any longer!”

Tom Cruise instinctively asked, “What about this movie?”

“Still thinking about this movie?!” his agent blurted out, shouting, “Let me tell you outright, this movie is the Titanic, with an investment of one hundred and forty million US dollars, and it has already struck an iceberg! If you jump ship now to save yourself, there’s still time. Even if you look a bit disheveled, you can at least save your life. But if you wait any longer, you’ll only sink with this ship!”

Tom Cruise was horrified and instinctively asked, “You mean?”

His agent said without hesitation, “My meaning is simple: you return home immediately, then hold a press conference. The core of the press conference has two points: First, immediately apologize to the people of the world, admit and reflect on your mistakes. Your attitude must be extremely sincere, without any concealment. Second, unilaterally announce your immediate withdrawal from The Last Samurai crew and distance yourself from the film in any way, in order to seek the audience’s forgiveness.”

Tom Cruise sighed deeply and said, “If I do that, according to the contract, I’ll have to compensate them a lot of money. And you know, if I apologize, it’s tantamout to admitting that this movie promotes extreme Bushido spirit, and it means I personally stand firmly against extreme Bushido spirit. If so, I might offend the entire Japanese audience in the future!”

At this point, Tom Cruise added, “And Sumitomo… you know, they are the behind-the-scenes investors of this movie. If I betray them now to save myself, they will definitely retaliate against me in every way in the future…”

The agent grew anxious and couldn’t help but curse, “Damn it! Are you stupid?! If you withdraw now, it’s just a matter of compensating some money! But it can help you win back many viewers. Remember, you are an actor, a global actor. So what if all Japanese audiences hate you? You still have over a billion viewers in North America and Europe. As long as they can forgive you, you can rise again. And what if Sumitomo targets you? Can they control the whole world? If they had that capability, why would this incident have escalated so much? The fact that this incident has escalated so much precisely proves that they don’t have the legendary influence they’re rumored to have. In the face of public opinion, their influence is utterly meaningless!”

Subsequently, the agent warned, “Tom, there’s only one chance to win over the public, and it’s first come, first served! If you don’t quickly seize this moment to jump ship and pick a side, what if Warner can’t stand up to the pressure and announces an end to the film’s production first? Then you will truly be dooming forever. If everyone in the world, except the Japanese, boycotts you, you will truly have no way out!”

Tom Cruise’s agent had worked with him for nearly twenty years, and the two had long become very close friends. When the agent suddenly cursed, he wasn’t truly angry; instead, he very seriously considered what the agent had just said.

Indeed, he had really stepped on a landmine this time. He never expected to arouse such a huge public outcry. In this situation, trying to stubbornly remain on this precarious ship would truly be unwise.

Tom Cruise initially got on this ship because he had admired it for a long time and wanted to connect with the big capital behind it. However, looking at the current situation, this ship would indeed be difficult to sustain. If he didn’t jump ship soon, he would truly be dooming forever.

Moreover, one of his agent’s sentences had thoroughly enlightened him: Warner, facing such immense pressure, might not be able to hold on for long either. With so many netizens boycotting this movie now, Warner would inevitably stop the film if they couldn’t stand up to the pressure.

There was one point he strongly agreed with: there truly was only one chance to win over the public. Whether it was himself, Warner, or Edward Zwick, whichever of these three parties switched allegiance first would be seen as the one who recognized their error earliest, seizing the last bit of goodwill in the eyes of the public.

If he waited for the director to stop filming or for Warner to halt production, he would completely lose all initiative and instead become the unrepentant one in the eyes of the public!

Considering this, Tom Cruise had already made up his mind: he would follow his agent’s advice, quickly return to Hollywood, apologize to global audiences, and distance himself from this movie.

After making this decision, Tom Cruise immediately grew anxious again, because he suddenly realized that his current situation was very passive.

Warner was in Hollywood, and Edward had also gone to Hollywood, while he himself was in distant New Zealand. If either of those two parties came to a decision, they could hold a press conference in Hollywood within an hour. However, he was currently in the northern mountains of New Zealand, and it would take at least twenty-four hours to get back. Moreover, he would definitely need to hold the press conference in Hollywood, so he had to rush back, and could only pray to God that they hadn’t made a decision before he returned…

So, Tom Cruise said to his agent with extreme urgency, “I’m heading back now. Keep a close eye on the movements in Hollywood at all times, and contact me immediately if there’s any development!”





Chapter 1174: Making the Most Advantageous Choice

When the million-strong “Army of Justice” from China gained widespread renown on American social networks and fought alongside American netizens, Tom Cruise wasn’t the only one panicking.

Under such a negative influence, the entire high-level management of Warner Bros. fell into enormous panic. The power of public opinion made it impossible for them to turn the tide. Even Warner’s parent company, Time Warner, was having an extremely difficult time.

Historically, Time Warner’s acquisition of AOL (America Online) was a famously failed case, resulting in its market value shrinking by hundreds of billions of US dollars in one year after their merger. This time around, AOL is facing even more painful difficulties than at the same period in the previous life, because in its previous life, AOL didn’t have Muye Technology.

In its previous life, AOL was a giant in the American internet industry. However, with the rise of YY and the accompanying follow-up of the YY English Website, all American internet companies providing page services suffered a huge blow, and AOL was even less likely to escape.

Time Warner has been embroiled in a massive loss vortex since 2002, and with YY’s endorsement/backing, it is now overwhelmed. Unexpectedly, Warner Bros. poked an even bigger hole at this critical moment, which was simply adding insult to injury for the group.

Time Warner demanded that Warner Bros. immediately find a way to resolve the current public opinion crisis, and Jiro Hotta was also pressuring Warner Bros.

Jiro Hotta was greatly enraged by the current extremely passive situation. For him, investing in this film was to promote Japanese culture and the Japanese Bushido spirit, and to make money incidentally. But he never expected that not only would it fail to achieve the goal of promoting Japanese culture and Bushido spirit, but it would instead cause the Bushido spirit, a Japanese national essence, to be met with resistance and scorn worldwide. Holy sh*t, if it were revealed that he was the investor, wouldn’t he become the eternal sinner of all Japan?

An enraged Jiro Hotta furiously reprimanded Meyer, the CEO of Warner Bros., over the phone, telling him that no matter what, he must find a way to resolve this matter. If the impact of this incident continued to expand, he would definitely make Warner Bros. pay.

Meyer was also on the verge of breakdown. He said to Jiro Hotta, “Mr. Hotta, all media outlets in the United States are taking sides right now. Only a few media outlets controlled by Japanese capital haven’t declared their stance, but as you’ve seen, these media outlets are now being boycotted by netizens. What’s worse is that YY, which has enormous influence worldwide, is also fanning the flames. Its information distribution capability is simply too powerful, and we have no way to control its views. So, judging by the current trend, this impact can only grow larger.”

“Holy sh*t, you scoundrel!” Jiro Hotta immediately went berserk, his voice suddenly becoming hysterical as he furiously retorted, “Meyer, I’m warning you, this movie is my dream! If it’s ruined, I’ll never let you off the hook! You can forget about continuing to work in the film industry for the rest of your life!”

Meyer’s endurance was also reaching its limit. Seeing Jiro Hotta direct his anger at him, Meyer’s emotions also spun out of control, and he yelled, “This current situation has nothing to do with me! You wanted to make the movie, you approved the script, and you designated the director and actors! I merely served as a vessel to help you set up the team and handle the distribution and promotion! My job was to integrate resources and ensure the project launched smoothly, and I already completed all of that work!”

At this point, Meyer’s pent-up dissatisfaction also exploded. He said angrily, “The entire film production went very smoothly. It was the script leak that led to this situation, but the script leak isn’t my responsibility either. If you want to blame someone, blame Edward for poor management and for letting such a huge blunder occur with the crew! But Edward isn’t my subordinate, he’s yours! If you truly want to inquire about accountability, go find him! I’m completely fed up!”

After furiously saying all this, Meyer didn’t give Jiro Hotta any time to react and immediately hung up the phone.

He truly was fed up and didn’t want to endure it any longer.

It wasn’t just Meyer; almost every executive at Warner Bros. had reached their limit of endurance.

Not only were they being relentlessly cursed online, but crucially, many protesters were gathering outside Warner’s offices, and the scale of the protests was growing larger and larger, rapidly escalating from dozens of people to hundreds, and still increasing. This forced Warner’s executives to no longer dare to go to the company.

Meyer was the worst off among them. The last time he went to the company, his car was immediately surrounded by a large group of protesters as soon as it drove into the parking lot. When he got out, a Chinese-descendant old lady threw two rotten eggs at him, leaving him looking disheveled. He quickly got back in his car and fled home. Not only did he fail to go to work, but he was also photographed by the media, with the pictures published in newspapers and on websites, making a huge disgrace of him.

Afterward, Meyer never returned to the company. He and the other executives hid in their respective homes, communicating through YY Group video chat and discussing their next countermeasures.

Among Warner’s executives, there were clear-headed people who proposed using drastic action to quickly resolve the issue, suggesting that the company hold a large-scale press conference. At the conference, they would conduct a self-critique, apologize to the world, especially to the people of America and China, and then announce the halt of production for The Last Samurai and the disbandment of the film crew.

However, Meyer had adamantly refused until now.

The one hundred forty million US dollars in investment almost entirely came from Sumitomo. Jiro Hotta had quietly completed this investment through externally controlled investment companies and funds. It appeared as if Warner was leading a joint investment with several companies for this film, but in reality, all the money came from Sumitomo.

This money was given to Warner, and Warner had spent most of it since pre-production began. If they announced a halt to production now, Warner would suffer heavy losses.

The legal department calculated that if production was halted, the book loss would be at least over two hundred million US dollars.

The reason it amounted to over two hundred million US dollars was because, upon receiving the one hundred forty million US dollars investment, there was a risk clause: if the film could not be completed as planned due to non-natural force majeure, Warner would have to compensate all investors and pay an additional one hundred percent in compensation.

Originally, Sumitomo’s terms were very lenient. As long as the film was completed, Warner would not incur any breach of contract risk. Even if it took an extra year, as long as the film was well-made, Sumitomo would not pursue any liability.

But the most awkward part was that this film had likely become the most difficult film to produce in cinematic history. Therefore, according to the contract, halting production would incur a penalty of two hundred eighty million to Sumitomo. Since most of the money had already been spent, only tens of millions remained on the books, and the rest would have to be covered by Warner itself, resulting in a definite loss of over two hundred million US dollars.

Meyer didn’t want to bear such a massive loss while in his position as CEO. Over two hundred million US dollars—holy sh*t, how many movies would they have to make to earn that back?

And this was only the direct economic loss; the indirect losses were even greater!

If halting production caused investors to lose confidence in Warner Bros., then Warner Bros.’s valuation, the future development of its projects, and even its revenue-sharing ratios when collaborating with other companies could all be hugely impacted. Furthermore, its parent company, Time Warner, would inevitably be affected. Its stock price had been falling for the past two days, much of which was due to the trouble caused by Warner Bros.’s film. Once a halt in production was announced, the impact would likely be even greater.

But now, Meyer finally understood: he couldn’t escape this burden, and the longer he delayed, the greater the cost!

That damned Jiro Hotta completely disregarded the actual situation and shamelessly came to him to inquire about accountability. If his theme hadn’t had such a huge problem, how could it have led to so many successive issues?! He was the one who actually ruined Meyer!

Before, Meyer had constantly tried to avoid bearing the loss of two hundred million US dollars, but now it seemed these losses were unavoidable. Since that was the case, he might as well bear them himself and immediately hold a press conference to apologize to everyone worldwide, admit their mistakes, acknowledge the evil of extreme Bushido, and then announce the halt of production. While the losses couldn’t be recovered this way, at least their reputation could be salvaged! If they dragged it on any longer, they would lose both the money and their reputation completely, resulting in all efforts coming to nothing and being completely wiped out.

Therefore, an enraged Meyer immediately organized a video conference with the executives hiding at home. After the connection was established, the first thing he said was, “Get ready! We’re holding a press conference tomorrow morning!”

It was already 8:30 PM local time. If it weren’t for the insufficient preparation time, Meyer would have wanted to hold the press conference immediately.

The other executives immediately inquired about, “What strategy do we plan to adopt for our press conference?”

Meyer said without hesitation, “Apologize! Halt production!”

After Meyer made this decision, all the executives on camera remained silent.

Seeing that no one was responding, Meyer furiously said, “You don’t need to worry! The decision to halt production is mine, and I will bear all responsibility!”

When Meyer clearly stated these words, the executives in front of their cameras finally breathed a sigh of relief.

Regarding The Last Samurai, this hot potato, everyone wanted to halt production quickly and then immediately apologize to beg the public’s forgiveness. That way, the social pressure exerted on them these past few days could be greatly alleviated. However, since it involved direct losses of at least over two hundred million US dollars and immeasurable indirect losses, no one wanted to take the blame.

Meyer had been the same before, but now he had reached his breaking point. At this moment, all he wanted was to escape from this matter as quickly as possible.

Just then, one of the executives spoke, “Let’s communicate with Edward and Tom Cruise and see if they are willing to attend this press conference together. If all three parties apologize together, it will better highlight our sincerity.”

“Absolutely not!” Meyer immediately exploded with anger, blurting out, “Under no circumstances should Edward and Tom Cruise be informed of this! Not only that, but you must all keep this highly confidential until tonight. Secretly prepare tonight, and tomorrow at eight o’clock, contact major media outlets to inform them we are holding an emergency press conference at ten o’clock. I want to catch everyone off guard!”

“Why?!” Almost all the executives did not understand why Meyer wanted to exclude Edward and Tom Cruise at this crucial moment.

Meyer said with a dark expression, “If three culprits confess simultaneously, then these three people will have to bear the public’s condemnation and punishment simultaneously. But if one person confesses first, it will cause the public to largely transfer the condemnation and punishment originally intended for them to the remaining two people! At a time like this, what we need to do is make the most advantageous choice for ourselves!”





Chapter 1175: Shame on You

While Tom Cruise was still on his transatlantic flight, Warner Bros. employees had already begun setting up the press conference venue overnight.

That night, Tom Cruise tossed and turned in the comfortable first-class cabin of the plane, unable to sleep. He didn’t even know how the situation would evolve once he landed.

Due to the unprecedented large-scale actions of the “Army of Justice,” the impact of this incident continued to escalate, with more and more countries beginning to pay attention to it.

Media outlets worldwide extensively reported on the entire affair. Not only in America and China, but throughout North America, Europe, and Asia—any country that was relatively economically developed and had advanced internet and media—had placed this netizen-initiated war on the front-page headline of their international news.

Among them, the people of Europe and Asia reacted most strongly.

The Asian people’s reaction was very direct. Besides China, Korea and various Southeast Asian countries had also suffered from Japan’s aggression. Therefore, when their media reported on this matter, they inherently carried a strong sense of protest and condemnation. When the citizens of these countries heard that Hollywood was making a film to whitewash extreme Bushido spirit, their feelings were almost identical to those of Chinese netizens: nothing but anger, anger, and more f*cking anger.

What was surprising was that the European people’s reaction was almost the same as Asia’s. From the media to the populace, everyone was fervently condemning such a shameless act of distorting history.

In the history of World War II, although Europe did not directly suffer from Japanese aggression, they were plunged into misery by Japan’s ally, Nazi Germany. To Europeans, Nazi Germany was an unforgivable devil. Even Germans themselves are extremely reticent about Nazism and would never dare mention it in any setting. Many European countries even have laws strictly prohibiting any form of propaganda for Nazi ideology. Li Mu had heard countless examples of brain-damaged guests arrested for giving the Nazi salute while traveling in Europe.

Europeans were already extremely sensitive to these issues, so when they learned that someone was trying to whitewash the extreme Bushido spirit of Japan, they instinctively thought of Nazism and simultaneously felt a strong sense of responsibility. If this film were made, what if someone were to follow suit and make a film to whitewash Nazism in the future? This was absolutely unacceptable!

Thus, enraged Europeans also joined the war. The English proficiency of European citizens was generally much higher than that of Chinese netizens, so these individuals almost spontaneously flooded American social networks, learning from Chinese netizens’ methods and vocally supporting American netizens.

“French netizens from Paris are here to show support!”

“British netizens from London are here to show support!”

“Polish netizens from Warsaw are here to show support!”

“German netizens from Berlin are here to show support!”

“Danish netizens from Copenhagen are here to show support!”

“Czech netizens from Prague are here to show support!”

“Russian…”

Soon, American social networks became a roll call for netizens from countries around the world…

As the great leader once said, a single spark can start a prairie fire!

Even Li Mu, the mastermind behind all of this, hadn’t imagined it could get this f*cking big!

This feeling made Li Mu think that he had merely shouted from the peak of a snowy mountain, but unexpectedly, it had step by step triggered the largest public opinion avalanche in internet history!

Watching at least hundreds of millions of internet users worldwide stirred up by him, with half the countries strongly condemning this shameless film, this feeling was simply too f*cking exhilarating!

The incident’s rapid escalation seemed to heat up the entire Northern Hemisphere, which was currently in winter.

CNN reporters exclaimed in disbelief while reporting these contents, even commenting: This should be the first time in several decades that people worldwide have united like this; the last time was during World War II.

Soon, a netizen commented, saying: “During World War II, people worldwide were not united as they are today, because at that time, Germany, Italy, and Japan were still the Axis Powers alliance. But this time, German and Italian netizens have abandoned their evil allies of yesteryear and joined the ranks of the people of the world. This should be an unprecedented grand unity of the world’s people!”

As soon as this comment appeared, it immediately won the acclaim of netizens from various countries. They were already full of passion, and stimulated by such commendation, their sense of justice and sense of accomplishment surged once again!

…

The next morning, Tom Cruise’s plane finally implemented/rolled out at Los Angeles International Airport. As he exited through the VIP channel, his agent and bodyguards, who had been waiting for a long time, quickly stepped forward to escort him out.

Everyone in the airport who saw Tom Cruise did not gasp and ask for autographs as they used to. This time, when someone recognized him, they immediately pointed at him and shouted loudly: “Hey! Cruise! Shame-on-you!”

“Hey, Cruise, you’re so shameful!”

Indeed, there weren’t many people on Tom Cruise’s incoming flight, and New Zealand was indeed remote, so the guests who recognized him weren’t fully aware of how badly he was being slandered.

However, America was different. America was at the very center of this vortex!

When Tom Cruise suddenly appeared in Los Angeles, one could imagine that these angry American citizens would certainly not let him off lightly!

That shout caused a large number of people in the airport hall to recognize Tom Cruise. Subsequently, a white-haired old lady looked at him, pointed at him, and angrily but gracefully said: “Cruise, I am eighty-five years old this year. Fifty-eight years ago, my husband died in Okinawa, Japan. Do you know why he traveled thousands of kilometers to Okinawa to die? Because he wanted to help the world end the war! No one has yet made a film for him and the soldiers who died there, yet you made a film glorifying executioners. You are truly too disappointing!”

Tom Cruise’s expression was extremely ashamed. He stood still and bowed to the old lady, saying: “I am truly sorry. Please rest assured, I have decided…”

Before he could finish the latter half of his sentence, countless voices throughout the airport hall began shouting: “Shame-on-you!”

At first, these voices were exceptionally chaotic, but very quickly, the crowd united, loudly and uniformly chanting:

Shame-on-you!

Shame-on-you!

Shame-on-you!

“…”

The deafening sound echoed throughout the airport hall, and this sound attracted even more attention, so more and more people joined in.

Tom Cruise was on the verge of breakdown. He never imagined that he would go from being adored by countless people to being scorned by countless people. On one hand, this caused him immense pain, but on the other, it strengthened his resolve. He had to organize a press conference as soon as possible to announce to the world that he would withdraw from “The Last Samurai” and apologize to people worldwide, begging for their forgiveness.

The scene briefly became somewhat chaotic. Several strong men from Texas even rushed forward and pushed him. If the airport security hadn’t arrived promptly, the situation could have Shengji at any moment.

Looking utterly disheveled, Tom Cruise finally exited the airport escorted by bodyguards and security. Countless citizens chased after him, continuously shouting the phrase that nearly drove him to breakdown: “Shame-on-you!”

When he got into the nanny car, Tom Cruise could still hear the furious citizens’ unified chants behind him.

Shame-on-you!

Tom Cruise intensely tore at his hair with both hands, his eyes red, and shouted at his agent in an emotional frenzy: “I want to hold a press conference! Immediately! Right now!”

His agent nodded and repeatedly consoled him: “The press conference must be held, but you’ve just been through such a long journey. You need to rest and adjust your condition first. Otherwise, if you don’t grasp the situation well, any oversight at the press conference would be bad.”

The agent dared not let Tom Cruise hold a press conference like this. If he accidentally caused an even bigger mess, it would truly be fatal!

Moreover, Tom Cruise was an idol actor. There was no way he could hold a press conference looking unkempt and utterly dejected, as it would cause immense damage to his image.

Tom Cruise’s outburst was just a momentary fit of pique. If he were to really hold a press conference now, he wouldn’t want to either. After such a long journey, he needed some time to adjust his complexion, mood, and appearance before facing the cameras.

So, Tom Cruise said to his agent: “Go prepare everything. It would be best if the press conference could be held before three in the afternoon.”

The agent nodded and said: “I’ll take you home in a bit. You go back and rest. I’ll immediately find a suitable venue and set it up as quickly as possible, while also notifying major media outlets.”

Then, the agent added: “However, I think we shouldn’t notify the media too early. Otherwise, once Warner knows we’re holding a press conference, they’ll guess our intentions. If they preempt us…”

Tom Cruise immediately nodded: “You must keep it strictly confidential! Not a single word must be leaked in advance!”

For Tom Cruise, if he held the press conference first to announce his withdrawal, it would be equivalent to turning over a new leaf, leaving a lot of room to play the emotional card. But if Warner beat him to it, his situation would be too awkward. The public might interpret it as him being stubbornly unrepentant and making a last-ditch stand.

If he surrendered before losing the position, he could still package himself as an “uprising”; but if he waited until the position was already lost, then it wouldn’t even count as surrendering, it would be called “being captured.”

Dragging his exhausted body home, Tom Cruise quickly took a shower and prepared to get some good rest during these few hours. However, just as he lay down, his agent’s call came in.

As soon as Tom Cruise answered the phone, his agent frantically said: “Fck! Tom! We-Fcking-Screwed-Up!”

“Fck, Tom, we fcking screwed up!”

Tom Cruise jolted awake from the bed, urgently inquiring: “What happened?!”

The agent’s voice was almost tearful: “Warner! Those shameless b*stards at Warner are holding a press conference in an hour! They’re going to sell us out!”

“What?!”





Chapter 1176: When Disaster Strikes, Each Flies Their Own Way

Tom Cruise, who was utterly exhausted, instantly threw all his fatigue to the winds the moment he heard his agent’s words.

He flipped over and scrambled up, roaring, seething with rage, “How can they be so shameless! To hold a press conference now without even informing me, they’re trying to dump me and make me take the fall!”

His agent also blurted out furiously, “It must be true! Those bastards!”

“F**ck!”

At this moment, Tom Cruise was beyond furious. He completely forgot that he had originally intended to distance himself from Warner and Edward and hold his own press conference to clear his name. He never expected Warner to steal the initiative, which instantly threw him into a panic.

At this point, his agent hastily said, “Tom, Tom! Calm down, you must calm down! The most important thing now is to find a solution, we don’t have much time left!”

Tom Cruise said irritably, “What solution is there now? Even if we hold a press conference now, it’ll be too late!”

The agent blurted, “Call Meyer! Before the press conference starts, quickly negotiate with him! No matter what, it’s absolutely perfidious for him to abandon us at this point. If he allows you to also participate in this press conference and align your statements with them, then we won’t pursue their perfidious actions!”

Tom Cruise nodded and said, “That’s the only way. I’ll call Meyer now!”

The agent then instructed, “You should get ready quickly. I’ll drive over to pick you up. We’ll head to Warner’s press conference venue first. If you can’t get through to Meyer over the phone, then we’ll go directly to the venue and force him to accept our terms!”

“OK!” Tom Cruise immediately realized that for such a major event, relying on phone communication alone wasn’t enough guarantee. They needed a backup plan!

At this very moment, Meyer was in the lounge next to the Warner press conference hall, repeatedly checking the speech he was about to deliver at the press conference.

As the head of Warner Bros., Meyer had witnessed countless grand events. He had experienced countless such press conferences, and except for the first time when he was a bit nervous, every subsequent one he handled with utmost ease. But today, he felt far more nervous than before his very first press conference.

Meyer knew perfectly well that once the media reporters arrived and he walked out of that room, he wouldn’t be just the CEO of Warner; he would be one of the targets of public condemnation across the entire internet.

In other words, he would be a sinner in the eyes of the American people.

And today, what he had to do was to clear, or at least alleviate, his guilt. This matter was of crucial importance to him; the slightest mistake could lead to a complete loss.

The other executives at Warner Bros. were not as nervous as Meyer at this moment. After all, Meyer himself was taking the fall for this incident; they were only accompanying him and bearing a small amount of joint liability, so the pressure and burden on them were much lighter than on Meyer.

Meyer’s nervous legs kept shaking back and forth. He occasionally put down his draft, rubbed his temples, his intense emotions clearly visible.

Just then, Meyer’s phone rang.

The call was from Jiro Hotta.

Meyer looked at the steadily vibrating phone, feeling exceptionally irritable. Jiro calling at this time meant he must have known about the press conference. Therefore, nothing good could come from this call.

Thinking this, Meyer prepared to ignore the call, letting it ring for a long time without picking it up.

After ringing for ages, the phone finally fell silent. Meyer’s tightly strung nerves also relaxed slightly, but unexpectedly, just a few seconds later, the phone rang again.

It was still Jiro Hotta.

Meyer was already feeling somewhat repulsive. This Jiro was like a persistent ghost. What was key was that he possessed a certain uncanny power to impose an intense sense of pressure on Meyer. Even without seeing him or hearing him speak, just the fact that his call came in was enough to make Meyer restless.

The more this happened, the stronger Meyer’s resistance became. When the phone rang for the fifth or sixth time, he could no longer tolerate it. He grabbed the phone, pressed the answer button, and immediately said, “Mr. Hotta, I am officially telling you, do not call me again!”

Jiro Hotta’s furious voice came through: “Meyer! You bastard! How dare you privately hold a press conference? Who gave you the guts?! What do you intend to do? What do you plan to say at the press conference?!”

Meyer didn’t expect Jiro to yell and shout at him immediately, and anger flared in his heart. He retorted, “Jiro, you need to understand, I am not your employee, nor your lackey! I am the CEO of Warner Bros. I have the right to do what I want, and it has nothing to do with you! Do you think you’re impressive just because you have money? This is America, not Japan!”

“Bastard!” Jiro Hotta screamed hysterically, “Meyer, you don’t want to know what happens when you anger me! I’m giving you one last offer: cancel the press conference, and we’ll call it even. Otherwise, you can consider the consequences yourself!”

Meyer was not at all swayed by Jiro Hotta’s terms. He now very clearly knew what he needed to do.

He needed to completely break free from this black hole of public opinion to avoid being swallowed by it. Therefore, he didn’t want to call it even with Jiro Hotta. He wanted to absolve himself in the eyes of the public across America, and even the world, who had resistance to extreme Bushido spirit!

So, Meyer said coldly, “Jiro, the press conference cannot be canceled. From today, I no longer want any involvement with you. As for the compensation clauses stipulated in the contract, Warner will certainly abide by them and will definitely fulfill them as soon as possible. You and I have a contract, let’s handle everything according to the contract!”

Jiro Hotta didn’t expect Meyer to dare ignore him like this. He immediately roared, “Meyer! If you insist on holding the press conference, I will make you regret…”

Before he could finish his sentence, Meyer had already hung up the phone.

“Bastard!” Jiro Hotta furiously smashed his phone, his expression extremely ferocious, his entire face seemed stained, crimson with rage.

His assistant immediately stepped forward to comfort him, “Sir, you don’t need to get too agitated. He’s just a minor Meyer. We can make that fellow vanish from the face of the earth anytime!”

Jiro Hotta gnashed his teeth and said, “Meyer is now under worldwide scrutiny. If he only announces the suspension of filming ‘The Last Samurai’ at this press conference, the situation won’t be too bad. But if he exposes me and Sumitomo’s shell company to clear his name, the impact on us will be far too great!”

Jiro knew very well that Sumitomo’s market had always been global. If it were truly exposed that they were secretly investing in and filming a movie that glorifies extreme Bushido spirit, the negative impact worldwide would be immense. Even if he held an important position in the consortium, he absolutely must not cause such a huge problem for the consortium; otherwise, his position within the entire consortium would be significantly affected.

And Jiro knew even more clearly that if Meyer only announced the suspension of the film this time, then after this matter blew over, he truly had a myriad of ways to make him disappear directly from this world.

But conversely, if Meyer exposed him, or the consortium’s involvement, then he would truly have no way to deal with Meyer. Because at that time, even if Meyer died in a genuine accident, the whole world would still blame his death on him. How could he dare to antagonize him then?

Meanwhile, Meyer hung up on Jiro’s call and finally felt a great sense of relief.

He had actually wanted to berate that short man, less than 1.6 meters tall, for a long time. There was no trace of the so-called Japanese humility and politeness in this person; he constantly displayed an attitude full of arrogance, conceit, and overbearing gestures that made people thoroughly disgusted.

He used to not dare defy him, or even speak loudly to him, but after finally letting loose and retorting this time, Meyer realized how damn satisfying that feeling was. He let out that pent-up anger, and indeed, he felt much more at ease!

As he was savoring that moment, his phone rang again. This time, the call was from Tom Cruise.

Meyer didn’t know that Tom Cruise had returned to the country, but he guessed that Tom Cruise calling him at this moment must mean he knew about the press conference.

So, Meyer decided not to answer his call.

Not only was he not going to answer Tom Cruise’s call, but at this moment, Meyer didn’t want to answer anyone’s call.

He just wanted to finish this press conference well and shed all the burdens he could. As for everyone else, to hell with them. He wasn’t God; how could he manage so many people?

Thus, Meyer unhesitatingly turned off his phone. He would not turn it back on until the press conference was over.

When disaster strikes, neither he nor Warner could afford to worry about others.

For Meyer, he just wanted to resolve the immediate trouble as quickly as possible. At this moment, his only demand was to minimize the impact on Warner, and to achieve this goal, no one’s interests were beyond sacrifice.

Tom Cruise, or Edward Zwick—these two just happened to become the pitiable stepping stones Meyer could use to climb out of the quagmire. Only by sacrificing them could Meyer himself, and Warner, escape the situation to the greatest extent.

Thinking of this, Meyer then thought of that damned Jiro Hotta.

Although it felt good to confront that idiot just now, Meyer also knew that if he offended Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, he could simply avoid dealing with them in the future. But Jiro Hotta was far too dangerous a person.

Jiro Hotta’s ability, wealth, status, and influence were unmatchable by ordinary super-rich individuals. He had an excessively powerful super-consortium behind him. If a Fortune 500 company was an aircraft carrier fleet, the consortium behind him was like the entire U.S. Navy.

Meyer couldn’t help but wonder if offending him would bring him any danger.





Chapter 1177: A Press Conference Full of Remorse

News reporters from major media outlets packed the entire press conference hall, almost to the point of being impenetrable.

There was no helping it; there were just too many people!

Currently, topics related to The Last Samurai had become the hottest news worldwide. At least hundreds of millions of people globally were closely following it through online and other media channels. Every media outlet treated it as the most important news, bar none.

By the time Tom Cruise arrived, the press conference was about to begin. However, to his surprise, Meyer had specifically arranged for multiple security guards to stand watch at the entrance outside the press conference hall, explicitly instructing them not to let anyone other than Warner employees and media reporters enter the venue. This, naturally, included Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick.

Tom Cruise, blocked firmly at the entrance by the security guards, almost went berserk. He protested to the guards countless times, but it was no use. Nearly twenty guards held their ground at the single entrance, making it impossible for Tom Cruise to get in.

Edward Zwick, slow to realize what was happening, also rushed over. Seeing Tom Cruise blocked outside the door, he quickly asked him for the concrete situation.

Tom Cruise angrily said, “These guys aren’t letting me in. Now that bastard Meyer has decided to sell us out!”

Although Edward Zwick had already guessed that Warner calling a press conference without notifying them probably meant they wanted to abandon him and Tom Cruise and save themselves first, when the situation suddenly occurred, he was both furious and desperate. He even wished he could get a gun and kill all the security guards at the door, then rush in and clarify to all the media that he was the victim, and Warner had simply taken money from the Japanese and willingly worked for them!

But no matter how desperate or furious they were, it was useless. They couldn’t get in, and there was no window of time to hold their own press conference before Warner. The only thing they could do was wait! Wait to hear how Meyer would try to exonerate himself. If he truly sold him and Tom Cruise out, then the two of them would wait right there. Once the media reporters inside came out, they would immediately clarify the truth to them!

At this moment, the press conference was about to begin.

The entire press conference hall was noisy, and no one could hear Tom Cruise’s angry shouting from outside the door.

A few minutes later, Meyer and a group of Warner executives walked out of the lounge in a line. They neatly walked onto the stage. Before taking their seats, everyone stood shoulder to shoulder in a straight line and bowed to the reporters below the stage.

Every person bowed at a ninety-degree angle. Even before they spoke, their attitude was clear.

They were there to apologize.

As expected, after everyone bowed for half a minute, they silently moved to their seats. Meyer sat in the center, picked up the microphone, and began, “Thank you, media friends, for attending this press conference. I am Meyer, CEO of Warner Bros….”

Meyer first introduced himself, then proceeded to introduce the other Warner executives beside him.

After the introductions, Meyer got straight to the point, saying with a look of guilt, “Warner has produced a film with a deeply inappropriate theme, which has drawn strong protests from countless netizens. I hope, through the media present here today, to apologize to people all over the world. It was our oversight that caused you undeserved psychological harm.”

At this point, Meyer immediately stood up, and the other executives followed suit. Everyone bowed deeply again.

After bowing, Meyer sat down and continued, “Regarding The Last Samurai, Warner indeed bears significant responsibility in its selection process. It was our negligence in management and insufficient scrutiny of the script that led us to be deceived by this elaborately packaged screenplay and foolishly greenlight this film. In the initial stages of production, due to our oversight, we were so foolish as to be completely unaware that this film harbored motives to exonerate executioners. This responsibility should be entirely borne by me personally. All oversight stemmed from my mismanagement.”

Although Meyer’s words sounded like self-reflection, he was actually shifting the blame heavily. By merely stating that Warner was responsible for the selection, he completely separated the creation of The Last Samurai’s script from Warner. The true meaning was: although we chose the wrong theme, this theme and script were not written by us; others wrote it to trick us, and we were simply made to take the fall due to our lack of scrutiny and vigilance.

As for who actually wrote the theme and script, that blame would definitely fall on the screenwriter.

But the screenwriter was actually very pitiful. Jiro Hotta, as the investor, had the idea for such a story, but he didn’t understand screenwriting, camera language, or commercial packaging. So he could only articulate the story he wanted, and professional scriptwriters would then create it. To put it plainly, the screenwriter might have merely been a ghostwriter.

Even though Meyer knew this, he no longer cared about the screenwriter’s fate. The only thing he needed to care about was himself.

Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, listening to Meyer’s remarks from outside the hall, were absolutely furious!

They clearly understood Meyer’s motive. Meyer had passed the biggest buck to the film’s screenwriter. Whenever there’s something evil, people have a spirit of tracing the origin. Everyone wants to know where the evil truly originated, and the place of origin or the creator is usually the most despised by the public.

For example, regarding Hitler, although he did not personally slaughter innocent Jews in concentration camps, the evil ideology of genocide originated from him. Therefore, among all of Nazi Germany, he was the most infamous person, and he was also the primary person responsible for all the blood debt.

Now, Meyer had successfully shifted the colossal blame of being the “source of evil.” Warner had merely received the project, and it was only because they were misled by it that they decided to invest in its production. The creator of this project, then, was the film’s screenwriter.

The screenwriter was Edward’s good friend and hadn’t yet returned from New Zealand. Edward knew very well that he was too innocent. Although the script was written by him, the story itself was not created by him; these ideas were all put forward by Jiro Hotta. Hotta had a professional planning team under him that had been preparing for this film for a long time. All the story background, plot progression, and character personalities in this film were enriched by Jiro Hotta’s team based on his ideas.

Inside the venue, Meyer, who had just finished speaking, felt no sense of guilt and continued, “Regarding the truth of history, key personnel at Warner, including myself, lacked the necessary in-depth understanding, which led to this mistake. If I, and my management, had delved deeper into World War II history, I believe we would never have agreed to film such a movie that glorifies a demonic spirit.”

Pausing, Meyer continued, “Due to our ignorance of history, we committed such an unforgivable error. On behalf of all Warner employees, I once again apologize to audiences worldwide! It is our mistake! It is our responsibility!”

Except for CNN and a few large TV stations that had the capability for live broadcasts, other media outlets did not have such fast information transmission channels. So, many media reporters’ laptop and phone keys clattered incessantly. They were transmitting Meyer’s words back to their companies in the fastest way possible, then quickly disseminating them to the world.

At this time, Meyer continued, “Due to our oversight, which caused such severe distress to people worldwide, Warner Bros., after careful discussion and consideration, has decided to permanently halt the production plan for The Last Samurai. All economic losses incurred as a result will be completely borne by Warner, including but not limited to salaries for actors, directors, crew members, losses for partners, and breach of contract compensation. To correct mistakes promptly and wholeheartedly—that is Warner’s consistent attitude!”

Meyer’s words quickly won the goodwill of the media reporters present. Everyone could sense the sincerity in Meyer’s words; he admitted his mistakes without hesitation and without dragging lingering effects or ambiguity. Such an attitude was indeed commendable.

However, Meyer taking full responsibility for all the losses by claiming Warner would bear them actually firmly screwed over Tom Cruise, Edward Zwick, and all the cast and crew.

Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, listening from outside the hall, were almost going crazy. “Warner bearing all losses, including but not limited to salaries for directors, actors, and crew members”—what did that mean? This was clearly harming others for one’s own benefit!

Originally, Warner holding a press conference to apologize first already made Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick seem stubbornly unrepentant. Now Meyer’s words further emphasized that Warner didn’t care about money and was willing to pay the bill for its own mistakes, while the cast and crew, including Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, were still thinking about getting paid…

With one sentence, Warner was elevated by several notches, while Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, along with the entire cast and crew, were sharply lowered by several notches…

Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick wished they could strive with all their might against Meyer, but Meyer had no time to bother with them.

Seeing all the media reporters casting approving and recognizing glances at him, Meyer knew he had achieved his desired effect. To further consolidate the results, his apology continued.

Meyer said, “I hereby solemnly promise, on behalf of all Warner employees, to people worldwide: from today onwards, we will meticulously review every future film to ensure we never make the same mistake again. We also hope that our colleagues in the film and television industry around the world will learn from this and avoid making errors similar to Warner’s.”

At this point, Meyer paused, then bowed again, saying, “Here, I want to solemnly apologize and express my remorse to the people of China and America! Because I have deeply realized the immense sacrifice and cost that the people of China and America paid for world peace in the righteous war against Japan during World War II! It is precisely because of your great sacrifice and contribution that peace has been restored to the world today. You are so great, and yet we, due to our oversight, have harmed you. We are truly sorry! Forgive us!”





Chapter 1178: Utterly Vicious

Meyer’s apology statement was sent back by a YY English Website reporter on site. YY immediately sent out push notifications to its global users, delivering this exciting news at the first opportunity.

“Warner Announces Permanent Halt to ‘The Last Samurai’ Production! Justice ultimately triumphs over evil! This is a victory for people worldwide!”

In this era, no other media outlet could compare to YY in terms of speed and efficiency of dissemination.

Not CNN, not BBC, and not CCTV.

Only the internet existed without borders, and the only super product covering the entire globe on the internet was YY.

As soon as this news was released, it instantly sparked celebrations among netizens worldwide. As the YY news headline stated, this was a victory for people worldwide.

Even Li Mu hadn’t expected things to develop into such an incredible situation, with hundreds of millions of people standing in the camp he had designated, united in attacking the same enemy.

Moreover, the results of this battle were truly bountiful.

Not only did The Last Samurai fail completely, but it also firmly tied the spirit of Bushido to Japan’s World War II crimes, making Bushido as infamous as Nazism worldwide.

This was a war of ideology. Once the demonic face of Bushido left its mark in the hearts of people worldwide, then in the future, no one would dare to vindicate it!

Li Mu became the biggest beneficiary of this incident. The Last Samurai would never have the chance to be released, which not only cleared an enemy for Flying Tigers but, more importantly, allowed Chinese netizens to be praised worldwide through this righteous action. The reputation of the “Army of Justice” spread far and wide, gaining considerable goodwill globally.

This was also laying a good foundation of public support for Flying Tigers. The world lacked understanding of China, especially of the Chinese people. This was an excellent opportunity. Once the world understood the Chinese people and developed a good impression of them, they would then be interested in films related to China.

Furthermore, American and Chinese netizens interacted the most this time, and their mutual good feelings multiplied. It could be said that this victory was most significantly a victory for the alliance of American and Chinese netizens. In the future, Flying Tigers would present a story based on true history, showing Americans and Chinese fighting side-by-side. With this incident as a groundwork, the box office for Flying Tigers in North America also gained a certain guarantee.

In Li Mu’s heart, the most important thing was that he had severely impacted the progress of Japanese culture’s global promotion and development. At least from now on, Japanese Bushido could no longer openly be exported as a positive ideology to any country. Japan’s trick of subtly influencing through film and entertainment to export Japanese culture and values would also become much harder in the future. Because with this precedent, if Japan ever attempted to do the same, large numbers of netizens would jump out and tear apart their disguise without him even needing to act.

This significance was truly immense for Li Mu.

…

At this moment, Jiro Hotta, who had been following the press conference, finally breathed a sigh of relief!

Good! Meyer was still wary after all and didn’t rat him out.

He had hidden his existence from the public, concealing the true origin of this movie’s birth, which allowed the huge stone in his heart to finally drop.

What Jiro Hotta feared most now was being exposed publicly, because if that happened, he would not only become an object of global denunciation but also a sinner to all of Japan.

Although he had good intentions of promoting Japanese culture and the Bushido spirit, his actions had brought almost devastating blow to the Bushido spirit. It was very likely that in the future, the Bushido spirit would only be an ideology believed by Japanese people themselves, perhaps even an ideology they believed but dared not speak about. To have ruined Japan’s national essence to such a disgraceful extent, he would not only be a sinner, but a sinner for all eternity.

Thankfully, Meyer had some self-awareness and knew to protect his information.

However, while Meyer had the heart to protect Jiro Hotta, he could not change the fact that Jiro Hotta hated him to the bone.

As Jiro Hotta sighed in relief, he immediately viciously instructed his assistant: “Go, prepare. I don’t want Meyer to live too long in this world!”

In a single sentence, killing intent was fully revealed!

The assistant immediately nodded, his eyes gleaming sharply, and asked, “Should he disappear quietly?”

“No!” Jiro Hotta coldly snorted, resentfully saying, “Since he didn’t reveal my identity, he has lost all his protective talismans. Find someone to kill him publicly. The bigger the impact, the better. Then, leave a clear clue! Let him be assassinated in front of the world, just like John Lennon!”

The assistant’s scheming was far less profound than Jiro Hotta’s. He asked, puzzled, “Make such a huge commotion?! What kind of clue should we leave then?”

Jiro Hotta gnashed his teeth and said, “We need the whole world to believe that Meyer was killed by angry Chinese people because he made this movie!”

Japan’s national essence had lost face globally, while the Chinese people had gained an excellent reputation in this incident. This made Jiro Hotta extremely displeased. He wanted to use Meyer to kill two birds with one stone: on one hand, eliminate him and quell his hatred, and on the other, let the world see the “Chinese people’s” mad assassination attempt.

Jiro Hotta’s move was utterly vicious!

…

At this moment, Warner’s press conference was drawing to a close.

Meyer was completely relieved, as he could see the relief in the expressions of the media reporters. His sincere apology and remedial actions seemed to be gaining public approval and acceptance.

Subsequently, the press conference entered the Q&A session.

A media reporter asked Meyer: “Mr. Mayer, I’m a CNN reporter. I’m very curious about one question: Was the actual investor in this film Warner itself, or someone else entirely?”

Meyer’s nerve jumped. He replied, “The actual investors in this film include several companies in the film and television industry, with Warner holding the major share. Since you’ve asked this question, I must once again apologize to people all over the world. It was a lapse in our work that led us to greenlight such a very misguided project. I am truly sorry!”

The CNN reporter pressed for an answer: “Mr. Mayer, I heard that this film might not have been invested in by Warner. There are rumors that this film was actually funded and promoted by a large consortium behind the scenes. Is there any truth to this?”

Meyer quickly waved his hand: “This must be a groundless rumor and nonsense. When this film was first approved, we had already signed agreements with several companies, which included each company’s investment share. If you don’t believe me, I can show you the agreements later.”

Only then did the reporter drop it, nodding and saying, “Thank you for your answer, Mr. Mayer.”

Meyer knew clearly that although he had broken with Jiro Hotta, it didn’t mean he dared to sell out Jiro Hotta. So, for the film’s promoters, he could only let Warner bear the responsibility. Otherwise, if Jiro Hotta were exposed, it would likely cause great trouble for Jiro Hotta and the entire Sumitomo consortium. At that point, he would have truly made an enemy of Jiro Hotta and Sumitomo, and he was no match for such a giant beast no matter what. Therefore, he had to keep the truth strictly hidden.

Subsequently, another media reporter asked, “Hello, Mr. Mayer. I’d like to ask, as the film’s director, why isn’t Mr. Edward present at the press conference? And the male lead, Mr. Tom Cruise?”

Meyer smiled faintly and said, “To be honest, for us, halting a project that has already invested tens of millions of dollars is a very painful thing. But since it was our mistake, we naturally must bear these consequences. So, we’ve decided to take on all responsibility and will not let our decision to halt production affect Edward or Tom’s own interests. As I said before, although the film has been completely stopped, we will still pay their full salaries, not wanting them to be affected in any way.”

Meyer’s justification was very high-sounding. In his argument, Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick bore no responsibility; the responsibility lay entirely with him. Therefore, there was naturally no need to bring the two of them to such a press conference, and he would take full responsibility for them, paying them every penny they were owed.

The reporters present largely accepted Meyer’s argument, but Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, waiting outside the door, were practically seething with hatred.

Meyer was clearly stepping on them to escape, and now he was spouting such nonsense. It was utterly shameless! Did he really think that if he said they weren’t responsible, they could just relax? Of course not! The internet was already publicly condemning them, because these two had expressed their longing for Japanese culture and their admiration for the Bushido spirit more than once in front of the media. These were indisputable “criminal proofs”! How could the public forget?!

What was most face-slapping was that when the film was first put together, the two frequently accepted interviews to increase the film’s exposure. In those interviews, whenever asked about their views on the film, they unreservedly expressed their admiration for Japanese culture and the Bushido spirit. Now that the wolfish ambition of this film was known worldwide, how could they possibly escape involvement?

In their view, Meyer, with his shameless argument, perfectly explained why he held a press conference alone, excluding them, and conveniently threw them both into an abyss.

Imagine this: two people who had publicly praised Japanese culture and the Bushido spirit countless times, now that the film had such a huge problem, had not even publicly apologized or made a statement. And even if they couldn’t continue filming, they would still receive their deserved compensation. If this got out, it would be dooming them forever!

Edward Zwick wished he could find a gun and just kill Meyer. He was about to lose his mind, constantly contemplating how he could salvage this situation. This Meyer fellow was too frightening; he had flawlessly avoided all problems. Although Edward knew this scoundrel was full of lies, he could find almost no flaws to refute him.

After much thought, a crazy idea suddenly sprouted in Edward Zwick’s brain, fueled by his hatred!

He had found Meyer’s flaw! Meyer’s only flaw!





Chapter 1179: What True Success Means

In Edward Zwick’s eyes, Mayer’s only weakness lay with Hotta Jiro!

Didn’t Mayer claim that Warner Brothers led the investment in this film? He was clearly to lie!

The behind-the-scenes investor for this film was actually Hotta Jiro!

Mayer and Hotta Jiro’s insider dealing was very clear to him: Hotta Jiro provided all the funds but used only a few shell companies to take fifty percent, while the remaining fifty percent share was given to Warner Brothers for free!

In return, Mayer had to help Hotta Jiro produce this film and make it excellent, and he also had to hide this truth for Hotta Jiro!

Hotta Jiro was not short on money at all; giving fifty percent of the profit to Warner Brothers as commission was nothing to him. All he wanted was to achieve his goal.

Mayer deliberately hid this information. In Edward Zwick’s view, he was trying to portray Warner Brothers’ investment in the film as an accident, an unintentional mistake.

If the public knew the truth, Mayer’s lies would collapse on their own!

He took so many benefits from the Japanese to make this film, clearly knowing the Japanese’s intent behind investing in it. He was nothing but a lackey working for money, and all of this was a scheme from the start, not an unintentional mistake at all!

Edward Zwick was now blinded by anger. He could only think of one thing: he must expose Mayer’s sanctimonious façade! He must let the whole world know what kind of person he truly was! Otherwise, once this press conference ended, all the blame would fall on him!

So, Edward Zwick pulled Tom Cruise aside and told him his plan of action: “Tom! We’ll wait here. Once all the media come out, we’ll immediately, in front of all the reporters, together reveal that Warner Brothers took money from the Japanese to make this film. Only by doing this can we shatter Mayer’s lies, otherwise, your reputation and mine will surely be ruined!”

At that moment, Tom Cruise was tempted!

Edward Zwick was right. If they revealed this, all of Mayer’s lies would be shattered, and all his efforts today would turn into smoke. More importantly, when his lies were exposed, the public would be even more furious with him. At that time, the media and the public would undoubtedly direct all their firepower at him, which would greatly alleviate their own situation and Edward Zwick’s predicament.

Almost at the moment he was about to agree, Tom Cruise suddenly thought, if he exposed Hotta Jiro, wouldn’t that offend Hotta Jiro greatly?

As core central figures in the world of fame and fortune, celebrities usually have much more sensitive instincts and nerves than directors in this regard. That’s why you always see a bunch of celebrities surrounding Mr. Ma and making a huge fortune with him, but rarely see directors trying to curry favor with him. This is the significant difference brought by different roles.

Tom Cruise certainly didn’t want to offend Hotta Jiro.

However, Tom Cruise also didn’t want to be blindsided by Mayer like this.

Thus, an idea sparked in Tom Cruise’s mind.

If Edward Zwick himself revealed information about Hotta Jiro, that would be absolutely perfect! If he exposed Hotta Jiro and shattered Mayer’s lies, the pressure on himself would suddenly lighten considerably. And as long as he didn’t expose Hotta Jiro, he naturally wouldn’t offend him. In this way, there would be all benefits and no harm.

However, Tom Cruise also mulled over whether Edward Zwick would agree to expose the information himself. If he didn’t agree, wouldn’t it all turn into a pipe dream again?

After much thought, Tom Cruise felt that he should handle this matter with technical skill.

How could he handle it to achieve his goal? He had to find a way to make the anger in Edward’s heart even stronger, to make him lose his reason even more.

A moment later, a plan formed in Tom Cruise’s mind. With a tired expression, he said to Edward Zwick: “Forget it, Edward. There’s no need to stoop to Mayer’s level. Let him say whatever he wants. I’m tired, I don’t want to get entangled further.”

At this point, Tom Cruise sighed, patted his shoulder, and said: “I’m leaving. You should also try to let it go. Don’t waste your time here.”

Edward Zwick had regarded Tom Cruise as his only ally, and he hadn’t expected him to let him down at such a crucial moment. He immediately grew anxious and blurted out: “Tom! How can you just accept this meekly?! You need to know, this is our last chance to make a comeback! If we don’t seize it, we’re truly finished!”

Tom Cruise gave a self-deprecating smile: “If it’s over, it’s over. I’m tired and want to rest. At worst, I’ll just stop mixing in these circles in the future. My current wealth is enough for me to live a carefree life for the rest of my days.”

Having finished speaking, Tom Cruise waved his hand at him and said: “Whether you come or not is up to you, I’m leaving.”

Seeing Tom Cruise turn and leave, Edward immediately shouted: “Tom, don’t go, Tom!”

Tom Cruise walked without looking back, called over his agent and assistant, and left the scene without hesitation, leaving Edward Zwick alone.

Edward Zwick was even more furious now! He had finally found a way to break the deadlock and was just waiting for Tom Cruise to cooperate with him, but he hadn’t expected him to desert him on the battlefield and become a deserter! Abandoned by a comrade at a critical moment, Edward Zwick was naturally extremely displeased.

“Holy sh*t, coward!” Edward Zwick cursed under his breath, looking in the direction Tom Cruise had left, then muttered to himself: “You might be willing to be a dog with its tail between its legs, but Your father here isn’t!”

Thinking this, Edward Zwick had already decided that even if Tom Cruise gave up, Your father here would fight to the bitter end with Mayer!

…

Twenty minutes later, the press conference ended.

Mayer and the other Warner Brothers executives exited and returned directly to the previous lounge, while the media reporters began packing up their equipment and leaving in an orderly fashion.

What they didn’t expect was that Edward Zwick had been waiting outside the main entrance of the venue for a long time.

As a large number of media reporters began to stream out, Edward Zwick appeared just in time, instantly drawing the attention of countless reporters.

At this point, Mayer had already expressed his attitude, and very sincerely at that. So, the hotspot news everyone wanted to capture next was about Edward Zwick and Tom Cruise. Coincidentally, right after interviewing Mayer’s press conference, they saw Edward Zwick outside the conference venue.

The enraged Edward Zwick beckoned all the media reporters over and then, filled with righteous indignation, declared: “Everyone, you must not be deceived by that liar Mayer! He is full of lies; not a single word is true!”

He immediately began lambasting Mayer. Edward Zwick’s pace, driven by his furious emotions, had reached an extreme.

What the media loved most were celebrity feuds. Edward Zwick came out and immediately accused Mayer, making all the reporters realize that a major news story was about to break. So, everyone eagerly asked for the reason.

Edward Zwick’s second statement caused a sensation.

“‘The Last Samurai’ is not at all what Mayer claims, a script Warner Brothers unintentionally chose. The entire $140 million investment for this film came from a Japanese consortium; Warner Brothers didn’t contribute a single cent! Not only that, Mayer, Warner Brothers, and the Japanese consortium also have an agreement: they help the Japanese consortium produce this film well, and the Japanese consortium cedes fifty percent of the stake to Warner Brothers!”

A Japanese consortium?! This one sentence completely detonated all the media reporters!

This was already a film promoting the spirit of Japanese Bushido. If it was truly backed by a Japanese consortium, then this news would be absolutely explosive!

Edward Zwick’s mind was now entirely focused on exposing Mayer’s lies. Under the media’s persistent questioning, he almost without thinking twice spilled the beans on Hotta Jiro. After mentioning Hotta Jiro, he even feared that the reporters wouldn’t believe him and continued to reveal more explosive details: “Actually, even before the script leak, Hotta Jiro wanted to add another $60 million to the budget. If it hadn’t been for the script leak, this film would probably have raised its budget to an ultra-high $200 million by now. And his goal was very simple: he wanted to promote the spirit of Japanese Bushido through this film!”

…

Edward Zwick’s revelations were like a nuclear bomb detonating, not only drawing more attention to the incident but also exposing all the behind-the-scenes machinations.

All of Mayer’s efforts were ruined in an instant.

Hotta Jiro, who had just breathed a sigh of relief, nearly smashed his office to pieces!

His assistant, who was about to prepare an assassination of Mayer and frame the Chinese people, was urgently called back. Hotta Jiro’s most feared situation had occurred; he had suddenly become a live target for hundreds of millions of people. If he were to kill Mayer now, no one would believe it was the Chinese who did it, and he would undoubtedly be the primary suspect.

Mayer also hated Edward Zwick to the point of madness, wishing he could rush out and kill him right then and there. All his efforts had turned into a pipe dream because of him. Not only that, but by lying in front of people worldwide, he was completely finished!

However, Mayer wouldn’t have thought that precisely because Edward Zwick exposed Hotta Jiro, his own life was temporarily spared.

For a time, Hotta Jiro became the object of fierce media competition, and countless pieces of information about him began to be dug up little by little.

Although Li Mu had guessed before that there must be Japanese capital operating and driving this film behind the scenes, he hadn’t expected the other party to be such a powerful force. Even though his net worth seemed to be over ten billion dollars now, compared to Hotta Jiro and the power behind him, he was still far behind. He and they were completely not on the same level.

This feeling for Li Mu was like stirring up a hornet’s nest, only to accidentally poke a wolf pack. Any beast within that wolf pack was not something he could directly contend with.

Fortunately, he had handled this matter very cleanly, and the wolf pack had not detected him as a potential enemy.

Learning that he had poked a wolf pack, Li Mu was not afraid. On the contrary, this gave him even greater motivation, making Li Mu clearly realize that his current success was far from true success. Because as he was now, he was no match at all in front of a true wolf pack. Only when he could directly contend with the wolf pack and completely defeat it could he truly be considered successful!





Chapter 1189: Leave of Absence Notice

Leave of Absence Notice

My head hurts a lot. I've tried for a long time, but I just can't focus. Tonight, I can only feel bad towards everyone. When I've recovered more tomorrow, I'll update with more chapters! Sorry!





Chapter 1180: Another Trip to the United States

Everything related to The Last Samurai had spiraled far beyond Li Mu’s expectations.

Even Li Mu hadn’t anticipated that simply leaking the film’s plot online, and then successfully inciting a wave of angry youth resistance using World War II history, would lead to such an incredibly dramatic outcome.

Li Mu also didn’t expect the film company, the movie, and the actors to play such intricate games. Warner Brothers held a press conference without the director or lead actor, which initially seemed like an attempt to shoulder all responsibility and protect others. However, no one could have predicted that it was actually a meticulously planned spectacular show. If Edward Zwick hadn’t exposed them, people would never have realized the predatory ambitions of Warner Brothers and Sumitomo.

Warner Brothers immediately became the most reviled film company, and Mayer was criticised as the worst person in all of Hollywood, bar none.

It was certain that Warner Brothers would struggle to make a comeback for a very long time, and Mayer was cursed into oblivion, becoming, unequivocally, the most disgusting corporate CEO.

Of course, the public’s wrath wasn’t just aimed at the lying Mayer, but also at the enormous and secretly manipulative Sumitomo. For a time, Sumitomo was virtually shunned worldwide.

Hotta Jiro and Sumitomo, exposed by Edward, also became targets of universal contempt.

A tumultuous, ever-twisting farce was unfolding in the United States. Hotta Jiro, the Sumitomo Financial Magnates, and Warner Brothers, instead of Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick, became the target of public criticism worldwide.

Japan had always been globally renowned for the power of its overseas capital, and before this incident, the reputation of Japanese overseas capital and Financial Magnates had been quite good. However, with the exposure of their clandestine investment in The Last Samurai, the entire reputation of Japanese capital suffered a massive blow.

Sumitomo naturally bore the brunt of it. Overnight, people worldwide were filled with revulsion towards this Financial Magnates. Some netizens with strong informational channels quickly compiled a detailed list of companies owned by or associated with the Sumitomo Financial Magnates. Suddenly, a large number of well-known companies and brands were exposed to have an extraordinary capital relationship with Sumitomo.

This was immediately followed by a spontaneous boycott of these companies and brands by netizens, which brought huge negative impacts on Sumitomo’s reputation and daily operations.

Sumitomo becoming the target of public criticism revealed a very interesting phenomenon to Li Mu: people worldwide are the same; they have an extraordinary aversion to corporations that commit evil. Sumitomo and its affiliated companies may not have genuinely falsified products for consumers, nor may they have engaged in actual falsehood or defrauding. However, merely by secretly supporting and promoting an evil ideology, they incurred the universal loathing of people worldwide.

This further solidified Li Mu’s consistent belief: it’s okay to run a business, but not to engage in evil.

Sumitomo suffered heavy losses, and Hotta Jiro, the culprit, naturally didn’t fare any better.

The day after Edward Zwick exposed Hotta Jiro, Sumitomo urgently recalled Hotta Jiro to Japan and internally announced that Hotta Jiro would no longer be responsible for any overseas market-related business from that day forth. Hotta Jiro’s position within Sumitomo plummeted, almost equivalent to being recalled back to the country and sidelined.

Subsequently, Sumitomo, caught in a whirlpool of public opinion, was forced to apologize globally, not only attributing all blame to Hotta Jiro’s personal decisions but also solemnly declaring that Sumitomo would absolutely respect history, respect all countries and peoples who suffered during World War II, and guarantee that similar actions would never occur again.

However, Sumitomo’s apology did not bring any change to their predicament. If they wanted to truly resolve the negative impact of this incident, they probably had an extremely long way to go…

All of Li Mu’s objectives for this trip had been unexpectedly achieved. Not only did he completely ruin The Last Samurai, but he also completely ruined the spirit of Bushido along with all those responsible for it.

Not long after The Last Samurai crashed, Anne Hathaway finally recovered and was discharged from the hospital.

Thus, Li Mu no longer delayed. He immediately arranged for a private jet and departed for Yanjing the day after Anne Hathaway was discharged.

When they departed from Shenzhen, there were a total of seven people on the Gulfstream V business jet: Li Mu and his personal assistant Li Ziwei, Wang Yuanlang, three bodyguards, Steven Spielberg, and Anne Hathaway.

According to the pre-arranged route, the plane would first fly to Yanjing to pick up Wei Lan, and then fly to the United States.

After picking up Wei Lan, they began another transoceanic flight of over ten thousand kilometers.

Ever since Wei Lan’s father successfully bought at the bottom of eBay’s stock using the information Li Mu provided, Wei Lan’s parents had moved to sunny San Francisco, California, and bought a magnificent beachfront villa in a wealthy neighborhood there.

San Francisco was right next to Silicon Valley, so Wei Lan could fly on the same route as Li Mu.

Li Mu’s plan was to first drop off Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway in Los Angeles, then immediately fly to San Francisco. Wei Lan could then go see her parents, while he would go to Silicon Valley to meet Mr. Musk, understand the current situation regarding pandemic prevention supplies, and then, with Mr. Musk’s arrangement, meet with the persons in charge of 3M and Honeywell.

After an entire night’s flight, the plane landed at Los Angeles International Airport in the early morning, local time. While the plane was still taxiing, Steven Spielberg said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, remember to come to Los Angeles after you’re done with your business. The official launch of Flying Tigers awaits your joint announcement.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Before I return to China, I will definitely come to Los Angeles.”

The Flying Tigers project had not yet been officially announced. Li Mu felt that since it was being produced by a Hollywood team led by Steven Spielberg, and had already secured Hollywood actors like Leonardo, Tom Hanks, and Anne Hathaway, it would be more fitting for the film’s official launch to take place in Hollywood.

Most importantly, film audiences worldwide were watching Hollywood; this was the world center of the film and television industry. The official launch of Flying Tigers here would maximize its influence.

After bidding farewell to Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway, Li Mu flew non-stop to San Francisco.

By the time the plane finally landed in San Francisco, Li Mu had already been flying for about twenty hours.

Wei Lan originally wanted to invite Li Mu to her home as a guest. After all, her parents regarded Li Mu as a benefactor to their family and very much hoped to entertain him properly and extend their hospitality.

However, Li Mu politely declined Wei Lan’s invitation. On one hand, he didn’t want to disturb Wei Lan’s family reunion right away. On the other hand, he had already arranged to meet Mr. Musk in Silicon Valley, and it was more important to take care of serious business first.

So, Li Mu told Wei Lan, “I won’t disturb your family reunion this time. Please tell Uncle and Aunt that I will definitely visit after I’ve finished my serious business.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Unless there’s a special circumstance, you should come back with me, right?”

Wei Lan nodded, “Will your business this time be finished in about a week?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “If a week isn’t enough, ten days should definitely be.”

Wei Lan smiled, “Alright then. With you as my shield, I’ll patiently wait to go back with you.”

Li Mu then said, “That’s best. I’ll finish my business and then return to San Francisco to visit Uncle and Aunt at your home. After that, we’ll go to Hollywood together, and once Hollywood business is done, we can return to China.”

“OK.”

…

Mr. Musk, who had always been very enthusiastic towards Li Mu, arrived with a racing team to pick them up at the airport. After Li Mu said goodbye to Wei Lan, he, along with Li Ziwei and the three bodyguards, got into Mr. Musk’s car.

Li Mu and Mr. Musk sat in a stretched limousine. Mr. Musk immediately said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I’ve been pushing forward with everything you asked me to. I’ve had face-to-face discussions with the persons in charge of 3M and Honeywell. They are both quite interested in your model of exchanging promotional resources for products and are waiting to discuss the details with you. Additionally, I’ve already communicated with them regarding the products, and they’ve stated that as long as a cooperation is reached with you, they will fully meet your needs.”

Li Mu nodded. Hearing this, he felt more reassured. 3M and Honeywell were both world-class corporations in their field, especially 3M, which could be said to be top-tier. As long as they could fully meet his needs, there should be a certain guarantee in terms of the quantity, quality, and price of the supplies.

So, Li Mu asked Mr. Musk, “When do they have time? Where should I meet them?”

Mr. Musk said, “3M is in Minnesota, and Honeywell is in New Jersey. One is in the far north, and the other in the far east; they are both quite far. So, when I communicated with them earlier on your behalf, I mentioned that your time in the United States this trip is very rushed, and asked them to come to you if possible. They had no objections. The person in charge from Honeywell heard you were coming and has already flown to Silicon Valley in advance. If you have time, we can arrange to meet him anytime.”

Then, Mr. Musk added, “The person in charge from 3M can also come at any time. If you want to meet him tomorrow, I can just say the word to him now.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Then let’s do this: no meeting today. Later, I’ll go to Muye Technology to meet with our high-level management in North America and understand our current internal operations. Could you help me schedule meetings with the persons in charge of the two companies: one for tomorrow morning and one for tomorrow afternoon? Since the Honeywell person is already here, let’s meet with them first tomorrow morning!”

“Okay, I’ll arrange it right away!”





Chapter 1181: A Brand New Partnership Model

Li Mu’s Muye Technology, if ranked by Market Value and profit, would still struggle to place very high in the entire United States. However, when it came to corporate influence, Muye Technology was already among the forefront in the US.

Currently, the entire US, and even the Western world, held Muye Technology in high value and esteem. This wasn’t just because YY’s powerful product features and perfect user experience had won over an increasing number of users since its widespread adoption in Western society. It was also because Muye Technology had elevated people’s internet life and work to an unprecedented new height.

With an extremely large user base, astonishingly high user stickiness, and an impeccable reputation, Muye Technology’s corporate image in the West was nothing short of perfect.

Furthermore, YY’s information delivery capability was extraordinarily powerful, even surpassing century-old traditional media companies. As a result, Muye Technology gradually became the favored partner in the eyes of all other businesses. The number of companies actively seeking various forms of cooperation, or even advertising placements, with Muye Technology daily was countless. Among these were Honeywell and 3M, the two companies Li Mu intended to partner with this time.

For these two traditional manufacturing companies, what they valued most were brand awareness and sales channels. This was the biggest difference between traditional industries and the internet industry. It was not easy for 3M and Honeywell to build and maintain a global production and sales channel network. They had to repeatedly establish a branch company in almost every country, build multi-level dealer networks, and set up comprehensive pre-sales and after-sales support systems. Therefore, expanding into each market was like fighting a distant expedition, not only incurring huge costs but also progressing slowly.

However, for internet companies, as long as servers were set up and their computing power and bandwidth were guaranteed, they could open their doors to welcome users from all over the world. This was precisely the case with YY. The entire YY.com did not have a single selling employee, yet the value-added services actively purchased by global users each month could generate over a hundred million US dollars in revenue for the company. An internet without borders, connecting the entire world at the speed of light, encompassed everything—this was the core advantage of internet companies.

Honeywell and 3M had both hoped to forge deep cooperation with Muye Technology, even if it was just purchasing some recommendation resources from YY.com. However, YY.com had previously maintained a very pure operating model, temporarily not opening any paid promotion services, so these two companies had never achieved their wish.

This time, when they heard from Mr. Musk that Li Mu was interested in large-volume procurement of their products, both companies were very interested. For them, this was more than just a simple business deal; what was most important was the opportunity to establish a direct connection with Li Mu through this cooperation.

After the racing team arrived in Silicon Valley, Li Mu had Mr. Musk help him arrange meeting times with them. He then parted ways with Mr. Musk and went with Li Ziwei to Muye Technology’s branch company in Silicon Valley, as he needed to meet Lin Qingya first.

Lin Qingya had no idea about Li Mu’s plan to come to the United States. Previously, Li Mu had been in Shenzhen, and she had thought his recent energy was focused on Taobao Logistics. So, Li Mu’s sudden appearance in Silicon Valley was a huge surprise to her.

After chatting for a while in Lin Qingya’s office, Li Mu briefly explained the purpose of his trip to the US. Li Mu did not conceal the matter of the epidemic from Lin Qingya.

Upon learning that Li Mu had traveled thousands of miles to the United States to secure suppliers in advance in anticipation of a potential epidemic, Lin Qingya was utterly prostrate in admiration for her boss. She was already overwhelmed just managing one section of business under him, yet he, besides grasping multiple companies, still had the foresight to pay attention to a potential epidemic and dedicate so much effort to it—it was truly unimaginable.

Lin Qingya said, “General Manager Li, for this kind of thing, you could have just given me an order, and I could have handled it here in the US. There was no need for you to go through so much trouble and come in person. Honeywell and 3M have both contacted us before, hoping to cooperate on advertising placements, but because you explicitly prohibited paid promotion, I haven’t agreed. However, their desire for cooperation remains very strong.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’m a bit over-sensitive this time. I’m constantly worried that the epidemic will spread widely in our country, so if I don’t come in person and ensure this matter, I won’t feel at ease.”

Lin Qingya nodded in understanding. She knew Li Mu’s style of working. If he felt something could be safely handed over to his subordinates, he would only give orders and not interfere, leaving everything to them. But if it was something he couldn’t put his mind at ease about, no matter how busy he was, he would personally push and supervise, never acting like a hands-off boss.

Immediately, Lin Qingya told Li Mu to wait a moment. She tapped on her computer for a bit, then her printer started humming, printing out multiple sheets of documents. Lin Qingya organized the documents, brought them to Li Mu, and handed them to him, saying, “General Manager Li, this is a list of all the companies that have contacted us recently, hoping to cooperate with us on advertising placements. Please take a look.”

Li Mu took the documents and glanced at them, discovering that almost every company on the list was a well-known, world-class enterprise.

McDonald’s, Walmart, Ford, Toyota, General Motors, General Electric, Citibank, Coca-Cola…

The multi-page list was almost entirely comprised of Fortune Global 500 level major corporations.

Li Mu silently read through it. As he looked down at the documents, Lin Qingya kept her gaze fixed on his handsome profile and his long, neat eyelashes. Even when he placed the documents back on the table, Lin Qingya saw no hint of surprise on his face.

Lin Qingya couldn’t help but ask, “General Manager Li, you finished reading this list and felt nothing at all?”

Li Mu didn’t answer her question but smiled and asked, “What do you think I should have felt?”

Lin Qingya chuckled, “I think you should first feel shocked, and then regret.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Why?”

Lin Qingya said, “Shock because we are now valued by so many Fortune 500 companies, and regret because we unknowingly missed out on huge promotion fees.”

Li Mu shook his head slightly, saying calmly, “Qingya, honestly, even if the White House wanted to cooperate with YY.com one day, I wouldn’t be surprised. This isn’t because I look down on the White House, but because I have a very clear location tracking of ourselves. We are not just an ordinary company; we are a company whose goal is to connect the entire world with the internet and our products. One day, we will be the company with the largest and widest population coverage in the world. In this situation, all companies will wish to establish cooperation with us because we have the best channels and resources in our hands.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “As for what you said about losing huge promotion fees, that’s not exactly true. While the potential for advertising revenue is vast, advertising can also be a harm to our users. Take our YY pop-up window, for example: we ensure the purity of the YY pop-up window’s content to cater to the user experience to the greatest extent. For every percentage point increase in the proportion of advertising, we might lose a portion of users. The more advertising we have, the worse the user experience will be, and the more opportunities we leave for competing products to surpass us.”

“In the early stages of YY.com’s development, our primary goal isn’t to make money, but to retain users to the maximum extent and solidify our foundation. Furthermore, by catering to users, and through the usurpation and monopolization of users, we want all competing products to accelerate their demise because they can’t find any flaws. It won’t be too late to develop advertising revenue once these goals are achieved.”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “I understand what you mean. That’s why I’ve never reported these matters to you again. I’ve just recorded them and had our BD personnel maintain normal contact with the other parties. Once you plan to develop this source of revenue in the future, we can directly convert these companies into partners.”

Li Mu said approvingly, “You’ve handled this very well. It proves that your mind is always preparing for our next stage.”

Then, Li Mu said seriously, “Although we haven’t reached the stage where we can directly engage in commercial advertising cooperation yet, we can slightly relax some restrictions. We can engage in certain promotion collaborations with these Fortune 500 companies interested in partnering with us, but the method of cooperation must not be direct advertising. We must find a balance point among the user, us, and the partner, using an innovative way to conduct advertising cooperation.”

Lin Qingya asked curiously, “General Manager Li, since you’re saying this, you must have a rough idea in mind. Can you briefly introduce this innovative method you’re talking about?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It’s actually quite simple. Many companies want to place advertisements with us, perhaps wanting to buy a display ad in a YY pop-up window or a banner on YY.com. However, this kind of blunt and crude promotion causes great harm to users, and the conversion rate is very limited. So, rather than that, why don’t we engage in a new advertising model with them that can reduce harm to users while simultaneously improving the conversion rate?”

“My so-called new advertising model is essentially to package advertisements in a certain way, considering ordinary users while advertising. Not only can it benefit them in some aspects, but it can also give them a certain degree of participation.”

“Take Coca-Cola, for example. We can adopt a new partnership model. For instance: if Coca-Cola is willing to give us one hundred million US dollars in promotion fees per year, I will then authorize Coca-Cola to print designated redemption codes inside the caps of its bottled Coca-Cola. Each redemption code can be exchanged for a minimum of 10 US cents and a maximum of 100 US dollars in YY Coins. The total authorized amount could be two hundred million US dollars worth of YY Coins. Then, I will open a secondary domain name for them, cocacola.yy.com, specifically for Coca-Cola consumers to redeem codes. At the same time, I will also allow them to add elements of our cooperation in their television advertisements, and I will promote such a partnership model within YY.com.”

“Imagine: one way is for us to directly display Coca-Cola ads. The other way is for us to tell our users that by purchasing Coca-Cola now, they can get a minimum of 10 US cents and a maximum of 100 US dollars in YY Coins through the redemption code inside the bottle cap, with a 100% success rate. Which of these two methods do you think would be more effective?”





Chapter 1182: Li Mu’s Game Rules

Lin Qingya heard about such an advertising model for the first time, and it took her half a minute to recover from her daze.

The playbook Li Mu described had almost been run into the ground by major companies in his previous life. There were countless collaborations with QQ alone, but at this time, no one had ever tried this model.

To use virtual currency as an incentive for offline consumers, the offline consumers must first have sufficient recognition of the virtual currency. This places extremely high demands on the online company providing the virtual currency; otherwise, if users don’t recognize it, such virtual currency promotion won’t yield actual results.

Even QQ in early 2003 didn’t truly popularize QQ Coins in his previous life. However, YY Coins had already been incredibly popular worldwide for roughly half a year. Whether it was YY’s various paid value-added membership services, YY Cartoon Show, YY Games, or YY Pet, all required YY Coins. Moreover, these paid services had a very wide audience, so users had an exceptional recognition of YY Coins. This laid the foundation for using YY Coins to promote physical goods.

Lin Qingya did some calculations herself and said, “General Manager Li, based on what you said, if Coca-Cola pays us one hundred million US dollars and we give them two hundred million US dollars worth of virtual currency, plus provide them with a secondary page and advertise this collaboration, it would still be very cost-effective for Coca-Cola.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Of course it’s cost-effective. Besides the direct value of our advertising, two hundred million US dollars in virtual currency will play a huge role for them. If we calculate that each redemption code can redeem 20 cents of virtual currency on average, two hundred million US dollars in virtual currency would be enough for them to produce one billion bottles of co-branded cola. With YY’s influence, these one billion bottles would probably sell out in no time.”

Lin Qingya said, “But a promotion cost of one hundred million US dollars is truly too terrifying. I estimate that if we cut a zero, Coca-Cola would be very interested.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Cut a zero? What are you talking about? Our first collaborative advertisement must have enough swagger. This concerns our corporate positioning and brand tone. From the very beginning, we must project a lofty stance. We must set a sufficiently high cooperation threshold, and we will never lower this threshold requirement for any company. Only then can we guarantee our distinctiveness.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu continued, “You can directly turn the proposal I just mentioned into a project proposal document and hand it to Coca-Cola. If Coca-Cola refuses or wants to haggle, don’t worry about it, just ignore them. Turn around and give the exact same cooperation proposal, word for word, to Pepsi. Tell Pepsi that as long as they nod, all elements related to Coca-Cola will be replaced with Pepsi. Then you’ll see how those two companies fight over it.”

Lin Qingya immediately understood tacitly and nodded, “I understand. I’ll get the project plan done today and send it to Coca-Cola’s liaison.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, saying with certainty, “A budget of one hundred million US dollars for a global promotion – this deal is too valuable for any of them. If they have normal logical thinking, they definitely won’t refuse this collaboration.”

After that, Li Mu said to Lin Qingya, “Muye Technology can now start external advertising collaborations, but there are a few principles that must be followed.”

“First, we only collaborate with companies of sufficient strength. Globally, we only partner with Fortune Global 500 companies. Within individual countries, we only partner with Fortune Global 500 companies or the top one hundred companies in that country. If it’s a small or medium-sized country, then we only partner with that country’s top fifty, top thirty, or even top ten companies.”

“Second, we do not accept any direct advertisements or native advertisements. We only accept cooperative advertisements, and the cooperation plan must be determined by us.”

“Third, in the cooperation plan, there must be special benefits and considerations for our users. Even if we cooperate with an automobile company, the manufacturer must at least promise YY users certain discounts or special customized gifts; otherwise, we absolutely will not cooperate.”

Li Mu was well aware that as advertising became more prevalent in daily life, ordinary users’ resistance to advertisements grew higher, and conversion rates became lower. This general environment would drive rapid development and innovation in the advertising industry over the next decade or so, evolving from pure offline and traditional media direct advertisements to gradually encompass native advertisements, internet advertisements, collaborative advertisements, and so on.

In Li Mu’s view, in the future advertising industry, direct advertisements would gradually decline and become a white elephant. High prices coupled with inefficient conversion rates meant that this advertising format would eventually, due to decreasing cost-effectiveness, become a reluctant choice for large enterprises to maintain exposure.

Taking Coca-Cola as an example, even if one day TV commercials become largely meaningless, they would still spend vast sums of money on various TV media for placement. These placements aren’t for achieving high user acquisition or sales amount conversion, but rather to maintain the brand’s visibility to the general public. The day Coca-Cola stops advertising, it would certainly signify a major problem or change for the company.

Although high-end users have a huge demand for direct advertisements, in Li Mu’s positioning, YY would certainly continue to shun direct advertisements like it does now, avoiding this form of advertising that directly causes user repulsion.

However, aside from direct advertisements, native advertisements themselves were a bit unpresentable.

Native advertisements are essentially a form of inducement or even deception. Therefore, this method has always been highly favored by small and medium-sized enterprises—an opportunity to aim for big returns with small investments, to move a thousand pounds with four ounces. A worldwide platform as large as YY, to ensure its swagger, brand tone, and to cater to its users, would naturally not be able to help other companies with native advertisements in the future.

If direct advertisements were undesirable and native advertisements were impermissible, then in Li Mu’s eyes, the only truly viable option was collaborative advertisements, and moreover, deeply customized collaborative advertisements.

In his previous life, Li Mu had seen too many collaborative advertisements. He didn’t even know how many ads he had seen that offered QQ Coins for scanning a QR code. The model where users of a certain platform enjoyed exclusive discounts when consuming at a certain merchant was even more numerous. Just on platforms like Dianping, Autohome, and Ctrip, countless merchants adopted this model for promotion, and the operational model of group buying websites was also the same.

Such a collaborative advertising model was what Li Mu truly wished to see on YY.

For others, Li Mu’s almost fastidious approach to cooperation might be difficult to understand, but Lin Qingya quickly grasped Li Mu’s intentions, knowing what he truly wanted.

What Li Mu wanted was to earn substantial advertising fees while simultaneously ensuring that users felt no resistance towards the advertisements. More importantly, he wanted users to receive tangible benefits from these advertisements. By raising the admission rules for advertising partnerships, only well-known companies from various industries would be able to enter, which would significantly enhance Muye Technology’s corporate image and brand value.

Li Mu then spoke again, “Oh, Qingya, I have two tasks for you.”

Lin Qingya quickly replied, “General Manager Li, please tell me.”

Li Mu said, “On the one hand, you need to start assembling a Business Development team and an advertising planning team. On the other hand, you need to take the time to thoroughly go through all the details of our product ecosystem to see which aspects are suitable for advertising collaborations, and what kind of collaborations would be suitable. List them all out, then have someone turn them into project proposals to approach the target companies.”

As he spoke, Li Mu gave an example, “Take McDonald’s, for instance. If McDonald’s is willing to launch a brand-new YY Meal specifically for YY users, and offer certain discounts and customized gifts on the meal’s pricing, then we can add this new McDonald’s meal as a pet item within YY Pet and promote it as a popular item, using product placement to promote McDonald’s brand and products.”

“Or consider our YY Show. The clothing, accessories, and even cars in the backgrounds are all suitable for advertising collaborations. If A&F in the US is interested in collaborating, we can launch a batch of their latest seasonal clothing in the domestic YY Show in the US, allowing users to use them for free. If domestic companies like Metersbonwe or Baleno are interested, we can have the same collaborations with them in our domestic YY Show.”

“If Ford wants to do a promotion in YY Show, we can use their currently promoted car models as elements, design a YY Show car item, and provide it to users for free…”

Lin Qingya’s eyes lit up, and she said, “I understand, General Manager Li. According to your examples, we have so much room for operation, and this kind of collaboration can achieve the best results for us, our users, and our partners! I will carefully look for suitable points of integration within our product ecosystem and then discuss them in depth with target companies!”

Li Mu nodded approvingly. Lin Qingya’s execution capability was beyond doubt; she would certainly be able to thoroughly develop this. For Muye Technology, this would be a vast source of profit.

In Li Mu’s philosophy, Muye Technology could open up advertising collaborations, but such collaborations must not only consider money. All collaborations must adhere to its own game rules. Otherwise, no matter who the other party was, no matter what price they offered, as long as they didn’t follow the game rules he set, he would absolutely not give them any opportunity for cooperation.

Li Mu highly regarded many of Steve Jobs’ operational philosophies. Once an enterprise grows to a certain scale, it must have its own ecosystem and its own open platform, but it must never be completely open. It must have its own closed loop and bottom line.

Just like Apple’s App Store, the App Store is an important part of Apple’s ecosystem and also Apple’s open platform. In principle, Apple allows all compliant applications to be listed for sale in its app store, but these third-party applications must strictly follow its game rules; otherwise, no matter who they are, they will be eliminated.

WeChat Official Accounts follow the same operational philosophy. Official Accounts are an important part of the WeChat ecosystem, and also an open content platform for WeChat. Whether an individual or a company, anyone can register a WeChat Official Account, but they must comply with WeChat’s requirements; otherwise, WeChat can ban their Official Account at any time.

Now, Li Mu wanted to build an advertising open platform within YY’s ecosystem and set strict admission rules for this open platform. After just a few practical verifications, this cooperation model would certainly be accepted by the vast majority of potential partners.

Whether the other party was Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, Walmart, or Ford, as long as they were interested in collaborating, they had to obey his game rules!





Chapter 1183: Online Distribution Rights

Honeywell’s person in charge attached great importance to this meeting with Li Mu due to their strong recognition of YY’s influence. CEO Gaodewe arrived in Silicon Valley a day early, hoping to meet Li Mu as soon as possible.

Like 3M, Honeywell is a Fortune Global 500 company. Honeywell’s total Market Value is higher than 3M’s because it is heavily involved in materials, petrochemicals, aerospace, and other fields. This year, Honeywell’s Market Value is around twenty-five billion US dollars, while 3M is currently only fifteen billion US dollars.

However, for Gaodewe, Honeywell also faces serious issues. Over seventy percent of the company’s profits come from 2B (To-Business) operations, which in simple terms, are services for corporate clients. Honeywell’s achievements within these businesses are almost entirely unknown to the general public.

For instance, very few individual consumers know that Honeywell is one of the world’s five largest manufacturers of automotive turbochargers.

Few consumers know that most refineries and petrochemical companies worldwide utilize Honeywell’s equipment, or even entire solutions.

Even the aerospace sector bears many traces of Honeywell’s involvement; it might be a critical component in some Boeing Airplane parts, yet consumers remain unaware.

This situation fundamentally dictates that Honeywell’s corporate visibility and influence among common users are severely lacking. Honeywell’s top priority for the foreseeable future is to vigorously expand its 2C (To-Customer) operations, which differ greatly from 2B operations.

At the 2B level, Honeywell can sell turbochargers to every automotive company in the world but cannot sell turbochargers directly to individual consumers. When dealing with 2B, one faces only dozens of automotive companies, but once at the 2C level, one must face billions of people worldwide.

The company’s severe lack of influence among the general public and an almost nonexistent retail sales channel will be the biggest Constraint for Honeywell’s 2C operations.

However, from Honeywell’s perspective, Li Mu not only possesses a highly influential YY but also Taobao, which controls the entire e-commerce market share in China. If they could establish a good cooperative relationship with Li Mu, they could not only enhance corporate visibility and influence through YY but also directly boost product sales through Taobao, thus achieve multiple goals at once.

…

The following morning, Li Mu met Gaodewe, Honeywell’s CEO, in his office at Muye Technology’s Silicon Valley branch company.

Fifty-year-old Gaodewe had only just taken office as Honeywell’s CEO last year. Before that, his employment history was extremely rich, having served as a senior executive at General Electric and [****], making him a well-known professional manager across the United States.

However, when it came to reputation, Gaodewe was not on the same level as Li Mu.

In the current Western world, Li Mu’s popularity was almost indistinguishable from Bill Gates’, and even Steve Jobs’ current popularity couldn’t compare to Li Mu’s.

Under this premise, Gaodewe was exceptionally courteous to Li Mu.

Moreover, a very accurate principle exists in traditional industries: companies heavily involved in 2B operations are perpetually Party B, while enterprises truly oriented towards the 2C market are the immutable Party A in inter-corporate cooperation.

Companies like Honeywell, despite their broad involvement, have always been contributing to others. Being perpetually Party B has fostered a humble and polite habit from top to bottom, making them much easier to get along with than those who are used to being Party A and radiate an air of pretentiousness.

Gaodewe immediately showered Li Mu and Muye Technology’s achievements with praise. After exchanging pleasantries for a few minutes, Li Mu was the first to state his purpose.

“Mr. Gaodewe, the reason I arranged this meeting is actually to explore some product-level cooperation with Honeywell.”

Gaodewe nodded and said, “I heard Elon mention it before. He told me you were interested in purchasing a batch of daily protective equipment from Honeywell.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “That’s right. We have a relatively large procurement plan in the field of protective equipment and hope to negotiate directly with Honeywell to reach a deal.”

Gaodewe asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, are you planning to sell the protective equipment you’re purchasing within China?”

“That’s right,” Li Mu replied frankly, “Only for sales within China.”

Gaodewe said with some difficulty, “To be honest, we already had a master distributor in China ten years ago, and we signed an exclusive master distributorship agreement. Strictly speaking, all Honeywell products sold in China must go through this distributor. If we bypass the distributor and supply you directly, our distributor would certainly have significant objections…”

At this point, Gaodewe quickly changed his tone and said, “But don’t worry, if circumstances permit, we can mediate. We can give the distributor some compensation when they accept your sale of our company’s protective equipment within China, after all, the vast majority of our company’s sales amount comes from large equipment.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “No need for such trouble. Your company only needs to grant me online distribution authorization.”

“Online distribution?” Gaodewe seemed a bit surprised.

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “The distribution rights you previously signed with various local distributors were defined for traditional sales channels, which are all offline transactions. You can simply separate online transactions and authorize them to me. I also promise to only conduct online sales on e-commerce platforms within China. This way, there won’t be any conflict with your distributors.”

E-commerce had developed for a very short period. So far, the only truly successful e-commerce platforms besides eBay and Amazon were Li Mu’s Taobao. However, eBay primarily focused on C2C second-hand goods transactions, and Amazon started with books and was currently undergoing a transformation into a B2C platform, but it was still in the exploratory phase. Therefore, the concept of an ‘online distributor’ had not truly emerged yet.

However, Gaodewe quickly understood Li Mu’s meaning. With the continuous development of society, many definitions would inevitably become more precise. After the birth of e-commerce, a new online channel emerged from traditional sales channels. Traditional distributors didn’t understand e-commerce, so it was imperative to redefine the distribution rights for online sales.

After figuring this out, Gaodewe became very interested in Li Mu’s proposal and said, “Mr. Li, I think we can follow your suggestion and authorize your company the online distribution rights for Honeywell in China.”

At this point, Gaodewe said with a somewhat embarrassed expression, “But frankly, Honeywell currently has too few 2C product lines. Although we are actively transforming, for a manufacturing company, transitioning from 2B to 2C is truly challenging.”

Gaodewe’s primary goal in wanting to meet Li Mu was to establish a promotional cooperative relationship with him. He wasn’t concerned with how many products Li Mu could help Honeywell sell in China’s e-commerce market in the future. He hoped that Li Mu could help Honeywell spread the company’s visibility and lay a good foundation for the company’s future 2C operations.

Li Mu could probably guess Gaodewe’s intentions. After all, he was the CEO of a large enterprise with a Market Value of over twenty billion US dollars. If it were truly for tens of millions of US dollars in sales amount, there would be no need for him to personally meet him, let alone travel so far to Silicon Valley in advance. The only possibility was that he had a request for him.

Hearing him speak, Li Mu discerned his greatest need from his words.

So, Li Mu smiled and asked him, “Is Honeywell interested in increasing the proportion of its 2C operations in its next phase of development?”

Gaodewe nodded, “In my opinion, while 2B operations are our foundation, 2C operations are extremely important. Whether a company can achieve truly significant development fundamentally depends on the progress of our 2C operations. We just lack sufficient Driving Force in the 2C sector right now, so I very much hope to establish cooperation with your company in this regard to help us drive the development of 2C operations.”

Li Mu frowned slightly and said earnestly, “Actually, what’s more important for 2C operations is the complete products and solutions behind them. You need to have products suitable for 2C first before you can open up the 2C market. Just cooperating with me is far from enough. You can’t take an airplane control system and offer it for 2C operations; consumers wouldn’t buy it, and they can’t afford it.”

Speaking further, Li Mu continued, “Among the Fortune Global 500 companies, the vast majority of manufacturing enterprises are primarily engaged in 2C operations. Among last year’s Fortune Global 500, the top-ranked manufacturing companies should all be automotive manufacturers, right? From what I recall, General Motors, Ford, Toyota, Volkswagen, and Honda seem to be in the top fifty. Besides these, there are also Siemens, General Electric, Hitachi, and others, which are basically all 2C-type enterprises. Their products include automobiles, home appliances, medical equipment, and so on, which are all 2C products.”

In Li Mu’s view, transitioning from 2B to 2C in the internet sector was not difficult, but for manufacturing, a transition from 2B to 2C is virtually impossible.

World-renowned automotive companies, including General Motors and Toyota, actually integrate a host of 2B suppliers like Honeywell and then deliver the final 2C products.

Companies similar to Honeywell include Bosch, ZF, Aisin, and Takata. Among these, Bosch is arguably the most formidable, possessing numerous automotive parts product lines and a wealth of patented technologies, including the famous ESP, which Bosch invented. However, even Bosch finds it difficult to transition from 2B to 2C in the automotive manufacturing sector.

For companies specializing in transmissions like ZF and Aisin, or airbags like Takata, achieving a 2B to 2C transformation in the automotive sector is even more challenging.

Honeywell faced the same situation.

While their 2B operations were impressively successful, this alone was insufficient to support significant leapfrog development for the company on its existing foundation. To achieve a greater leap, they had to make breakthroughs in 2C operations.

Gaodewe strongly agreed with Li Mu’s point of view and said earnestly, “Mr. Li, we have actually started experimenting with 2C products. For example, we acquired a water purifier company a while ago and have already started putting our own household water purifiers into production. Next, we also plan to put household air purifiers into production. We have a great deal of technological accumulation in these fields, which ensures we can produce even better products.”

Li Mu nodded and said seriously, “Since Honeywell intends to pursue 2C operations, why not let Taobao handle the online distribution rights first? China has over a billion people, and I can use Taobao to help Honeywell open up the Chinese market.”

Speaking to this point, Li Mu paused, then added, “However, this first requires Honeywell to resolve my supply needs for protective products!”





Chapter 1184: The Cooperation Plan for 3M

Gaodewe agreed to Li Mu’s cooperation plan almost without hesitation, exclusively authorizing Taobao with Honeywell’s online sales distribution rights in China.

Before meeting Li Mu, Gaodewe had already researched Taobao and had a clear understanding of its current platform volume. Currently, any corporate distributor looking to establish a comprehensive sales network in China must invest significant human resources, material resources, and time.

Only Taobao could help businesses establish a nationwide sales network based on the internet in the shortest time possible. More importantly, Taobao not only boasted high traffic and large sales volume but also had its own logistics system support. With Taobao Logistics, it not only greatly enhanced Taobao’s coverage capability but also improved the efficiency of online order fulfillment.

Li Mu also promised Gaodewe that an Official Honeywell Taobao Flagship Store would be established on Taobao, and Honeywell would be given ample promotional resources.

Based on this, Honeywell also had to provide Muye Technology with sufficient discounts. The agreement reached between the two was that Li Mu’s single purchase would directly receive a fifty percent discount off Honeywell’s ex-factory price.

The fifty percent discount off the ex-factory price brought Li Mu immense joy. The words “double the order quantity” almost slipped out, but after a moment of calm, Li Mu merely reached a basic cooperation intent with Gaodewe for the time being, without changing his current order quantity from Honeywell during this meeting.

After all, he hadn’t yet met with 3M’s person in charge, and Li Mu didn’t know what kind of cooperation terms 3M could offer him.

Compared to Honeywell, Li Mu was more eager to secure 3M’s Online Distribution Rights in China. 3M’s B2C product line was far stronger than Honeywell’s, and obtaining its exclusive agency rights would bring many benefits to Taobao in the future.

In the afternoon, Li Mu met 3M’s person in charge, George Buckley, in his office.

As a manufacturing enterprise with a century of history, 3M boasted countless proud achievements. However, facing Muye Technology, an internet company founded less than two years ago, 3M, with its century-long history, had a market value that was not even half of Muye Technology’s.

The internet industry indeed held infinite possibilities, which was also why George Buckley traveled a great distance to meet Li Mu. During the booming phase of the internet, every traditional enterprise hoped to catch the internet’s free ride.

With the experience of his discussion with Gaodewe, Li Mu accelerated the pace considerably when communicating with George Buckley.

After exchanging pleasantries, Li Mu immediately put forth his new request, saying to George Buckley, “Mr. George, I am meeting you today in two different capacities: one as the CEO of Muye Technology, and the other as the CEO of Taobao Technology. So, I will first speak with you, as the CEO of Taobao Technology, about my envisioned cooperation between Taobao and 3M.”

George Buckley was given a wake-up call by Li Mu’s words.

3M’s market value was less than half of Muye Technology’s, and Li Mu was still reminding him that he had far more than just Muye Technology behind him, there was also Taobao, which hadn’t undergone financing yet.

It was rumored that if Taobao were to open up for financing and incorporate Taobao Logistics and Alipay into its scope, its valuation might even surpass Muye Technology’s. Therefore, the total market value of the enterprises behind Li Mu could very well exceed sixty billion US dollars.

George Buckley, feeling inwardly astonished, harbored no dissatisfaction towards Li Mu’s words. Instead, he politely said, “Mr. Li, we also hope to establish close cooperative relationships with both Taobao and Muye Technology, two outstanding enterprises. So, please feel free to state any intentions you have.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “First, I hope 3M can authorize Taobao with the exclusive online distribution rights within China.”

“Exclusive online distribution rights?”

It wasn’t just George Buckley who didn’t quite understand; he was also hearing this concept for the first time.

Li Mu quickly explained the meaning of this concept to George Buckley. George Buckley immediately understood and confirmed with Li Mu: “Mr. Li, if 3M grants Taobao the exclusive online distribution rights within China, does that mean that within the authorized period, only Taobao, as an online sales platform, will be qualified to sell 3M products online, and all other platforms will not have this qualification, correct?”

Li Mu nodded: “That’s right. During the cooperation period, we will establish a 3M self-operated flagship store on Taobao. All operational work will be handled by us. We promise not to transfer the supply to offline sales, thus avoiding direct conflict with your offline distributors.”

George Buckley pondered for a moment, then nodded resolutely and said, “Okay, Mr. Li, I accept your cooperation proposal. Please assign a liaison momentarily, and I will also arrange a liaison on my end, for them to complete the alignment as soon as possible.”

As he spoke, George Buckley added, “After completing the alignment, I will arrange for our Greater China region person in charge to hand over all localized product materials to Taobao. The ex-factory prices for all products will be consistent with the ex-factory prices offered to our national master distributor.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected George Buckley to be so straightforward and decisive, already beginning to outline the cooperation details. He couldn’t help but admire, “Mr. George truly is decisive and efficient in his work. With such efficiency, I believe 3M and Taobao’s future cooperation will be very close and very smooth.”

George Buckley smiled, “Mr. Li, 3M’s success today is not just reliant on our products, but also our attitude. Taobao is China’s largest online sales platform; with such an excellent cooperation opportunity, we naturally have to prioritize it.”

At this point, George Buckley continued, “Mr. Li, I’ve previously learned about Taobao’s self-operated rules. The process for Taobao’s self-operated business involves first purchasing and warehousing, then selling online, correct?”

Li Mu nodded: “That’s right.”

George Buckley smiled, “In that case, we can initially provide Taobao with products worth up to fifty million US dollars using a post-payment method. If sales volume is high, this amount can be increased; it’s very flexible.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but look at George Buckley in a new light. As the old saying goes, such a person has an incredibly discerning eye. When they see someone yawning, they not only know to provide help just when needed, but also lay out the bed. Collaborating with such a person was incredibly reassuring.

So Li Mu also said very straightforwardly, “In that case, let’s have both our sides align as soon as possible. I will urge Taobao’s relevant person in charge to complete the store and product launch as quickly as possible.”

George Buckley shook hands with Li Mu and smiled, “I hope this cooperation with Taobao Technology is pleasant.”

“Pleasant cooperation!” Li Mu smiled slightly and added, “George, now let’s discuss the cooperation ideas between Muye Technology and 3M.”

George Buckley straightened up, quickly saying, “Please do.”

For George Buckley, cooperating with Muye Technology was his primary request for meeting Li Mu this time. After all, Taobao could only cover China and had virtually no influence in other countries and regions. YY, however, was different. YY users were spread globally; essentially, all internet users used YY. Its user base was even higher than Google’s, and its user stickiness far exceeded Google’s. What 3M needed was precisely this kind of global partner.

Li Mu then said, “Currently, Muye Technology is attempting to operate our advertising resources in a way that doesn’t harm users and provides mutual benefits to our partners. As a multinational enterprise, 3M’s product lines are mostly oriented towards the B2C retail end, so there must be a huge demand for global promotional resources. Therefore, we have a supply and demand basis. Based on this, I have a relatively mature cooperation plan that I’d like to see if 3M is interested in.”

Li Mu’s words resonated deeply with George Buckley. As the CEO of 3M, his biggest focus was undoubtedly the front-end market. A globalization strategy for a real economy enterprise was easy to talk about but extremely difficult to execute. Therefore, George Buckley highly valued potential partners like Muye Technology.

The reason he traveled thousands of kilometers to get here was to forge a promotional partnership with Muye Technology. However, he also knew that Li Mu had never done promotion for any other company before. The one time he promoted Steven Spielberg’s film Catch Me If You Can led to it claiming the North American box office championship. Such powerful advertising and conversion capabilities made countless companies dream of latching onto Muye Technology’s success, and he was no exception.

Before coming, he had worried that Li Mu might reject him, but unexpectedly, he hadn’t even stated his request, and Li Mu had already proactively extended an olive branch. How could he not be excited about such a great opportunity?

Therefore, George Buckley, barely containing his excitement, said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, we are also very much looking forward to cooperating with Muye Technology. If it’s convenient, please give us a general overview of your cooperation plan.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling: “It’s like this: we currently have YY Personal Show, which features many various dressing props. Besides normal clothing, we can also introduce a variety of alternative attire such as masks, face shields, gas masks, and protective suits. If 3M is interested, we can offer this segment for product embedding for you. That is to say, we would cartoonize your products and integrate them into the YY Dressing Room along with your brand logos.”

“Furthermore, we plan to add a cartoon image of a Weather Assistant in the next version of YY. This image will appear in every YY user’s weather plugin. If a user clicks to view the weather, they will see a cartoon image corresponding to their gender. This image will display different attire suggestions based on varying weather conditions.”

“If it snows locally, our Weather Assistant will wear a down jacket. If the local weather is hot, our Weather Assistant will wear short sleeves, shorts, or a dress. The key point is: if local air pollution occurs, our Weather Assistant will wear a 3M protective mask and have a 3M air purifier appear nearby, to remind everyone to be aware of the physical harm caused by air pollution. Additionally, we can add purchase links to these product elements, directly linking users to online sales platforms in their region, or providing addresses of offline sales outlets, further increasing user purchase conversion…”





Chapter 1185: A Groundbreaking New Experience

The Weather Assistant Li Mu wanted to create was inspired by a weather app from later generations.

Integrating the Weather Assistant into YY would, on one hand, increase YY’s practical functionality. On the other hand, the Weather Assistant’s cartoon avatar could break away from the traditional weather forecast practice of only displaying weather icons, adding a cartoon image to enhance user interaction. This kind of experience in weather forecasting would be absolutely groundbreaking.

The Weather Assistant could wear an N95-grade mask during air pollution to remind people to be mindful of their health, or hold an umbrella when it rains to warn them to prepare for rain, and even wear sunglasses to remind them to protect against sunburn. This method of presentation itself is very user-friendly, which would greatly increase user favorability. Implementing product placement in such a scenario would undoubtedly yield excellent results.

Furthermore, Li Mu had basically figured it out: for the Weather Assistant’s cartoon avatar, he could directly seek authorization from celebrities. For example, Anne Hathaway, if she were willing to authorize her cartoon image to Muye Technology, Muye Technology could then add her avatar to the Weather Assistant for users to choose. This in itself would be a huge boost to her popularity. If millions of men used her cartoon avatar as their Weather Assistant, her own influence would inevitably see a sharp increase.

In reality, product placement has been popular in traditional industries for a long time, mostly appearing in film and television works. Product placement on the internet, however, has yet to truly emerge.

What Li Mu presented to George Buckley was a strategy from the mature era of internet business models: using product elements as a platform for product placement. This form of advertising could largely avoid harming users while also ensuring actual advertising effectiveness.

George Buckley was extremely interested in this novel approach Li Mu described. As he listened to Li Mu’s introduction, he envisioned a product blueprint in his mind, as if he could see a weather forecast display box appearing on the screen, showing: Silicon Valley, partly cloudy to clear today, temperature 5-36 degrees Fahrenheit, PM2.5 index 98, advised to wear an N95-grade mask when going out;

Subsequently, next to the weather forecast, there was a cartoon avatar, dressed in a down jacket, a knitted hat, and gloves appropriate for the season. Most importantly, a 3M mask covered its face.

Clicking on the mask on the cartoon avatar’s face would automatically redirect to 3M’s official website for information about the mask, or directly to 3M’s address on a certain e-commerce platform in the United States…

Thinking of this, George Buckley felt incredibly excited. This was his main purpose for meeting Li Mu. If they could truly cooperate with Muye Technology in this manner, 3M’s image could appear in the public’s view precisely when they needed it most. This form of advertising was simply genius!

In his excitement, George Buckley blurted out, “Mr. Li, I am very interested in this cooperation model. It should also align perfectly with 3M’s current overall needs. When do you think we can start this collaboration?”

No sooner had he finished speaking than George Buckley hastily added, “My apologies, Mr. Li, I was negligent. I haven’t yet considered how the cost for such cooperation would be calculated.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “I haven’t gone into further detail with this idea yet, so I haven’t decided on a billing method. However, I believe that under normal circumstances, if it’s not e-commerce advertising, there are only two billing methods: either plainly price the promotional resources, or charge per impression based on the display volume. If it’s e-commerce, a net profit-sharing cooperation model could also be adopted, but this certainly wouldn’t be very suitable for 3M, so we can discuss the other two options in detail.”

George Buckley nodded in agreement. E-commerce in America was not as developed as he imagined, and its penetration rate was not very high. Therefore, 3M had basically not attempted anything in e-commerce. This made the net profit-sharing model unfeasible, leaving only a one-time buyout and per-impression billing.

While a one-time buyout sounded convenient, for George Buckley, there was no tangible and accurate reference point to set a standard. It would be difficult for him to ascertain the true value of Li Mu’s recommended resources. If the actual effect was only half or even less than the invested amount, he would suffer a significant loss.

Considering this, billing per impression based on display volume seemed the most cost-effective.

Every advertisement placement measures the user’s advertising cost. A popular calculation method is Cost Per Mille (CPM), or in common terms, the cost required to show an advertisement to one thousand users.

For instance, if one million viewers are simultaneously watching a TV station during a certain time slot, and 3M runs ten advertisements on that station, costing five hundred thousand US dollars, then the cumulative impressions would be ten million. According to advertising industry statistics, the Cost Per Mille for advertising reached fifty US dollars.

The conversion rate for television media is not high; most viewers simply glance at an ad, at most strengthening their memory of it, and are not given a direct channel to learn more or make a purchase immediately upon seeing the ad. Li Mu’s method, however, is different: when users see the display, they only need to click once to gain access to detailed information or a direct purchase link. Such a conversion rate would naturally be much higher.

Calculated in this way, 3M would be willing to bear an advertising cost of eighty, or even one hundred US dollars per thousand impressions for such ad placements.

Having thought this through, George Buckley hurriedly said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I think I would lean towards a cooperation model based on impression-based pricing. Therefore, your company might need to set a specific price per impression. If the price is acceptable, we can sign the contract at any time.”

Li Mu had long anticipated that George Buckley would choose the impression-based billing cooperation model, as it was the most balanced approach in terms of pros and cons, and also the one with the least risk.

However, while entrepreneurs strive to minimize risks, under this mindset, they can easily fall into others’ traps and eventually become their slaves.

In his previous life, Baidu’s heavily criticized keyword advertising was based on impression-based billing, with bidding added on top.

For example, many Putian-affiliated hospitals would compete for search results related to the keyword “psoriasis.” Whoever offered the highest single bid would rank higher.

Li Mu had once heard that keyword bidding for terms like “plastic surgery” and “cancer” was inflated to several hundred Chinese yuan per click. This meant that if a user searched for “plastic surgery” on Baidu and clicked on the hospital ranked first, that hospital would have to pay Baidu several hundred yuan for the impression.

Don’t think such bidding sounds alarming. In industries with exorbitant profits, such bidding is actually common. Some might assume that by continuously clicking on a bidding hospital’s link, they could bankrupt the hospital. In reality, such a situation doesn’t exist. To provide a safe and reliable promotional environment for these bidders, Baidu would use a series of technical means to block fraudulent clicks, ensuring as much as possible that billing clicks were genuine.

With Baidu’s meticulous protection, bidding hospitals only needed to use four data points—click volume, conversion rate, AURP (Average User Revenue Per visitor), and profit margin—to determine their optimal profitability.

For example, if a certain plastic surgery hospital bid on the keyword “plastic surgery” on Baidu, and out of every one hundred clicks, ten people became customers at the hospital, with each person generating ten thousand yuan in revenue, it would mean that every one hundred clicks on Baidu would bring the hospital one hundred thousand yuan in gross profit. If the hospital’s profit margin was 50%, then these one hundred clicks would bring the hospital fifty thousand yuan in net profit.

One hundred clicks could yield fifty thousand yuan in net profit. This meant that as long as the cost per click was below five hundred yuan, the hospital could profit. In such a scenario, even if bidding reached three hundred or four hundred yuan per click, the hospital would proceed without hesitation, because within that cost range, they were profitable.

This led to a terrible outcome: although most Putian hospitals were making money, a significant portion of their profits was contributed entirely to Baidu. A hospital might earn one hundred million yuan a year, with ninety million of that going straight into Baidu’s hands. While the proportion was terrifying, they had no retreat route, because once they stopped advertising, it meant cutting off their income. Cooperating with Baidu could earn them ten million yuan, while not cooperating would lead to no profit or even losses. Under such circumstances, none of these hospitals would ever abandon their cooperation with Baidu.

In fact, it wasn’t just Baidu; Mr. Ma’s Taobao was the same.

Boss Li and Mr. Ma offered advertisers the same choice: either make no money, or give more than 50% of your net profit to me!

This bandit-like playstyle was what Li Mu despised the most. If Taobao were to implement keyword bidding now, a considerable number of Taobao sellers would frantically pour money into it. Through fierce competition, Taobao would certainly be able to seize more than half of these ordinary sellers’ profits. But Li Mu was absolutely unwilling to do so.

What he wanted to create was a cooperation model based on health and fairness.

For example, Li Mu would absolutely not implement keyword bidding on Taobao. As a result, his Taobao would have a much lower profit margin than Mr. Ma’s Taobao in his previous life.

To illustrate, current Taobao phone sales are exceptionally robust. If Li Mu were to implement keyword bidding for the term ‘phone’ within Taobao, numerous phone manufacturers and Taobao sellers would certainly scramble for this keyword. In that scenario, when users searched for ‘phone,’ the default results displayed to them would not be the best-rated, nor the best-selling, nor from sellers with the highest credit rating, but instead those who paid the most for that keyword. This would make it very difficult for consumers to find the most suitable stores and products for themselves.

However, Li Mu employed a highly fair algorithm for Taobao’s keyword search. This algorithm weighted several key data points, such as product sales, product positive review rate, store positive review rate, and store credit rating, calculating a comprehensive score. Whoever had the highest overall score would appear at the top of the default search results. In this way, although Li Mu sacrificed a large income from keyword bidding, he ensured that users would always find the best overall results.

In Li Mu’s view, this was what a truly conscientious platform should do.





Chapter 1186: Coca-Cola Comes Knocking

George Buckley quickly reached a series of pleasant cooperation agreements with Li Mu.

Firstly, Li Mu would procure one hundred and fifty million N95 protective masks, along with a large quantity of professional protective equipment, from 3M. 3M would supply Li Mu directly at the ex-factory price. Even at such a low price, the total value of Li Mu’s order still reached one point five billion yuan, immediately accounting for more than half of Li Mu’s entire supplies reserve budget.

However, George Buckley and Li Mu reached a basic agreement: Li Mu could pay half of the one point five billion yuan upfront, with the remaining amount to be repaid in two ways.

One way was: if 3M and Li Mu ultimately reached a promotional cooperation agreement and set a price per display, then the remaining payment would be offset by the display promotion fees. As long as the cooperation did not terminate, this amount could be continuously offset through this collaboration until the outstanding debt was zero.

The other way was: if both parties did not ultimately reach an agreement on cooperation, then 3M, as Li Mu’s partner in China’s internet sector, would grant Li Mu a one-year settlement period. Li Mu would only need to settle the final balance within that one-year period.

Both of these methods were extremely beneficial for Li Mu. They ensured that he could use a small amount of money to first stock twice the amount of supplies, and if he could slowly offset the cost with resources in the future, it would be even more ideal.

With the cooperation intentions from 3M and Honeywell, Li Mu’s demand for protective supplies had been satisfied beyond his expectations. There were already two hundred million N95 protective masks alone, a truly massive quantity.

In this order, not only was the base number of masks vast, but all other protective equipment was also readily available. Furthermore, both companies promised Li Mu that the goods in the order would be progressively delivered to him via air transport starting from next week.

Li Mu had also informed Guru Lei in advance, asking him to make arrangements for the distribution of this batch of goods to several logistics bases within the country. This way, once the goods arrived, they could immediately be allocated to the warehousing of each logistics base, always ready.

…

With these two companies taken care of, Li Mu’s biggest goal for this trip to the United States had been achieved.

With so many goods in hand, once the epidemic broke out, Li Mu could not only guarantee that domestic citizens would definitely be able to purchase supplies, but he was also confident he could firmly suppress the prices of similar products, forcing those companies and individuals who hiked up prices to submit to his rhythm out of desperation.

After reaching a cooperation agreement with George Buckley, Li Mu immediately contacted Fang Xudong, his technical powerhouse, asking him to assign a dedicated person to form a project team, complete with product, development, and testing staff, to implement several embedded promotions he wanted to roll out. The most important of these were the YY Show and Weather Assistant.

After arranging these tasks, Li Mu prepared to take some time to fly to Massachusetts, visit Su Yingxue at Harvard, and also meet Mark Zuckerberg.

Unexpectedly, just before he was about to set off, Lin Qingya brought him good news – the Coca-Cola Company was very interested in Li Mu’s cooperation proposal and had already dispatched one of their executives and Board of Directors members to Silicon Valley for further direct discussions with Li Mu.

Thinking that this could be an advertising cooperation worth one hundred million US dollars, Li Mu decided to stay in Silicon Valley for an extra day or two to first finalize the Coca-Cola partnership.

The reason Li Mu was so confident about the Coca-Cola partnership was his understanding of the company. Coca-Cola’s brand value ranked among the world’s best, and a significant portion of this was reliant on advertising and marketing.

Coca-Cola’s core product was carbonated beverages with extremely low costs. Not only did they have a high gross profit margin, but their consumption cycle was also very short, making them standard Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG). For such a fiercely competitive FMCG industry, to stabilize market share or achieve steady growth, continuous advertising investment was essential. Otherwise, if advertising promotion ceased, sales could plummet by over fifty percent within a year.

Whether it was Coca-Cola, Pepsi, or Jianlibao, which was once popular in China, none of these FMCG-centric companies dared to relax their promotion efforts. Even a company like Coca-Cola absolutely could not afford to become arrogant and reduce its investment. Otherwise, once the market was seized by others, it would be much more difficult to reclaim it.

Precisely because of this, Coca-Cola’s annual global advertising spend could account for basically fifty percent of its net profit. And they were continuously investing, even diversifying their investments in creative ways, to ensure their sales and brand influence.

Muye Technology was a promotional channel that Coca-Cola had been very interested in recently. Even before Li Mu came to the United States, Coca-Cola had hoped to buy pop-up window recommendations on YY or advertising spots on YY.com, but Lin Qingya had never agreed. Coca-Cola’s executives were constantly afraid that one day they would suddenly hear news that Muye Technology had partnered with Pepsi. If that were to happen, Coca-Cola would be in a truly passive position.

Fortunately, Muye Technology had proactively approached Coca-Cola this time and instantly unveiled a cooperation model that both shocked and delighted Coca-Cola’s executives. After discussing this model, Coca-Cola’s high-level management took less than half an hour to directly decide to participate deeply in Li Mu’s plan.

In the view of Coca-Cola’s executives, at this time, whoever could be the first to advertise on Muye Technology’s YY would gain enormous additional public attention. Therefore, they had been unable to forget YY’s promotional resources.

Moreover, Li Mu’s cooperation proposal this time was indeed very appealing. Printing special redemption codes on bottle caps, allowing users to exchange the caps for a certain amount of YY Coins, was not only novel but also ensured that users would receive tangible benefits from this activity.

Even more importantly, throughout the entire process of users redeeming the codes, Coca-Cola’s brand identifier could be continuously displayed. This not only helped enhance corporate visibility but also gave users a powerful psychological suggestion, making them think of Coca-Cola whenever they thought of beverages, and reach for a Coca-Cola whenever they opened a supermarket refrigerator. This was the true meaning of brand marketing.

The executive Coca-Cola dispatched this time was named Bruce Andre. He was one of the top five individuals in the entire Coca-Cola empire, primarily responsible for marketing and promotion within Coca-Cola, and understood best how to package a brand.

As soon as the two met in Li Mu’s conference room, Bruce politely introduced himself to Li Mu. Then, he got straight to the point, immediately asking Li Mu: “Mr. Li, we’ve reviewed your proposal. To be honest, we’re very interested in your idea, but we still have one small question we haven’t quite figured out.”

Li Mu gestured for him to continue, saying, “Please speak.”





Chapter 1187: Too Ruthless

Regarding Li Mu’s cooperation proposal, Coca-Cola itself was remarkably impressed, but this new method of distributing redemption codes on physical products and allowing online platforms to exchange them for virtual currency had never been tried in the entire retail industry. Hence, even a giant like Coca-Cola had moments of confusion.

Bruce, representing Coca-Cola, posed a question to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, according to the proposal, we only need to print special redemption codes on the inside of the bottle caps. So, will hundreds of millions of redemption codes be provided by your side? And how will online redemption work?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little surprised. Bruce, a TOP5-level executive at Coca-Cola, couldn’t grasp such a simple online-offline interaction logic.

And not just him; it seemed the entire Coca-Cola high-level management was clueless.

It appeared that in 2003, non-internet Fortune Global 500 companies had a very shallow understanding of the internet. If he were to specifically use internet-centric rhetoric to lobby these companies in the future, it might lead to even larger-scale business collaborations.

Thinking this, Li Mu explained to Bruce, “If Coca-Cola decides to cooperate with us, I will have our technical staff develop a program that can generate hundreds of millions of unique, randomly arranged alphanumeric combinations. We will then package this data for you, and you simply need to print these combinations onto the inside of the bottle caps using a special method.”

Bruce, poor at mathematics, pondered for a long time, still only partially understood, and continued to ask, “If hundreds of millions of combinations are generated randomly, is there a chance of accidental duplication? Also, could someone figure out a pattern and crack a large number of redemption codes in one go, leading to others finding their codes already redeemed when they try?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but chuckle, “Bruce, programming is a very meticulous task, and computers are the most obedient execution machines. As long as the programmer gives the computer a command in computer language to disallow repeats, then theoretically, even if one trillion combinations are generated, as long as there’s still a possibility for unique combinations, the combinations generated by the computer will absolutely not repeat.”

“Furthermore, when we generate these combinations, there are many ways to avoid creating patterns. It would be extremely difficult for individuals to deduce the logic; they might try hundreds of thousands of times consecutively without a single successful guess. We will also add certain restrictions on the redemption page, such as allowing only one redemption every thirty seconds per IP address. This way, it would be impossible for anyone to mass-redeem codes using software, so the situation you mentioned will be completely prevented by us.”

Bruce then asked, “How should we distribute these hundreds of millions of redemption codes to our factories worldwide? If we use the US dollar as the redemption unit, how will users in other countries redeem them? For example, how will China users redeem a code containing 10 US cents of YY Coins?”

Li Mu smiled cunningly and said, “Our YY Coins currently have two settlement models: one based on Renminbi (RMB) and one based on US dollars. Basically, all PayPal users settle in US dollars, so this plan I’ve proposed to you is also for users who use PayPal and settle in US dollars.”

Bruce frowned and thought for a moment, then asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, so you mean if we accept this cooperation plan, our collaboration can only be promoted in countries outside of China?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu nodded, smiling. “The current situation with online payments across the entire internet is like this; largely, it’s either my Alipay or PayPal that dominates. PayPal has always used US dollar settlement, so our cooperation partners can only be countries and regions outside of China.”

“At that time, we can package the generated combinations separately according to your requirements. You can decide for yourselves based on the situation of your factories worldwide and local sales. For example, if you have fifty manufacturing enterprises in countries and regions outside China, your company can assign a Weight (priority) to these fifty enterprises internally. We can then, according to your Weight ranking, generate fifty corresponding packages of varying quantities. These packages can then be handed over to the respective enterprises for them to produce according to the redemption codes within their own packages.”

The internet in 2003 was not yet powerful enough, and especially cross-border internet efficiency was very low. Li Mu dared not promise to build a unified database for Coca-Cola, allowing their dozens of factories to retrieve data from it in real-time during production. Because once data interaction with one of the enterprises went wrong, it could affect the normal operation of the entire database, and any deviation could very likely cause problems.

So, Li Mu proposed this isolated solution to Coca-Cola: divide all the redemption codes, and each factory would receive its own set of data. This way, there would be no need for real-time online data exchange; everyone could just produce their own, with no possibility of any duplication or conflict.

Bruce roughly understood Li Mu’s meaning and said with some annoyance, “Mr. Li, we value the China market greatly, but your plan specifically excludes it. This is quite a significant loss for us. China has hundreds of millions of YY users, and we hope to increase Coca-Cola’s market share in China through cooperation with YY.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “This problem is actually easy to solve. As I mentioned earlier, the vast majority of current online payment platforms settle in either Renminbi or US dollars. My previous proposal already covers US dollar-settled users. If you also want to cover China users, we can just create another campaign based on the China market and Renminbi, following this same plan.”

With that, Li Mu calculated to himself, muttering, “China has such a large population and an enormous consumption volume for Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG). If you want to make an impact, you’ll need at least three hundred to five hundred million redemption codes, and the redeemed YY Coins must not be too few, or users will lose interest. So, looking at it this way, for these three hundred to five hundred million redemption codes, at least three hundred to four hundred million YY Coins must be prepared.”

Bruce inwardly sighed that Li Mu was truly too ruthless; a promotion plan worth one hundred million US dollars didn’t even cover China. If they wanted to cover China, they’d have to sign a separate agreement and spend more money.

Li Mu had previously asked Lin Qingya to quote Coca-Cola a cost of one hundred million US dollars, which included two hundred million US dollars in YY Coins, a cocacola.yy.com sub-page, and corresponding promotional resources.

From Coca-Cola’s perspective, the cost of two hundred million US dollars in YY Coins was actually very low for Muye Technology. The truly valuable components in Li Mu’s plan were the cocacola.yy.com sub-domain and the promotional resources on YY.

To date, no company had placed advertisements on YY, so this itself was a highly sought-after opportunity for countless businesses, not to mention a dedicated sub-page. If YY provided Coca-Cola with an exclusive sub-page, it would be a huge brand enhancement for Coca-Cola on the internet.

Therefore, after a comprehensive evaluation, Coca-Cola believed Li Mu’s one hundred million US dollar quote was worth it. As long as the operational logic and method for the redemption codes were confirmed to be loophole-free, Coca-Cola was willing to sign with Muye Technology.

However, Bruce only found out after arriving that Li Mu had withheld the China region. Now, the China region had to be calculated separately and charged extra. According to Li Mu’s earlier calculation, the cooperation cost for the China region would be at least one hundred to two hundred million Renminbi.

Bruce naturally did not have the power to make the final decision on the spot for this suddenly increased cost. So, he could only fulfill his duty of considering the company’s interests and prepare to haggle with Li Mu. Thus, he tentatively asked, “Mr. Li, if it’s as you just said, what is your cooperation quote for the China market?”

Li Mu held up three fingers: “Three hundred million Renminbi.”

“That high!” Bruce couldn’t help but widen his eyes. “Mr. Li, isn’t that quote a bit too high?”

Li Mu said seriously, “Bruce, the demand for Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) in the China market is enormous, and its growth rate is also very fast. Before long, China might become Coca-Cola’s largest sales country after its domestic US market. Therefore, strategic early deployment at this time is extremely significant for you. Muye Technology can provide crucial solutions at a critical moment; isn’t that still worth three hundred million Renminbi? You know, converted to US dollars, it’s just under forty million US dollars.”

Bruce couldn’t help but say, “Mr. Li, putting other things aside, in terms of cost calculation alone, our one hundred million US dollar cooperation plan for US dollar-settled regions already includes the cost of the cocacola.yy.com sub-domain. Given that, the promotional plan we’re discussing for Renminbi-settled regions should have this sub-domain fee excluded, right?”

Li Mu quickly shook his head and said, “Bruce, don’t forget, while more than half of online payments worldwide currently use US dollar settlement, they may not all understand English. The future cocacola.yy.com page will need not only an English page but also corresponding pages in Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Portuguese, and other languages. This means that the English site and the Chinese site for cocacola.yy.com are completely different concepts.”

At this point, Li Mu saw Bruce looking at him with a depressed expression, and he smiled slightly without changing his own expression, saying, “Besides this, I also have an embedded promotion method, but you’ll only be eligible to choose this method after first accepting my two existing cooperation plans.”

Bruce saw Li Mu’s confident look and knew he definitely had an even better promotional plan. But Li Mu was truly too ruthless; to even be considered for this third promotional plan, one first had to accept the previous two. In other words, they would have to accept all three solutions as a package deal.

Bruce inwardly cursed Li Mu as a young Old Fox, but outwardly said, “Mr. Li, could you first introduce your third promotional plan in detail?”





Chapter 1188: A Two Hundred Million Dollar Deal

The entire US internet was shocked by an unverified piece of news.

According to informed sources, Muye Technology provided Coca-Cola a truly awesome online promotional strategy. Following this, Bruce, an executive at Coca-Cola, personally went to Silicon Valley and signed a promotional cooperation agreement worth two hundred million US dollars with Muye Technology!

This news not only left the internet industry dumbfounded but also astonished the advertising world.

A two hundred million US dollar promotional cooperation agreement is equivalent to a two hundred million US dollar purchase order. It means Coca-Cola essentially bought out two hundred million US dollars worth of promotional resources from Muye Technology in one go. In the advertising industry, this was an unprecedented large order. What’s more, such a massive and coveted order was secured by Muye Technology, a company that seemingly had little to do with the advertising industry.

Most importantly, Muye Technology was vastly different from the 4A advertising companies in the advertising world, and also greatly different from advertising resource integrators.

4A advertising companies primarily devise strategies and plans. Once a client is satisfied with a plan, the client can either implement it independently or directly entrust the 4A company to carry out the promotional operations. However, 4A companies still need to purchase ad placements from their upstream providers, which are the advertising resource providers.

Resource integrators are contractors for advertising resources. They secure resources for TV stations, radio stations, offline public transport system advertising, building advertisements, elevator advertisements, and even restroom advertisements. Any advertising strategy requiring implementation needs to acquire these resources from them.

The resources held by resource integrators are not free. Every advertising slot belongs to the resource provider, and acquiring these resources requires substantial real costs. Furthermore, the cost of these resources is often exceptionally high. Consequently, for some large enterprises, over half of their advertising strategies, often valued at hundreds of millions of US dollars, go to the resource providers.

Yet, Muye Technology, in securing such a massive advertising order this time, completely disregarded the industry rules of the advertising sector.

The advertising industry, like all industries, has its own rules, and its own upstream, midstream, and downstream sectors, forming a complete industry chain.

Companies or entities that provide various advertising resources, such as TV stations, radio stations, and newspapers, are the upstream of the advertising industry;

Integrators who consolidate public advertising resources and provide packaged integration services to clients are the midstream of the advertising industry;

4A advertising companies and other advertising firms that provide advertising creativity are the downstream of the advertising industry;

Only through the cooperation of these three can the entire advertising industry chain be formed.

For example, a domestic white liquor enterprise wanted to launch a new product positioned as high-end, hoping to build brand awareness and recognition through advertising. They then set a promotional budget of two hundred million yuan and approached a 4A advertising company to help them devise a strategy.

After collecting a twenty million yuan service fee from the enterprise, the 4A advertising company comprehensively analyzed the current state of the domestic white liquor market, the status of well-known brands, the client’s brand awareness, and their current industry position. They concluded that the client’s brand recognition and competitive strength in the domestic white liquor market were insufficient, and launching a high-end product blindly would make it difficult to establish a foothold. However, this was precisely the client’s core demand. Thus, the 4A advertising company came up with an unconventional move, using a special marketing approach to promote this product, which led to the creation of a ‘Blue Classic’ advertising concept.

Subsequently, this advertising concept was adopted by the client. The plan was continuously refined, and eventually, the client finalized the product’s design and promotional strategy. After that, the enterprise allocated the remaining one hundred eighty million yuan of their budget to an advertising agency.

The advertising agency quickly organized its promotional resources and placed advertisements for this product during prime time on dozens of TV stations nationwide, as well as in various offline advertising display locations across the country.

Subsequently, the company’s alcoholic product advertisements were overwhelming, exhausting the two hundred million yuan, but in return, it yielded annual sales growth of several billion yuan or even more.

This is the entire process of a successful advertising case, from inception to implementation, in the traditional advertising industry: the enterprise funds it, while the 4A company, resource integrators, and resource providers all profit. For a two hundred million yuan plan, it’s possible that the 4A company earned twenty million, the integrators earned twenty million, and the resource providers, including major TV stations, collectively earned one hundred sixty million.

What the advertising industry found unacceptable about Muye Technology’s acquisition of Coca-Cola’s two hundred million US dollar super order this time was that the company securing such a large order was not an advertising firm…

And what was most unacceptable to them, causing them to feel an immense sense of crisis, was that Muye Technology itself handled the entire upstream, midstream, and downstream sectors of the advertising industry! This was a truly subversive presence for the advertising industry!

Consequently, people across the entire US advertising industry were inquiring everywhere about what kind of promotional strategy Muye Technology had provided Coca-Cola that could make them commit two hundred million US dollars in one go.

However, currently, both Coca-Cola and Muye Technology are maintaining strict confidentiality regarding the specifics of this cooperation. Both parties have implicitly acknowledged the partnership, but no one knows the concrete details of the collaboration.

Li Mu himself hadn’t expected to secure two hundred million US dollars from Coca-Cola. Moreover, receiving this two hundred million US dollars essentially required no significant hard costs, merely leveraging some of his own proprietary resources.

Of the two hundred million US dollar cooperation with Coca-Cola, one hundred million US dollars was allocated for Coca-Cola’s promotion among non-yuan user groups, and forty million US dollars for promotion among yuan user groups.

As for the remaining sixty million US dollars, it was for Li Mu’s third promotional strategy presented to Bruce – game embedded promotion.

The globally popular ‘Paradise Town’ had an enormous user base and over ten million daily active users, making it the largest online game in the world at that time. Li Mu planned to integrate a ‘Cola Factory’ into ‘Paradise Town’’s crafting system as a new processing system, merging it into the game’s processing system tech tree.

According to the tech tree’s design, the Cola Factory would require three raw materials to produce cola: sugar, Cola (the ingredient), and inert coca leaves;

Because coca leaves contain components that can be used to produce drugs, ‘inert coca leaves’ — this raw material — could not be obtained by players through planting coca. Instead, they could only be purchased from the game’s wharf;

Aside from ‘inert coca leaves’ requiring purchase, players could be self-sufficient with both white sugar and Cola (the ingredient).

Players could directly purchase Cola seeds and plant Cola (the ingredient) on their farms;

Besides Cola (the ingredient), if users wanted to obtain sugar, they would need to purchase sugarcane seeds to plant sugarcane, and then use a sugar refinery to convert the sugarcane into sugar.

With the ‘Cola Factory,’ and sugar, Cola (the ingredient), and inert coca leaves, users could produce cola. Moreover, cola would play a very important role in the game’s quest system; completing quests involving cola would yield more and better quest rewards.

This series of ideas for the ‘Cola Factory’ constituted Li Mu’s third promotional strategy for Coca-Cola. Li Mu’s principle was that as long as Coca-Cola was willing to pay, the ‘Cola Factory’ could be branded as the ‘Coca-Cola Factory,’ and its produced items would also be renamed ‘Coca-Cola’.

This game embedded promotion concept almost instantly captivated Coca-Cola’s executives. No one had ever attempted such an intriguing embedded promotion method before, and the partner was an online game with over ten million daily active users. This form of promotion was so cutting-edge it was hard to believe.

Additionally, Li Mu offered Coca-Cola an even better integration solution: the redemption code marketing strategy could be fully transitioned from offline physical products to the online virtual world. In other words, if ‘Paradise Town’ players produced virtual ‘cola,’ each bottle of ‘cola’ would also contain a redemption code, giving users the chance to redeem virtual currency and special game props as rewards.

Coca-Cola was ecstatic about this promotional strategy. A marketing and promotion plan that would be considered quite ordinary in 2016, in 2003, was enough to make everyone prostrate themselves in admiration.

However, Li Mu then splashed cold water on Coca-Cola. He could only commit in the contract to keeping elements related to the Coca-Cola Factory in the game for three months. After three months, Li Mu would have the right to delist or hide these items.

Coca-Cola initially strongly protested Li Mu’s three-month guarantee period, but Li Mu did not give in an inch, consistently adhering to the principle of “no price reduction, no added quantity,” leaving Coca-Cola no room for negotiation.

This instantly plunged Coca-Cola’s executives into a situation of immense indecision.

Actually, compared to the redemption code strategy for physical beverages, Coca-Cola preferred the third promotional strategy, as it only cost them sixty million US dollars to have over one hundred million players repeatedly see embedded Coca-Cola advertisements and actively engage in more frequent and closer contact with them.

However, a three-month validity period was indeed too short, essentially costing twenty million US dollars per month, which was truly terrifyingly expensive.

On the other hand, ‘Paradise Town’ had over ten million daily active users. Over three months, the cumulative display count would likely reach hundreds of millions or even billions of times. In this light, the price, which initially seemed incredibly exorbitant, now appeared remarkably fair.

However, after consideration, Coca-Cola still decided to fully accept Li Mu’s promotional strategy. Therefore, the day after Bruce and Li Mu met, Bruce, who was still in Silicon Valley, received final approval from Coca-Cola and signed the cooperation agreement with Li Mu.

Securing two hundred million US dollars in one go, Li Mu was naturally extremely pleased. However, this two hundred million US dollar contract also completely exposed his whereabouts; now, the entire United States, and even the world, knew he had come to America.

Li Mu had been planning to quietly visit Su Yingxue at Harvard, but just as the collaboration with Coca-Cola concluded, Li Mu received a call from the President of Harvard.

During the call, the Harvard President excitedly spoke a great deal, but in summary, there were only two key points:

First, the 3321 Team had already arrived at Harvard and begun preparing for the launch of the 3321 US site in collaboration with Harvard;

Second, the students missed him greatly. Over ten thousand Harvard students collectively voiced their wishes on the campus network, sincerely hoping that while he was in the US this time, he could make time to visit Harvard again…





Chapter 1189: Going to Harvard Again

To Principal Lawrence, the person he missed most during this time was Li Mu, who had once conquered all of Harvard.

Since Li Mu’s unprecedented and sensational speech, students at Harvard and even across the United States had regarded Li Mu as their spiritual leader. That speech not only brought Li Mu global fame but also greatly benefited Harvard.

Following that, Harvard became 3321’s partner in the United States. Now, the 3321 US site was almost officially online, thanks to the cooperation between the 3321 Team and the Harvard team. This brought Harvard an enormous amount of positive public opinion in the United States, and Lawrence was consequently highly praised by the Board of Directors.

This time, Lawrence learned that Li Mu was actually in the United States and was immediately invigorated as if he’d been given a shot of adrenaline. All he could think about was how to invite this esteemed figure back to Harvard once more.

Faced with Lawrence’s invitation, Li Mu felt very awkward.

He had originally intended to make a low-key trip to Cambridge, where Harvard is located, to meet Su Yingxue. If the timing was right, he would also meet Mark Zuckerberg. But all of this had to be done in a low-key manner. Now that his whereabouts had been exposed, it would be impossible to remain low-key.

Li Mu hadn’t originally planned to expose the first half of his trip to the United States.

He had wanted to come to the United States discreetly, then confirm the protective supplies needed for SARS with 3M and Honeywell, and then make time to visit Su Yingxue in Cambridge. Once these matters were done, he could fly to Los Angeles and make a public appearance in Hollywood.

The reason for his public appearance in Hollywood was that Li Mu needed to hold a press conference with Steven Spielberg to announce to the world the Flying Tigers film project, a collaboration between Muye Media and DreamWorks. This film was of extraordinary significance to Li Mu, so he had to make a public appearance to build up its momentum.

However, Li Mu hadn’t expected to effortlessly close a two-hundred-million-dollar deal in Silicon Valley. Furthermore, the scale of this collaboration with Coca-Cola was so massive that the news naturally couldn’t be kept under wraps.

Currently, the whole world knew that Li Mu was in the United States and had just signed a huge contract with Coca-Cola. His subsequent whereabouts would surely be closely watched by the US media. From now on, it would be impossible for him to conceal his movements if he wanted to go anywhere. The possibility of quietly going to Cambridge was almost zero.

Li Mu was well aware of the US media’s powerful investigative capabilities. They would surely be able to find his entry records through customs and then locate the registration number of the business jet he had chartered. Once they had the registration number, they could clearly query all records: where his chartered plane took off from when entering the United States, and which cities it flew over in the US. Moreover, as soon as a flight plan was submitted to Air traffic control, the media would know his travel schedule.

By then, he probably wouldn’t even have taken off from San Francisco before a large number of reporters would have flocked to Boston Airport, waiting for him to land.

Concealing his movements was now a pipe dream. Li Mu decided to simply accept Lawrence’s invitation, telling him, “Principal Lawrence, thank you for your invitation, and thank you for the enthusiasm of the Harvard students. I think I can make time to visit Harvard.”

“Really?” Lawrence was ecstatic and immediately blurted out, “Give me a time, and I’ll meet you at Boston Airport!”

Li Mu hastily said, “There’s no need for such trouble. My time there might be tight. I mainly want to meet with you and other persons in charge at Harvard to catch up, and also to check in on our 3321 Team.”

Then, Li Mu asked him, “Oh, Lawrence, my alma mater has a group of exchange students at Harvard. Could you also arrange a private meeting for me with them?”

Lawrence felt a little disappointed when he heard Li Mu refuse to give a speech. He couldn’t help but coax him, “The students’ calls for you are very high. Everyone hopes you can give another speech. Could you perhaps take an hour or two to speak to everyone again?”

Li Mu refused almost without thinking, “A speech is not necessary. My experiences are after all an individual case, and talking too much about them could easily lead people astray.”

Lawrence was still unwilling to give up and tentatively said, “How about you take ten or twenty minutes to talk about Muye Technology’s case of securing two hundred million dollars in promotion costs from Coca-Cola? The entire Harvard is discussing this matter right now.”

Li Mu said, “Regarding this collaboration, official news will be released soon. It’s not convenient for me to reveal too much specifically.”

At this point, Li Mu’s voice became serious. He said, “Alright, Lawrence, stop trying to cajole me. If you keep going on and on like this, I’ll just go to Cambridge, call out the 3321 Team and the exchange students from my alma mater for a meeting, and I won’t even step foot into Harvard’s main gate.”

Upon hearing this, Lawrence immediately dismissed the idea of continuing to persuade Li Mu and hastily said, “Li, please don’t be angry. I won’t mention the speech again. Everything will be done according to your wishes, how about that?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said directly, “OK, then that’s settled. I’ll come tomorrow morning.”

“So soon?! Good, I’ll start preparing immediately!”

Lawrence hadn’t expected Li Mu would say he was coming and just show up. In fact, for Li Mu, Harvard was a planned destination even before he came to the United States. And now that the protective supplies issue had been resolved, only Harvard and Hollywood remained.

What’s more, the cooperation with Coca-Cola had delayed his schedule by a few days, so Li Mu now had to speed things up: visit Harvard, and then fly directly from Harvard to Los Angeles.

…

At Harvard University’s International Student Restaurant.

Su Yingxue was currently having lunch with a female student who had come with her from Renmin University as an exchange student. They had been in the United States for some time, and the two girls couldn’t adapt to three American-style meals a day, so they basically came to the International Student Restaurant every day to eat.

The International Student Restaurant was specially prepared by Harvard for overseas students. There were chefs from all over the world, serving different styles of cuisine from around the globe. When Chinese students first arrived in the United States, they rarely came here, but once they got tired of American food, they generally dove in and didn’t leave, because here they could eat relatively authentic Chinese food, especially staples like fragrant steamed buns and rice.

Su Yingxue ordered Kung Pao Chicken over rice. Halfway through her meal, she happily took a sip of the seaweed and egg drop soup provided by the Chinese chef and said to the girl sitting opposite her, “This chef’s soup is really delicious. The taste of dried shrimp is especially fragrant; it feels like home.”

The girl opposite asked, “Yingxue, you grew up by the sea, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” Su Yingxue nodded.

“No wonder.” The girl stuck out her tongue and said, “I don’t really like the fishy taste of dried shrimp. Our hometown’s Spicy Sour Soup is much better, but it’s a pity this chef doesn’t know how to make it.”

Then, the girl said to Su Yingxue, “Oh, Yingxue, let’s go to Boston’s Chinatown this weekend and see if we can find a restaurant that makes Spicy Sour Soup.”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “Okay, I haven’t explored Boston much since I arrived. Let’s go check it out this weekend.”

As the two were chatting, a young and fashionably dressed Chinese-descendant girl approached with a tray and sat next to Su Yingxue, smiling, “Hey, Yingxue, Ruirui, when did you two get here?”

Su Yingxue and the girl opposite both looked up at her. Seeing it was an acquaintance, they both smiled at the stylish girl. Then, Su Yingxue said to her, “We’ve been here for a while, already almost done eating. Why are you so late today?”

The stylish girl sat down next to Su Yingxue, sighed lightly, and said, “I went for an interview. It’s been going on since ten in the morning, and I just finished.”

“An interview?!” Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “Xiaoxiao, you’re only a sophomore this year, and you’re already looking for a job?”

The girl referred to as Xiaoxiao was Zhen Xiaoxiao, the Goddess in the hearts of all Chinese-descendant students at Harvard. Before Su Yingxue arrived, she was considered the most beautiful Asian female student at Harvard by Chinese-descendant students. However, after Su Yingxue arrived, those Chinese-descendant students elevated Su Yingxue to the same position, also revering her as a Goddess. This, however, did not cause conflict between the two girls; on the contrary, they quickly became friends at Harvard.

Facing Su Yingxue’s question, Zhen Xiaoxiao explained, “I’m not looking for a job; I want to apply to be a volunteer for our Harvard 3321. The 3321 US site is about to launch, right? The school is recruiting ten volunteers to deeply participate in the platform’s future operations. I think this is particularly meaningful, so I really want to join.”

The girl sitting opposite Su Yingxue was named Chen Zirui. When she heard Zhen Xiaoxiao say she wanted to become a 3321 volunteer, she couldn’t help but ask curiously, “Xiaoxiao, how was your interview?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao shook her head and said, “I’m not sure about the result, but I don’t feel too optimistic.”

“No way?” Chen Zirui exclaimed in surprise, “You’re Harvard’s recognized Asian Goddess! If you applied to be a volunteer, they should welcome you with open arms, shouldn’t they?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao gave a wry smile and said, “Ruirui, don’t tease me. The person in charge of this volunteer recruitment is James Keane, the president of the Harvard Graduate Student Association. That guy, even though he’s dressed in a suit and tie all day and seems like a gentleman, he actually looks down upon Asian students in his bones. He was in charge of the volunteer recruitment interviews today, and almost all the Asian students who interviewed today were rejected by him for various reasons.”

Su Yingxue quickly pressed, “What about you?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao shrugged and said, “I was the only Asian student who passed the first round.”

Chen Zirui quickly asked, “How many Asian students participated in the interview in total?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao thought for a moment and said, “Around three hundred!”

Su Yingxue said in surprise, “So many people?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao nodded and said, “Because Asian students all admire Li Mu so much, everyone is very enthusiastic about the 3321 US site and really wants to participate. And among those three hundred people, at least two hundred and thirty were Chinese students or Chinese-descendant students.”

Chen Zirui, who had a rather fiery temper, slammed her hand on the table and angrily said, “Holy sh*t, three hundred people interviewed, and only you passed? That bastard James is going too far! This clearly shows he looks down on us Asians!”





Chapter 1190: Confronting Li Mu

Chen Zirui slamming the table attracted the attention of quite a few students in the dining hall. Seeing that Chen Zirui was making too much of a scene, Su Yingxue quickly advised her, “Ruirui, don’t get so agitated yet. What if there really are a lot of people applying this time?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said, “There certainly are a lot of people; at least three thousand from all of Harvard applied, but this was only the initial interview. From three thousand people, one hundred are selected for the next round. Proportionally speaking, out of three hundred Asian students, at least ten should have advanced to the final interview. It’s impossible for it to just be me.”

As she spoke, Zhen Xiaoxiao’s indignation erupted, and she said angrily, “During the interview, I could see the despise in James’s eyes. He asked me why I wanted to participate in this volunteer recruitment. I told him that I’ve always deeply admired 3321’s concept and model, and its immense success in China proves its value. I also especially hope that 3321 can begin its journey to the world starting from the US site, step by step. That’s why I wanted to be a part of the 3321 US site and contribute to it. Guess what that James said.”

The two asked in unison, “What did he say?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said, her face full of indignation, “That guy shamelessly told me that the 3321 US site isn’t the 3321 China site. Although 3321’s model was originally created by Chinese people, the 3321 US site team would definitely optimize and Shengji it highly based on the original 3321. He said that by then, the 3321 US site would certainly surpass 3321, and he even told me I’d better not have too much emotional attachment to China’s 3321.”

“Bullshit!” Chen Zirui said with despise. “He’s just a president of the Student Union; he’s nothing in front of Li Mu! How dare he even disparage Li Mu’s 3321!”

Zhen Xiaoxiao agreed, “That’s right, James and Li Mu are indeed worlds apart. However, Principal Lawrence appointed him as the 3321 US site’s Harvard Xiaonei person in charge, so all volunteers will ultimately be subject to his final decision.”

Saying this, Zhen Xiaoxiao sighed, then added, “I think the only reason I advanced to the next round is that James still had some reservations, not wanting to eliminate all Asian students in the first round. So he just let me pass the initial interview for now. In the next round, I’m definitely going to be eliminated.”

Chen Zirui said, “Your principal is really something else, appointing such a character as the president of the Student Union! It’s simply damaging to Harvard’s reputation!”

“No choice,” Zhen Xiaoxiao said. “James’s family background is very powerful. It’s said that their family’s total assets are several tens of billions of US dollars, and both his parents are Freemasons, making them very influential throughout the US.”

Chen Zirui pursed her lips and said with despise, “A family with only tens of billions of US dollars in assets dares to show off like that. Li Mu alone is said to have already reached the scale of tens of billions of US dollars in assets. Every time Li Mu returns to Renmin University, he’s very polite to everyone, without any airs of a billionaire.”

“That’s true!” Zhen Xiaoxiao responded, her face full of admiration. “Li Mu is definitely the greatest pride of us Chinese students overseas!”

As she spoke, Zhen Xiaoxiao suddenly remembered that Chen Zirui was an exchange student from Renmin University, and Li Mu was also a student there. So she quickly asked, “Ruirui, do you know Li Mu?”

Chen Zirui nodded, “Yes, I do.”

Zhen Xiaoxiao eagerly followed up, “Are you close?”

“I’m not close with Li Mu,” Chen Zirui shook her head repeatedly. Then she glanced at Su Yingxue and chuckled, “If we’re talking about who’s close, Yingxue definitely is. Li Mu is her…”

The three words “boyfriend” had just reached Chen Zirui’s lips when Su Yingxue kicked them back down her throat from under the table. Su Yingxue didn’t want anyone to know she was Li Mu’s girlfriend. Considering Li Mu’s influence at Harvard University, if that news got out, she feared she wouldn’t have a moment of peace at Harvard in the future. Moreover, the pressure of being Li Mu’s girlfriend was immense; Su Yingxue herself wasn’t sure if she could truly handle it.

Chen Zirui, having been kicked by Su Yingxue, quickly and tactfully shut her mouth. Seeing her stop mid-sentence, Zhen Xiaoxiao couldn’t help but ask, “Ruirui, why did you stop talking?”

After speaking, she looked at Su Yingxue again and pressed, “Yingxue, judging by what Ruirui implied, you’re very close to Li Mu?”

Su Yingxue could only brace herself and say, “Li Mu and I were high school classmates.”

“Wow!” Zhen Xiaoxiao asked excitedly, “Really? You and Li Mu were high school classmates? Classmates in the same class?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Yes, classmates in the same class.”

“That’s amazing!” Zhen Xiaoxiao said, barely able to contain herself. “Yingxue, if you get the chance, could you please help me get an autograph from Li Mu? Anywhere is fine, as long as it’s his autograph. Please!”

Chen Zirui asked mischievously, “Xiaoxiao, you don’t happen to have a crush on Li Mu, do you?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao readily nodded, “Just ask any girl at Harvard, who doesn’t like Li Mu?”

Chen Zirui gave an annoyed laugh, “That’s also true.”

As the three were chatting, the dining hall’s loudspeakers suddenly came to life with an announcement. It was Principal Lawrence speaking, “Excuse me for interrupting your break time. This is Principal Lawrence. The reason I chose this time to broadcast to all faculty and students across the campus is because I have a very important piece of good news to announce…”

Students throughout the international student dining hall, and even across the entire Harvard campus, were drawn by this broadcast. In everyone’s impression, Principal Lawrence might not even personally make an announcement over the broadcast system once a year. The suddenness of this occasion made it clear that this matter had indeed thrilled Lawrence.

Once everyone’s attention was captured, Lawrence cleared his throat and said with utmost solemnity, “I have just confirmed with Mr. Li Mu that he himself will fly to Harvard tomorrow morning for a second friendly visit. Please make preparations to welcome him…”

When Lawrence finished speaking, the entire campus was suddenly enveloped in screams and cheers. The international student dining hall where Su Yingxue was located had completely erupted. Large numbers of students cheered incessantly, and even Zhen Xiaoxiao screamed in excitement.

It proved that Li Mu’s influence at Harvard University was indeed unparalleled!

Back then, it was here that Li Mu conquered all of Harvard University through face-to-face interactions, and even brought MIT along with it. From that time on, Li Mu became the spiritual mentor and guiding light in the minds of these high-achieving students. And now, Li Mu is finally coming again!

The entire Harvard campus erupted in jubilation, and even MIT next door became excited.

Lawrence did not state in the broadcast the purpose of Li Mu’s visit to Harvard this time, but students at Harvard and MIT had already prepared themselves to welcome their spiritual mentor. The students immediately began discussing privately, making preparations for Li Mu’s arrival tomorrow.

Su Yingxue had known for a while that Li Mu was in the US and that he would come to see her, but she hadn’t expected him to visit Harvard publicly. Although she felt a little uncomfortable, upon closer thought, Li Mu had just reached a two hundred million US dollar cooperation agreement with Coca-Cola. She realized that Li Mu probably couldn’t hide his whereabouts anymore, and at such a time, if he still wanted to come to Harvard, a public visit was the only feasible method.

Thinking of this, Su Yingxue’s mood improved considerably. She took out her phone and sent Li Mu a message.

“The principal just personally announced your arrival at Harvard over the broadcast system. Now the entire Harvard went wild.”

After sending the message, an excited Zhen Xiaoxiao asked Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, how many classes do you have tomorrow morning?”

“Two. Why?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said, “Be prepared to skip class. If Li Mu is about to arrive at Harvard, let’s all go outside the campus to welcome him!”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “Isn’t that a bit exaggerated? He’s not a celebrity or anything.”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said with a serious expression, “In my heart, besides Michael Jackson, no other celebrity can compare to Li Mu.”

Chen Zirui couldn’t help but say, “Xiaoxiao, no need to be so obsessed with Li Mu. He’ll definitely be driven from the airport, and the car will go directly into the school. If you go to welcome him outside the campus, won’t you just be standing foolishly outside the car? If the window tint is a bit darker, you probably won’t even see a shadow.”

“You never know,” Zhen Xiaoxiao said with a smile, then looked at the two of them and said mysteriously, “I’ll tell you a secret: the last time Li Mu came to Harvard, he took a Five-Star Red Flag from a Chinese female student. That girl was me!”

Chen Zirui asked in surprise, “Really? So you’ve actually had direct contact with Li Mu then.”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said, “Yeah, but I still can’t compare to you two. After all, you’re classmates with Li Mu from the same university, so you must have had frequent opportunities to see him before.”

As she spoke, Zhen Xiaoxiao looked at Su Yingxue, her face full of anticipation, and said, “Yingxue, you and Li Mu were high school classmates, so when he comes over this time, you should have a chance to connect with him, right?”

Su Yingxue said, “Probably, yes.”

Zhen Xiaoxiao quickly said, “If there’s a chance, could you take me along? Even if I just get to hear him speak face-to-face, I’d be satisfied.”

Chen Zirui couldn’t help but tease, “Xiaoxiao, you’re quite smitten with Li Mu!”

“Not really,” Zhen Xiaoxiao said with a serious expression. “He’s the biggest idol of my life, so of course I hope to have the chance to meet my idol face-to-face.”

Then, Zhen Xiaoxiao looked at Su Yingxue pleadingly, “Yingxue, please help me with this, okay?”

Su Yingxue, resigned, could only nod, “If I can, I’ll try my best.”

“Alright!” Zhen Xiaoxiao almost jumped up, cheering for a long time.

Just then, Su Yingxue received a text message reply from Li Mu: “After I arrive tomorrow, I’ll first meet with Lawrence, then gather Dong Ai and the others for a meeting to discuss the launch of 3321 US site and its post-launch operations. Do you have time tomorrow evening for us to have dinner together?”

Su Yingxue quickly replied, “Sounds good. You take care of your important matters first; I’m flexible.”

No sooner had she replied to Li Mu’s message than Zhen Xiaoxiao beside her wore a look of dejection, holding her phone. A moment later, she slammed her phone onto the table and said furiously, “That darn James actually notified me to come for the final interview tomorrow morning at nine!”

“Tomorrow at nine AM?” Su Yingxue frowned. “You should have classes tomorrow morning. Clubs shouldn’t, by rights, encroach on students’ class time.”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said angrily, “Can’t you see it? The principal just announced Li Mu’s arrival tomorrow morning, and he immediately scheduled the final interview for nine AM tomorrow. Isn’t that just to confront Li Mu? It’s ridiculous!”





Chapter 1201: In Li Mu’s Shadow

Su Yingxue didn’t know James Keane personally, but she had heard his name many times.

Before Li Mu came to Harvard to give a speech, James Keane was the most watched star student at the university, without exception.

James Keane’s looks and physique were among the cream of the crop of the white race. His slightly long blonde hair drove countless Harvard girls wild, and his height of 1.9 meters added significantly to his appearance. Indeed, few at Harvard could compare to him.

What’s more, James Keane wasn’t just a pretty face with all show and no substance. He had been a top student since childhood, and even at a top institution like Harvard, he stood at the apex of the pyramid. Not only was he excellent in academics, but his eloquence and organizational skills were also extraordinary. Once, after giving a speech at a freshman welcoming party, he received a record-breaking dozens of confessions from freshman girls and was hailed as Harvard’s Prince Charming.

And that wasn’t all of James Keane’s killer moves. The reason he was so highly sought after at Harvard was another crucial factor: his extremely prominent family background. Money was just one aspect; most importantly, his entire family held an uncommon influence in the United States, an influence that couldn’t be measured by money alone.

A significant number of Harvard girls shared the same daydream, hoping to fall in love with James Keane, successfully marry into a wealthy family, and then reach the pinnacle of life.

James Keane also greatly enjoyed the transcendent feeling of getting a hundred responses to a single call and being sought after by countless beauties at Harvard, as if he were the king of Harvard, possessing unparalleled influence.

However, this transcendent feeling suffered a huge blow after Li Mu appeared.

When Li Mu conquered Harvard with his eloquence, logic, capability, financial resources, and sense of responsibility, James Keane’s previously distinguished image suddenly became as pale and powerless as child’s play.

With Li Mu as a mirror, a benchmark, Harvard students finally saw James Keane with reason. Compared to Li Mu, James Keane was almost completely crushed in every metric except for being a little taller.

While James Keane was throwing his weight around as the Student Union president, playing so-called campus politics, Li Mu had already built from scratch a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars;

While James Keane was using family funds to win over people at Harvard, Li Mu’s charity projects had already benefited several million university students and tens of millions of middle school students in China;

Under Li Mu’s influence, James Keane’s once towering image instantly fell from the pyramid’s peak, like a model elementary school student facing the world’s youngest Nobel laureate.

Since then, James Keane had constantly tried to re-establish his image and prestige at Harvard, but even though Li Mu had only visited Harvard once, his influence never faded with time. The entire Harvard community still worshipped him as a god; almost everyone had become his follower.

Not long after Li Mu conquered Harvard, James Keane, eager to change the status quo, finally found a good opportunity to salvage his image. He knew that Li Mu planned to cooperate with Harvard to introduce 3321 to the United States, and that Harvard would be responsible for the actual operation of 3321’s US site. This immediately showed him an opportunity.

Although James Keane was very displeased with Li Mu, this Oriental who seemed to be usurping the host’s role, he had to admit that 3321 was indeed an excellent tool for building social prestige. The reason Li Mu was deified by Harvard University students today was largely due to 3321, which helped tens of millions of students yet never profited a single cent.

Without 3321, Li Mu, with his net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, would just be “a person,” perhaps an outstanding “person” at most;

But with 3321, Li Mu, with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, became “a god,” a god whom his peers worshipped!

James Keane knew he didn’t have the capability to create a new product that could surpass 3321. In such a situation, the 3321 US site became the best springboard.

After making up his mind, James Keane immediately leveraged his family’s influence, even bringing his father into the picture, to jointly pressure Lawrence.

James Keane’s initial demand was very high: he hoped Lawrence would appoint him as the general person in charge of the 3321 US site, allowing him to assemble a team to take full responsibility for all operational work of the 3321 US site. However, Lawrence did not agree, stating that 3321 was highly significant and important, requiring utmost care, so he would personally serve as the general person in charge of the 3321 US site.

James Keane was very displeased with this explanation. Hadn’t Li Mu’s 3321 been operated by himself and a group of university students? He was about to graduate from graduate school, several years older than Li Mu; how could he not handle the 3321 US site?

In his view, Lawrence was clearly unwilling to give up the title of general person in charge, so he and his family settled for less, demanding that Lawrence grant James Keane the title of Deputy General Manager for the 3321 US site project. In return, the Keane family would provide Lawrence with special compensation through channels outside the Harvard campus.

Lawrence accepted this private deal, but he had no idea that although James Keane was young, his intentions were unusually insidious. He and his family had long ago planned everything. Once the 3321 US site project officially got on track, the Keane family would use their power to remove Lawrence from his position as Harvard University president, and even from the American education system entirely.

By then, Lawrence, having left the education system, would naturally not be qualified to continue as the general person in charge of the 3321 US site. James Keane would then not only easily seize the title but also monopolize all the honors that the 3321 US site could generate.

Originally, everything was progressing steadily according to James Keane’s rhythm. The launch date of the 3321 US site was drawing closer, and so was the time for him to reap the rewards. However, he never imagined that Li Mu would visit Harvard for a second time just then, immediately filling him with jealousy.

Throughout this period, all his efforts were spent trying to catch up with Li Mu’s influence, but Li Mu’s visit to Harvard this time instantly reignited the enthusiasm of the Harvard students. The entire school was buzzing for Li Mu’s arrival tomorrow, which made James Keane fly into a rage.

The thought that most Harvard students might walk out of their classrooms tomorrow, heading to the main campus roads or even the main roads outside the campus to welcome Li Mu, irked James Keane. So, he temporarily adjusted the time for the volunteer final interviews, specifically to isolate as many students as possible from Li Mu.

First, one hundred students, including Zhen Xiaoxiao, who had passed the initial interview, received notifications. Afterward, James Keane felt that merely holding onto these one hundred students was far from enough, so he quickly came up with a new idea.

That afternoon, thousands of Harvard students who had been eliminated in the initial interview received notifications from the Student Union. The notice stated: The Student Union has temporarily decided to add ten more spots to the original ten volunteers, and these ten new spots will all be selected from these thousands of applicants. Therefore, the Student Union will conduct another initial interview for them starting at 10:30 AM tomorrow. Furthermore, to ensure fairness and impartiality of the results this time, the Student Union will invite an operations executive from AOL to serve as a judge, requiring everyone to arrive and wait before 9:30 AM.

AOL is short for American Online, a subsidiary of Time Warner and a giant in the US internet industry before 2000. Although AOL has seen a cliff-like decline in the past two years, a dying camel is still bigger than a horse; the brand still holds significant influence throughout the American internet industry.

For these thousands of students, most of them didn’t realize that the Student Union’s explanation was merely a tactic by James Keane to counter Li Mu’s powerful influence. They simply felt that suddenly ten more spots were available, and they would have another round of initial interviews. It was like being at their wits’ end, only to find a turn for the better. Who would want to miss such a great opportunity?

However, many simultaneously felt torn.

The new round of initial interviews was scheduled for 10:30 AM tomorrow, but they were required to arrive and wait by 9:30 AM. This meant their entire morning would be occupied, so how could they go welcome Li Mu?

Zhen Xiaoxiao, who was in class, soon heard the news and instantly burned with anger. Previously, the Student Union had notified the one hundred students who passed the initial interview to attend the final interview first thing tomorrow morning. Then, it temporarily added ten spots and notified thousands of students who hadn’t passed the initial interview to come again. It seemed there was nothing wrong with this, but Zhen Xiaoxiao knew James Keane was not someone to be trifled with, so she quickly deduced James Keane’s true intentions.

Zhen Xiaoxiao cursed James Keane in her heart for being so insidious. With this move, at least more than half of these thousands of students would likely attend the new round of initial interviews tomorrow. And it just so happened that Li Mu might arrive at Harvard tomorrow morning. James Keane deliberately wanted to divert these thousands of students during that time, clearly intending to undermine Li Mu.

Furious, Zhen Xiaoxiao wished she could immediately call Li Mu to tell him about James Keane’s petty tricks under the guise of the 3321 US site. But she didn’t have Li Mu’s contact information and couldn’t establish any direct contact with him, so she had to give up on that idea.

However, moments later, Zhen Xiaoxiao suddenly realized! Wasn’t Su Yingxue Li Mu’s high school and university classmate? Perhaps their relationship was good. If she could relay this message to Li Mu through Su Yingxue in advance, maybe Li Mu would find a way to punish that disgraceful fellow. It would be best to kick him out of the 3321 US site project and make all his efforts come to nothing!





Chapter 1192: The Return of the King

Once Lawrence publicly announced Li Mu’s second visit to Harvard on the Harvard campus radio, the keen-nosed media outlets immediately erupted.

The next morning’s newspapers featured headlines reporting Li Mu’s upcoming visit to Harvard today, with the Los Angeles Times’ headline being the most striking:

《The-King-Is-Back》

The Return of the King!

This news headline felt particularly fitting for the vast majority of Harvard students.

Harvard was the land conquered by Li Mu, and the students on this land had long since submitted to him. In their eyes, Harvard was Li Mu’s kingdom.

At ten in the morning, the business Airplane (card combination) rented by Li Mu landed stably at Boston Airport. Lawrence, the president of Harvard University, personally went to the airport to welcome him. Not just him, but almost all of Harvard’s executives were present.

When Li Mu walked out of the Airplane (card combination), one hundred media outlets’ reporters had already set up their long and short lenses, wildly snapping pictures of him.

Lawrence excitedly led the other Harvard executives forward. In his eyes, Li Mu was even more adorable than a mascot; his arrival could draw the attention of the entire world to Harvard.

Li Mu indeed did not disappoint Lawrence. The media outlets always paid close attention to his every move. The last time he was at Harvard, he shocked the world, so this time he returned to Harvard, which was even more anticipated by the media outlets than a presidential visit.

Lawrence, leading a group of Harvard executives, enthusiastically shook hands with Li Mu one by one. Li Mu also politely shook hands and greeted everyone. When it was Xie Huairu’s turn, the only Chinese-descendant among Harvard’s executives, Li Mu specifically greeted him in Chinese: “Good to see you again, Mr. Xie.”

Xie Huairu hadn’t expected Li Mu to remember him and smiled slightly, “Hello, General Manager Li, welcome to Harvard.”

Li Mu looked around and chuckled, “Mr. Xie, isn’t that a bit premature?”

Xie Huairu watched the Airplane (card combination) sliding, taking off, and landing around them and laughed heartily, “Then I’ll say it again when we arrive at Harvard.”

Facing Li Mu again, Xie Huairu felt somewhat guilty conscience.

He understood that Li Mu still didn’t know about his relationship with Xie Yun, nor that he was Zhao Ziqiu’s maternal uncle. Otherwise, once Li Mu knew these inside details, he might quickly guess why Su Yingxue was transferred to Harvard.

Moreover, Xie Huairu also speculated whether Li Mu had Advancing Cannon all the way to Harvard specifically to see Su Yingxue.

So young, yet already two-timing, and one of them being his own niece—Xie Huairu felt somewhat displeased thinking about this.

After a brief welcoming ceremony, Li Mu and the Harvard leaders boarded the large bus prepared by Harvard and drove towards Harvard University. Originally, the racing team comprised four cars and one bus. The local police specifically dispatched a racing team of eight motorcycles and six police cars to escort them along the way. The entire racing team appeared grand and imposing.

In addition, a large number of media outlets’ reporters’ vehicles followed closely behind the racing team, with over one hundred vehicles crowding before and after, making the entire racing team even larger.

After leaving the airport, the racing team headed straight for Cambridge. When they were still at least two or three kilometers from the Harvard University school gate, large crowds of students, citizens, and overseas Chinese had already gathered on both sides of the road. Some held the Five-Star Red Flag, others held banners welcoming Li Mu to Cambridge, showing an exceptionally enthusiastic attitude.

Not just Li Mu, even the media outlets hadn’t expected Li Mu to have such widespread influence.

When the racing team was still over ten minutes away from Harvard, several thousand students had already gathered outside the school gate. Not only Harvard students, but also a large number of students who had Advancing Cannon from the neighboring MIT had gathered there, waiting for Li Mu’s appearance.

Su Yingxue and Chen Zirui were among these several thousand students.

Seeing more and more students gathering at the entrance, Chen Zirui, squeezed in the crowd, couldn’t help but exclaim to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, Li Mu’s influence at Harvard is truly immense. Look at these students; they’re practically fanatical…”

Su Yingxue smiled slightly and said, “Every new friend I’ve made since I came here has asked me about him. Everyone regards him as their greatest idol. After interacting with so many people like that, I’m no longer surprised by today’s situation.”

Chen Zirui was about to speak when her body was suddenly pushed from behind. There were already many people gathered on both sides of the school gate, and being in the center of the crowd, they were already very squeezed. She hadn’t expected someone to still be pushing hard to get to the front, which displeased Chen Zirui. She couldn’t help but say in English, “Excuse me, classmate, could you please stop pushing? There’s no more room to go forward!”

Just as her voice fell, the other person looked up, and both Chen Zirui and the person were utterly stunned.

“Ruirui, it’s you!”

“Xiaoxiao?”

The person who came was Zhen Xiaoxiao.

Zhen Xiaoxiao had intended to grit her teeth and quickly push to the very front, but she hadn’t expected to coincidentally run into Chen Zirui. Then, seeing Su Yingxue standing beside her, she finally understood and said with a smile, “I didn’t expect you two to be here too!”

Su Yingxue looked at Zhen Xiaoxiao with surprise and asked, “Xiaoxiao, weren’t you going for your final interview? Why did you Advancing Cannon here?”

When Zhen Xiaoxiao heard Su Yingxue’s question, her expression immediately turned a little sour. She said resentfully, “I was going to, but then I realized they were deliberately stalling, trying to hold up thousands of people, so I left.”

Chen Zirui asked her, “Deliberately stalling? What’s going on?”

Zhen Xiaoxiao said angrily, “It’s all that James Keane! He must feel that Li Mu is getting too much attention and is unhappy about it, so he deliberately set the final interview for this morning. And he even deliberately added ten spots, summoning those thousands of people back. But once they got there, they kept delaying and didn’t start, just making everyone wait patiently. He definitely didn’t want people to come welcome Li Mu, so he came up with this harmful trick on purpose. I found it disgusting, so I gave up.”

Su Yingxue lamented, “This James Keane is too petty. He has already bluffed thousands of people over. Even if they started the interviews on time, by the time Li Mu arrived, at most only twenty percent would have finished. Eighty percent of the people would still be interviewing or waiting. By deliberately not starting the interviews and stalling, it looks like he doesn’t want to let anyone out.”

“Exactly!” Zhen Xiaoxiao said bitterly, “When I said I was quitting, they even threatened me, saying my registration information was already recorded, and if I quit now, I would be permanently added to the Student Union’s Blacklist, telling me to think twice before acting. Think twice about their grandma’s leg! This elder here just walked away! I don’t care anymore!”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but frown, “What they’re doing is indeed a bit excessive.”

Chen Zirui shot a glance at Su Yingxue and said, “Yingxue, send Li Mu a message to complain. I don’t believe he can’t deal with James Keane.”

Su Yingxue shot a glance back and said, “Li Mu will have his own judgment about such matters once he arrives. Let’s not interfere with him.”

Su Yingxue spoke with double meanings. Not only did she truthfully express her thoughts, but she also used “us” to remind Chen Zirui not to deliberately emphasize her close relationship with Li Mu in front of Zhen Xiaoxiao and others.

Chen Zirui understood tacitly, nodded gently, and said no more.

However, Zhen Xiaoxiao, following Chen Zirui’s words, said, “If you ask me, you two really should just say the word to Li Mu. You’re both his classmates, so your relationship is definitely closer than others. If 3321 US site truly becomes James Keane’s plaything, it will ruin not just 3321’s signboard, but also Li Mu’s reputation.”

Su Yingxue smiled calmly, “Xiaoxiao, if Li Mu still needed us to remind him, then he wouldn’t be Li Mu.”

Zhen Xiaoxiao paused slightly at these words, feeling that what Su Yingxue said indeed made sense.

Just then, someone shouted, “Look! The racing team is here!”

Everyone was drawn by the shout and strained to look towards the end of the road leading to the school’s main entrance.

Two police motorcycles driving side-by-side appeared in sight, and then, the entire racing team appeared one after another!

The crowd began to get riotous and restless. Everyone seemed particularly excited. Li Mu had finally arrived!

Zhen Xiaoxiao stood on tiptoes and watched for a moment, then couldn’t help but say to the two, “Yingxue, Ruirui, let’s Advancing Cannon a little further forward! We won’t be able to see anything from here!”

Su Yingxue said, “Let’s not crowd any further. It’s perfectly fine here; we can see the cars.”

Unlike Zhen Xiaoxiao’s eager mindset to rush to the front, Su Yingxue and Chen Zirui seemed reluctant to join the riots further forward.

Chen Zirui, being a Renmin University student, had seen Li Mu countless times before, so her attitude towards him wasn’t as fanatical as the Harvard students’. As for Su Yingxue, she wasn’t the type of girl who was good at expressing emotions and feelings. The only reason she came to join this excitement was simply to watch Li Mu from a distance, nothing more.

The racing team drew closer and closer, and the cheers from the crowd grew louder and louder. When the racing team reached the school gate, Li Mu opened the bus curtain and waved to the enthusiastic Harvard students outside.

Through the car window, once the Harvard University students clearly saw Li Mu’s face, the atmosphere on site became even more fervent.

Lawrence then tried to bluff Li Mu beside him, “Li, look how fanatical the Harvard students are about you. They’re all hoping you can once again shake their hearts with a speech, even if you just take half an hour to say a few casual words, it would be worth their enthusiasm.”

Li Mu immediately held up his index finger, shaking it, and said seriously, “Don’t bluff me, Lawrence. I said I won’t give a speech this time, and I definitely won’t.”

Saying that, Li Mu checked the time and said to him, “Time is short. I want to meet with the 3321 team directly. Please arrange that for me.”

Seeing that Li Mu doesn’t buy it in the slightest, Lawrence had no choice but to give up on persuading him and said, “I’ve already informed Dong Ai. She and her team are waiting for you in the main office building right now. We’ll go directly to the main office building shortly.”

Li Mu nodded, “Good. I’ll meet with them first, then this afternoon we’ll discuss the specific situation of 3321 US site together. Tonight, I’ll meet with the Renmin University classmates, and tomorrow I’ll be heading back.”

Lawrence couldn’t help but ask him, “Is your visit this time so short?”

Li Mu nodded, “Indeed, it’s short. Oh, by the way, please arrange for Mark Zuckerberg to meet me at the main office building this afternoon.”





Chapter 1193: The Old Fox’s Stratagem

Unlike his previous visit to Harvard, Li Mu was significantly more low-key this time. Even when getting out of the car, facing the cheers and applause of countless Harvard students, Li Mu didn’t linger long. He merely waved as a greeting, then entered the main office building with Lawrence and the others.

In the largest conference room of the main office building, Dong Ai and six 3321 employees who had come all the way from China had been waiting for a long time.

Knowing that Li Mu was coming, and that he wanted to see her as soon as he arrived, Dong Ai was incredibly excited. She had never longed to see Li Mu as much as she did now. 3321’s collaboration with Harvard had seen quite a few instances of people pulling stunts, and it was now almost entirely out of Dong Ai’s control.

Li Mu, accompanied by his assistant Li Ziwei, walked among eight or nine Harvard high-level management personnel. One female executive walked briskly at the front, leading everyone to the conference room door, and personally pushed it open, gesturing for Li Mu to enter.

Upon seeing Li Mu approach the conference room door, Dong Ai quickly stood up from her chair, excitedly yet somewhat nervously saying, “General Manager Li, you’ve arrived.”

“Hello, General Manager Li.” The other 3321 employees also stood up, greeting him politely.

Li Mu nodded slightly to them, smiling as he said, “Everyone has worked hard during this period. The 3321 US site is 3321’s first venture abroad, and it holds extremely significant meaning for 3321’s future internationalization. Everyone still needs to put in more effort.”

Dong Ai pursed her lips, forcing a slight smile, and said, “General Manager Li, are you here to inspect our work?”

“Not quite,” Li Mu smiled. “I happened to be in the US for some business, so I stopped by to see you all.”

As he spoke, Li Mu turned, pointed at Dong Ai, and said to Lawrence behind him in English, “Principal Lawrence, Dong Ai is 3321’s overall person in charge. The fact that I sent her to the United States shows the great importance we attach to the 3321 US site. Her work in the US will require much of your cooperation and assistance.”

Lawrence hurriedly laughed and said, “It’s our duty. Miss Dong, if you have any needs, you can approach me directly. I am more than willing to cooperate.”

Li Mu then turned to Dong Ai and said in Chinese, “See? Principal Lawrence is so helpful. In the future, if you encounter anything that requires assistance, you can directly ask him for help.”

Dong Ai gave an awkward smile, muttering to herself, “It’s no use asking him; he just evades the issues.”

Li Mu noticed the unusual expression and tone in Dong Ai’s voice and asked with a slight frown, “What’s wrong? Has something gone amiss?”

Dong Ai looked at Lawrence and the other Harvard leaders, stammering, “I’ll report to you privately when we have time.”

Seeing Dong Ai’s demeanor, Li Mu’s brow furrowed even tighter.

At this moment, Lawrence realized something was amiss. He quietly pulled Xie Huairu closer and whispered in his ear, “What is Dong Ai saying to Li Mu?”

Xie Huairu played dumb, chuckling, “I didn’t hear too clearly, but they’re probably just exchanging pleasantries.”

Lawrence nodded, half-believing, half-doubting, then quickly stepped forward and said, “Li, let Miss Dong tell you about the current project progress of the 3321 US site. I believe the website started testing two days ago. Miss Dong should be the one to introduce it specifically.”

Li Mu detected Dong Ai’s unusual behavior and guessed that her work at Harvard might not be going smoothly. Judging by her hesitant expression, it seemed she might have suffered considerable grievances at Harvard.

So, Li Mu said to Lawrence with a serious expression, “Please wait a moment. I’d like to have a private chat with Dong Ai. Could you please arrange a suitable room for us?”

Lawrence’s expression suddenly became tense. Logically speaking, he was someone who had weathered great storms and challenges, and he shouldn’t be feeling this nervous in front of Li Mu. However, the moment he thought of the importance of the 3321 US site, and then remembered the ticking time bomb named James Keane hidden within it, he felt completely unsure.

James Keane had an extremely strong possessiveness over 3321, and for this, he had frequently argued with Dong Ai over specific work matters. Dong Ai had repeatedly approached him, expressing extreme dissatisfaction with James Keane as their liaison, and had frequently requested that he replace the liaison. However, Lawrence had consistently brushed her off with various excuses, and James Keane remained in the 3321 US site team, constantly meddling.

Lawrence also harbored a strong aversion to James Keane, but he understood James Keane and the entire Keane family very well. James Keane was the most important successor being nurtured by the Keane family in this generation. To enable him to legitimately become the Harvard Student Union President and Harvard’s most impeccable promising young talent, the Keane family had poured a great deal of effort.

The reason for doing so much work for James Keane at Harvard was that Harvard itself was a cradle of politicians in the United States. James Keane becoming the Harvard Student Union President during his student days would be an excellent asset for his future entry into the political arena, and it would make it easy for him to win over allies.

Now, James Keane and the entire Keane family had their eyes on 3321 and attached extreme importance to it. Even if Lawrence had ten thousand reasons to be dissatisfied with James Keane, he would absolutely not dare to kick him out of this project. Not only could he not kick him out, but he also had to do everything possible to ensure he wasn’t kicked out by 3321’s founding team.

Dong Ai had actually wanted to get rid of James Keane for a long time, but due to Lawrence’s influence, she had been unable to get her way. The fundamental reason for this was that the ultimate command authority for the 3321 US site had not been clearly assigned.

Although Lawrence outwardly claimed to be the overall person in charge of the 3321 US site, this statement only applied to the Harvard team within 3321 US site. Dong Ai was the overall person in charge of 3321 in China; even if she couldn’t manage Lawrence, she certainly couldn’t be managed by him.

What Li Mu had discussed with Lawrence back then was merely the business of 3321 and Harvard collaborating to establish the 3321 US site. When Li Mu and Lawrence talked, things went smoothly, and Li Mu hadn’t considered that such problems might arise in the partnership. Therefore, it wasn’t explicitly clear who the actual highest person in charge of the 3321 US site was. In other words, when there were no disagreements in the cooperation, everyone could work together towards a common goal without a clear hierarchy. But once disagreements arose, such an unhierarchical structure could easily lead to problems.

If Dong Ai were the highest person in charge, she would have absolutely no hesitation in immediately kicking James Keane out of this project. But precisely because she wasn’t the highest person in charge, she had been wrangling with Lawrence over James Keane’s matter.

Lawrence also understood very well that Dong Ai definitely had a belly full of dissatisfaction towards James Keane. Now that Li Mu wanted to meet Dong Ai privately, Dong Ai would certainly tell Li Mu about James Keane.

Although he felt a bit nervous, Lawrence couldn’t refuse such a small request from Li Mu. So, he said to a female colleague beside him, “Jenny, please take them to the reception room.”

The middle-aged Caucasian woman named Jenny nodded slightly and said to Li Mu and Dong Ai, “Please follow me, both of you.”

After Li Mu and Dong Ai left the conference room, Lawrence immediately gave Xie Huairu a signal. Xie Huairu walked up to him, and the two followed them out of the conference room. After purposefully walking about ten meters away, Lawrence anxiously asked Xie Huairu, “Xie, what do we do now?”

Xie Huairu shrugged, “Dong Ai will definitely tell Li Mu everything; that much is one hundred percent certain.”

Lawrence nodded, his previously tense expression relaxing considerably, and a relieved smile appeared on his face. He whispered, “If that’s the case, Li Mu definitely won’t allow a black sheep like James Keane to remain in the 3321 US site team. As soon as he says he wants James Keane to scram, that scoundrel James Keane will definitely have to scram from this project!”

Xie Huairu nodded repeatedly, praising with a smile, “Principal, the way you’re playing this ‘kill with a borrowed knife’ strategy is truly masterful!”

Lawrence smiled slyly, like an Old Fox, and said, “There’s no other way. The Keane family’s influence is simply too great. I can’t personally kick James out of the 3321 US site project; I can only use Li Mu’s hand.”

Lawrence had actually long known what tricks the Keane family was pulling. The 3321 US site was a project he had requested from Li Mu, and it was also his most important source of reputation for the next few years. If he were to return to politics in the future, the 3321 US site would also be an excellent stepping stone, helping him gain a very broad public support.

Shrewd as Lawrence was, how could he not see the Keane family’s intentions? At this moment, they were rushing to insert James Keane. Wasn’t it obvious they wanted to pluck the fruits? If they truly succeeded, he would inevitably become cannon fodder.

Something as good as 3321, Lawrence himself had only just gotten his hands on and hadn’t fully secured the benefits, yet the Keane family already wanted to pluck the fruits. How could he agree? How could he allow himself to be manipulated without resistance?

Lawrence had thought it through very clearly: if he couldn’t get rid of James Keane, it wasn’t a problem; Li Mu definitely could. What surprise him, however, was that Dong Ai had been trying to solve this problem on her own, without choosing to ask Li Mu for help. Left with no choice, Lawrence had to invite Li Mu over and let Dong Ai vent her grievances to Li Mu face-to-face.

Coincidentally, Li Mu happened to be in the United States at this time, so Lawrence immediately contacted him and invited him to Harvard. At the same time, to ensure that Dong Ai would speak the truth once she met Li Mu, he had deliberately made things quite difficult for Dong Ai over the past two days, including openly siding with James Keane in front of her, making Dong Ai even more displeased.

When a person bottles up their feelings to a certain extent, even if they don’t want to vent, that powerful resentment inside will still find an outlet. Before Li Mu arrived, Dong Ai could barely manage to hold back her resentment, but the moment Li Mu appeared, the resentment in Dong Ai’s belly could no longer be contained and was eager to burst out.

From Dong Ai’s resentful expression and tone just now, Lawrence could clearly see this.

At this moment, he had already begun celebrating victory. He surmised that, given Li Mu’s temperament, upon learning of this matter, he would undoubtedly get rid of James Keane, and even if he were the President’s son, Li Mu would not back down in the slightest.

He knew and was certain that Li Mu was that kind of ruthless person deep down.





Chapter 1194: Li Mu’s Rage

In Dong Ai’s eyes, she had always felt that Lawrence was constantly protecting and favoring James Keane. The more she thought this, the stronger her desire to vent her frustrations to Li Mu became.

This was Lawrence’s ‘Old Fox’ cunning. He could not afford to offend James Keane, so he could only appear to indulge James Keane excessively. However, deep down, he disliked James Keane even more than Dong Ai did. Therefore, he used this outward show of support for James Keane to intensify Dong Ai’s dissatisfaction, knowing full well that eighty percent of her resentment would be directed at James Keane.

Lawrence was certain that Dong Ai, finding James Keane intolerable and receiving no solutions from him, would definitely turn to Li Mu, knowing where the true responsibility lay.

Lawrence was completely right about Dong Ai’s intentions.

At this very moment, in the reception room prepared by the Harvard leadership, Li Mu listened to a deluge of Dong Ai’s complaints about James Keane.

For example, James Keane constantly interfered with everyone’s work, attempting to control everything, and even raised various criticisms and opinions about Dong Ai’s team’s work.

For example, to flaunt his influence, James Keane often intentionally contradicted Dong Ai’s team. As soon as Dong Ai’s team offered an opinion, he would immediately instruct all staff to cease support and cooperation with Dong Ai’s team, isolating them.

Furthermore, James Keane publicly claimed he was the overall person in charge of the 3321 US site and repeatedly emphasized that the 3321 US site was not a branch of China’s 3321. He asserted that it only drew inspiration from China’s 3321 model and that all future operations would be under his responsibility, essentially denying the subordinate relationship of the 3321 US site to 3321.

In addition to this, James Keane’s attitude towards Dong Ai was extremely disdainful. When Dong Ai argued with him multiple times, he would yell that she was merely a supporting staff member for the 3321 US site. All she had to do was cooperate with him in setting up the 3321 US site, and if she refused to cooperate, her team should go back to China.

The most outrageous thing was James Keane’s sudden whim a few days ago: he demanded that the 3321 US site not use the 3321.com primary domain but instead register a new domain name, 3321USA.com.

Severing ties with the 3321 main domain would essentially mean breaking away from 3321’s camp and completely escaping its control. Dong Ai lodged a strong protest against this, but James Keane continued to act on his own. Not only did he privately register the 3321USA domain, but he also repeatedly boasted that when the 3321 US site performed domain resolution before going online, he would definitely map the 3321USA.com domain to the server. He even dared 3321 to sue him, claiming it didn’t matter because the Keane family had abundant financial resources, material resources, and personnel to legitimize 3321USA.

Hearing this, Li Mu was already very upset. He immediately questioned Dong Ai, “Why didn’t you tell me about such a serious matter?”

Dong Ai said somewhat ashamed, “I felt you were so busy right now, and I didn’t want to trouble you unless it was absolutely necessary.”

Li Mu frowned and asked her, “The 3321 US site is about to be completed and then operate independently from the 3321 system. Isn’t this ‘absolutely necessary’?”

Dong Ai lowered her eyes, “I’ve been protesting to Lawrence, hoping to put pressure on him to solve this problem.”

Li Mu asked, “Did it work?”

Dong Ai shook her head, “Lawrence just kept equivocating. Every time I asked him to replace James Keane, he would tell me he’d seriously consider it, but then nothing would come of it.”

Saying this, Dong Ai added with a look of shame, “I’m sorry, it’s all my fault for being too headstrong and always thinking I could handle things myself. I didn’t expect it to escalate to this point. When James Keane registered the new domain, I decided to report the situation to you and seek your help. I happened to hear you were coming today, so I thought I’d wait until you arrived to report it to you in person…”

Li Mu’s face was grim as he told Dong Ai, “I put you in charge as the actual person in charge of 3321 because I believed in your capability to lead 3321 further, but today I have significant doubts about your capability!”

Li Mu had never spoken to Dong Ai with such a severe attitude and tone. As soon as he said this, Dong Ai felt like she wanted to find a crack in the ground and crawl into it. She knew she had辜负 Li Mu’s trust, so she felt no resistance or dissatisfaction towards Li Mu’s words, only overwhelming shame.

“I’m sorry, General Manager Li, all responsibility lies with me. I was indecisive and overestimated my own capabilities excessively…”

At this point, Dong Ai’s eyes reddened, and she nearly teared up.

Li Mu naturally saw Dong Ai’s reaction, but he had no intention of being sympathetic. Instead, he looked at Dong Ai and said reprovingly, “You must remember this clearly: Since I handed 3321 over to you, you are the supreme head of 3321. Whether it’s China’s 3321 that we’ve been operating, or the US 3321 that we’re now cooperating with Harvard on, or even future 3321s that cooperate with other countries in the world—as long as it’s 3321, you are the supreme head. Within this system, you are the supreme commander! Besides me, you shouldn’t listen to anyone’s orders, shouldn’t worry about anyone’s status, and certainly don’t be timid! Whether it’s Lawrence or that James Keane!”

Although Li Mu’s tone and attitude were extremely severe during this reprimand, Dong Ai was deeply moved.

She knew that Li Mu was indeed very disappointed in her, but he hadn’t completely given up on her. Although his words were a reprimand, they were also a show of support for her. What he had just said had already given her an imperial sword. With this imperial sword, she could take decisive action against both James Keane and Lawrence!

So, Dong Ai immediately said solemnly, “General Manager Li, I will definitely resolve this problem today!”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction, his angry mood receding somewhat.

Although he had reprimanded Dong Ai, Li Mu also clearly understood that her current passive situation was partly his responsibility. If he had clearly defined who the supreme head of this project would be at the outset, such problems might not have arisen today. It was precisely because the roles were unclear and the functions undefined that Dong Ai was put in such a predicament, caught in a dilemma.

Now that he had given Dong Ai the imperial sword of supreme command, it was up to her to wield it effectively.

Dong Ai then stated, “General Manager Li, I will communicate with Lawrence later. I’ll pull him and James Keane together today to completely resolve this matter!”

Li Mu’s brows furrowed slightly, and he suddenly thought of something that wasn’t quite right.

Seeing Li Mu’s frown, Dong Ai thought her assurance had displeased him and was about to ask, when Li Mu suddenly stood up with a grim expression and said to Dong Ai, “Let’s go back.”

Dong Ai was completely bewildered. Li Mu had already pushed open the door and headed straight for the large conference room where Lawrence and the others were. Dong Ai could only hurry to follow him.

When Li Mu pushed open the conference room door, Lawrence glimpsed Li Mu’s ashen face and was overjoyed.

He could tell from Li Mu’s expression that he was very angry. Without needing to think, he could guess that Dong Ai must have reported James Keane’s situation to Li Mu. Now, Li Mu was probably going to confront James Keane directly, wasn’t he?

As Lawrence was thinking this, he watched Li Mu approach him with a grim face. He wasn’t worried at all, because he firmly believed that even if Li Mu came to confront him, he could redirect all the blame onto James Keane. This strategy of ‘using someone else as a tool’ had been brewing in his mind many times.

Lawrence was even more eager for Li Mu’s outburst at this moment. The angrier Li Mu got, the less likely James Keane would remain involved in the 3321 project.

Li Mu walked up to Lawrence, and the first sentence he uttered instantly made all of Lawrence’s expectations vanish.

Li Mu glared at Lawrence, raging word by word in Chinese, “Lawrence, regarding the 3321 US site, if you and Harvard have the capability to do it, then damn well do it properly! If you don’t have the capability, I’ll pull my entire team out today and never cooperate with Harvard again!”

Lawrence, who didn’t understand Chinese, was completely bewildered. In the entire conference room, besides Li Mu’s people, only Xie Huairu understood clearly.

When Xie Huairu heard these words, he breathed a sigh of relief. He actually didn’t want to cooperate with Lawrence in setting a trap for his future niece’s son-in-law, allowing Lawrence to successfully ‘use someone else as a tool.’ On the contrary, he hoped Li Mu could see through Lawrence’s scheme and not be used as a tool.

Watching Li Mu approach with a grim face, Xie Huairu was afraid that Li Mu would immediately question Lawrence about James Keane. Because once Li Mu mentioned James Keane, he would fall into Lawrence’s trap. Lawrence could then immediately turn to the Keane family and say that Li Mu had significant objections to James Keane, thereby using Li Mu’s name to remove James Keane.

He hadn’t expected that Li Mu would directly confront Lawrence from the start, without mentioning James Keane at all.

Xie Huairu couldn’t help but sigh inwardly, this young man was truly too clever; even an Old Fox like Lawrence couldn’t trick him.

Lawrence looked at Li Mu with a blank expression, saying pitifully, “Li, you know I don’t understand Chinese…”

No sooner had he finished speaking than Li Mu immediately turned to Xie Huairu and said expressionlessly, “Translate that for him.”

Xie Huairu could only translate Li Mu’s words to Lawrence, omitting Li Mu’s ‘语气助词’ (emphatic expletives).

Upon hearing that Li Mu had directly targeted him, Lawrence quickly said, “Li, you’ve really misunderstood me. This isn’t my fault, it’s someone named…”

Li Mu had no time for Lawrence’s nonsense. He reached out and interrupted Lawrence’s attempts to justify himself, saying in Chinese, “Don’t talk to me about anyone else. Since you are the one representing Harvard to discuss this project with me, then any problems that arise on your side are your responsibility!”

Xie Huairu immediately began live translation. Lawrence never dreamed that Li Mu would not show any resistance towards James Keane as he had planned, but instead directly put all the responsibility on him. He was so frustrated he almost choked with anger and quickly said to Li Mu, “Li, you really don’t understand the situation, Harvard’s Jam…”

“Stop, stop, stop!” Lawrence hadn’t even finished James’s name when Li Mu rudely interrupted him, raging, “Lawrence, if you can’t even clean up your own mess, what the f***ing use would I have for you on the 3321 US site project?!”

Lawrence, who didn’t understand Chinese, immediately looked at Xie Huairu for help. Xie Huairu awkwardly coughed and translated in English, “President, General Manager Li means you need to resolve all issues on your end.”

Before Lawrence could speak, Li Mu immediately questioned Xie Huairu, “What about the second half of my sentence? Why aren’t you translating it? Do you think I don’t understand English?”

Xie Huairu said with a forced smile, “The second half isn’t really necessary to translate, is it? In this setting, it’s better not to make the atmosphere too awkward…”

Li Mu slammed the table, “I’m telling you to fing translate! You ask him, ask him clearly! What the fing use do I have for him?! Translate the word ’f***ing’ too!”





Chapter 1195: Just a Worthless Loser

Li Mu’s sudden burst of rage, directly aimed at Lawrence, caught everyone off guard.

Although Xie Huairu felt a wave of relief for Li Mu and continuously praised his quick thinking at this moment, he still found it a bit awkward to translate Li Mu’s exact words to Lawrence.

Stammering for a long time, Xie Huairu couldn’t quite bring himself to speak, which made Li Mu even angrier. He questioned Xie Huairu, “Is it that hard to ask Lawrence in English what the f***ing use I have for him?”

“No…” Xie Huairu replied with a conciliatory smile, “After all, we are partners. There’s no need to make things so awkward, is there?”

“Partners?” Li Mu knitted his brows and immediately cursed, “To hell with his partners! Is this how partners cause me trouble and dig pits for me? Do you really think that just because I’m young and easy to talk to, I don’t have any temper? Fine, if that’s the case, I’m announcing right now that I’m completely terminating the collaboration between 3321 and Harvard!”

Xie Huairu saw that Li Mu was truly enraged and panicked slightly. If Li Mu really terminated the 3321 US site project, or simply took it to cooperate with other universities or organizations, Harvard’s losses would be immense.

So, he immediately cast aside his reservations and, bracing himself, said to Lawrence in English, “President, Li Mu is currently very angry. He wants me to ask you, he wants you for some… some…”

Facing Xie Huairu’s hesitation, Lawrence impatiently urged, “What? Can you finish your sentence in one breath?”

Xie Huairu gritted his teeth and immediately said, “Li Mu asked, what the f***ing use he is to you…”

The Harvard executives present looked at each other in dismay.

They didn’t quite understand this phrasing, nor did they understand why Li Mu would use the word ‘dick’ to describe Lawrence, and compare him to it. Such vulgar language was absolutely forbidden in public among the upper echelons and elite. However, they could all tell that Li Mu was very angry, and the consequences would likely be severe!

Lawrence’s expression was incredibly awkward. It took him a good while to recover from Li Mu’s words, and he explained himself with great shame, “Li, please don’t be so angry. I certainly bear responsibility for this matter, but the responsibility is not entirely mine. There were simply too many uncontrollable factors, so…”

Li Mu frowned deeply, staring intently at Lawrence, and spoke in an extremely impolite tone, “Lawrence, never forget that 3321 is my project, not yours, and not anyone else’s. Since I brought the project to cooperate with you, you must shoulder it for me. Don’t forget, you’re a man, aren’t you? Those two balls hanging in your crotch aren’t there for nothing! If you don’t even have the capability to protect this project, then don’t give me any excuses! Scram at once! From now on, if you utter another word to absolve yourself of responsibility, I will immediately halt the entire project and announce it to the entire US!”

Sometimes, Li Mu felt like he might be the most easygoing and humble billionaire in the world. Otherwise, why would even someone like Lawrence dare to play such a little trick with him?

Although at first glance, all the problems seemed to stem from James Keane, a little calm reflection immediately made Li Mu understand the stakes involved.

Whether it was project control or company management, as long as the hierarchy was clear, Li Mu didn’t need to cross levels to manage or interfere. Every person in charge at each level had to be responsible for their own level. As long as any problem arose within that level, the person in charge of that level had to be accountable to him.

3321 was his project, and he was the supreme leader of the entire 3321. Dong Ai was the supreme person in charge of 3321 and the 3321 US site on China’s side. If any problems arose with her team, she should be accountable to him. Lawrence was the supreme person in charge of the Harvard University side of the 3321 US site, and problems with Harvard should also be his responsibility.

Although Dong Ai had also hinted at James Keane’s extraordinary background, Li Mu now directed all his displeasure at Lawrence alone. “I damned well handed the project to you, and you damn well let this kind of person in! That in itself is your full responsibility!”

Moreover, if you let someone in and they cause problems, and you can’t even solve them, then what the f***ing use are you to me?

What infuriated Li Mu the most was that a problem arose within Lawrence’s jurisdiction, and not only could he not solve it, but he damn well dug a pit for him! That was truly detestable!

You didn’t want to offend James Keane, so you threw this bombshell to me to handle for you? I treat you as a partner, but you treat me as a fool to take the fall?

No matter if you’re the President of Harvard University, what the hell are you in front of Your father here? Being polite to you is me giving you face; being impolite is also beyond reproach. I damned well have money, projects, and resources. What do you have?

What if you’re the Harvard president? Harvard isn’t yours personally. You’re merely Harvard’s administrator. In business terms, I’m a boss worth tens of billions of dollars, and you’re merely a professional manager of a well-known company. Compared to me, aren’t you just a worthless loser?

In front of me, it’s one thing not to act humble, but you damn well play tricks with me? Am I going to indulge that bad habit of yours?

Lawrence was truly intimidated by Li Mu. He had never seen Li Mu so angry before, and his words were entirely impolite, giving him no face at all. But at this moment, he couldn’t care less about his face. He only knew that if Li Mu really withdrew the 3321 project and then announced it to the entire US via YY, that news would surely shock the whole country.

The collaboration between Harvard University and 3321 to operate the 3321 US site was something Americans highly anticipated. If Li Mu suddenly announced the termination of their cooperation, American media outlets would certainly dig deep into the reasons. If it was revealed that he allowed James Keane in but was incapable of controlling him, leading Li Mu to withdraw the 3321 project in a fit of anger, then his reputation would truly be in tatters nationwide!

So, Lawrence hurriedly pleaded, “Li, please calm down first. You’re right, the responsibility for this matter lies entirely with me. It’s my fault for not doing my job properly. Regarding James Keane, I will definitely find a way to resolve it immediately.”

Li Mu pointed at Lawrence and said impolitely, “From now on, the project is temporarily suspended. You must resolve all issues that negatively impact the project. If you can’t resolve them, then I will resolve them completely!”

Lawrence quickly nodded and said, “Li, please rest assured, I will definitely resolve all problems!”

Li Mu continued, “Additionally, from now on, Dong Ai is the project in charge for the 3321 US site. Everyone involved in this project, including you, will report to her. You must fully and unconditionally cooperate with her, otherwise, she also has the right to permanently revoke this project!”

“Good! I will report my work to Ms. Dong Ai from now on!” Lawrence dared not disobey and immediately agreed.

Then, Li Mu said to Dong Ai, “Dong Ai, not only must you make sure the project is done well for me, but you must also keep a close eye on key individuals. If you find anyone playing tricks or seeking personal gain within this project, immediately demand that the relevant person in charge resolve it thoroughly. If it’s not resolved smoothly, directly stop the project and take your team back to China!”

Dong Ai felt exceptionally moved in her heart and immediately solemnly promised, “General Manager Li, please rest assured, I will strictly follow your instructions!”

After Li Mu finished announcing his appointments, Xie Huairu stepped forward and quietly asked him, “Are we still proceeding with the previously scheduled meeting?”

Li Mu retorted impatiently, “Proceed with what crap? Only when you clean up the mess can we talk about what to do next!”

With that, Li Mu looked at Lawrence and warned, “I can give you a chance to solve the problems, but there will be a time limit. After completely resolving all problems within three days, we can discuss further cooperation. If you can’t resolve them within three days, sorry, the cooperation ends here!”

Lawrence immediately guaranteed, “I will convene a meeting this afternoon to thoroughly resolve the issues on our side!”

Li Mu ignored him and instead said to Xie Huairu, “Help me tell Mark Zuckerberg that the time has been moved up. Have him come over and have lunch with us at noon. I’ll talk to him directly after lunch.”

…

James Keane was currently conducting interviews for 3321 volunteers, but his mood had been extremely sour all morning.

Li Mu’s arrival at Harvard immediately made him the focus of everyone’s attention. Even many of James Keane’s friends and acquaintances spontaneously went outside campus to welcome him. This alone was difficult for James Keane to accept. What infuriated him even more was that he had temporarily added ten volunteer spots and then summoned those three thousand people for re-interviews, but only less than one thousand showed up.

It was clear without thinking that the reason more than two thousand people didn’t come was almost entirely due to Li Mu’s influence. He had given them an extra opportunity, yet they gave it up to welcome Li Mu. From this point, one could see Li Mu’s appeal to Harvard students.

Furthermore, among the one hundred people originally scheduled for the final interview, only fifty-something showed up. Nearly half of them gave up the opportunity for the final interview because of Li Mu, and this included the sole Asian girl, Zhen Xiaoxiao.

James Keane’s initial intention was not to keep any Asian or non-European/American candidates, but he was also worried that if all ten final selections were white, it would show too obvious racism. So, he had decided earlier to keep Zhen Xiaoxiao, the single Asian, to shut others up.

But what he didn’t expect was that Zhen Xiaoxiao had also forgone this final interview.

Throughout the morning, James Keane had been pondering a question: how he should face this super idol, who was being fiercely sought after by Harvard, when the 3321 teams from both sides and Li Mu held their meeting in the afternoon.

For James Keane, he had always hoped to curb Li Mu’s arrogance in a head-on confrontation. However, after he finished his interview work, he suddenly received a call from Lawrence. In a chilly tone, Lawrence said, “This afternoon’s meeting has been canceled. Come to my office!”

James Keane frowned. He had prepared for this meeting for so long, and it was canceled just like that?





Chapter 1196: Let’s See Who Leaves First!

Mark Zuckerberg spent the entire morning feeling overwhelmed by favor.

Originally, he thought it would be a success as long as Li Mu didn’t forget him, but he never dared to dream that Li Mu would value him so much.

As soon as Li Mu arrived at Harvard, a school leader immediately found Mark Zuckerberg, reminding him that Li Mu wanted to meet him in the afternoon. This truly thrilled Mark Zuckerberg.

Coincidentally, Mark Zuckerberg had seen a new word in a book a couple of days ago, which subsequently sparked a fresh product idea in his mind. The idea wasn’t fully fleshed out yet, but it didn’t matter. Since Li Mu wanted to meet him, he could discuss it thoroughly with him.

As Mark Zuckerberg was holed up in his dorm room, organizing his product idea on his laptop, the school leader who had sought him out before suddenly showed up again. Upon seeing Mark Zuckerberg, he immediately grabbed his wrist and urgently said, “Mark, come with me now, Li Mu wants to have lunch with you.”

“Lunch?” Mark Zuckerberg was a bit surprised. Before he could ask more, the other party pulled him out, walking and saying, “Move your ass, Li Mu is waiting for you!”

Mark Zuckerberg didn’t even have time to change into more formal clothes. He was simply wearing a hoodie when he was pulled out of the dorm room. His roommate, seeing he was dressed too lightly, hurriedly tossed him a down jacket, which finally solved the problem of staying warm.

Li Mu deliberately chose not to have lunch with Lawrence as initially planned. Instead, he gathered the entire 3321 Team he had sent over, and they were joined by Mark Zuckerberg. Su Yingxue and the other Renmin University exchange students were arranged to have dinner together.

……

Lawrence, who had been refused lunch by Li Mu, was extremely agitated at this moment. He was sitting in his office, awaiting James Keane’s arrival.

Even now, he hadn’t figured out how to communicate with James Keane.

The capability behind James Keane was immense. Dealing with this matter was like handling a bomb that could explode at any moment; a slight misstep could blow him to smithereens.

Originally, Lawrence had wanted to throw this bomb to Li Mu to solve, but Li Mu, being extremely shrewd, had locked all the problems onto Lawrence himself. As long as Lawrence still wanted to be involved with the 3321 US site project, he would have to deal with this bomb himself.

On the scales between the Keane family and 3321, Lawrence leaned towards the latter.

The Keane family’s influence in America was indeed strong, and Lawrence knew that offending them would lead to great pressure. However, what was a pain in the ass about the Keane family was that they only had demands and offered no returns.

Allowing James Keane into the 3321 project was almost an order from the Keane family. They treated him like a dog, as if these were things he should naturally do, which in itself made Lawrence discontent. Moreover, Lawrence had always harbored a hidden worry: if the 3321 US site successfully launched, would the Keane family use various means to kick him out of the project just to ensure James Keane gained greater benefits?

American politics were dirtier than any other country. Such instances of usurpation were common among American politicians and influential families adept at manipulation. The Keane family spared no effort to cultivate James Keane as their so-called outstanding successor. Given this overarching sentiment, it was highly probable that they would sacrifice Lawrence to secure greater benefits for James.

Accommodating the Keane family would bring him no substantial benefits and might even lead to him being pushed out of the 3321 project by them in the future. Therefore, Lawrence’s heart naturally leaned more towards 3321.

In Lawrence’s view, as long as the 3321 US site project could be successfully implemented and nurtured at Harvard, he would gain immense social recognition and political standing. There was no doubt about this, because Li Mu had earned worldwide respect and admiration from the 3321 project—that was a living example.

As long as this project was successfully implemented, the Keane family wouldn’t be able to do anything to him, given his social prestige at that time.

Currently, the only problem was how to kick James Keane out of the 3321 project.

If he told James Keane that Li Mu had demanded he be removed from the 3321 US site project, he might temporarily alleviate some pressure. However, given James Keane’s personality, he would definitely not drop the matter. If he then went to bother Li Mu, Li Mu would naturally still hold Lawrence accountable, or even doubly so. Therefore, shifting the blame to Li Mu was absolutely out of the question.

Since he couldn’t shift the blame, he had no choice but to face it alone…

While he was still fuming, his secretary pushed open the office door and said, “President, James Keane has arrived.”

Lawrence nodded, “Let him in.”

“Alright.” As soon as the secretary turned to leave, James Keane casually pushed the door open and walked in a moment later.

Having just finished his interview, James Keane entered Lawrence’s office, immediately unbuttoned his suit, loosened his tie, and slumped into the chair opposite Lawrence. He questioned him with an arrogant tone, “Lawrence, weren’t we supposed to have a meeting with Li Mu this afternoon? How can the plan just change like that? Why didn’t you just say the word before changing it?”

Lawrence was very displeased with James Keane’s domineering attitude, but he still controlled his emotions and said, “James, there’s been a slight change with the 3321 project.”

James Keane frowned, “What kind of change?”

Lawrence said vaguely, “The team members on Harvard’s side might need some adjustments.”

Lawrence didn’t immediately announce that he was kicking James Keane out. Instead, he planned to tell him gradually. Although it was inevitable to offend James Keane, Lawrence still hoped to minimize the negative impact through skillful dialogue.

To his surprise, James Keane immediately said to Lawrence in a warning tone, “Any adjustments to the team members must have my permission, whether it’s adding or removing people!”

Lawrence’s brows furrowed tightly; the anger in his heart was starting to boil over.

Your father here wants to adjust you, and you’re so tactless, even putting on such an act with me? Adjusting team members still needs your permission? What are you?!

As Lawrence was fuming internally, James Keane saw that he wasn’t speaking and immediately warned him again, saying, “Lawrence, you must remember what I said. For this 3321 project, all personnel adjustments must have my agreement!”

Lawrence was completely enraged by James Keane’s high above attitude this time. He instantly made up his mind and said coldly, “James, regarding the 3321 team adjustments, I think I need to make it clear to you: in order to ensure the development and smooth launch of the 3321 US site, you must now withdraw from this project. Not just you, but all Student Union members must withdraw from this project.”

James Keane immediately exploded, his eyes wide with anger, demanding, “What did you say? You’re telling me to quit?!”

Lawrence nodded, his expression firm. “That’s right, you must withdraw, and immediately!”

James Keane glared at Lawrence furiously, “Are you fucking kidding me? You’re telling me to quit at this point? What the fuck gives you the right to tell me to quit?”

Having just used multiple expletives in one sentence, James Keane’s usually handsome and gentlemanly face was now contorted with rage. In his eyes, Lawrence was nothing more than a clownish figure. Although he was the President of Harvard, everything was supposed to go according to James’s demands. He never imagined that Lawrence would dare to speak to him like this, let alone try to kick him out of the 3321 project.

Lawrence’s anger was now completely uncontrollable. He roared, “Just because I am the person in charge of 3321 on the Harvard side, I can make you get out of this project!”

James Keane sprang to his feet, placing his hands on Lawrence’s desk, leaning forward, and staring at him, gritting his teeth as he threatened, “Lawrence, don’t think you can talk to me like that just because you’re the President of Harvard. I’m telling you, if I want to, I can have you thrown out of this position in minutes. Playing games with me? What the hell do you think you are?!”

Lawrence scoffed, “Perhaps your Keane family does have the capability to get me removed from this position. But I’m telling you, as long as I am in this position, I have the right to kick you out of the 3321 project! From now on, 3321 has nothing to do with you. I will issue the relevant appointment and removal documents within the project group this afternoon. You may leave now!”

James Keane shoved Lawrence’s computer monitor to the floor with a clang, then pointed at the equally enraged Lawrence and said, “Since you’re so ungrateful, I’ll show you who leaves first: me from 3321, or you from Harvard!”

After saying this, James Keane turned, kicked over the chair he had just been sitting on, and strode out of the office.

Lawrence’s secretary heard the commotion and rushed over. Seeing the mess on the floor, she couldn’t help but ask, “President, what happened? Should I call security?”

Lawrence waved his hand, reminding the secretary, “Remember, don’t tell anyone what you saw.”

The secretary quickly nodded, “Understood, President. Please wait a moment, I’ll get tools to clean up.”

Seeing the secretary turn to leave, a flash of insight suddenly struck Lawrence, and he blurted out, “Wait a moment!”

The secretary turned back. “President, do you have any other instructions?”

Lawrence said, “Go call security. Tell them to bring cameras, and also tell them to immediately copy the surveillance footage of James Keane entering and leaving just now!”

The secretary didn’t understand Lawrence’s intention, but she immediately nodded in agreement, saying, “I’ll go inform them right away.”

After the secretary left, Lawrence sat in his chair and slightly relaxed. James Keane had expended considerable effort to maintain his perfect image. Now, with this evidence, Lawrence had a powerful tool to expose his disguise. If James Keane truly wanted to cause trouble for him, Lawrence would also have leverage to mediate/negotiate with him!





Chapter 1197: The Birth of the Facebook Idea!

Lawrence had just finished collecting all available evidence when James Keane already placed a call to his father, Paul Keane.

3321 was originally the best springboard the Keane family had prepared for James Keane, but Lawrence’s unexpected move to ask difficult questions brought immense shock and extreme dissatisfaction to the entire Keane family.

Originally, the Keane family had planned to use their own methods to remove Lawrence from Harvard after the 3321 US site went online, but now it seemed they had to move this plan forward.

However, James Keane had another concern.

He felt that Lawrence had never dared to cross him before, yet suddenly decided to have a showdown today. This had to be strongly related to Li Mu’s visit to Harvard. Although Lawrence himself hadn’t mentioned a single word about Li Mu, James Keane was certain that a significant reason for this incident stemmed from Li Mu.

So, James Keane proposed to his father, “We can’t just make Lawrence scram. The ultimate authority for this project is still mastered by Li Mu. Whether I can participate in it and secure a key position still requires Li Mu’s approval.”

Paul Keane also realized this, and immediately said, “Don’t worry, I’ll make Lawrence scram first, and then I’ll negotiate with Li Mu. I have ways to make him hand over the ultimate authority of 3321’s US site to you.”

For Paul Keane, there was a unique sense of transcendence and confidence in his heart. He always felt that with the Keane family’s influence in the US, everyone had to show them some respect. In his subconscious, the Keane family’s aura was incredibly strong, strong enough that the aura itself could be considered a form of charity.

Paul Keane and the rest of the Keane family shared a very profound experience: in most cases, when the Keane family asked others for help, not only would people do their utmost to assist, but they would also act submissively in front of the Keane family, as if being able to do things for the Keane family was their greatest honor.

Furthermore, the Keane family inherited the nature of unscrupulous merchants. In their eyes, there was never a concept of repaying favors. On the contrary, they regarded favors as a resource. Everyone believed that helping the Keane family would surely be richly rewarded by them in other areas in the future, but only the Keane family themselves knew deep down that they never repaid favors.

What Paul Keane had in mind was to use the Keane family’s influence to conduct a cost-free business deal with Li Mu. He believed that as long as he revealed the Keane family’s identity and subtly indicated to Li Mu that the Keane family could provide assistance in various aspects for him and his career in the future, then Li Mu would definitely agree. After Lawrence scrammed, it shouldn’t be a problem for him to ask Li Mu to make his son the general person in charge of the 3321 US site.

James Keane wasn’t as optimistic as his father, because he had always regarded Li Mu as his biggest enemy and competitor. So he vaguely felt that Li Mu was extremely difficult to deal with. He subconsciously asked, “Dad, what method do you have to deal with Li Mu?”

Paul Keane snorted disdainfully and said, “He’s just a damned Chinese kid. Although he’s very famous and has had some success in the US, his foundations here are still very unstable. Now, he must be looking for good opportunities to solidify his roots. So, at a time like this, as long as I show him a little political resource, he’ll immediately wag his tail and cling to me.”

James Keane said, disbelieving, “Dad, Li Mu isn’t as easy to deal with as you imagine…”

Paul Keane burst out laughing and said contemptuously, “My judgment of people has always been accurate. Don’t think that Li Mu is high-profile and calm on the surface, appearing invulnerable. In fact, the more people are like that, the more insecure they are deep down. He’s strong in every aspect now, but he lacks connections with the US government. As long as the conditions I offer hit his core needs, he’s sure to be used by me!”



In an internal restaurant at Harvard University, Li Mu met Mark Zuckerberg, who was still shy.

Mark Zuckerberg was led into the restaurant, then guided directly to Li Mu, his excitement and thrill evident on his face.

Li Mu greeted him like an old friend, saying, “Hey Mark, Long-time-no-see, How’s-it-going?” “Hey Mark, long time no see, how have you been lately?”

Mark Zuckerberg bashfully scratched his head and said, “Thank you for asking, I’ve been doing quite well lately. I’ve been thinking about new product models and now I have some ideas.”

As soon as Li Mu heard that he had ideas for a new product, he immediately asked him with a curious expression, “Oh? What good creative idea? Tell me about it.”

Mark Zuckerberg became even more embarrassed, smiling slightly nervously, “This is just a simple idea, and I haven’t sorted out the specific details yet.”

Li Mu laughed, waving his hand as he said, “Don’t be so nervous. Just give me a brief introduction, a few sentences will do. Don’t forget, I promised to invest five million US dollars in you.”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded, organized his thoughts, and explained, “Some time ago, I happened to see a book called ‘Face-Books’…”

Just hearing this, Li Mu’s heart skipped a beat!

Face -Books? This name was almost identical to Facebook; the only difference was one being plural and the other singular.

As for Facebook, Li Mu was far too familiar with it. To Li Mu, that name was practically echoing like thunder!

This was a super-beast level product that was expected to have a market value of four or five hundred billion US dollars in the future!

Overwhelmed with excitement, Li Mu strove with all his might to suppress his emotions, continuing to listen to Mark Zuckerberg’s introduction.

Mark Zuckerberg was now seriously explaining to Li Mu, “Inspired by ‘Face-Books,’ I want to create a platform for university students to showcase themselves and interact. The best name for it would be Facebook.”

At this point, Mark Zuckerberg explained further, “However, I don’t have a very complete idea yet, so I still need some time to slowly think it over and refine it.”

Hearing this, Li Mu, who was almost roaring with excitement, deliberately pretended to be calm and unconcerned as he asked Mark Zuckerberg, “A project like this has some overlap with my YY. First of all, a self-display page can be created in YY Space, and interactive communication is even a core function of YY. With YY already existing, do you think your idea will be easy to implement?”

In fact, Li Mu had thought about this question long ago.

In his previous life’s world, Facebook was indeed awesome to the extreme, but at that time, neither the US nor the entire Western world had seen similar competing products. Facebook essentially created a new model and gradually developed it step by step.

Facebook’s initial product positioning, simply put, was an open-access Personal space. It was a page product, developed with more customized features based on Blog products. Facebook’s original intention was actually a “photo album,” and its initial core positioning was to promote online social interaction within universities based on the idea of electronic photo albums.

However, the current YY Space already possessed all the functions that Facebook included in its early and even mid-stages. The only awkward part was that Li Mu knew clearly, whether it was YY Space or QQ Zone, compared to Facebook, which would eventually cover the entire world, they were worlds apart.

Li Mu personally couldn’t pinpoint the fundamental reason why Facebook would achieve such great success. At this time, perhaps only Mark Zuckerberg understood it clearly.

Facing Li Mu’s question, Mark Zuckerberg immediately fell into deep thought.

Li Mu was right. Mark Zuckerberg’s immature Facebook idea, in terms of product functions, was utterly surpassed by YY Space. He didn’t know how to answer Li Mu’s question at that moment.

Li Mu then comforted him, saying, “Don’t rush. Let’s eat first. We can communicate privately after we’re done.”



One question from Li Mu left Mark Zuckerberg in a daze for the entire afternoon.

He ate the whole meal absent-mindedly, his mind repeatedly pondering his Facebook idea, trying to figure out what was different about it compared to YY Space, or what kind of different ways to use it it could offer.

After the meal, Li Mu asked Xie Huairu for a lounge, and he and Mark Zuckerberg sat facing each other, waiting for Mark Zuckerberg’s answer.

Mark Zuckerberg’s brows were tightly furrowed, and he appeared to be deep in very difficult thought. Li Mu didn’t interrupt, simply sitting opposite him, waiting quietly.

After a long time, Mark Zuckerberg suddenly looked up and said to Mr. Li, “I’ve thought about it carefully. The currently popular Blog platforms are primarily for uploading text, while Facebook’s positioning is primarily for uploading photos. YY Space, on the other hand, focuses on a fusion of both.”

“Compared to that, content production for blogs is relatively difficult, because not everyone can settle down and write a blog post. Out of ten thousand daily active users for blogs, perhaps not even a hundred people can consistently write a blog article every day. However, photos are relatively easy to produce. Digital Cameras are now quite popular, and the barrier for users to create image content is significantly lower than for blog articles.”

Hearing this, Li Mu nodded in agreement. “That’s right, continue.”

Mark Zuckerberg continued, “Actually, whether it’s displaying text or photos online, it’s essentially the user’s desire for self-display and the desire to show off at work. If I write an eloquent article, I don’t want only myself to see it. I hope more people see it, so I post it on a blog, hoping to gain more recognition and praise from others.”

“If I have a really nice personal photo, or if I’ve been to a beautiful place, I also hope to post the photo online so more people can see it, and at the same time, receive recognition and praise.”

At this point, Mark Zuckerberg paused, then continued, “Although YY Space can now both upload photos and publish personal blogs, its positioning is too broad. It caters to all YY users worldwide. However, among YY’s massive user base, very few people have the capability to digitize photos. Such users either own their own Digital Camera or can convert photos into digital format through other means. Therefore, in front of YY’s massive user base, the proportion of photo-based social interaction is very low, making it difficult to foster a photo-sharing atmosphere and behavioral habits.”

Then, Mark Zuckerberg changed the subject and continued, “My positioning for Facebook is actually a photo-sharing social platform exclusively for university students. University students themselves have a strong sense of superiority. If they are told to use YY Space like everyone else, their enthusiasm will certainly be hard to motivate. But if they are given a platform specifically for university students to engage in photo-based social interaction, their enthusiasm will definitely increase significantly.”

“Moreover, university students generally possess the equipment and capability to digitize photos, so they are even more suited for such a photo-sharing social platform.”

“Furthermore, I believe we can also add one’s relationship status, hobbies in music, books, and film, and even their courses at school to these personal homepages. Users can display this information according to their needs. This will not only further highlight the platform’s university positioning and increase university users’ favorable impressions of it, but also boost university students’ desire to make friends with each other. The ultimate goal is to make all university student users develop extremely high stickiness to this platform, and consider it the most important social platform in their university life.”





Chapter 1198: A Pancake, No Matter How Big, Cannot Be Bigger Than the Pan That Makes It

Mark Zuckerberg’s location tracking for Facebook made Li Mu instantly emotional.

Before this, he hadn’t fully understood why Facebook became a complete mess overseas but QQ Zone not only failed to develop but was gradually abandoned by QQ users. Later, when QQ users largely moved their online social activities to WeChat, QQ Zone became even more desolate.

From Mark Zuckerberg’s analysis, Li Mu immediately grasped the fundamental reason.

Facebook’s product location tracking, from its initial starting point, was vastly different from products like QQ Zone.

In Tencent’s hands, QQ Zone would always be an auxiliary component within the QQ product ecosystem. Although relying on QQ for development gave QQ Zone immense convenience in the early stages, allowing it to rapidly grow by riding on YY’s momentum, in the long run, this actually confined the significant development of products like QQ Zone.

For example, the entire QQ ecosystem is like a cargo ship. No matter how large the total displacement of this cargo ship, sixty percent of that share is reserved for QQ itself. QQ Zone, on this QQ-centric cargo ship, would never get a main position or the majority of resources. As a result, QQ Zone would forever live in QQ’s shadow. Wanting to develop into a super product while relying on a super product had almost zero possibility.

This phenomenon frequently occurred within the entire Tencent system. Before WeChat emerged, all products relied on QQ, but only QQ itself could truly be called a super product. All other products couldn’t survive long, let alone become super products.

As Guo Degang once playfully teased, “A pancake, no matter how big, cannot be bigger than the pan that bakes it.”

Over these years, besides QQ, the only super product Tencent has nurtured is WeChat, but WeChat’s ways of using are entirely different from the QQ system’s products.

Although WeChat also leveraged QQ’s momentum initially, Zhang Xiaolong was very clear that if WeChat remained within the QQ ecosystem, it would never stand out.

Therefore, after WeChat completed its phase of leveraging QQ’s momentum, it immediately broke away from the QQ ecosystem to build its own system. To demonstrate WeChat’s complete separation from QQ, WeChat in its mid-to-late stages even closed the direct channel to access QQ friend lists. This signified WeChat’s determination to completely detach from the QQ ecosystem, a determination so strong that WeChat disdained sharing the same user data with QQ.

Looking at the current situation, YY Space is in the same predicament as QQ Zone was back then. If YY Space operates within YY’s product system, it will never be able to break out of YY’s framework. However, if one develops Facebook, it can be operated entirely by creating a new system, preventing Facebook from relying on any other product for development, and even more importantly, preventing any other product from limiting Facebook’s future development space.

Seen this way, Facebook’s scope will be far greater than YY Space’s, so there will fundamentally be no overlap in features or location tracking with YY Space.

Facebook’s fundamental location tracking must be on par with YY’s. These two products will be Li Mu’s two major super products in the future. Additionally, once the mobile internet era arrives, he will develop WeChat, and these three super products will be enough for him to dominate the global internet.

Having understood this, Li Mu’s mind instantly cleared. He immediately said to Mark Zuckerberg, “OK, I generally agree with your points. I have a few more questions. First, what do you define as your profit model?”

Mark Zuckerberg hesitated slightly and said, “Actually, my profit model is very simple. Initially, the focus will be on investment to rapidly expand the user base. Once the user count reaches a certain level, we can earn money through advertising. However, there might be a period in the early stages where profitability won’t be the primary goal.”

Speaking of which, Mark Zuckerberg added, “In fact, my location tracking for Facebook is the same as for YY. It doesn’t necessarily need a clear profit model. Everything should focus on the product and users first. As long as the number of users is large enough, there’s no need to worry about finding a profit model.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement and then asked him, “If you were to manage this project, where would you start?”

Mark Zuckerberg immediately said, “First, develop the product. After product development and public testing are complete, I plan to start with Harvard and several surrounding universities, essentially a small-scale public testing. Once the public testing results meet the objectives, we will increase promotion efforts based on the budget, aiming to make it widely popular among universities first.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, looked at Mark Zuckerberg, and asked, “Is five million US dollars enough for you to launch this project? If so, how long do you estimate this five million US dollars will last? If not, how much do you think would be enough?”

Mark Zuckerberg hastily said, “Five million US dollars is definitely enough to start. If everything goes smoothly, this money is expected to last for half a year; if the progress isn’t as smooth, this money might last for a year.”

Mark Zuckerberg’s answer made Li Mu look at him in a new light. It seemed this young man not only possessed sufficient innate talent in internet and computer technology but also held a strong grasp of the overall grand development of internet products. Although he hadn’t truly started his own business yet, he already knew the rhythm of internet entrepreneurship like the back of his hand.

Mark Zuckerberg, at this age, already understood the eternal truth that the smoother an internet project goes, the faster money is burned.

The better the project, the less investors care about immediate profitability. On the contrary, to rapidly advance the project, they are more willing to quickly burn money and quickly seize industry resources, so such projects burn money very quickly;

Conversely, the worse the project, the more cautious its operation. Every penny is deliberated over before spending, as if they wish to split one penny into eight parts to spend. For such projects, merely surviving is already a miracle; rapid development is simply a fool’s dream.

Therefore, under these circumstances, Mark Zuckerberg’s prediction was exceptionally reliable: if the project went smoothly, five million US dollars would at most last for half a year.

When Li Mu heard this, his approval of Mark Zuckerberg rose to an even higher level.

Previously, he had thought that Mark Zuckerberg might be like himself, not truly having exceptional innate talent at the very beginning of his entrepreneurial journey, but rather improving step by step as things developed, eventually becoming a very powerful entrepreneur. But now it seemed Mark Zuckerberg’s understanding of the internet was already very profound even before starting his business.

A new idea suddenly sprouted in Li Mu’s heart: Mark Zuckerberg was already so powerful at such a young age, so he must be careful that he doesn’t go solo in the future. Therefore, he absolutely could not just hold forty-nine percent equity in the Facebook project without a controlling stake; the future risk would be very high.

Rather than that, Li Mu preferred to firmly grasp Facebook in his own hands through capital operations in the future! Leaving them nowhere to escape!





Chapter 1199: The Pit Li Mu Dug

Mark Zuckerberg, in Li Mu’s eyes, was equivalent to Zhang Xiaolong in General Manager Ma’s eyes at Tencent.

Li Mu would give him all the space, freedom, respect, and remuneration possible, but all of this had to be based on him not leaving his system.

Li Mu firmly believed that there are no true friends or partners in business. Everyone serves themselves. In this situation, even if he was Mark Zuckerberg’s patron, he couldn’t ensure he would forever remain within his system.

Therefore, the more potential Mark Zuckerberg displayed, the more Li Mu hoped to keep him in his core team long-term.

With this in mind, Li Mu conceived a new cooperation proposal. He was prepared to personally invest five million US dollars in Mark Zuckerberg, taking a forty-nine percent stake, valuing the company at 10.2 million US dollars. At the same time, he intended to use Muye Technology as the lead, with Taobao Technology and Alipay co-investing, to jointly establish an Investment Fund with these three companies. This fund would then invest 1.02 million US dollars in the project, taking a ten percent stake in it.

This way, Li Mu would hold forty-nine percent, his own fund would hold ten percent, and Mark Zuckerberg, without spending a dime, would hold forty-one percent.

It seemed as though Mark Zuckerberg was getting a great deal, but for entrepreneurs with even slight ambition, they are unwilling to sacrifice a large amount of equity in the angel round. Most entrepreneurs do not give up more than thirty percent of their shares to angel investors, let alone losing a controlling stake right from the start.

Mark Zuckerberg is so intelligent, and he sees issues deeply enough with a long-term vision. Such a person, once confident in their own project, would rather take a little less money in the angel round and build slowly than directly give up most of their shares to investors at the beginning.

Li Mu was currently valuing Mark Zuckerberg’s idea at 10.2 million US dollars, but as long as Mark Zuckerberg had confidence in his own project, he would at least have the confidence to grow this project to a valuation of one hundred million US dollars. In that case, the more shares he sacrificed now, the greater the loss of future benefits.

Li Mu believed that if he directly proposed this plan to Mark Zuckerberg, even if Mark Zuckerberg admired him greatly, he would absolutely not agree.

Therefore, to achieve this goal, he had to use strategy and slowly negotiate.

At this moment, a flash of inspiration suddenly appeared in Li Mu’s mind.

With this flash of inspiration, many of Li Mu’s ideas became clearer, and a new script built around Mark Zuckerberg quickly formed in his mind.

So, Li Mu looked at Mark Zuckerberg profoundly, a smile on his face, yet remaining silent.

Mark Zuckerberg was somewhat flustered by Li Mu’s strange gaze. He didn’t understand why Li Mu was looking at him that way. Was there some huge bug in what he had just said?

As he pondered, Li Mu suddenly dropped his smile and said with a sigh, “Mark, there’s an old saying in China called ‘heroes think alike.’ To put it simply, awesome people always come up with the same ideas. You really didn’t disappoint me!”

This sudden remark further confused Mark Zuckerberg. Was Li Mu praising him? Awesome people always think alike, did he think Zuckerberg was also awesome? Did he have the same idea for a social product?

Mark Zuckerberg was completely bewildered, yet also extremely cautious.

He couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what do you mean?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked him, “Since your project was inspired by Face-Books, what name do you have in mind for this product?”

Mark Zuckerberg blurted out, “I want to call it Facebook, it’s simple, direct, and easy to understand, because what I want to do is a picture-based page social product, and in pictures, ‘Face’ is the most important part.”

Li Mu nodded, and said with the tone of an expert, “Mark, although you are very smart, you are still a bit naive in how you do things.”

Mark Zuckerberg asked in surprise, “General Manager Li, what do you mean by that?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I ask you, if I wanted to buy a house in Manhattan, what would be the first thing I’d need to confirm?”

Mark Zuckerberg blurted out, “The first thing to confirm should be your own needs, like what kind of house you want.”

“No, no, no!” Li Mu extended his right index finger and gently shook it, then said, “The first thing to confirm is whether there are any houses for sale in Manhattan.”

“Oh, right! General Manager Li, you’re right…” Mark Zuckerberg nodded in sudden realization, then scratched his head and asked, “But I still don’t understand, what did I overlook regarding the Facebook project?”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and smiled, uttering a single word: “Domain name!”

“Domain name?!” Mark Zuckerberg instantly understood and blurted out, “Oh my God, I actually forgot to check the domain name situation! Heavens, this is indeed my oversight!”

At this point, Mark Zuckerberg said with a glimmer of hope, “The word ‘Facebook’ shouldn’t be very common yet, so it probably hasn’t been squatted on. Besides, if the Facebook domain name has already been registered, I think the purchase price shouldn’t exceed ten thousand US dollars. This price range should still be acceptable.”

Li Mu scoffed, “That depends on whose hands the domain name is in. If it’s in the hands of an ordinary person, a domain name registered for a dozen US dollars, selling for ten thousand US dollars is indeed very attractive and hard to refuse. But what if it’s in the hands of someone who isn’t short of money?”

Seeing Mark Zuckerberg’s astonished expression, Li Mu continued, “For example, if the Facebook domain name is in my hands, and I’m unwilling to sell it to you, what would you do?”

Mark Zuckerberg felt that Li Mu was deliberately making things difficult for him, but he didn’t dare to get angry. He could only say helplessly, “Then I’d settle for the next best thing and register a ‘TheFacebook’ domain name.”

Li Mu’s expression was aggressive, and he asked again, “What if ‘TheFacebook’ is also in my hands?”

At this point, Mark Zuckerberg felt like Li Mu was truly messing with him on purpose, but he still patiently replied, “Then I’ll register thatfacebook!”

Li Mu asked again, “What if ‘thatfacebook’ is also in my hands?”

Mark Zuckerberg felt as if he was being played. His stubbornness was provoked, and he retorted, “I can use countless word combinations to go with ‘Facebook,’ you can’t possibly have registered every single domain name containing ‘Facebook’!”

Li Mu nodded, “While that’s true, if you lose the Facebook.com domain name, you lose the most important web entry point. If you even lose a domain name like TheFacebook.com, you will be even more passive. Unless you change your product plan and rename it Facewall or some other ‘Face’ something, your Facebook project will forever carry a defect; it’s a natural, irreversible disability.”

Speaking, Li Mu’s expression and voice became serious. He continued, “What I’m talking about is merely the situation where someone else has preemptively registered the domain. What’s more serious is if the person who registered the domain has the same product plan as you. What would you do then? The same product plan, but someone else has the best domain name. Wouldn’t you be even more passive then?”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded repeatedly, “I understand, General Manager Li. You’re right to educate me. I’ll go back and immediately check the domain name situation and try to register it. If the domain name has been squatted on, I’ll register an alternative domain while contacting the domain owner to sound out their willingness to transfer it.”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s better to do these things sooner rather than later. Please wait a moment, I’ll have my assistant bring over the computer.”

Saying that, Li Mu called Li Ziwei, asking her to bring his laptop.

A minute later, Li Ziwei arrived at the reception room where Li Mu and Mark Zuckerberg were, carrying Li Mu’s laptop bag.

In this era before Wi-Fi had truly emerged, world-class universities like Harvard had wired network ports throughout the entire campus. In the reception room where Li Mu and Mark Zuckerberg were talking, there were multiple network interfaces.

After Li Mu’s laptop was directly connected to the network, he handed the computer to Mark Zuckerberg and said with a smile, “You can check it now.”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded. Although it was a Chinese Windows system, he skillfully opened IE based on the icon and typed “facebook.com” into the address bar.

The best way to check if a domain name is registered is to directly query the domain registration website, but that operation is relatively cumbersome. Mark Zuckerberg was very anxious after what Li Mu said, so he used the most direct method: open the desired domain name in IE first. If the domain name could open to a certain page, even if it was just a sales prompt, it proved that the domain name had been registered.

If the domain name failed to open any page and instead showed a “server not found” status, it was possible that it had not yet been registered. In that case, he would proceed to further confirm its true ownership.

However, the result of opening the domain name quickly left Mark Zuckerberg utterly frustrated.

On the facebook.com page, the following line of text was displayed: “For domain cooperation, please contact MSN…”

“Oh my God, the facebook.com domain name has indeed been registered!”

After saying that, Mark Zuckerberg added, “I’ll try TheFacebook…”

On the thefacebook.com page, it similarly displayed: “For domain cooperation, please contact MSN…”

Mark Zuckerberg was almost on the verge of collapse. He then tried thatfacebook.com and thisfacebook.com. The result was the same on every page: the same content, the same MSN email address.

“Heavens! This person has stockpiled so many Facebook-related domain names, what exactly does he intend to do?!”

Watching the utterly distressed Mark Zuckerberg, Li Mu smiled slightly, “You can add this MSN address and ask.”

Mark Zuckerberg immediately said, “Okay, I’ll leave him a message right away!”

With that, he immediately opened MSN from the desktop, logging into his account while muttering to himself, “Oh, it’s been so long since I used MSN, I can’t quite remember the password…”

After three attempts, Mark Zuckerberg finally logged into his long-unused MSN account. The first thing he did was add the MSN address listed on the page as a friend, and at the same time, left a message for the other party: “Hello, I am interested in your Facebook.com. If you are considering selling, please send me a quote as soon as possible.”

After saying that, Mark Zuckerberg sighed, “I hope he doesn’t demand an exorbitant price…”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “I don’t think he’ll demand an exorbitant price, because he has no intention of selling the domain name at all.”

Mark Zuckerberg was completely bewildered, “General Manager Li, why are you so certain?”

Li Mu smiled without speaking. Then he logged into his own MSN account, which he also hadn’t logged into for a long time. Sure enough, a message notification popped up in MSN. Li Mu opened the conversation box, and the message he received was precisely the one Mark Zuckerberg had just sent to him.

Seeing this scene, Mark Zuckerberg was instantly struck as if by lightning, too stunned to utter a single word. He never dreamed that Li Mu had already dug a huge pit for him, a pit from which he would never be able to climb out!





Chapter 1200: Facebook Deal Finalized!

When Mark Zuckerberg discovered that all Facebook-related domain names had already been registered by Li Mu, his spirit, confidence, and even his worldview crumbled in that instant.

Before this moment, Li Mu was a beacon, a godfather, and a mentor in Mark Zuckerberg’s eyes. But after this moment, Li Mu was a god to him, a true god.

And Mark Zuckerberg was like Sun Wukong in the palm of Buddha, utterly unable to escape the divine shroud.

Mark Zuckerberg could never have dreamed that Li Mu, as a reincarnator, already knew his future development path and had set up checkpoints in advance to intercept him. It was as if someone had read his deepest thoughts with mind-reading, and his shock towards Li Mu was simply indescribable.

It took Mark Zuckerberg a long time to recover from his shock. He was prostrate in admiration of Li Mu and asked him, “General Manager Li, did you have the same product plan as me long ago?”

Li Mu nodded unapologetically and smiled, “I’ve had the idea / creative concept for Facebook for a long time, but I haven’t had the time and energy to work on it. After all, for me, it’s not a very urgent project to start yet. I just didn’t expect that the two of us would think of the same thing. Since you also have this idea, I can confidently and boldly entrust this project to you.”

What was originally Mark Zuckerberg’s original project, in Li Mu’s words, somehow became his own original project, which he then authorized Mark Zuckerberg to do.

Mark Zuckerberg didn’t feel any abnormality; on the contrary, he was extremely moved by Li Mu’s generosity.

Because, for Mark Zuckerberg, his only advantage was his product conception. However, Li Mu made him mistakenly believe that his only advantage was worthless in front of Li Mu. Li Mu had money, a team, resources, and the product conception for Facebook. In such a situation, Li Mu could have developed it himself, with no need to hand this project over to such a wet behind the ears young man.

But Li Mu, despite being perfectly capable of doing it himself, still gave the project to Mark Zuckerberg. This instilled in Mark Zuckerberg the feeling that a scholar dies for his confidant. At this moment, he only wanted to do his utmost to make the Facebook project a success, to repay Li Mu for his generosity.

Thus, Mark Zuckerberg stated with utmost seriousness, “Mr. Li, if you truly entrust this project to me, I will do my best to make it the absolute best!”

Li Mu nodded, “OK, you will have full responsibility for the Facebook project from now on!”

With that, Li Mu threw out his offer, saying, “I will still invest five million dollars for forty-nine percent of the shares in Facebook, based on the valuation I gave you before. However, I have one more condition: I want my external Foundation to hold ten percent of the shares. Similarly, my external Foundation will invest one million two hundred thousand dollars according to the valuation. The remaining forty-one percent of the shares will belong to you personally.”

Mark Zuckerberg was dumbfounded, staring at Li Mu. “Mr. Li, this is your project, your money, and your domain name. Why should I get such a high percentage of shares…?”

At this point, all of Mark Zuckerberg’s pride and confidence had essentially completely succumbed to Li Mu. He no longer viewed himself as an entrepreneur holding an idea / creative concept to attract investment, so forty-one percent of the shares seemed terrifyingly high to him.

Li Mu estimated that if he were to propose reducing Mark Zuckerberg’s shares to within thirty percent, he would agree without hesitation.

However, Li Mu did not do so.

He wasn’t trying to exploit shares from Mark Zuckerberg. He just hoped to have sufficient control over the future Facebook to ensure it would become his next super product.

Mark Zuckerberg initially dared not accept the forty-one percent shares Li Mu offered, but because Li Mu firmly refused to reduce his share any further, Mark Zuckerberg tearfully accepted Li Mu’s offer.

Subsequently, Li Mu began more in-depth discussions with Mark Zuckerberg.

Aside from the share allocation, Li Mu, as an investor, had many other requirements, including how to ensure Mark Zuckerberg was tied to the project and how to secure Mark Zuckerberg’s actual interests.

First, Mark Zuckerberg, as the person in charge of the project, must commit to not voluntarily leaving the Facebook project within five years. His forty-one percent shares would be released in installments over five years, or sixty months.

This means that for every month Mark Zuckerberg stays with the Facebook project, he would receive zero point sixty-eight percent of the shares. If he wanted to leave after working for ten months, he would only receive six point eight percent of the shares effectively.

Second, if Mark Zuckerberg wishes to leave Facebook before the five-year period expires, the shares he effectively receives cannot be freely exercised. Li Mu personally, and the Foundation established by Li Mu’s three companies, will have the right of first refusal, and the acquisition price will be calculated based on the valuation of the most recent financing round.

For example, if Mark Zuckerberg only stayed for ten months and there was no new round of financing during those ten months, his effective shares would be six point eight percent, which would be cashed out for him based on the initial valuation of ten million two hundred thousand dollars. Mark Zuckerberg would effectively receive only about seven hundred thousand dollars, and all other shares would be reclaimed by the company.

Third, Mark Zuckerberg can obtain all forty-one percent of his shares after the five-year period expires. If there is financing dilution during this period, his forty-one percent will be proportionally diluted.

Finally, if Mark Zuckerberg wants to leave Facebook after obtaining all his shares, and Facebook has not yet gone public / IPO, then his shares will still be preferentially acquired by Li Mu and Li Mu’s Foundation. The price will still be calculated based on the valuation of the most recent financing round.

If Facebook has already gone public / IPO at that time, Mark Zuckerberg’s stock can be freely exercised in the market. However, as a Shareholder, he is responsible for the overall development of the company, so his shares cannot be divested shares and cash out all at once to avoid impacting the company’s stock price. His divest shares must also be carried out over five years, with twenty percent able to be divested shares each year. Of course, he can also choose to continue holding them without divesting shares.

The set of regulations Li Mu formulated for Mark Zuckerberg regarding obtaining, cashing out, and divesting shares basically conforms to the ways of using / user experience of the entire capital market. Furthermore, for most capitalists, Li Mu’s plan is already very fair and merciful. It ensures that Mark Zuckerberg, as long as he stays at Muye Technology for five years, will receive all his shares, and also ensures that if he leaves at any point in between, he will receive his due returns.

Such an investor is very rare. In the seemingly high-tech, cutting-edge internet industry, cheating, swindling, and extorting are no less common than in other industries. In fact, in this industry, integrity and character are trampled even more thoroughly.

Throughout internet history, countless successful Bigwigs have blemishes / black marks of betraying partners. When starting a business together, everyone is a good brother, but once the venture succeeds, they immediately turn on each other. In this industry, once money is involved, human nature is immediately exposed to the fullest.

Some go back on one’s word, some discard loyal followers after they’ve served their purpose, some are perfidious, and some even betray their benefactor and backstab. Disgraceful things are commonplace in the internet industry; in almost every successful project, the interests of some core members are sacrificed, exploited, and mistreated.

The phenomenon of one general’s success being built upon ten thousand withered bones is especially common in the internet capital market. Whether it’s Steve Jobs or Mark Zuckerberg, their developmental histories will inevitably have such blemishes / black marks. Li Mu, relatively speaking, can be considered a gentleman in the internet industry. Anyone who cooperates with him, as long as they work diligently as required, will definitely receive their due returns.

Mark Zuckerberg agreed to Li Mu’s series of demands almost immediately.

For him, receiving such a share and such treatment for this kind of project was already a stroke of incredible luck, so he had no objections to Li Mu’s offer.

Li Mu then immediately had Li Ziwei contact Ding Zhengling, his capital expert, to quickly establish an Investment Fund in the country. Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay would jointly fund one billion yuan RMB in a four to three to three ratio, to be used for future investments in the internet industry, with Facebook being the first investment project.

At the same time, Li Mu also asked Lin Qingya to arrange for dedicated personnel to register the American Facebook company with Mark Zuckerberg. As soon as the company registration was successful, Li Mu would immediately inject capital into the company.

After Li Mu decisively made all the arrangements, Mark Zuckerberg asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, do you think it’s necessary for me to temporarily withdraw from school immediately?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Don’t rush to temporary withdrawal from school yet. Don’t forget your strategic positioning for development for Facebook: the early stage should focus on universities. If you yourself leave university, you will lose the best identity for promotion. So I suggest you continue to stay at Harvard and complete the first phase of Facebook’s work. After the first phase is completed, if the time is right, you can temporary withdrawal from school and devote yourself fully to the internet industry.”

Mark Zuckerberg immediately agreed, “I’ll listen to you!”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Once the project starts, all plans, pacing, and budgets will be determined by you. After you’ve settled them, you just need to give me a plan and let me know your strategy. Unless absolutely necessary, I will not interfere with your plan. Additionally, if additional investment is needed and you don’t have enough cash to inject capital, you can lead the company in financing. At that time, you can treat me as an investor. Write a Business Plan, set your valuation and financing goals, and I will arrange professional personnel to conduct financing due diligence. All of this will follow standard financing procedures.”

Facebook is an extremely massive project. Six million twenty thousand dollars won’t be able to push this project too far, so it’s bound to undergo round after round of financing, diluting equity to obtain cash while improving performance to increase Market Value.

Since financing is required, whether Li Mu invests himself or external capital invests, Shareholders will have their equity diluted. But if Li Mu invests himself, his own equity can avoid being diluted. On the contrary, through the reasonable dilution of Mark Zuckerberg’s equity, he can increase the equity share he actually controls. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

Moreover, on the path of corporate capital development, the earlier one gets in, the greater the benefits.





Chapter 1201: Renmin University Alumni Dining Together

Acquiring Mark Zuckerberg and Facebook in a way that exceeded expectations, such a huge gain, put Li Mu in a state of high excitement.

For Li Mu, Facebook held immense strategic importance. Not only was it a dominant, super-product in itself, but it was also a super-product he had strategically placed overseas.

Whether it was YY, Taobao, or the future WeChat, all were super-products born in China that would go global. However, if the international situation were to undergo significant changes, the development of Chinese internet products overseas would inevitably suffer a certain impact. Rather than risking that, it was better to lay a foundation overseas in advance, a flag that could echo back, ensuring that if world affairs changed, his own system would still have fruitful achievements in both the East and the West.

Mark Zuckerberg himself was supremely satisfied with the final cooperation method, and he completely accepted all the restrictive conditions Li Mu proposed. This was an excellent win-win situation.

With a product like Facebook, Mark Zuckerberg’s innate talent in this field, and his own internet resources, Facebook would become famous in North America within one or two years. Perhaps in eight to ten years, Facebook’s market value could exceed three to four hundred billion US dollars. Even if his 59% stake were diluted, he would still retain at least over 20%, which would be nearly one hundred billion US dollars in assets.

Li Mu estimated that, at this rate, in another eight to ten years, when the mobile internet era arrived, his net worth would probably not just make him the wealthiest person in the world, but his personal wealth might even equal the combined net worth of Forbes’ second to tenth richest people…

Harvard President Lawrence, having been sharply reprimanded by Li Mu over the 3321 project, was in an exceptionally irritable mood. However, Li Mu didn’t let him off the hook. In the evening, Li Mu invited the exchange students from Renmin University to dinner at Harvard, specifically requesting Lawrence and Xie Huairu to accompany them.

Lawrence discovered that after his failed attempt to play mind games with Li Mu, Li Mu had completely changed his approach.

The old Li Mu was humble and polite, not only devoid of the airs of a billionaire but also showing him ample respect. However, the current Li Mu treated him as someone to be ordered around. Humility was gone, politeness was gone, the airs were there, and respect was gone.

The stark contrast in Li Mu’s behavior created a huge emotional disparity for Lawrence, yet he didn’t dare show any temper. All of this was trouble he had brought upon himself; he could only take the fall and reap what he sowed.

However, this greatly excited the batch of exchange students from Renmin University.

They had traveled thousands of miles, carrying their reverence for Harvard, to arrive here. In this unfamiliar environment, they were extremely cautious in everything they did. Even so, they found it difficult to truly integrate and always remained on the periphery of this environment. Forget a sense of belonging; even their sense of presence became very weak and insignificant. However, as soon as Li Mu arrived, he immediately gave them a very strong sense of presence.

The more popular Li Mu became at Harvard, the stronger the presence of these Renmin University exchange students felt. From being ignored at first, now within a single day, almost all Chinese-descendant students proactively sought to get to know them, and even some white students showed goodwill towards them because of the labels ‘Li Mu’ and ‘Renmin University’. This was the change Li Mu brought them.

And now, Li Mu had not only specifically invited them to dinner at Harvard but had even brought the President of Harvard University along to accompany them. This was an incredibly huge honor. Looking at the entire Harvard campus, how many students could command the President’s accompaniment?

At seven o’clock that evening, all the Renmin University exchange students arrived as scheduled at the Harvard faculty and staff’s exclusive dining hall. Li Mu, following Western customs, had reserved a Western-style banquet there.

When Li Mu, Lawrence, and Xie Huairu arrived at the dining hall, all the Renmin University exchange students were already there. As Li Mu entered, he immediately saw Su Yingxue chatting with Dong Ai.

Dong Ai, among the Renmin University students, was like everyone’s senior female student, having an excellent reputation among the students. It could be said that besides Li Mu, Dong Ai was the most influential person among the students at Renmin University. Conveniently, she was also at Harvard handling matters related to the 3321 US site, so Li Mu invited her to join as well.

Upon seeing Su Yingxue, Li Mu’s heart, just like before, involuntarily felt a touch of nervousness. Facing Su Yingxue, Li Mu could never quite recapture his mature mindset from his thirties.

Su Yingxue and Li Mu’s eyes met, and her gaze revealed deep surprise and delight. After coming to the US, the spatial distance made her miss Li Mu even more. If not for being in such a public setting, she might have already been unable to restrain herself and would have rushed straight into Li Mu’s arms.

Li Mu shared the same thought as Su Yingxue at that moment. He had originally not wanted to disclose his trip to the US, so he could quietly visit Su Yingxue at Harvard after finishing his serious business, thereby also getting some private time together. However, his cooperation with Coca-Cola had completely derailed his plan, forcing him to come to Harvard publicly and meet Su Yingxue in this manner.

Lawrence at this moment was like an eager butler, inviting Li Mu to sit down while telling Xie Huairu, “Tell the staff to be ready; the speed of serving dishes must not be slow!”

Xie Huairu nodded and went to communicate with the restaurant manager first. Lawrence then said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, the French cuisine at our restaurant is excellent. While not luxurious, the taste is superb. I’ve sent someone to retrieve my 1982 red wine kept here; you can try it later.”

Li Mu hummed nasally and nodded slightly, not speaking to him. Instead, he walked directly up to Dong Ai and Su Yingxue, smiling as he asked, “What are you two chatting about, looking so happy?”

Dong Ai knew about Li Mu’s relationship with Su Yingxue. She pursed her lips into a smile and said in Chinese, “I was telling Yingxue how arrogant you were today, really giving the President a good scolding, which felt great for me.”

Li Mu glanced at Lawrence beside him. Xie Huairu wasn’t there, so he assumed Lawrence didn’t understand Chinese. Thus, he also spoke in Chinese, “This Old Fox actually wanted me to take the fall for him. If I didn’t knock him down a peg or two, he’d really think I’m a three-year-old, messing with me.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue and gently asked her, “Are you getting used to staying at Harvard these days?”

Su Yingxue shook her head, slightly shy, and said, “Not very used to it.”

Li Mu said seriously, “If you’re not used to it, come back to China with me this time. I think Harvard is just alright, and besides, you might not even learn much as an exchange student for half a year.”

Su Yingxue felt a warmth in her heart but shook her head and said, “Now that I’m here, of course, I can’t give up halfway. Besides, I really can learn a lot…”

Dong Ai then said with a smile, “Li Mu can’t bear to leave you alone in the US; he wants you to go back and keep him company.”

After speaking, Dong Ai turned to Li Mu and said, “General Manager Li, don’t worry though, if Yingxue doesn’t want to go back, I’ll help you take good care of her.”





Chapter 1202: Lawrence’s Remedial Measures

Lawrence’s utilitarian mindset and petty tricks made Li Mu look down on Harvard a little.

In his eyes, Harvard had now shed its former halo as the world’s top university, replaced by a familiar stench of money.

Both Lawrence and James Keane made Harvard increasingly vulgar in Li Mu’s heart, resembling a garish and common piece of clothing.

Under the influence of this mindset, Li Mu indeed did not want Su Yingxue to continue as an exchange student there. It would be more reassuring for her to return to China.

However, Li Mu also knew that with Su Yingxue’s personality, she rarely changed her mind once she had decided something. Asking her to give up her exchange student program at Harvard and return home was something she definitely wouldn’t agree to. Still, he wanted to try, but as expected, Su Yingxue was unwilling.

After being reborn, Li Mu was better at grasping the appropriate measure than before. Seeing that Su Yingxue was indeed unwilling to stop the exchange student plan, he stopped mentioning it at the opportune moment.

Xie Huairu came out from the back kitchen at this time, and the first thing he did was invite everyone to take their seats. Since there was no Chinese chef in the restaurant, the dining together was entirely Western-style. Over ten people were arranged around a long rectangular dining table.

Before sitting down, Dong Ai casually said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, please sit here with me.” With that, she directly vacated the seat next to Su Yingxue and went to an empty seat elsewhere.

Since Li Mu was seated at the very end of one side, with Su Yingxue next to him, Lawrence had no choice but to shamelessly sit opposite Li Mu, smiling as he also beckoned Xie Huairu closer.

Seeing Li Mu and Su Yingxue sitting together, Xie Huairu felt a bit annoyed. He knew in his heart that Li Mu’s visit to Harvard, though ostensibly at Lawrence’s invitation, was actually for Su Yingxue.

During Su Yingxue’s time at Harvard, Xie Huairu had paid a lot of attention to her. Not only was he personally very curious about Su Yingxue, but his elder sister, Xie Yun, had also repeatedly told him to keep a close eye on Su Yingxue. Although Xie Yun hadn’t specified exactly what to pay attention to regarding Su Yingxue, Xie Huairu knew very well that his sister’s demands were nothing more than two things: one was for him to act as an intelligence station, to stake out and monitor; the other was for him to properly investigate Zhao Ziqiu’s competitor on her behalf.

Once everyone was seated, the servers immediately began bringing out various dishes. Lawrence’s several bottles of high-end red wine, stored in the restaurant, were also brought out by the servers, who poured a little red wine into each person’s glass. Xie Huairu then quietly said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, would you like to say a few words?”

According to both Eastern and Western traditions, someone always says a few words at the beginning of a meal. Logically speaking, this was Harvard’s territory, Lawrence’s home ground. Out of politeness and respect, Li Mu should have first exchanged pleasantries with Lawrence and let him, as the host, speak first. But Li Mu completely bypassed him. He stood up with his wine glass and spoke in Chinese to everyone present:

“Almost everyone here is a fellow student or senior from Renmin University; there are no outsiders. So I won’t say any formalities. It’s a rare opportunity for us to gather here across the ocean. I sincerely wish you all a smooth and successful exchange student experience at Harvard, and that you achieve great things!”

Having finished speaking, Li Mu raised his wine glass high and said, “Come on, everyone, let’s toast!”

All the Renmin University students were excited and immediately stood up with their wine glasses. Xie Huairu, being Chinese, subconsciously stood up upon hearing the call to toast together. Lawrence, sitting next to him, looked puzzled and tugged at Xie Huairu’s sleeve, asking him in a low voice, “Xie, what are they doing?”

Xie Huairu then came to his senses. Li Mu had just proposed a toast with his fellow Renmin University students; why was he standing up with them? So he quickly sat back down and whispered into Lawrence’s ear, “Li Mu just wanted to have a drink with his fellow Renmin University students. It’s customary at Chinese banquets to first raise glasses together.”

Lawrence felt uneasy. American custom also involved everyone toasting together and saying “Cheers.” Why was Li Mu making distinctions here, toasting with Renmin University students first?

The Renmin University students were all exceptionally excited at this moment. After everyone toasted together, Li Mu smiled again and said, “According to Chinese customs, we have three toasts. This is the first. After the third toast, everyone can mingle freely.”

Xie Huairu then translated for Lawrence in his ear: “They will make three such toasts consecutively, and only then will they begin to interact and drink privately.”

Lawrence nodded slightly, sighing inwardly. He had truly made a blunder this time and had genuinely offended Li Mu. Li Mu was leaving tomorrow; before he left, Lawrence had to find a way to make amends, or finding another opportunity would probably be difficult.

At the dinner table, Li Mu couldn’t be bothered to talk to Lawrence. He kept speaking Chinese with his fellow Renmin University students, ignoring not just Lawrence, but even Xie Huairu.

Lawrence didn’t know what Li Mu was saying, but he kept in mind what Xie Huairu had told him. Seeing Li Mu toast three times with the other students, the atmosphere at the table instantly grew warmer. Everyone quickly began chatting amongst themselves, becoming quite lively.

Seeing that everyone was enthusiastically chatting and no one was paying him any attention, Lawrence hesitated repeatedly before finally speaking to Li Mu with a placating smile, “Mr. Li, I have something I’d like to say to everyone. I wonder if I may?”

Li Mu looked up at him, not immediately responding, but staring at him for over ten seconds, which made Lawrence feel uneasy. Only then did he turn his head and say to the other students at the table, “Everyone, please quiet down. Principal Lawrence would like to say a few words to everyone.”

The others were unaware of the conflict and estrangement between Li Mu and Lawrence. As the Principal of Harvard, everyone still held Lawrence in high regard. Upon hearing that the Principal also wanted to speak, they all stopped talking and eating, quieting down and looking at Lawrence, waiting for him to begin.

Lawrence stood up, holding his wine glass, and said earnestly, “Harvard has been established for many years, and this is the first time we’ve collaborated with Renmin University for an exchange student program. All of you are outstanding students from Renmin University. Your arrival has shown me the spirit of Renmin University students, and even Chinese university students as a whole, which has left a deep impression on me.”

After a few introductory remarks, Lawrence sighed and said, “Undoubtedly, all of you are exceptionally outstanding students, and you are more diligent, hardworking, and earnest than Western university students. For Harvard, you are precisely the students we desire most. Therefore, I sincerely invite all of you, after completing your undergraduate education, to pursue your Master’s degrees at Harvard. At that time, Harvard will directly approve your applications and provide two years of full scholarships to everyone present!”





Chapter 1213: Leave of Absence Notice





Chapter 1203: Top-Tier Educational Resources

Two years of full scholarships…

The crucial reason Lawrence made such a substantial promise was none other than to curry favor with Li Mu and to compensate for the loss of his credibility in Li Mu’s eyes.

Lawrence’s single promise excited nearly all the Renmin University students present.

Everyone there understood what a Harvard graduate degree meant. Acquiring such a degree essentially qualified one to join the elite class in the United States and even globally. With it as a credential, one’s career progression after entering society would normally be much faster than that of an average person.

Being accepted into a Harvard graduate program was by no means easy, and even if one could get in, the tens of thousands of dollars in annual tuition and fees, plus the high cost of living, were astronomical figures that most Chinese families could not afford. As for a full scholarship, that was a pipe dream for the vast majority of Harvard students.

And now, Lawrence, with a single pronouncement, offered all the Renmin University students present a promise of Harvard graduate study. The weight of this promise was indeed immensely significant for these young people who harbored dreams of studying abroad and attending Harvard.

Although Li Mu still had reservations about Lawrence, objectively speaking, his attitude of apologizing and making amends was quite sincere. Moreover, from this compensatory plan, Li Mu saw more than just full scholarships for these exchange students; he saw a new channel for educational resources.

Since Lawrence had the capability to promise direct admission and scholarships, as long as he remained at Harvard, Li Mu could use him to send exchange students. If he could send dozens of domestic university students and Master’s degree candidates to Harvard annually for graduate and doctoral studies, he could, to some extent, additionally utilize some of Harvard’s educational resources.

In the future, if maternal younger male cousins like Xiao Hao, along with other siblings, or even friends and employees, had the desire to study at Harvard, Li Mu could easily arrange it through Lawrence.

For Li Mu, top-tier educational resources like those at Harvard, while purchasable with money, would incur very negative public impact if bought directly. The public inherently harbors some resentment towards the rich, and if wealthy individuals directly exchange money for educational resources, it will inevitably face dissatisfaction and rejection from ordinary people.

Having accepted Lawrence’s show of goodwill, Li Mu’s attitude towards him improved slightly. In front of everyone, he spoke to Lawrence, saying, “On behalf of all Renmin University students, I thank Principal Lawrence for his kind intentions. I believe that exchanges and cooperation between Harvard and Renmin University can continue in the future, perhaps even growing larger.”

Li Mu’s attitude suddenly eased, which made Lawrence’s eyes light up, and his mood immediately brightened. He said, “I also believe that exchanges and cooperation between the two universities can continue. In the second half of the academic year, we will definitely conduct another exchange student program with Renmin University, striving to allow more Renmin University students to experience Harvard University’s educational approach in the United States, and also to allow more Harvard students to experience the charm of Renmin University in China!”

Li Mu nodded slightly. This Lawrence was indeed quite sensible; he knew he made a mistake, and knowing where he went wrong, he could immediately rectify it. Such a person was ultimately worth giving another chance.

So, Li Mu deliberately spoke to Dong Ai in English: “Dong Ai, regarding the 3321 US site, you must put more effort into it, wholeheartedly doing this project well!”

Dong Ai immediately nodded and said, “General Manager Li, rest assured, I certainly will.”

Lawrence finally breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that Li Mu had forgiven him.

…

After dining together with the Renmin University alumni, Li Mu was arranged to stay at the hotel on the Harvard campus. Although the hotel was small in scale, its standards were very high, and it was managed with great strictness, the environment exceptionally quiet.

That evening, Li Ziwei came to Li Mu’s room to discuss the upcoming itinerary. According to the plan, Li Mu would fly back to San Francisco tomorrow noon. However, this time, Li Mu would not return to Silicon Valley but would go directly to Wei Lan’s parents’ home as a guest, and then leave with Wei Lan the next day.

After leaving San Francisco, the next destination was Los Angeles, heading to Hollywood to meet Steven Spielberg.

The day after tomorrow afternoon, Li Mu would participate in the launch press conference for the movie project “Flying Tigers” with Steven Spielberg, officially announcing the formal commencement of the film.

Li Mu believed that with his and Steven Spielberg’s involvement, the participation of two major first-tier actors, Tom Hanks and Leonardo, and an investment exceeding one hundred million dollars, the “Flying Tigers” project, once announced, would undoubtedly cause immense shock waves in Hollywood, the Chinese film industry, and even the global film industry.

The fictional and fabricated “The Last Samurai” had just been slandered into a pile of stinking dog poop, so “Flying Tigers,” a movie largely based on true history with some cinematic adaptations, would certainly win over the vast majority of audiences.

After Li Ziwei finalized the itinerary with Li Mu, she chatted with him about the details of “Flying Tigers” and couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “General Manager Li, who do you plan to put in charge of the casting for the Chinese actors in ‘Flying Tigers’?”

Li Mu chuckled, “What made you think of asking that question?”

Li Ziwei said, “I think that no matter who is in charge, Chinese actors will try everything to get a role from them, because this movie is sure to make history in the Chinese film industry, and as actors, everyone wants to seize this opportunity.”

Li Mu laughed, “Other than Du Wei, let Director Steven Spielberg decide on all the other actors.”

Li Ziwei seriously said, “I think you should personally oversee the casting of Chinese actors. Foreigners have a real problem with their aesthetics regarding our people.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why do you say that?”

Li Ziwei chuckled, “To be honest, when we Chinese look at Westerners, most of us can discern good from bad, pretty from ugly. The Westerners we find attractive, Westerners themselves also find attractive. But when Westerners look at us Chinese, their eyesight is truly not to be complimented, because the Chinese people they find attractive often look awkward to us Chinese themselves.”

“You have a point…” Li Mu seriously pondered Li Ziwei’s words and realized she was indeed correct.

Whether in Hollywood, the fashion industry, or the entire Western world, their aesthetic standards for East Asian women seemed to have some issues. Sometimes, the “super East Asian beauties” in their eyes were simply too ugly for Li Mu to look at. If aesthetic standards were not aligned, it could potentially have some bearing on the casting process.

Logically, allowing Steven Spielberg to handle the casting would be closer to the perspective of Hollywood and even the entire Western world. However, the chosen roles might not be liked by Li Mu and the majority of Chinese and East Asian people. So, Li Ziwei also had a point; if he himself handled the casting, it could better suit the aesthetic standards of East Asians.





Chapter 1204: The Senator

By the time Li Mu left Harvard, the structure of the 3321 US site team had been completely reformed.

Dong Ai officially became the highest-ranking person in charge of the 3321 US site. Both the 3321 Team in China and the 3321 Team at Harvard would report to her.

Every member of the 3321 US site team, including Lawrence, had to unconditionally obey Dong Ai’s leadership regarding work on this project. Otherwise, they would be permanently expelled from the project. Dong Ai held the power of life and death over every individual, and even the authority to completely halt the 3321 US site.

After Dong Ai’s dominant authority was clarified, Lawrence’s status as second-in-command was also established. As the second-in-command, everything had to follow the head’s arrangements. Furthermore, he no longer had the right to decide the retention or departure of team members, nor did he have the opportunity to bring scum like James Keane into the 3321 Team.

James Keane had originally been making shrewd calculations to forcefully seize control of the 3321 US site, but unexpectedly, Li Mu kicked him out as soon as he arrived. Infuriated, the entire Keane family was searching for a solution for him.

Li Mu, having left Harvard, quickly rushed to Boston Airport and boarded the private jet he had rented, which was located in a dedicated private jet hangar. He was preparing to fly to San Francisco.

Soon after Li Mu boarded, a convoy of five black Cadillacs drove directly into the hangar entrance. Just as the private jet’s pilot had started the engines, a directive immediately came through the radio from airport control, ordering him to temporarily shut down the aircraft engines and instructing the flight attendants on board to open the cabin door.

Li Mu had been resting his eyes on the plane when the aircraft engine noise suddenly ceased, causing him to involuntarily open his eyes.

Li Mu had been flying frequently recently, so he was very familiar with the roaring sound of jet engines. Whenever he heard the engines spool up, he knew the plane was about to push back; whenever he heard the throttles at full power, he knew the plane was beginning its takeoff roll. This time, the engine noise stopped inexplicably shortly after starting, which was indeed extremely abnormal.

At this moment, a flight attendant hurried over to Li Mu, leaned down, and whispered in his ear, “Mr. Li, Senator Billy Duncan from Massachusetts has arrived.”

Li Mu frowned, “Senator? I don’t seem to know this person.”

The flight attendant said, “The airport said he wants to see you, so the flight has been temporarily delayed.”

A flicker of annoyance crossed Li Mu’s heart. Some senator inexplicably popped up wanting to see him, and straight-up halted his plane without even asking for his permission. Was this man an almighty figure? Just because he said he wanted to see Li Mu, did Li Mu have to meet him?

With a surge of irritation, Li Mu said to the flight attendant, “Tell the airport that I’m not seeing anyone. Tell them to clear us for departure immediately.”

The flight attendant said with a troubled expression, “Mr. Li, the airport has ordered us to open the cabin door immediately. We cannot disobey this order…”

Li Mu narrowed his eyes, demanding, “Is this plane I rented from you under the jurisdiction of Boston Airport?”

The flight attendant helplessly replied, “Mr. Li, according to regulations, any aircraft at an airport must comply with airport dispatch and orders. Furthermore, after 9/11, airport control over civil aviation aircraft has become even stricter. If our airline refuses to cooperate with the airport’s demands, our company could very likely be blacklisted by the US civil aviation authorities, and then our business in America would be completely ruined…”

Li Mu asked her, “So, you mean you have to open the cabin door?”

The flight attendant nodded apologetically and bowed to Li Mu before saying, “I’m very sorry, Mr. Li, but we cannot defy the airport’s orders. Please, try to understand…”

Seeing the young flight attendant’s pitiful expression, Li Mu knew that this matter was completely out of her control. There was no point in arguing with her, so he said to her, “Then, open the cabin door as they requested.”

As soon as Li Mu spoke, Wang Yuanlang, who was seated at the very front, and his two other subordinates immediately became hyper-alert, fearing that opening the cabin door might bring some danger to Li Mu.

At this moment, the Cadillac convoy had stopped outside the cabin. After the flight attendant opened the cabin door and lowered the stairs, she immediately moved to stand aside. Through the round window, Li Mu saw a middle-aged man in a suit step out from the front passenger side of a stretched limousine in the middle of the Cadillac convoy. As soon as he got out, he immediately opened the rear door, from which another middle-aged man, dressed in a long black trench coat, emerged.

The middle-aged man in the suit respectfully made a ‘welcome’ gesture. The man in the long trench coat, with a rather grand gesture, adjusted his collar, and then strode purposefully towards Li Mu’s private jet. The man in the suit hastily followed behind him, jogging all the way.

Li Mu mused, it seemed the man in the trench coat walking ahead was the senator the flight attendant had mentioned.

Senators in America hold significant social status and influence. Some are so awesome that they can even challenge the President. Their power is extraordinary, and if they are a senator from the local state, their authority within that state is often stronger than the governor’s.

Li Mu couldn’t understand why a senator, who should have been managing a myriad of daily affairs, would rush to the airport to put on this show for him.

Before he could ponder further, the man in the trench coat quickly ascended the steps of the private jet. As soon as he entered the cabin, he saw Li Mu sitting upright in his seat. The man in the suit also quickly followed, merely standing silently behind the trench-coated man, his face full of caution and eagerness.

“Mr. Li Mu!” the man in the trench coat said with a smile, greeting Li Mu as he approached. As he spoke, he walked right up to Li Mu and complimented him, “I’ve always wanted to meet you, but there hasn’t been a suitable opportunity. I heard you came to Harvard and are leaving today, so I had no choice but to quickly have the control tower stop your plane so I could rush over to meet you.”

Li Mu was unhappy, but he still offered a slight smile. A senator’s influence in America was indeed extraordinary, and it was best not to offend one if possible. So, Li Mu said, “Senator, you’re too kind. If you wanted to see me, you just needed to have your liaison just say the word to my personal assistant, and I would certainly make time to pay a visit. There was no need for you to personally rush to the airport.”

Hearing Li Mu’s words, the man in the trench coat smiled faintly and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, you’ve misunderstood. I am not the senator.”

Li Mu was taken aback. He wasn’t the senator? Had the flight attendant misheard?

At this point, the man in the trench coat smiled and pointed to the timid man in the suit behind him, saying, “He is the senator…”





Chapter 1205: Paul Keane

“

When the man in the trench coat said that the lackey behind him was the Senator, Li Mu was momentarily stunned.

“

Didn’t they say the Senator wanted to meet him? How did the Senator turn into a lackey? And who was this person who made the Senator so timid and respectful?

“

Perhaps sensing Li Mu’s surprise, the man in the trench coat smiled at Li Mu, extended his hand, and said, “Mr. Li Mu, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Paul Keane.”

“

Paul Keane?

“

Li Mu frowned. He had never heard of this name before; there was no impression of him in his memory.

“

At this moment, Paul Keane added, “Mr. Li may not be very familiar with the Keane family. We are not deeply involved in the internet industry; most of our businesses are in brick-and-mortar industries.”

“

As soon as the other party mentioned the Keane family, Li Mu immediately understood who they were.

“

The Harvard Student Union president Dong Ai had mentioned, who had been trying to grasp control of the 3321 US site, was James Keane, a descendant of the Keane family.

“

Li Mu had never met James Keane, but since he was a graduate student, he would be around twenty-three or twenty-four years old. Paul Keane, on the other hand, looked about fifty, making it likely he was James Keane’s father.

“

Li Mu wondered to himself, I put pressure on Lawrence to kick James Keane out of the 3321 project. Now, this Paul Keane suddenly shows up with a Senator. Is it about James Keane?

“

Despite his doubts, Li Mu still politely said to Paul Keane, “Hello, Mr. Keane.”

“

After greeting him, Li Mu gestured around the cabin and asked, “May I ask what brings you here to see me, Mr. Keane?”

“

Paul Keane smiled faintly, pointed to the seat in front of Li Mu, and asked, “May we sit down and talk?”

“

Inside Li Mu’s private jet, besides eleven first-class seats, there was also a small conference table. The conference table had a two-plus-two seating arrangement, and Li Mu himself sat at the table, making it convenient for using his laptop or reading books.

“

Seeing that Paul Keane had clearly come prepared, Li Mu wanted to find out what he was up to. The fact that he could have a Senator following him like a subordinate showed that his political power and status were indeed quite considerable.

“

So, Li Mu gestured for Paul Keane to sit, saying, “Since Mr. Keane wishes to talk, please sit down and we can chat.”

“

Paul Keane had brought the Senator to showcase his political power to Li Mu. He knew Li Mu was very wealthy, but also that Li Mu had no political foundation in the United States. In his view, political connections would be Li Mu’s top priority for future development in the US. Therefore, demonstrating his strength in the political sphere first would facilitate the upcoming negotiations.

“

Seeing Li Mu invite him to sit and talk, Paul Keane smiled calmly and sat opposite Li Mu. He chuckled and said, “Actually, my unannounced visit primarily concerns a small project in your hands, Mr. Li.”

“

Li Mu smiled slightly, already knowing that Paul Keane was here for 3321, but he didn’t expose him directly. Instead, he said, “Mr. Keane, please speak openly.”

“

Paul Keane nodded and began, “To be frank, the president of the Harvard Student Union, James Keane, is my son. I would like to ask for your help, Mr. Li, to allow my son to play a sufficiently important role in the 3321 US site project. In return, the Keane family will share the special resources we have cultivated in America for over a century with you, Mr. Li. In the future, we can both benefit and develop together.”

“

As he spoke, Paul Keane pointed to the respectful Senator behind him and added, “If we can reach a合作, Mr. Duncan will apply for substantial government subsidies for the 3321 US site project from the Massachusetts state government. He can even mobilize various state government resources to accelerate the development progress of the 3321 US site.”

“

Li Mu looked at Paul Keane and chuckled faintly, “Mr. Keane, money has never been an issue for 3321. I have sufficient funds to ensure the 3321 US site gets on track. Moreover, 3321 itself is a non-profit project; all profits are to be used to subsidize impoverished students. Rather than having Mr. Duncan seek government subsidies for 3321, it would be more direct to have the state government directly donate the subsidy money to impoverished students.”

“

Paul Keane understood the implication in Li Mu’s words: Li Mu had no interest whatsoever in the government subsidies he mentioned. This was a subtle rejection.

“

However, Li Mu’s reasoning was sound. 3321 was a public welfare project. Generally speaking, it was already incredibly rare for a wealthy individual to be willing to undertake a charity project. Who would go out of their way to expend various personal and relational resources just to do charity? Paul Keane using this to negotiate cooperation held no attraction for Li Mu.

“

But Paul Keane was not discouraged in the slightest. He continued, “3321 is just a small matter I use as an example. The Keane family has been cultivating its influence in America for so many years that it has permeated every corner of American society. Your company, Pastoral Tech, Mr. Li, will surely have many important plans for America in the future. With the help of the Keane family, you will definitely achieve twice the results with half the effort.”

“

Li Mu smiled and asked Paul Keane, “Mr. Keane, let’s put aside what kind of help the Keane family can provide for a moment. Why don’t you first tell me your specific demands?”

“

Paul Keane stated, “My core demand is for my son, James Keane, to be in charge of the concrete work of the 3321 US site. Whether it’s for external declarations or actual implementation, he will serve as the general manager of the 3321 US site. As long as you can help us achieve this, and ensure the smooth launch of the 3321 US site, the Keane family will definitely compensate you doubly in other areas!”

“

Speaking, Paul Keane reminded him again, “In America, to build a large enterprise, government relations are an extremely important resource. Mr. Li, you have a significant deficiency in this area. Although no substantial impact is visible now, as Pastoral Tech continues to develop in the United States, the adverse effects of this deficiency will inevitably manifest step by step and become increasingly obvious. With the Keane family as partners, all these problems can be easily solved.”

“

Li Mu smiled playfully, looking at Paul Keane, and said, “Mr. Keane, if I’m not mistaken, your son has already been dismissed by the 3321 Team. You should also be aware of many of his actions during this period, without me needing to elaborate. Not only is he unsuitable to be the general manager of the 3321 US site, he is not even suitable to be a member of the 3321 Team. So, I’m very sorry, but I cannot agree to your proposal!”

“





Chapter 1206: What Right Do You Have to Teach Me Experience?

Li Mu’s rejection was within Paul Keane’s expectations.

Paul Keane himself was a businessman. He understood the universal values among businessmen: during negotiations, before receiving a satisfactory price, one must decisively refuse, refuse, and refuse again, until the opponent’s offer was satisfactory.

From this perspective, Paul Keane didn’t show any dissatisfaction with Li Mu’s refusal. Instead, he said with a smile, “Mr. Li, I’m very sorry, my disappointing son’s way of doing things was a bit improper, but his capability is undoubtedly high. If the 3321 US site is entrusted to him, he will definitely achieve results that satisfy you.”

After speaking, Paul Keane continued, “If his capability truly cannot satisfy you, then just letting him hold the title of general manager is acceptable. For me, and for the entire Keane family, our core demand is for him to gain sufficient reputation and influence through the 3321 project. Mr. Li, you should understand this best.”

What Paul Keane said was indeed true. Li Mu had undertaken many projects, each differing in scale, valuation, and significance. However, in terms of cost-effectiveness alone, no project could compare to 3321.

3321 was merely an uncomplicated web page product, yet it not only nurtured Alipay as a payment product for Li Mu but also brought him a sufficiently strong public base and political standing. It even garnered him extremely high worldwide reputation and influence. One could say that 3321 laid the foundation for Li Mu’s entire business development; without this foundation, it would have been difficult for him to develop unimpeded to this extent.

Li Mu said to Paul Keane, “Mr. Keane, precisely because I deeply understand the importance of 3321, I cannot allow others to rampantly interfere with and influence its development. I can make 3321 available for cooperation with various countries worldwide, but all cooperation must adhere to my core positioning for 3321. If anyone attempts to change 3321 or make it deviate from my path, then no matter who they are, I will not let them remain with 3321, nor will I let them continue to have any substantive influence on it.”

Paul Keane nodded in understanding and said apologetically, “James is still young, lacking in social experience, and tends to be autocratic in his actions. During the previous advancement of the 3321 project, he did many inappropriate things. For this, I apologize to Mr. Li on his behalf.”

At this point, Paul Keane changed the subject and continued, “Frankly, I personally believe that 3321’s significance to you, Mr. Li, has largely been maximized. In other words, 3321 has reached a bottleneck. Its subsequent development will find it difficult to further enhance your influence. In this situation, I personally feel that Mr. Li could entirely treat 3321 as an outwardly directed resource to exchange for more benefits for yourself and your other industries.”

Paul Keane observed Li Mu’s expression, hoping to see some change. But to his surprise, this young man in his early twenties consistently maintained an unfathomable demeanor. He simply couldn’t infer or judge Li Mu’s inner thoughts from the subtle changes in his facial expression.

Unable to gauge Li Mu’s approach, Paul Keane had no way to continuously adjust and optimize his lobbying strategy. He could only say to Li Mu, feeling unsure, “If Mr. Li can help the Keane family in this matter, allowing James to gain sufficient influence in the 3321 project, the Keane family will definitely remember this favor and will certainly provide Mr. Li with appropriate returns in various ways in the future.”

Li Mu looked at Paul Keane and smiled slightly, tapping his fingers lightly on the table as he slowly began, “Mr. Keane might have misunderstood. The significance of 3321 in my mind isn’t to gain so-called greater influence for myself. Its purpose is to help more students resolve the financial difficulties they face in their studies and daily lives.”

After speaking, Li Mu said with a serious expression, “I will not allow anyone, including myself, to use 3321 for seeking fame and praise. This naturally includes your son, James Keane. So, I’m sorry, I cannot help you with this matter.”

Paul Keane had originally thought that, given the Keane family’s political influence in the US, as long as he stepped in to show goodwill to Li Mu, Li Mu would eagerly rush to cooperate with him. But he never expected Li Mu to be so impervious to persuasion. No matter how he tried to persuade him, Li Mu simply didn’t buy it, which made Paul Keane’s arrogant heart extraordinarily indignant.

Paul Keane suppressed his anger and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I believe you are an outstanding businessman. The most important skill for an outstanding businessman is to learn to assess the situation. Refusing others’ goodwill might provide momentary psychological satisfaction, but the negative consequences it brings will likely continuously cause you unnecessary trouble. Therefore, I hope Mr. Li will think twice.”

Li Mu smiled, “Mr. Keane, I believe that to become an outstanding businessman, one must first become a true man. A true man never becomes a sycophant to circumstances. This is my principle, so I don’t need to overthink it. My answer remains: No!”

Paul Keane’s brow furrowed, and his attitude suddenly turned much colder. He spoke in a warning tone, “Mr. Li, being on good terms with the Keane family can bring you many unexpected benefits, but falling out with the Keane family will also bring you many unexpected losses. I hope you don’t act on impulse. As an experienced person, I warn you: in the face of profit, there are never principles, only prices!”

Li Mu narrowed his eyes, observing Paul Keane, and asked curiously, “You say you’re an experienced person. I’d like to ask, what is your definition of an ‘experienced person’?”

Paul Keane didn’t know why Li Mu asked this, and said unpleasantly, “The definition of an experienced person is someone who has experienced more and understands more than you.”

“I see.” Li Mu nodded in realization and smiled slightly. “If I’m not mistaken, the entire Keane family, across several generations, hundreds of people, toiled for over a hundred years to create today’s colossal industry worth over ten billion dollars. I’m not wrong about that, am I?”

Paul Keane said with great pride, “That’s right, the Keane family has a very long history and foundation/heritage in the US. Our influence is already deeply rooted in this land!”

Li Mu’s expression instantly became contemptuous. He scoffed, “Your several generations, hundreds of people, and over a hundred years of effort have only brought you to this point today. Yet I, alone, in two years, have created an industry of comparable scale to the Keane family, perhaps even with a higher market value than yours. Purely in terms of efficiency, I am countless times higher than you. What qualifies you to teach me experience as an experienced person? If one of us is destined to learn from the other, then the one who needs to learn is definitely not me, but you!”

Before saying these words, Li Mu’s attitude during his conversation with Paul Keane had always been based on politeness and courtesy. Paul Keane had grown accustomed to Li Mu’s uniquely Chinese disposition of low-key, humble, and reserved demeanor. But when Li Mu suddenly unleashed all his reserved sharpness, this drastic contrast made it difficult for Paul Keane to accept.

However, Li Mu wasn’t wrong at all.

The entire Keane family, after so many years of cultivation, was only worth tens of billions of dollars. Li Mu’s visible valuation was already hundreds of billions of dollars. Once all his industries were brought out for sale, his ultimate worth would likely significantly surpass that of the Keane family. In such a situation, the entire Keane family couldn’t even be compared to Li Mu, let alone just Paul Keane, a single member of the Keane family.

Paul Keane didn’t expect to be shut down so suddenly. He was rendered speechless by Li Mu’s words, unsure how to respond, let alone how to refute.

Li Mu, who should have left long ago, had been listening to his nonsense for a long time for no reason, and was already sick to death of him. Originally, Li Mu had intended to subtly reject the other party and let them retreat, knowing the difficulty. But he never expected the other party to have no self-awareness whatsoever, instead becoming more and more pretentious. To be forcibly put on a show by someone whose actual worth was perhaps less than one-tenth of his own, Li Mu’s gentlemanly demeanor lasting this long was already a miracle.

Just as Paul Keane was speechless, Li Mu continued to unleash powerful destructive force. He looked at Paul Keane and spoke coldly, “Mr. Keane, it’s the internet age now, so please stop using those old imperialistic tactics to discuss cooperation with others.”

“Stepping back, not to mention that it’s impossible for me to exchange 3321 for your benefits, even if I were willing to use 3321 for a beneficial exchange, I would never be bluffed by your empty words. You come to me expecting to get something for nothing just by flapping your lips; you’re clearly overestimating yourself! If I could be bluffed by a few words from you, how would I have created today’s industry? Do you think my hundreds of billions of dollars in worth just appeared out of thin air?”

“You…” Paul Keane looked at Li Mu, his face flushed, as if all his clothes had been stripped off and all his trump cards laid bare before Li Mu.

Paul Keane, mortified and indignant, understood that with Li Mu having spoken to this extent, cooperation on 3321 was utterly impossible. The so-called gentlemanly demeanor he had feigned instantly vanished. He stood up and furiously told Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I advise you: sometimes, one should be a bit more humble! Don’t be too arrogant! There are some people you cannot afford to offend!”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Come teach me experience when your net worth surpasses mine. Before that, whatever you say, in my eyes, is merely a loser’s delusional fantasy.”

Having said that, Li Mu made a gesture to usher him out towards the cabin door, and said calmly, “My time is precious. If there’s nothing else, please leave as soon as possible. If you have other matters, you can contact my assistant first.”





Chapter 1207: Li Mu is Not Someone to Be Trifled With

With Li Mu’s accomplishments today, if he were to unleash his full firepower when confronting others, the powerful impact would likely be unbearable for anyone.

Paul Keane originally just wanted to use the political resources the Keane family had cultivated in the US for many years to show off to Li Mu, but unexpectedly, Li Mu didn’t buy it at all.

In Li Mu’s view, vague and intangible things like political resources were inherently difficult to quantify. Although the Keane family had this capability, it would still be a bit lacking if they genuinely tried to show off with them openly.

Wealthy individuals could directly compare net worth and industries. The Keane family couldn’t really compare who had more photos with the President and the Secretary of State. What’s more, the US political scene was not stable at all, and political resources were often only effective within a particular president’s term.

Therefore, Li Mu directly ignored their political influence and compared himself with Paul Keane and even the entire Keane family from a different dimension. “You want to compare, don’t you? Let’s compare who has more money, who has a higher net worth, and who earns the most money per unit of time.”

From the dimension of earning speed alone, Li Mu probably could already set a world record. By using concrete figures to embarrass Paul Keane, no matter how Li Mu ‘hit’ him, Paul Keane could only take it.

Paul Keane finally understood that someone like Li Mu was simply not someone he could intimidate. He was still trying to bring out the entire Keane family to put pressure on him, yet Li Mu didn’t even put the Keane family in his eyes.

Enraged, Paul Keane said to Li Mu before leaving: “Mr. Li, it’s fine if you don’t want to cooperate. I just want to remind you, America isn’t China. In China, perhaps no one dares to go against you, but this is America. If you want to develop here, you must follow the rules here!”

Li Mu scoffed and said: “Are your rules that others must obey your commands and let your people play important roles in their industries? Does having someone from your Keane family serve as the head of 3321’s US site constitute following the rules here? Then I’ll just conduct a survey on YY later, push it to users across America, and see how many of the nearly one hundred million netizens in America support your theory.”

“WTF…”

Paul Keane was dumbfounded.

If Paul Keane’s words just now were a veiled threat, then Li Mu’s words were a blatant intimidation.

You, Paul Keane, want your son to come into my 3321 to seek fame and praise, and that’s already absurd enough, but you even dare to threaten me? Since that’s the case, I’ll just expose this matter through YY, let netizens across America evaluate it, and I’d like to see if the American people will curse you to death.

As soon as Li Mu’s intention was exposed, Paul Keane immediately backed down. He blurted out almost without thinking: “Mr. Li, I don’t think this matter needs to escalate to such a level. Even if this cooperation wasn’t achieved, we can at least still be friends. In the future, we can certainly look for other opportunities to cooperate, what do you say?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Mr. Keane, you’ve delayed me for so long. My plane should have taken off a long time ago. If there’s nothing else, please go attend to your own matters.”

Paul Keane had a deep fear of YY’s exposure capability. He had never considered this point before, but after being threatened by Li Mu like this, he immediately thought of the huge hidden risk behind it. If Li Mu really exposed the matter of him seeking him out, then the Keane family would surely be utterly disgraced across America. Moreover, the perfect image he had painstakingly built for his son would collapse in an instant. By then, the entire Keane family would be too passive.

So, under these circumstances, the proud Paul Keane could only back down to Li Mu. He stood up and politely said: “Then I won’t disturb Mr. Li any further. If you have any needs in the future, remember to contact me at any time.”

After speaking, Paul Keane stood up and, looking dejected, got off the plane with the Senator.

After Paul Keane and the Senator got off the plane, the Pilot immediately received clearance instructions from the Control tower. The Pilot breathed a sigh of relief. The plane was already about half an hour later than its scheduled departure time. He still needed to make up for the time Paul Keane had delayed, as much as possible, within the remaining time.

The plane was pushed out of the Hangar and slowly proceeded towards the airport runway. Li Mu suddenly had an idea and said to Li Ziwei: “Zi Wei, before the plane takes off, call Qingya. Tell her I’m going to personally write an article to push to all users in America via YY. Tell her to get ready and wait for my message. I’ll send her the manuscript as soon as the plane lands.”

Li Ziwei almost immediately sensed Li Mu’s intention. She knew Li Mu was going to strike first to gain the upper hand, so she instinctively reminded him: “General Manager Li, if possible, it would be best to have less friction with the Keane family. Otherwise, if things get too tense, it might bring us unnecessary trouble in the future.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Do you think Paul Keane looks like a pushover? The more I try to keep the peace, the more they will push their luck. This time, if I don’t show my fangs first, the Keane family will surely bite off half a catty of my flesh. Since that’s the case, why can’t I seize the initiative, bite off half a catty of his flesh first, and make him weigh the consequences properly?”

Li Mu clearly knew in his heart that Paul Keane would definitely not let it go at that. After returning today, there’s no telling what methods he would use to retaliate against him. In that case, if he were to wait idly for Paul Keane to act, it would be truly difficult to ensure he wouldn’t be stabbed in the back. Since that’s the case, why not strike first?

The reason Paul Keane did all this was nothing more than for James Keane’s future. He had refused him today, and there’s no telling what methods he would use to retaliate tomorrow. Moreover, that James Keane was not someone to be trifled with either. Hadn’t he already registered the 3321USA domain name? If he didn’t show his fangs, who knows, he might really launch 3321USA.com.

Once the Keane family realized he was easy to bully, there’s no telling how they would bully him in the future. Rather than that, it’d be better to directly expose James Keane first, sever his path, and at the same time, let the Keane family know that he was no pushover, not someone they could just antagonize casually!

After Li Ziwei understood Li Mu’s motivation, she no longer said any words of persuasion. She also worried that if Li Mu remained silent this time, the Keane family might intensify their actions in the future. Rather than leaving a hidden risk that could explode at any time, it was better to strike at his Achilles’ heel first and let him know that Li Mu was not someone to be trifled with!





Chapter 1208: Strike First to Gain the Upper Hand

In San Francisco airport, Wei Lan and her father Wei Jun waited together for Li Mu’s arrival.

Wei Lan hadn’t wanted her father to hassle himself by coming along to the airport, but her elderly father insisted on accompanying her. The fundamental reason was his profound gratitude towards Li Mu; in his eyes, Li Mu was the savior of the entire Wei family.

When Li Mu’s private jet landed at San Francisco airport, Li Mu had already handed his laptop to Li Ziwei. The computer contained an article he had written in English during the flight, titled “Never-Bow-To-Anyone” (Never Bow to Anyone).

Li Mu wrote this article in the first person, under his real name. He immediately got to the point, introducing the 3321 US site project and its core positioning.

Undoubtedly, like its parent organization 3321, the 3321 US site is a completely non-profit educational charity. Li Mu also clearly stated in the article that the 3321 US site and 3321 would maintain parallel development, with absolutely consistent direction, but without cross-interference. All charitable income acquired by the 3321 US site would be entirely used to fund impoverished students within the United States. Therefore, fundamentally, the 3321 US site was a tutoring platform established entirely for American students.

The reason for clarifying the 3321 US site’s positioning was to generate sufficient goodwill among readers within the United States, so that they would genuinely regard the 3321 US site as an organization seeking benefits for their compatriots.

Once this goal was achieved—making the American people feel strongly positive about the 3321 US site—Li Mu would then, through a preconceived notion, draw American readers into his camp. Subsequently, when he would bombard James Keane or even the entire Keane family, he wouldn’t be fighting alone, but would have the support of tens of millions, or even over a hundred million, American netizens.

After introducing 3321, Li Mu changed the subject, writing: “Who can imagine that in America, a market hailed as the freest and most democratic, someone would harbor malicious intent towards a purely philanthropic project like the 3321 US site? Not only did they forcibly interfere with and obstruct the promotion of the 3321 US site for ulterior motives, but they even coveted the entire 3321 US site, vainly attempting to appropriate it for themselves and turn it into a tool for seeking fame and praise. It is utterly shameless!”

Subsequently, Li Mu directly exposed James Keane’s name, while also listing James Keane’s despicable actions, such as how he attempted to seize control of 3321 and use it to accumulate political standing for himself, and even his shameless attempt to hijack the 3321 US site by using domain name resolution to redirect it to his own different domain.

Immediately after, Li Mu exposed in the article all the facts: how he removed James Keane from the 3321 project, and how Paul Keane had blocked his plane, vainly attempting to take the 3321 US site from him. He then wrote: “Mr. Paul Keane may not know me well. Although I come from China, thousands of miles away, and have no deep roots in America, from the moment I started my business from scratch until now, I have never feared anyone or any difficulty. It was true in the past, it is true now, and it will be true in the future!”

“I traveled thousands of miles to bring 3321 to America, to enable 3321 to do what it can for young American students, not to pave the way for someone’s son to gain political standing! If anyone harbors ill intentions towards 3321, then bring it on. I, Li Mu, will see it through to the end!”

Outwardly, the entire article seemed to be Li Mu making an unyielding stand. In truth, his deeper purpose was to give the Keane family a taste of their own medicine. Did they think just because they had some connections, they could mess with what belonged to Your father here? Did they think being a local boss meant they could casually stop Your father here’s plane? Did they think that after they came shouting orders, Your father here would have no choice and even have to swallow his anger and humiliation?

This time, Your father here will let you know what happens when you provoke him!

The reason for writing this article was precisely for Li Mu to strike first to gain the upper hand. He wanted to ruin the Keane family’s reputation before they even had a chance to react, pushing them to become adversaries of the entire United States!

Li Mu didn’t care how capable they were in American politics; at least on the matter of 3321, the American people would undoubtedly stand with him.

From Li Mu’s understanding of Americans, one of the things they resented most was the privileged class abusing their prerogatives. If such abuse of privilege infringed upon the interests of ordinary citizens, it was an even greater taboo in the hearts of the American people.

The Keane family itself was already part of America’s privileged class, and 3321 was a public welfare product intended to benefit students across the entire United States. Yet, for their own interests, the Keane family blatantly interfered with 3321. When the time came, the American people would certainly vehemently denounce the Keane family; at that point, the public’s rage alone would be enough to give the Keane family a tough time.

After the plane landed, Li Ziwei immediately traveled alone by car to Silicon Valley. She was to follow up on this news push on Li Mu’s behalf.

This time, Li Mu wanted more than just a simple promotion; he wanted to turn it into a hot topic, to incite as much public dissatisfaction with the privileged class and hostile sentiment towards the Keane family as possible. If this was done well, for a long time to come, the Keane family would face immense opposition in whatever they did. More importantly, once they experienced the impact of such massive resistance, they would inevitably learn to tuck their tail between their legs and behave, absolutely daring not to target 3321 again.

Li Ziwei departed with Li Mu’s orders. Li Mu, accompanied by his three bodyguards, emerged from the airport and met Wei Lan and Wei Jun, who had been waiting for a long time.

Before Li Mu could reach them, Wei Jun, unable to restrain himself, came forward to greet him. As soon as he was close, he extended both hands to shake Li Mu’s, muttering, “Mr. Li, I’ve waited so long, I’ve finally met you!”

Li Mu first discreetly exchanged a glance with Wei Lan, discerning the hidden elation in her eyes. Then, he politely smiled at Wei Jun and said, “Hello, Paternal Uncle Wei. I didn’t expect you to look so young!”

Wei Jun, who was nearly sixty years old at the time, indeed looked very youthful. His hair was black, his build slender, and his complexion and color were excellent. His mental state was also impeccable. These factors almost entirely contributed to an age-reducing effect, making Wei Jun appear to be only in his early forties, not looking old at all.

Wei Jun chuckled and said to Li Mu, “I’ve been in a good mood lately, and I exercise every day, so my complexion and overall spirit are better than before. Just the other day, I accompanied my wife to get her hair done, and I couldn’t resist the shop owner’s bluster; I had my hair dyed black. And you know what, once my hair was dyed black, I really did look a lot younger.”

After speaking, Wei Jun held Li Mu’s hand and said earnestly, “Mr. Li, our family owes everything we have today to you!”





Chapter 1209: How Could I Let You Be Sad and Despair?

Wei Jun once thought that half his life’s efforts across the ocean would turn into smoke, but unexpectedly, at his most desperate moment, Li Mu’s appearance changed the fate of his entire family.

Currently, although Wei Jun is still involved in a lawsuit and cannot return to China for the time being, his family’s assets have been largely protected. He also made a fortune by buying stocks at the bottom based on the information Li Mu provided. With the assets he currently possesses and those visible in the future, Wei Jun no longer needs to worry about the future of his family of three.

Though it all boils down to money, for Wei Jun’s family of three, this money truly had the effect of bringing them back to life. Hence, Wei Jun has always regarded Li Mu as his family’s savior.

To Wei Jun, Li Mu’s greatest kindness wasn’t even about money. It was because of his help that his beloved daughter could be spared from numerous difficulties and hardships. He understood his daughter’s personality; she had tried so hard to turn the tide for him. If she had ultimately failed, even if she came to America to reunite with her parents, she would have suffered long-lasting pain in her heart.

But looking at her now, even though his daughter has been away for a long time, whether through phone calls, YY video chats, or their reunion these past few days, Wei Jun can always see relaxation, happiness, confidence, and upward vigor on her face. Even before their family encountered misfortune, he had never seen her in such good spirits.

Wei Lan is Wei Jun’s only daughter, and her current state brings Wei Jun immense comfort.

As for Wei Lan, before she became Li Mu’s woman, her heart was filled with 24/7 gratitude and admiration for him. But after becoming his woman, Wei Lan’s emotional state adjusted exceptionally quickly. Now, she no longer felt the initial gratitude towards Li Mu. All she thought about was one thing: to do everything in her power to solve problems for the man she loved. Although her capabilities were still far inferior to his, she would still dedicate all her energy and treat every small worry she could alleviate for him with utmost seriousness.

The enthusiastic Wei Jun personally drove Li Mu and Wei Lan back to his villa. Wei Lan had initially wanted to sit next to Li Mu in the back seat, but her Dad was driving. With the passenger seat empty, sitting in the back would seem disrespectful. Besides, she didn’t want her Dad to notice any hint of something between her and Li Mu. After all, her relationship with Li Mu couldn’t be seen. She wasn’t afraid of her Dad criticizing her, only of him feeling heartache for her.

Along the way, Wei Jun kept introducing the scenery and development along the route to Li Mu. As a real estate developer, his topics often revolved around where land prices were highest, where development was taking place, or where there was significant future development potential. He even suggested that Li Mu come to the United States to develop real estate.

Li Mu merely smiled faintly and told him, “Paternal uncle Wei, I don’t have the energy to focus on real estate right now. All the business related to Wan Ying Real Estate is currently being managed by Wei Lan. I’m barely involved anymore.”

Wei Jun glanced at his daughter and said with a lack of confidence, “Wei Lan has indeed been in real estate for a long time, but handing over such a major project to her, can that girl really handle it?”

Questioned by her Dad, Wei Lan wasn’t angry at all. Instead, she laughed from the side, “Dad, don’t think he’s really just confidently handed everything over to me to operate. Actually, everything I’m doing now was pre-arranged by him. I’m just responsible for advancing according to the strategies he formulated.”

Wei Jun chuckled, saying with a relaxed expression, “That’s good. I thought Mr. Li had truly entrusted you with real estate projects worth several billions entirely. If you messed it up again, wouldn’t our Wei family be repaying kindness with malice?”

Wei Lan said helplessly, “Dad, you have too little confidence in me…”

Wei Jun laughed, “It’s not that I lack confidence in you; I’m just afraid you won’t be able to control such a large project. But with Mr. Li guiding from behind, I’m relieved.”

Li Mu interjected with a smile, “Paternal uncle Wei doesn’t need to worry too much. In the next ten years, the domestic real estate industry will likely be very simple. As long as you acquire land at normal prices and develop normally in first-tier cities, you’ll make money no matter what you do. You could even do it with your eyes closed and still profit. And I highly acknowledge Wei Lan’s capabilities. I believe that with her capability, it won’t be long before she becomes China’s best female real estate developer.”

Wei Jun looked at Li Mu through the rearview mirror and asked in surprise, “Mr. Li is so optimistic about the domestic real estate industry?”

Li Mu nodded, “I believe that in the next ten years, China’s real estate market will definitely be the best real estate market in the world. As long as there are no major operational issues, turning funds into dozens or even a hundred times their initial amount within ten years will not be a problem.”

Li Mu’s words left Wei Jun dumbfounded, and even Wei Lan beside him found it hard to believe.

No industry, no matter how hot or how exorbitant its profits, could ever claim that funds could expand a hundred times in ten years. Such a profit margin was enough to drive any businessman mad.

Although Li Mu wasn’t from a real estate background and wasn’t entirely clear on the specific details of real estate development, he was very clear about the future development trend of real estate in China over the next decade. Investing one hundred million yuan and turning it into several billion yuan in ten years was no big problem at all. After ten years, a large number of wealthy individuals worth tens of billions would emerge in China’s real estate industry, and billion-level wealthy individuals would be too numerous to count.

While both Wei Jun and Wei Lan were shocked by Li Mu’s conclusion, deep down, neither of them doubted Li Mu’s words. After regaining his composure, Wei Jun even sighed emotionally, “Hearing Mr. Li say this, I’m truly a bit unwilling to retire so early in the United States! At my age, I’m still in my prime in the business world. I should fight for another ten years without regrets!”

Wei Lan said, “Dad, don’t just throw the word ‘death’ around. Work has its value, and retirement has its joys. If you really feel that life is too boring right now, you can use the money you have to speculate on properties in the United States. Forget about development; it’s too tiring.”

Wei Jun nodded absent-mindedly. A moment later, he sighed softly, “Forget it. Letting me speculate on properties now is like asking a racing driver to switch to driving a tractor. I was just rambling a bit; don’t take it to heart.”

Wei Lan suddenly felt a pang of sadness. She knew what her Dad truly thought. For him, no matter how relaxed and comfortable life was in America, it couldn’t compare to fighting for a living back home. At his age, money and comfort weren’t the most important things. What he truly wanted was to return to that familiar battlefield, charging forth on the front lines, a capable general.

However, Wei Lan also knew very well that her Dad’s case was still under review. As a crime suspect, if he returned to China now, he would likely be immediately taken into custody until the formal court trial. At his age, if he were to go back and suffer imprisonment, his body definitely couldn’t stand up to it. Moreover, no one could guarantee what the outcome of the trial would be.

Wei Jun’s situation was very awkward. If he were to return to China now and surrender, while the judgment might be lenient, he would still certainly be subject to criminal detention for a period before the trial. Furthermore, the trial’s outcome was uncontrollable; no one knew what kind of ruling the judge would give him at that time.

If it were a symbolic ruling like a three-year sentence with a three-year suspended sentence, that would be fine, at least he would regain freedom after the ruling. But what he feared most was receiving a fixed-term imprisonment of several years during the trial. By then, trying to escape would be a pipe dream.

Wei Jun had the same worries, which was why he had never dared to return to China, only wanting to wait for the judgment to come out before deciding. If he was sentenced to a suspended sentence, he would return and surrender. If the sentencing was too severe, he would simply never go back. Anyway, for an economic offender like him, it was impossible to be issued a red notice. As long as he didn’t return to China, he could live peacefully for the rest of his life.

The father and daughter each harbored their own thoughts and fell silent. The atmosphere in the car suddenly froze. Wei Lan turned her head to look at the constantly receding scenery outside the window, remembering that she would be going with Li Mu to Los Angeles tomorrow, then leaving the United States and her parents. A profound sense of loss filled her heart.

The family of three could only reunite overseas, but she didn’t know when she would next be able to come to America.

Through the right rearview mirror, Wei Lan could see Li Mu’s blurred face. The young man sitting behind her was handsome and smart, with capability and courage unrivaled in the world. But Wei Lan also understood that their current seating arrangement, one in front and one behind, perfectly represented their future. Although she could be by his side, she ultimately couldn’t be intimate and affectionate in front of others like a normal couple.

It was like this with her parents, and it was like this with her lover too. This feeling made Wei Lan feel a hint of despair about her future life.

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu through the car’s outside rearview mirror. Li Mu’s peripheral vision accidentally met Wei Lan’s eyes through two layers of car windows and a mirror. The moment their eyes met, Wei Lan’s gaze darted away as if she had received an electric shock, but Li Mu still detected the deep loneliness in her eyes.

At this moment, Li Mu suddenly spoke, casually saying to Wei Jun, “Oh, by the way, when I return to China in a few days, I’ll take some time to meet with the leaders of the Huzhou City Procuratorate to see if there’s a reliable solution for your case. If they are willing to allow bail pending trial and promise a suspended sentence, then you and Auntie might as well return. If you still want to do real estate, you can choose to join Wan Ying or re-establish your own team. If you need funds, the promise I made to Wei Lan before can be realized in advance.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, Wei Lan instantly turned around, her sparkling eyes widened significantly as she asked with surprise, “Are you serious?!”

Wei Jun also snapped back to reality, slamming on the brakes to stop the car. He looked at Li Mu through the rearview mirror, trembling with excitement…

With two pairs of exciting, disbelieving eyes staring at him, Li Mu chose to meet Wei Lan’s gaze. He looked at her and smiled slightly, saying seriously, “When do I ever joke about serious matters?”

While saying this, a silent thought went unspoken in Li Mu’s heart: “You are my woman, how could I let you be sad and despair?”

Wei Lan couldn’t hear Li Mu’s inner monologue, but the moment her eyes met Li Mu’s, she knew he was serious. At that instant, her eyes couldn’t help but sting, and tears instantly rolled down…





Chapter 1210: Double Guarantee

Wei Jun’s case was very interesting.

It was a classic political case in China; not particularly large, yet far from small. The final outcome hinged entirely on how it was handled.

After all, once politics became involved, the flexibility within the process became extensive.

“Extensive flexibility” meant that if the direction of the wind was unfavorable, or if certain untouchable interests were infringed upon, the situation could easily escalate to the most severe extreme. However, if the sensitive aspects could be avoided, it was even possible for the responsibility not to be pursued at all.

What determined this degree of flexibility, besides the political forces leading the incident, was a third party with sufficient influence. As long as their influence was great enough and they were willing to expend personal favors or even their entire network for the matter, then the possibility of major issues becoming minor ones, and minor issues disappearing, was very high.

With Li Mu’s current energy and influence, if he truly were to step in to protect Wei Jun, there would certainly be no major problem. While he couldn’t guarantee that all of Wei Jun’s responsibilities would be cancelled out, ensuring he wouldn’t face imprisonment would definitely be achievable. However, Li Mu had never entertained this thought. That was because he always felt he had already helped Wei Jun a great deal. Not to mention, he had prepared shares in Wan Ying Real Estate for Wei Lan, and even planned to entrust her with managing all his real estate properties in the future.

Li Mu had helped Wei Jun preserve a significant portion of his assets and also helped him earn substantial profits on the American stock market. Whether it was for Wei Jun or for Wei Lan, who had become Li Mu’s woman, they both felt Li Mu had already done more than enough for them, so much so that even if Wei Lan desperately wished for her father to return safely to China, she never thought of asking Li Mu for help.

However, the moment Li Mu’s eyes met Wei Lan’s in the rearview mirror, he truly understood that what this woman needed most was not a good plan or a good future from him. What she needed most wasn’t material things, but emotion.

In that moment, Li Mu realized that Wei Lan’s hard work for Wan Ying in China wasn’t truly for money, but for him. Yet, the affection he could offer her had inherent flaws, and her relationships with her own family had acquired obstacles. In such circumstances, it was somewhat too cruel for Wei Lan.

Under these circumstances, making up for these two types of emotional bonds as much as possible became his greatest responsibility towards her.

Currently, he worked tirelessly in various places every day. Even if he tried to spend more time with her in the future, his capacity was limited. In this situation, ensuring her parents could return safely to China became the best option.

From the time Li Mu bought Wei Lan’s villa, Wei Lan had always been in a state of gratitude towards Li Mu. When it came to Li Mu, her thoughts were always about how to repay his kindness, so she had never made any demands of him, not even regarding her father’s case. She had never thought of asking Li Mu for help.

However, things were different now. Wei Lan had become Li Mu’s woman. Previously, Li Mu hadn’t considered Wei Jun’s situation, but now that he had, he absolutely had to find a way to resolve it.

Wei Lan was so agitated at this moment that she became incoherent. She paid no mind to her father stopping in the middle of the road and pressed Li Mu, “How can my father’s case be handled?!”

Wei Jun also looked at Li Mu expectantly, awaiting his answer.

Li Mu said, “After we return to China, I’ll find someone to help make introductions. I’ll meet with the leader in charge of political and legal affairs in Huzhou City, and casually mention this case during a private meeting. We’ll see if I can call in a favor. If not, we’ll weigh other options.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “If I don’t have enough influence, I believe it certainly won’t be a problem if Chen Ze steps in. I’ll ask him for help then.”

Chen Ze’s father held a high position and wielded real power. Wei Jun’s case would certainly be no issue for him. Given his relationship with Chen Ze, he would definitely grant this favor. Having him as a backup was equivalent to adding a double guarantee to this matter.

Hearing Li Mu say this, Wei Lan immediately felt at ease. Although Li Mu hadn’t personally delved deep into the political sphere, his global influence was undeniable. As long as he was willing to step in, this matter was practically a sure thing. What made her even more reassured was that Li Mu was not only willing to step in to solve it but had also provided a backup plan. Chen Ze’s political resources were evident. Even if Li Mu couldn’t solve it, bringing Chen Ze into the fold would resolve even the most insurmountable problems.

Wei Lan suddenly burst into tears. Although Wei Jun didn’t know Chen Ze, he had heard Wei Lan mention him. Upon hearing that Li Mu was even willing to bring out this young master to help him resolve the issue, Wei Jun instantly knew in his heart that it wouldn’t be long before he could bring his old lady back to China to reunite with their daughter!

Wei Jun was excitedly about to thank Li Mu when police sirens suddenly wailed from behind the car. A patrol car appeared on the left, and the passenger-side window rolled down. A male Caucasian police officer, with a stern face, shouted at Wei Jun, “Pull over!”

Wei Jun snapped back to reality and smacked his forehead, “Oh no, this is bad!”

There were many patrol police officers in American streets, and they had broad authority. Take the police in a patrol car, for instance: for speeding, illegal parking, or any other traffic violation, they would appear with sirens blaring, telling drivers to pull over for inspection. Moreover, American police officers carried firearms while on duty and had extensive law enforcement authority. Generally, getting spotted by the police for a traffic violation on the road was no small trouble.

Wei Jun dared not defy the police officer’s order, and quickly drove the car to the side of the road and stopped. The police car parked in front of Wei Jun’s car, and the officer then got out, his right hand gripping the handle of the handgun at his waist, ready to draw his weapon at any time.

“Show me your driver’s license!” The officer hadn’t even reached their car yet, but his loud voice was already booming.

Wei Jun had no choice but to get his driver’s license ready, roll down the window, and wait for the officer to approach. When the officer arrived, he didn’t immediately take the documents Wei Jun offered from the car. Instead, he loudly challenged, “Do you know that stopping without reason is not allowed on a traffic lane? I’ve been watching you for at least twenty seconds. In those twenty seconds, you showed no intention of continuing to drive. Have you been drinking?”

Wei Jun shook his head repeatedly, explaining, “Officer, I am truly sorry. I just heard some joyous news that is incredibly significant to me, so I lost control of my emotions for a moment. I am truly sorry!”

The officer frowned, looking at Wei Jun. After a moment, he took the driver’s license from his hand. After looking at it, he did not return the document, but looked at Wei Lan and asked, “Madam, please show me your identification.”

After saying that, he glanced at the man sitting in the back seat and said, “The passenger in the back, please also show your identification documents.”

Li Mu and Wei Lan only had their passports, so they could only hand those over. The police officer first looked at Wei Lan’s document, then flipped open Li Mu’s passport. When he saw the four English letters “LIMU,” he subconsciously frowned. But when he carefully examined the photo on Li Mu’s passport, his entire being suddenly exclaimed in delighted surprise.

“OMG! LIMU?!”





Chapter 1211: Racial Consciousness

Li Mu hadn’t expected to be recognized by an American police officer. When the officer excitedly called out his name, Li Mu, out of politeness, had no choice but to lower his car window and greet the officer.

Seeing Li Mu’s face and confirming it was him, the officer excitedly said, “I can’t believe it, it’s really you, Mr. Li! My son has always looked up to you as his idol, and I’ve always taught him to consider you a role model and aspire to become an outstanding talent who contributes to society, just like you. I never thought I’d actually get to meet you face-to-face. If I tell him I met you when I get home, he won’t believe it…”

Li Mu smiled and asked, “How old is your son?”

“Ten years old!” the officer replied, “He’s currently studying computers after school. His dream is to become an outstanding internet professional, just like you.”

Li Mu gave a humble nod and said, “Please relay to him that if he can persevere, the doors of Pastoral Tech will certainly be open to him. I hope that one day in the future, he can become a member of Pastoral Tech.”

“That’s wonderful!” The officer was so excited he clenched his fist and cheered like a child. Then he tentatively asked, “I have a camera in my car for law enforcement. Can I bring it over and take a picture with you? Don’t worry, once the photo is developed, I’ll only show it to my son, I won’t show it to anyone else.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded readily, then added, “Sorry, our car just had a little issue, which is why we stopped temporarily. I wonder if you could…”

The officer immediately waved his hand, saying equally readily, “That’s nothing, as long as the driver is more careful when driving backward.”

With that, the officer looked at Wei Jun and said sternly, “Hey buddy, you need to know that the person sitting in your car is the most outstanding young man in the world. For his safety, you really need to practice your driving skills. Do you understand?”

Wei Jun quickly nodded and said, “Officer, don’t worry, it won’t happen again.”

The officer nodded, handed the documents back to Wei Jun through the car window, and smiled, “But you’ll have to stop for a little longer. I’ll get my camera, take the picture, and then escort you all the way to the city proper.”

Before Wei Jun could say anything, the officer had already rushed back to his police car, retrieved a Digital Camera from it, and quickly ran back.

Li Mu got out of the car as promised, letting Wei Lan help take a photo of him and the officer. After the picture was taken, the officer immediately said to Li Mu, “Thank you, Mr. Li. You can depart now.”

Li Mu nodded slightly in acknowledgment, then got into the car with Wei Lan. Wei Jun also sighed in relief, started the car, and drove away from the scene.

Back on the road, Wei Jun sighed and said, “American police officers can sometimes be impossible. They have a lot of enforcement power, and many matters can be handled as both major or minor issues. In America, if you encounter someone who is overly meticulous about rules, anything is possible. If you accidentally speed, or run a red light, and you meet an easygoing officer, you might just get a few warnings and it’s over. But if you meet one of those meticulous types, you might not only be detained for a day, fined hundreds of dollars, and pay hundreds of dollars in bail, but then the court might also sentence you to 72 hours of community service later. All of this is perfectly normal.”

Li Mu chuckled and asked, “Traffic violations can have such serious consequences?”

“Yes!” Wei Jun nodded, chuckling as he asked, “Guess what happens if you park illegally in America?”

Wei Lan, beside them, asked, “You don’t mean you’d be sued too?”

Wei Jun nodded, laughing, “If it’s serious, you will be sued, and you’ll actually have to appear in court for trial. However, most situations result in a fine, plus a certain amount of community service.”

As he spoke, Wei Jun lamented, “To be honest, Americans really love going to court. Here, if you don’t appear in court a few times a year, you wouldn’t feel good saying you live in America. Big matters go to court, small matters go to court, even trivial matters go to court. That’s why they say the most profitable industry in this country is law.”

Wei Lan smiled, “I used to think that our whole family would live in America in the future. Hearing you say that, you almost Disdained this place…”

Wei Jun sighed, “Everyone else thinks America is great, but the longer I lived here, the more uncomfortable I grew. Actually, America isn’t as good as it looks from the outside. Most Chinese people living here don’t feel that happy inside, especially with racial discrimination. Although everyone outwardly protests and opposes it, this kind of thinking is still prevalent in American society. People of color in America will more or less experience differential treatment in their daily lives. This might not stem from laws and government, but from the grassroots of society.”

“Let’s take the police as an example. Some police officers personally have serious racial discrimination. Some time ago, a young Black man was shot and killed by an on-duty officer for refusing police inspection. The officer who shot him claimed in court that he felt his life was threatened, which is why he fired. But the young man had no weapons on him. Yet, the court still accepted his explanation and released him on the spot. I heard that after his release, he immediately returned to the police station to continue working. Although many Black people protested, it didn’t achieve any substantial effect.”

Wei Lan exclaimed, “That’s outrageous?!”

Wei Jun gave a helpless smile and said, “It is quite outrageous, but there’s nothing that can be done.”

Li Mu felt quite emotional after hearing this. He had been reborn from 2016, a time when global information exchange was already very convenient and smooth. Therefore, he had learned about many racial discrimination cases that occurred in America. There were countless incidents of police officers shooting people of color. It was truly not easy for East Asian people to gain the respect and recognition of the entire society here.

At this moment, Wei Jun said, “Take what just happened, for instance. If it had been a different police officer who had a prejudice against East Asian people, and without Mr. Li, this celebrity, in the car, they probably wouldn’t have let us leave so easily. At the very least, they would have given me a ticket without hesitation. At worst, they might have arrested me first, detained me for 24 hours, and then sued me.”

“Sued?” Wei Lan asked, puzzled, “For such a trivial matter, would it really warrant a lawsuit?”

Wei Jun nodded and said, “American public order has two highly disparate standards: one is to handle matters as small as possible, and the other is to escalate them as much as possible. And most of this enforcement power is in the hands of White people, so sometimes it’s exploited by those with prejudiced views. While extreme examples like the one I just mentioned are rare, being treated differently is still very common.”

After a pause, Wei Jun continued, “Such things are actually quite common in America. Black people and East Asian people, more or less, experience differential treatment here. Every Chinese person living here, I believe, has more or less received this kind of ill will stemming from racial discrimination, including myself.”

“Sometimes, when buying things at the supermarket, I’d be waiting in line to check out and a White kid would cut in line. If I reminded him, he’d immediately spew profanities, calling me a damn Chinese person, constantly muttering phrases like ‘Get out of my country.’ Do you think it’s a big deal? No, but can we feel comfortable hearing that? Sometimes, it’s so upsetting, you really want to fight those little bastards. But with my physique, let alone fighting young Americans, I can’t even beat Americans my own age. Americans grow up eating beef, honestly, their physical fitness is much better than ours, and they love working out, so generally, you really can’t beat them…”

As soon as Wei Jun brought up some of the deeper, underlying issues of America, it was as if he had opened a floodgate. He said with a sigh of melancholy, “I’ve talked about this issue with many Chinese immigrants in America. America is great; its economy, technology, and culture are all highly developed. But it’s not perfect; on the contrary, it has many drawbacks hidden beneath its glory. In fact, a considerable number of people don’t live as smoothly as they hoped in America. Everyone has their own pang of sadness. They also want to return, but their relatives and friends back home all believe that their immigration to America is a very fortunate and face-saving matter, to the point that it has fostered a sense of vanity in them, making them feel superior for having immigrated to America. Now, asking them to return would be like asking them to step down from the pinnacle. They couldn’t bear the loss of face.”

As he spoke, Wei Jun suddenly remembered something and said to Li Mu, “Oh right, Mr. Li, many Chinese high-achieving students in America seem to be preparing to return to China for development under your influence. I heard that quite a few have joined Pastoral Tech alone. A friend of mine, whose child immigrated to America with his parents when he was barely a teenager and also gained American citizenship, studied for his doctorate at Yale. When I met him last time, he said his son had already been hired by Pastoral Tech and was preparing to go to Yanjing.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Pastoral Tech has an overseas talent return program to actively promote and accelerate the return of overseas talents for development in China. In the future, even more effort will be invested in this aspect.”

Wei Jun asked curiously, “So, are those like my friend’s son, who have already obtained American citizenship, also included in your plan? It seems difficult for people who have already changed their nationality to change back to Chinese, right?”

Li Mu shook his head and smiled, “This plan is not government-supported, so it’s not restricted by nationality. Furthermore, I myself don’t prioritize nationality; I prioritize race.”

As he spoke, Li Mu explained, “To be honest, I personally don’t have racial discrimination; I’ve always believed that all human races in the world are equal. However, while I don’t have racial discrimination, that doesn’t mean I don’t have racial consciousness. On the contrary, I am a person with extremely strong racial consciousness.”

“The ancients said: ‘Those who are not of our kind are sure to be of a different mind.’ I strongly agree with this point. Therefore, what I pursue is to unite all the children of the Chinese nation, to work together to make this nation stronger. No matter where they are, no matter what nationality they have joined, as long as Chinese blood flows in their veins and they are willing to contribute their effort to the prosperity and strength of this nation, then they are the people we will strive to bring in for our future!”





Chapter 1212: Get Lost

As Li Mu shared dinner with Wei Jun’s family, YY launched a nationwide push in America, sending Li Mu’s article denouncing the Keane family —《Never-Bow-To-Anyone》— to all its US users.

This article, which exposed a prominent American family’s seeking fame and praise and ‘cuckoo’s nest’ tactics, immediately sparked a huge reaction among the American public. It truly stirred up a thousand ripples, instantly becoming the hot topic across the entire US that evening.

The American people’s attitude towards this matter was undoubtedly one-sided. Almost everyone stood with Li Mu, on one hand offering him support, and on the other, severely denouncing the Keane family.

The views Li Mu expressed in the article were highly approved by the American people. In his article, Li Mu stated that he brought 3321 to America to do charity work, not to earn a single cent. “So Your father here won’t stoop to look at anyone’s face. If your Keane family thinks you have some influence and want to use me to feather your own nest, then too bad, Your father here will fight you to the bitter end, even if 3321’s US site has to shut down for it.”

Li Mu’s attitude instantly pushed the Keane family into the most scorned spotlight. In the eyes of the American people, they were not only bastards seeking fame and praise, but also the culprits obstructing 3321’s entry into America. It was highly possible that their shameless actions would prevent 3321 from entering the US, and this offense weighed heavily on the public’s mind.

Ever since Li Mu gained fame with his lecture at Harvard, 3321’s business model as an internet charity product has been highly respected in America. Young current university students, in particular, eagerly anticipated 3321 settling down in the US. Li Mu himself had long taken practical steps, collaborating with Harvard to begin preparatory work for 3321’s US site. However, unexpectedly, the Keane family emerged in the middle of it all to cause disruption.

Facing Li Mu’s fury, the American people, who held him in extremely high regard, launched a large-scale denouncement of the Keane family. The internet was immediately swamped by a wave of condemnation against the Keane family, and television media outlets, having no vested interest in the Keane family, also began following up with reports, instantly pushing the incident’s popularity to its peak.

When the incident occurred, Paul Keane was having dinner with his family. It was his older brother, Todd Keane, who called to inform him of the news.

Over the phone, Todd Keane gave Paul a thorough dressing-down, angrily rebuking him for ruining the entire Keane family’s reputation just to glorify his son. He ordered Paul to quickly find a way to resolve the aftermath, warning that otherwise, the family would hold him accountable, possibly even removing James Keane from his position as heir. He told Paul to handle it himself.

For any group composed of multiple people to operate smoothly, it must have its own system. This applies to a family, a nation, and even more so to a country. Even a young couple of just two people must clearly define their respective roles, such as who earns the money, who manages it, and who is responsible for deciding daily affairs.

Once this system encounters a bug in its operation, or if it isn’t compatible enough with the environment or doesn’t run smoothly, then that group is bound to face major problems. The rise and fall of a dynasty depends on its system, just as the coming together and parting of a couple depends on the system between them.

And a large family that has developed over a century of history to the present day needs an even more scientific and precise system to ensure its operation than an ordinary family or clan. Otherwise, it simply wouldn’t be able to last for a hundred years.

The entire Keane family’s structure was extremely rigid. The family’s management was even more complex and rigorous than that of an enterprise. For the current Keane family, the true individual at the helm was Todd Keane. As the eldest son, he became the Chairman of the Board after old Keane passed away.

The overall principle of the family’s operational model was: the Chairman of the Board, as the supreme leader, must oversee the entire family’s finances and expansion. Others must not covet the Chairman of the Board’s position, nor should the Chairman of the Board hog all the credit and leave other family members to starve. Only by adhering to the rules set by their ancestors on this foundation could the family develop and endure for a long time.

According to the family’s hierarchy of seniority, if Todd Keane had a son, then his son would certainly become the next generation’s heir and leader of the entire family. To ensure he met the requirements for this role, the family would invest immense human, material, and financial resources into nurturing him from his early childhood, so that he could grow into an outstanding talent to the greatest extent possible.

Unfortunately, Todd Keane had no sons.

Sixty-year-old Todd Keane had successively married three women and had eight children, all without exception were daughters.

It was precisely because Todd Keane had no sons that Paul Keane’s son, James Keane, the high-achieving student from Harvard, had the opportunity to become the next generation’s leader of the family.

However, James Keane was designated as the next generation’s leader relatively late. When Todd was fifty, and James Keane was fifteen, Todd Keane, still unable to have a son, was forced by pressure to designate James Keane as the family’s heir according to family rules.

It was precisely due to these hidden circumstances that the family did not invest sufficient effort and resources into nurturing James Keane during his childhood and adolescence. As a result, James Keane grew up with some unsavory habits: laziness, vanity, and deceitfulness—all character traits that had already formed before he turned fifteen.

Besides James Keane, Paul Keane’s younger brother, Edward Keane, also had two sons. His eldest son, Jack Keane, was already eighteen this year. Although he hadn’t yet started university, he had already received an admission offer from Yale University and a full scholarship.

Frankly speaking, even Paul himself knew that although Jack was a few years younger than his own son, James, he was significantly stronger in every aspect—character, disposition, ability, and personal charisma—than his son had been at eighteen. This child’s overall potential was considerably greater than his own son’s, and he was highly regarded by Todd, the big brother. Even though Todd had never said anything explicitly, Paul could sense that Todd was intent on passing the heir’s position to him.

Now, with Todd calling and issuing such threatening warnings, Paul felt exceptionally furious. On one hand, he was exasperated by his older brother’s attitude, and on the other, he was seething with rage over Li Mu’s sudden attack.

Todd roughly hung up the phone. Listening to the dial tone, Paul immediately overturned the dining table.

His wife and son stared at him, dumbfounded, unable to understand why he had suddenly lost his mind and exploded into such a furious state.

Furious, Paul Keane finally gritted his teeth and spat out a sentence after a long moment: “This Li Mu is utterly detestable! He’s practically a deranged honey badger!”

His wife and son repeatedly pressed him: “What exactly did Li Mu do?!”

Paul Keane didn’t bother to answer their questions. Waving at his son, he commanded: “Quick, open the computer!”

At this very moment, the American internet had made denouncing the Keane family its most important mission. The internet was flooded with curses and accusations against the Keane family, many of which even explicitly named James Keane as the culprit. James Keane had originally intended to use 3321 to make a name for himself across America, but he never expected it to come to pass in this manner.

However, the cost of this realization was simply too great. James Keane was the heir of the entire Keane family’s new generation. If he became an object of public scorn across America, how would he possibly oversee the Keane family in the future?

Paul Keane never in his wildest dreams imagined that after the unpleasant end to their last negotiation, Li Mu, who had fiercely rebutted him and thoroughly despised him, would retaliate with a first strike before Paul himself could even contemplate revenge.

This feeling was extremely annoying, like being slapped in the face by a neighbor, and while you’re at home, suppressing the urge to gather your siblings and charge to their doorstep to reclaim your dignity, the neighbor who gained the upper hand drags the entire village to your doorstep to curse in public. It was simply too aggrieved.

Moreover, Li Mu’s public approval rating in America was simply too high. All related online comments, without exception, completely sided with Li Mu. This immediately caused Paul and his son to worry. If the situation continued to develop like this, James Keane was very likely to become a public enemy. At that point, the current head of the Keane family, Paul’s older brother Todd Keane, would certainly seize this opportunity to kick James out of his position as heir.

James also knew very well in his heart that his uncle didn’t particularly care for him. His designation as heir was a result of the circumstances at the time, and should an opportunity arise to reverse the situation, his uncle would certainly not go easy on him.

Paul Keane was filled with extreme regret at this moment. ‘Your father here was so damn stupid for inviting trouble,’ he thought. ‘Of all the people to antagonize when idle, why did it have to be Li Mu? This guy is practically the honey badger among humans! If anyone just glares at him, he’d want to chase them all the way home to beat them up, let alone actively provoke him.’

Recalling the scene where he brought a Senator onto Li Mu’s private jet to act pretentious, Paul Keane was filled with remorse. During their last meeting, he hadn’t gained any advantage himself and had even been thoroughly humiliated by Li Mu. He never expected Li Mu to be so vengeful, immediately delivering another blow. And this blow was too ruthless; it wasn’t just cutting to the bone, it was stabbing straight to the heart.

Although he utterly despised Li Mu in his heart, Paul Keane’s first thought at that moment, for the sake of his son’s future, was to yield to Li Mu. He understood the current situation very well: he had to concede no matter what. Only by yielding would he have a chance to resolve the immediate big problem. As for letting out his anger, there would be plenty of opportunities to slowly figure that out once this matter was over.

Li Mu was having dinner at Wei Lan’s house when his phone suddenly rang. An unfamiliar American number was calling. He apologized to Wei Lan’s family, took his phone, and stepped out of the dining room before answering and asking, “Hello, who is this?”

“Mr. Li?! This is Paul, Paul Keane. I’m truly sorry for any offenses committed before. I implore you not to be too…”

Before Paul Keane could finish, Li Mu rudely interrupted him, coldly stating in Chinese: “Get lost.”

With that, Li Mu hung up the phone directly.

He knew Paul Keane was calling to apologize and beg for leniency, but Li Mu didn’t want to say another word to a person like that. If he was going to fight, he would fight to the very end. Having been in the industry for a long time, he always remembered one truth: those who act incredibly pretentious at first but then become timid halfway through are never good news!





Chapter 1213: A Formidable Outsider in New Territory

Li Mu’s unhesitating refusal finally made Paul Keane realize that he had brought a great deal of trouble upon himself this time.

As early as when he was acting pretentious with Li Mu, Li Mu had given him a hint: with Paul Keane’s capability, he was simply not qualified to act pretentious in front of Li Mu. The difference between him and Li Mu was more than just one level, yet he insisted on forcing the act. He never expected that Li Mu’s slight response would bring such immense trouble upon him.

Moreover, Paul Keane also realized that he had truly underestimated the temperament of this young man from China. Because of his higher social status in America, the Chinese people he encountered always appeared overly humble and easygoing, so much so that one might think they had no temper at all. But after acting pretentious with Li Mu, he realized that Li Mu was completely different from the Chinese people he knew. Li Mu was a belligerent individual, like a honey badger; whoever provoked him, he would latch onto them and never let go.

Paul Keane knew that the situation with Li Mu was beyond resolution, so he immediately set about preparing a response. How could the perfect image he had painstakingly built for his son over more than ten years withstand such a massive bombardment of public opinion? It was like a nuclear bomb, not only possessing immense immediate destructive power but also leaving behind almost permanently indelible radioactive effects.

If he didn’t find a way to stop the spread and fermentation of public opinion, James Keane’s name would soon become utterly disgraced across all of America. Once his reputation collapsed, he would be completely out of the running as an heir.

The first thing Paul Keane did was to call the heads of all media outlets associated with the family, instructing them to remember not to publish any related news and to be ready to help him fight a public opinion counter-attack at any time.

However, every media outlet associated with the Keane family maintained the same stance: they could temporarily withhold any related news, but the timeliness of this was very short, even less than twenty-four hours. If necessary, they would directly publish the relevant news.

As for the request to help him fight a public opinion counter-attack, all media outlets explicitly refused. No one was willing to go against Li Mu and the entire American society and mainstream media for his sake. Temporarily withholding their stance was already the most they could do.

Paul Keane was restless with anxiety as he bustled about all night, making countless phone calls, but he couldn’t resolve any substantive issues. The spread of public opinion showed no signs of slowing down, James Keane’s notoriety grew, and the public sentiment continued to ferment in an unstoppable manner, like a speeding heavy-load train.

After suffering through the entire night, Paul Keane dared not let public sentiment continue to develop like this, so he had no choice but to seek help from the family.

However, seeking help from the family wasn’t that easy.

Although Li Mu’s appearance was like a powerful computer virus, infiltrating the Keane family’s system which had been operating for centuries, it didn’t cause the entire Keane family to enter an emergency state of resisting external enemies.

This system did not, as its founder intended, unite to resist an external virus invasion. Instead, when an external enemy invaded, two completely different response strategies emerged within it.

One response strategy, led by Paul Keane, hoped that the entire Keane family could work together to help James deal with this crisis;

The other response strategy, led by the eldest, Todd, and the third oldest, Edward, hoped to use Li Mu’s intrusion as an opportunity to replace James from his position as a core heir.

People are like that; even a single individual can have multiple conflicting and attacking thoughts deep within their heart, let alone a group of more than one person. The probability of everyone being united against a common foe is almost zero.

When Todd received Paul’s call for help, he coldly left him with just one sentence: “If you can’t handle this within twenty-four hours, the family will handle you!”

Paul knew his older brother well; he was a stern person of few words. If he said twenty-four hours, then Paul truly only had twenty-four hours. If he said the family would handle him, then Paul’s fate would certainly be grim.

Paul understood that he had to bear this crisis alone.

Thus, restless with anxiety, he immediately found an old friend who was very skilled in media public relations, asking him for help to quickly write a weighty article refuting Li Mu’s content. At that time, he would use the family’s media resources to launch a counter-attack against Li Mu.

The other party already knew the ins and outs of the matter and simply asked Paul Keane, “What can I use to refute Li Mu’s accusations? It’s a fact that James tried to control 3321, and that you obstructed Li Mu’s private jet and threatened him. If you want to counter-attack him, you must have sufficiently supported arguments, otherwise, such a weak refutation will only make things worse.”

Paul Keane was instantly lost as well.

What kind of article would refute Li Mu then?

Say he was lying, slandering, or making false accusations? But he had no evidence to support that claim.

Or change the approach, defend his son, saying he didn’t try to control 3321 and seek fame and praise for it, as Li Mu claimed.

If they couldn’t refute it, then they could only explain.

So, Paul Keane stated his solution, saying, “Our entire argument is to make everyone believe that all of this is just a misunderstanding!”

The other party’s logic was clearly more rigorous than Paul’s. He thought for a moment and said seriously, “Paul, that would be self-contradictory.”

“Contradictory how?” Paul Keane asked in surprise. “Just say Li Mu misunderstood, that James isn’t as he imagined. The reason James cared so much about 3321 is simply because he hoped too much to make contributions to American students through the 3321 US site!”

The other party smiled helplessly and said, “Paul, we are good friends, so I’ll be direct.”

“Go ahead,” Paul said.

The other party paused, then said seriously, “At this point, you’re still trying to kill two birds with one stone: not only clear your son’s responsibility but also re-establish a positive image for him. Putting aside whether the public will accept it, Li Mu will definitely see this action as a second provocation. Do you know how he’ll retaliate against you then?”

Paul Keane was speechless for a moment. The other party stated very gravely, “Paul, first you need to clearly understand the current situation. Li Mu is on the offensive right now. What you need to do is absolutely not resist and counter-attack, because you are simply no match for Li Mu. Few people in all of America can compare to Li Mu’s dissemination capability. I believe that by next year’s presidential election, Li Mu will become someone the two major parties will vie for. How can you counter-attack someone like that? With what can you counter-attack?”

These words sent shivers down Paul Keane’s spine.

Only then did he realize that he had been consistently underestimating Li Mu’s strength and influence. It wasn’t until he had to engage in battle that he discovered how truly powerful the other party was, so powerful that he had no way to counter-attack.

At this point, the other party said another sentence, and this sentence made Paul Keane feel as if falling into an ice cellar.

“Paul, there’s one more thing you mustn’t forget. When you stopped Li Mu’s plane, you brought a Senator with you, but Li Mu hasn’t mentioned the Senator at all. This shows that Li Mu is extremely intelligent and his judgment of the situation is very precise. He only wants to target you right now and doesn’t want to get involved in American politics, which is why he hasn’t mentioned the Senator. If you provoke him further, he will definitely expose the Senator’s involvement. If the people of America find out that you can manipulate a Senator to support you, the Keane family itself might be dragged into the abyss by you!”

A Senator…

The thought of this instantly drenched Paul Keane’s back in cold sweat.

Only now did he realize how utterly idiotic he had been, to have brought a Senator along to stop Li Mu’s plane just to act pretentious in front of him. The American people are extremely sensitive to the abuse of public power. If Li Mu really exposed this, not only would he be ruined, but the Keane family would also be ruined.

Instantly, Paul Keane completely abandoned the thought of directly confronting Li Mu, saying, with immense dread, “Then that is absolutely out of the question. How about we try a softer approach? Instead of going against Li Mu directly, we just explain that James didn’t actually have such an intention, and that it was merely some kind of misunderstanding. Wouldn’t that work?”

The other party sighed and said, “Paul, your argument isn’t logical; the public won’t accept it. What you need to do now isn’t just trying to defend James, but to make the public believe what you say, otherwise everything will backfire.”

Paul Keane asked, “Is there really a problem with just explaining that this was a misunderstanding?”

“Of course there’s a problem!” the other party said seriously. “Because, strictly following normal logic, if your son genuinely had no ill intentions towards 3321, then even if Li Mu kicked him out of the project, he would have no reason to take it to heart. Since your son wouldn’t take it to heart, this matter should have ended right after Li Mu removed him from 3321. So how do you explain your later motive for stopping Li Mu’s plane? Isn’t that a contradiction?”

“I…” Only then did Paul Keane understand. His act of stopping Li Mu’s plane was without a doubt the most idiotic thing he had ever done in his life.

Currently, all possibilities were blocked, and hidden in the middle was the Senator, a nuclear bomb that could explode at any moment. Paul Keane was at his wit’s end. He could only ask the other party, “Johnson, do you have any good solutions or suggestions?”

The other party thought for a moment and said, “In my opinion, there’s only one way to resolve this: only one of you and your son can be saved. The other must step forward and admit to all of Li Mu’s accusations. And frankly, between you and your son, you are the most suitable one to step forward and take responsibility for everything.”

Paul Keane subconsciously asked, “Why?”

The other party said, “Because you are the one who escalated the situation. When Li Mu kicked James out of 3321, James himself didn’t make any response, which is advantageous for James. However, the fact that you stopped Li Mu’s plane and threatened him cannot be denied. Therefore, the best solution for this matter is for you to step forward, admit your mistake, and apologize, and then use the ‘misunderstanding’ excuse to exonerate James.”

Paul Keane’s insides churned with regret. He had thought he was bullying a foreigner with no roots in America, but it turned out the other party was a formidable outsider in new territory, whose power remained outstanding even after traveling across the ocean. Now, he truly was going to crash and burn from acting pretentious…





Chapter 1214: Digging One’s Own Grave

When Li Mu arrived in Hollywood with Wei Lan, Paul Keane had already published the article written by his friend through multiple media outlets.

Although the article was written by Paul Keane’s friend, it was presented in Paul Keane’s first-person perspective. The content was quite simple: Paul Keane apologized to Li Mu and the entire American public, taking full responsibility for everything. He claimed that his son was unaware of anything, and everything was due to his own momentary foolishness.

Paul Keane’s information distribution capability was less than one-tenth of Li Mu’s, so after the article was published, it didn’t immediately reach a large number of users. However, Paul Keane had made a backup plan. He called Elon Musk, a famous broker and master of nonsense in Silicon Valley. His purpose was simple: he knew Elon Musk had some friendship with Li Mu, so he asked him to mediate and plead on his behalf before Li Mu. He didn’t ask Li Mu to make any concessions, only to stop.

Elon Musk’s reputation in Silicon Valley was indeed not very good, mainly thanks to his uncontrollable big mouth, often spouting nonsense in public occasions. Before he truly succeeded, no one took his words seriously.

Previously, with Paul Keane’s status, he would never have actively sought help from Elon Musk. But now, he had no choice. Besides Elon Musk, he truly didn’t know who else to ask for help. Before this, Paul Keane had wanted to ask Steven Spielberg for help, but Steven Spielberg had refused him without hesitation.

Steven Spielberg saw things very clearly. He knew that if he wanted to maintain a close cooperative relationship with Li Mu, he had to stand firmly in Li Mu’s camp. He would absolutely not speak for Li Mu’s opponent.

Elon Musk also found it a pain in the ass that Paul Keane came to him for this matter. He was very proficient in social dynamics and knew that favors were most vulnerable to being used up. If he spoke for Li Mu’s opponent, Li Mu’s attitude towards him would change first. Then, if the problem wasn’t resolved, he wouldn’t get any advantage from Paul Keane either.

But Elon Musk couldn’t refuse.

He was different from Steven Spielberg. The latter was a godfather-like figure in all of Hollywood, with immense fame throughout America and even the world. Given his public image, even if he refused Paul Keane, Paul Keane wouldn’t dare do anything to him. Compared to Steven Spielberg, he had merely earned some wealth and minor fame through PayPal. He didn’t have a strong foundation in America. If Paul Keane were to target him because of this in the future, it would indeed be considerable trouble.

So Elon Musk devised a compromise solution. He readily agreed to Paul Keane, and immediately contacted Li Mu, proactively traveling to Hollywood to meet him. However, he did not mention Paul Keane’s request for mediation to Li Mu.

Li Mu still had a good impression of Elon Musk. Although he currently seemed like a bombastic individual who neglected his duties and just liked to talk big after achieving a bit of success, to Li Mu, this bro’s future prospects were no less than Mark Zuckerberg’s.

Elon Musk’s forward-thinking mindset represented a future beyond ordinary imagination. Leaving aside everything else, Tesla alone was a company with infinite possibilities. At its inception, Tesla was seen by most people as a futuristic white elephant. However, Elon Musk accurately foresaw the trend of increasing environmental protection efforts by countries worldwide. As more and more countries issued deadlines for banning gasoline vehicles, Tesla’s development potential constantly grew. In Li Mu’s view, if he wanted to become a major shareholder or even owner of Tesla in the future, he couldn’t do without someone with such extremely avant-garde ideas as Elon Musk.

Upon arriving in Hollywood, Li Mu politely declined Steven Spielberg’s invitation to stay at his home. Instead, he had Li Ziwei book four ultra-luxury penthouse suites at a five-star hotel in Hollywood in advance. These four suites were isolated from other rooms on the same floor and had a private elevator, ensuring excellent privacy and security.

Room allocation was simple: Li Mu, Li Ziwei, and Wei Lan each had a suite. Wang Yuanlang and his two bodyguards took the remaining suite. As for Wei Lan’s suite, it would inevitably be empty at night.

After checking into the hotel, the first to visit were Steven Spielberg and other DreamWorks executives. Besides them, there were also the three American lead actors of Flying Tigers: Tom Hanks, Leonardo, and Anne Hathaway.

Li Mu’s time was tight. The Flying Tigers press conference was scheduled for tomorrow morning in the hotel’s grand ballroom. After the press conference, Li Mu’s private jet would depart directly from Los Angeles for China that evening. Because his itinerary was so rushed, these individuals, including Steven Spielberg, rushed to the hotel immediately to meet Li Mu.

In the hotel suite’s living room, Li Mu met these “old friends,” whom he had already met at least once. Starting with Steven Spielberg, everyone warmly shook hands, hugged, and greeted Li Mu. When it was Anne Hathaway’s turn, this girl, who was close in age to Li Mu, became exceptionally bashful and acted coy. A light embrace made two flushes appear on her cheeks.

Since her unexpected blood infection and isolation for several days in China last time, whenever Anne Hathaway recalled that experience, she still felt a lingering fear. However, besides the lingering fear, what lingered in her heart was Li Mu, who had already sown a tenacious seed deep within her.

During her time back in America, Anne Hathaway often thought of Li Mu, and she would unconsciously add some uncontrollable fantasies to her thoughts of him, always wondering what it would be like if he became her boyfriend.

After countless dreams of Li Mu and having many indescribable events with him in those dreams, Anne Hathaway clearly knew in her heart that she had fallen in love with that mysterious and charming Eastern man.

After missing him for so long, they finally met again, and he even embraced her like an old friend. This made Anne Hathaway’s girlish heart burst, making her too shy to know what to do.

Li Mu didn’t notice Anne Hathaway’s shyness. Steven Spielberg quickly steered the conversation to serious business. He said, “Mr. Li, all the preliminary preparations for the press conference are complete. To avoid any accidents, we finished and fully inspected the stage setup a day early, yesterday. We’ve also informed all the media in advance that your participation in this press conference will make it the grandest and most anticipated new film press conference in Hollywood in recent years!”

Li Mu smiled, “Steven, with you, a great director, here, all of Hollywood’s attention will be drawn. Not to mention that Tom, Leonardo, and Anne will also be overseeing this time. Even without me, this press conference would surely attract enormous public attention.”

Tom Hanks said earnestly, “Mr. Li, when it comes to public attention and influence now, I don’t think anyone in all of Hollywood can compare to you. What’s more, YY is already the most commonly used software for internet users across America. I believe our film will definitely become a phenomenal film.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “I hope everyone can do their best to make this film even better.”

Steven Spielberg said, “Our Flying Tigers also has a very significant advantage: our film respects history and upholds proper values. The Last Samurai caused such a huge stir before, leading to the film industry’s historical misrepresentation becoming an object of universal scorn and rejection by people worldwide. At this time, our Flying Tigers is perfectly timed for release. It can leverage the Last Samurai incident as a negative example while Flying Tigers becomes a positive textbook example for all of Hollywood, and even the global film industry.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement. Thinking of his covert manipulation and the textbook-like crushing destruction of The Last Samurai, Li Mu privately marveled at the skill and importance of public opinion guidance.

That film was lauded by so many people in its previous life, even achieving very high ratings and status in the hearts of Chinese netizens. But after he seized its fatal weakness and attacked it fiercely, the film immediately became universally scorned. This fully demonstrated the enormous difference between the two sides of an event; sometimes, the difference between life and death is but a single thought.

Li Mu asked Steven Spielberg with interest, “What’s the situation like for those associated with The Last Samurai now?”

Steven Spielberg sighed, “Basically, everyone involved with that film suffered heavy losses. Warner Brothers is still being subjected to a public boycott. Several films that Warner Brothers had already put into production are now temporarily changing distributors. Warner Brothers has started using externally controlled shell companies and small to medium-sized film and television companies to replace Warner Brothers’ original role. In the future, these films will appear to distance themselves from Warner Brothers as much as possible, all to avoid audience boycotts.”

At this point, Steven Spielberg continued, “But the worst off are Edward Zwick and Tom Cruise. Their many film contracts have now been terminated by investors. This is because their own reputations have suffered significant issues. Hollywood contracts include clauses regarding reputation. If an actor or director’s own reputation is compromised, investors have the right to directly terminate the contract. So, their losses are very substantial, especially Tom Cruise. Almost all of his endorsed advertisements have been suspended, and many advertisers are preparing to sue them, seeking compensation.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow in surprise, “So, it seems that for the next two to three years, both of them will likely plunge into a quagmire of drastic income reduction.”

Steven Spielberg nodded and said, “That’s right. For the next two or three years, the vast majority of their income will probably be cut off.”

With a light sigh, Steven Spielberg added, “But they only have themselves to blame. Before this film ran into trouble, they constantly proclaimed their obsession with Japanese culture. Looking back now, their past statements were simply digging their own grave…”





Chapter 1215: Quagmire

If it weren’t for the whole The Last Samurai affair, Tom Cruise would truly be an actor Li Mu greatly admired. In fact, in his previous life, Li Mu had always liked him; he had charisma, acting skill, and a tenacious and daring spirit, truly making him a benchmark many celebrities should emulate.

However, in this life, with his different status, different vantage point, and different perspectives on issues, his viewing of The Last Samurai brought him a deeper understanding, revealing the film’s profound underlying intent. At this point, as Li Mu reconsidered the matter, Tom Cruise had already become his adversary.

Under these circumstances, for Li Mu, sacrificing Tom Cruise to destroy the film and prevent the positive dissemination of the Bushido spirit worldwide was already inconsequential. Furthermore, Tom Cruise was not innocently implicated. As a celebrity, a public figure, he should have understood history better than the general public. He should have known about the crimes against humanity committed by Japan during World War II, and he should have known that the Bushido spirit he promoted was the very culprit that instigated those wartime atrocities.

To still make such a film under those circumstances meant he should be held accountable for his actions. Even if his acting career were ruined, Li Mu felt not the slightest pity or guilt for him.

After discussing Tom Cruise, Li Mu and Steven Spielberg resumed their conversation about matters related to Flying Tigers.

For Flying Tigers, tomorrow’s press conference was exceptionally crucial. If the conference could attract and move the audience through the film’s cast, story background, and real history, then the movie would already be halfway to success.

At this moment, Steven Spielberg said with a serious expression, “I’ve invited Mr. Chennault’s daughter, born to his first wife. She will also attend our press conference tomorrow. She’s quite elderly, and originally I just hoped she’d permit us to make this film; I hadn’t planned to invite her to the press conference. But as it happens, she made a special trip to China last year specifically because of her father’s history. In her own words, after going to China and understanding the hardships and suffering China endured during the War of Resistance, she truly understood her father’s actions back then. So, she’s also thrilled that her father’s deeds can be made into a film, and she insisted on attending this press conference. She said she wants to personally tell Americans how truly brutal the China’s War of Resistance against Japan, which her father participated in, actually was.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Chennault’s descendant to also attend the press conference. He immediately said, excitedly, “That’s truly wonderful! Could you arrange for me to meet with the elderly lady beforehand?”

Steven Spielberg replied, “The elderly lady hasn’t arrived in Los Angeles yet, but her son’s home isn’t far from Los Angeles. She’s currently staying with her son, and tomorrow morning her son will drive her here.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Then please ensure the reception arrangements are handled well; we must not let the elderly lady experience any discomfort.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked again, “Does Chennault have any other descendants?”

Steven Spielberg said, “His second wife is still alive and has been living in America. I’ve also been in contact with her, but I didn’t invite her to the press conference.”

It was then that Li Mu recalled Chennault had married a Chinese woman in China back then. He hadn’t expected the elderly lady to still be alive. Upon hearing that Steven Spielberg hadn’t invited her to the press conference, he asked in surprise, “Why not?”

Steven Spielberg explained, “Ms. Anna Chennault is of Chinese descent. I felt that if she attended the press conference to narrate the history of Americans aiding the Chinese in the War of Resistance, it wouldn’t be persuasive enough for Westerners. I was also worried someone might make an issue out of it, attacking your true intentions as being mixed with political and racial motives. However, if it were Chennault’s daughter, the credibility and acceptability for Westerners would be much higher, and the chances of others finding leverage would also be greatly reduced.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and nodded slightly. Steven Spielberg’s consideration was correct. Although Li Mu hadn’t explicitly stated his own racial and political propaganda intentions, someone as clever as Spielberg would undoubtedly have perceived them. At this point, it was indeed necessary to avoid giving anyone leverage. Even if the history was true, excessive embellishment or over-interpretation could cause resistance. It was certainly appropriate to slightly conceal it for now. If tomorrow’s press conference featured only Americans apart from himself, the persuasiveness for Westerners would be significantly greater.

After essentially finalizing the specific details for tomorrow’s press conference, Li Mu had the hotel prepare some champagne, soft drinks, and desserts. The group then held a small reception in the largest living room of his luxury suite. Most of them chatted casually about interesting topics. The small number of people meant the atmosphere was perfectly controlled and most comfortable.

After chatting for a long time, Steven Spielberg found an opportunity to approach Li Mu privately with a glass of champagne in hand and whispered, “Mr. Li, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you privately.”

Li Mu looked up at Tom Hanks and Leonardo chatting nearby, thinking to himself what Steven Spielberg could possibly want to say that required avoiding those two and Anne Hathaway. Nevertheless, he nodded and told him, “There’s a small study next door; we can talk there.”

“Okay.”

The two entered the small study one after another. Although the others saw them, they didn’t pay much attention. Once inside the study, Steven Spielberg closed the door and, in a low, serious voice, said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, before I came here this time, a very distinguished friend specifically contacted me, saying he wished to meet once with you privately before you leave America.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Who is this friend you speak of? Do I know him or have I heard of him?”

Steven Spielberg smiled slightly and said, “It’s Mr. Kerry of the American Democratic Party. He’s also the Democratic Party’s next presidential candidate.”

Li Mu was immediately astonished.

Li Mu had heard of Kerry. In the 2004 American presidential election, he ran against President Bush, who was seeking re-election. Although favored by many people and media outlets in Western countries, Kerry ultimately failed to win the election.

At this moment, with over a year until the presidential election, Kerry proactively wanting to meet him meant it was obvious, without even thinking, that Kerry hoped to win him over. He wanted to leverage Li Mu’s immense influence in the internet industry and his global information distribution capability to help him win the election.

Having seen through this point, Li Mu asked Steven Spielberg, “Mr. Kerry wants to meet me now, likely for next year’s presidential election, right?”

“Clever!” Steven Spielberg wasn’t surprised at all that Li Mu could see through the motive. He said very frankly, “All of Hollywood is staunchly Democratic, so we’ve always been providing all the help we can for the Democratic Party’s campaign. Mr. Kerry is an exceptionally capable person; if you meet him, you’ll certainly feel that way.”

Pausing here, Steven Spielberg added, “Actually, you don’t need to be too concerned about his identity as a Democratic candidate. Just treat it as meeting a new acquaintance first; other matters can be discussed later.”

Li Mu nodded. Just as expected! His current influence had actually grown to the point where presidential candidates were proactively approaching him.

However, instead of excitement, an unexpected apprehension welled up in Li Mu’s heart.

He hadn’t foreseen that his development would lead to such far-reaching influence, to the extent that even American presidential election candidates were attempting to recruit his extraordinary internet power. This also meant that he was beginning to possess the ability to change the world.

The question then arose: changing the world within the internet sphere was manageable, as he possessed sufficient capability, accumulated knowledge, and a grasp of the future to ensure he could control the changes he initiated. But if he were to channel this influence into the politics of another nation, especially a global superpower like America, then the entire global situation might well undergo profound changes.

If he remembered correctly, Kerry had only marginally lost to Bush in the 2004 election. Both sides had mobilized all their resources in the competition, and their respective parties had also acted with full force. Under such circumstances, the two sides of the scales might well have been a difference of one hundred metric tons versus one hundred metric tons and one hundred grams. If, at this moment, he were to burst into this battlefield with Pastoral Tech, a colossus, he might play a decisive role in the entire election.

If he truly helped Kerry campaign, using Pastoral Tech’s resources to promote him and canvas for votes, Kerry’s chances of winning would be extremely high. But then the question arose: did he truly want to get involved in this messy situation?

Admittedly, if he truly helped Kerry campaign, and Kerry were elected, Li Mu would certainly reap significant political benefits in America. Anyone funding a campaign was making a binary gamble; win, and they would naturally receive double the rewards. This had become an open secret in American presidential elections.

But then, a problem would arise. If Bush failed to secure re-election in 2004 and Kerry came to power, then the future American political landscape would undergo a massive change from the course Li Mu knew in his previous life.

With Kerry in office, heaven knows if *** would still have a chance to come to power? If Kerry did well after taking office, then even if *** ran in 2008, it would be impossible to stop Kerry from being re-elected. Only in 2012 would a new president be inaugurated. Who would the American president be then? Hillary? ***? Or someone he had never heard of?

For a reborn individual like Li Mu, the best scenario was to change what he could control and conform to what he couldn’t. This way, his biggest ‘Golden finger’ from being reborn—his familiarity with future developments—wouldn’t be wasted.

If he helped Kerry campaign, then from 2004 onwards, all of Li Mu’s memories concerning the American political scene, right up to 2016, would likely become completely meaningless.

From a cautious perspective, Li Mu’s best option was to avoid getting entangled in the quagmire of the American election.

However, from another perspective, if Li Mu possessed sufficient control capability to manage all of this, then intervening, much like his intervention in the internet industry, would certainly yield countless long-term benefits.

Thinking this, Li Mu shook his head. Since they’d come knocking, there was no need to be too torn. He would meet them first. If he truly felt he couldn’t get involved in this messy situation, then he would stay out of it. But if he genuinely had the capability next year, plunging directly into the American political scene wouldn’t be impossible either!





Chapter 1216: Li Mu is the True Big Shot

Hollywood celebrities and stars are fervent supporters of the Democratic Party, much like the villagers by Weishan Lake were devoted to the Railway Guerrilla; the entire Hollywood community has always been a Democratic Party stronghold. Therefore, Steven Spielberg paid special attention to Kerry’s request. He particularly hoped that after Li Mu met with Kerry, he could establish a good relationship with him and provide Kerry with sufficient assistance in the upcoming election next year. If Kerry could become the next President of America, it would be a great fortune for him.

To ensure Kerry could meet Li Mu before he left, Steven Spielberg specifically confirmed the time with Li Mu repeatedly. Li Mu, eager to return home, suddenly became the more awesome big shot. He thought it over carefully and was unwilling to stay even one extra day in America for Kerry. So he gave Steven Spielberg his final reply: “Steven, if Mr. Kerry truly wishes to meet me, then please have him meet me here tomorrow at five in the afternoon. The meeting cannot exceed two hours, because my airplane will be taking off tomorrow evening to return home.”

Steven Spielberg tentatively suggested: “Could you delay the departure time by a few hours? It would be even better if we could have dinner together.”

Li Mu shook his head and refused apologetically: “I’m sorry, Steven, you know my time is very tight. I’ve already been in America for many days, and there are many things waiting for me to handle back home. Also, as you know, I’m not interested in politics myself, and my attitude has always been to stay away from politics. If it weren’t for you this time, I definitely wouldn’t have agreed to meet.”

Steven Spielberg nodded gently and immediately stopped pressing further. He was already very grateful that Li Mu was willing to meet Kerry.

The reason he was grateful was because Steven Spielberg himself was very clear in his heart that for Li Mu, the difference between Kerry and him was more than just one level. If one were to measure the two by their current standing, Li Mu would score one hundred points, while Kerry wouldn’t even get ten.

Overall, the American presidential election is not like an Olympic competition. In the Olympics, the second-place winner at least gets a silver medal and the reputation of being the world’s second-best, but if one fails in a presidential campaign, in American politics, it’s basically equivalent to biting the dust. In other words, the presidential campaign is a game where the winner takes all; the successful ascend to the throne, while the defeated go home to farm.

Take Trump, for example: if he succeeds, he’s the President of America; if he fails, he’s just back to his family’s business. Several billion US dollars in assets are very rare in past American presidential campaigns. If you compare him to Li Mu, unless he wins the election, otherwise, before he wins, his assets are merely one-tenth or less of Li Mu’s. In the future, it’s even possible he won’t have even one percent of Li Mu’s. Naturally, Li Mu was miles ahead of him.

Steven Spielberg was also very clear about Kerry’s social impact. Although Kerry was the Democratic Party’s presidential candidate, his chances of winning the next election were not very high. After all, in most cases, incumbent Presidents seeking re-election have an advantage over their competitors. So, the current Kerry’s influence was not great enough, and the power in his hands was not great enough. In front of a transnational entrepreneur like Li Mu, or even a world-class tycoon, he truly could not be considered a big shot.

On the contrary, in front of Kerry, it was Li Mu who was the big shot, the true big shot. Li Mu had money, resources, and influence. For a presidential candidate, these were all things to strive for with all one’s might.

In fact, many presidential candidates, before campaigning, constantly try to win over big shots like Li Mu for help, begging them to provide sufficient campaign funds and campaign resources. And for such political investments, candidates would also clearly promise political returns, explaining how they would repay the other party if elected. This itself is a well-known rule in American politics.

After Steven Spielberg left the hotel where Li Mu was staying, the first thing he did was call Kerry from his car.

The other party was anxiously waiting for his callback in Washington D.C. at that moment.

He knew that Steven Spielberg had gone to see Li Mu more than two hours ago, and also knew that Steven Spielberg would mention his meeting request during this meeting with Li Mu. What worried him most now was that Li Mu might not be willing to meet him, because he had done his homework beforehand, and it seemed Li Mu was not someone who liked to get close to politics.

Although most entrepreneurs like to get close to politics, and can gain more benefits and conveniences in the process, entrepreneurs like Li Mu, who do not get close to politics and draw a clear line with it, still have their unique advantages.

Take American entrepreneurs, for example: after every presidential election, some American entrepreneurs see their net worth surge or plummet. These are undoubtedly people who get close to politics; they have a stronger gambler’s mentality and are mostly found in traditional and oligopolistic industries. However, for those entrepreneurs who do not get close to politics, no matter who is elected President, their enterprises and net worth will not be disturbed, ensuring greater stability and stronger resilience – these are the benefits of not getting close to politics.

The moment Steven Spielberg’s call connected, Kerry couldn’t help but anxiously inquire: “Steven, has Li Mu agreed to meet?”

Steven Spielberg said: “Li Mu has agreed. The time is set for tomorrow at five in the afternoon, but he only has a maximum of two hours to meet you. Is that enough time?”

“Enough, more than enough!” Kerry said excitedly: “I’ll prepare right away. I’ll fly over tomorrow morning.”

Steven Spielberg said: “Alright, Mr. Kerry, I’ll wait for you in Hollywood.”

“Thank you so much this time, Steven!”

“It’s my pleasure.”

After hanging up, Kerry immediately called his party whip, excitedly telling him: “Mr. Andrew, Li Mu has agreed to meet me! I will fly to Los Angeles tomorrow morning!”

“Oh? Li Mu agreed? I’m glad to hear that. How are you planning to go to Los Angeles?”

Kerry said: “I’ll have my secretary book the flight for tomorrow morning right away.”

“Absolutely not!” the other party instructed over the phone: “Now is a sensitive period before the campaign. The CIA is watching our every move. The Bush administration is most concerned about who we meet, who we talk to, and who we ask for help. If you take a civil airline to Los Angeles, they will immediately know you’re going to meet Li Mu. If they also start trying to secure Li Mu’s help, we’ll be too passive. So, absolutely no one else can know about your meeting with Li Mu this time, not even your secretary.”

Kerry’s heart tightened. The party whip truly lived up to his title; he considered things much more cautiously than Kerry did.

So, Kerry asked him: “Mr. Andrew, what should I do then?”

The other party said: “Besides Steven Spielberg, only the two of us and your wife can know about this. Go home tonight and tell your wife to cooperate with you in acting out a scene. Tomorrow morning, have your wife call your secretary and say you’re not feeling well and need to rest at home all day, with no work scheduled and no visitors accepted. I’ll arrange a car to pick you up from your house, and then arrange a private jet to take you to Los Angeles!”

“Okay!” Kerry said without hesitation: “I’ll follow all your instructions.”

The other party acknowledged and then continued: “As you know, our chances of winning this election are not great, far below fifty percent, so Li Mu is crucial to our campaign. His influence is too strong, and his information distribution capability is also too strong. If we can get him to support you, our chances of winning this time will be much greater, over fifty percent. So you must communicate well with Li Mu. As long as he is willing to help, after you are elected, we can provide him with abundant policy conveniences.”

At this point, the other party reminded him again: “Li Mu is a very patriotic person. You must appropriately convey your goodwill towards China. Promise that if you are elected in the future, you will certainly issue various policies to promote trade, exchanges, education, and tourism between China and America. Use these to impress him. I think it should be very effective.”

“Okay, I’ve got it!”

…

When Elon Musk arrived at the hotel to see Li Mu, Steven Spielberg and his party had already left about half an hour ago.

Upon meeting Li Mu, Elon Musk acted exceptionally close. After numerous handshakes and hugs, he sat opposite Li Mu and spoke voluminously about PayPal’s recent development.

Li Mu didn’t care about PayPal; rather, he was concerned about when this guy was seriously planning to start X-Space and Tesla. So Li Mu asked him: “By the way, how’s your X-Space coming along?”

“Uh-huh…” Elon Musk scratched his head awkwardly: “You know, that was just registered for fun. I did want to invest some money to get it started, but this thing, to get it truly up and running, you can’t manage it without one or two hundred million US dollars in cash. I originally wanted to sell my PayPal shares and then cash out to do this, but now PayPal’s market value has been rising continuously, so I thought I’d wait and see.”

Li Mu pursed his lips and deliberately jested: “I thought you were the type with strong initiative. I didn’t expect you to be financially trapped by PayPal’s shares.”

“Boss.” Elon Musk said with an innocent expression: “I genuinely wanted to sell PayPal. Weren’t you the one who persuaded me to keep my PayPal shares and stay with PayPal?”

Li Mu chuckled: “That was a good opportunity for PayPal at the time, but now it seems the period of rapid ascent has passed. What comes next is a gentle climb; rapid ascent is no longer possible. So you can consider pulling out and doing something else.”

“Really?” Elon Musk couldn’t help but ask Li Mu: “Boss, are you interested in investing in X-Space? I’ll cash out a portion of my shares, and then you and I can invest in this project together. What do you think?”

Li Mu laughed: “I don’t understand aerospace. If you ask me to invest, I have no confidence at all.”

Elon Musk knew well that most wealthy individuals were not interested in investing in aerospace, so he persuaded Li Mu: “Actually, Boss, you’re not short on money, and it doesn’t matter if you don’t understand aerospace. If you trust me, just consider it an angel investment. I genuinely think this industry has great potential, and during the process of developing aerospace technology, many independent new technologies can emerge. It’s very possible for these technologies to be transferred to other industries. Perhaps the aerospace field might develop a new flight control system that could someday be sold to certain countries for developing missile flight control or even drone flight control. Look, didn’t America establish a drone squadron last year? The Predator drone has already officially entered service.”





Chapter 1217: The Grand Scheme Behind the Aerospace Dream

Li Mu knew very little about military affairs, unlike some boys who loved the military and could rattle off the main fighter jets, warships, tanks, and even individual weapons of every country in the world. Li Mu’s knowledge of military and military-industrial development was all passively acquired. When TV reported on the J-10 fighter jet, he learned that such a thing existed; when news said America sent F-22s to the Korean Peninsula, he then knew there was a plane called the F-22.

So, when Elon Musk mentioned drones, the first thing Li Mu thought of wasn’t some Predator but rather DJI.

Thinking of DJI, Li Mu remembered the DJI Phantom 4 he had bought for a considerable sum; it hadn’t even been new for two weeks before it crashed and was never found again.

The process of the crash was very consistent with Li Mu’s engineering/science student vibe.

Engineering/science students pick up on these high-tech gadgets quickly, and those with a technical background always have a sense of rebellion against such things. For example, DJI drones have a battery management system and a smart return-to-home system. When the drone flies beyond a certain distance and its battery power continuously drops, DJI’s system can determine a safe return point for the drone. In other words, DJI believes that, at the current distance and battery level, the drone has reached the critical point for a safe return, and if it doesn’t return immediately, it might crash mid-flight due to insufficient power.

Li Mu initially didn’t dare act pretentious against the system, but after playing a few times and thinking he had mastered it, he decided it wasn’t a big deal. He started to believe that he understood the drone’s limits better than the system. So, the time he decided to challenge the system, the drone ran out of power halfway through its return flight and fell into a river.

Thinking of that drone, Li Mu still felt it was a pity to this day.

Elon Musk saw that Li Mu seemed absent-minded and not listening to him at all, and couldn’t help but say with some disappointment, “Boss, if you’re not interested in this, then let’s talk about something else.”

Li Mu snapped back from his memories of the drone crash, quickly waved his hand and said, “No, no, I’m very interested. I was just pondering how this thing should really be played. Why don’t you tell me more about it?”

Elon Musk’s face was beaming with joy as he leaned forward, sitting closer to Li Mu, and said earnestly, “Regarding this, this is what I think: in our internet industry, technology is often not the barrier; the product is. Everyone develops in the same environment with the same language. Some people can create a complete operating system, while others barely manage a small plugin full of bugs. You can create a super product like YY, but Microsoft can only come up with a complete mess like MSN.”

“However, in the aerospace field, what’s important is not just the product, but also related core technology and the technology chain. Take launch vehicles, for example. What’s valuable isn’t one specific model of launch vehicle, but the technology chain behind it: multi-stage rocket technology, solid and liquid rocket propulsion technology, flight control technology, and even first-stage rocket recovery technology. Once these technology chains are perfected, there will be great potential in multiple fields in the future.”

Li Mu, being partially understood, wasn’t familiar with SpaceX’s specifics, so he could only humbly ask, “Is the scope for civilian use of such technology large?”

Elon Musk thought for a moment and said, “If someone else asked me, I would definitely say it’s very large. But since you, Boss, are asking me, I wouldn’t dare to talk nonsense with you. I can only say that the scope and space for aerospace technology to be transferred to civilian use are currently uncertain. However, the commercial aerospace market itself still has great potential.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Tell me more in detail.”

Elon Musk said earnestly, “Whether it’s NASA, or China’s aerospace department, or European aerospace institutions, although their technologies and products are different, fundamentally, they all share one completely identical commonality.”

“What is it?”

“Spending government money!”

Elon Musk spoke animatedly: “These government agencies develop aerospace technology, and what they worry about the least is cost. NASA’s accumulated technology in aerospace is world-leading, but their technology was bought with hundreds of billions of US dollars by the American government during the Cold War. China’s launch vehicles have shown rapid development momentum in recent years, but they are also inseparable from the full support of the government. With government support, the launch vehicles developed by these institutions all have one common problem: their cost-performance ratio is simply too low!”

At this point, Elon Musk grew more energetic, speaking animatedly as he said, “Boss, look, for example, if the American government wants to set up a military satellite positioning system and hands all the launch tasks for over a dozen satellites to NASA, for the military, within their architecture that easily costs hundreds of billions of US dollars, they don’t care if the launch cost increases by a few hundred million US dollars. The Chinese government is probably the same. But in the future, the financiers behind commercial satellites will be enterprises, not countries. If rocket launch costs are too high, the entire development of commercial satellites will be greatly affected. Yet, bureaucratic institutions like NASA simply don’t research how to lower costs. That’s why the commercial rocket launch market has stagnated due to perpetually high costs. What kind of situation would it be if, at this time, a private enterprise appeared, fully dedicated to researching how to lower the launch costs of commercial satellites?”

It dawned on Li Mu.

So, this was the market Elon Musk was eyeing in aerospace.

What he said certainly made sense. Governments’ massive investments in aerospace projects always pursue high performance rather than cost-effectiveness. Therefore, the entire development of the aerospace sector was like a distorted official market. If compared to cars, it would be as if every country had a state-owned automobile manufacturing enterprise, and they were all striving with all their might to develop the fastest running cars, the heaviest-duty cars, and the most technologically advanced cars. So the cars they produced were either fast as lightning, or extraordinarily powerful, or incredibly high-tech, but their only drawback was that they were deadly expensive. Ordinary people, let alone buying and driving them, couldn’t even afford to fuel them.

However, it’s not just every country that has a demand for automobiles; besides nations, many individuals and private groups also yearn for cars. In such times, if a company were to focus on building the most cost-effective cars, it would certainly gain the greatest initiative in this market.

If a telecommunications company wanted to put ten satellites into a fixed orbit, launching them with America might cost three billion US dollars, and with China, it might cost two billion US dollars. But if there was a company that could do it for one billion US dollars, and still make two hundred million US dollars in profit, there’s no doubt that its development potential in the commercial satellite market would become enormous in the future.

Thinking of this, Li Mu smacked his lips, looked at Elon Musk and said, “That sounds somewhat interesting. But the initial investment for this industry is too large, and you’ll need a technical reserve, right? You can’t start R&D from scratch, so where will your technical reserve come from?”

“NASA!” Elon Musk chuckled, “You can think of NASA as a treasure trove, most of which has been abandoned. It contains a lot of idle talent and technology. As long as we have enough startup capital, I can find a large number of talented individuals from NASA who are proficient in certain technologies and can quickly adapt them for our own use. We can start development directly from 70% or 80% completion, and progress will be very fast. Moreover, our R&D direction is different from these institutions, which can minimize risks.”

After saying this, Elon Musk explained, “To draw an analogy with cars: NASA researches expensive, top-tier F1 cars; Europe and Japan research V12, twin-turbo supercars with over a thousand horsepower; China researches V8, turbo sports cars with over 600 horsepower but not as expensive. We will take their engine technology, engine transmission tuning technology, chassis tuning technology, and other electronic assistance technologies, but we won’t build race cars, supercars, or even sports cars. We’ll build four-cylinder 2.0 economic models. If we build this model well, we will become the biggest market share holder in this class of the market.”

“Imagine, when the market only has ten million US dollar F1s, million US dollar Ferraris, and hundreds of thousands of US dollar Mercedes-Benzes, what kind of situation would it create if we built Toyota Priuses for tens of thousands of US dollars…”

If it weren’t for their respective statuses, Li Mu would really want to applaud Elon Musk while coolly saying, “Awesome.” No wonder this guy was called the Iron Man of Silicon Valley. He appeared to be dabbling in an incredible industry with seemingly bleak prospects, but in reality, he had already planned the future development space very clearly. SpaceX might never catch up to NASA, or China’s Long March series, or the Russian Space Agency, but it would be enough for him to simply be more cost-effective than them.

When the market is full of cars like Ferraris, cars can only be toys for the super-rich, after all, only a tiny minority of society can afford a Ferrari. But once a durable, robust, fuel-efficient hybrid model like the Prius comes out, its appeal to ordinary people would be immense. The number of consumers who can afford a Prius is at least ten thousand times more than those who can afford a Ferrari. This is Elon Musk’s ambition in aerospace.

Moreover, Li Mu himself came from a technical background in the internet, and he knew that with the rapid, skyrocketing development of internet technology, satellites would become increasingly important in the future of internet development. In his previous life, Facebook, Google, and Apple all seemed to have their own satellite launch plans. Perhaps in a little over a decade, it would be the era of satellite internet. By then, not only would internet products need their own satellites, but hardware development would also require its own satellites. It’s very likely that within his own product ecosystem alone, there would be a demand for dozens of satellite launches. From this perspective, the global commercial satellite launch market truly has very broad prospects.

After sorting all this out, Li Mu suddenly felt exceptionally interested in Elon Musk’s aerospace venture. He said to Elon Musk, “Elon, you’ve persuaded me. Whenever you want to officially get started, you can come find me anytime. I’m ready to invest one hundred million US dollars to play along with you.”

“That’s fantastic!” Elon Musk said earnestly, “If that’s the case, next year I’ll extract a sum of money from PayPal, and we’ll invest together in aerospace!”





Chapter 1218: The Predecessor of Tesla

Having agreed to invest and collaborate with Elon Musk on aerospace, Li Mu suddenly gained a deeper understanding of this middle-aged man.

Foresight is a rare and valuable quality for an entrepreneur, and the further and more accurately one can see into the future, the greater their potential for growth.

Elon Musk saw the vast potential of commercial satellite launches at least before 2002, which is unimaginable to most people. Even now, most people wouldn’t dare imagine a company launching its own satellites in the future. In most people’s minds, satellites, like missiles, are super hardware that only state machinery can operate. However, in just a few years, many Fortune Global 500 companies will have developed their own satellites and will be seeking the most cost-effective launch services globally.

Space-X saw precisely such a future market that others found difficult to perceive.

In this regard, Elon Musk’s vision made Li Mu feel a sense of humility.

At this moment, Elon Musk also hadn’t expected his commercial aerospace plan to receive Li Mu’s approval, which was incredibly difficult to achieve.

He had told many people about this idea before, but unfortunately, almost everyone thought he was out of his mind. Not a single person approved, let alone invested money. Now, Li Mu not only approved his idea but was also willing to provide significant financial support, which filled him with a feeling akin to “a warrior willing to die for his true confidant.”

Elon Musk sighed, “Boss, it’s truly rare to meet someone like you. I’ve been looking for investors for Space-X for so long, and besides you, no one was willing to invest a single cent. I had already made up my mind to cash out my PayPal shares as soon as the timing was right, and invest myself…”

Li Mu smiled, “The reason I’m willing to invest isn’t because I’m so optimistic about this particular project. It’s mainly because I’m very optimistic about you. I believe that the wisest investment shouldn’t be based on the project, but on the person. I think you have great potential, so I’ll invest in you.”

Then, Li Mu added, “A few days ago, I invested several million US dollars in a current university student at Harvard. He has nothing but a computer and an idea, but it doesn’t matter. I’m optimistic about him, and I believe he can succeed, just as I believe you can succeed.”

“Boss, thank you. Your trust in me is the greatest affirmation I could ever receive!”

Elon Musk was genuinely moved by this young man, ten years his junior. Hearing these words, he paused in bewilderment for a few seconds, his eyes involuntarily turning red.

Sometimes, entrepreneurs dedicated to innovation are like lonely boats venturing through a sea of suffering. In this perilous, vast ocean, they see no one heading in the same direction, accompanied only by solitude and constant fear. In such circumstances, what they hope for most is to meet like-minded individuals to travel together, alleviate loneliness, and lessen fear.

However, on this unconventional path, it’s hard to meet kindred spirits. Even if they occasionally cross paths with others, those individuals not only refuse to offer help but also mock their direction and the frailty of their small boat.

Elon Musk felt like a lone voyager steering such a small boat, while Li Mu was the owner of a massive fleet. Li Mu not only approved of his choice but even picked a giant ship from his fleet, handed it to him, and said, “Sail this big ship forward; I believe you can find the new continent you’re looking for!”

Seeing Elon Musk’s eyes redden, Li Mu knew his strategy of psychological persuasion had achieved some success. Elon Musk might not surpass Mark Zuckerberg in terms of earning capability, but he was truly extraordinary. Although he made his first fortune in the internet industry, he was unwilling to continue developing within its rules. He chose two unprecedented paths, and facts proved that these paths, which were originally not paths, were pioneered by him into two grand avenues. Such a talent must be gathered close to him at all costs.

So, Li Mu said to him, “Elon, I greatly admire your unique ideas and your distinctive way of thinking. My personal cash flow is now very abundant. If you have any other ideas, even if it’s just an idea you’re not confident about yourself, as long as you want to do it, you can tell me. I will invest in you again without hesitation, and it will be on a scale of at least hundreds of billions of US dollars.”

Elon Musk was completely stunned. Li Mu’s words carried too much weight, deepening the sense of gratitude he already felt towards Li Mu.

In truth, Li Mu said this precisely because he wanted to extract the Tesla project from him.

Compared to Space-X, Li Mu wanted his Tesla even more.

Space-X is undoubtedly awesome, but its applicability is far inferior to Tesla. Tesla’s awesomeness lies in leading a new era; new energy vehicles are a new industry entirely driven by Tesla. Not to mention the profit, its influence alone is beyond what ordinary projects can achieve.

Moreover, according to Elon Musk’s previous description of technology chains, Tesla’s technology chain was more mature and had greater applicability for extended development. In Li Mu’s impression, Tesla had very strong technological accumulation in several major areas, including electric motors, battery management, and autonomous driving. This was why Toyota, the pioneer of hybrid cars, also sourced batteries and motors from Tesla for a long time.

Li Mu especially wanted to directly persuade their founding team during Tesla’s earliest stages, using a large sum of money to acquire a significant portion of their shares. With this money, they could quickly kickstart their work, simultaneously engaging in R&D and building production lines. With rapid parallel development of their technological and industrial foundations, Tesla’s growth rate would undoubtedly far exceed that of its previous life.

In its past life, Tesla’s biggest developmental bottleneck was insufficient production capacity and a lack of production and product lines. Ultimately, this was due to internet companies lacking a solid industrial foundation.

Take Tesla, for example: the company itself wasn’t a car manufacturer but rather a research endeavor undertaken by a few geeks. When they were conducting R&D, they didn’t have much capital; their limited funds were almost entirely spent on R&D. So, they had no foundation in the industrial sector. After they had a complete set of patented technologies, they still had to seek investment everywhere and build factories and production lines brick by brick.

After more than a decade of development, Tesla’s mass-produced models could be counted on one hand, and production capacity was severely limited, with orders backed up for many years. In such a situation, even accelerating was extremely difficult, because each production line had to be built from scratch, and capacity increased incrementally; it was impossible to achieve in one go.

In contrast, a company with a physical manufacturing background like BYD was far more efficient at making electric vehicles than Tesla. BYD itself was a world-leading battery producer and had been manufacturing cars for a decade. It possessed not only battery and automotive technology but also battery and car production lines. By combining these, it could immediately produce various types and large quantities of electric vehicles. As a result, when BYD started making electric vehicles, it successively rolled out a large number of models, including pure electric vehicles, plug-in hybrid electric vehicles, and even various pure electric buses, forklifts, and trucks.

If Elon Musk wanted to expand Tesla’s product line to BYD’s scale, it would take him at least over ten years to achieve. However, anyone with reasonable foresight could imagine the immense market share lost during that decade.

It was like China and the Soviet Union during World War II. Back then, China had no industrial foundation. When facing powerful enemies, it wanted to build weapons but simply couldn’t. Even if they were given the complete technology for the Type 99 main battle tank to military factories in that era’s China, they still couldn’t produce a single functional tank. Using Tesla’s purely manual R&D approach, by the time the first tank was tested on the ground, World War II would probably have already ended.

However, the Soviet Union at that time was completely different from China. They had a very strong industrial foundation. In wartime, they could transport tank turrets to tractor factories that produced heavy tracked tractors, and immediately produce tanks ready for war. This illustrates the importance of industrial foundation.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, the industrial foundation was the most critical issue in Tesla’s development, without a doubt. If they could get the Tesla project, they must invest a large amount of funds from the very beginning to build Tesla’s industrial foundation, or even directly acquire a manufacturing enterprise globally. If Tesla and BYD could be combined, along with sufficient financial support, Li Mu believed the spring of new energy vehicles could arrive by the 2008 Olympics!

At this moment, Li Mu tentatively asked Elon Musk, “Elon, if there are any good experimental projects in Silicon Valley, you can learn more about them. I’m quite interested in that area and can make some investments.”

In his past life, Li Mu always regarded Silicon Valley as a sacred place in his heart. He knew Silicon Valley very well. Silicon Valley wasn’t just home to a large number of internet companies; it also had many emerging technology companies focused on the future. Cisco was a super enterprise born in Silicon Valley, and Tesla was the same.

However, most of these companies struggled on the survival line for quite a long time in their early stages. Because of their highly experimental nature, most of them weren’t even considered companies, just a few geeks gathered together undertaking some research. Apple also started in this way back then.

Many similar small groups held very interesting technologies but couldn’t even get a valuation of a few million US dollars; raising hundreds of thousands of US dollars was as hard as ascending to heaven. They could only move forward painstakingly, little by little, and many even died directly on the path of entrepreneurship.

If one could enter and scout out a few good projects to invest in at this time, they would undoubtedly have great potential in the future.

Elon Musk smiled slightly when he heard Li Mu’s question and casually said, “A friend approached me some time ago about a project they hoped I’d invest in. He said they assembled an electric car using a large number of laptop battery packs, and the car’s overall performance was quite good. It sounds somewhat interesting, but I haven’t scheduled a meeting with them yet…”

When Li Mu heard this, he was so excited he almost shouted out loud. The reason for his excitement was that he knew in his heart that the project Elon Musk was talking about was the predecessor of Tesla!





Chapter 1219: Three-Dimensional Intersecting All-Round Development

Tesla was founded in July 2003.

Strictly speaking, it wasn’t yet time for Tesla to be founded.

However, before Tesla was founded, AC-Propulsion, the technical source of Tesla, had already been developing for a long time.

AC-Propulsion first produced an electric car called the T-Zero. Later, Tesla’s founder, Martin Eberhard, invested some money in AC-Propulsion, hoping they could build him a new T-Zero using laptop batteries. After this new battery-equipped car was produced, its range reached an astonishing 480 kilometers. Martin Eberhard hoped AC-Propulsion could refine this car and mass-produce it, but AC-Propulsion didn’t see much potential in it, so they didn’t reach a consensus. Subsequently, Martin Eberhard decided to pursue it himself, and that’s how Tesla was founded.

However, now that the T-Zero with lithium batteries has already appeared, prior to Tesla’s official founding, and judging from Elon Musk’s words, Li Mu can deduce that the current point in time is likely the stage where Martin Eberhard is looking for investment everywhere with this project.

Li Mu had read Elon Musk’s biography and remembered that he only invested in Tesla in 2004. So, it’s likely he learned about this project in 2003, but he hadn’t developed an interest in investing in it before 2004 and was still in a wait-and-see stage.

At this moment, Elon Musk had only heard about the project but hadn’t yet taken the time and effort to learn about it personally.

Understanding this logic, Li Mu’s heart immediately grew excited.

In his previous life, he had greatly yearned for Tesla. After all, the earliest admirers of Tesla were almost all from the internet circle. Only then did its products continuously increase their influence, making more people aware and accepting, and subsequently, joining the craze.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Tesla was the most perfect combination of the internet spirit with traditional products.

As an internet person, Li Mu had questioned countless traditional products with the unique skepticism of someone in the internet industry. Take cars, for example: Li Mu had driven many different models in his previous life, and a question had always lingered in his mind: A 9.7-inch iPad with excellent display effects, visual effects, and smooth operation only costs three thousand yuan, so why couldn’t any car, from tens of thousands to millions of yuan, make its central control screen the size and visual quality of an iPad?

Why, in an era when people held retina-screen phones, were car central control screens and system experiences as crude as a 2005 copycat MP4? Why couldn’t they directly use screens like iPads? Was it cost limitations, industrial limitations, or did they simply not think cars needed such central control screens?

Later, Tesla emerged. When Li Mu saw Tesla’s enormous and impressive central control screen, he knew it wasn’t that car manufacturers couldn’t do it, but that no one had thought of it, or no one was willing to do it. The moment Tesla was born, it signified that people from the IT industry had finally entered the automotive market.

Furthermore, in Li Mu’s eyes, the automotive industry suffered from severe technological lag in the IT sector. When internet people were striving with all their might to develop the Internet of Things, the arrogant automotive industry continued to plod along in its own dimension.

For instance, after the advent of the Internet of Things, even a kettle at home could be remotely started and turned off using a mobile phone. Why did most vehicles not even support mobile phone control?

The first few minutes of entering a car in winter and summer were sheer torture. In winter, the car was as cold as an ice cellar, only warming up once the water temperature rose. In summer, after being exposed to the sun, everything in the car was scalding, and the air conditioner took ages to cool down. If Internet of Things technology could be applied to cars, wouldn’t people suffer much less if they could pre-heat or pre-cool the car ten minutes before leaving?

Some people often forget their car keys or lock them inside the car, ending up having to break a window to get in. If cars solved the Internet of Things problem, wouldn’t a tap on a phone unlock the car door? Mobike added such a feature to millions of bicycles, yet for such a simple thing, why do most car manufacturers not even consider it?

Some car manufacturers use security as an excuse, claiming that adding the Internet of Things to cars would create hidden risks to safety. Li Mu thought this was simply an excuse to avoid progress. These days, mobile banking can control hundreds of thousands, millions, or even tens of millions in funds, and people aren’t worried about mobile banking posing risks to accounts. What is there to worry about with a car weighing tons?

After the Internet of Things developed, even unscrupulous owners dealing in collateral cars knew to install a GPS in the car to monitor its location and information at any time. Most car manufacturers never thought of installing one in their cars.

In short, before Tesla appeared, the automotive industry had been developing comfortably according to its own unwritten rules. It was not until Tesla’s emergence that they truly received a sudden wake-up call, making them finally realize the importance of technological innovation.

With this complex state of mind, stemming from long-term accumulation, Li Mu held a certain respect for Tesla. Therefore, he was also very interested in this project after his rebirth. He just didn’t expect that a casual inquiry would actually reveal the project’s current status from Elon Musk’s mouth. This instantly triggered an instinctive motivation in Li Mu’s mind:

Li Mu, who couldn’t afford a Tesla in his previous life, wanted to buy the entire Tesla this life!

No!

Not just one Tesla, he wanted to buy Tesla and then equip it with a rocket booster, letting it plunge headfirst into the traditional automotive industry, charging through and smashing it to pieces!

So, Li Mu said to Elon Musk, “If you have time, help me investigate this project. Ask them to prepare a business plan for me. If it’s okay, I’ll invest a few million US dollars in them first.”

Elon Musk asked in surprise, “Boss, you’re interested in cars?”

Li Mu didn’t answer his question, instead asking him, “What about you?”

Elon Musk nodded, “I’m quite interested, but I didn’t know you, Boss, were interested in this too.”

Li Mu countered again, “How many men in the world do you think aren’t interested in cars?”

Elon Musk was speechless instantly, then laughed awkwardly after a long moment, “You’re right, men all love cars, cherishing them as if their lives depended on it.”

Li Mu nodded and told him, “In the future, I will make multiple strategic layouts that cross national, intercontinental, industry, and domain boundaries. The best scenario is that I have a share in all industries that can make money worldwide; that is the most ideal state. The automotive industry has such a vast global market prospect; if there’s an opportunity, of course, I want to experience it.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu added, “Once Pastoral Tech and Taobao Technology are listed, and funds are absolutely abundant, acquiring a car manufacturer won’t be impossible either.”

Li Mu wasn’t playing games with Elon Musk. Although everything he said was grand and would seem unbelievable to most people, Li Mu held nothing back.

His future must involve constantly making new strategic layouts. He wouldn’t just build an internet ecosystem, but also multiple ecosystems that combine the internet with every possible sector. Only in this way could he ensure room for growth under any circumstances.

Elon Musk was incredibly surprised but quickly understood in his heart. At Li Mu’s level, what he needed to consider was not linear development, nor horizontal development, but three-dimensional intersecting all-round development.

Understanding this, Elon Musk nodded, “I’ll go see them once I’m back in Silicon Valley and have them prepare a business plan for you.”

Li Mu said, “You should also learn more about their actual situation. I hope that in these new exploratory fields, you can be bound together with me.”

Elon Musk asked in surprise, “Boss, what do you mean?”

Li Mu said earnestly, “PayPal certainly has upward potential in the future, but for you, there isn’t much operational space left. It’s like a hybrid crop you’ve nurtured; you spent a lot of time and effort cultivating it, that was the most important incubation and nurturing period. But once it’s finalized, most of your work on this new variety is done. You don’t need to personally oversee its planting and harvesting. So, in the near future, you’ll still need to leave PayPal to incubate and nurture other products.”

“I believe in your capability, so if you have an interest in this area, I hope we can be bound in cooperation in the future. If there are good projects, we’ll invest together. I’ll put in the majority, you put in a smaller portion, or you don’t even have to. Even if you don’t, I will reserve a certain amount of shares for you, as long as you can help me with the management and operation. I hope in the future we can have similar collaborations on multiple projects. That way, I will use my resources to increase the success rate of the projects, and your benefits will have more stable guarantees.”

Elon Musk’s heart was stirred and excited. He nodded very solemnly and said, “Boss, from now on, I’m at your command!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, acknowledging his declaration. As for the matter of “Tesla,” Li Mu didn’t bring it up again, because he knew that with his current standing and volume, showing excessive attention to a small project still in its incubation phase would be quite unusual. Elon Musk was a smart man; he would certainly understand the benefits of getting on board with him, so he would definitely keep this matter in mind. That was enough.

Then, Li Mu looked at Elon Musk and said profoundly, “Now you can tell me why you traveled all the way to Hollywood to find me.”

Elon Musk chuckled, “Nothing escapes your keen eye, Boss.”

He was here this time at Paul Keane’s request to mediate/reconcile, but he hadn’t expected to discuss his own planned projects with Li Mu, accidentally securing Li Mu’s investment promise and even being brought under Li Mu’s wing. And yet, he hadn’t even begun to address the serious matter Paul Keane had entrusted him with.

So, Elon Musk explained Paul Keane’s motive for sending him here: “Paul’s intention now is that he only wants to preserve his son’s reputation, even if it means bearing the bad reputation himself. That’s why he wrote that article. He doesn’t ask you to undo the reputational damage previously inflicted on the Keane family, only asks that you no longer pursue the matter and give him a chance to clear his son’s reputation. He said if you let him off the hook this time, he will repay you many times over in the future.”

Li Mu waved his hand without hesitation, saying with a stern expression, “Tell him that the last chance I’m giving him is for him to give up covering up for his son’s actions. He and his son must publicly admit what they’ve done and apologize. If he accepts and does it, then this matter ends here, and from now on, we’ll keep to our own lanes. If he doesn’t accept, then tell him I will announce matters related to the Senator to the entire United States in the next phase!”





Chapter 1220: The Mission of History

Paul Keane thought back to the day he brought the Senator to intercept Li Mu’s plane and act pretentious on board, and he regretted it so much he wanted to slap himself.

He had originally intended to show Li Mu his political standing, to shock and Worship him, but unexpectedly, it had become his biggest leverage in Li Mu’s hands.

The American people are very sensitive to abuse of public power, and what they despise even more is when public power is privately controlled. If this matter were exposed by Li Mu, the Keane family’s reputation across America would be completely ruined.

However, Li Mu had given him no room for negotiation. Even Elon Musk, who had specifically gone to Hollywood to intercede for him, was powerless. He conveyed Li Mu’s demand word for word to Paul Keane. Li Mu’s requirement was simple: neither Paul nor James would escape responsibility for this matter. Neither of them should think of sacrificing themselves to protect the other. Since they were the ones who acted pretentious, they both had to bear the consequences.

Paul Keane was willing to sacrifice his own reputation, but if he really had to make his son apologize and admit his improper intentions towards 3321, it would mean destroying all of his son’s prospects.

The American people might forgive James, but the family would certainly not. Paul knew perfectly well what shrewd calculations his big brother and younger brother had been making for a long time.

Their greatest desire for a long time had been to replace his son from the position of successor. However, due to the need to adhere to the family’s operating system, they had never found a suitable opportunity to act. Now, that opportunity had come. If he couldn’t protect his son, given the severe impact of this incident, it would be enough for his big brother to legitimately remove his son from the successor position many times over.

Paul Keane deliberated for a long time. If he accepted Li Mu’s terms, the family’s reputation could be somewhat preserved, but his and his son’s reputations would certainly be lost. At that point, he and his son would effectively lose everything.

If he didn’t accept Li Mu’s terms, there would still be a slim chance to fight Li Mu. Even if the hope of winning was very small, it was much better than surrendering directly. Moreover, rather than gambling his and his son’s future, it was better to drag the entire family down with them. In that case, even if they failed, the entire family would still bear the burden. At that point, the family would have no escape.

Realizing this, Paul Keane hardened his heart, gritted his teeth, and muttered to himself, “Li Mu, since you want to play, I’ll drag the entire Keane family down to play with you to the end!”

Sometimes Li Mu was torn. Whether it was James Keane or Paul Keane, one coveted his 3321, and the other brainlessly came to act pretentious with him. The matter wasn’t extremely serious. If he simply laughed it off, the incident would be completely over. After all, when navigating the industry, no one wants to make enemies everywhere.

However, whenever he felt this indecision, Li Mu would recall Paul Keane’s self-assured demeanor on the plane, as if he had already won.

No matter what, he was a ferocious beast. Even if he wasn’t bloodthirsty or a man-eater, he was still a ferocious beast. Other small animals didn’t need to be afraid in front of a beast, but they had to show respect. Otherwise, any clownish figures could jump out and grandstand, showing their fangs and claws. What kind of life would that be?

Paul Keane was not a fool. He could gauge his own standing and knew the vast difference between his standing and Li Mu’s. Under such circumstances, Paul Keane still dared to be a clownish figure in front of him. The reason was nothing more than the fact that his teeth and claws had only ever been displayed, never actually used.

Li Mu was very clear that the waters in America were no shallower than in China. Furthermore, the internal political landscape and economic landscape of America were extremely complex. If he wanted to establish roots in this country’s market, he first had to let the local bosses in this market see his standing. So, the Keane family this time was precisely an opportunity to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys. He absolutely had to make the Keane family completely submit, or completely collapse!

…

Li Mu was like a warmonger about to charge into battle, the temperature of his blood seeming to run hotter than usual. Filled with a desire for combat, Li Mu actually slept exceptionally soundly that night.

For all of Hollywood, today was an unprecedented big day.

Never before had a film’s launch press conference attracted such a massive scale of attention, especially when no one knew what the film was even about.

Neither Li Mu’s Muyu Impression nor Steven Spielberg’s DreamWorks had disclosed detailed information about the film. Not even the movie title or story background had been announced to the public. Yet, this film, whose content was unknown to anyone, had captivated the entire Hollywood.

As for the reasons, there were simply too many.

In the words of later generations, this film, whose very name was unknown, contained too many hotspot.

The biggest hotspot was Li Mu.

In this era, no celebrity’s influence could compare to Li Mu’s. This young man from China, who had suddenly appeared, had long since become an idol for young people worldwide. The vast majority of people who knew him held a great liking for her, something no other celebrity could achieve.

Given Li Mu’s standing, it was easy to understand why he would invest in a film company or a film. However, for him to personally collaborate with renowned Hollywood directors, famous actors, and film companies, and even personally attend the film’s press conference, was incredibly rare. The fact that even Li Mu valued this film so much showed how much value it held.

In addition, the film featured Steven Spielberg, Tom Hanks, and Leonardo DiCaprio—all superstar in Hollywood. And while Anne Hathaway was young and her qualifications were shallow, her popularity was also very high. Such an cast and production lineup also had extremely high value.

Even more extraordinary was that this film was not a Hollywood-funded film, but rather one invested by Li Mu, with an initial investment exceeding one hundred million US dollars. What was even more crucial was that this one hundred million dollar investment was made even with all the lead actors taking significant cuts to their film fees. With such a massive amount of capital, this film would undoubtedly be a super production.

Combining so many hotspot, even without a name, this film was enough to make audiences worldwide immensely curious and deeply concerned. What’s more, Li Mu’s YY had been building momentum for this press conference, having already disseminated relevant information about the film to every corner of the world.

Li Mu emerged from his room early, even before the media reporters arrived, and went straight to the hotel’s banquet hall. At the press conference venue, Steven Spielberg and other DreamWorks executives were already busy.

The level of this press conference was very high. Apart from the slightly limited capacity, it was basically on par with every Apple developer conference. The entire stage background featured the large Chinese characters “飞虎队” (Flying Tigers) and their English name “Flying-Tigers.” Furthermore, all the background images were real photos of the Flying Tigers from World War II. The largest one was a black and white photo of Flying Tigers members posing in front of a shark-mouth painted warplane. In this photo, some Flying Tigers members stood in front of the plane, and several sat on it. Everyone in the picture wore happy smiles, but each of them was ready at any moment to take off and fight the Japanese in the sky.

Li Mu walked along the stage, gazing at the black and white photos, filled with emotion. Among them were not only American faces, but also the faces of Chinese Flying Tigers members, Chinese farmers, and ordinary Chinese soldiers. Li Mu didn’t know how many of the people in these photos were still alive, but he felt that every single face in them deserved his utmost respect.

Some of them had fought bloody battles against the Japanese to defend China, some had been wounded, and some had sacrificed their lives. Others had suffered endured hardships in that war of aggression, living through great turmoil. Even the innocent child held by the Chinese farm woman in the black-and-white photo must have endured the devastation and suffering of that war decades ago. In that war, thirty-five million Chinese soldiers and civilians were killed or wounded, and countless property was lost. The suffering of a nation cannot be fully explained by these few photos, but even these few photos alone are enough to evoke sorrow.

Li Mu was engrossed in looking at the photos when someone suddenly shouted in English: “Pull-Up!”

After the command, dark red silk fabric was suddenly pulled up from below these background images, gradually covering them until they were completely hidden.

Li Mu was momentarily stunned. At that moment, Steven Spielberg had unknowingly appeared by Li Mu’s side and explained, “This is to create some suspense. After you announce the film’s name on the spot, our staff will instantly release these coverings.”

Li Mu nodded, then remembered that Steven Spielberg had discussed the details with him yesterday. Today’s press conference would begin with his opening address, introducing the background and historical context of the film’s creation. He would then announce the film’s name. After that, Chennault’s daughter and two surviving American Flying Tigers members would speak about that little-known war in America.

After their speeches, Steven Spielberg would briefly introduce the film’s planning details, sharing his thoughts and feelings about the movie. Then, the film’s lead actors would take the stage one by one. They would share their feelings upon receiving the script and their journey of deciding to accept the film despite reducing their remuneration. Although this path was entirely emotional, Li Mu and Steven Spielberg both knew that they weren’t playing the emotion card.

It was like Steven Spielberg making “Schindler’s List”; the entire film conveyed his profound and tragic feelings, along with that period of history. However, the film was not using emotions to gain sympathy. These two films were remarkably similar in this regard.

Li Mu and Steven Spielberg both wanted the world to understand this true history, to know that the Chinese people had endured such tragic hardships and made such heroic sacrifices decades ago, and that a minority of American pilots had traveled thousands of miles to a foreign land to fight for justice, for the freedom and peace of the people of this nation!

Li Mu felt a surge of emotions. The weighty history gave him an unparalleled sense of mission. He touched the background wall behind the thick silk fabric, his eyes slightly red, and murmured to himself, “Today, I will ensure that this dust-laden history spreads throughout the world. I will make the world know the sacrifices the Chinese people made to resist aggression and for world peace!”





Chapter 1221: Feeling Crushed

Wei Lan often couldn’t understand this big boy, several years her junior, standing before her.

She always saw in Li Mu a personal presence that was simply impossible for someone his age, just like when Li Mu stood on the stage earlier, stroking the backdrop through the silk cloth. She truly couldn’t fathom where a young man in his early twenties got such a profound sense of historical mission.

For the older generation, the tragic sorrow for the nation’s suffering during the War of Resistance naturally permeated their blood and bones. But for the young people of this era, they simply hadn’t had the chance to experience that bone-deep feeling. Their intuitive understanding of the War of Resistance largely remained on the surface—for example, angrily blaming Japan as the culprit, cheering for the atomic bombs dropped by the United States. Very few young people could, like Li Mu, feel profound sorrow for an unknown peasant woman and child in a photograph decades ago.

Many things are easy to understand when viewed broadly, but the smaller the scope, the harder they become. It’s like many young people who love to talk exuberantly about international and global situations. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Korean Peninsula situation, the Middle East wars, and the war on terror—they could discuss any of these topics for an hour or two. Yet, among such people, nine out of ten wouldn’t know how much 500g of rice costs, or how much a single egg costs nowadays.

In Wei Lan’s eyes, those who could calm their minds and scrutinize things deeply, intricately, and even in minute detail were far too rare. This was an ability she herself had yearned for and tried to learn for a long time but couldn’t master.

It was like on a cloudless night; anyone who looked up at the vast Milky Way would, within their line of sight, likely traverse countless light-years. But to see anything with even a little more clarity was extremely difficult.

An ordinary person, no matter how wide they opened their eyes, could at most make out the outlines of the moon’s craters and huge impact basins. Any other celestial details were invisible to the naked eye. At this point, only with sufficient astronomical knowledge and professional equipment could one discern the details of other celestial bodies.

For those utterly unfamiliar with astronomy, even if given a good enough astronomical telescope, they might not see Saturn’s rings in a year, or find Ganymede in ten years. But those who could endure loneliness and focus their minds on the most minute details could discover one subtle celestial body after another in the vast and boundless starry sky, and name them after themselves.

Before meeting Li Mu, Wei Lan believed that only with the continuous increase in age, accumulation of knowledge, and continuously increasing experience could one gradually narrow one’s scattered focus. She thought the reason she couldn’t observe things in minute detail like those with strong capabilities was because she hadn’t yet reached that level of maturity. But Li Mu had overturned this long-held perception of hers.

Some people need several decades for that fire to burn brightly, while others seem to be born with a fire.

…

An hour before the press conference officially began, the massive venue was already packed with media reporters. According to staff, over eight hundred media representatives from almost every reputable media outlet worldwide were present, making the entire conference hall as bustling as a market street.

An hour before the press conference, in the lounge prepared by the hotel, Li Mu met the daughter of Chennault and two surviving American Flying Tigers pilots.

During their conversation, Li Mu heard incredibly moving oral histories. Especially the two surviving Flying Tigers pilots, though both in their eighties or nineties, were in excellent health, and their thoughts and ability to express themselves were remarkably clear. They clearly remembered many details from their time in the Flying Tigers, recalling the entire process of almost every combat mission they flew.

Everyone, including Li Mu, Steven Spielberg, and other core creative team members, was shocked and moved by the oral history accounts of these two veterans.

When the two elderly men discussed their greatest wish in life, their answers were strikingly consistent: they both wanted to return to China in their lifetime, back to the places where they once fought, to see the people and things there again. In their own words, it was the land they had risked their lives to protect, and seeing its people now living peacefully and prosperously was the greatest comfort to them.

One of the old Flying Tigers, named Paul Crawford, mentioned that back in China, they formed a profound camaraderie with many Chinese Flying Tigers. However, after returning to the United States, many gradually lost contact, and even many American Flying Tigers became disconnected. So, he had another wish: he hoped Li Mu could help find more surviving Flying Tigers in both China and the United States.

Li Mu instantly thought of the phrase “Old Soldiers Never Die.” In his previous life, this was the name of a charitable initiative launched online, aiming to find surviving War of Resistance veterans and help solve some of their living difficulties. Li Mu had been very concerned about this charitable activity. When he discovered that many elderly veterans, despite being in their eighties or nineties, still didn’t even have a place to shelter from the wind and rain; when he found out that those veterans who had fought for the country didn’t even receive a few hundred yuan in minimum living allowance each month; when he heard that some veterans had lived in poverty their entire lives and even had no money to get medical treatment in their old age—he, a thirty-something manly man, had shed tears.

If it were impoverished children or teenagers, giving them food, clothing, and opportunities for education meant they still had decades to change their fate.

If it were impoverished youth, giving them a job opportunity meant they also had decades to strive.

If it were impoverished middle-aged or elderly people, providing them with a minimum living allowance would at least ensure their later years.

But what could be given to those veterans who had generously sacrificed their lives for this nation during the War of Resistance, and were now tormented by reality, to comfort their aged and deeply scarred hearts and souls?

When the young people of this country were fanatical about various celebrities, did anyone bow to the veterans, or even salute them?

The year the War of Resistance ended was nineteen forty-five, and fifty-eight years had passed since then. Even those born in nineteen forty-five were now fifty-eight-year-old elderly people, let alone those who, between nineteen thirty-seven and nineteen forty-five, had wielded broadswords and crude rifles to bravely resist foreign invaders for this nation.

Even if they took up arms and went to the battlefield at eighteen, they would be at least seventy or eighty years old now…

Thinking of this, Li Mu’s heart suddenly felt as if it were being cut by a knife. He didn’t know how many War of Resistance veterans were still alive, but what was certain was that with each passing day, the number of veterans would only decrease, never increase.

There would come a day when all War of Resistance veterans would pass away. At that time, no one would be able to personally recount the history of those years: how they took up guns and rushed to the battlefield in their teens; how they used their flesh and blood to resist the invaders’ tanks and artillery; what kind of spirit of self-sacrifice they had, one after another, shedding their blood and sacrificing their lives for this nation…

Then, thinking of those who remained, perhaps barely surviving in shacks in the countryside, or picking up discarded bottles and cans beside city garbage dumps, struggling to live, Li Mu felt as if a Mount Tai had settled upon his heart, leaving him suffocated for a long time.

Li Mu temporarily excused himself from the two elderly veterans and Chennault’s daughter, and went alone to the corner of the hotel’s fire escape, where he lit a cigarette.

In that moment, Li Mu felt he truly had to do something. Making a movie was just to vindicate them, to make their history public. But for those veterans suffering hardships in life, such a film would not provide any substantial help. If they saw such a film while in their shacks or beside garbage dumps, it would probably be an even more painful experience for them.

So, Li Mu took out his phone, intending to make a call to China. He wanted to instruct a suitable person to travel across the entire country for him, to count how many War of Resistance veterans were still alive, to see how these veterans were doing, how many were struggling in hardship, and what kind of help they needed.

But holding his phone, for the time it took to smoke a cigarette, Li Mu didn’t make the call.

It was too difficult.

There were too few veterans, scattered like black pearls in the ocean. To find them all, the workload was not something one person could accomplish. A complete system had to be established, along with a hardware platform capable of operating this system flawlessly.

In other words, this was a large-scale undertaking encompassing both software and hardware. Developing only the software would be futile if the hardware platform couldn’t support it. But if the hardware platform was fine, and the software wasn’t scientifically sound and reasonable, then the efficiency with which the entire system operated would become very low.

Such a thing would be difficult for anyone to achieve unless he took the lead himself. So, in this situation, there was naturally no need to make the call.

Li Mu sighed softly, used the end of his cigarette to light another, then dropped the first cigarette butt to the ground and ground it out with the tip of his shoe. Just then, a voice suddenly came from behind him: “What problem has the omnipotent Li Mu run into?”

Li Mu instinctively turned his head to see Wei Lan standing behind him, looking at him with a smile. He said in surprise: “You don’t make any sound when you walk, do you?”

“You just didn’t hear me,” Wei Lan’s smile seemed to carry an elder sister’s doting affection for her younger brother, yet also a hint of heartache. She reached out and touched Li Mu’s face, saying softly, “Did hearing those histories from the two old Flying Tigers make you feel a bit suffocated?”

Li Mu nodded: “It feels crushing.”

Wei Lan comfort him: “Actually, you don’t need to feel so heavy. Look, they’re both so long-lived and doing very well now. That’s something worth being happy about.”

Li Mu sighed deeply and said, “You see them doing well and feel happy, but I’m thinking about our domestic veterans, who are just like them. I don’t know how they are doing now. Although most veterans are cared for by the government, and cared for very well, our country is so vast that there are certainly some veterans who might be overlooked. It’s very possible that an elderly person begging on the street in some city was once a veteran who carried a gun onto the battlefield. Thinking of them, I always feel like something should be done for them.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu’s solemn expression and couldn’t help but step forward and gently embrace him, resting her face on his shoulder. She whispered into his ear: “Darling, try not to think too deeply about this. If you do, it becomes too heavy, and I’m afraid you’ll take on too much psychological burden from this somber history…”

Li Mu said: “But before my eyes, there are always faces of lonely, destitute elderly people swirling and lingering, impossible to shake off…”





Chapter 1222: Restoring the Truth of History

Wei Lan realized for the first time that the ability she had always yearned for—to see deeper, more minutely, and in finer detail—might not necessarily be a good thing from a certain perspective.

From Li Mu, she understood that the deeper one saw, the greater the investment, and the deeper the immersion. The more one saw and became heartfelt, the more exhausting it became.

Wei Lan was no saintly figure; she had been struggling and toiling in the business scope with her father since she was young and had personally witnessed the complete decline of their family fortune, experiencing all sorts of despair and ugly faces. In such circumstances, she was not universally loving at all. She only wanted her loved ones and the person she cherished to live well. Everything else had nothing to do with her.

However, Li Mu was precisely a universally loving person.

Wei Lan hugged Li Mu, saying into his ear, “Don’t add unnecessary burdens to yourself. Don’t forget, you came here today to promote your movie, to let the world understand China’s history, to let the world know the sacrifices and contributions China made to the world, and to change the world’s prejudice against China. Focus on doing these things well first; don’t think about anything else for now, or think about it later.”

Li Mu gently put his arm around Wei Lan’s waist and shook his head slightly.

He and Wei Lan were different. Wei Lan hadn’t seen the content related to “Old Soldiers Never Die” on Weibo. She thought the images of veterans lingering in his mind were merely psychological burdens he had imposed on himself, a figment of his imagination. But only he truly knew that those faces were incredibly real, and the owners of those faces were currently struggling in various corners of China. In the next five to eight years, if he didn’t do anything, the entire society would likely do nothing for them either.

He couldn’t wait for the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charitable initiative to start naturally. In that process, who knew how many more veterans would leave this world forever.

Wei Lan felt Li Mu’s head shake, sighed softly, held him tighter, and whispered, “If you want to do something, just go ahead and do it. As long as it’s a decision you make, I will always support you without hesitation.”

…

Under the glare of countless an array of flashing lights, Li Mu ascended the stage, its backdrop completely draped in dark red silk.

Li Mu was the favored son of this era, the most highly watched young man of his time. The attention the entire world paid to him converged at this moment into a sea of flashing lights and the rapidly flowing, continuous clicking of camera shutters.

At this moment, Li Mu suddenly felt a little lost. The crisp sounds of SLR camera shutters, merging together, sounded to his ears exactly like the continuous, rising and falling gunfire on a battlefield. That incessant clicking was like a war symphony played by Maxim and Czech machine guns, alongside bolt-action rifles, and before his eyes, only the stark images of the battlefield appeared.

Li Mu stood motionless on the stage for one minute. Except for Wei Lan, no one noticed anything unusual about him. Everyone seized this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to photograph Li Mu furiously.

Over a minute later, Li Mu came back to his senses, adjusted his state of mind, and stepped onto the podium. Speaking in impeccable American English, he began, “Ladies and gentlemen, today is the press conference for the new collaboration between Muye Media and DreamWorks. On behalf of Pastoral Tech, DreamWorks, and all the main creative personnel of this film, I thank all our friends for attending.”

His brief opening remarks were met with thunderous applause. The whole world was eager to know what kind of film this was, given such big spending and Li Mu’s strong emphasis on it.

Li Mu continued, “Before I reveal the details of this film, I would like to tell you a story—a story that most of you here, and most of those watching on television, may never have heard.”

“In July 1937, a former American military flight instructor, at the invitation of the Chinese government, came to China to serve as an advisor to the Chinese air force. At that time, the Chinese air force was extremely weak. The Chinese government hoped that with the help of this flight instructor, advanced American air force training, combat, and tactical plans could be brought to the Chinese air force. It was during this period that China’s War of Resistance broke out in full.”

“Most of you are Europeans or Americans. Your understanding of World War II is likely more focused on the European Theater and less on the Asian Theater. To put it simply, the Asian Theater of WWII was almost entirely in China. At that time, Japan launched a massive invasion of China, and over the subsequent eight years, Japan inflicted immense damage on the Chinese people, resulting in thirty-five million casualties and a whopping six hundred billion US dollars in economic losses.”

The numbers—thirty-five million people and six hundred billion US dollars—elicited a collective gasp from the audience. Most of them were unfamiliar with the Asian part of WWII; they had no idea that China had suffered such immense casualties and losses in the Second World War.

As everyone watched, stunned and speechless, Li Mu continued, “During World War II, in the Asian Theater, the scale and cruelty of the war were no less than in the European Theater. The Chinese military and civilians, with their flesh and blood, at the cost of thirty-five million casualties, valiantly resisted the Japanese aggressors’ iron hooves from conquering Asia. They also halted the Japanese army’s malicious intent to use Asia as a springboard to join forces with the German and Italian Axis Powers to corrupt the entire world, making enormous contributions to world peace.”

“As you all know, some time ago, YY pushed out a feature. In that push, we listed some of the inhumane war crimes committed by Japanese aggressors in China. However, compared to China’s eight-year War of Resistance and thirty-five million casualties, that push was merely a drop in the ocean of countless hardships China suffered during the War of Resistance. The Japanese military created countless horrific massacres in China. Due to the extreme brutality of this history, I will not detail them one by one here today.”

As soon as Li Mu said this, many in the audience suddenly realized!

It all came back to them!

Some time ago, when The Last Samurai movie was being publicly boycotted globally, a lot of content listing Japanese atrocities appeared online. Most of this content detailed the crimes Japan committed against the Chinese people. Those horrific atrocities were simply more devoid of humanity than the Holocaust.

At the time, the content people saw mostly consisted of photos of Japanese aggressors’ brutalities against the Chinese people, so there was no comprehensive overview. Today, hearing Li Mu mention the thirty-five million casualties, and combining it with the online content from before, everyone instantly understood just how heavy the history behind that number truly was!

Seeing everyone’s expressions become particularly solemn, Li Mu paused, then continued, “Our reexamination of history today is not to condemn aggression, nor to reopen wounds to gain sympathy. It is simply to allow the world to understand history, to remember history, never to forget the true history, and simultaneously to avoid being misled by the rampant and unauthorized actions of some schemers who want to distort and beautify history. The root of world peace stems from people’s reflection on war, and the rampant and unauthorized distortion and beautification of aggression is the greatest trampling of peace!”

As soon as Li Mu’s words fell, the applause was deafening.

The public boycott initiated against The Last Samurai had already nurtured a large base of resistance and protest against Japanese bushido and Japanese aggressors worldwide. Therefore, Li Mu’s remarks resonated with an extremely strong public support. With the exception of Japanese journalists, almost all the media reporters present applauded his words vigorously. Thirty-five million casualties—this was the sacrifice the Chinese nation made for its own people, and even for the entire world. In the face of this colossal number, no amount of respect was excessive.

The applause was long and sustained. After a long while, Li Mu raised both hands, signaling for temporary quiet, and continued, “Returning to that former American military flight instructor: when Japan began its full-scale invasion of China, he witnessed the Chinese army’s vulnerability against the Japanese forces, and he also witnessed the Japanese aggressors’ various atrocities against the Chinese people. Thus, this former American flight instructor accepted the invitation from the Chinese government and decided to establish an aviation school in southwest China to help train the Chinese air force. In the following years, defying pressure from the Japanese government, he trained a large number of pilots for the Chinese army, giving China the capability to protect its airspace.”

“After 1941, this former American military flight instructor returned to his homeland, the United States, and recruited a large group of volunteer pilots. Subsequently, these pilots, as volunteers, formed an air force squadron called the ‘American Volunteer Group.’ Together with the Chinese air force, they were collectively referred to as the Flying Tigers by the Chinese people at the time. This former American pilot’s name was Claire Lee Chennault.”

“The Chinese people are a nation that will always cherish gratitude. The Flying Tigers flew countless sorties in China, engaging in fierce battles with the Japanese aggressors’ air force, doing their utmost to protect China’s airspace, its people, and even safeguarding the Burma Road and the famous Hump Air Route during WWII. At the same time, the Flying Tigers also suffered enormous casualties, and all these sacrifices were made to protect China.”

“It’s hard to imagine a group of foreign pilots, risking their lives, traveling thousands of miles to a foreign land to fight aggressors for another country. For us, they fought not just for the Chinese people, but for noble and great aspirations and beliefs. The Chinese people will never forget this period of history, and they will forever hold it in their hearts, grateful for the efforts and sacrifices these American pilots made sixty years ago to help the Chinese nation resist aggression.”

Thunderous applause erupted again. Many people were hearing about this piece of history for the first time. They had never imagined that, in that era, a group of Americans would travel specifically to China, flying warplanes in China’s skies to help China resist foreign aggressors. Such an act, regardless of its original purpose, does not prevent it from being labeled as “noble.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “Hollywood has made many, many WWII movies, depicting American soldiers fighting in Germany, in France, in Africa, and even in Southeast Asia, the Pacific, and the Japanese islands. But regrettably, Hollywood has never made a film about this particular war in which Americans participated. So, this time, as a Chinese person loyal to the true history, I am honored that we, together with DreamWorks, have jointly launched this film to restore the true history of American volunteer pilots and Chinese pilots jointly resisting Japanese aggressors. Our only hope is that through this film, we can restore the truth of history!”

At this, Li Mu took a deep breath and stated with utmost solemnity, “And our new movie is titled—Flying Tigers!”





Chapter 1223: Oral History from Eyewitnesses

When Li Mu uttered “Flying Tigers”, the electrically controlled silk backdrop on the screen instantly retracted with a whoosh, revealing the entire background.

Only then did the media reporters present get a chance to see the previously concealed background. When the large old photograph of a Flying Tigers fighter jet, emblazoned with a massive shark totem, was revealed, everyone couldn’t help but gasp in astonishment.

This cartoon totem, designed by Disney, was perfectly integrated with the fighter jet. In the crucible of war, amidst gunfire and raining bullets, such a cartoon totem didn’t feel out of place in the slightest; instead, it conveyed a sense of indomitable determination.

For many, it was their first time hearing about the history of the Flying Tigers. Both Li Mu’s introduction and the background image before them left them deeply shocked.

“‘Flying Tigers’ (the movie) will be a collaborative effort between companies from China and the United States, jointly crafted by actors from both nations. Throughout the upcoming filming and production process, all cast and crew involved with ‘Flying Tigers’ will put forth their utmost effort to ensure this film is well-made. We are committed to respecting true history to the greatest extent possible, portraying the real, brutal war that occurred, and letting everyone know that such an extraordinary true story took place in China sixty years ago.”

Speaking, Li Mu cleared his throat and solemnly said, “Today, we are very fortunate to have invited Mr. Chennault’s daughter and two American Flying Tigers veterans who once followed him in fighting against the Japanese aggressors in the skies over China. Next, please welcome these three historical eyewitnesses to the stage with a round of applause!”

Mr. Chennault’s daughter and two elderly Flying Tigers veterans joined hands and ascended the stage. After bowing to each of them in respect, Li Mu stepped down from the stage, leaving it to the three elders and the host.

The host introduced the three elders through a conversational approach. After the introductions, he first asked Mr. Chennault’s daughter, “As Mr. Chennault’s daughter, how do you feel, what is your state of mind, seeing a film like ‘Flying Tigers’ about to begin production?”

Mr. Chennault’s daughter let out a long sigh and said with reddened eyes, “It’s difficult to describe my current state of mind. From my childhood, through my youth, and even into my middle age, I harbored a lot of resentment towards my father. When I was just a child, he went to China, and I didn’t know what he was doing there. Later, I learned he went to China to form a volunteer air force, but I still wasn’t clear about what that organization was actually doing. It wasn’t until last year when I made a trip to China…”

The host asked in surprise, “You went to China last year?”

“Yes, last October, I first went to Sichuan Province, and then other cities in the southwest. Those were all places where my father once fought. The local Chinese government introduced me to some surviving Chinese Flying Tigers members. It was only after I heard from them about the remarkable deeds my father accomplished back then that I truly understood and comprehended his actions.”

“After returning to the United States, I sought out more American-born Flying Tigers veterans and looked up a large amount of information about my father and the Flying Tigers. I became increasingly convinced that in that era, for these Americans to abandon their homes and families to travel across the ocean and fight valiantly against the aggressors for justice and peace — this is truly a very, very great thing. I also fervently hope that this true history can become widely known to the world, which is why the film ‘Flying Tigers’ holds extraordinary significance for me. This movie is my greatest wish concerning my father; now this wish is finally about to come true. I only hope I can live to see this movie released. When that happens, I must take my family to watch it together.”

The host said, “You will surely live to be a hundred! Not only will you witness this film’s release, but you will also see many more films related to your father and the Flying Tigers released in the future!”

The Old Lady thanked the host, then turned her head aside, weeping silently. The host then began interviewing two American Flying Tigers veterans who had personally experienced the war.

Both Flying Tigers veterans were already in their eighties or nineties. When they discussed the war of yesteryear, it was as if a floodgate had opened, and they spoke voluminously.

One of the elders recalled, “In 1941, I was at a rural flying club in Texas, piloting a small airplane to spray pesticides on farmland. Suddenly one day, a flight student from the club, David Cruise, found me and said someone was recruiting fighter pilots. At that time, my biggest wish was to join the U.S. Air Force, but I had never been able to pass its physical examination. So, as soon as I heard someone was recruiting fighter pilots, I almost immediately decided to try out.”

“When I rode in David’s car to the recruitment center, I still didn’t know who was recruiting pilots, or where I’d go after being recruited. David told me that if I passed, I’d go to China to fight the Japanese. I was very surprised then. I hadn’t been to Japan, nor China; I didn’t even know where these two countries were, let alone what their war was about or why I had to go to China to fight the Japanese. Ultimately, I decided to go to China, mostly because Mr. Chennault offered me a good salary—a salary impossible for me to earn in America, in Texas.”

“It was only when I arrived in China that I truly understood how cruel the War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression was for the Chinese people back then. The brutality of the Japanese army was simply unimaginable. During our training, we often heard that an entire village was executed by firing squad or even buried alive by the Japanese army. The Japanese army in China basically killed everyone they saw, and even most of the time, the planes of the Japanese air force specifically targeted civilians. At first, many American pilots, including myself, mostly went to China with a dashing and uninhibited attitude, just to earn a high salary. But after we witnessed these things firsthand, every one of us underwent earth-shattering changes. To strike at the Japanese army, we began to actively train and fight fiercely, sometimes flying multiple sorties every day to engage the Japanese Air Force…”

“Before going to China, none of us had experienced the brutality of war. I was just a country boy from Texas who knew how to spray pesticides with a small airplane. But after arriving in China, I realized that I wasn’t just a country boy; I was also a pilot fighting for justice. Every time we took off, we didn’t know if we would return alive. But when we thought that every takeoff could protect the common people of China and save some of them from the Japanese Air Force’s slaughter, we felt it was worth it, even if it meant sacrificing our lives. Because in our lives, we had finally found something worth defending with our lives.”

“As early as ten years ago, I already drew up my will. I’m too old, too old for organ donation to be accepted anymore. So I asked my children to cremate me after I die. Half of my ashes will be buried in Texas, and the other half, I asked them to take to China, to scatter where I once fought, and to scatter in that unnamed river where David Cruise’s plane crashed…”

Saying this, the old man choked up, held up two fingers, and said, “In 1941, two Texas boys who could fly planes packed their bags and left home for China. They fought side-by-side in China for seven months and thirteen days, engaging in combat together one hundred seven times. One of the boys’ planes was shot down by a Japanese aggressor’s plane and crashed into a river in southwest China. The other boy returned alone to America after the war, married, had children, and took care of the mother of the boy who couldn’t return, until she passed away in 1963. This boy’s biggest regret was not being able to bring his good friend back. His greatest wish is to go to that river, personally lay a bouquet of flowers for him, and after he dies, have his ashes go there to keep his companion company…”

The old man’s recollections left many listeners teary-eyed, and quite a few female reporters were already in tears. The cruelty of war, if not personally experienced, can never be truly understood, and listening to eyewitnesses recount it, one can only grasp a superficial understanding of war. Yet even so, the story of two leaving home and only one returning still left people heartbroken.

The host then interviewed another Flying Tigers veteran, an elder named Paul Crawford. When asked about his thoughts on the film, the old man was filled with emotion and said, “I am very grateful to director Steven Spielberg. He proactively brought the script of ‘Flying Tigers’ for us to review. What I never dreamed of was that within this film’s script, there’s a story so similar to my own experiences back then…”

“I asked Steven Spielberg if I could share this story here at today’s press conference, even though it might reveal some content from the movie script. Steven Spielberg’s answer deeply moved me. He said, ‘The movie we are making is based on true history, not empty fabrication; history cannot be concealed by anyone, in any form, so you can say everything you want to say.’”

Saying this, the old man smiled faintly and said, “So I decided to share this personal experience that I will never forget my entire life.”

“In 1945, between Chengdu and Chang’an, I was responsible for guarding the B-29 strategic bomber bases that America used to bomb mainland Japan. In a July operation, my fighter jet was shot down by the Japanese army, and my crew and I were forced to parachute out. At that time, the Japanese army dispatched a large number of troops to search for us. If American and Chinese pilots at that time fell into Japanese hands, the outcome was almost one hundred percent death. It was the Chinese civilians who spontaneously organized, daring to rescue us before the Japanese army found us, and kept protecting us, risking their lives to send us back to base. I lived with them for three weeks, and I swore, those were the warmest three weeks of my life…”





Chapter 1224: Boundless Powers

A press conference for “Flying Tigers” unveiled that touching history from the Chinese battlefield during World War II to the entire world.

Based on logical necessity, people learned the history of the Flying Tigers, and naturally understood more of the truth about Japan’s invasion of China back then. This was Li Mu’s most important goal.

Li Mu hoped that more people around the world would understand the historical facts of Japan’s invasion of China. He had this wish because too many people in this world were completely unaware of Japan’s aggression against China, or only partially understood it.

Moreover, because the German government had always reflected upon and repented its atrocities, Germany’s past atrocities were widely known around the world. However, Japan’s atrocities in invading China were far less known globally due to the Japanese government’s vigorous concealment, not even reaching the same level of awareness as Germany’s.

Many Europeans and Americans’ impression of World War II was the Allied forces resisting Germany. Most Europeans were not very familiar with Japan during World War II, and Americans only remembered the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. Among all people aged ten and above worldwide, most likely eighty percent knew about Germany’s atrocities, knew about Auschwitz Concentration Camp, and knew about Hitler’s plan to exterminate the Jews. But outside of Asia, how many people knew the historical facts of the Jinling Massacre, Unit 731, and Comfort Women?

To make them understand that war, one must first find an entry point for them in that war, and then let them expand their knowledge to understand more details about it. The Flying Tigers, a special war involving Americans, was the best entry point for Westerners to understand China’s War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression.

Facts proved that Li Mu’s strategy was correct.

When the surviving Flying Tigers members personally recounted that history, when Steven Spielberg praised the American pilots who participated in that war, when Tom Hanks emotionally expressed his immense honor in portraying Chennault, when Leonardo showed utmost reverence for that war, the history of the Flying Tigers was instantly accepted by all Westerners, and even people worldwide.

Suddenly, terms like “Flying Tigers,” “Sino-Japanese War,” and “invading Japanese army” became hot search terms across the entire internet. Many who watched or learned about the press conference content were searching online for more related information. Japan’s atrocities in invading China were spreading globally at an extremely fast pace via the internet.

Chinese netizens rejoiced at this situation. For many years, Chinese people had tried to disseminate this information, but due to Japan’s interference and influence on public perception, as well as ideological issues with Western countries, China was almost surrounded by an information black hole. Relevant information was extremely difficult to disseminate and be accepted by others.

Now, things were better. China had Li Mu as a bridgehead for information dissemination. Not only was Li Mu highly recognized worldwide, but more importantly, he himself was the largest information dissemination platform in the global internet sphere. In the internet age, no black hole could swallow the information Li Mu wanted to convey.

…

While Kerry had already arrived in Los Angeles, awaiting his meeting with Li Mu, President Bush’s chief of staff had already received numerous data points regarding the “Flying Tigers” press conference.

For example, how many media outlets attended, how many media outlets featured the press conference in their headlines that day, and how many people online were influenced by the press conference in real-time, searching relevant hot terms and browsing related information.

Before the concept of big data was proposed by the internet industry, American intelligence agencies had long mastered this set of theories.

The chief of staff knew Li Mu and his YY had strong influence, but before seeing this data, he did not realize Li Mu’s influence had reached such a terrifying level.

After seeing these data, the chief of staff exclaimed in shock: “Li Mu used a single movie press conference to achieve a goal that a country of over one billion people had tried to realize for so many years. What’s even more formidable is that he used one movie press conference to overturn Japan’s national image worldwide. This influence is truly terrifying…”

A nearby aide chuckled and said: “Actually, if it were just this press conference, its impact on Japan’s national image wouldn’t be very significant, after all, so many years have passed since the war. But the key is ‘The Last Samurai’ incident that happened a few days ago. That was truly fatal. That time, there was irrefutable evidence proving that Japanese Financial Magnates consciously promoted extreme Bushido spirit globally and extensively distorted true history. This proactive behavior had already caused many netizens to feel aversion. Now Li Mu suddenly wants to film ‘Flying Tigers,’ this is simply a divine assist! The superposition of these two events has infinitely magnified the influence.”

The chief of staff suddenly asked him: “By the way, do you think ‘The Last Samurai’ has any connection to Li Mu? I always felt that incident was subtle. It seems like everything has a clear cause and effect, but I always felt there was an invisible force behind it all.”

The nearby aide shrugged his shoulders: “Li Mu is truly a man of boundless powers. Maybe he was the one fanning the flames behind the scenes, you never know. He’s not old, but his methods are very shrewd. Look at his handling of ‘Flying Tigers’; it’s simply a case of strategizing from behind the scenes. He knows very well that if he co-produced a Chinese anti-Japanese film with Hollywood, almost no one in Europe and America would watch it. So he chose the historical event where Americans helped Chinese people resist the Japanese to make the movie. He knows Americans love stories about righteous Americans fighting valiantly for the people of other nations…”

“Indeed!” The chief of staff sighed, saying: “Japan will now bear immense public opprobrium from netizens worldwide, all thanks to Li Mu.”

At this point, the chief of staff praised: “So you see, both are investing in and filming movies to promote their own countries. Japanese Financial Magnates went to great lengths to conceal and hide, wanting to pull a fast one and do it under the radar, but ended up utterly defeated, losing their national face completely. Li Mu’s approach, however, was to directly and openly step forward, announcing to the world that he would make a film about the Chinese resistance against Japan. As a result, it immediately garnered such a huge response. The same matter, handled by people of different levels, yields completely different results. It’s truly worth learning from…”

At this moment, a presidential campaign consultant spoke up: “Chief of staff, Li Mu’s influence is so strong, perhaps we can contact him? For next year’s campaign, if we have such a powerful internet-based assist from Li Mu, the President’s chances for re-election would be much greater.”

The chief of staff thought for a moment and gently nodded, saying: “It’s worth considering. Li Mu’s influence is naturally beyond doubt. I had previously considered whether to incorporate him into our system, but after careful thought, this person is too difficult to grasp. So after several considerations, I temporarily put it aside. But looking at it now, his influence is stronger than I expected. It seems we really can’t hesitate any longer.”

As he was speaking, his assistant quickly approached with a serious expression and said: “Chief of staff, news from the CIA: Kerry has just appeared at a hotel in Los Angeles.”

“Kerry?” The chief of staff frowned: “He can go wherever he wants, I don’t have time to bother with him, at least not before the campaign starts.”

The assistant reminded him: “The hotel where he appeared is the same hotel where Li Mu is staying…”

“What?!” The chief of staff was momentarily stunned, blurting out: “I’m going to the President’s office!”

…

In fact, Kerry had arrived in Los Angeles much earlier. To avoid attracting attention, the person arranged by the party leader booked a room for him at the hotel, telling him to enter the room immediately upon arrival to rest and await the scheduled meeting time with Li Mu.

Kerry indeed followed the party leader’s arrangements, entering his room immediately upon arriving at the hotel. He remained very low-key throughout, not encountering anyone or being recognized by anyone.

But he never expected that the all-powerful CIA had long known his whereabouts clearly.

Although the CIA is a national intelligence institution, generally speaking, this agency serves the President. Even in America, which emphasizes that public power should not be used for private gain, the CIA is the President’s direct subordinate. President Bush was no exception.

When the CIA discovered Kerry in Los Angeles, the astute CIA immediately realized the crucial point of the problem. It wasn’t important where Kerry went, but critically, why did he arrive at this location at this particular time today? The biggest possibility was that he was here to meet Li Mu.

The news reached the White House, and not only was the chief of staff shocked, but even the President himself felt a degree of tension about it.

“Kerry and Li Mu must not connect.”

This was the President’s first directive.

“Establish contact with Li Mu as much as possible. Two objectives: the first is to prevent him from cooperating with Kerry; the second is to get him to cooperate with us. The second objective is not mandatory, but the first objective must be achieved.”

This was the President’s second directive.

Upon receiving the order, the chief of staff immediately returned to his office and gathered a group of consultants and aides to actively discuss counter-strategies.

The biggest difference between ruling party aides and opposition party aides quickly became apparent. The White House chief of staff clearly had more practical experience. For the current situation, he immediately analyzed several key points.

The first thing he did exceeded many people’s expectations. He didn’t focus on Kerry but immediately ordered a review of all flight applications for the private jet Li Mu rented.

The civil aviation system quickly responded: Li Mu’s airplane was tentatively scheduled to take off from Los Angeles for China at 8:30 PM tonight.

The chief of staff immediately made a judgment, saying: “Kerry just arrived in Los Angeles today, and Li Mu is leaving tonight. This shows that Li Mu doesn’t have a strong desire to meet Kerry, and even feels somewhat resistant. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have arranged his time so tightly.”

After speaking, he had someone contact the CIA again, instructing them to immediately confirm the real-time situation of Li Mu and Kerry. At this very moment, where were Li Mu and Kerry, who were they with, and what were they doing?

The CIA quickly responded: Li Mu was currently having a closed-door discussion with the main creative staff, including Steven Spielberg, as well as Flying Tigers members and Chennault’s daughter. Kerry was still in his room, unmoving. This proved that the two had not yet met.

The CIA also obtained intelligence: The large conference hall Li Mu and the main creative personnel used for their closed-door discussion, although rented for the entire day, had a cleaning staff schedule set to begin at 5:30 PM. This meant that the closed-door discussion should conclude sometime between 5:00 PM and 5:30 PM.

With a flight at 8:30 PM and the closed-door meeting ending after 5:00 PM, only three hours remained. Allowing about two hours for Li Mu to travel to the airport, go through security checks, and board, then the time Li Mu had left for Kerry would probably only be one hour.

The chief of staff’s tightened nerves immediately relaxed considerably. He laughed and said: “Kerry traveled all this way, and Li Mu only left him one hour. It seems Li Mu fundamentally doesn’t want to meet Kerry, or doesn’t take him seriously at all…”

The other aides and consultants around him were all shrewd individuals, most skilled at analyzing people. From Li Mu’s time arrangement, it was indeed clear that Li Mu wasn’t enthusiastic about Kerry.

The chief of staff immediately said: “Since Li Mu is taking a flight back to China tonight, we will temporarily abandon contacting him this time. However, we must also prevent Kerry from contacting him. In my opinion, let civil aviation communicate with his private jet’s crew and say that Los Angeles airport will have flow control tonight, instructing their plane to take off one and a half hours early!”





Chapter 1225: Controlling the Pace

The White House Chief of Staff clearly understood that with Kerry already having arrived in Los Angeles ahead of them, and staying in the same hotel as Li Mu, it was practically impossible to prevent him from meeting Li Mu. Sending someone or going there himself to meet Li Mu on behalf of the President would inevitably put them behind Kerry, so there wasn’t enough time.

In his view, the only solution was to find a way to shorten the duration of their meeting. Having Li Mu’s private jet depart early was an excellent solution.

According to his analysis, Li Mu wasn’t particularly eager to meet Kerry, or rather, he wasn’t very interested in Kerry. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have compressed his schedule so tightly, leaving only a little over an hour’s time window for Kerry. Therefore, under such circumstances, as long as Li Mu’s schedule was made a little urgent, he would inevitably choose to cut short his meeting with Kerry.

To be safe, the Chief of Staff decided to have Li Mu’s private jet depart early, and then provide him with a signal: either depart early or delay for at least a day, forcing him to fly out ahead of schedule.

If Li Mu flew early, his time with Kerry would be squeezed, possibly to only ten minutes or less. In such a short time, it would be difficult for Kerry to achieve in-depth cooperation with Li Mu. That way, Li Mu would fly back to China from Los Angeles, and then the White House could immediately send someone secretly from Washington D.C. to China. This would allow them to get ahead of Kerry and meet Li Mu in China.

If Li Mu didn’t fly today, the Chief of Staff would immediately set off for Los Angeles. Even if Kerry met Li Mu first, it wouldn’t matter. He, representing the President, would then go to talk with Li Mu, and there would always be a way to attract Li Mu.

Li Mu had just finished his discussion with the main creative team and the Flying Tigers members. In the adjacent lounge, he was discussing Kerry with Wei Lan. Li Mu said, “Kerry is upstairs right now. I promised Steven Spielberg I’d meet him for about an hour. Do you want to join me later?”

Wei Lan said, “Such an important figure came all this way to see you. Wouldn’t it be inappropriate for me to get involved?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “There’s nothing inappropriate about it. He needs something from me, not the other way around. Even if he’s campaigning for president, it has nothing to do with us, and besides, he’s the one with the lowest chance of winning.”

Wei Lan smiled. “Then I’ll be your personal assistant and just serve tea and water on the side.”

Just as they were talking, Li Ziwei knocked on the door and entered. Seeing Li Mu and Wei Lan together, she closed the door and said, “General Manager Li, Sister Wei, the Pilot just called. He said the airport notified him about air traffic flow control tonight. The airport gave us two options: either depart at seven o’clock tonight, or depart at eight-thirty tomorrow night.”

Li Mu frowned, subconsciously asking, “Does the U.S. also have flow control?”

China often had flow control, which Li Mu was already used to in his previous life, but he rarely heard of U.S. airports having flow control, and for it to last until tomorrow night—that was truly a bit outrageous.

Li Ziwei said, “The Pilot couldn’t quite understand it either, but it’s the airport’s requirement. It might be because we’re a private jet, and route resources have to yield to civil aviation passenger planes. So he asked me to confirm your decision. If you want to fly today, we should start preparing to go to the airport now. If you want to fly tomorrow, then I’ll arrange for our extended stay.”

Li Mu said, “Tell the Pilot that I’ll give him my final answer at five-thirty, and ask him if that’s still enough time.”

“Okay.” Li Ziwei nodded and said, “General Manager Li, Sister Wei, please continue your discussion. I’ll step out now.”

As soon as Li Ziwei left, Wei Lan said to Li Mu, “This sudden flow control at this time seems a bit unusual.”

Li Mu said, “Indeed, perfectly fine one moment, then sudden flow control, and lasting so long. Could a big shot be coming to Los Angeles? But that wouldn’t be right either; no matter how important the figure, it’s impossible for flow control to last until tomorrow.”

Wei Lan speculated, “I have a feeling this flow control is aimed at you.”

“Is that so?” Li Mu was only surprised by the flow control, but he hadn’t thought it had anything to do with himself. After all, he felt, what could U.S. airport flow control have to do with him?

Wei Lan then said, “Look, first, it’s a sudden, perfectly fine flow control, and it lasts for such a long time. This itself is extremely abnormal. When things are abnormal, there’s always something fishy going on. I think there’s more to this matter.”

Li Mu nodded. “That makes sense.”

Wei Lan continued, “You’re scheduled to meet Kerry at five o’clock. Now, seeing that there are only about ten minutes left, a sudden flow control forces you to depart at seven o’clock. That basically urges you to quickly prepare to go to the airport right now.”

Li Mu nodded again, saying, “Your意思是,有人不想我跟克里见面，或者不想我跟克里深聊?”

“Exactly.” Wei Lan analyzed, “If you decide to depart at seven, with so little time left, you won’t be able to discuss anything important with Kerry. If Kerry wants you to support his campaign, such a big matter cannot be resolved in a very short time. Big matters have their basic rules, just like a large meal needs more time to be finished. Once time is insufficient, the problem cannot be solved.”

Li Mu frowned and thought for a moment, then asked her, “Could it be the White House trying to prevent me from meeting Kerry?”

“It should be,” Wei Lan said. “Only they have the motive, and only they have the capability to ascertain Kerry’s whereabouts.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but smile. “This commotion is quite big. It seems they are really worried about me getting involved.”

Wei Lan nodded and smiled, saying, “That’s definitely what it means. The Bush administration has a higher chance of re-election, so they might not necessarily need to cooperate with you, but they definitely don’t want to see you cooperate with Kerry. Preventing you from meeting Kerry, or minimizing the possibility of the two of you reaching cooperation today, should be their most pressing objective.”

Li Mu shrugged and said, “Since they want me to leave, then we won’t leave today. Tonight, I want to have a long chat with Kerry and see how they react.”

“Don’t!” Wei Lan hurriedly stopped him. “Don’t provoke the White House at a time like this, and definitely don’t let the White House sense your hostility. Otherwise, if it truly brings targeted trouble, it will be problematic.”

Li Mu asked Wei Lan, “What do you think is the best course of action now?”

Wei Lan smiled. “The best way is to be at home everywhere. The White House is now afraid that you and Kerry will appear too closely aligned. Since that’s the case, you might as well show your indifference and lack of interest in Kerry. So, we’ll still depart promptly at seven, but you can still manage to squeeze out ten or twenty minutes to meet Kerry. During that time, even if you can’t reach some kind of cooperation intention with Kerry, showing goodwill is enough. When you chat privately with Kerry, show him goodwill, and then you can leave a more private contact method, such as a YY account, asking him to create an alt account to add you. Let him feel your ample sincerity, but explain that you have a reason to leave quickly. This way, you give Kerry enough hope.”

Speaking of this, Wei Lan continued, “More importantly, since the White House knows Kerry has set his sights on you, then the White House will also treat winning you over as a top priority. So, rest assured, even if you return to China tonight, both Kerry and the White House will chase you to China. At that time, you can stagger the timeline and meet separately, then control the pace to carefully consider which side is more suitable for cooperation.”





Chapter 1226: Be At Home Everywhere

Wei Lan’s suggestion instantly brought clarity to Li Mu.

If it were up to his temper, since the White House wanted to prevent him from meeting Kerry, he would defy them and meet Kerry, making their shrewd calculation fall through. For no other reason, Li Mu didn’t want to be a chess piece that others could manipulate freely.

However, just as Wei Lan analyzed, clashing with the White House remotely might not benefit him. Even if he cooperated with Kerry, Kerry wasn’t one hundred percent guaranteed to be elected. Even if he was, from the start of his campaign to taking office, the current White House would still be the country’s administrator.

He was operating on someone else’s turf. Even if he didn’t have to be overly polite, a tense standoff wouldn’t be ideal. After all, the arm can’t twist the thigh.

What’s more, “be at home everywhere” was an ancient wisdom of China’s ancestors when dealing with multiple parties, and for his current situation, it was the best choice.

As Wei Lan suggested, on one hand, privately reassure Kerry and give him hope. On the other hand, publicly go with the flow for the White House: you want me to leave early, then I’ll leave early. You’re happy, I’m happy; good for you, good for me.

Having made up his mind, Li Mu immediately found Li Ziwei and told her, “Zi Wei, go communicate with the Pilot now. We’ll take off at seven o’clock sharp. Also, have someone go to Wei Lan’s and my rooms, help us pack our luggage and send it to the airport for security check first. Then, communicate with Kerry’s liaison and tell them I’ll be coming to his room to visit in five minutes.”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “I’ll go do it now.”

Li Mu checked his watch and said to Wei Lan, “It’s four fifty now. In five minutes, we’ll go up together, talk to him for fifteen minutes, and then head to the airport.”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “Just talk for fifteen minutes… Kerry must be very depressed. He traveled all this way wanting to have a heart-to-heart talk with you, but you only gave him the time for a recess.”

Li Mu said, “Isn’t that your idea? I was impulsive and almost had an all-night talk with him.”

Wei Lan said, “If you really anger the White House, it’s definitely not good for you. What if the White House claims your YY is suspected of stealing American user information and sends a bunch of people to investigate your YY? What would you do?”

Li Mu pouted, “I know, I know. You’re right, you’re absolutely right.”



Kerry knew Li Mu might not be very eager to meet him, otherwise, he wouldn’t have given him only an hour for the meeting. He knew that his flight here covered over three thousand kilometers, and the one-way flight distance alone was nearly four and a half hours.

However, even if Li Mu didn’t want to meet him, he had to try. Even if it meant offering warm greetings to someone who gave him the cold shoulder, he had to try. After all, Li Mu’s influence was simply too great. If he gained Li Mu’s support, it would greatly help his campaign next year. With powerful promotional resources like YY, he could save a large sum on campaign expenses alone. If he could subtly influence the judgment of the American public, his chances of winning would certainly increase significantly.

With this mindset, Kerry was prepared to be slighted by Li Mu. Even for their upcoming meeting, he subconsciously waited for Li Mu’s summons to go to Li Mu’s room to meet him.

As he was thinking this, a staff member responsible for liaising with Li Ziwei knocked and entered, telling Kerry excitedly, “Mr. Kerry, Li Mu said he’ll come over to see you in five minutes.”

Kerry was stunned for a moment, then came back to his senses and asked, “Li Mu is coming over?”

“Yes,” the other party nodded and said, “He’ll be up in five minutes. If it’s inconvenient for you right now, I can tell them to postpone it.”

“No need!” Kerry hastily stood up and said, “Go back and tell him immediately that I am ready at any time.”

The staff member left, and Kerry’s state of mind instantly became excited. Li Mu proactively coming to his room to visit was a very favorable sign!

Three minutes later, Li Mu and Wei Lan arrived at Kerry’s room door together. When Li Mu rang the doorbell, he expected it to be Kerry’s accompanying staff who opened the door, but to his surprise, it was Kerry himself.

The moment Kerry saw Li Mu, he extended his hand very courteously and said with a smile, “Hello, Mr. Li Mu, it’s a pleasure to meet you!”

Li Mu had often seen Kerry on TV before, but he didn’t expect him to be even more photogenic in person, with a distinguished demeanor and a much higher appearance than the current President.

Li Mu shook his hand and replied politely with a smile, “The pleasure is all mine.”

After speaking, Li Mu turned to introduce Wei Lan to him, saying, “This is Wei Lan, my girlfriend.”

Wei Lan hadn’t expected Li Mu to introduce her so directly as his girlfriend. Her state of mind instantly became flustered. She had thought Li Mu would never introduce her this way to anyone, but he actually introduced her so directly to a presidential candidate. This was truly unthinkable.

Moreover, Wei Lan was instinctively a bit worried. After all, her relationship with Li Mu couldn’t be made public. Would Li Mu saying this affect him?

Li Mu, however, had no such worries. If Kerry gossiped like an ordinary person, he wouldn’t have reached his current position. Even if he didn’t become President in his previous life, he at least served a term as Secretary of State. Such a person handled the information he received with extreme precision.

Before Kerry arrived, he had looked up some information on Li Mu. Within his Party, there was detailed information about Li Mu, including his publicly known girlfriend in China, Su Yingxue. Kerry had also seen her photo and knew she was not the same person as Wei Lan.

However, Kerry didn’t feel too surprised by this. For someone like Li Mu, having a few more girlfriends was simply too easy to understand, so there was nothing to be surprised about. But this did release some positive signals: at least Li Mu was very honest with him.

So Kerry quickly invited the two into the room. They sat down in the room’s reception area. His staff had already prepared black tea. Kerry invited them to sit and personally poured tea for them.

After Li Mu settled down, he first spoke in a very apologetic and sincere tone, “Mr. Kerry, I am truly very sorry. News just came from the airport that our airplane will face flow control, so we must take off at seven o’clock, otherwise, we’ll have to postpone for over twenty-four hours. And I am in a hurry to return to China to handle some important matters, so our original one-hour meeting time may have to be compressed to fifteen minutes.”

As soon as Li Mu spoke, Kerry immediately sensed something unusual.

Li Mu might not understand America, but Kerry understood it too well.

In American civil aviation, flow control situations rarely occur. The weather in Los Angeles was clear, with no rain, snow, or fog, and even the wind was gentle, with extremely high visibility. Under such weather, what could possibly cause flow control?

Moreover, flow control for twenty-four hours was even more impossible. If such a big incident truly occurred, it would have already been in the news.

So, Kerry almost instantly guessed that this must be the White House manipulating things behind the scenes.

Although he had been very cautious today, it seemed he still couldn’t hide it from the White House.

Kerry felt a bit annoyed. If the White House also intervened to compete for Li Mu’s resources, it would be difficult for him to persuade Li Mu to cooperate with him.

Furthermore, from now on, Li Mu only had fifteen minutes. What could he explain clearly in fifteen minutes? Nothing.

To get Li Mu to support his campaign and use his resources to help him, he first had to clarify his political perspective to him, then tell Li Mu about his current campaign preparations, in which states he had a natural advantage, and his approximate chances of winning the campaign. Then, he would analyze the shortcomings of the current White House for Li Mu, and his operational model and governing philosophy if he were to enter the White House. If Li Mu was interested, he would give him a little bit of empty promises, promising what kind of returns he would get at what level if he agreed to help after his campaign succeeded.

This was an extremely information-intensive task, impossible to accomplish in fifteen minutes.

And Kerry also understood that he certainly couldn’t keep Li Mu. Since the White House had intervened, and the airport had also said it was twenty-four-hour flow control, such a long period would be too difficult to grasp for him. What if Li Mu talked with him for an hour, and then tomorrow morning, White House personnel rushed over to talk with Li Mu? Wouldn’t he be making a wedding dress (metaphorical for benefiting others) for someone else?

Kerry’s expression involuntarily showed some disappointment. It seemed his wish to win by a surprise move had fallen through again this time.

However, the only thing that gave Kerry some consolation was Li Mu’s apologetic attitude. Li Mu’s current expression and tone were very sincere; it was clear he was genuinely embarrassed, which proved that he was still valued by Li Mu to some extent.

Just then, Li Mu spoke again, “Mr. Kerry, although the time for this meeting has been greatly compressed, we can exchange contact information. Many things don’t necessarily require a face-to-face meeting; phone calls, emails, or YY can all work.”

As he spoke, Li Mu subtly hinted, “Phone calls and emails aren’t very secure. I’ll give you a YY account number. If there’s anything important, you can contact me anytime on YY, whether by text, voice, or video.”

Kerry, who had been full of disappointment, immediately perked up. With his political sensitivity, he instantly felt that Li Mu’s words conveyed a deep meaning. Li Mu said phone calls and emails weren’t secure—did he know what he wanted to talk about? And he implied that he could contact him via YY. Did this mean that he himself very much hoped to have an in-depth discussion on this topic with him?

Li Mu then struck while the iron was hot, “If Mr. Kerry has YY, it’s best to register a new account and then add me with the new account.”

This statement made it even clearer. Kerry suddenly realized, and the gloom from before vanished. He nodded excitedly and said with a smile, “I understand, Mr. Li. You can rest assured, I will definitely add you!”

Li Mu smiled meaningfully and said, “Mr. Kerry, there’s a Chinese idiom called ‘walls have ears.’ To avoid unnecessary trouble, I think I shouldn’t stay here too long. Let’s discuss all the serious matters on YY!”

Kerry nodded with perfect understanding and said with a smile, “Okay, we’ll chat on YY.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and checked the time. He had only been sitting for five minutes. If he ended the meeting with Kerry now, the White House would certainly put their mind at ease.

So, Li Mu stood up and said to Kerry, “Mr. Kerry, I’m truly sorry this time. Because I need to catch my plane, I’ll take my leave first!”

Kerry understood tacitly and nodded, “Alright, I wish Mr. Li a smooth journey!”





Chapter 1238: Chief of Staff’s Victory

Li Mu and Wei Lan spent a few minutes in Kerry’s room before heading straight for the airport. News of their departure had already reached the White House before they even arrived, and the Chief of Staff immediately felt a complete sense of relief, his state of mind exceptionally comfortable.

Li Mu’s actions proved that his grasp of both Li Mu and the entire situation was entirely accurate. He had correctly analyzed Li Mu’s attitude and chosen the best, most effortless solution.

The other staff and advisors around him highly praised the Chief of Staff’s wise decision. What was expected to be a sudden incident that would leave everyone swamped with work and flustered was perfectly resolved by the Chief of Staff, who merely made a slight adjustment to air traffic control.

A presidential advisor couldn’t help but exclaim, “The Chief of Staff’s move was truly brilliant! He resolved the entire matter with ease. Kerry flew all the way from Washington D.C., only to meet Li Mu for five minutes. He must be pretty annoyed right now!”

The Chief of Staff laughed heartily, “Flying back and forth for seven or eight hours just to see Li Mu for five minutes? Kerry probably dislikes Li Mu most right now.”

Then, the Chief of Staff added, “By the way, you need to keep a close eye on Li Mu. Make sure he reaches the airport, boards the plane, and takes off. Report any new developments to me immediately.”

“Understood!”

One person asked, “Chief of Staff, when should we send someone to China to liaise with Li Mu?”

The Chief of Staff replied, “I’ll report to the President now and see if he has any recommended candidates. Meeting Li Mu in China is a sensitive matter. It’s not appropriate to send White House personnel. If the President has a better candidate outside the White House system, it would be ideal. They can go in a private capacity and convey his intentions on his behalf.”

Subsequently, all of Li Mu’s movements in the United States were under White House surveillance. From thousands of kilometers away, the White House controlled Li Mu’s every move with virtually no delay.

At 6:00 PM, Li Mu arrived at the airport and quickly passed through security via the VIP channel.

At 6:20 PM, Li Mu took a commercial vehicle designated for high-end business users and quickly headed to the private jet parking area.

At 6:30 PM, Li Mu boarded the private jet he had been renting for the past few days.

At 6:40 PM, the cabin door closed, and the plane was pushed back, entering the queue for takeoff.

At 7:00 PM sharp, the plane soared into the sky from the Los Angeles airport runway, flying west, bound for Yanjing.

After Li Mu’s plane took off, the White House think tank breathed a complete sigh of relief. At approximately the same time, Kerry emerged from the Los Angeles hotel, his expression desolate. A CIA agent captured a large close-up of his face and sent it back to the White House. Kerry’s dejected and lonely appearance was printed out by a White House staff member using a color inkjet printer and made into a mask worn on their face, instantly becoming a source of amusement for the entire staff.

President Bush, after hearing the entire process of how the Chief of Staff handled this crisis, greatly praised his methods. In his original words, it was an extremely wise solution, a classic example of “to move a thousand pounds with four ounces.”

The President’s praise was the greatest commendation and reward for the Chief of Staff. The Chief of Staff then laid out his next steps, saying, “Mr. President, from Li Mu’s actions against the Keane family this time, it’s clear that his influence in the Western world is already very significant. Furthermore, he has an unparalleled advantage in information dissemination. I believe Kerry was eyeing this very point when he traveled thousands of kilometers to meet Li Mu. Therefore, I think, for the sake of caution, we should also try to gain Li Mu’s support. Whether it’s for seeking re-election this term or for greater development after a successful re-election, Li Mu is an excellent partner!”

The President nodded in agreement and smiled, “Li Mu’s dispute with the Keane family this time seems to have had a significant impact on them?”

The Chief of Staff nodded, “Paul Keane is still making a last-ditch stand. To absolve his son of responsibility, he wrote an essay and published it, taking all the blame upon himself. He also found a lobbyist from Silicon Valley to convey a message to Li Mu, hoping to shake hands and make peace. However, I received news that Li Mu has explicitly rejected him.”

The President chuckled, “In terms of capital strength, the Keane family, after so many years of effort, could already enter the first-tier family sequence, excluding the four major families. But now it seems their efforts over these years will turn into smoke. Offending Li Mu, causing such a huge scandal, and still wanting to be a member of the first-tier club is just a pipe dream.”

The Chief of Staff agreed, “Indeed, the Keane family’s wish to reach a higher level has likely fallen through.”

Then, remembering something, the Chief of Staff added, “By the way, Mr. President, I heard earlier that the reason Paul Keane completely enraged Li Mu was because he stopped Li Mu’s private jet at the airport and boarded it to coerce and entice Li Mu, but unexpectedly, he ended up provoking Li Mu instead.”

The President shook his head and laughed, “Paul Keane is truly not ordinarily foolish. He’s willing to offend Li Mu just to build up some resume capital for his son. He doesn’t even consider how someone as capable as Li Mu, who became an internet giant in less than two years, could possibly be controlled by him. If Li Mu’s assets were so easy to snatch, he wouldn’t have achieved what he has today.”

The Chief of Staff nodded, “Yes, I heard he even brought a Senator along to put on a show then, but Li Mu didn’t buy it at all.”

“A Senator?” The President couldn’t help but ask, “What happened? Tell me more.”

The Chief of Staff replied, “He probably wanted to show off his political power to Li Mu, so he brought a Senator with him to stop Li Mu’s plane.”

The President’s expression immediately became rather unpleasant, and he cursed, “That idiot! If Li Mu exposes him for abusing public power for personal gain, it will be a huge blow to the reputation of our administration!”

The Chief of Staff said, “Li Mu hasn’t exposed the Senator’s involvement; he must have had his own considerations.”

The President stated, “It’s precisely because he hasn’t exposed it yet that I’m scolding Paul Keane. If Li Mu had exposed this, I’d have wanted to kill Paul Keane.”

After that, the President added, “Go and directly contact the head of the Keane family. Tell him that if the incident of Paul Keane taking a Senator to stop Li Mu’s plane leaks out, the Keane family will be completely removed from the Republican Party. I don’t care what method he uses; he must ensure this point, or I won’t let him off!”

“Alright,” the Chief of Staff said, “I’ll call Todd Keane in a moment.”

As the Chief of Staff of the entire White House, he had a very detailed understanding of most large families in the United States. These families could provide the money and manpower needed during campaigns. Apart from anything else, campaign funds primarily relied on the assistance of these large families. However, this did not hinder the President’s absolute position within these families. There were only a few families that could afford to offend the President, and they were all core members of the four major families.

The Chief of Staff then asked, “Mr. President, for our upcoming cooperation with Li Mu, who do you think would be best to send to China to communicate with him?”

The President hesitated slightly, then said, “I have a college classmate who is very suitable for this. I’ll give him a call and see if he can make a trip to China for me.”

…

Twelve hours later, Li Mu’s plane landed at Yanjing International Airport. Due to the time difference, Li Mu took off at 7:00 PM local time in Los Angeles, and landed in Yanjing at 10:00 PM the next day, China time.

As they hadn’t rested very well on the plane, everyone was quite tired after twelve hours of flying. Li Mu and Wei Lan returned to their villa in Ziyun Villa, planning to take advantage of their weariness to get some good rest and a proper night’s sleep so they could wake up refreshed tomorrow morning without needing to adjust to the time difference.

On the way back to the villa, a weary Li Mu told Wei Lan, “Tomorrow, I’ll go see Chen Ze and discuss Uncle’s matter with him. I rarely deal with officials, so I’ll learn from his experience, and then I’ll head to Huzhou City to try and resolve Uncle’s issue.”

Li Mu’s first priority after landing was to help his father solve his problems, which made Wei Lan feel especially warm inside. She just wanted to bury her head in Li Mu’s arms like a cherished “small woman,” but due to the presence of the driver and bodyguards, she merely offered a very grateful thank you and then asked him, “Shall I go with you? I know many of the details about this matter better than you.”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “For matters that require others’ help, it’s best for the person who owes the favor to show up. Since I’ll be exchanging favors for this matter, it’s best if I go alone. Otherwise, if I bring you along to ask for help, if the other party agrees, they won’t just think I owe them a favor; they’ll also think you owe them one. So, it’s better if I communicate with him face-to-face directly. That way, after the matter is resolved, he will definitely not assume you owe him anything.”

Wei Lan thought Li Mu’s words made sense. If Li Mu genuinely brought her along to discuss her father’s matter over dinner or tea, the favor incurred on the spot would indeed be twofold. It was simpler and more direct for him to go alone.

So, Wei Lan said, “Then I’ll go to Huzhou City with you. I just won’t go with you when you’re handling the serious business.”

“Alright.”

Back at Ziyun Villa, Li Mu took a hot shower. Although he was fully exhausted, he couldn’t fall asleep. Even though a long time had passed since the press conference in Hollywood yesterday, the images of those veterans still lingered in his mind. He had planned a charity project for veterans back then, but he hadn’t found someone completely trustworthy to hand it over to. Now was the time to seriously consider this issue.

Wei Lan, nestled in Li Mu’s arms, felt that Li Mu hadn’t fallen asleep. She looked up at his profile and asked, “What are you thinking about?”

Li Mu said, “I’m thinking about something I started pondering while in the United States yesterday.”

Then, Li Mu added, “I want to launch a welfare project similar to the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ concept, specifically to assist Anti-Japanese War veterans nationwide who are facing financial difficulties. What do you think?”





Chapter 1228: Old Soldiers Never Die

“Old Soldiers Never Die?”

Wei Lan, hearing this phrase for the first time, asked with a touch of surprise, “Are you planning to make this a nationwide charitable initiative?”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “I mentioned it to you when I was in America. America’s economic development has been very stable for hundreds of years, and its welfare system is relatively comprehensive. So, their veterans from World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War are basically all properly settled. However, the situation in China is special, and many issues are inevitably overlooked. Not to mention anything else, just the household registration statistics are difficult to perfect. Later, there were successive political movements, and who knows how many War of Resistance veterans returned to their hometowns after the war. These individuals are very likely scattered across villages and towns, far and wide. The veterans who are still alive today may not all be living well. Although the state is vigorously promoting the minimum living allowance, these veterans have spent their lives concealing their identities. Minimum living allowance income alone is certainly not enough for the sacrifices they made for this nation.”

Wei Lan pondered for a moment, then said to Li Mu, “I understand what you mean, and it’s certainly possible that tens of thousands of War of Resistance veterans are struggling. However, trying to find veterans across the country who have no official records or verifiable data—that workload is too immense. If you want to carry out the work quickly and efficiently, you’ll need the support of a massive team.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said with a sigh. “The biggest problem is the team. And the operating model for this team must rely on volunteers; otherwise, this charitable initiative will be very difficult to truly sustain.”

As he spoke, Li Mu explained, “To do this kind of public welfare work, you must get people who genuinely care about public welfare involved. Relying solely on paying salaries to recruit employees for charity will only result in a start strong and finish weak outcome. So, my preliminary plan is to develop a public awareness campaign plan, including the slogan, positioning, and execution plan for this initiative. Then, we’ll find an operations talent who understands promotion to publicize our initiative to the whole society, recruiting volunteers while collecting information from the entire society. If we can have a volunteer team of at least ten people in every prefecture-level city, then our future work will be very easy to carry out.”

Wei Lan asked, “If we have volunteers, then what’s the specific execution process? How do we find the veterans? How do we verify them once found? And how do we provide aid after verification? Have you considered these?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Yes, I have. There are two ways to find veterans. One is for us to release information to the entire society, and veterans, as well as their families, friends, and neighbors, can contact us. Then, we dispatch volunteers to verify. The other way is for us to proactively search from individual to widespread. For example, if we confirm the identity of one veteran, we can then, through them, learn about their unit number, battle situations, and information about their comrades in arms from back then, and then continuously search along those clues for more surviving veterans.”

“As for how to provide assistance, what I’ve thought of for now is for myself, Pastoral Tech, Taobao Technology, and Alipay to jointly contribute funds to establish a foundation dedicated to caring for War of Resistance veterans. The initial capital is provisionally set at one hundred million yuan. Then, we will create some touching promotional materials and disseminate them through various channels to attract social attention and build momentum. We’ll also hold a charity gala with the same theme, inviting entrepreneurs and celebrities to participate, and then appeal to them for donations.”

At this point, Li Mu smiled helplessly and said, “Actually, you know, for many celebrities and entrepreneurs, the fundamental motive for doing charity is to gain a good reputation. The prerequisite for them to decide whether to donate depends on whether this event, or the recipient, has generated a certain social impact. If there’s an impact, many people will flock to donate. If there’s no impact, these people might not even bother to look. So, to make them willing to donate, we must first make this charitable project popular.”

In his later generations, Li Mu had seen too many such incidents, especially on Weibo. Many people facing difficulties would post requests for help on Weibo. Occasionally, some of these individuals would be hyped up by the media, and immediately, a large number of prominent figures would emerge to express support and donate. In Li Mu’s view, a considerable portion of these people were just riding the hype.

Therefore, if one wanted them to donate money, the project first needed to have enough buzz.

In later generations, some celebrities established their own charity foundations. Due to the celebrities’ own social impact, they attracted a large number of prominent figures, stars, and entrepreneurs to donate. This also inspired a large number of ordinary citizens to donate. Li Mu felt that his current social impact exceeded that of any celebrity, so if he were to initiate such a project, he should be able to mobilize the donation enthusiasm of the entire society.

Thus, Li Mu continued, “We can also set up a public account to solicit donations from the entire society. Everyone can donate to this account, whether it’s ten or eight yuan, three or five yuan, or even one or two yuan. As long as everyone is willing to donate, it will help this public welfare endeavor.”

“Bank transfers are relatively troublesome, aren’t they?” Wei Lan said. “Many people aren’t unwilling to donate; it’s just that the donation process is a bit complicated. When I was in school, I donated to Project Hope a few times, and each time I had to go to the bank, queue up, and fill out a remittance slip. It would basically take several hours to get it done, which was very inconvenient.”

Li Mu patted his forehead and said, “Thanks for reminding me; I hadn’t thought of that problem.”

Speaking, Li Mu said, “Actually, this is very easy to solve. I can cooperate with telecom operators like China Mobile and China Unicom to launch an SMS donation channel. Mobile users only need to send the donation amount to a designated number, and that amount can be directly deducted from their phone credit. Then, we can regularly have the operators settle with us.”

“At the same time, my Alipay can also offer this service, creating a dedicated Alipay account for the foundation. All Alipay users can donate to this Alipay account. These two methods should be much more convenient than bank transfers.”

Wei Lan exclaimed admiringly, “You came up with so many good ideas all at once! I think your charitable project will definitely truly get off the ground.”

After speaking, Wei Lan asked Li Mu again, “You haven’t said what kind of assistance you plan to give to veterans whose identities are confirmed?”

Li Mu recalled the relevant information he had learned in his previous life. It seemed that in 2013, an authoritative institution had made a statistical estimate that the number of surviving veterans nationwide was around twenty thousand at that time. Given that there were still ten years until 2013 now, the number of veterans should be between thirty and forty thousand.

Among these thirty to forty thousand people, not all would need assistance. Based on what Li Mu had known, People’s Liberation Army veterans who had not committed political errors and had no background issues were generally well-cared for by the state. Another group, veterans who had been persecuted during various movements in earlier years, might be struggling now. Additionally, there were some Nationalist soldiers who remained on the mainland and might not have had the opportunity to enjoy the same treatment as the Liberation Army veterans.

However, from a modern perspective, regardless of which unit these veterans came from, they had all shed blood for this nation during the War of Resistance. Any such veteran who is still alive and in need must be given help.

Looking at it this way, it’s estimated that about twenty thousand people would need assistance.

Li Mu didn’t know if there was a minimum living allowance policy currently or what the standard was, so he asked Wei Lan, “Do you know what the average annual income of farmers is now?”

Wei Lan thought for a moment and said, “I saw a report earlier; it should be a little over two thousand yuan, and a little over five thousand yuan in urban areas.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said thoughtfully, “Assuming we need to provide long-term assistance to twenty thousand veterans, and each person receives a subsidy based on the per capita annual income of rural residents, then we would need approximately forty to fifty million yuan each year. If we put one hundred million yuan out, it could sustain us for two years.”

Wei Lan said, “Forty to fifty million yuan a year—that expenditure is indeed huge. And from the current perspective, while the number of living veterans is gradually decreasing, the entire assistance cycle, calculated from now, will still be around twenty years. So you must exercise moderation. When doing charity, you must leave yourself some room and absolutely avoid taking full responsibility. If you take full responsibility, not only will you have to see this project through to the end, but in the future, if society has other charitable needs, the public might morally blackmail you and make you bear those burdens too. At that point, your burden will become heavier and heavier.”

Saying this, Wei Lan sat cross-legged in front of Li Mu and counted on her fingers, explaining, “Let me first calculate roughly how much money your project will need. Look, let’s first roughly determine some data. For now, let’s set the duration at twenty years. Assume we invest fifty million yuan in the first year and five million yuan in the final year. The intermediate eighteen years are decreasing at a steady rate. So, adding the first and last terms equals fifty-five million yuan. Fifty-five million multiplied by ten, roughly, means this project will require a total of about five hundred and fifty million yuan.”

Li Mu looked at the serious-faced Wei Lan in astonishment, asking her, “How did you calculate that? I don’t think I understood…”

Wei Lan smiled faintly and said, “People in engineering usually know a bit about cost accounting, so their math is quite good. Let me test you with a question: Do you know what 1 plus 2 plus 3, all the way up to 100, equals?”

Li Mu shook his head, “Give me a calculator, or give me a computer, and I can run some code or pull up an Excel sheet and sum it. I can’t do that by mental math.”

Wei Lan laughed, “You don’t always have to use a programmer’s mindset for everything. Look, adding from 1 to 100, there are 100 numbers in total, and their increment pattern is consistent—it’s always plus 1, plus 1, plus 1. So, if we add the first and last terms, 1 plus 100 equals 101. 2 plus 99 also equals 101. 3 plus 97 still equals 101. All the way up to 50 plus 51, which still equals 101. So, how many such pairs summing to 101 are there?”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up, and he blurted out, “Fifty pairs! I know! So, adding from 1 to 100, the final result is 101 multiplied by 50, which is 5050, right?”

Wei Lan leaned in and kissed Li Mu on the cheek, praising, “So smart!”

Li Mu laughed and said, “You’re the smart one, not me! This calculation method of yours is truly ingenious! I bow to your brilliance!”





Chapter 1229: Branding and Commercialization

Wei Lan didn’t quite understand what Li Mu meant by asking her to accept his knee, but after a moment’s thought, she guessed he was praising her, so she blinked and said, “I’m not showing off my small cleverness for your praise. I said this just to explain to you why I estimated this project of yours would need five hundred and fifty million yuan to sustain over twenty years.”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly, agreeing, “That calculation is very scientific. Five hundred and fifty million yuan should be quite accurate. I think that number is relatively close. Five hundred and fifty million over twenty years doesn’t sound like an awful lot.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and said earnestly, “Darling, don’t be too optimistic, because many things, if you don’t manage them, it’s one thing, but once you start, you can’t just manage a part of it. For example, you only give these struggling veterans subsidies based on the average rural income, but what if they get sick? They don’t have medical insurance. If they get sick and come to your Foundation, will you cover it or not? If you do, these are two thousand elders who have been back from the battlefield for fifty or sixty years. Who can guarantee how much this part will cost? Moreover, if an elderly person living alone passes away normally in the future, and there’s no one to handle their funeral arrangements, what will you do? Does your charitable initiative need to take care of that? If so, that will be a significant expense in the future.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan added, “People are like this: as a public figure, if you don’t do many things, people won’t say anything. But if you do, and only do it seventy or eighty percent well, you might actually bring scorn upon yourself. Don’t you agree?”

Li Mu nodded. Wei Lan was right. Moral blackmail / guilt-trip had always been something people loved to do. If he truly did charity in a lavish, no-expense-spared manner, then a large number of people would quickly come to him with charitable projects, demanding money. He couldn’t possibly give to everyone, and if he refused, those he turned down might turn around and start cursing him.

And aid for these eighty or ninety-year-old veterans certainly couldn’t just be a certain amount of living expenses. The best solution was comprehensive assistance for those struggling veterans. After all, given their contributions to the nation, the nation now had every reason to give back to them and ensure that their remaining years were filled with comfort.

However, once it went up to this level, it had to be a collective effort by the entire society. Just like Project Hope, such charitable initiatives could only be truly successful if the whole society worked together. Otherwise, no individual capability could possibly sustain it.

While Li Mu was deep in thought, Wei Lan reminded him, “Your 3321 project, your charity auction on Taobao for the Sapling Protection Fund, these are all excellent ways to do charity, allowing them to be self-sufficient or have a sustainable source of funding. I think you can operate this veteran project using a similar method.”

Li Mu lamented, “This project, like the Sapling Protection Fund, is actually a pure expenditure project. It’s not like 3321, which allows students to earn money while accumulating charitable funds for the platform. Moreover, the overall scale of the Sapling Protection Fund is much smaller.”

Then, Li Mu added, “What you just said makes a lot of sense. These veterans are distinguished contributors to our nation. A true guarantee is certainly not just two thousand yuan in living allowance per person per year, but to give them worry-free lives, healthy bodies, sufficient care, and social recognition. Even after they pass away, we must help arrange their funeral affairs and ensure they rest in peace. If that’s the case, the amount of funding needed would be far greater than the number we just discussed. I really need to think this through carefully.”

Wei Lan thought for a moment and said, “I think, if possible, not only should the whole society pay attention to this charitable initiative, but the status of veterans should also receive high recognition throughout society. Then, brand it and commercialize it, and cooperate with all departments and enterprises related to veterans’ life, old age, sickness, and death.”

“Tell me more.”

Wei Lan explained, “For example, if the Old Soldiers Never Die charitable initiative gains popularity domestically and has enough buzz, then the Old Soldiers Never Die brand will also become popular. Once the brand becomes popular, we must establish our authority in this area, making sure that veterans we certify are recognized by the entire society. Then we can cooperate with hospitals, nursing homes, large supermarkets, and even cemeteries and burial grounds across the country. We will give them special certification and corresponding promotional resources, but they must offer a certain discount to the veterans we certify.”

“For example, if Walmart, Carrefour, or other large chain supermarkets are willing to cooperate with us, as long as they are willing to give our certified veterans a 50% discount on purchases of five hundred yuan or other amounts per person per month, allowing veterans to save some money on rice, flour, grains, and oil, then we will allow them to use the title ‘Old Soldiers Never Die Designated Partner Enterprise.’ Hospitals are the same; if a veteran without medical insurance is hospitalized due to illness, and they can offer a certain percentage reduction in treatment costs, then they will be our designated partner hospital. If a middle-aged and elderly clothing brand is willing to sponsor veteran clothing, it can also use the Old Soldiers Never Die brand. Overall, we will open up cooperation channels to all enterprises and lower the cooperation threshold. This way, enterprises will have profit potential, and their enthusiasm will definitely increase significantly.”

Li Mu sat up in surprise and snapped his fingers, “That’s a great idea! Only commercialization is the most reasonable and long-lasting mode of operation. As long as we build up the buzz and reputation of Old Soldiers Never Die, a large number of companies wanting to piggyback on the popularity will naturally come. At that time, we can directly engage in commercial cooperation with them.”

After that, Li Mu looked at Wei Lan and praised, “You are truly the smartest and most business-savvy woman I have ever met!”

Wei Lan smiled and said, “Not as good as you say, but I suppose it’s quite good.”

“It’s absolutely fantastic! You not only helped me perfect this concept but also solved a huge problem!”

Wei Lan bit her lower lip lightly with her pearly teeth, her eyes filled with affection, and said, “I’ve helped you so much, so how are you going to reward me?”

Li Mu gazed at Wei Lan with a mischievous grin. After a few seconds of silence, he suddenly reached out and pulled her into his arms, then flipped over, pinning her beneath him. He said in an obnoxious tone, “If you want a reward, then I’ll just have to exert myself more tonight…”

…

Chen Ze hadn’t seen Li Mu for quite some time. Li Mu immediately arranged to meet him the day after returning from the United States, which made Chen Ze feel a bit overwhelmed by favor.

Although he didn’t know why Li Mu was looking for him, Chen Ze had something he had been waiting to discuss with Li Mu. So when Li Mu suggested a meeting location, he offered to drive to Ziyun Villa to pick Li Mu up.

Li Mu got into Chen Ze’s Audi A6. Chen Ze drove him directly onto the Fifth Ring Road and said, “If you have anything to say to me, say it quickly now. Later, I’ll take you to see the current progress of our racetrack.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Is the racetrack finished?”

Chen Ze nodded excitedly and said, “Almost. I found several construction companies to work overtime on the entire racetrack project. The main hardware of the track is completely done; we’re now installing some track equipment. The main building of our club is also nearing completion.”

Li Mu said, “Then it looks like it’ll be put into use soon.”

Chen Ze hummed and replied, “To host official competitions, we’ll probably have to wait for everything to be done and submit it to the International Automobile Federation for inspection. But in just a month or two, we can start using the track ourselves.”

Li Mu said, “Alright, start working on this soon. Put out the signboard for CSC, the China Supercar Club. First, find some friends with supercars who have good connections, and then promote it publicly to attract more members.”

Chen Ze nodded and asked Li Mu, “If we establish the club now, how do we maintain member relations within the club? I originally planned a large club, but our main building still needs decoration after completion, which will probably take about half a year before it can be put into use.”

Li Mu said, “That’s simple. Most of these young supercar enthusiasts socialize for connections. With your golden signboard, and by bringing in people like Li Tong, the owner of Fayue Restaurant, Lin Lin, and Cai Zhengmao, who deals in cars, the influence of the small circles will quickly rise. Once it reaches a certain scale, everyone can come to the track to enjoy their cars. In the meantime, use Fat Wang’s SugarClub as a base. Just say the word to Fat Wang, and we’ll directly turn the SugarClub Gongti store into CSC’s member club. Only members and their friends can spend money there. Then, elevate the entire club’s prestige, find a few event planners to regularly organize themed parties, and then plan some outdoor activities. That should basically maintain the club’s members.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu added, “After half a year, when all our projects are completed, we’ll directly set up our own club next to the racetrack, along with Cai Zhengmao’s supercar sales, and supercar maintenance. Everything will be integrated. CSC will become an amusement park for these wealthy scions and children of officials in Yanjing. Once your influence in this circle emerges, I can guarantee that even those second-generation heirs who don’t like supercars will go buy one specifically to join this club and become a member.”

Chen Ze gave a thumbs up, “That’s why everyone says you’re the best at having fun! If this club truly brings together all these notable young people in Yanjing, the energy contained within it will be immense. These second-generation heirs in Yanjing have countless small circles, but there isn’t a single truly large circle that can encompass all or most of them. I think CSC will definitely be the first.”

Li Mu nodded, “I think so too.”

Chen Ze then smilingly said to Li Mu, “How about you, old man, get a supercar and join CSC too?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Do I have to join?”

Chen Ze said, “When it comes to influence now, who can surpass you? If even you are a member of our CSC, how much influence would that news have on CSC once it gets out?”

Li Mu thought about it, and Chen Ze was right. He already had shares in this project. Even if he didn’t join CSC, once the club was established, everyone would still know he held shares. Rather than that, he might as well just join directly. It was his invested project, a club he helped establish, so of course, he should be among the first members.

So, Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “Since that’s the case, I’ll go to Cai Zhengmao to order a car later. We’ll be the very first members of CSC.”





Chapter 1230: Top-tier Club

The CSC Supercar Club was Li Mu’s idea, but it has now become Chen Ze’s most valued project.

Originally, Chen Ze only wanted to invest in racetracks and develop professional motorsport. However, given the less optimistic outlook for professional racetracks and racing in China, Li Mu came up with the idea of operating a supercar club alongside it, bringing in wealthy individuals who love sports cars and speed but aren’t professional racers.

To successfully integrate these two, three aspects are crucial.

First, these wealthy individuals must perceive the club as having sufficient swagger;

Second, they must have an extremely enjoyable time at the club;

Finally, they must be able to meet more wealthy people within the club.

A club, by definition, brings together individuals with similar hobbies, equal social standing, and comparable influence, allowing them to enjoy themselves while expanding their connections / network.

If a club’s members possess significant social impact, a large wave of people will inevitably join specifically for its connections / network.

Chen Ze clearly understood that since Li Mu had agreed to become an official member of the club, its future connections / network would be extraordinary. His own influence primarily covered wastrels’ children — people who indeed came from powerful and well-connected families, but in his opinion, their individual capability and caliber were quite lacking. There were some second-generation heirs who only knew how to spend money and chase women; when it came to doing anything serious, they were mostly useless. If the club were full of such people, it would indeed be rather watered down.

However, Li Mu’s influence was far greater than his own. He could attract many entrepreneurs, founders, or second-generation heirs with entrepreneurial ambitions. Combined with his own influence within the circle, this club was bound to become the most influential top-tier club in the country.

At this thought, Chen Ze, who had seen his share of great storms and waves; hardships; significant challenges, trembled slightly with excitement.

Just then, Chen Ze remembered Li Mu had something to discuss, so he asked, “Oh, right, what did you want to talk about?”

Li Mu said, “Oh, I wanted to discuss Chen Wan’s father’s matter.”

Chen Ze gave a knowing smile and asked Li Mu, “So you’re finally going to intervene in this matter? I thought you weren’t going to get involved.”

Li Mu nodded, “I met with the patriarch in the United States. At their age, the old couple isn’t entirely content living there. Wei Lan is working at Wan Ying Real Estate and can’t accompany them. So, I thought if I could resolve this matter and bring the old couple to Yanjing, Wei Lan would be happier.”

“Haha!” Chen Ze exclaimed, laughing as if he suddenly realized something. “I understand.”

Li Mu asked him, “What do you understand?”

“Oh, nothing.” Chen Ze waved his hand, then quickly asked, “Do you need my help? If so, I can go to Huzhou City to build connections for you.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t change the subject. Tell me what you understood.”

Seeing Li Mu’s determined expression, Chen Ze gave a helpless smile and said, “I’m not blind; I can clearly see Wei Lan’s attitude towards you. But I never expected you two to get together.”

Li Mu’s eyes narrowed. Before he could speak, Chen Ze quickly added, “Given our relationship, don’t hide things from me. Although I haven’t seen Wei Lan and can’t tell if there were any flirtatious exchanges between you two, the fact that you’re willing to intervene in Wei Lan’s father’s matter proves that you two must have gotten together.”

Li Mu asked, “Why are you so sure?”

Chen Ze laughed, “If you truly wanted to intervene in Wei Lan’s father’s matter, you would have done so much earlier; you wouldn’t have waited until now. I think you’ve always been very clear-headed about this. You’ve already helped Wei Lan too much; given your cooperative relationship, it’s already very unequal. Therefore, it shouldn’t be you continuing to give to Wei Lan, but rather Wei Lan reciprocating and giving to you, such as her joining Wan Ying Real Estate. Now that you’re suddenly intervening in this matter again, it must be because your relationship has changed. Otherwise, if it were merely a cooperative relationship, you would never have considered it.”

Li Mu pouted, “You make it sound like it’s true.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Don’t be so quick to deny it. Anyway, I won’t say anything to anyone outside, and you don’t need to be embarrassed. For a man like you, having a few extra women around is nothing.”

Li Mu knew that Chen Ze was also a shrewd individual, and he wouldn’t be able to hide his relationship with Wei Lan from him. Even if he denied it, Chen Ze wouldn’t believe him, so he simply gave a calm smile as an acknowledgment. Then he asked, “Let’s talk about this matter. I want to resolve it in the next couple of days.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “This matter is actually very simple. Either you or I can use a favor to ensure his safety.”

Hearing Chen Ze say this, Li Mu was relieved. He asked, “Can you help me contact the person who can make a decision on this matter? If possible, help me arrange a meeting time.”

Chen Ze asked him, “Are you sure you want to use your favor for this? I can help you with this.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Forget it. Your patriarch holds a high position. Letting you coordinate this might bring unnecessary trouble to your patriarch later. I’ll go myself. It doesn’t matter if I owe a favor; I can repay it with money or resources.”

Chen Ze thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “Alright, I’ll help you contact them then. When are you free?”

“Tomorrow or the day after.”

“Okay, I’ll coordinate.”



The main buildings of the CSC racetrack located in Shunyi have all been completed. Chen Ze has placed several high-end-looking go-karts here. According to him, he has already completed one to two hundred laps on this track himself.

The track is approximately three kilometers long, with over ten turns. Its widest point is more than twenty meters, and the narrowest is still over ten meters. It was built entirely to the FIA F3 race track standards, even exceeding them slightly.

Li Mu could only be considered an ordinary car enthusiast, not as passionate about racing as Chen Ze. So, he didn’t feel much seeing such a track. Chen Ze took him on a long tour, even insisting on pulling him to ride go-karts for a couple of laps to experience it. Li Mu was also eager to try, but unexpectedly, after getting on, Chen Ze would lap him completely every three laps. This feeling of being utterly crushed was truly not pleasant, so Li Mu pulled Chen Ze off the track to check the progress of the main building.

The main building of the CSC Club is very large. The entire club resembles a miniature five-star hotel. Apart from the reception hall, the adjacent areas and upper floors are almost entirely dedicated to leisure, entertainment, and party venues. There is a bar, a restaurant, an audio-visual room, an entertainment room equipped with various facilities, a members’ lounge, meeting rooms, conference rooms, as well as a gym, indoor swimming pool, and bathrooms.

In addition, back when Du Fei was doing the design, Li Mu had asked her to set aside a few rooms, one to two hundred square meters each, to be left unplanned for the time being, but available for flexible use later according to demand.

Li Mu knew that it wouldn’t be long before board games would become popular, and entertainment activities like Werewolf would also spread. The most crucial thing for playing such games was a quiet and comfortable venue. These reserved empty rooms could be repurposed at any time in the future to meet members’ entertainment needs.

E-sports would also see significant development and popularity in the future. Starting with Counter-Strike and StarCraft, many popular games held immense appeal for rich second-generation heirs. Thus, it was quite possible that these second-generation members might need a dedicated, high-end, comfortable, and private environment to enjoy electronic games in the future.

Furthermore, the third and fourth floors of the club were planned to include fifty guest rooms to provide temporary accommodation services for members. The overall renovation standard was also very high, designed to exceed five-star hotel standards.

Besides the various member facilities, there was also an all-glass designed sports car showroom. Once completed, Cai Zhengmao would relocate his imported car business here.

Li Mu and Chen Ze’s idea was to establish the entire club as a comprehensive entertainment venue. Although Shunyi was quite remote, currently feeling like a godforsaken place, generally, aside from going to the airport, no one really wanted to come this way. However, once the club’s interior was sufficiently complete, this remote location in Shunyi would become like a paradise, making people reluctant to leave once they arrived.

Li Mu had once stayed at some hot spring hotels located in remote suburbs. Such hotels were usually as large as estates, offering almost every kind of living, entertainment, and leisure service imaginable. Typically, you would just drive there, park your car at the hotel, check into a room, and immerse yourself in fun for two or three days. That feeling was extremely pleasant. The future CSC Club also needed to develop in this direction step by step.

After inspecting the entire project’s progress, Cai Zhengmao, who had sold Li Mu the G55, rushed over upon hearing the news.

Cai Zhengmao was a small shareholder in this project. He had always believed that Li Mu and Chen Ze would create something unique, which was why he proactively approached them to show goodwill and was willing to integrate his car sales and after-sales maintenance services into this project, thereby earning him the opportunity to be a small shareholder. The Li Mu of today, compared to the Li Mu of back then, was simply incomparable. Although the previous Li Mu had some money, in terms of both net worth and fame, he was miles ahead compared to now. Therefore, upon hearing from Chen Ze that Li Mu had arrived, Cai Zhengmao hurriedly dropped everything he was doing and rushed over.

As soon as Cai Zhengmao arrived, he quickly pulled out a pack of Panda cigarettes upon seeing the two, offered one to Li Mu and Chen Ze respectively, then personally lit their cigarettes. Only then did he say to Li Mu with a hint of deference, “General Manager Li, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen you. Brother Chen said you went to the United States some time ago. Have you just returned?”

Cai Zhengmao’s movements—taking out the cigarettes, offering them, and his demeanor and speaking attitude—automatically positioned him below Li Mu and Chen Ze. Chen Ze seemed accustomed to his attitude. He took a puff of his cigarette, smiled, and pointed at Li Mu, saying to Cai Zhengmao, “Zhengmao, get your Brother Li a sports car. He’s already agreed to publicly join the CSC Club.”

“Really?!” Cai Zhengmao looked at Li Mu with pleasant surprise, then immediately and naturally changed his address, asking with a smile, “Brother Li, Ferrari, Lamborghini, GTR, McLaren—any sports car you can think of, just name one you like, and your little brother will get it for you within two months.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “A Ferrari. Any classic Ferrari in red will do.”

Li Mu didn’t research sports cars much, but having seen many different types, he still preferred Ferraris a bit more. The Prancing Horse emblem and its unique red color were the first brand that came to Li Mu’s mind when he thought of sports cars.

Cai Zhengmao, hearing Li Mu say he liked Ferraris, clapped his hands and said, “I’ve ordered an Enzo, arriving next week. Since Brother Li likes Ferraris, I’ll let you have this one.”

After saying this, Cai Zhengmao lightly patted his chest, nonchalantly adding, “Consider it a small gift from me to Brother Li.”





Chapter 1231: CSC Membership Threshold

Li Mu had heard of the Ferrari Enzo before. Rumor had it that this car had a very limited production run, and its purchase threshold was extremely high. It was said that only those who owned several Ferraris were even eligible to buy one. Li Mu didn’t know if this rumor was true, but what was certain was that the car was extremely expensive.

Chen Ze hadn’t expected Cai Zhengmao to be so perceptive. The moment he spoke, he wanted to give Li Mu an Enzo. Chen Ze himself truly loved this car, but due to his patriarch’s status, let alone an Enzo, he wouldn’t even dare to get an ordinary Ferrari. Even if the source of the money was completely clean and transparent, it wouldn’t be acceptable. Given his identity, he absolutely couldn’t drive such a flashy car and draw attention. So, the sports cars he owned were low-key models like the GTR, which didn’t look remarkable and weren’t widely known. However, the cost of modifications after acquiring them was far more expensive than the purchase price of the car itself, to the extent that his GTR could easily outperform all supercars in Yanjing.

Fortunately, Li Mu’s identity was completely free from such invisible restrictions. With Li Mu’s current ability, even if he bought a private jet, no one would dare to say a single word against it. If you have the ability to make money, you are qualified to enjoy it. Spending money for comfort is only natural. So, Chen Ze immediately picked up on Cai Zhengmao’s words and said to Li Mu: “The Enzo is a rare and highly sought-after item. Zhengmao has truly gone all out this time. Li Mu, you don’t have to worry about cars anymore. Let Zhengmao handle everything.”

Li Mu didn’t immediately agree or disagree with Chen Ze’s words. Instead, he asked Cai Zhengmao with a hint of surprise: “Can the Enzo be bought just like that?”

Cai Zhengmao waved his hand, smiling: “Buying this car isn’t easy. If you want to buy a brand-new one, you have to meet Ferrari’s manufacturer requirements. They demand that the owner must have at least three or more Ferrari models already registered under their name, plus a bunch of other completely messed up conditions. Fortunately, I’ve been dealing with cars for long enough, and I’ve handled quite a few myself, so I managed to order one from Ferrari.”

Li Mu nodded, asking him: “What’s the price of this car?”

Cai Zhengmao said: “Brother Li, why are you being so polite with your brother here? Both you and Brother Chen have honored me by letting me into this CSC project. Your brother here should also show some gratitude.”

Li Mu didn’t want to owe Cai Zhengmao a favor. After all, their relationship wasn’t that close. Moreover, even if the final price of this car after import into the country exceeded ten million yuan, it wasn’t a big deal to him. After the last cashing out, the amount of cash he had on hand was still very substantial. Furthermore, “Mu Online” had been the most profitable online game in the country for a long time, and this income was also a stable and significant cash flow.

Just as Li Mu was about to persuade Cai Zhengmao to tell him the actual price of an Enzo, Chen Ze spoke up at that moment: “Li Mu, it’s Zhengmao’s gesture of goodwill. I think you shouldn’t be so polite with him. From now on, we’re not just partners, but also good brothers. Since he intends to give you a car, just accept it with a smile.”

Cai Zhengmao quickly chimed in: “That’s right, Brother Li. It’s just a car. It’s a drop in the bucket for both you and me. It’s rare that I have one and you happen to like it, so don’t be too polite with your brother here.”

Even Chen Ze was urging him to accept this “grand gift,” so Li Mu pondered for a moment and didn’t refuse. He nodded slightly and said to Cai Zhengmao: “Zhengmao, thank you!”

“Brother Li, we’re like brothers, so there’s no need for thanks. After the car arrives at port and clears customs next week, I’ll have someone deliver it to Yanjing. Do you have a preferred license plate number? Tell me, and I’ll help you sort it out.”

Chen Ze chuckled then: “Zhengmao, you don’t have to worry about the license plate. You’re giving the car, and I’ll provide the plate.”

…

“Old Chen, why did you want me to accept Cai Zhengmao’s car? Its ex-factory price is probably four or five million yuan. After importing it into the country, the tariffs, consumption tax, and value-added tax would double that amount. And with all the other miscellaneous fees, it would definitely be over ten million yuan. That’s no small favor.”

On the way back, Li Mu sat in Chen Ze’s car, curiously asking him this question.

Chen Ze chuckled, then said seriously: “Ah, you, don’t think about owing him a favor. By accepting his car, you’re actually doing him a favor.”

Li Mu asked, puzzled: “Why do you say that?”

Chen Ze explained: “For Cai Zhengmao, I don’t really have much influence in front of him. Among the people he deals with, there are a few similar to me. But you, you’re different. Do you know how many people in the social circles of these wastrels’ children want to meet you, or want to tag along for a free ride and make money?”

Li Mu shrugged: “Everyone certainly wants to make money.”

“Exactly.” Chen Ze smiled slightly and said: “When we first brought Cai Zhengmao into this project, you were nowhere near as exceptionally capable as you are now. Back then, he certainly felt that he was equal to both of us when he joined. But over this long period, your development has been too rapid, causing a shift in his state of mind. He must feel that he’s becoming increasingly unequal to you in this project, and as your ability continuously increases, this project will also be elevated further by you. This makes him even more worried about his own prospects in this project. He’s certainly afraid that one day you’ll find him too superfluous and kick him out of this project.”

Li Mu chuckled: “I truly had no such intention.”

Chen Ze nodded: “That’s why I suggested you accept this car. By accepting it, you won’t owe Cai Zhengmao any favor; instead, you’ll give him a strong reassurance, allowing him to continue working steadily on this project. If you don’t accept it, he’ll definitely be worried constantly.”

“I understand.” Li Mu suddenly realized and nodded: “Then I’ll accept it. Ten million yuan isn’t a huge sum for Cai Zhengmao anyway.”

“Exactly.” Chen Ze chuckled: “He saw the prospects in you and the prospects in CSC, so he wants to be tied to us long-term and work hard. By accepting this car, you’re actually stabilizing his state of mind. It’s a win-win situation.”

Continuing, Chen Ze added: “Since your car will arrive next week, we really should accelerate the relevant matters for the club. If you’re going to Huzhou City tomorrow, then I’ll go talk to fat Wang about the venue tomorrow. Once you’re back, we can have a good chat about the club’s positioning, terms, and promotion. You’re definitely more skilled than anyone else at these things. Let’s try to finalize them quickly, and then we can start recruiting the first batch of members in our social circles.”

Li Mu said: “First, I’ll briefly outline a few simple principles. Our club will have two membership thresholds: first, you must own a sports car, and second, you must pay a certain amount in annual fees. Initially, I was inclined to implement a tiered membership system, such as Gold, Platinum, and Diamond members. However, after thinking it over, immediately categorizing members into different ranks might affect the enthusiasm of mid-to-low-tier members to join. So, I plan to start with high-tier members by setting a higher entry standard, and then gradually lowering it.”

Chen Ze asked: “Do you mean we’ll first recruit high-end members, similar to Diamond members?”

“Yes, initially, we can set all eligible member vehicles to cars with a final price of two to three million yuan or more. This will first gather the first-tier high-end players, making second-tier and third-tier players temporarily feel that they have no chance with CSC. The more out of reach it seems, the more they will actually want to join. So, once our first batch of members is almost recruited, our social impact is sufficiently established, and the anticipation of second- and third-tier players has sufficiently fermented, we will then announce to the public that we are appropriately lowering the threshold. For example, reducing the car price from two to three million yuan to one to two million yuan, thereby bringing in second- and third-tier users as well.”

“That’s so much trouble. Won’t we still have to implement a tiered membership system in the end?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Of course we will, but doing it incrementally like this versus doing it all at once gives users a completely different psychological experience. The reason Ferrari has been so sought after all these years is because it only launches first-tier products for first-tier users, positioning itself very high. But what if, from the very beginning, besides supercars, Ferrari also made cheaper C-segment and B-segment cars? How do you think first-tier users would feel? You set your sights on a Ferrari supercar, but the owner of the restaurant at your doorstep just spent one million yuan on a four-door, five-seater Ferrari family sedan. When it’s your turn to buy a Ferrari, you’ll hesitate. You’ll internally consider whether you want to choose the same brand as someone like the restaurant owner next door. This is the drawback of implementing a tiered membership system from the start; it can cause high-end users to feel repelled.”

“However, if you’ve already bought a Ferrari supercar, and after some time, Ferrari releases a four-door, five-seater family sedan priced at one million yuan, and then you discover that the owner of the restaurant at your doorstep also bought one, what can you do then? You’ve already bought the car anyway.”

Chen Ze shook his head repeatedly after hearing this: “You’re truly crafty… But even if you do that, once you start lowering the threshold, those high-end members who aren’t interested in, or even somewhat repulsed by, lower-tier members will still feel uncomfortable. What then?”

Li Mu said: “That doesn’t matter. As long as they join us first, we’ll have the opportunity to instill this awareness in them, to help them understand that if a club like this wants to grow bigger and stronger, it can’t just be a small group of high-end users. That wouldn’t be good for the club’s development either. Appropriately lowering the standards is a good way to provide the club with fresh blood and new energy. Moreover, we definitely won’t blindly lower the threshold. The final threshold will still be set around the concept of a ‘Supercar Club’. For instance, no matter how much we lower the threshold, the entry-level vehicle price won’t drop below one million five hundred thousand yuan. As long as we stick to our bottom line, it counts as an explanation to our members.”

Chen Ze pondered for a long time, then murmured to himself: “That sounds very reasonable, but what about the membership fees? What tier are you planning to set them at?”

Li Mu said: “Membership fees shouldn’t be too high or too low. If they’re too high, they’ll naturally deter more users. If they’re too low, they’ll reduce the club’s profit and the service standards the club can offer its members. So, I’ve roughly thought about linking the membership fee to one of the members’ car-related costs, such as insurance.”

“Insurance?”

“Yes. If first-tier members’ cars are all supercars costing three to four million yuan, or even over five million yuan, then their annual commercial insurance will cost around eighty to one hundred thousand yuan. So, we’ll set the membership fee at one hundred thousand yuan per year, which is essentially equivalent to buying an additional commercial insurance policy. This cost should be negligible for them, definitely within their affordability.”





Chapter 1232: Universal Gravitation

Chen Ze hadn’t expected Li Mu would use commercial car insurance as a reference for pricing the club’s annual fee. However, listening to his analysis, this reference point indeed held a certain specific significance. For a sports car owner, they would certainly possess sufficient economic strength. The car insurance amount, even if not a mere fraction, wouldn’t be a large expenditure for them, and should be within the acceptable range for these car owners.

Immediately, Chen Ze asked Li Mu again: “After we gradually establish the tiered membership system, what kind of services will we provide to members of different tiers?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Members pay to join the club, partly for the club’s connections, but a large part is still to enjoy the club’s services. Therefore, membership fees are our basic operating funds for providing special services to members. My idea is to treat the membership fee as a pre-charged consumption. For example, if an A-grade user pays one hundred thousand yuan in membership fees annually, we can tentatively consider these one hundred thousand yuan as their pre-deposited amount in our club. Then, we can customize various complimentary services for them within the next year until the one hundred thousand yuan is fully used up. The remaining services can then be supplemented with some additional paid projects.”

Chen Ze asked in surprise, “Is that ‘take from the people, use for the people’?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “That’s true, but we calculate based on market pricing, and there will be sufficient profit margin.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “For example, the fee for one-time track usage for external parties is one thousand yuan, and we have a profit on this one thousand yuan. We’ll also calculate it at this price when dealing with members. For instance, for a typical cocktail party, the normal per-person consumption in an external bar is two thousand yuan, so we will also calculate it at two thousand yuan for members. If an A-grade user pays one hundred thousand, we will provide services worth one hundred thousand yuan. According to the profit margin in the high-end service industry, we need to retain a 50% gross profit.”

“That’s more like it…” Chen Ze smiled, “I thought you wanted to spend one hundred thousand yuan on them if they paid one hundred thousand.”

Li Mu smiled, “Where would you find such a good deal? While providing basic services to users who pay membership fees, we will also collaborate with various high-end service providers to launch additional paid projects. We’ll let suppliers offering golf, yachts, high-end overseas travel, and high-end parties integrate with us. They will provide the services, and we will sell them to members. At that time, we will encourage members to pre-pay within our club. We’ll find a senior event planner to continuously customize and combine various entertainment projects for them, allowing them to engage in group-based high-end consumption through us. This way, our club’s accounts will not only have certain capital reserves but also earn considerable profit while selling high-end services.”

The high-end service industry itself is one with a very high gross profit. However, while the gross profit in this industry is high, the net profit is relatively ordinary. The main reason is that selling these high-end services inherently requires very high operating costs.

A high-end member of a golf club might pay at least two to three hundred thousand yuan a year, but the commission for sales staff must reach at least 5-10%, and sometimes even higher.

For businesses like golf clubs, it’s difficult to expand into high-end users relying solely on their own sales teams. So they usually seek cooperation with businesses that have high-end users, such as five-star hotels or high-end brand 4S dealerships that possess high-end customer resources, to conduct proxy sales. This cooperation model requires giving the selling party about 20% of the sales amount as a commission.

If the CSC club takes off, the high-end users it can gather will certainly surpass any 4S dealership in Yanjing, or even nationwide. At that time, the club acting as a proxy seller for high-end service businesses like golf clubs will not only generate significant sales but also secure at least 20% or even higher commission from the sales amount. This will also become a major source of income for the club in the future.

After hearing Li Mu’s complete analysis, Chen Ze fully understood Li Mu’s approach. No matter what Li Mu did, he pursued a complete business model. The club’s future not only needed to gather high-end users, but more importantly, the club itself needed a healthy business model to sustain its operations. Although both Li Mu and Chen Ze had enough money to keep such a club running long-term, in Li Mu’s eyes, any business model that couldn’t achieve self-sufficiency was a product of failure, and he himself wouldn’t be interested in it.

At this point, Li Mu continued, “In the future, after we gather a large number of high-end users, the first thing we need to consider is how to provide comprehensive high-end customized services for them. If everyone just gathers to enjoy cars, brag, and make casual connections, then such a club won’t elevate its standard and will find it difficult to achieve significant long-term development. So, we shouldn’t just consider their entertainment, but also something on a higher level.”

“Something on a higher level?” Chen Ze was a bit puzzled. He truly wasn’t good at business, and his way of thinking in this area was far less adaptable than Li Mu’s.

Li Mu smiled, “Look, we’ll gather a large group of first-generation rich and rich second-generation heirs. These people have high economic power. We can guide and lead them to organize group charitable activities, which will, on one hand, earn the club a better social reputation, and on the other hand, bring them better names. Furthermore, in the future, we can establish an investment fund within the club, open to all members through subscription. Then, I will oversee this fund to co-invest with my companies or my other funds, creating a better internal wealth management product for everyone.”

Chen Ze smiled, “That sounds interesting, tell me more?”

Li Mu said, “It’s actually very simple. Assuming the initial scale of this fund is one hundred million yuan, we will set it up as a tiered fund. Then, the two of us will first privately invest fifty million yuan as the subordinated capital. We will then issue 500 shares to the entire fund at a price of one hundred thousand yuan per share. Each member can subscribe to a certain number of shares, and we’ll raise another fifty million yuan as priority capital. Once we’ve gathered one hundred million yuan, the fund will officially begin operations.”

“Our fifty million yuan, as the subordinated capital, will guarantee the fund, bearing the greatest risk while enjoying the maximum returns. The members’ fifty million yuan, as the priority capital, will bear the minimal risk while enjoying a capped return. Let’s assume we set an annual net profit cap of 15% for this priority capital. Then, if this one hundred million yuan earns thirty million yuan within a year, we first need to pay the priority capital fifty million yuan in principal plus seven million five hundred thousand yuan in net profit. The remaining twenty-two million five hundred thousand yuan profit goes to the two of us. If the one hundred million yuan loses money and only eighty million yuan remains within a year, we still have to first provide fifty-seven million five hundred thousand yuan to the priority capital, with all remaining losses borne by the two of us.”

Chen Ze asked, “What if it’s all lost?”

Li Mu smiled, “If it’s all lost, then everyone loses it all. We don’t need to compensate the priority capital additionally. If it’s not all lost, then the priority capital takes its share first, until it has taken enough, or until it’s all taken.”

Chen Ze looked at Li Mu as if he were a monster and asked, “Where in the world did you learn so many complex strategies?”

Li Mu smiled, “Aren’t tiered funds quite common? Priority and subordinated structures are also very normal cooperation models – one with high risk and high return, the other with lower risk and lower return. This also largely guarantees the interests of these members.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “If this fund starts operating, any projects we invest in later will have this fund co-invest a small portion. For instance, if our Wanying is going to invest in a one-billion-yuan project, we’ll let this fund co-invest twenty million yuan. If I’m investing in a several-hundred-million-yuan project, I’ll also let this fund co-invest ten million yuan. In short, whatever we do, we’ll let this fund participate in a small way, which can be considered a small benefit for our club members.”

“Oh, and if the fund’s capital grows large enough, we can also use it to invest in the startup projects of other club members. Developing it into an internal venture capital fund is also perfectly fine. As long as we can establish a capital system within this circle, then the cohesiveness of this small circle will be incredibly strong!”

Chen Ze was speechless for a long time, and after a while, he finally sighed, “If I hadn’t met you and had blindly gone ahead with building a racetrack myself, I probably would have gone utterly broke. Everything is different after meeting you. Looking at it this way, I think this club will not only sustain itself but also make a lot of money!”

Many of Li Mu’s operational concepts not only left Chen Ze dazzled and dumbfounded, but some of these strategies would still be considered unconventional even more than ten years later.

In later generations, there were many well-known supercar clubs with annual membership fees around ten thousand yuan. The fees weren’t expensive, and the barrier to entry wasn’t high. They could quickly gather many people for fun and entertainment, occasionally performing small-scale activities with general social impact. While such an operating model carried little risk, it was very difficult to truly expand the club’s influence.

Because without financial support and a healthy business model, clubs easily develop into mere gathering places for dining and entertainment. Gradually, members who pay to join become like white-collar workers who buy gym memberships—after their initial short-lived enthusiasm fades, they likely won’t participate in club activities again.

Under such an operating model, no club could truly grow and thrive. Therefore, Li Mu aimed to adopt a new approach: raise the cost of membership to a certain extent, while simultaneously providing members with sufficient activity rewards. Furthermore, by offering various customized high-end services and building an internal capital system, the club would gain enough capability to sustain itself and generate strong universal gravitation.

Li Mu, unaware, had, in his eloquent discourse, completed the entire process of deifying himself in Chen Ze’s mind.

Chen Ze looked at Li Mu with a devout expression and asked him, “What should I do next?”

Li Mu said, “Besides preparing the club’s promotions, you also need to find a few planners skilled in high-end event planning, and someone familiar with capital operations.”

As he spoke, Li Mu suddenly thought of his own matters and said to Chen Ze, “Oh, right, I’m planning a charity project. Can you help me find an impressive project head? I need someone with a strong grasp of control and media sensitivity.”

Chen Ze frowned and pondered for a long time, then his eyes suddenly lit up, and he blurted out, “I know a woman who used to be in the fashion industry. She planned many major events in the domestic fashion scene and has strong capabilities. However, recently she seems to have lost interest in the fashion industry and traveled extensively to the Arctic, Antarctic, and Africa. She just returned last month. I can introduce her to you, and you two can talk.”

The moment Li Mu heard she was from the fashion industry, he knew that her planning, public relations, and media sensitivity must be incredibly strong. While it might sound unreliable to have such a person lead the Old Soldiers Never Die project – one serious, the other flamboyant – a closer look revealed a lot of potential. He didn’t want to turn Old Soldiers Never Die into an official charity project focused solely on influence, like “Moving China.” He wanted to commercialize it and make it a “China Well-known Trademark.” For that, he needed someone who didn’t play by the rules and would take an unconventional approach!





Chapter 1233: Three Conditions

Li Mu and Wei Lan departed for Huzhou City at noon the next day.

Chen Ze had already helped Li Mu contact the highest-ranking official in charge of Wei Jun’s case in Huzhou City the previous evening. According to Chen Ze, this person alone had the authority to decide whether Wei Jun’s involvement would lead to a public prosecution or be dropped.

After hearing from Chen Ze that Li Mu wanted to meet him, the official agreed almost without hesitation and offered to host a meal. He arranged for a restaurant in advance, awaiting Li Mu’s arrival.

Chen Ze had arranged their meeting for 7:30 PM. Li Mu and Wei Lan arrived in Huzhou City at 2:00 PM. As soon as their plane landed, Li Mu and Wei Lan took a car to a high-end apartment in the city center. All of Wei Lan’s family assets had been temporarily seized by the court when the case began, but this apartment, clearly Wei Lan’s personal real estate, was spared.

This was a luxurious two-hundred-square-meter four-bedroom duplex apartment. The apartment was spacious, and the developer had provided high-end furnishings. In the current market, its value was over ten million yuan. When Wei Lan’s family ran into trouble, she had planned to sell this apartment immediately after selling the villa in Yanjing’s Ziyun Mountain Villa, cash everything out, and then go to America. Fortunately, she met Li Mu. Although she reluctantly gave up the Ziyun Mountain Villa to Li Mu, this apartment in her hometown was preserved.

Wei Lan was a native Huzhou City girl, but having struggled constantly in the business world, she adopted the personality and temperament of a Northern Girl. What was most remarkable was the stark duality within her: she could be unyielding when facing difficulties, yet incredibly gentle when it came to love. In front of Li Mu, besides bringing him many unexpected inspirations, Wei Lan also allowed him to experience the unique tenderness of a Southern Girl.

Only then did Li Mu remember that he had promised to record Southern Girl and give it to Wei Lan, but he had been so busy that he simply couldn’t get around to it.

Li Mu could tell that Wei Lan had been subtly nervous all day. Perhaps it was because she hadn’t been to Huzhou City in a long time, and returning to her hometown brought complex emotions, or perhaps she was anxious about the success or failure of her visit, as it concerned her ability to reunite with her parents in China.

Li Mu saw the worry in Wei Lan’s heart. Although the chances of success for this matter were high, it concerned a close relative. It was like a highly successful operation; no matter how high the success rate, there was still a possibility of failure, so worry was inevitable.

So Li Mu comforted her, saying, “Don’t overthink things. I’m not going anywhere this afternoon; I’ll stay here with you. Tonight, you go out and have something good to eat. I’ll be back around eight, and if there’s good news, I’ll call you immediately to tell you.”

Wei Lan nodded gently, smiling like a child. “I know a local cuisine restaurant in a small alley that has fantastic food. I used to go there often. Tonight, I’ll treat myself to a big meal, so you don’t have to worry about me.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan hesitated for a moment, then added, “If there’s any definite news, don’t call me immediately to tell me.”

Li Mu asked, “Why not?”

Wei Lan’s eyes were flashing with shimmering light as she leaned her head on Li Mu’s shoulder. She whispered, “Whether it’s good news or bad, I don’t want to hear it when I’m alone. There’d be no one to hug me when I cry, and no one to hug when I laugh.”

Li Mu suddenly felt that, at this moment, Wei Lan was like a Ragdoll cat that had let down all its defenses, exposing its most vulnerable part to the person she trusted most – not just trust, but reliance.

…

At six in the afternoon, Li Mu left. Before he went, he didn’t forget to tell Wei Lan to go out for dinner and promised her that he would definitely bring back good news.

Wei Lan readily agreed, but after Li Mu left, she didn’t step out of the apartment.

Whether it was local cuisine or dishes from all corners of the country, she had no interest, nor any appetite.

She always had a subtle premonition that Li Mu’s intervention this time might not go as smoothly as he imagined.

Although she couldn’t articulate why she had such a premonition, upon reflection, Wei Lan felt that many subtle matters between the common people and officials were difficult to guess and predict with common sense. Even a leader from a remote town might not show much deference to a billionaire if they had no personal request. If they did show deference, it would inevitably be because they had a request, and they might even demand an exorbitant price.

When one needed something from someone, they inevitably had to exchange it with other conditions. A key figure who held influence over Wei Lan’s father’s future was definitely among the Top three in Huzhou City. What if he were to demand an exorbitant price from Li Mu regarding this matter?

After three hours of anxious waiting, her phone finally vibrated. Wei Lan stiffened, reflexively rising from the sofa and turning to find her phone. Finally, there was news!

It was a text message from Li Mu.

“Are you home?”

“I’m home.” After typing these three words, Wei Lan wanted to ask “How did it go?” but quickly gave up on the thought and just sent the three words.

“Okay, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Wait for me.”

“Okay.”

The remaining fifteen minutes felt exceptionally long to Wei Lan.

Li Mu’s ‘Wait for me’ made Wei Lan guess that he had likely resolved her father’s trouble, but she couldn’t feel happy at all because she didn’t know what price Li Mu had paid to achieve it.

Fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rang. Wei Lan hurriedly got up to open the door. Seeing Li Mu, who stood before her with a faint smile, she lightly bit her lip and asked him, somewhat awkwardly and nervously, “How did it go?”

Li Mu smiled but said nothing. From behind his back, his left hand suddenly produced a bouquet of flowers—a small floral arrangement containing two miniature sunflowers, accompanied by some white daisies, baby’s breath, and unknown small purple flowers. It was very delicate and beautiful.

“I passed by a flower shop and saw these small bouquets, so I bought one for you.”

Wei Lan gladly took the small bouquet, sniffed it under her nose, and asked, “What made you think of buying me flowers?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “To celebrate.”

Wei Lan abruptly raised her head, staring intently at Li Mu, and asked, excitedly yet disbelievingly, “Everything… everything is resolved?”

Li Mu nodded. “Everything is resolved. Go ahead and call your paternal uncle. The prosecuting authorities will drop their charges and prosecution against him. Tell him to get ready; he can return to the country next week.”

Wei Lan froze for a few seconds, her tears immediately streamed from her eyes. She lunged into Li Mu’s arms, recalling everything she had sacrificed for this matter over such a long period. This was the first time she had cried aloud in front of Li Mu, just like when she was in Yanjing, hiding in a hotel room after calling her father and telling him she had completely given up.

Li Mu held her, gently stroking the back of her head and her back, comforting her. “Don’t cry. This is good news; you should be happy.”

Wei Lan continued to sob loudly in Li Mu’s embrace. The long-standing pressure and suppression finally completely released themselves at this moment. Her emotions were like a surging flood, and she couldn’t control them at all.

After crying for about one minute, Wei Lan’s emotions stabilized slightly. She looked up at Li Mu with bloodshot eyes and choked out, “My dear, thank you.”

Li Mu smiled faintly. “Since you’re calling me ‘my dear,’ there’s no need to be so polite with me.”

At this moment, Wei Lan remembered what she had been worried about and couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Did the other party ask for any conditions in exchange for resolving this matter?”

Li Mu nodded. “They presented three conditions.”

“That many?!” Wei Lan asked urgently, “What are they?”

Li Mu chuckled. “The first condition: he has a daughter studying in America who now wishes to pursue a Ph.D. in economics at Harvard, and she dreams of studying under a Nobel laureate in economics. However, this professor only takes on three doctoral students each year, and only selects them from among the Master’s students he advises. His daughter didn’t complete her Master’s degree at Harvard. He knows I have a close relationship with Harvard, so he hopes I can help his daughter resolve this issue.”

Wei Lan asked in surprise, “How can you resolve something like that? Harvard is famously rigorous in its academics…”

Li Mu pursed his lips and chuckled. “I’ve already handled it. You think Harvard is rigorous, but I called their President, and the President personally coordinated the matter. That professor has already agreed to add an extra doctoral student slot this year, specifically for his daughter.”

Wei Lan stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, clearly not expecting Li Mu to be able to resolve something like this with just one phone call.

Snapping out of her daze, Wei Lan quickly asked again, “What about the other two conditions?”

Li Mu said, “The second condition: he has a nephew, the child of his own younger brother. His younger brother and sister-in-law passed away ten years ago in an accident, so he raised this nephew. This year, the nephew is a senior in the performing arts department at the Huzhou City Academy of Traditional Opera. His biggest dream is to be an actor, so his uncle wants to help him achieve that dream. He knows I have a major film about to start shooting, so he wants to secure a role for him in the movie.”

“What?! You agreed to that too?!” Wei Lan knew that Flying Tigers had already gained significant recognition in both the East and West, especially among the Chinese public, who had shown immense interest and enthusiasm for Flying Tigers after its press conference. She was also well aware that Li Mu had extremely high standards for Flying Tigers, striving for perfection. The other party was asking for a role in the very film he cared about most. What if the person couldn’t act well? Wouldn’t that ruin Li Mu’s movie?!

Li Mu dismissively said, “I told him that the male lead, second male lead, third male lead, fourth male lead, or fifth male lead roles are all impossible. But I can give him a character with at least three sets of scenes and three lines of dialogue, and this character will also be a member of the Flying Tigers, with an absolutely positive image.”

Wei Lan pressed, “And did he agree?”

Li Mu nodded. “He did.”

Wei Lan then asked, “What about the third condition?”

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then said after a moment, “The third condition is that after your paternal uncle returns to the country, he must not return to Huzhou City to engage in the real estate business. The primary pressure for your paternal uncle’s current trouble came from public opinion. His previous corruption case was highly scrutinized in Huzhou City, and many real estate developers were jealous because your family’s Juncheng Real Estate had bet correctly on the High-tech Zone. They intensely wanted to see your family fall, and these people have been closely watching this case. Although he can withstand this matter, to avoid putting too much pressure on him, it’s best if your paternal uncle doesn’t return to Huzhou City to pursue his old profession in the future.”





Chapter 1234: Hot to the Touch, Incredibly Popular

Li Mu had intuitively thought that Wei Jun’s matter was nothing more than a word from that leader before coming to Huzhou City, but only when he really sat down and talked with him did Li Mu realize just how difficult it was to manage.

This is like the difference between drunk driving by an ordinary person and drunk driving by a celebrity. If an ordinary person with no influence is detained for six months for drunk driving, it’s very easy to pull strings and get them released in ten days or half a month. But if a highly influential celebrity is detained for six months for drunk driving, the entire society will be closely watching him. Even if he’s released a day early, a reasonable explanation must be given to public opinion and the populace, otherwise, someone will surely seize on it and not let go.

Wei Jun was no ordinary person. He was a well-known real estate developer in Huzhou City, once worth several billion, and many people were following his case. Among them, some wished him well, some hoped for his demise, and others were simply curious. At such a time, trying to get him released was indeed quite difficult and involved considerable pressure.

Fortunately, Li Mu could meet all the demands raised by the other party this time. However, Li Mu could also tell that the other party was very familiar with his situation, as the two substantive conditions were precise and effective.

A Ph.D. student slot under a Nobel laureate and a role in Flying Tigers – Li Mu possessed both of these resources. Moreover, the social cost of these two resources was indeed not low. Especially the former; if one’s qualifications weren’t sufficient but they still wanted to secure this additional slot, it would likely be difficult to resolve even with several million to tens of millions of US dollars. As for the latter, it was also the greatest opportunity in China’s film and television industry in recent years. The domestic popularity of Flying Tigers was now common knowledge.

For the two young people in question, these two opportunities were not measurable by money, because they were extremely rare chances on the path of life, capable of bringing about a qualitative change.

After Wei Lan heard Li Mu finish, she only asked him one question: “Those first two conditions didn’t make things difficult for you, did they?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, comforting her, “Of course not. Harvard’s President is most wary of me right now; he can’t wait to do something for me to salvage my attitude towards him. As for Flying Tigers, a role with just a few lines of dialogue shouldn’t significantly impact the movie. After all, the person is professionally trained in acting, and I believe they should be capable of handling this amount of work. If not, we’ll just shoot the scenes involving them several times, dozens of times. Spending a little more on cost can always ensure quality.”

Wei Lan’s last hanging thread of worry finally slackened. Not having caused Li Mu too much trouble was the most comforting thing for her, besides her father’s matter being perfectly resolved.

Embracing Li Mu, Wei Lan instantly wrapped around him like an octopus, actively kissing him. With one hand, she unbuckled his belt, while with the other, she breathed hot air into his ear, whispering close to him, and panting, “I don’t know what’s wrong, but right now, I just want to reward you properly.”

Li Mu picked her up and, while returning her kisses, walked towards the bedroom. He was very pleased that Wei Lan used ‘reward’ instead of ‘thank’ or ‘repay’. She was his woman, and the word ‘reward’ was perfectly accurate.

In the bedroom, just as the two were about to engage in a close ‘combat’, Wei Lan’s stomach suddenly rumbled with erratic gurgles. In the bedroom, where only the two of them were, this special sound was exceptionally clear.

Li Mu stopped his movements, looking at Wei Lan with a surprised expression, and asked her, “Why is your stomach protesting? Are you hungry?”

Wei Lan said with a hint of utter shame, “I’m not hungry… What’s wrong with it? I don’t know either…”

Just as she finished speaking, her stomach rumbled again.

“Tell me the truth.”

Seeing Li Mu staring at her without blinking, Wei Lan blushed and whispered, “I didn’t eat dinner; I’m really hungry right now.”

“Why didn’t you eat dinner? Didn’t you say you were going to eat at the restaurant you used to frequent?”

“I didn’t have much ambition then; I just wanted to wait for you to come back.”

Li Mu sighed helplessly, gently kissed her forehead, and said, “Get dressed, let’s go out to eat.”

Wei Lan hesitated for a moment, her pretty face flushed crimson, and said, “I can endure a little longer…”

“Go now, don’t dilly-dally. Also, remember to call your paternal uncle, so he can be happy too.”

Seeing that Li Mu wasn’t kidding, Wei Lan could only nod obediently and submissively.

It was a little past six in the morning, Los Angeles time. Wei Jun and his old lady were still deep in their dreams. Suddenly, the phone on the nightstand rang loudly. Wei Jun’s old lady was a light sleeper; she woke up first, recognized it as her old man’s phone, and nudged him, saying, “Hubby, hubby, phone.”

Wei Jun groggily opened his eyes, his mind still half-asleep, and muttered unhappily, “Who is it? Calling at this hour, how annoying!”

His old lady saw that he hadn’t truly woken up, so she quickly nudged him a few more times, saying, “Wake up, phone! At this hour, it’s most likely our sweetie calling!”

“Huh? Sweetie’s call?” Wei Jun finally woke up, quickly sat halfway up, grabbed the phone, and pressed the answer button.

“Lanlan.”

“What?”

“Really?!”

“Dad’s here, Dad’s here, Dad’s just too excited…”

“Dad’s not crying, you heard wrong. Dad’s too happy to cry…”

Wei Jun’s old lady was utterly surprised by what she heard. She sat up and saw her old man’s face turned to the side, one hand holding the phone and the other covering the receiver, his whole body trembling incessantly. Looking at his face, his features were now twisted together, and old tears streamed down…

“Hubby, what’s wrong?” Wei Jun’s old lady had never seen him like this before, and asked with heartache.

Wei Jun quickly wiped away his tears, waved a hand at his old lady, then adjusted his voice and said to Wei Lan on the phone, “Help me thank Li Mu, thank him; your mom and I are endlessly grateful!”

Then, he added, “Your mom and I will get ready in the next few days. We’ll tell you once the time is set.”

His old lady didn’t know what was wrong with him and was about to press further, but Wei Jun had already hung up. With tear-filled eyes, he looked at his old lady and choked out, “Old lady, let’s pack up! We’re preparing to return to China to reunite with our sweetie!”

……

Having resolved Wei Jun’s matter, Li Mu was not in a hurry to return to Yanjing.

Wei Lan originally wanted to return to her busy work as soon as possible, but Li Mu insisted she stay with him in Huzhou City. He claimed he wanted Wei Lan to show him around Huzhou City properly, let him experience the charm of old Huzhou City, and taste some authentic Huzhou flavors. In truth, he wanted to use this opportunity to help Wei Lan search for her beautiful past memories in Huzhou City and allow her to completely relax for a few days.

In the past few days, Wei Lan had indeed completely relaxed. Every day, she and Li Mu went out, each wearing a thick face mask and a matching baseball cap. Hand in hand with Li Mu, she wandered through the streets and alleys of Huzhou City, searching for memories from her childhood and adolescence, making every second of these days exceptionally happy and joyful for her.

Interestingly, due to Li Mu’s recent whereabouts being quite secretive, few in China knew he had returned. However, the Flying Tigers press conference in Hollywood some time ago had created too great an impact domestically, so the entire film and television industry was playing a game called ‘finding Li Mu’ or ‘pulling strings to find Li Mu’.

The production team, behind-the-scenes capital, distribution channels, historical significance, and Li Mu’s global influence all led this film to be highly anticipated by audiences worldwide, especially domestic viewers. And China’s film and television industry had been focusing on a very important question: Flying Tigers had yet to announce any Chinese actors!

For China’s film and television industry, this was undoubtedly the most talked-about topic recently.

A film depicting Americans and Chinese people jointly resisting the Japanese, then undoubtedly, the film would have actors from at least America and China. Now that the key American leads were finalized, all that remained were the domestic actors.

Almost every domestic actor clearly understood that if they could secure an important role in this film and perform well, they would not only explode in popularity within the entire Chinese audience circle but might even successfully break into Hollywood because of it. This was a great opportunity for an overnight success; one could even say it was the most advantageous chance for fame in the nearly century-long history of Chinese cinema.

Li Mu’s first phone had long since been out of use. His current mobile number was known only to his family and close friends, as well as a few very close business partners. Therefore, no one in China’s film and television industry could get through to him by phone. As a result, Director Ning Hao, who was closest to Li Mu, became the target of the entire film and television industry’s intense scrutiny.

In the past few days, Ning Hao’s phone had been ringing off the hook. The number of people wanting to treat him to a meal during this period was more than in the previous thirty years combined. All of them hoped to get in touch with Li Mu through him.

What made him feel even more incredible was that some bigshot directors in the industry were also trying to contact him. Some directly stated their requests, while others had people relay messages; in short, they were all eyeing the positions of executive director and assistant director.

Undoubtedly, serving as an executive director or assistant director for such a film offered incredibly lucrative prospects.

First, just like for actors, this was a great opportunity to gain global recognition.

Second, unlike actors, there was so much to learn within such a top Hollywood crew. Given Hollywood films’ current status of being far ahead of the competition worldwide, even assisting Hollywood photographers for a single day on set could lead to a deeper understanding of cinematic language, including color, distance, depth of field, and movement.

Third, participating in Hollywood film production offered access to the best upstream and downstream resources in the entire industry, which was also of immense significance to domestic directors.

Beyond that, there were countless actors—famous, less famous, and completely unknown—who were nearly driving Ning Hao extremely annoyed. Every day, countless actors tried to get close to him; male actors would call him ‘brother,’ while female actors would call him ‘Director Ning’ in voices so enchantingly soft they could almost claim half a person’s life. Even more outrageous, most of the female actors explicitly told Ning Hao that as long as he could help them secure a role in this film, they would accept any kind of ‘hidden rules.’

Ning Hao was on the verge of breakdown. Before, in the eyes of those bigshots, he was just a worthless loser in the film and television industry. He had finally managed to direct a major theatrical film, hoping to try his luck with its release, only for its release date to be indefinitely postponed by Li Mu. Yet, he never dreamed that he would suddenly become popular overnight in the film and television industry, becoming so hot it was troublesome, and incredibly popular.

However, Ning Hao didn’t enjoy this feeling at all. He just felt that if his Boss Li Mu didn’t finalize the film’s cast soon, he would be forced to retreat into the mountains by these people!





Chapter 1246: Economic Base Determines Superstructure

Ning Hao was genuinely so pestered by insiders that he found it hard to cope. He couldn’t help but call Li Mu, first complaining about his experiences over the past few days, and then pressing him on when he would return to Beijing, or when he would finalize the casting for Flying Tigers.

Li Mu didn’t keep him in suspense, telling him he would be back in Beijing in two or three days. However, regarding the casting for Flying Tigers, among the Chinese leads, he had only confirmed one female lead: Du Wei, the young girl he had always favored.

Ning Hao had read the script for Flying Tigers, so he fully approved of Du Wei’s image for the Chinese female lead. He said with a smile, “I knew you’d definitely give this role to Du Wei. To be honest, among all the actors I can imagine, Du Wei is also the best choice.”

“Great minds think alike,” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Don’t let Du Wei’s young age fool you; her acting skills are truly excellent. The most crucial thing is that she’s never even studied acting, yet she possesses a kind of confidence where she can embody whatever role she plays.”

“Confidence?” Ning Hao asked him, “Shouldn’t it be acting skill?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s not acting skill; it’s confidence.”

In Li Mu’s view, confidence was the root of acting skill.

Someone without confidence couldn’t even control their expressions in front of the camera, or would ponder for ages where to place their hands, let alone act.

Only those with sufficient confidence, who can calmly face the camera or are completely unaffected by it, possess the fertile ground for cultivating acting skills.

The prerequisite for acting like whatever character one plays is a complete lack of fear or nervousness regarding acting deep down. First, one must be able to portray oneself well in front of the camera; without confidence, they can’t even play themselves properly.

In fact, Li Mu had long discovered this issue through subtle details.

Whether in Western or Eastern countries, TV stations frequently conduct street interviews. However, it’s evident that ordinary citizens in Eastern countries, primarily China, often reveal clear nervousness when facing the camera. In contrast, most ordinary citizens in Western countries can speak eloquently in front of the camera during interviews. Their demeanor, expressions, and gestures are all very natural, showing no signs of tension. This highlights the importance of confidence.

Li Mu felt that the general lack of confidence among people in Eastern countries was mainly due to the constant bullying Eastern countries, especially the Chinese nation, had endured from various global powers in modern history, along with continuous warfare. Even in times of peace, they experienced long periods of hardship and self-imposed isolation. It was only after the Reform and Opening Up, when Chinese people’s living conditions gradually improved, that their confidence began to return.

Chinese people in the 21st century are far more confident than those at the end of the last century, but for a nation to fully regain confidence deep in its bones, a long process is still needed.

Conversely, most Western countries are old imperialist nations. From the Age of Discovery, they established colonies worldwide, and from the Industrial Revolution, they led the world in industrial, technological, and economic development. When people in other countries were still oppressed and struggling to fill their stomachs, they had long overcome food worries and turned to pursuing higher material and spiritual worlds.

Because Westerners have consistently led the world in modern times, their citizens have, from the recent past until now, possessed a confidence far surpassing that of Easterners. This difference in confidence subtly leads to many unique social phenomena. For example, in developed Western countries, Chinese people often experience discrimination or unfair treatment, while in China, Westerners always seem to receive more generous courtesy.

Furthermore, the acting skills of a nation’s people are deeply affected by this lack of confidence, to the extent that ninety-five percent of extras have no acting skill whatsoever and appear deeply unnatural as soon as they step in front of the camera. Actors from professional academies are not much better than ordinary citizens, with eighty percent of them performing below the passing score. If they possessed sufficient inherent confidence, their overall acting level would rise by more than one grade.

Then there’s Du Wei. This girl always carries an unperturbed confidence, which is related to her family background and her upbringing. The theory that the economic base determines the superstructure is largely confirmed in her case. Children from wealthy families are naturally more confident from a young age than average people, while children who grew up in environments troubled by daily necessities and worrying about what to eat or wear tomorrow rarely exhibit an aura of confidence.

Having lived two lives, Li Mu deeply understood just how profound the changes brought by an economic base could be for a person.

If it weren’t for his rebirth, and if it weren’t for the advanced thinking of more than ten years ahead of this world in his mind, Li Mu would have found it difficult to truly possess confidence.

In fact, Li Mu himself was a typical lack-of-confidence young man in his previous life. His family’s financial situation was relatively tight, leading him to develop a cautious personality from a young age.

He couldn’t bear to eat things that were too good, nor could he bring himself to buy clothes that were too expensive.

He felt awkward and uneasy in high-end restaurants, and like he had thorns in his back in luxury shopping malls.

His eloquence was excellent when chatting casually and joking around with good friends, often launching into lengthy discussions, yet his voice would tremble with nervousness when called upon by a teacher to recite a text in class.

When he finally managed to travel abroad, he would feel inexplicably nervous during immigration. When speaking English to a foreigner, even a simple “Excuse me” would require a long mental preparation before he could utter it…

These were all the subtle influences that the economic base had brought to his previous self.

Thinking about this, Li Mu particularly hoped that young people in China could grow up with more confidence and less inferiority, and he wished even more that in the next two or three decades, when the Post-00s generation came of age, they would possess the same confidence as Westerners.

Li Mu had many thoughts on confidence, but Ning Hao didn’t have such a deep understanding. In contrast, he was more interested in Li Mu’s choice for the male lead, pressing him on whether he had decided who should play the role.

Li Mu replied, “To be honest, I still haven’t decided who should play the male lead. Because of this role’s definition, the actor needs to act opposite Tom Hanks, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Anne Hathaway. If the acting skills differ too much, it will definitely create a strong sense of dissonance for the audience. But in my impression, actors with that kind of ability are basically older generation artists. I truly can’t find one among the younger generation.”

Ning Hao hummed, “This role is indeed difficult to find. The requirements are too high. Conversely, the female lead’s requirements are lower, since she only needs to act well opposite Leonardo DiCaprio.”

Speaking of this, Ning Hao suddenly remembered something and said, “Oh right, boss, The Story of a Noble Family is about to air. I heard people say the quality of this TV series is quite high, and you seem to be quite familiar with the lead actor, Chen Kun. What do you think of him?”

“Chen Kun, huh…” Li Mu clicked his tongue. He had worked with him before; Chen Kun played the second male lead in Old Boys back then, and the entire collaboration had been very smooth. Moreover, Chen Kun was relatively humble and highly cooperative, but Li Mu always felt that his acting seemed to lack something.

In Li Mu’s impression, Chen Kun at this age, no matter what role he played, seemed to deliberately hold back, which made his acting style appear somewhat unnatural. To put it more directly, his acting simply wasn’t up to par yet.

Ning Hao heard Li Mu’s pause and knew that Li Mu might not be very satisfied with Chen Kun. He smiled, “If you think Chen Kun isn’t suitable, you could also consider Lu Yi. He debuted even earlier than Chen Kun, and became popular with Never Look Back.”

Li Mu considered Lu Yi’s image and shook his head, saying, “Lu Yi isn’t suitable. He’s too much of a pretty boy; he doesn’t have the temperament to play a War of Resistance pilot.”

Ning Hao then listed several other currently popular young male actors, but Li Mu rejected them all without exception, leaving Ning Hao helpless. After a long pause, he finally blurted out, “How about Huang Bo? His acting is extremely good! That guy can play anything!”

“No way!” Li Mu immediately retorted, “Huang Bo’s acting is fine, but his appearance is a bit… apologetic. If you let him play this role, acting opposite Anne Hathaway, don’t you think the visual style would be very peculiar? Like village bachelor Er Niu suddenly marrying a woman like Joey Wong…”

“What about Xia Yu? He’s a Film Emperor!”

“No, his acting range is too limited! And honestly, his appearance isn’t much better than Huang Bo’s!”

“Oh dear!” Ning Hao sighed anxiously, saying, “Why don’t you see if there are any suitable Hong Kong or Taiwan actors? What about Edison Chen? He was very outstanding in Infernal Affairs. He’s young, handsome, and his acting is also good.”

“Damn it!” Li Mu instinctively swore, “Are you trying to set me up for disaster?!”

Ning Hao asked in surprise, “What’s wrong, boss? I’m trying to help you, how am I setting you up…?”

Li Mu then came to his senses. Ning Hao definitely didn’t know about the tragic incident caused by the computer repair years later. Edison Chen indeed had great looks and good acting skills, but the thought of that computer repair incident made Li Mu want to avoid him. Moreover, Li Mu genuinely didn’t want to use Hong Kong or Taiwan actors in this movie. He felt that this was an unprecedented collaboration between the mainland Chinese film industry and Hollywood, and he should ensure the purity of this collaboration. He wasn’t planning to invite any Hong Kong, Taiwan, or foreign Chinese-descendant actors for this film.

So, Li Mu told Ning Hao, “For this movie, on the Chinese side, I want an all-mainland crew, both in front of and behind the scenes.”

Ning Hao sighed, “Alright then, I’ll go scout carefully for you again.”

“Good.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu felt a bit melancholy. Steven Spielberg was already preparing to start filming in the US, and as soon as the US shoot concluded, he would immediately come to China. Yet, Li Mu still hadn’t decided who should play the Chinese male lead in the script. This matter was truly difficult.

Wei Lan, who had listened to Li Mu’s entire call, saw his melancholic expression and cautiously asked, “Dear, have you seen a movie called Postmen in the Mountains?”





Chapter 1236: Alternate Male Lead

Wei Lan asked Li Mu about the movie Postmen in the Mountains, and Li Mu instantly understood what she meant.

Li Mu asked her, “Are you talking about the actor named Liu Ye?”

“Yes.” Wei Lan nodded happily. “You know him?”

Li Mu smiled. “Yes, I’ve seen that movie.”

When he thought of Liu Ye, what Li Mu actually remembered most wasn’t him, but his pair of hybrid children. At one point, Li Mu had watched a variety show called Where Are We Going, Dad?, and Liu Ye’s children had left a very good impression on him. However, thinking carefully about Liu Ye himself, this actor really was quite suitable for the role.

Liu Ye’s basic framework of acting skills was passable. Among actors of similar age, his acting skills could be considered among the top tier. Although he wasn’t as profoundly subtle as Huang Bo in his acting, his looks and demeanor were still superior to Huang Bo’s. Moreover, he had acted in several war films, and his portrayal of soldiers in them conveyed a very good overall temperament and feeling.

After careful consideration, it seemed that the actor Liu Ye truly met the requirements for the Chinese male lead in Flying Tigers. His acting, looks, temperament, and overall feel were generally acceptable. However, the only thing Li Mu wasn’t sure about was the actor’s current state. If he was to play the male lead in Flying Tigers based solely on his performance in Postmen in the Mountains, he would still lack the necessary maturity and appear quite naive.

Wei Lan thought Li Mu felt Liu Ye wasn’t suitable, so she said, “Although this actor hasn’t been in the industry for very long, to be honest, I think his acting skills are quite good, and his temperament also fits the requirements. You could check out his other film and television works. There’s a movie depicting comrade feelings that was shot very well; you can watch it if you have time.”

Li Mu said awkwardly, “The movie you’re talking about is Lan Yu, right?”

Wei Lan was surprised. “You’ve seen it?”

Li Mu shook his head. “I’ve only heard of it, but I haven’t seen it, and I don’t like that subject matter.”

Li Mu was actually a typical straight male chauvinist. Although he had no prejudice against other people’s sexual orientations, he himself was an absolute straight man. Thus, he had absolutely no interest in movies about same-sex relationships and didn’t even have the courage to watch them. Let alone Lan Yu, he had never even seen the famous Brokeback Mountain.

Wei Lan noticed the aversion in Li Mu’s expression and said with a smile, “If you don’t like that kind of movie, you can watch one of his new TV series, called What Can I Use to Save You, My Love. This show is Teacher Haiyan’s work and just aired in January.”

Li Mu smiled. “It seems you pay a lot of attention to this actor.”

Wei Lan nodded. “He’s alright. I think he’s stronger than other male actors in the same age group. I wouldn’t say I like him, but I feel he’s good.”

Li Mu nodded. Considering Liu Ye’s overall conditions, he truly couldn’t think of anyone more suitable than him at the moment.

So, Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “I’ll consider it and keep him as an alternate for now. We can arrange to meet him once we return to Yanjing.”

Wei Lan said, “If you really want him to play this role, you must first sign him to Muye Media. Not just him, but all Chinese actors you decide to use, apart from extras, try to sign anyone with even a small role.”

“Understood.” Li Mu said, “Flying Tigers has the potential to become an epoch-making masterpiece in domestic commercial cinema. The actors should be signed in advance to avoid creating a wedding dress for others.”

Wei Lan said, “How about we don’t delay any longer in Huzhou City? Let’s go back to Yanjing first thing tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and nodded gently. “Alright, there’s still a lot to prepare when we return to Beijing.”

Then, Li Mu asked Wei Lan, “Do you want to buy a larger house? It would be more convenient for your Uncle and Aunt to live with you after they return to China.”

Wei Lan smiled. “Let my dad buy it when he comes. He’s much richer than I am.”

Li Mu nodded, then called Li Ziwei, telling her to coordinate with the Private jet company for a flight back to Yanjing early tomorrow morning. During this period, Li Mu almost exclusively traveled by chartered flights. Although the expenses were relatively high, it was no problem at all for him. Moreover, the privacy and flexibility of chartered flights were exceptionally good, far more convenient than taking civil aviation flights.

Just as he hung up, Chen Ze’s call came in. He answered, and Chen Ze immediately asked Li Mu, “Have you returned to Yanjing?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, well.” Chen Ze jested, “Are you two addicted to having private time together in Huzhou City?”

Li Mu glanced at Wei Lan, chuckled, and said, “Don’t talk nonsense, someone might hear you.”

“Don’t worry, I’m in my own office.” Chen Ze said, then added, “Oh right, speaking of serious business, didn’t you ask me last time to introduce you to someone to be in charge of the Old Soldiers Never Die project?”

“Yes, you did. Didn’t you say there was a suitable girl? The one who went to the North and South Poles and Africa?”

“That’s right, that’s right.” Chen Ze said, “I just got in touch with her. She just arrived in Huzhou City today and will be attending a charitable auction in Huzhou City tonight. I called to ask if you were still in Huzhou City. Since you are, are you interested in meeting her?”

“Sure.” Li Mu said without hesitation, “Could you set it up for me? Let’s meet tonight and chat.”

Chen Ze said, “Okay, I didn’t tell her too much. I just said a friend was looking for someone to be in charge of a charity project and asked if she was interested. She said she could talk about it, but I didn’t tell her who it was, just in case she couldn’t keep quiet and caused you trouble later.”

Li Mu said, “Then let’s pick a place and talk face-to-face.”

Chen Ze said, “Li Tong is also in Huzhou City. His Fayue Restaurant just opened a branch there half a month ago. He’s been overseeing it in Huzhou City recently. I think you should just go directly to his place.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Li Tong opened a shop in Huzhou City? How come I didn’t hear about it?”

Chen Ze chuckled, “You’re such a busy person, who would tell you about this? Li Tong himself wouldn’t tell you either.”

Then, Chen Ze added, “Just go to his place. I’ll call him and tell him to prepare. When you leave, you can take a picture with him and sign an autograph for him to proudly display in his shop. He was just saying when we last had dinner together that he hadn’t thought to take a photo with you earlier, and now that you’re suddenly famous both domestically and internationally, he can’t even see you anymore.”

Li Mu gave a helpless smile. “Alright, then please tell him, and tell that girl as well.”

Chen Ze said, “That sister’s name is Liu Xinying. She’s a legitimate and promising Third generation, from a remarkably prominent family. She’s twenty-six this year, several years older than you, and has a straightforward temper. She used to be quite influential in the fashion industry. The reason she left that circle seems to be related to charity itself, but I haven’t discussed the specifics with her. You can have a good chat with her.”

“Third generation?” As soon as he heard the term, Li Mu instinctively frowned.

Chen Ze immediately said, “Don’t overthink it. While it’s true she’s a Third generation, she’s really different from typical Second generation and Third generation individuals. She’s a very pragmatic person and has a strong personality, swift and decisive in her actions. I originally wanted to ask for her help to co-found the CSC Club, but she looked down on it, saying that such large parties for wastrels’ children weren’t suitable for her. So, when you mentioned looking for someone to help with charity, I thought of introducing her to you.”

Li Mu nodded, thinking that he’d see the specifics once he met her and had a chat. So, he said to Chen Ze, “Okay, let’s talk first.”

…

Chen Ze quickly helped Li Mu arrange a time with her. Since she wouldn’t be free until after the charitable auction, Chen Ze set the meeting for nine o’clock in the evening. So, Li Mu first took Wei Lan to enjoy a meal of Hangzhou cuisine, which she had been craving. After taking her home, he then rode with Wang Yuanlang to Fayue Restaurant in Huzhou City.

Li Tong was exceptionally excited to hear that Li Mu was coming and insisted on driving to pick him up. Li Mu had to persuade him at length to give up the idea, after which he sent the restaurant’s address to Li Mu.

Fayue Restaurant in Huzhou City was located right by the Bund, the best area in all of Huzhou City. When Li Mu arrived, Li Tong personally rushed out to greet him. After a few polite words with Li Mu, he directly led him up to the second floor of the restaurant.

Because the restaurant was located by the Huangpu River, almost the entire second floor was lined with wide floor-to-ceiling windows. The night scenery all around was fully visible. Dining in the riverside row offered a close-up view of the entire riverside nightscape, an absolutely extraordinary experience.

However, to Li Mu’s surprise, the first floor of the restaurant was almost full at that time, but the entire second floor had no customers. Li Mu asked Li Tong for the reason, and Li Tong said with a smile, “Old Chen said you were coming, so I cleared out the entire second floor in advance.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Why go to all this trouble? It affects your normal business, I feel really bad about this.”

Li Tong chuckled, “You can enter my restaurant wearing a mask, but you can’t eat with it on, can you? If not for so many customers having reservations for dinner today, I would have even stopped operations for the day.”

Then, Li Tong added, “We’re all brothers, so please don’t be a stranger. And to be honest with you, I’ve long been hoping you’d visit sometime to bring some fame to my little shop. Later, I’ll have someone bring a camera to take some photos of you. I’ll hang them on the wall later so I can brag to other customers.”

Li Mu smiled. “Just taking pictures of me alone to hang on the wall would be too awkward. Let’s take some group photos.”

Li Tong clapped his hands and laughed, “Perfect, something greatly desired! From now on, you’ll be the image representative for Fayue Restaurant, but brother, I won’t pay you an endorsement fee.”

As the two chatted and laughed, Li Tong sent someone to get a camera to take a few group photos of them. Li Mu had no objection to this; they were friends, and when he had visited Fayue Restaurant in Yanjing before, Li Tong had indeed shown him great respect. Since he had made such a big fuss this time, taking a few photos for the restaurant’s promotion was only natural. Li Mu had intentionally arrived twenty minutes early precisely to make some time to catch up with Li Tong.

Li Tong introduced the restaurant and the Bund scenery outside the restaurant to Li Mu. One of his assistants stood nearby with a camera, capturing a few candid shots of the two talking and laughing. Li Mu and Li Tong reviewed them together, selecting three to five good ones. Li Tong then had the person leave with the camera. Li Tong immediately invited Li Mu to sit at an empty table, poured him a glass of lemonade, and said with a smile, “I heard from Old Chen that you’re going to have dinner with Liu Xinying?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You know her too?”

“More than just ‘know’.” Li Tong chuckled, “I’ve been her die-hard fan for many years.”





Chapter 1237: Socialite

Li Mu hadn’t expected that Li Tong would also know Liu Xinying, the person Chen Ze was introducing to him. However, upon reflection, although Yanjing was vast, the circles where the Second generation and Third generation mingled were small. They spent their days in similar social circles, and their social interactions were bound to overlap significantly, so this was no surprise.

When Liu Xinying was brought up, Li Tong opened the floodgates, talking animatedly. “Liu Xinying is the same age as me, but a few months older. She’s been very unconventional since she was a child, often doing incredible things. So, when we were teenagers, all of us boys admired her especially. She went to Canada before even finishing high school, then got into Wharton in the States, but dropped out after two years. She insisted on coming back to China to join the fashion industry, and within two years, she was thriving in the domestic fashion industry.”

“She has great social standing to begin with, and her family has an unusual background, so everyone in the fashion industry has to give her face. You can imagine, basically all the magazines, celebrities, and models are very familiar with her. Any new collections from those first-tier foreign brands are sent to her first, and if there’s a big show anywhere, she’s invited to attend. She has so many clothes that it takes three walk-in closets to barely fit them all. Many first-tier Chinese celebrities even went to her to borrow clothes for major events or magazine covers. The creative directors of first-tier brands have excellent personal relationships with her.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “That’s truly impressive.”

Li Tong chuckled, “That’s child’s play. The most crucial thing is that Liu Xinying is also very well-connected in North American high society. Whether in Canada or the United States, whether it’s the Chinese circles or White people’s circles, it’s all her home ground. To be honest, she’s a super socialite across the greater China region and North America. Countless wealthy and powerful girls in Yanjing look up to her as their life idol. If she comes back to Yanjing, those girls in the Yanjing circles could wear out her doorstep visiting her.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Is it that exaggerated?”

Li Tong solemnly replied, “Not at all. Even though she’s not in Yanjing most of the time, as soon as she returns, she’s the core of any circle she’s in.”

Li Mu said, “Old Chen didn’t tell me any of this. He just said this girl was in the fashion industry, organized many large-scale events, and then went traveling for a while before returning last month.”

“Exactly.” Li Tong nodded, smiling. “This girl is amazing. She’s been to more places from all corners of the country than my mom has ever heard of. The last time I saw her, she had just returned from Africa. I asked her which country she went to, and she said six countries. Then, being obnoxious, I casually asked which six. As it turned out, out of the names of the countries she mentioned, I’d only heard of two. The funniest part is, one of the country’s names was”São Tomé and Príncipe.” Doesn’t it sound like two country names, São Tomé and Príncipe?”

Li Mu nodded with a bewildered expression, “I’ve never heard of it before, but it does sound like two countries.”

Li Tong sighed and said, “It was my first time hearing it too, but after she said it, I blurted out, ‘Wait, isn’t that seven countries?’ Then she gave me a look of disdain and told me that São Tomé and Príncipe is the name of one country. Isn’t that a pain in the ass?”

Li Mu was speechless, and after a moment, he gave a helpless smile and asked, “Then why isn’t she in the fashion industry anymore?”

“I don’t know,” Li Tong said. “You’ll have to ask her yourself when she gets here. I haven’t seen her in a while. A lot of what I know about her is from other people. She’s the kind of person who ‘even if she’s not in the industry, the industry is still full of her legends.’”

After hearing Li Tong’s introduction, Li Mu grew extremely curious about Liu Xinying. The term “socialite” typically referred to women with status, position, capability, and social skills. However, a “socialite” as unconventional as her was truly rare.

Liu Xinying arrived at Fayue Restaurant promptly at nine o’clock. When the waiter announced that a Miss Liu was there to see a friend with a reservation, Li Tong immediately stood up and told Li Mu, “That must be her. I’ll go down and greet her.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then I won’t go down. I’ll wait here.”

“Alright.”

Li Tong responded and hurried downstairs.

Downstairs, a young woman dressed in casual American-style clothing was waiting by the entrance. Li Tong recognized her at a glance, walked over, and greeted her with a smile, “Xinying, you’re here.”

Liu Xinying looked at Li Tong and said in a commanding tone, “Call me ‘Sister’. It’s been a while, how did you get so disrespectful?”

Li Tong laughed heartily, “Your temper hasn’t changed at all, just gotten a bit darker. Not as fair as you used to be.”

Liu Xinying shrugged, “Don’t mind how cold it is here; it’s summer in Africa right now, and the ultraviolet rays are incredibly strong near the poles.”

Li Tong asked in surprise, “What, you went to the poles? South Pole or North Pole?”

“Both,” Liu Xinying replied, then looked at him and asked, “By the way, has that friend Chen Ze wanted to introduce me to arrived yet?”

Li Tong nodded, “Yes, he’s waiting upstairs.”

“Who exactly is it? I’ve asked Chen Ze several times, but he insists on teasing me and being mysterious, refusing to tell me.”

Li Tong paused, then chuckled, “Since Old Chen won’t tell you, I won’t be a chatterbox either. You’ll see when you go up.”

Liu Xinying shook her head helplessly, “You two really are in cahoots. Fine, I’ll go up and see what mysterious trick Chen Ze is up to.”

Li Tong quickly said, “Let’s go, I’ll take you up.”

After hearing Li Tong’s introduction of Liu Xinying, Li Mu had expected to see a fashionably dressed woman, but he never imagined that the girl who came up with Li Tong would be wearing plain, unremarkable casual clothes. What surprised him most was that the woman wasn’t wearing any makeup at all. In his impression, girls who worked in the fashion industry shouldn’t look like that.

Aside from that, Liu Xinying herself wasn’t exceptionally beautiful; merely “passable” would be a fair description. Judging by her facial features and figure, her overall basic framework was above average. With a little makeup, there should have been a lot of room for improvement. However, since she wore no makeup and dressed casually, she didn’t stand out much.

Liu Xinying looked tired. The recent work tirelessly had left her somewhat exhausted. She had almost forced herself to stay seated at today’s charitable auction. To show support for the organizer’s charity event, she had even bid on several modern art pieces that she had no interest in whatsoever. Not a single item in the entire auction appealed to her, which only aggravated her fatigue.

If it weren’t for Chen Ze making the introductions for the evening meeting, Liu Xinying would have really thrown a tantrum like a pampered young lady and simply reneged on her promise to go back and rest. But Chen Ze’s prestige compelled her to drag her weary body to the Bund to meet the “friend” whom she didn’t even know, as described by Chen Ze.

When Li Tong brought Liu Xinying to Li Mu and introduced him, “Xinying, this is the friend Old Chen introduced you to, the Chairman of the Board of Pastoral Tech, Li Mu.”

Liu Xinying never expected that Chen Ze would introduce her to such a prominent figure.

The moment she saw Li Mu, Liu Xinying, a socialite who had experienced countless grand occasions, was so astonished that she was left wide-eyed. She didn’t come to her senses until Li Mu stood up, greeted her, and extended his right hand.

Seeing Liu Xinying’s dazed and bewildered expression, Li Tong couldn’t help but smile. He had known her for so long and rarely saw her act like this. So he grinned, gently patted Liu Xinying’s shoulder, and asked her, “Xinying, what’s wrong?”

“Ah?” Liu Xinying finally came to her senses, realizing her rudeness. She gave an awkward smile but calmly shook Li Mu’s hand lightly, saying with a smile, “My apologies, Mr. Li. I never expected that the person I was meeting tonight would be you. It was truly too surprising.”

Li Tong hadn’t expected Liu Xinying to use the honorific “you” (您) towards Li Mu. Although it was a common linguistic habit for Yanjing people to address “you” as “you” (您) when speaking to others, people in their close social circles were very particular about this term. Friends and peers naturally wouldn’t use “you” (您), nor would they refer to strangers and service industry workers as “you” (您) like other Yanjing people. They would only use “you” (您) for those they must respect or those worthy of their respect.

It was even more surprising to Li Tong, considering Li Mu was several years younger than Liu Xinying.

Li Mu also didn’t expect Liu Xinying to be so courteous, and he quickly said, “We’re around the same age, so please don’t be so formal with me. If I were to be as formal as you, then we wouldn’t be able to have a conversation.”

Liu Xinying smiled and nodded, running her fingers through her bangs. She said, “I’ve learned a lot about Mr. Li’s accomplishments. To be honest, I truly consider you an idol. I won’t hide it from you, I’ve also done charity work for a few years, but compared to your 3321, mine pales in comparison. Personally, I think 3321 is the best charity project I’ve ever seen, bar none.”

At this point, Liu Xinying looked at Li Mu with a hint of excitement and asked, “Mr. Li, Chen Ze told me a friend wanted to discuss a charity project with me. Could it be that you want to invite me to join 3321?”

Normally, given Liu Xinying’s personality, she would rarely show such a lack of composure. However, she had always highly praised 3321. When she learned that the project was expanding overseas and taking root in the United States, she was incredibly excited about it.

Even more coincidentally, after she left the fashion industry for personal reasons, she had considered dedicating her main energy to the field of charity and was in the process of planning for it. It was precisely for this reason that when Chen Ze mentioned a friend wanted to discuss a charity project with her, she had agreed without hesitation.

Now, learning that the person who wanted to discuss a charity project with her was Li Mu, she instinctively thought that Li Mu wanted to invite her to join 3321. If this were true, it would be absolutely wonderful. How could she not be excited about such a perfect situation?





Chapter 1238: New Commercial Charity Model

Everyone has their own pursuits. Even a super-billionaire like Li Mu, with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, has his own idols and areas of fascination. Liu Xinying’s dedication to charity is equivalent to Li Mu’s dedication to the internet. Li Mu hopes to use his capability to install a super engine for the development of the internet, while Liu Xinying hopes to use her network resources to do more good deeds for more people in need around the world.

Seeing that the two seemed about to discuss serious business, Li Tong said to them, “You two talk first. I won’t disturb you. If you’re ready to order, just call a waiter anytime. I’ll come back to find you later.”

Li Mu thanked Li Tong, while Liu Xinying, without any formality, told him, “Could you ask the waiter to get me a piece of chocolate first? I think my blood sugar is a bit low.”

Li Tong quickly asked, “Do you want me to find a doctor to have a look at you?”

“No need.” Liu Xinying waved her hand. “It’s nothing serious, just a bit tired lately. My patriarch’s health doctor just checked on me a few days ago and told me to rest for a few days.”

Li Tong nodded. “Then I’m relieved. Your patriarch’s health doctors are all authorities.”

With that, Li Tong told her, “I’ll go tell the waiter right away.”

After Li Tong left, Liu Xinying apologized slightly. “Mr. Li, I apologize. My health hasn’t been great recently, mainly because I’ve been wearing myself out quite a bit.”

Li Mu said, “I heard Old Chen say you went to the North and South Poles and Africa? That’s quite a wide span!”

“That’s right.” Liu Xinying chuckled. “Originally, I just wanted to go to the North Pole with an Icelandic animal protection organization for a look. But then I instantly fell in love with the feeling of the polar regions. After that, I couldn’t stop thinking about going to the South Pole in December this year. It just so happened that my sister told me our country’s scientific research vessel going to the South Pole was resupplying in Argentina at the time. I couldn’t resist, so I flew to Argentina and hitched a ride on the ship. However, they were staying in the South Pole for a long time, so I flew back by myself. On my way back, I passed through Cape Town in South Africa, so I took the opportunity to explore South Africa for a bit.”

“Conquering two major poles in succession, you really are so courageous.”

Although Liu Xinying spoke lightly of it, Li Mu listened with immense admiration. In both his lives, he had rarely traveled. There were many places in his own country he hadn’t yet visited, let alone polar regions like the North and South Poles. In this life, he had flown to the United States twice, both times for busy work.

Liu Xinying gave a self-deprecating smile. “The North and South Poles might sound very harsh, but honestly, it’s really no big deal. It’s like a group tour, just with more clothes. Traveling to the polar regions on professional ships is incredibly comfortable. The ships are large and stable, the air conditioning keeps the temperature constant, it might be tens of degrees below zero on deck, but the rooms stay around 24 degrees Celsius. Plus, you eat well and sleep well, so it hardly counts as conquering…”

After saying that, Liu Xinying sighed with emotion, “If I ever have the chance to climb Mount Everest in my lifetime, that would truly be something to be proud of.”

Li Mu said, “Forget Mount Everest, even Mount Hua, if I don’t take the cable car, I probably wouldn’t be able to climb it…”

Liu Xinying chuckled, “Mountaineering demands a lot of physical resilience and psychological resilience. Many people don’t genuinely fail to climb a mountain; rather, they believe they can’t. In fact, more than half of the climbers on Mount Everest each year are not professional mountaineers. Ordinary people, with appropriate training, sufficient hardware support, and reliable guides, can all climb Mount Everest.”

Li Mu nodded. “I don’t think I’ll ever have that courage in this life.”

Liu Xinying smiled faintly, revealing two rows of neat white teeth. She said, “Mr. Li, let’s get back to our previous topic. Is your reason for seeking me out related to 3321?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “It’s not related to 3321. It’s another charity project I’m planning.”

“Oh…” Liu Xinying’s eyes could not hide her disappointment. For her, 3321 was like a lighthouse on the path of her ideals, profoundly significant.

Seeing her disappointment, Li Mu said seriously, “Actually, 3321 is a charity project that requires the least amount of effort to operate. If you truly aspire to charity, this project isn’t a good choice.”

“Why?” Liu Xinying asked, her face full of curiosity.

Li Mu explained, “3321 is actually a mature commercial system, not a charity system. It has clear business positioning, market demand, and a profit model. It’s like an intermediary agency for housekeeping services and nannies. On one hand, it integrates labor that can provide housekeeping services, and on the other, it seeks out and expands to employers with hiring needs. Then, it facilitates transactions in between and extracts commission. It’s the same as a real estate agency: it integrates resources and sells them to those with demand, then takes a commission in between. The only difference is that 3321 has forgone profit and donated it to elementary and middle school students instead.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “If a real estate company in Yanjing decided tomorrow to donate all its net profit to a certain charitable cause, and publicly disclosed its accounts and accepted supervision from society, then it too would have the chance to become a ‘3321’ in the future. Conversely, what 3321 is currently doing is essentially similar to the commercial expansion of the intermediary industry. In the future, 3321 might launch in many countries, but the operational method will be entirely that of commercial expansion. The only difference is that the profit doesn’t go into my pocket but is donated instead.”

Liu Xinying suddenly realized.

Although 3321 was impressive, it was indeed a complete business model. 3321’s future development would likely follow the same logic as intermediary companies constantly opening new branches, aiming to expand their market share. If she were to join 3321, it would essentially mean joining this business model. From her perspective, she might not be doing charity, but rather doing business.

At this point, Li Mu added, “And the charity project I’m seeking your help with this time has a much greater true charitable significance than 3321.”

“Oh?” Liu Xinying eagerly asked, “Could you give me a general overview?”

Li Mu nodded, but instead of directly introducing the project plan for Old Soldiers Never Die, he asked her, “My company and Hollywood have a film project called Flying Tigers that’s about to begin. Have you heard about it?”

“I’ve heard of it, and I watched the full video of the press conference. I was very moved and I’m really looking forward to the film’s release.”

Li Mu said, “It was while working on this film project that I suddenly realized that the veterans who participated in World War II are probably all eighty or ninety years old now. Even the youngest soldiers must be over seventy. I want to know how many of them are still alive, how they are living in their later years, and I want to give them what help I can to ensure their twilight years are better…”

Over the next twenty minutes or so, Li Mu very thoroughly introduced Liu Xinying to the overall plan for the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ charity project.

If 3321 pioneered a completely new charity model, then ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ was the second new charity model Li Mu created. Moreover, the complexity of this new model far surpassed that of 3321.

3321 connected the supply and demand sides of tutors, creating an O2O, which is an online-to-offline business model and platform;

‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ is a massive framework that attempts to draw the entire society into this charitable activity. First, it aims to turn the charity project’s slogan into a hot topic with strong social impact. Furthermore, it intends to forge this slogan into a trademark with commercial value, encouraging all businesses and enterprises to voluntarily join this project for the value of this trademark. It will use influence to conduct a ‘transaction’ with businesses and enterprises across society, involving cash, resources, reputation, and influence.

The complexity of this business framework was many calibers higher than 3321. The difficulty of operating it was also much greater than 3321. 3321 was the simplest supply-and-demand relationship; in other words, the entire project only provided one service, solved one need, and only served users with that specific need.

Moreover, the responsibility and significance behind ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ were far more profound and weighty than 3321.

The fundamental purpose of operating such a massive business framework for this project was to mobilize resources from across society to provide comprehensive care and support for the surviving World War II veterans.

To ensure them a life of comfort, to free them from worries about illness, to let them receive attention and respect from all of society, to make them truly become distinguished contributors in the eyes of everyone, and to have a peaceful resting place after their passing, allowing future generations to mourn and remember them, rather than having their bones buried in the wilderness…

In other words, once this project launched, all future difficulties and problems concerning these surviving veterans would become the inescapable responsibility of the project organizers. Perhaps twenty years, perhaps thirty years – once started, this project would never stop until the very last World War II veteran peacefully passed away, only then would it permanently cease.

After Li Mu articulated his entire concept to Liu Xinying, she felt as if her mind had been suddenly enlightened and was reeling in shock. Li Mu’s understanding of charity made her realize what true advanced and forward-thinking mindsets were. Most people’s approach to charity was extremely simple: donate money themselves, or encourage others to donate, and then use that money to help others.

A slightly more complex approach involved investing large charitable funds after collecting them, then using the investment returns for charity;

What Li Mu envisioned was to construct a complete and healthy business model. Besides individual gratuitous donations, he hoped that all corporate entities would no longer be mere isolated donors. Instead, he wanted to build a comprehensive commercialized system for them, encouraging them to allocate a portion of their resources and funds to join this charity project. However, Li Mu would not have them donate for free; rather, he intended to cultivate a brand with sufficient social impact, ensuring that all donors could genuinely benefit from it. This was far more advanced than the current charity models.

Just as Liu Xinying was still reeling in shock, Li Mu wrapped up with a concluding statement: “I believe that begging others for donations, deceiving others into donating, or coercing others into donating are not sustainable charity models. The most sustainable charity model is this ‘New Commercial Charity Model’ I aim to create. Ultimately, it means operating a charity project like a commercial venture, where every participant receives a return for their contribution. Only then can we ensure that everyone maintains sufficient enthusiasm to continue participating. Therefore, within my future product ecosystem, I can elevate the slogan of many charity projects to the level of social hotspots, give these slogans commercial value, and then engage in commercial partnerships with corporate entities. If ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ succeeds, we can replicate the method to undertake other charity projects, ensuring each one achieves maximum success!”





Chapter 1239: Brilliant Concept

Li Mu’s understanding, deconstruction, and planning of charity made Liu Xinying feel as if she had undergone a baptism that transcended her previous comprehension.

When Li Mu slowly unfolded the blueprint of the “commercial charity model” to Liu Xinying, it was like opening a brand new world to her.

Only then did she realize that charity could also be operated with such advanced, efficient, and scientific methods, immediately filling her with longing.

After a long moment of surprise, Liu Xinying came to her senses and asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, besides a well-structured model, isn’t the most crucial element of this commercial charity model also a strong social appeal?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Exactly. To make it operate as a business model, you first need to give it commercial value. As someone from the fashion industry, you should be very clear: whether it’s a first-tier fashion brand or a second or third-tier one, they would never sponsor an unknown ordinary person, nor would they lend their clothing, accessories, or jewelry for events or photo shoots. But if the person is a first-tier celebrity, the outcome would immediately make a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. Both second/third-tier and first-tier brands would actively sponsor them with various products, and even pay high endorsement and publicity fees. This is the importance of commercial value.”

Liu Xinying said, “It seems that apart from CCTV, you, Mr. Li, are the only one truly capable of operating large-scale commercial charity projects.”

Li Mu nodded, “To speak without humility, that is indeed true. Without a strong promotion system, it’s impossible to support such commercial charity projects. Both CCTV and Pastoral Tech possess this capability.”

Continuing, Li Mu added, “I even think that, to some extent, Pastoral Tech is stronger than CCTV because we have unparalleled global influence compared to CCTV. So, Ms. Liu, if you’re interested, we can implement this commercial charity blueprint together.”

Liu Xinying exclaimed, “The Old Soldiers Never Die project is indeed of great significance, and your commercial charity model, Mr. Li, holds even greater future significance. To be honest, I truly, deeply desire such an opportunity to do something meaningful. My only concern is my lack of self-confidence in my capability. Both the Old Soldiers Never Die project and the entire model’s blueprint carry immense responsibility, and I fear I won’t be able to grasp it…”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s perfectly normal. You’re worried you can’t grasp it, and I’m worried I can’t either. I have far too many tasks to attend to every day, so much so that I probably can’t personally follow up on any project from start to finish. That’s why I need to find someone who can act in my stead in this area. I’ll try, you try, and we’ll all try together to see if we can make this project happen. If we succeed, then this project and future ones will have the opportunity to benefit for generations to come; if we fail, we can accumulate experience together and start over. If truly necessary, we can also seek other external assistance.”

Liu Xinying pressed her lips together for a moment, then suddenly extended her right hand to Li Mu, saying with determination, “Mr. Li, thank you for your trust. I am willing to join!”

“That’s excellent,” Li Mu said with a slight smile, shaking hands with Liu Xinying. “On behalf of the Old Soldiers Never Die project fund, which is yet to be formally established, I welcome your joining. From now on, you are the person in charge of this fund.”

Liu Xinying couldn’t help but chuckle, “So, the project fund is only just being established now? Does that mean my next steps will be to recruit personnel while also finalizing the execution plan and preparing for its gradual implementation?”

Li Mu gave a thumbs-up. “Professional. Your next step is indeed to recruit personnel yourself, and at the same time, we’ll finalize the execution plan together. Personally, along with Pastoral Tech, Taobao Technology, and Alipay, I will jointly contribute one hundred million yuan as the initial capital for this charitable fund. This money will be entirely under your grasp.”

Liu Xinying said in surprise, “Mr. Li, you and your companies are contributing one hundred million?”

Li Mu nodded, “It’s initial capital. If the project’s funds don’t circulate smoothly later, I can invest more.”

“No,” Liu Xinying said, “one hundred million in initial capital is already an immense amount. Very few private charitable funds in China start by investing so much money. If a charitable fund exceeds one hundred million yuan, it’s almost always an investment-oriented fund, where the principal is used for investment and only the profits are used for charity. In that case, very little money is actually put into charity.”

Li Mu said, “We won’t create an investment-oriented charitable fund; there’s no point. It would only make the charitable fund impure. I’d rather establish two separate funds: one purely for making money, and another purely for charity. That’s much better than mixing the two.”

Liu Xinying agreed, “That’s certainly true. Many investment-oriented charitable funds aren’t transparent enough with their accounts, especially overseas, where charitable funds have become a safe haven for the wealthy to avoid inheritance tax.”

At this point, Liu Xinying asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, do you have an initial plan for our Old Soldiers Never Die project?”

Li Mu nodded, “My initial plan is that once the team is assembled, we immediately begin preparing promotional materials. These promotional materials will primarily involve finding a group of representative veterans, conducting detailed interviews to reconstruct their stories, and then producing them in various platforms for the promotion of the Old Soldiers Never Die project.”

“Currently, there’s an excellent opportunity right at hand: the Flying Tigers movie is about to officially begin filming. So my idea is to start by searching for Chinese-nationality Flying Tigers veterans. While the film’s popularity is high, we can bring in resources from the movie industry to launch a charitable activity to find Chinese Flying Tigers members. This linkage will help promote our Old Soldiers Never Die project. The social impact of Flying Tigers is immense, and I believe that by leveraging this momentum, we can surely make a big impression with ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’.”

Liu Xinying said, unable to hide her excitement, “If we link up with film and television, the social impact of this project will undoubtedly be immense. It will first make everyone realize that veterans deserve respect, and then mobilize the entire nation to search for and help more veterans. Once the social impact is large enough, the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ brand will naturally possess sufficient commercial value, and at that point, it can undergo full commercial operation.”

“Yes!” Li Mu smiled, “That’s exactly it. Once this project is up and running, our next phase will be to launch a ‘Baby Come Home’ charitable project.”

“Baby Come Home?”

“That’s right, Baby Come Home.”

Liu Xinying said, “Does that sound like a charity project to help find missing children?”

Li Mu said, “Exactly. The core objective is a project dedicated to helping find abducted children, returning them home to reunite with their parents, and simultaneously helping to combat child trafficking criminals.”

For Li Mu, once his capability reached a certain level, charity indeed became an undeniable responsibility. Therefore, his idea was that if the right people were found, if the right team was assembled, and if a suitable business model was constructed, then this healthy charity model must be promoted on a wider scale.

The 3321 Project is a charitable initiative for college students from disadvantaged backgrounds and primary and secondary school students; Old Soldiers Never Die is a charitable project focused on WWII veteran survivors. However, there are many other groups in society that need help: people with disabilities, heroes injured or sacrificed while acting bravely for a just cause, and children suffering from rare serious illnesses. These groups all require assistance from charitable forces. He might not be able to do every single one, but if there’s one more he can do, he certainly can’t shy away from it.

In his previous life, Li Mu had seen too many cases of child abduction and watched two films by Huang Bo and Andy Lau about searching for abducted children. Behind every abducted child was a family plunged into endless sorrow. Countless parents persisted for fifteen or twenty years in their search for their children, even if their lives were impoverished, even if they had become unrecognizable, they still continued their search. Such families desperately needed society’s help, not just psychological and material assistance, but also, as much as possible, help in finding their children’s whereabouts.

Although Liu Xinying came from an excellent background, she was not at all unfamiliar with the social phenomenon of child abduction, and like Li Mu, she deeply understood the responsibility and significance involved. So she immediately said, “This project is incredibly significant; it’s truly essential!”

Li Mu nodded, “Not only is it of great significance, but the workload is also immense. To get this project running, we’ll need not only a large amount of capital and numerous volunteers from across the country, but also advanced hardware infrastructure to support it. At the same time, we’ll need to cooperate closely with the Public Security Bureau. Therefore, the difficulty of this project is much higher than that of Old Soldiers Never Die.”

Liu Xinying asked, puzzled, “Mr. Li, I understand everything else, but you mentioned building advanced hardware infrastructure. What exactly does that refer to?”

Li Mu stated seriously, “A DNA database!”

Considering that the first DNA database wouldn’t likely be built for at least another five or six years, Li Mu then explained to Liu Xinying, “The situations faced by abducted children are diverse. From the parents’ perspective, there’s only one problem: they can’t find their child.

However, from the child’s perspective, there are many types of problems:

It’s possible the child knows they were abducted, but their adoptive parents prevent them from searching for their biological parents.

It’s possible the child knows they were abducted and has the capability to search for their biological parents but can’t find them.

It’s also possible the child doesn’t even know they were abducted.

Even more so, it’s possible a child is still an infant when the Public Security Bureau rescues them from human traffickers, but their biological parents cannot be found, ultimately leading them to an orphanage…

With so many possibilities, if we establish a DNA database, we could at least solve more than half of these problems. Because DNA is a person’s most complete life information chain, theoretically, if we could collect the DNA information of all parents who have lost children nationwide and establish a database, then if a child suspected of being abducted is rescued, by simply collecting their DNA and comparing it against the entire database, their parents could be found. If an abducted child wants to find their own parents, collecting their DNA information could also help them find them. If the Public Security Bureau discovers a child suspected of being abducted, they could also use this method to find the child’s biological parents…”

Liu Xinying stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, completely unable to believe that this young man could have such a vast and advanced vision. This concept, to her, was simply the most brilliant charitable concept she had ever heard in her entire life, without equal!





Chapter 1240: Disciple

Liu Xinying, overwhelmed with excitement, was completely stunned by Li Mu’s grand and spectacular vision for a DNA database. On one hand, she was utterly impressed by Li Mu’s logical thinking, and on the other, she wished to throw herself into this incredibly great charitable cause as quickly as possible.

So she asked Li Mu in a trembling voice, “Mr. Li, how difficult would it be for us to realize this vision for a DNA database?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “It’s not difficult at all.”

Saying that, Li Mu explained, “As long as we can train our team and accumulate enough experience through the Old Soldiers Never Die project, operating a DNA database won’t be a problem at all. The biggest hurdle for a DNA database is money. Currently, for ordinary people, the cost of a single DNA test is very high, let alone trying to find a missing child through DNA in the vast sea of people—that’s basically impossible. However, the principle is actually the same as the business hospitals conduct.”

“Hospitals import multi-slice spiral CT equipment from Germany, America, or Japan, and the cost can exceed ten million yuan. This doesn’t even include equipment depreciation, maintenance, or staff salaries. Assuming a hospital needs to get its money back within five to eight years, and can perform ten thousand spiral CT scans annually, then each scan would necessarily cost hundreds of yuan or even more. However, if we leverage the Baby Come Home project to generate commercial value, and then use that commercial value to acquire charitable funds from society, we can use that money to establish three to five DNA identification centers in major transportation hub cities across the country, provided the initial equipment funds are secured.

Without considering the recovery of equipment costs, we would only need a very small amount of funds to operate these identification centers. If running at full capacity, we could collect DNA information free of charge for at least hundreds of thousands, or even millions, of families with lost children every year.

If the fundraising situation is very optimistic, we could even launch ten such identification centers simultaneously across the country. If there are difficulties with subsequent operating funds, we could also partner with local hospitals by bringing in equipment like sequencers, using methods such as equipment leasing, proxy identification, or paid social identification services to raise operating funds. However, having said that, as long as our commercial operations are good enough, funding will definitely not be an issue.”

Liu Xinying, excitedly somewhat incoherent, said, “If this initiative is launched, I will personally donate to build two identification centers first!”

Li Mu laughed. “That would be truly excellent. In fact, the amount of funds required for something like this is nothing compared to the sheer number of families who have lost children. Even if society let a little bit of money slip through its fingers every day, it would be enough to build the entire system. It’s just that people haven’t yet focused their efforts and combined their strength to build a vast system to address the issue. As long as we can find a direction for everyone’s collective effort and mobilize their enthusiasm for it, this endeavor will already be largely successful.”

Upon hearing this, Liu Xinying’s eyes gleamed with excitement.

Li Mu continued, “Once the funding issue is resolved, we can significantly increase investment in building the DNA database. We will not only collect and input DNA information for the parents of all abducted children, but also for all children in orphanages nationwide. Furthermore, adults who have left orphanages and entered society can also come for free DNA collection if they wish to find their family members. Once DNA is entered into the database, we will continuously use new DNA to perform comparisons. This way, matching will not only be much more efficient, but the accuracy will also reach almost one hundred percent. By then, the Baby Come Home DNA database will be like a national center connecting separated families. As long as the DNA of parents and children are in the database, we can immediately find them among over one billion people and reunite them.”

At this point, Li Mu also said, “Of course, the DNA database is just one important component of this project. My plan for this project, besides this part, also includes an online system that can mobilize the participation of the entire society.”

“An online system?” Liu Xinying eagerly asked, “Could you explain it in more detail?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It’s actually an online system for collective wisdom and effort. For example, if I embed the Baby Come Home project into YY, and today a one-year-old child happened to go missing in Huzhou City, suspected of being abducted, we could then use YY to publish pop-up window information to users across Huzhou City and surrounding cities. We would push the child’s information, circumstances of disappearance, and photos to netizens in these areas. YY’s pop-up window read rate is extremely high, and its actual delivery effect is much stronger than any television advertisement on any TV station. Moreover, the amount of information delivered at once can be very large. This way, people will know this important message and have a clear impression in their minds. Once they discover the child’s whereabouts or any suspicious related clues, they can immediately contact the local Public Security Bureau to provide firsthand information, helping the police apprehend human traffickers and rescue abducted children.”

Liu Xinying said, “This idea is excellent! Involving the whole society’s attention—if everyone can contribute their collective wisdom and effort, the chance of a child being rescued will definitely increase significantly!”

Li Mu said, “I acquired an R&D company in the security and surveillance field, and it is currently actively developing a set of urban security and surveillance solutions. This system is called the Skynet System. This means that in the not-too-distant future, we can achieve surveillance camera coverage in over ninety-five percent of public areas in cities. By then, if a child abduction case occurs, the Skynet System will have a high chance of capturing video footage of the crime suspect committing the act. We can then submit this footage to the Ministry of Public Security and release it online to netizens, ensuring the human trafficker’s face is remembered by everyone within a short time. This will further increase the success rate of apprehending human traffickers and enhance deterrence against them.”

“With solutions composed of both this hardware and software, I believe the Baby Come Home project will certainly help countless separated families reunite in the future, while also providing immense help in cracking down on human traffickers and reducing the incidence of child abduction. This is what a truly meaningful charitable project looks like!”

Li Mu knew very well that for someone like Liu Xinying, what she least deliberately pursued was money. If he were to hire a professional manager, that person, after hearing all his plans for charity, probably wouldn’t truly take any of it to heart. Most likely, they would just ask, “Oh, that’s a pretty good concept, but how much money will I actually get?”

However, collaborating with Liu Xinying was different. He and she shared the same pursuits in the field of charity, and both placed charity in a very high regard. Thus, for both of them, money was not something worth taking to heart.

It was the same for Liu Xinying. She accepted Li Mu’s invitation not only without hoping to earn money but, influenced by him, she was ready to dedicate her heart, energy, and financial resources, prepared to follow him and contribute to charity together.

Liu Xinying was like an ambitious young person naturally emerging on the path of revolutionary development: she came from a good family, possessed noble character, and had wealth, connections, and a sincere heart when needed. Yet, she couldn’t find the right direction, like a headless fly. At such a moment, anyone who could point her toward the broad and clear path she truly wished to take, she would blindly devote herself to following them forward without hesitation.

Therefore, at this very moment, Liu Xinying felt that Li Mu had pointed out a perfect path that could lead to her ultimate dream. Thus, Li Mu, unknowingly, became the most important mentor in the next phase of her life, and she, willingly, became a disciple by his side.





Chapter 1241: Associate Director

The private jet returning to Yanjing had an extra person compared to when it arrived. Liu Xinying, who was originally scheduled to stay in Huzhou City for a few more days, temporarily changed her plans and followed Li Mu’s private jet back to Yanjing.

The reason for such urgency was that the launch of the “Old Soldiers Never Die” project could not be delayed. She needed to rush back to Yanjing to help Li Mu build the team and simultaneously begin the promotional planning for “Old Soldiers Never Die.”

The “Old Soldiers Never Die” charitable initiative held immense significance. In Li Mu’s words, if charity were ranked by urgency, “Old Soldiers Never Die” would undoubtedly be the most pressing and important. This was because the WWII veterans who had fought valiantly in wars and then lived through over fifty years of peace had now endured much hardship and entered their twilight years. As WWII veterans are an irreplaceable group, assistance for them had to be launched as quickly as possible.

The first phase of “Old Soldiers Never Die” would align with the filming of the movie Flying Tigers. First, they would search for surviving Chinese Flying Tigers members nationwide, then conduct follow-up interviews and provide aid to them. Simultaneously, they would report to the entire society at all times, bringing these old Flying Tigers members into public view. This would also convey the core value of “Old Soldiers Never Die” to audiences across the nation. As the movie’s popularity steadily built up and the veterans were continuously exposed, the public would surely re-realize the immense sacrifices veterans had made for the country and its people. At that point, appealing to the entire society to pay attention to all WWII veterans would naturally lead to things falling into place.

The movie Flying Tigers was about to begin filming in America first. Steven Spielberg was preparing to shoot the American scenes with his Hollywood team in the United States, while also dispatching his production team to China to scout locations and set up filming sites. Once the American scenes were finished, the team would head directly to China for the subsequent, crucial filming.

Li Mu’s idea was to play the Flying Tigers trump card to its fullest. He aimed to utilize YY’s information distribution capability and the influence of these major stars to continuously publicize the movie’s production progress domestically, while also creating trending topics to keep audiences engaged. Building on this, the social charitable initiative, “Old Soldiers Never Die - Searching for Surviving Flying Tigers Members,” would leverage the film’s powerful influence to both popularize this charitable activity and have it mutually boost the film itself, forming a symbiotic mechanism of promotion.

Regarding this, Li Mu revealed some of his ideas to Liu Xinying on the private jet: “You need to quickly implement the team and begin promotional planning and material preparation, then dispatch staff and reporters to search for surviving Flying Tigers members. On my end, I will coordinate with Hollywood. Once the Hollywood team arrives in China, we’ll first arrange for Steven Spielberg, along with all the Chinese and American lead actors, to visit these surviving Flying Tigers members. We’ll organize an event where Flying Tigers actors pay tribute to their historical counterparts. Then, we’ll invite all the media outlets we can, to build up a significant presence.”

Liu Xinying immediately nodded and said, “My relationship with the media is quite good; I have excellent personal connections with many friends in the media industry.”

As she spoke, she realized that Li Mu’s media connections were likely far better than her own. So, she humbly added, “But compared to Mr. Li, it certainly pales in comparison.”

“I actually don’t have much contact with the media. If we’re talking personal connections, I certainly can’t be compared to you. So, in the future, you’ll need to properly organize and maintain our media resources.”

True socialites might rarely appear in public themselves, but they know countless people who are constantly in the limelight. For someone like Liu Xinying, who had strong connections in the Second Generation circles, media circles, and the fashion industry, she herself possessed powerful promotional capabilities. Although Li Mu also had very good relationships with the media, he couldn’t personally handle everything. Therefore, having someone like Liu Xinying help was indeed the most suitable choice.

……

Upon returning to Yanjing, Li Mu immediately arranged for the financial personnel from Pastoral Tech, Taobao Technology, and Alipay to meet with Liu Xinying to address the specific issue of contributing funds to the foundation. Corporate contributions were relatively troublesome with many procedures to follow. However, Li Mu’s personal contributions were much simpler. All the money in his account was now after-tax income, which he could spend, transfer, invest, or donate freely, completely unconstrained.

With the “Old Soldiers Never Die” project handed over to Liu Xinying, Li Mu could largely rest assured. He immediately scheduled a meeting with Ning Hao to discuss matters related to Flying Tigers.

Li Mu trusted Ning Hao implicitly and had always intended to help him flourish. If Crazy Stone hadn’t been held back from release by Li Mu, Ning Hao would likely have already become famous domestically. But despite the film being shelved, Ning Hao hadn’t voiced a single objection. For this alone, Li Mu felt a sense of indebtedness towards him.

Sometimes, when leading people, teams, or partners, one must possess a sense of indebtedness, rather than constantly worrying about gains and losses—how much money was spent, how much was earned, whether one profited or lost from them. A leader who operates with such a mindset generally won’t go far and will find it difficult to assemble a truly strong and stable team.

Conversely, if one can constantly harbor an “indebtedness alert” within, always asking oneself, “Have I fallen short in any way towards them?” and immediately making amends if so, or remaining vigilant if not, then such a leader can truly possess a strong, stable, invincible, capable general-like team.

Throughout his entrepreneurial journey, Li Mu had always striven to maintain this “indebtedness alert” towards all his important employees and partners. This was why his core team had remained stable, with not a single core leadership member ever resigning or entertaining thoughts of starting their own venture.

It was precisely because of this feeling of indebtedness towards Ning Hao that Li Mu decided to bring him into the Flying Tigers film crew, giving him the position of Associate Director. This would allow him to experience and learn from the expertise of a top-tier Hollywood team.

Li Mu arrived at Muye Media’s office. Ning Hao had been waiting there for a long time. Recently, the Muye Media team had been busy cooperating with the American team to set up scenes and handle other preparatory work in the Southwest, so there were hardly any people left working at the office.

As soon as Ning Hao saw Li Mu, he clasped his hands and gave a slight bow, saying with a smile, “Boss, you’ve truly pulled off something unprecedented and unmatched in our China’s film and television industry this time! With Flying Tigers, such a super production, many people in the domestic film and television circles are already seeing you as their future leading figure!”

Li Mu chuckled and retorted, “Your mouth just spouts nonsense all day long. ‘Leading figure’? Whose head am I supposed to lead?”

Ning Hao quickly said, “Don’t you believe it? Our Muye Ticketing System’s penetration rate in domestic cinemas has already exceeded sixty percent! Terminal machines are still being produced non-stop, and there’s a long queue of cinemas from all over the country waiting behind them. Currently, ninety-eight point five percent of all official cinema chain movie theaters have applied to join the Muye Ticketing System. In another two months, we’ll have covered all cinema chains nationwide. By then, the entire nation’s box office will be controlled by our system. If they don’t maintain a good relationship with us, they probably won’t even be able to sell movie tickets. Those directors are already very clear about this now. This alone is enough to pinch the film and television industry’s lifeline.”

Saying this, Ning Hao continued, “What’s more, with Flying Tigers now—after you held the press conference with DreamWorks in Hollywood—the domestic film and television industry exploded with excitement! A preliminary budget of nearly one billion RMB, a top-tier Hollywood production team, super first-tier superstars, and such phenomenal promotional momentum… once this movie is released, it will definitely shatter all domestic box office records. Perhaps the entire industry will instantly heat up!”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “All of what you said is possible, but the prerequisite is that the movie must be well-made.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Ning Hao and asked him, “You don’t have any new film projects planned recently, do you?”

Ning Hao smiled and said, “I’m currently conceiving a script, but I’m quite slow at writing them, so I haven’t even finished the rough draft yet. Actually, I wanted to wait for Crazy Stone to be released and see the market reaction. If it’s good, I’ll develop the new script as a sequel to it; if the market reaction isn’t good, then I’ll have to change my previous style.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Just write the sequel directly. I’m confident that Crazy Stone will explode in popularity.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Li Mu hastily waved his hand again and said, “I didn’t come to find you to write a script; I have something to discuss with you.”

Ning Hao quickly said, “Boss, tell me.”

Li Mu said, “A few things. First, don’t take on any other work recently. First, find a few capable professional managers from within the industry and have them take on Muye Media’s fundamental operations. Moving forward, our business lines in the film and television sector will continuously expand horizontally, requiring sufficient management and support.”

“Understood, I’ll start looking for candidates today.”

“Second, get a business visa for America. Once things here are arranged, take a trip to the United States. Steven Spielberg’s team will begin filming there first, and as the Associate Director of Flying Tigers, you’ll go there to cooperate with him. The main purpose is to learn, and second, to prepare for and coordinate the upcoming filming in China.”

Ning Hao froze for a moment, then excitedly asked Li Mu, “Boss, you want me to be the Associate Director of Flying Tigers?!”

Li Mu nodded. “You are the most suitable candidate.”

“Thank you, Boss!” Ning Hao immediately grew excited. He said, “Being able to contribute to this unprecedented and unmatched Chinese film is truly appealing to me. And to be able to learn from a top director like Steven Spielberg, it’s something I wouldn’t even dare to dream of…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Don’t get too excited yet. How’s your English?”

Ning Hao’s expression immediately turned awkward. “I know a little English, but my spoken English is terrible. Basically, English speakers can’t understand my English…”

Li Mu laughed. “It’s fine. I’ll get you an interpreter. Go find one quickly. Once you find them, have them complete the onboarding process immediately, and then apply for their visa along with yours.”

Ning Hao immediately let out a sigh of relief. “Alright! Thank you, Boss!”





Chapter 1242: The Salted Fish’s Dream

Li Mu arranging for Ning Hao to be an Associate Director on Flying Tigers was a form of compensation for Ning Hao. As Li Mu said, people throughout the film and television industry in China, except for those who insisted on putting on airs to the death, basically all wanted to squeeze into this film crew. This project was indeed an excellent opportunity to learn, embellish one’s resume, and become an overnight sensation. Li Mu naturally had to make sure Ning Hao received such an opportunity.

Ning Hao was also especially grateful for Li Mu’s care. From being a relatively unknown newcomer, to being chosen by Li Mu, and following Li Mu step by step to reach where he was today, almost all of Li Mu’s promises had been delivered twofold. Although the release of Crazy Stone was delayed, he didn’t blame Li Mu at all; he knew Li Mu must have his reasons for doing so.

Now, Li Mu had provided him with such a great opportunity again, which further strengthened Ning Hao’s confidence in following him all the way. Before he was ready to become his own boss, there was nothing luckier than finding a good one.

At this moment, Li Mu added, “There’s a third thing. Talk to Huang Bo and Tang Wei. I’ve arranged two supporting roles for them, which aren’t major but aren’t minor either. Huang Bo will play a local Chinese farmer, and Tang Wei will play a Chinese female nurse.”

These two were contracted actors with Muye Media, so opportunities like this naturally couldn’t only benefit outsiders. Huang Bo’s portrayal of a farmer in Cow was deeply convincing, and with his acting skills, playing a farmer in Flying Tigers would surely be brilliant. Tang Wei also suited the image of a female nurse, and Li Mu had great confidence in her.

Besides them, Li Mu also planned to arrange a role for Su Yingxue’s younger female cousin, Wang Xinran. Wang Xinran was currently studying at the Film Academy and had previously acted in Those Years. Her performance in it was commendable, and Those Years’ box office gross had set a new record in the domestic movie box office, giving her a certain level of popularity. It was best to strike while the iron was hot and give her another good opportunity.

As soon as Ning Hao heard that Huang Bo would play a farmer, he immediately applauded enthusiastically. “Boss, Huang Bo playing a farmer is absolutely brilliant. I think no matter what kind of farmer it is, he can perfectly embody the role!”

Li Mu smiled. “Are you insulting him or praising him?”

Ning Hao laughed. “Half praise, half criticism! But he really is suitable for roles like farmers!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “There’s an even more important matter, which is the selection of the Chinese male lead. I have a rough candidate in mind now, and I’d like your advice.”

Ning Hao immediately sat up straight and asked with extreme curiosity, “Boss, which actor are you leaning towards for this role?”

For the film Flying Tigers, the two most important Chinese actors were the male and female leads. Ning Hao clearly knew Li Mu’s preference for Du Wei, so her playing the female lead was predetermined by Li Mu long ago; no one else could possibly have any competitive edge. Therefore, the male lead became Ning Hao’s biggest mystery. He especially wanted to know who Li Mu, with his discerning eye and high standards, would choose to play this male lead.

However, one thing was certain: whoever Li Mu chose for this role would have hit the jackpot! It would make male actors across the entire film and television industry go insane with envy…

Under Ning Hao’s expectant gaze, Li Mu smiled and said, “An actor named Liu Ye, have you heard of him?”

“Liu Ye?” Ning Hao frowned slightly. “Can’t recall, don’t have much of an impression.”

Saying this, Ning Hao nervously pressed, “Boss, you’re not going to find a newcomer to star in this film, are you?”

Ning Hao didn’t say the latter part aloud. He felt that the Hollywood lineup in Flying Tigers was extraordinarily strong. If China didn’t have a few actors with superb acting skills to hold the stage, then when the finished film came out, the Chinese actors’ performances might be completely crushed by the Hollywood actors.

Li Mu saw his slightly worried expression and, after thinking carefully, knew what he was concerned about. So he said, “Liu Ye isn’t a newcomer. A few years ago, he acted in a film called Postmen in the Mountains. Do you have an impression of that?”

“Oh, him!” Ning Hao quickly nodded and said, “I know him, he’s from the Central Academy of Drama, I just didn’t remember his name.”

Ning Hao tilted his head, recalling for a long time, and said, “This young man’s acting is quite good; he can be considered top-tier among this wave of young actors. However, he’s still a bit green. Boss, look, Du Wei is very young, Huang Bo and Tang Wei are also very young. Add Liu Ye, how will they all act opposite Hollywood actors? Not to mention Tom Hanks, just Leonardo DiCaprio alone would be enough to overwhelm them. If our side’s acting can’t hold its own, it might look a bit awkward.”

Li Mu nodded. “That’s a problem. Even if young actors’ acting skills are sufficient, their maturity will certainly be far less, and I’m afraid that as soon as they act opposite Hollywood actors, they’ll be suppressed in terms of presence…”

Thinking of this, Li Mu said, “We can invite seasoned veteran actors like Chen Baoguo, Wang Zhiwen, and Chen Daoming to play the roles of Nationalist Army officers. The veteran actors’ performances are definitely good; we can let them act opposite Tom Hanks. As for the young actors, this film has a long production cycle, so we can only force them to accelerate their growth during this period.”

Ning Hao sighed softly and asked him, “Boss, there’s still some risk with this approach. Are you really not considering Hong Kong and Taiwan actors?”

Li Mu shook his head. “No, I’m not. Putting everything else aside, the accent alone is a huge problem. This film must have synchronized sound recording throughout. Who can handle that? I don’t want Chinese Flying Tigers speaking with a Hong Kong or Taiwan accent when they take off for battle in the film…”

Ning Hao was stunned for a moment, then said helplessly, “That truly is a big problem. There aren’t many people suitable for this role to begin with, and requiring standard Mandarin further narrows the candidates.”

Immediately, Ning Hao added, “But Liu Ye isn’t bad either. If this kid can really work hard and seize this opportunity, performing exceptionally well, I think it would be fine. His acting, image, temperament, and vocal range all meet the requirements for this role; the only thing is he lacks a bit of polish.”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded and said, “For now, I can’t find anyone more suitable than him. Help me arrange a time to meet him. If he’s willing to play this role, I want him to first terminate his contract with his current management company, then sign with Muye Media.”

“Okay,” Ning Hao said, “I’ll find someone to contact him right away.”

…

Liu Ye had been living an extremely fulfilling life recently. For a young actor who had only been out of school for a few years, these past few years had been smooth sailing. He acted in Postmen in the Mountains before even graduating, then filmed Lan Yu right after graduation, and subsequently won the Golden Horse Best Actor award. Last year, he acted in Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress, which was even nominated for a Golden Globe Award.

These three films had honed Liu Ye’s acting skills to a certain extent, but one somewhat awkward point was that none of them were commercial films. As a result, his popularity in China hadn’t reached the level it should have for a Golden Horse Best Actor. Fortunately, he had just taken on a Hai Yan drama directed by Zhao Baogang, What Can I Do to Save My Love, which was currently airing. While the films hadn’t become popular, the TV series certainly had, leading to a constant stream of events and film contracts for him, showing great potential to become an instant hit.

Liu Ye’s management company called him in today and gave him a script. A well-known domestic photographer was planning to transition into directing and intended to make an art-house film about the rusticated youth movement, hoping he could play the male lead.

The management company wasn’t very interested in this film, only routinely showing the script to Liu Ye to give him prior knowledge. But from the company’s perspective, they still hoped he could take on a commercial film. His previous three films were all art-house film tropes—popular but not profitable. Some of the overly subtle elements might not appeal to the general public. Originally, the company was worried that his deep-rooted art-house image and positioning would affect his future development, but fortunately, a TV series finally helped him gain significant popularity. So, the company hoped he would strike while the iron was hot and make a commercial film with huge selling potential.

However, Liu Ye himself was quite keen on taking on this film. Although he was a diligent actor, he wasn’t shrewd in judging career prospects. He simply felt that the film’s theme had depth, and he liked such profound roles.

When Wang Lan, his agent, saw that Liu Ye was interested in taking the role after reading the script, she quickly persuaded him, “This film won’t start shooting anytime soon, so don’t rush to agree. The company recently wants to arrange a commercial film for you to quickly change your acting style. If you keep acting in art-house films, you’ll never make a name for yourself in the film industry.”

The Chinese film industry was still far from commercialized at that time, and the box office market was quite small. But the worse the situation, the stronger the commercial awareness it fostered in agents. Because if business was good, you could get by even with easy money, but if the industry was bad, and you lacked the aggressive skills to fight for opportunities, you’d literally starve to death.

These days, the budgets for art-house films were pitifully low, and the leads’ film fees were shockingly low. Working tirelessly for several months might only earn tens of thousands or just over a hundred thousand in pre-tax film fee, which honestly wasn’t enough to cover the company’s worries. Most crucially, breaking through with such films was truly nowhere in sight.

Many art-house film directors typically secured one to two million in investment, made a film hoping to send it to overseas film festivals for an award, and then raised their own net worth. Most of the time, such films couldn’t even make it onto the damn cinema chains. Actors who acted in too many such films would slowly ruin their financial prospects.

Liu Ye saw that his agent objected and smiled, “Anyway, there aren’t any good commercial films starting production right now, right? If this film can start in the first half of the year, it’ll be finished by the end of the year. Then I can just take commercial films starting next year, what’s wrong with that?”

Wang Lan sighed lightly. “True, there haven’t been many good commercial films launching recently. Flying Tigers is about to begin filming; with this unprecedented blockbuster sitting right here, no one in China dares to start filming new movies concurrently with it…”

Liu Ye also sighed with a face full of longing, “How great would it be to play a role in Flying Tigers? If I could play a Flying Tiger, as long as I show my face, even if I don’t have a single line of dialogue, I’d be content!”

Wang Lan chuckled, “Stop dreaming. Countless people are bending over backward trying to get a role in there. We have absolutely no connection with Muye Media, so there’s definitely no chance.”

Liu Ye gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “If a person has no dream, what’s the difference between them and a salted fish?”





Chapter 1243: A Huge Stroke of Luck!

Whether it was students who hadn’t yet graduated from the Film Academy or seasoned veteran actors in their sixties, for all of them, being able to play a role in Flying Tigers had become their biggest dream at the moment.

Liu Ye also yearned to be in Flying Tigers. Although he had always played delicate young characters since his debut, deep down, he particularly longed to play tough-guy roles, especially positive military figures. Such roles were hard to come by, and even if he did encounter them, he might not get the chance to act.

Therefore, although Liu Ye spoke of having dreams, he knew deep down that he could never dream of getting a role in a film like Flying Tigers.

His agent, sitting across from him, spoke up: “I’ll have someone inquire later, to see if we can get you a role in it. But to be honest, you really do need to change your acting range. If there aren’t any suitable scripts recently, then we’ll find a way to get you a commercial film instead.”

Liu Ye asked him, “Can’t we take on this educated youth-themed film first? At least go for an audition.”

His agent sighed softly, “Although the other party is directing for the first time, they’ve been around in this industry for a long time. If you audition and then don’t take the role, you’ll definitely offend people. So, I think it’s better to wait a bit. We can say we’re studying the script, and if there really isn’t a more suitable script, it won’t be too late to audition then.”

Liu Ye hesitated for a moment. Seeing the determination in his agent’s eyes, he nodded gently: “Alright then, I’ll follow your arrangements.”

Liu Ye, who had just debuted, clearly understood that his most important task right now was to listen to good counsel and prosper. Movies were different from TV series. The cost recovery model for TV series differed from films, so there was no such thing as ‘ratings poison’ in the TV series domain. However, films were different. Many actors, after starring in a few ‘popular but not profitable’ films, would be labeled ‘box office poison.’ Generally, investors and directors were extremely cautious with such actors; no one wanted to use them unless absolutely necessary. Therefore, Liu Ye’s agent’s concerns were not unfounded. Playing art-house films all day, when would he ever make a name for himself?

At this moment, his agent also noticed Liu Ye’s slight dejection and spoke to comfort him: “Don’t overthink it, you. TV series are hot right now, and you’re definitely going to become very popular. We can plan for the long term regarding films. As long as TV series make you popular enough, we’ll definitely find a way to make breakthroughs in the film industry.”

Liu Ye nodded, saying helplessly, “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

The agent intentionally changed the topic, smiling as he asked, “By the way, how’s Xie Na doing recently?”

“Don’t even mention it,” Liu Ye said. “After leaving Happy Camp, she wanted to go back, but Hunan Satellite TV invited Chen Wan instead. And Chen Wan completely made that show popular. Xie Na has regretted it ever since. Plus, lately, she’s only been able to host small, unremarkable shows on local channels, so she just can’t get over this emotional hurdle.”

In 2003, Liu Ye and Xie Na were still in a relationship and passionately in love. In their past lives, by this point, they had already begun to spend less time together due to their busy careers. However, Xie Na, by an unexpected turn of events, lost the great opportunity with Happy Camp, causing her entire entertainment career to fall into a quagmire. She was currently in an awkward period, unable to break free no matter what, so she had significantly more free time and often came to Yanjing to accompany Liu Ye.

At this moment, the agent sighed, “What a pity! If Xie Na hadn’t left Happy Camp back then, she might have become famous nationwide by now.”

Liu Ye said, “No one can say for sure about things like this; everyone chooses their own path. I’ve been advising her recently that if it really doesn’t work out, she could transition into acting in TV series.”

The agent said, “If she really has that idea, she could sign a management contract with our company. I’ll help her look for some good opportunities then.”

Liu Ye said, “Coincidentally, she’s in Yanjing. Why don’t we have dinner together tonight?”

“Sounds good,” the agent replied with a smile. “Give her a call, and I’ll make the arrangements for tonight.”

Liu Ye nodded. Just as he pulled out his phone, it vibrated. Liu Ye looked at the caller ID and immediately chuckled, “Speak of the devil! It’s Xie Na’s call.”

With that, Liu Ye pressed the answer button and said with a smile, “Hello, Xie Na.”

“Dear, are you done with work yet? I have something important I must tell you in person.”

Liu Ye replied, “Perfect, Brother Lan said he wants to treat us to dinner. Why don’t we eat together?”

“Oh!” Xie Na quickly said, “I have something incredibly important to tell you in person, it’s a huge stroke of luck! Why don’t you tell Brother Lan that we have something to do today, and we’ll treat him another time!”

Liu Ye asked curiously, “What important thing? Why does it have to be in person? Can’t you just tell me over the phone?”

“Oh!” Xie Na was so anxious she stomped her feet. “I have to keep you in suspense, but I can reveal this much: it’s definitely a huge piece of good news! A huge stroke of luck!”

At this point, Xie Na whispered, “I can’t tell you about this yet, and definitely don’t let Brother Lan know. You’ll understand once we meet and I tell you.”

Liu Ye could only say, “Alright then, I’ll tell Brother Lan.”

“Okay, hurry back after you tell him. I’ll wait for you at home.”

“Okay.” Liu Ye hung up the phone and told his agent, “Xie Na said she needs to see me tonight. She said we’ll treat you another day.”

The agent nodded, “Alright, you two go ahead and take care of what you need to. We’ll reschedule another time.”

…

As soon as Liu Ye left the company, the first thing he did was take a taxi back to his rented home in Yanjing. He was very curious about what good news Xie Na could possibly have that warranted keeping him in such suspense.

As soon as he opened the door, Xie Na excitedly rushed forward, pulled him into the room, closed the door, and, unable to hide her excitement, told him, “I received a phone call today. Guess who it was from?”

Liu Ye said with an awkward expression, “There are over one billion people in China, how would I know who called you…”

Xie Na pouted, “You’re no fun! Just guess, it doesn’t cost anything!”

Liu Ye could only say, “Then at least give me a hint, right?”

Xie Na immediately beamed with a smile and said, “Alright, I’ll give you a hint. The person who called is related to movies.”

“Related to movies?”

“Yes! And it’s a movie you’re really looking forward to!”

Liu Ye chuckled, “Don’t tell me Steven Spielberg called you and specifically named me to play the Chinese male lead in Flying Tigers?”

“Dream on!” Xie Na rolled her eyes at him, then chuckled, “While it’s not as good as you think, the other party is indeed related to Flying Tigers.”

Then, Xie Na asked him, “Do you know Ning Hao?”

“Ning Hao?” Liu Ye thought for a moment, then nodded, “I recall him. He was the producer of the Old Boys short film, right? Afterward, he stayed at Muye Media.”

“Yes,” Xie Na nodded. “That’s him. His relationship with Li Mu is reportedly very good. Li Mu mostly entrusts him to handle Muye Media’s affairs. He’s very capable.”

“Really?” Liu Ye couldn’t help but ask, “He’s the one who called you?!”

“That’s right,” Xie Na said. “One of his classmates is a good friend of mine, so he got my phone number and called me. He actually wanted to ask my friend for your contact information, but my friend just gave him my phone number directly.”

Liu Ye’s heart instantly leaped with excitement as he pressed, “So what did he call about?”

Xie Na said, “He called because he wants to sign you with Muye Media, to become one of Muye Media’s contracted artists.”

“Sign with Muye Media?!” Liu Ye exclaimed in surprise. “But I’m under contract! My current management contract expires in three years…”

Xie Na quickly said, “It doesn’t matter! They said that no matter how long your current management contract is, Muye Media will help you coordinate and resolve it. And you won’t have to pay any termination fees; they’ll handle everything.”

Liu Ye asked, “Did they say anything about Flying Tigers? If I agree to sign with Muye Media, will they let me star in Flying Tigers?”

Xie Na said, “I asked. He said as long as you sign with Muye Media, they will definitely arrange a relatively important role for you in Flying Tigers. But he didn’t specify what kind of role it would be.”

Signing with Muye Media and securing a relatively important role in Flying Tigers—this was truly a huge stroke of luck for Liu Ye! As soon as he heard this, he sprang excitedly from the sofa, his voice trembling slightly as he said, “If that’s really the case, then I’m definitely willing to sign with Muye Media!”

Xie Na chuckled, “That’s what I thought too. Muye Media has Li Mu behind it, as well as Pastoral Tech, and now they’ve launched a big project like Flying Tigers. Their future prospects are definitely limitless.”

Then, Xie Na added, “I’ll contact him right away and see when he’s available so we can meet and talk face-to-face.”

Liu Ye nodded profusely, then suddenly said with some hesitation, “Oh, Brother Lan is going to be hard to explain this to. He’s gone to great lengths for me. If I really sign with Muye Media, it would be too disloyal to him!”

“It’s fine,” Xie Na consoled him. “Ning Hao said that all the specific details and conditions can be discussed thoroughly in person. If you really feel Brother Lan has been good to you, why not communicate with Ning Hao and ask if Brother Lan can also sign with Muye Media? You two could go over together, and Brother Lan could even be your agent.”

“This…” Liu Ye hesitated, “I don’t know if he’d agree.”

Xie Na said, “Don’t worry about whether he’ll agree for now. First, communicate well with Ning Hao. If he says it’s possible, then we’ll talk to Brother Lan. People strive for betterment, just as water flows downhill. I believe Brother Lan will make the right decision!”

Liu Ye nodded, “Then you first schedule a time to meet and talk with Ning Hao.”

Xie Na hummed in agreement and quickly called Ning Hao back.

A moment later, Xie Na hung up the phone and excitedly said, “Ning Hao really values meeting you. He said he’ll drive over to pick us up for dinner later, and we can talk while we eat. I’ve already agreed to it.”

Liu Ye was also deeply excited by Ning Hao’s proactive attitude, and said, “Then I’ll quickly wash my face. Go find my suit!”





Chapter 1244: The Premise of Cooperation

Ning Hao had many small shrewdnesses of his own.

He hadn’t revealed his intention to let Liu Ye play the male lead in Flying Tigers to Xie Na over the phone, his biggest concern being that the news might leak prematurely. If Liu Ye’s management company seized upon this and stubbornly refused to release him, it would be troublesome to deal with. Furthermore, he didn’t know Liu Ye’s character or personality. Discussing such matters directly over the phone was less effective than talking face-to-face. He wanted to form a judgment about Liu Ye first before finding an appropriate opportunity to speak.

For both Xie Na and Liu Ye, merely having the chance to secure a role with significant screen time in this film would already be a huge stroke of luck. Neither dared to expect the opportunity to portray a male lead in such an unprecedented major production.

The weather in Yanjing was still very cold at the time, but Liu Ye, in an effort to appear formal, deliberately wore a thin Suit. The Suit made him look especially sharp, but Xie Na said with some concern, “You’re wearing so little, you’ll definitely be cold when we go out later. Why don’t you wear a down jacket over it?”

“No, no,” Liu Ye waved his hand seriously, looking at himself in the mirror and adjusting his collar. He said very sternly, “An actor must have professional qualities. If the director needs it, you can wear a padded jacket in the dog days of summer and shorts in the coldest days of winter. How inappropriate would it be to wear a Suit with a down jacket over it?”

Xie Na said, “You’re not going for an audition, nor are you filming. You’re just going out to eat. It wouldn’t hurt to wear more.”

Liu Ye shook his head, “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. There can’t be any mistakes. I’ll just wear this. It’s fine.”

Xie Na couldn’t argue with him and could only nod.

Ning Hao, driving the GL8 provided by his company, arrived punctually at the entrance of the residential complex where Liu Ye rented an apartment. Liu Ye, fearing he might keep Ning Hao waiting, had already waited by the roadside with Xie Na for a long time. After being exposed to the cold wind for over ten minutes, Liu Ye was completely frozen through.

After stopping the car in front of them, Ning Hao rolled down the passenger seat window and said to them, “Hello, Liu Ye, Xie Na, I’m Ning Hao.”

Prior to this, Liu Ye and Xie Na had virtually no concept of what Ning Hao looked like. Upon seeing Ning Hao, Liu Ye was slightly taken aback. He felt that this older brother’s image, attire, and his posture in the car made him look like a black market taxi driver no matter how he looked at it.

However, Liu Ye quickly came to his senses and politely nodded to Ning Hao, respectfully saying, “Brother Hao, hello!”

Xie Na also bowed and greeted, “Brother Hao, hello!”

Ning Hao hadn’t expected Liu Ye, a Golden Horse Best Actor winner, to be as courteous as a college student who hadn’t even graduated. So he waved his hand with a smile and said, “What ‘Brother Hao’? Just call me Haozi.”

Then, Ning Hao hastily added, “Oh, it’s quite cold. You two hurry and get in, sit in the back row.”

“Alright, thank you, Brother Hao.” Liu Ye said, reaching out to pull open the GL8’s rear door. Since sitting in the innermost seat was a bit more strenuous, he told Xie Na, “I’ll sit inside.”

After saying that, he bent down and entered the car, sitting in the inner position of the back row. He then reached out and gently pulled Xie Na in, not forgetting to lean over to Xie Na’s right side to close the GL8’s sliding door.

Ning Hao observed Liu Ye’s small act of thoughtfulness through the rearview mirror. He secretly thought to himself, ‘This Liu Ye is indeed a meticulous person. In most cases, meticulous people do things more carefully, because their attitude is at least much more serious than average people.’

Ning Hao drove the car onto the road and said in a remarkably easygoing tone, “It’s really cold today. Let’s just go eat mutton hot pot. I know a traditional Yanjing mutton hot pot place that tastes absolutely amazing and is especially warming.”

Liu Ye quickly said, “Thank you, Brother Hao. Whatever you arrange is fine, we’re both good with it.”

Ning Hao smiled and asked, “You don’t have any dietary restrictions, do you?”

Liu Ye said, “No, neither of us are picky eaters.”

Xie Na also chimed in with a smile, “That’s right, Brother Hao, I actually love lamb very much.”

“Alright then, I’ll make a call and ask them to reserve a private room for us no matter what, so we can eat and chat…”

…

At a mutton hot pot restaurant in Dongcheng, Ning Hao ordered a large table of dishes and encouraged Liu Ye to drink some white liquor.

Liu Ye agreed without hesitation but asked with some concern, “Brother Hao, you’re driving. Is it safe to drink alcohol?”

Ning Hao waved his hand, “Oh, I’ll just park the car here and take a taxi back. Later, I’ll call a taxi to take you two back first.”

Liu Ye quickly said, “No need to bother, we can go back ourselves later.”

Ning Hao laughed, “Why are you being so polite? I don’t live far from you, it’s right on the way.”

Upon hearing this, Liu Ye no longer insisted on being polite. The waiter brought out a bottle of very common Niulanshan Erguotou, poured a full glass for each of them, and brought Xie Na a bottle of Sprite.

Ning Hao raised his glass and said to the two, “This is the first time I’m having a meal with the two of you. Come, I’ll toast you.”

Liu Ye, flattered, said, “Brother Hao, you’re too polite. We should be toasting you.”

Ning Hao waved his hand, “What’s with all the ‘you’ and ‘you’? We’re not that far apart in age, don’t make it sound like two generations.”

After speaking, Ning Hao raised his glass high and said, “Come, let’s drink to that first! No need to stand on ceremony!”

Liu Ye had good alcohol tolerance and was honest. Although Ning Hao said “no need to stand on ceremony,” Liu Ye was still afraid it would be impolite to drink too little. From the one-third of the glass, he forced down a third of the contents from the 165ml glass. Ning Hao’s alcohol tolerance was no worse than his. While drinking, Ning Hao observed out of the corner of his eye. After one gulp, he set his glass down, and the amount of liquor in his glass was almost identical to Liu Ye’s.

In fact, according to the rules of the entertainment industry, Liu Ye’s status was much higher than Ning Hao’s current one. Ning Hao truly didn’t have much fame—Crazy Stone hadn’t even been released yet—while Liu Ye already held the title of Best Actor. His film fee wasn’t low either, and it was estimated that once his current TV series became a big hit, his film fee would reach the first-tier in China. So, he really didn’t need to be so polite to Ning Hao.

However, although Ning Hao himself might be a bit of a nobody, he had a very close connection directly with Li Mu. It could be said that he was Li Mu’s spokesperson in the film and television industry. And if Li Mu’s status were to be discussed, it wouldn’t be excessive to say that his status was higher than all the celebrities in the country combined. Therefore, because of his close relationship with Li Mu, looking at the entire entertainment industry, even industry big brothers with significant qualifications and power would treat Ning Hao courteously. Liu Ye naturally understood this, which was why he had maintained a respectful attitude towards Ning Hao from their first meeting until now.

After one drink, Ning Hao finally brought up the serious business. He said with a smile, “The main purpose of inviting you two out today, I’ve already told Xie Na on the phone. We are currently preparing a film called Flying Tigers. The casting for Chinese actors for this film has not yet been rolled out. We are interested in inviting you to play a role in it.”

Liu Ye’s heart rate suddenly quickened with Ning Hao’s words. He put down his glass and chopsticks, sat up straight, looked at Ning Hao, and asked seriously, “Brother Hao, what kind of person does your company want me to play?”

Ning Hao smiled slightly and said, “We’re not in a hurry to determine the exact role you’ll play, but I can guarantee you that this role will have lines and screen time exceeding double digits. It will definitely be a relatively important role.”

As soon as these words were spoken, Liu Ye and Xie Na exchanged glances, both extremely excited.

In a movie, having dialogue exceeding double digits is not much. Even twenty lines could be spoken in one scene, one conversation. If it were a single shot, it would just be one camera angle. Even with scene breakdowns, ten lines usually translate to five or six camera angles at most. If both the number of lines and the number of shots can be guaranteed, then the character’s exposure is sufficiently assured.

Amidst his excitement, Liu Ye cautiously asked, “By the way, Brother Hao, I wonder if it’s a positive or negative role?”

Liu Ye didn’t want to get excited only to end up playing a Japanese soldier in Flying Tigers, which would be extremely awkward.

Ning Hao’s subsequent answer immediately dispelled Liu Ye’s concerns: “Don’t worry, the role is absolutely positive. To be more specific, it’s a Chinese member of the Flying Tigers.”

A Chinese member of the Flying Tigers — this role was bound to be a completely positive image. All of Liu Ye’s misgivings dissipated in that instant. He said excitedly, “Brother Hao, I’m willing to play it!”

Ning Hao smiled slightly and said, “According to Muye Media’s requirements, the main actors in this film need to first sign a management contract with us. So, if you are interested in taking on this role, you will need to terminate your contract with your current company and then sign with us. This is the premise of cooperation.”

At this point, Ning Hao added, “But don’t worry, all costs incurred by you due to breach of contract will be borne by us. If legal disputes are involved, we will also step in to resolve them.”

Liu Ye nodded without hesitation: “No problem! I’m willing to sign with Muye Media! To be honest, both Muye Media and Pastoral Tech are companies I deeply respect!”

Ning Hao laughed, “You agreed so quickly, before we’ve even discussed the contract details?”

Liu Ye said earnestly, “No matter how the contract is written, I’m willing to sign with Muye Media.”

Although he spoke very resolutely, Liu Ye felt a slight unease and worry. He didn’t know what kind of contract Muye Media would give him. What if it was too restrictive? What if it tied him down for too long? What if the financial returns were too little? However, he also had a scale in his heart: with a large enterprise like Pastoral Tech behind it, Muye Media surely wouldn’t be as unscrupulous as some small companies in the industry.

Many small companies in the film and television industry sign very demanding contracts with their artists, but many actors, having not yet made a name for themselves, have no decision-making power and can only sign for the opportunity. Liu Ye’s current management contract was relatively demanding because he signed it before he became famous, and his rights and benefits were heavily suppressed and exploited. However, a company like Muye Media would absolutely not use the same tactics as these companies.

Seeing his prompt and resolute attitude, Ning Hao picked up his wine glass and set it aside, saying, “Since we mutually recognize each other, let’s first discuss the serious business. We can drink after we’ve finished with serious business.”





Chapter 1245: Loyalty

Ning Hao took out a pre-prepared contract template from his backpack and handed it to Liu Ye, saying, “Please take a look at this contract. We hope to sign a five-year management contract with you. Within these five years, all theatrical films you participate in must be invested in or participated in by Muye Media. You also have an obligation to participate in other commercial performance activities arranged for you by our Advancing Elephant (in Xiangqi), as well as commercial endorsements arranged by us. In principle, prior to Advancing Elephant (in Xiangqi)’s involvement in the production and filming of television series, we do not restrict you from accepting roles in TV series invested in by other companies. However, the prerequisite for this is that the script and related information for the TV series must be reviewed by us. If our Advancing Elephant (in Xiangqi) clearly states that we do not wish for you to take on a role, you must comply.”

Liu Ye listened and nodded slightly, saying, “So, Muye Media is signing me for my film performances and commercial activities, while for TV series, stage plays, and such, I still, in principle, have independent rights?”

“Exactly,” Ning Hao smiled. “And we also won’t restrict your development in music. If a record company is willing to sign you and release an album for you, our Advancing Elephant (in Xiangqi) will not interfere.”

Liu Ye had originally thought that Muye Media would definitely sign a full exclusive contract with artists, meaning that whether it was film, TV, commercial endorsements, or even music albums—anything that could earn money—would be entirely managed by the company. Such companies are very common in the industry, and artists who sign full exclusive contracts generally have no freedom whatsoever. They are vigorously scheduled for various performances and activities, becoming the company’s money tree and workhorse.

However, looking at Muye Media’s contract now, it was much more lenient than he had anticipated, which eased Liu Ye’s mind considerably. He had vaguely worried that if Muye Media were to propose very demanding contractual terms by leveraging his strong desire to star in Flying Tigers, he would have no choice but to grudgingly accept. But based on the current terms, Muye Media’s contract was perfectly acceptable.

Xie Na had a question in her heart that she wanted to ask but didn’t voice. The contract was in Liu Ye’s hands, and since Liu Ye hadn’t opened it, she didn’t feel comfortable taking it to read carefully herself. However, she was concerned that Ning Hao was offering a purely commission-based cooperation agreement. While a fifty-fifty split might be considered generous for an actor, it wouldn’t be right for the company to demand a multi-year commission-based contract without incurring any costs or making any commitments. That would provide no sense of security at all.

Many newly debuted artists end up in this situation, signing multi-year exclusive contracts with major companies, and often these are purely commission-based cooperation models. In such cases, if the company fails to nurture the artist’s growth, keeping them from becoming hugely popular, their income remains unsecured. While many artists earn millions or tens of millions a year, there are also many who have just started out and can barely make ends meet, even in Yanjing.

Moreover, under such circumstances, an artist’s decision-making power is extremely low. If the management company is dissatisfied, it can directly shelve the artist. “Shelving” means that all your contracts are in my hands, but I simply won’t let you take any work. Forget acting in films or TV series; even if the barbershop next door asks you to cut the ribbon and sing a song, I won’t let you go, completely ruining your entertainment career and income. If you dare to defy me, I’ll sue you and, at the same time, join forces with all the resources in the industry to blacklist you, thoroughly ending your acting career.

In fact, Liu Ye also harbored some concerns. For him, dreams were important, but income was equally so. He was willing to sign his next five years to Muye Media, but his income needed a certain guarantee.

Xie Na subtly exchanged glances with Liu Ye, and Liu Ye’s eyes also showed this worry. However, Liu Ye was more concerned with the movie and this collaboration. He felt that since the other party showed so much sincerity, it wouldn’t be right for him to still be hung up on money at this point. So, steeling his heart, he blurted out, “Brother Hao, I’ll sign this contract!”

Seeing Liu Ye suddenly make up his mind, Xie Na’s eyes flashed with a hint of surprise, but she quickly relaxed. Before he made his decision, she had been anxious about the outcome for him, but the moment he decided, she suddenly felt a sense of relief herself.

Although Liu Ye agreed to sign very decisively, Ning Hao still noticed their underlying concern. He first shook hands with Liu Ye, saying, “Welcome to Muye Media,” and then, pointing to the unopened contract in Liu Ye’s hand, smiled slightly. “Actually, before I came, General Manager Li specifically instructed me to include an incrementally increasing guaranteed income for you in this contract. The guarantee model is: three million for the first year, five million for the second year, seven point five million for the third year, ten million for the fourth year, and fifteen million for the fifth year. This means that as long as you sign this contract, over the next five years, we will guarantee you an income of forty point five million. If your share of income from working at Muye Media over these five years falls below this amount, then we will make up the difference according to this figure. If it’s higher than this amount, then we will pay you based on your actual income.”

“Forty million over five years?!” Liu Ye was dumbfounded. In 2003, the film fee for first-tier domestic actors was only in the millions. Even top-tier stars/celebrities from Hong Kong earned around ten million yuan. But Li Mu was so generous as to offer him a guaranteed income of forty million over five years. This was an incredibly huge fortune, unimaginable! To earn forty million, his pre-commission income would need to reach at least eighty million! Even if he made ten films in five years, each film’s fee would have to be an astonishing eight million — truly frightening!

In truth, Li Mu was well aware of the net worth of actors in this era and knew that, according to normal historical development, the surge in the net worth of mainland actors would have to wait at least another decade or eight years. This is because an actor’s net worth is complementary to the box office market volume. In an era where box office revenue can easily surpass one hundred million, it is logical for an actor’s net worth to reach ten million or even tens of millions. Otherwise, if a film itself struggles to earn tens of millions, how could it pay a star tens of millions in film fees?

However, having said that, Li Mu had already begun nurturing the domestic film box office market. The Muye Ticketing System was a powerful tool for boosting box office, and Flying Tigers would be the beginning of a boom for China’s film box office. Next year, when Flying Tigers is released, if it can achieve over one billion at the box office, then China’s film industry will recover at least five years earlier and enter a period of rapid growth. By that time, Liu Ye’s net worth would likely soar. Then, if Li Mu creates a few more films and reality shows to further push his net worth up, the forty million guarantee would certainly be recouped.

At this moment, Liu Ye had dispelled all his misgivings and excitedly said to Ning Hao, “Brother Hao, thank you and General Manager Li for your appreciation/recognition. I am willing to sign with Muye Media. It’s just that the amount of this guaranteed contract is really too high. I honestly don’t have the confidence to help the company earn so much money in the next five years. So, for the company’s sake, could we halve this amount? Even a seventy percent discount would be fine!”

Liu Ye spoke with exceptional sincerity. He felt that the offer of a forty million guarantee represented forty million points of sincerity, enough sincerity to support his decision to sign. However, he couldn’t just accept all of the other party’s sincerity, because he knew his own capabilities. Forty million—even though he wasn’t responsible for any losses—he truly lacked the confidence to earn that much. He didn’t want the company to have to subsidize money to compensate for his lack of capability.

Ning Hao, however, laughed at this point and said, “The amount is not something I decide; it was set by General Manager Li. He’s a man of his word, and I have no capability to persuade him. So, I think you shouldn’t overthink it. Just sign the contract, and then calm down and perform well in every one of your future films. In five years, you will definitely earn this money back.”

Liu Ye still wanted to insist, but Ning Hao hurriedly said, “Please read the contract details. If there are no issues, we can sign it directly.”

Liu Ye nodded, thinking of his agent. After much hesitation, he cautiously asked, “Brother Hao, I have one small request. I wonder if you can agree to it.”

Ning Hao smiled and said, “Tell me. If I can do it, I will definitely agree. If I can’t, I’ll tell you directly.”

Liu Ye then said, “I’d like my current agent to also sign with Pastoral Tech. He’s very capable and has a lot of resources. I believe he can definitely create value for the company.”

Ning Hao asked, “Is he also under contract?”

Liu Ye shook his head and said, “He doesn’t have an artist management contract; it’s just a labor contract. He can resign at any time. Changing companies for him is just changing jobs.”

At this point, Liu Ye added, “Brother Hao, I have a bold request, and I hope you’ll definitely agree!”

Ning Hao said, “Go on.”

Liu Ye said, “Brother Lan can get twenty percent of the company’s share from my earnings. My split with the company is forty-six percent, so he gets twelve percent of my remuneration. If he’s willing to come to Pastoral Tech, please let his commission be paid by me personally! If you don’t agree to this, I won’t let him come.”

Ning Hao considered it for a moment, then nodded and said, “Okay, since you recognize him so much and believe he is indeed very capable, and you insist on paying his commission yourself, then I have no objections.”

Liu Ye excitedly said, “Then I’ll call him now!”

…

At this moment, Wang Lan was eating dinner at home with his wife and child. At the dinner table, he was still talking to his wife about Liu Ye. Wang Lan felt Liu Ye had great potential, but he could never find a suitable commercial film for him, leaving him just short of achieving true widespread popularity. It was like a bottleneck he could never break through, which also gave Wang Lan a strong sense of frustration, always feeling that he bore an inescapable responsibility due to his lack of capability.

His wife advised him, “You shouldn’t demand too much of yourself. It’s already quite good that Liu Ye has come this far. Look at how many actors his age are at his level today?”

Wang Lan said with a fervent look in his eyes, “Believe me, he can be even better! He just needs a good opportunity!”

In fact, in Liu Ye’s previous life, he also consistently lacked such a good opportunity. He was first-tier, but still a little distance from those commercially very strong first-tier celebrities. And no one would have imagined that what finally allowed him to break through this bottleneck was a reality show and his two children.

After speaking, Wang Lan sighed, his eyes dimming again. He said, “The company is too short-sighted. All they think about is getting Liu Ye to take more roles and win more awards, but they’ve never considered creating a true commercial film for him. They always want to do business without any capital investment; their vision is too narrow.”

Just then, Liu Ye’s call came in. Wang Lan answered the phone, put it on speaker, and chuckled, “I was just talking about you with your sister-in-law (honorific).”

Wang Lan’s wife also chuckled from the side, “Yezi, come over for dinner when you have time.”

“Alright, sister-in-law (honorific),” Liu Ye happily agreed, then said, “Brother Lan, I’m calling to tell you something.”

Wang Lan casually said, “Go ahead.”

Liu Ye stammered a bit, “Well, it’s like this, I’m going to sign with Muye Media because they want me to play a pretty important role in Flying Tigers.”

Liu Ye’s first half of the sentence made Wang Lan so surprised he nearly jumped up, and a surge of anger from feeling betrayed by his brother was about to erupt. But as soon as he heard the latter half, that anger was instantly extinguished as if with a basin of cold water.

“Flying Tigers? Are you serious?!” Wang Lan asked, looking incredible.

Liu Ye said, “It’s true.”

“Congratulations!” Wang Lan said from the bottom of his heart. “This is an excellent opportunity for you! You must seize it well. As for the company contract, I’ll find a way to help you mediate / negotiate.”

“Thank you, Brother Lan!” Liu Ye was touched that Wang Lan was so very generous / loyal. He said, “Brother Lan, you don’t need to worry. General Manager Ning of Muye Media has already promised to help me resolve all contract issues. If the company sues me, they will sort it out for me.”

“That’s great!” Although Wang Lan felt a deep sense of loss and frustration, he still breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Yezi, this is a great opportunity. You must seize it well!”

“Hmm…” Liu Ye fell silent for a moment, then added, “Brother Lan, I’d like you to also sign with Muye Media. General Manager Ning has already agreed; it just depends on you…”

“Me?!” Wang Lan was too surprised to speak.

“Yes!” Liu Ye said. “I know things aren’t going well for you at your current company either. Why don’t we both come to Muye Media? You can still be my agent, and I’ll just honestly focus on acting. For all my remuneration, you can take fifteen percent, and General Manager Ning said they’ll give me a forty million guarantee for five years…”

Forty million over five years, for Wang Lan, meant six million over five years, which was about three times his current income level!

Wang Lan was incredulous, blurting out, “Yezi, you’re not kidding me, are you?! Pastoral Tech is giving you a forty million guarantee for five years?!”

“Yes!” Liu Ye said with a smile, “Brother Lan, forty million over five years. Come and guide me; otherwise, I’m afraid I couldn’t stand up to him by myself!”





Chapter 1246: The Chinese Male Lead!

Wang Lan was stunned by this sudden opportunity. Liu Ye on the other end of the phone kept asking for his opinion. Finally, his wife gave him a push, pulling his thoughts back.

Liu Ye on the phone continued to persuade him, “Brother Lan, stop hesitating. Come to Muye Impression with me. If you can’t make up your mind, discuss it with sister-in-law.”

Wang Lan clearly wasn’t ready to make a decision, saying somewhat flustered, “Um, let me think about it. I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

Liu Ye said, “Don’t think about it right now. If you’re interested, come over now and let’s talk. If the discussion goes well, we’ll finalize it tonight. Tomorrow morning, I’ll terminate my contract, and you’ll resign. From now on, us two brothers will still be together.”

“Ah, so urgent?” Wang Lan was clearly even more flustered, saying, “I might need to think about it a bit longer…”

At this moment, Wang Lan’s wife couldn’t help but say, “Oh, you’re usually so swift and decisive, why have you become so wishy-washy now!” After speaking, she said into the phone, “Yezi, don’t worry, sister-in-law will persuade him. He’ll call you back in ten minutes!”

As soon as Liu Ye heard her voice, he immediately laughed, cheerfully saying, “Alright, sister-in-law, Brother Lan is in your hands then. I won’t worry about it anymore.”

After hanging up the phone, Wang Lan’s wife couldn’t help but complain, “What a great opportunity! You’re still thinking about it? What is there to think about? This is an opportunity as rare as finding a lantern in broad daylight! Do you really want to be a ‘setter’ at your company?”

The word “setter” immediately made Wang Lan look embarrassed. Although he had strong capabilities, a high success rate in nurturing new talent, and excellent foresight, he wasn’t really content at the company. The new artists signed by the company were almost all given to him to manage. But as soon as a new artist made a name for themselves, the company would quickly take them away from him and then assign him a few more new artists.

Because of this situation, Wang Lan earned the nickname “setter” at the company, specifically in charge of receiving the ball others hit, preparing it, and then tossing it to others for an attack.

Liu Ye had already won the Golden Horse Best Actor award a long time ago, but because his film fees hadn’t increased, the company hadn’t rushed to take him. Now that What Can I Do to Save My Love had become popular, Liu Ye was also gaining momentum. So, some time ago, the company had informed him that Liu Ye would soon be handed over to another agent. At that point, he would have to relinquish Liu Ye, and also give up his future commission earnings.

Always being treated this way, even a workhorse gets tired eventually.

Seeing his expression soften, Wang Lan’s wife immediately struck while the iron was hot, saying, “Just you watch, Muye Impression will definitely sign many talented new artists with this Flying Tigers movie project. Then they’ll leverage their resources for a good round of promotion, and who knows, they might even churn out a whole bunch of stars at once. Look at Du Wei; after starring in Those Years, she’s now incredibly popular. The key female artists your company has been nurturing for years probably don’t even have a fifth of her popularity. You took several years to make Yezi popular; if Muye Impression had that much time, they’d probably have a huge roster of popular artists by now.”

Wang Lan nodded. He fully agreed with his wife’s point of view. Muye Impression’s star-making capability was beyond doubt; no other company in the industry could compare. Du Wei was absolutely the most popular female actress in the country, bar none, and she was also a highly sought-after singer. She didn’t have many songs, but every one was a classic. Such a new talent was simply a phenomenon.

The only pity was that Du Wei came from an excellent family background, so she was relatively low-key. Li Mu’s protection of her was also very thorough; otherwise, if she had truly undergone a complete commercialization process, she would definitely have become the highest-net-worth female artist in the country.

This was where Muye Impression’s capability lay. Du Wei had only acted in two productions—one short film and one cinema chain movie—yet she had become the most popular actress and the highest-grossing Chinese actress at the box office. This would have been impossible for any other film and television company to achieve.

In fact, Wang Lan yearned for Muye Impression, this newly established film and television company, because Muye Impression was the first film and television company in the industry to operate with an internet mindset. Not only did it have Pastoral Tech, the king of traffic, supporting it, but it also had the heaven-defying Muye Ticketing System product. Such a company was bound to have a promising future, like an elite soldier with firearms entering a battlefield of cold weapons, destined to dominate.

Thinking of all this, Wang Lan looked into his wife’s eyes and asked her, “So, should I go try?”

His wife instantly brightened, blurting out, “Of course you have to try! Such a great opportunity, you must definitely grasp it well!”

Wang Lan immediately stood up, excitedly saying, “Good! I’m heading out now!”

…

When Wang Lan drove to the hotel where Liu Ye was, Liu Ye, Xie Na, and Ning Hao were already chatting animatedly.

Before this, Liu Ye had already signed the contract Ning Hao gave him. In other words, from now on, he was officially a contracted artist of Muye Impression.

Ning Hao wasn’t very old, and they were all young people. Plus, Ning Hao himself had a rather black sense of humor, so the atmosphere and general feeling of chatting with him were particularly relaxed and pleasant.

As soon as Wang Lan entered, Liu Ye immediately stood up and pulled him into the space between himself and Ning Hao, warmly introducing him to Ning Hao: “Brother Hao, this is my agent, Wang Lan.”

“Brother Lan, this is Ning Hao, the general manager of Muye Impression. Brother Hao is a director himself, and he has a new movie coming out soon.”

Wang Lan only learned about Ning Hao after Muye Impression was established and became famous, but Ning Hao had heard of Wang Lan much earlier. Wang Lan had been an agent in this industry for ten years, and his capabilities, character, and reputation were very good. Moreover, the industry circles were small, so people like him were generally known or heard of within the circuit. It was precisely because Ning Hao already knew about Wang Lan’s good reputation that he thought of poaching him.

Muye Impression currently lacked not just promising contracted artists, but also capable professional agents. A good professional agent was like a university professor: not only could they guide students fresh out of high school onto the right path, but they could also send academically successful students out into society to become pillars of talent. Muye Impression naturally couldn’t just recruit students without improving its faculty. An agent like Wang Lan was an excellent choice.

After the two exchanged polite greetings, Ning Hao immediately steered the conversation to the main topic. He said to Wang Lan, “Brother Lan, if you’re interested in coming to Muye Impression, we can offer you double the basic salary, as well as better profit-sharing terms. Muye Impression’s goal for the future is to become the top film and television company in the country. There will be a massive influx of contracted artists, along with numerous film and television projects to propel their entertainment careers. What’s needed in between is a good agent to manage the overall flow. Brother Lan is the best candidate for this role. If you join us now, I believe you will definitely become a gold-medal agent in the industry.”

Wang Lan humbly replied, “I wouldn’t dare claim to be a gold-medal agent, but since I’ve decided to join Muye Impression, I will definitely go all out and strive to live up to the company’s trust in me.”

Ning Hao smiled confidently, saying, “So, we can consider this a confirmed intention?”

Wang Lan nodded and seriously said, “I’ll handle my resignation procedures in the next two days, striving to report to the company as soon as possible.”

“That’s wonderful!” Ning Hao smiled. “We can take some time in the next two days to finalize the contract details.”

“Good.” Wang Lan agreed without hesitation. Then, thinking of Liu Ye’s situation, he said, “Since I’m still Yezi’s agent, I’d like to discuss his contract details with General Manager Ning as well.”

Wang Lan was very professional in his work; all his duties had almost become instincts. If Liu Ye had merely moved to Muye Impression on his own, their cooperative relationship as agent and artist would have ended, and he naturally wouldn’t interfere with what kind of contract Liu Ye signed with Muye Impression. But since he himself had now decided to join Muye Impression, he would still be Liu Ye’s agent. In this situation, he felt he should prioritize his identity as “Liu Ye’s agent” and first ensure Liu Ye’s interests were fully protected.

At this moment, Liu Ye, who was beside him, smiled and said, “Brother Lan, to be honest with you, I already signed the contract just now.”

“Ah? Already signed?” Wang Lan’s face was filled with surprise; he hadn’t expected Liu Ye to sign so quickly.

Liu Ye then said, “I thought the contract terms Brother Hao offered were very sincere, and personally, I didn’t want to miss this opportunity, so I just signed it directly.”

Wang Lan nodded, then quickly said, “Let me take a look!”

Liu Ye knew Wang Lan was careful in his work and very responsible towards him. For himself, he was certainly willing to show Wang Lan the agreement. However, Ning Hao was still there, and he worried that Ning Hao might not want to disclose too much to Wang Lan prematurely, so he cast an inquiring glance at Ning Hao.

Ning Hao then followed Liu Ye’s lead and said, “Brother Lan, you’re Yezi’s agent. If you have any opinions on the contract details, feel free to bring them up at any time.”

This sentence tacitly approved Liu Ye showing the contract to Wang Lan. So, Liu Ye handed the signed contract to Wang Lan. Wang Lan carefully flipped through it, only looking up after more than ten minutes. He let out a long breath and said, “General Manager Ning’s contract is truly meticulous. Both rights and obligations are written very clearly, without any of those prevalent unfair clauses in the industry, and no ambiguous terms. It’s practically an industry benchmark.”

Ning Hao smiled slightly and said, “This is all at General Manager Li’s discretion. He believes that signing artists should also be based on mutual respect and recognition. We want the artists’ agency rights, but we also need to give them sufficiently good returns. Only in this way can everyone go further together.”

Wang Lan nodded in full agreement, saying, “I completely agree with that point, so I have no issues with this contract.”

As he spoke, he hesitated for a moment, then added, “However, I have a question outside of the contract that I’d like to ask. It might be a bit presumptuous, so please forgive me, General Manager Ning, if it is.”

Ning Hao said, “Brother Lan, there’s no need to be so polite. Feel free to ask any questions you have.”

So, Wang Lan asked the question that Liu Ye and Xie Na had always wanted to ask but were too embarrassed to ask directly: “I’d like to know, General Manager Ning, if you’re comfortable revealing what role our company hopes Yezi will play in the Flying Tigers movie?”

As soon as he said this, Liu Ye and Xie Na both simultaneously looked at Ning Hao, their faces full of anticipation and nervousness.

At this moment, Ning Hao smiled inscrutably, then picked up his teacup and took a sip of tea. He unhurriedly placed the teacup back on the table. The trio’s eyes were fixed on him, so nervous they didn’t dare to blink, their hearts pounding in their throats.

At this moment, Ning Hao met their anxious, eager gazes, smiled slightly, and enunciated each word: “We hope Liu Ye will play the Chinese male lead in Flying Tigers!”





Chapter 1247: Special Favor

The moment Ning Hao revealed the truth, the other three at the dining table seemed to be struck by lightning simultaneously. All of them were filled with shock and an incredible disbelief, as if they had just heard the most unreal statement in the world.

The starting point for the film Flying Tigers was so high that it had already surpassed all previous Chinese commercial films. Every actor who dreamed of being in this movie only wished to secure a relatively important role. Yet, the most crucial and significant role was one that very few dared to even hope for. Liu Ye was no exception, but this immense stroke of luck suddenly and unexpectedly descended upon him, catching him entirely unprepared.

Wang Lan was also extremely shocked. No one understood Liu Ye’s situation better than him. Liu Ye’s parents worked in the film and television industry, but they were from an older generation of filmmakers, so they essentially had no influence or connections in today’s increasingly entertainment-focused film and television industry. It was already incredibly difficult for him to have toiled and struggled his way to where he was today in the circles. He never expected that at this critical moment, such a stroke of immense good fortune would fall upon him. The film Flying Tigers would not only elevate him to the level of a top domestic actor but could even help him carve out his own little niche in Hollywood. This truly was a golden opportunity for a meteoric rise.

Xie Na was completely stunned as well. Although she had always hoped her boyfriend would one day transform into a dragon, she never expected that day to arrive so quickly and directly. Being in the entertainment industry herself, she deeply understood the importance of opportunity. Leaving Happy Camp had caused her popularity to plummet and her future to look bleak, so she, who had been waiting for an opportunity, understood even more clearly how precious Liu Ye’s chance was.

If the level of “top domestic actors” were likened to the peak of this industry, then the lifelong dream of countless filmmakers would be to ascend that summit. Liu Ye, however, hadn’t even reached halfway up the mountain when a helicopter suddenly appeared. The person inside told Liu Ye, who was diligently climbing, “Come on up, I can give you a ride to the summit on the way…”

What incredible luck! Even his own girlfriend felt a pang of jealousy in her heart. If she had such an opportunity, she might also achieve overnight success, wouldn’t she?

The moment the thought flashed through her mind, Xie Na immediately thought of Chen Wan. This girl, who had only recently graduated from university, was now a top domestic host. She had not only gained countless fans on Happy Camp but also hosted the incredibly popular talent show Super Girl. Currently, she was undeniably Hunan Satellite TV’s star host and the most popular female host nationwide. Didn’t she get such a fantastic opportunity precisely because of Li Mu, her benefactor? And now, he had become Liu Ye’s benefactor…

The emotional Liu Ye didn’t speak for a long time. After a while, tears unconsciously streamed down his face. He looked at Ning Hao and asked the biggest question in his heart: “Brother Hao, why are you letting me play the male lead in this movie? My experience in this industry is practically non-existent. Aren’t you afraid I’ll drag the film down…”

Ning Hao smiled faintly and said, “The role was decided by General Manager Li, not me. He wants you to play this character.”

Ning Hao paused, then continued, “As for experience, General Manager Li and I actually share the same view: what’s most important for an actor is spirit, not experience. James Cameron prepared for Titanic for five or six years, and when filming began in nineteen ninety-six, the film’s production budget reached two hundred million US dollars. Even by today’s standards, two hundred million US dollars back then was an astronomical price. Yet for such a massive production, he cast Leonardo DiCaprio, who was only twenty-two years old at the time, as the male lead. And Leonardo didn’t disappoint his expectations, delivering a flawless performance. You’re already twenty-five years old, aren’t you? General Manager Li is asking you to play the third male lead in Flying Tigers. Are you still afraid you can’t handle it?”

Although the character Liu Ye was to play was the first Chinese male actor in the film, in terms of screen time, he would have a lesser role than the first male lead, Chennault, and the American pilot played by Leonardo DiCaprio. Therefore, his character in this movie could only be considered the third male lead.

Ning Hao’s example of Leonardo DiCaprio was very representative. On one hand, he used Leonardo to demonstrate that casting young actors was not a risk for the film crew, and on the other, he instilled confidence in Liu Ye. Even young actors without much experience could handle large-scale productions. If twenty-two-year-old Leonardo could do it, so could he.

Liu Ye had never been this excited in his life. At twenty-five years old, he had the chance to realize a dream that many actors never achieved in their entire lives. Facing such an opportunity, he solemnly promised Ning Hao, saying, “Brother Hao, please rest assured, I will go all out to play this role well and not let down your trust and General Manager Li’s!”

Ning Hao nodded and smiled, “We also believe you can play this role well and brilliantly. We hope even more that through this film, you can become known to audiences worldwide. Muye Media’s goal is Hollywood, and we believe that one day you too can become a first-tier star in Hollywood!”

Liu Ye said with red eyes, “Don’t worry, I will work twice as hard!”

Wang Lan had by this point recovered from his shock and immediately began to play his role, saying, “General Manager Ning, Yezi’s current contract still has three years left. If we force a breach of contract, his current management company might continuously seize the opportunity to wrangle with us during the filming of Flying Tigers. Their legal department is very capable, and once they bite, they won’t easily let go. In my opinion, it’s best to resolve the contract issue before announcing Yezi’s participation in this film.”

Ning Hao immediately asked him, “Do you have any good suggestions?”

Wang Lan replied, “Yezi’s contract still has three years remaining. According to the agreement, if he unilaterally breaches the contract, the maximum compensation required is five million RMB. There’s no need to take it to court, as that would make it easy for people to sensationalize the issue.”

Ning Hao then said, “In that case, you can go and negotiate the contract matter with his current management company. If a peaceful termination can be achieved for five million, Muye Media will cover this amount.”

…

Just two days later, Wang Lan successfully negotiated the compensation amount for Liu Ye’s contract termination. The total was four million eight hundred thousand RMB, to be paid by Liu Ye to his current management company. Upon receipt of the funds, the contract between both parties would officially be terminated early.

Muye Media bore this cost, ensuring that the four million eight hundred thousand RMB was paid in full to his management company through Liu Ye. Subsequently, Liu Ye officially terminated his contract. After the termination, Liu Ye formally joined Muye Media. Accompanying him to Muye Media was his agent, Wang Lan, who had already become a gold-medal agent at Muye Media. Ning Hao planned to put Huang Bo and Tang Wei under his charge.

After Liu Ye was in place, Li Mu specifically invited Du Wei out for a meal. Both being public figures, they met at Li Tong’s Fayue Restaurant.

The two met in a private room specially prepared for them by Li Tong. Du Wei arrived a little earlier. When Li Mu was led into the room by a waiter, he was immediately captivated by Du Wei waiting inside.

After not seeing her for many days, Du Wei seemed significantly more beautiful than before. At first glance, she also appeared much more mature, no longer dressing solely as a young girl, and had even learned to apply light makeup.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Du Wei was not an unpolished gem; she was a naturally flawless jade. After applying a touch of makeup, it was like the finishing touch that brought it to life, perfectly accentuating her entire appearance and temperament.

The surprise in Li Mu’s eyes was fleeting. He then jested with Du Wei, “You already have tons of fans, and you dress up so beautifully when you go out. If people knew you were here, wouldn’t your fans tear down Li Tong’s restaurant?”

Du Wei chuckled and said, “Brother Li Mu, you always tease me. Don’t you know who has more fans between the two of us?”

Du Wei’s retort left Li Mu speechless. After a moment, he burst into laughter, “It’s been a while, your wit has sharpened as well…”

“I learned it from my sister.” Du Wei mischievously raised an eyebrow, then asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, did you go to America a while ago?”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded, “You should know about Flying Tigers, right?”

“I do.” Du Wei said with a smile, “You’re looking for me today about this, aren’t you?”

Li Mu asked her, “How did you know?”

Du Wei blinked, “I guessed.”

Li Mu looked at her with interest and asked, “Then guess what specifically I wanted to see you about?”

Du Wei crossed her hands and pursed her lower lip, saying, “Brother Li Mu, do you want me to play the leading female role in Flying Tigers?”

Li Mu said with a smile, “You guessed again?”

Du Wei shook her head, “I deduced it. They all say you favor me the most, so I figured I must be your number one candidate.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Who are ‘they’?”

Du Wei laughed, “My sister, Brother Chen Ze, and others. The media also says so, don’t they? A lot of media outlets are deducing who you’ll cast as the Chinese male lead and leading female role for this film. Most of them believe you’ll cast me as the female lead, and the reason they give is that you show me the most special favor.”

As she spoke the last sentence, Du Wei’s pretty face flushed with blushes. Saying such words herself, even if just repeating media speculation, still made her feel a little shy.

Actually, Du Wei was right, and the media was also right. Li Mu truly showed Du Wei exceptional special favor, much like Lin Xi favored Miriam Yeung. Given Li Mu’s status and position, celebrities he deliberately promoted were truly rare. He had personally promoted only two stars: Karen Mok and Du Wei.

Karen Mok was different from Du Wei. Li Mu’s strong promotion of Karen Mok was entirely due to Karen Mok’s absolute support for Li Mu. Whether it was on Tieba, Taobao charity auctions, or Taobao album sales, Karen Mok fully cooperated with all of Li Mu’s various activities. Therefore, everyone understood Li Mu’s reasons for promoting her: on one hand, it was to return a favor, and on the other, it was to send a message to the entertainment industry that “those who follow me thrive.”

However, Du Wei was different. Li Mu’s special favor towards Du Wei was complete and absolute favoritism. Du Wei was originally a complete outsider. Li Mu had shown her exceptional favor since Old Boys. Later, he not only strongly promoted Du Wei in both film and music but even personally took her to Hong Kong to attend a charity dinner, and then customized Those Years, which became popular across the entire country, including Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. So, in the eyes of the media, since Li Mu had such a strong special favor for Du Wei, he would definitely entrust the leading Chinese female role in Flying Tigers to Du Wei!





Chapter 1248: Charity Ambassador

In Li Mu’s eyes, Du Wei was like the most perfect girl the Creator could possibly imagine, especially her unblemished purity, which naturally inspired a strong protective instinct in others. Moreover, Li Mu had not only a special favor for Du Wei but also a strong sense of responsibility. He always felt that since he was the one who led Du Wei, a carefree young miss from a wealthy family, into the acting industry, he had an absolute responsibility to make her the most dazzling star in the acting industry.

Unlike Liu Ye, Du Wei didn’t show excessive excitement after Li Mu confirmed that she would be playing the leading female role. Instead, she asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, I heard my sister say that you’re going to start a charity project for veterans?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded. It wasn’t strange for Du Wei to know about this. Liu Xinying, who was helping him operate the Old Soldiers Never Die project, was introduced by Chen Ze. And Chen Ze, who had been fond of Du Fei for so many years, would certainly tell Du Fei about this, so it wasn’t surprising that Du Wei knew.

Li Mu said, “Your older cousin Chen Ze introduced a friend to me. She’s currently helping me plan this matter, and it won’t be long before it’s promoted nationwide.”

Du Wei blinked, “I know, Sister Xinying is helping you with it.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You know her too?”

Du Wei nodded, “Of course I know her, we’ve known each other since we were very young.”

Then Du Wei added, “How should I put it, Sister Xinying’s grandpa and my grandpa are very, very good old friends, and they’ve been comrades for more than ten years. Our two families are very close.”

Only then did Li Mu suddenly realize.

He had heard Chen Ze say before that the Du Fei and Du Wei sisters came from very unusual family backgrounds. Unlike official families like Chen Ze’s, the Du family had a true red background. Liu Xinying also happened to be a red Third generation. Even if their families weren’t at the very top of the pyramid, they had to be members of the first tier. According to the pyramid principle, there wouldn’t be many members in the first tier, which is infinitely close to the top, probably only a two-digit number in total, so it was not surprising at all that their grandfathers knew each other.

At this moment, Du Wei added, “Brother Li Mu, Sister Xinying’s grandpa and my grandpa both highly approve of your charity project. When they spoke on the phone, my grandpa repeatedly said, ‘That’s great!’ The old man was so excited, my grandma was afraid he might have a sudden health issue from the excitement.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Your grandpa knows too?”

“That’s right,” Du Wei nodded and said, “My grandpa said that there are some things he is no longer suitable or able to step in and do, especially what you want to do. He especially mentioned that many veterans, due to special circumstances, cannot receive corresponding social guarantees. The only ones who can truly help them are probably spontaneous private groups and organizations. So the project you’re doing is very meaningful. Originally, my grandpa wanted to contribute some effort and find some connections for this project, but Grandpa Liu advised him not to worry, saying that since you’re taking action, you’ll definitely do a very good job of it.”

Speaking of this, Du Wei jested, “Grandpa Liu highly approves of you! It seems Sister Xinying told him about all your plans for this project, so he has been praising you greatly. My grandpa said that Grandpa Liu has never praised anyone so much in his life, and he might even want you to be his grandson-in-law.”

“Haha.” Li Mu chuckled awkwardly to ease the tension, but he was secretly very happy. He was happy that the “Old Soldiers Never Die” project was known by two old men who might also be veterans themselves, and received such great recognition. This further indicated that this project must be launched and must succeed, because its significance was indeed something no other form of charity could replace.

Seeing Li Mu chuckle twice and then fall silent, Du Wei stopped jesting with him and said with a serious expression, “Brother Li Mu, since you want me to play the leading female role in Flying Tigers, then let me participate in your charity project too! I see my grandpa especially wants to contribute to this project, and I, as his granddaughter, especially want to do something for him, which can also make him feel relieved.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Okay, if you are willing, then you can be the charity ambassador for this charity project. You’ll be the spokesperson for external promotion, and if we organize offline activities, you can participate then, and I’ll accompany you.”

“That’s wonderful!” Du Wei said excitedly, “I have some personal savings, and I’ll donate all of them then!”

Li Mu laughed, “You don’t need to donate money, just donate your face, that can be worth a lot of money.”

“Huh?” Du Wei asked curiously, “How can my face be used for money? Even if I become the charity ambassador, I might not be able to rally many people to donate.”

Li Mu laughed, “We’ll design a brand LOGO for you and our Old Soldiers Never Die project. For example, the LOGO could be you holding a heart with both hands, with eight large characters next to it: ‘Care for Veterans, Old Soldiers Never Die.’ Then, all companies willing to cooperate with us can freely use this LOGO in their company’s promotion. By then, many companies will probably actively participate, drawn by your image. You know how many companies these days are scrambling with money, waiting for your endorsement.”

Du Wei’s popularity in China could almost be described as phenomenal. Because her image and temperament were one in a million, and she was truly pure without a single blemish, she was highly respected by fans. Even more incredibly, she had not been in the industry for long and didn’t have many works, but all of them were good works. Whether it was films or songs, they were all very popular, so her appeal to fans was far beyond what those plastic surgery-enhanced traffic stars of later generations could compare to.

Precisely because Du Wei was immensely popular, countless corporate endorsements, film and television drama invitations, TV station announcements, and offline events all tried every means to book her. However, Du Wei only participated in some activities related to Pastoral Tech and Muye Impression, and she did not accept any invitations from other companies. On one hand, she didn’t lack money and didn’t want to earn that money; on the other hand, she didn’t want to do any commercial promotional activities for companies other than Li Mu’s.

The fact that Du Wei didn’t accept any commercial activities externally not only didn’t dampen the enthusiasm of those companies but made them even more persistent in seeking cooperation with Du Wei. The prices offered to Du Wei were increasing almost daily. At this time, if the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project introduced Du Wei as a charity spokesperson, and then used her image to create a brand LOGO, operating it with Li Mu’s commercial charity model, it would definitely have an even greater appeal to businesses.

When Du Wei learned about all of Li Mu’s plans from his mouth, she agreed almost without hesitation, saying excitedly, “That’s great, Brother Li Mu, you must keep your word! I really want to be this charity spokesperson!”

Li Mu laughed, “You should think it through carefully. If this charity project becomes popular, there will probably be a whole bunch of companies knocking on our door for cooperation. By then, they’ll all have the right to print the LOGO with your image on their products!”

Du Wei nodded rapidly, saying without hesitation, “No problem! The more they print, the better, because the more they print, the more money they’ll donate!”

After speaking, Du Wei suddenly asked somewhat nervously, “Brother Li Mu, you won’t cooperate with just any merchant, will you? What if my picture ends up on a toilet plunger, then I…”

As Li Mu was about to answer her, Du Wei suddenly put on a determined expression, biting her small white teeth, and said with great resolve, “Oh well, just print it! As long as they’re willing to donate money, I’ll even accept being printed on a litter box!”

Li Mu laughed, “Don’t worry, we will strictly control the authorization of your image. I plan to classify cooperation: small businesses and most ordinary products can only have ordinary cooperation. They can promote themselves as ‘Old Soldiers Never Die designated cooperating brand.’ Such partners cannot use your image LOGO. As for the businesses that can use your image, I will strictly vet them for you. In principle, only regular hospitals, pharmaceutical brands, well-known supermarket brands, daily necessities, and food brands can use your image.”

Du Wei waved her hands hurriedly, saying, “It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter. As long as they’re willing to pay, just let them use it. The more charitable funds raised, the more stable the golden years of those old grandpas will be!”

At this moment, Du Wei’s expression was utterly sincere; even Li Mu couldn’t detect a trace of fakery or pretense on her face. This was one of the reasons he showed special favor to Du Wei—this young girl was indeed pure and exceptionally kind.

Li Mu laughed, “Although that’s true, I can’t really let all companies unscrupulously use your image. I not only have to consider the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ charity project but also your development. If your image becomes too widespread, it won’t be a good thing for you. As for the charitable funds, your brother here has many other means to make up for it, so don’t take all the fundraising responsibility on yourself.”

Du Wei hesitated repeatedly, then stuck out her tongue, and said playfully, “Then I’ll leave everything to you and Sister Xinying to take full responsibility! I’m lazy, so just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “These two days I’ll discuss again with Liu Xinying, and also communicate with Steven Spielberg. I’ll ask him to make time to come to China with us for another press conference, formally announcing the Chinese cast of this movie. I plan to simultaneously promote the Old Soldiers Never Die project and our activity to find living Flying Tigers members. At that time, we can simultaneously announce to the media and the national audience that you are not only the leading actress of this film but also the sole charity ambassador for the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project!”





Chapter 1249: Example and Leadership

The work related to “Old Soldiers Never Die” quickly got on track with Liu Xinying’s active preparations. Li Mu also began coordinating various resources, preparing to officially launch this charity project to the entire nation.

Leveraging her influence in Yanjing’s high society, Liu Xinying not only recruited many capable core members for market promotion but also activated her previous connections with major charitable organizations and private foundations. She began simultaneously promoting the search and verification of veterans across the country.

All operations regarding “Old Soldiers Never Die” were currently still in a confidential phase. Li Mu and Liu Xinying shared the same idea: charity also needed to follow the general trend. The high anticipation for Flying Tigers in China was a major trend, and with the entire nation waiting for the announcement of the Chinese actors, this became the best opportunity in their eyes.

Liu Xinying divided the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charity project into multiple phases. The current first phase was to prepare for the sub-project “Searching for Surviving Flying Tiger Members”. After a few days of effort, she had already found eleven living Flying Tiger members across the mainland. According to the information Liu Xinying received, the current living conditions of these eleven surviving Flying Tiger members were not very optimistic.

The youngest of these Flying Tiger members was now already eighty years old. These veterans had lived relatively poor lives for decades, from middle age into old age. One of the Flying Tiger members, living in the worst conditions, was currently living in seclusion in a mountain village on the southwestern frontier. This elder had married and had a son after the War of Resistance’s victory, but in the 1950s, due to his “class background”, he was publicly denounced and “reformed”. His wife and child were also ostracized by the villagers. So, while he was undergoing reform, they moved far away with their child. When the elder returned to the village in the late 1950s, his wife and child were already gone without a trace. The elder then spent ten years searching for them across the country but never found any clues. Later, he simply lived in seclusion in the mountain village, alone to this day.

From the photos sent by the frontline staff, it could be seen that the thatched hut where the elder lived had partially collapsed. Due to his old age and lack of capability to repair the house, he had moved his bedding to a corner. The house was drafty and leaky, and his living conditions were extremely poor, with food and supplies being extremely scarce. However, the elder still kept his military ID from his Flying Tigers period, a medal, and a black-and-white photograph of himself in a pilot’s uniform, posing in front of the nose of an airplane.

The elder’s life had been down-and-out, yet he had never revealed his true identity to anyone. However, these few remaining items from his Flying Tigers period were perfectly preserved. He wrapped them in a plastic film, folded many layers, and then placed them in the only 1980s biscuit tin in his thatched hut, carefully preserving them to this day. The elder said that he would surely die in this dilapidated hut. He hoped that after his death, whoever buried his body in the village would bury these items with him. He was unable to afford a coffin, and being buried was currently his greatest wish after his death.

In this extremely dilapidated mountain village, there were almost no young able-bodied laborers left, only a few middle-aged people who had previously worked outside and contracted silicosis. The elder said that every few days, he would visit these households to give them some of the scallions and garlic he grew, as well as wild vegetables he gathered. This was so that these people would not go back on their word after his death and abandon his remains in the thatched hut.

The frontline staff drove to the Town and then hiked into the mountains. They had only brought some pastries as gifts. After seeing how difficult the elder’s life was, they immediately offered to leave him two thousand yuan. However, the elder resolutely refused to accept it. He said that from joining the army to becoming a pilot fighting the Japanese, and until now, his backbone had never bent, and he had never taken anything from anyone for free. Living to this day, he only had two wishes: one was to find his wife and child, who had been separated from him for forty or fifty years; the other was to have his identity as an Anti-Japanese soldier recognized by the country, so that after his death, his ashes could be buried in a martyrs’ cemetery.

The volunteers hoped to take the elder down the mountain to a city hospital for a thorough medical examination, but the elder adamantly refused. He only wanted to quietly stay in the thatched hut where he had lived for half his life. He said he wanted to take his last breath there.

After seeing these materials, Liu Xinying broke down in tears in her office. She then immediately arranged for people to buy the earliest flight tickets, preparing to travel southwest with two staff members, hoping to personally visit the elder and find a way to bring him out of the mountains. Before leaving, she called Li Mu.

Li Mu was on his way to Taobao Technology. He had arranged to meet with Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei. Several suppliers, including 3M, that he had secured during his trip to the United States, had already begun shipping SARS prevention supplies to China. Li Mu needed Taobao to make arrangements in advance. At the same time, he also needed to understand the overall progress of Taobao Logistics. In the future, once the SARS period began, and with society in a state of alarm, Taobao Logistics staff would certainly be fighting on the first-tier. Therefore, these aspects also needed to be communicated well with Senior Brother Liu in advance, and a Contingency Plan had to be made.

Just as he received Liu Xinying’s call, Liu Xinying told Li Mu over the phone, “General Manager Li, I’m going to Kunming this afternoon and might not be back for a few days. I’ve arranged for one of our foundation’s girls to look after things here. I’ll have her contact you shortly. You can contact her directly if you have any instructions.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Why are you suddenly going to Kunming?”

“To visit a surviving Flying Tiger member,” Liu Xinying said. “This elder’s situation is a bit special, and I want to go there personally.”

Li Mu asked her, “How is it special?”

Liu Xinying then briefly introduced the situation to Li Mu and said, “I have two purposes for going to Kunming. One is to find a way to bring the elder out of the mountains, preferably to a good hospital in the provincial capital Kunming for a thorough medical examination, and then arrange for him to recuperate for a period in a well-equipped military sanatorium. The other is to record the elder’s story entirely. This will be excellent authentic material for promoting ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’. I believe this elder’s plight will surely inspire people to collectively pay attention to the living conditions of veterans.”

Li Mu listened, then remained silent for about half a minute before saying, “I’ll go with you.”

Liu Xinying was startled and quickly said, “General Manager Li, that place is too remote, and you’re so busy, plus you’re a public figure, please don’t come with me.”

Li Mu said, “It’s fine. I just have some miscellaneous tasks that my subordinates can handle. As for being a public figure or not, you don’t need to worry. After hearing what you said, I think no one in the elder’s village will recognize me.”

“But…”

Liu Xinying wanted to persuade Li Mu further, but Li Mu stated unequivocally, “Alright, no ‘buts’. What time is your flight scheduled for?”

“Six-thirty,” Liu Xinying said. “We’ll arrive in Kunming after ten o’clock at night. We plan to stay there for a night. Tomorrow, the Kunming Military Region will have a car take us there. I heard the roads there are bad, only accessible down to a Town. There are still a dozen kilometers of mountain road to walk, and apparently, there’s a river without a bridge that requires a zipline to cross. It’s too dangerous, so you should still…”

Li Mu didn’t give her a chance to continue persuading him. He said, “How about this: have someone cancel your flight tickets first. I’ll arrange for my assistant to contact a charter company. We’ll try to fly tonight. You’ll come with me.”

Seeing Li Mu’s insistence, Liu Xinying could only helplessly say, “Alright, I’ll make the arrangements. General Manager Li, please let me know once you’ve sorted things out on your end.”

After hanging up, Li Mu immediately had Li Ziwei contact a charter flight company. If he hadn’t known about such a matter, it would have been one thing, but since he did, he couldn’t simply leave it entirely to others. After all, he had initiated the “Old Soldiers Never Die” project. In business, one could simply talk, instruct subordinates to strategize the operation, and charge forward, but charity was absolutely different. Charity required example and leadership. At times like these, he needed to be at the forefront.





Chapter 1250: The Biggest Trump Card

Li Ziwei quickly confirmed with the charter company that the eleven-seater private jet could depart tonight at 8:30 PM. The estimated flight time was around three and a half hours, meaning they would land almost exactly at midnight.

Due to Liu Xinying’s family’s special connections, the Kunming Military Region provided remarkable assistance. Not only did they arrange for personnel to pick them up at the airport in advance, but they also arranged accommodation at the military guesthouse. After landing, Li Mu, Liu Xinying, and their group could directly follow the pick-up personnel to the guesthouse to rest. Early the next morning, the Military Region would have a dedicated vehicle escort them to their destination.

With the flight departure time confirmed, Li Mu did not alter his original plan to meet Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei, heading to Taobao Technology as scheduled.

As soon as they met, Li Mu noticed the differences between Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei. Senior Brother Liu was a bit thinner than before, his skin much darker, and his cheeks and lips were somewhat chapped. Guru Lei, on the other hand, was fair and plump, looking radiant.

As soon as Li Mu entered, he jested to Senior Brother Liu: “Senior Brother, I reckon at this rate, if you keep running around outside for a few more months, I probably won’t recognize you anymore.”

Senior Brother Liu laughed heartily and said, “Running around outside all day, exposed to the wind and sun, I definitely can’t compare to Old Lei. That guy sits in the office from morning till night, never getting hit by wind or rain, living quite comfortably.”

Guru Lei smiled and said, “Hey, let me tell you, Old Liu, I actually really want to get out and travel. Staying in the office all day is quite boring. Our website’s overall operational status is very stable now. How about I join you to handle things on the logistics side?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “Sure! In a few days, I’ll take you to the Northwest to take a look. Man, the wind there is so strong it’ll make you question your existence.”

Li Mu and the two sat down in the reception area of Guru Lei’s office. Guru Lei poured Li Mu a cup of black tea and said, “General Manager Li, you’ve been running around everywhere lately. Isn’t it about time you stayed in Yanjing for a good while? Old Liu and I are both waiting for you to be in charge in Yanjing, leading us in doing something even more awesome.”

Li Mu said, “You two are both impressive figures. You don’t necessarily have to wait for me to rally you to do awesome things; you can do it yourselves. Besides, I still can’t stay put in Yanjing recently. I have to go to the Southwest tonight.”

Senior Brother Liu asked, “Going to the Southwest again? What are you busy with? You just barely got back, and you’re not even resting for a few days.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I’m busy with matters concerning the charity foundation, and I need to cooperate with the film side of things to launch a combination of moves, so I can’t delay the pace.”

As he spoke, Li Mu straightened his posture and said, “Time is limited, let’s talk about serious business. Senior Brother Liu, how is Taobao Logistics’ situation now?”

“Very smoothly,” Senior Brother Liu said. “The third batch of imported truck tractor units we ordered from Germany and Sweden has already been delivered and is in use. Now we have over two hundred imported tractor units running non-stop across the country, and over eight hundred high-end trailers. The efficiency of trunk line land transport is very high. Additionally, with the large batch of Iveco medium trucks and a significant number of custom tricycles we ordered, our current total vehicle fleet size has already surpassed the combined total of all private express delivery companies.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Over two hundred tractor units, paired with over eight hundred trailers? What kind of strategy is this?”

Senior Brother Liu smiled and said, “Drop-and-hook transport. This is a new model from abroad, and current domestic laws haven’t fully recognized it yet. However, we applied to the Transportation Department, and because our company image is very good in the eyes of the government, we received special approval to become a pilot enterprise for drop-and-hook transport in China. A lot of it is thanks to you too; many policies are now tilting in our favor.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What kind of new model? Tell me about it.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “It means one truck tractor unit is paired with three or four trailers. The trailers stop, but the tractor unit doesn’t. This kind of land transport method can maximize transport capacity. For example, on the circular transport line from Yanjing to Jinling, we have two trailers prepared in Yanjing, another in Jinling, and one more in Quancheng, in the middle of Qilu. The two trailers in Yanjing are A and B, Jinling’s is C, and Quancheng’s is D. Our truck takes trailer A from Yanjing to Quancheng. At the same time, trailer B in Yanjing is also preparing for loading. Trailer C in Quancheng and trailer D in Jinling also have their goods loaded. The tractor delivers trailer A to Quancheng, directly unhitching it, no need to wait for unloading and loading. It then hooks up to trailer C, which is ready in Quancheng, and can go non-stop to Jinling. Upon arriving in Jinling, it unhitches trailer B, hooks up to trailer D, which is ready in Jinling, and immediately starts the return journey. It heads straight for Yanjing, drops off trailer D, hooks up to trailer B from Yanjing, and then continues this cycle.”

Then, Senior Brother Liu summarized: “Simply put, it’s about freeing drivers from waiting for loading and unloading. They drive to a location, unhitch the trailer they brought, hook up a prepared trailer, and can immediately continue on their way without even turning off the engine!”

Li Mu said in surprise, “If that’s the case, the efficiency is incredibly high. The vehicles are practically working non-stop, twenty-four hours a day.”

“Exactly!” Senior Brother Liu said. “Tractor units are expensive, trailers are cheap. Moreover, tractor units also bear driver salaries, fuel costs, toll fees, and maintenance insurance fees. Tractor units must be driven to make money; as soon as they stop, they lose money. And what we are pursuing now is high efficiency, so tractor units can’t stop at all. Our current tractor units are all paired with three drivers on rotation. Although the tractor unit doesn’t stop, drivers can take turns resting, avoiding fatigued driving. We also have rotating drivers and driver rest points at intermediate logistics stations. If a driver falls ill, is fatigued, or feels unwell, they can be replaced by a rotating driver at the intermediate logistics station. Then they can rest at the logistics station, and get back on the vehicle when the next rotation comes, replacing the rotating driver.”

Li Mu exclaimed, “This model is excellent. We can let the vehicles run with high intensity, but not the people. At all times, human health and safety must be prioritized.”

“Of course.” Senior Brother Liu smiled and said, “It was truly wise of you to insist on purchasing imported tractor units back then. We conducted a survey among drivers, and imported tractor units indeed have many advantages compared to domestic ones. From the drivers’ perspective, the vehicles are easier to drive, safer, and more comfortable. The driver’s seat and rest area in imported tractor units are very user-friendly, a significant improvement over domestic truck heads. More importantly, imported tractor units have lower fuel consumption and lower failure rates compared to domestic ones. I’ve heard that a Scania tractor unit going one million kilometers without major repairs is not an extraordinary feat. This is indeed something our domestic tractor units cannot yet achieve.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Domestic heavy trucks still have a long way to go. For us in express delivery, we don’t pursue cost-effectiveness, but rather stability and high efficiency. Therefore, imported tractor units will inevitably be our best choice in the short term.”

As he spoke, Li Mu also asked, “How about our drivers’ benefits?”

“Excellent!” Senior Brother Liu said seriously. “Our drivers’ benefits are the best in the national transportation industry, bar none. Our drivers not only have a good working environment, humanized work, and are not overly fatigued, but more importantly, their salary and benefits are high. Our salary and benefits are generally more than thirty percent higher than other logistics industries in China.”

Subsequently, Senior Brother Liu added, “Besides this, we also set up several ‘Driver’s Homes’ in distribution hub cities. The company stepped in to bulk-rent a batch of commercial apartments near local distribution centers, unifiedly purchasing and furnishing them with furniture and home appliances. These commercial apartments are generally three-bedroom, and we currently ensure that every driver can have their own room. Single drivers can live by themselves, while married drivers can live with their wives and children.”

Li Mu nodded. “This is very good. In the future, we will not only need a stable management team but also a stable grassroots team. Investing more in the grassroots team, making them more stable and efficient, will, in the long run, save the company a lot of costs in selecting and nurturing new talent. It’s a very cost-effective deal.”

“Exactly!” Senior Brother Liu smiled and said, “Moreover, our driver shifts now have a safety bonus. Each month, drivers on each shift receive an eight hundred yuan safety bonus. If there are no accidents that month, their salary for the next month will include an additional eight hundred yuan. If there are still no accidents the month after that, another eight hundred yuan will be added, and this continues. If an accident occurs, depending on the severity of the accident, a penalty of deducting one to twelve months of safety bonus is applied. Now, to prevent their safety bonus from being cut off, drivers are very careful and cautious when driving. Our fleet has not had a single traffic accident for which we were fully responsible or had minor responsibility in the past month.”

Li Mu involuntarily gave a thumbs up. “Using this method to foster drivers’ safety awareness is truly scientific and effective. Drivers on the road, especially when driving large vehicles, are an absolute dominant group. At such times, it is essential to enhance their safety awareness, otherwise, it can easily pose a danger to other vehicles and pedestrians on the road. Your method of using this safety bonus is excellent; it encourages everyone to actively improve safety awareness, obey traffic rules, and proactively avoid accidents. It is indeed a very skillful management tool!”

Speaking of this, Li Mu sighed, “Managing such a large offline operation of several thousand people still requires you, Senior Brother Liu. If you really made me manage such a massive logistics system, I’m afraid I would have been swamped with work long ago.”

Anyone can come up with a plan, but the bigger the plan, the more it requires people with excellent capability to assist in implementing it. Otherwise, all plans would just be empty talk. In his previous life, Senior Brother Liu was able to build up such a massive offline warehousing and logistics system for JD.com and make it run well. This proves that he has incredibly strong response capabilities when implementing large-scale and super-large-scale projects. This is indeed his inherent quality, now verified through Taobao Logistics.

Senior Brother Liu humbly smiled and said, “I just play the role of managing the overall flow. It’s mainly because the basic framework you established is already very solid. Our automatic sorting system has significantly improved our overall transport efficiency compared to other logistics companies. But more importantly, it’s our information system — that is, the logistics management system you had Fang Xudong develop. My goodness, this system is simply fantastic! Not only does it make our internal work more efficient and accurate through this system, but it also allows real-time monitoring of every express delivery. More importantly, we can display this system at the Front Desk for our customers, allowing them to also monitor the progress of their logistics in real-time. This truly is our biggest trump card!”





Chapter 1251: Don’t Let Them Muddle the Waters

The enhancement and backing that information technology brings to traditional industries are, of course, beyond doubt. Almost every industry experiences earth-shattering changes after informatization, and the logistics express delivery industry is no exception.

Even before Li Mu began setting up the logistics hardware, he first launched the path of informatization. Currently, Taobao Logistics’s logistics management system is not only the first logistics informatization management system in China, but its level is also no weaker than that of his previous life around 2010.

Senior Brother Liu, having been at the forefront of Taobao Logistics, is particularly familiar with Taobao’s logistics management system. In his opinion, this system is simply a divine artifact. As long as a barcode scanner is added at key logistics nodes, every step of an express parcel, from collection to transport to delivery, can be clearly recorded on the server. This significantly improves overall logistics efficiency.

At this point, Li Mu asked Senior Brother Liu, “Apart from our own land transport network, how are the current aviation resources looking?”

Senior Brother Liu replied, “I’ve already started cooperating with Ms. Lin Lin. All of China Southern Airlines’ belly cargo hold resources have been exclusively contracted by the joint venture company we established. We’ve also acquired quite a lot of belly cargo hold resources from several other airlines, and the proportion is continuously increasing.”

Li Mu nodded and asked Senior Brother Liu, “What is Taobao Express’s current timeliness?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “Currently, for trunk line cities to trunk line cities, if there is airline support, we can achieve delivery within twenty-four hours. Generally, parcels collected before 6:30 PM are sorted and packed between 9 PM and 12 AM, then loaded onto aircraft. They will usually arrive in the destination city before 12 PM the next day and be delivered before 6:30 PM on the second day.”

“For trunk line cities to non-trunk line cities, with airline support, delivery is within thirty-six hours. The first half is as I said before, arriving at a trunk line distribution center within twenty-four hours, and then the remaining twelve hours are used for land transport from the trunk line to the feeder line for delivery.”

“For non-trunk line cities to non-trunk line cities, with airline support, delivery is within forty-eight hours. This typically involves transport from a non-trunk line city to a trunk line city, then from one trunk line city to another trunk line city, and finally from the trunk line to the feeder line destination.”

“For non-trunk line cities to non-trunk line cities, without airline support, within 1,000 kilometers, delivery is within forty-eight hours. For distances over 1,000 kilometers, delivery within seventy-two hours is basically guaranteed.”

“If it’s a very remote area in the Southwest or Northwest, users have two options: air transport has a timeliness of within forty-eight hours, but the price will be higher. Land transport is much cheaper, but takes a little longer; we generally promise five-day delivery.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “This timeliness is already very good and worth commending.”

In the future, SF Express, the number one express delivery company in China, would have similar domestic express delivery timeliness. Therefore, in terms of timeliness, Taobao Express is basically on par with SF Express in the future. However, the difference lies in transport capacity.

Although the nationwide express delivery throughput volume has increased significantly, it has not yet entered the golden age of e-commerce. Taobao Express can guarantee this timeliness under current market demand, but if the volume doubles, it definitely couldn’t make it work. In the future, SF Express will have the largest express freight aircraft fleet in China, but facing immense market demand, even SF Express would find it difficult to guarantee timeliness. Therefore, Taobao Logistics still has a long road ahead.

Recalling SF Express, Li Mu asked Senior Brother Liu, “How is SF Express doing in Guangdong Province?”

Li Mu had previously given Senior Brother Liu an order to hit hard against small companies like SF Express, which thrived on Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Macau express parcels. Although SF Express hadn’t scaled up yet, it had already opened up a gold mine that guaranteed profit. If they didn’t crush it promptly, as its capital accumulation grew stronger, it would eventually accumulate steadily and achieve great success, impacting the entire industry.

Senior Brother Liu said, “We previously acquired several transport teams in Hong Kong that had qualifications for cross-border transport. Additionally, we’ve been poaching SF Express employees and engaging them in price wars, which has dragged them to the verge of collapse. Currently, our Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Macau express parcel timeliness is even faster than SF Express. Moreover, the overall benefits for our express delivery personnel in Guangdong Province are at least thirty percent higher than SF Express, coupled with stronger welfare support. More importantly, our market pricing is also extremely low. We are currently doing Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Macau express parcels at a loss. SF Express doesn’t dare to engage us in a price war and is likely operating at zero profit. I heard the other day that they can no longer sustain themselves and are seeking financing.”

“Financing?” Li Mu scoffed with disdain, “A local express delivery company wants to raise capital? To fight a price war with us? With Taobao Logistics and Taobao Technology here, which investor would give them money? This dream is a bit too unrealistic.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and said, “I also think they basically have no chance. At most, they can hold on for another month or two before they nearly disband. Without market share, without profit, they have no advantage against us.”

Then, Senior Brother Liu continued, “In fact, with our current operating model, in the domestic express logistics industry, we have become an existence that all other companies cannot hope to match. Not just SF Express, but other express delivery companies too. They are all caught in a huge whirlpool. Although they also want to be like us, to implement automatic sorting systems, logistics management systems, high-efficiency transport teams, and aviation resources, they simply do not have enough capital to operate such massive projects. The barrier is simply too high. So, they can only strive with all their might to lower prices, pushing profit margins to the absolute lowest, almost at the edge of their endurance.”

Li Mu asked him, “Are our comprehensive costs higher than theirs?”

“Yes,” Senior Brother Liu said, “Our overall costs are at least thirty percent higher than ordinary express delivery companies, mainly due to large initial hardware investment, high depreciation rates, and high personnel costs.”

Li Mu was silent for a moment, then said, “In other words, because our overall costs are high, our ‘blade’ against other express delivery companies basically can’t cut to the bottom, and will leave them some room to survive.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “That’s right. For example, for the same route and the same weight, other express delivery companies can grit their teeth and push their costs down to ten yuan, but our lowest unit cost can only be pushed down to thirteen yuan. This three-yuan gap is the room left for their survival.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “That’s good too. Ultimately, we want the industry as a whole to develop; it’s impossible to crush all express delivery companies. The government and law would not allow us to be in a monopolistic position in this industry. However, we can achieve tiered monopolies through our own methods.”

Senior Brother Liu curiously asked, “What do you mean by tiered monopoly?”

Li Mu explained, “For example, we only monopolize the mid-to-high-end express delivery market, leaving the low-end express delivery market blank for other companies. From the perspective of the entire express delivery industry, we are not in a monopolistic position at all, nor do we engage in any monopolistic operations. But from the user’s perspective, all mid-to-high-end express delivery demand will be captured by us.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded, “I understand what you mean. This indeed best aligns with our current overall situation. With our massive capital-intensive operating model, it’s difficult to push costs to the lowest point and fight those companies at the very bottom. The sea is deep, and there are always places we can’t reach.”

Guru Lei, who had been relatively quiet, spoke up at this moment, “General Manager Li, Senior Brother Liu, I believe that only focusing on the mid-to-high-end market is far from enough. Given China’s national conditions, in any industry, the mid-to-high-end market can never be the mainstream. Take the apparel market, for example. More than half of the market volume in China is supported by the mid-to-low-end market. The same applies to home appliances, mobile phones, and Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG). I previously investigated the market share of personal care products. Although the personal care brands we see daily on TV and in shopping malls in Yanjing are well-known brands, after truly conducting research, I discovered that the majority of the market is supported by those small brands we don’t know, and their market volume is enormous, covering most of the eight to nine hundred million rural population, and even a small portion of the urban population. A large bottle of shampoo from Guangdong Province that costs five yuan sells over ten or twenty times more than famous brands like Pantene and Head & Shoulders. If we surrender the entire low-end express delivery market to these companies, then in the future, it’s highly likely we’ll be surrendering more than half of the market volume to them. This loss would be enormous!”

Guru Lei’s words instantly jolted Li Mu awake.

He had indeed been overly superstitious about SF Express from his previous life, always feeling that SF Express’s ability to achieve that scale, service, and timeliness was truly remarkable. But ultimately, while SF Express stood out as unique in the industry, looking at the entire industry, its market share was far less dominant than its reputation suggested. China had a vast number of low-cost express delivery companies. S.F., ZTO, YTO, and STO were just a few of the larger ones, but countless unnamable express delivery companies were cannibalizing the industry’s share. If he only wanted to make Taobao Express into another SF Express, the imaginative potential would be very limited. SF Express’s highest market value was no more than two hundred billion yuan, but top giants like UPS fluctuated long-term in the six to seven hundred billion yuan range.

To become a world-class logistics company, market share must be sufficiently guaranteed. Just doing mid-to-high-end definitely has obvious shortcomings. Li Mu recalled his previous life: at least eighty percent of Taobao shopping orders did not use SF Express. On one hand, sellers were compressing costs, and on the other hand, buyers were reducing expenditure. Many sellers had long-term cooperative relationships with certain ordinary express delivery companies, and the starting price for large customer express parcels was as low as three to four yuan. Under equivalent circumstances, SF Express’s price would probably be double, so most sellers would not choose SF Express. If users insisted on SF Express, the additional cost had to be borne by the buyer.

Many times, when buying something worth tens of yuan, the seller would ship with ordinary express delivery included, but for SF Express, the buyer would need to pay an extra fifteen to twenty yuan. As a result, most buyers, unless in a great hurry, would never specifically choose SF Express. This was SF Express’s lack of control over the low-end market.

Li Mu had never truly engaged in traditional industry, so he didn’t understand the significance of the low-end market. Senior Brother Liu was obsessed with his self-built logistics system, so he also overlooked the low-end market. But Guru Lei was different. The reason he could make Xiaomi big and strong was precisely his keen intuition for the mid-to-low-end market. Whether it was purely low-priced, low-end models, or lower-priced, higher-spec mid-to-low-end cost-performance models, Xiaomi phones played the product line very skillfully. And the numerous “Mijia” products derived from Xiaomi largely competed with rivals using these two dimensions.

Li Mu gained this very important insight from his words: mid-to-high-end must be done, and mid-to-low-end must also be done. This is the direction for comprehensive development. Otherwise, SF Express from his previous life would be the future of Taobao Express, without a bigger vision.

Immediately, Li Mu said sternly, “Old Lei is right. We cannot completely abandon the mid-to-low-end market, otherwise, this rabble could easily muddy the waters more and more. If we don’t have the ability to fish in troubled waters, or don’t want to fish in troubled waters, then we must firmly suppress these guys. Once they muddy all the waters, we won’t have a damn thing to eat!”

As he spoke, Li Mu recalled Xiaomi’s approach and told Senior Brother Liu, “Senior Brother, I’m giving you two tasks. First, further compress our costs, push our ‘blade’ down even further. You just said they could do ten yuan, and we could only do thirteen. This isn’t accurate, because once they truly begin to struggle desperately for survival, they might be able to go even lower than ten. They might even come up with an unorthodox method and push that number down to five. At that point, if we’re at thirteen and they’re at five, the space left for them in between will be too large!”

Senior Brother Liu also realized the seriousness of the problem and nodded repeatedly, “I understand. Next, I will find ways to further reduce our operating costs.”

Li Mu said, “Operating costs and service timeliness are a trade-off. Although we can currently offer users the highest timeliness, we cannot rule out that in the future, many users, when choosing between cost and timeliness, will choose the former. For the same express parcel, shipping in twenty-four hours costs twenty yuan, in forty-eight hours costs fifteen yuan, but in seventy-two hours only costs ten yuan. There will always be users who choose the ten-yuan option. So, you not only need to find ways to reduce operating costs but also to better integrate our logistics system. It shouldn’t only serve to improve timeliness; it also needs to play a role in reducing costs.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked again, “To ensure express delivery timeliness, what is the utilization rate of space and transport capacity for every parcel collection, container, or belly cargo hold that is dispatched?”

Senior Brother Liu thought for a moment and said, “Aside from very popular routes which can reach about ninety percent, most others are around seventy percent. For example, if we are sending a trailer from Yanjing to Jinling tonight, to ensure timeliness, it will depart promptly at 12 AM. Even if it’s only fifty percent full, we still have to send it out on time.”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s the problem. From a cost perspective, the fuller the vehicle, the more profitable it is. But waiting to fill it up will delay time. To avoid delaying, we have to ship whatever is loaded within the stipulated time, leading to a lot of wasted transport capacity. So, in the future, we will simply develop a low-end product line. For packages on this product line, their timeliness will automatically be lowered in the system from the moment they are sorted. For example, for parcels from Yanjing to Jinling, goods chosen for fast products will be dispatched even if the space isn’t fully utilized within the stipulated time. But goods chosen for slow products will remain at the sorting center, waiting until the space is full, or nearly full, before being dispatched. This way, the overall cost of this batch of slow products will naturally decrease significantly.”

Senior Brother Liu immediately nodded and said, “OK, I’ll start working on this immediately. Tonight, I’ll go find Fang Xudong to discuss these requirements and upgrade our system.”

“As soon as possible!” Li Mu said, “Besides that, we also need to further improve the cost-performance ratio of our products. Cost-performance ratio, on one hand, is performance, and on the other, it’s price. We just talked about price; now let’s talk about performance. Think about how we can improve performance while simultaneously lowering prices!”





Chapter 1252: Calculating the Overall Account, Not the Petty Accounts

When discussing the cost-performance ratio in the service industry, Haidilao is what Li Mu remembers most vividly.

If we talk about taste, Haidilao might not even rank among the top five hotpot restaurants in China.

If we talk about price, Haidilao’s per capita spending of one or two hundred yuan certainly places it in the upper-middle range within China’s hotpot dining industry.

However, Haidilao possesses an incredibly awesome capability: wherever they open a restaurant, it thrives.

Why does Haidilao have such a superpower, coveted by all catering enterprises? Ultimately, it’s about mastering the concept of cost-performance ratio.

They know their prices aren’t the most competitive, and their taste isn’t necessarily superior, so they elevate their cost-performance ratio to the extreme by improving quality control and service.

Chinese chain restaurants are difficult to operate because once chain stores are opened, it becomes challenging to manage quality control. Most Chinese cuisine relies on chefs; each chef has a different taste. Two identical restaurants, with the same menu and ingredients, can have vastly different tastes due to different chefs. If a chain enterprise cannot maintain consistency in taste, it loses from the start.

Haidilao has achieved extreme quality control in this regard. Firstly, all hotpot soup bases are uniformly produced. This means that the hotpot soup bases and dipping sauces used in Haidilao branches across China are all manufactured with a single recipe and process, strictly adhering to industrial standards for mass production. In this aspect, the taste difference is almost imperceptibly reduced.

As for ingredients, Haidilao also conducts centralized procurement. All ingredients for Haidilao hotpot restaurants across China, from north to south, are supplied uniformly by Headquarters and undergo strict quality control. There will absolutely be no instances of some restaurants having different tasting lamb or varying flavors of cabbage.

By excelling at these points, Haidilao’s quality control is solidified, ensuring that hotpot restaurants nationwide provide the same product.

Beyond this, Haidilao’s service is so excellent that it can almost be considered a model for the entire Chinese catering industry.

The level of patience Haidilao’s staff show towards customers is extremely rare in China’s catering industry, and they are very adept at calculating the overall account rather than the petty accounts. Calculating the overall account means Haidilao pursues large-scale data such as customer unit price, table turnover rate, and overall profit margin. Therefore, they don’t nitpick on details. They can provide free beverages, snacks, and fruits to waiting customers, and offer self-serve free side dishes to dining customers. Everything serves the ultimate large-scale data.

However, many catering businesses that calculate petty accounts are different. Such enterprises or restaurants relentlessly pursue meticulous savings. The thought of providing free snacks, drinks, and fruits to every customer, which might increase each customer’s cost by two or three yuan, makes them feel so pained they almost die. Then they wave their hand and cut it. The thought that excessive air conditioning in summer would increase electricity expenses makes them wave their hand again: henceforth, no air conditioning will be turned on unless it’s thirty-eight degrees Celsius. A good pair of disposable chopsticks costs five mao, while the cheapest only costs five fen. So they wave their hand once more: use the cheapest. A portion of potato stewed beef sells for thirty-eight yuan, using three yuan worth of beef inside. Thinking about it still pains them, so they cut it to two yuan…

Thus, many catering enterprises and restaurants continuously calculate themselves to death in the process of calculating petty accounts. Service gets worse, taste gets worse, portions get smaller, prices get higher. It would be a wonder if customers returned repeatedly. Except for tourist attractions that can afford to say they don’t care about repeat customers, any other catering enterprise that fails to retain old customers is bound to perish.

In some sense, the express delivery industry is actually the same.

What Li Mu wants to pursue is to calculate the overall account like Haidilao, letting consumers feel that cost-performance ratio isn’t just about endlessly lowering prices. He wants them to laud express delivery’s service just as they laud Haidilao’s service.

So, Li Mu said to Senior Brother Liu: “Developing low-end products and further lowering market terminal prices is just one point. The other point, Senior Brother, requires your joint effort to implement.”

Senior Brother Liu hastily replied: “Just tell me, I’m listening.”

Li Mu said: “The other point is that we must further improve our service quality and the user’s service experience. For example, we need to conduct systematic professional training for our first-tier express delivery personnel, ensuring that whether they are collecting or delivering parcels, they provide door-to-door service and always give users the best service. Politeness, thoughtfulness, attentiveness, and humanity are the professional qualities our front-end personnel need to possess.”

“In addition, we also need to enhance user experience through technical means. For instance, we can develop an online ordering function, allowing users with shipping needs to place orders directly on the website for express delivery personnel to pick up at their door. Then, we can optimize the logistics information displayed to users, further enhancing their experience when using our logistics management system to track express deliveries.”

Senior Brother Liu was not very familiar with internet technology and products. Hearing Li Mu talk about optimizing the system, he was a bit confused, self-deprecatingly saying: “To be honest, I haven’t been exposed to the internet long enough, and I don’t understand enough about things that truly touch the technical level. From my current perspective, our system is already exceptionally capable in the industry, so I can’t immediately think of any optimization methods.”

Saying that, Senior Brother Liu looked at Li Mu and said: “Since you’ve said so, I assume you have specific ideas, right?”

Li Mu said: “I have ideas, but this idea involves many aspects overall, so I’m not sure if we currently have the conditions to implement it.”

Guru Lei quickly said: “General Manager Li, how about I call Fang Xudong and ask him to come over now? Anyway, we’re close, he’ll be here in about fifteen minutes.”

Li Mu thought for a moment. Currently, Fang Xudong is responsible for the overall R&D of software and hardware, so it’s necessary to have a good talk with him. His thoughts are clear now, so he should quickly convey them to Fang Xudong so he can figure out how to implement them as soon as possible.

So, Li Mu said to Guru Lei: “Call Fang Xudong and tell him to come over. And tell him to bring someone who understands hardware with him!”

…

Fifteen minutes later, Fang Xudong rushed over, accompanied by two men whom Li Mu hadn’t met before. They appeared to be around thirty years old, each wearing thick nearsighted glasses, exuding the strong aura of STEM major types.

Upon entering, Fang Xudong immediately greeted Li Mu, smiling: “General Manager Li, it’s been a while since I’ve seen you. I’ve been waiting for you to instill some even more advanced ideas in me.”

Li Mu smiled: “I’ve been quite busy lately. Besides, your area of business is very well managed overall. In the future, it’s best if you come up with advanced ideas yourselves.”

Fang Xudong nodded and introduced the two men beside him, saying: “General Manager Li, let me introduce you. These two are Senior Engineers from our hardware laboratory.”

With that, Fang Xudong pointed to the tall, thin man on his right and said: “This is Luo Xin. He came from IBM three months ago and is currently our senior expert in commercial servers.”

After Fang Xudong introduced him, Luo Xin quickly stepped forward and extended his hand to Li Mu, saying: “Hello, General Manager Li. I was inspired by your speech at Harvard and decided to return to China for development. Only after officially joining Pastoral Tech did I learn about your Overseas Talent Return Program. I deeply admire your foresight and am very honored to be a part of this program!”

Li Mu shook his hand and said: “I hope the opportunities we provide for you are better than the ones you had abroad.”

Luo Xin nodded seriously and said: “Much better than abroad. My parents were initially very against me returning to China because I’m an immigrant child, born in the United States. My parents worked hard to immigrate to the U.S. when they were young, and they felt they spent their lives reaching America and raising the next generation there. They never expected their next generation to abandon the American environment they fought so hard for, choosing to return to where they originally came from. However, once they understood Pastoral Tech’s situation and your talent return program, they became very supportive of my return to China for development.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction: “This is the result I most hoped to see. Thank you for your trust. I believe Pastoral Tech’s future will certainly not disappoint you.”

At this point, Fang Xudong introduced the other slightly plump engineer, saying: “General Manager Li, this is Hu Bo. He’s from Bird, a senior communications expert. He once rejected Nokia’s high salary, always hoping to create a world-class Chinese product.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu raised an eyebrow and proactively extended his hand to Hu Bo, happily saying: “What I wanted most today was to discuss new requirements with a communications expert! I didn’t expect to actually find such a talent!”

Hearing that Li Mu had new requirements to discuss, Fang Xudong and the other two immediately got into work mode, each pulling out a pen and a small notebook, waiting for Li Mu to speak.

Li Mu invited everyone to move to the small conference room next to his office. After everyone sat down, Li Mu began: “I want to further enhance the functionality of our logistics management system. These new ideas will not only involve adjustments to our system but also some hardware related issues.”

Fang Xudong said: “General Manager Li, please tell us in detail so we can make an initial judgment and estimate.”

“Alright.” Li Mu nodded and said: “Firstly, I hope to develop a hardware device that combines three functions: GPS, GPRS, and RF technology. This device will eventually be paired with all our packed large express parcels and even containers. These devices will be numbered, and their information will be recorded on the server. The device will transmit its GPS location information to the server in real-time via GPRS data. Our server needs to track and update this information promptly. This way, we can monitor the real-time location of every packed large express parcel and container, and simultaneously update this into the logistics progress information of all small parcels within those large parcels. In other words, we want users to see in real-time where their express delivery is.”

“Secondly, I hope to develop a mobile handheld hardware device that combines three functions: GPS, GPRS, and a barcode scanner, to be provided to our front-end express delivery personnel. Before they go for parcel delivery, they will scan all parcels with this device. The location of their mobile terminal will then be updated to the server in real-time via this device, allowing our users to see where their express delivery has been taken by the express delivery personnel when delivery begins, and how far it is from their home. If the express delivery is signed for, they scan it again, and the system backend will automatically receive this information, then promptly change the express delivery status to ‘signed for’ on the system.”





Chapter 1253: The Rudiments of the Internet of Things

When Li Mu was reborn, China’s internet industry was at its peak. The “Internet+” concept was incredibly popular, further driving almost every industry in China to integrate with the internet as much as possible. The express delivery industry was no exception.

Li Mu recalled that, back then, SF Express and JD.com could provide users with real-time logistics information and real-time location tracking. Users could see where their express parcels were, their current location, who was delivering them, and how far away the delivery person was. This comprehensive customer service relied on the real-time interoperability of GPS and networks.

Li Mu hoped that Taobao Logistics could also possess this capability at this early stage. If so, Taobao Logistics would be at least eight to ten years ahead of logistics companies from his previous life in terms of informatization. Although Li Mu didn’t know much about hardware, he had sorted out some key points and felt that the hardware foundation was sufficient to achieve this in the current era; it just needed a completely new product concept to combine these hardware components.

That’s why he asked Fang Xudong to bring hardware experts, so he could present his ideas, which, though not entirely professional, were farsighted enough.

Li Mu said to everyone, “I believe real-time positioning devices shouldn’t be difficult to implement, because current GPS satellite positioning modules and GSM mobile communication modules are already available. As long as these two are integrated, the device can transmit GPS coordinates and real-time positioning information for containers via the GSM communication module in real time. Is that correct?”

Hu Bo, as a communications expert, immediately nodded and said, “Currently, the more popular mobile communication technologies are GSM and CDMA, both of which can achieve the real-time data transmission function you just mentioned. While GPS modules are relatively expensive, they are already widely used in many fields. So, combining these two should not be difficult.”

Li Mu nodded. “Since both of these functions can be realized, let me talk about my other ideas.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “The reason I need to add RF technology support to these two functions is that I hope in the future, we can install such devices on every vehicle, every trailer, and every large express parcel. And then, we’ll install RF technology readers at all logistics nodes to improve our operational efficiency.”

“For instance, suppose we have ten packed large packages loaded into a container hitched to a Jinan A555 license plate. These ten large packages all need to be sent to Huzhou City for sorting and transshipment. When these ten packages are loaded, they will be automatically read, recorded, and uploaded directly via the RF technology inside the vehicle. Once the vehicle is on the road, we can monitor the real-time location of this ‘Jinan A555 license plate’ compartment through the GPS coordinate data sent by GSM.”

“When the estimated location of this vehicle is within twenty kilometers or ten kilometers of the Huzhou City distribution center, the system will automatically display the vehicle’s information on a large screen beside the staff responsible for receiving vehicles at the distribution center. This will alert them that the vehicle is about to enter the station, allowing staff to immediately see its cargo information. It’s carrying ten large packages, and information on which regional logistics outlets around Huzhou City these parcels are going to will be clear at a glance. This way, our workers can prepare even before the vehicle arrives. As soon as the vehicle enters, the RF reader outside the gate can immediately identify the vehicle and the packages inside, directly prompting our receiving workers that the vehicle has arrived and to immediately prepare for work. Then, as soon as the vehicle arrives, these ten packages can be immediately transported to the loading area for their respective destination logistics outlets. This should significantly improve overall efficiency.”

Li Mu’s hardware concept was essentially equivalent to a GPS tracker combined with a system similar to expressway ETC. However, Li Mu was unsure if it was feasible to develop such equipment with the current hardware foundation.

Hu Bo, the communications expert, thought for a moment, then said to General Manager Li, “General Manager Li, this set of hardware is achievable. Let me break it down. Since both of your device concepts involve GPS and GSM, I’ll start with those two.”

After a pause, Hu Bo continued, “We can directly purchase GPS modules and GSM modules, and then buy a batch of SIM cards from telecom operators that can transmit data, using their network for support. This will involve some communication protocols, but those aren’t an issue; the protocols are open and the cost is very low. By integrating microcontroller unit (MCU) technology, it can be easily realized. The basic structure would be a GPS chip, a GSM chip, and a microcontroller unit.”

“As for RF technology, I’m not an expert in that area, so I’m not entirely confident. However, I’ve heard that there’s a non-stop tolling system abroad. While it hasn’t been widely adopted in China yet, a few countries abroad are already using it. This technology should align with our needs.”

“Its principle is based on an RF technology called RFID. This technology generally requires two sets of hardware and one system: one set of hardware is placed inside the vehicle, and another set is placed at the highway toll booth. Users don’t need to stop when driving onto or off the expressway. When they pass a toll booth, the equipment at the toll booth will automatically read the information from the vehicle’s internal device and record its origin in the system. When they reach their destination and leave the expressway, they’ll pass through another toll booth and have their information read again. By merging the two data points, we’ll know when and where the vehicle entered the high-speed road, and when and where it exited. Then, we can calculate the amount to be paid. I think the principle of this technology is sufficient to support the needs you described earlier. We just need to integrate this function with the GPS and GSM modules to fulfill all your requirements.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement, smiling. “That’s precisely the kind of technology we need for support. If all the technical issues can be resolved, then developing such hardware products shouldn’t be too difficult, right?”

Hu Bo said, “It mainly depends on what kind of hardware and solutions we adopt, and then integrating them, as well as writing the microcontroller programs. Additionally, we also need to carry out industrial design simultaneously. Industrial design sounds simple, but it’s actually quite troublesome. For example, with mobile phones, we have to repeatedly find ways to reduce the size of the motherboard and make compromises and adjustments with the external design. Only after much effort do we come up with a final design, and then find an OEM for mold production. However, if it’s just for our own use, we don’t need to strive for perfection in industrial design, which would significantly speed up our entire process.”

Li Mu said, “This equipment will primarily be installed in truck tractor units, trailers, containers, and large express parcels, so it doesn’t require overly complex industrial design. Reliability and practicality are sufficient.”

Then, Li Mu added, “However, the express delivery staff’s handheld terminal I just mentioned involves our corporate image, so it still needs to be well-designed, technologically advanced, and high-end.”

Hu Bo said, “The handheld device you mentioned, in addition to the GPS and GSM modules we discussed, would also require a barcode scanning device. But that’s not a problem. Our current system already fully supports scanning equipment. Barcode scanners quickly identify codes and upload them to the server; we solved this issue long ago. Even converting it to a handheld device isn’t very troublesome, it’s just changing data transmission from wired to wireless GSM mode.”

Li Mu nodded. “Theoretically, that’s correct. However, we can’t just develop a ‘blind’ scanning device for our express delivery staff. We need to give them a screen and a system, providing them with more operational flexibility. For example, if we add a mobile phone screen to this device, they could choose to scan for pickup, pre-delivery scanning, or post-delivery scanning.”

“At the same time, we also need this device to be a remote business processing terminal. For instance, if a user in this building places an order online and provides this address for an express delivery, our server, upon receiving their order request, should immediately use the location of our delivery staff’s terminal device to find the nearest delivery person. Then, it sends them a pickup notification and simultaneously transmits the order information via SMS.”

“Alternatively, we could automatically filter the delivery progress of staff based on the scanning records of parcels they carry when they depart. If delivery person A is currently quite far from here, but they are carrying a parcel destined for this building and it hasn’t been successfully delivered yet, we can determine that delivery person A has a delivery task in this building, and therefore will inevitably come to this building. This way, we can prioritize assigning them the pickup task, which will maximize the reduction of wasted labor and make the entire process more efficient.”

Fang Xudong immediately said, “General Manager Li, I will organize a new project team today to tackle these types of hardware devices you’ve mentioned.”

Li Mu nodded. “Communicate with colleagues in the patent department. Don’t miss a single patent that can be applied for during the R&D process.”

“Understood.”

Li Mu said, “Consider this our hardware laboratory’s first key R&D project. While you are developing the combined use of GSM and GPS modules, one aspect is to make these two module systems more compatible and adaptable. Another aspect is to think more about the effects they can produce when combined with other devices. GSM, GPS, and microcontrollers – as long as these three are well integrated, we can connect everything possible to the internet. This is the future era of the Internet of Things.”

The Internet of Things was still a vague and intangible abstract concept in this era. Even Western countries had not yet begun real IoT research and development. So, when Li Mu talked about the Internet of Things, everyone present looked confused. Although they had heard of the concept, they had no idea how to implement it.

Li Mu said, “The set of equipment we install on vehicles has actually already achieved a basic ‘Internet of Things’. However, the future of the Internet of Things should not just be one-way information transmission; it should have more practical, intelligent functions. Let me give you an example: if I asked you to develop a new type of bicycle lock, this lock would have no keyhole. Instead, it would use a GSM module and a microcontroller unit module to control a miniature relay, then integrate a GPS module, and use a lithium battery as its power source. In this way, a bicycle equipped with this lock would itself already be connected to the internet.”

Li Mu wanted to use the concept of remote unlocking for shared bicycles as an example of the Internet of Things to educate them, but a very large problem was the absence of smartphones or mobile phone scanning at the time. So, Li Mu modified the logic, changing the smartphone scanning step to a regular mobile phone sending an SMS via GSM.

Then, Li Mu continued, “I give this bicycle a unique ID, and save the matching information on the server. Then, I leave this bicycle on the street for our specific users to use freely. The specific logic is: if this bicycle’s ID is 6666, then when a user sees this bicycle, they only need to send the number ‘6666’ via SMS to our server. After the server verifies and confirms that their mobile phone number has unlocking qualifications, it will send an unlocking command to the lock on this bicycle via the GSM module. Subsequently, the GSM module will transmit the received command to the microcontroller unit, which then controls the relay. What do you think will happen?”

Fang Xudong said excitedly, “The microcontroller unit will receive the command and power the relay, instantly opening the bicycle lock!”





Chapter 1254: A God-like Mindset

”

”

Apart from shared bicycles like OFO, which had little technical skill and relied only on four-digit mechanical padlocks, other shared bicycles, such as Mobike, basically all used smart locks equipped with networking and positioning functions.

”

”

Although these smart locks only emerged on shared bicycles around 2016, their product logic was actually very simple, basically the same as the logic Li Mu just described. First, there’s a GPS module for real-time positioning, allowing users to see the location of nearby shared bicycles and companies to monitor each bicycle’s actual position and travel routes;

”

”

Then there’s the GSM module, which is the core component for the bicycle to connect to the Internet. GSM transmits data through the mobile telecom operator’s network, relaying user unlock requests, server unlock commands, GPS signals, and user lock signals;

”

”

The microcontroller unit (MCU) and relay work together. In a locked state, the MCU can control the relay to instantly open the bike lock;

”

”

Finally, each shared bicycle has a fixed QR code, which is essentially just an ID. In the smartphone era, scanning a code to unlock is naturally the simplest method, but for now, it could be replaced by sending a text message, so smartphone involvement isn’t necessary.

”

”

A normal capacity lithium battery has very low power consumption for such simple devices, but even with low consumption, it will eventually run out of power. So, when scaled up to whole vehicle manufacturing, an additional miniature power generation system is needed. When users ride or brake, it will drive a miniature generator to charge the lithium battery. This way, the shared bicycle’s smart lock can essentially be ensured to not require manual charging and can remain in standby indefinitely.

”

”

Fang Xudong was very perceptive about technical issues. Although he had never seen a shared bicycle, he understood the complete logic Li Mu described. For him, Li Mu’s unbridled creativity was truly awe-inspiring, making him admire Li Mu immensely.

”

”

After everyone came to their senses from the shock and excitement, Li Mu added, “The example I just gave added a relay controlled by an MCU. When the relay receives a command, it will immediately operate to unlock the bike. This means this system possesses the capability to perform certain actual operations through the Internet. This is what I meant by a deeper Internet of Things: not only can items be connected to the Internet, but they can also be controlled to a certain extent through the Internet.”

”

”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “Consider this: what if we produced ten thousand such bicycles and placed them on the streets of Yanjing, allowing our users to ride them freely? How do you feel about this model?”

”

”

Everyone’s expressions instantly shifted from surprise to looking at each other in dismay. They didn’t understand why Li Mu wanted to put ten thousand bicycles on the streets; what was the point? Furthermore, the cost of such “Internet of Things” bicycles likely wouldn’t be low. Just the control module for GPS + GSM + MCU and relay, plus the lithium battery, would probably cost a considerable amount, certainly a four-digit sum at present.

”

”

Seeing their puzzled expressions, Li Mu initially wanted to explain how shared bicycles worked, but after careful thought, he gave up. The shared bicycle model was too advanced, and its operating mode, which involved playing capital games with user deposits, also carried significant risks. Currently, with major constraints on mobile device development, it wasn’t the right time to implement shared bicycles. Explaining it now would be difficult for them to understand, and explaining it too thoroughly might even prematurely give rise to unexpected deformed products. So Li Mu waved his hand and said, “I was just giving a simple analogy. If we master this set of hardware, there will be tremendous room for utilization in the future.”

”

”

After that, Li Mu continued, “Let me give another example. If we develop the GSM module, MCU module, and relay module to maturity, we can apply them in many areas of life. For instance, we can use them to create a power socket that can be remotely controlled to turn on or off. A user would simply send a command to this GSM module from their phone to control the relay to turn on the power, thus supplying electricity to the socket. Similarly, with just one command, the user can turn off the relay, stopping the power supply to the socket. This way, home appliance switches can be controlled remotely. Connect the socket to a water heater, and you can send a text message before coming home to have the water heater heat water. Connect it to a rice cooker, put the rice and water in before leaving, and send a text message to start it before coming home, and a delicious pot of rice will be waiting for you. Connect it to lights, and they can automatically turn on or off…”

”

”

“What I’ve just described is merely the most basic function based on GSM data and SMS. If we connect this set of equipment to a PC, imagine how many changes could occur. We could add various intuitive visual operating interfaces on the PC, such as smart home systems, where all home appliance switches are connected to the network and managed on the PC end;”

”

”

“If we further add an infrared emitter with learning capabilities to our hardware, we could then control all home appliances via computer remotely through the network: turn on air conditioning and set the temperature, turn on the TV, remotely control curtains, lights, audio systems, and so on;”

”

”

“If we then add a temperature and humidity sensor, users can always know their home’s temperature and humidity. If we add a smoke and gas alarm, should there be smoke or a gas leak at home, an alarm text message can be immediately sent to the user…”

”

”

“And if we use it in cars in the future, by simply integrating it with the car’s electrical circuit, a single text message could start the engine and turn on the air conditioning in advance. Furthermore, by connecting to the car’s various sensors, the system could send all car statuses to the user’s phone, including fuel level, windshield washer fluid level, battery voltage, mileage information, and so on…”

”

”

Li Mu’s god-like thinking pattern left everyone present dumbfounded.

”

”

No one had expected Li Mu’s thinking to be so far ahead, completely transcending the entire internet field and making him a true deity in the internet industry.

”

”

Looking at them individually, whether it was GPS, GSM, or the MCU, relays, and other functional modules, they were all very mature products at the time. But no one had expected that combining these elements, along with the Internet, could lead to such technologically advanced product ideas. And everyone present was an industry insider; even those who didn’t understand technology could clearly see from the logical analysis that there were no technical obstacles to realizing what Li Mu described, given the current level of technology. To be more direct, all of this could be achieved right now!

”

”

By this point, Fang Xudong and the two technical staff members were already eager to embark on the R&D of what Li Mu had described; it was very likely that doing so would usher in a new field and a new era.

”

”

Li Mu also said to them with particular seriousness, “In the future, we will make an issue out of hardware, so everyone must value this R&D task. It is very likely to lay a solid foundation for our hardware development path, and everything depends on what kind of product you can ultimately deliver.”

”

”

Li Mu would certainly not let go of the mobile phone market in the future. This hardware development, to some extent, could accumulate technical expertise for future mobile phone R&D. If they undertook more such projects, when they truly began making mobile phones, they would find that they already had many different hardware solutions at hand, allowing mobile phone R&D to achieve twice the results with half the effort!

”

”

Fang Xudong nodded at this, saying solemnly, “General Manager Li, rest assured, we will go all out to do this well.”

”

”

Li Mu was extremely satisfied with Fang Xudong’s attitude and smiled, “I believe you will definitely succeed. Furthermore, further increase the personnel strength of our hardware research and development team, especially in the communications field. We will certainly have great potential in this area in the future.”

”

”

“Understood!” Fang Xudong said, “I will arrange for HR to recruit a batch of high-end talent in the communications field as soon as possible.”

”

”

Li Mu hummed in affirmation and then asked him, “How are our data processing centers around the world currently doing?”

”

”

Fang Xudong replied, “They are currently undergoing continuous improvement, and the number of servers is continuously increasing. This will require a relatively long time to continuously expand their scale.”

”

”

Li Mu then asked, “When can our Plants vs. Zombies Online officially launch globally?”

”

”

Fang Xudong said, “Public testing should be able to begin next month. I’ve already informed Qingya. Colleagues in the game department are currently conducting internal testing. Once our data processing centers in various locations are gradually put into use, we will begin worldwide public testing, and all YY users will have the opportunity to participate.”

”

”

“Okay.” Li Mu said, “Plants vs. Zombies Online is Pastoral Tech’s next take-off point. If this game becomes popular globally, YY will also reach a higher level. So, you must cooperate well with the servers and absolutely prevent any server overload issues.”

”

”

“General Manager Li, rest assured, we will ensure that all future Pastoral Tech online products will not experience server overload issues!”

”

”

Plants vs. Zombies Online was Li Mu’s next-generation social game, destined to sweep the world, following Happy Farm and Paradise Town. Currently, YY had almost achieved a monopoly across the entire Internet, but for Li Mu, this wasn’t enough. YY’s next phase needed to solidify its position as the global leader in instant messaging software, while also preparing for future online game businesses.

”

”

At least for now, the most profitable segment of the Internet industry remains gaming. When Tencent’s market value reached hundreds of billions of dollars, gaming revenue accounted for 50-60% or even more of its total revenue. Games like CrossFire, Dungeon Fighter Online, League of Legends, Honor of Kings, and so on, each represent a continuous gold mine. If YY Games aims to reach such heights, it must continuously boost its brand awareness in the gaming sector. If Plants vs. Zombies Online proves to be a global hit, the engagement of YY Games users can be further nurtured, and YY Games’ operational strength will be fully demonstrated to Internet companies and gaming companies worldwide.

”

”

By then, they wouldn’t even need to seek out Blizzard; Blizzard itself would likely proactively hand over the agency rights for World of Warcraft in China.

”

”





Chapter 1255: Heading to Kunming

Li Mu’s single meeting formally heralded the 2.0 era of Taobao Logistics’ informatization, and planted the seeds of the Internet of Things at Pastoral Tech. Li Mu was like a planter, eagerly awaiting the day this seed would burst forth from the soil.

What was gratifying was that Pastoral Tech was the optimal fertile ground for the incubation of domestic internet and high-tech products. Li Mu believed it wouldn’t be long before Pastoral Tech would be at the forefront of the world in terms of technology. If everyone could accumulate successful experience in this project, it would certainly lay a solid foundation for the future hardware era.

Having concluded this highly significant discussion, Li Mu, without stopping for a meal, took Li Ziwei to the airport to meet Liu Xinying’s team.

This time, Liu Xinying brought a four-person professional film crew from a film and television production company. It was said they were among the best at documentary filmmaking, not only having deep collaborations with many satellite TV channels but also producing corporate promotional videos for numerous top domestic enterprises. All promotional videos for the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charitable activity, specifically the “Search for Surviving Flying Tigers Members,” would be produced by their team.

This team had previously dispatched a three-person crew to Kunming with the front-end staff. Four more people were added this time because Liu Xinying intended to make the story of that elderly veteran a top priority in the entire charitable activity’s publicity campaign.

In Liu Xinying’s words, while on one hand she didn’t want to publicly expose these elderly veterans’ poverty, hoping to preserve their dignity, on the other hand, it was indeed necessary for the public to see the poverty of their twilight years to awaken charitable awareness among the populace.

Li Mu strongly supported Liu Xinying’s perspective. What is known as public philanthropy is precisely about allowing those who have the capability to help others to see the suffering of other groups, letting them know how urgent, even imperative, the need for outside help is for these groups.

Project Hope, back then, precisely because it truthfully depicted the hardships faced by children in impoverished mountain areas in attending school, sparked a wave of enthusiasm for student assistance nationwide. Many economically capable people in cities sought one-on-one assistance beneficiaries in poverty-stricken mountain areas, providing monthly tuition and living expenses for children. In this publicity process that awakened social compassion, the big-eyed girl who said “I want to study” played a crucial role.

Li Mu told Liu Xinying that if the story of this elderly veteran was well-handled, the veteran community could truly attract the attention of the entire society. Moreover, this was different from Project Hope. Project Hope called on people to bestow kindness upon others, whereas Old Soldiers Never Die called on people to repay kindness and debt.

In Li Mu’s values, the entire nation was indebted to the veterans who sacrificed their lives to resist the iron hooves of the Japanese army back then. This debt of gratitude has been buried; it cannot be repaid in this lifetime. If the remaining veterans also silently pass away, the nation’s debt of gratitude will forever remain unpaid. Therefore, the next ten to twenty years are the last chance for this nation to repay that gratitude from yesteryear. In Li Mu’s eyes, this matter was far more important than Project Hope.

National policies have always given special care to veterans. Currently, many veteran rest homes in various Military Regions house numerous War of Resistance veterans from that era. These veterans enjoy free medical care and stable, considerable living subsidies, leading very secure lives. However, in such a great nation, there are inevitably places and people overlooked. For individuals like Elder Mr. Sun, who has not revealed his military identity for half a century, it is imperative to mobilize the entire society to search for, understand, and care for them.

When the private jet landed in Kunming, Southwest China, it was already midnight. The private jet slowed down at the end of the runway, then turned and taxied towards its designated outdoor parking spot. As the plane moved into the spot, Li Mu looked through the window and saw three military vehicles parked next to it: a Toyota Coaster with a green paint scheme and two large SUVs with green paint schemes. Several soldiers and officers in military uniforms were standing outside their vehicles, watching the approaching plane.

When the plane came to a stop, Li Mu politely gestured for Liu Xinying to disembark first from the cabin door. After all, the military vehicles waiting to pick them up were primarily for her; she was the guest of honor, and he was merely accompanying her. However, Liu Xinying firmly disagreed, insisting on pushing Li Mu to be the first one off, while she followed behind him.

Li Mu couldn’t keep declining Liu Xinying’s deference at the cabin door, so he simply went with the flow and disembarked first. As Li Mu descended the aircraft stairs, a field officer immediately walked to the stairs. After Li Mu stepped down, he immediately saluted and extended his hand, saying to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, welcome to Kunming. My name is Chen Chengwu. I am here under the instruction of my superior to welcome you and Ms. Liu.”

Li Mu shook his hand, expressed his thanks, and said, “Thank you for your trouble.”

Chen Chengwu smiled slightly and said, “It’s my duty. Our superior attaches great importance to your visit to Kunming and has instructed us to ensure proper reception and security. Furthermore, our superior is very supportive of the charitable initiative you are undertaking and has ordered me to accompany and cooperate with you throughout. The Military Region will do its best to fulfill any needs you may have.”

Li Mu quickly thanked him, “Thank you for the Military Region leaders’ concern. With national support, we feel much more at ease!”

At this moment, Liu Xinying also descended behind Li Mu and said with a smile to Chen Chengwu, “Brother Wu, it’s so late, thank you for coming in person.”

Chen Chengwu chuckled, “Both of you are esteemed guests of the Military Region, and what you’re doing in Kunming this time is especially meaningful. The commander attaches very, very great importance to it. He said you are repaying a debt on his behalf. If it weren’t for the inconvenience of his position, he would have loved to participate personally.”

Liu Xinying then whispered to Li Mu, “The Military Region commander’s father was a War of Resistance veteran who fought from the Red Army period all the way to the Korean War. I briefly discussed the general definition of the Old Soldiers Never Die charitable project with him on the phone, and he was very supportive. He even said it was the most meaningful charitable project he had ever heard of, period.”

Afterward, Li Mu and his group were arranged into the Toyota Coaster with its military-green paint scheme. After more than thirty minutes of driving, they arrived at the Military Region base located in the suburbs. The convoy stopped in front of the Military Region’s internal guesthouse.

Being located in the Southwest, the Kunming Military Region base had excellent greenery, with dense vegetation and relatively low, sparse buildings, making it very tranquil. Led by Chen Chengwu, the group walked up a long set of stairs. When they reached the central hall of the three-story guesthouse, service staff who were already prepared hurried forward to greet them and took their luggage, preparing to deliver them to the pre-arranged rooms.

Chen Chengwu said to Li Mu and Liu Xinying, “You’ve had a long journey and must be tired. Get some rest early. We’ll need to wake up early tomorrow, and I’ll accompany you there then.”

Li Mu thanked him. Liu Xinying jested, “Brother Wu, are you, such a busy man, really going to personally accompany us?”

Chen Chengwu said, “I actually had something important and couldn’t go, but the commander specially approved it and ordered me to accompany you. He said that since you’ve come to Yunnan Province, all your travel and security are our responsibility, so we must take it seriously enough.”

Liu Xinying asked, “What time are we leaving tomorrow?”

Chen Chengwu nodded and said, “I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock for breakfast. The commander said he’ll join you then.”

“That’s great,” Liu Xinying said, “I’ll have to thank him in person tomorrow.”

…

Although the Military Region guesthouse atmosphere wasn’t luxurious, it was absolutely clean and tidy. The rooms were spotless and had no strange odors whatsoever, which demonstrated more meticulous care than many five-star hotels.

Li Mu slept very well in this tranquil environment. The next morning, after washing up, he was led by Chen Chengwu to the dining hall. In the dining hall, he met Uncle Zhang, as Liu Xinying had called him – a vigorous old man in his sixties who was still hale and hearty in his old age.

The elder gave extremely high praise to the Old Soldiers Never Die charitable project. A remark of his left a deep impression on Li Mu: he said that if society owes anything to children, young people, or middle-aged people, we will have continuous opportunities to compensate in the future. However, for what society owes these veterans, our opportunities for compensation are few and far between.

Li Mu strongly agreed with this view. He managed the Old Soldiers Never Die project with true reverence. This might be the last chance to call upon society to compensate these veterans. Any further delay, he feared, would become a regret this nation could never mend.

Considering the remote location of their destination, Chen Chengwu decided not to use the Toyota Coaster from the previous day. This time, there were a total of eight vehicles, uniformly large military SUVs. In addition to the group of ten people, ten soldiers also followed. The elder specifically instructed them to load two car trunks full of rice, flour, oil, and salt from the Military Region’s dining hall, saying it was a small token of gratitude from the Military Region to that veteran. He then personally took out one thousand yuan in cash, hoping Li Mu could hand it over to the veteran. Other members of the Military Region also made donations, but ultimately, apart from the elder’s one thousand yuan, Li Mu politely declined the rest.

The solitary elderly individual they were going to assist was described as stubborn and indifferent to money and material possessions. The immediate priority of this trip wasn’t to deliver money or food to the elder, but rather to find a way to persuade him to come down from the mountain, leave his remote mountain dwelling, and come to Kunming to receive a medical examination and recuperation. Too much cash on such an elderly individual might not necessarily be a good thing for him.

The Military Region leaders and officers and soldiers accepted Li Mu’s viewpoint, and then decided to launch a donation drive within the Military Region, donating all charitable funds to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation.

Li Mu was particularly moved by the sincerity of the Military Region’s officers and soldiers. Soldiers are a group with special significance, and thus many emotions stemming from their identity as soldiers are deeper and purer. As soldiers in an era of peace, they hold respect for those veterans who experienced the baptism of war that surpasses that of ordinary people.

After leaving the suburbs, the convoy entered mountainous terrain. They drove for four hours through endless mountains before reaching a small town located in the heart of a valley. Although called a town, its scale appeared even smaller than a village in flatland areas. The town was desolate and dilapidated; even military SUVs could only drive slowly on the bumpy roads. If it were a sedan, it would be impossible to drive in at all.

There seemed to be no other cars in the town, so people were exceptionally curious and awestruck by this line of tall, imposing military SUVs. Many stood on the roadside, disregarding the dust stirred up by the moving vehicles, staring at the convoy unblinkingly.

Liu Xinying looked at the people by the roadside through the car window and sighed to Li Mu beside her, “This place is truly too poor…”

Li Mu nodded, saying with some heaviness, “Yunnan Province has the highest number of national-level Poverty-stricken counties in the country. Its basic economy is indeed much worse than the eastern regions.”

Liu Xinying sighed again and said, “Actually, according to our current investigation, some surviving Chinese Flying Tigers members are in Taiwan, a small number are overseas, and most are on the mainland. Among those on the mainland, the majority are in Yunnan and Sichuan Provinces. The basic economies of these two provinces are not very good.”

Li Mu said, “The national economy is still taking off quickly. If you look again ten years from now, in 2013, there will certainly be tremendous changes.”

Liu Xinying nodded and said, “I believe it will develop rapidly.”

Just as her voice faded, Chen Chengwu in the passenger seat turned his head and said, “We’ve reached the foot of the mountain ahead. The vehicles can’t go up, so we’ll have to walk. Xinying, please tell everyone later that all personal items and equipment should be handed over to our soldiers. The ones I selected are among the top performers in the twenty-five kilograms enhanced heavy-load marching competition.”





Chapter 1256: Veteran

Previously, volunteers and local villagers who had entered the mountains before were already waiting at the entrance. According to them, the mountain path wasn’t too long, but the most challenging part was a natural chasm in the middle. Flanked by mountains, a river about fifty meters wide flowed through the center. There were no bridges between these two mountains, only two steel cables. Anyone entering or leaving the mountains, apart from by helicopter, could only do so via these two steel cables.

Although Li Mu was mentally prepared, it wasn’t until he followed these people into the mountains that he realized the hardships. The mountain path hadn’t undergone systematic repairs; in slightly gentler areas, it was almost entirely hard earth trampled by foot. In steeper places, there were some signs of artificial improvements, but these only involved deepening and flattening some foot-worn depressions to prevent people from slipping while climbing.

According to the guide, even though the villagers in the mountains rely on this road for access, not even they are confident of absolute safety. Every year, people get injured on this path, from minor sprains to severe fractures. For the mountain folk, if you break a leg on this road, you’ll basically be unable to leave the mountains for half a year.

This was Li Mu’s first time on such a difficult mountain path. Honestly, as a young man just over twenty, even he found such a mountain path incredibly taxing. It was hard to imagine how the elderly here could possibly leave the mountains.

Fortunately, there were these battle-hardened soldiers. On such mountain paths, they could still carry fifteen kilograms each. Besides some equipment, they also carried some grain and oil prepared for the elder. Li Mu himself wasn’t sure if he could persuade the elder to descend the mountain, so these provisions were a backup plan, at least ensuring the elder wouldn’t have to worry about food.

Li Mu’s hometown was on the eastern coast. Although it wasn’t an economically developed region, it was generally decent. The poverty he had witnessed firsthand before was merely living in cramped spaces, being frugal, and careful with money, at most involving ragged clothes. However, when he was deep in the Southwest mountains, pushing through what wasn’t even a proper path, he realized what true poverty was.

True poverty is a reality that, at a glance, plunges one into despair.

In these mountains, where even a bicycle couldn’t navigate, Li Mu put himself in their shoes, and all he could think of was despair, and more despair.

What surprised Li Mu was that Liu Xinying, who was walking with him, didn’t seem as strained. Her movements were remarkably agile, sometimes even more nimble than his own.

Initially, Li Mu found it strange, but then he suddenly realized something and relaxed. Liu Xinying was an extraordinary woman; she had even been to the Arctic and Antarctic, and planned to climb Mount Everest. Climbing such a mountain path should be a piece of cake for her. Compared to her, he was clearly inferior; he had truly never participated in such challenging outdoor activities and had no experience whatsoever.

The group climbed for about an hour on the mountain path, finally gradually reaching the summit. Upon arriving at the top, Li Mu first saw the two ziplines spanning the two mountains. The ziplines were steel cables thicker than a thumb, secured to the tops of the mountains on both sides. Just then, a villager was carefully sliding over from the opposite mountain, carrying a lamb. Li Mu, panting heavily, observed closely and noticed that above the zipline were two pulleys side by side, with ropes for attachment hanging below them. To cross the river, one had to strap themselves to the rope and then slowly pull the steel cable by hand to move the pulleys forward.

Before even getting close, Li Mu already heard the immense roar of surging waves, like a hydropower station opening its gates to release water, the sound was incredibly grand. Under this tremendous sound, two people standing close had to shout loudly to be heard clearly. Upon arriving and looking down, Li Mu finally saw the turbulent waters of the Nujiang, flowing swiftly, churning with sand and mud, a sight that inspired awe.

A volunteer from the province shouted into Li Mu’s ear, “General Manager Li, this is the Nujiang below.”

Li Mu suddenly realized, “No wonder I kept feeling like I’d seen this kind of commotion somewhere before. Now that you mention the Nujiang, I remember; I learned about it in middle school geography class.”

The volunteer smiled slightly and said, “To us outsiders from beyond the mountains, this is a rare spectacle, but to the locals, it’s the Mother River, and also the chasm that cuts them off from the outside world. One zipline like this—this side of the zipline is the Town, the other side is over ten primitive villages located deep in the mountains. Mountain residents within a radius of over ten kilometers share this one zipline to enter and exit the mountains. However, even if they leave the mountains, they can only reach the Town where we just parked. To get to the county town, they still have to walk dozens of kilometers. There are no buses here. Some people in the Town offer rides on motorized tricycles, and some use animal-drawn carts for passengers. After navigating those dozens of kilometers, they are truly out of the mountains.”

Li Mu nodded slightly. Over ten villages using this one zipline to enter and exit the mountains, within a radius of over ten kilometers—that meant the furthest villages in the mountains would still need to walk over ten kilometers after crossing this zipline. Over ten kilometers on flat ground isn’t much, but in these vast mountains, over ten kilometers would probably take at least half a day to walk, right?

Calculated this way, it might not even be enough for villagers to make a one-day trip out of the mountains…

As he was thinking, Liu Xinying waved to Li Mu from one end of the zipline and called out, “General Manager Li, let’s cross the river!”

Li Mu had once ridden a zipline in a mountain scenic area near Yanjing. The feeling of gliding down from a mountainside on a zipline was exhilarating. To some extent, Li Mu enjoyed that thrilling sensation. However, today, Li Mu was filled with a sense of reverence as he strapped himself in securely and then slowly pulled the zipline forward with both hands.

Since the two mountains were of similar height, neither of the two ziplines had much of a drop. Therefore, whether entering or leaving the mountains, one couldn’t simply slide down; they had to pull themselves inch by inch with both hands. It was only when Li Mu started sliding that he realized how tiring this thing was. Although there was no height difference in the steel cables on either side, the cables weren’t stretched perfectly straight. Once a person got on, the section of the cable where they were naturally dipped lower, making the slide extremely strenuous. Below lay the surging waters of the Nujiang, its powerful waves making one’s heart feel weak.

Li Mu had only slid halfway when his arms were already incredibly sore. By the time he finally slid to the other side, his arms were so sore they were numb.

The delicate Li Ziwei hung suspended over the river and cried for ten minutes halfway across, before finally gritting her teeth and sliding over. Li Mu comforted her, sighing inwardly, the people in the cities always felt like they earned too little money, no matter how much it was. Many complained every day about life’s pressures, hardships, and social injustice. But compared to the people living here, they were many times better off. The greatest wish for young people here in their entire lives was probably just to leave these mountains.

The main group took turns sliding across the river, and then, led by the guide, proceeded for another hour. As they crossed one mountain and stood at the foot of another, the guide pointed to the scattered dozens of houses halfway up the mountain and said, “That’s Baofu Village, where we’re going. From here, it’ll take about twenty minutes to get up the mountain.”

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Just over twenty minutes—victory was in sight.

The guide introduced, “There are currently over thirty households in the village, with just over one hundred permanent residents. The vast majority are the elderly, children, and women, along with some middle-aged laborers afflicted with silicosis. Elder Mr. Sun, whom we are going to visit, lives on the small hill at the easternmost end.”

Elder Mr. Sun’s original name was Sun Xiaozhong, ‘Xiao’ for filial piety, ‘Zhong’ for loyalty. It is said that loyalty and filial piety cannot be perfectly balanced throughout history; one wonders what deep meaning lies behind the elder’s name.

…

Just over twenty minutes later, the grand group of over twenty people finally arrived at Baofu Village. This village was utterly dilapidated. The entire village consisted of thatched cottages; there wasn’t even a single brick-and-tile house. For slightly better-off families, having three thatched cottages was already very good. Some families only had one small thatched hut, and from the outside, the internal area could not possibly exceed ten square meters.

Baofu Village had almost never had outside visitors. Occasionally, people from beyond the mountains would come, but they were always young people who had gone out to work. This time, so many outsiders came, including over ten soldiers in military uniforms, which shocked the entire village. Men, women, young, and old all came out, looking with fear at these uninvited guests. There was no officially appointed village head in this village, only an old man over sixty who everyone had chosen to act as “village head.” When this old man saw such a huge commotion, he nervously stepped forward and asked Chen Chengwu, who looked most like an officer. He spoke at length in his local dialect, which Chen Chengwu couldn’t understand at all. At this moment, the guide quickly stepped forward and said to Chen Chengwu, “He is the village head chosen by the village, surnamed Tian. Everyone calls him Village Head Tian. He just asked you if the Liberation Army came to the mountains to apprehend a fugitive. He said that twenty years ago, dozens of Liberation Army soldiers came once, saying they were entering the mountains to apprehend a fugitive, and searched here for three days and three nights.”

Chen Chengwu quickly told him, “Please explain to the old village head that we are here to see Elder Mr. Sun.”

The guide nodded, pointed east and said a few words to Village Head Tian. Village Head Tian was stunned, and then spoke a few more words to him. The two chatted for a while, and Village Head Tian’s expression grew more and more surprised. Later, he seemed to become agitated, slapped his thigh, and muttered a few sentences.

Chen Chengwu then asked the guide, “What did the old village head say?”

The guide replied, “The old village head said that someone came to see Elder Mr. Sun a few days ago and said he was a great hero who fought Japanese devils in the past, but no one in the village believed it. I just told him that Elder Mr. Sun really did fight devils, and that he was a Flying Tiger pilot who flew airplanes to fight devils in the sky back then! The old village head said, ‘Why didn’t you say such an important thing sooner? Elder Mr. Sun has lived alone in the village for half his life, and no one knew he was a great hero. If we had known earlier, we would have worshipped him like an ancestor!’”

Chen Chengwu sighed and said, “It’s not too late to know now. Please tell the old village head that we need to see Elder Mr. Sun first, and then we’ll come to visit him later.”

The guide said a few words to the old village head, who immediately replied. The guide said the old village head wanted to come along, and Chen Chengwu didn’t object, so he motioned for the guide to lead everyone over.

Upon reaching the small hill at the east end of the village, when Li Mu saw that solitary thatched cottage, tears almost streamed from his eyes. This thatched cottage was truly dilapidated beyond recognition. Its dark grass roof had half collapsed, revealing rotten and broken wood inside; it seemed a strong gust of wind could completely blow it down. The hut’s door was even simpler, essentially just a few crooked branches haphazardly nailed together. To block the wind, fertilizer bags with “Urea” written on them were plastered over it. These bags seemed to have been used for an unknown period and were now riddled with holes.

Before everyone reached the doorway, the old village head shouted a couple of times in an accent unintelligible to the group. A moment later, the broken door was pushed open from inside, and a stooped elder with white hair and beard, dressed in rags, shuffled out, leaning on a walking stick made from a tree branch. Upon seeing over ten soldiers in military uniforms standing outside, the elder first froze in surprise. After a long moment, he actually tremblingly raised his right hand, taking a very long time to slowly and laboriously lift it to his ear.

At that moment, everyone understood; the elder was actually saluting them…





Chapter 1257: The Boiling of That Stagnant Pool of Water

The frail old man’s military salute instantly brought tears to the eyes of the soldiers, who were separated from him by half a century.

Chen Chengwu almost subconsciously straightened his body, adopting the most standard military posture and salute, and shouted in a hoarse and desperate voice: “Senior figure, Chen Chengwu of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, Yunnan Province Military Region, salutes you!”

At Chen Chengwu’s shout, the other soldiers quickly put down their equipment and supplies, their eyes reddened, and stood at attention, saluting the old man loudly.

This commotion instantly moved the accompanying Li Mu, Liu Xinying, and the others to tears, and two streams of hot tears also welled up in the old man’s heavily wrinkled eyes.

At this moment, the old man abandoned the local dialect he had spoken for decades and spoke haltingly in standard Mandarin: “National Revolutionary Army, Air Force, Sixth Group, Major Pilot, Sun Xiaozhong, thank you… thank you all…”

For the old man, due to many special historical reasons, his identity as a soldier had been buried deep in his heart for over half a century.

Over this past half-century, he had always longed for society to one day remember his former identity as a soldier and acknowledge the contributions he had made. However, during several national censuses and efforts to promote minimum living allowance, he never disclosed to the staff that he was a War of Resistance veteran.

The reason was actually very simple: the old man participating in the War of Resistance back then was, for him, merely the responsibility and duty of a child of China. After that, he never felt he deserved great credit, nor did he ever feel that society owed him anything. He had been self-reliant his entire life and was unwilling to accept any superfluous gifts from anyone. Even though government staff repeatedly explained to him that minimum living allowance was a universal public welfare, he still refused to accept. Thus, he had always concealed from everyone the fact that he had participated in the War of Resistance, remaining an ordinary farmer in these deep mountains for decades.

Until a few days ago, several young people claiming to be volunteers found their way into the mountains, asking for his name in the village. Only then did he realize that his deeds from back then had not been completely forgotten by society. There were still people who, by checking historical records of the Flying Tigers and local records from various places, found his name and then, step by step, followed the clues to Baofu Village.

The volunteers brought him some pastries and gifts, and also wanted to give him two thousand yuan. The old man had hardly touched hundred-yuan banknotes a few times in his life. Seeing so much money, his hands trembled with fright. The thickest coffin he had ever dreamt of, handcrafted by a carpenter from the neighboring village, only cost one thousand yuan.

But the old man didn’t take the money, because he had already gained a greater treasure than this money: there were still people who remembered him, who knew who he was, and what he had done.

The people of Baofu Village had lived with the old man for decades and didn’t know what he did. They just called him Old Sun Head, because his name Sun Xiaozhong sounded too bookish; the mountain people couldn’t understand it and weren’t used to saying it. Their common addresses were usually formed by appending a familial title like ‘brother’, ‘sister-in-law’, ‘uncle’, or ‘elder uncle’ to a surname, often with a familiar prefix. For example, ‘Brother Zhang’ or ‘Sister-in-law Chen’ were used in a more intimate way than simply the familial title alone. Compared to the old man’s name, which had a strong Republic of China feel, the villagers’ names were much more down-to-earth.

In the eyes of the villagers of Baofu Village, the old man was just an old bachelor. From the day he entered the mountains, he had been a bachelor. In the words of the village elders, the year the old man came to the mountains, he was like a defeated rooster, or a stray dog. He arrived in Baofu Village in rags, begging the villagers for a place to settle down. Although the land in Baofu Village was utterly worthless, closed-off villages generally didn’t like outsiders entering, not to mention that the old man’s local dialect wasn’t very standard at the time. But for some reason, the old village chief at the time still granted his request and told him, ‘The small dirt hill at the east end of the village is uninhabited. If you want to settle down, go build a thatched hut there yourself.’

So, the old man silently built a thatched hut by himself, and then, far in the mountains, found a piece of mountain field that no one was willing to cultivate. He cleared two mu of land for himself and started planting grain. Thus, he truly settled down in Baofu Village, and this settling down lasted for about thirty years.

For about thirty years, the old man was ‘Old Sun Head’, the most pitiful person in the entire village in the eyes of the villagers. People always used him to educate their children: ‘If you don’t obey, Old Sun Head will catch you and eat you!’ ‘If you don’t put in effort, you’ll end up like Old Sun Head and won’t find a wife!’ ‘If you don’t find a wife, you’ll end up like Old Sun Head, with no one to care for you in your old age or bury you. When you die, there won’t even be anyone to carry your coffin…’

As these rumors gradually became widespread, the old man had almost been demonized in the eyes of the village children. Many children shrieked in fright and ran away when they saw him. Some bolder children would pick up clods of dirt and nervously yet forcefully throw them at the old man, then, whether they hit him or not, they would turn their heads and scream as they ran off. Their parents rarely intervened because they felt that allowing the old man to stay in the village for all these years was already an endless grace from the village towards him, and these small matters were far from enough for him to repay the villagers’ kindness.

The old man never cared or got angry about this. Whether it was the children’s fright and teasing or the villagers’ ridicule and sympathy, he wasn’t angry, nor sad. He always held his proud head high in his heart, even with his body hunched. For decades, he hadn’t shed a single tear.

He always comforted himself this way: back when he flew planes to fight against the Japanese, every takeoff, he was prepared to die, with resolve and courage. As warplanes continuously took off and landed, his spirit had long been tempered into an iron tree that would never wither or fall. This iron tree had stood for decades, enduring attacks from Japanese warplanes and the baptism of historical catastrophe. What he was experiencing now was not even comparable to an ant’s gnawing.

Such a strong old man, yet now, facing these People’s Liberation Army soldiers, he unexpectedly couldn’t stop tears from raining down in an instant.

Unlike the recognition he received from volunteers a few days ago, these people in military uniforms were all Active-Duty Military Personnel. Their kind of recognition brought the old man the most comfort and moved him most deeply.

For how many years, that National Army pilot named Sun Xiaozhong, that pilot who once defended the Southwest with the American Flying Tigers, had not felt excitement or thrill again. After his wife and children disappeared, his life was like a stagnant pool of water, without the slightest ripple, terrifyingly silent. But at this moment, this pool of water completely boiled over.

The scene of more than ten Active-Duty Military Personnel and the old man saluting each other remained still for several minutes. Fortunately, two cameras had been continuously recording since they entered the mountains. The photographers hoped to capture the hardships of the mountain region along the way. It was precisely because of this that they were fortunate enough to capture such footage that was completely unforced and entirely heartfelt.

At this moment, the old man was the first to break this seemingly stagnant scene, and said with an annoyed expression, “I should invite you into my home to sit. But my home is too small and too dilapidated. There’s not even a place to set your feet…”

Chen Chengwu wiped away a tear and said, “Senior figure, we won’t go in. But they…”

As Chen Chengwu spoke, he turned around, pointing at the two photographers carrying cameras and at Li Mu and Liu Xinying, and said to the old man, “They are from Yanjing. They want to interview you and report your story to the outside, to let more people know about you and the stories of other War of Resistance veterans.”

The old man nodded gently and said, “The young people who came before already told me. Just tell me how to do the interview; I will cooperate. It’s just…”

Speaking of this, the old man was torn for a moment and pleaded, “Could you just record a segment for me to be broadcast? I want to try and find my wife and children. If they are still alive, perhaps they might see it.”

Liu Xinying hurriedly stepped forward and said to the old man, “Senior figure, you can say anything you want to the camera. We guarantee that the video will be spread for all the people of the nation to see, not just to see it, but also to let them know about the immense contributions you and other veterans have made to this nation.”

The old man quickly waved his hand: “I’m not worthy of such praise. It’s not a contribution; it was all our bounden duty. Every man has a share of responsibility for the rise and fall of the nation. It’s not credit; it’s an obligation!”

The village chief, listening nearby, was dumbfounded and didn’t speak for a long time. Suddenly, with a shocked expression, he uttered something.

The old man coughed twice with a smile and replied a few sentences in a dialect that no one understood.

The guide told everyone that what the old village chief said was out of surprise that Senior Sun could speak Mandarin.

‘Official speech’ was how the locals referred to Mandarin. Many people could understand it but couldn’t speak it, and many elderly people couldn’t even understand it very well. Among local villagers of Senior Sun’s great age, almost no one could speak Mandarin. So when he started speaking Mandarin, the village chief felt as surprised as if a villager from his own village had suddenly started speaking a fluent foreign language.

The old man’s reply was: “Actually, I’m not from this province originally. I spoke Mandarin since I was young. I only gradually learned the local dialect after coming to Yunnan Province in 1937.”

The village chief was indescribably shocked, as if his entire life and worldview had been overturned.

Having no energy to pay attention to the dumbfounded and surprised old village chief, Li Mu and Liu Xinying, along with a few others and the photographers, followed the old man into his thatched hut.

After going inside, everyone truly realized what hardship meant. The impact of reality was countless times more real than the pictures the volunteers had sent back before. Looking down, it was a dirt floor. Looking up, the sky was partially visible through the dilapidated roof, with white clouds. Yunnan Province is located on a plateau, and the clouds appeared significantly closer than in plain regions. That scenery was originally beautiful, but seeing white clouds from the roof brought nothing but a pang of sadness.

The old man had no decent clothes, only a Sun Yat-sen suit that he had worn for who knew how many years, already patched countless times. The old man took off his ragged cotton coat, took out the clean Sun Yat-sen suit, and put it on. Then he sat on his bed, which was built on mud bricks, and took a small iron box from the head of the bed. He took out an eagle wing-shaped medal, and carefully hung it on his chest. Looking down at the medal, the old man sighed and said, “It’s been decades; I haven’t worn it again. When I was criticized during the struggle sessions, I was afraid it would be confiscated. I hid it in a swallow’s nest and brought it up the mountain. This is the first time I’ve worn it in all these years.”

An accompanying female reporter hurriedly squatted in front of him and asked, “Senior figure, can you tell us the origin of this medal?”

The two photographers also successively knelt on one knee to shoot up at the old man and the medal from a low angle. Li Mu quickly pulled Liu Xinying to sit cross-legged on the ground with him. In this dilapidated thatched hut, the old man was probably the tallest one.

Bubbles of saliva formed at the corners of the old man’s mouth. His lips moved for a long time before he finally said, “This is the Star Order Medal. After the War of Resistance began, the National Government specially established this medal for National Air Force pilots. It has ten levels, from one to ten stars. According to the rules of the National Government at that time, only pilots who had shot down enemy planes were qualified to be awarded. Shoot down one enemy plane, receive a one-star Star Order Medal; shoot down two enemy planes, receive a two-star Star Order Medal…”

Li Mu carefully looked at the medal on the old man’s chest. In the center of a pair of golden eagle wings, there was one star in the middle of a white circular background. And above it, and to its lower left and lower right, arranged like a trident, there was one star each, making a total of four stars.

The old man caressed his medal and sighed softly, “Actually, I only shot down three Japanese planes. The fourth was shot down by one of my wingmen at the time. He sacrificed himself in that aerial combat. His superior officer posthumously awarded him a Precious Cauldron Medal, then they credited that shot-down warplane to me and also to another wingman. I went from three stars to four stars, and the other wingman went from one star to two stars.”

That young female reporter said feeling ashamed, “Sorry, Senior figure, I don’t quite understand what you mean by ‘wingman.’ Could you explain it to us?”

The old man let out a long breath and came to his senses from his heavy thoughts. He said, “In those days, airplanes used formation tactics. They were divided into lead planes and wingmen. The lead plane was the officer of the formation. When taking to the sky for combat, wingmen unconditionally obeyed all orders from the lead plane. The tactics adopted by the National Government at the time were one lead plane and two wingmen, a three-plane formation. I was the lead plane, and there were two other wingmen.”

Speaking of this, the old man sighed and said, “Since my wingman sacrificed himself, the National Air Force had an insufficient number of planes, so we changed to one lead plane and one wingman. Three planes became two…”





Chapter 1258: Sacrificing Oneself for the Nation, Facing Death as if Returning Home

Before arriving, Li Mu found it hard to imagine that the frail, even dying, old man in the photo could possess such clear thought processes and articulate speech.

Recalling the glorious years, the old man became exceptionally emotional. For decades, he had finally found someone to listen to his stories, and he spoke with great satisfaction.

Born in 1915, the old man was originally from southern Anhui Province. His family was financially well-off in his youth, and they settled in Hangzhou City as his family engaged in business. He received a good education from childhood through his youth, making him a model progressive youth.

In 1934, captivated by flying and thanks to his family’s wealth and connections, the old man, though not entirely meeting the requirements, was enrolled in the Central Aviation School, also located in Hangzhou City at the time. After the Marco Polo Bridge Incident in 1937, the War of Resistance broke out. The old man moved with the school to Yunnan Province. Days later, the Japanese aggressors launched an attack on Huzhou City, marking the start of the Battle of Shanghai.

During the Battle of Shanghai, the old man’s parents took his three siblings to Jinling, believing that Jinling, as the capital, was the safest place on earth.

The old man’s parents sold all their properties in Hangzhou City and fled with his siblings to Jinling, where they settled down. However, they never dreamed that less than half a year after arriving in Jinling, the Japanese army would capture Jinling at the end of 1937, unleashing a heinous massacre in human history. The old man’s parents, siblings, and his eldest brother’s wife and children all tragically died under the Japanese swords.

At the time, the old man, who was in Yunnan Province, utterly collapsed upon hearing the terrible news. If his comrades-in-arms hadn’t been constantly watching over him, he might have taken his own life to reunite with his family in the afterlife. However, his comrades in the military made him understand a truth: “The rise and fall of a nation is the responsibility of every citizen.” His greatest responsibility was not to follow his deceased relatives but to wait for an opportunity to avenge his deceased relatives and compatriots, to strike hard at the Japanese invaders until their surrender.

Subsequently, the old man graduated from the aviation school and officially became an air force pilot, beginning a tragic and legendary half of his life.

In 1945, the old man’s Nationalist Air Force cooperated with the United States in bombing the Japanese mainland. The old man piloted a fighter jet to cover American bombers returning from Japan. Japan was in its final frenzy at the time. During one escort mission, the old man was shot down by the Japanese army and fractured his skull while parachuting in the mountains. He was later rescued by local villagers along with several American pilots and slowly returned to Kunming after several months. His skull injury during that period, due to lack of timely and effective treatment, left him with permanent sequelae. Although the sequelae had little impact on his daily life, he was no longer suitable for piloting fighter jets.

It was precisely because he could no longer fly fighter jets that the old man transferred to a civilian position, then married and had a child locally. His son was born in early 1948, and the family of three lived harmoniously and happily. Although this life was ordinary, it was quite happy. However, as 1949 approached and liberation was imminent, the Nationalist army, seeing that the general trend was lost, began preparing to withdraw to Taiwan.

At that time, the aviation school had four transport planes ready to depart from Kunming, carrying the core members of the Nationalist Air Force in Kunming, along with their families and valuables. In that final moment, every kilogram of cargo on the plane was worth a fortune to them. The leader of the aviation brigade, considering that the old man was a recipient of the Four-Star Order Medal during the War of Resistance and had shot down four Japanese warplanes, specially secured a spot for him on the plane. In those special times, this was the utmost he could do.

Many Nationalist officers and soldiers at that time, having only one plane ticket or boat ticket, had to abandon their wives and children and go to Taiwan alone with the Nationalist army. In their eyes, this one-way ticket was extremely rare and had to be seized at all costs. But Sun Xiaozhong did not accept. He felt that he had lost all his relatives in 1937, and only after eight years of the War of Resistance did he have new relatives and his only flesh and blood. He could not abandon them and go to Taiwan alone. Moreover, in his view, Taiwan held no appeal for him. He wanted to stay on the land he had fought on, with his wife and child, even though his future was uncertain amidst the change of political power.

What happened next was what Li Mu had heard before: the old man remained in the local area after liberation, was reported during political movements, and repeatedly subjected to struggle sessions.

When discussing this past, the old man showed no excessive sadness. He said he had experienced too much familial grief in his life, and after so many years and so many events, even if he didn’t want to be numb, he already was. His only two regrets were not having the opportunity to return to Jinling to search for his relatives’ bodies and bury them, and the unknown fate of his only son.

The old man sighed wistfully, “My first regret is impossible to make up for in this life; only by serving as an ox or horse for them in the next life can I repay it. As for the second regret, there might be a glimmer of hope in this life, but I dare not expect too much.”

The host said, “Could you tell us the names, ages, and relevant details of your wife and son? We will then mobilize netizens nationwide to help us search for their whereabouts!”

The old man nodded repeatedly with gratitude, “Thank you! Truly, thank you very much!”

Subsequently, the old man spoke to the camera, recounting his wife’s name, provincial origin, birthplace, and date of birth. Then he introduced his son, who was born on March 23, 1948. The old man named him Sun Lianli, with the nickname Xier, the character ‘Xi’ taken from a character in his ancestral place name. When the old man separated from his wife and son, his son was less than five years old, so he could not recall or provide any more details about his son.

The old man had little hope of finding his son or his descendants, but Li Mu felt that the chances of success were not small. If the old man’s son was four or five years old when he separated from his father, he would surely have some impression of his father and his childhood. He would certainly remember his father’s characteristics, the location of his hometown, and when he left his father. If his mother told him more stories about his father as he grew up, his understanding of his father should be far greater than his father’s understanding of him.

The old man himself had lived in seclusion in the mountains for so many years, so it was unknown if his son had tried to find him during these years. However, even if his son had not searched, as long as he was alive and able to receive this video, he would surely be able to identify his father, so the chances of finding him were still very high.

For an ordinary person, finding someone among 1.3 billion people would probably be as difficult as ascending to heaven. But for Li Mu, with YY, such a large user base, and extensive media resources, finding such a person might not be difficult.

So, Li Mu promised the old man, “Senior figure, please rest assured. We will do our utmost to ensure that people nationwide see your interview, know your deeds, and understand your past. We will also broadcast the relevant information about your wife and son. With the help of people nationwide, the chances of finding them are still very high!”

The old man nodded with satisfaction, “That’s good, that’s good. If they are still alive and can see me, I will die without regrets in this life. I’m just afraid I won’t live to see that day.”

Li Mu hastily said, “You look quite healthy and spirited. If you come down the mountain with us to the hospital for a comprehensive inspect and good recuperation, your health will definitely improve.”

The old man waved his hand, “Thank you for your kindness. I’ve lived here for decades and am used to it. I have no relatives left, and no homeland. I can’t remember my childhood home in southern Anhui, and I can’t find my ancestors’ graves. The house in Hangzhou City where I lived was sold by my parents in 1937. That was just a temporary stopping point for our family, not my roots. My parents and siblings are all buried in Jinling, but I don’t know where they lived in Jinling when they were alive. Years ago, I saved money and went to Jinling three times, but once there, I didn’t know where to pay my respects. I could only ask locals around. Wherever I heard there was a mass grave, I would buy a bottle of wine and some paper money to pay my respects there. But I can never find their remains in this life, so I have long lost my roots, lost my roots…”

As he spoke, the old man seemed to age considerably. His eyelids drooped weakly, and the backbone he had tried to straighten earlier hunched again. Two large, cloudy tears fell as he sighed, “The old saying goes, ‘Fallen leaves return to their roots.’ When I was young, I didn’t believe it, thinking it was old feudal thinking. But the longer I live, the more I want to find my roots. But my ancestral roots can’t be found, and my parents’ roots can’t be found. I’ve lived here for so many years, so this is my root now.”

Liu Xinying hastily said, “Senior figure, medical conditions outside the mountain are good, and recuperation conditions are also good. They can help you improve your health, which will also give you a longer life. Moreover, if your son is found in the future, it will be easier for him to meet you if you are outside the mountain.”

The old man smiled bitterly, “I am eighty-eight this year. Living to this day is long enough. Humans, sometimes living too long is not a blessing, but a torment. I don’t expect to live many more years; I just want to breathe my last breath here. If I die elsewhere, no matter how good the environment or conditions, that’s not my root. If my son is truly found in the future, I will trouble him, for the sake of our father-son bond, to come and see me. If I die, he can come and add some soil to my grave. I will not leave this mountain again.”

Liu Xinying was so anxious that tears streamed down her face. “Even if you don’t find your son by going out, you could still enjoy blessings. You’ve worked hard here for so many years, and society is indebted to you so much. You should at least give society an opportunity to compensate you…”

The old man chuckled, “Society owes me nothing. Those comrades-in-arms who fought side by side with me back then were all filled with patriotic fervor, wanting to serve the nation against Japan. To serve the nation, to serve the nation—it is a soldier’s responsibility and duty, like filial piety to one’s parents. It was our failure to fully fulfill our duties that allowed the Japanese to run rampant for so many years. If there’s any debt, it’s us who were indebted to the nation back then, indebted to those civilians who died at the hands of the Japanese.”

Liu Xinying quickly said, “Please don’t say that…”

The old man solemnly said, “I speak from the bottom of my heart. Many soldiers felt this way after the victory of the War of Resistance, especially when battlefield losses were tallied time and again, overturned by new numbers, and casualties accumulated repeatedly. We all felt that we owed this nation too much. If we had fought harder back then, perhaps that number could have been smaller. If we had sacrificed ourselves earlier, that number might have been even smaller. Cao Zhi said, ‘Sacrificing oneself for the nation, facing death as if returning home’—that was our true portrayal at the time…”

Liu Xinying, seeing that the old man remained unmoved no matter what, was so anxious she wanted to burst into tears. Her purpose for coming was to persuade the old man to leave, no matter what, but nothing she said could change his decision. This left her not only with a deep sense of frustration but also profound self-reproach.

Not knowing what to do, Liu Xinying’s pleading eyes turned to Li Mu, filled with entreaty and expectation, hoping Li Mu could think of a way to persuade the old man to come down the mountain.

Li Mu also didn’t know what to do.

The old man remained unmoved by the suggestion of convalescing in a big city for better living conditions; he remained unmoved by the idea of going out to await news of his son. When he was offered compensation on behalf of society, he felt instead that he was indebted to the nation. What else could Li Mu do at this point?

A thought did flash through Li Mu’s mind. Although the old man had gone to Jinling years ago to search for his relatives’ remains, the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall likely hadn’t been built then. It was constructed twenty years ago and contained the most detailed relevant archives. First, he could take the old man there to inquire about his relatives’ whereabouts, and second, he could allow the old man to pay respects to his relatives at the memorial hall. But Li Mu reconsidered and gave up on the idea.

The old man was too old. Such gruesome atrocities, it was better not to let him experience them again in another way.

But besides this, what else could move or persuade him?

Li Mu also fell into deep thought.

A moment later, Li Mu suddenly had a flash of inspiration. He pulled Liu Xinying aside and asked her, “Do you have a list of the Flying Tigers and Nationalist Air Force pilots found so far?”

“Yes,” Liu Xinying said, “I have some printed materials in my bag.”

“Get them out.”

Liu Xinying quickly pulled out a folded list from her bag. Some entries on the list were very detailed, including names, birth dates, provincial origins, current residences, and past positions, while others were vague, with only a name and a general residential area.

Li Mu handed the list to the old man and said, “Senior figure, this is a list of the surviving Flying Tigers and Nationalist Air Force pilots we’ve found so far. Please look at the names; are there any you recognize?”

The old man immediately became excited, snatching the list to examine it closely. However, the print was too small for him to see clearly, so he could only look at Li Mu with pleading eyes, barely concealing his excitement. “Young man, I can’t see clearly. Could you read them out for me?”

“Okay!” Li Mu, seeing the old man’s excited reaction, knew that this was likely a good lead. He took the list and began to read out the names one by one.

“Chen Zhengbou, Li Quanyin, Huang Zizhong…”

Each time a name was read, the old man would frown and think for a long time, but each time he shook his head regrettably.

Until Li Mu read one particular name, the old man suddenly trembled with excitement.

“Say it again, what was his name?”

“Han Zili. The ‘Zi’ from ‘zi si’ (descendant), and the ‘Li’ from ‘lizheng’ (stand at attention).”

“Zili, Zili is still alive?”





Chapter 1259: Comrades of Yesteryear

The old man’s inexplicable excitement brightened Li Mu’s own spirits. He realized this could very well be a breakthrough point in convincing the old man to leave this place.

So, he earnestly said to the old man, “The information shows that this Elder Mr. Han Zili is indeed still alive. He has been living in Chengdu since 1955. However, the information provided by our volunteers states that the old man is quite forgetful and doesn’t remember many past events clearly. We only confirmed his identity as a former pilot but haven’t found the specific unit number of his former force.”

The old man immediately looked disappointed, saying, “In 1950, I heard he went to Taiwan, and he’s not from Chengdu. How could he have been living in Chengdu continuously? Could there be a mistake?”

Li Mu said, “If there were two Han Zilis in the entire Nationalist Army system back then, it wouldn’t be surprising. However, the Nationalist Air Force at that time didn’t have many pilots, so there likely wouldn’t be a possibility of duplicate names, would there?”

The old man nodded, saying, “What you said makes sense, but we still can’t rule out that possibility. Plus, I heard that those who went to Taiwan in those years only started to return in the late 1980s. Going to Taiwan in 1949 and returning to live in Chengdu in 1955 is basically impossible.”

The old man had a special, firsthand memory of that era. In those years, a large number of Nationalist officers followed the Nationalist government to Taiwan, not because they yearned to go to Taiwan, but because they had no choice. And once they left, they absolutely couldn’t return. The Taiwan authorities would never allow it. Therefore, if a Nationalist soldier or officer went to Taiwan in 1949, it was basically impossible for them to settle in Chengdu in 1955.

Li Mu said, “This information doesn’t mention Elder Mr. Han Zili going to Taiwan. Could your information be incorrect?”

The old man fell silent, then after a moment said, “It’s possible. I heard it from others, there’s no concrete evidence.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, then added, “Furthermore, this document has a note: Mr. Han Zili’s son told our volunteers that the elder is a Qilu native. In his youth, he pursued his studies at a military academy in Yunnan Province. Later, he resolved to join the Nationalist Air Force after realizing the weakness of the Republic of China’s air power at the time. Does this information align for you?”

The old man’s eyes, which had dimmed just moments ago, brightened again as he said in surprise, “Then it aligns! Zili is a Qilu native. His family was distantly related to Han Fuju, the ‘King of Qilu’ at the time. He entered the Yunnan Province Military Academy in 1937. After Han Fuju was shot by Chiang Kai-shek in Jinling in 1938, he immediately applied to enter the Central Aviation Academy. He told me privately that everyone in the military academy knew he was related to Han Fuju. After Han Fuju was executed, he started to be ostracized in the military academy. Seeing that promotion in the army was hopeless, he gave up his plan to pursue an officer’s path and joined the air force.”

Speaking of this, the old man eagerly pressed, “Can you contact him?”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Yes, it has his son’s phone number. If you want to talk to him, I can make a call to arrange it.”

“Alright, alright, alright!” The old man said three “alrights” in a row, excitedly saying, “Do you have… that hand-held device?”

“Hand-held device?”

“It’s that thing you carry around that lets you make calls. Your volunteer had one with him last time, and he told me it was called a hand-held device.”

Li Mu suddenly realized, saying, “You’re probably talking about a cell phone.”

As he spoke, he pulled out his own cell phone and asked the old man, “Is it this kind of thing?”

The old man nodded hurriedly, “Yes, that’s it.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll call Elder Mr. Han’s son now. If it’s convenient for them, you can talk to Elder Mr. Han. However… the information states that the elder’s amnesia is quite severe; he can’t even remember his own unit number, so he might not remember you. You should be mentally prepared.”

The old man nodded, “Okay, I understand. It doesn’t matter if he doesn’t remember, as long as it’s him.”

Li Mu dialed the number from the information; it was a Chengdu landline phone number. After a few rings, a middle-aged man answered. When Li Mu asked if Elder Mr. Han Zili was home, the man said, “You’re looking for my Grandpa, right? My father took him to the hospital for rehabilitation, but they’ll be back soon. You can call back in half an hour.”

Li Mu didn’t say much more, thanked him, arranged to call back in half an hour, and then hung up.

After explaining the situation to the old man, he wasn’t disappointed. He kept nodding, saying, “Zili is one year younger than me; he should be eighty-seven now. His son can still take him to get medical treatment, which means his son is very filial to him.”

“Yes,” Li Mu replied, then curiously asked the old man, “Elder Mr. Sun, is this Elder Mr. Han your comrade-in-arms?”

The old man excitedly said, “He was my other wingman…”

Li Mu exclaimed in surprise, “So that’s it! Then you truly were comrades fighting side-by-side!”

The old man sighed, “Yes, I had two wingmen. The other one sacrificed his life.”

Li Mu thought it was quite a coincidence that the old man found his former wingman on a list. However, upon closer thought, the Nationalist Air Force, including the Flying Tigers, didn’t have many pilots in total. Perhaps the combined number wasn’t even as much as a single department in a regular university. Based on his own university experience, everyone in his class knew each other, and those in the same department but different classes, constantly seeing each other, would at least recognize half. So, taking out a list of ten people, it wouldn’t be right if you didn’t know three or five of them.

Considering the total number of Nationalist Air Force pilots wasn’t large, the total number of Flying Tigers pilots back then wouldn’t have been too many either. It was quite possible that among the surviving American Flying Tigers, there might still be people Elder Mr. Sun Xiaozhong knew.

Li Mu suddenly recalled that at the Flying Tigers press conference in Hollywood, among the American Flying Tigers invited by Steven Spielberg, there was an old man named Paul Crawford. His recollections included a historical account of being a member of the Flying Tigers, piloting a plane to protect American bombers, then being shot down by the Japanese and rescued by local villagers. Elder Mr. Sun Xiaozhong’s previous recollections also had a very similar experience…

So, Li Mu asked Elder Mr. Sun Xiaozhong, “Elder Mr. Sun, do you know an American Flying Tigers member named Paul Crawford?”

“Paul Crawford?” The old man immediately asked in surprise, “How do you know that person?”

Li Mu said, “I met him in the United States. He was invited to the press conference for our movie Flying Tigers in America.”

The old man slapped his leg, his face full of excitement, saying, “I can’t believe he’s still alive! Although my official staff position was with the Nationalist Air Force, I was actually under Chennault’s command, just like the American pilots of the Flying Tigers. So Paul Crawford was also my comrade-in-arms at the time. I mentioned that I was shot down by the Japanese while covering bombers one time; in that escort mission, his plane was also crushed by the Japanese. Ah, the Japanese fought so fiercely that time. They knew those American bombers had just bombed their hometowns; the way they strove with all their might against us, it was as if they wanted to crash their planes into ours…”

After a sigh, the old man returned to the main topic: “That time, a total of eight of our fighter jets were shot down. Paul Crawford and I both parachuted, landing in different places, first rescued by different villagers, and then sent separately to a town for hiding. That’s when I bumped into him. We then hid together for a period with the help of local fellow townsmen before finally escaping danger. All in all, we lived together in a cellar for over a month…”

Li Mu immediately said, “In a while, we will invite other American surviving Flying Tigers members, including Paul Crawford, to China. Besides him, there might be other old acquaintances of yours among them.”

A flicker of excited anticipation flashed in the old man’s eyes.

Li Mu said nothing more. Rather than trying to persuade the old man to agree to come down the mountain, it was better to induce the old man to want to come down himself. Paul Crawford was just one possible factor for success; more important was Han Zili.

Immediately, Li Mu whispered a few words into Liu Xinying’s ear. Liu Xinying immediately found an excuse to go to the toilet and left the thatched hut. She then used her cell phone to call Elder Mr. Han Zili’s son, explaining the special situation there…

When the half-hour agreed time came, Li Mu dialed Elder Mr. Han Zili’s son’s number again. The call was answered quickly. Elder Mr. Han’s grandson said, “Mr. Li, right? My father and Grandpa are back. Should I let my Grandpa listen to the phone?”

Li Mu quickly said, “Yes, please bother to let Elder Mr. Han take the call.”

The other party said, “My Grandpa’s memory has some issues. Please also greet Elder Mr. Sun and ask for his understanding if my Grandpa doesn’t remember anything.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said, “Then I’ll give the phone to Elder Mr. Sun.”

After handing the cell phone to the elder and showing him how to use it, Li Mu said to the old man, “Elder Mr. Han’s memory isn’t very good, he might not remember you. Please be understanding.”

The old man nodded repeatedly, took the phone, and with a trembling voice tentatively asked, “Little brother Zili?”

At this moment, in the old brick building in the suburbs of Chengdu, three generations of the Han family were gathered around the landline phone. The call was on speakerphone, and Elder Mr. Han’s son, daughter-in-law, and grandson were all listening anxiously. In recent years, the old man’s memory had progressively worsened, and he couldn’t remember many things. The family hoped that through this re-connection with a comrade-in-arms, he might recall some precious memories from that time.

Elder Mr. Han sat in front of the phone, somewhat bewildered, not knowing who wanted to talk to him. Hearing the voice on the other end address him as “little brother Zili,” he felt a sudden daze.

The old man was eighty-seven years old. For so many years, very few people had used this address for him, making it feel extremely unfamiliar yet subconsciously incredibly familiar.

The old man frowned and pondered for a long time, still unable to retrieve that memory. Out of politeness, he said loudly, “I am Han Zili, who is this?”

“I am Xiaozhong, Sun Xiaozhong. Do you still remember me?”

“Sun Xiaozhong?” The old man’s brows furrowed even tighter. This name seemed to touch a chord deep within his memory, but he couldn’t quite untangle that connection right away.

The old man then quickly added, “Nationalist Air Force, Sixth Group, 12th Squadron. Don’t you remember?”

The other end of the phone was silent for a moment, then a trembling gasp suddenly came through, “You are, Squadron Leader?!”





Chapter 1260: Deep Comradeship

“Squadron Leader!”

That single address brought tears to Elder Mr. Sun’s eyes, soaking his face.

He hadn’t heard that title in far too many years.

During the War of Resistance, a time of national crisis that tore China apart, the Nationalist Air Force fought from an initial small team of six airplanes, growing to a squadron of six airplanes, and finally, even if some squadrons only had two airplanes left, they still maintained the squadron’s official staff position.

Initially, Sun Xiaozhong’s squadron consisted of twenty-four airplanes. When he was promoted to Squadron Leader, only seven were left in the entire squadron, and by the time the war ended, only four remained. Most downed pilots rarely survived, which speaks volumes about the horrific nature of the battles.

After the war, Sun Xiaozhong transitioned to a civilian role. Once he separated from the pilots of his original squadron, the title of Squadron Leader was almost never used again.

On the other end of the phone, Han Zili’s face was also wet with tears. Memory loss is a painless torment for the elderly. More and more people and events slip away from one’s memory. When people asked him if he still remembered them, or if he still remembered certain things, Han Zili always felt extremely dejected because he genuinely racked his brains and couldn’t recall many people and events, which made him feel he had failed many.

In recent years, he couldn’t remember much of the War of Resistance himself; his son even remembered more things than he did. So when Sun Xiaozhong first uttered his name, Han Zili struggled to recall any details about it. Yet, in his subconscious, that name seemed to hold a unique significance, and this immense contradiction caused him great pain.

Fortunately, when Sun Xiaozhong mentioned their old unit’s designation, the elder’s memory, struggling at its bottleneck, suddenly flooded forth. Fragments, scenes, people, and events from those years surged towards him like a tide. He knew the voice on the other end of the line belonged to his former Squadron Leader, Sun Xiaozhong, which made him excited indescribably.

Han Zili still thought he was dreaming. His Old Captain, Sun Xiaozhong, who had vanished for decades, was actually calling him. He couldn’t help but ask again, “Squadron Leader, is it really you? I’m Zili, are you truly Sun Xiaozhong?”

“It’s me, Zili! I’m Sun Xiaozhong!” Elder Mr. Sun repeated again and again, wiping away tears as he exclaimed, “In 1950, I heard you went to Taiwan, but the volunteers told me you were in Chengdu. How did you end up in Chengdu?”

Elder Mr. Han also choked up, saying, “I also heard people say you gave up the chance to go to Taiwan. I had already arrived in Taiwan by then, and I wanted to send you a telegram to persuade you to come over, but they said your regiment headquarters had completely withdrawn, so I couldn’t send a telegram. I wrote you several letters and entrusted people to deliver them to Yunnan Province, but couldn’t find you. By the end of 1949, many pilots who had followed them over escaped back because they were homesick and yearned for New China. I was homesick too, and wanted to return home. So, at the end of 1949, I seized an opportunity to escape back…”

Elder Mr. Sun sighed, “You were truly amazing. If I were you, I might not have dared to escape. What if you were shot down? You would have lost your life!”

Elder Mr. Han wiped a tear and said, “Old Captain, you are the truly amazing one. You gave up the chance to go to Taiwan directly for your wife and children. My will wasn’t firm enough; I left my wife and children behind and escaped. I’m ashamed!”

Elder Mr. Sun comforted him, “Don’t blame yourself. They must have told you back then that they would bring your wife and children over to reunite with you afterwards, right?”

“Yes, they told me at the time that they would bring my wife and children over to meet me after a while. But it was only when I went there that I realized, under those circumstances, it was impossible for my wife and children to come over at all. That’s when I knew I’d been tricked. Staying there meant I had to be separated from my wife and children, not knowing when we could reunite. How could I bear that? So, you’re still the best, Old Captain, you saw things much more clearly than I did…”

Elder Mr. Sun nodded, then suddenly fell silent in front of the phone.

At this moment, Elder Mr. Han’s son quickly whispered a few words in his ear. Li Mu had spoken to him earlier about persuading the elder to come down the mountain, and Elder Mr. Han’s help was needed.

After a silence that lasted one or two minutes, Elder Mr. Han said from the other end of the line, “Old Captain, let’s meet! I don’t know how much longer I’ll live; if I can see you one last time before I die, I’ll have no regrets!”

Elder Mr. Sun said without hesitation, “Yes, we must meet, we must meet! Give me an address, and I’ll come find you!”

“I’m not very close to you, Old Captain!” Elder Mr. Han said, “I heard from the volunteers that they plan to bring us old veterans to Kunming for a reunion sometime soon. Let’s just meet in Kunming then. We can revisit an old place before we die! Maybe we’ll even see other old comrades-in-arms!”

Elder Mr. Sun said, “I just heard that Paul Crawford is still alive, and he will also be coming to China sometime soon. Do you still remember him?”

“Who is Paul Crawford? Why is his name so long?” Elder Mr. Han’s memory hadn’t fully returned, and he couldn’t recall who this person was for a moment.

Elder Mr. Sun said, “Did you forget? Paul, the American from the Flying Tigers who flew the P-40, the large shark with the number 99. One time, your airplane was damaged, and he and I covered your retreat together. Afterwards, you even specifically invited him to drink alcohol.”

Elder Mr. Han was stunned for a moment, then suddenly realized and said, “I remember the person you’re talking about! He’s still alive!”

Elder Mr. Sun chuckled, “Neither of us is dead yet, so why can’t he be alive?”

Elder Mr. Han also laughed, saying, “You’re right. But we’re both so old now; this might really be our last meeting. Old Captain, you absolutely must be there then!”

Elder Mr. Sun immediately promised, “Don’t worry, I will definitely be there!”

When they heard this, everyone present breathed a sigh of relief.

It seemed that for the elder, his own health, better living conditions, and the faint hope of familial affection could not compel him to leave this thatched hut. But the confirmed camaraderie had played a decisive role.

Liu Xinying excitedly turned away, quietly wiping her tears, and at the same time, she subtly glanced at Li Mu. No one had expected that persuading the elder to come down the mountain by helping him find his comrades would work. If Li Mu hadn’t come along, they might have reached a stalemate by the end of the persuasion attempt earlier. The likely outcome would have been the elder still unwilling to come down, and Liu Xinying would have had to retreat dejectedly, then find a way to locate his relatives and use familial affection to persuade him.

Li Mu, while sighing with relief, also felt a sudden blockage in his chest. He walked over to Liu Xinying and whispered to her, “I’m going out for a cigarette. Please put in a bit of extra effort with the elder here and try to get him to agree to come with us today.”

Liu Xinying nodded gently, and Li Mu quietly exited the thatched hut. Only then did he realize that dozens of villagers had already gathered at the entrance. If Chen Chengwu hadn’t had a few soldiers block them, they probably would have flooded in to watch the fun.

Walking up to Chen Chengwu, Li Mu pulled out a cigarette and offered him one, saying, “Care for one?”

Chen Chengwu looked at Li Mu in surprise, smiling as he asked, “General Manager Li, you smoke too?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “Very occasionally, about a pack a month.”

Chen Chengwu nodded, took out his lighter, and was about to light Li Mu’s cigarette. Li Mu was very polite, extending his right hand to shield the flame. After the cigarette was lit, he gently tapped Chen Chengwu’s hand, saying thank you.

Chen Chengwu was even more surprised. Smokers have their own rules. If someone lights your cigarette, it’s polite to shield the flame as a sign of respect. However, if the other person’s status is significantly higher, not shielding the flame is also acceptable. In Chen Chengwu’s eyes, Li Mu’s status was infinitely higher than his own, yet he was still so polite. It was unexpected, and this further improved his impression of Li Mu.

Li Mu took a puff of his cigarette, slowly exhaled, and then asked him, “Why are there so many villagers here?”

Chen Chengwu said, “The old village chief went house to house to notify them. These villagers heard that the patriarch is a War of Resistance hero and all wanted to come see him. The soldiers kindly persuaded them, saying that they were currently filming the patriarch inside, so they waited outside.”

After speaking, Chen Chengwu asked Li Mu, “Did the patriarch agree to come down the mountain?”

Li Mu nodded, “He agreed. Persuading him to agree was really not easy!”

“I heard,” Chen Chengwu said. “It was said earlier that the patriarch would rather die than come down the mountain, only wishing to stay here. How did you persuade him? Tell me about it.”

“Ah, it’s a long story,” Li Mu said. “The photographers recorded everything. When the footage is ready, I’ll show you. You’ll probably shed tears after watching it.”

Chen Chengwu said, “I already shed tears once when the patriarch saluted us just now. Whenever I think of an old hero who used to fly airplanes and engage in fierce battles with Japanese devils, living a life like this now, I feel incredibly pained.”

Speaking of this, Chen Chengwu looked at Li Mu and said earnestly, “General Manager Li, what you’re doing is of immense significance. The history of these veterans must be etched in the hearts of the world…”

Li Mu said, “My greatest wish is to have all of society pay attention to the later lives of these veterans. They don’t just need our material assistance; they need our sufficient spiritual recognition even more. The elder has done such great things, yet he keeps everything hidden. If they pass away, these real and great stories can only go with them. That feeling is truly sorrowful.”

“You are absolutely right!” Chen Chengwu nodded repeatedly, then asked, “By the way, can the patriarch come with us today?”

Li Mu said, “I’m having Xinying continue working on him, to see if she can persuade the patriarch to come with us today. It shouldn’t be a big problem.”

Chen Chengwu said, “This godforsaken place can’t even land a helicopter. The patriarch will probably suffer a bit to get out of the mountains with us. Our soldiers prepared folding stretchers when we came. We’ll take turns carrying him out of the mountains then.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’m counting on your hard work. If we can make it out before dark today, we’ll rest one night in the Town. Then I’ll have Xinying contact an ambulance from Yunnan Province to come over, and tomorrow morning we’ll take the elder directly to the hospital.”

Chen Chengwu quickly said, “No need, let’s go to our Military Region sanatorium. It’s next to the Military Region Hospital. Xinying had already communicated well with us previously. Our superiors’ meaning is, as long as they are veterans within the Yunnan Province Military Region’s coverage area, they can all be sent to the Military Region Hospital and sanatorium, and all expenses will be covered by the Military Region! This is what we should do!”





Chapter 1261: Not Afraid of Doing Too Much, Only Afraid of Doing Too Little

As an ambulance carried Elder Mr. Sun towards Kunming, Li Mu and Liu Xinying sat in a military SUV, beginning to sort out the next steps for their “Search for Surviving Flying Tigers Members” plan.

With news of Han Zili, persuading the elderly man to descend the mountain became things fall into place naturally. Elder Mr. Sun, at the thought of reuniting with his old comrade-in-arms, was so excited he wished he could set off immediately.

Over ten soldiers took turns carrying the elderly man out of the deep mountains on a folding stretcher for several hours. After finding a bed for him at the town clinic for a night’s rest, the convoy immediately departed at dawn, as soon as the Military Region Hospital’s ambulance arrived.

Li Mu was worried the elderly man’s health might suffer during prolonged traveling, so he was focused on getting him to the Military Region Hospital as quickly as possible, which would also allow everyone to relax.

Fortunately, before getting into the vehicle, the doctor from the Military Region checked the elderly man’s condition, confirming he was in good health, merely suffering from long-term malnutrition. Lying down all the way to Kunming wouldn’t be much of a challenge for him.

Li Mu and Liu Xinying had managed to snatch a few winks in the car the previous night. Though not entirely comfortable, it wasn’t a challenge for young people. After all, when Li Mu first went to Beijing for work, he used to stand for over ten hours on trains with no seats, so sleeping while sitting was already a very good option for him.

Liu Xinying, without a hint of a pampered young lady’s weakness, slept even more soundly than Li Mu in the back seat of the off-road vehicle, wrapped in her assault jacket.

As the convoy began its return journey, everyone’s stamina had largely recovered. Liu Xinying’s workaholic nature gradually began to show. Holding a stack of documents, she meticulously sorted through them.

Currently, this charitable activity had not yet been officially announced to the public. Li Mu and Liu Xinying hoped to diligently find all the surviving Flying Tigers members they could first, then gather them in Kunming. On one hand, they would provide them with systematic physical examinations, treatment, and recuperation in Kunming; on the other hand, they would reunite the elders, allowing the story of the old Flying Tigers to be systematically pieced together anew through their oral accounts.

Besides this, professional photography teams would follow the entire charitable activity, ensuring that these processes could be fully recorded and, through editing, transformed into a major documentary capable of moving the entire nation.

Liu Xinying said, “Next, our volunteers will continue to travel to various places. Just like our contact with Elder Mr. Sun, they will bring more Flying Tigers members to Kunming. At the same time, General Manager Li, you need to communicate well with the American side and arrange for the American old Flying Tigers members to come to Kunming as soon as possible to reunite with their comrades-in-arms.”

Li Mu nodded, “I’m already coordinating with Steven Spielberg. He will try to find as many American old Flying Tigers members as possible and persuade them to come to China. I think it would be best if we could also send a production team to the United States to conduct follow-up interviews with these elders. We should visit their homes, interview them at their American comrades-in-arms gatherings, and continue filming until they prepare to board the plane for China.”

Liu Xinying immediately nodded and said, “I still have some friends in the United States. I’ll contact them today to see if we can find a reliable American team to cooperate with. For such a massive follow-up filming plan, we don’t have enough manpower ourselves right now. We can only send a few supervisors over and find capable American teams to work with.”

Li Mu said, “You are the specific person in charge of this. You decide what to do; don’t worry about the cost.”

As he spoke, Li Mu remembered something and added, “Oh, about these elders coming to China, we must spare no expense. The scale must be as grand as possible. If their relatives wish to come to China together, all expenses will be borne by us. As long as the maximum number of relatives each veteran can bring does not exceed ten people, we will accept them all.”

Liu Xinying exclaimed, “So many people? Then, just the American Flying Tigers members and their relatives alone might total around two hundred people.”

“The more the merrier,” Li Mu said firmly. “Contact Air China in advance. We’ll pay to charter a Boeing 747, and then give this plane a new paint scheme. The nose will feature the Flying Tigers’ classic shark mouth design, and the fuselage will be emblazoned with the entire charitable activity’s journey and logo.”

Liu Xinying said, “Repainting a plane is very costly, and it will have to be restored to its original state afterward. Isn’t that a bit too wasteful?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Don’t worry, let it be wasteful. Send me the bill then; I’ll pay for it personally, not through the foundation’s accounts.”

“Not only that, but we also need to communicate well with American media and have them participate throughout the entire process. Let’s frame this as a collective memory for two countries and two nations. This is a truly significant instance of China and the United States fighting side-by-side in history. Let Americans understand this great history too. Don’t let them always look at us with prejudiced eyes. Things like ideology, religious beliefs, and economic development can all be cast aside in the face of world peace. The Flying Tigers were the best proof of that. So for this reunion of the old Flying Tigers members, we must build up considerable momentum. We should not only let all of China and all of America know, but try our best to let the whole world know!”

Liu Xinying didn’t know that the film ‘Flying Tigers’ carried too much of Li Mu’s national sentiment. He not only wanted to showcase China’s contributions and sacrifices to the world, but also wanted the world to recognize China’s positive image. At the same time, through this film, he subtly hoped to make Chinese films and Chinese culture more accepted by people worldwide. Furthermore, he also hoped to use this film to once again make the world aware of the atrocities Japan committed against China during World War II.

Li Mu’s attitude was simple: history can be forgiven, but it must never be forgotten, and certainly never falsified.

Therefore, whether for the movie ‘Flying Tigers’, or for the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ charitable initiative, or to educate the world about the crimes committed by Japan during World War II, Li Mu had every reason to invite as many American Flying Tigers members from the United States as possible, to fully amplify its influence.

Just imagine, if over twenty American Flying Tigers members and over twenty Chinese Flying Tigers members were to meet in China, spanning decades and two centuries, for most people, this would be a profound emotional event, and it would surely move countless hearts.

Seeing Li Mu’s unusual insistence, Liu Xinying nodded and said, “I’ll contact Air China through a friend; it should be no problem. However, we need to set a specific time node as soon as possible and then proceed according to the decided time node.”

Li Mu nodded, “I’ll contact Steven Spielberg. The sooner this matter is handled, the better.”

The impact of SARS had not yet truly spread nationwide. Public activities had to be completed within the next month or two. Once April hit, the impact of SARS would explode instantly. If such activities were to be launched then, the pressure would be enormous. Not to mention, panic would spread everywhere. Even if these old Flying Tigers members were willing to come to China, their relatives would probably stop them. But if it dragged on until after SARS, considering people’s caution and fear, it might never happen.

Liu Xinying said to Li Mu, “Oh, General Manager Li, I have an idea. This time, let’s communicate with the Yunnan Province government and seek some support from the local government.”

Li Mu said, “What kind of support do you need from the local government? The Flying Tigers were, after all, part of the Kuomintang Air Force and the US Air Force’s history. I’m worried the local government wouldn’t want to get too involved in such matters.”

Liu Xinying nodded, saying, “We don’t need public support from the local government. Just some convenience on certain issues. For example, building a dedicated cemetery section for the Flying Tigers members in the provincial martyrs’ cemetery. This part can be funded by us. Additionally, I think we should erect a monument for this reunion of Chinese and American Flying Tigers members, and have these elderly veterans participate in the groundbreaking ceremony.”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Good, those are excellent ideas. Go ahead and do as you planned. If possible, please also ask the Military Region to help us coordinate with the local government. If the public cemetery matter is resolved, then in the future, any Flying Tigers members who wish to be buried in the public cemetery after their passing, we will provide suitable arrangements for them. Not only will we fully bear all expenses for the cemetery, but after an old Flying Tigers member passes away, as long as their ashes are in China, we will send vehicles and volunteers to retrieve them, and also arrange round-trip transportation for their relatives. We’ll even provide round-trip transportation and accommodation costs for their relatives to visit and pay respects in Yunnan Province every year. We’re not afraid of doing too much, only afraid of doing too little!”



After Elder Mr. Sun arrived at the Kunming Military Region Hospital, the hospital immediately organized an expert team to serve Elder Mr. Sun throughout his stay. While conducting a systematic physical examination, they also analyzed his nutritional status. The elderly man had many chronic illnesses, some already very serious, so the expert team immediately convened a meeting to discuss his complete treatment and recovery plan.

For these veterans, the Military Region Hospital specially made available three large, excellent hospital rooms. Each room had eight beds. Although there were many beds, the environment was first-class and the internal facilities were very complete. A Head Nurse was specially assigned, along with several experienced nurses, to form a dedicated nursing group, clearly demonstrating the importance placed on this initiative.

Immediately afterward, volunteers began working to persuade other old Flying Tigers members to agree to go to Kunming for recuperation. Elder Mr. Sun was merely a stubborn individual among the surviving Flying Tigers members in China. Apart from the effort required to persuade him to come to Kunming, the other Flying Tigers members showed no hesitation in accepting the invitation to Kunming.

After Elder Mr. Sun was settled, volunteers began arranging for other identified old Flying Tigers members and their relatives from across the country to travel to Kunming.

The foundation staff went to great lengths to ensure these veterans arrived safely in Kunming. For older Flying Tigers members who lived farther away, volunteers would first contact local hospitals, use an ambulance to transport the elder to the hospital for a physical examination. Once cleared for air travel, they would be directly taken to the airport by ambulance. Ambulances would also be waiting at Kunming airport, and the elders would be directly transported to the Military Region Hospital by ambulance upon arrival.

Elder Mr. Sun went from living alone in an eight-person hospital room to having his first old comrade-in-arms, then his second. Soon after, his long-cherished subordinate, Elder Mr. Han Zili, also arrived in Kunming. The two elderly men, separated for decades, were finally reunited…





Chapter 1262: Proper Arrangements

Li Mu stayed in Kunming for several days.

During these days, he personally witnessed the arrival of one Flying Tigers veteran after another. Regardless of their physical condition, whether good or poor, all the veterans were arranged in the Military Region hospital. Nearly twenty old Flying Tigers veterans reunited with their comrades-in-arms from back then, right there in the modern Military Region hospital.

The identities of many veterans could be cross-verified there. Although no one could recognize everyone, each person was recognized and remembered by some others. Even those who didn’t know each other could exchange their unit numbers, leaders’ names, and various battles they had participated in, always finding many shared experiences and memories.

And so, after many years, these elderly individuals began living the life they had dreamed of for decades: gathering with their wartime comrades-in-arms, talking about the past together, crying together, and laughing together.

All the relatives of the elderly were accommodated in a hotel near the Military Region hospital. Volunteers relayed Li Mu’s arrangements to them: all family members accompanying the elderly to Kunming, if they wished to stay and accompany them, could reside in the hotel indefinitely for free. If they needed to leave early due to work or personal reasons, the Foundation would purchase their return train tickets and plane tickets, while also promising to take good care of the elderly who remained in Kunming for recuperation.

After a few days, most of the relatives gradually left Kunming. However, for these veterans, there was no sadness at all, because their families had accompanied them for decades. At this very moment, those around them were the comrades with whom they had faced life and death together, and whom they hadn’t seen for decades. Being able to stay with them was a dream they had harbored for decades, a dream that had finally come true.

The film crew collaborating with the Foundation had established a permanent base in Kunming. Every day, they would meticulously document the veterans’ lives and interview them in batches. Some interviews were individual, while others were for small groups. For instance, Sun Xiaozhong and Han Zili, these two veterans, were arranged to be interviewed together.

The identities and experiences of these two veterans were remarkably representative among all the Flying Tigers veterans. Veteran Sun Xiaozhong had a difficult life, but Veteran Han Zili’s life was much happier.

Back then, after Mr. Han Zili flew his airplane back to the Mainland from Taiwan, he initially received a hero’s welcome and even became a symbolic figure for a time. The Mainland at the time hoped he would join the PLA Air Force, but after weighing his options, he refused. When reporters inquired about the reason, the veteran explained that his greatest desire back then was to reunite with his family, as he had fought wars for over ten years and had simply had enough.

The Mainland side at the time showed sufficient respect for the veteran’s decision. The airplane that he risked his life to fly back to the Mainland was naturally left to the government, while the veteran followed his family to Chengdu, where they had settled, starting the quiet life he had most longed for back then.

Due to the veteran’s defection, he initially received some special treatment upon returning to the Mainland. However, during the Korean War, because the front lines severely lacked pilots, especially experienced ones, the military once again tried to mobilize the veteran to join the PLA Air Force to defend the homeland. The veteran adamantly refused, and gradually those special treatments fizzled out. Later, during various political movements, the veteran suffered some hardships. Fortunately, a comrade-in-arms who had joined the Liberation Army in 1945 looked after him, allowing him to escape from various movements and live a peaceful life until now.

During the Cultural Revolution, many rebel factions and Red Guards still worried about his past Kuomintang identity. However, after the Cultural Revolution ended, the veteran’s former identity was completely forgotten by society. Subsequently, as China entered an era of rapid, skyrocketing economic development, no one looked back to understand the veteran’s past experiences. Mr. Han Zili joked to the camera, saying, “The last time anyone dug up his Flying Tigers identity was to struggle session him. I never thought that so many years later, someone would dig up his identity again, not to struggle session him, but to help him.”

Li Mu told the veteran that the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation sought out surviving veterans not only to help them but also to allow society to re-understand their stories and to give them the respect and gratitude they deserved.

This was also the core philosophy Li Mu instilled in the entire Foundation.

…

After several days of busy work in Kunming, the Lunar New Year was approaching.

Li Mu’s mother called him, giving him two options for the Spring Festival: first, Li Mu could return to Haizhou to celebrate with them; second, they could go to Yanjing to celebrate with Li Mu.

Li Mu chose the first option without hesitation.

Having worked tirelessly back and forth during this period, he already felt very indebted to his parents. With the Spring Festival approaching, how could he let them hassle all the way to Yanjing to celebrate with him? It was only right for him to go back and accompany them. Moreover, all four elderly parents from both families were still around, and as a junior, he naturally had to visit them during the New Year.

Li Mu’s mother was naturally very pleased with his decision. She said everyone in the family was waiting for him to come home for New Year’s. This year, Li Mu’s mother had already booked the largest and best private room at the Haizhou Ecological Park. The spacious room could accommodate two large tables, each seating over twenty people. According to Li Mu’s mother, she hoped that this year, the relatives of both the Li family and the Xiao family could celebrate together.

Before this, the two families had never celebrated the New Year together. After all, the older generation didn’t come from single-child families; Li Mu’s father wasn’t the only son in his family, nor was Li Mu’s mother the only daughter in hers. There wasn’t enough reason for two large families to accommodate a smaller one.

But today was different from the past. The main reason for this consideration was actually Li Mu.

Li Mu was now the greatest pride of both families. As the patriarchs of both families put it, it was truly as if their ancestral graves were smoking with good fortune to have produced such a talent. Both large families hoped to spend the Spring Festival with Li Mu.

In fact, not only Li Mu became the focus of both families, but Li Mu’s father and mother also became the current pillars of their respective families. Although Li Mu’s parents’ business was much smaller in scale compared to Li Mu’s, they had always tried to enable more relatives to get a piece of the pie from their business. So, the current situation was that both large families were making money and getting rich by following Li Mu’s parents.

Li Mu hadn’t really wanted his parents to overlap too much with relatives in business. He didn’t heartache over money, but he was concerned his parents might get hurt by someone. However, Li Mu’s father and mother were people who highly valued sentiment and loyalty. In their words, their business was only tens of millions, or at most one hundred million in scale. Even if they were cheated by relatives, they would accept it. If they really were cheated, the two of them would immediately stop doing business and focus on enjoying ‘blessings’ (sarcastic, meaning: to be imprisoned) with their son.

Since his parents were so open-minded, Li Mu didn’t interfere further. However, what pleased Li Mu was that although some relatives used to be snobs and petty, under such a completely unequal dependency, no one was an ungrateful wretch who betrayed their own. While the living standards of both families rose at a skyrocketing pace, their familial affection for each other also grew much stronger than before.

It was precisely because of this family harmony that Li Mu’s mother and father decided, after discussing it, to bring the two large families together for a lively New Year celebration.

Li Mu calculated the time and decided to fly directly from Yunnan Province to Jinling, rest at home for three to five days, and then return directly to Yanjing.

So, Li Mu found Liu Xinying and briefed her on the matters concerning Yunnan Province.

Firstly, the Foundation would fund a New Year’s celebration for these Flying Tigers veterans, including their family members. The New Year’s Eve dinner would be turned into a grand reunion for comrades. This was not only to foster camaraderie among the old comrades but, more importantly, to foster it among their descendants. Their twilight years might not last much longer, but the bond passed down through families and bloodlines can continue for generations. In some future era, perhaps all these veterans might have passed away, but their sons could still stand together like brothers, mourn their elders together, or drink and make merry in life together;

Of course, if veterans and their families were unwilling, the Foundation would absolutely not force them. In that case, the Foundation would arrange for the veterans who wished to go home for the New Year to be sent back.

Secondly, the Foundation would give each Flying Tigers veteran a holiday bonus of five thousand yuan. And starting this year, for the two major festivals of Spring Festival and Mid-Autumn Festival every year, the veterans would receive five thousand yuan holiday bonuses. At the same time, a home visit would be conducted for the veterans. For those without support in old age, the Foundation would be responsible for their care. For those with unfilial children, the Foundation would be responsible for their care while exposing the unfilial behavior of their children to the entire society. Once this begins, it must continue until every Flying Tigers veteran passes away.

Thirdly, Li Mu personally initiated, and Pastoral Tech and Taobao Technology cooperated, jointly investing five million yuan to sponsor the Yunnan Military Region to establish a Martyrs’ Family Foundation within the Yunnan Military Region. This was Li Mu’s way of reciprocating the favor to the entire Military Region.

The Military Region had borne all the expenses for the physical examinations, treatment, and recuperation of the old Flying Tigers veterans, providing immense support to the Foundation. Therefore, Li Mu also had to do something for the Military Region. The Military Region’s policy benefits were naturally relatively comprehensive, and Li Mu did not have the capability to provide certain universal benefits for hundreds of thousands of soldiers. So, he set up a similar charity project for the Yunnan Military Region as he had initially done for the Divine Sword Brigade.

During his days in Kunming, Li Mu had also learned a lot about the Yunnan Military Region. Although it was peacetime, Yunnan Province, being a border region with more armed crime, meant that soldiers frequently participated in actual combat. Thus, the number of fallen Martyrs was significantly higher than in other regions. While the state provided pensions and other benefits for Martyrs, the dead are gone, and no amount of compensation for their families is too much. Li Mu’s five million yuan would primarily be used to assist the lives of Martyrs’ families and the education of their children.

Five million yuan was not a small sum in 2003. Li Mu’s decision earned widespread goodwill throughout the Military Region. With such profound camaraderie, some Martyrs’ comrades continue to support the families of their fallen comrades to this day. Li Mu’s contribution of five million yuan this time truly made them feel exceptionally heartwarming.





Chapter 1263: I’ll Be the One to Harvest!

When preparing to leave Spring City, Li Mu informed Du Wei and Liu Ye, the Chinese lead actors of Flying Tigers, about the progress of the Everlasting Veterans Foundation in Spring City. He hoped they could take time during the Spring Festival to visit the military sanatorium and comfort these old Flying Tigers veterans.

Li Mu’s idea was twofold: first, the two actors were about to participate in the filming of Flying Tigers, a movie based on the real stories of these veterans decades ago. As the lead actors who would be bringing their stories to the big screen, it was necessary for them to show their respect to these elderly individuals. Second, the veterans held many historical memories, and hearing their accounts in person was essential to experience the true emotional impact.

Previously, Li Mu had not disclosed the progress here to them, so they were unaware of the situation. After hearing Li Mu’s introduction, both of them readily agreed to his proposal, and, by coincidence, set the date for New Year’s Eve and the First Day of the Lunar New Year.

The most important parts of the Spring Festival are the New Year’s Eve dinner and the custom of paying New Year’s calls on the First Day of the Lunar New Year. Both actors hoped to share a reunion dinner with these old Flying Tigers veterans and celebrate a complete Spring Festival with them.

As he couldn’t spend the Spring Festival with these veterans himself, Li Mu arranged for volunteers and staff to liaise with Du Wei and Liu Ye. Li Mu imposed a confidentiality requirement: until the movie’s casting was officially announced to the public, Du Wei and Liu Ye’s visit to Spring City should remain as confidential as possible. Li Mu desired to accumulate steadily and achieve great success for both the film’s casting and the Everlasting Veterans’ charity project.

“Accumulate steadily and achieve great success” means preparing thoroughly and then releasing all plans at once, stunning the public in one fell swoop. This approach would draw the public to the film and the charity project, and maximize their identification with the values the film and the project sought to convey. Only then could it garner the greatest social attention. If information were trickled out piecemeal, like squeezing toothpaste, the overall effect would be significantly weakened. Li Mu was not Intel; he didn’t appreciate that piecemeal approach. He wanted to be like Steve Jobs who, in 2007, dropped a super nuclear bomb called the iPhone on an unsuspecting world, creating major events that could trigger industry earthquakes or even tsunamis.

Li Mu firmly believed that under his operation, Everlasting Veterans would become the most respected charity project in China, and even the world.

…

Before leaving Spring City, Li Mu bid farewell to all the old Flying Tigers veterans one by one.

During his days in Spring City, Li Mu could accurately recall the name of every old Flying Tigers veteran and remember each of their stories. However, these old Flying Tigers veterans didn’t know who Li Mu was. They only knew that this young, handsome man who always wore a smile and treated them with great respect was “Little Li,” a volunteer from the Everlasting Veterans Charitable Foundation. Everyone liked him, yet they had no idea he was the youngest billionaire in the world.

After bidding farewell to these old heroes, Li Mu took Li Ziwei to the airport, preparing to fly back to Jinling. Li Mut had initially wanted Li Ziwei to go home for her holidays, but Li Ziwei insisted on staying with him. She knew that Li Mu’s current affairs were so demanding that even her 24-hour presence could hardly manage them completely. If she were to leave her boss, he probably wouldn’t have a good New Year.

Li Mu originally didn’t want to affect her reunion with her family, but Li Ziwei, besides following Li Mu’s arrangements for work, sometimes displayed a stubbornness that Li Mu couldn’t change. For example, when Li Mu told her to go home, she replied, “If you don’t let me get on your plane, I’ll buy my own ticket to Jinling.”

Before Li Mu could respond, she added, “Whenever the boss hires another assistant, or simply sets up a secretary’s office, then I’ll dare to leave him alone and go on holiday.”

Though Li Mu felt a little helpless, he was exceptionally pleased at heart. So, he asked her, “Are you an only child?”

Li Ziwei nodded, “Yes.”

Li Mu said, “Then why don’t you bring your parents to Haizhou for the New Year?”

Li Ziwei looked at Li Mu in surprise and instinctively blurted out, “General Manager Li, can I really do that?”

“Of course,” Li Mu nodded, “Haizhou isn’t far from Jinling. After the Spring Festival, I can ask Old Song to arrange for someone to accompany them to Jinling for a few days, and all expenses will be covered by the company.”

Li Ziwei quickly replied, “General Manager Li, how can such expenses be charged to the company? I’ll bear them myself. Following you, my income has already increased so much it’s scared my parents.”

Li Ziwei’s income was indeed very high. Her basic monthly salary had already risen to thirty thousand yuan. Whenever she traveled for business with Li Mu, she received a one-thousand-yuan daily allowance. Although Li Mu hadn’t yet implemented equity incentives for Li Ziwei, he would naturally not shortchange such a satisfactory and capable personal assistant by even a jot. This year’s year-end bonus for Li Ziwei was double her annual salary, not double her monthly salary!

For Li Ziwei, being the first assistant to an outstanding entrepreneur like Li Mu at such a young age was basically something she wouldn’t even dare to dream of, yet it had become a reality. Moreover, Li Mu indeed held her in high regard, which was evident from her remuneration. The more this was the case, the more Li Ziwei wanted to devote all her energy to work. Her sense of responsibility was far beyond what a twenty-something girl typically possessed.

Facing Li Ziwei’s polite refusal, Li Mu merely smiled faintly and said, “Everything the company gives you is what you deserve.”

…

Before the private jet took off, Li Mu called his parents, telling them he would fly to Jinling first, then take a car back to Haizhou, and would arrive home before evening.

Li’s Dad wanted to drive to Jinling Airport to pick up Li Mu, but Li Mu hurriedly told him that the partners in Jinling had already prepared a fleet of cars. As soon as he landed, he would take their car back to Haizhou, and told his dad to just wait at home, no need to trouble himself by going to Jinling.

Long ago, Wan Ying Real Estate’s several plots of land on Yanjing’s Third Ring Road had been given to Zhang Kexuan, Ye Tianming, and Chen Wan’s father for development. From that moment on, Li Mu became their figurative god of wealth. So, Li Mu was completely informal with them; upon arriving in Jinling, they would directly arrange a fleet of cars to send him back to Haizhou.

As the Spring Festival approached, airports nationwide were extremely busy. Spring City Airport’s outbound queue already had nearly thirty planes. After Li Mu’s private jet was pushed out of the parking apron, it joined the queue for takeoff. The flight attendant relayed information from the pilot: the plane would only be able to take off in at least forty minutes.

Li Mu nodded. It was normal for flights to be busy. Fortunately, there were no weather or air traffic flow control issues; otherwise, getting home tonight would be questionable. Having flown frequently within China, delays of one to two hours were already commonplace.

As the plane slowly moved and stopped in the queue, Li Ziwei pulled out her phone and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, can I take a picture of you? To save on my phone.”

Li Mu looked at the phone in her hand, saw the prominent “NOKIA” text on the back, and the camera also located on the back. He curiously asked, “What model is your phone?”

Li Ziwei handed over the phone, smiling, “Here, take a look, it’s a Nokia 7650, just released not long ago.”

“Oh?” Li Mu took the phone and examined it carefully. In his memory, the 7610 made a far greater impression than the 7650. However, after a closer look, he quickly recalled the 7650. This Nokia 7650 was probably one of the most desired phones among young people at the time. Slide-out design, color screen, and polyphonic ringtones had become standard. What was even more striking was that this device had a built-in 0.3-megapixel camera that could take pictures, which made young people obsess over it like mad.

Almost every 7650 user of that era adored this phone, but Li Mu looked at it with a sigh of lament. What the hell, the phone’s performance is terrible, the entire device only has 4MB of usable memory, and the Symbian system, still in its rough draft stage, was notoriously difficult to use. Aside from making and receiving calls, Li Mu really didn’t want to use this thing for anything else.

However, thinking that the iPhone would be released four years later, Li Mu couldn’t help but marvel at the explosive speed of technological development. iOS and iPhone were Apple’s fundamental reliance to become the world’s boss, and they were also the Mount Everest pressing down on the heads of all hardware companies. Li Mu intended to grasp the lifeline of the hardware market, but currently, he still had no advantage.

In terms of hardware, almost all core components had to rely on foreign enterprises. Various technical modules, screens, cameras, and flash memory chips—nearly none could be procured from domestic companies. The history of Xiaomi being throttled by Qualcomm always gave Li Mu lingering fear when he thought about it. He didn’t want his neck and limbs to be shackled by overseas hardware suppliers when he eventually ventured into hardware manufacturing.

In terms of software, Li Mu’s current team was still far from capable of independently developing a mobile operating system. Apple had many years of foundation in the software field. If he didn’t intervene, iOS would inevitably be born as scheduled within the next three to four years. He couldn’t hijack iOS from Apple. Android was a possibility, but Li Mu always felt that Android and iOS had a significant gap. This gap was not only reflected in design philosophy but also in security, stability, and smoothness.

Android Inc. was founded at the end of this year, but initially, they were not developing a smartphone operating system and took some experimental detours. It was only after being acquired by Google that they truly got on track. From a timeline perspective, Li Mu had the opportunity to take over Android completely.

If Li Mu could seize Android and make it his smartphone system, it would still be difficult to defeat iOS relying solely on the Android system. As long as the iPhone was born as scheduled, Apple would still be the world’s boss, and whatever other system existed, its best fate would be to be perpetually number two.

After Li Mu’s rebirth, he had always been uninhibited and enjoyed showing off. How could he possibly be content with being perpetually number two in the hardware field? Even an almighty figure would have to step aside.

Therefore, acquiring Android was only one of the two major strategies for the future hardware market. The other major strategy was, while acquiring Android, to also find a way to kill iOS.

Either kill it, cripple it, or simply snatch it for himself.

If the latter strategy couldn’t be realized, then hundreds of billions of dollars in market value would be handed over to Apple. Just thinking about a single phone earning one to two hundred dollars, with millions, even tens of millions, sold worldwide, the profit would be terrifying. This was all the hard-earned money of the common people around the world! How could he sit idly by and watch an American company repeatedly exploit the world? The thought of that company treating smartphone users worldwide as leeks, and harvesting them at least once a year, made Li Mu itch with hatred.

Damn it, if anyone’s going to harvest these leeks, it’s going to be me!





Chapter 1264: Li Mu’s Wall-Breaking Plan

Li Mu carefully pondered Apple’s history of development and felt that the current Apple was actually at its weakest point.

Because products as invincible as the iPhone and iPad had yet to appear, Apple had not yet formed its aura of prestige worldwide. That powerful aura was precisely brought about by the iPhone. Once Apple’s aura of prestige was cultivated, it would be akin to having mastered the Nine Yin Manual and the Sunflower Manual, truly becoming invincible throughout the world.

If Li Mu could seize the initiative with the iPhone, unveil the first true touchscreen smartphone, and disrupt the development of iOS, it would be tantamount to crippling Apple’s core strength.

Without the iPhone’s early lead and its linchpin position in the entire smartphone industry, Apple would lose initiative in many areas. After all, the iPhone’s influence on Apple was infinite. Without the iPhone, there would be no iPad, and Apple’s iOS would be difficult to promote. If the iPhone didn’t promote the iOS system on mobile devices, sales of OS-based products would also be severely affected. For example, sales of PC products like Macbooks and iMacs would be at least severely crippled. In that case, Apple’s future market value, even if it worked itself ragged, could not possibly exceed three hundred billion US dollars. And if a high-tech company failed to find a pillar product for a long time, it would quickly go downhill.

While Apple was formidable and Steve Jobs was awesome, Li Mu believed that as long as he planned his strategy well and grasped every detail, he could target Apple just as he had targeted Tencent and QQ back then.

“Let’s tentatively call it the ‘Undermining Plan’,” Li Mu thought.

But then he suddenly thought of Liu Cixin’s The Three-Body Problem, where the Wallfacers could mobilize all global resources, far more powerful than Apple. Then he would become Apple’s Wallbreaker!

This plan to cripple Apple would be his “Wall-Breaking Plan”!

Thus, Li Mu instantly felt a strong sense of historical mission. This grand Wall-Breaking strategy could practically influence the entire world, so he had to plan it meticulously and strive for complete victory!

The thought of one day standing before Steve Jobs, smiling as he told him: “Steve Jobs, I am your Wallbreaker.”

Li Mu felt that being reborn was truly wonderful.

If that day truly came, he believed Steve Jobs would just stare at him with a bewildered look. He wouldn’t understand what the words “Wallbreaker” truly represented. But one thing was certain: by then, he would be a god-like existence in Steve Jobs’ eyes.

Steve Jobs was a genius, but also paranoid. After carefully analyzing this titan’s actions and style, Li Mu believed his strengths and weaknesses were both very obvious. His strengths were naturally his exceptional thinking, decisive actions, and unique vision. But his weaknesses were also evident: excessive arrogance, selfishness, a certain coldness, and a willingness to stop at nothing to achieve his goals.

In fact, throughout Steve Jobs’ life, glory and disgrace coexisted. It was just that the glory was so immense that many chose to selectively overlook the disgraceful aspects. Li Mu had learned many minor details about him, such as his consistent refusal to pay child support for his biological daughter, which led to court-ordered enforcement, his deceit towards friends and partners, his use of despicable means to hinder other companies’ development and cooperation, and how Apple’s success in a previous era largely stemmed from deep plagiarism of Xerox’s GUI. Many industry insiders even commented that Jobs’ actions were no longer plagiarism but outright burglary.

In short, he wasn’t a saint, nor was he a petty person; he was a powerful figure who would stop at nothing to achieve his goals.

Li Mu didn’t idolize Steve Jobs, but he revered the enormous impact the iPhone brought to the entire world. In truth, Jobs wasn’t entirely correct in the smartphone domain. For example, he had always been unwilling to provide third-party developers with the iPhone SDK, that is, the Software Development Kit. The fundamental reason for this was Jobs’ unwillingness to open his products to third-party developers.

If Steve Jobs had insisted on this closed concept, then the later highly profitable App Store would not have existed. iOS might have been surpassed by the completely open Android due to its poor openness to third parties.

For another example, during his lifetime, he was full of despise for large-screen phones, believing people wouldn’t need such clumsy devices and that the iPhone 4 was the most reasonable phone size. But in reality, the development trajectory of smartphones has been a process of continuously increasing screen size and screen-to-body ratio, constantly searching for the golden size.

The subsequent global sensation of the Samsung Note also proved that Jobs’ view was paranoid, representing a prejudiced opinion that could not represent the general public, only himself. After Jobs’ death, iPhones and other smartphone brands did not adhere to Jobs’ paranoid insistence. All mobile phone manufacturers, including Apple itself, increased screen sizes to over 4 inches. If Jobs were still alive and insisted on a 3.5-inch screen, the iPhone’s legend probably wouldn’t have continued.

Therefore, no one is perfect. One without any flaws is not a person, but a god. Precisely because Steve Jobs was not a god in Li Mu’s eyes, Li Mu had the confidence to defeat him.

Li Mu felt as if he had suddenly found the next major milestone in his life and was instantly thrilled. While the plane hadn’t yet taken off, Li Mu quickly called Elon Musk. He didn’t know much about Apple’s current situation, but Elon Musk surely knew more.

It was the middle of the night in America. After being woken up by the call, a sleeping Elon Musk’s first thought was to curse, but upon seeing it was Li Mu calling, he immediately became a docile lamb, answering the phone and asking: “General Manager Li, what can I do for you calling so late?”

Li Mu heard the heavy weariness in his voice and only then realized it was still early morning in the US. He then said apologetically: “Sorry, Elon, I’m in China and forgot about the time difference.”

“It’s alright,” Elon Musk chuckled. “You’re my boss. I’m at your beck and call 24/7.”

Li Mu laughed: “You don’t work for me. When did I become your boss?”

Elon Musk chuckled: “Aren’t I basically working for you with PayPal? Of course, if there’s an opportunity in the future, I hope to collaborate with you in more areas.”

As he spoke, Elon Musk remembered something and said: “Oh right, after our last meeting, I went to see that car powered by laptop batteries. It seems quite interesting. The lithium battery cells from laptops look small, but when combined, their energy is truly impressive, and their energy storage density per unit volume is also quite ideal. I think it’s really worth investing some money to try it out. If it can be mass-produced, it should be a promising industry for the future.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said: “You can approach them. If they accept a controlling stake investment, I can invest, and I’ll give you a portion of the shares then.”

“OK.” Elon Musk said: “I’ll make some time to go over there again, understand it thoroughly, and talk with them to see their willingness for financing.”

“Good.” Li Mu said: “I called you about something else. Do you know an American company called Apple?”

“I do,” Elon Musk readily replied. “I quite like their products. They’re a company with a strong geek mindset.”

Li Mu asked: “What’s the situation with this company currently?”

Elon Musk thought for a moment and said: “This company used to be pretty good, and their PC products also had quite a lot of value. However, they took some wrong turns in previous years and then encountered the dot-com bubble burst, so they suffered quite a severe setback. But they’re currently recovering. In 2001, they launched a music player called the iPod, and then released software called iTunes. This software is very interesting; it helps record companies in America and even worldwide sell digital music, perfectly complementing their iPod hardware, and it’s doing very well.”

Li Mu frowned. The relationship between the iPod and iTunes was like that between his own logistics company and its logistics management system; the two were intimately linked and could generate a powerful chemical reaction. Moreover, copyright awareness had always been very strong in European and American markets, and the habit of purchasing digital music online had long been nurtured, providing an excellent environment for the development of iPod and iTunes. The iPod itself was a fantastic product: the more it sold, the more iTunes users there were, and simultaneously, the more music sales there were on iTunes. Apple could earn money selling hardware while continuously increasing the software’s installation base and steadily boosting digital music sales in the software market. This was practically a perfect closed-loop combination.

It seemed that before the iPhone was launched, the combination of the iPod and iTunes was one of Apple’s mainstays, accounting for at least half of the company’s revenue.

So, Li Mu quickly pressed: “What’s Apple’s market value right now?”

Elon Musk hesitated for a moment, then said: “Five to six billion US dollars, I’d say. It wouldn’t be higher than that.”

“That low?!” The market value of five to six billion US dollars surprised Li Mu. Apple’s market value had exceeded six hundred billion US dollars by 2016. If it was only five to six billion US dollars in 2003, then its market value had soared by at least a hundred times in the next decade or so!

Elon Musk said: “Please wait a moment, I’ll check.”

As he spoke, Elon Musk opened his computer, checked the Nasdaq information for the closed market, and told Li Mu: “Stock ticker AAPL, yesterday’s closing price was 7.2 US dollars, with a market value of 5.355 billion US dollars.”

Li Mu’s inner ‘Holy cow’ went unsaid. Apple’s market value was only 5.3 billion US dollars today? Muye Technology’s valuation had already reached 33 billion US dollars during its last round of financing. After successful financing, the valuation had already risen to over forty billion US dollars. If it went IPO, it would certainly command a market value of hundreds of billions of US dollars; buying ten Apples wouldn’t be a problem.

Li Mu asked: “Is Apple’s shareholder structure complicated?”

“Holy smokes, it’s super complicated,” Elon Musk said. “Even Microsoft holds shares in Apple, though they’ve been gradually divesting them over recent years. Boss, you aren’t thinking of investing in Apple, are you?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: “I have the idea, but I haven’t fully thought it through yet.”

Elon Musk said: “Boss, Apple’s main business is in the hardware market, which differs greatly from Muye Technology. Moreover, its hardware market has always been niche; only the iPod has good sales. If you’re thinking of investing in or acquiring Apple, I don’t think the strategic significance is very great. At least half of its current profit relies on the iPod and iTunes, and for you, Boss, those two could easily be replaced.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of his Mango-ME, the super cost-performance ratio MP3 used to drastically lower prices in the domestic MP3 market. That device’s overall design style was close to that of the iPod Nano several years in the future; it looked better than the current iPod and, crucially, was insanely cheap!

If he were to take Mango-ME, or perhaps an upgraded version of Mango-ME, to the US and go against the iPod, continuing with this practice of drastically lowering prices, Apple’s iPod business would certainly suffer a massive blow.

If he developed a small software on the foundation of YY that was similar to iTunes, or perhaps simply embedded an iTunes-like function directly into YY, and then approached record companies worldwide to discuss cooperation, helping them sell digital albums, with YY’s current user volume and influence, it was unlikely any record company would refuse. No matter how awesome iTunes was, it couldn’t compare to the current YY. If YY entered this business now, it would surely utterly defeat iTunes.

At that time, if he developed a YTunes and then paired it with Mango-ME to dump products into the European and American markets, Apple’s overall profitability would certainly suffer a severe blow. Having its main product for profit targeted would be like the primary breadwinner of a family suddenly having their legs broken; not only would he himself be affected, but all other members of the family would be greatly impacted!

If one were to use the metaphor of a “big family” to describe Apple’s current situation, then its traditional PC business and the accompanying Mac OS system would be like the frustrated, underachieving father and mother of this family.

The father always felt highly talented and capable, but he was simply not recognized by the outside world, to the extent that his income was relatively meager. If the family had to rely solely on him to make ends meet, their situation would indeed be stretched thin. Although the mother had always done her utmost to assist the father, the role she could play was truly minor and unable to bring about fundamental changes.

At this time, the family’s eldest son, iPod, finally graduated from college and started a business with the family’s eldest daughter, iTunes. Unexpectedly, their starting a business was smooth sailing. With their combined abilities, they immediately brought substantial income to the family. Once this income came into the household, it not only subsidized their parents but also helped the parents nurture their younger brothers and sisters.

Because the family had sufficient income, an underage younger son, iPhone, was sent to the best school. In the coming years, he would return after completing his studies and become the true pillar of the family. His younger sister, iPad, also followed in his footsteps and achieved considerable success.

Gradually, the eldest son, who supported the family’s income, waned as he struggled to keep up with the times. However, due to the immense success of the younger son and daughter, the eldest son had completed his phased mission and subsequently retired honorably after success. Meanwhile, the younger son and daughter, while greatly promoting the family’s development, also helped their parents gradually realize their life’s value and further assisted their elder sister, iTunes, in her steady development.

Subsequently, the elder daughter had her next generation, and her offspring, upon birth, received the full nurturing of the younger son and daughter. This family’s youngest generation was the App Store.

Looking at this “family’s” development path, if the elder son and elder daughter had failed in their original venture, the blow to this family could very likely have brought it to the brink of collapse.

Collapsing this family was Li Mu’s greatest dream at that very moment!





Chapter 1265: Smashing iPod’s Rice Bowl to Smithereens

As Li Mu was sighing with emotion at his phone, the plane was still in the queue for takeoff. At this moment, Wei Lan’s call interrupted Li Mu’s long-immersed self-indulgence.

As soon as the call connected, the young woman Li Mu saw as mature, confident, and inwardly strong, cried on the other end of the line as she told Li Mu that she was currently driving to the airport. In three hours, her parents’ flight would land at Yanjing Airport, and they would soon be reunited as a family. Overjoyed and excited, she just wanted to call Li Mu to thank him because she always knew in her heart that Li Mu had done too much for her and her family.

Li Mu naturally understood her joy, but he couldn’t help but say with affection, “It’s such a happy occasion, why are you crying like a fool?”

Wei Lan continued to cry, saying, “I’m too emotional, I can’t control it. I’ve waited for this day for so long, but I really didn’t expect it to actually come.”

Li Mu said, “Also, the plane won’t land for another three hours, why are you going so early?”

Wei Lan said, “I can’t sit still at home. Can you understand that state of mind? I can’t stand, I can’t sit, I’m just anxious to get out. My heart has already flown off somewhere…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I can understand, but now you obediently turn on your hazard lights, find a safe place to pull over, and only start driving again after you calm down. Listen to me.”

Wei Lan hummed in affirmation and responded sweetly, “Okay, I’ll listen to whatever you say.”

Immediately, Li Mu heard the sound of hazard lights blinking. A moment later, Wei Lan said, “I’ve pulled over.”

“So obedient,” Li Mu praised, satisfied. “Uncle and Aunt (honorifics) are back in China now, just in time to spend New Year with you.”

“Yes!” Wei Lan said, overjoyed, “Our family has never spent New Year in Yanjing before.”

Li Mu laughed, “Then this year is a good chance to try it. New Year in the North also has a strong festive atmosphere.”

“Mm.” Wei Lan asked, “New Year’s Eve is in two days, how are you planning to spend it?”

Li Mu said, “I’ve already told my mom, I’m going home for New Year. I’m on the plane right now, taking off for Jinling in half an hour.”

Wei Lan said, “Then I wish you and Uncle and Aunt (honorifics) a Happy New Year in advance. When you return to Yanjing, I’ll pick you up.”

“Alright!”

……

The plane landed at Jinling Airport at three in the afternoon.

Near the private jet apron on one side of the airport, a Toyota Coaster, specially used to pick up first-class passengers, was already waiting by the parking spot. To Li Mu’s surprise, as the plane slowly came to a stop, he looked out the window and saw Ye Tianming, Zhang Kexuan, and Chen Wan’s fathers standing side-by-side next to the Coaster. When they saw him through the window, all three smiled and waved at him.

Jinling winters are damp and cold, and it’s especially cold standing outdoors. All three were middle-aged and elderly men over fifty. Li Mu never expected them to personally come to the airport to pick him up, which made him feel quite embarrassed.

As soon as the cabin door opened, Li Mu quickly rushed down. The private jet wasn’t high, so Li Mu descended the Stairs (aircraft) in two or three steps and came before the three men, greeting them one by one. He said, “Uncle Zhang, Uncle Ye, Uncle Chen, why did you come to the airport on such a cold day? This is really too much. If I had known, I wouldn’t have troubled you for anything.”

Li Mu spoke from his heart. Although he knew that these three were now earning money with him and had also entered the Yanjing real estate market with him, Li Mu still felt a bit awkward receiving such courtesy. After all, he was the junior, and he absolutely didn’t deserve such effort from the three of them.

Ye Tianming’s father, Ye Youdao, was the most influential and had the most say among the three. He was the first to speak: “General Manager Li, if we didn’t personally come to welcome you to Jinling, we’d feel bad. Besides, we just arrived a short while ago, we were here just in time.”

Chen Wan’s father nodded and smiled, “That’s right, General Manager Li. When we went to Yanjing, you took great care of us. When you come to Jinling, basic courtesy is a must. We can’t just let you come and go alone.”

Zhang Kexuan’s father also echoed, “Originally, we hoped to have you stay overnight in Jinling, General Manager Li, and treat you well, but we heard you were eager to go home, so we canceled all arrangements.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I am indeed in a hurry to go back. I don’t have much time for this trip back to Nansu. Next time, if I come to Jinling, or if you gentleman come to Yanjing, we must get together properly.”

Ye Youdao said, “General Manager Li, the weather is quite cold, why don’t you get in the car first? It’s the Spring Festival travel rush recently, and airport security is very strict. Outside vehicles are not allowed to enter at all, so our convoy is waiting outside the airport.”

Li Mu then said, “Alright, please, you first.”

After getting into the car, Chen Wan’s father, sitting diagonally in front of Li Mu, turned his head and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I’m also preparing to go back to Haizhou for New Year, so we can go together later.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s great! I’ll pay New Year’s calls (traditional custom) at your home on the first day of Lunar New Year.”

While saying this, Li Mu thought of Chen Wan. He hadn’t contacted her these past few days and wondered if she had time to go home for New Year this year. After all, “Super Girl” is now a hit, and she’s constantly busy. The last time they spoke, she said that after the Lunar New Year, she would prepare for the “Super Girl” National Finals, and she’d probably be busy to a new level by then.

Li Mu really wanted to ask if Chen Wan had returned or would return, but the words were on the tip of his tongue, and he couldn’t bring himself to ask. Rather than asking her father, it would be better to text her directly.

Li Mu immediately pulled out his phone and sent Chen Wan a message, asking her, “Beautiful, what are you busy with?”

A moment later, he received a reply: “The beautiful is working in the studio, what are you busy with, handsome?”

“The handsome just landed in Jinling, just saw your uncle (father’s older brother), and he’s going back to Haizhou with me. Are you going back to Haizhou for New Year this year?”

“Oh, you’re back? I’m not sure yet. If I can go back, I’m afraid it won’t be until Lunar New Year’s Eve. If I can’t go back on Lunar New Year’s Eve, then I probably won’t have time for now.”

Li Mu replied disappointedly, “I thought I’d be able to see you in Haizhou.”

“What, you miss me?”

“Mm, I miss you.”

“Since you’re so sincere, I’ll think of a way to try and go back for a trip.”

“Then I’ll wait for you in Haizhou.”

After sending this message, the Toyota Coaster had already left the airport.

After leaving the airport’s controlled area, the Coaster stopped in front of China Southern Airlines’ base office building. At this point, a convoy of six cars was already parked at the entrance. After getting out of the car, Chen Wan’s father invited Li Mu to ride with him in one of the Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedans. Li Mu didn’t refuse. Just as Chen Dad’s assistant opened the car door, a BMW 3 Series coupe behind them opened its door, and a woman with a ponytail called out to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, would you like to ride in my car?”

Li Mu heard the familiar voice and, turning his head, saw that it was indeed Chen Wan!

At this moment, Chen Wan was standing by the BMW, grinning at Li Mu, a triumphant look on her face.

Li Mu shook his head helplessly. Just a moment ago, Chen Wan was lying to him in a text message, and he didn’t expect that she had already been waiting for him here.

So, Li Mu did not hesitate and said to Chen Dad, “Uncle Chen, I’ll ride in a car with Sister Wan. It’s been a long time since we last met.”

Chen Dad nodded, but still said with some worry, “This girl isn’t very reliable when it comes to driving!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Uncle, I can relate to that more than you.”

How would Chen Dad know that Li Mu had been hit twice by Chen Wan’s driving in two lifetimes.

Chen Wan pouted and muttered, “Dad, my driving skills are quite good now, I’ve practiced them quite a bit.”

Chen Dad reminded her, “Even so, you must be careful!”

Chen Wan looked at Li Mu and laughed, “Why don’t we just let General Manager Li drive? He’s good at driving.”

“You child…” Chen Dad was still worried that letting Li Mu drive would be impolite, but Li Mu spoke up without hesitation at this moment, “Alright, I’ll drive.”

With that, Li Mu was already in front of Chen Wan.

Chen Wan happily got into the passenger seat, obediently buckled her seatbelt, and waited for Li Mu to get in.

Seeing this situation, Chen Dad also nodded helplessly and said, “Alright then, General Manager Li, you’ll be in the middle later, drive carefully.”

Everyone else, including Li Ziwei and Wang Yuanlang, were arranged into other cars. After Li Mu said goodbye to Ye Youdao and the others, he got into Chen Wan’s BMW, started the car, and slowly drove out with the convoy.

As they drove out, Chen Wan, sitting in the passenger seat, kept giggling as she looked at Li Mu’s profile. Li Mu gave her a side-eye and said, “You’re a leading female host from a first-tier network, how did you learn to lie? I thought you really couldn’t make it back, I didn’t expect you to have arrived already.”

Chen Wan giggled. Before she could speak, Li Mu deliberately said fiercely, “I’ll make a call first, and then I’ll settle accounts with you.”

With that, Li Mu took out his phone and called Guru Lei.

The strategic goals Li Mu had initially given Mango-ME were, on one hand, to accelerate the demand for MP3 download services, and on the other, to boost Taobao’s online transactions. Another dimension was the hope of testing the waters with hardware in advance.

Due to Li Mu’s aggressive approach of directly undercutting market prices, Mango-ME’s effect was indeed very powerful. Even now, Mango-ME had no backlog of goods whatsoever; as many units as were produced were sold. Similar products in the market could never compete with Mango-ME in terms of cost-performance ratio. The domestic MP3 market also greatly improved due to Mango-ME’s appearance. Taobao had indeed accumulated a large number of users through Mango-ME’s rush purchases back then.

Now, Li Mu wanted to assign a new strategic mission to Mango-ME: to go out of China and charge towards Europe and America, using the same aggressive tactics to smash iPod’s livelihood to smithereens.

In Li Mu’s eyes, Guru Lei was the most suitable person in charge of this project.

As soon as the call connected, Li Mu said to Guru Lei, “Director Lei, I’m giving you a very important task; this concerns our next major strategy. You must invest enough energy to operate at full capacity.”

Guru Lei immediately said, “General Manager Li, just give the orders.”

Li Mu said, “I want to do a product Shengji based on Mango-ME, benchmarking against Apple Inc.’s iPod in the United States. You need to find solutions to ensure the cost-performance ratio of high-end products.”

Guru Lei said, “I will start researching it immediately.”

Li Mu said, “Find a way to contact iPod’s OEM factories. We need to use better manufacturing processes than them. At the same time, don’t stop production of the basic model Mango-ME. From now on, control the shipment volume and stockpile at least sixty percent of the products, preparing to use them to conquer the European and American markets.”

Guru Lei asked, “Are the basic model Mango-ME devices also going to be launched in the American market? They are quite inferior to iPods.”

Li Mu said, “It doesn’t matter. Developing high-end products takes time. We’ll first use low-end products to sweep through its potential market. Not every user has to buy the most expensive one. The biggest difference between our Mango-ME and iPod is in memory. They use hard drives, which can reach capacities in Gigabytes, while we use flash memory, which can only be in capacities of Megabytes. However, it doesn’t matter; I will compensate for this deficiency with software products. But as long as our products have a high enough cost-performance ratio and powerful software support, even iPod’s potential users will be taken by us!”





Chapter 1266: Strategic Arrangements

Guru Lei roughly understood Li Mu’s intention. What Li Mu wanted to do was to attract users with highly cost-effective products, satisfying the needs of most users for such products, thereby greatly limiting the market space for similar competing products.

In those days, the iPod didn’t really have a strong swagger. Its high price, closed loop data, and software compatibility were all significant problems. If a cost-effective product appeared on the market, the development of such products would certainly suffer a huge blow.

However, Guru Lei said with some concern, “General Manager Li, Mango-ME currently has sufficient production capacity, but the problem is, we don’t have sales channels in Europe and America. What method will you use for distribution then?”

Li Mu chuckled, “With YY around, are you still worried about distribution channels?”

Guru Lei replied, “Mango-ME is a physical product after all. We need a sales network and an after-sales network.”

Li Mu said, “That’s easy. I’ll contact the US side. Amazon, eBay, and even other offline Dealers are all potential partners. Unlike other manufacturers who only have products but no users or traffic, we have both products and traffic. Anyone willing to proxy sales our Mango-ME and provide delivery services will get traffic directed to their platform from YY. We have over one hundred million users in Europe and America. With such massive traffic, I’m afraid these companies will be scrambling to cooperate with us.”

Guru Lei immediately said, “I understand! With such vast traffic, we can even demand cooperation fees from them in return.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “Whoever offers the most satisfactory terms will get this wave of traffic from me.”

Guru Lei said, “General Manager Li, then I suggest you cooperate with offline chain Dealers. Because if we cooperate with online platforms, once we want to do e-commerce business in Europe and America in the future, this traffic output would be nurturing a tiger to court disaster. However, if we direct the traffic to offline Dealers, such a problem won’t arise.”

“That makes sense.” Li Mu pondered seriously for a moment, then nodded and said, “We can cooperate with the Distributors with the most comprehensive sales networks in Europe and America, allowing our users to purchase Mango-ME offline. This is a very good method. Otherwise, if we direct traffic to Amazon or eBay, their profits would be too immense.”

With that, Li Mu added, “You need to quickly implement this, especially the stockpile goods of the Mango-ME regular version, starting today. I’ll have my colleagues in the US immediately begin applying for Mango-ME’s import license in America.”

“Okay, I’ll arrange it right away!”

After hanging up with Guru Lei, a hint of a vicious smile appeared on Li Mu’s lips. You play with iPods costing hundreds of dollars, I’ll start with Mango-MEs costing tens of dollars. If my product can’t beat yours, I’ll make up for it with other things. How about buying a Mango-ME and getting a year of YY membership? How about getting tens of dollars worth of YY Coins? Your father here’s first goal is to make Mango-ME ubiquitous in Europe and America, cutting off your source of new users, and then wait for high-end products to come out and slowly play with you.

Chen Wan couldn’t help but jest at Li Mu, “What evil scheme are you cooking up again? You’re smiling so insidiously.”

“Really?” Li Mu raised an eyebrow and laughed heartily, “I love digging pits for others. Either I dig a pit for others to step into, or I dig a circular pit, hollowing out the entire area around them. That feeling is particularly great.”

Chen Wan smiled, “You look so sneakily mischievous. Anyone targeted by you would truly be unlucky.”

Li Mu said, “This time, I’m targeting an American enterprise. If I take them down, I’ll be able to exploit their hard-earned money of the common people in America in the future.”

Chen Wan asked, “What if you can’t take them down?”

Li Mu replied, “If I can’t take them down, then they’ll be the ones coming to China to exploit our hard-earned money of the common people.”

Chen Wan quickly said, “Then you’d better take them down.”

Li Mu blinked and said, “I’ll make another call.”

This call was to Fang Xudong.

As his CTO, or Chief Technology Officer, Li Mu directly approached him with all his technical requirements, asking him to organize people for development and implementation.

As soon as the call connected, Li Mu gave Fang Xudong a simple and direct task: “Xudong, research Apple Inc.’s iTunes in America. I need you to develop a much, much better product of the same type for me in the shortest possible time. It needs to be as small in size as possible, launch as fast as possible, and use as little hardware resources as possible. Then, integrate its quick launch into the next version of YY.”

“iTunes?” Fang Xudong said in surprise, “General Manager Li, are you planning to enter the digital music market?”

“That’s right!” Li Mu asked him, “Do you know iTunes?”

“I do,” Fang Xudong said. “I’m an iPod user myself. It was quite convenient to use iTunes when I was in the US because most digital music could be purchased and downloaded through iTunes, and it was even more convenient when paired with an iPod.”

Li Mu said, “That’s exactly what we want. And the product name will be Ytunes. Ytunes needs two major functional modules: one for online music download that supports direct import to mobile hardware, and the other for online purchase of digital music. So, you need to prepare the payment channel interface well for online transactions. We can connect with PayPal overseas and Alipay domestically.”

Fang Xudong said, “No problem, I’ll immediately identify the specific product requirements. Since it involves the music market, we’ll also need to develop a backend management system for uploading products.”

Li Mu said, “You coordinate this. I won’t intervene much in the specific technical issues. Just show me the UI design for my review once it’s done. Pay close attention to user experience; the simpler and smoother, the better. It must be so good that iTunes users will involuntarily think iTunes is a pile of garbage after using our product.”

“Understood,” Fang Xudong said. “I’ll start working on it right away.”

“Good.” Li Mu said, “If this is done well and combined with our Mango-ME, we might be able to take down Apple’s iPod + iTunes combination. At that time, the tens of billions of dollars a year in the European and American digital music market will be ours. With YY’s powerful promotional capabilities, we can dominate the entire European and American music market before next year, and even in turn control the record companies. So you must give it the utmost importance and do your best to make it happen.”

Digitalization was nothing short of a nuclear bomb for the record industry. iTunes initially served as a Distribution platform to help record companies earn money, but it quickly overturned music users’ consumption habits, gradually suppressing traditional physical record sales to their extreme. In an era of declining physical records, it became the king of the music industry. If the Mango-ME + Ytunes combination could succeed, the profit from this market alone would be unimaginable, a billion-dollar annual profit would be like child’s play.

In the current internet environment, a strong social product like YY was almost invincible. If in 2003, QQ and Taobao had started their e-commerce platforms simultaneously, even if Mr. Ma had eight hundred arhats, Taobao would not have been able to get off the ground. But QQ delayed its move by three years, and these three years provided a window for Mr. Ma to solidify his foundation, thus creating the invincible empire of Taobao.

If iPod + iTunes were given another two years to accumulate users, YY would probably not be able to shake them. Fortunately, they haven’t yet forged an invulnerable body, so with some effort, it’s still possible to shatter it.

Li Mu still had many insidious moves planned against Apple. If his current offensive wasn’t sharp enough, he would resort to underhanded tactics against Apple.

For instance, Li Mu could at any time invest a large sum of money into record companies, demanding exclusive cooperation. If a record company earned five million US dollars annually from iTunes, he would offer them seven million, with the only condition being exclusive authorization of all music to him. The current Apple Inc. was far from as wealthy as Muye Technology. He could overwhelm them just by spending money. Moreover, he could also funnel YY’s traffic resources, just as he did for singers domestically with omni-channel promotion, helping record companies with star-making. This attraction would definitely be enormous.

If that still didn’t work, he would then drag PayPal into trouble, forcing PayPal to choose a side.

After all, iTunes was an online transaction platform, and its payment channel was its lifeline. At present, PayPal was the only truly dominant payment channel in the European and American markets, just as Alipay had an absolute monopoly in China before WeChat Pay started.

If PayPal no longer supported iTunes, iTunes would inevitably collapse. PayPal would at most pay some breach of contract fees and bear some criticism. Li Mu believed that as long as he offered enough benefits, PayPal would still be willing to take a side.

All the plans revolved around one purpose for Li Mu: to relentlessly suppress Apple before it began developing iOS and iPhone, choking it until it couldn’t breathe, forcing it to expend all its remaining energy on a desperate struggle, and then for him to take down their teams and directly poach them to Muye Technology.

By then, he could combine the iOS and Android teams to develop Muye Technology’s own brand-new mobile operating system, and simultaneously develop Muye Technology’s own full-touch smartphones. The market space for this was enormous, and the profits contained within it would be enough to rival a nation’s wealth.

…

The two phone calls outlined Li Mu’s two major strategies for besieging Apple, covering both software and hardware. Guru Lei and Fang Xudong were both capable individuals, and Li Mu believed that with their assistance, and with him personally controlling the situation, this war, though not yet fought, was already won.

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu turned to Chen Wan, putting on a serious face, “Now it’s time for us to settle accounts.”

Chen Wan chuckled, “Settle what accounts? I don’t owe you money.”

Li Mu said, “You lied to me and deceived my feelings, making me think I wouldn’t see you, and I felt lost for a while. Shouldn’t you give me an explanation?”

Chen Wan smiled sweetly and said, “I wanted to give you a surprise.”

At this point, Chen Wan added, “Wouldn’t seeing me suddenly, when you’re unprepared, make you happier than seeing me when you’re expecting me?”

Li Mu pouted, “Truly worthy of being a host. Your little mouth is getting better and better at talking.”

Chen Wan laughed and said, “My becoming a host was also your doing, so you have to bite the bullet and deal with the consequences of your own actions.”

Li Mu sighed helplessly, then put away his playful mood and asked her, “How long are you staying this time?”

“Three days,” Chen Wan said. “The station can only give me three days at most; it’s too busy.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I only have three days this time too.”

Chen Wan said with some lost, “I might not have time to see you alone…”

Li Mu reached out, took her soft hand, and interlaced their fingers, saying, “On the first day of Lunar New Year, I’ll pay New Year’s calls to Uncle and Aunt at home. It’s okay if we don’t get a chance to meet alone. After this busy period, I’ll come to Xiangdu to see you!”





Chapter 1267: Parents as Solid as Mount Tai

Having been away from home for a long time, Li Mu only returned to see his parents just before the Lunar New Year. This inevitably filled him with guilt and also brought back memories of his ‘Beijing Drifter’ days in his previous life. Due to work, he only had seven days off for the Lunar New Year, so Li Mu would typically only come home right before the holiday. The difference from now was that in his previous life, every Lunar New Year, he would return home under immense psychological pressure. This pressure came not only from his lack of accomplishments but also from his long-term bachelorhood.

Being over thirty and still returning home alone for the Lunar New Year was not a pleasant experience. Although his parents were reluctant to scold or pressure him, they always ended up nagging a bit. In the past, Li Ma always wanted Li Mu to return to Haizhou and take a civil service exam. Life as a Beijing Drifter was too hard; the thought of her only son working tirelessly day and night in Yanjing without a girlfriend by his side to accompany or care for him made Li Ma feel especially heartbroken.

It was precisely for these reasons that Li Mu’s memories of Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner in his previous life were always tinged with the unspoken, bittersweet feeling that lingered in the hearts of their family of three.

This life was much better. Although Li Mu still went to Yanjing, his current achievements were enough to make his parents proud and content. That hint of bitterness was gone. Moreover, his parents hadn’t aged prematurely like in his previous life; they were even younger and healthier than when they were forty, as solid as Mount Tai.

From the moment Li Mu returned home, the smiles on his parents’ faces never faded. Although Li Ma no longer worried about Li Mu, she still felt a pang of concern for her young and promising son, who traveled around the world tirelessly day and night.

Dad and Mom had already prepared a table full of food, waiting for Li Mu. As soon as Li Mu arrived home, his mother urged him to wash his hands and eat. At the dinner table, his mother continuously filled his bowl with food while showering him with warm greetings and questions.

Li Mu dared not be negligent, patiently answering every question his mother asked, while also observing his parents across from him. They really were much, much younger than when he had just been reborn. His parents hadn’t dyed their hair, yet there was almost no trace of grey. His mother had started taking care of her skin, her complexion was fair and rosy, and her wrinkles were almost imperceptible. His father was radiant, full of confidence and in high spirits, looking like a man in his thirties, in the golden age of his career.

Dad asked about the purpose of Li Mu’s trip to Spring City. Li Mu then meticulously recounted the origins of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation and everything he saw and heard in Spring City to his parents. After listening to Li Mu’s narration, Dad and Mom greatly praised his charitable initiative. Especially Dad, who said that not a single soldier had come from five generations up their family line, but his admiration for soldiers had been nurtured from a young age. When his son undertook such a meaningful charity project, he immediately declared, “Your mother and I will first donate five million. If the business performs well this year, we’ll donate another five million next year.”

Li Mu laughed, “Dad, just contribute what you can afford. How’s your and Mom’s business doing now?”

“Not bad!” Dad said with a smile. “Didn’t we contract the Department Store? Now we’ve opened over a dozen clothing stores with different brands, and Haizhou’s largest supermarket is also ours. They’re all doing very well.”

Li Mu said, “Even if the business is good, with so many people from both families making money, you probably don’t have much profit left, right?”

Li Ma interjected at this point, “Your father and I calculated it roughly. We distribute forty percent of the net profit from our business to relatives from both sides. Everyone now has their own roles in the business your father and I run. Your Mother’s older brother, Mother’s younger brother, and your two maternal aunts are all in charge of different clothing stores and also have some shares. Your Paternal uncle’s whole family is helping out at the supermarket. Didn’t he open a wholesale store in the countryside before? Now, our supermarket directly supplies him, and then he supplies over one hundred wholesale stores and small shops in nearby villages. Sales are also very good, and they’ve successively bought five vehicles.”

“Five vehicles?” Li Mu asked in surprise, “Why buy so many vehicles?”

Dad took over, saying, “All five vehicles are for deliveries. Two vans and three minivans. Your maternal older male cousin from your paternal aunt’s side is now driving deliveries with your Paternal uncle. Your Paternal uncle also opened a small supermarket for his wife.”

Li Mu nodded, saying helplessly, “It really seems to have become a family business.”

Li Ma chuckled, “A family business is fine. We’re just running a small-scale venture here. Your father and I aren’t aiming to earn a lot of money. On one hand, it gives us something to do, and on the other, it helps out the relatives in the family.”

Then, Li Ma continued, “Look, everyone now knows you’re a magnate. If our relatives are still struggling, people will talk behind your back, thinking you’re rich but don’t help your relatives. But even though there’s family affection, you can’t just give them money for nothing. The saying ‘a small favor brings gratitude, a big favor brings resentment’ isn’t baseless. Besides, if we don’t settle our relatives, what if they come directly to you in the future? What if they want a position in your Muye Technology or Taobao Technology? Your father and I’s small business can be a family enterprise, but your companies can’t be like that. Your father and I don’t want to leave you with future troubles. So, we simply called in relatives from both families, letting them participate in our affairs, giving them an opportunity to work hard and earn money. This not only cuts off their possibility of coming to you but also fosters healthy development among relatives.”

Li Mu gave his mother a thumbs-up, praising, “Mom, you’re more and more like a female entrepreneur, covering all bases. Your son feels inferior in front of you.”

“Don’t flatter me,” Li Ma laughed. “Your brain is like it’s on stimulants, full of various creative ideas day and night, doing so many big things. Your father and I are miles ahead of you.”

Li Mu said, “Honestly, I used to have some opinions about individual relatives in our family. Petty, snobbish, and unable to stand others doing well—these things have happened before. But I don’t have the energy to dwell on them anymore, as long as they can honestly work alongside you. However, Dad and Mom, you must observe and pay more attention. You can’t be too careful when dealing with people. If anyone does something they shouldn’t in this, you can’t turn a blind eye, otherwise, there will definitely be endless troubles in the future.”

Li Ma nodded, saying, “Your father and I have already laid out the ground rules with both families. It’s best for everyone to work together and earn money together, but if anyone does something they shouldn’t, don’t blame your father and me for turning hostile.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu said. “As long as everyone works with one heart, I will ensure they have a life of comfort for the rest of their lives.”

In Li Mu’s eyes, his parents held the most important position. Anyone who stood against his parents was undoubtedly his enemy, and vice versa—anyone who stood by his parents was his own person in his eyes.

Dad took out a bottle of Maotai liquor and said to Li Mu, “Come, have a few small wine cups with your Dad.”

“Okay, Dad.” Li Mu nodded, took the liquor from his father’s hand, opened it, and poured a cup for himself and his father. Then Li Mu raised his glass and said, “Dad, I toast you.”

Dad smiled with satisfaction, raised his glass, and said, “Come, son, let’s drain this cup!”

The two tilted their heads back and drank the fragrant liquid from their small wine cups. Li Mu quickly refilled his father’s cup.

After three rounds of drinks, Dad’s cheeks were slightly flushed. He looked at Li Mu and asked him, “Son, can’t you stay at home a few more days this time? Leaving after three days is too soon. Office workers even get a week off. As a boss, you only rest for three days during the Lunar New Year?”

Li Mu said shamefully, “The more you’re a boss, the more things there are to do. But I’ll try to stay a few more days.”

Dad nodded, stating unequivocally, “At least five days. Your mom talks about you all day, just hoping you’ll come back quickly. If you leave after three days, your bottom won’t even be warm.”

Li Mu quickly agreed, saying, “Okay! At least five days!”

“That’s more like it.” Dad smiled with satisfaction and winked at Li Ma. Li Ma, of course, beamed with joy and gave Dad an approving look. Then she picked up a piece of meat, placed it in Li Mu’s bowl, and said, “If you can stay for a few more days, Dad and Mom will definitely spend good time with you at home. Our family of three hasn’t had a good time living together for a while.”

“Okay, then Mom, you have to give me more good food.”

“Mom will make you five meals a day. I’ll make whatever you want to eat, and try to make my son plump and healthy.”

Li Mu laughed, “Eating five meals a day, that’s not raising a son, that’s raising a piglet.”

After he finished speaking, Li Mu asked sternly, “Right, Mom and Dad, are things busy on our end normally? The Lunar New Year should be the best time for business, you won’t run off to be busy then, will you?”

“It’s alright,” Dad said. “It’s generally a bit busy, but thankfully, there are enough people to help out, so your mother and I can sometimes take a break from our busy schedule. These few days during the New Year are indeed busier, but it’s okay if we don’t go. Your maternal younger uncle’s wife is very good at management now; she can handle many things.”

Then, Dad added, “However, some things still need your mother and me to go personally. After the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, your mother and I still have to go to Guangdong Province. We’ve looked for a few clothing brands and want to investigate them. If possible, we’ll get the agency rights.”

“Guangdong Province?” Li Mu frowned and said, “Don’t go to Guangdong Province during this period.”

“Why?” Dad asked in surprise, “Is there a problem with Guangdong Province?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Didn’t I stay there for a while before because of logistics? I heard from friends there that there’s a rather serious infectious disease in Guangdong Province now. To be safe, it’s better not to go!”





Chapter 1279: Building a Few Villas for Fun

“

“

At this time, SARS had not yet been reported in the newspapers, and the vast majority of the public was unaware of the emergence and spread of this infectious disease. However, Li Mu knew very well that Guangdong Province, being the earliest origin of SARS, was undoubtedly the most dangerous place for the disease at this stage. Upon hearing that his parents were going to Guangdong Province, he absolutely could not agree.

“

“

Li Mu’s Dad and Mom had indeed not heard any news related to SARS, so they were somewhat surprised to hear Li Mu say this. Li Mu’s Dad asked him, “What kind of infectious disease? Is it bird flu?”

“

“

Li Mu said, “Something similar, I can’t say for sure, but this disease should be a new type of illness, and it’s a huge threat to the body. When I was in Guangdong Province, any patient who developed a severe high fever would be immediately placed under isolated observation to confirm if they had contracted this infectious disease. It’s difficult to cure and life-threatening, so you two shouldn’t go for a short while.”

“

“

Li Mu’s Mom asked him, “How short is ‘short while’?”

“

“

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “At least three to five months.”

“

“

“Three to five months?” Li Mu’s Mom said with some reluctance, “The apparel industry is developing rapidly now. When new brands emerge, agency rights have to be snatched up. If we’re a little late, the agency rights might be taken by others. If we really delay by three to five months, then the agency deals for these brands will practically fall through.”

“

“

“Exactly,” Li Mu’s Dad nodded in agreement. “When new brands come out, it’s all about who acts fastest. Regional agencies are exclusive now, first-come, first-served. If we can’t seize the initiative, we’ll miss out on these brands.”

“

“

Seeing the reluctant expressions on his parents’ faces, Li Mu simply said sternly, “Since that’s the case, why don’t you wait three to five months, and I’ll just pay to buy all these brands? You won’t need to get any agency rights; I’ll just buy the companies for you directly, how about that?”

“

“

Li Mu’s Dad and Mom exchanged glances, looking at each other in dismay.

“

“

The couple was thinking about becoming an agent for someone else’s brand, but their son was thinking about buying the entire brand outright. Their son was truly Rich and powerful and rich and willful.

“

“

However, Li Mu’s Dad and Mom could also tell from Li Mu’s attitude that he truly didn’t want them to go to Guangdong Province. After exchanging a look, Li Mu’s Mom said, “Since you say Guangdong Province isn’t safe, then your Dad and I won’t go for now. Will that set your mind at ease?”

“

“

Li Mu nodded and said, “Not only shouldn’t you go to Guangdong Province, but it’s also best not to go anywhere else for these few months.”

“

“

In Li Mu’s memory, Haizhou had never seen a SARS case in his previous life. During that period of widespread panic, Haizhou was much safer. Many Yanjing residents even fled to Haizhou for temporary stays to escape SARS, to the point where all hotels and guesthouses in Haizhou were fully booked. This showed that Haizhou was indeed safe. As long as his parents didn’t leave Haizhou, they shouldn’t be at risk of infection.

“

“

Reborn, what Li Mu cared about most was his parents’ health. He absolutely couldn’t take any risks with this.

“

“

Li Mu’s Dad and Mom knew Li Mu’s personality and could see that he wasn’t joking at all, so they solemnly agreed. For them, having such a good son meant making money wasn’t that important anymore.

“

“

…

“

“

Li Mu hadn’t experienced the feeling of lingering in bed at home for a long time.

“

“

Last night, he drank about 150 grams of Maotai with his Dad. Li Mu, who hadn’t drunk white liquor for a long time, used the alcohol’s kick to sleep until eleven o’clock the next morning.

“

“

Li Mu’s Mom’s indulgence towards Li Mu was to get up early, buy groceries, and return to cook lunch for him.

“

“

Today was Chinese New Year’s Eve, and according to Haizhou customs, there was a lot to do: cleaning, pasting spring couplets, preparing the Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner, and mincing the meat for dumplings.

“

“

Li Mu’s Dad started cleaning early in the morning. Li Ziwei, who had stayed at a hotel last night, proactively came over to help first thing in the morning today.

“

“

Li Mu slept soundly. Although firecrackers had started popping outside, it didn’t affect his sleep at all, until around 11 AM when some devil-sent person set off a two-stage firecracker outside. The deafening explosion startled the sleeping Li Mu awake.

“

“

He checked the time and realized it was already noon. Li Mu quickly got out of bed, pushed open the door, and saw Li Ziwei mopping the floor near the entrance.

“

“

Upon seeing Li Mu emerge, Li Ziwei greeted him with a smile, “General Manager Li, you’re awake!”

“

“

Li Mu smiled faintly and asked her, “Why are you here working?”

“

“

“It’s Lunar New Year’s Eve cleaning!” Li Ziwei said, “I figured Uncle and Aunt would definitely be very busy today, so I came over to help as soon as I got up.”

“

“

Just then, Li Mu’s Dad came out of the master bedroom, holding a rag in one hand and a bucket in the other. He said to Li Mu, “It’s a good thing Zi Wei came to help, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to manage by myself. Your Mom is cooking in the kitchen; she left you some breakfast. Do you want to have a snack?”

“

“

“Okay, I’ll go to the kitchen after I wash up.”

“

“

Li Mu finished speaking, then said to his Dad, “Let me do anything else that needs doing.”

“

“

Li Mu’s Dad chuckled, “It’s almost done. Later, we’ll put up the couplets, just like before, father and son doing it together. Then you can go downstairs and set off firecrackers.”

“

“

“Alright!” Li Mu nodded with a smile.

“

“

Celebrating the New Year hadn’t been as interesting in recent years as it was when he was a child. For Li Mu, the Spring Festival was really just Chinese New Year’s Eve and the first day of Lunar New Year. The most important things on Chinese New Year’s Eve were putting up couplets and the Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner. Strictly speaking, lunch wasn’t that important.

“

“

Li Mu’s Dad carried the bucket to the bathroom. Li Mu asked Li Ziwei, “When are Uncle and Aunt coming over?”

“

“

Li Ziwei said, “They have a flight at noon and will arrive in Jinling this afternoon. General Manager Song has arranged a car to pick them up.”

“

“

Li Mu nodded, “That’s good. We’ll stay in Haizhou a few more days this time. If Uncle and Aunt have time, they can also stay in Haizhou for a few more days.”

“

“

Li Ziwei wasn’t surprised by Li Mu’s decision to stay a few more days. She nodded and said to Li Mu, “Oh, by the way, General Manager Song came over around ten o’clock and asked you to call him after you woke up.”

“

“

Song Liang had returned a few days earlier than Li Mu. Although their homes were in the same building unit, Song Liang hadn’t disturbed them by visiting yesterday.

“

“

Li Mu guessed that Song Liang must be home at this time, so he washed his face and went directly to Song Liang’s place.

“

“

At that moment, Song Liang was smoking a cigarette on the balcony and cleaning the windows. After his wife invited Li Mu in, he quickly stubbed out his cigarette and entered the room, inviting Li Mu to sit on the sofa. He said, “I knew you were back yesterday, but I imagined Uncle and Aunt hadn’t seen you in a long time and must miss you terribly, so I didn’t come over to disturb.”

“

“

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “Did your uncle (father’s older brother) and aunt (father’s older brother’s wife) come for the New Year this year?”

“

“

“Yes,” Song Liang said. “They arrived a few days ago, but they’ve taken the kids out to play right now.”

“

“

Li Mu asked, “Are you celebrating at home tonight?”

“

“

Song Liang waved his hand, “Making Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner at home is too much trouble. By the time the last dish is ready, the earlier ones are already cold. It’s less hassle to eat out. I heard Uncle and Aunt said they booked Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner at the Eco-Park, and we’ve also booked there. Besides our family, there are also a few core members and relatives from Haizhou Wanying.”

“

“

Li Mu nodded, “Then that’s perfect; we can all be together tonight. I’ll go around to your tables then.”

“

“

Song Liang said, “Great, our private rooms will be next to each other, so it’ll be livelier if we visit each other’s tables.”

“

“

Speaking, Song Liang handed Li Mu a cigarette and said sternly, “Xiao Mu, I wanted to discuss something serious with you and see if you’re interested.”

“

“

“What is it?”

“

“

Song Liang said, “Haizhou Wanying has acquired a new plot of land in the new government administrative district. Currently, the city’s policy is to gradually relocate government agencies, public schools, public hospitals, and unit housing to the administrative district. Many projects have already begun development. My idea is to allocate a portion of that land in the administrative district to build a few villas for fun. However, the volume mustn’t be too large. My current planning for the entire project is six sixteen-story high-rises for small to medium-sized apartment layouts; two eight-story multi-story buildings for large apartment layouts, and then we’ll carve out six sets of four-story detached villas with courtyards. These six villas, we won’t sell them externally. I’ll take three sets, and you take three sets. We brothers will split them, for our families or for ourselves to live in the future.”

“

“

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why did you suddenly think of building so many villas?”

“

“

Song Liang chuckled, “Haizhou’s land prices are definitely going to get higher and higher in the future. The overall economy isn’t yet at the stage for developing villa communities. If we don’t do it, no other developer will in the next three to five years. By the time the villa market takes off, there won won’t be any good plots of land left. Even if there is land, municipal planning might not necessarily allow villas to be built. Stepping back, even if they allow villas, how high would the cost of a villa be then? That’s why you see very few villas in the central districts of big cities; any that exist are unique and irreplaceable. Most villas are built in the suburbs. While suburban land is cheaper and larger, the infrastructure often can’t keep up, making them not very enjoyable to live in.”

“

“

At this point, Song Liang said earnestly, “Think about it, Haizhou’s old city center now has many shantytowns, and the roads are congested and chaotic. Both the city appearance and traffic and public security are significantly affected. Although the government has been talking about shantytown renovation, honestly, based on my experience, such a vast shantytown area impossible to fully renovate in ten years. In contrast, the government administrative district, because everything is newly planned and constructed, has ample room for development. Setting aside other things, just the roads are several times wider than the old city, and the functional layout is also more planned. The future center of Haizhou will definitely shift towards the government administrative district. This process won’t take long, so if we can take the initiative and build a few villas in the administrative district now and keep them, it will be much more convenient for personal use in the future.”

“

“

“Furthermore, too many developers cut corners these days. It’s difficult for detached villas to guarantee quality, greening, low density, and privacy all at the same time. Only when we build villas for ourselves can we disregard floor area ratio and land costs. We’ll build these six sets of villas to the highest standards. We’ll arrange them at the very front of the community, then isolate them with separate walls, and maximize the landscaping. This will ensure an unobstructed view in front, while privacy and security are fully assured at the back. You’re a public figure, and if you continue to live in a high-rise community like this when you return to Haizhou in the future, it’ll be too inconvenient and not safe enough to come and go. With such villas, cars can drive directly into your own courtyard, and security and privacy can be relatively well-guaranteed. Moreover, the location is good enough that you can find a tranquil spot in a bustling area, and when you’re not home, Uncle and Aunt won’t feel any inconvenience living there.”

“

“





Chapter 1269: The Foundation of Family Cohesion

The pace of real estate development in the country as a whole has been much faster than the pace of national income growth. This economic structure, where housing prices lead the way, has also led most real estate developers in the country to focus on commercial properties and essential housing. Therefore, generally, prime locations are either large shopping malls or high-density residential areas. Non-essential housing like villas typically spread outwards into the surrounding suburbs.

Take Yanjing for example: there has long been no land available for building villas within the Fifth Ring Road. The few existing villas are all irreplaceable, which is why a single villa might sell for super-high prices of hundreds of millions or even over a billion in the future.

Song Liang was also well-versed in this rule, which is why he conceived the idea of developing villas for himself. Land suitable for high-density residential areas would incur extraordinarily high costs if used for villas, and it’s estimated that such villas would be unaffordable for most, and even for those who could afford them, they might not be willing to buy.

However, with shares in Yanjing Wanying and Muye Technology, Song Liang no longer cared about the real estate market in Haizhou, a fifth-tier city. What he once considered a market requiring careful analysis and precise positioning now seemed like his own private garden, where he could do as he pleased, transforming it freely. Building several high-quality villas for himself and Li Mu at an unimaginably high cost was, in his view, merely the ultimate pursuit of life; both he and Li Mu could completely afford it.

Li Mu was also very interested in his idea. There are many high-end custom villas, but very few are located in bustling areas. Haizhou was where his parents had worked hard for decades, and also where he was born and grew up. The whole family held a deep emotional attachment to the city. If it was truly as Song Liang said, building several high-standard, high-quality, highly private, and secure villas there would be very practical for himself and his family.

So Li Mu immediately made the final decision, telling Song Liang: “Brother Liang, you coordinate the specifics. Just give me the total when it’s done.”

“What total?” Song Liang waved his hand. “Do we two brothers need to talk about this? I’ll just include the construction cost of the six villas into the overall project. It’s just that the project will earn a little less.”

Li Mu said: “That’s not appropriate; business is business, personal is personal…”

Song Liang earnestly said: “In this matter, business and personal are already mixed together. On the business side, Haizhou Wanying and Yanjing Wanying are closely connected. Without you, Wanying wouldn’t be where it is today; you are the company’s greatest distinguished contributor and benefactor. Personally, I am the largest shareholder of Haizhou Wanying, followed by General Manager Ye, who introduced me to this industry. Letting him participate in the Yanjing Wanying project, he has always been deeply grateful to you. He often mentions that he doesn’t know how to repay this favor of yours. To be honest, how could his debt of gratitude to you compare to mine? Without you, I, Song Liang, would just be a country bumpkin doing real estate in Haizhou. Forget about undertaking real estate projects worth tens of billions or even hundreds of billions in Yanjing; I wouldn’t even have the ability to build a resettlement community there.”

Li Mu said: “Brother Liang, between us, there’s no need to be so concerned about it. When I first started my business, you gave me a lot of help, and you’ve also been helping take care of family matters in Haizhou. We are not just business partners; we are also friends, brothers. So you don’t need to split things so finely. We earn money together; there’s no such thing as who helps whom or who owes whom.”

Song Liang smiled: “Since we’re brothers, don’t decline politely with me here. Honestly, I’ve already set this in motion; I’m just giving you a heads-up. The initial design blueprints for the villas are already out. I’ll send them to you to take a look another day. If you have any ideas, you can make modifications based on the blueprints. Then I’ll just instruct my subordinates to transfer ownership of the properties to your name. It doesn’t matter whether you accept it or not, these three villas will definitely be registered under your name in the future. You have to trust me, your brother. I can handle this much with just one phone call in Haizhou.”

Li Mu nodded and readily said: “Alright, Brother Liang, then I won’t be polite with you. You decide on the villas, and I’ll just wait to enjoy the fruits of your labor.”

Song Liang smiled and snapped his fingers: “Just wait and see! These six villas will absolutely be the unique and irreplaceable luxury villas in Haizhou!”



This year’s Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner was the liveliest Li Mu had experienced in both his lives.

Relatives from both the Li and Xiao families gathered together. Several generations were together, bustling with life and harmonious and happy, truly taking on the appearance of a flourishing large family with a growing population.

In Li Mu’s view, not only had the two families never been so harmonious, but even the individual members of the Li and Xiao families had never been so harmonious and amicable. At the dinner table, there was no longer the previous mutual comparison and sarcasm; instead, there were shared topics and goals for life and career.

For example, Mother’s older brother’s family no longer boasted about how much money they made or what vast prospects their daughter had studying for a first-tier university. What they discussed was how to continue the clothing business, how everyone could devote themselves to the utmost in the new year, and how to cooperate.

Little Maternal Aunt no longer had to rush to flatter anyone or belittle anyone, nor was she petty and calculating as before. At the dinner table, besides displaying the same enthusiasm for the new year’s business as Mother’s older brother, she also actively suggested that the Xiao family siblings chip in to buy a house for Li Mu’s maternal grandparents in Nanhai Province so they could spend winters in the warm Nanhai. This was completely unimaginable before.

Suddenly, all the little tricks/schemes and minor frustrations among the relatives seemed to have vanished. The entire dinner table was full of various positive energy, which Li Mu found truly rare.

Only then did Li Mu finally understand why, throughout history, both in China and abroad, there have always been many famous “large families,” while most common households rarely have the concept of a “large family.”

Take Li Mu’s parents’ two families, for example. The population could be considered flourishing, with each family having several children in his parents’ generation, each of whom branched out and started their own families. However, before this, Li Mu had never associated anything related to a “family-level concept” through either the Li or Xiao families. In the past, over thirty Lunar New Year celebrations were mostly spent by Li Mu and his two parents. On rare occasions, Li Mu and his parents would return to their hometown and celebrate the New Year with his paternal grandparents at his paternal uncle’s house. Because his paternal uncle’s family was not well-off, it was also inconvenient for a family of three to stay there, so each time they hurriedly went and hurried back. This haste was somewhat embarrassing, and he could hardly feel any atmosphere of a “large family.”

Previously, each branch of the family was devoting themselves to the utmost to build a platform that could accommodate their three-person family. Even so, many families found it extremely difficult to sustain themselves. At that time, the family had no cohesion at all, or rather, no desire or motivation to coalesce.

Now, his parents finally had the ability to run a relatively successful business with a certain volume, building a platform large enough for everyone from both families to come onto it. At this point, the family bound by blood finally took on the appearance of a true family.

Therefore, to become a truly significant large family, it’s not just about a flourishing population; most importantly, the family must possess a strong economic foundation. Large families maintained solely by kinship are rare in real life, and the fundamental reason most large families persist is because there is sufficient self-interest, and the channels for acquiring these benefits must be consistent and interlinked.

Currently, nearly all relatives have formed an alliance of interests with Li Mu’s parents. The best part is that Li Mu’s parents are peers with the other relatives, which largely avoids the development of an absolute dependency mindset. If the economic lifeline of a large family is controlled by the elders, it’s difficult for the younger generations of peers to get along harmoniously; the greatest possibility is that they become outwardly harmonious but inwardly estranged. A significant reason for this is that all younger generations feel a certain sense of entitlement when seeking benefits from elders. Even a son just getting by has sufficient reason to ask his parents for help, as he believes parents have an obligation to provide him with adequate assistance.

Many such families inevitably experience internal strife and cannot prevent parasites from emerging. The entire family relies completely on the elders for maintenance; once the elders pass away, the entire family immediately disintegrates.

However, if the economic lifeline of the family is controlled by peers, the situation is entirely different.

Whether it was Li Mu’s paternal uncle and paternal aunt, or his maternal uncle and maternal aunt, they all understood very clearly that Li Mu’s parents had no obligation whatsoever to provide them with benefits. The reason they were allowed onto this platform was partly out of kinship, and partly because the business needed sufficient helpers. If Li Mu’s parents could give them this opportunity, they could naturally take it back. Therefore, they must devote themselves wholeheartedly, or they could be eliminated at any time.

As long as everyone could ensure their goals were aligned, their hearts were united, and their efforts were concentrated, this family could prosper long-term.

To ensure the two families could be more united, Li Mu announced two decisions of his own at the Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner.

Li Mu’s first decision was that he would bring in Harvard’s resources for the two families to use. This resource could ensure that the younger generation of both families would have the opportunity to study abroad at top-tier universities in the future. Li Mu also promised that as long as the overall performance of the family’s younger generation was acceptable, he would make these resources available to them and personally cover all expenses for studying abroad.

For the two families, as long as they performed well within this family system, earning money in the future would certainly not be a problem, and sending children to study abroad would not be difficult. However, sending children into top universities like Harvard, simply having money is far from enough. If it relied solely on the children’s own effort, it would probably be even harder than ascending to heaven. Therefore, Li Mu’s decision had enormous appeal for both families. This way, children didn’t need to be absolutely outstanding; as long as they were competent enough, they could go to Harvard for further studies.

Li Mu’s second decision was that he would reserve a certain share for the two families in future investment funds, just like the investment fund rules he and Chen Ze set for the CSC Club back then. In the future, besides working and earning money with his parents, they would also have the opportunity to indirectly earn money by following him. The return on this investment would be very high. With Li Mu’s ability and his grasp of the future development of the internet industry, just investing in a few reliable projects, a return of over hundred times within three years was simply too easy.

Since future funds would fully adopt Li Mu’s own subordinated model, other participants would not enjoy the actual return rate. Therefore, in front of his family and relatives, he did not make the investment return rate sound too frightening. He merely promised his relatives that if they participated in his investment fund, he would guarantee them a net return of at least ten times within three years and twenty times within five years. In other words, if they invested one million, Li Mu guaranteed they would receive ten million after three years, and twenty million after five years.

Even this return rate shocked everyone present.

Before they could ask, Li Mu then went on to state that he would specifically set up an investment fund for the two families, but not everyone would have the opportunity to participate. Even for those who did have the chance, the amount they could invest would also vary.

The fundamental factor determining whether they had the opportunity to participate and how much they could invest was how much impact they could have in the current endeavor his parents had set up.

In Li Mu’s words, as long as they remained wholeheartedly dedicated and without ulterior motives in this common endeavor, they would have the opportunity to participate in this investment fund. The greater their contribution in this common endeavor, the higher their investment quota in the fund would be.

At the same time, if anyone was indecisive or engaged in treachery, not only would the investment fund have nothing to do with them, but they would also be resolutely removed from this common endeavor.

Li Mu knew how difficult it was for his parents to bring the two families together to perform on one stage and eat at one dinner table. The reason he announced these two decisions at the Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner was to help his parents ensure this harmonious state would last longer and remain stable.

Among these, the Harvard resources were readily available. Although they were not a big deal for Li Mu, for the two families, this concerned whether their next generation would have the opportunity to receive world-class education, which was highly significant.

As for the investment fund, it was even simpler to operate. Li Mu only needed to create a separate fixed high-return investment fund for his family members. While he himself would make significant profits, he was simply allowing them to share in some of the gains, which for him was a small effort. However, for them, this might mean a once-in-a-lifetime path to wealth.

Li Mu was willing to open up these two types of resources for the two families to use, but at the same time, he clearly stated his requirements for both families. These requirements were simple: work diligently and wholeheartedly with his parents. If they could do this, they would have everything; if not, they would have nothing.

Although Li Mu was a junior, his current economic strength far surpassed everyone else in both families. It was precisely because he possessed such absolutely dominant capital that Li Mu stepped forward, presenting both carrots and sticks to the two families.

Everyone knew very well that Li Mu could ensure everyone benefited for their entire lives, but he could also cut them off from any benefits for life. Although he was the third generation of these families, he was actually the only one among these two families who held the power of life and death, and would not go easy due to kinship.





Chapter 1270: Successive Visits

To spend more time with his parents, Li Mu stayed home for a total of five days. Besides paying New Year’s calls to the four elders, as well as Song Liang’s family and Chen Wan’s family on the first day of Lunar New Year, Li Mu barely went anywhere for the rest of the time, simply staying at home obediently.

Li Mu’s parents also rarely took such a long holiday for themselves; the family of three planned to spend a few simple, low-key days at home.

However, the news of Li Mu’s return was virtually impossible to hide from the outside world. Although the family of three didn’t go out, their home was continuously filled with visitors from morning till night.

Leaders from the Municipal Party Committee came, and so did leaders from the District Party Committee. Also accompanying them was Su Yingxue’s father, Su Weimin.

Su Weimin didn’t come alone; he came with several leaders from the Municipal Party Committee. Upon their arrival, the senior municipal official, who was the head of the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee, proactively engaged Li Mu in conversation. Everyone else was largely there for accompaniment, but only Su Weimin received Li Mu’s exceptional respect. Not only did Li Mu address him as ‘Paternal uncle Su’ repeatedly, but he also proactively inquired about his and his wife’s health, as well as the recent situation of his daughter Su Yingxue in America.

In other words, the entire Municipal Party Committee’s attention was on Li Mu, while Li Mu’s attention was entirely on Su Weimin.

Li Mu’s politeness and respect towards Su Weimin filled his heart with profound gratitude. He felt that in his half one’s life, he had truly only encountered one benefactor, and that was Li Mu.

Before the New Year, Su Weimin, who was the Bureau Chief of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau, was promoted to Vice Mayor. Currently, he is the Vice Mayor of Haizhou City and concurrently the Bureau Chief of the Municipal Bureau.

It’s standard practice for a Municipal Bureau Chief to also hold the title of Vice Mayor, and it’s not considered a major promotion. However, before the New Year, Su Weimin received definite news that the Provincial Party Committee was seriously considering his next organizational appointment. The Provincial Party Committee’s intention was to have him remain in Haizhou, and subsequently, he would take over as the Executive Vice Mayor of Haizhou City.

The Executive Vice Mayor’s real power ranks fourth or fifth within the Municipal Party Committee, and they are in charge of specific affairs. Compared to a Vice Mayor who also serves as Public Security Bureau Chief, this represents a significant step up in authority.

Generally speaking, a Public Security Bureau Chief who also holds the title of Vice Mayor can actually be understood as just a Public Security Bureau Chief. The bestowed Vice Mayor title does not substantially enhance their actual authority; it’s merely for convenience in carrying out their work. However, an Executive Vice Mayor is different. This is the first Vice Mayor, with significant real power.

Later, Du Cheng explained the reason.

Both the Provincial Party Committee and the provincial department hoped that Su Weimin could continue to serve in Haizhou, for no other reason than because Li Mu’s family is in Haizhou, and Li Mu frequently returns to Haizhou.

Wherever Li Mu is, he is the pride of a whole lot of people. In Nansu Province, he is the pride of the Haizhou people. When Haizhou residents meet fellow townsmen from other parts of Nansu, they always give a thumbs-up and say, “Li Mu is a native Haizhou-born individual!”

Nationally, Li Mu has become the pride of Nansu people again. When Nansu people meet those from other provinces, they also give a thumbs-up and say, “Li Mu is one of us Nansu people!”

Globally, Li Mu has become the pride of all Chinese people. Among the renowned Chinese figures frequently mentioned by Chinese people to foreigners, Li Mu’s appearance rate is extremely high, and almost every Chinese person is proud of him.

As a result, not only does Haizhou attach great importance to Li Mu, but the Provincial Party Committee also values him highly.

Although Li Mu primarily develops his career in Yanjing and America now, as his hometown, the Provincial Party Committee places great importance on Haizhou’s development, as well as on his relatives in Haizhou. Even before, the Haizhou Municipal Bureau had secretly been responsible for the personal safety of Li Mu’s parents. And Li Mu had, on more than one occasion, shown exceptional respect for Su Weimin in front of the Haizhou Municipal Party Committee leaders. He even proactively donated a batch of police cars to the Municipal Bureau. Later, people from the Municipal Party Committee and the Provincial Party Committee only found out after a thorough inquiry that Su Weimin’s daughter and Li Mu were high school classmates and college classmates, and it was rumored that the two seemed to be in a romantic relationship.

Consequently, Su Weimin, who originally had no political standing, suddenly became a key focus for the Provincial Party Committee. According to Su Weimin’s normal career path, his next promotion would undoubtedly be to the provincial department. However, considering Li Mu and his family, it was decided to let Su Weimin continue to serve in Haizhou. This would also facilitate work related to Li Mu and his family.

In the eyes of the Nansu Provincial Party Committee, Li Mu is the wealthiest person in Nansu Province, and possibly even the wealthiest person in the entire country. He is a golden signboard for talent across Nansu Province and a hallmark for talent in all of China. It is imperative to fully ensure the safety of him and his family within the province, maintain a good relationship between Li Mu and his hometown, and they still hope that one day Li Mu can return to build his hometown and provide assistance for its GDP growth and high-tech industry development.

Since the Provincial Party Committee regarded Su Weimin as the first liaison between the entire Nansu official circles and Li Mu, they also drew up an exceptionally generous and unconventional plan for Su Weimin. As long as he performs well locally over the next three to five years, he will receive another promotion after those three to five years.

Only then did Su Weimin understand that the reason his official career had been so smooth and successful was actually due to Li Mu’s influence. The reason Du Cheng would proactively visit him in Haizhou was also because he saw the connection to Li Mu through him.

And Li Mu’s extraordinary respect for Su Weimin in front of the entire Municipal Party Committee leadership further deepened the aura around him. The day after visiting Li Mu’s home, Su Weimin received a call from the head of the Provincial Party Committee’s General Office. On the call, after the person politely exchanged pleasantries with Su Weimin for a while, they then stated the main purpose of the call: The Provincial Party Committee leaders hoped to meet privately with Su Weimin during the Lunar New Year holiday for a chat, and therefore wished for Su Weimin to travel to Jinling as soon as possible.

Su Weimin and his wife Fang Min were so excited by the promising outlook for his future career that they didn’t sleep a wink all night. The next morning, Su Weimin hastily prepared to depart for Jinling. Before he left in the morning, Fang Min slipped a packet of Haizhou’s Assorted Cloud Slice Cake into his hand. She instructed him to eat it all on the way. Cloud Slice Cake symbolizes steady promotion; typically, during weddings, the bride steps on Cloud Slice Cakes when getting in and out of the car, just to ensure good fortune.

For the couple, Su Weimin’s trip to Jinling this time held immense significance. And it was almost without a doubt that this trip to Jinling would bring only good, not bad, outcomes.



Li Mu and his parents hadn’t been able to rest.

The day after the Municipal Party Committee leaders came to visit, some people who had business dealings with Li Mu’s parents, having learned of Li Mu’s return and with the New Year coinciding, also arrived one after another to pay a visit. Li Mu naturally couldn’t avoid them, so he joined his parents in receiving them one by one.

Many of them had come from afar. Even the high-ranking leaders of several clothing brands that Li Mu’s mother represented traveled thousands of kilometers from Guangdong Province and Zhejiang Province to visit. These clothing tycoons, each with a net worth over one hundred million, were all elites in the local business circles, some even serving as presidents of certain chambers of commerce. Yet upon arriving in Haizhou and at Li Mu’s home, they were all as humble as children.

Li Mu sincerely thanked these clothing brand owners, thanking them for maintaining a good cooperative relationship with his parents and for personally coming such a long distance to visit. However, these high-ranking leaders all expressed that it was the least they could do, and, in front of Li Mu, they unanimously stated that in the future, they would grant Li Mu’s parents better dealership terms, such as post-payment for goods, lowest procurement prices, and highest year-end rebates, among others.

For businesses engaged in clothing agency, the biggest cost is inventory buildup. The Headquarters allocates quotas for goods every quarter. For larger store fronts, each allocation involves hundreds of thousands or even over one million in supply quota, which ties up a significant amount of capital. One or two stores might not be an issue, but when dealing with a dozen brands, more than twenty stores, or even more locations, the payments for goods become a huge sum that encroaches upon working capital. The post-payment privilege offered by these high-ranking leaders fundamentally eliminates the financial pressure caused by inventory allocation.

Allocation amounts of tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands no longer require Li Mu’s parents’ business to pay in advance. The manufacturers will directly ship these goods. Li Mu’s parents could settle payments for goods from two quarters prior, after a further two quarters. This way, the only operating costs Li Mu’s parents needed to support were fixed expenditures like store rents and staff salaries.

Indeed, for most people in the clothing business, this kind of arrangement was truly unimaginable. However, comparing their business’s volume to Li Mu’s capital volume, these privileges were merely petty gains. Yet, Li Mu still expressed sincere gratitude to everyone who made such a declaration.

While thanking these individuals, Li Mu recalled the dismal circumstances when his parents were laid off in his past life, and sighed deeply in his heart. Indeed, this is a self-serving society where it’s easy to add icing to the cake but difficult to offer timely help. When you are poor, even if you are one dime short for rice, the rice shop owner wouldn’t sell it to you. If you begged him, he might even insult you, scold you, and drive you away. But when you are rich, the rice shop owner would wish they could block your doorway, offering you a cartload of rice, begging you to just taste it. And you couldn’t even pay him, because he would feel that offering money was the greatest insult to him.



The day after the clothing business owners left, Li Mu’s President (University) from his high school days, accompanied by other school leaders and his two homeroom teachers, paid a visit.

After a session of exchanging pleasantries, praises, and compliments, the President (University) subtly made a request to Li Mu: The Municipal Government had approved a plot of land in the government administrative district for Haizhou No.1 High School and also approved the corresponding construction funds. Construction for the new campus would commence after the spring this year. The President (University) hoped that Li Mu would be able to return to attend the groundbreaking ceremony.

Due to his uncertain schedule, Li Mu didn’t immediately agree to the President (University) and teachers’ request. Instead, he said: “I can’t be sure if I’ll be able to make it then. But since a new campus is being built, I’d like to contribute something to my alma mater. When the time comes, I’ll pay to install air conditioners in all classrooms and dorm rooms. The air conditioners will have their own dedicated power circuit, and I’ll cover all the electricity costs for the air conditioners from now on.”

Although Haizhou’s geographical location is neither too far south nor too far north, its summers and winters are truly unbearable for the average person. The humid heat of summer is one thing, but the damp cold of winter is the real killer. The temperature inside and outside is the same; no matter how many layers you wear or blankets you use, you won’t feel warm. Having icy cold shoes all the time is truly agonizing. Almost every student gets frostbitten ears and hands and feet in winter; some pretty young girls even develop chilblains on their faces. Children living in the city did a bit better, but those who lived in dorms were even worse off.

Li Mu hoped to do something practical for the junior students of his alma mater. He feared that donated money might not directly reach the students, and donated items might not be what the students necessarily needed. So, he wanted to provide some benefits for future junior students. In Haizhou, a city without central heating, installing heaters was clearly unrealistic. Installing air conditioners was much more practical. Not only could they provide warmth in winter, but they could also make summers a bit more comfortable for everyone…





Chapter 1271: Achieve Multiple Goals at Once

It was hard to get a holiday, and Li Mu wanted to stay quietly at home for a few days. The truth proved that this kind of life, which was within easy reach in his previous life, had become the most extravagant dream in this life.

After experiencing all sorts of people and a whirlwind of visits, Li Mu sadly realized that his family of three had barely had a moment of peace.

Five days later, Li Mu reluctantly returned to Yanjing. He hadn’t spent enough time with his parents, and they hadn’t cherished his presence enough either, but with urgent matters piling up, Li Mu couldn’t stay in Haizhou any longer.

On the way to Jinling Airport, Li Mu’s sadness from leaving home hadn’t lasted two hours before it vanished, overwhelmed by a continuous barrage of phone calls.

First, Chen Ze called, asking when Li Mu would return to the capital. The promotional materials for the CSC Supercar Club were already complete. Although not officially advertised yet, due to the difficulty of keeping secrets within the circles, almost all the Second generation across Yanjing and even the entire North China region knew about it.

Since Chen Ze spearheaded this club, and Li Mu was openly and deeply involved, it immediately attracted widespread attention from many Second generation. Even many Second generation who weren’t deeply into car enthusiast/racing, upon hearing that joining the CSC Club required a sports car as a threshold, immediately contacted Cai Zhengmao to inquire about purchasing a car. Cai Zhengmao’s feedback was that he hadn’t had a moment’s peace even during the New Year; he had taken orders for over eighty sports cars, each costing more than one million, with rich second-generation heirs from as far as Xinjiang Province coming to Yanjing to place orders.

This number astonished Li Mu. He hadn’t expected that the CSC Club, before its official launch, would achieve such a powerful effect just from word-of-mouth within the circles. Over eighty people were already willing to buy cars just to join. If membership applications were truly opened, it would probably exceed two hundred members in minutes.

Furthermore, Chen Ze reported that fat Wang had completely coordinated everything. They were currently rushing to prepare club-related decorative materials. As soon as the club’s promotion started, the SugarClub Workers’ Stadium branch would immediately be fully converted into the exclusive club for CSC Club.

Chen Ze wanted to officially launch the CSC Club’s promotion and open the membership application channel on the eighth day of the Lunar New Year. At that time, a large salon would be organized at SugarClub for members and the Second generation who met membership qualifications or were interested in joining. In Chen Ze’s words, they needed to “put this gathering together”.

People who frequently mingle in social circles are particular about “setting up a gathering”—what kind of “gathering” to set up and how to “set it up” are very nuanced matters. Chen Ze organizing the gathering was naturally not an issue; his background would command respect from anyone. However, the situation with the CSC Supercar Club was unique. It was a sports car club, and sports cars at that time were absolutely rare items. Therefore, organizing such a gathering could easily be interpreted as Not doing proper work, or merely a large get-together for wastrels’ children.

Thus, Chen Ze hoped Li Mu could step in and organize this “gathering” with him. If Li Mu, a successful businessman and favored son, were directly involved, this gathering would no longer be a meeting of wastrels’ children idling away their time. Instead, it would be a platform for these young and promising, financially capable individuals to come together and engage in practical and positive activities.

Chen Ze even hoped that after the official establishment of the CSC Club, the entire club would become deeply involved in Li Mu’s Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation, immediately leaving a sufficiently positive and favorable first impression on society.

Li Mu agreed without hesitation and told Chen Ze, “I’ll have Xinying arrange for someone to quickly edit a simple internal promotional video. When everyone gathers at SugarClub, we can show it to them so they truly understand what this charity project is doing and recognize its unique importance. If everyone is willing to contribute their part then, that would be even better.”

Chen Ze said, “If the club can have two hundred official members, I believe raising ten million in donations won’t be a problem. If emotions are effectively stirred, twenty million isn’t impossible either.”

Li Mu acknowledged, saying, “The CSC Club will become a partner of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation. When Flying Tigers is released, I’ll include the CSC Club in the special thanks.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “That would be fantastic. Let’s settle this for now, and we can discuss the specifics when you get back.”

Not long after hanging up with Chen Ze, Senior Brother Liu called Li Mu, informing him that Taobao Logistics would undergo a new round of personnel expansion after the New Year. Before the Lantern Festival, at least one thousand five hundred new employees would join nationwide.

The reason for such urgent staffing increases was a requirement Li Mu had previously mentioned to Senior Brother Liu.

Li Mu’s explanation to Senior Brother Liu, Guru Lei, and other core Taobao members was: he was very concerned that the contagious disease he had heard about in Guangdong Province would spread nationwide and cause a state of extreme alarm across the country. That’s why he was investing heavily to pre-stock supplies needed to curb the spread of the contagious disease. If his prediction became a prophecy fulfilled, then these stockpiled supplies would inevitably be sold nationwide through Taobao within a short period. This in itself would create a huge transport capacity demand for Taobao Logistics, making the increase in personnel imperative.

Furthermore, Li Mu asserted that once the contagious disease caused a state of extreme alarm, it would inevitably force people to minimize their trips to public places. Since all offline shopping occurred in public places without exception, this meant that online shopping would experience a flood of traffic at that time!

Li Mu used “flood of traffic” rather than “peak” because, in his estimation, the overall online shopping order volume would at least triple or even higher than usual. Existing Taobao users would definitely purchase everything they could online to avoid public places and reduce the risk of infection. Even users who hadn’t tried online shopping would likely find ways to do so, either learning themselves or asking others to help.

With the online shopping popularization efforts Taobao had already made, combined with the current seamless connection between Taobao, Alipay, and Taobao Logistics, online shopping now had a very solid foundation, and the barrier to entry was much lower than in 2003 of his previous life. Once the SARS period began, Taobao’s order volume would surge so much that Taobao Express would experience a warehouse overflow.

Therefore, preparing personnel in advance became the top priority.

Senior Brother Liu was somewhat nervous and lacked confidence about preparing for a potential large-scale social event. Besides reporting the progress, his call to Li Mu had another very important purpose: he hoped Li Mu could spare time to review and follow up on Taobao Logistics’ preparations with him, to avoid any oversight.

Li Mu agreed to Senior Brother Liu’s request, and then received a call from Kong Lingyu.

With the continuous progress of data center and server deployments around the world, Plants vs. Zombies Online could potentially launch globally by the end of this month. The original promotion and distribution plan had long been prepared, just waiting for the server and bandwidth issues to be resolved to choose an opportune moment for release. So, Kong Lingyu called Li Mu, asking if Plants vs. Zombies Online could be officially launched to global YY users in early March.

This game, which combined the single-player Plants vs. Zombies with a heavily modified multiplayer online version, captivated almost all staff during internal testing. Not just colleagues from the game department, but also those from other departments who participated in testing were completely infatuated with this game. Tower defense games are inherently very immersive, let alone an online tower defense game with social gaming attributes, which had a fatal attraction for current users.

Precisely because of this, everyone in the company involved in this project was eagerly anticipating its official release. They also firmly believed that this game would become popular worldwide with YY’s promotion, thereby sparking another global social game wave, following Paradise Town.

Kong Lingyu was impatient to push out Plants vs. Zombies Online, so he hoped to officially release it on March 1st. According to the current work progress, the team was absolutely confident they could complete all preparations before this point in time.

Li Mu originally wanted to simply tell Kong Lingyu to proceed with preparations for a March 1st release, but after careful consideration, Li Mu suddenly decided to postpone the release of Plants vs. Zombies Online, similar to how Crazy Stone’s release was delayed.

Crazy Stone’s delay was because Li Mu didn’t want the film to increase the audience’s chances of contracting SARS offline. The epidemic was currently in its brewing and covert developmental stage. If a popular film were released at this time, it would provide fertile ground for the spread of the epidemic. Thus, Li Mu decided to release Crazy Stone after the SARS period. This not only avoided negative impact on the epidemic but also, at that time, would give the public, fresh from the Gloom of SARS, an opportunity to laugh heartily and release all their stress.

The postponed release of Plants vs. Zombies Online was because Li Mu suddenly realized that the development and spread of SARS would not only cause a state of extreme alarm domestically but also trigger global alarm and concern. At that time, there would inevitably be many negative news reports about the domestic epidemic abroad, which would, to some extent, affect overseas public perception and impression of China. However, Plants vs. Zombies Online was already destined to become a super hit product popular worldwide, so Li Mu wanted to delay its release until SARS’s impact was at its greatest.

Choosing to release it when SARS’s impact was at its greatest was Li Mu’s consideration that, at that point in time, both domestic and international publics would need a distraction; they absolutely couldn’t be allowed to remain focused on SARS and have their emotions, stress, and state of extreme alarm dominated by it.

For the domestic public, people at that time wouldn’t dare to go out. The less they dared to go out, the more they would focus on the epidemic’s development. Excessive attention would inevitably lead to an over-tense mental state.

For international publics, they would also pay extra attention to the epidemic’s development at that time and develop a certain degree of fear towards China, similar to how the Chinese people monitor incidents like mad cow disease and Ebola virus abroad.

If, at that moment, an unparalleled social game could suddenly emerge, it could instantly divert everyone’s attention, not only preventing excessive focus on the SARS issue but also greatly alleviating public psychological stress and state of extreme alarm.

Achieve multiple goals at once!





Chapter 1272: Enzo

On the eighth day of the Lunar New Year, the SugarClub Workers’ Stadium branch was exceptionally busy.

The parking spaces outside were completely full, and even so, many guests’ cars couldn’t find a spot and had to park further away.

In the severe cold of the winter night, the entrance of SugarClub was surrounded by spectating citizens. No one had ever witnessed such a spectacular scene before. Among the hundreds of cars parked outside SugarClub, it was most likely that over eighty percent of them were extremely rare luxury sports cars.

Among these luxury sports cars were Ferraris, Lamborghinis, Aston Martins, Porsches, as well as Mercedes-Benzes, BMWs, Audis, and Nissan GTRs. Besides these luxury sports cars, there were also many ultra-luxury cars, such as Rolls-Royces and Bentleys.

Faced with such a spectacular sight, every passing citizen stopped to gaze, with some even taking out cameras to pose for photos with the sports cars.

No one knew why this bar called SugarClub could attract so many ultra-luxury cars. In comparison, the vehicles parked outside other nearby bars immediately paled. Cars that previously seemed dazzling, like BMWs, Audis, and Mercedes-Benzes, now appeared particularly shabby when contrasted with these ultra-luxury cars.

Observant citizens quickly noticed that the SugarClub neon sign had an added line of red light annotation: “CSC Club Member-Exclusive Store.”

On both sides of the main entrance, two advertising boards stood, detailing the CSC Club.

The CSC Club, short for China-Supercar-Club (China Supercar Club), was jointly founded by Muye Technology founder Li Mu, Yanjing Jinshun International Co., Ltd. Chairman of the Board Chen Ze, and Tianjin City Zhengmao Import and Export Trade Company Chairman of the Board Cai Zhengmao. Most people were unfamiliar with Chen Ze, Cai Zhengmao, and both Yanjing Jinshun International and Tianjin City Zhengmao Import and Export, unsure of their full background. However, Li Mu’s name was simply too well-known; among China’s urban population, those who didn’t know Li Mu were truly rare.

When citizens discovered that this club was started by Li Mu, they immediately looked at it in a new light. If this club’s founders had been the sons of some rich magnates, everyone would have thought it a den of depravity for wastrels’ children. But Li Mu’s public image was too positive; not only was he full of positive energy, but his values were also extremely upright in the eyes of the public. This had fostered a mindset where everyone believed: anything Li Mu did must be a good deed with positive significance.

At this moment, SugarClub was packed to the brim. Li Mu and Chen Ze hadn’t expected that just two days after officially launching the CSC Club’s promotion within the industry, over three hundred people would show up in one go for its first salon gathering today. Among these individuals, each had a net worth exceeding tens of millions and was either eligible or soon to be eligible to join the CSC Club.

These people were currently drinking alcohol and chatting in groups of three or five. Fat Wang had transformed SugarClub into a high-end cocktail party. Thanks to the very orderly management and grasp, the hundreds of people inside didn’t seem noisy at all.

The salon hadn’t officially begun yet. Chen Ze sat alone in the manager’s office, checking the time on his wristwatch. Li Mu had said he could arrive at eight-thirty, and it was already eight.

Somewhat impatient, Chen Ze called Cai Zhengmao and immediately asked him, “Zhengmao, has Li Mu gone to pick up the car from you yet?”

“Not yet,” Cai Zhengmao replied. “He told me before the meeting that he’d contact me when he was close to arriving. I haven’t heard from him yet.”

Then, Cai Zhengmao added, “Why don’t you give him a call yourself and ask?”

Chen Ze sighed softly in helplessness and said, “Forget it. He’s busy with serious business, so it’s no use for me to rush him.”

Cai Zhengmao was currently waiting for Li Mu in the garage of his auto trade company. Unlike other garages, this particular one was reserved exclusively for his own use and could easily accommodate eight cars. Originally, Cai Zhengmao’s own vehicles alone could completely fill this garage, but now, it held only his red Ferrari F50 and a sports car entirely covered by a black car cover.

Since most of the auto trade company’s operations had moved to the race track, Cai Zhengmao had also transported almost all of his luxury cars to Shunyi District to bolster the race track’s and the club’s image. Thus, he had only kept a red Ferrari F50 in the city area, one of his regularly driven vehicles. The sports car tightly wrapped in a black cloth cover was the Ferrari Enzo that Cai Zhengmao had given to Li Mu.

This was the most coveted model for Ferrari owners and enthusiasts worldwide; even Cai Zhengmao himself was utterly obsessed with it. After the car arrived at port and cleared customs, Cai Zhengmao personally conducted an extremely meticulous inspection, confirming that the car’s overall condition was so perfect that it didn’t even have a single tiny scratch, and not a single rubber nub had fallen off its tires.

However, even though Cai Zhengmao was madly in love with this new car, he hadn’t gotten in to drive it even a single kilometer since it arrived at port and cleared customs.

The reason was simple: this car was a gift for Li Mu.

Precisely because the car was a gift for Li Mu, Cai Zhengmao didn’t want to prematurely drive it himself for his own enjoyment. A car lover like Cai Zhengmao understood car owners’ feelings for their cherished vehicles perfectly. Sometimes, even if a new car’s odometer showed a slightly higher number upon leaving the factory, it would literally sting them. How much more so if someone else had driven it before they even had a chance to? Therefore, after retrieving the car, Cai Zhengmao performed a full vehicle inspection himself but did not conduct any driving operations on it.

The car had already been registered directly under Li Mu’s name. Originally, Cai Zhengmao had been planning to hand over the car to Li Mu much earlier, but Li Mu had rarely been in Yanjing recently, so the car had remained parked in Cai Zhengmao’s garage.

Li Mu hadn’t originally intended to pick up this Ferrari so urgently. For one, he had never driven a true sports car before and lacked experience. For another, he genuinely wasn’t particularly interested in sports cars, so he hadn’t given it much thought.

However, Chen Ze repeatedly persuaded him, hoping he could try his best to drive a sports car to the event today. After all, as the founder of a supercar club, if the founder himself didn’t drive a sports car to the first salon gathering, the club’s persuasiveness would be greatly diminished.

Li Mu considered it carefully and agreed. Everyone else would be driving sports cars; it would indeed look inappropriate for him to drive an SUV. So, he had no choice but to arrange with Cai Zhengmao to pick up the car from him after his meeting.

The meeting at Taobao Technology had exceeded its projected duration because Li Mu was working with Senior Brother Liu, Guru Lei, and other core members to sort out Taobao Logistics’ transport capacity allocation and Taobao’s overall Contingency Plan for the extraordinary times ahead.

Although none of the attendees had experienced a highly impactful epidemic like SARS, under Li Mu’s influence, they could estimate just how much state of extreme alarm a nationwide epidemic would cause. Given the special nature of Taobao’s online transactions, everyone clearly realized that if Li Mu’s predictions came true, the cooperation between Taobao and Taobao Logistics, combined with the reserves of epidemic supplies, would provide strong stability to society and act as a boost to the confidence of the panic-stricken populace.

Thus, in this meeting, everyone went all out to make all sorts of preparations for this special battle that had not yet arrived.

It was already eight-ten when Li Mu left Taobao, and by the time he hurriedly rushed to Cai Zhengmao’s company, it was eight-thirty.

Li Mu called Chen Ze, informing him that he was delayed due to work. While expressing his apology, he also hoped Chen Ze would relay his apology to everyone currently at SugarClub. Although Chen Ze was already extremely restless with anxiety, he kept telling Li Mu on the phone not to rush, and not to worry himself.

Although everyone present was waiting for Li Mu, and Cai Zhengmao had been made restless with anxiety by Chen Ze’s incessant calls, Chen Ze alone didn’t convey this anxious emotion to Li Mu.

The moment Cai Zhengmao lifted off the Enzo’s car cover, even Li Mu, who wasn’t particularly interested in sports cars, couldn’t help but feel his heart race.

Even by Li Mu’s aesthetic standards before his rebirth, this Ferrari Enzo wouldn’t appear old-fashioned in the slightest. Every line on its body showcased unparalleled industrial beauty. Its exaggerated Formula 1-like air intakes were like those of a beast. Coupled with the classic Ferrari red, seeing it immediately made one conjure images in their mind of its surging engine roar and the sound of it tearing through the air at high speed.

Cai Zhengmao introduced it to Li Mu with an expression of awe: “This car is powered by a six-liter V12 engine, producing six hundred sixty horsepower and six hundred fifty-seven torque. Its transmission uses the sequential gearbox found in Formula 1 cars. All four wheels are equipped with carbon-ceramic brakes, and the entire vehicle extensively uses carbon fiber, bringing its curb weight to only 1.3 tons. However, while being lightweight, it also features excellent aerodynamic design to ensure sufficient downforce and stability at high speeds. Its drivetrain is mid-engine, rear-wheel drive, giving the car extremely high limits. Its 0-100 km/h acceleration takes only a little over three seconds – it’s an absolute supercar beast!”

Li Mu exclaimed admiringly, “It’s simply a perfect work of art. Honestly, seeing the actual car, I can’t even bear to drive it…”

Cai Zhengmao patted Li Mu’s shoulder and said, “General Manager Li, don’t mind these things. No matter how good a car is, it’s meant to be driven, just like no matter how beautiful a woman is, she still has to be with men; it’s the same principle.”

As he spoke, Cai Zhengmao said earnestly, “But honestly, it’s best not to drive this kind of car too frequently. You should also ensure good daily maintenance, because these things will definitely become one fewer with each crash going forward. The longer it goes, the more precious it becomes.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “That’s true. I heard there are only four hundred in total?”

Cai Zhengmao shook his finger. “Three hundred ninety-nine. One of them was given to God.”

Li Mu subconsciously asked, “Crashed?”

Cai Zhengmao chuckled, “Not at all. It was given to the Pope. Giving it to him is essentially giving it to God, isn’t it?”

Then, Cai Zhengmao added, “Ferrari is very reliable when it comes to business. Limited edition means limited edition, and they limit exactly as many as they say they will. So, the number of these things starts from three hundred ninety-nine and subtracts from there; there will definitely be fewer and fewer in the future.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “This car definitely isn’t suitable for daily driving. We might as well just keep it on the race track from now on.”

Cai Zhengmao chuckled, “That’s my suggestion too. This kind of car truly embodies its essence only when driven on a race track. It should be waiting at the starting line for the signal light, not waiting at a crosswalk for a red light alongside Mercedes-Benzes, BMWs, Volkswagens, and Xialis. Furthermore, my supercar maintenance and repair center will soon be fully relocated to the race track. At that time, this car will surely be meticulously cared for to ensure it’s still in its prime even after twenty years.”





Chapter 1273: The Significance of CSC’s Existence

Li Mu only realized today that supercars are actually not easy to drive at all.

In other words, a one-million-yuan Mercedes-Benz or BMW would offer far superior handling and comfort compared to this Ferrari Enzo.

The core of a supercar lies in its pursuit of ultimate performance—ultimate speed, ultimate handling—to the extent that for an ordinary person, it would feel overly difficult to control.

First, the roar of the V12 engine is incredibly powerful. At first listen, it might make one’s heart surge with emotion, but when that sound constantly accompanies you, it will make you long for the quiet, maiden-like sound insulation of a luxury car costing a million.

Second, the comfort inside the cockpit is not good. The stance is too low, making it inconvenient to get in and out, and it’s not truly comfortable to sit in. The primary goal of custom-made seats is to protect the driver’s body, especially to protect the lumbar spine and neck from injury during aggressive driving, so functionality far outweighs comfort.

Such a concept is almost unheard of in the realm of ordinary family cars, and many might deem it unnecessary. However, when faced with a beast of over five hundred horsepower, the human body’s fragile frame truly requires very systematic protection.

Li Mu once watched the famous British automotive show Top Gear, where the obnoxious old man Jeremy sprained his neck during a raceway test drive of a GTR due to extreme cornering speed.

Furthermore, when Cai Zhengmao briefly taught Li Mu how to drive this Enzo, he repeatedly reminded Li Mu of a few points: never stomp on the accelerator with a high-horsepower rear-wheel drive car when the steering wheel isn’t straightened out, and try to keep both hands firmly on the steering wheel while driving to prevent loss of control during high power output.

Cai Zhengmao said that many people who don’t understand sports cars will crash them badly the first time they drive one, and these two points are the fundamental reasons.

One bend, one stomp on the accelerator, and if both hands don’t grasp the steering wheel, there’s a high probability the car will crash straight into the roadside. With a carbon fiber sports car, a head-on crash usually leaves only the engine usable.

After receiving Cai Zhengmao’s brief instruction, Li Mu cautiously drove the Ferrari Enzo onto the road. In the streets of Yanjing, driving such a car was too eye-catching. Due to the high level of attention, Li Mu had to pull out a mask and put it on, then braced himself to drive the Enzo to Gongti.

Once upon a time, Li Mu had fantasized about the countless Second generation heirs driving luxurious supercars with sexy women, flaunting themselves and living a dissipated life at Gongti every night. He used to wonder when he would have such a life.

But now that the day had come, Li Mu sighed inwardly that being stared at like a monkey was actually not good at all. At least for him, it was difficult to adapt.

When Li Mu arrived at SugarClub, a group of people, including Chen Ze, and numerous security guards had already been waiting at the entrance for a long time. One parking space directly in front of SugarClub had always been reserved for Li Mu. Li Mu drove the car into the space under the security guard’s guidance, and then the Second generation heirs who had come out with Chen Ze applauded.

Although most of these Second generation heirs were haughty and arrogant, the fact proved that even those as arrogant as them could have idols in their hearts.

Undoubtedly, Li Mu was the idol these Second generation heirs admired and worshipped from the bottom of their hearts.

When these young Second generation heirs were spending their parents’ money lavishly, Li Mu burst onto the scene, making them realize that there was actually a more exciting way to live life. Just like Li Mu, he was only in his early twenties, yet he had lived his life in such a way that he became an object of worship for hundreds of millions of young people worldwide. This was the ultimate role model for life.

Li Mu gently hugged Chen Ze, then nodded to the unfamiliar faces applauding around him. Following that, he walked side-by-side with Chen Ze into SugarClub. Many more people inside had been waiting for Li Mu for a long time, and his arrival immediately made the atmosphere throughout SugarClub lively to the extreme.

Li Mu had arrived, and the CSC Club’s first salon officially began.

Chen Ze walked onto the high stage in the center of the dance floor, and under everyone’s gaze, he held the microphone and said, “Hello everyone, on behalf of the co-founders of CSC Club, and all the staff, I’d like to thank every friend present today.”

Applause erupted, and many Second generation heirs were anticipating this moment.

The scale of this salon was unprecedented in the circles of Second generation heirs. Hundreds of wealthy Second generation heirs rushed from all over the country upon hearing the news, some from as far as Nanhai Province. It was said that one buddy’s Lamborghini was directly hired to be hauled to Yanjing by a semi-trailer, departing on the second day of the New Year, ferrying off the island, and driving all the way from Guangdong Province to Yanjing, taking three days.

Undoubtedly, this confirmed the CSC Club’s powerful appeal. The club’s influence within the Second generation heirs’ circles far exceeded Li Mu’s previous estimates.

After the applause, Chen Ze continued, “The CSC Club is an interest club centered on sports car culture. It targets all sports car enthusiasts who love, understand, and own sports cars. I believe everyone here today is a loyal sports car enthusiast, so we warmly welcome and look forward to everyone joining the CSC Club and becoming a part of it!”

“I’m not much of a speaker, which is why I’m speaking first. I hope to achieve a ‘throwing a brick to attract jade’ effect. You all should know that among our CSC Club’s co-founders, there is one who once stood on a Harvard lecture stage and conquered the world with his excellent eloquence…”

As Chen Ze said this, applause, whistles, and cheers already erupted from below the stage. Everyone knew well that the co-founder he was referring to was Li Mu.

Amidst everyone’s cheers, Chen Ze loudly announced, “Next, let us give our warmest applause to invite Mr. Li Mu, co-founder of the CSC China Supercar Club, and founder and Chairman of the Board of Muye Technology and Taobao Technology, to the stage!”

Thunderous applause filled the air. Li Mu was about to speak, which made everyone present feel a strange excitement.

Li Mu walked onto the high stage amidst the deafening applause, took the microphone from Chen Ze, first bowed slightly to everyone in acknowledgment, and then, after the applause gradually subsided, began to speak: “Thank you all for taking the time out of your busy schedules to attend the first offline salon of the CSC Club.”

At this point, Li Mu noticed many people looked at each other in confusion, so he added, “As you know, I come from the internet industry, and I tend to use some internet terms in daily conversations. ‘Online’ and ‘offline,’ in layman’s terms, are synonyms for ‘networked’ and ‘non-networked.’ If I were to create a YY Group and have all of you holding a salon via that YY Group today, that would be an ‘online’ salon.”

Most of the Second generation heirs present truly didn’t know the difference between online and offline. Although the internet was already very popular at the time, it was far from as popular and widespread as by the end of 2016. By the end of 2016, even beggars on the street could pull out QR codes for WeChat and Alipay payments. But now, though internet products like YY and Taobao were popular, the internet industry hadn’t yet achieved widespread adoption.

After explaining the definition of online and offline, Li Mu continued, “As our other co-founder, General Manager Chen, said, the CSC Club is an interest club based on common hobbies. And we also hope that the CSC Club, based on everyone’s shared passion, can gradually develop into a healthy, positive interest club. Not only should it convey a healthy sports car culture to society, but it should also make society realize that the group of people who own and drive sports cars is a young, positive group with a sufficient sense of social responsibility, and who are willing to contribute to social development. It should no longer be like before, where ordinary people, when discussing supercar owners, would always generalize and define this group with phrases like ‘rich second-generation heir,’ ‘prodigal son,’ or ‘children of wealthy families.’”

Li Mu’s words immediately struck a chord with everyone.

These wealthy supercar owners were basically a group criticized by society. There were many reasons for this: on one hand, they themselves were too ostentatious and arrogant, bringing a very negative impact on society; on the other hand, it was also related to the widespread resentment towards the rich in society.

Society’s resentment towards the rich isn’t necessarily wrong sometimes, because in recent years, a large portion of those who got rich in China have largely carried some Original Sin. Ten years ago, corrupt officials and unscrupulous merchants who embezzled state assets and embezzled compensation for laid-off workers acquired vast wealth. But behind their wealth was the hard-earned money of tens of thousands of ordinary workers. When their children bought sports cars and stomped on the accelerator on the street, flaunted themselves, and even fooled around with their daughters or their sons’ girlfriends, how could the public not resent this group?

Even for those unscrupulous merchants who manufactured and sold counterfeits, people’s health was damaged from buying their products, yet their sons used those ill-gotten gains to buy sports cars, speeding past their homes daily and raising a cloud of dust. How could the public have a good impression of them?

Li Mu felt that society as a whole wasn’t simply resentful of the rich; what they resented were those who got rich through improper means.

All in all, the public reputation of these Second generation heirs who possessed wealth and could own luxury sports cars was not good across society. This was the root cause of their constant distress. And they were well aware that Li Mu was far richer than every one of them, yet Li Mu’s public reputation was immeasurably better than theirs. This was not only due to Li Mu’s personal ability and charisma, but also due to his ubiquitous sense of social responsibility and his continuous contributions to society, the nation, and the country.

Therefore, everyone had a subconscious thought: they hoped to be able to do something within the CSC Club that would be recognized by society and contribute to society, following Li Mu’s lead.

After arousing everyone’s resonance, Li Mu continued, “We have our own racetrack, our own car trade business, high-end car maintenance and repair services, and also a series of high-end services tailored to everyone. These are enough to ensure that everyone in the CSC Club can take their car enthusiasm to the extreme.”

At this point, Li Mu changed the subject, saying, “However, my intended positioning for the CSC Club goes far beyond a simple interest club. What I most hope for is, in addition to becoming friends with everyone and enjoying everything sports cars bring us, to also be able to do some value-creating things together with everyone. For example, we can work on some projects together, do some investments, or perhaps we can do some things with even greater social responsibility, and collectively make contributions within our capabilities to this society. This is the complete significance of CSC Club’s existence.”





Chapter 1274: Soul Mentor

General Manager Li’s complete definition of the CSC Club inexplicably excited everyone present.

Before coming, the core appeal of this club lay in three points: 1. General Manager Li; 2. General Manager Chen; 3. Social circles.

Interests such as luxury cars and sports cars were not the main point at all. Many people didn’t even like sports cars, or driving in general, but they still ordered a sports car, preparing to join this club, solely for these three core elements.

However, what they hadn’t expected was that General Manager Li’s promises far exceeded these three points they had envisioned.

Firstly, General Manager Li promised to lead them in creating value, which meant providing opportunities for cooperation and earning money. This was extremely appealing to everyone.

General Manager Li’s money-making ability had basically reached Guinness World Record levels. He was known as the experienced person in the financial circles; whoever got on his “fast track” was guaranteed to make money, and at an unbelievably fast pace. Even Bigwigs on Wall Street and various investment banks were fiercely competing to ride along with him. Now, General Manager Li was willing to personally open a money-making fast track for CSC Club members, which was an incredible boon, something they dared not even dream of.

Furthermore, General Manager Li also promised to lead everyone in contributing to society. Everyone understood that what General Manager Li meant by “contributing to society” was undoubtedly charity and public welfare. Far from being repulsed, they were actually very much looking forward to it.

General Manager Li’s charitable initiatives and public welfare activities had achieved global renown and earned him praise and respect from the vast majority of people. This was incredibly rare. These Second generation individuals not only envied General Manager Li’s wealth but also his aura and reputation. If General Manager Li could help them earn both money and reputation simultaneously, it would be absolutely perfect.

Who could resist the allure of such an awesome club?

Don’t want to join? Need to think about it again? No, that was out of the question. At this moment, everyone had only one thought: Bigwig, when will enrollment open, how does one join, and to whom should the membership fee be paid?

Someone couldn’t hold back and shouted, “General Manager Li, I want to join now! Just tell me, who do I pay the money to!”

The sudden roar elicited a burst of laughter but also resonated with many, and soon more people chimed in, “Yes, General Manager Li, we want to apply to join, the sooner the better!”

At this point, General Manager Li spoke, “The CSC Club will officially begin accepting membership applications starting today. Soon, our staff will distribute membership application guidebooks to everyone. Specific requirements for joining, application methods, and membership levels will all be detailed in the guidebook. You can use the website provided in the guidebook to access our online application page and submit your detailed information. Initial reviews will be completed within three to five business days. If your initial application passes, our staff will contact you to schedule a time for a re-evaluation.”

“The re-evaluation will be conducted offline. At that time, everyone must drive their sports car, which meets the membership requirements, to our race track in Shunyi District for the re-evaluation. Upon passing the re-evaluation, you can pay the membership fee on site, officially register your membership, and become a formal member of the CSC China Supercar Club.”

Having said this, General Manager Li added earnestly, “Please rest assured, our membership requirements are essentially just two: First, you must personally own a sports car that meets the membership standards, whether purchased in full or on mortgage, and whether it’s new or second-hand. Second, you must pay the specified membership fee. So, as long as you meet these two requirements, you can become a member of the CSC Club.”

A wave of cheers erupted throughout the venue.

Among those present, some already owned sports cars that met the requirements, while others had already ordered them and were just waiting for the official opening of the membership channel. For them, the membership fee was not an issue at all. So, hearing General Manager Li’s words, they immediately felt reassured, no longer worrying about being unable to join due to quotas or other reasons.

After giving everyone a strong reassurance, General Manager Li unveiled his investment fund plan.

He addressed the crowd, saying, “The CSC Club plans to set up an investment fund. This fund will adopt a priority-subordinated structure. General Manager Chen, Director Cai, and I will jointly provide the subordinated capital, while you, the members, will subscribe and contribute as the priority capital. We will set a fixed cap on the net profit for your priority capital. We will be responsible for operating the fund, and our subordinated party will bear the primary risks. The main investment targets of this fund will focus on the currently most popular, and also the industry I am most familiar with: the internet sector.”

In the future, the global internet industry’s total output value will exceed several trillion US dollars. This includes e-commerce, social media, communication, gaming, portals, video, live streaming, O2O, P2P, and countless vertical industries related to hardware and mobile internet. There are already many well-known products and enterprises. This pie is frighteningly huge, and General Manager Li, as an individual, couldn’t possibly get a share of it all. Therefore, he could only become a behind-the-scenes investor in the entire internet industry. For super projects with immense profit potential, he would invest personally or through his own enterprises. For medium to large-scale projects with significant profit potential, he could entirely use the fund to invest. With a large number of contributors behind the fund, it wouldn’t be too conspicuous. Otherwise, if most successful internet companies in the future were all personally invested by General Manager Li, it would be a bit too arrogant.

So, since the market space was so vast, and so large that he couldn’t possibly take it all on alone, General Manager Li could simply find a few reliable projects from the market and have the fund participate in the investment, which would be enough to guarantee returns.

Investing in the internet industry currently offered the highest returns, bar none. Most internet companies that eventually went public, provided their early investors held on, yielded hundreds or even thousands of times their initial investment. For the CSC fund, catching just one such project a year would absolutely guarantee returns. With General Manager Li’s understanding of China’s internet industry, achieving this was incredibly simple.

Everyone present knew about the capital myth surrounding General Manager Li, and regarding the investment fund he promised, everyone was eager to participate.

General Manager Li suddenly realized that the atmosphere had begun to resemble a brainwashing session within a pyramid scheme organization. Everyone looked at him with extremely firm conviction and utter fanaticism on their faces, as if they would steadfastly believe anything he said, much like the revered soul mentor in such an organization.

So, General Manager Li said to everyone, “You should know that a while ago, Steven Spielberg and I collaborated to invest in a film titled Flying Tigers. It was this opportunity that drew my attention to a special group I had never noticed before. I have prepared a video about the stories of this special group. You can watch it first.”

Since the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ charitable initiative had not yet been made public, those present were completely unprepared for the video content General Manager Li had arranged. At this moment, a staff member turned on the large screen behind General Manager Li, who then stepped off the stage. Everyone’s attention was fixed on the big screen. The short film began with genuine footage of Chinese pilots from the Flying Tigers battling Japanese aggressors’ air force in Chinese airspace during that era. The video quality wasn’t very good, in black and white, but it was brimming with the unique grit of World War II.

In the video, the scenes of the fierce battle between the opposing fighter jets were incredibly spectacular. In that era, fighter jets engaged in dogfights entirely within visual range, more bloody and heroic than modern aerial combat.

In the footage, white flashes erupted from the nose of each aircraft – these were the muzzle flashes of machine guns and cannons. The scene flickered: two Flying Tigers fighter jets teamed up and charged a formation of four Japanese fighter jets. As fire tongues spewed out, white smoke billowed from the wing of one Japanese fighter, which then rapidly plunged downwards. The other three Japanese fighter jets swiftly pulled up sharply in the air, executing a huge C-turn to engage the two Flying Tigers jets in a fierce battle.

During the fierce battle, another Japanese fighter jet was shot down. At this very moment, one of the Nationalist Air Force fighter jets was caught on its tail by a Japanese fighter. Cannon fire struck the tail of the Nationalist Air Force fighter, causing the plane to immediately lose control and spin several times in the air.

Subsequently, this fighter, trailing thick smoke, suddenly pulled up its nose in an instant, flipped 180 degrees upwards, and collided with the enemy plane attacking from behind. After a massive white flash, the two planes disintegrated into countless pieces, scattering down from the sky.

A male narrator’s voice began: “On April 29, 1938, during the Jiangcheng aerial combat, Chen Huaimin, a pilot from the 21st Squadron of the Nationalist Air Force’s 4th Aviation Group, deliberately crashed his fighter jet into a Japanese air force fighter, taking both himself and the aggressor down, heroically sacrificing himself at the age of only 22, despite his plane being hit and him being gravely wounded.”

A tragic background music faded in, and the screen revealed a series of old black-and-white photographs. Each person in them wore a perfectly tailored military uniform, with resolute expressions on their sharp, chiseled faces. The narrator called out their names one by one, along with when they joined the air force, the number of enemy aircraft they shot down, and the exact year, month, day, and aerial combat in which they sacrificed their lives.

After introducing more than a dozen martyrs who had died in aerial combat, the images on screen changed to group photos, mostly of pilots in their daily training and candid shots of their lives.

After a slideshow-like display of photos, the video screen suddenly went black. Then, a line of white text appeared character by character accompanied by the sound of a typewriter, as the narrator’s voice spoke in unison with the text:

“Some of the people in these photos sacrificed their lives during the War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression, and others have gradually left us over the past fifty-plus years. However, some of them are still alive…”

“So, how are these living old heroes doing now?”

The screen suddenly lit up, revealing the rugged mountains of Yunnan Province…





Chapter 1275: Membership Frenzy

The video about the current situation of the Flying Tigers members began with the video records from when volunteers first went deep into the mountains to a village to find him.

After a long journey, the volunteers arrived at the village and found out the address of the elder Sun Xiaozhong. His half-collapsed thatched hut appeared on the big screen, leaving these wealthy Second Generation individuals, each with a net worth of at least ten million yuan, dumbfounded. Perhaps many of them had no idea that even in the present day, there could be such a remote, impoverished, and isolated place, nor that someone would live in such a dilapidated house that could collapse at any moment.

The volunteers knocked on the door, and a ragged, hunched old man appeared on screen.

Subsequently, the camera led everyone present, including Li Mu and Liu Xinying, as well as the soldiers from the Yunnan Province Military Region, to a deeper understanding of Elder Sun Xiaozhong’s story. This included their second visit to the elder and the process of convincing him to come down the mountain.

The first half depicted the pilots of yesteryear fighting a decisive battle in the skies against the Japanese aggressors. The latter half, however, abruptly displayed the heartbreaking later life of this old hero to everyone. The bloody, cruel reality profoundly shocked these wastrels’ children, who usually paid little attention to public welfare. Many stylishly dressed girls, covered in designer brands, were moved to tears, and even the usually carefree young men had red-rimmed eyes.

The final part of the video showed numerous old Flying Tigers members gathering in Spring City with the help of volunteers. Their weather-beaten faces collectively formed the most potent tear-jerker; almost everyone was deeply moved.

Even Li Mu, who had personally experienced these events, couldn’t help but burst into tears when he saw the promotional video edited and scored in such a way. What was already a very touching story seemed to be elevated by more than one level after being professionally packaged by the team.

After the video finished playing, the lights came back on. Li Mu walked back onto the stage and addressed the over three hundred people present: “The Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation, jointly funded by myself, Muye Technology, and Taobao Technology, was established to provide sufficient living assurance and emotional support for these old soldiers who are still alive and have no one to rely on in their old age. The surviving Flying Tigers members are just our first Old Soldiers Never Die charitable activity. In the future, we will accumulate more strength to help all the old soldiers who fought valiantly for this country, for this nation, and for all of us here during the war years. To achieve this goal, we need to unite the strength of the entire society, including but not limited to individuals, businesses, and various civilian organizations. In the future, the CSC Club will also deeply participate in this large-scale charitable initiative. If you are willing to contribute to this cause, then I sincerely hope that everyone can do their humble efforts for these heroes.”

The people around were already fired up.

A girl, whose exact location was unclear, shouted with a hoarse and desperate voice: “Li Mu, I’m your idol! Oh no, you’re my idol! I’m willing to donate one million yuan!”

After a burst of laughter, a guy raised his hand and shouted, “I’ll also donate one million yuan!”

With that, he asked somewhat awkwardly, “General Manager Li, after we donate, can our names be recorded?”

Li Mu immediately replied, “We will publicly disclose the donors and donation amounts for every contribution. Unless you wish to remain anonymous, in which case we can use ‘anonymous donor’.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Additionally, the CSC Club will deeply participate in the charitable activity of searching for surviving Flying Tigers members and will have deep interaction with the Flying Tigers film crew. At that time, the CSC Club will be mentioned in the film’s special thanks, which will also serve as promotion for the club.”

Li Mu understood very well that not everyone engages in charity purely out of goodwill. For thirty to fifty yuan or one or two hundred yuan, it’s fine, but once it escalates to large sums of charitable donations, it’s very difficult to rely solely on goodwill. In such cases, there must be other driving forces, and reputation value is the best catalyst. Even CCTV, when seeking donations from the wealthy, had to put effort into organizing charity galas, coupled with powerful exposure. This is human nature and nothing to criticize. Therefore, Li Mu, wanting these Second Generation to donate, also needed to offer them some “returns.”

The over three hundred people present were already eager. Many had only one thing on their minds: quickly apply for membership, go through the one-stop process of membership application and donation, and then wait to associate with Li Mu. Either they would make money with Li Mu, or gain fame with him. Even if it was just bragging / boasting to others, saying “my buddy is in the same club as Li Mu” would be impressive enough.

Li Mu and Chen Ze were greatly gratified by the current situation. So many people being interested in the CSC Club not only signified the success of Li Mu’s high-end club model but also represented the infinite potential of the CSC Club in the future. In Chen Ze’s words, almost all the children of wealthy individuals in Yanjing with a net worth over one hundred million yuan were here. The vast private capital that these over three hundred people could influence was likely tens of billions, hundreds of billions, or even trillions. Given time, the CSC Club would surely become the most influential private club in China.

…

The CSC Club’s first offline gathering lasted until two in the morning. As it was about to conclude, Li Mu specifically reminded these Second Generation to drive politely and not to show off with loud exhausts on the streets late at night.

From that hour in the morning, the number of online applications for CSC Club membership began to continuously increase.

Within the subsequent twenty-four hours, the CSC Club received a total of 887 membership applications. Among these, 35% of applicants were from Yanjing, with the rest coming from across the country.

Many applicants had not attended the club’s offline gathering but, relying on word-of-mouth effects within car enthusiast and Second-Generation circles, received specific information about the CSC Club and then went online to fill out application materials.

The application staff conducted a rapid initial review of these membership applicants’ user data. Based on the submitted资料, a total of 651 people met the standards. The others were basically politely declined by the club because their car models did not meet the membership criteria.

All 651 individuals who met the standards needed to drive their cars to Yanjing to undergo a secondary review at the club’s race track. Despite this, over 300 people drove to the site within two days of the secondary review starting to participate.

The secondary review process was actually very simple. It primarily involved verifying the applicant against their eligible sports car, ensuring the person and the car owner were the same, and confirming the car had proper documentation. Once these were confirmed, they passed the secondary review.

Applicants who passed the secondary review could swipe card to pay on-site. Currently, the CSC Club has not opened multi-tiered membership options for applicants. All members are unclassified, and the annual membership fee is one hundred thousand yuan.

A price of one hundred thousand yuan is not low, but for those who spend at least sixty or seventy thousand yuan or even more each year on various insurance policies for their sports cars, this price is not a burden at all.

Most importantly, the CSC Club’s membership fee is not merely a fee; it includes an equivalent amount of user consumption. This means that the club will provide members with one hundred thousand yuan worth of member services over the next year. Of course, during this process, the club itself will reserve sufficient profit, as profit margins for high-end consumption are already quite high.

This price and the corresponding services were already excellent value for these Second Generation. Hence, all 279 individuals who passed the secondary review, without exception, paid their membership fees on the spot, officially becoming members of the CSC Club.

Next to the membership fee payment counter was the donation counter for the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation. After officially becoming a member, users could directly donate to the “Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation.”

To further satisfy these individuals’ pursuit of renown, Li Mu played a little trick. He specifically had Liu Xinying coordinate a fully equipped film crew to be stationed at the site for continuous recording.

After all, every member who paid the membership fee had to pass by the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation’s donation counter. Next to the donation counter, a team of camera personnel had set up professional cameras and were continuously recording. This would subconsciously make those who already intended to donate want to donate more, and also make those who hadn’t initially considered donating change their minds and decide to donate, unable to resist the pressure of good manners and the herd mentality.

Most interestingly, there was also a special interview segment. A female host on-site would interview every member who donated to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation and explicitly state during the interview that these interview videos would be edited into the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation’s future national promotional video. This brought even greater potential impact to everyone.

Li Mu had been in the internet industry for a long time, and his product research prowess was exceptionally deep, so deep that he clearly knew what kind of inducements to add to a product to subtly influence users’ habits. Just like the “luck-based red packets” in WeChat red envelopes, simply adding a random amount feature during the red packet grabbing process can greatly stimulate users’ desire for entertainment, comparison, and competition, thereby geometrically increasing the probability of users sending group red packets and turning sending and grabbing red packets into a new form of entertainment.

Li Mu added a film crew precisely because he had this deep understanding of user psychology. All members of the CSC Club were unaware that Li Mu had set a trap for them, extracting more charitable funds from their pockets.

The membership frenzy lasted for five days. During these five days, the CSC Club added 454 official members, collecting 45.4 million yuan in membership fees. This was an achievement that far exceeded expectations for Li Mu, Chen Ze, and the entire CSC Club. However, what surprised Li Mu even more was that the total amount donated by CSC Club members to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation reached an astonishing eighty-six million yuan!





Chapter 1276: Reaching the Summit Instantly

Undoubtedly, for the 454 CSC Club members who own supercar and luxury cars, 86 million yuan is no problem at all, let alone adding one or two more zeros to that figure. However, a pure charitable donation of 86 million yuan was truly unexpected, with an average donation of nearly two hundred thousand yuan per person.

In fact, the minimum donation from these 454 individuals also reached ten thousand yuan, with the highest reaching two million yuan. Li Mu felt that there was still significant untapped potential among CSC Club members. If he could successfully launch the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charity project and turn it into a globally recognized charity, CSC Club’s donations would certainly see a new surge.

The CSC Club did not disclose the charitable donations or their exact amount to the public. Initially, the club merely announced its official establishment and the recruitment of over four hundred members.

The explosive impact of the CSC Club left high-end clubs and luxury consumption industries nationwide dumbfounded.

In China, CSC was the first to make a high-end club so incredibly popular.

Generally speaking, any high-end club needs its own positioning and gimmick. While most clubs are based on a certain hobby, their actual operation is still subject to significant regional, industry, and factional limitations.

For example, there are at least thirty to fifty golf clubs in China, if not several hundred. These golf clubs theoretically target golf enthusiasts nationwide, but they can only genuinely cover a specific demographic in a particular region. When crossing into other areas, if that region also has golf clubs, external clubs find it difficult to exert real influence over local ones. This is not only a matter of geographical span but also a question of the social circles behind the clubs.

Someone who lives in Beijing for the long term, and whose industry and connections are all in Beijing, might join a golf club located in Beijing not necessarily because they genuinely love golf, but because they wish to expand resources beneficial to themselves. In such a situation, no matter how much the golf club in Huzhou City promotes itself, it would hold no attraction for them.

This illustrates the regional limitation of high-end clubs. Not only are they geographically restricted in terms of space, but also in the acquisition of resources and connections.

Furthermore, high-end clubs also have strong industry limitations. Some clubs are entirely composed of real estate tycoons, and what they attract are high-end individuals related to the real estate industry. Businessmen in construction materials will certainly try their best to join a real estate tycoon’s club, but a Bigwig in the internet industry might not be interested in real estate tycoons. This, to some extent, limits the horizontal expansion of high-end clubs.

As for factional limitations, they are even easier to understand. If General Manager Ma of Tencent established a club, all Tencent executives would undoubtedly join. However, executives from Mr. Ma’s Alibaba system might not participate. If Mr. Ma also established a club, then the Alibaba executives would definitely choose to align with their own faction. Not only would they be unable to become friends in one club, but they might even spend all day engaging in online disputes and mutual trolling to their heart’s content.

Precisely because of these objective factors, no high-end club in China has been able to achieve sufficient influence nationwide across various industries. Many clubs have made efforts for over ten or twenty years, only achieving sufficient scale in vertical development, but horizontal expansion has always remained an impenetrable barrier.

However, Li Mu’s CSC Club, immediately after its establishment, achieved the horizontal expansion that these high-end clubs failed to accomplish, having penetrated across the entire nation and all industries.

CSC Club members come from all over the country. Even wealthy Second generation from Nanhai Island traveled thousands of miles to Beijing to join the club, demonstrating its influence has long since broken through regional limitations.

The family industries of these Second generation span countless sectors. Some come from families of energy tycoons, others from real estate Bigwigs, and still others are plastic industry magnates, home appliance giants, or leaders in the OEM field. Their fathers might have competition, mutual disdain, or be completely isolated from each other, but what’s awesome about CSC Club is that regardless of where their fathers are from, what they do, or which faction they belong to, it directly gathers their offspring together. Young people don’t have such heavy ulterior motives or considerations; their personalities are more straightforward. They simply don’t bother with those irrelevant concerns.

More crucially, CSC Club possesses the powerful magnetic field of Li Mu. He is like a powerful neodymium magnet, attracting all these nails, nuts, steel balls, paper clips, and even enamel mugs and pencil cases to his side.

Those bigshots who had been operating in the high-end club sector for many years never expected that Li Mu, who wielded immense influence and even overwhelming power in the internet industry, could turn around and revolutionize their industry. From today onwards, no matter which powerful figures these clubs manage to attract, one thing is almost certain: their children are all in Li Mu’s club. Upon closer thought, this is truly terrifying. Ten years from now, when these car enthusiast Second generation inherit their family businesses, the power hidden within CSC Club will likely be far greater than imaginable.

Interestingly, only these competitors who also operate high-end clubs felt deep concern and apprehension towards CSC Club. Apart from them, the sudden rise of CSC Club thrilled many other social strata.

Happiest of all were the parents of these members.

Most Second generation often lack the qualities of their fathers, such as building from scratch, fearlessness in hardship, and daring to tackle challenges head-on. In other words, the vast majority of the first-generation rich feel a certain degree of disappointment in their offspring; the only difference lies in the extent of that disappointment.

But now, their children had finally done something that made them feel relieved. In the eyes of their fathers, their children being able to join CSC Club represented significant progress.

At the very least, they found a social circle with infinitely expandable connections and extremely high value. Moreover, with Li Mu leading the way, these fathers had no worries that the club would become a place for losing ambition due to pleasure-seeking.

They were well aware that although Li Mu was young, he was an absolute pragmatist. His practical abilities even surpassed many veteran entrepreneurs. Judging by his approach to things, he would absolutely not expend so much effort creating a frivolous pursuit. Even if their children had the time and state of mind, Li Mu definitely would not have the energy to play with them.

The fathers’ approval of CSC Club further enhanced its reputation. Li Mu even heard that some wealthy Second generation’s families, out of safety concerns, had always not allowed them to purchase sports cars. However, after CSC Club was officially established, when these Second generation again proposed buying sports cars to join the CSC Club to their families, they immediately received their full support.

From the day it was founded, CSC Club was no longer a simple interest club. Its background, its influence, and the powerful resources it contained made it, in the eyes of discerning people, a top-tier hub for resources and connections. Li Mu’s golden hallmark further established its extremely high foundation and style.

Sports cars were merely a hard threshold used to screen members. Unlike the sports car clubs in his previous life that aimed at indulgence, Li Mu intended to use CSC Club to gather these wealthy Second generation and lead them to do serious business. With CSC Club’s continuous expansion and his continuously increasing influence over its members, Li Mu would, in the future, gain an extremely powerful force of capital and connections.

A club that could donate over eighty million yuan in charitable funds in a short period could, if it pooled their funds to help themselves and him make money, undoubtedly raise eighty billion yuan overnight.

…

Besides delighting the parents of these Second generation, CSC Club also made many suppliers of high-end products and services ecstatic.

High-end products and services primarily focus on expanding their high-end user base. The more high-end the user, the higher the conversion cost. CSC Club was a gold mine with a large concentration of high-end users!

Currently, CSC Club has over four hundred high-end consumers who own sports cars, and this number is continuously increasing. What does this concept mean? The wealthiest and most extravagant young people in China might all be here!

All at once, CSC Club’s market cooperation department received a large number of partnership requests from businesses. At least one hundred domestic and international companies proactively offered extremely attractive cooperation conditions to CSC Club. Without spending a single cent, CSC Club could earn at least a 20% sales amount commission simply by helping these companies sell high-end products and services within the club.

Among these was Maserati, a renowned Italian sports car brand.

Since Cai Zhengmao had always been involved in automotive import and export trade, relevant representatives from Maserati first contacted him to convey their cooperation intentions.

Cai Zhengmao immediately reported this situation to Li Mu and Chen Ze.

Cai Zhengmao stated that Maserati had not yet officially entered China. Previously, Maserati had planned to enter the Chinese market next year and was currently conducting market research and preliminary preparations. All Maseratis currently running on the roads in China were either smuggled cars or parallel imported cars brought in through auto trade dealers.

Maserati had been transferred from Fiat to Ferrari several years ago. In Ferrari’s overall strategic planning, Maserati currently serves to fill the void in Ferrari’s own mid-to-low end sports car market. Unlike Ferrari models that often cost millions, Maserati models can go lower to the million-yuan price range, and their overall cost-performance ratio is higher than Ferrari. Furthermore, because Maserati’s positioning is not that of a pure supercar, its products are more inclined towards family use compared to Ferrari.

With a lower unit price, higher cost-performance ratio, and a greater inclination towards family use, Maserati’s potential sales would naturally be much higher than Ferrari’s under such product positioning. Therefore, Maserati places great importance on the future Chinese market, hoping to open up the market in China and quickly take root and flourish.

CSC Club gathered over four hundred members overnight and simultaneously created a peak transaction period for imported sports cars in China in a short time. This made Maserati realize the immense market potential within CSC Club. One CSC Club had basically rounded up all young people in China with high-end automobile consumption capability in one go. Maserati’s target audience consists of precisely such young people who have the consumption power and pursue fashion and driving pleasure. Thus, the target audiences are highly matched. For Maserati, if they can gain a foothold in this club, perhaps their business in China could be accelerated by three to four years!

Maserati has had extensive experience entering new markets over the years. Based on data accumulated over many years, they conducted objective analysis: if they followed their usual operational approach, they would find it difficult to open up sales in the first few years after entering China, with initial year sales unlikely to exceed one hundred units. It might take five years for annual sales to break through one thousand units. However, if they cooperated with CSC Club, they might reach this magnitude within two years!





Chapter 1277: From Deep Love Comes Stern Criticism

The CSC Club’s publicity, under Li Mu’s control, was not aimed at the entire society. However, the club’s influence was far greater than Li Mu had imagined. Just a few days after its establishment, some news about the CSC Club began to appear in newspapers.

The media’s attitude towards the CSC Club was neutral, neither praising nor disparaging it, simply reporting it as news. While media professionals could report with an objective attitude, maintaining neutrality and free of personal opinions, the public who consumed the news found it difficult to remain objective.

Sometimes, the media is just responsible for transmitting information, but different people will form different opinions when they see it. The public held varying views on the CSC Club, but most of them regarded it with disparagement and criticism.

Negative comments began to surface online. Some said the CSC Club was openly showing off wealth to the entire country, a way for rich people to make their presence felt in society. Others claimed Li Mu had changed, too; people had originally considered him an inspiring role model for everyone, but after achieving success, he turned around and began associating with those uneducated and unskilled children of wealthy families. Still others naturally harbored resentment towards wealthy individuals who drove sports cars, always feeling that they were arrogant and overbearing, intentionally creating noise when driving, and that many traffic accidents were caused by Second generation driving sports cars recklessly down the streets—truly disgusting.

As most of the public had no favorable impression of people who drove luxury sports cars, the CSC Club quickly became a target of public criticism. While criticizing the CSC Club, many people also expressed their disappointment in Li Mu.

On Li Mu’s personal Tieba, there was a post titled “Li Mu, you’ve changed, you’ve become a stranger.” The post was made by a female college student who, like Li Mu, had entered a Key university in Beijing from a fifth-tier city. Her family was not well-off. In her first two years in Beijing, due to her family’s poverty, she had no friends at school. Her dorm room mates deliberately ostracized and mocked her, ganging up to isolate her, making her feel misery worse than death. Several times, she thought about dropping out, but remembering her parents toiling day and night in their hometown just so she could successfully finish university, she gritted her teeth and persevered each time.

During this period, she tried working at restaurants and distributing flyers as a part-time street promoter. Once, coincidentally, or perhaps intentionally by her dorm room mates, they organized a large group of classmates to dine at the restaurant where she worked. When they “unexpectedly” discovered she was working there, a few girls from her dorm room deliberately ridiculed her in front of everyone. At that dinner table, there was a male classmate from her class for whom she had always had a good impression.

That incident was a tremendous psychological blow to her. She forced herself to finish serving her dining together classmates. The first thing she did after getting off work was to cry bitterly in an alley near the restaurant. That time, she felt despair about the future for the first time. She felt that it was incredibly difficult for children from poor families to integrate into this city. She had naively believed that by getting into an excellent university, she could change her fate, but fate never seemed to think she was worth favoring.

Later, she found out that the male classmate also had a good impression of her and had even secretly asked her dorm room mate about her. Coincidentally, the girl in her dorm room had a secret crush on this male classmate, deeply and desperately. As a result, she inexplicably became the target of her attacks, and even had the entire dorm room conspiring against her.

She went to that dorm room mate to try and explain, wanting to tell her that she had no feelings for that male classmate and hoped she could stop this pervasive targeting in the future. But the other girl took her vulnerability as showing off. She venomously said, “Are you intentionally trying to sicken me? Do you think you’re better than me just because he showed some interest in you? I really don’t know why he’s blind enough to like you. You’re poor and rustic, so rustic you go barefaced every day, so rustic your clothes have been out of style for years, so rustic that even when you speak Mandarin, there’s a strong rustic smell about it! Just seeing you makes me sick! You want me to stop targeting you? I’m telling you, dream on! Unless you get out of this school!”

The girl despaired. She had sacrificed her dignity and her good feelings for that boy, all to gain a living environment free from being targeted. Unexpectedly, life was so cruel that there was no room to even take a step back.

Just at this moment, Li Mu and his classmates were vigorously conducting ground promotion for 3321 at various universities in Beijing. The girl recounted that one day, she had just been dismissed from class and was preparing to go to her part-time restaurant job when she was stopped by a boy at the school gate. He handed her a flyer and asked with a smile, “Student, are you interested in trying out part-time tutor work?”

The girl said that when she saw the brightly smiling boy, she felt he was the gentlest and friendliest person she had met in her over two years studying in Beijing. She looked at the boy somewhat nervously and told him, “I’ve tried looking for tutor jobs before, but the ads I posted got no response for a long time. It seems no one wants to hire a college student to tutor their child.”

The boy smiled and said, “Then you can try our tutor website, the URL on the flyer. You just need to register an account there and fill in your personal information. After your application is approved, we will recommend your information to student parents.”

The girl hesitated, saying, “Will student parents be willing to hire me as a tutor for their child? I’m afraid they still won’t trust a college student…”

The boy laughed heartily and comforted her, “You don’t need to worry about that. Just register an account, and you don’t have to do anything else. Even if no one hires you, you won’t lose anything. Besides, you have to try many things to know, right?”

The boy’s words persuaded the girl. She took the flyer and nodded very seriously, telling him, “Then I’ll take some time to fill out the information in the school’s server room.”

Subsequently, the girl left with the flyer. The next day, during her computer class, she registered an account on 3321 in the server room and completed her profile.

At that time, she didn’t own a mobile phone, so she could only leave her dorm room’s landline number.

Three days later, she received a notification from the platform. A student parent living near her school had purchased her per-session/hourly rate on 3321. The other party successfully bid for her per-session/hourly rate, and the hourly fee she earned was more than twenty times what she made working at the restaurant.

From that day on, the girl’s life was completely transformed. Through 3321, she could earn nearly three thousand yuan a month. This monthly income was three times her parents’ monthly income. From that month on, she stopped letting her parents send her living expenses; instead, she sent two thousand five hundred yuan home every month. She lived frugally with the remaining money and even bought herself a new mobile phone.

After that, she began listing more per-session/hourly rate, tutoring high school students for over twenty hours a week, with weekly earnings reaching over one thousand yuan. So she saved up again and bought herself a computer.

Later, she saw CCTV’s interview with Li Mu. It was then that she was surprised to discover that Li Mu, the internet’s prodigy mentioned on CCTV, was actually the same boy who had stopped her at the school gate.

From that moment on, Li Mu became a beacon in her life, a divine existence in her eyes.

Since Li Mu’s exposure on CCTV, every time he appeared in public, he exuded immense positive energy. This positive energy had continuously motivated her to work harder. In her opinion, Li Mu’s background was no different from hers; if he could achieve what he had today, what reason did she have not to put in effort?

It was precisely because she had always regarded Li Mu as a god that she hadn’t expected him to suddenly do a complete turn and associate with a group of Second generation. Although such a thing was insignificant, and Li Mu was already the wealthiest young person in China, in her eyes, it was still unacceptable. For such a long time, she had used Li Mu to establish an incredibly firm belief for her life, but now, she felt that this belief had developed cracks.

Although many people in the post also said the girl was being overly overthink, the post still resonated with a considerable number of netizens. They were like fervent fans, viewing their idol as perfectly flawless. This fanaticism made them unable to accept even a tiny change in their idol. In their eyes, Li Mu represented all ordinary people, the spiritual leader of all ordinary people. Li Mu, through his effort, had shown society that the power of ordinary people rising was far greater than that of those born into wealth. Yet, Li Mu suddenly began to associate with those born into wealth. In their opinion, Li Mu had truly fallen in some way.

When Li Ziwei relayed these comments to Li Mu, she was filled with indignation. She felt Li Mu was being wronged, thinking these netizens were too overthink and superficial. They simply didn’t understand Li Mu’s fundamental motive for establishing the CSC Club. They thought Li Mu had fallen, and started associating with the group they opposed, but in reality, Li Mu’s true motive was far deeper than their superficial guesses. She knew Li Mu wanted to subtly influence these Second generation, guiding them to create true value for society. For example, the over eighty million yuan in charitable funds donated by the CSC Club to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation — this money could solve countless substantial difficulties for the old soldiers, truly addressing the problems they faced. That was the real significance.

Li Mu, while soothing Li Ziwei’s indignation, said with a smile, “Don’t harbor any hostility towards these netizens. To put it narcissistically, this is also From Deep Love Comes Stern Criticism. They don’t want me to change for the worse. Their comments online are also meant to correct my mistakes, purely out of good intentions.”

Li Ziwei anxiously said, “Then we need to let them know your true motive! Otherwise, being misunderstood like this will affect your reputation!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “No need. If I deliberately explain now, it’s clearly taking sides. Then the netizens might be satisfied, but what about the CSC Club members?”

Li Ziwei was momentarily at a loss for how to reply.

Li Mu continued, “Steven Spielberg will be arriving in China soon. It’s almost time to announce the Chinese cast for Flying Tigers. We will also publicly announce the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation to the entire society at that press conference. At that time, the CSC Club’s donation of over eighty million yuan will also be announced. I believe netizens will make the right judgment.”





Chapter 1278: To Consider the Longer Term

As public opinion slowly fermented, the CSC Club’s reputation continuously increased, but its image in the minds of ordinary people never improved. For the general public, the ideal attitude towards the CSC Club was not approval, but indifference.

Aside from a segment of the public that remained indifferent to it, more people harbored varying degrees of resistance. Li Mu, caught in the center of this whirlpool, hadn’t actively paid attention to public sentiment. Instead, he concentrated his efforts on two tasks: first, refining the CSC Club’s subsequent operation, and second, preparing for the upcoming press conference.

Compared to other clubs, the CSC Club’s operating costs were very high. Other clubs could open simply by renting a venue, but the CSC Club had invested hundreds of millions of yuan in total to construct its high-standard hardware facilities.

Therefore, the future operation of the CSC Club would not only need to maintain the entire race track and other hardware facilities, but also support a continuously increasing team.

The current membership fees of forty to fifty million yuan in the first year, if entirely invested in operation, could cover the costs. However, these forty to fifty million yuan in fees also required providing members with forty to fifty million yuan worth of services in return. Even if the profit margin was set higher, at least more than half would be deducted. It would be very difficult for the remaining money to maintain the club’s overall operation and development.

That’s why Li Mu had always emphasized providing high-end products and services to members within the club, conducting business directly with them to make up for the cost deficit.

Cai Zhengmao’s car import business had already merged with the CSC Club. He kept 30% of the sales net profit, while the remaining 70% served as the club’s revenue, flowing into its accounts. During this period, he had taken orders for over one hundred cars. If all deliveries were completed, the total profit would exceed twenty million yuan, leaving the club with approximately fifteen million yuan.

If the CSC Club continued to develop, selling another one hundred cars this year shouldn’t be a problem. This meant that at least another fifteen million yuan in profit would gradually materialize over the next six months or so.

Although the income from this segment was considerable, Li Mu understood very well that the overall trend for this business was undoubtedly heading downwards. Cai Zhengmao’s import-export business had thrived mainly because many high-end automotive brands had not yet officially entered the China market. As time went on, and more and more brands established branch companies and expanded dealer channels in China, this business would have much less potential for growth.

The CSC Club had just exploded in popularity, collecting over forty million yuan in membership fees, selling more than one hundred million yuan worth of cars, and gathering over eighty million yuan in charitable funds. Although there were some critical voices in society, overall, it was an extremely successful business case. Yet, Li Mu did not bask in this success. Instead, he called Chen Ze and Cai Zhengmao together to discuss the CSC Club’s ongoing profitability.

Chen Ze and Cai Zhengmao were both a bit puzzled. The current revenue situation was so good it far exceeded expectations, so why was Li Mu so anxious about subsequent profitability?

Li Mu frankly told them, “Don’t ever think we’re already very successful. The reported income during this period is good, but don’t forget, we’re currently living on future earnings.”

“‘Living on future earnings,’ in other words, means prematurely overdrawing future profits. Our CSC Club suddenly exploded in popularity within its circles, indeed stimulating a large number of users who didn’t own sports cars to quickly invest and purchase them. But this is essentially just us forcibly pulling forward the future market. This year, with the club’s immense popularity, selling one hundred or even two hundred cars is no problem. But what about next year? How many will there be? The year after, there probably won’t be much left.”

Chen Ze nodded, saying, “You’re right. But aren’t we still going to have the sales business for high-end products and services? That segment will also bring us a good revenue outlook in the future.”

Li Mu said, “Old Chen, I need to consider things more long-term. For the club to maintain an upward development trend, naturally, the more revenue, the better. Don’t forget we have such massive hardware investment; the maintenance costs for that are also very high. What’s more, don’t you still want to cultivate your own karting team? That will require even greater investment, and correspondingly, greater profit.”

Chen Ze said seriously, “Honestly, a racing team is inherently a money-burning endeavor. It’s impossible to hope for it to make money, and it’s definitely going to lose money. Besides, this is simply my personal ideal; I can’t let everyone help me pay the bill. So, I had already thought very clearly about the racing team matter before: its expenses will be borne by me personally.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Don’t talk about these useless things. Back when you said you wanted to build a race track and form a racing team, it was I who suggested building a club on that foundation. These projects are fundamentally one thing; you still want to separate them now?”

Chen Ze said, “The racing team itself is a burden…”

Li Mu interrupted him, saying, “Not all projects that can’t turn a profit in the short term are burdens. The three of us are building the CSC Club together; our vision needs to be broader. We can’t just think that if the racing team isn’t profitable, we should strip it out of this large-scale operation of the club. Instead, we should think about how to get more and more capital into our large-scale operation. What we need to pursue now is to improve the club’s profitability and then enable the club to incubate more related projects, of which the racing team is just one.”

Chen Ze hesitated for a moment. Seeing Li Mu’s firm attitude, he knew Li Mu didn’t want him to bear all the risks, and a wave of warmth surged in his heart. He then gave up the idea of setting up the racing team separately and investing in it himself, asking Li Mu, “Tell me, where should we focus our efforts?”

Li Mu said, “Besides the sales of high-end products and services, I want to do something deeper. After all, this kind of consignment cooperation method doesn’t have much technical skill.”

Chen Ze and Cai Zhengmao asked curiously, “What do you mean by ‘deeper’?”

Li Mu chuckled. “It’s like when you see a beautiful woman: the most superficial thought is to sleep with her. One layer deeper, you’d think about dating her, or even marrying her, having children, and spending your life together. What we need to do now is this kind of deep-level planning.”

Saying this, Li Mu told Cai Zhengmao, “Zhengmao, Maserati is a great opportunity. Take some time to have a good talk with Maserati’s liaison and discuss something deeper. I don’t just want to help them sell cars; I want to handle their promotional marketing for the Chinese market! Make them allocate at least 50% of the brand awareness and promotion costs they plan to invest in the Chinese market to the club!”

Cai Zhengmao was stunned. After a long while, he asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we aren’t an advertising company. How can we handle their promotional marketing?”

Li Mu said, “The promotion of a truly high-end brand is different from that of an ordinary brand. Especially for high-end brands with high customer unit prices, promotion is even harder. Promotion for ordinary brands with low customer unit prices is easy; at worst, it can be like Brain Platinum, just simple, brainwashing-style advertising bombardment. After all, the product’s customer unit price is only one or two hundred yuan, and most consumers can afford it. But products like sports cars, which easily cost over one million yuan, are different. Take Maserati as an example: do you think Maserati can build its brand and directly bring in considerable sales just by advertising on TV every day?”

Cai Zhengmao pondered for a moment, then said, “That’s true. The difficulty of promoting high-end brands is certainly greater.”

Li Mu said, “Actually, if you look at the development history of these high-end brands around the world, you’ll find that many of them, due to improper market promotion and positioning, put themselves in an awkward position where ‘ordinary people can’t afford them, and rich people don’t want to buy them.’ If Maserati wants to develop in China, how many Chinese people know about it is secondary; the fundamental question is how many people are truly willing to spend over one million yuan to buy it.”

“‘On this point, even 4A advertising agencies probably can’t provide assurance. And companies that specialize in planning for the high-end market are the same; their concepts are good in form, but hard to implement or produce actual results. The reason is simple: they actually have no real influence over high-end consumers. High-end consumers won’t be led by the nose by them. It’s like those fashion magazines: they’re just a group of editors with a monthly salary of five thousand yuan telling people with less than three thousand yuan monthly salary how people with thirty thousand yuan daily salary live. But think about it, will people who truly earn thirty thousand yuan a day be led by the nose by these editors?’”

Cai Zhengmao rubbed his nose, chuckling, “That’s true. My girlfriend isn’t interested in fashion magazines. She always says that most fashion magazine editors actually have very ordinary taste, and those who can afford luxury goods generally won’t be swayed by these editors.”

Li Mu nodded. “This is the crux of the matter: advertising agencies and planning companies can’t profoundly influence high-end consumers, but we are different. Look at our enrollment numbers, and you’ll know how strong our appeal and influence are over high-end consumers. If we handle their market promotion, we can largely ensure their actual conversion rate in the future Chinese market. This is something no advertising agency or planning company can compare to.”

“‘When a new brand enters a new market, especially a new market defined by an entire country, it’s like fighting a cross-national war; sufficient funds must be prepared. So, we can imagine that Maserati, in its next step to enter China, will have to prepare a promotion budget of at least tens of millions of yuan to quickly establish brand awareness. Therefore, Zhengmao, your task is to make Maserati realize this point and, as I said, give us at least half of their promotion budget for China.’”

Li Mu felt that Maserati was an opportunity for CSC to flex its muscles to high-end product suppliers worldwide in the future. If they could secure Maserati and then help it fight a successful ‘landing battle’ in China, it was highly likely that most luxury car brands would seek deep cooperation with the CSC Club in the future. This would also become a major component of the CSC Club’s future profits.

Cai Zhengmao said, “General Manager Li, I will communicate with Maserati’s liaison as soon as possible, but honestly, I lack confidence about whether this brand can establish a firm foothold in China and be accepted by the Chinese people.”

Li Mu suddenly thought of a brand and asked him with interest, “Zhengmao, do you think the Land Rover brand will have prospects in China in the future?”





Chapter 1279: God-Tier Embedded Promotion

“Land Rover? It has no future at all!”

Upon hearing Li Mu’s question, Cai Zhengmao answered almost without thinking, his face full of undisguised despise.

Li Mu feigned curiosity and asked him, “So, you’re not optimistic about this brand?”

Cai Zhengmao nodded and said, “To be honest, a bad car like Land Rover really doesn’t suit China’s national conditions. The brand isn’t well-known enough, that’s one thing, but the main point is that the car is too ugly! Unforgivably ugly! None of my friends around me think it looks good, and it’s expensive! The British brag about its performance as if it’s sky-breaking, but I think it’s just so-so, nothing great. Not many people here are into off-roading, so who would be willing to buy it?”

Speaking of which, Cai Zhengmao added, “However, Land Rover is preparing to officially enter China this year, and they’re about to establish an office here. I bet it won’t see any development.”

Li Mu nodded, “I don’t deny it, the Range Rover is indeed ugly, but even if it’s ugly, it doesn’t necessarily mean it can’t become popular.”

Cai Zhengmao explained, “Brother Li, honestly, you might not understand much about cars. Land Rover cars aren’t just ugly; because of their large displacement, their import price into China is very high, making their cost-performance ratio even lower. Most importantly, Land Rover’s manufacturing process isn’t very good, it has a lot of minor issues. It’ll be hard for such a car to establish a market.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “Let me tell you, if the operation methods are in place, even the spectacularly ugly Land Rover might make many people think it’s good-looking, make many people consider it their Dream-Car, and then sell extremely well nationwide—so well that if you want to buy a car on hand, you’d have to pay an extra one hundred to two hundred thousand yuan.”

Cai Zhengmao looked at Li Mu, dumbfounded as if listening to an incomprehensible book, and after a long while, he said, “Brother Li, how exceptionally capable must a brainwashing expert be to achieve that…”

Li Mu smiled, “Anything is possible. Perhaps in the future, we will have that capability.”

Cai Zhengmao could not have imagined that Land Rover would be extremely sought after by the entire society in China in the future. The Range Rover would become synonymous with a filthy rich person, and its brand premium would suddenly skyrocket, to the point that the later launched Land Rover Evoque even saw freaky phenomena where an extra two to three hundred thousand yuan was required to drive a car on hand away.

The Land Rover Evoque, an SUV with a length of only 4.37 meters, shamelessly labeled itself a mid-size SUV, while the ubiquitous Honda CRV is 4.58 meters long, twenty centimeters longer than the Evoque, yet it’s a compact SUV…

Putting aside its arbitrary self-promotion to a higher class, this car was merely using the gimmick of Victoria Beckham’s participation in its design to heavily employ hunger marketing in China. Initially, a car that cost four to five hundred thousand yuan had a pickup price exceeding eight hundred thousand yuan. Who would dare to imagine such a crazy thing? Yet, it genuinely happened.

Although Li Mu had never been in the car trade, he had some understanding of cars. This understanding might not be as professional or deep as Cai Zhengmao’s, but凭借他对未来十几年的了如指掌, he knew many things Cai Zhengmao wouldn’t even dare to dream of.

For example, Li Mu knew how luxury car brands like Land Rover and Maserati became popular. Interestingly, while both brands entered the Chinese market relatively early, they never achieved significant breakthroughs there. Their true rise was due to two hot spot events.

In earlier years, the Land Rover Range Rover was indeed very ugly, and wealthy Chinese people genuinely didn’t fancy this large, ugly, and expensive item. Land Rover, a century-old brand, remained a very niche brand in its early development in China.

What made this brand skyrocket to success wasn’t some awesome car model, nor overwhelming advertisements and soft articles, but a single line from Song Siming, the second male lead in the popular TV series “Dwelling Narrowness”. In the show, he perfectly portrayed the identity of a successful man. So, when he told Haizao, “A man should own a Land Rover,” the brand became completely popular.

When wealthy people realized that this item had become famous nationwide and was deeply entrenched as the ultimate car a man should own, they no longer cared about it being ugly or expensive. When they drove a Land Rover, they would receive admiring and worshipping gazes from countless people on the street, because those people also knew that this was a car that “all men should have,” so to speak.

In his previous life, Li Mu felt that this view was truly outrageous. How was a Land Rover “the car all men should have”? Why did it represent the entire male demographic? However, thinking about it now, this method of brand marketing was truly brilliant, extremely brilliant.

Looking back at the plot of “Dwelling Narrowness,” it was fundamentally a show that destroyed one’s worldview: a successful man took a mistress, and the mistress betrayed her boyfriend for money and cheated on him. But the screenwriter was truly clever, portraying Song Siming, who was clearly an antagonistic character, as incredibly charismatic. He was generous, gentle, and considerate to women, and always displayed a dominant aura when protecting them. So, not only did female viewers like him, but male viewers were also captivated by his charm and overwhelming presence, always feeling that this was what a real man was like. In contrast, the male lead, whose girlfriend was slept with by another man, gained no real sympathy. Many people were misled by the screenwriter and actor, thinking that a successful man like Song Siming should indeed have a woman like Haizao, and that the male lead, being a combination of poverty, incompetence, and immaturity, deserved to lose his girlfriend and be cheated on.

Song Siming became the true successful man in the audience’s eyes, and then his words became the truth for true successful men. Song Siming said a man should own a Land Rover, so a bunch of people rushed to buy Land Rovers, and a large number of others dreamt day and night of buying one.

You say Land Rover is ugly? Sorry, a man should own a Land Rover;

You say Land Rover has a lot of minor issues? Sorry, a man should own a Land Rover;

Although Land Rover remained ugly, it reached a new level of sophistication. This level opened up a market of a one billion population country for it, and sales increased geometrically.

Recalling this incident, such an outrageous maneuver required the opportune time, favorable location, and good human relations. Even a slightly different plot wouldn’t work; even slightly different actors wouldn’t work; if the series’ own promotion and distribution couldn’t keep up, it still wouldn’t work.

While admiring the screenwriter, Li Mu also wondered how much money would be appropriate to sell the “Land Rover” trope for if he were to invest in filming “Dwelling Narrowness” in the future. Based on its actual value, selling it for one billion yuan wouldn’t be too much, would it?

However, no car company would be willing to pay such a high cost for an embedded promotion before seeing the results.

Therefore, such a stroke of genius embedded promotion, considering the actual transaction price and subsequent actual value, would always be sold at a loss, and a significant one at that.

Instead of that, it would be better to keep it for himself. Once Elon Musk creates the rough draft of Tesla, and he acquires a car manufacturing company similar to BYD with sufficient industrial foundation and scale, then by combining the two, he could create a Chinese new energy vehicle brand.

If it were still called Tesla then, perhaps the Tesla sedan driven by Song Siming in “Dwelling Narrowness” would be a Chinese-produced Tesla invested in by Li Mu, and his dialogue would also change to: “A man should own a Tesla…”

As for the rise of Maserati in China, it’s somewhat ironic. Similar to Land Rover, this brand was also very niche. The reason it became popular was entirely due to a huge scandal ignited nationwide by a woman named Meimei back then…

Without these two hot spot events, the fate of these two brands in China might not have been much better than Fiat or Alfa Romeo.

Currently, Land Rover and Maserati haven’t officially entered the Chinese market yet. Li Mu feels this is an opportunity for CSC. He wants these overseas luxury car brands to realize the CSC Club’s energy in promoting high-end brands. If he can secure Maserati and fight a successful publicity battle, then it’s highly probable that most luxury car brands in the future will want deep cooperation with the CSC Club.

Li Mu’s goal is to use Maserati to set an example, making future high-end car brands proactively want to cooperate with the CSC Club. Once this inertia is formed, the CSC Club will become a mysterious entity in the eyes of high-end brands, implanting in their minds a routine thought: “Since we’re making high-end products, it’s probably better to cooperate deeply with the CSC Club.”

And the fundamental requirement for deep cooperation is to put money on the table.

Cai Zhengmao and Chen Ze had never seen a precedent where a single plan could make a brand famous nationwide, so they didn’t understand where Li Mu’s confidence came from. However, they also realized how vast the market prospects Li Mu spoke of were. So, Cai Zhengmao immediately stated that he would do his utmost to communicate with Maserati and secure their advertising budget.

Both he and Chen Ze knew very well that no matter how they operated afterward, they had to secure it first. The rest could be left to Li Mu; Li Mu naturally had his unique way.

…

In the following days, the online criticism of the CSC Club not only didn’t decrease but increased. Zhao Kang specifically called Li Mu to warn him that someone seemed to be fanning the flames behind the scenes, trying to use the CSC Club incident to tarnish Li Mu’s reputation.

Among all the businesses Li Mu currently operated, only the CSC Club seemed to have some exploitable loopholes. So, some people who didn’t want to see Li Mu perpetually stay on the pinnacle began their small actions.

There were claims that Li Mu was inherently someone who wanted to climb into high society, and his public statements had merely been self-packaging. Forming a high-end club and mingling with the wastrels’ children of high society were his true pursuits;

There were also claims that Li Mu had actually always been pretending—pretending to stand with the masses, to speak for the masses, to be one of the masses—when in fact, he had long drawn a clear line between himself and the public;

Li Mu ignored all these claims. He indeed stood too high. Among entrepreneurs, he was almost at the highest point for all businessmen in China, whether in terms of career, money, or public support. It was natural that there would be many people who disliked him and wanted to seize the opportunity to step on him.

As Li Mu told Zhao Kang, let them step on him if they want. The more enthusiastically they step, the harder they will be embarrassed in the future. Misinterpretations and misunderstandings will always happen, but one deeply impactful experience will make things much better in the future.

When Steven Spielberg comes to China, when the donations from the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation and the CSC Club, and when his attitude of leading CSC Club members to contribute more to society are all announced, that will be the best time to embarrass these people.

With this experience, those easily misled common people will also learn a lesson. If someone tries to slander him again next time, they probably won’t be so easily bluffed.





Chapter 1280: Unite All Who Can Be United

After coordinating with all parties, Steven Spielberg decided to depart for China on the thirteenth day of the first lunar month, China time. Accompanying him would be more than twenty American Flying Tigers members and their relatives, as well as two film crews for full-time on-site recording. One crew was sent by Li Mu through Xinying, and the other was brought by Steven Spielberg through his connections.

According to Steven Spielberg, the production team he brought was a highly renowned documentary team with close ties to Hollywood. HBO had a very close working relationship with them, and this team provided significant assistance when Band of Brothers was filmed.

Steven Spielberg invited them for two reasons: firstly, to gain another documentary perspective, ensuring this significant meeting would be even more perfect; secondly, HBO excels at and frequently produces large-scale subjects. Flying Tigers could be a two-hour movie, or a twenty-hour TV series. HBO is particularly skilled at producing TV series with the scale and production values of movies. If they were interested in Flying Tigers, he could sell them the rights or co-produce the series directly with them.

Li Mu naturally had no objections. In the age of IP, the more derivative works an IP could generate, the better. A novel could first be published online, then, if its quality and popularity met the standards, it could be published conventionally, adapted into an audiobook, a comic, an animation, then into a web series, a web movie, a satellite TV series, a theatrical film, and even client-based games, web games, mobile games, or console games.

In short, as long as the story was good and popular, its development was bound to be diversified. The more diversified a story’s development, the wider its audience would be. No one stipulated that Flying Tigers could only be a movie; it could, of course, also be a TV series. If a domestic film and television company wanted to buy the TV series rights for Flying Tigers, Li Mu wouldn’t agree, no matter how much money they offered — he wouldn’t agree even if they knelt and begged him. But for HBO, Li Mu wouldn’t ask for a single penny in royalties. As long as HBO genuinely committed to portraying the greatness and fearlessness of the Chinese military and civilians during the War of Resistance, and accurately recreating the atrocities committed by the Japanese aggressors back then, he would even be willing to pay them.

Li Mu had never made Flying Tigers for money; it was for his nation, for his people, and for history. He would spare no expense for these three.

Considering that the plane would arrive in Spring City on the fourteenth day of the first lunar month, just in time for the Lantern Festival, Li Mu arranged for the American Flying Tigers members to celebrate the festival with their Chinese counterparts first. Then, volunteers would arrange for them to visit the former site of the Flying Tigers base and other places that held shared memories. This would give them a few days to reunite and revisit old memories before the official press conference was convened on the eighteenth day of the first lunar month.

At this press conference, Li Mu would not only reveal other cast members for Flying Tigers alongside Steven Spielberg but also announce the status of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation and the ‘Search for Surviving Flying Tigers Members’ charitable initiative, which the foundation was actively working on.

Li Mu arranged for Air China to coordinate a Boeing 747 passenger plane to fly to the United States five days in advance for a special paint scheme. After this, the aircraft would not undertake any other flight missions until its chartered flight for the Old Flying Tigers veterans. The Boeing 747 was currently the largest civil aviation passenger plane. Changing the paint scheme of such a large quad-engine aircraft was no simple undertaking, requiring significant time, effort, and money. However, Li Mu did not mind this investment at all, as it was necessary to achieve the desired effect.

Fortunately, during private discussions, Air China’s leadership had already learned about the clear positioning of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation and the full details of the ‘Search for Surviving Flying Tigers Members’ initiative. What was rare was their strong support for this charitable activity. Air China was willing to bear the cost of this charter flight for free and expressed hopes that the 747’s special paint scheme could be permanently retained after the charter flight concluded.

Li Mu was particularly pleased with Air China’s attitude. What he cared about wasn’t saving money on the charter flight, but Air China’s active cooperation. This proved that the Old Soldiers Never Die charitable project had immense appeal and influence within society. He believed that once this charitable project was launched, it would surely gain widespread recognition and support from the entire society. The more recognition and support it received, the more comprehensive the assistance that could be provided to the veterans in the future.

According to Wei Lan’s calculations for Li Mu, ensuring continued support for the currently surviving veterans through the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation until their passing, over a period of ten to twenty years, would require at least hundreds of millions of yuan in funding. While the funding gap seemed substantial, once this charitable project became a phenomenon in society, given China’s massive population base, this funding gap could easily be filled in a short amount of time.

If funding was abundant, Li Mu was even planning to expand the influence of the Old Soldiers Never Die charitable project. Within the next few years, on the premise of covering all veterans on the mainland, the foundation could allocate surplus resources to help War of Resistance veterans in Taiwan. If there were still resources left, they could also assist veterans in Southeast Asia who had resisted Japanese aggression, and even old Soviet Red Army veterans who had participated in the attack on the Japanese Kwantung Army in the Northeast back then.

As a nationalist, Li Mu’s help for foreign Anti-Japanese veterans wasn’t simply out of a desire to assist them. Rather, he wanted to use tangible actions to create an Alliance for Justice, centered around Anti-Japanese veterans, that would constantly remind the world of Japan’s wartime atrocities. As long as he had the capability, he could fund groups across the globe that had resisted or been harmed by the Japanese aggressors.

Even American veterans who participated in battles like Pearl Harbor, Midway, and Iwo Jima, or Soviet Red Army soldiers who fought the Japanese in the Northeast, or the Korean Restoration Army formed under the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea before the division of North and South Korea — in short, all individuals who resisted the Japanese aggressors during World War II, regardless of race or nationality, were targets for Li Mu’s ‘Alliance for Justice’. He aimed to unite all who could be united to remind all nations, peoples, and individuals who had suffered wartime aggression to always remember that period of history, and for their descendants and compatriots never to forget all the suffering that the nation called Japan had inflicted upon the people of the world.

To achieve this goal, the key lay in the energy the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation could gather within society. Domestic publicity was only one part; in the future, he absolutely had to promote this charitable organization to every corner of the world.

At this time, the public was still unaware of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation. There were two major issues they were more concerned about: first, why Li Mu hadn’t come forward to explain the widespread criticism against him online – was it due to a guilty conscience, or had he truly become detached from the grassroots population? Second, when would the Chinese cast members for Flying Tigers be announced?

Many media reporters were also awaiting a clear official statement on these two matters. During this period, many media outlets requested interviews with Li Mu, but all were politely declined without exception. Even Li Mu’s “Mom CCTV” wanted to interview him, but Li Mu politely declined, citing lack of time.

Before the press conference began, Li Mu was not prepared to accept any media interviews. All misunderstandings, speculations, and attacks were irrelevant to him because he knew that everything would be thoroughly revealed to the public on the day of the press conference. By then, all attacks and rumors would collapse on their own during the press conference. Before that, any explanation would be futile and meaningless. His time was precious; he didn’t have the energy to fight every rumor-monger one by one. Such fragmented attacks could only be dealt with by consolidating them into one decisive strike, achieving total victory over all enemies in a single campaign.

…

On the twelfth day of the first lunar month, Los Angeles time, a specially painted Boeing 747 took off from Boeing Airport in Seattle and, after several hours of flight, landed at Los Angeles International Airport.

After completing its new paint scheme at the Boeing assembly plant, this Air China 747 took off directly for Los Angeles. Upon landing at Los Angeles International Airport, it immediately taxied into the large hangar reserved for it. Therefore, its entire exposure time, from descending to an altitude of 500 meters until touchdown, reverse thrust deceleration, and taxiing into the hangar, lasted only a dozen minutes.

Los Angeles International Airport was one of the busiest airports in the world, with countless passenger planes taking off and landing daily. There were also innumerable 747 models, and virtually every airline had its own paint scheme. Normally, very few people, apart from aviation enthusiasts, could distinguish between these planes. Logically, Air China’s veteran charter plane, being exposed for only a dozen minutes among so many aircraft, should not have attracted much attention. Yet, its unique paint scheme still made many eyewitnesses turn their heads.

This specially painted 747 was indeed quite striking. It was already the largest civil aviation passenger plane, and its forward fuselage had a double-deck design, making it much taller than the rest of the body. Prominently displayed on its towering nose was a massive shark-mouth design. Although the shark was cartoon-styled, it appeared exceptionally majestic and dominant.

The vast majority of modern civil aviation paint schemes were traditional; only a very few special aircraft adopted cartoon paint schemes. For example, some Japanese airliners featured manga characters as their theme, and FedEx’s Panda special plane used Big Panda (a specific premium variety of Panda cigarettes) as its paint scheme. However, a shark paint scheme seemed to be unprecedented in civil aviation.

Besides the striking shark-mouth design, the fuselage also featured prominent text spray-painted in both Chinese and English, stating ‘Old Soldiers Never Die – American Flying Tigers Veterans’ Special Plane.’ However, because the aircraft never stopped moving, most eyewitnesses couldn’t clearly make out the words on the fuselage; they only saw the shark on the nose. Even the few who did see the text couldn’t fully comprehend the information within it.

Some eyewitnesses also took photos of this 747. Fortunately, this was not the era of smartphones; even the more advanced camera phones at the time had a maximum resolution of only 300,000 pixels, and mobile internet was still very uncommon. Thus, no images circulated online.

It was about to cross oceans and hemispheres, to realize a grand reunion that would forever be etched in history!





Chapter 1281: Showing the Utmost Respect

The next day, inside the hangar where the Boeing 747 was parked, twenty-four white-haired former American Flying Tigers, dressed in U.S. Army World War II pilot uniforms, stood with their families outside the Stairs (aircraft), reluctant to board.

More than half an hour had passed beyond the scheduled boarding time, but these elderly men gazed at the familiar shark mouth paint scheme on the Boeing 747, tears of emotion streaming down their faces.

Modern Americans no longer recognized this paint scheme, which Disney had specifically designed for the Flying Tigers during World War II. The elderly men never imagined that this paint scheme, which they hadn’t seen for many years and held extraordinary significance for them, would appear on a Boeing 747.

The unique fighter aircraft paint scheme from World War II was now recreated on a modern passenger airplane, blending ancient and modern, stirring memories of their glorious past on the battlefields, and their life journeys since leaving the war.

The elderly men embraced and wept, while their families standing by also leaned on each other, watching their beloved partners, fathers, and grandfathers sighing with emotion. In this moment, these infinitely aged elderly men shone with infinite great splendor.

Boarding time had passed, and the Control tower was already urging the airplane to prepare for taxiing and takeoff. The Pilot, unwilling to interrupt these elderly men’s precious emotion(s), could only personally explain the boarding delay to the Control tower, pushing the takeoff time back by an hour.

The accompanying photographers were constantly capturing moments. These photographers, moved to the extreme, were also doing everything in their power, making every effort to preserve the most precious and perfect memories for these elderly men, and to leave behind an invaluable record for future generations.

A photographer from China suddenly suggested, “Let’s help you all take a group photo with the airplane, just like the photos you took with your aircraft when you were in the Flying Tigers.”

The elderly men eagerly nodded. One elderly man, wiping away his tears, smiled and said, “When we were in the Flying Tigers, every time I took a photo with an airplane, I would climb onto the fuselage and stand at the highest point. But this Boeing passenger airplane is simply too tall, I can’t get up there.”

The other elderly men burst into laughter, and the atmosphere instantly livened up. The elderly men stood in a long line beneath the nose of the airplane, with the massive shark mouth directly above their heads.

Chinese and American photographers seriously took photos of them from various angles. Their family members watched from the side, also moved by the scene, and so they joined the group photo.

After countless photos were taken of these elderly men, the time had exceeded the second scheduled takeoff time.

Chen Xu, the five-star Pilot sent by Air China and the Pilot of this crew, was not anxious at all. Besides applying to the Control tower for a later takeoff, he remained at the cabin door, standing silently and saluting the elderly men outside.

However, when the elderly men embraced and wept with each other, Chen Xu also turned his back and secretly wiped away a tear.

He had once been an Air Force pilot, later transferring to civil aviation. With his superb piloting skills and strong sense of responsibility, he became Air China’s best pilot and instructor. He didn’t fly often anymore, only occasionally taking on important flights and route training, as well as pilot promotion flights to become Pilot. However, because Air China attached great importance to this charter flight, they specially assembled the best crew and assigned him as the Pilot for this charter.

Chen Xu had not personally experienced war, but he was deeply touched because a pilot he had trained when he was in the Air Force had died in the South China Sea two years ago.

The Air Force pilot, named Wang Wei, was only thirty-three years old when he died. His first go solo flight was under Chen Xu’s instruction; they had a typical mentor-apprentice relationship. Two years ago, Wang Wei was ordered to repel an American reconnaissance airplane that had intruded into China’s airspace. A collision occurred with the American reconnaissance airplane, and he parachuted into the sea, his whereabouts unknown, and was eventually confirmed to have passed away.

Although Chen Xu had been transferred from the military for many years when Wang Wei died, the news still deeply saddened him. At the time, he was preparing for a route training flight before takeoff. The co-pilot was below conducting an inspect / supervise around the aircraft with the maintenance crew and confirming the fuel load. When the co-pilot came up, he found that the usually Serious-looking / Stern Pilot, a big man over fifty years old, was crying in the cockpit like a three-year-old child.

All of the crew members, except for the two Flight attendants left to receive boarding passengers, rushed into the cockpit to comfort Chen Xu. At that time, they thought something terrible had happened in Chen Xu’s family. They later learned that the Pilot had received a message from an old comrade before takeoff: after many days of searching, the military officially announced that the hero had passed away, so the hope for a miracle instantly vanished, leaving only sorrow.

At this moment, seeing these elderly pilots who had lived through World War II, Chen Xu’s first thought was of the hero who lay eternally in the South China Sea. Counting the days, it was nearly his two-year memorial. Some people still remembered the old heroes from fifty or sixty years ago; he wondered how many people remembered the young hero who had died less than two years ago.

After secretly crying for a while, the chief Flight attendant came to Chen Xu’s side and whispered in his ear, “Pilot, it’s almost time to let the elderly men board. Number two asked me to tell you that the Control tower is already urging us.”

Chen Xu nodded, letting out a long sigh, and said, “Go talk to our Chinese volunteer representative. According to regulations, I can’t disembark freely at this point.”

“Alright,” the chief Flight attendant immediately agreed. As she was about to go down the Stairs (aircraft), she suddenly turned back and said to Chen Xu, “Pilot, I believe 81194 will also be remembered by everyone.”

Chen Xu looked at her in surprise, then nodded with gratitude and relief.

Wang Wei’s aircraft tail number when he died was 81194. Many people, after seeing the photos taken by the Americans in the air, believed that the 81192 fighter aircraft in the photos was the one Wang Wei was flying when he died. In fact, that photo was not taken on the day of the collision. On the day of the collision, the fighter aircraft Wang Wei was piloting was actually numbered 81194.

This chief Flight attendant had worked with Chen Xu for many years and was also Air China’s five-star chief Flight attendant. She knew Chen Xu exceptionally well. When Chen Xu had cried loudly in the cockpit, she was right there. And just now, she also saw him secretly wiping away tears. She understood almost instantly for whom Chen Xu was shedding those tears.

The chief Flight attendant conveyed the Control tower’s request to the Chinese volunteer representative, who was also the head of the Chinese side. The representative quickly explained the situation to the elderly veterans who were still taking group photos and watching beneath the shark mouth. When they heard that the airplane had been delayed by more than an hour, everyone cooperated and began preparing to board.

All the crew members gathered inside and outside the cabin door. The Pilot and co-pilot stood on either side of the Stairs (aircraft) outside the cabin door, their expressions solemn and respectful, saluting every elderly man who passed by them and saying in English, “Welcome aboard China Airlines. It is our honor to serve you.”

The elderly men also responded very politely. One elderly man even clasped Chen Xu’s hand and asked, “Will you change the airplane’s paint scheme after this flight?”

Chen Xu hurriedly replied, “No, sir. To show the utmost respect for you and other Flying Tigers like you, China Airlines has reached a consensus with the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation to permanently retain this airplane’s paint scheme until the airplane is retired!”

Hearing this news, the elderly man immediately exclaimed excitedly, “That’s wonderful, truly wonderful! I hope this airplane will fly more routes to the United States in the future. I am too old, so old that I probably won’t be able to travel to China again in the future. It would be a great pity if I never see her again. If she still flies to the United States, I will definitely go to the airport to see her often!”

Chen Xu’s eyes reddened. He quickly said, “I will definitely relay your request to the company. I hope in the future this airplane can regularly fly on routes from China to the United States.”

The elderly man was overjoyed and shouted, “Hey brothers, did you hear that? This airplane won’t change its paint scheme in the future, and it might even fly regularly to the United States!”

The people who had already boarded, those on the Stairs (aircraft), and those preparing to board, burst into cheers. They had all thought that the airplane’s paint scheme would be changed back after this flight, but they never expected it to be permanently preserved and even potentially fly to the United States regularly. For them, this was incredibly good news.

Steven Spielberg sighed deeply, recalling his state of mind when he filmed Schindler’s List. Like Li Mu, he hoped the world would remember the hardships his people endured. However, he clearly had not thought as profoundly as Li Mu. He had only made a movie, but Li Mu had planned an entire comprehensive and enormous scheme. The meticulousness of its various considerations and the breadth of its planning made Steven Spielberg feel humbled.

Half an hour later.

The alternative shark mouth paint scheme Boeing 747 soared into the long sky, flying towards China, flying towards the old land where countless fierce aerial combat had occurred.

The elderly men on board were exceptionally excited. They excitedly shouted the slogan they had long prepared: “Fifty-eight years later, we are back!”

…

At 10:30 AM on the fourteenth day of the first lunar month, Southwest Spring City Airport. The weather was sunny.

The weather gods were kind; Spring City’s weather today was exceptionally good. The sky was clear for thousands of miles, and the visibility was simply sky-breaking.

The temperature wasn’t too cold, and the sun felt warm on the body, making everyone extremely comfortable.

There were no media at the airport, only the film crew hired by the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation, and front-line reporters from YY.com. All Chinese Flying Tigers were waiting on the prepared apron. The airport’s arrangements were not handled by Li Mu; they were coordinated by the Yunnan Province Military District.

The Military District held extremely high decision-making power at civil aviation airports because, legally speaking, airspace is managed by the military, and civil aviation must obey all military dispatch (control). So, when the military made a request, even though the airport staff didn’t know why, they still had to act according to regulations.

At this moment, the Air China Boeing 747 was beginning its approach. After more than ten hours of flight, although the elderly men were physically tired, their emotion was extraordinarily excited. From the moment they entered China, they had been in this state of extreme exhilaration, because they didn’t know at what moment the airspace the airplane was passing through might be the very place where they had once piloted their aircraft and fought against the Japanese army.

Chen Xu was engaged in routine communication with the Control tower before the approach. After the air traffic control had completed the approach clearance for the 747, they suddenly received an order from their superior and immediately told the 747, “Your superior requests that you circle the field five times at three hundred feet before final approach.”

Chen Xu was startled and asked in surprise, “A superior’s request?”

The air traffic control staff was surprised too, but could only respond, “That’s right, an order from the Military District leadership. It must be carried out. There’s also a six-character message: Showing the Utmost Respect!”





Chapter 1282: Here Comes the Shark!

“Utmost Respect!”

The Control Tower operator merely repeated the simple six words from the Military District superiors, yet they filled Chen Xu, a soldier by background, and his co-pilot with infinite emotion and honor.

They were moved by the Military District superiors’ attitude; such simple words carried a weight heavier than Mount Tai.

They felt honored because the Military District superiors had instructed them to pilot this Boeing 747 airliner, representing the Military District, to pay the utmost aerial tribute to the more than twenty American Flying Tigers onboard and the more than twenty Chinese Flying Tigers waiting at the airport.

A tremendous sense of mission made the two pilots sit up straight. Chen Xu looked at his co-pilot, whose eyes were already red-rimmed, and suddenly said to him, “Number Two, you are in command now!”

When the Pilot controls the aircraft, the Number Two Co-pilot has no controlling power. Their task is to perform various secondary duties assigned by the Pilot, such as retracting or extending flaps, controlling the throttle, or opening or closing the landing gear. However, once the Pilot says the phrase “you are in command,” it means the Pilot has handed over the controlling power to the Co-pilot.

Given the immense significance of this act, the Co-pilot hadn’t expected the Pilot to suddenly entrust him with the controlling power. He instinctively wanted to refuse, but Chen Xu firmly repeated, “I repeat, you are in command now.”

The Co-pilot was stunned for three seconds, then immediately nodded solemnly, saying with great excitement, “Understood, I am in command!”

With that, the Co-pilot immediately entered the zone and spoke, “Control Tower, Air China CA two-three-nine requests to descend to three hundred meters, beginning orbit flight!”

The Control Tower immediately replied, “Air China two-three-nine, you are cleared to descend to three hundred meters. Spring City Airport is clear for you!”

The Pilot, stirred with emotion, opened the cabin broadcast and spoke in fluent English, “Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed Flying Tigers members, this is your Pilot speaking. Thank you for flying with Air China charter flight. We are incredibly honored to undertake your flight mission for this trip to China. Our aircraft is about to arrive at Spring City Airport in China. We just received a request from the Spring City Military District. The airport has cleared the airspace for us. Our aircraft will perform five low-altitude orbit flights at three hundred meters, approximately one thousand feet, to express the Chinese people’s utmost respect to you all. Our plane will tilt to some extent during the orbit flights, so please fasten your seatbelts. We will land after the orbit flights are complete.”

“Orbit flight?!” The American Flying Tigers members on the plane were extraordinarily excited to hear this news. Clearing an entire civil aviation airport in a short time just for this plane to perform low-altitude orbit flights—China had indeed shown them respect and importance far beyond their expectations.

In all their years back in the United States after the war, they had never received such courtesy. The American people were not familiar with the Asian Theater of WWII, and coupled with the large number of European descendants in the USA, Americans paid far more attention to the European Theater than the Asian Theater. In the United States, while WWII veterans were highly respected, the most respected ones were those who had served in the European Theater, and the most respected of all were those who had participated in D-Day, also known as the Normandy landings. Although these Flying Tigers members did not particularly care about this, they had indeed felt relatively neglected over the years. Now, being shown such great importance by the Chinese people, it brought them immense comfort.

When the Air China 747 descended to three hundred meters, the enormous aircraft could be seen very clearly from the ground.

The more than twenty Chinese veteran Flying Tigers members, sitting on chairs, excitedly stood up one by one when they saw the large airliner with its familiar Shark mouth paint scheme begin to lower its altitude.

No one had told them which plane the American pilots would arrive on, but when they saw the shark mouth, everyone knew: it was here!

The Shark has arrived!

The Flying Tigers are here!

Our old comrades-in-arms are here!

These Chinese Flying Tigers members waiting for their cross-national comrades-in-arms had no idea they would witness such a spectacular and familiar scene. It was truly a huge surprise.

This cartoon shark mouth held extraordinary significance for the American veteran Flying Tigers, and it was equally important to the Chinese Flying Tigers.

The plane drew closer, then instead of aligning with the runway for landing, it changed direction not far from the end of the runway, tilting its fuselage as it began its orbit flights.

The veteran Flying Tigers knew this maneuver all too well. In wartime, the highest form of respect fighter pilots could show was to fly low-altitude orbit flights!

The Chinese veteran Flying Tigers spontaneously saluted and rendered a gaze salute, their bodies involuntarily turning with the plane’s circling, consistently watching the aircraft, consistently watching that familiar, blood-stirring shark mouth.

One circle! Two circles! Three circles…

These Chinese veteran Flying Tigers couldn’t help but burst into tears, as if the world had undergone earth-shattering changes, as if their surroundings were no longer a modern civil aviation airport but the rudimentary military airfield of years past, as if the aircraft in the sky were not a modern airliner but the Flying Tigers fighter planes of yesteryear, as if they had instantly returned to their twenties, their ears echoing with the unique engine sounds and roaring of propeller planes, as if they heard the long wailing of air raid sirens, as if they heard their superiors’ deployment orders. That fusion of history and modernity made them tremble with uncontrollable excitement.

After five circles, both inside the plane and on the ground, the veterans were all shedding tears. The 747 finally aligned with the runway. The huge airliner, nose high, gradually descended through the air, like a fierce shark emerging from the water, landing stable, engaging reverse thrust, and decelerating. The plane exited the runway onto the taxiway, gliding towards the already prepared area.

The Yunnan Province Military District and Yunnan Province Armed Police Corps coordinated, and the Spring City Airport Fire Brigade, permanently stationed at the airport, dispatched six fire trucks. They were ready on both sides of the taxiway, hundreds of meters from the red carpet reception area. As the plane approached, the six fire trucks on either side sprayed high-pressure water jets, forming three giant water gates. This is a very high honor in modern aviation, also intended to show the utmost respect to these American veteran Flying Tigers who had made outstanding contributions to China.

The veterans were surprised once again.

Even their relatives found it incredibly unbelievable!

Low-altitude orbit flights, ground water salute reception—the courtesies extended by China truly exceeded everyone’s expectations. No one had imagined they would receive such a grand welcome from China.

Through the windows, the elderly and their families on the plane saw the firefighters standing at attention and saluting on top of the six fire trucks. Although they didn’t know if these officers could see them, the elderly by the windows immediately raised their right hands, returning military salutes to these young firefighters.

Regardless of how many antagonisms and conflicts the two countries had experienced in recent years, it in no way affected the respect of young Chinese soldiers for these veterans.

Li Mu, Liu Xinying, and the Military District representative, Chen Chengwu (who arrived in plain clothes), stood at the very front of the red carpet. Behind them were more than twenty Chinese veteran Flying Tigers and their relatives. To their side were over thirty young people in black trousers and white shirts; these were members of the Military District military band, who had brought their instruments to perform ceremonial music.

The Yunnan Province Military District had put immense effort into this welcome. However, considering that the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation was a civilian public welfare organization and inviting American veteran soldiers was also a civilian exchange activity, it was deemed inappropriate for official bodies to directly participate. Thus, Chen Chengwu and the military band members were all arranged to wear plain clothes. The superiors’ consideration was very thorough. He wasn’t worried about causing himself trouble; primarily, he didn’t want people to think there was official involvement when the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation eventually made a public announcement.

A civilian public welfare organization should maintain its purity. While it can seek official help under reasonable, legitimate, and legal circumstances, it should not be influenced by official bodies. This was the message the superiors had Chen Chengwu convey to Li Mu and Liu Xinying; it was his attitude and his encouragement for the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation.

The plane passed through the three water gates, decelerated, and finally came to a stable stop in front of the horizontally laid red carpet. A mobile boarding stair immediately moved forward to connect with the aircraft door, and then the Flight attendants opened the cabin door from inside.

Before the veterans began to disembark, Chen Chengwu waved his hand, and the more than thirty military band members in plain clothes immediately stood up, preparing their instruments. A conductor walked to the front of the group, raised his baton, ready at any moment.

Finally, among the American Flying Tigers, the eldest, Paul Crawford, slowly emerged from the cabin door, supported by his son and granddaughter. The moment he took his first step onto the mobile boarding stair, all the Chinese veteran Flying Tigers simultaneously rendered a military salute. The elderly man immediately stopped and raised his hand to return the military salute.

At this moment, the military band’s conductor made a starting gesture, and the military band played one of the most famous American military songs from WWII, “Old Soldiers Never Die, They Just Fade Away.”

The famous American WWII general Douglas MacArthur once quoted the song’s title in his farewell speech: “Old soldiers never die, they just fade away.”

As the music began, all the veteran Flying Tigers were filled with emotion.

This song was extremely familiar to Western veterans who had experienced WWII, and it was not unfamiliar to these Chinese Flying Tigers members either. In those days, American Flying Tigers, even Chennault himself, often played this song on a phonograph. Although the overall education level of the Chinese army was very low at the time, Chinese soldiers who could join the Flying Tigers had high education levels. They had always been taught by Western instructors, and English was a compulsory subject. After becoming comrades-in-arms with American pilots, their English listening and speaking skills were excellent.

One by one, American veteran Flying Tigers disembarked from the plane. Li Mu, Liu Xinying, and Chen Chengwu stood at the front, bowing, shaking hands, and welcoming each disembarking veteran Flying Tiger to China and to Spring City. Afterwards, volunteers guided these American veteran Flying Tigers, one by one, towards the Chinese Flying Tigers who had been waiting for a long time.

This group of American elderly and Chinese elderly had been gazing at each other for a long time. Fifty or sixty years had passed, and everyone’s appearance had undergone earth-shattering changes; almost no one could recognize each other anymore.

Paul Crawford, who was at the very front, began shaking hands with the first Chinese Flying Tiger, Elder Sun Xiaozhong, whom Li Mu had personally visited. Then, Paul Crawford excitedly introduced himself, “Hello, my name is Paul Crawford.”

“Paul?!” Elder Sun Xiaozhong asked him in English with surprise, “Are you really Paul?”

“It’s me. Are you…?”

“I am Xiaozhong, Sun Xiaozhong!”

Paul Crawford excitedly embraced Sun Xiaozhong, then wept uncontrollably, “My God! Xiaozhong! My friend! My brother! You are still alive! It’s been more than fifty years. I often dream of snippets of us hiding from Japanese soldiers in the cellar with the help of Chinese villagers. God knows how much I’ve missed you all these years. I always thought, the person I most wanted to meet again before I die was you. I never expected my wish to actually come true!”





Chapter 1283: Transcending National Borders: The Camaraderie of War

Paul Crawford and Sun Xiaozhong, two eighty or ninety-year-old elderly men, embraced and wept, deeply moving the other Chinese and American Flying Tigers present.

Back then, the Chinese and American Flying Tigers were not separated by nationality; they fought side by side, completely blending together. Even after so many years without meeting, they still cared deeply for each other.

Although Paul Crawford and Sun Xiaozhong hadn’t seen each other for nearly sixty years, some of their unique experiences back then were unlike those of other pilots. At one point, both were shot down by the Japanese army in the same battle and subsequently hidden together by local fellow townsmen. During that time, they mentally prepared to die every day, truly resolved to face death at any moment. In such circumstances, their experience of encouraging and supporting each other gave each a profound significance in the other’s heart.

And they were not the only old acquaintances.

As the elderly men shook hands and introduced themselves one by one, many Flying Tigers found their foreign old acquaintances. The sight of the veterans embracing and weeping left everyone around them in tears.

Even though the photographers were crying profusely, they still carried their cameras and video cameras, striving to record every moving detail on the scene.

Li Mu noticed a detail: the physical and mental states of these American Flying Tigers were generally much stronger than their Chinese counterparts. A pang of sadness welled up in his heart.

After the war, these American Flying Tigers generally led quite happy middle and late lives, and their financial standing was also relatively good. However, the lives of the Chinese Flying Tigers after the war were far from as good as that of the American Flying Tigers.

If the American Flying Tigers’ meritorious deeds were merely forgotten by society, then the Chinese Flying Tigers were practically treated brutally by the years for half one’s life. For them, these fifty or sixty years were a period of enduring countless hardships and suffering all sorrows.

After suffering for half one’s life, the most direct impact was on their physical and mental states. Had it not been for the volunteers who went looking for them this time, in the eyes of the public, they would simply be destitute, sickly, and hunchbacked old men. Time had not only smoothed out their rough edges but also buried the steel will in their bones. Recalling Sun Xiaozhong’s arduous life in his half-collapsed thatched cottage, Li Mu’s heart ached immensely. If it weren’t for concrete evidence, who would dare believe that such a tragic, lonely old man was once a pilot who fiercely battled invaders in the motherland’s airspace?

Fortunately, these Chinese Flying Tigers had been found a while ago and invited to the Military District sanatorium for recuperation and care. Although their current physical and mental well-being couldn’t compare to these American elderly men, at least it didn’t make these American elderly men feel too much amiss. Sun Xiaozhong’s current physical state was also completely different from before. After days of systematic recuperation at the sanatorium, his body recovered rapidly. Having been lonely for half one’s life, he suddenly had dozens of old comrades again, which had a huge effect on the continuously increasing of his overall mental outlook.

Otherwise, if these American Flying Tigers had seen Sun Xiaozhong in his previous state, they would probably have been extremely saddened and perplexed, wondering why an old soldier who had made so much effort and sacrifice for his nation would struggle alone at the very bottom of society for so long?

At that time, Sun Xiaozhong’s living conditions and the extent of his hardship probably ranked among the bottom one hundred out of one point three billion people. Many villagers in Baofu Village were impoverished and illiterate, yet even they lived a hundred times, a thousand times happier than Sun Xiaozhong. It was hard to imagine anyone could have lived a more difficult life than Sun Xiaozhong.

This was society’s immense indebtedness to veterans, and it was the core issue Li Mu most hoped to call upon the entire society to make amends for.

Steven Spielberg only walked down the stairs after all the other Flying Tigers had disembarked. Li Mu was still waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs. With red-rimmed eyes, Steven Spielberg came down and shook Li Mu’s hands firmly, exclaiming emotionally, “Li, this ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ project is truly great. It’s a great honor to personally participate in this magnificent charity event. I truly hope that through this action, the whole world will pay attention to these great WWII veterans!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Steven, there’s another very important matter I need your help with these next few days.”

Steven Spielberg hurriedly said, “Please speak.”

Li Mu said, “We’ve accumulated a lot of video footage about tracking down Chinese veterans during this period, along with the video footage brought back by our production team sent to the US, and this footage from today’s airport reception. In these two days before the press conference begins, we need to quickly put together an edit and then play it for the entire society at our press conference. I need your help to oversee this part.”

Although Steven Spielberg didn’t make documentaries himself, he was, after all, a world-class director; his control over film structure and visual presentation was masterful. If he could oversee the editing of the promotional video, its quality would certainly be continuously increasing significantly.

Steven Spielberg had no objection to this and immediately nodded, saying, “Don’t worry, I will do my utmost best.”



For this reunion of Chinese and American Flying Tigers, Li Mu personally funded it, booking nearly a hundred rooms in one go at a garden-style star-rated hotel on the outskirts of Spring City. Not only the American Flying Tigers and their families but also the Chinese Flying Tigers and their relatives were arranged to stay here in advance.

Li Mu, Liu Xinying, and Steven Spielberg also stayed at this hotel, along with all the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation staff, production crew personnel, and press conference organizers.

The press conference for the Chinese cast list of ‘Flying Tigers’ was also scheduled to be held at this very hotel.

The Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation’s book capital was already very ample, but Li Mu still insisted on bearing all the expenses himself. The main reason was his hope that the funds of the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation could be entirely used for addressing veterans’ daily needs and treating their physical ailments, for practical issues, rather than for relatively extravagant activities like this.





Chapter 1284: Life is an Unavoidable Journey of Cultivation

When Muye Technology sent out invitations to all media outlets and announced the press conference time to the entire society, people nationwide waited for the cast of Flying Tigers to be revealed.

It would be even better if Li Mu could come forward and give a positive response regarding the CSC Club and the recent online comments.

Li Mu had been accompanying more than fifty Chinese and American Flying Tigers veterans in Spring City for the past few days. During their reunion, the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation staff arranged very thoughtful and comprehensive activities for them, including a daily collective meal, free exchange salons, and revisiting old places.

It wasn’t just the American Flying Tigers veterans who hadn’t returned for many years; many Chinese Flying Tigers veterans were the same. After the War of Resistance ended, very few had ever been back to Spring City. So, for so many old comrades-in-arms to set foot on the land of Spring City again held immense significance for them. Almost all the elderly veterans lamented that immediately after the War of Resistance ended, they always said they would definitely return to Spring City often in the future, but almost all of them broke the promise they made back then. If it weren’t for the organization by the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation, they would probably have left this world with that unfulfilled promise. Now, sixty years later, they finally fulfilled their promise and returned to Spring City, but this would likely be the last time in their lives they would return to this land.

The veterans’ lament deeply moved Li Mu. Before he graduated from university in his previous life, his classmates would drink together, cry on each other’s shoulders, and swear that they would return to their alma mater every year to visit and gather. However, the moment they left school and entered society, they immediately fell into a strange cycle where no one restrained them, yet they were involuntarily caught up. Everyone had to be busy with work, busy with life, busy with relationships. Sometimes, they couldn’t even go home a few times a year, let alone find the time and energy to travel hundreds of kilometers back to their alma mater. Moreover, their alma mater had long since changed, and they wouldn’t find anyone familiar there if they went back.

Even Li Mu, who lived relatively close to Jinling, was like this, let alone his classmates from other provinces. Almost no one made a special trip to Jinling just to return to their alma mater. That group of old classmates of Li Mu’s never managed to get together again from the time they left school until Li Mu’s rebirth.

Even he, born in an era of peace and living in modern society, couldn’t fulfill promises for various reasons, let alone these elderly veterans who left here in 1945 and scattered across the country or even went across the ocean? What they experienced was the turmoil of countless major events and world changes. Before the nineties, the complexity of documents and requirements for an American to come to China was enough to drive someone crazy. A simple individual was too insignificant in such a vast global general environment.

Life, by its very nature, is an unavoidable journey of cultivation.

Li Mu had been reborn and no longer had the chance to fulfill the promises he made with his university classmates in his previous life. But what greatly pleased him was that he had helped these more than fifty veterans fulfill a promise they had kept buried in their hearts for sixty years.

…

On the Lantern Festival, an exceptionally meaningful Lantern Festival was spent in the hotel’s largest banquet hall by all Chinese and American Flying Tigers veterans and their relatives.

On the sixteenth day of the first lunar month, all the important Chinese actors for Flying Tigers successively arrived in Spring City. Among them were Du Wei, Liu Ye, Huang Bo, and Tang Wei—four contracted artists of Muye Media—as well as Teacher Li Xuejian, Teacher Chen Daoming, and Teacher Chen Baoguo, whom Li Mu considered to be some of China’s best male actors. Besides these seven, there was also Su Yingxue’s younger female cousin, Wang Xinran.

Li Mu had already assigned roles to these actors. Du Wei was the primary female lead, on par with Anne Hathaway. Liu Ye was the primary male lead, on par with Leonardo DiCaprio. Huang Bo played an ordinary villager. His character secretly admired Du Wei’s character, and they had a small number of co-starring scenes. When Leonardo’s character crashed, Huang Bo was mobilized by the militia to rescue him, and then hid Leonardo in Du Wei’s home. Huang Bo and Leonardo also had limited interactions. His character noticed from the beginning that Du Wei’s character, a village girl, had developed some feelings for Leonardo’s character, the American pilot. This left Huang Bo internally torn and struggling, and he didn’t give Leonardo a good look. However, every time the Japanese searched, he would still desperately help Du Wei’s family hide Leonardo. After Leonardo was safely sent away, he and Du Wei’s relatives died in a Japanese mop-up operation.

Tang Wei’s character was a female nurse in the Flying Tigers. This role had no tragic elements; her background was a progressive youth from a big city who unconditionally joined the Flying Tigers’ air force hospital to contribute to the War of Resistance, working alongside Anne Hathaway. After Anne Hathaway’s character fell in love with Liu Ye’s character, a pilot, Tang Wei’s character, the young nurse, played some role in managing the overall flow between them. However, with Liu Ye’s sacrifice, her character’s mission in the drama was basically complete.

Teacher Chen Daoming’s character in this film was President Chiang, or the Generalissimo. His role was not extensive but very important.

Teacher Li Xuejian’s character in this film was the highest-ranking Chinese commander of the Flying Tigers, co-starring with Tom Hanks, who played Chennault. His role was relatively more extensive, and in Li Mu’s eyes, he was the only one who could co-star with Tom Hanks.

Teacher Chen Baoguo was relatively younger, so in this film, he played a Chinese military officer in the Flying Tigers, who was Liu Ye’s superior and Teacher Li Xuejian’s subordinate. His role was not extensive, but its importance lay in acting as the overall catalyst for the co-starring roles between multiple Chinese and American actors. Because the three co-starring pairs—Liu Ye and Leonardo, Du Wei and Anne Hathaway, Li Xuejian and Tom Hanks—occupied almost all of the screen time, Teacher Chen Baoguo was needed to be an overall catalyst in this process.

As for Wang Xinran, Li Mu chose her this time entirely out of consideration. Fortunately, Wang Xinran’s acting skills were generally acceptable, so Li Mu arranged for her to play a progressive female student who came from Huzhou City to Spring City to promote the War of Resistance. Her role was not extensive, and the requirements were not high, mainly to highlight the atmosphere of nationwide resistance during that era.

There was one more relatively important role, which Li Mu had promised to arrange for the nephew of a political and legal affairs leader from Huzhou City when dealing with Wei Lan’s father Wei Jun’s matter. However, Li Mu did not invite him to the press conference.

The press conference was scheduled for 7 PM on the eighteenth day of the first lunar month. Li Mu had two reasons for notifying the main actors to come so early. First, he wanted them to get to know the old Flying Tigers veterans. Since they were acting out their stories, it was essential to show them respect by paying tribute in advance. Second, this was the first time Steven Spielberg had entrusted more than half of the main actor casting decisions entirely to others, so Li Mu also had to arrange for him to meet the actors in advance and get to know each other. Li Mu was confident in the actors’ skills, but Steven Spielberg was the director, and he needed sufficient understanding of these actors to tailor the camera language for them.

On the sixteenth day of the first lunar month, Li Mu did not go to the airport for pickups, leaving the entire task to the staff. He and Steven Spielberg waited at the hotel. This way, as soon as an actor arrived, they could meet and chat with Steven Spielberg.

At 10:30 AM, Teacher Li Xuejian was the first to arrive at Spring City Airport. Knowing he was meeting Steven Spielberg today, Teacher Li Xuejian purposely booked the earliest flight, flying directly from Beijing with just one assistant.

Ning Hao received Teacher Li Xuejian at the airport, then handed him over to Muye Media staff. Immediately, the staff drove a commercial vehicle to pick up Teacher Li Xuejian from the airport and bring him to the hotel.

When Teacher Li Xuejian arrived, Li Mu and Steven Spielberg were communicating with the documentary’s post-production team about the editing of the promotional video.

To ensure the best possible promotional short film for the press conference, the documentary team temporarily set up a post-production editing studio in a luxurious business suite at the hotel. During the day, staff sorted and roughly cut existing materials. In the evening, the materials filmed by the frontline photographers that day were brought in for selection and editing, with Li Mu and Steven Spielberg overseeing the final product editing together.

Striving for absolute realism and impact, the final promotional video interspersed many real historical archival footages. Additionally, Li Mu insisted on choosing his favorite pure music for the promotional video’s background music. This background music was originally the soundtrack for a documentary. With Steven Spielberg’s help, Li Mu obtained the authorization letter faxed from the copyright company in a very short time. Furthermore, the copyright holders of the real archival footage used in the video were also contacted, and authorization was obtained from all of them without exception.

Fortunately, everyone, including Steven Spielberg, highly praised the pure music Li Mu chose, preventing any disagreements on this point.

A staff member knocked on the door and entered, saying to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Teacher Li Xuejian has arrived.”

“Oh!” Li Mu exclaimed, surprised. “Teacher Li arrived so early? Why don’t we invite Teacher Li here first? He can also take a look at some of the footage we’ve shot these past few days.”

The staff member nodded and said, “Then I’ll go invite Teacher Li over.”

After the staff member left, Li Mu said to Steven Spielberg, “Steven, the actor who will be co-starring with Tom Hanks has arrived. His name is Li Xuejian. He’s one of my favorite Chinese male actors. He has played many classic roles, with a diverse range of styles. Teacher Li’s performances in historical dramas and modern dramas are superb, and he is both virtuous and highly skilled. I believe you’ll definitely praise him after you meet him!”





Chapter 1285: Top Actor Teacher Li

In Li Mu’s eyes, excellent actors in China were few and far between, and top actors were even harder to find, like searching with a lantern.

Although he didn’t want to fawn over foreign things on this point, he had to admit that Chinese film actors lagged far behind Hollywood, completely unable to compare. The sheer value of acting in any random American Oscar-winning film could almost utterly surpass the entire Chinese film and television industry.

However, Li Xuejian was one of the very few Chinese actors Li Mu considered a top actor.

Li Mu felt that Li Xuejian and Tom Hanks were similar types of actors. They could embody any character they played, and even after creating a classic role, they wouldn’t let their image and temperament become rigid. When playing a new role, they could easily break free from the constraints of all previous characters and create an entirely new image.

This sounded simple, but for most actors, it was incredibly difficult.

Li Youbin, who played Li Yunlong in ‘Drawing Sword’, was also an excellent actor in Li Mu’s eyes, but he couldn’t be considered top-tier. This was because after portraying Li Yunlong, his acting style always carried traces of that character. Such a thing would not happen to Li Xuejian or Tom Hanks.

When Li Xuejian was 26, he played Lin Biao. To perfect the portrayal, he covered his room with photos of Lin Biao and strove with all his might to lose weight to achieve the gaunt look required. His final appearance was so convincing that people applauded enthusiastically. This was the noble professional ethics of the older generation of actors.

For the older generation of actors, what they pursued was acting itself, never gaining fame and fortune through acting. In their eyes, acting was no different from being a welder, a fitter, or a lathe operator. Therefore, they dedicated all their energy to studying how to act well, just like a welder wholeheartedly wanting to master the skill of electric welding. That’s why their acting reached its peak, making them true artists.

However, with the continuous economic development and the continuously increasing public demand for entertainment, the entertainment industry truly took shape. At that time, actors understood what business was and realized that commercial operations represented endless wealth. So, they devoted most of their energy to how to acquire more resources, how to increase their influence, and how to earn more money. When actors no longer delved into acting skills, what good actors and works could one hope for?

At this moment, Steven Spielberg also developed a strong interest in the Li Xuejian that Li Mu spoke of. He rarely heard Li Mu praise an actor so highly, so he believed this actor’s skills must be extraordinary.

Soon, a staff member arrived at the hotel’s VIP reception room, found Li Xuejian, and said, “Teacher Li, General Manager Li and Director Steven Spielberg are supervising the post-production of the documentary, so they’d like to invite you to take a look. Are you interested?”

Li Xuejian asked curiously, “A documentary? If I may ask, what is the documentary that General Manager Li and Director Steven Spielberg are working on about?”

The staff member knew that due to prior confidentiality, the main actors had not yet been informed. So, they explained, “General Manager Li has been in Spring City recently, engaged in a charitable activity to find surviving Flying Tigers members, and it’s being edited into a documentary.”

“Oh?” Li Xuejian said, surprised and delighted, “Please take me there right away.”

…

Li Xuejian, approaching fifty, hadn’t been this excited in a long time. For him, the opportunity to star in a film of such great significance as ‘Flying Tigers’ was not only an affirmation but also an honor.

As early as when Li Mu announced the intention to launch such a film in Hollywood, Li Xuejian was drawn to that special history of World War II. He specifically researched many historical materials about the Flying Tigers of that era, not for anything else, but only to gain a deeper understanding of the true circumstances of that period of history.

At that time, Li Xuejian never imagined that this film would invite him to act. He was very clear about his own position: he was just an old actor, not commercial enough, nor popular enough. A young man in his early twenties like Li Mu probably wouldn’t know him, and even if he did, he wouldn’t think of him. As for a world-class director like Steven Spielberg, it was even more unlikely that he would know him; it would already be rare for him to know a few Chinese actors who were somewhat famous internationally.

After studying that period of history, Li Xuejian realized that history was even more admirable than he had imagined. At that time, Teacher Li had a great hope in his heart: if he could wholeheartedly portray a role in such a film, no matter how big or small, that would be the happiest and most fulfilling thing for an actor.

What he never expected was that this wish, which he thought was almost impossible to achieve, had come true.

Li Mu had some “negative impressions” of Li Xuejian, stemming from his portrayal of Song Jiang in ‘The Water Margin’. This CCTV-produced TV series first aired in January 1998, when Li Mu was still in high school and relatively an ‘angry youth’. He absolutely detested the character of Song Jiang played by Li Xuejian.

At that time, Li Mu felt that among all the heroes of Liangshan, only the hypocritical Song Jiang was the greatest menace. Their eventual demise often filled Li Mu with regret, especially Song Jiang’s single-minded desire to be pardoned by the imperial court and his servile demeanor when kneeling before it, which particularly disgusted the young Li Mu.

It was precisely because Li Xuejian’s interpretation of Song Jiang was so perfectly apt that Li Mu involuntarily developed some negative impressions of the actor himself. However, fortunately, he was, after all, a reborn soul in his thirties who had seen many roles played by Li Xuejian, and he no longer felt that inexplicable resistance of the past.

The staff guided Li Xuejian to the room. Li Mu, accompanied by Steven Spielberg, met Li Xuejian for the first time.

Li Mu first shook Li Xuejian’s hands with both of his own and said, “Teacher Li, I’ve admired you for a long time. Finally, I have the opportunity to meet you. Thank you for joining the production and filming of ‘Flying Tigers’!”

Li Xuejian quickly said humbly, “Not at all, General Manager Li. You are the pride of all Chinese people. I am merely an actor. Besides, it is my honor to join ‘Flying Tigers’. I should be thanking you for giving me this opportunity!”

Li Mu said, “There’s no need to be so modest. As a top actor in our country, your participation in ‘Flying Tigers’ significantly increases my expectations for it!”

With that, Li Mu said, “Allow me to introduce Director Steven Spielberg from Hollywood.”

Li Xuejian hastily replied, “Director Steven Spielberg’s name echoes like thunder in my ears!”

Immediately, Li Xuejian extended his hand to Steven Spielberg and said in somewhat halting English, “Nice to meet you.”

Steven Spielberg also quickly shook Li Xuejian’s hand and said in Chinese, “Hello, nice to meet you.”

Li Mu then took on the role of interpreter, introducing the two to each other.

For Li Xuejian, meeting and collaborating with the legendary director Steven Spielberg was indeed a great honor. Steven Spielberg was eight years older than Li Xuejian and a truly globally renowned master in the film industry. In comparison, Li Xuejian was not only much younger but also had far fewer accomplishments than him, so he felt exceptionally humble.

After introducing the two, Li Mu said to Li Xuejian, “Teacher Li, the reason I invited you and the other actors to Spring City today is that I want to arrange for you to meet and get acquainted with the surviving Flying Tigers members we’ve found so far. After all, you are portraying their stories, and you should show them respect in person.”

Li Xuejian nodded repeatedly and said, “Before receiving the invitation for this role, I had already researched a lot of information about the Flying Tigers. They are indeed a great group of people who deserve our utmost respect and care. It would truly be wonderful to pay them tribute in person.”

As he spoke, Li Xuejian asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, how many surviving old Flying Tigers members have you found this time?”

Li Mu said, “We have currently found more than seventy people in total. Over forty are from the United States, and about thirty are from China. Fifty of them have come to Spring City this time.”

“So many!” Li Xuejian exclaimed, “And quite a few are from the United States?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded. “More than twenty old Flying Tigers members and their families have come from the United States this time.”

Li Xuejian quickly said, “When can we arrange to meet them? I’d like to visit them now.”

Li Mu said, “Our staff took them to visit the suburbs today. They’ll be back in the afternoon, and we’ve arranged a dinner this evening, where you’ll be introduced to everyone.”

Li Xuejian sighed, “I just heard from the staff that you’re running a charitable activity to find surviving Flying Tigers members. How come I haven’t heard any news about it in Beijing?”

Li Mu smiled, “My two companies and I jointly funded and established the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation, specifically dedicated to helping WWII veteran survivors overcome various difficulties and problems they encounter in life. Finding surviving Flying Tigers members is just one of our foundation’s activities. The reason we haven’t launched publicity yet is that I want to combine these efforts – the foundation, the search for surviving Flying Tigers members, and our film’s casting press conference – all into one event. As the saying goes, ‘to make a stunning debut’, this will maximize our impact.”

Li Xuejian nodded repeatedly. Li Mu said, “By the way, Teacher Li, let me show you some video clips from our charitable activity. Please take a look and give us your feedback on anything that needs to be revised.”

“Okay!”

Ten minutes later, Li Xuejian stared intently at the computer monitor, his entire being utterly entranced.

The promotional video for the press conference was roughly 90% complete. As historical and contemporary footage intertwined, accompanied by the sorrowful yet majestic background music, Li Xuejian was in tears.

Several minutes later, Li Xuejian finally regained his composure from his entranced state. He wiped away the tears from the corners of his eyes with his thumb joints and sighed, “These elderly individuals are truly great. I’m so ashamed. I am also a soldier, yet I haven’t paid attention to the current living conditions of our War of Resistance veterans. I’m truly unworthy of my soldier identity, utterly ashamed! Utterly ashamed indeed!”





Chapter 1286: Audition

Aside from Teacher Li Xuejian, the other actors arrived in Spring City gradually before the afternoon.

Du Wei was accompanied by her sister Du Fei, who took time off work. Liu Ye was accompanied by Xie Na. Huang Bo and Tang Wei both arrived by plane alone. Teachers Chen Daoming and Chen Baoguo each brought an assistant.

Liu Ye arrived relatively early. Although he and Xie Na would both become first-tier stars in the entertainment industry in the future, at this time, the young couple exuded absolute humility and caution at every turn.

Li Mu wasn’t a fan of Liu Ye, much less Xie Na. If possible, he would have preferred Liu Ye’s role to be played by a powerhouse actor with sufficient acting skills and experience. However, it was a pity that this role had to be youthful, similar to Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic, who had to be very young. Among the young actors in mainland China, it would be extremely difficult to find someone more suitable than Liu Ye in overall terms.

When Liu Ye and Xie Na faced Li Mu, Steven Spielberg, and other senior figures, they showed absolute respect. This humble attitude left Li Mu relatively satisfied.

Su Yingxue’s younger female cousin, Wang Xinran, came from Beijing accompanied by her mother, Su Yuehua. Su Yuehua was uneasy about letting Wang Xinran fly to Spring City alone from Beijing, so she deliberately took time off work to stay with her in Spring City until the press conference concluded.

Coincidentally, the flight Wang Xinran and her mother Su Yuehua chose was the same as the one taken by the sisters Du Wei and Du Fei. Although they were in different cabins, upon landing, all four rode a staff car together from the airport to the hotel.

Wang Xinran was exceptionally excited throughout the journey. Although school was starting tomorrow, she had deliberately requested leave from her teachers. Li Mu’s invitation for her to star in ‘Flying Tigers’ was joyous news for her. Having successfully played the female second lead in ‘Those Years,’ she had already garnered some popularity and fame in the film and television industry, and at the Film Academy, she was the object of envy for all performing arts students.

This time, Wang Xinran hadn’t revealed the news of her participation in ‘Flying Tigers’ to anyone outside of her parents and relatives. However, a touch of vanity was at work in her heart. She knew that her attendance at this press conference was to await the crew’s announcement of her involvement and that of the other actors to the public. So, there was no need to wait for her return to Beijing; her classmates at the Film Academy would certainly know everything already.

Thinking about it, among the current performing arts students at the Film Academy, it was probably true that no one was as fortunate as her. Before even entering the academy, she had played a female second lead in a box office record-breaking film, and now she had the opportunity to star in such a highly anticipated century blockbuster. Everyone would surely envy her luck. However, they would never dream that their idol, Li Mu, whom they were obsessed with day and night, was actually her elder sister’s boyfriend.

Unlike the overjoyed Wang Xinran, Du Wei didn’t feel much excitement about taking on this movie. Although countless actresses would be desperate for her role, for her, what she largely thought of was Li Mu’s trust and special favor towards her. In short, if Li Mu wanted her to act, she would act well and simply not disappoint him.

When the four of them arrived, the other actors had already gathered. Li Mu arranged for everyone to be in the hotel’s multimedia hall. Steven Spielberg wanted to meet everyone individually there, explain some of the film’s shooting plans and core focuses, and also conduct a simple audition for each actor with his assistant.

All Chinese actors were chosen by Li Mu. Although Steven Spielberg rarely relinquished the power of casting, given that he was collaborating with Li Mu, he made a significant concession in principle. He wouldn’t think of replacing the roles Li Mu chose, but as a director, he also needed to understand each actor’s acting state. Therefore, while this audition wasn’t about whether people would stay or leave, it concerned everyone’s image in Steven Spielberg’s mind.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Wang Xinran was exceptionally happy. She hadn’t seen him in a long time. She knew Li Mu was a very busy person, constantly traveling, making it hard even for her sister to see him, let alone herself.

Li Mu also enthusiastically greeted Wang Xinran and didn’t forget Su Yuehua beside her, politely saying, “Auntie Su, you’ve come too.”

“Yes,” Su Yuehua said with a smile. “I wasn’t at ease with Xinran traveling far alone, so I deliberately took leave. If I had known earlier that Du Fei and Du Wei were on the same flight, I wouldn’t have come.”

Li Mu looked at Du Fei and Du Wei as they entered together and asked curiously, “You were on the same flight?”

Du Fei nodded and chuckled, “Xiao Wei and I were chatting after boarding when Xinran and Auntie came in.”

Du Wei and Wang Xinran had worked together on a previous project, so they were already familiar with each other and friends. However, this time, Li Mu had kept the cast details a secret, so both of them, by unspoken agreement, kept the secret strictly, neither inquiring about the other’s involvement. Nevertheless, when they met on the plane, neither was surprised, feeling that Li Mu inviting the other to join this film was only natural.

Li Mu smiled and said to Du Wei and Wang Xinran, “You two will probably have to take a lot of leave this semester. After our press conference, you’ll need to communicate well with your school in advance. If you fail any courses in your final exams, I won’t be able to face Auntie Su and Du Fei.”

Su Yuehua said, “This movie is so significant; it will definitely be a lifelong gain for the children. Missing classes isn’t a big deal; it’s fine as long as they read more and self-study outside of filming.”

Wang Xinran said, “Mom, are you trying to work your daughter to death? Reading and self-studying on top of filming…”

Su Yuehua chuckled, “I just said that; I didn’t actually hope you’d really study.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Come, let me first introduce Director Steven Spielberg from Hollywood. This collaboration with Director Steven Spielberg is just the beginning of Muye Media’s partnership with Hollywood. In the future, our company will engage in deep cooperation with Director Steven Spielberg and Hollywood’s production team. So, you two must put in a lot of effort to leave a good impression on Director Steven Spielberg. Who knows, he might invite you to film in Hollywood in the future.”

Du Wei nodded obediently, her expression not showing much surprise, but Wang Xinran was startled by Li Mu’s words and nodded repeatedly in excitement.

Steven Spielberg – he was a master worshipped by everyone at the Film Academy, from students to professors. Collaborating with him was already an immense honor. If there truly was an opportunity to be invited by him to film a movie in Hollywood, even as a fifth-tier extra, it would be enough to make her wake up laughing in her sleep.

Subsequently, Steven Spielberg used his self-prepared presentation to delve into the film’s plot, style, visuals, and character positioning for ‘Flying Tigers.’ After clearly explaining many details of the movie, he began handing selected script excerpts for specific roles to the corresponding actors, asking them to prepare for their auditions.

Steven Spielberg’s assistant set up a camera, ready to record the entire audition process for each person. As a director, Steven Spielberg needed to continuously study the characteristics of these actors, their strengths and weaknesses, and devise comprehensive shooting plans for everyone.

The first to audition was Teacher Chen Daoming. His role wasn’t extensive. The audition scene was a passionate segment where President Chiang conveyed instructions to his subordinates when he decided to develop the Nationalist Army Air Force.

There were no partners during the audition; everyone performed their given excerpt to the air and the camera, which was more challenging than actual filming. However, seasoned veteran actors were indeed seasoned veteran actors. After pondering the script several times, he stood before the camera and delivered an immersive performance. After just one take, Steven Spielberg gave a thumbs up and praised in English, “Very good. If this were a real shoot, this take would have passed in one go.”

Subsequently, Teachers Chen Baoguo and Li Xuejian all passed in a single take without exception. In particular, Teacher Li Xuejian’s performance involuntarily left Steven Spielberg astonished for a moment.

Compared to these seasoned veteran actors, the performances of the other young actors were considerably weaker. Among them, Huang Bo performed the best; Steven Spielberg only corrected him once, and his performance already passed Steven Spielberg’s assessment.

The three young women—Du Wei, Tang Wei, and Wang Xinran—always lacked a certain aura of the war era in their performances. Fortunately, Steven Spielberg patiently communicated with each of them through an interpreter for a long time, explaining how to mentally grasp the characteristics of the war-torn period. All three are also actors with a certain innate talent, so they could largely satisfy Steven Spielberg.

In Steven Spielberg’s words, today was merely a brief encounter. Although some people’s acting skills were still slightly lacking, he believed that in the coming months of collaboration, he would definitely help everyone find that feeling. This was something he excelled at and his responsibility as a director.

…

Steven Spielberg was generally satisfied with the actors, even exceeding his original expectations, which also made Li Mu breathe a sigh of relief.

After all, it was a major production carrying the image of the nation and its people. If Steven Spielberg truly felt that any of the actors he chose were unsuitable, he would have no choice but to grit his teeth and replace them, whether it was Du Wei, whom he had always favored, or Liu Ye, whom he thought was very suitable for the role.

At seven-thirty in the evening, the banquet began.

At five o’clock in the afternoon, the old Flying Tigers members and their relatives had already returned to the hotel. Staff arranged for them to rest for two hours before inviting them to the banquet hall.

The highlight of this banquet was for the actors to meet the old heroes, pay respects to them, and learn about them, their stories, their memories of history, and their inner worlds during the War of Resistance.

After the old heroes were seated, Li Mu took the hotel microphone and introduced, “Distinguished senior figures, today, all the main Chinese actors of our ‘Flying Tigers’ film have arrived in Spring City. Without exception, they all hold deep reverence for you all, and so they wish to formally express their respect. Therefore, before the banquet begins, all our cast and crew, as well as all staff members, will collectively pay tribute to you all!”

As soon as his voice fell, the actors, who had been waiting outside the banquet hall for a long time, entered in order of age. When Teacher Li Xuejian, the eldest, led the entrance, many of the Chinese old Flying Tigers members gasped, “It’s him!”





Chapter 1287: Spring City Press Conference That Doesn’t Play by the Rules

For many China-born Old Flying Tigers members, among the actors who walked in, Mr. Li Xuejian was the only one they recognized. Aside from Elder Sun Xiaozhong, almost everyone else had seen Mr. Li Xuejian portray Jiao Yulu. For elders of this age, they had already known about Jiao Yulu as a figure since his deeds became famous nationwide. When Mr. Li Xuejian’s portrayal of Jiao Yulu was released and broadcast, they instinctively equated Mr. Li Xuejian with Jiao Yulu.

From Li Xuejian, it was evident that good actors truly earn the respect of the people. In terms of age, the youngest of these Old Flying Tigers members was over eighty years old, at least thirty years older than Mr. Li Xuejian. Yet, because he successfully brought Jiao Yulu’s image to life, he left an extremely deep impression on these old soldiers. Therefore, when he entered, all the old men were astonished, even standing in solemn respect.

When the old soldiers heard that Mr. Li Xuejian would be playing their former Chinese commander in the movie, everyone was especially pleased.

Mr. Li Xuejian also expressed his Utmost Respect for these elders, personally bowing to each one and shaking hands with each one. Being the oldest among them, he set an excellent model for the other actors.

Consequently, the other actors followed suit, showing their most profound respect to the elders with twelve parts of humility.

Over the next two days, the actors spent over eight hours daily with the old soldiers. They would sit together, listening as the old soldiers took turns recounting their stories from back then. They meticulously noted down the touching parts the old soldiers mentioned, as well as their described psychological activities from those times. This proved immensely helpful for character development.

These old soldiers almost all had a very good educational background. Although they now appeared old and frail, and presented themselves entirely as old farmers, their elevated ideological mindset truly commanded the admiration of all the younger generations.

What moved the actors and Li Mu, along with the other Behind-the-scenes work staff, most was that, without exception, the old soldiers all believed that the war of that year was entirely their duty to the country and the nation. Everyone else felt the nation was indebted to them, but they had never thought that way. They believed that the nation was an eternally supreme existence, worth sacrificing one’s life for, just like a mother who gives everyone life should always be held with a heart of gratitude and a desire to repay kindness/gratitude, and one should never feel indebted to themself.

Two days proved to be profoundly meaningful for every actor. These elders awakened the national sentiment, which had been hidden by utilitarianism in the peaceful era, deep within their bones.

On the eighteenth day of the first lunar month, Spring City became the focus of national and even international media attention. A large number of reporters poured into Spring City from all directions to attend the press conference jointly held by Muye Media and DreamWorks.

The reason this press conference attracted particular media attention was primarily due to the abundance of attention-grabbers. On one hand, the Chinese cast members for “Flying Tigers” had remained unannounced, and not just Chinese citizens, but Chinese people worldwide were closely following. The primary mission of this press conference was to announce the cast lineup, so anticipation was high.

Furthermore, Li Mu had been widely criticized online for several days after founding the CSC Club. There had also been many pointed remarks online, sharp as swords, directed at Li Mu. However, Li Mu had not come forward to clarify during this time, nor had he issued a single blog post or news release, let alone appeared before the media. But it was confirmed that Li Mu would attend today’s press conference, and a Q&A session with reporters had been arranged. Thus, reporters were eager to question Li Mu during this segment about the CSC Club and the special online remarks.

Additionally, the press conference invitation included a small Easter egg: it mentioned that Li Mu and Steven Spielberg would announce deeper cooperation between them at the press conference. Please stay tuned.

This small Easter egg greatly attracted the media’s interest. They were very curious to know what kind of in-depth cooperation Li Mu and Steven Spielberg would engage in while collaborating on “Flying Tigers.”

In fact, this deeper cooperation involved Muye Media and DreamWorks jointly founding a Film and Television School in China. Li Mu hoped Steven Spielberg could stir up top Hollywood industry professionals to help China nurture a group of truly capable actors and film professionals. Li Mu hoped to transform this school into a true cradle for talent, aiming to make a significant contribution to China’s film and television industry.

Even if, at worst, this school could only produce one hundred eighty adequately skilled extras, it would still be a considerable contribution to Chinese film and television.

Li Mu’s overall plan for the school’s nature was to position it as a fully private Skills Training Academy. The academy would recruit students from all walks of life and would not set any exams or thresholds beyond specialized courses. In other words, this school would only teach subjects related to film and television and performing arts, with no other courses offered, ensuring it remained purely a place for learning vocational skills.

The school would not offer any degrees or diplomas, only its own graduation certificate. This certificate would not be linked to the Ministry of Education’s website; it would solely represent professional ability. Li Mu hoped that future students from this school would earn the industry’s heartfelt recognition, making the school’s graduation certificate a symbol of competence within the industry. If this could be achieved, the school would truly be considered a success.

…

As the press conference was about to begin, the hundreds of reporters, with their cameras armed and ready, did not see the scene they had anticipated.

They had expected a long row of seats on the stage, with Li Mu and Steven Spielberg sitting upright together, surrounded by many empty chairs. Li Mu would first announce the start of the press conference, then, after getting to the main topic, would invite the actors out one by one to meet everyone. They also expected the introduction to start with the supporting roles, finally revealing the long-awaited candidates for the male and leading female roles, thus unveiling the answers everyone had been waiting for, one by one.

However, there were no chairs or tables on the press conference stage, only a massive background screen.

Subsequently, unseen staff members announced the formal start of the press conference through the loudspeakers. Then, all the lights in the venue dimmed, leaving only the stage lights on, and the background screen on the stage remained completely dark, showing nothing.

At this moment, Li Mu, dressed in a black Suit, walked onto the stage. He did not use a handheld microphone but had a small microphone clipped to the inside of his suit lapel, with the transmitter hidden at his lower back under his suit.

Li Mu’s appearance was met with warm applause. He had been out of the public eye for too long recently, and no one knew what he had been doing. Some said he had been busy playing with sports cars, others that he had been spending time with a group of wealthy Second generation. But no matter the rumors, Li Mu was still Li Mu. Dressed in formal wear, he said nothing, yet his familiar personal presence was felt by everyone.

Amidst the applause, Li Mu bowed deeply to the audience. When he looked up, he began, “Thank you all for traveling so far to Spring City to attend today’s press conference. This is our first time transferring such a major press conference from a first-tier city to a second-tier city. Many people might not be clear why we chose to hold the press conference in Spring City. The reason goes back to 1937.”

As Li Mu spoke, the background screen behind him lit up, displaying a slideshow of old photographs of the China Nationalist Air Force.

Li Mu walked to one side of the stage and, accompanied by the old photographs, began to introduce, “In 1937, Japan launched a full-scale invasion of China. To preserve the Jianqiao Central Aviation Academy and the Nationalist Army Air Force’s fighting strength at the time, the Nationalist Government decided to relocate the academy westward to Spring City. At that time, Spring City was the main base of the Nationalist Army Air Force during China’s War of Resistance, and also the main base of the Flying Tigers established by Chennault. Therefore, for ‘Flying Tigers’ and the historical story behind it, Spring City is where the story begins.”

“The old Chinese face pilots in these photos are essentially all Nationalist Air Force pilots from back then. Chennault was their instructor. Later, when the Flying Tigers were founded, Chennault became their commander-in-chief, so these Nationalist Air Force personnel were also reorganized into the Flying Tigers’ ranks, resisting the Japanese aggressors alongside them. It can be said that they were the backbone of the Chinese Air Force at that time. The public then referred to them as Chinese Flying Tigers members.”

“Sixty years later, we have finally decided to bring the story of ‘Flying Tigers’ to the screen, to let the world know about their heroic deeds from back then. However, after sixty years, how are these people in the photos living now? Has anyone truly thought about it?”

As Li Mu spoke, the reporters in the audience looked somewhat bewildered. On one hand, they hadn’t expected Li Mu to not play by the rules right from the start; he didn’t talk about the film or the actors but began talking about history. On the other hand, Li Mu had truly stumped them. Even as reporters who paid extra attention to a major theatrical film like “Flying Tigers,” their focus was always on news, hot topics, and traffic. They cared about the film’s investment, the powerful figures behind it, and the cast lineup. Yet, they had never focused on the prototypes for this film, nor had they paid attention to how the real Flying Tigers members who survived to this day were living.

A feeling of shame, more or less, arose in everyone’s state of mind. At this moment, Li Mu calmly stated, “Some time ago, we founded a charitable foundation. The foundation’s name is ‘Old Soldiers Never Die,’ taken from a famous American World War II song. The song’s title is ‘Old soldiers never die, they just fade away.’ We chose this name because we hope these respectable old soldiers can live forever, and that their deeds and their spirit will be passed down infinitely. These hopes are somewhat unrealistic. So, returning to a practical starting point, the purpose of founding this foundation is to find the surviving old soldiers and ensure they can live worry-free lives in their later years.”

When Li Mu finished speaking, everyone was astonished.

They hadn’t expected Li Mu to found another charitable foundation, and most crucially, they hadn’t received any news about it.

Before they could ponder it further, Li Mu continued, “I disappeared from the public eye some time ago, and many speculated about what I was doing. So, I will tell you personally: lately, the Old Soldiers Never Die Charitable Foundation launched its first charitable initiative. I will not elaborate on the specifics of this project for now; first, please watch a video…”





Chapter 1288: Old Soldiers Never Die, They Just Fade Away

Li Mu had always believed that images were the best medium for conveying ideas and thoughts. This was why he placed such great importance on the filming and editing of this documentary. He knew he couldn’t bring every person in China to Spring City, to the mountain village where Old Man Sun Xiaozhong had lived for half his life, to see and hear for themselves. What he could do was record everything with images and then transmit it to the entire society.

The video Li Mu played at the press conference was already the third version of the promotional film for the project to find surviving Flying Tigers members.

The earliest version was just a rough cut of the footage, shown to hundreds of rich second-generation heirs who only knew how to spend money and flirt with girls every day. It moved them to tears, and they donated over eighty million yuan.

The second version added material related to the old American Flying Tigers members, as well as shocking footage of the Air China Shark Mouth Paint Scheme Boeing 747 taking off and landing. What was most touching was the moment the old Chinese and American Flying Tigers members reunited at the airport after sixty years. The last time they parted, they were young adults; this time they reunited, all were of advanced age. When shown to all the actors, including Teacher Li Xuejian, it similarly moved them indescribably.

The third version was the ultimate version, meticulously edited and arranged based on the second version, with some new material added. Over sixty years of experiences of the Flying Tigers and the Kuomintang Air Force, from 1937 to 2003, were condensed into this version.

It featured precious aerial combat footage from back then, segments of finding Old Man Sun Xiaozhong in the deep mountains, oral histories of the American Flying Tigers members facing the camera before their departure, and flying close-ups of the old Flying Tigers shark mouth fighter jets alongside today’s Air China Shark Mouth 747s. There were photos of the Chinese and American Flying Tigers members in high spirits from years past, and images of the old Flying Tigers members from both countries embracing and weeping today. There were also aerial shots of the Hump Air Route and aerial combat scenes over Spring City from the past, juxtaposed with the prosperity and peace of today’s Spring City Airport.

When the video first began, it showed footage of daily training at the Jianqiao Central Aviation School from that era. As these were precious historical records, all the reporters’ attention was immediately drawn to them.

Subsequently, the Battle of Shanghai began, and the entire aviation school started its westward migration.

Next, the Kuomintang Air Force began engaging the Japanese Air Force in various places. The actual aerial combat footage was entirely in black and white, and while lacking color, it added a sense of solemn grandeur that even color footage couldn’t match.

When they saw Old Man Sun Xiaozhong in his dilapidated thatched cottage utter the famous line, “To sacrifice oneself for the nation’s crisis, treating death as a return home,” almost everyone was already in tears.

“To sacrifice oneself for the nation’s crisis, treating death as a return home.” The old soldier’s entire emotion for this nation was prominently displayed in these ten characters.

In the video, as the old man finished speaking, the screen gradually darkened. Then, footage of martyr Chen Huaimin perishing with his enemy during the aerial combat in Jiangcheng appeared. Simultaneously, Li Mu’s carefully selected background music began: 1492: Conquest of Paradise.

After a nineteen-second prelude, the incredibly grand and mournful music suddenly introduced a collective hum, instantly hitting everyone’s hearts like a tear-jerking bomb.

The reason this music was chosen was that Li Mu himself had been completely moved to tears by it years ago.

Back then, in a TV series called Soldier's Assault, when Class Monitor Shi Jin, played by Zhang Yi, wept profusely while passing Tiananmen in a car after his discharge, this music made Li Mu cry like a complete fool in front of the TV.

From that moment on, whenever Li Mu heard this instrumental music, he couldn’t help but recall that scene from the TV series.

Back then, this music, used in the TV series to highlight the patriotism of modern soldiers, was already incredibly touching. Today, the same music, paired with authentic historical footage from the war era, showcasing the bloodshed and sacrifice of old soldiers for this country and nation, became the perfect complement to these video images. The combination of notes and visuals created a magical chemistry, so much so that every note, every frame, could directly reach one’s deepest emotions, causing a profound tremor in their very core.

The moment the music began, there was no other sound in the venue. Everyone stared intently at the large screen. Faced with such astonishing visual material, no one could hold back their tears. In that moment, everyone realized that what they were seeing today was the most shocking, most heartbreaking, and most shameful and guilt-inducing of all the charity projects they currently knew of.

All previous charity projects, no matter how moving, could only, to some extent, evoke people’s sympathy and desire to donate. People would sympathize with children who couldn’t go to school, with people with disabilities who had lost their health, and with infants and young children with congenital diseases. However, they wouldn’t feel any shame or guilt towards these groups, because although they pitied them, they essentially didn’t owe them anything.

But old soldiers were different.

In the footage, those pilots who disregarded their lives, flying planes to fiercely battle invaders in the vast skies of their homeland – they shed blood and sacrificed themselves for the country and nation, to defend their homes and country, for future generations. Some of them had already sacrificed their lives, others had vanished over the long years. Most of the few who remained lived such difficult lives, yet none of them had ever reached out to society for help.

No old soldier said the country owed them, nor did any old soldier say the nation owed them, or the people owed them. Without exception, they regarded their sacrifices back then as an undeniable responsibility and obligation. They shed their blood in times of war, then lived a lifetime of destitution in peacetime. Even if they were barely fed or clothed, they had never once reached out to society for a single cent or a single grain of rice, nor had they ever publicly revealed their history of valiantly fighting for the nation.

It was understandable that these reporters, born in peacetime, hadn’t paid attention to this group before. Now that they finally knew their stories, understood the sacrifices they made for this country and nation, and realized that today’s peace and development were entirely built upon their bloodshed and sacrifice from back then, how could they not feel ashamed and guilty, seeing these true old heroes living such impoverished yet poised lives?

Facts proved that although society could be indifferent, most people’s blood still ran warm.

Every reporter present was deeply moved by the video. With red eyes and tears streaming, they stared intently, unaware even of their own weeping. They had forgotten that they were there for a press conference, forgotten the cast they had eagerly anticipated, forgotten the gossip related to Li Mu, and even forgotten their original intention of putting Li Mu on the spot and picking on him to get news headlines.

In fact, the last two points the reporters had been dwelling on earlier had already received an implicit yet very clear response in the video.

In the video, Li Mu appeared several times: on the towering cliffs deep in the mountains of Yunnan Province, on the steel cable bridge over the Nujiang River, inside Old Man Sun Xiaozhong’s dilapidated thatched cottage, in the ward of the Yunnan Province Military District Hospital, greeting the Air China 747, and celebrating the Lantern Festival with the old men at the hotel.

Now the reporters finally knew what Li Mu had been doing during his disappearance from the media spotlight. It turned out he had set up such a profoundly significant charity foundation and personally initiated and participated in the foundation’s first public welfare project — the very “Operation to Find Surviving Flying Tigers Members” that everyone was now watching, which brought tears to every eye!

Through this video, Li Mu not only made society realize the importance and urgency of caring for old soldiers, but also, through his actions, showed everyone that he was not just the founder, initiator, and funder of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, but also a deeply involved, hands-on participant. An internet tycoon with a net worth of over ten billion US dollars, plunging himself into the deep mountains of Yunnan Province – how many tycoons of the same caliber could do that? Even tycoons several tiers below Li Mu probably couldn’t, could they?

As everyone’s souls were being profoundly shaken, the video was drawing to a close.

The background music gradually faded from the screen, leaving only Old Man Sun Xiaozhong. He was still sitting in his extremely dilapidated thatched cottage, facing the camera. With a smile on his aged face, he said, “Society doesn’t owe me anything. Back then, all my comrades and brothers who fought alongside me were filled with patriotic fervor, wanting to resist Japan and serve the country. Serving the nation, serving the nation. A soldier’s duty to the nation is like a child’s filial piety to their parents; it is our innate responsibility and obligation. It was our failure to fulfill our duty that allowed the Japanese to run rampant for so many years. If there’s any debt, it’s us who were indebted to the nation, and to those civilians who died at the hands of the Japanese back then…”

After the old man finished speaking, two streaks of tears suddenly appeared on his smiling face. The scene of the old man wiping away his tears was slowed down to 0.2 speed by the editor. The slow motion allowed people to clearly see the fleeting sorrow in the old man’s expression as he wiped away his tears.

The screen faded to black. Then, a deep, solemn narration, accompanied by white subtitles, appeared in the center of the screen:

“In the summer of 1937, Old Man Sun Xiaozhong followed the Jianqiao Central Aviation School’s entire westward migration to Spring City. In the autumn of the same year, to escape the chaos of war, Old Man Sun Xiaozhong’s father moved his family of seven from Hangzhou to settle in Jinling.

In December of the same year, Jinling fell. From then on, the entire family was never heard from for over sixty years. Later, volunteers verified that the names of the old man’s parents, siblings, and eldest sister-in-law, totaling six people, were found on the list of victims of the Jinling Massacre. The old man’s nephew was three years old at the time, and volunteers did not find his name on the list of victims, but it is believed that he also tragically perished in the massacre.

In 1952, during Old Man Sun Xiaozhong’s reform period, his wife Chen Jinyu, unable to make a living, left her hometown with their only son, Sun Lianli. Their whereabouts remain unknown to this day. Entrusted by Old Man Sun Xiaozhong, the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation is now appealing to society for help in finding his wife and only son. We hope that anyone with relevant clues will actively contact the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation.”

At the end of the video, ten characters reappeared on the large screen: “Old soldiers never die, they just fade away…”





Chapter 1289: Everything Rumored, Completely Dispelled!

When the screen completely faded away, the hundreds of people present fell into a prolonged silence.

The lights did not come on, and the venue plunged into darkness. Only the red and green indicator lights on countless cameras and the greyscale viewfinders with light leaks glowed autonomously.

The breathing in the room was heavy, everyone exhaling forcefully, as if hundreds of people were simultaneously deprived of oxygen. Along with the coarse breathing, there were also muffled sobs, efforts to endure them evident.

Everyone was still immersed in the documentary, unable to extricate themselves, lost in the dignified yet profoundly tragic music.

Some who reacted earlier noticed that Li Mu, who had been standing at the far left of the stage, gazing at the large screen, was gone.

No one knows who it was, but applause was the first to break the extreme silence. Then, applause gradually rose, starting with three or five people, then thirty or fifty, then three or five hundred.

Three to five hundred people, crying and clapping at the same time. They were deeply moved. Even the most hard-hearted and selfish individuals, in that atmosphere and before those historical moments, were completely melted.

The long and sustained applause continued. The stage lights suddenly came on, and Li Mu walked back onto the stage, bowing deeply to everyone below. Only after the applause gradually subsided did he speak: “The reason we invested in filming ‘The Flying Tigers’ is not only to show the world the true history of China and American pilots fighting together against Japan, but also to use this film as a means to draw society’s attention to the group of WWII veterans. There are many more elderly veterans in this society, like Sun Xiaozhong, who have no one to rely on in their old age. Out of great patriotism and a spirit of devotion to the nation, they have never asked society for help, but society cannot forget them for this.”

“Helping surviving veterans resolve their living difficulties, assisting them with physical ailments, and enabling them to enjoy a peaceful old age is an unshirkable responsibility of our society. We should approach these veterans with a grateful heart and do what we can for them, representing the entire society, the entire nation, repaying them for all the sacrifices they made for the entire nation. This is my biggest motivation for investing in ‘The Flying Tigers’ and the greatest driving force behind establishing the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation.”

Thunderous applause erupted…

Then, Li Mu took a deep breath and said: “The Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation was jointly funded by myself, Muye Technology, and Taobao Technology. In the first phase, I personally and the two companies will jointly contribute one hundred million yuan. This money will be fully used for the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ charity project itself, including but not limited to: finding Anti-Japanese War veterans across the country, resolving their family difficulties and living needs, addressing their medical and convalescence needs, handling their post-mortem affairs, and funding the construction of martyrs’ cemeteries in various parts of the country for the deceased. At the same time, we will publicly disclose all account expenditures to the entire society and earnestly request supervision from all walks of society!”

One hundred million yuan! And it was only the first phase of charitable funds! This figure utterly astonished all the reporters present!

Everyone knew that Muye Technology and Taobao Technology were both Li Mu’s companies. Although Muye Technology had gone through several rounds of financing, Li Mu was still the major shareholder with absolute controlling stake. Taobao Technology had not yet gone through financing, and Li Mu was even more so its major shareholder with controlling stake. Therefore, the money from these two companies was basically equivalent to Li Mu’s money. This meant that Li Mu himself had contributed one hundred million yuan to resolve the various difficulties faced by these veterans and provide them with a stable and happy old age. This was not just a big spending; it was great compassion. Thus, all the reporters were filled with awe and respect for Li Mu. They finally realized that compared to the creators of those speculative and doubtful online comments, Li Mu’s realm was far, far, far higher. When they fabricated negative stories about Li Mu, they could never have imagined that the reason Li Mu remained silent and did not respond was because he was doing something truly great.

The deafening applause was like a frenzy; the reporters had all transformed into Li Mu’s believers and followers, trembling with excitement and clapping with all their might, even unwilling to stop.

After finally managing to temporarily suppress the applause, Li Mu said with a very calm expression: “Helping tens of thousands of surviving veterans nationwide is not something I can achieve alone. Therefore, the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation needs the help of the entire society to provide our veterans with the best, most perfected, and considerate care in their old age. Although the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation has not opened donations to the entire society, we have already received the first donation since the foundation’s establishment. This donation came from CSC China Supercar Club. Over four hundred members of the club jointly donated eighty-six million yuan to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. Currently, this donation has been fully received and will be publicly disclosed to the entire society in the foundation’s information disclosure!”

Li Mu’s words instantly left everyone dumbfounded!

CSC Club?!

That club organized by Li Mu, full of rich Second Generation who drive sports cars?!

Hadn’t the internet said that it was just a club for wastrels’ children, indulging in pleasure and neglecting proper work?!

Hadn’t the internet said that Li Mu created such a club because he had degenerated, abandoned his humble origins, and wanted to truly enter high society?

Hadn’t the internet said that Li Mu was no longer the Li Mu who once inspired all of China’s young people? Hadn’t they said that Li Mu no longer thought of contributing to society as he once did? Hadn’t they said that Li Mu was now beginning to covet pleasure?!

While so many people on the internet were speculating about Li Mu, fabricating stories about Li Mu, misunderstanding Li Mu, or even crying out in disappointment and cursing venomously at Li Mu, what was Li Mu doing?

He was not coveting pleasure; instead, he burrowed himself deep into the mountains of Yunnan Province, personally visiting an Old Flying Tigers member over eighty years old!

He organized clubs like CSC, which, while indeed gathering a large group of wealthy wastrels’ children, was not for him to enter high society. Instead, he led this group of wastrels’ children to donate eighty-six million yuan in charitable funds for such a significant charity project!

He had never forgotten his original intention. Even with a net worth of over ten billion US dollars, he still, like when he founded 3321, established the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, contributing so much money, effort, and energy to contribute to society and help the entire society repay its debt!

The reporters finally understood that all the rumors were just rumors. Li Mu was still that Li Mu, the one who constantly inspired young people and constantly instilled positive energy into society!

The name Li Mu itself was synonymous with positive energy. He was generous, humble, selfless, and noble. In contrast to him, the facial expressions of all who had doubted him seemed so ugly!

No one knew who started it, but the reporters in the room cheered Li Mu’s name, their emotions running high.

Li Mu bowed deeply to the audience again. For him, counterattacking all doubts with concrete actions was what a successful person should do. In the face of doubt, all defenders, quibblers, and sophists were weaklings!

The cheering from the entire audience lasted for several minutes before gradually stopping. Li Mu continued: “Although the CSC Club is an interest club centered around sports cars, its core philosophy is to gather a group of people with sufficient economic strength to exchange hobbies while jointly gathering strength to contribute to society. The donation to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation is just the beginning of CSC Club’s efforts to give back to society. In the long-term future, CSC Club will certainly adhere to this philosophy, gathering greater strength and making greater contributions to society. At the same time, I hope that the entire society can eliminate misunderstandings about this club and give CSC Club more tolerance, encouragement, and support. Here, on behalf of the over four hundred members of CSC Club, and the many more who may join in the future, I express my most heartfelt gratitude to the entire society!”

Then, Li Mu bowed deeply once more.

This time, Li Mu had completely vindicated CSC Club. Unlike similar clubs in his previous life, he was not a wastrel, so he would not use a wastrel’s heart to call upon a bunch of wastrels to do wastrel deeds together. What he wanted to do was to lead these wastrels’ children with a sincere heart to do sincere deeds together. From today on, no one needed to doubt the nature of CSC Club, let alone its philosophy. As long as Li Mu was in this club, he would absolutely not let it genuinely take the path of degeneracy. On the contrary, he would use his ability and his influence to lead CSC Club in making greater contributions to society!

Everything rumored, completely dispelled!

The reporters were well aware that when the news articles and video footage from this press conference reached the public eye, all negative comments about Li Mu and CSC Club would completely vanish. At the same time, their status in the public’s mind would continuously increase!

Li Mu closed his eyes and calmed himself for several tens of seconds, then said: “Today, I am immensely honored to announce that over fifty Old Flying Tigers members, including veterans from China and American nationality, have come to our press conference. Please welcome them to the stage with the most enthusiastic applause!”

The hands of hundreds of reporters were almost swollen from clapping, but their fervent passion made them completely forget the pain.

They had given so much applause to Li Mu, but at this moment, they felt they should give even more applause to these extremely respectable Old Heroes!

The scene was no longer a press conference; these reporters from major media outlets had now completely transformed into fervent fans, welcoming over fifty of their supreme idols onto the stage with applause!





Chapter 1290: Everything Makes Way for the Old Soldiers

The music from “1492: Conquest of Paradise” started playing again, and everyone involuntarily fell into solemn silence.

Over fifty Old Flying Tigers members, accompanied by over fifty elementary school students from Spring City’s August 1st Elementary School, slowly walked onto the stage. August 1st Elementary School is a company school of the Spring City Military District, uniformly composed of Active-Duty Military Personnel’s children; they could be described as the legitimate and promising new generation.

Although the old men’s steps were slow, it was still evident from their efforts to maintain an upright posture and bearing that they were vastly different from ordinary elderly people.

Li Mu had laid so much groundwork for these old men to come onto the stage. When they truly appeared before hundreds of reporters, the scene had already completely erupted.

At this moment, who the actors of “Flying Tigers” were no longer mattered. Everyone’s true public attention had shifted from the film to these Old Flying Tigers members.

Thunderous applause resonated continuously and intensified on site. It was as if people had found new idols in this restless society—new idols, worthy of their complete prostration. The aura surrounding these idols was more dazzling, purer, and supreme than any celebrity’s aura. Anyone with fervent passion would be inflamed by their spirit.

For so many years, never had wartime veterans received such grand courtesy and such intense public attention, and this was true for both Chinese veterans and American veterans.

The Old Flying Tigers members from China were all originally from the Nationalist Army. Due to issues with their political background, in the past few decades, let alone receiving courtesy and public attention, to avoid criticism, they wished people would forget their origins, and their greatest hope was to live as anonymous, peace-loving farmers. They never imagined that society would remember them again, and with such gratitude.

In contrast, the situation for the American Old Flying Tigers members was not much better. They came to China with the nature of volunteer soldiers to fight against the Japanese army. Although highly respected in China, they did not receive much public attention in the United States. What was even more awkward was that after the Vietnam War, American society became filled with anti-war sentiment. This anti-war sentiment quickly spread throughout society, leading to a layer of hostility towards veterans who had participated in wars. Later, they received even less public attention, completely becoming a forgotten group.

But today, all their past was reawakened and made known to the world again. For them, this was an immense solace, the greatest comfort in their lives for several decades.

Li Mu bowed to all the Old Flying Tigers members who had come onto the stage and said from the bottom of his heart: “On behalf of all staff and volunteers of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, as well as all employees of Muye Technology and Taobao Technology, and all members of the CSC Club, I thank you, and all old soldiers worldwide who stood on the side of justice during World War II. Thank you for the outstanding and indelible contributions you made to your nations and the world.”

Li Mu felt that “represent” was a very noble and sacred word. As an IT professional and a private entrepreneur, he could only represent those who had dedicated themselves to the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project and could not represent more groups. If other groups also wished to pay tribute to these old soldiers, then they could do so in their own ways. They could applaud, voice support, donate, or actually do something for the old soldiers around them. If one day, the entire society could genuinely participate in this charity event without needing others to represent them, that would be the situation he most yearned to see.

The reporters below the stage also spontaneously bowed with Li Mu to the old heroes. Then, each old hero, in turn, introduced their name, provincial origin, time of military service, army designation, and battles participated in.

Over twenty Chinese pilots had their unit designations from the Nationalist Air Force, while the other twenty-odd American pilots’ official designation was the Chinese Air Force American Volunteer Group.

Including Sun Xiaozhong, Han Zili, and Paul Crawford, after each old man finished introducing himself, an hour and a half had already passed.

This duration, comparable to that of a film, did not bore anyone. They listened attentively to each old man’s self-introduction, feeling the chaos of war and even the “crimson romance” they experienced back then from their calm words.

Among them, there was indeed an American Old Flying Tigers member who married a Chinese woman who worked near the Flying Tigers’ station back then. It is said that several American pilots from the Flying Tigers fell in love with and married Chinese women back then; however, too much time had passed, and the others had already passed away, so they could not be present at today’s press conference.

The only regret was that in the true history of the Flying Tigers, there were no American nurses. Otherwise, the love story between a Chinese pilot and an American nurse, as depicted in the script, might actually have occurred.

Love born amidst the flames of war is as strong as gold. Li Mu also especially looked forward to the future on-screen performances of Leonardo DiCaprio and Du Wei, and Liu Ye and Anne Hathaway. If the great love born in that era amidst the chaos of war could be interpreted to its fullest extent, then the film’s standing in the romance genre in the future might not be inferior to “Titanic (film),” and might even surpass the latter in terms of depth and foundation.

Having announced the “Flying Tigers” Chinese actor selection press conference, it ended up with no one paying attention to this matter anymore. Everyone’s attention was focused on Li Mu’s Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation and these surviving Old Flying Tigers members. It wasn’t until all the old men had finished introducing themselves, and until a representative of the old soldiers expressed their deep expectations for “Flying Tigers” in front of all the media, that everyone suddenly remembered: “Oh right, the actors haven’t been announced yet…”

Everyone forgot their original intention and overlooked it. Although it was a bit like putting the cart before the horse, it also, in a way, confirmed that the stories of the old soldiers could attract sufficient public attention from society.

The children from the Military District’s elementary school accompanied the old soldiers off the stage. Li Mu then returned to the stage and said calmly: “Next, please welcome the Chinese actors of our film ‘Flying Tigers’!”

As soon as Li Mu’s words fell, before anyone could react, Teacher Li Xuejian still led the way. All the actors, arranged by age, lined up and walked onto the stage from one side, standing by Li Mu’s side.

The reporters were all confused.

“What’s going on? They just called out all the actors so straightforwardly? This major event that the entire society was paying public attention to, a monumental super-production for China’s film industry—shouldn’t there be some suspense when revealing the cast? Even if there’s no suspense, shouldn’t it at least be a bit grander? No background music, no short films to set the mood! Li Mu says one sentence, and everyone lines up and comes onto the stage? At least call out their names before they come onto the stage. This… compared to the grandeur of the old soldiers’ entry just now, it’s dramatically different…”

The reporters hadn’t quite reacted yet when Li Mu had already begun introducing everyone: “Let me introduce our cast. First, the renowned performing artist, Teacher Li Xuejian!”

The reporters, having reacted, then offered applause. Teacher Li Xuejian bowed deeply to the audience. Afterward, Li Mu introduced Teacher Chen Daoming and Teacher Chen Baoguo, followed by Huang Bo, Liu Ye, Tang Wei, Du Wei, and Wang Xinran.

When introducing each actor, Li Mu only provided the simplest introduction, merely stating each of their names. Beyond that, he didn’t introduce more content, nor did he mention the roles they would be playing in “Flying Tigers” this time. The actors did not make any posts either. They clearly understood that the public attention for the film “Flying Tigers” was already sufficiently high—so high that they didn’t need to hype it or promote it themselves; the entire society would spontaneously pay public attention. Therefore, the true protagonists today were not them, but the old soldiers who had just been on stage. Everyone, including Li Mu, was setting the stage for the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, wanting this charity foundation to become renowned throughout society, and for all of society to voluntarily participate in the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project.

After introducing all the actors, Li Mu then invited each actor to make a brief post. Starting with Teacher Li Xuejian, each of them spent only one or two minutes on a simple self-introduction. Subsequently, for most of the time, they were promoting the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. Everyone felt extremely honored to have the opportunity to listen to these old soldiers’ oral histories, to learn their true stories, and to understand the chaos of war back then. What made them feel even more honored was having the chance to portray their stories in the film.

These celebrities, big names, and seasoned veteran actors were all willingly playing supporting roles for the old soldiers at this moment, adhering to one principle: “Everything Makes Way for the Old Soldiers.”

Li Mu also didn’t waste time on the cast lineup. After introducing the actors, he invited Director Steven Spielberg, representative of DreamWorks, to come onto the stage. After Steven Spielberg came onto the stage, his remarks also revolved around these respectable old soldiers. Regarding the film itself, he only said a few scattered words. Everyone maintained a silent understanding: today, the film didn’t matter, they themselves didn’t matter, the old soldiers were paramount!

Regarding the matter of co-establishing a Film Academy with Hollywood, Li Mu only briefly mentioned it to the media, without dwelling on it. Although the reporters were very curious, their focus was also shifting due to Li Mu’s deliberate arrangements. At the scene, everyone’s main public attention was concentrated on the old soldiers and the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation.

In the subsequent Q&A session with reporters, Li Mu, Steven Spielberg, and the other actors also maintained this silent understanding: questions related to the film were answered simply; questions related to the charity foundation were answered with emphasis; and questions unrelated to either were refused.

This press conference did not authorize any TV stations to conduct live video broadcasts. Therefore, people nationwide who were paying public attention to Li Mu and this film were waiting for related media reports. They were all eager to know who would star in the film and how Li Mu would respond to the online remarks.

By past nine in the evening, major media outlets and TV stations had already begun their first round of extensive reporting. YY.com also pushed video news nationwide via YY at ten o’clock in the evening.

A large number of curious citizens clicked to view it immediately, but they never dreamed that what awaited them was not an answer to their gossip, but a baptism of the soul and profound shock!





Chapter 1291: Extremely Strong Social Reaction

At the press conference, Li Mu unveiled the official logo for the “Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation” and promotional photos of its spokesperson, Du Wei. At the same time, Li Mu also officially announced the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation’s bank account number and Alipay account for donations to the entire society.

Li Mu promised the public, “The Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation’s financial situation will be subject to strict and transparent public disclosure for the entire society. This includes detailed statements for every incoming donation and the exact amount and purpose of every expenditure. We will diligently fulfill our duties and responsibilities, wholeheartedly serving China’s surviving veteran soldiers.”

There were many charity foundations worldwide with funds exceeding 100 million yuan, and Li Mu himself had established two: the 3321 Student Aid Foundation and the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. However, among so many foundations exceeding 100 million yuan in scale, only these two, founded by Li Mu, dared to completely and thoroughly disclose their financial details to the public.

Complete and thorough transparency was Li Mu’s fundamental principle in charity work. He was a person capable of making clear distinctions: when running a business, focus on making money; when doing charity, focus on spending money well. Just as a business shouldn’t evade taxes or engage in fraud, charity shouldn’t deceive the public or be evasive.

This solemn promise earned the complete conviction, recognition, admiration, and even allegiance of everyone.

At this point, Li Mu announced his “commercial charity plan,” telling all the media reporters, “The Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation hopes to provide comprehensive care for every surviving veteran. To achieve this, it requires the joint effort and collaboration of the entire society. Therefore, we will now open up brand strategic partnerships to hospitals, nursing homes, supermarkets, pharmaceutical companies, daily necessities companies, Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) companies, as well as furniture, home appliance, and home decoration companies across the entire society.”

Pausing slightly, Li Mu continued, “Our cooperation threshold is not cash. Instead, as long as the enterprise or institution itself possesses sufficient strength within its respective region and industry, and commits to providing corresponding discounts and services to veterans certified by the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, they can use the Old Soldiers Never Die Strategic Partner naming and logo. At the same time, they will share the promotional resources of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. To give a simple example, if a down jacket manufacturer is willing to donate a batch of warm winter down jackets to veterans, as long as their products meet national standards, they can apply to us for cooperation. Aside from the promised donated resources, we will not levy a single cent in cash.”

“Of course, we also accept cooperation from enterprises and institutions in the form of donations. All donations will be fully deposited into the charity foundation’s fund pool and publicly disclosed to the entire society!”

“The email address on the large screen is our cooperation email. If any enterprise or institution wishes to engage in strategic cooperation with us, please provide your detailed information, qualifications, and the charitable resources you are willing to offer. Our staff will contact you as soon as possible!”

The reporters all understood Li Mu’s strategy. He not only wanted to stimulate public attention towards charity but also to motivate and involve the whole society in charitable endeavors. What was even more brilliant was that he leveraged his influence to bestow this charitable project with sufficient public attention. Behind sufficient public attention lay substantial commercial value. He then presented this commercially valuable charity project to enterprises and institutions, allowing them to exchange resources and funds for this commercial value, while simultaneously contributing to the foundation. This symbiotic business model, where each party gained what it needed, was far more advanced than simply appealing to enterprises and institutions for pure selfless contributions!



From that night onward, the entire society seemed to transform instantly, like the earth after a heavy snowfall.

What people discussed, focused on, and cared about was no longer everyday affairs, celebrity gossip, domestic news, or international affairs. Instead, it was the eight-year War of Resistance that occurred over sixty years ago, and the veterans who had shed their blood and sacrificed their lives for the nation during that war.

The entire press conference with Li Mu, as well as edited clips and the original documentary footage, were played countless times on television and online. The soul-stirring song “1492: Conquest of Paradise” instantly became everyone’s single-track loop. Society had slowly forgotten the veterans over sixty years, but Li Mu, overnight, made society remember these veterans again.

In his previous life, charity projects related to veterans never truly entered the public eye. Everyone focused on official charity projects like Project Hope and Touching China, or charity foundations of celebrities. And even these celebrity foundations rarely specifically catered to veterans.

Veterans were passing away every day, silently. Society only remembered those who had passed during a few specific times, such as Victory Day or National Memorial Day. But society rarely thought of those veterans still alive. Everyone seemed to tacitly ignore this group. Occasionally, some philanthropists focused on veteran welfare, but due to a lack of influence, they couldn’t promote this charity project to widespread public awareness.

However, Li Mu possessed sufficient influence.

Moreover, Li Mu had whetted the public’s appetite with “The Flying Tigers,” and at the same time, he remained silent in the face of negative online comments and stayed away from media cameras, effectively turning himself into bait. He then drew everyone’s attention to the current situation of the surviving veteran community and the importance of caring for, compensating, and repaying them in their remaining years.

To achieve this goal, Li Mu presented the veterans’ “past and present” in the most sincere way, causing countless people to weep in front of their television screens or computer monitors.

While deeply moved by the veterans, people also fully realized that Li Mu’s lofty ideals and sense of social responsibility were far beyond what most people could measure up to.

It was ridiculous that even as Li Mu wholeheartedly promoted the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, there was still a handful of idiots with ulterior motives who questioned him online, even manufacturing all sorts of ridiculous rumors to slander him. This was absolutely intolerable and despicable behavior!

Immediately, a large number of netizens emerged online, vehemently defending Li Mu and furiously condemning the fabricators of those rumors.

They said Li Mu had changed for the worse? Yes, he had changed, but only to become more noble!

They said Li Mu had detached himself from the common people and mixed with wastrels’ children? Yes, he did mix with wastrels’ children, but his true purpose was to use his noble character to guide those wastrels’ children to contribute to society hand in hand! The hundreds of members of the CSC Club alone donated 86 million yuan to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation! This was the best proof!

They said the CSC Club was just a place for wastrels’ children to show off wealth and corrupt social trends? That was utter nonsense! As long as Li Mu was there, such a thing would absolutely not happen! The members of the CSC Club were indeed wealthy, indeed Second generation individuals, but did wealthy children always have to be wastrels? Had they not seen them donating to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation? The entire club was full of positive energy. Where else could one find a club composed of so many wealthy people full of positive energy? There was probably only this one in the entire country!

Li Mu no longer cared about the online comments, whether they criticized or praised him. The primary goal of this press conference was to drive society’s attention to veterans, and only secondarily to allow those idiotic questioners to embarrass themselves. Therefore, the overwhelmingly one-sided support online did not particularly console him. What truly brought him comfort was the immense affirmation and recognition the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation received from society as a whole. This was what truly mattered.

However, the over 400 members of the CSC Club truly felt vindicated this time!

They never dreamed that Li Mu would make such a grand announcement about their donations. Good heavens, one press conference put the matter before the entire nation! Now, the CSC Club had practically become a symbol of positive energy, receiving constant praise online and among the public!

Nowadays, if someone mentioned being from the CSC Club, others would give a thumbs up and commend them, saying “Well done.”

Being a good person was addictive, especially after receiving unprecedented praise. Many CSC Club members were exceptionally excited, their inner ideals elevated considerably. They felt that as members of the CSC Club, they must emulate Li Mu and contribute more to society. At the same time, they must strictly regulate their words and actions. In the future, when driving sports cars on the street, they must not speed, not rev their engines and roar through the streets, and not honk their horns indiscriminately. They must be the most law-abiding drivers on the road. Only then would they truly live up to the identity of the CSC Club.

The Old Soldiers Never Die charity project not only garnered widespread public attention and praise but also received incredibly fervent spontaneous donations from all sectors of society. The enthusiasm for donations was so high that it even exceeded everyone’s expectations.

By ten o’clock on the night following the press conference, the foundation’s bank account and Alipay had collectively received 980 million RMB donated by 34 million people nationwide!

980 million! And this amount was still increasing!

Even Li Mu was shocked! He never imagined the public’s enthusiasm would be so strong!

When Liu Xinying learned of this figure, she wept profusely in front of Li Mu. What deeply moved her was that within a single day, over 30 million people were touched by Li Mu and the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. Within a day, nearly one billion yuan in cash was donated to the entire charity foundation!

Li Mu knew that people must have been genuinely moved to donate so fervently to veterans. Over 30 million people donated one billion yuan, an average of 30 yuan per person. The funds donated in a single day exceeded the basic expenses Li Mu and Wei Lan had initially estimated for the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation over the next 20 years.

In addition, the foundation’s cooperation email received thousands of requests for cooperation within a day. According to the staff responsible for partnerships, these requests encompassed almost all civilian industries in the country. There were enterprises making grand gestures, willing to donate a television set free of charge to every certified veteran in the future, with no upper limit. Based on the estimated scale of over 20,000 surviving veterans, this promise alone was worth at least tens of millions of yuan. There were also small town enterprises willing to donate their manufactured canned fruits to every certified veteran, and even plastic factories hoped to donate washbasins and plastic slippers to veterans.

Li Mu did not know how many of these eagerly participating enterprises were genuinely for charity and how many were seeking reputation and resources. These details were not important to him. What mattered was that these enterprises showed tremendous enthusiasm for commercial charity cooperation, which not only brought immense assistance to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation but also provided a new direction for future charitable endeavors.





Chapter 1292: The Miracle Has Just Begun

A donation of one billion yuan in a single day, with countless companies and institutions clamoring to offer partnerships—this truly marked a miracle in China’s charity sector.

However, the miracle of “Old Soldiers Never Die” was just the beginning!

As the influence of the press conference continued to spread, while the public focused on the old soldiers, Li Mu also became the hottest topic on the internet.

This time, Li Mu used concrete actions, unexpected by everyone, to thoroughly humble those who spread rumors and slanders. All negative online comments were almost completely wiped out, not by deletion, but by the scathing criticism of netizens. Many netizens who had previously spread or started rumors, moved and inspired by Li Mu, sincerely apologized online and deeply reflected on their actions.

Never before had a celebrity, when facing rumors, confronted them so decisively, completely overturning all doubts and accusations in one fell swoop. Li Mu achieved this, and he did it so thoroughly that there was no longer any negative sentiment across the entire internet!

Previously, the female university student who posted the heated topic “Li Mu, You’ve Changed, You’ve Become a Stranger” on Tieba, posted again on Li Mu Tieba. The title of her new post was “Li Mu, I’m Sorry! I’m Sorry!! I’m Sorry!!!”

The female university student, who loved Li Mu so deeply that she felt obligated to admonish him, began the body of her post with a profound self-critique. She said that she was narrow-minded and blinded by a single phenomenon, thinking that merely seeing Li Mu associating with wastrels’ children meant he had completely changed. But the facts proved that Li Mu’s stature was beyond her comprehension, even beyond her imagination. While she was shallowly misunderstanding him, he was leading a group of fervent people to undertake such a profound and passionate charity project. In comparison, she felt utterly ashamed and inferior.

The female university student truly awakened, recognizing that Li Mu had indeed changed, but not in the way she had imagined. He had become even nobler. For so many years, society as a whole had not paid attention to the special group of old soldiers, but Li Mu did, and he did so much for them. Most importantly, through Li Mu’s actions, society truly woke up to the fact that, compared to other vulnerable groups requiring help and care in society, old soldiers were the most urgent.

Netizens forgave the female university student on behalf of Li Mu, because everyone knew she wasn’t criticizing Li Mu out of malice. She genuinely harbored immense expectations for him, which led to her previous misunderstanding and state of mind. Many people were just like her, not ill-intentioned, but simply disappointed at first. Now, with everything clear, they immediately changed their views and sincerely reflected and apologized online.

Although they knew Li Mu wouldn’t personally reply to her apology post, everyone still left messages below, maintaining a unified front: “Pat the poster, Li Mu definitely won’t blame you!”

No one expected that when this post was pushed to over ten thousand comments, Li Mu would suddenly reply with his Tieba account: “Thank you, poster, and everyone else like you, for your supervision and urging me on. I wouldn’t call myself noble; I just hope to do what I can for the country and the nation. My individual ability is limited, and I hope everyone can unite and contribute their strength to the country and the nation!”

Li Mu’s personal reply instantly detonated the entire Tieba and the internet. Major media outlets also captured the online interaction between Li Mu and the girl, turning the whole story into news. This immediately made the public feel Li Mu’s down-to-earth appeal, further improving their impression of him.

At the same time, the news continued to ferment, and more and more donations were received.

By the morning of the next day, another 260 million yuan had been added to the donations overnight, and it was still growing. Approaching noon, the rate of donations to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation through bank accounts clearly accelerated.

Conservatively estimated, if it continued until midnight tonight, combined donations from Alipay and bank cards could easily reach 1.7 billion yuan. This already far exceeded Li Mu’s expectations. He had originally worried about not having enough funds, but with his own contribution and that of the two companies totaling one hundred million yuan, plus the 86 million yuan donated by CSC Club, after deducting current expenses, the total funds on the books would exceed 1.8 billion, approaching 1.9 billion.

By tomorrow, the fund pool would surely surpass two billion yuan! If the momentum could last for a week, then exceeding three billion yuan might not be a big problem.

Based on estimates, there were probably only twenty to thirty thousand surviving Anti-Japanese War veterans across the country. A three-billion-yuan fund pool would mean an average of one hundred thousand yuan per person. Coupled with so many companies willing to provide various resources, it meant that right at the start of the project, funding and supplies were completely resolved. If it continued to develop at this rate, the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation’s fund pool would far exceed the overall demand.

All the staff of the foundation were extremely excited. Liu Xinying seemed to have found her greatest life achievement, repeatedly shedding tears of joy in front of Li Mu.

The public’s overwhelming support provided immense comfort to everyone, and also gave the surviving old soldiers across the nation incredibly strong psychological comfort and financial assurance.

However, the public’s fervent support also brought more issues for Li Mu, most directly, the money itself.

Li Mu did some calculations. Taking the three-billion-yuan fund size as an example, if the consumption cycle was twenty years, then for most of the future, the foundation’s fund pool would have a large amount of idle capital, no less than two billion yuan.

Two billion yuan sitting in an account, if used for investment, financing, or wealth management, could bring at least 7-8% annual returns to the foundation. If managed properly, it could even exceed 15%. In that case, this money would not need to be touched at all; only the net profit from annual wealth management investments would be enough to cover the entire foundation’s expenses. If the public donation channels remained open, there might still be several hundred million yuan in donations each year. By then, the total funds on the foundation’s books would likely keep increasing.

Roughly speaking, the ever-growing fund pool of the foundation was indeed a good thing. However, for a charitable foundation with a clear service target, a massive financial surplus was actually a troublesome matter.

If this money were to be squandered, the public wouldn’t agree, and neither would Li Mu. If it wasn’t squandered, what should be done with the money saved in the end? It was all donated by the people of the country. If, on the day all the old soldiers passed away, there were still billions of charitable funds on the books, that money would become a thorny issue.

Keeping it was impossible; the foundation’s mission would be over, so why keep the money?

Returning it was also impossible; the funds had accumulated like a snowball over many years. This included donations spanning a decade or two, and returns from wealth management. Even without wealth management, there would be substantial interest accrued. However, after so many years of expenses, there would undoubtedly be significant consumption, meaning it would be impossible to return everyone’s donations in full. So, how would the money be returned? Which parts would be returned?

Turning around and donating this charitable fund to other foundations, allowing them to use the money for other charities, sounded good. However, most charitable foundations lacked public trust. Li Mu did not want the fervent charitable funds donated by the people to end up as a treasury for insider trading schemes or quietly misappropriated for other uses.

Therefore, Li Mu felt he needed to discuss his long-term plan with Liu Xinying in advance.

Before he had time to properly communicate with Liu Xinying, Li Mu received news: Baidu, Sina, NetEase, and Shanda Games, these four internet companies, jointly donated one hundred million yuan to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. They made pure donations and did not use Li Mu’s collaborative donation channels, meaning they weren’t trying to capitalize on the current social buzz around Old Soldiers Never Die.

General Manager Li of Baidu, who had interacted with Li Mu and was somewhat particular, specifically called Li Mu. He sincerely told him that this was a decision made after a joint call among general managers of several internet companies. Li Mu was an absolute pioneer and leader in China’s internet industry; since he could personally undertake such a great charity project, they, as fellow internet professionals, naturally had to actively respond to the role model’s call.

General Manager Li’s words deeply moved Li Mu.

Although China’s internet professionals, in their early days, largely started by absorbing overseas capital and imitating overseas projects, and many carried some “original sin,” overall, they were a relatively advanced group among private entrepreneurs. To respond so quickly was truly remarkable.

Their actions also made Li Mu truly feel a sense of industry mission. No matter how much large and small companies, entrepreneurs, and start-ups within the industry competed, everyone was ultimately a part of China’s internet industry. If elevated to an international level, China’s internet professionals were a collective. The future flourishing of China’s internet, standing proudly among the world’s nations, would also be inseparable from the continuous effort and innovation of these professionals. His current scale far exceeded any individual among them; when the gap was too wide, he had already transcended conventional limitations. Therefore, he would not be hostile towards them, nor would they be hostile towards him. Since this was the case, why not seize this charity opportunity to invite them all over and establish a truly meaningful industry-wide salon in China’s internet industry, under the premise of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation!

Having made up his mind, Li Mu immediately found Li Ziwei and asked her to notify Muye Technology’s public relations team to immediately invite the heads of all Chinese internet companies. He invited them to a salon three days later, right there in Spring City, at the same hotel where he held the press conference.

Li Ziwei was startled. Inviting the heads of all domestic internet companies at once would probably amount to several hundred people, right?

Astonished, she couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what kind of salon are you planning? We don’t have any preparations. To organize a large salon for several hundred people in three days is still very tight.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Time is tight, so we don’t need to be too particular about the grandeur. Our main goal is to gather industry professionals, have everyone sit down and chat, talk about charity, and also discuss the future development of the industry. Even just setting up a few hundred chairs in the banquet hall is fine. This salon of ours will be called: Old Soldiers Never Die - China Internet Industry Spring City Charity Night!”





Chapter 1293: Gaining Li Mu’s Approval

Just as Muye Technology was preparing to send out invitations for its charity night to the entire industry, Li Mu found Liu Xinying and discussed his long-term plan with her.

Society’s recognition of ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ far exceeded expectations, and the speed at which charitable funds were gathered also greatly surpassed Li Mu’s best initial estimates. This, in turn, necessitated a change in operations.

Besides the overflowing fund pool, if companies willing to provide various resources were brought in, the resources acquired could offset a significant portion of the funds. This would make the entire foundation’s fund pool even larger.

The core principle of Li Mu’s long-term plan was six words: Expand the scope of coverage!

Liu Xinying asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, are you planning to expand the scope of beneficiaries for the foundation’s charitable activities?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “The amount of funds has already exceeded the needs of our entire previous plan, so I want to expand the original plan horizontally to a greater extent. The established scope of Old Soldiers Never Die, which originally covered ‘all surviving WWII veterans in mainland China’, will be expanded to cover ‘all surviving WWII veterans in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.’”

Liu Xinying rejoiced inwardly and said, “There should also be about twenty thousand surviving Anti-Japanese War veterans in Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. Given our foundation’s current fundraising speed and fund size, we can definitely support them.”

“Money is certainly not an issue,” Li Mu said. “I’m planning a charity gathering for the internet industry, mobilizing the entire sector to participate. You, on your end, should quickly sort out those traditional enterprises interested in cooperating with us, confirm their resources, and then create a detailed resource sheet. This sheet needs to include the corresponding market value for each resource, so we can conduct overall planning.”

“Alright!” Liu Xinying nodded and said, “I’ll prioritize sorting out all these cooperative enterprises in the next few days.”

Li Mu said, “While our foundation’s popularity is high domestically, we need to quickly expand our full-time team and volunteer teams. We should strive to have stable, reliable, and highly cooperative volunteer teams in every city in the future.”

Liu Xinying said, “We’ve already opened a dedicated hotline for volunteer registration and an online registration portal. Feedback from half an hour ago indicates that over ten thousand people have submitted volunteer applications. We are currently reviewing these applications and categorizing them by region. Recruitment information for the full-time team has also been published on our website, and interviews have already begun in Beijing.”

Li Mu said, “Later, I’ll have Zi Wei come find you. Connect with her and give her the relevant information for volunteer and full-time staff recruitment. Ask her to coordinate with Muye Technology to do a push notification on YY. I’m confident it will yield good results.”

“That’s wonderful!” Liu Xinying said with a smile. “Recruiting full-time staff in Beijing isn’t difficult, but developing enough volunteers across the country truly is a formidable task. YY users are spread throughout the country. If they can help us promote it online, we’ll certainly be able to rally a large number of enthusiastic volunteers to join us.”

Li Mu advised, “In principle, the more volunteer teams, the better. We will need volunteer assistance in many areas in the future.”

Liu Xinying asked Li Mu, “If we develop further in the future, will our Old Soldiers Never Die continue to expand its scope of coverage?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “At this stage, we will first diligently serve the WWII veterans in mainland China and the three regions across the Taiwan Strait. If this stage can be completed successfully, we will then successively include all veterans who participated in actual combat since the founding of the People’s Republic of China. In the next stage, we might also cover the surviving veterans who participated in the War to Resist US Aggression and Aid Korea back then. Further on, there are also the several self-defense counterattack wars against India and Vietnam.”

Liu Xinying was startled to hear this, not expecting Li Mu to increase the beneficiaries of Old Soldiers Never Die so much. She couldn’t help but remind him, “General Manager Li, the closer the war is in time, the greater the number of surviving veterans. Mainland China only has over twenty thousand surviving WWII veterans, but the number of surviving veterans who participated in the War to Resist US Aggression and Aid Korea would likely be double that. If we consider the self-defense counterattack war against Vietnam, it would certainly exceed one hundred thousand. I’ve heard my father mention that for the 1979 self-defense counterattack war, the total forces on the eastern and western fronts amounted to over three hundred thousand, with frontline troops numbering nearly two hundred thousand…”

At this point, Liu Xinying paused, then said with some lack of confidence, “If we were to cover one hundred to two hundred thousand veterans, our funding requirements would be truly immense…”

Li Mu smiled comfortingly and said, “We need to provide different levels of assistance for different groups. WWII veterans are very old, and a considerable number of them have lived very difficult lives due to issues concerning their past classifications. For these veterans, we must provide the most comprehensive assistance. Providing basic necessities, recuperation, and medical care are all unshirkable responsibilities of our foundation.

As for surviving veterans from other wars, all of them became soldiers after the founding of the People’s Republic. Most veterans who participated in the War to Resist US Aggression and Aid Korea already enjoy special national benefits. For this group of veterans who already have sufficient benefits, we don’t need to provide assistance as comprehensive as for WWII veterans; we just need to provide certain subsidies on top of their national benefits.

Most veterans who participated in the wars against India and Vietnam are similar; in fact, many of those from the war against Vietnam are still in their prime. Although their group is very large, the proportion of those truly needing our help is relatively small.”

Liu Xinying breathed a sigh of relief. She had truly been startled by Li Mu’s words just now. If they were to help hundreds of thousands of veterans long-term with the same standard, the foundation would surely go bankrupt quickly. However, if they differentiated treatment based on the actual situation as Li Mu suggested, the foundation’s future pressure wouldn’t be too great.

Li Mu’s expectations for the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation went far beyond these. He had an even larger plan that he hadn’t yet told Liu Xinying: his “Anti-Japan Alliance” initiative. In the future, he intended to successively provide humanitarian aid to veterans in other countries who participated in WWII and resisted Japan. This would awaken the citizens of all countries invaded by Japan during WWII, encouraging them to also pay attention to their own veterans and simultaneously remember that history.

…

Public attention and donations continued.

News related to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation had already begun to spread beyond national borders and into the world, through overseas media outlets.

The first overseas media outlets to extensively report on the foundation and the press conference were American media.

After all, the ‘Flying Tigers’ belonged to a shared history between China and America. Li Mu’s high-level reception of the Old Flying Tigers members, and his personal salute to them, moved the American media.

Everyone is happy to see their compatriots treated with courtesy overseas. It’s like how most Chinese people have never been to Pakistan, but when they hear about Pakistan’s various courtesies and respect towards the Chinese people, they develop a fondness for Pakistan. American society is the same.

Therefore, when American media extensively reported on this news, the American public gave it exceptionally high praise.

They praised the history of the Flying Tigers extensively and lauded Li Mu’s courteous treatment of American veterans. This sentiment also led them to start paying attention to their own domestic veterans. The New York Times even published an editorial, directly calling for action, stating: “The United States participated in WWII across three continents – Asia, Europe, and Africa – making immense contributions and sacrifices for world peace. Today, American society also has a large number of surviving WWII veterans, yet why isn’t there anyone in America, like Li Mu, stepping forward to do the same thing as him?”

“America has so many billionaires; the wealthy individuals on Wall Street alone are countless. Why can’t there be an entrepreneur with enough responsibility to step forward and do what Li Mu has done – establish a charity foundation similar to ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ in America and provide all possible assistance to America’s WWII veterans? If this could become a reality, I believe the American public would also actively respond, contributing money and effort to the foundation.”

The American public also spoke out online, with many believing that Li Mu’s actions in China, instead served as a wake-up call for Americans. Americans, too, should pay attention to and care for their veterans, not letting them fade away gradually.

As this sentiment grew stronger, many American magnates felt it was an excellent opportunity. By putting up a sum of money and establishing a charity foundation similar to ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ in America, they could, like Li Mu, gain nationwide respect and support. This was simply too good a deal.

Consequently, what was hard to imagine was that suddenly, multiple wealthy Americans stepped forward, publicly stating their readiness to contribute a sum of money to establish a charity foundation dedicated to caring for veterans.

One or two individuals wouldn’t have been an issue, but this time it was a dozen or two dozen people. Such widespread and eager participation, instead, caused an adverse reaction among the American public.

Suddenly, with so many rich individuals wanting to do charity, their motives and intentions seemed particularly impure. Many people online said that these individuals weren’t genuinely interested in charity; they merely wanted to ride the wave of popularity and reap a harvest of attention and admiration. Therefore, everyone adopted a very cold attitude towards them, wishing only to see what they would actually do, not what they were saying now.

Many magnates sadly discovered that they had expected applause and support by stepping forward, but instead received a chilly reception. Consequently, many people were watching with a critical eye, waiting for their next concrete action. This was a massive blow to their enthusiasm. Suddenly, many magnates quietly decided to give up. They certainly didn’t want to genuinely invest enormous effort into operating such a charity project, especially under circumstances where the public didn’t approve.

However, quite a few magnates also came to understand one thing.

If they wanted to create an ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ equivalent in America now, simply stepping forward and talking about it was useless. The best way was to gain Li Mu’s approval! Only if Li Mu approved, would the American people approve!





Chapter 1294: I Really Appreciate You

For top American billionaires, their experience in philanthropy is already extremely rich. Nearly every billionaire has more than one charity foundation under their name. Some foundations are used to aid specific groups, others for certain public welfare projects, or even scientific research projects beneficial to humanity.

Americans had long grown accustomed to the charitable practices of American billionaires, so the social impact brought by billionaire philanthropy these days is not great. Furthermore, Li Mu’s previous speech at Harvard disclosed the “charity foundation” play of top billionaires, which allowed many fake charities and true tax-evading foundations to be exposed by the awakened public. As a result, society grew even more to disapprove of rich people setting up charity foundations.

Before the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation was exposed, American billionaires could not believe that donating one hundred million RMB to establish a charity foundation could generate such immense recognition, response, and strong support in society.

The social impact brought to Li Mu by the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation can be said to have completely surpassed all private charity foundations worldwide, elevating it to a new level. This left those billionaires with vast wealth, who hoped to gain greater social recognition, dumbfounded and envious.

Nowadays, the public’s eyes have indeed become sharp. Simply riding on popularity no longer holds much meaning, so some people have turned their attention to Li Mu.

Li Mu is the founder of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. This foundation earned him tremendous recognition in China and even worldwide. If they could cooperate with Li Mu now to establish Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundations in other countries, the public’s attitude towards these charity foundations would undoubtedly continuously increase.

To capitalize on Li Mu’s popularity, the greatest effect can only be achieved by gaining Li Mu’s personal approval.

Within a single day, Li Mu successively received direct contact from several top American Bigwigs, including the world’s wealthiest person, Bill Gates; the Oracle of Omaha, Warren Buffett; Google co-founder Larry Page; and Oracle’s boss, Larry Ellison. They all called Li Mu, sincerely requesting to cooperate with him to establish the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die - American Charity Foundation’ in the US.

The specific demands of these Bigwigs were quite consistent: they all hoped that the foundation would nominally be affiliated with Li Mu’s Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation to ensure its pure lineage. Besides that, they also hoped the foundation would operate independently in practice. While stating independence, their subtext was actually: all specific operations of this foundation would have no relation to Li Mu; Li Mu had no need, and even less qualification, to dictate.

These Bigwigs knew in their hearts that such a clear opportunity to take advantage was inappropriate, so they each offered their “price.” Bill Gates was willing to donate ten million US dollars to Li Mu’s Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation for this. Warren Buffett offered fifteen million, while the two Larrys, Larry Page and Larry Ellison, both quoted in RMB, with their prices coincidentally reaching one hundred million RMB.

The reason they chose the price of one hundred million RMB was likely because they had seen news reports and knew that Li Mu had originally used one hundred million RMB to create the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. Thus, they offered this price, considering themselves to be very generous.

Li Mu was particularly displeased with the behavior of these “Bigwigs.” First, he felt that these people valued reputation too much. In their eyes, the primary purpose of charity might be reputation, with the actual help charity brings to needy groups being secondary. Second, he felt these Bigwigs seemed to treat him like a child.

In other words, they underestimated his volume and his ambition.

Li Mu was indeed a rising star among the world’s wealthiest individuals, and also the youngest. Most importantly, although Li Mu’s net worth already allowed him to stand among these Bigwigs, since most of his business was in China, these Bigwigs did not have a sufficient understanding of him.

Moreover, if they thought they could “buy” this charity project, which was currently praised worldwide, from his hands for ten million US dollars or one hundred million RMB, Li Mu felt they were overthinking things and thinking he was a fool.

Therefore, Li Mu made a decision: he would personally bring the “Old Soldiers Never Die” public welfare project to the US. However, his energy was genuinely limited, and Liu Xinying wouldn’t have the time either. So, Li Mu came up with a new method.

…

On the morning of the “Old Soldiers Never Die · China Internet Industry Spring City Charity Night,” Li Mu made a call to Elon Musk.

It was evening in American hours, and when Elon Musk answered Li Mu’s call, he immediately congratulated him: “General Manager Li, I truly must congratulate you! Your Old Soldiers Never Die charity project has genuinely gone viral across America. Everywhere in the US, there are praises for you and this charity project. You are absolutely the most respected and recognized entrepreneur in America right now; even local American entrepreneurs probably can’t compare. From the perspective of social impact, this project is truly too successful.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “As long as you do charity with heartfelt intention, gaining social recognition is inevitable. Although I don’t do charity for fame, this feeling is quite good right now. At least it can influence many wealthy people and make them interested in charity too.”

Elon Musk chuckled and said, “I heard that many American Bigwigs are contacting you, hoping to ride on your coattails. What terms have they offered you?”

Li Mu said, “Their terms aren’t of interest to me, but they did give me a little inspiration.”

Then, Li Mu asked Elon Musk, “Elon, how much disposable cash do you have on hand right now?”

“Cash?” Elon Musk said awkwardly, “Not much. The cash I got from transferring my PayPal shares, I invested some, did some financial management, and also paid off some debt. Currently, I still have tens of millions US dollars remaining.”

At this point, Elon Musk pressed on, “General Manager Li, why do you ask?”

Li Mu hummed, then suddenly asked him, “Are you interested in putting in five million US dollars, and I’ll have Muye Technology’s US site put in another five million US dollars, and we’ll establish an Old Soldiers Never Die American Charity Foundation in the US?”

Elon Musk was instantly a little dumbfounded.

His current net worth was still far from that of top American billionaires, but he was well-informed. When American billionaires were scrambling to establish charity foundations similar to Old Soldiers Never Die in the US, he had already captured their intention. Today, he also heard that several top Bigwigs had contacted Li Mu, hoping to acquire a derivative of the Old Soldiers Never Die project from Li Mu’s hands. These billionaires had offered quite generous prices; not only promising to invest substantial funds into the foundation but also offering Li Mu certain “copyright fees.”

However, he never expected Li Mu to actually take the initiative to offer this project and do it with him.

Astonished, Elon Musk finally managed to ask, “General Manager Li, why me?”

Li Mu said, “Because I’m most familiar with you.”

Elon Musk then said, “But they should have given you excellent offers…”

Li Mu let out a soft laugh and retorted, “Do you think I need their crappy offers?”

Elon Musk instantly understood!

So that’s how it was!

Although Li Mu was young, it didn’t mean he was naive, nor did it mean he truly had to adhere to etiquette regarding elders and juniors in this circle of top billionaires. While refusing an olive branch might seem impolite, he indeed didn’t need any offers from top billionaires. Although there was a significant age gap between them, their net worth and future development prospects were not far apart at all.

Subsequently, Li Mu continued, “Muye Technology has only recently entered the US market, and there’s a long way to go in the future for the US market. I don’t just hope that YY can gain a firm foothold and develop for the long-term prospect in the US, but also that Muye Technology can become an internet company accepted, welcomed, and respected by the American people. This charity foundation opportunity is the best choice to leave for Muye Technology; it can gain Muye Technology sufficient respect in the US.”

“Of course!” Elon Musk said, “In that case, it would be even better for Muye Technology to operate this project itself. You don’t need to involve me!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Elon, we are friends, and I really appreciate you. Moreover, I believe we will have many cooperative projects in the future. I hope we can be closely bound together moving forward, so let this foundation be the beginning of our cooperation. If you’re interested, give me a clear answer, and I’ll immediately have Xue Qingying contact you to discuss the follow-up matters. If you’re unwilling, I won’t force you.”

Li Mu was several years younger than Elon Musk, but he said, “I really appreciate you” very naturally, and Elon Musk didn’t feel any awkwardness. Although Li Mu was much younger than himself, he was indeed more successful, so receiving such direct affirmation from him left Elon Musk feeling tremendously pleased.

At the same time, Elon Musk also clearly understood that Li Mu’s words contained more of a recruitment, hoping to bind himself, Li Mu, and Muye Technology closely together in the future.

For Elon Musk, he also hoped to become an alliance of interests with Li Mu, preferably to have more cooperation with him. The ideal situation, naturally, would be to become equal and reciprocal partners with Li Mu. However, this was unrealistic. With Li Mu’s current status and position, he no longer needed equal partners; what he needed were unequal followers.

Li Mu was the creator of an ecosystem. This ecosystem was like a towering tree in the forest. As it grew, it would not, and did not need to, cooperate with other towering trees of the same or higher level. What it needed was to nurture more life within its own tree while continuing to grow taller and flourish.

It needed the birds in its canopy, the monkeys on its branches, the squirrels in its tree hollows, the mushrooms beneath its roots, and the moss in its shade.

These were the dependents of the towering tree, part of the towering tree’s ecosystem.

Now, the olive branch Li Mu extended, with its subtle meaning, was essentially asking Elon Musk if he was interested in becoming a part of this enormous ecosystem.





Chapter 1306: Godfather

Upon being faced with the decision to formally align himself with Li Mu, Elon Musk took only a few seconds to make his choice.

He excitedly told Li Mu, “Boss, I’m willing to cooperate with you!”

Elon Musk was very intelligent. The address “Boss” clearly indicated that he considered Li Mu his superior. The phrase “willing to cooperate with you” encompassed not only the “Old Soldiers Never Die – US Charity Foundation” project but all his future endeavors.

Elon Musk knew that after agreeing to Li Mu’s proposal, he would no longer have any projects solely for himself in the future. If he found a new project, he would first report it to Li Mu. If Li Mu approved, they would invest in it together. However, Li Mu would not treat him unfairly; if Li Mu had good projects, he would also think of him and let him participate.

Complete openness was a challenge, but even more so, an opportunity.

Li Mu was also exceptionally straightforward, immediately informing Lin Qingya and tasking her with full responsibility for coordinating with Elon Musk to implement the project as soon as possible.

Li Mu himself, meanwhile, focused on the upcoming charity night!



When the “Old Soldiers Never Die China Internet Industry Spring City Charity Night” officially opened, domestic citizens’ spontaneous donations to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation had already reached a massive 3.2 billion yuan, with over eighty million people participating in the donations. The proportion of Alipay users making donations reached sixty-five percent.

The number of enterprises and institutions interested in cooperating with the foundation continued to grow, ranging from large companies like Haier, Hisense, Procter & Gamble, and Walmart, to small hospitals, nursing homes, small supermarkets, and wholesale stores in certain prefecture-level cities. The total number had exceeded ten thousand. Veterans had truly become a group of concern for the entire society. By gathering the strength of society as a whole, these veterans could surely be given a happy and worry-free old age.

“Old Soldiers Never Die” had always been a popular topic in news reports and a hot social issue. When Li Mu suddenly held the Internet Industry Charity Night at this time, it attracted significant attention from media reporters. Just as they hoped to conduct on-site interviews, the staff organizing the event announced Li Mu’s decision: for this charity night, the organizer would not invite any reporters for on-site interviews. Apart from staff and invited guests, no one else would be allowed entry.

The media were extremely disappointed, but because major media outlets had very good relationships with Li Mu and Muye Technology, they gave Li Mu sufficient respect. On the day the event began, they did not send reporters to stake out the hotel; instead, they dispatched their frontline reporters to Spring City Airport.

Over ninety percent of China’s internet industry is concentrated in Beijing, Huzhou City, Shenzhen City, and Yangcheng, these four first-tier cities. Spring City is located in the Southwest, and the only way to travel from these four first-tier cities to Spring City in a short time was by plane. Trains generally took at least a day and a night, or even longer.

Therefore, the internet enterprise leaders coming to Spring City for the charity night would inevitably land at Spring City Airport. So, reporters flocked to the airport to stake out, hoping to catch some well-known figures in the internet industry for a brief interview.

This time, over three hundred internet companies across the country received invitations from Li Mu. Without exception, every company sent an official email reply after receiving the invitation. Among them, over ninety percent of the company heads decided to personally fly to Spring City. Most of the remaining company heads were simply unable to spare the time, and even those who couldn’t attend themselves arranged for other representatives to go. From the feedback Li Ziwei received, all of the over three hundred seventy internet companies expressed their willingness to participate in this charity night event.

To organize an industry charity event on short notice and achieve one hundred percent participation from over three hundred companies, without exception, was almost unimaginable in any industry. Even in the internet industry, after it entered the era of giants many years later, no single giant had such influence. Everyone either formed their own distinct factions based on their respective affiliated ecosystems, or formed multiple alliances based on their regions and niche industries. No one in the industry had ever been able to achieve such a strong response from a single call like Li Mu. He was one of a kind.

When Li Ziwei relayed this result to Li Mu, she sincerely praised him: “General Manager Li, you’re practically becoming the Alliance Leader of the internet industry’s martial arts world now. As long as you say the word, the entire industry moves with you.”

Li Mu shook his head and chuckled, saying indifferently, “Zi Wei, remember this: in any industry, for any businessman, their primary goal is always to seek profit. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be a qualified businessman. The internet industry is the same. Do you think they traveled all the way from across the country to Spring City to participate in the charity night we organized, simply to do charity, or to give me face?”

Li Ziwei thought for a moment and said, “I think it’s probably both. After all, your influence in the industry is unrivaled. If someone else without influence tried to organize such a thing, they definitely wouldn’t be able to.”

Li Mu smiled, “Talking business is talking business. What is genuinely meaningful influence for a businessman? It’s nothing more than profit. For those in the industry, no matter how great my influence is, it won’t directly bring them profit, so they might not truly be giving me face. But then again, by organizing this charity event, I’m essentially building an ultimate salon for industry connections. Once they have connections and resources, that’s what truly holds influence for them.”

Continuing, Li Mu added, “Of course, one cannot deny that among these hundreds of colleagues, there must be some who are genuinely moved by this charity project and wish to contribute. But there are also certainly some who don’t care for charity projects or for me. The only reason they want to come is to seize this opportunity to expand their connections and resources on-site. At the very least, if they prepare a box of a few hundred business cards to distribute and collect a few hundred in return, the connections contained within those business cards alone would be enough for any industry professional to thrive in this industry for a lifetime.”

Li Ziwei smiled and said, “General Manager Li, I think most people are coming for the charity. Our industry itself is an advanced one, so people’s thinking should be relatively more progressive.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, waving his hand repeatedly: “Zi Wei, never think that way. This industry is only technologically advanced; in terms of character and human nature, it might not truly be more progressive than other industries. I can even say that a considerable number of people in this industry are high-IQ bastards, and high-IQ bastards are more detestable than low-IQ bastards.”

Li Ziwei was surprised and asked him, “General Manager Li, why do you say that?”

Li Mu smiled faintly. In his previous life, he was an internet professional, so he clearly understood what people in this industry were pondering. Every internet entrepreneur thought about only one thing: making money, desperately making money. That’s why many questionable, dishonorable, immoral, and even illegal business models constantly emerged in the industry.

Some products sold pornography, some sold pirated goods, some concealed gambling, some peddled counterfeit goods, some provided usury online, and some ran Ponzi schemes online. Even more people used deceptive practices in their business models, like shared bicycles that specialized in swindling consumer deposits and often absconded with funds, or “one-yuan treasure hunts” that seemed fair but were actually full of hidden dangers. Even some charity crowdfunding products were simply hanging a sheep’s head and selling dog meat. Sometimes, Li Mu felt that at least half the people in this industry were rotten to the core, yet they packaged themselves as respectable by using their high-tech industry label.

An owner who manufactured fake athletic shoes and sold them nationwide, with a case involving over one hundred million yuan, was arrested. The public cheered, but they didn’t consider that hundreds or thousands of websites and apps across the country were advertising his fake goods, and certain e-commerce platforms were helping him sell them nationwide.

A pair of fake shoes, with a manufacturing cost of fifty yuan, might have an outbound cost of only seventy or eighty yuan. After deducting factory costs, equipment costs, labor costs, and risk costs, the entrepreneur might only earn five yuan per pair.

Originally, this entrepreneur could only sell one hundred thousand pairs of fake shoes offline annually, with the vast majority of these fake shoes entering the low-end markets of tier 3 and 5 cities for offline sales. Now, he sold one million pairs a year, with nine hundred thousand pairs sold online, but still earned five yuan per pair.

The biggest difference between offline and online counterfeiting was this: offline counterfeit goods were generally sold in places specializing in fakes, priced accordingly. Online counterfeit goods, however, were disguised as genuine articles and sold at the price of genuine goods.

The fake shoes produced by this entrepreneur were shipped in large quantities to online store owners at a price of seventy or eighty yuan. The online store owners then put these shoes on e-commerce platforms, selling them to consumers nationwide at an average price of three hundred yuan. Among this, the online store owners seemingly earned a gross profit of over two hundred yuan, but over one hundred yuan of that might be costs paid to e-commerce platforms through purchasing keywords, recommendation slots, and direct advertising channels. The e-commerce platforms then gave ten to twenty yuan of that to affiliate advertising platforms, and another five to ten yuan to express delivery logistics companies. Of the remaining tens of yuan in profit, there were also their own labor costs and risk costs; the true net profit was far less impressive than the gross profit.

For one million pairs of shoes a year, with a case value of three hundred million yuan, this boss actually only earned five million yuan;

Dozens or hundreds of online store owners collectively earned tens of millions of yuan, but on average, each owner only earned hundreds of thousands.

However, the platforms collected over one hundred million yuan in various promotion fees from dozens or hundreds of online store owners. Eighty to ninety percent of this was kept by the platforms themselves, and ten to twenty percent was given to affiliate advertising platforms.

In such a gray area industry structure, the greatest legal risk was borne by the entrepreneur, followed by the online store owners. If Li Mu hadn’t pushed for legislation against online counterfeit sales, then e-commerce platforms would have virtually no responsibility, or at most, very minor administrative penalties. Affiliate advertising platforms would have no responsibility, and express delivery logistics companies would also be blameless.

These were the unscrupulous tactics played by internet professionals, who were composed of high-end talent. They used these methods to extract the largest profits and transfer the greatest risks. If these aren’t high-IQ bastards, what are they?

Only by thoroughly clarifying this industry chain do people understand who is truly the worst in it: not the entrepreneurs, nor the online store owners, but the instigators who created, promoted, and protected this industry chain. They found a bunch of scapegoats, took the risk of violating criminal law to play a new model, and then profited while taking no risks themselves. That’s the most detestable part.

Therefore, Li Mu often felt that this industry, much like Guo Degang’s description of the crosstalk circle, truly had too few good people.

However, this situation was gradually brought about by years of unhealthy development. If there were a proper “Godfather” in this industry, it would be enough to guide it towards health!





Chapter 1296: Setting the Game Rules

If Li Mu still had any dreams left in China’s internet industry, it would probably be to become a “godfather.”

The immense success of Muye Technology had already established his position as the super linchpin in China’s internet industry. Not to mention, among his rapidly developing businesses, there were Taobao and Alipay. If these two super products were also incubated, Li Mu would undoubtedly become the sole top leader in the global internet industry. If Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook were to rise again, he could truly deify himself among global entrepreneurs.

However, in reality, this so-called ‘leader’ is merely a ranking based on volume. Aside from fame, their actual influence is largely confined to their own ecosystem and cannot cover the entire industry.

Tencent’s ecosystem is very strong, and the Ali Group’s is the same. However, neither of these two high-ranking leaders possesses the ability to set rules for the entire industry. Tencent can decide the development direction of QQ and WeChat, but it cannot decide the development direction of the entire instant messaging industry. If one day WeChat were to eradicate edgy content within its system, competing products like Momo would certainly not follow suit. On the contrary, Momo might even increase its investment in edgy content to differentiate itself from the behemoth that is WeChat.

The same logic applies to the Ali Group. If Mr. Ma had, with noble character, cracked down on all counterfeit goods on Taobao back then, other e-commerce platforms would certainly not have followed his lead.

In China, the internet is an innovative industry and one that is relatively loosely regulated by the state, especially during the first decade of its development in China. The state and industry professionals were crossing the river by feeling the stones, and no one knew how far this industry would develop. Therefore, the state granted the industry relatively lenient policies. Under these preconditions, some professionals, in pursuit of profit, gradually neglected their moral constraints.

Li Mu understood this industry too well. A large group of highly intelligent people were racking their brains daily to think of shortcuts to success. As long as their subjective thinking deviated even slightly, a gray or even illegal industrial model could be incubated and then rapidly scaled and industrialized. Many industrial models innovated so quickly that the speed of legislation simply could not keep up.

The time required for a new law or regulation to go from its initial demand to finalization and official implementation is likely to be measured in years. However, the speed of thought iteration among internet professionals is so fast that even measuring it in days feels slow.

In this situation, law can only serve as a mend the fold after the sheep are lost remedy. To prevent trouble before it begins, one needs to see who can make these highly intelligent talents adhere to the necessary industry standards and moral bottom lines.

The biggest problem with the internet game in China is not that people don’t follow the game rules, but that no one has truly put forward a set of game rules. Moreover, even if someone wants to put forward rules, it depends on whether that person can push the rules to the entire industry.

Those who can genuinely put forward a set of rules and push them to the entire industry are generally recognized as industry godfathers. While an industry godfather doesn’t have true enforcement power, they possess sufficient influence and charisma to make the vast majority of people in the industry willing to follow the game rules they set. Furthermore, and more importantly, they need enough influence to ensure that the majority of people in the industry, when facing rule-breakers, will stand unreservedly by the side of this “godfather” and work with them to isolate and sanction the rule-breakers.

In this special era that requires industry self-governance, Li Mu hoped to become the godfather of this industry, to set a basic set of game rules for it—game rules that align with moral norms.

If he could achieve this, he could largely prevent people in this industry from committing evil. At that time, he wouldn’t need to directly punish the evildoers; he would merely need to cut off their path, and the evildoers would naturally cease their wrongdoings.

For example, in the future, if an internet company openly commits intellectual property piracy online, Li Mu could have all domestic search engines thoroughly block all information about that company, especially keyword searches. This would largely sever the source of traffic for websites dealing in pirated novels, audio-visual content, and videos.

At the same time, Li Mu could also get all internet companies to unite and refrain from purchasing advertisements from pirated websites. This way, even if pirated websites could retain some traffic, they would become completely superfluous because they couldn’t monetize that traffic.

Pirated websites also incur costs: domain names, servers, bandwidth, personnel, crawling, technology, and search engine optimization all require investment to operate. The reason for investing these costs is to gain traffic for traffic monetization. If the traffic is cut off, and the path to monetization is severed, they will have no profit potential from piracy and will naturally give up.

If, in the future, a certain website or search engine displays unethical advertisements for counterfeit drugs or Putian-affiliated hospitals, Li Mu could have the entire industry blacklist it. This blacklist would not be based on any laws and regulations, but on the game rules he established for the industry.

The internet itself is an industry where countless segmented fields link up to create value. If an internet company cannot form a linkage with other companies in the same industry, its value will inevitably be greatly diminished or even fall to rock bottom, which will force it to mend its ways.

This internet industry charity night, on one hand, was for Li Mu to secure more charitable funds and assistance. On the other hand, it was also an opportunity for him to gather everyone in the industry, begin instilling a mindset of following the right path in industry professionals, and then gradually set the game rules.

…

Reporters hunkered down at the airport saw almost all the famous figures in China’s internet industry. Of course, this did not include Mr. Ma and his subordinates, who had been criminally detained and were awaiting trial.

These internet entrepreneurs, after disembarking from their planes, directly boarded buses arranged by staff. Every thirty minutes, a dedicated bus would transport these industry insiders from the airport to the hotel.

Although the charity night was scheduled to start in the evening, many industry insiders arrived early to meet Li Mu beforehand. Among them was General Manager Li of Baidu.

Since the rise of Muye Technology, the development speed of China’s entire internet industry had significantly increased, and the number of internet users was continuously increasing. After Muye Technology shone brightly internationally, American capital’s interest in Chinese internet companies also intensified, and their outlook on the future of Chinese internet companies became much more optimistic. Although Baidu’s business was only developing steadily, the American capital providers behind it were impatiently urging Baidu to accelerate its development, hoping for it to go public in the United States next year.

General Manager Li naturally also hoped to go public as early as possible. Before going public, valuations and net worth were just numbers. Once listed, they would truly possess market value and the best cash-out channel. The ultimate goal for most entrepreneurs is to take their companies public.

After going public, the company obtains a corresponding P/E ratio, and its valuation transforms into market value. Entrepreneurs can then choose to let the market acquire their shares at a high valuation, and then they can cash out and exit. Of course, more farsighted entrepreneurs will choose to continue working hard to make their company even larger. However, no matter what they choose, they must first try everything possible to take the company public. If the entrepreneurial stage is unprotected rock climbing, then going public is like adding a safety rope.

If Baidu wants to go public, relying solely on its search engine business is currently somewhat weak. Such a business model is insufficient to support it in completing an IPO. Therefore, new expansions in its business model are necessary, and Li Mu’s Eting.com and Star Tieba are the products Baidu most desires.

General Manager Li had always wanted Eting.com, but although Li Mu had said he was willing to transfer Eting.com, nothing had materialized. Now, Eting.com had largely achieved a monopoly over online music and music downloads in mainland China. Large numbers of music users no longer used search engines to look for music, but instead directly opened Eting.com to perform the operation. This was a significant loss of traffic for Baidu.

For search engines, what they least wanted to see was the rise of large vertical websites. The rise of web portals would greatly cut into search engine traffic. Users used to search for videos on Baidu, but later learned to directly open Youku or iQiyi, and this part of the traffic would be lost from Baidu. Users used to search for popular news on Baidu, but later with Weibo, a considerable number of users would directly enter Weibo to search. Users who liked IT products gradually learned to directly open Zhongguancun Online, and users who liked cars learned to directly enter Autohome. The more such vertical portals there were, the more Baidu’s traffic would be affected.

And now, compared to vertical categories like cars and IT products, music has the largest and most numerous audience. Thus, Eting.com became the product General Manager Li dreamed of obtaining.

As for Tieba, General Manager Li did not hold much hope, because Tieba’s current traffic is enormous, and its potential value is also very high—so high that Baidu’s sheer volume is already too great to take on. If Baidu wanted to acquire Eting.com and Tieba together, it would have to find sufficient leverage from its capital providers to attempt a wholesale acquisition of Tieba.

In fact, besides these two products, General Manager Li was also coveting Li Mu’s YY123.

The traffic of YY123, this web directory portal, had exceeded everyone’s expectations, and in terms of its impact, it had the most direct effect on Baidu’s search engine.

A considerable portion of Baidu’s traffic came from users’ navigational searches for specific websites. For example, users couldn’t remember the domain name of Qidian Chinese Network, so every time they wanted to open Qidian, they would first search for “Qidian” or “Qidian Chinese Network” on Baidu keywords, and then open Qidian’s homepage through the search engine’s results.

However, with the widespread popularity of web directories like YY123, these users no longer needed to perform navigational searches through Baidu. They only needed to open YY123, then click “Qidian” within YY123’s novel category. Furthermore, they could access most of the well-known websites nationwide and even globally through YY123.

Therefore, most of Baidu’s navigational search traffic has now been hijacked by YY123. In his previous life, Baidu could have indirectly regained this traffic by acquiring Hao123, but in this life, Hao123 had been “killed off” by Li Mu, leaving Baidu with no other room for negotiation.

YY123 seemed to be just a web directory, but it was gradually becoming the primary entry point for Chinese netizens to browse the web. Its traffic hijacking from Baidu was fierce, and its strategic position for Muye Technology itself was also very important. General Manager Li clearly understood that it was impossible for Li Mu to sell YY123. The only possibility was to cooperate with him, so that YY123 could re-release the traffic it hijacked from Baidu back to Baidu through their cooperation.





Chapter 1297: Public Cemetery

General Manager Li was eager to meet Li Mu, but Li Mu wasn’t acting as a proper host, receiving these guests who had come from far away at the hotel. Today, he and the foundation staff drove to the Flying Tigers Public Cemetery in the Spring City suburbs to pay their respects.

The old soldiers knew there was a public cemetery in the Spring City suburbs and had always wanted an opportunity to pay their respects there. However, this item wasn’t included in the itinerary previously arranged for them by the foundation staff.

This was the only arrangement where the foundation didn’t follow the old soldiers’ wishes.

The reason Liu Xinying hadn’t arranged for the old soldiers to pay their respects was primarily that the current state of this “public cemetery” was truly heartbreaking. This public cemetery already existed in 1943. Flying Tigers pilots and ground soldiers who died in combat, whether Chinese or American, were all buried there. At its peak, it reportedly held 700 to 800 graves.

However, after the War of Resistance against Japan ended, the American side retrieved the remains of the American Flying Tigers martyrs and took them back to the United States for burial. This left approximately five hundred graves of Chinese martyrs, but in the subsequent decades, these burial sites of the Chinese Flying Tigers martyrs faced numerous disasters.

First, in the early 1950s, due to construction needs, local villagers moved almost all the martyrs’ coffins and gravestones to a nearby mountain. Then, in the late 1950s, during the Great Leap Forward era, for water conservancy construction, nearly all these martyrs’ gravestones were used by production teams to build reservoirs.

By the 1980s, almost without exception, these martyrs’ coffins were plundered by grave robbers. The coffins were essentially all vandalized and opened by grave robbers, which was truly disheartening.

After Liu Xinying learned about this, she never told the old soldiers the actual situation. She cried alone multiple times, but she simply couldn’t bring herself to say those words.

How could she tell them?

Over twenty old Chinese Flying Tigers members were wholeheartedly thinking of going to mourn their comrades from back then, lighting a cigarette and pouring a cup of white liquor in front of the graves, and pouring out their hearts at their familiar comrades’ tombs.

Although the remains of the American Flying Tigers martyrs in the cemetery had long been repatriated and buried in the United States, these old American Flying Tigers members invited to China also deeply wished to go to that public cemetery to lay flowers for their Chinese comrades with whom they had fought side by side.

Every time Liu Xinying faced the pure-hearted sincerity of these over fifty elderly people, she felt a lump in her throat. She couldn’t possibly tell them that the graves of the comrades they yearned for had been destroyed by grave robbers, could she?

Therefore, Liu Xinying planned all the elders’ excursions as journeys to revisit their past memories: visiting the old flight school, the old airport, the old dormitories, and even the small village where pilots were rescued after crashing. The only place she avoided was this remote public cemetery.

However, according to the original plan, these American veterans were scheduled to return to the United States tomorrow, and the Chinese veterans would also temporarily separate, with some returning home and others going to military district sanatoriums. So, today was considered the last day they would all be together. The over fifty elderly people could no longer contain themselves and collectively asked Liu Xinying to take them to the public cemetery to pay their respects, considering it a proper tribute to the spirits of these martyrs.

Left with no choice, Liu Xinying found Li Mu first thing in the morning and, weeping, explained the situation of the martyrs’ public cemetery. She hoped Li Mu could help her persuade the elders, as she truly didn’t want them to learn such heartbreaking news.

Li Mu also felt deeply disheartened after listening. But since things had come to this, even if all the grave robbers were caught and severely punished now, it wouldn’t change the established facts. And it would be truly inappropriate to forcibly prevent the old soldiers from going. This “Old Soldiers Never Die” event had given the elders great comfort and fulfilled a lifelong wish of reuniting with their comrades. After all these years, when the living reunited, what they thought of most must be those who didn’t survive. If they were truly prevented from going to mourn, this regret might linger for the rest of their lives.

After much thought, Li Mu made his final decision.

Go! All the staff, including himself, would go together!

Liu Xinying hesitated, saying, “But what we can find now is just a mass grave. Our volunteers went to see it, and the feeling was truly too bleak. I’m afraid they won’t be able to accept it…”

Li Mu said, “Then we can’t let these elders leave Spring City with regret.”

At this point, Li Mu sighed deeply and said, “Actually, these elders’ psychological resilience is much stronger than ours. They experienced the brutal War of Resistance, disregarded life and death, and have a more profound understanding of the cruelty of reality than we do. At this moment, I believe what they truly want is a spiritual interaction with the deceased. Letting them go, the benefits outweigh the drawbacks; not letting them go, the drawbacks outweigh the benefits.”

Liu Xinying fell silent.

Li Mu was right. She felt the elders might not be able to accept that reality, but considering their experiences, they truly were among the strongest and greatest people in the world. Decades ago, they had already come to terms with life and death, upholding the patriotic will to die on the battlefield. They had witnessed so much battlefield cruelty; facing some of the current realities, they should have very strong psychological endurance.

However, Li Mu had more considerations. He said, “Xinying, you can take the elders, but we must make a promise to them. Within a day or two, we won’t be able to restore these martyrs’ graves, but we must promise the veterans that the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation will allocate special funds to rebury all the veterans’ remains and coffins, and do our utmost to find all the veterans’ gravestones. For those we can’t find, we will find the martyrs’ information and re-erect new gravestones. Furthermore, we will find a location in Spring City with good feng shui, beautiful scenery, and convenient transportation, and rebuild a Flying Tigers Martyrs Mausoleum!”

At this point, Li Mu added, “It’s not just about building a martyrs’ public cemetery! We also need to invest in building a Flying Tigers Historical Memorial Hall next to the public cemetery. We currently have three to four billion in available funds. This money should not only be used to improve the lives of every surviving veteran but also to be responsible for those who have passed away, giving them enough respect and passing on their spirit and heroic deeds. We will keep our word on this. After seeing them off at the airport tomorrow, you go and communicate with the local government. I believe the local government will be very supportive.”

“Alright!” Liu Xinying nodded repeatedly. Li Mu’s solution, in her view, had exceeded her imagination. If these promises were made to the veterans and fulfilled one by one, she believed the veterans would receive immense comfort.

Li Mu instructed her again, “Contact journalists from major prominent media outlets, as well as local media journalists from Yunnan Province and Spring City, and invite them to accompany us and film. Society owes far too much to the old soldiers, not just those who are alive, but also those who sacrificed. I hope that through their documentary filming, society can be made aware of this.”

“Okay, I’ll go notify them right away!”

…

When General Manager Li arrived at the hotel, Li Mu, along with several tens of Flying Tigers members, nearly a hundred relatives of Flying Tigers members, several tens of volunteers, staff, and several tens of journalists, had already arrived in the mountainous area on the outskirts of Spring City.

The journalists who had been temporarily invited were initially staking out the airport. When they suddenly received the invitation, they immediately followed, but they had no idea where Li Mu, the entire foundation, and the over fifty old soldiers were headed in the suburbs, especially before the charity night was about to begin.

It wasn’t until the staff led everyone to a mass grave that Liu Xinying revealed the truth.

In front of all the old soldiers and journalists, Liu Xinying choked back tears as she explained how the martyrs’ graves had gradually turned into a mass grave. This news filled everyone with deep sorrow. Many old soldiers stood silently for a long time in front of the rotting coffins in the mass grave. While their relatives and the foundation’s volunteers wept silently, they, unexpectedly, did not cry.

Li Mu was right; these old soldiers’ psychological resilience far exceeded that of ordinary people.

Old Sun Xiaozhong leaned on his cane, sighed deeply, and said, “Only dying on the battlefield for the country, why need to return wrapped in horse hide… Brothers, we’ve come to see you…”

As his words fell, all the old Chinese soldiers, trembling, said in unison, “Brothers, we’ve come to see you!”

Old Sun Xiaozhong secretly wiped away a tear, then turned to the other old soldiers and said, “Brothers who are still alive, let’s toast a cup of white liquor to our comrades who became martyrs!”

Volunteers quickly took out the pre-prepared white liquor from their accompanying parcels and handed a bottle to each of the Chinese old soldiers. Old Sun Xiaozhong and the other elders, with great unspoken understanding, took their liquor and dispersed. Each moving in a different direction, they would pour some of the liquor in front of every broken grave, decaying tomb, or exposed old coffin, murmuring something under their breath.

An old soldier’s son softly said to a nearby journalist with reddened eyes, “My father once told me that after a battle, when counting the martyrs’ bodies, before burial, the living would sprinkle some white liquor on each martyr’s body to help them have a good journey.”

Everyone listened, and though silent, every word sank into their hearts.

The elders commemorated their fallen comrades with sighs and lamentations. After everyone’s emotions eased, Liu Xinying made the promises authorized by Li Mu to everyone: to invest in building a Flying Tigers Martyrs Mausoleum and a Flying Tigers Memorial Hall, while also relocating all martyrs’ remains for reburial entirely within the martyrs’ mausoleum, and further negotiating with the local government to dispatch a salvage team to retrieve the martyrs’ gravestones from the reservoir, and so on.

The old soldiers, who had held back their tears until then, could no longer control themselves after hearing this promise, and their tears fell like rain. They no longer had the ability to care for their fallen comrades; even they themselves needed society’s care and help. Under these circumstances, the foundation’s willingness to care for these departed heroic spirits was an immense comfort to them.

The American Flying Tigers members learned everything through the interpreter and also couldn’t help but shed tears. They all expressed their willingness to donate to this mausoleum, but Li Mu clearly stated that he could not accept donations from the old soldiers. He told them, “I have already reached a consensus with an American friend for Muye Technology and him to jointly fund ten million US dollars to establish the Old Soldiers Never Die - American Charity Foundation in the United States. It’s not just Chinese veterans who need care and love; veterans all over the world do.”

The American Old Flying Tigers members were surprised that Li Mu, a Chinese person, was willing to extend the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charity cause to the United States. However, thinking about the sensation “Old Soldiers Never Die” had caused in China and the funds and resources it had raised for the veterans, their hearts were also deeply moved. If the same thing could happen in the United States, that would be wonderful!





Chapter 1298: Do You Think I Lack Money?

When Li Mu returned to the hotel with the veterans, it was already past four in the afternoon.

Over three hundred company heads, ninety percent of them, had already arrived and checked in under the staff’s arrangement. At this moment, they were gathered in groups of three to five, chatting and socializing in the rooms of familiar colleagues.

The charity night event was held in the banquet hall. The setup was very simple; besides a main stage and a check-in wall, Li Mu did not make any excessive material preparation. For this charity night, Li Mu’s hope was to keep everything simple, to discard all minor details, and to directly present the core purpose of the charity night to everyone.

Li Mu received multiple calls from General Manager Li, who had been wanting to meet him privately before the charity night began to discuss some important matters. Li Mu could roughly guess his objective, so he arranged to meet him in his room at five o’clock.

At four-forty, General Manager Li came knocking on the door.

Li Ziwei opened the door and invited General Manager Li into the suite’s living room. Li Mu had just sat down there, taking a sip of tea.

Seeing General Manager Li enter, Li Mu enthusiastically greeted him: “General Manager Li, come in, have some tea.”

General Manager Li was also very polite, smiling as he said to Li Mu: “Long time no see, General Manager Li!”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh, saying: “You’re a General Manager Li, I’m a General Manager Li; it’s hard to tell us apart. And I have Assistant Li here too. It’s truly troublesome for three people named Li to address each other.”

Only then did General Manager Li realize that Li Mu’s assistant, Li Ziwei, also had the surname Li.

Li Mu said: “How about this, you can just call me Li Mu, and I’ll call you Robin. This is my assistant, Li Ziwei; you can just call her Zi Wei.”

General Manager Li nodded with a smile, inevitably pleased that Li Mu actually knew his English name was Robin, which made him feel greatly honored.

At present, Li Mu’s volume has grown to a point where all internet professionals in China look up to him. General Manager Li is no exception; he debuted early and became famous early, but none of that matters much. There are still many people in the domestic internet industry with more professional experience than him, but they all have to bow their heads before Li Mu. That’s because Li Mu’s volume is immense; Muye Technology’s current market value is nearly one hundred times that of Baidu. This alone is enough to make General Manager Li humble himself three levels in front of Li Mu.

Li Mu invited General Manager Li to sit beside him. Li Ziwei quickly came over to pour him a cup of tea. General Manager Li took a sip and praised: “General Manager Li, this Pu’er tea is indeed excellent!”

Li Mu said: “Look at you, didn’t we agree you’d call me by name and I’d call you Robin?”

Robin smiled slightly, saying: “You call me Robin, and I call you General Manager Li; that’s more appropriate.”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly, thinking, “Call me whatever you like then.” So he asked him: “Robin, what important matters did you want to discuss with me?”

Robin hesitated slightly, but then spoke: “General Manager Li, I’ll get straight to the point. We previously collaborated on Eting.com, but later, for various reasons, Baidu exited early. Honestly speaking, there’s immense demand for online music search, streaming, and download, and Eting.com is the absolute linchpin in this field. Therefore, we hope to acquire Eting.com to supplement our services and traffic. After all, Eting.com is currently superfluous to your business structure.”

Li Mu knew there was a hidden meaning in Robin’s words. Baidu indeed had shares in Eting.com back then, but he had tricked them into exiting early. However, he hadn’t betrayed professional ethics; it was simply a case of all’s fair in war. At the time, Baidu felt that he was leading Eting.com down the wrong path, so they voluntarily pulled out. Later, when Eting.com rose, they regretted it but could do nothing, only blame their own lack of foresight and wavering mindset.

Back then, the son of Hong Kong’s wealthiest person, Mr. Li, held twenty percent of Tencent’s shares, but also exited early due to an unshakeable mindset, missing out on a super aircraft carrier with a market value of three trillion. But who could they blame for that?

So Li Mu didn’t pick up on his implied meaning and directly said to him: “Robin, honestly, Eting.com is still very important to my overall industry structure.”

After saying this, Li Mu’s subtext was: ‘Eting.com is indeed superfluous right now, but if you want to buy it, then it’s my treasure.’

Robin also knew that Li Mu was no pushover. Although he was very generous with charity, when it came to business, he was the most cunning merchant in the world.

Therefore, Robin didn’t beat around the bush with Li Mu and directly stated: “If General Manager Li is interested in selling Eting.com, you can give us a price. If Baidu’s strength isn’t enough, we can operate through behind-the-scenes funding. In short, as long as the price is right, Baidu can accept it.”

Li Mu smiled without a word, which only unnerved Robin. Then Li Mu asked him: “Robin, do you think I lack money?”

Robin was immediately speechless.

Did Li Mu lack money? Of course, he didn’t.

He not only had three large companies in his hands, but also Eting.com, and Mu Online consistently earned him cash. Moreover, Li Mu had just cashed out a large sum from Muye Technology’s last round of financing.

Many people in China are involved in the internet industry, but the vast majority of their assets are vague and intangible net worth. Li Mu not only had the highest net worth, but also the most cash.

Doing business with someone who doesn’t lack money, especially when trying to buy something they own, is indeed very difficult.

However, while Li Mu might not lack money, Robin clearly knew that Baidu truly needed an Eting.com.

Immediately, he humbly said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I know that with your current asset situation, you don’t lack money at all. But Eting.com is your asset after all. If there’s a suitable opportunity for monetization, it’s not entirely out of the question to consider monetization. After all, cash is more flexible to operate…”

Li Mu waved his hand and said seriously: “Robin, I disagree with your view. As a friend, I also advise you not to be too fixated on cash in the future. Future economic development will inevitably lead to currency depreciation. Therefore, I suggest that, apart from necessary emergency funds, you invest all remaining cash into assets. If you’re willing to manage it, you can set up an angel investment fund. If not, simply converting cash into real estate is also an excellent choice. Holding too much cash is a very irrational idea.”

Li Mu seemed to be giving Robin better financial advice, but he also very straightforwardly rejected Robin’s request. If Li Mu were to simply sell Eting.com for cash, he wouldn’t be the Li Mu he is today.

Robin’s face turned awkward. He knew it would be difficult for Li Mu to agree to sell Eting.com, but he didn’t expect Li Mu to refuse so decisively.

The thought of Li Mu having once told him that he would sell Eting.com to him eventually filled Robin with a wave of bitterness.

Such words couldn’t be brought up again. Li Mu hadn’t really made any promise; it was just an offhand remark. If he were to cling to it and demand Li Mu fulfill it, he would look foolish. However, Baidu truly needed Eting.com. Without Li Mu’s support, Baidu’s future traffic might steadily decline. After all, they also had to guard against the colossal beast that was Google, so Robin’s life wasn’t easy at all.

At this point, even Robin himself couldn’t believe that Google would one day withdraw from the Chinese market, handing over the search engine market of over one billion people to him. Therefore, he was currently facing internal and external problems, unable to sleep a wink day after day.

Li Mu saw his helplessness. In front of him, Robin indeed lacked persuasiveness and influence. With his capabilities, it was utterly impossible for him to persuade Li Mu to sell Eting.com, especially since Li Mu had his own schemes.

So, Li Mu earnestly said to Robin: “Robin, you truly don’t know how significant Eting.com is to me.”

Robin stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, feeling extremely annoyed. ‘I’ve long seen through you, always speaking half-truths! Damn it, I shouldn’t have fallen for your con when you conned me into getting out! Your Eting.com hasn’t had any major developments for a long time, and everyone knows it’s practically superfluous to you now. And now that I want to buy it, you’re telling me it’s profoundly significant? You’re really no ordinary cunning merchant!’

Li Mu paid no mind to how Robin viewed him. He said with a melancholic expression: “Oh, you wouldn’t know, Eting.com was my very first starting a business project. As for Eting.com itself, I haven’t earned a single cent from it. To ensure Eting.com’s user experience, I haven’t even taken any external advertisements on it. However, Eting.com is the incubator of my entire product empire!”

At this point, Li Mu paused, took a sip of tea, and then sighed: “If it weren’t for Eting.com, I naturally wouldn’t have been able to incubate Tieba, this massive online community. And Tieba was the true beginning of my internet dream. You surely know that I gathered users through Tieba, and then by promoting Happy Farm on Tieba, I siphoned off Tencent QQ’s user connections, ultimately building the Muye Technology of today.”

Robin nodded. What Li Mu said was indeed true; his rags-to-riches story had been studied countless times by the entire industry as if it were a bible. Just as Li Mu said, everything began by being incubated from Eting.com. Although Eting.com now seemed irrelevant to Li Mu, all of Li Mu’s major products today were incubated and born from there.

At this moment, Li Mu looked at Robin and asked him: “You tell me, how significant is Eting.com to me? If I may say something immodest, it’s like the apple that fell on Newton’s head. Without that apple, Newton might not have become a physicist. Similarly, without Eting.com, there would be no me today.”

Robin felt embarrassed. He nodded and said: “You’re right, General Manager Li, but although this apple is very significant, if you hold onto it, it might rot…”

Li Mu said: “Our family has the means. It’s so significant that if the day comes when we can’t keep it fresh, it would be worth buying a refrigerator specifically for it. If that still doesn’t work, we can make it into a specimen, not for eating, but just to preserve it as a keepsake. That’s certainly fine, isn’t it?”

Robin was almost in tears. He truly couldn’t contend with an unreasonable person like Li Mu. Li Mu could twist black into white, white into black; he could even call a rotten apple golden. What could he do? If the law didn’t intervene, he’d want to fight him right now.

Just as Robin was feeling extremely melancholy, Li Mu suddenly changed the subject and said: “Robin, why don’t you go back and discuss it with your shareholders and the capital behind you, and acquire Eting.com!”

“Acquire?!” The second thing Robin feared most still happened.

He most feared Li Mu would refuse to sell no matter what. His second fear was that Li Mu would be willing to sell, but not for cash, instead requiring him to use Baidu’s shares for the acquisition.

At this moment, Li Mu seemed to have seen through all of Robin’s thoughts. He smiled slightly and said: “If you can give Eting.com a good acquisition offer, I will reluctantly part with Eting.com for you. At the same time, Muye Technology will also provide a sufficient tilt of resources towards you.”

At this point, Li Mu wore an expression that showed he had Robin completely figured out, and he said with a confident smile: “Robin, you know better than anyone how much traffic I control. And, to speak frankly, I don’t plan to get into search engines; that industry is too tiring.”





Chapter 1310: The Art of an Emperor

“I don’t want to develop a search engine,” Li Mu said, not lying to Robin.

If he had been reborn ten or eight years earlier, he would have definitely tried to develop a search engine. This thing was an essential need of the internet; in some sense, it was even more irreplaceable than instant messaging. Ten or eight years ago, Google hadn’t been born yet, let alone Baidu.

But now, Google had already formed a monopoly worldwide, and Baidu had also gained considerable influence in China. What was the point of him developing a search engine now?

Moreover, a search engine was a field that demanded extremely high technical strength. Starting now meant a long and arduous road to catch up. The ideal scenario would be to suppress Baidu and become the domestic leader, but to go against Google’s core business worldwide, Li Mu had no other thoughts besides a chuckle.

Based on this market environment, Li Mu truly wasn’t planning to get into the search engine business himself. However, if there was an opportunity to leave his mark, he would be very willing.

The possibility of leaving a mark on Google was low now, and even if it were possible, the cost would likely be terrifyingly high. So Li Mu thought, why not leave a mark on Baidu instead? Eting.com no longer held much significance for him, but for Baidu, it was extremely important.

Furthermore, Baidu’s current valuation wasn’t high, and its premium ratio wasn’t high either. If Eting.com could get a good exchange offer, he would be completely willing to sell it and exchange it for Baidu shares.

The question was, how much stock was Baidu willing to exchange for Eting.com?

In Li Mu’s opinion, anything below 10% was not even worth discussing, but he wouldn’t agree to 10% either. The ideal exchange value should be between 15% and 20%.

Baidu was not the Baidu it would become after its IPO, nor was it the Baidu that would dominate after Google withdrew from the Chinese market.

Eting.com was not just a simple music and audio-visual website; it had vast traffic, a strong reputation, and high user stickiness. Moreover, it was seamlessly integrated with Tieba and Taobao. Most importantly, it had official authorization from all major record companies.

For those record companies, there were too many pirated songs online to fight effectively. Li Mu, however, could help them with star-making on YY and Taobao, help them continuously increase their influence, and help them sell albums and related derivative products. In other words, Li Mu was now a Bigwig in the entire entertainment industry. Therefore, everyone had given official authorization to his Eting.com. Although this authorization didn’t have much practical value, its brand value was much higher because it was legitimate, and it completely eliminated all legal risks.

Given Eting.com’s current volume, exchanging it for 20% of Baidu’s shares was a bit of a trick, but not completely annoying, especially since online music was booming. However, looking at the long-term prospect, even exchanging for 10% would be a huge gain.

To maximize his profits, Li Mu painted a grand picture for Robin.

He said, “In the future, I will embed Baidu Search into YY123 and make it the only default search engine, placing it in the most prominent position. This way, YY123 will bring a tremendous amount of traffic to Baidu.”

“In addition, YY123’s short news and quick news section currently has a very large traffic volume. All the links we have now are related to YY.com. At that time, I can make them the default links for Baidu Search. I’ll divert the traffic to you first, and then you can divert it back to me. This way, it will also provide you with a huge traffic portal.”

Robin didn’t understand and asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what do you mean by you diverting traffic to me and then I diverting it back to you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “For example, in the news headlines on YY123’s homepage, there’s a news title, ‘Baidu Successfully Acquires Eting.com’. Normally, when users click on this link, they would directly enter the specific news page on YY.com. However, if we cooperate, I’ll make it so that when users click this link, they will default to the Baidu search page for ‘Baidu Successfully Acquires Eting.com’. Then you’ll return a bunch of search results to the users, letting them click on their own. At that time, you can use technical means to put YY.com’s link at the top few results. Users will then click on the search result on the Baidu search page and return to YY.com, but because they jumped to Baidu in between, it will naturally increase a significant amount of traffic for you.”

Robin was dumbfounded. Although this was a trick he would later use countless times, being presented with it by Li Mu so early felt like a new world had opened up before him.

Li Mu saw his dumbfounded expression and smiled, “This operation is very normal and easy to implement. It’s only beneficial for you. For us, the user experience will be slightly affected by the addition of an intermediate step, but the impact is not significant and is within an acceptable range.”

The search engine traffic industry was already a deep one, with countless grey areas. The method Li Mu described was not even considered a grey tactic.

Robin was starting to feel tempted. In those years, Baidu was not the traffic master; Li Mu was. His YY was the product with the highest number of registered users, daily active users, and monthly active users in the country. If he could get some traffic from Li Mu, it would greatly help Baidu’s overall business report. Whether they could go public in the future and what their market value would be depended on the performance presented to investors and brokerage firms.

Originally, MP3 and Tieba were Baidu’s connections and channels, but Li Mu had quietly taken them away. As a result, Baidu fell into the awkward predicament of having a single business model and being unable to achieve a breakthrough.

Li Mu knew very well that after this evening, Baidu’s path would be further severely curtailed by himself, specifically the keyword bidding that would be much criticized and even reviled by countless people in the future. Things as utterly squalid as counterfeit goods, theft and fraud, and medical scams all originated from this business model. However, on tonight’s charity night, if Li Mu formally established the industry alliance and allowed this industry to accept his game rules under his influence, then Baidu’s path in the future would basically be severed. At the very least, these evil keyword bidding paths would surely be cut off, otherwise it would become an object of public outrage and be isolated and blocked across the entire network.

Looking at it this way, Baidu’s future development was indeed worrying. In his previous life, it stumbled by engaging in everything. In this life, it couldn’t do many things, so it would probably struggle to become a first-tier internet company in China.

If Baidu was willing to acquire Eting.com and he became a shareholder in Baidu, then he could treat Baidu as a partner within his ecosystem and provide some support.

After much deliberation, Robin said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I will definitely discuss this matter thoroughly with the Board of Directors when I return.”

Li Mu nodded, “Good, you should look into it. By the way, if you are willing, besides acquiring Eting.com, I can also personally invest a sum of money in you.”

Robin was startled, looking at Li Mu in surprise, “General Manager Li, you want to invest in Baidu?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “I still have great confidence in your abilities, Robin, and I’m quite optimistic about the search engine market.”

At this point, Li Mu deliberately wanted to give Robin some negative interference, and intentionally said, “Google’s momentum is too strong right now. You were founded not long ago, your foundation is unstable, your business model is singular, and your product line is also singular. If you don’t build up your flood defenses, once Google fully develops the domestic market, you couldn’t stand up to them.”

Robin’s heart suddenly heavy.

Li Mu was right. This wasn’t the smooth-sailing Baidu of his previous life. Its overall development quickly fell into a model bottleneck, making it difficult to find a breakthrough. In this situation, Baidu was like a crawling infant. If the eighteen-year-old strong young man from next door rushed into the house to steal something, he would not only be unable to resist, but very likely be kicked to death. In his heart, a crisis had always been present.

However, if Li Mu, this vigorous young man who was much stronger than the strong young man next door, could help Baidu, then Google would not be able to crush Baidu, and might even return defeated.

Allowing Li Mu to take a stake in Baidu and become a strategic shareholder was equivalent to building a strong flood defense for Baidu, one that could even withstand a tsunami.

Many starting a business companies, in the course of their development, introduce capital providers and strategic shareholders. Capital providers, as the name suggests, provide financial support to the enterprise, giving it the ammunition to continue competing; strategic shareholders, generally speaking, have a more important strategic significance.

After founding Xiaomi, Guru Lei became a well-known angel investor. Many new entrepreneurs wanted him to invest. It wasn’t that his money was better than others’, but that Guru Lei had a very large ecosystem of resources. If he could be brought in as a shareholder, it would be equivalent to getting an entry ticket to those ecosystem resources. Therefore, trying to get Guru Lei to invest and become a shareholder was more for strategy than for money.

And Li Mu’s ecosystem resources were much larger than Guru Lei’s.

Li Mu actually very much wanted to seize this opportunity with Baidu. Taking a stake in Baidu through a two-pronged attack would bind Baidu to his side. This not only had strong strategic significance, but also great investment significance. Investing tens of millions in it now could be worth billions in a few years.

If Eting.com could get 15-20% of Baidu’s shares, and he personally invested some more, bringing his total stake in Baidu to over 25%, he could foster Baidu like a sworn son. However, at the same time, he would also need to guard against Baidu defecting. So, if search engines like Sogou or 360 rose in the future, he would definitely invest and take a stake in advance, then provide more resources to Baidu’s competitors to check and balance Baidu, and thereby ensure his influence over the search engine industry.

This tactic was very vicious, but also very effective. It was like why ancient emperors tolerated eunuchs interfering in politics; to a large extent, it was to curb the power of civil and military officials. The emperor sought the stability of the empire, so if the power of eunuchs and civil and military officials in the court could check and balance each other, it could ensure that if either side wanted to rebel, the other side would not agree and would certainly fight to the death for their own lives. This way, the emperor’s throne would not be usurped by those around him. As for the impact of this internal friction on the empire, it was unimportant compared to the stability of the imperial throne.

Li Mu was like an ancient emperor. He hoped to turn Baidu into his subject. If it was obedient, everything would be fine. But if it showed even a hint of disloyalty, he would foster a group of eunuchs to be its sworn enemies, to check and balance it, making its life worse than death.





Chapter 1300: Industry Rules

This charity gala was Li Mu’s first time organizing a large-scale industry gathering.

Founders of almost all mid-to-large-sized internet companies in China were present. The atmosphere was exceptionally lively. In the past, no one would have imagined that a single individual within the industry could wield such immense influence.

The venue was set up quite simply. Hundreds of internet professionals were seated in neatly arranged rows below the stage. Seating was assigned based on registration order, ensuring no distinction where internet professionals with higher net worth or larger companies sat in front, and those with lower net worth or smaller companies sat in the back.

Because Robin arrived early today hoping to find Li Mu, his seat was relatively forward, within the first three rows. However, most other large company owners or CEOs were in the middle to back sections. In contrast, most of the people seated in the front rows were unfamiliar faces to the others.

Unlike other charity galas, besides the industry guests, only staff and service personnel were present. There were no celebrities to show support and entertain, nor any reporters to track and interview. Only a few photographers from Muye Technology’s YY.com were there. Following Li Mu’s instructions, they simply set up a few camera positions in the corners of the venue, ensuring no mobile shooting would occur during the event, aiming to disturb the guests as little as possible with the cameras.

As soon as the time came, the lights in the entire hall dimmed. There was no opening address. As the large screen on the stage gradually lit up, and the majestic music of “1492: Conquest of Paradise” began to play, the promotional documentary clip produced by the foundation, which had moved countless people, was shown once again on the big screen.

Some of the internet entrepreneurs present had seen parts of the documentary, while a few who had watched the full content online again experienced a different kind of shock compared to watching it on a computer.

Although many had already seen some of it, when they watched the documentary live at the venue, many still couldn’t help but tear up.

This was indeed an impeccable charity project. It possessed a historical appeal entirely different from any other charity project. It could fully ignite the national pride and sense of national mission in any child of China. On one hand, it moved people deeply with the heroic deeds of the martyrs, and on the other, it made them immensely proud to be a child of China.

The several-minute documentary quickly drew everyone in. When the documentary finished playing and the stage lights came on, everyone, with blurred, teary eyes, saw Li Mu already walking onto the stage.

Without any preamble, or even a warm-up host, Li Mu simply walked onto the stage alone, holding a microphone.

The stage was far from lavish or grand. It was entirely filled with old photographs from the Anti-Japanese War period, as well as current photos of the old soldiers. The only text visible read: “Old soldiers never die, they just fade away.” Besides this, there wasn’t even a theme for tonight’s charity gala, much less any sponsorship from Muye Technology or Taobao Technology.

Li Mu, appearing directly without an introduction, slightly surprised the internet professionals present. However, he didn’t give them a chance to be surprised or speculate, speaking directly into the microphone: “Thank you to all my colleagues who have come today. The internet industry in China has never had such a large-scale gathering since its inception. Thank you all! Thank you!”

After speaking, he bowed deeply.

Applause resonated from below the stage. For most of the people present today, they regarded Li Mu as an “Alliance Leader” figure, like his disciples or followers, awaiting his command.

Li Mu said: “I believe you all know that we recently launched a new charity project specifically for surviving veterans of the Anti-Japanese War, called Old Soldiers Never Die. As the project’s initiator, I naturally bear the responsibility for the entire group of surviving veterans. Therefore, my most important work right now is to spare no effort in gaining more support for the foundation.”

“I started my business not long ago, and I haven’t been working hard in society for very long either. I don’t know many people, and I know too little. After starting this charity project, I kept thinking: aside from my personal donations, where should the rest of our funds come from? Should we seek corporate donations, or solicit donations from the public? At first, I thought that if we could mobilize corporate donations, it would definitely be very effective, because companies have sufficient economic strength. If ten thousand companies each donated ten thousand yuan, one hundred million yuan would come in. But then a problem arose: I know very few companies. Forget ten thousand, I don’t even know one hundred. My connections aren’t enough, so how can I call upon everyone to do charity?”

“There was no other way; I could only opt to solicit donations from the public. But if we sought public donations, not only would promotion be difficult, but because the national economic strength isn’t yet ideal, I was very concerned about the efficiency of charitable fund-raising. If each person donated ten yuan, to raise one hundred million yuan, at least ten million people would need to donate. If one out of every ten people who received the information donated, then our project promotion would need to cover one hundred million people. You all should be very familiar with the cost and effectiveness of internet advertising. To execute a promotion that covers one hundred million people is simply too difficult.”

At this point, Li Mu’s tone shifted. He said, “However, I never expected that since our foundation opened its donation channels, it has received nearly four billion yuan in donations from the people nationwide! Four billion yuan, comrades! This amount far exceeded my expectations, and the expectations of all our staff. I haven’t researched world records, but I believe that in such a short period, for an organization raising funds from the entire society to reach this figure, we must be one of a kind.”

The figure of four billion yuan truly astounded everyone present.

Among those present, no one, besides Li Mu, had a net worth exceeding four billion yuan. Besides Li Mu’s company, there were few other companies with a total market value exceeding four billion yuan. For Li Mu’s charity foundation to raise nearly four billion yuan in charitable funds in such a short time indicates that the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project has indeed generated extremely strong influence nationwide.

At this moment, Li Mu added: “Besides the nearly four billion yuan in donations, we have also received expressions of interest for cooperation from over ten thousand enterprises and institutions. Without exception, these enterprises and institutions all wish to contribute relevant resources to this charitable cause. This has also made me realize that to genuinely pursue a meaningful charity project, I don’t need to know many people or many companies. As long as we earnestly bring this charity project to fruition, it will receive recognition and assistance from all of society.”

Applause erupted. Then, Li Mu truly delved into the first main topic of the evening. He said: “The internet is a rapidly developing emerging industry. It should be one of the youngest industries in the world, and also one of the industries with the highest proportion of high-end talent. The internet is changing the world and everyone’s lives with its technology and vision. All of you present here are participants in this great process. Therefore, I also very much hope that while the internet industry changes the world, it can also become the industry with the strongest sense of social responsibility, establishing proper value guidance for society, and contributing more positive energy to society. This is also the primary purpose of inviting all of you to participate in this charity gala today!”

Li Mu’s words stirred fervent passion among the internet professionals present, an unprecedented sense of responsibility surging within them. Before this, most of them had primarily thought about how to seize opportunities and make money through this new phenomenon, the internet. However, after being reminded by Li Mu, they realized that besides making money, they also bore significant industry responsibility, era responsibility, and social responsibility.

Li Mu continued: “I hope that you can represent the internet industry and contribute your efforts to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. Similarly, I also hope that in the days to come, you will continue to dedicate yourselves to more charity projects. On behalf of all segments of society that require charitable assistance, I thank you all!”

With that, Li Mu bowed once more.

As applause erupted from below the stage, someone shouted, “General Manager Li, I am willing to donate to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation!”

This shout triggered countless responses. Many people loudly expressed their intentions, some stating they were willing to donate, others directly saying they would donate millions. The scene suddenly became a little chaotic.

Li Mu then said to everyone: “We have placed an envelope under each of your seats. Inside the envelope, you’ll find a voluntary donation form. If you are willing to donate to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation, please fill in your name, company name, and donation amount on the form. If you wish to save some time, you can directly attach your business card and write down the amount. Our staff will collect the donation forms from you shortly for statistics. If any of my colleagues are unwilling to donate, that’s perfectly fine; you only need to return the uncompleted envelope to our staff!”

Hundreds of people in the venue bent down and bowed their heads to look under their seats. Indeed, just as Li Mu had said, there was an envelope under each seat, containing a voluntary donation form the size of a postcard, and a miniature ballpoint pen.

Every internet entrepreneur who had traveled a long distance had already prepared to donate before arriving. After all, it was a charity gala, and it wouldn’t be right to just come to expand one’s network without donating. Furthermore, the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project was simply too moving, making it almost impossible to refuse.

Over three hundred internet entrepreneurs began filling out the cards in their hands, then placed them back into the envelopes, awaiting collection by the staff.

Subsequently, a dozen or so staff members moved from front to back, collecting the envelopes from the guests one by one, then gathered all the envelopes together.

Li Mu said: “Thank you all. Regardless of whether a donation intention was filled in the envelope, or what the intended amount is, I am immensely grateful for your support for this charity project. After tonight, we will compile statistics on everyone’s donation intentions and then contact the interested colleagues in the near future. Every sum you donate will be published on our Old Soldiers Never Die website and will be subject to public supervision.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued: “Actually, I have another purpose for inviting you all here today.”

Everyone gazed intently at Li Mu, wondering what he was about to say.

Li Mu cleared his throat and said, “The development of any industry is inseparable from a set of industry rules that comply with laws and regulations and universal values. However, because our industry has developed too rapidly and is too decentralized, there has never been a truly meaningful set of industry rules to guide each of us. I have always had a particularly strong desire to realize a dream, which is to sincerely hope that all of you present can reach a consensus on the issue of social responsibility within the internet industry!”





Chapter 1301: Eager Participation

Before Li Mu, no one had ever raised the issue of social responsibility within the internet industry.

The industry had only just begun, and everyone was pulling out all the stops to stake out territory. In this process, no one wanted to be held back by any emotional ties; they only wanted to rush ahead, the faster the better.

Therefore, when everyone realized that Li Mu actually intended to establish a set of rules within this industry, most people were resistant. While they acknowledged Li Mu’s leading status, they were not prepared to treat him as the leader of the entire industry. In other words, Li Mu should not have the power or the qualifications to control them.

Li Mu knew very well that getting these people to accept rules he formulated wouldn’t be easy. So, he smiled calmly and offered an analogy: “The internet industry is like a newly developed lake. All of you present here are individuals trying to profit from this lake. So, some people start fishing, some cast nets, some set up barriers for aquaculture, others invest in small boats for rentals on the lake, and some even build vacation hotels by the lakeside, or lake water purification plants to produce drinking water.”

Everyone watched Li Mu intently. His analogy was quite insightful. Comparing the internet to a lake, everyone discovered this lake and then tried various methods to develop it. Although they all take root in one lake, their respective industries can be vastly different, which is very similar to the internet industry.

Li Mu then continued: “Everyone developing this lake, just like us internet professionals today, faces very few constraints within the industry; practically no oversight, or very little. Imagine, in such a state, what if one day, a few individuals who don’t play by the rules show up and start fishing with explosives in the lake? What then? Bomb fishing would leave anglers empty-handed, cause those involved in aquaculture to lose everything, disrupt boat rental businesses, bother guests at the lakeside hotel, and even affect the water quality, thereby impacting the pure water plant.”

Pausing, Li Mu added: “If no one intervenes, these individuals fishing with explosives could cause our industry to fall into utter turmoil. Moreover, more and more people will start playing outside the rules. What if, one day, a paper mill or chemical factory suddenly opens by the lake, and while using lake water for production, they also discharge large amounts of pollutants into it? What then? All the fish in the lake would die, the water would become dirty and foul-smelling, and everyone passing by would try to avoid it. The lakeside hotels would have no business at all, and the pure water plant would have no choice but to go bankrupt. At that point, the only ones who could survive by relying on this lake would be those polluting enterprises. The lake would become stagnant, putrid, and toxic water. I want to ask everyone, what would you do then? Would you also switch to a polluting industry?”

As he spoke, everyone’s expressions turned serious.

They had never considered this level of problem before. They were like the fishermen, aquaculturists, or other business operators by the lake, their minds solely focused on how their own businesses could develop. But they had never thought about where they would go if some bastard using explosives for fishing, or some polluting bastard, took root by this lake.

Li Mu continued: “Everyone knows very well that the state, just like us, is crossing the river by feeling the stones in this emerging industry. At such times, the speed of legislation simply cannot keep up with the speed of development. As a result, the situations I just mentioned are very likely to occur. If someone continuously and wildly bombs the fish in the lake you depend on for survival, what will you do? Without legal grounds, they can continue to bomb indiscriminately. What will you do then? What if polluting enterprises arrive?”

The scene was silent.

Li Mu had truly stumped everyone.

No one knew how they should respond if everything Li Mu spoke of truly came to pass.

Those with active minds had already recalled the industry rules Li Mu mentioned earlier, likely gleaning some of Li Mu’s ideas from it.

Seeing that everyone was beginning to worry, Li Mu struck while the iron was hot and said: “Why do I say we need industry rules? Industry rules are like the community governance of ancient times. The so-called concept of ‘imperial power doesn’t extend below the county level’ in ancient times was partly because laws couldn’t cover all bases, and partly because the enforcement of laws was difficult to fully implement. In ancient rural communities, people had to rely more on community governance. The imperial court might not have granted villagers the power to refuse displaced people, but villagers could spontaneously organize to keep them out. The imperial court might not have been able to station government troops in every village to prevent banditry, but villagers could spontaneously establish defense organizations to constantly protect and defend their homes. If bandits came, before the government troops arrived, the villagers’ own defense organizations could resist or even repel the enemy, or at worst, delay them until the government troops arrived.”

“This is the fundamental reason we need industry rules: to establish a set of rules that everyone recognizes, and then for all of us to work together with one heart to maintain and abide by them, jointly creating a relatively fair, legal, and ethical entrepreneurial environment for everyone. If someone violates fairness, breaks the law, or betrays professional ethics, the entire industry can unite to isolate them, resist them, blacklist them, or even eliminate them! Only in this way can we ensure the healthy development of the industry and protect the interests of the vast majority of people from harm.”

Through this analogy and explanation, everyone suddenly realized. Li Mu wanted to establish industry rules not because he wanted to restrain everyone, but because he hoped everyone would come together to regulate the industry!

Thinking about it carefully, this was indeed very necessary! Not to mention anything else, just the gaming industry alone has been impacted by so much grey area activity. Currently, the state has not yet legislated to punish cheats/hacks and Private Servers, but both are indeed impacting gaming companies’ markets and profits. Private Servers, in particular, are simply the cancer of games. Calling them cancer is apt because, like cancer cells, once they proliferate, they blossom everywhere. There is only one official version of Blood Legend, but there are tens of thousands of Private Servers and more! During its peak, almost every internet cafe in China had its own Private Server, effectively squeezing out almost all users of the official Blood Legend.

Below the stage, Chen Tianqiao applauded until his hands were red. He couldn’t help but exclaim loudly: “General Manager Li, the Private Server problem needs to be thoroughly addressed! Otherwise, all our online games will suffer huge impacts in the future. Please tell us, if we establish unified industry rules, how should we solve the problem when facing a malignant tumor like Private Servers?”

Li Mu looked at Chen Tianqiao, who was sitting in the middle, and smiled slightly. He said: “General Manager Chen of Shanda Games, I’ve actually heard about the Private Server issue. Once the source code is leaked, with low server setup costs and a large game audience, it naturally incubates a large number of Private Servers to snatch the legitimate market. If we are to reach a consensus and establish industry rules for our internet sector, then Private Servers must be the target of our collective efforts. As for how to strike them down, it’s actually very simple: as long as all of us cooperate wholeheartedly, this matter will be as easy as turning over one’s hand.”

At this point, everyone eagerly anticipated Li Mu’s solution. No one knew how to completely resolve the issue of Private Servers.

Li Mu then said: “First, we need to ask General Manager Li for help. On Baidu Search, the keyword ‘Private Server’ needs special handling. For example, when users search for ‘Private Server,’ the first three pages, or even the first five pages, would all be designated links—news reports about Private Server infringement, illegality, immorality, and insecurity—making it significantly harder for players to find Private Servers;”

“Secondly, we need the entire network to track Private Server IPs. If it’s a Private Server set up by an internet cafe, then YY, YY123, YY.com, Baidu, Sina, and all other websites should unite to completely block the internet cafe’s IP. As long as they operate a Private Server, we will prohibit all access from that internet cafe, preventing its users from logging into YY, accessing YY.com, using Baidu Search, and so on. This will force internet cafes that have set up Private Servers to immediately cease operations and serve as a huge warning to those who intend to, making them hesitate to proceed;”

“Thirdly, if they are Private Servers run by individuals or groups, we will collaborate with server hosting companies and bandwidth providers/telecom operators to assist us, severing all their software and hardware support and making it technically impossible for their Private Servers to operate.”

“If General Manager Chen tried to tackle Private Servers alone, it would likely be difficult to move forward. But if everyone can unite and take a multi-pronged approach, dealing with Private Servers will be as easy as I said – as easy as turning over one’s hand!”

Chen Tianqiao was instantly overjoyed! The three points Li Mu mentioned were all highly practical and feasible. If the industry could truly form a united front under the industry rules, then cracking down on Private Servers would indeed be, as he said, easy as turning over one’s hand. This could potentially recover hundreds of millions in profit for Shanda Games in a single year! How could he not be thrilled and excited!

Thus, Chen Tianqiao subconsciously stood up and excitedly shouted: “General Manager Li, I fully support your industry rules initiative!”

Other internet professionals also realized the importance of these “industry rules.” Although they appeared to be restraints, they only restricted those immoral and illegal internet products. So, in the end, this was a protective umbrella for everyone. When Chen Tianqiao’s Shanda Games faced the impact of Private Servers, the industry rules would protect it. When other industries faced illegal impacts, Chen Tianqiao would also work with other companies to help collectively. This was the crucial point behind the industry rules.

The scene immediately became chaotic. Everyone started whispering to each other, discussing non-stop, but it was clear that many were extremely excited, their faces even flushed crimson.

Robin felt that he should give Li Mu some favor now, so that he could receive some positive feedback when dealing with Li Mu in the future. So he stood up and very seriously addressed everyone present: “Ladies and gentlemen, I announce that Baidu officially joins the industry rules system mentioned by General Manager Li! In the future, Baidu will spare no effort to work with General Manager Li, and other participating enterprises, to defend the healthy development of the internet industry!”

General Manager Li’s words immediately triggered enthusiastic responses from a large number of entrepreneurs. For a moment, the entire banquet hall echoed with similar voices:

“Shanda Games officially joins!”

“NetEase officially joins!”

“Sina officially joins…”





Chapter 1302: A Stage Concludes

When all companies were willing to establish industry rules and accept their constraints, while also being prepared to take concrete actions to defend them from infringement, Li Mu, readily agreed, going with the flow, proposed the idea of establishing the China Internet Industry Association.

At the charity night, the consensus everyone reached was a verbal agreement. However, as it concerned the development of an entire industry, a mere verbal agreement was not sufficiently binding. This is why Li Mu desired to establish an industry association. This way, the industry rules could be legitimately formalized, promoted under the association’s name, and their implementation by all practitioners supervised.

Everyone present accepted the awareness of precautions that Li Mu instilled in them. The internet industry was their fundamental means of survival. Whether for themselves or for the entire industry, it was imperative to severely punish the occasional black sheep that appeared, leaving them no room for development. Only then could the industry and their own interests be best protected.

Based on this point, everyone expressed support for the establishment of the industry association.

Li Mu immediately announced that the association would adhere to principles of fairness, impartiality, and transparency. All internet company leaders attending the meeting would become members of the association. Additionally, based on corporate market value rankings, the founders, major shareholders, or CEOs of the top ten companies by market value would be selected as board members of the association. Board members would be replaced every two years, with each replacement based on the latest market value ranking at that time. Eligible board members could serve repeatedly.

The drafting of the association’s regulations would be jointly proposed as a draft by the ten board members. Subsequently, all members would vote on each article of the draft. Clauses with a vote rate exceeding fifty-one percent would become formal content of the association’s rules. If the vote rate was below fifty-one percent, the clause would not be adopted for the time being.

Furthermore, board members had the right to propose new clauses. New clauses needed to be confirmed and approved by at least six board members before being issued to all association members for the voting process. Over fifty-one percent approval would allow for formal adoption.

Industry rules were not laws, but they were similar to laws. Therefore, establishing industry rules required the same rigorous attitude as government legislation. Li Mu’s objective was to propose the concept of industry rules and gain everyone’s acceptance. As for the specific content of the rules, he did not wish to decide unilaterally; it was best to let the entire industry collectively determine it.

Besides clarifying matters related to the industry association, the second significant gain from this charity night was the charitable funds donated by over three hundred internet companies.

Excluding the one hundred million yuan previously jointly donated by companies like Baidu and Sina, the total donations from the remaining enterprises amounted to one hundred fifty million yuan.

At this time, the multi-day donation surge was gradually cooling down. The total charitable funds raised by the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation from society had already surpassed the four billion yuan mark. Moving forward, the foundation’s task was no longer to raise charitable funds but to figure out how to spend these funds in the most appropriate and fitting ways.

…

The day after the charity night, Li Mu, Liu Xinying, and the entire staff of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation in Spring City went together to Yanjing Airport to see off the Old Flying Tigers members from the United States.

Li Mu did not notify the media, but because Air China’s Boeing 747 with the Shark mouth paint scheme had become famous nationwide after that press conference, its every move could not escape the eyes of the public and the media.

Air China’s Boeing 747 had arrived empty in Spring City the night before. The moment this 747 was rolled out from Air China’s Beijing Hangar, the outside world already knew the news, realizing that this “famous” passenger plane was about to fly to Spring City.

Since its paint scheme was changed, this aircraft had been serving the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation. So, as soon as it moved, the public knew it was undertaking a flight mission for the veterans. Both this plane and the veterans were popular news topics at the moment, so media reporters paid extra attention.

Almost every media outlet had its own connections / channels (for business) for obtaining information. Therefore, as soon as Air China’s Shark mouth 747 moved the previous night, the media followed the clues and discovered the plane’s flight mission. When they found out it would depart from Spring City the next day for Los Angeles, USA, everyone realized that this was to send the American Old Flying Tigers members back home.

This was the same plane that, when it carried over twenty American Old Flying Tigers members to China, China gave them immense courtesy and respect. When the scenes from that time were disclosed by Li Mu, they deeply moved audiences nationwide. Thus, this time, media reporters flocked to Spring City Airport, ready to film the plane as it took off and departed.

This time, the Spring City Military District again participated in the send-off. Chen Chengwu, in civilian clothes, and the military band of the provincial military district were all present to bid farewell to these American Old Flying Tigers members.

After these American veterans left, they might never have the chance to return to China in their lifetime. Therefore, this send-off was Li Mu’s last opportunity, representing the Chinese people, to express respect and gratitude to the veterans.

The foundation’s staff prepared exquisite gifts for every American veteran. These included beautiful commemorative albums made with historical materials and authentic historical photos in both Chinese and English, commemorative medals crafted from precious metals, and high-end porcelain sets customized by the foundation from Jingdezhen. On the bottom of each beautiful piece in the entire set of dozens of assorted porcelains, a sentence was printed in both Chinese and English: “Thank you for your outstanding contributions to China’s War of Resistance and world peace.”

In addition, the foundation also provided a very humane sponsorship for them and their descendants: Starting next year, every American veteran would annually receive a one-time, seven-day free trip to China. If they wished to visit China again, the associated costs would be borne by the foundation. If they were physically limited or passed away, their direct relatives would have three quotas to continue enjoying this sponsorship.

The Chinese Old Flying Tigers members also came to the airport to see them off. Both the American and Chinese elders shared an unspoken understanding, feeling that this might be their final farewell in this life. Thus, a special sadness lingered on everyone’s faces.

This melancholic emotion had been brewing in every elder’s heart, only erupting when the American Old Flying Tigers members began to board the plane. Veterans from both countries shed tears profusely, embracing and crying farewell, heartbreaking all onlookers.

However, the footsteps of fate never ceased. Even with such reluctance, the veterans parted ways before the boarding ramp. After these American Old Flying Tigers members boarded, the cabin door gradually closed. Before the plane taxied, the veterans could still be seen waving from the oval windows to those seeing them off below.

Finally, the Air China 747, carrying these over twenty American Flying Tigers members, took off from the end of the runway at Spring City Airport and disappeared into China’s airspace.

After the plane took off, Li Mu let out a long breath. For him, a significant phase of his mission had been completed. Moving forward, he wouldn’t have as much energy to personally participate in this charity project, but fortunately, all necessary conditions were in place. The rest would be handed over to Liu Xinying for operation.

Li Mu’s long-leased private jet was currently waiting to take off at Spring City Airport. After the send-off, Li Mu didn’t even leave the airport, instead taking Li Ziwei directly to the Hangar. Accompanying him back to Beijing were Liu Xinying and several core members of the foundation.

After boarding, Li Mu immediately held a meeting on the plane with everyone to set the first phase’s general direction for the foundation’s development.

For the foundation’s first phase, Li Mu had several requirements.

First, quickly expand the scale of staff and volunteers to find surviving veterans nationwide. “Nationwide” here refers to mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.

Secondly, advance practical subsidy projects for veterans. The first step was to provide stable living subsidies for all veterans. Regarding this, Li Mu required that for veterans whose income was below the average salary level of their local area, the difference would be disbursed monthly according to the local average salary. For example, if a Spring City veteran’s monthly income was only fifty yuan, but the local average salary level was eight hundred yuan, then after verifying the situation, the foundation would provide an eight hundred yuan monthly living subsidy to that veteran. For those whose income exceeded the local average salary level, half of the average salary would be disbursed. For the same Spring City veteran, if their monthly income exceeded eight hundred yuan, regardless of how much it exceeded, the foundation would provide them with a four hundred yuan monthly living subsidy. Once this subsidy began, it would continue until the veteran’s passing.

Originally, Li Mu estimated that providing basic living necessities for tens of thousands of veterans would already be a severe test. However, the efficiency of charitable funds fundraising was simply too high. Therefore, he consulted with the foundation’s staff and changed “basic living necessities” to “local average salary.” Although it was only a difference of a few words, the amount of funds required for the latter was significantly greater.

Thirdly, it was crucial to establish medical cooperation units in all prefecture-level cities as soon as possible to provide stable and reliable medical assistance to veterans. If a local medical unit was willing to participate in the Old Soldiers Never Die cooperation project, that would, of course, be ideal. If no local medical unit was willing to cooperate, then the foundation would find the best public hospital in the area and fully cover all medical expenses for the veterans.

Li Mu’s plan immediately increased the budget demand by more than ten times. If forty thousand veterans were calculated across mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, and each received a monthly subsidy of one thousand yuan, that would be forty million yuan. A year’s worth of subsidies would burn through five hundred million yuan. However, this expenditure was manageable, at least an upper limit could be estimated. But medical expenses truly had no upper limit.

A considerable number of veterans’ incomes were precarious, and the coverage and effectiveness of medical insurance were relatively not optimistic. The medical expenses for tens of thousands of eighty or ninety-year-old elders could easily burn through hundreds of millions of yuan a year. This kind of scale would create a very large demand for the foundation’s funds.

Li Mu couldn’t guarantee what level people’s enthusiasm for Old Soldiers Never Die would reach in the future. Currently, billions were donated in just a few days, but after entering a stable period, whether there would be one or two billion yuan in donations annually was something Li Mu couldn’t guarantee for now. However, Li Mu also began to plan for a rainy day. He proposed a new operation concept to Liu Xinying, asking her to use her powerful connections / network and social impact to seek cooperation with telecom operators.

The method of cooperation was very simple: promote a value-added service on the operator’s platform. Currently, China Mobile has already launched caller tunes services. Generally, this is implemented through user subscription and monthly deductions. Li Mu knew the power of caller tunes. In less than two years, caller tunes users would exceed one hundred million, with an average monthly consumption of at least two or three yuan per person. Li Mu didn’t ask for much; if several million or even more mobile users were willing to donate a few yuan monthly to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation as a value-added service, he would be very grateful.





Chapter 1303: A Subversive Reversal

The weather gradually grew warmer.

Since returning to Beijing, Li Mu had devoted almost all his energy to work. He entrusted nearly all of the Old Soldiers Never Die project to Liu Xinying, while the related work for the American foundation was entirely handed over to Lin Qingya and Elon Musk. He did not participate in it at all.

However, even though Li Mu did not participate, the American public and media were particularly receptive to his friendly gesture. After all, the groundwork had already been laid during the reunion of the Old Flying Tigers members. At that time, Li Mu’s act of showing utmost respect to all the old American aviators was highly acclaimed by the American populace.

Following this, Li Mu, together with Elon Musk, invested ten million US dollars to establish the Old Soldiers Never Die – American Charity Foundation, which further sent an extremely friendly signal across the United States.

Although many charity foundations centered around caring for veterans had emerged like mushrooms after rain in the US during this period, in the hearts of the American people, Li Mu’s Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation was considered the most authoritative and trustworthy.

Thanks to this foundation, Elon Musk’s reputation soared in the United States. Before this, he only had some influence within internet circles and the venture capital circle. Outside of these circles, ordinary Americans had no idea who he was. But now, everyone knew Elon Musk as the founder of PayPal and Li Mu’s partner.

However, while Li Mu gave Elon Musk this significant gift, he also offended many top American tycoons. These individuals had previously extended olive branches for cooperation to Li Mu, but he had flatly refused them, choosing instead to partner with Elon Musk, who was clearly on a different level. This act in itself was bound to cause offense.

Li Mu didn’t care about offending people; what he cared about was maximizing his own interests. Partnering with Elon Musk might have offended a few Bigwigs who hoped to get a slice of the “Old Soldiers Never Die” pie, but it brought Li Mu numerous benefits that couldn’t be quantified.

For instance, Elon Musk had officially become Li Mu’s disciple, an integral part of Li Mu’s vast ecosystem.

For example, because Elon Musk wasn’t widely famous in the US, Li Mu wasn’t overshadowed by him when the Old Soldiers Never Die – American Charity Foundation was established. If he had partnered with Bill Gates, the situation would have been completely different; the American people would likely have revered Bill Gates more, and Li Mu’s own aura would have been significantly diminished.

Furthermore, thanks to the foundation’s establishment, Muye Technology had become the most popular foreign-funded enterprise in the entire US. In the eyes of Americans, Muye Technology was not only a high-tech enterprise that transformed traditional human social interaction but also a great company continuously contributing positive energy to society.

Another global phenomenon, one that Li Mu hadn’t even anticipated, was the release of an incredible statistic by an international authoritative polling company in the US: in recent months, American goodwill towards China had skyrocketed, rising from 20% to an astonishing 55%!

These past few years had been the period of strongest public animosity between China and the United States in the last two or three decades. The reasons for this were numerous, including the US bombing of China’s embassy in Yugoslavia, the South China Sea collision incident, and constant deliberate sensationalism by the media.

In Li Mu’s view, China and the US would be the two most important economies in the world in the future, and it was inevitable for the two countries to cast aside prejudices and cooperate for mutual benefit. However, the American media’s demonization of China had largely harmed the interests of the Chinese populace, affecting the development of Chinese enterprises in the US, as well as the social status and daily lives of Chinese nationals and people of Chinese descent in America.

The number of Chinese nationals and people of Chinese descent in the US far outnumbered American nationals in China. Furthermore, racial discrimination in American society had never truly receded. When society’s overall goodwill towards China declined, Chinese people would face many more obstacles and troubles in their lives in the US. Some business owners would refuse Chinese employees, some ordinary citizens would reject service industries run by Chinese people, and some industry and business alliances would jointly exclude the development of Chinese enterprises and products in the US, and so on.

However, with the rapid rise in goodwill, the friendly treatment received by Chinese people and Chinese enterprises in American society quickly improved. Old Soldiers Never Die made Americans realize the history of the two countries fighting side by side. It also made Americans realize that Chinese people were not the near-demons depicted by the American media, but rather flesh-and-blood individuals with deep feelings and sense of justice. Even after five or six decades, the Chinese people still remembered the help given by the American Flying Tigers members to the Chinese people and the sacrifices they made for them.

Many Americans and even American media openly reflected on why the American public had never considered this issue when the Chinese people’s enthusiasm for helping old soldiers was so strong. They only remembered veterans on the annual War Victory Remembrance Day, but it was just a remembrance; the public had never thought about what they should do for these great people.

In contrast, the Chinese public’s donation of hundreds of millions of US dollars and the active participation of over ten thousand enterprises in a short period of time proved the gratitude of the Chinese people.

As a result, recently, Chinese people in the US frequently posted their feelings on internet forums. Some said that during this period, they and their families received unprecedented courtesy in White communities. Neighbors who previously had almost no communication with them now actively brought small gifts to greet them, and everyone would gather every few days to eat, picnic, and party, with the history of the Flying Tigers becoming a topic everyone immensely enjoyed.

Some Chinese international students said that it used to be difficult for them to form friendships with American local students at school, so most Chinese students at school formed their own groups. However, recently, Chinese international students in American campuses began to receive courteous treatment from all American students. Many American students, upon seeing Asian students, would actively ask if they were from China, and if they received an affirmative answer, they would extend their hands to show goodwill to the Chinese students.

A Chinese person working for an American company said that previously they had experienced some discrimination and isolation at work, but now, they had become very popular in the company, with Americans often actively greeting them.

According to data released by the Chinese Embassy in the US, the number of Americans applying for tourist visas to China recently had increased by over twenty times compared to the same period last year. Large numbers of Americans flocked to travel to China, and their explanations were almost entirely because they had seen the Old Soldiers Never Die documentary and specifically wished to visit China.

In addition, many American non-governmental organizations were contacting the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation, hoping to initiate some grassroots exchanges.

For a time, grassroots exchanges between the two countries reached an all-time high, which came as a huge surprise to the Chinese government.

For a long time, the Western world had been continuously demonizing China. This had motivations ranging from ideological alignment to curbing China’s economic development. Currently, China’s economy was taking off and seeking larger markets globally, so the West naturally hoped to increase resistance to China’s economic expansion westward by demonizing China.

Now, years of government effort were scattered and broken under Li Mu’s combination of moves.

Aside from the continuously increasing goodwill of people worldwide towards China, what was even more interesting was the enormous change in how another Asian country was perceived in the West.

The Japanese government was truly swamped with work lately. A Japanese Financial Magnate, in a misguided clever move, attempted to promote the Bushido spirit by producing “The Last Samurai,” which only brought immense negative attention to Japan worldwide. Not only did it cause the Bushido spirit to become a despised extreme ideology globally, like Nazism, but it also significantly lowered the world’s goodwill towards Japan.

It’s worth noting that when Li Mu initially disparaged “The Last Samurai,” the online trolls brought up examples of Japan’s unforgivable atrocities committed during World War II. With the exposure of this history, the world’s plummeting goodwill towards Japan was inevitable.

Unexpectedly, Japan hadn’t even recovered from the utterly disastrous impact of “The Last Samurai” when Li Mu immediately delivered another blow to its already tattered international image.

This blow, naturally, came from the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation.

“Flying Tigers” and the Old Soldiers Never Die project moved the entire world with their positive energy. Yet, behind this emotional impact lay a history that everyone was fully aware of: Japan’s aggressive actions against China and the whole of Asia during World War II.

Why do these respected veterans exist?

Isn’t it because of the wars of aggression Japan launched back then?

Why did the Chinese people donate hundreds of millions of US dollars to veterans who participated in the War of Resistance from 1937 to 1945?

Isn’t it precisely because Japan invaded China at that time, and these veterans rose up to resist?

Why did Chennault of the US organize a Flying Tigers squadron to fight in China, and why are they still respected and remembered with gratitude by the Chinese people to this day?

Isn’t it precisely because the Flying Tigers were a righteous force that helped China resist invaders back then?

Isn’t the current global craze for finding living WWII veterans precisely because these countries—Japan, Germany, and Italy—launched wars of aggression against innocent nations back then?

Speaking of the Axis Powers in WWII, Italy was a joke; no one hated Italy because they didn’t truly harm many people back then. What remained were Germany and Japan. Although Germany also committed countless atrocities, the crucial difference is that they have been repenting and atoning all these years, never concealing the crimes they committed. Germany has continuously apologized, compensated, and repented for so many years that most countries it invaded have chosen to forgive. However, Japan alone has consistently refused to genuinely reflect on its war crimes, instead resorting to all sorts of cover-ups, evasions, and sophistry, both from government to the private sector. Therefore, when people worldwide began commemorating WWII veterans, Japan naturally became the target of public criticism.

In poll results from around the world, the public’s goodwill towards Japan plummeted. Even in countries not invaded by Japan, people, out of a sense of justice, still expressed immense disappointment in Japan during the surveys.

The Japanese government and its people regretfully discovered that they, who once enjoyed an excellent global reputation, had suddenly become one of the most disappointing groups for people worldwide, all because of “The Last Samurai,” “Flying Tigers,” and the “Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation.”

The Japanese public felt that Li Mu was responsible for half of Japan’s current international reputation. Among the three major factors damaging Japan’s international reputation, “The Last Samurai” had nothing to do with Li Mu, but “Flying Tigers” was co-produced by Li Mu and Hollywood, so Li Mu was responsible for half of that. And the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation was Li Mu’s creation, so he was entirely responsible for that. All combined, he accounted for one and a half out of the three factors.

But they would never have dreamed that Li Mu was actually responsible for all three. Through various operations of openly repairing the plank road while pulling a fast one, Li Mu had brought about a subversive reversal in the world’s perception of both China and Japan!





Chapter 1304: Waiting for the Best Opportunity!

Due to the series of operations by Old Soldiers Never Die, Li Mu and Muye Technology’s global reputation gradually reached an unprecedented peak. Li Mu truly lived up to the title of “World Youth Leader,” not only personally telling the world an incredibly inspiring story but also sowing a great seed of good karma in society.

However, the media recently discovered that while Li Mu and Muye Technology’s charitable actions frequently made headlines everywhere, Li Mu’s enterprises have rarely achieved significant business breakthroughs. Recent news about Muye Technology has almost exclusively revolved around the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation established by Muye Technology in the United States, with little fresh news concerning Muye Technology’s business operations themselves.

In Li Mu’s view, Muye Technology’s overall business is currently in a phase of steady development. Although Taobao hasn’t made any particularly major moves, the platform’s transaction volume is repeatedly setting new records. His two core pillar enterprises have entered a very stable growth period. This is a crucial stage, a good time to solidify the business foundation and strengthen the company from the ground up.

However, for the general public, accustomed to Li Mu’s rocket-like ascent, such steady, step-by-step growth did indeed seem somewhat dull and uninteresting. Therefore, occasionally, media outlets would pop up with a clever remark, suggesting that Li Mu and his affiliated industries had entered a bottleneck.

Li Mu rarely had the energy to concern himself with such baseless speculative news. He had recently focused his energy on two matters. First, Baidu’s internal team had begun to reach a preliminary consensus on the acquisition of Eting.com and was currently in the internal evaluation stage. Li Mu had demanded an exorbitant price, proposing a 20% equity exchange, which Baidu clearly could not accept, so they could only proceed with the evaluation.

If following the normal course of history, Baidu’s valuation in the first half of 2003 would have been at least five hundred million US dollars. A music website wanting to hold 15-20% of its shares would indeed be a wild fantasy. However, the current Baidu, whose actual valuation reaching two hundred million US dollars would be a miracle, hadn’t captured online music traffic and had missed out on Baidu Tieba. The current Baidu itself was like a limping youth, while Eting.com held a dominant position, accounting for over 90% of China’s entire online music and download market. Taking this opportunity to pressure Baidu into an exchange for 15-20% of its market value, though difficult, Li Mu felt it was highly probable.

Besides Baidu’s acquisition of Eting.com, the second matter Li Mu was closely monitoring was SARS, which was gradually beginning to have an impact nationwide.

Since March, news about SARS had indeed increased significantly.

These reports came from all over the country, especially from the southeastern regions.

Fortunately, most of the rumors had not yet converged. Some said avian flu had broken out in a certain area, some said meningitis, and others heard it was a highly drug-resistant pneumonia. These rumors mostly spread locally, and their influence was not yet very significant.

Senior Brother Liu, appointed by Li Mu, was actively improving the logistics system and personal protection for logistics personnel while also monitoring the social impact in various regions.

From February until now, some cities had indeed experienced small-scale purchasing sprees for related supplies. The most severe hoarding phenomena involved disinfectant, Banlangen, and white vinegar. Some unscrupulous merchants hiked up prices, which did affect local prices. Senior Brother Liu, several times when reporting the situation to Li Mu, did not forget to ask Li Mu whether Taobao should intervene in regions where supplies and prices were being inflated. However, each time, Li Mu refused.

There are over three hundred prefecture-level cities across the country. Just a few cities and regions triggering purchasing sprees was not enough for Taobao to react immediately. If Taobao were to start intervening in the prices of supplies in a few cities, this unusual move would definitely attract widespread attention. At that point, the entire country, which hadn’t yet entered a state of psychological panic, would immediately panic because of Taobao’s interference, which would be good intentions leading to bad outcomes.

Recently, the situation of supply price inflation in Guangdong Province had become increasingly severe, to the point where distributors were adding prices to demand goods from manufacturers and transfer goods from other regions. This instantly led to rumors spreading throughout several surrounding provinces.

Some said they had personally seen merchants from Guangdong Province driving vehicles loaded with large amounts of cash to their provinces and cities to scour for supplies like disinfectant and Banlangen, almost emptying every store;

Some said this was because a highly fatal infectious disease had broken out in Guangdong Province, and disinfectant could kill the germ causing this infectious disease, while Banlangen could prevent the human body from being infected by this germ;

Some said, quickly find a way to buy some disinfectant and Banlangen to stock up at home, otherwise, the Guangdong people would buy it all up, and if the infectious disease were to spread, they would be in danger…

As a result, this scouring-style purchasing behavior by Guangdong merchants directly caused the citizens in surrounding provinces and cities to become extremely nervous. Rumors spread faster and faster, and everyone rushed into pharmacies and supermarkets to hoard the supplies rumored to be able to resist infectious diseases.

This was the most negatively impactful incident since SARS first appeared up to that point.

When reporting the confirmed situation to Li Mu, Senior Brother Liu did not forget to remind him: “Currently, at least over thirty million urban residents are affected. Guangdong Province and several surrounding provinces have successively experienced purchasing sprees, and the speed of this spree’s spread is very fast. I heard that in some places, a bottle of two-yuan white vinegar is selling for thirty or fifty yuan, a bottle of three-yuan disinfectant for seventy or eighty yuan, and a bag of five-yuan Banlangen for over one hundred yuan, yet they are still in short supply. If we don’t intervene, this purchasing spree will soon spread nationwide…”

Li Mu listened, his brows deeply furrowed.

According to Senior Brother Liu, the situation was indeed somewhat urgent.

Rumors spreading everywhere, public psychological panic, unscrupulous merchants hiking up prices, and supplies in short supply.

This was a very unfavorable negative cycle. Driven by profit, unscrupulous merchants who hiked up prices would certainly try to intensify public fear. The more the public panicked, the higher the prices their supplies could fetch. Therefore, in this unhealthy market environment, unscrupulous merchants must have played a huge role in the spread of rumors. If this continued, negative panic would constantly spread and deepen, affecting more people and causing more people to pay more money.

As of now, this panic had covered multiple provinces and cities in the southeast. Given this scale, Taobao did indeed need to intervene in market prices. Currently, Taobao’s reserves of SARS-related supplies were enormous. As long as they opened their warehouses, let alone solving the supply problem in a few southeastern provinces and cities, Taobao could even stabilize the situation if half of China faced supply issues. On one hand, they could use supplies to calm public morale, and on the other, they could use fair prices to suppress unscrupulous merchants. But Li Mu always felt, in the unseen world, that the time was not yet right.

Li Mu said to Senior Brother Liu: “Senior Brother, the time is really not yet right.”

Senior Brother Liu asked him: “Then can you tell me what kind of timing you are waiting for? So that I can be mentally prepared.”

Li Mu said: “Based on all the messages we are currently receiving, the impact of this infectious disease is indeed becoming more and more severe. However, we need to consider the problem from a broad perspective. Out of hundreds of cities and over one billion people nationwide, only a very small portion is truly affected at present. If we rashly intervene at the supply level, it might instead accelerate the spread of information. The speed at which alarming statements spread is faster than any mobilization measures or material deployment. If we don’t handle it well, we could end up doing the country a disservice.”

Senior Brother Liu sighed and said: “You’re right, but we don’t know what the most suitable timing is. If we act too early, we’ll do the country a disservice. If we act too late, we might miss our original intention. It’s difficult to seize the right opportunity!”

Li Mu nodded. As an experienced person, how could he not know this?

However, he was only a private entrepreneur. He wanted to use his knowledge of the future and his current financial and material resources to contribute to the country and society. Contributing was naturally a good thing, but if his efforts backfired and caused more trouble, that would be putting the cart before the horse.

After thinking it over, a flash of inspiration struck Li Mu, and he blurted out: “That’s right! Senior Brother, is there any news from WHO?”

WHO is the abbreviation for the World Health Organization. Although Li Mu couldn’t recall what role WHO played during the SARS outbreak in his previous life, he vaguely felt that for such a major event, WHO should issue a warning after becoming aware of the epidemic.

Senior Brother Liu said: “I’ve been monitoring WHO, but there’s no movement yet.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and said to Senior Brother Liu: “How about this, Senior Brother, let’s wait a little longer and see if WHO makes any moves. WHO is more authoritative on such matters!”

Then, Li Mu added: “WHO should communicate with the country, and perhaps the country will soon take comprehensive action to control this epidemic.”

Li Mu felt that this was the information age, and the internet had experienced unprecedented development in the past two years. He believed the internet’s huge influence had spread years earlier. In this situation, some regrettable things that happened in his previous life might change due to this aspect.

Senior Brother Liu couldn’t help but ask: “What if there’s a deviation?”

Li Mu said: “It’s hard to say. If there really is a deviation, I’ll ask Old Chen for help, try to report the problem upwards, and I believe the country will definitely implement timely and effective epidemic prevention measures.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded and said: “Then I’ll get ready immediately. Once WHO speaks out and the country speaks out, we’ll immediately follow the country’s grand strategy. At that time, Taobao will fully cooperate, pushing out the supplies we’ve prepared online, allowing people nationwide to purchase related supplies at fair prices, stabilizing the prices of goods and calming public panic!”

Li Mu nodded and said: “To do this well, Taobao and Muye Technology must link up. How about this, we’ll pull out the core members from both teams this afternoon for a meeting and deploy this strategic plan!”





Chapter 1305: WHO Issues Global Warning!

Regarding the impending full-blown SARS epidemic, Li Mu had a clear and precise understanding of his role.

First and foremost, he was a private entrepreneur, and as such, he would devote himself to the utmost to assist the country in combating this epidemic. In this process, he could not and was not capable of overstepping his authority; his role of cooperating with the state had to be clear.

Secondly, any actions involving the release of information to the public must be precise and effective. Absolutely no unverified rumors or hearsay could be spread, adhering to YY.com’s industry standards as an online media platform.

Finally, based on the first two points, he had to do everything possible to remedy and recover from the epidemic as it unfolded in his previous life. When necessary, he could bypass relevant interest groups, as interest groups were not the country. If an interest group was harming national interests, Li Mu, as a reborn individual and a citizen of China, had a responsibility to help the country recover losses.

With clear positioning, clear strategy, and clear plans, Li Mu laid out the pre-battle layout planning and conveyed the strategic thinking for the upcoming major campaign during the joint meeting of Muye Technology’s and Taobao Technology’s core teams.

During this period, rumors about SARS among the populace had indeed grown, and their impact was continuously growing. Members of both teams realized that Li Mu’s earlier concerns were about to come true. Thanks to Li Mu’s foresight, Taobao was already prepared in terms of supplies. Therefore, the chances of victory in this major campaign were high. Everyone was brimming with determination to fight a beautiful decisive battle for the country and society as a whole. Consequently, the team’s enthusiasm was unprecedentedly high.

The day after the meeting was March 12th, Arbor Day.

At Li Mu’s request, Muye Technology, Taobao Technology, and Alipay jointly donated twelve million yuan to a volunteer organization for afforestation in the Northwest. The companies also provided funds to donate ten saplings to the Northwest afforestation zone in the name of each regular employee. Concurrently, YY.com issued a pop-up window push notification to domestic users, urging everyone to pay attention to desertification in the Northwest and the importance of afforestation there, and also calling on everyone to contribute to the afforestation efforts in the Northwest.

This time, Muye Technology and Alipay collaborated on a fundraising campaign. Alipay specifically created an activity page titled “Donate for Northwest Afforestation.” The page introduced the situation of afforestation in the Northwest, publicly displayed the total amount of donations in real-time, and scrolled through donor information. This fundraising would last for forty-eight hours, after which the donation payment channel would close. All collected funds would then be publicly announced and formally donated on behalf of the donors to the “China Greening Foundation” established by the state.

The first donation record was Muye Technology’s donation of five million yuan. The second donation record was Taobao Technology’s donation of five million yuan. Alipay, which had not yet generated direct profits, donated two million yuan.

After the news was pushed out, it immediately garnered enthusiastic and positive responses from netizens. Tens of thousands of netizens left comments at the bottom of the article, expressing their willingness to donate alongside Muye Technology for afforestation. Within an hour of the push notification, over thirty thousand users had donated on Alipay’s activity page. Excluding the twelve million yuan from the three companies, the total amount donated by users reached seven hundred thousand yuan.

Li Mu didn’t pay much attention to the afforestation donation campaign. He knew very well that such an event was impressive if it could raise a few million yuan in charitable funds within forty-eight hours. The public’s attention to such philanthropic endeavors wasn’t very high, unlike ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’, which, through a series of promotional activities and visual presentations, could touch the hearts of ordinary people.

At this moment, Li Mu was at Muye Technology discussing the development progress of Ytunes with Fang Xudong. This was a crucial step in his strategy to encircle Apple, and he dared not take it lightly.

Fang Xudong’s feedback to Li Mu was that the development team was currently fully engaged in R&D for Ytunes. The estimated development completion time was mid to late May. With Li Mu overseeing the overall framework, the entire software—from product functionality to UI design, user experience, ease of operation, and user-friendliness—was far superior to iTunes. Once development and testing were complete, it could be launched globally directly via YY.com.

Li Mu had no major objections to this time node. He conveyed his intention to Fang Xudong: he hoped for faster progress, but only on the precondition of ensuring quality.

Just as he finished discussing these matters with Fang Xudong, Li Mu suddenly received a call from Senior Brother Liu. In a hurried tone, Senior Brother Liu told Li Mu, “It’s out! Just now, the WHO issued a global warning!”

Li Mu was momentarily stunned, then immediately reacted, asking in surprise, “Is it about this infectious epidemic?”

“That’s right!” Senior Brother Liu said, breathless. “Good heavens, I couldn’t believe it at first. I confirmed it several times! You really hit the nail on the head!”

Senior Brother Liu continued, “It’s only been one day, and the WHO has already issued a warning regarding the epidemic in our country and Southeast Asia. Officially, they’re calling it contagious atypical pneumonia. The warning states that this disease is highly contagious and currently there’s no truly effective treatment known. Therefore, the WHO strongly recommends that countries with suspected cases rigorously isolate and treat the patients. The warning also mentioned that according to the data currently mastered by the WHO, China has the most suspected patients!”

Li Mu immediately said, “Senior Brother, you and Director Lei, from now on, must always be prepared to respond. Keep your phones accessible twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I’m going to hold a meeting with Muye Technology’s core team right now!”

He hung up the phone, then immediately picked up his landline to call Li Ziwei’s office, asking her to come to his office as soon as possible. Li Ziwei rushed over and, as soon as she entered the door, before Li Mu could even speak, she said, “General Manager Li, the liaison from CCTV called!”

Li Mu quickly pressed, “What did they say?”

Li Ziwei said, “CCTV’s liaison said they hope we cooperate with CCTV to release the WHO warning nationwide, and also to assist them in informing the public, through the internet, about the nation’s important decision to combat SARS!”

Li Mu immediately asked in surprise, “Has the nation issued a policy?”

“Yes.” Li Ziwei nodded, took out a fax and handed it to Li Mu, saying, “Please take a look, this is the full text of the document.”

Li Mu quickly took it and read it carefully. As soon as he read the first line, his heart immediately stirred with excitement.

The very first line announced the entry into a special period of disease control, while also calling on the entire society to confront SARS and take it seriously. It further required all regions across the country to do well in SARS prevention and control, fully implementing the principles formulated by WHO and health departments, ensuring comprehensive prevention, comprehensive monitoring, thorough isolation, and early eradication.

This document came incredibly timely; it represented the nation’s decision to take comprehensive action to actively confront the epidemic!

The nation’s timely intervention not only served as a powerful reassurance to the public but, more importantly, its action would undoubtedly control the epidemic early, providing the utmost protection to society!

Moreover, even CCTV had taken the initiative to approach Muye Technology, hoping Muye Technology could help transmit this information to netizens nationwide via the internet. This further demonstrated the nation’s attitude and determination to fully deal with SARS, which was absolutely delightful!

Thereupon, Li Mu immediately instructed YY.com’s editor-in-chief to fully cooperate with CCTV’s request and disseminate the news nationwide.

Subsequently, multiple media outlets, including YY.com, reported on the WHO’s warning and the nation’s extremely timely response decision.

As soon as the World Health Organization’s warning was reported, the news of SARS officially spread across the country. The arrival of an infectious disease indeed brought great state of extreme alarm to the public. People had previously seen many news reports of various infectious diseases breaking out in Africa, but most people felt no psychological pressure, as it wasn’t happening on their doorstep; at most, they might express some humanitarian concern, so there was naturally no pressure. But this time was different; this was truly happening in China!

However, although the infectious disease had arrived, the nation almost immediately issued a major decision for a comprehensive response to the epidemic, which instantly brought immense confidence and encouragement to the public!

Li Mu, whose nerves had been tightly strung, finally breathed a sigh of relief. This epidemic prevention war could only achieve ultimate victory under the nation’s leadership. The nation’s decisive action was incredibly timely, and its actual choices were exceedingly appropriate.

Before the WHO issued its warning, if the state had announced entry into a special period too early, it would inevitably cause nationwide state of extreme alarm and would certainly have some negative impact on society. But if it had been announced too late, it might have led to insufficient public awareness and created unnecessary threats.

Announcing entry into this special period concurrently with the WHO’s warning was truly an excellent testament to the nation’s wisdom and responsibility. The ability to react seamlessly proved that the nation had long been prepared for the response, merely biding its time for the most opportune moment. And this choice of timing was, one might say, impeccable!

At this moment, society’s full understanding of SARS could greatly increase the public’s awareness of precautions. Together with the nation’s disease control policies, it would definitely achieve disease control objectives rapidly, minimize losses as much as possible, be responsible for the entire society, and cut losses for the entire society.

However, Li Mu also realized that the public disclosure of information would inevitably bring about some negative consequences, among them the damage to the real economy. People’s fear of illness meant that all real economies would inevitably face a harsh winter. Cinema attendance might greatly decrease, business at entertainment venues might plummet, and the catering and retail trades would also be severely affected. However, in Li Mu’s view, all of this was acceptable. At such a time, the goal was to prevent large-scale gatherings as much as possible. In the face of social stability and lives, it was perfectly justifiable for the real economy to suffer a period of impact.

Besides the damage to the real economy, another negative impact would likely be the rise in prices of epidemic-related supplies. When China was invaded by Japan, even during a national crisis, it couldn’t stop those who profited from national disaster, let alone an epidemic in peacetime. Who knows how many small vendors and individuals hoping to make a quick buck were pulling out all the stops to stockpile supplies, hike prices, and earn themselves some illicit money? Therefore, once YY.com publicly announced the World Health Organization’s global warning this time, the entire country would fall into a wave of panic buying for epidemic-related supplies, and prices would surely skyrocket instantly.

However, Li Mu had long prepared to deal with such damage. Taobao’s warehousing facilities across the country were already fully stocked with relevant supplies and would definitely cooperate closely with the nation’s disease control policies, contributing their part to stabilize the prices of protective supplies. By then, the get-rich-quick schemes of all unscrupulous merchants would be ruined by Taobao, making all their efforts come to nothing!





Chapter 1306: Broadcast System Goes Live!



The country responded to the WHO’s announcement with extreme speed and immediately declared entry into a state of disease control, which gave Li Mu immense confidence.

Li Mu was merely a businessman, unable to directly contribute to the nation on disease control issues. However, precisely because he was a businessman, he could commercially intervene in market conditions to target the unscrupulous merchants who were currently making illicit profits domestically.

Thus, Li Mu immediately decided that regarding publicity, he would unconditionally cooperate with CCTV’s demands, fully leveraging the characteristics of his online media. On one hand, he would seamlessly cooperate with CCTV to efficiently transmit epidemic-related information. On the other hand, he would unconditionally and resolutely cooperate with the nation’s will, utilizing online channels to educate the public about the actual situation of the epidemic, crush those incendiary rumors, and enable the public to view the epidemic rationally and prevent it scientifically.

Subsequently, Li Mu immediately convened an internal meeting, bringing together all management of Muye Technology and Taobao. He conveyed the superior’s directives and clearly stated the core principle that both companies must unconditionally and resolutely cooperate with the nation’s will, requiring all employees to go all out to cooperate with the disease control policies formulated by the state.

At the meeting, the Public Relations Director conveyed the specific requirements that CCTV had just sent. Besides hoping Muye Technology would cooperate in publishing the nation’s disease control plan, CCTV also hoped that Muye Technology’s YY and YY.com would go all out to assist CCTV in epidemic broadcasting and related publicity, fully leveraging the advantages of online media for rapid, efficient, and centralized information presentation.

Li Mu immediately decided at the meeting: “The Public Relations Department should immediately communicate with CCTV. First, make it clear that we are 100% committed to cooperating fully. Also, convey to CCTV that we can create a special topic page on YY.com, specifically addressing the development of the epidemic. On this page, we can continuously broadcast detailed epidemic information 24/7. At the same time, we can transmit the latest information to all netizens at the fastest possible speed. If they agree, and are willing to share information with us, this special topic page can go live immediately.”

The head of the Public Relations Department immediately said: “Then I will immediately confirm with CCTV’s liaison.”

Li Mu nodded and added: “Oh, and remember to inform them that our YY pop-up window push has a very large depth of customization. Not only can we perform individual pushes within specified regions based on the user’s login IP Address, but we can also determine a user’s permanent residence based on their long-term active IP Address and send targeted pushes to the resident population of a specific area. If CCTV has information that they wish to send specifically to users in a certain area, or to users frequently active in a certain area, we can provide the maximum level of cooperation.”

The head of the Public Relations Department immediately said: “Understood, General Manager Li, I’ll communicate with them right away.”

Seeing Li Mu nod, the Public Relations head immediately stood up and left the conference room to privately contact CCTV’s liaison, so as not to interrupt the meeting’s normal progress.

Li Mu continued: “Next, Taobao and Taobao Logistics will be put to the test. Once the news is released, the prices of protective supplies in various regions will surely see a new surge. So we must be prepared. As early as tonight, we must intervene in the retail prices of the terminal market!”

Senior Brother Liu quickly reported: “Currently, Taobao’s major warehouses have ample stock, and the website’s special topic page has also been developed and tested. Once we announce sales, it can immediately go live for users to place orders. Taobao Logistics employees across the country have also entered a state of readiness. Once sales begin and an order peak arrives, our logistics team will go all out to operate efficiently to ensure the transportation and delivery times for protective supplies orders.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Although our stock is ample, if the entire nation’s populace is affected by the epidemic and swarms our platform to place orders, our stock will certainly not be enough.”

“Yes,” Guru Lei said very seriously, speaking in a slightly non-standard Mandarin: “Our current stock is sufficient under the premise of rational purchasing by the nationwide populace. However, under a national state of extreme alarm when purchasing, it would probably be a drop in the bucket.”

Li Mu strongly agreed with Guru Lei’s point of view. Some people are prone to excessive state of extreme alarm, leading to excessive consumption. In the 2011 Fukushima nuclear leak, the nationwide populace scrambled to buy iodized salt at high prices. As a result, some households had stockpiled so much iodized salt that they hadn’t finished eating it by 2016. If the proportion of such people were a bit higher, all the nation’s supplies might not be enough. Finally, after the epidemic passed and prices fell, those who had panic-bought and stockpiled large quantities of supplies at high prices would probably regret their decision immensely. And the happiest would undoubtedly be the unscrupulous merchants who made a fortune during this special period.

Thus, Li Mu asked Guru Lei: “Director Lei, do you have any good ideas or suggestions?”

Guru Lei said: “General Manager Li, hunger marketing can generate enormous market demand in a very short time, which is why many businesses like to use hunger marketing tactics. The current market for protective supplies is exactly like this: unscrupulous merchants hike prices, exploiting the public’s fear to achieve their hunger marketing goals. As the state announces the epidemic’s progress and initiates comprehensive prevention and control, the entire nation will join this hunger marketing frenzy. At that time, facing such ravenous market demand, it will be impossible for us to satisfy the entire population; we can only try to guide them.”

Li Mu knew that Guru Lei was a top-tier expert in hunger marketing. He could play hunger marketing to perfection, so he must certainly have some insights on how to break it. So he asked him: “In your opinion, how can we guide the public not to overestimate their need for these supplies?”

Guru Lei said: “I haven’t thought through the specific method very clearly yet, but the core point is very clear: hunger marketing is when sellers create a sense of hunger for consumers, making them rush to buy. But in reality, the vast majority of users may not be anywhere near the state of ‘hunger’ in terms of their needs; it’s merely an illusion guided by the sellers. If we want to break this predicament, we must find a way to make the public regain their reason and rationally address their true needs! By focusing on this core point to find solutions, I believe we should be able to make a breakthrough!”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully, frowned and remained silent for a long while, pondering deeply.

Although Guru Lei did not provide a practical solution, his core point gave Li Mu great inspiration.

The so-called hunger marketing, indeed, as he stated, is about making consumers feel hungry, thereby making them irrationally gorge themselves driven by this hunger. At such times, the most important thing is to let the public return to rationality. As long as they return to rationality, users will no longer be swayed by the false sense of hunger created by the sellers.

After pondering for a moment, Li Mu suddenly had a complete solution. After sorting it out clearly in his mind, he immediately spoke excitedly: “I have a solution!”

Ten minutes later, everyone in the conference room breathed a sigh of relief. Guru Lei repeatedly pondered Li Mu’s solution, feeling particularly amazed internally, and couldn’t help but exclaim admiringly: “General Manager Li, your solution will definitely bring a huge cooling effect to the market. However, speaking of which, many unscrupulous merchants are currently stockpiling supplies at high prices, attempting to sell them at even higher prices. If Taobao combines this plan with a combination of moves, many unscrupulous merchants might just jump off buildings!”

Li Mu sneered: “I am only responsible for reverting prices to their original state. As for what happens to those unscrupulous merchants, that’s not something I need to worry about!”

Li Mu had already prepared himself mentally for this outcome back when he decided to contribute to SARS. From the perspective of the price issue, there were only two outcomes: either the broad masses of people would be exploited, enriching a few unscrupulous merchants, or these unscrupulous merchants would suffer losses and go bankrupt, providing a fair market environment for the broad masses of people. Li Mu naturally chose the latter without hesitation. As for what negative impact this would have on the unscrupulous merchants, Li Mu wouldn’t have an ounce of sympathy!



Before the meeting had even ended, the Public Relations Department received a reply from CCTV. CCTV strongly supported YY.com launching a special topic page to disseminate various government decisions to netizens on the internet. At the same time, CCTV was also willing to share information with YY.com to support YY.com’s 24/7 rolling epidemic broadcast.

Currently, YY.com and CCTV were compiling confirmed diagnosis cases and suspected case information collected from various regions. The page would go live soon, and in another ten minutes, YY.com’s epidemic broadcast would commence.

By then, YY.com would broadcast 24/7, rolling out information on confirmed diagnosis cases and suspected cases, jointly confirmed by YY.com and CCTV, and reported from various hospital systems across the country. This would, on one hand, let the public know the severity of the epidemic, and on the other, serve as a reminder to local residents.

At the same time, over ninety percent of Taobao Logistics’ express delivery personnel across the country were working normally and on standby. They had already received epidemic prevention kits distributed for free by the company. Each kit contained N95-grade masks, gloves, disinfectant, hand sanitizer, alcohol-free antibacterial solutions, and other protective supplies, and all were provided in three-person portions. This meant that Taobao would be responsible for its employees and their families, at least providing them with abundant protective supplies so they wouldn’t have to worry about the soaring prices.

Furthermore, starting today, until the WHO announced that the epidemic was largely effectively controlled and the alert was lifted, all Taobao employees would receive triple salary. During this extraordinary period, these express delivery personnel and logistics workers would receive three days’ worth of salary for every day they worked. Additionally, the company also announced a “Special Period Full Attendance Bonus.” From today until the alert is lifted, employees who attended all working days would receive a two thousand yuan full attendance bonus after the alert was lifted. If they took leave during this period, they would not be eligible.

This year, Beijing’s average monthly salary was exactly two thousand yuan, local city-level average monthly salaries were just over one thousand yuan, and township units were around six hundred yuan. The two thousand yuan full attendance bonus was a considerable income for Taobao Logistics employees in various regions, not to mention the triple salary. If this extraordinary period lasted for one month, then by the end of that month, they would receive triple their monthly salary plus two thousand yuan, their income more than quadrupling.

Taobao Logistics employees were overjoyed. The vast majority were full of fighting spirit, with no intention of backing down. Li Mu knew that this had a lot to do with money, but it was also undeniable how great these ordinary people were.

Triple salary was to affirm the employees’ highly practical efforts, and the full attendance bonus was to give employees the conviction to persevere. During extraordinary times, money was not the most important thing, but this was also the best reward Li Mu could think of for his employees.

Ten minutes later.

YY.com’s “Epidemic Broadcast” feature officially went live!





Chapter 1307: The True Nature of Unscrupulous Merchants

A certain city in Guangdong Province.

It was mid-March, and the weather in the south was warm. Though it was evening, for the people living there, this was the perfect time to go out. The temperature was pleasant, making it ideal for shopping, dining, strolling, and chatting.

However, the streets had gradually become deserted in recent days. Today was an extreme example; seventy percent of the shops on the street were closed.

Not only were most shops not operating, but even the number of pedestrians on the streets had significantly decreased. The occasional passerby moved quickly, and people seemed to deliberately maintain some distance from each other.

Many people wore masks, but most were cheap disposable masks or cotton medical masks popular in the last century. People hoped these masks would help them resist the continuously spreading contagious virus, yet they were completely unaware that such masks were actually useless against it.

However, even these kinds of masks had sold out.

On the bleak street, only one pharmacy was doing a roaring business. A long queue snaked outside its entrance, but despite its length, the queue wasn’t dense; everyone automatically kept a certain distance from the people in front and behind them. A large red poster was affixed to the door, announcing: “Banlangen latest arrival, only 120 yuan/pack, limited quantity, welcome to purchase!”

The people in the queue were all there for the Banlangen.

Originally, everyone wanted to rush in to grab their share, but two masked shop assistants continuously stopped them and strongly insisted that they form a queue.

Similar situations were common in Guangdong Province, surrounding provinces, and even across the country. People knew the virus had arrived, and each one of them was anxious. Now, the only thing that could bring them a sense of security was those rumored items capable of resisting the virus. If they got their hands on them, they would feel more at ease; if not, their hearts would remain on pins and needles.

A middle-aged woman walked out of the pharmacy, clutching a pack of Banlangen in her hand, feeling both happy and pained.

She was happy because this granule was rumored to prevent the contagious disease, but it pained her that its price was more than twenty times what it normally was. Previously, such a large pack would cost five yuan at most, but now they were asking for 120 yuan. Not only was there no room for negotiation, but they also limited purchases to one box per person.

Her luck was decent; she was first in line. Regardless, she had managed to buy one box, which brought her considerable comfort. A large pack of Banlangen contained twenty-five small packets. She calculated that if she, her husband, and their child each took one packet daily, it would only last eight days. She still needed to find a way to buy more.

At this moment, people still waiting in line outside saw her come out with the Banlangen and called out from a distance, “Excuse me, does this shop have a lot in stock?”

The middle-aged woman shook her head. “I’m not too sure, but I heard them say it’s not much, so each person is only allowed to buy one pack, and they even check ID cards.”

“What? They check ID cards?” The woman who asked her immediately grew anxious. Many others in the queue stamped their feet in worry. “I didn’t bring my ID! What do I do?”

The middle-aged woman quickly explained, “Don’t worry, if you don’t have your ID, just provide your ID number. They need to register it.”

Everyone else finally breathed a sigh of relief. If it weren’t for this shop having Banlangen, who would risk queuing on the street? If they couldn’t buy it, they’d truly feel like crying.

The entire Guangdong Province had long been plunged into this state of extreme alarm.

Before today, various rumors about contagious atypical pneumonia had already circulated in Guangdong Province. These rumors, after countless relays and reinterpretations, had become quite outlandish, causing continuous widespread anxiety. Today, however, things seemed to have escalated to a new level, because YY released a major announcement that made everyone truly realize the epidemic had arrived, and it was fierce. Even the WHO issued a global warning—the World Health Organization! Chinese people always held a mysterious sense of authority towards organizations “starting with ‘World’”.

Therefore, the wave of panic buying for related supplies in Guangdong Province intensified even further today, and shop owners raised prices inhumanely. Banlangen, which could originally be bought for eighty or ninety yuan, now started directly at one hundred twenty yuan today.

A middle-aged man in the queue remarked that one hundred twenty yuan was pretty good. He lived in the neighboring district, several kilometers away. The pharmacy downstairs at his place sold it for one hundred fifty yuan, and it was still completely bought out. He had no choice but to ride his motorcycle all the way here to try his luck. He hadn’t expected to find stock here, and the price of one hundred twenty yuan was actually quite reasonable.

Indeed.

Upon hearing this, the others felt considerably reassured. A bowl of rice wasn’t worth thirty to fifty cents, but when one was on the verge of starvation, eating it for three to five hundred yuan wouldn’t feel painful. This was the rule of commodities: if no one needed it, you wouldn’t buy a ton for ten fen; but when everyone desperately needed it, you’d still queue up and eagerly hand over money for one yuan per gram.

After the first middle-aged woman who bought Banlangen came out, two more people emerged carrying large packs of Banlangen. The people in the queue asked the same questions again and received the same answers.

The middle-aged man who rode over on his motorcycle sighed again, “Oh, this shop really has a conscience! It’s so much better than the pharmacies in our district. The pharmacies back home can’t wait to sell everything, collect their money, and close up. So if someone wants ten or twenty packs at once, they’ll sell them without hesitation, and as a result, no one else can buy any! People queue for nothing and are infuriated. My wife, for example, heard that a pharmacy still had Banlangen, so she went to queue early in the morning. She waited for over an hour, and just as she was about to reach the front, some guy bought all thirty-odd remaining packs in one go! She didn’t even get one small packet. It was truly infuriating!”

As he spoke, the people around him all nodded in agreement.

An eldest paternal uncle lamented, “These days, there are too many unscrupulous merchants and too few with integrity. A shop that can still limit sales, allowing only one pack per person during this time, is indeed rare. And their price is cheap; selling for only 120 yuan truly shows they have a lot of conscience.”

“Ah!” A woman sighed, “Everything’s rising in price now. Masks usually cost ten fen each, but now they’re selling for over one yuan or two yuan. And that 84 disinfectant is even worse; it’s completely out of stock. I originally wanted to buy some 84 to disinfect the house, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. In the end, I could only buy two bottles of white vinegar. And it was expensive! Two bottles of white vinegar cost me one hundred ten yuan!”

“Don’t even mention white vinegar!” another person chimed in. “My family is the same; boiling white vinegar in the kettle, the whole house smells of vinegar! It makes you want to throw up just smelling it!”

An elderly woman quickly spoke up, “Oh, little sister, you don’t understand. White vinegar kills germs because of that vinegar smell! The more of the boiled white vinegar steam you breathe in, the more germs inside your body will be killed!”

“Is it that miraculous?” Someone clearly held a skeptical attitude and asked, “If you say 84 disinfectant can disinfect, I’ll definitely believe it; after all, it’s a proper, legitimate disinfectant. But white vinegar… it’s just a food seasoning! If it can sterilize, then why can’t soy sauce?”

“You just don’t get it!” The elderly woman said earnestly, “The couple downstairs at my place are both doctors, and they said that vinegar contains some acetic acid components that genuinely can sterilize. When you eat stir-fried rice noodles outside, some particular shop owners even soak chopsticks in vinegar to sterilize them, but now vinegar is too expensive, so I guess no one does that anymore.”

“Oh…” The person who was initially skeptical nodded. “It seems there really is such a thing. Now that you mention it, I remember.”

Just then, an angry roar came from inside the shop: “Goddammit, Your father here has money, I want to buy more! Why won’t you sell it, damn it!”

The female shop assistant struggled to explain something, but her voice was too soft, making it inaudible outside.

Crash!

Something inside the pharmacy shattered, and the angry roar from within the shop came out again: “Isn’t it just money? Your father here has plenty of money! Isn’t it fine if I just give you more? How much Banlangen do you have here? I’ll buy it all for one hundred fifty a pack!”

As soon as these words were uttered, the outside queue exploded with anger.

Someone with a fiery temper yelled, “Hey, being rich isn’t so great, is it? Everyone’s waiting in line! Why should you buy everything? Besides, it’s inhumane for someone like you to price gouge like this!”

At this moment, a middle-aged man with a brutish face emerged from the pharmacy. He pulled out a wad of hundred-yuan cash from the leather bag tucked under his armpit and glared at the person who challenged him. “Is buying things against the law? Your father here is goddamn rich, what’s it to you? I don’t steal, rob, cheat, or swindle. Why are you yelling at Your father here for buying things with cash? And saying I’m price gouging? Please don’t be so self-righteous. I’m here to buy everything. What kind of price-gouging crap are you talking about? You all should just scatter, I’m taking all the Banlangen here today.”

With that, the middle-aged man turned and slapped the stack of banknotes onto the counter, shouting loudly, “Here’s twenty thousand yuan. How much stock do you still have in your shop? Bring it all out to me, if it’s not enough, I’ll call someone to deliver more right now. My family is a large and prosperous family, with many relatives; we’ll buy it to drink as tea!”

“You…”

“This…”

Not only was the person who had been yelling outside stunned, but even the cashier girl was dumbfounded.

Although this guy was arrogant, he wasn’t wrong. He had money, and he was willing to pay a high price. Who could stop him? Even if the police came, he would still be in the right. Moreover, most of the people in the queue were women, with only a few men. The man who challenged him didn’t dare to continue arguing with him. If it really came to blows, he certainly wouldn’t gain any advantage. Furthermore, this person truly looked like a filthy rich person; ordinary people probably cannot afford to provoke him.

Therefore, everyone’s hope could only rest on the shop assistant.

They hoped the shop assistant could maintain their shop’s integrity, holding firm to the “one pack per person” limit and the 120 yuan price.

However, at this moment, the shop assistant was also a little bewildered. Timidly, she said, “Big brother, I need to ask our boss…”

The brutish-faced man immediately nodded, tapping his fingers continuously on the counter. “Please hurry up, I’m in a rush.”

At this moment, several women outside immediately grew anxious and quickly said, “Little girl, wouldn’t it be too much to raise the price temporarily like this?”

The girl apologized, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. As you can see, we’re not trying to raise the price temporarily; it’s just that this customer wants to buy at a higher price…”

“That’s still not right!” A woman became unwilling and said, “If you do that, what about us who have been queuing for half a day?”

The girl politely said, “We are, after all, doing business. Taking such a big risk to operate, we also want to earn a bit more money. We ask for everyone’s understanding.”

Her reasoning was well-founded and reasonable. This polite refusal made everyone else feel as if they were punching cotton—which was even more frustrating than punching iron…





Chapter 1308: Li Mu Takes Action!

The young assistant at the pharmacy made a call, to consult with her boss.

Everyone watched her nervously, hoping her boss would uphold their integrity. After all, judging by the store’s previous “limit one pack per person” rule, the boss still had some conscience.

A moment later, she hung up the phone. While everyone was still waiting for the final result, the young woman walked directly to the pharmacy entrance and tore down the red poster that was pasted there, which read ‘one hundred twenty yuan’ and ‘limit one pack per person’.

That tear filled everyone’s hearts with despair and anger.

After tearing down the poster, the young woman bowed to the people queuing outside and said, “I’m sorry, everyone. Our boss has agreed to this gentleman’s proposal to sell him all our existing stock. Please come back tomorrow; we’ll have another batch of supplies arriving then.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the crowd immediately erupted in cursing and grumbling. But cursing aside, no one had a good solution.

Just then, the man who had ridden a motorcycle from afar couldn’t hold back. He roared, “Why?! Is a rich man’s life money, but a common person’s life isn’t? This store is too much! Do you have no humanity left?! I came all this way just to buy a pack of Banlangen to put my wife and child at ease, and you’re good? You sell to whoever gives more money? Is that how you do business?”

The previously despondent crowd was instantly ignited. Many followed the man’s voice, shouting and agreeing, quickly making the atmosphere extremely agitated.

The man struck while the iron was hot, saying, “I see it this way: some rich people in society are just arrogant! They think they’re amazing just because they have a bit of money, and then they unscrupulously bully us common folk. What does that mean?! What’s so great about being rich? Can you do whatever you want just because you’re rich? I refuse to believe that! You’re selling it for two hundred, aren’t you? Fine! I can’t afford hundreds or thousands of packs, but can’t I afford just one pack? Who are you looking down upon?”

With that, he pulled out his wallet from his pocket, counted out two hundred yuan, rushed forward, slapped it onto the counter, and loudly said to the rich man, “Two hundred yuan, I want one pack! I refuse to believe it! No matter how capable you are, can you buy all the Banlangen in the entire city, or even the whole country?”

How could the rich man swallow this insult? He gritted his teeth and roared, “Damn it, what the hell are you talking about?! Are you looking for a fight?”

The man mimicked his tone from a moment ago, retorting, “What, is buying things against the law? Your father here isn’t as rich as you, but I can still afford two hundred yuan. And I didn’t steal, didn’t rob, didn’t cheat, didn’t con. So what? Are you unhappy about it? Go ahead, call the police and arrest me!”

The rich man was instantly silenced. This barrage from the other party filled him with rage, yet he couldn’t refute it.

Those watching outside felt a surge of satisfaction seeing him thwarted!

Everyone looked at the man who dared to challenge the rich villain as if he were a hero, practically ready to applaud him in the street.

The heroic man then shook the cash in his hand, urging the shop assistant, “Hey, take the money! I can afford two hundred yuan, hurry up and get me the stuff!”

The timid shop assistant immediately took the money and quickly retrieved a pack of Banlangen from under the counter, handing it over. Before leaving the store with the Banlangen, the man deliberately imitated the rich man, tucking the Banlangen under his armpit, putting on a big shot demeanor, grunting twice, then raising an eyebrow at the rich man, provocatively patting the Banlangen bag under his arm, and unceremoniously stating, “Little brother, before I go, let me tell you something: don’t lose your conscience, even if you’re rich!”

The onlookers burst into cheers. Everyone felt that this middle-aged man’s actions were incredibly satisfying, a satisfaction like pulling an unforgivable sinner onto the street and having someone kick him.

At this moment, the man walked out of the pharmacy, waved the Banlangen in his hand, and said, “Brothers and sisters, everyone who can buy, go buy! We can’t let these snobs look down on us, can we? Sometimes, we have to show them the power of the people!”

“That’s right!” someone immediately shouted, incited by his words.

The feeling of embarrassing an arrogant rich person was undoubtedly exhilarating, prompting many to wish they could experience it firsthand.

It was like that unforgivable criminal again; once someone delivered the first kick, everyone else wanted to kick them too. Once a successful example was set, the effect was astonishing.

Indeed, more than one person was driven by this powerful impulse, taking out two hundred yuan and flooding into the pharmacy. Was two hundred yuan expensive for a pack of Banlangen? Yes, exorbitantly expensive, to the point of absurdity. But if two hundred yuan for a pack of Banlangen could also embarrass a rich person, then the money spent was absolutely worth it!

The man who had first paid two hundred yuan for a pack of Banlangen disappeared around the street corner. He pulled out his phone and eagerly made a call, excitedly saying as soon as he spoke, “Boss Xu, your trick really works! I reckon we’ll sell at least one hundred packs today!”

The other party asked with a laugh, “How high has the price been inflated to?”

The man chuckled proudly, “Two hundred!”

“Impressive, impressive,” the other party praised, “It looks like your one thousand packs of goods will be sold out in just a few days! You’ll make quite a profit from this!”

The man laughed, “Boss Xu, the crucial thing is that your selling price is too high—eighty yuan per pack! That’s basically forty times the cost price!”

The other party chuckled, “You’re not simple either. You can earn one hundred twenty yuan per pack. If all one thousand packs sell out, that’s one hundred twenty thousand yuan!”

The man excitedly said, “I’ll take that as a good omen, Boss Xu. If possible, please save some more stock for me. Once my funds free up, I’ll come to you for another batch.”

The other party said, “I can’t guarantee that for you.”

The man quickly said, “Then at least reserve one thousand packs for me first! After the inventory count today, I’ll gather some more from my relatives and friends and try to transfer the money to you tomorrow!”

Currently, with a procurement price of eighty yuan per pack for Banlangen, it could easily be sold for one hundred twenty yuan. If they continued to follow today’s script every day, selling it for two hundred yuan would be no problem at all!

As the pharmacy boss was dreaming of getting rich, at that very moment, his pharmacy was bustling. Everyone was eagerly rushing to pay while not forgetting to berate the previously arrogant “rich man.” The rich man’s temper seemed to have suddenly improved considerably; he stood by the counter, holding a stack of money, letting people chastise him without a single word of retort, allowing everyone to vent their satisfaction.

After seven or eight people had bought a pack of Banlangen for two hundred yuan, a woman in the crowd suddenly received a call. She was just about to pay when she heard what was said on the phone, immediately exclaimed, “Oh no!”, and then loudly shouted, “Everyone, everyone! My son just called and said that at 8 PM tonight, Taobao will begin selling protective supplies precisely on time! The same Banlangen, Taobao is selling for only four yuan ninety fen a large pack! And disinfectant, which has been out of stock for ages, is supposedly only selling for over two yuan a small bottle! I also heard there are imported protective masks, all selling for very cheap!”

A single sentence instantly halted all actions of those engaged in panic buying.

“Banlangen for four yuan ninety fen a large pack?! Small bottle disinfectant for two yuan?! You’ve got to be kidding me?!”

The elderly woman immediately said, “My son is telling the absolute truth! Taobao has already posted it! You all know Taobao, right? It’s run by the famous Li Mu! Such a mega-rich boss like him wouldn’t joke around with us ordinary folks, would he? Besides, Li Mu has done a lot of good deeds!”

Some people didn’t know Taobao, but no one didn’t know Li Mu.

Upon hearing it was Li Mu’s initiative, everyone immediately believed the elderly woman’s words without question. Buying these supplies at a fair price felt like a fool’s dream to common people, but for a super-wealthy individual like Li Mu, it was definitely no problem!

Everyone instantly grew joyful. However, someone immediately exclaimed, “Oh no, this is bad! I don’t know how to do online shopping, what do I do!”

“It doesn’t matter if you don’t know how!” A middle-aged woman said, “I don’t know how to tinker with those things either. Last time Taobao had a promotion, when I bought laundry detergent, I just asked my neighbor’s child to help me place the order, and then I gave him the cash. Finding someone who can use the internet to help can save a lot of money! A pack of Banlangen for four yuan ninety fen, isn’t that directly saving one hundred ninety-five yuan? How much is a month’s salary anyway!”

“That’s right!” Many in the crowd immediately echoed, and then someone shouted, “Oh no, it’s past six o’clock! Everyone hurry back! Those who can get online, do so; those who can’t, find a way! If we’re too late and the Taobao stock sells out again, then there’ll be nothing we can do!”

As soon as he finished speaking, a large group of people turned to leave.

At this moment, a pharmacy salesperson wearing a mask, who had been silent all this time, suddenly spoke up, “Don’t believe such deceptive news! While we still have stock here, you should quickly make your move. If you act late and then find out you’ve been tricked when you get home, there will be nothing you can do! After all, health and life are paramount! Although it’s a bit expensive, this is for peace of mind, for safety!”

“Li Mu would deceive people? I don’t believe it!” an eldest paternal uncle snorted, “They sell for four yuan ninety fen, and you sell for two hundred. Do you think we’re fools, to still buy from you?”

“Exactly! I think they’re just trying to make vile profits! Two hundred yuan? My husband barely earns over one thousand one hundred yuan a month working hard, and after deducting pension insurance and whatnot, he only takes home over nine hundred. One pack of Banlangen from them is equivalent to my husband’s hard work for a whole week!”

The salesperson’s forehead beaded with sweat in her urgency. She quickly said, “Big sister, please don’t misunderstand! We know the Banlangen market better than you do. It’s simply impossible for there to be Banlangen for four yuan ninety fen because pharmaceutical factories have raised all their prices for outgoing goods now. Do you know how morally corrupt these factories are? They know that if they openly raise prices, the government will surely regulate them, so they cut off all supply to previous distributors. Then they sell the medicine at normal prices to people they collude with, who then mark up the prices and sell them. A pack of Banlangen, which used to have an ex-factory price of less than two yuan, now, after they’ve messed with it, comes out at several tens of yuan, and by the time it reaches the next level, it’s at least eighty yuan!”

This salesperson was the Boss’s wife of this store. She wasn’t old, just over thirty, and had a good understanding of the internet. She herself was a Taobao user. When she heard that Li Mu’s Taobao was going to sell protective supplies at fair prices, she believed it, which was why she was flustered.

The Banlangen in her store had been cleared out by unscrupulous merchants from Yangcheng two months earlier. At that time, they weren’t even aware of the rumors of the epidemic. Only later did they discover that more and more people were coming to buy Banlangen, and they were asking for large quantities the moment they opened their mouths. It was as if all other pharmacies were rushing to their store for supplies. That’s when they actively inquired and learned about the epidemic and the soaring price of Banlangen. But by then, it was too late; they couldn’t acquire any stock themselves and could only watch as others who had supplies inflated the prices higher and higher.

Ten, thirty, fifty, eighty, one hundred, one hundred twenty…

The price of Banlangen was like a rocket, continuously soaring at an extremely fast pace. Her husband was lamenting. Later, through an introduction, he connected with Boss Xu and finally managed to procure a batch of goods at a high price. So, he decided to seize the opportunity of the surging prices, adding a double act routine, to earn a massive profit margin.

This time, her husband acquired eighty thousand yuan worth of Banlangen from outside. This amount was definitely a huge sum for them, much of which was borrowed debt. Even the twenty thousand yuan held by the “rich man” next to the counter was borrowed. However, they had previously believed that this money would definitely be recovered, and they would make a substantial profit.

They had rehearsed this double act scam several times. Today was the first official day of business. Unexpectedly, they had only just sold one or two thousand yuan worth, and their path to wealth was about to be cut off. What’s more, the one blocking their path was none other than the renowned Li Mu…

The Boss’s wife’s pleading words failed to keep the others. The massive price difference had made them completely abandon her store’s astronomical price of two hundred yuan per pack Banlangen. The crowd began to disperse at an unstoppable pace. The Boss’s wife, restless with anxiety, quickly said, “Everyone, everyone, if you find it too expensive, how about we just sell it to you for one hundred twenty yuan?”

The eldest paternal uncle had already exited the pharmacy. Hearing her words, he turned back to look at her, then at the “rich man” who appeared dumbfounded, and frowned, saying, “Just sell it to him then! Didn’t he say he has a large family? And he’s willing to pay a high price! He can buy it and drink it like tea!”

The “rich man,” who had been swaggering just moments before, instantly panicked. After a long pause, he stammered out, “I… I… I won’t compete with you all. It’s not easy for you either…”

The eldest paternal uncle narrowed his eyes, staring fixedly at him for a long time, then suddenly spoke, “Oh, so you two are putting on an act here, aren’t you!”

At this, those who were leaving and who had just left couldn’t help but turn back. The eldest paternal uncle pointed at the “rich man” and furiously said, “Did everyone hear what this guy just said? He was just yelling that he wanted to buy everything for two hundred yuan a pack, but now that the shop assistant has lowered the price to one hundred twenty, he won’t buy it instead! He even says he won’t compete with us! Contradictory behavior! They must be fraudsters performing a double act!”

“I… I didn’t…”

The “rich man” no longer had his previous posture. He wasn’t a bold villain at all; he was merely the boss’s younger brother, just someone with a menacing face. Now that he was exposed, he instantly broke out in a cold sweat from panic.

This obvious panic immediately made everyone realize. They only then understood that all their anger, frustration, and desire to embarrass the other party earlier had just been them being played for fools!

As people sobered up, extreme rage surged in their hearts! This anger was almost like a fierce blaze, rushing straight to the top of everyone’s heads!

The reason for such extreme fury was not just being tricked and played for fools; more importantly, these people genuinely had no conscience! Inflating the price of a pack of medicine to two hundred yuan using such despicable methods was even more hateful than feudal landlords or traitorous lackeys!

A middle-aged woman instantly became enraged, pointing at the two and cursing, “Unscrupulous merchants! May you die a terrible death!”

“Damn it, dying a terrible death would be letting them off lightly! May your lineage end!”

“Damn, what’s the point of talking nonsense?! Just beat this bastard making illicit profits to death!”

With that, a middle-aged man, who seemed to have appeared from nowhere, kicked the “rich man” in the stomach, cursing and grumbling as he said, “Everyone, let’s go! Let’s just consider it ridding the people of a scourge!”





Chapter 1309: Eliminating the Feeling of Hunger

The enraged crowd smashed the pharmacy’s entrance, and the dramatic man was beaten to a pulp, turning the scene into a chaotic mess.

Don’t underestimate the combat prowess of these middle-aged and elderly people. Although they may appear frail, their bodies hold a large reserve of adrenaline. Once activated, the fighting power they unleash is no less than that of younger individuals.

When extremely enraged, every individual loses their basic rationality. When so many irrational people gather together, it’s easier for their minds to overheat.

Watching her younger brother being beaten and wailing, and the store’s glass door and counters getting smashed one after another, the Boss’s wife, disguised as a sales clerk, panicked. She immediately called her husband, who had already left the “performance,” and shrieked, “Husband, come back quickly! They’ve smashed our store! And they’ve beaten our second oldest!”

“Damn it, someone’s smashing the store!? Wait, I’m coming!” The boss had walked five or six hundred meters and turned into an alley, so he couldn’t hear the commotion in his store. When he received the call, his mind exploded. Smashing his store meant smashing his livelihood, especially at this crucial time when he was making big money. So, without a second thought, he spun around and frantically ran back to the store.

When he arrived at the store, the chaotic mess was still ongoing. His younger brother was being held down and severely beaten, even the Old Lady was poking him fiercely with her walking stick. His wife was scared and hiding with the sales clerk behind the counter, weeping incessantly. And the most incredible thing was that the attackers were the very customers he and his younger brother had jointly deceived with their act just moments ago.

What the hell? Did his younger brother improvise and anger everyone after he left?

Not daring to think too much, the boss rushed forward to break up the fight, persuading them, “Everyone, everyone, although this person is a bit arrogant, hitting people is against the law!”

An old man he pulled away angrily said, “Don’t stop me! I’m going to beat this bastard to death today! Your father here has lived for over sixty years, and I’ve never been played for a fool like this before…”

As soon as he finished speaking, the old man looked at the boss, frowned, and said, “Huh, didn’t you buy your stuff and leave? Why are you back?”

“Yeah! You left for half a day, why are you back?” Many people recognized the boss; he had the biggest role earlier, leaving a deep impression. Given that the trick of pretending to be rich to anger the crowd had been exposed, his sudden appearance instantly created a strong sense of trickery.

“Ah?” The boss was stumped for a moment and said, flustered, “I wanted to come back and buy another packet of medicine…”

At this moment, the guy on the ground, beaten to his wits’ end, screamed hoarsely and desperately, “Brother, stop talking nonsense with them, call the police quickly!”

That one sentence completely solved the case.

The old man trembled with anger, pointed at the boss, and cursed, “You rotten scumbag, so you are also a liar! You’re all in on this act to deceive us, aren’t you? See if I don’t beat you to death today!”

With that, he kicked out, and the other angry crowd swarmed forward…

There was no other way; they were simply too angry.

They were already anxious and on pins and needles due to the epidemic, and had steel themselves to spend a lot of money on medicine, only to be tricked multiple times by unscrupulous merchants. How could anyone tolerate such treatment…

The boss was beaten with no power to resist, wailing and shouting, “Wife, call the police quickly!”

Only then did the panic-stricken Boss’s wife frantically dial 110.

By the time the alarm call was finished, her husband was already black and blue. Compared to the rich man, the infiltrator who played both sides within the populace was even more hated.

“I’ve already called the police! Not a single one of you assailants will get away!”

The terrified and angry Boss’s wife summoned her courage and roared. The group assault seemed to pause for a moment, but soon someone shouted, “The police won’t be here that fast, let’s beat them for another five minutes, then go home and buy medicine online!”

The group assault continued…

Seeing that the situation was completely irreversible, the Boss’s wife could only sit on the ground and weep loudly.

Several minutes later, the crowd quickly dispersed, leaving behind the bruised and battered brothers, and a complete chaotic mess.

The police arrived, and after understanding the situation, they were also completely repulsive towards this unscrupulous merchant. They left, saying they would investigate, leaving the shop owner and his wife embracing each other and crying bitterly.

For them, getting beaten was secondary; the most important thing was that their financial path was cut off!

Their financial path was truly cut off. YY.com once again released news nationwide: Taobao would launch emergency supplies sales at 8 PM tonight. All supplies would be sold at fair prices. At the same time, Taobao Logistics would fully assure the delivery of goods, striving to ensure users received the relevant supplies as quickly as possible.

This news was a devastating blow to all unscrupulous merchants who were hoarding supplies, preparing to strike gold. Prices increasing by several, or even dozens, of times relied on the principle of rare commodity. If the market supply was scarce, then there was no problem with how prices were set, and everyone could make a fortune together. However, if a stable supply quota appeared on the market, and the other party did not cooperate in raising prices together, then everyone who had stockpiled goods would face utter ruin!

Many unscrupulous merchants and internet users began to pay attention to Taobao. They found that on Taobao’s special topic page, many kinds of protective supplies were indeed preparing for sale. Furthermore, Taobao actively cooperated with CCTV, joining forces with a large number of domestic experts, to publish a very detailed article on epidemic prevention science. While smashing many rumors, it also corrected many misunderstandings about epidemic prevention.

For example: white vinegar has virtually no substantial use for air and household disinfection, unless people are soaked in vinegar;

For example: 84 disinfectant or similar disinfectants are indeed useful, but one must use them in moderation, always dilute them according to the normal ratio, and never overuse them, otherwise they could harm health. Taking 84 disinfectant as an example, the dilution ratio is 2 to 5 parts per thousand. What does this concept mean? Adding one bottle cap of disinfectant to one thousand milliliters of water is sufficient. In this case, disinfecting once or twice a day, a 200 ml bottle of disinfectant is enough for an average family to use for about a month, so there is absolutely no need for panic buying of large quantities of disinfectant to stockpile at home;

For example: ordinary medical masks, disposable masks, and dust masks are of little use in preventing viruses. Wearing multiple layers has no effect because their epidemic prevention level is insufficient. To maximize protection against viruses, one must reach an “N95” level of protection, so purchasing “N95” masks is truly effective. An N95 mask can be used for about one week to ten days, so consumers do not need to stockpile large quantities of masks at home;

For example: one must develop the habit of frequent handwashing, especially after returning home from outside and before eating. Hands must be thoroughly washed, and products with bactericidal effects such as soap and hand sanitizer should be used. If possible, carrying a bottle of alcohol-based hand sanitizer would be even better, allowing for hand disinfection at any time;

Another very important point: Taobao explicitly reminded internet users that whether Banlangen can prevent “contagious atypical pneumonia” has not yet been confirmed by any authoritative department, nor is there any medical literature or related evidence indicating that Banlangen has any practical effect in preventing influenza or contagious pneumonia. Therefore, everyone is advised to view it rationally; instead of blindly believing in Banlangen, a medicine with uncertain efficacy, it is more effective to consistently wear a mask when going out and wash hands frequently. Furthermore, Taobao does not rule out the possibility of deliberate manipulation by interested parties behind the claim that “Banlangen” can prevent “atypical pneumonia,” and its incredible price increases in various places recently;

This last sentence was crucial. Taobao naturally had no concrete evidence to find out who first spread this statement, nor could it trace how many people nationwide were maliciously speculating on the price of Banlangen. Therefore, it adopted the phrasing “does not rule out the possibility of human manipulation.” It believed that a considerable number of people, upon seeing this, would understand the underlying reasons. An item that normally cost a few yuan being inflated to over a hundred yuan definitely involved trickery, and there was a good chance that the general public was being treated as fools, meekly handing over their money to others.

As soon as the enthusiasm dropped, the market’s frenzy would naturally cool down quickly. It wasn’t expected to plummet to freezing point, but at least dropping to a temperature easily touched by ordinary people could be considered a good thing;

In addition, the previously somewhat agitated public, due to the “confirmed diagnosis” and “no confirmed diagnosis” mechanism, began to adopt a calm mindset and thought process. Li Mu’s words made a lot of sense: everything should be precise and effective, not just haphazard. If there were no confirmed cases locally yet, then there was indeed no need to be overly anxious. Banlangen and disinfectant were not very significant. Going out with an effective mask and washing hands upon returning home would basically achieve good results.

At eight o’clock, Taobao officially opened for sales of protective supplies.

Due to the double restriction measures of quantity and regional purchase limits, the sales did not trigger a huge traffic surge or transaction volume. However, it still caused a large number of user purchases in the “confirmed diagnosis” areas. As Taobao’s supply reserves were extremely abundant, it handled the situation with ease.

Starting that evening, the large regional warehousing and sorting centers and logistics transportation teams became busy, working tirelessly to ensure that these supplies reached the users’ hands in the fastest possible time.

Taobao’s measures had a significant social impact. The agitated hearts of the public, caused by the epidemic, were greatly alleviated. Most importantly, the hunger marketing sparked by rumors began to subside. They gradually shifted from blind panic to rationality and calmness!





Chapter 1310: Total Collapse!

From the moment Taobao launched its sales of protective supplies and, in conjunction with CCTV, released proper prevention guidelines, the public, previously panicked by rumors, gradually became more rational. All sorts of protective supplies that had been driven to astronomical prices began to collapse in price.

In regions with confirmed diagnoses, people successfully placed orders on Taobao for protective supplies. In regions without confirmed diagnoses, public anxiety significantly eased, and the demand for products like Banlangen and disinfectant was no longer as urgent as before.

Especially after Taobao objectively stated that the efficacy of Banlangen was unconfirmed, even in regions with confirmed diagnoses, public enthusiasm for Banlangen began to rapidly decline.

That night, many pharmacies began to sell their previously hoarded Banlangen at reduced prices. From two hundred down to one hundred fifty, from one hundred fifty down to one hundred, and from one hundred down to eighty. The unscrupulous merchants, increasingly desperate, continuously tested the maximum that consumers were willing to pay, but almost no one showed any interest.

Some pharmacies remained open until eleven or even twelve at night, with price tags at their entrances constantly being changed and lowered, yet still few people showed interest. Most pharmacies stayed open till midnight but failed to sell a single packet of Banlangen.

The entire pharmaceutical sales industry was filled with wails!

At the pharmacy that had been smashed by the crowd that evening, while the owner and his younger brother lay together in the hospital, his wife was tearfully holding guard over their pharmacy. Compared to the physical injuries they sustained, the one thousand packs of Banlangen they had hoarded at a cost of eighty thousand yuan were their biggest problem at the moment.

The Boss’s wife started the price at one hundred twenty and kept lowering it in increments of five yuan, but passersby hurrying along the road didn’t even spare a glance.

Even after dropping it all the way to eighty, she still couldn’t sell any.

The Boss’s wife called her husband and told him that the price of eighty yuan had been displayed for half an hour. Forget about opening for business, not a single person had even come in to ask about it. If this continued, they would probably have to sell at a loss tomorrow.

The pharmacy owner, lying injured in his hospital bed, felt a wave of despair. After hesitating for a long time, he gritted his teeth and said, “Close the shop. Tomorrow, try seventy yuan. Selling them quickly is the most important thing. This time, we truly tried for easy success but only ended up losing more. Ah!”

Late into the night, many pharmacy owners in various places, seeing that the streets were completely deserted, reluctantly closed their shops. The Banlangen piled up on their pharmacy counters and in their storerooms became the biggest bombshell in their hearts. These Banlangen were like the largest economic bubble they had ever encountered in their lives, a bubble inflated with their own money. Once it burst, they would surely lose everything.

After these pharmacy owners spent an anxious night, they opened for business early the next morning, hoping that Li Mu’s influence would weaken and the market would recover. However, when they actually started operating, they discovered that the market had not recovered at all.

Not only did it not recover, but it collapsed even faster!

Some shop owners had already lowered prices below eighty yuan. Pharmacies that still had Banlangen on the market were essentially selling them at this price, meaning some people were already selling at a loss.

The Boss’s wife, whose husband was still lying in the hospital, set the price at seventy yuan early in the morning. Still, there was no improvement in the situation. People seemed to have suddenly lost all enthusiasm for Banlangen. Previously, their eyes would light up just by seeing the words “Banlangen,” but now they couldn’t even be bothered to look.

It wasn’t just Banlangen; the markets for white vinegar, disinfectant, and face masks also instantly began to cool down significantly.

Bottles of white vinegar, which cost tens or hundreds of yuan and had been snatched up frantically just yesterday, were now unwanted.

Supermarket owners, just like pharmacy owners, felt their hearts sink to rock bottom.

On this heartbreaking morning for the unscrupulous merchants, Taobao dealt them another massive blow: just as they were opening for business, a significant portion of Taobao orders had already begun to be dispatched.

Taobao Logistics’ speed was already very fast, not to mention its adoption of a self-built warehousing model, which eliminated the need for cross-provincial transport. Employees across the entire logistics frontline were working overtime to ensure the transport of protective supplies. As a result, orders placed last night had already begun dispatching early this morning, a speed that was simply unbelievable.

Starting from seven in the morning, citizens in provincial capital cities consecutively began receiving the protective supplies they had ordered.

This lightning-fast speed left all citizens dumbfounded. Not only that, but even the goods they received astonished them.

The cardboard boxes Taobao used to package the protective supplies this time were specially custom-made from a cardboard factory. Good quality was only one aspect; more importantly, the boxes were not the traditional natural cardboard color, but rather a film-coated design alternating between green and white. This color scheme made them look very fresh, exquisite, and elegant, providing an excellent visual and psychological experience.

On the packaging, in addition to the express delivery waybill, the Taobao logo and the Taobao Logistics logo were printed, along with a slogan: Taobao Logistics, mission accomplished, anytime, anywhere.

Upon opening the package, besides the products consumers ordered, there was also a leaflet gifted by Taobao, co-published with CCTV, detailing important points for epidemic prevention. It reminded people that infectious diseases are not to be feared; as long as scientific prevention methods are followed, the danger can be infinitely reduced.

Taobao’s thoughtfulness overwhelmed all users. Very few had ever experienced such a considerate and timely consumption experience that was a true godsend. Moreover, it was operated online with home delivery, avoiding the need for them to go out themselves and reducing the risk of infection. This was a brand new experience Taobao brought them, allowing everyone to truly feel the extraordinary charm of online shopping.

As Taobao parcels continued to be delivered, the protective supplies on the market experienced continuous drastic price drops.

By morning, the market price of Banlangen had fallen below fifty yuan.

In addition, white vinegar, despite plummeting to twenty yuan, still didn’t sell. The price of disinfectant was slightly more stable, as it was a genuinely effective protective item and more reliable compared to the other two.

By noon, CCTV’s midday news dedicated several minutes to teaching people how to prevent epidemics scientifically and brought in numerous genuine experts from authoritative institutions to debunk rumors one by one. This further intensified the collapse in prices, causing what were once high above prices to completely disintegrate.

The Boss’s wife sat in her shop, beyond tears.

She had already set the price at forty-five yuan, but still no one was buying.

She called and faithfully reported the situation to her husband, who remained silent on the other end of the line for a long time.

If forty-five yuan wouldn’t sell, then they’d have to drop it to forty.

Never mind whether it would sell at forty yuan, even if they sold everything at that price, they would still incur a net loss of forty thousand yuan!

This was basically their pharmacy’s entire annual net profit.

Just as the pharmacy owner hadn’t yet made a decision, several elderly women menacingly showed up at the shop.

The Boss’s wife found them somewhat familiar but couldn’t recall where she knew them from at the moment.

After the elderly women entered, they one by one took out Banlangen from their bags, slammed them onto the counter, and angrily demanded, “Returns! We bought these from your shop yesterday for two hundred yuan a packet, and we don’t want them anymore. Give us our money back, quick!”

“Money back?!” the Boss’s wife hastily replied, “We don’t do returns or exchanges here!”

“No returns or exchanges?” one of the elderly women immediately flew into a rage, shouting, “You unscrupulous merchants, you deliberately hiked the price so high to swindle us ordinary folks, and now you won’t even let us return them?! Do you believe I’ll call the Industry and Commerce Bureau and report you right now?!”

“You…” The Boss’s wife was also a bit flustered, but could only argue, “We didn’t force you to buy. You all bought them voluntarily. Now you want to return them? Isn’t that going back on your word?”

One of the elderly women pointed at her nose and cursed, “Don’t you unscrupulous merchants have any shame? Yesterday you sold it for two hundred, and today you’re selling it for forty-five. Aren’t you also going back on your word? If you don’t give us our money back today, we’ll report you!”

Just as the Boss’s wife was at a loss for what to do, several more people came together to demand returns. They had bought Banlangen from the shop a few days earlier at a price of one hundred yuan, and the large packaging had already been opened. Nevertheless, they were still furious, demanding returns. They even offered a compromise: to return them by individual small packs, with the Banlangen bought for one hundred yuan being counted as four yuan per small pack, and the remaining few packs also returned at four yuan per pack.

The Boss’s wife was even more flustered now. A dozen or so people surrounded her, practically wanting to tear her apart to vent their anger. She was still stuck with eighty thousand yuan worth of goods that hadn’t sold, and now so many people were demanding returns. She didn’t even know if there would be more. If she truly gave them refunds, she would lose even more. But if she didn’t, given their menacing posture, they clearly wouldn’t let it go.

Just as the Boss’s wife was unable to provide a solution, many more consumers showed up. They were all customers who had previously bought Banlangen at high prices from this shop. After realizing they had been swindled by unscrupulous merchants, they came seeking an explanation. No one’s money just came from nowhere, especially when they had paid tens of times more in unjustifiable expenses.

The same situation was simultaneously unfolding in almost all pharmacies that had speculated on Banlangen. Countless pharmacies were smashed throughout the morning. Some pharmacy owners couldn’t bear the pressure and had no choice but to refund customers, which meant not only were they stuck with large quantities of high-priced Banlangen they couldn’t sell, but they also had to spit out all the money they had previously earned. Other owners rather die than give refunds, resulting in many citizens collectively reporting them to the Administration for Industry and Commerce. During this extraordinary period, the Administration for Industry and Commerce immediately sealed off the implicated shops. Some owners simply closed their doors and didn’t reopen, hoping to wait for the storm to pass. However, by doing so, the Banlangen in their hands would be completely stuck, and angry consumers still reported their shops to the Administration for Industry and Commerce, which inevitably led to their shops being sealed off anyway.

In short, all merchants who had hiked prices were now filled with deep regret. The bitter fruit they had brewed themselves ultimately had to be swallowed by them.

However, Li Mu also became the biggest enemy in the eyes of these price-hiking merchants. Because of Li Mu’s actions, not only was their source of wealth cut off, but many also lost everything.

Merchants who had speculated on and resold supplies immediately faced widespread losses. There were countless cases of losses amounting to tens of thousands of yuan, and many who lost hundreds of thousands of yuan. Some had even sold their homes, incurred debts, and borrowed from usury in order to make a quick buck, but unexpectedly, the rug was instantly pulled out from under them. Banlangen worth one million yuan in a single warehouse was now unable to even recoup tens of thousands of yuan. Overnight, wails of despair spread everywhere.





Chapter 1311: Can Li Mu Predict the Future?

Under the strong influence of the national comprehensive epidemic prevention policy, coupled with CCTV’s close cooperation, Taobao managed to completely stabilize prices, which had already reached sky-breaking levels, in just one night and one morning. Along with prices, public morale was also stabilized.

The problem that had left many swamped with work and unable to find effective solutions almost fell into place naturally for Taobao.

After Taobao implemented a series of measures, the television media immediately began large-scale reporting on Taobao’s efforts, highly praising its actions in a critical moment.

Taobao gained immensely in one day. Not only did it add nearly ten million registered users overnight, but it also received strong praise and admiration from the public. Subsequently, national media also gave Taobao great affirmation, making it instantly the most watched and well-regarded company nationwide.

Major media outlets not only extensively reported on Taobao, but several, including CCTV, also contacted Muye Technology, hoping to establish real-time information exchange regarding the latest developments.

However, Li Mu’s Muye Technology only cooperated with CCTV, jointly launching the epidemic announcement service.

The reason for choosing only CCTV was that it was the most authoritative and influential, with broader and more credible information channels. Currently, CCTV and Muye Technology were cooperating very closely. They shared authoritative information they received with Muye Technology at the earliest opportunity, which then distributed it to national users via YY.com and YY.

The main reason CCTV chose to cooperate with the online platform YY.com was because YY’s influence truly shocked them. The advantages of online media in terms of timeliness and focus were simply unparalleled. Take special reports and real-time rolling broadcasts, for example; no TV station could achieve this on television. Only highly open online platforms could, and this immediately made the media realize that a new era of communication had quietly arrived.

Relevant health departments specifically contacted Taobao, officially thanking them for their active role in disseminating epidemic information and defensive measures, and further affirming Taobao’s efforts in stabilizing the prices of protective supplies.

For the relevant health departments, Li Mu indeed provided a very effective assist to the national epidemic prevention efforts. Health departments possessed professional skills and capabilities in dealing with virus transmission, but they were swamped with work when it came to prices. Taobao resolved this concern for them.

While prices were stabilized, what was even more commendable was that the public began to return to rationality, which held significant meaning for national epidemic control.

The country was fully capable of overcoming this epidemic, and the people also needed to have full confidence in the country, not to be misled by irresponsible and ill-intentioned rumors circulating among the public. As long as the public became rational, disease control work could achieve twice the results with half the effort!

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief because the direction of the epidemic’s development had already begun to change from his previous life, and for the better.

Due to the nationwide implementation of disease control measures, all medical workers across the country received clear instructions, letting them know how to respond. At the same time, other government agencies were also actively cooperating. The Transportation Department was drafting requirements for local transportation units to effectively monitor the body temperature of all travelers, ensuring effective isolate and confirmation of no danger before release if fever cases were found.

Isolate was precisely the strong appeal made by the WHO for its contagious atypical pneumonia prevention efforts.

Upon receiving this news, Li Mu immediately found Li Ziwei and asked her to contact the health and transportation departments. Taobao and Muye Technology were preparing to jointly donate a large quantity of protective supplies to these two departments.

These supplies included: ten million imported N95 and higher-grade protective face masks, among which were nine million N95-grade, one million nine hundred thousand N99-grade, and one hundred thousand N100-grade protective face masks; fifteen thousand sets of 3M biochemical protective suits; one hundred sets of full-body rapid disinfection equipment; and two thousand handheld infrared body temperature thermometers.

These supplies had been mass-imported by Li Mu from the United States earlier. In his memory, many medical workers on the first-tier in his previous life were still wearing thick ordinary cotton face masks. Facts proved that such face masks offered too low a level of protection, and long-term exposure to patients meant this level of protection was clearly insufficient. During the SARS period of his previous life, medical workers suffered greatly, which was why Li Mu intentionally prepared a large quantity of high-end protective supplies for medical personnel while also preparing supplies for the general public.

In addition to face masks, biochemical suits were also a very necessary and effective piece of protective equipment for personnel who directly contacted patients. Coupled with full-body rapid disinfection equipment, medical personnel could be effectively protected when entering and exiting patient areas, greatly reducing the chance of infection.

As for infrared body temperature thermometers, they were mainly prepared for major hub train stations and airports. Li Mu remembered that Beijing’s first confirmed diagnosis case seemed to have arrived in Beijing by Airplane (card combination) from Hong Kong. However, in those years, major transportation hubs generally lacked body temperature detection equipment, unlike a few years later, when airport customs’ infrared temperature measurement devices could detect a person’s body temperature very quickly and rapidly identify passengers with abnormal temperatures.

Currently, the top priority for national epidemic prevention was not only treatment but also control.

However, a vast country could not cease personnel flow due to the epidemic, so checking passengers’ body temperatures at major hubs became the most effective means.

The batch of thermometers Li Mu acquired were handheld portable devices, more stable and accurate than general household thermometers, and also faster in response time. Ordinary products require several seconds or even more than ten seconds to prepare for a second detection after measuring a person’s temperature, but these high-end thermometers could achieve accurate readings within one second and immediately proceed to a second round of detection. This way, they could ensure rapid temperature checks for a large number of passengers at transportation hubs.

When the relevant health and transportation departments received news of the donation from Taobao and Muye Technology, they were completely shocked by the scale, specifications, importance, and urgency of these supplies!

The relevant executives / high-level management of both departments looked at the list of supplies sent by Taobao and Muye Technology, filled with both surprise and joy. Everyone marveled that the supplies Li Mu donated this time were incredibly timely, and their specifications were even much higher than their own reserves. Especially for the first-tier personnel responsible for health epidemic prevention, holding these supply lists in their hands, their hands trembled with excitement. Just looking at the names and quantities of the supplies on the list made them feel as if they were seeing one impenetrable fortress after another prepared for the first-tier workers. Once these supplies were in place and distributed to major hospitals nationwide, especially designated hospitals, they would surely greatly promote the safety of medical personnel!

N95-grade protective face masks were not yet truly widespread in mainland China at that time. Not only were medical personnel not using them widely, but industrial and mining units were also not. Apart from management personnel in relevant health departments knowing the significance of the N95 level, many grassroots personnel did not know what “N95” represented.

N95 means over ninety-five percent effective filtration and blockade. For most people exposed to dust and bacteria, this level of protective face mask is necessary. N99 is even more high-end, with a blockade and filtration ratio of over ninety-nine percent. N100 represents a blockade and filtration ratio of over ninety-nine point seven percent.

Face masks of this grade were hard to buy even if one wanted to spontaneously. Yet, Li Mu donated ten million in one go, with eight million donated to the relevant health departments and two million to the relevant transportation departments.

Biochemical protective suits were even more crucial. Currently, aside from truly large general hospitals in mainland China having such equipment reserves, hospitals in ordinary second- and third-tier cities could hardly find a single set throughout their entire hospital. Not to mention mainland China, Hong Kong was the same, which was why over one hundred medical personnel were infected with SARS in Hong Kong. Li Mu donated fifteen thousand sets in one go, which could basically ensure each city received over ten sets. This would then provide assurance for the safety of first-tier doctors responsible for SARS disease control locally!

As for full-body rapid disinfection equipment, it was even rarer. According to the disease control requirements of advanced countries, infectious disease wards in hospitals must be completely isolate, and all personnel and items entering and exiting this area must undergo strict disinfection. Furthermore, not a single fly should be released from the infectious disease ward. However, to achieve this requirement, a disinfection channel with sufficient assurance must be added between the infectious disease ward and the non-infectious disease ward to ensure that personnel and items passing through this channel can eliminate attached viruses, preventing them from being carried out of the infectious disease ward.

However, at this stage, most domestic hospitals lacked this capability. Once an epidemic broke out, while hospitals could designate an isolate area, the intermediate disinfection channel would be much simpler. Often, doctors and nurses would spray disinfectant on each other using spray bottles filled with disinfectant, which was time-consuming, labor-intensive, and hard to guarantee safety. However, full-body rapid disinfection equipment was much more convenient and safe. Installing this equipment in the disinfection channel meant that medical personnel could quickly and safely disinfect themselves when leaving the isolate area, making it highly practical.

As for the two thousand handheld infrared thermometers, Li Mu donated five hundred units of them to the relevant health departments, and the remaining one thousand five hundred units to the Transportation Department.

The Transportation Department had the most urgent need for this equipment. Its biggest advantage was speed and efficiency, making it perfectly suited for high-frequency, large-scale monitoring. That’s why the majority were given to the Transportation Department, but a portion also had to be allocated to hospitals to replace traditional mercury thermometers at critical moments.

Soon, Taobao and Muye Technology’s donation list spread to the media and even to executives / high-level management. Everyone who saw this list, besides being extremely shocked by the volume of supplies and applauding Li Mu’s grand gesture, also had a huge question: from Taobao’s massive warehousing to this enormous donation of supplies, such a huge reserve of supplies would take at least two or three months to prepare. Yet, the epidemic had only just broken out a day ago. Why would Li Mu have prepared so many protective supplies in advance? Could he possibly predict the future?





Chapter 1312: Material Donations

It wasn’t just the media and leaders who couldn’t understand how Li Mu could predict the future; it was the general public as well.

Li Mu’s grand and incredibly timely donation made it impossible for him to remain low-key, even if he wanted to. With the full exposure of the joint donation list from Taobao and Muye Technology across the entire network, Li Mu and his two companies simultaneously became the focus of public opinion and social attention. People’s interest in him even一度 surpassed their concern for the epidemic itself.

The public’s attitude was largely consistent. First and foremost, society was full of approval and praise for Li Mu’s donation. This was not only because the protective supplies Li Mu donated were truly a godsend, and he provided the very best kind of help, but more importantly, Li Mu constantly used his concrete actions to express his strong sense of responsibility as an entrepreneur and a public figure to society. Previously, Taobao’s forceful intervention, which drastically cut down the soaring prices of supplies, had already earned the public’s admiration. No one expected that just a day later, Li Mu would make another astonishingly grand move.

Besides showering Li Mu with praise, the public also speculated and gossiped about Li Mu’s incredible foresight. Why? Why was Li Mu able to prepare such a large scale of protective supplies so far in advance? Could he really have the ability to predict the future?

Compared to the rigorous media, public discourse was naturally much more casual. The internet was flooded with speculative comments for a time.

Some of the more normal comments suggested that Li Mu was no ordinary person, and his entrepreneurial journey showed that he was someone with a strong grasp and foresight of the future, so preparing in advance for an epidemic was no big deal.

However, there were more abnormal rumors. Some said Li Mu could observe celestial phenomena to predict the future; some said he had enlightened Tantric monks assisting him; others claimed he had a profound understanding of the I Ching and Eight Trigrams; and there were even those who said they had seen Li Mu visiting Daoist priests at a certain temple, and that all his business moves were due to enlightenment from that Daoist priest.

The most outrageous claim was that some speculated Li Mu might have been reborn from the future, and the reason he could prepare for the epidemic in advance was because he already knew about its occurrence.

The former peculiar theories gained considerable support and recognition online, but the small number of people who claimed Li Mu was reborn from the future were scoffed at by netizens. The vast majority of netizens were willing to believe in the existence of supernatural abilities in this world, but found it hard to believe that someone could truly transcend the barriers of space and time to return from the future to the past.

While various rumors were spreading like wildfire online, the joint donation from Taobao and Muye Technology had entered the substantive payment stage.

Li Mu did not step in to meet with the leaders of the health and transportation departments, nor did he hold a donation ceremony with them. He simply dispatched Li Ziwei as his representative, along with a few staff members, to visit the two departments separately to discuss the specific procedures for material delivery.

Li Ziwei had strongly urged Li Mu to step in personally, as the specifics of this donation had been closely monitored by national and even global media. If Li Mu appeared in person, it would undoubtedly be a huge boost to his personal image.

But Li Mu was genuinely unwilling to show his face for the donation. As for his personal image, Li Mu no longer valued it as much as he did when he first founded 3321. Back then, he needed to forge an impenetrable Golden Image (reputation) for himself, but now, if he continued to operate in the same manner, it would appear he was overdoing it. It wasn’t necessary to show his face every time he did something practical for society to gain attention and adoration; more often, simply doing the job well was enough.

However, Li Mu was still prepared to make an appearance once for this matter because he had to let the media, the public, and the world know why he had “predicted the future” and started preparing for this epidemic in advance. Otherwise, if the wild speculation were allowed to continue, it would inevitably lead to many disadvantages for him.

Because Li Mu was truly unwilling to appear, Li Ziwei had no choice but to shoulder immense pressure and lead a work group to the relevant health department to confirm the details of the material donation with the department’s leaders. Thus, early the morning after the donation list was announced, Li Ziwei and her team members appeared in the department’s office building.

A large number of media reporters had been waiting there for a long time. Although they had heard that Li Mu might not attend the meeting, they still held a glimmer of hope that they could catch a glimpse of Li Mu on site.

However, reality disappointed them. Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei, officially arrived leading the team at Li Mu’s request, and Li Mu did not appear among the representatives.

Li Ziwei had deliberately dressed more maturely than usual, like a professional elite, which impressed many media members. Although they often saw her when covering Li Mu’s news, when Li Mu was not by her side, the radiance she herself exuded still struck everyone as particularly stunning.

The department leaders personally greeted Li Ziwei and her entourage. While constantly taking photos, media reporters also continuously questioned Li Ziwei about Li Mu’s absence. Li Ziwei then uniformly explained to the media that Li Mu was unwell and resting on sick leave due to recent excessive work intensity and insufficient rest.

Li Mu’s absence was intended to be low-key, but he couldn’t say that in front of the media. On one hand, it would seem disrespectful to the leaders, and on the other, it would appear

deliberate. So, using poor health as an excuse worked out perfectly: the media accepted it, and the leaders didn’t feel slighted, killing two birds with one stone.

Indeed, when Li Ziwei gave this reason, all the media expressed complete understanding. Li Mu was not a god after all; there would always be times when he was tired or sick. His work intensity these past few days was imaginable, so everything was reasonable, and it even earned him a deeper respect in people’s hearts.

The meeting was held in the department’s largest conference room, a venue that could accommodate dozens of attendees and hundreds of participants, which was now packed. The department leaders and staff were on the left side of the conference table, and Li Ziwei and her accompanying staff were on the right.

At the beginning of the meeting, after the leaders expressed gratitude for Taobao and Muye Technology’s generous donation, they invited Li Ziwei to speak. Li Ziwei addressed the microphone on the table, first greeting all the leaders, then paying tribute to all the healthcare workers fighting on the front lines of epidemic prevention, conveying the respect and gratitude of all Taobao and Muye Technology employees to the first-tier workers. Only then did she declare to the leaders and media that the reason Taobao and Muye Technology made this material donation was in the hope of providing all the help and protection they could to the great first-tier epidemic prevention workers.

The leaders also, on behalf of the first-tier epidemic prevention workers, thanked Li Mu, Taobao, and Muye Technology for their concern and tremendous help to the first-tier epidemic prevention workers and the national epidemic prevention efforts. Interestingly, Li Ziwei did not mention Li Mu in her formal address, but the leaders specifically highlighted their gratitude to Li Mu.

Subsequently, Li Ziwei got to the main point, presenting Li Mu’s delivery plan for the donated supplies. She said, “Leaders, Advancing Elephant (in Xiangqi) sincerely hopes that all the donated supplies can be used for frontline epidemic prevention work across various regions. Therefore, we also hope this batch of supplies can be directly allocated to hospitals and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) across the country. Due to Taobao Logistics’ transport capacity and efficiency advantages, we can distribute the supplies throughout the country in a very short time. So, we hope you, leaders, can quickly formulate a distribution rule based on the current needs of epidemic prevention work. Then, through Taobao Logistics, we will strictly follow the distribution rules you set, delivering the specified supplies to the designated units as quickly as possible. Afterward, the designated receiving units in each region will issue acceptance receipts, and finally, the data will be compiled and verified.”

The movement of materials is much more complicated than the movement of funds. Fund transfers exceeding one hundred million yuan can be completed instantly by finance personnel operating from a computer or bank counter for a moment, but the movement of materials with an actual value exceeding one hundred million yuan might require hundreds of large parcels to be transported to hundreds of different addresses. If Taobao were to first deliver to the health-related departments, and then they allocate and complete the distribution, such a massive material turnover would be difficult for the health-related departments to complete in a short time. Therefore, the best solution was for the departmental leaders to formulate distribution rules, and Taobao Logistics would directly handle the sorting and packing, and then transport them to their respective destinations.

Upon hearing this solution, the leaders immediately expressed their full approval. Since the epidemic had already been announced, everyone’s focus during this extraordinary period was on working together with one heart to control and resolve the epidemic. The large-scale movement of supplies required centralized delivery, then allocation and splitting, and then separate transportation. This demanded extremely high logistical efficiency. In this extraordinary period, only Taobao Logistics had the capability and efficiency; while the postal service could handle the transport, its efficiency was much lower than Taobao Logistics.

Thus, the leaders immediately stated that they would allocate the materials jointly donated by Taobao and Muye Technology within a day. These materials would not pass through ministries or commissions, nor through local competent authorities. The material allocation would be detailed down to each specific unit, such as a certain hospital in a certain district, city, and province, and a specific person in charge would be designated to receive, verify, and provide feedback. Taobao Logistics could directly transport the allocated quantity of supplies to the specified units and directly coordinate with the specific person in charge for signing for delivery.

This indeed greatly improved efficiency!

The media personnel present praised this silently in their hearts. The emphasis internet companies placed on efficiency was clearly evident from this single event. Not only did they streamline the process to the extreme, but they even personally took on the transportation process. This sense of responsibility was truly an eye-opener.

In the subsequent meeting with the transportation department, Li Ziwei did not propose the previous solution. Instead, she suggested delivering all promised donated supplies to the competent authority at once. After confirming the location for receiving the supplies, Li Ziwei and the transportation department assured the Transportation Department that the supplies would be delivered to the designated location by 6 PM that afternoon.

The transportation department had its unique advantages. Airplanes, trains, and road transport are all excellent ways for rapid turnaround. The supplies donated to them were mainly for transport hubs, generally a station or an airport. Allocating a certain quantity of face masks and several handheld temperature monitoring devices would be sufficient. If the transportation department handled the allocation themselves, the efficiency would be even higher than Taobao Logistics!





Chapter 1313: Dispelling Panic

“

“

On this day, the specific process and solutions for Li Ziwei’s communication with two relevant departments regarding the handover of donated supplies were quickly reported across the country by the media shortly after being finalized. Even CCTV highly praised Taobao and Muye Technology for their extraordinary sense of social responsibility in its midday news.

“

“

For a time, public opinion showered Taobao, Muye Technology, and Li Mu with unstinting praise.

“

“

Although Li Mu did not appear on camera today, he still received immense public affirmation. However, while people lauded him, they did not forget to continue gossiping about the “predict the future” question. Without a definitive answer, the public gave full rein to their imagination on this matter.

“

“

Besides Li Mu, Li Ziwei was also highly praised by the public.

“

“

This was her first official public appearance in the media. Although she had been present every time Li Mu appeared on camera previously, she rarely got into the shot, and even when she did, it was just a fleeting glimpse. This time was different; she not only represented Li Mu but also two well-known large internet companies. Moreover, she was representing Li Mu and the two companies to communicate and implement such an important matter, making her exceptionally eye-catching as the protagonist today.

“

“

Li Ziwei’s performance was also impeccable. A young woman who had only recently graduated from university, who had previously only worked in administration but was placed beside Li Mu to observe and learn, displayed unimaginable calmness and charisma when Li Mu needed her to take charge independently. She was hailed by countless netizens as a goddess white-collar worker.

“

“

Subsequently, Li Ziwei’s resume was circulated online by those who knew her. Only then did people discover that Li Ziwei had been out of university for less than a year. She joined Muye Technology during her internship and, in less than a year, became Li Mu’s personal assistant. Even more astonishing was her performance today; she hardly seemed like a fresh-faced graduate, but rather an elite who had grown rapidly in the workplace and accumulated several years of valuable experience.

“

“

Those who knew Li Ziwei expressed disbelief online. A year prior, Li Ziwei was still a fresh-faced graduate, an innocent and naive girl with no social or work experience, and she was very low-key. Few people around her even knew she had joined Muye Technology, and even fewer, besides her family, knew she had become Li Mu’s personal assistant.

“

“

Becoming so transformed and grown in less than a year shocked everyone. Many who had worked in the professional world for years had not found such an opportunity for complete transformation. It seemed that a company like Muye Technology was truly a place where one could accelerate their growth.

“

“

…

“

“

Li Ziwei’s unexpected rise to fame did not cause her any undue trouble, as Li Mu gave her more tasks that required her personal attention.

“

“

After communicating with the two relevant departments, Li Ziwei immediately took staff to Taobao’s warehousing center in the suburbs of Beijing. Half of the supplies Li Mu intended to donate were stored here. When Li Mu initially arranged the storage of these supplies, he deliberately stored a large quantity in the Beijing warehouse, fearing that the epidemic in Beijing would worsen.

“

“

Now, Li Ziwei’s task was to supervise the warehousing workers as they tallied all the supplies designated for donation to the transportation-related department, then package them uniformly, and load them onto trucks for delivery to the agreed handover location.

“

“

Accompanying her were over sixty invited media reporters.

“

“

Many media reporters hoped to visit the site and film the process of Taobao’s warehouse dispatching supplies. After all, Li Mu had made such a grand donation, yet until now, media reporters and even the national audience had not seen the actual goods, only the list provided by Li Ziwei.

“

“

From a publicity perspective, a mere list was far less impactful than a large assortment of supplies displayed before one’s eyes.

“

“

However, during this dangerous phase of the epidemic, organizing hundreds of media reporters for a visit and filming inherently went against the principle of avoiding large gatherings during epidemic prevention. Therefore, Li Ziwei carefully selected thirty well-known domestic media outlets and sincerely explained the reasons to other media reporters, gaining their understanding.

“

“

When these thirty-odd media reporters arrived at the Taobao warehouse, they were first truly shocked by the magnificent sight of a modern e-commerce warehouse. Although Taobao’s warehouse was hastily constructed, with most of the main buildings being steel-frame factories, and no automatic warehousing equipment had been implemented, the warehousing center had already started comprehensive informatization and semi-automated management using small electric forklifts, small electric trucks, and conveyor belts. Moreover, the scale of the warehousing center was immense, quite spectacular for that era.

“

“

The media reporters quickly forgot their initial purpose for coming and excitedly snapped photos of various details of the Taobao warehouse, asking the warehousing manager with great interest how the entire warehouse operated.

“

“

Since Taobao was the only true B2C business in China, when Li Ziwei consulted Li Mu, he showed no concern for commercial secrets and generously permitted the person in charge of the warehousing center to provide a detailed introduction to the media reporters.

“

“

It happened that a large batch of donated supplies needed to be dispatched, so the person in charge of the warehousing center took the opportunity of dispatching these supplies to demonstrate Taobao’s operational process to the reporters.

“

“

All the shelves in Taobao’s warehousing center were numbered. When any goods entered the warehouse, the type, name, model, quantity, and entry time of the items would be recorded. This information, along with the shelf number where they were stored, was then entered into the computer. Thus, all goods here were recorded in the system.

“

“

After the person in charge of the warehousing center retrieved the storage locations of all relevant goods on the computer according to Li Ziwei’s transfer request, staff immediately printed out barcodes for goods dispatch. Then, driving small electric forklifts, they went to the designated shelves to retrieve the goods. After verifying the type and model of the goods, staff promptly used forklifts to take the specified quantity of goods from the shelves, affixed the printed dispatch barcodes to them, and then transported them to the conveyor belt on one side of the shelf.

“

“

Once on the conveyor belt, the goods would directly travel hundreds of meters into another adjacent operations room, completing the dispatch process.

“

“

In Li Mu’s view, although this semi-automated warehousing management method was the best he could achieve currently, he was still very dissatisfied with this efficiency. He hoped to achieve full automation of the entire warehousing management within the next one or two years, but currently, there were significant technical challenges to overcome to reach this goal.

“

“

However, in the eyes of the media reporters, this advanced warehousing management method was already enough to leave them dumbfounded!

“

“

And the scene inside the other operations room further shocked all the media reporters, because this operations room was the automatic sorting center shared by Taobao Warehousing and Taobao Logistics Express!

“

“

Whether they were ordinary Taobao Logistics express parcels or parcels shipped through Taobao Logistics using Taobao’s own warehousing for B2C business, all of them were automatically sorted here. The massive automatic sorting assembly line had a very high degree of automation, much higher than the warehousing side. Large quantities of parcels flowed like a river into this sorting line, and the sight of them being rapidly sorted was extremely spectacular!

“

“

The automatic sorting system identified parcels by their barcodes and sorted them according to their destination. Goods sorted for various destinations would then be quickly packaged by other employees and directly transported to the adjacent loading bay for loading onto vehicles.

“

“

The media reporters excitedly documented the entire process of these supplies, from retrieval to dispatch, sorting, packing, and loading, fearing to miss any detail. They had previously thought that China’s industrialization level was relatively backward, but no one expected that Taobao’s warehousing had quietly achieved a high degree of informatization and automation in the suburbs of Beijing. For reporters with a keen journalistic sense, this was an excellent news story.

“

“

After this batch of goods was dispatched, the vehicles transporting them delivered them on time to the agreed handover location. Li Ziwei and the team of reporters followed closely. At the handover site, the liaison from the transportation-related department meticulously checked the donated supplies. After verification, confirming that the quantity and types matched what was communicated, they signed their name on the receipt prepared by Li Ziwei.

“

“

All supplies donated to the transportation-related department were delivered, down to the last item.

“

“

What remained were the supplies donated to the health-related department. These supplies would need to wait for the relevant department to formulate distribution rules, after which Taobao would directly allocate the goods according to the distribution plan. Half of the supplies were dispersed among warehousing centers throughout the country. So, once the distribution list was released, each regional warehousing center could identify addresses within its jurisdiction and quickly allocate goods. If a warehousing center ran short of goods, they would then communicate with other warehousing centers to transfer supplies.

“

“

When the reporters took their interview material back, almost all media outlets decided to report it as their main evening news. This news contained many positive elements: not only the positive energy of the donation itself but also a new face of development for domestic internet enterprises. Taobao’s highly efficient operational model of informatization, modernization, and standardization in warehousing could not only inspire many domestic enterprises but also help shape a better image for Chinese companies internationally. Therefore, the news had extremely high value.

“

“

That night’s Xinwen Lianbo included Taobao and Muye Technology’s supply donation in its main content. In its detailed report, it not only conducted a second round of reporting on Taobao and Muye Technology’s donation but also edited a two-minute video showcasing the entire process of Taobao’s warehousing operations: dispatching, sorting, packing, and loading that batch of supplies.

“

“

When reporting on this segment, CCTV gave extremely high praise to Taobao Technology’s modern development model, stating that Taobao Technology could be considered a model for domestic enterprises. It not only made online e-commerce flourish and convenient for millions of internet users but also leveraged the efficient thinking of the internet to create an extremely efficient and modern traditional offline warehousing and logistics process. It was an object of study and imitation for all traditional enterprises.

“

“

In the past two to three days, Taobao’s concentrated actions and news reports unexpectedly made Taobao Technology’s public attention even surpass the epidemic itself, inadvertently achieving the effect of diverting public attention and dispelling social panic…

“

“





Chapter 1314: Deploying the Ultimate Weapon

The next day, Taobao’s miracle continued, escalating once again.

After an overnight discussion, the relevant health authorities formulated a distribution plan covering one hundred eighty cities. The majority of these one hundred eighty cities were concentrated in densely populated areas, with a deliberate tilt towards epidemic regions. From the perspective of the nationwide fight against the epidemic, this plan was already very scientific and rigorous.

With the distribution plan for one hundred eighty cities released, it was time for Taobao to show what it could do.

CCTV received an internal tip-off in advance and contacted Taobao Technology. They hoped to dispatch several documentary film crews to follow the entire process of Taobao’s supply distribution to several representative cities.

In other words, from goods leaving storage to sorting, packing, full-journey transportation, delivery, and signing for delivery, CCTV wanted to track the entire process. They hoped to record the mission-driven transportation of these supplies, which carried immense respect for life and special protection.

Li Mu naturally did not refuse. CCTV’s capability in filming documentaries was top-notch in China. They might be able to produce a documentary about the entire nation’s fight against SARS after the epidemic passed, and Taobao would likely become a unique highlight in that documentary.

Li Mu put in a great deal of effort and took immense risks to contribute to the fight against the epidemic. While much of this was driven by a sense of social responsibility, he also harbored a bit of selfishness.

The SARS period was a very special time. It swiftly claimed the health and lives of some patients, sent prices of urgently needed supplies soaring, impacted the physical retail economy, and made people turn pale at the mention of the epidemic.

However, it was undeniable that SARS also had its positive effects.

Although the SARS war back then was terrible, it truly improved China’s major epidemic prevention and control capabilities by more than one level. It was also from that time onwards that major hospitals began setting up specialized fever clinics, and customs, airports, and transportation hubs across the country became equipped with advanced infrared body temperature detection systems. The health system’s monitoring and response capabilities for various epidemics saw a qualitative leap, so much so that subsequent flu outbreaks, and even infectious diseases from overseas, never had a chance to spread widely within China. This was the positive contribution SARS made to society, and its positive impact was continuous and far-reaching.

Besides this positive effect, there was another positive effect that was both reasonable and unexpected: it greatly promoted the popularization of online shopping and the development of the entire e-commerce industry.

Li Mu’s small bit of selfishness lay precisely here.

In his previous life, Mr. Ma rapidly expanded his e-commerce business during the SARS period, forcibly compelling many to adopt online shopping, transforming it from something unattainable into a highly dependent lifestyle habit in a short period, laying a solid foundation for Taobao’s development.

In this life, Li Mu also hoped that by contributing to the fight against SARS, he could bring a certain boost to his own enterprise.

The height and speed of this boost would likely be unattainable no matter how much effort was put in during normal times.

Since Taobao opened up low-price purchases of protective supplies, the number of new registered users nationwide had already exceeded thirty million, doubling its previous count.

These users basically covered all parts of the country, with a considerable portion being from areas where the epidemic had not yet been discovered. They registered accounts in advance because they were worried that their area might suddenly discover an epidemic. Rather than waiting until the last minute, it was better to register an account beforehand.

Alipay accounts also increased by thirty million, and among these, over ten million users linked their bank cards.

Fortunately, the “Internet into Every Home” policy had been rapidly advancing. With Li Mu’s involvement, Shenzhou computers had also been striving with all their might to push down the overall price of PCs. The current cost of purchasing computers and connecting to the internet was decreasing. More importantly, after Li Mu became famous, the general public’s attitude towards computers and the internet changed dramatically. Previously, parents would prevent their children from accessing computers and the internet, but now, they actually hoped their children could become internet talents like Li Mu. Therefore, the speed of computer and internet popularization today was much faster than in his previous life.

If Taobao were to enter the capital market now, reaching a valuation of over ten billion US dollars would not be difficult, especially since eBay’s market value already exceeds thirty billion US dollars. Taobao’s current user volume and transaction volume have probably already surpassed eBay’s. eBay’s market value of over thirty billion US dollars is also largely due to its status as a publicly listed company.

Once the SARS crisis completely passes, Taobao’s overall volume will certainly increase further. By then, its valuation will also reach a new height. Li Mu even felt that Taobao could consider Series A funding after the SARS epidemic.

Just thinking about an enterprise whose valuation already exceeds ten billion US dollars during its Series A funding round made Li Mu feel as if he was dreaming. Such a case would likely be an unprecedented feat in the global business domain, and as for whether there would be any successors, perhaps only Li Mu himself would be capable of replicating it.

…

Taobao Logistics demonstrated its unparalleled speed and efficiency before the entire nation.

Senior Brother Liu personally commanded, prioritizing transport capacity for the delivery of donated supplies. Thus, after receiving the distribution list from the relevant health authorities in the morning, the entire Taobao Logistics system rapidly linked up, quickly processing goods out of storage, sorting, and packing. For receiving units and storage locations in the same city, dedicated vehicles were immediately dispatched for fast delivery by noon that day. Nearby cities also saw no delay whatsoever.

By the afternoon, most receiving units had already received their supplies without any discrepancy from the distribution list.

Before 12 AM that night, Taobao delivered all corresponding supplies to one hundred eighty cities and over three hundred receiving units. Not a single slightest error occurred in any order, not even a single face mask being too many or too few.

This speed was beyond the public’s imagination of express delivery speed, earning Taobao Logistics immense favorable impression.

What gladdened Li Mu the most was that the moment these supplies arrived in the hands of the receiving units, they immediately began to take effect. The medical workers fighting on the first-tier immediately put on equipment such as face masks and protective suits with extremely high levels of protection, significantly improving their safety. Hospitals that had already discovered SARS cases greatly enhanced the safety of their medical personnel due to receiving full-body disinfection equipment.

For Li Mu, earning money was only half the meaning of running an enterprise. The other half was to make active contributions to his employees, to his users, and to society as a whole. Otherwise, if an enterprise were driven solely by profit, no matter how far it went, it would always exude an acrid stench of greed.

…

While public opinion was transparent, prices were stable, and the public’s mood was greatly appeased domestically, the overall attitude of overseas media towards China’s epidemic was not as harmonious.

As the epidemic developed, multiple overseas countries successively discovered SARS cases, starting with Southeast Asia, then Australia, followed by confirmed cases in Europe and North America.

For Western media, which naturally enjoyed tarnishing China’s international image, this was truly an opportunity to achieve multiple goals at once.

They attributed the source and responsibility of the SARS outbreak entirely to China, claiming that the virus originated and began spreading from China. They also alleged that the Chinese government failed to fulfill its responsibility in controlling the epidemic, allowing it to spread to other countries, and even WHO issued a global warning.

By reporting this way, they largely eased the pressure of responsibility on their own governments regarding the epidemic, while also somewhat diverting the attention of their domestic citizens, and simultaneously thoroughly tarnishing China’s image.

Thus, very quickly, media outlets in various countries reached a tacit understanding, shifting all responsibility onto China in their respective reports, and then packaging their own countries as innocent victims. This brought a great deal of negative impact to China’s national image.

Although CCTV used its channels every day to shatter rumors, even a powerful force struggles against local influence. For a foreign media outlet to exert greater influence over another country’s citizens than that country’s own media is inherently extremely difficult to achieve. CCTV faced the same challenge: a willing spirit but a weak flesh.

At this critical juncture, CCTV personally contacted Li Mu, hoping that Muye Technology could globally push explanations about China’s epidemic that were credible and factual, thereby countering other countries’ media which deliberately tarnish China’s image globally.

Li Mu agreed without hesitation.

He immediately made arrangements, taking a multi-pronged approach.

First, YY.com’s special epidemic topic page was immediately launched in multi-language versions. News on domestic epidemic coverage and prevention and control had to be displayed in multiple languages, highlighting the authenticity of the information through factual data, pictures, videos, and news, to show the world China’s efforts in combating the epidemic.

Second, YY.com would pop-up window recommend this special topic page globally, ensuring that users worldwide paid attention to it.

Third, YY.com would simultaneously push CCTV’s multi-language news versions globally, presenting China’s current overall epidemic situation from multiple dimensions.

Fourth, YY.com would obtain the actual situation of SARS epidemics in various countries through its own foreign correspondents, foreign media channels, and CCTV’s foreign correspondent channels.

Some countries, with tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of people, had only discovered one suspected or one confirmed case, yet their media intentionally exaggerated and fanned the flames, plunging their entire populations into a state of extreme alarm and paranoia, while also making them resent China in their hearts as they were scared out of their wits. This approach was truly outrageous.

YY.com needed to disclose the actual case numbers in various countries, allowing the people in these countries to see the true situation of their own epidemics, and prevent them from overreacting. With an infection rate of one in tens of millions or even hundreds of millions domestically, there was no need for them to focus on this at all. They should just continue with their normal lives.

Finally, Li Mu found Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong, preparing to release his ultimate weapon globally.

Facing the two of them, Li Mu said very seriously: “The SARS epidemic has been somewhat overblown by the media in Western countries. The media in these countries are now trying everything to spread the threat of SARS domestically, to divert public attention and conduct malicious public opinion guidance. Although we have made preparations for public opinion countermeasures, this is not enough. Therefore, our ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online,’ for which we’ve been preparing for a long time, can now be prepared for launch!”





Chapter 1315: Plants vs. Zombies Online

《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 is Li Mu’s modified version of 《Plants vs. Zombies》. While retaining everything from the original 《Plants vs. Zombies》, he adapted this game for online play. Although it’s online, Li Mu didn’t develop it in the direction of a traditional online game; instead, he made it into a social game.

The overall gameplay logic is similar to 《Happy Farm》 and the later-launched overseas version, 《Paradise Town》. Friends can steal from each other and help each other. Furthermore, in 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》, the scope for friends to help and cooperate with each other is much, much larger than in 《Paradise Town》. In 《Paradise Town》, friends can help on farms, help with quests, and trade with each other. In 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》, friends can not only do everything they can do in 《Paradise Town》 but, most importantly, they can also help friends defend against zombie attacks and even clear levels together with teammates!

Li Mu firmly believed that the degree and depth of friend interaction in 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 would be more than just one level deeper than 《Paradise Town》. This game would certainly play a more powerful role in promoting social interaction than 《Paradise Town》.

More importantly, history proved that 《Plants vs. Zombies》 was far more fun than 《Happy Farm》, because 《Plants vs. Zombies》 had always been, in Li Mu’s heart, the best tower defense game. In his previous life, when this game came out, it immediately swept the globe, becoming a truly phenomenal game. If 《Happy Farm》 were compared to 《Legend》, which was very popular in China back then, then 《Plants vs. Zombies》 was an existence comparable to 《World of Warcraft》.

Therefore, Li Mu had absolute confidence that 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》, once launched, would immediately captivate users worldwide, instantly igniting a global super-craze for a phenomenal game.

Li Mu had previously held back on launching 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 because it needed to wait until data processing centers in various regions were initially established to provide sufficient bandwidth support for the game’s global operation. However, even when the game met the conditions for global release, Li Mu once again kept it under wraps. The reason he held it back was precisely to release it during the SARS epidemic to divert people’s attention worldwide.

After all, having been reborn once, Li Mu knew how severe the negative reports from foreign media about China were in his previous life. In his previous life, SARS caused damage to China’s international image far beyond many people’s imagination. This time, Li Mu would absolutely not allow foreign media to seize the opportunity to tarnish China’s international image. So, his plan was this: these media want to brainwash their citizens, don’t they? Fine, Your father here will use an even more brainwashing game to leave these media with nothing to spin!

Imagine, if the media told someone who set an alarm for 3 AM to harvest vegetables: “Hey, there’s an infectious disease breaking out on the other side of the planet, it’s very scary, you could get infected at any time, and the culprit is a certain country.” How would that person respond? Your father here doesn’t even sleep to steal vegetables; you’re telling me about something on the other side of the world? What the hell do I care?!

Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong quickly understood Li Mu’s intention. Governments in various countries liked to divert their citizens’ attention. Take the United States, for example: when domestic unemployment rates were high, the economic situation was grim, or there was a subprime mortgage crisis, the government would make a move overseas, telling citizens they were defending world peace in Afghanistan and Iraq. Then, they would tell them, “Look quickly, in China, on the other side of the globe, the smog is severe now. How severe? See, the reporter ahead just picked a random car on the street, wiped it with a hand, and there’s a thick layer of dust!”

People, confused and surrounded by this information, would easily ignore what they were originally focusing on and shift their attention from their surroundings to overseas. This was the standard operation for attention diversion, just like the jammer flares released by fighter jets when locked on by a missile; the chaff scattered everywhere would interfere with the missile’s focus, allowing the main aircraft bodies to escape from the missile’s threat.

From a large national government to a minor celebrity caught in a scandal, all are well-versed in this kind of attention-shifting tactic. Li Mu was no different.

What Li Mu wanted was to push this game to every user, making them addicted in a short time. Once they were addicted, aside from necessary daily activities like eating, drinking, and working, all their other time would be focused on the game, leaving them no energy to pay attention to what was happening abroad. By the time they eased out of their addiction, the SARS epidemic might already be under control.

Moreover, there was a point that was somewhat mystical yet held much reason: games could relax and cheer people up. When in a good mood, people also became much more optimistic. With a good mood and optimism as a prerequisite, the likelihood of instilling conspiracy theories or threat theories in them was greatly weakened, and it might even cause rejection.

To ensure that 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 could achieve the desired effect, Li Mu repeatedly asked Fang Xudong whether they could ensure the stable global operation of 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 after its launch at the current stage. Fang Xudong gave Li Mu a very clear answer:

“General Manager Li, our data processing centers are already taking shape, and meeting the data demands of this game is no problem at all. Furthermore, our YY, YY.com, and YY Game Hall bandwidth and servers are independent, and each possesses a certain amount of redundant space. If the user volume for 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 is too large, we can immediately call upon the redundant bandwidth of other products. In short, we can certainly guarantee the game’s normal launch and stable operation!”

Li Mu then completely relaxed, saying, “This game is of major significance. All departments must cooperate closely and absolutely not allow any problems with the game. This will be our second globally popular game, and it’s a hit game with an at least three-year peak life cycle. Operate this game to its fullest, and Muye Technology can go public on Nasdaq!”

Li Mu’s ambition made others somewhat disbelieving. 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 was indeed a very good game; it could be said to have pioneered a completely new game mode, tightly integrating the game with YY and friends. However, this game was not a true online game in the traditional sense. Its core operation was free. In an era where most games relied on game cards for profit, the profit potential of 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 indeed made it difficult to imagine massive returns.

For Li Mu, he was very clear about the future development trajectory of games. Truly profitable games would gradually become those free online games. Free games could greatly lower user entry barriers, first attracting a large number of users with zero barriers, and then using the game itself to strengthen the stickiness of these many free players. After the stickiness of free players was nurtured, they would use some paid add-on products and corresponding operations within the game to attract users to pay.

Although Honor of Kings and League of Legends are both free games, their daily revenue from selling skins exceeds one hundred million. This is Li Mu’s development planning for 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》. Therefore, in Li Mu’s modified 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》, in addition to playing the game for free, users in online mode can accelerate the planting of plants by purchasing various items.

In addition, Li Mu also launched various decorative skins in this game. For example, users can decorate their villas and the backyards used for planting. Furthermore, plants of various functions possess a large number of different types of skins; even the most common pea shooter has over thirty different skins and decoration modes. These skins, like YY Show, are entirely available for users to freely choose and purchase.

Li Mu believed that through the refined operation of 《Plants vs. Zombies Online》 and continuous subsequent upgrades and innovation, this game would certainly be injected with super-strong and long-lasting vitality, raising Muye Technology’s overall level again.

…

March 20th.

Overseas users all received pop-up window notifications from YY.

In this pop-up window, YY launched SARS special topic pages in various languages and released various accurate and proven news collected, allowing overseas users to GET an important piece of information:

Although the current situation of SARS was relatively grim, it was by no means as distorted as reported by their local media. YY.com had already published the latest and most detailed epidemic development status, and users could objectively contemplate and judge through this data.

Moreover, the China government had already attached great importance to the SARS epidemic and was making every effort to curb the development of SARS in China and seek ways to completely eliminate it. Therefore, overseas citizens did not need, nor should they, hold resentment or aversion towards China because of this. Instead, they should put aside all prejudices and jointly hope for this epidemic to be completely overcome.

In this special topic page, Li Mu recorded a brief video. In the video, he sat in his office, speaking entirely in English to the camera: “I hope YY users around the world and people everywhere can view this epidemic happening in Asia with the right perspective. In Asia, the governments of China and surrounding countries are actively responding to the epidemic and fully preventing the harm it may bring to the public.”

“At the same time, I also believe that in the face of disease, people all over the world should stand on one front. After all, no disease is an enemy faced by a single country or nation alone, but an enemy that all humanity must face together.”

“In the long river of history, humanity discovered antibiotics, found methods for organ transplantation, and ultimately conquered smallpox. These were victories belonging to people worldwide, and people worldwide are enjoying the fruits of these victories.”

“Now, there are many diseases before humanity that await the collective efforts of all mankind to overcome, whether it’s cancer, AIDS, or various diseases that still torment humanity, taking away human health and life. This, of course, includes the SARS currently occurring in Asia. Healthcare workers around the world are making efforts to overcome SARS; let us collectively look forward to them achieving victory in this war in the near future.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, his expression suddenly relaxing, and he said with a smile: “Let’s not talk about such heavy topics anymore. Taking this opportunity, I have good news to announce: Muye Technology has prepared a brand new social game for YY users worldwide. This game boasts more fun and exciting gameplay than 《Paradise Town》, and also features deeper and more interesting friend interaction experience than 《Paradise Town》. Please keep an eye on YY; this game will officially launch at 9:00 PM Beijing time on March 20th!”





Chapter 1316: Sweeping the World

In the internet domain, Li Mu’s influence was already somewhat similar to that of Steve Jobs in later generations.

Li Mu had constantly brought so many high-quality, even divine artifact-like, internet products to netizens worldwide. As a result, a large number of netizens had absolute trust and admiration for Li Mu. In their eyes, anything produced by Li Mu was good and top-tier. If Li Mu were to release a new product, everyone believed it would undoubtedly be a super product that surpassed everyone’s imagination and expected outcome. If Li Mu were to release a new game, it would certainly be an ingenious and novel game with innovative gameplay.

Moreover, Li Mu had never personally recommended any product or game to netizens through video before; this was the first time in history. It was imaginable that Li Mu must have extreme confidence in this game.

Thus, netizens worldwide had their appetites piqued by Li Mu, patiently awaiting the launch time node Li Mu had promised on their computers.

This feeling was very much like how people in later generations waited for Steve Jobs to hold Apple’s developer conferences, where hundreds of millions of devotees worldwide would watch live online broadcasts, eagerly anticipating the new product Steve Jobs was about to release.

At 9 PM Beijing time, YY simultaneously sent a pop-up window push notification to users globally: Muye Technology’s 2003 masterpiece: Plants vs. Zombies Online was officially released! Click to download and experience it now!

Plants vs. Zombies? What did plants have to do with zombies? The image of zombies was quite terrifying, while plants were incredibly gentle. Was this game meant to pit these two entirely unrelated species against each other in battle?

Tsk tsk… the name didn’t sound very interesting!

Most people were disappointed with the name of Muye Technology’s game, because the overall feel of the name was too “small.” Names like “StarCraft” could outclass it by a mile in an instant.

However, after all, it was a game personally recommended by Li Mu. Given Li Mu’s consistent actions/style, anything he recommended was sure to have sufficient assurance of quality. That made it even more interesting. What profoundness / mystery lay within Plants vs. Zombies?

It looked like the only way to know was to download it quickly and play it once!

Harboring these complex and contradictory feelings, a large number of users began to flock to the download page to download and install this game, whose name seemed strange and whose underlying concept they couldn’t quite grasp.

Muye Technology provided fast download nodes and stable bandwidth support to users worldwide through its multiple data processing centers globally, allowing all users to download at the fastest speed.

Plants vs. Zombies Online had an overall size of one hundred sixty megabytes. Even currently, it was only a small game in terms of capacity. This was more than double the size of the first generation of Plants vs. Zombies from his previous life.

The reason it was larger than the original Plants vs. Zombies was mainly its more refined visual effects, plus the added Online component. So, in Li Mu’s view, the overall experience far surpassed the first version of Plants vs. Zombies.

…

As more users completed their downloads and installations, countless impatient users immediately began to operate the game. After displaying the two brand logos of “Muye Technology” and “Muyuan Games,” the game finished loading and quickly entered the login menu.

Upon entering the login menu, the cartoon images behind the Plants vs. Zombies login interface greatly attracted users.

On the left side of the login interface, besides a piece of sunflower with a smiling face gently swaying, there was also an adorable pea shooter constantly wiggling its body, its large mouth slowly spitting out a pea. Separated by the login interface, on the right side was a rather silly zombie that didn’t look scary at all, and even seemed a bit cute and stupid. This zombie moved with stiff, clumsy steps, its mouth opening and closing, looking somewhat endearing.

At this point, users probably guessed a little about the game’s gameplay: likely using this kind of pea plant to attack zombies? Although it seemed a bit childish, it also looked somewhat interesting.

The iconic background music also began to play as the screen appeared. This background music was personally hummed by Li Mu and produced by professional MIDI music makers, basically achieving one hundred percent restoration. The music was simple but possessed an enchanting aura that gradually drew users into a wonderful, ineffable fantastical feeling.

Looking at the game’s login interface, this game currently only supported one login method: YY account login. Besides this, it did not provide any user registration entry points, meaning its own positioning was entirely within YY’s ecological closed loop, and its user system was completely reliant on YY. Even for single-player play, a YY account was required for activation.

Fortunately, all users introduced through YY pushes in the first phase were uniformly YY users, so everyone directly clicked the quick login on the login page and immediately logged in using their YY account.

After logging in, the game immediately entered the tutorial phase. The game logic of Plants vs. Zombies was actually very simple, so the tutorial phase was also very simple. An NPC girl named Michelle jumped out to tell players that zombies were about to invade the villa, so players had to plant various plants in the backyard of the villa to resist the zombie invasion.

Subsequently, Michelle taught everyone the importance of the sunflower; it was used to produce sunlight, and collecting sunlight was an essential element for planting various plants in the game. Of course, the game would also produce a collectable sunlight every ten seconds to provide some initial help to the players.

After learning to plant sunflowers, the game’s plant list gradually unfolded. The earliest usable plant was the pea shooter, followed by the Wall-nut and the Cherry Bomb.

The introductory game had five lanes in total. After the first zombie appeared, players could determine the earliest defensive route. The movement speed of early zombies was very slow. The most basic pea shooter could knock its head off after two peas, and then kill it with another two peas.

When the first zombie fell, a sense of accomplishment spontaneously arose in the players’ hearts. Tower defense games have an extremely powerful ability to capture players’ minds. The defeat of the first enemy would prompt players to anticipate placing a second defensive weapon, and also to anticipate more enemies invading, then defeating even more enemies. They looked forward to unlocking more plants with fun characteristics, more different zombies appearing, and more game fun, challenges, and a sense of accomplishment.

Thereafter, the difficulty gradually increased.

There were zombies wearing plastic warning cones as helmets, zombies protecting themselves with iron buckets, zombies with javelins, and zombies holding iron doors as shields; the game’s difficulty grew greater and greater.

However, there were also potato mines that could blow up zombies, Chompers that could swallow zombies whole, super pea shooters that could fire two, or even three peas, and Wall-nuts that could be placed at the farthest end to block zombies, buying time for the pea shooters behind them. The game’s fun also became more and more abundant!

This game’s appeal to players was very much like the appeal of a box of the tastiest nougat to a sweets lover. Nougat is sweet but not cloying, with nuts to balance the flavor, and a fantastic chewing texture. It sticks to the teeth but isn’t overly sticky like toffees, making it hard for sweet lovers to stop eating, sometimes they just eat one piece after another, inadvertently finishing an entire box.

The game had been online for only one hour, and the data statistics from the backend showed that online players had already exceeded ten million. Half of these were China users, and most notably, the user churn rate during this hour was extremely low. Basically, once they came, they would not leave quickly, proving that the game’s stickiness was beyond imagination!

At this moment, all over the world, whether it was night, day, dawn, or deep night, there was a large group of players in front of their computers, as if enchanted, deeply immersed in the wonderful background music and the cartoonish visuals and sound effects. Under the simple teaching of the NPC character Michelle, they quickly got the hang of the game and were having a blast while constantly exploring more interesting elements within it. Every successful defense brought a huge sense of accomplishment; this was the ultimate appeal of tower defense games. The unprecedented gaming experience made everyone feel as if they were poisoned, immersed and unable to extricate themselves.

Games like StarCraft, CS, Legend (game), and Red Alert had a fatal attraction for young male players, but for women and middle-aged and elderly people, their appeal was naturally much weaker.

Many cartoon casual games that girls liked to play, however, generally couldn’t escape the Hello Kitty-like feminine style, so they had almost no appeal to men, some even avoiding them like the plague.

However, Plants vs. Zombies truly made a clever move in terms of style!

The core elements of this game were cartoonish and lighthearted. Although the graphics seemed a bit childish, this cartoonish game style was actually perfect for all ages!

Children liked it, adults liked it, and even middle-aged and elderly people enjoyed it greatly. Women naturally had an innate fondness for such cartoonish things, and men wouldn’t find this cartoon style childish, immature, or feminine. Cute and dainty girls loved to play it, and muscular and burly men loved to play it too!

In China, internet-addicted youth who loved to play Legend (game) and Miracle (game) would also fall in love with this game that possessed an enchanting aura.

In America, hardcore men with full sleeve tattoos, big beards, and who rode Harley-Davidson motorcycles would also be in front of their computers, competing with their girlfriends for the mouse over this game.

In Japan, otaku who were used to playing console games and mature-rated games also put down their game controllers and toilet paper, adjusted their thick glasses, and dragged their mice, planting various plants on their computer screens without blinking.

In Russia, the Fighting Nation, who spent their days drunk on vodka, were now also sitting in front of their computers, frantically obsessed with the great battle between plants and zombies…

No one could believe that a game, just one hour after its launch, began to sweep the entire world. Its fantastical background music instantly spread to every corner of the globe.

Silicon Valley, where it was early morning, was in a frenzy. Countless Silicon Valley elite, who paid attention to Muye Technology, had waited until five in the morning just for the launch of Li Mu’s new game. However, they were not players focused on the new game, but rather colleagues keeping an eye on new products.

But who in the world could have imagined that by six in the morning, all these colleagues who had been keeping an eye on Muye Technology’s new product had become obsessed game players, completely immersed in playing on their computers…





Chapter 1317: Brainwash the Entire World

Li Mu found that he had still underestimated the immense impact “Plants vs. Zombies” could have on players in today’s world.

Three hours after “Plants vs. Zombies Online” launched, its online players surpassed twenty million!

This number was truly astonishing!

Twenty million people playing one game simultaneously! And they were playing with such absorption! It was simply unbelievable!

The entire Muye Technology technical team was so nervous they couldn’t even breathe easy, because according to the game’s internal settings, most players were still immersed in the single-player game process. This was because when players first logged into the game, the path would start from the tutorial mode, then seamlessly transition to the single-player level progression. At this point, players hadn’t yet activated the online portion of the game. In other words, although twenty million people were players who had logged in with YY.com, they were obsessed in single-player mode and hadn’t yet brought a true impact to the servers.

However, if twenty million people simultaneously activated online gameplay, the demand on the servers would suddenly explode. And most critically, this number was constantly and rapidly increasing in every region of the world.

Li Mu again and again confirmed the server’s network capacity with Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong. They told Li Mu that, given “Plants vs. Zombies Online”’s game mode and data volume, the current global network lines were sufficient to support thirty to forty million people online simultaneously.

If it were a large-scale online game, aiming to support thirty to forty million people playing simultaneously would truly be an impossible fantasy. Fortunately, “Plants vs. Zombies Online” itself wasn’t much different from a small software application. There were no game assets that needed to be loaded online, just like Dou Di Zhu in the YY Game Hall, so the data transmission requirements were very low. Even if fifty million people were playing Dou Di Zhu simultaneously, the pressure on the servers wouldn’t be very significant.

Li Mu immediately felt relieved. His professional capability wasn’t in games, and he wasn’t deeply familiar with the technical aspects of game operation. Fortunately, Muye Technology now had a very capable game technical team.

Kong Lingyu’s voice trembled with excitement as he said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, can this game surpass thirty million simultaneous online players?”

Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “Our YY.com’s peak simultaneous online users globally has already surpassed one hundred million. Looking at that data, it wouldn’t be surprising for ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ to reach a peak of fifty million online users.”

After all, YY.com was a global super product; it now served over ninety percent of global internet users. And “Plants vs. Zombies Online” was completely and deeply integrated with it, while also having such high market recognition. So, a peak online user count surpassing fifty million might truly not be a dream.

“Plants vs. Zombies,” originally not set to appear until 2009, was launched six years early, bringing an indescribably profound shock to the world.

The game’s inherent technical, hardware, and storage requirements weren’t high. Its demand for hardware was even much lower than many popular single-player or online games on the market today. Yet, its advanced concept was simply like the strongest storm, rapidly sweeping across the entire internet world.

Three and a half hours after “Plants vs. Zombies Online” launched, Li Mu gave the order, and the game’s online portion was activated.

Instantly, NPC Michelle popped up on all players’ screens. Blinking, she told every player: “Beyond its single-player mode level progression, ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ also offers online play with friends! Your friends have already started building their own backyard gardens, what are you waiting for?”

A prompt announced the official launch of the online portion.

The heavily modified “Plants vs. Zombies Online” allowed players to manage their own backyard garden, cultivating various plants just like in Happy Farm. Plants needed time to grow, and players also had to guard against friends coming over to “Steal a Dish.”

Players could increase their level and accumulate gold coins by planting plants and initiating Zombie Defense Battles. The higher the level, the more plants they could cultivate. However, plants had lifespans; when their lifespan ended, they would wither and needed to be promptly removed to plant new ones. Ultimately, through constant upgrades, players would increase the area, defense level, and plant level of their backyard garden. This aspect essentially borrowed the core gameplay of “Steal a Dish.”

Furthermore, the game’s interactive “instance dungeon” feature allowed players to invite friends to play Zombie Defense Battle instance dungeons together. The original single-player mode could instantly become a two-player, three-player, or even four-player experience. The more players there were, the larger the map and the more zombies there would be. This meant everyone needed to cooperate to resist the massive zombie invasion.

The instance dungeons had infinite stages; players could continuously team up with friends to clear them, gaining experience and gold coins while also randomly obtaining many functional items. This greatly boosted players’ enthusiasm for instance dungeons.

Once players began experiencing the rich and colorful online mode, it was as if an even vaster and more interesting new world had opened up to them, leading them to become even more deeply immersed and unable to extricate themselves.

Five hours after the game launched, online players surpassed thirty million!

By this time, it was two AM in China, so a considerable number of users had already logged off. However, at this very moment, players in North America and Europe began to take the main share. As Europe and America gradually woke up, the game, with stunning speed, set off an extremely massive wave in these regions!

YY.com announced industry-shocking news to global internet users with a huge banner:

“Plants vs. Zombies Online” launched five hours ago, simultaneous online players have already surpassed thirty million!

Five hours, thirty million?! In the eyes of all their colleagues, this was simply an impossible myth!

However, even though every industry insider found this data unbelievable, no one doubted that Muye Technology was lying.

This game was truly too captivating. As long as a player double-clicked to open it, they would unconsciously spend at least the next half hour in the game, unable to escape even if they wanted to, because they simply wouldn’t remember to!

Amidst this massive wave of global obsession, Li Mu successfully captured the attention of all internet users.

Just yesterday, their national media had been heavily sensationalizing the immense harm of SARS and exaggerating China’s responsibility in the SARS issue, making their people panic-stricken and fostering dissatisfaction towards China. But then, in a blink, the Chinese developed a game that captivated them beyond measure.

“-Do you know what SARS is?”

“-Sorry, I don’t have time to bother.”

“-Aren’t you afraid of SARS?”

“-That’s not an issue. I only fear the jumping zombies, because my Wall-nuts can’t block that one…”

“-Do you think the Chinese government has done anything in controlling SARS…”

“-China? Oh, I love China! This game from the Chinese is simply a work of genius! I must strive to become the number one among my friends!”

…

Li Mu fell asleep in excitement, only to wake up and find that the entire world had changed.

Ever since SARS was officially issued a global warning by WHO, the first thing he did every day after waking up was to use his computer, go online, and check the news from domestic and international news portals to see the development of the epidemic and the state of public opinion around the world.

But after waking up today, basically all online media’s front-page headlines had no relation whatsoever to SARS. Instead, surprisingly, they were all about — “Plants vs. Zombies Online”!

A quick glance revealed a large number of relevant news headlines about “Plants vs. Zombies Online” occupying the best positions on major platforms.

“Muye Technology Again Unleashes Its Ultimate Weapon, ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ Popularity Sweeps the Globe!”

“‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ Explodes in Popularity After Launch, Internet Enterprises from China Are Already Leading the World!”

“Unprecedented Development Speed, Chinese Again Shock the World!”

“Muye Technology Creates Another Miracle, IPO Timing Is About to Mature!”

“It’s Only March, but the Hottest Game of the Year Has Already Been Born!”

“Secretly Playing ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ at Work, All of Wall Street Almost Went Down!”

Under the impact of this game’s immense popularity, SARS almost immediately lost its original powerful public attention. The public was wildly popular for “Plants vs. Zombies Online,” so much so that media outlets all gave it their front-page headlines to attract users. Overnight, SARS met with a cold reception, and overseas publics’ constantly declining views and attitudes towards China immediately cut losses, automatically compensating for them through the game’s popularity.

Most users in front of their computers were playing “Plants vs. Zombies Online,” and the game had covered so many users overnight. Players were discussing the game and analyzing its gameplay and strategies on major social platforms. The relevant content on the internet was countless, yet there were almost no negative reviews for the game online.

This game seemed to have stimulated the entire world’s excitement point, setting off a global carnival!

Aside from Li Mu, CCTV was the happiest.

CCTV originally bore the heavy responsibility of changing the direction of global public opinion, but it suffered from a lack of sufficient global influence, making it exceedingly difficult to advance this responsibility. They had no choice but to seek Li Mu’s help, hoping to transmit their voice to the world through Li Mu’s online media.

Yesterday, the video Li Mu released on YY.com filled CCTV with great satisfaction. Li Mu’s vision was inherently exceptionally high, and his entry point was perfectly chosen. He didn’t explain, didn’t whitewash, and didn’t justify; instead, he directly stated: “Disease has always been the common enemy of all humanity, and SARS is no different. It concerns the well-being of all humanity and requires the common effort of all humanity. Therefore, you should not resent China, but rather thank and support China, because it is resisting SARS for global humanity.”

Li Mu’s brilliant entry point made many of CCTV’s senior media professionals applaud in admiration. Instantly, he elevated the issue to such a height, almost standing on Mount Everest, making it extremely difficult for the other party to counterattack again.

Precisely because they were extremely satisfied with this entry point, CCTV didn’t pay too much attention to Li Mu’s very last part about the game. But they didn’t expect that Li Mu’s true ultimate weapon wasn’t the argument standing on Mount Everest, but rather “Plants vs. Zombies Online,” brainwashing the people of the entire world. After this game exploded in popularity overnight, the people of the world, and even the domestic populace, seemed to have forgotten what SARS was…





Chapter 1318: Strike While the Iron is Hot!

Just half a month ago, many media outlets around the world believed that Muye Technology’s development had entered a bottleneck, thinking that Li Mu’s brilliant innovation had finally moved from an explosive eruption into a dormant period akin to a volcanic aftermath. Yet, unexpectedly, barely half a month passed before Li Mu once again dropped a nuclear bomb on the entire internet world.

The power of this nuclear bomb surpassed everyone’s imagination. It was like a full-coverage, indiscriminate attack; almost every netizen, regardless of nationality, gender, or age, would be brainwashed by this game.

In the face of such a super hit, the media unhesitatingly devoted all their public attention to Muye Technology, to Plants vs. Zombies Online, and to Li Mu. This also made the media realize that a genius is a genius, and the master is still the master. From now on, they absolutely shouldn’t think the master is old or stagnant just because he occasionally takes a break.

Thus, various media outlets spared no praise, putting Li Mu and this game on all their front-page headlines.

At the same time, because of the Plants vs. Zombies Online mini-game, the entire internet world fell into an unprecedented state of frenzy.

The brainwashing game mode, along with the addictive online experience, together dragged netizens from all over the world into a shared “abyss”.

Lin Qingya, who was in the United States, excitedly called Li Mu to tell him a very interesting piece of news: the entire Silicon Valley experienced widespread tardiness today because of Plants vs. Zombies Online. Many company Owners even called Lin Qingya to “complain,” saying that Plants vs. Zombies Online, which launched this morning Silicon Valley time, made a large number of their company’s employees and management forget their working hours.

Forgetting working hours was one thing, but almost all employees of Silicon Valley companies, after arriving at work, were enthusiastically discussing this game that had instantly swept the globe. For these Silicon Valley elites, this game, in addition to its extremely strong appeal, also possessed immense research value.

Why? Why could such a simple game sweep the globe in such a short time? In just one morning, the number of simultaneous online users broke twenty million, and in one day, the peak of simultaneous online users exceeded thirty million. How many game company Owners couldn’t even expect such a scenario in their dreams, yet Muye Technology achieved it within twelve hours. Why was this happening?

Lin Qingya also said that today, in addition to receiving calls from major Silicon Valley company Owners, she also received calls from senior executives and even CEOs of the top five American investment banks.

While congratulating Muye Technology on its new breakthrough, these investment banks were also concerned about Muye Technology’s upcoming capital operations planning. Everyone clearly understood that with the super strength demonstrated by Plants vs. Zombies Online, if it were given half a year to develop, achieving greater peaks and generating more funds, Muye Technology could easily achieve an IPO on Nasdaq and might even leap to become the linchpin of global internet companies through its IPO.

At this time, investment banks naturally hoped to maintain a good relationship with Muye Technology so that when Muye Technology’s IPO happens in the future, the investment banks would have the opportunity to become the brokerage firms for Muye Technology’s IPO business.

Li Mu himself was shocked by the unimaginable popularity of Plants vs. Zombies Online. He knew that Plants vs. Zombies Online would become a hit product in this era, but he never expected it to explode so thoroughly…

Not only him, but the entire society also never expected a game to become so popular in such a short time.

Most phenomenon-level hit products far exceed societal expectations. When Steve Jobs released the first iPhone, Nokia and people worldwide didn’t believe this phone could sweep the globe, let alone build a super empire worth several hundred billion US dollars.

When Psy released “Gangnam Style,” no musician expected that thing to become popular across the five continents, so popular that even the then-First Lady of the United States learned his horse dance.

Domestic musicians couldn’t even dream that a song like “Mice Love Rice,” which could only be considered a second-rate online song, paired with a singer whose appearance was indistinguishable from Sun Nan and Wang Daye, could become so popular that the entire nation would play it on repeat.

Well-known game developers like Blizzard, EA, KONAMI, and Rockstar suddenly found their worldviews completely overturned overnight.

While they painstakingly developed large-scale games that challenged the limits of current technology and hardware, and wracked their brains to construct vast in-game worldviews, a super hit, unprecedented game suddenly appeared in the world. The simplicity of this game left these gaming elites beyond tears.

At this moment, Blizzard Entertainment, which shares its California location with Muye Technology’s American branch company, was immersed in a state of questioning their existence from top to bottom.

At this stage, Blizzard Entertainment had already become an elite among global game developers. Over the past decade, they had released multiple classic hit games to the world, including the Warcraft series, the Diablo series, and the StarCraft series.

These three game series laid the strong foundation for Blizzard Entertainment, so this year they secretly launched a new plan: to use the plot of the Warcraft series as the game’s background, relying on its worldview, heroic characters, and historical events to create an unprecedented super online game, named World of Warcraft.

Blizzard regarded World of Warcraft as a major strategic-level product for the company in the coming years. A common analogy used by Blizzard’s CEO internally was to make World of Warcraft Blizzard Entertainment’s strategic nuclear missile.

A strategic nuclear missile in a peaceful world is a deterrent that might never be used in actual combat. However, a strategic nuclear missile in the internet industry is born to blow all enemies to smithereens. The hope Blizzard placed on World of Warcraft was to use it to conquer the global online game market, crush all other companies’ online games, and become the overlord of the online game industry.

Blizzard had conducted in-depth investigations into the online game market and thoroughly calculated the future development potential of World of Warcraft. In Blizzard’s view, if they operated this game to its fullest potential, they could gain tens of millions of paying players worldwide within the next three years. In their opinion, this was already a level capable of creating an industry peak. Moreover, this super game, with its magnificent background, vast architecture, exquisite graphics, and first-class experience, could potentially bring a huge impetus to the development of computer hardware worldwide.

With such a grand dream, they buried themselves in hard work, only to turn around and find that a game so technically simple it was infuriating had dominated netizens worldwide overnight. Blizzard executives immediately organized a core team meeting, demanding everyone present experience Plants vs. Zombies Online and then discuss what made this game awesome, as well as areas where they could learn from or even imitate it.

A group of people started playing the game on their laptops in the conference room. Initially, it was the single-player mode, then someone shouted, “Hey, why don’t we try the online mode experience?”

Subsequently, everyone unconsciously became immersed in playing Plants vs. Zombies Online with their friends.

Until noon, everyone was still enthusiastically “experiencing” this highly brainwashing game mode. Shouts and exclamations periodically resonated from the conference room:

“Jimmy, quick, plant a Pea Shooter on my line, I’m about to be overwhelmed!”

“Oh, shit! Angelo, the Wall-nut is almost eaten away, is your cooldown ready? Quickly help me plant a Wall-nut!”

“I found a great way to deal with Pole Vaulting Zombies! Plant a Chomper one space behind the Wall-nut; that way, the Pole Vaulting Zombie will be swallowed whole by the Chomper as soon as it lands, hahahaha, I’m a genius!”

“Pete, haven’t you noticed how useful the Potato Mine is too? Gone with a bang! And it’s especially cheap!”

“But that thing is one-time use! While it’s cheap, you still have to wait for its cooldown, and it takes time to arm!”

“Tom, for God’s sake, help me plant an Ice Pea! Slow these zombies down, my line is almost broken!”

“Sorry, Justin, I also need an Ice Pea to consolidate my defenses here. How about I throw a Cherry Bomb for you first!”

…

After Plants vs. Zombies Online became popular, all games on the market were significantly impacted. Even Muye Technology’s own Paradise Town saw an approximate ten percent drop in active users, and the average user session length decreased by over thirty percent.

Li Mu analyzed the reasons: Paradise Town is not a fast-paced game; on the contrary, it’s a very slow-paced management simulation game. Users, through long-term operation, establish their own industries within the game. The longer they play, the higher their user stickiness becomes. However, once the game’s foundation is laid, active users, while logging in daily, no longer spend large amounts of time immersed in the game as they did in the early stages.

Plants vs. Zombies Online is a fast-paced game, especially its single-player mode and the cooperative battle mode with friends in instance dungeons. The pace is very quick, and users primarily enjoy the fast-paced thrill of battles. This kind of game is extremely easy to immerse users in over a short period, making them lose track of time once they dive in.

For a time, all the characters from Plants vs. Zombies became popular. Whether it was the various plants in the game or those adorable and humorous zombies, they became the most beloved cartoon characters nationwide.

To enhance the global influence of Plants vs. Zombies Online, Li Mu decided to strike while the iron is hot. He convened a meeting with the game’s graphic design team and the entire Muye Technology product team, preparing to push forward the derivative development of Plants vs. Zombies Online.

In Li Mu’s concept, derivatives have many development directions. Taking Plants vs. Zombies Online as an example, they could make animations, comics, movies, and various derivative products using the game’s characters, such as dolls, plush pillows, keychains, notebooks, etc. They could even sell authorization to McDonald’s or Kinder Surprise Eggs for themed gifts.

Just like the Minions’ animated characters, as long as they are developed deeply, the derivative potential is vast, capable of permeating every aspect of life.

However, if they wanted to strike while the iron is hot and quickly produce the first batch of derivatives, animations, comics, movies, and various physical products could not be the primary options, as their development and production time frames are unbreakable.

Therefore, Li Mu personally selected several first-stage derivative directions, including:


	The graphic design team immediately designs official high-definition wallpapers, providing them for free download and use on YY.com. The production cost of wallpapers is very low, and game assets are already available. A skilled graphic designer can produce multiple themed wallpapers in a day. Although these don’t have direct economic value, they can further promote the game’s coverage efficiency and user influence.


	The YY product team immediately develops custom skin interfaces featuring Plants vs. Zombies Online elements and simultaneously launches Plants vs. Zombies Online-related Cartoon Show products on YY Show.


	The Business Development team immediately contacts brands like McDonald’s, KFC, Coca-Cola, and Pepsi for collaboration, preparing to license the Plants vs. Zombies Online brand and characters for their special themed products.




By choosing McDonald’s versus KFC, and Coca-Cola versus Pepsi – all combinations of fierce rivals – Muye Technology would have the opportunity to maximize its profits.





Chapter 1319: Propelling to World-Class Standards

High-definition Q-style Plants vs. Zombies wallpapers became available for download on YY.com and were downloaded over ten million times within a single day. The wallpaper download page alone had over one hundred thousand users leave comments. These users came from all over the globe, each nickname followed by a small national flag indicating their login country. A glance at the comment page showed a sea of national flag icons from all over the world, with messages in various languages appearing simultaneously on the same page. This made Li Mu feel as if he were browsing YouTube, a clear testament to the game’s popularity.

Now, Plants vs. Zombies Online had only been launched for two days, and yet its highest concurrent online users had already surpassed fifty million. On the third day, the game’s single-day sales revenue from in-game items and skins reached thirty-five million yuan. Its powerful revenue-generating capability impressed the entire industry.

Li Mu was an experienced person and well aware of the development trajectory of paid skins in games. As more and more people used paid skins, other users, even though their normal gameplay wasn’t disturbed, constantly felt a subtle, fermenting influence due to aesthetics. This would continue until one day, ordinary users could no longer stand the unchanging original skins and began to tread the path of paid consumption, never to look back.

Li Mu could already foresee how popular YY’s identical paid skins and YY Shows would be once they were designed. At that time, even just the paid YY Shows alone would likely generate substantial revenue for the company.

It was rumored that all game companies on the market were studying Plants vs. Zombies Online and rapidly pursuing imitation. This even included the famous Blizzard; even they wanted to imitate Plants vs. Zombies Online and create a tower defense game.

However, even if game companies worldwide attempted to imitate Plants vs. Zombies Online, Li Mu wasn’t worried at all. He knew very well that the only irreplaceable condition for Plants vs. Zombies Online’s success was YY.

Without YY, even Blizzard couldn’t promote a similar tower defense game.

Without YY, even Microsoft couldn’t make internet users worldwide crazy about this game.

Without YY, even if Steve Jobs and Nokia pre-installed the same game on their phones, it would be impossible to trigger player interaction with friends on YY.

Any person, or any company, wishing to achieve the same level of success with a similar game as Plants vs. Zombies Online, must possess a social product highly consistent with YY, otherwise, there’s absolutely no chance.

KFC and McDonald’s both received collaboration offers from Muye Technology regarding the game’s cartoon images. Muye Technology’s proposed collaboration plan was: McDonald’s or KFC would pay a certain amount in copyright usage fees, and Muye Technology would license the packaging usage rights for the game’s cartoon images to them, allowing them to print the cartoon images on their product packaging. If they wished to obtain authorization to use the images for derivative products, they would have to pay extra, for example, for figurines and dolls made using the game’s cartoon images.

Within China, most companies producing various products using their own cartoon images would scarcely pay a single cent in copyright fees. However, this wasn’t the case in the United States. Any enterprise daring to use copyrighted material without authorization would undeniably face victory for the copyright holder in American courts and be ordered to pay huge compensation.

Multinational corporations like KFC and McDonald’s had previously engaged in similar collaborations with many well-known copyright holders. McDonald’s, for instance, had very close collaborations with copyright holders like Disney and Pixar, frequently launching small promotional gifts centered around Disney or Pixar cartoon images, which were then combined with in-store meal deals for promotional activities.

KFC, in addition to its close collaborations with some American companies, also had very deep partnerships with Japanese copyright holders. For example, this year, KFC launched a “Doraemon” meal set, which sold incredibly well in China. Besides using Doraemon’s name and image for packaging, the meal set also included a remote-controlled Doraemon toy, which was greatly loved by children.

However, neither of these two companies had similar cooperation experience with Chinese domestic copyright holders. Up to now, all Chinese cartoon image copyrights severely lacked influence in the international market. Whether it was the Calabash Brothers, or even well-known domestic cartoon characters like Black Cat Detective and Shu and Beta, none were recognized in the international market. Even Sun Wukong was the same.

It could be stated responsibly that the accumulated development of Chinese domestic cartoons over several decades, in terms of global influence, couldn’t compare to the influence Plants vs. Zombies Online had amassed internationally in just these past three days. In fact, it was far, far behind!

Plants vs. Zombies Online’s explosive popularity worldwide in a short time also meant that the game’s cartoon images were now familiar to over half of the global population. Therefore, behind every cartoon image in the game lay immense profit margins.

Therefore, when Muye Technology approached these two companies, both expressed strong interest.

Li Mu was very skilled at grasping these companies’ pain points. He had his Business Development representatives contact the two companies, propose a collaboration, but withheld an actual quote. At the same time, he released information letting both companies know that Muye Technology was negotiating with two enterprises simultaneously on the same matter, creating a sense of urgency for them.

Before Plants vs. Zombies Online became popular, the international cartoon copyright market was flooded with countless competing products. Even if one of the two companies found a collaboration opportunity in this market, the other could always find other similar competing products. For example, if KFC collaborated with Doraemon, McDonald’s could collaborate with Toy Story; everyone was evenly matched, and no one would be left behind by the other. If KFC got Hello Kitty, McDonald’s could go for SpongeBob SquarePants.

However, the current game market wasn’t the cartoon animation market. At this stage, only Plants vs. Zombies Online had managed to achieve global popularity with a cartoonist style in the gaming sector. If an opponent seized this opportunity, it would be extremely difficult to surpass them.

Even bringing in the entire global cartoon animation market to compete with Plants vs. Zombies Online might not be advantageous, because apart from a host of well-known cartoon characters in the global cartoon market, there haven’t been any new cartoon images achieving global recognition in the past year or two.

This thus also involved a matter of buzz.

The Doraemon cartoon image was indeed very powerful; at least one-third of the global population knew it. However, while Doraemon was well-known, it no longer had much to do with current buzz. It was like how everyone in China knew Liu Xiaolingtong; in 2015 and 2016, even though he was still famous, he no longer had the same popularity, and his appearance fee might have been less than one hundred thousand yuan. But at that time, a popular young idol, even if they had only debuted for a year or two, would command an appearance fee of several million due to their high buzz. This was the importance of buzz.

Currently, no single cartoon image or series from the past century worldwide could compare to Plants vs. Zombies. Therefore, for companies like McDonald’s and KFC, it would be one thing if Muye Technology didn’t bring this image to collaborate with the fast-food industry at all, but once it was brought out, they had to pull out all the stops to acquire it.

The same applied to Coca-Cola and Pepsi.

These two sworn enemies of several decades were essentially “mirror-image rivals,” always matching each other move for move: if one released cola, the other released cola; if one released Sprite, the other released 7UP; if one released Fanta, the other released Mirinda. Not only did they fiercely compete on their core products, but they frequently extended this rivalry, bringing their “at loggerheads” battles into other domains. If one exclusively partnered with McDonald’s, the other would exclusively partner with KFC; their strategic partners were also arch-rivals.

Under these circumstances, Plants vs. Zombies Online’s sudden move to negotiate collaborations with both sides immediately ignited their rivalry. Moreover, this time, the losing party in the competition would have no other similar competing products to choose from.

Muye Technology’s Business Development representatives, under Li Mu’s instruction, presented two collaboration proposals for these two pairs of competitors – KFC and McDonald’s; Pepsi and Coca-Cola – to choose from:

The first was annual licensing of the cartoon images: each company would submit their annual licensing fee bid, and the highest bidder would win.

The second was a commitment from the user for display count. For example, Pepsi could commit to displaying Plants vs. Zombies Online’s images on their various products one hundred million times within one year, and Coca-Cola could commit to displaying them two hundred million times. The company committing to the highest display count would receive exclusive authorization. On this basis, Muye Technology would only symbolically collect a copyright usage fee of one hundred thousand US dollars per year.

However, Muye Technology had a clear definition for display count: each sale of a product using the licensed image would count as one display. If the actual display count did not meet the committed display count, a compensation of 0.2 US dollars per display would be paid to Muye Technology.

In other words, if these companies wanted to obtain the image rights for Plants vs. Zombies Online, they either had to pay more money or produce more products related to Plants vs. Zombies Online’s images.

Li Mu himself favored the latter. He didn’t care about one hundred thousand US dollars or even five million US dollars in annual licensing fees. What he wanted was to quickly propel Plants vs. Zombies Online’s image into the global offline sphere through these companies, which possessed incredibly strong offline channels. This would fill Plants vs. Zombies Online’s offline void, continuously increasing its global influence, and elevate the game’s cartoon images to a world-class standard in terms of recognition, influence, and value. This was what Li Mu truly desired most.

Online was Li Mu’s absolute advantage. If the internet world was an ocean, then Muye Technology was the largest whale in that ocean. However, no matter how strong a whale was, it would be difficult for it to become a dominator on land. For Muye Technology, the offline real world was equivalent to that “land”.

The difference was that companies like KFC, McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, and Pepsi were all giants in the offline industry, which was something Li Mu lacked.

If Coca-Cola sold fifty billion bottles of Coca-Cola annually, Li Mu wished they could directly commit to fifty billion displays per year. In that case, the Plants vs. Zombies image would truly permeate every corner of the world!





Chapter 1320: CCTV’s Invitation

While netizens across the globe were frantically obsessed with Plants vs. Zombies Online, the SARS epidemic continued to develop. However, its speed of development had significantly slowed down compared to Li Mu’s previous life.

The supplies that Taobao distributed to medical units nationwide provided substantial protection and assistance to the first-tier healthcare workers. All cities where SARS was discovered, and all established designated SARS treatment units, received supplies donated by Taobao. All medical personnel discarded their ordinary cotton face masks, which offered lower protection, and uniformly switched to N95 and higher-grade face masks. Protective suits and full-body disinfection equipment also played a vital role on the front lines of defense against SARS.

CCTV did not report on the global popularity of Plants vs. Zombies Online. This might be related to the long-standing historical reason that domestic media rarely report positively on games. However, CCTV had recently been reporting news related to Taobao, specifically filming interviews with Taobao Logistics’ first-tier workers and tracking their entire process of steadfastly holding to their posts under the epidemic every day. After the news aired on television, it shaped an excellent image for the express delivery personnel group, and for Taobao Express, in front of the entire nation.

The latest Xinwen Lianbo featured CCTV’s tracking report on several treatment centers that were isolating and treating confirmed SARS cases. They interviewed the healthcare workers on the front lines and also reported on the supplies Taobao provided them, highlighting the positive effect these supplies had on their personal safety.

This once again made Li Mu a hot topic among the entire nation. At such a critical moment, he had stabilized the prices of protective supplies, donated a large batch of protective supplies that had already been stockpiled, and now, with Plants vs. Zombies Online, he had become famous globally. Li Mu had practically become the individual most watched by news media worldwide. The national discussion about Li Mu’s ability to “predict the future” intensified once more.

A Deputy Editor-in-Chief from CCTV contacted Li Ziwei, expressing hope to conduct an exclusive interview with Li Mu. Li Ziwei asked about the main purpose and focus of the interview. The other party replied: they hoped Li Mu could participate in the filming of a public service announcement for combating SARS. This public service announcement invited many celebrities, including renowned private entrepreneurs, artists, and popular celebrities. The purpose was to, from a non-official perspective, boost the nation’s confidence in fighting SARS, and also to popularize common knowledge about resisting SARS.

In addition to filming this public service announcement, CCTV also hoped to take this opportunity to conduct a brief interview with Li Mu. The direction of the interview would also be related to SARS, mainly focusing on Li Mu’s opinion and attitude towards SARS, as well as his actual efforts in combating the epidemic.

When Li Ziwei relayed this matter to Li Mu, he agreed without hesitation. He knew CCTV would definitely seek him out; even without the public service announcement, CCTV would still approach him. This was because now, the entire society was pondering him. They didn’t understand why he could “predict the future” and had already piled massive amounts of supplies in Taobao Logistics’ warehouses before most people even detected the epidemic.

Although he had not given any feedback, Li Mu knew clearly in his heart that this question needed a convincing explanation for the entire nation. Otherwise, some would surely believe that when things are abnormal, there's always something fishy going on.

Thus, on the morning after agreeing, Li Mu, accompanied by Li Ziwei, headed to CCTV’s recording studio.

In the car, Li Mu, Li Ziwei, and the driver Wang Yuanlang all wore strict face masks. Li Ziwei’s bag also contained hand sanitizer, disinfecting wipes, and a thermometer.

Li Mu going to CCTV’s recording studio made Li Ziwei a little nervous. What she feared most now was Li Mu going to public places, especially uncontrolled ones.

So, along the way, Li Ziwei kept reminding Li Mu, saying: “General Manager Li, when you arrive at CCTV today, try not to shake hands with others. Also, don’t take off your face mask unless absolutely necessary. During this extraordinary period, safety comes first.”

Li Mu laughed and asked her: “What if someone wants to shake my hand?”

Li Ziwei said seriously: “If someone asks to shake your hand, just clasped hands (in prayer) and nod. I believe everyone will understand at this time.”

Li Mu asked: “When you went to the health and transportation departments, didn’t you shake hands with all the leaders? Why are you not careful yourself?”

Li Ziwei said: “I’m not important. Muye Technology and Taobao wouldn’t be affected without me, but you’re different.”

Li Mu smiled helplessly and said: “Beijing hasn’t discovered any confirmed cases yet.”

“You still need to be extra careful,” Li Ziwei said. “Beijing has such a large population base, and transportation is so developed. If there really are confirmed cases, I’m worried it won’t just be one or two.”

Li Mu nodded, saying nothing, but he shared the same concern. The spread of disease is not one-to-one, but one-to-many. If there is a confirmed case on a train, everyone on the entire train is at risk of infection. A plane with hundreds of people, in a completely enclosed space, if there is one patient, everyone on the plane could carry the virus. After getting off the plane, hundreds of people scatter across the city, very likely spreading the virus over a large area.

In his previous life, the epidemic in Beijing developed very quickly. It seemed that not long after, entire buildings in university dorm rooms and regular residential communities were isolated. From this isolation strategy, it could be seen that the virus’s ability to spread was indeed very strong.

…

After Li Mu arrived at the recording studio, medical personnel arranged by CCTV specifically took his and Li Ziwei’s temperatures. After confirming that neither had a fever, a dedicated staff member led them to the resting room CCTV had specially prepared for Li Mu.

Outside the resting room door, an A4 paper printed disinfection status public notice was affixed, showing that the room had been thoroughly disinfected at nine o’clock this morning. The disinfection personnel’s name was Zhang Guiling.

Seeing this notice, Li Mu felt particularly emotional. In his previous life, when the SARS epidemic was severe, all buses, subways, and most public places had a disinfection notice board with eye-catching words like “Disinfected Today” written on them. People at that time had developed the habit of checking for such notices first. If there was one, they would then check if the time was for the current day. If so, they would feel much more at ease. If not, they would generally turn around and walk away, keeping their distance.

Li Mu sat in the resting room for a few minutes before CCTV’s Deputy Editor-in-Chief came over with a director to greet him. When they knocked and entered, both of them were wearing face masks. Li Mu and Li Ziwei also kept their face masks on. However, during this special time, no one felt abrupt or unnatural.

The Deputy Editor-in-Chief had interacted with Li Mu a few times before and was relatively familiar. As soon as he entered, he eagerly greeted Li Mu, saying: “Oh, General Manager Li, long time no see!”

After speaking, he extended his hand to shake Li Mu’s hand.

Li Ziwei quickly gave a signal to Li Mu, hoping he would gently decline the handshake as she had told him. But Li Mu still extended his hand and shook the other party’s hand seriously, then exchanged greetings.

The other party quickly introduced the director beside him to Li Mu, saying: “General Manager Li, this is the director for our public service announcement, Chen Qingqi. You can just call him Little Chen.”

Li Mu couldn’t see the other party’s face, but from the slight wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, this Chen Qingqi was at least thirty-six or thirty-seven years old. Calling him Little Chen would certainly be inappropriate, so he politely said: “Hello, Director Chen, if there’s anything you need me to cooperate with later, just let me know.”

Chen Qingqi hastily said: “Thank you, General Manager Li, for participating in the filming of our public service announcement. It’s truly an honor!”

After speaking, Chen Qingqi also extended his hand to shake Li Mu’s hand.

Li Mu didn’t think much about it and naturally extended his hand to shake his.

When he withdrew his hand, Li Mu caught a glimpse of Li Ziwei out of the corner of his eye. Li Ziwei’s eyes were practically rolling towards the sky, evidently extremely displeased with Li Mu’s complete disregard for caution, but she couldn’t say anything, only slightly expressing it with her eyes.

Chen Qingqi told Li Mu that today’s public service announcement involved a total of ten actors and entrepreneurs, but the proportion was heavily skewed: nine actors, and only one entrepreneur, Li Mu.

Li Mu had originally wanted to ask why he was the only entrepreneur, but after thinking it over, he didn’t ask. CCTV surely had their reasons for such matters. Since he was already here, he would just cooperate with CCTV to finish filming the public service announcement. There was no need to inquire too much.

Li Mu’s filming task today was very simple. He had a total of four lines of dialogue / lines: the first was a self-introduction, the second introduced the transmission routes of SARS, the third appealed for everyone to treat the epidemic rationally, and the fourth was a slogan about defending against SARS, starting with oneself.

The entire public service announcement’s script was broken down by the director and given to each participant for recording. The latter three of Li Mu’s four lines were extracted from the overall script. It was estimated that after the recording, the ten people’s lines would be strung together through editing. Li Mu had seen many such public service announcements; there was nothing new about them, but for a public service announcement itself, it was quite standard.

After discussing the lines, the director gave Li Mu the specific filming schedule. The production team had arranged different times for the ten guests. Before Li Mu arrived, five groups had already been filmed, and they were currently on a mid-session break. Li Mu was scheduled as the seventh. If there were no unexpected circumstances, filming should start in half an hour to forty minutes. The filming process itself would be as quick as ten minutes, or at most twenty minutes would be sufficient.

After discussing the serious business, someone on the director’s walkie-talkie informed him that the sixth group’s recording would begin in two minutes. So, he and the Deputy Editor-in-Chief excused themselves and left first.

As soon as they left, Li Ziwei hurriedly closed the door, then rummaged through her bag for hand sanitizer. She came to Li Mu’s side and said: “General Manager Li, palms up.”

Li Mu extended both hands. Li Ziwei squeezed a large glob of alcohol hand sanitizer into each of his palms, admonishing: “You’d best spread it evenly over your entire hand; that way, the sterilization will be more thorough.”

Li Mu rubbed his hands while jesting: “You’re even more meticulous than my mother.”

Li Ziwei said: “If Auntie Xiao were here, she probably wouldn’t even let you leave the house…”

As they were talking, a knock on the door sounded again.

Li Ziwei quickly whispered to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, please don’t shake hands this time. Too much alcohol is bad for your skin too.”

Li Mu nodded perfunctorily. Li Ziwei hurriedly went to open the door, only to find that the visitor this time was none other than the host Sun Junyi.

Although Sun Junyi wore a face mask, Li Mu recognized him as soon as he entered the door.

Li Mu and Sun Junyi were old acquaintances; Sun Junyi had previously conducted an exclusive interview with him, and Li Mu had a very good impression of him.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Sun Junyi walked up to him, extended his hand, and enthusiastically said: “General Manager Li, we meet again.”

Li Mu also extended his hand and shook Sun Junyi’s, smiling: “Hello, Host Sun, glad to see you again.”

Li Ziwei, standing beside them, stared wide-eyed but couldn’t say anything. She could only stand by annoyed, hoping Sun Junyi would leave quickly so she could squeeze some more hand sanitizer for Li Mu.

Sun Junyi quickly stated his purpose, saying: “General Manager Li, it’s like this: we’d like to do an exclusive interview with you. Deputy Editor-in-Chief Hu should have mentioned this when he contacted you earlier, right?”

Li Mu nodded: “He did. Will you be conducting this exclusive interview again?”

“Yes,” Sun Junyi smiled slightly, “The station assigned me to do this exclusive interview, so I came over to communicate with you in advance. This interview won’t be long, with an estimated total broadcast time of about five minutes. We’ll air it on Focus Interview and Late News tonight, and Sons of the East tomorrow morning.”

“Why is the broadcast schedule so dense?”

Sun Junyi said: “It’s an extraordinary period. CCTV has been under heavy burden and great pressure recently. Just the deliberate tarnish / smear and exaggerated negative news from overseas have been a huge headache. But thankfully, you timely launched Plants vs. Zombies Online. Our pressure from public opinion abroad has significantly eased. The leaders at the station keep saying that you are our god-tier teammate, saving us from tribulation, practically a life-saver.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “These are all things that should be done. The station really shouldn’t be so polite.”

After speaking, Li Mu asked him: “By the way, what aspects of questions do you mainly want to cover in this interview?”

Sun Junyi hurriedly said: “That’s also why I came over to communicate with you in advance.”

Li Mu nodded: “Go ahead.”

Sun Junyi then said: “I have prepared some questions here, but for each question, you can choose whether or not to answer it in the exclusive interview. If you want to avoid certain questions, you can tell me directly, and I won’t ask them; I’ll only ask those you confirm.”

“Alright.”

Sun Junyi said: “Then I’ll go through the questions with you one by one.”

“The first question: How do you view this SARS epidemic?”

“I can answer that.”

“Then the second question: Do you think this SARS epidemic can be overcome quickly?”

“I can answer that.”

“Then the third question: Why did you donate so many supplies to the health and transportation departments?”

“I can answer that.”

“The fourth question: Taobao took out a large quantity of affordable protective supplies at a critical moment to stabilize prices. What kind of transformation do you think the internet and e-commerce will bring to consumers?”

“I can answer that.”

At this point, Sun Junyi glanced at Li Mu, hesitated for a moment, and said: “General Manager Li, the fifth question might involve some subjective pondering. If you don’t wish to answer, just tell me directly.”

“Alright.”

Sun Junyi took a deep breath, looked at Li Mu, and said: “The fifth question: What prompted you to start preparing these supplies several months in advance? Do you truly possess the ability to predict the future, as netizens claim?”

Li Mu sighed inwardly: “Finally, it’s here!”

On his lips, however, was a light smile, as he nodded seriously: “I can answer that.”





Chapter 1321: Giving the Whole Nation an Explanation

The public service announcement filming was very simple. Before the camera, Li Mu recorded the four pre-set lines in four separate segments. After each segment was approved, he filmed a complete segment with all four lines for the director. Then, his task was complete, taking less than ten minutes in total.

However, Li Mu knew very well that Sun Junyi’s upcoming exclusive interview was the top priority for CCTV this time.

Sitting face-to-face with Sun Junyi in the studio, Sun Junyi first recounted the various efforts Li Mu and his two enterprises made during the fight against SARS. At the same time, representing CCTV, he gave a highly positive evaluation of Li Mu’s actions. After that, it was time for Sun Junyi’s questioning.

Li Mu answered each question posed by Sun Junyi very naturally.

Sun Junyi asked him: “General Manager Li, what is your view on this SARS epidemic?”

Li Mu replied: “I believe SARS is just a small, not unexpected interlude in our development process. For tens of thousands of years, disease has been humanity’s eternal opponent in its development. No matter how much humanity develops, it is impossible to completely eliminate disease. Encountering a new kind of disease is nothing new in the history of human development. And our current medical standards have greatly improved compared to several decades ago. Therefore, I believe SARS will not truly become a widespread epidemic.”

Sun Junyi then asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, in your opinion, can this epidemic be overcome quickly?”

Li Mu nodded and said earnestly: “I believe in the nation’s strength and the people’s appeal. I also believe in science, and I trust our medical and research workers. Moreover, compared to various epidemics like bird flu, mad cow disease, and Ebola virus that have been prevalent in recent years, the destructiveness brought by SARS is significantly weaker than these infectious diseases. Therefore, I believe that it won’t be long before we can defeat this epidemic. Perhaps three months, at most half a year, and we will achieve the ultimate victory.”

Sun Junyi continued to ask: “General Manager Li, some time ago, Muye Technology and Taobao jointly donated a large amount of protective supplies to the Health Department and the Transportation Department. This included tens of millions of high-grade face masks, a large number of protective suits, disinfection equipment, and temperature detection devices. I would like to ask you, what led you to make such a big spending decision to donate?”

Li Mu replied: “When the epidemic outbreak, the entire society fell into a state of extreme alarm to some extent. However, in my opinion, the vast majority of the public is temporarily without any substantial danger. The fundamental reason for ensuring their temporary safety is the effort and dedication of a large number of first-tier healthcare workers.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued: “From the data we have compiled, all cities where SARS epidemics have been discovered currently show no signs of widespread diffusion. This is because our medical staff have already isolated and treated confirmed diagnosis cases and suspected cases. They expose themselves to the most dangerous environments, using their flesh and blood to build a solid Great Wall between the virus and the public. My company and I have the responsibility and obligation to provide these medical workers with all the help we can. And currently, I believe what they need most are supplies that can enhance personal protection. That’s why we decided to donate this batch of supplies to them. If there is a need for relevant supplies later, we will continue to donate more.”

Sun Junyi praised: “General Manager Li has always been one of the most socially responsible private entrepreneurs in China. We have received a lot of feedback from medical units. The batch of supplies you donated reached all first-tier healthcare workers in the shortest possible time and provided them with very good safety assurance. On behalf of healthcare workers nationwide, I want to thank you and your two enterprises for your care and dedication.”

Li Mu said humbly: “All of this is what we should do.”

Sun Junyi then said: “During this epidemic, your Taobao has received unanimous praise from people across the country. When the epidemic was just announced, there was a phenomenon of skyrocketing prices for epidemic prevention relevant supplies everywhere. Many ill-intentioned merchants raised the price of goods that were originally worth only a few yuan to dozens or even over a hundred yuan for sale. However, your Taobao was able to stabilize prices in the shortest time. This also allowed many people in China who did not know Taobao, or did not know online shopping, to understand Taobao, the Internet, and e-commerce better. So, I would like to ask you, in your opinion, what kind of subvert will the Internet and e-commerce bring to consumers in the future, and why can it bring about the subvert you foresee?”

This question was truly a bonus question.

This was also why Li Mu was always full of gratitude towards CCTV from the bottom of his heart. From the moment he gained exposure, CCTV had taken great care of him, always reporting about him and his starting a business project from an absolutely positive perspective, laying a strong public support for him. Now, CCTV deliberately arranged such a question in the interview, which was simply giving him a free opportunity to advertise Taobao. This advertisement was more effective than any direct advertisements.

To seize this good opportunity, Li Mu answered with particular earnestness: “I believe that in the near future, e-commerce will become the mainstream consumer channels for urban populations, and within ten years, it will cover the vast majority of rural populations and towns. At the same time, e-commerce will expand from its current nationwide scope to a future global scope!”

“As for why I foresee this, there are many reasons: In its early stages, the Internet created a virtual world without distance or barriers for all humanity in the field of information interaction. However, what the Internet can do is far more than just a virtual world. E-commerce is an organic combination of the Internet and real society.

In real life, consumers’ feet and legs are made of flesh, so the distance they can walk for shopping each day is very limited. The daily consumption range of most people does not exceed a five-kilometer radius centered on their home. For people living in first-tier cities, the daily consumption range might reach fifteen kilometers, but this is already the extreme for daily consumption in real life. If a person’s daily consumption requires traveling fifteen kilometers or even more than twenty kilometers from home, then it can be confirmed that this person’s consumption experience is very tiring.

However, in the field of e-commerce, consumers’ feet and legs are completely liberated. They can enjoy a nine million six hundred thousand square kilometer consumption range from home without stepping out. We place goods from all over the country in front of them, allowing them to sit in front of their computer and freely choose their favorite goods. Through online selection, online payment, and offline delivery, users can buy goods from all over the country, and even the world, while sitting at home. This change in consumption method and experience is absolutely revolutionary. I believe that any consumer who has experienced online shopping will completely fall in love with this new shopping method, and I also believe that in the near future, e-commerce will completely overturn the consumption habits of consumers nationwide.”

Sun Junyi nodded and said: “We interviewed many Taobao consumers, and their evaluation of the online shopping experience is indeed as you said: it is an unprecedented, subversive new experience. The previous shopping method involved arranging time in advance, getting oneself ready, going to the shopping location, and then wandering through various shops, spending a long time selecting desired goods. But now, people just need to sit at home and move their mouse to browse products from all over the country, including everything imaginable. If they see something they like, they just place an order and pay, wait one or two days, and the item is delivered themselves. This transformation of experience is indeed revolutionary, and I believe this SARS epidemic has also allowed more consumers to fully experience this different consumption method that e-commerce offers.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Taobao and Taobao Logistics will definitely work even harder in the future to provide a safer, more affordable, and more convenient shopping experience for consumers nationwide.”

Subsequently, Sun Junyi asked the fifth question: “General Manager Li, whether it’s Taobao stabilizing prices with a large amount of stock this time, or your big spending donations to the relevant health and transportation departments, behind these measures lies enormous material reserves. In recent days, many internet users have also been curious. SARS has only just begun to outbreak, and previously it only appeared on a small scale in Guangdong Province. At that time, various departments had not yet paid enough attention to SARS. So why did you start preparing this large batch of supplies several months ago? Is it true, as some internet users online say, that you have the ability to predict the future?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said nonchalantly: “I am human, not a god, so I definitely do not have the ability to predict the future. As for why I started preparing this batch of supplies two or three months in advance, that’s a long story. However, since many internet users are very interested, I will tell you.”

“A few months ago, Muye Technology launched Muye Ticketing System, an online movie ticket sales system. After this product was launched, Mr. Steven Spielberg, the director and founder of DreamWorks in the United States, very much hoped to cooperate with Muye Technology to develop Muye Ticketing System in the United States. It just so happened that we were also discussing the Flying Tigers script at the time, so he brought a famous female actress from the United States, who is also one of the female lead of our Flying Tigers, Anne Hathaway, to China.

At that time, I happened to be busy with Taobao Logistics’ distribution center project in Shenzhen City, Guangdong Province. Everyone should also remember that we implemented Taobao Logistics’ first automatic sorting system there. I attached great importance to this matter, so I had been in Shenzhen City during that period. Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway also came to Shenzhen City to meet me and discuss the specific details of the cooperation.

At that time, there were already some rumors in Shenzhen City that there was a relatively serious infectious disease in the area. Although the rumors were unconfirmed, many people were panic buying face mask and disinfectant. There were also rumors that Banlangen and white vinegar had a very good suppressive effect on infectious diseases, so there was a situation where people were hiking prices at the time, though it was far less outrageous than later.

I was in Shenzhen City at the time, and after hearing these rumors, I didn’t pay too much attention. However, a few days later, Miss Anne suddenly developed a high fever and was hospitalized. After having contact with the medical staff at the time, I learned that a new, unconfirmed infectious disease had indeed been discovered locally. Miss Anne was hospitalized with a high fever for several days, and her condition was once very critical. Although it was later confirmed that her high fever was not due to an infectious disease, this incident still greatly affected me. Combined with some rumors on the local market and the situation of hiking prices, I felt it was necessary to prepare for the worst. If this infectious disease was truly serious and showing a trend of diffusion, what could my company and I do for society to alleviate the harm caused by this infectious disease?”

“After careful consideration, I decided to proceed from two aspects: On one hand, stockpile a large number of regular protective supplies in advance, so that if the epidemic truly outbreak, unscrupulous merchants wouldn’t seize the opportunity to hike prices. On the other hand, the most important thing to control an infectious epidemic is undoubtedly to prevent healthy people from being infected, and the vast medical staff are responsible for this work. So, I had the idea of stockpiling some medical protective supplies and equipment in advance. Coincidentally, I went to the United States during that time, and a friend was quite familiar with manufacturers in this aspect. So, I negotiated a more favorable price with the manufacturer and pre-ordered a batch of supplies and equipment. It was better safe than sorry, and I didn’t expect it to actually come in handy.”

Sun Junyi also heard Li Mu’s direct answer for the first time. After listening, he was astonished. He knew that Li Mu had indeed stayed in Guangdong Province for a long time previously, and he also knew that Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway had specifically traveled to Shenzhen City to meet him to discuss cooperation. However, he never expected that Anne Hathaway’s illness was part of this. He did not doubt the authenticity of Li Mu’s words, because such a thing could be confirmed by checking with the medical units in Shenzhen City. He was just a little scared afterwards. Fortunately, Anne Hathaway did not contract SARS at that time; otherwise, if the news of an international movie star contracting SARS in China were exposed, the impact on China’s international image would truly be immeasurable.

In addition, Sun Junyi was also marveling at Li Mu’s courage. To be able to infer a possible epidemic outbreak from some subtle clues or uncertain information, and to invest over one billion yuan to stockpile various supplies, without worrying that these supplies would Money down the drain due to his wrong inference – no other entrepreneur in China besides Li Mu could possess such courage.

Thinking of this, Sun Junyi couldn’t help but ask a question that was not within the pre-communicated scope: “General Manager Li, you only relied on these clues, and you had the courage to invest one billion or even two billion Chinese yuan for better safe than sorry. Are you not worried about the huge losses you would face if your inference was wrong?”

Li Mu smiled confidently, his expression calm: “I’m not worried at all about my inference being wrong, for two reasons. First, if my inference is wrong and no epidemic occurs, that’s a good thing for society, so why should I worry? Second, Taobao already had a very large volume at that time. I can normally consume a large portion or even all of this batch of supplies through Taobao. Even if there are losses, it’s impossible to lose everything. At most, a few hundred million yuan would be lost. As a businessman, I naturally prepare for losses. A few hundred million yuan is nothing to me and my company. Exchanging a potential loss of a few hundred million yuan for insurance for the whole society, I think it’s very worth it.”

Saying that, Li Mu looked at Sun Junyi and said with a smile: “Speaking of which, any person starting a business has courage. I just happen to have a bit more courage than the average person. And this matter is far from the boldest thing I’ve ever done.”

Sun Junyi’s attention was quickly diverted by Li Mu, and he curiously asked a second question that was not within the pre-communicated scope: “Then, General Manager Li, what is the boldest thing you have done so far?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Muye Technology’s Series C fundraising brought in three point three billion US dollars in cash. After this money arrived, I allocated over two billion US dollars, which translates to even over twenty billion Chinese yuan, to one thing. Do you know what it is?”

Sun Junyi’s eyes widened, and he shook his head.

Li Mu said: “I used over twenty billion Chinese yuan to establish multiple data processing centers around the world. Currently, the first phase of this planning has been achieved, so Muye Technology can simultaneously support tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of people worldwide logging into YY, chatting via YY text, video calling, transferring data, send and receive emails, and browsing YY Portal. At the same time, we can also support tens of millions of people playing Paradise Town and Plants vs. Zombies Online simultaneously.

In the future, our data processing centers will also need to support several hundred million or even one billion people simultaneously playing large-scale online games, watching high-definition videos, and making high-quality video and voice calls. And in the more distant future, we will not only provide such support for ourselves but also provide the same support for countless internet enterprises worldwide. This is our data service business, and the business itself will not be profitable for the next few years. However, I infer that it will not only be excellent value for money but also have great potential in the future, so we invested twenty billion into it. Do you think I’m worried about this twenty billion Money down the drain?”

Sun Junyi came to his senses and sighed: “After hearing what you said, I believe you shouldn’t be worried.”

Li Mu nodded: “I’m not worried, not at all. This is not only because of my trust in my own judgment, but also my consistent way of doing things. As long as I believe something is necessary to do, I won’t be afraid, no matter how high the capital investment. Investing twenty billion in data processing centers and two billion stockpiling protective supplies, in my opinion, are the same. Let alone the two billion potentially Money down the drain, even if all twenty billion were Money down the drain, I wouldn’t back down. In the future, Muye Technology or Taobao might invest in projects worth fifty billion or even one hundred billion. If I don’t even dare to make a two billion decision, how can I make these two enterprises become industry leaders?”





Chapter 1322: It’s Really Here!

When Li Mu’s interview aired on the evening and night news programs, all sorts of speculation and rumors about him were utterly shattered.

Li Mu perfectly explained why he had prepared for SARS several months in advance. This was because when SARS first broke out in Guangdong Province, he had firsthand experience with it. After the information about SARS was fully disclosed, the public also knew that SARS cases had been discovered in Guangdong Province several months ago. However, at that time, SARS didn’t show strong lethality; the first patient discovered in Guangdong Province had even recovered and been discharged in January. Its rapid development was reportedly related to a virus mutation.

With this factual basis, no one doubted Li Mu’s statement anymore. The fact that he himself was in the affected area months ago was key to all subsequent developments.

However, this alone wasn’t persuasive enough. After all, a bit of unsubstantiated information wasn’t enough to support Li Mu proactively investing over two billion yuan to prepare for the epidemic. At this point, Anne Hathaway became the most crucial link in establishing full rationality.

Witnessing Anne Hathaway’s isolation due to suspected SARS infection must have, to a large extent, deepened Li Mu’s impression and concern about SARS, making everything seem even more reasonable.

Beyond that, there was another factor: Li Mu’s character. Just like the sensation-causing words Li Mu spoke with a smile to Sun Junyi, he inherently possessed unique insight, seeing issues deeper and further than others. Moreover, he always acted with boldness. If he could readily invest twenty billion yuan for a foundational project, what were a mere two billion yuan?

The timing was right, the opportunity was right, and his actions/style were also right. With these points combined, nobody questioned Li Mu’s ability to ‘predict the future’ anymore. On the contrary, everyone saw this incident as a ‘miniature’ example of Li Mu’s success. If his way of thinking and actions/style were no different from ordinary people, he simply couldn’t have become the owner of Muye Technology and Taobao Technology.

By using his completely logical and reasonable chain of cause and effect, Li Mu not only overturned all societal doubts but also further garnered immense recognition and praise from across society.

Before this, Li Mu had just made the ‘Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation’ known worldwide, earning respect for veterans and himself from across the globe, achieving remarkable success. And now, in a blink of an eye, he had again invested several billion yuan in critically needed supplies to stabilize prices and public morale, while also bringing godsend-like large donations to medical staff. These successive big spending moves had completely won over the public. Almost everyone believed that having such an entrepreneur was a great fortune for society as a whole.

Besides shattering rumors and earning widespread public praise, Li Mu’s interview also caused a slight side effect. Because Anne Hathaway occupied a very important position in Li Mu’s chain of cause and effect, and she was of similar age to Li Mu and a recognized great beauty, these factors led many to suspect if there was an unknown secret relationship between Li Mu and Anne Hathaway.

This suspicion was not unfounded. After all, Li Mu and Anne Hathaway had previously been involved in romantic rumors. The outside world had persistently believed that Li Mu and Anne Hathaway were in fact a golden couple in a transatlantic relationship, which was why they both attended Steven Spielberg’s charity gala. It was also rumored that they had quite intimate private interactions at the gala.

Precisely because of this, Anne Hathaway pursued Li Mu all the way from the United States to China. On the surface, it was said to be for discussing film projects, but that was completely illogical! If it truly were about film projects, Steven Spielberg could have come by himself. Why bring Anne Hathaway and not other actors? Weren’t Tom Hanks and Leonardo DiCaprio also available?

Furthermore, why would Li Mu invest so much money to shoot ‘Flying Tigers’ and cast two super first-tier Hollywood superstars, Tom Hanks and Leonardo DiCaprio, yet choose Anne Hathaway as the female lead? Although she was also a Hollywood actress, her debut was recent, and she was young with shallow qualifications. Compared to these two bigshots, her status was significantly lower. This must have been with Li Mu’s approval, or even special consideration.

Additionally, Anne Hathaway traveled thousands of miles to meet Li Mu, but then developed a sudden high fever in Shenzhen City and was even suspected of contracting SARS. Li Mu must have been very nervous and concerned, which further compelled him to make the decision to prepare billions of yuan in supplies for SARS.

After this viewpoint was exposed online, it immediately attracted widespread attention from netizens. Without a doubt, Li Mu was a highly respected entrepreneur and philanthropist in the eyes of the Chinese public. Therefore, people also hoped that he could find a good romantic partner. And in the eyes of the spectators, no one was more suitable for Li Mu than Anne Hathaway.

The two of them perfectly embodied what it meant to be a talented man and a beautiful woman. A talented individual and a beautiful woman were already a popular and cherished tale, not to mention Anne Hathaway was a Hollywood female star. This label made the public even more hopeful that Li Mu and Anne Hathaway would get together.

Thus, a popular topic began to brew online: hopes for Li Mu and Anne Hathaway to make their relationship public…

Li Mu had thought that after the CCTV interview aired, it would completely resolve the trouble of being questioned by society. But unexpectedly, while the goal was achieved, it came with an unanticipated side effect. Seeing so many gossip news stories online earnestly analyzing his ‘secret relationship’ with Anne Hathaway, Li Mu felt both amused and helpless.

However, Li Mu also knew very well that rumors could be shattered, but gossip could not. If he came out to deny it, it would be tantamount to a public confession. So, he simply had to remain silent and let them speculate.

…

That night, the YY.com editor-in-chief received news from CCTV: Beijing had confirmed its first SARS patient. This patient had flown from Hong Kong to Beijing that afternoon and was found to have an abnormal temperature upon disembarking and clearing customs. Airport staff immediately isolated the passenger on the spot and then informed the Beijing Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The Beijing CDC immediately dispatched an ambulance to the airport to transport the patient to the hospital’s SARS prevention and control center. Along with the patient, customs and airport staff who had direct contact with the passenger were also taken to the hospital for observation.

However, according to the health department’s strict isolation requirements, the situation was far from simple.

Although the case had not been immediately confirmed, the CDC, following newly established rules from its superiors, immediately communicated with the airport to disseminate isolation requirements.

The CDC’s requirements included several points:

First, all crew members who arrived in Beijing simultaneously with this passenger, and the aircraft itself, were grounded. The airline was to immediately arrange unified isolation accommodation for the crew, followed by close monitoring of their temperatures. If an abnormal temperature was detected, the hospital was to be contacted immediately.

Second, the airline was required to contact every passenger on the same flight to ascertain their health status, especially regarding any fever symptoms. Concurrently, they were to confirm their addresses and notify the local Neighborhood Committees at those addresses to monitor them closely. The same principle applied: if an abnormal temperature was detected, the hospital was to be contacted immediately.

Although the CDC’s requirements were relatively comprehensive, implementing them was not as easy as imagined.

According to reliable sources, coincidentally, the aircraft was a Ganglong Airlines Airbus A330-300 wide-body passenger jet. Furthermore, that flight was during peak hours, with an occupancy rate exceeding eighty-five percent and a passenger count of two hundred fifty-eight.

For an international airport and a metropolitan city, two hundred fifty-eight people were like a small boat in a vast ocean, easily submerged by the city’s daily movement of millions of people. However, if two hundred fifty-seven of these two hundred fifty-eight people became potential virus carriers and infected individuals, then the problem would be terrifying!

Around midnight, the CDC released news confirming the patient was infected with SARS. This immediately caused a huge stir within the entire SARS prevention and control system. Before this, everyone had been preparing, simultaneously praying that Beijing would not see an epidemic while actively making preparations to cope. However, when this moment truly arrived, it still left everyone feeling somewhat unprepared.

According to the consultation and sharing alliance established with CCTV, when CCTV informed the YY.com editor-in-chief of this information, it deliberately reminded him that news of confirmed cases could be immediately reported on YY.com’s scrolling news feed, but any extraneous information should not be reported. While the discovery of SARS cases in Beijing could increase vigilance among Beijing residents, if they knew there were over two hundred potential virus carriers and infected individuals, it might cause social unrest.

Li Mu also highly agreed with this. He had always insisted that information should be open to the public, but only confirmed information, never unverified or unsubstantiated information, as that would bring great trouble to social order.

Immediately, YY.com released breaking news: Beijing confirms first imported SARS case. The patient is currently isolated and undergoing treatment at the Beijing Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. All citizens are urged to take preventative measures.

At the same time, YY.com also announced on behalf of Taobao that Taobao had designated Beijing as a ‘confirmed epidemic’ area, and all protective supplies were now available for local Beijing residents to order and purchase.

Even in the dead of night, this news still caused a massive stir.

It was reported that many netizens who were having all-night sessions at internet cafes immediately placed orders on Taobao after seeing this notification, then logged off to go home or return to their dorm rooms, not daring to stay in the internet cafe for another second.

The news spread not only through online push notifications but also via phone calls and text messages from friends and family. Many who were asleep were woken by calls, informed by their relatives and friends that Beijing had confirmed a SARS case.

As the owner of both companies, Li Mu immediately convened a conference call and issued several directives to the heads of both companies:

Starting tomorrow, the epidemic prevention level for both companies is to be raised to the highest. Company buses and office premises must be thoroughly disinfected three times a day—morning, noon, and evening. Disinfection must be supervised and verified by the administrative department.

The company’s administrative department must arrive at the company half an hour early each day to take the temperatures of all arriving employees and external personnel. Anyone with a temperature exceeding thirty-seven degrees Celsius will be politely refused entry into the company; even partners are no exception. Employees with temperatures above thirty-seven degrees Celsius are to immediately work from home or even take leave.

All employees with temperatures exceeding thirty-seven point five degrees Celsius are to immediately seek medical attention at a hospital and notify the company’s HR department. All treatment expenses will be reimbursed by the company, and employees facing financial constraints can apply for an advance from the company.

During this extraordinary period, there must be no stinginess towards employees who stand firm in their posts. From today until the epidemic in Beijing is lifted, all employees of both companies will have their salaries calculated at three times the rate of holiday overtime pay!





Chapter 1323: Parents’ Concern

After urgently discussing all key points with the two of them, Li Mu had just hung up when his mother’s call came through.

The moment he picked up, Li Mu heard his mother anxiously say from the other end of the line, “Son, I heard they found SARS cases in Beijing?”

“Yes, Mom,” Li Mu said. “It was just confirmed tonight.”

Li Mu’s mother quickly said, “Your father and I discussed it. Tomorrow, you should come back home. We’ll feel more at ease if you’re here. We haven’t heard of any SARS cases here.”

Li Mu quickly comforted her, “Mom, don’t worry too much. Beijing has over twenty million people, and only one confirmed case has been found. It’s not that dangerous.”

Li Mu’s mother said without allowing argument, “You can’t be so carefree at a time like this! Even with one in ten thousand risk, your father and I wouldn’t be at ease. Your father and I only have one son, you. If anything were to happen to you, how would we…”

“Oh, Mom,” Li Mu quickly tried to persuade her. “It’s really not that serious here in Beijing. What’s more, I’m very well prepared. Both at home and at the company, there are very thorough disinfection and epidemic prevention measures. I usually just go between the company and home and don’t go to any public places. There’s not much risk.”

“Don’t try to fool me here,” Li Mu’s mother said. “Your two companies have thousands of employees; those are all public places, how dangerous! Listen to your mother, come back tomorrow. Don’t take a plane or a train, have the driver drive you back!”

As she spoke, Li Mu’s mother added, “Oh, right, if you come back, bring that girl Zi Wei with you. Don’t leave a young girl like her in Beijing. Coming to Haizhou would not only be safe, but she could also help you remotely with some work-related matters.”

“Mom…” Li Mu saw that his mother’s attitude was exceptionally firm, his tone already starting to plead, “No matter what, I’m the owner of two companies. Usually, I tell my employees that I’ll advance and retreat with the company and everyone, and as long as I have food, no one else will go hungry. But as soon as Beijing found its first confirmed case, I immediately abandoned my responsibilities and ran away. What kind of behavior is that? How would the employees see me then?”

Li Mu’s mother also grew anxious. She said, “It’s true you’re the owner of two companies, but you’re also your father’s and my son. Can’t you let your parents’ hearts be at ease a little?”

When Li Mu heard his mother say this, he felt quite uncomfortable. However, at this critical juncture, he absolutely couldn’t leave Beijing. Otherwise, how could he encourage and motivate his employees? If employees also became overly anxious, resigned en masse, or took long leaves of absence, would the company’s many businesses still run? Muye Technology and Taobao Technology are both technology-driven companies. If urgent issues arose at the technical level, like YY having a bug preventing login, or Taobao having a bug preventing orders, but all the technical staff had taken leave, what then? A large loss of users would bring enormous, incalculable losses to the company.

There was no other way. Li Mu could only try to persuade his mother with reason and emotion, while also comforting her and putting her at ease.

Li Mu’s mother listened to Li Mu’s extensive explanation. For a long while, she was speechless on the other end of the line. After a minute or two of silence, Li Mu’s mother sighed and said, “Alright then, you have serious business to attend to. I won’t pester you anymore.”

When Li Mu heard this, he immediately let out a sigh of relief.

However, what Li Mu’s mother said next made Li Mu break out in a cold sweat.

Li Mu’s mother said, “Your father and I discussed it. Since you can’t come back, then the two of us will go over to Beijing tomorrow to accompany you.”

“Ah?!” Li Mu instantly exploded with anger, blurted out, “You and Dad absolutely cannot come to Beijing!”

Li Mu’s mother asked, “Why?”

Li Mu blurted out without the slightest hesitation, “Because it’s dangerous! Our Haizhou is a small place, with little population movement. Perhaps even after SARS passes, we won’t have any confirmed cases there. During this period, don’t go anywhere. Staying in Haizhou is the safest!”

Li Mu’s mother asked, “Didn’t you just say Beijing wasn’t dangerous? Twenty million people, and only one confirmed case found.”

“After all, confirmed cases have already been found. It’s not the same nature as Haizhou. Coming to Beijing at this time carries some risk…” Li Mu tried to persuade her.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu’s mother sighed and said, “You worry if Mom and Dad go, but why don’t you worry about yourself? If you stay in Beijing, Beijing isn’t that dangerous, but if Mom and Dad go, it becomes risky?”

“Sigh…” Li Mu sighed deeply. He said, “I’m worried about you and Dad. Even if there’s a slight risk, I don’t want you to bear it.”

Li Mu’s mother said softly, “Son, what Mom and Dad are thinking is the same as you. We also don’t want you to have any risk.”

Li Mu immediately felt a warmth in his eyes, and tears were already welling up.

This is kinship, especially the greatness of paternal and maternal love. The same thing, when it happens to oneself, doesn’t feel that dangerous, but when it happens to a loved one, it makes one incredibly worried.

Just like when parents see their child fall, it’s much harder to bear than if they themselves fell. If they fall themselves, they know in their heart that they can grit their teeth and get through it. If their child falls, they are always afraid the child will hurt, will get injured. So often, when parents see their child suffer, their first thought is always to hope they can suffer that pain for the child, in exchange for the child’s ease.

Li Mu suddenly remembered when he was a child. His mother was cooking and hot oil splattered on her arm, but she would still finish cooking the dish as if nothing happened. After the family had started eating, she would then casually find some toothpaste to apply to it. But one time, a young Li Mu ran into the kitchen, and after oil splattered on his arm, his mother immediately dropped the spatula, held him, and went to the bathroom to find toothpaste to apply, repeatedly asking if it hurt, and watching Li Mu cry, she shed tears out of heartache.

This is also why many parents, even after getting old and retiring, still try to find ways to make money to help their children pay down payments and mortgage loans. If they themselves live in worse conditions, they make do. But if their children live in worse conditions, they feel exceptionally bad. So they voluntarily give up the chance to enjoy a peaceful old age and try every possible way to earn some money to subsidize their children.

Although the SARS epidemic in Beijing had just begun, Li Mu had never felt afraid. So he had never thought of leaving Beijing to avoid the crisis. But the moment his parents said they were coming, his optimistic attitude immediately turned pessimistic. He was terrified that there was even the slightest possibility of his parents getting infected with SARS.

After a while, not hearing Li Mu speak, Li Mu’s mother couldn’t help but ask, “Son, are you listening?”

Li Mu wiped away his tears. He repeatedly said, “I’m listening, Mom.”

Li Mu’s mother said, “Son, your dad said the two of us will drive to Beijing early tomorrow morning. You don’t need to worry too much. After we arrive in Beijing, we won’t go to crowded places. We’ll just stay at Ziyun Mountain Villa. We’ll cook for you every day, and when you get home from work, our family of three can eat together. With Mom and Dad accompanying you, our hearts will be more at ease, and you won’t have to worry about any risk for Mom and Dad.”

Li Mu still wanted to refuse. Just then, Li Mu’s father took the phone and said, “Son, Dad just got a new car. A Mercedes-Benz S600, it’s especially luxurious. Much more comfortable than your big Jeep. I’ll drive it to Beijing tomorrow to show you.”

Li Mu’s heart was already filled with the love given by his parents. He said through tears on his end of the line, “Alright then, I’ll have someone prepare more daily necessities, along with vegetables, fruits, salted fish, meat, eggs, and such. After you and Mom arrive, please don’t leave Ziyun Mountain Villa unless necessary.”

As he spoke, Li Mu also reminded them, “You and Mom should bring a driver. It’s too tiring for one person to drive long distances.”

Li Mu’s father laughed, “No problem. Your mother got her driver’s license; she can take turns driving with me.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Mom got her driver’s license?”

Li Mu’s father hummed in affirmative. He said, “Your mother drives quite well. When the time comes, the two of us will take turns driving, so we won’t get tired. We’ll set off at six o’clock and arrive in the afternoon.”

“Okay,” Li Mu instructed. “Then you and Mom be careful on the road, don’t drive too fast. I’ll get off work early tomorrow and wait for you at Ziyun Mountain Villa.”

Li Mu’s mother happily reminded him, “Tomorrow, invite Zi Wei to come home for a meal. I’ve been quite fond of that girl.”

“Okay,” Li Mu smiled. “I’ll arrange it.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu felt incredibly sentimental. However, at this time, his parents coming to Beijing truly gave him a unique kind of warmth and support. He figured that as long as his parents tried to go out as little as possible at Ziyun Mountain Villa, the chance of infection could be minimized. The rest was for him to pay extra attention to. In the coming time, he would avoid other public places as much as possible, apart from the company.

Just as he was thinking, his phone rang again. It was a call from Zhao Ziqiu. Li Mu had just been thinking of calling her, but he hadn’t expected her to call him first. He guessed Zhao Ziqiu had called him earlier while he was on the phone with his mother.

After answering the call, Li Mu asked her with concern, “Why aren’t you resting so late?”

Zhao Ziqiu said softly, “I was already asleep, but then my dad called me.”

Li Mu knew immediately upon hearing it. Zhao Ziqiu’s father calling her must be because of the SARS issue.

So, Li Mu asked her, “Uncle called about SARS, right?”

“Yes,” Zhao Ziqiu’s voice sounded a little unhappy. She said, “He said Beijing isn’t safe and arranged for a driver to come pick me up and take me home. I don’t want to go back, so I argued with him.”

Li Mu said, “Uncle’s feelings are understandable. Beijing just found SARS cases. Just now, my mom also called me, wanting me to come home.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly asked him, “Auntie also told you to go home? Are you going back then?”

Li Mu said, “I can’t go back. Employees of both companies are fighting hard here. If I were to run away, how could that be justified?”

“Oh, right…” Zhao Ziqiu sighed softly. She said, “I don’t want to go back either, but my dad absolutely disagrees. We just argued a few words. He said he has already told the driver to prepare to leave, saying he will drive overnight to pick me up. He also said airports and train stations are too dangerous…”

Li Mu advised, “During extraordinary periods, it’s better to go home. After all, schools have many people, and there’s always some risk.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “But I still have classes to attend. If I leave now, I’ll fall behind in my studies…”

Li Mu said, “Currently, the disease control department is implementing very high-level isolation policies. I heard that if there’s a confirmed case in one building, then everyone in that entire building will be isolated. People inside aren’t allowed out, and people outside aren’t allowed in. What if someone in the school gets infected? The students might all be isolated in the dorm rooms. At that point, not only would you not be able to attend classes even if you wanted to, but the risk of infection is the most crucial thing.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “But if I go home now, my parents definitely won’t easily let me come back. What if the epidemic lasts for several months? Then it would go straight until summer break, and wouldn’t I have to wait until September to return to Beijing…?”

Li Mu sighed. In his memories from his previous life, the influence of SARS continued until late June. There were still three months left. Given Zhao Xianliang’s actions/style, a daughter-loving fanatic like him, once he took Zhao Ziqiu home, he definitely wouldn’t let her return to Beijing again, and it was even very possible that he would send her abroad…

Just as he was thinking, Zhao Ziqiu mumbled softly, “If he picks me up and takes me back, you probably won’t see me for the next few months…”





Chapter 1324: Solution

Though Li Mu was often too busy to meet Zhao Ziqiu even when he was in Beijing, sometimes for ten days or half a month, the thought of not seeing her for several months suddenly made him feel a pang of reluctance.

The SARS epidemic in Beijing was bound to enter a rapid development phase in the coming months. The more severe the epidemic became, the more he couldn’t leave Beijing. If Zhao Ziqiu returned to Hangzhou, it would be truly difficult for him to see her. If she went abroad, he basically wouldn’t be able to see her for those few months.

At this moment, Zhao Ziqiu’s voice on the phone sounded particularly wronged. She said, “I just can’t bear to be away from you. If my dad takes me back, what will I do if I can’t see you for several months?”

Li Mu sighed and said, “Given Uncle’s personality, if you don’t go back, he probably won’t agree. He might even come to pick you up himself.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Why don’t you give him a call and persuade him, okay? He should listen to you.”

Li Mu gave a helpless smile and said, “Aren’t you silly? Uncle is thinking about your health. I can’t possibly tell him to be less worried.”

Zhao Ziqiu acted coyly, “Just tell him you’ll take good care of me. You’re not planning to leave Beijing anyway, and he trusts you a lot.”

Then, Zhao Ziqiu quickly added, “As long as you convince my dad, that’s all. You can be as busy as you need to be; I won’t cause you any trouble, don’t worry.”

Li Mu sighed and said, “How could I worry about you causing me trouble? The main problem is that staying at school really carries a risk. Your school has tens of thousands of people. Every day, you come into contact with many people when you attend classes, eat, and sleep. Not to mention Uncle and Auntie aren’t at ease, I’m not at ease either.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “I don’t have to live in the dorm room. I can live in the house my mom bought for me. I can eat less in crowded places, only go to school for classes, wear a mask all the time during class, and wash my hands frequently. Wouldn’t that be much better?”

“There’s still a risk,” Li Mu said.

Zhao Ziqiu said stubbornly, “That’s how your Taobao teaches others online! You all say that as long as you wear a mask, wash your hands frequently, and avoid often entering and exiting public places, you can largely prevent infectious diseases. Why doesn’t it work for me?”

Li Mu could only patiently say, “That can only reduce the risk, not eliminate it, my dear girl! With Uncle Zhao’s personality, he won’t let you bear even a tiny bit of risk. Even if I agree, it’s useless; he’ll definitely still come to Beijing to take you back.”

Zhao Ziqiu, rarely seen to throw a tantrum, said stubbornly, “I don’t care. Anyway, I’m definitely not going back. Not to mention a driver, I wouldn’t go back even if he came himself.”

“This…” Li Mu suddenly didn’t know what to do with her. The normally docile and obedient Zhao Ziqiu, once she started throwing a tantrum, probably no one could defy her wishes. Otherwise, she, seemingly delicate, would retaliate in her own way, and by then, even Zhao Xianliang might not be able to do anything about her.

So Li Mu could only humor her first, gently persuading, “Then I’ll call Uncle and see if we can find a compromise.”

“Really?” Zhao Ziqiu’s voice suddenly became joyful again. She happily said, “Then call him now, okay? He’s not asleep yet.”

“Alright,” Li Mu agreed, saying, “I’ll call him now and get back to you soon.”

“Mmm-hmm!”

…

Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province.

Zhao Xianliang had just finished calling the driver. To get Zhao Ziqiu home from Beijing, Zhao Xianliang deliberately arranged for two of the most reliable drivers from his company’s racing team. These two drivers had been working for Zhao Xianliang for over ten years and were first-class experienced people who had never been in any traffic accidents. Zhao Xianliang arranged for them to drive the company’s high-end Commercial vehicle / Van immediately, pick up his female secretary, and then drive her through the night to Beijing to pick up their daughter.

Xie Yun, standing to the side, frowned slightly and couldn’t help but say, “Oh, I’m afraid Zi Qiu won’t be willing to come back with them at all. What if they go to Beijing and Zi Qiu absolutely refuses? What will we do then?”

“She wouldn’t dare!” Zhao Xianliang glared, reprimanding, “Spoiling her has its limits. She can be as willful as she wants normally, but now she must obey my arrangements! Do you think this SARS is just for fun? You’ve heard the news from various channels; they haven’t found an effective treatment yet. Infected patients can only use large doses of hormones for treatment, and even if their lives are saved, there will be long-term or even permanent sequelae. In the face of such a matter, no amount of money is worth anything. Even a one in ten thousand, one in a hundred thousand, or even one in a million risk, I cannot bear it!”

Xie Yun nodded and said, “Yes, you’re right. I feel the same way as you do, but you also have to consider the child’s actual situation. She’s a person and over twenty years old, not a puppy. You can’t just send someone to pick her up and expect her to come back. You know your own child; if she gets stubborn, eight horses couldn’t pull her back…”

Zhao Xianliang said definitively, “Tomorrow, if Zi Qiu doesn’t come back with them when they arrive in Beijing, I’ll go myself!”

Xie Yun looked at him, hesitant to speak, and after a moment, she said, “Why don’t we call Li Mu and ask him to help persuade her?”

Zhao Xianliang blurted out without thinking, “Forget about it! Why doesn’t Zi Qiu want to come back? Isn’t it because of Li Mu? If Li Mu wasn’t in Beijing, she would definitely agree to come back! If you let Li Mu persuade her, it will only make things worse!”

Xie Yun said, “Maybe Li Mu also plans to leave Beijing? If that’s the case, let him explain the situation to Zi Qiu, and then Zi Qiu won’t resist coming home, will she?”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand, “How is that possible? Even if all the entrepreneurs in Beijing ran away, Li Mu wouldn’t. I’ve already figured out his way of doing things.”

“That’s not necessarily true,” Xie Yun said. “Li Mu is an only child, and his parents must be as anxious as we are.”

Zhao Xianliang remained unmoved, stating with certainty, “Impossible. From everything he’s done recently, he definitely won’t leave Beijing at this time. He has thousands of people in Beijing across his two companies, plus Taobao Logistics and Alipay. How could he leave? And since the SARS outbreak, he’s done so many good things for society. He’s even less likely to leave now. What would he become if he left? Before SARS arrived, you were busy running around, even encouraging everyone not to worry too much, but then SARS comes, and he tucks his tail and runs away. Wouldn’t his public image be ruined?”

Xie Yun sighed, “It seems Li Mu’s parents are definitely as worried as we are about this.”

“Yes,” Zhao Xianliang nodded slightly, “To be honest, his risk is greater. He has to go in and out of the company all day. The company has thousands of people, and their residences are all over Beijing. They gather at the company from all over Beijing every day; the coverage area is too large. Zi Qiu is better; although there are many people in her school, they are all students, and most are boarding students, so they don’t have as much contact with the outside world.”

Xie Yun said, “How about this: if Zi Qiu is unwilling to come back with them tomorrow, I’ll go there myself and try to persuade her. If I can’t persuade her either, then let’s not try anymore. We’ll donate some money to Peking University to strengthen their epidemic prevention, which can be considered as buying peace of mind for our child.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, “Donating money is indeed necessary. However, if we donate now, our sweetie might have more reason not to come back. Let’s talk after we see; if she’s willing to come back, we still have to donate a sum of money to the school, and also provide more assurance for the other children.”

At this point, Zhao Xianliang hesitated again and again before speaking, “You should persuade her. Li Mu must be extremely busy right now, with a mountain of things waiting for him to deal with. Even if she stays in Beijing, Li Mu won’t be able to spare any time for her.”

Xie Yun nodded gently, “I understand…”

Just then, Zhao Xianliang’s phone, which was on the table, suddenly rang. Xie Yun picked it up, then quickly handed it to him, saying, “Quick, it’s Li Mu.”

“Li Mu?” Zhao Xianliang looked at Li Mu’s name on the phone and shook his head helplessly, saying, “It seems Zi Qiu called Li Mu. I guess Li Mu is calling to intercede for her.”

Xie Yun urged him, “Stop making wild guesses. Just answer it first.”

Zhao Xianliang answered the phone and said with a smile, “Hello, Li Mu, why are you calling so late?”

Li Mu quickly said, “Hello, Uncle Zhao, sorry to bother you so late.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “It’s fine, your Auntie and I aren’t asleep yet; that girl Zi Qiu has us so angry we can’t sleep. Do you know what that girl is thinking? Is SARS something to joke about? She’s still throwing tantrums with her parents at a time like this!”

Li Mu thought to himself, Zhao Xianliang, this experienced capitalist, really has extraordinary life experience. He must have known that Li Mu was calling about this, so he directly got to the point before Li Mu could even start, which instantly left Li Mu speechless and unsure how to begin.

So Li Mu could only echo, “Uncle, please don’t get angry first, Zi Qiu she…”

Before Li Mu could finish speaking, Zhao Xianliang blurted out, “She’s almost made me dizzy with anger! If I didn’t have important things to deal with here, I would personally go with the car to Beijing to pick her up!”

Saying this, Zhao Xianliang added, “Li Mu, you are much more mature than Zi Qiu. Please help Uncle and Auntie persuade her. At this time, no risks can be taken. The most important thing is to leave Beijing quickly. Don’t you agree?”

Li Mu felt utterly helpless. Zhao Xianliang had completely outmaneuvered him in the art of negotiation, leaving him speechless with a few sentences. He hadn’t intended to persuade Zhao Xianliang to give up on bringing Zhao Ziqiu back to Hangzhou, only to discuss a compromise or a subtle solution. But now, it seemed there was no hope at all.

Just as he was feeling depressed, Xie Yun’s voice came from the other end of the phone, saying, “Li Mu, it’s your Auntie Xie.”

“Hello, Auntie Xie.”

Xie Yun asked, “Li Mu, you’re in Beijing alone. Your parents must be especially worried, right?”

Li Mu hummed, “Yes, they just called me.”

Xie Yun then asked, “They must also hope you can temporarily leave Beijing, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then what are your plans?”

Li Mu had no choice but to answer truthfully, “Auntie, I definitely can’t leave Beijing. From now until the SARS crisis is over, I definitely cannot leave Beijing.”

“Then what about your parents? Can they rest assured?”

“They can’t rest assured,” Li Mu said. “I told them I couldn’t go back, and they said they wanted to come. I tried to persuade them for a long time but couldn’t stop them.”

“Oh my,” Xie Yun said, “Your parents want to go to Beijing to accompany you at this time?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said helplessly. “There’s no other way. In the end, we each took a step back. They’ll come to Beijing to accompany me but will stay in Ziyun Mountain Villa as much as possible and go out less. Ziyun Mountain Villa should be relatively safe. It’s already a fully enclosed environment with a large green area, surrounded by a forest park, far from the busy city center.”

Xie Yun nodded, murmuring to herself, “That’s also a solution. Ziyun Mountain Villa indeed has a natural advantage; the risk will be much smaller…”

As she spoke, Xie Yun’s eyes suddenly lit up, and she said to Zhao Xianliang, “Old Zhao, why don’t I go to Beijing to accompany Zi Qiu? We happen to have a house in Ziyun Mountain Villa too!”





Chapter 1325: Painstaking Efforts

Xie Yun’s sudden decision to go to Beijing and accompany Zhao Ziqiu caught Zhao Xianliang somewhat unprepared.

Not caring that Li Mu was still on the other end of the phone listening, Zhao Xianliang blurted out, “Isn’t this nonsense? You haven’t even brought our sweetie home yet, and now you want to run off over there again?”

Xie Yun nodded and said, “Our sweetie definitely won’t agree to come back. Instead of that, it’s better if I go take care of her, then I’ll be more at ease.”

“Then I won’t be at ease about you two, mother and daughter!” Zhao Xianliang said, somewhat upset.

Xie Yun gently persuaded him, “Don’t get worked up yet. Aren’t Li Mu’s parents doing the same? I think their idea is quite good. If the child doesn’t want to go back, then go there to accompany them. Not only will you be at ease, but you can also give the child more care and more assurance. You know Ziyun Mountain Villa’s environment—it’s good, the greenery is good, and the population density is small. The entire Ziyun Mountain Villa covers such a large area, but there are only a few hundred people, right? Every family has a detached villa, cars drive directly into garages, and they basically won’t come into contact with outsiders. By eliminating contact with the outside world, the chances of infection are naturally low enough to be negligible.”

With that, Xie Yun shifted her tone and added, “Moreover, you might think Hangzhou is safer than Beijing now, but Hangzhou is also a city with high population mobility. What if SARS appears in Hangzhou in a few days?”

Zhao Xianliang looked at Xie Yun and asked with a gloomy expression, “What you say makes sense, but if you two, mother and daughter, leave and leave me alone at home, Xie Yun, do you think that’s really appropriate?”

Xie Yun smiled and said, “I think it’s quite appropriate. You’re busy anyway and can’t leisure. You won’t have any negative emotions being alone in Hangzhou. Zi Qiu is different. The child is still young, and she’s a girl. How can I be at ease with her alone in Beijing?”

Zhao Xianliang felt somewhat overlooked in his heart and couldn’t help but mutter, “You only care for our sweetie in your heart, and don’t care about me at all!”

Xie Yun patiently coaxed, “You can’t be jealous of our sweetie. Zi Qiu doesn’t want to come back; that’s also because you forced her to come back, and she has resistance in her heart. If I go and accompany her, let her relax a bit, maybe in a few days she’ll agree to come back with me. If the child is willing to come back, then don’t forcibly control her. If she’s had enough of staying at home and wants to go back to Beijing, I’ll just go back with her. Give the child some freedom and space, and she naturally won’t go against you.”

With that, Xie Yun again persuaded him, “Besides, aren’t Li Mu’s parents also going? They also live in Ziyun Mountain Villa and can be neighbors.”

The mention of Li Mu made Xie Yun realize the phone hadn’t been hung up yet; Li Mu must be listening on the other end. So she hurriedly held back the rest of her words, picked up the phone, and said, “Li Mu, I’ll discuss it again with Uncle Zhao. Please help Auntie call Zi Qiu and just tell her that her father won’t force her to come back for now. Tell her to relax and pay more attention to epidemic prevention at school.”

Li Mu hurriedly said, “Okay, Auntie, I’ll give her a call. You and Uncle can discuss it further.”

After Li Mu hung up the phone, Xie Yun said to Zhao Xianliang, “Old Zhao, I’m telling you, are you foolish? Li Mu’s parents are going to Beijing to accompany Li Mu for at least one or two months, and possibly three to five months. After I arrive in Beijing, we’ll be living close to each other, so we can also visit with his parents and I can also bring Zi Qiu along to have more contact with Li Mu’s parents. Although our sweetie is still young, you also need to think more for her. This is a great opportunity to get to know Li Mu’s parents and establish a good relationship. If we can use this time to make Li Mu’s parents fond of Zi Qiu, then our sweetie’s major life event in the future will be much more secure.”

Zhao Xianliang blurted out, “Look at how you’re talking! It’s as if I’m eager to marry our sweetie off to him. It’s that kid’s good fortune to find our Zi Qiu!”

Xie Yun said with a serious expression, “Our Zi Qiu is very good, and our family’s conditions aren’t worse than ordinary people. But think about it objectively, what kind of person is Li Mu? This young man is a dragon among men. Girls all over the world are probably rushing to marry this domineering CEO. A while ago, there was widespread hype about him and that Hollywood actress named Anne Hathaway. In the future, do you know if other Hollywood actresses, daughters of entrepreneurs, or even royal princesses from some country might fall for him at first sight?”

Zhao Xianliang pursed his lips in disagreement, “A royal princess would be interested in him? I don’t believe it!”

“You don’t believe it?” Xie Yun shook her head helplessly and said, “My younger brother told me that Li Mu’s Muye Technology’s valuation in the US capital market has soared again. His game has exploded in popularity worldwide. Conservatively estimated, Muye Technology’s valuation will be above forty-five billion US dollars. The role Taobao played this time in SARS was so significant; its influence has long spread in the internet industry and capital circles. What’s even scarier is that Li Mu’s Taobao hasn’t raised funds yet. American investment banks are eager to invest in its Series A funding, but it’s said that Taobao’s settled funds already exceed ten billion yuan. Once this wave of SARS passes, Taobao’s valuation might also start from ten billion US dollars. By next year, how much do you think Li Mu’s net worth will be? Fifty billion US dollars and above is entirely possible. With a net worth of fifty billion US dollars, if Li Mu wishes, which country’s royal princess would look down on him?”

Zhao Xianliang waved his hand and said, “What you’re talking about is just a projected valuation at this stage. As long as the company isn’t publicly listed, valuations given by investment banks based on market positives are unreliable. Even the Forbes rich list doesn’t recognize net worth estimated from such valuations; otherwise, the bubble could burst at any time, and no capital would be willing to take over even at a ten percent discount, unless Li Mu takes both companies public.”

Xie Yun retorted, “Do you think Li Mu’s bubble will burst?”

Zhao Xianliang suddenly didn’t know how to answer.

Will it? Every time he felt like questioning his existence when compared to Li Mu, Zhao Xianliang also asked himself the same question.

Is it possible? A young man in his early twenties, with a net worth estimated at tens of billions of US dollars, even higher than Li Ka-shing. However, his net worth of tens of billions of US dollars lacks sufficient factual support. Li Ka-shing is a traditional industry entrepreneur, owning various industries and publicly listed companies. A single “tower king” building worth billions of Hong Kong dollars is a solid market price, without any exaggeration. The value of his companies are all tangible actual assets. Not to mention public companies, their market value in the stock market is the most direct and uninflated price tag given by the market. The sum of such assets established his status as the Richest Chinese man.

What about Li Mu? I haven’t heard of him owning many “tower kings,” nor have I heard of him having many tangible assets. Everything is vague and intangible on the internet. Zhao Xianliang even didn’t understand Li Mu spending twenty billion yuan in cash to build what they call “data processing centers”—what on earth is that? And his software, websites, games, and users are all these vague and intangible things. If it really crashes someday, he won’t be able to recover even a bit of tangible assets.

In his opinion, if a factory goes bankrupt, along with equipment, factory buildings, and land, at least some tangible assets can be salvaged; but if an internet company goes bankrupt, it’s probably only left with a pile of used computers.

In the early and mid-stages of internet development, brick-and-mortar entrepreneurs indeed felt a strong sense of insecurity about the internet industry. This is also why brick-and-mortar entrepreneurs rarely invested in internet companies. These entrepreneurs were accustomed to the real economy model; they needed to see where every penny was actually spent and what it was exchanged for. Even if they invested ten thousand yuan to open a small shop—one thousand yuan for rent, one thousand yuan for shelves, eight thousand yuan for stocking goods, from cigarettes and beer to melon seeds and beverages—these are all tangible things, which gives them enough sense of security. Even if the business fails, these items could be sold off to largely recover losses.

But the model of internet companies is completely different from this real economy. For example, in an internet entrepreneur’s business plan, it states that ten million yuan in investment is needed to develop their project. As for how this ten million will be used—one million for software development, five million for promotion, one million for leasing server rooms and bandwidth, with the rest for team expansion and daily expenses—a brick-and-mortar entrepreneur who doesn’t understand the internet would already be scared off by this. They wouldn’t even diligently study how much development potential this project really has. Even if you keep telling him that this project might double in valuation in its second phase and that his ten million investment might be directly cashed out with a 200% profit, he simply wouldn’t believe it.

However, although Zhao Xianliang had such concerns, Li Mu’s actual development trajectory showed no signs of a bubble bursting. His companies have been developing at an extremely rapid pace, their valuations have repeatedly soared, and market recognition has also increased, so much so that Zhao Xianliang sometimes wondered if one day Li Mu accidentally might really take both companies public. At that time, his net worth would truly be tangible market value, rather than a mere estimation.

Xie Yun never doubted Li Mu’s ability in her heart. The more excellent Li Mu was, the more she worried for her own daughter, especially when she learned that her daughter had intervened as a third party and was willing to be a mistress without a public title beside Li Mu. She became even more worried that her daughter’s efforts would not receive the returns she hoped for in the future.

For her daughter, she went to great lengths to “send” Su Yingxue to the United States. But now it seems, sending Su Yingxue to the United States didn’t significantly increase her daughter’s chances, because Li Mu was busy running all over the world day and night, while her daughter could only stay on the Beijing campus. Plus, this foolish sweetie was a simpleton who believed “Love makes water sweet,” and simply didn’t know how to fight for her own chances of success. If things continue like this, she might even be willing to stay by Li Mu’s side nameless and without a public title for her entire life. How could a mother allow such a thing to happen?

Therefore, for her daughter, she was willing to risk danger and disregard her husband to go alone to Beijing. Because in her opinion, this time was truly a great opportunity. Li Mu’s parents would be staying in Beijing for a long time, and coupled with the special circumstances of SARS, they would probably spend most of their time in Ziyun Mountain Villa. If she also moved into Ziyun Mountain Villa with her daughter, it would definitely be a good opportunity for her daughter to meet Li Mu’s parents beforehand. If she could gain Li Mu’s parents’ favor in advance, then her daughter’s chances of achieving a successful outcome in the future would greatly increase!





Chapter 1326: New Gameplay Upgrade

Early morning the next day, after the SARS epidemic in Beijing was announced, many overly sensitive Beijing residents began to flee Beijing. They contacted relatives and friends scattered across the country to inquire about the SARS situation in different areas, driving to cities where no cases were reported, and staying in hotels for a while. If SARS was detected locally, they would move to another city.

Although such actions might seem like an overreaction, with Beijing’s population base of twenty million, these people were not few in number.

Many people who originally had plans to visit Beijing temporarily changed their travel plans after learning about the outbreak in Beijing. Beijing’s tourism industry instantly entered a cold spell that would last for several months.

Traffic connecting Beijing to other provinces and cities immediately entered a “Spring Festival travel rush” mode, with the number of people entering Beijing plummeting and those leaving Beijing surging.

In his previous life, Haizhou accommodated many panic-stricken individuals who fled from Beijing. At that time, the few existing guesthouses and hotels in Haizhou were fully booked, and the streets were filled with Beijing-licensed cars. These people poured into Haizhou like a tide when SARS arrived, and disappeared without a trace like a receding tide after the epidemic ended.

In Li Mu’s decades of impressions of Haizhou, the spring and summer of 2003 were when Haizhou had the largest influx of outsiders.

At this juncture, with outsiders avoiding the city and locals gradually fleeing, Li Mu’s parents set off by car before dawn, traveling all the way toward Beijing.

Also departing for Beijing at the same time was Zhao Ziqiu’s mother, Xie Yun.

Xie Yun brought a nanny and two drivers from home. The last row of seats in the van was piled high with daily necessities she had packed overnight. This time, she was mentally prepared to stay in Beijing until the second half of the year.

Although Zhao Xianliang was a little reluctant to part with Xie Yun, after putting aside the childlike, irrational pride deep within the old man’s heart, he also approved of Xie Yun’s decision. After all, her decision was indeed the best solution available, bar none.

This also made the forty-something Zhao Xianliang realize a truth: although adult men are the main contributors to society and possess more rational and comprehensive thinking patterns, male personalities, at many critical moments, were ironically less stable than those of women.

Xie Yun’s most remarkable quality was her exceptional steadiness. She might not achieve a perfect score of ten in everything, but she could achieve an eight in most things. Zhao Xianliang himself could reach the height of a perfect ten in certain aspects and at certain times, but sometimes he would fall into his own shackles, unable to even get a passing grade.

This incident also made Zhao Xianliang realize a truth: a successful man cannot do without an excellent good wife. Without a powerful error-correction mechanism by his side, a man could very likely be ruined by his own personality and paranoia.

…

Zhao Ziqiu was happy all night.

Having been immensely troubled in the first half of the night, she was too excited to sleep in the second half.

When her mother told her over the phone about the decision to come to Beijing and stay with her, she was so excited she screamed, waking up half a floor of people in the corridor.

Fortunately, Zhao Ziqiu had good popularity, otherwise, screaming in the middle of the night and disturbing so many people’s sleep would likely have attracted collective resentment.

All morning, Zhao Ziqiu kept sending text messages to her mother, asking where she was, if she’d eaten, if she was tired, and if there was traffic, displaying an eager and expectant demeanor that left Xie Yun no chance to take a nap in the car.

Li Mu was exceptionally busy that morning.

To provide sufficient incentive for his employees, Li Mu arrived at Muye Technology early in the morning and held a meeting with the company executives and all staff. The core purpose of the meeting was to let employees know that at this critical moment, the company’s executives would stick to their posts with them. At the same time, the company had also made extensive preparations for everyone’s safety, allowing them to minimize their fear as much as possible.

After the all-staff mobilization meeting, Li Mu immediately held a meeting with executives like Kong Lingyu, Chen Tong, and Fang Xudong to discuss recent key tasks. The company’s epidemic prevention and employee reassurance measures had been confirmed, and now everyone still needed to focus their minds on business as much as possible.

During the executive meeting, Kong Lingyu reported on the current global operational status of Plants vs. Zombies Online. Currently, the global player count for Plants vs. Zombies has exceeded one hundred million, with essentially ninety percent of YY users playing this game. Moreover, thanks to this game, it has in turn provided YY with new account growth of twenty-eight million. This benefits from Plants vs. Zombies Online being fully integrated into the YY ecosystem; anyone wanting to play Plants vs. Zombies Online must log in with a YY account, even for single-player mode, which forces every player without a YY account to register one.

The biggest difference between social games and regular online games is that with regular online games, one can still play without “connections,” but with social games, if one lacks “connections,” more than half of the game’s fun is lost. Plants vs. Zombies Online and Paradise Town play exactly the same role in this regard: guiding game users to increase their network on YY in order to enhance their gaming experience.

The user base of Plants vs. Zombies Online continued to grow, and the number of die-hard fans also constantly increased. Currently, the download count for Plants vs. Zombies Online’s HD wallpapers has exceeded one hundred million. If counted by users, even after removing duplicate downloads, over twenty million unique users have downloaded them. This proves that over twenty million users are interested in Plants vs. Zombies Online merchandise.

YY also launched Plants vs. Zombies Online’s exclusive skins, and their usage count was even higher than the wallpaper downloads, exceeding thirty million times;

At the same time, Plants vs. Zombies Online themed YY Show items officially launched in the YY Show Mall. Riding on YY’s promotional buzz, they generated sales revenue equivalent to fifty million yuan in just two days;

What sold even better were the various in-game skins for Plants vs. Zombies Online. The super cute versions of various plant skins significantly enhanced user recognition and sense of superiority during friendly battles, much like the hero skins in Honor of Kings and LOL, which instantly swept across all player communities. The game launched over three hundred types of skins in total, with cumulative purchases exceeding two hundred million times within days. The average price was around 2.8 yuan, bringing the total sales to an astonishing 560 million yuan.

The sales data for Plants vs. Zombies Online completely subverted the current business model of the game market. The existing game market didn’t have many unconventional approaches; game companies usually had two primary means of making profit: either selling games or charging based on time, especially online games, which almost entirely followed a time-based billing model. However, suddenly a game appeared that was free for users, and more importantly, it managed to achieve such high sales revenue by selling “virtual items,” which was almost worldview-shattering.

Even Legend, which was currently still popular, couldn’t match the current sales revenue scale of Plants vs. Zombies Online. Under the impact of Miracle and the troubles caused by cheats, Legend’s daily net profit barely reached a scale of two hundred thousand yuan. Compared to the daily net profit exceeding one million yuan during the same period in Li Mu’s previous life, its combat effectiveness was significantly weaker.

After reporting on the game’s data, Kong Lingyu patted Old Xu, who was responsible for game architecture, and said to everyone, “Old Xu came to me yesterday and showed me a prototype of a new game mode he designed. I find it very interesting. Let Old Xu introduce the specifics to everyone.”

Old Xu nodded and humbly said, “Leaders, our Plants vs. Zombies Online has indeed achieved remarkable success right now. However, from my personal perspective, while our game is excellent, its mode is still somewhat lacking in depth. The problem this might bring is that the game’s lifespan won’t be long enough. Everyone is currently infatuated with our game, but it’s very probable that in a year, or even half a year, once the inherent fun of the game has been almost fully explored and consumed, users will definitely gradually churn. Therefore, I believe it’s necessary to upgrade and expand our game mode as soon as possible, especially concerning cooperative battles with friends in online multiplayer.”

Everyone, including Li Mu, agreed with Old Xu’s point of view. Plants vs. Zombies Online was, in the end, a casual game; easy to pick up and quick to spread, but it also suffered from a relative lack of depth and robustness. In Li Mu’s impression, such games rarely maintained a lasting and robust vitality. Therefore, if they wanted to prolong its lifespan, they had to conduct in-depth development on its game architecture.

So Li Mu said to Old Xu, “Old Xu, what good ideas do you have? You can explain them in detail to everyone.”

Old Xu replied, “General Manager Li, you previously categorized the core of this type of game as ‘tower defense’ games. Game players inherently possess a defensive mindset and a sense of accomplishment from successful defense. I deeply agree with this point, and it gave me tremendous inspiration. I finally understand now why, when I play Red Alert online competitive matches with friends, I particularly love playing as France and building my base full of Grand Cannons, Prism Towers, and Anti-Aircraft Missiles. In reality, every user has this defensive psychology, and in certain situations, the sense of accomplishment from successful defense is more prominent than that from successful offense, which is why I unconsciously turned Red Alert into a ‘tower defense’ game.”

“The reason why Red Alert is highly replayable for me is because of its diverse maps and terrains, such as Arctic Circle, Bering Strait, North Pole, and Forever Arena. These maps are fun because of their varied topography, featuring islands, mudflats, plains, mountains, passes, and bridges. These numerous elements allow players to fully utilize their organizational and coordination abilities to create different defensive layouts for different maps. I believe that when everyone plays Bering Strait or North Pole, most will destroy the bridges on both sides of the island in the initial stage. When playing Arctic Circle, they will try to seize the gem mine in the middle, and when playing North Pole, they will try to seize more oil wells. This immense freedom for creative play is the key to the game’s long-term attraction for users;”

“Therefore, I believe that for our game’s instance dungeons, we must heavily and in-depth develop the game maps. We absolutely cannot just have fixed two or three scenarios and simply adjust the number of zombies or difficulty level within them. If we do that, it will definitely cause user boredom in the future. We should instead learn from the diversity of Red Alert’s maps and develop more interesting new maps with more diverse gameplay. For example, why do zombies have to walk in a straight line? Why can’t it be a larger map, a map with intricate and complex paths, where players can create different defensive combinations based on the different paths, or even change the zombies’ paths by planting plants? That way, the gameplay could receive a new upgrade based on the existing foundation!”





Chapter 1327: Strong Alliance

In Li Mu’s eyes, Old Xu was one of the very few people in China who truly understood games.

The leaders of the global gaming industry were the United States and Japan. Although South Korea’s overall strength was much weaker than these two countries, the quality standards of its practitioners were not low. There were often small Korean gaming companies, with only twenty or thirty people, that could develop blockbuster games. Compared to these three countries, China’s gaming industry, despite its large scale, often left people speechless due to its poor overall level.

China’s domestic gaming industry was very much like its domestic animation industry: massive in output, but with very few high-quality products, and only a handful of truly awesome professionals.

If Li Mu were to pick three truly awesome people from China’s gaming industry, Old Xu would definitely be one of them.

This was also why Li Mu had poached Old Xu to Muye Technology and appointed him to lead the development project of the Journey to the West genre online game.

Old Xu’s suggestion during the meeting for Plants vs. Zombies Online also made Li Mu’s eyes light up, as if a new, unprecedented world had opened up before him.

In his previous life, Plants vs. Zombies’ explosion in popularity was indeed a phenomenon, but its longevity didn’t last too long. While the game itself was fun, its depth was insufficient, which led to users quickly mastering it and then losing interest. Later revisions and Shengji for the game were merely superficial changes, failing to provide users with a fresh, amazing feeling, so it gradually faded into obscurity.

Sharing the same fate as Plants vs. Zombies was Angry Birds. This small game, which exploded in popularity across smart mobile platforms, garnered at least hundreds of millions of players globally, and its derivative operation was also very successful. Even its namesake movie earned three hundred million US dollars at the global box office. However, this game also didn’t stay popular for too long; its single gameplay still caused it to disappear in a very short time.

It was precisely because of this that Li Mu particularly agreed with Old Xu’s viewpoint: if Plants vs. Zombies Online wanted a longer lifespan and influence, it would have to undergo a deep Shengji of its existing gameplay.

Old Xu’s suggestions had hit the main point of tower defense games. This type of game had two key points: “towers” and “maps.” The various plants in Plants vs. Zombies were all “towers,” offering many varieties, functions, and large combination space. However, “maps” appeared overly simplistic. If more new maps could be developed, it would undoubtedly greatly enhance player enjoyment.

When Li Mu used to play Red Alert, his biggest dissatisfaction was mostly about the maps. Firstly, the official developers rarely added new maps, and player-made maps generally had poor overall quality. After ordinary players became thoroughly familiar with all existing maps, they naturally lost interest in the game. It was likely that in the near future, players of Plants vs. Zombies Online would also grow bored with the game’s singular map.

Therefore, Li Mu made the final decision on the spot: “Immediately begin the development work for Plants vs. Zombies Online version 2.0. Old Xu will be the chief architect, and all Shengji must be confirmed with his approval.”

After finishing, Li Mu instructed Old Xu, “Old Xu, Plants vs. Zombies Online holds significant strategic significance for the company. You are the expert in games, so in the development of the next iterative version, you must take on greater responsibility.”

Old Xu immediately nodded, “General Manager Li, please rest assured. I will go all out.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “Those four words from you are enough.”

After the game’s Shengji was confirmed, Business Director Ding Jian spoke up, “General Manager Li, I’d like to talk about our derivative cooperation. We’ve already communicated with KFC, McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, and Pepsi. We informed them of the overall cooperation model, and all four companies are very interested. I will now specifically introduce their cooperation intentions.”

“KFC’s reply to us was that they are very interested and look forward to cooperating with us. They hope we can provide a clear copyright usage fee, and they will study and discuss it after receiving the quote, before engaging in initial negotiations with us.”

“Compared to KFC, McDonald’s was more heartfelt. After learning of our cooperation intentions, they contacted us via email and provided a cooperation proposal they hoped for. The specific proposal is: they hope we can provide all game characters for cooperation with them, and they will appoint manufacturers to produce derivative products based on all these game characters. Then, they will simultaneously launch ‘Plants vs. Zombies’ themed meal sets in McDonald’s global stores. The packaging, promotion, and relevant materials for the themed meal sets will prominently feature our brand images. At the same time, derivative products based on our brand images will be given as free gifts. In addition, they will also allow in-store purchases of derivative products, meaning customers can purchase any meal set and add a certain amount of cash to redeem derivative products. For this, they are willing to pay us a copyright usage fee for the brand images, as well as a thirty percent share of the sales revenue.”

Hearing this, Li Mu smiled faintly, “It seems McDonald’s is indeed more heartfelt than KFC.”

“Precisely,” Ding Jian nodded, “McDonald’s has a lot of experience cooperating with well-known cartoon characters, so they handle it with ease. In comparison, KFC’s experience in this area is slightly weaker, and their thinking isn’t quite as deep.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Alright, here’s the deal: we’ll cooperate with McDonald’s, and I can lower the copyright fee to a symbolic one US dollar, but McDonald’s must agree to one cooperation condition from me.”

Ding Jian quickly replied, “Please tell me, I’ll make a note and contact McDonald’s liaison after the meeting.”

Li Mu said, “Firstly, within one month of signing the contract, McDonald’s global restaurants must replace their outdoor and indoor advertising display posters with advertising materials containing Plants vs. Zombies Online elements. Each store must ensure at least three display posters, each no smaller than 0.4 square meters, and the display period will be one year;”

“Secondly, within one month of signing the contract, the tray liners, hamburger boxes, french fries packaging, takeout paper bags, and plastic bag packaging at McDonald’s global restaurants must be replaced with brand-new packaging featuring Plants vs. Zombies Online elements. The usage period will also be one year. If McDonald’s can agree to these two points, the copyright fee for Plants vs. Zombies Online will only be one US dollar per year from McDonald’s. Additionally, Advancing Elephant is willing to waive all derivative product sharing.”

Ding Jian said in surprise, “General Manager Li, the profit margin from derivative product sharing is very large. If we give up this portion of the revenue, then the total copyright usage fee for the game that we ultimately receive will only be this one US dollar…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Li Mu said with a faint smile. “We must have a clear positioning for ourselves. Some things are done to make money, while others are for different purposes. When cooperating with offline businesses using the Plants vs. Zombies Online copyright, what I want isn’t to make money, but to increase offline exposure and expand our influence. Not to mention not making money, even if it requires spending money, we should still spend what needs to be spent. Now, we are giving up this portion of profit in exchange for McDonald’s bringing us a larger and more lasting exposure, which is very worth it for us.”

Ding Jian nodded, “I understand, General Manager Li. I will convey your conditions to the other party after the meeting.”

“Mhm,” Li Mu said, “Continue with Coca-Cola and Pepsi.”

“Alright, General Manager Li,” Ding Jian quickly replied. “Pepsi is quite interested in our cooperation, but they rejected your ‘guaranteed exposure times’ cooperation model. They prefer to hold the initiative themselves. So, their idea is for us to provide a quote, we then negotiate the price, and after reaching a consensus, Pepsi will pay us the copyright usage fee. We will have no right to interfere with Pepsi’s subsequent specific planning and schemes.”

Li Mu frowned slightly, then chuckled, “No wonder they’re allied companies with KFC. It really proves that saying: ‘A family’s heart beats only for their own.’”

With that, Li Mu asked again, “What about Coca-Cola?”

Ding Jian said, “Coca-Cola has had deep cooperation with us before, and the results were very good. They’ve tasted the sweetness of offline businesses partnering with online businesses for promotional cooperation. So, they are still very interested in this Plants vs. Zombies Online cooperation. They are also very interested in your ‘guaranteed exposure times’ cooperation model. Their current feedback to us is that if both parties reach an agreement, they promise to cover sixty percent of their product packaging with Plants vs. Zombies Online characters within the one-year cooperation period. In other words, considering Coca-Cola’s annual sales of tens of billions of bottles, once they cooperate with us, they will print our Plants vs. Zombies Online cartoon characters on the outer packaging of tens of billions of bottles of Coca-Cola and other beverages under their brand within one year.”

Hearing this, Li Mu slammed the table without hesitation and said, “It’s decided! We’ll cooperate with Coca-Cola. As long as they promise to print our cartoon characters on over sixty percent of their product outer packaging, we will likewise only charge a copyright usage fee of one US dollar per year!”

In this era, Coca-Cola’s ubiquity was far greater than that of the internet. At least over half of the world’s population knew Coca-Cola and had consumed it, whereas the number of global internet users was less than ten percent of the total population.

Coca-Cola itself placed great emphasis on brand marketing, so its promotional budget in the global market each year was astonishingly high. The more this was the case, the more they needed to cooperate with powerful non-competing brands for resource exchange and mutual complementation of advantages.

For Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) companies like Coca-Cola, actual competitors were incredibly fierce. Pepsi invested massive marketing funds each year, inviting a series of A-list celebrities and athletes to build its brand image. Their competition, from brand promotion and packaging design to offline distribution and counter display, had already entered a white-hot stage across numerous aspects.

Under such circumstances, Coca-Cola had long realized it needed a unique element that it possessed but its competitor did not. This unique element would serve to enhance consumer recognition, and even boost consumer purchasing intent.

Right at this opportune moment, Muye Technology came knocking. The Plants vs. Zombies characters were currently exploding in popularity in the internet sector. For Coca-Cola, if they could acquire the Plants vs. Zombies cartoon characters for their product packaging and promotion, it would achieve a clear distinction from their competitor, and undoubtedly be a huge boost for offline sales!





Chapter 1328: Cultural Output Requires Strategic Alliances

Very few people could understand Li Mu’s actions of licensing the cartoon image of the hottest game on the market for a price of one dollar, which was almost infinitely close to free.

If a market-savvy negotiation expert were to assess it, licensing this game’s cartoon image exclusively to a single company within a specific domain, given its present popularity, could yield at least one million US dollars. For large-scale industries like fast food and beverage Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG), five million US dollars would be easily achievable, and even ten million US dollars wouldn’t be impossible.

Why Li Mu chose to abandon twenty million US dollars in net profit was something even Muye Technology’s own people couldn’t truly comprehend. They could only vaguely understand that Li Mu was sacrificing current gains for the broader development of the game and its image, but none of them grasped Li Mu’s fundamental objective.

From the moment Muye Technology decided to enter the international market, Li Mu’s pursuit in the international market consisted of only two points: large profits and powerful output.

When Li Mu introduced these two concepts – large profits and powerful output – at the meeting, everyone was staring at him intently, not daring to miss a single word he uttered, because this could concern the core development of Muye Technology, and even Taobao Technology, for the next few years, or even more than a decade.

Li Mu said very seriously to all core members in the conference room: “The ‘large profits’ I speak of refer to businesses that can truly make big money. Playing with concepts, speculating on market value, value-added services, and game sales revenue – these are large profits. Conversely, trivial incomes like advertising revenue and copyright revenue fall under small profits. In our future development, we must first ensure large profits, and only after ensuring the stability of large profits should we appropriately pursue small profits, or even abandon small profits to exchange for other resources, thereby enhancing the scale and expected degree of large profits. When we run a company, we must clearly differentiate between the primary and secondary, and know how to make decisions to avoid wanting both the sesame seed and the watermelon, ultimately ending up with a chaotic mess where eyebrows and beard are caught.”

“For example, as you can all see, the business concept in the internet industry is far more important than short-term profit margins. Many companies that start making money early either disappear after a few years or remain stuck at a market value of merely tens or hundreds of millions, finding it difficult to break through. However, the truly powerful companies in the internet industry are often those that consistently incur losses in terms of profit but continuously multiply their market value. They lose money, even burning money at a speed ordinary people wouldn’t dare to believe. But why does burning money lead to market values of tens or hundreds of billions? Because they are planning for the large profits of the future. Fighting alongside them are teams and capital that strategize for large profits.”

“Why do Sequoia and other investment banks pursue us so avidly, willing to give up all privileges, and even their decision-making power and voting rights corresponding to their shares, just to become our shareholders? Do they want to invest three point three billion US dollars in us this year and then take out three point five billion US dollars next year, profiting two hundred million US dollars? Of course not. It’s because, like us, they anticipate large profits at the capital level a few years from now. They hope we can burn through three point three billion US dollars as quickly as possible to achieve a higher market value, one that could reach three hundred and thirty billion US dollars or even higher in a few years. This is what they hope for, and so do we. Therefore, today we must learn to sacrifice some petty gains in the present to lay a more solid foundation for our future large profits.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then continued: “As for powerful output, this is a youthful impulse dream of mine. For a long time, our China market has been on the ‘receiving end’ of output. Our internet companies, using American capital, replicate the methods and templates of successful American companies in the China market. Our technical personnel use hardware and software environments manufactured by developed countries and adhere to industry standards set by developed countries. Our films are impacted by Hollywood, and our animations are squeezed by Japan and Hollywood. A large amount of foreign literature pours in, yet our literature cannot leave the Chinese market. Foreign games flood in, yet our games similarly cannot go abroad. This is the awkward situation of being ‘on the receiving end of output.’ A great nation must not permanently be treated as an object of output by developed countries in these aspects. Therefore, we must think more long-term. While our domestic colleagues are still racking their brains on how to establish themselves domestically, we need to think about how to make our products, accompanied by our culture, establish themselves overseas, and be accepted, liked, or even adored by more overseas users. This is my dream regarding powerful output.”

“Powerful output refers to product awareness and the overseas output of product culture. YY, as the first super product produced in China, represents a reverse output from China’s internet industry and even China’s high-tech industry to the world. It can reverse China’s usual ‘receiving end’ image and status in these fields, making the whole world look at China’s internet and high-tech industries in a new light, while constantly being influenced by super products from China. We have already achieved this point with YY, but just one YY is absolutely insufficient, and far from enough;”

“As China’s and even the world’s first social game, ‘Paradise Town’, while itself a product export, had a somewhat weak cultural output capability. After all, a farming and management-style game primarily attracted users with its inherent social aspects, interactivity, and growth elements, most of which were consistent with the aesthetics of global computer players. The cartoonish town and various cartoon elements were quite standard;”

“However, ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ has a much stronger cultural output capability. Besides the game itself, it also outputs a cartoon culture. In our current global cartoon image arena, no Chinese cartoon image has truly stepped out of the country and become widely known worldwide. Yet, ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ can, in one go, output tens to hundreds of different kinds of cartoon images to the world, and each image can be instantly recognized and firmly remembered. This is where our success lies!”

Li Mu smiled and said proudly: “What’s interesting is that most of the cartoon images in our game are familiar real-life items, even items that are placed on the dining table and eaten every day. This is extremely beneficial for promoting each cartoon image. Look, peas, potatoes, nuts, corn, cherries, peppers, water spinach, sunflowers… these fruits and vegetables, which even three-year-olds can almost all recognize, are incredibly down-to-earth. They are even more down-to-earth than SpongeBob SquarePants, Peppa Pig, or Hello Kitty. In this situation, we must greatly increase our efforts to thoroughly promote the cartoon images in this game. Even half a year or a year from now, this game might not be played by many people, but countless people will still firmly remember every image from our game, and know that these are cartoon images from a Chinese game by a Chinese company. This is the powerful output we are pursuing. It represents not only our success but also the success of hundreds, thousands, even tens of thousands of Chinese internet companies behind us!”

These remarks gave everyone present a wake-up call.

It was the first time Li Mu fully laid bare his strategic goals for the next few years to everyone, personally breaking down these core objectives and feeding them to each person present. While seemingly Li Mu mechanically reciting his plans, those who truly understood the essence discovered a renewed understanding of the ultimate goals for the internet industry.

Chen Tong, who was deeply versed in content and present at the scene, said excitedly: “General Manager Li, inspired by what you just said, I suddenly thought of a small idea. I’m not sure if it’s reliable.”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “General Manager Chen, feel free to share any thoughts you have.”

Chen Tong nodded and said: “I’m not someone who understands grand strategies and large-scale capital operations. I understood the concept of ‘large profits’ you just mentioned, but my ability is limited, so I can’t come up with much divergent thinking. However, regarding powerful output, I do have some ideas. Taking our ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’ as an example, could we add some uniquely Chinese elements to the game?”

Li Mu asked curiously: “What exactly do you mean by uniquely Chinese elements? Can you be more specific?”

“Yes!” Chen Tong quickly replied: “What I’m thinking is that our uniquely Chinese traditional architecture is very distinctive. The aesthetic of ornately carved beams and painted pillars in Chinese courtyards is unlike any other architectural style in the world, especially when combined with the unique color of China Red, it becomes even more special. If we were to add some new maps based on Chinese courtyards in ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’, I believe it would certainly help in the output of Chinese architectural culture!”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up: “General Manager Chen’s idea is excellent and very interesting! Old Xu, General Manager Chen’s suggestion is not only worth considering but absolutely worth putting into practice. Talk to the graphic designer team and immediately produce several versions of new Chinese-style maps!”

Old Xu also nodded repeatedly with great excitement: “That’s a fantastic idea! I’ll arrange it immediately after the meeting!”

Li Mu then asked Chen Tong: “General Manager Chen, do you have any other ideas?”

Chen Tong nodded and said: “I have another one. I personally love Hong Kong films, and I particularly love those classic zombie movies directed by Lam Ching-ying back then. Actually, I think ‘zombies’ aren’t just the Western ‘walking dead’ type of image. Our Chinese ‘zombie’ image is also very distinctive. Just imagine, if we cartoonize the typical Chinese zombie image from Lam Ching-ying’s movies – wearing a Qing Dynasty official robe, sporting a Qing Dynasty official hat, hopping when they walk, and with a yellow talisman pasted on their forehead – and then put them into our game, wouldn’t that also count as a powerful output of Chinese culture? Although the Qing Dynasty zombie image is terrifying in movies, if we cartoonize it, I believe it will be incredibly cute and interesting!”

“Amazing!” Li Mu shot up from his seat in excitement!

“It’s truly amazing! Why didn’t I think of that!”

Li Mu indeed hadn’t thought of altering the classic images of ‘Plants vs. Zombies’ from his previous life, because those images were simply too deeply rooted. However, what Chen Tong said made so much sense: why not use uniquely Chinese zombie images? That truly is a very distinctive kind of horror culture, and horror culture itself is a form of output! If Westerners could be made to accept the image of Eastern zombies, then those Hong Kong zombie films might even gain a certain scale of popularity in the West.

Culture itself is like this: one must divide into camps, form legions. Only when different types of forces combine, forming vertical and horizontal alliances, can they achieve the effect of conquering new territories and crushing all opposition.

Immediately, Li Mu spoke: “Zi Wei, have the people at Muye Pictures immediately help me investigate which companies hold the overseas distribution rights for classic Hong Kong zombie films from the 90s. Have Muye Pictures acquire all these copyrights as soon as possible. If this wave of Chinese zombie cartoon images takes off, we will heavily promote Hong Kong zombie films, which would also contribute to the overseas promotion of Hong Kong cinema!”





Chapter 1329: The Culture of a Nation is a Legacy

Adding Chinese elements to Plants vs. Zombies Online became the top priority for the entire game development team.

Chen Tong, with his background in cultural studies, indeed possessed a more acute sense and unique understanding of culture. Li Mu had simply hoped that Plants vs. Zombies would become a well-known game produced by China, and that its in-game characters would become famous Chinese cartoon figures. However, he had never considered directly incorporating elements of Chinese culture into the game, especially the suggestion of a “Cartoon Chinese hopping zombie” character, which was truly exciting.

To deeply and thoroughly establish this brand, Li Mu requested Chen Tong to lead the formation of a spin-off team. This team would collaborate with toy manufacturers to design and produce corresponding toys, dolls, hanging ornaments, figurines, plushies, action figures, and various interesting daily necessities for each cartoon character.

Li Mu himself proposed several ideas, such as small pea shooters that could actually fire plastic pea projectiles. These small toys could be designed to be keychain-sized, and even become a keychain simply by adding a chain and a key ring.

The Wall-nut could also be designed as a keychain, while also functioning as a miniature roly-poly toy. Furthermore, Wall-nuts that have taken damage, with tears in their eyes but a determined expression, look particularly endearingly cute, making them popular among young girls. They possess the charm of a responsible and adorable boyfriend in a girl’s mind. Therefore, the Wall-nut could also be designed as a pillow or plushie, targeting young female customers.

Beyond this, every character could be subjected to various attempts. As long as they put their heart into it and ensured quality control, the resulting merchandise would certainly be loved by users.

However, Li Mu also reminded the head of the public relations department to diligently combat piracy. Leveraging Muye Technology’s current significant influence, excellent public reputation, and government connections, they were to monitor the small commodity market. If any unscrupulous merchants were found pirating Plants vs. Zombies characters, Muye Technology must resolutely crack down on them.

Finally, Li Mu unveiled a grand plan that no one had dared to imagine before: if the offline promotion and merchandise for Plants vs. Zombies were successful, he would collaborate with Hollywood in the second half of this year to invest in and produce an animated feature film of the same name. He could partner with Steven Spielberg’s DreamWorks, or with Disney, or with Pixar. He would collaborate with whoever could best animate the game.

If a film like Angry Birds could achieve three hundred million in box office revenue, why couldn’t Plants vs. Zombies? As long as its influence was sufficient, it was entirely achievable.

The feature film plan greatly encouraged everyone. No one had dared to imagine that a game could be turned into a movie and brought to the big screen, but they believed in Li Mu. As long as Li Mu said it was possible, then it definitely would be!

Li Mu no longer worried about purely making money. In a few years, his current companies and his investments in Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk would generate at least hundreds of billions of US dollars or even over one hundred million US dollars in wealth for him. Against this backdrop, what Li Mu needed to consider was not simply the accumulation of money, but its transformation.

For some businessmen, making money to a certain extent becomes dull and uninteresting; they might even find it painful to make tens of billions a month, yet they continue to do so despite their discomfort. Li Mu would not entertain such pretentious notions. Earning tens of billions or hundreds of billions a month would not pain him. However, if that money were merely a number accumulating in a bank account, that truly would pain him.

Therefore, Li Mu had many plans and responsibilities for himself in the future, including how to help China succeed in global cultural output.

To achieve global cultural output, one must first possess super Intellectual Property as the weapon for conquering new territories. In a literal sense, IP refers to intellectual property. Marvel drawing Iron Man is IP; Li Mu drawing an “Old Man Ding” with a pen is also IP. The difference is that Iron Man can acquire over a billion fans globally, while “Old Man Ding” is probably already boring even to today’s three-year-olds. Therefore, to speak of IP in a strategic sense, it must be intellectual property with a large fan base and fans who have potential to pay.

In these years, the concepts of “IP” and “IP derivatives” had not yet been coined, but “IP derivatives” themselves had long been a money-making strategy in the entertainment industries of Europe, America, and Japan. Disney was the earliest to make money perform miracles with IP derivatives. Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck had already become globally popular decades ago, and various merchandise featuring their likenesses began to sell well in international markets. When Li Mu was little, half of his kindergarten classmates carried Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck schoolbags. Although these were all pirated, in a mature market environment, all similar derivative products were helping Disney make money.

And Disney’s most potent aspect in IP derivatives was theme parks, with the first one opening almost fifty years ago. All the elements within its theme parks were derived from its own super IPs, which are the globally popular cartoon characters, including Donald Duck, Mickey Mouse, Snow White, Cinderella, and Winnie the Pooh. These super IPs could not only directly convert fans of their own cartoons but also achieve a unique position in the global market, which was truly impressive.

In contrast, up until Li Mu’s rebirth, China did not have a single theme park truly based on Chinese IP. Conversely, when the Disney Resort in Huzhou City first opened, its business was so booming that it made Disney question their existence. Mr. Wang, the wealthiest person, once boldly claimed that with Wanda present, Disney would not be able to turn a profit for twenty years. However, Disney Huzhou City achieved profitability in its first year of operation. This fully demonstrates how stable and powerful a company with historical foundation/heritage, a mature model, and strong IP support can be in the market.

In Li Mu’s eyes, if Wanda Theme Park lacked strong IP support and the ability to continuously create high-quality IP, then Wanda Theme Park would never be able to compete with Disney. At most, it could only compete with purely amusement parks like Happy Valley and Fantawild in terms of hardware and management levels.

However, Disney’s soft power was something Wanda could never surpass. Even three-year-olds knew that at Disney, they could see Mickey Mouse, Snow White, and Cinderella, and even experience fairy tale worlds, entertainment facilities, character meet-and-greets, and spectacular performances belonging to these characters. This was a point Wanda could never catch up on.

Li Mu hoped that in the future, while making money, he could use his earnings to create some world-sweeping super IPs for China. Plants vs. Zombies was just the first. In the future, there might be other phenomenal super games like Angry Birds, Fruit Ninja, and Temple Run. If Chinese web novels developed further, he could also help web novel IPs flourish, allowing classic Chinese web novels to be exported worldwide in the form of excellent film and television works.

The inability of an Eastern adventure IP like Ghost Blows Out the Light to be exported globally had always been a great regret for Li Mu. Similarly, the failure of a classic Chinese science fiction work like The Three-Body Problem to be made into an excellent film and then exported globally was also a major regret in Li Mu’s heart. There were many reasons for such regrets, such as the overall insufficient strength of Chinese film and television companies, the lacking skill levels of professionals in the Chinese film and television industry, and the insufficient courage / boldness of capital in the Chinese film and television industry, etc. However, ultimately, it all boiled down to a money problem.

For independent projects, no capital was willing to lose money on them, because if an independent project incurred losses, it was almost impossible to make that money back. Film and television production was a standard independent project. The story of Ghost Blows Out the Light was indeed excellent, but the cost of production was too high. Film and television companies and funds first considered whether they could recover their costs. Under such circumstances, they either wouldn’t film it, or they would only invest a small amount to make a bad movie. This is why so many shoddy films with “five-mao special effects” (meaning cheap, low-quality VFX) constantly emerged. Whether it was Ghost Blows Out the Light or The Grave Robbers’ Chronicles made this way, if even domestic audiences couldn’t accept them, how could they possibly be exported overseas?

However, if Li Mu were to manage / operate these projects, such problems wouldn’t exist. In the future, his assets might be so vast that he wouldn’t be able to spend them all. If, in 2010, he allocated a budget of two hundred million US dollars and hired the world’s most professional team to film Ghost Blows Out the Light, it would definitely be pushed into the international market. If, in 2015, he invested five hundred million US dollars to film The Three-Body Problem trilogy, this Chinese sci-fi masterpiece that won the Hugo Award would certainly become a world-class sci-fi super IP. But why haven’t Ghost Blows Out the Light and The Three-Body Problem achieved great success in the film and television industry? Ultimately, it’s because of a lack of money.

China did not lack wealthy individuals; what it lacked were those willing to invest funds in cultural dissemination without expecting a return. When movie box office started to pick up in China, various capital interests swarmed into the film and television industry. However, none of these investments were for culture itself; they all treated culture as a quick money-making business. They would organize a film and television fund, invest in a few projects, incubate them for a few months, and then release them, hoping for box office revenues exceeding one hundred million, five hundred million, or even one billion.

To achieve their money-making goals, a considerable portion of these so-called “cultural figures” resorted to unscrupulous means. Some plagiarized others’ stories, some infringed on copyrights, some treated audiences as fools with False Advertising, and others hired various online trolls for frenzied promotion, even tarnishing / smearing competitors, Artificially boosting box office, or even stealing others’ box office. Therefore, the overall professional ethics of these people in China’s cultural industry were even worse than property speculation groups. After all, property speculation groups aimed to collectively boost the real estate market; no one ever wished for another’s housing development / property project to collapse unexpectedly, nor would anyone go and bomb someone else’s house…

Li Mu did not wish to associate with these so-called “cultural figures” who were steeped in the stench of money. He wanted to treat culture as a noble endeavor. In the future, he was willing to commit tens of billions, even hundreds of billions of US dollars, to continuously support Chinese cultural projects throughout his lifetime, providing ample assistance for the global output of Chinese culture. After all, culture is not a business; it is an art. And the culture of a nation is not just an art; it is a legacy!





Chapter 1330: Well-Intended Efforts

Li Mu’s father and mother, who arrived in Beijing that afternoon, got quite busy in the villa.

When they came, they brought a whole car full of various daily necessities and food ingredients. Not only was the car trunk packed, but even the back seat was piled high.

Li Mu had already arranged for Taobao employees to deliver a large batch of daily necessities to his home, so as soon as the family of three reunited, they began to work together: tidying up the house and various household items.

Li Mu intentionally added an extra-large side-by-side refrigerator in the living room. Even with the one in the kitchen, they barely managed to fit some of the refrigerated and frozen ingredients inside. Li Mu’s mother even instructed him to order another one of these large side-by-side refrigerators for the dining room. This way, it could be used to store milk, juice, fruits, and ready-to-eat foods.

Hearing this, Li Mu was so astonished he couldn’t close his mouth. Three large refrigerators in one house – wasn’t that a bit of excess storage capacity?

Li Mu’s mother, however, had her own opinion. She believed that having excess storage capacity at this time was a good thing. With larger capacity, the reserves would naturally increase, allowing them to stockpile a large amount of food ingredients. Ideally, if the epidemic became severe, the family of three could stay at home for a month without going out and without going hungry. That would be best.

Li Mu said, “Mom, you’re being a bit too extreme. The country’s control over the epidemic has been very timely and effective. The epidemic won’t get as serious as you’re worried about.”

But Li Mu’s mother didn’t agree with Li Mu. She seriously told him, “Our ancestors taught us four words: better safe than sorry. It’s always much better to prepare things in advance than to scramble at the last minute. No one can say for sure what will happen with an epidemic, so it’s best to be cautious.”

Li Mu’s father chimed in from the side, “Son, your mother is right. I think it’s a waste that the lawn in your villa’s yard is empty. How about I clear out a few rows of land to plant some fruits and vegetables? It’ll save us from having to buy fresh vegetables…”

Li Mu said, feeling incredibly exasperated, “Dad, by the time the vegetables you plant grow, the epidemic will be over!”

“Your mother is right, you must be better safe than sorry. You, don’t ever be so optimistic in the face of danger!” Li Mu’s father’s expression was extremely serious. After speaking, without waiting for Li Mu’s reply, he added, “Your mother and I brought five kilograms of garlic. We made a special trip to the vegetable wholesale market this morning before we left to buy it. Later, the two of us, father and son, will peel one kilogram first and plant it in the soil. Garlic shoots will sprout in about a week. You can eat them as soon as they sprout, and they keep growing after one harvest!”

“My heavens…” Li Mu exclaimed, “Are we really going to plant vegetables in the yard?”

“Yes!” Li Mu’s father said, “I asked your uncle to buy some vegetable seeds from the seed station. I’ll prepare the land tomorrow or the day after and plant them!”

After speaking, Li Mu’s father sighed with emotion, “If only you had time, the two of us, father and son, could build some frames together. We’d use them for planting cucumbers, eggplants, tomatoes, and such in the future.”

Li Mu rubbed his temples and said, “If you think it’s good, then plant them. I’ll leave work early these next couple of days and come help you out.”

Li Mu’s father thought Li Mu approved of his idea and nodded, saying, “I’ve recently watched many Hollywood movies, many of which are about the end of the world. From them, I’ve realized a truth: if the apocalypse truly arrives one day, whether it’s an alien invasion, an outbreak of infectious disease, or war, supplies will always be the most important.”

Just as he finished speaking, Li Mu’s father remembered something and added, “Oh, right, I heard some Americans, fearing nuclear war, dig tens to hundreds of meters deep to build shelters. Inside, they can not only defend against nuclear bombs, but they also have a complete set of power, water circulation, and air circulation systems, stockpiled with all kinds of supplies. It’s said that if nuclear war really breaks out one day, they can live inside for several years without coming out. You should learn a thing or two from this sense of preparedness for danger…”

Li Mu’s mother also chimed in, “I think what your father said is really worth learning from. Buy a small island abroad or something, spend some money to properly set it up. In case the world faces some major upheaval in the future, you’ll have a way out…”

Li Mu was completely speechless. After a moment, he asked in a muffled tone, “I say, how did you two develop these ideas? You weren’t so easily startled before! I remember when I was a kid, everyone was saying American Chinese hopping zombies were everywhere, and adults and children were scared stiff, but Mom, you didn’t believe it at all. You even used to say others were ignorant. What’s happened now…”

Li Mu’s mother said seriously, “Can things be the same now as before? Before, our family’s entire assets combined weren’t even tens of thousands. Now, your net worth has so many zeros, your mother here can’t even count them! When we were poor, we didn’t care about eating bran and wild vegetables; that was because we had no choice. But now, you can’t be careless, you know? How much money you earn now is secondary; the main thing is that you must cherish your life. You need to have that awareness. How many years can your parents accompany you? In the future, you have to prepare a complete backup plan for yourself…”

Li Mu quickly changed the subject, “Um, Mom, how about I buy two more refrigerators? Or we find a room, clear it out and convert it into a cold storage, then go to Xinfadi to buy a truckload of vegetables, enough for a year. For the next year, you and Dad don’t leave Beijing. Just stay with me more. It would be great if the three of us could spend more time together.”

Li Mu’s mother waved her hand and said, “If the epidemic doesn’t end, let alone one year, even ten years, your father and I will stay here with you. But if the epidemic ends, we still have to go back quickly. Firstly, we can’t bother you or affect your career. Secondly, your father and I still have careers to pursue back in our hometown. It would be a shame to lose them.”

Seeing the conversation return to a normal level, Li Mu nodded slightly, secretly relieved.

Li Mu’s mother said, “You two, father and son, continue tidying up. I’m going to the kitchen to cook. Tonight, I’ll make my son his favorite sweet and sour pork ribs from when he was little.”

Li Mu’s mother went to the kitchen. Li Mu was organizing items with his father when Xie Yun called Li Mu.

“Hello, Auntie Xie, where are you now?”

Xie Yun chuckled, “I’m still in Qilu Province, about three more hours’ drive from Beijing. Have your parents arrived in Beijing?”

“They have,” Li Mu said, “They left early and arrived around four in the afternoon.”

Xie Yun quickly said, “It’s good that they arrived safely. Auntie just called to check, just to set my mind at ease.”

“Thank you for your concern.”

“Don’t mention it,” Xie Yun smiled faintly and said, “Oh, right, Li Mu, tell your parents that Auntie might arrive in Beijing too late, so I won’t visit today. Tomorrow, perhaps. Tomorrow, Auntie will cook at home. You and your parents can come over and sit. How does that sound?”

Li Mu hadn’t told his parents about Zhao Ziqiu yet. In fact, his parents didn’t know much about his relationship status. As soon as Xie Yun brought up inviting him and his parents for dinner, he didn’t know how to explain it to his parents.

However, not meeting them seemed unrealistic. After all, Zhao Ziqiu’s mother knew about his relationship with her daughter, and they lived so close. By all accounts, he should visit, so his parents’ contact with Zhao Ziqiu’s mother was unavoidable.

Should he just say Zhao Ziqiu was his girlfriend?

Li Mu was willing to admit it, but this was a meeting between both sets of parents after all. If he publicly acknowledged the relationship at the parental level now, how would he explain it to his parents later regarding Su Yingxue…?

Li Mu suddenly felt a little melancholy again.

He could only blame himself for not being firm enough. If he had only committed to Su Yingxue from the start and rejected all other temptations, he wouldn’t have fallen into such a dilemma.

But then, thinking of Zhao Ziqiu, how could he possibly refuse such a girl? And so, step by step, he became the scoundrel who wanted his cake and ate it too…

While he was feeling emotional and melancholy, Xie Yun seemed to have guessed Li Mu’s thoughts. However, she also knew clearly that Li Mu didn’t yet know she was aware of Su Yingxue’s existence. So, she said in a very relaxed tone, “Don’t feel any pressure. You and Zi Qiu are still young. Especially you, you still need to focus on your studies. So my intention is, don’t tell Li Mu’s parents about your relationship for now. Otherwise, if his parents know and I also know, then the meaning behind tomorrow night’s dinner would be too heavy. To make things easier and less stressful for you, I’ve told Li Mu that we’ll just tell his parents that you two are good friends.”

Zhao Ziqiu finally breathed a sigh of relief. This way, she wouldn’t feel so awkward.

However, Xie Yun still reminded her, “Even though you’re telling his parents it’s a friendship, you still need to put in more effort. For boys, especially filial boys, their parents’ opinions and preferences have a great influence on them. So you must try to perform well, understand?”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded vaguely, “I understand, Mom…”





Chapter 1342: Paying a Visit

To ensure Li Mu’s family was well-received, Xie Yun had arranged for her assistant to buy various ingredients early that morning. Preparations began right after lunch and continued through the afternoon without a break. Zhao Ziqiu also intentionally took the day off to help her mother at home.

Following the routine established during the SARS period, Li Mu visited both companies. After handling some daily tasks, he returned home early at four in the afternoon.

The reason he returned so early was that Li Mu’s mother was fond of the idea of visiting someone’s home today. However, knowing that only a mother and daughter were preparing dinner, she felt it wasn’t right. So, she told Li Mu to come back early so the family of three could go over sooner and help out.

Li Mu specifically asked fat Wang to send someone with two bottles of collection-grade red wine as a gift, then drove back to Ziyun Mountain Villa.

Li Mu’s mother had also prepared some Haizhou local specialties, saying she wanted to bring them over for them to taste.

The originally agreed time was six-thirty, but it was just past four o’clock. Li Mu called Xie Yun, asking if it was convenient for her now, and conveyed his mother’s intention to come over and help.

Xie Yun initially felt bad about letting Li Mu’s mother help, but thinking that she couldn’t politely decline the family of three coming over now, she repeatedly thanked him and agreed.

As the family of three left, there was no one on the streets inside Ziyun Mountain Villa. A distinct smell of disinfectant still permeated the air.

According to Ziyun Mountain Villa’s Property Management, they disinfected outdoors six times a day during the SARS period. Disinfection workers would ride electric carts to spray disinfectant on all roads and roadside green belts throughout Ziyun Mountain Villa. Not only that, but they also disinfected the forest park outside Ziyun Mountain Villa daily, making their largest effort to ensure the owners’ safety.

Due to Ziyun Mountain Villa being surrounded by a forest park, one could essentially only exit the complex by car. All villas within the complex were detached villas, and every owner drove directly in and out of their own villa, so very few people walked on the streets within the complex. There were even few passing vehicles.

Because of these reasons, the owners of Ziyun Mountain Villa felt very secure. Even if an owner within the complex were to be infected with SARS, the chances of other owners being infected were extremely slim.

After walking for a few minutes within the villa complex, the family of three arrived at Zhao Ziqiu’s villa gate. Since Li Mu had previously told his parents that Zhao Ziqiu was just his friend, Li Mu’s father and mother didn’t overthink it and felt no psychological pressure. Li Mu, however, had a guilty conscience and inevitably felt uneasy standing at the villa entrance. He wondered if his parents would notice the unusual relationship between him and Zhao Ziqiu.

Li Mu pressed the doorbell, and it was Zhao Ziqiu who came running out to open it.

Zhao Ziqiu was wearing a fresh, well-fitting A&F hoodie and sweatpants, her hair tied in a ponytail. She was without a trace of makeup, yet she made quite an impression.

Seeing Li Mu’s father and mother, Zhao Ziqiu’s expression showed a subtle nervousness as she politely greeted them: “Uncle and Aunt, hello! I am Li Mu’s friend, my name is Zhao Ziqiu, you can just call me Zi Qiu!”

Li Mu’s father and mother clearly hadn’t realized that the female friend Li Mu mentioned was such a beautiful girl. Moreover, her demeanor was excellent; she wasn’t overtly sharp like some pretty girls, nor was she overly reserved like others. In short, she was simply pleasant to behold.

Li Mu’s mother always liked girls. Perhaps it was because she didn’t have a daughter herself, so Li Mu remembered from his childhood that his mother would show a special fondness whenever she saw a little girl from someone’s family. If she met a beautiful and well-behaved girl, she would be so fond of them she wished she could bring them home to raise for a few days. In Li Mu’s memory of over thirty years in his previous life, Li Mu’s mother often sighed in front of him, lamenting that she didn’t have the fate to have a daughter. If she had given birth to a sweetie back then, she most likely wouldn’t have been like Li Mu, leaving home for college. Sometimes Li Mu’s mother would also regret it, thinking that if she’d known she would be laid off back then, she might as well have risked being fired from her job to have a second child. That way, one son could work hard outside, while the other could stay home and keep her company.

However, since Li Mu’s rebirth, he hadn’t heard his mother lament like that much. But when she saw Zhao Ziqiu, the familiar fondness Li Mu knew reappeared in her expression. Looking at Zhao Ziqiu, her eyes curved into smiles as she praised, “Oh my! What a beautiful girl!”

Zhao Ziqiu had been praised for her looks by various elders, friends, and even strangers since she was a child, so she was actually immune to such compliments. But when Li Mu’s mother said those words, her pretty face still flushed with shyness.

Li Mu’s mother turned to Li Mu’s father and said sincerely, “Ever since I gave birth to Li Mu, I’ve dreamed of having such a sweetie for more than two decades.”

Zhao Ziqiu became even more bashful, and naturally, she was incredibly happy. Li Mu’s mother liking her was something she had never even dared to dream of before.

Li Mu’s father also hadn’t expected this girl, who was the same age as his son, to be so beautiful. He had met Su Yingxue earlier, and at that time, he thought Su Yingxue was already one in ten thousand beautiful girls in real life. He never expected Zhao Ziqiu to give off an even more likable impression than Su Yingxue.

Li Mu’s father, for some unknown reason, blurted out to Li Mu’s mother, “You, wanting such a beautiful sweetie is hopeless. See if your son can find you such a beautiful daughter-in-law instead.”

Li Mu’s father’s words came entirely from his heart, but they made Zhao Ziqiu’s face turn even redder.

Li Mu watched Zhao Ziqiu’s little face turn rosy, which was truly adorable.

Li Mu’s mother, seeing Zhao Ziqiu’s face turn red, quickly said to Li Mu’s father, “Don’t talk nonsense, you’ve made the poor girl blush!”

Zhao Ziqiu then realized her cheeks were burning hot and must be visibly red, so she quickly changed the subject and said, “Uncle and Aunt, please come in. I just brewed some tea for you to taste.”

Li Mu’s father and mother smiled and thanked her, walking into the villa with Li Mu under Zhao Ziqiu’s lead. Before entering, Zhao Ziqiu stood outside the door and thoughtfully said, “Uncle and Aunt, please come in.”

After saying that, as soon as Li Mu’s father and mother entered, she immediately turned her head, stuck her tongue out at Li Mu, and used her mouth to form the words: “So nervous!”

Li Mu looked at Zhao Ziqiu’s rosy, nervous little face and smiled faintly at her, whispering, “Just be natural.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded, then entered the house with Li Mu.

Just as they entered, and Li Mu’s father and mother were about to change their shoes, Xie Yun emerged from the kitchen wearing an apron. Seeing Li Mu’s father and mother, she smiled and said, “You two must be Li Mu’s parents, right? Nice to meet you. My name is Xie Yun, and I’m Zi Qiu’s mother.”

Li Mu’s mother and father also politely said, “Hello, Xiao Mu told us you just arrived last night. We’re truly sorry to bother you by visiting today.”

“Oh, you don’t need to be so polite,” Xie Yun quickly said, “We’ll most likely be neighbors for quite some time. The children are friends, so we naturally are friends too. Since we live so close, please don’t be strangers in the future. We should visit each other more often.”

Li Mu’s mother laughed, “That’s right, we must visit more often in the future. Li Mu’s father and I were just discussing, we’d like to invite your mother and daughter over to our home tomorrow for a chat.”

“Alright, alright, alright!” Xie Yun nodded, smiling happily. “My daughter and I will be there on time tomorrow.”

Li Mu’s mother handed the gift bag in her hand to Xie Yun and introduced, “These are some local specialties from Haizhou. They’re not very famous, and you can’t buy them outside, but they truly taste good. We brought them for you to try.”

“Thank you!” Xie Yun didn’t stand on ceremony, taking the bag with both hands and smiling. “Although Hangzhou’s specialties are famous, most of what’s sold outside isn’t authentic. Coincidentally, I also brought a lot of authentic Hangzhou specialties when I came. I’ll give you some to take back and try after dinner.”

Saying that, she looked at Li Mu’s father and asked with a smile, “Brother Li, you must usually enjoy drinking tea, right? When I came, Zi Qiu’s father gave me some of his treasured Longjing tea leaves, saying that drinking tea is good for health and can enhance resistance. Brother Li, take a box back after dinner.”

Li Mu’s father felt a little bad, saying, “How could I be so imposing…”

Xie Yun smiled faintly and said, “Brother Li, you don’t need to be so formal. I’ll take the opportunity to introduce you to Old Zhao. You two should have a lot to talk about, who knows, you might even become good friends.”

Li Mu’s father’s social experience was far from Xie Yun’s level. He unconsciously let her lead the conversation, so he merely nodded along with her words, saying, “Well, if there’s an opportunity, I really must get to know him.”

Li Mu felt a little emotional in his heart. His parents’ caliber in social interactions was indeed much weaker than Xie Yun’s. It was evident from the few sentences of conversation at their meeting that Xie Yun was fully capable of guiding and dominating the conversation.

At this moment, Li Mu handed the red wine gift box to Xie Yun, saying, “Auntie Xie, this is a small gift I brought for you.”

Xie Yun smiled as she took the red wine Li Mu offered. Just by looking at the box, she knew Li Mu had put effort into finding these two bottles. She smiled, “Thank you, Li Mu. Auntie just happens to not have any wine here. We’ll open a bottle to drink during dinner later.”

With that, Xie Yun said to Li Mu’s father and mother, “You two and the children can sit in the living room for a while and have some tea. I’ll excuse myself for a moment; I still have some tasks to attend to in the kitchen.”

Li Mu’s mother quickly said, “I’ll go help you.”

Xie Yun declined, “No need to trouble yourself, I can manage alone.”

Li Mu’s mother, without argument, stepped forward and took Xie Yun’s arm, saying as if it were only natural, “How can I let you do it alone? I told Xiao Mu to come early precisely because I wanted to come and help you. Kitchen work is so fragmented; having one more person helping makes it much easier. I cook meal/rice all day at home, so I understand perfectly.”

Seeing Li Mu’s mother so enthusiastic, Xie Yun no longer refused, smiling and saying, “Alright then, let Brother Li and the children sit for a bit, and we’ll go to the kitchen.”

Li Mu’s father asked, “Shall I go and help out too?”

Xie Yun quickly said, “I invited you two over for dinner, how can I let both of you help me? That would be too inappropriate. Having sister-in-law help me is enough.”

Saying that, Xie Yun said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Zi Qiu, take Uncle Li and Li Mu to the living room and sit down for a bit.”

Li Mu’s father also knew that as a grown man, it wasn’t very convenient for him to go into the kitchen to help out two women. Furthermore, it was his first time meeting Xie Yun, and they weren’t as familiar as friends, so he didn’t insist further.





Chapter 1332: An Excellent Sign

Xie Yun possessed the rich, unique charm of a woman from Jiangnan. Combined with her upbringing in a family of scholars, her years as a university professor, and her extensive experience navigating the business world, where she had faced significant challenges, she had long since transformed into a powerful and meticulous woman.

Li Mu’s mother had only spent a little over an hour with Xie Yun in the kitchen, but she was already full of praise for this woman who was only one year her junior.

Xie Yun was very beautiful. Though in her forties, she looked to be in her early thirties. Her appearance and demeanor were indeed far superior to Li Mu’s mother’s. Moreover, she was intelligent and a great conversationalist. Even her cooking was exceptionally organized. While an ordinary housewife’s kitchen might resemble a battlefield during cooking, Xie Yun’s process was orderly. There wouldn’t be the slightest hint of mess anywhere; everything was clean and tidy. It was also clear that she had thoroughly researched cooking, understanding exactly how to handle ingredients and control the heat. She possessed many techniques that were not typically used in home-style cooking.

As Li Mu’s mother watched Xie Yun cook, she learned by helping her out, mirroring her actions. The two also had a sporadic chat about everyday things. Every aspect of Xie Yun made Li Mu’s mother envious.

During their conversation, Li Mu’s mother learned about Xie Yun’s family background and rough life trajectory. Before the age of thirty, she had almost continuously been studying, earning her Master’s degree, getting married and having children, and then obtaining her Doctorate degree. Afterwards, she taught at a Key university. Later, due to her husband’s business needs, she resolutely resigned from the university to become his right-hand woman. This left Li Mu’s mother not just envious, but also deeply respectful.

In front of Xie Yun, Li Mu’s mother felt humble. Among all the women her age she had encountered, none possessed Xie Yun’s educational background, knowledge, or insight. When it came to family heritage, there was simply no comparison.

For Li Mu’s mother, both the Li family and her birth family, the Xiao family, were just ordinary working-class families before Li Mu’s rise to prominence. Their insufficient heritage meant insufficient confidence. Although Li Mu had now completely made his fortune, possessing a net worth that would not lose to any entrepreneur in China, Li Mu’s mother had yet to build up enough self-confidence.

In truth, Xie Yun wasn’t trying to establish a perfect image in front of Li Mu’s mother, nor had she ever thought of surpassing Li Mu’s mother in temperament or other aspects. She subtly displayed her advantages merely to give herself a greater sense of confidence.

Just like Li Mu’s mother’s inner humility when facing Xie Yun, Xie Yun also had her own sense of humility. This was because she knew that when it came to family wealth, in the face of absolute strength, all other advantages could essentially be ignored. In this day and age, if the term “family wealth” is stripped of its political background, it’s merely a comparison of assets, or to put it bluntly, who is richer.

When calculating family wealth, how many generations of literati and scholars, how many Ph.D.s and academicians, how deep your family background and cultural heritage are — these are merely capital for boasting to ordinary people. When truly comparing family wealth, everyone compares who has more money. It doesn’t matter much if your family produced a top scholar during the Qing Dynasty, a master during the Republic of China, or an academician after liberation. These can only serve as secondary comparison metrics, useful only when the core metric is tied or closely matched.

For a family with assets of one billion yuan comparing strength with a family of nine hundred and fifty million yuan, if their assets are comparable, then they might proceed to compare heritage. If the family with nine hundred and fifty million yuan has a stronger cultural heritage, then they might slightly surpass the other in overall strength;

However, if this family with nine hundred and fifty million yuan were to compare strength with a family of nine billion five hundred million yuan, their assets would already be instantly reduced to dust. Who would care about their so-called family heritage then? Even if the former family was full of postdocs, it would be useless. They would still be looked down upon by the latter and unable to hold their heads high in front of them, because they are simply not on the same level.

It’s like a Beijing Drifter university student earning a monthly salary of five thousand yuan trying to compare strength with someone who owns a car and house in Beijing but didn’t even graduate high school; it’s completely meaningless.

What Xie Yun was facing now was the pressure arising from the vast capital disparity between the two families. The asset gap between them was not just ten or twenty times, but at least fifty times, and this gap would only continue to widen in the future. At such a time, if she didn’t find some confidence, she feared she wouldn’t even be able to maintain normal interactions with Li Mu’s mother.

Fortunately, Li Mu’s mother was indeed a very friendly person and had not undergone the long-term tempering of so-called prominent families. In her heart, she never felt that her son being rich was an advantage for herself. Therefore, when interacting with Xie Yun, both women tacitly maintained a sense of humility, which made their interactions quite harmonious.

Li Mu’s mother praised Xie Yun’s excellent craftsmanship and meticulousness, while Xie Yun praised Li Mu’s mother’s good character and effective parenting. When Li Mu’s mother complimented Zhao Ziqiu’s beauty, noting it was inherited from Xie Yun, Xie Yun retorted by praising Li Mu’s tall and handsome appearance as inherited from Li Mu’s mother’s genes. With such back and forth exchanges, both women developed a great fondness for each other.

In the living room, Zhao Ziqiu also displayed the demeanor of a truly refined young lady in front of Li Mu’s father. Her manners, speech, appearance, and temperament were all impeccable.

Li Mu’s father sipped his tea, occasionally secretly glancing at Zhao Ziqiu and his son. The more he looked, the more he felt the two were perfectly matched. If Li Mu could bring home a wife like this in the future, it would truly be flawless.

Li Mu’s father was inherently a traditional man with a strong sense of continuation for the family line. He never opposed his son having an early relationship. Moreover, hailing from a rural background, he even believed that it was normal for men to marry and have children after the age of eighteen. Rural areas particularly valued flourishing populations; in earlier years, families with more sons held higher status in the village, and such families were even more likely to weather natural and man-made disasters. When the sons grew up, they would each have many descendants, allowing three generations to form a large family, which would surely make others envious.

When dinner time arrived, Li Mu’s father and mother exchanged knowing glances at the dining table. Li Mu’s mother, especially, seized every opportunity to gaze at Zhao Ziqiu, looking her over from left to right, finding her more endearing with every glance.

Li Mu hadn’t told his parents much about Zhao Ziqiu’s situation, so Li Mu’s mother took the opportunity at the dinner table to inquire about everything: her school, her major, her birthday, her hobbies, whether she had a boyfriend… she asked everything she could, and even things that weren’t appropriate to ask.

Zhao Ziqiu became very nervous at one point, answering cautiously and respectfully, while Xie Yun felt increasingly at ease. She could tell that Li Mu’s mother genuinely liked her sweetie—this was an excellent sign.

Li Mu’s mother truly liked Zhao Ziqiu. Although she didn’t know the exact relationship between her and her son, the thought of her being his friend and their two families living so close filled her with extra joy.

Xie Yun decanted the red wine Li Mu brought. All five of them had a little bit, and this red wine became a catalyst for the atmosphere at the dining table, quickly making it even livelier.

Li Mu’s mother began to ask how Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu had met. Li Mu honestly told her that they met because there was a Beijing couple in their respective dorm rooms, and that couple had tried to set everyone up to meet.

Li Mu’s mother nodded repeatedly after hearing this. A boy bringing his dorm mates to a gathering with his girlfriend and her dorm mates—such a social approach truly matched the reality of university students; it was perfectly reasonable and quite interesting.

So, Li Mu’s mother deliberately asked, “Didn’t they try to set up more couples from your two dorm rooms?”

Li Mu replied, “They did. At first, two couples formed, then one broke up, and now there’s still one left.”

Li Mu’s mother chuckled, “It’s normal for young people in relationships to occasionally break up and get back together.”

Then, Li Mu’s mother asked again, “They set up others, but didn’t they set you two up?”

Li Mu hadn’t expected his mother to ask such a direct question so abruptly. Zhao Ziqiu immediately bowed her head, wishing she could bury her face in her bowl.

Xie Yun watched with interest, wanting to see how Li Mu would explain it to his mother.

Li Mu could only steel himself and say, “I’m busy, you know? I don’t even attend classes all day, so no one bothered to arrange anything for me.”

He skillfully dodged the question. Although it wasn’t a sophisticated maneuver, it at least managed to deflect Li Mu’s mother’s inquiry.

Li Mu’s mother could tell at this point that Li Mu was being evasive. After all, she couldn’t make things difficult for her own son, so she said, “Being busy with your career is important, but some personal aspects aren’t entirely out of the question either.”

Li Mu’s mother’s words were concise and to the point, and she did not pursue the topic further.

At this moment, seeing that Li Mu’s mother had made her point and stopped, Xie Yun very appropriately changed the topic and asked Li Mu, “Oh, Xiao Mu, Muye Technology cooperates with CCTV, so your information must be quite timely. How is the SARS situation in Beijing now? Are there any other updates regarding the confirmed case that was discovered?”

Li Mu said, “Currently, we haven’t received news of any other infection cases. The Beijing Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has entered its highest level of protection, and I believe it will achieve very good protective effects. However, the most dangerous situation right now involves the over two hundred passengers who came into contact with this confirmed case. The priority now should be to closely monitor their condition, and if anyone is found to be infected, they should be immediately isolated.”

Xie Yun nodded and said, “The nature of infectious diseases, spreading from one to ten and ten to a hundred, really makes one feel insecure. It’s fine inside Ziyun Mountain Villa, but with so many people coming and going in public places every day, it’s still somewhat unsafe.”

After speaking, Xie Yun looked at Zhao Ziqiu. “I plan to inform Peking University starting tomorrow, so Zi Qiu can temporarily self-study at home.”

Zhao Ziqiu hastily said, “Mom, didn’t you say not to rush for now and wait to see how SARS develops?”

Xie Yun replied without question, “That was just a strategy to buy time. Did you actually believe it? Starting tomorrow, you’ll stay home obediently. I’ll contact your President; he has a close relationship with your maternal grandfather, so this convenience should be workable.”

In fact, Xie Yun hadn’t initially thought of immediately making Zhao Ziqiu stop classes. Although her information wasn’t as timely as Li Mu’s, she at least had a mostly settled understanding of the situation. Currently, the epidemic was just beginning to sprout in Beijing and hadn’t yet penetrated universities. Furthermore, her husband had just donated five million yuan in dedicated funds for epidemic prevention to Peking University today, significantly improving Peking University’s disease control level. Therefore, for the recent period, Peking University should still be very safe, and Zhao Ziqiu could continue attending classes for a while longer.

However, just now, Xie Yun suddenly changed her mind. Li Mu’s mother’s liking for Zhao Ziqiu was an excellent sign, and she had to help her daughter seize the opportunity.

Looking at her bewildered and somewhat reluctant daughter, Xie Yun sighed inwardly, “How could I have given birth to such a simple, foolish girl like you! It’s rare for Li Mu’s parents to like you so much, yet you aren’t quick to strike while the iron is hot? You don’t even have this much foresight, and you’re still thinking about going to class? For you, the best time window to make Li Mu’s mother like you even more is during Li Mu’s working hours when he’s not home!”





Chapter 1333: Chains and Meat

After Li Mu’s father and mother settled down at Ziyun Mountain Villa, Beijing’s SARS epidemic began a new round of development.

Although the Disease Control Department was pushing all its might, running at full capacity, it was still difficult to contain the spread of the epidemic in the short term.

In the following days, Beijing saw new confirmed cases daily. The government released all information to the public in real-time, which continuously increased citizens’ fear of SARS.

Taobao Logistics’ transport capacity within Beijing was already operating at overload. When most people began to avoid going out, Taobao Logistics’ express delivery personnel were still working on the front lines. Even so, it was impossible to guarantee the fastest timeliness. However, users were very understanding of this; judging by the complaint rate feedback from Taobao customer service, the Ten-Thousand Complaint Ratio for logistics timeliness was even less than one-tenth of one percent.

The “Ten-Thousand Complaint Ratio” was a concept derived from telecommunication companies, referring to the proportion of actual complaining users among every ten thousand completed transactions. Later, this statistical method began to be implemented across various industries, including most internet companies and physical manufacturing. The internal acceptable Ten-Thousand Complaint Ratio benchmark set by most internet companies was generally above five-thousandths; achieving what Taobao did, less than one-tenth of one percent, was extremely rare.

This fully demonstrated that the work Taobao was doing now was deeply respected by users. Not only did it supply various protective supplies at fair prices, but it also provided free express delivery services. For users, this truly exceeded expectations by far too much.

The Beijing Municipal Government highly acknowledged Taobao’s actions, awarding Taobao the title of “Beijing’s Advanced Private Enterprise” and presenting it with a trophy. To express their recognition of Taobao, municipal party committee leaders specifically conducted an on-site inspection of Taobao and Taobao Logistics, further enhancing Taobao’s brand influence.

Li Mu had been incredibly busy these past few days. Besides his daily work, he also took time to visit Renmin University, discreetly donating a batch of protective supplies and a sum of cash for epidemic prevention to his alma mater.

The Second-generation heirs from the CSC Club, having gained immense social recognition for their previous donation of eighty million yuan to Old Soldiers Never Die, had been waiting for Li Mu to call on them to donate again. However, after waiting for several days without any movement from Li Mu, some of the Second-generation heirs grew anxious and reported their thoughts to Cai Zhengmao, hoping he could relay everyone’s ideas to Chen Ze and Li Mu.

Li Mu naturally had no time to go to the club, and Chen Ze also couldn’t spare any time recently. His father had strictly forbidden him from running around, and he also had Wan Ying Real Estate to look after, so the energy he invested in the club significantly decreased in a short period.

When Cai Zhengmao relayed everyone’s demand to Chen Ze, Chen Ze was both amused and helpless.

Have these Second-generation heirs gotten addicted to donating? If they started wanting to donate at every turn, that would truly be amusing.

However, Chen Ze also knew clearly in his heart that the CSC Club now had an excellent reputation. Joining this club, on one hand, represented their identity as wealthy individuals, and on the other hand, it demonstrated their swagger. After all, the CSC Club had a powerful figure like Li Mu, and had made enormous public welfare contributions to Old Soldiers Never Die. Thus, CSC Club members felt a unique pride in their membership, and everyone hoped to continuously increase the CSC Club’s prestige, so they were all keen to organize another donation.

To organize a public donation under the name of the CSC Club and also to publicize its reputation, relying solely on everyone’s willingness to donate was completely insufficient. It would only be effective if Li Mu came forward to take the lead.

Li Mu took time to visit Wan Ying Real Estate to extend his condolences to his colleagues and encourage everyone. Afterward, Li Mu chatted with Chen Ze and Song Liang in Song Liang’s office. Chen Ze took the opportunity to relay everyone’s wishes to Li Mu, who was both amused and helpless after hearing it.

Donate? Forget it.

Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “The situation is still relatively stable now, and the country’s various disease control policies are also very timely. Why would we donate now? Who would we donate to? Currently, the nationwide disease control efforts haven’t entered a state of enormous expenditure, nor does the country have any intention of calling for donations. Quietly donating some money is definitely fine, but would these ancestors be willing to donate quietly? When they want to spend money, they want to hear a bang. But if we rashly organize a large-scale donation, it will seem overdone. This is not the time for the club to be in the limelight.”

Chen Ze highly agreed with Li Mu’s analysis, saying, “You’re right, it’s really not the time for the club to be in the limelight. I’ll have Cai Zhengmao explain it to everyone first.”

“Understood,” Li Mu said, “Also, tell everyone that if the government and media start publicizing a call for social donations, we will respond immediately at the first opportunity.”

In his memory, there had indeed been a fundraising gala for SARS in his previous life. If that gala were to happen again in this life, he would represent the CSC Club to communicate with the organizers, and then the CSC Club could use that opportunity to donate a sum of money.

At this point, Song Liang spoke up, “Xiao Mu, I heard Uncle and Aunt are in Beijing, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “They’ve been here for a few days; I didn’t tell you.”

Song Liang then said, “I’m planning to go back to Haizhou tomorrow. I’ll visit them when I return.”

Li Mu asked him, “Is your sister-in-law urging you to go back?”

Song Liang waved his hand, “She wants to come too, but I didn’t let her. The child is young and has low resistance; it’s better for her to stay put in Haizhou.”

Speaking, Song Liang sighed and said, “Yesterday, your sister-in-law called and said her period was more than half a month late. She went to the hospital for a check-up and found out she’s pregnant. I’m going back to see her so she doesn’t panic alone.”

Li Mu and Chen Ze spoke simultaneously, “Sister-in-law is pregnant? Congratulations!”

Song Liang chuckled, “Pregnancy is a good thing, but the timing isn’t great. We’re in the middle of SARS right now, and she’ll inevitably need to go to the hospital frequently for check-ups. What if she comes into contact with SARS? My heart is pounding, I didn’t sleep well all last night.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry unnecessarily. Let sister-in-law rest well in Haizhou. If worse comes to worst, you should go back and stay with her; don’t come back for now. Haizhou is a small place and still very safe.”

Song Liang said, “We have so many property projects under construction here; how can I leave? I’ll go back for two days and then return. We have a nanny at home, and my parents can usually help with some care. Also, I asked my little sister to come to Haizhou to help me look after things.”

Li Mu patted his shoulder, “Family matters are important. Money can be earned anytime. If Muye Technology IPOs in the US next year, everyone can cash out a large sum.”

Song Liang nodded, “You are my God of Wealth. After Muye Technology IPOs, I reckon you’ll become the wealthiest person in the world.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Based on the capital market’s current recognition of Muye Technology, after the IPO, our market value will be at least hundreds of billions of dollars, with no upper limit.”

Chen Ze counted on his fingers, “Muye Technology starts at hundreds of billions of dollars after IPO, and Taobao Technology, at its current rocket-like growth rate, will have a valuation of over ten billion dollars in its first round of financing. Eting Technology is about to be sold to Baidu, plus your other small ventures, my goodness… you’ll truly become the wealthiest person in the world before long.”

Song Liang thought of Eting Technology and asked Li Mu, “By the way, how’s the Eting situation?”

Li Mu said, “We’re still negotiating with Baidu. My demand is for 100% of Eting Technology’s shares to be exchanged for 15% of Baidu’s shares. Baidu’s current shareholder structure will collectively release 20% of the shares, and then I will personally invest to acquire the remaining 5%. They are still hesitating; we’ll have another round of negotiations in a couple of days.”

Baidu’s current valuation wasn’t particularly high. Song Liang asked Li Mu, “Are you very optimistic about their future?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Baidu’s future will definitely lag far behind Muye Technology and Taobao, but because of its monopoly in the Chinese search engine field, I still think there are investment opportunities. Moreover, Baidu will definitely be a major traffic portal in the future. My purpose in investing in Baidu is to tie a rope around it, keeping it bound to us at all times, preventing it from cooperating with competitors.”

Chen Ze asked Li Mu curiously, “But you’ll gain a partial stake in Baidu, at the expense of your domination in the online music market. Will losing this market greatly impact Muye Technology?”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “Let me put it this way, metaphorically speaking, Eting.com is the best car on the market right now. It doesn’t matter whether I sell it to Baidu or to other individuals or companies. They’ll get the best car on the market, but that’s only for the present. The best car production line in the world is still in my hands. If I wanted to, I could quickly produce an even better car. At that point, the people who bought Eting.com would be embarrassed. They paid a significant premium, not for the car itself, but for the car’s influence as the industry leader. If a new industry leader suddenly emerges, the price of that car will plummet, ultimately saddling the buyer with a massive loss…”

Chen Ze exclaimed, “You’re planning to create a new music product with Muye Technology?”

Li Mu nodded, “After Eting.com is sold, I can do that at any time. As for whether I do it or not, it depends on whether Baidu is obedient and whether I want to scheme against them.”

Chen Ze laughed, “If I were General Manager Li of Baidu and knew you were scheming like this, I’d fight you to the death.”

Li Mu said, “When making major strategic layouts, to put it plainly, it’s about setting traps for all competitors except ourselves. The best scenario for the future is for all major enterprises in the global internet industry to have such weaknesses in our hands. Then, we can truly stand invincible.”

Then, Li Mu added, “In the new round of negotiations with Baidu the day after tomorrow, the information conveyed from Baidu’s side is that Robin himself will participate, so I’m also planning to join in and try to finalize all our demands in this negotiation, and then quickly proceed with the process. Once this is done, the 20% stake will be the chain I use to bind Baidu, and the enormous traffic from YY and YY123 will be the meat I lay before them. One hand holding the chain, the other holding the meat, what does that sound like?”

Chen Ze and Song Liang exchanged smiles; the image was already very concrete, Li Mu didn’t need to elaborate, and they understood perfectly.

Li Mu then added, “In fact, if you use this perspective I’ve described and carefully identify the relationships between many companies, you’ll find this ‘chains and meat’ dynamic everywhere, in all industries.”

Both nodded. If understood from this new perspective, the industry truly was as Li Mu described: large corporations held countless chains in their hands while simultaneously throwing out large amounts of meat. Weaker companies survived by relying on such large corporations; they could eat their fill but didn’t necessarily eat well. Yet, they couldn’t run away even if they wanted to, and the cost of forcing a departure was too high, so they could only remain in this subservient state.

This new realization made both of them sigh in their hearts, feeling that Li Mu was truly an anomaly. Even his perspective on problems was vastly different from others, and meticulously contemplating the nuances was truly a wake-up call.





Chapter 1334: Listen and Speak Less

Over the past few days, Xie Yun’s relationship with Li Mu’s father and mother had been continuously warming up.

Every day when Li Mu returned home from the company, he would hear Li Mu’s mother say a few words praising Xie Yun and Zhao Ziqiu.

Xie Yun had her way of getting along with people, so Li Mu’s mother quickly became her good friend. The two often made plans to do things together, like having afternoon tea, eating small snacks, and even sunbathing on the terrace. Xie Yun would subtly teach Li Mu’s mother about the refined aspects of a Jiangnan woman’s life, while also managing to avoid giving Li Mu’s mother the mistaken impression that she was showing off her sense of superiority. In short, she possessed the ability to make Li Mu’s mother feel comfortable being friends with her, deep down.

However, for Xie Yun, Li Mu’s mother’s straightforward personality was something she also genuinely liked. In her social circles, most people were shrewd individuals with countless facades; very few were willing to interact with her with their true selves. Moreover, she quickly summarized Li Mu’s mother’s character: kind, straightforward, without arrogance, and also considerate of others. Having such a friend was indeed a fortunate thing.

With this kind of interaction and understanding, Xie Yun hoped even more that her daughter and Li Mu could achieve a successful outcome. In that case, not only would her son-in-law be capable, but his parents would also be exceptionally good.

During this period, Zhao Ziqiu had already stopped attending classes and spent almost all her time at Ziyun Mountain Villa. So every day, she would drop by with her mother, or Li Mu’s mother would pay a visit herself. It was heard that Li Mu’s mother even prepared a hot pot meal at home during lunch, and Zhao Ziqiu helped with preparing the ingredients throughout, earning continuous praise from Li Mu’s mother.

Li Mu’s mother’s exact words were: “Zi Qiu is just like her mother; she does things unhurriedly yet very efficiently. Most importantly, the little lady is even prettier than her mother and utterly well-behaved.”

Seeing his mother’s increasing affection for Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh, thinking that it might not be long before his mother would start nagging him, hoping for a daughter-in-law like Zhao Ziqiu in the future.

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly felt a chill down his spine.

Zhao Ziqiu naturally didn’t have too many little tricks/schemes; although her academic performance was excellent, ultimately, her life experience was insufficient. She was just a standard naive and innocent girl. However, Xie Yun was not the same type of person as her; among the elder women Li Mu had interacted with, Xie Yun was probably the smartest. She was practically a real-life version of Huang Rong from Jin Yong’s novels. Her sudden decision to come to Beijing and then mingle with his mother every day surely contained some ulterior motives, didn’t it?

However, Li Mu also clearly knew in his heart that he couldn’t intervene in this matter, nor was there any need to.

That day, returning home from work, Li Mu sat on the sofa in the living room on the first floor, holding his laptop to review some Baidu documents, preparing for the new round of negotiations with Baidu tomorrow morning. Li Mu’s mother came over and asked him, “Did Zi Qiu contact you today?”

Li Mu shook his head, “No, why do you ask?”

Li Mu had been relatively busy with work recently, and Zhao Ziqiu had always been very sensible, rarely disturbing him when he was working.

Li Mu’s mother said, “This afternoon I went to Auntie Xie’s place to have afternoon tea with her. She said Zi Qiu’s father is coming over these two days. Do you think our two families should have a meal together then?”

Li Mu felt awkward inside, but asked her superficially, “Auntie Xie told you this?”

“Yes,” Li Mu’s mother nodded and said, “I think Auntie Xie is a very good person; she’s a friend worth having. To be honest, she’s very knowledgeable, and I get a lot of inspiration from talking with her. If Zi Qiu’s father comes over, he can exchange more ideas with your father. Your father and I are just self-made novices in business, but he has fifteen or twenty years of business experience. It’s definitely not wrong to learn more from him.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Alright, you can decide. When the time comes, just invite their family to our house for a meal. If you need, I’ll have Li Ziwei come help you.”

Li Mu’s mother said, “Li Ziwei also called me today. I told her to come to our place for dinner tomorrow night.”

“Okay, then I’ll bring her back directly with me after I’m done with serious business tomorrow.” Li Mu nodded. His mother liked Li Ziwei; she normally cared for her, and it was also a genuine affection from the bottom of her heart.

Li Mu’s mother hesitated for a moment, then stammered, “Son, Mom wants to discuss something with you, okay?”

Li Mu nodded, “Go ahead. Whatever it is, you can make the decision. What’s there to discuss?”

Li Mu’s mother earnestly said, “This matter definitely needs your discussion. If you agree, Mom will proceed; if you don’t agree, Mom won’t do it.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Then tell me, as long as it’s not making decisions for me, I have no objections…”

Li Mu’s mother said, “I want to take Li Ziwei as my goddaughter. Do you think that’s alright?”

Li Mu was startled for a moment. Seeing that his mother wasn’t joking, he nodded and said, “Of course it’s fine. Since you like her so much, taking her as your goddaughter is only natural. Besides, haven’t you always regretted not having a daughter?”

Li Mu’s mother nodded repeatedly and seriously said, “For this matter, Li Ziwei also has to agree. If she doesn’t agree, I won’t force her. But if she does agree, your father and I won’t treat her badly in the future. If she finds someone she’s interested in and starts to discuss marriage later, your father and I will also have to prepare some presentable dowry for her.”

Li Mu said, “Mom, as long as you like it, I have no objections. Even if you were to adopt a baby girl right now to be my little sister, I’d fully agree.”

To some extent, Li Mu could understand the longing of his parents’ generation for the company of their children and grandchildren around their knees. The older they got, the stronger this expectation might become. Although Li Ziwei was only his assistant, it was rare for his mother to genuinely like her. And Li Ziwei herself was a very sensible girl. Her assistant job might change in the future; if Li Ziwei were to resign one day, or if he were to move her to another position, her opportunities to interact with his mother might significantly decrease. At that time, his mother might even feel a bit more lost.

If Li Ziwei agreed to be his mother’s goddaughter, the two of them would naturally have more opportunities to interact and communicate beyond work. He figured his mother would also be very happy, so why not? If Li Ziwei could truly bring his mother greater warmth and comfort on a familial level in the future, then he would naturally be grateful to her and give her sufficient reward at the appropriate time.

…

The next morning, Li Mu rushed to Muye Technology. Today’s meeting with Robin was scheduled for nine in the morning. It was a matter of great importance, and Robin was especially serious about it, so Li Mu didn’t slack off in the slightest.

When he arrived at the company at eight-thirty, Li Ziwei had already been there for half an hour. Meeting Li Mu, she immediately gave him a concise overview of today’s approximate schedule, then informed Li Mu: “Baidu said they temporarily added three negotiation team members. The other party is the Asia Pacific President of DFJ, a noted Silicon Valley venture capital firm, along with his assistant and interpreter. They recently purchased most of Baidu’s shares from the two earliest VCs that invested in Baidu, and then made another follow-up investment, so their shareholding ratio in Baidu has now exceeded twenty percent.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “What’s DFJ’s background? I’m not very familiar with them.”

Li Ziwei said, “DFJ is a medium-sized VC firm in Silicon Valley, currently managing investment funds totaling approximately one billion US dollars globally.”

Li Mu frowned, “Their total funds are only one billion US dollars…”

Li Ziwei pursed her lips into a smile and said, “They certainly can’t compare to top-tier VCs like Sequoia, SoftBank, or Morgan. However, because they hold a significant stake in Baidu, they are very serious about Baidu’s current negotiation with us.”

“Okay,” Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “It seems Robin isn’t having an easy time either; otherwise, he wouldn’t allow investors to interfere with company operations.”

“That’s right,” Li Ziwei said, “I did some private investigation, and the capital market isn’t very optimistic about Baidu’s prospects right now.”

Li Mu said, “Others’ lack of optimism is our good opportunity. What Baidu lacks now isn’t the capital market’s recognition, but rather traffic and time.”

If nothing unexpected happens, Google will still withdraw from the China market in the future, and Baidu will become the sole dominant player. Furthermore, Tencent has now disappeared, and 360 has yet to emerge. The next few years will definitely provide Baidu with an excellent development window. By then, the search engine market of over one billion people will almost entirely flow into their pockets. At that time, its market value will naturally increase significantly. If, during this process, he doesn’t become its enemy and instead supplies it with traffic, Baidu’s surge will be just around the corner.

Li Ziwei asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, tea has been brewed for you in the office. Would you like to go to the office to wait, or sit here for a while?”

Li Mu said, “Let’s go to the office. You come too.”

Back in the office, a cup of fragrant hot tea was already placed on the desk. Li Mu sat down in his swivel chair and asked Li Ziwei to sit opposite him. After taking a few sips of tea, he told her, “Today’s discussions with Baidu will likely go on until the afternoon. Arrange lunch for noon, and then, if you don’t have anything else after it ends this afternoon, come home with me for dinner. My mother said she misses you.”

Li Ziwei first said, “Lunch has already been arranged; it’s at Da Dong Roast Duck, right across from us.”

Then she added, “I don’t have any plans for the evening. If Auntie Li finds it convenient, I have no problem.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Tell the restaurant to cancel lunch. Then find a clean fast-food place and order business meals. We’re going to fight a war of attrition with them today, aiming to settle it in one go, so we need to give them some pressure.”

Li Ziwei nodded quickly and said, “Okay, I’ll go arrange that right away.”

…

At eight fifty, Baidu’s eleven-person negotiation team, led by Robin, arrived at Muye Technology.

Li Mu had rarely seen a business negotiation where one party brought eleven people. This commotion truly startled him, so much so that when he shook hands with Robin, he couldn’t help but jest with him, “Robin, are you planning to play a soccer match against Muye Technology?”

Robin also felt a bit awkward. Originally, there were eight of them, but unexpectedly, DFJ also wanted to intervene, and their attitude was very aggressive. Although he had the initiative in terms of reason, he couldn’t suppress them in terms of momentum, so he could only agree, feeling deeply humiliated.

This feeling was very bad. Capital should not normally intervene in a company’s regular operations, just like if you borrowed money from someone, they shouldn’t interfere with how you spend it.

However, that’s just how it is in the business world: whoever has the decision-making power is the boss. There have been plenty of cases where companies reached their mid-to-late stages, and founders were kicked out by investors like a ball.

Robin forced a smile, introducing a White middle-aged man who was at least one hundred ninety centimeters tall to Li Mu, saying, “General Manager Li, let me introduce you. This is Mr. Jimmy Paige, DFJ’s Asia Pacific President.”

Jimmy Paige immediately extended his hand to Li Mu, saying deferentially, “General Manager Li, it’s a great honor to meet you.”

Li Mu nodded, smiled, and gave him a slight handshake. Then he spoke a single sentence in English that utterly stumped Jimmy.

Li Mu said, “Pleasure to meet you. Mr. Jimmy, just listen along for a while; speak less.”





Chapter 1335: Simply Naive to a Fault!

Li Mu suddenly said such a thing, not only was Jimmy stunned, but everyone present was stunned.

Jimmy didn’t know how he had offended Li Mu; this fellow was so rude to him from the start. But Li Mu was a formidable figure he truly cannot afford to provoke. Currently, VCs like DFJ might seem awesome to entrepreneurs, but in front of a powerhouse like Li Mu, they were less than nothing.

DFJ’s total fund size under management was only one billion US dollars, and not all of that money belonged to them. Let alone him, DFJ’s Asia president, even if DFJ’s global president came, if Li Mu rebuffed him, he still wouldn’t dare to utter a sound.

Robin was surprised by Li Mu’s attitude towards Jimmy, but he was secretly pleased. At the very least, Li Mu had helped him let off some steam.

Jimmy had been very domineering in front of him, even repeatedly lecturing him on Baidu’s business development. This made Robin quite annoyed himself, but there was nothing he could do. Since he had taken DFJ’s money, he had to save face for them.

Moreover, Baidu had not yet found a suitable profit model, and its entire development path was still in a ‘burn money’ state. Whether it was the acquisition of Eting Technology or a second round of financing or capital increase, he would have to rely on DFJ.

In fact, Li Mu’s thinking was simple. His negotiation with Baidu was about business acquisition, which should be an operational matter. Entities like DFJ really shouldn’t have been present at today’s negotiation. He didn’t care how many shares DFJ held in Baidu; your stake was your own business. You could communicate with Baidu privately, or even privately scold Robin all you want, he couldn’t intervene. But for two business teams negotiating, you just had to intervene—that was frankly disgusting.

To Li Mu, Jimmy was an unwelcome guest. So why should he save face for such a person? Not kicking him out was already giving him enough respect.

Moreover, Li Mu had anticipated that Jimmy was here to intervene in today’s negotiation, so to prevent him from spewing too much nonsense, he decided to give him a preemptive warning.

Afterward, both negotiation parties took their seats. Li Mu glanced at Robin and said, “Robin, you may begin.”

Robin nodded and said, “General Manager Li, our team has already communicated with your company’s team for several rounds. Our intentions are largely aligned: Baidu hopes to acquire Eting Technology, and you also wish for Eting Technology to be acquired. It’s just that we haven’t reached a consensus on the valuation issue.”

Li Mu asked, “Robin, what is Baidu’s current valuation?”

Robin said, “Our last round of financing was based on a valuation of sixty-five million US dollars. With the development during this period, we are confident that Baidu’s current valuation can reach one hundred twenty million US dollars.”

Li Mu asked him, “Okay, you say it’s worth one hundred twenty million US dollars. How did you arrive at that figure?”

Robin explained, “This valuation is quite reasonable. Our recent traffic growth trend at Baidu has been good, and…”

Li Mu smiled, cutting him off, and said, “Robin, although I don’t want to interrupt you, you’re somewhat sidestepping the question. My question is, how did the one hundred twenty million US dollar valuation come about? Was it provided by an authoritative third-party institution, or are you just making idle remarks?”

Robin awkwardly replied, “General Manager Li, we are very confident in this valuation…”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Robin, your arbitrary numbers are meaningless. If you say Baidu is worth one hundred twenty million US dollars, then fine, I say Eting Technology is worth thirty million US dollars. After you acquire Eting Technology, the total market value would be one hundred fifty million US dollars. My thirty million should account for twenty percent of the shares. So, we’ll happily decide it this way: Baidu acquires one hundred percent of Eting Technology’s shares, and all shareholders of Eting Technology receive twenty percent of Baidu’s shares post-acquisition. Do you agree?”

Robin hastily said, “General Manager Li, this is too unreasonable…”

Li Mu retorted, “What’s unreasonable about it? As the saying goes, ‘Each has their own justification.’ You say you’re worth one hundred twenty million US dollars, and I say I’m worth thirty million US dollars. Why is your argument reasonable, and mine isn’t?”

Robin was made somewhat uneasy by Li Mu’s assertiveness. He explained, “General Manager Li, Eting Technology’s current UV and PV are more than an order of magnitude lower than Baidu’s, and Eting Technology also lacks a mature business model. The development potential of search engines is much greater than that of vertical markets…”

Li Mu chuckled. “Robin, the development potential of search engines is indeed great, but don’t forget, you have Google behind you. I have reason to worry that in the future, Google will make a strong push in the China market, constantly eroding Baidu’s market share. However, looking at the entire market, there isn’t a single competitor that can compete with Eting.com in the online music and music download sectors. At that time, it’s very possible that users will be using Google’s search engine but still listening to music on Eting.com. So tell me, whose development potential is greater?”

Jimmy had been listening quietly to his interpreter’s narration. At this point, he couldn’t hold back and spoke in English, “General Manager Li, I think you’re deliberately confounding the issue. Robin wants to talk about the development prospects of two different sectors, like a car manufacturing company compared to a match production company. Even if the match production company dominates its industry, its growth potential is far less than that of a car manufacturing company!”

Li Mu looked at him, giving him a friendly smile. For some reason, Jimmy felt a chill from Li Mu’s smile.

Li Mu smiled, held up a finger, and said to Jimmy in English, “First, as I just told you, just listen and speak less.”

After saying that, he held up another finger. “Second, if you want to discuss capital issues with me, I’m willing to listen. But if you’re talking about specific business operations in the internet sector, your opinions hold no value for me.”

Then, Li Mu held up a third finger. “Third, your analogy just now was clearly belittling my Eting Technology. If Baidu is a car manufacturing company, then Eting.com must at least be a tire manufacturing company. Furthermore, Baidu’s current status in the industry cannot even be considered ‘first-tier’ in the automotive sector. Correspondingly, Baidu is, at most, a Peugeot or Citroën among car manufacturers, while Eting.com is the Michelin or Bridgestone of the tire industry!”

At this point, Li Mu looked at Jimmy and said seriously, “And you, you’re like a bank that lends money to Citroën, yet you come here blustering about business collaborations between Citroën and Michelin. Do you have the qualification for that?”

Jimmy was momentarily speechless, not knowing how to retort after being rebuffed by Li Mu. Li Mu’s spoken English was phenomenal, and his words were scathing; Jimmy was no match for him at all.

Robin was striving with all his might to suppress his laughter. Only after Li Mu finished speaking and Jimmy lowered his head in submission did he continue, “General Manager Li, if you have concerns about the valuation, we can find a third-party audit firm to conduct an audit assessment of our companies. We can see the degree of recognition for both our companies’ valuations from an authoritative third-party firm.”

Li Mu waved his hand. “Robin, don’t try to go around me. What audit firms can do is merely audit net assets and financial accounts. Can they see the future direction of the industry? Can they see the future development potential of every company? If they can’t, then what exactly are they auditing? We are both internet companies; what ‘net assets’ do we have? Beyond a pile of computers, server room equipment, and patents, what net assets does your Baidu have?”

Robin felt exasperated. Sometimes Li Mu didn’t play by the rules, and he was too assertive. So, there were times he would find an unconventional path and even lead the other party into his detour, making them believe his deviation was the main road.

Seeing Robin deep in thought, Li Mu spoke to prevent him from pondering further, saying, “Robin, I insist on Eting.com exchanging for fifteen percent of Baidu’s shares. There’s no room for compromise on this point. And I can tell you very frankly, as a friend, that Eting.com is Baidu’s pledge of fealty. The choice you have now isn’t whether or not to acquire Eting.com, but whether or not you want to get on Muye Technology’s train, on my train;”

“If you offer this pledge of fealty, I can give you a promise: Muye Technology will not consider developing a search engine within the next five years, and will direct all relevant search engine resources to you;”

“If you don’t offer this pledge of fealty, then once you leave this conference room, Baidu will be Muye Technology’s enemy. I can poach your people, poach Google’s people to build my own search engine, or I can pursue a partnership with Google to establish a Google-Muye Joint Venture and jointly develop the China market. I could even invest in other top-tier experts who are interested in building search engines, just like you!”

Robin stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, and exclaimed, “General Manager Li, didn’t you tell me last time that you weren’t going to build a search engine?”

Li Mu nodded, poker-faced, and said, “Last time was last time. I’ve changed my mind now.”

“How can you be like this…?” Robin looked at Li Mu gloomily, his face showing he felt deceived.

Li Mu laughed aloud twice and said amusingly, “Robin, don’t let personal likes and dislikes influence your judgment. It makes you seem childishly endearing.”

After that, Li Mu continued, “Let me put it this way: suppose you had a dog you wanted to sell, and I wanted to buy it. After I’ve paid, I say, ‘Sorry, I’ve decided not to buy it; please refund my money.’ In that situation, I would indeed be untrustworthy.”

“But!” Li Mu paused intentionally at this point, looking at Robin with a smile. “Imagine you still have a dog, and one day you ask me if I want to get one too. I say no. But after a while, you see that I have a dog, and then you come running to accuse me of being untrustworthy. That’s no longer a matter of whether I am trustworthy or not; it’s a matter of whether you are simply a bit too naive! So what if I decided I wanted one? If I’m happy, I might not just get one, I might get ten! My family has the means! What’s wrong with that?”

All the staff from Muye Technology’s side couldn’t help but burst into laughter, while the employees from Baidu also suppressed their smiles with extreme difficulty.

In contrast, Robin immediately turned red in the face from Li Mu’s words.

He also reflected inwardly that he was genuinely too naive, still blaming Li Mu for being untrustworthy. It was indeed a case of being simply too naive to a fault.

What was the point of Li Mu’s verbal statements? Yesterday, he could say he didn’t want to build a search engine, and today he could bang on the table and declare, ‘Your father here wants to build one again, damn it!’ He didn’t need to be accountable to anyone for that; who could do anything to him?





Chapter 1347: Coercion and Inducement

In a very short time, Robin asked himself countless questions in his mind.

Why was it that he, a dignified high-achieving student returned from studying in the US, a technological pioneer in the computer field, and a thorough elite, was so thoroughly crushed by Li Mu, a young man in his early twenties, that he couldn’t even maintain his original level?

He clearly possessed eighty percent of his strength. Even if Li Mu’s strength was at eight hundred percent, he should still have been able to maintain his eighty percent. Why was it that facing Li Mu’s dominance, his eighty percent strength was negatively affected and significantly diminished?

This feeling was truly frustrating, like playing a game where the opponent not only had much stronger attack and defense, but also came with a buff that reduced the enemy’s damage and defense. What to do? Robin was also in despair!

Li Mu had actually long since concluded a truth: in negotiations, one must adopt an overwhelming attitude to destroy the other party’s psychological defenses. Even if one’s capabilities weren’t enough to overwhelm, one must achieve it through sheer momentum.

In fact, Robin could have very honorably said, “Whatever tricks you have, I’ll meet them. Let’s meet again in the industry.”

But he didn’t dare, because he had been completely overpowered by Li Mu’s momentum. He believed Li Mu’s threat and subjectively thought Li Mu would definitely act on it. At the same time, he lacked confidence in himself. If Li Mu spent money to poach people from Baidu and Google and used his resources to create a search engine, Baidu would probably be shattered very quickly. If Li Mu really cooperated with Google, Google should not ignore this world-class internet bigshot. If Google cooperated with Li Mu, Baidu would most likely still be doomed…

Subconsciously, Robin had stopped thinking about how to resist. He was only thinking about one question: “Li Mu wants a pledge of fealty. By giving the pledge of fealty, I will have joined his ship. This is not a bad thing. Everyone wants to rely on a big tree for comfort. The key issue is, what is the price of the ticket to lean on that big tree!”

Fifteen percent of Baidu’s shares?

To be honest, that was truly high.

Eting.com really didn’t have that much development prospect, especially after Li Mu had already spun off Tieba.

And Baidu’s valuation, reaching one hundred twenty million US dollars, was indeed not too high; its future was very promising. However, if fifteen percent were diluted at this point, it would make the situation too awkward for himself, for the team’s future decision-making power, and for capital operations.

Jimmy was also worried. He was concerned about how the fifteen percent stake would be given if Baidu agreed to Li Mu’s demands.

Normally, if a shareholder were to give up fifteen percent of shares, all shareholders would have to proportionally give up shares. DFJ currently held almost twenty-three percent. If they were to give up fifteen percent, they would have to give up almost 3.5% of their shares, and DFJ currently did not want to dilute its shareholding ratio.

He wanted to speak, but the thought of Li Mu’s sharp tongue made him shrink back again.

At this moment, Robin spoke, “General Manager Li, what you’ve said, we still need to discuss it further.”

Li Mu said, “That’s fine. We can step out at any time and leave the meeting room for your discussion.”

Robin nodded, “Okay, then please give us an hour to discuss it carefully.”

Li Mu said, “I have one more condition that you can discuss together with the others.”

Robin quickly asked, “What condition?”

Li Mu said, “Besides exchanging Eting.com for fifteen percent of Baidu’s shares, I personally want to invest cash for ten percent of Baidu’s shares. The price can be as you said, one hundred twenty million US dollars. Selling ten percent of the shares to me for cash will also allow you original shareholders to cash out some money first.”

At this point, Li Mu looked at Robin and chuckled, “Robin, you started your business until now, you probably haven’t had a chance to cash out, have you?”

Robin hadn’t yet recovered from Li Mu’s exorbitant demand of ten percent and, hearing Li Mu’s question, subconsciously nodded, “Not yet.”

Cashing out wasn’t that easy.

With capital like DFJ behind them, they would monitor every penny they gave to Baidu. Although they wouldn’t stare at every single transaction, they required all funds to be used for Baidu’s own operations. How could he put any into his own pocket? Even though Baidu was now valued at over one hundred million US dollars, he could only take a monthly salary! A literal salary! The shares were just there; the capital would not allow him to cash out!

Actually, this wasn’t the capital’s fault. When capital invests in a team or a project, if the valuation is ten million, and they give one million for ten percent of the shares, this one million is always for operating the company, not for themselves. Otherwise, if they took the one million and split it, the company’s accounts would still have no money to operate, and if the company went belly-up in a few days, wouldn’t the capital become a takeover artist?

Therefore, almost all capital will make clear demands on their investment objects, prohibiting cashing out, unless when the capital invests in the project, the project has already undergone multiple rounds of financing, has a good foundation and development space. At this time, the investor gains decision-making power and can then demand how much financing and how much cashing out.

Just like Li Mu, during his C round of financing, he directly made a clear demand to Sequoia. Out of the three point three billion US dollars coming in, the shareholders wanted to cash out ten percent, which was three hundred thirty million US dollars, directly distributed among the shareholders.

At this time, Li Mu struck while the iron was hot, saying, “My investment of twelve million US dollars in Baidu is essentially buying shares directly from your hands. You are free to cash out, and I have no objections whatsoever.”

Robin was surprised by Li Mu’s generosity. To allow one hundred percent cash out on an investment—Li Mu was truly offering a very tempting proposal. Everyone had been starting businesses for so long, they had net worth, but they hadn’t made any money. On the struggling path of entrepreneurship, everyone wanted to get a large sum of money first to reward themselves. If twelve million US dollars came in, and they cashed out half, the founding team would have tens of millions of yuan to divide, which would instantly lift the core leadership out of poverty and into wealth.

But, then again, Li Mu asking for ten percent of the shares was truly too much.

Eting.com would come in and take fifteen percent, and Li Mu would take ten percent, meaning a quarter of Baidu’s shares would be gone. If they agreed to Li Mu’s demands, then all shareholders would have to proportionally dilute twenty-five percent of their shares. DFJ would have to give up about 5.75%, the founding team’s sixty percent shares would have to give up fifteen percent, and the remaining small shareholders would have to give up 4.25%.

At that time, Robin’s own shares would also shrink to just slightly above twenty-five percent, and Li Mu would become Baidu’s second largest shareholder.

With so much share dilution, Robin inevitably felt the pain, so he suggested an internal team discussion first. Li Mu respected his decision and, with all his people, gradually withdrew from the conference room.

Before leaving, Li Mu looked at Robin and asked, “Robin, how many shares of Baidu does DFJ hold?”

Robin said, “Around twenty-three percent.”

Li Mu nodded, “And voting rights?”

Robin said, “One share, one vote.”

Voting rights signify the actual management power of a company. Whoever has more voting rights can actually control the company’s decisions and development direction. Sometimes, investors have one share, one vote, meaning they have as many voting rights as the shares they hold. Other times, investors give up their voting rights, entrusting them to the company’s founder, content to get rich alongside them, which also helps curry favor with the founder.

For a startup, capital rarely gives up voting rights. Only when investing in mature companies do capital make such concessions. For example, the Russian investment bigshot Yuri Milner, when investing in Facebook, not only gave up voting rights but also board seats, all to show goodwill to Mark Zuckerberg, telling him, “I just want to make money with you, I respect all your decisions, and I will not go against you at any time.”

However, Robin in his early days naturally did not have the fate of Mark Zuckerberg in his prime. Although he was unwilling to have one share, one vote, he had not yet found a suitable opportunity to reclaim voting rights.

Li Mu then smiled slightly and told him, “Although it’s one share, one vote, your team’s voting power can still exceed half. So I suggest you don’t care too much about DFJ’s attitude. On this matter, they should unconditionally respect your decision. If they threaten you with subsequent funding, then I can guarantee you with a contract: as long as you accept my terms, in addition to investing twelve million US dollars in Baidu, I will unconditionally lend Baidu eight million US dollars in interest-free loans within one month, with a repayment period of three years, which can be extended to five years if insufficient. If still not enough, I will lend Baidu another ten million US dollars next year.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added, “If you accept, I will sign a concerted action agreement with you, entrusting all the voting rights corresponding to my shares to you. I will not strongly interfere with Baidu’s operations and development direction, giving you enough respect.”

Though that was said, Li Mu knew clearly in his heart that it was impossible for him not to interfere with Baidu’s future development, otherwise, if it went astray again, he would also bear the responsibility. However, even if he held twenty-five percent of the shares and had one share, one vote, he still couldn’t possess absolute decision-making power. If he truly needed to interfere forcefully, whether he had that twenty-five percent or not wouldn’t make a huge difference. Therefore, it was better to give up this twenty-five percent and use other means in the future to interfere with and influence Baidu’s future development direction.

After showing his muscles to Robin, Li Mu was ready to throw a clear recruitment signal at him. There was not much meaning in staying with DFJ; in fact, DFJ’s future depended on Baidu’s development and growth. Therefore, Li Mu wanted to give Robin an assurance, an assurance that would allow him to disregard DFJ. All of Robin’s worries were just about money. As long as he agreed, DFJ would only become increasingly marginalized in the future, lacking sufficient voting rights, while Robin would have a concerted action agreement signed by all team shareholders. This meant Robin would still hold absolute dominant decision-making power.

This made Jimmy from DFJ feel somewhat uncomfortable.

If Robin truly ignored him, then he was very likely to directly agree to Li Mu’s demands, and at that point, DFJ would have to dilute their shares.

Actually, DFJ wasn’t against diluting shares; it was just that Li Mu was demanding an exorbitant price, asking for too much! They originally wanted to reduce the share expenditure for Eting.com acquisition to ten percent, but Li Mu not only refused to budge an inch but also demanded an additional ten percent, which made DFJ very uncomfortable.

However, Robin was enlightened by Li Mu’s words. If he had new capital assurance, then there was indeed no need to always be at DFJ’s beck and call. “You just invest and make money, just quietly follow along and make money. Don’t meddle in others’ affairs and overstep your authority!”

Unbeknownst to them, the relationship between Robin and DFJ had already undergone a qualitative change under Li Mu’s influence…





Chapter 1337: The Dust Settles!

While closed-door consults were underway, Robin remained out of sorts.

His brain was constantly thinking, and in his thoughts, he understood a reason.

One way or another, he needed to find a powerful backer, so he might as well find the largest one.

Who was the largest?

DFJ’s entire disposable funds were not even one-tenth of Li Mu’s net worth. At this moment, the best choose naturally was to side with Li Mu.

Li Mu was strong-willed and sometimes frequently resorted to underhanded or ruthless tactics, but there was one thing about Li Mu that was worth affirming: he would not mistreat those who truly sided with him. On the contrary, as long as the people who sided with him did not pull any stunts and honestly followed Li Mu’s development pace, they would get unexpectedly huge gains.

Of course, to get on Li Mu’s ship and become a member of Li Mu’s grand ecosystem, it was necessary to sacrifice enough shares to Li Mu to exchange for his resources.

For Li Mu, his approach was simple: a total of twenty-five percent of the shares were the chains, while the capital outlay and subsequent resource investment were the meat. If you wanted to eat the meat, you had to accept the chains. This was the proper way to play. Otherwise, if you wanted to eat the meat but did not want the chains, you would be chased down and beaten to death.

In the past lives of Tencent and Alibaba’s Ecosystem Strategies, who knew how many such chains were held in their hands? At the other end of these chains were all the enterprises and teams that depended on them for survival.

Moreover, these two enterprises were so mutually targeted that if one raised a Tibetan Mastiff, the other would too; if one raised a Golden Retriever, the other would too; and if one raised a husky, the other would damn well raise one too. Their Subordinates of various breeds endlessly bit each other from morning till night. Those burn money wars that frequently erupted in niche areas were like a dog-fighting game between two big tycoons.

Describing enterprises as dogs was not because Li Mu had any discrimination, but to describe this dependent relationship as appropriately as possible.

Robin was also facing a choose at this moment: whether his enterprise should depend on Li Mu for survival. If so, then be straightforward; put the chains on his own enterprise, hand over the other end to Li Mu, and then wait for Li Mu’s various resources. Otherwise, Li Mu might foster a bigger, stronger fierce dog to compete for supremacy with his enterprise.

Jimmy from DFJ was very frustrated. He had called Robin’s name several times, but Robin’s eyes were still hollow, as if he did not take him seriously at all.

Jimmy tapped the table, representing DFJ, and stated their demands: DFJ could allow Baidu to give all twenty-five percent of the shares to Li Mu, but DFJ demanded to avoid its shareholding percentage dilution through capital increase, and they could also allow other shareholders to cash out the money from their capital increase.

In other words, DFJ would rather spend more money than reduce the shares it held.

This meant that Robin’s team and other small shareholders had another opportunity to cash out.

However, Robin was not interested.

Proportional dilution of twenty-five percent of the shares was already extremely difficult for Robin to accept. If DFJ did not dilute, he and his team would have to further dilute their shares to gather that twenty-five percent for Li Mu, which would leave the team with very few shares.

And Robin knew very well that as long as Baidu acquired Eting.com and Li Mu became a Baidu shareholder and provided resources to Baidu, Baidu’s market value would surely surge.

In this situation, the more shares they retained, the more profit they could get from it.

DFJ was shrewd, but Robin was not foolish either.

Robin looked at Jimmy and said very seriously, “If Baidu decides to acquire Eting.com and introduce Li Mu as a strategic shareholder, we will not accept any form of capital increase. As the major shareholder and the founder with most of the voting power, I have the right to make the final decision.”

Jimmy knew that Robin was about to lay his cards on the table.

Now, everyone was no longer consulting, but vying for interests. Robin was like a forced demolition team, determined to tear down DFJ’s current shareholding percentage, while DFJ was like a holdout who could not give up their interests no matter what. At least, at this stage, he could not compromise. He would be a holdout for some time, considering compromise only afterward when the land price rose.

Since consults were useless, they could only fight it out fiercely!

If they really started to haggle over who truly had decision-making power, then things would basically get ugly. In this way, DFJ’s interests might be threatened, so Jimmy also began to show his fangs, saying, “Robin, I advise you to think carefully. Although DFJ is not a top investment institution, we still have some decision-making power in the US capital market. If you do not take our interests seriously, then all American capital will respectfully keep their distance from you in the future!”

Robin looked at Jimmy, then after a moment, he smiled faintly and said disdainfully, “Jimmy, you show weakness!”

Jimmy frowned, “What do you mean by that?”

Robin laughed, “Don’t threaten me with my future prospects in the US capital market, because you do not represent the US capital market, and you cannot! If you really want to represent American capital in refusing Baidu, then you can consider withdrawing your investment. As long as you agree to withdraw, I will go all out, even selling everything I own, and pledge all my shares to raise enough exit fees for DFJ based on a one hundred twenty million estimation. But do you have such courage?”

Jimmy was speechless.

Indeed, on one hand, he was saying that the other party would have no prospects in the American capital market, while on the other hand, as a capital company from the American capital market, he was striving with all one’s might to hold onto Baidu’s shares and not let go. This was clearly self-contradictory.

Jimmy’s face darkened, and he asked Robin, “Does it really have to come to this? At least DFJ was the earliest capital that helped you found Baidu. Without us, you and Baidu would not be where you are today!”

Robin retorted, “I know that without you, Baidu and I would not be where we are today, so I have not let down your expectations. When you invested in me, the estimation was only over ten million US dollars, and now it is over one hundred million. If you withdraw now, you will reap nearly ten times the profit. I have repaid you!”

Jimmy said, “You should have a sense of gratitude, and DFJ can help you with many more things. One year from now, two years from now, do you really not want to go public on Nasdaq?”

Robin nodded, “I want to go public, but I do not necessarily have to rely on your help. Jimmy, let’s lay all cards on the table. DFJ is the booster rocket for Baidu, this launch vehicle. You have completed your phase of the mission, and I have given you considerable phase-based profits. It’s just that on the capital level, everyone cannot directly cut ties. So from now on, DFJ can just enjoy the fruits of others’ labor. Baidu’s future development will bring even greater profit potential to DFJ, but the prerequisite is that DFJ not be too greedy, and even more, do not attempt to intervene in the company’s operation. From now on, you are no longer the rocket’s booster, but the rocket’s payload. Just stay put steadily, and Baidu can take you to greater heights. This is also your choice for maximizing your benefits.”

Jimmy’s face was extremely grim. He saw that Robin was no longer someone he could influence, so he stood up and said, “Robin, remember your words today. One day you will regret it.”

With that, he got up and was about to leave.

Robin called out to him and said seriously, “One final word: fulfill your duty as a ‘payload.’ Baidu can bring you at least hundreds or even thousands of times your investment profit in the future. From now on, Baidu will no longer accept any investment from DFJ, but DFJ is welcome to cash out at any time!”

Jimmy exploded with anger.

Robin’s meaning was clearer than clear: DFJ could never increase its shareholding in Baidu again. On the contrary, he hoped that DFJ would quickly cash out and scram!

A furious Jimmy slammed the door and left.

After he left, Robin instantly breathed a sigh of relief.

This was not something that required technical skill, but it was something that required courage.

However, even though things had gotten so tense, Robin did not regret it at all.

If DFJ had not been so greedy and accepted the most fair solution of Proportional dilution, then they would not have fallen out today. Instead, everyone would have happily waited for Li Mu to help them earn more money.

However, DFJ was precisely an institution that fully pursued its own interests, even to an extreme degree.

Since that was the case, then they could only fall out publicly.

Once they had fallen out, there was no need to consider the subsequent problems anymore.

Robin called his assistant and said, “Go say hello to General Manager Li’s assistant and tell him I have decided to accept his proposal.”

Fifteen percent plus ten percent.

Robin was not prepare to haggle over prices with Li Mu anymore.

Because DFJ was his negative example.

Excessive haggling would only cause them to lose even more.

Rather than that, it was better to steel oneself and go for it, just like when he laid cards on the table with Jimmy just now.

So, Li Mu arrived with a smile on his face.

Seeing Robin looking determined, Li Mu smiled and asked him, “Robin, have you understood?”

Robin nodded and smiled, “General Manager Li, I have understood. It’s good to lean against a big tree for shade. In the future, Baidu will rely on you and your grand ecosystem!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “There’s no talk of relying. Let’s advance together hand in hand.”

Subsequently, Li Mu began to discuss all the details of the cooperation with Robin.


	Eting Technology will exchange one hundred percent of its shares for fifteen percent of Baidu’s shares. Baidu’s existing shareholders will undergo Proportional dilution.


	Li Mu will purchase ten percent of Baidu’s shares from all existing Baidu shareholders at a one hundred twenty million estimation. Li Mu will invest twelve million US dollars in cash. Baidu’s existing shareholders will undergo Proportional dilution, with existing shareholders able to cash out up to fifty percent.


	Li Mu, in his personal capacity, will lend Baidu eight million US dollars in cash as an interest-free loan for a period of three years.


	Li Mu, representing himself and Eting Technology’s existing shareholders, will fully authorize Robin with the voting power and Board of Directors seats corresponding to the total twenty-five percent shares after the acquisition. Li Mu himself and other shareholders will not interfere in any way.


	YY123’s default search will be permanently set as Baidu Search, and popular keywords will be linked to Baidu Search’s results page.


	Before Baidu’s official listing, Muye Technology shall not engage in the development and operation of search engine products and shall not hold more than twenty percent of shares in other similar competing products companies.




With these details settled, Li Mu immediately instructed both legal department teams and capital operation teams to begin in-depth coordination, swiftly resolve all procedural issues, and requested that the matter settle as soon as possible.

For Li Mu, Eting Technology and Eting.com were truly the booster rockets for his commercial empire. Now, it had burned all its fuel and achieved the expected results. It was time to separate from it!





Chapter 1338: Pre-emptively Securing the Blue Ocean of Targeted Traffic

The intent to acquire and the intent for personal equity investment were both realized. Li Mu had finally brought an absolutely significant partner into his grand ecosystem.

Holding a 25% stake in Baidu was already enough to firmly tie Baidu to Li Mu’s side. The future “BTA” landscape had now been fully integrated into his grand ecosystem.

What was gratifying was that Li Mu’s “BTA” integration strategy now included Taobao Logistics, a company comparable to SF Express, and one that was even bound to surpass it.

In his previous life, BTA had checked and balanced each other for a considerable period. Now, all of “BTA” was in Li Mu’s hands. Not only was there no more internal friction, but all resources were instead interconnected. With this, they would likely run faster and more powerfully in the future.

After seeing Robin off, Li Mu gathered the core teams from Muye Technology and Taobao Technology. In his office, he opened a 3000 milliliter bottle of champagne and celebrated this tremendous gain with everyone.

Not everyone could quite understand why Baidu, valued at one hundred twenty million US dollars, could be so highly valued by Li Mu. With the current volume of Muye Technology and Taobao Technology, one hundred twenty million US dollars was simply nothing.

After everyone had toasted and celebrated, Li Mu explained the reason for his immense happiness.

“Search engines will have enormous development potential in the next five to ten years. This potential isn’t just about traffic, but more importantly, about precise user analysis and targeted promotion.”

Currently, Baidu had not yet explored its profit model. Most internet companies had also not realized the deeper profit potential of search engines. However, Li Mu was indeed very clear about this.

Li Mu explained to everyone: “Search engines will become an essential tool and gateway for internet users in the future. And due to their unique product nature, they can obtain users’ most core demand information. A search engine obtaining this information by itself is meaningless. It must be linked to the solution provider for user demands; only then can user demands be converted into profit.”

As he spoke, Li Mu paused, then continued: “Think carefully. Users who search for ‘sports shoes’ on a search engine are most likely potential users of sports shoe products. The reason they search for relevant information online is likely because they want to buy sports shoes but are indecisive about which ones to buy. At this point, the top three links that appear in the search results have a very high chance of directly influencing their purchasing behavior. If ‘Li-Ning’ is placed in the top three links, then users searching for ‘sports shoes’ can be associated with Li-Ning, thereby increasing Li-Ning’s brand awareness and sales. Would Li-Ning be willing to pay for this ranking? The answer is certainly yes. Even if Li-Ning isn’t willing, there are other brands like Adidas, Nike, and Anta waiting to cooperate. This is the first layer of integration between search engines and user demands;”

“Next, let’s go a bit deeper. Users still search for ‘sports shoes,’ and Li-Ning related links are still placed within the top three. But, the link doesn’t redirect to Li-Ning’s official website or other pages specified by Li-Ning, but instead redirects to Li-Ning’s flagship store on Taobao, or even the search results page on Taobao for the term ‘Li-Ning.’ What will happen then?”

Guru Lei readily replied: “Just like the first type, Li-Ning’s sales and brand awareness will still increase. However, the difference is that user traffic and transaction volume are transferred by the search engine to Taobao. In that case, the search engine profits, keyword-related enterprises profit, and Taobao also profits. It’s a win-win-win situation.”

Li Mu nodded: “Exactly! This is the most crucial point. If we don’t have a cooperation with Baidu, then what kind of state might Baidu enter in the future? As search engines constantly develop and users continuously accumulate, at a certain opportune moment, they will definitely do something like this. However, they might take the keyword ‘sports shoes’ and open it up for bidding with all sports shoe brands, or take all relevant product name keywords like ‘pots and pans,’ and ‘groceries and daily necessities’ and open them up for bidding with companies in those industries. In that case, it would be the first type of cooperation model. Under this cooperation model, our Taobao would not be affected; it’s neither good nor bad for us.”

“But, if another e-commerce website emerges in the industry and reaches a cooperation agreement with Baidu, what kind of situation would arise? Baidu might bundle all of the first type of cooperation with this e-commerce website and operate using the second win-win-win model. In that case, a large number of precise users searching for product names could be hijacked by other e-commerce websites. This would pose a huge threat to us.”

“Let’s take electronic products, which sell best on Taobao now, as an example. Let’s analyze the process of users buying mobile phones online. I believe that if they don’t have a preferred model, they will first search for ‘mobile phones’ on Baidu, then learn about the current prices, designs, and pros and cons of various phone brands. After understanding, they will decide which one to buy. If they have a preferred model, they will directly search for that model to check its reputation.”

“In other words, users will definitely go to a search engine to research first, instead of directly placing an order on Taobao. This way, we must have a sense of crisis and guard against other competitors hijacking our potential users in this intermediary step. The most likely place for this hijacking to occur is the search engine. Once users are hijacked by search engines and other e-commerce platforms in conjunction, what we lose is not just a single transaction volume, but a loyal user who might shop online for a long time.”

“Therefore, for our future development, Baidu must be completely controllable. If it’s uncontrollable, we will support other controllable competing products and then defeat it. But now, Baidu has willingly joined our grand ecosystem. After all contracts are executed, I will officially propose a demand to Robin: Baidu must provide all product-related keywords to Taobao. Not only must Taobao’s links be placed within the top three positions, but also ensure that the other two links in the top three have no competitors! Think about it, product categories and specific names are simply all-encompassing. At least tens of thousands, or hundreds of thousands. Assuming each keyword gets an average of five to ten searches per day, how large would the total search volume be? If all this search volume is locked down by Taobao, which other e-commerce website could compete with us?”

These words from Li Mu made everyone present suddenly realize.

So, Li Mu wanted to control the search engine for this purpose!

Thinking carefully, what Li Mu said was indeed very reasonable.

There were simply too many product-related keywords, a truly massive amount. Behind so many keywords lay enormous search users and potential purchasing demands. If Baidu were to start capturing this demand one day, it would definitely find tremendous profit potential from it.

Li Mu saw this market today. One year later, Baidu might seize this market. By that time, Baidu’s market value would surely skyrocket with a surge in profit margins. At that time, the cost to invest in Baidu would be high, and the difficulty great. Moreover, it could easily be developed by competitors into a tool to counterattack Taobao.

But now, they could rest assured. Such a massive blue ocean of precise search engine traffic had already been pre-emptively locked down by Li Mu.

At this moment, Li Mu said to Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu: “Currently, 25% of Baidu shares are not enough. Before Baidu goes public, there will definitely be shareholders from the founding team who want to cash out early. You two find a way to keep a close eye on this area. From today onwards, all Baidu shares that can be acquired, even if it’s just one ten-thousandth or one hundred-thousandth of a stock option, don’t let it go. Acquire them for me nationwide.”

The two nodded repeatedly: “Don’t worry, we will operate with all our might.”

Li Mu said: “This matter must be done in a decentralized manner. Find several shell companies or proxies. Acquire them discreetly and in a scattered way. Additionally, proactively seek powerful partners in the US capital market. When Baidu IPOs in the future, you can acquire more Baidu shares through capital. Naturally, the more shares we hold in the future, the better. Besides this 25%, spread out and hide the rest for unexpected needs.”

…

As the negotiation was smoother than expected, even after a small celebration, Li Mu still finished his work for the day more than an hour earlier than planned.

After calling his mother and telling her he was planning to go home early, Li Mu called Li Ziwei to his office and asked her: “Do you have any plans after work?”

Li Ziwei shook her head: “No plans. Right now, there are rumors of an epidemic everywhere. I just hurry home after work every day. I don’t dare go anywhere.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Put your current work aside for a bit. Come with me in ten minutes. My mother said she wants to invite you over for dinner. She’s been here for so many days and hasn’t seen you yet. She says she’s fond of you.”

Li Ziwei was surprised for a moment and said with a hint of embarrassment: “Thank you, Auntie Xiao, for being fond of me…”

Speaking of this, Li Ziwei started to feel particularly torn in her heart.

Li Mu’s mother liked her very much. She was especially grateful for this. But she was, after all, Li Mu’s employee and his assistant. If her personal connections with Li Mu’s mother became too close, she worried it might affect her boss’s judgment of her and also feared it might give her boss a bad impression. What if her boss thought she was deliberately getting close to Auntie Xiao to gain a better future? That might even leave a lingering concern in his heart towards her.

Li Ziwei didn’t have much ambition. She just deeply cherished the opportunity to grow and learn quickly by Li Mu’s side. So sometimes she would also worry if she got too close to Li Mu’s family, it would seem like her motives weren’t pure.

However, Li Mu didn’t think that much. For him, if an assistant like Li Ziwei was gone, another could be nurtured. But the girl his mother wanted to adopt as a goddaughter was the only one in both his lifetimes combined.

Seeing Li Ziwei still standing there, Li Mu urged: “Don’t space out. Go pack your things. We’re about to leave.”

Li Ziwei could only nod and say: “Then I’ll come find you in ten minutes.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said. “Give Wang Yuanlang a call. Tell him I’ve had some alcohol. Ask him to drive.”





Chapter 1339: Parents’ Regrets and Pursuits

Recognizing a god-child was, according to Haizhou customs, a very formal and solemn affair.

Only among extremely close friends, or when encountering a particularly beloved junior, would such a relationship be established. Once a god-child was recognized, the bond would generally last a lifetime.

After the 80s and 90s generations grew up, they tended to treat such god-parent relationships much more casually. Sometimes, even before a child was born, they’d already found a bunch of godfathers and godmothers for them. However, in Haizhou in the last century, it was extremely rare for a child to have multiple godfathers and godmothers, or for an adult to have several sworn sons or goddaughters. Generally speaking, a child would only have one godfather and godmother, and an elder would at most have one sworn son or goddaughter. The older generation placed great emphasis on this relationship, which, to some extent, was far more important than the Western godfather.

Haizhou people were committed to their promises. Not only was the god-parent relationship extremely formal and important, but even sworn brothers among friends weren’t casual affiliations. Not only did their emotional connection have to be strong, but they also had to be committed and abide by rules. If the parents or paternal grandparents of a sworn brother passed away, according to custom, the sworn brothers would have to observe mourning, and it would be severe mourning. This was unlike a dozen years later, when thirteen or fourteen-year-old kids had dozens or even hundreds of sworn brothers, but their pledges were casual, and their interactions were just as casual. Ten years later, if one or two still kept in touch, it was considered good.

When Li Mu and Li Ziwei returned home, Li Mu called his mother. His mother and father hadn’t expected Li Mu to come home early, so they quickly started preparing dinner. After receiving Li Mu’s call, Li Mu’s mother suddenly felt a little nervous and asked Li Mu’s father: “What if Ziwei isn’t willing?”

Li Mu’s father said: “She shouldn’t be.”

Li Mu’s mother said: “I don’t know either, I just feel a bit lack confidence. We’ve never recognized a goddaughter before, and I don’t know what the customs are like in Ziwei’s hometown.”

Li Mu’s father laughed: “As long as the girl agrees, we’ll follow the customs of her family. Besides, the girl might not dare to agree directly to this matter; most likely she’ll have to discuss it with her parents.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded and said: “Ziwei’s parents are both very good people. You can tell they’re a typical intellectual couple. Aren’t they both teachers?”

“Ziwei’s mother is a teacher and has already retired. Her father is an official in their local Education Bureau, but in earlier years, he was a people’s teacher. Later, he was transferred to work at the Education Commission. Last time we met, I heard Ziwei’s father say he was also about to retire.”

During the New Year, Li Ziwei, as Li Mu’s personal assistant, was always with Li Mu. To help her reunite with her family, Li Mu specifically invited her parents to Haizhou for the New Year. Li Mu’s parents and Li Ziwei’s parents had spent a few days together and had a very good impression of both of them, and an even better impression of Li Ziwei.

Li Ziwei was born into an intellectual family. Both her parents were among the last group of university students from before the Cultural Revolution who got into college through genuine talent and hard work. After graduation, they both poured their fervent passion into the education industry, working hard in the field for half one’s life. Both of them were excellent in character, disposition, knowledge, and conversation.

Li Mu’s mother laughed: “If Ziwei’s parents also agree, our two families — six people — can find a time to have a meal together. Afterward, we’ll also be people who have a sweetie.”

“And they both happen to be surnamed Li, just like a biological sweetie…”

Li Mu’s mother nodded: “Yes, all are people of your Old Li family.”

Li Mu’s father nodded with a smile and said: “Before we had a son, you dreamed of having a sweetie. If he really were a sweetie, most likely it would be difficult for him to achieve what our son has today!”

Li Mu’s mother shook her head and said: “If Xiao Mu were genuinely a sweetie, I wouldn’t bear to let her work hard like this. After graduating from university, she would come home and take a civil service exam, get a stable job, and not marry far away so she could spend more time with us.”

After speaking, Li Mu’s mother continued: “Look now, your son hasn’t even graduated from university, yet he’s running all over the world every day. In a few more years, I’m afraid I won’t see him more than a few times a year. No matter how great his achievements, isn’t it still difficult for our family of three to reunite? Achievements are for outsiders to see; a lasting companionship is what makes a family truly happy.”

“You’re right,” Li Mu’s father nodded, sighing: “In the future, no matter what, we must persuade our son to have more children!”

…

Li Mu didn’t tell Li Ziwei about his mother’s wish to recognize her as a goddaughter, but he thought about it the entire way home.

In his previous life, Li Mu often heard his mother lament, envying others who had daughters, especially those whose daughters stayed by their side. Even after getting married, they could see each other every day, and after having children, the parents could help take care of the kids every day, making the elderly couple’s life fulfilling.

Unlike her, whose son was away all year round, returning only two or three times a year, and each time for only a few days, coming and going in a hurry. Before the mother had enough time to cherish him, her son was already gone again.

His life in the previous incarnation wasn’t so smooth; Li Mu’s mother truly worked hard for more than half one’s life, only for her son not to be by her side in old age, which was inevitably sad for her.

Li Mu always felt particularly feel bad towards his parents, but due to life and reality, he couldn’t fulfill the duties of a good son. At that time, whenever Li Mu heard that his mother had a fever or cold, he felt especially feel bad. He couldn’t accompany them normally, and when they had a headache or fever, he couldn’t go home to take care of them. Li Mu often fantasized then, how wonderful it would be if he had an older sister or a little sister who could stay at home with Mom and Dad.

Precisely because he always knew this regret in his mother’s heart, Li Mu did not object in the slightest to her wanting to recognize Li Ziwei as a goddaughter. On the contrary, deep down, he was especially supportive of this matter. His only hope was that his parents’ sincere treatment of Li Ziwei would be reciprocated by Li Ziwei’s genuine feedback; that way, it would also make up for a regret in his mother’s heart.

When the two returned to Ziyun Mountain Villa, Li Mu’s father and mother were still busy in the kitchen. Li Ziwei rushed to the kitchen to help as soon as she arrived, proactively taking over Li Mu’s father’s work, insisting that he not do any more. In her words: “Auntie and I can handle things in the kitchen; Uncle, you go chat with General Manager Li.”

Li Mu’s mother laughed: “Your uncle probably wanted to go out for a smoke long ago; he has a big nicotine addiction.”

Li Ziwei said: “Although quitting smoking is very difficult, Uncle, you should try to smoke less regularly. I’ll go back and ask a friend to bring you some nicotine gum. Chew a couple when you want to smoke; it can reduce the intake of tar.”

Li Mu’s father asked curiously: “There’s such a thing?”

Li Ziwei nodded and said: “It’s been sold in the American market for a long time, FDA-approved, very safe. Its principle is actually the same as a person’s dependence on tobacco. Your smoking addiction is actually just an addiction to nicotine, not to tar. When you crave a cigarette, it’s your body needing nicotine. Nicotine gum has naturally extracted nicotine but no tar, so it’s much healthier, after all, the most harmful things in tobacco are the various elements and heavy metals in the tar.”

As she spoke, Li Ziwei added: “And that thing can reduce your dependence on cigarettes. If you use it while reducing your smoking, you might even be able to quit completely after some time.”

When Li Mu’s mother heard this, she quickly said: “That sounds very reliable! Old Li, let Ziwei buy some for you to try later.”

Li Mu’s father didn’t refuse, laughing: “If I can quit smoking painlessly, I certainly have no objection. Actually, I want to quit too, but I’ve been smoking for so many years; I can’t quit all at once.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded, laughing: “Alright, I know your disposition. If you want to smoke, go have one in the yard.”

Li Mu’s father laughed: “Okay, then you two keep busy, I’ll slack off a bit.”

When Li Mu’s father came out of the kitchen, Li Mu was in the living room checking emails on his laptop. Li Mu’s father took out a cigarette from his pocket and said to Li Mu: “Son, come on, let’s go outside for a smoke.”

Because he knew Li Mu occasionally smoked, Li Mu’s father would sometimes throw Li Mu a cigarette, and the father and son would puff away together. However, Li Mu barely had a nicotine addiction, so he smoked much less than his father.

Li Mu put down his computer and followed his father into the yard. The weather in Beijing in April was already starting to warm up. The father and son sat down on a wooden bench by the villa’s yard. Li Mu’s father pulled out two cigarettes, handed one to Li Mu. Li Mu took the lighter from his father’s hand, first helped his father light his cigarette, and then lit the one he was holding.

After taking a couple of puffs, Li Mu’s father pointed to a small vegetable patch that had been started in the yard, and said proudly: “Look, your father here hasn’t farmed for thirty years, but it looks quite decent for a first try.”

Li Mu helplessly looked at the few furrows dug in the yard, and laughed: “At your age, does planting vegetables give you a special sense of accomplishment?”

Li Mu’s father laughed: “Not just a sense of accomplishment, but also nostalgia, and freedom.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s father sighed again: “When I was little, I never had this kind of mood for farming. I loved to slack off, and your paternal grandmother would force me down to the fields with a stick. Back then, besides going to school, it was all farm work, so I never felt that farming was a kind of enjoyment. Every day, all I thought about was finding a way to escape the yellow land. So, after graduating high school, I quickly took over your grandfather’s job and went down to the mine. But this really made your paternal uncle suffer. I took your grandfather’s job, and he wasn’t good at studying, so he could only farm in our hometown. Sometimes, when I think about it, I always feel bad towards him.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “But over the years, you’ve always found ways to support my paternal uncle. Now his life is very good, and it will only get better in the future.”

Li Mu’s father smiled slightly: “Yes, it’s much better now.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu’s father continued: “Your paternal uncle just escaped the yellow land, and I’ve been away from the yellow land for thirty years. If you ask your paternal uncle to farm now, most likely he wouldn’t be willing at all. But as for me, I specifically want to cultivate his own small territory. When those chili peppers, eggplants, and tomatoes grow out, lush green and plump with water, just looking at them makes me happy. And in another eight or ten years, your mother and I will find a place that’s spring-like all year round, get a private residence, rent some farmland. Besides growing some vegetables, we can also grow some fruits. We’ll grow whatever your future sons and sweeties like to eat…”

Li Mu suddenly had an idea and said: “Dad, how about I buy a piece of land for you in Yanjing’s northern suburbs? Find a good place backing against mountains and facing water, buy a plot of land to build a villa, then open up a few mu of land, establish an orchard, a greenhouse, a flower house. In the future, we can even bring over paternal grandparents!”





Chapter 1351: Leave of Absence Notice

Leave of Absence Notice

”

”

My apologies, everyone, today I have a social engagement and I’ve had some drinks, so I’m not really suitable for writing right now. I’m asking for leave. Tomorrow is Saturday, and I’ll catch up on updates at home.

”

”





Chapter 1340: Accepting a Goddaughter

Song Liang once advised Li Mu that while island investments weren’t yet too hot, he could mortgage a small portion of his equity to investors, then convert it into several hundred million US dollars in cash, which he could use to buy beautiful private islands in Australia, Europe, and America. These islands could serve as a future home for his entire extended family once he retired.

Li Mu wasn’t very interested in this. He had told Song Liang two crucial life principles: no plans to immigrate and no attempts to transfer wealth earned domestically overseas. A significant portion of China’s truly wealthy, after becoming rich, would choose to immigrate without hesitation, moving their assets abroad. Even entrepreneurs who didn’t immigrate often transferred assets. In Li Mu’s view, this was not something a responsible entrepreneur should do.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s opinion, Beijing would undoubtedly be his base of operations for the latter half of his life. He would dedicate at least half of his time and energy to this vibrant land and to China’s internet industry. Hence, he hoped that after his parents fully retired in the future, they could also settle in Beijing with him.

Although Ziyun Mountain Villa was an Auspicious ground, it didn’t seem truly suitable for his parents’ life. His father preferred a life like a carefree hermit, with mountains, water, fields, and land. For him, Ziyun Mountain Villa was too luxurious and offered too little enjoyment.

Perhaps in Dad’s heart, living in Ziyun Mountain Villa was less interesting than living in their rural hometown.

Li Mu’s future time would become increasingly precious; he feared there would be very little time each year to return to Haizhou. In such a situation, he could only achieve a goal through unconventional means: buy a good place in Beijing, and build a completely customized villa, or even a mountain villa, according to his parents’ generation’s needs. As long as they liked it, it would be the best, because only then could his parents live long-term in Beijing without feeling bored.

Li Mu’s father was quickly drawn to Li Mu’s suggestion. He also realized that in the future, his son would have increasingly less time to come home. Eventually, it would be he and his wife who came to Beijing to be with him, rather than him coming home to be with them. Under this major premise, it was time to prepare for long-term residency in Beijing.

After thinking for a moment, Li Mu’s father asked Li Mu, “Is land expensive in Yanjing’s northern suburbs?”

Li Mu shook his head. “Not expensive. The cheapest land in Beijing right now should be in the north. The north is the starting point of the Yanshan Mountains, with mountains and water, and a very good environment, but its potential for economic development is relatively lacking.”

Li Mu’s father smiled. “I’ve heard that many famous scenic spots in Beijing are in the north.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll take you and Mom to look around when I have time, see where you like.”

In the future, many vacation spots developed in Yanjing’s northern suburbs, along with numerous resorts and high-end mountain villas. Some places indeed had excellent environments, nestled by mountains and water, quiet and comfortable. In his previous life, Li Mu occasionally drove to a rural guesthouse near the mountains or by a lake for two days on weekends, which was perfect for relaxing his mind and body.

Li Mu’s father’s interest was piqued. He said, “Once SARS is over, we can really go and take a look. In a few more years, your mother and I will hand over the family businesses to relatives from both sides, and then we’ll come to Beijing to live with you. If your paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents like it here, we’ll bring them over too.”

…

Li Mu’s mother and Li Ziwei together prepared a table of appetizing home-cooked dishes. Li Mu deliberately opened a bottle of red wine, pouring a little for everyone.

At the dinner table, Li Ziwei was initially a bit reserved, but quickly blended in under the influence of the warm atmosphere from Li Mu and his parents.

Li Mu’s mother wasn’t in a hurry to voice her thoughts, but she treated Li Ziwei with exceptional affection, constantly serving her food, chatting with her, and recounting amusing anecdotes from their family of three over the past two decades.

Halfway through the meal, Li Mu’s father said to Li Mu’s mother, “Just now outside, I was chatting with our son, and he said he wants to find a plot of land in Yanjing’s northern suburbs to build a villa for us.”

“Build a villa?” Li Mu’s mother asked in surprise. “Isn’t Ziyun Mountain Villa perfectly fine here?”

Li Mu smiled. “Ziyun Mountain Villa is a small place; the suburbs have more space.”

“Oh, my heavens,” Li Mu’s mother quickly said, “I already find this place too big! So many empty rooms, and it feels empty with just the three of us living here. I truly don’t know how you usually manage to live in such a big house all by yourself. If I lived here alone, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.”

Li Mu said, “Building a villa in the suburbs doesn’t necessarily mean the house has to be big. The main thing is that we can build facilities you like. Dad said he misses the days of being a farmer, so I thought we might as well build a mountain villa in the suburbs. Besides the villa, I need to set aside two mu of land for Dad so he can grow some organic fruits and vegetables…”

Li Mu’s mother laughed. “I think your dad’s just bored. If you really give him two mu of land, can he even manage to plant all of it?”

“If I can’t plant it all, won’t I still have you?” Li Mu’s father chuckled. “Then I’ll build you a sunroom so you can grow flowers and plants. Don’t you love tending to them? When the time comes, I’ll grow vegetables, you’ll grow flowers and plants, we’ll raise a few small native chickens and a few watchdogs — life will definitely be comfortable.”

Li Mu’s mother said, “Let’s raise two pigs too; we can slaughter them for meat before the New Year.”

“That’s not impossible,” Li Mu’s father said with a serious expression. “Then we’ll bring over both our parents too. Don’t elderly people like raising things or growing things? At that time, all four elders can live with us. Our son can come over for two days on weekends when he has time, and if other relatives come over for the New Year, it’ll be even livelier.”

Only then did Li Mu’s mother grasp the profound meaning behind Li Mu’s father’s talk of building a villa. If such a place truly existed, they could live in Beijing, close to their son, in the future. Their child was grown, and while they couldn’t be with him every day, they also couldn’t go months without seeing him, as before. It would be ideal if he could come back once a week to spend time with his parents. If they truly established another home in Beijing, this wish could be realized in the future.

At this point, Li Ziwei also spoke up, “Auntie, Yanjing’s northern suburbs have a beautiful environment, and transportation is also very convenient. If traffic is smooth, it’s just over an hour’s drive. It would be quite convenient for General Manager Li to visit you then.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded, smiling. “Then Auntie will save a room for you too. If you have nothing to do on the weekends, come over and stay with Auntie for a couple of days.”

Li Ziwei said without hesitation, “Okay, I’ll definitely visit you often then.”

Li Mu’s mother said with a smile, “We’re talking about building a villa, but who knows how many years it will be until it’s finished.”

As she spoke, Li Mu’s mother looked at Li Ziwei and said, “Ziwei, how about I prepare a room for you here? You can move in and live here. Anyway, you have to run around with Li Mu every day, wouldn’t it be more convenient to live at home?”

Li Ziwei was startled, glanced awkwardly at Li Mu, then said, “Auntie, my job is to help General Manager Li handle all sorts of complicated tasks. How can I trouble you…?”

Li Mu’s mother laughed. “This isn’t troubling me at all. Auntie can’t wait for you to spend more time with me.”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Mom, Ziwei also needs her own life. If you have her live at home, she’ll be revolving around our family of three every day. Where would her personal space be?”

The meal was more than halfway done, but Li Mu’s mother still hadn’t stated her main demand/request. Li Mu guessed she didn’t know how to bring it up, so she kept beating around the bush looking for an opportunity. However, while looking for an opportunity was one thing, having Li Ziwei live at home was truly inappropriate. It would be fine when his parents were in Beijing, but what about when they left and he was alone? If he lived with his assistant, and it got out, who knew what people outside would speculate about their relationship.

Li Mu’s mother nodded at this point, saying, “What you said also makes sense.” After speaking, she looked at Li Ziwei and said apologetically, “Ziwei, Auntie wasn’t thinking thoroughly enough. But you can come visit often during the day. If you have time in the evening, you can come back with Li Mu for dinner, and then have the driver take you home after you’ve eaten.”

Li Ziwei quickly nodded and said, “Okay, Auntie, I’ll visit you and Uncle often in the future.”

At this moment, Li Mu’s mother cast a pleading look at Li Mu’s father. She genuinely didn’t know how to speak to Li Ziwei. Li Mu’s mother wasn’t an overbearing person; she always liked to consider others, so she was afraid that speaking directly would make Li Ziwei feel awkward or uncomfortable. But trying to gradually steer the conversation towards the topic always missed the point.

At this moment, Li Mu’s father also didn’t know how to begin. The couple frequently exchanged glances, neither coming up with a solution.

Seeing this situation, Li Mu simply said to Li Ziwei, “Ziwei, actually, my mom asked me to bring you home for dinner today mainly because she wanted to ask you if you’d be willing to be her goddaughter. She’s wanted to recognize you as her goddaughter for a while now.”

The couple was at a loss as to how to introduce the topic, but unexpectedly, Li Mu directly told Li Ziwei the truth. This, however, relieved Li Mu’s mother and father. Such matters should naturally be stated openly. When they should have entered through the front door, Li Mu’s mother kept trying to figure out how to “poke a hole in the window paper,” naturally getting more and more tangled.

Li Ziwei was startled by Li Mu’s words and didn’t react immediately. Li Mu’s mother, feeling relieved, no longer had that inexplicable psychological burden. She smiled and said to Li Ziwei, “Your Uncle Li and I see you just like our own daughter, so we’ve always had this idea. We just didn’t know if you’d be willing.”

“I…” Although Li Ziwei was extremely shocked, she was also incredibly touched. She had always thought Li Mu’s father and mother were kind to her simply because of their personalities, never imagining that they regarded her like their own daughter.

However, the idea of being accepted as their goddaughter was quite beyond her imagination, so for a moment, she didn’t know how to respond.

Li Mu’s mother then said earnestly, “Ziwei, don’t feel too pressured. If you think it’s not suitable, just say so directly. Auntie certainly won’t get angry, nor will I make things difficult for you.”

Li Ziwei’s heart was in a turmoil, and she couldn’t help but look at Li Mu. He was her Owner, and she was his employee. Now his parents wanted to recognize her as their goddaughter. While she was willing, she also had to consider her Owner’s opinion.

Li Mu said to Li Ziwei, “This is outside of work, so you don’t need to worry about work aspects when you consider it. Regardless, our working relationship will remain as it is.”

Li Ziwei nodded gently, a touch of emotion and a hint of guilt in her voice as she said to Li Mu’s mother and Li Mu’s father, “Auntie Li, Uncle Li, thank you very much for your deep affection for me. Personally, I am very willing and honored to be your goddaughter. However, for something like this, I don’t think I can make the decision alone; I need to discuss it with my parents…”

Li Mu’s mother immediately brightened up, nodding repeatedly. “That’s right, that’s right. Becoming god-kin isn’t a small matter to be decided lightly; we need to get your parents’ consent. Please convey our request to your parents on behalf of Uncle Li and me. If they agree too, then we’ll meet and formally confirm this matter.”





Chapter 1341: Ensuring Its Loyalty Forever

In the days that followed, good news kept pouring in from all sides.

First, Li Mu’s father and mother’s wish to recognize Li Ziwei as their goddaughter received a clear response. Li Ziwei’s parents personally called Li Mu’s father and mother, stating they had no objections and wholeheartedly approved.

Li Ziwei’s parents had always felt that Li Mu was Li Ziwei’s benefactor. Otherwise, how could a girl who had just graduated have such an opportunity to become the personal assistant of a top entrepreneur like Li Mu? What was even rarer was that Li Mu’s father and mother liked her so much, and she, in turn, deeply respected them. Therefore, they had absolutely no resistance to the idea of recognizing her as a goddaughter.

Consequently, Li Ziwei’s parents prepared to come to Beijing soon to confirm this important matter in person with Li Mu’s father and mother, and a corresponding ceremony was essential.

Li Mu, on one hand, marveled at suddenly gaining a god-sister, and on the other hand, was relieved that his parents’ emotional lives would become more fulfilling from then on.

Li Ziwei also made an effort not to let her personal life affect her work, still doing her utmost as Li Mu’s assistant and striving to resolve more of Li Mu’s work-related needs.

…

After this matter was settled, Baidu officially completed all audit work on Eting Technology, and the acquisition between the two parties was formally concluded. From then on, Eting Technology Company officially became a wholly-owned subsidiary 100% controlled by Baidu, and Li Mu also became a Baidu shareholder, holding a 25% stake.

The first thing Li Mu did after officially becoming a Baidu shareholder was to have Muye Technology and Taobao jointly submit a massive keyword library to Baidu. This keyword library included all currently available products on the market, as well as internet industry hot terms.

At the same time, Li Mu also informed Robin of his demands. As a shareholder and strategic partner of Baidu, he requested that Baidu must reserve one of the top three positions in the result pages for these keywords for Taobao or Muye Technology.

Search engine optimization is an art, a means to acquire traffic with little to no cost. Optimizers have many methods to improve a website or page’s Weight in search results for a specific keyword. If Baidu does not interfere artificially, the rankings for hot topic search results would basically depend entirely on the optimizer’s ability. For example, regarding the hot term “novel,” if Baidu didn’t intervene, the top result might not be Qidian, the industry leader, but rather a small, obscure website with exceptionally good optimization.

Li Mu wanted Baidu to cooperate in locking down the top three positions for these hot terms to prevent other websites from influencing Taobao or Muye Technology’s ranking through optimization.

When Robin received this keyword library, he was extremely shocked.

Baidu internally was discussing keyword bidding. Baidu was preparing to issue a set of algorithms, combined with a bidding system, to realize Baidu’s traffic monetization. However, he hadn’t expected that Li Mu, who wasn’t involved in search engines, would also think of this point, and even more, that his actions were faster than his own.

In fact, at this time in his previous life, Baidu’s bidding system had already been launched and put into use. However, in this life, Baidu’s development speed had slowed significantly due to Li Mu’s appearance.

The online MP3 market was seized by Li Mu, the rapid rise of YY, Hao123 being replaced by YY123, and YY.com becoming the industry’s largest portal – these actions by Li Mu directly or indirectly affected Baidu’s current development speed. Especially without the huge market for MP3s, Baidu’s overall development speed has been orders of magnitude slower compared to its performance in his last life.

The rapid rise of YY, like a sponge, absorbed the attention of the vast majority of internet users and also drew away most of the vitality from the entire China internet industry, further slowing down Baidu’s development.

YY123 had now become the nation’s go-to online favorites, and it itself provided numerous direct advertising channels to various types of websites. This further reduced users’ search needs. Before YY123’s rise, if netizens wanted to visit Sina.com but couldn’t remember or were too lazy to type the domain name, they would first open Baidu, search for Sina.com there, and then click on the search result to enter the website. However, the widespread adoption of YY123, at this level, cut off a significant portion of Baidu’s traffic…

Fate-stricken Baidu, which was smooth sailing at this time in the previous life, in this life was not only sailing against the wind but also frequently encountered various typhoons and tsunamis.

Moreover, Baidu’s products in future stages had already begun to be cannibalized by Li Mu. Baidu Tieba, which would only be launched next year or the year after, was now already one of YY’s flagship products. This was a significant loss that Baidu itself wasn’t even aware of.

Now, Baidu had just managed to secure Eting.com, which was finally a boost to its product line. But unexpectedly, Li Mu suddenly wanted so many keywords with great potential.

Robin knew the profit margin of these hot terms on search engine results. If he agreed to Li Mu’s terms, it would be an intangible loss for Baidu. But the key issue was that he simply could not refuse.

The search results for all product keywords were a strategic resource for Taobao. Moreover, if Taobao didn’t seize this strategic resource, it would definitely fall into the hands of competitors. Therefore, every product keyword was a battleground for Taobao to contend for. If Baidu didn’t provide these keyword search results to Taobao, it wouldn’t be able to save them to sell to other companies anyway, because the companies that would buy these keywords were all Taobao’s competitors. As a part of Li Mu’s ecosystem, how could one output critical resources to Li Mu’s rivals?

However, fortunately, Li Mu was not merely taking; he had already begun to embed Baidu search within YY.com and YY123, providing users and traffic to Baidu. This made Robin much more comfortable. As long as Li Mu could bring him the resources he desired, he would naturally “tribute” some of his own resources to Li Mu.

To give Robin enough motivation, Li Mu even told Robin that he planned to update a user-friendly feature in future YY iterative products: when YY users were chatting, selecting any content with the mouse would add a “Baidu Search” option to the right-click menu.

For example, if A said to B: “I went to Nanluoguxiang yesterday,” and B wanted to know more information about Nanluoguxiang, previously he would need to select the four characters “Nanluoguxiang” with the mouse, right-click to copy, then open a browser, open Baidu, paste the four characters “Nanluoguxiang” into the search box, and click search. Now, he would only need to select the four characters “Nanluoguxiang” with the mouse, right-click and choose “Baidu Search,” and YY would automatically open the default browser, automatically open Baidu, and automatically search for “Nanluoguxiang,” directly presenting the user with the search results page for “Nanluoguxiang.”

However, Li Mu did not give Robin a clear time node, only telling him that he had this plan and would implement it.

Even so, Robin was still overjoyed. This was a huge traffic portal he hadn’t even dared to dream of before. YY had an enormous user base, and the volume of information exchanged daily was also very large. If YY truly opened up this feature, it would definitely be a huge boost to Baidu’s traffic.

After discussing the keyword issue, Li Mu put forward several clear requirements for Robin regarding bidding.

Firstly, he asked Robin to promise that in future Baidu keyword bidding, they must not be solely driven by profit. Baidu must strictly review all companies participating in keyword bidding. The opposing party must possess the proper qualifications in that keyword area to be eligible for bidding on that keyword.

For example, there had been instances in the past where fraudulent organizations bid on the “pay phone bill” keyword. Users searching “pay phone bill” on Baidu entered a bidding link. Unsuspecting users, after recharging, found that the entire amount they recharged was defrauded. Such incidents are not allowed to recur in this life’s Baidu, especially not in a Baidu that Li Mu has invested in. If the “pay phone bill” keyword initiates bidding in the future, the participating companies must possess clear qualifications for phone bill payment services. On this basis, only qualified companies can bid, completely barring scammers.

Secondly, he asked Robin to promise that Baidu must not allow bidding on any medical keywords, absolutely not.

At this time, Baidu did not know the market potential of medical keyword bidding, so Robin agreed very readily. All he was thinking about was Li Mu’s traffic support.

Li Mu did not relax his guard. Instead, he called Fang Xudong, deciding to further enhance his control over Baidu.

Before, he had already sent people to communicate with American capital, planning to further increase his shareholding ratio in Baidu from a capital perspective in the future. Now, he wanted to preemptively seize more of Baidu’s products.

He asked Fang Xudong if he knew about a product called Wikipedia. Fang Xudong nodded. Having returned from the United States, he had long known about Wikipedia’s existence and understood its nature and product characteristics.

Li Mu said, “Okay, put together a development team and start developing YY Encyclopedia. YY Encyclopedia will be open to all YY users for creation and modification in the future, but you need to develop a user points system to prevent malicious creation and malicious modification as much as possible.”

Fang Xudong nodded, “I understand, I’ll arrange it immediately.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t rush, there’s more. I also have a product concept for a page product. This product is a Q&A community among netizens. For example, users can post any questions in this community, and other users can answer them. Every user can answer. The questioner can choose the answer they find most useful, and other readers can choose the answer they support the most. By means of points rewards and prize-winning answers, user enthusiasm can be improved. Once we have millions or even tens of millions of diverse netizen questions and answers, the daily page views will certainly be enormous, and it will also be very helpful for increasing user stickiness. This product will temporarily be called YY Know.”

“Understood, General Manager Li, I will arrange YY Know and YY Encyclopedia together.”

Tieba, Encyclopedia, and Know – with these three products in YY’s hands, Baidu’s future space for horizontal expansion will be smaller. The more this is the case, the easier it will be to control its vital points and ensure its loyalty forever.





Chapter 1342: Dominating All Corners!

In early April, good news also arrived regarding the offline promotion of Plants vs. Zombies Online.

Coca-Cola selected fifteen of the most popular game characters from Plants vs. Zombies Online and designed them into brand new bottle decorations, printing them on their latest production of Coca-Cola.

Since Coca-Cola has bottling plants all over the world, when they began promoting the Plants vs. Zombies special edition Coca-Cola products, it was a very strong hot launch. Once Headquarters finalized the packaging and distributed the production materials to all bottling plants, all Coca-Cola production lines simultaneously began producing the new packaged products. As soon as the products left the production line, they were immediately transported to markets within their coverage areas, ensuring extremely fast offline distribution.

Whether in China, the United States, various European countries, or even Southeast Asia and Africa, any market with a Coca-Cola bottling plant stocked the new packaged Coca-Cola bottles at the first time possible.

The new packaged Coca-Cola, from aluminum cans to various capacities of bottled beverages, still used their distinctive red. On the 360-degree wrap-around packaging, about fifty percent of the area was used to display Coca-Cola’s enormous logo, twenty percent for product ingredient lists and nutrition facts, and the remaining thirty percent was fully dedicated to Plants vs. Zombies cartoon graphics.

Moreover, it’s worth mentioning that the thirty percent area used to display cartoon characters was allocated to fifteen different cartoon characters. Below the Coca-Cola logo, which occupied half the area, there were also two of the most classic fixed characters from Plants vs. Zombies Online: a pea shooter and a common Chinese hopping zombie. These two characters were positioned directly below the Coca-Cola logo, which essentially ensured that no matter how the bottle was placed, the visual elements of Plants vs. Zombies Online would be visible.

Currently, almost everyone who has used a computer has encountered Plants vs. Zombies Online, so they are already very familiar with the various characters in the game. However, they had only seen these flat, two-dimensional images online through computer screens before. But now, these characters suddenly appeared in their lives as three-dimensional, tangible physical products, immediately making them stand out among the many soft drinks available offline.

The collaboration between Plants vs. Zombies Online characters and Coca-Cola significantly boosted offline consumption. Coca-Cola consumers who disliked or had not heard of the game would not stop buying Coca-Cola just because the packaging changed. However, those who rarely or occasionally drank Coca-Cola, upon seeing the familiar Plants vs. Zombies Online cartoon characters, were easily influenced by the familiar elements and developed a desire to purchase.

Plenty of real data supported this point.

Because Coca-Cola’s packaging featured fifteen different cartoon characters, its launch immediately triggered a collecting craze!

Consumers across the globe subconsciously began collecting Coca-Cola. Some bought bottled drinks, then carefully removed the packaging strips and flattened them for collection. Others bought aluminum cans and didn’t drink them, placing them in their display cabinets at home, collecting one cartoon character after another.

Most interestingly, Muye Technology had previously taught Coca-Cola a small trick: while choosing to use fifteen cartoon characters, the frequency of appearance for these fifteen characters must not be evenly distributed. Producing one billion five hundred million bottles, with each character appearing on one hundred million bottles, would be too ordinary. Instead, the appearance rate of a certain portion of characters must be increased, while that of another portion must be decreased.

In other words, among the fifteen characters, at least two must have relatively scarce availability. Only then could it stimulate users’ desire to collect.

Li Mu got this inspiration from a snack he had in his childhood. That snack randomly included a cartoon character card of one of the Water Margin 108 Heroes, but a few characters were extremely rare. Li Mu remembered that Lin Chong was the hardest to find. For a fifty-fen pack of snacks, if you got a Lin Chong card, the card alone could sell for at least fifty yuan or even more. The reason was that many people subconsciously feel a strong urge, which compels them to want to collect such series products. As long as they haven’t collected the complete set, the more they collect, the more obsessed they become. If they collected ten of the 108 heroes, they might feel indifferent, but if they collected one hundred and seven, they would fall into great anxiety and anticipation.

Therefore, Coca-Cola also deliberately controlled the appearance rate of two cartoon characters, significantly lowering their prevalence.

Among these, the least common was the Wall-nut.

The honest and adorable Wall-nut had always been a very popular character in Plants vs. Zombies, especially beloved by women. Many women even offered high prices online to acquire Coca-Cola bottles with Wall-nut packaging.

When the Plants vs. Zombies Online series Coca-Cola became popular globally, an aluminum can of Coca-Cola with Wall-nut packaging was already being resold for eighty yuan on Taobao.

The European and American markets were even more astonishing, with the United States being the most extreme.

For some reason, the United States might be the country with the most collectors in the world. Some collected tens of tons of various rocks, some collected thousands of different beer bottles from around the world, and some collected stickers from various glass bottles. People strove with all their might to collect even these bizarre things, let alone Coca-Cola, a hit beverage almost every American loved to death.

Thus, on eBay, a US domestic version of the Wall-nut Coca-Cola aluminum can could sell for sixty dollars, roughly five hundred yuan RMB. International versions ranged from forty to twenty dollars. Besides the domestic version, the most expensive was the Canadian version, as both used English and their packaging was largely similar.

A few days after the Plants vs. Zombies edition Coca-Cola launched, global consumer sales statistics showed that Coca-Cola’s sales in these few days increased by twenty-three percent compared to usual!

This was data that made Coca-Cola ecstatic and Pepsi bang its head against the wall.

For a globally popular cartoon game to unleash such powerful vitality in the brick-and-mortar industry truly astonished everyone in the sector.

Meanwhile, McDonald’s customized dolls had also begun shipping successively from contract manufacturers in China. The exquisite “Plants vs. Zombies & McDonald’s” themed dolls also featured the same fifteen cartoon characters as Coca-Cola and adopted the same hunger marketing model.

After these customized dolls passed inspection upon leaving the factory, they were directly shipped to McDonald’s branch companies worldwide. Since all dolls were custom-ordered from Chinese manufacturers, McDonald’s distribution speed was much slower than Coca-Cola’s.

However, according to the feedback McDonald’s provided to Muye Technology, McDonald’s branch companies in various countries had their own raw material and material suppliers. From Tudou to Fanqie sauce, from chicken to hamburger buns, supplies were basically local. In addition, their display materials and packaging materials were also supplied locally. Therefore, though the dolls had not yet been distributed to all stores, all display materials were already in place.

McDonald’s, a highly standardized enterprise, had long achieved local sourcing for all its raw materials. Taking the Chinese market as an example, there were many enterprises across the country that supplied only bread and chilled ingredients to McDonald’s stores. Although these enterprises varied, they all strictly enforced McDonald’s’ established supply standards, which ensured almost identical quality control globally.

Under such preconditions, all of McDonald’s display materials and packaging materials in the Chinese market were also provided by local enterprises, such as the boxes and wrapping paper for hamburgers, fries, chicken nuggets, as well as lightbox displays, menu displays, and in-store display materials.

Based on this standardized local material supply chain, McDonald’s stores worldwide had already completed new activity displays. Activity posters and other materials for the Plants vs. Zombies Online series meals and dolls had long been launched in major stores. Consumers had already received this news and understood the visual effects of these activity products in advance through the display materials.

Currently, large numbers of users visit stores worldwide every day, asking when the Plants vs. Zombies Online themed meals will be launched. Many die-hard McDonald’s fans, or die-hard Plants vs. Zombies Online fans, are waiting to collect McDonald’s Plants vs. Zombies Online series dolls.

The initial offline expansion of Plants vs. Zombies achieved tremendous results, also demonstrating the influence of Chinese cartoons to people in the global business sector. For a time, even people in the Chinese animation industry were greatly encouraged by Plants vs. Zombies Online, even though Plants vs. Zombies Online was only a game, with no comic or animation.

However, precisely because Plants vs. Zombies Online already possessed immense influence globally, many cartoon industry companies began communicating with Muye Technology. Nearly every Chinese animation company hoped to buy the animation and comic rights to Plants vs. Zombies Online to create eponymous comics and animations based on it. Li Mu, without exception, rejected them all.

In Li Mu’s view, the roots of Chinese cartoons were rotten, or at least still rotten at present. Many animation companies were not putting effort into making animations but into diligently defrauding government subsidies. Consequently, a large amount of junk content emerged in the domestic cartoon market, showing no innovation and being far weaker than cartoons from over a decade ago.

After rejecting the domestic animation companies, Japanese and American animation companies also came calling. They, too, hoped to obtain the rights to Plants vs. Zombies Online and then develop a completely new story based on it.

This time, Li Mu did not refuse.

Japanese and American animation standards represented the industry’s top level. Therefore, Li Mu decided to conduct a fair competition for the derivative rights of Plants vs. Zombies Online in three directions: comics, animated TV series, and animated feature films, using a proposal bidding approach.

The premise of the bidding was that no matter who Muye Technology chose to cooperate with, they would not license the copyright to the other party. Instead, Muye Technology would bear all derivative development costs, and then twenty percent of the net profit would be shared with the other party.

The method of competition was for them to submit detailed proposals. Muye Technology would directly select the cooperating party based on the quality of the proposals. Simultaneously, Muye Technology would also sign non-disclosure agreements with them, ensuring that Muye Technology would not leak any proposals, nor repurpose or appropriate them in any form, thereby ensuring the fairness of the bidding.

For example, if Pixar won the bid for the Plants vs. Zombies Online cartoon movie copyright collaboration, then both parties would finalize a production cost, such as fifty million USD. This fifty million USD would be entirely borne by Muye Technology. After the movie was completed, twenty percent of all net profit obtained would be shared with Pixar. But the key point was that Pixar would only receive twenty percent profit sharing, while the copyright had no connection whatsoever to them; the copyright would always remain in Li Mu’s hands.

With explosive popularity online and dominating all corners offline, if comics and animations also flourished, Plants vs. Zombies was bound to become the hottest cartoon IP system in the world this year, and for the next few years to come!





Chapter 1343: Buzz Continues to Rise

Plants vs. Zombies Online achieved a breakthrough from online to offline in the blink of an eye, astonishing the world once again with its speed.

Since the birth of cartoons and online games until now, no cartoon product has ever taken the world by storm so quickly, nor has it contained such powerful vitality.

What was even more talked about was Li Mu’s collaboration with Coca-Cola and McDonald’s. When Western media received confirmation that Li Mu only charged a single dollar as a copyright usage fee for his cooperation with the two world-class companies, they were all dumbfounded.

Back then, business models for the internet and intellectual property were still very singular. Even online games relied on paid game time as their key profit point. Copyright holders worldwide were no different; they were all trying to figure out how to maximize copyright profits. Even if Coca-Cola wanted to cooperate with Marvel, Marvel would price each of its cartoon characters at a considerable sum, waiting to rake in a fortune from buyers. It was inconceivable that Marvel would ever freely authorize its image rights to offline businesses.

However, Li Mu, contrary to the norm, waived the copyright fees. His only demand was that the authorized cartoon characters be utilized to their maximum potential. In other words, for others, more usage meant higher fees, but for Li Mu, more usage effectively meant lower fees.

A few days later, McDonald’s, which had already displayed advertisements in its stores for days, officially launched the Plants vs. Zombies meal sets and toys in its global outlets!

This time, the impact was even greater than Coca-Cola’s!

On the opening day of sales, almost all McDonald’s branches worldwide experienced queues. Even in China, still under the shadow of SARS, a large number of gamers and enthusiasts donned face masks to queue at McDonald’s to purchase the relevant meal sets, showing exceptionally high enthusiasm.

Coca-Cola had merely printed the Plants vs. Zombies characters on its packaging. However, this time, McDonald’s not only printed them on the packaging but also launched a large number of physical toys, which significantly boosted their appeal to users.

In Japan, South Korea, and Western countries, due to the absence of piracy, there were currently no Plants vs. Zombies merchandise products available on the market. Even though the game had become incredibly popular, and even though merchandise manufacturers in these countries were green with envy, no one dared to produce an unauthorized peripheral product. Therefore, McDonald’s batch of authorized toys became the only Plants vs. Zombies merchandise currently available on the market.

This was why consumers madly sought after them.

Consumers queued in long lines at McDonald’s stores, just to buy game-related meal sets, or to order a meal set and pay extra to redeem a toy. This was because, according to regulations, these toys could not be sold directly; they were only given as gifts with the purchase of specific meal sets, or redeemable by purchasing any meal set and adding a certain sum of cash.

Many consumers with collecting habits would even buy multiple meal sets to obtain as many toys as possible. As such, McDonald’s had to consider the needs of more consumers and temporarily introduced a new in-store sales policy: an individual could only buy one Plants vs. Zombies meal set at a time. If purchasing other meal sets, regardless of the quantity, only one Plants vs. Zombies toy could be redeemed.

However, even with these measures, the number of dolls was still far from enough.

As a result, McDonald’s began to urgently commission new dolls and significantly increased its order volume.

Li Mu would not collect any profit sharing from these authorized Plants vs. Zombies derivative products from McDonald’s during the one-year authorization period. McDonald’s, realizing the influence these merchandise items had on users, decided to seize the opportunity and continue investing greater resources to promote the McDonald’s and Plants vs. Zombies campaign.

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that McDonald’s actually approached Muye Technology, hoping Muye Technology could authorize them to include Plants vs. Zombies elements in McDonald’s global advertising campaigns!

Although Muye Technology had granted McDonald’s authorization for Plants vs. Zombies, the scope of authorization was clearly defined: it could only be used for display elements within their own stores and for producing derivative merchandise exclusively for their own stores. All other rights belonged to Muye Technology, and McDonald’s was prohibited from any form of infringement. Therefore, if McDonald’s wanted to use Plants vs. Zombies elements in its external television and print advertisements, it would need Muye Technology to grant another authorization.

When Li Mu heard this news, he agreed to McDonald’s request almost without hesitation. McDonald’s’ current goal was to use its advertising to let more people know about their collaboration with Plants vs. Zombies. Therefore, for them, incorporating Plants vs. Zombies elements into McDonald’s own TV commercials would undoubtedly significantly boost their conversion rate.

What Li Mu was thinking was that this was precisely the effect he desired most: to have these companies spare no effort in promoting Plants vs. Zombies for him, and without him having to spend any money, because McDonald’s would be using its own advertising budget to promote itself and Plants vs. Zombies.

Consequently, Li Mu instructed his liaison to convey his attitude to McDonald’s: authorization was permissible. Muye Technology could not only grant authorization but could also grant it for free. However, McDonald’s had to guarantee that for video advertisements, the Plants vs. Zombies elements’ on-screen presence must account for over 80% of the total advertisement duration. For print advertisements, the surface area occupied by Plants vs. Zombies elements must reach 20% of the advertisement’s total surface area.

In other words, if McDonald’s were to create a thirty-second advertisement, then for twenty-four seconds of the video, it must contain Plants vs. Zombies elements. It wasn’t required that only Plants vs. Zombies elements appear on screen, but their screen time could not be less than twenty-four seconds.

Furthermore, if McDonald’s were to display a poster advertisement on a giant screen in Times Square, and this poster had a red background with McDonald’s burgers as the core and its brand logo, the burgers might only occupy 25% of the surface area, but the Plants vs. Zombies elements would still have to occupy 20%.

If McDonald’s met these requirements, Muye Technology would not charge a single cent. However, if they failed to meet the requirements during the promotion, Muye Technology would demand a substantial compensation fee from them.

McDonald’s agreed to Muye Technology’s demands almost immediately. They quickly submitted a global version of the advertisement proposal. In the proposal, the video advertisement would begin with the Plants vs. Zombies game interface: zombies desperately trying to rush through the garden, while various plants frantically resisting.

At this moment, McDonald’s cartoon mascot would suddenly appear between the zombies and plants, saying to them in various languages, “Hey, still hurting each other day and night? Why not just stop and try McDonald’s latest Plants vs. Zombies theme meal set! There are also plenty of Plants vs. Zombies-themed toys waiting for you!”

Subsequently, every zombie on screen stopped attacking the plants and instead each held a burger, munching away endlessly. The plants, meanwhile, swayed happily from side to side, each sipping from a large cup of McDonald’s-branded beverage with a straw…

According to this proposal, the screen time for Plants vs. Zombies content in the advertisement would exceed 90%.

Li Mu was extremely satisfied with this plan. Without another word, he waved his hand, “Okay, issue them the authorization letter now and have them launch the new advertisement as soon as possible!”

McDonald’s immediately spent money to find a renowned animation team in Hollywood to produce the advertisement. The advertisement would utilize the game’s actual assets and adapt them appropriately, completely bypassing the design process. A commercial lasting several tens of seconds could reportedly be completed within a few days.

Just as Li Mu was waiting for McDonald’s new advertisement to be broadcast on TV stations worldwide, Muye Technology received a large number of cooperation requests from various companies, including many world-class renowned enterprises.

Numerous well-known domestic and international merchandise manufacturers hoped to obtain copyright authorization for Plants vs. Zombies. Many Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) companies also wished to emulate Coca-Cola’s cooperation method and engage in copyright partnerships with Muye Technology. In their view, since Muye Technology wasn’t asking for copyright fees anyway, only requiring guaranteed exposure times, they might as well promise all their products, offering Muye Technology the maximum exposure commitment, and thereby boost their own sales.

However, Li Mu suddenly changed his approach.

Still hoping to get copyright for free? Too late. Coca-Cola and McDonald’s were strategic necessities. Now that Plants vs. Zombies’ brand premium was so significant, giving it away for free wouldn’t be right anymore.

Furthermore, Li Mu didn’t want Plants vs. Zombies to become completely oversaturated overnight. If Plants vs. Zombies content appeared on every product, it would be akin to indirectly overdrawing the vitality of Plants vs. Zombies.

Therefore, Muye Technology officially announced that from now on, Plants vs. Zombies copyright authorization would be tightened. In theory, only one partner would be chosen per industry, and the factors for selecting partners would also change. From now on, not only exposure but also the actual bid price would be considered. Muye Technology would choose to cooperate with the highest cost-performance ratio.

Interestingly, both Microsoft’s Xbox and Sony’s PlayStation proactively approached Muye Technology, proposing a cooperation intent: they hoped to port Plants vs. Zombies Online to their console platforms, and both companies desired an exclusive partnership.

As for the specific cooperation method, both companies offered similar proposals: they would adopt a game-fee model, with Microsoft and Sony paying Muye Technology a share of the game sales.

Li Mu rejected this cooperation model almost without hesitation. Purely commission-based deals, just to port his game to their platforms, and they even wanted exclusivity? Impossible, they must be dreaming.

These two game console platforms wanted to port his game for no other reason than to expand their content libraries, leverage the current buzz, and allow players on their platforms to play the most popular game. If they could get an exclusive partnership, it would also be a great opportunity to widen the gap with their competing products.

Under these circumstances, their demands far outweighed Li Mu’s. Consequently, Li Mu had his people separately propose his cooperation terms to both companies:

First, profit sharing was acceptable, but both companies must pay a guaranteed minimum amount. For a non-exclusive deal, each company would pay a guaranteed minimum of thirty million US dollars. If the revenue share did not reach thirty million US dollars, Muye Technology would not refund the difference. If it exceeded, the two companies would then share the excess portion with Muye Technology.

Second, if it was an exclusive deal, in addition to the guaranteed minimum, Muye Technology also demanded an exclusive subsidy from the cooperating company. Without a subsidy, why would Muye Technology partner exclusively with them? As for the amount of the exclusive subsidy, Li Mu did not state it explicitly; he told them to come with their own price.

This was similar to how video streaming platforms would cooperate with content providers in the future. If a film and television company produced an online feature film, they could collaborate with any video platform, or even all of them, and then settle revenue shares based on viewership from each platform. However, if a video platform wanted to purchase the sole streaming rights for an online feature film, they would not only have to provide a guaranteed minimum but also sufficient subsidies and resource allocation priority. Otherwise, who would forgo potential profits on other platforms to help one platform compete with others?





Chapter 1344: Unconventional Strategy

Li Mu suddenly changed his attitude. From the initial free licensing, he now began charging high licensing fees to other companies. Only then did the outside world understand Li Mu’s true strategy.

It wasn’t possible for him to not charge money; the reason he didn’t charge at first was actually to earn more money later.

Li Mu used a no-charge cooperation method, prompting McDonald’s and Coca-Cola to spare no effort in promoting their collaboration. This was how the outside world truly recognized the commercial value embedded in Plants vs. Zombies.

Once everyone realized its commercial value, its price would naturally rise accordingly.

Wall Street, Hollywood, and Silicon Valley were all inspired by Li Mu. Through his unconventional strategy, they discerned Li Mu’s true objective: a few million US dollars in copyright usage fees were insignificant to him. What he truly desired was to have his cartoon characters promoted to the greatest extent possible, and his goal was achieved!

Coca-Cola and McDonald’s delivered satisfying results to Muye Technology: Muye Technology’s cartoon characters received significant offline promotion. Coca-Cola and McDonald’s, by leveraging Muye Technology’s cartoon characters, quickly established significant differentiation from their competing products. Simultaneously, they capitalized on players’ love for the game, greatly boosting their sales.

Well-known American business media wrote articles stating that Li Mu thought deeper and further than all other internet practitioners. While others could only see the surface, Li Mu’s vision had already pierced to the core. Plants vs. Zombies’ cartoon characters, after this offline promotion, are now sufficient to support a large series brand. And the valuation given by a well-known American brand lab states that, currently, every single one of his business actions is worth studying and learning from by all entrepreneurs.

Both Microsoft and Sony were startled by the high guarantee fees proposed by Li Mu. While both sides particularly wanted to directly reject Li Mu, they were also worried whether their competitor would agree to Li Mu’s conditions, thereby monopolizing this game in the console game market.

Although the console market and legitimate game market environment are very poor in China, overseas, the console market and console game market are still very fertile, and it’s normal for popular games to sell tens of thousands or even millions of copies.

Moreover, from the perspective of the heads of these two console platforms, games like Plants vs. Zombies Online are very easy to port from mouse-controlled games to controller-controlled games.

The original Plants vs. Zombies is a touchscreen game, but considering its very simple operations, which basically don’t require multi-touch, Li Mu ported it to the PC effortlessly, and it had no impact on the operational experience.

Now, it’s not difficult to port Plants vs. Zombies to consoles either. The game’s interface uses a grid layout, fundamentally no different from games like Tetris or bubble-matching games. So, most operations can be performed with a controller. As for operations like collecting sunlight, which typically require a mouse, they can be directly changed to a specific button on the controller, allowing for one-press collection.

Easy to port, convenient to operate, and highly entertaining — Microsoft and Sony are very optimistic about this game’s performance after being ported to console platforms. The more optimistic they are, the more they worry their competitors will get there first. However, Li Mu’s asking price is simply excessive, leaving them torn.

Apart from console games, various apparel, food, daily necessities brands, and toy peripheral manufacturers are all seeking partnerships with Plants vs. Zombies. However, every company that received a quote shared a common opinion: Muye Technology is genuinely greedy, and not just ordinarily so; their asking price is incredibly high, surpassing imagination.

However, Li Mu showed no signs of softening. He disdained small profits and would rather not earn anything than make any concessions on the price. He left it up to these companies to decide: if they felt they could cooperate, they would pay; if not, they would say goodbye.

……

While Plants vs. Zombies Online was sweeping the globe, the domestic SARS situation remained grim.

Thanks to the nation’s timely disease control measures, the development speed of SARS was much slower than in his previous life, but it still couldn’t completely prevent the spread and worsening of the epidemic.

The number of confirmed diagnoses in Beijing continued to increase, quickly reaching double digits. The health department began entering a state of emergency, all elementary and middle schools were temporarily suspended, and the entire society implemented a policy of isolated treatment. There were cases everywhere of entire buildings being isolated because someone had a fever, but no one objected. In the face of disease, it was not a time to throw tantrums; the vast majority of the public could understand this major issue of right and wrong.

Recently, occasionally, sad news came: some medical personnel fighting on the front lines against SARS sacrificed their lives after being infected.

CCTV launched a special news report featuring “Angels in White” during SARS. This included not only medical personnel fighting SARS on the front lines but also those who contracted SARS due to their work and were receiving treatment in hospitals. In the south, there was a female Head Nurse who, after working continuously for sixty to seventy hours on the front lines of SARS, developed a fever. After isolation, she was confirmed to be infected with SARS. When CCTV reporters filmed her through the glass window, she was still lying in bed, waving at the camera, but two days later, she closed her eyes forever.

This news special caused a huge sensation in society, making a large number of people who were in a state of extreme alarm over SARS truly realize that at this critical moment when everyone else was retreating, countless “Angels in White” were still risking their lives to rush forward. After the program aired, CCTV received a large number of inquiry calls, with many ordinary viewers hoping to donate money to the Head Nurse’s relatives to express their heartfelt condolences.

So CCTV decided to simply plan a large-scale gala, themed around fundraising for SARS. Calling for donations was secondary; the most crucial goal was to use this gala to mobilize the nation’s determination to unite as one and actively fight SARS hand in hand.

Since Li Mu was currently the most popular and highly acclaimed private entrepreneur in the country, CCTV’s first invited entrepreneur guest to participate in the fundraising gala was Li Mu.

Li Mu gladly accepted the invitation.

He hadn’t blindly donated before because he wanted to wait for the executives to reveal their stance. In the face of such a major event, if the country didn’t need private donations, the officials naturally wouldn’t accept them. Insisting on donating under such circumstances would probably bring some unnecessary negative repercussions. Now that CCTV had already shown its stance with practical actions, he naturally had to give his full support.

So Li Mu set a time with Chen Ze and Cai Zhengmao, preparing to meet and discuss Wan Ying Real Estate and the CSC Club’s donations.

Li Mu didn’t have time to go to the race track, so he set the meeting location at Wan Ying Real Estate. It was also a good opportunity to talk with Chen Ze, Song Liang, and Wei Lan about Wan Ying Real Estate’s donations.

Chen Ze was already at Wan Ying Real Estate. Cai Zhengmao, to attend the meeting, also specifically drove from the race track to Wan Ying Real Estate’s office building.

Everyone gathered in the conference room. Li Mu informed them about CCTV’s invitation, saying, “The SARS situation is no small matter. CCTV is openly organizing a fundraising gala this time. In my opinion, the biggest goal isn’t to raise money, but to call on the whole nation to collectively fight SARS. Therefore, the more this gala can demonstrate the spirit of uniting as one, the more positively the public’s morale will be affected by this gala. So, let’s all try to be as proactive as possible.”

Song Liang asked Li Mu, “How much are Muye Technology and Taobao going to donate?”

Li Mu said, “Currently, it’s provisionally set for both companies to donate ten million each.”

“Alright.” Song Liang nodded and said, “Then Wan Ying Real Estate will also donate ten million.”

Li Mu said, “Muye Technology and Taobao will each donate ten million, and Wan Ying will also donate ten million. That makes a total of thirty million. At that time, these thirty million will all be donated to the Disease Control Department, to be used as funds for fighting SARS.”

In his previous life, Xiaotangshan SARS Hospital was a critical facility in the fight against SARS back then. It was specifically chosen to be built in a sparsely populated suburb, a hospital solely for combating and treating SARS patients. And at that time, it created no small miracle: a hospital was built and put into use in just over a week. This speed shocked both domestic and international observers.

In Li Mu’s memory, projects like the Xiaotangshan SARS Hospital were very wise and responsible emergency projects. Although these had government allocations, if there was participation from private funds, it would definitely be able to elevate the overall standard of critical facilities to a higher degree.

After Wan Ying Real Estate also decided to donate ten million Renminbi, Li Mu said to Chen Ze and Cai Zhengmao, “The CSC Club’s capital investment is too large, and the return on investment cycle is relatively long. In my opinion, this time we shouldn’t use the CSC company as the main donor anymore. Instead, let’s call on club members to donate together.”

Chen Ze said, “The club itself can also donate a portion; funds aren’t an issue. If worst comes to worst, we can even supplement a portion privately. At such a critical time, we definitely need to set a good example.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Charity also needs to be done according to the actual situation. Sometimes, setting an example may not be a good thing. If the company itself is already incurring losses, then there’s no need to make large donations. Otherwise, it will instead set a negative precedent.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “If the CSC Club makes large donations while still incurring losses, it would easily push other companies with equally poor operating conditions into an awkward position where they could be morally coerced at any time. People who like to morally coerce others will question why they don’t donate. If they explain that they are still incurring losses, then those who morally coerce others will very likely use us as an example, saying, ‘The CSC Club donated even while losing money, why can’t you?’ In that case, it would be extremely damaging to these companies.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “What you said makes sense. After all, enterprises still need to prioritize their own development. Those with ability should contribute more, and those without don’t need to be discouraged. But if, for the sake of social responsibility, one were to put on a show of wealth they don’t have, and even drag the company into a deeper quagmire, that would indeed violate the humanitarian spirit of donation.”

Li Mu said, “Our club has already invested over two hundred million, and is still continuously investing. As for the membership fees we’ve recovered on the books, although the amount is not small, a portion of it must be used to provide equivalent services to members. So, when auditing the club’s financial income, the cost of this revenue will also need to be deducted. Looking at it this way, our core business may not even recover all its costs within the next five years. For a company like this to still take the lead in donating is indeed not a good example.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu asked, “Our members’ intention to donate is still very strong, right? It seemed like they had been proactively saying they wanted to donate before.”

Cai Zhengmao nodded and said, “Currently, our CSC Club members’ intention to donate is still very strong. Many members have consulted me more than once.”

Li Mu said, “That’s good. Organize club member donations soon. Tell them that the money they donate will be used to establish a fund specifically for ‘Angels in White’. This fund will serve those ‘Angels in White’ who sacrificed their precious lives or their health in the fight against SARS, as well as their families.”





Chapter 1345: Still Have to Sing a Song?

When the members of the CSC Club heard about the upcoming donation drive, they became as excited as if they had struck it rich.

Last time, inspired by Li Mu, they donated eighty million yuan to Old Soldiers Never Die. As soon as Li Mu made the donation public, it immediately caused a huge stir in society, bringing these Second generation members an unprecedented and strong sense of social recognition. For them, the money donated was merely pocket change.

For the hundreds of members of the CSC Club, their net worth generally started from tens of millions of yuan. Donating a few tens of thousands or even a hundred thousand yuan each was like child’s play. Among them, there was also a small group of top-tier Second generation members whose bills would easily run into hundreds of thousands of yuan for a single visit to a high-end entertainment venue. For these individuals, donations directly started from five hundred thousand yuan.

Thus, in just two days, the CSC Club donated over fifty million yuan again, which even startled Li Mu.

This demonstrates the club’s immense power. Casually organizing a charity donation can easily raise tens of millions of yuan. If they were to genuinely set up a private equity fund dedicated to investments, raising billions of yuan in two days would probably be no big deal.

Cai Zhengmao constantly sighed, saying, “If I had known these ancestors were so indifferent to money, we should have set the membership fee higher. We shouldn’t have converted their membership fees into consumption credits either; it should have been purely a membership fee. Earning tens of millions in annual membership fees would be incredibly easy…”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “I told my staff something the other day. If you had been there, you wouldn’t be saying this.”

Cai Zhengmao asked curiously, “General Manager Li, what did you tell your staff?”

Li Mu replied, “I told them to abandon small profits and pursue large profits. For the CSC Club, membership fees are indeed small profits, while the large profits come from continuously increasing our brand influence, thereby becoming a cooperating party for various high-end consumption enterprises. Think about it, just your car sales business alone has how much profit? Only one-third of the year has passed, and you’ve already sold one to two hundred cars. By year-end, you’ll probably exceed five hundred, which means at least eighty to ninety million, or even over one hundred million in profit. That doesn’t even include their subsequent maintenance fees. Our maintenance center must be almost overwhelmed now, right?”

Cai Zhengmao nodded, “The racing car maintenance center is doing very well now. Currently, almost all modifications, upgrades, maintenance, and repairs for racing cars in Beijing and surrounding cities are handled by us.”

Li Mu then asked, “How’s the cooperation with Maserati coming along?”

Cai Zhengmao replied, “Maserati is considering it. They’re quite interested in us, but they want a more detailed proposal. I saw you’ve been so busy lately, so I didn’t tell you.”

Li Mu said, “I definitely don’t have time to create a proposal for them now. But tell them that the CSC Club can organize a high-end test drive salon for them, held at our race track. I guarantee at least two hundred CSC Club members will attend. Let them weigh the significance of that themselves.”

For Maserati, Li Mu didn’t need to bring out Song Siming’s legendary praise for Land Rover in ‘Dwelling Narrowness.’ Simply organizing a high-end sports car owners’ self-driving event would be enough, because for Maserati to enter the China market, the most important thing is to develop a high-end user base. Li Mu can summon hundreds of actual owners of million-yuan-plus sports cars in one go—these are the mainstays of the high-end car consumption sector. This is a resource no 4A advertising company possesses.

The more high-end the player, the more disdainful they are of participating in marketing activities, unless it’s a marketing activity organized by a brand with extremely high swagger. If Rolls-Royce were to hold a test drive event or a high-end salon in China, most high-end players would naturally be very interested. However, Maserati has no reputation in China, and domestic high-end players would certainly look down on it.

If a regular 4A company were to organize a Maserati test drive, more than half of the attendees would be ordinary white-collar workers, and it would be remarkable to have a few or a dozen million-yuan car owners. Compared to the CSC Club, it would be trash.

Cai Zhengmao understood Li Mu’s meaning and nodded, saying, “Then I’ll communicate thoroughly with Maserati. Two hundred CSC Club car owners – this lineup is truly valuable. Maserati couldn’t gather so many high-end car owners even if they worked themselves to death.”

Li Mu said, “Make it clear to them that we not only want to cooperate with them on promotion and get their promotion budget but also seize their agency rights. Not a national agency, but at least a master distributor for the North China region. You’ve been in the auto trade for so long; you can bring cars from all over the world into the country, handling everything from customs clearance to getting licensed plates and subsequent services. Operating one or several 4S dealerships shouldn’t be an issue, right?”

Cai Zhengmao affirmed, “That’s absolutely no problem.”

“Then push forward along this line,” Li Mu said calmly. “Using Maserati as an entry point, it’s possible that most luxury car brands will deepen their cooperation with us in the future. The profits from this alone will be more than enough to support the club and the racing team.”

…

The anti-SARS charity gala organized by CCTV was temporarily scheduled to be held in Beijing in late April.

From the process introduction sent by CCTV’s liaison, the lineup for this charity gala was indeed impressive.

Half of the charity gala consisted of song performances, so there were over a dozen invited first-tier singers and film and television stars acting as guest singers. It was said that several Heavenly Queen-level figures from Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan, and the mainland were also invited. Even Du Wei was invited; she would sing “Hidden Fragrance,” the song Li Mu gave her, at the gala.

Additionally, Karen Mok, whom Li Mu personally elevated from a quasi first-tier to a super first-tier singer, also accepted this invitation from CCTV. What surprised Li Mu was that she chose to cover Mu Zi’s ‘When You Are Old’.

Li Mu hadn’t used the online alias “Mu Zi” to release songs for a long time, but the few songs he had published through Mu Zi were still loved by many listeners to this day.

Aside from celebrity performances, there was also a segment for representatives of the elite class to come onto the stage and speak. Li Mu and several well-known entrepreneurs were arranged for this segment. CCTV’s requirement was that each person should speak no more than five hundred characters of their reflections, which the speaker could organize themselves, but the core message had to be to encourage the entire nation to unite as one and work together with one heart to resist SARS.

Li Mu gladly accepted. This was not just a formality. The public’s excessive fear of SARS at the moment, if left unchecked, would derail the normal rhythm of society. Therefore, it was crucial to call on them to participate in the nationwide effort to resist SARS. This would not only help contain SARS but also enhance the people’s appeal.

In addition, there was a donation announcement segment. Any enterprise willing to donate to the fight against SARS could report the donation amount and specified use in advance. At that time, CCTV would focus on exposing the enterprise during the broadcast, which was essentially using its own resources in exchange for the entrepreneurs’ charitable funds.

Li Mu had reported the donation details long ago. This time, CCTV offered several uses for the charitable funds: one for strengthening SARS prevention and control efforts, one for providing additional social care to SARS patients, and another for donating to the Angels in White fighting SARS. Donors could freely specify the use of the charitable funds according to their own wishes.

Li Mu distributed the thirty million yuan from his three enterprises, with ten million yuan from each, earmarked as 60% for SARS prevention and control, 20% for patients, and 20% for Angels in White.

As for the CSC Club’s over fifty million yuan donation, Li Mu reported to CCTV that he hoped to jointly establish a charitable fund with CCTV, with all over fifty million yuan dedicated to Angels in White and their families.

CCTV was practically stunned by Li Mu. Li Mu, just by talking, had donated over eighty million yuan, almost one hundred million…

Li Mu didn’t feel it was a lot of money. The reason he hadn’t donated more was that the SARS epidemic and the Old Soldiers Never Die charity project were different. SARS itself was an effort where the state was fully bearing almost all the costs. The state’s primary need from private entrepreneurs was for them, as elite individuals, to help social stability and rebuild confidence. Donations to set an example were secondary. So, Li Mu felt this amount was suitable; more would instead usurp the host’s role.

However, what Li Mu didn’t expect was that CCTV even made a bold request: they hoped Li Mu could make a guest appearance and perform a song. After all, he was recognized by media worldwide as a youth leader, a benchmark for countless young people. If he could come onto the stage and sing a song, it would surely have a very good easing effect on the public’s mood.

Li Mu initially wanted to decline, but after careful thought, if singing a song at this time could provide some encouragement to young people nationwide, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

Thus, Li Mu verbally agreed to CCTV’s invitation, and at the same time, sought their opinion on what song would be more suitable for him to sing.

CCTV also gave Li Mu sufficient respect; they would not interfere with Li Mu’s song choice, having only one requirement: it should preferably be an inspirational song. If he truly didn’t want to sing an inspirational song, then any emotional song would be acceptable.

Most of the songs Li Mu listened to were either European and American songs or popular domestic songs from after 2005. This time for the charity gala, he wasn’t planning to release any more original songs. It would be best to cover a well-known inspirational song, which would also help avoid exposing his “Mu Zi” identity.

During dinner, Li Mu casually mentioned this to Li Mu’s father and Li Mu’s mother, who then began brainstorming ideas for him.

Li Mu’s father said, “Son, why don’t you go up there and sing Zheng Zhihua’s ‘Sailor’? That song is so inspirational!”

Li Mu’s mother said, “‘Sailor’ isn’t suitable. That song is too robust. It would have been alright for the 1998 anti-flood efforts, but it’s not suitable for SARS. Don’t sing such robust songs; it needs to be gentle yet strong.”

Li Mu’s father said, “Then sing ‘My Future Is Not a Dream.’ I quite like listening to that one.”

Li Mu said awkwardly, “Dad, that one is for self-motivation, so it’s not suitable either. Besides, I can’t sing that high. Can you think of a song with broader appeal?”

Li Mu’s father said, “It needs to be gentle yet strong, and have broad appeal. I can’t really think of one right now…”

Li Mu’s mother then said, “How about ‘Sunshine Always Follows the Rain’?”

Li Mu’s father nodded, “Not bad, not bad, this one’s good. The lyrics match the theme of the gala, encouraging everyone to bravely face hardship, because after the rain, there will be sunshine.”

Li Mu said, “It’s sung by a female, so I don’t feel it’s too suitable for me, but it’s quite close to the gala’s requirements. Let’s decide on this one for now.”





Chapter 1346: Supporting CCTV

The performance was scheduled to begin recording in a week, but in the following week, the SARS situation in Beijing was constantly developing.

Among these, Beijing universities saw their first case of infection. A student from a science and engineering university was confirmed to be infected with SARS, but no one expected that a single case would lead to cross-infection within the school, resulting in dozens of suspected cases. Coupled with other new cases in society, this instantly brought immense pressure on several designated hospitals.

Three days before the performance, the health department decided to activate Xiaotangshan Hospital, urgently establishing a hospital specifically for SARS.

During the same period, the SARS epidemic in Hong Kong and Taiwan was also increasingly severe, with news spreading of hospitals being sealed off and medical personnel infected and dying. For a time, both Hong Kong and Taiwan were panic-stricken.

The increasingly severe epidemic brought an unavoidable gloom to the public. The country had been making unremitting efforts to control and treat SARS, but from the outbreak of a disease to its control, it always requires a process; it’s not something that happens overnight.

Therefore, CCTV became even more important for this anti-SARS charity gala. It not only bore the heavy responsibility of calling on the entire nation to fight SARS together, but also carried the mission of giving encouragement and confidence to the public. If it could also allow the public’s strained nerves to relax a little, that would naturally be even better.

Li Mu also realized the major role of this charity gala at this point in time. The public’s panic-stricken fear of the epidemic could no longer be calmed by simply promoting scientific prevention. So this gala would be a timely blessing, allowing the public’s anxious mood to be relieved.

This was also why Li Mu agreed to participate, agreed to give a speech, decided to donate, and agreed to make a guest appearance to sing – these were the key reasons.

Since he temporarily couldn’t think of a better inspirational song, Li Mu submitted ‘’Sunshine Always Follows the Rain’’ to CCTV’s gala preparation team.

Originally, Li Mu had even deliberately reminded them to prepare a lowered-key version backing track suitable for his voice, as the original singer of this song was female. As a result, the director in charge of preparations personally called Li Mu, first thanking Li Mu profusely, then telling Li Mu that preparing a lowered-key backing track would certainly be no problem, but before the rehearsal, Li Mu would also need to make the effort to go to their recording studio for an early recording.

Li Mu had heard of early rehearsals, but early recording left him a bit confused.

However, upon careful thought, Li Mu quickly understood the meaning. Early recording, that is to say, they wanted him to lip-sync at the gala.

Only then did Li Mu realize that variety shows these days, to ensure that the performance effect was not affected, typically had most singing performances lip-synced.

However, this couldn’t be blamed. After all, it was an unspoken understanding and industry rule among national TV stations, and no official regulation against lip-syncing had been issued. TV stations naturally tended to use lip-syncing to reduce the probability of accidents.

Many celebrities of this era also habitually tended to lip-sync performances, because this could avoid disastrous performances and also save a lot of effort. It is said that many celebrities also lip-sync during their concerts.

However, Li Mu did not want to lip-sync.

A boss with a net worth of several tens of billions of US dollars, attending a charity gala, making a guest appearance to sing an inspirational song, and actually lip-syncing? Wasn’t that shameless?

Celebrities lip-syncing is considered an industry hidden rule, but what kind of affair is it for an entrepreneur to lip-sync?

When celebrities appear publicly, they represent themselves, at most representing their management company behind them. But when an entrepreneur appears publicly, they represent the employees, products, and brand of their entire enterprise, and even an entire industry. To go up there and just move one’s lips aimlessly, with a pre-recorded backing track playing backstage, truly violated Li Mu’s principles.

So Li Mu told the director, “Just prepare the backing track. I will sing live on stage then. No need for early recording.”

The other party was instantly put in a difficult position: “General Manager Li, we all use pre-recorded methods…”

Li Mu said, “I know. I don’t care how others sing. When it comes to my song, just play the backing track for me; I’ll sing live.”

“Well…” The other party mumbled a few words and pleaded, “Singing live can very easily cause problems, for example, poor microphone pickup, issues with mixing effects, microphone feedback, etc. Furthermore, if you lose your voice, sing off-key, or miss a beat on stage, it would be very difficult for us to remedy…”

At this point, the other party’s tone was pleading: “General Manager Li, we hope you can consider the program’s effect. Record it in advance, and it can also prevent problems from occurring on stage.”

Li Mu saw that the other party was constantly promoting this approach, and said with a hint of irritation in his voice, “As for equipment issues, I’ll trouble you to fine-tune it well and try to avoid problems on stage. And if I don’t perform well myself, I will apologize to the national audience on the spot. I would rather show the unpleasant side to the audience than to engage in deceitfulness in front of them. After all, I am different from celebrities. I run a business. The most important thing in running a business is to be trustworthy. If I think the way you do, when the company goes public in the future, if business performance isn’t good, should I also make fake financial statements to deceive shareholders?”

The other party was complaining bitterly internally but still tried to persuade him orally: “General Manager Li, you shouldn’t overstate the case so much. A performance is for the sake of its effect. It’s naturally not the same thing as running a business, and it’s not appropriate to compare them.”

Li Mu lost his patience and said, “You all discuss it. Either I sing live, or I won’t sing at all.”

After speaking, Li Mu hung up the phone.

More than ten minutes later, the program director called Li Mu back. Li Mu did not answer again. The other party was helpless and could only call Li Ziwei, saying to Li Ziwei, “Assistant Li, please communicate with General Manager Li. Just say that we will fine-tune the stereo equipment for him on site and satisfy all the demands he has raised. If General Manager Li has no objections, we will start preparations.”

Li Ziwei had no choice but to turn back and confirm with Li Mu. Although Li Mu was displeased, he did not raise any further demands. Whether others lip-synced or not, he did not want to inquire, but he absolutely could not lip-sync when the time came.

…

Just as he confirmed the live singing issue with CCTV’s gala director, Li Mu received a call from Chen Wan.

Right away, Chen Wan asked Li Mu, “Rascal, I heard you’re participating in the anti-SARS charity gala organized by CCTV?”

“That’s right,” Li Mu said. “Such an important and significant matter, I definitely have to go and support it.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked her with a smile, “It reached you so quickly.”

Chen Wan laughed, “The Chief Director in charge at CCTV called our station, hoping I could go and help out with this gala.”

Li Mu asked, puzzled, “Why do they still need your help?”

Chen Wan said, “Perhaps because I just finished the first Super Girl, and my buzz is relatively high right now, so CCTV hopes I can go and help out.”

Li Mu nodded.

CCTV is the number one media outlet in the country. Due to its major significance, its inherent entertainment value is somewhat lacking. Although a charity gala is also a performance of great significance, in the final analysis, it is still an entertainment-oriented variety show. So it naturally requires singers, actors, and hosts with high market recognition.

The CCTV Spring Festival Gala sometimes also borrows people from local TV stations, and usually, they borrow the top male host or top female host from those local stations to form a separate hosting team, the purpose of which is to enhance their own entertainment value.

Chen Wan said, “CCTV’s intention is that there should be two sets of host combinations on site. One set is from CCTV themselves. They are mainly responsible for the serious segments, such as the opening, announcing government decisions, and reading out the progress of the fight against SARS. When entrepreneurs go on stage to give speeches, and for the public disclosure of donations, it will all be handled by them. The other set is mainly responsible for the entertainment segments, responsible for announcing the next act, inserting transitional remarks, and building atmosphere. They now want me to be the host for the entertainment segments.”

Li Mu understood and asked her, “So who will be your partner?”

Chen Wan said, “Me and Teacher He…”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “He Jiong?”

“That’s right.”

Li Mu said, “So that means, there will be one set of CCTV hosts, and one set of Hunan Satellite TV hosts?”

“Yes,” Chen Wan said. “Our leaders have already agreed and told us two to prepare and go over the day after tomorrow.”

“My goodness,” Li Mu jested with her, “Hunan Satellite TV is amazing! CCTV is borrowing two hosts nationwide, and both are taken by your station.”

Chen Wan said playfully, “Honestly, hosts from other stations might even be secretly glad. Everyone says the epidemic in Beijing is developing quite quickly and is not very safe.”

Li Mu said, “It is developing quite fast, but there’s no need to worry too much.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked her, “How are you coming over?”

Chen Wan said, “Only by plane.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Then I’ll contact a private jet company and have them pick you up the day after tomorrow.”

“No need!” Chen Wan said. “The two of us can just fly civil aviation.”

Li Mu said, “For safety’s sake, chartering a plane would be better.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “I don’t want you to take even the slightest risk.”

Chen Wan gave a sweet smile and said, “I know you care about me, but there’s really no need for a charter plane. Including our assistants, there are only six of us in total.”

Li Mu said without allowing argument, “I’ll have Zi Wei contact the charter company in a moment. If you don’t agree, then I won’t allow you to come to Beijing. Just find an excuse to push this matter off.”

Chen Wan said, “You’re the most overbearing. I’m just afraid that taking a private jet would create a bad impression.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll communicate with the charter company. They will coordinate with the airport then. Your privacy is assured. Once you land in Beijing, I’ll have a driver pick you up. Come home for a meal; my parents happen to be in Beijing too.”

Chen Wan agreed without hesitation, saying, “Then I’ll go prepare some gifts for Uncle and Aunt tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “No need to trouble yourself. Just come directly to the house. You can stay at home for the next few days in Beijing.”

Chen Wan said, “Wouldn’t that leave Teacher He by himself then?”

Li Mu laughed, “When we eat, invite Teacher He to come along. My mom quite likes him.”

“Alright, I’ll tell him. Teacher He really admires you. He always says he wants to get to know you if he gets the chance.”





Chapter 1359: Leave of Absence Notice

“

“

  Today the official holiday started! Then it was dining together, drinking alcohol, and then I just got home…

“

“

  Hmm, yes, I’m here to ask for leave. I’ll make up for what I owe tomorrow, and I’ll try to update more during the holiday…

“

“

  I don’t know if everyone else is off for the holiday yet, but I wish everyone a happy holiday~~~

“

“





Chapter 1347: Business Mutual Praise

When Chen Wan flew into Beijing, Li Mu happened to have some free time, so he personally went to the Yanjing Airport to pick her up.

The usually bustling Yanjing Airport now appeared exceptionally deserted. Although most airlines hadn’t canceled flights to and from Beijing, the passenger load factor had plummeted, the grim reason being the public’s state of extreme alarm over the epidemic.

As Chen Wan and He Jiong were traveling by private jet, their aircraft could bypass the terminal. A commercial vehicle specifically prepared for VIP users by the airport directly picked them up from the hangar, minimizing their contact with strangers.

He Jiong was secretly alarmed throughout the journey. In those days, chartering a flight was indeed an extremely luxurious affair. What would normally be a flight duration of about two hours, with economy class tickets costing several hundred yuan and first-class tickets two or three thousand yuan, would cost at least hundreds of thousands of yuan to charter a private jet. The expense was dozens or even hundreds of times greater. Even celebrities wouldn’t be willing to invest such high costs for a mere two-hour flight.

But Li Mu, for Chen Wan’s sake, had directly booked a round trip from a charter company. This level of generosity made He Jiong wonder for a moment if Li Mu’s meticulous efforts and disregard for cost were because he wanted to pursue Chen Wan.

Many entrepreneurs pursuing female celebrities in the entertainment industry generally relied on lavish spending to open up the market. He Jiong had been active in the industry for so long and had witnessed many similar situations. These entrepreneurs would exhaust every possible method to flaunt their capabilities, financial resources, and thoughtful consideration in front of the women.

Thinking along these lines, He Jiong felt relieved. However, his inner gossip still wanted to discover what was really going on in Li Mu and Chen Wan’s relationship.

Just then, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity arose. Chen Wan told him that Li Mu was actually inviting her and him to eat at his home! Reportedly, Li Mu’s parents would also be there!

When He Jiong heard Chen Wan mention this, he was shocked for a long time.

Li Mu was bursting with resources; any trivial thing he pulled out would be excellent resources for those in the entertainment industry. Li Mu’s family dinner, however, was probably the kind of resource that people in the entertainment industry had never dared to imagine.

It had never been heard of anyone in the entertainment industry attending Li Mu’s family dinner, nor had anyone in the entire entrepreneurial circle been known to receive such an invitation.

Li Mu’s influence, both domestically and worldwide, could be described as top-tier among entrepreneurs. His assets and resources were incredibly vast. Ordinarily, people in the entertainment industry would most want to connect with a successful entrepreneur like him. But for Li Mu, most people in the entertainment industry held a desirable but unattainable mindset. Let alone having the chance to cultivate personal connections with Li Mu, even opportunities for casual meetings and chats were probably difficult to come by.

Moreover, Li Mu was different from Mr. Ma.

From Mr. Ma’s actions/style, it was evident that he liked the entertainment industry, and also enjoyed the fame and fortune that these people in the entertainment industry created. In his past life, he was the connection everyone in the entertainment industry wanted to make, and Mr. Ma himself was happy to let them connect with him. Li Mu didn’t know Mr. Ma’s exact motivation; perhaps he liked the entertainment industry, perhaps he enjoyed the sense of superior status, or perhaps he simply liked being surrounded and adulated by a group of celebrities who were normally held in high regard by the public, just like stars holding up the moon.

However, for Li Mu, his attitude towards the entertainment industry wasn’t just about a simple status difference; it was an insurmountable class divide. Only his friends, or a very small number of exceptional artists, could make Li Mu overlook this class difference, such as Du Wei, Chen Wan, Leslie Cheung, and Tom Hanks.

…

Chen Wan hadn’t seen Li Mu in a long time and had greatly missed him. On the flight over, her mind was filled with thoughts of Li Mu. This time, she could come to Beijing to support CCTV; others were still concerned about the SARS epidemic in Beijing, but Chen Wan didn’t care at all. On the contrary, she was very much looking forward to it, because coming to Beijing meant she would definitely have a chance to see Li Mu.

Li Mu didn’t disappoint Chen Wan. After she deplaned and took the airline’s car out, she quickly saw Li Mu, who had been waiting for a long time.

Li Mu had arranged two commercial vehicles. The one he was in would take Chen Wan and He Jiong to Ziyun Mountain Villa, while the other would take their accompanying staff to a hotel.

As soon as the airline’s car arrived, Li Mu, wearing a face mask, stepped out of his commercial vehicle. Chen Wan and He Jiong, also wearing face masks, exited one after another. Seeing Li Mu, Chen Wan, in a somewhat demure manner, placed her hand on her chest and waved at him, smiling, “Long time no see, classmate Li Mu.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Long time no see, welcome to Beijing.”

Chen Wan nodded, gesturing to the man standing beside her, and said, “Let me introduce you, this is my partner, Teacher He Jiong.”

Then, Chen Wan added with a touch of exaggeration, “Teacher He, this is Li Mu, whom you’ve always wanted to meet—the famous internet prodigy, General Manager Li, Boss Li.”

He Jiong quickly removed his face mask, stepped forward, extended his hand to Li Mu, and said, “Hello, General Manager Li, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is He Jiong, a host from Hunan Satellite TV.”

This was the first time Li Mu had met He Jiong in person.

Although he had previously visited Xiangdu and met with Hunan Satellite TV’s leaders a few times, he had never met He Jiong.

He Jiong was a host Li Mu had always admired. He had good foundational skills in hosting, a relatively approachable personality, and most importantly, seemed to have no scandals throughout his many years in the industry. Achieving this in the entertainment industry was quite rare, so all in all, even without direct interaction, one could conclude that he was generally a good person.

Therefore, Li Mu was also very polite to He Jiong. He removed his face mask, shook his hand, and said with a smile, “Hello, Teacher He, I’ve admired your reputation for a long time. I already knew of you when I was a teenager; back then, I used to wait in front of the TV every day to watch ‘The Big Windmill’. I personally really like Teacher He’s hosting style.”

He Jiong asked in surprise, “Really? I thought the audience for ‘The Big Windmill’ back then would mostly be children born after 1985. It seems not many people born before 1985 watched it…”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “Well, now you know, there’s also an older fan like me.”

He Jiong smiled and said, “I’m truly honored. Actually, I am your fan. Achieving such remarkable success at such a young age, you’d be hard-pressed to find a second person like you anywhere in the world. It’s incredibly impressive, so I’ve always wanted to meet you, but I’ve never had the opportunity.”

Li Mu jested, “Teacher He, I think this round of business mutual praise can temporarily come to an end. How about we get in the car first, and we can chat there?”

“Business mutual praise…” Chen Wan, understanding these four words, shook with laughter and said, “Li Mu, where did you come up with that adjective? It’s simply too…”

Li Mu chuckled and asked her, “Too what?”

“Simply too accurate!” Chen Wan said, “The way you two were praising each other back and forth, sentence by sentence—this term truly fits.”

Li Mu, while inviting the two into the car, said, “Business mutual praise isn’t a derogatory term. In my eyes, it’s actually a good thing. In our internet industry, it’s equivalent to a ‘traffic exchange business’ where both parties benefit.”

After settling into the car, He Jiong asked Li Mu with great curiosity, “General Manager Li, what is a traffic exchange business?”

Li Mu chuckled, “In our internet industry, a traffic exchange business is when entities exchange users they possess. For example, a news website and an education website, both having one million users, help promote each other. Without losing their own users, they can use their users to gain the other party’s users, thereby achieving mutual growth. In the internet industry, it’s a traffic exchange business; in the entertainment industry, it’s business mutual praise.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “To give you an analogy: imagine two celebrities, a male and a female, each with one million fans. Among these, two hundred thousand overlap. This means the combined fan base consists of one million eight hundred thousand unique individuals. So, the two decide to collaborate and engage in a round of business mutual praise, encouraging their respective fans to also follow the other. This way, while still one million eight hundred thousand unique individuals, in theory, each person could acquire up to one million eight hundred thousand fans. Your ‘volume’ exchanged for my ‘volume’ — that’s a traffic exchange business.”

He Jiong exclaimed with admiration, “General Manager Li, your summary is truly incisive! If a celebrity could engage in a round of ‘business mutual praise’ traffic exchange with multiple celebrities of the same grade/level, wouldn’t their fan count increase exponentially?”

Li Mu nodded and said with a smile, “Quite a few celebrities are already performing this operation with other celebrities on their Tieba forums now. Teacher He, if you manage your own Tieba forum, you could try a round of mutual promotion with Sister Wan, encouraging your fans to also like the other person. This would not only increase each person’s fan count but, more importantly, also significantly boost fan stickiness.”

He Jiong said, “Honestly, I still don’t have much time to manage my Tieba forum; I only go on very occasionally to greet fans. But hearing you explain all this, General Manager Li, I really should focus on the Tieba aspect now.”

Then, He Jiong said to Chen Wan, “Xiaowan, I think we could actually post our daily activities from this trip to Beijing on Tieba, effectively ‘bundling’ ourselves for sale. This should be what General Manager Li calls business mutual praise, right?”

Chen Wan said, “Then I’m afraid I’ll be taking advantage of you, Teacher He. Your fan base has too many young girls, and that’s precisely my weakest link.”

He Jiong chuckled, “Same for me! My fan base is also quite weak when it comes to young men; we happen to perfectly complement each other.”

The two spoke playfully, but in their hearts, they weren’t seeing it merely as a joke.

The operation Li Mu described was very interesting. Both of them were seasoned in the entertainment industry, so it was easy for them to grasp the subtleties involved.

If they merely worked together on “Happy Camp”, fan interaction wouldn’t occur. Everyone would still like their own idol and wouldn’t start liking another person just because their idol partnered with them. However, if the two intentionally showed their personal connections to their respective fans and publicly acknowledged each other, it would be entirely different for the fans. To love the house and its crow (to love everything connected with someone one loves) is a major characteristic of fans.





Chapter 1348: Top-tier Resources

Ziyun Mountain Villa.

With Li Ziwei’s help, Li Mu’s father and mother prepared a lavish spread of home-cooked dishes. Knowing that Li Ziwei was also a big fan of He Jiong, Li Mu specifically invited her over. After all, she was no longer just his assistant; she was now his parents’ goddaughter and his god-sister. With this relationship solidified, Li Mu felt an added sense of familial care and responsibility towards her.

Although Li Mu’s mother also quite liked the young host He Jiong, it wasn’t to the extent of idol chasing. What she looked forward to most wasn’t He Jiong, but Chen Wan.

In her previous life, Li Mu’s mother was indeed very grateful to Chen Wan. Although Chen Wan had hit Li Mu with her car, which affected his college entrance examination performance, Chen Wan never shirked any responsibility from beginning to end and always hoped to make further amends. When Li Mu decided not to repeat a year of school, Chen Wan secretly subsidized his tuition and miscellaneous fees, as well as his living expenses for four years of university.

Li Mu’s mother once calculated that during his four years of university, Chen Wan had subsidized the family with no less than eighty thousand yuan. This was why Li Mu was able to smoothly complete his university education without enduring hardship, even when both his parents were laid off and the family faced financial difficulties.

To Li Mu’s father and mother, Chen Wan’s eighty thousand yuan was a great favor, and its significance was immense.

Without this money, even if Li Mu had performed well in his college entrance examination and been admitted to a good university, the four years of tuition fees would still have dragged down Li Mu’s father and mother, and the entire family. In that scenario, Li Mu might have had to work odd jobs and cramming dry buns to get through his four years of university.

However, all these things happened in the previous life. In this life, Chen Wan had not bestowed such a great favor upon Li Mu’s father and mother, but they still felt a mysterious gratitude towards her in their hearts.

As early as when Li Mu’s college entrance examination results came out, Li Mu’s father and mother had pondered a question: how could their son, who usually scored little over one hundred in English, possibly score one hundred and fifty in the college entrance examination? This itself was illogical; even with an exceptional performance, it couldn’t be such a huge leap.

So, from that moment on, Li Mu’s father and mother reached an understanding privately: they believed that their son had been enlightened by Chen Wan’s collision.

After reaching this consensus, Li Mu’s subsequent rapid development made them continuously realize that their son was becoming more and more freakishly talented.

He earned money, opened the family’s first Metersbonwe specialty store, then started his own company to build websites and develop software. Somehow, in the blink of an eye, he had built such a remarkable career. How could an ordinary person have such an opportunity?

Furthermore, Li Mu’s life trajectory, like a stock’s K-line chart, had been stable for his first eighteen years. After it suddenly began to surge rapidly, this crazy upward trend never stopped. If one were to trace it back, they would find that the sudden rise in Li Mu’s life trajectory occurred after Chen Wan hit him.

Therefore, Li Mu’s father and mother more firmly believed that Chen Wan was Li Mu’s benefactor. If it weren’t for that collision, their son would probably still be just an ordinary university student, and the two of them would likely be working odd jobs to earn money to support their son’s education.

After Chen Wan and He Jiong arrived, Li Mu’s father and mother showed immense enthusiasm and welcome towards them. Chen Wan and Li Mu’s parents had known each other for a long time, so she felt comfortable as a guest in their home. He Jiong, however, was quite nervous, as this was his first time meeting Li Mu and he was eating at Li Mu’s house.

In the past, Li Mu’s mother would have been nervous seeing a big star, but now she felt nothing of the sort. In her eyes, although He Jiong was a famous host, having him at home felt just like having one of her son’s classmates or friends from school.

Aside from He Jiong, the other person at the dinner table who felt nervous was Li Ziwei. She had always admired He Jiong, and being able to sit and eat at the same table with her idol naturally made her excited.

Noticing He Jiong’s slight nervousness, Li Mu’s mother began chatting with him about everyday life at the dinner table. Although He Jiong was a few years older than Li Mu, he was still under thirty this year. After Li Mu’s mother, as an elder, chatted kindly with him for a while, he not only felt especially warm but also found his nervousness greatly relieved.

However, Li Mu’s mother was even more enthusiastic towards Chen Wan, so much so that He Jiong even thought she was treating Chen Wan as if she were her future daughter-in-law.

This also made He Jiong understand why Chen Wan was able to receive so many top-tier resources from Li Mu.

He had partnered with Chen Wan for a long time and knew that her relationship with Li Mu was close. He knew that Chen Wan’s ascent to the top position among Hunan Satellite TV’s female hosts in such a short time was at least half due to Li Mu.

In today’s entertainment industry, no one was unaware of Li Mu, nor were they unaware that Li Mu was a top-tier traffic source and a top-tier behind-the-scenes promoter for the industry. Any celebrity who got connected with Li Mu would undoubtedly gain immense traffic resources, and among them, Chen Wan benefited the most.

Li Mu not only helped Chen Wan secure the female host position for “Happy Camp” but also provided her with various powerful resources that made others insanely envious. The most incredible was that Muye Pictures, under Li Mu’s control, specifically planned a nationally sensational, top-tier talent show, “Super Girl,” for her. Relying on this program, Chen Wan had become the number one female entertainment host in the country, and Li Mu contributed significantly to this.

In fact, Li Mu had always been the peak of the entertainment industry pyramid. Although Li Mu didn’t play in entertainment, his star-making ability was truly unparalleled by ordinary promoters. He launched Chen Wan, who became the top female entertainment host in China; he also launched Du Wei, who became the most influential elite among young female movie stars in China, and also a singer adored by countless people, even becoming famous throughout Hong Kong with just one song, “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen.” Karen Mok was also elevated by him to an incredible height. Next, Liu Ye, Xie Na’s boyfriend, was also selected by Li Mu to star in “Flying Tigers,” a movie he invested in. It was obvious that the day “Flying Tigers” premiered would be the day Liu Ye joined the ranks of top-tier stars.

He Jiong also hoped to befriend Li Mu and thus gain some traffic and resources from him. This wasn’t because he was calculating or had ulterior motives, but simply human nature. However, He Jiong also clearly understood that since he and Li Mu had just met, such a thought was basically a pipe dream; to get Li Mu’s resource assistance, he would first need to establish a more familiar relationship with him.

After dinner, everyone chatted casually at the dining table. Chen Wan brought up the recently concluded “Super Girl,” lamenting that the first season’s Super Girl champion’s appearance fee had already reached the level of a first-tier singer. Li Mu curiously asked her, “Who was the first champion?”

Everyone at the table looked at him with an astonished gaze. Li Mu’s mother asked in surprise, “Zhang Xiaobei is so famous, and you haven’t even heard of her?”

Li Mu honestly replied, “I really don’t know…”

Chen Wan said, “But this is the talent show you planned! And your company was deeply involved, you’re the copyright holder…”

Li Mu shrugged, “I just brought out the program’s concept to collaborate with your station; I haven’t paid attention to anything after that.”

“My goodness…” Chen Wan exclaimed, “If you paid attention, you’d know that Zhang Xiaobei’s influence is now almost on par with Du Wei’s. Moreover, because her background is very down-to-earth, she has a huge number of fans, and they are all exceptionally loyal. Record companies are also very optimistic about her; they’ve already arranged for renowned Hong Kong and Taiwan lyricists and composers to write songs for her, aiming to release her first album this year.”

Then, Chen Wan continued, “Our station might want to start preparations for the second season of ‘Super Girl’ soon, and they want to discuss cooperation details with you first. However, due to SARS, it hasn hasn’t been pushed forward for now. But they should be communicating with Muye Pictures’ liaison soon.”

Li Mu said, “The country is now highly prioritizing SARS epidemic prevention work and has invested immense human and material resources to deal with it. I think SARS should be resolved in at most two more months, no matter what. If you’re interested in starting preparations for the second season, you can have your person in charge contact Muye Pictures’ person in charge soon to finalize cooperation details in advance, aiming to launch auditions during the summer. After all, summer is the peak for talent show participation and television program viewership traffic.”

Chen Wan nodded and said, “Then I’ll call the station back and tell them to start discussing the details first.”

Li Mu said, “For this year’s ‘Super Girl,’ we can add more advertising resources. On a large scale, there’s exclusive title sponsorship, special broadcasts, joint sponsorship, and advertising slots during program broadcasts. On a smaller scale, there are on-site advertising display spots, venue naming rights, designated products, etc. After compiling these in advance, we’ll hold a national bidding conference. At that time, I will arrange for Ziwei to represent Muye Technology. This will send a signal to the outside world: Muye Technology will fully participate in the production of the second season of ‘Super Girl,’ increasing the advertising value of the second season. If things go smoothly, advertising alone could yield several times the profit, recouping the money before the program even begins implementation.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “However, the exclusive title sponsorship rights cannot be put up for bidding; it must be done by Taobao. Taobao can pay the production team thirty million yuan for the sponsorship fee.”

In the golden age of variety show explosions in his previous life, many first-tier variety programs had astonishing advertising revenues. The title sponsorship of “China’s New Vocal” was acquired by OPPO for five hundred million yuan, which sufficiently proved how freakishly talented variety programs were in attracting attention. “Super Girl” was the earliest breakout variety show, and if fully leveraged, its advertising revenue would be an enormous profit.

Moreover, if Taobao secured the title sponsorship rights, it would be a win-win for Li Mu. On one hand, it would greatly increase Taobao’s visibility and value. On the other hand, securing exclusive title sponsorship for thirty million yuan would definitely be a huge bargain, at least three to five tenths of the market price. Doing this himself was a bit unfair, but Li Mu believed that Hunan Satellite TV would not refuse because they were not so short-sighted.





Chapter 1349: Gifting You a Variety Show

While chatting with Chen Wan and He Jiong, Li Mu heard them discuss Hunan Satellite TV’s major strategy for this year. From last year to this year, Hunan Satellite TV had achieved an extraordinary leap. Their flagship variety show, “Happy Camp,” due to Chen Wan’s addition and Li Mu’s traffic support, became the best and most popular variety show in China. As for “Super Girl,” it practically pioneered the history of talent shows. Before this, no one believed that a talent show could be played on such a grand scale, to the point of capturing the close attention of the entire nation.

Because of this, Hunan Satellite TV’s strategic priority this year completely focused on variety and talent shows. Besides ensuring that the ratings of “Happy Camp” didn’t drop, the more important goal was to prepare for the second season of “Super Girl.” The second “Super Girl” not only had to be made, but also had to be bigger, to further continuously increase its influence.

In addition to focusing their efforts on these two aspects, Hunan Satellite TV also recently wanted to launch a new variety show to continuously increase their product line of proprietary variety shows. However, they were hampered by the lack of suitable variety game modes, so they had recently pulled together several planning teams to conceptualize ideas, but they hadn’t achieved any satisfactory results.

Chen Wan casually mentioned to Li Mu, “Actually, the station’s idea of launching a new variety show was mainly for Teacher He. However, the new variety show’s game mode must be distinct from ‘Happy Camp’ and ‘Super Girl,’ which makes it a bit difficult to do.”

Li Mu nodded and asked He Jiong, “Teacher He, do you have any ideas yourself?”

He Jiong shook his head and said, “I don’t have any good ideas for now. After all, there are only so many types of variety shows. They are either comprehensive and lively interview-game variety shows like ‘Happy Camp,’ or they are fixed game-based or talent show-based. We already have the first and the last types, so currently we can only start from the game-based direction, like CCTV’s ‘Lucky 52.’ But everyone has gathered and discussed it many times, and we still haven’t come up with a good idea.”

Chen Wan laughed, “Some station leaders suggested that Teacher He simply host a quiz show, similar to CCTV’s ‘Happy Dictionary,’ but Teacher He disagreed.”

He Jiong smiled helplessly and said, “Such shows are already oversaturated both domestically and internationally. Almost every country has more than one quiz variety show, and we have more than one in China too. It’s too late to do it now; we won’t seize any initiative.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement and chuckled, “The game mode of this kind of variety show is inherently very simple. The simpler the program format, the harder it is to overtake on a curve. CCTV’s ‘Happy Dictionary’ has already seized the initiative. As long as there are no major issues with this simple game mode, it can basically maintain its leading position. If ‘Happy Dictionary’ ever falters, it basically proves that this type of show is no longer viable, unless it undergoes a complete transformation in this game mode. Otherwise, it’s hard to catch up with the leader.”

Upon hearing this, He Jiong immediately gave Li Mu a thumbs up, “General Manager Li, you see things too clearly! This type of show is difficult to surpass precisely because it’s too simple and its main storyline is too singular. ‘Happy Dictionary’ already has a very large audience, and the show’s influence is also very big. In this situation, almost all other similar shows on the market are unable to stand out. Even if Hunan Satellite TV were to produce one, it would be the same. Audiences are already accustomed to ‘Happy Dictionary’ and Wang Xiaoya’s hosting style for this type of show. Our chances of launching a similar show and catching up are minimal.”

He Jiong continued, “Unless, as General Manager Li said, we make some upgrades to the game mode. I also thought about this. My initial idea was to directly invite celebrities to participate in a quiz show, which would add more appeal. However, the station’s view is that celebrity costs are too high. Also, celebrities generally dislike participating in variety shows that require a lot of brainpower. They prefer simple, entertaining shows, or interview shows with a lot of room for improvisation. For intellectual quiz shows, the number of guests we can invite would definitely not be high, unless we fake it. But faking it is too easy to expose. As long as it’s exposed once, the show’s public trust completely collapses, and the show’s lifespan comes to an end.”

Li Mu burst into laughter after hearing He Jiong’s complaint, and while laughing, he said, “Teacher He, you are truly too humorous! But I believe what you’ve said are all very practical situations. Most celebrities probably wouldn’t be willing to participate in such a show…”

Although He Jiong didn’t explicitly say it, his meaning was already very clear: most celebrities wouldn’t like these shows because their knowledge base is generally weak, and significantly so. They are willing to show their appearance, their acting skills, their singing voice, or their personality and emotional intelligence to the audience, but they are not willing to show their IQ to the audience.

Li Mu couldn’t help but recall a famous variety show he watched in his previous life, where a dozen celebrity guests, one of whom could do a simple quadratic equation, was dumbfounded and praised by other celebrities as a top student. This scene was truly too saddening. These celebrity idols, wildly popular among countless young people, couldn’t even solve a quadratic equation. How could they possibly be willing to participate in an intellectual competition show? What if a question came from a middle school textbook, and they couldn’t answer it? Wouldn’t that be utterly humiliating in front of the entire nation?

The once briefly popular CCTV program “Chinese Poetry Conference” was the same. Most celebrities would certainly not be willing to participate in such a show. They are busy making money every day; how many poems and classical essays can they remember? In Li Mu’s opinion, if you randomly pick ten thousand people from China’s entertainment industry and ask them to recite classical Chinese texts like “Ode to Chu Shi” or “Preface to the Pavilion of Prince Teng,” which are mandatory for middle school Chinese language and literature classes, it would be a miracle if five of them could recite it flawlessly.

Therefore, it is impossible for such shows to invite celebrities for long-term participation.

At this moment, Chen Wan asked Li Mu, “By the way, does Muye Pictures have any good variety show game modes recently? If you do, we can still cooperate with our station, just like we did with ‘Super Girl’.”

Chen Wan had heard Li Mu casually mention in a previous chat that he would continuously bring out more variety shows for cooperation in the future. So, in her opinion, now was also a good opportunity for Muye Pictures and Hunan Satellite TV to strengthen their cooperation. If Li Mu had any good ideas, bringing them out would certainly be a win-win situation, benefiting both Li Mu and Hunan Satellite TV. Moreover, Chen Wan, being at Hunan Satellite TV, had received a lot of care from He Jiong, so Chen Wan also hoped Li Mu could help him.

As soon as Chen Wan spoke, He Jiong’s eyes also showed full anticipation.

Being friends with a top resource like Li Mu was already a fortunate thing. If Li Mu could really provide some resources to him, that would be for the best.

Li Mu indeed had many excellent variety show game modes, whether it was “Running Man,” “The Voice,” “Battle to the End,” “If You Are The One,” “Extreme Challenge,” or “Challenging the Impossible.” Any one of these variety show game modes, if released in today’s entertainment industry, which lacks variety, would be a phenomenon-level product that would be an instant hit. However, Li Mu wasn’t overly concerned about this profit margin. If he were to release these game modes, it wouldn’t be for making money, but rather as strategic resources, so it wasn’t time to release them yet.

Among them, the revolving chair game mode of “The Voice” was very brilliant. In Li Mu’s eyes, “The Voice” was an advanced evolution of talent shows, at least several levels higher than “Super Girl,” much like the huge gap between an i7 processor and the current Pentium processor. If “The Voice” game mode were released, it would be equivalent to prematurely ending “Super Girl”’s lifespan. When “Super Girl” was in its prime, there was absolutely no need to release “The Voice.”

Moreover, “The Voice” game mode could be fully exported globally in the form of copyright. The best time to release this show would be when Muye Pictures was ready to embark on its global strategy.

As for other reality shows, Li Mu also felt that it was not suitable to release them and cooperate with Hunan Satellite TV for now, especially a phenomenon-level reality show like “Running Man.” For people in the entertainment industry, “Running Man” was simply like the training center in “Red Alert: China’s Glory.” The magical thing about the training center was that no matter what type of unit entered it, they would come out as a level-three unit with explosive combat power. “Running Man” was the same for people in the entertainment industry.

As long as a permanent cast member of “Running Man” didn’t have a persona that was too annoying and found their correct positioning, they would definitely explode in popularity through this show. Even those who had been in the entertainment industry for more than ten years but hadn’t entered the first-tier would basically become a top-tier star/celebrity after running for one season on “Running Man.” And those celebrities who could guest on “Running Man” would also benefit greatly from the show; many previously unknown second and third-tier celebrities would immediately become famous nationwide after appearing once on “Running Man.”

If “Running Man” were to be launched, Li Mu would first need to establish Muye Pictures’ roster of contracted artists. At that time, “Running Man” would directly become a training center for his company’s artists, absorbing all the nationwide ratings traffic and then distributing this traffic to his artists, allowing them to grow rapidly.

After a moment of thought, Li Mu realized that the few top variety shows he could think of were not suitable to be brought out at this time; either the timing was wrong, or he genuinely didn’t want to part with them. Give “Running Man” to He Jiong? That was impossible. This super variety show, he would only consider bringing it out for two reasons: one was to serve as a “training center” for Muye Pictures’ artists, and the other was to give it to Chen Wan.

If Chen Wan needed it, Li Mu could bring out this show at any time and give her the role of An-baby. No one else could have it but her.

As he was racking his brain, he suddenly thought of a reality show that He Jiong had participated in during his previous life. His eyes lit up, and he asked He Jiong, “Teacher He, I have an outdoor variety show game mode here. If you’re interested, I can gift you this show.”

Teacher He asked excitedly, “General Manager Li, can you tell me more about it? What’s the general main storyline of the show?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “The main storyline is an extraordinary pastoral life. The show is called ‘Life of Longing’!”

One more chapter coming later.





Chapter 1350: Master of Extreme Modifications

“

“

Life of Longing was indeed a pastoral-themed outdoor reality show, and Li Mu truly felt that it was a breath of fresh air among countless reality shows.

“

“

Why call it a breath of fresh air? It’s because the show was very down-to-earth, realistic, and full of life. It lacked the boring games and dull, contrived entertainment gags, offering instead a sense of peace and serenity, warmth and coziness—qualities other shows didn’t possess.

“

“

In his previous life, Li Mu had watched one season of Life of Longing, and he had a soft spot for this show. Whether it was Huang Lei, who was like a culinary god, He Jiong, like a good wife, or Dahua, the honest and naive boy, their personas on the show were very distinct and remarkably consistent with their true characteristics.

“

“

The show’s format was roughly this: these three men were dropped into a farmhouse courtyard, accompanied by a dog, a few chickens, and their own small territory. The three guests would tidy up their farmhouse courtyard to make it cozy and comfortable, and then begin to welcome friends from the city, who were, without exception, all celebrities from the entertainment industry.

“

“

In each episode, the celebrities about to arrive at the farmhouse courtyard would call them to order dishes, telling them what they wanted to eat. Then, Huang Lei, based on the guests’ menu and the local conditions, would find a way to work with the other two to fulfill the guests’ requests. After the guests arrived, they would spend one day and one night experiencing the pastoral life in the farmhouse courtyard, and then an episode would generally conclude.

“

“

Such shows are similar to farming novels: they lack an especially grand story background or particularly dramatic plot climaxes. Instead, they focus on the protagonists using their own hands and the limited resources of the pastoral setting to achieve one small goal after another.

“

“

In his previous life, Li Mu truly enjoyed this show, but he also had his points of dissatisfaction. His biggest complaint was the lack of a currency system within the show, which was a very damaging omission.

“

“

In each episode, to earn money for ingredients, Huang Lei would have to temporarily negotiate with the production team, figuring out how many kilograms of corn he needed to husk to exchange for a bottle of cola or some cash, and then he would take that cash to haggle over prices with the general store owner.

“

“

Because the production team had never considered establishing a currency system for the show, there was no fixed standard for any money-for-goods transaction. Each time required temporary negotiation, with the exchange rate for corn and cash being arbitrarily decided. From this alone, a lot of potential fun was lost.

“

“

If Li Mu were to enhance this show, the first thing he would do is clearly define a monetary exchange rate system. For instance, clearly state that 500 grams of corn could be exchanged for one yuan. On this basis, the three guests could then, by husking corn, justifiably exchange it for any money or items.

“

“

Want a cola? Okay, husk one kilogram of corn to exchange for a can of cola. Want to buy one kilogram of meat? Okay, husk 7.5 kilograms of corn and you can buy one kilogram of meat. Want to save more money for any unforeseen needs? Okay, husk more corn regularly, or have the guests who visit help husk some corn. The saved corn would be the trio’s funds for the entire show. This way, the show would gain a “currency track”. Don’t underestimate this track; its presence would make the farming experience complete.

“

“

In farming novels, no one just farms or raises pigs and fish; following only that single track would be very boring. Therefore, the protagonist must earn money through their farming activities and then use that money to achieve more goals.

“

“

Therefore, along this track, an “industry track” could also be set up for them, based on the “currency track”. This means the production team would set exchange prices for various pastoral industries. For example, a Laying hen could have an exchange price of ten yuan on the show, and the production team’s item recycling price for a single egg was two yuan. If guests were interested in investing in the chicken farming industry, they could strive with all their might to husk fifty kilograms of corn, then use it to buy ten Laying hens. This way, every day thereafter, these ten hens could potentially bring them twenty yuan in cash income.

“

“

Furthermore, they could continue developing new industries from eggs. For example, if they could make cakes from the eggs, the item recycling price for each cake was five or ten yuan. As for the oven needed for baking cakes, it would cost thirty or fifty yuan. If guests were capable of crafting a homemade oven themselves, that would also be perfectly acceptable. As long as the cakes met the production team’s requirements, they could be item recycled for cash. This way, the three guests would have an even better way to make a profit.

“

“

Li Mu’s thoughts continued to expand. Besides the industry track, he felt they could also add a mission track. In other words, the production team could randomly offer several missions for them to choose from. If they could complete a mission, they would receive additional rewards. For instance, from a total mission pool of one hundred pre-formatted tasks, they could randomly draw three tasks each day to complete with the day’s guests. Each task would have different requirements and correspond to different rewards. Of course, they would have the freedom to decide whether to complete all three tasks or choose just one.

“

“

This way, the show’s entertainment value would greatly increase. The production team would no longer be seen as constantly making things difficult for the guests, but would transform into fair and impartial NPCs like in a game. Guests wouldn’t just come to help out, eat two meals, and then leave, making it so monotonous.

“

“

However, this practically meant he was completely giving Life of Longing an extreme modification. Yet, Li Mu had great confidence in his extreme modifications, especially since his extremely modified Plants vs. Zombies Online had become popular worldwide. Resisting Chinese hopping zombies with friends had now become something virtually every global internet user repeated countless times every day.

“

“

Furthermore, the second phase of Plants vs. Zombies Online’s extreme modification was nearing completion. Soon, global players would be using various plants to resist China’s unique Chinese hopping zombie appearance within a Chinese-style architectural framework. At that time, the image of the Chinese hopping zombie would also surely become popular worldwide alongside the game.

“

“

All of this was the appeal of extreme modification. Thus, Li Mu was now exceptionally interested in extreme modification. Not only would he continue with it, but in the future, he would also constantly improve his extreme modification skills, striving to make them more and more impressive with each modification!

“

“

As he thought about this, a thought suddenly sprang into Li Mu’s mind: wasn’t he essentially extremely modifying Life of Longing into his own Paradise Town?

“

“

Wasn’t Paradise Town exactly this kind of farming game? Players could earn money through farming, simultaneously expand their cultivated land area, then purchase various poultry and livestock to obtain more agricultural by-products. On this foundation, they could even establish their own industrial system—for instance, using various self-produced materials to manufacture industrial products. Eggs and milk could be made into cakes or ice cream, wool could be spun into sweaters, corn could be turned into popcorn, potatoes into chips, etc.

“

“

However, he certainly couldn’t completely reuse the entire game’s worldview framework within a variety show. But even just slightly reusing some of the game’s more iconic tropes could connect the audience with the game.

“

“

This way, Life of Longing would become the live-action version of Paradise Town.

“

“

The more Li Mu thought about it, the more feasible it seemed. Rather than doing it separately, why not combine the show and the game? This would not only increase the show’s playability and entertainment value but also continuously increase Paradise Town’s influence.

“

“

Paradise Town was a game developed by Muye Technology. Ultimately, the continuous increase in Paradise Town’s influence would be a significant brand boost for Muye Technology. And since this show was entirely planned by Muye Pictures, it would practically be a live advertisement for Muye Technology…

“

“

As for the title, simply calling it Paradise Town would definitely be inappropriate. So, why not call it “Life of Longing, Presented by Paradise Town”?

“

“

Although the show’s name would still be Life of Longing, all verbal announcements and advertisements related to it would use this bundled approach, firmly tying them together. Moreover, the game and the show inherently shared a very high degree of similarity, so this bundling effect would naturally be even better.

“

“

Furthermore, tracing this mutually reinforcing chain backward, he realized that if this show were genuinely bundle-sold with Paradise Town, the show itself would gain a very strong audience base. At that time, who knew how many Paradise Town players would tune in to watch the show.

“

“

Therefore, this approach was absolutely a multi-win situation.

“

“

At this moment, He Jiong and Chen Wan both curiously asked Li Mu, “What kind of format would a pastoral life variety show have?”

“

“

Variety shows of that era hadn’t yet entered their boom period, so neither of them could possibly imagine how a “pastoral life variety show” should be presented.

“

“

Li Mu then smiled mysteriously and asked them, “Have you ever played Paradise Town?”

“

“

Chen Wan nodded. “Of course. I’ve been playing it since it was called Happy Farm.”

“

“

“Me too,” He Jiong said. “I was a hardcore player back when it was Happy Farm. I even used to set an internal alarm to wake up after three in the morning just to harvest vegetables. While I’m not that crazy anymore, as long as I’m not on business trips, I basically log into Paradise Town every day to harvest crops and various products, then turn in missions and expand the town’s area. And I’ve spent no less than ten thousand yuan just on in-game purchases.”

“

“

Li Mu chuckled. “Since you’re both Happy Farm players, that makes things easier. I can give you a preliminary idea now: this variety show will be based on Paradise Town as a blueprint, adapting it for a real-life, realistic setting. For the specific details, I’ll arrange for someone to create a detailed proposal, and then we can have a talk with Hunan Satellite TV. If Hunan Satellite TV is interested, we’ll jointly develop this show, just like with Super Girl.”

“

“

He Jiong still couldn’t quite fathom what kind of show Li Mu was planning. Although Li Mu had stated that the show would be based on Paradise Town, the various systems within Paradise Town were quite complex. He couldn’t imagine how a video game could be adapted into a variety show. At the very least, when it came to farming, a plot of wheat might ripen in just a few minutes in the game, but in reality, it would take months. How would that even work?

“

“

However, He Jiong didn’t press further. He knew that copyright issues were involved, and if he asked too many specific questions, it would appear as though he lacked professional etiquette. It was similar to how colleagues in the film industry discuss films: no one directly asks about the specific story of a new project. At most, they’d ask for the main plot and a synopsis, because asking too many questions would implicate their confidential information.

“

“

Although He Jiong didn’t know what approach this “pastoral variety show” would take, he believed that anything Li Mu presented would surely be nothing short of excellent, and it might even be another new peak. He was willing to entrust this show to him; this was not just an act of kindness from Li Mu, but also a great opportunity for him! Regardless, he had to firmly seize this opportunity and do his utmost to do it well!

“





Chapter 1351: Standing Up for Chen Wan

Under Li Mu’s mother’s enthusiastic insistence, Chen Wan agreed to stay at Ziyun Mountain Villa for a few days. Although Li Mu’s mother also invited He Jiong to stay, He Jiong politely declined, saying that his elder brother and sister-in-law were settled in Beijing, so he always stayed with them whenever he came to Beijing.

Li Mu’s mother did not insist further, but she made them promise to have another meal at their home before leaving Beijing. He Jiong readily agreed.

The following two days, Li Mu used his spare time outside of work to simply sort through the script for the ‘extreme modification’ version of Life of Longing. Chen Wan, meanwhile, went to CCTV every day, preparing with CCTV’s gala production team for the upcoming recording of the SARS Charity Gala.

Every day after work, Li Mu would pick up Chen Wan from CCTV on his way home. On the way back each day, Chen Wan would tell Li Mu about some of the progress in her work.

On the way back the first day, Chen Wan said that Hunan Satellite TV also planned to implement a SARS charity gala, but the schedule was set for May. The station’s leaders still hoped that Chen Wan and He Jiong would co-host. Li Mu immediately told her, “Tell me in advance when the recording is, and I’ll come show my support.”

Chen Wan said, “You’re so busy normally, don’t go through the trouble of traveling all the way to Xiangdu.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Given my current situation, I basically have an obligation to participate in any slightly larger charity event. If I don’t, some people will seize on it to criticize. You know there’s a small group of people who, whenever there’s a charity event, focus on the rich and famous, checking if they’ve donated and how much. If they don’t donate, they get cursed at, and if they donate too little, they also get cursed at.”

Chen Wan said sympathetically, “Oh, why do you care every day what these people think of you? Isn’t it enough to have a clear conscience?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “They aren’t wrong to do so. Often, benchmark figures serve as role models. If there’s a charity event and I don’t donate, others might think, ‘Li Mu is so rich and didn’t donate, so why should I?’ If I do donate, then I’ve fulfilled my exemplary role as a public figure. After all, there’s nothing wrong with charity, and for me, a growing proportion of my life’s energy will be dedicated to it in the future.”

Chen Wan’s pretty brows furrowed slightly, then relaxed after a moment of thought. She said to Li Mu, “Alright, you’ve convinced me. But Xiangdu is really too far. Even if you want to fulfill your obligations, there’s no need for you to go through all that trouble yourself. Couldn’t Zi Wei attend on your behalf?”

Li Mu looked at her, his eyes full of tenderness, and asked, “Zi Wei can attend a charity event in Xiangdu on my behalf, but can she go to Xiangdu to see you on my behalf?”

As he spoke, Li Mu continued, “My trip to Xiangdu isn’t just to see you; more importantly, it’s to stand up for you. I want everyone in the entertainment industry to know that you, Chen Wan, are the only one in the entire industry who can command the resources in my hands at any time, and no one else!”

Chen Wan’s long eyelashes trembled lightly, and two rosy blushes quickly appeared on her cheeks. Barely able to hide her shyness, she looked at Li Mu and quietly asked, “Will you be able to spend two full days with me then?”

For her, whether Li Mu supported her or not wasn’t the most important thing. She was Li Mu’s woman. If Li Mu wanted her to appear in public, she would; if Li Mu wanted to ‘keep her as a cherished woman in a luxurious house,’ she would immediately leave the entertainment industry and contentedly embrace the role of a woman who is carefully cherished by him, even if others might perceive her as overly sentimental or lacking a broader perspective. So, she didn’t care if Li Mu supported her; what she cared about was the love and companionship Li Mu gave her.

Facing Chen Wan’s question, full of anticipation, Li Mu nodded and solemnly said, “Absolutely.”

Chen Wan said, overjoyed, “Then I’ll tell the station that I want to rest for a few days after the gala!”

Li Mu instructed, “Don’t mention my participation to your station yet. I bet your station will definitely include me when compiling the guest list, then contact me to seek my opinion. At that time, I’ll tell them I don’t have time and that I’ll arrange for my assistant to represent me, as well as Muye Technology and Taobao Technology. I expect your station will be quite disappointed. They will either have to passively accept it, or they’ll have to find you to invite me. When you’re the one who asks, I’ll agree.”

Chen Wan knew Li Mu was doing this to help her establish influence within the station. Moved in her heart, she nevertheless jested, “Ever since I joined Hunan Satellite TV, you’ve constantly given me all sorts of resources. Aren’t you afraid people at our station will make wild guesses about our relationship?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and candidly said, “Let them guess. Hunan Satellite TV is just a stepping stone for you. At most, a year or two from now, Hunan Satellite TV won’t be able to hold you anymore. If you’re willing then, you can take over Muye Pictures.”

Chen Wan nodded, her soft hands gently grasping Li Mu’s right hand, which was resting on the armrest. She softly said, “Anyway, I’m your woman, everything will be as you arrange.”

In Li Mu’s future planning, Muye Pictures was positioned to become a top domestic entertainment group. This would encompass artist management, music production and distribution, film and television drama production, cinema chain business, IP development and derivatives, and even variety show production and distribution—it would truly be a super aircraft carrier in the entertainment field.

Li Mu had too little energy to invest in the entertainment field, so Muye Pictures would need a highly trusted person to wield great power on his behalf in the future, and Chen Wan was the most suitable candidate.

In just over a year, Li Mu had already propelled Chen Wan to the top of the female host field. Giving himself another one or two years, he could certainly nurture Chen Wan into the entertainment industry’s top female host. As the ‘top female host,’ she would not only command everyone’s respect but also control the entire entertainment industry’s traffic, making everyone obtain resources from her. By then, Chen Wan would no longer need to appear in public as a host or artist; she could completely oversee the overall situation at Muye Pictures, influencing the development process of the entire China entertainment industry.

To achieve this goal was not difficult. Li Mu was now extending his reach into the film and television circles. The Muye Ticketing System was constantly improving its coverage, while Muye Pictures’ business personnel were taking advantage of the quiet cinema chain business during SARS to acquire cinema chains across the country. Currently, outside of first-tier cities, most cinema chains in second- and third-tier cities were very fragmented, typically with one owner operating one screening room, or at most, two or three screening rooms. They hadn’t formed truly large brands. This was a good opportunity for Muye Pictures to gather scattered parts into a whole. By investing capital to acquire these fragmented cinema chains nationwide, then renovating them, putting up the Muye Pictures brand, and integrating them into the Muye Ticketing System, they would become part of Muye Pictures’ cinema chain matrix. By then, the entire national cinema market would be under his control.

Besides cinema chains, Li Mu was also the first person in China truly able to stand on par with, or even surpass, Hollywood’s top Bigwigs in terms of resources. While Hollywood Bigwigs might look down upon Chinese films, they absolutely wouldn’t dare look down upon Li Mu and his Muye Technology. Therefore, Li Mu could introduce Hollywood resources into China, further enhancing his influence in the film and television industry.

As for variety shows, this was an even more long-term exorbitant profits business. A few years later, the whole world might be buying variety show copyrights from him. Imagine “X-Country Idol” and “X-Country The Voice” blossoming everywhere around the world, with Muye Pictures from China as the copyright exporter. The cultural influence behind this would truly be extraordinary.

By then, Muye Pictures could fully establish a vast entertainment ecosystem.

For signed singers, their songs and albums could quickly become famous nationwide through YY’s influence. Even losing Eting.com wouldn’t matter, as YYtunes would soon be launched, and in China, it would be named YY Music. This way, they could not only monopolize the online streaming share from the software side but also bind users by combining it with Mango-ME’s hardware, further assisting the incubation of their own singers.

For signed actors, Muye Pictures could provide many high-quality film and television drama projects. These projects could achieve the best promotional effects through YY’s influence, and then, through their control over cinema chains, obtain higher screening rates and better box office results. This was also an excellent way to accelerate the incubation of film stars.

Their own talent shows could be used to sign better singers and artists.

Their own variety shows could be used to increase the exposure of their signed artists, enhancing their popularity and influence.

This way, he would effectively build the first and only super nuclear power plant in an entertainment industry filled with small power stations.

…

What Chen Wan hadn’t expected was that just as Li Mu finished telling her he would go to Xiangdu to support her, the leaders of Hunan Satellite TV had already started setting their sights on him.

With CCTV’s gala recording imminent, Hunan Satellite TV, as the most successful provincial satellite TV channel in China, had a very keen sense for such matters. In the very days Chen Wan was in Beijing, the station had already passed a high-level management meeting, deciding to initiate Hunan Satellite TV’s own SARS charity gala. The recording time for the gala was set before May tenth, and it would then be broadcast on May seventeenth.

After the performance time was set, the station immediately organized a special task force to fully follow up on all relevant matters concerning the gala. Staff within the group began to determine venue, lighting, stereo equipment, and other hardware issues, while also starting to formulate the guest performer list.

Since it was a charity gala, besides regular song performances, there would also be a donation segment for entrepreneurs and social elites. So, Hunan Satellite TV’s staff started sorting through the celebrity resources they had close collaborations and good relationships with, while also searching for businesses they had cooperative relationships with, such as advertisers, naming sponsors, and general sponsors, hoping they could come and show their support. Of course, Hunan Satellite TV wouldn’t let them contribute for nothing. Ostensibly, they were asked to contribute to the fight against SARS, but privately, the station would also use its various resources to compensate them. Otherwise, if it were just a simple donation, many entrepreneurs wouldn’t bite.

When compiling the list, Hunan Satellite TV listed Li Mu as the top priority invitation in the entrepreneur category. After all, Li Mu’s influence was too great; if he could come, the entire gala’s prestige would jump up a notch.

So, Hunan Satellite TV immediately followed convention and contacted Muye Technology’s public relations department, sending over the invitation.

For an official-to-official invitation, going through public relations was the most appropriate method, and Hunan Satellite TV knew the rules.

After Muye Technology’s public relations department received the invitation, they also followed internal routine procedures and forwarded the invitation to Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei. All official-to-official invitations would converge with Li Ziwei, and then she would relay them to Li Mu.

The next morning, Li Ziwei came to Li Mu’s office and said to him, “General Manager Li, Hunan Satellite TV is holding a SARS-themed charity gala in early May. The preliminary recording time is set for May eighth, and they hope to invite you to attend in person. Are you available? They said if you’re not available on the eighth, they can arrange the recording time according to your schedule within the six days from the fifth to the tenth. In other words, whichever day you’re free within those six days, the entire gala can accommodate your schedule.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled calmly, “Please reply to them that I won’t be available during any of those six days, so I won’t be able to attend in person. However, I will arrange for you to attend on my behalf, representing Muye Technology and Taobao Technology.”





Chapter 1352: Encountering Changes

Hunan Satellite TV was undoubtedly disappointed.

Although Li Ziwei had gained some fame, she was, after all, only Li Mu’s personal assistant. To truly elevate the gala, Li Mu himself had to be present.

However, Li Mu’s reply, from an official standpoint, was already very respectful. He couldn’t come himself, but he didn’t refuse to participate and even sent his personal assistant to represent him and two companies. This implied that, aside from his personal absence, everything else would be handled without neglect; he would make statements and donate as required.

For Hunan Satellite TV’s ambition, this was still far from enough.

What was the point of inviting Andy Lau’s agent if Andy Lau himself couldn’t be invited? What the audience truly cared about was Andy Lau, and him alone.

Therefore, Hunan Satellite TV’s executives immediately thought of Chen Wan.

Since the official channels didn’t work, they had to find a way through personal connections.

Chen Wan, Hunan Satellite TV’s star host, had always maintained a very close relationship with Li Mu. Their personal connection was an open secret within Hunan Satellite TV. Thus, after Li Mu gracefully declined the invitation, the TV station leadership’s first thought was Chen Wan.

While Chen Wan was in a meeting with the director’s team at CCTV, she suddenly received a call from the head. On the phone, the caller first inquired about her well-being without any leader’s airs, then fully affirmed the great significance of Chen Wan and He Jiong’s support for CCTV this time, and finally got to the main point, saying to Chen Wan in a consultative and pleading tone:

“Chen Wan, there’s something I’d like to ask for your help with, representing our entire Hunan Satellite TV…”

Chen Wan immediately realized the true intention of the executive.

Li Mu had only mentioned this matter to her yesterday. He had guessed that Hunan Satellite TV would invite him, and he had also guessed that if he gracefully declined the station’s invitation, Hunan Satellite TV would definitely look to her for a breakthrough.

Chen Wan both sighed with admiration at Li Mu’s accurate judgment of the station’s executives and feigned curiosity as she asked, “Station Director, whatever it is you need my help with, please just say it. I’ll definitely do what I can, and I’ll certainly try my best even if I can’t.”

After saying this, Chen Wan couldn’t help but shake her head repeatedly. She had originally been someone who couldn’t even tell a lie, but Li Mu had transformed her into a little fox who could play dumb effortlessly.

The Station Director then spoke, “Ah, it’s like this: The station’s anti-SARS gala hopes to invite Mr. Li Mu as an on-site guest. However, after we communicated with Muye Technology’s public relations department, Mr. Li replied through his assistant and PR that he doesn’t have time to attend. The station feels that Mr. Li is a pioneer in philanthropy among domestic entrepreneurs, and if he could be present, it would be an extraordinary affirmation for our gala, and even for our Hunan Satellite TV. So, I’d like to ask for your help. Please communicate with Mr. Li, using your personal connections, and see if you can invite him to come.”

Chen Wan hesitated slightly, then agreed, “Alright, Station Director, I can try, but I can’t guarantee you that it will definitely work.”

The Station Director hastily said, “No worries, no worries, just devote yourself to the utmost.”

After speaking, the Station Director added, “However, this is truly very important to the station, so please do try your best to secure it.”

“Alright, Station Director, I’ll do my best.”

Upon returning to the conference room, Chen Wan found the atmosphere somewhat off. Before she left, everyone had been discussing very enthusiastically, but unexpectedly, when she re-entered, the room had become much quieter, and everyone’s expressions were a bit solemn.

Chen Wan sat down in her seat and quietly asked He Jiong beside her, “What happened?”

He Jiong lowered his voice and replied softly, “The World Health Organization has issued another warning. It seems to have exaggerated China’s current epidemic situation, claiming we haven’t fully disclosed all relevant information about the epidemic. So, they’ve sternly warned overseas citizens that China is currently very dangerous, advising them to avoid traveling to China, especially Guangdong Province and Beijing.”

Chen Wan frowned. “Isn’t the government’s epidemic prevention work being done very promptly? The overall spread rate of the epidemic is far lower than overseas media estimates. How can the WHO still issue such a warning? And the government’s current information disclosure is already 100% transparent. Aren’t they making a false accusation?”

He Jiong said, “The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has already lodged a protest. The WHO has clearly exaggerated the domestic epidemic’s development this time.”

After speaking, He Jiong continued, “The biggest problem isn’t even that. After the WHO issued this warning, several Hong Kong and Taiwan celebrities originally scheduled to participate in our charity gala communicated with the program team, saying they were still quite worried about the epidemic in mainland China for the time being, and thus temporarily decided not to participate in the recording of this charity gala.”

“Ah?” Chen Wan was stunned.

A moment later, Chen Wan followed up with a question: “How many people are absent in total?”

“Four,” He Jiong said. “There are twenty-five celebrity singers in total: fifteen from the mainland and ten from Hong Kong and Taiwan. But now four people are missing.”

Chen Wan asked him, “What do we do now?”

He Jiong shook his head and said, “I don’t know either. The program team’s biggest concern right now is whether more Hong Kong and Taiwan singers will temporarily back out. After all, this WHO warning contains a large degree of exaggeration, and it’s human nature for these celebrities to worry about their physical safety…”

Chen Wan sighed, “How about we just replace them? It’s still very easy to find four replacement singers in Beijing.”

He Jiong said, “Finding replacements is easy, but the impact won’t be the same. This is an extraordinary period, and CCTV definitely still hopes to have singers from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan unite to complete this anti-SARS charity gala. After all, it’s not just the mainland affected by this epidemic; the Hong Kong and Taiwan regions are also affected. If celebrities from all these areas can come onto the stage together at this time, it would not only be a great comfort to the people across all regions but also highlight the national spirit of unity and common resistance against SARS. If it goes smoothly without unexpected issues, it will undoubtedly become a very positive energy performance.”

Chen Wan nodded thoughtfully. He Jiong’s experience was indeed much richer than her own; he could see the essence of problems more clearly. National unity across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan was inherently a grand theme for the Chinese nation. In the face of a common epidemic, if this theme could be promoted accurately and appropriately, it would truly be the best possible outcome.

Just then, an assistant rushed in and whispered something in the director’s ear. The director, whose expression was already grim, suddenly became even gloomier.

A moment later, the director stood up and said to everyone, “Everyone, another Hong Kong and Taiwan singer has temporarily decided to withdraw from this gala due to the WHO’s warning. The program’s preparation staff and public relations personnel will stay behind to hold a meeting and discuss emergency plans. The rest of you can go back and rest first.”

He Jiong and Chen Wan exchanged a glance. They were hosts, not behind-the-scenes staff, let alone program preparation personnel. It was naturally unsuitable for them to remain there at this time, so they both, along with other unrelated staff, stood up and exited the conference room.

Before the others left, the director added, “Oh, by the way, everyone, if you have reliable resources for Hong Kong and Taiwan singers, please help to identify them. If there’s anyone suitable and willing to come as a replacement, please inform me in advance. Thank you!”

Everyone nodded in agreement, then exited one after another.

After leaving the conference room, He Jiong checked the time and said, “It’s almost six o’clock. How about we just head off work directly? I’ll go back and sort through my resources, contacting the Hong Kong and Taiwan singers I’m more familiar with one by one to see if anyone is willing to come and help out. Xiaowan, if you have any relevant resources, we can go through them first. If there’s overlap, we can persuade them together to increase the success rate.”

Chen Wan said awkwardly, “Teacher He, I don’t think I have many Hong Kong and Taiwan singer resources with good personal connections. Those I know are mostly guests who have appeared on our show, and I don’t have much personal connection with them. How about I try contacting them…”

He Jiong waved his hand and sighed deeply. “Forget it, Xiaowan. If your personal connection isn’t strong enough, extending such an invitation at this time can easily offend people. If you don’t mention it, they wouldn’t have to consider these things at all. But once you bring up an invitation, it’s like putting them in an awkward position where they don’t want to agree but also can’t easily refuse…”

Then, He Jiong helplessly shook his head and said, “This matter still needs to be planned for the long term. I’ll sort it out properly tonight. If we’re inviting someone, it must be someone with whom we have a certain degree of personal connection. Only then can they trust that you won’t spread the word that you invited them, allowing them to consider the issue autonomously, without any moral coercion.”

…

Chen Wan sat in CCTV’s cafe for a while, drinking a cup of coffee, waiting for Li Mu to pick her up and return to Ziyun Mountain Villa.

After Li Mu finished work, he drove himself to CCTV. After sending Chen Wan a text message, she appeared before him within a few minutes.

Seeing Chen Wan looking a bit tired, Li Mu asked her, “The rehearsal is in just three days. Have you been particularly tired lately?”

Chen Wan nodded and said, “Tired, yes, quite tired, but I’ve gotten used to it. Happy Camp sometimes records two episodes consecutively, which is much more tiring than this.”

Li Mu said caringly, “After this event, you’ll have to go back to Xiangdu to prepare for the Hunan Satellite TV one. Working non-stop like this, your body might not be able to handle it, right?”

“Not at all,” Chen Wan said with a smile. “For performances at our own station, we’re not as constrained, so it’s much more relaxed mentally.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu said, slightly relieved. “If you’re too tired, I could probably help you postpone this performance as much as possible.”

Chen Wan asked curiously, “How would you postpone it?”

Li Mu laughed, “People from Hunan Satellite TV contacted our public relations department and invited me to attend this gala. If I agree to go, the performance time can be set to accommodate me. Any day from the fifth to the tenth can be scheduled according to my availability. If you want to rest for a few days first, I can communicate with them and see if we can schedule it for the 12th or even later.”

Chen Wan said, “Today, the Station Director called me specifically about this, saying he wanted to ask for my help to see if I could persuade you to come.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I knew your station would definitely come to you for help.”

Then, Li Mu asked her, “How did you reply?”

Chen Wan replied, “I said I’d do my best.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then you can tell them tomorrow that, after your invitation, I’ve agreed to participate.”

Chen Wan pursed her lips and was silent for a moment, then suddenly changed the topic and said to Li Mu, “The CCTV gala had a bit of an unexpected turn, and I still feel quite upset about it.”

Li Mu asked her, “What kind of incident happened?”

Chen Wan asked Li Mu, “Have you heard about the WHO issuing another warning?”

Li Mu nodded, “I heard about it. We were just discussing it at the company.”

Chen Wan asked, “What’s your take on it?”

Li Mu said, “The WHO’s statement is definitely irresponsible. The country is now publicly disclosing all epidemic developments in real-time, without any concealment, and this is unquestionable. Furthermore, media outlets nationwide have the right to independent investigation and reporting. The government has specifically issued a document stating that no department or individual may interfere with normal media reporting. So, our current epidemic is indeed not as serious as Westerners imagine.”

Chen Wan curiously asked, “Then why would the WHO still issue such an irresponsible warning?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Let me put it this way: Western countries and media originally really wanted to seize this opportunity to heavily sensationalize the China epidemic, both to tarnish China’s image in the eyes of Western citizens and to demonize our government. However, this time, the government’s handling of the epidemic has been impeccable, making it difficult for Western media to exploit the issue. This has made them quite uncomfortable. Besides that, there’s another interesting reason: in the West, everyone is currently busy playing Plants vs. Zombies Online, with no time to pay attention to these news outlets, which makes Western governments and media even more frustrated.”

Chen Wan nodded in sudden realization. “I understand. The WHO’s warning is actually their disguised form of tarnishing our image.”

“That’s right,” Li Mu said with a laugh. “Western media hasn’t been smearing us for just a day or two. Many seemingly authoritative international organizations are actually controlled by the West, so sometimes they also engage in colluding in evil. YY has already sent clarifying push notifications to global users regarding this matter, which should help recover some ground. As for the rest, there’s nothing we can do. You could say being smeared is actually healthier. We’ve been smeared countless times over the years; the intensity this time is nothing remarkable compared to the past.”

Chen Wan helplessly said, “But what they’re doing will indeed mislead many people. This CCTV gala had ten Hong Kong and Taiwan singers, but because the WHO said Beijing is very dangerous right now, five of them have already withdrawn. They’re unwilling to come to China during what seems like a very dangerous period.”

“So underhanded?” Li Mu frowned, then waved his hand and said, “However, it’s human nature for them to worry at this time, so it’s understandable. And actually, this matter doesn’t really matter. Beijing has so many singers, we can easily find enough people to fill the spots anytime.”

Chen Wan said, “I thought the same at first, but the director and other preparation staff seem very disappointed. Teacher He analyzed that CCTV might have wanted to promote the spirit of unity across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, and their joint fight against SARS, through the participation of celebrities from all these regions in the gala. So, the idea was quite profound. With this happening, achieving that vision might be very difficult…”

Li Mu felt as if he had received a wake-up call. He had originally thought it was just a charity gala for the epidemic, so he hadn’t particularly focused on its format, much less put effort into contemplating its deeper meaning. Only after Chen Wan mentioned this did he instantly see the deeper intention clearly.

Having understood this deeper level, Li Mu’s brows immediately furrowed tightly. This deep implication was excellent and highly significant; for it to fall through like this was truly a pity…

Almost in an instant, Li Mu made a decision: he had to find a way to help salvage the situation!





Chapter 1353: Saving the Day is Like Putting Out a Fire!

As the saying goes, saving the day is like putting out a fire. If such a meaningful event ultimately failed, it would indeed be a great pity.

There was nothing wrong with the singers who refused to come to Beijing out of safety concerns. The current problem wasn’t to condemn these people, but to find more suitable individuals to fill the spots.

So, Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “Who were the ten Hong Kong and Taiwan singers originally invited?”

Chen Wan listed a large number of names, most of whom were well-known singers. Among them were even King Liu, and A-Mei from Taiwan. One was a member of Hong Kong’s Four Heavenly Kings, and the other was one of Taiwan’s top female powerhouse singers. These two were also the representative figures from Hong Kong and Taiwan respectively for this performance.

Li Mu then asked, “So, who decided not to participate at the last minute?”

Chen Wan replied, “I need to call and ask about that; the director didn’t specify.”

Afterward, Chen Wan made a call to confirm. The feedback she received was that King Liu could still arrive as planned, but A-Mei had changed her plans and withdrawn from the performance.

Li Mu nodded and said, “Didn’t CCTV invite Luo Dayou?”

“No,” Chen Wan said. “He wasn’t on the list, but I’m not sure if he was invited previously.”

Li Mu nodded lightly. There were many famous musicians from Hong Kong and Taiwan. It didn’t matter if five people withdrew, but the crucial point was that the five replacements must have sufficient standing to command influence. So, what Li Mu thought of was to find a way to add several influential Hong Kong and Taiwan singers to the gala. Among Taiwanese singers, the first people he thought of were Luo Dayou, Su Rui, and Cai Qin, all powerhouse vocalists.

However, Li Mu didn’t have personal connections with these singers. He was worried that his influence wouldn’t be enough to ask others to come to Beijing to save the day at this time. After much thought, he decided he should first find an influential senior figure in the Hong Kong and Taiwan music industry and then have that person help him lobby others. Although it might be difficult for them to come to Beijing under pressure at this moment, Li Mu could promise generous resources in return. Li Mu believed that the resources at his disposal were far greater than those of the gala’s director, and with his powerful resources alone, he would surely be able to persuade some people to come and save the day.

As for choosing this senior figure who could act as a go-between, Li Mu had almost no hesitation. He thought of only two people, and they were two individuals with whom he had a deep relationship – Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui.

The influence of these two in the Hong Kong and Taiwan entertainment industry went without saying. Both of them, in terms of status, identity, and qualifications, were more senior than the Four Heavenly Kings.

Moreover, these two had a very good personal relationship with Li Mu; it could be said that Li Mu had saved both their lives.

Initially, at the Nursing Seedling Fund banquet, Li Mu helped Leslie Cheung angrily confront Zu Yaoting, who had tried to mock him publicly, instantly reversing the gossip and public opinion in Hong Kong at the time and largely preserving Leslie Cheung’s reputation.

Later, knowing that Leslie Cheung suffered from depression, Li Mu specifically invited him to become a Student Aid Ambassador for the 3321 Student Aid Fund, allowing him to temporarily leave the complexities of the entertainment industry and engage in many significant charitable acts. This greatly alleviated his depression and helped him escape the numerous torments caused by the illness.

Subsequently, Li Mu also saved Anita Mui. At that time, out of concern for her friend, Anita Mui accepted Li Mu’s invitation and became a Student Aid Ambassador alongside Leslie Cheung. After Anita Mui finished her student aid journey, Li Mu insisted on arranging a detailed physical examination for her, ostensibly fearing she might contract diseases in poverty-stricken areas, but in reality, he wanted to see if her cancer could be detected early. As unexpected as it was, it was indeed discovered in its early to mid-stage, which is when the survival rate is highest.

Following that, Anita Mui went to the United States for treatment accompanied by Leslie Cheung. The two later chose to simply live in the United States, temporarily staying away from the complexities of the entertainment industry. Anita Mui’s health also recovered significantly. According to the doctor’s estimation, the possibility of recurrence within a few years was low; such cases were common in the United States, with most patients surviving for over ten years.

With this level of connection, Li Mu felt that asking them for help with this matter should be no problem. With their influence, coupled with his promised resources, it wouldn’t be difficult to gather five influential Hong Kong and Taiwan singers in a short time.

So, Li Mu checked the time, calculating that it was half past five in the morning in New York. He then said to Chen Wan, “Wait another three hours. After I get home for dinner, I’ll call bro and ask him for help.”

“Bro? Which bro?” Chen Wan looked surprised.

Li Mu chuckled, “Bro, Leslie Cheung!”

Chen Wan suddenly realized, blurting out, “Didn’t bro retire from the entertainment industry? I heard news that he’s living in the United States.”

Li Mu nodded, “He retired from the entertainment industry, but he’s still a senior figure who helped so many younger generations. His influence is still there. If bro is willing to help, this matter is most likely salvageable. And besides bro, there’s also Sister Mui.”

Chen Wan then recalled Li Mu’s relationship with the two of them and said with pleasant surprise, “If bro and Sister Mui can really help, this matter will definitely be resolved smoothly!”

…

Three hours later, Li Mu stood in the courtyard of Ziyun Mountain Villa, making a call to Leslie Cheung in the United States.

Li Mu put his phone on speaker because Chen Wan was standing beside him.

At this time, Leslie Cheung had already been up for a while and had just returned from a morning run with Sister Mui.

He and Sister Mui lived in a wealthy suburban area of New York. The two lived in the same villa, which Leslie Cheung had specifically bought to care for Anita Mui’s medical treatment in the United States. The two could be described as friends who had faced life and death together, with an unbreakable bond. After living together for so long, their friendship had only grown stronger.

Suddenly receiving Li Mu’s call, Leslie Cheung was also very surprised. He didn’t rush to answer the phone but said to Sister Mui, who was about to go upstairs, “Anita, it’s Li Mu calling!”

“Oh?” Anita Mui was immediately overjoyed. She had been about to go shower but instantly turned and came back down the stairs, saying, “My benefactor is calling? Answer it, quickly!”

Whenever doctors told Anita Mui that her cancer had been discovered very early, she felt particularly grateful to Li Mu. So, she privately told Leslie Cheung that Li Mu was her benefactor. If not for Li Mu, given her indifferent attitude toward physical examinations, she feared that by the time it was truly discovered, it would have been beyond saving.

Leslie Cheung answered the call at this point, saying with a smile, “General Manager Li, what makes you so free to call me?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Bro, don’t jest with me. I’ve been too busy lately and haven’t had a chance to contact you and Sister Mui. I hope you two aren’t mad at me.”

“How could we be?” Leslie Cheung said with a laugh. “Anita and I have always been following your recent news. You’re too formidable now; people on Wall Street discuss you and your companies all day long. Many even say you’ll become the wealthiest person in the world soon. Anita and I are both very happy for you and can see that you’re operating so many things at once, so we know you must be very busy.”

Li Mu said, “Thank you for your understanding, bro. How have you and Sister Mui been doing recently?”

“We’re doing great,” Leslie Cheung replied with a smile. “Anita’s health has recovered. The doctor has finished her treatment. From now on, she only needs to maintain the frequency of check-ups the doctor requires. We’ve finally been able to relax completely recently, spending our days exercising and enjoying life.”

Then, Leslie Cheung asked with concern, “I heard the SARS epidemic is quite serious in China now. You should still be in Beijing, right? Is the situation in Beijing as serious as the media here says?”

Li Mu said, “I’m still in Beijing. The epidemic in Beijing isn’t as serious as the Western media claims. They have been sparing no effort to smear China, and naturally, they wouldn’t miss this opportunity.”

Leslie Cheung sighed in relief, saying, “That’s good, if it’s not that serious. Anita and I have always wanted to ask about your recent situation, but we were worried we’d disturb you.”

At this moment, Anita Mui on his side also spoke, “That’s right, Xiao Mu. Leslie is right. We’ve both been following your situation and are very concerned about how you’re doing.”

Li Mu smiled, “Thank you for your concern, Sister Mui.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Bro, Sister Mui, the reason I’m calling you today is that there’s something I’d like to ask for your help with…”

The two said in unison, “Just say whatever you need.”

Li Mu then detailed the situation CCTV was encountering in preparing the anti-SARS charity gala, including the positive implications behind it. After listening to Li Mu’s request, there was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. Li Mu on his end was a little worried, thinking they might find the matter difficult.

Unexpectedly, half a minute later, Leslie Cheung’s voice suddenly came from the other end. He said, “Xiao Mu, Anita and I have reached a consensus. Aren’t there still three days until the rehearsal? We’ll pack our bags immediately, then buy the earliest flight to Beijing. If you don’t disdain us, we’ll go and fill the spots for this performance!”

Li Mu was instantly overwhelmed with pleasant surprise!

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui coming from the United States to fill spots for this performance! That was truly far beyond what he had expected!

Chen Wan’s face was also filled with shock and disbelief. Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui had only been silent for a few tens of seconds. In those tens of seconds, they had made the decision to cross half the globe to Beijing to save the day?! This was truly incredible!

Before Li Mu could fully come to his senses, Anita Mui spoke again, “Mr. Luo Dayou and Ms. Cai Qin from Taiwan have very good relationships with me. I believe in their character, so I’ll contact them shortly. If they can make time, I’ll try my best to invite them to participate too!”

Li Mu was even more beaming with joy!

At this point, Leslie Cheung added, “I still have many good friends here in Hong Kong. Jacky and Eason have good personal relationships with me. I’ll also contact them shortly to see if they’re willing to participate and try to persuade them.”

Oh my goodness!

Li Mu suddenly felt like he’d struck it rich overnight!

So he hastily thanked them, “Bro, Sister Mui, I truly can’t thank you enough. I won’t say any more polite words. I’ll be waiting for you at Beijing Airport!”

Leslie Cheung said, “Okay, then I’ll hang up now to call Jacky.”

At this moment, Anita Mui suddenly said, “Oh, by the way, Xiao Mu, if you want to highlight the unity of Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, I suggest you change the song then. Don’t sing ‘Sunshine Always Follows the Rain’ anymore.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Then what should I sing?”

Anita Mui said, “I remember a few years ago, UFO Records in Taiwan released a song called ‘One Big Happy Family.’ I think the lyrics of this song are perfectly suitable for this gala! If you’re willing to sing this song, Leslie and I can come and back you up! Then we can call on some more stars from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan to join us on stage to sing together in the latter half of the song. That way, the effect will be especially fantastic!”

“One Big Happy Family”?

The lyrics of this song immediately appeared in Li Mu’s mind:

“I like to remember your warm embrace when I’m hurt,

I like to think of your eternal great tolerance when I’m angry…”

“I like a family creating dreams towards the same direction,

When others are happy, it feels like one’s own happiness…”

“Because we are one family, a loving family,

Prosperity should be shared, difficulties must be faced together,

Exchanging mutual understanding and companionship for everlasting warmth…”

Anita Mui was absolutely right. This song was definitely the most suitable one for this gala! Moreover, if singers from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan truly sang this song together, the implication would be incredibly positive energy!





Chapter 1367: Unprecedented and Unmatched

Within half an hour, Li Mu received the good news from Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui.

Jacky Cheung, Eason Chan, Lo Ta-yu, and Tsai Chin all accepted their invitations, deciding to cancel their original work schedules and rush to Beijing to participate in the recording of this gala. Originally, five slots were empty, but now there were suddenly six additional participants.

Li Mu was exceptionally excited. If Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and the four singers they contacted could all be present, it would truly be a super-luxury lineup. The influence of this gala would definitely see a huge increase. If he also changed “Sunshine Always Follows the Rain” to “One Big Happy Family,” it would be absolutely perfect.

So, Li Mu immediately told Chen Wan, who was also ecstatic: “Now call the gala’s director. Three things: First, inform him that these six stars are willing to salvage the situation, and ask him to make proper arrangements to ensure they don’t bail out; second, the song I originally submitted will be changed to ‘One Big Happy Family.’ For the first half, my bro, Sister Mui, and I will sing, and for the second half, two to three singers will be selected from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan to join in. Third, this performance has the potential to go down in the history of the entertainment industry, so it’s absolutely imperative that all singers perform live. If they don’t accept this, I’ll be the first to withdraw.”

Bigshots from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan gathering in Beijing—a city Western media portrayed as the most dangerous—to contribute their voices to the fight against SARS. The lineup alone was once-in-a-lifetime. Putting others aside, just Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui: who could possibly invite them to perform now? They weren’t interested in special concerts at the Red Pavilion, let alone such a large-scale variety show! So, to gather such a lineup was simply a miracle, a miracle far more awesome than the CCTV Spring Festival Gala.

What’s more, this itself was a very meaningful event, radiating extraordinary positive energy. This performance would surely bring immense encouragement to all compatriots of the Chinese nation—not just those from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, but also compatriots and overseas Chinese living far away in various countries around the world.

Such a major performance was truly unprecedented and unmatched, destined to go down in the annals of the Chinese-language entertainment industry. But if such a profoundly meaningful performance were to use fake singing, that would be a colossal blunder!

Therefore, Li Mu had to give the gala production team director enough temptation and pressure, using the lineup of these six superstars and his own participation, to tempt and compel him to choose real singing.

Chen Wan was completely obedient to Li Mu’s commands, so she immediately complied. She took out her phone and called the director team.

The director was currently swamped with work in the conference room.

To find Hong Kong and Taiwan stars to fill a spot, he and the program preparation team had made countless calls, but practically no Hong Kong or Taiwan singer could confirm their availability to save the day.

This was not only because Western media was exaggerating the epidemic situation in Beijing but also because such an urgent schedule would almost certainly clash with their original work arrangements.

Most first-tier and second-tier stars are extremely busy. Actors must join film crews, accept endorsements, shoot commercials, and rush to various announcements. For 365 days a year, they practically have clear arrangements for 350 days. Singers are the same: they have to enter recording studios, hold concert tours or participate in various commercial performances, shoot music videos, accept advertisements, and rush to announcements. Throughout the year, there are very few days when they can relax.

Typically, such stars have their work scheduled for the next one or two months, making it very unlikely they could spare time temporarily. Sparing even half a day would be difficult, let alone for the CCTV gala, which requires rehearsals and recording, taking at least two days.

So, suddenly trying to find these stars meant almost no one could spare the time.

However, many stars in Hong Kong and Taiwan did have spare time, but their star power wasn’t quite enough. Even if they wanted to come, the director and other people in charge might not deem them worthy…

Insufficient star power was the most awkward thing. If they wanted to highlight the kinship in shared hardship and deep connection between Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan through this performance, but the celebrities’ star power wasn’t enough, then it wouldn’t just feel a little off; it would be far from meeting the mark.

Just as he was at a loss for what to do, Chen Wan called the director. Although he was in an extremely frustrated mood and had already rejected several calls from friends, seeing Chen Wan’s number, he hesitated for a moment but chose to answer.

This CCTV director was not very familiar with Chen Wan. This gala was their first collaboration. At first, he somewhat put on airs as a CCTV director, always feeling that a host from a local station was inferior to himself. But after a few days of working together, he found that Chen Wan and He Jiong’s professional capabilities and professional ethics were not at all inferior to those of CCTV hosts. In some aspects, they were even stronger than CCTV hosts. At the very least, CCTV hosts were inherently weak in terms of entertainment value.

The call connected, and Director Xu, his voice slightly despondent, asked Chen Wan: “Teacher Chen, do you need something calling so late?”

In the acting industry, the most friendly way to address each other is “Teacher.” So normally, in the production team, aside from calling the director “Director [Surname]”, everyone else generally addresses each other as “Teacher.”

Chen Wan said: “Director Xu, I informed General Manager Li of Muye Technology about today’s sudden situation. He urgently contacted Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, and both of them have decided to return to the country immediately to salvage the situation. They are expected to arrive in Beijing tomorrow evening.”

Director Xu didn’t react immediately, only instinctively repeating: “Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui are coming to salvage the situation? These two haven’t shown up for quite some time…”

At this point, he suddenly came to his senses. He sprang to his feet in the conference room, his voice nearly doubling in volume, and asked in shock: “What did you say?! Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui are coming to salvage the situation?! Saving our situation?! Teacher Chen, are you sure you’re not kidding me?!”

This roar sent a jolt of shock through the entire conference room!

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui?!

How could that be?!

Both of them were superstars and senior figures in Hong Kong’s entertainment industry, with enormous influence throughout the Chinese world. A while ago, both gradually faded out of the entertainment industry, causing countless media to express regret. All movie fans, music fans, and fans were waiting for their official comeback. At this moment, the biggest superstar resources they couldn’t even dream of aspiring to invite were probably these two!

The entire preparation team had gone through the current Hong Kong and Taiwan stars countless times, counting them on their fingers, listing every star who might be invited. But no one dared to include these two! How could they?! It was said that an event promoter offered Leslie Cheung over one hundred million Hong Kong dollars to make a comeback and hold a global tour, but Leslie Cheung rejected it without hesitation. Anita Mui also received an almost identical offer, but neither of them remained unmoved. One Hong Kong media gossip outlet even jokingly claimed that unless a bigshot in Hong Kong’s entertainment industry passed away, these two would never appear in public view. This shows how difficult it is to invite these two to come out of retirement now!

But now, these two super bigshots of Hong Kong’s entertainment industry are actually coming to participate in this charity gala? And they are proactively coming, without even being invited. Such an incredible thing, no one would dare to believe it.

At this moment, Chen Wan told Director Xu: “Director Xu, why would I joke about something like this with you? They were invited by General Manager Li.”

“But I saw news a while ago saying they were in the United States! And it seemed Teacher Anita Mui was diagnosed with cancer and had been receiving treatment in the United States…”

“That’s right,” Chen Wan said. “They both have indeed been in the United States, but after General Manager Li extended the invitation, they immediately decided to return to the country to salvage the situation.”

It took Director Xu more than ten seconds to come to his senses. His phone was almost shaking out of his hand from excitement. He said: “Thank you, Teacher Chen, thank you, Teacher Chen! This has truly saved all of us!”

Chen Wan smiled: “I’m just a messenger. If you want to thank someone, you should thank General Manager Li, after all, it’s all thanks to his effort.”

Director Xu nodded repeatedly, saying: “Definitely! I will definitely thank General Manager Li properly!”

Chen Wan said: “And, there’s more good news than just this.”

Director Xu asked in surprise: “What other good news is there?”

Chen Wan said: “Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui highly appreciate the implication of our gala, so they used their own connections to invite several Hong Kong and Taiwan stars, including Jacky Cheung and Eason Chan from Hong Kong, and Lo Ta-yu and Tsai Chin from Taiwan.”

Director Xu felt an unprecedented wave of happiness explode in his mind like a nuclear bomb. He was so excited he could barely stand, and he stuttered, “Teacher Chen, those four singers are also coming to salvage the situation?”

“Yes,” Chen Wan said. “The time has been confirmed. The latest arrival will be in Beijing at 1:30 AM the day after tomorrow.”

Director Xu quickly said: “Then I’ll arrange the reception work right away.”

“You don’t need to trouble yourself, Director Xu,” Chen Wan said. “General Manager Li has already made arrangements for this aspect. His staff will coordinate and handle it. If all goes well, all the performers will be able to participate in our rehearsal three days from now.”

“Excellent, excellent!” Director Xu was overwhelmed with excitement and quickly said: “I will immediately hold a meeting with everyone to adjust the performance schedule based on the new list.”

Chen Wan said: “Director Xu, there are two more things I need to tell you.”

“Teacher Chen, please go ahead.”

“General Manager Li wants to change the song ‘Sunshine Always Follows the Rain’ to ‘One Big Happy Family.’ He will perform this song with Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and the four other Hong Kong and Taiwan singers. You will also need to add a few mainland singers.”

“No problem!” Director Xu’s eyes lit up. The song “One Big Happy Family” is much more thematic than “Sunshine Always Follows the Rain.” This song choice is truly perfect.

Chen Wan added: “In addition, General Manager Li has a clear requirement: the entire gala must feature real singing. This must be achieved.”

Director Xu nodded repeatedly almost without thinking: “Please rest assured, General Manager Li, we will definitely achieve it!”

Director Xu also clearly understood in his heart that even the CCTV Spring Festival Gala couldn’t compare to such a perfect lineup with so many big shots. It was a rare and highly sought-after opportunity to gather such a lineup. For such a high-caliber performance, if they still resorted to fake singing, it would truly be a huge disgrace. So, he almost immediately made up his mind to ensure that this gala would not have any accidents or flaws and would definitely present a perfect report card to compatriots in Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, as well as overseas Chinese.





Chapter 1355: Push! Push with All Your Might!

The good news from Chen Wan sent the entire meeting room into an uproar!

The staff, who had been cloaked in gloomy melancholy moments before, cheered and embraced each other with excitement. The feeling of going from hell one second to heaven the next was simply exhilarating. This wasn’t just surviving a catastrophe; it was ascension after catastrophe!

Just consider the lineup for this performance: over twenty top-tier stars from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, including superstars Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, the God of Songs Jacky Cheung, and the godfather of pop Lo Ta-yu…

And that wasn’t all. There was also a special singer—the globally renowned young entrepreneur, China’s Uncrowned King among entrepreneurs, Li Mu! Who else but this performance could compel Li Mu to come onto the stage?!

Though the director was also overwhelmingly excited, he managed to calm everyone down for a moment, then said with a trembling voice, “Everyone, our most important task now is to find a way to make this performance even more perfect! So, let’s all put our heads together and think of what efforts we can make, besides ensuring real singing!”

An executive director spoke up, “Director Xu, I think for this performance, we might be able to communicate with the station and inform the station leaders about our current changes. See if we can secure a live broadcast. If this performance could be a live broadcast, that would be truly ideal!”

“Live broadcast…” Director Xu said with some concern, “The requirements for a live broadcast versus a pre-recorded one are completely different for this kind of performance. If we were to do a live broadcast, and a real singing live broadcast at that, it would probably require at least double the manpower and budget.”

The executive director said, “After all, this performance is of major significance. I believe the station will approve it. The rest is a matter of technical difficulty. I believe with CCTV’s strength, if we devote ourselves to the utmost to this gala, even a live broadcast would not be an issue.”

Others nodded in agreement, saying, “If we can make it a live broadcast, it would truly be perfect.”

Director Xu couldn’t help but be tempted.

Although CCTV produces many performances every year, with “Same Song” alone having dozens, almost every one is pre-recorded. Furthermore, to ensure program quality, most singers fake sing. The only live broadcast performance is the CCTV Spring Festival Gala, but even the Gala currently uses fake singing to ensure effect. The only true live broadcast programs with live sound production are the language-based skits and crosstalk pieces; everything else is pre-recorded.

In other words, if this charity gala were to feature all real singing and be a live broadcast, its technical specifications would actually be higher than the CCTV Spring Festival Gala.

The higher the technical specifications, the greater the inherent risks. Even a minor uncontrollable factor could affect the entire performance. If there’s an issue with the live sound production, viewers in front of their televisions might only hear the backing track but not the singing. If a singer’s in-ear monitors malfunction, making it hard for them to hear the backing track, they might lose their pitch or rhythm, and a disastrous performance would be broadcast live. If the broadcasting equipment experiences problems, a major incident like signal interruption could occur. In short, the challenges are significant.

However, live broadcast has its unique charm. A large part of why the Spring Festival Gala attracts national viewers to watch simultaneously on Chinese New Year’s Eve is because it’s a live broadcast. Only live programs can give viewers a psychological suggestion that they must watch on time. Moreover, when viewers know that everything on television is happening in sync with them, the feeling is completely different from watching a pre-recorded show.

It can be said that live broadcast is the ultimate form of performance, an ultimate form that most TV stations dare not easily challenge.

Director Xu also had a strong competitive spirit. If he could upgrade this performance to a live broadcast and execute it perfectly, this gala might break CCTV’s viewer ratings record, excluding the Spring Festival Gala. This would greatly boost his own future. A director capable of holding down a live broadcast gala, a director capable of creating a significant, unprecedented, and wonderful performance, would undoubtedly make a name for himself, becoming the top and most authoritative gala director in the country.

Thus, Director Xu, despite the late hour, requested instructions from his superiors overnight.

…

The next morning, CCTV and Muye Technology simultaneously released a major announcement to the entire society!

CCTV would host an anti-SARS charity gala in Beijing three days later. The lineup for this charity gala was so luxurious that its announcement immediately attracted widespread public attention across the entire Chinese community.

A large number of top-tier stars from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan were coming!

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, who had long not appeared in public, were also coming!

Even more awesome was that Li Mu was also coming!

Such a lineup immediately drew the attention of almost everyone who received the news, and it quickly spread through Word-of-Mouth Marketing.

Furthermore, CCTV announced that this performance would be broadcast live on CCTV-1, CCTV-3, and CCTV International. This was completely a CCTV Spring Festival Gala setup!

Three days later was Saturday, and 8 PM was also a perfect prime time. Almost everyone who could watch television was diligently remembering and looking forward to this point in time, deciding to turn on their television sets on Saturday night to watch this extraordinary charity gala.

CCTV truly made enormous efforts this time. When Director Xu reported to his superiors last night, CCTV held a high-level meeting overnight. Everyone placed great importance on this gala. They discussed back and forth, and everyone hoped to implement a live broadcast, but the biggest problem was the extremely tight schedule!

All the celebrities’ schedules were very tight. The schedules for over twenty celebrities had already been confirmed, including Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, and the few other stars they invited. If CCTV wanted to postpone the date to prepare for a live broadcast, it would be almost impossible.

With such a tight schedule and the decision to go live, they could only deploy all available resources.

CCTV urgently deployed a large number of personnel and equipment to fully support the construction of the live broadcast system for this performance. Although time was tight, CCTV’s hardware reserves were sufficient. Different departments fulfilled their respective duties, working non-stop for 80 or 90 hours, which was enough to complete the hardware setup.

The lighting team, sound team, live broadcast team, and prop team — as long as these four departments devoted themselves to the utmost, hardware would certainly not be a problem.

The rest was the software part: the procedures had been finalized, and the hosts were skilled, the singers were skilled. As long as they performed well and the hardware guaranteed no issues, a perfect performance could be presented to the audience.

To support this gala, Li Mu specifically enabled YY’s pop-up window feature to promote it vigorously. His motto was simple: Push! Push with all your might!

Previously, YY’s pushes were divided by country and region. For example, some pushes were only for mainland users, some only for users in the US, or Korea/Japan, and further segmentation allowed for custom gender and approximate age ranges. But this time, YY’s push scope was unprecedentedly broad.

Li Mu’s requirements were: 1. Send pushes to all users logging in from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan; 2. Send pushes to all users using the Chinese version of YY, including Simplified Chinese and Traditional Chinese, not allowing a single user to be missed.

This meant that the first to be covered were users living in Mainland China, and the Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan regions. Among these, regardless of whether they were Chinese or foreign, as long as they logged in within these regions, they would receive the push.

Second, all overseas Chinese, as long as they used the Chinese version of YY, would also receive this push, no matter which country they were in.

Li Mu believed that IP addresses could only be used to distinguish geographical locations, but only language could break through geographical constraints and penetrate into the blood of every descendant of the Yellow Emperor. Even if they were at the North or South Pole, even if they were in Europe, America, Africa, Latin America, Australia, or Southeast Asia, as long as they were descendants of the Yellow Emperor, and as long as they used the Chinese version of YY, they would receive this push. After all, CCTV International Channel could be watched in most countries worldwide. These overseas compatriots, after receiving the news, could then watch the live broadcast in real-time on television.

YY’s extensive promotion instantly elevated this gala to an unprecedented level!

Within a single day, not just the entirety of China, but Chinese people worldwide were following and discussing this gala. Its public attention was even higher than China making it into the World Cup!

And what everyone couldn’t believe was that Li Mu used this push logic to push twice in one day! He directly pushed this gala into an extraordinary phenomenon that all Chinese people were closely following and relishing!

As soon as Li Mu made his move, those actors who had previously declined to participate in this performance were filled with regret and remorse!

Such extensive promotion indicated that this performance would create unprecedented ratings and influence. With such massive influence, even just singing one song on it would undoubtedly be the best publicity. One must know that a singer on the CCTV Spring Festival Gala usually sings only one song at most, and many are shared among several singers. Yet, even so, everyone bent over backwards to get in, because the Gala had created too many classic instant hits. Just like Fei Xiang in the last century, one song made him famous across the country. It’s said that CCTV received several sacks of love letters daily from female viewers for Fei Xiang. This shows just how important an extremely influential performance is.

These singers who had rejected the performance completely missed out on an unprecedented super stage. Many lamented with extreme frustration, immediately calling the program team, hoping to rejoin the performance.

But the program team rejected them all without exception!

They had originally thought this was just a CCTV bus; getting on was good, but for greater safety, not getting on wouldn’t be a big loss.

But what they didn’t expect was that Li Mu and CCTV simultaneously attached two massive rocket engines to this bus, sending it directly into the sky. By then, there was no chance to get on; they could only stand on the ground, craning their necks to watch it fly higher and higher! The higher it flew, the more those people couldn’t forgive their misjudgment!





Chapter 1356: Superstar Arrives in Beijing

That evening, after nearly twenty hours of long-haul flight, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui arrived at Yanjing Airport.

Li Mu personally went to the airport with Chen Wan to welcome them. For this performance, Li Mu specifically had Li Ziwei book over forty rooms at a five-star hotel near CCTV. Not only Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, but all singers who traveled from afar to participate in this performance, as well as their accompanying staff, could stay there free of charge. Muye Technology temporarily deployed two fleets of vehicles, totaling over ten luxury cars and commercial vans, specifically for travel between the hotel and the airport, to pick up and drop off these singers and accompanying staff.

This was the first time Li Mu had attached such importance to a performance. He was involved throughout, contributing his reputation, money, personnel, and effort, yet he was completely absorbed in it and enjoyed it immensely.

Upon learning the news that the two were about to arrive in Beijing, a large number of media reporters flocked to the airport to greet them. Despite the two having been out of the entertainment industry for so long, media attention on them had only increased.

At the exit of the International Terminal, the airport dispatched dozens of security guards and staff to maintain order. When the airport flight display board showed that their flight had landed safely, all the media reporters present immediately became fully alert, waiting to capture tomorrow’s entertainment headlines.

Just then, a group of people suddenly walked into the lobby entrance. Entertainment reporters who had not managed to get good spots closer to the front were startled by the incoming crowd, immediately causing a stir.

Everyone turned their heads, looking at the people entering from outside, and were surprised to find that Li Mu was walking right in the center of the crowd. Furthermore, while most people at the airport were wearing face masks, Li Mu was noticeably not wearing one.

“Li Mu is here!” Someone shouted, and the flashbulbs at the scene immediately started flashing incessantly.

All these reporters present were there to stake out Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui. But they never expected Li Mu would personally come to pick them up.

Li Mu rarely made public appearances at airports to greet arrivals. The last time he did was in Spring City when he welcomed the American Old Flying Tigers members. And that time, Li Mu’s presence was entirely natural; after all, Li Mu was the one spearheading the entire Old Soldiers Never Die charity project. His dedication to this project was well-known to the public. However, this time, Li Mu specifically came to the airport to pick up two celebrities, which truly exceeded the expectations of all media reporters.

In the eyes of reporters, Li Mu’s status was far above the entire entertainment industry. Therefore, his coming to the airport to pick up Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui was as unexpected as Li Ka-shing personally coming to the airport to pick them up.

Muye Technology’s public relations department had also been trying to persuade Li Mu not to personally pick them up. Their biggest concern was safety. After all, the airport was a public place, and Beijing’s first imported case had come from the airport. Furthermore, they believed that given Li Mu’s status, even without the epidemic, it was inappropriate for him to personally pick up two celebrities at the airport, as it would affect his consistent image as an elite entrepreneur. But Li Mu insisted on coming. The reason was simple: the gratitude in his heart.

The sense of social responsibility of most celebrities did not match their status and influence. While acting as public figures, they were still calculating pros and cons and personal preferences.

Take this performance, for example. Many were willing to come because they were mindful of CCTV’s stature and valued its resources. Those who later became unwilling to come felt that their stature and resources were insufficient compared to their personal safety. For these celebrities, their minds were constantly performing countless calculations. If the potential benefits outweighed the risks, they would flock; when the potential benefits were less than the risks, they would scatter like monkeys when a tree falls.

However, for Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, they were already top celebrities in the entertainment industry. Furthermore, they had both faded from the entertainment scene. Under such circumstances, they could still agree to his request and help without reservation, and also unhesitatingly rush back from the United States to China. This was enough to prove that they had always possessed a strong sense of social responsibility in their hearts. They could be considered role models in the entertainment industry.

Since that was the case, he naturally ought to show them sufficient respect. They traveled thousands of miles to salvage the situation; what was his coming to pick them up by comparison?

As for the issue of face masks, to be honest, it was indeed necessary to wear face masks when entering and exiting public places. But the reason Li Mu chose not to wear one was that he felt it could minimize external concerns about Beijing’s safety.

If he were to come to the airport fully masked and geared up to pick them up, that would inevitably give people the impression that Beijing was still not entirely safe. If he didn’t wear a mask, the news footage wouldn’t convey a suffocating sense of being surrounded by the epidemic. Therefore, when the outside world, especially Western media, was exaggerating the danger of Beijing’s epidemic, his coming to the airport to pick up the celebrities without a mask, making it seem as if the epidemic hadn’t happened, would undoubtedly serve as an excellent counterattack.

In fact, experts had also confirmed that although SARS was a very serious infectious disease, its transmissibility was not high. Unless one spends a long time with an infected person in a confined space, there was no possibility of being infected. Although the airport was a public place, its area was large enough, air circulation was good, and disinfection work was very prompt. The likelihood of infection from short-term exposure in this environment was not high.

While the reporters at the airport were continuously snapping photos of Li Mu, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui walked out of the exit, shoulder to shoulder, chatting and laughing. What made all the reporters, and even Li Mu himself, find it incredible was that these two, just like Li Mu, were not wearing face masks!

Although they had traveled halfway across the globe, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s mental state was exceptionally good. It was much better than the last time Li Mu had seen them. Leslie Cheung’s depression had significantly alleviated during this period, and Anita Mui’s cancer had received very timely and effective treatment. Furthermore, after these experiences, both of them were more optimistic than before and understood how to cherish life even more. Coupled with such a long period of adjustment, their condition was naturally far, far better than before.

Anita Mui was the first to spot Li Mu. As soon as she saw him, her expression immediately brightened with excitement. She waved her hands at him with a laugh. Then she gestured to Leslie Cheung beside her, pointing toward Li Mu so he could also see him.

Leslie Cheung followed the direction of Anita Mui’s finger and saw Li Mu. He also immediately smiled and nodded in acknowledgment. Li Mu returned their smiles. After the two approached, Li Mu proactively extended his hand to Anita Mui first, saying, “Sister Mui, welcome to Beijing!”

Anita Mui laughed, “General Manager Li is usually so busy, yet he personally came to pick us up at the airport, we’re truly flattered!”

Li Mu said with a serious expression, “However busy I am during normal times, it’s work. Coming to pick you up is because of friendship. You and bro traveled thousands of miles to Beijing. As a friend, it’s only natural for me to come to the airport to greet you.”

Leslie Cheung jested, “You are an idol to young people worldwide. You should be dedicating your valuable time and energy to changing the world.”

Li Mu said, “Bro, stop making fun of me. I’m still your music fan. As a fan, it’s perfectly understandable for me to come to the airport to pick you up!”

Leslie Cheung laughed, “What a coincidence, I’m also your fan. In this life, I’ve rarely admired anyone, and you are one of them.”

Li Mu let out a hearty laugh and pointed to the reporters accompanying him. He said to the two, “Bro, Sister Mui, these are reporters from YY.com and CCTV. We, together with CCTV, will be conducting follow-up reports on your trip to Beijing this time. They have a few simple questions they’d like to ask you. Would you be available for an interview?”

Both nodded simultaneously and said, “No problem.”

Conducting a simple interview at the airport was something Li Mu had communicated well with them about beforehand. Li Mu invited them to Beijing not just to salvage the situation for the performance, but also hoped they could send a message to society: Beijing and China were not as dangerous as Western media portrayed. Therefore, the airport interview was an opportunity to convey this perspective through Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui.

After receiving their consent, the CCTV reporter immediately got to the point. He asked the two, “Mr. Leslie Cheung, Ms. Anita Mui, on behalf of Beijing’s twenty million residents, I’d like to ask you both a question first: How do you feel about your visit to Beijing this time?”

Leslie Cheung smiled slightly and said to Anita Mui, “You go first, ladies first.”

Anita Mui nodded, and speaking into the reporter’s microphone, said, “I have always liked Beijing, so I am very happy every time I come here.”

The microphone was handed to Leslie Cheung. He said with a smile, “I love Beijing too much. When I was filming ‘Farewell My Concubine’, I was already fascinated with Beijing. And it’s no exception now. So, coming back this time, I’m particularly excited. Besides participating in the charity event, I also want to take this opportunity to visit some good friends and explore the areas around Beijing properly.”

The reporter then asked, “Currently, Western media are publicizing Beijing’s SARS epidemic. They claim that the current epidemic in Beijing is very severe and advise their citizens not to travel to Beijing, or even China, in the near future. Yet, the two of you have come from the United States to Beijing at this time. How do you two feel about this issue?”

Anita Mui replied first, “I believe that SARS is not an issue belonging to a specific country or city. It should be a problem that the entire world must face. It’s not just Beijing that has SARS; Hong Kong has it, Taiwan has it, Southeast Asia has it, and even the United States has it. If SARS occurs in a city, what we should do is help it resolve the problem rather than, at this time, maliciously sensationalize which cities or countries are particularly dangerous. This is actually a very irresponsible thing to do.”

Leslie Cheung replied, “I strongly agree with Anita’s view. Both of us also feel that when other countries are facing an epidemic, the media in other countries should not harbor a mentality of gloating or exaggeration. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. I believe whether Beijing is safe or not, people who have not been to Beijing, or have not experienced Beijing, would not know. Their rhetoric naturally lacks any persuasiveness.”





Chapter 1357: Both Red and Expert

“No investigation, no right to speak. Sitting on their Western pedestals, fantasizing, criticizing, and distorting China has become the daily triple-threat for Western media outlets, and this SARS epidemic is no exception.”

“If this were his previous life, some local governments indeed had issues with concealing and covering up facts, thereby affecting the nation’s overall epidemic prevention strategy. It would have been understandable for Western media to seize upon this and criticize them. However, in this life, the nation acted promptly, and all information is fully transparent. The spread of the epidemic has been well controlled, yet Western media is still exaggerating the situation and even making idle remarks about China concealing the epidemic. This is truly going too far.”

“The Western media’s baseless distortion of facts caused discontent among every Chinese compatriot, and this naturally included Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, who had traveled from afar.”

“After the two had answered the questions, the reporter handed the microphone to Li Mu, asking him: ‘General Manager Li, you have been in Beijing and actively working on the front lines against SARS. What are your thoughts on this matter?’”

“Li Mu smiled and said, ‘I believe the biggest difference between us and Western media is that we often know how to show more respect. Over the years, we have seen countless news reports about various epidemics breaking out overseas, including Mad Cow Disease, bird flu, Ebola, and so on. However, our media has always only reported the actual progress of the epidemic, never presumptuously judging or dictating to other countries regarding their epidemic prevention work. I think this is a form of respect our Chinese media shows to countries affected by epidemics. Clearly, some media professionals from other countries do not understand this principle.’”

“After speaking, Li Mu added, ‘In fact, many overseas media outlets have resident reporters in Beijing. If they pay a little attention, they will find that Beijing, and indeed the entire nation, has made enormous efforts to combat the epidemic, and all information is open and transparent. Not only can Muye Technology obtain real-time information, but all media outlets present can as well, and overseas media are no exception. I believe that with a media professional’s ability to discern information, it’s easy to see the true extent of the situation. If they’re truly too lazy, they can also browse directly on YY.com’s SARS special topic page. This information has been confirmed by YY.com’s editorial department, and Muye Technology is willing to bear all responsibility for any incorrect information.’”

“Li Mu still holds a certain influence internationally, especially among younger demographics. Therefore, Li Mu also wanted to seize this opportunity to speak out, clarifying his stance and the actual situation of China’s epidemic prevention work to young people overseas. For overseas media, spreading rumors about other countries costs nothing; even if they speak wrongly or intentionally talk nonsense, there’s no impact. However, Li Mu is willing to bear all responsibility for all information disclosed by Muye Technology. This attitude is something those rumor-mongering overseas media outlets lack.”

“The CCTV reporter interviewing Li Mu was overjoyed. Facing the Western media’s fabrication of rumors, CCTV, as the national media, was actually not suitable for direct protest or attack. At such a time, there was a particular need for a non-official yet sufficiently influential individual, or private media outlet, to speak on their behalf. Li Mu was the most suitable candidate. So, for CCTV, if Li Mu could counterattack and also refute the rumors for China, it would naturally be excellent. They had originally intended to coordinate with Li Mu and conduct a special interview with him in the next couple of days. Unexpectedly, at this occasion today, Li Mu directly revealed the stance CCTV most desired. Once they returned to the station tonight, they could edit the material, and it would be ready to broadcast on the news program tomorrow.”



“After a simple interview with CCTV at the airport, Li Mu, Leslie Cheung, and Anita Mui left together. The racing team had been waiting outside for a long time.”

“To facilitate CCTV and YY.com reporters in their follow-up interviews and filming, Li Mu deliberately arranged a Coaster bus, bringing all the reporters and accompanying photographers along. They filmed the trio throughout the journey. However, inside the bus, Li Mu did not arrange any further interview sessions. Reporters from both media outlets adopted a silent documentary filming approach, merely filming without asking questions or speaking.”

“The Coaster had a 1+2 seating arrangement per row. Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui sat together, and Li Mu sat beside them across the aisle.”

“The car’s route was from the airport to the Fifth Ring Road, then from the Fifth Ring Road onto Jingtong, which is the eastern extension of Chang’an Avenue. From there, it drove all the way towards Chang’an Avenue, passing through the CBD, Guo Mao (China World Trade Center), and Tiananmen Plaza along the way. All these locations are highly representative of Beijing, reflecting its economic development and continuous opening up, as well as the unique solemnity Beijing possesses as the capital.”

“Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui were both big shots in the Hong Kong acting industry who most recognized the mainland. Leslie Cheung began collaborating with the mainland film industry very early on, and even before the handover, he openly declared himself a ‘Chinese person.’ He was not only very friendly to the mainland but also felt a strong sense of belonging. As early as his photo collection from that year, he personally wrote a preface stating that he had held over ten concerts on the mainland and was very fortunate to see this land, with thousands of years of culture, stepping into a new era. This preface concluded with eight characters: ‘Red flags wave, the nation prospers and the people are tranquil,’ truly a classic example of someone ‘both red and expert’ in the entertainment industry.”

“As for Anita Mui, although some people had slandered her, she, like Leslie Cheung, had indeed declared her Chinese identity on many public occasions. She had also mentioned in a television interview that she believed the whole of China was developing in a good direction, and as a Chinese person, she naturally had to support China and hoped China would become even better. Like Leslie Cheung, she harbored an innocent heart.”

“As the car drove along Chang’an Avenue, both appeared exceptionally excited and thrilled, constantly discussing Beijing’s astonishing development speed. When passing by Tiananmen, their expressions also showed clear respect and solemnity. Li Mu, observing from the side, spoke little but consistently paid attention to their expressions and actions. Seeing this, he felt an even greater admiration for the two.”

“For the two of them to possess such strong patriotism and national identity truly made them role models in the entertainment industry.”



“By the time they settled the two into the hotel, it was already past nine in the evening, Beijing time. Li Mu did not disturb their rest excessively, and after ensuring their accommodation was settled, he bid them farewell.”

“The CCTV reporter sent was very senior. As soon as the follow-up interview concluded, he immediately called the station to briefly report on today’s interview findings.”

“Overall, there were two key points:”

“First, Li Mu articulated the sentiments CCTV had been hoping for, delivering a well-reasoned and poised counterattack against Western media;”

“Second, the performance of these two Hong Kong stars, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, greatly exceeded expectations. Originally, CCTV thought their arrival in Beijing to salvage the situation was mostly out of respect for Li Mu, rather than from a stance of national righteousness. However, after today’s interaction, this senior journalist discovered a major misconception in CCTV’s judgment. Although these two were invited by Li Mu to Beijing to salvage the situation, it was less about personal favors between friends and more truly about standing at the height of national righteousness. This point is extremely rare, allowing him to capture many shots that highlighted this characteristic.”

“Consequently, the head of CCTV responsible for this news line immediately stated their stance: ‘Get back to the station quickly to edit the footage, striving to get it on the morning news tomorrow.’”

“In fact, CCTV had never given such high-level treatment to any other performance apart from the CCTV Spring Festival Gala. It was virtually Spring Festival Gala-level treatment. Every news program each day would specially dedicate one to two minutes for special coverage of this performance, so they also needed a large amount of video material for support;”

“YY.com launched a special topic page on its website entirely dedicated to news coverage of the performance. This included updates on the performance’s preparations, the specific details of each invited celebrity, and some exclusive interviews. Public attention was very high. YY.com also conducted a special voting poll with the question: ‘Among the over twenty singers, whose performance are you most looking forward to?’ This included every celebrity confirmed to attend the gala, as well as Li Mu’s name.”

“After voting began, Leslie Cheung’s vote count quickly took the lead. Closely following him was the popular Taiwanese contemporary singer, Jay Chou. Unexpectedly, Li Mu, as a guest singer with a casual attitude, was ranked third by user votes, trailing Jay Chou by less than one percentage point. This clearly showed the audience’s very high anticipation for Li Mu.”

“Without knowing that Li Mu was Mu Zi, the national audience didn’t know if Li Mu could sing well. However, because Li Mu’s fame was so immense and he had numerous supporters, everyone was looking forward to his performance.”

“Currently, this performance has become a top-tier event in the entire Chinese entertainment industry. The public’s level of attention for this performance has surpassed everyone’s expectations. CCTV’s survey shows that the current level of public anticipation for this gala is far higher than the audience’s anticipation before the broadcast of any previous CCTV Spring Festival Gala.”

“The reasons for this include not only the large scale of the performance and the strong lineup of participating celebrities but also because it is currently a special period during the SARS epidemic. Most people are minimizing their outings, spending almost all their leisure time at home. Therefore, during this time, the ratings of major TV stations are soaring, and the number of website and game users is also increasing.”

“Beyond these two points, another reason is very important: the implication behind this gala. The more people worried about SARS, the more they paid attention to SARS. Concurrently, they also followed every move the nation made to combat SARS. With this gala themed around battling SARS, all citizens following the progress of SARS would naturally pay attention to this performance.”

“It wasn’t just the public; a large number of celebrities were also paying attention.”

“Ever since Li Mu began putting effort into this performance, everyone in the entertainment industry wanted to be part of it. Director Xu’s phone was constantly ringing off the hook, with many celebrities trying every possible method, even going through countless layers of connections to reach Director Xu, just to sing a song for free at this performance. They didn’t even mind sharing the stage with other singers for a medley; they weren’t seeking solo performances, just a chance to appear.”

“Director Xu was swamped with work preparing for the live broadcast, so he simply resigned himself to it, unafraid of offending people. He refused everyone who came calling. It is said that the number of celebrities he rejected through various means was almost one hundred, including not only the few singers who had previously withdrawn but also many first-tier and quasi first-tier singers.”

“Director Xu initially stuck to his firm stance of refusing them all. However, as he continued rejecting, he also felt immense pressure. If he kept on refusing like this, he feared he would offend the entire entertainment industry.”

“So, he privately called Li Mu, hoping to inquire about Li Mu’s thoughts and whether there was a way to mediate…”





Chapter 1358: Doing Our Utmost

Receiving Director Xu’s call, Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh.

Before, he was worried about not having enough singers willing to participate; now, he was troubled by too many.

It was as if one second he was so poor he couldn’t fill his stomach, and the next, good food and dishes from all corners of the world were laid out before him, ready for selection. He wanted to eat more, but alas, his ambition wasn’t that big, and he simply couldn’t swallow so much.

Li Mu also felt it was a pity. After all, there were quite a few first-tier and quasi first-tier singers among them. They wanted to join this performance, and with them, the performance could further continuously increasing influence. Both sides could actually get what they needed and benefit mutually. But alas, the duration of this gala was limited, and no more time could be squeezed out.

However, upon careful thought, “One Big Happy Family” is still very suitable for a chorus. This song is like “Beijing Welcomes You”; even one line per person would be enough.

In “Beijing Welcomes You,” the best singers only got one line of lyrics each, and during the chorus, three or four singers even shared one line. But this arrangement didn’t make the singers dissatisfied, because for such a major song, even just making an appearance was an excellent thing. No singer will rejected.

Although this gala doesn’t carry the immense significance of a centennial Olympic event, it is definitely unprecedented in the current era. As such, “One Big Happy Family” can achieve the same effect as “Beijing Welcomes You.” If that’s the case, why not invite a large number of stars to come onto the stage to perform it together? At that time, we can ensure every participating singer gets a chance to show their face and make sure the live TV broadcast displays a caption, such as: “Qi Qin (Taiwan).”

If they accept this arrangement, then they can participate in this gala. If they don’t, it doesn’t matter; at least CCTV TV stations offered a solution, so Director Xu won’t offend everyone in the entertainment industry.

Moreover, to accommodate more singers in this song, Li Mu was willing to further compress his singing parts in the song, yielding more time to other singers. On the other hand, he also reminded Director Xu to find a way to squeeze out an extra two minutes from the performance time to increase the chorus section of this song.

That is to say, they could lengthen the song so the chorus part is sung multiple times. The chorus is also the easiest part to loop. Each loop could ascend one Key, meaning the pitch increases by a degree, and then arranged according to the different vocal range characteristics of singers. This way, the chorus could be sung at least three to five times more, ending with a group of high-note singers capable of reaching High-C, or even High-D or E. As the pitch soars, the audience’s adrenaline will also surge, not only preventing boredom but making them even more excited.

Li Mu remembered that Lin Yilian once showcased her vocal prowess in a variety show by continuously raising the key of a single vocal phrase. Although it was the same phrase repeated, the pitch kept getting higher, and the hosts and audience were thrilled. Far from finding it tedious, it established Lin Yilian’s reputation as a super vocalist.

Furthermore, even though it’s just an increase of two minutes in length, these two minutes can accommodate dozens more stars on stage. Imagine over one hundred singers in a grand chorus, and any two or three plucked from them could carry an entire singing gala featuring famous singers. The momentum would truly be unparalleled.

Director Xu also thought Li Mu’s solution was excellent. Since they didn’t have the capacity to devour all the delicacies from across the land in one go, they might as well sample a little of each. Over one hundred singers performing one song would not only address the singers’ demand but also elevate the performance to another level.

So Director Xu immediately arranged for the overall planning team to further squeeze and tighten the stage time, making sure to free up two minutes. Then, he immediately contacted the management company and agents of the major singers, telling them: After discussions with Li Mu, Li Mu is willing to dedicate half of his “One Big Happy Family” song to other singers, and an additional half. This way, the space allocated to these singers will be at least about four minutes, which is sufficient for one hundred people.

Director Xu had thought such a solution would make many big shot/celebrity give up, but unexpectedly, almost all the singers he contacted agreed immediately.

For these singers now, it was no longer about how long they could come onto the stage or how much they could showcase. They had only one thing on their mind: they must find a way to participate in this performance. In the entertainment industry, status is like rowing against the current; if you don’t advance, you retreat. When everyone else is moving forward, no one dares to stop.

…

Two days later, the gala held its official rehearsal. The entire CCTV studio was filled with renowned singers from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.

Before the rehearsal, the confirmed number of performing guests for the entire gala was one hundred seventy-eight: one hundred from Mainland China, and seventy-eight from Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.

It was said that Director Xu had politely declined over one hundred more singers, mainly because CCTV’s studio stage simply couldn’t accommodate them. Over three hundred singers on stage for one song would mean there wouldn’t even be enough standing room.

Over the past two days, every flight arriving in Beijing from Hong Kong and Taiwan carried at least one famous singer from those regions. They hurried here specifically to participate in CCTV’s SARS charity gala.

It’s worth mentioning that all participating singers refused the appearance fee offered by CCTV, performing in the gala voluntarily. At the same time, they all expressed a desire to donate, so CCTV set up a special donation channel for these celebrities. By the time of the rehearsal, the total amount donated by these one hundred seventy-eight singers had exceeded sixty million, with Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui each donating ten million RMB.

The stronger the lineup of performing celebrities, the greater the resources CCTV invested in this performance. Almost all CCTV channels promoted the gala wherever possible, laying a solid foundation for it.

The total duration of this gala exceeded three and a half hours, with the performance section lasting a full two and a half hours, featuring twenty-eight songs. Besides “One Big Happy Family” sung by Li Mu and other singers, all the remaining songs were the signature hits of various singers. It could be said to be a grand concert entirely composed of golden hit.

The first hour of the entire gala was devoted to reporting on the progress of the SARS epidemic, highlighting heroes who emerge in the fight against SARS, and featuring invited entrepreneurs come onto the stage giving speeches and making donations. After this segment concluded, the performance section began.

“One Big Happy Family,” being a large group chorus, was scheduled as the closing act.

Li Mu participated in the entire four-hour-plus rehearsal. All invited singers and entrepreneurs arrived at the CCTV studio on time. In the studio, faintly scented with disinfectant, all performers rehearsed in an orderly manner according to the rhythm set by the production team.

All singers participating in the rehearsal arrived early at the recording studio and sat in the audience seats below, unlike typical large-scale performance rehearsals where first-tier singers either don’t come at all, or if they do, they arrive just in time for their segment and leave immediately after.

Among these singers waiting for rehearsal, some were chatting with familiar colleagues, while others were busy making connections with new friends. CCTV’s backstage had limited private dressing rooms, which could only be provided to some super first-tier singers. However, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui were the first to politely rejected this special treatment, choosing to sit with other singers in the audience. Consequently, other singers who could have had private dressing rooms also declined this perk. Everyone sat below the stage; it was quite a spectacular sight.

Leslie Cheung remarked that even the golden hit awards in Hong Kong and Taiwan didn’t have such a large assembly of stars. The surrounding singers deeply agreed.

This was the first time the music circles of Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan collaborated on such a large-scale, something even the golden hit awards couldn’t achieve.

Ten minutes before the rehearsal was scheduled to begin, Li Mu also arrived. He also rejected CCTV’s offered lounge, heading direct to the studio hall and sitting down in front of the audience seats, face-to-face with the singers.

Seeing Li Mu arrive, the chatting singers instantly quieted down. Although they were stars and big shot/celebrity, in front of Li Mu, not a single one felt like a ‘big shot.’ On the contrary, in their eyes, Li Mu was the only true Bigwig among them all.

Someone, nobody knew who, took the lead and called out: “Hello, General Manager Li!”

Then everyone, as if of one accord, looked at Li Mu and collectively shouted: “Hello, General Manager Li!”

Li Mu was slightly taken aback by their unison, then smiled calmly and bowed to everyone, saying very earnestly: “Although I, like all of you, am an invited guest and it’s not my place to thank everyone, I still want to say thank you to all of you. Thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedules to participate in this gala.”

Over one hundred stars from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan applauded. Some regarded Li Mu as an idol, some as a filthy rich person, and even more viewed him as a patron or a Bigwig who could influence the entire entertainment industry. Regardless of their feelings, these stars held genuine respect for Li Mu from the bottom of their hearts.

Li Mu also wanted everyone to know that he was a grateful person. “If you give me an inch, I’ll give you a mile.” Although this performance was orchestrated by CCTV, for Li Mu, everyone’s willingness to attend the performance was worth his respect and gratitude.

This time, everyone set aside their work and voluntarily came to participate in this gala, a significant reason being Li Mu’s influence. Li Mu’s patriotic sentiment and nationalistic spirit were well known to all. If they participated in this gala, they could potentially gain some favor with Li Mu in the future, should they connect with entertainment projects under his wing. Li Mu’s immediate bow of thanks to all the singers upon entering the recording studio further confirmed everyone’s judgment.

As a result, everyone thought, “We must strive to make this gala an absolute masterpiece!”





Chapter 1359: Millions of Hearts, United as One

At seven-thirty PM the day after the rehearsal.

Immediately after Xinwen Lianbo ended, the ‘Fight Against SARS Charity Gala’ directing team issued a notice to all performers and entrepreneur representatives backstage: The live broadcast would begin in thirty minutes.

Today’s Xinwen Lianbo had record-breaking ratings. Audiences nationwide had opened their televisions and tuned into CCTV since seven o’clock, eagerly awaiting the start of the gala.

All the performers had arrived backstage early to prepare their makeup. There weren’t enough makeup artists or dressing rooms, so a few big-name singers brought their own makeup artists. However, most people figured out solutions themselves; many female singers simply brought their own makeup kits and did their own makeup, or exchanged turns doing each other’s makeup with other female singers.

Li Mu also arrived backstage early and politely declined the offer for stage makeup. He chatted with Song Liang and his old acquaintance, Baidu’s general manager Robin, backstage.

This time, Li Mu was representing Muye Technology and Taobao Technology. As for Wan Ying Real Estate, Song Liang was the one appearing.

After Baidu successfully acquired Eting Technology and accepted Li Mu’s investment, Robin’s life became much smoother. With the traffic from Eting.com flowing in, combined with traffic support from Muye Technology, Baidu experienced rapid, skyrocketing development in a very short period.

As one of Beijing’s prominent internet companies, Baidu was also invited by CCTV this time. Robin said that Baidu planned to donate five million RMB to support the relevant work in fighting SARS.

In those days, internet companies were still burning money heavily, so donating five million RMB was already quite good. While praising Robin as a very socially responsible entrepreneur, Li Mu subtly prompted him, saying, “I hope you, Robin, can maintain this innocent heart in the future. I hope Baidu, under your leadership, can become a benchmark enterprise full of positive energy and social responsibility.”

Robin didn’t hear any hidden meaning in the words, taking it merely as Li Mu’s expectations for him. He nodded repeatedly and sincerely said, “General Manager Li, don’t worry, Baidu will definitely continue to work hard in this direction.”

Li Mu patted his shoulder and said, “Remember what you said today. In the future, no matter what adjustments the company’s development direction undergoes, you must remember one thing: do no evil.”

“Absolutely, absolutely,” Robin agreed repeatedly, wondering to himself: “What’s gotten into Li Mu? Is he assuming I’ll go astray in the future? What a joke! I’m an upright and talented person; how could I possibly go astray? I don’t get it…”

Li Mu didn’t need him to understand. Sometimes, the direction a person chooses is profoundly influenced by their subconscious. By planting the seed of ‘do no evil’ in him today, perhaps when he faces decisions between profit and conscience in the future, he might make a completely different choice than in his previous life.

If he still goes astray in this life, Li Mu would find a way to pull him back, or kick him out.

Song Liang was a small shareholder in Eting Technology back then. After Eting Technology was acquired by Baidu, he also became a small shareholder in Baidu. However, his shares were diluted significantly. Nevertheless, once Baidu listed in the United States, Song Liang would receive enormous returns from it. Therefore, he was very concerned about Baidu’s development and even specifically exchanged business cards with Robin, exchanging contact information.

As the performance entered its fifteen-minute countdown, several middle-aged men in suits walked towards Li Mu. Li Mu was chatting with Robin when he suddenly heard someone enthusiastically say, “Oh, General Manager Song, you’re here too!”

Song Liang quickly rose to his feet and replied with a smile, “General Manager Wang, General Manager Pan, when did you arrive?”

“Just arrived, just arrived. We happened to see you, so we came over to say hello.”

Li Mu looked up and realized the person speaking was Wang Jianlin, China’s future wealthiest person.

Beside him, joking with Song Liang, was another tycoon in the real estate industry, Wang Shi; the other one who hadn’t spoken much was Pan Shiyi.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Pan Shiyi, who had been quiet, exclaimed in surprise, “Oh, hello General Manager Li! I’ve always wanted an opportunity to meet you, and I didn’t expect to run into you here today!”

The other real estate developers also immediately greeted Li Mu enthusiastically. Li Mu nodded to each of them in turn, then said, “General Manager Pan, General Manager Wangs, I’ve long admired you all from afar. Nice to meet you, nice to meet you.”

The bigwigs who would dominate China’s real estate industry in the future were all astonished to see that Li Mu recognized them. Among them, Wang Shi exclaimed, “I never expected General Manager Li, being so busy everyday, would still recognize us old fellows…”

Li Mu smiled humbly and said, “You are all real estate magnates, and I happen to be a shareholder in Wan Ying Real Estate, so I’ve stepped with half my foot into the real estate circle. Naturally, I hold respect for this industry, which is why I specifically studied your successful experiences quite early on.”

Wang Jianlin smiled and said to Pan Shiyi and Wang Shi, “General Manager Li is truly one who ‘knows himself and his enemy, and will never be defeated in a hundred battles.’ He studies us first, then surpasses us. No wonder Wan Ying Real Estate could blossom in multiple areas in Beijing right from the start. It seems General Manager Li’s guidance is indispensable behind the scenes!”

Li Mu laughed, “General Manager Wang, you overpraise me. I wouldn’t say I’m giving guidance. General Manager Song and I don’t actually have much ambition doing real estate together; we just set a small goal first, like earning one or two hundred million to test the waters.”

No one understood the hidden meme in Li Mu’s words; they just thought Li Mu was being overly humble. Earning one or two hundred million first? The premium on each of Li Mu’s land parcels far exceeded that amount.

In reality, it wasn’t just Li Mu who knew these bigwigs; these bigwigs had long since begun studying Li Mu as well. Each of them was a veteran who had fought for decades in the real economy, with a level of experience far surpassing that of IT entrepreneurs who only emerged through the internet at the end of the last century. Li Mu only had a superficial understanding of them, while their understanding of Li Mu was already deep and comprehensive enough.

Ever since Wan Ying Real Estate stormed directly from Haizhou, a fifth-tier city, to Beijing, these bigwigs had already thoroughly investigated Wan Ying’s entire background. Besides Song Liang’s original foundation built in Haizhou, Wan Ying’s biggest reliance in Beijing came from two sources: Chen Ze and Li Mu.

Chen Ze, of course, went without saying; his background could provide Wan Ying with powerful government and even financial connections. Li Mu’s capabilities, however, were even more comprehensive. Not only did Li Mu possess immense economic strength and a terrifyingly stable cash flow, but more importantly, Li Mu had extremely strong foresight and judgment when doing things. Complementing these abilities was Li Mu’s powerful resource integration capability.

Wang Jianlin had always dwelled on Wan Ying Real Estate’s astute eye for acquiring land. Back when the government was still hesitating about the eastern section of Subway Line 10, and no one could get precise information, Wan Ying Real Estate bet correctly. In one go, they secured six or seven prime land parcels along the East Third Ring Road. As the Subway Line 10 route map was finally determined, Wan Ying Real Estate, solely through the appreciation of these land parcels, achieved overnight what other real estate companies couldn’t in several years. What was even more impressive was that they also secured an excellent commercial land parcel in Sanlitun and had already begun investing in the construction of Wan Ying’s first commercial real estate project, Wanying Plaza. This was practically in perfect alignment with his own vision.

Moreover, Wan Ying Real Estate’s strategy of ‘swallowing a fat man in one gulp’ was also very seasoned. Several residential land parcels were co-developed with real estate developers from Nansu Province, ensuring both the strength and efficiency of simultaneous development, as well as the controllability of the collaborating partners. The Wanying Plaza project was the crowning touch for Wan Ying Real Estate; even Wang Jianlin, who had only recently started developing in Beijing, couldn’t afford to run such a large-scale operation. Without a doubt, the true person behind this resource integration was Li Mu.

In front of these real estate bigwigs, Li Mu maintained the humility befitting a junior. He smiled slightly and complimented them, saying, “You are all senior figures with deep experience in the real estate industry. Wan Ying Real Estate is merely an elementary school student in your presence. If there’s an opportunity in the future, I hope you all, as teachers, can impart more of your wisdom.”

Wang Shi humbly said, “Oh, I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare. General Manager Li, your involvement in real estate is merely a casual attitude, yet you’ve already made such a big stir just by dabbling. How could we, who treat real estate as our main business, dare to call ourselves teachers in front of you? On the contrary, General Manager Li, your mastery of the internet is truly remarkable, and it makes us old fellows deeply admire you. Nowadays, everything is about informatization and digitalization. We still hope General Manager Li can spare some time to enlighten us about internet knowledge.”

Li Mu laughed, “General Manager Wang, you’re too humble. If there’s an opportunity in the future, we can research the combination of real estate and the internet together and see if we can spark any new ideas.”

The few of them nodded. Just then, the executive director ran over and said, “General Manager Li, everyone, we are in the final five-minute countdown for our performance. The director requests you all to go to the waiting area.”

Li Mu then said, “Senior figures, let’s first focus on this gala today. After this gala concludes successfully, we can invite friends from various industries to hold a salon together.”

Serious business was important, and the others immediately expressed their agreement. Li Mu then proactively exchanged business cards with them, before heading to the backstage waiting area with everyone else.

Li Mu was the number one guest in the entrepreneurs’ lineup for tonight’s gala. CCTV did not plan for him to be the closing act; instead, they hoped he would be the first entrepreneur representative to come onto the stage. This way, Li Mu would naturally stand on stage for a bit longer. To some extent, the longer Li Mu stood on stage, the greater his appeal to the audience.

In the waiting area, Li Ziwei helped Li Mu adjust his suit and tie. Watching the seconds tick by, the backstage monitor quickly entered a ten-second countdown.

CCTV’s two hosts had already come onto the stage. After the ten-second countdown, at precisely eight PM Beijing time, the backstage monitor began playing the opening credits for the gala.

Concurrently, audiences nationwide also began watching the live broadcast of the performance on their televisions simultaneously. This opening sequence played on television sets in thousands of households at the same time.

The thirty-second opening sequence ended with stirring background music, pausing for about three seconds on the slogan ‘Millions of Hearts, United as One, Fighting SARS.’ Following this, the scene switched to the performance stage, where the two CCTV hosts stood center stage, ready to jointly open the gala.

The ‘Fight Against SARS Charity Gala,’ closely watched by people nationwide, officially commenced!





Chapter 1360: For All Humanity

The evening gala began with two CCTV hosts briefing the national audience on the current spread of the SARS epidemic across the country, as well as the progress of epidemic prevention work in various regions.

A large screen on stage displayed a wealth of video footage captured directly from the front lines of epidemic prevention, all showing Angels in White fighting on the front lines. The video detailed each city where SARS was discovered, including when the first SARS case was found, the current number of confirmed patients, their treatment, and an overview of the local SARS prevention center.

From the video, one could not only see the images of brave medical personnel, fearless in the face of death, striving to save patients on the front lines of the fight against SARS, but also the software and hardware facilities of each city’s SARS prevention center. Among these, many of the medical protective equipment and rapid disinfection devices donated by Li Mu were visible.

The video also showed that China had already implemented comprehensive monitoring of the epidemic’s development across the country and had made all relevant information public. There was absolutely no concealment of the epidemic, as propagated by some Western media.

Chinese audiences, upon seeing this video, were all deeply moved by the Chinese healthcare workers fighting on the front lines. In the video, a Head Nurse at the Beijing SARS prevention center worked continuously for over forty hours. While preparing medication, she accepted a television interview, stating with a relaxed expression that she didn’t feel tired, explaining that it was precisely when the people needed them most, and everyone ought to exert more effort. After speaking, she put on her protective suit, preparing to enter the isolation zone to change patients’ dressings. The reporter’s camera followed her all the way to the isolation zone, watching her enter and then gradually disappear from the frame.

Immediately after, the scene transitioned with an all-black fade. The same Head Nurse was now lying on a hospital bed in the isolation zone. The camera filmed her from outside a glass window; she was still smiling and waving at the camera. The narration explained to the audience: this Head Nurse developed a high fever after working continuously for over fifty hours and was immediately placed under isolated observation. Shortly after, she was confirmed to have SARS and is currently receiving treatment in the isolation center.

An expert physician told the reporter on camera that, in the face of an infectious epidemic, there is basically no one hundred percent safe contact; it is very difficult for medical staff to achieve complete protection, so there is still a certain risk of infection.

Following this, CCTV broadcast a compilation featuring the names of healthcare workers across the country who had been infected with SARS due to their work, including several Angels in White who had sacrificed their lives.

For the audience in front of their televisions, this segment was particularly heavy. Through this video, the audience’s respect and admiration for healthcare workers increased exponentially. Every time a SARS patient was admitted, a large number of healthcare workers would inevitably come into direct contact with them due to their professional duties. At this stage, the healthcare workers fighting on the front lines were completely putting themselves in the most dangerous places, casting their own safety aside.

Moreover, this video not only documented the efforts made by mainland healthcare workers in fighting SARS but also included footage of healthcare workers from Hong Kong and Taiwan battling on the front lines. Among these, the video of the Chief Executive of Hong Kong visiting hospitals to comfort infected healthcare workers moved countless viewers.

After the video concluded, the audience, composed uniformly of university students who had volunteered to come forward, erupted in unusually warm applause. Audiences watching on television were also deeply touched.

At this point, the CCTV hosts invited over a dozen special guests onto the stage. They were representatives of Angels in White from epidemic-stricken areas across the country, as well as three family members of fallen healthcare workers, including their spouses, parents, and children.

On the show, the hosts introduced each of these special guests one by one. With each introduction, the audience below would spontaneously applaud, their cheers deafening.

Especially when introducing the family members of the fallen healthcare workers, the CCTV host spoke to the camera: “Originally, our station had a very intense discussion about whether to invite the family members of the fallen healthcare workers. Internally, due to this issue, we were divided into two differing camps. One side believed that what we were doing was truly cruel, as they had just lost their loved ones, and inviting them to this gala at such a time would undoubtedly deepen their grief and cause them more pain. However, the other side felt that our healthcare workers usually suffer from too many misunderstandings. In the current climate of increasingly tense doctor-patient relationships, many people do not understand the responsibilities and dangers healthcare workers face daily. We felt it was necessary to let the public see firsthand how healthcare workers, in places unseen by them and on a battlefield without smoke, bravely risked their lives to fight against the virus for the safety of the public. We couldn’t let our healthcare workers live ordinary lives and die ordinary deaths. Of course, this was indeed too cruel for the families of the fallen healthcare workers…”

At this point, the host’s eyes reddened. After calming herself, she continued, “Later, our two camps reached a compromise. We sent dedicated personnel to the homes of the fallen healthcare workers to communicate privately with their families. If they were unwilling to participate, we expressed one hundred percent respect and understanding. If they were willing to participate, we, on behalf of all CCTV staff, all media professionals nationwide, and the entire nation, extended our highest respect and gratitude to them. To our surprise, these three families of the fallen healthcare workers, without exception, all accepted our invitation and appeared on today’s stage. Let us give them our most sincere applause, to their sacrificed loved ones, and to them, our highest respect!”

All the audience members present stood up and applauded in tribute.

In this special war without the smoke of gunpowder, healthcare workers were like soldiers charging to the front during a national crisis. It was they who, with their own bodies, strove to ensure the safety of the people. They were heroes and deserved to be treated as such.

After this segment concluded, the host transitioned the pace of the gala to the entrepreneur donation segment. As a representative of the entrepreneurial community, Li Mu naturally became the first entrepreneur invited to come onto the stage.

When the host announced Li Mu, the founder and Chairman of the Board of Muye Technology and Taobao Technology, to come onto the stage, the audience once again erupted in thunderous applause. Li Mu had contributed greatly to the fight against SARS; the entire nation had witnessed his efforts. For him to personally attend this gala, after having already done so much for SARS, was indeed impeccable and exceeded everyone’s expectations for someone in his position.

Moreover, the sudden addition of so many big-name celebrities to this gala, expanding the performance lineup from over twenty people to nearly two hundred, was widely known to be due to Li Mu’s favor. If not for Li Mu, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, who had already faded from the entertainment industry and were living in the United States, would not have returned to China without hesitation to salvage the situation. If not for Li Mu, these stars would not have suddenly, as if obsessed, scrambled to participate in this performance.

Combined with Li Mu’s previous efforts in using billions of protective supplies to strongly stabilize prices and calm the public’s fear caused by material shortages and rising costs, he had become the foremost civilian figure in the nation’s fight against SARS in the eyes of the public.

Dressed in a formal suit, Li Mu stepped onto the stage. After shaking hands with the two hosts, he was invited to stand at the podium to deliver his speech as an entrepreneur representative. Li Mu had not prepared a speech manuscript; he didn’t have much to say today. The main point, just one, was already etched into his mind.

Li Mu said: “The atypical pneumonia, SARS, recently prevalent worldwide, is one of countless epidemic diseases around the globe. Unfortunately, it may be more dangerous and harder to deal with than most epidemics. But our Chinese healthcare workers have fully demonstrated their capabilities, their compassion, and their sense of responsibility in this war without smoke, making immense efforts and contributions to combat SARS. This, of course, is even more thanks to the significant role played by the will of the state. The more challenging the times, the more we must trust our nation, trust its determination to safeguard the people’s safety, and trust its will to overcome adversity.”

The audience, uniformly composed of university students, all regarded Li Mu as their greatest idol, so after Li Mu finished a segment, they immediately gave exceptionally warm applause.

After the applause subsided, Li Mu continued:

“Today, we are fighting SARS on our land not just for the safety of our own people, but also for the safety of all humanity. Our healthcare workers, risking their lives, are rigorously implementing the principle of thoroughly isolating and treating patients, resolutely preventing any confirmed patient from traveling to other regions or foreign countries. At the same time, they are fully demonstrating international humanitarian spirit, resolutely and unconditionally admitting all patients who appear within our borders, regardless of their nationality or ethnicity. This is a manifestation of our great nation’s internal sense of responsibility, and even more so, our sense of responsibility toward all humanity.”

“However, despite all these efforts, we are still being misinterpreted and attacked by some overseas media with ulterior motives. They forcibly apply political frameworks to the humanitarian field, using political ambitions to distort and attack humanitarianism. On this point, I personally have strong dissatisfaction, but I do not intend to protest to those media here, because we should devote more energy to saving the world, rather than debating and bickering with the few undesirable elements in this world. They can disregard the safety of human society to achieve their vile selfish desires, but we, as responsible sons and daughters of China, cannot stand by idly. Harboring the world in our hearts is an excellent tradition passed down by our Chinese nation for thousands of years, and it is also our responsibility and duty as a great power.”

Cheers erupted from below the stage, and the applause was long and sustained.

After a pause, Li Mu gestured for everyone to stop applauding and continued: “Here, I hope that all Chinese people worldwide, whether you are in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, or Taiwan, or in other overseas countries and regions, will trust your nation and cherish your nation; trust your compatriots and cherish your compatriots; trust your heritage and cherish your heritage. I hope all Chinese people, for the sake of China and for all humanity, will be of one mind, unite as one, and combat SARS. I believe that all adversities, in the face of a united nation, are destined to be defeated!”





Chapter 1361: Disease Knows No Borders

Li Mu’s speech was concise but incredibly inspiring.

His core aspiration was the unity of all Chinese people. The definition of Chinese people, in his view, transcended geographical borders; it lay in ethnicity and bloodline.

Chinese people are now found in every corner of the globe, but unless a major event occurs, many do not realize the importance of ethnic and familial ties. It doesn’t necessarily take great hardship to unify a nation, but if people of the same bloodline cannot stand united, the path to national prosperity will undoubtedly be even more arduous and prolonged.

Beyond this core point, Li Mu also sought to use his influence overseas to give the international community a clear understanding. If, as depicted by Western media, SARS was solely China’s problem, and China was handling it disastrously, the truth was: SARS, and any human infectious disease, is never just one country’s problem; it is a problem for all humanity. China was doing its utmost to combat SARS, to contain it within its borders. Even for imported cases, China was ensuring isolation and treatment to prevent the epidemic from spreading internationally. Under such circumstances, how could Western media still have the audacity to accuse China? If China had been even slightly lax, and a few infected patients had accidentally slipped through Customs and boarded international flights, any country would have been in for a hard time.

Many people simply hadn’t grasped this logic. Li Mu believed that if he elucidated it for them, they would naturally change their attitudes instead of being led by the nose by Western media.

At the end of his speech, Li Mu spoke with exceptional emotion: “Finally, as a member of humanity, I venture to offer a piece of advice to the entire human society, hoping everyone can understand a truth: Before disease, there are no borders!”

Having said that, Li Mu repeated it in English: “Disease knows no borders!”

Then, he spoke powerfully: “Whether it’s cancer, heart disease, diabetes, AIDS, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, Ebola, or even today’s SARS, these are never the enemies of a single country or a single nation, but the enemies of all humanity. When a country and a nation stand at the forefront of all humanity in the face of a certain disease, those who hide behind them, even if they offer no aid or support, should never mock, scoff at, attack, or ridicule. Otherwise, they are unworthy of standing behind heroes and enjoying their protection. Indeed, they are unworthy of being human!”

As the words “unworthy of being human” left his lips, the scene immediately erupted. The university students below the stage rose again, applauding. Even the entrepreneurs and singers waiting backstage also stood and applauded. Many things are not suitable for official media to say, but when these words came from Li Mu’s mouth, the feeling was truly satisfying!

Li Mu was absolutely right. The Chinese people’s fight against SARS was not just for themselves, but for all humanity. Looking at the issue from this perspective, all previous problems suddenly became clear. From this vantage point, anyone could easily discern the ugly face of the Western media. Moreover, Li Mu immediately took the moral high ground of “all humanity” and, from that vantage point, denounced those unfathomable Western media outlets as unworthy of being human. Such an overwhelming attack made it impossible for his opponents to counterattack. Even if they made a last-ditch stand, they would only be clownish figures, utterly unable to gain the support and affirmation of the majority of the public.

After Li Mu’s speech concluded, more than ten other renowned entrepreneurs successively came onto the stage. However, not everyone had the opportunity to speak. Only two people gave brief speeches after Li Mu: the Chairman of the Board of Lenovo, and the Chairman of the Board of Haier Group.

What slightly surprised Li Mu was that none of the real estate developers had a chance to speak. Perhaps in CCTV’s eyes, real estate developers held a far lower status than national enterprises like Lenovo, Haier, and Muye Technology, which possessed significant global influence.

However, compared to the tone of Li Mu’s speech, these two chairmen were at a disadvantage. With Li Mu’s excellent speech preceding theirs, their addresses did not provoke much of a reaction. By the time they finished speaking, everyone was still immersed in the content of Li Mu’s earlier speech, especially the phrases “Disease knows no borders” and “unworthy of being human,” which became deafening golden sentences in the audience’s eyes.

When the entrepreneurs successively came onto the stage, Li Mu began first, representing Muye Technology and Taobao Technology, donating ten million yuan each to the SARS Charity Foundation. This amount was just right in Li Mu’s opinion.

In addition to these twenty million yuan in donations, Li Mu, representing the CSC Supercar Club, announced: “All members of the CSC Club have jointly donated over fifty million yuan. This money will be immediately used to establish an Angels in White Charity Fund, entirely dedicated to Angels in White who sacrificed their lives or were infected during the SARS epidemic, as well as their families. As a civilian charity organization, its coverage extends not only to mainland China but also to Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.”

All medical personnel across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan are covered by this fund, and this money is dedicated funds, only for medical personnel, and not for the main frontline of the fight against SARS.

Fifty million yuan is indeed a large sum for the relatively small number of medical personnel who might be infected by SARS or even die from it. Even if distributed equally among them, it would still be a considerable amount of funds. This was exactly what Li Mu wanted: to ensure that this group had sufficient financial assurance regarding money.

For the audience watching on television, Li Mu, representing the CSC Club and contributing fifty million yuan, truly shocked everyone once again. Among those most touched were the medical personnel themselves.

Up until now, medical personnel had been fighting with all their might on the first-tier of the anti-SARS efforts, but while facing enormous risks, they lacked substantial protection commensurate with those risks. Li Mu wanted to give them enormous protection beyond normal legal provisions. If medical personnel fell ill, while the state was responsible for treatment, the foundation would also provide them with a large amount of financial support to offer truly significant help for their future recovery and life. If medical personnel sacrificed their lives, on top of the state-mandated pensions, medical systems across various regions, and local government pensions, the foundation would also provide their families with an even larger pension. Although money cannot bring back lost lives, it can allow the surviving family members to live better.

These were very real problems in Li Mu’s eyes, just like the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charity project. Money cannot mend the pain veterans suffered in war, but it can at least provide better assurance for their later years, and their families, as heroes’ relatives, should also receive gratitude from society. Therefore, money is the most practical resource.

And medical personnel in Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, watching this live broadcast, all felt a warmth spread through their hearts, and a sense of reliance and confidence.

…

During Li Mu’s speech, CCTV’s ratings broke historical records from recent years. As a renowned entrepreneur, he did not fail CCTV’s trust in him, nor did he fail the trust of the entire nation. His words and actions inspired audiences nationwide, compatriots around the world, and even those overseas citizens who held Li Mu in high esteem.

After the entrepreneur donation segment ended, the excited host announced: “Now, we are entering the performance segment of our gala! Please welcome the famous hosts He Jiong and Chen Wan to the stage!”

No sooner had the words fallen than Chen Wan, wearing a red evening gown, and He Jiong, in a black suit, walked onto the stage together. Chen Wan’s attire today was exceptionally grand, immediately drawing the gaze of countless audience members upon her arrival.

The two CCTV hosts exchanged a few pre-arranged transitional remarks with Chen Wan and He Jiong, after which a CCTV host said: “He Jiong, Chen Wan, we’ll now hand the stage over to you two.”

He Jiong and Chen Wan responded Xinran. Then, the CCTV hosts exited the stage. He Jiong, holding the microphone, said with a smile: “Today is truly too exciting! I never imagined Chen Wan and I would have the opportunity to participate in such a profoundly meaningful gala.”

Chen Wan chuckled: “Teacher He, this must feel like returning to your maternal home, wouldn’t it?”

He Jiong nodded, laughing: “That’s right, CCTV is like my maternal home. It’s been so many years since I came back, and returning here today, I still feel incredibly excited.”

Chen Wan said: “If you’re so excited returning to your maternal home, then I, making my first appearance on the CCTV stage, feel even more thrilled.”

Speaking, Chen Wan continued: “In fact, what’s even more thrilling is not just today’s stage, but the special nature of tonight’s gala. Teacher He, did you know that the performance segment of tonight’s gala broke many records in the Chinese television and music industries?”

He Jiong asked curiously: “Really? What records did it break?”

Chen Wan said: “First, in terms of numbers, tonight we had the honor of inviting a total of one hundred seventy-eight renowned singers from mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan to participate in our charity gala. This is not only the CCTV gala with the most singers in history but also the first large-scale gala of its kind in the history of the performing arts across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.”

He Jiong exclaimed: “Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, one hundred seventy-eight renowned singers! It seems that while medical personnel across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan are jointly resisting SARS, the singers from these regions are also preparing to unite and work together to support the fight against SARS!”

“Exactly!” Chen Wan said excitedly: “I think the eager participation of so many singers from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan is enough to prove the blood ties of our Chinese nation, proving that blood is thicker than water. Here, we also hope that compatriots across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan will be able to unite as one more closely in the future, stand together against SARS!”

He Jiong clenched his fist and said earnestly: “Just as Mr. Li Mu said, everyone must believe in our nation, believe in our bloodline, and believe in our country. As long as the Chinese people can unite as one, I believe no difficulty will trouble us anymore!”

“That was wonderfully said, Teacher He,” Chen Wan clapped, and the audience followed suit.

As the applause subsided, Chen Wan added: “In addition to breaking records in terms of numbers, this gala also broke another record: the appearance fee record.”

He Jiong asked: “What do you mean by the appearance fee record? Does it mean the appearance fees for this gala were so high that it broke a record?”

At this point, He Jiong continued: “But that’s understandable, after all, we’ve invited one hundred seventy-eight singers here today, and many of them are Heavenly King and Heavenly Queen level top singers. The total appearance fees would definitely be quite high.”

Chen Wan shook her head and chuckled: “Teacher He, you guessed wrong. When I said the appearance fee broke a record, I meant it broke the lowest record.”

“Lowest?” He Jiong asked, puzzled: “Why is that?”

Chen Wan said: “All one hundred seventy-eight singers here today not only did not charge a single cent in appearance fees, but they collectively donated over sixty million yuan to combat SARS!”





Chapter 1362: Cultural and Entertainment Extravaganza

One hundred and seventy-eight famous singers, zero appearance fees, a total donation of over sixty million RMB…

These figures, combined, were truly enough to shock the entire nation’s audience.

Stars are public figures, and they have a very strong guiding influence on their fans. So many stars from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan jointly offered songs and donated money for the national effort to combat SARS in Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, naturally instilling several positive energy values in their fans:

First, like their idols, they should contribute to combating SARS;

Second, like their idols, they should adhere to the view of great unity among Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, because everyone is a Chinese compatriot, and they share common ancestry and close ties;

And the fan coverage rate of the one hundred and seventy-eight super first-tier, first-tier, and quasi first-tier singers almost encompassed all music-listening audiences, so their influence was imaginable.

After Chen Wan officially announced the start of the performance, the first singer to come onto the stage was mainland singer Fu Disheng.

At that time, he had two well-known popular songs: one, ‘Intimate Lover,’ which he sang with his wife, and the other, ‘Everyone Pulls the Oars to Propel the Big Boat.’ Of these two songs, one was about inspirational love, and the other was inspirational.

At tonight’s gala, Fu Disheng performed the inspirational song ‘Everyone Pulls the Oars to Propel the Big Boat.’

This song had a history of ten years by then; although it couldn’t be considered an outstanding musical work, its strength lay in its very positive core values. The lyrics throughout called for people to work together with one heart to cross vast oceans, so the theme was highly suitable for this gala. Thus, CCTV’s directors chose it as the opening song.

Including his life before rebirth, Li Mu hadn’t heard this song in at least ten years. Yet, as Fu Disheng, then in his prime, sang it on stage, Li Mu, who was in the audience, unconsciously began to hum along.

Before this, Li Mu had never thought this song could move him. However, in today’s special circumstances, Li Mu was deeply moved by the song under the influence of the atmosphere.

The song’s message was simple and profound: it’s hard for one person to steer a big boat or withstand the waves; one chopstick isn’t strong enough, and one hand doesn’t make a loud clap. This holds true in life and at work. If three mediocre cobblers are of one mind, they can be as resourceful as Zhuge Liang. If three to five friends are of one mind, they can achieve a great undertaking. If three to five hundred people are of one mind, they can establish a multinational group with a market value of over one hundred billion US dollars. What’s more, China has one billion three hundred million people.

The nation’s rise to prosperity can never be separated from national unity. Challenges do not necessarily build a nation, but unity certainly does.

The audience in front of their televisions felt the same way as Li Mu. Normally, when listening to Fu Disheng sing this song at an ordinary gala, it wouldn’t evoke as much emotion as ‘Intimate Lover.’ However, when listening to this song again in the face of such a national crisis, the feelings were entirely different!

It seemed Fu Disheng himself felt that he had sung this song for ten years, but today was its most fitting performance. Thus, he was exceptionally invested and performed flawlessly.

As the song concluded, thunderous applause erupted.

Chen Wan came onto the stage, thanked Fu Disheng for his performance, and said with difficulty concealing her excitement: “I’ve heard this song many times, but never have I been so deeply moved as today. The more extraordinary the period, the more we need all of us to work together with one heart! Thank you, Teacher Fu Disheng, for your splendid performance, and I hope this song can inspire every one of our Chinese compatriots!”

“Next, let’s invite singer Andy Lau from Hong Kong to bring us his classic song: ‘The Chinese’!”

Although Fu Disheng’s song was very fitting for the gala’s theme, he was not, after all, a pop singer, and his fan base was not large enough. But King Liu, who came onto the stage next, was different. He was an evergreen in Hong Kong’s entertainment industry; he rose to fame in his twenties and still had a vast number of supporters even in his fifties.

At that moment, King Liu was not the most popular in the Hong Kong entertainment industry, but he could definitely rank in the top five. Thus, his appearance immediately triggered frenzied screams from the audience.

‘The Chinese’ was still a song brimming with positive energy, and it could very prominently highlight national pride. It was also a perfectly chosen song.

King Liu, who had seen countless grand occasions, performed flawlessly in this show, living up to his title as a Heavenly King. Halfway through the song, the atmosphere of the entire venue was already exceptionally fervent. The venue, which was originally thought to need at least four or five songs to warm up, was stirred into a frenzy by his singing.

As he was about to sing the second chorus, King Liu held the microphone and shouted, “Everyone, sing along.”

Following this, everyone in the venue, from the audience to the backstage performers and staff, all sang loudly: “Hand in hand, without distinction, heads held high, let the world know, we are all Chinese…”

King Liu himself was deeply moved by the atmosphere on site. After the song concluded, he held the microphone and spoke emotionally: “It is a great honor to be invited to participate in this extraordinary charity gala. As a Chinese person, I am deeply proud of the unity of our Chinese nation. I believe no difficulty can hinder the Chinese nation’s continuous progress!”

After King Liu’s song, both the live atmosphere and the mood of the television audience had been fully ignited. Subsequently, He Jiong came onto the stage to introduce the third singer to perform.

He Jiong first thanked King Liu for his splendid performance, and then began his transitional remarks, saying: “The third singer to perform is a male singer from our treasure island, Taiwan. He is known for singing love songs and is recognized by fans across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan as the Prince of Love Songs. As early as ten years ago, he became immensely popular across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan with his song ‘Love Is Like a Tide.’ And today, the song he will bring us is ‘Love Is Just One Word,’ which moved countless audiences in the animated film ‘Lotus Lantern’! I believe by this point, many of you in the audience already know his name. So, I’ll count to three, and please loudly call out his name! Ready? One, two, three!”

No sooner had he finished speaking, the audience exploded with uniform shouts, calling out three words: “Jeff Chang!”

He Jiong immediately exclaimed loudly, “That’s right! Let’s welcome the Prince of Love Songs from Taiwan, Jeff Chang, with our warmest applause!”

…

The arrangement of CCTV’s solo singer lineup held deep meaning. It consistently ordered the singers from the three regions: Mainland China, Hong Kong and Macau, and Taiwan. The opening featured a mainland singer, followed by a Hong Kong singer, and then a Taiwanese singer. The subsequent second round still followed this order, only increasing the number of mainland singers to two.

Anita Mui, known as the ‘Daughter of Hong Kong,’ appeared in the penultimate round. As one of the closing acts and big shots, she performed one of her classic songs, ‘Don’t Ask About Life.’ This song couldn’t be called an inspirational song, but it was a song brimming with chivalrous spirit. Thus, it was also fitting for the occasion and had an excellent effect;

Leslie Cheung, a senior superstar before the Four Heavenly Kings of Hong Kong, came onto the stage in the final round. The song he chose was ‘All Thanks To You.’ On stage, he deliberately emphasized that he was dedicating this song to all the Angels in White fighting on the frontline against SARS in Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.

Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung were both superstars who had been away from the stage for a long time. Their appearance this time not only brought the entire performance to a new climax, but also had a profound impact on their fans and the Chinese music scene.

The last singer to perform in the solo segment was Luo Ta-yu, the godfather of Taiwanese pop music. The song he chose was ‘Tomorrow Will Be Better,’ which he composed over ten years ago. This song was definitely a classic among Luo Ta-yu’s inspirational songs. While this song was originally a chorus sung by multiple artists, Luo Ta-yu simply sang it entirely by himself in this performance.

Luo Ta-yu was a musical genius, but frankly, his singing voice was mediocre. If his behind-the-scenes ability was one hundred points, his live performance ability might not even pass. As the final solo song, the directing team had worried whether his singing would be abnormal during the live performance. Fortunately, this song was simply too well-known, so when Luo Ta-yu began singing the first line: “Gently wake up the sleeping soul, slowly open your eyes…” the entire venue spontaneously broke into a grand chorus.

The impassioned grand chorus immediately made Luo Ta-yu’s vocal shortcomings irrelevant. The entire audience in the hall, as well as those in front of their televisions, all found encouragement from this song during the chorus. No matter what difficulties they faced today, everyone believed tomorrow would be better!

After the grand chorus of ‘Tomorrow Will Be Better’ concluded, Chen Wan came onto the stage and emotionally said: “Mr. Luo Ta-yu’s ‘Tomorrow Will Be Better’ is so familiar to every Chinese person that it couldn’t be more familiar. Thank you, Mr. Luo Ta-yu, for your splendid performance, and thank you to the entire audience for the grand chorus. When I heard the entire audience sing together just now backstage, my palms were sweating from excitement. I believe that the audience in the hall and those in front of their televisions were also deeply moved by this song, just like me…”

At this point, Chen Wan paused, and then continued: “Time truly flies; imperceptibly, over two hours of performance are already nearing their end. However, there is still one special ‘singer’ who will bring us the final song of tonight’s show. Speaking of this singer, I believe the entire nation’s audience is very familiar with him, but perhaps you’ve never heard him sing…”

At this moment, some audience members were already shouting loudly from below the stage: “Li Mu! Li Mu!”

Other audience members quickly caught on, and soon the calls for Li Mu grew increasingly synchronized and louder, until the entire studio was filled with the two words, “Li Mu.”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “It seems everyone already knows. Then let’s welcome Mr. Li Mu, the founder of Muye Technology and Taobao Technology, with the most enthusiastic applause, along with all of our singers today, to jointly perform ‘One Big Happy Family’ for us!”

Thunderous applause erupted. Li Mu adjusted his breathing and the position of his in-ear monitor, and strode onto the stage, microphone in hand.

At this moment, Chinese people all over the world were watching Li Mu, watching this young Chinese man who had conquered the world with the internet.





Chapter 1363: Reaching the Pinnacle

As Li Mu came onto the stage, the music’s prelude began.

Singing in front of the entire nation and even all Chinese people for the first time, Li Mu was somewhat nervous. However, having experienced many significant challenges in the past two years, although nervous, he adjusted himself very quickly, so his overall performance was completely unaffected by his emotions.

Once the prelude ended, Li Mu picked up the microphone. Amidst the audience’s cheers and shouts, he began to sing “One Big Happy Family” in his slightly deep and magnetic voice.

“I like coming home to warm, waiting lights

I like waking up to everyone’s smiling faces

I like stepping out the door to strive for my family’s and my own ideals

I like a family looking in the same direction, oh

I like sharing my happiness with you right away

I like remembering your warm embrace when I’m hurt

I like thinking of your great and endless tolerance when I’m angry

I like bringing beautiful memories home for you when I travel…”

Li Mu had a good sense of rhythm, and his singing voice was at the level of a KTV mic hog. While his overall strength couldn’t compare to powerhouse singers, it was much stronger than most idol singers. Furthermore, the audience hadn’t held high expectations for Li Mu’s voice, so the moment he opened his mouth to sing, he left them dumbfounded.

Li Mu soloed two verses. Just as he was about to enter the chorus, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui suddenly appeared from the left and right sides of the stage. Precisely as the chorus began, both walked towards Li Mu, singing at the same time as him:

“Because we are one family

A loving and harmonious family

Only by fate can we gather

Only with heart will we cherish

Why let the clouds in the sky obscure our eyes…”

Li Mu’s voice had already surprised the audience, but no one expected Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui to also come onto the stage and sing with him. A Heavenly King, a Heavenly Queen, and a favored son—this lineup was already quite powerful.

The core message of this song lay in the chorus, articulating a simple attitude in the plainest language: regardless of Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, or Taiwan, all are one big loving family.

As the second verse began, with the first line of lyrics “I like coming home and forgetting all my messy moods” ringing out, Jacky Cheung, one of Hong Kong’s Four Heavenly Kings, emerged from one side of the stage. The audience once again exploded with applause and cheers. Just then, the second line of lyrics rang out, and from the other side of the stage stepped Faye Wong, known as a Heavenly Queen in Mainland China.

Faye Wong’s second appearance caused a wave of screams. At this point, Jay Chou, a popular prince charming type from Taiwan, sang the third line as he came onto the stage.

The fourth line was sung by King Liu from Hong Kong;

The fifth line was sung by Mainland powerhouse singer Tian Zhen;

The sixth line was sung by veteran Taiwanese singer Fei Yu-Ching;

The seventh line was sung by Hong Kong female singer Joey Yung;

The eighth line was sung by Mainland duo Yu Quan.

The first line of the second chorus was sung by four singers: Rene Liu, Wang Lihong, Chen Xiaochun, and Li Jian…

For the audience, it was truly an eye-opener today. Familiar faces constantly emerged on the stage. Each line of lyrics introduced multiple singers, and all were highly renowned singers from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. In a short while, dozens of well-known singers stood on the stage.

As the backing track continued to progress, after the chorus ended, the entire backing band raised the key by one step. Then, more than ten people sang a single line of lyrics. Having more than ten renowned singers sing a single line of lyrics was an extremely lavish audio-visual feast; even the CCTV Spring Festival Gala didn’t have such a scale…

At this moment, audiences in front of their televisions, especially those watching with family and friends, were mostly exclaiming repeatedly: “Oh, Ekin Cheng!” “Oh, Chen Lin!” “Oh! Cecilia Cheung!” “Oh…”

As the chorus continued to raise the key, more and more singers appeared, and the atmosphere of the song grew increasingly fervent. When one hundred seventy-eight singers had all come onto the stage, the stage scene was already grand and spectacular. The combined appearance fees of these stars would be tens of millions, if not one hundred million, and now, for the sake of one song, they stood on stage striving with all their might to perform at their best with their voices. This scene was truly unprecedented in the entire entertainment industry!

Interestingly, from the moment Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui stepped onto the stage, they stood to Li Mu’s left and right. Therefore, the subsequent singers also successively came onto the stage from the left and right sides, so even when all one hundred seventy-eight singers were on stage, Li Mu still stood at the very center of the stage, among everyone.

As more and more people filled the stage, Li Mu really wanted to quietly retreat backstage, slowly moving to the back of the stage. But just as he conceived this idea and prepared to act on it, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui blocked his retreat route from both sides. Anita Mui even linked arms with Li Mu, stating firmly that she wouldn’t let him retreat.

To Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, they knew very well that the current situation, with one hundred seventy-eight singers from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan jointly singing “One Big Happy Family,” was entirely facilitated by Li Mu. Without him, today’s performance would not have reached such a spectacular and impactful scene. As the true driving force, Li Mu was the real core figure on this stage, and as such, he had to stand at the very front and center of the stage. This was Li Mu’s well-deserved great honor.

As “One Big Happy Family” neared its end, Li Mu’s heart was also filled with a sense of accomplishment. He had merely intended to help CCTV save the day, as CCTV had thought of promoting joint efforts to combat SARS across Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. He knew he could not sit idly by and let this idea come to naught. So he used his personal favors to invite Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui to return to China to save the day, and then put all his resources into promoting this performance. But he never imagined this performance could ultimately develop to this scale.

The performance on stage had entered its final chorus.

During the final chorus, the song’s overall tempo began to slow down, and the backing track gradually faded. Li Mu and the one hundred seventy-eight performers sang the classic lyrics together:

Because we are one family

A loving and harmonious family

Blessings should be shared, difficulties must be faced together

With mutual understanding and enduring companionship, we can achieve eternal longevity…

The music gradually faded out. As all instruments ended at the final moment, all lights on stage instantly illuminated. The one hundred seventy-eight singers, along with Li Mu, bowed deeply to the audience below the stage and in front of their televisions.

The audience’s cheers almost brought down the entire studio, and audiences in front of their televisions were also indescribably excited.

On stage, Li Mu and the one hundred seventy-eight singers bowed for one minute. CCTV’s two hosts, along with Chen Wan and He Jiong, who came to support from Hunan Satellite TV, simultaneously walked onto the stage. They, too, were unable to hide their excitement as they invited all entrepreneur representatives, healthcare workers, and their family representatives to come back onto the stage.

The hosts first, on behalf of all performers, staff, audience members, and Chinese compatriots, once again solemnly thanked all healthcare workers fighting on the front lines against SARS, as well as their families.

All the singers present, as well as entrepreneur representatives including Li Mu, paid them their highest respects.

Subsequently, the hosts thanked all the entrepreneurs who made donations to combat SARS.

Following that, the hosts thanked all the singers who performed today, especially those from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, who came to support the performance despite knowing about the SARS epidemic in Beijing.

What was touching was that the four hosts took turns specifically naming and thanking all the singers and celebrities who participated in the performance. For every singer’s name mentioned, half of the dozen-plus cameras on site gave close-up shots of that singer, and every singer who was named stepped forward and bowed in gratitude.

Every one of the one hundred seventy-eight singers received this courtesy.

As the hosts jointly announced that today’s charity gala against SARS had successfully concluded, the atmosphere once again reached a peak.

Backstage, CCTV’s lighting and sound engineers high-fived each other in celebration of the performance’s successful conclusion; no problems occurred from beginning to end with the lighting or sound.

The live broadcast team also high-fived their colleagues, thanking everyone for their effort. This live broadcast gala, which began preparations only three days prior, had no signal issues throughout the entire broadcast due to their efforts, ensuring that both national and global Chinese audiences could watch the entire performance without interruption.

The director and production team members removed their headphones and intercom devices, embracing each other and weeping. It was a major performance, and as those who controlled the overall situation, their sense of accomplishment was even greater than that of other staff members.

As the Chief Director of the entire performance, Director Xu’s hands were trembling with excitement. His heart had been in his throat the entire time, and now it finally settled, yet everything felt so unreal. It had all gone too perfectly, so perfect that he couldn’t believe it was real, thinking he was dreaming.

What Director Xu didn’t know was that all of CCTV’s high-level leaders were present at the station today, jointly watching the broadcast of this performance.

Originally, this performance wasn’t that important to the station. Even for the CCTV Spring Festival Gala, it was impossible for all high-level leaders to stay overtime and pay attention. However, because of Li Mu’s assistance, this performance had been imbued with too many more significant meanings, step by step, making this gala increasingly weighty. In the eyes of the TV station’s high-level leaders, this performance had already surpassed all other galas this year, even surpassing super major events like the CCTV Spring Festival Gala, becoming a pinnacle event for CCTV!

The scale of the performance was grand and spectacular, and its significance for Chinese people worldwide was extremely major. For such a performance, they not only paid special attention but also worried greatly, fearing any anomalies that might make the performance less than perfect.

Fortunately, all performers and staff members strived with all their might to present this performance perfectly to everyone!





Chapter 1364: God-tier Public Relations

During this extraordinary period of SARS, CCTV presented this perfect performance to all Chinese audiences. The positive significance and energy it contained surpassed everyone’s imagination.

Every son and daughter of China was inspired and encouraged by this performance. Even though foreign media went all out to publicize the severity of the epidemic within the country and deliberately smeared the nation, the public, through this gala, saw the nation’s efforts in SARS prevention and control. The SARS prevention and control centers and the medical staff working tirelessly within them, shown in the video, served as the best proof.

Moreover, the public unconsciously breathed a sigh of relief regarding Beijing’s epidemic situation. Foreign media and the World Health Organization had constantly publicized how dangerous Beijing was, yet so many big-name celebrities still gathered in Beijing to sing loudly in the fight against SARS. Even Li Mu, with his net worth of hundreds of billions of dollars, appeared on the stage of this gala. Through their actions, they implicitly conveyed a message to the entire nation and even the world: Beijing was not as dangerous as they claimed.

A more important effect was that this gala fostered a kind of national cohesion in the hearts of every son and daughter of China. This cohesion broke through regional barriers and even national borders, allowing every son and daughter of China, who identifies as a descendant of Yan and Huang, to share the same profound experience. This was an immense value that could not be measured by money.

After the performance, the internet was overwhelmingly filled with praises from netizens for the show, and the main battleground for their discussions was Tieba!

After this performance, every celebrity’s Tieba that participated in the show ushered in a traffic peak. Their fans flocked to their respective Tieba pages, posting praises for the show, commending their idols’ performances in it, and highlighting their sense of social responsibility. Even Li Mu’s and the four hosts’ Tieba pages saw their page views and post volumes increase severalfold compared to usual. Li Mu’s Tieba was the most extreme, experiencing a growth of more than a dozen times.

Many netizens expressed their admiration for Li Mu on his Tieba page. A small number of netizens also posted, saying that Li Mu’s voice sounded somewhat like the online singer Mu Zi, but such posts received almost no attention and were quickly drowned out by a flood of praise.

Furthermore, CCTV’s Tieba traffic surged thousands of times. Hundreds of thousands of netizens poured into CCTV’s Tieba page, uniformly posting praises and commendations.

Some netizens newly opened a Tieba page with the same name, ‘Fight Against SARS’. As soon as the Tieba passed the review, tens of thousands of netizens flooded in, demonstrating just how significant this performance was to the audience.

Due to the overwhelming enthusiasm of netizens, Tieba even experienced several bandwidth warnings. Fortunately, Muye Technology had its own data processing center and urgently allocated redundant bandwidth to support Tieba, ensuring smooth service.

It wasn’t just the internet; the media also quickly gave the performance immense attention and affirmation.

Alipay opened a donation account for the ‘Fight Against SARS’ Charitable Fund and pushed it to Chinese users worldwide via YY. This donation account would accept donations for ten days, and all donation details within those ten days would be completely open and transparent. To ensure the donations promptly served their purpose, Alipay would make payments to the foundation every twelve hours, transferring the entire amount in the account each time.

After watching the performance, the hearts of the Chinese sons and daughters surged with emotion, and their national pride burst forth. They erupted with a frenzy akin to Taobao’s Double Eleven in later years, scrambling to log into Alipay to donate to the foundation. The speed at which the funds surged stunned everyone.

In the first hour after the account was opened, the emotionally surging sons and daughters of China donated over three hundred seventy million to this account. The total number of donors exceeded five million people, greatly embodying the traditional Chinese virtue of support from all sides in times of hardship.

In the fifth hour after the account opened, the total donation amount reached six hundred million.

In the twelfth hour after the account opened, the total donation amount surpassed one billion. Among this, two hundred sixty million in donations came from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan users, as well as overseas Chinese. They donated to Alipay via PayPal using US dollars. The donation amounts, initiated by PayPal, were converted into Chinese Yuan for settlement by the Central Bank according to the real-time exchange rate.

In the subsequent hours, donations from compatriots in Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, as well as overseas Chinese, surged continuously with the promotion of PayPal payments, quickly surpassing five hundred million Chinese Yuan. The total individual donations from Mainland China also exceeded one billion.

In less than twenty hours, this dedicated fund breached one billion five hundred million Chinese Yuan.

Within twenty-four hours, the total donation amount surpassed one billion seven hundred million!

One billion seven hundred million in donations, within the past twenty-four hours, was fully paid to the Fight Against SARS Foundation through two settlements. The foundation immediately issued a statement acknowledging the arrival of the funds and promptly decided to hand over the entire one billion seven hundred million to the health department for allocation. The health department also issued a statement, declaring that it would regularly disclose the expenditure details of all charitable funds to the public, accepting supervision from the entire nation and overseas Chinese.

From the public’s perspective, the direct impact of this performance was an unprecedented unity rarely seen among the sons and daughters of China in recent years. People’s mindsets truly underwent a tremendous change! From fearing SARS before, it transformed into now confronting SARS! Even if they couldn’t directly fight SARS, they would donate money and supplies to support the nation in this arduous war against SARS.

With a change in mindset, everything changed!

Overnight, the entire China entered a completely different state. Although people still heeded the government’s call to avoid public places as much as possible, the hearts of those staying at home, in companies, workplaces, and schools had long soared beyond walls and gates, coalescing on a spiritual level to form a formidable combined force.

Among the numerous donation messages received by Alipay, one often saw remarks like: ‘Of this donation, XXX Yuan was donated by me on behalf of XX.’ Those donating on behalf of others could be their family members, relatives, friends, neighbors, or colleagues. Although the foundation also had a receiving account, for them, queuing at the bank to donate would clearly waste more time and energy, and also increase the burden on social epidemic prevention. The best method was still to donate online via Alipay. Therefore, those who wished to contribute but didn’t have Alipay accounts or online banking contacted their relatives and friends, asking them to donate a certain amount on their behalf if they had Alipay, and then paid them back in cash.

Li Mu specifically requested Alipay’s staff to compile all these donation messages and then transfer the data to YY.com, to be continuously displayed on YY.com’s special topic page. There were as many as one million such proxy donation messages, further demonstrating the solidarity of the sons and daughters of China in the present moment!

An unprecedented performance, unprecedented influence, unprecedented enormous donations – the influence brought by this performance was constantly writing more legends!

Media from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, as well as many overseas Chinese media, extensively reported on this performance, sparing no words of praise. All media related to China believed that this performance was a grand event worth being recorded in history for the sons and daughters of China!

Interestingly, Western media, which had previously smeared China regarding the SARS issue, almost without exception remained silent, as if they had no idea such an inspiring performance had taken place in China. They unanimously chose to feign ignorance, refusing to report on the performance in any form.

In fact, the reason was simple: these media had previously distorted the relevant facts about China’s SARS epidemic, and this performance presented too many opportunities to severely discredit them. In particular, Li Mu’s strong remarks left these Western media frustrated. Li Mu’s phrase, ‘unworthy of being human,’ made them feel as if they had been severely slapped in the face.

The most crucial point was that Li Mu firmly stood on the moral high ground of humanitarianism. Those Western media outlets that had distorted the facts simply had no way to refute him. So, the only thing they could do was feign ignorance, which at least allowed them to save face in front of their own citizens.

However, Li Mu would not let them off the hook.

At this moment, YY’s strategic importance became fully prominent.

Western media did not want their audience to know about this performance in China. They could collude through print and television media channels to block information from the public, but they could not break through YY, this internet stronghold deeply rooted in their own backyards.

Traditional communication channels were like France’s Maginot Line, only able to defend a small part of the national border and utterly incapable of forming a comprehensive defense. Once an enemy bypassed the defense line, they could find a breakthrough point elsewhere. However, YY’s approach was not merely about bypassing defenses and seeking alternative breakthrough points; YY adopted an all-encompassing, three-dimensional, wrap-around strategy. Its powerful information penetration ability was like dominating a vast ocean; every enemy was but an isolated island before it. Trying to defend against it was simply a joke.

Subsequently, YY sent out another global broadcast.

This broadcast, in addition to providing a detailed report on China’s performance from last night, deliberately translated Li Mu’s speech into multiple languages.

‘Li Mu’ himself was a super trending, eye-catching keyword on the internet at that time. Any news related to him would attract the attention of netizens worldwide, and if it was an official YY broadcast, that held even more true.

Li Mu’s point of view in his speech truly delivered a resounding slap in the face to Western media, and at the same time, it won over the majority of Western citizens with independent judgment.

Consequently, in Western society and on the Western internet, Li Mu gained a large number of followers. Many openly discussed Li Mu’s views and expressed their support for his arguments.

This also won China more goodwill in the eyes of Western publics, because those who supported Li Mu agreed with his core argument that ‘disease knows no borders.’ They also believed that China’s fight against SARS was not just for itself but for the entire world, and that the Chinese government had already done an excellent job.

In the face of this argument, those Western media outlets with ulterior motives were as if instantly stripped bare, their inner ugliness and shameful conduct completely exposed before the public’s eyes.

When other countries’ governments and people were constantly striving to resist the new disease, these individuals not only refused to offer any support but instead slandered other nations from behind for their own vile purposes. Their public trust as media professionals was instantly significantly diminished. Many Western citizens even took to the internet to denounce and protest against their own national media outlets with ulterior motives, making these media outlets utterly embarrassed at once!

While those neutral overseas media outlets regularly reported on the performance, they did not forget to jest at the intentionally biased media. In their words, China, with an unprecedented performance, destroyed all deliberate attacks instigated by ill-intentioned media. This was simply a god-tier public relations operation, surpassing textbook levels in the global public relations field.

And in the face of such god-tier public relations, those Western media outlets, ordinarily arrogant and glamorous, now appeared not only ugly but also vulnerable!





Chapter 1365: The Newly Established Powerful Family

The immense success of the entire performance also helped He Jiong and Chen Wan make a great leap forward. It is said that the day after the performance, the two had originally planned to return, but because CCTV was holding a Celebration banquet, and specifically requested their attendance, they only changed their flight tickets and stayed for an additional day after consulting with the station.

Li Mu was also invited to the Celebration banquet, but he rejected the invitation.

On one hand, he felt he wasn’t suitable to appear at the television station’s Celebration banquet. On the other hand, he didn’t want the significant effort he put into the gala to continue to gain buzz.

If he attended the Celebration banquet, everyone would likely thank him at the feast. However, his reason for helping wasn’t for seeking fame and praise; he simply felt that the core idea of Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan standing together against SARS was of great significance and shouldn’t be allowed to go to waste.

Thus, while CCTV was holding its internal Celebration banquet, Li Mu invited Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui to his home for a home-cooked meal.

In Li Mu’s view, for the two of them to travel thousands of miles to Beijing to salvage the situation was an enormous favor. Inviting them to eat anywhere else wouldn’t show as much sincerity as inviting them to his home.

The only thing that made Li Mu feel guilt was that every time he invited friends over for a meal, his parents had to painstakingly prepare the dishes. He had originally wanted to hire one or two Aunties to help them, but they steadfastly refused. As Li Mu’s mother said, she found it difficult to get used to the ‘powerful family’ lifestyle with servants in the house, so Li Mu didn’t insist.

Fortunately, Li Mu’s mother still had a goddaughter…

When Li Mu’s family hosted Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, Li Ziwei became Li Mu’s mother’s helper, assisting with preparing the meal at home.

Li Mu specially arranged for a driver to pick up Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui from their hotel and bring them home. When the two arrived a bit early, Li Mu and his father accompanied them, chatting and serving them tea.

Li Mu’s father wasn’t much for idol chasing, but he had watched many Hong Kong movies. His favorite movie actor was Chow Yun-fat, but he also had a good impression of Leslie Cheung, and the same went for Anita Mui. Especially after learning about the significant role they played in the performance, Li Mu’s father held them in extraordinary respect, and so they chatted very happily.

While chatting, Li Mu received an unfamiliar call. After answering, he learned that the caller was a high-ranking leader from CCTV. The leader called to express gratitude to Li Mu, and also regret that Li Mu couldn’t attend tonight’s Celebration banquet. He said Li Mu was the greatest distinguished contributor to the performance. However, Li Mu very politely told him that the greatest distinguished contributors were all the staff members of CCTV and all the performing singers.

The other party repeatedly agreed, then hesitated before expressing a request.

He said: “Mr. Li, you have very good personal connections with both Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui. Their ability to rush all the way from the United States to salvage the situation this time was likely largely due to your favor. I, too, have a bold request; I wonder if you can agree to it?”

Li Mu said: “Please speak. If it’s something I can do, I will devote myself to the utmost.”

Only then did the other party say: “The social impact of this performance is excellent, and the two most influential celebrities in this performance are them. Moreover, the audience, knowing they specifically rushed over from the United States, holds them in particularly high regard. Therefore, we want to strike while the iron is hot, leveraging the buzz from the performance to make additional efforts. We hope to invite them both to participate in an exclusive interview for Face to Face (CCTV program).”

Striking while the iron is hot is normal. Most media outlets are veterans at controlling the pace and momentum. Just like with the CCTV Spring Festival Gala every year, if there’s an act or a celebrity that’s particularly popular with the audience, CCTV will also strike while the iron is hot, inviting them to participate in more other programs. This is also a form of resource exchange. The magician Liu Qian and the skit actor Xiao Shenyang followed this path back then. Recently, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui have been highly favored by the audience, so inviting them to a talk show like Face to Face (CCTV program) is an excellent idea. The only question is whether Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui will agree.

So Li Mu said: “I will convey your invitation to them.”

The other party couldn’t help but ask: “How likely do you think they are to agree?”

Li Mu said: “I can’t guarantee that. They’ll have to decide based on their own schedules.”

Li Mu also didn’t know Leslie Cheung’s and Anita Mui’s upcoming plans. They came to Beijing to salvage the situation, and now that the performance was successfully concluded, he wasn’t sure if they would go to the United States, Hong Kong, or somewhere else. Moreover, they themselves already had intentions of retirement, so they might not be willing to continue making public appearances.

After hanging up the phone and returning to the living room, Li Mu’s father was asking Leslie Cheung about some anecdotes from when they filmed Once a Thief. As they were discussing Cherie Chung, Li Mu’s father sighed, saying that the dance scene between Leslie Cheung and Cherie Chung in Once a Thief deeply impressed him. Leslie Cheung earnestly replied: “If you’re her fan, I can introduce you two next time.”

Li Mu’s father quickly waved his hand, chuckling: “I can’t really say I’m her fan, and my darling wife better not hear this, or she might get jealous!”

Li Mu then jested: “My dad’s truly favorite actress is Angie Chiu. Whenever New Legend of Madame White Snake was shown on TV, he would always exclaim how beautiful Angie Chiu was.”

Leslie Cheung exclaimed with surprise: “Oh, that’s wonderful! I have very good personal connections with Sister Ya Zhi; we even collaborated in 1980. If there’s an opportunity in the future, I’ll definitely introduce her to you.”

Li Mu’s father hadn’t expected Li Mu to expose his favorite actress, and upon hearing Leslie Cheung say he had a good relationship with Angie Chiu, he immediately felt a bit embarrassed.

Li Mu saw that his father was too embarrassed to respond, so he changed the subject and said to Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui: “A leader from CCTV just called, wanting to invite you to participate in a talk show on CCTV. They want to capitalize on the high buzz from the performance and then generate more influence and topics. I don’t know what your next arrangements are, but would you be interested in participating?”

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui exchanged a glance. Then Anita Mui spoke: “We were actually planning to find an opportunity to talk to you about this. Recently, we want to do more within our capabilities to combat SARS. So, our time moving forward will be divided into two parts: one part is to remain in Beijing, awaiting your and the mainland media’s deployment, and the other part is to return to Hong Kong to participate in Hong Kong’s charitable activities against SARS. So, if there’s anything you need our cooperation with, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Li Mu’s heart filled with joy, and he said: “That’s truly wonderful! I’ll go ahead and accept on your behalf with CCTV, and let them arrange everything according to your schedule.”

“Great!”

…

Although Li Mu’s family dinner was relatively simple, its significance was quite extraordinary. Apart from family and close friends, not many people had enjoyed such a family dinner at Li Mu’s home. Before Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui arrived, only two people from the entertainment industry had received this treatment: one was Chen Wan, and the other was He Jiong.

Chen Wan was Li Mu’s woman, so she could be considered family. Viewed this way, the only one from the entertainment industry was He Jiong, and he had, moreover, benefited from Chen Wan’s connections.

In fact, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui were also very surprised by Li Mu’s invitation. In their opinion, Li Mu was far superior to them in all aspects. Whether in terms of financial resources, capability, or influence, they were clearly not on the same level. More crucially, both believed Li Mu had shown them kindness, but they hadn’t expected Li Mu to value them so highly, even specially inviting them to his home for dinner.

However, Li Mu felt that for those who show him an inch of respect, he would show them a mile. Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui’s unhesitating decision to come to Beijing to salvage the situation made Li Mu truly consider them as confidants, just like Song Liang and Chen Ze.

Li Mu’s father and mother were also very hospitable, completely without any airs, nor any display of a sense of superiority. This made both Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui feel that they were very different from the powerful families in Hong Kong.

In Hong Kong, true powerful families look down on the entertainment industry. Li Ka-shing would absolutely not host celebrities at home like Li Mu’s family. Even if he did, he would never lower himself to treat everyone as equals. Not to mention a Hong Kong wealthiest person like Li Ka-shing, even powerful families in Hong Kong with a net worth of several billion Hong Kong dollars wouldn’t put any celebrity in their eyes. Many entertainment Goddesses find it incredibly difficult to marry into a powerful family, and some female celebrities have had several children for powerful families yet haven’t even received a public title. Thus, Hong Kong celebrities have long had a pervasive subconscious belief that stars in the entertainment industry hold little weight or status in front of powerful families.

However, in Li Mu’s home, this mindset didn’t exist.

Perhaps due to their personalities, or perhaps because they were a newly established wealthy family without the longstanding legacy of powerful families, neither Li Mu nor his parents possessed a true ‘powerful family’ mindset. They didn’t feel their social status was significantly higher than others. That’s why Li Mu’s father and mother found it difficult to get used to having servants, unlike Hong Kong tycoons. That’s why Li Mu would befriend people whose capabilities weren’t on par with his own. And that’s why Li Mu’s mother, even as the mother of a wealthy man with a net worth of tens of billions of US dollars, still felt apprehensive and worried about being rejected when she wanted to acknowledge Li Ziwei, a girl from an ordinary background, as her goddaughter.

It was precisely due to the humble and gentle nature of Li Mu’s family that Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui felt completely at ease throughout their visit and grew to increasingly appreciate this simple yet warm atmosphere.

At the dinner table, their conversations were exceptionally joyful, filled with continuous laughter.

Just as they were discussing amusing anecdotes from the Hong Kong entertainment industry, the doorbell rang. Li Ziwei quickly rose to open the door, and as it swung open, Li Ziwei discovered that standing outside was none other than Zhao Ziqiu.

Zhao Ziqiu was currently holding a large glass platter, covered with a semicircular lid. Steam billowed within, but one could still immediately see a fish placed on the platter.

Zhao Ziqiu saw Li Ziwei and asked, a little nervously: “Zi Wei, have Uncle Li and Auntie Li eaten yet? My mother made West Lake Vinegar Fish, and asked me to bring it over for them to try.”

Li Ziwei knew about Zhao Ziqiu’s and Li Mu’s relationship, smiled and nodded, whispering softly: “They just started eating not long ago. Godfather and Godmother are here, General Manager Li is also here, and there are two special guests as well.”

“Oh?” Zhao Ziqiu said: “There are guests? Then I won’t go in. Could you please take the fish in for me?”

Li Ziwei gently pushed her by her lower back towards the door, chuckling softly: “At a time like this, it’s better if you carry it in yourself!”





Chapter 1366: CCTV’s Invitation

Zhao Ziqiu thought only Li Mu’s family was there, or even that Li Mu hadn’t returned. But to her surprise, Li Mu’s family was entertaining guests. However, having already arrived, it was unrealistic not to go in, especially since Li Ziwei clearly wanted her to enter. At this point, there was no way to back out, so she could only brace herself and follow Li Ziwei into the house.

It wasn’t that Zhao Ziqiu was nervous about seeing Li Mu’s parents, nor Li Mu himself. The key concern was that her appearance at this moment would disturb Li Mu’s family entertaining guests. Therefore, as Zhao Ziqiu carried the fish towards the dining room, she made up her mind to put the fish down, say a few words, and then quickly excuse herself to leave, disturbing them as little as possible.

Li Mu’s parents were still curious who was visiting at this time. After all, they had only recently moved in and didn’t know many people. Besides Zhao Ziqiu and her mother, Li Mu’s father and mother only had a nodding acquaintance with three or five neighbors.

Zhao Ziqiu followed Li Ziwei to the dining room. The moment she entered, she was startled by the scene before her eyes.

Li Mu’s father, mother, and Li Mu were naturally familiar to her. What shocked her immensely were Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, who were seated diagonally across from her.

Moreover, what Li Mu didn’t know was that Zhao Ziqiu had always admired Leslie Cheung, not only loving his songs but also his movies.

In other words, in this era, very few twenty-year-old Chinese girls didn’t like Leslie Cheung. This generation born in the 1980s was the last to witness the Hong Kong entertainment culture sweep across China. In a few more years, as the Hong Kong entertainment industry declined and Korean and Japanese entertainment rose, young people would be influenced by the Korean Wave and Japanese cultural trends.

Among those born in the 1990s and 2000s, fewer and fewer might like Leslie Cheung, but for the 1980s generation, Leslie Cheung was the pinnacle of Chinese male stars in that era.

Witnessing her idol eating at Li Mu’s dining table, Zhao Ziqiu could barely believe her eyes. She froze for several seconds, unable to come to her senses, until Li Mu jested, “Zi Qiu, why are you spacing out the moment you step in?”

Only then did Zhao Ziqiu come to her senses, saying with some embarrassment, “I’m so sorry, I lost my composure just now…”

After speaking, she looked at Li Mu’s mother, holding up the plate in her hands, and nervously said, “Auntie Li, my mom made West Lake Vinegar Fish tonight and asked me to bring one over for you and Uncle Li to try…”

Li Mu’s mother quickly got up and came to Zhao Ziqiu’s side, taking the fish plate while saying, “Thank your mother so much.”

After speaking, Li Mu’s mother placed the fish on the table and asked her, “Zi Qiu, have you eaten? Sit down and have some with us!”

Zhao Ziqiu hastily replied, “No, no, Auntie Li, my mom is still waiting for me to go back and eat at home. Please enjoy your meal, I won’t disturb you.”

Having said that, Zhao Ziqiu prepared to turn and leave.

Li Mu hastily said, “Zi Qiu, don’t rush off yet, let me introduce you.”

After speaking, Li Mu got up and came to Zhao Ziqiu’s side, extending his hand towards Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, and said to her, “Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui, you definitely know these two big stars, so I won’t introduce them too much to you.”

Then, Li Mu said to Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, “Zhao Ziqiu, my… good friend. She also lives in Ziyun Mountain Villa…”

Introducing Zhao Ziqiu in front of his parents, Li Mu felt somewhat guilty conscience.

Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui both stood up. Leslie Cheung was closest to Zhao Ziqiu, so he proactively extended his hand to Zhao Ziqiu, smiling, “Hello Zi Qiu, I’m Leslie Cheung.”

Zhao Ziqiu lightly bit her lower lip, looking at Leslie Cheung with a mix of surprise and joy, then at Li Mu, so excited that she forgot to shake Leslie Cheung’s hand.

Li Mu couldn’t help but remind her, “Don’t just giggle, bro is looking to shake your hand.”

“Ah…” Zhao Ziqiu finally reacted, her face instantly flushed crimson. She hurriedly reached out to shake Leslie Cheung’s hand and nervously said, “I’m sorry, bro, my mind just short-circuited for a moment. I’m a music fan and movie fan of yours, and my mom is too…”

Leslie Cheung said very gently, “Thank you very much for your and your mother’s support. Please thank her for me.”

As he spoke, Leslie Cheung pointed to the West Lake Vinegar Fish on the table and smiled, “And for the fish, I also need to thank her. This dish looks very delicious.”

At this moment, Anita Mui also proactively extended her hand, smiling, “Hello Zi Qiu, it’s nice to meet you.”

Zhao Ziqiu hurriedly reached out to shake Anita Mui’s hand, saying, “Hello Sister Mui, my mom and I are also your fans. Every time she goes to KTV, she always sings your ‘Woman Flower’.”

Anita Mui smiled, “Thank you, and please thank your mother for me!”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded repeatedly, realizing she might have disturbed them for too long, and then said, “Uncle and Aunt, bro, Sister Mui, Zi Wei, and Li Mu, please continue eating. I won’t disturb you any longer. My mom is still waiting for me to go back for dinner.”

Li Mu’s mother didn’t try to keep her much, and just said, “Then when your mom has time, our two families can have a dining together.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded and said, “Then I’ll head back first.”

Li Mu’s mother then said, “Auntie will see you out.”

After speaking, Li Mu’s mother was about to go out with Zhao Ziqiu. Zhao Ziqiu was about to politely decline when Li Mu stood up and said, “Mom, please sit down and eat. I’ll see Zi Qiu out.”

Li Mu’s mother thought for a moment and nodded, smiling at Zhao Ziqiu, “Zi Qiu, then let Li Mu see you out. You young people have a lot in common.”

As she spoke, Li Mu’s mother added a reminder, “Remember to thank your mom for me. Auntie will return the plate to her later.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “No need to trouble yourself, Auntie Li. I can pick it up tomorrow.”

“How could we impose…”

Li Mu then said, “How about this, Zi Qiu, tell Auntie Xie at home that I’m inviting her to come over for tea. You can both come after you finish eating. Didn’t you say Auntie Xie also really likes bro and Sister Mui? It’ll be a good chance to introduce them to her.”

Zhao Ziqiu felt hopeful but a bit hesitant, asking, “Is that… appropriate?”

Li Mu looked at Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, as they were the guests.

Leslie Cheung then said without hesitation, “What’s inappropriate about it? We also hope to make more friends in mainland China.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then it’s settled. Go home and tell Auntie Xie. I think she definitely won’t refuse.”

Only then did Zhao Ziqiu feel relieved. She nodded and said, “Then I’ll go back and tell her.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, patted her shoulder, and said, “Come on, I’ll see you out.”

Li Mu accompanied Zhao Ziqiu out of the dining room and then out of the house. Zhao Ziqiu turned to him and said, “You should go back in and accompany the guests. I’ll come over after I eat.”

“No rush,” Li Mu smiled. “Let’s go, I’ll see you home.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “How inappropriate would that be? The guests are still at home…”

Li Mu reached out and put his arm around her waist, saying, “It’s fine, my parents are accompanying them. I’ll take you back and invite Auntie Xie over at the same time.”

With Li Mu’s arm around her, Zhao Ziqiu instantly stopped refusing.

Xie Yun had just finished preparing dinner at home, waiting for Zhao Ziqiu to come back to eat together. To her surprise, Li Mu also returned with Zhao Ziqiu.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Xie Yun smiled and asked him, “Li Mu, you’re here. Are you eating dinner at home tonight?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Hello Auntie Xie. Tonight, I’m hosting two guests for dinner at home.”

Xie Yun smiled, “They must be esteemed guests if you’re inviting them to your home for dinner. Have you tried the fish Auntie made?”

Li Mu said, “Not yet, I’ll try it when I get back.”

Xie Yun then said, “Auntie made two. Why don’t you try some here first?”

Li Mu hastily said, “No need, Auntie. It’s fine if I try it when I get home. I just came to drop Zi Qiu off and ask if you have time after dinner. If so, I’d like to invite you and Zi Qiu to our home for tea.”

Xie Yun said, “You have guests at home, isn’t it inappropriate for us mother and daughter to come?”

Li Mu said, “There’s nothing inappropriate about it. Zi Qiu said you know both guests, so it’s a good chance to sit down and chat together.”

“I know them?” Xie Yun asked curiously, “Who are they?”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled and said, “Mom, Li Mu invited Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui to their house.”

“Ah?” Xie Yun said in surprise, “Leslie Cheung, Anita Mui? Really?”

“Really,” Zhao Ziqiu said with a smile, “I was startled when I saw them just now.”

Xie Yun thought of the banquet that had just ended and felt relieved, smiling, “That’s wonderful. I’ve always liked them, but never had the chance to meet them. Your Uncle Zhao isn’t particularly interested in the Hong Kong entertainment industry. He rejected several invitations from Hong Kong to attend gatherings and events before.”

Zhao Ziqiu added, “My dad only likes vocalists like Jiang Dawei. He’s not interested in any other entertainment stars. Once, someone in Beijing invited him to a gathering, saying Faye Wong would also be attending. I was in high school then and obsessed with Faye Wong, but no matter how much I begged him to take me, he refused. That’s why I’ve actually met so few celebrities.”

Li Mu thought about it and realized it was true. With Zhao Xianliang’s wealth, if he wanted to, there wouldn’t be a celebrity in all of China he couldn’t meet, unless he simply wasn’t interested.

…

After settling things with Xie Yun, Li Mu returned home to continue the unfinished dinner.

Xie Yun’s cooking skills were indeed excellent. Li Mu had eaten West Lake Vinegar Fish, a classic Hangzhou dish, many times, but in his memory, he had never tasted anything that could compare to Xie Yun’s craftsmanship.

After dinner, Li Mu sent a message to Zhao Ziqiu. A few minutes later, the mother and daughter arrived at his home. Li Mu introduced Xie Yun to Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui, and also introduced Zhao Xianliang, who was not in Beijing. Interestingly, Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui both knew of Zhao Xianliang, recognizing him as a very famous entrepreneur in mainland China.

When the gathering at home dispersed, Li Mu personally drove Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui to their hotel. He then sent a message to Chen Wan, asking about the progress of her celebration banquet. When he learned it was nearing its end, Li Mu proactively offered to pick her up and take her home, as he wasn’t comfortable with her taking a taxi alone.

Driving to the hotel where CCTV was holding the celebration banquet, Li Mu picked up a slightly tipsy Chen Wan.

On the way back, Chen Wan told Li Mu that CCTV’s leadership had just intentionally had a private conversation with her and He Jiong. Besides thanking them for their efforts in the performance, the more important message they conveyed was their hope that both of them could develop their careers at CCTV.





Chapter 1367: It Will Definitely Be a Hit!

CCTV’s recruitment of Chen Wan and He Jiong did not surprise Li Mu. On the contrary, the success of this gala had far exceeded CCTV’s expectations. In such circumstances, the aura surrounding Chen Wan and He Jiong shone even brighter, and it would go against normal logic for CCTV not to make a move on them.

So Li Mu asked Chen Wan, “When CCTV tried to poach you, what promises did they make?”

Chen Wan nodded. “The information revealed by CCTV executives is that CCTV’s strategic policy is no longer purely a serious media outlet. Instead, they hope to make a breakthrough in entertainment while preserving the serious media aspect, and it’s meant to be a significant breakthrough.”

At this point, Chen Wan added, “This means that, aside from CCTV Channel 1, other channels have deep potential for entertainment-oriented development. Channel 2, Channel 3, and Channel 4 can all undergo entertainment development. If the two of us are willing to join CCTV, all entertainment resources from these three channels will be made available to us, and they will cooperate fully.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “I understand. Comprehensive development is the ultimate goal of every enterprise and organization. It’s not a new thing for CCTV to want to continuously increase its influence in the entertainment aspects.”

Chen Wan said, “This time, it seems they are preparing to step up their efforts.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and asked her, “What are your opinions, and Teacher He’s? Have you discussed it?”

Chen Wan nodded, “We found an opportunity to chat privately. Teacher He said that although CCTV has always wanted to develop entertainment, they’ve never had such a strong desire as now. It seems they are serious this time. He said that if CCTV can deliver on these resources, it should be a very good choose.”

Li Mu asked again, “What about you? What are your opinions?”

Chen Wan pursed her lips for a moment, then said with a deep gaze, “I just feel that if I came to CCTV, I’d be closer to you…”

Li Mu smiled gently, took her hand, and said earnestly, “I also want you closer to me, but you can’t delay your own prospects just to be close to me.”

Chen Wan asked in confusion, “Why do you say that? CCTV’s resources are not at all inferior to Hunan Satellite TV’s…”

Li Mu smiled calmly and explained, “No matter how much CCTV wants to exert itself in entertainment, the fundamental nature of serious media cannot change. This is its DNA, something that cannot be altered. People can undergo plastic surgery, or organ transplantation, but they cannot change their DNA. It’s inherent. Therefore, within CCTV’s scales, seriousness must always outweigh entertainment. If entertainment develops too well and tips this balance, then adjustments will definitely be made to ensure seriousness always remains greater than entertainment. If a host wants to take root and develop in the entertainment industry, they must choose a platform where entertainment outweighs seriousness. Only then will there be enough development space.”

As he spoke, the car happened to stop at a red light. Li Mu pulled over, turned to look at Chen Wan, and said seriously, “Hunan Satellite TV, for the next few years, or even ten years, should be the platform with the strongest entertainment DNA in the country. If you leave it too early, not only will you lose a great opportunity, but you’ll also be easily overtaken on a curve by others who seize the chance. The entertainment industry, you know, if you don’t advance, you fall back. There are too many rising stars, countless people desperately trying to get in.”

Chen Wan’s expression flickered with a hint of sadness. She gently nodded, “I know. Then I’ll turn this down later.”

Li Mu saw that she was a little unhappy, reached out and stroked her face, comforting her, “In one to two years, I’ll get Muye Pictures implemented and running, and then you can take over. By that time, you won’t need to make public appearances. Whether it’s Beijing or anywhere, you can be wherever you want. You will become the true Grand Dame of the Chinese-language entertainment industry, and the only one. All Heavenly Kings and Queens will have to be respectful when they see you, not just because you are my woman, but also because by then you will hold the most powerful resources in the entire Chinese-language entertainment industry!”

Chen Wan’s cheeks flushed crimson. She lowered her eyes, avoiding Li Mu’s gaze, and said shyly, “Anyway, since I’m your woman, I’ll listen to everything you say.”

Li Mu chuckled mischievously, saying, “Oh, right, your flight is tomorrow afternoon, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Chen Wan nodded, “Two thirty.”

Li Mu said, “Tell Teacher He that I’ve already prepared the script for Life of Longing. Have him come to my house tomorrow morning. I’ll give him the script and briefly explain it to him.”

Li Mu took the time to write a rough script for the extreme modification of Life of Longing, intending for Teacher He to see it first, then take it back for Hunan Satellite TV’s leadership to review. If Hunan Satellite TV’s leaders were interested, Muye Pictures would partner with them for this copyright. If they weren’t interested, he could always find other TV stations to cooperate with.

However, this rhetoric was merely a bargaining chip. As long as Hunan Satellite TV could meet his cooperation conditions, Li Mu didn’t really want to find other TV stations to deal with. Aside from knowing some people at CCTV, he didn’t know anyone at other TV stations and was too lazy to open up a new TV cooperation channel.

…

The next day, when He Jiong saw the Life of Longing script at Li Mu’s home, he hesitated for a long time.

In his opinion, this Life of Longing was somewhat peculiar; he couldn’t even give it a clear position.

To say it was an entertainment program? No. To say it was a variety show? Not really. To say it was a documentary? Even less so. What exactly was this thing?

Also, would people watch this kind of program, which was like playing house and a bit boring? Three men and a dog, a farmhouse courtyard, a pile of corn and other crops, and then inviting guests to eat and stay overnight to experience rural life… There wasn’t even a single game. Would audiences like it?

One must know that all variety shows nowadays rely on games. It could even be said that games are the soul of variety shows. The “Who is the Undercover” game that Chen Wan brought when she joined Happy Camp was the hottest game in variety shows at this stage. Happy Camp’s ability to stand out among all variety shows largely owed its credit to this game.

But now, Li Mu suddenly presented a new variety show format, one that had no games, only a farmhouse courtyard…

He Jiong couldn’t understand it. He absolutely did not think this program would be interesting. Compared to Super Girl, which Li Mu had given to Chen Wan, this program was far, far inferior.

Li Mu could see the struggle and indecisiveness hidden in his expression, so he smiled and asked him, “Teacher He, what are your opinions?”

He Jiong hesitated for a long time, not knowing how to answer.

Li Mu smiled, “Teacher He, just speak your mind if you have any thoughts. After all, we are preparing to cooperate, not me unilaterally promoting something.”

He Jiong looked at Li Mu, then at the script in his hand, pondered for a moment, and gathered his courage to say, “General Manager Li, to be honest, I deeply admire your foresight in many aspects. Super Girl also proved your extraordinary thinking in talent shows. However, regarding this Life of Longing, I personally really do not understand it, and I don’t even know how to categorize this program…”

“Reality show.”

Li Mu uttered these three words with a smile.

He Jiong was momentarily slow to react. After a moment, he realized that Li Mu was talking about reality shows. It was just that reality shows were fundamentally a Western concept in China at that time, unfamiliar to domestic TV stations and audiences. Moreover, his impression of reality shows didn’t include any pastoral precedents.

At this point, Li Mu explained with a smile, “Teacher He, reality shows don’t necessarily have to be lively or noisy. Currently, all variety shows have hosts and guests shouting and yelling on stage. To be honest, the format has long been tedious. Everyone plays with similar patterns, and the key to success is simply which host is more famous, which guests are bigger names, and which show has better results. To put it plainly, it’s like setting off firecrackers: whoever fills more gunpowder and makes a louder bang wins. Rather than that, why not change the approach? If you’re always setting off firecrackers, making people jump, no matter how celebratory it is, audiences will experience aesthetic fatigue. During New Year’s, you don’t want booming firecrackers everywhere you go, do you?”

He Jiong was silent for a moment. He had to admit that Li Mu had a point. Current variety shows were all very boisterous, and their formats were all the same. No one had truly managed to introduce something new.

Sighing, He Jiong nodded, saying, “General Manager Li, I have to admit, your reasoning is sound. You’ve given me a completely new perspective on the current situation of domestic variety shows. Before, I was always immersed in this noisy mode, watching others’ noise, seeing where their noise fell short compared to ours, and how to make our noise more lively and interesting than theirs. I failed to break out of that box.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “That’s why I want to partner with you on Life of Longing. This program is far from the hustle and bustle, even far from the existing variety shows’ liveliness, celebration, adventure, and playfulness. It will send you and two other guests to the countryside, quietly presenting your relatively true, emotional, and more life-affirming aspects, allowing the audience to also experience this true meaning and find a warmth and tranquility deep within their hearts. The direction of this program is heartfelt, simple, and aspirational, which is why it’s called Life of Longing.”

He Jiong pondered and nodded, his mind significantly swayed by Li Mu’s words. He could now clearly see the essence of this program. From this perspective, the program wasn’t as boring as he had imagined.

At this point, Li Mu added, “To be honest, Teacher He, Sister Wan is the person I care about the most in the entire television field. In other words, Muye Pictures’ involvement in the television field is entirely because of her. If it weren’t for the fact that the resident guests aren’t ideally suited for male-female pairings, and even less so for all-female pairings, I would genuinely be reluctant to offer this program to you. Women naturally represent life, but a life managed by several women wouldn’t move the audience as much as one managed by several men. So, if you’re interested, you must be a resident guest on this program. Then, I’ll find two people with distinct personas to pair with you. With my format, my online resources, my financial support, plus Hunan Satellite TV’s television resources, and yourself, Teacher He, this program will definitely be a hit!”





Chapter 1368: Finalizing the Lineup

Li Mu’s words were a complete wake-up call for He Jiong.

First, the true core of this program wasn’t in the games and commotion of traditional variety shows.

Secondly, this opportunity was precious, and he couldn’t afford to pick and choose. With so many hosts in the country, Chen Wan was the only one who had received a tailor-made program from Li Mu. It was truly a rare chance for him to have this opportunity.

Having understood all this, He Jiong became much more optimistic about the program’s prospects. Holding the proposal, he very seriously said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I will convey the proposal and your ideas to our TV station leadership once I return this afternoon.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said, “If it’s okay, we’ll implement the project as soon as possible. The filming location will be in the suburbs of Beijing. It won’t be difficult to find a picturesque place with mountains and water around Beijing.”

He Jiong curiously asked, “General Manager Li, why choose the area around Beijing? It would actually be more convenient if it were near Xiangdu.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Choosing Beijing is because there’s a large number of celebrities living there!”

With that, Li Mu further explained, “Filming around Beijing has a great advantage. Many celebrities reside in Beijing. If we invite them as temporary guests, they only need to drive for a little over an hour to get here. They would normally sleep at home, so just driving a bit longer to stay one night at a farmhouse courtyard would complete this engagement.”

He Jiong suddenly realized. While it might be convenient for him and the staff to be in Xiangdu, it might not be convenient for the guests.

Guests were the key to a variety show. It was better for the staff to work harder than for the guests to be overworked. This wasn’t about flattering the guests; it was about reducing their behavioral costs. If they ran a show in Africa, probably not many celebrities would be willing to fly so far to participate in the recording. Even if they agreed, the time cost, human resources cost, transportation cost, and the financial cost of the engagement would all double. But if it was right on the celebrities’ doorstep, only an hour’s drive away, all kinds of costs would be significantly reduced, and turnover efficiency would be greatly improved.

Li Mu chuckled, “Think about it, with our program mechanism, guests arrive on the first afternoon, sleep, and can leave after lunch on the second day. It won’t take more than twenty-four hours, and they won’t be tired. It’ll be like going to a rural guesthouse to experience life. It will be very relaxing for the guests.”

He Jiong nodded repeatedly, “General Manager Li, you’ve considered things much more thoroughly than I have! It seems Beijing’s surroundings are indeed the most suitable!”

Li Mu said, “If we start site selection soon, and then proceed with house renovation and equipment setup, we should be able to start filming in May.”

He Jiong quickly asked him, “That quickly? Do you have any specific choices for the other two resident guests?”

Li Mu said, “I don’t have specific choices. You can look for them yourself first, but I can offer some suggestions. As I said before, you need to find people with distinct personas, and they must all be different. For example, Teacher He, I don’t know if you’re good at culinary skills, but you are quite gentle and meticulous, so you can play the ‘mom’ role in a family of three, managing chores, coordinating relationships, and arranging others’ work.”

He Jiong nodded, somewhat awkwardly saying, “But I’m only an average cook…”

Li Mu laughed, “That’s not important. Since you’re not very good at cooking, we need to find a guest who is very good at cooking to complement you. Their personality shouldn’t be as gentle and meticulous as yours; it’s best if they’re a bit more assertive.”

“I understand,” He Jiong nodded slightly and then asked, “What about the other one?”

Li Mu said, “The other one naturally needs to play the ‘child’ role, so we need to find a young male under twenty years old, and he absolutely must be someone with a strong contrast to a rural environment, for example, someone who grew up in the city, or even abroad. This way, the lineup of three male guests will have significant differentiation and deep complementarity.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “You can think carefully about guest candidates recently. This is a relatively easy job. We plan to film the first season in a twelve-plus-one format, meaning twelve regular episodes plus one special wrap-up episode. It will air at a pace of one episode per week, so it can run for three months. The filming task isn’t heavy either, two days each time. For example, arrive on Friday evening to begin preparations, start main filming early Saturday morning, temporary guests arrive Saturday afternoon, and temporary guests leave Sunday noon. The filming duration for one episode won’t exceed forty-eight hours. We can film and broadcast simultaneously; start broadcasting after filming the first three episodes. If the effect is good, we’ll continue to film all twelve-plus-one episodes. If the effect isn’t good, we can stop after filming six-plus-one. We can cut losses promptly, and the loss won’t be too significant, considering the hardware for this program is just a farmhouse courtyard. Its cost should be at a new low for variety shows.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added, “If I have time then, I can also come and be a guest for one episode for you.”

“Really?!” He Jiong asked, surprised, “General Manager Li, you can really be a guest for an episode then?”

Li Mu nodded, “It’s just twenty-four hours, and I can even sleep. I can definitely make time for that.”

He Jiong suddenly felt more confident about the program. If Li Mu was willing to be a guest, wouldn’t this show be explosively popular?

For Li Mu, he wasn’t thinking about how much he could boost the program. He just felt that this program was indeed very appealing. He himself liked rural guesthouses, and since this program was a joint production between his company and Hunan Satellite TV, he should naturally show support.

Having received Li Mu’s promise, He Jiong was exceptionally excited. If he had been somewhat disappointed when he first saw the proposal, he truly felt like he had gone from hell to heaven now.

This was a reality show created by Li Mu, and Li Mu was even willing to personally appear as a guest. From this, it could be foreseen that Li Mu would invest significant resources into this program, so it was impossible for it not to be popular!

The more excited he was, the faster He Jiong’s mind worked.

He knew very well that after conveying Li Mu’s promise to the TV station today, the station would certainly not reject this collaboration. Therefore, it was utterly set in stone that this program would be implemented. What he needed to worry about now was securing the guests!

A good guest lineup could significantly boost the program’s effect, so he had to think this through carefully.

As soon as he thought of Li Mu saying he needed someone proficient in cooking, he immediately thought of two candidates.

“General Manager Li, I know two friends in the entertainment industry who cook wonderfully. One is Huang Lei, and the other is Lin Yilun. Especially Lin Yilun, his cooking is unparalleled in the entertainment industry. He worked as a professional chef before his debut, and people in the industry all scramble to eat at his house.”

Li Mu nodded. In his previous life, Life of Longing was a partnership between Huang Lei and He Jiong. Li Mu naturally hadn’t eaten Huang Lei’s cooking, but on TV, it truly looked very professional. As for Lin Yilun, Li Mu had also heard rumors about his culinary skills; he seemed to truly be one of the representatives of peak culinary talent in the entertainment industry.

It seemed both of their culinary skills were assured. The only remaining question was who was more suitable for this program.

Huang Lei goes without saying; he was highly intelligent and had demonstrated his intellectual advantage in multiple variety shows. His persona collapsed somewhat much later, but it was relatively late and not too severe.

Lin Yilun, on the other hand, hadn’t had any negative past to Li Mu’s knowledge. It was just that this person hardly remained active in the entertainment industry for many years afterward, so Li Mu didn’t have a deep impression of him, only his appearance and his song “Love Bird.”

So Li Mu asked He Jiong, “At this stage, which of these two is more popular?”

He Jiong hesitated for a moment and said, “Huang Lei dedicates part of his energy to teaching and part to the entertainment industry. Currently, he’s lukewarm in terms of popularity, but he has a new drama coming out soon, and a new album of the same name is about to be released. The second half of the year should be a period of rapid growth for him.”

“As for Lin Yilun, he debuted many years ago, his popularity is quite high, and he has participated in the CCTV Spring Festival Gala several times and has also served as a host on CCTV. He’s an artist who pursues diverse careers.”

Li Mu asked, “What’s the name of Huang Lei’s new drama?”

“Years Like Water, starring him and Rene Liu, and he self-written and self-directed it.”

Li Mu found this TV series in his memory. It had been over ten years, so his impression wasn’t that deep, only remembering that it was filmed in Jiangnan, with a relatively beautiful style, and it seemed to have been highly praised back then.

After thinking for a moment, Li Mu said, “Then let’s invite Huang Lei. He has a new drama coming and a new album to release, so he definitely has a great need for publicity. Collaborating with us will be absolutely mutually beneficial, and overall, he’ll benefit more. So not only will he definitely agree, but he should also work harder. We can also coordinate with the TV distribution company, and then we might be able to invite Rene Liu to be a guest for an episode.”

He Jiong nodded repeatedly in agreement. Lin Yilun hadn’t had any significant moves recently, but Huang Lei was about to have a small surge. He needed Life of Longing to provide him with more publicity resources, and when he had his surge, his influence could also feed back to the program. This was a good opportunity for both sides, so he was indeed more suitable than Lin Yilun.

Immediately, He Jiong stated, “General Manager Li, I’ll go back and propose Huang Lei to the TV station. I also have some personal connections with him, so working together should be relatively smooth.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and asked him, “Do you have any good ideas for the third candidate?”

He Jiong thought for a moment and said, “There are quite a few overseas returnees in the entertainment industry, but I really don’t know many young ones, and even fewer male ones. There are relatively more overseas returnees among Hong Kong and Taiwan celebrities, but for someone in their early twenties, I can only think of Eddie Peng for now. I wonder if General Manager Li knows him?”

Li Mu naturally knew Eddie Peng, but he didn’t know he had already debuted. So he feigned curiosity and asked, “What’s the background of this Eddie Peng?”

“He was born in Taiwan, immigrated to Canada in his youth, I think. He’s just debuted.”

Li Mu asked him, “What does he look like?”

He Jiong said, “Quite handsome, and rather sunny. He’s pretty good among newly debuted young men.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “The requirements for the third guest aren’t high: good looks and temperament, and an interesting, humorous overseas returnee. If you think that Eddie Peng is suitable, then choose him. I trust your judgment!”





Chapter 1369: Plants vs. Zombies - Chinese Style

Just as when they arrived in Beijing, when Chen Wan and He Jiong left, Li Mu again arranged a private jet for them in advance and personally saw them off at the airport.

Chen Wan’s eyes held a myriad of reluctance as she departed, but with He Jiong beside her, she could only give Li Mu a light, friendly embrace before saying goodbye. She then boarded the plane, looking back with every step, following behind He Jiong.

As the plane waited in line for takeoff, He Jiong looked at the proposal he held tightly in his hand and said to Chen Wan, “Teacher Chen, I truly don’t know how I can thank you enough for this…”

Chen Wan smiled faintly and said, “This matter has nothing to do with my credit, Teacher He. If you must thank someone, you should thank Li Mu.”

He Jiong said earnestly, “General Manager Li giving me this show is likely thanks to your influence, so I must thank you. Of course, I am also extremely grateful to General Manager Li.”

He Jiong’s status among male hosts couldn’t compare to Chen Wan’s position among female hosts. When Chen Wan first joined Hunan Satellite TV, she had Li Mu’s behind-the-scenes assistance, with a massive push of resources. Coupled with Chen Wan’s outstanding appearance and extraordinary temperament, she quickly became far ahead of the competition among entertainment female hosts. However, his own advantages compared to other first-tier male hosts were not yet obvious. To truly stand out from the crowd like Chen Wan, he still had many years to go.

He Jiong’s innate characteristics destined him not to be the type to become an instant hit. He had to undergo a sufficiently long period of refinement and accumulation, ultimately accumulating steadily and achieving great success, exerting his strength in the middle to later stages to reach the peak. The current He Jiong was clearly not yet at this stage.

In fact, He Jiong wasn’t the only host of this kind. Wang Han’s overall approach in the future would be similar to his, both being powerhouses who accumulate steadily and achieve great success. Besides him, other satellite TV channels also possessed such talents. Therefore, given He Jiong a few more years, he could become one of the best entertainment male hosts in China, but he wouldn’t become the best.

He Jiong was also acutely aware of his current situation and future. To stand out, he absolutely had to leverage external power; otherwise, he could only develop step by step, accumulating strength little by little. While he accumulated strength, others would do the same. In the end, someone would always be able to compare to him as evenly matched (like ‘half a catty against eight taels’). Therefore, Li Mu represented He Jiong’s best opportunity to gain leverage. If he succeeded, he would soar, no longer needing to worry about those constantly building up strength posing a threat to him.

Chen Wan had not been in the industry long. Although her status, position, and fame had all risen, her experience was still considerably lacking. She didn’t believe she had brought He Jiong much opportunity, so she humbly said, “Teacher He, you’re too polite. It doesn’t matter whether Li Mu considered my influence in this matter or not. On stage, we’re partners; off stage, we’re friends. I haven’t been at Hunan Satellite TV for long, and I’ve always relied on your care. So between the two of us, there’s no need to be so formal.”

He Jiong nodded, but his heart held a few more points of gratitude towards Chen Wan.

…

As soon as Chen Wan and He Jiong got off the plane, they rushed back to the station. Both needed to report to the station and brief them on the situation of the Beijing gala. This was the station’s routine procedure. He Jiong needed to discuss the proposal for Life of Longing given by Li Mu with the station’s leaders. The leaders, after hearing about it on the phone, had been eagerly awaiting their return.

Hunan Satellite TV had already clearly defined its position early on. For them, in the advanced television media market, entertainment was inevitably the direction with the ultimate market potential and space. For TV stations to enhance entertainment, the best entry point was TV dramas and variety shows. Especially after the success of Happy Camp, Hunan Satellite TV particularly hoped to achieve more positive outcomes with variety shows. They were just struggling to find good program models when Li Mu extended a helping hand…

Li Mu, being in Beijing, wasn’t aware of the discussion process among Hunan Satellite TV’s leaders. However, at eight in the evening, he received a call personally from Hunan Satellite TV’s general manager. The general manager excitedly informed him that Hunan Satellite TV was greatly looking forward to cooperating with Li Mu and was willing to accept the cooperation model Li Mu proposed.

The copyright of Life of Longing naturally belonged to Muye Pictures. The production costs budget for the first season was thirty million, including hardware, labor, and guest appearance fees. Muye Pictures would bear fifty percent of all production costs, and Hunan Satellite TV would bear the other fifty percent. Neither party could outsource to other companies nor sell their shares to other companies;

At the same time, the exclusive television broadcasting rights for the first season of Life of Longing belonged to Hunan Satellite TV, while the internet broadcasting rights belonged to Muye Pictures. The revenue from program title sponsorship advertisements and sponsors would be split 50:50 between both parties.

Both pre-production and post-production teams would be handled by Hunan Satellite TV, with all expenses paid normally from the production budget;

Subsequently, Li Mu arranged for a dedicated person to finalize the specific cooperation details with Hunan Satellite TV. The negotiation between both parties went very smoothly, and key milestones were quickly established, including:

Finalized the first season of Life of Longing, confirming a 12+1 episode format;

Program site selection and preparatory work would commence immediately, with filming expected to begin mid to late May;

Attracting advertisers would proceed simultaneously with the program launch, adopting a public bidding method to draw corporate bids;

The filming schedule would be: guests would first film four episodes consecutively, which would then be broadcast during the summer slot starting July 1st. The broadcast period would be three months, with the program airing every Friday at 8:30 PM. The original program in that time slot, ‘Rose Pact’, would be postponed.

The temporary guests for the first four episodes would be: Du Wei, Chen Wan, Li Mu, and Simple Plan. It was their own program, so of course, their own artists had to show support. This was the true meaning of keeping good fortune within the family.

Hunan Satellite TV’s work efficiency was indeed very high. After the cooperation was finalized, even before Muye Pictures’ funds arrived, they immediately organized an advance team to travel to Beijing with Muye Pictures’ staff to find a suitable filming location.

Site selection entirely followed Li Mu’s requirements: it had to be a scenic village that was not too densely populated, and it had to be situated by mountains and water.

As the advance team drove into the vicinity of the Yanshan Mountains in northern Beijing, Li Mu’s energy had already shifted away from this program. He was like the reusable booster later designed by Elon Musk, launching this satellite into orbit; he had other tasks to attend to.

…

After several days of development, the latest version of Plants vs. Zombies Online had been fully developed and passed internal testing.

This version of Plants vs. Zombies Online featured significant changes. Not only did it introduce new gameplay Shengji and increase the diversity of instance dungeons, but more importantly, it underwent a complete visual redesign, fully integrating a large number of Chinese elements.

First, the main battlefield of Plants vs. Zombies, from its original single ordinary courtyard, added a new map template. This map template was a typical Chinese courtyard, drawing inspiration from the back gardens of siheyuan. The Chinese hopping zombies intended to occupy the Chinese-style house on the left side of the back garden. Red Chinese lanterns hung from the curved, upturned eaves. Above, there were also low walls designed in the style of Suzhou and Hangzhou gardens, along with large patches of green bamboo and Chinese ink wash murals, all appearing exceptionally elegant.

In addition, several types of unique Chinese plants were added, such as rice and millet;

Rice is a traditional crop for Chinese people and remains the most widespread staple food for the Chinese nation. In the game, its curved rice spikes could fire large areas of rice grains as an attack, much like a shotgun. It could attack two lanes of enemies. This setting was to differentiate it from the three-lane pea shooter. Comparatively, its attack speed was faster, its power slightly lower, and its single-lane attack efficiency was somewhat higher than the three-lane pea shooter.

The Shengji variety of rice was Super Rice, which was the hybrid rice cultivated by the esteemed agricultural expert Mr. Yuan Longping. Super Rice increased attack power based on regular rice, and also possessed a certain slowing effect.

Millet was also one of the traditional crops of the Chinese nation. In the game, it was developed into an anti-air weapon. Due to the game’s flying Chinese hopping zombie setting, millet could, after its cooldown, unleash a fierce attack on a single airborne target. When initiating an attack, it would appear furious and brave, then fire all its millet at once.

Millet’s attack range wasn’t restricted by rows or columns, meaning that no matter where it was planted, as long as a Chinese hopping zombie took flight, it could immediately launch an attack, existing as a purely anti-air weapon.

Millet also had a Shengji form – Mad Millet. The plant was larger, and its attack power was more formidable, but it had no additional functional effects. However, as an anti-air weapon, its appearance on camera rate in front of players would not be low in the future.

Not only were the game environments and plant types updated, but an even greater Shengji update was the design of the Chinese hopping zombies in the game.

The original Western ‘Western walking dead’ would only appear on the original maps, while Chinese-style maps would uniformly feature cartoon images of Chinese hopping zombies.

There were many types of these Chinese hopping zombies. The most basic was the Chinese hopping zombie wearing a blue Qing Dynasty official’s robe without an official’s hat plume. With both arms extended forward, the Chinese hopping zombie would hop step by step, tilting its head to bite when it reached a plant. Its attack power was consistent with the original ordinary Western walking dead;

Upgraded one more level, there was the Chinese hopping zombie wearing a blue Qing Dynasty official’s robe with an official’s hat plume. Its attack power and health points were both increased;

Further upgraded, there was the Chinese hopping zombie wearing a blue Qing Dynasty official’s robe with an official’s hat plume, holding a coffin lid with both arms extended forward;

Above that, one holding a stone tombstone;

Higher still, a female Chinese hopping zombie wearing a python robe and a crown, styled as an empress;

And even higher, a male Chinese hopping zombie wearing a dragon robe and a Crown, styled as an emperor;

There were also Chinese hopping zombies in long robes that could leap high into the air, flying Chinese hopping zombies, white-furred Chinese hopping zombies, green-furred Chinese hopping zombies, black-furred Chinese hopping zombies, and the Hanba.

All these figures from Chinese folklore were cartoon caricatures, with the overall design being very interesting. Apart from the white-furred, green-furred, black-furred, and Hanba, the other Chinese hopping zombies were all very cute, with a yellow talisman/paper charm affixed to their foreheads, vivid in appearance and rich in color, looking far better than the original Western walking dead.

Li Mu personally inspected and approved these visual designs. He especially liked the Chinese-style game environments and believed that this new style would ignite a whirlwind of Chinese hopping zombies among players worldwide. It was time to see the strength and efficiency of Chinese culture’s outward influence!





Chapter 1370: Super Free Ride

The latest version of Plants vs. Zombies Online, after completing comprehensive internal testing, was released at ten o’clock in the morning Beijing time on the second day after its completion.

This update used a hot-update technical method. Players did not need to re-download and install the entire game. Instead, after starting the game, the game directly downloaded new game assets and updated content online. This ensured that all players who established presence online had to complete this update, unless they were constantly playing in single-player mode offline.

For users currently in-game, the background system would automatically complete the update while players were playing, and automatically load it when the current game ended. Subsequently, users could experience the latest version of the game content.

From this time onwards, players all over the world successively experienced the brand new Plants vs. Zombies Online. The brand new maps, brand new plants, brand new Chinese hopping zombies, and brand new system brought a huge surprise to players.

China players were surprised to discover that in the latest Plants vs. Zombies Online, China-style maps and Chinese hopping zombies unique to China’s folklore surprisingly appeared! This was truly unexpected, because until now, no one had ever integrated the Chinese hopping zombies from China’s folklore into a game. Moreover, the cartoonized Chinese hopping zombies were not scary at all; instead, they gave off an exceptionally cute vibe.

Even for China players, they hadn’t seen new elements related to “China Chinese hopping zombies” for a long time. After all, Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie films had long passed their golden age, and to this day, there have been no new film productions.

Seeing the familiar scenes and the familiar yet unique Chinese hopping zombie designs, China players almost uniformly gave positive reviews. To some extent, there was also a special cultural sentiment, as this was our own folklore. Just like Western walking dead and vampires, if Western walking dead and vampires can become game elements, China Chinese hopping zombies should also be able to, and Muye Technology realized this point.

Familiar yet already somewhat unfamiliar Chinese hopping zombie elements struck again, making many netizens rekindle their love for Chinese hopping zombie films. In disc rental stores on every street corner, Chinese hopping zombie films were almost rented out completely. Various Chinese hopping zombie movies were also being broadcast on TV, and the ratings were surprisingly high. Even the originally deserted Lam Ching-ying Tieba became a popular topic among celebrity Tiebas right now, all because of this nostalgic buzz. The public’s love for Chinese hopping zombie films seemed to instantly return to more than ten years ago…

When foreign users, meaning players using non-Chinese language versions, updated the game, the game provided simple prompts in the China map levels, informing them that the map’s design originated from China’s unique architectural style, and the Chinese hopping zombies in the game were a type of China’s folklore, collectively referred to as China-Zombie (China Chinese hopping zombies).

Putting aside East-West cultures, only within Plants vs. Zombies Online itself, the design of China Chinese hopping zombies is significantly better looking than the original Western walking dead. Although the visual design of the original Western walking dead is not terrifying, they can’t be called cute; at most, they give people a foolish feeling. However, the design of China Chinese hopping zombies can indeed make foreign players’ eyes light up. Their attire is very special, their posture is also very special, and their skin color is not the grayish-black of Western walking dead, but light yellow. The talisman on their forehead flutters with the Chinese hopping zombie’s jumps; foreign players don’t understand its purpose, but it always gives off a sense of mystery when they look at it.

For foreign users, overall, they will not show repulsion towards China elements. On the contrary, these special ethnic designs also brought them a full sense of exoticism. Most of these people, before updating the game today, still didn’t know about the existence of China Chinese hopping zombies. But in just a few hours, people all over the world knew about China Chinese hopping zombies, understood their appearance, and their unique hopping walking style.

Most importantly, they did not dislike this kind of element. On the contrary, they gradually grew to like these very special and interesting images and settings. Many foreign users even openly discussed China Chinese hopping zombies online. They searched for and collected various legends of China Chinese hopping zombies, translated them into their national languages, and educated their online communities on online platforms.

Why do they wear special robes? Because they wear official robes from China’s Qing Dynasty. These official robes actually have many intricacies; officials from first-rank to ninth-rank have strict requirements for the attire they wear.

Why is there a strange yellow paper stuck to their forehead? That’s because in China’s folklore, there is a profession specifically for dealing with this kind of Chinese hopping zombie; they are called Daoist priests. This kind of yellow paper is called a talisman, and it’s a kind of weapon for them, possessing very special effects. Of course, in this game, it’s plants that attack the Chinese hopping zombies, not Daoist priests, so this talisman might just be a design element.

Why do they hop when they walk? It’s not that Chinese hopping zombies are portrayed this way in China’s folklore, but because Hong Kong produced many Chinese hopping zombie-themed movies back then. In the setting of Hong Kong cinema, Chinese hopping zombies all move by hopping, so in China, the Chinese hopping zombies everyone imagines are like this, hopping.

Besides this, many people also found various screenshots from Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie films and posted them online to educate netizens. This further piqued users’ curiosity about China Chinese hopping zombies. Many people online even said it would be wonderful if they could get one or two Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie films to watch.

The entire Western world, and even Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia, all experienced a wave of heated discussion about China Chinese hopping zombies because of the revised version of Plants vs. Zombies Online.

No one expected that back then, Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie films, despite their best efforts, couldn’t break out of the Chinese world and didn’t even make much impact in Southeast Asia. Yet, this globally popular mini-game, Plants vs. Zombies Online, only took a few hours to bring the concept of China Chinese hopping zombies before global players.

This caused a great stir in the Hong Kong film industry. Many investors, directors, and actors in the Hong Kong film industry were all exclaiming that Muye Technology, in just a few hours, had achieved the cultural output that Hong Kong cinema hadn’t been able to realize in fifteen to twenty years. This point was truly admirable.

Chinese hopping zombie films failed to break out of the Chinese world for twenty years. This is also a typical phenomenon of global cultural output in recent years. Our people understand too much Western culture, but Western people know very little about our culture.

In the Chinese world, our three-year-old children all know about Western vampires: they know they have long fangs, are nocturnal, live by sucking human blood, and even know that ordinary people, as long as they are bitten by a vampire, will turn into vampires.

However, very few Westerners know that China also has a type of Chinese hopping zombie. They are created after ordinary people die due to certain special reasons, such as too much resentment during their life, or too much yin energy in their burial place, etc. On the night of the full moon, after the corpse transforms, the corpse in the coffin will become a hopping Chinese hopping zombie. They cannot see, but have a keen sense of smell. They are afraid of glutinous rice, red thread, black donkey hooves, and black dog blood, and even more afraid of a Daoist priest’s peach wood sword and corpse-fixing talisman.

Our young people celebrate Western Valentine’s Day, Christmas Eve, and Christmas as significant holidays, giving flowers on Valentine’s Day, eating apples on Christmas Eve, and booking a room with their girlfriends on Christmas. Yet, Western young people know very little about even our Spring Festival. As for traditional holidays like Qixi, Dragon Boat Festival, and Mid-Autumn Festival, even fewer Westerners understand them.

Classic romance movies like Titanic (film) can sweep across all of China, becoming known to absolutely everyone in China. But domestic films like Farewell My Concubine (movie), although they won the Cannes Grand Prize abroad, only accumulated a total of just over five million US dollars at the box office in the United States.

We know too many big Western stars, have seen too many of their movies, and heard too many of their songs. But among Chinese film stars known to Western audiences, the truly influential ones, besides Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan, and Jet Li, basically there’s no one else.

This is the huge imbalance in cultural output. On this point, the United States is like a country with a huge trade surplus, while we are a country with a huge trade deficit, almost to the point of being treated as a dumping market by the other side.

Precisely because of the long-term imbalance in cultural output, this update of Plants vs. Zombies Online held especially significant meaning in the eyes of people in China’s cultural industry.

And among these, the most profoundly shaken was the Hong Kong film industry.

In the 1980s and 1990s, a large number of Chinese hopping zombie films emerged in Hong Kong. From Lam Ching-ying to Sammo Hung and Wu Ma, these excellent Hong Kong actors made huge contributions to the prosperity of Chinese hopping zombie films.

However, Chinese hopping zombie-type films in Hong Kong, where the film industry was flourishing, experienced excessive exploitation in a short period. All kinds of bad films ran rampant, to the extent that later on, audiences in both Hong Kong and Taiwan as well as mainland China had already seen enough of this kind of film, and the market potential plummeted.

Among these, there was also a very important reason: after Lam Ching-ying’s death, Chinese hopping zombie films no longer had a true benchmark figure.

Although Sammo Hung had filmed Chinese hopping zombie-type movies in earlier years, he quickly went down the path of mainstream cinema. As for supporting actors like Wu Ma, they also had a very wide acting range in the Hong Kong film industry.

To this day, Hong Kong already has almost no new Chinese hopping zombie-themed movies. Mainland China even less frequently touches upon this genre. Everyone treated Chinese hopping zombie films as old semiconductor radios, discarding them into trash cans or storage rooms, and dedicating their energy to more advanced televisions and computers. Only a few nostalgic people would occasionally take them out to listen.

The Hong Kong film industry was considered a peak of China’s cultural industry. Although it has already declined quite a bit now, back then it indeed possessed very glorious achievements. So, their vision and judgment were relatively more international. Many people in the film industry, after discovering that the update of Plants vs. Zombies Online had caused considerable repercussions and strong recognition overseas, realized that this could be a good opportunity to allow Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie films to hitch a ride on this super free ride traveling all over the world!





Chapter 1371: Chinese Hopping Zombie Films Go Abroad

In the current landscape of countless film companies in Hong Kong, only two types of people exist.

One type are those who don’t have Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights but realize that Chinese hopping zombie films might experience a resurgence, so they are frantically looking to purchase these copyrights.

The other type are those who originally held Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights but sold them to Muye Pictures recently.

They are now filled with regret, realizing Muye Pictures had already prepared. They might have known that the Chinese hopping zombie element would be a hit when developing the new version of Plants vs. Zombies Online, which is why they bought up all the Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights in one go.

What makes these people most frustrated is that the price Muye Pictures offered was truly dirt cheap. It wasn’t that Muye Pictures intentionally tried to pull an underhanded trick; it was the film companies’ own initial quotes…

In their view, these Chinese hopping zombie films were already worthless junk. If someone was willing to buy them, any amount of money would be a gain, so the prices they quoted were genuinely not high.

Moreover, the tricky part was that they deliberately adopted a package deal method at the time.

Muye Pictures originally didn’t want those shoddily made bad films. Chinese hopping zombie films indeed produced too many bad films because of their initial immense popularity, even Lam Ching-ying himself starred in many such烂片 (bad films). However, these film companies had finally found a buyer and proposed what they thought were demanding terms.

For example, Splendid Asia. Muye Pictures wanted to buy the copyright for their Mr. Vampire series, specifically the cinema chain broadcasting rights, TV broadcasting rights, and audio-visual product distribution rights for all countries and regions outside of Hong Kong. Splendid Asia initially demanded a “high price” of five hundred thousand yuan. After all, the film was nearly eighteen years old, and in the past decade, it hadn’t even generated fifty thousand yuan in revenue, so five hundred thousand yuan indeed seemed expensive. However, precisely because they had too many such valueless Chinese hopping zombie films on hand, Splendid Asia simply offered a package price: eight hundred thousand yuan to sell the copyrights of over thirty Chinese hopping zombie films under their ownership to Muye Pictures. Muye Pictures accepted the offer in its entirety.

Looking back now, that price was a dead loss, a complete and utter financial disaster!

Those who wanted to buy Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights made countless calls, but couldn’t find a single film whose copyright hadn’t been sold yet. The answers they received made them want to spit blood: without exception, all these Chinese hopping zombie films had been bought by Muye Pictures, and at outrageously cheap prices!

In the 1980s and 1990s, Hong Kong films were very influential in Southeast Asia, Japan, and South Korea. At that time, distributors in these regions often purchased, and even panic bought, Hong Kong film copyrights. However, in recent years, Hong Kong cinema has declined too much, and these distributors rarely set their sights on Hong Kong anymore. Nevertheless, the new version of Plants vs. Zombies Online stirred up a storm, and these people sniffed out business opportunities, rushing to Hong Kong film companies to buy film copyrights. They then discovered that film and television companies in Hong Kong that held Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights only retained the rights for Hong Kong Island itself; all other copyrights outside of Hong Kong had fallen into Muye Pictures’ hands…

Not only film copyrights but even television series copyrights related to Chinese hopping zombies, like those for 僵尸道长 (Chinese Hopping Zombie Daoist Priest), were completely scoured by Muye Pictures…

“This is outrageous! Absolutely outrageous!” countless Hong Kong film company Owners angrily denounced Muye Pictures’ malicious bulk purchasing. In their eyes, Muye Pictures’ actions were as despicable as someone who knew a plague was coming and bought up all the medicine in advance.

However, in Li Mu’s eyes, this is what a businessman should do. When you discover a business opportunity, you must seize it. If you know in advance that a stock will definitely rise without any risks or accidents, the most correct thing you can do is invest all the money you can raise or borrow into it, either spending every penny or buying all available shares. This is the most correct approach. What’s more, he wasn’t really trying to speculate on copyrights to earn a small price difference; what he wanted was to hold all the copyrights in his own hands and then handle external licensing and export himself.

Letting numerous guerrilla teams fight independently might not form a united front and could even lead to internal friction and interference. It’s better to gather all armed forces together, create an army group, and then aim in one direction to launch a heavy strike!

Based on this idea, and also driven by overseas audiences’ curiosity and public attention towards Chinese hopping zombies, a native Chinese culture, Li Mu instructed Muye Pictures to release a major announcement to the global film and television industry: currently, all “countries and regions outside of Hong Kong” copyrights for Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie films are in Muye Pictures’ possession. This includes over ten leading works that had excellent box office performance and public reputation, and these leading works are available for copyright cooperation.

At the same time, Muye Pictures also announced that, with the exception of Hong Kong itself, no non-Hong Kong country or region is allowed to use these films for commercial purposes; otherwise, Muye Pictures will defend its rights to the end.

As soon as this news was announced, Muye Pictures immediately received cooperation intentions from distributors worldwide. What’s more interesting is that the frenzy of mainland China’s TV stations broadcasting Chinese hopping zombie films in large quantities only lasted for less than forty-eight hours before completely disappearing without a trace. After Muye Pictures released its announcement, not a single TV station dared to broadcast these Chinese hopping zombie works again.

Those TV stations that had just started serializing Chinese hopping zombie TV series could only immediately stop broadcasting and replace them with other dramas.

In this era, even satellite TV channels struggled to fully respect copyrights when broadcasting films. Most films shown on TV were broadcast by stations that didn’t own the copyrights. However, due to imperfect laws and market chaos, neither the Hong Kong film industry nor Hollywood could do anything about mainland TV stations.

However, while these TV stations dared to ignore the copyright issues of the Hong Kong film industry and Hollywood, they absolutely dared not ignore Muye Technology.

Everyone knows what kind of person Li Mu is. His global influence is so immense that even media professionals question their existence. If the copyrights for these films and TV series were in his company’s hands, no TV station would dare to irritate him. So, everyone tacitly stopped their infringement and began to seek Muye Pictures to purchase broadcasting rights.

Just looking at the quotes from various TV stations, one could see how worthwhile this venture was.

Hunan Satellite TV wanted the Mr. Vampire series, the Happy Ghost series, and other relatively classic films like A Taoist Priest, Encounters of the Spooky Kind, and The Dead and the Deadly for broadcast rights. The quoted price was five hundred thousand yuan per film for three broadcasts. If it could be an exclusive broadcast, the price could be five times higher.

Because of Li Mu’s influence, Chinese hopping zombie films were the only genre in mainland China that strictly adhered to copyright regulations at the time. Normally, an exclusive broadcast might be infringed upon by other TV stations, but this time it was impossible. Whomever Muye Pictures authorized, only they could have the exclusive broadcast.

Muye Pictures’ head originally hoped to use this opportunity to have a good talk about prices, aiming to earn tens of millions or even more from these national TV stations in one fell swoop. But a phone call from Li Mu set a major theme for this batch of copyrights.

Li Mu demanded: the external licensing of these copyrights should not have making money as its core purpose but rather dissemination and influence. Therefore, for TV stations in mainland China, Taiwan, and Macau, exclusive licensing should not be done for the sake of profit; instead, non-exclusive licensing should be offered, and the copyright usage price should be lowered. Li Mu set the price: first-tier works, fifty thousand yuan per film for one broadcast right; second-tier works, thirty thousand yuan; third-tier works, ten thousand yuan. For second and subsequent broadcasts, the price would be fifty percent of the original.

That is to say, if any TV station, be it a satellite channel or a local city or county station, wanted to broadcast Mr. Vampire, they would only need to pay a copyright fee of fifty thousand yuan to broadcast it once on their channel. If they wanted to broadcast it a second time, they would pay an additional twenty-five thousand yuan.

This price was indeed outrageously low for TV stations. The low threshold also meant that more TV stations could broadcast Chinese hopping zombie-themed films more frequently, which would greatly promote this special popular wave.

As for TV series, one only needs two hundred thousand yuan, a price so cheap that TV stations couldn’t even imagine it.

Compared to the domestic market, Li Mu placed greater importance on the overseas market.

This was, in itself, an export of culture, and required distributors worldwide to be responsible for its specific implementation. Therefore, Li Mu’s requirement was that they absolutely must not unleash all the works at once, as that would not only disperse attention but also potentially cause an overreaction. Now that all the Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights were in his hands, he could pursue a premium route, first testing the waters with the best one, Mr. Vampire. If it received a good response, they would then follow up with the second.

For an eighteen-year-old film to achieve significant box office success overseas might not sound very likely at first glance. However, given the current situation, there is still considerable room for maneuver.

Firstly, for the Western film industry, it’s currently neither the summer nor the Christmas blockbusters season, so the box office is relatively quiet, cinema chain resources are not as sought after, and are relatively abundant.

Secondly, the new version of Plants vs. Zombies Online has just made Chinese hopping zombies popular, and most overseas players really like this new element.

Thirdly, Li Mu had people spread awareness of Chinese hopping zombie culture online using Chinese hopping zombie film materials, and used online trolls to probe and guide netizens’ interest. They discovered that many netizens were quite interested in this Chinese hopping zombie element, with many leaving comments hoping to have a chance to watch such films.

Therefore, overall, people are already interested in these types of films, and the potential market exists. Moreover, through this online popularization, people know that these are older films, emphasizing nostalgia and exotic culture and charm. Hence, they should be mentally prepared for the picture quality, and their demands will not be as high as for new films of the 21st century. Considering these points, Chinese hopping zombie films going abroad has prospects, and achieving certain box office performance overseas should not be too big of a problem!





Chapter 1372: Boundless Prospects

Li Mu hoped to maximize the overseas reach and influence of Chinese hopping zombie films. Based on this, he requested Muye Pictures to find capable distributors and then lower Muye Pictures’ revenue share.

Under normal circumstances, for most countries importing foreign films, the film company’s box office share should be between twenty-five and thirty-five percent, with most hovering around thirty percent. Li Mu acquired these copyrights at a surprisingly low cost; the copyright revenue from domestic TV stations alone was enough to recoup all his investment and even leave a surplus, so income from overseas licensing was less important to Li Mu.

Subsequently, Muye Pictures internally established a cooperative theme: to only seek out the most influential distributor in a specific national market. If the other party did not proactively make contact, Muye Pictures could reach out to them. Muye Pictures’ cooperative requirements were that the box office share could be reduced to fifteen percent or even ten percent, but the screening rates must be guaranteed to a certain extent. Furthermore, the contract had to explicitly state that fifty percent of the revenue proportion Muye Pictures forfeited must go to the cinema chain.

Giving distributors more profit margin would make them more enthusiastic about promoting the film and implementing various aspects. Giving cinema chains more profit margin would make them proactively provide more screening slots resources.

If Film A’s attendance rate is ten percent higher than Film B’s, cinema chains would naturally be more willing to give A more screening slots. But if Film B’s revenue share profit is ten or fifteen percent higher, then cinema chains would tend to favor the latter.

The overseas market is very fragmented. The core battlegrounds are North America and Europe, followed by Japan and South Korea, with a large number of various other countries remaining. Even Hollywood’s top film and television companies, traditional film distributors, find it difficult to achieve global promotion. However, the internet is an exception. If globalization is the trend across all industries, then the foundation of globalization lies in the internet. Therefore, today, when most industries have not truly achieved globalization, the only thing that can achieve globalization is the internet.

The awesomeness of Plants vs. Zombies Online lies in its wide coverage and suitability for all ages. After the new version was released, player acceptance was high, so there was already a strong curiosity about Chinese hopping zombies themselves. This point is very important; it’s equivalent to building buzz for Chinese hopping zombie films globally in advance.

To boost the performance of “Mr. Chinese hopping zombie” in the North American market, Li Mu specifically contacted Steven Spielberg, hoping he could introduce him to a capable distributor to facilitate the film’s release in the North American market as soon as possible.

Steven Spielberg was busy with the filming of “Flying Tigers.” A few days ago, enduring the pressure of SARS in China, he led his team to China, set up the filming location in Spring City, and hadn’t left China since, fully dedicated to his work. Naturally, he didn’t have the time to follow what was happening online, and hadn’t even heard of the new Plants vs. Zombies Online.

When Steven Spielberg suddenly heard that Li Mu wanted to distribute a Hong Kong film shot in 1985 in the United States, his first thought was that it was impossible. No matter how good a domestic American film from 1985 was, it couldn’t be re-released. There was little room even in the DVD and video tape markets, let alone for a Hong Kong film. Even with Li Mu’s strong influence, he couldn’t force audiences to pay for a Hong Kong film from 1985.

However, Steven Spielberg didn’t state this directly, because he knew Li Mu’s style. When Li Mu made up his mind about something, it was difficult for ordinary people to change it. Even if he talked himself hoarse, Li Mu still wouldn’t give up. Moreover, it was Li Mu asking him for a favor, and refusing to help would itself be a kind of damage to their cooperative relationship.

So, Steven Spielberg could only agree first, promising Li Mu that he would communicate with the distributors he knew to help Li Mu facilitate the cooperation.

Immediately afterwards, Steven Spielberg called a distributor he worked with most frequently and closely at DreamWorks. He expected to make the request for help, and if the other party refused, he would owe them a favor. Li Mu rarely asked him for favors, and if he couldn’t handle this one, he would lose some face.

Steven Spielberg had been in contact with Chinese people more frequently recently, and he somewhat understood Chinese social dynamics. He regarded this social dynamics as a type of Eastern philosophy of life and had seriously studied it for a period of time.

At that moment, it was night in Los Angeles. The other party answered Steven Spielberg’s call and immediately jested like an old friend: “Hey Steven, how’s it in China? Have you contracted the horrible SARS?”

“Shit, Lucas,” Steven Spielberg said with a helpless smile. “China is very safe, at least safer than the United States. You could live here for thirty years and never hear a gunshot with your own ears.”

“Haha.” The other party laughed. “I can’t imagine what life would be like without guns. There was a shooting in Hollywood two days ago. Some idiot who always plays third-rate characters in third-rate TV shows shot and killed a director and a screenwriter on set. I happened to be visiting the set next door that day, and it almost scared the pee out of me.”

Steven Spielberg laughed, “You should thank God. You’re such an asshole, yet God still protects you without fail.”

“Oh, come on,” the other party chuckled. “Why are you calling me from half a world away, buddy?”

Steven Spielberg laughed, “You know Li Mu, right? Li Mu from Muye Technology.”

“Fuck!” The other party’s voice immediately turned serious. “Of course I know! Putting everything else aside, his Muye Ticketing System alone has helped me a lot. Otherwise, how could the box office be so easy to get now? The internet is awesome, Li Mu is awesome! That guy is practically a god!”

“Alright,” Steven Spielberg chuckled. “Since you know him, then you’ll have to pay a bit more attention to what I’m about to say, especially since Li Mu has brought you considerable help.”

“Tell me!”

“It’s like this…” Steven Spielberg’s voice sounded a bit troubled. “Li Mu has a Hong Kong film from 1985 in his hands. Yes, you didn’t mishear, 1985, a work from the eighties. The film is called ‘Mr. Chinese hopping zombie’ or something. According to him, it’s the pioneering work of some China-Zombie. Sorry, I don’t know what kind of ghost China-Zombie is…”

The other party laughed and interrupted him, “Shit, Steven, you’re out of touch with the times! China-Zombie, that’s a Chinese hopping zombie! This thing is an a complete mess right now! Don’t you play Plants vs. Zombies Online? Even my three-year-old grandson plays it.”

“Oh, please…” Steven Spielberg said helplessly. “I’m working! A big production with nearly two hundred million US dollars in investment. It’s almost completely drained all my energy. How do I have time to play computer games! Though I did play that game before. What does it have to do with China-Zombie?”

“They released a new version!” The other party laughed. “The new version added many local Chinese elements, including a whole set of imagery and system related to Chinese hopping zombies. To be honest, their Chinese hopping zombie system is much more interesting than our Western walking dead and vampires. At the very least, their upgrade system is very clear and extensive, unlike ours. Our Western walking dead are all pretty much the same, with uniform combat power levels. Vampires’ strength levels also lack a clear hierarchical system; it just depends on who has lived longer…”

As he was speaking, the other party suddenly came to his senses and blurted out, “Wait, Steven, what did you just say? Li Mu has a Hong Kong Chinese hopping zombie film? Oh my God, does he want to cooperate with us?! To distribute and release it in North America?”

Steven Spielberg hummed, and said with some embarrassment, “If you find it difficult, don’t force yourself. Oh no! I mean, I hope you can help me with this favor…”

“Oh my God!” The other party exclaimed excitedly. “Steven, if I can secure the North American distribution rights for this film, you’d be doing me a favor!”

“What?!” Steven Spielberg was filled with surprise and confusion.

The other party said excitedly, “You know what? Everyone is discussing Chinese hopping zombies now! Many people are dissecting Chinese hopping zombie films into illustrated explanations, which has sparked great curiosity and attention online. Everyone genuinely wants to go to the cinema to watch a Chinese hopping zombie film. This thing is so damn mysterious! They say there’s a profession specifically for dealing with Chinese hopping zombies, able to fix them in place with a yellow paper, and drive them away with Nuomi, black dog blood, and black donkey’s feet. It’s like our vampires fearing sunlight and garlic; what an interesting setting…”

Steven Spielberg was puzzled and pressed him, “You mean, American audiences are now looking forward to seeing a 1985 Hong Kong film in cinemas?!”

“Yes!” The other party said excitedly. “Everyone hopes to! Spending a few US dollars to understand mysterious Eastern culture? That’s definitely worth it! An exotic cultural exhibition ticket costs at least dozens of US dollars! So, the prospects are boundless!”

Steven Spielberg felt his worldview was overturned, but then he thought about it differently: Li Mu always works like this! Impossible things turn possible when he’s involved; he always comes up with astonishing operations.

So, Steven Spielberg asked him, “Then are you willing to distribute this film in North America?”

“Shit, Steven, of course I’m willing! I’m so damn willing! Do you know how many distributors worldwide want the distribution rights for this film right now? My God, there are too many, and Muye Pictures hasn’t responded to these requests yet. If you can help me secure the North American distribution rights for this film, I’ll personally fly to China and kiss your ass!”

Steven Spielberg said, “Li Mu is asking me to help him find a capable North American distributor. Since that’s the case, I’ll make introductions for you. You can discuss the specifics in detail with Li Mu’s people!”

“That’s great!” The other party was pleasantly surprised. “Please tell Li Mu for me: now is a stage when cinema chain films are relatively scarce. If possible, it’s best for us to release it as soon as possible. Otherwise, if it drags on until summer, it will be difficult to operate. The overall empty seat rate for cinema showtimes now exceeds sixty percent. At that time, I will definitely strive for the maximum screening effort to make this film earn a huge profit in North America!”

Steven Spielberg chuckled, “I think you need to make a trip to China. Li Mu really cares about the other party’s sincerity.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the phone, then a sudden determined voice said, “Okay, I’ll fly to Beijing tomorrow morning!”

“Do you have a visa?”

“Of course I do!”





Chapter 1373: Lucas Arrives in Beijing

Lucas Ben was one of the largest film distributors in the United States. He had collaborated with DreamWorks for many years and had a very close personal connection with Steven Spielberg. After Steven Spielberg and Li Mu formed a joint venture to implement the Muye Ticketing System into American cinema chains, the convenience of the online ticketing system indeed brought a comprehensive boost to the entire box office market. Lucas, leveraging his relationship with Steven Spielberg, became the biggest beneficiary.

Lucas himself was not only a loyal supporter of the Muye Ticketing System but also a loyal follower of Li Mu. He had always wanted to meet Li Mu but lacked a suitable opportunity. This time, he was surprised that Li Mu asked Steven Spielberg to introduce him to a North American distributor, and Steven Spielberg, in turn, approached him. This was simply perfect.

Lucas’s company was already trying to contact Muye Pictures, hoping to acquire the copyright for the Chinese hopping zombie films and make a small profit in North America during the off-season. Lucas specifically obtained copies of Mr. Vampire and several other Chinese hopping zombie films for small internal screenings at his company. After watching the film, everyone gave very positive reviews.

The main reason for the high praise was that the film itself was quite interesting and witty, especially for audiences who had never been exposed to Chinese hopping zombie films. It’s worth noting that Mr. Vampire pioneered the genre and directly brought Chinese hopping zombie films into their golden age. This shows that the film had a very good effect on popularizing Chinese hopping zombie films.

For these American filmmakers, the good quality of the film itself already provided the possibility for further operation. What’s more, the film was full of mysterious Eastern elements, every detail felt novel, and the film’s own logic was very rigorous, able to explain the formation of Chinese hopping zombies, their attacks, their spread, and their methods of restraint in a very satisfactory way, without any discernible bugs. This made it all the more interesting to them.

Finally, the new version of Plants vs. Zombies Online indeed planted seeds of curiosity in everyone’s minds and gave them a rough impression of Chinese hopping zombies, so there was a bit more anticipation for the film. When they saw that the content in the movie corresponded to the images in the game, the movie-watching experience was further continuously increasing.

Combining these practical circumstances, Lucas, with his keen intuition developed over many years in the industry, deduced that if Mr. Vampire were released in North America, with the current public support, achieving fifty million US dollars in movie box office would not be a problem.

Moreover, this was only one film. Li Mu, that beast, had bought all the copyrights for Chinese hopping zombie-themed films and TV series accumulated in Hong Kong over the years. If Mr. Vampire became an instant hit, the entire Chinese hopping zombie genre could generate at least tens of millions, or even over one hundred million US dollars, in subsequent movie box office space.

For the sake of this movie box office, he had to make a trip to China and personally negotiate with Muye Pictures to demonstrate his sincerity. If he had the opportunity to meet Li Mu, that would be even better.

…

Steven Spielberg informed Li Mu by phone that Lucas had decided to come to Beijing. Li Mu had not planned to personally follow up on this matter, but upon hearing Steven Spielberg say that Lucas was one of the largest film distributors in the United States, Li Mu decided to meet with him in person.

Lucas rushed to Beijing with two goals: one was to discuss the North American distribution rights for the Chinese hopping zombie films, and the other was to meet Li Mu.

Although Lucas had great influence in the American film industry, outside of the film circle, his influence was significantly diminished, especially in front of big entrepreneurs and top magnates. People in the film industry had no status to speak of. Not to mention Lucas, even the powerful Harvey Weinstein in Hollywood had to be a abstinent good boy on Wall Street.

Precisely because of this, Lucas placed special hope on this trip to China, hoping that with Steven Spielberg’s introductions, he could meet Li Mu.

And when he received a clear reply from Steven Spielberg before boarding the plane, informing him that Li Mu was willing to meet him in Beijing, he was excited the entire journey. During more than ten hours of flying, not only did he not close his eyes, but he felt not tired at all.

The plane landed at Yanjing Airport at 2 PM Beijing time. Li Mu arranged for a Muye Technology driver to pick him up at the airport, and also had the driver offer him two arrangements on his behalf: either go to the hotel to rest and meet Li Mu at Muye Technology tomorrow morning, or go directly to Muye Technology to meet Li Mu.

Lucas chose the latter almost without hesitation, even though he had not closed his eyes for more than 20 hours.

The driver drove Lucas to Muye Technology and handed him over to the administrative staff of Muye Technology. A moment later, Li Ziwei knocked on Li Mu’s office door and said, “General Manager Li, Lucas Ben from the United States has arrived. Would you like to see him now?”

Li Mu nodded, “Let him in.”

A moment later, Lucas followed Li Ziwei into Li Mu’s office. As soon as Lucas saw Li Mu, he said excitedly, “Hello, Mr. Li, it’s a great honor to meet you!”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too,” Li Mu replied in fluent English. He then walked out from behind his desk, pointed to the sofa in the reception area, and said to him, “Have a seat please, Mr. Ben.”

When Lucas heard Li Mu call him Mr. Ben, he quickly said respectfully, “Mr. Li, please just call me Lucas.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Alright, Lucas, please sit down. Would you like some coffee or some tea?”

“Coffee, please, thank you!” Although Lucas was very excited, his body was already feeling tired, and he was worried that he wouldn’t be in good enough condition when meeting Li Mu.

Li Mu then said to Li Ziwei, “Please arrange a cup of coffee for Lucas and make me a cup of tea.”

“Okay, General Manager Li.” Li Ziwei finished speaking and turned to leave. Li Mu then sat opposite Lucas and said to him, “Welcome to China, Lucas, especially coming at a time when there are widespread rumors that China is very dangerous. That takes a lot of courage.”

Lucas smiled, “Mr. Li, we have learned the actual situation of the epidemic in Beijing through your statement. I don’t think Beijing is as dangerous as many media portray it to be.”

Then, Lucas added, “What’s more, coming to Beijing is to meet you. Even if it were more dangerous, I would still have to come.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Lucas, I think Steven has already told you my requirements, hasn’t he?”

“Yes,” Lucas nodded repeatedly, “He told me you want to distribute Mr. Vampire, the 1985 Hong Kong film, in North America. By chance, I’m particularly interested in and very optimistic about that movie, so I rushed over by plane.”

Li Mu asked him, “You also know about the film Mr. Vampire?”

Lucas quickly said, “Of course, ever since the new Plants vs. Zombies Online update, elements and background related to Chinese hopping zombies have been very popular with the public in North America. Most people want to know more details about Chinese hopping zombie legends. Many articles and content explaining these concepts using this film’s material have appeared online. In the film Mr. Vampire, the background of Chinese hopping zombies, their formation, combat power, and ways to deal with them are all well explained, especially the Daoist priest character, who is very interesting and whose skills are a great selling point. So, audiences are very much looking forward to this film. In my opinion, this film already possesses a good potential audience base, and if it can be released in North America, the movie box office will certainly be considerable.”

Li Mu asked him, “If this film were given to you for North American distribution, how much movie box office do you think you could achieve?”

“Fifty million US dollars, maybe more!” Lucas said, “The buzz among the public is very high right now. If we can release it as soon as possible to avoid wasting or even missing the buzz, I think sixty or seventy million US dollars wouldn’t be an issue either.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “If we cooperate, according to your normal procedures for introducing overseas film copyrights, how much of the actual movie box office can the copyright holder get?”

Lucas said, “That varies. We’ve done deals where the copyright holder receives no movie box office share at all, and also deals where they receive 30% or even higher.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “There are copyright holders who don’t want a share?”

“Yes,” Lucas said, “But those are usually niche, small-production films. Copyright holders typically just want to open up the market, so they’d rather not get a single cent of the movie box office share, hoping we can help them open up their influence. However, movies like these are generally of poor quality; even if they don’t want any share, we might not be willing to operate them, after all, if the movie is too bad, the cinema chain will refuse to schedule it.”

At this point, Lucas paused and said, “Normal commercial films generally range from 20-30%. If you are willing to entrust the North American distribution rights for Mr. Vampire to my company, I can give you the highest possible share within my capabilities: 35%!”

For Lucas, his trip to China was secondary in terms of making money; linking up with Li Mu was the key. Li Mu’s Muye Ticketing System would play an increasingly important and influential role in the North American movie box office in the future. In such a situation, he would definitely have numerous opportunities to deal with Li Mu’s companies and platforms. Therefore, establishing a good relationship with Li Mu in advance would be a very beneficial assurance for him.

When Li Mu heard him say 35%, he knew that the offer was indeed very good. After deducting the share for the cinema chain and various taxes, giving Li Mu 35% meant that Lucas was essentially working for Li Mu in this deal.

Lucas thought Li Mu would be very satisfied with this sincere offer, but to his surprise, Li Mu’s first question was: “What if I only want 15%, and then split the extra 20%, 10% for you and 10% for the cinema chain? How much more potential movie box office increase do you think the film could have?”

“Give the cinema chain an extra 10%?” Lucas blurted out.

Li Mu nodded, “Exactly, 10% for you and 10% for the cinema chain. What I want is not how much money I can make, but how much movie box office this film can ultimately achieve in North America. Do you understand what I mean?”

Lucas immediately nodded.

Giving the cinema chain more share would provide motivation for scheduling. Li Mu did not want to earn more money, but wanted the movie box office to be as high as possible, which inevitably meant he wanted to continuously increasing the film’s influence to the highest possible level.

It made sense. If it was just a matter of tens of millions of US dollars in movie box office, even if Li Mu’s Muye Pictures got 35%, it would only be one or two tens of millions of US dollars in income. Such a small amount of money was not worth his effort, let alone worth him specifically taking time to meet him. What he wanted was not money, but influence.

Understanding this point, Lucas immediately stated, “Mr. Li, if you only want 15% of the movie box office share, then I promise you that I will return the remaining 20% to the cinema chain in various forms!”





Chapter 1374: Contemporary Daoist Priest of Zombies

Li Mu had originally intended to offer concessions to both Lucas and the cinema chains, but Lucas, with his keen intuition, immediately made a decision after realizing Li Mu’s true intention: he would not take any of the concessions Li Mu offered, handing them over entirely to the cinema chains.

Lucas’s inner monologue was: You look down on this bit of money, don’t you? While I do value it, I must act as if I don’t, just like you.

If both the copyright holder and the distributor are willing to offer discounts, then their concessions can only go to the cinema chains.

However, cinema chains are different from copyright holders and distributors. Copyright holders and distributors care not only about box office, but also about public reputation, influence, brand awareness, and corporate image. Cinema chains, however, only care about the box office.

If a cinema chain is completely neutral and not interfered with by any distributor, its operational strategy will always be the same: allocate the most screening slots to the most profitable films.

In North America, the revenue split ratio between distributors and cinema chains is not fixed. It adopts a tiered revenue-sharing model. Generally speaking, the distributor’s share of the first week’s box office is the highest. Subsequently, as the release timeline extends, the distributor’s share continuously decreases, and the cinema chain’s share continuously increases.

The reason for establishing this revenue-sharing model is to increase the cinema chain’s willingness to allocate screening slots after a film has been released for a period, when its buzz and attendance rate decline. This also highlights the cinema chain’s business acumen: all seating resources are fixed, and what they want is the maximum utilization rate of these seats, similar to airline companies.

If both the distributor and the copyright holder are willing to concede a portion of their share to the cinema chains, it will be a huge motivation for the cinema chains, encouraging them to spontaneously contribute more screening slots resources.

Lucas’s decision greatly satisfied Li Mu. His awareness proved him to be a clever person who knew how to cater to others’ preferences. Working with such a person was much more comfortable than working with those who only knew how to fight for greater benefits for themselves.

Considering the future release of Flying Tigers and more subsequent works, and also that North America will remain the largest box office market globally for the next decade or so, Li Mu needed to find more powerful partners in North America.

Steven Spielberg and DreamWorks are currently his production partners. For distribution and cinema chains, he still needed to develop other capable partners.

Lucas is a good friend of Steven Spielberg and flew all the way from the United States specifically for this collaboration, demonstrating his determination and attitude. His willingness to give up the 10% share allocated to him, without batting an eye, further proved that his mindset was very much to Li Mu’s liking. Therefore, Lucas became his best cooperation partner for film distribution in North America in the future.

After making the decision, Li Mu said to Lucas, “I can sign the copyright sub-licensing agreement with you today. How long do you think we will need to release this film in the United States?”

Lucas said, “After signing the agreement, if the film print does not have English subtitles, we will need to quickly arrange for a production team to create them. This is relatively fast and can be done in a few days. If it already has English subtitles, I will directly send the film copy to the Motion Picture Association in the United States for rating. At the same time, I will contact the executives of major cinema chains for a screening, and then privately discuss the specific terms for screening slots with them. After the rating is released, we will set a release date, then launch promotions. Once the date arrives, it will officially be released. If the whole process is normal, it will take about two months.”

“Two months?” Li Mu frowned slightly. “That’s a bit too long. Can it be faster?”

Lucas said, “General Manager Li, actually, under normal circumstances, it usually takes more than two months for a film to go from acquisition to release. The higher the commercial value expected from a film, the more promotional period needs to be set aside. A promotional period is typically around two months, or even longer.”

Li Mu said, “Our film has already had a game building buzz in advance, and many netizens are voluntarily promoting it online. We already have a relatively good audience base. In that case, there’s no need to extend the promotional period to two months. When you start submitting the film for rating, I will simultaneously launch online promotion, and you can start preparing offline promotion. We should strive to compress the promotional period to seven to ten days. Then, you can think of ways to accelerate other steps and see if we can reduce the entire timeline to about twenty days, calculated from today.”

“Twenty days…” Lucas hesitated a bit, frowning and pondering for a while before saying, “General Manager Li, if all stages are accelerated, twenty days should not be a big problem, but this will be a significant test for the promotion efforts.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Since we already have a very strong public support, you don’t need to worry about the execution of promotional work. You have offline promotional channels; I have online promotional channels. This includes YY, YY.com, and even Plants vs. Zombies Online. Our information delivery capability is unquestionable. However, if we drag out the promotional campaign for too long, if Plants vs. Zombies Online players lose curiosity and freshness towards the elements of Chinese hopping zombies, it will be much more troublesome to draw them into the cinema. So, we might as well strike while the iron is hot and facilitate the film’s release as quickly as possible to ensure that most users haven’t lost their curiosity.”

Lucas had never done film distribution in this manner before. Competition in Hollywood was fierce; even films with top-tier star lineups would start building buzz and promotions long in advance, with various offline ads and TV ads constantly bombarding to repeatedly deepen the audience’s impression of the film. No film had ever been immediately released after only seven to ten days of promotion.

However, thinking carefully, what Li Mu said also made a lot of sense. Game popularity is, after all, time-sensitive. Countless big stars can be popular for ten, twenty, or even more years,

But games that remain popular for over a decade are extremely rare. Therefore, it’s essential to seize this rare time window and ensure the film is brought to the big screen before the audience’s curiosity fades!

Immediately, Lucas agreed, saying, “General Manager Li, rest assured, I will definitely find a way to accelerate the process and get Mr. Vampire released in North America as soon as possible!”

Li Mu nodded: “The Hong Kong film industry still has many excellent Chinese hopping zombie films, and the copyrights are all in my hands. If Mr. Vampire becomes popular, we will immediately release one or two more Chinese hopping zombie films. Then, when summer comes, we’ll choose one Chinese hopping zombie film to target the summer box office, and distribute all the remaining Chinese hopping zombie films on DVD.”

“Good!”

…

In just a day or two, Muye Pictures’ entire collection of Chinese hopping zombie-themed films had already generated nearly one hundred million yuan in copyright fees domestically. While the copyright for a single film might be cheap, tens of thousands of yuan, there were indeed many TV stations in China. Satellite TV channels and local county, city, municipal district TV stations combined totaled over two thousand, and the number of channels was even greater. Currently, Chinese hopping zombie films were hugely popular. Ordinarily, they would have already broadcast pirated DVDs on TV, but because Muye Pictures held the copyrights for all these Chinese hopping zombie films this time, everyone universally began to respect copyright, seeking authorization from Muye Pictures before broadcasting.

Among the over two thousand TV stations, half of them proposed to purchase broadcasting rights from Muye Pictures. Most of them acquired broadcasting rights for more than one film, and nearly one hundred companies bought TV series copyrights alone. It has reached a point where, regardless of the time slot, among the TV stations that can be found on a TV set, there is bound to be at least one currently playing a Chinese hopping zombie-themed film or TV series.

Although the swarming phenomenon was not very healthy, fortunately, audiences were particularly receptive now. Their past enthusiasm for genre films had rekindled, and various types of Chinese hopping zombie films were practically inexhaustible.

Simply authorizing a batch of copyrights earned tens of millions of yuan in net profit. This move by Muye Pictures made film and television companies in Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan envious.

How many companies work hard all year round, shooting several or even more than ten films, and may not even earn this much money? Hong Kong film and television companies also couldn’t produce many films with box offices exceeding ten million yuan in a year. Yet, Li Mu, by relying on buying low and selling high, had in just a few days earned a net profit that other companies might not earn in several years, which indeed made his colleagues feel a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment.

Li Mu didn’t know he had acquired a humorous nickname in the Hong Kong film scene: Daoist Priest of Zombies…

The reason Li Mu was called the Daoist Priest of Zombies was because this fellow had rounded up all the Chinese hopping zombie films in Hong Kong. Any film with Chinese hopping zombies in it was completely “slaughtered” (bought out and consolidated) by Li Mu. He was the contemporary “Daoist Priest of Zombies,” the “Daoist priest” who specifically dealt with Chinese hopping zombie films.

After discovering they had been tricked by Li Mu, many Hong Kong film companies, aside from feeling indignant, also conceived the idea of remaking Chinese hopping zombie films. In their view, this was the second spring of revitalization for Chinese hopping zombie films, a good time to seize the opportunity to make money.

Soon, many rumors circulated in the Hong Kong film scene. Currently, at least six film companies were preparing to invest in shooting Chinese hopping zombie-themed films, and the projects had already been approved and were in the scriptwriting stage.

A pattern that the Hong Kong film industry has not escaped for decades is that everyone swarms to whatever makes money until it’s run into the ground. It’s not just Chinese hopping zombie films; gangster films and gambling films also saw one become popular, and thousands follow. These followers only want to make quick money, with no need for good scripts, good directors, or good actors. As a result, the rate of bad films is exceptionally high, to the point that audiences avoid them like the plague, ultimately prematurely accelerating the lifespan of a series to exhaustion until it dies.

Therefore, seeing Chinese hopping zombie films suddenly revived for a second spring, it was within expectations that companies would strive with all their might to shoot more Chinese hopping zombie films and follow the trend to rake in money.

Among these companies that rushed to implement Chinese hopping zombie film projects, Splendid Asia was the most annoying.

Splendid Asia felt deeply wronged because they believed Muye Pictures had swindled them out of all their Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights, including Mr. Vampire. It was simply like stealing all their golden egg-laying hens. If Muye Pictures had been just an ordinary film and television company, they would have definitely torn up the agreement and used various methods to deny authorization, and even possibly resorted to many underhanded means to achieve their goal.

Unfortunately, Muye Pictures was a steel plate, and with their meager efforts, they simply couldn’t move it. So, they could only grit their teeth and prepare to launch Mr. Vampire 2003, even saving on the script. They would simply find entirely new actors and remake Mr. Vampire. The remake would employ a better production team and would have much better visual effects than the older version. The only problem lay in the cast lineup. Splendid Asia was currently preparing to find first-tier stars to shoot this remake film.

Li Mu didn’t take this news to heart. Anyone could shoot Chinese hopping zombie films; after all, the patent wasn’t in his hands either. His true purpose was to send Chinese hopping zombie films overseas. If Chinese hopping zombie films became popular overseas, this would not only be a victory for Chinese-language films but also a victory for Chinese cultural output!





Chapter 1375: Another Great Project

As May began, Beijing’s weather started to rapidly warm up.

The rapidly rising temperatures were not good news for an infectious epidemic like SARS, but Beijing’s epidemic situation, surprisingly, began to significantly cool down after entering May.

All sectors of society donated billions of yuan for SARS, and health departments established higher-level SARS Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Beijing and many other cities across the country. Xiaotangshan Hospital in Beijing, in particular, became the largest SARS isolation and treatment center nationwide.

The epidemic was effectively controlled, and the speed of its spread was also clearly reined in. Although there were still occasional reports of infected patients dying despite treatment, the outward spread of the epidemic was ultimately contained. In a nationwide announcement, the health department conveyed some incredibly uplifting news: the SARS epidemic in Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan had formally entered a phase of decline, effective immediately!

Containing the continued development of the epidemic was already a phased victory, but effectively reducing the number of infections while containing its development was an even greater phased victory.

People across the country breathed a sigh of relief, feeling considerably relaxed and comforted, but they dared not relax their diligent approach to personal and family epidemic prevention in the slightest.

Li Mu also breathed a sigh of relief. The nation’s powerful and effective disease control measures demonstrated the state apparatus’s superb operational efficiency during a crisis, giving the public immense confidence. What made Li Mu even more gratified was that the health department, through a formal document, extended its gratitude to Taobao Technology and Muye Technology. It thanked both companies for donating a large quantity of high-end epidemic prevention supplies, which provided more efficient safety protection for medical staff, and also for popularizing scientific epidemic prevention knowledge among the public, which played an excellent role in curbing the spread of the epidemic.

More profoundly significant was the unprecedented charitable gala. After that event, the people of Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan developed an extremely high degree of mutual recognition; it would be no exaggeration to describe it as unprecedented unity, as the performance inspired not only people in mainland China but all ethnic Chinese worldwide.

The mainland Red Cross and the Fight Against SARS Charitable Fund also aligned perfectly with the theme of the gala, allocating twenty percent of all donated charitable funds and re-donating them to the Red Cross societies in Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. This deeply moved the people in those three regions; no one dared to underestimate this twenty percent, because the actual amount it represented exceeded five hundred million yuan!

While the people of Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan were unified in friendship, Lucas had already acquired the copyrights for Daoist Priest of Zombies and several other zombie films, submitting them to the American Film Association for rating and preparing for their subsequent release. Meanwhile, Hunan Satellite TV’s Life of Longing advance team had already been searching the areas around Beijing for a week.

They thoroughly explored the mountainous regions in Beijing’s Northeast, Northwest, and Southwest. Ultimately, they narrowed down three locations that they collectively deemed the best for filming. The relevant data for these three potential shooting sites were then compiled and sent to Li Mu, hoping he would personally make the final selection.

Although Hunan Satellite TV had at one point doubted whether this rustic lifestyle variety show would become popular, or if anyone would even like watching it, once they received Li Mu’s promise to personally participate, they had already begun to treat Li Mu as the biggest behind-the-scenes boss of the show. The site selection was crucial as it pertained to the twelve plus one core settings of the first season.

For Li Mu, he was very confident in Life of Longing. After all, the show had received a good reception when it was launched in his previous life, and his extreme modification would add a “currency main plot” and some quest points that could be integrated with Paradise Town. Therefore, this time around, the show was bound to succeed.

Moreover, he really liked variety shows like Life of Longing and Where Are We Going, Dad?, which were close to daily life, serene, and comfortable. They allowed people to sit in front of the TV without getting excited, frantic, angry, or agitated, maintaining a heartfelt smile throughout. Occasionally, something relatable would make their eyes light up, or they would discover another side of a celebrity through their down-to-earth behavior, sometimes feeling a natural, genuine emotion that wasn’t tear-jerking, but simply evoked a knowing smile. Such shows were the true enduring presence in the long river of variety television. They might not explode in popularity like Running Man or The Voice, but they would definitely possess more depth and better stand the test of time than other programs.

Recalling his previous life when he was a struggling programmer in Beijing, watching such a reality show truly brought him an unprecedented sense of ease and joy. City life was too stressful, and with the 996 work schedule for programmers, there was barely any time to even look up at the sky, let alone contend with the high cost of living, the straitened circumstances, and the uncertain future. Houses, cars, women, careers—all were heavy burdens on him. Living such a repressed life, suddenly seeing a show so far removed from the urban clamor truly offered a different kind of warmth.

It was precisely because of his immense confidence and personal feelings for this reality show that Li Mu paid extra attention to it. When the production team sent him the information on the three candidate locations, he studied it very thoroughly for a long time.

Li Mu carefully analyzed the three locations in the Northeast, Northwest, and Southwest. The first was near Shidu in the Southwest. It was surrounded by mountains and water, and the environment was excellent. Its only drawback was that Shidu had been developed as a tourist attraction relatively early, so there were quite a few tourists. Especially with the arrival of May and warmer weather, the temperature in Beijing even surpassed thirty degrees Celsius during the Labor Day holiday, making Shidu almost overnight the preferred self-driving tour destination for Beijingers.

A place with too many tourists wouldn’t be ideal, because most tourists come from cities. They recognize celebrities, know their status in the entertainment industry, and enjoy idol chasing, which would cause a lot of interference to the filming. What would they do if Huang Lei was cooking in the courtyard and He Jiong was helping chop wood, and suddenly two heads popped up over the wall, with two girls excitedly saying, “Teacher Huang Lei, Teacher He Jiong, we’re your fans, could you sign an autograph for us?”

So, Shidu was a pass.

The second location was an undeveloped rural village near Badaling in the Northwest, also surrounded by mountains and water. However, its natural environment was slightly inferior to Shidu’s. The survey team’s report stated that this village had very few outsiders, and the local customs were relatively simple and honest.

However, Li Mu thought of another point: while an undeveloped village around Badaling might indeed be free from tourist interference, it couldn’t escape the sheer number of people going to Badaling! If Shidu was merely a hidden gem known to Beijing’s immediate vicinity, then Badaling was an internationally renowned super attraction. Badaling Expressway would be jammed like a dog every weekend; getting stuck for hours on the outbound lane from Beijing was simply too common. The survey team hadn’t mentioned traffic congestion at all, most likely because they visited when it wasn’t a weekend or holiday.

Imagine: the production team sets up cameras, audio, lighting, and other equipment in a mountain village around Badaling. A large group of people and the resident guests are waiting for the guest arriving to the mountain village on Saturday. Huang Lei has prepared lunch, waiting until two in the afternoon but still no sign of the guest. A phone call reveals they’re stuck on the Badaling Expressway, twenty kilometers from the destination. What then? When Beijing’s experienced drivers talk about the Badaling Expressway, who doesn’t feel a shiver down their spine?

So, Badaling was also a pass.

The third location was in Miyun, in the Northeast, at the foot of Simatai Great Wall. It was surrounded by mountains and water. However, this was the least recommended of the three candidate locations by the production team, because it was quite far from Beijing city proper, a journey of over one hundred kilometers from the city itself.

However, Li Mu recalled that Simatai Great Wall wasn’t particularly popular yet in these years; most people didn’t know much about it or pay much attention. This place would only become popular several years later, after the development of Gubei Water Town brought Simatai into the spotlight. Li Mu had visited Simatai Great Wall before; it was indeed a relatively authentic Ming Dynasty Great Wall, with steep mountains and an exceptionally magnificent view. Moreover, being surrounded by mountains and water, the environment was excellent—otherwise, it wouldn’t be possible to establish a tourism project with billions of yuan in investment like Gubei there. Taking advantage of the area not being popular yet, it would be quite good to go and experience the authentic local scenery.

Furthermore, although Simatai was farther from the city, as long as traffic jams weren’t too severe, the journey would only take about two hours. While a bit far, it was much better than Badaling.

Therefore, Li Mu replied to the production team’s email, informing them of his choice: Simatai!

Simatai had mountains, water, and the Great Wall, making it more satisfying to him than any other location. Moreover, because of the beautiful scenery and high safety of Yuanyang Lake nearby, Li Mu also suggested they could prepare a kayak and some fishing gear, offering guests an additional task option: fishing.

After sending the email, Gubei Water Town immediately sprang to Li Mu’s mind. Gubei Water Town was a very interesting place; it was a thoroughly modern, man-made attraction. Yet, relying on the Auspicious ground in the Beijing suburbs with beautiful mountain and water scenery, and having Simatai Great Wall as a cultural attraction rich in historical ambiance, combined with its excellent design, planning, and operation, it became one of the most successful artificial ancient towns in the country. While it couldn’t compare to scenic areas like Wuzhen, which possessed their own deep historical and architectural heritage, it was definitely one of the best among man-made ancient towns.

Chen Xianghong, who developed Gubei Water Town, was himself a pioneer in the industry, having overseen the tourism development of Wuzhen ancient town. He should still be diligently working on his startup in Wuzhen now. To reach Simatai would take at least another seven or eight years. Instead of waiting, it would be better to start this project first.

In the future, ancient town tourism would become a comprehensively developed type of tourist attraction. It could not only offer basic and cultural tourism but also serve as a filming base in conjunction with film and television projects, especially for variety shows, thus fostering the entertainment tourism industry. Both Wuzhen and Gubei Water Town significantly leveraged film and television programs and reality shows, then entered a phase of rapid development, achieving hundreds of millions in net profit annually with ease. Coupled with various added values, it was indeed an excellent tourism real estate project.

Moreover, investing in such a project was very interesting because it didn’t require solely putting in one’s own money and effort. First, one could contact the local government to help develop the local tourism industry. With an enormous investment of billions of yuan, the local government would certainly provide immense support. Land acquisition costs would decrease, business taxes and other expenses would lower, and one could even receive financial support from the local government.

Furthermore, there were major state-owned tourism companies behind it, including listed groups like CYTS. Collaborating with them could secure even greater resource assistance. At that point, with oneself providing the project and funds, the local government providing effort and funds, and state-owned tourism companies providing funds, a three-party joint venture to implement a real estate project worth billions of yuan would be very easy. And because the plan, strategy, and implementation would be handled by his side, the project’s valuation for the local government and state-owned tourism groups would definitely increase.

Assuming a total investment of five billion yuan, and he subscribed two billion yuan, representing forty percent of the subscribed capital. However, because the project was his, and the planning, conceptualization, and implementation all depended on him, even the later promotional resources were his responsibility, his two billion yuan would thus account for sixty percent of the shares. In that case, the remaining three billion yuan in investment would only correspond to forty percent of the shares, meaning that for other investors, the project’s valuation would reach seven and a half billion yuan.

As for the local government, since they needed to rely on him to help expand local tourism resources and deepen the tourism industry, it was reasonable for them to contribute more money but hold fewer shares.

And for state-owned tourism companies, as they were profiting by riding on his coattails, they should naturally respect the experienced person’s credit for leading the way. Contributing more money but holding fewer shares was also entirely in line with market rules for them.

What’s more, at least half, or even more than half, of the five billion yuan total investment could be covered by bank loans. If both the local government and the Yanjing Municipal Government provided support, it would be highly possible to secure long-term low-interest loans, and even receive strong government backing for essential infrastructure like water supply, electricity, and heating within the scenic area. This would further reduce the project’s actual required investment.

A super large-scale tourism real estate project would have a future profit cycle of at least twenty years; if operated well, thirty years would be no problem. In that case, the future net profit margin could exceed ten billion yuan. If calculated based on this proportion, he might only need to actually invest several hundred million yuan to share long-term income of at least six billion yuan, making it a very lucrative deal. Moreover, unlike commercial real estate, its existence wasn’t to inflate land prices, but to revitalize a local economy, boost local financial revenue, and increase local tourism employment and surrounding tourism income.

Just imagine how much revenue a five-billion-yuan investment project would bring to the locality during its construction;

And then consider that after completion, the local treasury could potentially increase local tourism revenue by one billion yuan or even more annually; at least thousands of local people might find work in the scenic area, earning wages comparable to urban residents; and villagers in the surrounding areas, whose annual household income might originally be less than ten thousand yuan, could potentially earn tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of yuan annually through agritourism.

Meanwhile, urban tourists, fed up with the city’s clamor, could spend insignificant amounts of money to find rare relaxation and mental clarity here, relieving stress, soothing their mood, and experiencing beauty…

Viewed comprehensively, this was absolutely a great project from which multiple parties would benefit!

Understanding all this, Li Mu immediately called Wei Lan and said, “Wei Lan, come over to my place now. I’m taking you somewhere.”





Chapter 1376: All Other Mountains Seem Small

When Wei Lan received Li Mu’s call, she was supervising a construction site in Sanlitun. Spending two hours daily overseeing the site had become a mandatory part of her routine on every workday.

Upon receiving Li Mu’s call, Wei Lan was quite surprised because she was responsible for Wan Ying’s overall positioning and future development at Wan Ying Real Estate. Real estate projects generally involved large, multi-year cycles, so the overall pace was long and steady. Li Mu usually wouldn’t suddenly call her about business matters and ask her to come to him immediately.

However, a call early in the morning, asking her to come to Muye Technology, likely wasn’t a private matter. The overwhelming possibility was that it concerned business.

For him to suddenly have urgent business with her, and so urgently, didn’t align with the current tone of all ongoing Wan Ying projects. All of Wan Ying’s self-built projects and those in cooperation with other real estate developers were progressing very smoothly, with no anomalies. Therefore, Li Mu’s call probably wasn’t about Wan Ying’s current projects.

Considering this, it’s most likely that Li Mu had another new real estate project in mind.

So, Wei Lan set aside what she was doing and drove to Muye Technology. The first thing she said to Li Mu when she saw him in his office was to ask with a smile, “Are you in such a hurry to see me because of a new real estate project?”

Li Mu was taken aback for more than ten seconds.

Even after Wei Lan entered the room and sat on the sofa in the reception area, Li Mu still hadn’t come to his senses.

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with a smile and asked him, “Why are you looking so dazed?”

Li Mu asked her, puzzled, “How did you know I was looking for you because of a new real estate project?”

Wei Lan smiled faintly, her eyes full of affection, and said, “Because I understand you. Among all the men in this world, besides my father, you’re the one I understand the most.”

Li Mu shook his head and smacked his lips, sighing, “You’re so smart; you put a lot of pressure on me.”

“Really?” Wei Lan blinked and smiled, “I thought the smarter I was, the more I’d be worthy of you. If you don’t like me being too smart, then I’ll try to be a bit dumber in the future.”

Li Mu burst out laughing, walked over to her, and sat down closely beside her, saying, “Please, you must maintain your intelligence. It’s the most important thing that makes you stand out from all other women.”

“Is that so?” Wei Lan asked with a smile, “You think I’m different from all other women in your eyes because I’m smart?”

Li Mu nodded, “A large part of it, yes. Do you remember when I first bought your Ziyun Mountain Villa and drove you to the airport, I asked you about your opinion on Beijing’s high-end real estate? At that time, you answered almost without thinking, and your answer, in my mind, was the development direction for Beijing’s high-end real estate for the next ten, even twenty years.”

Back then, during a casual conversation with Li Mu, Wei Lan accurately predicted that Beijing’s true high-end real estate would develop northward in the future. All other directions were impossible; even if forcibly implemented, it would be difficult to succeed. Li Mu strongly agreed, and at that time, he was awestruck by Wei Lan’s intelligence and discerning eye.

Li Mu’s strong agreement wasn’t because he understood real estate; it was because he had lived in Beijing for more than ten or twenty years. He knew that most of Beijing’s true high-end villas were located in the city’s northern part. Even if there were villa areas in the south, they were directly adjacent to Hebei Province and wedged between the two areas, completely lacking any high-end atmosphere, and thus had never truly developed.

He had only learned this after living in the city for over ten or twenty years, yet Wei Lan saw through and articulated all of this in a casual conversation. This greatly shocked Li Mu. Later, he was willing to help Wei Lan’s family overcome their difficulties, using Muye Technology to back the issuance of billions in investment funds, all to keep Wei Lan at Wan Ying Real Estate. With Wei Lan there, he could confidently and boldly entrust many real estate matters to her.

Hearing Li Mu’s praise, Wei Lan’s charming face flushed with a hint of girlish shyness. She leaned gently against Li Mu and whispered, “Before I met you, I worked hard to make myself smarter for my family’s business. After I met you, I worked hard to make myself smarter so I wouldn’t hold you back.”

Li Mu smiled knowingly, pinched her cheek, and said, “Let’s go, I’ll take you to see the new real estate project I have in mind.”

Wang Yuanlang had already prepared the car under Li Mu’s instruction. Li Mu and Wei Lan took a Commercial vehicle straight to Simatai Great Wall. Wei Lan didn’t know where Li Mu was taking her, but being smart, she didn’t ask. If Li Mu wanted to tell her in advance, he would have done so without her asking. Since he wasn’t ready to tell her yet, he must have wanted to reveal the answer upon reaching their destination.

The car drove all the way northeast from Beijing. The Jingcheng Expressway hadn’t been completed yet, so there was no expressway past the Sixth Ring Road. However, the national highway wasn’t difficult to drive on; they maintained 80 kilometers per hour with no traffic jams.

As the car got further from Beijing, Wei Lan felt a bit puzzled. The more they drove northeast, the further she felt from any real estate project, and the less she could understand what kind of good real estate project awaited them in the northeastern outskirts of Beijing, almost at the city limits.

Li Mu, however, was in an unusually good mood throughout the journey. The weather in Beijing in May was excellent, and the scenery was beautiful. Outside, the sky was blue, clouds were white, and the mountains and rivers were green. Just gazing at the scenery outside the window was enough to refresh one’s mind and keep their eyes glued. When the car arrived at the foot of Simatai Great Wall, the surrounding mountain and water scenery was astonishingly beautiful. The winding and towering Great Wall and watchtowers between the ridges and peaks looked like majestic and formidable outlines drawn on the Yanshan Mountains with bluestone, filled with a sense of historical grandeur.

At that time, there were very few guests at Simatai. Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang avoid the scenic area entrance, finding an deserted spot by the stream at the foot of the mountain to park the car. Then he said to Wei Lan, “Come on, let’s go down and take a look.”

Wei Lan was full of questions, thinking it was time for the mystery to be unveiled. She quickly followed Li Mu out of the car. Seeing no one around, she hesitated for a moment and then linked arms with Li Mu.

Standing on the pebble beach by the river, Li Mu turned around, pointed to the Simatai Great Wall winding up the mountain, and then pointed to the stream and the scenery along the riverbank in front of them, asking Wei Lan, “What do you think of this place?”

Wei Lan said, “It’s beautiful! I had no idea there was such a pretty and quiet place around Beijing.”

Then, Wei Lan blinked at Li Mu and asked him, “You’re not thinking of building villas here, are you?”

Li Mu shook his head and chuckled, “Building villas here would be an awful lot of work. There’s no water supply, electricity, or heating. Even if they were built, living here wouldn’t be convenient.”

At this point, Li Mu asked her, “What do you think about developing tourism here?”

“Tourism?” Wei Lan pondered for a moment and said, “This would be a good choice for weekend leisure and entertainment, but how many guests can a place like this accommodate? If there are too many people, it can’t handle them. If there are too few, it won’t bring much economic benefit. And frankly, for a real tourism industry here, the natural environment is a bit weak. It just feels like it’s not enough, like a three-year-old child who can help parents serve tea and water or occasionally sweep the floor, but still has a long way to go to truly work outside.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and asked her, “Are you interested in climbing up the mountain to see the view from above?”

Wei Lan smiled, “Of course! It’s rare for you to have such leisure time for me to accompany you to see the scenery.”

Li Mu took her hand and said with a smile, “Let’s go!”

The two climbed up the mountain from the foot, following a small path used by locals. The mountain here wasn’t steep; compared to Simatai and the peaks behind it, this place was much gentler, so climbing wasn’t strenuous. The biggest inconvenience was that there were no stone steps here, only a path of compacted earth formed by people walking. However, for two young people in their twenties and several bodyguards from the special operations unit, such a path was too easy to navigate.

Li Mu led Wei Lan up the path. Wei Lan sighed, “Good thing I went to the construction site today, so I wore sneakers. Otherwise, if I had come in high heels, I’d have to make you carry me up.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Even if you wore sneakers, as long as you wanted me to carry you, I would. Want to try?”

Wei Lan smiled shyly and said, “No, it’s fine. The path isn’t easy, what if we fall?”

Li Mu said, “It would be easier if we were climbing up from the Great Wall side.”

After climbing for more than half an hour, looking back down at the foot of the mountain, it was no longer just the small stretch of beach and valley they had seen earlier. Looking down from above, the entire depth of the valley was clear at a glance, and the river was no longer just a small section of waterway in front of them, but revealed its winding, dragon-like posture and grandeur.

Higher up, when they reached the summit of this mountain, the view below suddenly opened up. The valley was wide and flat, extending far into the distance along the riverbed.

Li Mu pointed to this large valley accompanied by the river below and said to Wei Lan, “Look, in the Yanshan Mountains, a valley this large and flat is quite rare. And it’s surrounded by mountains with water in the middle, and behind it is Simatai Great Wall. The Great Wall is like a long dragon. Although I don’t understand Feng Shui, a place with mountains, water, and dragon imagery should have good Feng Shui, right?”

Wei Lan nodded and smiled, “It must be very good. I didn’t feel it when we were down below, but looking at it from up here, with this feeling of all other mountains seeming small, I realize this place is really great.”

Li Mu pointed to the valley and river below and asked Wei Lan, “If we spend some money to acquire this entire valley as far as the eye can see, and then develop the whole area into an artificial ancient city, what do you think?”

“Huh?” Wei Lan stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. Only then did she realize that the little secret Li Mu had kept throughout the journey was actually to develop this valley into an artificial ancient city!

Wei Lan’s first question blurted out was, “Wouldn’t that cost a lot of money?”





Chapter 1377: The Magical Pen of Ma Liang

”

“It will cost a lot of money, around four to five billion yuan.”

Li Mu casually stated an amount that almost made Wei Lan and the other two, including Wang Yuanlang, gasp in shock. He then pointed his finger at the valley below, confidently directing affairs as if sketching a grand vision for the land, saying: “Look, we will build a complete ancient town here, modeled after historical styles. It will have city walls, watchtowers, beacon towers, and battlements just like the Great Wall. Inside, there will be a county office, a security escort agency, a bank, a dye shop, a distillery, a traditional academy, ancestral halls, temples, residential houses, as well as taverns, inns, and commercial units. We’ll also set up several exhibition halls, memorial halls, or museums, each with a different theme. The entire ancient city will uniformly feature ancient-style architecture, encompassing this river within its bounds. We’ll put more thought into the waterways, transforming it into a water town of the north. We’ll also build a stage on the water and find a renowned director to design a large-scale stage play;

Not only do we need to perfect the design of the ancient city, but we also need to incorporate the Simatai Great Wall into our scenic area. Additionally, right next to the ancient city, there will be modern star-rated hotels, various themed hotels of different kinds, restaurants, shopping centers, and a tourist reception center. The planned Jingcheng Expressway will pass through the farthest end of the valley you can see. We will build the tourist reception center right under the expressway’s overpass. That way, tourists can reach the scenic area’s parking lot directly after exiting the expressway. They can play for one day, or enjoy three days without getting bored. We don’t need those who want to stay five or six days; we will develop this into the best destination for one-to-three-day tours around Beijing.

“There’s a technology in the internet called ‘clustering’. This concept also applies to real-world industries. What we want to create is not just a simple tourist attraction, but a cluster of tourism products.”

Wei Lan was utterly dumbfounded. Tourism real estate in China was only just beginning to emerge, and even when considering tourism real estate, she could only imagine small-scale investments within existing scenic areas. She never expected Li Mu to plan something like this — completely creating a scenic area from scratch.

There isn’t even a single building here now, yet Li Mu was planning an artificial ancient town cluster that would fill the entire valley. This idea was truly too bold and imaginative.

Wang Yuanlang and the other two also stared at each other in bewilderment, feeling as though it were the fairy tale of ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’. No matter how Li Mu described it, they couldn’t quite grasp the full picture. However, after Wei Lan calmed down and carefully pondered Li Mu’s words, the scene before her eyes seemed to suddenly come alive.

Looking at the beautiful valley below, Wei Lan’s mind gradually began to construct the scene Li Mu had described: city walls, county offices, security escort agencies, ancient streets, alleys, residential houses, markets…

At this moment, Li Mu was like the Magical Pen of Ma Liang, drawing all of this into Wei Lan’s mind, making her feel as though she could already see a large-scale artificial ancient city, bustling, exquisite, magnificent, and real.

Wei Lan was astonished for a long time before she came to her senses from her imagination. She looked at Li Mu and asked, “This would require a lot of money, right? We’re talking billions. Wanying currently doesn’t have nearly enough funds to prepare for such a massive project. It wouldn’t be possible until at least next year, when our residential real estate projects are gradually delivered. Moreover, real estate projects like this involve large investments and long return periods. Other shareholders might not be willing.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan, fearing that Li Mu might want to fund the project himself, quickly reminded him, “Besides, after Muye Technology’s last financing round, you only cashed out less than two billion RMB. Investing in such a large project would be very exhausting.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, not directly answering her. Instead, he asked with a chuckle, “Tell me, is this place poor?”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and said, “It probably isn’t affluent…”

Li Mu then asked, “Then step outside the realm of real estate thinking. Don’t think of it as a real estate project, but as a tourism project. If I were to implement a five-billion-yuan tourism project for the local government, what would their attitude be?”

“A five-billion-yuan tourism project…” Wei Lan’s eyes lit up. “I understand!”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “I knew with your intelligence, you’d grasp it instantly.”

Wei Lan said, “If it’s for building a large tourism project for the local area, the project itself, while under construction, can stimulate local economic development and provide many job positions. After completion, it can continue to provide job positions and tourism revenue. This would be a great thing for the local government. So I think if we do it this way, at the very least, we can be exempt from land acquisition costs.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu said, “If the land acquisition costs are more than one yuan in cash, I won’t invest in this project. It’s not that I’m stingy, but that wouldn’t conform to normal business logic. If I come to a region to invest, especially in a large tourism project, the local government will undoubtedly have to contribute tourism resources from their side. I can consider the local government’s land as their equity contribution and allocate a small percentage of shares to them.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Moreover, if we implement this project now and first discuss cooperation with the local government, we can catch a free ride.”

“What free ride?”

Li Mu said, “I’ve partnered with Hunan Satellite TV to produce a variety show, a pastoral-themed one, with filming locations right around here. This is an opportune moment to build a closer relationship with the local government.”

Wei Lan nodded and said, “If the show becomes popular, it can also build buzz for the tourism resources in this area in advance, helping to establish its reputation.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu chuckled. “Interlocking elements make for the best industrial layout. We’ll use the show and tourism investment to package the cooperation talks with the local government, and then use the show to build buzz for the tourism project. This will basically stabilize the entire plan. In the future, I will integrate more variety show resources and film and television resources to further promote this ancient city and make it famous nationwide.”

Wei Lan asked, “Will we be cooperating with the local government all by ourselves? We haven’t had any experience with the tourism industry. If we truly manage such a large project, I’m afraid we won’t be able to cope with the detailed work involved in many tourism aspects.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s why we need to find state-owned tourism groups to partner with. They can contribute a portion of the funds, their experience, and tourism resources. The three of us will form a joint venture company, and then jointly contribute hundreds of millions of yuan in initial capital. For the rest, we’ll seek loan support from the local government, extending the repayment period to ten or twenty years. We won’t need to repay the loans ourselves; instead, after the ancient city is built and starts generating revenue, we’ll use a small portion of its future profits to repay the loan.”

Real estate is such an industry that appears to have strong ‘evil capitalist’ characteristics. For a commercial real estate project with a five-billion-yuan investment, the real estate developer might only put in a little less than half a billion yuan in funds, then gradually secure loans for the other larger portion. Once the project is completed and starts generating revenue, they slowly repay the loans with the profits. The final result is that the real estate developer uses only a bit over one billion yuan, or even less, to leverage a massive five-billion-yuan project.

Among the money lent to them by banks, there might be your tens of thousands of yuan in savings deposited there. The bank gives you hundreds of yuan in interest each year, while using your money to earn thousands of yuan in interest from the developers. Then, the developer uses your money to develop real estate projects, causing real estate prices to constantly rise, and in the end, you yourself cannot afford a single brick or tile of your own. This is the game of capital.

It’s often said that the wealthiest person is also the most indebted. This statement is absolutely true when applied to real estate developers. Take Wanda, for example: its fixed assets are valued at over seven hundred billion yuan, with debts of five to six hundred billion yuan. However, as long as the Bigwig controlling the situation can stabilize it and prevent the company’s financial issues from crossing the danger line, debt is not an issue at all. They simply earn slowly and repay slowly.

In short, they use their brains, plus the money you deposit in banks, and then they earn money from your pockets. As long as they can stabilize the situation, they are sure to win without loss.

A tourism project like the one Li Mu envisions, by its very nature, is a local industrial investment that can improve the local economy and optimize the local financial revenue structure. Therefore, it is completely different from commercial real estate. He will not develop any property rights for sale here. All ancient city projects will operate as a cluster-style tourism industry. They will negotiate a term with the local government, and once the term expires, all industries will transition completely to the local government; he won’t take away a single brick or tile.

Wei Lan understood Li Mu’s concept and clarified the solutions for land and funds, but there was still one uncertain matter for her. So she asked Li Mu, “Undertaking such a large project still carries considerable risk, doesn’t it? Our future revenue generation capacity is difficult to estimate.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Beijing is approaching twenty million people, and its per capita income is relatively high nationwide. Private cars are also becoming increasingly common. Therefore, in the future, recreational travel for Beijing’s urban population will definitely be a huge industry. So, in the face of such a large industry, how many truly competitive major tourism projects are there? Whether it’s Shidu, Badaling, Yanqi Lake, Qinglong Gorge, or Miyun Reservoir, these tourist attractions all share one characteristic: they are small.

A scenic area might be very large, but its tourism industry cannot form a cluster. What defines a cluster? It’s not just having many things; a cluster means having many elements that are all controlled by one group and can operate cohesively like an army group. Look at the attractions, hotels, restaurants, and agritourism spots around Shidu — aren’t they all fighting their own battles, competing with each other? How could they form a cluster? Only a large-scale tourism industry like ours, managed as a cohesive whole, can form a cluster. Therefore, once our cluster is successfully established, we will be able to form a unique competitiveness. What’s more, I have powerful promotional resources at hand, so promoting a tourism product will be very easy.

A project like this will have a two to three-year construction period and a two to three-year trial operation period. After the trial operation, it can enter its golden period. Recouping the actual investment might only take two or three years. For the remaining two or three years, we’ll be making money while repaying loans. If this project takes off, we can use it as a brand to export nationwide, building three to five high-end artificial ancient cities domestically. We could even set up large-scale film and television as well as tourism bases. This is our first step in the future of the tourism industry.”

Wei Lan pondered carefully for a while. Although Li Mu’s explanation was comprehensive, she still saw considerable risks, such as when the expressway would be completed, whether the national economy could support such high-end recreational travel, and whether people’s spending habits could shift from chasing famous scenic spots to pursuing artificial cluster-style tourism projects. These were all unknown quantities.

However, she had absolute trust in Li Mu. In her view, even though the project still had many unknown quantities, as long as Li Mu said it could work, it definitely would!





Chapter 1378: Not Substitution, But Burial

Li Mu and Wei Lan walked and stopped, exploring Simatai for most of the day. After they thoroughly studied the surrounding terrain and scenery, combined with Li Mu’s imaginative structural planning, Wei Lan increasingly felt that this place truly was an Auspicious ground.

If Simatai Great Wall, and the entire valley below, were all encompassed to build a large-scale artificial ancient city according to Li Mu’s planning, it would surely be magnificent and have a boundless future.

Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang carry a compact Digital Camera with him. Although the pixel count wasn’t very high, it could capture ninety percent of the scenery and terrain. Bringing the photos back would make it more intuitive when discussing the project with Chen Ze and Song Liang.

On the return journey, Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “If we now go to the Miyun County government with both the variety show plan and the Gubei Water Town plan, bundling the two projects together, then both projects will receive strong support from the Miyun government. I even think the Miyun County government will provide all possible assistance to facilitate the implement/roll out of our projects.”

Wei Lan chuckled, “So confident? You need to be mentally prepared. These officials might not understand your astonishing approach. Besides, launching a multi-billion-yuan project at once makes any government worry about problems in the middle of the project. If a huge unfinished project is left behind, it will greatly harm their future.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “Have you considered Miyun’s current situation?”

Wei Lan asked him, “In what aspects?”

Li Mu replied, “All aspects. First, Miyun is still categorized as a county-level administrative division. I think it will take at least another ten years for it to be converted into a district. However, Huairou, which is closer to the urban area, completed its county-to-district conversion two years ago. For a super city like Beijing, what does a surrounding county-level unit’s county-to-district conversion mean? It means it has been truly incorporated into Beijing’s modern development process, just like a militia company being integrated into the regular army. It means it will receive the equipment, resources, and treatment of a regular army. Miyun, on the other hand, is still in the militia company stage, and joining the regular army’s official staff position / permanent employment seems遥不可及 for now.”

Wei Lan nodded, agreeing, “That analogy is quite vivid. Huairou’s development is much faster than Miyun’s.”

At present, Miyun is still a county-level unit and not a district. While Beijing’s urban area is undergoing high-speed construction, the surrounding county-level units have not had many good development opportunities, and their economic growth has been relatively slow. The Miyun county government has constantly been making efforts to attract investment. However, due to its relatively long distance from Beijing’s urban area and its mountainous terrain, the effect of investment attraction is still much worse compared to Huairou and Changping.

Li Mu said, “Besides being far behind Huairou in administrative division, Huairou also has a huge impact on Miyun’s economic development.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “I assume the Miyun County government has always wanted to develop Miyun’s tourism resources, but the awkwardness lies with Huairou. Moreover, Huairou, being closer to the urban area, having convenient transportation, and less mountainous terrain, also developed much faster economically. In 2001, it had already completed the county-to-district conversion, not only gaining many industrial investment resources but also completely poaching Miyun’s tourism resources.”

Most of the tourists visiting attractions around Beijing come from Beijing’s urban area. In other words, to reach Miyun, one must pass through Huairou, and Huairou’s scenery is no worse than Miyun’s. Miyun has Simatai Great Wall, while Huairou has Mutianyu Great Wall, and the latter is much more famous. Miyun has Miyun Reservoir, while Huairou has Yanqi Lake. Miyun has Heilongtan, while Huairou has Qinglong Gorge and Hongluo Temple. Tourists departing from Beijing city can have a great time in Huairou, which is only seventy or eighty kilometers away, so why would they Advancing Cannon another few tens of kilometers to Miyun? The latter, compared to the former, truly has no advantage whatsoever.

With Huairou positioned between the urban area and Miyun, it’s like a hydropower station on a river, cutting off the downstream water flow resources. Although the power station cannot block all the upstream water flow, it will at least try its best. Only what it cannot block will be discharged downstream. This means that the downstream area will receive pitifully few tourist resources, far too little compared to a hydropower station!

It’s precisely because Huairou is poaching these resources in the middle that Miyun’s abundant tourism resources have never truly been developed. Huairou’s geographical advantage, while developing itself, is also a very direct blow to Miyun!”

Wei Lan nodded thoughtfully, agreeing, “I think your analysis makes a lot of sense. Although I haven’t investigated the tourism development of the two regions, hearing you say this, I can be sure that Miyun’s tourism development has been significantly affected by Huairou.”

Li Mu laughed, “So Miyun definitely needs to make a breakthrough on this point. Everything it has, Huairou also has. What should it do then? It needs to bring out something that Huairou doesn’t have, and the attraction must be strong enough to make tourists from the urban area willing to bypass Huairou and gather in the more distant Miyun.

And our artificial ancient city project is precisely the tourism project that best meets these requirements. If we build this ancient city, let alone Huairou, all scenic spots around Beijing will not be able to compete. Therefore, this project will definitely give the local government a huge surprise, perfectly matching their needs. As for the risk of an unfinished project that you mentioned, the possibility is zero. Although Wan Ying Real Estate is still a newcomer in the real estate developer industry, I am a shareholder of Wan Ying Real Estate, and this is public information. When the time comes, I will personally hold the title of chief project designer. Who would still worry about the project falling through midway? The banks will definitely have one hundred percent confidence in this project. A few billion RMB is nothing; with the scale of my current industry and capital, they don’t have to worry at all.”

Wei Lan smiled and asked, “So when are you planning to communicate with the Miyun County government?”

Li Mu said, “I won’t be involved in the talks; you can go when the time comes. I’ll have Muye Pictures’ people bring Hunan Satellite TV’s people, along with Muye Pictures’ and Hunan Satellite TV’s cooperation agreement for ‘Life of Longing’ to assist you. You’ll bring the ancient city’s project plan, and discuss it with them together. I believe the process will be very smooth.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “However, after we go back, I need to officially discuss this with Old Chen and Brother Liang. I still need to solicit their opinions, but I believe they both should agree.”

Wei Lan chuckled, “Regarding Wanying’s grand strategy, they’ve always listened to you.”

Li Mu said, “Let’s go directly to Wanying. I’ll give them both a call and have them wait at the company so we can discuss it face-to-face.”

…

Photos from the Digital Camera were projected onto the screen in the conference room. Although the resolution and color were inferior to modern high-definition projectors, the overall presentation was acceptable. Li Mu used a laser pointer to explain the entire terrain situation, as well as the already announced phase two and phase three construction plans for the high-speed rail. He then clearly conveyed all his ideas to the two and other Wanying Real Estate executives.

Initially, these people, like Wei Lan, found it difficult to accept such a multi-billion-yuan tourism real estate project conceived by Li Mu out of thin air. It involved a huge investment, a long construction period, and an even longer Payment collection cycle, seeming to offer little appeal.

However, as Li Mu’s in-depth analysis continued, they gradually understood where the land would come from, where the project funds would come from, and where the project profits would come from. Once these points were made clear, everyone suddenly saw the light.

Chen Ze, being quite familiar with official circles, immediately said to Li Mu after understanding, “This kind of thing presented to any local government will not be rejected. It’s simply too attractive. And with you involved, there’s enough implement/roll out assurance, and even less concern about future troubles. I think this project can be done.”

Song Liang rubbed his nose and said, “The project is huge and looks a bit daunting, but upon closer analysis, it offers many benefits. Many key aspects are easier to operate than commercial real estate and residential real estate. At the very least, when we want this land, not only will no one compete with us, but we won’t have to spend a penny.”

Li Mu said, “It also greatly enhances the corporate image. The greater the reputation of traditional real estate developers, the lower the public perception. People blame developers for high housing prices, considering them the initiators of price increases. Commercial real estate is a bit better, but residential real estate is particularly so. If Wanying can develop several large-scale cultural tourism real estate projects in the future in China, it will definitely make our corporate image stand out among all real estate developers nationwide.”

“Interesting, very interesting.” Chen Ze said with delight, “The state has always paid special attention to the tertiary industry for local economic development because it is more environmentally friendly, efficient, and saves energy consumption. Especially tourism, from recent years’ experience, reliable tourism projects are approved the fastest and easiest, and they receive the most support and subsidies, making them very popular with local governments. I believe the artificial ancient city Li Mu mentioned will definitely succeed.”

Li Mu said, “This Miyun Ancient City project is just the beginning of our tourism and cultural industry. If this project successfully launches and can receive high leverage support in terms of funds, we can then immediately implement even larger tourism and cultural projects. My next phase of ideas is to select suitable locations in other parts of the country to build new ancient cities, and another is to create a large-scale film and television base in the suburbs of Beijing, or in Hebei Province surrounding Beijing.”

“Film and television base?” Song Liang frowned, “Like Hengdian?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Brother Liang knows about Hengdian?”

Song Liang nodded, saying, “I went there once for fun, and it felt pretty good. It’s a large film and television shooting base now with many different threads of building complexes. It started relatively early, and many film crews are now filming there.”

Li Mu laughed, “That’s right, an early start is Hengdian’s only advantage. But fortunately, they’ve only been operating for a few years, so it’s still very easy to catch up to them.”

Chen Ze asked curiously, “Why is an early start Hengdian’s only advantage?”

Li Mu countered, “What other advantages do you think Hengdian has?”

Chen Ze frowned and thought for a moment, then asked, “Reputation? Or industry recognition?”

Li Mu burst out laughing and said, “Sometimes, the reputation and recognition between competing products are a form of burial. For example, QQ was very famous before, wasn’t it? Almost every netizen in the country had one. But after YY came out? You should all be very clear about QQ’s fate.”

Wei Lan said, “General Manager Li, are you planning to build a film and television base even larger than Hengdian, and then replace Hengdian?”

Li Mu said, “Not substitution, but burial!”





Chapter 1379: The Nation’s Strongest Film and Television Industry Chain

“It must not only be larger than Hengdian, but also better than Hengdian, and possess a greater cluster advantage!”

Li Mu spoke with passion, saying, “As I’ve said, Hengdian itself doesn’t possess any major advantages. Its geographical location is in the southeast, within a town under a county-level city. Apart from its existing hardware foundation, does it have any other film and television resources? Where are film and television companies concentrated? Beijing, Huzhou City, Yangcheng, and Shenzhen City. Which one is it close to? The closest, Huzhou City, is still over three hundred kilometers away, and it doesn’t even have an airport.

Think about it, where are film and television stars concentrated? The majority are in Beijing, with another portion in Huzhou City. The numbers in other cities are negligible in total. If a film crew goes to Hengdian to start working, perhaps over one hundred people might have to travel from Beijing in one go.

And after the crew finishes shooting? Everyone travels back to Beijing. Actors rest, and directors and post-production teams start post-production in Beijing. It’s just filming a movie. Over one hundred people rush to Hengdian to shoot for two or three months, and then rush back to Beijing for post-production. Exhausting, isn’t it? Such a hassle, right? What would happen if there was a large film and television base near Beijing that completely overwhelmed Hengdian in terms of hardware?”

Everyone exchanged smiles. Li Mu had made his point so clearly that the outcome was self-evident. If there genuinely were a better film and television base right near Beijing, no film crew, no matter how foolish, would abandon the convenient conditions near Beijing to travel to a small, remote town in the southeast for arduous filming.

Li Mu continued, “Most domestic film and television dramas form their crews in Beijing, then travel across the country to shoot, with the most going to Hengdian. If we can surpass Hengdian in terms of film and television bases, then we can complete the entire process, from crew formation to shooting to post-production, all in Beijing. At worst, it would be within the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region, not too far. This holds a very strong appeal for film and television companies.”

Song Liang asked, “What about our profit model? Such a large film and television base would certainly require a high investment. Moreover, I’ve heard that Hengdian doesn’t charge film crews for venue rentals. If we charge, our advantage won’t be obvious enough.”

Li Mu laughed, “What if they don’t charge for venue rentals? We can also offer free venue rentals. If a film and television base relies on venue rental fees to make money, then it’ll take who knows how long to recoup its investment.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Think about it: if a large film and television base can accommodate thirty percent or even more of the nation’s annual film and television crews, how much exposure would that entail? I dare to bet that the Great Wall, the Forbidden City, West Lake, Yellow Mountain… no natural attraction’s exposure could compare to it. You see it in modern dramas, you see it in ancient dramas, you see it in Republic of China dramas, in wuxia and xianxia dramas, and even possibly in Anti-Japanese War films. For audiences, this is countless layers of accumulated memory, making them constantly remember such a place. As the saying goes, ‘unable to forget will surely evoke a response.’ What will this constant remembrance ultimately transform into?”

“It will transform into tourism resources,” Wei Lan replied, then asked, “Teacher Li, am I right?”

Li Mu nodded, “You’re very right. Teacher Li is very pleased.”

After that, Li Mu continued, “Precisely as Wei Lan said, through various film and television works, it will accumulate immense reputation, thereby generating an enormous number of guests for tourism and huge tourism revenue. By then, our film and television base might become a 5A-rated scenic area, or even one of the domestic 5A-rated scenic areas with the largest guest flow.”

Li Mu was not making idle remarks. Hengdian’s geographical location is so remote, and its transportation isn’t very convenient, yet its annual guest count of ten to twenty million is simply incredible to look at now! One must know that Hengdian itself has no other tourism resources; it relies solely on this one film and television base to hard-generate ten to twenty million guests. It’s astounding!

What if it were located near Beijing? Beijing is already a major tourist city, with over one hundred million guests annually. Assuming the ten to twenty million guests Hengdian itself can attract remain unchanged, and simultaneously due to its proximity to Beijing, it could convert ten percent of Beijing’s guest numbers, that means it would gain an additional ten million guests annually just by being close to Beijing. With thirty million guests per year, the tourism revenue would be astonishingly large.

And behind this astounding guest count and tourism revenue lies powerful publicity power, further enhancing brand reputation. Hengdian managed to take its film and television base project to a main board listing; this is truly impressive. If we increase investment and pour in more resources, and can leverage Beijing’s unique geographical advantage and urban buzz, it will undoubtedly be much more successful than Hengdian, and significantly more so!

Li Mu could foresee this astonishing future, but others might not be able to see or imagine it. Therefore, Li Mu only reminded them that the film and television base’s future tourism revenue would be a substantial income, but he did not tell them his estimated guest numbers. After all, if he mentioned that figure, everyone would think he was dreaming.

So Li Mu continued, “Besides tourism revenue, although our film and television base offers free venue rentals for film crews, all other supporting services will adopt a fee-based model. Within a confined film and television base, the crew’s daily necessities, various daily supplies, and crew supplies must all be purchased from us. This itself is a considerable income. Imagine, by then we might be providing all basic services for tens of thousands of film workers simultaneously. We will also provide various supporting services such as building custom sets for film and television dramas and supplying extras for film and television dramas.

If our film and television base is built, there will probably be tens of thousands of extras acting as bit part actors at our film and television base every day. We can establish a labor union for extras. We will collect information on extras, have them register with the union, and provide them with basic acting courses. If any film crew needs extras, they can directly place an order with us, and our staff will form the extra teams based on their order requirements. This isn’t for making money; it’s to improve the professional qualities of extras, enhance their work efficiency, and reduce the time and effort crews spend finding extras. These are all services we can provide to film crews.”

Then, Li Mu added, “The film school project in collaboration with Steven Spielberg is about to enter the implement phase. At that time, on one hand, we can find excellent actors among the extras and send them to our own school for more advanced training. On the other hand, we can funnel our properly trained students through our film and television base channels to various film crews for roles with relatively more significant parts. This way, the film and television base, film school, film and television talent, and film and television projects can be completely linked, forming a film and television industry chain. Of course, this industry chain can be further improved, for example, with our cinema chain resources, publicity resources, entertainment industry resources, and film and television capital. That way, we can build the nation’s strongest film and television industry chain!”

Chen Ze asked curiously, “Old Li, I understand cinema chain resources, publicity resources, and entertainment industry resources, and they are all excellent resources you possess quite powerfully. But what does ‘film and television capital’ mean?”

Li Mu laughed, “Film and television capital refers specifically to funds used for investing in film and television.”

With that, Li Mu explained, “The launch of most film and television projects involves joint investment from multiple film and television companies and capital. Even many large, wealthy enterprises, in order to exchange resources and share cost risks, will adopt a multi-party cooperation approach to prepare a large film and television project. In other words, the funding for these film and television projects is crowdfunded. Everyone invests proportionally and shares profits proportionally; this is industry rule.

For the works of major directors and large companies, funding issues are relatively less complicated. But for less famous directors and their works, raising initial capital is a very difficult task. Some film and television projects are completed in three months, but actual preparation before shooting took three years, with most of that time spent searching for money everywhere.

Therefore, if we implement the film and television base project, I will bring together several banks and capital firms to jointly establish a film and television fund, named after our film city. The fund pool will start with at least tens of billions, or even hundreds of billions. This fund will be open to all film and television companies and independent producers. As long as their projects are OK and pass our review, we will provide them with a certain proportion and amount of investment. However, along with the investment come配套的要求 (supporting requirements): first, as long as our film city meets the script requirements, filming must take place within our film city. Second, our film city and fund must be specially acknowledged in the film’s credits. I believe production companies will not refuse such reasonable requests.”

Li Mu paused slightly at this point, then laughed, “If we widely participate in investing in film and television projects, with professional teams controlling the process and the support of our various resources, the fund itself can guarantee profitability. Moreover, many film and television projects have very strong earning potential and large profit margins. At the same time, our extensive and deep involvement in the product manufacturing of the film and television industry can further and substantially increase our influence in the film and television industry. In the future, it is possible that we will become the largest film and television fund in China.”

Chen Ze laughed, “By then, our film and television base, and film and television fund, might be the most frequently appearing logos in movies, second only to the Dragon Mark.”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded, “Once a powerful industry chain is formed, all relevant resources will inevitably gravitate closely towards it, and all other competitors will be utterly crushed before a strong industry chain.”

Wei Lan said excitedly, “Then you can also bring in Hollywood resources! If we can get Hollywood to shoot a few films related to China, that would be even better.”

“Of course,” Li Mu laughed, “Hollywood is a place where money makes the mare go. As long as I want to, I don’t believe there’s any star or director I can’t invite.”

“Reliable!” Chen Ze exclaimed happily, “If the film and television base project and the artificial ancient city project could be integrated, the resource utilization rate would be even higher!”

Li Mu waved his hand, “They can’t be integrated. The film and television base requires a very large land area, needing at least several hundred square kilometers of usable development space, because this could be a large project continuously invested in and expanded for decades. Mountainous areas cannot provide such a large usable area. So we need to select a location in the southeast or south of Beijing, and it also needs several conditions:

First, it must be a flat, unobstructed plain.

Second, there must be a large amount of vacant land, or low-cost land resources.

Third, it’s best if it’s near the border of the three provinces of Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei.

Fourth, the more convenient the transportation, the better!”





Chapter 1380: Project Launch

Beijing is mountainous from the southwest, clockwise to the west, northwest, north, and northeast. This means that super-large civil engineering projects cannot be developed there. Therefore, the only available areas are the south and the southeast.

To Beijing’s south is Hebei Province, and to its southeast is also Hebei Province, extending further to Tianjin City. If he had to choose a direction, Li Mu preferred the southeast.

Although the south is also a vast plain, N years later, the new Capital Airport will be built in that direction. By then, planes would be flying low all day long next to the film and television base, which would basically make it impossible to carry out the project.

Therefore, the best choice was the southeast.

When others asked why Li Mu had a soft spot for the southeast, his answer was: “In the southeast direction, we can look for a suitable place in the border area of the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region.”

Chen Ze asked him, “Why are you obsessed with the junction of three places? It’s not some shady business, so choosing a border area where no one governs wouldn’t be safer…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “The true reason for choosing the junction of three places is that we can take our project proposal to negotiate cooperation with the governments of those three places. We’ll see which local government offers the most favorable cooperation conditions. Then, if we select a site a little to the northwest, it will still be within Beijing’s borders. Move a little to the southwest, and it’s Langfang in Hebei Province. Move a little to the southeast, and it’s Wuqing in Tianjin City. We want every city to think it has a chance to get this project, but also that it can easily lose it. Once they lose this project, it will stand not far from their own doorstep, but it will become something in someone else’s pocket. As long as we can achieve this effect, we will have the opportunity to obtain the greatest policy support. What we need to do is act as a fence-sitter: whoever shows the most sincerity, we will place the project in their city.”

“How crafty…” Chen Ze and Song Liang exchanged glances, shaking their heads with a sigh.

Traditional real estate developers truly didn’t have this kind of crafty mindset. Residential real estate isn’t a remarkable big project for every city, so they couldn’t use this method to negotiate conditions with multiple local governments. Commercial real estate all aims for city centers; who would build in a remote, multi-location junction? That would be courting disaster!

Only the cultural tourism industry project that Li Mu was developing was most suitable for using this method to negotiate conditions with multiple local governments, allowing each place to constrain and outbid each other.

Li Mu said, “In the future, Wanying should undertake more cultural projects like these. Although they might seem to have a long profitability cycle, in reality, due to various preferential policies and the leverage created by long-term low-interest funds provided by banks, we have the opportunity to aim for big returns with small investments on every cultural project. The profit margins are instead much higher than ordinary real estate; these advantages don’t exist in the ordinary real estate sector.”

“Moreover, as cultural projects become more numerous and their influence continuously increases, our reputation, public praise, and image in the real estate sector will be greatly enhanced. More importantly, our resilience in the real estate sector will reach a height that other companies in the industry cannot hope to match.”

…

After this meeting, Wanying immediately established a project team.

This project team was specifically responsible for formulating the project proposal for the “man-made ancient city” and its preliminary planning drawings.

Wei Lan, who was more professional in the actual operation of real estate projects, immediately proceeded to divide the work:

First, collectively brainstorm a name for this man-made ancient city that is both meaningful and memorable. This name will accompany the entire project for its lifetime, making it especially important.

Second, immediately organize a survey team tomorrow to go to Simatai Great Wall for on-site surveying, measuring terrain information, surveying geological structures, and usable area, before drawing detailed topographical maps.

Third, Du Fei will lead the establishment of a design team to gradually implement the design work for the entire project. It was initially decided that: first, a 1.0 version panoramic view would be produced based on the approximate terrain, and modular design will be applied to the various unique buildings within the ancient city.

So-called modular design means breaking down the ancient city, starting with the design of individual buildings or modules. For example, the county yamen, escort agencies, and dye houses would first be designed individually as modules. These modules could then be freely combined within the overall project planning map. This way, design work could begin immediately without having to wait for detailed survey results.

Finally, Wei Lan would take the lead, with Chen Ze and Song Liang providing support, to form a negotiation team. In the next two days, they would take the project Draft to negotiate with the Miyun County government.

Li Mu specifically instructed that the project Draft must be extremely simple, only discussing the project’s expected construction scale and anticipated profitability after completion. He emphasized to never mention specific concepts and designs; just make empty promises, but don’t prematurely reveal the raw material recipes and production processes of the “cake.” The reason wasn’t fear that the Miyun County government would start the project themselves if negotiations broke down, but rather not wanting them to think Wanying was already sufficiently prepared and ready to go. That way, it would not create enough urgency for the other party.

Wei Lan understood Li Mu’s thinking. The more you reveal, the more invested the other party will think you are, and their enthusiasm will instead decrease. This is like dating: if you pursue too aggressively, the other party will unconsciously start playing hard to get. The best approach is an alluring push-pull dynamic, sending the signal: “I’m not that into you, but if you perform well, I can be with you. If you don’t, I’ll just turn around and go with someone else – and it will be with your neighbor. Then you’ll be constantly seeing them, and you’ll have no one but yourself to blame for the regret.”

In order to better implement this, Li Mu also invited the head of Hunan Satellite TV’s Life of Longing program and Muye Pictures’ liaison. He had them cooperate closely with Wei Lan. Although Life of Longing had already chosen Simatai, the news couldn’t be revealed yet. Originally, this wasn’t a gift for Miyun, but now it was to be treated as a valuable additional asset for Miyun County, like a dowry maid, within the man-made ancient city project.

As for what this man-made ancient city would be called, everyone at Wanying Real Estate had a burst of creative ideas.

Some suggested calling it Wanying Ancient Town, but Li Mu rejected it. “What the heck? Wanying Ancient Town? Wanying can be a trademark name, but it absolutely cannot appear in the official name of the ancient city project; otherwise, it would be a grotesque, unclassified monstrosity.”

Others suggested calling it Jingbei Ancient City, which Li Mu also rejected, finding it lacked unique features or highlights.

Wei Lan proposed calling it Shuimu Ancient Town, but Li Mu also did not adopt it, feeling it wasn’t appropriate to include his name at this time.

After much thought, unable to come up with a good name, Li Mu simply said, “Let’s just call it Gubei Water Town. The character ‘Gu’ represents an antique charm, ‘Bei’ indicates its location in northern China, and ‘water town’ is literal. People usually think water towns are only in the south, right? Not anymore. The name means we’ve created an antique-style water town in the north.”

Gubei Water Town?

Everyone almost immediately approved the name unanimously, feeling that it was not only catchy and easy to say but also that its meaning fit the project theme.

While everyone praised Li Mu for coming up with such a good name, Li Mu sighed inwardly, feeling a bit ashamed that he had not only plagiarized others’ ideas but couldn’t even escape using their name.

However, this was the advantage of a reborn individual: when he couldn’t think of a solution himself, at least he had a memory bank from the next decade or so to choose from.

With the name confirmed, the “Gubei Water Town” cultural tourism project was officially launched. The full name of the project was Wanying·Gubei Water Town.

The entire project would be managed by Wanying, first by communicating with the Miyun County government. After successful negotiations, they would request the Miyun government and Wanying to jointly communicate with several major banks to find the best banking partner. Then, armed with the project proposal and the details of Miyun County government’s support, they would approach several state-owned tourism groups to discuss in-depth cooperation.

In-depth cooperation would have two aspects: one is capital cooperation, and the other is tourism resource cooperation. There would certainly be many enterprises willing to invest in this project, and banks’ own funds would surely want a share. However, Li Mu hoped to secure funds from state-owned tourism groups because they possess unique tourism resources, which would be of great help for future development.

However, even if negotiations with state-owned tourism groups don’t work out, it doesn’t matter. Wanying only needs to ensure its controlling stake in this project; the remaining shares can be offered to the entire society. Whoever can accept the cooperation terms can invest capital, whether it’s the Miyun local government, major banks, enterprises, or investors.

…

After the Gubei Water Town project was finalized, in the United States, far on the other side of the globe, Lucas sent Li Mu good news: Mr. Vampire had completed its rating and finalized its release period in North America. The film’s rating was determined to be PG-13, recommended for children aged 13 and above.

This rating was slightly better than Li Mu had expected. He had originally thought this movie would most likely be rated R, a restricted rating recommended for viewers 17 and above. But Lucas still had some skill, managing to get this movie rated the same as Harry Potter, which could be considered a small surprise.

Originally, according to North American film distribution practices, a movie would formally be released only after at least one or two months of promotional period. However, given Li Mu’s “quick approval, quick release” principle, Lucas directly set the release date five days later. Li Mu had originally wanted him to speed it up to a three-day release, but film copies were being mass-produced and distributed to cinema chains in batches, and even the simplest promotional materials were also being presented in batches at the cinema chains. Thus, five days was the fastest possible point Lucas could achieve.

Li Mu did not insist further. Instead, he immediately arranged for Kong Lingyu to send push notifications to all YY users logged in from North America. At the same time, all Plants vs. Zombies Online users logged in from North America would also receive a prompt message upon their next game login.

That day, YY users and Plants vs. Zombies Online players in North America received a message that made them exceptionally excited: the pioneering work of the Chinese zombie film series, Mr. Vampire, would be released at midnight on May 10th across all of North America!

The mysterious and interesting Chinese zombie culture had long since become popular throughout North America through Plants vs. Zombies Online and netizens’ movie screenshot explanations. These Westerners, curious about Chinese zombie culture, had been eagerly awaiting this movie for a very long time!





Chapter 1381: The Greater Significance

Two days later, Wei Lan arrived in Miyun with a simple draft, accompanied by relevant individuals from Wanying, Muye Pictures, and Hunan Satellite TV. There, they held a closed-door meeting lasting several hours with the entire Miyun County Party Committee.

Before this, the Miyun County Party Committee couldn’t understand why the general manager of a real estate company would bring people from Muye Technology’s subsidiaries and famous Hunan Satellite TV staff to discuss cooperation with them. For the current Miyun, external public attention was simply too low. Let alone large enterprises with market values of billions, even a small entrepreneur with a net worth of a few million coming to Miyun for investment would receive extremely high attention and importance from them.

And when this long meeting ended, all the local government leaders present were immersed in a state of questioning their existence, unable to extricate themselves. They even suspected for a moment if they were dreaming, because everything they heard at this meeting seemed so unreal.

Muye Pictures is going to launch a variety show with Hunan Satellite TV, and is interested in choosing Miyun as the filming location?!

Wan Ying Real Estate is interested in launching an extra-large-scale cultural tourism project worth four to five billion RMB in Miyun?!

Regarding Miyun’s tourism resources, let alone top-tier satellite TV channels like Hunan Satellite TV, even Yanjing Satellite TV couldn’t be bothered to report on it. However, Hunan Satellite TV is going to work with Li Mu’s company to produce a variety show in Miyun long-term, and it will be based on Miyun’s natural scenery. “12+1,” that’s 13 episodes! Each episode will be at least an hour long, and all 13 episodes will revolve around Miyun. Even just one episode would be equivalent to Miyun’s total media exposure over the past fifteen to twenty years combined, wouldn’t it?

Moreover, a single cultural tourism project with an investment amount of five billion has never been heard of across the entire country. It might still be understandable in first-tier cities, but they wouldn’t even dream that Miyun could receive such a large-scale tourism investment!

But, everything that seemed impossible miraculously happened within a single day. This was the biggest breakthrough for Miyun’s publicity department, investment attraction department, and tourism development department in many years, making all the parties involved incredibly excited.

Subsequently, the County Party Committee urgently conducted a feasibility study for the project.

Although everyone conducted this deliberation with excited spirits, at the deliberation meeting, there were still many doubts or voices lacking confidence.

For example, can such a big project truly be implemented in Miyun?

For example, does Wanying truly have the strength to manage/operate such a big project?

Another example, will such a project become an unfinished project halfway through, and then, due to its massive investment scale, become nationally famous, turning into the country’s largest unfinished cultural tourism industry?

Also, even if it truly gets implemented, will it definitely make money? What if promotion is unfavorable, or it lacks appeal to guests, literally becoming a “ghost city” in the tourism industry, what then?

However, when faced with similar voices, a steadfast person only said one sentence, which dispelled all doubts for those with questions.

What is there to fear? Li Mu is also one of Wanying’s owners. Ultimately, this is also a project invested in by Li Mu. What’s more, Li Mu himself is serving as the chief designer for the entire project. Are you still worried that Li Mu would create an unfinished project and embarrass himself? Are you still worried that with Li Mu’s influence, a man-made ancient city couldn’t be promoted? If we don’t even believe in Li Mu, how many other entrepreneurs can we trust? If we approach investment attraction with such a fearful mindset, then our ultimate result will be no investment attraction and no capital attracted!

Understanding this, everyone almost immediately stopped questioning. Although no one can ensure that such an extra-large project can be successfully implemented as planned, and no one can ensure that such a project can still make money after it is implemented, but because Li Mu’s golden hallmark / prestigious brand is present, there’s truly nothing to worry about. Li Mu managing/operating a five billion project, are you still afraid he’d produce an unfinished project? Impossible.

Thus, the entire County Party Committee took less than half an hour to pass the entire deliberation, arriving at a highly unified conclusion: Approval! And committed to providing support without reservation.

Firstly, the issue of land.

Wei Lan said she wanted the entire valley hinterland below the Simatai Great Wall. This plot of land happened to be neither farmland nor residential land, nor was it industrial enterprise land that had already changed ownership. The County Party Committee itself had the authority to decide on this plot of land. So this land was simply not a problem. However, as a county-level government, before such a project is implemented, they would definitely need to notify the Municipal Party Committee first. But, the Municipal Party Committee blocking this project’s implementation was zero.

These days, what the country has been encouraging is sustainable development and the tourism and cultural industry. If the government provides land for enterprises to use as industrial land, the process can be somewhat cumbersome. But using it for tourism land, there will basically be no problems, because this not only benefits the development of the tourism industry, but also greatly helps the local reputation and the development of tourism potential. Localities everywhere dream of attracting such cultural tourism investment. In the eyes of local government, this is truly much, much better than industrial investment!

Secondly, the issue of money. The land is to be used for investment attraction and to promote the development of the tourism industry within the jurisdiction. Therefore, it can be directly handled in a manner where the County Party Committee uses the land as a preferential policy to attract investors. This way, Wan Ying Real Estate will not need to pay land use fees.

Next is the question of whether the County Party Committee will invest. Investment is definitely necessary. Otherwise, the County Party Committee would become a “playing second fiddle” existence in this project. The County Party Committee is willing to accept Wanying’s Draft to acquire shares in the Gubei Water Town project at a certain premium. A new company will be established with Wanying specifically to manage/operate Wan Ying Gubei Water Town.

The rest is the issue of loans. The county government promised Wanying that through communication with banks, it would secure long-term, low-interest loans for the project. If they couldn’t secure it, then the County Party Committee would allocate a portion from its own finance funds to subsidize the project’s additional expenses on loan interest rates. In short, the actual interest paid by the project for the loans would be significantly lower than the loan interest rates for ordinary real estate developers.

According to Li Mu’s intention, Wanying must firmly hold on to its 60% shareholding position. The remaining 40% is reserved for the state-owned tourism group and local government. Therefore, the specific proportion of the investment amount for the County Party Committee will depend on Wanying’s next negotiation with the state-owned tourism group.

After communicating all the issues that needed to be confirmed with the county government, Wei Lan was joyfully preparing to have in-depth negotiations with several state-owned tourism groups. Unexpectedly, as soon as she returned to the city, the situation underwent a slight change.

This change originated from the Municipal Party Committee. Because a single project had a budget of five billion RMB with a massive scale, when the County Party Committee made its routine report, it received great importance from the Municipal Party Committee. After the Municipal Party Committee contacted Wan Ying Real Estate and Muye Pictures to understand and confirm the project’s authenticity, it immediately developed immense interest and attached great importance to it.

In the eyes of Li Mu and Wei Lan, this was a cultural tourism real estate project valued at five billion.

In the eyes of the Miyun County Party Committee, this was five billion in investment attraction and an overall development opportunity for the tourism industry.

But in the eyes of the Municipal Party Committee, it was not only an astonishing cultural tourism project but also an extremely bold innovation attempt with major significance.

So far in China, the development of all tourism projects has almost entirely relied on favorable timing and geographical advantages. In other words, except for historical tourism projects, almost all natural tourism projects are 70% based on the scenic spots themselves and 30% on development.

Why develop Mount Tai? It’s because Mount Tai stands majestically there, with sufficiently good basic conditions.

Why develop Jiuzhai? It’s because Jiuzhai’s scenery formed over tens of millions of years and is intrinsically perfect.

Why develop Shennongjia, Huangshan, or Guilin? It’s all because they inherently possess excellent foundations. As long as a small investment is made, and they are transformed for tourism, they can become popular tourist attractions.

To put it bluntly, the existing tourism industry relies on nature for its sustenance. Only if heaven bestows resources suitable for tourism development upon this land can it achieve development in tourism. Otherwise, wanting to develop tourism is simply a fool’s errand.

This kind of tourism industry structure is actually what gives the government the biggest headache. Speaking of the vast China, 9.6 million square kilometers of land, there are countless beautiful mountains, waters, and scenery. But if you truly look at it from a broader perspective, you will find that the distribution of tourism resources nationwide is severely imbalanced. Most cities and regions lack natural tourism resources, and can only watch as other places’ tourism industries thrive. How many cities nationwide have annual tourism revenue that doesn’t even match a single 4A scenic area’s annual ticket revenue, let alone a 5A scenic area.

If the industry model doesn’t change or upgrade, then these cities and regions that inherently lack tourism resources, or find them somewhat scarce, will never be able to develop a tourism industry.

Now, things are different. The renowned Li Mu is actually getting involved in the tourism and cultural industry. And what he wants to do is 30% reliant on nature’s provisions, and 70% dependent on human effort. A small gully below Miyun’s Simatai, to be honest, apart from the Simatai Great Wall having a bit of reputation, there are absolutely no true tourism highlights. If Simatai is excluded, such valleys can be found at least by the hundreds throughout the Yanshan Mountains in all of Beijing. In the eyes of those in traditional tourism development, these hundreds of valleys have no development potential. Most importantly, the basic conditions are not good enough.

But Wan Ying Gubei Water Town is not like this. It is no longer traditional tourism development. It aims to use the developer’s mindset, planning, and capital to transform a place with weak basic conditions into a massive cluster-style tourist attraction. In China’s tourism industry, this is an unprecedented first time. If such a tourism project can succeed, it will be a major breakthrough and innovation for China’s tourism development industry and will bring new inspiration to regions with insufficient tourism foundations.

Thus, the Municipal Party Committee, which attached great importance to the Wan Ying Gubei Water Town project, immediately designated the department head responsible for tourism development to lead the initiative, forming a project team with the Miyun County Party Committee, specifically responsible for following up on this project.

Moreover, this time, the Municipal Party Committee was very far-sighted. It publicly revealed its purpose for participation to both parties in advance: to provide all support and accumulate development experience. Other than that, it would not interfere with the project itself in any way!





Chapter 1382: The True Meaning of Entrepreneurship

Li Mu hadn’t expected the Wan Ying Gubei Water Town project to receive such a high level of attention and support from the Municipal Party Committee. This gave him even greater confidence, prompting him to get the project on track as quickly as possible.

With the strong support of the Yanjing Municipal Government, the loan issue was resolved in an instant. The Municipal Government brought the head of Yanjing Bank into the project team, personally designating Yanjing Bank to be fully responsible for all loan services for the entire Wan Ying Gubei Water Town project. The interest rates offered were far lower than Li Mu and Wei Lan had anticipated. Most importantly, the Municipal Government was willing to guarantee the loan for this project. This meant Li Mu didn’t need to laboriously approach various banks repeatedly to leverage the project; with the government’s endorsement and guarantee, he only needed to provide the initial capital.

Subsequently, the Municipal Government also helped make introductions, bringing Huaqing Travel Service into the project.

Huaqing Travel Service was also particularly interested in this project. After in-depth discussions, they immediately gave Wei Lan a commitment: they approved the high-premium equity investment cooperation model and were willing to acquire all shares remaining after Wan Ying’s own retained stake, but no less than 25% of the total project. This meant the Miyun County Government’s share of the entire project would be at most 15%.

Although the proportion was a bit low, the Miyun County Government agreed without hesitation. They valued the economic boost the project would bring to the local area more. The county government’s capital contribution didn’t need to be very high; simply participating to avoid playing second fiddle was enough.

Thus, the three parties swiftly negotiated and quickly settled on the basis of cooperation: once the detailed design plan was issued and confirmed by all three parties, they would immediately jointly fund five hundred million Chinese Yuan to establish Yanjing Gubei Water Town Tourism Co., Ltd. Wan Ying would hold 60% of the shares, Huaqing Travel Service 30%, and the Miyun County Government 10%. In terms of specific capital contributions, the latter two would bear a certain premium to reduce Wan Ying’s actual capital outlay. The final actual capital contributions would be: Wan Ying contributing two hundred million, Huaqing Travel Service two hundred twenty-five million, and the Miyun County Government seventy-five million.

The Yanjing Municipal Government and Wan Ying Real Estate signed a memorandum supporting the development of Gubei Water Town. Once Yanjing Gubei Water Town Tourism Co., Ltd. was officially established, the Municipal Government would act as guarantor, securing a guaranteed loan of 4.5 billion Chinese Yuan from Yanjing Bank for the entire project. Wan Ying and Huaqing Travel Service would not be required to pledge the assets of their parent companies.

Yanjing Bank would disburse the 4.5 billion Chinese Yuan low-interest loan to Yanjing Gubei Water Town Tourism Co., Ltd. in three batches over the next three years, with payment ratios of 4:4:2. Project repayment would begin in the fifth year after the project’s launch, with a repayment period of 20 years.

These loan conditions were absolutely rare in the real estate sector. From this point, it was clear how much importance the Yanjing Municipal Government placed on this tourism project.

All negotiations concluded swiftly within just two days. Wei Lan began the process of registering the new company and communicating the detailed planning of the entire project with Huaqing Travel Service, the Yanjing Municipal Party Committee, and the Miyun County Committee. Meanwhile, Li Mu and Song Liang drank tea together, marveling at how smoothly the project was launched—almost unprecedented.

Neither Song Liang nor Li Mu had much of a government background, unlike Chen Ze, who had been immersed in it for a long time. For Chen Ze, there were countless government-supported projects, and many received even greater support than the Gubei Water Town project. However, for Song Liang and Li Mu, this was when they truly realized the immense benefits of developing a project in line with government needs and in cooperation with the government.

Song Liang exclaimed, “Investing two hundred million to launch a five-billion-yuan major project, and owning 60% of the shares, with profit potential exceeding six billion Chinese Yuan over the next few decades—this project is simply too good to be true. It’s far better than investing two hundred million to start a real estate project, where after accounting for various costs and fees, you might only earn tens of millions or a hundred million in one or two years.”

Li Mu said, “On one hand, our project can indeed benefit the local area, and on the other, we must thank the Yanjing Municipal Government for its foresight and support. If such a project succeeds, making money is only part of it; more importantly, our corporate image will surpass all other real estate developers, making us an industry elite.”

Song Liang asked Li Mu, “The film and television base project is quite similar in nature to Gubei Water Town, and its primary service is to the film and television production industry. If we approach the Yanjing Municipal Government with this project, I believe they will give us even greater support.”

Li Mu smacked his lips and said, “Well… how to say this, our Gubei Water Town project is about turning waste into treasure, a mountain gully over one hundred kilometers from the city. Without the branding of a large project like ours, such land wouldn’t become famous in ten or twenty years. The Yanjing Municipal Government is naturally one hundred percent willing. But the biggest problem with the film and television base project is its enormous land requirement, and it requires prime land. If built in three to five phases, it could develop into a super film and television base covering nearly 100 square kilometers within the next ten years. I’m afraid that even if the Yanjing Municipal Government wanted to keep us, they couldn’t provide such a large plot of land.”

Song Liang said, “A plot of nearly 100 square kilometers wouldn’t be a problem for Langfang or Tianjin City, Wuqing. But honestly, if the film and television base isn’t in Beijing, its appeal would definitely diminish proportionally.”

Li Mu said, “Once the project plan is out, we will talk to the governments of all three locations separately. If Beijing genuinely has a strong desire and can offer preferential policies that meet our expectations, we can then suggest that the Beijing government step in to communicate with the Langfang and Wuqing governments, asking them to also provide a portion of land so that the three cities can jointly build this project.”

“Good idea!” Song Liang laughed. “If the three cities jointly build it, and the main entity is affiliated with Beijing, that would be truly excellent, taking advantage of all the right conditions.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “The film and television base project will have a greater impact and significance than Gubei Water Town. If the film and television base project launches, Gubei Water Town will become part of it. If it operates smoothly, it has the potential to be listed on the domestic main board in the future.”

“Main board listing?” Song Liang asked, puzzled. “What does ‘main board’ mean?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It refers to the Shanghai Stock Exchange and the Shenzhen Stock Exchange.”

“Are there others besides them?”

“Of course,” Li Mu laughed. “Besides the main board, there’s also the SME board, but it hasn’t been implemented in China yet. In fact, it was planned to launch two years ago but was postponed due to the Nasdaq stock market crash. News recently said that the country plans to reactivate the SME board next year, which will give small and medium-sized enterprises a chance to go public. However, that’s not our goal. None of our companies could possibly list on the SME board.”

Song Liang asked, surprised, “A film and television base, can it also be separately listed on the main board?”

Li Mu smiled, “The cultural and entertainment industry will definitely develop rapidly in the next ten years. By then, the film and television base will become a super icon of China’s cultural and entertainment industry. It will have significant meaning, sufficient status, a large enough revenue volume, and be able to continuously generate profit. With such performance, what difficulty would there be in listing on the main board?”

Song Liang sighed with emotion, “Only you can think so far ahead. If I didn’t have the opportunity to work with you, even if you let me take root in Haizhou for thirty years, I might not be able to operate a company to the point of listing.”

At this point, Song Liang asked Li Mu, “Then do you think Wanying has a chance to go public?”

Li Mu laughed, “What a joke! Wanying will certainly be able to go public. In three to five years at the shortest, or six to seven years at the longest, it will successfully list on the main board market. And, we’ll be listing in Hong Kong then.”

“Hong Kong?” Song Liang asked, “Why choose Hong Kong?”

Li Mu said, “Because Wanying must become international. We can’t be a company that only creates real estate bubbles domestically. We need a grander vision. For example, Wanying Plaza, don’t you want to build our Wanying Plazas in Hong Kong and various Southeast Asian countries in the future?”

Song Liang let out a long breath and shook his head, “That’s quite a distant goal, little brother.”

Li Mu said, “It will happen quickly, older brother. Look around you, look at this city, look at this country. Skyscrapers are rising at a speed visible to the naked eye. Cities are constantly expanding their volume in a radiating manner. Both Gross National Product and per capita GDP will skyrocket at an astonishing rate. Our country, our cities, our surroundings are witnessing all kinds of miracles every day, and this naturally includes us!

The so-called entrepreneurship isn’t about launching a few projects and making a little money. It’s about establishing a truly grand and far-reaching endeavor. Muye Technology will go public, Taobao Technology will also go public, and in the future, even Muye Pictures and Alipay will be spun off and listed separately. Wan Ying Real Estate will also go public, and our film and television base project will also go public. We want to personally send every business we’ve poured our heart and soul into to the capital market to create and demonstrate their value. This is our ultimate goal in starting a business. This goal seems distant, but look at Beijing’s development speed, look at our development speed over the past two years, and then imagine when one day you, as the Chairman of the Board of Wanying Group, stand on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange to ring the bell for ‘China Wanying’ to go public—you’ll find that the entire process felt like it happened in the blink of an eye.”

Song Liang was stunned for a long while, then sighed, “Little brother, no matter how incredible your words are, coming from your mouth, I believe them ten thousand percent. I thank heaven for giving me the opportunity to work with you; I am truly fortunate.”

…

Just as the Wan Ying Gubei Water Town project perfectly launched, Mr. Vampire was finally set to premiere in North America!

Originally, Splendid Asia had given Mr. Vampire the English title Mr. Stiff-Corpse. “Stiff” means rigid, and “Corpse” means dead body, so the literal translation was “Mr. Rigid Corpse.” Li Mu always felt this direct English translation was too awkward, looking no different from “Good-Good-Study, Day-Day-Up.”

The Western term “Zombie” itself means a corpse brought back to life by witchcraft, or a lifeless, numb, sluggish person. Therefore, compared to “Stiff-Corpse,” which was a direct translation of the Chinese “jiangshi,” “Zombie” was clearly far more appropriate.

However, Mr. Zombie wasn’t quite right either. Upon seeing this title, because the Chinese term “xiansheng” (“Mr.”) is not just a gender address but also an honorific for a teacher or authority figure, in Li Mu’s view, the four characters “Jiang Shi Xian Sheng” should not refer to the Chinese hopping zombie itself, but rather to the protagonist Lam Ching-ying. Rephrased, it should be “Zombie Master,” meaning the master who deals with Chinese hopping zombies, which would fit the theme better.

So, from this perspective, the English title Mr. Stiff-Corpse was truly terrible, and Mr. Zombie also somewhat failed to convey the full meaning. Thus, Li Mu changed the film’s English title to:

Zombie-Master, literally meaning “Zombie Master” or “Zombie Sovereign.”

And now, Zombie-Master, filmed in the 1980s, officially premiered in North America!





Chapter 1396: Zombie-Master North American Premiere!

Zombie-Master—the first Chinese horror film in history to receive a wide theatrical release in North America.

Chinese-language films have always struggled to make a significant impact in the North American market. Apart from Li Lianjie and Jackie Chan, most other films have failed to gain influence there.

In his previous life, Hero achieved considerable box office success in North America, but that was largely due to Harvey’s machinations and the association with Quentin’s name. This life, however, Hero failed to leverage Quentin’s influence and performed rather poorly at the box office.

Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon had earned over one hundred million US dollars at the North American box office two years prior, but much of that success came from a surge in the latter half of its run, after it won an Oscar. As soon as Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon received its award, Sony, as the distributor, immediately launched a full-scale effort to expand its release. Without the Oscar halo, its actual box office would undoubtedly have been significantly lower.

However, Zombie-Master, also known as Mr. Vampire, is different from Hero and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. While it lacks the grand spectacles and exquisite visual effects of Hero, and doesn’t have a specially crafted “wuxia style” for Western tastes, it is a pioneering classic in Chinese-language cinema. Its director did not harbor hopes of winning overseas awards or achieving deification through this film. The director, along with the actors and crew, merely wanted to create something distinctive amidst the flourishing Hong Kong film industry of that era. It must be said that, in this regard, they succeeded.

Mr. Vampire has a complete character setup, a complete storyline, and a complete monster-slaying system. While maintaining the integrity of these aspects, the film also preserves a humorous and witty theme and tone. Even more remarkably, Lam Ching-ying’s perfect portrayal of his character in this film—his expressions, his voice, his every gesture—instilled enormous trust in the audience, making them truly believe he knew how to eliminate Chinese hopping zombies and that he was genuinely a Daoist priest of zombies.

Originally, this film created multiple miracles in the Chinese-language film industry, single-handedly carving out a new sect in the highly competitive Hong Kong film world. Now, this film is prepared to make a stunning debut in the North American market!

As an older film with no actors familiar to North American audiences, Zombie-Master had no grand premiere. Its first showing in the United States was simply scheduled for midnight, New York time, serving as the film’s premiere screening. North American audiences had long been eagerly anticipating this film, so the attendance rate for the premiere showing undoubtedly reached one hundred percent.

As the distributor for this film in the North American market, Lucas personally attended the premiere. He and several of his partners purchased consecutive tickets through the Muye Ticketing System, wanting to see what North American audiences truly thought of the film. He needed to observe the audience to gauge the film’s full potential.

Many film premieres can guarantee a full house, but this isn’t always an indicator of strong box office performance. Many films have extremely poor staying power, with box office and attendance rates plummeting just a few days after release. Thus, Lucas was uncertain about this film. While he had some confidence, he was eager to know its true potential.

The potential of a film largely depends on audience word-of-mouth. If the audience at the screening shows immense love for the film, it will surely be a huge hit. If the audience doesn’t buy into the film’s plot and many of its memes, then undoubtedly, it will fail badly very quickly.

At exactly midnight, the cinema lights dimmed on time. The entire audience in the cinema was eagerly anticipating this old film, produced in Hong Kong, China, in 1985.

The moment the movie screen lit up, Golden Harvest Company’s classic opening logo appeared on the big screen. For the vast majority of North American viewers in the cinema, this was their first time seeing the company’s opening sequence.

Golden Harvest was followed by Bo Ho, and after Bo Ho, came four strikingly greenish-black characters: 僵尸先生.

Below these four Chinese characters was the English title, also written in the same haunting green: Zombie-Master.

The greenish-black text created a thrilling and eerie atmosphere for the audience, making everyone feel tense and quickly drawing them into the mindset of watching a horror film.

After the title and credits, the film’s opening scene was set in a unique location characteristic of ancient and modern Chinese society: an ancestral hall used for storing coffins.

In the dilapidated room on screen, numerous coffins were arranged. The apprentice, played by Ricky Hui, pushed open the door and entered the hall, lighting incense and calling upon the spirits within to come and eat.

Immediately afterward, he said, “Guests are welcome. Please eat first.”

As soon as he spoke, he reached out and pulled open a white gauze curtain. As he drew back the curtain, a row of Chinese hopping zombies, dressed in Qing Dynasty official robes with yellow paper charms affixed to their foreheads, instantly appeared on the big screen.

If an audience member were seeing this for the first time, they would surely be startled by this row of Chinese hopping zombies. However, the North American audiences, watching this film for the first time, immediately cheered in delighted surprise upon seeing this scene!

“China-Zombie!” someone in the audience exclaimed excitedly, and a wave of applause and whistling swept through the cinema!

Everyone was already accustomed to the cartoon Chinese hopping zombies from Plants vs. Zombies Online. Now, suddenly seeing their cinematic portrayal on the big screen, they not only felt no fear but found them particularly endearing!

In fact, aside from a very small number of Chinese-descendant viewers who came to revisit a classic, almost all other North American audiences came specifically for the uniquely characteristic Chinese hopping zombie appearance. While playing the game, they had always been exceptionally curious and interested in this special zombie image. Later, when they saw some netizens share screenshots from the movie online, they became even more interested in these zombie images and zombie films. So, the appearance of a row of Chinese hopping zombies just over a minute into the film was truly beyond their satisfaction!

Subsequently, in the plot, Ricky Hui’s character had his arm grabbed by a “Chinese hopping zombie” in a coffin, after which a “Chinese hopping zombie” leapt out of the coffin. Ricky Hui, terrified, quickly grabbed a demon-revealing mirror and then counted the number of Chinese hopping zombies. At this point, that “Chinese hopping zombie” suddenly returned, and Ricky Hui frantically tried to deal with it but was accidentally cornered by the Chinese hopping zombie. The “Chinese hopping zombie” then opened its mouth, seemingly ready to bite, and the audience became tense, thinking Ricky Hui was about to be bitten.

Just then, the “Chinese hopping zombie” suddenly spat out a set of false teeth. It turned out that the “Chinese hopping zombie” was not a real Chinese hopping zombie, but rather his junior classmate, played by Chin Siu-ho.

Although it was a false alarm, a few of the eight Chinese hopping zombies in the back accidentally had their talismans removed from their foreheads. These Chinese hopping zombies immediately regained their freedom and began to attack the two disciples.

Immediately thereafter, their master, Lam Ching-ying, appeared and easily resolved the Chinese hopping zombie problem. This segment had quite the comedic effect, and the audience also readily appreciated such comedic handling. Finally, all the Chinese hopping zombies were dealt with and again immobilized by talismans. Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate then set off on his journey, accompanied by these eight Chinese hopping zombies. When the eight Chinese hopping zombies hopped out behind Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate, another burst of laughter erupted in the screening room.

Even more amusing was how one Chinese hopping zombie couldn’t manage to hop over the doorway no matter what. Ricky Hui quickly came to help, saying, “Old man, let me help you,” as he picked up the Chinese hopping zombie and carried him out the door.

With the end of the first small story arc, the audience had gained a very intuitive understanding of this kind of Chinese hopping zombie. In the subsequent plot, Lam Ching-ying was invited to help the businessman Master Ren relocate his father’s grave. During this time, Lam Ching-ying discussed the unique Chinese concept of Feng Shui on screen. Interestingly, the term “Feng Shui” also holds some influence in North America. North Americans are familiar with “Yin and Yang” and “Feng Shui” in Chinese culture, though most do not understand the details. Lam Ching-ying briefly explained some aspects of Feng Shui in the plot, and this segment also captivated North American audiences. Although they didn’t fully comprehend it, they understood that Chinese burial practices also greatly emphasize Feng Shui, believing good Feng Shui can bless future generations with prosperity, while poor Feng Shui might bring disaster or even cause the corpse to mutate.

This unique aspect of Chinese culture, after cinematic adaptation, could easily show Western audiences the distinctive and profound elements of Chinese culture. Westerners do not have a concept of Feng Shui; in their culture, the most mystical legend is perhaps the full moon. Werewolves transform on a full moon, and vampires also change on a full moon. Beyond that, there are basically no other mystical legends.

The subsequent plot of Mr. Vampire details the formation of Chinese hopping zombies and methods to deal with them, using Master Ren’s father’s corpse as a central element. Lam Ching-ying explains that corpses are divided into Chinese hopping zombies and dead bodies, and people are divided into good people and bad people. People become bad because they are good-for-nothing, and corpses become Chinese hopping zombies because they retain a breath of negative energy. When people are angry, suffocated, or resentful before death, this negative energy continually accumulates after they die, ultimately transforming them into Chinese hopping zombies.

The distinction between good and bad people, and dead bodies and Chinese hopping zombies, embodies the consistent philosophical reasoning found in Chinese national culture. These principles, delivered through Lam Ching-ying’s dialogue, resonated deeply with Western audiences, earning their silent approval and praise.

As for Lam Ching-ying’s method of having his apprentice use a carpenter’s ink marker to draw a grid on the coffin, it was an eye-opener for many viewers. In their eyes, this ink marker must possess some mystical elements; it was the “spear and shield” of Chinese legend.

Western legends also have spears and shields, but their overall caliber is lower. For instance, vampires must be beheaded, devils fear holy water, and werewolves fear silver weapons—all very simple concepts.

The “spear and shield” in Chinese hopping zombie legends are much more intricate. Not only does the profession of Daoist priest of zombies exist, but there are also complex methods like setting up formations. Even just creating the ink marker requires chicken blood and ink as materials, which then need to be subjected to rituals before being poured into the ink marker to be effective.

Though it seemed complicated, Lam Ching-ying performed these actions with a certain magic, making the audience feel everything he did was incredibly persuasive.

One very interesting aspect of this film is how well the comedic effect is created. After the master and disciples finished dealing with Master Ren’s father’s coffin, Chin Siu-ho encountered the ghost bride who was infatuated with him on his way home. The ghost bride sat on the back of his bicycle but was knocked off by a tree branch. When the ghost bride sat on the ground, looking wronged, laughter erupted throughout the cinema.

The film’s structure continuously interweaves comedy and drama. As soon as the ghost bride’s humorous plot passed, Master Ren’s father began to transform into a Chinese hopping zombie, and Lam Ching-ying’s inked line magic also performed its wondrous effect, temporarily trapping the Chinese hopping zombie.

Subsequently, the two disciples arrived at Master Ren’s house, only to discover that the Master Ren’s daughter, Ren Tingting’s maternal older male cousin, had long coveted her. The two disciples collaborated using a small spell, pulling a strand of hair from the maternal older male cousin’s head, and with a talisman, turned the maternal older male cousin and Ricky Hui into a pair of “dolls” who mimicked each other’s actions. What followed was a delightful back-and-forth between the two sides, filled with frequent jokes.

This comedic sequence was exceptionally brilliant, and the entire cinema was roaring with laughter. This type of meme, where “A” does something and “B” follows suit, had been overused in Hong Kong cinema, but for North American audiences, this was their first time seeing it, so they truly bought into it.

Lucas, seeing the audience’s rapt attention and continuous laughter, excitedly told a partner next to him, “Oh God, look at how these audiences are reacting so far! I believe this movie is going to be a huge hit!”





Chapter 1384: Will Definitely Be a Huge Hit!

Lucas’s many years of experience in the film and television industry were not unfounded. He had watched this film before, so from the moment he sat down in the cinema, his attention was on the surrounding audience.

Whether the audience was constantly staring at the screen; whether they contributed their laughter to the jokes in the film; whether they deeply resonated with the tense moments in the plot—these were all key factors in evaluating a film.

However, in Lucas’s judgment, from the beginning of the screening until now, the vast majority of the audience watched with exceptional focus, and they genuinely enjoyed it. For every joke and every plot point in the film, they provided ample feedback. It was foreseeable that after watching this film, the audience would give it a very high rating, and its word-of-mouth would definitely be excellent!

Lucas’s professional judgment was spot on.

As the plot unfolded, the audience became even more engrossed!

The brilliance of this film lay in its ability to integrate very interesting and sophisticated comedic elements into various situations, not just through characters and plot, but also action choreography.

In the film, after Master Ren died, Lam Ching-ying was imprisoned by Young Miss Ren’s maternal older male cousin. The cousin even used a branding iron with the character ‘奸’ (cunning/treacherous) to intimidate Lam Ching-ying, laying a prefiguration for later events. Subsequently, Master Ren’s body transformed into a Chinese hopping zombie. Qian Xiaohao managed to temporarily immobilize the Chinese hopping zombie with a talisman, but unexpectedly, Young Miss Ren’s maternal older male cousin entered and began a series of wacky actions. These wacky actions frequently generated laughter, including him accidentally knocking off the talisman multiple times, and him getting branded with the character ‘奸’ on his chest by Qian Xiaohao due to a series of farcical mishaps, which perfectly resonated with the earlier prefiguration.

Most humorously, in the plot’s setup, Qian Xiaohao wasn’t intentionally trying to torment Young Miss Ren’s maternal older male cousin. It was just that while he was attacking the Chinese hopping zombie, the young miss’s maternal older male cousin accidentally sat on a sharp knife tip, jumped up, and then by pure coincidence, took the branding iron hit from Qian Xiaohao. It was entirely a case of poetic justice.

Subsequently, the scenes where Xu Guanying and Young Miss Ren dealt with the Chinese hopping zombie were a blend of tension and comedy, leaving the audience both anxious and delighted, incredibly excited.

Next, the plot of Lam Ching-ying stepping in with his apprentice Qian Xiaohao to subdue the Chinese hopping zombie once again fully showcased the powerful professional competence of the Daoist Priest of Zombies.

During this process, Xu Guanying, another apprentice, was bitten by a Chinese hopping zombie and infected with zombie poison. The subsequent plot then split into two paths: one followed helping Xu Guanying control the zombie poison, and the other followed Qian Xiaohao’s reunion with the female ghost. The plot also interspersed the unscrupulous merchant played by Wu Ma, who deliberately mixed fifteen kilograms of ordinary rice into the twenty-five kilograms of glutinous rice he sold to Qian Xiaohao, laying another small prefiguration for later events. There was also the clever minor detail of Qian Xiaohao being controlled by the female ghost to change the weather, and his continuous intimate moments with her throughout the night.

With multi-threaded progression, multiple prefigurations, numerous comedic payoffs, and a diverse cast of characters, so many elements were blended together, yet the pacing was handled incredibly tightly, without any sense of being uncluttered. This was extremely rare. Moreover, the comedic content was delivered in a variety of ways, naturally integrating humor into various plotlines and even into the martial arts choreography. Though this might seem like a simple comedy film without much depth, these points were enough to demonstrate the profound foundational skills of the film’s production team.

Immediately afterward, the plotline of Lam Ching-ying fighting the female ghost was also very tense and interesting. The fight scenes were intense and entertaining, interlaced with many behaviors of a Taoist Priest performing rituals and using Dharma artifacts. While showcasing his professionalism, it also added to the film’s persuasiveness.

In the arc where he fought the female ghost, the female ghost was defeated by Lam Ching-ying and fled. The beautiful courtyard instantly transformed into a desolate and dilapidated small yard. Lam Ching-ying returned with his apprentices. One of his two apprentices was infected with zombie poison, and the other was blinded by infatuation. Lam Ching-ying could only resolve these issues one by one, simultaneously helping Xu Guanying control the zombie poison and setting up a formation to await the female ghost’s arrival.

The female ghost’s role in the film was not that of a pure villain. On the contrary, because she genuinely fell for Qian Xiaohao, her actions were given a sufficiently plausible explanation for the audience to accept, which made her character somewhat positive. After an intense magical duel, Lam Ching-ying did not kill the female ghost but allowed Qian Xiaohao to make his own decision. Qian Xiaohao’s choice did not disappoint the audience; he removed the restraints from the female ghost and set her free. When the female ghost escaped, the audience present also let out a sigh of relief.

Although the female ghost crisis was resolved, the true Boss, the Chinese hopping zombie transformed from Master Ren’s father, had not yet been dealt with. Thus, the climax of the film’s plot involved a magical duel with this Chinese hopping zombie Boss.

At the critical moment, Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate, who had appeared at the beginning of the film, once again arrived with a team of Chinese hopping zombies to salvage the situation. This echo from beginning to end was also very interesting in terms of film structure. The audience had been deeply impressed by these Chinese hopping zombies and Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate in his striking Taoist robe from the start, so when they saw him appear with Chinese hopping zombies again at this point, everyone was exceptionally delighted.

Next, the setup of Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate controlling a group of Chinese hopping zombies to fight a Chinese hopping zombie Boss also exceeded the audience’s expectations. They had initially thought that with eight Chinese hopping zombies against one, this powerful Boss would meet its end at the hands of its own kind. Unexpectedly, these eight Chinese hopping zombies, combined with Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate, amounted to a colossal incompetent group. The eight Chinese hopping zombies only lasted one round before being defeated. It was unexpected, yet entirely within reason.

At the very end of the film, everyone bravely fought the Chinese hopping zombie, ultimately burning that Chinese hopping zombie Boss to ashes. This also echoed what Lam Ching-ying had said to Master Ren in the first half: the safest way to prevent Chinese hopping zombies is cremation. Back then, Master Ren stubbornly disagreed, only to lose his own life and cause everyone a great deal of trouble, while his father was still completely incinerated in the end. This minor detail in the narrative had a touch of irony.

And in the very final moments, the screenwriter delivered another comedic payoff: the several Chinese hopping zombies Lam Ching-ying’s junior classmate brought to help were also completely incinerated. These eight incompetent Chinese hopping zombies were useless at the beginning, useless at the end, and ultimately kicked the bucket. They truly upheld their ‘incompetent’ professional ethics, adding a touch of humor…

After this final comedic payoff landed, the entire film drew to a close. Lucas watched the reactions of the audience around him, so excited he nearly cheered aloud.

To his surprise, after the film ended, someone in the cinema started to applaud, and then the applause became widespread, mixed with cheers and whistles, creating an exceptionally enthusiastic atmosphere.

Although this film was old, and its picture quality was average with extremely weak special effects, its plot was compact and coherent. The various plotlines, jokes, comedic payoffs, and prefigurations were all perfectly integrated. Every character was distinctive, every plot point was accounted for, and every comedic payoff landed. During these one hundred minutes, the audience watched with tension, excitement, amusement, and deep engagement, allowing them to gain a deeper understanding of the many characteristics and background of ‘China’s Chinese hopping zombies.’ Therefore, the film’s completeness in the audience’s hearts was extremely high, and the experience was truly perfect.

When the cinema cleared out, many viewers were still craving for more. They rarely watched Hong Kong films, and they hadn’t expected this one to be fast-paced, tightly plotted, thrilling, amusing, and full of exotic flavor, leaving them immensely satisfied. So much so that as the audience members exited in small groups, they were still discussing some of the film’s plot points. Lucas, nestled in the crowd, listened intently.

Some people were discussing the unique characteristics in the setting of China’s Chinese hopping zombies, such as how Chinese hopping zombies can only hop, how they rely on human breath to determine a person’s location, and how, even though they fear the talismans, Dharma artifacts, and spells of a Daoist Priest of Zombies, the relationship isn’t one of absolute suppression. If they encounter a formidable Chinese hopping zombie, the Taoist Priest’s spells and Dharma artifacts can also lose their effect. This point was very interesting and relatively reasonable, unlike the one-size-fits-all approach in many American supernatural legends or film and television works. For example, no matter how awesome a vampire is, it will die instantly if its head is cut off, and no matter how strong a werewolf is, it will die if stabbed by a silver dagger.

Others discussed the Daoist priest played by Lam Ching-ying in the film. This character was particularly endearing in the drama, not only because his appearance seemed very righteous, but also because of the ‘professional competence’ he displayed in the film. Most importantly, his worldview perfectly aligned with the protagonist’s archetype in film and television dramas. Although he appeared meticulous, he understood the major issues of right and wrong. Therefore, after painstaking efforts to subdue the female ghost, he did not insist on killing her. This made him appear even more fleshed out.

Some viewers also felt regrettable for the female ghost, considering her character very full and multifaceted. She fell in love with Qian Xiaohao because of an act of great kindness—a single stick of incense he offered. Subsequently, she tried several times to get close to him and spend intimate moments with him, yet she harbored no intention of harming him. In fact, when she saw Qian Xiaohao facing danger, she strove with all her might to break through the formation Lam Ching-ying had set up, just to save Qian Xiaohao’s life. Even when Lam Ching-ying, who had always intended to eliminate her, faced danger from behind, she proactively warned him. Such a character, in the eyes of North American audiences accustomed to romance dramas like ‘Ghost,’ was particularly sympathetic; many viewers even hoped she could ultimately end up with Qian Xiaohao.

Lucas, with an uncontrollably excited heart, eavesdropped all the way. The first thing he did after leaving the cinema was to call Li Mu.

It was two o’clock in the morning, New York time. Beijing, which has a twelve-hour time difference with New York, was currently two o’clock in the afternoon.

Li Mu was in Beijing, holding a closed-door meeting with various individuals to discuss the specific planning for the film and television base. Focused on the meeting, he had forgotten about the premiere of ‘Zombie-Master’ in North America. When Lucas’s call came in, he initially didn’t want to answer, but after a moment of hesitation, he paused the meeting and picked up the phone.

“‘Hello, Mr. Li!’ As soon as the call connected, Lucas excitedly greeted Li Mu from the other end of the line.”

“Li Mu said, ‘Hello to you too, Lucas. Is there something you need, calling me at this hour?’”

“Lucas’s voice trembled slightly with excitement. ‘Mr. Li,’ he said, ‘’Zombie-Master’ just concluded its midnight premiere, and the audience’s reaction was superb. I believe the film’s word-of-mouth will explode after tomorrow, and its box office will definitely be much higher than we anticipated.’”

“Li Mu asked him, ‘How much could it reach?’”

“Lucas said, ‘Judging by the audience’s performance today, I think a box office of one hundred million US dollars is certainly not a problem. Even one hundred fifty million isn’t impossible. Moreover, you’ve given the cinema chain an additional twenty percent of the revenue share. The cinema chain is now just waiting to see this film’s word-of-mouth and attendance rate. I believe once the film’s word-of-mouth spreads tomorrow, the cinema chain will definitely increase its film scheduling even further based on their existing plans. In that case, an overall increase of thirty to forty percent in box office revenue would be no problem at all!’”





Chapter 1385: Unstoppable!

The premiere had just ended, and by midnight on the North American internet, a large number of reviews for Zombie-Master had appeared.

The vast majority of reviews were positive. North American netizens who had already seen the film believed it was an excellent comedy and light horror-style movie. It wasn’t particularly scary, nor did it try to convey any values or profound lessons to the audience. It was simply a pure plot-driven film, a story endlessly faithful to its narrative. The director didn’t inject any personal views into this movie, which made it exceptionally pure.

Another popular topic among viewers was the settings for the Chinese hopping zombie, ghosts, and Daoist priest in the film. Almost every viewer found these settings exceptionally interesting and worth exploring further. Moreover, after watching this movie, playing the China version levels of Plants vs. Zombies Online would feel even more enjoyable.

In the North American market, movie tickets cost only around five to eight dollars. For the people of North America, watching films could be considered one of the cheapest forms of entertainment. Therefore, this ticket price was truly negligible in their eyes, especially for a movie related to the game they played daily and filled with exotic cultural charm.

Precisely because Zombie-Master had so many favorable aspects, it possessed a solid foundation for achieving soaring box office success.

The next morning in North America, as the film was officially released across the entire continent, a surging wave of Chinese hopping zombie craze swept through!

Zombie-Master officially premiered in nearly two thousand cinema chains across North America, and from the very first showtime in the morning, the attendance rate exceeded eighty percent!

North American audiences, utterly captivated by Plants vs. Zombies Online, flocked into cinemas in droves to watch this eighteen-year-old Hong Kong film, thoroughly enjoying themselves.

By noon, Lucas had received the latest box office results.

From the midnight premiere until 12:30 PM, Zombie-Master’s total box office in the entire United States amounted to six million three hundred thirty thousand dollars. Of this, the total box office sold through Muye Ticketing System was four million seven hundred thousand dollars, accounting for just over seventy percent of the total box office. This significantly exceeded all cinema chains’ expectations for the film.

And this was just the beginning.

At 1:30 PM local time, YY released a push notification in North America, with the title: “Zombie-Master Leaves North American Audiences Full of Praise!”

The notification briefly described the overwhelming popularity of the midnight premiere, as well as the opinions of viewers and netizens about the film. The editors also specifically included many representative movie screenshots.

In addition to recommending the film, the latter half of this notification also included a small prize-winning ticket purchase event.

The general content of the event was: Effective immediately, when purchasing movie tickets for Zombie-Master on Muye Ticketing System, users would have a one hundred percent chance to enjoy a discount ranging from one to one hundred percent of the ticket price. The discount amount would be displayed immediately after payment confirmation, and then the discounted amount would be refunded to the user via PayPal. In other words, for a five-dollar movie ticket, users who purchased it through Muye Ticketing System would enjoy a discount of at least five cents, with the maximum discount being five dollars. If a user was lucky enough to receive a one hundred percent discount, they could watch the movie for free.

Li Mu’s request to the Technical Department was to develop an algorithm where he was willing to allocate an additional ten percent of the transaction amount as rebates to users. Therefore, the discount amounts for most users had to be kept below five percent, while a small number of users would receive discounts exceeding five percent, even reaching one hundred percent.

In addition to the random deduction discounts, Muye Ticketing System also launched a lottery event: Effective immediately, one thousand users who purchased Zombie-Master movie tickets would be randomly drawn daily and gifted one hundred dollars’ worth of YY virtual currency. At the same time, an additional ten people would be drawn daily and gifted a luxurious fifteen-day tour of mainland China, Hong Kong, and Macau, valued at six thousand dollars. Considering the current exchange rate and domestic consumption levels, a six-thousand-dollar fifteen-day tour was indeed very luxurious.

This push notification alone was already a great temptation for North American users, making them eager to visit cinemas to watch this film from China about Chinese hopping zombies. Coupled with the several activities launched by Muye Ticketing System, it further stimulated users’ desire to watch movies and purchase tickets through Muye Ticketing System to its fullest extent.

Watching a movie for a few dollars not only included random deductions but also offered chances to win various prizes. Most players were currently enjoying Paradise Town and Plants vs. Zombies Online, and a significant portion of North American users were paying users of YY. Therefore, one hundred dollars’ worth of YY virtual currency was highly attractive to them, and the fifteen-day luxurious tour of China was even more appealing. Paying money to watch a movie and having a chance to win a grand prize—such a thing was unprecedented in the entire North American film industry.

Li Mu didn’t care about the cost at all. The copyright for Mr. Vampire itself was as cheap as picking it up for free. Just by selling the broadcasting rights to TV stations in China, they had already made a fortune. Even if they only received one percent of the total box office revenue in North America now, it would still be pure profit. Therefore, he was willing to allocate more profit for rebates, in order to stimulate the film to achieve even better results in the North American market.

Consequently, as soon as this unprecedented promotional news was released, Muye Ticketing System immediately ushered in an extremely enthusiastic ticket booking frenzy. In less than an hour, all tickets for all showtimes that day were completely sold out on Muye Ticketing System, adding eleven million eight hundred thousand dollars in box office revenue.

Thus, before 3 PM that afternoon, Zombie-Master’s North American opening day box office results were already out. The total was eighteen million five hundred thousand dollars!

The entire North American film industry went completely crazy!

Industry insiders who had been working for years never expected that a foreign film from 1985 could still earn such high opening day box office in North America. This was simply incredible.

What was even more astonishing was that the combination of moves involving YY and Muye Ticketing System had an incredibly powerful force in the box office market. This achievement of selling out all movie tickets in a short amount of time left Hollywood film companies and all cinema chain owners across North America dumbfounded.

What dumbfounded them even more was that movie tickets could actually be sold this way?! Random deductions, random lucky draws—these marketing strategies, which only gradually gained popularity in the e-commerce field after 2010, were now being used by Li Mu, and the effect was simply crushing.

Moreover, other cinema chains couldn’t even imitate such operations if they wanted to, because they didn’t have Muye Ticketing System. Without an online system, the so-called random deductions and random lucky draws would lose their coverage and public trust. Therefore, only Li Mu could pull this off!

The most terrifying aspect, in fact, was Li Mu’s current influence in the North American film market. His YY users already completely covered all internet users in the United States. His information distribution capability was overwhelmingly powerful. Furthermore, any relevant movie information disseminated could be immediately rolled out within another product, which was Muye Ticketing System.

It used an article to get audiences interested in a movie, and then immediately provided users with a link within the article. While the users’ interest was at its highest point, they could directly use this link to choose a cinema, choose a showtime, choose seats, and purchase their tickets in advance. Then, they could arrive at the cinema before the film screening and pick up their tickets from a self-service ticket machine. The entire experience flowed smoothly, like water.

The famous Harvey Weinstein from the American film industry wrote on his blog: “Muye Technology now controls North American audiences and the North American box office to an unprecedented degree. The entire process is as if Muye Technology’s YY grabbed your mouth and poured a powerful laxative and cold water into it. The moment you immediately feel the urge to defecate, Muye Ticketing System brings the toilet right in front of you, while simultaneously handing you tissue paper and a newspaper! Please understand clearly, what I mean is, Muye Ticketing System doesn’t even take you to the restroom. Instead, it brings the toilet directly to you, allowing you to take off your pants and unleash it all in the fastest possible time. Such a service will have no rivals in the film industry…”

Although Harvey Weinstein’s words were a bit crude, the reason behind them resonated deeply with everyone in the film industry. The subversion brought about by the technological revolution was simply too immense. They didn’t have the ability to make users consume powerful laxatives, nor did they have the ability to bring toilets to users. Even if they had this ability, they could only provide services to a small number of users, whereas Muye Technology could simultaneously provide such “attentive service” to hundreds of millions, or even over a billion, internet users worldwide. This gap was large enough to devour everything.

What’s interesting is that Li Mu has now, in a way, “monopolized” this combination of moves. Firstly, in the current situation of the United States market, it’s impossible for a second YY to emerge, and even less possible for any software to replace YY’s position. Its importance to Americans is irreplaceable, just like QQ’s importance to the people of China before WeChat emerged. Therefore, no other company has YY’s ability to forcefully administer laxatives to users.

Secondly, he had long registered all patents related to “Muye Ticketing System” that could be registered. If anyone in the United States market also wanted to create an online ticketing system, they would simply have no way to break through Li Mu’s patent wall. Therefore, if they wanted to implement an online ticketing system, they would inevitably face enormous compensation fees. Even taking ten thousand steps back, even if the other party adopted the mindset of infringing first to make money, then suing them and bickering to seek a settlement, it would still be impossible to impact Muye Ticketing System. This is because Muye Ticketing System had YY as its supportive “parent.” Without YY’s support, other online ticketing platforms would certainly struggle under the current competitive conditions.

With the advantage of this combination of moves, Muye Technology, through Zombie-Master, made a grand display of its capabilities in the North American film market!

Before YY and Muye Ticketing System began to exert their strength, the overall attendance rate for Zombie-Master was maintained at around eighty-eight percent. However, after YY and Muye Ticketing System began to exert their strength, the attendance rate for all subsequent film showtimes was an astonishing one hundred percent!

When the cinema chain owners learned that all seats for all Zombie-Master showtimes had been sold out for the day, they immediately beamed with joy. One must know that the box office revenue sharing for Zombie-Master gave them nearly an additional twenty percent. And with an attendance rate of one hundred percent, this instantly allowed them to earn nearly twice as much money.

Take a small cinema with six screening rooms and one thousand seats, for example. If five hundred seats were used to screen other films, with an attendance rate of around sixty percent and a ticket price of five dollars per ticket, then for one showtime, the total box office would be five hundred x sixty percent x five, which is one thousand five hundred dollars. If they took a thirty percent share, then the profit earned from those five hundred seats for one showtime would be four hundred fifty dollars.

The remaining five hundred seats were scheduled for Zombie-Master. With an attendance rate of one hundred percent and the same five-dollar ticket price, for one showtime, the total box office would be five hundred x one hundred percent x five, amounting to as much as two thousand five hundred dollars. Their revenue share increased from thirty percent to fifty percent, so these five hundred seats brought them an income of one thousand two hundred fifty dollars per showtime.

Compared to four hundred fifty dollars, one thousand two hundred fifty dollars was almost triple, representing a two-fold increase!

Realizing this, the cinema chain owners immediately began to increase the film screening slots for Zombie-Master for tomorrow and subsequent days. They wanted to allocate as many screening slots resources as possible to Zombie-Master.

Moreover, the time node Zombie-Master chose for its release was truly excellent. Among the films released during the same period, there wasn’t a single strong competitor. The Matrix Reloaded had already been released for over half a month and was entering its weak period. Finding Nemo was scheduled for release on May 30th. Pirates of the Caribbean wouldn’t be released until the summer. In this situation, Zombie-Master was like an unstoppable Chinese hopping zombie, freely rampaging through the entire North American box office market, as if entering unresisted territory!





Chapter 1386: Oligarch Thinking

In just fifteen hours after its debut, Zombie-Master confirmed its first-day box office of eighteen point five million US dollars, immediately claiming the headlines of North American entertainment news. This news also spread to China with remarkable speed.

Eighteen point five million US dollars not only shattered the single-day box office record for all Chinese-language films in North America but also broke the single-day box office record for all foreign-language films in North America! This was undoubtedly the most powerful box office performance by a Chinese-language film in the overseas market!

When the news reached China, it was still early morning there. Upon receiving this astounding news, major TV stations and newspaper offices immediately began working overtime to prepare for the following day’s news reports. TV media started gathering material for their morning news programs. In contrast, newspaper offices were in an awkward position; their newspapers had already completed the day’s news layout and were currently being printed. In another hour or two, tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands, of newspapers would be dispatched from the printing plants to various locations, making it virtually impossible to add this news to the current day’s paper.

Editors of news programs at major radio stations also began to sort through news and write news drafts overnight. This way, the news could be broadcast first on traffic radio channels tomorrow morning, seizing the initiative.

At the same time, Li Mu received the exciting latest news from Lucas: major cinema chains in North America had increased film scheduling for Zombie-Master tomorrow. The total projected box office from the scheduling increased from the original twenty million US dollars to thirty-three million US dollars. This meant that if tomorrow’s attendance rate could reach 90%, it would essentially achieve a single-day box office of thirty million US dollars!

According to the current operating procedures of the Muye Ticketing System in North America, cinema chains must upload their film scheduling plans for the following day to the official server by 5:30 PM on the current day. For example, if my cinema has eight screening rooms, and each screening room has five to six showtimes, I would decide which films to show for the more than forty showtimes across these eight rooms. I would then upload this information to the Muye Ticketing System, which would then publish these screening schedules, allowing audiences to purchase tickets.

Once the cinema chain uploads its film scheduling plan for the following day, the official system provides a thirty-minute window for confirmation and modification. During this period, the cinema chain can still make adjustments to the schedule. However, by 6:00 PM on that day, the Muye Ticketing System locks the modification rights and then launches the cinema’s showtime schedule for tomorrow, simultaneously opening seat purchases. Under these circumstances, the cinema chain can no longer make any changes to the following day’s film schedule. Should a cinema chain unilaterally alter its film scheduling plan, leading to users being unable to watch a film after purchasing tickets, the Muye Ticketing System will penalize that cinema. Minor infractions will result in compensation being deducted from the pending ticket revenue, while serious ones will lead to immediate termination of cooperation with that cinema chain.

In later eras in China, when the internet developed rapidly, cinema chains allowed tickets to be purchased at least two days in advance, sometimes even three days or more. However, the Muye Ticketing System had only recently launched, and there were no competing products on the market. Therefore, Li Mu did not set high requirements for the advance purchase period. He planned to let the cinema chains extend the pre-sale period once they were thoroughly familiar with the online ticketing operation procedures.

To further enhance box office appeal, Li Mu specifically called Zhao Kang late at night to assign him a new online troll task.

Under Zhao Kang’s relentless effort and training, his online army had become a super online army team with extremely strong combat power. This team was not just composed of low-end online trolls; more importantly, at Li Mu’s instruction, Zhao Kang had established a genuine high-end think tank. It comprised over twenty high-achieving students well-versed in marketing, publicity, and user psychology, who assisted Zhao Kang in strategizing and implementing tasks. With the help of these highly qualified individuals, Zhao Kang’s online army could now easily conduct online propaganda in any country, using any language. They did not need to understand foreign languages; they only needed to follow a step-by-step tutorial.

This time, Li Mu planned to have Zhao Kang’s online army propagate a story online. The core of the story was: an arrogant, self-righteous idiot, who looked down on Zombie-Master, missed out on immense wealth, and ended up being harshly embarrassed.

Such narratives are greatly enjoyed by spectators. For instance, some films were heavily promoted during their release, claiming: “A certain celebrity, due to last-minute price increases, missed the opportunity to play a role in a certain movie, and now that the movie has exploded in popularity, that celebrity must surely be filled with regret, right?”

Funnily enough, when the online trolls promoted such news, they never specified who the celebrities were. This led spectators to unleash their imagination; some thought it was A, others B, and some C. Then, a large number of online trolls specializing in driving the narrative appeared online, leading a crowd of spectators to mock A, B, and C, saying they were blind to what’s obvious, had ignored others in the past, and now found those same people beyond their reach…

Spectators in any country particularly enjoy such embarrassing scenarios. Chinese netizens are no exception, nor are North American netizens.

Therefore, this time, Li Mu decided to use the famous Harvey Weinstein for a cheap shot. He instructed Zhao Kang to have his online army fabricate a story online:

Initially, Li Mu presented Zombie-Master to the famous Hollywood Bigwig, Harvey Weinstein, hoping he could assist with its distribution in North America. However, Harvey Weinstein completely disdained the film. Without even watching it, he told Li Mu: “Based on my understanding of the North American market, I can tell you without seeing this film that it is a piece of dog shit, and an old, stale piece of dog shit at that, over a decade old. North American audiences will certainly not pay the bill for such crap!”

Here, the arrogance of Harvey Weinstein needed to be highlighted: concluding the film was utter garbage without even watching it, self-righteously declaring it would fail. Such condescending provocateurs are the most detested in any country.

Yet, the story wasn’t over. Li Mu humbled himself, asking Harvey Weinstein to at least watch the film before making a decision. But Harvey Weinstein still refused. He told Li Mu: “I may not be as good as you in the internet business, but when it comes to movies, you are far inferior to me. If I say this movie won’t succeed, then it certainly won’t. If its box office in North America breaks through ten million US dollars, then God must be blind!”

Consequently, Li Mu could only take it to cooperate with Lucas, who would be responsible for its North American distribution. And now, look how popular this film is! It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since its release, yet it has already earned eighteen point five million US dollars at the box office, completely embarrassing Harvey Weinstein. Surely, Harvey Weinstein must be frustrated now, right? He deserves it! Back then, you showed it no regard, but now this film is beyond your reach!

After hearing Li Mu’s concept, Zhao Kang was stunned for a moment before saying, “I understand. I’ll arrange for people to prepare it right away.”

After speaking, Zhao Kang cautiously asked, “But Xiao Mu, if I may ask, how did this Harvey Weinstein offend you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “He didn’t offend me.”

Zhao Kang exclaimed, “He didn’t offend you, so why are you doing this to him? If this gets done, his reputation will probably be ruined, won’t it?”

Li Mu smiled, “Kangzi, trust me, this guy is not a good person.”

“Is that so?” Zhao Kang asked curiously, “What has that scoundrel done?”

Li Mu said, “This person has a knack for underhanded tactics against Chinese directors and film companies. He would offer several million US dollars for the overseas distribution rights of Chinese films. Then, once all other competitors withdrew, he would immediately turn hostile and say he no longer wanted it, demanding to buy it at one-tenth of the price. Because there were no other competitors left, the copyright holder of the film could only accept their misfortune and sell him the copyright at a low price.”

“Damn it, that’s such a bastardly move!”

Li Mu said with a smile, “That’s still the mild stuff. Let me tell you, I have a rumor, a grapevine news, that this guy allegedly assaulted a large number of Hollywood actresses. But because of his great influence and power in Hollywood, no one dared to speak out…”

“Animal…”

Li Mu said, “So I decided to perform surgery on him, since he has such significant influence in Hollywood. In the future, if I want to seize some decision-making power in Hollywood, all influential oligarchs like him will be my targets! Because in the fields I’m involved in, no other oligarchs are allowed!”

Most of the time, Li Mu focused on development, rarely baring his fangs to the outside world. However, this didn’t mean Li Mu was just a fresh-faced graduate who only knew how to work diligently and was incapable of schemes.

He had no personal grudges or enmities with Harvey. Logically speaking, he shouldn’t secretly harm others for his own benefit. However, Harvey also had no grudges or enmities with Chinese cinema. Logically speaking, he shouldn’t have successively harmed Chinese filmmakers for his own gain either. The crucial point is that capital confrontation never adheres to logic.

In the years when P&G and Unilever entered China, they almost completely acquired all state-owned personal care product brands. Behind this were countless unethical competitive tactics. Just the price war alone forced numerous local personal care product brands out of business. They leveraged the preferential policies given to foreign capital during investment attraction at that time to vigorously squeeze out the survival space of local brands, even lowering retail prices below the cost price of similar products from local brands. After dragging local brands into a quagmire, they would then seize the opportunity to acquire them. In this manner, they picked off local brands one by one, ultimately forming their absolute monopoly position. In front of them, every local brand that refused acquisition continuously suffered their various attacks.

Behind this were many even more unethical incidents. For example, after acquiring the local laundry detergent brand ‘Panda,’ they promised to vigorously promote this local brand post-acquisition. However, immediately after the acquisition was finalized, they promptly sidelined the brand. The once highly renowned local brand quickly vanished, and the market potential it originally occupied was instantly divided among their own products.

Although such actions were unethical, they were a true reflection of capital confrontation. At its core, capital confrontation boils down to four words: ‘Kill the competition.’ If you were to add a scope to these four words, it would be: ‘Kill all competition.’

Li Mu wanted to continuously increase his influence in Hollywood, even to become an oligarch in Hollywood. The first step was to eliminate all existing oligarchs in Hollywood. If he couldn’t even grasp this point, how could he become an oligarch?

Li Mu was no heaven-sent punisher, nor was he a simple, kind young boy. He merely felt that after stepping outside the country’s borders, he didn’t need to be so straightforward. On the contrary, he must possess sufficient oligarch thinking.

Therefore, in the future, on the path of his overseas capital expansion, if it was time to trick someone, he would trick them; if it was time to slaughter, he would slaughter. Sometimes, if it meant tearing down someone else’s house to build his own bridge, he absolutely should not go easy. Those who went easy tried to swim across relying on their own abilities, but without exception, they all drowned!





Chapter 1400: Which Bastard is Screwing Me Over?

In Li Mu’s opinion, even the online army teams from the most developed internet era of his past life weren’t as formidable as Zhao Kang’s online army team.

Zhao Kang’s team was like a regular army, an unprecedented force in the field of online trolls. Unlike other online trolls who engaged in small-scale guerilla warfare, his team had been systematically honed and provided with massive financial support. They had become an army group specifically designed for large-scale, coordinated operations. The combat power of such an army group was so strong that even if transported back to his past life, they would be invincible worldwide. Therefore, at this stage, mobilizing such an online army in the internet domain was equivalent to deploying a nuclear bomb.

More than one soul had been overturned and annihilated under the nuclear strike of this online army. From Guo Lin, the mine manager of Xiling Coal Mine, to the entire primary creative team behind The Last Samurai, and the super capital behind them, every time Li Mu mobilized his online army on a large scale, it brought devastating blows to his targets.

Fortunately, Li Mu showed some conscience this time and wasn’t prepared to destroy Harvey right then and there. Otherwise, if he had handed over some dirt on Harvey to the online army team, by tomorrow, he would be a universally scorned public pariah across North America. A Hollywood Bigwig, in front of global internet Bigwigs, was as fragile as humanity facing the Singer Civilization.

As Zhao Kang’s online army team was rushing to prepare drafts and plans, ready to leverage Harvey to strongly promote Zombie-Master, Beijing time had reached six in the morning. This was six in the evening in Washington D.C., United States. The Muye Ticketing System in North America opened its ticket purchasing permissions for the following day’s cinema chain showtimes. Those viewers who hadn’t bought same-day tickets had been waiting for the next day’s showtimes to open, so as soon as the time window opened, a large number of users flooded into the Muye Ticketing System, followed by a flurry of transaction orders.

At 7:15 AM Beijing time, Oriental Horizon (a CCTV program) began broadcasting.

The program used its first half to quickly summarize recent domestic and international news, then dedicated the entire latter half to reporting on Zombie-Master’s unprecedented feat of earning eighteen point five million US dollars in its opening day box office in North America. The program highly praised the film’s success in North America, unequivocally stating that this would be a pinnacle for Chinese-language films and China’s entertainment and cultural industry in its overseas export.

Just as the news segment about the film was concluding, at 7:55 AM, the host of Oriental Horizon suddenly said with uncontainable excitement: “Dear viewers, we have just received breaking news! Two hours ago, Mr. Vampire’s second-day movie tickets officially went on pre-sale in North America. As of now, the total pre-sale box office for the second day has already exceeded twenty million US dollars! This old Hong Kong film from 1985 earned eighteen point five million US dollars on its first day in North America and twenty million US dollars on its second day—this is nothing short of a miracle for Chinese-language films!”

The Chinese audience in front of their televisions were absolutely stunned. It had only been released for two days, and it was already approaching forty million US dollars in box office? This was too exceptionally capable, wasn’t it?!

The host was clearly overly agitated at this point. After hearing a reminder through his in-ear monitor, he excitedly blurted out: “My apologies, dear viewers. Our director just reminded me that, strictly speaking, Mr. Vampire’s second-day box office in the United States isn’t just twenty million; rather, the pre-sale amount already surpassed twenty million within two hours of ticket sales opening. However, the total film scheduling for Mr. Vampire across all North American cinema chains for the second day totals an astonishing thirty-three million US dollars! This means we are very likely to witness an even greater miracle in the next twenty-some hours: perhaps Mr. Vampire’s second-day box office in North America can break thirty million US dollars!”

“Oh my God!”

Countless viewers in front of their televisions simultaneously gasped in astonishment.

At the current exchange rate, thirty million US dollars was roughly two hundred and fifty million Chinese yuan!

What kind of business Bigwig was Li Mu, who could sell Mr. Vampire for two hundred and fifty million Chinese yuan in box office in just one day? This report card was so incredible that even the “teacher” who set the test couldn’t believe it. It was full of strategies far beyond the curriculum, making it unbelievable.

At this very moment, many Bigwigs in the Hong Kong film scene were so jealous their eyes were practically bleeding!

The Hong Kong film industry had aspired to enter Hollywood since the 1980s, but over all these years, only a few kung fu actors had made it. Hero and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon were also hybrid films tailored to Hollywood’s curiosity about Chinese kung fu and wuxia. They had originally thought Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon was nearly the peak of Chinese cinema’s influence overseas, but they never expected that Li Mu, by rehashing an old classic, would leave Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon far behind.

Moreover, the Hong Kong film scene understood clearly, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon…

With forty million US dollars in box office revenue after two days, if it maintained this momentum, it wouldn’t be difficult for Mr. Vampire to break two hundred million US dollars in box office in the United States.

This made everyone in the Hong Kong film scene ponder one question: Was Li Mu too awesome, or were they too worthless?

…

Just as the Hong Kong film scene fell into deep thought, the pre-sale box office for the following day’s Zombie-Master had already reached twenty-three million, with a ten million gap remaining from the total thirty-three million in film scheduling. And to catch up on that remaining ten million, there were still nearly twenty-seven hours left.

At nine o’clock in the evening, Washington D.C. time, Harvey Weinstein received the latest pre-sale data for Zombie-Master, startling him so much that he lost all interest in enjoying his nightlife. Beyond his astonishment, what he felt more was a tremendous sense of crisis.

Li Mu had barely stuck half a foot into Hollywood’s threshold, yet he could cause such a massive earthquake. This damned Muye Ticketing System felt like a sharp knife plunged into the heart of Hollywood’s interest chain. The cinema chains, which even Hollywood Bigwigs like him had to put effort into managing, were now completely at Li Mu’s whim.

The cinema chains had tasted the benefits of the Muye Ticketing System, knowing that by introducing this system and relying on Li Mu’s traffic, they could make more money. So they abandoned their usual high above stance and respectfully cooperated with Li Mu. If this situation were allowed to continue, it would definitely lead to a complete imbalance in the entire Hollywood industry. A considerable portion of Hollywood’s revenue relied on box office generated by North American cinema chains, and it wouldn’t be long before the North American cinema chains became fawning lapdogs before Li Mu. By then, other Hollywood film companies and distributors would suffer tremendous blows.

Harvey Weinstein instantly made a decision: The Muye Ticketing System must die! Hollywood absolutely would not allow such an awesome thing to exist! Otherwise, his own status and interests in Hollywood would be precarious!

However, Harvey Weinstein couldn’t find any breakthrough point to destroy the Muye Ticketing System for the time being. Moreover, he knew that his league was too far from Li Mu’s. If he rashly tried to ask difficult questions, he might suffer Li Mu’s annihilating blow, so this matter needed to be planned for the long term.

Just as Harvey Weinstein was racking his brain trying to figure out a specific operational plan, one of his friends suddenly called, and the very first thing he said, with an incredibly astonished tone, was: “Harvey, someone as shrewd as you, how could you miss a masterpiece like Zombie-Master?! You gave up Zombie-Master, a conservative estimate is at least a loss of thirty or forty million US dollars!”

“F*ck!” Harvey Weinstein said with a look of bad luck: “It’s not that I didn’t want to get involved with this movie, but the key is that there was simply no opportunity to take over!”

“What?!” The other party asked in surprise: “Didn’t they say Li Mu specifically sought you out before about the North American distribution of Zombie-Master? I heard he initially hoped you would distribute this movie in North America, but you didn’t think much of the film’s prospects and concluded it couldn’t make money, so you rejected Li Mu.”

“WTF!” Harvey Weinstein blurted out: “Where did you hear such bullshit remarks?! Li Mu specifically sought me out for Zombie-Master? What the hell kind of international joke is that?! I wanted to get the distribution rights for this film and specifically had people contact Muye Pictures, but the news disappeared without a trace, Muye Pictures didn’t even respond to me! I originally wanted to find a time to go to China and have a good talk with the people from Muye Pictures, but I never expected that old dog Lucas, who contracted a venereal disease, quietly went to China and successfully obtained the North American distribution rights for Zombie-Master! I’ve been worried sick about this for days, I even sought out Lucas to discuss co-distribution, but he wouldn’t buy it; he didn’t even want to see me!”

“Really?” The other party blurted out.

“Of course it’s true!” Harvey Weinstein said exasperatedly: “Because of this, I’ve been thinking recently about how to make that old dog Lucas pay! He wants to step on my head using this film; I’ll definitely give him hell!”

“Then that’s strange!” The other party smacked his lips and said: “There’s a rumor about you spreading everywhere online right now.”

“What rumor?”

“It’s what I just mentioned: Li Mu proactively sought you out for this film, requesting your help with North American distribution, but you rejected him on the grounds that the film was trash, even saying it was a piece of over ten-year-old dog shit, and that North American audiences wouldn’t pay the bill for such dog shit!”

“Shit!” Harvey Weinstein immediately flew into a rage, roaring: “James, are you out of your mind?! Based on your understanding of me, if Li Mu really gave me a face-to-face opportunity, do you think I’d say something like that to Li Mu?! That’s Li Mu, for f*ck’s sake! If he asked me to lick his shoes just to be his friend, I’d lick them without hesitation, and I’d kneel to do it! How could there possibly be a situation where I’d ignore him or even mock him? I’d wish I could call him ‘Daddy’ to his face if he thought highly of me and was willing to cooperate with me!”

The other party was silent for a moment, then said: “Well, that truly is strange! Based on my understanding of you, you genuinely wouldn’t do something so brainless. However, this matter is currently being discussed everywhere online. Undoubtedly, most American netizens believe this is true. Now they’re all mocking and sarcastically criticizing you online, saying you’re an arrogant fool with lacking discernment. Some even say that all American audiences will unite and use high box office numbers to humiliate you thoroughly. The most widely spread saying is: ‘Today you showed me no regard; tomorrow I will be beyond your reach…’”

Harvey Weinstein’s heart sank, and he instinctively roared: “Damn it! Which bastard is screwing me over?!”





Chapter 1388: Giving Him a Huge Blow

As a Bigwig in Hollywood, Harvey Weinstein was very familiar with public opinion. He was also skilled at manipulating it, so based on the information revealed by his friend over the phone, he could guess that someone was intentionally instigating this from behind the scenes.

As soon as he thought that this matter was a trap set against him, revolving around Zombie-Master, Harvey felt that Li Mu might be behind it, stirring up trouble to hype the movie.

When a movie is released, distributors try every method to increase its exposure, whether it’s good or bad. This is because everyone in Hollywood knows that as long as a film’s exposure increases, it greatly helps the box office.

Harvey himself was a master at hyping the box office. He once promoted a film during its release by announcing that its female lead had an intimate videotape leaked. The film’s box office immediately soared due to this news. Finally, after the film logged off, he issued an official statement, claiming it was all just a misunderstanding, resulting in a win-win situation for both the actor and the distributor.

However, there were some things Harvey couldn’t gauge. For example, a question lingered in his mind: would someone of Li Mu’s net worth truly care about a movie’s box office? Would he genuinely clash with Harvey over a film’s box office performance, given the huge disparity in their volume?

Awkwardly, Harvey Weinstein knew he had offended too many people, and there were even more who disliked him without being directly offended. It was entirely possible that someone was seizing this opportunity to throw mud at him.

Harvey Weinstein felt that there was a critical point in this matter: he had to quickly determine who the true mastermind was!

If it was truly Li Mu targeting him, he would indeed be powerless to resist and could only temporarily tuck his tail between his legs and behave, to avoid Li Mu’s sharp edge. But if someone in Hollywood was using this opportunity to target him, then he would need to be careful. The people closest to him were the most dangerous, because no one knew when they would stab him in the back!

…

While Harvey Weinstein was being scorned on the internet for his unfounded arrogance, Zombie-Master’s public attention in the North American market once again continuously increased to a new height.

Exposure from various channels greatly expanded the film’s influence in North America. The total film scheduling for the second day, thirty-three million US dollars, sold out within two hours of Harvey Weinstein’s “scandal” being exposed.

Eighteen point five million US dollars on the first day, thirty-three million US dollars on the second day. In Hollywood history, there had never been such a fierce overseas film.

However, what vexed Harvey was that as Zombie-Master’s box office soared, the online trolls’ attacks on him grew fiercer. They saw this movie as a perfect opportunity to slap their own faces. The higher the movie box office, the more they would mock him in their hearts and call him an idiot.

Even worse, a large number of online trolls flooded his Blog, leaving all sorts of abusive comments under his posts. It was beyond endurance.

With anger burning in his heart, Harvey immediately wrote an article on his Blog. In the article, he angrily refuted the online trolls’ slanders, swearing on his life, his faith, and God that the online rumors about him rejecting Li Mu and mocking Zombie-Master were completely groundless.

In addition, Harvey highly praised Zombie-Master, calling it a rare, high-quality commercial film. He also said that if he had the chance in the future, he hoped to collaborate with more Chinese film companies and Chinese filmmakers.

In the latter part of his statement, Harvey also remotely called out to Li Mu. He said he had long admired Li Mu but had never had the chance to meet him. He believed Li Mu was an exceptionally upright and pragmatic individual and therefore especially hoped to have the opportunity to truly become friends with Li Mu.

After saying so much nonsense, Harvey finally pulled a remote call out at the end of the article, stating: “I sincerely hope Mr. Li Mu can see my statement. He will then know about the malicious slander happening to me, and he is also the one most capable of clarifying the facts in this entire matter. Here, I earnestly hope Mr. Li Mu, in his busy schedule, can spare a little time to provide an explanation to the entire network to clear my name from the slanders others rampantly imposed on me.”

Harvey felt that an upright person casts no crooked shadow, so he not only dared to swear on his life, faith, and God, but also dared to remotely call out to Li Mu, asking Li Mu to come forward and prove his innocence.

However, Harvey didn’t hope for Li Mu to actually reply to him. He was merely using Li Mu to make his statement seem more credible.

To the North American spectators, Harvey’s trick still had some credibility.

Firstly, Harvey was Jewish. While Jewish people were very shrewd in business, they were extremely loyal to their religious beliefs. The fact that Harvey immediately swore on his religion, faith, and life indeed added several points of credibility to his words.

Secondly, according to the widespread rumor, Harvey had offended Li Mu; he had not only rejected Li Mu’s request to distribute Zombie-Master but also belittled the movie as utterly worthless. If this were true, how would he dare to publicly call out to Li Mu? If Li Mu responded to him, wouldn’t he be utterly doomed?

Precisely because of these two points, many North American spectators had already begun to believe that Harvey was being targeted, and someone had deliberately fabricated rumors to maliciously slander him.

Muye Technology has a team specifically responsible for Muye Technology and Li Mu’s global reputation investigation. They basically work 24/7 to search the entire network for buzz topics and negative comments about Muye Technology and Li Mu. Once found, they immediately evaluate the nature and influence of the comments.

If a relevant comment has significant influence, the team gives it high public attention.

If the influence of a comment is negative, the team focuses intensely on it. If the negative comment does not exceed the internally set safety level, it is only tracked and not proactively dealt with. However, if the negative comment exceeds the safety level, the team immediately proceeds to deal with it.

Evidently, Harvey’s latest Blog post had considerable influence. As a public figure, his remotely calling out to Li Mu on a public online platform would, at the very least, reach tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of people. Under Muye Technology’s internal influence assessment metrics, this incident required a very high degree of attention.

Subsequently, this news was reported layer by layer, eventually reaching Li Mu. Li Mu hadn’t expected Harvey to actually call out to him on a public Blog, hoping he would come forward to clear his name. This move was indeed quite interesting.

If he were to respond to Harvey, he would definitely have to seek truth from facts and absolutely not align with the rumors spread by the online trolls; otherwise, it would be like hitting himself in the foot with a stone. Therefore, responding to him truthfully would mean helping him clear his name.

If he didn’t respond to him, it would make him seem somewhat passive. Harvey was undoubtedly the person with the largest influence in Hollywood, and Li Mu’s ventures into the film and television industry and advancement into Hollywood were already public knowledge. If Harvey publicly called out to him and he didn’t respond, it would make the spectators suspicious.

So, after much thought, Li Mu felt that if this matter continued to develop as it was, he probably had only one choice: publicly respond to Harvey’s call and help him refute the rumors to all North American online trolls.

This wasn’t a bad thing either.

From the spread of rumors to Harvey getting a fierce scolding, Li Mu had already gained significant additional public attention for the movie by deliberately creating controversy with Harvey. Now, if he were to personally respond to Harvey again, it would undoubtedly elevate the buzz of this matter another level. Back and forth, the film’s public attention would be continuously increasing multiple times, proving that his Forced Collision plan had been very successful.

However, Li Mu didn’t just want to give Harvey a false alarm; he wanted to seize this opportunity to give him a huge blow.

So Li Mu decided to take this opportunity to deliver another painful blow to Harvey, while also diverting the spectators’ attention and temporarily isolating himself from the controversy.

Immediately, Li Mu instructed Zhao Kang to launch a second round of attacks on Harvey.

Just as Harvey waited for Li Mu’s response, new voices appeared on the North American internet, and the information conveyed by these new voices completely enraged online trolls across North America.

These voices claimed that Harvey, leveraging his influence in Hollywood and his ability to manipulate the Oscars, had sexually assaulted a large number of Hollywood actresses for over a decade. Among them were many first-tier actresses well-known to North American audiences. Many famous Hollywood bigshots were also very knowledgeable about Harvey’s actions, and some even aided and abetted evil.

Although the whistleblower did not identify any of the abused women, the whistleblower insisted that over the past decade or so, he had collected a large amount of evidence, including double-digit lists of actresses and names of many industry bigshots. If Harvey continued to be so arrogant, he would immediately release this evidence.

At the end of the revelation, the whistleblower imitated Harvey’s method of remotely calling out to Li Mu, calling out to Harvey: “Harvey, you constantly put faith and God on your lips. So, do you dare to swear on your faith to God that you have not sexually assaulted Hollywood actresses, do you swear that everything I said is false?!”

Li Mu actually didn’t have any direct evidence of Harvey’s actions, but as a reborn individual, he was very clear about Harvey’s scandals. Therefore, he didn’t need any evidence to fully expose Harvey.

As soon as this revelation was published, it immediately caused a huge uproar in North America. In fact, there had already been many rumors in North America about Harvey and actresses, but because Harvey’s public relations were very well done and public opinion was very well controlled, these rumors had not gained much influence. But this time was different. Before this, Zhao Kang’s first wave of online trolls had already given Harvey immense buzz, and Harvey had just proactively increased his own public attention to an even higher level. So, when this revelation was published, almost all online trolls in North America began to pay public attention to the Harvey incident.

And when Harvey saw these revelations, he felt as if all his strength had been instantly drained, and he collapsed into his office chair.

Only the parties involved truly know whether a rumor is genuinely a rumor.

The reason he dared to call out to Li Mu earlier was because he knew that the comments about himself and Zombie-Master were all false.

The reason he was so terrified now was because he knew that the comments about himself and various actresses over the past decade or so were all true!





Chapter 1389: Whoever Touches Dies

In the eyes of Hollywood, Harvey Weinstein was like an armored tank that everyone wanted to kick but no one could budge.

Over the years, countless people had succumbed to Harvey, and he had progressively become a Bigwig who could wield overwhelming power in Hollywood. The renowned Oscars were merely a little girl he could adorn as he pleased in his hands. Harvey’s arrogant and scheming personality had also made him countless enemies in Hollywood.

This seemingly unmovable armored tank, Harvey, was actually a piece of tempered glass. If the strike wasn’t strong enough or the method was wrong, no matter how he was attacked, it wouldn’t bring him any substantial harm. But if the right place and method were chosen, just one tap would make this tempered glass shatter in an instant.

In his previous life, Harvey’s downfall was triggered by a sexual scandal, which revealed his largest Achilles’ heel.

When the online trolls disclosed Harvey’s sexual scandal on the internet, Hollywood was already shaken by a massive uproar. Many people in Hollywood were well aware of his affairs, but no one had ever disclosed them in public occasions. This was because they knew that if they couldn’t bring Harvey down once, they would inevitably face his retaliation in the future. This time, Harvey was comprehensively targeted by a mysterious person, and the scale and momentum of the attack were overwhelming. This presented a perfect opportunity for many to deal a final blow. Many who had long wanted to teach Harvey a lesson began to take action.

Zhao Kang’s online trolls had not specifically named anyone else in their initial revelations, but those in Hollywood who had more detailed information about Harvey began to anonymously disclose it online.

Consequently, shocking revelations about Harvey were successively disclosed online. Some explicitly named female celebrities who had been assaulted by Harvey, and even more people disclosed the specific details of the incidents. For example, when and how Harvey coerced and enticed a certain actress for a particular movie role to achieve his dirty and despicable purposes. Among these, some even specifically named other male Hollywood big shots, claiming that these big shots were always very clear about Harvey’s actions and not only did they not organize against him, but they also provided him with certain conveniences and even helped him cover up evidence.

The various disclosures came thick and fast, even Li Mu was dumbfounded. He had originally intended to throw out Harvey’s sexual assault scandal to deliver a second round of blows, but he never expected that he had merely tossed out a “mailbox for concrete evidence against Harvey,” and then the entire Hollywood was busy stuffing all kinds of materials into this “verified reports against Harvey” mailbox.

After several hours of fermentation, the entire North American entertainment industry and spectators were completely captivated by Harvey’s sexual scandal. Someone compiled statistics on the various anonymous online disclosures, and currently, there were over twenty reported instances of improper relations between Harvey and female actresses.

Enthusiastic netizens conducted preliminary verification of these revelations. They found various key points from each disclosed incident. For example, if a revelation claimed that in a certain year and month, Harvey used a role in a particular movie to engage in hidden rules with actress B, allowing B to replace A for that role, netizens would immediately find news of that

movie’s role change. Indeed, not long after the disclosed time point, B had replaced A and secured the role Harvey had promised her. This showed that many of these disclosures were extremely credible.

Hollywood seemed to have become infatuated with this game of anonymous online revelations. A large number of disclosures continued to surface, with nearly eighty percent of them pointing to Harvey. The media immediately followed up on this hot news, and for a time, reports about Harvey’s scandal were overwhelming.

Harvey himself was instantly swamped with work by these revelations. He knew his popularity in Hollywood wasn’t great, but he never imagined it would be this abysmal. From the online disclosures, Harvey could even analyze who had exposed some of the information. These people were always respectful in front of him, yet now they were all going online to undermine him. It seemed they all couldn’t wait for him to be ruined sooner rather than later.

In his helplessness, Harvey found the best public relations company in Hollywood, hoping they could help him divert online attention, clear his name, and safely navigate this crisis. But he never expected the other party to bluntly reply, “Sorry Mr. Harvey, we cannot accept your commission.”

Harvey hastily said, “Money is not an issue. As long as the problem can be resolved, I can give you double.”

The other party said, “Sorry Mr. Harvey, we don’t want our company’s public relations success rate to be affected because of you.”

The implication was that, given Harvey’s current situation, it was fundamentally impossible to achieve successful public relations and emerge unscathed.

However, a bigger crisis was still to come.

Many direct victims of Harvey’s sexual assault had always longed for an opportunity to publicly accuse him of his atrocious acts. But as victims, it was difficult for them to gather the courage. However, now Harvey was being universally denounced online, and the identities of many victims had also been anonymously exposed by others in Hollywood. Therefore, some victims were now prepare to seize this opportunity to speak out to the public what they had always wanted to say.

Thus, a highly renowned actress in the United States was the first to step forward in this group assault against Harvey. She explicitly accused Harvey of having sexually assaulted her back then and severely condemned him.

This actress stepping forward meant that the entire event would Shengji again. From rumors to undisclosed revelations, and then to anonymous specific disclosures, the attack on Harvey had undergone multiple Shengji. Ultimately, with this actress’s public accusation against Harvey, it transitioned from anonymous specific disclosures into the verified revelation stage by the parties involved.

Those in the entertainment industry who had always wanted to bring about Harvey’s downfall immediately seized this opportunity to launch a fatal attack on him. They first used their media resources to report on a large-scale this actress’s verified accusation of Harvey’s sexual assault. Then, on media platforms, they highly praised her brave actions, portraying her as a heroine fighting a bully.

The biggest use of such media portrayal was to incite other victims to also step forward and expose Harvey’s actions, because they knew that those female celebrities who had also been assaulted must also deeply desire to personally step forward and denounce the shameless acts of their aggressor. However, due to various reasons, they had not spoken out. But now, they had a role model. This role model spoke out her story of being assaulted, and not only was she not mocked, but she received everyone’s respect. Given this, why shouldn’t they also speak out?

Subsequently, the second, and third victims successively stepped forward. One chose to speak out personally in front of television media, while another chose to make a text disclosure through a public blog. Their disclosures completely shocked audiences across the United States and furthermore encouraged other victims to bravely step forward as well.

The fourth, the fifth, the sixth…

What Harvey himself never expected was that some female celebrities who had owed their rise to him, even those who had voluntarily, or even proactively, had relations with him, also jumped out to accuse him of sexual assault. This kind of action, to kick someone when they’re down, made Harvey flew into a rage.

His assistant reminded him, “Although these female celebrities voluntarily had relations with you back then, this matter is now so big that they are also worried about being exposed someday, being accused of sacrificing their bodies to get acting opportunities. Once such news is exposure, an actress’s acting career is basically completely ruined. So now, to protect themselves, they can only first jump out and accuse you of sexual assault, especially since public opinion is currently on the side of the victims…”

An angry Harvey smashed everything he could in his office. He finally faced the bitter consequences of his own long-standing actions.

…

In less than twenty-four hours, Harvey had become a “super sexual offender” constantly reported by the United States media. Almost every media outlet ferociously attacked him verbally and in writing. After all, in the United States, which has always advocated for gender equality, for a man to coerce and entice so many women using his resources, abilities, and tyranny — the nature / character of such an act is extremely heinous.

The explicit accusations from more than ten female celebrities completely confirmed Harvey’s atrocious acts of sexual assault. These actresses’ disclosures and accusations also implicated many Hollywood celebrities. Consequently, the entire Hollywood began to distance themselves from Harvey. Some jumped out to accuse him, some publicly stated that they were not familiar with him, and others said that they did not wish to have any ties with him in the future.

Just as Harvey’s infamy spread, Li Mu finally gave Harvey a response. Earlier, when Harvey issued a statement, he had remotely called out Li Mu, hoping Li Mu would give him a public reply. Although Li Mu successfully diverted the attention of the spectators, he still had to give Harvey a reply eventually. So, he used YY.com to release a brief statement: “I have no relationship with Harvey, and I do not wish to have any relationship with him. My only relief is that I did not hand over the North American distribution rights for Zombie-Master to him.”

Li Mu’s statement was ambiguous in the eyes of the spectators. It could be interpreted as Li Mu not knowing Harvey at all, and that Harvey’s alleged sarcasm about Zombie-Master in front of Li Mu was entirely baseless. But it could also be interpreted as Li Mu wanting to distance himself from Harvey, because in this situation, no one wanted to be associated with this scum in any method.

Even more interesting, Li Mu said he was relieved he did not give the North American distribution rights of Zombie-Master to Harvey. This also gave the public two layers of meaning: it was possible Li Mu actually discussed a collaboration on Zombie-Master with Harvey, or it was just pure relief.

Combining an ambiguous statement with a dual meaning, spectactors also couldn’t tell whether Li Mu had actually discussed a collaboration on Zombie-Master with Harvey.

However, what was important about that? Anyway, in their eyes, a scum like Harvey deserved universal condemnation, and that so many people had come forward to accuse him was precisely the situation everyone desired most.

Immediately after, the event would Shengji again.

Several female celebrities in Hollywood jointly reported to the Los Angeles Police Department, officially accusing Harvey of the sexual assault atrocities he committed, and the Los Angeles Police also announced the official initiation of a case investigate.

Everyone in Hollywood knew very well that once Harvey fell this time, it would be impossible for him to get up again, because sexual assault scandals have always been a red line in Hollywood—whoever touches it dies. Not even the renowned Harvey was an exception.





Chapter 1390: Highly Sought-After Copyrights

In the following days, two indicators in Hollywood saw continuous growth.

One continuously rising indicator was the number of actresses publicly accusing Harvey of sexual assault.

By the time Zombie-Master’s box office crossed the one hundred million US dollar mark, the number of actresses publicly accusing Harvey by name also surpassed ten, with a total of twelve actresses stepping forward to denounce the harm they had suffered.

Roughly half of these twelve actresses came forward for self-preservation, after someone anonymously exposed dirt about Harvey online, mentioning that he had engaged in hidden rules / illicit dealings with these actresses.

This matter revealed a certain harsh reality of the world. Harvey had indeed done many messed-up things and ruined quite a few actresses, but a significant portion of these actresses had consented or exhibited feigning reluctance. Yet, to protect their reputations, they all shifted the blame onto Harvey. For Harvey, who was already buried under a mountain of problems, one more didn’t make much difference; it was like ‘what’s one more itch when you’re covered in lice?’ But for these actresses, they weren’t willing to ruin their futures because of Harvey’s actions.

The other continuously growing data point was Zombie-Master’s total box office.

On the first day, it earned eighteen point five million US dollars; on the second day, thirty-three million US dollars, with an attendance rate of one hundred percent. On the third day, the cinema chain was impressed by Zombie-Master’s powerful appeal, increasing its film screening slots by another twenty percent. Coupled with the online buzz about Harvey and the film, the movie’s buzz continued to grow. Consequently, the attendance rate on the third day remained unchanged, still an astonishing one hundred percent, and the total box office surpassed forty-one million US dollars.

By the fourth day, the cinema chain continued to squeeze showtimes, granting the film an even higher screening rate, which increased by about ten percent from the previous day. Although the attendance rate slightly decreased, it generally maintained at ninety-five percent, with a total box office of forty-two million US dollars. After four days on screen, the box office had already broken the one hundred million US dollar mark, reaching one hundred thirty-four million US dollars.

There was also good news that promised to further boost the box office: Coca-Cola and McDonald’s had acquired the image usage rights for the new Chinese hopping zombie characters from Plants vs. Zombies Online and were already preparing for launch. Soon, North American markets would see Coca-Cola featuring Chinese cartoon zombie images, as well as McDonald’s meals and toys. This would undoubtedly boost the film’s box office to a certain extent!

Lucas estimated that the film’s box office might break the three hundred million US dollar mark, which completely overturned his understanding of the entire film industry. What he hadn’t imagined was the DVD industry’s eagerness for this film. Several DVD distributors had already approached him for partnerships, hoping to acquire the North American DVD distribution rights from him. According to estimates, if the box office could break three hundred million US dollars, then within the next one year, the total DVD output value should also be able to exceed one hundred million US dollars.

Lucas carefully selected the most reliable DVD distributor and signed a three-way cooperation agreement with a 5:2:3 split. Muye Pictures authorized the North American DVD distribution rights to Lucas, with Muye Pictures receiving fifty percent of all DVD distribution revenue. Of the remaining fifty percent, Lucas took twenty percent, and the DVD distributor took thirty percent.

It seemed as if Lucas took a loss, but in reality, he was the one who profited the most. Li Mu, as the copyright holder, had to pay copyright costs when acquiring the rights. The DVD distributor not only had to handle the production, promotion, and sales aspects of DVD distribution but also bore the risk of production cost losses. Lucas, however, didn’t have to lift a finger; he just had to sign the three-party agreement to secure twenty percent net profit.

The three hundred million US dollar box office potential and one hundred million US dollar DVD distribution potential in the North American market left Hollywood speechless. Seeing an old Hong Kong film from 1985 make so much money, many Hollywood distributors began to turn their attention to Hong Kong.

The success of Zombie-Master made Hollywood realize that the North American film box office market actually doesn’t have very distinct peak and trough periods. It might seem like Christmas and summer schedule (for performers) are peak box office times, but this doesn’t mean the box office market in March, April, May, September, October, and November is bad. The key is to have films that can motivate audiences to pay.

Hollywood blockbusters, to guarantee revenue, primarily target the Christmas and summer schedule (for performers), which creates an awkward situation where big productions are rarely released during other periods. Although Hollywood is reluctant to move big productions to these time slots, these periods offer an opportunity to introduce some quality overseas films at low cost and then tap into the box office potential of non-popular schedule (for performers)s.

After all, a cinema chain is not like a popsicle stand, which is ubiquitous in summer and vanishes without a trace after summer. A cinema chain, whether in peak or off-peak seasons, has every cinema, every screening room, and every seat sitting there. Even if they are empty during off-peak periods, they cannot be dismantled or misappropriated.

Zombie-Master benefited from such a fortuitous situation. With no films currently competing and few vying for cinema chain resources, this provided Zombie-Master with the hardware foundation for its explosive box office.

Hollywood also learned a practical lesson full of useful insights from this incident. Since this was the case, they might as well operate with existing overseas film copyrights during these off-peak periods, just as Lucas introduced Zombie-Master and then collaborated with Muye Technology for its promotion.

Just days prior, the Hong Kong film scene had been cursing Li Mu’s low-price sweeping tactics. He had taken all the Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights from Hong Kong to make a fortune, yet the money he gave to Hong Kong film and television companies wasn’t even one percent of what he earned. Purely from this proportional perspective, Li Mu, in their eyes, truly was the most unscrupulous merchant in the world.

However, as Zombie-Master’s box office in North America climbed higher and higher, achieving immense success in just a few days, the Hong Kong film scene also ushered in a new spring.

Hollywood distributors and film and television companies flocked to various Hong Kong film and television companies, proactively seeking cooperation. They hoped to reach copyright agreements with them, with the cooperation model being that Hollywood would select suitable Hong Kong films, then negotiate a buyout price for North American screening rights with the copyright holder, sign a buyout agreement, and then the Hollywood distributor would release the film in North America.

Originally, Hollywood might not even buy a few copyrights from Hong Kong in a one year. But now, the number of Hong Kong films Hollywood was interested in already exceeded fifty. Many of these Hong Kong film companies had already reached cooperation agreements with Hollywood film and television companies. Due to Zombie-Master’s success, the price of Hong Kong film copyrights had increased several times over compared to before.

A prime example of this was Infernal Affairs, which premiered in Hong Kong last year. This film was initially hailed as a work to revive the Hong Kong film scene and was of very high quality, a rare gem in recent years. However, previously, Splendid Asia believed this film had no chance of being released in North America. But this time, several Hollywood film companies swarmed over to compete for the Infernal Affairs film copyright, with the price once inflated to eight million US dollars. It’s important to remember that Infernal Affairs’ total box office in Hong Kong was only fifty-five million Hong Kong dollars, which was around seven million US dollars.

Splendid Asia had fallen victim to Li Mu’s unscrupulous tactics once before, selling a pile of Chinese hopping zombie film copyrights, including Mr. Vampire, to Li Mu for around one hundred thousand US dollars. As a result, after Li Mu acquired them, the TV broadcast rights alone sold for one hundred million, and the current North American box office, converted to Hong Kong dollars, had already exceeded one billion. In contrast, Splendid Asia had truly lost their shirts.

So, this time, when Hollywood offered eight million US dollars for the Infernal Affairs copyright, Splendid Asia hesitated instead.

In Splendid Asia’s eyes, Infernal Affairs was far superior to Mr. Vampire in terms of production cost, production scale, and star cast. Moreover, the film’s quality and depth were incomparable. If Mr. Vampire could earn hundreds of millions at the North American box office, wouldn’t a phenomenon like Infernal Affairs at worst have hope of earning one hundred million US dollars? If the box office was calculated at one hundred million US dollars, even with just a twenty-five percent revenue share, they would still rake in twenty-five million US dollars, which was much better than selling it outright for eight million US dollars.

Thus, Splendid Asia quoted Hollywood for the North American distribution rights of Infernal Affairs with a thirty percent box office revenue sharing, plus a ten million US dollar guarantee.

In other words, anyone wanting the North American distribution rights for Infernal Affairs first had to give Splendid Asia a ten million US dollar guarantee. Then, they could release the film in North America. If the box office revenue after release reached thirty-three million three hundred thirty-three thousand US dollars, according to the thirty percent revenue share, it would just break even with the ten million US dollar guarantee Splendid Asia demanded. If the total box office didn’t reach thirty-three million three hundred thirty-three thousand US dollars, Splendid Asia wouldn’t refund a single cent, and the distributor would have to bear the losses themselves.

If the total box office exceeded thirty-three million three hundred thirty-three thousand US dollars, the distributor would also have to pay additional revenue share to Splendid Asia. For example, if the box office ultimately reached one hundred million US dollars, at a thirty percent share, Splendid Asia would take thirty million US dollars. Aside from the ten million US dollars already paid as a guarantee, the distributor would have to pay another twenty million US dollars to Splendid Asia.

Splendid Asia proposed these cooperation terms entirely based on the successful precedent of Mr. Vampire. However, the people in Hollywood were not fools. They knew why Zombie-Master achieved such great success: the most important reason was the support of Plants vs. Zombies Online, a blockbuster game, coupled with Muye Technology’s powerful promotional capabilities, Muye Ticketing System’s tireless support, Li Mu’s significant offer discounts to the cinema chain, and the various promotional activities Li Mu conducted through Muye Ticketing System.

Li Mu had so many resources as success factors to make Zombie-Master a hit. In contrast, did Infernal Affairs have these resources?

The answer, of course, was no.

Therefore, an eight million US dollar one-time deal / one-off transaction was the highest offer Hollywood could give Splendid Asia. No Hollywood company was willing to give Splendid Asia a guarantee and revenue share. This frustrated Splendid Asia immensely, but they still stubbornly insisted on their quote.

Splendid Asia’s ambition caused the Hollywood distributors to start backing off. One moment they were vying for the film’s North American distribution rights, the next they all announced their withdrawal from the competition, then shifted their targets to other Hong Kong films.

Splendid Asia initially thought this was a combined effort by several Hollywood companies to drive down the price, and remained particularly firm. But upon seeing these companies all leave without further contact, they began to worry. They then turned back to these companies, expressing willingness to make some concessions on the original guarantee amount and revenue share. Previously, it was a thirty percent revenue share with a ten million US dollar guarantee; now it was a twenty-five percent revenue share with an eight million US dollar guarantee.

The Hollywood companies still didn’t accept.

A negotiation representative from one of the companies told Splendid Asia’s negotiation head: “If you can bring Muye Technology into the cooperation, we would even be willing to give you a twenty million US dollar guarantee. But without Li Mu, we’ve carefully considered it, and our previous eight million US dollar buyout offer was already a bit irrational. The highest buyout offer we can give should be around five million US dollars.”

Splendid Asia instantly felt frustrated / depressed. How could the price start to drop during negotiations? One moment it’s eight million, then five million, even more alarming than a stock market crash!





Chapter 1391: Oscar Dream

When Li Mu heard that Hollywood was competing for Hong Kong film copyrights, he felt particularly gratified.

What he wanted was not to make money by speculating on Hong Kong film copyrights himself, but to help Hong Kong films, and even Chinese-language films, go global.

“Hong Kong film” is a special term used only by Chinese people; only Chinese people categorize films into Hong Kong films, Mainland films, and Taiwan films. To the rest of the world, whether they are Mainland films, or Hong Kong and Taiwan films, they all fall under one general term—Chinese-language films.

If a Hong Kong film becomes popular in North America, it will definitely boost the entire Chinese-language film industry. Now that Hollywood is starting to compete for Hong Kong films, it won’t be long before they start competing for other Chinese-language films from the Mainland and Taiwan.

Before this, an excellent Chinese-language film sold to North American distributors would fetch no more than several hundred thousand US dollars. Hollywood, besides valuing its own films, generally looked down on all overseas films equally. Therefore, their offers were as low as possible. In their view, the demand for overseas films in the North American market per year was limited, and with so many films from so many overseas countries each year, if one deal fell through, there were thousands more to discuss. Naturally, the lower the offer, the better.

But now, due to the success of Zombie-Master, Hollywood clearly holds Chinese-language films in higher regard. In the coming period, there will certainly be a wave of Chinese-language film fever across the entire North American market.

In Li Mu’s view, the more excellent Chinese-language films that can be released in North America and even other countries, the more successful it is for Chinese-language films and the cultural output of China.

However, Hong Kong film companies do not see the problem this way. They had suffered for so long during the years of decline in Hong Kong cinema, and suddenly, thanks to Li Mu’s effort, they finally saw light at the end of the tunnel. The accumulated film copyrights they held, which previously had little profitability, were suddenly imbued with commercial value overnight. So now, they only have one thing on their mind: how to seize this opportunity to make more money from the film copyrights they hold.

After the price of Infernal Affairs sharply decreased, Media Asia immediately contacted several first-tier Hong Kong film companies. The Owners of these companies sat together to exchange information on the progress of their respective copyright dealings with Hollywood. After carefully understanding the market, Media Asia realized that their offer for Infernal Affairs was indeed ridiculously high.

Among all the companies that have currently reached cooperation with Hollywood, not a single one has successfully obtained a “minimum guarantee and revenue sharing” agreement from Hollywood distributors. The offers given by these distributors, without exception, were all copyright buyouts, only at several times the price of previous years.

However, the other film companies were very satisfied with this, as these copyrights were previously unwanted and couldn’t even sell for ten thousand US dollars. Now, suddenly being able to sell for hundreds of thousands of US dollars was nothing short of a windfall for these companies.

But Media Asia’s Owner could not possess their content with minor affluence mindset, because he felt that the movie Mr. Zombie had cost him far too much. He originally had the opportunity to earn tens of millions of US dollars from this movie, but in the final analysis, what he ended up with was less than one hundred thousand US dollars.

It was precisely because of this huge psychological gap that he pinned his hopes on Infernal Affairs selling for a better price. But to his surprise, the distributors in Hollywood suddenly “cooled down.” Several companies withdrew from the competition, and the remaining ones also lowered their offers, which made Media Asia’s Owner even more depressed.

To sell Infernal Affairs for a better price, Media Asia’s Owner proactively contacted Muyi Pictures. Although he was itching with hatred/anger towards Muyi Pictures, at this moment, if he wanted to increase Infernal Affairs’ net worth in the North American market, he had to leverage Muyi Pictures’ influence.

Media Asia expressed to Muyi Pictures their desire to jointly develop the North American copyright of Infernal Affairs. The decision-making power for the specific operation would remain with Media Asia. Muyi Pictures would not need to invest capital, only commit to providing sufficient promotion and operation resources for Infernal Affairs in the North American market, and in return, would receive thirty percent of all income Media Asia earned from Infernal Affairs in North America.

The person in charge of Muyi Pictures routinely reported this matter to Li Ziwei. Li Ziwei conveyed the news to Li Mu while he was taking her to inspect the junction of Beijing, Tianjin City, and Langfang.

After listening, Li Mu told Li Ziwei: “Send a message back to Media Asia. If they want to partner with us on the overseas market for Infernal Affairs, they need to show some sincerity and swap the cooperation terms. Give us the decision-making power, exclusively license the copyright to us first, and also give us sub-licensing rights. Then, we will take it to operate in the North American market. We will give them thirty percent of all income we earn from Infernal Affairs overseas.”

After saying that, Li Mu added: “Oh, and tell them that we will not commit to any promotion and operation resources.”

Li Ziwei nodded and tentatively asked, “Will this condition be too demanding for Media Asia?”

Li Mu said, “It seems a bit demanding, but the actual result will be much better than if they cooperate with any Hollywood distributor. The North American distribution rights for this film are said to be worth only five or six million US dollars. If they cooperate with us, with our promotion and operation resources, Media Asia’s thirty percent share will definitely be stronger than an outright sale.”

Then, Li Mu told Li Ziwei, “Contact the people at Warner Brothers in the United States and tell them I’m interested in buying back the English remake copyright of Infernal Affairs from them, at double their original transaction price.”

Li Mu felt that if Media Asia could calmly assess the situation, cooperating with him on Infernal Affairs would be the best option. As for why he wanted to press their revenue share down to thirty percent, it was because he had to allocate more profit margin to North American cinema chains to gain a sufficient advantage in film scheduling.

While Mr. Zombie’s box office looked high, most of the income went to the cinema chains and Lucas. Muyi Pictures’ true share was just a small portion. Furthermore, to promote the film, the Muying Ticketing System is now providing a five percent box office subsidy for this film in North America, which further reduces its revenue by five percent. Besides that, the daily prize drawings also incur significant costs. Mr. Zombie had the immense advantage of Plants vs. Zombies Online and still had to pay such a price to succeed, let alone Infernal Affairs.

If Media Asia couldn’t understand this layer and only thought about making more money, then he would let them do as they pleased. At that time, he would buy back the English remake copyright from Warner Brothers, then cooperate with DreamWorks to produce the American version of Infernal Affairs himself.

As early as February of this year, Warner Brothers in the United States bought the remake copyright of Infernal Affairs for one million, seven hundred and fifty thousand US dollars, setting a record for the transaction amount of Hong Kong film remake copyrights at that time.

If it were to proceed at a normal pace, the Hollywood version of this movie would officially begin production next year. However, Warner Brothers has been quite unlucky this year. The The Last Samurai “promoting extreme Bushido spirit” disturbance dealt a huge blow to Warner Brothers, and their reputation has not yet recovered.

Furthermore, the future prospects of director Edward Zwick and lead actor Tom Cruise in the film industry also suffered greatly due to this film, which made other Hollywood stars hesitate due to fear of repercussions when dealing with Warner Brothers. Currently, Warner Brothers is still the target of public criticism among global audiences. Any actor collaborating with Warner Brothers, even on a film with entirely positive energy, would still attract online criticism. After all, Warner Brothers took money from Financial Magnates in Japan to make The Last Samurai and promote a nationalist-colored, extreme Bushido spirit globally. This garnered immense hatred for Warner Brothers worldwide, and it would be impossible for them to recover without lying low for some time.

Moreover, The Last Samurai incident also caused a huge shock to Warner Brothers’ executives. Li Mu deduced that Warner Brothers’ overall pace in film and television would be greatly affected, so whether the Hollywood version of Infernal Affairs can be released next year is still a big question.

At this time, Warner Brothers should not cling to a movie that hasn’t even officially begun production. Furthermore, his Muying Ticketing System currently controls the monetization of box office in North America, so Warner Brothers would have to show him some respect.

Li Mu’s plan was that after buying back the copyright from Warner Brothers, Muyi Pictures and DreamWorks would jointly invest in and produce the film. He would then invite Martin Scorsese to direct, and find Leonardo DiCaprio, Matt Damon, and Tom Hanks to star. Leonardo DiCaprio would still play Tony Leung’s role, Matt Damon would still play Andy Lau’s role, and the older Tom Hanks would play Huang Qiusheng’s role.

After watching the American version of Infernal Affairs in his past life, Li Mu always felt that Martin Sheen, who originally played Huang Qiusheng’s role in the American version of Infernal Affairs, felt overall a bit weak in the movie. If this role were replaced by a seasoned veteran actor like Tom Hanks, the effect would surely be even better.

Moreover, Li Mu’s intention to invest in the American version of Infernal Affairs had a crafty motivation. Firstly, it would be a remake of a Chinese film, which in itself would be a great recognition of the quality of Chinese cinema. Furthermore, in his past life, the American version of Infernal Affairs won four Academy Awards: Academy Award for Best Picture, Academy Award for Best Director, Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay, and Academy Award for Best Film Editing, and also received a Best Supporting Actor nomination.

In fact, that year, Leonardo DiCaprio had two films shortlisted for Academy Award for Best Actor: one was the American version of Infernal Affairs, and the other was Blood Diamond. Since only one film nomination is allowed per actor, Blood Diamond ultimately received the nomination. This meant that if the two films had contended for Oscars separately, each could have been nominated for Best Actor.

Since the Oscars use a lobbying system, when competing for awards, in addition to the quality of the actors and the film itself, one must rely on behind-the-scenes resources to fight. Harvey Weinstein was a strong contender in the fierce competition for Oscar awards, but unfortunately, he is now disgraced. Li Mu, on the other hand, had money, sufficient influence worldwide, partners like Steven Spielberg and DreamWorks, and the Muying Ticketing System—a divine artifact rooted in cinema chains. Combining this with the Infernal Affairs script, Martin Scorsese’s influence, and Leonardo DiCaprio’s and Tom Hanks’ influence, securing the four major awards that the American version of Infernal Affairs originally won would certainly not be a problem.

Moreover, if Blood Diamond hadn’t competed for resources, Leonardo DiCaprio would definitely have received an Academy Award for Best Actor nomination through the American version of Infernal Affairs. At that time, Li Mu could pour in more resources to mediate and lobby, making it entirely possible to help Leonardo DiCaprio win an Academy Award for Best Actor!

If the American version of Infernal Affairs, invested by Li Mu, could win these five Academy Awards—Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor, Best Adapted Screenplay, and Best Film Editing—it would definitely be the largest winner at that year’s Oscars. And what’s more, the investors and producer/production company of this film would be Muyi Pictures, from China!

Chinese films, Chinese directors, Chinese actors, and Chinese capital all have their respective “Oscar dreams.” If his operation were successful, the American version of Infernal Affairs, operated by Chinese capital, could potentially realize the “Oscar dream” for Chinese capital and Chinese film companies ahead of schedule!





Chapter 1392: Infernal Affairs Remake Rights Acquired

Any ambitious nation or group longs for recognition from global authorities.

Academics worldwide hope to win the Nobel Prize, athletes worldwide aspire to Olympic or World Cup championships, and it’s no different in the arts and entertainment industry.

It’s not just Chinese cinema that has harbored Oscar aspirations for years; countries around the world, including Hollywood itself, have a deep-seated Oscar complex. Film professionals from any nation wish to win an Oscar, and Chinese film professionals are no exception.

Li Mu is not an actor, director, or screenwriter, but he is the owner of a film and television company. If, at the current stage, the Chinese film industry cannot produce an Oscar-winning film, then as the owner of a Chinese film company and a capitalist, he can certainly invest in a film worthy of an Oscar, can’t he?

Given DreamWorks’ volume and its current intention to cooperate fully with him, Li Mu could easily make DreamWorks work for him. At the end of the day, big directors like Steven Spielberg, just like third-rate directors in China who shoot low-budget digital films for the Movie Channel, are all employees in the industry. From a capitalist’s perspective, the core difference is simply whose net worth is higher.

If you can’t pay, even a day laborer waiting by the bridge won’t work for you. But if you can pay, let alone Steven Spielberg, the entire Hollywood industry will become your employee. Li Mu has money, resources, and influence. He also has the Muyi Ticketing System, which gives him a chokehold over the film industry from the audience level. DreamWorks will be scrambling to cling to him in the future, so they certainly won’t refuse his cooperation requests.

On the way to the inspection, Li Mu had already made up his mind: as soon as the American remake rights for Infernal Affairs were acquired, he would immediately have DreamWorks implement the project with him. Furthermore, Muyi Pictures’ investment proportion, equity stake, and voting rights would all exceed 60% or even higher. By then, although the film would be a co-production between China and the United States, it would essentially be dominated by Chinese capital.

Chinese capital contending for an Oscar is not just about gaining fame. More crucially, it represents the momentum of new Eastern capital impacting and replacing old Western capital. If Chinese capital begins to flood into Hollywood on a large scale, it signals that Hollywood must bow its head to the Chinese film market. This is why, after 2008, a vast number of Hollywood blockbusters began incorporating Chinese elements, Chinese actors, and Chinese corporate product placement. Ultimately, this all stemmed from the influx of Chinese capital.

As for Flying Tigers, currently collaborating with DreamWorks, Li Mu’s hope for it was to achieve high box office and significant influence, thereby popularizing the history of joint Chinese and American resistance against Japan worldwide. He wasn’t hoping for it to contend for an Oscar.

At its core, this film is a commercial war movie with a certain mainstream ideological output. The Oscars themselves don’t favor war themes, and they will undoubtedly be extremely careful and cautious with such films. Therefore, it’s virtually impossible to achieve major success at the Oscars with it. Let alone Flying Tigers, which portrays joint Chinese and American resistance, even the American-made Pearl Harbor, depicting Americans fighting the Japanese, only won one Oscar for Best Sound Editing – a rather insignificant award by Oscar standards.

However, the American remake of Infernal Affairs is different. As long as this film is tied to Martin Scorsese, winning an Oscar is a certainty. After all, Oscar must give a director of “Elder Ma’s” stature a proper award. The American remake of Infernal Affairs is “Elder Ma’s” most critically acclaimed film since Goodfellas in 1990. If Oscar decides it must award “Elder Ma” a Best Director Oscar, then, without a doubt, the American remake of Infernal Affairs would be the most suitable platform.

From this perspective, Li Mu needed the American remake rights for Infernal Affairs to successfully get Chinese capital into the Oscars, while Martin Scorsese needed the American remake of Infernal Affairs to achieve his highest directorial honor at the Oscars. If managed skillfully, Leonardo DiCaprio could also achieve his highest acting honor with this film. Therefore, Li Mu was determined to acquire this project.

…

The site inspection for the Film and Television Base was not publicly announced. Li Mu, Wei Lan, Chen Ze, and Song Liang conducted a rough survey at the junction of Beijing, Tianjin City, and Langfang. The inspection primarily focused on terrain and land use.

Building a large-scale Film and Television Base would inevitably require nearly one hundred square kilometers of development area. Li Mu’s goal was not to replicate Hengdian but to create a “New Hengdian” far superior to it. It needed to combine a film and television base with tourism, as well as various supporting industries for film and television production and post-production. Therefore, it was crucial to first determine if the target location had such a large area of flat land and then assess the land acquisition costs.

Southeast Beijing is actually an auspicious ground. Unlike Beijing’s nearly three-hundred-degree large fan shape, which extends counter-clockwise from the northeast to the southwest and features scattered hills, the southeast has very few hills. It’s a vast plain that stretches all the way to Bohai Bay.

After the overall inspection, the terrain could be confirmed first: over ten thousand square kilometers of land are essentially all flat, completely meeting the requirements for building a super-large Film and Television Base. The remaining issue was choosing where land acquisition costs would be lower.

Calculating land acquisition costs mainly involves considering the local government’s land prices and the compensation standards for cultivated land, private homes, and corporate land. Areas with denser populations are naturally less suitable for non-residential development, as relocation costs would be too high; compensation alone would be a huge expense.

Wei Lan is far more sensitive and professional about land. In this regard, she is even more authoritative than Song Liang. While Song Liang was still studying land on the Haizhou map, Wei Lan was already managing large property projects in Huzhou City. Therefore, in this aspect, everyone completely trusted Wei Lan’s ideas and suggestions.

After a rough survey, Wei Lan immediately put forward her suggestion: first, allocate a budget to hire a professional aerial mapping and surveying company to conduct aerial photography and surveying of the area, then create a detailed topographic map. The map needed to clearly show the distribution and density of cultivated land, wasteland, homestead land, and corporate land. This way, Wanying could strategically select areas when planning the Film and Television City project.

Even if one hundred square kilometers of land were needed, it didn’t have to be square or neatly concentrated. To reduce costs, the layout could be designed in a fragmented distribution. While ensuring overall connectivity, the plan could maximize avoidance of areas with high land acquisition costs. For such large-scale real estate project planning, aerial photography and surveying are the best solutions. The only drawback is the high cost; for such a large area, the cost would be at least several million, or possibly even higher. However, for a project of this scale, Wei Lan felt this cost was worth it.

In 2003, the term “aerial photography” might have been unfamiliar to many, but Wei Lan’s vision was already far ahead of most people.

Although Chen Ze and Song Liang supported using aerial photography and surveying to inform the site selection, neither of them recommended immediate implementation. Both felt they should first negotiate with the three local governments, and then, based on the attitudes of the various governments, define a general scope. Only then should an aerial surveying company be hired to conduct the measurements, which would be more precise and effective.

But Li Mu wasn’t willing to wait.

He strongly approved of Wei Lan’s suggestion and immediately made the final decision, saying, “Our Film and Television Base project intends to leverage Beijing’s influence as the capital and its vast tourism resources, which means it cannot be too far from Beijing. So, no matter what we negotiate with the three governments, we can’t leave this area. Since that’s the case, there’s no need for us to wait until we’ve finished talks with the local governments before starting aerial surveying. We should seize the time and implement it now. After all, for such a large area, aerial surveying and mapping also take time. If we delay, then we’ll be waiting for the maps. I’d rather spend a bit more money to have the maps waiting for us.”

Li Mu hit the nail on the head. Since this project was going to happen, and it couldn’t be built anywhere else, what was there to be torn about? It was better to quickly understand and map out the entire terrain and land use situation. That way, they could easily see on a map which land would be most cost-effective to acquire.

The so-called patchy distribution, to put it plainly, is like urban greening: you have to insert it wherever possible, avoiding roads, buildings, and large structures. That’s why most urban aerial maps show green areas that are basically like psoriasis, scattered here and there. However, Li Mu’s Film and Television Base couldn’t adopt a completely isolated patchy distribution. Even if it were divided into multiple “patches” of different shapes and sizes, there had to be connecting lines to ensure all patches formed a cohesive whole from a spatial perspective.

To achieve the lowest land acquisition costs on this basis, aerial surveying was the most scientific and accurate solution.

After broadly surveying the regional terrain and determining the pace of first commissioning aerial survey maps, the group returned to Beijing by car in the evening.

As the car entered the Beijing urban area, Li Ziwei received a call, then immediately relayed the news to Li Mu with delight: “General Manager Li, Warner Brothers has accepted your offer! They are willing to sell the English remake rights for Infernal Affairs to Muyi Pictures for three and a half million U.S. dollars!”

“Excellent!” Li Mu snapped his fingers, exclaiming excitedly, “Immediately arrange for a dedicated person to handle this and complete the contract procedures as quickly as possible!”

Li Mu had been right. The swamped Warner Brothers, as if having just endured a comprehensive bombardment, now had all their energy focused on disaster relief. For a short period, they couldn’t even enter the post-war reconstruction phase, let alone post-war development.

Thus, the English remake rights for Infernal Affairs were useless in their hands. They would hardly have the energy to initiate and implement a project. Moreover, at the time, several Hollywood companies were interested in these rights. The reason Warner Brothers acquired them in the end was precisely because their initial offer of one million seven hundred and fifty thousand U.S. dollars was already quite high. If Warner Brothers wanted to sell it to other Hollywood companies now, no one would give them one million seven hundred and fifty thousand U.S. dollars.

Furthermore, film script copyrights usually have time limitations. The film adaptation rights for popular novels often only last for several years. Assuming Warner Brothers bought the exclusive English remake rights for the next five years from Media Asia, if the five-year period expired and Warner Brothers hadn’t filmed it themselves, the authorization would expire, and then all their efforts would be futile.

Given this, it was safer and more cost-effective to sell them at double the price to Li Mu, this willing fool!





Chapter 1393: Seeking Cultural Commonalities

While Media Asia’s executives were still considering Li Mu’s collaboration proposal, they suddenly received news: Li Mu had bought the English remake rights for Infernal Affairs from Warner Brothers for $3.5 million!

What’s more, Warner Brothers was incredibly efficient. It took them less than a day to consider and another day to complete the procedures. Now, the English remake copyright for Infernal Affairs belonged to Muyi Pictures.

Media Asia’s executives were dumbfounded when they heard this. They didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s tactics. One moment, he was offering them a collaboration for Infernal Affairs’ North American distribution rights, and the next, he directly bought the English remake rights from Warner Brothers at double the price.

Everyone knew that the English remake rights were specifically aimed at the North American market. Media Asia’s executives felt uneasy. Several of them gathered for a brainstorming session, solely to analyze Li Mu’s purpose in making this move.

“Why do you think Li Mu bought it? If he collaborated with us to push the original Infernal Affairs into the North American market, he could make money without any effort. Wouldn’t that be great?”

“You’re asking me? Who should I ask? Is Li Mu trying to coerce us into accepting his exploitative proposal?”

“My goodness, how long would that take? If he gets the copyright today and starts filming today, it’ll still take at least half a year before it’s released! If we find a suitable partner, Infernal Affairs could be released in North America next month! We’re not even on the same timeline…”

“Could it be that Li Mu thinks remaking an English version of Infernal Affairs has a bigger profit margin?”

“Not likely. Although the Infernal Affairs script is very good, it would definitely suffer from unacclimatized illnesses in Hollywood. The production cost in Hollywood would be at least thirty to fifty million dollars. If the box office doesn’t reach two hundred million, there’s no profit to be made at all.”

“Whether it’s possible or not depends on how the script is adapted, and who directs and stars in it.”

“Everyone, even if Li Mu truly believes remaking Infernal Affairs is profitable, it has nothing to do with our original version of Infernal Affairs. Our immediate priority is to decide how to handle our Infernal Affairs—whether to sell it directly to Hollywood or accept Li Mu’s collaboration proposal.”

“Li Mu’s proposal is ridiculous! We are the copyright holders, and he’s only giving us thirty percent! That guy is truly exceptionally ruthless! Unless he’s willing to give us no less than fifty percent, I won’t cooperate with him!”

“No less than fifty percent? Then let’s quote him fifty percent!”

“Alright, I agree!”

…

When Li Mu heard Media Asia’s final offer from Li Ziwei, he wasn’t surprised or angry at all. He simply said calmly, “Tell them directly that I’m withdrawing the offer. Moving forward, concerning this film, they are not to communicate with Muyi Pictures again. Muyi Pictures will not engage in any form of cooperation with them based on this film.”

“Okay!” Li Ziwei immediately nodded and said, “I’ll reply to them right away.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Don’t be so eager, there’s no need. It’s just a film company. Whether it’s in terms of company volume or room for cooperation, they’re not worth mentioning to us. Just reply to them whenever you feel like it.”

With that, Li Mu shook his head in self-mockery and chuckled, “I’m regressing further and further. Even a small film company has the confidence to haggle over prices with me.”

Li Ziwei smiled, “I understand how you feel. What you care about is whether Chinese-language films can break out of the Chinese community, not how much money Chinese films can make.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “For some capitalists, films are indeed quite profitable, but for me, the money films earn is truly negligible. Logically, I should be concerned about when Muye Technology and Taobao Technology will go public, and when their market value will break the one hundred billion dollar mark, not here calculating whether a film released in North America can earn ten or eight million. Even if I wanted to make that money, I shouldn’t personally handle everything. Investing my energy elsewhere would be more cost-effective from a purely value perspective. However, film is ultimately a powerful tool for cultural output, and to do cultural output well, this main battlefield of film must be firmly held onto.”

Saying this, Li Mu took a sip of water and added, “By the way, Zi Wei, can you contact Steven Spielberg for me? Ask him to inform DreamWorks’ management that I intend to prepare and launch the English version of Infernal Affairs. This film will be Muyi Pictures’ next key project after Flying Tigers. I hope to continue cooperating with DreamWorks. If they are interested, we can arrange a video conference based on everyone’s availability.”

“Okay, I’ll contact Director Steven Spielberg right away.”

At this point, Li Ziwei hesitated for a moment, appearing to ponder before she finally asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, may I humbly ask, are we just letting the original Infernal Affairs matter go? I just feel it’s such a pity…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked, “Zi Wei, what do you think of the film Infernal Affairs?”

“It’s very good looking,” Li Ziwei replied without hesitation, “It should be the best Hong Kong film in recent years.”

Li Mu smiled and asked, “Where do you think its strengths lie?”

Li Ziwei said, “The plot, I think. The plot is excellent, the actors performed exceptionally well, and the cast is strong, all well-known actors in the Hong Kong film industry.”

Li Mu then asked, “Do you think North American audiences will like the original Infernal Affairs?”

“This…” Li Ziwei thought for a moment and said, “I think so? After all, there’s the successful precedent of Mr. Zombie.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I have a different opinion than you. I think North American audiences won’t easily accept the original Infernal Affairs, at least not with their current understanding of China.”

Li Ziwei asked, “Why do you say that?”

Li Mu explained, “Mr. Zombie is actually very simple; it exports that whole system of Chinese zombies, and it’s a fictional folk tale itself, so even if North American audiences don’t understand Chinese culture, they’ll still feel a strong relatability. It’s the same as when we watch Hollywood sci-fi films like Alien; as long as we recognize the system of the xenomorphs, we won’t feel any different from Westerners when watching that film. But Infernal Affairs is different.”

Li Ziwei eagerly asked him, “Why?”

“Infernal Affairs contains too many Chinese elements,” Li Mu said, “and the Hong Kong film flavor is too strong. Its points of focus are on human nature, strategy, Buddhist fatalism, righteousness, morality, and Purgatory. We understand these elements, but Westerners don’t. Moreover, when Hong Kong films are shot, there’s a very consistent commonality: the deeper, the better. They believe the deeper it is, the more successful it is in terms of striking the soul directly. This is fine for us Chinese audiences because we accept and are accustomed to such storytelling. But for Westerners, it’s too difficult to make them accept so many things they don’t understand all at once.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “So, if you look at Hollywood blockbusters, their main storylines are clear, their pace is fast, and most characters don’t have such complex personalities. They are very distinctive. Especially action films, they basically have nothing else; they just jump right into chaotic action. But the more films like this there are, the more they sell globally. Why? It’s because they’re simple and direct. There are over two hundred countries in this world, countless peoples, and countless cultural styles. And do you know how these cultures developed?”

Li Ziwei was confused, shaking her head blankly and saying, “I’m not very clear. This question seems a bit profound…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Actually, it’s not profound at all. Let me put it this way: the many cultures in the world are like a giant towering tree, not only reaching high into the clouds but also flourishing, with incredibly sprawling branches and leaves. But no matter how big a tree is, fundamentally, it grows from a single seed, sprouting from a single root system, growing into a thick trunk, and then slowly spreading out and developing. The more it extends and develops, the greater the differences between the various branches.”

“If each branch is a different culture, then each culture isn’t just its own branch, but can be traced back from its branch, all the way up to the trunk and roots. Although everyone shares a common root, because the paths of subsequent development are completely different, the differences are enormous. Each culture has developed over thousands of years, from the very beginning to the very end, but every person living in the present lives at the far end of their respective culture. So, you can’t take something from one ‘end’ and expect someone from another ‘end’ to adopt and accept it. What is Infernal Affairs? It is a product from a relatively late stage in our cultural lineage. Do you think people from a different cultural lineage can fully understand and accept it?”

Li Ziwei gently shook her head, “According to your analogy, it would be difficult to accept.”

Li Mu continued, “So, returning to our discussion about Hollywood, Hollywood action films are very shallow; they lack depth and don’t have any special ‘end-stage’ culture. They don’t even use the ‘end-stage’ ideas of Western culture, but rather ‘front-end’ ideas. So, they are products from a relatively early stage within the Western cultural lineage. As I just said, every culture essentially grows out of the branches and leaves of a tree, which dictates a rule: the further you explore towards the ‘front end’ of a culture, the closer you get to the cultures of other peoples. Conversely, the further you are from them.”

“If the ‘front end’ is pushed to an extreme, to the very root of human civilization, then the cultures of all peoples are essentially the same. All cultures are inseparable from eating, drinking, and daily necessities; all cultures are inseparable from sex, love, and hatred. All cultures agree that good people should be rewarded and bad people punished, that if you’re hit, you should hit back. All cultures also agree that if good people are bullied by bad people, the bad people should be punished. So Hollywood makes films that are shallow yet share no differences with other cultures. They may lack depth, but they can be accepted and recognized by everyone.”

After speaking, Li Mu sighed softly and said, “In my opinion, this is the key to the success of Hollywood commercial blockbusters. While other films, such as Hong Kong films, went off searching for depth and never returned, Hollywood turned around, tossed depth aside, and sought what could be accepted by people from any cultural background worldwide. So, if you look at Infernal Affairs again, it stands at the ‘rear end’ of Chinese culture. Perhaps some Western audiences might see its depth and praise the film, but the majority of Western audiences will not accept its depth. This inevitably means it will be difficult for it to achieve commercial success in North America.”

It was then that Li Ziwei suddenly realized. She finally understood the relationship between commerciality and culture, why Li Mu was not optimistic about Infernal Affairs’ box office potential in North America, and why Hollywood could become the leader in commercial cinema. However, the more she understood, the more puzzled she became about one question. After much thought, unable to figure it out, she asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, since you feel that Westerners will find it difficult to accept Infernal Affairs, why did you spend double the price to buy the remake rights and then invest in remaking its English version?”





Chapter 1394: Project Launch

Facing Li Ziwei’s question, Li Mu answered with a smile: “The original Infernal Affairs plot setting is still very outstanding. Sometimes, a good story sells not the plot, but the setting.”

“Sells the setting?” Li Ziwei was puzzled again by Li Mu.

Li Mu smiled: “Settings are sometimes more valuable than the plot.”

After speaking, Li Mu asked her: “You must have seen Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park, right?”

“I’ve seen it, very impressive.”

“Actually, this stuff sells a setting. If I just haphazardly film a movie where a large number of dinosaurs inexplicably appear in the real world, the audience would definitely ask, ‘What the hell kind of plot is this?’ ‘Isn’t it too unreasonable for dinosaurs to inexplicably just kill their way in?’ In that case, anyone could make a brainless, baseless dinosaur movie. But Jurassic Park’s setting provides a self-consistent premise, for example, how did the dinosaurs come about? Scientists found a prehistoric mosquito in a piece of amber. Before this mosquito turned into amber, it happened to have sucked dinosaur blood. So, scientists extracted dinosaur DNA from its stomach and then bred dinosaurs. This setting made the audience accept and marvel, which is why it had a foundation for success. Hollywood then also built an entire series around this setting with Jurassic Park.”

“I think I understand…”

“Do you know about Resident Evil, which was released last year?”

“Yes, I’ve seen it.”

“Resident Evil is a game developed by a Japanese game company. Its core setting is that a company called Umbrella developed a virus that could turn people into Western walking dead. Subsequently, the virus spread, and the entire world turned to scorched earth. It was this core setting that made players and audiences feel refreshed. So, I believe Hollywood will definitely be able to develop Resident Evil into a series as well.”

Li Ziwei pondered for a moment, then asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, Infernal Affairs’ core setting should be that it pioneered the undercover-on-undercover story model, where both the good and evil sides have moles planted in the other’s camp, right?”

“That’s right!” Li Mu snapped his fingers and chuckled: “Previously, most films with undercover elements featured police going undercover into the criminals’ camp, finding a way to round up all the criminals in one go. But in Infernal Affairs’ setting, the police sent a mole into the criminals’ camp, and what’s unexpected is that the criminals also sent a mole into the police’s camp. If we call the traditional plot of police sending undercover agents to criminals ‘Plot A,’ then normally, one Plot A would be enough to support a movie. However, this movie also incorporated a reverse plot, completely opposite to ‘A,’ which we can call ‘Plot B’.”

“This way, Infernal Affairs has a setting different from previous police thrillers. It became a film with both Plot A and Plot B. Moreover, within Infernal Affairs’ core setting, there’s another brilliant aspect: the police’s mole and the criminals’ mole, while fulfilling their original undercover mission requirements, must also find each other. This is equivalent to adding an ‘AB Plot’ on top of Plot A and Plot B, instantly making Infernal Affairs a spectacular blockbuster with Plot A, Plot B, and Plot AB. This is a brilliant idea from a Hong Kong screenwriter, a truly remarkable innovation. Therefore, I believe Hollywood’s desire to purchase the copyright for this film is precisely because of this genius core setting, rather than the profound themes, human nature, or Buddhist fatalism behind it.”

Li Ziwei felt as if she had been successfully brainwashed by Li Mu. It was a feeling that no matter what Li Mu said, she would find it very reasonable…

At this moment, Li Mu stretched and said: “The original Infernal Affairs stands at the tail end of Chinese culture, but its core setting is actually very close to the forefront. This set of settings is not only understandable to us, but every audience with a normal intelligence over ten years old in the world should be able to understand it. So, if I want to remake it, I must first extract its core setting. The rest is about filling in the specific plot, tracing it back to the forefront of culture, and finding more commonalities consistent with other ethnicities.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added: “For example, we cannot make the characters, plot, and the entire story’s theme / tone too profound and gloomy. Character relationships must be clear, and character personalities and conflicts must be vivid. Good guys are good guys, bad guys are bad guys, and bad guys don’t necessarily have to want to become good at the final;

For example, we must implement simple, crude, and direct display methods, with less showing off, less emotional/sentimental content, and less conveying personal values;

For example, we cannot put any Buddhist elements into the remake, and we should even devote oneself to the utmost to avoid any religious content;

For example, although good people can die tragically, we also cannot let bad people get away with it…”



Media Asia received the message from Muyi Pictures. They clearly conveyed Li Mu’s attitude to the other party. This meant that Media Asia no longer needed to haggle over prices with Li Mu, because Li Mu no longer wanted it, not even as a free gift.

Originally, Media Asia intended to haggle over prices with Li Mu using the copyright in their possession, but unexpectedly, Li Mu directly rejected their request and even withdrew his previous offer, terminating the cooperation.

Only then did Media Asia understand. They had presumed that everyone in the world wanted the overseas distribution rights for Infernal Affairs, and Li Mu would be no exception. However, Li Mu’s interest in this film was not as strong as they had imagined.

Why?

Media Asia was also racking their brains over this question.

Li Mu was a Bigwig who could sell Mr. Zombie for over one hundred million US dollars. Infernal Affairs, a Hong Kong film that had been a market savior for many years, was much stronger than Mr. Zombie in all aspects. Why was Li Mu so uninterested in it?

But if Li Mu was truly uninterested in Infernal Affairs, why did he spend three point five million US dollars to buy the English remake rights for Infernal Affairs from Warner Brothers at a high price? This matter was truly too contradictory, wasn’t it?

While Media Asia was scratching their heads over this issue, Li Mu was already holding a video conference with several DreamWorks executives in his office.

Steven Spielberg was currently filming Flying Tigers in Yunnan Province, and he specifically arranged the day’s filming pace / rhythm to make time for this video conference.

As for the other DreamWorks executives, to accommodate Li Mu’s time, they had already gotten up around four A.M. local American time, tied their ties, put on their suits, and sat properly in front of their computers.

The video conference used the Pro version of YY Group group video chat. The so-called Pro version means Professional, which is what is referred to as the “professional” version in the software field. However, the Pro version of group video chat does not require users to download the YY Client separately. The Pro version of group video chat uses an extra paid “Value-added service.” As long as the user purchases the Shengji service, they can enjoy faster and more stable global direct video connections. For communications spanning oceans like this, the Pro version can achieve the greatest degree of stable fluidity.

As soon as the screen connected, several Hollywood Bigwigs greeted Li Mu. Li Mu smiled and nodded in response to each, and after greeting everyone individually, Li Mu got straight to the point, saying: “Gentlemen, the reason for holding this video conference is that I’m currently planning a film and television project. I presume you know that I have already purchased the English remake copyright for Infernal Affairs from Warner Brothers. Next, I prepare to immediately begin preparing this project. I wonder if DreamWorks is interested in cooperating with me?”

DreamWorks’ CEO immediately said: “Mr. Li, DreamWorks’ willingness to cooperate with you has always been very strong, and we also have a solid foundation for cooperation with Muyi Ticketing System. Therefore, no matter what film and television project you prepare to launch, DreamWorks is willing to participate to a certain extent.”

For DreamWorks’ management, they had long regarded Li Mu as the key to DreamWorks’ next leap forward. For a Bigwig who had money and resources like him, all of Hollywood would do the same thing: latch onto him tightly.

DreamWorks’ management greatly hoped to be tied to Li Mu’s Muyi Pictures. This also meant they could be deeply tied to Muye Technology, and even to Li Mu himself. So, this was a crucial moment to express their loyalty.

What Li Mu wanted was DreamWorks’ “boss, I’ll follow you from now on” attitude. So, he smiled with satisfaction and said: “Since that’s the case, let me first explain the cooperation model.”

Several DreamWorks Bigwigs nodded: “Please speak, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu said: “First, I provisionally prepare the budget for this film to be one hundred million US dollars. I can give you a fifty percent discount on investment, but your maximum share cannot exceed twenty-five percent. If you want to occupy twenty-five percent, you’ll need to invest at twelve point five percent of the actual investment. If you want to occupy twenty percent, you’ll invest at ten percent.”

In his previous life, The Departed had an investment of eighty million US dollars. However, with a two-year difference, film fee and inflation also had some impact. This means that if he invested eighty million now, it would certainly have more purchasing power than eighty million two years later, so there was no need to add an extra twenty million in costs. However, in this life, Li Mu increased the budget for a major star like Tom Hanks, and also needed to increase some production funds, so adding twenty million should be just about right.

Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks had lowered their film fee when they took on Flying Tigers. That was their first cooperation with Li Mu, and also an attitude they showed towards Li Mu. However, Li Mu had to remember their favor. So, for the remake of Infernal Affairs, Li Mu planned to give them both normal film fee, and also an additional small percentage of the box office share, as a reciprocal gesture.

At this moment, the DreamWorks personnel whispered a few words among themselves, then the CEO spoke: “General Manager Li, as for our specific share, we will follow your instructions. Whatever you say, we will invest that much. Regarding the investment discount, we appreciate your kindness, but for the sake of long-term cooperation, DreamWorks cannot always acquire such additional benefits from you. Therefore, we hope to contribute at the normal proportion.”

When pursuing a larger objective, Li Mu could naturally prioritize benefits second. This way, to ensure the realization of his primary goal, he was naturally willing to lower his expectations for the secondary goal, unlike some greedy capitalists who wish to monopolize whatever benefits arise.

Li Mu was investing in the American remake of Infernal Affairs not to make money, but to use this film to sweep several major awards at the Oscars, allowing Chinese film and television companies and Chinese capital to first realize an Oscar dream. Therefore, he was willing to give DreamWorks a certain tilt in benefits.

However, DreamWorks also had their own calculations. They weren’t trying to exploit Li Mu once and then run; rather, they hoped to board his big ship and go further. The more this was the case, the less they could take advantage. Therefore, they very clearly expressed their attitude, unwilling to accept such a tilt in benefits again. As for the proportion, they also decided to respect Li Mu’s wishes, because if they took too much, Li Mu might not genuinely agree, but if they took too little, Li Mu would most likely feel their sincerity was insufficient.

Li Mu also clearly understood their thoughts. He nodded and said: “Since that’s the case, I won’t be overly polite with you. DreamWorks will invest at twenty percent, and we will co-produce and co-distribute.”

DreamWorks’ CEO immediately made the final decision: “OK! We have no objections!”

Steven Spielberg asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, do you have any ideas about the director for this film? I’ve seen the Hong Kong Infernal Affairs; it’s a good film, but honestly, this film might not quite fit my style.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Steven, regarding the director, I’m thinking of asking Martin Scorsese to direct. What do you think?”





Chapter 1395: The Director’s Wisdom

“Martin?!”

After hearing the name, Steven Spielberg immediately exclaimed with a laugh, “To be honest, he’s also the director I believe is most suitable for this film!”

After that, Steven Spielberg added, “Martin’s style leans towards realism, with a cool theme, and his overall style is very suitable for Infernal Affairs. Moreover, he will definitely be able to portray the images and conflicts between the police and gangs in the United States with distinctive American characteristics. I believe if Martin directs it, this film will achieve even greater success. I’m sure Martin himself will be very interested in this film; the content is perfectly suited for him.”

Li Mu nodded. As a Bigwig director in Hollywood, Steven Spielberg must have a profound understanding of his Hollywood colleagues, and his judgment is certainly sharper than his own. Since he thinks so highly of Martin and believes Martin will be interested in the script for this film, then this matter is basically secure.

So Li Mu asked him, “Steven, I’ll arrange for someone to mail you a DVD today. When you’re resting, ask Leonardo and Tom to watch this film together. Don’t tell them what I want to do yet, just let them watch it, experience it, ask for their opinion on the film, and then tell me.”

Steven Spielberg asked in surprise, “What? You want them to star in this film?”

Li Mu smiled, “Indeed, nothing escapes you.”

After that, Li Mu frankly said, “That’s right, I actually want the two of them to star. I want Leonardo to play the police mole, and then Tom to play his superior, working as a duo.”

“Understood.” Steven Spielberg thought for a moment and said, “I think it’s excellent. Leonardo is suited for such relatively complex roles. As for Tom, you can have him play anything; that guy is almost the best actor on this planet!”

Li Mu smiled, “Then I’d trouble you to first see if they’re interested in this film. If they are, I’ll go speak with them.”

“Okay.” Steven Spielberg nodded slightly and asked again, “What about the other main actors? Do you have any general ideas? Especially the one who will be Leonardo’s co-star.”

Li Mu said, “Matt Damon, how about him?”

Steven Spielberg thought for a moment and seriously said, “Matt is a good actor. I collaborated with him a long time ago in Saving Private Ryan. However, General Manager Li, to be frank, I don’t think Matt is very suitable for this role.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Oh? Why do you say that?”

Steven Spielberg said, “I’ve seen the Hong Kong version of Infernal Affairs, and I believe that if you’re going to remake this film in Hollywood, no matter how much you change it, the story’s core setting cannot be drastically altered. For example, the police mole, he was originally a sunny, handsome young man with a very promising future on the right path, but because he took on the undercover mission, he became weathered, depressed, and disheveled. This is a stark contrast inherent to the character, and Leonardo can interpret this contrast very well;”

“However, the other dirty cop who provides information to the triads, he should have originally been a willingly degraded, disreputable petty gangster, but after achieving success in the police force, he, on the contrary, becomes glamorous and refined, always maintaining a perfect image in front of others. If you don’t plan to change this setup, then the actor playing this role needs a very high standard of looks and aura. First, he must be handsome, and second, he needs a roguish charm. Matt is indeed a good actor, but… frankly, he isn’t that handsome, and as for roguish charm… to be honest, I don’t think that’s his forte.”

At this point, Steven Spielberg seriously said, “General Manager Li, besides thoroughly understanding an actor’s acting skills, personality, and character, when choosing actors, sometimes you need to be more superficial: look at their appearance, the aura they visually present to others. Like Matt, he’s great, which is why I chose him to play Ryan in Saving Private Ryan. However, James Cameron wouldn’t choose him to play the male lead in Titanic (film) even in ten thousand tries. Do you understand what I mean?”

“Hmm…” Li Mu frowned, pondering Steven Spielberg’s words, and fell silent.

In his previous life, when Li Mu watched The Departed, he didn’t really notice this problem. He just felt that while the two films shared a similar framework, they were each endowed with their unique cultural characteristics. Chinese audiences who had seen the original Infernal Affairs would somewhat feel that the American version, The Departed, lacked depth/connotation, but Americans watching the Hong Kong version of Infernal Affairs would find it too circuitous, and the dialogue a bit overly formal and feigning profundity, lacking fervent passion.

However, Li Mu was relatively objective. He believed both films were excellent, and since they originated from different cultures, there was no need to compare their worth, just like the plot in Jackie Chan’s film Twin Dragons. Even if they were twin brothers, one growing up in Western culture and the other struggling on the streets of Hong Kong, their personalities would be completely opposite. You couldn’t possibly say that the one who grew up in the West and could play the piano was necessarily stronger than the one who grew up on the streets of Hong Kong and could fight.

But now, after Steven Spielberg’s explanation, Li Mu truly felt that Matt Damon in the American version of The Departed didn’t quite fit the character’s portrayal.

In the Hong Kong version, the two men’s youthful images were Edison Chen and Shawn Yue; both had very high looks. After several years as an undercover mole in the triad, Shawn Yue transformed into the decadent and weathered Tony Leung. There’s no need to film what Tony Leung went through during those years as a mole; simply the transition in his image and aura is enough to illustrate how hard Tony Leung struggled during his years undercover;

And the handsome, slightly roguish Edison Chen, after several years, became the equally handsome, sunny, and distinguished Andy Lau, perpetually dressed in a sharp suit. From his appearance alone, it’s enough to see how thriving he became in the police force over the years. The good guy is down and out, the bad guy is dashing—this contrast is undeniably strong.

However, Matt Damon genuinely cannot be considered a handsome man. Therefore, such a person, from the perspective of image and aura, is basically unsuitable for playing an upper-class successful individual. Letting him play Andy Lau’s role in Infernal Affairs certainly shows some deficiency in image and aura.

Steven Spielberg’s point was that Li Mu needed to find an actor like Andy Lau, someone with handsome looks, appearing very successful, and a genuinely nice person, to better portray the character’s own internal contrast throughout the story, as well as the stark contrast with Leonardo, his co-star.

Just imagine, if Andy Lau in the Hong Kong version of Infernal Affairs were replaced by Jackie Chan, it would indeed felt uneasy…

With Steven Spielberg pointing out this aspect so clearly, Li Mu immediately abandoned the plan to use Matt Damon. However, it was hard for him to think of suitable actors on the spot.

So he said, “How about we first contact Martin Scorsese? If he takes on this project, let him choose the roles, what do you think?”

Steven Spielberg immediately said, “General Manager Li, from my understanding of Martin, he will definitely take this project, and he will certainly have Leonardo play the male lead. This aligns perfectly with your thoughts. However, frankly speaking, Martin’s judgment for casting isn’t very good, so I suggest it’s best not to let him choose the main characters.”

Li Mu nodded, “I understand. We need someone handsome.”

After speaking, Li Mu asked him, “What about Brad Pitt?”

Steven Spielberg chuckled, “He’s very handsome, but he’s not suited to wearing suits and ties to play a young and promising successful individual.”

Li Mu thought for a moment; indeed, the guy’s unkempt beard image wasn’t quite suitable.

Johnny Depp is also quite handsome, but not suitable either.

Tom Cruise? Forget it, he was suppressed by me; I would never use him in any film I’m involved in.

Keanu Reeves? This big brother is handsome, but he’s already 39 this year. Acting as Leonardo’s co-star, they’re clearly not on the same age level. Moreover, this big brother’s appearance always gives people a sense of righteous integrity, making it easy for audiences to be pulled out of the experience if he plays a villain…

Li Mu thought for a long time but couldn’t come up with any suitable candidates. So he smacked his lips and asked Steven Spielberg, “Steven, do you have any good suggestions for this role?”

Steven Spielberg thought for a moment and asked Li Mu, “Have you seen Michael Bay’s Pearl Harbor?”

“I have.”

Steven Spielberg smiled, “Then you should know Ben Affleck, the actor he often collaborates with, right?”

“Ben Affleck?” Li Mu searched for his impression of the actor, and suddenly felt a flash of enlightenment.

“You mean, to have Ben Affleck co-star with Leonardo?”

“Yes.” Steven Spielberg smiled, “Ben Affleck’s acting is fine, and his image and aura are also fine. Dressed in a suit and tie, he can definitely portray a young, successful individual, and he can also handle the evil side. Moreover, he’s around the same age as Leonardo, so having him co-star with Leonardo should be very suitable.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement, saying, “Then let’s put him down as the first choice. We can invite him for an audition later and see.”

“Okay.” Steven Spielberg said with a smile, “Next, let DreamWorks contact Martin. Our personal connections are still very good. If he’s on board, then we should let him assemble the production team as much as possible, as directors prefer to work with production teams they have closely collaborated with. As for the choices for other actors, we can discuss those later. The most important thing now is to first confirm Martin’s interest, and then begin the script adaptation. Remaking this film and hoping to achieve good results in Hollywood and the North American market, the script’s adaptation is crucial.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu said with strong agreement, “The script issue is very critical. Once Martin agrees to collaborate, I’ll communicate with the screenwriters from the original Infernal Affairs team and let them participate appropriately as well.”

After speaking, Li Mu then said to Steven Spielberg, “Steven, I’ll have to trouble you to be the producer for this film.”

“No problem!”





Chapter 1396: Great Confidence

Martin Scorsese and Steven Spielberg are two directors with vastly different styles.

Purely in terms of cinematic art, Martin Scorsese is more purist than Steven Spielberg, while Steven Spielberg is one of Hollywood’s most successful commercial directors. In terms of moneymaking ability, he far surpasses Martin Scorsese.

Although their styles differ, this does not prevent them from having a very good private relationship. Therefore, the task of discussing the American remake of Infernal Affairs naturally fell to Steven Spielberg.

Steven Spielberg specifically waited until night fell in Yunnan Province before calling Martin Scorsese. It was morning in the United States, and Martin Scorsese was in his Los Angeles home, enjoying coffee and reading the newspaper, when he was suddenly surprised by Steven Spielberg’s call.

Answering the phone, Martin Scorsese immediately chuckled and asked, “Steven, it must be nighttime in China, right?”

“That’s right,” Steven Spielberg laughed. “You really should come here and experience it sometime. I’m filming in the mountains, and the natural scenery here is truly amazing.”

“Oh, come on…” Martin Scorsese teased, “My old bones had better not be tossed around in the mountains. I’m not as young as you are.”

Steven Spielberg laughed, “There’s only four years between us.”

Martin Scorsese smiled faintly and asked him, “Calling me from half a world away, you wouldn’t just want to chat, would you?”

Steven Spielberg said, “To be honest with you, I’m calling because I have a project I’d like to collaborate with you on.”

“Oh?” Martin Scorsese asked curiously, “Is it relevant to film?”

“Of course,” Steven Spielberg said, “Muye Technology’s Owner, Li Mu, bought the remake rights for Infernal Affairs from Warner Brothers and wants to invite you to direct.”

Martin Scorsese asked in surprise, “Li Mu? My goodness, the Chinese Li Mu, who became a billionaire at such a young age?”

“Exactly, it’s him,” Steven Spielberg laughed. “You should know that we have a rather close collaboration with Li Mu. The film I’m currently shooting is also invested in by Li Mu.”

“I know, Flying Tigers!” Martin Scorsese said, “I heard yesterday that Warner Brothers bought the remake rights to a Hong Kong film for one point seven five million US dollars, but then not long after, it was bought back for double the price. That must be the Infernal Affairs you’re talking about, right?”

Steven Spielberg said with a smile, “Your information is quite timely. That’s right, it’s this film. Li Mu wants to invest in and distribute it together with DreamWorks. I wonder if you’re interested?”

Martin Scorsese said, “Frankly speaking, I’m certainly very interested in collaborating with someone like Li Mu, but I’m not very keen on remaking films, especially a Chinese film. Their film industry standards are much lower than ours, aren’t they?”

Steven Spielberg asked Martin Scorsese, “Martin, have you seen this film?”

“Not yet.”

“Then watch it first,” Steven Spielberg said. “Take some time to watch it first and get a feel for it. This film’s genre is a police thriller, and the premise is exceptionally brilliant. I’m sure you will like it.”

Martin Scorsese pondered for a moment and said, “This… I’m actually preparing a film project about Howard Hughes right now. If preparation goes smoothly, it might start filming next year, so there might be a scheduling conflict, right?”

Steven Spielberg said, “Martin, put Howard Hughes aside for now. You can film his story anytime, but Li Mu’s collaboration opportunity is right in front of you. You should also understand that collaborating with Li Mu can give you access to many powerful resources. This is an excellent opportunity. If you don’t believe me, look at Muyi Ticketing System. DreamWorks holds shares in Muyi Ticketing System in North America. These are all resources acquired from Li Mu after collaborating with him.”

Martin Scorsese immediately became torn / indecisive. He had wanted to make a film about Howard Hughes for a long time, and this period was the early stage of preparing to put theory into practice. If he took on Li Mu’s film now, it would undoubtedly mean postponing the film he wanted to make.

However, Steven Spielberg was right. Li Mu’s resources were powerful. Even top billionaires like Warren Buffett and Bill Gates might not be able to match Li Mu’s resources in the media and entertainment industry. If he could establish a connection with him, he would certainly gain significant resource returns in the future. So, this was definitely a rare good opportunity.

Nevertheless, Martin Scorsese still felt a slight lingering concern about remaking a Hong Kong film. He worried that this was Li Mu, as a wealthy Chinese person, intentionally spending money on a film project to help Chinese films break into Hollywood. If that were the case, he would become a stepping stone for Chinese cinema to advance into Hollywood. He was, after all, a super first-tier director in Hollywood. If he were to ruin his reputation by endorsing Chinese films, he might inevitably be mocked by Hollywood in the future.

Listening to Martin Scorsese’s prolonged silence on the other end of the line, Steven Spielberg probably understood what he was worried about, so he said, “Martin, I’m not urging you to agree right now. Instead, I hope you can set aside your prejudices and learn about this collaborative project. At the very least, you should find a film copy of Infernal Affairs and watch it from beginning to end. I personally think this film is very suitable for you to direct, and I believe with your ability, you can elevate this film to a new height, and also elevate yourself through this film. So, please watch it first. After watching it, if you truly aren’t interested, I won’t force you.”

Martin Scorsese thought for a moment. Since Steven Spielberg had put it that way, it would be unseemly for him to hesitate further. So he agreed, saying, “I’ll go find a film copy and watch it today.”

Steven Spielberg said, “This film hasn’t been released on DVD in the United States yet, but several major film companies, including Warner Brothers, should have film copies given by the Hong Kong film company. You can try borrowing one from them.”

“Okay,” Martin Scorsese said, “I’ll make a call shortly and watch this film as soon as possible.”

…

When Martin Scorsese received the film copy, it was nine PM American hours.

He called a closely collaborating film company, and their relevant staff spent a whole day searching their warehouse before finding the Hong Kong version of Infernal Affairs in an inconspicuous corner.

Then Martin Scorsese dispatched his assistant to drive across Hollywood to retrieve the film copy from the company and then drove back across Hollywood to deliver it to him.

At this time, it was the morning of the next day in China. The DVD sent by Muyi Pictures to Steven Spielberg from Beijing, via Taobao Logistics’ express special transport, transferred from air to land transport, and was delivered to Steven Spielberg’s hands in less than twenty-four hours.

Just as it happened, the heavens weren’t cooperating with today’s filming location. Originally, they were supposed to shoot an outdoor scene of pilots at a makeshift airfield, but a drizzling rain started in the early morning and showed no signs of stopping.

The entire crew rested and waited at a rest area near the filming location.

Steven Spielberg saw that the rain wouldn’t stop anytime soon, so he told Ning Hao, the Associate Director responsible for helping out, “Ning, it looks like the morning’s shoot is ruined. Please inform everyone that the staff should rest and stand by, and the actors can return to the guesthouse to rest first.”

Ning Hao nodded and hurried to give the instructions.

Steven Spielberg then called Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks, saying to them, “If you have nothing else to do, why don’t we go to my office and watch a movie together?”

The crew had rented out half of the county committee guesthouse in this small mountainous county. Conditions were limited, but even so, they managed to clear out a few rooms for the crew to use as offices. Crew meetings and director’s screenings were all conducted in the offices. Steven Spielberg also had his own independent office, fully equipped.

Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks didn’t know why Steven Spielberg wanted them to watch a movie in the office, but they knew that given Steven Spielberg’s professional dedication, it wouldn’t be for leisure and entertainment; it must be work-related. So, they agreed without hesitation.

As Steven Spielberg, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Tom Hanks arrived at the office, Martin Scorsese, far away in Hollywood, USA, had also just received his film copy. He took the film copy to the basement of his villa, where he had a dedicated screening room completely equipped with high-end cinema projection and stereo equipment. For a super first-tier director like him, watching movies this way felt the most immersive.

However, Steven Spielberg and his two companions in the county committee guesthouse in the Yunnan Province mountains had much simpler conditions, only able to watch the film using a small professional monitor and a DVD player.

Martin Scorsese had never seen Infernal Affairs before, nor had he even researched it. He shared a common problem among many Hollywood directors and actors: they always felt that the world’s best films and filmmakers were in Hollywood, so they instinctively looked down on non-Hollywood films and their crews.

Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks hadn’t seen the film either. When the DVD played the Media Asia title sequence, they saw Chinese characters appear on the screen and both asked Steven Spielberg in surprise, “Is this a Chinese film?”

Steven Spielberg nodded and said, “That’s right. Treat yourselves as the audience and watch this film carefully. We’ll talk about any opinions or thoughts after we finish watching.”

Both nodded in agreement.

The opening credits of Infernal Affairs contained a large number of Buddhist elements, which neither Martin Scorsese in the United States nor Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks in China found very interesting. So, at first, all three were somewhat disengaged.

And when Boss Black, played by Eric Tsang, appeared in a temple at the very beginning, all three felt even more disappointed.

Most Westerners are Christians. While not fanatical about religion, they are quite firm in their beliefs. Furthermore, Western culture had been forcefully exported to the Eastern world for a long time, so much so that Easterners had long become accustomed to seeing churches, statues of gods, and priests in European and American films and TV shows, even learning many details about Christianity. However, Eastern culture’s output to the West had always been weak. When Westerners saw Buddhist content in films and TV shows, they actually didn’t buy it and even felt some resistance.

Fortunately, all three managed to patiently continue watching.

And when Eric Tsang, on camera, said he wished his subordinates smooth sailing in the Police Department, all three suddenly sat up straight without realizing it.

The underworld sending people into the police system? Now that’s interesting!

None of them expected that as soon as they found it a little interesting, they began to be gradually drawn into the film. Just as Li Mu had analyzed for Zi Wei before, the core premise of Infernal Affairs was genius-level, something no previous filmmaker had thought of. Infernal Affairs, which combined Type A plot, Type B plot, and Type AB plot, was enough to make everyone’s eyes light up!

After the first two or three minutes of boredom and resistance, these three watched the subsequent nearly one hundred minutes of the film without blinking, completely immersed!

And when Chan Wing-yan, played by Tony Leung, was suddenly shot and killed in the elevator, all three were utterly shocked. They had never imagined that a Chinese gangster film could be so brilliant!

When Martin Scorsese saw this scene, he was deeply shaken. Though somewhat reluctant to admit it, this film could truly be called a masterpiece! The main plot’s premise and the intricate storyline gave him great confidence! He believed that if he took such a genius premise and Hollywoodized it, it would definitely become a classic Hollywood gangster blockbuster!





Chapter 1397: Are You Interested?

Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks watched with great absorption.

Having rarely watched Chinese-language films, they were truly captivated by one for the first time.

Whenever Tony Leung’s acting reached a climax, Leonardo DiCaprio could barely bring himself to blink. He observed Tony Leung’s acting techniques in every fleeting moment, all while immersing himself in the character. He felt that the role played by Tony Leung was incredibly rich; this character not only permeated the entire storyline, but his complex personality and psychology also presented a significant test of an actor’s skill.

The character played by Tony Leung was a good person at heart, yet because he was executing a crucial mole assignment, he constantly mingled with criminals. Years of undercover life brought him immense pain and psychological pressure. He yearned to quit countless times, but whenever the mission called, he bit down and persevered. For a long time, he guarded the secret of being a good person while acting as a bad one. The longer this went on, the more that secret in his heart yearned for a chance to burst out, like a pressure cooker filled with secrets, needing to release some pressure through its valve whenever it reached its critical point, lest it cause an accident.

Tony Leung could only express this secret in a joking manner to his psychologist. When he rarely smiled and told the psychologist that he was, in fact, a police officer, there was an unprecedented ease in his expression. It was evident that this character deeply yearned for an opportunity to say those words; speaking them felt like finding salvation.

Meanwhile, the psychologist, knowing he was a thug, instinctively thought he was joking. This was precisely the result Tony Leung’s character desired: to tell an unspeakable secret to the person least likely to believe it, relieving his own pressure without the risk of exposure. This illustrates the deep torment this character endured due to his undercover work.

For capable and ambitious actors, such highly difficult and challenging roles are their favorites, and Leonardo DiCaprio is no exception.

He had countless easy paths to success; for instance, he could have relied solely on his looks to conquer the world after Titanic. But he didn’t. He stopped accepting roles like the protagonist in Titanic. Since then, he even stopped taking on film sequels, instead actively seeking out various breakthroughs for himself.

Gangs of New York, Blood Diamond, The Aviator, The Departed, Shutter Island, Inception, The Great Gatsby, The Revenant… this man is like a magnet specifically drawn to challenging roles, portraying each one to its fullest extent.

Leonardo DiCaprio’s courage in refusing film sequels is almost unprecedented in Hollywood. Tom Cruise is immensely popular; a single Mission: Impossible franchise has spawned six films. Matt Damon is also very popular; the Jason Bourne franchise has five films. Vin Diesel is even more impressive, with eight films in The Fast & The Furious franchise.

In Hollywood, acting in film sequels is the most cost-effective job. This is because sequels signify the success of the previous installment, and actors don’t need to challenge a new character or bear the risk of a new character being disliked by audiences. They simply need to continue the acting style they’ve already mastered in the previous film, reinterpreting the same character to easily achieve success.

Even if Mission: Impossible were to make ten thousand films, Tom Cruise’s acting style would never change, nor would it need to change. The only things that would change are slight differences in each film’s plot and Tom Cruise’s new extreme sports challenges in each installment. One film he climbs the Burj Khalifa, the next he hangs onto a transport plane; perhaps later he’ll ride an intercontinental missile or sit on a space meteorite—it’s simply old wine in new bottles.

However, as long as Tom Cruise continues adding unnecessary embellishments or dragging on stories, he will endlessly earn enormous wealth from this film until audiences finally grow tired of the series and the character.

As for Vin Diesel, as long as he maintains his cool demeanor and keeps step on the gas in various supercars, The Fast & The Furious can continue indefinitely, and he can easily earn tens of millions of dollars a year.

Whether it’s Johnny Depp or Robert Downey Jr., among these top-tier Hollywood actors with extremely high film fees, not one dares to abandon sequel films and constantly challenge themselves. The only one is Leonardo DiCaprio.

It is precisely because Leonardo DiCaprio possesses such continuous motivation to challenge himself that, once captivated by Infernal Affairs, he instinctively hoped for the opportunity to play the role of Chan Wing-Yan in the film.

When the movie concluded, Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks both let out a long breath. They exchanged glances, each seeing a hint of sadness in the other’s eyes.

The ending of this film was indeed unexpected. They had thought that after suppressing himself throughout the entire film, Tony Leung would finally complete his mission, reclaim his police identity, return to the sunlight, the villains would be punished, and it would be a happy ending. But to their surprise, just as both believed Tony Leung had seen the dawn of victory, a sudden bullet ended his life, bringing the character’s hundred minutes of suppression to the most tragic conclusion.

What’s even more infuriating is that in the original Hong Kong version of Infernal Affairs, the character played by Andy Lau was not arrested by the police; instead, he continued to serve as a police officer, completely evading legal consequences.

In the Mainland Chinese version of Infernal Affairs, Andy Lau is arrested by the police as soon as he steps out of the elevator, and the movie ends. However, in the original Hong Kong version, Andy Lau shows his documents as soon as he exits the elevator, declares, “I’m a police officer,” and then walks free.

Subsequently, the accidental discovery of Chan Wing-Yan’s file brought his identity into the open. The police then gave him a posthumous funeral. At the funeral, the psychologist played by Kelly Chen and Chan Wing-Yan’s ex-girlfriend played by Xiao Yaxuan were present. Liu Jianming, played by Andy Lau, also came in his police uniform to salute Chan Wing-Yan.

Finally, the screen flashed back to when Chan Wing-Yan was expelled from the police academy, showing a police academy instructor speaking to other students: “Those who don’t abide by the rules must scram like him. Would any of you like to switch places with him?”

Liu Jianming, played by Andy Lau, suddenly replaced Edison Chen in the crowd from that year. He lowered his head and said, “I want to switch places with him.”

Then, the film ended…

Leonardo DiCaprio buried his face in his hands. After a moment, he drew a deep breath and said, “I was still expecting him to finally put on a police uniform and go find that psychologist…”

Tom Hanks smiled knowingly, agreeing, “The script’s depiction of this character is too cruel. He sacrificed so much and got almost nothing in return. First, he lost several good years of his life, tormented by the pressure of his dual identity, then he lost the person he trusted most, and finally, he lost his own life.”

Steven Spielberg, standing nearby, said, “Chan Wing-Yan’s character is essentially a martyr. For such a character, what he ultimately gained doesn’t matter; what matters is what he sacrificed himself to uphold.”

Leonardo DiCaprio said, “It’s too cruel for the audience, too. He died so suddenly, and wasn’t given a respectable ending. The only slightly humane aspect was that the screenwriters gave him a police-grade funeral, which served as a small comfort to the audience.”

Tom Hanks nodded, “Thankfully, the psychologist was also present at the funeral. At least she knew that the poor man had once entrusted his deepest secret to her. But it’s regrettable that the dirty cop who was undercover got away with it completely, even putting on an act at the funeral, and then playing up the emotion. It felt like they were trying to whitewash that dirty cop, and personally, I feel that’s a flaw.”

Leonardo DiCaprio wholeheartedly agreed, “Exactly! You’re absolutely right! Forgive my language, Tom, but you hit home! I truly don’t understand what the screenwriters were thinking. This police officer spent years helping drug dealers sell countless drugs on the market, indirectly poisoning who knows how many people and families. On top of that, he caused the death of Chan Wing-Yan’s superior, maliciously erased Chan Wing-Yan’s file, and indirectly led to his death. And the guy who finally shot Chan Wing-Yan was his true comrade, his savior, who saved this police officer from the abyss by shooting Chan Wing-Yan! Yet, this officer turned around and shot his own comrade, his own savior!”

Speaking of which, Leonardo DiCaprio became animated, “So you see what he did? He helped drug traffic, caused two police officers to die, and killed his savior! He didn’t hesitate to act ruthlessly with both his enemies and those close to him. He’s a truly heinous person. Allowing such a person to walk free at the end is one thing, I can understand that as the harsh reality. But what was the meaning of that final scene? That dirty cop sincerely said he wanted to switch places with Chan Wing-Yan? Were the screenwriters trying to whitewash this unforgivable person? It’s beyond reasoning!”

Steven Spielberg commented, “So this is the difference in our Eastern and Western film cultures. Eastern film culture emphasizes the portrayal of human nature; they believe that even the most evil people have a good side in their hearts.”

“I can’t accept such an idealized portrayal,” Leonardo DiCaprio shook his head. “I lean more towards reality. In reality, an evil person like Liu would absolutely not harbor good intentions, because you can see it from his actions. Someone who can commit these acts cannot have good intentions. Conversely, a person who truly harbors good intentions wouldn’t do so many atrocious acts. So I can’t accept this ending. An unforgivable person secretly wanting to be a good person? WTF! That’s as absurd as Bill Gates saying he actually wants to be a penniless man who can’t even afford food!”

Tom Hanks hadn’t expected Leonardo DiCaprio to be so emotional and quickly tried to calm him down, “Leo, it’s just a movie, don’t get too worked up.”

“I’m sorry, Tom,” Leonardo DiCaprio apologized profusely, “I was too immersed. This ending truly felt too crushing!”

Steven Spielberg patted his shoulder and said, “Hong Kong directors and screenwriters have their own way of thinking, which should still differ from Hollywood. In most cases, we in Hollywood prefer grand happy endings. Even if some regrets need to be left, the ending is hoped to have the good outweigh the regret. If Hollywood screenwriters were to step outside this film’s plot and only use its premise, then it might be as you two said: in the end, Chan Wing-Yan wouldn’t die, but instead would get together with that psychologist.”

“Shit!” Leonardo DiCaprio exclaimed, “Putting the ending aside, I really like this character. That Hong Kong actor played him superbly; it was very impressive.”

Steven Spielberg looked at Leonardo DiCaprio and asked him, “Leo, if we remake this film, would you be interested in playing the role of Chan Wing-Yan?”





Chapter 1398: Pleasant Decision

When Leonardo DiCaprio heard Steven Spielberg’s question, he almost reflexively asked, “Steven, do you have any thoughts about remaking this film?”

Hollywood does not pay much attention to Hong Kong films. While major Hollywood studios pay a bit more attention, Hollywood’s local actors know very little about Hong Kong films. Leonardo DiCaprio, before today, had not only never seen this film but had never even heard of it. Therefore, he did not know that the copyright for this film had once been bought by Warner Brothers, nor that the copyright was now in Li Mu’s hands.

Steven Spielberg told him, “The remake rights for this film were bought by Warner Brothers a few months ago, but Li Mu just bought them back.”

“Li Mu?” Leonardo DiCaprio asked excitedly, “So Li Mu is interested in remaking this film, right?”

“That’s right,” Steven Spielberg said. “Li Mu is preparing to co-produce and distribute it with DreamWorks, and he very much hopes that you will star as Chan Wing-Yan.”

At this point, Steven Spielberg smiled and said, “Of course, if we remake it, the character won’t be named that, and the entire story structure will definitely be moved to the United States, taking place between American gangs and the American police.”

“That’s fantastic!” Leonardo DiCaprio blurted out almost without hesitation. “I’m willing to play this role, I’m so damn willing! I like this role, I like this poor guy, just don’t let him be so miserable in the remake too…”

Tom Hanks, who was nearby, chuckled, “Believe me, Leo, in a remake, they’d probably give your character a grand funeral at the end, complete with Scottish bagpipes and a 21-gun salute!”

Leonardo DiCaprio excitedly said, “Hey, Tom, imagine if this character was named Jimmy or something else. After all he’s been through, he finds love with a beautiful psychologist, but this psychologist has always been unhappy with his gang ties and even tried to brace herself to distance herself from him. He accepted this and gradually distanced himself from this female psychologist. However, before he was about to meet the corrupt cop, he found the female doctor and gave her all his information in an envelope to keep for him, instructing her to open it if anything happened to him.”

Tom Hanks nodded, chuckling, “And then he… bang, he died.”

“Yes!” Leonardo DiCaprio exclaimed excitedly. “The character dies, but he wins back his identity, wins all the honor, and tells the woman he loves his true identity. Imagine, this woman loved him with pain before, but in her eyes, he was nothing more than a charming gangster, or even a heinous criminal. But after his death, she finally understands everything, understands the man’s identity, and the great mission he undertook for all those years. This completely overturns all her previous perceptions of him, which would be a great comfort to the audience.”

Tom Hanks also began to enjoy this plot discussion, so he asked Leonardo DiCaprio, “In that case, what do you think should happen to the corrupt cop?”

“He absolutely must die!” Leonardo DiCaprio said. “Good people can die, but bad people must die. Good people are honored after death, and bad people are disgraced after death. This is the value system that audiences can accept. I don’t want to star in a movie where the good guy dies, but the bad guy gets away with it, and then hypocritically claims he wanted to be a good person.”

Tom Hanks said, “In that case, I think we could design another police officer. This officer could be Officer Wong’s partner. He knows that Officer Wong and Chan Wing-Yan both died at the hands of the corrupt cop, but he has no evidence to convict him, or he’s dissatisfied that the corrupt cop would only get a life imprisonment sentence. So he decides to punish evil and promote good himself, by killing the corrupt cop, as the ending of the entire film. This could also give the audience a satisfying resolution.”

Steven Spielberg said, “What you two said is excellent. I agree with these points. And I have another idea. Tell me what you think.”

The two listened attentively. Steven Spielberg paused, then said, “In the original version, Liu Jianming had a girlfriend who was a writer, and Chan Wing-Yan had a female psychologist who cared deeply for him. These two female characters had no overlap, and both roles, overall, seemed rather weak. If we remake it, why not combine these two female characters into one?”

“Combine them into one?” Tom Hanks frowned and asked him, “Steven, do you mean that this psychologist would be both the corrupt cop’s girlfriend and the protagonist’s psychologist, and then fall in love with the protagonist?”

“Yes,” Steven Spielberg nodded, “Female characters are actually very important in a film with two male co-stars. The feeling this film should give the audience is that the villain seemingly has everything, but is unknowingly losing everything, including his humanity, his future, and his love. While the good person loses a lot, he completes his mission, gains honor, and wins the heart of a good woman. This way, even if he eventually dies, he is a hero, and it brings comfort to the audience.”

Leonardo DiCaprio suddenly snapped his fingers, enlightened. “That’s brilliantly put! Just like Mel Gibson’s Braveheart. Although the protagonist, William Wallace, was eventually beheaded, he fulfilled his mission of leading the Scottish nation in revolt, earned everyone’s respect, and won the heart of the French princess played by Sophie Marceau.”

Tom Hanks said, “According to the plot, the French princess played by Sophie Marceau was originally the British King’s daughter-in-law, but later, before the British King died, Sophie Marceau told him that the child she was carrying was not his grandson, but William Wallace’s flesh and blood. That was truly satisfying.”

Steven Spielberg said, “Having the antagonist’s woman fall in love with the protagonist is itself a very effective plot device. This way, the woman’s choice can highlight the true victor between the hero and villain, especially when the villain has almost everything and the protagonist has almost nothing. The audience’s feeling will be even stronger. When faced with a villain who has everything and a protagonist who has nothing, the audience will completely subvert their own values. For example, Sophie Marceau in Braveheart, no matter how it’s packaged, her behavior is standard marital infidelity. What’s worse, she was the active participant in the infidelity and bore another man’s child. But in that film, no one blames her; instead, countless people applaud her actions. And her actions will make the audience appreciate the protagonist even more.”

“Haha!” Leonardo DiCaprio laughed. “If you put it that way, Titanic is actually the same. Kate’s character, Rose, was essentially an unfaithful woman, and my character, Jack, was a poor boy who hooked up with someone else’s fiancée.”

“Indeed,” Steven Spielberg chuckled. “You even won your boarding ticket through gambling.”

After speaking, Steven Spielberg put away his smile and sternly said, “Actually, this is the audience’s psychology. They want to see the protagonist win everything and the antagonist lose everything. In this situation, even if the antagonist’s wife actively cheats with the protagonist, the audience not only won’t blame her but will praise her, because it strengthens the protagonist’s halo and pleases the audience. So I want to combine these two female characters in Infernal Affairs who have no connection whatsoever, to enhance the plot’s tension and also provide some comfort to the audience.”

Leonardo DiCaprio asked, “Then how exactly should it be set up?”

Steven Spielberg said, “We still need to think carefully about this, clarify the timeline of when this female character meets the antagonist and the male protagonist, as well as the storylines involving the three of them.”

He paused, then looked at Leonardo DiCaprio and asked with a smile, “But, all in all, Leo, you’re one hundred thousand percent sure you want to join this film, right?”

“Oh my God,” Leonardo DiCaprio said with extreme seriousness, “Not one hundred percent sure, but ten thousand percent!”

“Okay.” Steven Spielberg nodded with satisfaction, then looked at Tom Hanks and said, “Tom, are you interested in the role of Officer Wong?”

“Me?” Tom Hanks was clearly surprised. He hadn’t expected Steven Spielberg to invite him to star in this film, because since Leonardo DiCaprio was chosen as the male lead, the male second lead who would co-star with him should ideally be a young person around Leonardo DiCaprio’s age. He himself was clearly not quite suitable, so he hadn’t considered himself part of the discussions.

However, when Steven Spielberg suddenly asked if he was interested in Officer Wong’s role, Tom Hanks genuinely couldn’t make up his mind for a moment.

Officer Wong’s role was not a major one; it wasn’t even the third male lead, because no matter how you looked at it, this character’s part wouldn’t be as substantial as Boss Black’s. So, by calculation, this role should be the fourth male lead.

For an actor like Tom Hanks, a fourth male lead role was generally out of the question. On one hand, big shots themselves disliked playing supporting roles. On the other hand, production companies wouldn’t give them opportunities to play supporting roles. These highly renowned actors had terrifyingly high film fees. If they were invited to film, they would definitely be the male lead, or at the very least, the male second lead. Using top actors for supporting roles would make the entire film’s cost impossibly high to bear.

Steven Spielberg also knew this role was somewhat marginalized, so he tried to persuade Tom Hanks, saying, “Tom, this role’s part might not be extensive, but it’s very important for the entire film. Both Li Mu and I highly respect your acting skills, so we really hope you can accept this role. Li Mu has also clearly stated that since you and Leo already lowered your film fees for Flying Tigers, Infernal Affairs absolutely cannot let you sacrifice your interests. So they will pay you film fees at market price and provide a certain box office share.”

After speaking, Steven Spielberg added, “But it’s okay if you’re unwilling, I understand.”

Tom Hanks smiled slightly and said cheerfully, “Since Leo made his decision so quickly, I won’t overthink it either. Let’s work with Leo again!”





Chapter 1399: Held Something Back!

The launch of the American remake of Infernal Affairs project proceeded exceptionally smoothly. After DreamWorks communicated with Ben Affleck, he agreed to the film’s invitation even before seeing the script, and would play the role of the police mole / undercover employee Liu Jianming in the film. The main cast, featuring Leonardo DiCaprio, Ben Affleck, and Tom Hanks, also received Martin Scorsese’s approval. Li Mu left the remaining roles entirely to Martin Scorsese to decide independently.

After the director and lead actors were confirmed, Muyi Pictures and DreamWorks immediately signed the relevant cooperation agreement and commenced work on script creation.

As Flying Tigers, currently shooting, is expected to wrap in early September, the American remake of Infernal Affairs was tentatively scheduled to begin pre-production in August, with official filming commencing in late October.

Infernal Affairs is a thorough urban film. Its entire story framework, in terms of spatial dimension, even takes place within a single city. Therefore, the shooting difficulty is not high, and the estimated shooting duration is around two to three months. Barring any unforeseen circumstances, filming can be completed early next year.

At this pace, contending for next year’s Oscars would be impossible. The film will be released in the first half of next year or during the summer, and then participate in the Academy Awards in February or March of the year after, which will be just in time.

In Li Mu’s opinion, with the lineup of the American remake of Infernal Affairs + Martin Scorsese + Leonardo DiCaprio, Tom Hanks, combined with his own strong resource support, winning several awards at an upcoming Academy Awards would be no problem at all.

Just as the American remake of Infernal Affairs project was largely taking shape, Zombie-Master’s total box office in North America had already surpassed two hundred million US dollars, achieving this astonishing figure in just seven and a half days.

Although subsequent box office performance showed some slight weakness compared to before, the downward trend was very stable. According to this estimate, earning another one hundred million in box office revenue during the remaining screening period would be no problem at all.

Hollywood and the Hong Kong film industry were already shocked numb by the film’s astonishing achievements. The direct impact it brought to Hollywood and the Hong Kong film industry was that Hong Kong recently initiated several more zombie-themed films, and Hollywood companies were already in talks with Media Asia to discuss the North American remake rights, adaptation rights, and sequel rights for Zombie-Master.

Media Asia was determined to sell Infernal Affairs for a high price, but it had been holding onto the rights and still hadn’t sold them. Now with the news of Li Mu’s planned remake, Hollywood’s interest in the original Infernal Affairs became even weaker.

The film’s original handling and narrative style were not entirely suited to North American audiences’ tastes. With Muyi Pictures not participating, it would be difficult for Hollywood film companies to promote it in North America. Now that Muyi Pictures had directly bypassed Media Asia and was preparing to invest in its own remake, under these circumstances, Hollywood film companies could guess that the relationship between Muyi Pictures and Media Asia was not very good, perhaps even tense. This added another layer of concern for them: Would Muyi Pictures, which controlled the Muying Ticketing System, create obstacles for the original film’s release in North America? Even just reducing film scheduling would be enough to give distribution companies a rough time.

Mr. Zombie missed out on a large sum of revenue, and Infernal Affairs failed to monetize successfully. This brought Media Asia’s anger towards Muyi Pictures to a peak. So, when several Hollywood companies wanted to purchase all English copyrights and derivative rights for Mr. Zombie as a package, Media Asia prepared to seize this opportunity to make a fortune and also cause some trouble for Muyi Pictures.

Media Asia was well aware that Muyi Pictures held overseas distribution rights for many other zombie films. This meant that Zombie-Master’s massive earnings in North America were just the beginning of Muyi Pictures’ profitability. Next, this film would definitely be screened worldwide, making Plants vs. Zombies Online players across the globe pay for it. After this film finished its gold-sucking run globally, Muyi Pictures could release copyrights of other zombie films to earn another round. In this way, Muyi Pictures was bound to make a fortune.

What angered Media Asia was that most of the copyrights for these high-quality zombie films had originated from them. This meant they had to painfully watch Muyi Pictures earn even more money using their copyrights.

Therefore, Media Asia decided to set a trap for Muyi Pictures. They would sell a series of derivative rights for Mr. Zombie, including remake, adaptation, and sequel rights, to Hollywood, letting Hollywood make an issue out of it. In this way, they could not only make a fortune through copyright authorization themselves but also enable these Hollywood film companies to encircle Muyi Pictures, minimizing the profits Muyi Pictures gained from zombie films.

Selling these copyrights as a package meant that all rights to Mr. Zombie as an IP were transferred. If Hollywood acquired these copyrights, they could not only remake the film but also adapt it independently and produce various sequels. They could even extract characters from it to create more new stories. After selling, Media Asia itself would permanently be unable to adapt Mr. Zombie into any English content.

Others might exhaust resources, but Media Asia wanted to sell the entire fishpond as a package.

However, the revenue from selling the package was very considerable. Hollywood film companies’ bids were all above six million US dollars, and Media Asia, mediating among several film and television companies, saw the price subtly exceed ten million US dollars.

When Media Asia finally reached an agreement with a Hollywood film company, preparing to sell the exclusive English remake rights, adaptation rights, and sequel rights for Mr. Zombie for twelve million US dollars, the news broke, shocking all of Hong Kong.

Hollywood companies willing to buy the English remake and sequel rights for Mr. Zombie for twelve million US dollars? This was an impossible fantasy! Twelve million US dollars, that’s nearly one hundred million Hong Kong dollars! Had Hollywood film companies gone mad?!

This price seemed ridiculously high, but in the eyes of Hollywood companies, it was actually very profitable. Currently, Zombie-Master had become a Hot IP in the North American market. If they could acquire the remake rights, adaptation rights, and sequel rights, Hollywood companies could make an issue out of this Hot IP’s story framework. They could remake the film, shoot new sequels, and also produce North American-style comics and animation. They could even imitate Marvel to create a new superhero, then turn this superhero into their own IP.

Marvel’s success lay in having a large number of popular superheroes. Spider-Man is very popular, Wolverine is also very popular, Captain America, Thor, Iron Man, and Hulk are all extremely popular. Each of these superheroes can support an enormous industry chain. From comics to animation, then to films, television series, merchandise, and image rights / authorization, the profit potential is immense, and the revenue cycle is extremely long. A single superhero can even enable a company to operate creatively for seventy or eighty years. For example, Captain America, a character born in the distant year of 1941; it is estimated that he will still be active on the big screen by 2041.

What’s even more incredible is that when these popular heroes become popular, companies like Marvel can make money effortlessly. It can let various heroes pursue their own paths, or it can gather them together to create S.H.I.E.L.D. and The Avengers.

Hollywood companies excel at this kind of long-term brand building. Therefore, spending twelve million to acquire a Chinese “superhero” image, especially a superhero image that already has a strong fan base in the United States, is a very cost-effective deal. As long as they remake an original work and then create a transitional sequel where “Mr. Zombie confronts and jointly seals the ultimate zombie for nearly a century until the seal is accidentally broken,” the “Mr. Zombie” character can then be used to make an issue out of it in a modern setting.

This kind of setup might sound far-fetched, but there’s a successful precedent: the renowned Captain America.

Captain America was frozen for decades, revived decades later, and resumed work with his shield. This setting has been widely accepted by audiences. If Captain America can do it, why can’t Mr. Zombie?

Moreover, for Hollywood, they have countless ways to localize foreign cultures. In their view, the Zombie-Master character is too easy to take root and flourish in the United States. This is because the United States also has a vast volume of monster and ghost legends, which are by no means inferior to China’s. Both Eastern and Western cultures revere spirits and supernatural powers. Chinese people like to find fortune tellers to predict their fate and spiritual mediums to seek guidance, and Westerners also like to seek out diviners and psychics to solve problems. Now that the Zombie-Master Chinese Taoist Priest character and brand has become popular, then a transitional plot could bring him to life in 21st-century America, allowing this powerful Mr. Zombie from the East to confront the ghosts and deities of American legends.

If the copyright for this IP were ultimately acquired by Marvel, it’s very likely that soon enough, a Taoist Priest from China would be fighting Western walking dead alongside Captain America in a movie. At that time, Captain America would be waving his shield in front of thousands of Western walking dead, exhausted to death. Just when he’s about to collapse, a Chinese Taoist Priest in a yellow robe would jump out, holding a peach wood sword, and calmly utter: “Warriors, array yourselves and press forward!” “Grand Pure One, by urgent decree!” Talismans, handprints, and formations would then fill the sky. That scene would be too beautiful to even imagine…

It was precisely because they had figured out how to deeply leverage this industry chain that Hollywood film companies placed such extreme importance on the remake and adaptation rights for this film.

When Li Mu heard that Media Asia was discussing the overseas copyrights for Mr. Zombie, including remake, adaptation, and sequel rights, with Hollywood film companies, Li Mu only instructed Muye Technology to release a very concise statement on YY.com:

“Muyi Pictures acknowledges Media Asia as the possessor of the intellectual property for the film Mr. Zombie and its relevant intellectual property. Muyi Pictures is also very pleased that Media Asia can export this intellectual property worldwide. However, Muyi Pictures wishes to make a friendly reminder: Although Media Asia is the possessor of the intellectual property for Mr. Zombie, Muyi Pictures is the exclusive possessor of the English brand name Zombie-Master. This English brand name has been registered globally and is protected by global intellectual property laws. We hope Media Asia and Hollywood film companies are aware of this.”

This statement immediately jolted Media Asia and Hollywood from their beautiful dreams.

Mr. Zombie is Media Asia’s copyright, that’s correct. Muyi Pictures only has the overseas distribution rights for this film, but no adaptation or sequel rights. In other words, if countries worldwide want to screen the original Mr. Zombie, they need to negotiate the copyright with Muyi Pictures, not Media Asia. However, if countries worldwide want to remake Mr. Zombie, they need to negotiate the copyright with Media Asia, and Muyi Pictures has no right to interfere.

However, the original English name for Mr. Zombie was Mr. Stiff-Corpse, meaning “Mr. Stiff Corpse.” The precise meaning of Zombie-Master should be “Zombie Master.” Furthermore, this name was coined by Muyi Pictures itself; although it was used for Media Asia’s Mr. Zombie, this does not mean the copyright for this English name also belongs to Media Asia.

To put it more bluntly, Media Asia can freely authorize the derivative copyrights of Mr. Zombie to any film company worldwide, but neither Media Asia nor these copyright partners have the right to use the name Zombie-Master.

Just like Marvel possesses the intellectual property for “Captain America,” which is protected by global intellectual property laws. If you’re not Marvel, you cannot use this name. You can call it “American Squadron Secretary”, “American Branch Secretary”, “American Political Commissar”, “American Women’s Director”, etc., but the only name you cannot use is “Captain America.”

This is the lifeline! What audiences remember is “Captain America,” not any other designation besides “Captain America”!

It’s the same for Zombie-Master! Now Mr. Zombie has become popular in the United States, but American audiences all know the film’s title is Zombie-Master, and the Taoist Priest in it is a “Zombie-Master.” Suddenly, one day, Hollywood makes a film called Mr. Stiff-Corpse, whose meaning is “Mr. Stiff Corpse”—who knows what that is? It would be strange indeed if North American audiences accepted such a ridiculous name!

Moreover, for Media Asia, one very, very disadvantageous aspect of the film Mr. Zombie is that the lead actor, Master Lam Ching-ying, has already passed away. This means that no matter who shoots a sequel, there’s no way to bring Master Lam back on screen. In that case, whether Hollywood buys its copyright or Hollywood directly invents a new Daoist priest who fights zombies, there’s no way for audiences to confirm it’s a Zombie-Master sequel, unless its name is Zombie-Master.

Therefore, for Hollywood companies originally willing to spend twelve million US dollars to buy a series of Mr. Zombie copyrights, if they cannot use the brand name Zombie-Master, how much would the film’s copyright be worth? Not even one million would find a buyer! Because Chinese zombies, as well as the image and setting of Taoist Priests, originate from Chinese folklore, and legends have no copyright to speak of.

In this way, rather than spending a large sum to buy Mr. Zombie’s copyright from Media Asia, it would be better to create a new Taoist Priest character based on Chinese zombie legends themselves, or simply approach Muyi Pictures for the right to use the Zombie-Master brand. At the very least, as soon as the Zombie-Master brand is revealed, audiences will know what it’s all about!

Seeing all Hollywood companies interested in purchasing the copyright withdraw one after another, Media Asia’s executives were almost about to go berserk. They never dreamed that Li Mu had held something back like this. Daoist Priest of Zombies became popular in North America, but the damn name Zombie-Master belonged to Muyi Pictures…





Chapter 1400: The Role of Opinion Leaders

If anyone were to ask who Media Asia’s owner and shareholders hated the most, half a month ago there wouldn’t have been a unified answer. But now, the person everyone hated most was Li Mu.

Yet, for the sake of making money, Media Asia still had to bow its head and find intermediaries to mediate with Li Mu. Their purpose was nothing more than hoping Li Mu would give them an opening. After all, Muyi Pictures had already made so much money from Mr. Zombie; it should be enough to compensate Media Asia’s losses by authorizing the usage rights for “Zombie-Master” to Media Asia. Alternatively, Media Asia was willing to purchase the brand name from Muyi Pictures for ten million Hong Kong dollars.

When these messages reached Li Mu, he rejected them all without exception, giving a very firm reply: “Before finding someone to relay messages again, first study what contractual integrity means.”

It wasn’t that he deliberately wanted to antagonize Media Asia; it was simply the nature of business. You had to honor the transactions you made and the things you sold! That was the quality a businessman should possess. Now, seeing that the thing they sold was making money, they were thinking of rushing out a sequel to rake in money, while also wanting to sell off all the copyright at once to squeeze his space. That was already bad enough, but now they were finding lobbyists, wanting him to sell the brand he himself made famous to them at a low price? How was that possible?

What was the difference between such despicable maneuvers and those scoundrels from his previous life who sold their houses, then, seeing prices rise, reneged on contacts and seized their houses back? Li Mu had seen no shortage of such news in his previous life: homeowners sold their houses to buyers, signed contracts, received full payment, then housing prices suddenly skyrocketed. The homeowners felt terrible, brought a large group of people to their houses, and insisted on taking them back and nullifying the contracts. How could such a reason exist?

Moreover, when Li Mu took over this “second-hand house,” it was an old house that had been abandoned for eighteen years and was practically utterly worthless. Li Mu spent a huge amount of resources and effort to renovate it inside and out. Now you want to buy it back? On what grounds?

Such rotten behavior might succeed if they encountered weaklings, but encountering Li Mu, sorry, he wouldn’t give face to anyone!

Upon seeing this, Hollywood film companies abandoned the idea of purchasing the Mr. Zombie copyright from Media Asia and instead communicated with Muye Impression, hoping to acquire the “Zombie-Master” copyright from Muyi Pictures. However, Li Mu politely declined them all without exception. He had the idea of developing the “Zombie-Master” IP and wasn’t prepare to directly sell it off for monetization.

After rejecting Media Asia and then Hollywood, Li Mu notified the head of Muyi Pictures to begin negotiating distribution rights for “Zombie-Master” with various regions worldwide.

After all, what he bought from Media Asia was the global distribution rights excluding the Hong Kong region. Now, Plants vs. Zombies Online was very popular, and this movie was also very popular, so film distributors worldwide hoped to distribute this movie in their own countries or regions. The high box office in North America gave them immense confidence and enthusiasm.

Li Mu decided to open up cooperation, but his demands were also clear: first, they had to find the most powerful distributors in each country and region; second, distributors had to guarantee film scheduling. To this end, Li Mu could still offer ten to twenty percent of the box office revenue to cinema chains.

…

As Zombie-Master’s box office in North America approached three hundred million US dollars, Fang Xudong, a top-tier expert at Muye Technology, gave Li Mu a huge surprise: YYtunes, which Li Mu had instructed him to lead the R&D team for, was developed!

Upon receiving this news, Li Mu immediately gathered the core management for a meeting, where Fang Xudong demonstrated the software’s product design to everyone.

YYtunes was the software’s name in all non-Chinese versions, and its Chinese name was YY Music.

Although this software was developed under Fang Xudong’s lead, the entire product concept was built entirely according to Li Mu’s requirements. It could be said that Li Mu was the product manager for this software.

YYtunes had been a highly confidential project at Muye Technology for some time. Sharing its highly confidential status was the development and production of the second-generation Mango-ME. The reason these two projects were classified as highly confidential was Li Mu’s intention to use this software and the second-generation Mango-ME to challenge Apple Inc.’s current music software and hardware industry chain, which was composed of iTunes and iPod.

At present, Apple Inc. didn’t yet have profitable monsters like the iPhone. In fact, Apple Inc. had only recently emerged from its quagmire, and their industry chain of iTunes and iPod was currently their largest revenue source.

Li Mu knew that if he invested huge human and material resources into developing the iOS smart phone operating system and the iPhone, he might not be able to catch up with Apple’s historical pace. If he wasn’t absolutely confident he could beat the iPhone, the best approach was to cripple Apple first.

For example, if someone who could have become a master-level football player had both legs broken before the age of ten, then even if they could stand up again, it would be difficult for them to become a footballer. Even if they could, they would certainly not become master-level. What Li Mu wanted to do now was to first use YYtunes, paired with the second-generation Mango-ME, to break Apple’s leg, ensuring it didn’t have the capability to develop iOS and iPhone in the coming days. If breaking it once wasn’t enough, he’d break it twice, thrice. In short, he absolutely could not let it continue to develop.

To achieve this goal, Li Mu poured a great deal of thought into YYtunes’ product design.

YYtunes itself integrated basic features like online streaming, music purchase, and download. On top of this, Li Mu also added his designed features for song comments, and a social interaction system for users to create their own albums and share them with friends.

The former were the basic functions of Apple’s current iTunes, while the latter was a music social section Li Mu added, inspired by NetEase Cloud Music in his past life.

Among many music apps, NetEase Cloud Music had excellent user reputation and scale, mainly due to its outstanding product design. For instance, the comments section under popular songs on NetEase often produced golden phrases, and many users even specifically downloaded NetEase Cloud Music just to read other users’ comments on their favorite music. Furthermore, NetEase’s user-created album system was also very interesting; it spawned a large number of “KOLs” or Key Opinion Leaders in the music field.

Opinion leaders were an awesome presence. Their influence on other users was beyond imagination. For example, male users could never imagine that an internet celebrity who taught others how to dress on Weibo could earn tens of millions or even hundreds of millions a year from an online clothing store on Taobao; an internet celebrity who taught makeup on Weibo and short video platforms could earn eight figures annually just from cosmetic company advertising fees; an internet celebrity who liked taking selfies could get hundreds of thousands or even millions in advertising fees for a single product promotion for a selfie app.

Male users also had many opinion leaders they admired in areas like gaming, peripherals, and automobiles. Take automobiles, for example: various car self-media personalities were as numerous as rats, such as specific reviewers like “Mo Zhen,” “Ba Hao,” “Lao Shu” (Rats) … these were all opinion leaders in the automotive field. Assuming a car reviewer had two million followers, if they did a comparative review of household sedans costing one hundred thousand to one hundred fifty thousand, and then skillfully promoted a certain car from a specific brand within that review, it could potentially lead to thousands or even over ten thousand sales for that car.

This was not alarmist; it was a real and widespread form of opinion leader marketing in the internet domain!

For instance, say you wanted to buy a car, specifically one costing one hundred thousand to one hundred fifty thousand. You had researched for a long time, but every brand had products in this price range, each with its own strengths and weaknesses. How would you choose? You would suddenly be plunged into decision paralysis.

Some said to look at the brand, that joint venture cars had stronger brand power. Others said domestic cars offered the best cost-performance ratio. Still others said to look at the “three main components” when buying a car.

Some said turbocharged engines were prone to breaking down and expensive to maintain; others said naturally aspirated engines had weak power and high fuel consumption.

Someone would tell you Mazda’s SkyActiv was awesome; another would say that stuff was pure talk nonsense.

Someone would say CVT was the most fuel-efficient; another would say CVT was the most prone to breaking down.

And then there were those who would to bluff you, claiming French cars with non-independent rear suspension were tuned to be even more awesome than independent suspension. Such nonsense was basically equivalent to saying that donkeys raised in France could run faster than horses…

When you were bombarded by all sorts of information and became indecisive, suddenly a car reviewer you had been following and trusted, XX, produced just such a program. In it, he reviewed eight products in this price range. You had researched and been torn over every one of them, and you knew that if you were to buy a car, you would definitely choose one from these eight. So, the scales that had been stuck in your mind unconsciously began to tip. Whichever car your trusted reviewer recommended could influence your final judgment.

And in his program, he made a bunch of bogus measurements, talked a bunch of nonsense, and bluffed a whole lot, finally telling you that a certain car from a certain brand had the best cost-performance ratio among these eight. Instantly, all your struggles, indecisiveness, and torn feelings vanished. You slapped your thigh and declared, “Alright, I’ll buy that one!”

So you took your money to the 4S dealership to order and pick up your car, feeling pleased as punch that the opinion leader was so darn reliable. But what you didn’t know was that the program expenses for his review of those eight cars were provided by the manufacturer of the brand you bought, and they had secretly given him three million in advertising fees…

It was precisely because these opinion leaders had a tremendous influence on users, capable of converting them into their fans and emulators, that they were also extremely significant to the platform. They had a strong overall promoting effect on the platform, which was the fundamental reason Li Mu wanted to cultivate “opinion leaders.”

The internet at this time had not yet begun to gestate “opinion leaders,” so Li Mu decided to start this experiment with music.

In YYtunes, the cultivation path for opinion leaders was: first, attract user attention through quality comments; then, gain followers from other users by sharing their song playlists and albums. Additionally, they could share via YY Space to attract their friends’ attention.

On NetEase Cloud Music, a heartfelt music review might receive tens of thousands of likes, gaining tens of thousands of followers. Thus, followers could see what songs that person was listening to. In terms of listening to music, many users were actually in a “stagnant” state for years. “Stagnant” meant that once they opened a music app, they would repeatedly listen to the same few artists, dozens or hundreds of songs, for many years, rarely updating their music library, and rarely discovering other songs by other artists. For such users, how to get them to listen to more music from others was a very big challenge.

If it were passive brainwash, the cost of promoting content to users would be too high, because first, a song would need to be overwhelming and ubiquitous to brainwash users, like catchy pop songs such as “Mice Love Rice.” But, how many phenomenon-level catchy pop songs that achieve such widespread popularity emerge in a year?

Therefore, the best way was to recommend to these “stagnant” users the songs that the people they followed were listening to, but which they themselves had not heard yet.

For example, A is a folk music enthusiast who has listened to songs by Li Zhi, Song Dongye, Zhao Lei, and Zhao Zhao for years. Normally, they might actively listen only to these few artists for several consecutive years. However, by chance, they once discovered a quality comment by B in the comments section of a Li Zhi song. They felt that B’s comments struck a chord with their soul, articulated what they wanted to say, or revealed a deeper depth/connotation they hadn’t perceived. So, they followed this person, instinctively feeling a certain fondness and admiration for B deep down. This was the fundamental premise for everything.

And B, while also preferring folk music, listened to songs that had some overlap with A’s preferences but also some differences. For instance, B usually listened to Li Zhi, Song Dongye, Zhao Lei, Wan Xiaoli, and Pu Shu.

Because A followed B, the platform would have an automatic algorithm that would automatically match A and B’s preferences, calculating their overlapping preferences and their different preferences.

The algorithm’s result would be: A and B both liked Li Zhi, Song Dongye, and Zhao Lei. A also liked Zhao Zhao, while B liked Wan Xiaoli and Pu Shu.

And because A followed B, B was A’s opinion leader. Therefore, the first premise of the algorithm was to default to recommending B’s preferences to A, rather than A’s preferences to B. The second premise was that the algorithm would not recommend the same preferences shared by A and B to A, but rather recommend B’s preferences that were different from A’s.

Based on these two premises, the algorithm would tell A that B, whom A followed, listened to songs by Wan Xiaoli and Pu Shu, because A hadn’t heard these before.

A had been a “stagnant” user for years. However, when A, through comments, began to view B as their opinion leader, this algorithm subtly conveyed a message: “Don’t always listen to the same old things; come and listen to the songs your admired B listens to that you don’t know about.”

A thought: B is very interesting; their music reviews hit the nail on the head, clearly indicating an experienced person with great judgment and depth. Since B is listening to Pu Shu’s “Life Like Summer Flowers,” that song must be good. Might as well give it a listen.

Thus, opinion leader B, invisibly, recommended a Pu Shu song to A, and A, a user who had been “stagnant” for years, began to take a step forward.

One step led to two, two led to three, and so A, under the guidance of the opinion leader, went from “stagnant” to “speeding forward”…

And in the process of cultivating opinion leaders, Li Mu fully utilized users’ vanity. For example, when users discovered that their casual comments received likes, replies, or even follows from other users, they would be motivated to write more heartfelt comments under more songs. And when they found out that they had hundreds, thousands, or even tens of thousands of fans, they would actively take up the powerful influence of an “opinion leader.”

Then the system just needed to prompt them: “Quickly recommend your favorite song to your fifteen thousand fans…” and they would meticulously select a song and push it to their fans.

When the system prompted them: “You already have fifteen thousand fans. They are all paying attention to what songs you listen to. Why not create your exclusive playlist and recommend it to your fans?” They would meticulously create a playlist and make it available to their fans.

What would be the result of all this?

A small number of users would become opinion leaders. Because they became opinion leaders, their platform loyalty would surge, and their product usage time would sharply increase. At the same time, they would try every means to enhance their influence, which would also bring in many new users for the platform.

Meanwhile, a large number of users would find their opinion leaders. Once they had objects of admiration and emulation, they would break out of their “stagnant” state. Because they followed opinion leaders, they would start listening to more songs they hadn’t heard before, which would directly increase the platform loyalty and product usage time of ordinary users.

Overall, all users would invest more energy into this music platform daily, achieving rapid development and long-term prosperity for the entire platform.

And this was only the part of NetEase Cloud Music’s features. Don’t forget, YYtunes, or YY Music, once launched, would be fully integrated into the YY Ecosystem. At that time, YY’s chat feature, group chat feature, and YY Space would all become the foundation for music users to socialize based on music.

It would be like integrating NetEase Cloud Music into QQ. In that case, NetEase Cloud Music would naturally thrive!

And YY was currently a worldwide super software with an enormous user base. With such powerful resource support, Li Mu believed that YYtunes could become the most popular music software in the world. In front of it, all other similar software would have to kneel and sing “Conquer”!





Chapter 1401: What Hatred, What Grudge?

”

”

Relying on a powerful ecosystem gives a huge advantage to anything you do. In fact, in China’s internet industry in later generations, Tencent’s user-based products were always more likely to succeed than those of average companies. Indeed, Tencent has made many of its businesses very successful. As for those that weren’t successful enough, either Tencent itself didn’t perform well enough, or the competitors were too strong, powerful enough to overcome the advantages Tencent provided.

”

”

This problem can be easily explained with a hypothetical formula. For example, because Tencent has a massive user base, it gets a 50% bonus for any user-based business it undertakes. If Tencent Games itself scored 80 points, adding the 40 bonus points would give Tencent Games an actual score of 120 points. Other companies in the market, working themselves to death, might only reach 90 points, which is why Tencent Games can be number one in the industry.

”

”

However, take e-commerce for example. The reason Tencent never really made it work isn’t that Tencent itself is unsuitable for e-commerce, but that Tencent didn’t do e-commerce well enough. If Alibaba’s e-commerce reached the ultimate 100 points, then even with a 50% bonus, Tencent itself only managed to score 30 points for its e-commerce. It didn’t do well on its own, and even with the ecosystem’s bonus, it still didn’t pass.

”

”

Weibo is the same. If Sina Weibo scored 80 points, Tencent Weibo would have only scored 20 or 30 points at most.

”

”

Now, Li Mu’s YY is an even more powerful Tencent QQ, so in theory, Li Mu can get a huge bonus from his own ecosystem for any user-based product he creates. In this situation, even just barely passing would be enough to surpass most competitors. If he put in a little effort, he would be unbeatable, and if he put in even more effort, he would be invincible worldwide.

”

”

YYtunes is an unprecedented super product Li Mu built around music. This product not only integrated the main features of later iTunes but also optimized and improved upon them significantly. And its “music social networking” feature, built upon music itself and supported by YY’s social functions, is a super weapon that no other similar product can ever match or even replicate.

”

”

iTunes was only recently launched by Apple this year. Although it has received good feedback, it is still a nascent product. Its maturity and combat power are far inferior to YYtunes, which Li Mu personally oversaw. If this product is pushed out, it will undoubtedly have a considerable impact on Apple’s iTunes in the overseas market, and in the domestic market, it will cripple Eting.com, which Baidu just acquired.

”

”

If Apple still has its iPod hardware as an ultimate defense, Baidu’s Eting.com, in the face of YY Music, has no defensive power whatsoever.

”

”

Li Mu had no intention of underhandedly dealing with Baidu, but in the face of Apple, his formidable competitor, he could no longer care about Baidu’s fate, even though he was one of Baidu’s shareholders.

”

”

To entirely dismantle Apple’s industry chain in iTunes and iPod, Li Mu had approved a special fund for the second-generation Shengji of Mango-ME as early as when he first authorized the development of YYtunes. YYtunes was aimed directly at iTunes, while Mango-ME was aimed at the iPod.

”

”

During this period, Muye Technology’s hardware laboratory, as well as several MP3 contract manufacturers in mainland China and Taiwan acquired by Muye Technology, have been jointly developing the new generation of Mango-ME. Among them are several Senior Engineers who were highly paid and headhunted from Taiwan’s Inventec, which is an OEM for Apple’s iPod, with production lines in mainland China. Therefore, the new generation of Mango-ME has largely drawn on iPod’s industrial technology.

”

”

The new generation of Mango-ME has now completed R&D and entered mass production. The new generation of Mango-ME is named Mango-ME2 and has added some practical functions based on Mango-ME, such as a larger screen, stronger sound effects, better scroll wheel touch operation, and a more rationalized UI interface and human-computer interaction.

”

”

It is worth mentioning that, to enhance the sound effects of Mango-ME2, Muye Technology bought out the audio processing technology of a famous player manufacturer in Taiwan. Mango-ME2 provides multiple highly dispatchable equalization modes, ensuring sufficient support for sound quality.

”

”

In addition, the team has greatly increased the memory capacity, building on the original 64MB and 128MB. The new generation of Mango-ME will have 128MB flash memory, 256MB flash memory versions, and 5GB, 10GB, and 30GB hard drive versions.

”

”

The industrial design philosophy behind Mango-ME and ME2 themselves was inspired by the iPod several years into the future, making them several generations ahead of the current iPod. Moreover, the manufacturing processes are from the same lineage, in no way inferior to the Apple iPod.

”

”

Furthermore, Mango-ME2 perfectly supports PC, much better than how iPod supports PC, and even if users use an Apple system, it will receive excellent compatibility support.

”

”

As for the production cost, it can currently be controlled to 33% of Apple’s selling price for products of the same capacity. It is said that the production cost of Apple’s iPod accounts for about 30% of the terminal selling price. This figure includes R&D and production costs, while of the remaining 65%, a part is net profit, probably accounting for around 20%. The rest is various soft cost expenditures, including various taxes, packing logistics, dealer profits, and after-sales service costs. In addition, there is a small brand premium for Apple.

”

”

Apple’s swagger has not yet been truly established, so its brand premium is relatively lower now. In the iPhone era, due to the increase in brand premium, the material cost of Apple products will account for an even smaller proportion of the selling price. However, as the technical skill and software support behind Apple phones are far greater than those of the iPod, Apple’s soft costs in R&D will also increase then. Relatively speaking, the greater the sales volume, the more the R&D costs are spread. Roughly speaking, if it costs one hundred million yuan to develop a product and one hundred thousand units are sold, the R&D cost per unit is ten thousand yuan. But if one hundred million units are sold, the R&D cost per unit is only one yuan.

”

”

Overall, the cost of Mango-ME2 isn’t lower than Apple’s; in fact, due to R&D costs, it’s slightly higher than the iPod. Normally, competing products like this have an Achilles’ heel compared to their competitors. But Li Mu’s most confident point is that he doesn’t need to make money from Mango-ME2.

”

”

In other words, Li Mu can completely forgo the 15-20% net profit that Apple originally reserved for itself. This immediately gives him an overwhelming pressure/crushing defeat in terms of price. Moreover, since Li Mu is going to adopt a direct selling model, he can reduce dealer profits by another 5-10 percentage points. This means he can create at least a 20-25% price difference compared to Apple products.

”

”

Compared to Hong Kong’s tariff-free prices, the recently launched iPod3-30GB version sells for about 4,500 Hong Kong dollars. If Mango-ME2 were also sold in Hong Kong, Li Mu would dare to sell it for 3,600.

”

”

Moreover, the cheaper Mango-ME2 comes with the even more user-friendly YYtunes and is integrated into the entire YY social ecosystem and promotional resources, which offers a much greater advantage than Apple’s iTunes + iPod.

”

”

With both software and hardware products finalized, Li Mu laid out a strategic planning for the core management at the meeting: YYtunes would be officially released to global users in two days, and Mango-ME2 would enter an active stocking phase. Simultaneously, Muye Technology would collaborate with import and export trading companies worldwide to complete the relevant procedures for exporting products to various countries as soon as possible, striving to sell the products in developed markets within one to two months.

”

”

In Li Mu’s view, even if Muye Technology lost hundreds of millions of dollars, it had to use Mango-ME2 to crush Apple’s revenue support. If the iTunes and iPod combination both failed, Apple’s development trajectory would be delayed by several years at least, and it would likely be left with a permanent disability.

”

”

So, to better achieve his goal, Li Mu had a sudden idea during the meeting and said to Fang Xudong, “Xudong, have your hardware team send people to Germany to find Sennheiser and Beyerdynamic, two professional headphone manufacturers. Discuss with them separately about co-branded custom headphones.”

”

”

“Co-branded custom headphones?” Fang Xudong asked in surprise, “You mean co-branded custom headphones for Mango and these two companies?”

”

”

“Yes.” Li Mu nodded. Many people in China are not yet very familiar with the operation model of “co-branding,” but high-end talent like Fang Xudong, who has returned from overseas, must be familiar with it. Western brands often have co-branding collaborations, and most of them are cross-industry collaborations, such as a fashion brand and a sports brand co-launching a pair of sneakers. Such things often achieve a value greater than 1+1.

”

”

Li Mu said, “We need to further enhance the cost-performance ratio of our products. A player itself is a product for listening to music, and for most ordinary people, when listening to music with an MP3, the main factors affecting sound quality are decoding and headphones. We already have the acquired processing technology for decoding, but the headphones manufactured with Taiwanese technology still perform much worse. Headphones that cost less than twenty yuan can only be said to have barely acceptable sound quality. If the headphones also get a significant upgrade, the sound quality will achieve a qualitative improvement.”

”

”

Fang Xudong asked, “So you mean we should cooperate with these two companies to customize co-branded headphones and sell them to consumers as standard headphones for Mango-ME2?”

”

”

Li Mu nodded and said, “We will only cooperate with either Sennheiser or Beyerdynamic. The premise of the cooperation is that we order over one million co-branded headphones from them. These million co-branded headphones will have only one style, but this style must be jointly designed with us, must not be highly similar to any of their existing products, and must display our Mango logo. At the same time, they must give us a sufficiently low price and sufficiently good quality control.”

”

”

After that, Li Mu further explained, “To be specific, we now need to increase our headphone cost from less than 20 yuan to about 120 yuan. I believe that according to normal electronic product profit margins, headphones produced with a 120 yuan production cost can at least sell for over 500 yuan in the terminal market. We naturally cannot hope for these two headphone companies to produce headphones for us at cost price, so we need to guarantee them a certain profit margin.”

”

”

“In that case, if we pay Sennheiser 120 yuan per pair, we must at least get back the quality equivalent to Sennheiser headphones on the market priced at 300 to 350 yuan. Furthermore, we promise them that all co-branded custom headphones will only be sold bundled with the Mango-ME2 player and will never be sold separately. So they can rest assured that we won’t use their low-priced products to attack their market.”

”

”

“Under normal circumstances, among one million Mango-ME2 users, perhaps less than 5% would additionally purchase brand-name headphones. And according to Sennheiser’s market share in the entire headphone market, they would only acquire 20% of that 5%. Calculated down, under normal circumstances only 10,000 out of one million Mango-ME2 users would purchase Sennheiser headphones. However, through our cooperation, all one million users will be packing Sennheiser headphones. This will significantly boost Sennheiser’s sales.”

”

”

“In addition, we will integrate the co-branded headphones into Mango-ME2’s promotion, and we will use YY’s promotion method, targeting global users. This will have a strong boosting effect on their brand. If they can see this point, even if the profit from co-branded headphones is negligible for them, they will accept our cooperation for this global promotion opportunity.”

”

”

Fang Xudong said, “General Manager Li, if we include a co-branded custom headphone from Sennheiser as a standard accessory for every Mango-ME2, the cost per machine will increase by an additional 100 yuan, further narrowing our price advantage.”

”

”

Li Mu waved his hand, “It’s fine. Consumers will do the math. They can calculate the value of the co-branded headphones and factor it into the total price for its cost-performance ratio. So, as long as one of these two companies agrees to produce co-branded headphones for us at a low profit, the added 100 yuan in cost, while narrowing our price gap with the iPod, will actually widen our cost-performance ratio gap with the iPod. This will play a greater positive role in our campaign against Apple.”

”

”

Everyone present was amazed. Li Mu had made so many preparations just to deal with a company whose market value was less than ten billion dollars: the large YY ecosystem, YYtunes, Mango-ME2, co-branded headphones with Sennheiser or Beyerdynamic…

”

”

This wasn’t a business competition for Li Mu; he was preparing a burial pit, guns, bullets, and body bags. With so many preparations, this was no longer an ordinary fight, but a posture that he would not rest until he had crushed his opponent!

”

”

So the question is, what hatred, what grudge does he have with this company?

”

”





Chapter 1402: Pay-for-Music Global Expansion

Li Mu attached great importance to matters related to the co-branded earphones, so Muye Technology contacted Sennheiser and Beyerdynamic, two German companies, on the same day. They subtly revealed Muye Technology’s intention to customize over one million pairs of mid-to-high-end earphones from these companies. Both companies responded to Muye Technology in the shortest possible time, expressing their admiration for Muye Technology, this great internet enterprise, and their anticipation of cooperating with them.

Consequently, Fang Xudong temporarily deployed four targeted R&D personnel from the hardware laboratory to prepare for a trip to Germany with Muye Technology’s business team.

Before the team departed, Li Mu held a small meeting with them. On one hand, he wished them to have a smooth journey and a successful completion of their mission. On the other hand, he reiterated the core goal of this customized earphone plan to everyone.

This bold move of customizing co-branded earphones was the first of its kind among all music-centric electronic products globally.

Li Mu hoped that through co-branding collaboration with major earphone manufacturers, he could enhance the audio quality of Mango-ME2 and its cost-performance ratio in the eyes of consumers. Furthermore, high-quality customized co-branded earphones in collaboration with major earphone manufacturers could also widen the core gap between Mango-ME2 and competing products. Since the customized earphones would not be sold separately, if consumers were interested in this unique earphone, the only way to get it would be to purchase a Mango-ME2 device or buy it from an existing Mango-ME2 user.

However, Li Mu did not intend to bundle every Mango-ME2 with such customized earphones. He planned to divide each model of Mango-ME2 into two versions: a standard version and a luxury version. The standard version would come with Mango-ME’s original standard earphones, while the luxury version would include the future co-branded custom earphones.

The reason for this distinction was mainly that an increase in cost would lead to an increase in the retail price. In many developing countries and regions, including China, consumer purchasing power is generally insufficient. Therefore, a Mango-ME2 with added customized earphones might impose a significant burden on individual consumers, hence the need to offer them a more affordable option.

Currently, domestic music enthusiasts rarely purchase high-end players and earphones. For most consumers who listen to music on MP3 players, the vast majority use earplugs priced under fifty yuan, with even more people using earphones costing no more than twenty yuan. Similarly, the expensive iPod had very average sales in China. Most music-loving consumers were even reluctant to spend several hundred yuan on an MP3 player, let alone an iPod costing thousands or even tens of thousands of yuan, which was only a choice for a small number of high-end players in mainland China.

However, in Western developed countries, sales of high-end players like the iPod were still astonishing. A price of several hundred US dollars was not a large sum for music enthusiasts in developed countries. The iPod’s simple design, massive storage space, excellent audio quality, and high-end swagger held great appeal for these consumers who could afford it.

Nevertheless, even for Apple’s iPod, its hardware cost was mainly concentrated in the device itself, and the accompanying earphone quality was relatively average, with unexceptional audio quality, at best comparable to earphones costing around one hundred yuan.

The Mango-ME2, with its added co-branded customized earphones, primarily aimed to directly compete with the iPod in its target market. At that time, the co-branded custom earphones would become a crucial component for Mango-ME2 to utterly surpass the iPod in audio quality, and it would take a long time window for Apple to catch up.

If Apple were to find that the Mango-ME2, which adopted co-branded custom earphones with famous manufacturers, significantly outscored the iPod in audio quality, Apple’s response methods would only be two: either lower prices or catch up. Li Mu was least afraid of them lowering prices. If Apple dared to reduce the iPod’s price to zero profit or extremely low profit, Apple would be cutting off its own revenue stream. Therefore, Apple’s only true effective response would be to catch up.

However, catching up in hardware is not that easy. Li Mu could first confirm that Apple itself does not possess earphone production lines. If it wanted to upgrade Apple earphones, what it could do was entrust the companies that OEM earphones for them to upgrade the Apple earphones. This is not something that can be completed within a few days; even if implemented in a hurry, it would likely require at least several weeks.

Moreover, upgrading earphones would mean an increase in comprehensive costs for Apple. If Apple passed this additional cost onto consumers, the iPod’s price disadvantage would widen. If Apple absorbed this cost itself, its profit margin would be greatly impacted.

Again, at this stage, Li Mu could afford to lose money by selling music players, but Apple could not. This was its fatal weakness!

…

The small team heading to Germany departed. Li Mu also had to make the final preparations for the launch of YYtunes, the most important of which was to finalize YYtunes’ payment procedures and payment channels.

In countries and regions with strong copyright protection overseas, paying for music is highly prevalent. However, the traditional payment method was to purchase physical albums, whether cassette tapes, CDs, or MDs. Apple’s iTunes just started experimenting with online music payment this year, and it’s somewhat successful, but it’s still in its early stages and not yet mature, so YYtunes has a great opportunity to catch up.

Since Muye Technology has extremely high reputation globally and the largest number of users in the internet sector, YYtunes held immense appeal for record companies. Thus, Muye Technology’s appeal to record companies far surpassed Apple, which had just started its online music store. When Muye Technology contacted these record companies, hoping to obtain their authorization for online music sales and conduct profit sharing with them, almost no record company refused to cooperate. Compared to Apple, some record companies were still in a hesitant and wait-and-see phase. Therefore, even before YYtunes launched, its copyright library had already surpassed the nascent Apple.

Currently, YYtunes has obtained copyright authorizations from most record companies worldwide and has fully digitized these musical works. At the same time, technical personnel, as per Li Mu’s requirements, stored three different versions in YYtunes’ own database, categorized by audio quality: Standard, Higher, and Extreme.

YYtunes’ music sales methods are divided into two types: download purchase and monthly subscription.

On YYtunes, singles and albums require separate purchases for download. For online streaming, a fixed monthly fee is required, and there’s no need to pay for individual songs. By paying a certain monthly amount, users can become YYtunes members and freely stream any song within the music library online.

Similar to iTunes, YYtunes also adopted a 3:7 profit sharing ratio with record companies. For example, if a song’s download price is 0.99 US dollars, for every paid download, the record company will receive 0.69 US dollars. This gives the majority of the profit to the record companies, thereby bringing them more digital copyright revenue and elevating the overall scale of the music industry.

For monthly subscriptions, the profit sharing uses the “play count sharing” logic designed by Li Mu. For example, if the YYtunes monthly fee is 9.9 US dollars, and in June of this year, there were ten million monthly subscribers, generating 99 million US dollars in monthly subscription revenue, then according to the 3:7 distribution ratio, the total amount to be distributed to record companies is 69.3 million US dollars. In early July, the platform will audit the total play counts for June. For instance, if the entire platform had ten million monthly subscribers and generated one billion plays in June, then the 69.3 million US dollars allocated to record companies would be divided by one billion plays to calculate the revenue share per play for record companies.

Based on this calculation, the single play share for monthly subscribers would be 0.069 US dollars. If a record company authorized a total of twenty thousand songs, and these twenty thousand songs were played two million times in June, then the company would receive 138,600 US dollars in sharing revenue for June. If a single from a popular artist was played ten million times in June, then the share from just this one single in a single month could reach 690,000 US dollars.

This “play count sharing” settlement logic was approved by all record companies. They had originally worried about uneven or unfair distribution of monthly subscription revenue, but with this settlement logic, they no longer had any concerns.

Li Mu did all this not only to intercept Apple but also to support the development of the music industry. This stemmed from his absolute respect for creation and intellectual property.

To further promote the music industry, Li Mu also specifically opened a path for independent musicians to apply for residency on YYtunes. If an independent musician wished to sell their music through YYtunes, they could apply for a musician account in the backend and upload their music content. After review, their songs would be listed on YYtunes, allowing independent musicians to increase their income by selling music on YYtunes.

The lives of most original singers are very difficult, not just in mainland China, but worldwide. For an original singer without company packaging or financial support, if they wish to record an original song, they must first complete the lyrics and music composition, then try to arrange the music themselves, or pay someone to arrange it. After the arrangement is complete, they also need to pay and hire professional musicians to record backing tracks for them, such as guitar, bass, drums, keyboards, and other instruments and harmonies. After gathering the musicians, they pay a sum to rent a recording studio. After recording and post-production at the studio, the music is then pressed into a record. Many original singers go financially ruined just recording one song, let alone an entire album.

For such musicians, what they need most is a channel to monetize their music. Otherwise, when their creations go unrewarded, they will find it difficult to continue their musical journey and might abandon music altogether, with their potentially great songs dying prematurely. Who knows how much wonderful music a person sitting in front of a computer writing code, or a person washing dishes in a restaurant, could bring to the public if they pursued a musical path?

However, for these individuals, traditional forms of music monetization are too difficult; it can only be achieved by signing with a record company. But now, they can achieve quick monetization through YYtunes. Moreover, YYtunes, backed by YY’s powerful traffic in the future, will surely become a platform for independent musicians to rise from obscurity to popularity.

However, in the first phase of YYtunes’ launch, these payment methods will only be implemented in economically developed countries and regions with robust copyright protection. This primarily includes Western developed countries, as well as Japan and South Korea.

Therefore, the core payment channel adopted by YYtunes currently is PayPal, which settles in US dollars, followed by VISA and Mastercard’s respective credit card electronic payment channels. Although Alipay is also integrated into YYtunes, Li Mu estimates that very few users will use Alipay. This is mainly because he clearly understands that it’s impossible to expect Chinese internet users to pay for online music at this stage.

In China, YYtunes will be launched under the name “YY Music,” and its first phase will be completely free.

The reason for being completely free is that Li Mu knows well that if YY Music forcefully charged fees domestically, there would basically be only one outcome: death, and a quick one at that.

Domestic intellectual property protection is far from sufficient to eliminate piracy. Even the crackdown on piracy is still in its infancy. More importantly, domestic users at this stage have a deeply rooted concept that online music should be free, and there is no fertile ground for charging fees.

Regarding this point, Li Mu himself felt helpless but had no effective solution. Therefore, he could only offer it for free first, allowing users to accept free legitimate music, and then promote paid music when market and legal conditions permit in the future.

To encourage record companies to provide free online streaming and downloads for Chinese users in China, Li Mu specifically added several advertising sections in YY Music. In the future, all these advertisements will be charged to medium-to-large-sized enterprises with sufficient social credibility. The advertising revenue will be entirely used to subsidize record companies. At that time, a dual model of “play count and download count sharing” will be adopted to fairly and justly distribute the advertising fees to major record companies.

Advertising revenue is naturally much less than paid revenue, and these record companies are well aware that they wouldn’t earn much, at least the scale of income lacks imagination. However, if one looks at the problem from a different dimension, everything becomes clear.

After all, currently, no record company in the world can earn digital copyright revenue in China, especially in mainland China. Music product revenue is also meager due to the strong impact of piracy. So, if they don’t agree to Li Mu’s cooperation plan, their music will still be streamed and downloaded on the Chinese internet, and no one will give them a single cent. Li Mu, at least, will take all the advertising revenue to subsidize them. Who would pass up free money?

At this stage, Apple’s iTunes has only launched its paid music business in the United States. They are currently in the phase of “crossing the river by feeling the stones.” According to the trajectory of historical development, they will expand this business to the United Kingdom next year, and then gradually to more countries. However, for Muye Technology, with the support of a global product like YY and an already established global data processing center, YYtunes can simultaneously launch its paid business in North America, Western Europe, Australia, and Japan and South Korea in its first phase. This speed is absolutely crushing for Apple at this stage.





Chapter 1403: Coming for Your Life

When Muye Technology announced the imminent launch of its latest product, YYtunes, the entire Apple Inc. went on high alert.

They hadn’t yet seen any trace of YYtunes, but rumors about it had already spread throughout the North American music industry, becoming common knowledge.

Apple Inc. knew that Muye Technology had obtained almost all music copyright authorizations from numerous record companies worldwide and had signed online sales revenue-sharing agreements with them. Given Apple Inc.’s public relations capabilities, obtaining a sample agreement wasn’t difficult.

Therefore, based on the information it had gathered, Apple Inc. could conclude that YYtunes was a product that directly benchmarked against iTunes. At the very least, YYtunes, like iTunes, was software positioned as an online music store.

iTunes’ journey to its current state hadn’t been easy. For the past two years, iTunes had merely been a music playback program under Apple Inc., later becoming the management software for iPod. This year, Steve Jobs had just begun to give iTunes a new concept, adding the iTunes Store and transforming it into an online music store.

Initially, this model of online digital music sales wasn’t widely favored, but Steve Jobs, with his unique foresight, saw the immense potential in the digitized music market. Thus, the iTunes Store was developed and launched, ushering in a new era in the music industry.

What greatly pleased Steve Jobs was that after the iTunes Store launched, it achieved excellent performance at the user level. As users began using digital music players, their tastes in music formats also changed. Digital music became the preferred choice for users, while music carried by traditional methods became superfluous and a burden in the eyes of most users.

With Steve Jobs’ discernment, he first determined that the digitization of music terminals was an irresistible global trend in the music industry. Based on this point, he was even more convinced that purchasing digital music would become the mainstream consumption method for future music consumers. Therefore, as long as the iTunes Store perfected its online music store, it was bound to achieve great success in the future!

This year was the first year since the iTunes Store launched, but Steve Jobs estimated that by year-end, Apple Inc. would earn at least hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue through the iTunes Store. This figure, with the increasing iPod sales and the continuous promotion of the iTunes online music store model, would undoubtedly experience exponential growth in the future, potentially reaching several billion dollars annually within a few years, with enormous profit margins.

Now, in Steve Jobs’ eyes, the iTunes Store was an extremely crucial component for Apple Inc. at present, allowing for not a single mishap. This was mainly because many of Apple Inc.’s businesses hadn’t fully recovered from previous mismanagement. Apple computers had been mired in losses for several years and were only just beginning to show signs of improvement. It was impossible to rely on them to generate stable cash flow for Apple Inc. in the short term; in fact, Apple Inc. would even need to allocate further funding to them to prevent a recurrence of past failures.

As the pioneer of online music, Steve Jobs had initially thought the iTunes Store would enjoy at least two to three years of first-mover advantage. However, he hadn’t expected that just as the business was getting on track, this industry, exclusively enjoyed by Apple Inc., would attract the enemy he most dreaded: Muye Technology.

As early as when Muye Technology had just expanded its business to the United States, Steve Jobs had been uninterested in both Muye Technology and Li Mu himself. Given his personality and his many years in the industry, he had, for a long time, been pessimistic about the internet industry, believing it to be rootless grass that would eventually vanish completely as bubbles burst.

Therefore, throughout his life until his passing, Steve Jobs’ professional focus never strayed from hardware.

However, he hadn’t anticipated that the young Li Mu would perfect an instant messaging software to such an extent that it now stood as the internet product with the most users worldwide. This conclusion wasn’t stated by Li Mu or Steve Jobs, but rather was the result provided by an American research firm after systematic investigation and verification.

At this stage, YY’s user count surpassed all software except for the Windows operating system.

In the view of this research firm, strictly speaking, YY’s number of valuable users had actually surpassed Windows.

So-called valuable users are those who bring actual value to the product. Every active YY user brought value to it; paying users directly generated revenue from value-added services for YY, while free users also provided YY with advertising revenue and other forms of conversion revenue.

In contrast, Windows had far fewer valuable users than its actual user count.

Although Windows currently held an absolute dominant position in consumer computers, with commercial computers being uniformly Windows in most countries and regions, a large number of users within this demographic, including those from Third World countries like China, primarily used pirated versions of Windows.

Furthermore, even now, the development of home PCs in the United States hadn’t reached a 1:1 ratio between netizens and PCs; many netizens didn’t own their personal home PC terminals. This meant that a single copy of Windows, whether legitimate or pirated, served more than one netizen, which significantly diminished Windows’ current number of valuable users.

If even Windows couldn’t contend with YY at this level, then there were no other companies or products on the market that could.

Such a colossal product, not relying on any hardware, had already swept across the globe, earning immense praise from countless users. This achievement made Steve Jobs begin to feel reverence for Li Mu and Muye Technology. Now, to Steve Jobs’ surprise, scarcely had this feeling of reverence arisen than this very entity, which he held in awe, became his competitor.

The worried Steve Jobs continuously received various unsettling reports on the day before YYtunes was scheduled to launch.

The head of the Marketing Department delivered the first piece of bad news to Steve Jobs: Muye Technology had now acquired twice the amount of music copyrights compared to the existing iTunes Store.

Steve Jobs was dumbfounded.

Some record companies hadn’t been prepared to embrace the wave of digitalization when the iTunes Store launched, and thus hadn’t cooperated with Apple Inc. However, to their surprise, these companies had now granted copyright authorization to Muye Technology. This was a significant blow to the iTunes Store. The insufficient content volume would not only highlight the iTunes Store’s weakness against YYtunes but also cause iTunes Store users to churn as they sought better content.

Immediately after, the head of the R&D Department delivered the second piece of bad news to Steve Jobs. A former classmate of his had joined Muye Technology. Although this classmate wasn’t directly responsible for the YYtunes project, he knew that YYtunes held the highest priority and confidentiality among Muye Technology’s current product tasks. Employees from other departments only learned some information during the preparations for launch, which showed Muye Technology’s dedication to YYtunes. But this wasn’t the true bad news. The real bad news was: the YY business unit had been ordered to integrate YYtunes and unconditionally allocate all resources to it!

What Steve Jobs feared most was Muye Technology aiming high and striking hard with YYtunes. The iTunes Store’s current primary user base comprised Apple computer and iPod users, whereas YY’s users included almost all netizens. If YY fully supported YYtunes, regardless of whether it would impact the iTunes Store’s existing users, the most crucial point was that it would completely sweep away the majority of users the iTunes Store hadn’t yet managed to cover.

And just as Steve Jobs felt shivers down his spine, the general manager of the iPod business reported a piece of information he had just received: Muye Technology’s second-generation player had completed its development. Although they couldn’t obtain a prototype, according to information gathered from Asia, it could be confirmed that Muye Technology’s second-generation player also directly benchmarked against Apple Inc.’s iPod, and its overall product quality should be on par with the iPod.

Upon receiving this news, Steve Jobs became utterly furious. If Muye Technology were to develop YYtunes alone, he would have considered them merely competing with Apple Inc. for the future market. However, if Muye Technology developed YYtunes in conjunction with a player, then it would be the end of Apple Inc.!

He slammed the documents onto the table in front of the iPod business manager and roared, “A behemoth of a company has developed an absolute competing product almost indistinguishable from yours, and you’ve been kept in the dark, only finding out about this today! This is gross dereliction of duty! An absurd, ridiculous, and utterly inexplicable dereliction! I believe you’ve made major errors in this position, and I will apply to the Board of Directors to reconsider your job responsibilities!”

The iPod business manager said, exasperated, “Steve, Muye Technology has its own hardware laboratories and has acquired its own production lines. They’ve also classified the development of this product as a highly confidential project internally. Before they officially launch the product, it’s very difficult for us to get information. We only knew that Muye Technology had already had a cheap MP3 player for a long time, and no one realized it would compete with the iPod, especially since the China market simply doesn’t have the potential to fully promote high-end players.”

“Don’t you dare defend yourself!” Steve Jobs said, seething with rage. “You were put in charge of the iPod business to ensure its rapid development while closely monitoring all global competitors and potential competitors. Your failure to notice Muye Technology’s targeted actions is your dereliction of duty!”

The iPod business manager was somewhat furious himself. He stared at Steve Jobs and retorted, “Steve, if not having prior knowledge of Muye Technology’s new player development is my dereliction of duty, then whose dereliction of duty is it that we didn’t have prior knowledge of Muye Technology’s YYtunes development?!”

Steve Jobs was momentarily speechless.

Everyone else in the room exchanged glances.

At this moment, the head of the Marketing Department, seeing the awkward atmosphere, quickly stepped in to mediate, saying, “Let’s not be so tense right now. I think that while the outcome of us overlooking these two moves by Muye Technology is harsh, it doesn’t necessarily mean our team was at fault.”

Everyone looked at him, and Steve Jobs asked, “What do you mean by that?”

The other person explained, “Firstly, Apple Inc. has never listed Muye Technology as a sensitive competitor requiring close attention. We closely monitor Microsoft, IBM, Sony, and numerous computer hardware manufacturers and player manufacturers, doing our utmost to obtain all their operational information. However, we have never internally determined to monitor Muye Technology’s every move. Therefore, this isn’t an individual’s dereliction of duty, but rather our collective oversight of the ambition behind Muye Technology, a company that started with instant messaging business.”

He continued, “Secondly, Muye Technology is far away in China, and they themselves kept these two projects highly confidential, making it even harder for us to obtain relevant information. Muye Technology has recruited so many R&D talents from Silicon Valley, many of whom are senior R&D personnel from Google, Cisco, and Oracle. However, it’s said that when YYtunes was being developed, the entire R&D team responsible for it was all Chinese; all foreign employees were sidelined and none were used!”

Hearing this, Steve Jobs cursed furiously, “That damned nationalist, Li Mu!”





Chapter 1404: YYtunes, New Frigate Launched!

Although Li Mu had always striven to develop Muye Technology into a global super-enterprise, that was primarily in terms of strategic vision. When it came to tactics, Li Mu’s outlook was still somewhat “narrow.” For example, under Li Mu’s direct authorization, the core R&D team for Muye Technology’s highly confidential projects was basically all Chinese, or at least Chinese-descendant. Otherwise, no matter how strong their technical skills were, they wouldn’t be able to access the core leadership of the projects.

The reason for this approach was that Muye Technology had already widened the gap with Chinese internet companies and wasn’t afraid of them overtaking on a curve. However, compared to Western companies, especially those in Silicon Valley, its leading edge was relatively thin. Most of its advantage lay in product philosophy, while Muye Technology still had many insufficient areas and Achilles’ heels on the technical level.

In such circumstances, even greater emphasis had to be placed on protecting the core logic of important products. Otherwise, once its core “gameplay” was leaked, those enterprises with strong R&D strength could very quickly catch up.

Muye Technology held an absolute advantage in product philosophy, social services, and price competition. However, in terms of technical support, Muye Technology was significantly weaker than Apple. The latter, after all, was a top-tier expert capable of independently developing operating systems and complete computers, possessing a technical reserve so strong that Muye Technology could not hope to match it.

It was precisely because Muye Technology was much weaker than Apple in technical reserve and R&D capability that Li Mu demanded the Muye Technology research and development team strictly guard project confidentiality. This was to catch competitors unprepared and widen the distance and difficulty of their chase.

Since Apple had never truly viewed Muye Technology as a key competitor to focus on at the current stage, they lacked mastery and preparation regarding Muye Technology’s relevant actions. Now, with YYtunes about to be launched and Mango-ME (product)2 beginning mass production, it was equal to Muye Technology instantly baring its fangs at Apple and preparing for a fight to the death.

Steve Jobs had never been in such a state of utter disarray as he was today, because in the face of Li Mu’s all-out war, he simply had no opposing force at hand—at least not yet. This meant that Apple had to grit its teeth and withstand the impact initiated by Muye Technology. No matter how strong this impact was, Apple had to stand firm and fight for its life. Otherwise, once the iPod and iTunes businesses were destroyed, the entire Apple would become a heavy-loaded truck without fuel supply. Steve Jobs didn’t dare to imagine how terrible the outcome would be.

…

Under the attention of netizens and internet industry professionals worldwide, Muye Technology officially launched the revolutionary YYtunes globally on May 21st, a slightly special day.

Netizens and YY users from all countries worldwide could directly download the YYtunes Client. After users updated to the latest version of YY, they would find a triangle player-shaped logo composed of three colored lines appearing on YY. This was the YYtunes logo, and also the quick launch icon for YYtunes on YY.

In its promotion of YYtunes, YY endowed the software with its core value and Slogan: “Use music to connect the world.”

This Slogan, though only a few words, fully demonstrated YYtunes’ vision. This was not a simple music player; this was a music world capable of connecting the entire world! It was a new product sufficient to revolutionize the online music industry!

Among YY’s hundreds of millions of users worldwide, over fifty million immediately downloaded and experienced YYtunes. In their eyes, Muye Technology had always been a groundbreaking enterprise; it always presented the world with astonishingly good products. Even for a music software, YY users and fans were eager to see what kind of wonders Muye Technology would create with it.

To ensure users had enough opportunity to understand the software, YYtunes provided online streaming services for free globally during its first month after launch. For this one-month free period, Li Mu did not use the platform’s power to force record companies to cooperate; instead, he paid all signed record companies an additional several million US dollars in copyright subsidies.

When users downloaded and opened YYtunes, they felt as if they had discovered a new continent. In their internet careers, they had never seen such a beautiful product interface. The homepage of YYtunes, using irregular square modules combined with each other, displayed different singers, albums, special features, and music styles. There were square album displays with 1:1 and 2:2 width-to-height ratios, carousel banners with 3:1 width-to-height ratios showcasing popular singers and special features, and vertical displays with 1:2 width-to-height ratios featuring popular singers and special features. Although there were many shapes, when pieced together, the page did not appear cluttered at all.

This design style integrated features from later iTunes and Windows 10’s Start menu, emphasizing modular image display areas. The vast majority of the display area was given to images, with only a small portion reserved for text. The brilliant colors and visual effects captivated everyone.

Steve Jobs could never have dreamed that Muye Technology’s super-cool, futuristic product page, utilized design elements, half of which would come from Apple many years later.

All graphic designers in the internet industry felt inferior after seeing such page design. To put it more directly, it was like putting a super concept car from fifteen years in the future in front of contemporary car designers. This brought not just a visual impact to current car designers, but more importantly, a generational gap in design language and concept. For technical personnel, what they feared most was not the gap, but the generational difference.

For users, YYtunes brought them far more surprises than just advanced design language. When they logged in with their YY accounts, YYtunes immediately presented them with a gently designed pop-up window labeled as a tag library. This tag library was divided by music style, broadly categorized into: Pop, Classical, Electronic, Rock, Rap, Britpop, Jazz, Country, Blues, and Other—a total of ten major categories. Users only needed to click on their preferred music styles and then confirm.

Besides the tag options, users could also directly click Skip, and YYtunes’ “Skip” option was very prominent, minimizing the hassle of “tagging” for users as much as possible.

Due to the user-friendly interface design, the proportion of users setting tags was very high. Over ninety percent of users selected tags based on their musical preferences after logging in. And when they had selected their tags and clicked confirm, YYtunes gave them another huge surprise.

In YYtunes’ backend logic, for users who had set tags, as soon as they clicked confirm, the software’s homepage would immediately undergo a visually noticeable reset. The visual effect of this reset was: all module images would blur from left to right, then a white light would “wash away” the blurred images, followed by the new, reset homepage.

The new homepage would not modify the layout of the modules themselves but would thoroughly modify the content within the modules. The logic for this modification was based on the tags the user had set and their language version.

If an American user using the English version selected Pop, Rock, and Blues as their three category tags, the backend would immediately retrieve the hottest singers, albums, and singles in the English-speaking Pop, Rock, and Blues genres, and they would occupy sixty percent of the display area;

The remaining forty percent of the display area would be allocated as follows: ten percent for content YYtunes officially wished to promote; ten percent for non-English Pop, Rock, and Blues singers and songs; ten percent for the most popular singers and songs from categories the user had not selected; and another ten percent for displaying friend activity.

Since YYtunes had just launched, the friend activity section would not yet show what the user’s friends or followed people were listening to. Instead, it would retrieve their friend list and carousel display: “Your friend XX has also joined YYtunes.”

Overall, after a user selected tags, YYtunes would generate a unique homepage completely tailored to the attributes the user defined for themselves. This was incredibly user-friendly and far exceeded expectations. No other software had ever “spoiled” its users as much as YYtunes.

In addition to the homepage, YYtunes also had four Sub-pages: the Category page, the Leaderboard page, the Personal page, and the Activity page.

On the Category page, users could delve deeper into their favorite music genres step by step through the ten major music types. For example, a listener who liked “Death Metal” could enter the [Rock] major category on the category interface, then enter [Heavy Rock] and then select [Death Metal] to view the singers under the [Death Metal] sub-category.

On the Leaderboard page were various leaderboards set by YYtunes, including: Hot Songs Chart, New Songs Chart, Popular Artists Chart, Single Sales Chart, Album Sales Chart, Best-selling Artists Chart, etc. The logic behind the charts was also very clear:

The [Hot Songs Chart] listed the one hundred songs with the most plays within a unit of time;

The [New Songs Chart] listed the one hundred songs with the most plays within the first month of their launch;

The [Popular Artists Chart] listed the one hundred artists with the highest total plays within a unit of time;

The [Single Sales Chart] listed the one hundred songs with the highest total paid downloads within a unit of time;

The [Album Sales Chart] listed the one hundred albums with the highest total paid downloads within a unit of time;

The [Best-selling Artists Chart] listed the one hundred artists with the highest total sales amount within a unit of time;

All charts were selectable by four time axes: daily, weekly, monthly, and overall. They could also be filtered by region. The data statistics logic for all charts was to de-duplicate, meaning to remove duplicate entries. Especially for charts based on play counts, to prevent malicious chart-brushing, each registered user listening to a song within twenty-four hours, no matter how many times, would only count as one play on the chart.

As it had just launched, the charts did not yet have enough data to support them. So, in the first hour after launch, each chart displayed: “Data is being collected, quickly help your favorite artists (songs, albums) get on the chart!”

The Personal page displayed the user’s personal settings, including profile, favorite music, created playlists, recently played, purchased music, etc.

The Activity page, according to chronological order, displayed the latest updates from artists the user followed, as well as the latest updates from the user’s friends and other followed users.

For artists, if a user followed Jay Chou, once Jay Chou released a new single (album), or was about to hold a concert (music fans meeting) somewhere, the platform would push a notification to his music fans in the activity feed. In addition, YYtunes also specially reserved a backend personal account for artists, where they could personally release custom dynamic content to enhance interaction with their fans.

The friend system would directly read the user’s YY friend list. Users could see a list of all their friends who had joined YYtunes here. If one of their friends followed Karen Mok, all their friends would see a message on the Activity page like: “XX followed artist Karen Mok.” If a friend liked or commented on a song, it would also prompt: “XX liked (commented on) [Song Name] by [Artist Name].” All activity notifications would include hyperlinks, allowing users to directly click and access the specific content of that activity.

YYtunes did not force users to make their actions public but provided users with options for privacy settings. Users could choose to publish or not publish personal activity. In subsequent iteration versions, this feature would be gradually upgraded. For example, it would upgrade to allow users to choose to publish only to certain users, or not to publish to certain users, and then gradually upgrade to allow users to customize friend groups, making choices for group-specific publishing or non-publishing.

Li Mu had already considered all these functions when designing the product, but he did not arrange for many subsequent, more user-friendly product designs to be included in the first-generation version. Instead, he reserved a large number of subsequent refinements and upgrade functions, preparing to release them to users little by little, like squeezing toothpaste. On one hand, this was to keep users constantly feeling fresh and ensure that each iteration brought users a surprise. On the other hand, it was also to maintain the gap with competing products. Once a competitor tried to catch up, Muye Technology could release an upgraded version to widen the gap, ensuring that competitors could never catch up.

Furthermore, on the most crucial playback interface, in addition to ensuring that functional options were prominent and clean, Li Mu also included some thoughtful touches.

The first generation of YYtunes already incorporated a lyric display feature. The initial version only had lyrics for a small number of songs, but for most songs without lyrics, users were given the opportunity to upload lyrics. If the lyrics uploaded by a user passed the review, that user would be specifically named and thanked when the lyrics were displayed, and a hyperlink would be provided, allowing other users to directly follow that user.

On the playback interface, Li Mu also added a sharing feature, though this sharing was limited to sharing between YY users. For example, user A could share a song with their friend B, and B would directly receive a YY message from A, prompting them: “I found a great song on YYtunes and recommend it to you.” User B could then click directly within the YY chat box to play the song.

These features were very basic in the QQ ecosystem of later generations. However, at present, every single feature was like a nuclear bomb, shocking all users and internet professionals. It amazed and delighted all users, and also caused pain and despair for all industry professionals. If the design language of YYtunes had a generational gap with today’s internet design language, then the greater generational gap lay in its powerful and complete product philosophy!

While competitors were still forming guerrilla teams with “millet and rifles” (rudimentary means), Li Mu had already implemented a combined arms modern military layout, encompassing land, sea, and air, and had even incubated an aircraft carrier battle group with YY as its core.

Now, the launch of YYtunes meant that this aircraft carrier battle group, with YY as its core, had launched yet another powerful frigate!





Chapter 1405: A Global Perspective for Users

Even Jobs, who would later dominate the industry, was thrown into disarray by YYtunes’ fierce offensive.

In his eyes, YYtunes was not just a generation ahead of iTunes, but an entire dimension.

The generational lead referred to the features of YYtunes that aligned with iTunes’ direction.

The dimensional lead referred to YYtunes’ unique social ecosystem, a genetic trait iTunes completely lacked.

And YYtunes’ true power was only just beginning to show!

One hour after its launch, YYtunes had already collected big data from user behavior in its first hour online. The various leaderboards immediately moved into normal display mode, and because users were in an active phase, the rankings changed very quickly.

Western artists like Michael Jackson, 50-Cent, Linkin-Park, and Beyoncé rapidly rose through the ranks. Due to China’s massive user base, a small number of Chinese singers and Chinese songs also made it onto the charts. For example, the popular Jay Chou’s song “Secret Code” surged into the Hot Songs Top 10.

However, since this song was released in July 2002, it was categorized as such when entered into the backend. As it had already been out for a year, it was not eligible for the New Songs chart.

The rapidly changing leaderboards attracted close attention from music fans, especially those whose idols were on the charts. To help their idols climb the rankings, they began inviting others on YY and various websites to help like their songs and artists. For these passionate fans, YYtunes’ leaderboards were like the stock market trend in a super bull market, making it impossible to look away for a moment.

Due to free online streaming in the first month of its launch, YYtunes’ sales revenue from recharges was not high. Only a few users generated several million US dollars in business revenue from downloading singles and albums. However, Li Mu was not worried about this at all. The product had just launched, and users’ first task was to integrate into this music social world, not to immediately pay for music.

In the pace of promotion set by Li Mu, the first month after launch was the user cultivation period for YYtunes. The biggest task for this month was to attract as many users as possible to join YYtunes and immerse themselves, thereby subjectively abandoning all other online streaming products.

As long as the cultivation period went smoothly, the official launch of paid monthly subscriptions in developed markets in the second month, at a monthly fee equivalent to 9.9 US dollars, would surely generate astonishing results.

As for the paid download business, Li Mu had even greater confidence. Monthly subscription revenue has its bottleneck; for example, ten million paying users could only generate 99 million US dollars in revenue per month. To grow beyond this, it would require increasing the number of paying users, which becomes more difficult over time.

However, the paid download business has no bottleneck for individual users. A paying user might only download one song in the first month, but after a year, as they get used to the paid service, they might develop a habit of buying a dozen or twenty songs a month. In that case, the revenue generated each month could exceed 20 US dollars, or even more. Therefore, this was a long-term prospect for growth. Apple’s paid music download revenue in 2013 reached over three billion US dollars, which translates to over 300 million US dollars in monthly revenue.

…

Although it launched globally, YYtunes had different strategic inclinations in different countries and regions. In countries and regions with mature copyright protection, YYtunes directly launched monthly subscription streaming and paid download services. However, in countries and regions where copyright protection was less mature, Muye Technology adopted an operation strategy of “temporary free” for online streaming monthly subscriptions, making the otherwise paid service temporarily free, rather than directly giving music away for free, to prevent users from instinctively believing that music services should inherently be free.

In “temporarily free” regions, YYtunes did not offer free download services. Users still needed to pay if they wanted to download music via YYtunes. This was also true in China; users could listen to songs for free on YYtunes but could not download them for free. If they needed to download free songs, they could search for pirated resource websites.

Aside from differences in payment models for services, YYtunes’ other business functions were identical in every country and region worldwide. All music in the copyright library was open to global users. All users could post comments under any song, and all comments would be displayed to all users, regardless of the language.

For a classic song like Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean,” the comments section below it might contain comments in any language from around the world. However, to prevent any single language from monopolizing the prime comment section, YYtunes specifically designed a logic for displaying prime comments: 50% of the prime comments would be selected from those in the user’s native language, while the remaining 50% would draw from the top five most used languages other than the user’s native language.

For example, if a user of the English version of YYtunes opens the comment section for “Billie Jean,” the 10 pinned prime comments will include 5 selected from the top five most liked English comments. The remaining five will display the most liked comments in Chinese, Indian languages, Arabic, Spanish, and Russian, respectively.

If a user of the Chinese version of YYtunes opens this song, the comment section will have five prime Chinese comments and five prime comments in other languages.

Most users do not master more than two languages, which means that out of the ten prime comments displayed in six languages, approximately four will be unintelligible to the user. During development, some members of Muye Technology’s team suggested that prime comments should be matched to the user’s native language based on their settings, but Li Mu directly vetoed this.

If a Chinese user opened the comment section for “Billie Jean” and found only Chinese comments, they would certainly feel a sense of familiarity. However, this familiarity would cause them to lose the “global perspective” that Li Mu hoped they would possess.

On the contrary, Li Mu did not want his YYtunes to bring a sense of familiarity to users from various countries. He hoped this software could, like Facebook or even the Hubble Telescope, bring a sense of vastness to users. Li Mu wanted to display comments that users couldn’t understand, to let them know that this was not just a simple music software, but a music software used by people all over the world!

To stimulate users’ motivation to post comments, YYtunes specially introduced user levels, accompanied by integral rewards. Each comment posted would earn certain points, and if a comment was selected as prime, users would not only get more points, but the higher the number of likes, the more points they would receive. Accumulated points could be used to level up or to redeem items.

In YYtunes, points could be redeemed for singles, albums, or even monthly subscription services. However, the system had a built-in discernment mechanism: if users spammed comments to gain points, the system would deduct points obtained through abnormal channels, and even impose additional deductions and ban accounts.

In the cooperation agreements between YYtunes and major record companies, everyone agreed that products redeemed with user points would not be counted as revenue. This meant YYtunes did not need to provide extra subsidies to users and record companies, reducing operating costs.

As user levels continuously enhanced, users would not only have more prominent level displays but, more importantly, they could become “Music Experts.” Once they became Music Experts, they would qualify for system recommendations, which would increase their attention and followers.

As Li Mu expected, the music comment feature was immediately loved and sought after by users worldwide after its launch!

Previously, people had countless different products and websites for online music streaming. Taking the US market as an example, even though people were listening to Beyoncé online, they were scattered across dozens or hundreds of websites and software. All they did was listen to music; to put it simply, this behavior was a one-way data request: users requested data for a certain Beyoncé song from different platforms, and these platforms transmitted the data to their computers for playback based on user demand.

This method of listening, to put it plainly, was no different from television. Every TV viewer only had a one-way data request with the TV station. Viewers did not watch programs on the same TV station, let alone have the opportunity to create remote interaction between viewers through television.

However, on YYtunes, users were able to break this one-way data transmission model for the first time. Not only could they listen to music by downloading data, but they could also upload their comments for the song.

Because everyone was commenting on the same platform, in addition to the two-way interaction between users and songs, comments could also connect countless users through a specific song or artist. It instantly transformed point-to-point interaction into point-to-group interaction. This revolutionary experience delighted users immensely.

For users, suddenly, they could see comments from users worldwide who shared the same musical preferences, commenting on their favorite music. Half of these comments were in their native language, and the other half—some they could understand, some they didn’t even know what language they were in—immediately made them feel the global charm of the internet. On the other side of the Earth, thousands of kilometers away, there was someone they had never met who liked the same music as them, and he or she left their comment for this song in their own language. This feeling was truly marvelous!

This was the “global perspective” Li Mu wanted to convey to users worldwide through YYtunes and through music. Music is not a product unique to a certain country, a certain nation, or even a certain language; it is a shared “language” of all humanity worldwide. Every spoken language is regional, but only music is global!

…

As time passed since its launch, YYtunes’ various data broke records with unstoppable momentum!

Having poured immense effort into it, YYtunes’ global activated users surpassed one hundred million within 48 hours of its launch.

The standard for counting activated users was simple: YY users who successfully logged into YYtunes.

And because YYtunes was fully reliant on the YY Ecosystem, it only accepted YY account logins.

Surpassing one hundred million users in 48 hours—this data shocked all industry colleagues. For many companies and products, reaching over a hundred million users in 48 months would already be a huge success, but for Muye Technology, they only needed 48 hours…

This astonishing data made all internet professionals realize the incredibly powerful effect of a vast ecosystem. Within the YY Ecosystem, YYtunes could rise like a skyscraper in the blink of an eye. And in the future, who knows how many more monster-level products like YYtunes this behemoth called YY could incubate.

When an enterprise possesses such a powerful ecosystem, it virtually has a super BUFF. This BUFF is so exaggerated that even if one said it could increase its own strength by 500% while weakening the opponent’s strength by 90%, no one would dare to question it.

This also made global capital markets begin to re-evaluate Muye Technology’s actual influence and its current corporate valuation.

However, capital quickly realized a problem: for companies like Muye Technology, which have strong cash flow businesses and always experience explosive growth, capital valuation found it difficult to accurately judge their true value. With the immense success of YYtunes, should Li Mu initiate Muye Technology’s IPO?





Chapter 1406: Sennheiser’s Sincerity

Regarding the IPO, Li Mu had his own pace.

At this stage, Muye Technology’s user count, product influence, and revenue generation ability were all steadily growing. From any angle of assessment, the company was in no way short of money. Furthermore, this was not a phase that required a massive influx of capital to support Muye Technology’s full-throttle charge in the market. In other words, in the industries Muye Technology was involved in, there wasn’t a single truly formidable opponent anywhere in the world right now.

“Truly formidable” didn’t mean merely commanding a small unit to fight a couple of guerrilla skirmishes; it meant both sides genuinely being on an equal footing, deploying their armies and laying out their strategies for a life-or-death, winner-takes-all grand battle.

Therefore, Li Mu wanted to push back the IPO pace even further, at least until YYtunes completely seized all non-Apple users from iTunes, and Mango-ME fully replaced the iPod, cutting off Apple’s cash flow, thereby plunging their entire company into a quagmire of continuous losses.

If the iPod suffered heavy losses, and if iTunes also sank into the sea, all of Apple’s product lines would fall into an anemic state. No matter how much potential their products had in the future, if they couldn’t survive the present, they were destined to die.

In fact, the moment YYtunes launched and received widespread acclaim from users, Apple immediately felt a direct threat from Muye Technology.

First to be affected was their stock price. Within the last two trading days of the week, Apple’s stock price plummeted from 8.68 US dollars all the way down to 7.36 US dollars. The decline over two trading days reached fifteen percent, which was a huge blow to Apple, as well as to the capital and shareholders behind Apple.

The valuation of 7.36 US dollars was close to Apple Inc.’s stock price a month ago. It was precisely because of the pleasing business growth of the iTunes Store over the past month that Apple’s stock price had seen a significant increase, rising from 7.3 US dollars to 8.68 US dollars, a twenty percent increase. However, a month’s worth of effort had been undone in just two days.

Even more frightening was that no one knew what news Muye Technology and YYtunes might bring over the weekend. If unfavorable news for iTunes continued to emerge, Apple’s stock price would plummet further on the next Monday trading day.

And indeed, this weekend, the Muye Technology team specifically dispatched to Germany had already begun talks with Sennheiser and Beyerdynamic.

The global headphone market, in truth, wasn’t very large overall, adding up to only several billion US dollars. A considerable portion of this didn’t even belong to professional headphone manufacturers. This was because many users had not developed the habit of purchasing headphones separately. Moreover, the music player products they bought typically came with original bundled accessories from major manufacturers. For example, Sony Walkman had large sales volumes, but the vast majority of Walkman users used the bundled Sony headphones that came with their purchase. In such circumstances, very few users would choose to buy another pair of headphones.

After bundled headphones had captured most of the market, the remaining small free market was exceptionally competitive, a clear case of too many contenders for too few spoils. Therefore, both Sennheiser and Beyerdynamic, despite being highly renowned among headphone enthusiasts, their actual company volume on the international market could only be considered medium-sized, or even small-to-medium sized enterprises. As a result, when facing a giant enterprise like Muye Technology, they were incredibly eager for any potential cooperation.

At Sennheiser’s headquarters in Hanover, Germany, after Muye Technology’s team met with Sennheiser’s executives, they first explained Muye Technology’s cooperation intention and detailed requirements to the Sennheiser executive team. Then, they informed them that if Sennheiser could accept Muye Technology’s cooperation terms, the Chairman of the Board of Muye Technology, Li Mu, would directly communicate with them via video conference.

Upon hearing that Li Mu would directly participate, Sennheiser’s executives attached even greater importance to the negotiation. Although Muye Technology had not yet presented their terms, in their hearts, they had already decided to accept them no matter what, and to align closely with Muye Technology.

Muye Technology’s team leader presented five points of Muye Technology’s cooperation intention to Sennheiser’s executives:

First, both parties would develop a co-branded headphone, and its overall quality should correspond to a market price range of approximately sixty to seventy US dollars.

Second, Muye Technology lacked the strength in acoustic hardware research and technological accumulation, so the R&D work for this co-branded headphone would be completed independently by Sennheiser. Muye Technology would only provide some input.

Third, the exterior design would be cooperatively completed by Sennheiser and Muye Technology.

Fourth, although it was a co-developed co-branded version, the product would not be co-released; instead, it would be sold by Muye Technology as a bundle with Mango-ME2. Therefore, Muye Technology and Sennheiser’s cooperation model would adopt a fixed-price procurement method. They hoped Sennheiser could minimize the shipment price, and while ensuring quality, the shipment price could ideally be controlled around fifteen to twenty US dollars.

Fifth, Muye Technology attached great importance to Mango-ME2. At that time, not only would YY and YY.com spare no effort in promoting it, but YYtunes would also deeply cooperate with it. Therefore, the sales volume and exposure of Mango-ME2 were absolutely guaranteed. If Sennheiser agreed to the first four points, Muye Technology would certainly provide Sennheiser huge returns in terms of overall shipment volume and brand awareness.

After listening, Sennheiser’s CEO Muller stated on the spot with hardly any hesitation: “Gentlemen, Sennheiser is very willing to engage in deep cooperation with Muye Technology and completely accepts your cooperation requests. Moreover, I believe that with Sennheiser’s strength, we are absolutely the best partner candidate for Muye Technology, bar none.”

In Muller’s mind, Muye Technology’s cooperation intention was simply a godsend for Sennheiser. Beyond anything else, just Muye Technology’s brand awareness alone would bring a huge boost to Sennheiser’s brand value, not to mention the immense sales volume Mango-ME2 would bring to Sennheiser.

Although this cooperation might squeeze some of Sennheiser’s direct profit margin, overall, it would be entirely beneficial and harmless.

At this moment, Muye Technology’s team leader smiled and said, “Mr. Muller, we naturally have great confidence in Sennheiser’s strength, but some detailed issues still need further communication.”

Muller nodded and said, “Whatever the issue, please speak freely. We will do our utmost to resolve it and facilitate cooperation between us.”

“Next, our Chairman of the Board and CEO, Mr. Li Mu, will speak directly with you all via video conference.”

Muller hurriedly said, “It is truly an honor to have a video conference with Mr. Li Mu!”

After connecting the laptop to the conference room’s projector and stereo equipment, Muye Technology’s team leader connected to Li Mu’s work YY account. Once the video call connected, he said to General Manager Li, who was sitting in Muye Technology’s office: “General Manager Li, Mr. Muller, the CEO of Sennheiser, has initially accepted our cooperation intention. For the subsequent specific details, would you like to personally communicate with Mr. Muller?”

Li Mu nodded: “I’ll discuss the follow-up matters with him.”

Muye Technology’s team leader then turned the computer around, facing Muller and other Sennheiser executives, so that Li Mu could see them through the laptop’s built-in camera.

Seeing Li Mu on the screen, Muller immediately greeted him enthusiastically in English: “Hello, Mr. Li Mu, I have admired you for a long time. It is a great honor to have this video call with you!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, also speaking in English: “Hello, Mr. Muller, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Muller said somewhat nervously: “Mr. Li Mu, we have already heard about Muye Technology’s cooperation intention from your staff. What I want to say is that Sennheiser is very much looking forward to cooperating with you and with Muye Technology, and we also very much hope to implement this cooperation as soon as possible. Furthermore, we hope Sennheiser can provide all possible assistance for Mango-ME2’s global release!”

Li Mu smiled: “Regarding this cooperation, I have some more detailed questions I’d like to confirm with Mr. Muller.”

Muller hurried, “Please, speak.”

Li Mu said: “It’s like this, our product is expected to launch within the next one to two months, so if we cooperate, our time is quite tight. First, both sides need to start the design as soon as possible and complete the plan, then enter the production phase. At the same time, we need Sennheiser to deliver at least one million customized headphones to Muye Technology within the next month, and then another three million units in the month after.”

Muller thought for a moment and said: “This primarily concerns the two aspects of design and production. For design, we can start the exterior design as soon as possible. We have very rich experience in this area, and also many reserve design plans that can be presented for your and Muye Technology’s review and selection. If all goes smoothly, I believe it can be implemented within a week.

Besides the exterior design, there’s also the industrial design of the headphones themselves. On this point, I think we can directly use our current best-selling and most market-recognized headphones in the sixty to seventy US dollar price range, and continue to use that headphone’s industrial configuration plan. This way, the sound quality is most guaranteed, and we can also cooperate with Muye Technology in external promotion by directly telling consumers that this co-branded headphone uses the exact same hardware as our current sixty US dollar best-selling headphone. This way, on one hand, it saves design time; on another, it guarantees headphone sound quality; and on yet another, it enhances consumer recognition.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu immediately nodded and said: “Mr. Muller, this solution is very good. If we confirm cooperation, Muye Technology will also issue similar announcements to the outside world. With both parties issuing announcements for confirmation, the credibility will be even higher.”

Muller excitedly said: “If Mr. Li Mu approves this plan, that would be absolutely perfect.”

Li Mu then asked him: “If the design aspect can adopt this solution, what about production?”

Muller hurriedly replied: “Production is also not a problem. Sennheiser, like many other companies, currently develops its headphone products independently and then entrusts Japan’s Foster Electric for OEM manufacturing. However, we only outsource mid-to-low end products to Foster Electric; our mid-to-high end products and flagship products are produced domestically in Germany. The sixty to seventy US dollar headphones you mentioned are already within the mid-to-high end category, so they will be produced directly in Germany.

Our German production line has some redundant capacity. We can absolutely guarantee the production speed you just mentioned—one million in the first month and three million in the next. If we confirm cooperation, we will start design work while simultaneously increasing the production speed of our original mid-to-high end products. We will maximize production capacity during the idle period of the co-branded headphone design phase. This way, when the co-branded headphones begin production, we will have sufficient capacity to support it! If you have a temporary need to increase capacity, Sennheiser can suspend its own product production and put all capacity into prioritizing Muye Technology’s demands!”





Chapter 1407: Developed a Killing Intent

Sennheiser’s attitude was almost impeccable to Li Mu. Muller revealed all his thoughts without reservation, summarized in one sentence: “As long as you’re willing to involve us, we’ll do whatever you want.”

Li Mu liked such pragmatic partners who could immediately see what was most advantageous to them and would get on board at all costs. This was unlike some misguided business leaders who, even when you wanted to offer them a meal, would tell you what they couldn’t eat, clearly taking an inch and asking for a mile.

However, Li Mu didn’t immediately make the final decision to cooperate with Sennheiser. After all, the team’s trip to Germany wasn’t just to meet Sennheiser; they also had an appointment with Beyerdynamic. According to business etiquette, a decision could only be made after discussions with both parties.

Therefore, Li Mu’s reply to Muller was that he would carefully decide which party to cooperate with after the team had met with Beyerdynamic.

Muller naturally knew that Li Mu couldn’t make a decision immediately after only talking to him. So he said, “General Manager Li, I believe Sennheiser will not disappoint you. We sincerely look forward to cooperating with you!”



Sennheiser’s headquarters are in Hanover, and Beyerdynamic’s headquarters are in Heilbronn. The two places are separated by over four hundred kilometers. After concluding negotiations with Sennheiser, the team immediately flew from Hanover to Stuttgart and then traveled by car from Stuttgart to Beyerdynamic’s headquarters.

Beyerdynamic’s executives also attached great importance to cooperating with Muye Technology. However, compared to Sennheiser’s executives, who were determined to cooperate with Muye Technology at all costs, Beyerdynamic’s attitude was slightly more rational and calm.

In Li Mu’s view, after comparing them, Sennheiser was the most suitable. Sennheiser behaved like Tang Niu from God of Cookery. For a giant enterprise like Muye Technology, what it needed were subordinates with such an attitude. As for whether such subordinates would one day bite back, that was essentially impossible. Muye Technology’s volume was already so large that no subordinate could shake its foundation, and its strength was enough to destroy any subordinate who betrayed it.

After the team finished discussions with Beyerdynamic, they immediately set off back to Hanover and began a second round of negotiations with Sennheiser. This time, the discussions moved directly into confirming practical details.

The headphone prototype Sennheiser proposed for cooperation with Muye Technology was the MX858, a sub-flagship product in Sennheiser’s crew cut earplugs line.

Currently, most of Sennheiser’s mid-to-high-end headphone models were over-ear and in-ear. Sennheiser had originally hoped to cooperate with Li Mu using an over-ear or in-ear product, but Li Mu still insisted on choosing crew cut earplugs.

The reason for choosing crew cut earplugs was that this type of headphone was the most comfortable to wear and had the highest public acceptance.

Over-ear headphones were more audiophile-oriented, but wearing them came at a high cost: long-term use often led to headaches or earaches, and they were even more uncomfortable in hot weather. They were also inconvenient to carry, making them truly unsuitable as bundled headphones for players. Moreover, until Li Mu’s rebirth, he had never heard of any music player or mobile phone that came with over-ear headphones as standard; the packaging space alone would be unmanageable.

As for in-ear headphones, although they offered better sound quality and would gradually become the mainstream for portable headphones, they were not yet widespread. Most headphone users experienced significant discomfort when first using in-ear headphones. The acceptance level of this type of headphone was far lower than that of crew cut headphones, because in users’ eyes, crew cut headphones were the type that required the least adaptation; they were what headphones had always looked like.

Apple’s EarPods remained unchanged in its product line for so many years for a reason. Apple certainly knew that in-ear headphones offered better sound quality, but it also knew that changing EarPods to an in-ear design would only please a small number of users, while most users would surely reject them. Therefore, it was more appropriate to create a pair of headphones that were more easily accepted by everyone.

Sennheiser’s sub-flagship crew cut earplugs retailed for around sixty dollars in most countries and regions internationally. In China, the price would be even higher, converting to nearly eighty dollars. The overall quality of these headphones was also excellent. At this price point, they were considered by consumers to have the highest cost-performance ratio and enjoyed very high recognition in the mid-range market.

As for the ex-factory price of these headphones, Muye Technology and Sennheiser had reached a consensus. Muye Technology’s purchase price was fifteen dollars, with taxes and logistics handled by Muye Technology. Under normal circumstances, the ex-factory price of Sennheiser MX858 was around twenty dollars. Although Sennheiser incurred a significant loss in profit, there was still some profit margin. However, what Sennheiser cared more about was not this small profit, but the immense boost to its brand after cooperating with Muye Technology.

Although Li Mu was not familiar with the MX858 headphones, since they had stood the test of the market, there was no need to worry about their overall performance. However, Li Mu did put forward several requirements for the headphones’ appearance.

First, they couldn’t be black. Instead, they had to use a high-end white + light gray color scheme.

Second, the in-line remote control should be miniaturized as much as possible, not made into a bulky cylinder, but designed as a flat body that was as small as possible.

Third, there must be a simple, clean, and space-saving packaging box. The box had to abandon the blister-pack style adopted by most Sennheiser products. Li Mu requested a flat rectangular plastic box with a transparent front lid. The left and right earbuds and the in-line remote control should be displayed within the transparent plastic lid, with the headphone cable neatly coiled around the inside of the box in a concealed manner.

To put it plainly, it was to completely follow the design style of future Apple EarPods.

As for the logo, Li Mu requested that while the Sennheiser logo was reduced in size, the Mango logo should be added. The main display areas for the logos would be on the back of the headphones and around the plug.

Besides the logos, Li Mu also requested that the headphone model be named MX858-Mango. This would ensure that consumers knew the headphones were identical to the MX858 except for their appearance, and also allow consumers to immediately recognize that this was a co-branded version by Mango and Sennheiser.

When discussing specific cooperation matters, Muller made a request to Li Mu via video conference, saying, “General Manager Li, I hope you can allow Sennheiser to sell this co-branded headphone independently to the public. If you agree, we will increase its price in the retail market relative to the regular MX858, which will also let consumers understand the actual value of these headphones more clearly.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and nodded in agreement.

There were many ways to let consumers know the actual value of these headphones, such as stating that they were custom-designed in cooperation with Sennheiser and derived from the MX858. However, most users might not understand the MX858 or be able to determine the technical differences between these customized headphones and the MX858. Rather than this, it would be better to have Sennheiser release them to the public simultaneously. If the MX858 was normally priced at around sixty dollars, then the customized MX858-Mango would sell for seventy dollars. This way, the actual value of the MX858-Mango would be truly reflected.

This way, when the MX858-Mango model headphones were sold bundled with the Mango-ME2, it would add many marketable features to the Mango-ME2 in terms of headphones. For example, Sennheiser’s reputation in the headphone industry, or how the MX858-Mango adopted the MX858’s acoustic design solution while also featuring a completely new exterior design. Moreover, when included with the Mango-ME2, these headphones offered an extremely high cost-performance ratio, thereby rapidly enhancing the overall cost-performance ratio of the Mango-ME2.



When Muye Technology and Sennheiser officially reached an agreement on the MX858-Mango cooperation, news about Muye Technology customizing headphones for the new Mango-ME started to spread like wildfire in the headphone industry.

If the news had first spread from the internet industry, it would have been more likely leaked by Muye Technology employees. However, if the news first began spreading from the headphone industry, then undoubtedly, the source of the information must have come from either Sennheiser or Beyerdynamic.

However, Li Mu had no intention of investigating which of the two companies the news had leaked from. To him, he had no intention of hiding this information at all. Its spread would not harm Muye Technology; if it could spread even wider, it would make consumers anticipate the Mango-ME2 even more. A better point was that such news, once spread, could influence potential iPod users, sway their judgment, and convert a portion of them into future Mango-ME2 users.

This was like Samsung releasing a new MP3-playing phone, while Sony Ericsson announced it would soon launch a music phone. This phone would not only have stereo speakers but also incorporate Sony’s audio decoding technology, significantly enhancing sound quality compared to other phones. Once potential Samsung users received such news, their desire to buy a Samsung phone would definitely be affected.

If they asked themselves, “Should I buy Samsung now, or wait for the Sony Ericsson with better musical performance?” — that would be Sony Ericsson’s success.

If it could make users who had already bought Samsung phones inwardly exclaim, “Why didn’t I wait for the Sony Ericsson? I’m so regretful!” — that would be Sony Ericsson’s even greater success.

Li Mu’s hopes for the Mango-ME2 were similar. He hoped that after combining so many advantages, it could make potential iPod users temporarily drop their purchase intentions, deciding instead to wait for the Mango-ME2 to launch before making a decision. He hoped even more that it could make users who had already bought an iPod regret it immensely.

The cooperation between Muye Technology and Sennheiser first spread within the headphone industry and then quickly diffused into the internet industry. For the headphone industry, the Muye Technology-Sennheiser partnership was bad news. But for the internet industry, it was more like a fresh lesson. They hadn’t expected Muye Technology, an internet company, to proactively engage in deep cooperation with a hardware company outside the IT industry. And although this cooperation had just been finalized, from the perspective of internet professionals, Muye Technology’s move was absolutely brilliant and highly targeted.

Any internet professional with half a brain knew who Muye Technology’s actions were targeting: Apple’s iPod.

Combined with the launch of YYtunes and its overwhelming user acceptance, everyone knew that Li Mu’s combination of moves was definitely driven by a killing intent toward Apple!





Chapter 1408: Just Rich

No one knew what long-standing grudge Li Mu held against Apple. From the perspective of the entire internet industry, Li Mu’s all-out suppression of Apple was quite incomprehensible. Apple itself was primarily a hardware company, supplemented by software, while Muye Technology was almost purely a software company. Furthermore, the league difference between the two was not insignificant. If one were to objectively identify Muye Technology’s important competitors right now, Apple wouldn’t even make it into the top five. Muye Technology putting all its effort into dealing with Google would be more reasonable than putting all its effort into dealing with Apple.

Yet, Li Mu latched onto Apple and wouldn’t let go.

It was like a boxing champion, instead of competing with other boxers, went to a university and picked a fight with a basketball player, which was incomprehensible to others.

Jobs too was at a loss for an explanation. In his eyes, even if iTunes and the online music market had prospects, that was for Apple. Muye Technology could make more money doing almost anything else. The revenue-generating capability of Plants vs. Zombies Online alone already far surpassed iTunes, and even exceeded iTunes plus iPod. Why did Li Mu insist on fighting him to the bitter end?

Jobs did not understand, and it was impossible for Li Mu to tell him.

As an ordinary user, Li Mu respected the changes Apple Inc. brought to the world; but as a reborn individual, Apple must die.

The iPhone would exist, the iPad would exist, and iOS would also exist, but in this life, these products would no longer belong to Apple. Instead, they would belong to Li Mu, to Muye Technology, and to China’s internet industry, becoming iconic symbols of China’s internet industry.

So Jobs didn’t know that this young man from faraway China wasn’t trying to destroy the current Apple, but the future Apple.

In Li Mu’s world, the existence of a future company as awesome as Apple was not allowed.

Li Mu’s comprehensive suppression quickly yielded results. News of Muye Technology co-developing MX858-Mango with Sennheiser spread rapidly among music enthusiasts worldwide after the leak.

Subsequently, on that Sunday, Muye Technology generously released pre-sale advertisements for Mango-ME2 globally via YY.com. From then on, Mango-ME2 finally gained exposure online.

The new Mango-ME2 surpassed the iPod3 of the same period in industrial design. Its appearance was more modern and flawless than the iPod, and its manufacturing processes were in no way inferior to the iPod3.

Mango-ME2 came in five versions: 128MB flash memory, 256MB flash memory, and 5GB, 10GB, and 30GB hard drive versions. The corresponding prices for the five versions were: four hundred sixty-eight, five hundred sixty-eight, two thousand two hundred eighty-eight, two thousand eight hundred eighty-eight, and three thousand eight hundred eighty-eight Renminbi. Whether it was the flash memory version or the hard drive version, the prices were significantly lower than the iPod and similar competing products on the market.

Engaging in price wars had always been Mango-ME’s strong suit. Back then, with the first-generation Mango-ME, Li Mu had bled most MP3 manufacturers dry. Meanwhile, he himself rapidly popularized Taobao shopping and Taobao flash sale events through Mango-ME, laying the groundwork for subsequent large-scale shopping festivals.

In the development of Taobao, Mango-ME had played a crucial role.

Now, the new generation Mango-ME2 began a new round of devastating blows against all MP3 player manufacturers worldwide, including Apple.

As soon as Mango-ME2’s design and price were announced, it caused a huge stir in the music player industry. Many rival companies, upon seeing the design and price, basically let out a chorus of wails. But when they saw the second piece of news, they felt like dying.

After announcing the prices for all versions of Mango-ME2, Muye Technology revealed that all models of Mango-ME2 would offer versions bundled with MX858-Mango headphones, and users would only need to pay an additional twenty dollars for these headphones…

Headphones that retailed for over sixty dollars on the market, after co-branding with Mango, only required an additional twenty dollars. This made consumers feel that Muye Technology was simply the most conscientious company in the world, and made rival companies feel that Muye Technology was simply the most terrifying devil in the world.

Muye Technology’s tactic in the MP3 industry was akin to nuclear annihilation. In the eyes of its rivals, Muye Technology, relying on its immense financial reserves and strategic foresight, had dropped a nuclear weapon on the entire MP3 industry, intending to outlast everyone in the nuclear winter and then rule the world.

But no one could do anything.

When Li Mu first sold Mango-ME below cost, rival companies had already experienced the same thing. They had no way then, and they still had none now.

Even Jobs, who was seen by later generations as all-powerful, could do nothing at this moment.

Hoping for the U.S. government’s anti-dumping policies? The possibility was miniscule. Muye Technology was only dealing in iPods, not iPhones. Its volume and league were far from reaching the level that would trigger targeted sanctions from the U.S. government. Moreover, even if the U.S. government imposed anti-dumping duties on Mango-ME2, it would be useless. Faced with such a price gap, smuggled goods would flood every street and alley in America.

Smuggling cars or firearms into the U.S. might not be easy, but smuggling small, non-hazardous electronic products was incredibly easy. The price gap between a duty-free Mango-ME2 and one with added anti-dumping duties would certainly exceed one hundred dollars. The profit from smuggling one Mango-ME2 would be higher than the profit from smuggling a pack of marijuana. At that time, perhaps every American traveling abroad would bring one or even several Mango-ME2s back home, and groups smuggling goods into the U.S. by land from Mexico and Canada would certainly not miss such a highly profitable product as Mango-ME2.

Then, even if the price of Mango-ME2s officially exported by Muye Technology to the U.S. market increased due to anti-dumping duties, it wouldn’t matter. As long as Muye Technology made a commitment in the U.S. market that Mango-ME2s purchased in any country or region could receive international warranty service in the U.S., the smuggling of Mango-ME2s would run rampant.

In short, with Mango-ME2’s pricing, Apple’s reliance on the U.S. government to step in and help would not be very effective.

If Jobs had only felt anger and incomprehension when he heard about Muye Technology’s cooperation with Sennheiser, now he felt like killing someone.

Jobs’ feelings for Apple were so deep and profound that they were far beyond what an ordinary company CEO could achieve. In his eyes, Apple was more important than anything else he had, and now, Li Mu had unsheathed his executioner’s blade against his life’s work!

Seething with hatred, Jobs called Muye Technology’s public relations office directly, filled with righteous indignation, demanding to speak with Li Mu. Upon receiving the news, Li Ziwei instinctively felt that Li Mu would not entertain him, but her professionalism compelled her to come to Li Mu’s office and report the matter to him.

To Li Ziwei’s surprise, Li Mu not only didn’t refuse but chuckled excitedly and said, “Okay, connect his call.”

Li Ziwei asked with a surprised expression, “You really want to talk to him?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Yes, why not?”

Li Ziwei said, “I’m afraid he might lose his temper on the phone and launch into personal attacks against you…”

“No worries, no worries,” Li Mu chuckled. “Even if it’s personal attacks, I don’t care. Connect him. I want to hear how he plans to curse me out.”

Seeing Li Mu’s serious expression, Li Ziwei had no choice but to nod. “I already told the public relations department to get back to him shortly. Since you’re sure you want to talk to him, I’ll have the public relations department call him back, and then transfer the call to your office.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “No. You have the public relations department call him first and tell him that I agree to speak with him, and then have him call us. Understand?”

Li Ziwei said helplessly, “Alright, I’ll arrange it now.”

It was a little after one in the morning in the U.S. Jobs was sitting in his home, seething with indignation. He didn’t know if Li Mu would be willing to talk to him, but he was harboring an intense resentment and anger, yearning for an outlet for his frustration.

When he received the call from China, Jobs perked up, picked up the phone, and immediately asked, “Who is this?!”

The other party said, “Hello, Mr. Jobs, I am the person in charge of Muye Technology’s public relations department. I’m calling to inform you that our General Manager Li has agreed to speak with you.”

Jobs immediately said, “Good, then quickly connect the call to him!”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Jobs,” the other party said. “Our General Manager Li has agreed to your call request. You can call back in a moment, and I will transfer you to General Manager Li’s office then.”

Jobs angrily asked, “Can’t you just transfer the call directly to his office now?”

The public relations person in charge said, “Wouldn’t that make it seem like our General Manager Li is calling you, Mr. Jobs? I need to make it clear to you that our General Manager Li does not intend to call you.”

Jobs was so furious he just wanted to smash the phone.

But a moment later, he regained his composure. He first hung up the phone, then cursed under his breath, “Son of a bitch,” before picking up the receiver again and redialing.

“Hello, Muye Technology public relations department, how may I help you?”

Jobs heard the public relations representative’s voice again, suppressing the anger in his heart, and said, “This is Jobs from Apple Inc. in America. I’d like to speak with your company’s Chairman of the Board, Li Mu.”

“Alright, Mr. Jobs, please hold. I will transfer you now.”

After a few tones, Li Mu’s voice came through: “Hello, Mr. Jobs.”

Jobs had seen videos of Li Mu’s speeches a few times and recognized his voice. He immediately accused him angrily, “Li, what you are doing violates professional ethics and is unscrupulous! You cannot use such unfair competition to suppress a great company like Apple! This is utterly absurd!”

Li Mu laughed and said, “Mr. Jobs, what makes you say that?”

“YYtunes, Mango-ME2, they’re all targeting Apple’s industry chain. Aren’t you specifically suppressing Apple Inc.?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Mr. Jobs, Muye Technology has its own strategic planning. When we execute this strategic planning, it’s very possible that our paths will overlap with certain companies’ routes. That’s unavoidable. There’s no industry in the world that is completely unique. If you can make music software, online music stores, and music players, why can’t Muye Technology? Your iTunes wasn’t the first music software, nor was it truly the first online music store. Your iPod certainly wasn’t the first music player. I’d like to ask you, did the owner of the first music player company call to accuse you? Did Bill Gates call to accuse you of targeting Microsoft Windows because you developed MacOS?”

Jobs was at a loss for how to respond.

What Li Mu said was not wrong. The vast majority of companies’ main businesses were not original. In such circumstances, as long as there was no actual infringement, no one had the right to accuse the other party. To be precise, although Li Mu’s actions made him hate him to the core, Li Mu had not committed any infringement against Apple. Therefore, Jobs’ accusations could only be emotional and not constitute any actual valid reason.

Jobs could only say indignantly, “Your pricing for Mango-ME2 is truly vicious. This violates normal business ethics! It violates anti-dumping laws!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Calm down a bit. Whether Mango-ME2 violates anti-dumping laws is not for you to say. Once it’s listed and declared for export to the U.S., the U.S. Department of Commerce will naturally make its judgment on it. I believe the U.S. government will make a fair and just decision.”

Li Mu wasn’t afraid of anti-dumping. If the U.S. were to truly impose anti-dumping duties on this product, he would simply sell it to Mexico and Canada at an even lower price. There were many ways to fight a price war with Apple; the U.S. government getting involved was no trouble at all.

What’s more, Li Mu believed that the likelihood of Mango-ME2 being hit with anti-dumping duties was low. On the one hand, the player market itself wasn’t large, amounting to a mere fraction in terms of trade. On the other hand, Muye Technology’s YY and YY.com were one of the products with the most users globally and one of the online media platforms with the largest influence globally. The U.S. government would certainly not pick a fight with Muye Technology for no reason. A new presidential election was about to begin, and at this time, various factions were scrambling to win over Muye Technology; who would start a war with Muye Technology for Apple’s sake?

Furthermore, the current Apple was not the Apple with a market value of eight or nine hundred billion US dollars. Its market value was less than eight or nine billion US dollars. Its stock price had already plummeted for two consecutive days on Thursday and Friday. Now that Muye Technology had announced the price of Mango-ME2, Apple’s stock price would continue to fall during U.S. daytime hours, which would be Monday morning.

Jobs also knew Li Mu’s trump card; he knew that anti-dumping would not be very significant for him.

Anti-dumping duties were very effective for low-price, low-end products, large items, and high-volume products. Low-price, low-end products, such as clothing, hats, shoes, and small handicrafts, had very low profit margins, and the possibility of smuggling was almost non-existent. Increasing anti-dumping duties would inevitably lead to price increases.

For large items like cars, because smuggling was difficult, the effectiveness of anti-dumping duties was also very good. China had always had certain anti-dumping duty rates on imported cars.

Increasing anti-dumping duties for high-volume products was also very effective. After all, market demand was huge, and smuggling simply couldn’t meet market demand. For example, Apple phones, whether purchased from Hong Kong or Europe/America, seemed cheaper than in mainland China, and the influx of such gray market phones was indeed very large, but no matter how large, it could not reach a scale of tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of units, so most products would still have to enter the market through official channels.

However, music players, especially high-end music players like the iPod, had significantly lower sales in the U.S. than mobile phones. Although it was Apple’s lifeblood at the moment, its proportion in the overall electronic products hardware market was not large.

Consumed by rage, Jobs could only say bitterly to Li Mu, “Li, your targeted actions not only violate basic business ethics and human morality but also cause enormous harm to a great company! I hope you can see the error of your ways and not stray further down the wrong path!”

Li Mu was not angry at all. He smiled faintly and said, “Mr. Jobs, I’m not targeting anyone…”

At this point, Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I’m just rich!”

I’m just rich!





Chapter 1409: Apple Stock Collapse!

Li Mu’s seemingly arrogant but honest words completely stripped Jobs of the confidence and courage to continue his reprimand.

Business is like a battlefield. Sometimes it’s a battle of strategy, sometimes tactics, sometimes technology, sometimes luck, but sometimes, it’s a bloody war of attrition.

The sole purpose of a war of attrition is to wear the opponent down until they can no longer fight, or to directly wear them out until they cease to exist.

Under the grand premise of such a war of attrition, tactics and strategies have little use. It’s purely a battle of manpower and desperation, much like the Battle of Stalingrad in World War II. once the fighting began, both sides had to continuously pour in troops, fighting until the opponent was completely exhausted, or until they themselves were.

In this mode of warfare, Apple was clearly no match for Muye Technology. Li Mu could afford to lose tens of millions of dollars on the Mango-ME2, but Apple, let alone incurring losses on its iPod business, would find even earning ten million dollars less to be quite painful. This war of attrition had barely begun, and Apple had already backed down.

Jobs dejectedly hung up the phone with Li Mu, completely losing all sleep that morning.

He couldn’t imagine what Apple’s stock price would collapse into once morning arrived. After all, no matter how awesome YYtunes was, it could only temporarily impact iTunes’ online music store business. This particular business segment was still in its incubation phase for Apple, so the impact wasn’t too significant;

However, the iPod business was the mainstay of Apple’s current revenue. Almost all departments relied on the profit it generated for their survival and operation. Now, Muye Technology had officially announced the price of the Mango-ME2, and coupled with the MX858-Mango, which boasted an extreme cost-performance ratio, the iPod in the eyes of consumers suddenly lost all its composure.

At this time, when Apple’s divine status had not yet been established, the iPod carried almost no halo or buffs. The moment Muye Technology drew its blade, the iPod was bound to bleed.

Therefore, Apple’s stock price was bound to face an avalanche today, a foregone conclusion in Jobs’ eyes.

How to explain to the Board of Directors and investors after the stock collapse became Jobs’ most pressing concern.



At 9:29 AM Eastern Time, the trading window for the US stock market was about to open.

In the past two hours, all pre-market analyses on financial programs emphasized the Mango-ME2 released by Muye Technology over the weekend, along with its incredible pricing, while warning investors that Apple’s stock prospects today were extremely grim.

The entire market was singing a dirge for Apple. Not a single financial media outlet believed Apple could safely navigate this crisis. Some even claimed that even if Apple relied on the U.S. government, it would be difficult to escape such a severe impact. After all, the Mango-ME2 had instantly shaken the iPod’s potential user base, and it wouldn’t be officially launched for sale in the short term, so it was completely impossible for Apple to sue them.

To sue them and seek assistance from the U.S. government, they would have to wait until the Mango-ME2 was launched for sale in America, or genuinely preparing to be launched for sale, before the case could even be accepted. Otherwise, if you sued a China-based company in America over a product launched in China, the U.S. government would be powerless to help you, even if it wanted to.

This was the worst part.

If the Mango-ME2 were to be officially launched for sale in America a month from now, Apple’s stock price would have plummeted to unimaginable levels within that month, unless they could find a breakthrough in other business lines. Otherwise, simply relying on suing Muye Technology to salvage the stock price would be truly delusional.

During the two-hour pre-market period, Apple was repeatedly sung a dirge by major media outlets, which had a significant impact on the psychology of retail investors.

At this very moment, in the Nasdaq pre-market trading, all investors and media were closely monitoring Apple’s stock price fluctuations. This was because Apple had suffered a major blow from China’s Muye Technology last weekend. This blow would significantly impact Apple’s current iPod sales volume and greatly affect Apple Inc.’s future performance. Therefore, investors were closely watching.

At 9:30 AM, Apple Inc.’s stock selling price plummeted directly from $7.36 to $6.33, a shocking drop of 14%!

As soon as this stock price appeared, the entire market gasped in astonishment. A 14% plunge at open! Apple had never experienced such a terrifying single-day drop since its listing in the last century!

However, in the US stock market, this couldn’t be considered a true crash. In a market without Daily price floor limits, severely distressed individual stocks could even lose 90% of their market value in a single day, directly falling into an abyss of no return.

Even Jobs hadn’t anticipated such a drastic drop in stock price. He knew the stock price would be significantly impacted, but he didn’t expect the impact to be so massive!

The reason for this greater-than-expected collapse was simple: the market and investors had an even dimmer view of Apple Inc.’s future prospects!

And this was just the beginning.

The stock price of $6.33 continued to slide like a runaway car: $6.30, $6.25, $6.20. The downward trend simply couldn’t be stopped.

To boost investor confidence and stabilize the stock price, Apple Inc. urgently released an announcement. The announcement stated that Apple Inc. would initiate R&D work for a new generation of iPods and would cooperate with Foster Electric of Japan, the OEM for iPod earphones, to collectively develop earphones with even better sound quality, thereby enhancing the audio performance of the new generation of iPods. Simultaneously, prices would be lowered based on the iPod3’s previous selling price;

At the same time, Apple also announced that it would reduce the sales price of the iPod3 globally by 10% compared to its previous price. Users who had purchased an iPod3 within fifteen days could present their proof of purchase at sales stores to receive a 10% difference refund.

This was all Jobs could do at the moment.

With a 10% price reduction for the iPod3, the profit margin had basically been cut by nearly half. Yet, even so, the discounted iPod3 still lacked price competitiveness against the Mango-ME2. However, at least the gap had narrowed.

Originally, Jobs did not want to provide price difference refunds to old customers who had already purchased iPod3s. Given his consistent attitude towards users, he disdained pandering to user preferences, preferring instead to lead user demand. Overall, he had never truly considered the user; rather, he strived to subdue them. In his view, doing something like a price difference refund at this moment was a fundamental deviation from his principles.

However, the Board of Directors insisted on the price difference refund. They were skeptical whether a 10% price drop for the iPod3 could reverse the decline, and one thing they were very clear about was that if Apple announced a price reduction without subsidizing old customers, it would certainly hurt them as well. At that point, new users wouldn’t be won over, and old customers would be lost, making the iPod3’s future precarious.

After this announcement was issued, the downward trend of the stock price was finally stabilized. At this point, Apple’s stock price had already fallen below the $6.20 mark, with the latest price settling at the $6.19 level.

At $6.19, compared to the $7.36 at market close last weekend, it had already dropped by almost 16%…

For Apple Inc., due to Muye Technology, their stock price had plummeted from $8.68 to $6.19 over three trading days, losing almost 30%. This was nothing short of a life-threatening blow!

However, the urgently issued announcement did not stop the stock’s cut losses for very long.

By 3:00 PM, with one hour remaining until market close, Apple’s stock price had just barely managed to climb back to the $6.20 mark, settling at $6.22. But then, an American investigate company released its newly compiled survey data. They had published a survey questionnaire online and had already received results from twenty thousand American netizens.

In these results, users who had already purchased iPod products accounted for 3%; users who originally planned to purchase an iPod accounted for 4%. However, users who gave up purchasing an iPod due to the appearance of Mango-ME2 accounted for 97%. In other words, out of twenty thousand people, eight hundred originally planned to purchase an iPod, but due to the release of Mango-ME2, seven hundred and seventy-six of these eight hundred people abandoned their plans to buy an iPod. From these survey results, it was clear that the impact of Mango-ME2 on the iPod was not just massive, but devastating.

And that wasn’t all.

After Apple released its announcement, they issued another new survey questionnaire. By the time it closed, a total of twelve thousand responses were received.

Among these, users who initially planned to purchase an iPod accounted for 3.7%, quite close to the previous 4%. However, even after Apple announced a 10% price reduction for the iPod3, users who still abandoned their plans to purchase an iPod made up 90%.

This also proved that the 10% price reduction announced by Apple had little significant impact on consumers; the vast majority still chose to give up.

In addition, this professional investigate company dispatched reporters and investigators to randomly interview passersby on the streets of New York City, focusing exclusively on young people aged eighteen to thirty-five. In this on-site survey, over 90% of users who were originally interested in purchasing an iPod still chose to abandon their purchase even after Apple announced a 10% price reduction.

Reporters interviewed these passersby who had given up on purchasing, asking them for their specific reasons, and the following results were obtained:

The most common answer was: Even with a 10% price reduction, the iPod offered no cost-performance ratio compared to the Mango-ME2. This was because, even then, its price was still considerably higher than a Mango-ME2 of the same capacity, and even significantly higher than a Mango-ME2 equipped with MX858-Mango earphones. It was important to note that the MX858-Mango had a very high cost-performance ratio; purchasing this version could save approximately $40 in actual expenditure.

Furthermore, there were many other highly overlapping answers, such as:

Many people felt that the Mango-ME2’s design was better looking, more fashionable, and cooler than the iPod’s;

Additionally, many people felt that YYtunes was much easier to use than iTunes, especially since YYtunes incorporated music social features, allowing users worldwide to expand into a music community based on shared music preferences. Therefore, everyone was more excited about the combined experience of YYtunes and Mango-ME2, rather than the outdated experience of iTunes + iPod…

As soon as this news broke, Apple’s stock price declined again, and the small bit of confidence investors had just regained was utterly shattered by this news.

The stock price fell again, losing the $6.20 mark in the blink of an eye, and then breaking through the $6.10 mark. The entire market was trembling with fear, wondering if Apple could hold the $6.00 major mark before market close. If this mark was lost, it would likely be another show of a precipitous plunge…

Apple’s shareholders and brokerage firms were also trying their best to salvage the stock price. They were major holders of Apple stock, and no one wanted to lose a complete mess. By trying to save the stock price, they might attract those retail investors hoping for a super low price to take over, thereby bringing in larger funds.

However, no one expected that at the critical moment when Apple’s stock price was fluctuating between $6.02 and $6.03, Microsoft, whose own stock had surged due to Apple’s plummeting stock today, suddenly released a world-shattering announcement!





Chapter 1410: Microsoft’s Divine Backstab

Microsoft and Apple’s bitter rivalry wasn’t a recent development.

Undeniably, Windows’ success in the operating system domain was incomparable to Apple’s, and Windows almost achieved complete dominance, but this dream was ruined by America’s antitrust laws.

If not for antitrust laws holding Microsoft back, Microsoft could have crippled and destroyed Apple’s OS system years before it even launched.

Apple was not someone to be trifled with either; relying on antitrust law, it continuously took Microsoft to court. A few years ago, a US court, based on antitrust law, ruled that Microsoft was obligated to provide technical support to Apple for five consecutive years. This meant that to ensure Microsoft’s Windows wouldn’t form a monopoly in the market, the US court ruled that Microsoft must provide a significant amount of its own technology and product support for Apple’s MacOS, to enhance MacOS’s viability and prevent it from being completely crushed by Windows.

The IE browser on Windows was the go-to choice for the vast majority of users to access the internet, but MacOS had no IE, and at that time, Apple’s own Safari hadn’t been developed yet. What to do? Microsoft was obligated to develop an IE browser for Mac.

Microsoft Office, Windows’ office software, was one of Windows’ biggest strengths in the commercial sector and a fundamental reason users couldn’t do without the Windows system. What to do? Along came the antitrust law, and Microsoft was obligated to develop Office for use on Macs.

In addition, to get Apple to drop its copyright infringement lawsuit against Microsoft, Microsoft also invested one hundred fifty million US dollars to acquire a stake in Apple, providing Apple with its most crucial supplies.

Such antitrust laws were almost unimaginable in China. It was tantamount to a situation where Tencent QQ had almost monopolized the market, and Sina UC, while on the brink of death, could sue Tencent and demand that Tencent provide Sina UC with all of QQ’s proprietary technical support, and even require Tencent to invest a certain amount of money in Sina UC. They were initially determined to crush their opponent, but after beating them to near death, not only could they not continue the fight, they had to turn around and save them. Why?

Precisely because of antitrust law.

Therefore, even though Microsoft was an Apple shareholder, they were, at heart, complete enemies. It was just that the Antitrust Law, acting as a referee, disallowed Microsoft from completely destroying its rivals. Microsoft, in its heart, had countless unspeakable frustrations.

What Microsoft never dreamed of was that Apple would face a new opponent, an internet company from China. Furthermore, this new opponent didn’t compete with Apple in operating systems, but instead cut off Apple’s path forward in music players!

In Microsoft’s eyes, this was, quite frankly, absolutely exhilarating! Because the Antitrust Law couldn’t protect Apple’s lifeblood this time. There were so many music player companies and so many products; even if iPod was completely destroyed by Muye Technology, Muye Technology would not violate the Antitrust Law!

Witnessing Apple’s stock price collapse, Microsoft immediately decided to seize this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to deliver a decisive blow to Apple.

So, just before closing, Microsoft issued an announcement, declaring several of its decisions:

First, Microsoft would discontinue updates for the IE browser on Mac and no longer provide new technical support for IE on Mac.

Second, due to Microsoft’s internal teams and business undergoing reorganization, they were compelled to pause R&D support for Office on Mac, with services to resume once the team and business reorganization were complete.

Third, the Board of Directors, after discussion, announced its latest plan to reduce its holdings of Apple stock, continuing to further reduce its holdings of Apple shares.

Microsoft had been gradually divesting its Apple shares since 2000, and not much remaining now. It had originally planned to sell off all of them within the year, but hadn’t intended to sell them so urgently. However, this time it coincided with Muye Technology launching an attack on Apple, and thus Microsoft decided to kick Apple while it was down.

When stock prices plummet, the market most feared investors losing confidence in the stock itself. If even institutions and major shareholders announced divestment, retail investors would lose even more confidence.

Microsoft’s backstab this time was quite crafty. The five-year ruling by the US court against Microsoft, based on antitrust law, had just expired last year. Normally, Microsoft wouldn’t dare turn hostile immediately after the ruling period ended. If they did, Apple could immediately turn around and sue Microsoft again under the Antitrust Law. Microsoft would definitely lose the lawsuit and incur massive compensation, making it a net loss.

However, Microsoft now had a perfect strategy. The discontinuation of IE support on Mac was because Apple’s self-developed Safari beta version had already launched earlier this year. Since Apple already had its own browser, Microsoft discontinuing IE support for Apple would not violate antitrust law, so directly stopping updates was completely legitimate.

Furthermore, Microsoft didn’t really dare to completely stop Office support on Mac. So they took a different approach. Instead of saying they were discontinuing service, they cited internal team and business reorganization as the reason for the passive suspension of support, promising to resume service soon.

Microsoft’s intention was simple: even if this suspension of support couldn’t last long, issuing such an announcement at this critical juncture was primarily intended to inflict critical damage on Apple’s already bleak market outlook. If it couldn’t eliminate Apple itself, Microsoft was certainly happy to see Apple perish at the hands of others. Fearing that Li Mu wouldn’t be able to finish Apple off, Microsoft delivered this indirect backstab.

And Microsoft’s backstab, on this trading day that had already been grim, dealt a fatal blow to Apple and the capital behind it, which had been desperately holding the six-dollar mark. The stock price plummeted instantly, like floodgates opening.

The stock price, from six point zero two US dollars, fell to five point seven six US dollars almost instantaneously. The major marks of five point nine and five point eight US dollars weren’t even seen before it suffered a complete crushing defeat.

Wall Street and Silicon Valley were stunned, unable to imagine a star-like company such as Apple being defeated so thoroughly in a single round. This also made people re-examine Muye Technology and begin to feel awe towards the company.

The market was filled with wails. Apple Inc.’s stock price was like an airplane that had lost its engine and wings; it couldn’t climb, nor could it even glide, simply plummeting straight down. No investor could withstand such a plummeting trend.

Not even institutions dared to buy at the bottom of the plummeting stock price, because looking at it from a business perspective, Apple had almost no chance of recovering now. Mango-ME2 faced this situation even before its launch. The stock price couldn’t possibly hit rock bottom at this point. The real bottom would only be reached when Mango-ME2 officially launched in America. At that time, if anti-dumping duty could help Apple defend its domestic market in America, then the stock price might still rebound. If anti-dumping duty couldn’t completely stem Mango-ME2’s momentum in America, then Apple’s iPod business would be buried.

What was even more fatal was that Apple Inc.’s other business lines showed no possibility of stepping up to turn the tide. Now Microsoft had come out to kick them while they were down. The market for MacOS and Apple computers would inevitably be impacted by Microsoft. This undoubtedly added fuel to the fire and insult to injury. Under this double pressure, Apple might very well collapse.

In the capital market, good products and strong R&D capabilities weren’t the most critical factors; market endorsement was. Once the market lost confidence, everything else was just foam.

During the dot-com bubble two or three years ago, countless companies saw their market value shrink by over ninety percent overnight. Even AOL, a giant whose market value once neared two hundred billion US dollars, now had a market value less than one-tenth of its glorious period.

Apple’s stock price, plummeting all the way from seven point three six US dollars to five point seven four US dollars, saw a twenty-two percent drop in a single trading day, with a cumulative drop of nearly thirty-four percent over several trading days. From an original market value of nearly eight billion US dollars, it now reluctantly had only five billion US dollars remaining.

Comparatively, Apple’s stock price collapse wasn’t even the most severe individual stock in the internet industry, not even making the top ten.

However, this was already enough to bring a devastating blow to Apple from top to bottom.

Even the immensely confident Jobs started to question life at this moment. He had always insisted on hardware as primary and software as secondary because he felt that software development had a large bubble and was far less deeply rooted and stable than hardware. Just like most of the companies that collapsed overnight during the dot-com bust were software companies.

However, he never imagined that Apple, a hardware-centric company, would also suffer such a devastating blow. A company from China, acting on its own, caused Apple’s market value to shrink by nearly three billion US dollars. And it was unknown how long the subsequent bearish news would last. Perhaps Muye Technology’s direct confrontation this time would cause Apple’s market value to shrink by more than half.

Now, Jobs faced two problems.

First, how to recover the stock price in a short period?

Second, how to reverse the passive business situation in the coming months?

Apple Inc.’s shareholders and investors also quizzed Jobs with these two very questions.

The sad truth was, Jobs couldn’t find any way to break the deadlock.

He, who had always insisted on hardware being primary, now saw the biggest drawback of hardware businesses: slow turnaround and high costs!

Hardware companies were like heavily loaded trucks speeding down the highway; let alone making a complete U-turn, even a slight misjudgment in direction could lead to a fatal crash. Any piece of hardware required at least several months of R&D cycle. Even if Mango-ME2 had completed all its design and R&D work, it would still take time to prepare for its official global launch. If Apple were to develop a new hardware product now and hope it could reverse the predicament, the possibility was almost zero.

As Jobs and the entire Apple Inc. fell into despair, Li Mu, who was working late into the night at the office, was staring at the US stock market, dumbfounded.

He had anticipated that Apple’s stock price would plummet today, but he hadn’t expected such a complete collapse, nor had he foreseen that Microsoft would suddenly stab Apple at this moment.

Watching Apple’s stock price continue to break through the five point seven and five point six US dollar marks, Li Mu checked Apple’s latest market value, which had already fallen below five billion US dollars.

As expected, Apple failed to hold the five point five US dollar mark in the final moments before closing, closing at five point four seven US dollars, a single-day drop of twenty-five point six percent, making it Apple’s Dark Monday.

A day of slaughter had ended; no smoke could be seen, yet one could feel the rivers of blood flowing behind the scenes. And this was far from over.

If this continued, Apple’s stock price would only get lower, and its market value would only diminish. If Mango-ME2 eventually launched, it would be fortunate if Apple still had three billion US dollars left.

It might seem like a company having three billion US dollars left still means ‘a starved camel is bigger than a horse,’ but that’s utter nonsense!

Given Apple’s current corporate scale, not only were there a large number of people needing to be fed, but also a slew of R&D projects urgently requiring funding. The stock plunge causing a market value collapse was only one aspect; the subsequent capital chain issues were Apple’s biggest powder keg.

If capital problems arose, Apple, with a market value of less than three billion US dollars, would have a minuscule chance of securing further financing amidst a market singing its dirge. At that point, it could only watch helplessly as its capital chain broke. Once the capital chain broke, all projects that had received significant investment of effort would be canceled, and all talent would gradually be lost. By then, Apple would either have to file for bankruptcy and liquidate, or beg other Bigwigs to take over at a rock-bottom price. But who would dare take on such a hot potato?

Suddenly, Li Mu’s eyes lit up.

He said to Li Ziwei beside him, “Please contact the people at Sequoia Capital and have them immediately send a senior professional experienced in US stock market capital operations to my office tomorrow.”

Sequoia was Muye Technology’s investor and a world-class capital firm. When Li Mu asked them to find someone proficient in US stock market capital operations, Li Ziwei was startled and blurted out, “General Manager Li, are you preparing for an IPO?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “It’s not time for an IPO yet. I want to inquire about the feasibility of acquiring Apple, taking Apple off Nasdaq, and then privatizing it…”

At this point, Li Mu sighed with emotion and said, “Microsoft really delivered a divine backstab today!”





Chapter 1411: Another Bolt From The Blue

Li Mu had to admit, the feeling of thoroughly crushing Apple was immensely satisfying for him.

This feeling was like overwhelmingly beating up Muhammad Ali, except he had traveled back in time to beat up Muhammad Ali when he was three or five years old.

But even so, Li Mu found it satisfying; after all, there were no laws protecting underage companies in the financial world.

As someone reborn from the future, Li Mu held Apple in high regard, but this respect was insufficient to negate the threat Apple would pose to Muye Technology in the future. Therefore, as a qualified businessman, Li Mu had no sentiment or reverence in his heart, only matters of life and death.

Just imagine, if he didn’t interfere with Apple’s development, a few years later, the iPhone would sweep across the globe, and the App Store, thanks to the iPhone’s success, would become Apple’s powerful tool for amassing illicit wealth. Apple Inc. was notoriously unyielding; by then, when Muye Technology’s YY and other applications went online in the App Store, they would have to hand over 30% of all their value-added revenue to Apple. How utterly outrageous would that be?

And imagine this: Apple would rapidly gather the profits of the global hardware industry into its own pockets through the iPhone and iPad. That wouldn’t be just ten or twenty billion, but hundreds of billions or even trillions of US dollars. Li Mu didn’t have the ability to go to the Middle East and steal trillions in oil, but there was a chance to seize Apple’s future market value of trillions of US dollars.

Now, Apple had been punched into a daze by him, and Microsoft had come over and tripped it up. If they continued to put pressure on Apple, it would inevitably go bankrupt. Moreover, Apple’s current volume was far from large enough, and the U.S. government wouldn’t see its potential, much less step forward to protect it.

Therefore, Li Mu felt that acquiring Apple was highly probable. With Apple’s stock price plummeting to this dismal state, who else would be willing to take over besides him? Even if someone else did, they would surely drive the price extremely low. For him, money wasn’t the most important thing; even paying a small premium to acquire this company would be very much worth it.

Furthermore, Li Mu didn’t simply want to become an Apple shareholder, or a major shareholder, or even a controlling shareholder. His intention was that as long as he could deal with Apple’s existing major shareholders, become Apple’s controlling shareholder, and possess majority voting rights, he could then apply to Nasdaq to voluntarily privatize Apple Inc., repurchase all Apple stock from institutions and retail investors, and then delist Apple from Nasdaq.

Once the acquisition and privatization were complete, Apple would become a 100% controlled, wholly-owned subsidiary of Muye Technology. In that scenario, perhaps Apple Inc. would cease to exist in the future. Li Mu could, with a wave of his hand, integrate Apple into Mango. From then on, Apple would become Mango, and what was once the pride of the Americans would be reduced to an adopted son of a Chinese enterprise.

Li Mu carefully considered the feasibility and meticulously planned out the operational model after acquiring Apple. Apple’s greatest value wasn’t Jobs, nor Tim Cook, nor anyone else; it was Apple’s core technology and products. By now, Apple’s operating system team was already quite large and had mostly developed MacOS. Based on Apple’s technological foundation and this R&D team, he could develop the iOS system, iPhone, and iPad even without Jobs.

For Apple, Jobs was a strategic commander and product manager. In that era, Jobs’s strategy was truly invincible. However, having personally witnessed all his efforts and the miracle of Apple’s market value surging from three hundred billion US dollars to nine hundred billion US dollars after Jobs’s death, Li Mu no longer blindly believed in Jobs’s “omnipotent god” image. As long as he had Apple’s technological foundation and R&D talent, and a CEO like Tim Cook who understood the market and didn’t put on airs, Apple, or rather Mango, would certainly achieve great success.



To personally witness Apple’s stock price collapse, Li Mu and Li Ziwei stayed up until four or five in the morning. Li Mu slept soundly for a few hours on the office sofa, but his mind was almost entirely focused on how to acquire and privatize Apple. Although his sleep quality was poor, he felt incredibly exhilarated.

Li Ziwei returned to her own office and, without resting, immediately contacted the liaison at Sequoia headquarters. For Sequoia, Muye Technology was simply their largest and most promising investment project at the moment. Therefore, the entire Sequoia organization, from top to bottom, maintained 24/7 service for Muye Technology.

Over the phone, Li Ziwei relayed Li Mu’s request to the Sequoia liaison, informing them that he hoped they could send a senior executive proficient in US stock market operations to meet with Li Mu as soon as possible. However, Li Ziwei did not tell Sequoia the reason or purpose behind Li Mu’s request.

However, Sequoia was full of old foxes. Li Mu had just hammered Apple almost to death, and immediately afterward, he wanted to understand capital operations in the US stock market. This certainly wasn’t for Muye Technology’s own IPO; it had to be related to Apple.

Could it be that Li Mu wanted to buy Apple at the bottom while its stock price plummeted?!

Sequoia also couldn’t see any future prospects for Apple now. Its operating system was constantly overshadowed by Microsoft, and its computer business wasn’t making much progress either. The iPod and iTunes, which had the most potential to make money, now seemed almost dead. Such a company, from Sequoia’s perspective, wouldn’t even rank as a C-level investment.

Nevertheless, even with their surprise, Sequoia dared not neglect Li Mu. So, they immediately dispatched a senior VP, who, at six o’clock in the afternoon, US time, hurriedly flew to China aboard the Sequoia owner’s private jet.

At six in the morning, Beijing time, the plane took off from the US. Due to the limited range of the mid-sized private jet, it needed to land mid-flight for refueling. Normally, the total flight time would be about fifteen hours. When the plane landed in Beijing, it would be exactly the opening time for the US stock market on Tuesday.



New York, Wall Street.

All the capitalists were still deeply immersed in Apple’s precipitous stock price plunge today, unable to extricate themselves.

This time, they had witnessed a different kind of power.

A power that wasn’t on the capital level, but purely a targeted strike on the business level.

When faced with a devastating blow on the business level, any capital operation became meaningless. Just like Apple’s stock price today, the entire world was filled with news of Muye Technology launching Mango-ME2. Almost all YY users worldwide became YYtunes users within just a few days. This massive bearish news had crushed Apple into a black hole, leaving no one able to save it.

This also showed people Muye Technology’s strength. A company that had started as a software company, whose only hardware product line was Mango-ME, and that product line only had two generations of products, yet it had crushed Apple, a company that had taken root in the hardware field for decades. This offensive capability was simply incredible.

The capitalists couldn’t help but speculate: with such a formidable entity as Muye Technology, what a crazy capital feast it would be if it ever announced an IPO?

California, Cupertino.

Apple’s headquarters was shrouded in a thick gloom.

Members of the Board of Directors each had serious expressions. For them, today was effectively the end of the world.

The blow from Muye Technology was like a giant meteor about to strike Earth; given Earth’s defensive capabilities, it could not offer any resistance whatsoever.

An hour before closing, the survey results announced by that senior US survey company showed that the recovery strategy Jobs had formulated was basically utterly useless.

Even if Apple reduced the iPod3’s price by ten percent, over ninety percent of potential users still gave up on purchasing it.

As the Board of Directors members sat silently in the conference room, another bolt from the blue of news descended:

Throughout the day, Apple received statistical data from Apple Stores and authorized dealers across the country: the number of consumers they had served for after-sales support in a single day had already reached over five hundred thousand people.

What made Apple’s scalp tingle even more was that most of these consumers weren’t there to collect the ten percent subsidy; they were there to return products…

Apple’s no-questions-asked return policy was within fourteen days of purchase, which was infinitesimally close to their newly enacted fifteen-day time limit for the ten percent user price difference subsidy. Unexpectedly for Apple, almost all consumers who fit this timeframe applied for a return rather than taking the ten percent subsidy.

Returning their products and then waiting for Mango-ME2 was these users’ greatest desire.

This wasn’t just because Mango-ME2 had a better design and an extremely high cost-performance ratio; it was also because YYtunes was so damn easy to use. In recent days, music lovers worldwide had fallen in love with interacting socially online with other music lovers through music.

Michael Jackson’s popular songs had already garnered over one million comments. This data perfectly demonstrated users’ affection for the software.

Meanwhile, Li Mu’s “opinion leader” model had also begun to take effect. In the past few days, YYtunes had already generated hundreds of “opinion leaders” with over ten thousand followers worldwide. The deep interaction and learning among users had begun to show results.

Under the influence of YYtunes, users became even more excited for Mango-ME2. Muye Technology had stated when launching Mango-ME2 that it would be deeply integrated with YYtunes. At that time, Mango-ME2 users would not only find it more convenient to download songs via YYtunes, but they would also be able to download lyrics, highlighted comments, and even information about which of their friends had listened to each song. For example, if a user downloaded a Michael Jackson song, they would not only get the lyrics and highlighted comments, but while listening, they could also see on Mango-ME2’s display screen how many of their friends had also listened to that song.

Since Mango-ME2 didn’t have a network module and couldn’t access the internet, this information could only be downloaded via PC and then synced to the player via a data cable. However, even so, this elevated Mango-ME2 from a mere player to the level of “semi-internet hardware.” Social and interactive information could now be synced into Mango-ME2. By the time of Mango-ME3 or 4, they might consider replacing the display with a color screen and adding a Wi-Fi display module. At that point, it would possess half the characteristics of an iPod Touch.

From a future perspective, this innovation might not seem like much, but in an era before the birth of mobile internet, being able to download more internet information onto one’s mobile hardware was absolutely a huge surprise for users.

And who knew what other interesting experiments Muye Technology would make between YYtunes and Mango-ME2? Therefore, owning a Mango-ME2 was the most important thing right now.

Since the iPod in their hands was within the return period, why not return it and wait for the cheaper, easier-to-use, and more swagger-filled Mango-ME2?





Chapter 1412: Surrounded on All Sides

Precisely because of this consumer psychology, Apple’s temporary market rescue strategy ended up putting them in an extremely embarrassing situation:

Users who met the fifteen-day subsidy policy all wanted to return their goods!

Users who didn’t meet the fifteen-day subsidy policy, and even less the fourteen-day return policy, flocked to protest, demanding that Apple allow returns or provide subsidies…

Apple’s hastily released market rescue strategy did not anticipate such an awkward situation. From what they considered a “gentlemanly” perspective, they tallied the global sales of iPod3 over the recent fifteen days. In the past fifteen days, global iPod3 sales were approximately two hundred thousand units, with America accounting for a large portion, nearly one hundred thirty thousand units.

In their view, there were only about two hundred thousand iPod3 units worldwide eligible for the subsidy. At fifty dollars per unit, this would only amount to ten million dollars. Spending ten million dollars to highlight Apple Inc.’s sense of responsibility to the public seemed like a worthwhile deal.

After all, not many companies offer price protection to users who have already purchased a product when its price suddenly drops…

Apple originally planned to spend ten million dollars to enhance its sense of responsibility among consumers, but they made a huge mistake: consumers were far from as “gentlemanly” as they imagined!

Currently, Apple has received eighty thousand eligible return requests. The remaining tens of thousands will likely be returned to stores over the next one or two days. Users who are within the reasonable return period and choose not to return their products are probably very few.

Additionally, over four hundred thousand consumers who purchased an iPod3 more than fifteen days ago swarmed the Dealers, angrily presenting two demands: either compensate us by 10% too, or let us return the products!

Of course, these users were more eager to return the products, because they all wanted to wait for Mango-ME2 to be released.

At present, Apple’s subsidy policy is utterly useless for consumers who purchased within fifteen days. The return of over one hundred thousand units is undoubtedly adding insult to injury for Apple, whose market value has already plummeted. This means not only severing future profit, but also spitting back out the profit they had already swallowed, and adding another hundred thousand units to inventory. The overall loss here is immense.

Moreover, this foolish market rescue strategy also drew protests from a large number of users who had purchased more than fifteen days ago. This will have a huge impact on Apple’s Dealers and reputation. If they don’t compensate these users and don’t allow returns, Apple might have to pay tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of dollars. If they don’t compensate, and consumers continue to cause trouble, all of Apple’s offline stores might as well close down, and the company’s reputation among consumers will plummet to rock bottom.

This is essentially Apple completely shooting itself in the foot! If they had known this, they might as well not have issued any market rescue strategy. In that case, Apple would only have had to face normal, legitimate returns. Now, look…

The entire Board of Directors was practically going berserk, and Jobs was so livid he couldn’t speak.

The Chairman of the Board of Directors only managed one sentence after a long pause: “Steve, you must bear full responsibility for your foolish actions!”

Jobs had anticipated this outcome, so he nodded, saying despondently: “I formally submit my resignation as CEO to the Board of Directors.”

Pressure from competitors, pressure from the capital market, pressure from consumers, and pressure from the internal Board of Directors—Jobs felt like he was immersed in a five-hundred-meter-deep pool, with immense pressure everywhere, almost causing him to collapse.

Even the strongest person has their breaking point.

In his previous life, Jobs never hit this breaking point, so even amidst silent setbacks, he could hold his head high and create Apple’s massive market. However, in this life, Li Mu accurately seized his Achilles’ heel, then launched a precise yet fierce attack. In just a few days, Jobs’s will crumbled.

Before this catastrophe struck, Jobs believed he was omnipotent, that no difficulty could ever stop him. But after this catastrophe arrived, he finally understood that his power was far from being able to scorn all others. When absolute crushing defeat descended, he was like a small boat in a tsunami, liable to capsize in an instant.

No one can solve Apple’s current crisis. Apple’s R&D departments are all super money pits, and the revenue line has basically collapsed, now even starting to backfire. The stock price crash will trigger a series of compensatory declines. When everyone loses all hope in Apple and frantically sells off Apple’s stock price, Apple’s market value will continue to shrink, shrink, and shrink until, finally, the stock price will certainly fall below net asset value, becoming a stock trading below net asset value…

By then, Apple’s market value will probably only be a few hundred million dollars. The company’s capital chain will sever, and the only way to monetize will be to sell net assets. They might sell macOS to Microsoft, or to a Microsoft-controlled subsidiary with hidden controlling stake through overseas connections. At that time, Microsoft will completely cripple macOS, turning it into a mere shell, because as long as macOS still has a breath, Microsoft Windows will have sufficient reason and basis to avoid antitrust law penalties.

Perhaps the iPod and iTunes business units will also be broken up and sold. To whom? In the face of Muye Technology’s Mango-ME2 and YYtunes, probably no one will want this mess. Perhaps selling to Muye Technology is the final option. As long as the price is right, Muye Technology should be willing to buy this almost-dead competitor and then tear it apart with its own hands to eliminate future troubles. Such things are not uncommon in the capital realm.

As for Apple’s other technology patents, they might be sold to other companies or kept. At that time, Apple’s Board of Directors might conduct a massive layoff at Apple, keeping the patents, and relying on patent licensing fees to sustain the company in the future.

However, no matter what they do, one thing is unavoidable: all who invested in Apple will lose everything. Of course, saying “lose everything” might be an exaggeration. It’s basically like investing five hundred kilograms of wheat seeds, preparing for a harvest next year, but then natural and man-made disasters strike, and out of five hundred kilograms of seeds invested, they only recover one kilogram of wheat…

After Jobs offered his resignation, he stood up dejectedly and said to the Board of Directors members and the senior executives present: “Gentlemen, I need some time to myself. I’ll be going back now. Please inform me promptly if the Board makes any decisions.”

The Chairman of the Board of Directors didn’t expect Jobs to abandon his responsibilities and leave immediately. He became furious, shouting: “Jobs! The Board will very seriously consider your resignation application, but now is a critical moment for our survival. You must work with us to find a way to save the company, not just walk away now! This shows an extreme lack of dedication!”

Jobs looked at his angry eyes and asked despondently, “How?”

One word silenced everyone.

Yes, how to save it? With what to save it? Li Mu triggered a series of chain reactions. Apple, this heavily overloaded truck, is on an endless downhill road. Not only is the whole vehicle severely overloaded, but the engine is broken, the fuel tank is empty, the tires are worn to the point of bursting, and even the braking system is completely crippled. Sitting in the car, everyone can only do two things: either jump out, or wait for the car to completely collapse.

Save it? That doesn’t exist…

The Chairman of the Board of Directors was speechless in response to Jobs’s single-word question. Jobs waited for him for thirty seconds. In those thirty seconds, he watched the Chairman’s expression change from anger to despondency, then to blankness and helplessness. Jobs knew he couldn’t answer his question.

So, Jobs left. Before leaving, he told everyone: “Call me if there are any decisions.”

With that, Jobs left them with a stooped and defeated back, departing from Apple Inc.

Everyone knew that Jobs had completely given up…

A Never-Give-Up person, finally gave up…

Apple Inc.’s Board of Directors and senior executives knew he was not wrong. In this matter, no one at Apple made a mistake; it was just that the opponent was too strong. Whether you made mistakes or not, it couldn’t change the outcome…

Resistance was no longer possible. What to do next became the only question Apple needed to consider.

Apple shareholders were still waiting for Apple to issue an announcement that would boost market confidence, but unfortunately, Apple Inc. seemed to have suddenly fallen silent. All Apple senior executives refused interviews and released no content to the outside world. It seemed they had all given up.

Meanwhile, news media and social networks were still unwilling to let Apple off the hook.

News reported the chaotic scenes of users swarming Apple sales stores nationwide for returns or demanding returns.

Consumers were angry and tough, while staff members were humble and helpless.

Reporters interviewed those users who, despite having purchased more than fifteen days ago, still came to demand returns or subsidies.

Their remarks seemed unreasonable, yet on certain levels, they were blameless.

They said, “We spent hundreds of dollars on such a product—hundreds of dollars is not a small sum for an ordinary American—and then, Apple dropped the price in an instant, and then such a powerful competitor appeared on the market. Who could accept that, right?”

They also asked reporters, “Why is Mango-ME2 better than iPod3 in all aspects, yet its price is so much cheaper than iPod3? Didn’t this also indirectly indicate that Apple had made huge profit on iPod3? So, had relevant departments investigated if iPod3’s pricing was too high, or if there were practices of deceiving consumers?”

Many Apple-Store directly managed by Apple, and Dealers representing Apple, were unable to close until nine o’clock American hours, because they couldn’t provide those users with a reasonable solution.

And on social media now, there was also a pervasive singing a dirge for Apple.

Users were angrily protesting Apple’s irresponsible actions, furiously protesting that Apple had reaped massive profits from iPod over two years but was unwilling to take responsibility for its consumers at this time;

Netizens were also making their own deductions, predicting Apple’s future. 99% of netizens believed that Apple would soon die;

Among these, of course, were Zhao Kang’s online trolls fanning the flames.

In short, on this American night, Apple experienced what it truly meant to be surrounded on all sides…





Chapter 1413: A Starved Camel Is Still Bigger Than a Horse

Sunrise and sunset. For most people, it was just another ordinary day, but for Apple and its investors, it was another cruel trading day.

As yesterday, the pre-market news was overwhelmingly bearish for Apple. From yesterday’s closing to today’s pre-market, Apple Inc. had not issued any further announcements, nor had it given shareholders an explanation for the stock price collapse. The media seized upon this point to make an issue out of it, saying that Apple had completely given up resistance today.

In reality, whether Apple responded or not, the outcome would be the same. If it didn’t respond, the media would say they had given up resistance. If it did respond, the media would say they were Like a mantis trying to stop a chariot, powerless.

Among the pre-market news, a financial program on a TV station reported, according to rumor, that Jobs had proposed his resignation to the Board of Directors, and Apple was currently discussing electing a new CEO, but it seemed no one was interested in the position.

Before the market launched for sale, financial experts predicted that Apple’s stock price would drop by at least 5% today, or even more.

If any major bearish news were to emerge today, it was estimated that Apple’s stock price would fall by more than 10%.

As the US stock market was about to open, Louis Martin, a Senior VP at Sequoia Capital, landed from his flight, quickly cleared customs, and took the special car dispatched by Sequoia China’s branch company directly to Muye Technology to meet with Li Mu.

Although Louis Martin had flown a long distance, fortunately, it was on a private jet, so the more than ten hours of flight did not tire him at all. Instead, it gave him an excellent opportunity to rest and relax. So, at this moment, as he traveled to Muye Technology, he was full of energy.

Originally, Louis Martin was hesitant to seek out Li Mu to discuss matters immediately after landing at night, but Li Mu insisted that he meet him at Muye Technology at the first time possible. So, Louis Martin had no choice but to rush through the night to meet with Li Mu without stopping.

Li Mu met Louis Martin, who had traveled all the way from the United States, in his office. They had previously met during Muye Technology’s last round of financing, but that was primarily for Muye Technology’s financing business.

Louis Martin was not only a Senior VP at Sequoia but also extremely experienced in his profession. In his early years, he had worked continuously in the securities industry and the IPO sector, giving him a deep understanding of the US stock market. Typically, when companies invested in by Sequoia needed to operate a come to the United States listing, Louis Martin would take the lead.

It could be said that Louis Martin was the most knowledgeable person about the US stock market within the entire Sequoia system. With just a word from Li Mu, Sequoia sent such a trump card thousands of miles to Beijing, which also showed Sequoia’s attentiveness to Muye Technology.

As soon as Louis Martin saw Li Mu, he immediately stepped forward to shake Li Mu’s hand and said in fairly fluent Chinese, “General Manager Li, hello, we meet again!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, shook his hand, and said, “Thank you for your trouble, Louis. Flying all this way, you haven’t had a moment’s rest.”

Louis Martin smiled and said, “General Manager Li, I took our Chairman of the Board’s privatejet for this trip. Honestly, it’s much more comfortable on there than a five-star hotel.”

“That’s good.” Li Mu nodded, gestured towards Li Ziwei, and said, “This is my personal assistant, Li Ziwei. Please exchange contact information, it will be convenient for future information exchange.”

Louis Martin quickly shook hands with Li Ziwei and said, “Hello, Miss Li, very pleased to meet you.”

Li Ziwei also quickly shook his hand to greet him, and then the two exchanged business cards.

Li Mu said to Louis Martin, “Louis, let’s sit down and talk. What would you like to drink? Let Ziwei arrange for someone to prepare it for you.”

Louis Martin said to Li Ziwei, “Miss Li, please just have someone prepare a cup of coffee for me.”

“Okay.” Li Ziwei nodded and then asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what about you?”

Li Mu said, “A bottle of cola, to replenish some sugar. I’ve been too tired these past few days.”

After sitting down in the reception area, Li Mu got straight to the point with Louis Martin, saying, “Louis, I’ve called you all this way mainly to consult on one question: How can I acquire most of Apple’s stock and then delist Apple from Nasdaq to privatize it?”

Louis Martin guessed that this was Li Mu’s purpose in seeking him out. He hesitated slightly and said, “General Manager Li, if I may ask, are you planning a full acquisition of Apple Inc.?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right. I want every share of Apple Inc., every product line, and the related patent ownership, and even their team.”

Louis Martin said, “General Manager Li, considering Apple’s current plummeting trend, it’s not impossible for its market value to fall below three billion dollars. By then, everyone from retail investors to individual shareholders and controlling stake capital will go crazy. Even if these investors only bought a hundred shares of Apple stock, it was to make money, but the crashing stock price and market value will make them lose everything, and even cutting losses will be extremely difficult. In this situation, you only need to send Apple a written document proposing a specific acquisition market value, and then let Apple’s management and Board of Directors consider it.”

“It’s that simple?”

Louis Martin chuckled, “That’s the first hurdle, because stock doesn’t represent decision-making power. If you want to acquire most of Apple’s shares, you first have to ensure that most of Apple’s voting will lean towards approving your acquisition. If those holding the decision-making power agree, then it doesn’t matter if the shareholders behind them disagree.”

Li Mu then asked, “What about the circulate shares on the market?”

Louis Martin said, “Don’t worry about those. When large companies privatize, small shareholders and retail investors have no decision-making power. As long as the offer is approved by Apple Inc.’s management voting, privatization becomes very easy.”

At this point, Louis Martin added, “However, since it’s a privatization, most of the time you have to offer a certain premium; some are 40-50%, some even higher. Given Apple’s current situation, we can’t just blurt out a figure for how much premium to give them. We need to conduct thorough investigation and assessment. On one hand, we need to understand their operational status and their potential for recovery in the future. On the other hand, we also need to understand the current psychological state of their shareholders.”

“If most shareholders are eager to jump out of this hot potato, then a private acquisition will be much easier. As long as you give them a certain premium, they will sell their Apple shares like getting rid of a hot potato. But if they still optimistic Apple’s future despite the plummeting stock price, then a private acquisition will not be so easy; even a 100% premium may not guarantee success.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said, “The US stock market just opened, let’s see what Apple’s opening price is today.”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, Li Ziwei walked over with a laptop, opened the US stock trading software on it, and placed the computer in front of Li Mu.

Louis Martin couldn’t see the computer screen and said, “I saw some pre-market news on my way here. Overall, the capital market today is very pessimistic about Apple Inc.’s future. I think today’s stock price will fall by at least 8 points.”

Li Mu looked at the data on the screen and said in surprise, “It seems your estimate wasn’t wrong. Apple dropped 7 points at the opening, from $5.47 to $5.08. Falling below $5 today is definitely going to happen.”

Louis Martin nodded and said, “Apple’s pre-market news today brought another piece of bearish news. A large number of returned iPods will force Apple to literally spit out the profit it had already eaten, and there are still many users protesting, demanding that Apple provide a return or subsidy policy. At that time, just the iPod returns and inventory backlog will cause Apple’s entire supply chain to collapse. Coupled with those constantly protesting users, Apple really can’t hold on this time.”

Li Mu asked Louis Martin, “How much do you know about Apple? Do you know what their current inventory of iPod 3 is?”

Louis Martin said, “Normally, intensely competitive electronic products have an inventory consumption cycle of at least 50-60 days. If a phone brand has an annual sales volume of one hundred million units, and a monthly sales volume of eight hundred and thirty thousand units, then their normal inventory should be around one million five hundred thousand to one million six hundred thousand units.”

At this point, Louis Martin continued, “However, Apple’s iPod sales were very good before, so their inventory consumption cycle should be very short. I estimate it to be at most thirty days. Taking five million units a year as an example, the inventory should be approximately one month’s sales, around four hundred thousand units. Plus the recent customer returns, it could reach five hundred thousand units.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “If Apple’s iPod inventory is five hundred thousand units, and current sales are significantly diminished, Apple certainly won’t maintain its previous production. It’s very likely they will reduce most of their production capacity and then clear out inventory through promotions and price reductions.”

“Pretty much.” Louis Martin shrugged and said, “Currently, the iPod 3 has no other way out except drastic price cuts. However, if Apple significantly cuts prices, the iPod business line won’t make money. So, once Apple prepares for drastic price cuts to clear inventory, it basically signals that the iPod will soon be discontinued. Because they can’t continue to have contract manufacturers produce at a loss, and contract manufacturers need enough orders to survive. If Apple reduces or stops production, the iPod production line might stop, and at that point, the iPod will be completely dead.”

Li Mu chuckled, “If five hundred thousand units of inventory are cleared out with massive price reductions, Apple might not even recover a single cent in profit, and might even have to compensate dealers and OEM manufacturers, right?”

“That’s right,” Louis Martin nodded and said, “However, Apple was very strong with dealers and OEM manufacturers before. Dealers paid for goods before picking them up, and OEM manufacturers delivered goods before getting paid on schedule. So, if Apple acts rogue, they can first default on the unreconciled payments to dealers, then clear inventory through their own Apple-Stores, seize the cash recovered from clearing inventory, and continue to default on OEM manufacturers. In this way, five hundred thousand units of inventory could still bring Apple hundreds of millions of dollars in cash flow.”

After a pause, Louis Martin added, “However, this will also bring hundreds of millions of dollars in debt to Apple. If Apple has a way to break the deadlock, they can use this money for emergency. But if not, holding onto this money doesn’t have much meaning for them. It just depends on whether Apple still has any secret weapons up its sleeve.”

Li Mu felt somewhat shocked.

In contrast, he was too far behind professionals like Louis Martin. He only thought about Apple’s stock price plummeting, market value plummeting, profit plummeting, and all businesses being severely hit, but he didn’t expect that Apple could still use inventory to manage the overall flow. Although it was at the expense of dealers and OEM manufacturers to benefit itself, it could at least generate over hundreds of millions of dollars in cash. This is what the saying means: a starved camel is still bigger than a horse…

Apple certainly still had abundant cash flow at hand. After all, what was impacted was the stock price and current/future profits. Li Mu couldn’t reduce the liquid cash in Apple’s accounts. Plus, the potential hundreds of millions of dollars in cash from inventory, combined, was indeed a considerable sum. If Apple, with so much money, suddenly had a flash of inspiration and came up with something new when desperate, it might actually allow them to break through the adversity. If that happened, it would really be damn annoying!

Immediately, Li Mu asked Louis Martin, “If I want to acquire Apple as quickly as possible, what’s a good method?”





Chapter 1414: Swallowing a Camel Isn’t Easy

“From my personal perspective, the biggest problem with Muye Technology acquiring Apple isn’t Apple itself, but rather the acquisition offer Muye Technology can provide to Apple.”

Louis Martin said to Li Mu, “No matter how low Apple’s market value drops, three billion US dollars is basically the bottom for this round. After all, Apple still has its proprietary operating system and computer hardware business. Moreover, this wave of bearish news came too fiercely, so Apple’s stock price will likely experience some overselling. Once the bearish news is mostly digested, there will definitely be a proper rebound from the bottom. Let’s take three and a half billion US dollars as an example. If Muye Technology wants the acquisition to go smoothly, the bid will need to be at least five billion, and then both parties will engage in several rounds of give and take. I estimate the actual operating price should be around 5.5 to 6 billion US dollars.”

“5.5 to 6 billion?” Li Mu smiled faintly, noncommittal to Louis Martin’s words.

In fact, from his internal acceptable price, even buying Apple for seven billion US dollars wouldn’t be expensive. If he could acquire it for 5.5 to 6 billion, that would truly be ridiculously cheap.

However, simply looking at the figure of 5.5 to 6 billion US dollars, while cheap, it is still a colossal amount of funds for Muye Technology. With Muye Technology’s current financial scale, swallowing such a huge camel is far from as easy as suppressing its stock price.

Louis Martin asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, assuming Apple agrees to a privatization acquisition at a valuation of six billion US dollars, how does Muye Technology plan to finance this enormous sum? Muye Technology’s last round of financing only raised 3.3 billion US dollars. If I’m not mistaken, 300 million of that was used for shareholders to cash out, and only three billion was actually injected into operating funds. Furthermore, Muye Technology has invested in and built a large number of data processing centers globally. Shouldn’t most of that money have been spent by now?”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Muye Technology certainly cannot come up with six billion US dollars in cash, but we can choose other solutions.”

Louis Martin asked, “Are you thinking of acquiring it with partial cash supplemented by some Muye Technology shares?”

Li Mu chuckled and asked, “Am I mad? Me, acquiring Apple with Muye Technology’s shares? Letting Apple’s shareholders switch from holding Apple shares to holding Muye Technology shares? Wouldn’t that be a blessing in disguise for them?”

Louis Martin nodded, surprised, and asked, “Then how do you plan to raise these funds?”

Li Mu said, “We can first negotiate an indicative price with Apple, then communicate with Apple’s shareholders. We pay a portion of the cash upfront, and the remainder is paid after Muye Technology goes public, with substantial interest paid to them as well. Do you think that’s feasible?”

Louis Martin said, “Personally, I don’t think Apple’s shareholders will necessarily agree. They are masters of capital games. If they are no longer optimistic about a project, they will choose to cut losses and cash out as soon as possible, then use that money for other investments. These people care least about a little interest. On the contrary, they are the ones who like to give others interest and use other people’s money for investments.”

At this point, Louis Martin looked at Li Mu and said with expectation, “General Manager Li, actually, the best way is for Muye Technology to conduct another round of financing and use the raised money to acquire Apple. Roughly estimated, Muye Technology’s current valuation can reach over seventy billion US dollars. If you raise another round, diluting ten percent of the shares, the funds for acquiring Apple will be available, and the remaining money can be used for other strategic plans.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, saying, “I do not plan to conduct any more financing before the IPO.”

Muye Technology currently has a very strong user base, product strength, team strength, and support strength. The gap between it and its competing products has also widened by miles ahead. Moreover, YY’s Value-added service revenue is considerable, the profits from ‘Paradise Town’, ‘Plants vs. Zombies Online’, and the YY Game Hall are also very high, and there’s also the gold-sucking beast like Muying Ticketing System. The overall profit is very substantial, and none of its business lines require burning money. At this point, Li Mu no longer needs a large amount of funds to seize market share, so further dilution of shares would be completely not worth it.

However, for Louis Martin and Sequoia, because they are incredibly optimistic about Muye Technology’s future, they also very much hope to acquire more Muye Technology shares before Muye Technology goes public. Muye Technology’s market value growth rate is beyond imagination; the sooner they get Muye Technology’s shares, the sooner they can lock in huge profits.

Although Li Mu isn’t going to raise more capital, acquiring Apple right now certainly faces the biggest problem: money. Li Mu doesn’t have that much cash, and the most valuable asset in his hand is Muye Technology’s shares, but it’s really not worth it to trade shares for Apple at this time.

But then again, this is the best window of opportunity to acquire Apple. Both Apple’s stock price and the confidence of Apple’s management will completely hit rock bottom during this period. If Apple can be acquired before it rebounds from the bottom, it will eliminate future troubles once and for all. If they wait until after the rebound, the cost will inevitably be much higher.

This is uncannily similar to the mindset of retail investors stock trading in China. When a stock continuously hits its Daily price floor, investors who are deeply trapped want to sell but can’t, wishing desperately to cut losses. But once the Daily price floor opens, many become reluctant to sell. They feel that since the Daily price floor has opened, it signals that a rebound is not far off, so they might as well sell off after recovering some losses, or even hope the stock can rise to a new height.

After much thought, Li Mu still felt that acquiring Apple in the near future was the most secure option. So he said to Louis Martin, “Louis, I will immediately establish a business unit specifically responsible for acquiring Apple. I will personally oversee this unit, and you will serve as its Senior Advisor. These next couple of days, I’ll trouble you to help sort out Muye Technology’s specific acquisition plan for Apple and also start investigating Apple’s lowest acceptable offer. After the World Health Organization lifts the epidemic warning for China in a few days, I will personally make a trip to America to finalize this matter.”

Louis Martin nodded and said, “Since I’ve come, I will naturally do my best to help you and Muye Technology achieve your goals. But having said that, why do you have to wait for the World Health Organization to lift the epidemic warning before going to America?”

Li Mu said, “I’m fulfilling a bit of my responsibilities and obligations as a public figure. I stayed in Beijing throughout the epidemic, hoping to set an example and boost everyone’s confidence in fighting SARS. I don’t want to cause any negative impact by leaving the epidemic area midway.”

“I understand,” Louis Martin said. “In that case, let’s start preparing these next few days. There’s no immense rush in terms of time; after all, Apple dealing with this mess won’t be resolved quickly either.”

…

To this day, the SARS epidemic in Beijing and across the country has been very effectively controlled. According to the first-hand information obtained by Muye Technology, no new patients have appeared in Beijing these past few days, and patients at Xiaotangshan Hospital are gradually recovering.

At this pace, the impact of SARS can be completely over in less than a month. By that time, people nationwide will be able to breathe a complete sigh of relief.

However, Li Mu deduced that the WHO should not be so strict. They could not possibly wait until all patients are discharged before announcing the threat lifted. Given the current actual situation of epidemic control in the country, even announcing the threat lifted now would pose no problem.

Once the WHO announces that the crisis of the epidemic in China is lifted, Li Mu’s mission during SARS will be considered complete. The first thing Li Mu will do then is quickly fly to America and deal with all the accumulated matters in one go.

The most important issue is the acquisition of Apple. Besides that, there’s also the development of Muye Technology’s other businesses in America.

Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook has already been tinkered with and launched. To avoid interfering with his own thinking and to prevent Muye Technology from constraining Facebook’s development space, Li Mu adopted a hands-off approach for this project, letting Mark Zuckerberg tinker with it himself. However, even so, Li Mu still needs to understand the situation, to see if this young man’s thinking pattern has any deviations compared to his previous life. If so, he’ll quickly help him correct it; if not, he’ll continue with the hands-off approach and let him move forward.

And then there’s Elon Musk. He has been waiting to further communicate with Li Mu about the electric vehicles and commercial launch vehicles projects. Both projects require a long time and funds to develop. Elon Musk wouldn’t dare act rashly before getting Li Mu’s final answer.

Li Mu plans to spend a month in America to take care of all these matters, and then have an in-depth discussion with Sequoia Capital about Muye Technology’s IPO in the US. Currently, the company’s development is smooth sailing; it’s time to plan for the IPO.

For an enterprise like Muye Technology, an IPO is an opportunity to create a miracle.

The capital market is relatively rational. How much Muye Technology is worth, and the valuations given by capital, are relatively conservative. Although Louis Martin’s indication was that Sequoia Capital was willing to give Muye Technology a latest valuation of over seventy billion US dollars, Li Mu strongly disagreed with this valuation.

America Online, a mere company, had a peak market value of nearly two hundred billion US dollars. And Muye Technology, with just YY alone, whose user number, influence, and coverage data far exceed America Online? Not to mention the immense power when the entire ecosystem is integrated into one. For such an internet giant to have a valuation of only seventy billion US dollars is truly ridiculous.

However, Li Mu also clearly knew that given the typical practices of capital, a seventy-billion-dollar valuation wasn’t underhanded; eighty billion would be the absolute maximum. This is because they also need to reserve profit margins for themselves. Even they are waiting for their shares to skyrocket after the IPO, so it’s impossible for them to value Muye Technology based on its market value after listing.

For the circulation market, investors have strong confidence in a healthy enterprise that can tell a compelling story. This often leads to a higher P/E ratio for the company, and the final result is an even greater surge in stock price and market value.

Considering the current market conditions of the entire internet industry, if the acquisition of Apple is successful, Li Mu is confident that Muye Technology’s market value will quickly break through 150 billion US dollars after its IPO, and even challenge the 200 billion US dollar milestone once Mango-ME2 and YYtunes mature and Muye Technology successfully absorbs Apple.

By that time, Muye Technology’s fundraising amount will probably reach twenty billion US dollars; that will be the true monetization!





Chapter 1415: Foreign Exchange Is the Biggest Key

On this trading day, Apple’s stock price continued to fall.

With an opening price of 5.47 US dollars, it fell below the 5 US dollar milestone within an hour of opening. That afternoon, US local time, a tech media outlet officially broke the news that Jobs had resigned from his position as Apple’s CEO. As soon as this news was released, it once again triggered a state of extreme alarm in the market. The stock price plummeted in a short period, hitting a terrifying low of 4.23 US dollars during intraday trading.

To salvage the decline, Apple urgently released an announcement. The announcement appointed Tim Cook, Apple Inc.’s head of sales management, to succeed Jobs as the new CEO of Apple Inc., stating that the 43-year-old Tim Cook had worked at IBM and Compaq for many years, joined Apple five years ago, possesses strong personal capabilities and solid manners, knows Apple like the back of one’s hand, and would lead Apple out of the Gloom.

Jobs highly approved of Tim Cook. Five years ago, Tim Cook joined Apple at Jobs’s personal invitation. Over the past few years, Jobs had also been nurturing Tim Cook as a future successor. At this time, it was no surprise to anyone familiar with Apple that Tim Cook was brought in to salvage the situation.

However, consumers did not have high expectations for Tim Cook. Apple’s stock price only rose slightly, ultimately closing at 4.53 US dollars.

It was another day that could be described as a massacre.

The stock price and market value shrank by 17% in a single day, which sends shivers down one’s spine.

After the close of this trading day, Apple’s market value was only a mere four billion US dollars. Although all the actual bearish news had been fully released, if Apple could not find a way to truly salvage the decline in its business lines, its stock price would continue to fall for some time in the future as investor confidence was continuously lost.

This kind of decline, like cutting flesh from one’s own body with a blunt knife, would inevitably be a long and endless cycle of pain and nightmares.

…

The first thing Louis Martin did upon arriving at the hotel was to immediately hold a conference call with Sequoia headquarters. Sequoia was very concerned about Li Mu’s every move at this moment, especially since they felt Li Mu might be planning to launch a multi-billion US dollar commercial acquisition. Therefore, they were even more eager to know what Li Mu was truly thinking.

Louis Martin reported the entire process of his meeting with Li Mu today in detail to the Sequoia Board of Directors on the other end of the line. Finally, he concluded: “Although I don’t understand what value Apple holds for Muye Technology, Li Mu’s determination to have her Apple is truly strong. Whenever he talks about privatizing Apple, I can feel his ready to stir excitement.”

One of the Bigwigs at Sequoia’s high-level management, most proficient in capital operations, said in surprise: “What did Li Mu see in Apple? All of Apple’s truly profitable product lines have already been utterly surpassed by him. Now Apple is a mess. If you take all its business lines individually and compare them with Muye Technology, you’ll find that Muye Technology simply has no need for Apple;

Apple’s unique business lines offer no help to Muye Technology’s existing industries, and their own profitability is very weak, with continuously high R&D costs. As for the areas where Apple and Muye Technology overlap, they would absolutely be a burden to Muye Technology in the future. Even if Apple were to be acquired through privatization for five billion US dollars now, at least one to two billion US dollars of that valuation would be attributed to the iPod and iTunes industry chains. What would be the point of Li Mu buying back these two industry chains?”

All the Sequoia executives fell silent.

No one could understand this problem.

Why would Li Mu buy Apple?

Given Li Mu’s shrewdness, he couldn’t possibly be unaware of the underhanded / tricky aspects involved. Acquiring Apple would mean acquiring a massive, unprofitable mess. If Li Mu were to buy Apple, he couldn’t possibly keep iTunes and iPod, otherwise, he’d be fighting against himself. But there’s nothing for him to assimilate from iTunes and iPod anyway; he could only buy them and then shelve them, which would be a complete waste of money.

As for Apple’s other business lines, they genuinely held no meaning.

As the Chairman of the Board of Sequoia was utterly baffled, he suddenly asked: “Could Li Mu’s acquisition of Apple be for some kind of strategic layout? Or to clear obstacles for Muye Technology’s future? We cannot measure Li Mu based on our own level. This fellow usually plans very far ahead. Perhaps acquiring Apple has no immediate use for him, but it will serve a great purpose in the future.”

“Not very likely,” Louis Martin said. “I’ve carefully studied Apple’s current business lines. Apart from iPod and iTunes, what remains is the Mac computer business. iMac-G4 sales volume was never very good to begin with, and the market share of the MacOS operating system is pitifully low. Now Microsoft is kicking them when they’re down, so the Mac business is bound to be even more impacted in the future. Even if Apple belongs to Li Mu, it would be difficult for Li Mu to build up the Mac business line.”

After speaking, Louis Martin added: “A reminder, Li Mu has actually already invested in a computer manufacturer named Shenzhou in China, and has promoted the government to issue a beneficial policy called ‘Internet to Every Home’. This policy aims to accelerate the increase in the number of Chinese netizens and the number of terminals connected to the internet. It’s equivalent to Li Mu constantly helping Chinese consumers overdraw their home computer budgets in advance. At this point, even if he got MacOS, it would be difficult for him to promote MacOS in the Chinese market.”

Li Mu’s intention to take over Apple was extremely strong. Not to mention Sequoia, even Apple itself wouldn’t be able to guess what Li Mu’s intention was if they knew.

In Li Mu’s view, the current Apple was like a uranium mine where atomic energy had yet to be discovered. People only saw the value of its land, not the wealth contained beneath. Thus, its valuation was measured by the price of the land. However, once atomic energy was discovered one day, the price of this land would be sky-breaking.

The “atomic energy” Li Mu anticipated was, for one, mobile internet, and for another, smart phones. Mobile internet was the major trend, and smart phones were the crucial link for Apple to complete its transformation.

Until Li Mu’s rebirth, no company in China had the ability to develop a truly valuable operating system, whether for computers or mobile phones. However, Apple possessed this technological foundation/heritage. It even had a ready-made MacOS system, which was the “mother” of iOS, though today she was still a pure maiden.

Li Mu firmly believed that as long as he got his hands on Apple before the mobile internet era arrived, the MacOS system would naturally become his own possession. All that remained was to give Apple’s engineers an overall raise and have them develop the iOS system based on MacOS.

By then, Muye Technology’s acquisition of Apple would likely become the most successful acquisition in the history of human enterprises, bar none.

To think that an investment of several billion US dollars could support a future market value of hundreds of billions of US dollars—this was definitely an unprecedented and unmatched operation.

The Sequoia Chairman of the Board couldn’t fathom Li Mu’s thoughts. He smacked his lips and said: “Let’s temporarily not try to figure out why Li Mu wants to acquire Apple. What I’m more concerned about now is how Li Mu plans to acquire Apple. He doesn’t have that much disposable cash on hand, and his funds gap is still significant. Does he have a plan for further financing?”

“No,” Louis Martin poured a bucket of cold water on the Chairman of the Board, saying: “Li Mu has clearly stated that he doesn’t plan to pursue further financing before the IPO. Financing at this point would be equivalent to bearing huge disguised losses.”

The Sequoia Chairman of the Board gave a wry laugh: “Not financing isn’t the problem. The key is, he can’t acquire Apple just by talking about it, can he?”

After speaking, he added: “It’s essentially impossible for Li Mu to get several billion US dollars in cash right now. Muye Technology isn’t publicly listed, and most of its valuation is in virtual assets; the proportion of net assets is too low to support a loan of several billion US dollars. Moreover, with the company not listed, he can’t even pledge shares. Who would give him that much money? Taobao’s redundant funds only amount to a few hundred million US dollars at most. Furthermore, China has foreign exchange controls. How would he convert this money into US dollars and bring it to the American market? If Li Mu wants to raise tens of billions of RMB domestically and then convert them into US dollars, that’s practically a pipe dream! If Li Mu wants to acquire Apple without financing, money isn’t the fundamental issue; foreign exchange is the biggest key!”

Louis Martin said: “I’m puzzled by this too. Li Mu’s current intention is for me to first help his team prepare for the acquisition and then negotiate with Apple. He hasn’t told me how he plans to pay once the negotiation is successful.”

The Sequoia Chairman of the Board said: “Here’s what we’ll do. You didn’t travel all this way to help for nothing. Tomorrow, after you meet with Li Mu, present him with a cooperation proposal. Sequoia is willing to lend Muye Technology 3.6 billion US dollars interest-free. This money can be repaid after Muye Technology’s successful IPO. If Li Mu doesn’t want to IPO in the short term, the grace period can be extended to three years. However, the condition is that Muye Technology must dilute three percentage points of its shares to us based on a valuation of eighty billion US dollars. This way, by sacrificing just three percentage points, he can get six billion US dollars in cash to acquire Apple.”

In the Sequoia Chairman of the Board’s view, the reason Li Mu was unwilling to pursue another round of financing was simply that he didn’t want to dilute his shares further. If Li Mu wanted to raise six billion US dollars now, Muye Technology’s shareholders would collectively have to dilute at least seven to eight percentage points. If Li Mu were asked to dilute so many shares at this point, it’s doubtful anyone in his position would agree. But everything is negotiable. Since seven to eight percentage points are too much for you, I’ll ask for a bit less. You dilute three percentage points of shares to me, I’ll give you 2.4 billion US dollars, and then lend you 3.6 billion US dollars to use at your leisure. That’s very generous, isn’t it?

Sequoia had a large amount of hot money constantly seeking various investment projects. Most of this money consisted of private equity funds. As long as Sequoia promised a certain rate of return, they could use this money for venture capital globally. For a top-tier established capital firm like Sequoia, with its formidable capital operating capabilities and extremely well-connected and influential reach, there was an abundance of money behind it—as much as they desired. If they said today they were preparing to lend Li Mu 3.6 billion US dollars, countless people would appear with 36 billion US dollars delivered themselves by evening.

Sequoia would also have to pay interest on the 3.6 billion US dollars it held, but the main reason it was willing to lend it to Muye Technology interest-free was to acquire another three percentage points of Muye Technology’s shares for 2.4 billion US dollars. Three percentage points of Muye Technology’s shares, even if diluted partially after the IPO, would still be worth at least four or five billion US dollars. If held as a long-term prospect, the potential benefits would be even greater, far exceeding the interest that would need to be paid on 3.6 billion US dollars lent to Muye Technology for several years.

Louis Martin naturally understood the Chairman of the Board’s intention. Since they couldn’t bite off a large chunk of flesh, then taking a small bite and offering a few other benefits should surely suffice, right?

So he immediately guaranteed: “Don’t worry, Chairman of the Board, I’ll go to Muye Technology first thing tomorrow morning and have a detailed discussion with Li Mu!”





Chapter 1416: Lest Delays Bring Trouble

Acquiring Apple was the largest single deal Li Mu had planned since his rebirth. Although he appeared calm on the surface, he was already seething with excitement inside.

However, figuring out where to get several billion US dollars was indeed no small problem for Li Mu.

Li Mu didn’t want to dilute shares to repay money at this critical juncture. But whether he sought loans domestically or engaged in private equity, what he’d get was Renminbi. To prevent Western economic impact on the domestic market and ensure the Renminbi’s exchange rate, the state had strict controls on foreign exchange. Obtaining hundreds of billions of Renminbi wouldn’t be difficult, but getting several billion US dollars would be incredibly difficult.

However, this problem didn’t bother Li Mu too much. For him, the most important thing right now was to first negotiate the acquisition details with Apple. As long as Apple’s shareholders were willing to sell, he would then figure out how to solve the money problem.

Several hours after Apple’s stock price plummeted to $4.53, at exactly nine o’clock Beijing time, Li Mu had Li Ziwei notify Muye Technology’s core executives, as well as Lei Jun and Liu Qiangdong from Taobao Technology, to come to Muye Technology for a meeting at ten o’clock, preparing to officially establish a temporary business unit specifically for the Apple acquisition.

At 9:10 AM, Louis Martin arrived at Li Mu’s office and enthusiastically declared to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I’ve already informed headquarters. From today until you depart for America, I will remain in China at your disposal.”

Li Mu nodded. “Thank you for your hard work, Louis. At ten o’clock, I will convene an executive meeting to announce the acquisition plan and the establishment of the business unit. Please join us then, and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

Louis Martin quickly said, “That’s excellent!”

Li Mu said, “Louis, acquiring Apple is extremely important to me personally. Although you are not an employee of Muye Technology, I still hope you can offer more advice and strategies on this matter, and help us facilitate this acquisition as much as possible.”

Louis Martin said with a firm expression, “General Manager Li, please rest assured, I will go all out.”

After speaking, Louis Martin added, “Oh, General Manager Li, our Chairman of the Board asked me to tell you yesterday that Sequoia is willing to lend Muye Technology three point six billion US dollars as an interest-free loan to help Muye Technology complete the capital operations for acquiring Apple. What’s more, there’s no rush to repay this money; you can wait until Muye Technology successfully completes its IPO.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and asked him, “What are the conditions?”

Louis Martin said with a smile, “General Manager Li, the conditions are actually very generous. We aren’t forcing Muye Technology to seek further financing. We simply hope to acquire another three percent of Muye Technology’s shares at an eighty billion US dollar valuation.”

At this point, Louis Martin, fearing Li Mu would immediately refuse, hastily added, “Please rest assured, if you are unwilling to dilute your shares, we won’t insist. However, we hope to communicate privately with Muye Technology’s other shareholders. If any shareholder wishes to cash out, we can conduct a private transaction with them, which will not affect your shares in any way.”

Li Mu said, “Taking three percentage points at an eighty billion US dollar valuation, plus lending me three point six billion US dollars – that’s a total of six billion US dollars. You’ve calculated this precisely, haven’t you?”

Louis Martin smiled, but said nothing.

Li Mu said, “All shareholders of Muye Technology, except for you, Sequoia, have signed a concerted action agreement with me. Without my permission, none of them are allowed to resell their shares.”

Louis Martin replied, “We are very clear on that, which is why we hope you can grant permission.”

Li Mu further said, “If you directly buy three percentage points from the shareholders, that two point four billion US dollars wouldn’t go into Muye Technology’s pocket. I’d still have to find other funds even with your three point six billion US dollars loan. Furthermore, Muye Technology’s development momentum is so strong now; do you think any shareholder would be willing to cash out at this time?”

“Well…” Louis Martin gave an awkward laugh and asked, “Then could you consider diluting three percent based on all shareholders’ existing shares? This proportion is actually quite small…”

Li Mu looked at Louis Martin without speaking. After a moment, he suddenly asked him, “Louis, you’re a professional manager, aren’t you?”

Louis Martin nodded, asking in surprise, “What’s wrong, General Manager Li?”

Li Mu said, “The money you earn from Sequoia in a year might not even be ten million US dollars, right?”

Louis Martin shrugged and said, “Roughly so before tax, but it’s much less after tax.”

Most professional managers aren’t actual shareholders of a company; they primarily receive a high salary and gradually acquire a small number of stock options from the Board of Directors. Stock options are like a leash on a dog – they’re there if you stay, gone if you leave. Tim Cook worked his heart out for Apple for so many years, creating such immense profits, yet his final net worth was only several hundred million US dollars. If that’s the case for him after striving for so many years, what about Louis Martin?

Li Mu said, “Tell you what, Louis. For now, wholeheartedly help me acquire Apple. Fully utilize your wisdom, your talents, and your understanding of Apple and the US capital market. If I succeed in the acquisition and Muye Technology goes public, I will ensure you receive five million US dollars in after-tax income outside of America. And don’t worry, I will handle this money impeccably. If you play a very crucial role in this acquisition, I’ll give you an additional five million US dollars. As for trying to persuade me to dilute some shares to get money from Sequoia, you don’t need to mention it again in the future. If Sequoia asks, just tell them directly that no matter how hard you try, I will not accept.”

Louis Martin’s expression subtly changed, then he quickly said, “General Manager Li, there’s no need for you to be so polite. As an investment target and partner of Sequoia, I have an absolute obligation to help Muye Technology, so please rest assured, I will do my utmost to assist.”

Li Mu smiled indifferently and said, “You don’t need to worry about my integrity, let alone my contractual integrity. What I just told you is known only to you and me. So, if you’re not absolutely one hundred percent going to refuse, then there’s no need to say anything else. Once this is done, everything I’ve said will naturally be fulfilled as promised.”

Louis Martin hesitated briefly, then nodded gently and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, rest assured, I will do my utmost.”

For Louis Martin, he had already understood that Li Mu would not allow Sequoia to acquire more shares in Muye Technology at this time. Regardless of his stance towards Sequoia, to maintain his cooperative relationship with Li Mu, he had to stay and help Li Mu complete the acquisition. Given this, why not accept Li Mu’s offer? If it were an ordinary person making such a promise, he might worry about them leaking this under-the-table deal in the future. But this was Li Mu; with his status, position, and actions/style, he had no need to worry about such risks.

A surefire profit, why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?

At ten o’clock, in Muye Technology’s conference room, all core executives had already arrived.

Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu also made a special trip to attend the meeting. Although they didn’t know what Li Mu was up to, every time Li Mu gathered the core executives of both companies for a meeting, it meant a major event was about to be announced.

Louis Martin also followed Li Mu into the conference room. Inside, Li Mu introduced Louis Martin to everyone. When they heard he was a VP from Sequoia headquarters, everyone was surprised. A representative of capital appearing here – could it be that Li Mu was planning new capital operations?

After introducing Louis Martin, Li Mu’s first sentence to everyone was straight to the point:

“Comrades, today I solemnly announce a decision to you all: Muye Technology plans to launch an acquisition of Apple Inc. of America, and after the acquisition, will complete Apple’s privatization and delisting from Nasdaq, ultimately transforming Apple into a wholly-owned subsidiary of Muye Technology!”

Everyone was instantly dumbfounded.

Li Mu observed everyone’s expressions. Two people were exceptionally excited, while the others were mostly blank and confused.

The excited ones were Fang Xudong and Lei Jun.

Li Mu asked Fang Xudong, “Xudong, tell everyone why you’re so excited?”

Fang Xudong, bursting with excitement, said, “Apple Inc.’s technology reserves are incredibly strong, and now their stock price has crashed, and their market value has plummeted. If the company can acquire Apple, I believe this will definitely be a very profitable deal!”

Li Mu asked Lei Jun, “Director Lei, what do you think?”

Guru Lei chuckled, “Apple’s strength in operating systems, software, and hardware is still very formidable. Although our Mango-ME2 is significantly stronger than the iPod 3, this is the result of our surprise attack. If Apple had sufficiently strong financial resources to directly develop a product half a generation or even a full generation ahead to counter-suppress Mango-ME2, it would be very difficult for us to catch up again.”

Fang Xudong, as if he had found a kindred spirit, nodded repeatedly and said, “Director Lei is absolutely right! Our Mango-ME2 is like an airplane from the propeller era that won by enhancing performance and reducing costs, catching Apple completely off guard. But as long as Apple can stand firm, with their technology reserves, they could directly launch a jet aircraft project and then overtake us. If that happened, it would create a generational gap, and it would be incredibly difficult for us to catch up to that gap.”

Business Director Ding Jian asked, “General Manager Fang, I don’t quite understand technology, and there’s something I don’t quite understand.”

Fang Xudong quickly said, “Please speak, General Manager Ding.”

Ding Jian said, “What I don’t understand is, if both the iPod and Mango-ME2 are propeller-era airplanes, and we’ve caught up with Apple’s pace, why can Apple launch a jet aircraft project, but we can’t?”

Fang Xudong said, “Let me put it this way: whether it’s the iPod or Mango-ME2, if you take them apart, they’re essentially just a few components: memory modules, digital signal processing chips, microprocessors, signal controllers, and LCD screens. There isn’t much technological content, just like airplanes from the propeller era, which basically consisted of an engine, propeller, landing gear, and hydraulic control system. The technological content isn’t considered high. Apple can manufacture them, and so can we;

“However, if you want to develop a jet aircraft, it requires the entire industrial system to advance by at least one generation. First, the R&D capabilities must be strong enough to develop the series of components required for a jet aircraft; second, the basic materials must be strong enough so that the jet engine can withstand high temperatures, high rotational speeds, and high power output, and the fuselage can handle the aircraft’s higher flight speeds; and furthermore, the demands on manufacturing processes will increase geometrically. We do not possess these capabilities, but Apple does.”

Speaking of this, Fang Xudong sighed, “Director Lei sees things too clearly. Fortunately, Apple’s financial resources aren’t strong enough; they’re a bit like Germany at the end of World War II. Otherwise, if they were allowed to continue developing, they wouldn’t take long to turn defeat into victory, and the gap between us and them in hardware would only grow larger and larger.”

Li Mu looked at Lei Jun, knowing he was a tech fanatic, but he hadn’t expected him to have such vision in this era. And Fang Xudong, both of them were technical talents, naturally seeing these kinds of problems much more deeply than ordinary people. However, Fang Xudong was one hundred percent purely technical, while Lei Jun was one hundred percent technical in the early stages, gradually transitioning towards product and marketing later on. Therefore, Fang Xudong’s greatest value would be to effectively perform his duties as Muye Technology’s Chief Technology Officer in the future, whereas Lei Jun, like Liu Qiangdong, could take charge independently, a true titan capable of shouldering a hundreds of billions of US dollars-level industry chain by himself.

With these four super titans — Lei Jun, Liu Qiangdong, Mark Zuckerberg, and Elon Musk — Muye Technology and its other product ecosystems achieving a one trillion US dollar market value would be just around the corner in the future.

Amidst his excitement, Li Mu tentatively asked Lei Jun, “Director Lei, in your opinion, assuming Apple has sufficient financial backing, what direction would they likely take if they were to develop a product half a generation or even a full generation ahead of us in terms of players?”

Lei Jun said, “From my personal perspective, if it’s half a generation ahead, it would at least need to feature a color screen display, an upgrade to the overall firmware, and the addition of an IEEE 802.11 standard WLAN module. If it’s a full generation ahead, then on top of that, they’d need to introduce smart functionality, developing an operating system suitable for handheld devices like the iPod, similar to the Palm operating system used by commercial PDAs on the market.”

Pausing, Lei Jun continued, “Once such a next-generation product is released, Apple would immediately create a generational gap between us. As Xudong said, in areas like stuffing hard drives, piling on decoding chips, microprocessors, Sennheiser headphones, and engaging in price wars, we can certainly beat Apple. But if Apple directly makes the iPod smart, we would only be able to gaze at their back.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up as he listened.

PDAs, these early-stage mobile smart devices, had actually begun to sweep through Western business elite circles as early as the 1990s. However, in China at present, the penetration rate of such devices, which often cost more than computers, was still very low. In fact, these gadgets never really made any significant waves until their eventual disappearance, truly born high-end and dying in obscurity.

Later, the resurgence of PDAs occurred in the post-Android era. By then, smart phones were ubiquitous, and smart PDAs became indispensable mobile order processing tools for SF Express and JD Express couriers. SF Express’s PDAs even added a thermal paper printing function, allowing couriers to directly print express delivery order receipts with them.

From the demise of PDAs to their later resurgence in the commercial sector, PDAs missed the entire golden age of thriving smartphone development. The regrettable thing about this existence, which was very close to smartphones in product concept and form, was that manufacturers positioned it too overly high-end. They never thought of pushing it to ordinary users, nor did anyone develop software around the PDA’s operating system that ordinary people might use. Otherwise, the PDA could have directly led the smartphone era.

Listening to Lei Jun discuss WLAN, PDAs, and mobile operating systems, Li Mu felt an extraordinary admiration. It turned out that individuals proficient in technology with perspicacious vision in this era already possessed remarkably precise foresight in their minds. Lei Jun could see that the next generation of iPod products would be mobile devices with color screens, WLAN functionality, and independent operating systems. This meant he had directly seen the iPod Touch from the iPod, and between the iPod Touch and the iPhone, there was only a thin sheet of window paper!

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly felt a chill in his heart. If Lei Jun could see the development direction of the next-generation iPod, Apple probably could too.

In his previous life, Apple’s upgrade strategy for the iPod was to constantly ‘squeezing toothpaste,’ making incremental improvements without ever thinking of making the iPod smart. It wasn’t until 2007 that they launched the iOS operating system and the first-generation iPhone, incidentally applying iOS to the iPod to create the iPod Touch;

However, now Apple had been severely battered by him for a while. Chances were, at a critical juncture, they might harden their heart and decide in advance to create a product like the iPod Touch. If that happened, it would truly be screwed up; even striving with all his might now, it would be very difficult for him to produce something like the iPod Touch…

The thought that Apple might still have considerable cash on hand, and possibly large sums from dealers/distributors and OEM factories in its iPod business, made Li Mu even more concerned that Apple might harden its heart and stubbornly resist to the end…

It seemed the actual operational pace of acquiring Apple had to be faster than he had anticipated, lest delays bring trouble…





Chapter 1417: Seeing the Future!

As Li Mu’s resolve to acquire Apple hardened and the urgency increased, he announced his decision to Muye Technology’s executives: immediately establish a business unit dedicated to the Apple acquisition, to fully advance the plan.

Li Mu himself would serve as the General Manager of the business unit, with two Deputy General Managers: Ding Jian, Business Director, skilled in capital operations, and Fang Xudong, the company’s CTO. There would also be two special advisors: Louis Martin, who knew the US stock market like the back of his hand, and Lei Jun, a prodigy programmer who had achieved fame at a young age.

The entire business unit’s task was to thoroughly understand and analyze Apple’s current capital structure and business status. They needed to not only determine Apple’s capital value but also identify its current pain points and potential directions to reverse the situation, while simultaneously devising a complete acquisition plan.

After announcing the establishment of the business unit, Li Mu called Lei Jun and Fang Xudong, both technical talents, to his office.

Once the three had settled in Li Mu’s office, Li Mu addressed them: “Gentlemen, for Muye Technology, in the future, we must further take root in core technology across the entire information technology field, not just software but also hardware. Therefore, we currently have several very important urgent tasks that require your leadership.”

Both men sat upright, waiting for Li Mu to continue.

Li Mu began: “First, compile a detailed document for me outlining global companies, products, and patent situations in the mobile hardware sector, especially regarding microprocessors. Those we can acquire, we acquire; for those we cannot, we strive to take a stake.”

“Second, thoroughly research current PDA products on the market, especially their hardware and operating systems, as well as the software support paired with those operating systems.”

“Third, delve into the Symbian system developed by Nokia and several other communication product R&D companies, including Nokia’s product line hardware choices, and assess the Symbian system’s comprehensive strength and its future development potential.”

The two men jotted down the three points Li Mu mentioned in their notebooks. Afterward, Lei Jun asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, are you planning to develop mobile smart terminals?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Director Lei, what you just said in the conference room greatly inspired me. I don’t understand hardware technology, but one thing I can affirm is that future technological development will be inseparable from a few trends: performance will become stronger and stronger, power consumption will become lower and lower, size will become smaller and smaller, and prices will become lower and lower.”

Both men nodded in agreement.

Li Mu continued: “Based on these four trends, I can pretty much conclude that sometime in the future, we will be able to achieve performance on a PDA or phone-sized device that rivals or even surpasses current PCs.”

“This…”

Both men were somewhat shocked.

The four trends Li Mu spoke of were indeed valid, and the development of computers over the years had confirmed this. Computers from earlier years were larger than high-power diesel generator sets, and their power consumption was terrifyingly high, yet their processing power, when measured by current technology, was extremely weak. In contrast, current PCs, with their full setup weighing only ten to twenty kilograms, offered several times the performance of older computers.

However, this didn’t mean that computer technology could break through the next barrier and integrate a PC into a tiny mobile phone. Both men were technical experts, so while they had a long-term vision, they fundamentally adhered to technology itself. Thus, it was difficult for them to imagine future technological development reaching the heights Li Mu described. It was like science fiction authors easily placing a nuclear fusion reactor in a shoe, yet nuclear experts clearly knew how long the path to controlled nuclear fusion still was.

At this moment, Li Mu noticed their hesitation and spoke: “Sometimes, your imagination shouldn’t be limited by current technology. Do you know that authors writing online game novels on Qidian Chinese Network have already conceived a completely new type of future gaming equipment? It’s a helmet; once you wear it, you get game graphics identical to real-life vision, allowing you to be completely immersed in the game. It can even detect your movements: when you turn your head, your field of vision turns with you; when you run, the scene in your game starts running; when you throw a punch, your character in the game also throws a punch.”

Fang Xudong scratched his head: “It’s just fiction, General Manager Li. Even if such a thing were possible, it would probably take thirty to fifty years, wouldn’t it?”

Li Mu chuckled: “You think thirty to fifty years, I believe it’s at most a little over ten years, perhaps even shorter.”

Then, Li Mu sternly said: “You must understand that in the society we live in, technology develops explosively. Twenty years ago, if you told a computer expert that in the future, the overall size of computers might be as small as a drawer, and their processing power would increase tenfold or even a hundredfold compared to existing computers, he would certainly say you’ve lost your mind. But isn’t that the reality? The difference between computers twenty years ago and computers today is immense. Since computers can shrink from the size of a room to the size of a drawer, why can’t they shrink to the size of a mobile phone?”

The two looked at each other, their minds showing some loosening.

Lei Jun said: “General Manager Li, what you said makes a lot of sense. We are indeed somewhat trapped in the current technological environment, which limits our imagination.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Look, computer users are increasing, and people’s demand for computing is also growing. However, no matter how much the price of a complete PC unit drops, and no matter how strong people’s purchasing power becomes—even if all one point three billion people each owned a computer—their computing needs would still not be fully met. Why? Because they can’t enjoy mobile computing. Once they leave their computer, they lose their computing ability and the right to enjoy computing.”

“Similarly, it’s the same with the internet. Even if all one point three billion people nationwide had computers, and all computers were connected to the internet, once people stood up and left the room where their computer was, they would have no way to enjoy mobile internet services.”

Both men nodded repeatedly, their expressions solemn.

Li Mu continued: “Think about the development history of the communication industry. Precisely because humans had communication needs, someone invented the telegraph. But telegraph hardware costs were too high, operation costs were also high, and the communication method was singular, unable to satisfy most human communication needs. That’s why someone subsequently invented the telephone. However, even if every home in the world had a phone, once people left their homes, it was equivalent to cutting off communication with the outside world. This was the most fatal weakness of the communication industry in that era, which is why someone invented the mobile phone. Look now, mobile phone penetration is already very high, and it will only continue to rise.”

“Exactly,” Lei Jun said with exceptional seriousness. “Looking at it this way, mobile computing and the mobile internet will definitely be the next direction for internet development!”

Fang Xudong also agreed enthusiastically, saying: “General Manager Li, your examples are incredibly persuasive. All our previous efforts were focused on PC-centric internet technology and services, but looking long-term, the future will certainly move towards portable and mobile development.”

Li Mu chuckled: “The true era of mobile internet might still be a long time away, but if we can recognize this future direction and trend in advance, we will be able to stand out among all similar companies.”

After speaking, Li Mu added: “Look, current mobile phones can already support Java program execution and GPRS network access. Companies like Symbian and Microsoft have developed specialized operating systems for mobile phones and are already at the forefront. Why can’t we, like them, develop our own mobile operating system?”

Fang Xudong said, wide-eyed: “General Manager Li, even a mobile operating system requires enormous technology reserves, human resources, financial resources, and time costs. We currently have no foundation for this. Moreover, with an operating system hegemon like Microsoft, the future mobile phone operating system market is highly likely to be dominated by them…”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “I’ll answer your questions one by one. You said we lack technology reserves and capabilities; that’s correct, we don’t have that foundation. But what if I acquire Apple?”

Fang Xudong’s expression became even more terrified…

“If we acquire Apple…” Fang Xudong said excitedly, “With macOS as the foundation, the difficulty of developing a mobile operating system would be greatly reduced!”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling: “Now I’ll answer your second question. Do you think that just because Microsoft dominates the PC market, they can naturally dominate the mobile market?”

Fang Xudong asked Li Mu: “Isn’t that so? Even if Microsoft hasn’t exerted its full strength yet, once it does, I believe it would be difficult for Apple, Symbian, or Palm to withstand it.”

Li Mu shook his head and said: “You’re a technical professional, so you must understand macOS. In the PC domain, macOS can indeed never surpass Windows. This isn’t just related to the strategic positioning of the two companies but also to the current general environment of the computer industry.”

Compared to Apple’s macOS system, which is only sold bundled with Mac computers, PC operation is much more flexible. Users can not only buy PCs of various brands to pair with Windows, but they can even purchase all sorts of hardware themselves to assemble a computer and install Windows. This has created a large number of PC manufacturers and hardware manufacturers in the PC industry, while Apple fights alone.

Both the large number of branded PCs and the even greater number of DIY hardware manufacturers have led to two situations:

First, enormous productivity is supported by a large number of companies, which results in PC and PC hardware output being hundreds of times greater than Apple’s, and their market coverage far exceeds Apple’s.

Second, the fierce and ubiquitous competition driven by so many companies and such vast productivity. Competition occurs among PC manufacturers and also among hardware manufacturers. This is why Shenzhou emerged to challenge the PC market, and the cost of DIY hardware has continuously dropped. All of these ultimately led to the constant reduction in PC costs, and these continuously falling costs greatly boosted the expansion speed of PCs, which macOS and Mac computers can never catch up with.”

At this point, Li Mu suddenly made a sharp turn and said: “The PC’s DIY industry has become traditional; this is something Apple cannot reverse, and even Microsoft cannot reverse. But you must understand, a mobile phone is not a PC. A PC running Windows can be DIYed, but no mobile phone can be DIYed. Every mobile phone is like Apple’s Mac computer—software and hardware are paired and sold as a complete unit! This means that the strong advantage PCs have over Mac computers does not exist in the mobile phone market!”

Lei Jun excitedly said: “General Manager Li is right! All future Nokia phones may carry the Symbian system, but consumers can’t buy another phone and install Symbian themselves, nor could they possibly DIY a phone and install Symbian. The future mobile phone market will definitely be integrated software and hardware devices. This way, Microsoft loses its foundation of ‘many hands make light work’ in the hardware DIY sector, and essentially stands on the same starting line as companies like Apple!”

Li Mu snapped his fingers and chuckled: “If we acquire Apple and develop a mobile operating system based on macOS, we have two choices: either license the system to cooperate with major mobile phone manufacturers, or we follow Apple’s old path—develop our own system, produce our own hardware, and bundle them for sale. The former allows us to expand quickly, while the latter allows us to lock in our business line and secure more profit margins. If our operating system isn’t very competitive compared to Symbian and Microsoft, then we choose the former, releasing the product and competing with them directly at the manufacturer level. If our operating system is much stronger than theirs, then we choose the latter, locking in this advantage and building our own mobile phone brand. No matter what, mobile internet will be the future trend, and we must plan in advance, both for hardware and software.”

For Li Mu, the possibility of acquiring Apple also presented a great opportunity to enter the smart phone market. In his eyes, the true smart phone was the new era of full touch and multi-touch initiated by the iPhone, which was also Jobs’ greatest innovation.

Jobs began preparing for the iPhone in 2005, and formally announced iOS and the first-generation iPhone in January 2007. It’s clear that Apple took just over a year from start to finish to develop iOS and the iPhone. If Li Mu were to acquire Apple this year and immediately start developing iOS and the iPhone, it would be somewhat unrealistic, as the hardware would need to keep up to produce a product like the iPhone. Therefore, Li Mu estimated that if he could launch the iPhone and iOS system in the second half of 2006, that would already be quite good.

Before that, the smart phone domain was entirely dominated by early operating systems like Symbian. Until Apple’s explosive rise in 2010, the mobile phone market during that period was practically Nokia’s backyard, allowing Nokia to earn immense, unimaginable profits.

Now, Li Mu was preparing to acquire Apple. If he truly took Apple over, why not first develop a stripped-down version of the iOS system to benchmark against Symbian? This stripped-down iOS wouldn’t need to consider touch control or the full iOS’s massive architecture. As long as it could gain an edge over Symbian, they could start extorting money from Nokia.

Apple had twenty years of technology accumulation on macOS. Developing iOS based on that took just over a year. If they developed a stripped-down iOS, it would probably take about half a year. This stripped-down iOS could first suppress Nokia’s momentum while helping iOS enter the market and acquire users earlier.

More importantly, the stripped-down iOS could launch two years ahead of the full iOS version. During these two years, Li Mu could leverage Muye Technology’s influence to first attract major global software developers to create software based on the stripped-down iOS, building an iOS software ecosystem. This way, when the full iOS and iPhone were released, they wouldn’t be ‘newborn calves’ but rather a magnificent upgrade for experienced players.

In his previous life, the iPhone was in Apple’s hands. From the birth of the first-generation iPhone to its global popularization around the iPhone 4 era, Apple took three and a half years. However, if Li Mu could use the stripped-down iOS to build buzz between 2004 and 2006, then when the iPhone launched in the second half of 2006, the goal Apple achieved in three and a half years, Li Mu might achieve within three months!





Chapter 1418: Cut Losses or Counterattack

The five million US dollars plus five million US dollars Li Mu gave to Louis Martin quickly took effect.

Although Louis Martin was in Beijing, he leveraged his personal connections to obtain first-hand information from within Apple at that very moment, through means that were not entirely professional.

Ever since Tim Cook was appointed CEO of Apple in a time of crisis, intense debates about the company’s future direction had frequently erupted within Apple. At this time, Apple’s executives were mainly divided into two factions: the Cut-Losses Faction and the Counterattack Faction.

The Cut-Losses Faction’s stance was simple: immediately split and sell Apple to prevent its stock price from falling below net assets in the future. This faction primarily consisted of investors and their backing capital. They watched the money invested in Apple vanish at light speed, and the instinct of capital drove them to quickly end this failed investment, then find profit from other projects to recover their losses.

For many private equity funds, the total money invested simultaneously could exceed several billion US dollars. Losing tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of US dollars on a single project was not the end of the world. As long as other projects could pull their weight and make up for this portion of the funds, they could complete their tasks normally. Therefore, timely cut losses was very important to them, as they didn’t know how far this black hole would expand. If you wanted to patch a hole, you first had to stop it from growing, and then, based on its actual size, fully concentrate on finding a way to patch it.

As for the Counterattack Faction, they were mostly the founders and senior executive team who had fought alongside Apple for many years. Like Tim Cook, who joined the company five years ago with immense faith in Apple’s future. Although he didn’t earn much money, he invested his passion and belief in the company. Getting them to surrender immediately was something they could not accept.

The Counterattack Faction’s view was that Apple was different from most internet companies. Apple was a hardware-centric company, supported by patented technology and software technology. Pure internet companies, when facing a bubble, could see their market value shrink by ninety-five percent because they were like huge rubber balloons that, once popped, left practically nothing but a crumpled piece of rubber skin;

But Apple was like a polar bear weighing over 500 kilograms. Even if it ran out of food in the harsh winter, it could survive for quite some time on its fat. Even a skinny polar bear still possessed strong combat power. Apple was the same; at this critical moment, Apple should calm down and think carefully about a strategy to find a breakthrough point for a counterattack.

These two factions each had their advantages and disadvantages. For example, while the Cut-Losses Faction was not large in number, they controlled a high proportion of shares. Although the Counterattack Faction was numerous, they were mostly company employees and professional managers, and their actual controlling power over the company was somewhat insufficient.

Legally speaking, the Cut-Losses Faction held absolute power to make a decision and implement it. However, they were also wary of the Counterattack Faction, who constituted the majority. If the employees completely lost confidence in the company, they could very well walk away at any time. If Apple were to be sold off while a large portion of its core team left, the company’s market value would inevitably suffer an even greater blow. This was an outcome the Cut-Losses Faction would absolutely not want to see.

When Apple’s stock price fell below the four-dollar milestone on the third subsequent trading day, the Cut-Losses Faction and the Counterattack Faction still had not reached a consensus.

According to Louis Martin’s information, the Cut-Losses Faction was continuously persuading the Counterattack Faction to accept the company’s capital planning, which would at least ensure that their jobs had a chance to be retained, and even if not, they would at least receive due compensation;

Meanwhile, the Counterattack Faction was also trying to persuade the Cut-Losses Faction to have more confidence in the company. They believed that with Apple’s existing technology reserves, Apple’s team would definitely find an opportunity to twist fate.

Li Mu was very concerned about whether the Counterattack Faction, led by Tim Cook within Apple, currently had any clear counterattack strategy. The iPod business had been utterly devastated by the unlisted Mango-ME2. If Apple still wanted to regain ground against Mango-ME2, it might truly trigger these guys’ nerves, forcing them to decide to upgrade the iPod by half a generation, or even a full generation.

However, from the information Louis Martin had gathered, the Counterattack Faction had not yet found a very clear entry point.

Louis Martin also provided Li Mu with another highly valuable piece of information: Microsoft was extending an acquisition offer to Apple through an offshore company indirectly controlled by one of its funds after several convoluted turns. However, Microsoft wasn’t planning to acquire all of Apple; they only wished to acquire Apple’s operating system and the Mac complete machine business line. As for the iPod and iTunes, which had become junk assets in the eyes of investors, Microsoft was not interested either.

After receiving this news, Li Mu cheered excitedly, one after another.

Others didn’t quite understand why Li Mu was excited about Microsoft’s interest in acquiring Apple. After all, Microsoft was a behemoth in the IT industry; even Muye Technology seemed somewhat puny in comparison. Its market value, cash flow, technology reserves, and profitability were all far inferior to Microsoft’s. If Microsoft also wanted Apple, Muye Technology clearly couldn’t guarantee its composure.

However, Li Mu had his own view. He told everyone, “The U.S. government will not allow Microsoft to acquire Apple, so Microsoft can only achieve its goal through this grey area approach. That’s why they use a company to control a fund, and then the fund controls an offshore company, taking several detours to make the acquisition. Their goal is very simple: they want to get their hands on Apple’s OS operating system and then cripple it within the operating system market, making OS barely alive, like living trash. This way, OS will not only pose no future threat to Microsoft but also prevent Microsoft from facing antitrust sanctions.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “First, a disclaimer: I have no discrimination against the homosexual community. I’m just using some scum from that community as an analogy. Microsoft’s intention is actually like a gay man who yearns to marry a woman. He doesn’t want to fall in love with the woman; he just wants to marry her so that no one will question his sexual orientation anymore, and his parents won’t pressure him.”

Everyone nodded in agreement; it certainly sounded like that.

Li Mu added, “For Apple, Microsoft should be the company they least want to be acquired by. Yet now, this very company they least want to be acquired by has actively approached them. I believe the Apple team must be extremely annoyed. In this situation, even if we were the perpetrators who essentially killed Apple, Apple would still view us as much friendlier than Microsoft.”

“Really?” Louis Martin chuckled. “If I were Apple, you would definitely be the person I hated the most.”

Li Mu laughed, “You people who only play with capital only see money, but you must understand that tech geeks value more than just money; they value their dignity. You can defeat them, even kill them on the battlefield, but you cannot buy them as slaves for your home and then throw their children into a cesspit.”

Louis Martin said, “Apple’s internal Cut-Losses Faction, like me, are pure players of capital. They only care about who offers more money. If Microsoft gives them a higher price, they will sell Apple without hesitation. Those with a sense of honor don’t have voting power; they cannot decide the company’s future fate.”

Li Mu said, “Louis, look at the details. Why is Microsoft only willing to buy Apple’s operating system and computer business? To put it bluntly, they aren’t willing to spend an extra cent for Apple. They just want to achieve their goals with the least amount of money. So, they don’t care about the iPod and iTunes businesses at all, nor do they care about the fate of Apple’s employees on these two business lines;

Even if Apple’s Cut-Losses Faction are entirely capital-minded, they still have to consider one issue: the only chance to cash out the iPod and iTunes businesses is to sell them packaged with the entire Apple company. Otherwise, if only these are left, no one will be interested. At that point, these assets would become bad debts, and the Cut-Losses Faction would still have to pay severance for all employees in both the iPod and iTunes business units. Compared to Microsoft, I, the one willing to take over everything, am Apple’s most anticipated savior.”

Louis Martin shrugged and chuckled, “That makes sense too.”

Lei Jun said, “I think General Manager Li’s analysis is very accurate. Even the Cut-Losses Faction wouldn’t want to be left with useless bad assets, while also having to pay employee compensation from limited funds. Microsoft must now believe that no one in the capital market is willing to take over Apple, and they might be Apple’s only buyer, so they’re unwilling to make Apple any additional offer. If Microsoft maintains this attitude, it will be a huge help for our acquisition of Apple.”

Ding Jian, who was responsible for capital operations, asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, since Microsoft has already contacted Apple, do we need to contact Apple as well in the near future?”

Li Mu said, “Not for now. Otherwise, if Microsoft knew we were also staring at Apple, they might very well raise their offer and conditions, to prevent delays that may bring trouble.”

With that, Li Mu said to Louis Martin, “Louis, have your informants keep an eye on Apple and Microsoft’s movements. I want to know what kind of price Microsoft is offering Apple, and Apple’s internal reaction to Microsoft’s bid.”

Louis Martin nodded, “Please rest assured, I will monitor closely and report any developments to you immediately.”

Li Mu said, “Tell Sequoia’s executives to also remain silent and not reveal the news that Muye Technology is preparing to acquire Apple.”

Louis Martin hurriedly said, “Understood, I will communicate that.”

Li Mu smiled contentedly and said, “For the rest, I’ll wait until I arrive in America and discuss it with them personally.”

Just as he finished speaking, Li Ziwei knocked on the door and entered hastily, saying excitedly to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the World Health Organization just announced that epidemic warnings have been lifted across all of China!”





Chapter 1419: A Drastically Different Choice

Since China had not seen any new SARS cases for consecutive days, and confirmed SARS patients were gradually being discharged from the hospital, the World Health Organization (WHO) changed its previous attitude from when it released the global alert. In its announcement, it highly praised and affirmed the Chinese government’s contributions to combating SARS. In their original text, they described it as follows:

The Chinese government, with unparalleled responsibility and executive power, controlled the global spread of the SARS epidemic to the greatest extent. Additionally, the Chinese government set an example for governments worldwide. During the SARS period, the Chinese government unconditionally accepted all non-Chinese citizens confirmed with SARS within China’s borders, ensuring they received proper treatment. The Chinese government, through its practical actions, demonstrated to the world what it means to bear the responsibility of a major power.

Since Li Mu declared to the world that “Disease knows no borders,” a new unspoken rule immediately emerged among global media: no one dared to step forward and criticize another country’s government for the widespread outbreak of a particular disease. This was because such an act was extremely irresponsible. Every government battling a disease did so not for the benefit of one nation, but for the entire human society. Therefore, foreign media never again unjustifiably accused the Chinese government over the SARS issue.

Precisely because foreign media had this realization, they successively published or broadcast this news on their front pages after the World Health Organization (WHO) released its announcement, expressing gratitude for the Chinese government’s contributions to all humanity during the fight against SARS.

With the disease largely under control, global media, united by the interests of all humanity, spoke with one voice. Global citizens, guided by proper media reporting, felt relieved that the disease was contained, giving off the feeling of a world enjoying a grand reunion.

Of course, the happiest were the people of China. They could finally emerge from the state of extreme alarm and no longer fear crowded places. It wouldn’t be long before people could return to their pre-SARS way of life.

On the evening the World Health Organization (WHO) released its announcement, Xinwen Lianbo also broadcast the news. The person in charge of the health department, in front of the camera, thanked the WHO for its recognition of China’s efforts in combating SARS. At the same time, they stated that to ensure SARS would not return in full force, the Chinese government would not slacken its prevention efforts. All indoor public places and public transportation facilities would continue to maintain a daily disinfection policy. However, the government also encouraged people to let go of their fear of SARS and resume their normal work, life, and study pace.

Subsequently, all schools that had suspended classes announced their resumption, and life began gradually returning to its pre-SARS state.

Li Mu finally breathed a sigh of relief. With the risk eliminated, it meant it was time for him to leave China and prepare for another trip to America.

However, before his departure, Li Mu had one more thing to arrange. He temporarily called Ning Hao back from Steven Spielberg’s film crew to begin preparations for the domestic release of Crazy Stone.

During the SARS period, the domestic movie box office plummeted, reverting to the level of many years ago. This was primarily because people were worried about the epidemic and thus had misgivings about public places like cinemas. However, since the epidemic was now largely under control and the government was calling on everyone to resume their normal order of life, it meant that public venues like cinemas were bound to experience a wave of “retaliatory growth.”

Moreover, after living under the panic of SARS for several months, the public had finally passed through the gloom; it was precisely the time they needed to properly relax.

Considering everything, this was precisely the optimal time for Crazy Stone to be released. A high-quality comedy film, hilarious to the extreme, released at this juncture, would surely receive immense recognition from audiences. More importantly, it would undoubtedly accelerate the fading of people’s panic about SARS, allowing them to completely relax and feel cheerful.

Ning Hao had been looking forward to this film’s release all along, as it was his first true theatrical release film. For a director, this held immense significance. Now, suddenly hearing Li Mu say the movie was ready for release, he almost cried out on the other end of the phone.

Thus, Ning Hao requested a temporary leave from Steven Spielberg and flew overnight to Beijing to prepare for the film’s release. To minimize the impact on his work with the Flying Tigers film crew, Li Mu specifically instructed Ning Hao to return, finalize the release date and promotional plan with the promotion and distribution team, and then promptly return to the set, leaving the promotion and distribution matters to a professional team.

As for Li Mu himself, he no longer had the time or energy to personally handle such matters. He had Li Ziwei contact a charter company, preparing to depart immediately for America in two days. This trip to America would take him first to Silicon Valley, then to Massachusetts to meet Mark Zuckerberg, and Su Yingxue, who was there for her exchange experience.

…

Su Yingxue had essentially completed her half-year long exchange student life. Several of her classmates who had come to Harvard with her as exchange students were already preparing to return to their home country. Harvard had even purchased their return tickets to Beijing, China.

As an exchange student, Su Yingxue was also now preparing to pack her luggage, say goodbye to the new friends she had made at Harvard, and find time to go to Boston to buy gifts for her family and friends back home. She was extremely busy.

The exchange students who came to Harvard at the same time were all not in the best of moods. In comparison, Harvard’s environment, prestige, and teaching quality were indeed far superior to Renmin University. During their half-year exchange, they experienced the unique charm of this world’s top university and were deeply attracted by its academic environment. For any academically ambitious student, this was a place one yearned for and was reluctant to leave.

However, sadness aside, everyone basically had a clear understanding: Renmin University was, after all, too far behind Harvard. Having the opportunity to come here for an exchange experience was already extremely fortunate. No one dared to expect too much, hoping to continue staying at this university, as they had no truly meaningful ties to Harvard.

At this moment, Su Yingxue also didn’t expect to continue staying at this university. She had been away from home for more than half a year and missed her family, and even more so, Li Mu. Although their life paths were diverging further and further, Su Yingxue’s heart was not affected by the distance. She was a far-sighted girl. Since it was impossible to catch up to Li Mu’s achievements, she would strive to match him in terms of ability. If she could be admitted to Harvard MBA in the future, at least she wouldn’t become a trophy wife by Li Mu’s side.

Therefore, returning to China to complete her undergraduate studies and then enrolling in Harvard Business School for an MBA became an important goal Su Yingxue set for herself.

However, Su Yingxue never in her wildest dreams imagined that just as she had almost finished packing her luggage and was waiting to leave Harvard, she suddenly had a drastically different choice from everyone else.

Just a few days earlier, Su Yingxue’s exchange student advisor at Harvard had recommended her to Harvard Business School. Su Yingxue didn’t know it then, but a few days later, the school directly told her a piece of news that left her extremely shocked:

Due to her advisor’s recommendation and Harvard Business School’s comprehensive consideration, based on her excellent performance during her time at Harvard, Harvard decided to extend an almost unprecedented olive branch to her. This included: a full four-year undergraduate scholarship for Harvard University’s Economics major. Given that she had already completed her second year of university in China and was about to enter her third, Harvard University believed she could directly enter the third year of Harvard’s undergraduate Economics program after the summer break. Furthermore, Harvard Business School also promised direct admission to its MBA program with a full scholarship, provided she earned enough regular credits during her two undergraduate years at Harvard.

Tuition fees at American universities were astonishingly expensive, let alone at a university like Harvard. Normally, without a scholarship, two years of undergraduate study plus an MBA would cost at least hundreds of thousands of dollars. A full scholarship meant that she wouldn’t have to bear a single cent of these costs, and the university would even provide significant subsidies for accommodation and miscellaneous expenses.

Moreover, when Harvard was laid out before her, money was never the primary consideration. Too many people dreamed of attending Harvard, but only a very, very few had the opportunity. As for Harvard Business School, there was even less need to say. Graduates from Harvard Business School were always highly sought after by countless large VC and PE institutions. They could usually easily find a manager position in the financial industry on Wall Street and secure an annual salary of at least hundreds of thousands of US dollars. Not only that, their future life paths would also be smooth sailing. The vast majority of elites graduating from Harvard Business School could break into annual salaries of over one million US dollars within three years of working.

One moment, Su Yingxue’s highest goal for herself was to gain admission to Harvard’s MBA program after graduating from her undergraduate studies. The next moment, she received a notification telling her she could directly stay at Harvard, continue pursuing her undergraduate degree there, and be admitted in advance to the Business School’s MBA program. The stark contrast was so immense that Su Yingxue thought she hadn’t woken up yet.

However, Su Yingxue’s exchange advisor at Harvard repeatedly assured her that all of this was true. Among the exchange students from all over the world who had come to Harvard over the years, students as fortunate as Su Yingxue were extremely rare.

Su Yingxue was incredibly surprised. She believed she had no advantage whatsoever among the talent-rich students at Harvard. Harvard had no reason to extend such a generous olive branch to her. It felt as if she had rented a car, and just as she was about to return it, the rental company told her that because she drove the car so well, they had decided to give her the car, and bear all its maintenance and fuel costs for the next few years. And that wasn’t all; they also decided that in a few years, they would replace it with an even better car for her, still with all expenses covered.

Clearly, this wasn’t normal.

Su Yingxue was not a foolish girl. Moreover, she herself studied economics, so she could do the math. This unfathomable offer was like a set of scales. On one end were weights totaling five hundred kilograms, while on her end of the scales, she herself weighed less than fifty kilograms. Yet, in the face of such an enormous weight difference, the scales could somehow maintain balance. Without a doubt, there had to be a weight on her end that wasn’t her own, helping her leverage the other end, which was ten or even a hundred times her own weight.

She was just an ordinary girl from a fifth-tier city in China. The most influential person in her family was her uncle, the Vice Mayor and Police Chief of Haizhou. He had no influence whatsoever at Harvard, let alone at universities within Nansu Province.

Therefore, Su Yingxue instinctively thought of Li Mu. To be able to do this, it could only be Li Mu, right?





Chapter 1420: A Once-in-a-Lifetime Opportunity

When Su Yingxue first deduced that Li Mu might be influencing Harvard behind the scenes, her emotions were exceptionally conflicted.

The reason for her conflict was that she truly couldn’t determine why Li Mu was doing this—was it purely for her own good, or did he hope she would stay in America?

Su Yingxue was intellectually sharp, and overly intelligent people are often overly sensitive. Coupled with the already insurmountable gap between her and Li Mu, this made her more prone to overthinking. She feared that Li Mu was attempting to distance himself from her precisely because of their immense disparity. If that were the case, then Li Mu’s actions likely meant he wished her to remain at Harvard, further away from his life.

However, Su Yingxue also couldn’t rule out that Li Mu was simply acting for her own good, because Li Mu knew she had high aspirations for her studies and had always considered Harvard University her biggest future dream. And now he had enough ability to help her achieve this dream. After all, Harvard managed Li Mu’s 3321 in America; they virtually granted his every request.

Just as Su Yingxue didn’t know which judgment to lean towards, Li Mu called her.

Li Mu’s call frequency with Su Yingxue wasn’t particularly high, roughly one call a week. Sometimes they’d chat a few words via text on YY, but usually wouldn’t chat for too long.

It wasn’t just that he didn’t communicate enough with Su Yingxue. From the start of preparing the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation, to the Flying Tigers movie being implemented, then dealing with SARS, and recently the plan to acquire Apple, Li Mu’s personal time had almost been completely consumed.

Adding to that, his parents had been in Beijing recently, so Li Mu would spend nearly all his time before bed with them after returning home from work each day, which left him with even less personal space.

Receiving Li Mu’s call, Su Yingxue thought he would talk about her studies, but unexpectedly, after asking about her recent situation, Li Mu suddenly asked her, “Your exchange period is almost over, right? Aren’t you supposed to return home in a few days?”

Su Yingxue paused slightly on the other end of the phone. She didn’t know if Li Mu was deliberately feigning ignorance or genuinely unaware of it. So she hesitated for a moment and replied, “The exchange period is ending soon. Harvard has arranged our return for a week from now.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Perfect, I’m flying to America the day after tomorrow at dawn. I’ll still make it to Harvard to see you before you return.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise, “You’re coming to America the day after tomorrow? For work?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said, “I need to go to Silicon Valley first, but it won’t take too long. I’ll probably stay in Silicon Valley for two days, then fly to Boston.”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask him, “You’re not coming to Boston just to see me, are you?”

Li Mu laughed and said, “Mainly, of course, to see you, and incidentally, meet that Harvard kid Mark Zuckerberg.”

A wave of warmth immediately surged in Su Yingxue’s heart. She smiled and said, “Mark started Facebook, and it’s been quite popular on college campuses recently. You invested in it, didn’t you?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Thought the kid was interesting, so I just gave him a bit of angel funding; let him tinker around with it.”

After that, Li Mu continued, “Oh, and by the way, Renmin University will probably be on summer break by the time you’re back. Have you communicated the procedures with Renmin University? Do you need to report back to school, or will you go straight to vacation after returning?”

Su Yingxue said, “Renmin University sent a leading teacher with us. The teacher said that after we return, we first report to school, complete some paperwork, and then we’re on summer break.”

Li Mu asked again, “So, `no more exams, right?”

“No,” Su Yingxue said, “This semester’s credits will be counted as full.”

After saying this, Su Yingxue started to have doubts. Li Mu kept asking about her return to school. He didn’t seem to know about her opportunity to stay at Harvard. Could this matter be different from what she had guessed? Perhaps Li Mu wasn’t the one secretly helping her influence Harvard after all?

But besides Li Mu, who else could it be? Even if certain people had this capability, she could confirm she had no connection with such people. Why would they do such a thing for her?

Su Yingxue’s mind was more mature than that of her peers, and she thought about problems more objectively. She didn’t think for a moment that her performance at Harvard over the past six months was truly enough for Harvard to make such an exception for her…

Li Mu, on his end of the phone, didn’t know Su Yingxue’s doubts. Hearing Su Yingxue say there wasn’t anything particularly important for her to go back to school for after returning home, he said to her, “How about this, don’t return home with them. I’ll come to Harvard to find you, then pick you up and we can tour Los Angeles and New York. Then you can return home with me, and I’ll handle things with Renmin University for you.”

Su Yingxue really wanted to agree. Ever since Li Mu left school to start his business, she had barely had any opportunities to spend extended time with him. Moreover, she had been in America for half a year; although she had met Li Mu in between, it was always very rushed, and their time alone was pitifully scarce.

But thinking that Li Mu would definitely be busy with serious business in America, Su Yingxue hesitated again. She asked Li Mu, “Will I be a bother if I tag along with you?”

Li Mu said, “Of course not. In fact, if you’re willing, you could help me think about work matters. I’m starting to feel my brain isn’t big enough anymore.”

Su Yingxue knew Li Mu was joking with her. She chuckled softly and said, “As long as you don’t find me stupid.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “Then I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’ Wait for me at Harvard, I’ll handle things with the school.”

“Okay, I’ll wait for you at Harvard.”

…

After hanging up, Su Yingxue began to rethink Harvard making such an exception for her. From her conversation with Li Mu, she could basically conclude that Li Mu didn’t know about it yet. So this ruled out the possibility of Li Mu secretly helping. Su Yingxue had originally thought it must be Li Mu; she just couldn’t figure out Li Mu’s motive for doing so. But now she felt that anyone could be behind this, except for Li Mu.

This was simply baffling.

However, this did come as a relief to Su Yingxue. At least this matter couldn’t be Li Mu deliberately manipulating things to distance himself from her. That was enough. As for who it was, if the other party didn’t want her to know, she probably wouldn’t be able to find out no matter what.

So, there was still one question: should she accept this offer?

Staying at Harvard, getting her bachelor’s and master’s degrees, and achieving her biggest academic dream in one go—this truly held immense appeal.

Moreover, Su Yingxue knew very well that if she told her parents and relatives about this, they would absolutely be one hundred percent supportive; they might even strongly object to her refusing the offer. But what about Li Mu? What would his attitude be?

Su Yingxue felt exasperated by these questions. After much deliberation, she came up with a relatively compromise solution: when Li Mu comes to Harvard, she would tell him about it and hear his opinion. If he explicitly said he didn’t want her to stay, she would not hesitate or linger, and she wouldn’t tell her family about it, simply treating it as if it never happened. If Li Mu supported her staying, then whether it was for her own good or to distance himself from her, she would choose to stay. If he was doing it for her own good, she couldn’t disappoint him. If he wanted to distance himself, she couldn’t make him feel any unnecessary trouble.

…

Li Mu’s sudden departure for America caught Li Mu’s father and mother off guard. But recalling that Li Mu had self-imposed a rule not to leave Beijing until the SARS risk was lifted, and the detail that he’d frequently mention America when talking about work matters recently, they could understand their son’s urgent mood.

Their son was going to America, and Beijing’s epidemic had also been lifted. Most regions across the country where the epidemic was found had successively announced the eradication of SARS. Li Mu’s father and mother discussed it and decided to return to Haizhou. After all, the couple still had their own businesses in Haizhou. Previously, they came to Beijing to accompany their son, but now it was time to go back and attend to their own serious business.

Li Mu didn’t want his parents to drive a long distance back to Haizhou again, so he had Muye Technology’s driver team dispatch two drivers to first drive his parents’ car back to Nansu, wait at Jinling Airport, and he would charter a private plane to send his parents back to Jinling first, then fly to America.

Li Mu’s father and mother didn’t want to trouble Li Mu, but they couldn’t resist Li Mu’s firm attitude, so they could only agree.

Afterward, the family of three began making their respective preparations.

Li Mu quietly made a list for his upcoming trip to America. This trip to America, his tasks included: consolidating business, strengthening partner relationships, enhancing government relations, acquiring Apple, and planning for the future.

Currently, Muye Technology and Taobao’s development in China was very smooth sailing. Looking across the entire Chinese internet industry, there were no competitors that could threaten these two companies. So Li Mu had already shifted most of his energy to America.

For Muye Technology, to become a world-class internet enterprise, or even a hegemonic internet enterprise, it must entirely take on the Western market, chew it up, crush it, and swallow it without leaving a single bit. And the entire West, strictly speaking, was Uncle Sam’s child; everything followed his lead. So to conquer the West, one must first conquer America.

Muye Technology’s foundation in America was still far from solid. What Li Mu needed to do next was to make Muye Technology’s foundation in America deeper and deeper, so deep that no one could shake it in the future.

As for strengthening partner relationships, it wasn’t just Muye Technology’s existing business partners in America, but also to prepare for the future, strengthening relationships with companies that might cooperate, such as Google, Oracle, and Cisco.

Besides this, Li Mu had even greater ambitions for America. He yearned to lock in the massive mobile internet pie in advance. Just swallowing Apple wasn’t enough. He also needed to accumulate more favorable conditions for himself in advance and complete his strategic layout. Among these, a very important part was future mobile hardware. Among these, processors were the top priority.

Li Mu never deluded himself into thinking of entering the computer processor market. Not only because the barrier to entry for this industry was too high, but also because it had long become one of the key areas of national competition. Companies like Intel, just like Lockheed Martin, no matter how much money, the U.S. government would not allow foreign enterprises to acquire or obtain core technology.

Even a super awesome technology-driven company like Apple couldn’t achieve self-sufficiency in desktop processors, and even later completely shifted MacOS’s architecture from PowerPC to Intel’s X86. If Li Mu hadn’t suddenly emerged, in less than two years, Apple MacOS would have fully embraced X86 and Intel.

However, in comparison, the importance of mobile processors at present was far less than that of desktop processors.

In his previous life, although Apple had no remarkable achievements in desktop processors, it did cut a bloody path in mobile processors. A few years later in history, Apple acquired several companies with a certain foundation in ARM architecture at a very small cost, absorbed a large number of relevant talents, then, based on the ARM architecture, developed Apple’s own A-series mobile processors, and maintained a leading position in the mobile processor field for a long time, providing immense support for iPhone, iPad, and the iOS system. Without the A-series processors, Apple’s future wouldn’t have been so smooth sailing.

Therefore, this time Li Mu went to America, besides acquiring Apple, he also had to lay the groundwork for mobile processors for Apple in advance. Perhaps in the future, Muye Technology itself, due to the Wassenaar Arrangement, wouldn’t be able to obtain advanced lithography machines and couldn’t manage its own mobile processor production. But that didn’t matter. As long as he had a mobile processor R&D team in hand, then with contract manufacturers like TSMC, production would be completely worry-free.

Now, leveraging the momentum of acquiring Apple to exert influence in the mobile processor field was absolutely a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!





Chapter 1434: Another Trip to the United States

The day before heading to the United States, Li Mu specifically checked the progress of several projects.

Gubei Water Town had already reached a cooperation agreement with Huaqing Travel. The Yanjing Municipal Government provided a guarantee for the Gubei Water Town project at Yanjing Bank, fundamentally resolving its funding issues. The Miyun County Party Committee gave its full support, granting the green light to all approval documents. To expedite the normal implementation of the Gubei Water Town project, the Yanjing to Miyun section of the Jingcheng Expressway, which was currently under construction, was even ordered to accelerate its progress. It was imperative that it opened before Gubei Water Town was completed and officially operational. For this, the Municipal Government and the Transportation Department jointly bore an additional cost of nearly 100 million yuan.

Meanwhile, the Film and Television Base project was also actively moving forward. An aerial survey company had already begun aerial mapping of the vast plains of the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region. By the time Li Mu returned from the United States, the aerial maps would surely be ready. Then, he could use these maps to scientifically select land before discussing cooperation with local governments.

The outdoor reality show, “Life of Longing,” jointly produced by Muyi Pictures and Hunan Satellite TV, was about to begin filming. The chosen shooting location in Miyun had been largely remodeled, and recording would commence soon. Li Mu had promised to appear as a guest in one episode, but this would also have to wait until he returned from the United States.

As for Muye Technology and Taobao, Li Mu had no need to worry. Muye Technology was like a spaceship rapidly cruising through space; in this uniquely advantageous environment, its progress was completely unhindered. If he didn’t deliberately slow it down, its speed would not be affected at all.

Taobao, after SARS, had already become a giant beast integrating the internet, warehousing, and logistics. The government highly recognized Taobao’s efforts during the SARS period, not only providing a series of public commendations and awards but also offering substantial practical support in many areas, such as taxes, land use, transportation, approval for various qualifications, and various policy subsidies. This series of support not only helped Taobao alleviate many burdens but also provided it with stronger momentum for advancement.

…

After more than a dozen hours of flying, plus a mid-flight stop for refueling, Li Mu and the core members of his Apple acquisition business unit finally set foot in the United States once more. The last time he came to the United States was Li Mu’s debut there; this time, Li Mu was already an influential heavyweight.

From the moment Li Mu’s chartered plane took off in China, American media, especially Silicon Valley media, began widely reporting the news of Li Mu’s impending trip to the United States. Internet companies and capitalists across the United States were pondering Li Mu’s strategic intentions for this visit: Was he there to expand, to seek funding, or to prepare for an IPO?

At this moment, Li Mu had almost captivated the attention and focus of the entire United States.

From the popularity of YY to “Paradise Town” and “Plants vs. Zombies Online,” and now YYtunes, Li Mu had deeply penetrated the internet lives of Americans and brought immense innovation to them.

YYtunes had been online for more than ten days now.

In just over ten days, YYtunes had swept across the entire Western world, especially the United States, like an unprecedented storm.

Never before had a music software provided such an incredible user experience. On YYtunes, music was no longer just for appreciation; it had become a bond connecting music lovers worldwide.

Current YYtunes was like Instagram, which burst onto the scene in the smartphone era. YYtunes was social based on music, while Instagram was social based on pictures.

In just over ten days, YYtunes had delivered a report card that astonished its internet colleagues in the United States. According to the investigation and analysis results provided by a third-party research company, over 90% of American internet users who listen to or download music were currently using YYtunes.

In other words, YYtunes had achieved an almost absolute monopoly immediately after its launch.

Furthermore, the rapid popularity of YYtunes also made its charts the most valuable wind vane in the entire music industry.

Currently, no chart was more credible or had stronger traffic-driving power than YYtunes, which brought together hundreds of millions of users. Once a song or an album made it onto the chart, it would receive a massive amount of traffic from it, and that traffic was largely converted into paid downloads of singles and albums. This immediately made all popular singers start paying attention to this chart and consider securing a spot on the YYtunes chart as a new goal.

When Li Mu arrived at Muye Technology’s new Silicon Valley branch headquarters, Lin Qingya had already been bothered by a group of record company executives all morning. In her words, it was extremely annoying.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Lin Qingya’s first action was to complain to him. She said helplessly, “General Manager Li, recently all the record companies in the United States are staring at YYtunes, and all the popular singers are too. These companies come every day, wanting to discuss in-depth cooperation with us, and begging us to help their singers improve their chart rankings. I’m literally going crazy from the annoyance.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “You can hire a director specializing in music affairs, or establish a music business unit. You don’t need to personally handle everything like this.”

Lin Qingya said, “The music business is just starting. To ensure these copyright holders cooperate closely with us, I personally receive all the copyright holder representatives who visit. After all, you attach such importance to YYtunes, so I can’t afford to be careless.”

Then, Lin Qingya lowered her voice conspiratorially, “I’m currently discussing exclusive cooperation with these copyright holders. iTunes’ active user count has plummeted, so they don’t have much profit potential left. Therefore, I’m privately pushing for exclusive authorization, to get these copyright holders to exclusively authorize all their music’s online copyrights to us. If all goes well, we might sign the first exclusive authorization agreement this month.”

Li Mu was surprised for a moment, then smiled and said, “You’re going to pull the rug out from under Apple with that move.”

The core service of Apple iTunes was online music streaming and paid downloads. However, the United States was not like China back then. In those days, even a small individual webmaster in China dared to openly pirate music from all over the world online. But in the United States, even an individual downloading pirated content was a crime, and no company would do such a thing. So, if iTunes lost its copyright authorizations, it would essentially be a supermarket without goods, and its future would be even bleaker.

Lin Qingya smiled faintly and said, “Only after you pull the rug out from under them can you capture them all, otherwise you’ll burn your hands.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, surveying her new office, and said, “This building has a good location. Would you like to give me a tour?”

Lin Qingya smiled and nodded, saying, “Then I’ll show you around while I explain.”

Li Mu, with Li Ziwei, followed Lin Qingya on a tour of the entire office building that Muye Technology’s Silicon Valley branch had newly leased.

Lin Qingya introduced that the building had four floors above ground and two basements, with a total land area of 16,000 square meters, a building footprint of 9,000 square meters, and office space of 30,000 square meters. It could accommodate up to four thousand people and provide over two thousand parking spaces.

Renting such a large new office building was a decision made by Muye Technology’s executives. As the company’s internationalization process accelerated, Li Mu needed to build the American branch into Muye Technology’s largest headquarters outside of China. A building that could accommodate four thousand people was just the beginning; if they completed an IPO, the number of Muye Technology staff in the United States might exceed ten thousand.

Moreover, even in the heart of Silicon Valley, it didn’t feel crowded at all. The building density was low, green spaces were abundant, and building heights were generally not high. Almost every office building was like a small campus, with ample internal depth and significant distance from other office buildings, making for a very tranquil internal environment.

In contrast, the dense feeling of Zhongguancun, with its massive concrete structures piled together, was constantly accompanied by a sense of noise, urgency, and high pressure.

The difference between the two was like the gap between a high-end wealthy villa district and Tiantongyuan, Asia’s largest community, or even greater.

However, Li Mu knew clearly that this kind of thing couldn’t be envied. American land resources were much richer than in China. The total land area of the United States was similar to China, but almost half of the United States was plains, while China’s flat land only accounted for 12%, and its plain area was only one-quarter of America’s. With America’s population of three hundred million, which was less than one-quarter of China’s, this meant the average per capita plain area in the United States was sixteen times that of China.

Currently, Muye Technology’s American branch had approximately one thousand employees in total, so the building’s vacancy rate was still relatively high. Therefore, the company directly used the fourth floor as an employee activity center, complete with lounges, a restaurant, and a gym.

According to Lin Qingya, the closest major company to Muye Technology was Google.

Lin Qingya also mentioned that when the branch moved into its new building, Google founder Larry Page personally came to congratulate them and sent her a box of French champagne.

Li Mu laughed and said, “Didn’t Larry Page send any flower baskets?”

Lin Qingya smiled faintly and said, “Americans don’t have that custom. They mostly like to send small gifts to the person in charge to express congratulations.”

Li Mu nodded. Mentioning Larry Page reminded him that the last time he came to the United States, he had dinner with him, and at that time, Page even helped Sequoia try to persuade him to accept Sequoia’s investment.

As for Google, it hadn’t gone public yet, but based on their last round of financing and the current valuation the capital market was giving them, they were more than a league behind Muye Technology.

Thinking of Google, and his determination to acquire Apple, Li Mu couldn’t help but think of another legend: Andy Rubin, the founder of Android.

If he remembered correctly, Andy Rubin founded Android in the second half of this year. Two years later, Android was acquired by Larry Page’s Google. It was said that Andy Rubin and Larry Page had personal connections even before Android was founded, so Li Mu believed they already knew each other.

Apple was already a sure thing, but should he bring Android founder Andy Rubin into his camp early? If so, would he be able to basically monopolize the smartphone operating system market in the future?

After all, in the future smartphone market, Symbian was like a mentally challenged person whose IQ would never exceed five years old; it would naturally fall behind in the competition among adults. BlackBerry’s inherent bottleneck was a fatal obstacle it couldn’t overcome on its own. As for the powerful Microsoft’s performance in the smartphone field, it was utterly laughable. If both iOS and Android fell into his pocket, then there would truly be no competition left in the smartphone market…

As soon as he thought of this, Li Mu couldn’t suppress his excitement and said to Lin Qingya, “Help me contact Page and arrange a meeting during work hours. I’ll go to Google to see him.”





Chapter 1422: Welcome to Invest in Google

Li Mu hadn’t even finished touring Muye Technology’s new office building in Silicon Valley, and the Silicone Valley Bigwigs were already impatient.

In less than an hour, Muye Technology’s America branch company’s public relations department received requests for a meeting from over a dozen company CEOs, including Larry Page, the founder of Google, whom Lin Qingya hadn’t even had a chance to contact yet.

Muye Technology is now one of the world’s top internet companies, possessing an immense user base and powerful promotion channels. For all internet companies, this makes them a coveted cooperating party for in-depth cooperation, so it was natural for everyone to hope to deepen cooperation with Muye Technology.

Aside from Larry Page, Li Mu didn’t respond to anyone else. For Li Mu, he didn’t want to find too many cooperating parties for traffic at this time. This would be an unhealthy overdrawing for Muye Technology. For instance, if an America-based e-commerce company wanted Muye Technology to funnel traffic to them, and Muye Technology agreed, it would almost be like overdrawing Muye Technology’s potential to do e-commerce in America in advance. Although the other party would certainly pay Muye Technology a certain promotion cost, for Li Mu, that petty gains was completely negligible.

This was also why Li Mu temporarily didn’t want to meet with these people. He didn’t want to prematurely overdraw many of Muye Technology’s future possibilities for a bit of petty gains, enriching others now. Recovering them later would be geometrically more difficult. This business simply wasn’t cost-effective no matter how you looked at it.

Lin Qingya conveyed Li Mu’s decision to meet with Larry Page and inquired about Larry Page’s preferred meeting time. After receiving confirmation, Larry Page joyfully suggested to Lin Qingya that it would be best if they could meet with Li Mu that afternoon. After consulting Li Mu, Lin Qingya formally replied to him, setting the meeting time for 3 PM.

Li Mu asked Lin Qingya: “Why do you think Larry Page is so eager to meet me?”

Lin Qingya smiled and nodded: “Ninety percent he wants to draw traffic to Google Search from our YY and YY Website, right? Google is very clear that we don’t do search engines.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, praising her: “You’ve seen it very accurately. Larry Page’s largest goal is definitely traffic cooperation. He’s probably a bit panicked right now.”

“Why?” Lin Qingya looked puzzled.

Li Mu said: “Yahoo has always wanted to do its own search engine, and ceasing to use Google is only a matter of time. Yahoo’s market share is very high right now. If they really announce they’re abandoning Google, that would be a huge loss for Google, not only losing a large number of users but also gaining a competing product.”

Lin Qingya asked: “Do you think Yahoo’s search engine can surpass Google’s?”

Li Mu said: “Starting two or three years earlier, there wouldn’t have been a problem. Starting now, it’s too late; they won’t be able to catch up.”

Lin Qingya said: “According to you, then Yahoo’s impact on Google shouldn’t be too significant.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “Market reactions are always excessive, just like stock prices. When bearish news arrives, they usually over-drop, and then slowly recover. So if Yahoo officially announces it’s launching its own search engine, it will still have a significant impact on Google in the short term. Google will need some time to continually make up the difference. Furthermore, Google should be considering an IPO next year, and Larry Page will certainly have to try every method to enhance the market’s recognition of Google before the IPO.”

Lin Qingya asked again: “Then are you planning to cooperate with him?”

Li Mu said: “It depends on the urgency of his needs. If his needs are very urgent, I think we can invest in a part of Google using resources and add money.”

Lin Qingya helplessly said: “My Owner, you need to consider the accounts. Although our valuation is climbing, if you don’t pursue financing, we can’t monetize. How can we invest in Google without money? What’s more, you also want to acquire Apple, and through a full acquisition…”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “Don’t worry about money. You need to keep moving forward with the mindset that there will always be a way when you get to the mountain. As long as you can drive all the way to the foot of the mountain, the money will naturally come.”

Lin Qingya smiled and asked: “What if the money doesn’t come?”

Li Mu pouted: “If the money doesn’t come, then just turn back. If you can afford to drive the car, do you really care about a little fuel money?”

…

Larry Page arrived at 2:40 PM.

The last time he met Li Mu, Muye Technology hadn’t completed that round of financing with Sequoia. At that time, Larry Page internally estimated Muye Technology’s valuation to be around twenty billion US dollars. A 20-year-old CEO creating an enterprise with a twenty billion US dollar valuation already astonished Larry Page, but what he didn’t expect was that during the actual financing, Li Mu managed to secure a high valuation of thirty-three billion US dollars from Sequoia.

What he found even more unbelievable was that when he met Li Mu again, Muye Technology’s valuation had already exceeded eighty billion US dollars.

The news that Sequoia hoped to invest another round in Muye Technology at an eighty billion US dollar valuation was no longer news in Silicon Valley. Everyone knew about it. This was news deliberately released by Sequoia. Such news, when spread, would further enhance Muye Technology’s valuation. For Sequoia, even if they couldn’t invest in Muye Technology again, they were at least shareholders of Muye Technology, and anything that could raise Muye Technology’s valuation was of practical benefit to them.

In such a short period, the market value consecutively doubled. Li Mu had created a legend of a young typhoon worldwide. Considering both net worth and age, Li Mu was the entrepreneur with the highest comprehensive strength globally. This left Larry Page amazed and respectful, and at the same time, made him even more eager to find a powerful traffic source for Google.

Li Mu met Larry Page in the office Lin Qingya had prepared for him. This office was the best one in the entire building, very spacious, about one hundred square meters. Besides the office area and reception area, there was also a bedroom and an independent bathroom for rest. The office was located in the southeastern corner of the third floor, so it had two floor-to-ceiling windows, providing ample light and an excellent view.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Larry Page proactively stepped forward to shake his hand and spoke in Chinese to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, we meet again. Welcome to Silicon Valley.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “Mr. Page has been learning Chinese recently?”

“A little…” Larry Page smiled apologetically, then said in English: “Chinese is indeed difficult. I think I still have a long way to go.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, inviting Larry Page to sit in the reception area, and smiled: “I heard our newly leased office building isn’t far from yours?”

Larry Page said: “It’s a ten-minute walk, indeed very close.”

Li Mu then said: “Then you’re welcome to come over often. If I’m not around, you can look for Ms. Lin Qingya. She is our Vice President of Muye Technology and the CEO of our America branch company.”

Larry Page hurriedly said: “I’ve met General Manager Lin a few times. Afterward, we must strengthen communication to see if there are good cooperation opportunities. I also very much hope, General Manager Li, that you can spend more time in Silicon Valley. For Silicon Valley, you are a legendary existence. I heard you were coming today, and the entire Silicon Valley couldn’t wait.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “In the future, I might spend more and more time in Silicon Valley. Afterward, we can exchange private contact information so we can connect promptly, whether I’m in Silicon Valley or you’re in China.”

“Yes, yes.” Larry Page quickly took out his business card and handed it to Li Mu, saying: “General Manager Li, please save my contact information on your phone.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, taking out his own business card to hand to him, then asked: “Mr. Page, you’re looking for me so urgently, it can’t just be to reminisce, can it? We’re old acquaintances, so just speak your mind if there’s anything.”

Larry Page rubbed his hands and smiled and nodded: “General Manager Li, just call me Larry. I came to see you this time actually because of a long-standing cooperation intention.”

“Oh?” Li Mu asked him: “What kind of cooperation?”

Larry Page said: “We’ve been paying attention to the product structure of YY and YY Website. In China, YY and YY Website provide quick access to Baidu Search, making it convenient for YY users to use Baidu Search, and also channeling traffic to Baidu Search. I personally think this is a very good cooperation model, which can provide convenient search services to YY users and also bring higher quality user traffic to Baidu Search. However, I also noticed that Baidu Search currently has no plans to expand overseas, nor does it have preparations to provide English search engine services. Therefore, non-Chinese YY and YY Website users cannot enjoy such quick search services on YY products. I personally find this a pity, and it’s also an inconvenient place for users.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded slightly, and said: “Larry, actually, for me, I’m not a very selfless person. Just like the vast majority of technical architectures choose to be closed-source, I also don’t want users within the YY ecosystem to flow out, even if it’s just in certain areas.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu continued: “You see, I don’t do search engines, but search engines will encroach upon my users’ online time. It’s like having a pipe diverting water from my own reservoir. No matter how thick or thin it is, it will only unilaterally draw water from my reservoir. If I foster a habit of frequently using search engines among my users, that would undoubtedly be giving a portion of their online time to search engines. This is essentially an infringement on my own business. If I hadn’t invested in Baidu, I would never have opened up my users to them.”

Larry Page didn’t expect Li Mu to be so upfront and direct. First, he refused to divert traffic externally. Second, even the traffic diversion to Baidu was because he had invested in Baidu. According to his words, the only possibility for him to cooperate with Muye Technology was for Muye Technology to invest first?

But then again, being invested in by Muye Technology wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Every entrepreneur has two kinds of needs: one is for funds, and the other is for resources. Those who lack money will first choose funds, but those who aren’t so short on money will choose resources.

This is also why many companies particularly hoped to be invested in by Yahoo. Yahoo’s investment not only provided money but also resources, and resources are often more important than money.

In fact, in the future China, almost all internet models cannot be separated from Tencent and Alibaba, for the same reason. Entering their ecosystem allows one to obtain their resources, which will play a significant promoting role in one’s own development.

Therefore, Larry Page didn’t think for too long and directly said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, if Muye Technology is interested in investing in Google, we are very welcome. We can discuss this issue in-depth, or even directly set up two project teams to discuss it. What do you think?”





Chapter 1423: Advanced Intimidation

Before Larry Page came to see Li Mu, he already had plans to invite Li Mu to invest in Google. Whether it was Li Mu investing personally or Muye Technology investing, it would be a very welcome development for Google’s core management and the capital behind it.

Superficial cooperation comes and goes quickly. Just as both Eastern and Western history favoured marriage alliances to enhance political stability, cooperation between companies needs a strong bond to tie them together. This bond is not reliable enough if built on business or personal favors; business changes, and favors change, but capital is the only thing that doesn’t.

Google’s previous cooperation with Yahoo was also very close. They were mutually beneficial, a model of good partnership. Without Yahoo heavily feeding Google traffic in its early stages, Google would never have achieved such rapid development. Last year, Yahoo wanted to acquire Google, but Google was not content, raising the price all the way to six billion dollars, and in the end, Yahoo gave up on this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Now, Yahoo itself has set its sights on search engines. Although Yahoo hasn’t officially announced it, Google understands that Yahoo has already begun developing its search engine. Once it feels ready, it will inevitably be parting ways with Google.

For Larry Page, even if Li Mu agreed to provide search traffic to Google today, such cooperation would be rootless water, unable to give Google a true sense of security. The best solution was to have Li Mu invest and then sign a cooperation agreement.

Li Mu also saw Larry Page’s urgent need for traffic. Yahoo was on the verge of breaking up, and Google wanted to go public next year. If they could get stable search traffic from him now, it would greatly assist Google’s capital operations. It was very likely that with his traffic guarantee, Google’s IPO next year could raise hundreds of millions more, or even increase its stock price by several percentage points.

So, when Li Mu mentioned that he was a Baidu shareholder, he was thinking of hinting to Larry Page: you can have the traffic, but let me acquire shares in Google first.

Larry Page, as expected, played along, even taking the initiative to invite Li Mu to invest.

So, Li Mu asked Larry Page, “Larry, does Google’s Board of Directors have any preliminary intentions? If I bring traffic, how much of Google’s shares are they willing to dilute for me?”

Li Mu certainly wouldn’t regard one or two percentage points as significant. Even if Google’s market value reached hundreds of billions of dollars in the future, Li Mu still wouldn’t care for one or two percentage points. If he was going to invest, it would have to be at least five to ten percentage points to start.

Larry Page was without hesitation. Both he and Google’s Board of Directors were currently focused on listing smoothly. No one dared to dream of expanding to a market value of hundreds of billions of dollars in the future. So, to get Li Mu on their side, they also understood that you have to give something to get something.

Immediately, Larry Page seriously said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if you can promise to open search portals for Google on YY and YY Website and maintain them for five years without change, we are willing to dilute five percentage points. We will offer these five percentage points based on a valuation of six billion dollars.”

After speaking, Larry Page added, “Google’s current valuation is around ten billion dollars.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Larry, to open a search portal for Google and maintain it for five years without change – if this were you, would you agree to it?”

Larry Page’s gaze flickered slightly as he looked at Li Mu, then after a moment, he feigned confidence and said, “I would agree, because for me, it would be an additional gain.”

Li Mu shook his head. After a moment, he stared into Larry Page’s eyes and very seriously said, “Larry, if I open a search portal for Google in my most important products and maintain it for five years, what you get from me is not just five years of traffic guarantee, but five years of security guarantee! If I agree to you, then Muye Technology will have no way to get involved in search engines for the next five years. After all, your portal would be on my most important products; if I were to do search now, wouldn’t I be ruining my own livelihood?”

Larry Page was at a loss for words. Li Mu was right. If he agreed to this condition, the most valuable part wouldn’t be the continuous five years of traffic for Google, but the fact that he wouldn’t be able to engage in search engines for five years. In a time of war, this would be equivalent to a non-aggression treaty for five years, its value immeasurable.

After pondering for a moment, Larry Page said earnestly, “General Manager Li, if you have any objections to this timeframe, we can discuss it further. Shortening it appropriately is not out of the question. What if it’s four and a half years, you…”

Li Mu didn’t wait for him to finish, extending his hand to interrupt him. Very seriously, he said, “Larry, my objection isn’t about the length of this time. It’s about how much additional compensation you are willing to pay for this time window. To put it more clearly, in my understanding, this demand of yours means you must pay me protection money!”

Using ‘protection money’ might sound like street slang, but it was incredibly apt. Google naturally knew it couldn’t make Li Mu sign a non-compete agreement explicitly stating Muye Technology wouldn’t develop search engines. So, they wanted to use this binding method to make it impossible or very difficult for Li Mu to venture into search. However, Li Mu was no pushover. Google offering shares at a discounted valuation wasn’t attractive enough for him. It wasn’t that his appetite grew with his wealth; it was simply that such a small amount wasn’t worth his time.

Larry Page hesitated for a moment and said, “General Manager Li, if that’s the case, we could appropriately lower the valuation further as compensation. What do you think?”

Li Mu shook his head slightly and said, “Larry, Muye Technology is currently the largest internet company globally in terms of traffic. What’s more, no one has higher user activity points or user loyalty than us. In theory, it’s far easier for Muye Technology to develop any internet product or model than for other companies. That’s why the two simple games we made can generate enormous profits, surpassing all online games on the market; and when we launched online music, we crushed Apple iTunes in a matter of days.”

At this point, Li Mu paused deliberately and said to Larry Page, “If Muye Technology ever decides to develop a search engine, how long do you think it would take us to surpass Google? Like how we overtook Apple in the music domain.”

Larry Page felt somewhat awkward about Li Mu’s question, but still replied with a hint of firmness, “General Manager Li, a search engine is actually a product model with very high technical requirements. It not only needs an extremely strong technical foundation but also multiple sets of precise logical algorithms. These algorithms then need to cater to users and advertisers. This entire setup can almost be considered the highest technical threshold in the current internet industry.”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “Do you think we lack the technical capability to build a search engine?”

Larry Page quickly explained, “I just think that if Muye Technology invested a large amount of technical costs into search engines, it would have a significant impact on its own business development. As an old saying in China goes, it would be like picking up sesame seeds while losing watermelon – not worth it.”

Li Mu said, “You’re wrong, Larry. If I were to develop a search engine, I wouldn’t need to invest massive technical costs in new development. I’d just need to acquire Baidu’s entire set of technology. Although I’m not a major shareholder of Baidu, I can tell you that if I wanted Baidu’s complete technology, I could certainly get it, and I could get it in minutes.”

Larry Page’s expression was surprised, but inwardly, he was completely unconvinced.

Baidu was also a technology company. For technology companies, technology is their most vital asset and reliance. It’s absolutely impossible to license it to others. What Li Mu said was simply an impossible fantasy. Unless he made a full acquisition of Baidu, such a thing could not happen.

Li Mu saw that Larry Page didn’t believe him. With an amused smile, he looked at Larry Page and said, “Larry, whether you believe it or not, what I’m telling you is this: As long as I promise Robin now that he opens up his full set of technology to me, and I in turn promise that Muye Technology will never touch the China search engine market and will continue to divert traffic to him in China, Robin will book the earliest flight from America to fly over and sign a contract with me. Do you believe that?”

WTF…

Larry Page’s face was filled with shock.

And in his heart, he completely believed what Li Mu had said. If Li Mu really reached such a division agreement with Baidu, Baidu would definitely agree, because for Baidu, they simply had no capability to compete in the overseas market.

At this moment, Li Mu sighed, “Robin, he has a very big advantage: he sees reality clearly. He knows that Baidu currently has no ability to expand into foreign markets, nor will it have the ability to compete with Google in the overseas market in the future. Not only that, but even in the domestic market, Baidu has to worry about Google’s invasion, and even more so about a leviathan like Muye Technology someday taking his livelihood. If I promise not to compete with him in the China market, he will certainly be content and fully focus on developing the domestic market, while absolutely not coveting the overseas market. That way, he and I can cooperate seamlessly. He uses Baidu’s technology for the China market, and I use Baidu’s technology for markets outside of China. We won’t interfere with each other, won’t conflict, and can even mutually enhance and progress.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s expression suddenly turned playful. Looking at Larry Page, he prepared to deliver some advanced intimidation, then smiled and said, “Larry, you might think Baidu’s search engine technology is still a bit inferior to Google’s, but you also need to know that for most users, the product with the highest overall score in convenience and practicality is the most popular.”

“Don’t think McDonald’s doesn’t sell pizza because they can’t make good pizza, and don’t think that even if McDonald’s sold pizza, they couldn’t outsell the best-tasting pizza specialty stores. In reality, as long as McDonald’s pizza isn’t unappetizing, they can quickly snatch a large share of the market from pizza specialty stores;”

“And if they happen to learn the complete set of techniques for making delicious pizza from another professional pizza shop, then the market potential they can capture will be even greater!”

“In this competition, Muye Technology is McDonald’s, the search engine is pizza, and as for Google, you are, by all accounts, the pizza specialty store with the best craftsmanship. But luckily, the difference between you and the second-ranked competitor isn’t that large!”





Chapter 1424: The Crusaders and the Venetian Merchants

Deep down, Li Mu genuinely had no intention of creating a search engine himself. However, this didn’t mean he was willing to forgo the future capital dividends from search engines.

After becoming a shareholder in Baidu, Li Mu had already secured the domestic search engine dividends in advance. If he could reach a consensus with Google, then investing in Google early would also mean securing the overseas search engine dividends in advance.

If he acquired a ten percent stake in Google, even if that ten percent stake were continuously diluted in the future, it would still be worth at least tens of billions of dollars when Google’s market value reached hundreds of billions of dollars. Moreover, he possessed resources that could continuously nourish Google’s business, which would be a crucial factor in maintaining or even expanding his shareholding ratio.

Investing in Google, in addition to securing future dividends in advance, would also rope in a strategic partner for Muye Technology. In the future, Muye Technology wouldn’t just direct traffic to Google; Google would also have to provide Muye Technology with all resources within its power, just as Muye Technology had secured a large number of keywords from Baidu.

Although Larry Page felt a bit dejected due to Li Mu’s strong personality, he believed that fundamentally, Li Mu didn’t genuinely wish to be an enemy of Google. He merely wanted to extract greater benefits from Google. As long as Google could satisfy his demands, he wouldn’t pose a significant threat to Google in the future.

Therefore, Larry Page clearly stated that he would return and discuss the matter with the Board of Directors, to see if these veteran shareholders were willing to dilute more shares to attract Li Mu’s investment in Google.

Regarding the topic of investing in Google, Li Mu added one last point: “If the proportion of shares you dilute meets my expectations, then I will agree to your demands. YY and YY Website will continuously provide users with access to Google search over the next five years, and it’s not impossible to add Google search entry points to other Muye Technology products in the future.”

“That would be excellent!”

Larry Page breathed a sigh of relief, reaffirming that Li Mu was not an enemy. For Google’s entire Board of Directors, no one wished to be hostile towards Muye Technology in the future. Thus, Google had long established a company strategy concerning Muye Technology: as long as Muye Technology did not extend its business into Google’s core search operations, Google would absolutely not extend its own business towards Muye Technology.

To put it bluntly, Google simply dared not antagonize Muye Technology in the slightest.

Google was like the Crusaders, intent on marching east. However, Li Mu and his Muye Technology were not the heathens the Crusaders felt compelled to conquer, but rather the Venetians on the Crusaders’ path to the East. The Crusader knights lacked the ability to cross the sea on a large scale; they could only pay the Venetians to use their powerful fleets to transport the Crusaders to the other shore.

What the Venetians wanted was money.

Li Mu saw that Larry Page seemed to have lightened up considerably. He smiled faintly and suddenly said, “By the way, Larry, if we reach a preliminary agreement, the funds required for investing in Google will need to be paid after Muye Technology’s successful IPO. Of course, I will calculate interest for Google’s shareholders.”

Larry Page was stunned, and inwardly sighed to himself. Li Mu was truly a master of calculation; not only did he want to invest in Google, but he even wanted to delay payment, essentially coming to get something for nothing.

However, even if Larry Page had ten thousand grievances in his heart, he couldn’t voice them. Most importantly, before Yahoo parted ways with Google, he needed to lock in Muye Technology’s immense traffic. If the money was paid later, then so be it…

Immediately, Larry Page feigned ease and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, our main goal is to strengthen the strategic partnership between Google and Muye Technology. The most important thing is to confirm the investment and the cooperation plan. As for the money, if it’s paid later, then it’s paid later. I believe Google’s Board of Directors will not refuse.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “Then I’ll await your final offer, to see how many shares your shareholders are willing to dilute.”

“All right.” Larry Page nodded emphatically. The Crusaders, in order to successfully march east, had paid almost all their wealth to the Venetian merchants. Now, Google, for its own grand journey, was naturally willing to make corresponding sacrifices.

…

After discussing the “in-depth cooperation” with Google, Li Mu began to think about Andy Rubin. So he asked Larry Page, “Larry, do you know about this person, Andy Rubin?”

“Andy Rubin?” Larry Page frowned and asked, “General Manager Li, are you referring to Andy Rubin, who previously worked at Apple and Microsoft, and later founded Danger?”

Li Mu nodded: “That’s him.”

Larry Page said, “I know Andy, and I greatly admire his abilities and foresight. But how did General Manager Li come to know about him? Andy is actually a very low-key person; not many people in Silicon Valley know him.”

Li Mu chuckled: “A friend of an executive in our technical team recommended him. Muye Technology has an open position for a project leader, and this executive asked his friend to help recommend a suitable person. He said this person was quite good.”

Larry Page asked, puzzled: “Then why not directly ask your management friend to make the introduction?”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “His friend is still employed at Apple, and Andy also used to work at Apple. Moreover, we’ve become Apple’s biggest competitor, so it wouldn’t be too suitable for him to make an appearance.”

Larry Page didn’t doubt Li Mu’s explanation. Li Mu had also been very careful to describe the key individual as “an executive in Muye Technology’s technical team” and “a friend of his who works at Apple.” Although these descriptions were vague, the logic held, so Larry Page had no reason to question it.

Larry Page truly didn’t doubt Li Mu’s words. Due to varying professional ethics, non-compete clauses, and company management regulations, many people working in Silicon Valley possessed such self-preservation awareness.

Immediately, Larry Page said to Li Mu, “Andy’s recent focus seems to have been primarily on mobile communications. He wants to create an internet phone. Personally, I quite admire his direction, but current hardware development isn’t mature enough, so he hasn’t been able to get this project off the ground. His Danger project has basically failed. He disappeared for a while recently, but it seems he’s returned to Silicon Valley and is now contemplating new entrepreneurial ventures.”

Li Mu asked with a smile: “Has he approached you?”

“No,” Larry Page said. “Google currently has no intention of venturing into that area. After all, our current goal is to solidify our search engine-related products, technology, and algorithms. For now, there isn’t a suitable point of cooperation with Andy.”

Li Mu nodded, saying calmly, “Perhaps you could make an introduction for me? Introduce me to him. Muye Technology wants to add some new experiments to the next generation of Mango-ME, and he might just be the right fit for this project.”

“Of course!” Larry Page said without hesitation. “It’s a simple favor. General Manager Li, let me know when you’re available. I’ll communicate with Andy. I’m sure he’ll also be very eager for the opportunity to meet you.”

Li Mu glanced at the time and said, “How about this? Since he’s in Silicon Valley, ask him if he has time in an hour. If so, he can come to Muye Technology to meet and chat with me.”

Larry Page couldn’t help but exclaim, “General Manager Li, why are you so rushed? Then I’ll give him a call.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and casually remarked, “I have no other plans this afternoon. I’m too busy over the next two days, and I also need to make a trip to Cambridge.”

Larry Page nodded while flipping through his phone’s contact list, saying, “I heard, General Manager Li, that you invested in a Harvard student and started a Facebook?”

Li Mu asked with a smile: “You know about that?”

“I’m roughly aware,” Larry Page said with a smile. “Student social networking, that’s a pretty good entry point. Maybe it really can stir up some waves.”

Li Mu laughed heartily, saying, “It’s just a small-scale venture by some kids, nothing to bring up on a serious platform. My main reason for going to Cambridge isn’t to see him, actually, but to see my girlfriend.”

“Oh…” Larry Page said in surprise, “General Manager Li has a girlfriend?”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Is it surprising that I have a girlfriend?”

Larry Page chuckled, “I’m not surprised at all that you have a girlfriend; I’m just surprised you’re so forthright about it.”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “We’re old friends, and in the future, we might even be close-knit comrades-in-arms. What’s there to conceal about a small matter like this?”

Larry Page nodded earnestly. Just then, the call connected. He quickly pointed to the phone for Li Mu, then spoke into it: “Andy, it’s Larry, Larry Page.”

Andy Rubin had returned to Silicon Valley from the Cayman Islands some time ago and had been constantly seeking investors recently.

As an operational genius, Andy Rubin’s life was somewhat erratic. After the failure of the Danger project, he went to the Cayman Islands to reflect on himself, contemplate life, and then figure out his next entrepreneurial venture. He finally conceived it, only to discover that the capitalists in Silicon Valley weren’t very interested in his new project.

For an entrepreneur, the biggest blow is having one’s entrepreneurial project unrecognized, and the same was true for Andy Rubin.

Andy Rubin was different from Larry Page. Larry Page had already achieved success in his career and was worth hundreds of millions, whereas Andy Rubin had always been an employee in Silicon Valley, and hadn’t achieved much significant success previously. His own attempt at starting a business had even been declared a failure. For Andy Rubin, even if he wanted to put his own money into a startup, given his financial situation, it would be difficult to support an ambitious project. Therefore, he urgently needed to find an investor who believed in him.

Suddenly receiving a call from Larry Page made Andy Rubin instantly excited. He said, thrilled, “Mr. Page, I never imagined you would call me! This is truly delightful!”

Larry Page chuckled, “Andy, are you in Silicon Valley right now?”

“Yes!” Andy Rubin immediately responded, then added, “Mr. Page, I have an entrepreneurial project that I’m currently seeking investors for. I wonder if you might be interested? We could meet up sometime to discuss it?”

Larry Page laughed heartily and said, “I called precisely because I want to introduce you to an investor with a significant background. If you’re interested, you can talk to him in person shortly.”

Andy Rubin asked in surprise, “An investor with a significant background? Who is it?”

Larry Page said, “Li Mu, the founder of Muye Technology.”





Chapter 1425: Android’s Father

When Andy Rubin heard Larry Page say he was going to introduce him to Li Mu, Andy Rubin was stunned for a long time, instinctively thinking Larry Page was joking with him. Only after repeatedly asking Larry Page for confirmation did he believe it.

Subsequently, Andy Rubin quickly confirmed the time with Larry Page. In one hour, he would arrive at Muye Technology on time to meet with Li Mu.

After hanging up the phone, Andy Rubin was so excited he didn’t know what to do.

In Andy Rubin’s perception of Silicon Valley Bigwigs, Larry Page was already a top-tier bigshot. As for someone like Bill Gates, he was basically a god-tier figure who could only be admired. And Li Mu, the young man from China, was, in Andy Rubin’s eyes, an almost non-human entity.

Looking at the entire internet industry, there wasn’t a second person who could, like Li Mu, build from scratch and create such a massive enterprise in such a short period.

Silicon Valley had many self-made billionaires, but none had a net worth in the hundreds of billions of dollars by building from scratch. Bill Gates? He wasn’t entirely self-made. There indeed weren’t many people from Silicon Valley who could compare to Bill Gates.

Precisely because of this, Andy Rubin found it unbelievable. Under normal circumstances, even if he were to apply for a job at a company like Muye Technology, he wouldn’t have the chance to meet Li Mu, unless it was a very high-level management position. Otherwise, he wouldn’t even meet a Vice President of Muye Technology.

The larger a company, the clearer its internal hierarchy. This wasn’t to highlight the privileges of management but a time-saving method that management had to follow. Whether it was for recruitment interviews or cooperation discussions, an enterprise must adhere to a clear hierarchical logic. Otherwise, if all interviews and discussions were sent directly to the CEO, the CEO would probably be exhausted to death.

For a company like Muye Technology, only when interviewing talent at the Vice President level or important positions like a major business unit’s person in charge would Li Mu need to personally approve. For other positions, Li Mu simply wouldn’t even have time to learn about them, because the person in charge of the previous level for that position would be responsible for the person and the position. He only needed to look at the results feedback from the person in charge.

The same applied to financing.

Muye Technology had its own investment department. This investment department did not serve Li Mu’s will alone but served the entire Muye Technology. External investments ranged widely, from several million to tens of millions, even hundreds of millions or over one billion US dollars. Li Mu would personally review only investments above one hundred million US dollars. For amounts below one hundred million US dollars, the investment department’s person in charge and the business department’s person in charge could make the decision if their opinions were consistent. For investments below ten million US dollars, an investment manager and the investment department’s committee could make the decision entirely on their own.

For Andy Rubin, his new project’s financing goal was not even ten million US dollars. For such a project, from Li Mu’s perspective, even listening to it would probably be a waste of time. He could just arrange for an investment manager with the corresponding financial authority to speak with him.

However, Li Mu insisted on meeting him personally, which made Andy Rubin excited but also nervous.

…

Larry Page left Muye Technology. Before leaving, he had already sent a message to the Google Board of Directors, telling them to prepare for an emergency meeting. No matter what, Li Mu wanted a portion of Google’s profits, not to be an enemy of Google. This was enough to make the entire Google Board of Directors breathe a sigh of relief. What remained was to quickly communicate and see how much profit they needed to give Li Mu, this Venetian Merchant, as a “boat ticket” to get on his ship.

Li Mu was in his office researching Apple’s stock price today. Apple’s stock price largely fluctuated slightly for the day, dropping by 2% overall, which meant it basically held steady.

Inside Apple, the Loss-cutting Faction and the Counterattack Faction were still striving for their respective goals.

The Loss-cutting Faction was still communicating with Microsoft about the acquisition, but progress was minimal. Microsoft’s attitude was quite strong; they only wanted Apple’s operating system and complete machine manufacturing business. As for the rest, they were not prepared to take over.

However, Apple’s internal Loss-cutting Faction wanted to sell off everything, which meant the acquiring party would have to additionally pay the bill for Apple’s currently a total mess iPod business. Although the iPod business line could still squeeze out nearly one hundred million US dollars in funds for temporary turnover, this was merely drinking poison to quench thirst. The subsequent issues of the iPod business were the most terrifying: production line shutdowns, settlement with OEM factories, user and dealer returns and refunds, and large inventories needing to be sold at reduced prices to recover losses. But even so, all iPods in inventory would be unable to escape the fate of losing money on every unit sold.

If Microsoft was unwilling to take on the iPod burden, the Loss-cutting Faction themselves couldn’t bear such huge losses, so the entire situation became deadlocked.

However, the Counterattack Faction was actively looking for countermeasures.

This group of geeks, composed of programmers, product managers, and various technical personnel, had all banded together in this crisis, striving with all their might to find a way to break the deadlock. This was also an unprecedented great unity across Apple’s business lines. Although Tim Cook was appointed in a time of crisis, he managed to maintain the business team’s mindset and fighting spirit very well.

The Counterattack Faction already had a general plan. They felt that if they immediately stopped the iPod business and shut down the iPod production line, the resulting losses would be too difficult for Apple to bear. So, they decided to seek new breakthroughs in the iPod business. The specific operation was divided into two parts: first, to reduce the iPod’s production capacity to the minimum while keeping the production line running, and then solve the current iPod return issues and subsequent low-price clearance problems; second, to rapidly R&D a new iPod!

Developing a new iPod was the most crucial. Tim Cook believed that although Muye Technology’s Mango-ME2 had a very high cost-performance ratio, its current production capacity hadn’t reached the stage of global distribution. This meant Mango-ME2 still had a long way to go. It would need to continuously increase production capacity, expand its sales and after-sales system, and then complete market occupation. During this process, Muye Technology would find it difficult to dedicate extra energy to a new generation of Mango-ME. Therefore, while Muye Technology was advancing at full speed and couldn’t turn around, Apple quickly R&D a next-generation iPod that could completely surpass Mango-ME2, which became the top priority for a comeback.

Tim Cook had even begun leading the team in product conceptualization and subsequent development. They selected a preliminary product plan: implementing device networking in the next-generation iPod.

Device networking meant that the iPod would, to some extent, detach from the computer and become a terminal device directly connected to the internet. On this basis, the iPod itself would need to support connecting to iTunes via the internet, at least allowing users to directly download music from iTunes through the iPod.

The Counterattack Faction diverged on this issue. One part believed they could directly write the iPod version of iTunes software into a microcontroller unit (MCU) system and add a WLAN module to the iPod. This way, users could download songs via the network and the iTunes software on the iPod. The advantages of this solution were faster development speed and lower cost. But the disadvantages were also obvious: designing the next-generation iPod this way would leave almost no room for expansion.

Another part believed that since they wanted to counterattack Muye Technology and completely reverse the iPod’s defeat, they had to surpass Muye Technology at the most core level. Soldering a WLAN module onto an iPod and writing a simplified version of iTunes into an MCU, while enabling the iPod to connect to the internet and be used independently of a computer, was a method Muye Technology could also employ. They could completely write YYtunes into an MCU and bundle it with WLAN into the next generation of Mango-ME. At that time, if the new Mango-ME again surpassed the iPod in performance and then a price war broke out, what would Apple do?

Therefore, this group proposed an ambitious solution: developing an operating system for the iPod! Not only would it enable iTunes usage on the iPod, but it would also allow for other software usage, fundamentally transforming the iPod.

For most IT companies worldwide, developing an operating system was an extremely vast scale of engineering, and most companies simply lacked the fundamental capability. But Apple was different; Apple had the technical capability and very strong technology reserves.

In its previous life, Apple was able to launch iOS in just over a year, largely relying on the foundation of the macOS operating system. This showed that with a sufficient foundation, developing a mobile operating system on top of a desktop operating system’s base was not significantly difficult.

This group wanted to rely on macOS to develop a mobile operating system for the iPod, completely widening the gap with Muye Technology. If Muye Technology wanted to develop a mobile operating system, even if they scoured the world for top teams, it would take at least three to five years to see results. This time difference would be enough for Apple to fight a beautiful comeback battle.

However, this solution also had its drawbacks. To accommodate a mobile operating system, Apple would need to redesign and upgrade the iPod’s hardware fundamentally, which would significantly increase the iPod’s cost and prolong the R&D cycle.

If they went with the MCU solution, Apple could start R&D immediately; the hardware was mature, and the software was also mature. But if they adopted an operating system, the scale of engineering would immediately increase geometrically.

Besides developing their own mobile operating system, Apple also needed to conduct in-depth understanding and research into microprocessors and various other hardware on the market, then formulate multiple hardware combination schemes, and subsequently conduct repeated tests and verifications, finally selecting a solution.

The MCU solution for Apple was like assembling a toy glider without power—mostly not difficult.

But the operating system solution was equivalent to upgrading that toy glider to assembling a stable, reliable, high-performance remote-controlled aviation model, which would be far more troublesome.

Material selection, motor and battery selection and pairing, remote control transceiver module, electronic speed controller (ESC), and servo motor selection and pairing—the overall scale of engineering was immense, even for Apple.

A large project naturally meant a long duration. Such a plan, from product conceptualization to software and hardware development and then to the finished product, would take at least one and a half to two years to implement / finalize. Apple itself was already riddled with problems; how much longer could it last in such a crisis?





Chapter 1426: You’re Not Cut Out for This

Carrying a heart filled with excitement and trepidation, Andy Rubin arrived at Muye Technology. After explaining his purpose to the front desk in the lobby, Li Ziwei immediately came out to greet him and escorted him to Li Mu’s office.

This was Li Mu’s first time meeting Andy Rubin. At this point, Andy Rubin was already forty years old, dressed in a plain black T-shirt and faded, worn-out jeans. He looked like a scruffy, middle-aged man.

Li Mu also felt that Andy Rubin bore a slight resemblance to Jobs, possibly due to both of them having receding hairlines and wearing glasses.

Andy Rubin was also meeting Li Mu for the first time. Although Li Mu was much younger than him, he still held Li Mu in great respect, giving a slight bow and shaking his hand with both of his. Afterwards, his hands visibly seemed to have nowhere to rest, revealing an overall sense of awkward constraint.

Li Mu invited Andy Rubin to sit down and said warmly, “Mr. Rubin, I heard from Larry that you recently have a project seeking investment?”

Andy Rubin nodded and quickly said, “I truly didn’t expect Mr. Li would be able to spare the time to see me. If you’re interested, I can give you a general overview of the project. If you’re pressed for time, I can also speak with someone from your company’s investment department.”

Li Mu smiled, “If it’s convenient, please introduce it to me. I’m quite interested.”

Andy Rubin nodded delightedly and said, “Then I will explain it to you in detail. It might be a bit lengthy, but please feel free to tell me if any part is rambling, and I’ll adjust immediately.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “Don’t be so constrained. Just say what’s on your mind.”

“Okay.” Andy Rubin organized his thoughts and said, “Let’s start with the project background. The reason I want to do this project stems from my personal view on the future mobile phone market. I believe mobile phones will definitely become more and more ubiquitous in the future, gradually becoming an indispensable device in people’s lives. Coupled with their unparalleled portability, it’s foreseeable that in the future, the amount of time people spend using mobile phones every day will definitely exceed that spent on computers.”

Li Mu stroked his chin, nodding seriously. “I completely agree with this point. Not only do I believe that people will spend more time using mobile phones than computers, but I also believe that mobile phones will increasingly replace computers, gradually being able to do more things that previously required a computer.”

As soon as Li Mu said this, Andy Rubin immediately exclaimed excitedly, “Mr. Li is absolutely right! I share the same opinion! I believe that going forward, there will be two things people can’t live without: one is the internet, and the other is mobile phones. If the internet and mobile phones cannot be integrated, then computers are synonymous with the internet. But if one day, we enable mobile phones to connect to the internet and simultaneously realize a significant portion of features only available on computers, then the proportion of computers in people’s lives will progressively decrease. It’s highly probable that one day in the future, aside from large-scale computations and specialized software, we’ll be able to handle everything else on the internet using mobile phones.”

“I share the same opinion on this point,” Li Mu said in agreement. “As hardware develops, microprocessors will become increasingly powerful, and the possibility of condensing a computer onto a mobile phone will also become higher and higher.”

Andy Rubin said excitedly, “I really didn’t expect Mr. Li to think so too! That makes it much easier for me to explain my project to you next.”

Having said that, Andy Rubin cast aside his previous awkwardness and said enthusiastically, “Overall, my project aims to make mobile phones more internet-centric. The fundamental premise is to address software and hardware innovation. I won’t dwell on the core hardware aspects, as that’s not the primary focus of my project. However, with companies like Qualcomm, ARM, and Texas Instruments actively working, I believe hardware is something we don’t need to worry much about.”

At this point, Andy Rubin changed the subject, saying, “However, compared to hardware, I believe the bigger issue now lies in software, especially the operating system. To make mobile phones internet-centric, the most crucial core element is to equip them with an advanced mobile operating system – a truly smart system.”

Li Mu smiled, looking at him, and asked, “So your startup project is to develop a mobile operating system based on mobile devices?”

“Exactly!” Andy Rubin nodded seriously and said, “Currently, existing mobile operating systems are quite superfluous. The biggest problem with PalmOS and Symbian is their inability to support high-performance hardware—it’s like a five-year-old child trying to solve high school mathematics problems. Such operating systems will definitely be eliminated in the future. As for Microsoft… their biggest enemy is actually their own arrogance. Secondly, they always try to port Windows as much as possible to mobile devices, but they overlook what mobile device users truly need: not an operating system ported from desktop computers, but one that genuinely meets the needs of mobile users and is tailor-made for mobile use. That’s why I believe now is an excellent opportunity to enter the market.”

Li Mu nodded slightly.

Andy Rubin’s series of remarks all aligned with the actual development history of mobile devices and the mobile internet. It was clear that this person indeed possessed a truly unique judgment and foresight regarding the mobile internet. Moreover, upon carefully analyzing the timeline, this guy founded Android in the second half of this year. In the original timeline, he likely never found investors and ultimately used his own money to get started.

Comparatively speaking, Andy Rubin launched the Android project in the second half of 2003, while Apple launched its project in the second half of 2005. On the timeline, Apple was a full two years slower than Android.

Regrettably, Andy Rubin’s Android project didn’t receive sufficient funds and overall support from the outset. Instead, it progressed as a small startup team until 2005, when Jobs launched iOS development and iPhone R&D. It was only when Google acquired Android that the project gained an opportunity for rapid development.

From this perspective, Android actually lost two most valuable years of its window of opportunity. If it had the chance to develop fully from the start, while I wouldn’t dare say it would completely crush Apple, it would at least have a huge impact and challenge Apple iPhone’s future development.

And now, he had the opportunity to bring Andy Rubin under Muye Technology’s wing, or directly become Android’s angel investor from the very beginning. For Li Mu, this was an excellent entry point. Even if the worst came to worst and his acquisition of Apple ultimately failed, an Android project launched earlier could still largely lock down Apple’s future development.

Thus, Li Mu asked Andy Rubin with great interest, “Andy, forgive my directness, but you are a highly discerning and capable professional, and a very promising project leader. However, as a friend, I want to ask you a question.”

Andy Rubin quickly sat up straight, ready to listen attentively.

Li Mu paused before opening his mouth to ask him, “Do you think you can be a good CEO?”

Andy Rubin was somewhat stunned by Li Mu’s question.

Seeing that he didn’t answer, Li Mu said, “You know, Andy, I’ve recently been collaborating with Hollywood on a movie, so I’ve been exposed to some aspects of the film and television industry. I’ve discovered that while the internet industry and the film and television industry seemed miles ahead, they actually share many commonalities.”

Andy Rubin asked curiously, “General Manager Li, what commonalities do these two industries share?”

Li Mu smiled, “In our industry, some people are excellent technical professionals. They’re like superb Hollywood actors who excel at performing; put them in any role, and they can create a satisfying character.

Some are excellent product managers or project leaders. They can clearly see market demand, design a complete set of product logic, and fully ensure project implementation. They’re like big-name Hollywood screenwriters, possessing a strong big-picture perspective and a keen sense of logic, capable of planning everything from the broad strategy to the smallest details. In the internet industry, such roles are often held by product or project leaders;”

At this point, Li Mu deliberately paused, then said solemnly, “And then there are some people who might not understand technology or products, but they understand management. They know how to place the most talented individuals in the most suitable positions for them, enabling them to maximize their effectiveness. At the same time, they know how to plan long-term strategies and tactics for the company, allowing it to continuously develop and grow. Such people are excellent CEOs, just like top Hollywood directors. Many top directors cannot act, or even write scripts, but they can gather a group of people and ensure the project is implemented to the greatest extent possible.”

“A successful enterprise can exist without excellent technical personnel, and it can also exist without excellent project leaders, but it must have a powerful CEO. A powerful CEO ensures that all problems can be resolved. But Andy, you are cut out to be a product leader, but absolutely not a CEO. Your startup will generally not deviate from the following outcomes:

First, your team abandons you, and the project goes bankrupt;

Second, the project is acquired by someone in the mid to early stages, and then you are kicked out;

Third, in order for the project to continue, you are forced to relinquish your CEO position;

If you continue your startup, no matter whose investment you take, it will be very difficult to truly succeed, unless you personally do not serve as CEO.”

Andy Rubin’s face felt hot and flushed from such direct criticism by Li Mu, who was nearly twenty years his junior. However, he had to admit that Li Mu’s words on the matter made a lot of sense. He was a tech expert, a geek, but not a good CEO. His current struggle to secure financing everywhere, and his consistent lack of success, was very likely related to investors’ distrust of his CEO capabilities.

At this point, Li Mu continued, “I’ve seen many technical professionals starting businesses. When they meet with investors, they spend the entire time discussing their projects and technology, but rarely does a technical professional discuss corporate management or long-term, comprehensive strategic planning with them. You should know that investors never focus on the longest plank in the barrel, but the shortest one, because that link determines whether the money they invest will make a fortune or suffer crushing losses. In my eyes, your individual professional capability is impeccable, but I have great doubts about your management ability. I’ve heard that you had conflicts with your startup team and investors in your previous startup project?”

Andy Rubin nodded with an embarrassed expression and said, “Before, I never realized the reason. After speaking with General Manager Li today, I finally understand where I went wrong originally.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Andy, in my opinion, you could consider joining Muye Technology. If you are willing, I will fully support your chosen technological direction. Developing a super product like an operating system is a bottomless pit. If you take money out of your own pocket, you will never be able to fill that hole; you might even fall into it yourself someday. Join Muye Technology, and I will fill this bottomless pit for you. If you need money, I’ll provide it. If you need people, I’ll provide them. At the same time, I will finalize some stock option issues for you. Muye Technology will IPO in the second half of this year, and you will definitely make a fortune then.”

Having said that, Li Mu stared at Andy Rubin and said seriously, “Such an excellent opportunity is truly rare in Silicon Valley!”





Chapter 1427: Apple’s iOS Plan!

A person with an extremely strong entrepreneurial conviction in their heart will never be interested in any form of employment. Li Mu has seen many such people; they may not all have strong abilities, but they all possess strong convictions, belonging to the type of relentless determination.

Li Mu didn’t understand Andy Rubin’s personality, but he knew that Andy Rubin’s entrepreneurial conviction wasn’t strong. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have sold Android, which he founded less than two years prior, to Google in his previous life.

Selling the pig before it grew strong could only mean one of two things: either he didn’t want to raise it anymore, or he couldn’t afford to raise it. Whichever the reason, it proved that Andy Rubin’s entrepreneurial conviction was not strong.

Since his conviction wasn’t strong enough, it was naturally possible for it to waver.

Although Andy Rubin outwardly appeared silent when facing Li Mu’s personal invitation, his heart was already throbbing with excitement.

Regardless, for Andy Rubin, receiving a personal invitation from Li Mu to join Muye Technology instantly elevated his status in Silicon Valley by a large margin.

The founder of a world-class premier internet company personally inviting him to join his company—wasn’t that enough to brag about? At least for half one’s life.

As Andy Rubin’s heart pounded with excitement, his deep-seated entrepreneurial thoughts also began to undergo a massive change under Li Mu’s influence.

The moment he thought that he might genuinely not be suited to be a CEO or manage a company, Andy Rubin’s resolve began to waver.

At this moment, Li Mu, cunning as a fox, began to pour poisonous chicken soup on him, lamenting: “Andy, starting a business is not easy, and very, very few people succeed. For many entrepreneurs, starting a business is like a huge gamble. The stakes are not just all their assets, but even their future prospects. Some people could easily earn millions of dollars a year, yet they insist on giving up this opportunity to start a business, only to fail in the end. Not only do they lose the millions in annual income, but they also burn through millions of dollars in assets. Then, when they try to find a job again, they find that their net worth in the eyes of an owner has significantly diminished due to their experience of entrepreneurial failure. Don’t you think this is a huge loss?”

Andy Rubin nodded slightly, involuntarily.

Li Mu continued: “Therefore, I advise entrepreneurs, or those preparing to start a business, to ask themselves a few questions before starting:

Is my project truly okay? Am I truly committed to starting a business? If I start a business, how much savings can I invest? How should I set my cut losses line? Should I stop after losing all my cash savings, or after losing all my cash savings, then my real estate? Or after losing all my assets, then incur loans several times greater than my assets? What if I fail in my business in the end? What if I lose everything? What if I lose everything and am ridiculed by those around me? What if I have no chance of comeback?”

This series of questions from Li Mu, like countless shells, constantly bombarded Andy Rubin’s psychological defenses, each one collapsing a wall inside his mind. They were also like strong water weeds underwater, collectively weaving a large web with immense resistance, repeatedly entangling the propeller of Andy Rubin’s small boat, continuously slowing its speed, continuously reducing its motivation, until at a certain moment, the propeller could no longer actively turn.

Suddenly, in such a moment, Andy Rubin’s heart felt as if the clouds had parted and the sun had broken through, gaining sudden clarity!

He asked himself a question in his mind: Why should I worry about these things? As long as I accept Li Mu’s invitation, I will become a top talent in Silicon Valley and also earn a top salary in Silicon Valley, and I’ll be doing something at a top company that could achieve something groundbreaking. Such a good opportunity is right in front of me, why not agree to it? Why continue to worry about those vague and intangible things?!

Having understood this, Andy Rubin said to Li Mu without hesitation: “General Manager Li, I am willing to accept your invitation and join Muye Technology!”

Li Mu looked at the nearly bald Andy Rubin, a slight evil smile playing on the corner of his mouth. Before him, Andy Rubin was like an irresolute soldier during wartime, harboring beautiful visions of shedding fervent passion, yet losing his perspective in the face of sugar-coated bullets.

Then, Li Mu extended his hand to Andy Rubin, smiling slightly, and said: “Welcome to Muye Technology.”

Andy Rubin was now filled with fervent passion to work hard and prove himself at Muye Technology, so he immediately asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, when should I start?”

Li Mu chuckled: “If you wish, I can arrange for someone to handle your onboarding right now.”

Andy Rubin then asked: “What will my position be?”

Li Mu said: “Outwardly, you will be the Deputy General Manager and Technical Director of the Mango business unit, responsible for the software and hardware technology development of the Mango series of products.”

After speaking, Li Mu added: “This is just for external announcement. In reality, what you need to do is secretly form a mobile operating system business unit, responsible for the research and development of Muye Technology’s first mobile operating system. This operating system will be temporarily named MOS, short for Mango-Operating-System. For MOS, you must adopt a Linux architecture technically, and design and develop it entirely with a new mobile product mindset. Most importantly, you must abandon the so-called mobile operating system foundations of Palm, Symbian, and Windows-Mobile. They are not the industry benchmark; we will be, in the future!”

Li Mu’s words resonated deeply with Andy Rubin. Andy Rubin had always wanted to create a revolutionary mobile operating system, and he had indeed thought of adopting a Linux architecture. These key points perfectly aligned with Li Mu’s vision.

This also made Andy Rubin feel both dread and relief. Dread because if he had truly been determined to start a business, with Li Mu around, it would have probably been even harder for him to succeed. Relief because Li Mu became his owner, and he himself completely gave up on starting a business.

…

Apple’s internal struggles continued.

Originally, it was a battle between the Loss-cutting Faction and the Counterattack Faction.

But now, the Loss-cutting Faction was hesitant, while the Counterattack Faction itself was experiencing a huge split, and the debate between the two opposing sides was growing increasingly heated.

All these conflicts revolved around “whether or not to develop a new operating system for the next generation iPod.” While the two sides were at a stalemate, the Loss-cutting Faction suffered a huge blow in their negotiations with Microsoft regarding the acquisition.

Microsoft had evidently conducted a more detailed investigation and analysis of Apple’s current situation, and re-evaluated the entire logic behind their acquisition of Apple.

Firstly, they believed that Apple had a very high chance of destroying itself, because with the utter defeat of the iPod business, Apple not only lost a cash flow business line but was also about to incur huge debts and losses for it. This would continuously drag Apple down and kill it. Regarding this, the avalanche-like stock price was the best proof.

Secondly, they also began to ask themselves, was it truly necessary for Microsoft to acquire Apple?

The reason for acquiring Apple was the hope of never again being sanctioned by antitrust laws, but this would require Microsoft to be very, very careful in completing the actual acquisition of Apple through offshore funds and shell companies. This was very troublesome and also carried risk. If the Ministry of Commerce were to obtain evidence that Microsoft was actually involved in acquiring Apple, they could use unfair competition law and antitrust law to take action against Microsoft.

Rather than doing that, it would be better to let Apple fend for itself first. If it died, leading to Microsoft Windows passively dominating the industry, then Microsoft would never again be threatened by “antitrust laws.”

At worst, they could also put on airs with Apple first, waiting until Apple’s market value dropped further and the Loss-cutting Faction’s desire to cash out and cut losses became stronger before making a move. At least it could save a lot of money.

So Microsoft’s attitude changed significantly. Previously, they had consistently hoped to avoid the iPod business, which was seen as a burden. Now, they were somewhat uninterested in acquiring MacOS and the entire computer business. Just as the Loss-cutting Faction was repeatedly demanding that Microsoft bundle and take the iPod, Microsoft’s negotiator suddenly announced that Microsoft was lowering its acquisition offer for MacOS and the entire computer business by twenty-five percent. As for the reason, Microsoft only stated that it was due to a re-evaluation.

This greatly humiliated the Loss-cutting Faction and touched their bottom line.

In any matter, everyone has their own bottom line. Before their bottom line is touched, they have their persistence and convictions, but once the bottom line is touched, they will immediately make a huge change. For example, for many couples, infidelity is the bottom line for the continuation of their relationship. Once one party cheats, the other party, no matter how much they love the other, will immediately decide to leave. The Loss-cutting Faction was the same.

Microsoft’s humiliation, after touching their bottom line, immediately transformed the Loss-cutting Faction into the Counterattack Faction.

A dramatic situation emerged: Apple’s internal conflict shifted from one of surrender versus resistance to one of how to resist.

After a night of intense debate, Tim Cook still failed to convince the vast majority to agree to develop an operating system for the iPod.

The meeting continued until seven thirty the next morning. Everyone argued until they were red in the face and hoarse, but neither side gained an absolute advantage.

Short-term solutions promised quick results and low costs but small advantages; long-term solutions were slow to show results and high in cost but offered large advantages. Consequently, each has their own justification, and no one would yield an inch.

In his utter helplessness, Tim Cook called Jobs, who had been recuperating at home for a few days, and invited him to the company.

Jobs was initially unwilling to appear, but because it concerned Apple’s survival, he finally decided to come to the meeting to support Tim Cook’s decision. After all, for Jobs, this was also something he would instinctively push for with all his might.

Jobs’ strong support shifted the internal stalemate. Gradually, short-term supporters who opposed the long-term approach were increasingly incited by Jobs and began to decide to support Tim Cook’s long-term combat plan.

Subsequently, in a vote that began at nine o’clock sharp, the policy of developing an operating system and comprehensively upgrading the iPod gained seventy-seven percent of the votes.

Tim Cook proudly announced: We will develop a brand-new operating system for the iPod based on the OS system, comprehensively upgrading this generation of iPod to enable it to completely crush Mango-ME2. This is key to Apple’s comeback.

Because the project was being developed for the iPod, everyone decided to name this project the iOS Plan.

Half an hour later, when Apple’s ambitious internal team was preparing to launch the “iOS Plan,” Muye Technology suddenly released an announcement:

Renowned IT expert Andy Rubin has officially joined Muye Technology, serving as Deputy General Manager and Technical Director of the Mango business unit, fully responsible for the software and hardware R&D of the Mango series products. Muye Technology believes that with Andy Rubin’s involvement, the Mango series products will certainly achieve even more major breakthroughs.

The red-eyed individuals inside Apple had expressions uglier than if they had been screwed over.

Half an hour ago, seventy-seven percent of people inside Apple believed that Apple should develop a dedicated operating system for the iPod to comprehensively upgrade it, so they fully supported launching the iOS plan.

Half an hour later, over seventy-seven percent of people inside Apple believed that the iOS plan might not need to be launched after all, because they understood Andy Rubin’s capabilities very well. After all, Andy Rubin had worked at Apple for several years. Li Mu inviting Andy Rubin to join and putting him in charge of the Mango business unit clearly showed that Muye Technology had the same idea as Apple: to comprehensively upgrade Mango-ME.

In that case, Apple, which was already at an absolute disadvantage, had lost its most valuable initiative.

Even this advantage was gone; what was the point of pursuing iOS?

At 9:40, Apple’s executives voted once again.

The decision to abolish the iOS Plan received an eighty-seven percent vote rate.

Tim Cook waved his hand with utter despondency and told everyone: “Everyone hasn’t slept all night. Go home, wash up, and get some rest!”





Chapter 1428: Initiating Acquisition Negotiations

The news of Andy Rubin joining Muye Technology dealt a tremendous blow to Apple.

Tim Cook had just barely managed to get the Board of Directors to agree to fully upgrade the next-generation iPod plan. Even as this plan was still only at Apple Inc.’s executives / high-level management level, Li Mu responded remotely with concrete actions.

Muye Technology’s recruitment / drawing in of Andy Rubin was also aimed at comprehensively upgrading Mango-ME (product). Although Apple didn’t know exactly what Li Mu planned to do, based on their understanding of Andy Rubin, they could infer that the direction Li Mu chose was consistent with the direction Apple had just reached a consensus on.

In fact, even if Apple’s executives had decided to comprehensively upgrade the iPod and even develop an independent operating system for it named IOS, this IOS and Jobs’ IOS were merely a coincidence in name.

OS stands for Operating System. Since MacOS, “OS” has been synonymous with operating system at Apple. Jobs’ “I” referred to the iPhone, but Apple’s current “I” refers to the iPod.

Tim Cook’s thinking was far less farsighted than Jobs’ in 2005. He didn’t yet have the framework of a smart phone and mobile internet in his mind; his entire strategic thinking hadn’t yet moved beyond the iPod.

This isn’t to blame Tim Cook’s capabilities; rather, it’s because everyone is at a different stage, leading to different ways of thinking. As the ancients said, ‘When one is fed and warm, one desires extravagance.’ The prerequisite is to first be well-fed and well-clothed. In his previous life, Jobs fought a splendid comeback battle with the iPod and iTunes, allowing Apple to become well-fed and well-clothed. Only then could he plan and implement / finalize a more long-term strategy. Tim Cook, appointed in a crisis, had only one thing on his mind: how to ensure Apple was well-fed and well-clothed. If his vision had been too broad at that moment, it could have easily led Apple down a path of self-destruction.

Now, Tim Cook’s ‘loser’ version of IOS has completely died prematurely.

Apple absolutely dared not confront Li Mu directly again. Their desire to comprehensively upgrade the iPod was simply to temporarily avoid his sharp edge and endure hardships to achieve a goal, then launch a new generation of products to catch Li Mu off guard. But no one anticipated Li Mu’s reaction speed would be so fast.

Under these circumstances, the Loss-cutting Faction, who had just suffered humiliation at Microsoft, again lost confidence in Apple’s future / prospects. And internally, the Counterattack Faction reunited after their split, unanimously concluding that the possibility of counterattacking Muye Technology no longer existed, regardless of the method.

Tim Cook also lost confidence. After the meeting that day, he decided to submit his resignation to the Board of Directors. His excuse for resigning was that he lacked the ability to save Apple, and therefore hoped Apple could find a new CEO capable of leading it out of the crisis.

Anyone can say polite words. Just like when a girl rejects a boy’s romantic advances, she might say he’s a good person, or that she’s not good enough for him, or that he deserves someone better. In reality, she simply looks down on him.

Tim Cook claimed he wanted to resign because he felt his capabilities were insufficient. In reality, he didn’t want Apple to ultimately collapse in his hands. If a professional manager botched a corporation with a market value of several billion US dollars, that professional manager’s future / prospects would certainly be uncertain.

Everyone there was a shrewd individual who understood the unspoken rules; who didn’t know what Tim Cook’s real intention was? Apple’s Board of Directors quickly deliberated and informed Tim Cook that he could resign, but he had to wait three more months. Within these three months, they would do their best to find a good buyer for Apple and sell it at a good price. If it couldn’t be sold, Tim Cook could resign after the three months expired.

For Apple’s executives, after being dealt with by Li Mu in such a manner, they also hoped to quickly sell off Apple.

However, to whom they could sell it, or who would even want it, became an even bigger problem.

Apple’s executives / high-level management almost went through all the bigshots and internet companies in the internet industry. They believed that there were very few companies currently capable of providing enough funds to acquire Apple and for whom acquiring Apple would have practical significance. Regardless, Apple’s current selling value would have to be slightly higher than its market value. By any calculation, it would be a business deal worth several billion US dollars, and truly few companies had such a large appetite.

Furthermore, Apple had considered all first-tier internet companies, but uniquely, they hadn’t considered Muye Technology. It wasn’t that they were unwilling to sell the company to Muye Technology, but rather they felt that Muye Technology would surely not be very interested in Apple, especially since Mango-ME2 (product) was so popular and Muye Technology wasn’t planning to develop an operating system. Muye Technology acquiring Apple seemed practically useless.

Of course, Apple wouldn’t know that what Li Mu wanted wasn’t their current mess, but their future enormous market value worth hundreds of billions of US dollars.

…

Louis Martin’s intelligence was extensive. On the very evening Apple had passed and then abolished the IOS plan, Li Mu received news from him. Louis Martin believed that the time window for acquiring Apple had arrived.

Li Mu felt it was about time to formally sit down and discuss things with Apple. So he asked him: “What kind of offer / bid do you think we should give Apple now so that we can ensure they accept it while minimizing our cost?”

Louis Martin said: “Apple’s biggest pain point is the future of its iPod business. This part of the business Line is currently unwanted, and it will face huge losses. In fact, from the current situation, no one would be willing to acquire the iPod business. If someone clearly stated now that they’re willing to take over the iPod business as well, allowing all Apple shareholders to immediately liquidate all their shares / stock and leave, they would definitely agree without hesitation.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying: “Alright, tomorrow I’ll have my Vice President contact Apple’s core executives / high-level management and arrange for them to meet as soon as possible.”

“Good!” Louis Martin said with a smile: “I think this acquisition of Apple might be much simpler than we imagined. Microsoft truly helped us quite a bit indirectly.”

“Yes.” Li Mu sighed, smiling: “Microsoft was truly a divine assist this time. It’s precisely because of their utter lack of integrity in bargaining that they gave us an excellent opportunity to seize the opportunity and buy at the bottom (of a market)!”

…

When Tim Cook received Lin Qingya’s call, he froze for several seconds before gradually recovering.

Lin Qingya was Muye Technology’s Deputy General Manager and also the person in charge of Muye Technology’s America branch company. She was one of the most influential female senior executives in Silicon Valley. With Muye Technology’s continuous development, Lin Qingya’s reputation in Silicon Valley was also growing. But none of this was the reason for Tim Cook’s daze. The reason he wasn’t shocked and took so long to react was because he had probably guessed the true secret behind Lin Qingya’s call.

Thus, Tim Cook respectfully inquired: “Miss Lin, may I ask your instructions for calling me?”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said: “Tim, I heard that Apple is looking for a powerful individual or group to take over. Is there any truth to that?”

“Yes,” Tim Cook said without hesitation. “We are indeed looking for a strong buyer for Apple.”

Tim Cook wasn’t surprised by this. The entire Silicon Valley knew Apple was eager to cash out and cut losses, so it was no wonder Lin Qingya knew.

However, Tim Cook was very curious about one point: Was Lin Qingya perhaps interested in Apple?

At this moment, Lin Qingya spoke up: “Tim, Muye Technology is actually somewhat interested in Apple. If you have the time, we can sit down and have a discussion.”

Tim Cook’s heart immediately brightened. Although Muye Technology was Apple’s mortal enemy, from a business perspective, Muye Technology was the most suitable company to acquire Apple.

However, Tim Cook thought it over carefully, then said a moment later: “Miss Lin, I’d like to remind you in advance. We are seeking a full acquisition of the core shareholder-level shares / stock, not financing or a transfer of partial shares / stock. You must first accept this point before we can continue our discussion.”

Lin Qingya smiled and said: “Of course, we aren’t simply looking to invest in Apple. That would be meaningless to us. A full acquisition, on the other hand, might reluctantly offer some room for negotiation.”

“Full acquisition?!” Tim Cook asked, his voice sounding calm, but his heart was already a tumultuous situation/feeling.

Muye Technology wanting a full acquisition of Apple was truly unexpected by Tim Cook. He thought that Li Mu had no use for Apple, so why would he spend money to buy a defeated opponent that he couldn’t even use?

Moreover, why would Li Mu want to buy Apple’s operating system and complete machine business? These two segments currently held no practical significance for Muye Technology. As for the iPod, that was easier to explain: Li Mu might be clearing obstacles for his own products, just like Microsoft.

At Li Mu’s request, Lin Qingya was no longer bothering to beat around the bush with Apple’s people. She got straight to the point, saying: “Tim, our Chairman of the Board believes Apple is a company with certain potential. Out of recognition for you, and some needs within our own business lines, he decided to acquire your company. Moreover, he heard that you were humiliated by Microsoft over this matter, and he also feels that Microsoft’s actions were truly excessive. So, he asked me to speak with you. If we can reach an agreed price, he will pay the money, and all your company’s technical personnel will be incorporated into Muye Technology’s official staff position / permanent employment. If an agreement cannot be reached, you could, however, accept Microsoft’s split agreement and only sell them the operating system.”

The moment Lin Qingya mentioned Microsoft, Tim Cook felt especially depressed. Microsoft had truly hurt the pride of all Apple’s core personnel this time. In their view, the software and hardware they had painstakingly created, while perhaps not first in the entire industry, were at least ranked extremely high. But now, in Microsoft’s eyes, these efforts held absolutely no practical worth. Apple’s only value to Microsoft was to ensure Microsoft wouldn’t be subjected to antitrust laws again, like a mere tool, nothing more.

After a moment of thought, Tim Cook asked Lin Qingya: “General Manager Lin, if we sell Apple to Muye Technology, what kind of offer / bid can Muye Technology give us? Aside from the offer / bid, what other ideas does General Manager Li have regarding our company and team?”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly: “I’m not clear on General Manager Li’s specific ideas, so we can arrange a time to have a good talk and see what you all want, and then I’ll go discuss it with General Manager Li.”

Tim Cook immediately agreed, blurting out: “Then let’s pick tomorrow. I’m available all day tomorrow!”





Chapter 1429: Fire Sale is the Only Way Out

Li Mu’s interest in Apple greatly shocked the Apple executives.

They even felt that selling Apple to Bafick, or even to the U.S. government, would be easier than selling it to Li Mu, because they couldn’t imagine any reason why Li Mu would want to acquire Apple.

But Lin Qingya clearly conveyed Li Mu’s interest in Apple during her phone call with Tim Cook, and Lin Qingya actively invited Tim Cook for a face-to-face meeting, so this was definitely not a joke.

Although Lin Qingya was young and her professional experience was limited, she was Muye Technology’s highest person in charge in America. If one were to discuss influence, even Jobs couldn’t compare to her, because she had the powerful backing of Muye Technology’s entire resources. It was like a young general who could command a thousand troops and ten thousand horses to fight on the battlefield; compared to her, Jobs was like an experienced guerrilla captain, with rich combat experience and unique tactics and strategies, but who lacked significant strength at the moment.

Considering that Li Mu had just arrived in America not long ago and Lin Qingya immediately arranged a meeting with Tim Cook, it seemed Li Mu was genuinely interested in Apple, and entrusting this matter to a top core management person like Lin Qingya demonstrated he took the matter very seriously.

Perhaps this was a premonition of a turn for the better.

Apple summoned all executives back to the company from their homes to hold an emergency meeting immediately. At the meeting, Tim Cook briefly introduced the situation, and then the management representatives present immediately held a quick vote on a single issue.

The Chairman of the Board spoke: “Gentlemen, please raise your hands if you believe we should reject Muye Technology’s acquisition offer. If the voting power represented by those who raise their hands exceeds 60%, Tim will directly reject Lin Qingya of Muye Technology tomorrow.”

Three seconds later, no one raised a hand.

The Chairman of the Board himself was a little dumbfounded. He curiously asked everyone present: “Gentlemen, Li Mu is the culprit behind Apple Inc.’s market value plummet and profit plummet. Does no one among you think we should show more backbone on this issue?”

One board member curled his lips and said: “Our country’s navy, as early as 1853, under the command of General Perry, used cannons to blast open Japan’s national gates. During World War II, we even dropped two atomic bombs on Japan and almost leveled Tokyo. Do you see the Japanese hating us now? They even cast statues in memory of General Perry!”

Saying that, this board member continued: “I am a very realistic person. We are all business people. What we pursue is not who hurt us in the past, but who can bring us profit now and in the future. It’s almost impossible for us to overcome our current predicament on our own. Given that, whoever offers the highest price is my dad.”

Another board member laughed heartily and said: “Jensen, you said what I wanted to say! We need to look forward, not backward. I don’t hate Li Mu and Muye Technology at all, because their blow to Apple is a thing of the past, and we indeed couldn’t defeat them. Being defeated was not unexpected. But I hate those guys from Microsoft, who are like bandits taking advantage of someone’s misfortune, vultures that devour people without spitting out bones!”

The Chairman of the Board said with satisfaction: “I’m very pleased to see everyone being so mature.”

Then, he sternly said: “Since Li Mu wants to acquire Apple, we will actively cooperate. Meetings, project initiation, negotiation, due diligence – we will actively cooperate with all of Muye Technology’s requirements. As long as he can give us a satisfactory offer, nothing else matters. Our most important task right now is to sell the company at the highest possible price as soon as possible.”

Someone asked: “How do we give Li Mu an offer? No matter what he offers, we still need to provide an offer and set our bottom price.”

“That’s also the main reason I asked everyone to come for this meeting,” the Chairman of the Board said: “Our stock price has not stopped falling yet. The news that Andy Rubin joined Muye Technology to lead the Mango product line’s technology R&D has made investors even less optimistic about us. Our competitors have already crushed us and are still tirelessly enhancing themselves, while we haven’t announced any plans externally, nor have we given the outside world any information that might turn the situation around. This has left our investors with even less confidence. If this continues, our market value plummeting below three billion dollars is imminent.”

Someone said: “Why don’t we ask Li Mu for an acquisition? We use our current market value as a benchmark, and Muye Technology uses its capital market valuation as a benchmark. In that case, if Muye Technology is ninety billion dollars and we are three billion dollars, then merging into Muye Technology should at least account for 3.2% of Muye Technology’s shares after the integration. We might as well try tomorrow to see if we can achieve 3.5% to 4%. That way, after Muye Technology goes public, if we hold these shares for two years, we might recover all the losses we incurred on Apple, and even have very significant profits.”

As soon as these words came out, everyone looked at him as if he were an idiot. The Chairman of the Board retorted: “Tom, how old is your son this year?”

“Eight, why?”

“Are you interested in adopting a child? This child also has a certain disability.”

Tom shrugged and said: “Your analogy is inappropriate. Adopting a child is pure outlay, acquiring a company is to bring profit in the future.”

“Okay.” The Chairman of the Board smiled and nodded, then asked him: “If you adopted this disabled child, raised him to adulthood, and sponsored him to attend Harvard University, and then all the money he earned in the future, after deducting his personal expenses, came to you, would you be willing?”

Tom said: “That depends on how much potential this child has. Muye Technology wants to acquire us, and they will definitely conduct a thorough consideration of our future potential.”

The Chairman of the Board said: “You’ve overlooked a problem. You only considered the child’s future potential, but you haven’t thought about how much it would cost to raise him to adulthood. You’ve also overlooked the fact that this child is disabled. This means you must cure his illness, and then provide for his food, drink, and clothing, as well as his education, before he can possibly help you make money.”

Tom spread his hands: “Li Mu has plenty of money. What he’s looking for might be…”

The Chairman of the Board interrupted him, saying: “I haven’t finished. Originally, you would just adopt this child, spend money to raise him and treat his illness. But now, he needs a certain organ from your son to save his life. But don’t worry, he doesn’t need an indispensable organ, but an organ where losing a part won’t affect life too much, such as a cornea, a kidney, or a piece of liver.”

“Enough!” Tom said, his expression grim: “I just wanted to fight for the greatest profit for everyone, but you’re using my son as an analogy and saying such unpleasant things. Isn’t that too much?”

The Chairman of the Board scoffed: “I’m just using your son as an analogy, and you can’t stand it, yet you hope Li Mu will take a part of an organ from his son to give to you? Were your brains kicked by a donkey? What do you think Li Mu’s reaction would be if Tim really asked Lin Qingya for 4% of Apple’s shares tomorrow? I bet he would immediately abandon the acquisition and strike another fatal blow to our hearts!”

Tom was instantly embarrassed. His anger had long dissipated, leaving only dread.

Such people, whose minds are consumed by greed and who think they are the smartest in the world while everyone else is an idiot lacking the ability to think, are ultimately the ones whose all efforts come to nothing.

Other board members, through the Chairman of the Board’s series of analogies, completely understood Apple’s current situation. Individually, they were all dragons among men, but when gathered, those involved were confused. This analogy, for the first time, allowed them to see the complete picture of the situation from an outsider’s perspective.

Apple was the disabled child waiting for adoption mentioned by the Chairman of the Board. Having the fortune to meet someone willing to adopt it was already its greatest luck. If it still hoped for the adoptive parent to cut off a piece of their son’s flesh to feed it, that was even more of a wild fantasy than a madman’s dream.

Therefore, this meant that the idea of Muye Technology acquiring Apple through a merger should not even be considered, because if they thought about it too much and it slipped out accidentally, Li Mu might directly say “Goodbye.”

Merger was not possible; the only remaining possibility was a negotiated sale.

So, how should they offer a price to Li Mu? Should they ask for a premium on top of the current stock price? That was simply a dream. Because given Apple’s current situation, let alone a premium, it would be impossible for Apple to even sell off their shares at market value to cash out.

The reason it was impossible was that Apple, as a publicly listed company, although most of its shares were in the hands of the Board of Directors, some shares were still circulating in the market. These shares were bought by a large number of investors. To protect the interests of investors and the stability of the entire securities market, the capital market strictly restricted the freedom of cash out for shareholders and senior executives of listed companies.

In other words, if a certain capital held 10% of Apple’s shares and wanted to cash out this 10%, it wasn’t as simple as directly selling the shares on the stock market. They first had to disclose their reduction in holdings in advance as per market requirements, and go through a large number of cumbersome and slow procedures. Finally, after a long process, they could only cash out the shares bit by bit, like squeezing toothpaste.

This meant that if Apple’s shareholders wanted to reduce their holdings, they would first have to disclose it externally. Once investors discovered that Apple’s shareholders were trying to “escape”, panic would trigger an even greater selling wave. By then, the shareholders wouldn’t even have had time to reduce their holdings before the stock price had already plummeted to rock bottom.

This also meant that Apple shareholders were now deeply locked-in investors, and even cashing out at market value had become an impossible task.

Therefore, if Apple’s shareholders wanted to cash out now, it would be impossible not only to get cash at market value, but they would also have to sacrifice a portion of their interests to get the opportunity to cash out. This was Li Mu’s key bargaining chip for pressuring Apple on the price.

If Apple’s market value was three billion dollars and the shareholders held 70% of the stock, that portion would be 2.1 billion dollars at market value. If Li Mu controlled the pace well, he could very likely force Apple’s shareholders to agree to transfer all their shares to him for 1.5 billion dollars, making him Apple’s controlling shareholder.

However, if Li Mu wanted Apple to delist from Nasdaq, he would have to offer a premium for the shares circulating in the market to ensure the smooth advancement of privatization. If Apple’s circulating market value reached nine hundred million dollars, then Li Mu would have to make up their premium and then recover all the stock from them. If the premium was 40%, he would have to spend an additional three hundred and sixty million dollars.

These sums of money might seem like costs Li Mu would bear, but Apple’s Board of Directors knew very well that Li Mu would also account for these costs and place them on their shoulders.

Calculating this way, they would not only fail to get money at the stock price but would even receive far less than the stock price.

Furthermore, given that no one else was interested in Apple now, Apple’s executives realized a serious problem: if they wanted to cut losses and cash out in time, a fire sale was Apple’s only way out!





Chapter 1430: Eradicating the Root

When Lin Qingya met with Tim Cook, Apple Inc.’s executives had already set a bottom price for selling Apple.

Given that they could not completely cash out by reducing holdings on the stock market, and had no way to resolve the massive dilemma facing the iPod business, compounded by Apple’s inability to find any breakthrough solutions, they drastically lowered their offer and bottom price to avoid delays that might bring trouble.

The offer would be based on an agreement signed entirely at the current market value. If Apple’s market value was three billion US dollars on the day the letter of intent was signed, then Muye Technology would use this market value as a baseline to pay the corresponding funds to Apple’s shareholders.

The bottom price would be based on an agreement signed at 80% of the current market value. For the same actual market value of three billion US dollars, Muye Technology would only need to pay based on 2.4 billion US dollars.

Regardless of the offer or the final transaction price, Muye Technology would have to complete Apple’s privatization while acquiring the shares from Apple’s major shareholders. In other words, Muye Technology had to help Apple resolve the mess with its individual shareholders.

Previously, Microsoft wanted to buy the MacOS and computer hardware segments for 1.5 billion US dollars, leaving the iPod business to Apple Inc., letting them clean up their own mess. This meant that after Apple’s shareholders received the 1.5 billion US dollars, they would still have to take out a portion to resolve the iPod business.

When a public company sells significant assets, the funds obtained cannot go directly into the pockets of its shareholders. If they want to finally secure their gains, they must complete the company’s privatization, which requires providing overall satisfaction to current shareholders and investors. This effectively means taking another portion from the 1.5 billion US dollars to subsidize the shareholders, leaving so little money that it wouldn’t even be enough to fill a gap between one’s teeth.

If Muye Technology could help Apple resolve the shareholder issues and complete Apple’s delisting, then these shareholders would be able to cash out and leave peacefully.

Lin Qingya had originally prepared for a protracted negotiation with Tim Cook, but unexpectedly, the offer given by Tim Cook on behalf of Apple Inc. was even lower than the bottom price Li Mu had anticipated.

Li Mu had originally thought that the ideal price would be to sign an agreement with Apple’s shareholders at around 120% of the market value, and then subsidize individual shareholders at around 150% of the market value to force Apple to complete its delisting. But he didn’t expect the other party’s asking price to be even lower than his expected bottom price.

Li Mu had not fully grasped the current anxious mentality of Apple’s shareholders, and Apple had not fully understood Li Mu’s true intention for Apple. One side thought the other might not really want to buy, while the other side thought the other might not really want to sell, leading to such a significant practical difference.

For Apple, they truly dared not scare away Li Mu, this potential buyer, again. This was no longer a time when Apple was a rare commodity. Now, Apple had become a mess no one was willing to take over. Meeting someone who proactively inquired was already very rare for Apple. If they still wanted to play the fool on someone, they would truly be ruining themselves.

Apple’s offer was somewhat unexpected for Lin Qingya. However, she still demonstrated her professional qualities exceptionally well, expressing to Tim Cook on behalf of Li Mu that Muye Technology’s desire to purchase Apple was not high. The two main reasons for their intention to acquire Apple were: first, an interest in combining Apple’s foundation in computer operating systems and complete machine design and manufacture with Shenzhou, in which Muye Technology had invested, to compete against Microsoft in the future; second, to further clear the path for Mango-ME’s development by eliminating competitors.

Lin Qingya even told Tim Cook that, according to Li Mu’s wishes, if Muye Technology eventually acquired Apple, he would directly abolish the iPod product line, including but not limited to terminating R&D and production, stopping sales through all channels, and even destroying or disassembling all iPod inventory.

This implied that Muye Technology would bear all costs of abolishing the iPod business. However, it now seemed that the iPod business was already on the verge of death. Muye Technology could completely avoid personally abolishing this business, letting it die at Apple’s hands, which would be no different from Microsoft’s current attitude.

After saying this, Lin Qingya changed the subject and told Tim Cook, “However, General Manager Li respects Apple Inc. very much. He believes that if certain premises are met, Muye Technology can help Apple bear all the costs brought by the iPod business.”

Tim Cook smiled and nodded, asking her, “What are General Manager Li’s premises?”

Lin Qingya said, “The first premise is that Apple must ensure that over 90% of its core team remains for three years. This means that Apple executives, core position persons in charge, and core staff, including you, Mr. Cook, must continue to work for Apple Inc. after it is acquired by Muye Technology for the next three years. To increase commitment, all of you must sign separate agreements with Muye Technology. If you wish to leave within the next three years, you must pay at least three times your three-year contract salary as compensation, plus sign a three-year non-compete agreement.”

The core team remaining for three years, three times compensation for early exit, and a three-year non-compete agreement — this was Li Mu’s “333 Plan” for Apple’s core team.

Taking Mr. Cook as an example, if his current annual salary is five million US dollars, Muye Technology would sign a three-year agreement with him totaling fifteen million US dollars. If he completes three years, it’s absolutely no problem for him to take home at least fifteen million US dollars. But if he wants to leave prematurely, even a day early, he must compensate Muye Technology forty-five million US dollars and commit to not engaging in any industry that overlaps with Muye Technology’s business for three years after his departure.

Such an agreement seems stringent and somewhat unfair to individuals, but in reality, if both parties agree, it is legally binding, much like a management company’s contract with a celebrity. If you’re honest and obedient, you’re guaranteed to make a fortune. But if you dare to have ulterior motives, they’ll make you pay a huge compensation first, then restrict you from developing at other companies. If you dare to act like a hooligan or deadbeat, they can definitely sue you into financial ruin.

Tim Cook felt that Li Mu’s condition was somewhat too harsh. Three years was neither long nor short. What if something unexpected happened during this period? Wouldn’t he face huge responsibility? Even if he agreed, others might not.

At this point, Lin Qingya added, “Of course, we are not simply restricting you. As long as you follow our requirements, Muye Technology will also give you sufficient economic compensation. For example, we will offer all Apple core team members 150% of their current salaries, and promise to give you a significant amount of Muye Technology original stock options. Muye Technology’s IPO at the end of this year or next year will be a great opportunity for you.”

Cook lightly smiled and nodded. His heart felt much better that way. Pure restriction would give a huge sense of oppression, but if accompanied by other leniency, it could neutralize this pressure. 150% salary coupled with Muye Technology’s stock options—most people would not refuse such excellent income conditions.

So Cook asked her, “Does General Manager Lin have any other premises?”

“Yes,” Lin Qingya said, “Earlier, I mentioned you need to ensure that over 90% of the core team remains unchanged and over 80% of the basic team remains unchanged. So the second premise is: if the remaining 10%-20% of team members who might leave decide to do so, they must sign a three-year non-compete agreement. For these three years, they cannot engage in any profession that overlaps with Muye Technology’s business. In exchange, Muye Technology will pay them an additional year’s salary as compensation for the non-compete agreement.”

Cook was a little baffled.

Why did Li Mu want to impose so many restrictions on Apple’s core team? The more such commercial restrictions there were, the more it indicated the other party’s apprehension. But what was Li Mu apprehensive about with Apple?

Lin Qingya noticed Cook’s slight confusion and calmly stated, “Mr. Cook, there’s no need to think too much. Our General Manager Li has a personality that likes eradicating the root of problems, striving to nip even a one-in-ten-thousand risk in the bud in advance. Also, you must understand one point: our demand for you to ensure the team remains as intact as possible is much better than asking you to conduct large-scale layoffs. If it were the latter, the compensation alone would be an astronomical figure.”

Cook suddenly felt a chill in his heart.

Eradicating the root of problems—was this Li Mu’s secret to success all along? Cook had studied Li Mu’s development history; a large number of companies and products had died at Li Mu’s hands, but none could resist under Li Mu’s attack. Tencent became history, Alibaba also became history, and at the same time, many people ended up in detention centers, awaiting criminal trials. It could be said that both of these competitors were eradicated by Li Mu.

And now, Li Mu’s target was Apple.

Cook suddenly recalled what Lin Qingya had mentioned earlier about Li Mu’s general idea for the iPod business. Under normal circumstances, since Muye Technology acquired Apple, it could completely dump the inventory iPods at a low price to recover some losses. If inventoried iPods with a market value of one hundred million US dollars and a cost of sixty million US dollars were sold for forty million US dollars, the overall actual loss would be around twenty million US dollars, recovering 66.6% of the losses. This is the operational method most enterprises and entrepreneurs would choose.

However, Li Mu’s idea was not to sell inventoried goods at a low price for monetization to reduce losses, but rather to destroy all inventoried iPods to quickly make iPod disappear completely from the market. This also, from a certain perspective, reflected Li Mu’s personality trait of eradicating the root.

Cook felt a chill in his heart at Li Mu’s tactics, but he tried his best not to show it too obviously, then asked Lin Qingya, “General Manager Lin, is there anything else?”

Lin Qingya smiled and nodded, saying, “The third and final premise: Mr. Jobs must rejoin Apple and then be subject to the 333 Plan. If he does not rejoin Apple, he must sign a six-year non-compete agreement with Muye Technology.”

Li Mu was unwilling to acquire Apple only to let Jobs cause trouble outside. Li Mu dared not doubt Jobs’s abilities, creativity, and foresight one bit; he greatly respected and admired Jobs. However, at present, he had to lock him into his own system, otherwise Jobs could very likely become a huge hidden risk on Muye Technology’s future development path.

Cook subconsciously said, “General Manager Lin, Mr. Steven Jobs has already resigned from Apple. Strictly speaking, he is not an Apple employee now, and Apple has no binding power over him.”

Lin Qingya said, “Mr. Cook, this is one of Muye Technology’s conditions for acquiring Apple. If Apple wants to facilitate this acquisition cooperation, please work hard to implement these matters. Likewise, we will also work hard to fulfill our promises. This way, your shareholders won’t have to pay extra money to subsidize individual shareholders, nor will they have to pay extra compensation to Apple employees. This will achieve multiple goals at once, so please try your best to persuade Mr. Jobs to accept this offer.”





Chapter 1431: Full Compromise

Jobs, in his current state, is a special “superfluous” item to Li Mu. This special “superfluous” item is not “tasteless to eat, regrettable to discard,” but rather “tasteless to eat, terrifying to discard.”

Jobs’ greatest value lies in his definition of the first-generation iPhone, iPad, and App Store. In the development process of smart phones and mobile internet, Jobs was a great inventor who single-handedly created an era, but he was not a good businessman. The stage where Apple truly amassed illicit wealth only began after Tim Cook took over.

Now, Li Mu already has the latest definitions for iPhone, iPad, and App Store in his mind. These definitions came from several years after Jobs’ death. From the perspective of pure definition, Li Mu has already completely surpassed Jobs, so at this moment, Jobs has no utility value to him.

Moreover, Jobs is relatively paranoid; he always believes he is correct. Such firm confidence and belief make it clear to Li Mu that it would be difficult to subdue Jobs.

Besides, why bother subduing Jobs? To have him conceptualize the first-generation iPhone or first-generation iOS? Li Mu already possesses advanced concepts like internal combustion engines, gas turbines, and even nuclear reactors, so why would he need a Watt to design a steam engine? He just needs to systematically roll out the steam engine first, then the internal combustion engine, gradually introducing new technology like squeezing toothpaste.

Li Mu’s understanding of smart phones and mobile internet is at least ten years ahead of Jobs’ current understanding, based on the real course of history. If there wasn’t a Jobs as a threat, Li Mu could slowly enjoy this ten-year lead at a 1:1 ratio, and might even appropriately slow down the pace. But if Jobs exists, and he might pose a threat to Li Mu, then in order to counter that threat, Li Mu would likely have to accelerate the consumption of his leading advantage, ultimately compressing this ten-year advantage period into eight years, five years, or even shorter.

Li Mu is unwilling to take such a risk, so after acquiring Apple, Jobs must be absolutely controllable. If he is uncontrollable, then he must be de-threatened, so he doesn’t pose a threat to Muye Technology’s future development.

As for Tim Cook, Li Mu wants to lock him in not because he fears Cook might impact Muye Technology’s future, but because he very much hopes to recruit him and gradually integrate him as a core member of Muye Technology, perhaps even entrusting him with greater responsibilities than Lin Qingya, Kong Lingyu, or even Liu Qiangdong and Lei Jun in the future.

The reason for such high expectations for Tim Cook is that, in Li Mu’s view, Tim Cook is actually the high-end talent he needs at all times, simply because Tim Cook understands how to make money better.

Jobs once asserted that no one needed large-screen phones, that the iPhone 4’s size was the world’s most perfect phone, and that large-screen phones were stupid and incomprehensible, impossible to gain market share, and that Apple would never make them. However, other brands quickly launched large-screen phones. After Tim Cook took over, starting with the iPhone 5, he continuously increased Apple phone sizes: the iPhone 4 was 3.5 inches, iPhone 5 was 4 inches, iPhone 6 was 4.7 inches, and the Plus model was 5.5 inches. This completely contradicted the bold statements Jobs made while alive, yet it led to a continuous increase in Apple’s sales volume, and the company remained undefeated.

Jobs refused to launch a mini version of the iPad, believing no one would want such a thing, but after Tim Cook launched the iPad mini, the mini’s sales volume surpassed that of the regular model.

The biggest difference between the two is: Jobs saw himself as the consumer’s father. A father’s attitude towards his son is: “What I think is good for you is truly good. You have no right to haggle over prices with me. What I give you, you use, and that’s that.”

Tim Cook saw himself as the consumer’s grandson. A grandson’s attitude towards his grandfather is: “What I think you like, I’ll give you. I’m willing to abandon all principles for you, as long as you pay.”

Therefore, for talent like Tim Cook, there’s no problem assigning him any responsibility; he will definitely find the most profitable solutions in his entrusted area. As long as Tim Cook is willing to become a major general under Li Mu’s command, Li Mu is even willing to make him CEO, believing he is more competent in that role than himself.

As Muye Technology continues to develop, and Taobao and Alipay continue to grow, Li Mu knows that his energy will become increasingly dispersed. Furthermore, there are many other layouts outside, such as Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg. His future energy will be increasingly difficult to focus on the specific development of a single business, so he must find suitable and competent persons in charge for each business.

…

Lin Qingya spoke with Tim Cook for a long time, but in the end, Lin Qingya did not represent Muye Technology in giving Tim Cook a concrete offer.

She told Tim Cook that Li Mu had given her clear instructions this time: only if Apple Inc. could accept the series of conditions he proposed would there be a possibility for further in-depth communication; otherwise, there was absolutely no need to continue the discussion.

What she could guarantee Tim Cook now was that as long as Apple accepted Muye Technology’s demands, Muye Technology would fully acquire Apple, including Apple’s iPod business which was facing huge losses, and also the additional premium compensation Apple needed to give shareholders when delisting from Nasdaq.

In fact, with these two guarantees, the Apple executives’ hearts were already largely put at ease, because they no longer needed to fill these two large holes. If they had to fill these holes themselves, their own assets might shrink drastically. If Li Mu could help them fill the holes and then offer 80% of their shares’ market value as the acquisition price, it would already be a life-saving grace for them.

Therefore, when Tim Cook brought the news back to Apple Inc., the entire core management of Apple Inc. was only considering two things:

First, how to ensure that 90% of the core management and 80% of the employees accepted Muye Technology’s conditions;

Second, how to ensure that Jobs accepted Muye Technology’s conditions;

The first point wasn’t difficult, after all, most people wouldn’t want to put themselves in the awkward position of unemployment. What’s more, Muye Technology is a top company in the industry; a better platform and more resources also signify greater opportunities. And crucially, Muye Technology promised a raise. Even if some people couldn’t accept the offer due to special circumstances, ensuring the vast majority accepted was not a problem;

However, the most crucial part was Jobs. No one was confident they could persuade him to accept Muye Technology’s conditions, because these conditions seemed to imply that Jobs had to sacrifice his small self for the greater good.

But everyone knew that although Jobs was a genius, he was also a fanatic. No one was confident they could persuade him.

Finally, a core team member who particularly understood Jobs spoke up: “I’ll go talk to Steve. I know him better than all of you; I should be able to persuade him.”

…

A day later, Tim Cook, with an excited and thrilled heart, officially informed Lin Qingya that Apple Inc. fully accepted Muye Technology’s conditions and hoped for further negotiations.

Even Tim Cook hadn’t expected that someone could actually find a way to make Jobs agree to sign a six-year non-compete agreement with Muye Technology.

However, to get Jobs to sign this non-compete agreement, Apple’s shareholders also made significant efforts. They promised that no matter what percentage Muye Technology ultimately offered to the shareholders, they would ensure that Jobs’ shares would receive an offer of 150% of the market price. This meant that if Muye Technology’s price was below 150%, the difference would have to be proportionally shared among Apple shareholders to subsidize Jobs.

Fortunately, Jobs didn’t own many shares; he held about five million shares of Apple stock in total. If acquired at 150% of market price, it would only amount to a little over thirty million US dollars, with around ten million being the estimated amount shareholders would need to share.

Everyone was very curious how that core team member persuaded Jobs to accept the six-year non-compete agreement. When that core team member revealed the reason, everyone suddenly realized.

In fact, his reason for persuading Jobs was simple, just two words: “reputation.”

He told Jobs that Li Mu’s current interest in taking over Apple was the best way for the iPod to make a graceful exit, because Li Mu promised to handle all losses incurred by the iPod business. He would refund users, accept returns from Dealers, and settle outstanding payments to OEMs, thus ensuring the iPod’s dignified retreat from the stage of history. Jobs was the father of the iPod; if the iPod exited gracefully, his reputation would be preserved. But if the iPod exited in an embarrassed manner, leading to Group Attack from consumers, Dealers, and OEMs, then Jobs’ reputation would be completely ruined. No one would remember that he once invented a great product called the iPod; they would only remember that his iPod underhanded a lot of people and became a huge scandal in the electronic products field.

Besides this, this person implicitly reminded Jobs that Li Mu was an expert in media and public opinion guidance, and the power of his resources was unprecedented. If he harbored even a slight dissatisfaction with Jobs, he could leverage the iPod incident through Muye Technology’s powerful channels to ruin Jobs’ reputation.

Moreover, Jobs had Pixar Animation developing smoothly externally, but Li Mu’s influence in Hollywood was also continuously increasing. A Chinese zombie movie from the 1980s alone allowed him to rake in three hundred million box office in America. This was not only a great display of Muye Technology’s information promotion capabilities, but also a powerful validation of Muying Ticketing System’s influence on movie box office. If Jobs truly angered Li Mu, Pixar’s future development in Hollywood would likely become extremely difficult.

Jobs finally compromised.

Leaving Apple, he still had Pixar; though the iPod was defeated by Mango, the world would still remember his impressive demeanor when he astonished the world with the first-generation iPod. However, if the iPod ultimately became a major blemish in his life, and his Pixar was also comprehensively attacked by Li Mu, then he would truly have nothing left.

So, Jobs made his decision: accept Li Mu’s conditions. Although he wouldn’t return to Apple, he was willing to sign the six-year non-compete agreement. For the foreseeable future, he decided to leave the internet and software and hardware R&D. He wanted to focus all his energy on animated films, because the more severe the setbacks and crises Apple faced, the more he appreciated the simplicity and beauty of animated films. He felt that abandoning the schemes and deceptions, the life-and-death competition in the internet and hardware fields, and instead focusing on simple and beautiful things, was a better choice, especially since he had already earned enough money to last a lifetime.

Thus, a generation’s giant, under Li Mu’s intervention and influence, gave up the opportunity to become a true colossus. He now only wished to live in peace, embracing the warmth of spring and blooming flowers.





Chapter 1432: Solving the Money Problem

Li Mu firmly believed that life was like climbing a mountain. Many people had the potential to reach the summit, but the path required various factors like timing, geographical advantage, and human harmony.

Along the long journey to the summit, one wrong step could lead to utter ruin. No matter how formidable a person was, if they climbed high enough, they would not be spared from disaster. As for those lucky enough to survive, they would likely lose the mindset and courage to attempt the summit again.

Many people achieved success in one go, like rushing and leaping over stones across turbulent rivers. This included Bill Gates, Ma Huateng, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jobs. Although these individuals successfully reached the other side in one go, every step along the way was fraught with danger; one misstep, and they would be doomed forever.

Among them, Jobs’s path to the summit was the most arduous. He failed several times, being forced to retreat to the foot of the mountain and seek another route. It was only after finally gaining a foothold with the iPod and iTunes that he found a way to surge forward, subsequently achieving sweeping victories and dominating all corners.

However, it wasn’t just the iPod that supported Apple in becoming the world’s largest market value company. Like Prince Yan Zhu Di, who led his army south to usurp the throne, the iPod’s success could only support a vassal king and a single fiefdom, not a vast empire. To conquer the world, one had to advance step by step to the south until they captured Jinling City.

Every step before capturing Jinling was indeed fraught with danger; a slight misstep could lead to one’s demise. In his previous life, Jobs succeeded, miraculously, much like Zhu Di. But in this life, he didn’t have such good luck. Li Mu had pulled away the stone that was the iPod, causing Apple, led by Jobs, to fall into the turbulent river.

After learning that Jobs had completely compromised, Li Mu concluded that Jobs was no longer the Jobs from his previous life. He was like Zhu Di from another parallel world, whose main forces were annihilated shortly after his army marched out of Beijing. Failure had cost him his fiefdom, and more importantly, his original ferocity and confidence.

Li Mu finally breathed a sigh of relief. With Andy Rubin now in his hands, and Apple soon to be acquired, these two parties would operate completely independently. Andy Rubin would develop the Android from Li Mu’s previous life, now known as MOS, based on Linux, following his own vision. Simultaneously, Tim Cook would lead Apple’s R&D personnel to develop iOS based on MacOS.

If all went well, by 2005, or 2006 at the latest, Muye Technology would be able to release two truly meaningful smart phone operating systems. By then, it wouldn’t just be dominating all corners; it would be utterly apocalyptic.

In Li Mu’s vision, iOS would adopt a completely closed-source approach, used only for Muye Technology’s own phones and other mobile hardware. As for MOS, which was centered around Android, it could be licensed to other mobile phone manufacturers through paid authorization.

While it would be paid authorization, it would definitely not be a fully open-ended one. It wouldn’t be available to just anyone who wanted to buy it; it would only be sold to whoever Muye Technology chose.

Once he had two mobile operating systems in hand, all other competitors in the industry would be reduced to mere ants.

Following this, Lin Qingya, representing Li Mu, began further acquisition negotiations with Apple.

Representing Li Mu, Lin Qingya presented Li Mu’s final offer to Apple: taking the day’s price of 4.15 dollars as the standard price, acquire all shares held by Apple’s shareholders at ninety percent of the standard price as the actual transaction price. After signing the confirmation, starting with 4.15 dollars as the standard price, and one hundred and fifty percent of the standard price as the acquisition price for circulating stock, a forced privatization would be proposed to Nasdaq.

For the acquisition funds paid to Apple shareholders, fifty percent would be paid upon signing, with the remaining fifty percent paid within three months. The funds used to acquire the circulating stock would be paid immediately upon the initiation of privatization.

Regarding the acquisition price for circulating stock, Li Mu could have actually pushed it lower. After all, Apple’s stock price performance was dismal, and if news of his acquisition spread, only for him to abandon it due to excessive privatization costs, Apple’s stock price would experience another sharp decline. At that point, the stock price would hit a new low, and it would be incredibly difficult to raise it again. Therefore, offering just a twenty to thirty percent premium would be acceptable to Nasdaq, retail investors, and other investors, allowing for forced delisting.

However, for the sake of Muye Technology’s corporate image, Li Mu personally made the decision to set the standard at one hundred and fifty percent premium for privatization. This was essentially Muye Technology dipping into its own pockets to compensate the retail investors and other investors who had already suffered heavy losses, acting on behalf of Apple.

After all, Muye Technology was definitely going to list on Nasdaq in the future. Li Mu didn’t want to leave Nasdaq investors with an impression of him being exploitative right now. Spending a bit more money would buy a good reputation and also give Nasdaq “face,” which would naturally make things much smoother when listing in the future.

Ding Jian ran the numbers for Li Mu.

Currently, Apple’s market value was around three billion dollars, with circulating shares making up approximately twenty-five percent, valued at seven hundred and fifty million dollars. This meant that the funds needed to acquire the circulating shares would be 1.5 times seven hundred and fifty million dollars, which was one billion one hundred and twenty-five million dollars.

The remaining two billion two hundred and fifty million dollars, paid to Apple shareholders at a ten percent discount, amounted to two billion twenty-five million dollars.

In total, this was three billion one hundred and fifty million dollars.

After leaving Muye Technology with a certain amount of cash flow, a maximum of seven hundred million dollars in cash could be withdrawn. This meant that Li Mu’s funding shortfall was about two billion five hundred million dollars.

Seeing that Apple Inc. was already eagerly awaiting acquisition, Ding Jian pulled Li Mu and Lin Qingya aside for a private discussion, specifically reminding Li Mu that the biggest issue with acquiring Apple now was no longer whether Apple would agree, but whether Muye Technology could even come up with that much money.

Two billion five hundred million dollars in cash—not a single internet company in the entire world could produce that kind of money.

Everyone’s market value was accumulated through high sales revenue, high gross profit, and hyping concepts or “telling stories.” Most companies had very low net profit margins, not enough money to spend on their own, and were constantly seeking financing. How could they possibly have two billion five hundred million dollars lying around?

This reminded Li Mu of a joke.

A completely naked woman rode in a taxi. The driver stared at her. She wondered, “Hasn’t this guy ever seen a beautiful woman without clothes before?” The driver said, “I’m just curious where you’re going to pull out the money from later.”

Lin Qingya was also very worried.

Li Mu had always told her to keep moving forward and not worry about the money problem, saying “there’s always a solution when the car reaches the mountain,” with the premise of getting the car to the foot of the mountain first. But now that the car was almost at the foot of the mountain, she still hadn’t seen where the specific path was, and she was genuinely afraid that this matter would end up hurting them in the end.

However, Li Mu did not have this concern.

Li Mu told Lin Qingya and Ding Jian, “You don’t need to worry about the money problem. I’ve already mostly figured out an operating model in my head.”

“What model?” Both were surprised.

No financing, no loans – where would two billion five hundred million dollars come from?

If Muye Technology wanted to get a loan from banks now, banks would certainly not accept pledging net assets; they would definitely demand equity pledge, and they would heavily undervalue the equity. This meant that to loan two billion five hundred million dollars through equity pledge, Muye Technology would likely have to pledge more than five percentage points of its shares.

Pledging wasn’t a huge problem in itself; they could redeem it once they had money after listing. But Wall Street wasn’t a herd of sheep; they were all wolves. If Muye Technology’s shares were truly pledged in the hands of these people, they would undoubtedly pull stunts for profit. Such examples were commonplace in the US capital market.

Pledge domestically? Domestic banks would certainly do Li Mu a favor, but two billion five hundred million dollars couldn’t be equivalent RMB; it had to be solid foreign exchange. Otherwise, if they gave Apple shareholders RMB to buy their shares, it would be strange if they were willing.

Ding Jian and Lin Qingya didn’t know how Li Mu could get two billion five hundred million dollars in foreign exchange, but Li Mu had a well-thought-out plan in mind. He made a call to Chen Ze in front of them.

In Li Mu’s view, Chen Ze was not only a very loyal friend but also one of Muye Technology’s shareholders. Having ridden the coattails to earn so much money, it was natural he shouldn’t be let off easy when it was time to contribute.

The call connected, and Chen Ze first asked Li Mu how he was doing in America. Li Mu exchanged pleasantries with him for a moment, then said, “Old Chen, I have an idea in my head. I’m not sure if it will work, so tell me what you think.”

Chen Ze laughed, “Is there really anything you can’t figure out? Hurry up and tell me, I’m listening.”

Li Mu said, “It’s like this: I want to set up a private equity fund in the CSC Club, short-term, about half a year, with an annualized rate of return of no less than eight percent.”

“No less than eight percent? That’s quite high,” Chen Ze smacked his lips, sensing something amiss, and asked him, “To give such a high rate of return, how much money are you trying to raise…?”

Li Mu laughed heartily and said, “You understand me best.”

He paused, then Li Mu said, “Not much money, just over twenty billion.”

“Holy cow…” Chen Ze blurted out, “Over twenty billion? That private equity scale is too large. It will be very difficult to get it approved through normal procedures in a short period. The state probably won’t approve it.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry about that for now. First, do an assessment. Mobilize the entire CSC. Can we raise about twenty billion in cash?”

Chen Ze said without hesitation, “In terms of amount, yes, definitely. The CSC Club now has over a thousand members nationwide. I can tell you this: the children of most of the major multimillionaires in China are in our club. I roughly estimated before that the total net worth represented by all club members behind them is already hundreds of billions. If we use hundreds of billions as leverage, the amount of capital they can leverage is even greater. If you offer them an eight percent annualized return, they don’t even need to use their own money. They just need to use their connections to easily obtain funds with an annualized interest rate below five percent. By transferring these funds to you, they can earn half the interest effortlessly, making money beget money. So, let alone twenty billion, if state policy permits, two hundred billion wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Good, that’s also why I’m offering an eight percent annualized return, as long as it ensures enough funds are raised,” Li Mu said. “Let me ask you another question: If I use this over twenty billion to ask the Central Bank to help me exchange two billion five hundred million dollars in foreign exchange, and then operate it as capital in the American market, do you think that’s reliable?”

Chen Ze froze for a long time, then asked Li Mu, “Brother, are you still half-asleep…? Exchange two billion five hundred million dollars in foreign exchange? Do you know what such a huge sum of foreign exchange means? If the Central Bank releases so much foreign exchange and it can’t return, the national loss would be too great. No one would dare take such a risk, unless you were a Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprise with endorsement from a ministry or commission-level institution.”

At this point, Chen Ze remembered something and added, “By the way, this matter of you raising over twenty billion in cash itself has almost no chance of success. Even if it succeeds, it will leave a handle. If someone wants to make trouble for you in the future, this matter can easily be made an issue of. Let alone taking over twenty billion in cash to the Central Bank to exchange for two billion five hundred million dollars in foreign exchange…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Isn’t it because I want to acquire that Apple Inc. in America, and I don’t have enough money?”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Then let me ask you, what if I promise to return these two billion five hundred million dollars, principal and interest, after Muye Technology’s IPO succeeds, and then additionally invest another two billion five hundred million dollars domestically? Dollar capital invested domestically must first be converted into RMB at the Central Bank.”

Chen Ze paused, then said, “You mean, you borrow two billion five hundred million dollars in foreign exchange from the Central Bank first, and then after Muye Technology lists in America, you return these two billion five hundred million dollars, and then give the Central Bank an additional two billion five hundred million dollars…?”

“Exactly, and it’s a guaranteed two billion five hundred million dollars, with a high probability of being even more,” Li Mu said. “After Muye Technology’s IPO succeeds, all the money we raise from the US stock market will be in dollars. Investing a portion of that domestically, isn’t that foreign exchange?”

Chen Ze sighed after a long moment, “If you had said that earlier, I wouldn’t have debated the legality of the private equity with you. If you go directly to the Central Bank for this, the Central Bank will definitely be willing to help. As for the approval procedures, I believe with Muye Technology’s strength and your personal actions/style, there won won’t be any problems. Even without considering these, just for the two billion five hundred million dollars in foreign exchange, they will help. This way, you even save that eight percent annual interest rate from the private equity.”

Li Mu said, “No, that won’t do. If I directly borrow dollars from the Central Bank, that’s blatantly violating the country’s foreign exchange management regulations. Even if the Central Bank makes an exception for me, it will leave a handle for others and pose a hidden risk later. It’s better to achieve a goal through unconventional means. An eight percent annualized interest rate is negligible compared to the cost of getting money from capital.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “Most importantly, the family backgrounds of the CSC Club members are quite strong. If this private equity is raised by one or two hundred, or even five or six hundred wealthy individuals from various places, the interest group behind this matter would be quite large. Even if someone wanted to make an issue out of it, they would have to weigh the power behind it. I’m paying an eight percent interest rate to get a group of people to share the burden with me.”

“Understood,” Chen Ze said. “I’ll go talk about this tomorrow. If the Central Bank gives the nod, I’ll start operating the private equity domestically. I think, just based on your promise of two billion five hundred million dollars, this matter is almost spot on.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief. “If it’s okay, push it forward as quickly as possible. Strive to get the money in place this month to avoid delays that may bring trouble.”

“Don’t worry,” Chen Ze laughed. “This is a win-win and mutually beneficial situation. I’ll push for its implementation as soon as possible.”





Chapter 1433: Driven Wild

In early 21st century China, foreign exchange control was quite strict. In fact, even up until Li Mu’s rebirth, there were still strict requirements for ordinary people and businesses concerning foreign exchange. For example, an individual citizen could only exchange several tens of thousands of US dollars per year.

Currently, besides Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprises, there weren’t many domestic companies with a total market capitalization exceeding two point five billion US dollars, let alone possessing such a large amount of foreign exchange. For any company to acquire two point five billion US dollars in foreign exchange was basically a fool’s errand.

If Li Mu wanted to obtain two point five billion US dollars in foreign exchange, the only normal possibility would be to seek funding from major capital in the overseas capital market. Of course, the money held by these powerful figures was even more usurious than usury itself. They would never agree to a loan with little interest, because they had long passed the stage of profiting simply from interest. What they wanted were shares in Muye Technology, a pound of Li Mu’s flesh.

For Li Mu, he would rather lose his head and shed blood than yield his flesh. Therefore, his only choice was to find a way to raise funds domestically.

He might actually succeed in borrowing money directly from the Central Bank by leveraging personal connections, but that would inevitably set a very bad precedent and attract criticism. It might even become a handle for ill-intentioned individuals to exploit an issue in the future. That’s why Li Mu came up with this method:

My borrowing of two point five billion US dollars from the Central Bank isn’t about leveraging personal connections to get it for free. Instead, I first need to set up a private equity fund to raise an equivalent value in RMB corresponding to two point five billion US dollars, and then exchange it. This is the first step;

Then, deposit this money in the Central Bank under the name of the private equity fund, and then use the private equity fund to borrow two point five billion US dollars in foreign exchange from the Central Bank. This is the second step;

The private equity fund will have no legal relationship with Muye Technology. Therefore, Muye Technology will then borrow these two point five billion US dollars from the private equity fund as a loan, and use it to acquire Apple. This is the third step;

After acquiring Apple, Muye Technology would obtain a large amount of US dollar funds from the US capital market upon its IPO completion. The scale of these funds could very likely exceed twenty billion US dollars. At that time, Muye Technology would take out two point five billion US dollars, along with the promised interest, and repay the private equity fund. The fund would then repay two point five billion US dollars and the Central Bank’s loan interest rate to the Central Bank. The remaining interest rate difference would be directly exchanged into RMB with the Central Bank, and along with the previously deposited RMB collateral, would be withdrawn and repaid, principal and interest, to the individuals participating in private equity, allowing them to ultimately receive the eight percent annualized return Li Mu promised. At this point, the entire process would appear to be concluded.

However, after this, Li Mu would also provide the Central Bank with an additional, major gesture of gratitude!

After Muye Technology went public, it would have plenty of US dollars in hand. At that time, finding a way to invest as much of these US dollars as possible domestically would be equivalent to generating foreign exchange for the country.

For example, if Muye Technology were to launch smartphone and other hardware production and R&D at that time, directly investing a large amount of US dollars to set up large bases domestically, these enormous sums of foreign exchange would be his return to the Central Bank then.

Making so many preparations and offering such subsequent gestures of gratitude just to borrow two point five billion US dollars in foreign exchange from the Central Bank would ensure that the cooperation between Li Mu and the Central Bank could be done with a clear conscience. With a clear conscience, it could be fully disclosed to the entire society, and naturally, this would leave no future trouble for him.

Moreover, there was no need to worry that his actions would set a bad precedent. With this set of standards established, if other companies could truly implement them, the Central Bank would probably find it something greatly desired.

…

Li Mu’s entire deduction was effortlessly realized by Chen Ze with almost no deviation.

At noon the next day in China, Chen Ze delivered good news to Li Mu: after half a morning of communication, the Central Bank had agreed to Li Mu’s cooperation plan. Furthermore, the Central Bank even offered a significant preferential treatment: if Muye Technology could invest two point five billion US dollars domestically after going public, the Central Bank would completely waive all interest and handling fees on Li Mu’s two point five billion US dollar loan.

Li Mu didn’t care about this small amount of interest, but the Central Bank’s attitude made him particularly excited. This meant that the money to acquire Apple was now secured.

Immediately, Li Mu said to Chen Ze: “Initiate the internal subscription within the CSC Club. The specific data will be set as: an eight percent annualized interest rate, a time frame of six to twenty-four months, a minimum subscription amount of ten million, and an increment unit of ten million.”

Currently, even the state bonds that were being frenetically bought had an annualized interest rate of less than four percent, and a minimum three-year term. Later, Yu’e Bao would be madly snatched up by the public, but its annualized rate of return also remained below five percent in the long term. Therefore, the eight percent annualized interest rate offered by Li Mu, if it were issued nationwide, two hundred billion could be snatched up overnight. However, neither Li Mu nor Muye Technology had the qualifications to engage in such financial operations, so Li Mu could only find a way through the Second Generation individuals at the CSC Club.

An eight percent annualized interest rate was definitely very high in the current general environment. However, for Li Mu, the cost pressure wasn’t significant. If calculated for one year, the interest on over twenty billion would only be one to two billion RMB, not even two billion. This was infinitely softer than what those powerful figures on Wall Street demanded. Moreover, this money was for acquiring Apple; Li Mu wouldn’t even bat an eye if the interest were twice as high.

As for the time frame being set at six to twenty-four months, this was to maximize operational flexibility. The specific duration would depend on the timing of his listing operation. If the listing happened early, the actual interest paid would naturally be less. If he could achieve the listing in six months, that would be ideal. If he couldn’t manage it in six months, then it would be a maximum of two years.

Li Mu had already considered thoroughly the overall plan, so Chen Ze no longer asked further questions, saying crisply: “Alright, I’ll inform them this afternoon via the club’s internal SMS platform, and then launch a subscription page on our official website’s member portal.”

The CSC Club had a complete suite of web products, including its official website, a member zone, and a dedicated member portal. Whenever the club officially launched any activity, a corresponding activity page would be put online within the member portal. Members could view activity information, apply for activity registration, or initiate an inquiry with the official staff on this page.

Li Mu said: “We are tentatively setting the total fundraising amount at twenty-two billion RMB. The first phase will open for five billion in subscriptions, and for this first five billion, there will be no upper limit on individual subscription amounts. After the first phase concludes, we’ll launch the second round of five billion the following day, and the third round of five billion will be the same. The final seven billion will be placed in the fourth round.”

…

At three PM that day, Beijing time.

All members of the CSC Club received an SMS message:

A fund jointly launched by CSC Club founders Li Mu and Chen Ze is about to be offered to CSC Club members. The fund offers an eight percent annualized return, with principal and interest guaranteed. For specific details and to subscribe, please log in to the member portal to inquire.

Even the most uneducated and unskilled among the rich Second Generation individuals who could join the CSC Club were still extremely sensitive to terms like “eight percent annualized return” and “principal and interest guaranteed.”

Just looking at an eight percent annualized return without considering the risk, that’s being a hooligan. Even if the annualized return were eight hundred percent, if neither principal nor interest were guaranteed, few people would be truly interested, and even if interested, they might not dare to invest. But principal and interest guaranteed is different; this is an extremely powerful guarantee in the fund industry. For investors, the only risk comes from the backing behind the fund. If the backing is reliable, the fund can basically be said to have zero risk.

And this fund was jointly launched by Li Mu and Chen Ze. With these two stepping in, this fund was already equivalent to zero risk in the eyes of CSC Club members.

Consequently, a large number of members hurriedly logged into the member center on their computers and saw the specific information of this private equity fund in the backend.

An eight percent annualized interest rate, a minimum of ten million, six to twenty-four months, and principal and interest guaranteed—these four points alone were enough to make everyone’s hearts surge with excitement. And the term restricting subscriptions to only CSC Club members further made them feel the comfort of having an experienced person leading the way.

For most wealthy people, their worry wasn’t not being able to find money; rather, it was finding no way to put their money into good projects.

There were many projects with one hundred percent profit, but a one hundred percent profit margin often corresponded to a success rate of ten percent or even lower. Most people wouldn’t dare touch such projects;

There were also many projects with ten percent profit. If the success rate was below seventy percent, most people wouldn’t give them a second glance;

However, a project with eight percent profit, if its success rate was infinitely close to one hundred percent, held enormous appeal for anyone, even causing people to flock to it and rush in frantically.

Yu’e Bao is the best proof of this. For most people, with Alibaba providing endorsement and support, Yu’e Bao’s investment success rate was infinitely close to one hundred percent. Therefore, even with an annualized interest rate of less than five percent, it still led to a large number of users frantically snatching it up, with its total volume peaking at over one trillion.

Then look at those bankrupt P2P companies. A large number of enterprises, virtually identical to shell companies, exploited Ponzi schemes and offered annual interest rates of eight to ten percent. Even without giant corporations backing them up, they could still make people go wild for them.

Consequently, a large number of CSC Club members enacted the same scene in front of their computers:

“Hey, Old Chen, are you interested in a five percent principal-and-interest-guaranteed fund?… Of course it’s principal and interest guaranteed, I guarantee you zero risk. If you have money on hand with no temporary place to invest, you can give it to me to manage… Don’t worry, don’t you know my family’s situation? Do you think I’d pocket your several tens of millions or one hundred million? Don’t worry, I’ll sign a contract with you, everything clearly written!”

“Mr. Xu, how did your fund perform this year?… Oh, the investment market conditions don’t seem very good this year, indeed. If you lack stable investment channels, you can come to me. I can’t guarantee more, but four to five percent annualized, one hundred percent principal and interest guaranteed. If you don’t have better projects, you can consider it… Of course it’s true! I’m one of your own, how could I lie to you? Specifically, if you put in less than fifty million, I guarantee you four percent; for fifty million to one hundred million, I guarantee you four point five percent; and for over one hundred million, I guarantee you five percent!”

“Director Li, are there any preferential large-amount loan policies recently? The interest rate should ideally be below four percent. If you can control it at four percent, I’ll privately return one percent to you. If you can achieve even lower, the entire difference is yours… I can use a shell company to apply to you. You do the math: if you can approve a loan of one hundred million at four percent low interest, you could net one million in profit annually. How much does your company make in a year now? Do you even make two hundred thousand at maximum? Don’t worry! My operation is absolutely no problem. I’ll directly give you cash at that time!”





Chapter 1434: Electric Vehicles: Feasible

Li Mu anticipated that this private equity fund would be extremely popular, but he didn’t expect it to be this popular.

Chen Ze had been monitoring the subscription status on the member backend. In just two hours, subscriptions had already exceeded the five billion yuan cap.

Learning from Li Mu’s data analysis methodology, Chen Ze began to conduct a rough analysis of the subscription data from those two hours.

First, the five billion yuan in subscriptions came from 133 successful member applications, with an average subscription amount of 37.6 million yuan per person.

Second, the CSC Club currently had a total of 1,089 official members across mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. The number of members logged in during the same period was 897, of which 874 logged in after the SMS message was sent. This meant that at least 874 people saw the specific details of this private equity fund.

Therefore, from the temporary data, it could be confirmed that the fund’s conversion rate among members was approximately 15%. However, due to the subscription limit, it remained to be seen whether the remaining 85% were uninterested or simply too late to subscribe. This would require further data feedback.

The subsequent data would be a statistical analysis of other users’ subscription behaviors.

The backend showed that the number of people submitting subscription applications was still increasing. Although a pop-up would appear to inform them that the current five billion yuan quota had been fully subscribed, their application data would still be recorded in the backend.

Within half an hour of subscriptions closing, 532 people, unaware that the subscription period had ended, still submitted their applications. The total subscription amount from these 532 people was 21.8 billion yuan, with an average of 40.98 million yuan per person.

However, the members’ subscription frenzy hadn’t ended yet.

An hour later, another 155 people applied, with a total subscription amount of 9.3 billion yuan, and an average subscription of over 60 million yuan per person!

The later the applications came in, the higher the average subscription amount. Chen Ze initially didn’t understand why, but after communicating with Li Mu, Li Mu quickly guessed the key and told him, “Everyone received the message at the same time. Those who delayed longer likely spent more time confirming their funding sources, so the amount of funds they could confirm also increased.”

Chen Ze thought about it and said, “That makes sense.”

Li Mu said, “What you can immediately bring out is what you already have. If you’re given an hour, you might be able to smooth out relationships with various parties and bring out more.”

Chen Ze said, “If that’s the case, why bother with multiple batches? Why not just open up all twenty-two billion yuan for subscription at once? We’d probably be done by now.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Panic buying is a form of hunger marketing. The more we play it this way, the more they will cherish the opportunities we give them, not just this time, but future opportunities too. This time we’re raising twenty billion domestically; next time, we might raise more overseas. We need to make them feel a sense of hunger for our similar products, so we’ll be in a much more proactive position moving forward. You can spend more time talking to Lei Jun from Taobao; he might give you a more detailed explanation.”

Chen Ze said, “I generally understand what you mean.”

Li Mu hummed and then added, “Since everyone’s enthusiasm is so high, let’s temporarily adjust our strategy. For subsequent subscription rounds, subscribers must first pay a 10% deposit after subscribing, and then pay the entire amount within ten days. If there’s a shortfall in the payment after ten days, a 5% penalty will be deducted from the shortfall amount. If the actual payment amount is less than 50% of the subscribed amount, their eligibility to participate in any form of capital operation by the CSC Club in the future will be permanently revoked.”

Li Mu wasn’t very trusting of subscription intentions. Anything involving money needs the money itself to be reliable, not just an intention. Even if parents promise to send living expenses today, it might be postponed until tomorrow due to unforeseen circumstances, let alone such large capital flows.

Moreover, these people liked using borrowed resources to generate profit, so the funds behind their subscription intentions were likely based on promises not under their control.

For example, if someone subscribed for one hundred million yuan today, confident they could find a low-interest funding source and seize this opportunity to earn several million for free, but when it’s time to pay, their funding source might encounter various problems. Any problem could lead to them being unable to come up with the money. If too many people stand someone up at that point, his major plans would be impacted.

Therefore, Li Mu discussed with Chen Ze whether to add a standby subscription pool, configured at a 1:1 ratio with the available subscription quota. For instance, if the current five billion yuan quota was fully subscribed, another five billion yuan could be absorbed into a standby pool as alternates. If someone from the initial subscriber group was unable to complete the subscription, someone from the standby alternates would fill their spot, and so on.

Chen Ze strongly approved of this series of detailed plans. After all, their primary goal was to raise the equivalent of 2.5 billion US dollars in RMB. Whose money it came from wasn’t important; the core objective was to ensure the first goal was achieved.

Li Mu fully entrusted Chen Ze with the private equity fund and subsequent fundraising matters. He no longer paid attention to how it was progressing; he just wanted Chen Ze to tell him in the near future that all the funds had been received.

…

Even after reaching an acquisition intention with Apple, Li Mu did not meet directly with anyone from Apple.

Tim Cook really wanted to meet Li Mu, but the highest representative Muye Technology sent for the Apple acquisition was Lin Qingya. Both he and Apple’s executives felt that Li Mu himself didn’t value Apple, and even less the acquisition of Apple, which was why he was unwilling to personally participate in the matter.

This gave Apple’s executives a great sense of frustration.

The company was about to be sold, yet the buyer’s high-ranking leader couldn’t even be bothered to meet and chat with the company’s executives.

In fact, Li Mu himself very much wanted to meet Tim Cook, to see how experienced he was at controlling the market. If possible, digesting him into one of his own top generals in advance would be an excellent outcome.

However, to avoid impacting the acquisition, Li Mu stuck to the principle of not meeting, letting all Apple executives continue to misunderstand, believing that he wasn’t that interested in Apple.

This action wasn’t about showing off; it was to prevent any unforeseen complications before the acquisition was finalized. The colder his attitude, the more insecure Apple would become, making them fear that he might give up the acquisition at any time. In that situation, being eager to cut losses and cash out, they would have to cooperate quickly to accelerate the acquisition’s completion. Conversely, if he kept chasing Apple, Apple might consider themselves a rare commodity and perhaps pull some trickery.

Li Mu had even decided to depart for Harvard early tomorrow morning to meet Mark Zuckerberg, and then pick up Su Yingxue to bring her to Silicon Valley. He would only meet with Apple’s people once the acquisition was signed.

Just as the Apple acquisition was at a critical juncture, Li Mu suddenly decided to leave, putting great pressure on Lin Qingya. Although she was already Muye Technology’s Vice President, a three-billion-dollar acquisition was a groundbreaking first for her.

It wasn’t just her; Li Mu himself hadn’t dealt with anything this big.

Fortunately, Li Mu had already laid out most of the key nodes. As long as Lin Qingya followed Li Mu’s requirements and pace, there wouldn’t be any major deviations.

Before he left, Elon Musk suddenly called Li Mu, asking if he had time recently. He wanted to give Li Mu a detailed report on the geek project they had previously looked into, which involved developing new energy vehicles using 18650 battery packs.

Li Mu directly told him, “How about this, pack your bags and come with me to Cambridge tomorrow. We can talk slowly on the plane.”

Elon Musk was momentarily stunned, then said, “Alright, I’ll arrange my work and make the trip with you tomorrow.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll have Zi Wei tell you the takeoff time shortly.”

…

On the private jet en route to Massachusetts, Elon Musk sat opposite Li Mu, with a large pile of materials spread across the small conference table. He said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I did a due diligence on that electric vehicle research project. Overall, I am very optimistic about this project and I think it’s worth seriously pursuing.”

Li Mu asked him, “Specifically, what makes you so optimistic?”

Elon Musk said, “Mainly the thinking pattern and the technical feasibility.”

Speaking further, Elon Musk introduced, “Electric drive has many advantages. Environmental protection is one aspect, and affordability is another. More importantly, electric drive vehicles can easily achieve breakthroughs in performance. If lead-acid batteries are used, their low energy density and heavy weight result in significant losses in range, power, and battery life. However, this team has found an unconventional path; they use 18650 lithium batteries to form battery packs, which have high energy density, are lightweight, and have a lifespan at least three to five times longer than lead-acid batteries. So, under these technical conditions, electric vehicles will see significant improvements in range, weight, power, and battery degradation.”

Li Mu asked him, “Using this technology to build a car, how far can it go on a full charge?”

Elon Musk said, “They are already experimenting with a framework vehicle. If the battery pack density is higher, breaking through 300 miles in range won’t be a problem.”

“What about charging?” Li Mu asked, “How long does it take for such a car to fully charge?”

Elon Musk said, “If the charging equipment provides sufficient current, it can be fully charged in six to eight hours. Such a car would be very suitable for the middle class, with enough range to meet their daytime driving needs.”

Li Mu nodded. It seemed Tesla already had a certain foundation in battery technology at this point. In that case, with sufficient investment, the project had the capability for a rapid launch.

However, in his previous life, Tesla’s biggest problem was production capacity limitations, so Li Mu asked Elon Musk, “If we invest in this team, how will the production aspect be handled?”

Elon Musk immediately said, “We need to build a new production line.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “The team you’re talking about is, at best, a theoretician in the automotive industry. Their focus on battery research, battery management, charge/discharge control, motor drive, and regenerative braking has already spread their resources very thin. How can they manage to build their own production line too?”

Elon Musk said, “General Manager Li, if we invest in this project, we first need to complete all the R&D work you just mentioned, then build a prototype car. My idea is that after building the prototype, we can start pre-sales in Silicon Valley. This would allow us to secure an initial batch of orders and capital, and then we can proceed with establishing a medium to large-scale production line to accelerate our production efforts.”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Elon, what era are we in? Who still believes in doing everything from start to finish by themselves when starting a business? If you want to open a Western restaurant, you don’t need to raise your own cows; partnering with a cattle farm, or even acquiring one, is the best solution.”

Li Mu continued, “If this electric solution is feasible, then I will directly acquire an automotive manufacturing company in China. Our automotive company will then be divided into two parts: one is the R&D team you’re currently in contact with, which will be fully responsible for the research and development of electric-related technologies in the future; the other is the automotive manufacturing company I mentioned, which will be the future manufacturing team, responsible for the development and production of automotive hardware. If possible, we’ll also acquire a battery R&D and production company.”

Elon Musk said, “General Manager Li, that would make the startup costs too high, and the risks too great…”

Li Mu asked him, “How many years do you think it would take for this company to truly get off the ground using your proposed method? Can it deliver its first car in five years? Can it deliver one million vehicles in eight years?”

“This…” Elon Musk was momentarily speechless.

Li Mu said, “Do you know there’s an automotive company in China called Geely?”

“I don’t…”

“Well, you can look it up. Its founder originally decided to build cars with the mindset that ‘a car is just four wheels and two sofas.’ They decided to build cars in 1997, and their first car rolled off the production line in 1998. You need that kind of courage to make this happen. If you plan to slowly nurture it for seven or eight years, then I think you shouldn’t bother, because even if you finally manage to nurture it, it will be riddled with problems. Today, it might be insufficient production capacity; tomorrow, insufficient cash flow; the day after, it might start losing several million yuan a day. As a company that produces and sells products, the more inadequate your production capacity, the more your cash flow will suffer, and the greater your losses will be!”

When Elon Musk first invested in Tesla, he only put in several million US dollars in the first round. Investing several million US dollars to build cars was almost a joke, which showed how slow Tesla’s initial progress was, almost like trying to stew Buddha’s Temptation with a lighter.

In Li Mu’s view, if he were to invest in the Tesla project today, he would first rope in Tesla’s founding team today, and then immediately lock in an automotive manufacturing enterprise tomorrow, while simultaneously increasing capital investment. This would be like stewing a pot of Buddha’s Temptation with two high-power stoves, naturally accelerating the speed exponentially.

Once the resources from both sides were integrated, Tesla cars could quickly roll off the production line like dumplings tumbling into a pot, one after another. Orders falling behind production? Delivery dates constantly delayed? No chance! Perhaps in two or three years, Tesla would become a common sight on the streets.





Chapter 1435: Choking the Upstream of the Upstream

On the plane, Li Mu outlined the overall path for the electric vehicle project to Elon Musk.

First, Li Mu and he would jointly invest fifty million dollars, with a 7:3 ratio, to establish a new energy vehicle company. A portion of these fifty million dollars would be used to acquire the R&D team he was currently pursuing. This meant taking over the company, its research achievements, its patents, and the entire team. The remaining funds would serve as R&D expenses for this team.

The primary public relations direction for this team would be lithium battery pack technology, followed by drive motor technology, and then supporting peripheral technology.

Second, Elon Musk would need to establish a professional team specifically responsible for automotive R&D. This team would simultaneously begin designing the framework, chassis, safety features, and aerodynamics of new energy vehicles, while also thoroughly investigating several private automotive enterprises in China to prepare for subsequent acquisitions.

There were two options for acquisition: directly acquiring a domestic automotive enterprise, or acquiring production lines from an automotive enterprise. The former would require a larger volume of funds. If funds were abundant at that time, it would naturally be no problem. If funds were not so ample, then acquiring production lines would be the choice. Many domestic car manufacturers were currently facing difficulties, and with production capacity unable to be fully utilized, it was not impossible for them to squeeze out a production line for monetization. For Li Mu’s new energy vehicle project, having even a low-end production line was far better than starting everything from scratch.

Third, Li Mu specifically instructed Elon Musk that when operating the new energy vehicle project, he must abandon his blind pursuit of swagger. He should not immediately start building new energy vehicles priced at one hundred thousand dollars. Who could he sell such expensive things to in the first two or three years, other than show-offs in the internet industry?

Elon Musk found it impossible to grasp the “Great principles are simple” philosophy that car manufacturing was merely “four wheels and a sofa.” He believed that cars, like rockets, were the crystallization of modern industrial achievement, and to build a good car required tremendous effort in many areas. So he said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I hope our future new energy vehicle will be an excellent, outstanding, or even epoch-making product. It might even accelerate from zero to sixty miles per hour in 3.5 seconds. Its power will be strong, its ride quiet, its handling intelligent, brimming with a sense of the future…”

Li Mu asked him, “You know which car company in the world makes the most money, right?”

“Of course,” Elon Musk said, “Toyota.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, then asked him, “Why does Toyota make the most money? In this year’s enterprise rankings, its operating revenue is lower than both General Motors and Ford, but its net profit is tens of times that of General Motors, and Ford’s net profit is even negative. Although Volkswagen is very profitable, its profit margin and net profit are both lower than Toyota’s. Why do you think that is?”

Elon Musk slightly smiled and said, “General Manager Li, Toyota’s entire group operates more flexibly, smoothly, and efficiently than other automotive enterprises. Their capture of market demand is also very precise, and for consumers, their products have a high degree of fit.”

Li Mu retorted, “Do you think that by trying to build a one hundred thousand dollar electric vehicle, your capture of market demand is precise? Is the fit with consumers high?”

“This…”

Elon Musk was somewhat speechless, but he still didn’t want to accept Li Mu’s suggestion in his heart. He understood Li Mu’s meaning: nothing more than lowering the stance, lowering the threshold, and then selling low-threshold new energy vehicles worldwide. This might indeed allow new energy vehicles to have a broader audience, but it would lack the sense of impact. If the product created wasn’t excellent enough, he would lose a lot of motivation.

Li Mu also perceived his mood and simply said, “I don’t oppose your idea of building a top-tier new energy sports car. You can certainly have this team work towards that goal in the future. After all, having higher-spec technology accumulation is always good; we can always be downward compatible. However, you cannot stake the future of the company on a product that isn’t grounded. Therefore, when choosing the main vehicle model, you must lower your positioning and dedicate more production capacity to mass-producing more affordable commodities.”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “Alright, General Manager Li, I understand what you mean.”

Li Mu knew he understood, but he wasn’t sure if he agreed with his views. But who cared? First, let him set up the operation. If in the future he stubbornly insisted on following the old path Tesla took in his previous life, Li Mu would absolutely not permit it.

Subsequently, Li Mu changed the subject and reminded him, “Since you’ve decided to go into new energy, many things need to be grasped in advance right now, otherwise you could easily have your throat choked by others in the future.”

Elon Musk subconsciously asked, “You mean?”

“Batteries,” Li Mu said. “I don’t know how impressively that team you mentioned can develop battery packs and battery management technology. I only know that a single 18650 battery has a capacity of only two to three thousand milliamperes. If you want a range of several hundred kilometers, you’ll probably need at least several thousand such batteries, right?”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “That’s right, General Manager Li. Under normal circumstances, to ensure a range of four hundred kilometers, we need at least seven thousand batteries.”

Li Mu sighed, “When you sell a car, others sell seven thousand batteries alongside it. If they make one dollar from each battery you buy, then every car you sell means you’ve helped the battery production companies earn seven thousand dollars. Whether we ourselves can earn seven thousand dollars struggling to sell a car is still an unknown quantity. If most of the net profit is intercepted by them in the future, then we will lose all initiative. You need to be prepared for this issue, so you don’t end up having your neck pinched by upstream raw material suppliers.”

Elon Musk said, “Many companies have 18650 battery technology. There are only slight differences in product performance and quality control. This market cannot form a monopoly, so I think we will have a strong negotiating advantage in front of battery companies in the future.”

Li Mu secretly shook his head as he listened.

Although Elon Musk was called the Iron Man of Silicon Valley in real life, this guy’s work was indeed not rigorous enough. While his judgment was far-reaching, relatively speaking, his loopholes and oversights were also frighteningly numerous.

Not considering production capacity in advance was a major flaw for Tesla in his previous life, and the excessively high proportion of battery cost in the overall vehicle cost was Tesla’s fatal weakness. By the time they thought about expanding production capacity, developing their own batteries, and building super battery factories many years later, it was already too late. At that time, new energy vehicles sprung up like bamboo shoots after a spring rain globally, and major automotive enterprises successively announced a complete halt to the production of fuel vehicles in the near future. Governments of various countries also expressed that they would prohibit the sale of fuel vehicles in their own countries in the future. Trying to expand production capacity, and research and produce batteries at that point had greatly delayed them, squandering the advantage of an early start.

Li Mu lamented inwardly that Elon Musk hadn’t foreseen that batteries would become a core pain point of the new energy project, which truly disappointed Li Mu. When new energy vehicles were ubiquitous globally more than a decade later, not only would battery prices rise accordingly, but the prices of key raw materials for lithium batteries—lithium and cobalt—would also skyrocket.

Power-grade lithium at tens of thousands per ton, cobalt at hundreds of thousands per ton. Especially cobalt; its proportion in lithium batteries wasn’t much lower than lithium, and cobalt was far scarcer than lithium. China, with its vast land area, according to data released by the West, only held one percent of the world’s cobalt reserves. When the new energy era arrived in the future, whoever controlled cobalt would be the “father” of the entire new energy industry.

Thinking of this, Li Mu had an idea: the rapid development of lithium batteries still needed several years, and the related industries for cobalt and lithium should now be in a trough or plateau overall. If he could use several years to strategize the layout of global cobalt and lithium mines, as well as their supporting production and smelting, then when the new energy era arrived, the market value of these industries would at least increase tenfold, or even dozens of times. This was inherently a guaranteed profit without loss, and a business with extremely high profit margins.

Even more importantly, with these core resources, Li Mu could choke the throat of the battery industry downward from the upstream of the electric vehicle’s upstream battery industry. In the future, if these companies dared to swagger, he would immediately usurp their profits from the source, forcing them to comply. He could even then set up his own lithium battery production industry, undercutting the pricing of the upstream and downstream of the battery industry himself.

Once he could undercut the pricing of the upstream and downstream and form his own closed loop, unaffected by others, when lithium battery raw materials skyrocketed, he would not only be able to ensure greater elasticity in his new energy vehicle costs but also directly leverage his control over upstream resources to fleece other lithium battery manufacturers, maximizing the market growth brought by the new energy industry’s explosion. This area of strategy could yield at least dozens of times the return, which was very worth it from both an economic and strategic perspective.

Thus, after the plane landed and the arranged racing team transported Li Mu’s group to the hotel on the Harvard Xiaonei, Li Mu quickly called Li Ziwei to his room and said, “Zi Wei, I have an important task for you. Please handle it diligently during this period.”

Li Ziwei quickly replied, “General Manager Li, please tell me.”

Li Mu said, “Through a shell company that has no direct connection with us, please hire internationally renowned commercial investigation enterprises to help me investigate the entire market situation of the current lithium battery industry, as well as the mining and processing of various key raw materials behind lithium batteries. I need details down to the proven reserves of each element in various countries around the world, the difficulty of mining, and the current mining status. I also need to know the destination of these minerals after they are mined, such as which countries they went to, which companies process and refine them, and which companies they are sold to.”

Li Ziwei quickly took notes with her pen, nodding as she said, “I’ve written it all down, General Manager Li. Is there anything else?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Pay special attention to lithium and cobalt mines. I want to know the market conditions for these two types of ores worldwide and who primarily controls these two mining industries. Is there a possibility of acquiring them, and if so, how much capital would be needed!”





Chapter 1449: What Makes a Superb Product

In Li Mu’s view, at the current stage of humanity’s explosive technological development, batteries are a unique field where breakthroughs have been hard to come by for a long time.

People can now condense computer equipment that weighed dozens or hundreds of tons just decades ago into the size and weight of a single book, and even their computing power has increased tens of thousands of times. If one were to follow the development speed of computers, a battery the size of a modern power bank should be able to continuously drive a two-ton vehicle for two thousand kilometers.

But reality is harsh; humanity’s technology tree has not found a major technological breakthrough in the field of batteries. All mobile devices are plagued by the unbreakthroughable specific capacity of batteries.

The energy a kilogram of battery could store fifty years ago has only increased a few times at most with current lithium batteries. Increasing the energy density of batteries is as hard as ascending to the heavens. Laptops come with bulky batteries that only store energy for a few hours. Smart phones, even those released over a decade later, despite quảng promoting power saving, still fundamentally need to be charged once a day. If one were to follow the development speed of computer processing chips, by the era of Apple iPhones, batteries should reasonably have shrunk to the size and weight of a one-yuan coin for the same capacity.

Precisely because the battery industry cannot find major breakthroughs, lithium batteries have remained in service far longer than anyone imagined. People have long been accustomed to rapid innovation, and even contemporary scientists believe that in the near future, someone will surely find a more advanced electricity storage solution than lithium batteries. But frighteningly, lithium batteries are like rubber, becoming an indispensable part of the industrial sector that has been impossible to replace.

Since the invention of the automobile, various technological innovations, both inside and out, have occurred no less than ten thousand times. People have even begun to try to get rid of fuel tanks and internal combustion engines, but to this day, no car has been able to get rid of rubber.

The more this is the case, the more Li Mu feels that the layout for the lithium battery industry should be seized. Before it becomes the mainstay of the information age, he should quickly dig out the source of this industry completely.

Currently, people’s lives are still far from lithium batteries. Mobile phone penetration is not high, so not everyone interacts with lithium batteries. But in the future, mobile phones, laptops, tablet computers, power banks, cameras, even flashlights, vibrating novelty items, new energy vehicles, and so on — nothing can do without lithium batteries. Resources must be gathered into his hands before the industry’s benefits become prominent!

…

Harvard campus was as usual. As a temple of academia, everything here followed its own rhythm, showing no apparent changes. However, internally, Harvard had begun to incorporate some elements different from the norm. This was because within Harvard, a very trendy new development was incubating, and its name was Facebook.

With Li Mu’s funding, Mark Zuckerberg devoted most of his energy to the incubation of the Facebook project. He didn’t have immense ambition. In the early stages of starting his business, his greatest wish was for Facebook to sweep across universities nationwide and become the new internet darling for American university students.

To achieve this goal, Mark Zuckerberg invested a significant amount of effort and capital into promoting Facebook at major universities across the country. He and his ground promotion team planned to travel throughout all universities in America within the next three months, introducing Facebook, this trendy social product for university students, to current university students.

When Li Mu arrived at Harvard, Mark Zuckerberg had just returned from New York. His ground promotion team was taking turns conducting ground promotion work at Columbia University and other universities in New York. Since there were so many universities in New York, Mark Zuckerberg placed great importance on them. Before this, he had been monitoring the situation in New York for over a week continuously. It was only when he heard Li Mu wanted to meet him at Harvard that he rushed back to Massachusetts.

In Mark Zuckerberg’s eyes, Li Mu was his Owner, so as soon as he arrived at Harvard, he went directly to find Li Mu. As soon as they met, he excitedly reported on Facebook’s current development.

According to Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook currently had one million registered users, with over one hundred thousand daily active users. More than ninety percent of the users were current university students. This was not only because the promotion efforts primarily focused on university campuses but also because university students spent more time online, and there was a high demand for social interaction within campuses.

Li Mu asked him, “How many current university students are there in America right now?”

Mark Zuckerberg said without hesitation, “Currently, the total number of all current undergraduate students and graduate students nationwide is around seventeen million.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “You now have one million registered users, which accounts for six percent of your target group for the first stage. The road is still very long.”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “Although it’s only six percent now, given our current promotion pace, we can enhance this ratio to thirty percent by year-end at the latest.”

Li Mu stroked his chin and muttered to himself, “Roughly half a year, from six percent to thirty percent. This is linear growth.”

Mark Zuckerberg didn’t understand the meaning of Li Mu’s words, only vaguely feeling that Li Mu might not be too satisfied with his goal. So he tentatively asked him, “General Manager Li, if you have any opinions or dissatisfactions, please point them out directly. I will definitely work hard to correct them.”

Li Mu gave a slight smile and said, “Don’t be too nervous yet.”

With that, Li Mu slowly continued, “In the internet, good product users experience linear growth. Starting from ten thousand users, they cross the fifty thousand milestone, the one hundred thousand milestone, the two hundred thousand milestone, continuously growing to the one million, ten million, or even one hundred million level.”

Mark Zuckerberg agreed, saying, “You are right, these are indeed the qualities that good products need to have. The total number of users steadily increases, with few or even no bottlenecks.”

Li Mu sighed, “But this is just a good product. A truly superb product’s user base should experience explosive growth. It contains immense energy like nature itself, just as an ancient Chinese poem describes: ‘Suddenly, like a night of spring breeze, ten thousand pear trees bloom.’ Nature never makes trees in Harvard or even Massachusetts sprout green shoots one by one. It uses its energy to make most trees throughout Massachusetts sprout green shoots simultaneously in a very short time. A few days later, regions at other latitudes and altitudes will also turn green in large areas, one by one. A superb product should be like nature.”

Li Mu firmly believed in the theory that “superb products experience explosive development.” Many products quickly occupy large markets in very short periods. This theory is also a rule that viral internet products must follow. Looking back, there was Legend of Mir, QQ, Taobao; looking forward, there is Weibo, iPhone, iPad, Android, and even Douyin, though Li Mu didn’t have the chance to experience the era when Douyin became popular worldwide in just over a year.

Facebook itself is also a hit product, but in its initial stage, it hadn’t yet opened the door to becoming one. Li Mu knew that Mark Zuckerberg would eventually open up this channel, but he hoped that day would come sooner.

“A superb product…” Mark Zuckerberg murmured to himself, his mind filled with the scene of all things simultaneously reviving when spring arrived. He had lived for over twenty years and was long accustomed to the changing seasons, so he had never felt how astonishing it was for everything to revive at once. But now, thinking carefully, it truly was an extremely powerful force pushing everything from behind. It was that force that could bathe half the Earth in a warm spring breeze in a short period.

If behind all the trees and plants globally, there was powerful nature pushing everything, then behind the internet users worldwide, what force was pushing? Or rather, how could one possess such power?

Mark Zuckerberg suddenly looked at Li Mu, and a sudden enlightenment struck him!

Isn’t Li Mu just such a force? Starting from YY, all his products have experienced such explosive growth. YY’s user count didn’t need to set stages of ten thousand, fifty thousand, or one hundred thousand. Its development speed was too fast, so its stages were measured in numbers like one million, five million, ten million, fifty million.

Compared to YY, Facebook’s development speed was more than just a little slow. He was still leading his team frantically running through universities across America, conquering one university after another. Whereas Li Mu, back then, was almost conquering one country after another. The gap between them was so vast it sent shivers down his spine.

Only then did Mark Zuckerberg understand that when Li Mu said good products experience linear growth, he wasn’t praising his work results but implicitly expressing disappointment! If Facebook continued to develop at this pace, it could only become a good product with linear growth, but it would never become a superb product with explosive growth.

Suddenly, Mark Zuckerberg felt a surge of disappointment.

Li Mu noticed his disappointment but offered no comfort. Instead, he asked him, “What is your current promotion pace?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “First, I divided America into several large areas, then delineated several key areas for breakthrough, such as the New York university circle we are currently advancing in. We continuously promote from one university to the next. At each university, we try our best to mobilize students from that university, making them interested in Facebook.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Your approach isn’t wrong, but this approach itself is conventional. You always feel that the students of each university are independent closed loops, so you have to open them up one after another. Therefore, I believe that your current Facebook users are also independent closed loops, one by one. For example, Harvard students on Facebook only interact with Harvard people, and MIT students only communicate with MIT students. Although they are practically separated by just a wall, on Facebook, they are like two isolated local area networks, am I right?”

Mark Zuckerberg’s heart jolted, and he immediately said with shame, “You are right. It is indeed like this now. Users interact within their schools, rarely breaking through school boundaries…”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, and asked him, “Have you ever set off firecrackers?”

Mark Zuckerberg was stunned for a moment and asked him, “Are you referring to the strings of Chinese firecrackers?”

“Precisely.”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “I played with them when I was a child.”

Li Mu said, “In China, there are firecrackers with one hundred shots, and even one hundred thousand or one million shots. But their essence is no different; they are all individual firecracker units, connected by a fuse. Individually, they are called firecracker units; only when connected do they constitute firecrackers. Because firecrackers are many units connected together, once you light them, they will continuously pop and bang until not a single one is left.”

After speaking, Li Mu changed the subject, looking at Mark Zuckerberg, and said seriously, “But right now, you are not setting off firecrackers. You are just lighting firecracker units. One university is one firecracker unit. You run over, light it, wait for it to explode, then go light the next one. At this rate, how long will it take you to light all of them?”

Mark Zuckerberg looked at Li Mu and murmured, “General Manager Li, do you mean I need to quickly tackle all universities like lighting firecrackers?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “My point is, you need to first create a fuse.”





Chapter 1437: The Fuse That Made Facebook Explode in Popularity

Li Mu’s words made Mark Zuckerberg instantly resolved!

First, create a fuse! Then, all individual target groups can be ignited simultaneously at an extremely fast pace!

Thinking carefully, every product from Muye Technology had such a “fuse”. YY’s earliest fuse was Happy Farm, while the fuse for “Paradise Town” relied entirely on social interaction. Plants vs. Zombies Online was the same, and YYtunes exploded in popularity rapidly because it was based on music-interest social networking.

Li Mu quickly launched all his products to the entire world because he created a fuse that could tie all global users together and ignite them all at once. Once users were fired up, the products naturally exploded in popularity.

Upon understanding this point, Mark Zuckerberg immediately began to reflect. How could Facebook find its own fuse? Or, what was truly suitable for Facebook to use as a fuse?

He pondered deeply but couldn’t find a solution.

Sometimes, the direction can be understood in an instant, but the path takes a long time to traverse.

Just as Mark Zuckerberg was deeply engrossed and couldn’t extricate himself, Li Mu spoke to him: “There’s an ancient saying in China called ‘Great principles are simple.’, meaning that ultimate truths are extremely simple. To find the truth, you first need to understand the principle. For example, once you know that the Earth rotates from west to east, you can understand why the sun always rises in the east and sets in the west.”

After saying that, Li Mu continued: “For Facebook, the ultimate truth is to enable its explosive growth. Once that is clear, the rest is to seek out the source of that explosive growth. For example, in my view, Facebook’s biggest problem at this stage is that users lack the motivation for self-propagation. Almost every user has to be developed by you and your team. There are seventeen million university students across America; with such a clumsy method, how much effort would you need to mobilize them all?”

“Self-propagation…” Mark Zuckerberg fell into deep thought.

After a few minutes, Mark Zuckerberg suddenly looked up and said with surprise, “I understand, General Manager Li! Just like your earliest Happy Farm, connections were the key factor driving Happy Farm users to self-propagate. Because they needed more connections in the game to enhance its fun, they would actively invite others to join the game. This created an inertia where users actively pushed more users to join, right?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “Exactly, that’s interesting. Continue.”

Mark Zuckerberg said: “Facebook’s immediate priority now is to find the motivation for user self-propagation, which will mobilize the users’ power to drive product development. In other words, we must first break Facebook’s current status of closed-loop development only within individual universities and then encourage everyone to actively invite more friends to join this product!”

Li Mu chuckled: “The direction is right. Next, you need to follow this direction and find the most suitable method.”

Mark Zuckerberg said: “Then I’ll go back and give it some serious thought!”

Li Mu said: “As the project’s person in charge, it’s natural for you to think and consider more. However, I can offer you a small suggestion right now.”

Mark Zuckerberg hurriedly said: “General Manager Li, please speak!”

Li Mu said: “If you want the product to spread like a plague, you must enable it to break through group limitations. For example, what Facebook currently lacks is interaction between one university and countless others. In other words, you need to make Facebook’s current users more interested in other Facebook users outside their own school. Based on this point, I have an idea you can consider.”

Mark Zuckerberg instantly became excited and hastily said: “General Manager Li, please enlighten me!”

Li Mu didn’t immediately reveal his solution but instead asked him: “Mark, where are you from?”

Mark Zuckerberg subconsciously replied: “I’m from New York.”

Li Mu then asked him: “Which high school did you attend?”

Mark Zuckerberg said: “Phillips Exeter Academy, it’s a private high school.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, then asked: “Do you still keep in touch with your high school classmates?”

“Some of them,” Mark Zuckerberg said. “Only those I had a good relationship with are still in touch; many others have already lost contact.”

Li Mu asked him again: “Thinking back to your high school days now, is there anyone you especially want to contact but don’t know how to reach?”

“Yes,” Mark Zuckerberg said. “It’s a girl I had a secret crush on in high school. Her name is Jenny.”

Li Mu asked him: “Where is she now?”

Mark Zuckerberg replied: “At Stanford.”

Li Mu then asked: “Have you tried asking former classmates for her contact information?”

“I have,” Mark Zuckerberg said truthfully. “But none of my friends are familiar with Jenny, and they don’t have her contact information. They could help me find Jenny’s good friends, but I backed down later because I was afraid Jenny wouldn’t even know who I was…”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying: “Then, why don’t we give Facebook a new feature, allowing people to find others’ Facebook homepages using key information such as their names, provincial origin, and the elementary school, middle school, high school, and university they attended? For example, if you want to contact Jenny or know what she’s up to now, you could search on Facebook for ‘Jenny, who attended Phillips Exeter Academy in high school and is now studying at Stanford.’ If Jenny also happens to have a Facebook account, then you can see her personal homepage, view her photos, see her recent updates, and you can boldly say hello to her, telling her you are Mark Zuckerberg, also from Phillips Exeter Academy. If she remembers you, she’ll accept your friend request, and then the two of you can re-establish contact online.”

Mark Zuckerberg’s eyes instantly gleamed. He said excitedly: “I understand, General Manager Li! We need to make Facebook break through the walls of the universities themselves, providing current university students an opportunity to find friends outside their campuses!”

Li Mu chuckled: “That’s right. People at a university come from all corners of the world. Although their social interactions are mostly confined to campus, before entering the besieged city of university, they undoubtedly had other social circles. Perhaps long-lost friends, secret crushes, or even ex-lovers. Even if you can’t find their contact information, with Facebook, there’s a strong chance of finding them. This way, Facebook will break through the campus walls due to such user demand, and then possess the ability for self-propagation. This is like suddenly opening an external port on a local area network; the changes it can bring might be groundbreaking. If you manage this point well, it’s very probable that Facebook’s usage rate among university students could reach 80% or even higher in three to five months.”

“I understand!” Mark Zuckerberg said with extreme excitement. “This entry point is simply perfect. If we can execute it well, Facebook will certainly undergo the explosive growth you mentioned!”

Li Mu said: “In the near future, the internet industry will certainly see the birth of a leviathan in the web social networking field. Facebook might seize this initiative, but the key is how you operate. Right now, Facebook has no competing products for you, which means your initial development pressure won’t be too great, even feeling as comfortable and unburdened as leisurely swimming in a blue ocean. However, it also means you could easily slow down or take wrong turns;

It would be fine if there were no competing products for a long time, with ample development time and enough opportunities for you to keep trying and correcting mistakes, constantly adjusting yourself. But if competing products emerged everywhere, a small mistake could lead to your complete downfall. So, I hope you remain vigilant at all times, always striving with all your might as if in a red ocean, rather than enjoying yourself in a blue ocean.”

In the initial years of QQ’s development, Ma Huateng made countless mistakes, many of which would seem fatal in the internet industry ten years later. However, because there were no strong competitors in the instant messaging field at that time, Tencent was given a time window to make mistakes, realize those mistakes, and then correct them. But after my rebirth, General Manager Ma hasn’t been so lucky. He hasn’t even made a mistake; just a slight oversight, and I used “Happy Farm” to steal his foundation.

Although Facebook didn’t encounter any significant rivals in its previous life, no one can say what changes will happen in the internet industry in this life. When Mark Zuckerberg founded Facebook in his previous life, he was unknown, but in this life, due to my care and investment, he already has a high reputation in Silicon Valley. This also means Facebook has no way to develop low-key outside of Silicon Valley; its business model’s potential can easily be discovered. As a result, the blue ocean will quickly become a red ocean. If Mark Zuckerberg cannot accelerate his pace during this process, Facebook will find it difficult to reach the same heights as in its previous life, and it might even be poached halfway.

After enlightening Mark Zuckerberg, Li Mu told him: “Recently, you should swiftly make changes to the product structure and promotion. Ground promotion, going university by university, is too slow. Try the method I just mentioned. At that time, I will arrange for Muye Technology to create a native advertisement for Facebook. The core of this native advertisement will be about a university male who had a secret crush on a girl since high school. Later, they went to different places for school and lost contact. However, the male found the girl he liked through Facebook and bravely confessed online. Only then did he learn that the girl had also harbored feelings for him all along, and so the two finally got together. You need to prepare this story properly, making sure no flaws are apparent.”

Having said this, Li Mu continued: “Also, at that time, I will have people convey a message in the native advertisement, telling all university students, and even everyone who has ever attended school, that it’s best to register for Facebook and complete their profiles. Who knows, perhaps someone who has a secret crush on you is looking for your contact information. If you register for a Facebook account and fill in your information truthfully, the person with a secret crush on you can find you here. This is key to stimulating potential users. When you promote in the future, you must also convey this concept to the potential user base.”

“Let users know that on Facebook, you can find the people you want to find, and also let the people who want to find you find you. These are the two fuses that will make Facebook explode in popularity globally in the future!”





Chapter 1438: Su Yingxue’s Decision to Stay or Leave

The other Renmin University students who came to Harvard as exchange students with Su Yingxue had already begun preparing for their return journey, but Su Yingxue had not yet started packing all of her luggage.

Her fellow students already knew that Harvard had offered her a position, which was equivalent to a guaranteed admission to Harvard Business School’s MBA program. Although everyone was envious, they also understood that Su Yingxue could only have such favorable treatment because Li Mu was most likely helping her behind the scenes. After all, Li Mu had unparalleled influence at Harvard. For ordinary people, solving the issues of Su Yingxue’s undergraduate studies and MBA would be incredibly difficult, but for Li Mu, it was as easy as turning over one’s hand.

Su Yingxue hadn’t packed all her luggage not because she had already decided to stay at Harvard, but because she still couldn’t make up her mind. To this day, she hadn’t figured out what force was impacting Harvard, but she had largely ruled out Li Mu intentionally doing it. Therefore, whether she should leave or stay, she wanted to first hear Li Mu’s advice before making a decision.

Li Mu’s visit to Harvard this time was quite low-key. Besides Su Yingxue and Mark Zuckerberg, only Harvard’s executives knew of his arrival. Originally, Li Mu had planned to meet Su Yingxue first, and then meet with Harvard’s executives and Mark Zuckerberg the following day. However, Mark Zuckerberg was unexpectedly eager, so Li Mu spoke with him first about Facebook’s future development.

After seeing off Mark Zuckerberg, Li Mu called Su Yingxue, telling her that he had arrived at Harvard and also giving her his room number at the on-campus hotel.

Upon receiving the call, Su Yingxue happily left her dormitory. Her female student roommate asked her what she was rushing off to do, and Su Yingxue merely said she was going to see a friend. After all, Li Mu’s identity was sensitive, and he wielded extraordinary influence at Harvard. If the Harvard students knew he had arrived, the entire school might just overheat.

As a high-level executive at Harvard, Xie Huairu naturally knew that Li Mu had arrived. For the past few days, he had been waiting for Su Yingxue’s reply regarding whether she would stay at Harvard, but Su Yingxue had not given a clear response.

Xie Huairu and Xie Yun both hoped that through this internal maneuver at Harvard, Su Yingxue would decide to stay in the United States. This way, whether Li Mu spent more of his future time in China or in the US, Su Yingxue’s time with Li Mu would be significantly diminished.

After all, Li Mu’s center of activity in the US was Silicon Valley on the West Coast, while Harvard was on the East Coast of the United States. The distance between the two places was extremely far, with flying time almost six hours. If Su Yingxue stayed at Harvard, Li Mu coming three to five times a year would probably be the absolute maximum.

Furthermore, since Xie Huairu himself worked at Harvard, he had plenty of ways to increase Su Yingxue’s academic commitments at Harvard in the future. If Li Mu happened to come to the US, he could secretly arrange for Su Yingxue to participate in events between Harvard and overseas universities. Harvard had countless academic exchanges with Europe every year, and arranging a trip to any European country would allow Su Yingxue to leave Harvard for a period, perfectly coinciding with Li Mu’s visit to the United States.

For Xie Huairu, he was a morally upright person most of the time, so secretly plotting against a young girl made him feel a lack of accomplishment, even a bit despicable. But when he thought about how this concerned his niece’s lifelong happiness, being despicable didn’t seem so loathsome anymore.

…

Since leaving the United States last time, and through the entire SARS epidemic, Li Mu hadn’t seen Su Yingxue. Meeting her again after so many days, Su Yingxue appeared more beautiful and mature than when they last met. This was also related to the general environment where Western young people typically had a more mature demeanor and style than their Eastern counterparts.

When Su Yingxue saw Li Mu, her heart was naturally filled with joy. As soon as Li Mu opened the door, Su Yingxue instantly threw herself into his arms, which caught Li Mu somewhat off guard.

This girl, who had always been excessively reserved due to her nature, had undergone a subtle internal transformation after more than half a year in the United States, influenced by the environment. Previously, she instinctively kept her emotions reserved, not expressing them or expressing them as little as possible. However, after half a year as an exchange student, she witnessed Western young people’s free and highly respected expression of their own emotions. She also realized that while hiding true emotions might seem to align with China’s so-called “Well-bred young lady” values, for emotion itself, it was an absolute suppression.

Western boys and girls in their early twenties, when in love on campus, were never as evasive as students in Chinese universities. Here, couples always held hands or linked arms, and hugs and kisses were very natural. Even if a girl had only been separated from her boyfriend for one class, she would excitedly throw herself into his arms when they met after class, never concealing her emotions, much less suppressing their expression.

However, in Chinese campuses in the early twenty-first century, such scenes were extremely rare. Most couples hid from teachers, school administrators, and fellow students. During the day, it was rare to see boys and girls holding hands on campus. Instead, it was only at night that these young couples would gather in small parks or groves within the school.

For the first two or three months after Su Yingxue came to Harvard, she couldn’t quite adapt to the enthusiastic and oblivious way Western campus couples approached romance. But in the following months, she often reflected on herself. She grew increasingly envious of these Western girls who dared to express their emotions openly. Love was love; they were never evasive. Liking someone meant liking them; they never pulled back what they were about to say. Recalling the little moments of her relationship with Li Mu, Su Yingxue felt more and more that she had behaved overly reserved throughout the process. Thus, she secretly resolved never again to suppress her emotions due to her inherent reserve.

Li Mu was caught off guard by Su Yingxue’s spontaneous embrace, but he quickly came to his senses. He held her with one arm while simultaneously closing the room door.

Su Yingxue wrapped her arms around Li Mu’s waist, resting her face against his chest, and said earnestly, “I missed you! During SARS, I especially wanted to secretly buy a ticket to go back and see you, but I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to help and would only cause you trouble.”

Besides speaking his hometown accent with his parents recently, Li Mu hadn’t heard it from anyone else. Suddenly, hearing Su Yingxue say she missed him in their shared hometown accent, Li Mu felt an extraordinary sense of familiarity and reassurance.

With a psychological age of over thirty, he himself had no particularly urgent desire for romance. Moreover, the rapid development of his career after his rebirth had almost consumed most of his energy, leaving him little to invest in romantic feelings. Yet, Su Yingxue could still, in an unwitting moment, touch the softest part of his heart. In terms of intimacy with him, she didn’t surpass Zhao Ziqiu, nor Chen Wan or Wei Lan. But from the depths of his soul, the two emotional connections with Su Yingxue, across his past and present lives, allowed her to occupy an extremely special place in Li Mu’s heart, making her the woman who felt most real to him.

Li Mu tenderly kissed the tip of her lips and said, “I missed you too. I originally had many things to do in the US and wanted to come see you earlier, but there were so many matters during SARS, and it wasn’t really appropriate for me to leave Beijing before SARS had eased.”

Su Yingxue nodded, then stood on tiptoe and actively kissed Li Mu. Suppressing the shyness in her heart, she tried her best to appear natural and said, “I understand. You’ve always been so concerned about SARS and have such a strong sense of social responsibility, so you definitely wouldn’t leave Beijing at that time. I was just worried about your health, staying in the epidemic area all that time.”

Li Mu led Su Yingxue to sit on the sofa in the reception area and said, “It’s fine now, SARS is over. I don’t need to stay in Beijing all the time anymore. For most of my time from now on, I should be in the United States.”

Su Yingxue asked joyfully, “Really? You’ll be spending most of your time in the US from now on?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Muye Technology and Taobao Technology’s development in China is already very stable; they just need competent CEOs to oversee and maintain the pace. For me, the top priority right now is to establish a firm foothold in the United States, and then use the US market as a foundation to expand globally. Muye Technology also has many new business plans for the future, and those will also start from the US.”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment and said, “I was thinking that when you arrived, I’d discuss my situation with you. Harvard has been urging me to reply as soon as possible, whether to accept their invitation or choose to return to China.”

Here, Su Yingxue looked at Li Mu and said with particular earnestness, “I can’t make up my own mind, so I want to hear your advice. If you tell me to stay, I’ll stay. If you tell me to go back, then I’ll go back.”

Li Mu said very frankly, “I know Harvard Business School is your dream, so even before you came to Harvard as an exchange student, I had considered having you pursue advanced studies at Harvard in the future. However, at that time, I was thinking about helping you achieve your Harvard Business School MBA dream after you graduated with your bachelor’s degree. I didn’t expect there would be such an opportunity to come to Harvard as an exchange student, nor that Harvard would be willing to let you pursue your bachelor’s degree directly here. The conditions Harvard is offering you now are basically a one-step deal: guaranteed admission for both bachelor’s and MBA degrees, full scholarship. The only drawback is that you might have to study and live in the United States for several years. So, if you can accept this point, then I advise you to take this opportunity at Harvard.”

Su Yingxue nodded. She knew Li Mu wasn’t deceiving her, and she was sure that the generous terms Harvard offered her were not Li Mu’s deliberate doing. With this, her biggest worry was dispelled.

Feeling much more at ease, Su Yingxue said to Li Mu, “Studying and living in the United States for several years isn’t a problem for me, and my family will definitely accept it. Even if I were studying at Renmin University, I’d only be able to go home two or three times a year. At Harvard, the annual vacation time is no shorter than back home. The only inconvenience is the transatlantic flights, but that’s not an issue. My biggest concern was that if I stayed at Harvard, I might have fewer chances to see you.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Silly girl, if you stay in the United States, we’ll have more chances to meet in the future. My overall strategy right now is to expand externally on one hand, and on the other, to bring the resources acquired from overseas back to China to build our strategic rear base. Both external expansion and finding relevant resources overseas will rely on the US market and have a higher priority in the entire strategy. So, in the future, I’ll spend most of my time in the United States. Even when I return to China for work related to the rear base construction, I’ll definitely be extremely busy.”

Su Yingxue immediately said excitedly, “In that case, I’ll stay!”





Chapter 1439: Choosing to Stay

Harvard had been Su Yingxue’s life goal since childhood. Her highest academic pursuit was to complete her MBA there. Achieving this dream in her previous life hadn’t been easy; she had put in unimaginable effort to earn that opportunity. But in this life, this chance seemed to have fallen from the sky, within easy reach.

Before this, Su Yingxue’s biggest worry was that Li Mu was behind all of it, and that he was doing it to distance himself from her. Fortunately, she could now confirm that none of it was Li Mu’s doing. What was even better was that Li Mu would be spending more time in the United States than in China in the future. This way, not only would she not grow distant from Li Mu by staying at Harvard, but she would actually grow closer to him.

As for why Harvard was giving her such special treatment, Su Yingxue still couldn’t figure it out in a short while. However, after confirming it wasn’t Li Mu’s intentional act, she felt exceptionally relaxed and didn’t entertain any conspiracy theories. In her opinion, it might have been Harvard’s reciprocal gesture to Li Mu. Although her and Li Mu’s relationship hadn’t been officially announced to the public, Harvard’s executives were aware of it.

After sorting through the various pros and cons, Su Yingxue finally experienced the joy of having her cake and eating it too. She decided to officially tell her parents and family about it. She imagined they would be even happier than she was. The reason she hadn’t dared to mention it to her family before was because she was afraid her parents and family would insist she accept Harvard’s offer, which would leave her with no room for negotiation. Now, everything was fine, and she could confidently tell them the good news.

Li Mu didn’t think much about Su Yingxue being retained by Harvard and directly admitted to its MBA program either. Like Su Yingxue, he subconsciously felt that Harvard was making a reciprocal gesture. Though unexpected, it made complete sense.

…

Miles away in Haizhou, Su Weimin and Fang Min had already been counting the days. Su Yingxue had been an exchange student at Harvard for over half a year and was about to return to China. Every day, the couple looked forward to their daughter coming home from the United States to enjoy a good summer break.

It was seven in the morning in China. Su Weimin habitually went out for a run before work, while Fang Min simply made some breakfast at home. After Su Weimin returned and they ate together, they would both head to work.

Su Weimin’s phone was on the dining table. Fang Min, in the kitchen, heard the phone ringing and vibrating. She thought it was an important matter from the Municipal Bureau calling so early and quickly came out of the kitchen, ready to answer for Su Weimin. But when she picked up the phone, she saw “Daughter (USA)” displayed on the screen. Fang Min immediately sighed in relief, pressed the answer button, and said with a smile, “Yingxue, why are you calling your dad so early?”

Su Yingxue had just finished dinner with Li Mu. Since she was going to Silicon Valley with Li Mu tomorrow evening, she hurried back to her dorm room to pack her luggage. Tomorrow, Li Mu was meeting with Harvard’s university leadership. She also needed to communicate with her advisor to inform him that she was willing to accept Harvard’s invitation to directly enroll as a third-year undergraduate student at Harvard after the summer break.

Since she had already decided to stay at Harvard, the most important thing for Su Yingxue was to quickly inform her parents.

After the call connected and she heard her mother’s voice, Su Yingxue said, “Mom, there’s something I want to discuss with you and Dad. Is Dad home?”

“He went out for a run,” Fang Min said. “He should be back soon. You can tell Mom what it is first.”

Su Yingxue hummed in acknowledgment and paused for a moment before saying, “My exchange period at Harvard is ending, right? Everyone is getting ready to go back to China, but my advisor here at Harvard suddenly found me and told me that Harvard hopes I can stay and pursue my undergraduate degree and MBA here.”

Fang Min asked in surprise, “Aren’t you an exchange student? What do they mean by wanting you to stay there to study for an undergraduate degree and an MBA? Do they want you to give up Renmin University and apply for their undergraduate program?”

“No,” Su Yingxue said. “Harvard means they hope I can give up my studies at Renmin University and directly continue as a third-year student at Harvard’s School of Economics. They’ll count my credits for the first two years as full marks. If I agree, I’ll directly start as a third-year student at Harvard when the semester begins…”

“Really?!” Fang Min felt like she was dreaming, asking in disbelief, “Does that mean if you agree, you’ll be an enrolled undergraduate student at Harvard?”

“Yes,” Su Yingxue said. “That’s what it means.”

Fang Min cheered excitedly, “That’s wonderful! It’s truly rare for someone from China to directly study for an undergraduate degree at Harvard. It’s incredibly difficult to get into Harvard for undergraduate study after high school. Now Harvard is actually willing to let you continue your undergraduate studies directly there – it’s like a dream come true!”

Su Yingxue said, “Besides that, they’re also willing to guarantee direct admission to Harvard Business School for my MBA after I graduate from my undergraduate program…”

As she spoke, Su Yingxue’s voice gradually faded, her heart lacking confidence. The thought of accepting Harvard’s offer and staying in the United States for at least four years made her feel incredibly sorry for her parents.

Su Yingxue was an only daughter, and she knew her parents had always regarded her as their cherished daughter. In the two years she had been studying in Beijing, away from Haizhou, she could clearly feel her parents’ constant concern for her. Now, she would be staying thousands of miles away in the United States for another four years. Emotionally, it would definitely be very difficult for her parents to accept.

However, Fang Min was not thinking about her daughter living abroad for four years at this moment. All she could think of was Su Yingxue’s bright future. Consecutive undergraduate and MBA degrees from Harvard – such an opportunity was too rare for any student. For non-immigrant students from China, it was even more incredibly precious. To call it a life-changing opportunity was no exaggeration.

An excited Fang Min immediately said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, don’t ever miss such a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity! You don’t need to worry about money either. Although your dad and I aren’t rolling in money, we can grit our teeth and support you through an MBA in the United States without any problem. Just focus on your studies in America. This has been your dream since childhood, and now you have the chance to realize it in advance. You must seize this opportunity no matter what!”

Su Yingxue was silent for a moment, then lowered her voice apologetically, “Mom, you don’t need to worry about the money either. The Harvard school administration said that if I accept this offer, I’ll receive a full scholarship and international student allowance for my years at Harvard. Tuition, miscellaneous fees, and accommodation expenses will all be fully waived.”

Fang Min froze on the other end of the phone. At that moment, Su Weimin, who had just finished his run, pushed open the door, gasping for breath. Seeing his Wife at the dining table with her phone to her ear, he quickly asked, “Wife, is there something urgent from the bureau?”

Fang Min came to her senses, quickly waved him over, and said excitedly, “Weimin, come quickly! Yingxue just called and said Harvard invited her to directly enroll as an undergraduate student, with guaranteed direct admission to Harvard Business School for her MBA after graduation! And all her tuition and miscellaneous fees for these few years will be waived! Our sweetie is going to be a Harvard university student!”

“Really?! You’re not kidding, are you?!” Su Weimin was stunned. Such a thing was simply an impossible fantasy. The entire family held Harvard in high reverence. Their daughter being able to be an exchange student at Harvard for half a year was already a great comfort to them, but they never dared to imagine such an even better thing could happen!

Fang Min turned on the speakerphone and said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, your dad’s back. I’ve put it on speakerphone. Tell us, is all of this true?”

Su Yingxue said very seriously, “It’s true.”

Fang Min said, “I’ve never heard of anything like this before. Tell me, dear, why would Harvard give you such generous treatment? This treatment is unusually generous.”

Su Yingxue said, “Such things are indeed especially rare. The school is doing this primarily due to Li Mu. Li Mu has a very close relationship with Harvard, and Harvard is also operating the 3321.com website in the United States with Li Mu.”

“So that’s it…” Fang Min and Su Weimin both felt relieved at the same time. Li Mu was immensely capable. This matter was almost unimaginable to them, but for Li Mu, he didn’t even need to find a way; someone would proactively consider everything for him.

Su Yingxue continued, “Mom and Dad, I called to tell you this, and also to ask for your opinion. After all, America is so far from home; it takes over ten hours just to fly to Huzhou City. If I accept, my opportunities to come home in the next four years will definitely decrease. If you don’t want me to accept, I’ll turn it down…”

Although Su Yingxue knew in her heart that, given her parents’ worldview, they would definitely want her to accept Harvard’s offer, she still handed the final decision to them, just in case. If they agreed, she would agree. If they objected, she wouldn’t insist and would go along with their wishes to return to China. After all, as a child, she should give her parents the utmost respect.

Upon hearing this, Fang Min quickly said, “My silly sweetie, don’t act foolishly at a time like this! This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity; you absolutely cannot miss it. Your dad and I would rather both lose our jobs than let you lose this good opportunity. You don’t need to worry about us, just study well in the United States. Universities in America also have holidays, so you can come back to China during breaks. As for us, if your dad and I have the chance, we’ll go to America to see you!”

Although Su Weimin felt extremely reluctant to part, he still said firmly, “Yingxue, listen to your mom. You absolutely cannot give up this good opportunity.”

After speaking, Su Weimin added, “America isn’t that far from our home. Flying to Huzhou City and then transferring back only takes about fifteen to twenty hours. A sleeper train from Beijing still takes over ten hours. It may seem like America is much further, but in terms of travel time, it’s still acceptable.”

Su Yingxue hummed in acknowledgment, and with an apologetic tone, lowered her voice, “Mom and Dad, if you have no objections, then I’ll choose to stay…”





Chapter 1440: The Only Requirement

Su Weimin felt happier today than he had when he was promoted to head of the Haizhou Municipal Bureau or when he became the Vice Mayor of Haizhou.

Two years ago, when his daughter got into Renmin University, he was already immensely proud and pleased. He never expected that two years later, his daughter would be directly admitted to Harvard with a special exception, even fast-tracked for direct admission to Harvard Business School’s MBA program with a full scholarship. This was the world’s number one university, with the world’s number one business school! How many such talents could China produce in a year? Probably not enough to count on one hand.

While most of the credit undoubtedly belonged to Li Mu, it didn’t change the essence of the situation. His daughter would be studying at Harvard until she completed her MBA. Once she graduated, she would be an absolute top-tier elite no matter where she was in the world. This was a tremendous leap in social status. From ancient times to the present, the ultimate struggle in the eyes of Chinese people has always been to achieve a leap in social status. Therefore, the opportunity before Su Yingxue truly delighted Su Weimin.

Fang Min was as pleased and excited as Su Weimin, if not more so. Besides the joy, Fang Min couldn’t help but sigh inwardly. Her daughter had always been strong-willed. Who could have imagined Li Mu would reach where he was today, step by step? It was precisely because of her daughter’s persistence that her husband, Su Weimin, saw such rapid advancements in his official career. And similarly, because of her daughter’s persistence, her own destiny had also begun to undergo a massive change.

Su Weimin excitedly asked Su Yingxue, “When are you planning to come back? Once you’re back, you can personally tell your paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents this good news.”

Su Yingxue said, “I can’t come back for now. Li Mu came to Harvard to see me today. Tomorrow, I’m going to Silicon Valley with him. Once he finishes his business there, we’ll go back together. But I can’t say for sure which day we’ll return right now. Li Mu always seems to travel by private jet, so the timing depends on his actual schedule, which has a lot of uncertainty.”

“Oh…” Su Weimin replied softly, as if to himself, “So Li Mu went to America.”

Fang Min covered the microphone of the phone and whispered to Su Weimin, “I’m cooking congee in the kitchen. Go turn off the stove, scoop out two bowls, and take out the steamed buns from the steamer. Be careful not to burn yourself.”

Su Weimin didn’t think much of it, simply nodded and said, “Alright,” then went straight to the kitchen.

Seeing Su Weimin enter the kitchen, Fang Min picked up her phone, switched from speakerphone to handset mode, and went into the bedroom with it.

Once inside the bedroom with the door shut, Fang Min carefully said to Su Yingxue, “Yingxue, there’s something Mom needs to remind you about.”

Su Yingxue hummed in response, saying, “Go ahead, Mom.”

Fang Min said in a very serious whisper, “When you’re with Li Mu, remember to take proper precautions. Absolutely don’t take any risks or rely on luck. Your studies should still be your priority right now. You need to complete your MBA smoothly and steadily, understand?”

“Huh?” Su Yingxue didn’t react immediately, subconsciously saying, “Mom, what do you mean? I don’t understand.”

Fang Min thought Su Yingxue was pretending to be naive, so she said, “Don’t worry, your dad is in the kitchen, and I’m in the bedroom, he won’t hear. In short, your normal dating as young people won’t be interfered with by Mom. Not getting pregnant is Mom’s only requirement for you. Can you promise Mom?”

In Fang Min’s intuition, she felt that her daughter and Li Mu must have already reached that substantive stage in their relationship long ago. They had been in the same school before, then her daughter went to America, and Li Mu had visited her at Harvard more than once. Even at this very moment, Li Mu was at Harvard, very likely right by her daughter’s side. And then her daughter was going to Silicon Valley with him. With such an intimate relationship, Fang Min felt there was absolutely no need for further doubt.

Only when Fang Min said those four words, “not getting pregnant,” did Su Yingxue finally understand what her mother truly meant.

Although no one else was around, Su Yingxue still felt her cheeks and earlobes burning hot. She really wanted to explain to her mother, to tell her that she had truly misunderstood, but after much thought, Su Yingxue couldn’t bring herself to speak.

Her mother’s words made Su Yingxue feel that if even her mother thought she and Li Mu must have made substantial progress, then everyone else in the world who knew they were dating would probably think the same way.

However, the truth was starkly different from what they assumed. She had been with Li Mu for quite some time, and there had indeed been a few times when they were on the verge of taking that step, but they inexplicably missed the opportunity each time.

This also made Su Yingxue realize a very important issue. The same premise applied: if even her mother believed she and Li Mu had reached that stage, did it also mean that she really should take that step?

Sometimes, Su Yingxue herself wondered why she and Li Mu were always intimate yet distant, distant yet intimate, and even harbored an excessive respect that went beyond a normal couple’s relationship. The fundamental reason was very likely that they had never taken that final step…

Just as Su Yingxue’s thoughts spiraled out of control, Fang Min, who hadn’t heard her voice, couldn’t help but ask, “Yingxue, did you hear Mom? Is it inconvenient for you to talk right now?”

Su Yingxue came to her senses and quickly said, “I heard you, Mom. No, it’s not inconvenient. There’s no one else around me.”

Fang Min asked again, “Then can you promise Mom?”

Su Yingxue suppressed her embarrassment and said, “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll definitely be careful.”

Fang Min felt relieved and said, “Alright, Mom won’t chat anymore. Call Mom after you arrive in Silicon Valley, so she doesn’t worry. As for when you’ll be back, try to tell Mom in advance. At the very latest, you must tell Mom before you get on the plane, so Mom can prepare.”

Su Yingxue agreed, saying, “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll keep you updated in time.”

…

After Li Mu returned to his room, he called Lin Qingya, who was overseeing operations in Silicon Valley. Currently, subsequent communications with Apple were still proceeding closely and smoothly. Both parties were preparing to sign a framework agreement first, to further ensure that the acquisition of Apple and the subsequent privatization process developed in the intended direction.

At the same time, Li Mu received a message from Chen Ze regarding the progress of fund-raising among CSC Club members.

Currently, the equivalent of two point five billion US dollars in RMB has been raised, with a certain surplus. Chen Ze would initiate another RMB eight billion fundraising today. After the fundraising concluded, the actual capital commitment would begin. Once the actual funds received reached two point five billion US dollars, this money would be transferred through the private equity fund’s account to the Central Bank as collateral for a loan. The Central Bank would then release the foreign exchange as quickly as possible. Once the US dollars arrived, the actual operations for acquiring Apple and taking it private could commence.

To actually complete Apple’s delisting from Nasdaq would take at least one or two months or even longer. However, as long as Apple’s major shareholders signed to transfer their shares, giving Li Mu an absolute controlling stake in Apple, the subsequent matters could be resolved at a more leisurely pace.

Li Mu was very satisfied with the progress of this matter. As soon as he obtained an absolute controlling stake in Apple, he would immediately pull Apple’s iPod R&D team and merge them with the Mango team. All of iPod’s technology patents and accumulated knowledge would be fully opened up to Mango. Then, it would be officially announced that iPod would exit the market.

As for the fate of iPod, Li Mu had already planned everything. At that time, he would have Muye Technology handle returns for all iPod users who met the return requirements. Then, all recalled iPods and existing iPod inventory would be sent back to the contract manufacturers for disassembly. Usable parts would be recovered, and the rest would be uniformly destroyed. He would then continue to delay payments to iPod distributors for goods and to contract manufacturers for OEM fees, using this as the key to control them.

In the future, all iPod distributors worldwide would have to unconditionally become Mango distributors. Otherwise, the payments for their returned iPods could not be settled. iPod’s contract manufacturers would also have to unconditionally switch to producing Mango-ME2 as contract manufacturers; otherwise, the payments Apple owed them would also not be settled.

If they wanted this money, they could file a lawsuit in court. Muye Technology would definitely hire the best professional litigators to aggressively stonewall them. Even if the court ruled against Muye Technology, Muye Technology could continue to appeal and delay for time. By the time it was impossible to delay any further, at least one or two years would have passed. These distributors and contract manufacturers simply couldn’t afford such a consumption of resources. Therefore, their only choice was to obediently continue cooperating.

As Li Mu calculated every detail of his next steps, Elon Musk knocked on his hotel room door.

Li Mu opened the door and invited him in, politely asking, “How was your day at Harvard?”

Elon Musk smiled and said, “I didn’t stay at Harvard. I left as soon as I arrived.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Where did you go?”

“MIT,” Elon Musk said. “I don’t have much affection for Harvard. I always feel it’s a bit too dull here. The MIT next door is much more interesting.”

Elon Musk wasn’t very interested in Harvard. Graduating from the University of Pennsylvania, he was a fanatic who favored engineering. Although Harvard’s overall strength was world-class, its engineering capabilities were far inferior to several other Ivy League universities in the United States, especially MIT next to Harvard, and Stanford University.

So, as soon as Elon Musk arrived at Harvard and knew Li Mu wouldn’t have time for him for a while, he went by himself to MIT, which wasn’t far from Harvard.

Elon Musk excitedly told Li Mu, “After I went to MIT, I directly asked people at the school about MIT’s electrical engineering lab and the current related R&D projects. Then I found a student-initiated R&D project, focusing on high-efficiency induction motors. I chatted with them for an entire afternoon and felt that their R&D direction was quite suitable for our electric vehicle project. Plus, they already had some accumulation of knowledge. So, I decided to invest two hundred thousand US dollars in them first, taking a 51% stake in their entire R&D project. Once our endeavors get off the ground, we can invite them to join us.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Are MIT students that easy to deal with? Two hundred thousand US dollars for a 51% stake?”

Elon Musk laughed, “They’re college students, after all. Two hundred thousand US dollars is already a huge sum for them. Besides, the R&D they’re doing is essentially positioned as an interest group. They themselves don’t know how much development potential this thing actually has, and their R&D funds are limited. There’s always a possibility that the project would simply end when they run out of money. So, now someone is willing to invest two hundred thousand US dollars for their subsequent R&D expenses, and even generously allow these founding members to cash out fifty thousand US dollars from it. With such a good deal, they wouldn’t know what ‘no’ means.”





Chapter 1441: You Imbecile!

The more Li Mu chatted with Elon Musk, the more he realized that the bigwigs and large companies in Silicon Valley all enjoyed scouting for hidden gems at major STEM universities.

What was meant by ‘scouting for hidden gems’ was essentially searching for small startup or R&D projects from students at various universities. Just like angel investment, as long as the general idea seemed promising and the direction was appealing, they would immediately invest a sum of money to buy out or acquire a controlling stake in the project.

Elon Musk himself was a tech fanatic who held technology in particularly high regard. So, according to him, in the coming period, he planned to visit several top STEM universities across the United States. He would scrutinize all projects related to battery charge-discharge management, electric motors, transmissions, and dynamic vehicle power distribution. As long as a project was investable, he would invest fully. In his eyes, sometimes students, who engaged in R&D purely out of fervent passion, could unleash creativity that surpassed imagination.

Li Mu highly agreed with Elon Musk’s viewpoint. Many large enterprises in Silicon Valley actually originated from small startup or R&D projects on university campuses. The renowned Cisco, for instance, was initially launched as a small startup by a husband-and-wife professor duo at Stanford University. Now, it was already a leviathan in the internet industry. Furthermore, as an enterprise primarily focused on hardware and solutions, Cisco had far greater resilience to challenges in the internet sector than typical internet companies.

Considering the future development trend of new energy, Li Mu said to Elon Musk, “Once you return to Silicon Valley, start with the company registration. After it’s registered, I’ll immediately transfer the money to the company’s account. Oh, by the way, do you have any ideas for the company’s name?”

Elon Musk immediately replied, “Yes! I want to name it Tesla!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, thinking, ‘Such a person truly has an obsession.’ If Elon Musk were given ten chances to be reborn, with his memory reset each time, he would likely name this new energy vehicle company Tesla all ten times. Li Mu felt that this guy’s admiration for Nikola Tesla had probably risen to the level of a life idol.

However, Li Mu still feigned curiosity and asked, “Tesla? Are you referring to the American electrical inventor from the last century?”

“Exactly, exactly!” Elon Musk exclaimed with particular excitement. “It’s him, Nikola Tesla, my biggest idol in this life, a god-like figure.”

At this point, Elon Musk looked at Li Mu and seriously said, “General Manager Li, I believe that in several years, my biggest idol will become you. Because I am convinced that your future achievements will surpass even Tesla. After all, you are only in your early twenties. That is truly terrifying. Whenever I see your young, even somewhat naive face, and then think of the enormous industry you’ve created, I feel my life is utterly meaningless.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and said, “Don’t flatter me just because I’m your future owner. Nikola Tesla is also a great man in my eyes, so I don’t accept you comparing me with him. However, if you want to name the company Tesla, I wholeheartedly approve. Nikola Tesla himself was a genius in electrical engineering, and what we are doing is also electric vehicles. Strictly speaking, Nikola Tesla is our pioneer in this field, and using his name is a way of showing him respect.”

As he spoke, Li Mu sighed softly and continued, “Nikola Tesla’s global fame is truly disproportionate to the contributions he made to the world. He is a great man who has been largely forgotten. Since we are developing electric vehicles, we are, to a certain extent, inheriting his mantle. Therefore, we also have a responsibility to vindicate him globally and let the world know more about him.”

Elon Musk suddenly became emotional, clasped his hands together, and exclaimed to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, there’s an ancient saying in China: ‘A man dies for his confidant.’ You are my confidant!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Since Nikola Tesla is your biggest idol, then you must go all out to make Tesla a success.”

Elon Musk smiled and nodded, then asked, “General Manager Li, why don’t I just resign from PayPal?”

Li Mu said, “Resigning from PayPal now wouldn’t be very meaningful. The core work in Tesla’s initial phase is R&D. I suggest you continue serving at PayPal for now, and then find a suitable place in Silicon Valley to set up Tesla’s R&D team. That way, it’s also close to you.”

Seeing Elon Musk looking somewhat puzzled, Li Mu explained, “Staying at PayPal can help you accumulate more industry resources. After all, PayPal’s development is currently at its zenith, and more and more real economy enterprises will be dealing with PayPal in the future. In your status, you’ll be able to acquire additional resources.”

PayPal’s recent development was indeed astonishing. The main reason was that almost all of Muye Technology’s value-added service payments overseas went through PayPal, bringing PayPal enormous transaction volume and profit. Li Mu had no payment infrastructure overseas, and since Muye Technology was already a shareholder in PayPal, Li Mu wasn’t planning to establish another overseas payment channel himself. As a result, PayPal reaped enormous development dividends from Muye Technology.

Going forward, PayPal’s status in the internet industry would only grow higher. In such circumstances, Elon Musk would also be highly sought after in the industry. Furthermore, payment channels had a significant advantage: they were closer to offline activities than other online products, because they opened up not the user’s computer, but the user’s wallet. As a result, during the future phase of rapid e-commerce development, the real economy’s reliance on PayPal would only increase.

Tesla’s endeavor was in the new energy vehicle manufacturing industry. In the future, it would inevitably deal with numerous global component suppliers. If Musk still had the PayPal name behind him, he would gain greater tilt and concessions when haggling over prices with these suppliers. If he were to resign now and focus solely on Tesla, on one hand, he wouldn’t be very helpful during the pure technology development phase, and on the other hand, he would lose access to significant resource channels.

Elon Musk understood Li Mu’s intentions. Although he was filled with fervent passion and wanted to pour it all into Tesla, Li Mu’s perspective was indeed more pragmatic. Tesla didn’t need him to be a full-time CEO, at least not for the foreseeable future.

Subsequently, Elon Musk said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I’ll continue my position at PayPal then, and establish Tesla in Silicon Valley, quickly beginning concentrated R&D in Tesla’s battery and motor fields.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, asking him, “If you’re developing the batteries and motors yourselves, where will the car’s platform technology come from?”

People commonly referred to a car’s “three major components,” implying that the essence of a car lay in its vehicle power, transmission, and chassis. Tesla could solve the vehicle power and transmission aspects themselves, but chassis technology wasn’t something they could manage on their own.

Moreover, Li Mu believed that the “three major components” weren’t the most crucial; the manufacturing platform was. Only enterprises capable of building a manufacturing platform could be truly called automobile manufacturing enterprises.

However, Elon Musk’s opinion differed from Li Mu’s. He said, “General Manager Li, I don’t think we need to consider the platform so early. What we truly lack right now is chassis technology. At that point, we can choose a car manufacturer to buy their chassis technology, or even directly let them OEM the chassis. We could even let other companies OEM the car body frame. That way, we’d only need to set up our own assembly production line to achieve mass production.”

Li Mu shook his head.

‘No wonder your Tesla constantly faced delivery difficulties and incurred enormous losses at the drop of a hat. If you built cars with that mindset, it would be strange if you didn’t go bankrupt from losses!’

Seeing Li Mu shaking his head and sighing repeatedly, Elon Musk hastily and nervously asked, “General Manager Li, is there something wrong with what I said?”

Li Mu sighed again, looked at him, and said with a serious expression, “Elon, I believe that under your leadership, Tesla can design and produce the best new energy vehicles in the world, but…”

As Li Mu said this, his tone became significantly heavier. He paused, then continued, “But! Under your leadership, Tesla will definitely not become the most successful new energy vehicle manufacturer in the world. In fact, I highly doubt that if you don’t adjust your mindset in time, Tesla might go bankrupt in your hands someday.”

“Why…” Elon Musk was extremely bewildered, but Li Mu’s grave words also made him exceptionally panicked.

Very few people could make Elon Musk fall into disarray with just one sentence, and the young Li Mu might be the only one.

Seeing Elon Musk somewhat flustered, Li Mu explained to him, “The internet mindset is indeed very advanced, and the environmental protection mindset is also very forward-thinking, but that doesn’t mean applying these two mindsets to real industries will necessarily lead you in the right direction.”

With that, Li Mu picked up a Zippo lighter placed on the coffee table and asked him, “How many types of lighters does Zippo have?”

Elon Musk instinctively replied, “Countless, I suppose, too many types.”

Li Mu then asked, “Would Zippo set up a production line for every single lighter model?”

Elon Musk hurriedly said, “Of course not.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “If Zippo wants to handle the production of thousands of different product models, then its production lines must be designed with strong compatibility, capable of producing at least 80% of the models on the same production line. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Elon Musk agreed, saying, “I believe that must be the case.”

Li Mu then said, “Yet you aren’t planning to build a true automobile manufacturing platform, only an assembly production line. Are you planning to have Tesla produce only one model in the future?”

Elon Musk felt extremely embarrassed. He said, lacking confidence, “General Manager Li, to be honest, to a certain extent, that is indeed what I was thinking. My idea was that Tesla would only launch one classic model at each stage, so we wouldn’t need to build a highly versatile platform; we would only need to build a production line for that specific model.”

Li Mu stared at him, dumbfounded, and after a long moment, blurted out, “You imbecile!”





Chapter 1442: You’re Just Showing Off

“You imbecile!” Li Mu’s sudden remark left Elon Musk dumbfounded.

He never expected Li Mu to respond and attack him so fiercely. Every word from Li Mu’s mouth felt like a cannonball striking his self-confidence. He had believed his self-confidence was strong enough, but only when Li Mu’s cannon fire struck did he realize how vulnerable his self-confidence truly was.

Li Mu did not immediately explain to Elon Musk why he had cursed him, but instead fell into deep thought.

Through Elon Musk’s overall planning for car manufacturing, Li Mu understood a principle: impressive figures are not impressive in every aspect. The more extremely impressive someone is in certain fields, the more likely they are to make extremely foolish mistakes in others.

Ford, a century ago, understood the importance of versatile assembly line operations for car manufacturing. The assembly line wasn’t the sole focus; the real key was strong versatility. Yet, Elon Musk doesn’t realize this.

Take the Zippo example: if Zippo built a production line for every single lighter model, that would also be assembly line work. But would that be considered advanced?

Because the versatility of such a production line is extremely poor, as soon as a certain product stops selling in the market, its corresponding production line would become obsolete. If Zippo adopted this kind of assembly line operation, it would go bankrupt very quickly.

The reason for this is that product iteration is very fast, but technology iteration is slow!

Zippo lighters have so many styles; some might only be popular for half a year before they stop selling. However, the design structure, manufacturing processes, and technology of Zippo lighters do not undergo major changes for decades; they only develop slowly and steadily. Therefore, in this situation, a highly versatile manufacturing platform becomes crucial.

With the same manufacturing platform, when a certain style is popular in the market, you produce that style at full capacity. When another style becomes popular, you immediately switch to producing that other style at full capacity. Products iterate rapidly, but they do not impact the platform. This is the key to development.

However, Elon Musk could conceive of manufacturing new energy vehicles, but he could not conceive of developing a highly versatile manufacturing platform for his new energy vehicle plan.

Furthermore, Elon Musk had not even considered the importance of product iteration. Only one model at each stage? This idea is far too simplistic in the field of automotive manufacturing; it fundamentally doesn’t align with the basic logic of modern industry.

Li Mu recalled carefully: from 2008 to 2012, Tesla had only one Roadster model for four years.

From 2012 to 2015, for three years, there was only one Model S.

Having only two car models in seven years was indeed somewhat laughable. Elon Musk at that time should have realized his former naivety, so he slightly accelerated the launch of new models, introducing the Model X in 2015 and the Model 3 in 2016. In over ten years of development, Tesla only produced these four models.

And the most embarrassing thing was that although the Model 3 received massive orders, it was severely hampered by insufficient production capacity, which delayed delivery speed. By then, Tesla’s efforts to strive with all one’s might to enhance production capacity and platformization were already too late.

It seemed that Elon Musk’s biggest problem wasn’t his initial lack of a foundational automotive manufacturing setup, but rather that he hadn’t clearly sorted out his own thinking pattern.

Half an hour later, Li Mu picked up his Zippo, lit a cigarette, took a few puffs, and then, while playing with the Zippo in his hand, said to Elon Musk: “Elon, your biggest problem is that you are overly confident, to the point of appearing incredibly foolish.”

After speaking, Li Mu continued: “No merchant can be invincible worldwide with just one product. Even God cannot do that. Otherwise, the Bible should be in the hands of everyone worldwide, shouldn’t it?”

Elon Musk wanted to explain himself. He said: “General Manager Li, I don’t think our initial judgment needs to be so grand. We founded Tesla not to have everyone in the world buy a Tesla, nor is it something we can achieve. So, I think we should build an electric sports car with excellent performance, to make the world realize the infinite potential of electric vehicles. This is very achievable, especially since the team we acquired has already used batteries and motors to enable a car to accelerate from 0 to 60 miles per hour in four seconds.”

Li Mu gently shook his head and said: “To step back for a moment, even God knows he cannot make everyone in the world his follower, yet he still sends his missionaries to every corner of the world. Elon, do you know what principle is hidden within this?”

Elon Musk looked at Li Mu, bewildered. Having been completely denied by Li Mu, his entire state was somewhat dazed, and inwardly, he had fallen into disarray.

Seeing he didn’t respond, Li Mu continued: “The principle concealed here is that even if you cannot make everyone your user, you must still strive towards that goal. Regardless of whether you can conquer the world, you must first have the heart to conquer it. Otherwise, your Tesla, once built, won’t even make it out of Silicon Valley!”

Elon Musk nodded: “I understand your point, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu assertively stated: “No, you don’t.”

After that, Li Mu continued: “What I mean is, you must not only have the heart to conquer the world, but also different means to conquer it. Trying to conquer the world with just one car model, what is the difference from trying to conquer the world with a single military branch? The Mongol cavalry couldn’t conquer Japan, let alone Africa, Australia, and the Americas. So, you must have multiple car models forming a multi-dimensional combination, like a sea, land, and air triad.”

Elon Musk rested the thumb web of his left hand beneath his nose, his brows deeply furrowed. After pondering for a moment, he asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, this is the key to emphasizing platformization, isn’t it?”

Li Mu nodded: “Tesla needs a highly versatile manufacturing platform, and perhaps even more than one. For example, we need a platform suitable for long-wheelbase, four-wheel-drive models, which can be used to produce mid-to-large high-end sedans, as well as mid-to-large high-end SUVs and mid-to-large high-end MPVs. In addition, we might also need a platform suitable for medium-wheelbase, front-wheel-drive and rear-wheel-drive models, which can be used to produce our mid-range sedans, mid-range SUVs, and even performance cars.”

At this point, Li Mu continued: “Learn from Volkswagen. If Volkswagen only produced one model, it would have died out long ago. That’s why it has a series of similar-looking car models, which are simply stretched, shortened, raised, or flattened. However, it’s through multi-dimensional car models that Volkswagen can ensure its product coverage.”

Elon Musk mumbled: “This means we need to develop multiple models…”

Li Mu said helplessly: “You still haven’t grasped the key to platformization. True automotive manufacturers are not researching car models, but rather core components and platforms. For example, if we now develop a high-performance battery pack and motor, we use the best battery pack and motor to constitute our high-end products. Then, by reducing the cost and performance of the battery pack and motor by 30%, we can form our mid-range products. If we reduce them by more than 50%, we’ll have our low-end products. Look at how many types of engines and transmissions Volkswagen has in total; most models use the same engine, with the only differences being in tuning and the level of matched assembly.”

At this point, Li Mu continued: “Let me give you an even more concrete example. If we develop a 100 kilowatt-hour battery pack and a single motor with 200 kilowatts of power, then by using the 100 kilowatt-hour battery pack, paired with two 200-kilowatt motors, and a long-wheelbase chassis, we will have a high-end model. We can name it Tesla S.

Then, if we reduce the battery pack to 70 kilowatt-hours, paired with two 120-kilowatt motors and a medium-wheelbase chassis, we will have a mid-range model. We can name it Tesla E.

Based on the Tesla S, if we raise the chassis height and vehicle height, we will have a high-end SUV model. We can name it Tesla X.

Based on the Tesla E, if we use a 100 kilowatt-hour battery pack, paired with two 200-kilowatt motors, and opt for a rear-wheel-drive configuration, we will have a sports car. We can name it Tesla GT.

If there’s market demand, we can put a 1,000 kilowatt-hour battery pack into a bus chassis, paired with two 200-kilowatt motors, and we will have a new energy passenger vehicle…”

It was only then that Elon Musk understood why Li Mu had called him an imbecile. He said sheepishly to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I understand your meaning. My thinking pattern was too narrow-minded. I always thought that people’s demand for cars was similar to their demand for internet products—that fantasizing about one product could cover almost all users. If Tesla reached its peak, it could also achieve global popularity like a certain social media platform. But I overlooked one point: unlike internet products, which are mostly free of charge, the automotive industry must fully consider the consumption capacity of users from different social strata. Yet, I was only thinking of building one model.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “What I just mentioned constitutes some areas where I’m dissatisfied with you, based on the laws of modern industry. Beyond that, there’s one more thing that somewhat disappoints me.”

Elon Musk eagerly asked him: “General Manager Li, what else are you dissatisfied with? Please don’t hesitate; point it out directly.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “I support you in developing new energy not to showcase our differences, nor to disrupt the traditional automotive industry, but to convey the advantages of new energy—affordability, cleanliness, environmental protection, and renewability—to the world through successful new energy cases. This will make the public realize the advantages of clean energy, thereby gradually abandoning traditional vehicles and reducing pollution and emissions.”

At this point, Li Mu’s tone shifted: “However, I just found that in your essence, you don’t truly believe this. Although you want to build new energy vehicles, all you’re thinking about is building an awesome new energy vehicle. You’re thinking of using new energy to make cars run faster. You want the whole world to be shocked by you, for the elite globally to flock to you, for people worldwide to give you a thumbs-up and praise Elon Musk for building a battery-powered supercar. But what truly universal value does this have for society, beyond personal reputation? To put it bluntly, you’re just showing off.”

“If it were according to your idea, the unit price of the new energy vehicle you build would probably be over one hundred thousand US dollars. At such an expensive price, it would only become a plaything for a few rich people. So why are we working so hard to research and develop new energy vehicles? Is it to tell the world that new energy is something only rich people can play with, and it has nothing to do with ordinary people?”





Chapter 1456: The True Meaning of Tesla

Suddenly scolded by Li Mu, Elon Musk felt particularly frustrated and wronged.

Facing Li Mu’s rebuke, he said very innocently, “General Manager Li, regarding the new energy vehicles project, I actually didn’t think of it as being so noble or grand. I merely analyzed it from an investment perspective and felt that this project had the potential to disrupt the traditional automotive industry. From an investment perspective, the more a project has disruptive potential, the higher its foreseeable profit margin will be…”

Li Mu was momentarily stunned, then gently nodded.

Li Mu had once believed Elon Musk to be a person with a very strong sense of social responsibility, but after their recent discussions, Li Mu realized his perception was somewhat flawed.

In his opinion, Elon Musk was far less noble than he had imagined. He was essentially just a businessman, one who pursued profit and also sought fame. At the very least, at this current stage, before he was widely known or wildly admired by the world, he hadn’t yet built up a strong sense of social responsibility for himself.

For a moment, Li Mu even felt that the inner world of Elon Musk in his early starting a business days wasn’t much different from China’s Jia Bust. They were all risk-takers, all hoping to embark on a grand gamble in life: win and rule the world, lose and simply start over. Elon Musk won his bet on Tesla, and then won his bet on SpaceX.

Perhaps, as Elon Musk gradually progressed on his path to success, he would gradually acquire a stronger sense of social responsibility, but at least for now, Li Mu hadn’t truly seen it in him.

New energy vehicles, in his eyes, weren’t truly for environmental protection, nor were they meant to popularize the importance of clean energy to the world. He had simply stumbled upon a small team named AC-Propulsion, specializing in the R&D of battery-drive related technologies for vehicles. Then, with a businessman’s discerning eye, he thought this thing had potential from a business perspective, so he prepared to invest some money, acting purely as an angel investor.

Recalling it now, Elon Musk’s initial investment in Tesla was only six point two million US dollars. By any measure, this investment was disproportionate to the scale of an automobile manufacturing enterprise. Thus, from the size of this investment, it was clear that Elon Musk’s original intention in investing in Tesla was cautious. This amount of money was likely only enough for Tesla to build one prototype vehicle, which could then be used to tell a story and attract the next round of investment.

Therefore, Elon Musk’s original intention for Tesla, as he had just said, was simply a pure investment project for him. As for the subsequent extensive media portrayal, in Li Mu’s opinion, it was most likely also deliberately orchestrated by Elon Musk’s team.

The whole world was extolling Tesla for leading the development of new energy vehicles and ushering in an era of environmentally friendly clean energy. However, up until Li Mu’s reincarnation, Tesla had remained merely a plaything for the rich and the middle class.

Li Mu realized that as a businessman, Elon Musk wasn’t wrong for doing this. The mistake lay in Li Mu’s own excessively high expectations of him on a personal level. The root cause was the media in his previous life, which had wildly praised him, tirelessly portraying his perfect image to the world: “Silicon Valley Iron Man” was him, “Hope of Humanity” was also him, “Colonizing Mars” was still him. In the eyes of the media and some members of the public, he was the most incredible entrepreneur on Earth. Now, it seemed these statements were, to some extent, absurd.

Li Mu didn’t despise Elon Musk because of this; he simply felt that a figure portrayed as a god was, in essence, nothing more than a complete businessman. It was just that the field he chose was particularly apt at igniting fervent passion in ordinary people.

But in the final analysis, this was understandable and, in fact, an extremely normal thing. It was just that Li Mu felt a certain sense of disillusionment in his heart, having seen through this point.

After Li Mu adjusted his feelings of disillusionment regarding Elon Musk, he very seriously said to him, “For the future of Tesla, whether it’s to make money or to popularize the concept of clean energy, we must find a way to make our products accessible to a wider range of people. We have already reached a consensus on this point, haven’t we?”

Elon Musk nodded repeatedly.

Li Mu continued, “Society is very impetuous, I admit that. Society promotes ultimate products rather than popularized ones, I also admit that. So, Tesla’s first car to make its name can be a sports car purely focused on performance, to attract public attention. But after we officially come onto the stage, what we truly need to launch globally must be a product matrix with high, medium, and low-end models;

We need to let the rich drive clean energy vehicles, and also give ordinary people the same opportunity. We want new energy to have as many potential supporters as possible. If in the future our market share, or the entire new energy vehicle market share, can reach thirty percent of the automotive market, then it is foreseeable that we will achieve thirty percent Energy Saving and Emission Reduction for global household cars! Thirty percent, perhaps equivalent to several billion tons of greenhouse gases, the significance of this is immense.”

Elon Musk understood Li Mu’s meaning. He himself felt that new energy vehicles would be an excellent investment project, but Li Mu thought that new energy vehicles would make a huge contribution to environmental protection, provided that the concept and products of new energy vehicles achieved widespread global adoption.

Immediately, Elon Musk stated, “General Manager Li, I understand your requirements. First, we need to have a platformization mindset, preparing for multiple car models and mass production in the future. Second, we need to have a sense of responsibility. We are not just building an automotive industry, nor are we merely doing this to make money; rather, it is to make the world accept clean energy vehicles.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “If it were purely about making money, I have many high-quality, high-return, and short-cycle, light asset projects on the internet. There’s absolutely no need to undertake such a laborious and thankless capital-intensive project. But the reason we are still doing it is to provide the world with a practical and feasible clean energy vehicle solution. Perhaps because of our efforts, decades from now, eighty percent of all household cars worldwide will become clean energy vehicles. This is our greatest goal.”

Li Mu wasn’t trying to show off to Elon Musk. Muye Technology, along with Taobao and Alipay, would be enough to support a market capitalization exceeding one trillion US dollars in the future. Moreover, he had already secured the “Father of Android” and soon had the opportunity to acquire shares in Google and acquire Apple. Just these existing industries, if they developed smoothly, meant a net worth of two trillion US dollars was just around the corner. In such a situation, he simply didn’t need Tesla to make money for him. In comparison, the clean energy revolution that Tesla represented was what Li Mu truly valued.

At this point, Li Mu said with particular seriousness, “Once the concept of clean energy is popularized, it will definitely unleash an environmental storm globally. I believe that in the near future, land transportation will increasingly develop towards clean energy. Besides the electrification of railways, there will be more and more other new energy transportation tools, including cars, light motorcycles, and trucks. This will be a revolution in the world’s energy landscape and the environmental protection field. I hope Tesla can become the leader of this revolution.”

“Understood!” Elon Musk had already begun to subconsciously accept Li Mu’s influence, making him feel that he was gradually beginning to bear more responsibility on his shoulders.

Li Mu said, “When it comes to promoting new energy, we will face several major issues. These issues will all be targets for Tesla to tackle diligently. For example: the battery’s energy density problem, the price per unit capacity of batteries, the battery fast charging problem, the battery degradation problem, and the usage safety problem.”

He paused, then Li Mu added, “Future new energy vehicles will have a significant weakness in terms of range. The charging speed of any battery may not compare to the speed of filling a gas tank with gasoline. So we need to start finding ways to strengthen this weakness now. For example, you need to find a capable team and start R&D on how to fully charge an electric vehicle in the shortest time possible, find a rapid charging solution, and minimize its cost as much as possible. Because in the future, we may need to install this rapid charging equipment in developed countries worldwide, and even developing countries, to allow our new energy vehicles and our users to break through the limitations of battery range.”

Tesla only began to fully develop supercharging pile technology and global deployment of supercharging piles in its mid-to-late stages. The high density of this hardware deployment greatly exacerbated Tesla’s losses. However, at that time, Tesla had no choice but to fully commit to this task because in its early days, Tesla was just a plaything for the rich, who didn’t pay much attention to Tesla’s range capability. If they needed a long-range vehicle, they had gasoline cars as an alternative. So Tesla became their tool for short and medium-distance travel.

However, in the mid-term of Tesla’s development, Tesla began to lower its target users to the middle-class demographic. At that time, Tesla began to be considered by the middle-class group as their primary or only vehicle. Its range, far lower than that of gasoline cars, became Tesla’s biggest weakness.

So, to compensate for this weakness, Tesla began building supercharging piles everywhere to increase the convenience of Tesla’s range. Even in the early days of supercharging piles, Tesla users could charge for free. All these measures were aimed at compensating for the massive weakness of insufficient range.

Li Mu didn’t want Tesla to continue with the last-minute scramble of his previous life: only thinking of platformization when production capacity was insufficient; only introducing new car models when market potential showed weakness; only starting to build supercharging piles when range issues became severe; and only setting up their own battery production base when battery costs became uncontrollable. Such a pace greatly hampered Tesla’s progress. Therefore, preparing for supporting technologies in advance was extremely important for Tesla’s future development.

In Li Mu’s vision, once Tesla was launched, it should rapidly introduce different car models and quickly achieve mass production. Simultaneously, strict control over costs was needed. Before going public, there should also be active promotion of the new energy vehicle concept. Then, they should apply for subsidies from various governments. The methods of subsidies included, but were not limited to: tax reductions for new energy vehicles, subsidies for new energy vehicle consumers, and providing subsidies and conveniences for supercharging pile construction, etc.

Li Mu’s goal was for Tesla’s future product matrix to ensure that at least half of automobile consumers can afford them. Teslas starting at over eight hundred thousand RMB could exist, but after enjoying various subsidies, Teslas that consumers could buy for two to three hundred thousand RMB would be the top priority!





Chapter 1444: The Grand Show is About to Start

Even on the flight back to San Francisco, Elon Musk was still constantly internalizing the words Li Mu had spoken to him earlier. His anticipation grew for the clean energy revolution Li Mu had spoken of leading.

Enough anticipation could cultivate sufficient passion, just as injecting more fuel into an engine generates greater kinetic energy. Elon Musk felt his thinking had undergone a true elevation. He no longer simply pondered a project’s profit potential, but instead began considering the positive value it could contribute to society.

This was also the hope Li Mu held for Elon Musk: to proactively become a more responsible person, rather than being pushed along by society step by step, or even worse, being over-interpreted and fantasized about by society.

The plane took off at one in the morning. Li Mu had taken a full day to meet with the Harvard school administration to understand 3321’s progress in the United States, and even made time in the evening to meet with Mark Zuckerberg. Choosing to depart at night was to ensure his work in Silicon Valley the next day wouldn’t be delayed.

After the plane landed, Li Mu and Elon Musk parted ways at the San Francisco airport. Li Mu and Su Yingxue first went to their hotel. He left Su Yingxue at the hotel to rest, while he himself took a shower, changed clothes, and then immediately headed to Muye Technology to meet Lin Qingya and others. During the flight, Chen Ze had sent Li Mu good news: the Central Bank had already disbursed the loan, and two and a half billion US dollars had been fully received. This money, after reaching the private equity fund’s account, barely paused before being immediately transferred via overseas banks to Muye Technology’s offshore account.

With the funds in place, the acquisition could no longer wait. Apple was like a bride-to-be, and Li Mu, as the prospective groom, was already impatient.

Muye Technology’s acquisition team, who had come to the United States for this purpose, were all staying in a five-star hotel in Silicon Valley. To ensure Li Mu’s safety and privacy, Lin Qingya had booked out the entire top floor of the hotel in advance.

The top floor not only had a so-called Presidential Suite but also multiple luxury suites. Among them, the Presidential Suite was the most opulent. In addition to its indoor area of several hundred square meters, it even boasted a private swimming pool on the top floor. The pool had an unobstructed view above, surrounded by dense tropical plants and landscaping to protect privacy, and with no buildings taller than the hotel nearby, the guests’ privacy was exceptionally well-protected.

Li Mu and Su Yingxue traveled to the hotel alone in a Cadillac SUV. Midway, Li Mu subtly reminded her that the hotel room was very large, with a total of three bedrooms. If Su Yingxue chose to stay in the same suite as him, there were two additional bedrooms for her to choose from. If she preferred to stay alone, there were still three empty suites on the hotel’s top floor, which, though vacant, Muye Technology had already paid for, so Su Yingxue could choose freely.

Su Yingxue replied to Li Mu almost without hesitation, quite naturally, “I’ll stay with you. Staying in a suite all by myself is too empty; there’s no one even to talk to.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, not thinking much of it.

Although Su Yingxue appeared calm on the surface, her heart was pounding wildly with nervousness.

Upon arriving at the hotel, Li Mu and his entourage got out directly from the VIP level of the hotel’s underground parking lot and took the exclusive elevator straight up to the top floor. Along the way, they wouldn’t encounter any other hotel guests. If they wished, they could stay there for a year and never meet anyone other than the service staff.

After the elevator reached the top floor and the doors opened, Li Mu walked out, saying to Li Ziwei, “Ziwei, go back, take a shower and rest. We’ll leave for the company in an hour.”

Li Ziwei asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, would you like to rest a bit longer?”

Li Mu waved his hand. “I slept for over four hours on the plane, that’s enough.”

Then, Li Mu asked her, “How do you feel? If you’re too tired, you can rest a bit longer before going over.”

“I’m fine, General Manager Li,” Li Ziwei said. “Then we’ll depart in an hour. I’ll notify the racing team and General Manager Lin.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, then took Su Yingxue’s suitcase from her hand. He walked alongside Su Yingxue to the end of the long corridor and entered the hotel’s only Presidential Suite.

Upon entering the room, Li Mu told Su Yingxue, “All the bedrooms in this suite are inside. The outside area has the living room, a restaurant, a conference room, and a study. I’ll be heading to the company shortly. You should rest well first. If you need anything, just use any phone in the room to call the dedicated butler and ask her to do it for you.”

Su Yingxue smiled and nodded, looking around the enormous living room, and asked with a smile, “You used to live alone in such a large room?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Otherwise? Was I supposed to find a temporary roommate?”

Su Yingxue asked him, “Are you used to living in such a big room?”

Li Mu shrugged. “At first, when I lived alone in such a large house, I really wasn’t used to it. It was the same in Beijing; that villa in Ziyun Mountain Villa was very empty for one person. Sometimes, right after moving in, it would feel a bit eerie, and I wouldn’t even dare to turn off the lights outside when sleeping. But once you get used to it, it’s fine.”

As they spoke, the two had already passed through several rooms and reached a pentagonal hall. Besides the entrance they came through, this pentagonal hall had four other sides. Three of these sides each had a door, while the front left was a corridor. Li Mu pointed down the corridor and said to Su Yingxue, “This corridor leads out to the sun deck and a heated swimming pool. The pool is very large and offers excellent privacy. You can sunbathe from ten in the morning to three-thirty in the afternoon. You can come here to relax once you’re well-rested.”

Su Yingxue chuckled, “I didn’t bring a swimsuit…”

Li Mu jested, “It doesn’t matter if you don’t wear a swimsuit; no one but me can see you.”

Seeing Su Yingxue blush slightly, Li Mu quickly added with a laugh, “I’m just kidding with you. There’s another connecting vestibule further in, and inside the cabinets, you’ll find brand-new swimsuits and clean bath towels.”

Su Yingxue averted Li Mu’s teasing gaze and softly smiled and nodded.

Li Mu pointed to the room on the front right and said, “I’ve always stayed in this room. The other two rooms are empty, so you can pick any one you like.”

Su Yingxue smiled and nodded, pointing to the room next to Li Mu’s. “I’ll stay in this one then.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll help you take your suitcase inside.”

The suite had a total of three bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. After Li Mu pushed the suitcase into the room, he said to Su Yingxue, “If you’re tired, go straight to bed and rest. I need to quickly shower and change clothes to get ready to leave. I’ll try my best to come back and have lunch with you at noon. If I can’t make it back, I’ll call you in advance. Then you can have the butler prepare lunch for you. If you get bored and want to go out, remember to tell the butler. She’ll accompany you wherever you want to go, and the hotel will provide a car if needed.”

Su Yingxue said, “You don’t need to worry about me. I’m someone who loves staying in. When I passed the study earlier, I saw there seemed to be quite a few books inside. I can just pick one and spend the whole day engaged.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I promise I won’t keep you alone at the hotel for the next few days. It’s just that this matter right now is too important. Once I’ve got it settled, I’ll take you out to explore.”

Su Yingxue chuckled softly, “It’s fine. Just focus on your serious business.”

With that, Su Yingxue checked the time and said, “You should hurry and take your shower. Time is quite pressing.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “Alright, you rest a bit too. You must be tired after flying for over six hours.”

“Okay.”



Li Mu returned to his own room, quickly showered, then set an alarm for an hour and a half later, and briefly dozed off on the bed to recover his energy. The moment the alarm rang, he immediately got up, put on his prepared clothes, and left the room at once.

Thinking Su Yingxue must be asleep, Li Mu didn’t disturb her and tiptoed out. As he passed the restaurant, he noticed a figure in a strap dress sleepwear busy at the dining table. Li Mu looked closer and saw it was Su Yingxue.

“Yingxue, you weren’t sleeping?”

Su Yingxue was in the midst of placing food from a room service cart onto the dining table. Hearing the sound, she knew Li Mu was awake, and turned around with a smile. “Are you getting ready to leave? I had them send up some sandwiches and hot milk. Have a little something before you go.”

At this moment, Su Yingxue’s long, dark hair was loose, still somewhat damp, as if she had just washed it. The light purple strap dress sleepwear she wore fit her perfectly, revealing her fair, tender shoulders and a pair of exquisite collarbones. Combined with her slender, straight calves and ankles, her perfection was faultless.

Li Mu was somewhat engrossed in the sight, but fortunately, this state didn’t last too long. He checked his wrist watch; there were still five minutes until the agreed hour. So he said to Su Yingxue, “It’s time for me, I have to go now. You eat, don’t mind me.”

Su Yingxue quickly said, “Then wait a moment.”

As she spoke, Su Yingxue carefully wrapped a sandwich in packaging paper, then handed a cup of warm milk to Li Mu, saying, “Drink some milk first, then eat the sandwich on your way. You’re so smart, you know how important breakfast is, right? I don’t need to tell you.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “That’s truly thoughtful.”

Having said that, he took the milk and drank most of it in one gulp.

Su Yingxue handed him the sandwich and instructed, “If you’re busy, don’t bother coming back for lunch. I can manage on my own.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “Alright, I won’t come back if I’m too busy.”

With that, Li Mu lowered his head, kissed her lightly on the forehead, and said, “I’m in a hurry, I’m heading out.”

Su Yingxue followed Li Mu to the door. When Li Mu opened the door, Li Ziwei was already standing three meters outside, waiting for him. Seeing him open the door and come out, she bowed slightly and said, “General Manager Li, shall we depart on time?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “Depart on time.”

Li Ziwei said, “The racing team is already waiting in the underground parking lot.”

After speaking, Li Ziwei noticed Su Yingxue approaching and smiled faintly at her, saying, “Good morning, Yingxue.”

“Good morning, Sister Ziwei,” Su Yingxue responded with a smile.

Li Mu turned around and said to her, “Go back and eat. I’m leaving.”

After bidding farewell to Su Yingxue, Li Mu and Li Ziwei walked briskly side-by-side towards the elevator. As they walked, Li Ziwei said, “Larry Page from Google just called me, saying he hopes to schedule a meeting with you. He has a very important matter from your last conversation that he wishes to discuss with you in person.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded. “Schedule it temporarily for the night after tomorrow, and then tell him I’m quite busy lately and my schedule might change at any time. I hope he understands.”

Larry Page seeking him out surely meant they had reached a conclusion regarding Li Mu’s investment in Google. Although Li Mu was eager to know how much equity Google was willing to offer him, he still decided to make Larry Page wait a little. Scheduling it for the day after tomorrow, and also stating in advance that the time could change anytime, was intended to send a message: Google’s matter wasn’t that important to him, and it had to defer to many other things.

Delivering such a message would not only give him a more proactive position in the upcoming meeting but also make Larry Page and the entire Google executives more anxious in the time leading up to the meeting.

“Okay, I’ll reply to him shortly,” Li Ziwei said, continuing, “I’ve already contacted General Manager Lin. The team is waiting for you in the executive conference room at the company. You can start the meeting as soon as you arrive. General Manager Lin also just mentioned that the two and a half billion US dollars have arrived in the company’s offshore account and are awaiting your command 24/7.”

Li Mu snapped his fingers vigorously, unable to hide his excitement. “Okay, the money’s here! The grand show is about to start!”





Chapter 1445: Leaked News

The acquisition of Apple was already 60% complete even before the funds arrived.

Li Mu had completely uprooted Apple’s profit with Mango-ME2 and YYtunes. Then, with the addition of Andy Rubin, he made Apple’s entire hierarchy give up their fight against the acquisition. After that, he got Steve Jobs to agree to sign a non-compete agreement. Once all this was done, Apple was already a piece of meat on the chopping block, just waiting for him to sharpen the knife.

Now, with the funds in place, the knife was sharpened. The acquisition progress had reached 80%. The last hurdle remaining was Nasdaq. After all, a part of this “meat” was still in the hands of Nasdaq investors. The remaining issue was to buy out these Nasdaq investors as well.

If it were listed in Hong Kong, according to Hong Kong’s per-shareholder approval method for privatization, even if Li Mu held more than 66% of the shares, he might not be able to pass the privatization vote. If the percentage of shareholders was insufficient, privatization would be difficult to succeed. However, in the US stock market, there was no such “people-oriented” operational mode. As long as Li Mu acquired the majority of shares, he could directly pass the privatization process at a shareholder meeting and then forcibly buy out the shareholders holding floating shares.

Compared to that, Li Mu preferred the straightforward and aggressive operational mode of the US.

During the meeting, Li Mu immediately formulated the strategic process for acquiring Apple and completing its privatization. He said to Lin Qingya and Ding Jian: “General Manager Lin, you are responsible for following up on Apple’s shareholder meeting to complete the contract signing as quickly as possible. General Manager Ding, you cooperate with Louis. As soon as Apple’s shareholders sign, immediately take the agreement and funds to Nasdaq to apply for privatization.”

Both immediately solemnly nodded. Louis Martin from Sequoia then spoke: “As soon as Apple’s shareholders sign and the equity transfer is complete, we will immediately convene a shareholder meeting to vote on the privatization issue. However, as long as these Apple shareholders sign as scheduled, the shareholder meeting will merely be going through the motions. We will then directly inform Nasdaq of the results of the shareholder meeting, and transfer the privatization funds to Nasdaq’s supervisory account. We can then apply for forcible privatization. Shareholders holding floating shares will have absolutely no room for negotiation. Various stock agencies will assist us in completing the subsequent stock repurchase work.”

“Excellent!” Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Since our funds have arrived, let’s have Apple’s executives sign as soon as possible.”

With that, Li Mu said to Li Ziwei: “Zi Wei, notify Cook now. Have him inform all Apple Board of Directors members to prepare to sign uniformly this afternoon. After signing, we will immediately pay them 50% of the acquisition price. The remaining 50% will also be paid in full within three months, as agreed.”

Li Ziwei smiled and nodded, asking Li Mu: “General Manager Li, won’t signing this afternoon be a bit rushed?”

Li Mu said: “No time like the present. Anyway, all the details have been discussed, the framework agreement has been signed, and the actual transfer agreement has been drafted. Our funds have also arrived. What else is there to wait for? How about this, you tell them that if they sign today, in addition to the 50% payment stipulated in the contract, we will pay them an additional 20%!”

The contract template stipulated that 50% of the acquisition price would be paid immediately after signing, with the remaining 50% paid over three months. Li Mu could distribute the 50% equally over three months, pay it all at once on the same day, or delay the full payment until the last day of the three-month period. In short, within the scope of the contract, he could do whatever he preferred.

Therefore, Li Mu decided that if Apple signed readily today, he would pay them 70% of the acquisition price today. They had been eager to cash out recently, and cashing out 70% on the same day would certainly be very attractive to them.

Li Ziwei immediately said: “Then I’ll contact Cook now and have him communicate and reply as soon as possible.”

…

Recently, everyone at Apple had been in a peculiar state of apprehension.

This apprehension stemmed from their distrust of Li Mu. While they hoped Li Mu would acquire Apple, they also feared he might tear up the framework agreement at any moment, letting Apple fall into the abyss alone.

The reason for this sentiment was that Apple’s stock price had fallen further in the past two days. When they discussed the framework agreement with Li Mu, the stock price was 4.15 US dollars, but at this moment, it had already dropped to 3.74 US dollars.

The reason it was still slowly declining after hitting rock bottom was that the mess left by the iPod business was continuously festering, like a box of spoiled fruit that initially was just bad, but then began to rot, mold, give off a foul odor, and leak rotten liquid everywhere.

A large number of iPod users who wanted to return their devices were not getting effective resolution. Dealers had not yet received the prepayments they made to Apple, nor had they received funds from Apple for handling returns. At this time, they absolutely dared not accept user refund applications, otherwise, the costs and risks would be doubly bundled onto themselves.

However, users’ demands were not effectively resolved for a long time, causing their anger to accumulate. They continuously protested against Apple and Apple Dealers both online and offline, which brought serious negative impact to Apple.

In addition, dealers also began to constantly quarrel with Apple, and some dealers even united to sue the company, which further worsened Apple’s current scandal.

At this time, OEM factories also started to join in the commotion. They publicly announced that Apple still had a considerable amount of unpaid goods, which caused immense financial pressure on the OEM factories, leaving Apple swamped with work.

Because of this, Apple was particularly looking forward to Li Mu’s acquisition as agreed. After all, the stock price was still falling. If Li Mu suddenly announced he was backing out, their assets would depreciate significantly.

If Li Mu adhered to the framework agreement, he would acquire Apple at a stock price of 4.15 US dollars. According to the agreement, the actual acquisition price would be 90% of 4.15 US dollars, which is 3.73 US dollars. However, if it were calculated at 90% of the current 3.74 US dollars, the actual acquisition price would only be 3.36 US dollars. By then, their assets would have depreciated by over 60%. This would be extremely tragic for Apple’s shareholders.

Tim Cook was also worried that Li Mu would break his appointment, as he himself held a considerable number of Apple shares. Under normal circumstances, due to Apple’s internal restrictions, these shares would take several years to gradually cash out. But if things continued like this, it wouldn’t be long before Apple’s stock price would fall below net assets, and by then, he would have nothing left. However, according to company regulations, if he resigned in advance, the remaining shares would be repurchased by the company at an extremely low price, meaning he would lose everything.

But, if Li Mu fully took over, all the Apple shares he held could be cashed out in one go. In any case, the price of 4.15 US dollars was much, much higher than the company’s repurchase price. This way, he would be able to cash out a fortune in advance.

Coupled with Li Mu’s promise of 150% of his salary after joining Muye Technology, not only would he earn more money, but he would also join a world-leading internet company. Therefore, no matter how Tim Cook calculated the situation, he felt that being acquired was the most suitable outcome.

It was not to blame Tim Cook for his lack of loyalty to Apple; after all, everyone was just trying to make a living. In the face of personal gain versus the company’s, everyone prioritized the individual first, and then the collective.

When resisting, they would bravely fight; when the war was lost, they would throw down their guns, bend their backs, surrender, and admit defeat. If there was an opportunity to transform into a collaborator, he certainly wouldn’t hesitate. This was the logical thinking of a normal person in a capitalist society.

Not a few people within the company held the same thoughts as Tim Cook, because when Li Mu first proposed the acquisition terms for Apple, he had requested that most of Apple’s middle and high-level executives must remain. So at that time, the company had organized large-scale discussions, informing these employees of Muye Technology’s acquisition intentions and soliciting their opinions. Surprisingly, almost all of Apple’s middle and high-level executives were willing to join Muye Technology after Apple was acquired.

To current Apple employees, waiting for the company to be acquired, then being incorporated into Muye Technology, and enjoying higher salaries—this attraction was simply too great, they didn’t know how to refuse. It was like employees of BAIC having the opportunity to work at Mercedes-Benz and earn 1.5 times their salary; no one could think of a reason to refuse.

At nine o’clock in the morning, Tim Cook drove to the company. Apple’s working hours were a flexible work schedule from 9:30 AM to 10:00 AM, but Tim Cook had always been accustomed to arriving early.

After arriving at the company, Tim Cook asked his secretary to prepare a cup of coffee for him. During the time before work started, he flipped through the latest newspapers his secretary had already prepared for him.

Tim Cook cared most about newspapers from two places: Silicon Valley and Wall Street. The former was leading the world’s internet, and the latter was leading the money across America.

While quickly flipping through, Tim Cook saw a news article published today in The Wall Street Journal. The headline made him break out in a cold sweat: “According to reliable sources, Muye Technology is planning to acquire Apple Inc. and privatize Apple!”

Reading the news content carefully, Tim Cook found that the entire article was presented from the perspective of “according to insiders,” and although there was no stated source, the content was described in great detail, including Muye Technology’s plan to acquire non-floating shares from Apple shareholders at 90% of the stock price, and then acquire floating shares from Nasdaq retail investors at 150% of the stock price.

The news article also commented on Muye Technology’s approach. They speculated that Li Mu giving Nasdaq investors a 150% premium seemingly made him play the fool, but in reality, he was quite calculating. He hoped to use this opportunity to win favor with Nasdaq investors, paving the way for Muye Technology’s listing on Nasdaq.

Tim Cook’s face turned ashen after reading this news. He immediately turned on the TV in his office and began watching the pre-market news on the finance channel.

With just over ten minutes until Nasdaq opened, the pre-market news at this time could easily influence today’s stock price trends.

Sure enough, the economists on the pre-market news were interpreting the veracity of The Wall Street Journal report. The economists supported the report and believed that most of its content had sufficient basis for judgment, so its authenticity should be very high. He also predicted that Apple’s stock price would see its first major rebound in many days today.

Rebound…

Tim Cook’s lungs almost exploded with anger! Today’s stock price rebound had no significance, no matter how much it rebounded, it was meaningless, because even if the stock price rebounded today, it would be entirely due to the favorable news of Muye Technology acquiring Apple. Apple’s true shareholders, having already signed the framework agreement, would not enjoy such favorable news. Even if the stock price skyrocketed back to the eight-dollar level before the decline, it would be useless, because Li Mu would only acquire their shares at 90% of the 4.15 US dollar price.

Moreover, none of them dared to haggle over prices with Li Mu again at this point, because once Li Mu was furious and officially announced he would not acquire Apple, Apple’s stock price would suffer a retaliatory decline. By then, whatever gains it made would not only be lost entirely, but there would inevitably be a further decline, potentially plunging directly to a price within three US dollars.

Therefore, Tim Cook was particularly angry. Such a news leak brought no benefit to Apple. Instead, it might infuriate Li Mu, because Li Mu would certainly believe the news had leaked from within Apple, and indeed, this possibility seemed very high. At the same time, if Apple’s stock price rebounded sharply today, exceeding the 4.15 US dollars stipulated in the framework agreement, Li Mu’s privatization offer would change from a “premium” to a “discount.” He originally intended to win favor with Nasdaq investors through a generous repurchase, but with this disruption, in the eyes of investors, Li Mu would become the culprit forcibly acquiring their shares at a low price. It would be strange if Li Mu wasn’t furious!





Chapter 1446: Shearing the Wool and Cutting the Leeks

Indeed, just as economic scholars had predicted in the pre-market news, Apple’s stock price surged by fourteen percent the moment the market opened, soaring from three point seven four all the way to four point two six, and it continued to climb. Investors were overjoyed. They had been suppressed for too long and lost too much on Apple stock, but now they were finally parting the clouds to see the clear moon!

Meanwhile, Li Ziwei was on the phone with Tim Cook, relaying Li Mu’s decision. Li Mu, himself, was in Muye Technology’s conference room, continuing discussions on the acquisition of Apple’s follow-up details with others. Suddenly, Louis Martin received a message. He opened it, and his expression instantly turned to one of shock. He blurted out, “General Manager Li, we have an urgent situation!”

Li Mu asked him, “What’s the situation?”

Louis Martin said, “The news of our Apple acquisition has already spread to the market. Apple’s stock price is rapidly rising, and it’s already close to four point five dollars.”

Li Mu’s brows furrowed instantly. He said, “For current Apple investors, this news must be the biggest favorable news, right?”

Louis Martin smiled and nodded, saying, “If the stock price soars, our privatization cost will significantly increase with the rapid growth in stock price.”

Lin Qingya, who didn’t quite understand the US stock market, asked him, “Mr. Martin, once we acquire most of Apple’s shares, we can apply for mandatory delisting. Is there no need to pay the bill for an inflated stock price?”

Louis Martin said, “We absolutely must pay the bill. If our shareholding and voting percentage exceed sixty-six point six percent, we do have the power for mandatory delisting. However, the prerequisite is Nasdaq’s approval. When our stock price was four point one five, we proposed to Nasdaq a privatization price of one hundred fifty percent of four point one five, and Nasdaq naturally had no objections, as this safeguards investors’ interests. But if the stock price rises to six dollars, and we then demand mandatory delisting at that price, Nasdaq will absolutely not approve it in order to protect investor interests. In that case, our total acquisition cost would increase significantly.”

Lin Qingya frowned, “In that case, wouldn’t we have to pay a substantial additional amount?”

Louis Martin said, “If the stock price continues to rise, the extra money we’ll have to pay will keep increasing. Those institutions clearly want to hitch a ride and make a fortune.”

Lin Qingya quickly looked at Li Mu.

If the acquisition and privatization proceeded according to the previous framework agreement price for Apple, Muye Technology’s funds, after deducting for normal operations, would just be sufficient.

But if the cost of Apple’s privatization suddenly increased, Muye Technology would once again face a shortage of funds, which would put them in a very passive position.

Just as everyone was getting nervous, Li Mu, who had been silent, suddenly asked Louis Martin, “The major players on Nasdaq must be scrambling to accumulate chips now, right?”

Louis Martin nodded, saying, “Although I haven’t looked into the specifics, I can confirm that these major investment institutions are definitely frantically accumulating chips, because they know best how much profit potential privatization can bring.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying calmly, “Let’s pause the meeting for now. There’s no need to rush; this might not be bad for us.”

No one dared to respond, because in their eyes, if this wasn’t considered bad news, then nothing was.

Li Mu, still calm, said to Louis Martin, “Louis, immediately find a reliable information channel for me. I want all movements concerning Apple’s stock on Nasdaq right now.”

Louis Martin smiled and nodded, “No problem, I’ll look into it right away.”

Immediately, Louis Martin leveraged his connections to gain a detailed understanding of the overall situation’s developments.

The stock price had already broken through four point six dollars, but at this very moment, a huge number of rumors began to comprehensively influence individual investors on Nasdaq.

Some said this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity: Apple’s stock price, fueled by this favorable news, would surely surge. Buying Apple shares now would not only allow them to ride a wave of market conditions and make a huge fortune, but also earn another premium on the stock price when Muye Technology initiated privatization. After all, Nasdaq frequently saw listed companies privatize, and it was customary for them to offer investors a certain premium when repurchasing shares; this had basically become Nasdaq’s practice.

Others, however, held a completely opposite stance. They claimed that this was all a conspiracy by securities funds. These funds held a massive amount of deeply trapped Apple stock, incurring heavy losses, and desperately needed to exit to recover losses and recoup capital. That’s why they were releasing false news, prompting investors to panic buying Apple stock, allowing them to seize the opportunity to drive up the price and quickly offload shares. Once Muye Technology refuted the rumors, the stock price would experience a retaliatory decline, and all investors who rushed in would be doomed.

Some opinions suggested that this acquisition rumor would be Apple’s best opportunity; others believed it was a major trap carefully laid out specifically for individual investors, a pit that could leave people with no place to be buried.

Gradually, the proportion of these opinions shifted. From an initial fifty-fifty split, it became a twenty-eighty split, with most rumors leaning towards this ‘opportunity’ actually being a super-sized trap, gradually causing individual investors with wavering resolve to lose confidence.

Consequently, after reaching a high of four point six six dollars, the stock price began to fall back.

Louis Martin told Li Mu, “A stock price decline will trigger a wave of selling, which likely means the major players are looking to accumulate chips.”

“Accumulate chips?” Li Mu’s expression was somewhat uncertain.

Louis Martin smiled and nodded, “The major players must be more optimistic about this market trend of our Apple acquisition. They’ve gone to such great lengths precisely because they want to trick individual investors into selling, so they can accumulate chips at low prices and lock in the subsequent market conditions for themselves.”

Li Mu suddenly realized, stood up, and said to everyone in the conference room, “Everyone, keep an eye on the developments. I need to make a call first.”

Li Mu’s call lasted twenty minutes. Since he returned to his own office to make the call, no one knew who he called or what he intended to do.

Just after Li Mu returned to the conference room, the rumors circulating in the market quickly began to escalate.

The new narratives became more logically compelling, offering comprehensive analysis and interpretation from various angles: business, strength, future development, Li Mu’s personality, and so on. Ultimately, they concluded that Li Mu couldn’t possibly be serious about acquiring Apple Inc.; this might all just be a conspiracy.

For instance: they thoroughly analyzed Apple’s business situation, concluding that Apple’s current overall condition would not benefit Muye Technology, and Muye Technology had no reason to acquire Apple.

Moreover, they argued that Apple’s current mess would cause major losses for whoever took over, and Li Mu, who never made unprofitable investments, wouldn’t possibly invest in Apple.

Furthermore, they felt that Li Mu’s character would never allow him to acquire his own defeated opponent. Apple had been ruined by his own hands, and under no circumstances would Li Mu help Apple rebuild again.

Consequently, more and more people began to believe that this ‘opportunity’ was actually a ‘death whirlpool’. They thought it was wisest to cut flesh from one’s own body and leave quickly while the stock price was showing some improvement and hadn’t yet started falling.

When individual investors began to entertain such thoughts, a large number of them immediately started selling off their shares. In their view, with the stock price having risen considerably, it was most important to sell quickly, get rid of Apple’s plummeting stock, and recover some losses.

Driven by this psychology, the market saw a wave of selling. Apple’s stock price continued to fall, quickly dropping to the four point three one dollar mark, with a very rapid decline.

However, what was interesting was that no matter how many people were selling Apple’s floating shares in the market, there was always someone quietly accepting every sell order in the background, like a giant sponge desperately absorbing every drop of water it could reach.

No matter how many people put up sell orders, they were immediately taken by investors of unknown origin, causing Apple’s floating shares’ turnover rate to surge, which was particularly eye-catching.

At this time, another rumor spread: “Apple’s stock turnover rate is astonishing; it seems the major players are already escaping!”

As soon as the rumor of major players escaping surfaced, true individual investors almost all lost their composure. What they feared most was becoming the last one holding the bag. It’s like the rule that a drowned ghost must find a scapegoat to reincarnate; the one who becomes the patsy is the unfortunate soul who takes the drowned ghost’s place at the bottom of the water, allowing the ghost itself to reincarnate. Individual investors would rather cut flesh from one’s own body than end up in such a predicament.

Just as individual investors were panic-stricken, a new rumor pervaded the market: “The major players are successfully and quickly escaping, while foolish individual investors are still frantically buying Apple stock, fantasizing that it will continue to rise. This is giving the major players an excellent opportunity to escape. Before long, the major players will completely delist, dumping the entire mess onto individual investors.”

Individual investors all grew even more nervous. Most individual investors are isolated individuals; they can’t know what operations other individual investors throughout the market are executing. In reality, the true market situation was: individual investors were constantly being bluffed, selling their Apple stock out of fear of being deeply trapped or becoming the last one holding the bag, intending to cut losses in time, while the major players spreading rumors everywhere were greedily absorbing every share of Apple stock sold by individual investors.

The reality was completely contrary to the rumors: the major players not only weren’t escaping, but had realized this was an excellent opportunity, so they prepared to absorb more chips.

However, the floating chips were ultimately limited. If no one in the market was willing to sell, others couldn’t acquire more chips. Moreover, if the price was pushed too high, the cost for major players to accumulate chips would also increase. Therefore, the major players began to deceive individual investors through various manipulations, making them believe the stock was about to fall or even crash, thereby inducing individual investors to sell so they could absorb chips themselves.

Such operations were not uncommon in China’s stock market and the US stock market, and were also extremely common in various virtual currency trading circles in later generations. Today, there might suddenly be overwhelming news that a certain virtual currency is about to plummet. The entire market seems to be singing a dirge for this virtual currency. Investors, fearing being deeply trapped, hurriedly sell at low prices. At this point, the major players operating behind the scenes quickly absorb it at low prices themselves, then perform some actions to raise the currency value again, earning large profits.

For example, a certain virtual currency might fall from one thousand dollars to seven hundred, then rise from seven hundred to eleven hundred, then fall again to six hundred fifty, and then rise back to one thousand. It might seem as if the currency value went through a cycle and returned to its origin, but in the fierce competition behind it, some people had already made a fortune, while others lost so much they committed suicide by jumping off buildings.

The true major players manipulated this virtual currency to fall from one thousand dollars to seven hundred. During this, individual investors sold off and bore the losses, while the major players accumulated chips at the seven hundred level. They then pushed it up to eleven hundred, created a false sense of prosperity for the outside world, making individual investors believe the virtual currency would continue to rise. Afterwards, they began to liquidate their positions and sell off, earning more than fifty percent profit. After selling, they continued to manipulate the virtual currency’s value downwards, again triggering a state of extreme alarm, and then accumulated chips and raised its value again after it hit rock bottom.

In short, in every price fluctuation, the major players bought low and sold high, while most individual investors bought high and sold low. The ultimate outcome was that individual investors suffered a complete mess of losses, while the major players made enormous profits.

Currently, Apple’s stock price was following this path: major players created a state of extreme alarm, suppressed the stock price, triggered selling, and then frantically accumulated chips—everything flowed smoothly, like water.

To everyone’s surprise, although Li Mu’s expression had been serious, he was not impatient at all, nor did he get angry. Ever since he finished that call, he had been calmly observing the general trend of Apple’s stock price and trading.

By afternoon, Apple’s stock price had shown fluctuations comparable to a healthy heart’s ECG, though the overall trend amidst the constant oscillations was downward. The stock price dropped past the four point three, four point two, and four point one dollar thresholds, and a protracted negotiation began before the four point zero three to four point zero one dollar mark.

The overall downward trend strengthened individual investors’ trust in the rumors in the market. More and more people believed Apple’s stock price would continue to fall, causing individual investors to release more and more chips from their hands. In half a day, the fierce Wall Street securities major players had almost completely absorbed all the Apple shares held by individual investors.

Louis Martin provided Li Mu with a crucial piece of data: according to his intelligence, over ninety percent of the Apple stock held by ordinary individual investors had been shaken out and absorbed so far.

At the same time, Louis Martin remarked emotionally to Li Mu, “These major players are truly ruthless. They’ve completely terrified ordinary investors, and almost all the floating shares on the market have ended up in their pockets.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, saying nothing, but thinking to himself that while the major players were ruthless, they were far from this level of meticulousness. In Louis Martin’s view, all those rumors released by the major players to the outside world were certainly from them, but half of them were actually later released by Zhao Kang’s online trolls at Li Mu’s behest! And those later rumors, which made individual investors felt a chill in their heart and were so convincing, were almost entirely the masterpiece of Zhao Kang’s online trolls!

In Li Mu’s opinion, these major players were using the opportunity to drive up Apple’s stock price, then creating a state of extreme alarm, frantically accumulating chips, and their next step would definitely be to raise the stock price again after accumulating chips, then acquire huge profits through the high stock price and the extra premium compensation from privatization.

What difference was this f*cking hell from knowing about impending demolition and then rushing to build houses to get more compensation? Given Li Mu’s personality, it was impossible for these minor major players to succeed. Trying to shear Li Mu’s wool was no different from a pipe dream.

It wasn’t just these guys thinking of shearing Li Mu’s wool; Li Mu also really wanted to harvest leeks on Nasdaq. However, as a businessman with strong social impact, he couldn’t directly and unscrupulous harvest leeks in the Nasdaq market, especially not from individual investors. Individual investors’ leeks were like a fellow townsman’s vegetable patch: everyone wanted to cut them, but only the filthy rich person and local tyrants would actually stoop to do it, while truly respectable individuals would never stoop so low.

Since he couldn’t bring himself to harvest fellow townsmen’s leeks, it was better to first create more favorable conditions for these major institutions, allowing them to quickly accumulate chips. Once they turned the fellow townsmen’s vegetable patches into their own, then he could properly harvest a wave of leeks from them himself!





Chapter 1447: The Superhero Who Harvests Bandit’s Leeks

”

”

Due to the leak of information causing the stock price to soar, Li Mu called off today’s plan to have Apple’s management sign the agreement. He then left Tim Cook, with whom he had talked for more than half the time, hanging. Lin Qingya told Tim Cook that Li Mu needed to help Apple clean up their mess first before proceeding to the next step; otherwise, this acquisition would be terminated forever.

”

”

Tim Cook didn’t doubt Li Mu’s words at all. None of Apple’s employees, from top to bottom, knew Li Mu’s true intention behind acquiring Apple or how much he valued it. So, in their eyes, Li Mu could at any moment decide he had thought it through and completely abandon the acquisition of Apple, at which point Apple would basically be not far from bankruptcy.

”

”

As for Li Mu saying he would “clean up Apple’s mess,” Tim Cook didn’t dare to refute it in the slightest. He knew very well that the information leak must have originated within Apple, because the news had spread extensively throughout Apple internally. Not only all executives, but even all middle management were fully aware. Muye Technology’s acquisition plan for Apple was only known by its core members, who were extremely close to the company’s interests and were all Chinese, making the possibility of them leaking information to Wall Street almost zero.

”

”

Li Mu, having put everyone at Apple on hold, immediately convened all members of the acquisition project team for a continued meeting. However, the meeting had completely changed direction, shifting from discussing how to complete Apple’s privatization as quickly as possible to how to deal with Apple’s huge stock price fluctuations.

”

”

In the conference room, Li Mu first clearly stated his two requirements. He said, “Regarding this unpredictable turn of events with Apple’s stock price, first, we must drive the price back below four US dollars. Second, we need to sharpen our knives and give these stock operating institutions, who want to get rich off us, a good bleeding.”

”

”

Louis Martin said, “General Manager Li, driving the stock price back below four US dollars is too simple. We only need to publicly state that we have no intention of acquiring Apple, and the stock price will certainly crash in response.”

”

”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “That is indeed the best way to suppress the stock price, but one point is very important: we will not give up on acquiring Apple! If we publicly announce that we are abandoning the acquisition, and then suddenly announce our decision to acquire after the stock price crashes, it will inevitably have a major impact on our corporate image.”

”

”

Louis Martin said seriously, “General Manager Li, in the United States, such ‘going back on one’s word’ behavior is too normal. Every entrepreneur likes to release ‘smoke bombs’ in front of the public; the public has long been accustomed to it.”

”

”

Li Mu agreed, saying, “That’s right, in the highly developed capitalist market of the United States, entrepreneurs being ‘full of lies’ and ‘going back on one’s word’ is already widespread. Of course, China isn’t much stronger than you. Many of our entrepreneurs are also ‘Old Foxes’ full of lies, swearing today that they would never do this or that, only to immediately break their promises the next moment.”

”

”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s tone grew serious. He earnestly said, “However, Muye Technology is different from any American company, and different from any Chinese company. It is a benchmark, a flag. It represents internet globalization, and an internet spirit centered on people and users. Therefore, it absolutely cannot lie extensively in front of the public, and even less can it achieve its capital goals by lying.”

”

”

Louis Martin was slightly stunned for a moment, thinking Li Mu’s demands on himself and Muye Technology were overly strict. But he quickly felt relieved. Li Mu was a person of principle; sometimes such people seem stubborn and foolish, but looking at Li Mu’s achievements, he found that such stubbornness and foolishness didn’t mean losing the big picture for small gains, but rather gaining something big by sacrificing something small.

”

”

Lin Qingya spoke up at this moment: “General Manager Li, the intensity of ‘public opinion guidance’ in the market seems to be continuously increasing. I want to confirm, are you ‘fan the flames’ behind this?”

”

”

Lin Qingya was almost one of Li Mu’s earliest core members during his startup phase. She had an extraordinary understanding of Li Mu’s working style. Although when the stock price started fluctuating today, there were continuous statements suggesting a very low possibility of Muye Technology acquiring Apple, inducing retail investors to sell off, that force was, at most, at a paltry fifty points. However, not long after Li Mu went out and made a phone call, online opinions began to intensify. Many people emerged ‘singing a dirge’ about the possibility of Apple being acquired, even creating a ‘state of extreme alarm’ among retail investors, making them ‘accelerate’ their sell-off. The difference in methods between these two phases was significant. Lin Qingya could guess that the first half was likely operated by Nasdaq’s ‘major players’, and the second half was probably Li Mu’s large army running into the market.

”

”

Facing Lin Qingya’s question, Li Mu smiled profoundly, remained silent for a moment, and then gently smiled and nodded, saying, “That’s right, I arranged for people to ‘add fuel to the fire’ and ‘assist’ those ‘major players’ from behind.”

”

”

Lin Qingya blinked and smiled, saying, “With you ‘fan the flames’ like this, over seventy percent of retail investors’ shares today have been ‘accumulate chips’ by the ‘major players’. If we wait any longer, it might exceed eighty percent…”

”

”

Retail investors are the group most susceptible to ‘to bluff’ and ‘state of extreme alarm’. If panic is truly created, tens of thousands of retail investors will simultaneously choose to escape. Conversely, if opportunities are depicted, tens of thousands of retail investors will ‘strive with all one’s might’ with their money.

”

”

‘Major players’ often use these characteristics of retail investors to play them around like monkeys. When he is bullish on a stock, he will first make retail investors lose confidence in it, ‘singing a dirge’ about the stock through various channels and means. Then, retail investors, unable to withstand the intimidation, will sell off, and the ‘major players’ will ‘take over’ with a smile, then raise the stock price. At this point, retail investors will feel: Why does every stock I sell go up?

”

”

If ‘major players’ are no longer optimistic about the prospects of a certain stock they hold, they will instead first fill retail investors with confidence in that stock. The entire ‘world’ will be filled with ‘favorable news’ about this stock, making people feel as if it’s about to soar to the heavens. Then, retail investors, thinking they have ‘discerning eye’, will ‘acquire shares’ in large quantities, waiting for appreciation. But the result is that the ‘major players’ successfully ‘offload shares’ and ‘cash out’ their shares, and then the stock price falls. Retail investors are ‘locked-in’ deeply, becoming ‘the last one holding the bag’. At this point, retail investors will feel: Why does every stock I ‘acquire shares’ go down?

”

”

Apple’s stock has been ‘sluggish’ for a long time. Retail investors were already ‘exhausted’. Today, it was suddenly announced that Muye Technology was going to acquire it, and everyone was extremely excited. But this excitement didn’t last long, as a large number of ‘singing a dirge’ comments about Apple appeared on the market, making the vast majority of retail investors feel that the possibility of Muye Technology acquiring Apple was almost zero. So, those who were already ‘exhausted’ went on another rollercoaster ride, and their last shred of belief was ‘consumption’ away. As a result, everyone ‘cut flesh from one’s own body (idiom for great sacrifice)’ and ‘cut losses’. Everyone was afraid that when Muye Technology officially debunked the rumor, the stock price would fall to a new low.

”

”

At this very moment, those ‘major players’ were almost fainting with happiness. In their eyes, Apple’s stock was like gold. But they never imagined that while they wanted to profit from Li Mu, Li Mu had long ago sharpened his knife and held it to their throats.

”

”

In the conference room, Li Mu chuckled a few times, saying, “If the vast majority of retail investors have cleared their positions, then we can confidently swing the knife.”

”

”

After speaking, Li Mu said to Lin Qingya, “Qingya, prepare for the information release. The content is: Muye Technology will only consider acquisition if Apple’s stock price is below 3.5 US dollars. Even if it’s one cent above this price, Muye Technology will not acquire even one ten-thousandth of Apple’s shares.”

”

”

“3.5 US dollars?” Everyone was stunned.

”

”

Louis Martin looked at Li Mu, saying dumbfounded, “General Manager Li, this move of yours is truly…”

”

”

Seeing he didn’t finish his sentence, Li Mu smiled and asked, “Insidious?”

”

”

“No…” Louis Martin shook his head, gave a thumbs-up, and said, “It’s perfect!”

”

”

According to Li Mu’s requirements for Muye Technology and himself, he absolutely could not publicly announce that he was not going to acquire Apple to suppress Apple’s current stock price. However, Louis Martin never expected that Li Mu would use the bizarre method of public pricing to achieve this goal.

”

”

If Muye Technology releases this statement, clearly indicating that if Apple’s stock price exceeds 3.5 US dollars by a single cent, Muye Technology will not consider it, then ‘without a doubt’, Apple’s stock price will rapidly fall below this price. Otherwise, as long as the price exceeds 3.5 US dollars, Apple cannot be acquired by Muye Technology and must independently absorb all current negative impacts, which would inevitably lead to further decline. So, ‘without a doubt’, as long as Li Mu releases this statement, no one can make Apple’s stock price stay above 3.5 US dollars.

”

”

If Apple’s stock price falls below 3.5 US dollars, then Apple’s stock price can immediately stabilize, because at that price, Li Mu’s precondition for acquiring Apple is met. Everyone just needs to wait for Li Mu to formally submit the ‘privatization’ application to Nasdaq.

”

”

At present, perhaps only Muye Technology is willing to acquire Apple and can immediately provide the funds for the acquisition. For anyone else, acquiring Apple would not be considered a good deal. The iPod business is utterly dead and faces huge ‘losses’; the Mac business has been pressured by Microsoft on concrete for many years. Acquiring such an Apple for ‘several billion US dollars’, there is basically no possibility of turning things around.

”

”

Therefore, even if Li Mu suppresses the ‘floating shares’ price below 3.5 US dollars, he will not encounter any ‘competition’.

”

”

Louis Martin then asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, in that case, do we need to renegotiate the ‘price’ for Apple?”

”

”

Li Mu waved his hand, saying, “We will adopt a dual-track system. The non-floating shares of Apple’s shareholders will still be acquired at 90% of 4.15 US dollars. For ‘floating shares’, we will acquire them at a price below 3.5 US dollars at a 1:1 ratio, without any additional premium.”

”

”

As soon as he said this, everyone in the room was astonished.

”

”

Originally, to avoid leaving a bad impression as a ruthless exploiter, Li Mu had deliberately prepared privatization terms of 1:1.5 for the floating shares, based on a 4.15 US dollar price. This meant Li Mu was willing to pay 6.22 US dollars per share for the floating shares.

”

”

However, now Li Mu had ‘going back on one’s word’. He wanted to suppress the price of the floating shares to 3.5 US dollars, which would…

”

”

Ding Jian said with a worried expression, “General Manager Li, if we are so aggressive with the ‘privatization’ bid, will it cause ‘repulsive’ among investors?”

”

”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Before today, if I released such news, I would certainly be ‘heap curses on’ by Wall Street and Nasdaq investors. But today, these ‘major players’ have come out to ‘assist’, which is equivalent to giving us a ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ good ‘opportunity’.”

”

”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added, “I will immediately arrange a new round of ‘public opinion guidance’. We will publicly condemn the ugly face of these securities ‘investment’ institutions on the ‘entire network’ for deliberately spreading negative rumors and deceiving ordinary investors into selling Apple’s stock. First, we will ‘arouse’ public outrage among ‘public investors’. In this way, those investors who were cheated out of their shares will definitely ‘hate’ these security investment institutions. It will also definitely lead to public disgust and ‘hate’ towards security investment institutions. As long as ‘this point’ is done to the extreme, then the sight that these ‘public investors’ most want to see is undoubtedly these security ‘investment’ institutions being punished and paying the ‘price’.”

”

”

Everyone ‘present’ ‘smiled and nodded’ in agreement. If this ‘public opinion guidance’ was done to the extreme, then security ‘investment’ institutions would become the most ‘hated’ targets for ‘public investors’. They would view security ‘investment’ institutions as ‘bandits’, ‘bandits’, thieves, and shameless liars. What they would most look forward to is seeing these ‘bandits’ walk to the guillotine.

”

”

Li Mu continued, “If this step is done well, and then we release the decision to acquire below 3.5 US dollars, then the ‘stock price crash’ will happen, but ‘public investors’ will not ‘hate’ us. Because before the ‘stock price crash’, their shares had already been cheated away by these security ‘investment’ institutions. What we are harvesting are the ‘leeks’ of these security ‘investment’ institutions. This is equivalent to letting the ‘public investors’ vent their anger. Will they still ‘hate’ us? No, they will only applaud and consider us heroes! And not just any heroes, but ‘superheroes who harvest bandit’s leeks’ and avenge them!”

”

”

People live for a certain spirit. If one’s money is stolen, one will naturally hate the thief. At this moment, if someone comes and steals from that thief and beats him up, one’s heart will naturally feel much more ‘comfort’. Although what the latter person took was originally one’s own ‘finance’.

”

”

If not for ‘public support’, Li Mu would not have given Nasdaq’s retail investors 150% ‘privatization’ conditions. Now, it’s good. Since the public has already lost their Apple shares, he no longer needs to worry when swinging the knife.

”

”

Everyone in the conference room looked excited, because they realized that Muye Technology was about to experience ‘a blessing in disguise’!

”

”

…

”

”

When retail investors had almost finished selling off their Apple shares, a frightening rumor suddenly appeared on the market and the internet.

”

”

This rumor steadfastly claimed that Apple investors had been deceived by security ‘investment’ institutions, who had created various ‘states of extreme alarm’ to ‘induce’ retail investors to sell off shares. They then used various methods to frantically ‘accumulate chips’. Now, all the shares in retail investors’ hands had gone into the pockets of these ‘investment’ institutions, and they were preparing to ride the wave and ‘make money’ big time.

”

”

Although such rumors had existed before, their words carried little weight in the face of panic, so they had not been able to push their views out. But now, this kind of talk suddenly became ‘overwhelming’, spreading with an ‘incredible’ speed.

”

”

However, this rumor listed many detailed pieces of evidence, further proving its viewpoint with solid facts, instantly causing a huge impact among ordinary investor groups!

”

”

These investors, realizing they had been fooled, furiously attacked, ‘condemned’, and protested the ‘investment’ institutions’ actions in various ways. But they could only vent verbally; after all, the ‘investment’ institutions’ actions, though unethical, were not illegal, and people simply couldn’t do anything about them.

”

”

Stock markets all over the ‘world’ are like this: it’s normal for retail investors to be played by ‘major players’ in fancy ways. Justice? Does not ‘exist’.

”

”

The more they had no way to air their grievances, the more these deceived investors felt a burning rage inside, and this fire burned stronger and stronger. Subconsciously, these investors began to hope for a miracle that was ‘in theory’ impossible to happen. They hoped that someone could help them, retaliate against these ‘capitalists’ who devour people without spitting out bones, and make them pay the ‘price’!

”

”





Chapter 1461: The Birth of a Superhero

Wall Street’s major securities investment firms were originally popping champagne to celebrate a significant victory in their accumulation of shares. These firms varied in size; the larger ones had absorbed tens of millions of dollars worth of Apple stock, while even the smaller ones held over one million dollars in chips. Based on their internal information and deep understanding of Nasdaq, they were well aware of the potential profit margins these chips held.

They consistently accumulated shares at prices slightly over four dollars. At the very least, they expected to gain no less than 40% returns after Muye Technology acquired Apple and completed its privatization. A single short-term operation yielding 40% profit was enough to drive anyone wild.

However, these celebrating firms never imagined that, almost overnight, the market would be flooded with severe criticism and condemnation directed at them. All their strategic intentions were completely exposed, leading to them being universally condemned.

The individual investors who had been tricked out of their shares were naturally furious. It was as if they held a priceless painting, only for an expert team to suddenly tell them it was a worthless fake. Panicked and falling into disarray, they hastily sold it at a low price, only for the expert team to acquire it for an extremely low sum. Robbing people of their wealth is akin to murdering their parents; these individual investors were simply seething with hatred.

Situations where securities investment firms are universally condemned are exceedingly rare on Nasdaq. This is because these firms themselves control public opinion, allowing them to twist facts through the media to bluff individual investors into selling or deceiving them into taking over their shares.

Normally, individual investors have no strategic advantage whatsoever in the face of public opinion. Firms are like military organizations equipped with modern military power, while individual investors are merely cold-weapon hunters, armed with bows and spears, fighting individually. The disparity in strength is so immense that the latter have no chance of victory.

However, at this moment, the firms’ public opinion guidance capabilities had astonishingly failed! Although the firms deployed their media weapons, rebuking rumors and attempting to whitewash their image, an extremely powerful force seemed to have secretly formed a force field online, within public discourse, and among the masses. This force field was so potent that the firms’ modern weaponry was completely ineffective against it.

As public anger continued to brew, many shareholders who had lost their shares began to gather at the offices of major securities investment firms to protest. The crowds grew larger and larger; it wasn’t just shareholders who had lost Apple stock shares protesting, but also many who had previously lost money in stock trading. They joined the protests because they realized for the first time the shamelessness of these major players, and recalling their lost assets, they were filled with indignation.

Naturally, the most enraged were Apple’s shareholders.

They had already been enduring continuous stock declines; for days, their unrealized losses had even exceeded 50%, with over half their capital having gone down the drain. They had waited for so long for a chance to turn the tables, and when the opportunity finally arrived, they were misled by the firms’ public opinion. This led them to make wrong judgments and quickly offload their shares, resulting in the loss of their holdings. Such a stark contrast easily provoked extreme reactions.

The shareholders’ anger made it difficult for the various firms to cope. They could only barricade their doors and call the police, hoping they could disperse the protesters. Nasdaq had already closed, but the furious shareholders remained surrounding the buildings. Their employees had originally planned to go out and celebrate that evening, but now it seemed they couldn’t even leave the company gates.

Unexpectedly, at this very moment, even more devastating news arrived!

Muye Technology officially released a statement, the content of which was:

“Official Statement to Global Users and Nasdaq Investors Regarding Claims of Muye Technology Acquiring Apple Inc.:

Recently, various claims have asserted that Muye Technology is about to acquire Apple Inc. and is committed to promoting its full privatization process. Regarding these claims, Muye Technology publicly states: Our company is indeed engaged in discussions with Apple Inc.’s Board of Directors concerning the acquisition of its shareholder-level shares. However, our company has not submitted any form of privatization proposal to Nasdaq. Therefore, any claims regarding Apple’s privatization are rumors, for which our company bears no responsibility, and we reserve the right to seek compensation and demand apologies from those who fabricated and spread these rumors.

Furthermore, our company officially announces to global users and Nasdaq investors: Whether Muye Technology acquires Apple and privatizes it depends on Apple Inc.’s current stock price. Muye Technology will only consider the possibility of acquisition and privatization if Apple Inc.’s stock price is below 3.5 US dollars. If Apple’s stock price is above 3.5 US dollars, Muye Technology will not invest in or acquire Apple Inc. in any form. Moreover, even if Muye Technology privatizes Apple, it will not pay any form of premium for Apple’s stock price. We kindly ask all investors to rely on official statements and not to believe any form of rumors or so-called internal information.”

As soon as this statement was released, the entire financial world exploded!

The statement released by Muye Technology was almost unheard of across America. Publicly announcing their acquisition floor price?! What kind of bold move was this? And suddenly setting the acquisition floor price at 3.5 US dollars per share—after all, Apple’s stock price closed at 4.22 US dollars today! Was this really an acquisition, or were they trying to sabotage the market?

Furthermore, wasn’t Muye Technology’s action suspected of stock manipulation? Given Muye Technology’s influence, once this statement was released, Apple’s stock price would undoubtedly tumble below 3.5 US dollars upon market open tomorrow! And it would be almost impossible for it to climb back above the 3.5 US dollar milestone!

However, Muye Technology’s Legal Department immediately released a statement: Muye Technology’s statement was solely intended to shatter previous rumors about Muye Technology’s 4.15 US dollar stock price and 50% premium. Publicly clarifying these rumors was Muye Technology’s responsibility and protection for American investors as a responsible large multinational company, absolutely not for the purpose of manipulating stock prices. The true manipulators were those with malicious intent who spread rumors to the public; their malicious actions led to today’s abnormal fluctuations in Apple’s stock price.

Once this statement was released, no one could argue.

Muye Technology had done nothing wrong. By what right could information rumored by others about Muye Technology circulate in the market, but Muye Technology couldn’t clarify it? If releasing information counted as stock manipulation, then those who spread the rumors should truly be accused of stock manipulation. What did it have to do with Muye Technology?

Now, Muye Technology’s attitude was very clear, expressing just one point: if the stock price is above 3.5 US dollars, Apple is no longer wanted. Whoever wants it can have it, but don’t impersonate me and claim that I still want it.

The reason Li Mu dared to issue this statement was his certainty that at this stage, no one—not even the U.S. government—was willing to take over this messy situation with Apple.

Even if the worst-case scenario occurred, and some Bigwig suddenly jumped out to contend with Li Mu for Apple, Li Mu would snatch Apple back even if it meant paying ten US dollars per share.

This series of statements completely caught off guard the securities investment firms that had been preparing for a celebration banquet today!

Wasn’t it agreed upon that it would be 4.15 US dollars multiplied by 150%?! Why did they turn hostile so suddenly? And in such a shameless way! Bear in mind, everyone had accumulated shares at costs ranging from 4.6 to 4.2 US dollars, averaging around 4.4 US dollars. To suddenly push the price down to 3.5 US dollars meant losses exceeding 20%!

For a securities investment firm, the difference between a 40% net profit and a 20% net loss was simply worlds apart.

The money managed by securities investment firms mostly comes from funds, with large amounts of capital diversified across various securities products. The primary goal for these firms is to ensure the overall rate of return for the capital. Some of these products turn a profit, some incur losses, and some break even. At the end of each cycle, the fund uses the profitable portion to cover the losses. After balancing all accounts and deducting all operating costs, what remains is the net profit.

Originally, securities firms could have secured a 40% net profit from Apple stock and used that money to subsidize other loss-making investment projects. But now, even this sure-win project had incurred losses, with a 20% deficit waiting for other products to cover it. This would have a significant negative impact on the entire firm’s subsequent morale and operational development.

This feeling was akin to the main breadwinner of a family going out to earn money, expecting to make a substantial sum to support the household. Instead, an unforeseen accident occurred, stopping them from earning anything and incurring significant medical expenses. The rest of the family, originally waiting for funds to survive, now had to tighten their belts to cover the breadwinner’s medical bills. The immense difference was obvious at a glance.

Moreover, a 20% loss on a single stock, from a single operation, was almost unimaginable. Such a miserable situation rarely occurred except during a stock market crash. Yet now, there was no need to wait for tomorrow’s market open; everyone knew clearly that tomorrow the stock price would definitely fall, and it would undoubtedly instantly drop below 3.5 US dollars. Because everyone understood that as long as the stock price remained above 3.5 US dollars, Apple was in a hopeless situation. In such a deadlock, the stock price would inevitably experience another plummet, and only by falling below 3.5 US dollars could it potentially be revived by Father Li Mu.

Apple was like a pig fallen into the water. Father Li Mu, steering his boat, stood by the railing and told it, “Lose weight. If you drop from 250 kilograms to 200 kilograms, I’ll let you on the boat.”

On the water, apart from Father Li Mu’s boat, which could accommodate it, most other boats simply couldn’t fit such a large creature. Microsoft’s boat could, but it only wanted the pig’s tenderloin and was unwilling to pay for other parts. As for other non-internet companies, many certainly had the capacity, but they didn’t “eat pork”…

Every securities investment firm that had absorbed a large quantity of Apple shares was howling in despair deep down. It was over; nothing could stop Apple’s stock price from plummeting tomorrow. Colossal losses were already a certainty!

From heaven to hell in an instant, such a feeling was uniquely agonizing.

Meanwhile, the investors who had just lost their shares today and were brimming with rage instantly burst into jubilation!

One second they were angry about missing a golden opportunity for a stock price to skyrocket; the next, they were cheering about having avoided a deep pit of plummeting prices.

They certainly wouldn’t thank these investment firms who were supposedly helping them. They understood very well that these people were cold-blooded executioners who had come with the intention of exploiting others for profit, only to fail and end up losing their own assets. They were not worth pitying at all.

The one they truly thanked was Muye Technology!

Because they knew that if Muye Technology had released this statement earlier today, the stock price would have collapsed this morning, and they themselves would have borne those losses.

It was precisely because Muye Technology had postponed the statement until after market close that they were fortunate enough to escape this disaster.

At this time, a rumor began to circulate outside: Muye Technology had actually planned to privatize Apple Inc. based on a 4.15 US dollar price with an additional 50% premium. However, it was precisely because these firms frantically tricked ordinary investors out of their shares that Muye Technology made a different decision: to make these immoral firms pay the price!

The rumor also mentioned a series of methods Li Mu used to deal with unscrupulous merchants hiking prices during China’s epidemic. To stabilize prices and punish these profiteers, Li Mu’s Taobao sold protective supplies at a loss, completely destroying the merchants’ path to wealth and even causing many of them to suffer enormous losses and pay a huge price. This bore a striking similarity to Muye Technology’s statement today; one could say it was very much in Li Mu’s characteristic style, or rather, it was his typical modus operandi.

Although there was no evidence to prove this claim, everyone strongly believed the rumor.

Everyone was willing to believe that this was the truth of the matter, because they trusted Li Mu. First, they believed Li Mu would never exploit the interests of ordinary people. Second, everyone knew Li Mu possessed an exceptionally strong sense of social responsibility. If there was one entrepreneur today who steadfastly punished evil and promoted good, it was undoubtedly Li Mu!

Thus, Li Mu became the hero of this incident involving Apple’s abnormal stock price fluctuations and shareholders being tricked out of their shares by major players. Nasdaq investors’ favorability towards Li Mu surpassed that for the CEO of any other company across America, and their goodwill towards Muye Technology also surpassed that for any other publicly traded company nationwide.

…

Inside the high-level management conference room at Muye Technology’s Silicon Valley branch headquarters, all attendees enthusiastically applauded for several minutes, their applause long and sustained.

Every attendee was exceptionally excited, for they had witnessed an unprecedented counterattack campaign in the financial field. This counterattack had extremely low input costs, yielded excellent results against their opponents, and its positive strategic impact was even more significant.

Before this, no one had anticipated that this morning’s passive situation would have such a perfect turnaround.

It was originally thought that the firms’ actions would force Muye Technology to pay more for the Apple acquisition. However, Li Mu directly wielded a powerful blow, slashing the leeks of the US stock investment firms. Not only did he cut nearly half the delisting costs that would have to be paid to Nasdaq for the actual privatization, but by delivering this blow, he also became a superhero in the eyes of American investors. Today perfectly illustrated what it means to be a blessing in disguise!

Had it not been for these firms jumping out and causing a ruckus, even if Li Mu had spent twice the money, he would, at most, have only become known as an exceptionally generous entrepreneur in the eyes of American investors.

Now, Li Mu had gained unimaginable public support for himself and Muye Technology in the American financial field. This would have a massive positive impact on Muye Technology’s upcoming IPO on Nasdaq!





Chapter 1449: Should Be More Tolerant of One’s Own Son

Tim Cook had been left hanging by Li Mu and Lin Qingya all day. Until just before the market closed, he and Apple’s shareholders were filled with anxiety, fearing that this abnormal stock price fluctuation would make Muye Technology abandon the acquisition of Apple, or perhaps adjust the acquisition offer to Apple’s shareholders.

The rapidly climbing stock price meant an increase in privatization costs. Although Muye Technology could directly force Apple to delist after obtaining the collective signatures of Apple’s shareholders, the most fundamental prerequisite was that the delisting price could not be lower than the real-time stock price. Secondly, the delisting offer didn’t need the approval of all floating share investors, but it absolutely required Nasdaq’s approval, otherwise, a forced privatization would be absolutely impossible.

Therefore, Nasdaq was the dictatorial father of all Nasdaq shareholders; privatization only required his sole approval, and the opinions of the “children” within the household were irrelevant.

Based on this, if institutions acquired chips and boosted the stock price, they could get Muye Technology to take over completely;

Moreover, everyone knew that Li Mu didn’t want to leave a bad impression on Nasdaq’s shareholders, so he would definitely follow Nasdaq’s delisting convention and offer a premium of more than twenty percent over the stock price. This would be another huge profit for the institutions.

If Li Mu got angry and said goodbye to Apple, then all Apple shareholders would be screwed. The stock options Tim Cook held would essentially come to naught, meaning his years at Apple would have been for nothing. As for joining Muye Technology, that would likely be out of the question.

If Li Mu continued to acquire Apple after the stock price increased, his privatization costs would inevitably rise significantly. Given Li Mu’s temperament, he certainly wouldn’t pay such a high cost for nothing. The most likely outcome was that Apple’s shareholders would have to pay the bill themselves.

A full acquisition is like splitting one hundred yuan with the floating share investors getting thirty and the existing shareholders getting seventy. If, for some reason, the floating share investors were to get forty, and the party controlling the situation was unwilling to pay extra, then the existing shareholders would only get sixty.

If it were the second outcome, Apple could barely accept it. But if it were the first, everyone would basically find all their efforts futile.

However, Tim Cook never dreamed that Li Mu would manage to guide public opinion through some means, making the securities investment institutions the target of public criticism. Then, with an extremely blunt statement, he directly cut the institutions in two. This maneuver was hailed by everyone at Apple as a classic example of violent aesthetics in the financial world.

Li Mu demonstrated the absolute patriarchal authority of the East to Nasdaq’s speculators. First, if Dad says he’ll spank your butt, he’ll spank your butt, even without a reason. Second, no one can stop Dad from spanking your butt, not even the police. Finally, when Dad spanks your butt, you must stand still. If you dare to run, hide, or disobey, Dad’s belt will have intimate contact with your butt.

Sitting in Apple’s conference room, Tim Cook faced the assembled Apple executives and exclaimed from the bottom of his heart, “Folks, honestly, I really didn’t expect today’s events to end with such a result. To be frank, I am personally, truly, dumbfounded.”

A shareholder who understood Chinese spoke up, “There’s a Chinese idiom called ‘prostrate in admiration,’ which perfectly describes how I feel right now.”

Another shareholder sighed, “Li Mu’s method is so simple, we can even guess it, but we never thought such a thing was feasible. If we directly announced the acquisition floor price, we’d worry about being accused of stock manipulation. If we seized profits from institutions, we’d worry about market resistance from them in the future. And privatizing at the real-time stock price, we’d worry about Nasdaq’s disagreement, and also about investors cursing us as bandits. But Li Mu doesn’t worry about anything. He just did it so naturally and directly, and he handled it impeccably, flowing smoothly like water. This is the huge difference that comes from different levels of courage…”

Tim Cook said, “Johnson, don’t be misled by Li Mu. He’s not a reckless simpleton who merely emphasizes boldness. His true capability lies in having handled all potential threats and influences before taking action. You saw him instantly slash the institutions’ profits, but behind that, Li Mu had real-time mastery of the entire Nasdaq’s movements and skillful application of its underlying rules. Why did he wait until market close to issue that statement? I guess he had been closely monitoring the trend of Apple’s floating shares, knowing that most of the chips had entered the institutions’ pockets, which is why he decisively took action at that moment;”

“And Li Mu carried out thorough public opinion guidance. He first exposed the institutions’ chip accumulation activities to the daylight, then guided public opinion to launch a large-scale verbal assault against these institutions, while simultaneously provoking anger and hatred among all ordinary investors towards the institutions, thereby establishing a strong foundation of public support for himself. This is a strategy Chinese people excel at, much like the peasant uprisings in ancient Chinese history; the initiators would first make the populace stand with them and hate their enemies. Li Mu achieved this too. His promotional methods are truly powerful and ingenious. There is no evidence to show Li Mu manipulated public opinion, but even though the public is still kept in the dark, everyone present here should understand in their hearts that all of this must have been secretly orchestrated by Li Mu;”

“Furthermore, Li Mu also understood Nasdaq’s pulse. In theory, a listed company’s stock price is a reflection of its actual value, and a one-to-one price is only suitable for normal buying and selling. Nasdaq would never approve any company’s forced privatization at a one-to-one cost price. However, this time, Li Mu publicly announced he wouldn’t offer any premium, which outwardly appeared to openly violate Nasdaq’s rules. But I believe Nasdaq definitely won’t object because Li Mu already has sufficient initiative, public support, and moral standing. If Nasdaq doesn’t approve, Apple’s stock price will fall below net assets, and at the same time, the public will feel immense displeasure towards Nasdaq, and Nasdaq will become an accomplice to those evil institutions in the eyes of the public.”

At this point, Tim Cook sighed with deep emotion, “Before long, Nasdaq, and even the entire United States, will become Li Mu’s home ground. People will support him more than any native American entrepreneur. This is truly terrifying!”

A shareholder and senior executive interjected, “Tim, as long as we are successfully acquired by Muye Technology, this won’t be scary at all. In the future, you’ll become a senior executive at Muye Technology, and if you work hard, you might even become a Vice President. But the prerequisite is that you must quickly find out what Li Mu’s attitude towards us is right now. If the stock price falls below three point five dollars, will he change the offer he gave us?”

This statement resonated with many people.

Li Mu had already demonstrated his toughness and strength through the statement. He had already cut the profits of the floating share investors, so would he cut the profits of Apple’s shareholders? Apple’s shareholders had already accepted the acquisition price of ninety percent of four point one five dollars. Would Li Mu suddenly announce tomorrow that he wanted to acquire their shares at ninety percent of three point five dollars? If so, everyone would truly be in dire straits.

Tim Cook said, “Li Mu and Lin Qingya have temporarily refused to communicate with me. I suspect they are quite displeased about the leak, after all, the most likely source of the leak is within our own ranks.”

The shareholders chimed in one after another, “We must contact Li Mu quickly to confirm! Otherwise, everyone’s nerves will remain tightly strung, unable to relax for a moment.”

Tim Cook nodded slightly. After a moment’s hesitation, he said, “Then I’ll call Li Mu again.”

…

Muye Technology was already celebrating its victory in advance. From the perspectives of public opinion, legal standing, strength, and the market, Muye Technology was guaranteed a win this time.

Lin Qingya’s assistant received a call from Tim Cook and hurried into the conference room to tell Lin Qingya, “General Manager Lin, Tim Cook from Apple Inc. has called again, saying he wishes to speak with you.”

Lin Qingya glanced at Li Mu beside her and told the assistant, “Tell him I don’t have time and ask him to contact me tomorrow.”

The assistant nodded and left. A few minutes later, Tim Cook called Li Ziwei.

Li Ziwei came to Li Mu’s side and lowered her voice, “General Manager Li, Tim Cook called requesting to speak with you.”

“He called you so quickly…” Li Mu smiled faintly and said to Lin Qingya, “Apple must be very anxious right now.”

Lin Qingya said, “They must be worried now, worried that we might seize the opportunity to cut a portion of their interests as well.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu nodded with a smile and said, “If we don’t give them a reply today, I’m afraid they won’t be able to sleep tonight.”

Lin Qingya asked, “General Manager Li, what are your thoughts?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then said, “Since we’re preparing to acquire them, they’ll be like our own son from now on. We should be more tolerant of our own son.”

As Li Mu spoke, he looked up at Li Ziwei and said, “Zi Wei, call Tim Cook back and tell him to bring all of Apple’s shareholders to Muye Technology tonight to sign. Tell them my offer has changed, but the quoted price hasn’t. It’s still ninety percent of four point one five, but an additional condition for payment will be added: I will pay them after Apple’s successful privatization, and before payment, I have the right to terminate the cooperation at any time.”

After speaking, Li Mu further explained, “Give them more details. My demand is: they come over today to sign and transfer the equity to me first. I will defer payment, and use the shares they transfer to me to initiate a vote. After the privatization resolution is passed, I’ll apply to Nasdaq for privatization. If Nasdaq approves the privatization application, Muye Technology will simultaneously pay the funds required for privatization and the equity transfer income due to Apple’s shareholders, completing the privatization smoothly. If Nasdaq does not approve the privatization application, I can abandon the acquisition of Apple at any time. The time limit is two months. If I haven’t settled with Nasdaq or made the payment within two months after signing, all shares will be automatically returned to Apple’s shareholders!”





Chapter 1450: Apple Changes Hands

Li Mu, though an internet professional through and through, applied the settlement principles of supply and demand in the real economy to its fullest extent.

When buying, Li Mu sought deferred payments; when selling, he sought upfront payments. In short, being in an absolutely dominant position, he instinctively sought more advantages and conveniences for himself.

Apple Inc.’s executives were well aware of this; they had done the same when the iPod was at its zenith, having OEM manufacturers produce first and settle later, and Dealers pay first and receive goods later. This lowered their risks while also reducing financial pressure.

Now, Li Mu making Apple executives sign an agreement for delayed payment was no different.

Apple executives could easily figure out Li Mu’s operational process. Apple’s stock price was bound to crash tomorrow. Li Mu would first temporarily acquire shares from Apple shareholders, then he would be able to pass a company privatization resolution with a voting rate exceeding 66.6%, and then submit an application to Nasdaq to privatize Apple at a price of 3.5 dollars.

Nasdaq had a very high probability of agreeing to Li Mu’s tightfisted privatization plan. Once Nasdaq gave its nod, all floating shares would immediately trigger mandatory buybacks, and the privatization would be completely settled.

However, for maximum security, Li Mu intended to defer payment for the acquisition of Apple shareholders’ stock until after the plan’s success.

The Apple shareholders quickly reached a unanimous conclusion. In their view, it was already merciful that Li Mu hadn’t used the opportunity to exploit them. Although the payment time might be slightly delayed, at least Li Mu had not changed the previously agreed-upon price in any way.

Thus, Tim Cook led his team and rushed to Muye Technology at dusk.

This group consisted of over twenty people, including representatives of Apple’s major shareholders, proxy lawyers for absent shareholders, and core team members holding stock options. They swiftly set off for Muye Technology. The two companies were not far apart, and in less than an hour, Tim Cook and his entourage were seated in Muye Technology’s conference room.

The Apple entourage comprised two distinct groups. For the core team members led by Tim Cook, coming to Muye Technology was not just to sign off on selling their shares, but also to lay the groundwork for their upcoming employment at Muye Technology. As for the shareholders who usually did not participate in the company’s actual operation, they only wanted to quickly sign and confirm, then wait to retrieve their money, and finally sever all ties with Apple.

Li Mu had been fighting alongside his team since early morning and was quite tired by this time. When Tim Cook and his group arrived, he was taking a short break on the sofa in his office.

Li Mu made the Apple team wait for twenty minutes. It was only after he had somewhat alleviated his fatigue that he came to the conference room to meet them.

The moment Li Mu entered, the twenty-odd members of the Apple team in the conference room stood up and collectively said, “Hello, General Manager Li.”

Every one of these twenty-odd people in the Apple team was older than Li Mu, yet involuntary deference was evident on each of their faces.

The capital market never considers age or professional experience; it only looks at the absolute value of assets and resources. With Li Mu’s current capital and resource volume, even Li Ka-shing, who was decades older than him, had to defer to him, let alone these “defeated opponents” from Apple Inc.

However, Li Mu didn’t put on airs. He nodded and smiled politely at everyone, then said, “My apologies for keeping you waiting. Today has been quite high-intensity, so I took a short break in the office.”

Tim Cook hurriedly responded, “General Manager Li, your counterattack today was simply perfect, beyond reproach.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “It was just a bit straightforward and aggressive, hardly perfect.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “It’s getting quite late, so let’s get straight to the point now.”

Tim Cook quickly smiled and nodded. “Please proceed.”

Li Mu said, “I’ve had the legal department prepare new contract templates. Compared to our previous framework agreement, only the payment schedule clauses have been modified. You can review them; if there are no issues, we can finalize the entire contract process now.”

The details of the previous contract had already been communicated and a consensus reached between both parties. The modifications were merely a few independent projects, and with lawyers present, confirming these changes was very swift.

Li Mu requested to sign now, and the Apple team naturally had no objections. The law firm Muye Technology partnered with in the United States had a legal team stationed permanently at Muye Technology. They quickly brought the amended contracts to the conference room and distributed them one by one to each member of the Apple team.

Apple had a very large shareholder base. Apart from numerous major and small shareholders, over one hundred team members held Apple stock options. Signing with each individually was naturally impossible. Therefore, most small shareholders and team members holding options had signed a concerted action agreement with certain shareholders present. In this way, the individuals present today covered all of Apple’s non-floating equity, totaling 80.11%, and correspondingly, 80.11% of the voting rights.

If Apple had adopted a dual-class share structure back then, utilizing a strategy of shares with unequal voting rights, the voting rights ratio could have reached one hundred percent. However, for Li Mu, there was no difference between 80.11% and one hundred percent of the voting rights.

After the contracts were presented, the opposing lawyers began their routine review. As there were very few changes, the review was swift. About ten minutes later, Apple’s legal representative approved the overall content of the agreement.

Tim Cook breathed a sigh of relief and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we have no objections to the contract; we can sign now.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, making a gesture for them to proceed, and said, “Then please sign as soon as possible, so we can move on to the next stage.”

Tim Cook and the other team members exchanged glances. They all picked up the pens on the table and signed their names on the contracts.

As Muye Technology’s representative, Li Mu also signed each contract, then exchanged them with each signatory. Once all contracts were exchanged, Muye Technology had temporarily acquired 80.11% of the shares, valid for two months.

Strictly speaking, Apple had now completely changed hands and become Li Mu’s Apple. The only prerequisite was that Li Mu himself didn’t go back on his word. Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, this matter would no longer have any twists.

After signing, Li Mu shook hands with each Apple shareholder, politely thanking them. This expression of gratitude signified that they were essentially no longer involved with Apple. This handshake was akin to a routine task following a transfer of control.

Subsequently, Li Mu shook hands with each member of the Apple team. A considerable portion of them would become Li Mu’s future employees, so Li Mu’s attitude was exceptionally warm.

Li Mu placed Tim Cook last in the handshake order. When shaking hands with Tim Cook, Li Mu said to him, “Tim, I hope you can officially join Muye Technology soon!”

After speaking, Li Mu very solemnly added, “As-soon-as-possible!”

As fast as possible! The sooner, the better!

Li Mu’s words deeply moved Tim Cook. He had never thought Li Mu would value him this much, but Li Mu’s attitude at that moment, without reservation, showed that he indeed highly valued Tim Cook and was eager for him to join Muye Technology.

So, Tim Cook also said very earnestly, “General Manager Li, I and the members of the Apple team are also very eager to join Muye Technology, this great company, as soon as possible!”

Li Mu nodded. “I will complete Apple’s full privatization as soon as possible. By then, you can help me with the major integration after the privatization.”

Acquiring a company like Apple entails an immense amount of work for a complete integration. In inter-corporate acquisitions, the easiest scenario is when businesses are complementary and have no conflicts. The most troublesome is when businesses overlap. Once they overlap, both sides must independently assess and formulate comprehensive integration plans, which include the teams, resources, products, directions, and even future strategies of both parties.

This is like if Alibaba were to acquire OFO; the former would only need to bring the latter in, provide it with a platform and user access, and the overall process wouldn’t be very complicated. However, if Alibaba acquired JD.com, the post-acquisition integration would be a massive undertaking.

For Muye Technology’s acquisition of Apple, integrating Mac’s business wouldn’t be difficult for Li Mu. Muye Technology didn’t have this business, so after acquiring it, they could simply provide it with resources. However, the iPod business would need to be fully integrated into the Mango business. This would involve integrating all iPod resources into the Mango team, and simultaneously extracting the essence and discarding the dross. Only then could Mango achieve better development.

Furthermore, Apple had accumulated significant resources in the hardware and software fields. These accumulations needed to be categorized and then distributed to Muye Technology’s various products and departments, and even to Muye Technology’s industrial layout outside its own scope, such as Shenzhou. Whether Shenzhou should undergo a certain degree of resource integration with Apple’s Mac in the future—these were all questions requiring deep consideration.

Tim Cook naturally understood the complex work involved and immediately smiled and nodded, saying to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, please rest assured, my team and I will go all out!”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction, then said to Lin Qingya, “Qingya, tomorrow we’ll hold a discussion meeting regarding Apple Inc.’s privatization, and arrange for lawyers to be present.”

Louis Martin knew Li Mu wanted to make an internal resolution first, so he smiled and said, “General Manager Li, all shareholders of Muye Technology have long since signed a concerted action agreement with you. You effectively possess one hundred percent of Muye Technology’s voting rights. Now that Muye Technology holds 80.11% of Apple’s shares, this also means you possess 80.11% of Apple’s voting rights. You can entirely make the decision to privatize Apple yourself, and it will be fully legally compliant.”

Only then did Li Mu suddenly realize that he was now the major shareholder with a controlling stake, and since his equity and voting rights both exceeded 66.6%, he could make decisions on behalf of Apple himself.

So, Li Mu said to Louis Martin, “Louis, instruct my legal department to draft a resolution and then draft a privatization plan for Nasdaq. The sooner, the better!”





Chapter 1451: But I Don’t Want to Wait Anymore

Li Mu obtained the share transfer agreements from Apple shareholders, as well as Steve Jobs’ non-compete agreement, which truly allowed him to breathe a sigh of relief.

Next, as long as Muye Technology pays the acquisition amount to Apple shareholders at ninety percent of 4.15 US dollars, these agreements will officially take effect. In addition, more than ninety percent of Apple’s employees will sign new labor agreements with Muye Technology. By then, Apple will be completely integrated by Muye Technology.

After completely integrating Apple, Li Mu’s next strategic goal in the mobile internet era is mobile microprocessors. Whether it’s ARM, Qualcomm, Texas Instruments, or TSMC, Muye Technology will need to find a breakthrough point for microprocessors and chips in the future. In the PC era, it was already difficult for Chinese enterprises to reverse the trend and catch up, but the mobile internet era presents Li Mu with an excellent opportunity to overtake.

After a full day of work, it was already ten o’clock at night when Li Mu returned to the hotel. Su Yingxue opened the door for him and, seeing the slight fatigue in his expression, quickly asked him with concern, “You’ve been busy until now, did you have dinner?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “I had a working meal. What about you? What did you do today?”

Su Yingxue said with a smile, “I didn’t go out today. After breakfast, I read for a while, and after lunch, I sunbathed and swam for a while. I was also reading before and after dinner.”

After speaking, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “You must be exhausted today, right?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Even though I’m tired, I’m very happy.”

Su Yingxue said, “Then you must have accomplished something remarkable. Do you want to tell me about it?”

Li Mu pulled her to sit on the sofa, his excitement barely contained as he said, “Apple’s executives have just uniformly signed agreements with me. I now hold over eighty percent of Apple Inc.’s shares, and in the near future, this amount will expand to one hundred percent.”

Su Yingxue was pleasantly surprised, “That’s truly wonderful! Your most important goal for this trip to Silicon Valley has fundamentally been achieved.”

Li Mu said, “This goal has been achieved, but there’s another goal whose progress hasn’t been confirmed yet, and that’s Muye Technology’s investment in Google. Once the Apple matter concludes, I’ll follow up on that, and there shouldn shouldn’t be any problems.”

Su Yingxue smiled, “Is Silicon Valley about to welcome a new wave of accepting investment or acquisition from Muye Technology?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying seriously, “That’s very possible. Silicon Valley has too many startups; they need money and resources to accelerate project development. Capital providers can only give money, but what I can give is money and resources. Muye Technology’s powerful global user base will become an entrepreneurial resource that countless startups will flock to. Perhaps in the near future, I might even become Silicon Valley’s largest angel investor, and Muye Technology will become the most extensive enterprise in Silicon Valley, or even the entire internet industry. In the future, our subsidiaries and the various companies we’ve invested in, combined, might be able to…”

Su Yingxue rested her chin in her hand, listening intently as Li Mu outlined the company’s future. After Li Mu finished speaking with full confidence, she couldn’t help but sigh to him, “You know, I’ve always wondered about something, but even now, I haven’t found the answer.”

Li Mu asked her, “What question?”

Su Yingxue said, “I’ve been wondering what caused such an earth-shattering change in you. Many times when I think of you, it’s as if a second ago you were that introverted boy in class who didn’t talk much and wasn’t very focused on his studies, and the next second you suddenly turned into a genius entrepreneur who commands the world’s attention. The stark contrast between then and now is too great. Most people can’t achieve such a huge transformation in their entire lives, but you did it in such a short time. How did you do it?”

Li Mu guessed Su Yingxue would ask such a question. He smiled faintly and calmly said, “There’s a story about Archimedes that you, as an economics student, must have heard. The story goes that Archimedes was playing chess with the king, and the king lost. He asked Archimedes, ‘What reward do you want?’ Archimedes said, ‘I only want one grain of wheat on the first square of the chessboard, two grains on the second, four on the third, eight on the fourth, and the number of wheat grains on each subsequent square should always be double the previous one.’ The king initially thought this would be easy, but after having someone calculate it, he discovered that even if all the wheat in the entire country were included, it would still be far from enough.”

Su Yingxue smiled and nodded, saying, “This story is mainly promoting Mathematics in another way. However, the version I know is slightly different from yours. In the version I saw, Archimedes asked the king for grains of rice, not wheat, in the story.”

Li Mu smiled, “Let’s not explore the authenticity of the story for now. Purely from the history of ancient Greece, rice grains would also be inappropriate. The staple food in ancient Greece should have been wheat.”

“Alright…” Su Yingxue stuck out her tongue, her large eyes observed Li Mu, and she asked with a smile, “So, does this story contain your answer?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Yes, of course. Imagine each square of the chessboard as each step a person takes in progress. Each step is a mathematics problem; it could be multiplication, or division, addition, or even subtraction. If you choose starting a business, then it’s like choosing to do multiplication and division in the future. If you choose a stable job, then it’s like choosing to do addition and subtraction in the future.”

“If you seek stability from the beginning, like our parents’ generation, wanting only to do addition steadily your whole life, then after going through hundreds or thousands of squares, you might go from one to one thousand. But given how many squares you used in between, no one finds such a trajectory surprising.”

“If you want to go for a big gamble from the start, then you might be like many entrepreneurs, doing multiplication and division from the beginning. Perhaps after ten squares, you might go from one to one hundred million or even more, but perhaps also at the eleventh square, you might suddenly multiply by zero and lose everything. In either case, the huge stark contrast will surprise people, which is why stories of entrepreneurs getting rich overnight or losing everything overnight are always the most popular among the general public.”

“If you choose starting a business, and your judgment is accurate, and by chance you’re very lucky, then every step you take is constantly multiplying, just like Archimedes’ chessboard. One step, ten steps, dozens of steps, even if on average each step is only multiplied by two, by the fortieth step, it would accumulate to over five hundred billion; if multiplied by three, by the fortieth step, the unit would already be in tens of trillions. Every successful rich person we see is undergoing such rapid capital growth, and I’m no exception.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then continued, “During the summer break after I graduated from high school, I tentatively took my first step in starting a business. This was equivalent to stepping onto the first square of life’s chessboard. Fortunately, my first step was quite successful. It gave me the courage and confidence to continue progressing, and even more, it gave me the capital to continue progressing. So, from that time onwards, every subsequent step I took was multiplication.”

“Even more fortunately, among all the squares I’ve stepped on, every step can be considered very successful. I just kept bowing my head and walking forward, one square at a time. After walking through dozens of such squares, when I looked back, I realized I had accumulated so much gain along the way. It’s like Archimedes’ chessboard; when you start from the first square, no one pays attention to that one grain of wheat. But when you successfully continue walking, reaching the tens-something-th square, others will be surprised to find that you have already created a huge distance from the first square. Your surprise also comes from this distance, but if you look closely at the multiplication I did on each square, you will realize that all of this is actually traceable.”

Su Yingxue was silent for a long, long time before gently smiling and nodding, saying, “I understand. It wasn’t some change that brought you to where you are today, but rather, you were constantly undergoing changes on the path to where you are today.”

“Indeed,” Li Mu said with a faint smile, “I can’t even believe I’ve come this far. If my first step had failed, perhaps nothing that followed would have happened. Today, we might still be living ordinary university lives on the Renmin University campus, and there would be no 3321, let alone Muye Technology and Taobao.”

Su Yingxue asked Li Mu, “If that were the case, what do you think would happen to us now?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then smiled and said, “We would probably be considered one of the more enviable campus couples at Renmin University. Then, we would decide to take our relationship further. I would work hard during the summer break after sophomore year to earn some money, and then after returning for junior year, I’d rent a small apartment or room near Renmin University, and we’d live the kind of cohabitation life other university couples have.”

What Li Mu said was not spouting nonsense. Most campus couples in the mid-to-late stages of university consider cohabitation. On one hand, it’s due to emotional and physiological needs; on the other, it comes from cost-performance ratio considerations. When the cost of booking a hotel room becomes much higher than renting a place, many young people instinctively start considering renting.

Having gone through two years of university life, Su Yingxue also knew that such things were almost too normal. Including some couples at Renmin University, some had already rented a cheap small apartment outside during their sophomore year and quietly started cohabitation.

So, Su Yingxue, uncharacteristically, was not utterly ashamed. Instead, she couldn’t help but sigh, “That kind of life sounds quite interesting too, it’s just that given your current situation, you can never go back to that state.”

Li Mu said casually, “Actually, we had a chance earlier. Do you still remember Yucheng Garden? That apartment I rented near Renmin University.”

Su Yingxue pressed her lips together and gently smiled and nodded.

How could she not remember that place? Several times, she and Li Mu had opportunities to take their relationship further, and they all happened there. It was just that by an unexpected turn of events, they went in the wrong direction, like Li Mu’s chessboard theory, suddenly in that square where he was supposed to multiply, he chose to multiply by one…

Thinking of this, Su Yingxue secretly made a decision in her heart. Then she asked Li Mu, “You’ve been tired all day. Do you want to take a shower and rest early?”

Li Mu thought Su Yingxue was unwilling to discuss the topic. To avoid unnecessary awkwardness, he smiled and nodded, saying, “I’m indeed too tired today, so I’ll go take a shower first.”

Su Yingxue said, “Go ahead, I’m going back to rest as well.”

…

Li Mu took a hot shower. The hot water eased his mind considerably, but also made him feel even more tired, so he fell asleep almost five minutes after lying on the bed.

He didn’t know how long he had slept when Li Mu suddenly felt some movement. When he opened his eyes, Su Yingxue was already lying in his arms. What made Li Mu unable to come to his senses was that there was no barrier between them, and he could clearly feel that her body was significantly hotter than his own.

Drowsy, Li Mu thought she was sick and hurried to ask her, “Yingxue, do you have a fever?”

In the darkness, Su Yingxue’s large eyes sparkled with a different kind of excitement. She nestled in Li Mu’s arms and said, “It would be so good if we were in Yucheng Garden right now…”

Li Mu hugged her tighter and softly said, “If you want to go, I’ll take you back there to see it after we return to China.”

Su Yingxue asked him, “You haven’t given up that apartment yet?”

Li Mu said, “I bought it.”

Su Yingxue smiled and nodded, hesitated for a moment, then looked up at Li Mu and said, “But I don’t want to wait anymore.”

At that instant, Li Mu suddenly understood Su Yingxue’s intention…





Chapter 1452: Dropped to $3.49!

This night for Li Mu felt as if a world away.

Su Yingxue offered her most precious gift to Li Mu. The emotional entanglement of two lifetimes, past and present, finally came to fruition that night in Silicon Valley.

Li Mu admitted that most of the time, Su Yingxue was, for him, more of a sentiment spanning two lifetimes. She bore all the emotions of his innocent youth in his previous life. For him, reborn, she was like a proof of his significance, like the top Leonardo DiCaprio used in Inception to distinguish dreams from reality.

It was precisely for this reason that Li Mu had been able to treat Su Yingxue with mutual respect for such a long time.

Now, everything had entered a completely new phase. Li Mu had fantasized about this night countless times in his previous life, and now, his fantasy had finally come true.

In the early morning, Li Mu deliberately delayed going to the company, wanting to spend more time with Su Yingxue on this new morning.

Su Yingxue woke up early but uncharacteristically lingered in bed. Li Mu asked the hotel’s private butler to arrange a lavish breakfast, and only after it was delivered did he coax Su Yingxue out of bed.

For a long time before last night, Su Yingxue was accustomed to constantly maintaining the proper reserve instilled in her since childhood by her family education. This reserve wasn’t about making her pretend to be more reserved, but rather subtly teaching her to learn and adapt to controlling various innate human desires, including the desire for play, the desire to take the easy way out, and emotional and physiological desires…

Now, suddenly shedding this long-standing burden brought Su Yingxue an unprecedented sense of ease.

Li Mu coaxed her to get up and eat. While acting coy like a young girl in love, she also asked him with concern, “Why are you going to the company so late today?”

“No hurry,” Li Mu explained, “The important matters were already settled yesterday. Today we’re mainly waiting for a result.”

The result Li Mu spoke of was whether Apple’s stock price after the market launched for sale today would directly breach the $3.5 milestone? And if it did, whether it could remain suppressed for a long time, at least for this trading day? Because as soon as the stock price breached $3.5, Muye Technology would officially submit its privatization proposal to Nasdaq. If the stock price fluctuated too much at this point, especially if it rebounded above $3.5, it would bring some trouble.

Su Yingxue said softly, “If you have something to do, feel free to go. Don’t stay here with me. I’ll read a book after eating, and the day will pass quickly.”

Li Mu handed her a small piece of a sandwich, then checked the time. “It’s 9:10 AM now. At 9:30 AM, I’ll check Apple’s opening stock price today. If it’s below $3.5, I’ll have to rush to the company.”

Su Yingxue nodded, smiled sweetly, and said, “Then I’ll just read and swim today.”

Li Mu looked at her and asked with a smile, “After all that activity until late last night, do you still have user volume left to swim today?”

Su Yingxue’s pretty face flushed crimson, unable to hide her shyness. “If I can’t swim, I’ll just sunbathe. That works, right?”

Li Mu smiled in satisfaction and told her, “Even if you can swim, try to swim less. You need to save some user volume, understand?”

Su Yingxue lowered her eyelids and nodded gently, saying in a very low voice, “I understand…”

Halfway through breakfast, Li Mu opened his laptop, waiting for Apple’s opening stock price today. Li Mu hadn’t looked at today’s pre-market news. At this point, whatever the pre-market news said, he no longer cared. He only wanted a result – a result that would completely devour Apple and at the same time allow him to cutting the leeks fiercely from the Nasdaq’s securities investment institutions.

9:30 AM.

Countless people were focused on Nasdaq at this moment.

Almost without exception, these people were all watching Apple’s stock price because they wanted to witness firsthand whether Li Mu’s influence could truly smash Apple’s stock price below $3.5 with a single statement.

Numerous financial and internet media outlets worldwide were also following this development, anticipating a new financial miracle.

At 9:30 AM!

Nasdaq officially launched for sale!

Apple’s stock price instantly plummeted by 17.3% from $4.22 at the close of the previous trading day, directly falling from $4.22 to $3.49!

The entire Nasdaq erupted in an uproar!

A single statement from Muye Technology directly chopped Apple’s stock price by 17.3%. This wasn’t the most terrifying part; the most terrifying part was that Muye Technology said it wouldn’t consider acquisition if Apple’s stock price exceeded $3.5, and as if under a spell, Apple’s stock price directly dropped to $3.49.

It’s important to note that most of Apple’s floating shares were now in the hands of these securities investment institutions. Under normal circumstances, they had countless ways to boost the stock price, but in this specific situation, they couldn’t find a single way.

And most crucial of all, boosting the stock price was meaningless. The true significance of a stock isn’t in its price, but in its ability to cash out.

A stock only has actual value if someone recognizes it, someone is willing to pay the price for it, and the seller can receive the money at that price, because this reflects the stock’s actual value. Now, Apple’s stock completely lacked market demand. After Muye Technology issued its statement, no one would buy Apple stock above $3.5. Therefore, institutions raising the stock price among themselves would be a pointless and futile effort, and ultimately, no one would be able to get out of being locked-in.

The 17.3% stock price plummet represented a deep locked-in situation. The only entity that could unlock them was Muye Technology.

The entire market began to hold Muye Technology in awe and apprehension. Such a player was like a Bug, and Li Mu was like a god. No one knew how much energy this young man still possessed.

Capitalists were wary of Li Mu and Muye Technology, considering it an existence that disrupted the rules. However, ordinary investors on Nasdaq held Muye Technology in higher regard than any other company on the market. Apple’s stock price plummet, for ordinary investors, signified Li Mu’s punishment of those blood-sucking major players, meaning justice was served, and their hatred was avenged.

Especially Li Mu, he had become a superhero in the hearts of Nasdaq investors. Today, outside the Nasdaq trading market, many investors held up signs with Li Mu’s portrait and slogans. These were Li Mu’s followers on Nasdaq, who steadfastly believed that Li Mu could completely suppress Apple’s stock price today, so they had prepared materials beforehand to cheer him on.

While winning the respect and admiration of these investors, Li Mu also laid an excellent public support for Muye Technology among ordinary investors. Because these people had immense trust in Li Mu and Muye Technology, after Muye Technology goes public in the future, their strong confidence in Muye Technology would indirectly enhance its stock price and market value.

Subsequently, a miraculous situation appeared in the market: Apple’s stock price, from the moment it launched for sale, remained stable at $3.49, with no fluctuation whatsoever. The stock’s turnover rate was so low it was almost negligible. At this point, everyone was waiting for Muye Technology’s next move. If Muye Technology submitted the privatization proposal to Nasdaq today and fulfilled its promise to set the price at $3.5, then this stock price would stabilize and remain stable until delisting.

However, if Muye Technology backed out at this moment, it would be over.

The reason Apple’s stock price could still hold at $3.49 was because everyone knew that at this price, Muye Technology was likely to take over completely. The market had this confidence, and naturally, the stock price could hold. But if Muye Technology abandoned the take over, Apple’s stock price would freefall and continue to drop.

Objectively speaking, if Li Mu were to play dirty and not honor his words at this moment, continuing to suppress Apple’s price, the final acquisition price for privatizing Apple could be even lower. Moreover, public opinion was especially favorable to Li Mu right now. Everyone knew that whether Apple’s stock price continued to fall depended entirely on Li Mu. To make the institutions pay a greater price, those investors clamored on the internet for Li Mu to ignore Apple and let Apple’s stock price continue to plummet.

But Li Mu evidently wouldn’t betray his and Muye Technology’s reputation for being true to their word for a slight profit. So he immediately bid farewell to Su Yingxue and rushed to Muye Technology, preparing to officially enter the crucial process of communicating the privatization with Nasdaq immediately.

Upon arriving at the company, Li Mu immediately convened all members of the Apple acquisition business unit and publicly announced: “This morning, we will formally submit the Apple shareholders’ voting results for privatization and our privatization proposal to Nasdaq. We will also inform Nasdaq that all funds required for our privatization are ready and can be deposited into Nasdaq’s supervisory account at any time. We hope they can review the proposal as quickly as possible and then contact us to inform us of the outcome.”

Louis Martin said with unconcealed excitement, “General Manager Li, I believe Nasdaq will not reject our proposal. In fact, they will accelerate the process to bring about an early completion of the privatization.”

Li Mu asked him, “Why do you say that?”

Louis Martin laughed, “Believe me, those institutions absolutely dare not be your enemy now. They’ve accepted the reality of being cutting the leeks by you, so they are eager to exit. They won’t put up any form of resistance to our privatization process. And Nasdaq also wants to end this game they cannot control as soon as possible. For them, the sooner Apple completes privatization, the sooner they can breathe a sigh of relief. With institutions accepting and Nasdaq readily agreed, going with the flow, this matter can be resolved in a very short time.”

Li Mu smiled in satisfaction, “Then I’ll take your word for it, Louis!”

…

The legal team had already drafted the legal documents regarding Apple shareholders’ privatization voting results for Li Mu yesterday. Muye Technology possessed 80.11% of Apple’s shares and voting rights, and Li Mu possessed 100% of Muye Technology’s voting rights. Thus, Li Mu personally effectively held 80.11% of Apple’s voting rights. As long as he personally agreed to privatization, it was equivalent to making the final decision on behalf of the entire Apple shareholder level.

And Louis Martin had long prepared the materials for Apple’s privatization for Li Mu. Muye Technology’s privatization plan was very simple: a price of $3.5, without any other premium, and a comprehensive mandatory privatization. As long as Nasdaq approved it, all institutions’ and investors’ shares would be mandatorily repurchased.

Subsequently, these documents were swiftly dispatched to Nasdaq’s management committee. The only thing Muye Technology had to do regarding Apple’s privatization was to wait for Nasdaq to approve the privatization proposal.

Louis Martin witnessed Li Mu’s entire process of acquiring and privatizing Apple. On one hand, he marveled at Li Mu’s formidable tactics, and on the other hand, he felt fortunate that he accepted Li Mu’s private offer. Once Apple’s privatization was complete, he would easily have ten million dollars in his account.

Thinking of how easy it was to earn ten million dollars after tax, Louis Martin even felt somewhat bad towards Li Mu, as if Li Mu had played the fool. So he found an opportunity to offer Li Mu a suggestion and a promise.

The suggestion was that he hoped Li Mu would adopt a dual-class share structure when Muye Technology goes public in the future, meaning shares with unequal voting rights. This would reduce the control risk investment institutions, hedge funds, and public shareholders have over Muye Technology. If Li Mu set up the shareholding structure properly, even if his own shares were diluted to less than 10% in the future, he could still potentially possess over 66.6% of the company’s decision-making power, and the company would remain under his control.

If Steve Jobs had been able to implement a dual-class share structure at Apple back then, he wouldn’t have been kicked out of the company he founded by the Board of Directors.

In addition, Louis Martin promised Li Mu that he would always be at Li Mu’s beck and call in the future. At any time, for any matter, he would go all out to help Li Mu solve problems. If Li Mu ever needed him to join Muye Technology, he would not hesitate for a second.

Li Mu was very interested in the dual-class share structure. He decided that in the future, Muye Technology’s shares would be divided into two parts: one part would be held by the core founding team, including himself, and the other part would be for external financing institutions and future floating shares after listing. And this latter part of shares, Li Mu simply didn’t intend to give any voting rights to.

This way, it could ensure that the company’s voting rights would always be in his and his team’s hands, and he would always hold the vast majority within the team’s proportion. This way, no one could ever hope to seize control of Muye Technology from him.

Such a shareholding structure was somewhat extreme and might provoke rejection from the capital market and circulation market, but Li Mu didn’t care at all. He wanted to define capital and investors as purely capital partners, not giving them any opportunity to intervene in Muye Technology’s actual operations.

As for Louis Martin, Li Mu accepted his promise and told him: “One day in the future, I might truly need you to join Muye Technology. At that time, I hope you can join Muye Technology decisively, without any lingering effects, and serve Muye Technology. Of course, when that time comes, I will certainly not mistreat you; all the conditions I offer will make you feel satisfied.”

Louis Martin immediately said, “General Manager Li, rest assured, I will always be at your disposal from now on!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and nodded, saying, “OK, for the time being, please help me design a concrete implementation mode for a dual-class share structure.”





Chapter 1453: Pride of a National Enterprise

After Muye Technology officially submitted its overall plan for Apple’s privatization to Nasdaq, the entire market considered the matter a foregone conclusion.

Nasdaq would not reject Muye Technology’s plan because they were well aware that the institutions holding Apple shares had already accepted their losses and were eager to exit as soon as possible. After all, it was a losing venture, and with no way to reverse the situation, they could only hope to recover their funds quickly for other investments. If Apple shares remained deeply locked-in their hands, it would lead to further potential losses.

It was like investing ten million in a business, only to be certain of losing one point seven million three days later. The best approach would be to quickly pull out with the remaining eight point three million and find other projects to make up for the deficit as soon as possible.

The worst would be investing ten million, only to lose seventeen million three days later, and then not knowing when the remaining eight point three million could be recovered. That was the true misery of being deeply locked-in.

Those who dealt in capital were shrewd individuals; they ran these calculations every day and were fully aware of the implications.

Therefore, after receiving the privatization plan, Nasdaq held symbolic discussions for two days. On the third day after submitting the results, they officially replied to Muye Technology: Nasdaq had approved Muye Technology’s plan for Apple’s privatization, and Apple officially entered the privatization and delisting process!

This news did not make any waves in the Western market, as everyone had long foreseen this outcome. However, in distant China, the news thrilled everyone who understood IT and the internet.

The media provided overwhelming coverage. Even CCTV repeatedly mentioned the acquisition deal in different time slots and various programs, even inviting numerous experts to analyze Muye Technology’s future explosive growth potential in the overseas capital market. Across the country, Muye Technology was virtually regarded as an outstanding representative and international calling card for Chinese enterprises.

At the same time, the news also spread that Li Mu had secured a loan of two point five billion US dollars in foreign exchange by collateralizing an equivalent amount in RMB with the Central Bank. It was unknown where this news leaked from, but when the media began reporting on it, their narrative was surprisingly consistent: the state and the Central Bank consistently provided full support to Chinese enterprises expanding globally. Furthermore, Muye Technology itself was a highly socially responsible enterprise. In order to obtain the foreign exchange needed to acquire Apple while complying with foreign exchange control regulations, they did not demand any form of financial leverage from banks. Instead, they first secured the equivalent RMB and then used it as collateral to borrow the equivalent foreign exchange, demonstrating an approach that was both upright and honest, yet flexible.

With such promotion, the matter of Li Mu establishing a massive private equity fund was directly overshadowed, turning into a narrative of an honest and flexible workaround. This kind of publicity also avoided affecting the general policy direction of foreign exchange control, because Li Mu did not convert foreign exchange from the Central Bank; he used RMB as collateral to borrow foreign exchange.

Converting foreign exchange was unilateral. If an enterprise wanted to convert foreign exchange for overseas development, exchanging RMB for US dollars and then investing abroad would result in foreign exchange outflow.

The biggest difference between borrowing foreign exchange and converting it was that the foreign exchange Li Mu took would all be returned. Two point five billion US dollars in foreign exchange temporarily flowed to the US capital market, but Li Mu’s promise to repay meant that these two point five billion US dollars would eventually return.

After such publicity, Muye Technology’s acquisition of Apple gained a more legendary interpretation. For a time, various versions of the story emerged endlessly domestically, but at their core, they all shared one main theme: pride in Muye Technology’s victory in its first conquering battle in the US capital market.

This was the first successful full acquisition of a famous Western high-tech enterprise in Chinese history, and a full acquisition in the true sense! At a time when China had just recently joined the WTO, this matter held immense significance, representing not only a victory for Chinese enterprises, but also a victory for Chinese capital and the Chinese internet industry.

China’s high-tech enterprises started relatively late, and its industrial development was also much later than the West. In international trade, China was still temporarily in the “three lows” stage of low technical skill, low profit margins, and low trade status. Therefore, the expansion of Chinese enterprises into Western markets served as a great incentive for Chinese entrepreneurs and practitioners.

One or two years later, Lenovo would acquire IBM’s personal computer business, an acquisition that Li Mu remembered from his past life as having been shaped into a model for national enterprises’ overseas expansion.

A few years later, Geely’s acquisition of Volvo cars also once became the pride of national industry, and was still talked about with relish many years later.

A few more years later, Chinese high-speed rail manufacturing enterprises strategized from behind the scenes among the world’s leading high-speed rail companies, obtaining top-notch technology from several high-speed rail enterprises. This allowed China’s high-speed rail to advance triumphantly, becoming a shining calling card for Chinese industry, and something the Chinese people had always been proud and honored of.

Now, Muye Technology’s acquisition of Apple had already allowed the Chinese people to feel this kind of pride and honor in advance.

Li Mu believed that history would prove to the world what a crucial decision Muye Technology’s acquisition of Apple was.

History would also prove to the world that Muye Technology’s acquisition of Apple would become a miracle in the world’s business history. Aside from himself, no one could imagine what kind of brilliance Apple, with a market value of only several billion US dollars, would unleash!

…

Li Mu handed over all subsequent privatization work to his team to handle. From this moment onward, he completely washed his hands of the privatization matter.

Li Mu was like the first two stages of a launch vehicle, bursting forth with immense driving force to propel the payload into space. The rest merely required the team to proceed along the predetermined trajectory. He had completed his mission and could now devote his energy to other projects.

Li Ziwei specifically reviewed recent business arrangements with Li Mu. She first reported on her investigation into the current state of the global power lithium mining and cobalt mining industries over the past few days. This was something Li Mu had thought of during the flight to Harvard with Elon Musk a few days prior, and he had given instructions to Li Ziwei immediately after landing.

Li Ziwei said, “In the name of several shell companies, I authorized several survey companies to separately investigate the current industry situation and resource distribution of lithium and cobalt mines. The preliminary results are as follows: First, regarding lithium mines, lithium resources are relatively abundant. Our China has large reserves of lithium ore. However, the current state of the lithium ore and related industries like mining and refining is not too good. Insufficient profit margins and frequent price fluctuations of the ore are the main reasons affecting the profits of the lithium mining industry. Additionally, with global lithium demand currently stable, the overall investment evaluation for the industry is low, and many companies have given recommendations against investing in lithium ore in the near future.”

“As for cobalt mines, their distribution is extremely uneven compared to lithium. First, our domestic reserves are very small. Second, more than half of the world’s cobalt mines are distributed in Congo, Zambia, Cuba, and Australia, with sixty percent of global cobalt output coming from Congo. Currently, mining cobalt in other countries with high reserves is more difficult and costly. Congo’s cobalt mining industry is relatively mature and offers the highest cost-performance ratio. However, cobalt consumption is not high, growing slowly by three to five percentage points annually, so prices are unlikely to see significant breakthroughs. The preliminary suggestions from various companies are not to invest in the cobalt mining industry. If there is an intention to invest, the direction with the highest cost-performance ratio is Congo, but considering that African countries are relatively unstable, such investments would carry relatively higher risks.”

Speaking of this point, Li Ziwei saw Li Mu’s calm expression and couldn’t help but remind him, “General Manager Li, considering everything, multiple professional institutions do not recommend getting involved in the lithium ore and cobalt ore industries. There really isn’t much room for imagination. Moreover, the mining industry has a very wide scope, requiring significant input of time, manpower, and resources. So, overall, it’s not too promising.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Some things aren’t about making money right now, but rather about establishing a more upstream industrial layout for the future.”

After saying that, Li Mu asked her, “What do you think high-tech enterprises most hope to monopolize?”

Li Ziwei thought for a moment, then smiled and said, “Processors, perhaps? After all, they are still very important in high-tech enterprises.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, then shook his head, saying, “It seems so, but in reality, what everyone most wants to monopolize should be silicon raw materials. It’s just a pity that its quantity on Earth is simply too vast, so much so that it’s readily available and within easy reach.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu asked her, “Imagine, what if silicon were a scarce element on Earth? What if silicon weren’t just a scarce element, but an irreplaceable one for decades to come? At that time, whoever had silicon would have the ability to influence the entire high-tech industry. Even if they couldn’t control the entire industry chain, they could at least control its costs.”

Li Ziwei pondered for a moment, then nodded gently, saying, “I think I understand a little…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You don’t need to understand too much, just know that this matter is very important for our future, and that’s enough.”

Subsequently, Li Mu instructed, “Since lithium reserves are large, we won’t focus on mining operations for our layout. Identify the current mining enterprises with relatively high lithium output. We will establish a fund externally specifically to invest in lithium mining enterprises, striving for a controlling stake in every one. If we cannot achieve a controlling stake in the short term, we must first acquire shares to secure our position.”

Li Ziwei replied, “Understood, General Manager Li. I’ve noted that.”

Li Mu continued, “From the perspective of its distribution, cobalt is very suitable for making strategic moves at the source. How about this: research the few cobalt mining enterprises with the highest ore output worldwide, understand the total coverage of their actual mining rights across the globe, and the duration of those rights. Then, we will adopt the same approach as with lithium ore: directly acquire a controlling stake, or outright acquire them.”

In Li Mu’s view, with lithium’s large reserves and even distribution, it would be difficult to achieve a monopoly at the source. In such a situation, it wouldn’t be very necessary to strategize at the mines themselves. They could directly acquire shares in or acquire power lithium manufacturing enterprises. As long as they controlled a considerable portion of the finished power lithium market, it would at least guarantee that their own lithium usage costs in the future would be much lower than that of other battery companies or new energy enterprises.

However, the reserves and distribution of cobalt mines were too easy to exploit strategically. By controlling more than sixty percent of the world’s future cobalt output at the source, and then over the next few years adopting a strategy of high production, low sales, and high reserves, storing a certain amount of cobalt ore annually, once the new energy era arrived, with these reserves at hand, they would have immense initiative.

Sometimes, initiative wasn’t meant to exploit others, but to ensure one’s own defense. If Li Mu were to rapidly promote new energy vehicles globally using Tesla, what if lithium battery manufacturing enterprises from Japan and South Korea went against him? What if they colluded to inflate battery prices, then secretly cooperated with domestic new energy vehicle manufacturers to seize market share? What if they cooperated with downstream partners to oppose him?

If he had his own battery production capacity, an ample supply of lithium ore, and ample cobalt reserves, no one would dare to show their teeth at him. If LG, Samsung, or Panasonic dared to challenge him on battery issues, he could immediately announce that the cobalt mines under his control would undergo comprehensive upgrades and temporary shutdowns of production capacity. The cobalt market’s production capacity would instantly decrease by over sixty percent, and battery costs would immediately skyrocket. At that time, with his cobalt ore reserves accumulated over so many years, he could guarantee that his own battery production costs would remain unaffected, instantly creating a massive gap with his competitors that they would never be able to close, even if they worked themselves to death.

Moreover, the current cobalt mining industry had not received enough attention. If handled properly, the resources he could consolidate would likely constitute an even larger proportion of the entire industry chain.

Li Ziwei wouldn’t understand Li Mu’s long-term strategic reserve of “building up deep defenses and strong reserves,” but her greatest strength was that no matter what Li Mu wanted to do, she would do her utmost to implement and finalize it.

After clearly noting all of Li Mu’s requirements regarding lithium and cobalt, she then said to him, “General Manager Li, Larry Page from Google has been contacting me these past few days, saying he hopes to arrange a face-to-face meeting with you to discuss Muye Technology acquiring a stake in Google. You’ve been asking me to hold off on this matter for the past few days, and he’s clearly getting a bit anxious.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “The Apple matter is basically settled. How about this, schedule a meeting with Larry Page for 3 PM tomorrow afternoon. Have him come to Muye Technology to see me.”

“OK,” Li Ziwei said, “I’ll call him back in a bit to confirm the time.”

Larry Page was indeed anxious lately. Witnessing Muye Technology’s recent series of actions targeting Apple, Larry Page truly realized how terrifying Li Mu was.

Li Mu’s terrifying aspect wasn’t just his enterprise’s powerful driving capability. More importantly, Li Mu was like an experienced hunter; he knew the weak points of jackals, wolves, tigers, leopards, elephants, and rhinos. He knew how to achieve their swift elimination, from finding their weaknesses, to bringing them down with a single shot, and then gradually swallowing them whole.

Apple was just such a once-powerful prey, now having its weakness found, beaten half to death by Li Mu, and then swallowed whole.

What’s more, Li Mu had swallowed Apple without any prior financing, which made it even more terrifying.

If Li Mu decided to enter the search engine industry, he would certainly treat Google the same way he treated Apple: find Google’s weak points, cripple or kill Google, swallow Google whole, or simply allow Google’s corpse to rot in the mountains and forests.

Therefore, the sooner Li Mu acquired a stake in Google, the more relief Larry Page would feel. Li Mu had also said last time that he could choose not to get involved in the search engine business and even divert traffic to Google, accelerating Google’s development pace, but the prerequisite was that the protection money had to be enough!





Chapter 1454: Make It Happen!

Due to the exposure of Muye Technology’s funding source for the Apple acquisition, the US market was greatly shaken.

This shock was, on one hand, because Muye Technology, a private enterprise, surprisingly had backing from the Central Bank. On the other hand, it was because Muye Technology’s influence in China was simply too immense, so great that it could raise 2.5 billion US dollars in RMB funds within a few days. This was truly terrifying.

The highly curious US media immediately began digging into Li Mu’s funding sources, and soon, the CSC Club surfaced.

The CSC Club had gained immense reputation in China because of its participation in charitable projects like Old Soldiers Never Die and the fight against SARS, providing significant financial support. However, US media had never paid attention to this China-based interest club, which centered around sports cars.

But when the media began to uncover the CSC Club’s essence, they discovered that behind this seemingly ordinary interest club lay an astonishing amount of power.

It could be said that almost all children of wealthy individuals in China, over forty years old with children aged eighteen or older, had joined the CSC Club.

This was a gathering place for the children of China’s high-income class. Using sports cars as an excuse, they closely revolved around Li Mu, holding immense trust and admiration for him. The capital power they represented, when consolidated, was terrifying. This calculation only included their own assets and did not account for the leverage capability of the capital behind each individual.

Some people have one hundred million in assets, but if needed, that one hundred million could leverage five hundred million in funds; five hundred million is their leverage capability. Leverage capability is one of the indispensable metrics in the capital market, as all funds and private equity operate on leverage.

After exposing the CSC Club, the US capital market became even more apprehensive of Li Mu. Although he single-handedly entered the US capital market, he represented an army of Chinese entrepreneurs behind him.

Because of this apprehension, entrepreneurs and company founders across Silicon Valley were anxious and on pins and needles. They worried that Li Mu might command Muye Technology’s iron hooves to rampage through their territories at any moment. With such capital prowess, coupled with Muye Technology’s inherent enormous advantages, it was practically an invincible force.

Larry Page’s recent constant fluster was precisely due to this. When Li Mu first demanded protection money from him, he felt a certain degree of annoyance, harboring a subconscious urge to endure hardships to achieve a goal and seek an opportunity for a comeback counter-attack. However, when Li Mu recently hadn’t bothered to deal with him, his annoyance and the delusion of a counter-attack had all vanished. He was now flustered precisely because Li Mu didn’t seem to care about his protection money anymore. Instead, he feared Li Mu would reject Google’s protection money, as that would mean Li Mu’s fighting spirit for the search engine market remained undiminished.

Li Mu’s previous threat to Larry Page inadvertently created a strong psychological suggestion. Li Mu said he could bring out Baidu’s entire setup at any time and have Muye Technology operate it in markets outside China. Larry Page grew more and more frightened the more he thought about this theory over the past few days, as the more he pondered it, the more feasible it seemed.

If Baidu genuinely had no plans for overseas markets, then as long as Baidu could secure its domestic market, its technology could be conditionally disclosed to Muye Technology. In that case, Muye Technology could directly white-label Baidu’s foundation, create a “Muye” search, and then promote it aggressively through the YY product matrix, quickly seizing Google’s market share.

At that time, Google was far from becoming the super giant it would be in the future. Their technical capabilities had not significantly distanced themselves from Baidu’s, and they were relatively close to Muye Technology’s, though overall slightly weaker than Muye Technology. Now that Li Mu had acquired Apple, he immediately surpassed Google significantly in overall technical prowess. Under such circumstances, if Li Mu decided to enter the search engine business, Google’s prospects, whether in terms of capital, users, or technology, would be extremely concerning.

Out of such concerns, and with Li Mu showcasing his muscle through the Apple acquisition, Google’s apprehension of Li Mu grew stronger in their hearts.

In the earliest days, Larry Page thought Li Mu would gladly accept a 5 percent stake, and he brought his proposal to Muye Technology, only to be directly threatened by Li Mu;

Immediately afterward, Google’s executives held several meetings and initially settled on an 8 percent stake plan. The shareholders collectively agreed to dilute 10 percent of their shares to Muye Technology at a valuation lower than the market price. This would serve as protection money, exchanged for Li Mu abandoning Muye Technology’s development potential in the search engine field;

Now, Li Mu had acquired Apple wholesale, and Google’s executives re-evaluated Li Mu’s threat and his appetite. Ultimately, the shareholders passed a new decision: dilute 10 percent to Muye Technology, and accept the condition that the acquisition payment would be made after Muye Technology’s listing.

They felt that Li Mu would surely gladly accept this plan.

However, Li Mu’s strategy was not something they could ponder through.

…

Larry Page had recently been conveying his desire to meet Li Mu through Li Ziwei, immediately falling into a disadvantageous position in their psychological warfare.

Chinese people are very good at haggling over prices in business, and they have an iron rule: always hide your true intention.

When they truly want something, they act indifferent; when they don’t want something, they act very interested. Ancestors mastered this psychological warfare tactic thousands of years ago, but Google’s tech geeks didn’t understand it at all. In other words, they lacked the astuteness to scheme deeply.

The more eager Larry Page was to meet Li Mu, the more it proved his intense apprehension towards Li Mu.

Li Mu’s previous threat to Larry Page relied on a shrewdly transparent strategy, directly telling Larry Page how he would compete with him in the future, making Larry Page feel that he couldn’t resist any of his strategies. As soon as Larry Page backed down initially, he would become increasingly timid. If Larry Page hadn’t backed down at that time and had instead confidently confronted Li Mu, telling him how he would respond to each of Li Mu’s strategies, Li Mu’s threatening tactics would have found it difficult to succeed.

In fact, even if Larry Page had told Li Mu directly last time, “Come on, I’m not afraid of you,” Li Mu wouldn’t have genuinely engaged Google directly. He had too many important matters at hand, and Google wasn’t at the top of his priorities.

If one were to understand the stakes involved in terms of warfare, it would be this: if Li Mu were to commit a large-scale major player army to attack Google, there would indeed be a high probability of victory. However, several of Li Mu’s major player armies had more crucial battles to fight and simply couldn’t free up enough forces to engage Google. If he were to truly divert a large-scale major player army to fight Google, it would be akin to Germany’s mistake in the mid-to-late stages of World War II, blindly launching a war against the Soviet Union and trapping itself in the dilemma of fighting on multiple fronts.

Therefore, for Li Mu, this war essentially wouldn’t even start. If Larry Page had been a bit tougher, Li Mu really wouldn’t have been able to do anything to him. Acting on impulse was never Li Mu’s style.

The pity was that Larry Page and all of Google’s shareholders lacked the courage to challenge Li Mu in such a way.

_

Sitting before Li Mu again, Larry Page felt far greater psychological pressure than before. He first congratulated Li Mu, saying, “General Manager Li, congratulations on successfully acquiring Apple.”

Li Mu smiled, “The privatization is still ongoing; the acquisition isn’t fully complete yet.”

Larry Page chuckled, “Nasdaq has already approved the privatization plan. The rest is just a matter of time, there won’t be any more variables. So I must still congratulate you, congratulate Muye Technology.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and politely said, “Thank you for the congratulations.”

After speaking, Li Mu added with a hint of apology, “I’ve been quite busy recently. I went to Harvard to see my girlfriend, and then I came back to busy myself with the Apple acquisition. I simply couldn’t make time to meet you. I’m truly sorry.”

Li Mu deliberately said this to put more pressure on Larry Page.

“Look,” he implied, “I can fly from the West Coast to the East Coast of America to see my girlfriend, spending over ten hours just in the air, yet I can’t spare one or two hours to meet you. Why? Because you’re not important enough.”

Larry Page also realized this, and his inner tension increased. If Li Mu had lost interest in Google, then his hopes for today would likely come to naught.

Under immense psychological pressure, Larry Page could only awkwardly go along with Li Mu’s words, saying, “General Manager Li, you are so busy, yet you could still spare time to meet with me. I am truly grateful.”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “No need to be so polite. The Apple acquisition is resolved, so I have plenty of time recently.”

Li Mu’s words made Larry Page even more frustrated.

He had originally wanted to thank Li Mu for making time to see him, but Li Mu replied, “I have plenty of time now.” The subtext was: Don’t go misinterpreting intentions; you’re not that important to me. I only meet with you when I have a special abundance of time.

Larry Page let out a long breath, then composed himself, and continued smiling at Li Mu, “General Manager Li, it’s like this: after our last meeting, our shareholders seriously considered your proposal. We unanimously believe that if we can cooperate with Muye Technology at the capital level, it will be beneficial for both parties’ future development. Therefore, we are very much hoping to facilitate this cooperation, and we are willing to offer Muye Technology a 10 percent acquire a stake plan, calculated at a valuation of 6 billion US dollars. The investment funds can be paid after Muye Technology is listed.”

Hearing this, Li Mu inwardly rejoiced, but showed no expression on his face.

Larry Page kept staring at Li Mu’s expression, at every change in his facial features, hoping to capture Li Mu’s inner thoughts, even if he could detect a faint hint of excitement, that would be enough for him to determine if Li Mu was truly satisfied with the plan.

However, Li Mu showed absolutely no reaction…

Larry Page felt a bit desperate. What kind of heart did this young man in his early twenties possess?

After about thirty seconds, Li Mu didn’t say a word, his gaze unwavering. And when he looked at Larry Page, in that instant, Larry Page subconsciously dodged his eyes. In just that split second of evasion, Li Mu inwardly determined that Larry Page was uncertain about his own offer.

In other words, Larry Page was unsure about Li Mu’s appetite.

He also didn’t know if 10 percent would truly satisfy Li Mu’s appetite.

In fact, when Li Mu openly threatened Larry Page last time, his psychological expectation was 10 percent. But now, it seemed he had a chance to gain a little more.

Immediately, after more than a minute of silence, Li Mu suddenly spoke. He looked at Larry Page, his expression calm, but his eyes resolute, and said in a flat tone, “Larry, I consider you a friend, and I don’t want to beat around the bush with you. All other conditions remain unchanged, I want 15 percent!”

Larry Page’s heart sank…

At this point, Li Mu continued, “If you accept it, Muye Technology will, within the next five years, add Google Search as the sole entry point for search engines within its important products. Listen carefully, it’s the sole entry point. Furthermore, Muye Technology commits to not engaging in any search engine business for the next five years. This means, for the next five years, you don’t have to worry about me becoming your competitor unless you actively challenge Muye Technology in other fields. But rest assured, even if you challenge Muye Technology in other fields, Muye Technology will not renege on this search engine contract.”

After saying this, Li Mu paused, then added, “If you don’t accept, it doesn’t matter. No matter how intense the competition gets between our companies, we will still be friends.”

Larry Page was silent for a moment, then looked at Li Mu with a despondent expression, saying in an incredibly candid tone, “General Manager Li, 15 percent is really too much. I can’t decide that, and it’s truly difficult to achieve…”

Li Mu leaned back on the sofa, extended a finger towards Larry Page, and slowly uttered three words in a tone as unquestionable as an officer issuing a military order to a soldier: “Make-It-Happen!”





Chapter 1468: Give You 24 Hours

Looking at Larry Page’s extremely bitter expression, Li Mu, for a fleeting moment, genuinely felt a touch of sympathy.

Honestly, it wasn’t right to bully an honest person to death.

He wanted 10%, and Google, being very reasonable, offered 10% during this visit. Wouldn’t that be a win-win situation where they hit it off immediately?

But seeing the other party’s honesty and knowing they were timid/cowardly, he was prepared to temporarily hike up prices, asking for 15%. Hike up prices like this, it was indeed a bit cruel.

However, this thought vanished completely after just a moment.

In the capital market, what reason is there to speak of?

When it truly comes to the capital market, even legal strictures aren’t that effective; otherwise, there wouldn’t be so many regulatory departments and agencies.

Moreover, come to think of it, not everyone who is bullied is an honest person, nor are all tech geeks honest people; those with harmless faces are certainly not honest people.

Steve Jobs was bullied by the Board of Directors due to equal shares, equal rights in his early years. Was he an honest person?

Robin and General Manager Ma were among the earliest tech geeks. Were they honest people?

Mark Zuckerberg looks like a pitiable bug that anyone could bully in school. Is he an honest person?

In other words, where are the honest people in the capital market? Looking for an honest person here is like going to America to find a wild Panda; that things doesn’t exist here at all!

After shedding his brief moral burden, Li Mu looked at Larry Page, who appeared as sorrowful as if his Wife had been stolen, and smiled and nodded, then began to bluff: “Larry, Muye Technology acquiring a stake in Google will immediately bring three enormous favorable news to you:

First, search traffic (online) will surge, and Google’s core operation will immediately experience exponential growth;

Second, the capital market will have more confidence in Google’s prospects, because the industry giant most likely to threaten you is about to become your ally;

Third, Google’s advantage in the search engine field will be even more stable. Whether it’s Yahoo or Microsoft, as long as I am with Google, neither of them will threaten Google’s development.”

After Li Mu finished, seeing that Larry Page’s gloomy expression had eased slightly, he knew he had touched a sensitive spot. Li Mu then sat up straight, leaned slightly toward Larry Page, and in a heart-to-heart tone like a close friend, said: “Larry, think about it, what do these three points mean for Google? It means Google will become the Muye Technology of search engines, it means Google’s valuation will rapidly enhance, it means your listing plan next year will achieve better capital market valuation. You transferring 15% of the shares to me now at a low price might seem like you’re losing some short-term dividend / bonus, but think about it, with me on board, when you IPO next year, your market value will be at least 50% higher than expected. I make money, and you make even more money. This is the significance of cooperateing for a win-win situation.”

Larry Page remained silent for a long time, then nodded.

Although he felt a strong sense of anger at being extorted, Larry Page also understood that Li Mu was absolutely right. Accepting his conditions meant a better, faster, and more secure future development space for Google. In the long run, this was a very cost-effective deal. Accepting it would ensure Google’s position as the industry leader for the next five years. Yahoo wanted to build its own search engine, and Microsoft also wanted to build its own search engine. For Google, these were huge potential threats, but if Li Mu stood behind Google, what did Yahoo and Microsoft count for?

Yahoo‘s traffic (online) was already far inferior to Muye Technology’s, and although Microsoft had a huge user base in underlying software, underlying software was too far removed from users’ normal needs. Compared to YY in terms of stickiness and user conversion, Microsoft was simply rubbish. If Google could get Muye Technology’s traffic (online) support, then these two major opponents would be nothing to fear in the future.

Thinking of this, Larry Page said: “General Manager Li, I cannot decide on 15% alone. Please give me some time window; I need to go back and discuss this with Google’s Board of Directors.”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling: “Discussion is fine, but you need to be quick. I don’t have too much time window to spend here waiting for Google’s decision, so please give me a clear answer within 24 hours.”

“24 hours?” Larry Page felt a lack confidence.

For himself, he had already admit defeat / accept responsibility; he was willing to accept Li Mu’s robber-like demands in exchange for Google having a better future. But he wasn’t sure if the other Board of Directors members and shareholders would agree. After all, everyone would have to dilute 15% of the shares to Li Mu, and at a price far below market price. This was equivalent to everyone cut flesh from one's own body (idiom for great sacrifice) to feed Li Mu.

For Google’s founding team, the feeling of cut flesh from one's own body (idiom for great sacrifice) wasn’t too painful, but for shareholders who had recently invested in Google, this would be very painful.

For example, Google’s current valuation is around ten billion US dollars. Suppose a shareholder had acquired a stake of 10% in Google a few months ago at a valuation of eight billion US dollars. These 10% shares cost eight hundred million US dollars in total. Now, before he has even make money, he must take out 15% of his 10% shares and sell them to Li Mu at a valuation of six billion US dollars. This means he must give up 1.5 percentage points in exchange for ninety million US dollars in cash, but these 1.5 percentage points were just bought back by him for one hundred and twenty million US dollars.

For such a shareholder, a direct losses of thirty million US dollars is not the biggest problem. The biggest problem is that Google will be listed soon. At this time window, all shares are extremely valuable original shares. It’s possible that Google’s market value will exceed forty billion US dollars within half a year of listing. By then, 1.5 percentage points would be six hundred million US dollars in market value.

On one hand, holding onto 1.5 percentage points and having the opportunity to reach six hundred million US dollars in market value after listing; on the other hand, being forced to transfer 1.5 percentage points to Li Mu at a floating losses of thirty million. It would indeed be difficult for an ordinary person to be persuaded to choose the latter.

Li Mu also knew that it wouldn’t be easy for Larry Page to persuade all of Google’s shareholders, so he said to Larry Page: “Larry, tell all your shareholders not to imagine me as a robber blocking a rugged mountain road, threatening you that if you don’t pay a toll, you won’t be able to pass. Instead, you should imagine me as the Owner of a private expressway. You were originally struggling to progress along a rugged mountain road, but now I’ve given you a second choice. This choice is to pay me a certain fee, and I can let you travel quickly on my expressway. This choice is yours, so the unique decision you need to make is whether to continue to stumble along the mountain road or directly drive onto my expressway.”

Larry Page nodded in deep agreement. Li Mu’s analogy was indeed very apt. Google had never truly been forced to cooperate with Li Mu. Li Mu merely gave Google an expensive option that Google, in its heart of hearts, truly didn’t want to miss.

Since that was the case, he could only go back and have a good talk with Google’s Board of Directors.

However, the time window was only 24 hours. Larry Page was a bit lack confidence, wondering if he could persuade the Board of Directors to accept Li Mu’s asking price within such a short time window.

So, Larry Page hurriedly stood up and said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, time window is tight, I must take my leave.”

Li Mu nodded: “I’ll await your news.”

Larry Page said: “OK, I will give you the final answer after 24 hours.”

…

After Larry Page left, Li Mu immediately began making two sets of preparations.

If Google accepted the asking price, it would be a win-win situation, and he wouldn’t need to deploy (personnel) energy to engage in a head-on competition with them;

If Google didn’t accept the asking price, with his temper, he would absolutely not settle for 10% as a second-best option. In that case, it would be no big deal to go head-to-head with Google. To maintain his principle of sticking to one’s word, and for the huge dividend / bonus in the future search engine market, he had to fight Google in this round. Even if he couldn’t drive to a dead end them in a short while / quickly, he would still cripple them!

Thus, Li Mu outlined three plans for the second scenario.

The first mode, directly approach Robin and explicitly demand that he open all Baidu’s search engine patents and technology to Muye Technology. In return, he would divide territories with him. He could leave the China market, and even the Chinese search market, to Baidu, while he would take the rest. After all, he was also a shareholder of Baidu, so it was impossible to drive to a dead end Baidu. At the same time window, he would also give Robin a certain dividend / bonus. After Robin opened all his patent technology, he would establish a Muye Search subsidiary to handle the search engine operation, with all funding provided by Muye Technology, but Baidu would receive a 20% equity share as compensation. Then, Baidu would share some operation and development work to alleviate Muye Technology’s technology pressure.

In this way, Baidu would become Muye Technology’s mercenary, launching an attack on Google alongside him, and then sharing the war dividends;

The second mode, cooperate with Yahoo or Microsoft. Since both companies were interested in search engines, Google would be their common enemy. At that time window, Muye Technology could cooperate with either of these two companies on search engine operation. Muye Technology would provide traffic (online) support, and the other party would provide technology and hardware support;

This mode would mean Li Mu seeking a strategic ally with sufficient influence. Both sides would jointly deploy forces and coordinate operations to attack Google. The advantage was that it could significantly reduce Muye Technology’s pressure of fighting on multiple fronts, but the disadvantage was that a large portion of dividend / bonus would have to be relinquished, reaching at least 40%, or even 49%;

The third mode, he would simply establish a search engine alliance. He could bring Baidu, Microsoft, Yahoo, and even other interested internet companies into it. Everyone would jointly establish a new company, jointly development a search engine, and jointly promote this search engine. The primary task of this search engine would be to eliminate Google. After Google was eliminated, everyone would share the dividend / bonus;

The alliance mode could maximize the reduction of Muye Technology’s resources devoted to search engines. Multiple parties jointly working together could also accelerate the development speed of the search engine and enhance the search engine’s core competency. However, the disadvantages were also obvious: the more participants there were, the more the pie would be divided, and probably not much would be left for himself. Nevertheless, even so, it would certainly be much better than acquiring only 10% of Google’s shares.





Chapter 1456: Self-Deception

Google.

When Larry Page informed all Board of Directors members of Li Mu’s latest asking price, a storm of curses immediately erupted in the conference room.

In front of these American capitalists, Li Mu had become an evil capitalist who monopolized the market, coerced and enticed, acted on impulse, and hiked up prices.

Larry Page understood their feelings well. Asking them to dilute fifteen percent of their shares was indeed an unacceptable matter. Moreover, after the dilution, Li Mu would become a new shareholder of Google, a new shareholder possessing fifteen percent of the shares and having a net worth of hundreds of billions of dollars. Such a shareholder held very significant actual weight, capable of even influencing Google profoundly and for a long time in the future.

Although these people could clearly see the benefits of Li Mu acquiring a stake in Google, they were unable to make an accurate assessment or judgment: which was greater, the direct loss of letting Li Mu acquire a fifteen percent stake at a low price, or the net profit after Li Mu acquired a stake? Larry Page insisted that the latter was greater, but some shareholders disagreed.

They felt that it was acceptable for Li Mu to want benefits, but there should be a limit to these benefits. Even if he built an expressway, the toll could not account for fifteen percent of the entire car’s value. This was no longer cooperation; it was plunder.

Subsequently, the first voting result showed seventy-eight percent voted against, and the new offer was not approved by the Board of Directors.

Larry Page hurriedly explained to the Board of Directors members present, “Although Muye Technology’s method of hiking up prices is detestable, we must recognize Muye Technology’s potential threat. If Muye Technology enters the search engine field, our future will be greatly affected!”

A shareholder spoke, “Muye Technology is about to complete its privatization acquisition of Apple. Li Mu will have to dedicate a lot of energy to corporate integration next. In this situation, I don’t believe Li Mu has the experience to develop a search engine. We are experts in the search engine field, and we are very clear how powerful the technology support and development cycle an excellent search engine requires. By the time Li Mu launches his first search product, I believe we will already have successfully gone public.”

This view was agreed upon by many. Someone echoed, “I admit Muye Technology is powerful, but he’s not omnipotent. Even if he were omnipotent, his energy and user volume are limited. It would take Muye Technology at least one or two years to form a direct composure with Google in search engines.”

Larry Page shook his head and said, “If Li Mu wants to make a search engine, he will never develop a new one from scratch. He said last time that he could let Baidu’s Robin open up all of Baidu’s technology and patents to him at any time, and then split the world with Baidu: Baidu handles China’s domestic market, and Muye Technology handles the overseas market. This way, Li Mu could instantly possess his own search engine with a Baidu Search core overnight, embed it into all his products the very next day, and rapidly redirect user traffic. You should know that Baidu’s technology capabilities are not that far behind ours.”

“Hahaha!” A shareholder laughed, “Larry, aren’t you too easily deceived? Baidu would open up all its technology and patents to Muye Technology? What makes Li Mu so confident? This is an internet company’s most core wealth. How could it be given to others so easily? As for that two-way split, that’s even more ridiculous. Would Baidu be content to be a search engine confined to China its whole life? Cooperating with Muye Technology would mean directly locking itself into the China market. If it were you, would you agree?”

Larry Page explained, “You’ve overlooked Li Mu’s influence in China’s internet industry, and he himself is a shareholder of Baidu.”

That shareholder curled his lip and said disdainfully, “I’m a Google shareholder, but I also invest and hold shares in many Silicon Valley companies. Does that mean that one day I should demand Google’s patents and technology from Google?”

Larry Page retorted, “As I just said, you’ve overlooked Li Mu’s influence in China’s internet industry.”

The shareholder asked again, “Let’s put aside Li Mu’s influence for a moment and discuss the possibilities here. As far as I know, Baidu itself is a company invested in by Silicon Valley capital. The purpose of capital is development and expansion. Baidu’s shareholders must also be hoping for Baidu to step out of the door of the China market and seek breakthroughs in the international market. Under such a premise, why would they be willing to limit their scope of activity to China’s domestic market? Don’t they want to expand overseas?”

Larry Page said, “I think Baidu’s Robin has a personality that, as Li Mu said, is relatively cautious.”

At this point, a Board member frowned and said, “Larry, do you know Robin?”

Larry Page said, “Strictly speaking, no.”

The Board member said, “If you don’t know him, how can you be sure of his personality? Just because Li Mu said he was relatively cautious, you believed it?”

Larry Page was speechless. He indeed didn’t know much about Robin, and his belief in Li Mu’s words was mostly based on his intuition and judgment. However, such words clearly lacked persuasiveness; it would have been better to keep them to himself.

Seeing Larry Page speechless, that Board member pressed relentlessly, “Larry, in my opinion, you’ve been completely intimidated by Li Mu. And the gun in Li Mu’s hand not only has no bullets, it might even just be a replica gun, like the common trick used by high school dropouts robbing convenience stores: a replica gun, a balaclava, pointing the gun at your head and threatening to blow your head off if you don’t hand over the money! In reality, Li Mu just used a set of frightening remarks to scare you out of your wits, and after you came back, you embellished Li Mu’s threats, thereby helping Li Mu to intimidate us.”

At this point, the Board member quickly added, “Of course, I’m not saying you intentionally tried to harm Google’s interests, it’s just that your personal judgment has been somewhat influenced by Li Mu.”

Larry Page said with some indignation, “Jesse, what you’re saying is extremely irresponsible. Everything I do is to make Google develop better. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have repeatedly and humbly yearned for a cooperation opportunity in front of Li Mu. And the point I want to make today is, don’t let the opponent’s offer sway your judgment. When we were prepared to give Li Mu five percent, every one of you thought that idea was excellent and strongly agreed, and also recognized Li Mu’s strength, believing that Li Mu acquiring a stake in Google would greatly enhance Google; but now, when Li Mu asks for fifteen percent, not only do you refuse, you unconsciously begin to underestimate Li Mu’s actual ability. This is contradictory!”

A shareholder opened his mouth and said, “We were mostly influenced by you before, which affected our subjective judgment. Actually, thinking about it now, Li Mu can’t do anything to us in the short term. As long as we seize the opportunity and make another strong push, Li Mu won’t be able to catch up to us within the next two or three years. Why shouldn’t one be happy to accept?”

Larry Page felt despair. He kept shaking his head and said, “Ultimately, you’re just unwilling to make a sacrifice of profit. It’s normal not to want to sacrifice, but I still hope everyone can face reality. Think carefully: just because someone’s asking price increased, you start to think their things must be a pile of useless garbage. This is standard self-deception.”

“Let’s vote again.” The person in charge of the Board of Directors said, “Continuing to argue won’t yield any results. Let’s take another vote. If the majority still rejects this time, then we refuse; if everyone thinks the contract Larry brought back is acceptable, then we’ll sign it. The voting will use a best two out of three system.”

Larry Page rubbed his temples. For the vote, he had no confidence at all.

However, under these circumstances, voting was already the best solution.

A few minutes later, the voting results came out: seventy-three percent were opposed.

Larry Page hadn’t expected that after all he said, the opposition only decreased from seventy-eight percent to seventy-three percent, having no real impact on the outcome.

Given that the results of the past two votes were very consistent, the Board of Directors immediately announced: the rejection of Li Mu’s demand to acquire a fifteen percent stake in Google.

Larry Page shook his head helplessly and warned, “Gentlemen, Li Mu gave us twenty-four hours. This means we still have at least an afternoon and a night to amend our decision. I still hope that everyone can accept Li Mu’s offer. Although it seems like we’ll lose a lot, in reality…”

Larry Page hadn’t finished speaking when the Board member from before curled his lip and said, “Larry, please stop being alarmist here. Regarding Muye Technology, we have already given our final answer. That final answer is: ‘No!’”

…

The twenty-four hours agreed upon with Larry Page were about to pass. Li Mu still hadn’t received any news from him. Li Mu roughly understood Google’s decision in his heart.

Just ten minutes before the twenty-four-hour mark, Larry Page called Li Mu. As soon as the call connected, he said dejectedly, “General Manager Li, I am very sorry. Our company’s Board of Directors, after a day and a night of deliberation, ultimately cannot accept your fifteen percent offer. I think this cooperation can only be terminated in advance.”

Li Mu nodded gently and said, “It’s alright, Larry. There’s an old saying in China: Business is business, but goodwill lasts forever. Although we couldn’t cooperate this time, I’m still very happy to become your friend.”

Larry Page smiled bitterly in his heart, “When did you ever consider me a friend? I’m almost having a nervous breakdown because of you now.” But he said, “General Manager Li, I hope we’ll have another chance to cooperate in the future.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “We definitely will. I hope it’s sooner rather than later!”

Larry Page said, “I hope so!”

Li Mu smiled, “Not ‘hope so,’ but ‘it’s a certainty!’”





Chapter 1470: The True Ruthless One

Even as Robin boarded the plane bound for the United States, he still couldn’t understand why Li Mu was so eager for him to come to the US for something urgent.

This morning, not long after Robin woke up, he received a call from Li Mu. Li Mu told him over the phone, “Robin, come see me in Silicon Valley as fast as you can. I have a good business deal for you. You need to hurry; opportunities like this come once in a lifetime.”

When Robin asked Li Mu what kind of good business deal it was, Li Mu didn’t answer, only telling him, “Don’t worry, I definitely won’t let you make a trip for nothing.”

Driven by that one sentence, Robin immediately bought an afternoon flight ticket. After hastily packing a few clothes, he boarded the flight to San Francisco.

The plane stopped for three hours in Hancheng, Korea, then flew directly to San Francisco without delay.

When Robin landed in San Francisco, Google had just established a strategic analysis office. This office was specifically for monitoring and analyzing Muye Technology’s series of actions, to ascertain and determine whether Muye Technology would develop a search engine, and if so, how they would do it.

Because Li Mu’s asking price was too high, Google’s shareholders couldn’t accept it, so they subconsciously believed Li Mu was just bluffing. Now, they were closely watching every move of Li Mu, hoping to confirm their own view.

For them, what they truly hoped was that Li Mu was indeed as they suspected, unable to spare the energy to build Muye Technology’s search engine. That way, their rejection of Li Mu’s offer would become an unparalleled “wise move.”

It was precisely this mindset that gave the office an extremely awkward position: keeping a constant watch on Li Mu, but preferably finding nothing…

However, what they never dreamed of was that less than five hours after the office was established, at eight o’clock that evening, on the very day they rejected Li Mu, they heard a piece of news: a Chinese entrepreneur who had left Silicon Valley years ago had returned to Silicon Valley.

Years ago, Robin had left Silicon Valley with venture capital and returned to China, where he founded Baidu, a search engine focused primarily on Chinese search. During this time, Robin had returned to Silicon Valley several times, but each time it was related to capital, basically only for financing matters.

But this time, Robin didn’t come for financing; he came because of Li Mu’s impromptu summons, flying directly from the other side of the world on the very day he received the call.

So, after Robin got off the plane, he was immediately picked up by Muye Technology’s North America branch and taken to Muye Technology’s office building. Even though it was already night local time in the United States, and even though Robin had just endured a fifteen-hour flight, he still came to meet Li Mu directly upon landing.

In Li Mu’s office, as soon as Robin sat down and before he could catch his breath, Li Mu’s next sentence made him freeze in place as if struck by lightning.

Li Mu said, “Robin, open all of Baidu’s patents and technology related to search engines to me. From now on, you’ll handle Chinese search and the China market. As for markets outside of China, I’ll handle those.”

Robin could barely believe Li Mu would say such a thing. Li Mu’s request was almost equivalent to asking someone to share their wife with him, and he would take five and a half days out of seven.

Just as Robin was unsure what to say, Li Mu spoke again, “Robin, don’t tell me you’re really planning to enter the overseas market.”

Robin awkwardly said, “Temporarily, I don’t have this idea, but there’s still some possibility in the future…”

Li Mu said, with a serious expression, “Stop dreaming. If you can hold onto the China market now and prevent Google from pushing you out of the number one position, that would already be a miracle. Unifying the world is not Baidu’s future; maintaining a foothold in one corner is.”

Robin’s expression showed a hint of struggle after hearing Li Mu’s words. He wanted to tell Li Mu that he had a grand dream of unifying the world, but he didn’t dare to say it aloud, because he knew Baidu’s current situation, and Li Mu was ninety percent correct.

Currently, Google had no intention of withdrawing from the China market. In China, they were still Baidu’s biggest competitor in development. Baidu was fully committed to defending the China market and had no energy to develop overseas. Meanwhile, Google was rapidly expanding in overseas markets. The longer this dragged on, the slimmer Baidu’s chances of expanding beyond domestic borders would become.

Seeing Robin looking uncomfortable, Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Robin, sometimes you need to see through the surface to the essence. Your current situation is very much like domestic car vendors. The general environment is that when you develop in the local market, you have to endure the fierce impact of foreign enterprises. Being able to gain a foothold domestically is already almost the limit. Becoming companies like Mercedes-Benz, Volkswagen, or Toyota is basically impossible. But you always harbor beautiful fantasies, always feeling that one day your products will be able to export and sell worldwide. But truthfully, this is impossible.”

Robin nodded awkwardly and said, “General Manager Li, I admit what you said makes sense. However, you can’t just ask me to open all of Baidu’s core products to you. How do I explain this to the shareholders? Even for a business deal, you have to give me a quote, right? You can’t just take it for free, can you?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ve been waiting for you to say that. I wanted to make sure you realize you can’t cover the global market before we discuss the specific cooperation plan.”

Robin said helplessly, “Alright, General Manager Li, I realize Baidu can’t cover the global market. So, what you just said is completely correct. I merely harbor a dream of exporting and going global. If your offer is suitable and can move me and the other shareholders of Baidu, we are willing to sell this dream to you.”

“It’s not selling, Robin,” Li Mu said, “it’s cooperation!”

Robin immediately became interested and eagerly pressed, “What kind of cooperation?”

Li Mu said, “We’ll form a Joint venture. Muye Technology will provide capital and resources, and you will provide the technology. We’ll establish a new search company and create a new search engine. As long as Baidu Search is still operating, this new search engine will permanently and completely avoid the China market to protect Baidu. In all markets outside of China, it will completely benchmark against Google and fully challenge Google’s business.”

Robin said in surprise, “General Manager Li, are you going to war with Google?”

Li Mu nodded without hesitation and said, “I value the search engine market highly, and there’s no reason to let Google dominate alone. That’s why I’m seeking your cooperation. You have an existing search engine solution, and I have enormous overseas traffic and strong capital support. I’ll use your technology combined with my resources and capital to ambush Google in overseas markets. Not only does this have no conflict with your interests, but it will also act as a ‘besiegement to save Zhao’ for Baidu. If Google gets swamped with work in the overseas market because of me, the energy they invest in the China domestic market will certainly shrink significantly. This way, Baidu’s interests in the China domestic market will be sufficiently protected.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “If you cooperate with me and open your technology to me, I’ll help you ambush your biggest enemy. Then, I’ll give you a ten percent stake in the Joint venture company. You won’t need to spend a single cent; just agree. At the same time, I promise you that I will not disclose Baidu’s patents and technology to any third-party company. You can be assured of that to the greatest extent.”

When Robin heard this, he was already greatly aroused by Li Mu’s proposal. As he pursed his lips in thought, weighing the pros and cons, Li Mu continued, “Robin, you’re like a monkey chased up a tree by a tiger right now. It’s already a miracle if you can escape the tiger’s jaws, let alone kill the tiger. Now, you have a bullet in your hand, but in the monkey’s hand, it can only be thrown, completely unable to harm the tiger. However, in the hands of a hunter with a gun, it can kill the tiger with a single shot. And I am that hunter with the gun. As long as you give me that bullet in your hand, I’ll help you kill the tiger, preserve your territory on the tree, and give you ten percent of the tiger meat. What more do you have to hesitate about?”

Hearing this, Robin replied almost without hesitation, “General Manager Li, I agree!”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “So quick? Don’t you need to go back and discuss it with the shareholders?”

“No need,” Robin said. “To accelerate our IPO, I signed a concerted action agreement with the shareholders and investors. The company is now fully under my responsibility.”

Having said this, Robin added, “Of course, even though I’ve agreed to General Manager Li, out of respect for the shareholders, I’ll still hold a video conference later to discuss it with everyone. If everyone agrees, that’s naturally the best scenario. But I can assure you that even if the shareholders don’t approve, I personally will still make the final decision to greenlight it.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “As soon as possible.”

Robin firmly said, “Don’t worry, definitely!”

Li Mu smiled faintly, sighing inwardly, Larry Page, don’t you think I can’t find time to confront you? This time, Your father here will catch you off guard and show you what it means for vengeance not to last overnight.

…

The news of Robin’s arrival in China spread among Google’s high-level management that night through their YY Group chat. When Larry Page heard that Robin had arrived and met with Li Mu immediately after getting off the plane, his heart sank.

He couldn’t help but recall what Li Mu had said when he threatened him: that he could at any time have Robin open up all of Baidu’s technology to him, and then Muye Technology could quickly launch a mature search engine based on Baidu’s technology. This search engine might not be as technically advanced as Google’s, but because Muye Technology had more users and stronger user stickiness, it could pose a huge threat to Google.

He had meticulously informed all Google shareholders of these circumstances, but they still chose self-deception, believing everything Li Mu said was bluffing. Yet, who would have thought that just one day later, Li Mu would begin his pre-war deployment!

What does it mean to be a ruthless one? Someone who, when negotiations break down, immediately turns to sharpen their knife—that is the true ruthless one!

The shareholders still believed that Robin would never be willing to give Li Mu all of Baidu’s technology and patents. They were certain that Li Mu’s statement was merely wishful thinking. However, what slapped them in the face the hardest was precisely Robin himself…

Calculating the timeline from Google’s rejection of Li Mu to Robin’s arrival in Silicon Valley, it was just over twenty-four hours in total. The sequence of events should have been: Google rejects Li Mu, Li Mu immediately calls Robin, and Robin, after receiving Li Mu’s call, eagerly booked a ticket and flew from China to Silicon Valley to meet Li Mu.

In the eyes of Google’s shareholders, Robin’s eager and hurried attitude was enough to prove that he must have agreed to all of Li Mu’s demands.

But what they didn’t know was that Li Mu was also afraid Robin would reject him, which is why he refused to reveal a single word of the matter over the phone, waiting until he had bluffed him into his presence before revealing all his plans.

This way, Li Mu won the first step, because to outsiders, Robin immediately putting aside all his work and flying from China to Silicon Valley to meet him could only mean he had already decided to cooperate with him. Regardless of whether Robin ultimately agreed, it would first make the enemy nervous.

Li Mu’s guess was not wrong. It was precisely because of this misleading action by Robin that the entire Google shareholder group became extremely nervous in an instant.

Several things they vehemently claimed yesterday were impossible had all happened today. This proved that there was no situation where Li Mu lacked resources or was merely bluffing. With Robin rushing over from such a long distance, he would certainly fully cooperate with Li Mu’s strategic planning. In that case, Muye Technology’s search engine might launch globally in just one or two months. By then, the blow Google would receive would undoubtedly be devastating…

Thinking of Muye Technology’s strength and their powerful ability to influence and brainwash users, Google’s shareholders began to panic extremely. Many internally cursed their yesterday selves: Why didn’t they simply accept Li Mu’s fifteen percent asking price yesterday? Why? Were their brains kicked by a donkey? Suspecting Li Mu of bluffing? Is this guy someone who bluffs? This guy is clearly a honey badger! Who in North America doesn’t know how tough a honey badger is? This species will fight you to the end even if you just look at it. When has it ever been timid?

So, they all asked Larry Page, “Is there still a chance for us to accept now?”





Chapter 1458: Frontal War!

Larry Page felt despair for these fence-sitters among the shareholders.

However, he couldn’t blame them, as everyone was chasing capital and profit. In the realm of capital, a deep-seated gambler’s mentality always exists; the greater the profit, the more severe the gambler’s mentality. If Li Mu’s appetite hadn’t been so large, the shareholders would have been willing to sacrifice some profit for stability. But when Li Mu’s appetite grew beyond their psychological expectation, the shareholders, in turn, became willing to take on some risk in exchange for profit. It was exactly this mindset that made them decide to take a gamble and test whether Li Mu was truly a paper tiger.

Alas, Li Mu was no paper tiger. He wasn’t even a tiger. As he told Robin, he was a hunter with a gun in the animal kingdom, standing arrogantly at the top of the food chain. He might ignore a passing rabbit, but he would never let go of a tiger baring its fangs at him, or a sly fox playing tricks.

Although he understood these shareholders, Larry Page still earnestly told them: “If we go back to Li Mu now, eagerly accepting his offer, we’ll end up in an awkward situation where all efforts come to nothing. From my understanding of Li Mu, if I were to go back to him today, his offer would definitely no longer be fifteen percent. It might be eighteen percent, or even twenty percent. What then? Do we accept it? Or do we continue to reject it?”

The shareholders fell silent.

Rejecting a fifteen percent offer, and then shamelessly accepting a new twenty percent offer the next day—what would that be? The cost of putting on a show? If so, the cost would be far too heavy.

What to do?

Now, Father Li Mu was getting serious. For Google, was it better to submit completely, or stand up and go head-to-head with Li Mu?

Submitting would be simple, but the sacrifice would be not just dignity, but enormous profit. Standing might defend their dignity, but the key was whether they could stand firm. After all, kneeling by choice and being beaten down were two entirely different states.

These people were all elites. Some were experts in the internet, some in computers, some in investment and capital operations. But none of them were experts at putting on a show with Li Mu.

Sometimes, the world is just this cruel. No matter how many abilities or methods one possesses, in the face of absolute power, they appear so fragile. Neither technology nor capital could help them surpass Muye Technology. Muye Technology was like a globalized, Shengji version of Tencent; no matter what it chose to do, it could make its competitors lose sleep because it had a strong user base. When you wanted to build a skyscraper from scratch, it was already piling up its own skyscrapers one hundred meters above you. In the face of such overwhelming advantage, Muye Technology would only fall by its own hand.

Just like Tencent, Chinese internet companies seeking great development could only succeed by pursuing areas Tencent hadn’t touched or hadn’t done well in; otherwise, success would be extremely difficult.

Currently, Muye Technology had already demonstrated its ecosystem capabilities in the global internet field. It could completely overturn Apple’s iTunes in a matter of days. How many rounds could Google last in its hands?

Apple’s tragic state was still fresh in their minds. Although Apple was eventually acquired by Muye Technology, the amount of flesh the shareholders had to cut off, if truly laid bare, would be more terrifying than a slaughterhouse. While in the eyes of ordinary people, it was just one company acquiring another, only those who understood capital operations knew how bloody and gruesome that scene truly was.

Working hard for over ten years, only to lose everything overnight.

None of Google’s shareholders wished for Google to suffer the same fate.

All the shareholders were forced to give up an opportunity that could have flourished and brought in immense profits, then sell off their assets at dirt cheap prices, before exiting the market with heavy hearts.

Google’s shareholders could not accept such an outcome.

Thus, a state of extreme alarm began to brew among them, with an increasing number of people wanting to immediately submit to Li Mu.

Larry Page stepped forward at this moment and said to everyone: “Let’s not fall into disarray for now. Li Mu is only preparing to cooperate with Baidu, not yet actually started the cooperation. In this situation, we can absolutely wait and see for a while longer. If it indeed causes us a significant impact, it won’t be too late to renegotiate with Muye Technology.”

Someone immediately questioned: “If Muye Technology’s search engine grows strong by then, will they still be willing to cooperate with us? I’m afraid by that time Li Mu’s biggest intention will be to destroy us!”

Others quickly agreed.

Larry Page retorted: “Yesterday you were still willing to take risks, why do you lack that courage today? You previously said Li Mu was bluffing, so why do you believe Li Mu isn’t bluffing now?”

This remark made many people look awkward.

Larry Page was right; it was all a gambler’s mentality. Why did they dare to gamble yesterday but not today?

Sighing, Larry Page spread his hands and said to the crowd: “Gentlemen, I don’t ask you to follow my advice in everything, but I do hope you can keep your intelligence on a stable level. Don’t have an IQ of one hundred sixty yesterday and only forty today. Too much fluctuation in IQ will keep our project risks from being sufficiently controllable.”

Continuing, Larry Page explained: “My point is, guys, you are all top elites in Silicon Valley, but your intelligence shouldn’t only be reflected in your professional skills. Try to show it in your daily life and other aspects as well, so you can always maintain the judgment of the elite class.”

A shareholder frowned and asked: “Larry, you’ve been beating around the bush for so long, what exactly are you trying to say?”

Larry Page looked at him and said with a serious expression: “Frank, let me tell you a story. I once had a college classmate whose IQ was very high, a true computer genius. When we were still in school, he, through his own efforts, sold software he independently developed to IBM. At twenty-four years old, he already had a net worth of tens of millions of dollars. Three years ago, his net worth surpassed thirty million dollars, but one day, three years ago, he committed suicide, hanging himself with his own belt in his villa in Los Angeles. Do you know why?”

Everyone looked puzzled.

Larry Page extended a finger and continuously tapped the air excitedly, saying: “Because five years ago he married a damned stripper! A stripper who would strip off all her clothes and dance on you for twenty dollars! He was worth tens of millions of dollars, yet he fell in love with this woman who stripped daily for twenty dollars. What’s even more terrifying is that he not only married that stripper but also entrusted all his assets to her to manage. The ultimate consequence was that the stripper hooked up with his private lawyer, and the two of them transferred away all his property, then tricked him into becoming a partner in an illegal fundraising private equity fund. The result was that he lost all his family assets overnight and then owed tens of millions of dollars in debt.”

At this point, Larry Page sneered: “A genius who could earn tens of millions of dollars couldn’t see through the true nature of a stripper, turning a twenty-dollar transaction into tens of millions of dollars plus a life. This is what I mean by intellectual limitations being too great! Honestly, I see the shadow of my college classmate in all of you!”

After hearing this, everyone remained silent, their expressions awkward.

Larry Page continued: “I hope you can broaden your intellectual horizons and then clarify two key points:

First, Li Mu’s true nature is that of a capitalist who takes advantage of someone’s misfortune. The more you fear him, the more he will demand. If we fall into disarray now, it will only make us look easier to carve up in Li Mu’s eyes;

Second, Li Mu is very smart and cunning. He can see through competitors’ weaknesses and bluffs, yet he is also excellent at hiding his own weaknesses and motives. Therefore, when we are not yet prepared, absolutely do not trust your first intuition, because our first intuition will often be seen through and exploited by Li Mu.”

Pausing, Larry Page added: “A few minutes ago, your first intuition was to concede to Li Mu and accept his offer. So, the first thing we need to do now is absolutely not show any attitude of yielding to Li Mu. First, stabilize our pace and see Li Mu’s next move, true or false.”

…

Larry Page thought that Li Mu’s current actions were more bluffing than real. Li Mu’s greatest expectation was still to acquire a stake in Google at a low price, lie back, and enjoy the dividends of the search engine industry, rather than going all out to develop and fight battles himself. The search engine business did not have a very broad prospect among all of Li Mu’s businesses. Therefore, he felt that as long as Google maintained its pace, even if Li Mu genuinely cooperated with Baidu, the subsequent progress would likely not be very rapid, or might even fizzle out. At that point, they could discuss cooperation with Li Mu, and Google might gain some initiative.

However, he did not expect that Li Mu’s determination to push this matter was beyond everyone’s imagination. Even Muye Technology’s own staff didn’t understand why Li Mu suddenly wanted to add a search engine business and invest such enormous energy to manage the operations himself.

Robin held a video conference with his shareholders and senior executives. When he relayed Li Mu’s analogy of the monkey, tiger, hunter, and bullet to other Baidu senior executives, everyone agreed to accept Li Mu’s cooperation plan and open up all of Baidu’s search engine technology and patents to Muye Technology.

One day later, Li Mu and Robin held an internal signing ceremony in Silicon Valley.

Besides Muye Technology’s senior executives and Robin, three Baidu senior executives and shareholders also attended the signing ceremony. They flew to the United States overnight, briefly participated in discussions about the contract details, and then everyone straightforwardly reached a consensus, drafting a contract.

The core content of this contract was: Muye Technology and Baidu would jointly establish a joint venture in Silicon Valley, named Muye&Baidu.Inc. In the future, Muye&Baidu.Inc would focus its operations on search engines, planning to develop a search engine named “Muye” and build it into a world-class search engine.

Muye&Baidu.Inc’s capital contribution and equity structure were: Muye Technology would invest ten million dollars, holding ninety percent of the company’s shares. Baidu would contribute technology, holding ten percent of the company’s shares. Baidu would unconditionally and in real-time open all its search engine technology and patents to Muye&Baidu.Inc for the next ten years. Muye Technology would devote its technical capabilities to secondary development based on Baidu’s technology, and at the same time, unconditionally and in real-time open the technical results of its secondary development to Baidu.

The restrictions on the scope of coverage for both parties were: Muye&Baidu.Inc would be permanently forbidden from conducting search engine-related businesses in the domestic China market, while Baidu would be permanently forbidden from conducting non-Chinese search engine-related businesses in markets outside the domestic China market.

The last point was a small favor Li Mu extended to Baidu. He promised that Muye&Baidu.Inc would not compete with Baidu for any share in the China market, but Baidu itself could enter overseas markets for Chinese search, and he wouldn’t limit this point, offering Baidu a small window for global development.

In addition to this contract, Li Mu, on behalf of Muye Technology, also signed a supplementary agreement with Baidu. This supplementary agreement was very simple: since Li Mu did not plan to engage in search engine business domestically, nor even global Chinese search business, he decided to add multiple Baidu Search entry points within the Chinese version of YY and the Chinese site of YY Website, unconditionally directing all Chinese search traffic to Baidu.

This was equivalent to Li Mu doing Robin a favor when it was easy, but for Baidu, it meant opening up multiple supply channels, allowing its core business to instantly gain enormous enhancement.

Both parties joyously signed the agreement. Afterward, Li Mu immediately instructed Muye Technology’s administrative and logistics department in North America to begin looking for new office premises near the company for Muye&Baidu.Inc’s operations. At the same time, he requested Fang Xudong to visit Silicon Valley, on the one hand, to divide tasks among Muye Technology’s technical personnel in Silicon Valley, allocating some technical capabilities to Muye&Baidu.Inc’s forthcoming search engine business; on the other hand, to sort out the soon-to-be-hired former Apple technical employees, classifying and rating these talents, with most being absorbed internally by Muye Technology and a small portion released to Muye&Baidu.Inc.

To give employees a satisfactory explanation, Li Mu sent out an internal group email within Muye Technology and made several points clear to Tim Cook and all Apple employees:

First, employees from both sides had the possibility of being selected and assigned to Muye&Baidu.Inc, and all employees should be mentally prepared;

Second, this was merely an internal transfer within the group, not a company-level relocation. As Muye&Baidu.Inc was a subsidiary with Muye Technology holding an absolute controlling stake, all employees transferred from Muye Technology to Muye&Baidu.Inc would be treated as dispatched personnel, essentially remaining Muye Technology’s employees;

Finally, Muye Technology would increase the salaries of all employees dispatched to Muye&Baidu.Inc by ten percent as a dispatch subsidy.

This explanation dispelled all misgivings within both teams.

Muye Technology’s influence and brand awareness in the internet industry were unparalleled. Employees did not wish to leave this large group and join a newly established company. In the United States, a society that placed extreme importance on personal credit, the gold content of an employee’s workplace held significant meaning. Muye Technology employees and employees of an unknown company, even if their salary levels were identical, had vastly different personal credit worth in American society.

This situation would gradually become apparent in China in the coming years. Even a large company employee applying for a credit card would receive a much higher limit than a small company employee. Large company employees going on a blind date could make a potential partner think more highly of them. This was the added value that a large company bestowed upon its employees.

In just a few days, Li Mu’s swift and decisive actions shocked the entire Silicon Valley.

No one knew what conflict had arisen between Li Mu and Google, but everyone could see that after acquiring Apple, Li Mu immediately mobilized heavy troops, even bringing in a Chinese mercenary force, to form a super army, preparing to launch a frontal war against Google!





Chapter 1459: The Enemy at the Gates!

Muye&Baidu.Inc…

From the name alone, it was clear that this was a company jointly established by Muye Technology and Baidu. This direct naming convention, indicating a joint venture, was very common in the West.

For example, the military-industrial brand Lockheed Martin was a new product formed from the merger of Lockheed Corporation and Martin Marietta;

Another example, the luxury brand D&G, was created by taking one letter from each of its founders’ names, Dolce and Gabbana.

In truth, Baidu was only playing second fiddle in Muye&Baidu.Inc, but Li Mu was still willing to name the company using their name. On one hand, it gave Baidu a certain level of respect. More importantly, it allowed people to immediately recognize that Muye&Baidu.Inc was a search engine-focused company; though new, it possessed the genetic makeup of two internet companies.

Furthermore, this name was also meant to send a message to Larry Page: “When I say I’ll do something, I keep my word.”

Larry Page was truly shocked by Li Mu.

He hadn’t expected Li Mu’s pace to be so incredibly fast. Just a few days ago, these were only negotiating points he had discussed with him, but now they had all become reality.

The immediate impact of Muye&Baidu.Inc’s establishment was the rapid increase in Baidu’s valuation, which surged by at least 30% overnight in the capital market.

Secondly, Muye Technology itself gained another bargaining chip that could be used to tell a story and enhance its valuation. This signaled Muye Technology’s imminent entry into the search engine field, a cross-industry expansion with absolute significance, offering Muye Technology only benefits and no harm.

Finally, there was widespread singing a dirge for Google in the market.

The current situation was extremely unfavorable for Google. With such a heavyweight competitor suddenly emerging in the market, Google’s prospects instantly became exceptionally dim. First, it was clear that continued development for Google would be much more difficult. Secondly, the problem Google now faced was not about further development, but how to defend its territory. The subsequent development of events would involve Muye&Baidu.Inc constantly cannibalizing Google’s share in the search engine field. Without a higher-level traffic source behind it, Google’s only option in the future would likely be to make cuts.

The market lost hope in Google, which directly led to a sharp decline in Google’s valuation in the capital market, dropping from tens of billions to around six billion US dollars. Moreover, this was merely the valuation given by capital; whether anyone would be willing to acquire a stake in Google at six billion US dollars at this time remained an unknown quantity.

The capital market’s attitude suddenly became exceptionally cold, and Google’s ongoing preparation for an IPO was forcibly suspended. The brokerage firms collaborating with Google informed them that if they continued as planned, Google’s market value would be far below their original expectations. Furthermore, if Muye&Baidu.Inc continued to challenge Google’s business in the future, Google’s valuation would continue to decline. It was possible that even if they successfully went public next year, they might not reach a market value of ten billion US dollars. If Muye&Baidu.Inc brought a major challenge to Google in the future, Google’s hopes of going public would become a pipe dream.

Internet companies are inherently bubble-like enterprises; their valuation and market value are entirely supported by concepts and stories. Once the concept collapses and the story can no longer be told, the enterprise itself collapses. Google’s original concept was: the popularity and proportion of search engines among internet users would increase, and their influence on internet users would also grow; the story was that Google was currently the world’s largest search engine, with no super competitor in the industry, and a bright future ahead.

But now, the concept remained, while the story could no longer be told. If the story couldn’t be told, a market value collapse was an inevitable outcome.

There were too many cases of bubbles bursting in internet history, such as AOL, with a market value of nearly two hundred billion US dollars, shrinking by 98% in a few years; Renren, with a peak market value of over seven billion US dollars, surpassing Sohu, NetEase, and Sina, eventually falling to less than a tenth of its peak market value; and Jumei Youpin, a company that could only be described with two words: “Hehe” (a wry chuckle).

Li Mu had merely openly established a company, and it had already made Google feel the state of extreme alarm of a bubble on the brink of bursting. This also made Larry Page fall into disarray. If Muye&Baidu.Inc truly launched Muye Search in a few months and integrated it into all YY products, Google’s market value would likely plummet below three billion US dollars.

…

Just as despair rang throughout Google, Fang Xudong arrived.

As a high-end talent who had made his mark in Silicon Valley, Fang Xudong being summoned back to Silicon Valley by Li Mu at this moment sent a very clear signal.

Li Mu was bringing in his most trusted technical expert specifically to address the technical team building for Muye&Baidu.Inc. This meant that, from a technical perspective, Muye&Baidu.Inc’s Muye project had become Li Mu’s highest technical priority project.

This signal deepened Google’s internal despair.

Subsequently, Baidu’s first team of engineers followed in Fang Xudong’s footsteps and came to the United States. According to internal sources, this engineer team was only one-fifth of Baidu’s projected human resources investment in the Muye&Baidu.Inc project, with the remaining four-fifths currently expediting their visa applications to come to the United States.

Baidu’s great importance meant that Muye&Baidu.Inc’s future team would be able to imbue Muye Search with the same level of capability as Baidu’s existing technology in the shortest possible time.

This also meant that Muye could potentially meet users in just a few months.

Larry Page began suffering from severe insomnia. He hadn’t closed his eyes for seventy-two hours, and many others at Google were suffering from insomnia just like him.

Then, another piece of news arrived.

Muye&Baidu.Inc rented a medium-sized office building of over five thousand square meters in Silicon Valley. This office building could accommodate at least three to four hundred people, and even more interestingly, it was located between Muye Technology’s Silicon Valley branch and Google. Strictly speaking, it was closer to Google than to Muye Technology.

Muye&Baidu.Inc signing this office building put even greater pressure on everyone at Google.

The enemy was here, and strong, and right beside them…

It was entirely like the feeling of the enemy at the gates.

At this time, more rumors began to emerge.

There were reports that Muye Technology intended to add Muye Search to all future non-Chinese versions of its products;

There were also reports that Muye Technology was preparing to integrate the overseas version of Tieba into the future Muye search engine;

And there were also rumors that Muye Technology had reached a consensus with all music copyright holders, and in the future, YYtunes content would be synchronized to the web and traffic would be channeled through the Muye search engine. This meant that in the future, when users searched for a song directly on the Muye search engine, Muye would automatically prioritize displaying the official trial and download pages, and this would also include all YYtunes users’ reviews of that song;

Even more frightening news was that Muye Technology was preparing to use Taobao Alliance’s advertising solutions on Muye, and for the first six months after the alliance launched, all advertising revenue would be fully subsidized to traffic providers, with Muye Technology taking none of its own share. This was essentially engaging in a price war directly with Google. Google lived off advertising revenue, while Muye&Baidu.Inc was sustained by Muye Technology.

The last one was the most terrifying; it was almost an unresolvable offensive method from Li Mu.

“Whatever profits you rely on to survive, I will willingly give them up, causing you to lose your income stream.”

Therefore, Li Mu’s strategy was to suppress all of his opponent’s revenue sources and then compete with their reserves. This was arguably the most brutal competitive tactic in the capital market.

The news circulating in the market at that moment left Google gasping for breath. They had witnessed Apple’s death, and the crushing destruction of Apple’s profits by Mango-ME. They could clearly feel Li Mu’s invisible large hands, tightly clutching their necks.

Resist? Impossible.

While Larry Page suffered from insomnia for four consecutive days, Li Mu, accompanied by Su Yingxue, traveled and relaxed all over California, feeling utterly delighted.

Although Su Yingxue also enjoyed this private time together, she was still concerned about her parents back in China. She had held back from speaking for a few days, but after their intimate time on the fourth night, she nestled in Li Mu’s arms and asked him, “When are we probably returning to China?”

Li Mu said, “I can’t set a time yet. Are you in a hurry?”

Su Yingxue hesitated for a moment, then said, “It’s fine. If you have something to do, I’ll wait with you.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “I’m waiting for a signal. Once it arrives, we’ll immediately return to China.”

Su Yingxue asked curiously, “What signal are you waiting for? How long will it take?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’m waiting for my opponent to back down. It shouldn’t be long, just a day or two.”

Li Mu was indeed waiting for Larry Page to back down. Li Mu was very clear about Larry Page’s thoughts now; it was nothing more than resisting for a while, holding on until Li Mu revealed clues and weaknesses. However, Larry Page’s idea couldn’t be realized because, in Li Mu’s eyes, he simply didn’t have the ability to exert any pressure on Li Mu. Without sufficient pressure, even if Li Mu had weaknesses, they couldn’t be exposed.

On the contrary, could Larry Page himself withstand the pressure Li Mu was applying? Li Mu had made a series of intensive, major moves in a very short period, almost every one of which was specifically aimed at Google. It was akin to delivering a combination of moves of extremely high intensity to Larry Page, enough to completely drain his health. Therefore, in Li Mu’s judgment, Larry Page would definitely not be able to hold on for long. Once he could not endure it, he would inevitably be timid/cowardly towards Li Mu again.

So, the time for Li Mu to return to China was simple: as soon as Larry Page backed down, he would immediately set off for China. Meet Larry Page? Impossible.

Li Mu’s speculation had no deviation. The next day, Larry Page and all of Google’s shareholders could no longer hold on.

Li Mu’s actions were too dense, too grand, and too targeted. It was like his major players besieging Google, waiting for the moment of total assault. This had pretty much made the market despair about Google’s future. Now, no one was willing to invest in Google, even as its valuation kept falling.

If this continued, Google would be more than half-shrunken even before Muye launched.

Originally, by diluting just 15% to Li Mu, Google’s valuation would have been stimulated by significant favorable news and seen rapid growth. But now, they had ruined a good hand themselves.

Thus, Google’s shareholder layer held another discussion. In this discussion, everyone first attacked and complained about each other, only to finally realize that in this farce, each of them had made fatal mistakes.

Larry Page wanted to compromise in the first time, but the shareholder layer was unwilling;

When the shareholder layer realized Li Mu’s determination, they wanted to compromise, but Larry Page dragged his feet again, thinking Li Mu might be bluffing / putting on a show, and decided to wait and see before making a final decision;

Now that they had waited, they were half-buried in the ground.

After haggling for a long time, they found that this responsibility could not be completely shrugged off by anyone. They were like having fallen into a septic tank together; no one was without a stench. Continuing to blame each other was meaningless and would only increase internal friction.

Recognizing this reality, Google’s internal members reached a difficult consensus: continuing to argue responsibility was meaningless; making up for mistakes quickly was the best way to cut losses.

Therefore, the shareholder layer finally decided to let Larry Page represent Google and meet with Li Mu again. This time, Google admitted defeat. The shareholder layer collectively diluted 20% of the shares to Li Mu, increasing from the 15% Li Mu initially requested to 20%, at a price of four billion US dollars. Compared to the previous six billion US dollars, this was 33.4% lower, a huge disparity between the two offers, with extremely heavy losses behind it.

But for these shareholders, who had completely fallen into disarray, they believed that as long as Li Mu agreed to acquire a stake in Google, provide Google with the previous conditions and guarantees, and simultaneously halt the Muye&Baidu.Inc project, Google’s market value could recover. Therefore, the pain was only temporary; as long as they weren’t dead, the flesh they had lost would eventually grow back.

So, Larry Page hurriedly contacted Li Ziwei, hoping to schedule another meeting with Li Mu.

Li Ziwei had already received instructions from Li Mu, whose original words were: “If Larry Page calls you and says he wants to meet me, just tell him I’m returning to China soon and don’t have time to see him. If he calls in the morning, tell him my flight departs tonight. If he calls in the afternoon or evening, tell him my flight departs the next morning.”

As Li Mu quietly took Su Yingxue to Hollywood, Li Ziwei received a call from Larry Page.

“Hello, Miss Li,” Larry Page greeted, his voice tinged with a faint awkwardness and helplessness.

“Hi, Mr. Page,” Li Ziwei responded with a smile, “May I ask if there’s anything I can help you with?”

Larry Page said very sincerely, “I would very much like to schedule another meeting with General Manager Li. I wonder if Miss Li could help me convey this message?”

As Larry Page spoke, Li Ziwei had already checked her wristwatch twice, repeatedly confirming the time. It was currently 4:30 PM local time in Silicon Valley.

As soon as Larry Page finished requesting to meet with Li Mu, Li Ziwei replied immediately without hesitation: “I’m very sorry, Mr. Page, General Manager Li’s flight departs tomorrow morning, returning to China. Before then, he does not plan to accept any guests or any form of meeting requests.”

“What did you say?!”





Chapter 1460: Psychological Warfare

The bold move Li Mu instructed Li Ziwei to make was like digging a massive pit tailor-made for Larry Page.

When Larry Page heard Li Ziwei’s immediate reply that Li Mu was returning to China, he felt his heart plummet from a great height. He never suspected that this entire situation was prepared specifically for him; he just instinctively felt that Li Ziwei’s words, spoken without hesitation, couldn’t be a lie. As an assistant, she couldn’t simply fabricate a lie without discussing it with Li Mu.

However, he still couldn’t understand that Li Mu had long since read him like an open book and set up a “code” for him, activated by his phone call.

Muye Technology had amassed heavy forces to besiege Google, and before the battle even began, Larry Page, trapped within the besieged city, could no longer bear the immense pressure. He only wished to seek peace with Li Mu now, otherwise, if the war truly started, Google would undoubtedly suffer heavy losses.

But, to his utter surprise, Li Mu was leaving tomorrow!

Larry Page absolutely did not want Li Mu to return to China just like that. If he did, there would be no room for negotiation on this matter. Whether it was Muye Technology, Baidu, or Muye&Baidu.Inc (company), they all followed Li Mu’s lead. The only person who could order them to cease their siege on Google was Li Mu. If the person issuing orders left, then the executives and employees remaining in the United States would fully abide by the command and launch the war machine.

Immediately, Larry Page, unable to hide his panic, asked, “Miss Li, could I trouble you to speak with Mr. Li Mu? Just tell him I have something very urgent and important I need to discuss with him in person. It won’t take up too much of his time, half an hour will be enough.”

Li Ziwei replied apologetically, “I’m sorry, Mr. Page, General Manager Li has given instructions not to discuss any business matters before he leaves. Not to mention you, he won’t even meet with our Vice Presidents, so please understand.”

Larry Page’s voice trembled slightly as he asked, “Miss Li, can you help me relay the message and see if General Manager Li genuinely doesn’t want to see me? Perhaps he might change his mind after hearing it.”

Li Ziwei said, “Mr. Page, General Manager Li has made a clear request, so please don’t put me in a difficult position.”

“This…” Larry Page suddenly didn’t know what to do.

Li Ziwei then added, “Mr. Page, I have things to attend to. Let’s chat another day.”

With that, Li Ziwei hung up the phone. She then picked up another phone and called the Private jet company, informing them that Li Mu was preparing to return to China from San Francisco tomorrow morning and asking them to make preparations.

Larry Page felt a wave of dizziness after Li Ziwei hung up. What could he do? Li Mu was returning to China and had refused to meet. Whom should he approach if he wanted to seek peace?

Lin Qingya?!

Larry Page suddenly felt a flicker of hope and hurriedly said to Li Ziwei, “Then I’ll call General Manager Lin. Thank you, Miss Li.”

“You’re welcome.”

After hanging up, Larry Page immediately called Lin Qingya. Lin Qingya was Muye Technology’s person in charge in the United States. He had her private contact information, so asking her for help in relaying the message should have a high chance of success.

Lin Qingya answered Larry Page’s call, her tone calm with a hint of coldness as she asked, “Mr. Page, how may I help you?”

Larry Page quickly said, “Hello, General Manager Lin. I’m calling to hope we can arrange another meeting to discuss the previous cooperation with you and General Manager Li. I wonder if you and General Manager Li have time?”

Lin Qingya replied, “I’m sorry, General Manager Li is already preparing to return to China. When he held a meeting with us the day before yesterday, he had already assigned all work requirements. Until he leaves the United States, he will not engage in any work. If you have anything, you can contact his personal assistant Miss Li after General Manager Li returns to China, and Miss Li will naturally relay your message then.”

Continuing, Lin Qingya added, “I’m truly sorry, Mr. Page, but I am extremely busy right now. As you know, General Manager Li places great importance on Muye&Baidu.Inc (company) matters, and we are all swamped with work because of him. If there’s nothing else, I’ll hang up now.”

When Larry Page heard this, his heart felt bitterer than gall. Lin Qingya saying she was swamped with work due to Muye&Baidu.Inc (company) was not problematic in itself, but saying it to Larry Page felt strange, almost as if she was saying: “I’m sorry, Mr. Page, but I’m just too busy besieging you all.”

However, Larry Page no longer had time to dwell on his feelings. Fearing Lin Qingya would hang up, he directly revealed his bottom line, saying, “General Manager Lin, please relay to General Manager Li that we are willing to dilute twenty percent of Google’s shares to Muye Technology at a valuation of four billion US dollars. If General Manager Li is still interested in Google, we can sit down and talk. I am available anytime.”

Larry Page believed that even if Li Mu was unwilling to discuss work before leaving the United States, such an excellent deal was truly rare. Lin Qingya, upon hearing this, would surely also consider the matter major and report it to Li Mu, and Li Mu would undoubtedly be happy to talk with him again.

However, Lin Qingya did not let Larry Page have his way. She said indifferently, “Mr. Page, as I just mentioned, General Manager Li does not allow me to contact him for any business matters before he leaves the United States. So, you don’t need to entrust me to relay your offer. You can simply communicate with Miss Li after he returns to China.”

“This…”

Larry Page’s mood was exceptionally agitated. A four billion valuation, twenty percent shares – he was literally kneeling to seek peace. He had thought the other party would be satisfied and tempted, but the other party wouldn’t even spare him a glance.

This made Larry Page understand a reason: sometimes, even kneeling depends on opportunity. Only when the other party gives you a chance can you kneel before them; if they don’t give you a chance, you don’t even have the qualification to kneel.

In utter helplessness, Larry Page could only say reluctantly, “Alright then, General Manager Lin, I will contact General Manager Li after he returns to China.”

All of Google’s executives were awaiting Larry Page’s results. When Larry Page truthfully relayed the situation to the executives, everyone’s expressions turned extremely grim. Their feelings were similar to Larry Page’s; at this moment, they truly realized that if they missed their chance to humble themselves once, there wouldn’t be a second.

Currently, under Li Mu’s strategic command, Muye Technology was undergoing large-scale strategic deployment adjustments. More and more resources were being deployed from various other fields and invested into Muye&Baidu.Inc (company). Baidu, too, was exceptionally committed to its role as a mercenary. According to intelligence Google gathered from China, Baidu headquarters was undergoing large-scale team expansion and continuously conducting in-depth training for all employees. The training content was extremely rich, even including a course titled “Guide to American Life.” This course aimed to familiarize the team with the operational mode and living habits of American society, going into detail on how to rent a house in Silicon Valley, how to take public transport, and how to save money.

It was said that Baidu hoped all its technical personnel would possess the ability to come to the United States for work at any time, to support Muye&Baidu.Inc (company) whenever needed.

Baidu’s investment was not solely for its ten percent share in Muye&Baidu.Inc (company); they were more focused on putting immense pressure on Google in its own nest, forcing Google to divert more energy to respond. This way, the pressure Google exerted on Baidu in the China market could be greatly alleviated, and Baidu could seize this opportunity to further consolidate its strength domestically.

Larry Page saw through this ‘besieging Wei to rescue Zhao’ tactic, but he was helpless. As Google faced increasing pressure, it had to pull its focus back from the China market and other overseas markets to go all out against Muye&Baidu’s assault.

The extremely passive situation made Larry Page rack his brains. Just as he was at a loss for what to do, Li Mu received a call from Lin Qingya.

“Four billion, twenty percent?” Li Mu laughed after hearing Lin Qingya’s report.

Lin Qingya hummed in acknowledgment and chuckled, “His voice sounded very anxious. It seems we’ve indeed put a lot of pressure on him recently.”

Li Mu said, “This is just the beginning; the real pressure is yet to come. They think our Muye Search will take at least several months to launch, but I’ve prepared a huge surprise for them. I already spoke with Robin yesterday. The first phase of Muye&Baidu’s work is to first give Baidu Search a Muye Search alias, then initiate internal testing, and get the product out as soon as possible. Once the product is out, they’ll be even more devastated.”

Lin Qingya asked, “General Manager Li, when can the alias product be ready?”

Li Mu chuckled, saying, “If it’s purely an alias, it can be ready in a few days. After I return to China, Muye&Baidu will choose an opportune moment to release its first internal test version. This internal test version might essentially be a complete solution copied from Baidu, differing only in domain name, logo, and server.”

Lin Qingya said, “Will a purely alias product seem a bit perfunctory to consumers?”

Li Mu laughed, “This alias product won’t be made available to the general public. At most, we’ll release a few thousand internal testing invitation accounts to first hype up the concept, and then wait for Larry Page to come knocking for negotiations.”

Lin Qingya asked curiously, “General Manager Li, are you still going to continue negotiating with Google?”

Li Mu hummed and laughed, “By that time, I won’t be negotiating with Google about acquiring a stake in them. Acquiring a stake is too troublesome and requires spending money.”

Lin Qingya was even more confused and asked, “Then what exactly are your plans?”

Li Mu said with a smile, “I’m digging a massive pit for Google, and it’s a chain of pits, one inside another. After I return to China tomorrow, you must go all out with Muye&Baidu in the United States. Everything must advance quickly according to the designated pace I’ve set. You don’t need to worry about the rest; I’ll play with them slowly.”

In the end, Li Mu did not tell Lin Qingya his exact strategic plans for Muye&Baidu.

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Lin Qingya; he simply didn’t want Lin Qingya to become uncertain about her direction if she knew too much. Li Mu needed her to focus solely on playing her designated role in the United States. As long as every step advanced according to the pace he set, Google was bound to suffer a severe defeat this time!





Chapter 1461: Reporting on the Work

Larry Page ultimately failed to meet with Li Mu.

He felt ten thousand points of damage from Li Mu, and this feeling of being utterly ignored by Li Mu was truly a blow to his self-esteem.

However, if Larry Page knew that even Li Mu’s departure time from the US was entirely influenced by him, he might feel slightly comforted.

When Li Mu left the United States, Apple’s privatization work was nearing its end. Cook had already brought his management team to report for duty at Muye Technology’s Silicon Valley branch in advance to complete the integration of Apple’s team within Muye Technology with Lin Qingya.

Li Mu’s chartered plane flew directly to Jinling. He sent Su Yingxue back to Haizhou for her summer break and took the opportunity to rest for a couple of days at home.

Two days later, Li Mu hurriedly flew back to Beijing. Currently, three cultural and entertainment-related projects were waiting for him in Beijing. The first was the Gubei Water Town project, for which the first-stage project Draft had been released, requiring Li Mu’s personal review. The aerial survey map of the intended site for the Film and Television Base had also been completed. Wei Lan, following Li Mu’s instructions, had finalized a preliminary plan with her team, which also needed Li Mu’s approval before separate communications with the Municipal Governments of the three cities could begin. Besides these two, Life of Longing had already started filming in Miyun, and because Li Mu had promised to appear as a guest on an episode, the production team had been waiting for Li Mu’s availability.

The Yanjing Municipal Government had been waiting to communicate properly with Wan Ying Real Estate regarding the follow-up work for the Gubei Water Town project. For the Municipal Government, they were immensely willing for this project to start and be implemented as soon as possible. Furthermore, they very much hoped to participate more in what was, historically, the largest cultural tourism project in terms of investment and scale within Beijing’s jurisdiction.

Ever since Li Mu proposed the Gubei Water Town project, the Yanjing Municipal Government and the Miyun local government had attached great importance to it. Although Beijing is a famous city for cultural tourism, the essence of cultural tourism development revolves around scenic spots and historical sites. The 5A-rated scenic areas include the Forbidden City, the Great Wall, imperial gardens, imperial tombs, and princely mansions. Pure commercial tourism development was still in a very early, cautious exploratory stage.

The experience of developed countries overseas has long clarified an important prerequisite for tourism economy: to develop a large-scale, healthy tourism economy, one cannot simply rely on scenic spots and historical sites; otherwise, the limitations are too great.

Nearby Hong Kong and Japan and South Korea are excellent role models. Hong Kong doesn’t have many uniquely endowed tourism resources, yet it still manages to operate as one of Asia’s largest tourism cities. Japan and South Korea’s natural tourism resources also cannot compare to China’s, but they always manage to create more prosperous tourism markets. When foreigners travel to China, they swarmed into scenic spots and historical sites, marveling at China’s vastness and long history. Chinese people traveling abroad, however, always dive into the streets and alleys, restaurants and commercial units, hotels and shopping malls, Disney theme parks, wildlife parks, and all kinds of theme parks, artificial cultural and entertainment centers in overseas cities.

This is the development trend of tourism markets in developed countries: lacking natural tourism resources? No problem. Billions in investment for a theme park, coupled with efficient and high-quality operational methods, can boost a city’s tourism industry. Japan even attracts guests from around the world to flock there every March and April simply by planting cherry blossom trees everywhere. This is the power of cultural tourism.

As the capital, the center of politics and culture, and one of mainland China’s largest tourism cities, Beijing aspires to be the leader of the domestic cultural tourism industry. The Gubei Water Town project is precisely a dreamlike start.

Therefore, soon after returning to Beijing, Li Mu brought two proposals to the Municipal Government. One was to report on the Gubei Water Town project, and the other was to test the waters for the Film and Television Base project.

As an outstanding private entrepreneur in Beijing and even across China, leaders from various departments of the Yanjing Municipal Party Committee attached great importance to this meeting. They simply organized a symposium, inviting not only leaders from the Yanjing Municipal Party Committee but also all persons in charge from departments related to culture, tourism, publicity, and urban planning. Besides listening to Li Mu report on the Gubei Water Town project’s Draft, they also hoped to use this project to discuss the development of cultural tourism projects.

Li Mu arrived at the Municipal Party Committee meeting with his prepared PowerPoint presentation and displayed the overall planning of the Gubei Water Town project.

The panoramic view renderings of the Gubei Water Town project were projected onto a large screen. Li Mu explained to the department leaders present, “The overall planning for Gubei Water Town is to build an imitation ancient town nestled against mountains and beside water in the north of our country. The overall architectural style and historical setting will refer to the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Our current planning is to construct a fully functional ancient town within the Gubei Water Town project, just like our modern cities. Modern cities have residential areas, commercial units, government agencies, and public facilities; ancient cities were also like this.

“Therefore, leaders, you can refer to our panoramic view renderings and blueprints. We have planned and designed various residential houses, county yamens, jails, academies, plazas, opera stages, benevolent halls, and other government agencies and public facilities for the ancient town. We have also planned escort agencies, banks, pharmacies, restaurants, inns, dye houses, wineries, blacksmiths, and other commercial facilities. In addition to these facilities for display and参观 purposes, we will also construct multiple commercial units, restaurants, and hotels for actual business operations within the entire project. However, most of them will be built in an imitation ancient architectural style, intending to allow guests to experience ancient customs during this unique type of tourism in the future.

“The entire town will be traversed by two waterways, dividing it into three major sections: a viewing and sightseeing area, a shopping and consumption area, and a dining and accommodation area. These three major sections are connected by small bridges, flowing water, and stone slab roads, making it extremely convenient for walking, boating, or using the scenic area’s shuttle buses.

“For every building, we will invite the most professional ancient architecture scholars as consultants to ensure the greatest possible restoration of the style and appearance of ancient Ming and Qing architecture. Every performance will also fully adhere to historical and cultural heritage, allowing guests to enjoy something new while also conveying China’s history and culture to them, truly achieving the core goal of cultural tourism.”

After he finished, most of the leaders had understood the concept and core goal of the Gubei Water Town project. A cultural department leader curiously asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I am personally very interested in the performances you just mentioned. What form will these performances take for the guests?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Hello, leader. Let me first introduce the motivation behind our planned performance projects. This motivation is to fully realize our project’s goal and determination in cultural heritage. Therefore, we hope to promote our historical and cultural heritage to guests through performances.”

After saying that, Li Mu continued, “As for the form of the performances, in the future, we will set up multiple characteristic cultural performance projects within the scenic area, tailored to different facilities. For example, our opera stages will invite professional opera artists to regularly present various traditional Chinese opera genres for guests, including Peking Opera, Henan Opera, Huangmei Opera, and so on.

“We will also invite professional teams to create situational story plays based on settings such as county yamens, escort agencies, restaurants, and inns, to educate guests about how these ancient institutions operated and the culture and wisdom embedded within them. Such performances will also be regularly staged for guests within the scenic area.”

That leader asked with great interest, “Could you give us more specific details about the situational story plays you are planning?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “These performances will primarily be live situational dramas. We will also design different scripts based on the various settings. For example, we’ve created a Tongfu Inn. This inn will fully reference the structure and planning of ancient inns, inviting professional actors to recreate realistic scenes from ancient inns. It can be witty, it can be humorous, it can showcase the lifestyle of ancient people to the audience, and it can also convey positive energy to the audience through some ingenious short stories.

“Furthermore, we have planned an academy in our ancient town. So, our planning team plans to create a series of situational dramas in the academy of the future ancient town, recreating scenes of ancient students studying for guests on-site, and simultaneously conveying ancient Chinese culture and wisdom to them. For example, the main scene of the performance will be an ancient teacher instructing his disciples in the Four Books and Five Classics. And we won’t just go through the motions of acting; we will promote our historical culture within the performance.

“To achieve this, we have already reached cooperation agreements with some of the best professors of classical Chinese in the country. In the coming years, they will select the most profound life wisdom and educational wisdom from the Four Books and Five Classics and reinterpret them with modern methods, integrating them into our scripts. This way, every guest who visits will gain a deeper understanding and appreciation of Chinese culture after their visit, enhancing everyone’s sense of responsibility for cultural heritage, rather than just being like many scenic areas that simply set up an empty facade, allowing the audience to casually look around and take photos.”

In his past life, Li Mu had visited many ancient cities and towns, but most of these ancient cities and towns, marketed under the guise of cultural tourism, essentially lacked a sense of responsibility for preserving culture. They were entirely focused on the relentless pursuit of commercial interests, to the extent that ancient towns across the country told the same stories, sold the same goods, and promoted the same selling points. Some ancient towns even promoted casual romantic encounters as their biggest slogan nationwide for commercial gain, and all ancient towns were essentially gathering places for the dining, bar, and accommodation industries, as well as large retail outlets for low-priced small commodities.

Therefore, when planning the Gubei Water Town project, Li Mu hoped to set an example for cultural tourism projects across the country. Cultural tourism is not about using the banner of culture to make money, but rather about not forgetting the responsibility of preserving culture and conveying true Chinese historical culture to guests while exploring excellent business models.

The planning for the academy’s situational drama performances excited the leaders from both the education and culture departments present. The person in charge of the education department excitedly spoke, “If this is the case, then in the future, we can engage in in-depth cooperation with the scenic area, regularly organizing primary and secondary school students to visit the scenic area for historical and cultural education. I believe children will be very interested in this method of integrating education with entertainment.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “We also have a small internal goal: to host at least six large-scale historical and cultural exhibition projects in the scenic area each year, such as themed exhibitions of cultural relics, calligraphy, and painting. These are all very suitable for historical and cultural education for primary and secondary school students.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added, “In the future, we can unconditionally provide three hundred thousand free entry slots to the education department each year, facilitating the education department’s cultural education for primary and secondary school students in our city. At the same time, we can also provide the venue twice a year for free for the education department to host primary and secondary school students’ cultural works exhibitions, contributing to the enhancement of quality education in our city.”





Chapter 1475: The Inheritance of Culture

Li Mu’s emphasis on and generosity towards cultural inheritance earned great praise from the leaders present.

In this day and age, it was truly rare for an entrepreneur to value cultural inheritance so highly, and to be so generous towards education. Unconditionally providing the education department with three hundred thousand free entry slots each year was astonishing. On average, this one scenic area alone would have to host nearly one thousand students for free every day, which would amount to tens of millions in ticket revenue.

For Li Mu, tens of millions in ticket revenue was nothing, but for the education department, this was an excellent educational resource. One must know that the total number of students receiving nine-year compulsory education in Beijing did not exceed one million. Three hundred thousand slots could ensure that over thirty percent of students annually could come here to receive a different kind of extracurricular education.

The person in charge of the education department quickly calculated and said delightedly, “In this case, once the Water Town project officially opens to the public, our Beijing Municipal Education Department can arrange a historical and cultural experience tour of the Water Town for three specific grades in elementary and junior high schools every year. For example, starting from that year, every year we can organize students from the third and fifth grades of elementary school and the second grade of junior high school to visit the Water Town. This will be a great impetus for promoting our quality education efforts!”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Thank you for your recognition. We are also very honored to contribute to the quality education of primary and secondary school students in Beijing.”

The person in charge of the culture department said, “General Manager Li, your performance team for the Water Town project will likely be a very large ensemble, correct? I’m interested in how you plan to recruit these performers and what kind of treatment you’ll offer them. From your introduction, I gather you’ll need various opera troupes, drama, stage play performance teams, and instrumental music groups, among others?”

Li Mu said earnestly, “We hope to find performers and groups who truly love folk art. So, our initial idea is to cooperate with some domestic opera troupes, opera academies, and performance academies. The commercial prospects for folk culture are currently poor in China; many folk artists even face the problem of not being able to support their families. In the future, we hope to subsidize these precious folk artists through the overall tourism revenue of Gubei Water Town, allowing them to both inherit folk art and earn a decent income.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added, “There’s another point I need to make: we will not only support a large number of folk performers, but also discover artisans across the country who have inherited folk craftsmanship, inviting them to the Water Town. We will pay them salaries to support them in promoting our folk handicrafts, such as the dough figurines, sugar figurines, egg carving, shadow puppetry, and woodblock prints that children of the 80s generation commonly saw…

These folk handicrafts once proliferated on every street, but are now extremely rare to see. I once heard people say that a significant number of our folk handicrafts are lost every year. If possible, I am willing to preserve a place for them to take root. In the future, I will let these folk artisans spread throughout the Water Town’s streets and alleys. They will no longer have to worry about their craft not being able to support their families, nor will they have to worry about not having a place to display their skills.

If our guests can regain interest in these crafts because of this, we might even invest money near the Water Town to establish a folk handicraft school. We will fund its construction and hire teachers, making it free and open to the public; anyone who wants to learn can register. For Wan Ying Real Estate, such a school might only require tens of millions of yuan per year, but its role in preserving and continuing folk handicrafts is immeasurable by money!”

Warm applause erupted in the conference room. What Li Mu said resonated with everyone present. The loss of folk culture was severe; if it wasn’t protected and enhanced soon, in ten or twenty years, many things could only be told to future generations, who would never have the chance to see them. Today’s society can create an immense amount of value, and productivity is beyond imagination. Why then can’t we leave a piece of fertile ground for these folk handicrafts to survive?

After the applause, a leader asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if that’s the case, the overall operating costs of the Water Town will increase significantly, won’t they? For you as a developer, and for the other shareholders of the project, won’t this be somewhat of an excessive burden?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I don’t think these expenditures will become our ‘burden.’ On the contrary, I believe they will become our wealth, our rich cultural wealth. The old saying goes, ‘in business, talk business,’ and many merchants uphold these four words as their motto. But I believe merchants should not always flaunt these four words, as they completely abandon all responsibilities that merchants should bear.

Entrepreneurs who illegally discharge pollutants and contaminate the environment do so precisely because they ‘talk business,’ neglecting their duty to filter and purify emissions. Those who cut corners on shoddy construction projects also pursue profit and compromise engineering quality because they ‘talk business.’ Therefore, I believe that in business, one must not only talk business but also talk responsibility. We must have a sufficient sense of social responsibility, even if this responsibility means we lose a portion of our financial profit. So, since we are doing a cultural tourism project, spending some money to subsidize culture itself is absolutely not a burden.”

Given Li Mu’s current net worth, he didn’t care if an ancient city project earned two hundred million or fifty million. What he truly wanted was to create unique real estate projects, projects that benefited society and generated positive energy. The Water Town project presented an excellent entry point.

Since he was trailblazing large-scale cultural tourism projects, he naturally had to fulfill his due responsibilities to this industry.

For any industry, its initial form plays a crucial role in the subsequent overall development of the industry.

In his past life, Mr. Ma’s e-commerce empire began with selling counterfeit goods. For the next decade or so, China’s e-commerce industry couldn’t shake off the ‘counterfeit gene.’ Small sellers sold fakes, third-party platform enterprises sold fakes, vertical e-commerce platforms sold a mix of genuine and fake goods through their self-operated stores, and even Official Flagship Stores once sold fakes. This distorted beginning had a profound impact on the entire industry, so much so that later, whenever someone entered e-commerce, they would ask themselves, ‘Those who sold fakes in the earlier years made a fortune; why can’t I make money by selling fakes like them?’

Such negative role models would trouble China’s e-commerce industry for at least thirty years until comprehensive crackdowns by law, both online and offline, could largely eliminate it.

Li Mu’s first foray into cultural tourism real estate projects, and it’s predictable that if the Gubei Water Town project succeeds in his hands, it will certainly be emulated nationwide. Countless local governments, real estate companies, and tourism groups will turn their attention to this field, and it’s highly possible that ancient cities and towns will blossom everywhere across the country in the coming years.

This is inherently a good thing. Tourism projects are, after all, a very healthy industry. They can create large-scale revenue, provide job positions, stimulate local economy, are green and environmentally friendly, and have long revenue cycles.

However, if cultural tourism projects become overly commercialized, they can easily lose the ‘cultural’ element and become commercial tourism projects disguised as cultural ones. If an ancient city is filled with small commodities from Yiwu, expensive hotels, restaurants, and bars, with songs and dances everywhere, and people flock there only to look for romantic encounters, then what relation does it have to ‘culture’?

From another perspective, if Wan Ying Real Estate can build Gubei Water Town into a truly culturally inherited and rich tourism project, then when governments, tourism and real estate enterprises across the country see this project, they will subconsciously believe that Wan Ying Real Estate’s ‘tourism + culture’ operation mode is the industry standard. If they want to start a similar project, they too must plan their cultural industry layout well and play the ‘culture card.’

As long as such an awareness can be established for later entrants, Li Mu believed that the ancient cities and towns emerging across China in the future could effectively protect and promote traditional culture and folk culture. And as such projects multiply, perhaps they could make the increasingly impetuous Chinese people, gradually influenced by Japan, South Korea, and Western cultures, fall in love with our own traditional culture again. Li Mu did not intend to draw a distinction of superiority between Chinese culture and Japanese, South Korean, or Western cultures. He simply felt that while Japanese and South Korean cultures and Western cultures could be popular in China, there was no problem with that, but at least Chinese culture should not be relegated to the fringes on its own land.

After listening to Li Mu’s report, the municipal leaders truly understood Li Mu’s real intention behind establishing the cultural tourism project. Many similar projects claim ‘culture sets the stage, economy performs the opera,’ but in execution, once the economic ‘performance’ begins, they always impatiently rush off the stage to embrace the audience, completely abandoning the stage. Culture lays the foundation for economic development, but after economic development, there is no turning back to uplift culture.

Now, Wan Ying Real Estate’s Water Town project is determined to make a deeply integrated attempt where culture and economy set the stage and perform together. This holds very significant exemplary significance for the development of the entire cultural tourism economy in China. Therefore, the municipal leaders became even more focused on the Water Town cultural tourism project.

A Municipal Government leader spoke, saying, “Since Wan Ying Real Estate’s Water Town project is taking up the powerful influence of cultural tourism, then as the local government, we naturally must give all the support we can. The next step will be for the Municipal Government to take the lead in contacting key universities within Beijing’s jurisdiction. Excellent professors from relevant majors at these universities will form a research group to conduct work related to cultural compilation and re-processing. They will screen well-known historical stories and cultural works from China’s history, select a batch of content suitable for secondary processing and creation, compile it, process it, and then organize it into volumes specifically for use in this project.”

“Additionally, this aspect of quality education holds great significance. The Municipal Government will allocate a special sum of money to support extracurricular education for primary and secondary school students at the Water Town project, partly to subsidize the Water Town itself, and partly to subsidize the education department and various schools. Since Wanying has provided three hundred thousand free entry slots for students and teachers annually, we will cover the transportation costs for these three hundred thousand person-trips to and from the scenic area each year, as well as a meal subsidy for at least one meal. We will establish a special fund for this, which will be implemented before the scenic area opens.”

After speaking, the leader then told the person in charge of the education department, “In the future, Wanying and the Municipal Government will jointly subsidize the annual thirty thousand primary and secondary school students visiting the Water Town for historical and cultural extracurricular education. The education department must also closely supervise every school and strictly prohibit any school from levying arbitrary charges under this pretext!”





Chapter 1463: Film and Television Base

The preliminary plan for the Water Town project received unanimous approval from the city leaders. The approval of this initial plan signified that an overall framework had been reached. Moving forward, the city leaders would not interfere with the construction process of the entire project. As long as the Water Town’s overall direction did not deviate from today’s plan, Wan Ying Real Estate would have absolute decision-making power for the rest.

The city’s main focus hereafter would be the support and assistance required during the project’s launch and implementation. As it was a large-scale cultural tourism real estate project initiated and fully supported by the city, the leaders indicated that the city would provide all reasonable assistance to ensure the project was implemented better and faster.

This meant that the Water Town project could officially begin construction.

Li Mu handed over the subsequent work to Wan Ying’s team, with Wei Lan and Song Liang as the primary persons in charge. Wei Lan possessed a strong big picture perspective, a broad vision, and long-term judgment, while Song Liang had high execution capabilities and was skilled at coordinating relations and managing real estate project construction. With the two of them working together, Li Mu had virtually nothing to worry about.

After the meeting, Li Mu held another separate meeting with several key city leaders. In this meeting, Li Mu presented his plan for a Film and Television Base.

When the city leaders first heard that Li Mu intended to build a Film and Television Base, they didn’t take it too seriously at first. Li Mu was Beijing’s most renowned entrepreneur and a world-class emblem of Beijing’s business development. If Li Mu wanted to establish a Film and Television Base in Beijing, the city would naturally give it the green light all the way. In other words, from the city leaders’ perspective, there was no need for Li Mu to personally present a project roadmap for such a venture. It was just a Film and Television Base; how large could it be? A few thousand mu of land would be impressive enough.

However, when Li Mu truly began to introduce the project, the city leaders were startled by what he said.

Phase one: ten square kilometers…

Phase two: thirty square kilometers…

Phase three: seventy square kilometers…

Phase four: exceeding one hundred square kilometers…

What was a one-hundred-square-kilometer Film and Television Base meant for?

The city leaders were dumbfounded and said to Li Mu, “Your Film and Television Base planning is several times larger in area than the combined land area of all three terminals at Capital Airport…”

Li Mu nodded and said, “In terms of total area, that is indeed true. We aim to establish a China film and television production base in Beijing, providing a one-stop service for film and television production, from project preparation and crew formation to on-site shooting, post-production editing, and special effects production.”

A leader from the cultural department asked Li Mu, “Is developing the film and television industry in Beijing really advantageous? Beijing has scarce land and high land costs. Building a large-scale Film and Television Base would make land resources a significant issue.”

Li Mu said, “In fact, looking at the global trend of economic development, industrial concentration is a trend across all sectors. The United States has Silicon Valley and Hollywood, and now we also have Zhongguancun. Silicon Valley’s status in the world’s internet field is self-evident; it has almost gathered the world’s top high-tech enterprises and top high-tech talent. Such industrial concentration will greatly enhance the concentrated area’s advantage in that industrial field, especially in talent. More than half of the world’s top high-tech talent is in the United States, and most of them are in Silicon Valley.”

“Zhongguancun is the same. Beijing began supporting internet high-tech enterprises very early on, establishing development zones for them and formulating subsidies and preferential support policies. This has allowed Zhongguancun to attract over half of the domestic internet companies, thus making Zhongguancun China’s ‘little Silicon Valley.’ Now, most domestic computer-related talent is flocking to Beijing, and relevant resources in the internet industry are also converging on Beijing. With resources and talent concentrated in Beijing, Beijing naturally becomes the best choice for startup companies. This continuous snowball effect will only increase Zhongguancun’s influence in the internet industry. This is the advantage of industrial concentration.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “As for film, we can look at Hollywood’s mode of operation. Like Silicon Valley, Hollywood is also a standard example of industrial concentration. It has not only gathered almost all major film and television companies and built the world’s largest Film and Television Base, but it has also attracted the world’s best actors, directors, screenwriters, and other industry professionals. Even the post-production and computer effects in the film and television industry are world-leading. The advantages formed by these ultimately not only represent Hollywood’s industrial advantage in the film industry but also its unique tourism industry advantage, and even more, the immense cultural advantage of spreading American culture worldwide through the film industry.”

The city leaders asked Li Mu, “Is Wan Ying Real Estate preparing to build a ‘China Hollywood’ in Beijing?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu nodded and said, “Not just Wan Ying Real Estate, but also Muye Technology, Muyi Pictures, and Taobao Technology.”

The city leaders then asked, “So, what do you think are the advantages of this project?”

Li Mu replied truthfully, “The advantage is to truly achieve a high degree of concentration in the film and television industry in China. Currently, the total volume of domestic film and television drama production is increasing, which tests the overall carrying capacity of domestic film and television resources. For example, popular Qing Dynasty costume dramas, ever since ‘My Fair Princess,’ have been continuously released, but behind this, a large number of Qing Dynasty costume drama projects cannot be implemented due to hardware issues. They either wait endlessly or give up; there is almost no third option.”

“Hardware issues?”

“Exactly, these hardware issues primarily refer to filming locations.”

Li Mu said, “After ‘My Fair Princess’ became a huge hit, audience demand for period dramas soared unprecedentedly. Many film and television companies and satellite TV channels were interested in investing in and producing period dramas, but there were simply too few suitable locations in China for shooting such dramas. Near Beijing, there’s the Chengde Mountain Resort, and in the south, there’s Hengdian Film and Television Base. The Chengde Mountain Resort itself is a tourist attraction, so its capacity for film crews is limited. Therefore, most domestic period drama crews flock to Hengdian, snatching up the only available hardware resources.”

The leader from the cultural department said, “I know a bit about Hengdian. Their development speed is very fast, and the local government provides great support. The local economic development level is not high, and land and construction costs are far lower than in Beijing. Overall, I think Hengdian’s development speed should be very rapid.”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Hengdian has only just begun its transition towards industrial concentration. Although Hengdian’s development speed is relatively fast, it has a significant drawback: it is quite far from Beijing and Huzhou City. Especially Beijing, it’s very wasteful of human and material resources for actors and crews to travel to Hengdian. Most excellent domestic actors reside in Beijing. If a Film and Television Base could be located around Beijing, it would save film crews a great deal of time, energy, financial resources, and material resources.”

After saying that, Li Mu continued, “There’s another crucial issue: Hengdian can currently only focus on film city hardware, such as building Ming and Qing Dynasty palace complexes, Republican-era style architectural complexes, or Qin Palace architectural complexes. But this is merely hardware. All film crews shooting in Hengdian have to travel from all directions to Hengdian, then film in a closed environment, and finally bring the entire footage back to Beijing or Huzhou City for post-production. Hengdian is far from being able to solve the problem of film and television drama production ‘one-stop.’ Our Film and Television Base project aims to build a truly ‘one-stop’ large-scale industry center in Beijing that addresses domestic film and television drama production needs. By then, crews can be formed here, shoot here, hire extras here, and conduct post-production here. In this way, Hengdian will have very little influence.”

One leader said, “We can understand the Hollywood mode, and we can also understand your concept of one-stop service, but this doesn’t necessitate tens or even hundreds of square kilometers of land! What will such a vast area be used for?”

Li Mu switched the PPT to the overall structural planning page and introduced, “Our idea is to build at least dozens of large-scale film and television sets. For example, we can replicate an Summer Palace here, or even a Forbidden City. We can also construct streets of different styles from various eras and regions, or even surrealistic scenes with sci-fi and supernatural themes. In short, we want to do everything possible to meet the needs of film crews.”

“Besides that, we will also build supporting tourism industry facilities within the entire Film and Television Base. Some uniquely styled large-scale sets will meet various film and television shooting needs. Not only that, but in our planning, we will construct an office area and a living area within the Film and Television Base, providing office and business venues for small and medium-sized enterprises in the film and television sector, and offering more comprehensive services for film crews, such as equipment rental, film and television costume and prop production, and catering for crews. More importantly, we aim to integrate post-production companies into our Film and Television Base project. It might be that a TV series is being filmed on a set two streets away, while here, rough cuts and post-production modifications are already underway for previously shot content. This will significantly save each film crew’s shooting time and cost.”

“All investments in these sets, besides being rented out to film crews for shooting, can be opened to the public for a fee during non-shooting hours, allowing them to visit and experience various real-life drama production sets, thereby boosting the entire Film and Television Base’s tourism revenue.”

After saying this, Li Mu paused briefly, then continued, “In my opinion, the city best suited for a large-scale Film and Television Base in the entire country is none other than Beijing. Beijing has a strong cultural foundation, convenient urban transportation, and rich tourism resources. Beijing welcomes so many guests every year, which itself is a potential source of visitors for the Film and Television Base, capable of quickly attracting a large number of guests. Moreover, we have the most film and television talent in the country here, as well as four premier film and television academies, including Beijing Film Academy, Central Academy of Drama, Communication University of China, and Yanjing Normal University’s School of Art and Media. All of these combined give us an unparalleled advantage.”

“There’s another crucial advantage: being in the same city as Zhongguancun. In the future, the film and television industry will increasingly utilize high-tech. Backed by Zhongguancun, a concentrated area of high-tech industries, the technical talent needed by post-production companies will be greatly guaranteed! Therefore, developing the film and television industry in Beijing can be described as having the opportune time, favorable location, and good human relations.”





Chapter 1464: Immense Allure

Li Mu’s central idea was that the film and television industry needed industrial centralization, and this centralization, in turn, required a strong local economy. Only economically developed regions could attract film and television talent to settle and develop, and only such regions could foster a cluster of film and television companies. Similarly, only economically prosperous places could cultivate an entire industry chain for the film and television sector.

If one were to choose the most suitable place in China to build a Hollywood-like hub, Beijing and Huzhou City would undoubtedly be the best choices. However, Li Mu lacked familiarity with Huzhou City; aside from acquiring Wei Lan’s property project, he hadn’t truly established an industry there and lacked local roots. Thus, it was impossible for Wan Ying Real Estate to develop a Film and Television Base in Huzhou City. For him, the most suitable choice was Beijing.

However, a land area spanning tens or even hundreds of square kilometers would indeed be a significant burden for Beijing. This would not only mean a large investment of land resources but also high land use costs and large-scale relocation expenses. Therefore, the leaders expressed these misgivings, hoping Li Mu could provide a solution.

Li Mu replied, “Regarding the land area, I fully understand how precious Beijing’s land resources are, so I don’t dare to aspire for the entire Film and Television Base to be within Beijing itself. Our current planning is to build the Film and Television Base at the junction of the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region. The main body of the base will be anchored in Beijing, spreading out into Tianjin City and Hebei. Moreover, we don’t need the entire base to be one complete entity; it can be designed like an archipelago, selecting lands with the lowest relocation cost for archipelago-style development. It would be much like the Maldives, which, though composed of countless islands and reefs, can still form a concentrated tourism and vacation industry because they are not far from each other.”

“At that time, our Film and Television Base will also be divided into several sections. Each section will likely cover about one square kilometer, or no more than three square kilometers at most. Even if these sections are several kilometers apart, it’s nothing to worry about; a car can get there in a few minutes. This distance advantage is much greater than that from Beijing to Hengdian, and it won’t affect our goal of industrial centralization at all, while simultaneously minimizing costs and our project’s demand for land resources.”

The leaders from the Municipal Government breathed a slight sigh of relief. If it wasn’t a demand for a single block of tens of square kilometers, or several blocks of ten square kilometers, the project’s feasibility would increase significantly. If it truly was a joint development by the three regions, it would further alleviate the pressure on Beijing’s land resources.

However, the leaders also had their concerns. One leader said to Li Mu, “Joint development by the three regions is theoretically unproblematic, but this project is not a national one, so Beijing does not have direct intervention rights over the other two regional governments. If such a project is built within the jurisdiction of the other two regions but its main body is anchored in Beijing, the governments of those two regions might find it difficult to accept such a cooperation model.”

Li Mu said, “We have considered this as well. Where the main body is anchored naturally brings a certain brand value to that place. A Film and Television Base of this type can only have one regional main body, so if we anchor the main body in Beijing, we must give some resource tilt to the other two regions.”

“Our current preliminary idea is that although the main body is anchored in Beijing, the entire Film and Television Base will adopt a ‘one headquarters, three branches’ structure, meaning one Headquarters with a controlling stake in three subsidiaries. The main Headquarters will be registered in Beijing, while the three subsidiaries will be registered in Beijing, Tianjin City, and Langfang, respectively, with assets clearly divided.”

“Theoretically, all asset investment made in one place will belong to the subsidiary registered there, paying taxes to the local government and providing a certain number of job positions to the local government. If the local government is interested in cooperating with us at the capital level, they can also acquire a stake in the local subsidiary. We can offer up to forty-nine percent of the shares to local governments and local enterprises. After all, the overall investment is substantial and the cycle is long, so we welcome external capital to cooperate with us in joint development.”

“Furthermore, although our main body is anchored in Beijing and our own market promotion uses the ‘Beijing Wanying Film and Television Base’ as its brand, the governments of the other two regions can also use the base’s name for city promotion. For example, Tianjin City can publicly promote the ‘Tianjin Wanying Film and Television Base’ within its jurisdiction, and Langfang can also promote the ‘Langfang Wanying Film and Television Base’.”

Registering three subsidiaries was Li Mu’s solution to prevent the local governments from being unwilling. Land is a very precious resource for local governments and an important reliance for investment attraction. Since he wanted to use local land, he had to give the local governments a return. Otherwise, merely by leveraging personal connections, influencing their judgment, or relying on Beijing to pressure the other two regions, even if they agreed to provide land, they would certainly be unwilling in their hearts.

Therefore, registering separate subsidiaries would provide the other two regional governments with accountability in terms of tax revenue, employment, and Political Achievement. The Tianjin City branch would recruit fifty percent of its employees from Tianjin City, pay taxes to Tianjin City, and then report profits to the parent company. The Langfang branch would do the same.

Additionally, allowing the two regional governments to promote the Film and Television Base under their local names would also be an extra ‘fame subsidy’ for them.

After this complete solution was presented, the concerns of the Beijing Municipal Government leaders were greatly alleviated. They began to feel that the project was indeed theoretically feasible. Since it was theoretically feasible, the next step was to consider the practicality of moving from theory to practice.

Li Mu then showed the city leaders aerial photography and aerial survey maps that Wan Ying Real Estate had commissioned an aerial survey company to take in advance across the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region. On the map, he pointed to many irregularly shaped areas that were marked. He began to introduce, “The areas marked on the map are primarily cultivated land and undeveloped land, which are our focal points for site selection. The Film and Television Base project will inevitably require the expropriation of some farmers’ cultivated land. Therefore, while we will provide land compensation according to national standards, we will also offer job positions to the expropriated farmers on a household basis.”

“Future base construction will require a large amount of labor, and the operation of the base after completion will also require a large amount of labor. Many low-technical skill job positions can be provided to the local expropriated farming families, such as security, sanitation, gardening, service, and so on. This will also help to prevent land expropriation conflicts as much as possible and properly resolve the livelihood issues of the expropriated farmers.”

“In addition to providing job positions, once the Film and Television Base is built and large numbers of film crews, extras, staff, and guests swarm, it will inevitably generate substantial consumption. At that time, we can support local villagers in engaging in retail and service industries. There are many ways to provide support, such as reducing management fees, lowering commission ratios, reducing storefront rents, and so forth, thereby effectively increasing the income of the local expropriated farmers.”

Several leaders nodded in agreement. Li Mu’s considerations were indeed relatively comprehensive. He had not only considered the feelings of the local governments but also planned a relatively complete land expropriation and proper resettlement solution for the local expropriated farmers. With this, convincing the other two cities to participate in this project would not be difficult.

However, considering that this project would ultimately reach a tens of billions level investment, the Municipal Government leaders were very cautious about the capital chain. No one wanted such a large unfinished project under their jurisdiction. Therefore, they were very concerned about Li Mu’s funding sources for initiating the Film and Television Base project. Although the Municipal Government was willing to provide certain subsidies and优惠 to such high-quality projects, it would only add icing to the cake.

Li Mu was well-prepared for this question. He confidently explained to the leaders, “Currently, Wan Ying Real Estate has excellent corporate credit. We have the confidence/certainty to solve part of the funding issues through bank loans. Additionally, for such a large project, we hope to cooperate in joint construction with listed companies. Therefore, a large state-owned travel enterprise like CYTS (China Youth Travel Service) is our priority cooperating party. I believe they will be very interested in this project. We have reserved forty-nine percent of the shares for external cooperating enterprises, which I believe will attract a certain amount of capital cooperation.”

Saying that, Li Mu added, “By the way, I previously promised the Central Bank that after Muye Technology goes public, I would invest two point five billion US dollars domestically through the Central Bank, which translates to over twenty billion yuan. A portion of this twenty billion yuan, specifically ranging from five billion to ten billion yuan, will be allocated to the Film and Television Base project. Therefore, Muye Technology will also become one of the shareholders of the Film and Television Base in the future. Considering all this, our funding issues have very strong guarantees, and there will be no problems with the capital chain breaking.”

Muye Technology’s investment budget of five to ten billion yuan completely set the leaders’ minds at ease, and their expressions began to show a sparkle of excitement. They immediately shifted the content of the discussions, from what Wan Ying Real Estate planned to do to what support Wan Ying Real Estate required from the Yanjing Municipal Government.

Li Mu said with a smile, “First, we hope for the Municipal Government’s endorsement of the project itself, enabling its approval. Second, we would appreciate a certain degree of support and assistance during the land expropriation process. Finally, regarding banks, we hope the Municipal Government can provide some endorsement for us to secure more favorable loan conditions. If the Municipal Government can provide this support, I believe Wan Ying Real Estate will repay Beijing with a high-quality cultural investment project that will thrive for decades. More importantly, it will make Beijing the true base of operations for Chinese-language films, their production center, and a truly Oriental Hollywood.”

Such a large-scale Film and Television Base, if successfully developed, would undoubtedly bring Beijing’s advantage in the film and television production field to its fullest extent. It would allow Beijing to be far ahead of the competition and lead the nation in modern culture. This point holds immense allure for Beijing’s city image.

Beijing’s current economy ranks second domestically, not on par with Huzhou City. In the cultural field, only historical culture gives it an overwhelming advantage over Huzhou City, but there’s no significant gap in the modern cultural field. In fact, Huzhou City subtly appears younger and more vibrant in this aspect than Beijing. The Gubei Water Town project enhanced Beijing’s historical culture, but the modern cultural field still lacked an absolute advantage.

Now, the opportunity had arrived. If this large-scale Film and Television Base were built, forming an entire industry chain for film and television, from creativity to production and processing, Beijing would become the undisputed national number one in modern culture.

This held immense allure for the Yanjing Municipal Government!





Chapter 1465: Muye Search Engine Internal Testing

For Beijing City, among private entrepreneurs, only Li Mu could present such a plan and be believed. If it were anyone else, proposing to invest tens of billions in Beijing to build a Film and Television Base would surely make the city authorities think he was crazy.

Either crazy or foolish.

However, with Li Mu managing and operating this project, its nature completely changed. Judging from Li Mu’s past experience with all his projects, he had never failed on a single one. Even Apple Inc. in the United States had become Li Mu’s wholly-owned subsidiary for a dirt cheap price, which showed Li Mu’s reliability in handling matters.

Furthermore, Beijing was actively preparing for the Olympics. The first major change the Olympics brought to Beijing was the transformation of its industrial structure. Before the Olympics, almost all heavy industry projects were to be relocated out of Beijing, and heavily polluting projects were completely halted. Under the influence of this general environment, Beijing urgently needed to accelerate development in emerging industries and environmental protection industries. The Film and Television Base project belonged to the tertiary industry; besides requiring the requisition of a large area of land, it caused almost no harm to the environment. It was an exemplary environmental protection project, perfectly aligned with the current main theme.

After the Film and Television Base project proposal received initial approval from the city leaders, Li Mu began to facilitate meetings and discussions among the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region. These discussions not only needed to invite the leadership teams from the three regions but also well-known local enterprises, especially those related to tourism and real estate, to participate.

The next direction for the project was to proceed in two steps: one was to confirm the cooperation intentions of the three regions and finalize a cooperation plan; the other was to determine the capital-level partners.

The entire Film and Television Base’s four phases were initially estimated to require at least eight years for phased construction, with a capital investment exceeding twenty billion.

Even Hengdian’s total investment hadn’t reached twenty billion in its later stages of development. The reason Li Mu estimated the Wanying Film and Television Base’s investment scale to be over twenty billion was because he hoped that in the future, the Wanying Film and Television Base would not only be larger than Hengdian but also more comprehensive. By then, the Wanying Film and Television Base would not only have film and television schools but also large-scale film and television industrial parks, offering certain subsidies and preferential policies to film and television companies worldwide to attract them to settle in, further enhancing the Wanying Film and Television Base’s industrial concentration.

For Li Mu, his task was to personally step in and persuade the city leaders to be interested in the Film and Television Base project. The remaining matters could be fully competently handled by Wei Lan.

Subsequently, the Wanying Film and Television Base project was officially led by Wei Lan as the general person in charge. The project plan was sent through official B2B channels to the three regional governments, their well-known enterprises, and banks. The concept of “Wanying Film and Television Base” thus began its first incubation phase.

…

Li Mu had long confirmed the recording time for Hunan Satellite TV’s “Life of Longing.” As it happened to be during a concentrated recording phase for the show, the day before Li Mu’s recording was Chen Wan’s. Following the chronological order of recording, Chen Wan arrived at the set to begin her recording on the morning of the day before Li Mu. Then Li Mu would go the next morning. Afterward, Li Mu and Chen Wan would also jointly complete several hours of recording before Chen Wan would leave the set.

Chen Wan arrived in Beijing three days in advance, and Li Mu personally drove to the airport to pick her up and take her back to Ziyun Mountain Villa.

On the way, Chen Wan chatted with Li Mu about her recent work and the current situation at Hunan Satellite TV. Hunan Satellite TV’s main focus in entertainment recently had been on “Life of Longing.” The program preview had been broadcast on Hunan Satellite TV for a week, and “Happy Camp” was also building buzz for the show, making this pastoral reality show eagerly anticipated by audiences nationwide. A few days prior, the production team released some pre-recorded highlights reel, and those select interesting clips made the audience even more impatient.

Due to high audience expectations, the “Life of Longing” production team changed its filming strategy. Now, the three resident guests had arranged their schedules and planned to film six episodes in Miyun in one go. This would allow the show to premiere next month, and at a pace of one episode per week, six episodes would be enough to cover most of the summer break.

Since each episode and each guest only stayed in the Mushroom House for one night, the total filming time for six episodes would be at most about ten days.

“Life of Longing” would air during the summer break, followed by the national auditions and regional qualifiers for “Super Girl” Season 2 in the autumn, and the national finals of “Super Girl” Season 2 during the winter break. Besides “Happy Camp,” the other two entertainment programs on Hunan Satellite TV’s entertainment slot all used Muyi Pictures’ program copyright. If “Life of Longing” could be an instant hit, then Muyi Pictures’ reputation in variety show planning would be established. Li Mu also had four ace programs waiting to be gradually released: “The Voice,” “I Am a Singer,” “Where Are We Going, Dad?”, and the hegemon-level reality show “Running Man.”

However, Li Mu was not ready to launch these four programs immediately. These programs were being prepared for Muyi Pictures’ future development in television content. These four programs could cooperate with any satellite TV channel, provided that Muyi Pictures held the majority share and a dominant position. In fact, these programs could be entirely produced and filmed by Muyi Pictures itself, and then, like TV dramas, they could find TV stations to cooperate on broadcasting. Only in this way could Muyi Pictures maximize its profits.

Li Mu and Chen Wan were both busy with their respective work and lived in different cities, so they didn’t have many opportunities to meet, even fewer after SARS.

Although they talked about work all the way, once they arrived at Ziyun Mountain Villa and stepped through the door, Chen Wan shed her usual gentle and refined demeanor and wildly clung to Li Mu like a small wild kitten. This clinging lasted for half the night.

It wasn’t until both of them were exhausted that she docilely curled up in Li Mu’s arms, saying weakly to him, “My parents are both in Beijing now, but they don’t know I came today, and I haven’t told them. So I won’t go anywhere for these two days. The day before the recording starts, I’ll go directly to the office to report for duty.”

Li Mu asked, “Uncle and Aunt are both in Beijing?”

Chen Wan smiled and nodded, saying, “My father and my maternal uncle haven’t they been cooperating with Wan Ying Real Estate? My father used to come here often for more than a week at a time. Later, when the projects in Jinling started to wind down, he focused most of his energy on the property projects here in Beijing. My mother was bored by herself in Jinling, so she moved to Beijing with my maternal uncle’s wife.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Where are they living now?”

Chen Wan said, “Housing prices in Beijing are rising so fast. Both families bought two decorated townhouses outside the East Fourth Ring Road together. This way, they’re close to the construction site and it’s more convenient to live there.”

Then, Chen Wan added, “I haven’t told them I’m in Beijing yet. I plan to go over after recording the show and stay with them for a few days.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll visit them at their home later.”

Chen Wan smiled happily, saying, “Alright, my dad will definitely be especially happy. He keeps saying you’re his owner.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You can’t really call me his owner; we’re partners. After these projects on the East Third Ring Road are completed, I’ll find other projects in Beijing to cooperate with your father on. In the future, he won’t have to consider going back to Jinling for development.”

Chen Wan looked up at Li Mu, lightly pecked his lips, and said seriously, “I know you’re helping my dad for my sake. Although my whole being belongs to you, and logically there’s no need to be polite or distant, please don’t let him hold you back…”

Li Mu nodded, “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

Chen Wan gave a charming smile, bit her lip, and whispered to Li Mu, “I sweated a lot just now. Do you want to join me for a bath?”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’ve said it yourself, how could I refuse?”

“Good for you for being sensible,” Chen Wan said, blinking her eyes. “You lie down for a bit. I’ll go fill the bathtub with water and call you when it’s ready.”

As soon as Chen Wan stepped into the bathroom, Li Mu’s phone rang. It was Fang Xudong calling from the United States. As soon as he got on the line, he said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the Muye Search Engine internal testing version is ready to launch. Would you like to personally test it again?”

Li Mu asked him, “Is it the version that fully utilizes Baidu’s technology?”

“Yes,” Fang Xudong said, “We’ve made some adjustments to the UI and product design, so the user experience is better than Baidu’s, but we haven’t made any technical changes.”

Li Mu hummed, “I won’t look at it. I trust you can handle such a small matter. Just launch it.”

“Alright, General Manager Li, I’ll send the internal testing invitation code to your email later. If you have time, you can go online and experience it.”

“Alright.”

…

Silicon Valley.

It was eleven in the morning in the United States.

After Fang Xudong performed the final check on Muye Search’s launch process, he formally issued the order for the Muye Search internal testing version to go live.

Muye Search Engine’s primary domain name was www.muye.com. In addition to this, Muye&Baidu.Inc also spent three hundred thousand US dollars to purchase the www.search.com domain name, and simultaneously resolved the domain name to Muye Search’s server. Thus, Muye Search possessed two domain names, both of which were shorter, easier to remember, and easier to type than Google’s.

Because it was an internal test, when users accessed these two domain names, they first opened an announcement page. The page stated in English: “Muye Search is currently in its internal testing phase and requires an invitation code to activate internal testing qualification. As activation codes are limited, users who have not received an activation code are kindly asked to patiently wait for the public testing. Our official version of Muye Search will be available soon.”

Below the statement, there was a prominent input box and a Login button. Users with an activation code could enter it there to bind their local IP and enter the internal testing page.

The news of Muye Search’s internal testing launch was not released to the general user base. Muye&Baidu.Inc only conducted a small-scale promotion within the industry, which was the basic routine for most product internal tests.

The internal testing invitation codes were manually distributed by Muye Technology’s public relations personnel. Companies with good partnerships and relationships received internal testing invitation codes, inviting them to experience the first product launched by Muye&Baidu.Inc. Almost every well-known enterprise in Silicon Valley received an invitation code, except for Google.

Larry Page and a group of Google’s senior executives had known about the Muye Search Engine’s internal testing launch today, which kept them in a state of high tension. Although this search engine was launched by the new company Muye&Baidu.Inc, as Muye Technology held ninety percent of the shares, it was undoubtedly part of Muye Technology.

Muye Technology’s users and traffic were unparalleled, and Baidu Search Engine itself was quite decent, with competent technical strength. So, the people at Google basically didn’t need to see Muye Search’s internal testing to know that it wouldn’t be bad. If the internal testing concluded, the next stage would likely see Muye Technology investing enormous resources to promote this search engine. At that time, every page on YY Website might have a fixed Muye search box, new versions of YY software might also have a fixed Muye search box on the main interface, or even have this search box in every chat box. Furthermore, users could even randomly select a piece of content in YY and right-click to automatically search on the Muye search engine…

If Muye Technology truly opened up all these channels, Google’s users would be fully diverted by YY. In that case, Google Search would face its doom.

At 11:05 AM, Larry Page received a call from a friend. The friend told him, “Larry, the Muye Search internal testing version is already live. Do you have an invitation code?”

Larry Page said awkwardly, “I don’t have an invitation code. I’m looking at their prompt interface right now and don’t know what to do.”

The friend immediately said, “I have one here I can give you.”

“That’s great!” Larry Page said eagerly, “Finch, you’re really helping me a great deal.”

The friend chuckled, “No need to be polite with me. Write down the invitation code: F, asterisk, asterisk, K, G, O, 581, 9TH.”

Larry Page wrote it down on paper while repeating, “F, asterisk, asterisk, K, G, O, 581, 9TH.”

“That’s right.”

“Okay, thanks, Finch. Let’s get together for a meal another day.”

After hanging up the phone, Larry Page immediately prepared to enter the invitation code on his computer. The other senior executives were waiting behind him.

At this moment, Larry Page looked down at the invitation code he had written on the paper and frowned deeply.

A string of characters was written on the paper: F**KGO5819TH.

Wait, something didn’t seem right.

Then, a senior executive behind him exclaimed, “Shit, do the first six characters of this invitation code mean F*ck-Google?”

A single remark awakened everyone.

An ashen-faced shareholder said, “It must be! Damned Muye Technology! They’re really going too far! Even the activation code is a disguised attack on us!”

Another shareholder added, “We should send them a lawyer’s letter! And send these to all the media in Silicon Valley to let them see Muye Technology’s true colors!”

“Exactly!”

“You’re right!”

“Let’s do it!”

The scene was already in a furious uproar.

Larry Page stood up at this moment and said, “Everyone, what’s the point of saying this? An F, two asterisks, a K, a G, an O—does that mean Fck-Google? What if Goldman Sachs thinks that the true meaning behind this is actually Fck-Goldman?”

Everyone exchanged glances.

Larry Page said irritably, “Everyone, be a bit more mature. If we make an issue out of such ambiguous things, we’ll only be ridiculed by our colleagues. Our top priority now isn’t to discuss the meaning of the Muye Search Engine invitation code, but to clearly understand one thing: Li Mu is getting serious with us, and we must think clearly about how to respond to the impact he’s bringing us!”





Chapter 1466: One Wave of Caving In

Muye Technology and Baidu jointly established Muye&Baidu.Inc, and transferred a large number of technical patents, talent, and capital to this newly formed company. This series of actions put immense pressure on Google, like the enemy at their gates. Now, Muye&Baidu.Inc has launched Muye Search within just a few days, signaling Li Mu’s first offensive against Google.

From a timing perspective, the launch of Muye Search’s internal testing version was quite rushed. However, it was precisely this hurried timing that intensified the pressure on Google. This proves that Muye Technology has truly acquired Baidu’s entire set of technical patents. For Muye&Baidu.Inc, the Baidu search engine is essentially open-source website code; they can immediately churn out an identical website just by changing the domain name and logo.

Despite the rushed timeline, the results were strongly guaranteed. This demonstrates Muye Technology’s high efficiency in resource integration. If they can produce such a mature solution in just a few days, it might not be long before Muye Search can match Google on a technical level.

Larry Page and Google’s executives had originally thought that Li Mu, currently fighting on multiple fronts, wouldn’t be able to spare the forces and resources to engage them in a war over search engines. But Li Mu’s actions slapped them in the face. Not only did he spare forces, but it appears he deployed his main forces.

Therefore, what comes next is easily foreseeable for Google: Muye&Baidu.Inc will definitely launch the public beta version of Muye Search within a short time and integrate it into all of its product lines. A full-scale war between Muye&Baidu.Inc and Google is on the verge of breaking out.

Google had now truly felt Muye Technology’s fatal threat and immense pressure. Not a single one of them wanted this war to actually begin, because no matter the outcome, Google would be the biggest victim.

If Muye Technology, an extremely aggressive enterprise, were compared to the Third Reich of World War II, Google would not be qualified to be the Soviet Union of the same period. At most, it would be equivalent to France or Poland from that era. Once this war fully breaks out, the territory Google painstakingly built over many years will be reduced to ruins. Even if Muye Technology ultimately cannot annex or destroy Google, it could at least beat Google into ruins. In the days to come, Google would only be able to struggle in resistance while exhaustedly undertaking wartime reconstruction.

For a time, the entire Google company was panic-stricken and gripped by extreme fear.

However, at the same time, Li Mu was mentally simulating a completely different strategic scenario than what Google was seeing.

In Li Mu’s mind, he actually didn’t want to divert most of his energy from existing businesses to wage war with Google over search engines.

Muye Technology itself had multiple key businesses. Besides its core YY Ecosystem business, there was the cloud computing business that was continuously being invested in around the world. In addition, after Andy Rubin joined Muye Technology, the R&D for Android had already begun in secret. After Apple was fully integrated, the R&D for iOS and hardware would also need to be launched simultaneously.

Hardware included not only smartphones, smart tablets, and Mac computers but also crucial core components like microprocessing chips. All of these required significant investment in human resources, materials, financial capital, and effort. Therefore, if they were to genuinely engage Google in a full-scale war at this time, it would greatly impact the entire strategic landscape.

For Li Mu, all these business directions were indispensable at this stage, and none could afford to fall behind. Google couldn’t see the hidden value of these businesses or guess their true importance to him, which was why they were deceived by his strategic illusion of “full-force encirclement of Google.”

In Li Mu’s view, while the future market potential for search engines was indeed vast, it was far less important than hardware and operating systems in the mobile internet era. Therefore, his strategy for search engines from the beginning was simple: he didn’t aim to become the industry leader in search engines, but merely sought to acquire stakes in major domestic and international search engine companies. For him, passively taking a portion of the search engine market’s dividend with minimal effort was far better than personally investing enormous energy into it.

Moreover, Li Mu clearly understood that even if he personally handled everything and went all-out on search, Muye Search could never suppress its rivals to the point of death in the search engine market. Just like Baidu, even if Google hadn’t withdrawn from the China market, Google couldn’t have crushed Baidu; at most, it would only squeeze Baidu’s room to survive and make Baidu’s situation a bit more difficult.

Similarly, in the domestic search market dominated by Baidu, there were still search engines like Shenma Search, 360 Search, and Sougou Search. Although they lagged far behind Baidu, Baidu couldn’t truly eliminate them either.

Given this, why bother fighting such a brutal war of attrition with Google? It would be enough to carve up a portion of its territory at an extremely low cost.

Currently, Muye Technology had already acquired a stake in Baidu. If they could then acquire a stake in Google, the future dividends of the search engine market would essentially be secured. However, these Google people were truly unappreciative; they refused to be led and retreated when pushed, forcing him to draw his sword and present them with a real threat before they might obediently fall into line.

Since that was the case, for greater interests, Li Mu could only confront Google head-on. The best outcome would be to scare them and make them cave in immediately. If they didn’t, he would have to invest even more effort to cripple them.

However, in Li Mu’s strategic planning, a single wave of intimidation to make Google back down was the best option.

Refusing Google’s concessions, establishing Muye&Baidu.Inc, and rejecting Larry Page’s shamelessly persistent requests for a meeting were all pre-determined steps in Li Mu’s strategic simulation. He had already dug an unprecedentedly deep pit for Google, waiting for them to jump right in.



…Larry Page truly couldn’t fathom Li Mu’s real trump card. The current situation seemed intricate and confusing, leaving him unable to sort things out.

However, Larry Page could somewhat confirm one thing: Li Mu wanted a share of the search engine market. Just as he had initially demanded, as long as Google gave him a sufficient share, he was willing to enter into in-depth cooperation with Google and temporarily abandon his plans to create a search engine.

Originally, this had been a favorable situation. Google would sacrifice a little immediate interest in exchange for Muye Technology’s powerful resource support, and then, hand in hand with Muye Technology, move towards a brighter future. But Google’s internal tactlessness had caused them to repeatedly lose opportunities for win-win cooperation with Li Mu. Now, it seemed Li Mu had been provoked and decided to launch a full-force offensive against Google.

However, even with a massive army pressing down, the enemy at the gates, and minor skirmishes occurring, this didn’t mean that total war was the only path forward. Larry Page felt that if Google were more sincere, there would still be an opportunity to seek peace with Li Mu. Even if the price of peace might be higher than before, it would still be far better than waiting for Muye Technology to unleash its full offensive.

Having confirmed this line of thinking, Larry Page once again convened a high-level meeting. At the meeting, he asked everyone, “Gentlemen, I won’t waste words today. I merely want to ask you one question: Are we prepared for a war with Muye Technology?”

The entire room was silent.

A moment later, a shareholder, with an impatient expression, said, “Larry, on what grounds can we fight Muye Technology now? We haven’t even genuinely tried to enhance user stickiness and loyalty to Google Search. Users might use Google today, but they could use another search engine tomorrow. One only needs to look at our daily average UV and our number of logged-in users to see this: over ninety percent of daily Google Search users are not logged in. In contrast, Muye Technology has hundreds of millions of users, all of whom are registered users. This is a tremendous weakness for us. Just think about how Muye Technology took down QQ in China!”

These past few days, Google had conducted extensive analysis of Muye Technology’s history, trying to understand Li Mu’s modus operandi. Li Mu’s move of combining Happy Farm with YY to swiftly draw away the vast majority of QQ’s users had left a deep impression on them. Li Mu was adept at such openly repair the plank road, pull a fast one tactics. By the time rivals reacted, he had already put the knife to their throats.

Google also feared that Li Mu already had a larger strategy secretly in place. Once Muye Search officially launched, it might suddenly fragment Google from some unexpected entry point.

If they couldn’t win a straight fight, and the other side resorted to schemes and tricks, then there would be even less hope.

So when Larry Page asked if they were prepared for a fight, everyone had nothing to say.

Seeing the escalating pessimistic mood among everyone, Larry Page sighed and said, “In that case, the key to our next step is still to seek peace with Li Mu.”

“Seek peace?” a shareholder blurted out. “Isn’t it too late for that now? Given Li Mu’s current posture, I’m afraid it’s a Never-Ending Struggle.”

“Yes, indeed…” The other shareholders were equally pessimistic.

The enemy was already at the gates, even setting up heavy artillery ready to attack the city. What confidence did they have to seek peace now?

Larry Page, somewhat irritated, said loudly, “Don’t worry about whether Li Mu will agree! Instead, think about what other options we have besides seeking peace! If everyone is certain there’s no better way, then I will personally go to China and talk to Li Mu again!”

“But Li Mu didn’t want to see you at all. You tried before he left the US, but he didn’t even give you a chance to meet.”

Larry Page said with a resolute expression, “No matter whether Li Mu wants to see me or not, I will try again. If this time truly doesn’t work out, then we will have no choice but to respond with full force to Muye Technology’s offensive. Even if failure is inevitable, there will be no other retreat route.”

Someone asked him, “Are you sure Li Mu will see you if you go to China?”

Larry Page said, “Let’s not worry about that for now. I will immediately set off for China and personally go to Muye Technology to find him. I believe that no matter what, Li Mu will at least be willing to meet me out of respect for me flying thousands of miles to see him. As long as we can meet, there’s a chance. If we can’t even meet, then, as I just said, we will have no other retreat route.”

Most people nodded in agreement. A voice suddenly sighed, “If Li Mu is willing to talk, then the terms this time, compared to last time, will probably be even more demanding. Last time, we rejected his demand for a fifteen percent stake. This time, I’m afraid it will take at least twenty percent to move him…”





Chapter 1467: Let Him Figure It Out Himself

When Larry Page flew all the way to Beijing, Li Mu was already preparing to set off for the filming of “Life of Longing”.

According to the schedule, the production crew’s racing team was set to pick Li Mu up at Ziyun Mountain Villa at nine in the morning, with filming commencing as soon as Li Mu got into the car. They were expected to arrive at the filming location around eleven o’clock in the morning, just in time for lunch.

The official vehicle sponsor for the first season of “Life of Longing” was Buick. They provided a racing team for the filming, including several GL8 Commercial Vehicles and several Buick Regals.

Li Mu’s personal bodyguard, Wang Yuanlang, took over as the driver of the GL8 Li Mu was riding in. The remaining two bodyguards sat in the adjacent cars, one in front and one behind. As soon as Li Mu got in, a female Associate Director from the production team sat in the passenger seat, turned around, and nervously said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if it’s convenient, I’d like to go over today’s filming schedule with you.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Please do.”

She replied, “It’s like this: we’ll start recording once the racing team sets off. The recording process during the journey won’t be too extensive. Overall, it’s divided into three parts. First, you’ll need to call the Mushroom House to order food. For example, whatever you want for dinner, you can tell the guest who answers the phone directly, but please don’t reveal your identity during the call.”

“Alright, I understand.”

In reality, the entire show’s concept was written by Li Mu himself. However, in the eyes of these staff members, the show’s concept was provided by Muyi Pictures, and they didn’t know who the real original author was.

The female director continued, “We’ll interview you for your personal opinions on the resident guests. You can seek truth from facts. If you’re not familiar with them, we can provide you with a written script. Of course, if you don’t want to follow our script, you can also improvise. All of that is fine, your decision will prevail.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Then I’ll improvise. But don’t worry, I definitely won’t badmouth them.”

The female director quickly smiled and said, “It doesn’t even matter if you badmouth them, as long as it’s not too much…”

Li Mu nodded with a smile and asked her, “What about the third part?”

The female director said, “The third part is like this: we’ll need to interview you on the road about your opinions on ‘Life of Longing’ and why you, as a world-renowned outstanding entrepreneur, agreed to participate in this show. You can organize your thoughts in advance.”

With that, the female director’s expression turned somewhat pleading as she said, “We also hope you can say more about the advantages of our show.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Are you always afraid I’ll undermine you during interviews?”

The female director quickly waved her hand, “Of course not…”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, Muye Technology is my enterprise, and this is a show we’re cooperating on with Muyi Pictures. Since I’m willing to come, I’m naturally here to support the show. So rest assured, I’ll cooperate well with everything you’ve mentioned.”

The female director joyfully said, “Oh, thank you very much!”

Immediately, the female director continued, “Next, I’ll explain the recording steps once we arrive at the Mushroom House.”

“Good.”

“Upon arrival, we’ll drop you off at the village entrance, three hundred meters from the Mushroom House. You’ll need to carry your own bag and follow our signs to find the Mushroom House and knock on the door. To ensure the show’s effectiveness, we haven’t revealed the list of invited guests for each episode to the three resident guests, so they might not know who today’s guest is until they open the door.”

“After entering, you can just greet and chat normally with the three resident guests. Teacher Huang is the head chef in our show, so he’ll prepare the dinner you want to eat. However, according to the show’s game rules, in the afternoon, the resident guests will have to find a way to solve the problem of ingredients. You can also prepare everything with them after you arrive.”

“During this time, we hope you can completely relax, just like going on a holiday in the countryside. Fully enjoy the pastoral life in the Mushroom House and the surrounding villages. Before cooking, you can go pick vegetables in the vegetable patch with the resident guests, or go fishing in the lake, or even experience milking cows by hand at a farmer’s house. While cooking, you can appropriately help out Teacher Huang and the other resident guests.”

“After dinner, you can drink tea and chat with the three guests on the pastoral tatami in the yard. As a world-class outstanding entrepreneur, the three guests will surely have many questions they want you to answer. Through this segment, you can offer some encouragement to the young people in our audience, or impart some life experience. I believe the audience will find it very beneficial.”

“Around ten to eleven o’clock is the show’s designated rest time. Our Mushroom House has independent guest rooms and bathrooms with showers. Although the conditions are a bit simple, they are absolutely clean and hygienic. You can rest assured and have a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow morning, Teacher Huang will wake up to prepare breakfast for you and the other resident guests. After breakfast, you can take a stroll in the village or rest at the Mushroom House. Around eleven o’clock, the guest for the next episode will arrive at the filming location. You can have lunch with them, and then your filming will conclude, and you can return.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “Who is the guest after me?”

The female director smiled faintly and said, “It’s Miss Du Wei.”

“Oh?” Li Mu smiled, “It’s been a while since I’ve seen her.”

The female director smiled faintly and said, “Then it’s a good chance to catch up.”



The racing team set off. After leaving the urban area, the show entered its recording phase. Li Mu, as per the production team’s request, used the phone provided by them to call the Mushroom House.

On the other end of the line, a boy with a Taiwanese accent asked, “Hello, this is the Mushroom House!”

Among the three resident guests, besides He Jiong and Huang Lei, there was also Eddie Peng. It seemed this boy with the quite authentic Taiwanese accent must be Eddie Peng.

For the sake of the show’s effect, Li Mu slightly altered his voice to make it sound older, saying, “Hello, I’d like to order food.”

Eddie Peng on the other end immediately perked up, “Alright, just tell me what you want to eat, and I’ll write it down and relay it to our head chef.”

Li Mu said, “I just want one dish: fish head with flatbread in broth. But the fish must be from the lake near you.”

“Uh…” Eddie Peng was momentarily stunned and said, “That sounds like we’ll have to go fishing in the lake. Let me ask Teacher Huang…”

As soon as he finished speaking, Eddie Peng shouted on the phone, “Teacher Huang! Teacher Huang!”

“Coming, coming.” Huang Lei’s voice came through, moving closer, asking him, “What’s up?”

“The guest called,” Eddie Peng said, “He specifically asked for fish head with flatbread in broth.”

“Fish head with flatbread in broth, huh?” Huang Lei said very easily, “That’s simple. Later, we’ll have Teacher He do some work to earn some money, and we’ll go down to the Town to buy a fish head, then I’ll bake some flatbread, and we’re good to go.”

Eddie Peng whispered, “But the guest specifically wants fish from our nearby lake!”

“What?!” Huang Lei exclaimed in surprise, “In this hot weather, are we really going to go fishing in the lake?”

Eddie Peng said, “Then how about you and Teacher He handle things, and I’ll go fishing later?”

At this point, Li Mu interjected, “Did the production team prepare kayaks and fishing gear?”

Eddie Peng said, “Yes, we have kayaks and fishing gear, but we’ve only used them once. Last time we went fishing by boat, Teacher Huang even fell into the water.”

Huang Lei quickly said, “Don’t mention falling into the water.”

Li Mu laughed, “How about this, once I arrive, let’s go fishing together. I haven’t fished in a long time, my hands are itching.”

Eddie Peng said, “That would be great! To be honest, I’m not very good at fishing.”

Li Mu said, “It’s settled then. See you later.”



After hanging up the phone, Li Mu looked at the camera, then out the window, and mused, “When I was very young, I often went fishing with my Paternal uncle. At first, my Paternal uncle fished, and I would catch grasshoppers for him by the river. Back then, fishing wasn’t so particular; we used earthworms or dough as bait, and sometimes even a grasshopper’s belly. When I was a little older, my Paternal uncle would bring me a small fishing rod and also prepare a fishing spot and put dough on the hook for me to fish. When I was in junior high, we still often fished together, but after I started high school, I never had time to go again. Just now, when you mentioned fishing, my hands started itching.”

The female director smiled and said, “There’s a river and a lake right next to our Mushroom House, and the environment is quite good. If you have time in the future, you can visit the Mushroom House with your Paternal uncle after this season’s filming ends to experience it.”

Li Mu asked, “Is your Mushroom House rented or bought?”

“Bought,” the female director said, “Because we hope this show can run for several seasons, we directly bought the chosen small courtyard and then undertook extensive systematic renovation. We will have dedicated staff to maintain this courtyard in the future, so you can come and experience it anytime you have time.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I’ll definitely go if I get the chance.”

The female director then said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we’ll stop the cameras now, please rest for a bit. We’ll proceed with the next stage of recording in a while.”

“Alright.”

Li Mu sat in his seat and closed his eyes for a moment. His phone in his pocket suddenly vibrated. It was Li Ziwei calling.

Li Ziwei was not with the racing team at the moment; she was at Muye Technology. Since Li Mu was going out to film a show and conditions were limited, he hadn’t brought her along.

The call connected, and Li Ziwei immediately said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Larry Page has arrived in Beijing. He just called me and said he wants to meet you.”

A faint curve appeared at the corner of Li Mu’s mouth. He chuckled, “So he couldn’t hold out in the end.”

Li Ziwei smiled faintly and asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, he’s still waiting for a taxi at the airport right now. Do you want to meet him?”

“A meeting is definitely necessary,” Li Mu said with a smile, “Tell him that I’m very busy recently and don’t have time to specifically meet him. If he really wants to see me, he can come to Miyun to find me. I can meet him during a break in the show’s filming.”

Li Ziwei chuckled, “He’s new to the place and unfamiliar with it. Will he be able to find it?”

Li Mu chuckled heartily and said indifferently, “Give him the address of the Mushroom House and Wang Yuanlang’s phone number. For the rest, let him figure it out himself.”





Chapter 1468: Mushroom House

Li Mu arrived at Mushroom House at eleven twenty in the morning.

After getting out of the car, Li Mu walked alone within the camera’s coverage to Mushroom House and knocked the iron ring on the wooden door.

At this moment, in the courtyard of Mushroom House, Chen Wan was helping Huang Lei wash vegetables, He Jiong was feeding chickens, and Eddie Peng was doing tasks arranged by the production crew.

Chen Wan had already been filming at Mushroom House for a day and a night. After Li Mu arrived and they had lunch together, she would be heading back.

When the knocking sound rang out, Eddie Peng was the first to react, exclaiming in surprise, “Oh, a new guest has arrived!”

He Jiong put down the chicken feed, looked at Huang Lei, and asked him, “Teacher Huang, who do you think it could be?”

Huang Lei shook his head, “To be honest, I can’t tell whose voice it is. Not too familiar.”

Eddie Peng said, “I’ll go open the door!”

Chen Wan’s face suddenly brightened with a sweet, girlish smile. Among the four of them, only she knew that Li Mu had arrived.

Although He Jiong knew that Li Mu had agreed to record an episode, he had no idea when Li Mu would actually come. In his opinion, Li Mu was very likely to back out because he was simply too busy. It was recently reported that he had acquired Apple Inc., which domestic media described as an extremely bold move. Immediately after acquiring Apple, Li Mu founded Muye&Baidu.Inc, directly initiating a war against Google. At a time like this, Li Mu probably had no time to participate in the recording of this show.

At this moment, Eddie Peng had already opened the door. When he saw the young man standing outside who was similar in age to himself, he was so shocked he couldn’t speak.

Eddie Peng was indeed indescribably shocked. He had never imagined he would see Li Mu with his own eyes, let alone that Li Mu would come to participate in this variety show!

Even though Eddie Peng was considered a popular prince charming type now, as a celebrity, he also engaged in idol chasing. The person he admired most was Li Mu, who was similar in age to him. Now, with Li Mu suddenly appearing at the door, it felt like an ordinary person opening their front door and finding their favorite celebrity standing outside, a surprise beyond words.

Seeing Eddie Peng wide-eyed and speechless, Li Mu extended his hand proactively and smiled, “Eddie Peng, right? Nice to meet you!”

Eddie Peng then came to his senses, quickly extended both hands to shake Li Mu’s, and excitedly said, “Mr. Li, hello, I’m your fan! Ever since your speech at Harvard, I’ve considered you my biggest idol in life!”

Li Mu smiled humbly and said, “I wouldn’t dare claim that.”

After speaking, he stepped through the main door of Mushroom House.

The courtyard of Mushroom House was neither big nor small. Upon entering, one could see a large Chinese tatami-style platform placed in the center of the courtyard. Huang Lei had built two earthen stoves in the courtyard and also set up a barbecue grill, just as he had in Li Mu’s past life.

Immediately upon entering, a dog in the courtyard barked, and in a blink of an eye, it ran up to Li Mu. However, this dog wasn’t fierce at all; it just kept circling Li Mu, wagging its tail, and occasionally sniffing at his feet.

Li Mu took a closer look. It appeared to be a golden border collie, though not entirely purebred, and still a puppy, probably only about three months old.

Eddie Peng quickly introduced it, “Mr. Li, this is Dudu, our guard dog.”

Li Mu squatted down and petted the dog’s head. The little border collie obediently licked his palm. Li Mu smiled, “This little guy is quite well-behaved.”

He Jiong and Huang Lei were also stunned speechless when they saw Li Mu enter. He Jiong was the first to react, exclaiming excitedly, “General Manager Li! Are you our guest today?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “What’s wrong, Teacher He? Not welcome?”

“How could that be?” He Jiong walked up to Li Mu and shook his hand, saying happily, “I just can’t believe our production crew managed to invite you, too. This is truly unbelievable.”

Huang Lei also walked up at this moment, saying with a hint of excitement, “General Manager Li, I’ve admired you for a long time. I just never thought I’d have the chance to meet you in real life.”

Li Mu proactively shook his hand and said with a smile, “Teacher Huang, you’re too kind. If we’re talking about admiration, I’ve been your fan for a long time.”

Commercial flattery is always a timeless form of polite greeting. As Li Mu greeted the three, Chen Wan also approached, simply watching Li Mu with a smile without speaking.

When Li Mu saw Chen Wan, he also smiled and walked over. Instead of shaking her hand, he simply opened his arms, went up to Chen Wan, and gave her a light hug, saying, “Sister Wan, long time no see.”

Chen Wan’s heart rate immediately quickened at the thought of this moment being broadcast to the entire nation, but she could only force herself to appear calm, smiling and saying, “Yes, you rascal, long time no see.”

Calling Li Mu, this world-class billionaire, “you rascal” Chen Wan’s casual remark genuinely startled the other three. However, He Jiong was the quickest to dismiss it. He knew that Li Mu and Chen Wan had known each other for a long time and addressed each other as siblings, their relationship being very close.

This was part of the script they had discussed two days prior at Ziyun Mountain Villa. Chen Wan and Li Mu were originally from the same hometown, and their long-standing acquaintance was well-known in the entertainment industry. Li Mu had always fully supported Chen Wan by providing resources and continuously raising her status in the hosting world, which was also known to everyone in the entertainment industry. Therefore, there was no need for them to act like strangers in front of the cameras. However, the true nature of their relationship (sibling-like romance) was not suitable for public disclosure, hence this seemingly casual yet intimate sibling relationship was adopted.

After a brief embrace, Li Mu turned to the other three and said, “Sister Wan and I have known each other for many years. We’re both from Haizhou.”

Huang Lei and Eddie Peng then suddenly realized.

He Jiong smiled and said, “General Manager Li, why don’t we let Xiaowan show you to our guest room first? Our conditions here are a bit simple, so please make do and bear with us, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “To be honest, I quite like this pastoral environment. My time is tight this visit, but I’ll definitely come back to stay for a few more days when I have the chance.”

Eddie Peng asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, do you want to go fishing in the lake later? Teacher Huang can make you fish head with flatbread in broth tonight.”

“Alright,” Li Mu readily agreed. “Let’s go once I put my things down.”

Huang Lei was surprised, “You two are really going fishing? It’s probably hard to find a bighead carp in this lake suitable for fish head with flatbread in broth. Even if there are, I doubt either of you could catch one; those fish are huge!”

Li Mu laughed, “It doesn’t matter if it’s a bighead carp or not. We’ll eat whatever we catch. Any fish will do.”

Huang Lei said, “I was actually thinking of going to the Town to buy a fish head this afternoon. But if you really want to fish for your meal, that’s fine too. However, we’ll be having lunch in about half an hour.”

Li Mu then said, “Then we’ll go after lunch.”

Chen Wan first took Li Mu to see the chicken coop and sheep pen in the corner of the courtyard. There were five chickens at Mushroom House, which reportedly produced four eggs every morning, just enough for a day’s consumption. In the sheep pen, there were only two lambs, and it was said that a guest would take the sheep to graze by the lake every day.

The main house of Mushroom House had four rooms in total: a main hall in the middle, the largest bedroom on the right, and two slightly smaller bedrooms on the left. The toilet was a separate small room, located outdoors. However, the rural areas around Beijing had good sanitation, at least with sewers, so there was no need to endure dry toilets.

Aside from the main house and bathroom, there were also side rooms on both sides: one on the right and two on the left.

Both Mushroom House itself and its surrounding environment were excellent. The scenery, with its mountains and water, was not as grand and rugged as a famous scenic spot, but it offered a more down-to-earth and cozy feeling. Both the surroundings and its own environment exuded a genuine pastoral ambiance, unlike the bustling and busy atmosphere of tourist attractions.

The production crew’s renovation of Mushroom House was also just right. Both inside and out, it was clean, tidy, casual, and comfortable—neither simple nor extravagant. Even the firmness of the mattress under the heated brick bed was just right.

Chen Wan told Li Mu, “Living here, your daily routine becomes incredibly regular. At ten o’clock at night, the surroundings become quiet, with only the sounds of insects and frogs. Lying on the heated brick bed and listening for a while makes you incredibly sleepy. Then, around five or six in the morning, you’re woken by the crowing of chickens. Getting up in the morning and breathing the fresh air in the courtyard makes you feel completely refreshed.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, instinctively wanting to jest with Chen Wan and tell her not to leave tonight. However, remembering the fixed cameras in the bedroom, he earnestly said, “After living in the city for so long, it really is necessary to come to an environment like this to relax and get close to nature.”

Chen Wan chuckled, “In fact, everyone who lives in the city yearns for nature. Perhaps that’s why the production crew named this show ‘Life of Longing’.”

…

After Huang Lei prepared a table full of homemade dishes, he called everyone to eat in the courtyard. Since the three resident guests were all wearing shorts, Li Mu also changed into a pair of shorts and flip-flops, feeling quite at ease.

After sitting down with Chen Wan, Huang Lei introduced to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, you see the dishes on our table? They’re basically all products from our very own Mushroom House.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Your own products? You grew them yourselves?”

“That’s right,” Huang Lei chuckled. “Well, not exactly grown by us, as there wasn’t enough time. We rented a vegetable garden from a fellow townsman and named it Mushroom House Fruit and Vegetable Garden. We planted a lot of vegetables and fruits there, most of which are organic food without fertilizer or pesticides. For example, the eggplant, green beans, cauliflower, peppers, and tomatoes used in these dishes were all freshly picked from the vegetable garden this morning. The eggs in the scrambled eggs with tomatoes were laid by our own chickens this morning. Only the meat isn’t ours; we bought it from the wet market in Town.”

Li Mu laughed, “Then this meal is truly healthy.”

He Jiong said, “Not only is it healthy, but it tastes great. One reason is Teacher Huang’s excellent cooking skills, and the other is that the ingredients are truly superb. I’m telling you, General Manager Li, I really hope we can record this show here for a month straight. I could relax, truly experience the wonderful pastoral life, and still manage my work well.”

Huang Lei chuckled, “You’re trying to record next year’s show too…” Then, looking at Eddie Peng, he added, “Yu Yan definitely wouldn’t be used to it. If you stayed here for a month, you’d probably go crazy, wouldn’t you?”

Eddie Peng chuckled, “I’m actually fine. I also live in a more rural area in Canada, but the countryside there is a bit different from here.”

Huang Lei gently patted Eddie Peng’s head and said, “Silly boy, it’s not ‘a bit different,’ it’s vastly different.”

With that, Huang Lei called out to everyone, “Let’s dig in quickly. This meal is both a farewell to Xiaowan and a welcome to General Manager Li.”

It had to be said that Huang Lei truly excelled at cooking. The dishes on the table were common home-cooked stir-fries, but they were truly perfect in color, aroma, and taste, and delicious.

After eating, Chen Wan had to return to the city. Li Mu and the three resident guests saw her off, accompanying her all the way to her car. After watching her Commercial vehicle drive away, the four men walked back side by side. Eddie Peng checked the time and asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, do you want to go fishing?”

Li Mu agreed without hesitation, waving his hand, “Let’s go!”

Both were similar in age and, at their core, young men in their early twenties, so they could easily enjoy themselves together in this environment, setting aside their other identities. Thus, Li Mu and Eddie Peng jogged back to Mushroom House, then gathered their fishing gear and headed to the lake.

The city’s temperature today was a full 36 degrees Celsius, but in Miyun, it was just slightly over 30 degrees Celsius, pleasant and comfortable. Coupled with the cloudy weather, it felt very agreeable.

The production crew always had several kayaks available. Each could accommodate six people, was quite large, and of excellent quality. Li Mu and Eddie Peng put on their life vests. They jointly boarded one kayak from the shore. After stowing their fishing gear, each took a paddle and rowed the kayak to the center of the small lake.

The production crew’s two kayaks also paddled into the water, filming the two men fishing from different angles.

Li Mu hadn’t fished in a long time, but Eddie Peng was much more skilled than him. With Eddie Peng’s assistance, all preparations were made. The two began fishing, one on the left and one on the right.

Although this lake was not large, its deepest point was reportedly seven or eight meters. Villagers rarely fished here, so there were many fish. According to Eddie Peng, he had seen large fish here, though he couldn’t identify the species, they were at least half a meter long.

Li Mu chuckled and jested, “For authentic fish head with flatbread in broth, you need a big fish head. But I doubt either of us has the ability to catch a fish that big. If not, catching two crucian carp for crucian carp flatbread would also work.”

Eddie Peng said, “I’m not confident about big fish, but crucian carp are no problem.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded. Just as he cast his fishing hook, the walkie-talkie in the kayak crackled with the voice of a production crew staff member: “General Manager Li, an American has come looking for you. Your driver stopped him. He says his name is Larry and that you told him to meet you here.”

Li Mu picked up the walkie-talkie and chuckled, “Tell him to come to the lakefront.”

“Okay.”

A moment later, Li Mu saw a staff member leading Larry Page to the lakefront from afar. Larry Page waved his hands at Li Mu and shouted, “Good afternoon, Mr. Li!”

Li Mu laughed, “Good afternoon, Larry! Find a comfortable spot to sit and wait for me for a bit. I need to catch dinner first!”

Larry Page paused, looked around, and gave a wry smile, saying to Li Mu, “Alright, Mr. Li, I’ll wait for you here.”

With that, Larry Page, dragging his exhausted body, sat down against a willow tree by the lake. After more than ten hours of flying, getting off the plane and then taking a taxi for over two hours, going from one international metropolis to another, and then to a small village more than one hundred kilometers from the city, Larry Page was utterly exhausted.

At this moment, the director of the production crew heard that a foreigner had arrived. After coming over to understand the situation, he immediately excitedly asked Li Mu via walkie-talkie, “General Manager Li, is this Mr. Larry the CEO of Google?”

Li Mu replied, “Yes.”

The director asked in delight, “Then can we let him appear on camera and film him?”

Li Mu blurted out, “He’d be so happy it would hurt his liver!”

The director didn’t quite come to his senses for a moment.

Li Mu then sternly instructed, “Absolutely do not let him show even a single finger in the program. I don’t want Google to get free publicity from our show.”

The director understood Li Mu’s meaning. Although he felt a bit regretful, he couldn’t press the matter, so he said, “Then we’ll arrange a place for him to rest first.”

Li Mu casually said, “Don’t bother with him. Just let him sit there on his own. You don’t need to pay him any mind if there’s nothing important…”





Chapter 1469: Don’t Talk to Me About Acquiring a Stake

Ever since Larry Page sat down on the grass by the bank, Li Mu’s mood had become particularly good.

The fishing float didn’t show any movement, but Li Mu knew in his heart that he had already caught a big fish, and that big fish was Larry Page, along with Google behind him.

Larry Page hadn’t expected that after traveling all the way, rounding half the globe, he would end up sitting on the grass watching Li Mu fish.

What was even more frustrating was that Li Mu wasn’t really here to fish but to film a show, which meant that even if he waited for Li Mu to finish fishing, Li Mu might not have time to discuss serious business with him.

He heard that Li Mu was going to stay here for the night, so what about him? There were no hotels or guesthouses here; he couldn’t possibly sleep outdoors in the wild, could he?

Thinking of this, Larry Page sighed deeply, feeling both wronged and humiliated.

That feeling of frustration and humiliation was certainly real. As an IT talent at the global forefront, Larry Page had never received such treatment before.

However, despite never having experienced it, he was experiencing it today.

After all, Li Mu was the “father.” If Google was a tiger, today it was just an immature cub, while Muye Technology was a hunter with a gun. In front of Muye Technology, Google had no substantial power to fight against / resist.

After traveling for so long, Larry Page was truly thirsty, hungry, and tired. However, he had come in a hurry, only carrying a backpack with a laptop, two pairs of clean underwear, and a T-shirt. Now his stomach was growling with hunger, and he didn’t even have a bite to eat.

Not to mention food, he didn’t even have a drop to drink.

By rights, he was a guest who had come a long way to find Li Mu. Couldn’t any of the staff from the production crew be kind enough to give him a bottle of water? The temperature today was well over thirty degrees Celsius, and people staying outdoors easily got thirsty and dehydrated. The staff members on the bank all had iced beverages, yet he could only sit here watching and swallowing his saliva. This feeling was truly tragic.

Li Mu and Eddie Peng fished in the kayak for a full two hours.

During these two hours, their harvest was quite abundant: seven or eight crucian carps, most of them about a span long. In addition to that, there were two sizable grass carps, estimated to be around 750g to 1 kg each. The rest were a bunch of various small fish, which were basically unhooked and thrown back into the water after being caught.

Eddie Peng’s fishing skills were clearly better than Li Mu’s. When Li Mu was a child and even a teenager, he used traditional long fishing rods with his father, either holding the rod standing on the bank or propping it up. However, the fishing gear prepared by the production crew was deep-sea fishing rods, which Li Mu had never used and wasn’t accustomed to at first. Therefore, 70% of today’s catch was Eddie Peng’s credit.

Two hours later, the two abundantly successful fishermen paddled back to the bank. Larry Page, whose throat was parched, quickly got up and approached the makeshift wharf. However, before he could get close, several filming crews were already in position. Larry Page didn’t even get a chance to approach directly, and with such a big commotion for the show’s filming, Larry Page felt embarrassed to go up and disturb them.

After disembarking, Li Mu held the fishing gear, and Eddie Peng carried the box full of fish. As they walked, Eddie Peng said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, we can have Teacher Huang stew the two grass carps to go with flatbread. As for these crucian carps, he can make crucian carp soup. Teacher Huang’s crucian carp soup is simply amazing; I’ve had it once, and the aftertaste is unforgettable!”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “These fish are wild and free of pollution, so their meat quality should be excellent.”

As he spoke, Li Mu caught sight of Larry Page standing behind the camera crew, hesitating to speak and looking torn / indecisive. He said to the Director, who was standing next to the camera, “Director Xu, please find Mr. Page a place to rest for a while. I’ll send the fish back, help them clean them up, and then I’ll go find him.”

Larry Page didn’t understand what Li Mu said in Chinese, but he heard Li Mu mention his surname, and his heart finally eased. He thought to himself, “Has Li Mu finally remembered me?”

At this moment, the show’s Director came to Larry Page and said to him in English, “Mr. Page, Mr. Li’s recording hasn’t finished yet. He asked me to arrange for you to rest for a while, and he will come to meet you later.”

Larry Page immediately let out a long breath and sincerely said, “Thank you, I’m very tired and thirsty right now, so I really do need to rest a little.”

The production crew’s Director smiled and nodded, saying, “We have a staff lounge, you can go there to rest for a bit. There’s water to drink, and tonight I’ll have them order an extra portion of fast food for you.”

Larry Page quickly thanked him, “Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome,” the Director smiled faintly and asked him, “Mr. Page, are you returning to the city? If you are, you need to get to Town before four-thirty because the last bus to the city leaves from there at four-forty. If you miss this opportunity, it will be very troublesome to return to the city tonight, as there are almost no taxis in Town.”

“Four-thirty…” Larry Page checked the time; it was already three o’clock. If he had to go to Town by four-thirty, how could he possibly have time to talk with Li Mu?

If he couldn’t return to the city, was he really going to have to find a place to sleep outdoors in this rural area tonight? That would be truly miserable…

However, Larry Page could only grit his teeth and persist, saying to the Director, “I have very important matters to discuss with Mr. Li Mu, so I probably won’t be going back today.”

After speaking, Larry Page really wanted to ask if he could arrange accommodation for him to avoid sleeping on the streets.

The Director then said, “Since Mr. Page isn’t going back, I’ll arrange for you to stay in our staff dormitory. However, the conditions are a bit tough, so you might have to make do.”

Upon hearing this, Larry Page said with delight, “No, no, I’ll be immensely grateful just to have a bed!”

…

When Li Mu and Eddie Peng returned to Mushroom House and began cleaning the fish, Larry Page finally got a drink of water. After gulping down two bottles of purified water, he sat on a folding stool in the production crew’s lounge, his mind completely focused on how he should talk to Li Mu later, and how to ensure Li Mu would accept the proposal he had brought this time. If this problem couldn’t be solved now, then all the suffering he had endured would have been for nothing.

Li Mu, at Mushroom House, showed no airs of being a billionaire. He and Eddie Peng worked together to clean all the fish, removing the internal organs and scales, before coming out of Mushroom House and asking the production crew Director, “Where is Larry Page now?”

“In the staff lounge, in another small courtyard we bought.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Arrange someone to bring him over. Just say I can meet with him now.”

The Director quickly said, “I’ll do that right away.”

With that, the Director took out his walkie-talkie and called out, and an assistant immediately volunteered for the task, going to invite Larry Page to the entrance of Mushroom House.

Seeing Larry Page, Li Mu didn’t say much, just glanced at him indifferently. Noticing his fatigued expression, he deliberately said, “Mr. Page, there are a lot of people here. Let’s just walk around and chat as we go.”

Larry Page quickly smiled and nodded, following Li Mu towards the vegetable patch. Since Li Mu wasn’t speaking, Larry Page didn’t dare to break the silence and could only follow silently beside Li Mu.

Without the production crew following them, the two soon had an opportunity for a private conversation. Li Mu then smiled and asked him, “Mr. Page, why did you suddenly come all the way to China?”

Larry Page thought to himself, ‘How could you not know why I came?’ But on the surface, he could only force a smile and say, “General Manager Li, the main reason I came to China this time is to see you and talk about cooperation…”

Li Mu turned his head, looking at him in surprise, and asked, “Didn’t the cooperation negotiations already shut down? What’s left for us to talk about?”

Larry Page’s expression was awkward as he said, “General Manager Li, it’s like this: previously, our shareholders couldn’t reach a unanimous agreement, which is why we failed to accept your terms at the time. During this period, we’ve been constantly communicating and discussing, and everyone feels that it’s still more desirable to have an excellent shareholder like you to move forward with us. So I came this time to talk to you. If you are still interested in Google, are you still willing to acquire a stake in Google? We can offer you a 20% stake this time.”

Larry Page’s heart sank, and he echoed, “I heard about that company, but I believe that acquiring a stake in Google at a low price is still a great investment opportunity for you.”

Li Mu asked him, “Are you willing to let me simply acquire a stake in Google, without any附加 conditions? In other words, are you willing to sell me a 20% stake at a low price, where I only provide money and nothing else?”

Larry Page’s expression became incredibly awkward.

The reason they were willing to sell shares to Li Mu at a low valuation was to gain Li Mu’s resources and his promise not to develop a search engine for five years. Otherwise, what practical significance would merely having Li Mu acquire a stake in Google have for Google?

Seeing him silent, Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “You see, that’s how it is. In the previous stage, our two companies indeed had complementary needs, but now, this balance of demand has been broken. I don’t need Google’s shares now, and that’s the most crucial point.”

Larry Page felt extremely frustrated. A deal that could have been made at 15% before had to become what it was today, where 20% offered wasn’t even worth a glance. Everyone, including himself, had been utterly foolish.

After calming himself down, Larry Page continued his attempt: “General Manager Li, if you have any objections to the valuation, we can still discuss it.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Larry, since you’ve come all this way, I won’t beat around the bush with you. Frankly, if you still hope that I can acquire a stake in Google now, I can tell you clearly: don’t harbor such a wild fantasy. It’s impossible! We discuss matters of each stage at that particular stage. Acquiring a stake was a matter of the previous stage. At this stage, if you want to talk to me, don’t talk to me about acquiring a stake.”

Larry Page looked at Li Mu and instinctively asked, “Then what should we talk about?”

Li Mu calmly said, “Let’s talk about mergers and acquisitions.”





Chapter 1470: This is Extortion

“Acquisition?!” Larry Page exclaimed, asking, “You want to acquire Google??”

Li Mu shook his head and chuckled, “It’s Google acquiring Muye&Baidu.Inc!”

“Huh? Why?”

Larry Page was completely dumbfounded.

Li Mu wanted him to acquire his newly established Muye&Baidu.Inc? That company had only been founded a few days ago, and Li Mu had only invested ten million US dollars into it. Besides a Muye search internal testing version provided by Baidu, it was practically a shell company!

Now Li Mu was talking about Google acquiring Muye&Baidu.Inc – wasn’t this like forcing him to buy this shell company?!

Seeing Larry Page stunned into silence, Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “Didn’t you come to me because you’re worried that Muye&Baidu.Inc will use Muye search in the future to challenge Google’s market share and its valuation in the capital market? You’re asking me to acquire a stake now, and your implicit condition must be that you hope I stop the Muye search engine. It’s simple for me to stop; if you acquire this company of mine, I’ll stop.”

Larry Page looked at Li Mu with a blank expression, and asked weakly, “General Manager Li, what are your acquisition terms?”

Li Mu said, “Google acquires 100% of Muye&Baidu.Inc’s shares with no less than thirty-three point three percent of its own shares.”

Upon hearing this condition, Larry Page almost jumped up and went berserk.

“General Manager Li, how can you demand thirty-three point three percent of Google’s shares for a newly established shell company? And without spending a single cent?!”

Li Mu looked at him and asked calmly and collectedly, “Why can’t I?”

Larry Page accused, filled with righteous indignation, “This is robbery! And it’s an unrealistic robbery!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Larry, I always give people the freedom to choose, so isn’t it a bit inappropriate for you to describe me as robbing you?”

Larry Page didn’t know how to respond to Li Mu’s harmless face.

Li Mu said with a serious expression, “You need to know, I gave you an opportunity to cooperate. At that time, I hadn’t even established Muye&Baidu.Inc yet. As long as you accepted my conditions, I was willing to engage in in-depth cooperation with you, but you rejected it. Now, I have Muye&Baidu.Inc, and you’ve come back to talk to me about the previous cooperation. How is that possible? What about my Muye&Baidu.Inc? Shouldn’t someone pay for it?”

Larry Page said, “We are willing to pay for it, but only if the price is appropriate. Your current offer has completely exceeded the normal and appropriate range. There is no substantial difference between this and robbery.”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “How about you go back then? I don’t want to be labeled a robber for no reason. Let’s not talk any further. I’ll have the driver take you back to the airport right now. I won’t sell Muye&Baidu.Inc to you anymore, even if you kneel and beg me, I won’t sell it. So don’t say I’m robbing you, okay?”

Li Mu’s words once again caught Larry Page off guard and put him in an awkward position. He hurriedly explained, “General Manager Li, you’ve misunderstood. That’s not what I meant…”

“What have I misunderstood about you?” Li Mu frowned, displeasure on his face. “I didn’t even want to meet you in the first place. Don’t you have a clue? I didn’t want to see you when I was in the United States because I didn’t think there was any need to meet you again to discuss any offer. Since we couldn’t agree, it’s better for us to each do our own thing. It was you who eagerly sought me out, flying all the way from the United States to meet me and talk. That’s why I gave you a new offer, and yet you accuse me of robbing you? Has anyone ever run thousands of miles to someone else’s doorstep and actively delivered themselves to be robbed?”

Li Mu’s sudden turn hostile made Larry Page nervous, but also turned him red in the face.

Li Mu was right. It was he who had desperately tried to meet Li Mu without success, and in the end, he had to fly all the way from the United States without prior notice. As a result, in a fit of pique, he accused Li Mu of robbing him. In such a situation, Li Mu was bound to be angry…

Larry Page could only say to Li Mu very sincerely, “I’m sorry, General Manager Li, my wording was improper. I apologize to you.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I accept your apology. And let me give you a piece of advice: when you are seeking something from others, you must lower your head, bend your waist, and even kneel.”

Larry Page hurriedly said, “General Manager Li is absolutely right. I’ve learned a valuable lesson.”

Having said that, Larry Page looked at Li Mu and said with a hint of pleading, “General Manager Li, your asking price is truly too high for me. Please lower it appropriately so we can continue our discussions.”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “The offer is the final offer. It won’t change.”

Then, Li Mu looked at Larry Page and smiled, “Actually, this isn’t robbery, it’s extortion. Do you understand what extortion means?”

Larry Page was dumbfounded. He had never seen someone so thick-skinned, talking about extortion so lightly and as a matter of course.

Just as Larry Page’s worldview was being reshaped by Li Mu, Li Mu said to him very seriously, “Larry, think back to the international situation from the 1940s until now. Didn’t your U.S. government engage in nuclear extortion all day long, brandishing nuclear weapons everywhere? Whether you actually had them or not, you would go out and extort others. This is well-known. Why can’t you accept it when it comes to me?”

“In 1945, you only made three atomic bombs. You tested and detonated one, and dropped the remaining two on Japan. You had completely used up your bombs, yet you lied to the Japanese government that if they didn’t surrender, you would drop more atomic bombs on them. Isn’t that typical extortion?”

“After World War II ended, the United States and the Soviet Union constantly engaged in nuclear extortion on the international stage, threatening to mobilize nuclear weapons at every turn, forcing so many countries to sacrifice so many interests. Isn’t that also extortion?”

“If it’s permissible between countries, why not between companies?”

Upon hearing this, Larry Page felt like he was about to spit blood.

Li Mu continued, “Let me lay all my cards on the table with you, just like when I first talked to you and told you that sacrificing shares is equivalent to paying protection money.”

He paused, then Li Mu added, “What I’m playing with you now, frankly speaking, is infinitely close to nuclear extortion. The principle is simple: either you agree to my terms, or you prepare to accept my nuclear strike. If you think I don’t have enough nuclear weapon reserves and can’t pose a significant threat to you, then you can certainly reject my terms, and we’ll see who truly prevails in the subsequent competition. If you think I do have enough nuclear weapons and the ability to bomb you into ruins, then don’t harbor any angry youth ideals. As long as you accept my terms, I will stop my nuclear deterrence against you. So, whether you accept or not, you can consider it carefully.”

It was only now that Larry Page realized what Li Mu was playing at. He wasn’t playing a regular business competition; he didn’t necessarily really want to establish Muye search and strive with all his might to compete with him. He just wanted to use Muye search to extort him, just like the United States uses nuclear weapons to extort other countries. The United States might not actually use nuclear weapons on its targets; it just pulls all its nuclear weapons out, aims them at the target, and then lets the target judge for themselves whether it dares to launch them.

Nuclear weapons are also constrained by international conventions, but Li Mu had no such constraints!

Whether one called it hegemonism or hooliganism, Li Mu’s open and transparent extortion also represented Li Mu’s capabilities and confidence.

When Li Mu finally revealed his immense wolfish ambition, Larry Page, though exceptionally furious, dared not blindly protest or reject him anymore.

Li Mu’s words were very straightforward. Muye&Baidu.Inc was now his nuclear weapon aimed at Google. If a deal could be made, it would be made; if not, there would be a fight. Although Muye&Baidu.Inc was still just a shell company, Muye Technology’s strength was unquestionable. The mere establishment of this company had already caused Google’s valuation in the capital market to plummet. If Li Mu were to fully operate this company and inject resources into Muye search, the blow to Google would indeed be like a nuclear weapon’s scorched earth strategy. At that point, even if Google didn’t die, it would lose half its life.

Seeing Larry Page both angry and fearful, Li Mu’s expression grew even calmer. He smiled faintly, “You, don’t think that exchanging Muye&Baidu.Inc for thirty-three point three percent of your shares means you’re losing a lot. Accounts aren’t calculated that way in many cases.”

Larry Page looked at Li Mu and asked helplessly, “General Manager Li, why do you say that?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Think about it. If a robber kidnaps you and demands a ransom of ten million US dollars, but what he uses to threaten you is just a two hundred US dollar handgun and a bullet worth less than one US dollar, you might feel like you’re losing a lot. But have you ever considered, what if he pulls the trigger?”

“This…” A chill ran down Larry Page’s spine.

Li Mu spoke lightly, but it still made Larry Page feel the bloodlust and cruelty hidden behind his smile and composure.

He couldn’t help but ask himself, “Yes! What if the robber pulls the trigger?”

At this point, Li Mu added, “Although it’s Google acquiring Muye&Baidu.Inc, and Muye&Baidu.Inc doesn’t spend an extra cent on the acquisition, you have to understand that Muye&Baidu.Inc is like my daughter. I also need to provide a dowry when I marry her off. So, if you acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc, I will commit to not engaging in search engine business for five years, and I will redirect all search traffic from non-Chinese users to Google. This is the dowry I’ve prepared for Muye&Baidu.Inc.”

Larry Page mentally calculated the figures.

Originally, Li Mu’s request was to purchase fifteen percent of Google’s shares at a valuation of six billion US dollars, which Google’s executives arrogantly rejected.

Now, Li Mu’s request was to directly exchange Muye&Baidu.Inc, this newly established shell company, for thirty-three point three percent of Google’s shares, without giving a single cent…

The gap between these two offers was simply too huge!

It felt like missing out on Bitcoin. If someone told you to buy it at one hundred US dollars and you didn’t, would you not feel terrible when it rose to fifteen thousand US dollars?

It would be strange not to feel terrible.

Li Mu knew Larry Page must feel terrible, but he didn’t think there was anything wrong with it. In the capital market, profit comes first. What’s the big deal about extorting Google in one go? It would be foolish not to take a bite of the meat that’s already at your mouth.

Targeting Google would, at most, cause some loss of profit for Google’s shareholders. Ultimately, it was a war between capitalists. Compared to Soros, who instigated a financial storm in Asia for profit, causing tens of thousands of people to fall into dire straits, and how many went bankrupt and jumped from buildings, Li Mu considered himself to be very merciful.

Seeing Larry Page struggling immensely, Li Mu suddenly added, “Larry, if you can get Google to finally agree to this condition, then after the acquisition is completed, I will fully authorize the voting rights corresponding to that thirty-three point three percent of shares to you. By then, you won’t have to bicker with those idiotic shareholders every day!”





Chapter 1471: Call Me Dad

Li Mu’s nuclear blackmail theory brought immense shock and deterrence to Larry Page’s psyche. The analogy Li Mu used about the kidnapper, the ten million US dollars ransom, the two hundred US dollars pistol, and the one US dollar bullet also filled Larry Page with fear.

Muye&Baidu.Inc was the bullet Li Mu aimed at Larry Page’s temple. It had little actual value, but it was extremely important to Google.

Now, Li Mu priced Muye&Baidu.Inc at one-third of Google’s market value, demanding Google acquire it. While this would cause Google significant financial bleeding, it wouldn’t kill Google.

Larry Page no longer wanted to contemplate the immense impact Li Mu could unleash if he fully operated Muye&Baidu.Inc. No matter how he thought about it, the outcome was singular: under Li Mu’s full assault, Google would either perish or be severely wounded. It had the potential to become a world champion like Usain Bolt, but if it hard-countered this wave of attacks, being able to walk even reluctantly might be a decent outcome.

From this perspective, Google’s only choice was to acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc, an almost empty shell of a company, at an extraordinarily high, even unusually high, premium. Only then could Google ensure its status as a world champion, sacrificing only a portion of its interests.

Deep down, Larry Page defined Li Mu’s shameless behavior as: “Rogue bandit-style forced buying and selling.”

It was like the female relatives in India who, armed with guns, would forcibly seize a groom, pressing a gun to your head, throwing a woman in front of you, and threatening: “Marry her, or I’ll blow your brains out.”

What could you do?

In truth, this kind of commercial blackmail was not Li Mu’s original invention; it had long been common in the internet industry.

Every time a large company invested in or acquired a smaller company or an emerging industry, there was almost always such extortion and struggle behind it. Enterprises invested in and acquired by Tencent and Ali Group might not have truly wanted to be invested in or acquired by them, and even if they did, they might not have been willing at the final price. However, all companies that ultimately accepted offers from large conglomerates actually experienced a latent threat and internal struggle.

There were many types of latent threats. For instance: if you don’t let me invest, or don’t accept my investment offer, then I’ll do it myself, or I’ll invest in someone else and support them to do it. In short, we either become comrades-in-arms, or we become enemies.

And those who struggled internally, like Larry Page, wondered whether to die standing or live kneeling.

Almost all who ultimately chose to rely on a large platform chose the latter.

Were there not enough malicious annexations in the capital market? When truly reckoned, malicious annexations probably accounted for the majority of all annexation cases.

In his past life, China’s internet had two major giants, Ali Group and Tencent, balancing each other out, which gave entrepreneurs a little room to maneuver between powerful competitors. It was like someone creating “Ele.me”; if Tencent were dominant in the industry, Tencent would aggressively tell them, “Let me invest, or I’ll create my own and kill you.” But with Ali Group providing checks and balances, “Ele.me”’s fate improved slightly. They could tell Tencent, “Don’t push your luck, or I’ll just go to Ali Group.” They could say the same to Ali Group, ultimately choosing the relatively best option between the two.

So many people unfamiliar with the internet thought these two companies were truly incredible; they had their own strategies for every business, investing in countless enterprises. But behind all this, how much slaughter and killing in the capital market went unseen.

For Larry Page, if there were an internet company capable of contending with Muye Technology before him, he would have some opportunity to breathe a sigh of relief. But unfortunately, among the current internet companies, none could contend with Muye Technology.

After much deliberation, Larry Page could only speak to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I have made my understanding of your intentions very clear. I will contact our shareholders shortly to give it careful consideration.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, his expression indifferent: “It’s fine. You don’t have to buy it. No one is forcing you.”

Larry Page could only nod in a muffled, grumbling tone, tears welling up in his heart as he thought: Guns, bullets, nuclear weapons have all been mentioned, and he still says no one is forcing us. How else could he force us? Does he have to actually put the gun to my head to call it forcing?

Seeing Larry Page’s mournful and sorrowful expression, Li Mu smiled faintly and said calmly: “Everything that needed to be said has been said. I still have a show to record. Go back. Come back to me once you’ve confirmed your acceptance. Oh, by the way, if you come, bring the contract.”

After speaking, Li Mu turned and walked back. Larry Page said nothing, simply following behind him, his heart a mixture of feelings as he watched Li Mu’s retreating figure.

If Larry Page were to name the person he hated the most, the answer at this moment would undoubtedly be Li Mu.

But if he were to name the person he admired the most right now, the answer would also be Li Mu.

A young man in his early twenties had turned the internet into his private domain and mastered capital to its fullest extent.

Moreover, in Larry Page’s view, Li Mu practiced capital with an extraordinary brutal aesthetic. His strategy was: “Call me Dad, or I’ll beat you until you do, or until you die.”

Straightforward and aggressive, even somewhat brutal.

He himself truly wanted to confidently raise his middle finger at Li Mu and curse: “F*ck You!”

But lacking the necessary strength, he simply couldn’t muster that confidence.

Li Mu walked quickly, and within a few minutes, he had returned to the Mushroom House. Larry Page walked slowly, pacing alone through the fields of the Chinese countryside, looking at the loess, the crops, his shoelaces, the mountains, and then the water. Finally, as the sun set in the west, he looked at the sky full of orange-red twilight and the setting sun, like a hot spring egg yolk, and sighed softly.

Accept it.

Accepted.

Kneel. If you stand for too long, you’ll find that kneeling is actually quite comfortable.

Since its founding, Google had always been at the forefront of the internet, at the leading edge of search engines. But Larry Page also had to admit that while blazing one’s own trail was fulfilling, it was also very tiring. If he knelt before Muye Technology, it would be akin to acquiring an armored vehicle; the thorns ahead would no longer be an issue.

So, Larry Page simply sat down on a field ridge, pulled out his phone, and called his assistant, Julia, who was still asleep back in the United States.

“Good morning, Mr. Page…” Larry Page could imagine his assistant’s sleepy face through the phone.

He said: “Julia, it’s evening here in China. I’m watching the sunset. If you open your window, the sun should just be peeking out. Can you imagine? We’re nearly ten thousand kilometers apart, seeing the same sun, but here for me, the day is almost over, and for you, the day has just begun…”

The young woman on the other end of the phone was stunned for about ten seconds, then awkwardly asked: “Mr. Page, when did you become so…”

She stumbled at this point, unsure what adjective best suited the current Larry Page. Boring? Crazy? Or simply nonsensical?

After thinking for a long time, the word that finally escaped her lips was “poetic”…

Calling someone on the other side of the Earth to tell them to get up and watch the sun, setting aside the crazy factor, did indeed have a touch of poetry to it.

At this moment, Larry Page suddenly dropped his previous melancholic tone and ordered: “Julia, immediately notify all shareholders and company executives. We’ll have a conference call in half an hour. This is urgent, no delays!”



When Li Mu returned to the Mushroom House, Huang Lei had already started stewing fish. He used two stoves simultaneously, one for crucian carp soup and the other for braised grass carp. The aroma of fish filled the courtyard, making everyone inexplicably happy.

When He Jiong saw Li Mu return, he seized the moment when the production crew wasn’t following them and quietly asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, I heard Google’s CEO came to see you?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “He did.”

He Jiong asked: “Should we invite him over for dinner? He is your guest, after all, having traveled so far.”

Li Mu laughed: “He’s not my guest. Even if he were, he’s an uninvited one. You don’t need to bother with him; let him enjoy himself.”

He Jiong was surprised but said nothing more.

Huang Lei called out at this point: “Everyone, it’s almost time to eat. Eddie, clean up the table.”

The fish Huang Lei cooked was indeed excellent. This dinner brought back memories of Li Mu’s childhood. In fact, for a long time, he didn’t like eating fish because he was simply sick of it. In earlier years, fish were easy to catch, and Li Mu’s father would bring back several kilograms every time he went fishing. The family of three couldn’t possibly finish it all, but Li Mu’s father was particularly obsessed with fishing, which resulted in fish-related dishes for every meal at home.

However, in his past life, ever since he went to college, Li Mu rarely got to eat fish stewed by his parents. Especially after eating too much dining hall food, he yearned even more for the days when his parents stewed fish daily. In this life, after his rebirth, Li Mu’s father had already passed the age of obsessing over fishing, and Li Mu himself soon went to the capital to study. Thus, he didn’t have the chance to relive that kind of life.

For this meal, the ingredients were almost all locally sourced, and the cooking skill had been refined to a certain degree based on home-style cooking. This immediately brought back Li Mu’s precious memories from his past life.

While eating, Li Mu suddenly had a flash of inspiration and said to the three: “Later, after dinner, let’s go catch some cicada pupae and fry them?”

“Cicada pupae?” The three all looked puzzled.

Li Mu said: “They’re golden cicadas, the ones that climb trees and turn into cicadas.”

“Cicadas?” Eddie Peng said with a shocked expression: “Can you actually eat those things?”

Li Mu said: “Not only can you eat them, they’re a true delicacy! Crunchy with a chicken-like taste, and ten times more nutritious than beef.”

“Really…” Eddie Peng still felt a shiver of fear just remembering the dark cicadas.

Huang Lei laughed: “You know, I genuinely ate them once. They look strange, but they taste absolutely delicious.”

He Jiong asked curiously: “Teacher Huang, can those things truly be eaten?”

“Yes, they can,” Huang Lei said with a serious expression: “They’re very fragrant after being deep-fried and have a great chew.”

He Jiong hesitated for a moment, then said: “Well, I might give it a try later.”

Eddie Peng waved his hand: “I don’t think I’ll try it, but I can help you catch them.”

Li Mu said: “Don’t speak too soon. I’m afraid you’ll end up eating more than anyone else later.”



Twenty minutes later, the four of them, armed with flashlights, nets, and bamboo poles, set out in a grand and imposing group. Accompanied by the production crew, they plunged into the woods behind the village to search for cicada nymphs emerging from the ground.

When Larry Page returned after an hour-plus conference call, the first thing he did was head straight to the Mushroom House to find Li Mu. However, he was stopped by the staff at the Mushroom House entrance. He spoke in broken Chinese: “I’m looking for Mr. Li Mu, I have something important!”

The staff said: “Mr. Li and the others went to the woods to catch cicada nymphs.”

“What?”

“Cicada nymphs, Do-you-understand?”

“No, I-don’t-understand…”

The staff’s English wasn’t great and they didn’t know how to say “cicada nymphs” in English, so they simply said in English: “Mr. Li and the others went to the woods to find something to eat…”





Chapter 1472: Initiating the Acquisition!

The straightforward staff member’s exact words to Larry Page were: “Find-something-to-eat.” He thought this description would more or less cover everything, but Larry Page, after hearing it, thought they had gone hunting in the forest in the middle of the night.

So Larry Page had no choice but to ask him, “Can I wait here for a while?”

The staff member smiled and nodded, “Feel free, but you can’t go inside.”

Larry Page had no choice but to sit down on a stone by the roadside at the entrance, waiting for Li Mu to return.

The staff member left, and Larry Page sat alone by the entrance, continuously replaying the intense discussion he had on the phone earlier.

Li Mu’s proposal for Google to acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc was a tremendous shock and blow to every Google executive. The frustration within Google’s high-level management at how their thriving business had come to this point was simply indescribable.

Anyone who turns a multi-billion-dollar business into a multi-million-dollar one would likely collapse. Although Google’s valuation was continuously sliding, it still had a basic framework of several billion US dollars supporting it. Li Mu’s demand to exchange a shell company for 33.3 percent of Google could practically be called the most shameless idea since the birth of the internet.

However, this time, Google had learned from past lessons. They had learned to carefully assess the situation. Currently, Google’s valuation in the capital market was approximately six billion US dollars. If Muye Search officially launched, this valuation would likely drop below five billion, or even lower, in a short period.

But if Google accepted Li Mu’s proposal to acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc, Li Mu would officially direct traffic to Google and would not engage in the search engine business for the next five years. Google would lose its biggest competitor and gain the support of an industry giant, which would significantly enhance Google’s valuation.

After receiving support from Muye Technology, Google’s valuation in the capital market could quickly recover to its peak of over ten billion US dollars. If Muye Technology continued to provide resource support, enabling Google’s business to achieve major breakthroughs, Google’s valuation would continue to skyrocket.

Besides the direct favorable news that Muye Technology would bring to Google, Google could also enjoy additional dividends from Muye Technology’s development in the future. In other words, if Muye Technology developed rapidly, Google, as one of its investment companies, would be more favored by the capital market even if its own performance saw no improvement. To put it plainly, it would be basking in reflected glory.

So, looking at it this way, although Li Mu was ruthless, he wasn’t entirely hateful. At the very least, by taking Google’s shares, he would certainly make Google’s shares more valuable.

The outcome of rejecting Li Mu was obvious. Previously, they thought Li Mu wouldn’t have the energy to develop a search engine, but this speculation had now been thoroughly proven wrong by Li Mu. Furthermore, Google’s single business line meant its ability to withstand risk was far worse than Muye Technology’s. At that point, its business would be impacted, its valuation would continuously fall, its market share would be constantly eaten away, the capital market would become increasingly pessimistic, and advertising conversion revenue would be increasingly affected, ultimately leading to Google’s complete decline.

After comprehensive consideration, all Google executives painfully made a completely unified decision—to accept Li Mu’s proposal and acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc with 33.3 percent of Google’s shares.

Larry Page couldn’t wait until tomorrow. He wanted to tell Li Mu the news immediately. If Li Mu didn’t suddenly change his mind, they could immediately start preparing the contract process.

However, Larry Page never dreamed that Li Mu was currently in the forest, flashlight in hand, with three celebrities, catching cicada pupas…

Cicada pupas are quite interesting creatures. Catching them basically requires no technical skill; only patience is enough. Once summer arrives, these creatures will continuously emerge from the soil, slowly crawl up trees, then shed their shells and transform into flying cicadas.

While they are slowly climbing up the trees, even children can easily catch them.

The villages around Beijing seemed to have no tradition of eating cicada nymphs, so in the dense forest at the foot of Kaoshan, only Li Mu and his three companions were catching them with flashlights.

What Li Mu hadn’t expected was that there were simply too many of these creatures to catch in the forest near the Mushroom House.

Nearly every tree had cicada nymphs crawling on them. Some were climbing higher, others lower. Within arm’s reach, everyone was catching them extremely fast, one in each hand. For those out of reach, a poke with a bamboo pole would make the cicada nymphs fall down.

In just over an hour, the four of them together caught over a hundred. Seeing so many mud-covered cicada nymphs crawling around in the tin can, Li Mu felt a great sense of accomplishment from their harvest, while Eddie Peng felt his scalp crawl just by looking at them.

Teacher He was quite interested in this activity, saying as he caught them, “I think if we keep catching for a while longer, we could catch at least three hundred to take back. Three hundred, oh my, when will we ever finish eating all these…”

Huang Lei picked one up and dropped it into the bucket, saying, “My biggest headache right now is figuring out how to wash so many of these things later. They’re covered in mud, and some of it has dried.”

Li Mu said, “When we get back, first soak them in water to soften the mud, then wash and rinse them. Finally, use a new toothbrush to scrub the crevices one by one. After that, they’ll basically be ready for deep frying.”

Teacher He asked, “So, are we going to fry all of them at once?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “If we don’t fry them, they’ll all turn into cicadas and fly away by dawn.”

Eddie Peng shook his head repeatedly upon hearing this and said cautiously, “Everyone, I might not be able to eat these things. Even if I do, I won’t be able to eat many. I’ll have to trouble you to eat more on my behalf then.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Trust me, you’ll love eating them.”

Eddie Peng waved his hand, “I’m afraid I won’t…”

He Jiong said with a smile, “General Manager Li, even if Eddie likes eating them, the four of us won’t be able to finish so many. There must be around two hundred now, right? That means each of us would have to eat fifty…”

Li Mu chuckled, “If we can’t finish them, we can give some to the staff members to try. I’m actually worried you’ll get addicted and come running here every night to catch cicada nymphs in the future.”

…

The four of them, accompanied by several production crews, wandered around the forest for over an hour, catching over two hundred cicada nymphs. Only then did they contentedly return to the Mushroom House. Li Mu hadn’t expected to see Larry Page sitting by the entrance right after they arrived.

Larry Page had nearly fallen asleep several times, desperately holding on with sheer willpower. Seeing Li Mu return, he immediately grew excited, stood up to meet him, and approached him, saying, “General Manager Li, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. Do you have some time?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying to He Jiong and the others, “Teacher He, you all go inside first. I’ll chat with this American friend for a moment.”

After the group and the production crew entered the Mushroom House, Li Mu then asked Larry Page, “Larry, why don’t you rest first? We can discuss whatever it is tomorrow.”

Larry Page said impatiently, “General Manager Li, my shareholders and I held a conference call, and everyone decided to accept your proposal: to acquire your Muye&Baidu.Inc with 33.3 percent of Google’s shares!”

Li Mu’s face remained as calm as an ancient well as he smiled and nodded, saying, “This is good news. From now on, Muye Technology and Google can achieve win-win cooperation.”

Though outwardly he appeared very composed, Li Mu was already so excited he was nearly bursting!

To take away 33.3 percent of Google’s shares with a newly registered shell company seemed like an impossible fantasy, but it had genuinely happened!

Looking back, Li Mu’s greatest strength was his complete understanding of strategic planning. If he hadn’t thoroughly grasped that Google couldn’t withstand his pressure, he wouldn’t have set up such a scheme for Google. It appeared as if he was opposing Google at every turn, putting on a life-and-death posture, but in reality, Li Mu never intended to fully develop a search engine himself from the beginning. For him, as long as he could secure a foothold with Google at a suitable price, it would be absolutely ideal.

Yet, Google had ironically been unappreciative. Earlier, when they wanted to buy 15 percent of his shares, he wouldn’t sell. But now, they were willing to exchange 33.3 percent of their shares for a shell company Li Mu had just put together.

At that moment, Larry Page heard Li Mu mention win-win cooperation and eagerly said with an approving expression, “General Manager Li is right. We also hope to establish a profound cooperative relationship with Muye Technology in the coming days!”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Of course. If everyone has no objections to this proposal, then let’s set a time to discuss and sign the contract.”

Larry Page asked, “How about the day after tomorrow?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “No problem.”

Larry Page, with uncharacteristic politeness, said to Li Mu, “Then I won’t disturb your recording. I’ll make a call to the company first and ask them to send someone over today to prepare for the signing.”

Li Mu chuckled, “After you finish your call, remember to come over for a late-night snack.”

Larry Page hadn’t expected Li Mu to invite him for a late-night snack. He was stunned for a moment before asking Li Mu, “General Manager Li, did you just say I could come over to eat a bit later?”

Li Mu nodded, “You can interpret it that way.”

Larry Page tentatively asked, “Won’t it interfere with your normal work schedule?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “These are all minor things. The most important thing is for us guys to have fun together.”

Larry Page couldn’t help but marvel at how quickly Li Mu’s attitude suddenly changed. In the afternoon, he had been left waiting by the Lakefront, and now he was being invited to eat.

However, for Larry Page, Li Mu’s change in attitude was definitely a good sign, and he naturally seized this opportunity, saying to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if that’s the case, I’ll come over after I make my call.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Go ahead. I need to make a call too.” After Larry Page left, Li Mu pulled out his phone and called Robin.

Robin had been in a very good mood lately. He had formed a joint venture company with Li Mu without spending a single penny, and possessed 10 percent of its shares. Anyone would be happy with this, let alone the fact that ever since Li Mu began clashing intensely with Google, Baidu’s valuation had been on the rise. After jointly establishing a new company as a joint venture with Muye Technology, the valuation increased even faster. This was truly all benefits and no harm for Baidu.

The call connected, and Robin’s excited voice came through: “General Manager Li, you’re still awake this late?”

Li Mu didn’t beat around the bush. He said with a smile, “Robin, I just negotiated a big business deal for us. You’ll definitely be interested.”

Robin asked, surprised, “What kind of big business deal?”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “Your 10 percent shares in Muye&Baidu.Inc might just get you 3.3 percent of Google’s shares!”





Chapter 1486: Leave of Absence Notice

Leave of Absence Notice

Apologies everyone, I’m not feeling well today, and I’m always out of sorts. I’m taking a leave of absence for now and I’ll make it up tomorrow. Also, I wish everyone a Happy Children’s Day.





Chapter 1473: The Dividends of Cooperating with Li Mu

“

“

When Li Mu told Robin that his ten percent stake in Muye&Baidu.Inc might be exchanged for a 3.3 percent stake in Google, Robin understood almost immediately and blurted out, “General Manager Li, is Google going to acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc?!”

“

“

Li Mu hummed and smiled, “That’s right, it’s an acquisition.”

“

“

Robin muttered to himself as he calculated, “Ten percent for 3.3 percent… a one hundred percent acquisition of the whole company would mean 33 percent… Oh my goodness! General Manager Li! You’ve completely bled Google dry!”

“

“

Using a shell company registered just a few days ago to acquire a 33 percent stake in a large company valued at several billion U.S. dollars — Robin couldn’t find a more fitting word than ‘bled dry’.

“

“

Li Mu smiled and said, “Don’t put it so bloodily or aggressively. We’re engaging in strategic cooperation with Google, a strong partnership where both sides benefit.”

“

“

Robin sighed, “General Manager Li, I truly don’t know what to say, except congratulations!”

“

“

Actually, when Robin heard this news, he felt a mix of joy and worry, with worry clearly outweighing the joy.

“

“

For him, what he most wished to see was naturally a war between Li Mu and Google. As Li Mu’s partner, he wouldn’t just get a share of the profits if they went to war; more importantly, it would give him a valuable opportunity for rapid development. As Li Mu was already a shareholder of Baidu and had promised not to enter Chinese search, this eliminated the possibility of Li Mu becoming an enemy. If Google, the other enemy, was also restrained by Li Mu, then Baidu would gain an unprecedented breathing room.

“

“

Now that Li Mu and Google had shaken hands and made peace, Google would no longer be restrained, which would inevitably bring greater pressure and impact to Baidu.

“

“

As for the joyful aspect, it was naturally the investment return. He hadn’t invested any money when he partnered with Li Mu to establish Muye&Baidu.Inc. Now, it was equivalent to directly receiving a 3.3 percent stake in Google, making him one of Google’s shareholders.

“

“

Although Robin preferred to see Li Mu fight to the end with Google, at least he had some consolation prize. Google’s 3.3 percent stake, if calculated by market value, was worth hundreds of millions of U.S. dollars. If Li Mu drove traffic to Google for non-Chinese aspects, Google’s valuation would surely exceed ten billion U.S. dollars. If held until Google went public, a market value of over five hundred million U.S. dollars for this 3.3 percent stake wouldn’t be a problem.

“

“

Calculated this way, this consolation prize was indeed quite comforting.

“

“

At this moment, Robin suddenly remembered a question and asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, when Muye&Baidu.Inc was established, I, on behalf of Baidu, signed a conditional technology transfer agreement with Muye Technology. The agreement stipulated that as long as Muye&Baidu.Inc did not use those technologies for Chinese search, they could be used freely. So, once Google acquires Muye&Baidu.Inc, does that mean Google will have the right to use Baidu’s patents?”

“

“

Li Mu asked him, “Do you think it will affect Baidu?”

“

“

Robin thought for a moment and said, “I think even if the impact isn’t major, there will still be some effect.”

“

“

Both companies were search engine companies, and to a large extent, they relied on product strength and technical strength. In essence, Google’s technical strength was undoubtedly much stronger than Baidu’s. Even if Google acquired Baidu’s current technology patents, these lower-tier technological achievements might not benefit Google much. But Robin was still somewhat worried.

“

“

Li Mu probably guessed his concerns. Just like people dislike their secrets being spied upon by others, even if harmless, it would make them anxious and on pins and needles.

“

“

So Li Mu comforted him, “Don’t worry, Google doesn’t want Baidu’s technology. Before signing the framework agreement with them, I will clearly tell them that I will terminate the technology cooperation with Baidu and relinquish controlling power over Baidu’s technology patents. After Google’s acquisition, Baidu’s patent technology will not be included in Muye&Baidu.Inc’s asset list. However, I will still keep your ten percent for you.”

“

“

Robin breathed a sigh of relief, saying, “That puts my mind at much greater ease…”

“

“

At this point, Robin couldn’t help but ask again, “General Manager Li, will you provide them with any support for Google’s domestic development in the future?”

“

“

Li Mu smiled, “Rest assured, Robin, I wouldn’t take Google’s shares just to help Google destroy your livelihood. You’ve long been a part of my team, and I have an obligation to protect your rights and interests.”

“

“

Robin’s heart instantly settled completely. Not only was he excited, but he also felt more gratitude and respect for Li Mu. Although Li Mu was ruthless towards those who stood against him, he was indeed very considerate towards those on his side, possessing the magnanimity and grace befitting an Alliance Leader from a wuxia novel.

“

“

The excited Robin repeatedly said, “General Manager Li, thank you so much! Both this cooperation and your promise are of great significance to me and Baidu!”

“

“

From that moment on, Robin no longer had any apprehensions. For him, he had merely helped out and contributed little other than his presence by following Li Mu, and then he received a 3.3 percent stake in Google as a dividend. And because he had long since aligned himself with Li Mu’s camp, Li Mu would not sacrifice him for greater gain in the future.

“

“

In less than a month, he had gained a 3.3 percent stake in Google. This was truly the fastest and most profitable venture he had ever had since starting his own business.

“

“

No wonder everyone wanted to ride on Li Mu’s coattails; it turned out making money by doing so was incredibly easy…

“

“

…

“

“

Returning to the Mushroom House’s courtyard, Teacher He and Eddie Peng were using the hand pump well to wash the cicada pupae they had just caught. Li Mu immediately joined them, and the three of them together thoroughly washed a large pile of cicada pupae, then placed them all in an aluminum basin.

“

“

Huang Lei prepared scallions, ginger, garlic, cooking wine, as well as Sichuan peppercorns, star anise, and salt, and marinated the freshly washed cicada pupae. Since these little creatures were still alive, Huang Lei had Eddie Peng bring a massive rolling board to completely cover the aluminum basin.

“

“

“They’ll be ready for deep-frying after marinating for about ten to twenty minutes. I’ll light the stove fire first.”

“

“

Huang Lei said, then returned to the stove. He used dry wheat stalks and corn stalks to start the fire, and after it caught, he added some small pieces of firewood.

“

“

Eddie Peng eagerly stepped forward to help Huang Lei operate the bellows. It was said that this antique-like item was specially bought by the production crew from a fellow townsman’s home.

“

“

While the two were busy building the fire, Larry Page arrived.

“

“

Larry Page had originally thought Li Mu invited him over for a late-night snack, but upon entering, he realized that the courtyard was bustling with many people. Besides Li Mu and his three friends, there were six or seven camera setups, over a dozen staff members sitting on small stools beside the cameras in a row, and many lighting and sound staff busy everywhere.

“

“

As soon as he saw that a show was being filmed inside, and with such a large-scale production, Larry Page became a bit nervous. Although he was a well-traveled person, he had never participated in a reality show with such close-up filming. Had he known the setup upon entering, he might have tactfully declined Li Mu’s invitation.

“

“

Seeing Larry Page, Li Mu smiled and waved at him, “Larry, come here quickly, let me introduce you to some friends.”

“

“

Seeing this, Larry Page knew he had no retreat route, so he bit the bullet and walked up to Li Mu.

“

“

Li Mu clapped his hands and smiled at the others, “Everyone, everyone, let me introduce a friend to you.”

“

“

As everyone’s eyes turned to Larry Page, Li Mu began, “This is my good friend, the founder and CEO of Google, USA, Larry Page.”

“

“

At that, gasps of surprise spread through the crowd.

“

“

Including Huang Lei and He Jiong, although they knew about Google, they didn’t know who Larry Page was. Hearing Li Mu introduce his identity suddenly made them exceptionally surprised. No one expected that this unassuming person who was dressed quite ordinarily was actually the CEO of Google.

“

“

But thinking about it carefully, wasn’t Li Mu, the internationally renowned major entrepreneur, filming a show here too? Although Google was also very famous, compared to Muye Technology, it was still a significant gap. Since Li Mu had come, Larry Page appearing here was no longer as surprising.

“

“

Li Mu introduced He Jiong, Huang Lei, and Eddie Peng to Larry Page one by one, and then said to them, “Larry happened to have something to discuss with me, so I invited him over to have a late-night snack together.”

“

“

Upon hearing this, the three exchanged polite greetings with Larry Page. Eddie Peng had immigrated to Canada with his family during his teenage years, not only mastering authentic English but also developing a more outgoing personality like Westerners. Coupled with his general interest in new things, he quickly began conversing casually with Larry Page in English.

“

“

Seeing that Eddie Peng and Larry Page were hitting it off quite well, Huang Lei walked over to Li Mu and quietly asked, “General Manager Li, we only have one dish for our late-night snack, deep-fried cicada pupae. Isn’t that a bit too simple? What if our American friend isn’t used to eating it? Should I make something else for him?”

“

“

Li Mu waved his hand and smiled, “Teacher Huang, don’t trouble yourself. Let him follow local customs. Being overly enthusiastic might overwhelm our American friend.”

“

“

Huang Lei nodded. Since Li Mu had said so, he didn’t dwell on it further. Checking the time, the cicada pupae were almost done marinating. He then said to He Jiong, “Teacher He, I’ll heat the oil; help me bring the basin over.”

“

“

He Jiong nimbly got up, clapped his hands, and carried the basin to the stove, asking Huang Lei, “Is there anything else you need help with?”

“

“

Huang Lei replied, “Teacher He, please get me a large slotted spoon.”

“

“

He Jiong said nothing and immediately went to retrieve the clean, hanging slotted spoon.

“

“

Huang Lei set up the oil wok and simultaneously prepared the ingredients for the spiced salt. He then shouted loudly, “Cicada pupae going into the pot!”

“

“

As his voice faded, Li Mu was already close by. It had been at least twenty years since Li Mu had seen deep-fried cicada pupae, and he didn’t want to miss such a nostalgic scene.

“

“

At this moment, Eddie Peng, who had been conversing happily with Larry Page, heard Huang Lei’s shout and quickly said to Larry Page in English, “Let’s go and watch Teacher Huang deep-fry the golden cicadas.”

“

“

“Golden cicadas?” Larry Page’s scalp tingled upon hearing this. He exclaimed, “That thing is edible?”

“

“

Eddie Peng shrugged, with a look that said ‘I’m curious too’, and said, “General Manager Li says it’s delicious, crispy and crunchy, chicken-flavored.”

“

“

Larry Page couldn’t help but ask, “Then why not just eat chicken?”

“

“

“I don’t know either. Why don’t you ask General Manager Li…” Eddie Peng was stumped by Larry Page’s question.

“

“

At this moment, Huang Lei had already used the slotted spoon to drop a large pile of washed and marinated cicada pupae into the hot oil. A sizzling sound immediately filled the air, and fine foam bubbled around each cicada pupa. Soon, a rich aroma began to emanate, making people’s appetites greatly increase just by smelling it.

“

“

Huang Lei exclaimed, “It really smells amazing when fried!”

“

“

Li Mu smiled, “It doesn’t just smell good; it tastes delicious too.”

“

“

Eddie Peng and Larry Page had moved closer at some point. The two of them watched the cicada pupae rolling and bubbling in the pot, both wearing extremely grim expressions. Eddie Peng was resting his chin in his hand, wondering if he really had to eat this thing later, while Larry Page secretly swore in his heart that he would never touch this thing, even if it killed him.

“

“

Huang Lei handed the slotted spoon to He Jiong, saying, “Teacher He, help me stir them periodically. I’ll scoop them out shortly and stir-fry them on the other stove. A little spiced salt and cumin will be enough to serve them.”

“

“

“Alright.” He Jiong immediately took the slotted spoon from Huang Lei’s hand and steadily and slowly stirred the contents of the oil wok.

“

“

Huang Lei quickly heated another wok, then added some star anise and other spices. He then took the slotted spoon from He Jiong, scooped out the cicada pupae that had been fried until golden brown from the oil wok, and stir-fried them vigorously for a moment in the other wok. This stir-frying intensified the aroma of the cicada pupae, making it even more pervasive and alluring. Even Eddie Peng and Larry Page, who were secretly horrified, unconsciously found their mouths watering.

“

“

Subsequently, Huang Lei sprinkled the seasoned spiced salt mixture into the wok, and then a little cumin powder. Cumin has always played a crucial role in adding the finishing touch to fried and barbecued foods, so as soon as it entered the wok, it instantly made the aroma emanating from the pot even more enticing.

“

“

After Huang Lei’s last few skilled flips of the wok, he shouted, “They’re ready to serve!”, and He Jiong immediately prepared several large plates. He estimated that this large pot of cicada pupae would require at least four plates to hold them all.

“

“

Huang Lei filled the four large plates to the brim with golden-brown cicada pupae. Li Mu glanced at the surrounding staff members and smiled, “I think we should give two plates to our staff. They’ve been toiling hard filming with us all day; they are the most exhausted.”

“

“

He Jiong nodded, “General Manager Li is right. The staff truly worked hard today. Not only did they go into the water with us, but they also navigated the woods. Usually, after we finish dinner around six or seven, there aren’t any other activities.”

“

“

Li Mu carried two plates of spiced salt cicada pupae to the staff and said to them, “Come, everyone, try Teacher Huang’s cooking!”

“

“

The director on site initially wanted to decline, but he couldn’t refuse Li Mu’s insistence, so he thanked him and distributed the two plates of cicada pupae to the surrounding employees.

“

“

Huang Lei had already carried the remaining two plates to the small dining table in the courtyard and invited everyone to taste them. Li Mu and Teacher He were the first to sit down at the small dining table, while Eddie Peng and Larry Page hesitated, exchanging glances, neither having the courage to step forward.

“

“

Li Mu spoke to the two in English, “This program of ours is going to be broadcast to a nationwide audience. If a mere golden cicada scares you two like this, the program might cause the national audience to ridicule you when it airs.”

“

“

After speaking, Li Mu then said to Larry Page, “Larry, you need to know that you don’t just represent yourself; you represent all of Google.”

“

“

As soon as Li Mu said this, both of them suddenly realized their predicament.

“

“

Eddie Peng had only recently debuted and was actively expanding into the mainland China market. Having the fortune to participate in this variety show was extremely important for his future development in mainland China. He certainly didn’t want his image on television, after the show aired, to be that of a timid boy afraid to approach deep-fried golden cicadas.

“

“

Larry Page had always dreamed of rapidly opening up the China market. After all, China’s internet was developing quickly, and this superpower with a population of one billion three hundred million people was a super market that no multinational company was willing to abandon. Today, by sheer chance, he had stumbled onto the set of Li Mu’s reality show. A reality show that even Li Mu participated in — there was no need to wonder how much attention it would attract among the Chinese public. Since he was here, this was a great opportunity to promote Google to the Chinese public, and as CEO, he absolutely could not be timid when promoting Google.

“

“

Immediately, the two exchanged glances and secretly resolved, then together approached the dining table and sat down.

“

“

As soon as they sat down, Li Mu handed each of them a pair of chopsticks, pointed at the cicada pupae on the plate, and smiled, “Here, try them and see how they taste.”

“

“





Chapter 1474: Cannot Do Evil

After the two plates of cicada pupae were placed on the table, Li Mu did not pick up his chopsticks immediately. Instead, he invited Eddie Peng and Larry Page to try them first. Teacher Huang and Teacher He immediately understood. For the sake of the show’s effect, it was always most appealing to the audience to see those who dared not try something actually give it a go.

Several cameras at different angles now focused their lenses on Eddie Peng, Larry Page, and the cicada pupae on the dining table. Eddie Peng’s expression was a little torn, but he quickly displayed the unique temperament of an overdramatic youth. He shook his head and muttered to himself, “Hey, it’s just cicada pupae, no big deal. I’ll go first!”

“Good!” Teacher Huang deliberately exaggerated his applause, chuckling, “I think if Xiao Peng can handle deep-fried cicada pupae today, he’ll be able to try silkworm pupae tomorrow.”

Eddie Peng was about to pick up a cicada pupa with his chopsticks when he heard this and asked with a blank expression, “Teacher Huang, what are silkworm pupae?”

Teacher Huang smirked, “I can’t quite describe it to you, but it’s also a very delicious thing.”

Eddie Peng asked, “Delicious? What does it taste like?”

Teacher Huang earnestly said, “The taste is hard to describe, but the mouthfeel is very unique. Have you ever eaten Peeing Beef Balls?”

“Of course, I have,” Eddie Peng said. “Taiwan has a lot of Hong Kong-style snacks, and honestly, I quite like Peeing Beef Balls.”

Teacher Huang smiled and nodded, “That’s good then. The mouthfeel of silkworm pupae is somewhat similar to Peeing Beef Balls. Although they aren’t as springy as Peeing Beef Balls, they also burst with juice like them…”

Eddie Peng quickly said, “Then I think I can do it! I love the bursting mouthfeel of Peeing Beef Balls; it’s top-notch.”

“Alright then,” Teacher Huang said. “Tomorrow, no matter what dish the new guest orders, I’ll make you a plate of silkworm pupae so you can have your fill.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Teacher Huang, if you keep chatting with Yu Yan, the cicada pupae will get cold.”

“Oh, right!” Teacher Huang hastily said, “Come, come, Yu Yan, try the taste of these spiced salt cicada pupae.”

Eddie Peng pursed his lips, picked up a cicada pupa, examined it carefully for a moment, swallowed a few mouthfuls of saliva dryly, and asked Teacher Huang with a lack of confidence, “Teacher Huang, which part am I supposed to eat? Is it the back, the middle, or… should I remove the head?”

Li Mu chuckled, “This thing is a treasure all over; of course, you can eat the whole thing. Just put it in your mouth and chew.”

“Ah…” Eddie Peng’s expression grew a little more panicked.

Li Mu then spoke to Larry Page in English, “Larry, every part of the golden cicada can be eaten, so you can just put it in your mouth and savor its delicious taste.”

Larry Page instinctively waved his hand, “I don’t think I’ll try it. This thing is indeed a bit hard to accept…”

Both Eddie Peng and Larry Page found it somewhat unacceptable when they saw the deep-fried golden cicadas up close.

Li Mu asked Larry Page, “Larry, do you usually eat shrimp?”

Larry Page smiled and nodded, “Yes.”

Li Mu asked him with a smile, “If you can eat shrimp, why can’t you eat golden cicada? Tell me, how are we worse than shrimp?”

“This…” Larry Page was momentarily speechless.

To say shrimp looked better than golden cicadas? In truth, both things looked quite ugly upon closer inspection.

Seeing Larry Page speechless, Li Mu whispered to him, “Chinese people instinctively feel more favorably towards foreigners who can accept Chinese customs and cuisine. What lies before you is a great opportunity to win over the entire Chinese people.”

Li Mu was not speaking idly. People of every nation and country have a very strong emotion for their own culture. Foreigners who can accept a country’s culture inherently have a better image in the eyes of its people. Stories of foreigners being conquered by Chinese cuisine are delightful to every Chinese person.

Larry Page, hearing Li Mu say this, immediately understood Li Mu’s painstaking efforts with good intentions. A hint of gratitude welled up in his heart. He no longer worried so much. He steeled himself and went for it, picking up one, closing his eyes, and putting it in his mouth, then forcing himself to chew quickly.

Originally, Larry Page’s brows were tightly furrowed, but as he began to eat, his brows quickly relaxed.

Larry Page himself hadn’t expected something that looked so disgusting to taste so wonderful!

It was crisp, crispy, fragrant, slightly salty, slightly spicy, and with the unique taste of cumin, it was simply indescribably delicious!

Eddie Peng, standing nearby, hadn’t expected a foreigner like Larry Page to be faster than him. Driven by a desire not to be outdone, he cast aside all concerns, picked one up directly, and put it into his mouth.

“Crunch crunch” sounds rang out. Eddie Peng’s eyes widened. As he ate, he mumbled indistinctly, “It really is delicious! Infinitely better than I imagined!”

Larry Page also ate with extreme focus. After finishing one, he instinctively picked up another and naturally put it into his mouth.

Li Mu shook his head with a smile and tasted one himself. The taste was indeed just as he remembered from his childhood, perhaps even better. After all, Teacher Huang’s method was more meticulous, involving marinating and spiced salt. When Li Mu was a child, his family wasn’t so particular; they would just wash them, deep-fry them, sprinkle some salt, and they were basically ready to serve.

The five people in front of the cameras praised the food endlessly, and the staff behind the cameras also ate with great vigor. Due to the large number of people, nearly one hundred cicada pupae were quickly devoured.

After eating more than ten, Eddie Peng’s hands were still busy. While eating, he said, “Teacher Huang, Teacher He, I think we can go catch some more tomorrow night. These things are so delicious and so easy to catch. It would be a waste not to go catch some to eat.”

“Sounds good,” Teacher Huang chuckled. “Then we’ll go catch some more tomorrow night.”

Li Mu suggested, “Tomorrow, you can find some strong adhesive tape. Wrap it around the trees a few times in the evening, facing downwards. By around ten o’clock, the cicada pupae will mostly be stuck on the tape.”

“That works too?” Eddie Peng asked in surprise.

“Why not?” Li Mu chuckled. “These things start climbing trees as soon as they emerge from the ground. They climb onto branches and then shed their shells. Countless ones emerge continuously throughout the night. If we just catch them directly like today, many will be missed—either they haven’t come out yet, or they’ve already climbed up and are out of sight. If you wrap the tape around the trees in advance, all those climbing upwards will be stuck within those few hours. It’s very efficient.”

Teacher Huang said, “That’s a good idea. We can try it tomorrow.”

The five people shared nearly one hundred cicada pupae, with Eddie Peng eating the most. Larry Page also ate quite a few, at least ten or more.

As it was close to midnight, Li Mu asked Larry Page, “Larry, aren’t you going back to the city tonight?”

Larry Page smiled and nodded, “It’s too late to go back. The transportation here isn’t very convenient.”

Li Mu asked, “Then where are you staying?”

Larry Page said, “The staff arranged a bed for me.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “Alright then, you can come back to the city with me tomorrow.”

“Okay, thank you, General Manager Li,” Larry Page said, adding, “I’ve already contacted Headquarters. Our legal department will draft the acquisition agreement as soon as possible. I’ll send it to you for review first. If there are no issues, we’ll sign and complete the process as quickly as possible.”

“Understood,” Li Mu smiled and nodded, “However, there’s something I need to clarify first. Before Google acquires Muye & Baidu, I will sign a technology-related declaration agreement with Baidu. Muye & Baidu will relinquish all claims to Baidu’s technology patents. You have no objections to this point, right?”

Larry Page instinctively wanted to say he did have objections, but after a careful thought, he bit his tongue.

Google’s acquisition of Muye & Baidu was already a heavily overpriced deal. Aside from the ten million dollars of initial capital Li Mu invested and a search engine prototype built entirely around Baidu’s core technology, the only other valuable assets of Muye & Baidu were Baidu’s patent technologies. But now, Li Mu wanted to relinquish all claims to Baidu’s technology in advance, which meant that Google would not acquire any of Baidu’s core technology after acquiring Muye & Baidu.

This made an already extremely poor cost-performance ratio acquisition even worse. Li Mu was essentially taking ten million dollars to create a shell company, then selling it to Google for hundreds of times the premium. If the calculation period were extended, the actual premium could exceed a thousand times.

However, Larry Page did not voice his objection because he now realized that the main significance of acquiring Muye & Baidu was the peace agreement with Muye Technology, to gain Muye Technology’s resource support, and to rebuild investor and capitalist confidence in Google. Under these circumstances, whether Muye & Baidu possessed Baidu’s patent technology was essentially irrelevant.

Since it was irrelevant, there was no need to protest to Li Mu. After all, Li Mu was also a shareholder of Baidu, and he naturally had to consider Baidu’s interests. If he were to insist on retaining Baidu’s technology patents, it would only cause unnecessary trouble and possibly lead to unforeseen complications.

Rather than doing so, it was better to go along with his wishes and sign the contract as quickly as possible.

So, Larry Page made the decision himself and said, “General Manager Li, I have no objections to your decision.”

“That’s good,” Li Mu smiled and nodded, extending his hand to him. He chuckled, “A pleasure doing business with you.”

Larry Page also extended his hand. Although his heart was bleeding, he plastered a smile on his face and echoed, “A pleasure doing business with you!”

…

After dinner, Larry Page rose and excused himself, returning to the room the production crew had arranged for him. The field director also called a halt to the camera team, announcing that all filming for the day was complete.

Just as the staff were preparing to pack up their equipment and leave, Li Mu pulled the show’s director aside and instructed him, “For this episode, when you’re doing the post-production editing, you must be extremely careful. Do not, under any circumstances, mention Larry Page’s identity, and especially do not mention the words ‘Google’ or its English spelling. When editing the show, you only need to tell the audience that he is a friend of mine, understood?”

Even if Google agreed to his terms and decided to acquire Muye & Baidu, Li Mu did not want to do any promotion for Google in China. This would significantly impact Baidu’s business. If hundreds of millions of viewers of this show were to remember Google because of it, it would be a huge blow to Baidu and at the same time a tremendous boost to Google’s development in China.

Li Mu could not allow Google to corner Baidu in China, because in his view, an owner should not let down his employees; a boss should not let down his subordinates.

Of course, with him around, he also would not allow Baidu to repeat its past life’s mistake of being solely profit-driven, because in Li Mu’s values, no company or individual that joins the Muye Technology ecosystem or his industrial system can do evil!





Chapter 1475: An Extra

Li Mu slept exceptionally soundly. Deep sleep in a comfortable environment was extremely refreshing. However, Larry Page, who was staying in a nearby farmhouse courtyard, did not sleep a wink all night.

The accommodation arranged by the production team for Larry Page was indeed very basic, primarily due to limited conditions. Furthermore, because there were many staff members, the production team was unable to provide Larry Page with a private room. He could only stay in the staff dormitory. The staff were under considerable pressure, and each dormitory used bunk beds. The room conditions were limited, and there was no privacy to speak of.

Larry Page’s room was a six-person dorm; he had to queue for showers and toilets. To accommodate him, the production team arranged an upper bunk, which offered a little less disturbance. However, once night fell, the staff, exhausted from a day’s work, began to snore one after another, making Larry Page, who was already struggling with jet lag, even more sleepless.

Lying on the simple single upper bunk, Larry Page finally understood a principle, an ancient Chinese saying. His Chinese tutor had taught him that saying, which consisted of only seven characters: “A wise person adapts to changing circumstances.”

Adapting to circumstances is truly not easy.

Larry Page recalled Google’s repeated confrontations with Li Mu, which ultimately led to this outcome. At its core, it boiled down to four characters: ‘tactless’.

Had they recognized reality earlier and agreed to Li Mu’s terms, why would he need to come to China to endure such suffering? Moreover, the suffering wasn’t the most important part; what mattered most was that Google suffered severe losses to obtain the same conditions.

Even the U.S. government and U.S. law couldn’t help Google with the threat it faced. Muye Technology’s form of commercial blackmail didn’t violate any U.S. law. In fact, upon closer examination, Google was the one most likely to violate antitrust law. Muye Technology, on the other hand, was merely preparing to enter a new field, then established a subsidiary for its new business. Now this subsidiary was to be acquired by Google, and the pricing was mutually willing. As long as Google reached an internal agreement, the matter itself would not violate any laws.

Thinking of this, Larry Page felt a pang of sadness. The entire Google company had been outmaneuvered by a young man in his twenties. Moreover, the other party had calculated everything so watertight that Google, even knowing it was a big trap, could only grit its teeth and jump in. This was an unprecedented blow to their confidence.

He was tormented by thoughts until past five in the morning. He finally fell asleep only after the staff sharing the room with Larry Page had all gotten up and prepared for work.

…

It was just six o’clock when Li Mu woke up. Outside, the sky was already bright with roosters crowing and dogs barking in the courtyard. When he got dressed and walked out of his room, Huang Lei was already preparing breakfast.

The mountain mornings were cooler, and the air humidity was higher, but the air was much purer than in the city. Inhaling the slightly cool air into his lungs, a surge of exhilaration immediately rushed to his brain, like smoking, leaving no trace of morning grumpiness and instantly making him feel exceptionally clear-headed and comfortable.

Seeing Li Mu come out, Huang Lei, who was washing eggs, greeted him with a smile: “Good morning, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, stretched, and said, “Good morning, Teacher Huang.”

Huang Lei asked with a smile, “How about your rest last night?”

Li Mu replied, “I slept very well.”

As soon as he finished speaking, He Jiong walked out of the toilet with a towel draped around his neck. Seeing Li Mu in the courtyard, he said with a smile, “General Manager Li, you’re awake! Eddie and I are going to the vegetable patch to pick some vegetables later. Do you want to come with us?”

“Alright,” Li Mu readily agreed.

After washing up, leaving Huang Lei alone in the courtyard to prepare breakfast for everyone, Li Mu, He Jiong, and Eddie Peng, accompanied by cameramen, made their way to the Mushroom House’s vegetable patch, which they had rented from a fellow townsman and then reconstructed.

This small vegetable garden covered an area of less than 667 square meters, and was entirely enclosed by a wooden fence about one meter tall, entwined with dense climbing plants. The main gate was a rustic single wooden door with a wooden sign nailed to it, carved with the four artistic characters “Mushroom Vegetable Garden,” giving it a particularly exquisite feel.

Pushing open the gate to the vegetable garden, an area of almost five hundred square meters was filled with various vegetables and fruits. These plants were very well managed, and their arrangement, with tall, medium, and low-growing varieties, was very harmonious.

At the top level was a grape trellis covering half the courtyard, already heavily laden with large bunches of pale purple grapes. In the middle were trellises for vegetables like beans, eggplants, cucumbers, and tomatoes, which were also full of various fruits.

Lower down, several types of chilies were planted, including green bell peppers, pointed peppers, and small red chilies, along with large onions, scallions, and some leafy greens. Additionally, muskmelons and sweet melons were also grown.

Because it was early morning, every leaf and fruit on all the plants in the vegetable garden was adorned with delicate, translucent dewdrops, shining with various colorful glints under the gentle morning sun. The color scheme of the entire vegetable garden was also very pleasing, with different plants showcasing their truest genetic colors, complimented by the dew and sunlight, highlighting vibrant vitality everywhere.

Standing in the vegetable garden, Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “If my parents saw this scene, they would absolutely love it.”

He Jiong asked, “Do Uncle and Aunt also enjoy this pastoral life?”

“More than just enjoy it,” Li Mu said. “During SARS, my parents came to Beijing to stay with me and started a vegetable patch in our courtyard, planting seeds they specifically brought from home. But compared to this, it truly pales in comparison; this is what real pastoral life is like.”

“Exactly,” He Jiong said approvingly. “The initial design concept for our Mushroom House and Mushroom Vegetable Garden was to go for a pastoral style, not a rural one. That’s why the production team hired plant experts to help us transplant these plants and ensure they would survive well after transplantation.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Were all these plants transplanted here?”

“That’s right,” He Jiong explained. “We had quite limited time to prepare for this program. Many plants here would take several years to grow to their current size. For example, the grapes above our heads are said to be over ten years old, a very fine Kyoho variety. The production team spent a lot of money to buy it and then put in a great deal of effort to transplant it here.”

As he spoke, He Jiong added, “Fortunately, the climate here is very suitable for plant growth, both in terms of sunlight and temperature, so these plants have all survived very well.”

Eddie Peng leaned closer, telling Li Mu with regret, “General Manager Li, these grapes are said to be ready to eat only in August, by which time our season of the show will already be finished.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “It’s alright. If the first few episodes of the show receive a good response after airing, the production team can still add a few more episodes as specials. Then we can just come back to film two special episodes.”

He Jiong smiled and nodded, saying, “If the ratings are high, our second season will begin filming in autumn. The second season will be shot in two phases: the first phase in autumn, and the second in winter.”

Li Mu said approvingly, “That’s good. It can let the audience experience pastoral life in different seasons.”

He Jiong smiled and said, “If General Manager Li has time then, you’re welcome to come back for another episode.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and readily agreed, “If time permits, I’ll definitely come.”

“That’s wonderful!” He Jiong smiled. “Oh, General Manager Li, take a look at the vegetables in our garden. Just pick whatever you want for lunch.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I’ll just pick some green beans, and order a dish of braised pork with green beans. You can decide on the rest.”

Eddie Peng said, “I want scrambled eggs with tomatoes.”

He Jiong reminded him, “Today’s eggs have already been boiled by Teacher Huang for breakfast, so your scrambled eggs with tomatoes are probably out of the question.”

“Oh, right!” Eddie Peng smacked his forehead. “In that case, I’ll order a dish with potatoes, bell peppers, and eggplant.”

He Jiong then said, “Then go pick an eggplant and some green bell peppers.”

“Alright.”

About ten minutes later, the three returned to the Mushroom House with a basket of fresh vegetables. Huang Lei had already prepared breakfast, which included milk, boiled eggs, deep-fried dough sticks, and fried sugar pancakes. The milk was fresh milk squeezed from a local farmer’s home, then boiled and pasteurized. The eggs were freshly laid by the Mushroom House’s hens that morning. As for the deep-fried dough sticks and fried sugar pancakes, they were all Huang Lei’s own cooking.

As all four sat down to begin eating, Huang Lei curiously asked Li Mu, “Oh, General Manager Li, where’s your American friend? Aren’t you inviting him to eat something?”

Li Mu thought to himself, ‘I almost forgot about him until you mentioned him,’ but it wasn’t good to say that in front of the cameras. So he said, “He probably isn’t up yet. How about we save some for him to eat when he wakes up?”

Huang Lei said, “It won’t taste good when it’s cold. How about we let Eddie go and call him?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded: “That works.”

Eddie Peng quickly stood up and said, “Then I’ll go ask the staff to take me over there. You all can start eating.”

Li Mu smiled, “No worries, we’ll wait for you.”

Larry Page had been asleep for less than two hours. For the past twenty-four hours, his mind and body had been extremely exhausted. He had just fallen asleep after staying up all night, only to be unexpectedly woken up by Eddie Peng.

“Mr. Page.” Eddie Peng stood by the bunk bed, tiptoeing to wake Larry Page, and said to him, “We’ve prepared breakfast, and General Manager Li asked me to call you to eat with us.”

Larry Page felt like cursing (vulgar).

He had flown tens of thousands of kilometers, then endured a distressing two-hour taxi ride to get here. After arriving, he sat under a tree watching Li Mu fish, then was thoroughly robbed by Li Mu in the field, and later dragged by Li Mu to eat deep-fried golden cicadas. After returning to the dormitory, he was tormented by the snores of five people all night, only getting a chance to sleep when dawn broke. Yet, shortly after falling asleep, Li Mu had Eddie Peng come to wake him for food…

Eat what, for goodness sake!

Although his heart was weeping in protest, he couldn’t show it on his face. Because Eddie Peng had brought a camera crew, it seemed this scene of him might also be broadcast on a Chinese TV program in the future.

“As Google’s CEO, I must represent Google’s image worldwide,” Larry Page encouraged himself inwardly. He then forced his tired body out of bed, quickly washed up, and followed Eddie Peng to the Mushroom House.

On the way, Larry Page was still asking the staff what the program was called, when it would air, and on which TV stations.

However, he had no idea that Li Mu had already given orders: once this episode aired, he would not appear before Chinese audiences as Google’s CEO. He would simply be an extra who came from the United States to find Li Mu, happened to make an appearance on the show, and then demonstrated the mental journey Americans go through before deciding to try deep-fried cicada pupae…





Chapter 1490: Brother Li Mu

After breakfast, Larry Page didn’t get a chance to go back and rest. Li Mu had Eddie Peng take him to experience the pastoral life of China, so Larry Page, sporting dark circles under his eyes, was led into the mountains by Eddie Peng to collect firewood…

The Mushroom House, in its pursuit of the essence of pastoral living, didn’t use the peat and briquette coal that were very common in the countryside. Besides the wheat and corn stalks bought from the local villagers, all the firewood was dry branches that the guests picked up in the forest at the foot of the mountain, then chopped into small, easily combustible pieces.

When Larry Page was dragged into the mountains, he was extremely distraught, but he gritted his teeth and persevered, carrying a basket on his back and a machete in his hand, following Eddie Peng into the mountains.

Near mid-morning, Du Wei arrived.

Du Wei already knew on the way that Li Mu was the guest for her current episode, so she looked forward to it with an excited heart all the way.

When Du Wei arrived at the Mushroom House, Eddie Peng and Larry Page hadn’t returned yet. Teacher He and Teacher Huang were preparing lunch. Li Mu took the initiative to light the two stoves for Teacher Huang. Hearing the knock on the door, Li Mu glanced at the two who were washing and picking vegetables and took the initiative to stand up and said, “I’ll go open the door.”

Li Mu knew that the person knocking on the door must be Du Wei, but Du Wei was not sure if the one opening the door would be Li Mu.

So, the moment Li Mu opened the door, the surprise in Du Wei’s eyes was revealed without reservation or disguise.

“Brother Li Mu!”

On the way here, Du Wei kept reminding herself that when recording the program and seeing Li Mu, she must not call him Brother Li Mu like she used to, but call him General Manager Li like everyone else. This was not only a sign of respect for him, but also a way to protect him to the best of her ability.

As an artist who had already entered the entertainment industry, Du Wei was a first-tier star in both singing and acting, and her family background was extremely strong. Such a girl was less easily shocked by favor or disgrace than ordinary girls since she was young and looked at many things more calmly. Therefore, she was not afraid of romantic rumors from the first day of her debut, but she was worried that her intimate address would bring unnecessary romantic rumors to Li Mu, so it was more appropriate to keep a sufficient distance from Li Mu in front of the camera.

However, even though she thought so all the way, she still couldn’t control herself when she really saw Li Mu.

For Du Wei, Li Mu’s position in her heart was extremely important. From the first time she met Li Mu, to the first time she sang the song Li Mu wrote for her, to playing in the short film directed by Li Mu, and then to Li Mu helping her become a first-tier star all the way, Du Wei’s sense of dependence on Li Mu even exceeded that of her sister and her parents.

It was just that as Li Mu’s career grew bigger and bigger, Du Wei had fewer opportunities to meet Li Mu often like before, or even spend a long time with Li Mu. Now that she thought about it, the happiest time for Du Wei was the days when Li Mu took her into the recording studio. In the enclosed recording environment, Li Mu always stayed by her side, giving her advice and encouragement. Such days would often appear in Du Wei’s memories.

Li Mu hadn’t seen Du Wei for some time, and suddenly seeing her appear in front of him, he really felt a burst of brightness.

Du Wei was wearing a beige long dress and an egg-yolk yellow domed sun hat. Her youthful and pure temperament blossomed like summer flowers in front of her. It was no wonder that Du Wei could become so popular so quickly and thoroughly. It was almost impossible to find a second such girl in the entertainment industry.

Li Mu didn’t feel anything inappropriate about Du Wei’s familiar address. He looked at her with a slight smile, already stretching out his arms, treating her truly like a little sister, and said dotingly, “It’s been so long, did you miss your bro / older cousin (honorific)?”

“I did.” Du Wei nodded repeatedly, her cheeks seemed to be a little flushed.

Immediately, Du Wei stepped into the door and gave Li Mu a light hug.

Li Mu hugged her lightly, stopping as soon as they touched, but Du Wei threw herself into Li Mu’s arms, pressing her cheek against Li Mu’s chest for a moment before reluctantly separating from him.

Du Wei’s entire facial expression was completely captured by the nearest camera. When the cameraman saw this scene, he only had one thought in his mind: it seemed that this part could not be broadcast.

At this time, Teacher He and Teacher Huang also wiped their hands clean and walked over. Teacher He knew Du Wei, and he said happily when he saw her, “Xiao Wei, it’s you! Long time no see!”

Du Wei nodded obediently, bowed slightly, and said sweetly, “Hello, Teacher He.”

Teacher He pointed to Teacher Huang next to him and asked Du Wei, “You probably haven’t met Teacher Huang, right?”

Du Wei smiled shyly and said, “I haven’t met Teacher Huang, but I’ve liked Teacher Huang for a long time.”

After speaking, she bowed slightly and said to Teacher Huang, “Hello, Teacher Huang, please take care of me for the first time we meet.”

Teacher Huang jested, “Aiya, Little Wei is much prettier in person than on TV. I guess Little Peng’s eyeballs will pop out when he comes back later.”

Teacher He laughed, “Don’t always make fun of Little Peng. He’s still very reserved most of the time.”

Li Mu said to the two at this time, “Xiao Wei is a contracted artist of our Muyi Pictures, and she’s such a beautiful and delicate little girl, so don’t arrange any heavy or tiring work for her.”

Teacher Huang said, “Don’t worry, the three musketeers of our Mushroom House are all very gentlemanly. When girls come, they just eat, drink, and have fun, and they don’t have to do any housework.”

Du Wei hurriedly said, “No, no, I can still do a lot of things. If there is any housework, just tell me to do it.”

Teacher He said, “Let General Manager Li take you to familiarize yourself with the environment here first, and let’s go to Town to buy vegetables together after lunch.”

Li Mu helped Du Wei pull her small suitcase and took her on a brief tour of the Mushroom House. Du Wei was a little absent-minded and didn’t listen to anything after a while, so she bit her lip and asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, when are you going back?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll go back after lunch.”

Du Wei asked again, “Will you be in Beijing recently? Or are you going to America again?”

Li Mu replied, “I should be staying in Beijing for this period of time. I won’t be going to America.”

Du Wei said, “My sister told me that you are working on a Film and Television Base project. Is staying in Beijing mainly for this?”

“Partly.” Li Mu said truthfully, “The Film and Television Base project has already been approved by the Yanjing Municipal Government. The remaining thing is the three-party negotiations. Wei Lan will mainly handle this. I probably won’t be too involved.”

Du Wei nodded and said with a look of anticipation, “Then if you have time another day, can I treat you to a meal?”

Li Mu laughed, “How can I let you treat me to a meal? I should treat you.”

“Anything is fine.” Du Wei giggled and said, “Then it’s settled. If you have time recently, please treat me to a meal.”

“No problem.” Li Mu readily agreed and asked, “When do you have time?”

Du Wei said, “I have time anytime. You can arrange the time and tell me.”

Saying that, Du Wei asked again, “By the way, Brother Li Mu, will you be attending the premiere of Crazy Stone next week? Brother Ning Hao invited me, and I’ve already agreed to attend.”

Li Mu said, “Ning Hao didn’t invite me!”

“How could that be…” Du Wei looked incredulous, “You’re his Owner, would he not invite you?”

Li Mu laughed, “I do know that the movie is being released recently, and he greeted me about the pre-launch promotions, but he didn’t mention the premiere.”

Du Wei nodded and said, “Then he probably knows that you’re usually too busy and is too embarrassed to tell you.”

Li Mu said, “That’s possible, but I guess he’ll ask me when the time comes. The main thing is that my schedule is too uncertain.”

Du Wei said, “A few days ago, Brother Ning Hao invited me to an internal screening. This movie is so good, especially funny.”

“Is that so?” Li Mu asked with a smile, “Did you watch the released version?”

Du Wei said, “I watched the released version first. Because it was so good, we asked to watch the other two versions as well, one was the extended version, and one was the Mandarin version, but the released version is still the best. Most of the dialogue in it is in dialect, and even King Liu speaks Hong Kong-style Mandarin without using dubbing.”

After saying that, Du Wei added, “Everyone says that this movie will definitely break the domestic comedy box office record, and since the SARS is just over, everyone needs such a comedy movie that can completely relax their mood. If you have time, Brother Li Mu, you should support Brother Ning Hao. Maybe this movie can even break the box office record of Those Years.”

Li Mu nodded seriously and said with a smile, “I believe in Ning Hao’s strength. There shouldn’t be any problem with this movie breaking the box office record.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu sighed and said, “Such an important event, you really have to go and support him. Let’s do this, I’ll give him a call on the way back later and ask about the specific time. I’ll go over then.”

“That’s great!” Du Wei cheered excitedly and said, “Brother Li Mu, the premiere will be held at the Beijing Film Museum, which is quite far from our school. If it’s convenient for you, can you pick me up at our school then?”

“No problem.”

……

When Larry Page returned with Eddie Peng after picking firewood, it was almost time for lunch. This morning’s labor almost took half his life, exhausting him.

After having lunch with the three guests and Du Wei, Li Mu took Larry Page into the car back to the city.

After saying goodbye to the three guests and Du Wei through the car window, the racing team started to return. Larry Page fell asleep as soon as he got into the car because he was too tired. Li Mu sat next to him, preparing to call Ning Hao.

At this time, the assistant director, who had been sitting in the passenger seat, turned to Li Mu and said, “General Manager Li, the director asked me to ask you, should the scene where Du Wei and you meet and hug in the Mushroom House be cut out?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why cut it out?”

The assistant director said, “The director is mainly worried that the audience will misunderstand and bring you unnecessary negative effects.”

“No need.” Li Mu waved his hand and said lightly, “Du Wei is like a little sister to me, there’s no need to be so cautious.”





Chapter 1477: Riding High

After a period of promotional buildup, Crazy Stone was about to be released nationwide.

Unlike his past life, this version of Crazy Stone was no longer a low-budget, small production costing two to three million, but a standard commercial film with an investment exceeding ten million.

Moreover, top-tier actors had joined the film. For instance, King Liu, who played the role of a Hong Kong international thief, remained a top-class king-level actor in the field of Chinese-language films. His participation attracted countless eyes to the movie.

King Liu hadn’t played a villain in many years, and even his appearances as the second male lead were rare. Yet in Crazy Stone, his role as an international thief was merely one of several third male leads. Conversely, the male lead and second male lead in this movie were all unknown minor actors. Many people said it was incredible that this film could invite King Liu to act alongside a group of obscure actors, but Ning Hao knew very well that King Liu took on this film largely due to the reputation of Muyi Pictures and Li Mu.

Because Li Mu deliberately pushed the release of the hilarious comedy film Crazy Stone until after SARS, there were almost no competitors during that period.

More importantly, urban residents, having just experienced the extremely oppressive SARS epidemic, were emotionally and subconsciously in great need of an outlet. At this time, going to the cinema, a place they had previously avoided, to watch a hilarious movie became the best choice for many.

Ning Hao had been busy with the Flying Tigers crew. After Crazy Stone officially set its release date, he temporarily left the crew and returned to Beijing to prepare for its release. During this period, he had already traveled around the country for multiple test screenings. As expected, the reactions within the Crazy Stone test screenings were excellent; audiences practically laughed from beginning to end, with some even laughing so unrestrainedly they had to seek medical attention.

For a film with such high public acclaim, a harvest at the box office was foreseeable. Thus, Ning Hao had been in an exceptionally good mood recently.

With the official release imminent, Ning Hao had dedicated all his energy to the premiere in recent days. Besides the main cast, including King Liu, he also invited all of Muyi Pictures’ contracted artists and some industry friends. However, he specifically did not invite Li Mu.

In Ning Hao’s heart, Li Mu was his patron/mentor, his benefactor. As his first cinema chain film was about to be released, he naturally hoped Li Mu could appear at the premiere. However, Ning Hao also understood that Li Mu was currently too busy, with one major move after another, which indirectly proved he simply had no time to participate in trivial matters like a film premiere.

On his way back to the city from Miyun, Li Mu called Ning Hao. As soon as the call connected, he asked Ning Hao, “How are the preparations for the release coming along?”

Ning Hao chuckled, “Everything is pretty much ready. Now we’re just waiting for the release to see the real results.”

Li Mu asked him, “Do you have a psychological box office estimate?”

Ning Hao replied, “The passing score is to break one hundred million, the excellent score is to break two hundred million, and if we can break three hundred million, that would be truly blessed by Buddha.”

Li Mu said, “Given the quality of this film, as long as the promotion and film scheduling keep up, three hundred million should be no problem.”

Then Li Mu added, “I heard there’s a premiere coming up soon?”

“Yes, the premiere is next Friday at eight PM, and the official nationwide release is at midnight next Saturday.”

Li Mu said, “Why didn’t you tell me about the premiere? Did you not want to invite me?”

Ning Hao hastily explained, “It’s not that I didn’t want to invite you, General Manager Li, it’s that I was afraid you were too busy and I’d cause you trouble. Your deals now involve hundreds of millions or even several billion US dollars, so how could you have spare energy to attend a premiere?”

At this, Ning Hao quickly asked, “General Manager Li, are you free next Friday? If you could spare a few hours to show your face at the event, that would be absolutely wonderful!”

Li Mu said, “I’ve already promised Du Wei that I’ll pick her up from her school next Friday and we’ll go to the event together. So even if you didn’t invite me, I’d show up anyway.”

Ning Hao immediately became excited, “That’s great! If you, General Manager Li, also come to the premiere, then I’m confident we’ll break three hundred million at the box office!”

…

Before the racing team returned to the city, Li Mu had Li Ziwei book a hotel for Larry Page. After the racing team dropped Larry Page off at his hotel, they then took Li Mu to Muye Technology.

By then, over twelve hours had passed since Google fully accepted the decision to Acquire Muye&Baidu Company. This matter could not be kept entirely secret, so it quickly spread throughout Silicon Valley.

The entire Silicon Valley was now discussing this appalling Acquisition case. Among them, Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, seeing Google’s predicament, couldn’t help but feel a sense of shared sorrow (a fox mourns the death of a rabbit). Ordinary practitioners, on the other hand, were extremely shocked by this impending Acquisition. They couldn’t believe Google’s risk resistance was so weak, much less that Muye Technology’s influence on the industry had reached such an incredible level.

In the eyes of most people, Google’s deal this time was an extreme failure. The willingness to accept such demanding Acquisition terms was even more incredible. Giving away virtually one-third of their shares for free to a Chinese person? Many people, while discussing this, asked their friends, “Has Google’s head been squeezed by a door? How could they agree to such an outrageous Acquisition agreement?”

Many people stated that even if Google truly had to compromise with Muye Technology in the end, they shouldn’t have compromised in such a way, as this kind of compromise was simply too embarrassing.

However, what amazed Silicon Valley was that although people in the technology field couldn’t understand why Google made such a decision, the capital market’s outlook for Google’s future prospects instantly brightened, turning from gloomy to clear skies.

The capital market didn’t care about, nor did it need to care about, Google’s current equity structure. They only looked at Google’s future development prospects. In their view, Google would not only eliminate a heavyweight competitor in the next step, allowing it to maintain its status as the world leader in the search engine field, but also gain significant resource injections from a colossal company like Muye Technology. Therefore, no matter what percentage of Google’s shares Muye Technology would hold in the future, Google’s prospects were extremely promising.

Consequently, the capital market immediately adjusted its valuation of Google. Many financial institutions were also conducting new assessments. In their view, Silicon Valley’s largest fixed asset at the moment wasn’t technology patents or company property, but Li Mu.

If the Acquisition was completed, Google’s stock price, spurred by this tremendous favorable news, would surge ahead from its lowest point of three to four billion US dollars, breaking six billion in a very short time, and then breaking ten billion within a month!





Chapter 1478: Achieving a Win-Win for All Three Parties

In the eyes of tech geeks, Li Mu was practically the most terrifying bandit and gangster in Silicon Valley. However, in the eyes of capitalists, they believed that Google, after being wrong for so long, had finally made the right choice in this matter.

Tech geeks are generally not sensitive enough to capital operations. Many times, it is the capitalists who push them to focus on money. For companies like Google, Larry Page himself is not an expert in capital manipulation, so in the early days, he was always slow to realize capital operations. The same applies to other companies founded by tech geeks in Silicon Valley.

Capital operations are something an enterprise only has the opportunity to come into contact with and learn after developing to a certain extent. It’s like a high-level skill on a skill tree; you only unlock this skill by assigning skill points all the way up. The entrepreneurial trajectory of many Silicon Valley companies is like this.

Entrepreneurs who don’t understand capital operations often follow a singular additive growth path. For example, Zhang San opens a roast skewers shop, finds business is excellent, so he saves money to open a second branch. By the time he opens the fourth, Zhang San feels he has reached his limit and cannot manage any more branches.

At this point, capitalists would approach him, first explain the methods of capital operation, then provide Zhang San with funds for rapid development, enabling him to build a professional operation team, and then use capital for rapid fission: four branches become eight, eight become sixteen, sixteen become thirty-two…

Li Mu forcing Google to acquire Muye&Baidu, which was practically a shell company, actually gave Google an opportunity for fission-like development at the capital level. However, to obtain this opportunity, a cost had to be paid: 33.3 percent of the shares was the admission ticket.

In nature, this is somewhat similar to the relationship between a celebrity management company and an artist. A powerful management company has the ability to launch an artist and sculpt them into a top star, but the prerequisite is that the artist must sign a demanding long-term contract with the management company, even giving most of their income to the company. While it seems harsh, it is an actual cooperation agreement accepted by both parties. Some celebrities, once they become famous, turn around and sue their management company, hoping to terminate their long-term contract early and gain freedom. This is purely a manifestation of a lack of contractual integrity.

Fortunately, between Li Mu and Google, there is no possibility of going back on their word or breaching the contract. Once signed and effective, Muye Technology will become a shareholder of Google, and he will also abide by contractual integrity, helping Google further develop and grow in the non-Chinese search market.

To use a more appropriate analogy, Li Mu is like the United States after World War II, developing rapidly and with strong capital; Google is like Japan after World War II, once brilliant, but currently being sanctioned everywhere by the US, with little chance of a comeback. Suddenly, at some point, the United States decides to stop sanctioning Japan and instead cooperate with it, giving Japan an opportunity to overturn its fate and quickly recover.

Silicon Valley’s tech geeks don’t understand this point, but Larry Page, having suffered setbacks, has deeply realized the importance of this.

…

The legal teams of both parties completed the refinement of the acquisition contract terms at the fastest speed. Afterward, Li Mu and Larry Page decided to jointly hold a grand signing ceremony in Beijing.

Grandeur was a shared psychological need for both parties.

Li Mu wanted the signing ceremony to be grand because he intended to use this opportunity to send a signal to tech geeks and entrepreneurs worldwide. The specific content of this signal was: First, if I choose to fight you, you will absolutely not be able to defeat me; second, if you kneel to me, not only will you not be beaten, but you will also gain more.

Larry Page wanted the signing ceremony to be grand because he wanted to use this opportunity to send a signal to all investors: Stop looking down on me like you have been recently. I now have a big brother. My big brother’s resources will allow me to develop rapidly. In the future, my big brother might become number one in the world, and I might become number two.

Since it had to be grand, it naturally required inviting various media outlets. Muye Technology hosted the event, reserving the entire main exhibition hall, thousands of square meters in size, at the Beijing International Convention and Exhibition Center for the press conference. It could accommodate at least several thousand attendees, including various media reporters.

All IT media, high-tech industry media, and financial media worldwide received invitations from Muye Technology. Many founders, shareholders, and executives from domestic and foreign enterprises were also invited.

During the contract terms negotiations, Li Mu did not bring Robin or any of Baidu’s management into the discussions. This was because, in Li Mu’s view, although Muye&Baidu was a joint venture between two companies, Muye Technology was, after all, the major shareholder holding 90 percent of the shares. Furthermore, Baidu had previously signed a concerted action agreement with Muye Technology, relinquishing the voting rights corresponding to its 10 percent stake. Therefore, any strategic planning and scheme formulation for this company were entirely at Muye Technology’s discretion. In this case, there was no need to invite another party to cause trouble; Baidu simply needed to quietly wait to make money.

However, when preparing for the signing ceremony, Li Mu still decided to invite Robin to the event as the second signing representative for Muye&Baidu, to sign alongside him and Larry Page.

Although Baidu could not intervene in the actual operations, when it came to reaping the rewards, Li Mu could not leave Baidu aside. The signing ceremony was also a strategic achievement for Baidu, and the company’s name was jointly named after Muye Technology and Baidu. Therefore, the signing representative for Muye&Baidu could not be Li Mu alone; this was a sign of respect for a partner.

When Robin received Li Mu’s invitation, he was initially slow to react. After a moment, he politely declined, saying, “General Manager Li, you alone representing Muye&Baidu at the signing ceremony is enough. I won’t cause any trouble. But please rest assured, for such a major event, I will definitely be there.”

For Robin, he actually wanted to make an appearance at this signing ceremony, but as a passenger who earned a lot of money by riding along, he felt somewhat embarrassed. He felt that quietly making a fortune was already good enough, and there was no need to steal Li Mu’s thunder, which was why he politely declined Li Mu’s invitation.

However, Li Mu insisted, “Robin, this is a great opportunity for you to make an appearance in front of Western capital. You need to understand that Baidu, as a company developing in the China market, needs to ensure exposure in front of Western capital. Sometimes, a company’s valuation is not entirely determined by the company itself, but also by the pursuit of capital. Something worth one dollar, as long as capital scrambles for it, its value can break through one hundred dollars. Conversely, something worth one hundred dollars, if capital is cold towards it, it might not even be worth one hundred.”

Robin actually really wanted to accept; his polite refusal was merely out of respect for Li Mu. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to still persuade him to agree. So, after a moment of thought, he said gratefully, “I understand, General Manager Li. Thank you for your consideration. I’ll follow all your arrangements then.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction and said, “For the signing that day, the most important part is our speeches before the signing ceremony. I’ve also arranged time for your speech. Google’s Larry Page, as the acquiring party, will speak first. Then, you and I, as representatives of the acquired party, will speak in turn. Your speech will be scheduled before mine.”

“Understood, General Manager Li, I’ll follow all your arrangements.”

As Robin spoke, he felt even more gratitude towards Li Mu. He understood Li Mu’s intention behind this arrangement: having Larry Page speak first was because Larry Page represented Party A, and it was appropriate for him to go first. Li Mu putting Robin before himself was likely out of concern that Robin’s speech would go quiet after his own.

Li Mu continued, “Because I am the Chairman of the Board of Muye Technology and possess absolute controlling stake of Muye Technology, and Muye&Baidu is a subsidiary absolutely controlled by Muye Technology, legally speaking, I should be the actual representative for Muye&Baidu’s signing. Therefore, the actual contract will be signed privately by Larry Page and me in advance. At the ceremony, our signing will just be a formality. So, our contracts at the event will have three signature lines: Google is Party A, with one signature line; we are Party B, with two signature lines, one for you and one for me. At the ceremony, we will sign three copies of the agreement and then exchange them as soon as the signing ceremony is complete.”

Robin quickly said, “General Manager Li, I understand.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “There’s one more thing, it concerns capital operations.”

Robin said, “Please tell me.”

Li Mu said, “After the signing ceremony is completed, Muye&Baidu will be officially acquired by Google. Then, Muye Technology will open the floodgates for Google in the non-Chinese search market. Google’s valuation will inevitably rise accordingly. Since both Muye Technology and Baidu are Google’s shareholders, with Muye Technology holding a 29.97 percent stake and Baidu holding a 3.33 percent stake, the valuations of both Muye Technology and Baidu will also increase. It’s inevitable that Google’s valuation will return to above one hundred billion US dollars in a short period, and it wouldn’t take too long to surpass one hundred fifty billion US dollars. If Google continues to acquire resources from Muye Technology, its market value should be able to stand above two hundred billion US dollars by the end of this year or early next year.

At that time, Google will definitely initiate an IPO. Due to its excellent concept and future prospects, Google’s IPO will certainly proceed smoothly and successfully, and gain high recognition in the capital market. In this case, Google’s market value will inevitably skyrocket after its listing. If Google’s market value breaks through four hundred billion US dollars, your 3.33 percent stake, even if diluted by 20 percent, would still be worth over one billion US dollars. Coupled with the development and growth of Baidu’s own business, at that time, you can prepare for your IPO.”

Robin asked, “Do you mean Baidu should apply for an IPO after Google’s IPO is successful?”

“Exactly.”

Li Mu finished speaking and added, “Once both of your companies have gone public, Muye Technology should also go public. And as companies that Muye Technology holds stakes in, your successful IPOs will be a great help to Muye Technology’s IPO. This way, the scale of Muye Technology’s IPO will be even larger. Our three companies will cross-pollinate, mutually support, and incubate concepts among each other, and the ultimate result will be a surge in the market value of all three, achieving a win-win for everyone.”

“I understand,” Robin said without hesitation. “We will strictly follow the pace you’ve planned then!”





Chapter 1479: Differences in Eastern and Western Philosophies

For capital, sufficient concept and future prospects equate to sufficient value. Li Mu, having lived through more than a decade of rapid development in the internet industry, had a profound understanding of this principle.

It was based on this understanding that he knew how to create a multi-win situation in front of capitalists. Whether it was a win-win or a triple-win, as long as the operator had a grand enough vision, far-reaching foresight, and firm control over the situation, all could be achieved.

The concept Li Mu presented to Google was: the world’s largest search engine, outside of non-Chinese search engines, it would be the undisputed No.1 in every language field, with no rivals under heaven. Muye Technology, the unique entity capable of defeating it, had also become its godfather. With Muye Technology as its backing, neither Microsoft, Yahoo, nor any other company could threaten Google’s status, and Google would forge an invincible position in the search engine field;

The concept Li Mu presented to Baidu was: the world’s largest Chinese search engine, also with Muye Technology as its backing. Even Google would be unable to cause substantial impact on its core business/operation. It would form a two-way split of the market with Google, coexisting peacefully under Muye Technology’s coordination. This would ensure its status in the Chinese search engine market. Compared to before, its future prospects were extremely promising, and it had also unexpectedly possessed 3.33% of Google’s shares. This was a significant enhancement to its own market value. From this perspective, although Baidu might lose access to the overseas market / international market in the future, the capital market never hope fored it to seize overseas market resources from Google. In the capital market’s view, Baidu’s ability to maintain the Chinese search market was already its greatest success;

And the concept Li Mu reserved for himself was: Muye Technology had already become a shareholder in the world‘s two largest search engines, lock ing the search engine market’s dividends in advance. For the next ten or twenty years, a significant part of Google and Baidu’s mission would be to make money for Muye Technology. Li Mu paid no substantial cost for this; he merely channeled his users’ inherent search demands to Google and Baidu, respectively. For Li Mu, this was not a depletion of resources, but rather deep utilization of them;

Three different companies, three entirely different yet non-conflicting concepts that complement each other – this laid the foundation for a triple-win situation among the three companies in the capital market, holding immense attraction for capital.

Soon, the capital market conducted an in-depth analysis of Google’s Acquisition of Muye&Baidu.Inc. Their future prospects estimation for Google was similar to Li Mu’s, or even more optimistic. They believed Google’s valuation could reach a high of twenty billion US dollars by year-end, doubling the following year, and then proceeding with its IPO, facing no resistance whatsoever.

Their future prospects estimation for Muye Technology was even more optimistic, the reason being that Li Mu’s current godfather (industry) status had begun to become prominent globally.

Muye Technology possessed shares in both Baidu and Google search engines, and had gripped the flow of traffic and sticky users at its source. Future even if Muye Technology itself did not engage in any search engine business/operation, the dividends from this point were already securely in its grasp. Based on the capital market’s future prospects estimation for the search engine market, Muye Technology could potentially create a market value of one hundred billion US dollars solely from these shares.

The thought was simply terrifying.

Leaving aside its own business/operation, the business/operations it merely held shares in had the potential for a market value of one hundred billion US dollars. A company like Muye Technology was practically a super colossus in the internet industry.

Owing to this understanding, the capital market’s valuation for Muye Technology had already break through one hundred billion US dollars. If Muye Technology were to decide to undertake a new round of financing now, capital could provide at least one hundred twenty billion US dollars. If Li Mu planned for an IPO next year, as soon as it was announced, capital, eager to seize the last opportunity, would definitely offer an even higher premium; one hundred fifty billion US dollars would be no problem at all.

If Google hadn’t been tricky by Li Mu, its valuation would have fallen to within the five billion US dollar range, and its future could have continued to decline;

After being tricky by Li Mu, Google’s valuation not only could return above ten billion US dollars but also had the potential to break through forty billion US dollars next year. This immense contrast greatly stimulated those pragmatists and tech enthusiasts.

The capitalists’ renewed optimism about Google’s future prospects made these pragmatists and tech enthusiasts suddenly realized that capital operations were not merely addition in their minds, but rather Li Mu’s method of multiplication. What initially seemed like a huge loss for Google resulted in an enormous gain for Google once it was truly placed on the capital market, all thanks to Li Mu’s orchestration!

Google’s “fortunate experience” led many companies to begin hoping that they could join Li Mu’s grand ecosystem by sacrificing some equity, becoming the next Google.

Following YY’s a formidable outsider in new territory entry into the United States, Paradise Town and Plants vs. Zombies sweeping the world like a storm, YYtunes uniting music lovers globally, and Apple Inc. being acquired by Muye Technology, Li Mu once again shocked both Silicon Valley and Wall Street.

This time, using the overt strategy left behind by Chinese ancestors, Li Mu put on an unparalleled bold move of capital operations for Silicon Valley and Wall Street.

The capital market was accustomed to hearing daily about conventional operations like acquisitions, Acquisitions, investments, taking a stakes, splits, and merges, as well as unconventional operations like monopoly, malicious competition, and hostile acquisitions. However, ‘malicious target of acquisition’ incidents involving extremely large sums were still rare in the world’s capital market.

Li Mu, in making Google finally accept acquiring Muye&Baidu.Inc at an enormous cost, had in fact successfully manage/operated a textbook-level ‘malicious target of acquisition’ case.

Reports in Silicon Valley and Wall Street about this Acquisition filled almost every front-page headline. However, opinions were sharply divided. One side considered Li Mu’s operations unparalleled and flawless, even fit to be written as a classic case into financial field textbooks. The other side believed that Li Mu’s actions had set a bad precedent for the capital market, and that such ‘malicious target of acquisition’ cases might emerge endlessly in the future.

However, a report in the Wall Street Journal analyzed Li Mu’s approach from a different perspective. The author of this report was identified as Rui-Liu, who appeared to be a Chinese person or Chinese-descendant. In the article, he commented on Li Mu’s ‘malicious target of acquisition’ as follows:

“Westerners have their own philosophy of life, and Easterners are the same. The immense culturel differences determine that Westerners find it difficult to learn Eastern strategy, and Easterners find it difficult to learn Western logic. Easterners, especially Chinese persons, since the generation of their ancestors, have always emphasized plan before acting in everything. This makes the methods of Chinese persons much more complex than Westerners. What appear to be only one or two solutions to Westerners can lead to many solutions in China due to strategy.”

“Among these, the most representative is the solution to debt. In the West, there are largely only two solutions to debt: either pay it back or don’t. In Westerners’ view, there is no third solution to such matters. However, in China, there are countless solutions to such situations. For instance, Li Mu’s ‘malicious target of acquisition’ of Google is uncommon in the West, but in China, especially among the Chinese people, such cases occur almost daily.”

In the article, Rui-Liu gave Western readers an example: “Suppose A and B are business partners, and A owes B five hundred thousand yuan. However, both sides still have ongoing cooperation, and the amount of cooperation and the profits generated are far greater than five hundred thousand yuan, then B’s demand for this five hundred thousand yuan debt will become weak and lack confidence, unlike Westerners in business who clarify all accounts and keep things separate;”

“Although A wouldn’t directly renege on this five hundred thousand yuan debt, he would try to think of a solution more suitable for himself. At this point, he remembered he happened to have an Audi A6L that he had driven for five years. This car had cost exactly five hundred thousand yuan when purchased in China five years ago, but its current market price was at most two hundred thousand yuan. So he said to B: ‘Sorry, I’m a little tight on cash lately, so it’s temporaryly inconvenient to give you that five hundred thousand yuan debt. But I bought this A6L for five hundred thousand yuan, how about you take this car and we settle accounts.’”

“What A truly meant to convey to B was: either you accept this car to offset the five hundred thousand yuan debt, or you wait indefinitely, potentially ending up with not a single cent of the five hundred thousand yuan. Such a solution is incomprehensible and unacceptable in the eyes of Westerners. However, in China, majority of people like B would choose to accept this seemingly clearly unsuitable deal, because for them, it’s the best solution that allows them to recover losses as much as possible without harming relations;”

“Therefore, the ultimate actual solution to this debt was: A gave B a car worth at most around two hundred thousand yuan, offsetting his five hundred thousand yuan debt to B. It might seem that A was extremely shameless, but it cannot be denied that this was indeed a mutually willing and legal transaction. From this point, A was successful; he successfully and legally resolved a five hundred thousand yuan debt with an actual value of two hundred thousand yuan. This is a common ‘malicious target of acquisition’ among ordinary Chinese people.”

This article caused a significant response in Silicon Valley and Wall Street. Many discussed the cases mentioned in the article, debating this Eastern style of strategy, and using it as a standard to evaluate Li Mu’s ‘malicious target of acquisition’. Many were surprised to find that Li Mu’s method of selling Muye&Baidu.Inc to Google had a striking similarity to Rui-Liu’s example of offsetting debt with a car mentioned in the article: both used strategy to reasonably act shamelessly, employing wit rather than force to make the other party willingly accept a collaboration that was clearly unreasonable and unfair.

However, another passage in Rui-Liu’s article resonated strongly with Western elites. He stated: “Strictly speaking, any business transaction is inherently unfair. The actual value of materials for a bottle of Coca-Cola might only be a few cents, but it sells for almost one US dollar in the United States – a difference of dozens of times. Is that fair? Is it fair for a middleman to acquire a certain commodity from a supplier for one US dollar and then sell it to users for several US dollars?”

“If Coca-Cola can sell a substance mixed from half a gallon of water, sugar, and other additives for three US dollars, then why can’t Li Mu sell a company worth ten million US dollars for several billion US dollars?”





Chapter 1480: Make Money, Make More Money!

To help those stubbornly refusing to see reason tech enthusiasts understand the core of the capital market, Rui-Liu clearly expressed his views on the capital market in his article:

In the capital market, there are only two rules for any transaction: mutually willing and legal and legitimate. As long as any transaction meets these two prerequisites, there should be no room for doubt.

And everything Li Mu did followed the prerequisites of “mutually willing” and “legal and legitimate,” so he could be called upright, frank, and open.

As for the “bandits” and “robbers” mentioned by the Western tech enthusiasts, Rui-Liu stated in his article: In the history of world commerce, the true “bandits” and “robbers” are not any enterprises or individuals, but rather some previously evil nations.

To support his point of view, Rui-Liu used the two Opium Wars launched against China by imperialist great powers led by the United Kingdom between 1840 and 1860 as actual case studies.

He wrote in his article: “In the first half of the 19th century, in order to reverse its trade deficit with China, the British government openly engaged in large-scale opium smuggling into China as a nation. Furthermore, due to the Qing government’s anti-opium campaign in China, it openly launched two wars of aggression against China between 1840 and 1860, a twenty-year period. If we characterize the actions of the United Kingdom and other great powers back then using today’s legal basis, it would be: state-sponsored drug manufacturing, state-sponsored drug trafficking, state-sponsored armed drug trafficking, and state-sponsored armed aggression to protect state-sponsored drug trafficking. How do those elites in Silicon Valley, who consider Li Mu a robber and bandit, view and evaluate this period of history?”

Strictly speaking, the United States is considered a descendant of the British. In most people’s hearts and minds, they are very friendly towards the United Kingdom, even feeling a strong sense of kinship. Many Americans believe their ancestors were British, or at the very least, among the earliest immigrants from the United Kingdom to North America for its great development. Rui-Liu’s remarks in the article, using the “Opium Wars” as his point of view, instantly stung the hearts of most American elites.

Most Americans basically plead complete ignorance regarding what the United Kingdom did to China in the early 19th century. So, when they saw this article, their first thought was: Did the United Kingdom really do such rotten things like state-sponsored armed drug manufacturing and trafficking back then? Bull-Shit! Your father here doesn’t believe it at all.

Then, they impulsively Googled it and discovered, Holy cow, it was really true!

However, Western history books packaged those wars as them bringing advanced civilization to the East, and as self-defense against ignorant violence inflicted upon Christian culture in China. But anyone with an eye for detail who truly looks at that history can immediately see the flaws. Sure, you can defend yourselves, but selling opium while doing so? What kind of self-defense is that?

Consequently, a large number of netizens who had been clamoring against and boycotting Li Mu realized they were in the wrong, and, being sensible, shut their mouths. Only a very small number of extremists continued to clamor.

Interestingly, the United States is overall a multi-ethnic immigrant nation, with a large number of people of Indian, African, South American, and Southeast Asian descent. Their homelands had once suffered the humiliation of being colonies under Western iron hooves for decades, even centuries. If we’re talking about historical ethnic scars, they are the ones who felt the most pain. Thus, a large number of descendants from colonized nations responded to Rui-Liu’s argument, stating:

The atrocities committed by the great powers back then were not limited to armed drug manufacturing and trafficking. They expanded colonies, usurped colonial resources, and massacred colonial peoples across the world, committing countless heinous crimes. Yet now they wear suits and ties, and suddenly transform into the most civilized nations in this world. That’s one thing, but the critical point is that these guys’ descendants are so overly sensitive that when a company from their own country merely spends a bit more money to acquire a company, they run out to curse the seller as a bandit. Holy cow, how outrageous is that?

A statement published by a person of Indian descent residing in the United Kingdom resonated with many on Western networks. He said:

“Our ancestors were enslaved by the British for two hundred years. They stole our resources, slept with our women, took our men as slaves, and even changed our place names. The city of Mumbai in our country was originally called Mumbai, the name of a deity in Indian legend. After the British arrived, they changed Mumbai to Bombay, and it wasn’t until 1995 that we finally gathered the courage to change the name back to Mumbai;

And the British never considered this a mistake. They felt no guilt towards the Indian people, but instead began discriminating against Indians in the United Kingdom, believing these Indians were encroaching on their resources and taking their job opportunities. Last week, while I was on duty at the 7-Eleven convenience store where I work, a British man suddenly pointed at me and cursed, ‘Go back to India, you damn thief!’ I think those Americans who call Li Mu a robber and bandit, and the British who call me a thief, are cut from the same cloth!”

Descendants of colonized nations continuously exposed numerous atrocities that Western civilized countries had committed against their homelands online. This caused public opinion to be immediately swayed by the indignant descendants of colonized nations. They instigated waves of denouncement against colonial powers online, to the point that as soon as radical elements hostile to Li Mu published statements, they were immediately attacked by a large number of descendants of colonized nations. Because the firepower difference was too great, these radical elements quickly began to cease hostilities.

On the market, no one could be heard calling Li Mu a robber or bandit anymore. And thanks to those angry descendants of colonized nations, Western netizens suddenly intensively studied centuries of world colonial history.

Rui-Liu, who had silently worked for the Wall Street Journal for over a decade, became famous because of this feature article.

His article caused a great stir in the West, and those most affected were the elite class.

The financiers who had already highly praised Li Mu’s operations lauded him even more after reading this article. Some even believed that Li Mu might become the world’s only entrepreneur capable of truly integrating East and West.

True integration of East and West requires not only catering to the needs of both Eastern and Western publics, but also embracing Eastern and Western cultures, concepts, and values. In the current global business field, aside from Li Mu, it’s truly hard to find a second person who meets these criteria.

As for those tech enthusiasts who had initially viewed Li Mu as a bandit and robber, they suddenly understood that in the capital market, there is no right or wrong, only pros and cons.

This article also instantly opened up curiosity on Wall Street and in Silicon Valley towards Eastern philosophy. For a long time, Eastern philosophy had not been recognized by the West because it lacked a truly systematic framework, and the ideas of the Hundred Schools of Thought were not included in Western philosophy due to their strong political overtones. However, this time, Western financial circles and high-tech talent have begun to research Eastern military philosophy, which has even become a hot topic of discussion among high-end talent.

The two Chinese terms ‘conspiracy’ (yinmou) and ‘overt strategy’ (yangmou) also became central to Western elite research and discussion. A large part of why these two terms became popular was also due to Westerners’ familiarity with the concept of ‘yin and yang’ theory.

…

After Li Mu heard about the series of discussions sparked around him in Western society, he published a short article on his personal blog:

“Talent in the business field always emphasizes various costs: direct costs, indirect costs, visible costs, and invisible costs, even intangible risk costs, pressure costs, and mental costs… The best financial experts are most skilled at using complex arithmetic to bluff the public, to make the public believe that something costing one cent selling for ten yuan isn’t because the capitalists are greedy, but because it’s inherently worth that price.

By the same logic, Microsoft will never feel that Windows is overpriced, even though it has already earned hundreds of billions of US dollars in market value. And Chinese small vendors always make a hefty profit under the constant self-proclaimed guise of ‘not making money’ and ‘selling at a loss.’

For me, my primary drive in the business field is: to make money; my secondary drive is: to make more money. There’s nothing to hide about that.

In my opinion, it’s still China’s ancestors who possessed the most wisdom. Sima Qian, already in 100 BC, once succinctly revealed the essence of all human commercial behavior: ‘All under heaven scramble for gain, and all under heaven rush for gain.’”

After this article was published on YY Blog, within just a few hours, it received tens of thousands of likes and over ten thousand comments. Chinese netizens highly praised Li Mu’s frank self-declaration. Most entrepreneurs these days, in public occasions, would never admit to running a business just to make money. Some claim it’s to revitalize national brands, some to promote national culture, some to elevate the status of Chinese manufacturing in the world, some to develop local high-tech industries. Even real estate developers who collude to inflate housing prices say they’re doing it to let people live in better homes.

Only Li Mu, in an era where all entrepreneurs package their goal of making money with a higher aspiration, frankly stated that he runs his business solely to make money. Besides making money, everything else is nonsense.

If you want to revitalize national brands, you must first make money. If you want to promote national culture, you must also first make money. Most companies that merely shout about revitalizing national brands and promoting national culture are actually exploiting the nationalist sentiments of consumers.

What if my cola can’t beat Coca-Cola? Fellow countrymen, come quickly and drink a bottle of Chinese people’s own cola…

It’s just a bottle of cola, is it really necessary to elevate it to a national level? For individual consumers, certainly not, but for entrepreneurs, the answer is undoubtedly yes.

Soon, Li Mu’s three-hundred-word blog post became a hit worldwide. Even Westerners specifically went to like and comment on his blog, because even on Wall Street and in Silicon Valley, which are teeming with elites, there are few entrepreneurs as frank as Li Mu. Bigwigs on Wall Street and in Silicon Valley, along with Chinese entrepreneurs, and indeed all entrepreneurs worldwide, want to seek fame and praise while making money. It’s as if among the world’s top billionaires, only Li Mu is interested in making money, while every other rich person isn’t. Who is genuine and who is fake is immediately apparent.

What also became a global hit alongside Li Mu’s blog post was Sima Qian’s saying: “All under heaven scramble for gain, and all under heaven rush for gain.”

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that his article would, in the near future, be dubbed the “Father of Microblogs” by the internet industry…





Chapter 1481: Lite Weibo

As Li Mu prepared to visit Chen Wan at her home in Beijing, Chen Tong, the person in charge of YY Blog, found a spark of inspiration from Li Mu’s viral blog post.

As a self-media product, blogs were incredibly popular worldwide at the time. However, this popularity was very regional; American blog products found it difficult to become popular in China, and equally difficult in other countries.

Even YY Blog hadn’t managed to expand globally. Its global user count was far less than that of YY Space.

Chen Tong understood content well, so he delved deeply into blog research based on the content layer, drawing a set of conclusions: Blog content was generally lengthy, high-quality, and had high user stickiness, but its downsides were also obvious. Long-form, high-quality content severely restricted creation speed and increased the user’s reading cost.

Currently, celebrities who were active and highly popular on blogs published new posts approximately every three days. After all, blog authors at this stage had developed habits: a blog post not only needed a clear topic and sharp point of view but also touching prose and eloquent language. For a single piece of content to balance so many points, the difficulty of creation indeed increased significantly.

And users’ patience on the internet was dwindling. Chen Tong once asked the technology department to perform a statistical analysis. They first embedded data points beneath a celebrity’s newly published blog post, then tracked the unique click-through users and the bounce time for each user. The resulting data made Chen Tong’s back run cold.

First, this blog post contained two thousand six hundred words, accompanied by eight images, and would take no less than ten minutes to read normally.

Second, within twenty-four hours of its publication, the post received one hundred sixty thousand unique clicks. One hundred twenty thousand users bounced within ten minutes, meaning seventy-five percent of people didn’t finish reading it.

Again, among those one hundred twenty thousand who bounced, over sixty thousand bounced within five minutes. This meant that about forty percent of users left without even reading half of the post.

At the same time, Chen Tong discovered an interesting piece of data: over ninety-five percent of users stayed on the page for more than one minute.

Then, a multitude of questions arose.

The first question: If a large number of users lack the patience to read this long blog post, what is the significance of the content, no matter how good it is?

The second question: If over half of users bounce midway through browsing this long blog post, will other long blog posts suffer a similar fate?

The third question: Does this mean that shortening the content length of this blog post would increase the proportion of users who read the entire post?

The fourth question: Seriously, how short does content need to be to be most suitable for online consumption?

After listing these four questions, Chen Tong had been trying to find a way to solve them.

First, he contacted some renowned authors, asking them to try reducing the length of their content. Subsequently, he obtained a data point that astonished him:

For a three thousand-word blog post, the bounce rate fluctuated around seventy-five percent, while the proportion of user comments only accounted for about zero point five percent to one percent of the click-through rate.

In other words, out of one hundred thousand people who viewed a three thousand-word blog post, seventy-five thousand left without finishing, while twenty-five thousand finished, and roughly five hundred to one thousand people commented.

The same author, publishing a fifteen hundred-word blog post, saw the bounce rate drop to forty-five percent, and the proportion of user comments rose to about one point five percent to two percent of the click-through rate.

In other words, out of one hundred thousand people who viewed a fifteen hundred-word blog post, fifty-five thousand finished reading, and roughly fifteen hundred to two thousand people commented.

The word count decreased, but the number of people who finished reading increased. Because more people finished reading, the number of comments also increased significantly.

This discovery made Chen Tong realize that it was time for blogs to slim down. Overly verbose content not only affected creation speed but also interfered with user reading and interaction.

Just as he was about to try a one thousand-word length, Li Mu’s blog post suddenly exploded in popularity!

Chen Tong hadn’t expected Li Mu’s blog post of just over three hundred words to become popular nationwide in a very short time, and then globally. Media outlets worldwide translated his simple blog content into their national languages and reported on it. The public in those countries largely agreed with his views, even specifically seeking out the original post to comment and like it.

In less than a day since the blog post was published, clicks had reached tens of millions, and comments were approaching one million. Even Chen Tong himself was stunned by this data.

However, he quickly began to analyze the factors behind Li Mu’s blog post exploding in popularity:

First, it was written by Li Mu himself. Li Mu was a superstar who inherently drew traffic and public attention, so high attention was normal.

Second, Li Mu’s blog content was sharp and resonated with readers.

Third, and most crucially, the blog post was short and concise!

Only sufficiently short content could ensure the highest user completion rate for reading, because people could finish it in dozens of seconds. Essentially, they could see it all with a glance, before they even had a chance to react and leave.

Only sufficiently short content could trigger user self-propagation. Highly viral jokes and skits were short and concise, not only easy to remember but also easy to retell, and others found them easy to understand. No matter how funny a fifteen thousand-word joke was, few people could remember it all and then retell it to others.

Only sufficiently short content could attract widespread media attention and retelling. Whether it was print media, online media, or television media, retelling a few hundred words didn’t require much space or time. This was why the media virally spread Li Mu’s short blog. If Li Mu’s blog post was five thousand words long, it would fill an entire page when translated into English, and a host would have to read it for fifteen minutes—how would they even report that?

Moreover, Chen Tong discovered the most critical point: short blog posts had extremely short creation cycles and could maximize the use of an author’s fragmented time. He couldn’t ask a busy person like Li Mu to write a high-quality blog post of fifteen hundred to two thousand words every day, one with a clear point of view, good writing, solid content, accompanying images, and even a sense of humor. But he could ask Li Mu to squeeze out a little time from eating, riding in the car, resting, or going to the bathroom each day to write a short two hundred to three hundred-word post. It wouldn’t need elaborate writing, solid content, or even images; it would just need a central idea.

Just like the one Li Mu had just posted, it could even be shorter than that, for example: “The purpose of my starting a business is to make money, and make more money.”

Li Mu could even casually comment on current hot topics, such as: “Wishing all college entrance examination candidates excellent results.”

Or even just some trivial things, like: “The weather in Beijing has been so hot lately, how about where you are?”

Given Li Mu’s influence, his followers would easily feel compelled to interact after seeing such content, and would respond to Li Mu in the comment section.

Content like this, for an opinion leader like Li Mu, would be effortless to create several times a day. Although it might seem to lack substantial content, the vast number of fans and followers would absolutely not reject it. On the contrary, it could increase stickiness and user engagement…

As he sorted through these thoughts, Chen Tong suddenly had a clear plan.

He wanted to create a “Lite Weibo” product based on blogs, but with a simplified content approach!

…

While Chen Tong was engrossed in writing up the Lite Weibo product proposal, Li Mu was sitting in Chen Wan’s family dining room, having dinner with her and her parents.

Li Mu brought Chen Wan’s father, Chen Yuan, several bottles of collection-grade Maotai liquor. According to Chen Ze, these were rare finds in the collectibles market, practically impossible to come by, and few people would dare to drink them. Chen Yuan fell in love with them at first sight, but still decided to open a bottle and have a few drinks with Li Mu.

Li Mu didn’t understand wine tasting, only finding the alcohol content frighteningly high. However, since he was dining with an elder, he naturally had to accompany him for a few more glasses.

For Chen Yuan, Li Mu was definitely his benefactor. Before, even in Jinling, he only took on small projects under Zhang Kexuan’s father, and he never even had the opportunity to independently develop a housing development. But because of Li Mu, he was able to cooperate with Wanying Real Estate and secured the opportunity to develop a large property project in Beijing. For him, this was like making five years’ worth of progress in one step.

Because of this, Chen Yuan and his wife were extremely polite to Li Mu, so much so that Li Mu felt a little embarrassed.

Amidst the drinking and toasting, Chen Yuan refilled his glass, raised it, and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I’d like to toast you again, to thank you for taking care of our entire family, old and young…”

Li Mu immediately stood up, holding his cup with both hands, repeatedly saying he didn’t deserve it.

Chen Wan was his woman, and in some sense, even his benefactress. Out of his affection for Chen Wan, helping Chen Yuan with his career was, in his opinion, his duty.

He very sincerely said to Chen Yuan, “Uncle Chen, please do not be so polite in the future. You are Sister Wan’s father, an elder to me. No matter what, I am your junior. Your words truly humble me.”

Chen Yuan laughed with a hint of awkwardness, saying, “I’ve had a few drinks, my mind isn’t thinking straight. I’ll penalize myself with a drink!”

Li Mu helplessly shook his head. Chen Wan, too, had a helpless expression. After exchanging a glance with Li Mu, she said to Chen Yuan, “Dad, you should drink less. You get muddled after a few drinks. Your alcohol tolerance wasn’t this bad before.”

Chen Yuan laughed, “Before in Jinling, I had all sorts of unavoidable social engagements day in and day out. After coming to Beijing, social engagements have dropped significantly, I drink less, and my alcohol tolerance has gradually declined.”

Chen Wan unconsciously asked, “Why are there fewer social engagements after coming to Beijing?”

Chen Yuan smiled slightly, sighing, “In Jinling, it was ‘a small pond with an unconventional current’; no matter who came, we had to respectfully accompany them. If a glass of alcohol was poured, you had to down it. You couldn’t finish a meal without drinking at least seven hundred fifty grams. But now, we’re working on Wanying’s land. Wanying’s background is well-known in Beijing, whether among industry colleagues, partners, or high-level management. So, everything is made convenient; there’s basically no need to treat people to meals and drink alcohol like before. Even if there’s an occasional social engagement, no one pressures you to drink. Not only do they not pressure you, but others even stop me and tell me to drink less. So, it’s mostly stopping when enough is enough.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “A decline in alcohol tolerance isn’t a bad thing. At least it’s healthy.”

Chen Yuan smiled and said, “Yes, I drink less, and I’m not as busy as before. I used to work under Xiaowan’s maternal uncle, usually taking on many small projects simultaneously, so I was always running around. Now it’s much more worry-free.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Uncle Chen, these worry-free days might not last much longer.”

Chen Yuan’s heart tightened, and he quickly pressed, “How so?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Wanying’s Gubei Water Town project is about to start. And another Film and Television Base project is expected to begin within this year. You won’t be as relaxed then.”





Chapter 1482: External Layout

The Wanying Water Town project has been approved and is ready to launch. This real estate project, involving an investment of several billion, has long been common knowledge within Beijing’s real estate circles. Beijing’s property developers, while marveling at the grand scale of Wanying’s project, were also coveting its infrastructure construction.

Since the land for Water Town was essentially free, more than half of the multi-billion investment went into the Water Town project’s infrastructure. This means that Wanying Water Town has civil engineering projects worth three billion. Furthermore, everyone knows that Wanying Real Estate itself no longer has any spare construction capacity, and at least eighty percent of these three billion in civil engineering projects will have to be outsourced.

Moreover, the Water Town project is highly valued by the Municipal Government. This means Li Mu can’t take his time with the construction; he will certainly have to split the entire project into multiple bid packages and then find multiple construction contractors to undertake the work simultaneously. Only in this way can the overall construction progress be guaranteed.

Chen Yuan has been in Beijing recently and naturally knows a lot about the Wanying Water Town project. It would be impossible to say he had no thoughts about it, but he knew his own capabilities. Currently, even managing one housing development is a struggle, and taking on other projects would be too much for him.

However, projects are something that there’s never a shortage of demand for. If one could truly get such a good project, even if one did nothing and simply subcontracted it out, it would still be a huge profit.

As for the Film and Television Base project, Chen Yuan had also heard a little about it. Although he wasn’t entirely clear on how this project would be executed, from the information he had received, if this project were to be implemented, it would be at least a long-term, multi-year major project. The investment amount would easily involve over ten billion RMB. If any developer could connect with this opportunity, it would essentially be like having a goose that lays golden eggs for a long time.

When Chen Yuan heard Li Mu say that the two projects would soon be launched one after another, and that he might not be as relaxed then as he was now, Chen Yuan’s heart was filled with uncontrollable excitement.

In Chen Yuan’s view, Li Mu’s words were very clear: he intended to let him participate in these two large real estate development projects!

Chen Yuan’s heart pulsed with excitement. He couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if I get involved in these two big projects, won’t I drag you down?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Uncle Chen, we hope you participate in the projects so that you can collaborate with us and grow together. To be honest, Wanying’s future main focus will be on project creation, management, and development. As we get involved in more and more projects in the future, our demand for construction teams will become stronger. In my opinion, if you plan to manage and develop real estate projects in Beijing in the future, there are still many areas where you need to improve. However, if you can shift your focus to civil engineering construction, Wanying’s projects alone will be enough for you to handle.”

After listening, Chen Yuan suddenly realized.

So Li Mu’s true intention was to deeply bind him and Wanying together.

Real estate projects are different from the internet. A software used by tens of millions of people might only have a support team of a few dozen. The same few dozen people might even simultaneously develop, operate, and maintain seven, eight, or even more than ten products. But real estate projects are not like that. Every real estate project must have a complete team configuration. From design to construction, from supervision to acceptance, no single step can be omitted.

Wanying Real Estate intends to heavily invest in commercial real estate nationwide next. Its demand for construction teams will grow increasingly large. Once the national real estate industry enters an upturn, construction teams will become the most sought-after resource besides land.

However, Wanying cannot go down the path of building its own construction teams, which is a point of no return. If they did, the construction workforce alone might number tens of thousands or even more. Leading such a massive team would be a huge disaster for Wanying Real Estate’s executives. Therefore, in Li Mu’s business philosophy, these construction teams must be separated from Wanying Real Estate’s own organizational structure to ensure Wanying Real Estate operates at high speed and efficiently.

To separate out the construction teams, Li Mu has two options. One is to rely entirely on partners, such as the numerous bureaus of Huajian and other construction units. The other is to cultivate independent construction teams that depend on Wanying for their survival.

Just like Apple in its later development stages, Foxconn, with its hundreds of thousands of employees, constantly revolves around this one company. But Apple itself doesn’t need to worry about how to lead those hundreds of thousands of Foxconn employees. They only need to tell Foxconn their production standards, production requirements, and acceptance criteria, and Foxconn will naturally do its best to solve the rest for them.

For Wanying to go further, the external layout must begin immediately; there’s no time to lose.

Li Mu intended to help Chen Yuan, and also intended to cultivate highly executive and reliable construction teams for Wanying Real Estate. So, using the resources at hand to support Chen Yuan, to make Chen Yuan give up his developer dreams and instead pursue the path of a contractor, would be a win-win situation for both Chen Yuan and Wanying.

Chen Yuan himself was clearly aware that if he wanted to rely on a powerful person during his development, he must properly define his own position. First, he had to be clear about one thing: relying on a powerful person meant the powerful person ate the meat, and he drank the soup—never that he ate the meat alongside the powerful person. Therefore, this meant he couldn’t do the same things as the powerful person, otherwise, he would naturally create competition with the powerful person, and his outcome would certainly not be good.

As the saying goes, ‘an arm cannot twist a thigh,’ which pretty much conveys the meaning.

Therefore, when relying on a powerful person, one must never do the same things as them, but instead complement them. This is the best mode of cooperation.

If he were to develop real estate projects just like Wanying, they would be competitors. No one can expect a competitor to offer them a warm meal. But if he gave up project development and shifted to project contracting, he would become Wanying’s deep partner. In the future, he could potentially become the contractor for every one of Wanying’s real estate projects. This way, Wanying would eat the meat and he would drink the soup. As long as Wanying was willing to take him along, for every piece of meat Wanying ate, it could leave him a bowl of soup.

Understanding this point, Chen Yuan immediately said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if Wanying has this need, I can fully transition to construction contracting. It just so happens that for all these years, this has been my primary focus in the real estate industry. I’m genuinely not good at independent project development.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying with satisfaction, “Uncle Chen, if you are interested in giving up development and transitioning to contracting, that would truly be excellent.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “In the future, Wanying will certainly implement a large layout of commercial real estate projects nationwide. A large number of projects will generate a massive amount of construction demand. I don’t want to compete with companies like Vanke, Evergrande, and Wanda for public resources like Huajian. I want to cultivate construction teams that can closely revolve around Wanying’s development. If Uncle Chen is willing to cooperate with us, we can breathe a sigh of relief regarding construction.”

Chen Yuan was naturally a hundred percent willing, but he still had some concerns. After all, his capabilities were limited. If he were truly to develop according to Li Mu’s requirements, he would probably need to establish at least a large construction group to meet Li Mu’s overall demands.

So, Chen Yuan, feeling a bit uncertain, said, “General Manager Li, I am naturally a hundred percent willing to do what you’ve proposed. However, this requires me to make leapfrog development in all aspects. My only concern is that my capabilities are limited and I might not be able to meet Wanying’s demands.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, saying, “Uncle Chen, the Water Town project has government support, with the state-owned tourism group holding shares and supported by generous loan policies from banks. At that time, loan disbursements for each stage will only be advanced, not delayed. This way, as long as our capital chain is sound, we can ensure your capital chain is stable and reliable. You can even take on this project empty-handed. At that time, I will give you the projects and the money for each stage. You can take this money, carry out construction, and develop your construction team at the same time.”

Chen Yuan was momentarily stunned. He looked at Li Mu in disbelief and asked, “General Manager Li, are you willing to give me both the projects and the money?”

“Yes,” Li Mu smiled and nodded.

Chen Yuan pressed further, “I only need to provide labor?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “You don’t need to cover anything; I’ll cover everything. I’ll even prepay you the labor costs.”

For a project as large as Water Town, if Li Mu collaborated with a large construction unit, the contractor would generally undertake the entire package, which means both labor and materials. This demands significant capital strength from the contractor; they must at least be able to cover the upfront costs. In this way, when the bank disburses funds to the Water Town project, and the construction costs are fully covered by the contractor, Li Mu essentially pockets the bank’s money. Even if he were to divert the money for other uses, as long as he could make up the amount when settling payments with the contractor upon acceptance, there would be no problem at all.

For example, if the bank disbursed two billion in the first phase, Li Mu would contract out all two billion in civil engineering projects to a Centrally Administered State-Owned Enterprise like Huajian. Then he would divide these two billion into three stages: eight hundred million for the first stage, and six hundred million each for the second and third stages. Huajian itself would at least bring all the construction costs for the first stage to the site. If the eight hundred million project required seven hundred million in costs, these seven hundred million would be advanced by Huajian.

With Huajian advancing the funds for the start of construction, Li Mu could first use the two billion for other money-making ventures. Then, after Huajian’s first stage of the project was accepted, he would withdraw eight hundred million from the two billion and pay it to Huajian. Subsequently, Huajian would continue to advance funds for the second stage of construction.

At this point, Li Mu would still have one point two billion from the bank that he could freely use. Once the second stage of acceptance was completed, he would just need to withdraw another six hundred million to cover the payment.

When the third stage was finished and Li Mu covered the final six hundred million, the bank’s second phase of funds, another two billion, would become available, still divided into three stages. After Huajian received the two billion project payment, it would continue to advance funds for the second phase, and Li Mu could then again withdraw these two billion for other uses.

Many housing developments become stalled projects for this very reason. Developers divert the money for other investments. If these investments fail, they can’t fill the deficit when the time comes. The contractor, unable to receive project payments, stops work. The developer has no follow-up funds, and the project is then indefinitely suspended until someone is willing to take over.

If Li Mu followed this method of operation, with Water Town’s overall investment of five billion, he could use these five billion to make many other moves externally. However, if he chose to cooperate with Chen Yuan, with Chen Yuan’s family fortune, he wouldn’t be able to advance any funds at all. Even if he could, it would be at most tens of millions, or a hundred million, and for the entire project, it would be a drop in the bucket.

That’s why Li Mu directly stated that Chen Yuan didn’t need to advance funds, and he could even prepay him the funds disbursed by the bank to Wanying, allowing him to hold both principal and profit in advance. He could then use this money to get things done.

This kind of operation, while causing Li Mu to lose space and opportunities for external maneuvers, but if Chen Yuan could control the overall situation, using this money to attract some medium-sized construction teams into his contracting system, and then gradually absorb them during the construction process, then before the Water Town project was even finished, he would have already built up a powerful contracting team!





Chapter 1483: One Step Ahead, Always Ahead

Chen Yuan was speechless, stunned by Li Mu’s generosity and trust.

Although he knew that Li Mu was laying the groundwork for Wanying’s peripheral strategy, Li Mu’s immense trust in him still left him shocked and deeply moved.

However, Li Mu didn’t make any absolute guarantees about how much of the at least three billion in civil engineering projects for the Water Town project he could get. Li Mu merely said, “Uncle Chen, if you can manage things smoothly, I will gradually lean the Water Town project towards you and strive for a larger share for you in the upcoming Film and Television Base project. If things don’t go smoothly, don’t worry, I will definitely reserve a certain share for you in both projects to ensure your participation.”

If Chen Yuan truly had the capability to manage and operate a private construction group, Li Mu would be willing to give him the entire Water Town project, and even the Film and Television Base project. He would become the general contractor for both projects, and then he would select suitable subcontractors from across the country. This would essentially be a joint venture with Chen Yuan to create a large scheme, turning Gubei Water Town into a big “pocket” to continuously attract medium-sized construction teams. The goal was to keep these teams, and once they were sufficiently integrated and “digested,” they could immediately form a large construction group specifically to service Wanying.

Cultivating their own team would not only eliminate the bidding process for some projects but also improve construction efficiency and reduce construction costs. Although Wanying wouldn’t directly manage the construction teams, by holding shares in such a construction group, they could achieve partial control over it and also share in the dividends.

On the other hand, if Chen Yuan proved incapable, Li Mu wouldn’t force the issue. He would just allocate a portion of the civil engineering projects and profits from the two ventures to him as a form of compensation and then seek more suitable candidates to nurture.

Chen Yuan agreed without hesitation, telling Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I will follow your instructions on how to proceed.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile and said, “Uncle Chen, come to Wanying some other day when you have time. We can discuss the specific operational methods then.”

“No problem!” Chen Yuan immediately replied, “I can make time anytime.”

Li Mu then said, “Let’s make it the day after tomorrow. I’ll be going to Wanying the day after tomorrow anyway. Let’s meet at Wanying at three in the afternoon, the day after tomorrow.”

“Alright!”

Chen Yuan was exceptionally excited, realizing that the biggest opportunity he had encountered in his entire life was likely right before his eyes.

Li Mu had a few more drinks with Chen Yuan. After a satisfying meal and drinks, Li Mu felt a bit dizzy. He then had several cups of tea with Chen Wan’s family. Seeing that it was getting late, Li Mu stood up to say his goodbyes.

The family of three saw Li Mu off, turning back only after he had gotten into his car.

As Wang Yuanlang drove the car out of Chen Wan’s house, Li Mu received a text message from Chen Wan. The message read: “Dear, you’ve already helped my dad so much, there’s no need to keep helping him this way. I’m afraid his capabilities aren’t enough and that he might delay your serious business.”

Although Chen Wan didn’t fully understand real estate, she understood most of what Li Mu said. She could tell the sacrifices Li Mu was making and the risks he was taking. She was afraid that her father’s insufficient capabilities would bring trouble and losses to Li Mu.

Li Mu replied: “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. Wanying truly needs to establish such a role externally in the future. If Uncle can handle it, that would be for the best. If not, I won’t force it.”

Only then did Chen Wan feel relieved, replying: “It’s good that you know what you’re doing. Serious business always comes first.”

Li Mu replied: “You don’t need to worry too much. I have confidence in myself, and if problems arise, I’ll cut losses promptly.”

“That’s good,” Chen Wan sent one message, followed by another: “Did you drink too much tonight?”

“It’s alright, just a little dizzy, nothing serious.”

Chen Wan replied again: “Then go back and rest early tonight, and sleep in a bit.”

“Okay.”

“Oh, right, I told my parents I’m going back to Xiangdu tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? What time is your flight? Do you want me to see you off?”

“I told them I’d go back tomorrow afternoon, but my ticket is for the day after tomorrow afternoon. If you have time tomorrow, I’ll come see you in the afternoon. If not, I’ll change my ticket to tomorrow.”

Li Mu quickly replied: “I have time. Should I pick you up tomorrow?”

“No need, you go ahead and do your thing tomorrow. I’ll come over by myself tomorrow. I’ll contact you before I leave.”

…

As soon as Li Mu returned to Ziyun Mountain Villa, Chen Tong called him.

Normally, Li Mu didn’t have much contact with Chen Tong, nor was he particularly concerned about his work. The main reason for this was that Chen Tong had previously exhausted Li Mu’s patience by failing to understand the situation. While Li Mu appreciated talent, he valued his time and energy more.

Chen Tong also paid a considerable price for his initial foolishness. At the very least, he missed out on the position of editor-in-chief at Muye Technology. The current value of the Muye Technology editor-in-chief title in the entire industry had long exceeded Chen Tong’s imagination, making him deeply regret his decision.

Li Mu was quite surprised to receive Chen Tong’s call, but he showed no unusual expression. He merely asked Chen Tong, “Teacher Chen, is there something you need calling so late?”

People from cultural circles prefer the address “Teacher” over others, so Li Mu calling him Teacher Chen was a way to cater to his preference.

Chen Tong spoke somewhat nervously, “General Manager Li, I have a new product concept. I just finished sorting out the product plan and have sent it to your email. I hope you can take some time to review it and give me some guidance.”

Li Mu was a little curious and asked him, “Teacher Chen, have you started researching products now?”

Chen Tong was primarily a content creator, and generally, people in that field lean heavily towards liberal arts. Product managers, however, tend to be more engineering-oriented, so Li Mu couldn’t help but be curious.

Chen Tong said with a hint of diffidence, “It’s like this, General Manager Li, I’ve recently analyzed the operations of blogs and discovered some patterns and characteristics. So, I wanted to do a product upgrade based on blogs. However, I truly don’t know much about product development, so the overall plan is quite amateurish. I hope you can take the time to offer more corrections.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “No problem, I will carefully review your product plan when I have time.”

Then, Li Mu curiously asked, “By the way, Teacher Chen, could you briefly introduce it over the phone?”

“This…” Chen Tong hesitated for a moment and said, “Actually, it’s about streamlining the content based on blogs. That blog post you shared earlier gave me a lot of inspiration. It made me realize that excellent content, or rather, excellent content suitable for online dissemination, doesn’t need to be long or deeply profound. Shorter and simpler content is often more likely to resonate with users.”

“Damn it…” Li Mu couldn’t help but gasp.

Streamlining blogs, making them shorter and simpler—isn’t that just Weibo?

He hadn’t even prepared to launch Weibo, and Chen Tong had figured it out himself?

Surprised, Li Mu told Chen Tong, “How about this, Teacher Chen, I’ll take a look at your product concept first. We can discuss the details in person tomorrow when I’m at the company.”

“Okay.”

After hanging up, Li Mu was mostly sober. He quickly went home, opened his computer, and checked the product plan Chen Tong had sent to his email.

When he saw the title “Light Blog,” Li Mu knew that this thing should not be too different from Weibo. At least in its core, it was very close to Weibo, or rather, to Twitter.

After carefully reading Chen Tong’s product plan, Li Mu secretly marveled. Chen Tong’s “Light Blog” had essentially achieved 50% of what Weibo or Twitter did. What was truly missing was the social aspect. Chen Tong was focused on streamlining blogs but hadn’t considered how to increase social interaction after streamlining. As for the rest, he had basically thought of it all.

Chen Tong wasn’t a reborn individual. The fact that he could start from blogs and figure out half a Weibo on his own truly astonished Li Mu.

Li Mu carefully sorted out the preceding and succeeding logic. First, it could be confirmed that in his past life, the concept of “Weibo” was created by Twitter, and Twitter launched in 2006. This meant that, according to normal logic, the only person in this world who knew about the Weibo model should be himself.

But why did Chen Tong figure out half a Twitter on his own before Twitter even came into existence?

After much thought, Li Mu suddenly came up with a very important logical point: the development of any science or technology is like climbing a mountain. The ones at the very front are always exploring their own paths, while the vast majority of those behind are following the paths of those who came before. Those who are one step ahead of others have the greatest opportunity and possibility to innovate.

Just like blogs, according to Chen Tong’s analysis of blogs, blog lightweighting is an inevitable stage in blog development. So, there is a question: who would be the first to think of this?

Li Mu felt that it must be the first person to discover the drawbacks of blogs’ heavy nature who would think of lightweighting improvements. And discovering the drawbacks of blogs’ heavy nature would only be possible after blogs had developed to a bottleneck.

In his past life, Westerners invented blogs, and Westerners were also the first to operate the blog concept to a bottleneck. Therefore, Westerners were also the first to realize that blogs should be lightweight.

So, in his past life, China’s blog concept imitated the West. After blogs developed to a bottleneck, China’s Weibo concept also imitated the West. Sina Blog imitated Western blogs, and Sina Weibo imitated Western Twitter, constantly remaining in the stage of “following the path of those who came before.”

The development of technology is like this: one step slow means every step is slow; one step fast means every step is fast.

In this life, Muye Technology seized an early advantage in the global internet’s social field. As a result, Chen Tong, operating within this one-step-ahead system, was able to touch upon the bottleneck of blog operations before Westerners. Then, he also came up with the idea of a lightweighting route for blogs before Westerners did.

For Li Mu, this was an excellent phenomenon. It meant that because of Muye Technology’s one-step lead, Muye Technology would have opportunities to lead in multiple fields internally in the future. In the future, he might not even need to personally intervene; the team members, like Chen Tong, would be able to find the direction for the next stage of development one step ahead!





Chapter 1484: Weibo & Twitter

The next day, the first thing Li Mu did upon arriving at the company was to notify Chen Tong, asking him to bring his product plan to his office.

Chen Tong had been feeling uneasy ever since he finished his call with Li Mu last night. Upon learning that Li Mu wanted to see him, this feeling of uneasiness intensified.

Chen Tong himself knew very well that Li Mu probably didn’t think much of him, which was largely due to his inability to discern the situation. Based on this, Chen Tong wasn’t very confident about his Light Blog product concept. He was afraid that as a content creator with no product experience, blindly attempting to design a product would lead him into misconceptions he couldn’t see, and even more so, that his product would be rejected by Li Mu. After all, Li Mu could be considered the top product manager in the entire internet industry, and his Light Blog was truly showing off one’s meager skills in front of an expert.

Steeling himself, Chen Tong arrived at Li Mu’s office. Even making eye contact with Li Mu felt like immense pressure. He could only force himself to appear calmer and politely asked, “General Manager Li, were you looking for me?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, rising from his office chair and saying to Chen Tong, “Come, Teacher Chen, let’s talk on the sofa.”

As he spoke, Li Mu had already walked to the sofa.

Chen Tong hurriedly followed, standing opposite Li Mu. Since Li Mu hadn’t sat down, he didn’t dare to sit first, remaining still.

Li Mu smiled, “Sit down, Teacher Chen, don’t be so constrained.”

Chen Tong repeatedly said “Okay,” but only carefully sat down opposite Li Mu after seeing Li Mu take his seat.

Once settled, Li Mu had one of Li Ziwei’s subordinates bring in two cups of coffee, then said to Chen Tong, “Teacher Chen, I have carefully reviewed your product plan.”

Chen Tong stared intently at Li Mu, asking nervously, “General Manager Li, how about it? Is it too superficial? I don’t really understand products, and I haven’t thought things through in many areas…”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “It’s not superficial at all. On the contrary, I think your research direction and ideas are not only correct but also profound.”

Receiving Li Mu’s affirmation, Chen Tong finally breathed a sigh of relief. Before this, his biggest fear was rejection, but now it seemed that misgiving could be dismissed.

So, Chen Tong humbly said, “Thank you for your approval, General Manager Li, but I truly have much more to learn in depth.”

Li Mu looked at him and smiled slightly, saying, “Teacher Chen, I’m very glad to see your current change. You’ve now shifted from ‘creating content you believe is good’ to ‘creating content the market deems good.’ This is a very positive sign, because an entrepreneur can be a cultural figure, a philanthropist, an artist, or an expert scholar in various fields, but fundamentally, they must be a businessperson.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “Look, there are all sorts of entrepreneurs around us. Many of them are highly qualified talents, influential figures in their respective fields. But when they actually start a business, most can’t escape the fate of failure. The fundamental reason is that they haven’t truly become a businessperson.”

Chen Tong repeatedly nodded and said, “General Manager Li is right. Those who create content shouldn’t just make high-quality, in-depth content. They also need to create content that users enjoy, content with stronger virality, and content that is more thoroughly market-oriented. This requires our content creators to first change their mindset: not to create content they think is good, but to create content the market deems good, or content with more commercial value.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu agreed, “Fully understanding market needs and catering to them is the core of commercial development. Through your product plan, I believe you now have this awareness.”

Chen Tong said, “My product plan still has many areas that aren’t complete. I wonder if General Manager Li has any suggestions?”

Li Mu said, “I highly agree with your concept of streamlining blog content. At this stage, our users face too many temptations. Besides games, it’s hard for any other product to keep users focused and exclusively engaged for extended periods. In such a situation, users will gradually lose patience with long-form blog content. Streamlining blogs is already imperative.”

At this point, Li Mu changed the subject and said, “However, there are two ways to specifically implement this idea: one is to directly streamline existing blogs, and the other is to build a new product based on this core concept. Which do you lean towards more?”

Chen Tong thought for a moment and said, “I lean towards the former, because blog data is currently declining. If we create a separate new product, it will inevitably deal a greater blow to blogs, making blogs themselves even more superfluous. This method of the left hand fighting the right hand will cause some resource waste.”

Li Mu said, “I personally lean more towards the latter.”

Chen Tong asked curiously, “Why is that?”

Li Mu said, “Because refining the essence is always easier than a complete transformation, and the refined version will have higher adaptability.”

Seeing that Chen Tong didn’t quite understand his meaning at the moment, Li Mu said, “To digress for a moment, Teacher Chen, how much do you know about military affairs?”

“Passably,” Chen Tong said. “When I was at the portal, I had some exposure, both actively and passively, due to my profession.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, asking, “Then do you know that in the 1960s, the United States developed a supersonic reconnaissance aircraft called the SR-71, nicknamed the Blackbird?”

“I do,” Chen Tong said. “This aircraft is legendary; military enthusiasts worldwide love it.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “The reason the Blackbird is revered like a god by military enthusiasts worldwide is not just its groundbreaking external design, but also its unparalleled flight speed and altitude, its powerful variable-cycle jet engine, its epoch-making titanium alloy fuselage, its cutting-edge radar-reflective coating, and its specialized pilot pressure suit. Logically, such a powerful product should have remained in service with the United States military, but in reality, it was completely dismissed from active duty as soon as the 1990s began. Do you know why?”

Chen Tong pondered for a moment and said, “I’ve seen some analyses before; the main reason should be that the Blackbird’s operating cost was too high.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “High cost is one aspect, but there are many other reasons. For example, in the 1960s, the Blackbird’s speed surpassed almost all fighter jets and even surface-to-air missiles. However, by the 1990s, advancements in missile technology greatly reduced the Blackbird’s speed advantage, causing the Blackbird to face increasingly significant threats. The S-300 Anti-Aircraft Missile officially deployed by the Soviet Union in the 1980s, if used against the Blackbird, would basically be a guaranteed hit;”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “Another example is the continuous development of satellite technology, which made the Blackbird’s reconnaissance capabilities increasingly superfluous. In such circumstances, what do you want to keep such an aircraft for if not dismissed?”

Chen Tong finally understood Li Mu’s meaning.

At this point, Li Mu added, “However, although the Americans dismissed the Blackbird, the various top-tier technology and techniques they accumulated from it were refined and continuously utilized. You see, many of the United States’ currently active weapon systems bear the Blackbird’s influence: the B-2 bomber, the F-22, the F-117… So you see, even though the Blackbird is gone, its advantages have been inherited and carried forward in other products.”

Chen Tong hesitated for a moment, asking Li Mu, somewhat torn, “General Manager Li, I understand what you mean, but are we just giving up on blogs like this?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “The Americans didn’t completely abandon the Blackbird either. Apart from the one or two aircraft NASA retained for various experiments, most of the remaining Blackbirds have basically gone into aviation museums. In any aviation museum, it’s considered a treasure of the collection. So we won’t completely abandon blogs either; we’ll continue to keep them, just stop importing resources to them. Strictly speaking, it’s ‘free-range,’ not ‘abandonment.’”

Chen Tong tentatively asked, “If blogs are let go free-range, will Light Blog be our next main focus for nurturing?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying unequivocally, “Exactly! Blogs will stop receiving resources and enter a free-range stage, then we’ll fully develop your ‘Light Blog.’ However, if I’m being frank, your ‘Light Blog,’ in my view, is still just a semi-finished product. You’ve only addressed what kind of content users should be guided to create, but not how to guide users to engage in special social interaction based on this lightweighting content.”

Chen Tong blurted out, “Social interaction?”

“Exactly.” Li Mu said calmly, “Think carefully about what a blog is. A blog is like a classroom, where each blogger is a teacher who talks nonstop in class. For a forty-five-minute lesson, they perform a monologue for forty minutes, and during that time, other students are not allowed to voice their opinions. Then the remaining five minutes are left for students to ask questions or interact with them. Look at current celebrity blogs: thousands of words written, and readers either leave without finishing, or they leave after finishing, at most leaving a like or a comment. Readers can neither interact with the blogger nor easily interact with other users.”

Chen Tong mentally pictured the scene of a teacher lecturing in a classroom and suddenly realized, exclaiming, “Now that you mention it, it really does feel that way…”

Li Mu continued, “Precisely because blogs are like classrooms and lack what they need, Light Blog must break these limitations and shackles. We cannot make it a classroom, nor should it have any relation to one. We should turn it into a social venue, a social occasion where everyone can express opinions, everyone can hear others’ opinions, and everyone can establish connections and interact with each other.”

Chen Tong said somewhat awkwardly, “General Manager Li, I generally understand what you mean, but I can’t figure out how this concept should be presented as a product.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “As for the specific presentation, I will conduct more in-depth secondary development based on your Light Blog, adopting an information stream display mode, combined with a comprehensive follow, friend, and interaction system, to socialize your Light Blog.”

Reaching this point, Li Mu looked at Chen Tong and jested, “However, the product’s true name can’t be Light Blog anymore. Firstly, this name isn’t catchy, and secondly, its literal connection to blog is too close.”

Chen Tong quickly asked, “Then what do you suggest we call it?”

Li Mu said, “The Chinese name will be Weibo. Weibo, in its original sense, means Microblog, but we won’t market it that way. We’ll simply promote Weibo as a brand new product to users.”

“Weibo…” Chen Tong thought for a moment, then agreed, “I think this name is very good. It’s simple, easy to remember, and catchy and easy to say.”

After speaking, Chen Tong asked again, “So the English name will be MicroBlog?”

Li Mu smiled, “I just said not to have too close a literal connection with ‘blog’ or ‘Blog.’ What’s the difference between your MicroBlog and your Light Blog…”

Chen Tong said somewhat ashamed, “I was being complacent, thinking a direct translation of the English name would be fine…”

Li Mu said calmly, “Actually, I already thought of the English name last night. It’s Twitter.”

Chen Tong asked curiously, “Why Twitter? This word seems a bit unfamiliar, rather obscure. What does it mean?”

Li Mu explained, “It describes people or birds chattering and chirping non-stop, which perfectly matches the lively scene of Weibo, where you say a couple of words, I say a couple of words, and everyone chimes in.”

“Chattering?” Chen Tong chuckled after hearing it. “That word is truly vivid! For native English speakers, it should also feel very natural, easy to remember, and catchy.”

Li Mu smiled and asked him, “By the way, do you know how to translate ‘Twitter’ into our language to better convey how Americans feel about the word?’”

Chen Tong asked curiously, “How do you translate it?”

“Blabbering on and on.”





Chapter 1485: The Feast of Wholesale Acquisition

Weibo and blogs, though they only differ by one character, and many claim the former is a lightweighting version of the latter, in Li Mu’s view, these two products have fundamental differences in their core concepts.

Blogs, like the United States’ Blackbird reconnaissance aircraft, are destined to be eliminated or marginalized by the internet industry, much like the once prevalent chat rooms. They are transitional products of a specific period, whose life cycle lasts only a few short years. After these years, they can never regain their past brilliance.

Such transitional products are also common in the brick-and-mortar industry, most evidently the PHS, which became popular quickly and died quickly. Its brief brilliance was due to mobile communication equipment and usage fees being too expensive during that period. While traditional landline phones were relatively cheaper in terms of equipment and usage, they lacked mobile communication capabilities. Therefore, the PHS, caught in between, immediately found its niche market.

However, the PHS itself was a deformed product with major technical flaws and extremely limited room for upgrade. When industrial upgrade occurred, or when top-tier industries began to exert pressure, it was like a bean caught in a press, with absolutely no ability to fight against it.

In Li Mu’s view, the future of the internet, apart from strongly vertical fields, will see all other industrial modes needing to integrate social elements to achieve their ultimate development. There must be strong human-to-human interaction within their own products; otherwise, any product risks being eliminated one day.

Strongly vertical products, such as navigation software, translation software, weather software, and production tools, are those with extremely vertical functions. For instance, Photoshop will never need to consider adding social features to its product, and Gaode and Google Maps don’t need to force users to socialize within their software.

However, apart from these strongly vertical software, other products need the endorsement/backing of social attributes to ensure their vitality. The success of NetEase Cloud Music lies in its integration of social features, and the reason why Zhihu surpassed Baidu Knows to become the legendary high-swagger community is precisely because it incorporated social nature.

It is the social attributes that provide people with a stage to show off, the motivation to show off, and channels to monetize their personal influence. Weibo is no different.

The social weakness of blogs is essentially no different from that of a PHS. However, the social strength of Weibo or Twitter is second only to social software like WeChat. Li Mu doesn’t know how strong the vitality of products like Weibo and Twitter truly is, but he is certain that their vitality is far stronger than any blog.

Years later, Sina Weibo gradually declined due to rampant advertising, but Twitter has continued to thrive on the international stage, proving its global vitality. If YY’s product system could incubate a Twitter, YY’s overall combat power would be even stronger. Therefore, for Li Mu, Weibo is indeed something that must be done, and it must be done with a global scope, and done to the best of its ability.

It just hadn’t occurred to Li Mu before that the Weibo mode would be thought of so quickly by someone else. Fortunately, that person was Chen Tong; otherwise, if it became a competitor, it could have added a threatening enemy to YY’s future.

Although Tencent has become history for now, Li Mu still deeply admires Tencent’s overall operational model from his previous life. With QQ and WeChat as its core, Tencent vigorously developed its closed loop and ecosystem. No matter what segments existed in the internet industry, as a giant enterprise, if it could do it, it would definitely do it. If it succeeded, fine; if it didn’t, it would invest in or acquire those who did well. In short, it would dabble in every field it could.

Li Mu’s goal is the same: never to believe his territory has expanded enough, and always to hold reverence and longing for emerging fields.

Thus, Li Mu announced to the company’s core executives the immediate establishment of the Twitter business unit, with Chen Tong, the current person in charge of blogs, as the General Manager of the business unit.

The reason for naming it the “Twitter business unit” instead of the “Weibo business unit” was to ensure maximum confidentiality. If the words “Weibo” were leaked in advance, current internet professionals could easily associate them with Microblog, which is a streamlined, lightweight blog. This would expose at least half of the strategic intentions prematurely.

However, calling it Twitter makes it abstract. China internet companies would not be able to figure out what kind of product it is based on this English word, nor would overseas, especially Western, internet companies connect the dots.

After all, if you told a China internet professional that Muye Technology was preparing to develop software named “blabbering on and on,” many would also be dumbfounded and unable to grasp its meaning.

The Twitter business unit holds a very high level within Muye Technology. It is not controlled by any Vice President, and Chen Tong reports directly to Li Mu. The Technical Department is required to provide unconditional support to ensure Twitter launches as early as possible.

Currently, Muye Technology has become a key focus for global internet companies. Therefore, a major internal move like establishing a business unit could not be concealed from other industry colleagues. Almost on the day the business unit was established, domestic internet companies received the news: Muye Technology had established a high-level business unit reporting directly to Li Mu, and its name was strangely “Twitter.”

For a time, the entire industry speculated: what exactly is Twitter?

Soon, the news reached Silicon Valley and Wall Street. Upon learning that Muye Technology had established an English-named business unit, Silicon Valley became highly nervous.

As a China enterprise, Muye Technology suddenly establishing an English-named business unit instinctively suggested to Silicon Valley that this unit was specifically created for the English-speaking market.

This, in turn, meant that Muye Technology’s next major product would make a strong push in the English-speaking market.

No one knew what kind of product Twitter truly was, but everyone clearly understood that whichever field Twitter was positioned in, the existing companies in that field would suffer a huge blow. Every Silicon Valley entrepreneur prayed, hoping that Twitter’s actual direction would not overlap with their own startup direction.

Some entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley tried to verify the information through various channels with Lin Qingya, who was overseeing North America, hoping to get a few scattered words about Twitter through communication with her. However, Lin Qingya very honestly told everyone: she knew no more about Muye Technology establishing the Twitter business unit than any outsider, as she herself only learned about the company’s new department when she received the group’s public email.

Lin Qingya was not lying. Given the need for confidentiality for the Twitter project, and her being abroad, Li Mu did not inform her of the relevant planning before establishing the business unit. All content regarding Twitter was known only to the few executives who actually attended the meeting in Beijing.

Li Mu also explicitly required that core content about Twitter must not be communicated online through any means, including email, YY transmission, or video conferencing. So Lin Qingya, being in North America, only knew that the business unit had been established, but she knew nothing about its specific content.

Even Lin Qingya didn’t know what the Twitter business unit was doing, which made all of Silicon Valley even more anxious. Li Mu’s consistent success during this period made all Silicon Valley internet companies feel like hostages held by Li Mu. Now, the news about the Twitter business unit was like hearing Li Mu grinding a knife through a closed door. Those trapped inside had no idea if Li Mu was grinding the knife to kill them.

Amidst this worry, the only company completely unconcerned was Google.

Google knew clearly that after paying protection fees, Muye Technology would no longer compete with them. So, Twitter could be any product, but certainly not a search engine.

This made Larry Page feel exceptionally relaxed. It seemed this was the benefit of paying protection fees.

…

As Twitter became a global trending topic on the internet, the signing ceremony between Muye&Baidu and Google was about to be held in Beijing.

This signing ceremony would be Muye Technology’s largest to date, and also the one receiving the highest public attention.

In his previous blog post, Li Mu frankly confessed to the world his instinctive pursuit of commercial interests as a businessman. Major global media outlets almost all reported on Li Mu’s “forcibly acquired” maneuver and the content of that blog post. This not only brought the Acquisition to the attention of global netizens but also earned the approval of the vast majority of them. This overt strategy, seemingly unfair yet mutually willing, became a bold move talked about with relish by everyone.

Because of this, the global internet, capital market, financial market, and the general public paid extra attention to this special “Acquisition” case. Due to the large number of media attending, the placement of camcorders on site had to be pre-booked and supplied in limited quantities. Apart from major television media, reporters from other print media and online media were strictly prohibited from bringing large camcorder equipment and could only bring DSLR cameras.

Thousands of reporters and entrepreneurs confirmed their attendance at the signing ceremony. Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg were invited to China to participate, and even Tim Cook put down his work and traveled from afar to show support for and stand by his new boss, Li Mu.

Besides the business leaders whose enterprises developed around Li Mu’s ecosystem, Bigwigs from various companies in Silicon Valley also came to show support. After all, he was a future super giant in the internet industry, and no one dared to underestimate Li Mu’s future influence on the global internet. They were willing to travel thousands of miles, partly to show goodwill to Li Mu, and partly to chase popularity.

Not just Silicon Valley, many Wall Street Bigwigs also came. As the only Western capital that invested in Muye Technology, Sequoia Capital’s CEO personally went to the scene to support Li Mu. After this Acquisition is completed, Muye Technology’s valuation will see a significant surge. As an investor profiting by riding along, Sequoia’s potential profit from its investment in Muye Technology has already exceeded three hundred percent. In terms of both profit margin and profit scale, this is Sequoia’s largest investment in recent years.

In this scorching July, a feast of wholesale acquisition in the capital field is about to unfold globally!





Chapter 1486: The Dread of Clashing Products

Muye Technology’s public relations staff arranged all the distinguished guests invited to the event in a single five-star hotel, while other invited guests and journalists were accommodated in several other five-star hotels.

Following the established methods of the business world, Li Mu hosted a small cocktail party the day before the signing ceremony, under his personal name, at the hotel where the distinguished guests were staying. This served as a small build buzz before the main event.

Several of Li Mu’s key partners were among the invitees, along with the CEOs of several major Silicon Valley internet companies and a few capital representatives from Wall Street.

Before the cocktail party began, Li Ziwei playfully said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the combined net worth of the entrepreneurs attending tonight’s cocktail party is several hundred billion US dollars, conservatively estimated at over four trillion Chinese yuan. If word gets out, it might shock the whole world.”

“That’s nothing,” Li Mu said with a smile. “Wait a few more years. When we hold Muye Technology’s developer conference, the combined net worth of the participating entrepreneurs might even exceed several trillion US dollars.”

Li Ziwei asked him curiously, “Developer conference? What does that mean?”

Li Mu explained with a smile, “In the future, we will build one, or even multiple, global mobile platforms. This platform will be open to all developers worldwide, just like Windows.”

“I think I understand,” Li Ziwei said, smiling. “Oh, by the way, General Manager Li, many people hope to meet with you privately tonight. Do you want to arrange a time window for meetings?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Nine to ten o’clock can be open. But who wants to meet with me?”

“Many people,” Li Ziwei replied. “Executives from Silicon Valley companies like Cisco, IBM, HP, and even Microsoft, all hope to have a private talk with you. I’ve filtered them for you, and two people are particularly worth seeing: Larry Ellison, the CEO and founder of Oracle, and Steve Johnson from Sequoia.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, analyzing, “Hardware companies don’t have much room for deep collaboration. Companies like Microsoft would certainly only want to discuss some empty talk with me. Oracle probably sees us as a potential major client and wants to deeply collaborate on cloud computing. As for Sequoia, needless to say, they definitely want to discuss our subsequent capital operations…”

Li Ziwei said, “That’s what I was thinking too. So I directly rejected the other companies. If you’re interested in these two, I’ll respond to them shortly. If not, I’ll reject them as well.”

Li Mu considered it and said, “Reject Oracle. Tonight, I’ll only meet Steve Johnson from Sequoia.”

Li Ziwei quickly replied, “Then I’ll inform his secretary shortly. The time will be set for exactly nine o’clock, and the location will be a business suite we’ve reserved in this hotel. How about that?”

“No problem.”

To Li Mu, anyone who treated him as a client was a subordinate because he was the one they were desperately trying to get in with. For such people, even if he himself wished for deep cooperation, he had to maintain a strong presence from the start.

As for Sequoia, they were, after all, his partners, and there was much more room for deep cooperation in the future. Chatting more with their person in charge would be beneficial for both sides.

The cocktail party Li Mu organized was very simple. He merely booked the entire ballroom of the hotel and multiplied the security measures to ensure no one would be disturbed or interrupted. Beyond that, there was no deliberate decoration of the ballroom’s interior environment, nor any special upgrade to the services provided by the banquet hall. Everything followed the normal standards of a five-star hotel.

To ordinary people, a five-star hotel standard cocktail party would definitely be considered luxurious, but for these Bigwigs with net worths exceeding one hundred million, attending such a party was no different from sitting by the roadside eating malatang.

This group of Bigwigs from the United States understood how to enjoy life better than the rich people in China. Li Mu had long heard that many of these Bigwigs splurged tens of millions or even over one hundred million US dollars to buy ultra-luxurious private jets and yachts. They typically flew Hollywood celebrities and models around the world to attend various overly high-end gatherings, living a life of extravagance that surpassed even the royal families of places like Dubai.

Li Mu entered the ballroom ten minutes before the cocktail party began. At this time, more than twenty people were already holding wine glasses, chatting in small groups. Since there were no media reporters present, every guest appeared very relaxed and natural.

Seeing Li Mu enter, one of the guests raised the stemmed glass of cocktail in his hand, then gently tapped the outside of the glass with a ring on his finger, emitting a pleasant chime. After attracting the attention of most people, the guest smiled and said, “Everyone, General Manager Li is here.”

Everyone else looked at Li Mu, who had just entered the ballroom, and then they all raised their wine glasses, making crisp clinking sounds in various ways to welcome the host of the cocktail party.

Li Mu didn’t expect such a sudden display from the crowd. He quickly stopped, clasped his hands and bowed slightly to everyone in thanks. After all, these were guests who had traveled a long way to show support.

At this moment, someone spoke in English, “General Manager Li, as today’s host, shouldn’t you say something?”

As soon as he finished speaking, many people echoed, “Yes, General Manager Li, say something!”

Li Mu looked around and found many familiar faces. Not only were his partners in starting a business there, but even Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks, Leonardo DiCaprio, Anne Hathaway – the main creative team behind Flying Tigers – had arrived. He presumed they had paused the film’s shooting and rushed over from Yunnan Province.

Li Mu raised his glass, subtly gesturing to the four of them, then said with a smile, “Thank you all for traveling thousands of miles to show support for tomorrow’s signing ceremony. Your support means a great deal to me and to Muye Technology. Furthermore, I hope everyone enjoys themselves tonight. Finally, welcome to China! Thank you all!”

Everyone applauded politely. Larry Ellison, the founder of Oracle, smiled and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I’m Larry Ellison, the CEO of Oracle. I came to China this time hoping to find an opportunity to have a good talk with you about future cooperation possibilities.”

Li Mu nodded, giving a calm smile, and said, “Thank you, Larry. After I finish these immediate matters, if I have time, I’ll have my assistant contact you.”

Larry Ellison raised his wine glass and nodded, signaling, “Then I’ll await your news.”

Li Mu acknowledged him, then proceeded to go around with his wine glass, greeting everyone present one by one.

Since Li Mu didn’t know most of the people, he chose to greet the unfamiliar first-time guests, then say a few words to his acquaintances and partners.

So Li Mu started with the stranger closest to him. The process was very simple: mutual greetings, then clarifying who they were, followed by a few polite exchanges, and then moving on to the next person.

When he reached the fourth person, a man in his forties shook hands with Li Mu and said, “General Manager Li, hello. I’m Pete, Vice President of Microsoft. Although Bill very much wanted to come in person, he’s been quite busy recently, so he entrusted me to congratulate you.”

Li Mu shook his hand and chuckled, “Thank you, and please also thank Mr. Gates for me.”

Pete nodded and said with a smile, “Bill has always thought very highly of you, General Manager Li. He often says that in the near future, Muye Technology will not only become the world’s largest internet company but even the world’s largest enterprise. He is very optimistic about your future prospects, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu laughed, “Mr. Gates thinks too highly of me.”

Pete added, “Bill also asked me to tell you, General Manager Li, that if you visit the United States next time, he will definitely come to Silicon Valley to meet you.”

“Okay,” Li Mu smiled. “If he has time, he’s always welcome.”

After a brief exchange, Li Mu was about to find an excuse to excuse himself and greet others, when Pete suddenly asked Li Mu, “By the way, General Manager Li, the entire Silicon Valley has been discussing your Twitter Business Unit recently. Can you tell us what aspects this business unit will be involved in?”

Li Mu smiled, “Regarding Twitter, all I can say is that it will be our next new product with extremely high strategic status, and it will also be a very interesting product. As for what kind of product it specifically is, I cannot disclose that yet. However, Twitter is expected to formally launch to global users this autumn.”

Pete nodded with some disappointment and said, “Alright, then. We look forward to the day Muye Technology’s new product is released!”

Although his words were polite, Pete felt somewhat disheartened inside.

The reason he came to this cocktail party and tomorrow’s signing ceremony was partly because Bill Gates himself didn’t want to attend, and partly to seize the opportunity to understand Muye Technology’s situation, especially the now closely followed Twitter.

Microsoft had been feeling immense pressure recently, most of which came from Muye Technology. Muye Technology defeated MSN and also defeated MSN’s portal website, causing MSN’s portal traffic to plummet. If Microsoft hadn’t set the MSN homepage as the default page in some users’ IE browsers, MSN’s traffic would have continued to crash.

The decline of MSN and its website completely shattered Microsoft’s social dreams. Just as Microsoft was preparing to create its own search engine, Li Mu suddenly sold a shell company to Google. Although Google was quite tricked, the alliance between Google and Muye Technology was already set in stone. As a result, Microsoft’s search engine dream ended before it even began.

Currently, Microsoft’s internal team is preparing a new project. This project aims to integrate all of Microsoft’s existing lifestyle software, pages, and applications into a new concept called the Windows-Live software package. The term Windows-Live aims to convey a “Windows Life,” with the core idea being that users, with this Windows-Live package, could obtain everything they desired on the internet.

This Windows-Live software package is Microsoft’s next major strategic move. However, due to Muye Technology’s extremely powerful aura, Microsoft now lacks sufficient confidence in this project. Furthermore, the recently circulating “Twitter buzz” has made Microsoft even more anxious. What they fear most is that their product will end up clashing with Twitter…





Chapter 1487: Respect Your Sixth Sense

When it comes to ambition, Microsoft has always been one of the biggest companies in its industry.

Like Tencent, Microsoft hopes to achieve comprehensive success after its main business succeeds. However, in terms of success rate for attempts, Microsoft lags far behind Tencent.

Of all the fields in the internet industry, Microsoft currently values social and lifestyle services the most. But these are precisely Muye Technology’s strengths, and their MSN has also failed, which puts Microsoft in an even more awkward position.

Currently, Microsoft’s market value is over one hundred billion US dollars, with its stock price maintaining a horizontal line for a long time, lacking any power to stimulate it in the short term. Although Muye Technology is not yet listed, its valuation has already comfortably exceeded one hundred billion. If it goes public, its market value would be significantly amplified. Measured this way, Muye Technology’s capital volume has actually surpassed Microsoft’s.

Because of this, Microsoft learned from its painful experience and decided to re-exert efforts in the social and lifestyle fields. For Microsoft, no matter what, they could snatch some benefits from Muye Technology’s bowl.

In Microsoft’s eyes, after losing MSN, they entered a state of advantage against Muye Technology. This advantage is like an island nation facing a landlocked country with no naval combat capability; the island nation can launch various forms of harassment against the landlocked country, and even large-scale amphibious landings to conquer new territories. But the landlocked country, lacking naval power, has no way to attack the island nation’s homeland except to defend against its invasions.

This is precisely the strategic position between Microsoft and Muye Technology.

Microsoft’s core business at this stage is Windows and Windows-based software, followed by hegemonic office software like Office. As for servers and other production tools, they are all non-core businesses. Since Microsoft’s core businesses have extremely high entry barriers, Muye Technology currently has no ability to contend with Microsoft on Windows and Office. Therefore, for Microsoft, its core businesses are absolutely secure in front of Muye Technology.

However, Muye Technology’s core business consists of its entire ecosystem centered on YY, including its portal, games, music, social networks, Tieba, and blogs. For Microsoft, there are absolutely no barriers in these fields. They have sufficient capability to develop a complete set of products similar to YY. Even if these products cannot outperform Muye Technology’s, they can at least directly compete with Muye Technology.

Microsoft’s recently planned Windows-Live software suite includes a redesigned and redeveloped MSN, as well as a series of ecosystem-related products built around MSN. For example, they acquired a United States-based online chess and card games platform and are preparing to integrate it into the new MSN software. In addition, Microsoft is also planning to develop an online music streaming software and simultaneously launch MSN-Blog, which is highly anticipated by everyone at Microsoft. To make the blog bigger and stronger, Microsoft even specifically developed a complementary editor for it.

Li Mu’s blog post, which went viral globally, made Chen Tong realize the shortcomings of long-form blogs; only lightweight blogs could meet social needs. However, the same event, in Microsoft’s eyes, revealed the enormous future development potential of blogs. If one of Li Mu’s blog posts could go viral worldwide, then making blogs bigger and stronger definitely had a high probability of growing into the number one media in the online world.

This is the daily reality for many internet companies: the same scenario unfolds before them, some discern the future of the industry years ahead, while others see a vague and intangible mirage. Microsoft has made many similar mistakes throughout its history.

MSN-Blog was essentially a secondary development based on normal blogs on the market, lacking significant unique features. However, the blog editor developed by Microsoft itself was considered a “divine artifact” highly praised internally at Microsoft.

This editor would be built into MSN. Users would only need to click on it in MSN’s quick launch bar to instantly bring up the editor interface. And because it’s embedded in MSN, users don’t need to log in separately.

After clicking to bring up the editor interface, users can directly enter titles, edit content, and insert local images. Additionally, this editor comes with an automatic save function, helping users save drafts anytime, anywhere, and even allows custom publication times. In the Microsoft team’s view, this editor will greatly enhance the user experience and efficiency of publishing blogs, definitely serving as a powerful production tool in the blog field.

Up until now, no company globally had developed an exclusive editor for blogs; Microsoft was the first. This is also Microsoft’s consistent methods of doing things. In their view, any internet field needs to be technical and tool-based. However, they didn’t know that Li Mu had embarked on a completely opposite path: while they chose technicalization and tool-based development, Li Mu chose lightweighting and social formatting.

However, Li Mu didn’t know that Microsoft was preparing to return in full force to the social field. It was just that Microsoft Vice President Pete’s follow of Twitter vaguely made Li Mu sense a hint of danger.

Logically, after abandoning MSN, Microsoft should no longer be concerned about Muye Technology, because MSN was once their unique overlap. With MSN dead, the two companies now completely avoid business conflicts. Their relationship is like a specialty store for tobacco and alcohol and a beauty and barber shop; not only are they completely unrelated, but even if they operated side by side, there would be no conflict whatsoever.

Because of this, Li Mu became more wary of Pete and Microsoft. To him, Pete was like the Deputy General Manager of a Seattle beauty and barber shop who suddenly traveled thousands of miles to China to inquire about what brands of cigarettes and alcohol he would sell next. If Pete wasn’t an idiot, then there definitely had to be some unspeakable conspiracy.

Li Mu’s sixth sense was very strong, and he respected his sixth sense.

Some people, even if they have a sixth sense, are prone to self-doubt and becoming numb. Sometimes, they might realize that something could be problematic, but then instantly reassure themselves that they are overthinking, then negate that sixth sense and push it to the back of their minds.

But Li Mu, in order to grow to who he is today, not only trusts his sixth sense but also investigates further based on it. If something makes him feel wrong, even if he can’t pinpoint why, he will find a way to investigate it.

After exchanging a few pleasantries with Pete, Li Mu called Li Ziwei over and whispered in her ear, “Contact General Manager Lin and ask her to inquire about Microsoft’s recent activities in the United States. See if Microsoft has any new business layout that overlaps with Muye Technology.”

“Alright.” Li Ziwei smiled and nodded, saying, “It should be morning in the United States already. I’ll call her now.”

Li Mu added, “Tell her to follow Microsoft’s recent small and medium-scale capital operations. See if the parent company or its subsidiaries have made any acquisitions. If they have, ask her to find a way to investigate the acquired parties thoroughly, then organize the information and send it to me.”

“Understood.”

After Li Ziwei left, Steven Spielberg brought the three actors to Li Mu. The four of them held their wine glasses, and Steven Spielberg spoke first, “General Manager Li, congratulations on another victory!”

Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom Hanks also smiled and said, “General Manager Li, congratulations!”

Li Mu smiled and nodded to the three of them, then looked at Anne Hathaway and found her expression particularly shy. Her large eyes fixed on Li Mu, yet somewhat evasive, as if she wanted to speak but hesitated.

Anne Hathaway’s attire tonight was exceptionally elegant and ladylike. Her black sleeveless dress was simple yet grand, paired with a string of crystal-clear, smooth pearls around her neck. The simple black and white combination appeared particularly refined.

“Hello, General Manager Li!” Seeing the three beside her had greeted Li Mu, Anne Hathaway, though she hadn’t yet thought of an opening, realized that dragging it out would only make it more awkward, so she quickly blurted out a greeting.

“Good to see you again, Anne,” Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “You look very beautiful tonight.”

“Really?” Anne Hathaway became slightly flustered under Li Mu’s gaze.

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying very naturally, “I like your necklace; it matches your temperament and this dress perfectly.”

Anne Hathaway’s heart filled with joy. She gently fondled the necklace on her chest and said shyly, “Thank you for the compliment, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu blinked and asked with a smile, “Everyone, was filming in Yunnan Province very hard?”

Leonardo DiCaprio chuckled, “I thought it was great. The climate in Yunnan Province is wonderful, and the scenery is also wonderful. I’ve grown quite fond of that place.”

Tom Hanks said very earnestly, “Leo is right. I also really like the environment and climate there. My only regret is that the local food is a bit spicy.”

Leonardo DiCaprio said, “Tom loves their Crossing-the-bridge rice noodles. He basically has a bowl every day, regardless of morning, noon, or night.”

“Crossing-the-bridge rice noodles?” Li Mu was momentarily surprised, then laughed, “Are you talking about ‘Guoqiao Mixian’ in Chinese?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Leonardo DiCaprio nodded repeatedly, laughing, “That’s it, Guoqiao Mixian, the taste is excellent.”

Tom Hanks said, “My favorite staple food is all kinds of noodles.”

Li Mu smiled, “I also love Crossing-the-bridge rice noodles. China has many different kinds of noodles, each place has its unique local characteristics. The cooking methods are different, the ingredients are different, and the ways of eating them are also different. If there’s a chance, I’ll definitely take you to try them all.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Anne Hathaway and asked, “How do you feel about Yunnan Province, Anne?”

“It’s great,” Anne Hathaway smiled shyly, “The environment and scenery are both wonderful, and the local cultural characteristics are very interesting. What I like most there is looking up at the sky. During the day, I see blue skies and white clouds, and at night, I see stars and the moon. Because it’s on a plateau, whether it’s looking at the blue sky and white clouds or the stars and moon, it’s a particularly different experience.”

Li Mu laughed, “As expected of a girl, you have an innate romantic sensibility. I’ve been to Yunnan Province several times, but I’ve never really paid attention to the scenery in the sky.”

Anne Hathaway immediately pulled out a Sharp flip phone from her palm-sized handbag. After opening it, she found a picture, then instinctively leaned closer to Li Mu, handed him the phone, and laughed, “Look, this is a photo I took with my phone. Doesn’t this cloud look like a small dolphin?”

Li Mu peered intently. On the small color screen, a deep blue sky and snowy white clouds were displayed. One of the clouds indeed vaguely resembled a dolphin arching its back and leaping.

The phone’s camera resolution was around one million pixels, which was far inferior to later smartphones, but for that era, it was considered top-tier mobile photography. So, setting aside the generational gap, the photo itself was taken very clearly, and the colors were true.

At this moment, neither of them noticed how close they had become. Anne Hathaway, holding the phone, angled her head slightly to the left. Li Mu stood to her left, naturally tilting his head to the right to see the photo on the phone. Across from them, Steven Spielberg watched their faces almost touching. While surprised, he suddenly felt that despite their East-meets-West differences in style, for some reason, they looked exceptionally good together…





Chapter 1488: The Most Elite Party Invitation

At the cocktail party, Steve Johnson, the CEO of Sequoia Capital, also found Li Mu and Anne Hathaway to be an exceptionally good match.

Steve Johnson, who had been chatting with several Bigwigs in the capital circle, had an idea in mind after seeing Li Mu and Anne Hathaway’s unconsciously intimate gestures from afar.

Steve Johnson had been keeping an eye on Li Mu. After seeing him finish chatting with Steven Spielberg and Anne Hathaway and leave their side, Steve Johnson approached Steven Spielberg with a glass of wine and said with a smile, “Steven, long time no see, my friend!”

Steven Spielberg looked up, saw him, and said with a joyful smile, “Mr. Johnson, hello! It really has been a long time! I didn’t expect to see you here today.”

Steve Johnson smiled faintly and said, “Muye Technology is a partner of Sequoia. For such a big event, how could I not come to show support?”

Then, Steve Johnson looked at Steven Spielberg and asked, “I heard you’ve been filming in China recently?”

“That’s right,” Steven Spielberg nodded and said, “I’ve been busy with filming recently.”

Immediately, Steven Spielberg introduced to Steve Johnson: “Leonardo DiCaprio, Tom Hanks, and Anne Hathaway, you probably know them, right?”

“Of course, of course,” Steve Johnson said with a smile, “The three of them are very famous in Hollywood and are all actors I admire greatly.”

Steven Spielberg quickly introduced to the other three: “Steve Johnson, CEO of Sequoia Capital.”

While Steven Spielberg was introducing him, Steve Johnson shook hands with the three of them one by one. People from Hollywood are very familiar with politicians and capitalists, so all three of them had heard of Steve Johnson’s reputation.

Unlike most companies’ professional manager CEOs, Steve Johnson himself is also one of Sequoia Capital’s shareholders. In addition, he possesses several highly successful private equity funds and has great prestige in the capital market. For someone like him, if you purely look at his personal worth, it might only be a fraction of Li Mu’s, but the key is that he has powerful resources in the capital market. As long as he speaks, a large amount of hot money will actively gather to him, capable of raising hundreds of millions or even several billion US dollars in cash at any time and place. No one dares to underestimate him.

The several people greeted Steve Johnson, and Steve Johnson responded courteously one by one, then focused his gaze on Anne Hathaway.

“Miss Anne, may I have a private word with you?”

Anne Hathaway wasn’t sure why Steve Johnson wanted to speak privately with her at their first meeting, but out of politeness, she nodded slightly.

Steve Johnson apologized to the other three, then walked with Anne Hathaway to an unoccupied corner. There, Steve Johnson asked her, “Miss Anne, I wonder if you’d be interested in attending a private party in London during the latter half of next month?”

“A party?” Anne Hathaway looked at Steve Johnson in surprise, her face indicating her confusion.

Steve Johnson explained, “This party is a Black-Tie event held every three years at a castle by members of the British Royal Family and some prominent local British aristocratic families. Besides royalty and nobles from various countries, it also invites well-known prominent families and entrepreneurs. This party generally lasts about five days, and we will be responsible for arranging all basic necessities.”

Black-Tie, literally translated, means black tie, but in high society, it represents a certain party format. Generally, for a Black-Tie event, both men and women must attend in formal attire. In high society, apart from public occasions, this type of party is considered the most prestigious.

Anne Hathaway had heard briefly about this type of Black-Tie event held by the British Royal Family and aristocracy when she was in Hollywood. It was rumored to be the most elite upper-class gathering in the world, and she had never heard of any Hollywood stars being invited.

After all, European royalty and nobility are inherently somewhat at odds with American local culture; the former’s disdain for the latter has existed for centuries. Steve Johnson’s sudden invitation truly made her feel incredible.

However, Steve Johnson himself is British, from an old, powerful aristocratic family in the United Kingdom. He had been attending this most elite Black-Tie event in the world since adulthood, without missing a single one. With his status, he has sufficient qualifications to invite his friends to the party, so if he invited Anne Hathaway, she would gain the opportunity to attend the party.

Seeing Anne Hathaway’s surprise, Steve Johnson explained, “Miss Anne, to be honest with you, the reason I wish to invite you is because I also plan to invite Li Mu, and I believe that if you were to attend, Li Mu’s chances of accepting the invitation would also be higher.”

Only then did Anne Hathaway understand that Steve Johnson’s true intention wasn’t the wine.

However, she not only didn’t feel disappointed but felt a rush of joy deep down. Steve Johnson’s words seemed to suggest that he believed Li Mu would accept the invitation because of her. Did he have a basis for saying this that she wasn’t aware of?

Steve Johnson saw that Anne Hathaway had been silent for a while, and her face was flushing, which further solidified his understanding. He struck while the iron was hot, saying, “Miss Anne, you don’t have to feel too conflicted. I have a meeting with Li Mu tonight. If you are willing, I can first tell him that you will be attending. If he still refuses, it doesn’t matter if you don’t want to go; I completely understand, and I will keep it 100% confidential.”

Anne Hathaway hesitated for a moment, then nodded, utterly ashamed, saying, “Mr. Johnson, if Li Mu agrees, I have no problem…”

…

Li Mu didn’t notice Steve Johnson. He was currently holding a glass of wine, finding Mark Zuckerberg who was standing alone in a corner.

At this cocktail party, besides Li Mu, Mark Zuckerberg was the youngest, and his personality wasn’t as outgoing as Li Mu’s, so he seemed somewhat out of place with his surroundings.

Others were chatting in small groups, while Mark Zuckerberg stood alone in a corner, holding a non-alcoholic beverage mixed with soda water, looking around bored out of his mind and with a puzzlingly awkward smile.

To Mark Zuckerberg, he felt like a child who had stumbled into an adult club; feeling out of place was his most obvious sensation.

While chatting with Steven Spielberg and the others, Li Mu noticed Mark Zuckerberg’s predicament from a distance. After exchanging pleasantries with them for a moment, he found an excuse to temporarily excuse himself and approached Mark Zuckerberg with a glass of whiskey.

When Mark Zuckerberg was utterly bored, Li Mu suddenly appeared in his line of sight and asked with a smile, “Hey Mark, why are you standing here by yourself like a dummy?”

Seeing it was Li Mu, Mark Zuckerberg quickly scratched his head and said with a somewhat shy smile, “I’m not doing anything, just spacing out.”

Li Mu asked him, “Why don’t you go chat with others?”

Mark Zuckerberg chuckled self-deprecatingly and said, “I don’t think I’d be able to chat with them.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You’ll only know if you can chat with them after you try.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Many famous people from Silicon Valley are here today, as well as very influential Bigwigs from the venture capital industry. If you get acquainted with them, you might be able to get more help in many areas in the future.”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded slightly and said, “Then I’ll try to chat with them later.”

Li Mu advised, “In this kind of setting, it’s best not to drink non-alcoholic beverages when chatting with others. Holding a glass of wine will seem more sincere and can also bridge the actual age gap.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly said, “Then I’ll go get a glass of wine later.”

Li Mu waved his hand, directly called over a waiter, and said to him, “Get this gentleman a glass of whiskey.”

“Certainly, General Manager Li,” the waiter quickly came over with a glass containing about a quarter of whiskey and handed it to Mark Zuckerberg.

Li Mu raised his glass, clinked it lightly against Mark Zuckerberg’s glass, then took a sip and asked him, “How’s Facebook doing recently?”

Mark Zuckerberg hastily took a sip of whiskey, which made him cough repeatedly for a long time, turning his face deep red before he finally felt a little better. He then said to Li Mu, “Facebook has been developing very quickly recently. Following your advice, General Manager Li, we deliberately strengthened and emphasized the ‘Find Friends’ feature on Facebook. This feature has been greatly recognized by users. Now our registered users have exceeded five million, and daily active users are over six hundred thousand, which is five times more than when you last visited Harvard.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “It seems you’ve found the knack for viral spread. Keep up the good work; I think you can at least possess two to three million daily active users before the end of the year.”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “Rapid promotion also leads to significant capital consumption. I’m still exploring monetization methods. If there aren’t good monetization channels, then the development speed will have to be more sensible.”

Li Mu asked him, “How much money have you spent?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “The total six million two hundred thousand you and your fund invested has, as of now, three million three hundred thousand spent, with two million seven hundred thousand US dollars remaining.”

Li Mu asked again, “How many employees do you have at this stage?”

“Thirty-three,” Mark Zuckerberg said, “Most of these people are promotion personnel, and there’s also the technical team.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “There’s absolutely no need to worry about money. I can make another round of investment as Facebook’s Pre-Series A funding.”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “If we keep burning money, I always feel a bit insecure, because the larger the number of users, the higher the company’s costs. If monetization doesn’t keep up, it’s very easy to fall into a situation where the capital chain breaks.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “The current state of internet social networking is like right before the real estate boom. Not only is business growing extremely fast, but capital recognition is also rapidly increasing. What you need to do now is to bring in money at all costs and convert it into property. It doesn’t matter even if you spend all the money you have, or incur heavy debts, because once property prices skyrocket, you will immediately gain huge profits.”

Mark Zuckerberg hesitated slightly, then nodded and said, “General Manager Li, please set a valuation for Facebook, and then make a capital increase based on that valuation. Since I can’t provide cash, I’ll dilute my shares to act as capital contribution.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “For this round, I will directly add five million US dollars in investment. There’s no need for you to dilute your shares, and the share structure doesn’t need any changes. Once you get the money, just go all out. As for monetization, there’s no need to worry about it too much for now.”

Mark Zuckerberg hastily said, “General Manager Li, that would be truly unfair to you. Since you’re making an additional investment, it’s only right for me to dilute my shares…”

Li Mu chuckled, lightly patted his shoulder, and said, “Less talk, I have a controlling stake in the company, so listen to me on issues like this.”

After that, Li Mu added, “Come on, I’ll take you to meet Larry Page. You two can get acquainted. In the future, Facebook can directly direct targeted traffic from the Google search engine. Just tell him if you have any needs.”





Chapter 1489: Perfect Era

Larry Page’s mood had been improving steadily over the past few days.

For him, the worst day was the first day flying from the United States to China; not only was he extremely tired, but he was also terrified and intimidated by Li Mu.

However, ever since Google compromised and accepted Li Mu’s demand to acquire Muye&Baidu, and reached an agreement with Li Mu, Larry Page’s mood had soared, much like the temperature in Beijing.

Google’s increasing favorability in the capital market was key to Larry Page’s rising spirits. What excited him even more was the level of importance Li Mu placed on this collaboration.

Li Mu had invited so many elites from the internet and capital fields, aiming to turn this cooperation between Google and Muye Technology into a global hot topic. This positive attitude made the capital market realize that Li Mu was truly committed to deep and full collaboration with Google. His endorsement for Google provided immense support for its valuation.

At that moment, Larry Page, looking rosy-cheeked, was chatting with a few Silicon Valley friends. Li Mu walked over with Mark Zuckerberg. Seeing Li Mu approach, the Silicon Valley elites eagerly greeted him. Larry Page turned his head, saw it was Li Mu, and immediately turned his body, saying with a smile, “Hello, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu nodded in response to each of them, then said, “I’m here to introduce a friend to you, Mark Zuckerberg, who is currently studying at Harvard University.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly waved at them and said shyly, “Hi everyone, my name is Mark Zuckerberg, you can call me Mark.”

“Hi Mark.” Larry Page and the others warmly shook his hand and introduced themselves.

However, the others in their hearts were somewhat confused. Logically, Li Mu was the highest-status and wealthiest entrepreneur present today; even someone like Larry Page, whose net worth was in the billion-dollar range, was clearly not in the same league as him. So why was Mark Zuckerberg, this young man who looked to be just over twenty, so highly valued by Li Mu, even personally introduced by him?

Li Mu noticed the surprise in their eyes and said with a smile, “Mark Zuckerberg is my partner. He has a startup project, and I was the one who invested in its angel round.”

As soon as they heard that Mark Zuckerberg had actually secured investment from Li Mu, everyone immediately looked at him in a new light. A startup project by a current university student would normally struggle to impress even a small venture capital fund, yet he had directly received investment from a top internet Bigwig. What exactly was extraordinary about this young man?

Larry Page was also shocked, and curiously asked, “Mark, what’s the name of the project you’re currently working on? Could you tell us a bit about it?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “Hello, Mr. Page. The project I’m working on is called Facebook. It’s a web-based social product.”

“Oh! So it’s Facebook!” The Bigwigs present suddenly realized. Larry Page said, “I’ve used Facebook, and the experience is great. A while ago, a university classmate told me about this product, and I used it to find a girl I had a secret crush on during college.”

Others also nodded. As Silicon Valley elites, they closely followed every product born on the internet. Although Facebook was founded at Harvard, thousands of kilometers away from Silicon Valley, it was, after all, a project that had received over six million US dollars in angel round investment from Li Mu. With this backing, Facebook had already gained some renown among university students, and Silicon Valley had naturally taken notice of the product.

However, the few people present, including Larry Page, never believed that Facebook was a project with great potential. In their view, it was merely a web page product for university students to socialize, with a narrow user base. Moreover, with the rise of YY, the global internet industry placed greater importance on client-side products, recognizing them far more than web products. As such, they hadn’t paid much attention to Facebook’s broader situation.

Li Mu spoke to Larry Page, “Facebook may become a part of the YY Ecosystem in the future. So, Google will need to direct some traffic to it via your search engine entry points. You can help arrange this once you return to Silicon Valley.”

Upon hearing that Li Mu intended to integrate Facebook into the YY Ecosystem in the future, Larry Page understood why Li Mu had invested in this project. Many large corporations would heavily invest in small startup projects externally, like sowing seeds. They would allow them to develop outside first. If they developed well, they would be brought back internally for focused nurturing. If they didn’t develop well, they would be left to fend for themselves.

The reason they didn’t nurture projects within their system from the start was primarily due to insufficient resources. For companies like Tencent, they had at least a three-digit number of externally capital-invested projects. If all of them were brought into their system, Tencent wouldn’t have enough energy or resources to manage them. If they tried to sustain a three-digit number of projects all at once, even a high-milk-producing cow would be exhausted. Instead of doing that, it was better to conduct an initial screening: give each project some money, let it struggle on its own, and if it succeeded, provide focused nurturing; if it failed, its demise wouldn’t matter much.

In a way, this investment method is similar to the legend of the Tibetan Mastiff, allowing nature to conduct an initial screening.

However, what Larry Page didn’t expect was that Li Mu hadn’t told him the whole truth.

Facebook held a very important position in Li Mu’s future blueprint, but he wasn’t planning to absorb Facebook into Muye Technology. This stemmed from his long-held view: No matter how big the pie, it cannot be bigger than the pan that bakes it.

Therefore, he hoped Facebook could thrive outside of Muye Technology’s ecosystem, without being constrained by Muye Technology’s development space. This way, he would have the opportunity to acquire a super product of the same league as YY in the future.

Larry Page asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, through what channels does Facebook need traffic directed?”

Li Mu said, “First, have your technical team manually intervene with keywords for all university names globally. I want Facebook’s search results to rank in the top three whenever a user searches for any university name worldwide on Google.”

Larry Page nodded, readily agreeing. He said, “No problem. I’ll write an email to arrange it once I get back tonight.”

Li Mu was very satisfied with Larry Page’s attitude and efficiency. He said, “Facebook will become a highly vertical project for Muye Technology within the university student demographic. Therefore, in the early stages, it requires precise traffic targeting university students. On this point of precise traffic differentiation, no one does it better than search engines, so I’m counting on you.”

Larry Page quickly said, “General Manager Li, there’s no need to be so polite. Muye Technology is about to become a shareholder of Google. Not just Muye Technology, but all the companies you’ve invested in will become Google’s strategic partners. Contributing our efforts to our strategic partners is simply what we should do.”

One of the Silicon Valley elites said to Mark Zuckerberg, “Hey Mark, what city is your company in?”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly replied, “The company is in Cambridge. Our office venue is right next to Harvard.”

The man smiled and said, “You should move your company to Silicon Valley. This is the core of the internet. When you’re in Silicon Valley, you’re surrounded by resources. The East Coast is simply too far, and it lacks sufficient fertile ground.”

Mark Zuckerberg smiled and nodded, saying, “The East Coast indeed lacks the relevant fertile ground. However, I’m still studying at school right now, so I can’t temporarily move the company to the West Coast.”

Larry Page asked him, “Mark, aren’t you preparing to temporarily take a leave of absence or drop out entirely?”

Mark Zuckerberg scratched his head and said, “I’m still hesitating for now. I’ll see how the company develops. If it develops quickly, then I’ll take a leave of absence.”

Larry Page said earnestly, “To be honest, achieving small-scale success with a part-time startup isn’t difficult, but large-scale success is still very challenging. It’s the same for athletes. America’s university students often produce excellent basketball, baseball, or American football players, but if they don’t turn professional and play in professional leagues, their skill level can never break through to a higher tier. You are currently a relatively outstanding university basketball player among students, but Silicon Valley is the NBA. If you want to become the next Jordan, you need to join the NBA as soon as possible. Your studies can always be completed later, but if an athlete’s prime is wasted, that would truly be a great pity.”

Mark Zuckerberg’s usually shy smile turned serious for a moment. He had indeed considered taking a leave of absence to fully dedicate himself to Facebook, but had remained indecisive due to his hesitation. Larry Page’s words were a wake-up call for him, making him suddenly understand that if he wanted to make Facebook successful and large, he would have to temporarily abandon his studies and pour all his energy into starting a business.

Li Mu, standing by, didn’t express an opinion. However, for him, he also hoped Mark Zuckerberg could quickly break free from the constraints of school and focus all his energy on starting a business. As Larry Page said, an athlete’s prime is very important, and the prime period for starting a business is equally precious. The only difference is that an athlete’s prime is youth, while the prime for starting a business is opportunity.

The decade from 2000 to 2010 was truly the perfect era for the growth and development of internet giants worldwide. Without exception, all the Bigwigs who later accumulated a net worth of over ten billion US dollars purely from the internet made their fortunes during this period. Those who entered the internet industry after 2010, even if they grew into Bigwigs, were still a caliber below the leviathans of this earlier period.

Taking China’s internet industry as an example, General Manager Ma, Mr. Ma, and Robin all started their fortunes in this perfect era. Senior Brother Liu of JD.com, Ding Lei of NetEase, and Zhang Chaoyang of Sohu also made their fortunes during this perfect era.

In his past life, Guru Lei caught the tail end of this perfect era, founding Xiaomi in 2010. He finally seized his last opportunity to become a leviathan, earning himself a net worth of ten billion US dollars. Otherwise, with just Kingsoft’s small operations, Guru Lei would have at most been worth a few billion RMB.

Wang Xing of Meituan was the same. His entrepreneurial journey before Meituan was relatively difficult, but he also founded Meituan right at the tail end of 2010 and survived the Hundred Regiments War that same year, becoming a true giant.

For Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s early stage was web-based social networking, which meant an even shorter golden period to seize. If Facebook couldn’t get off the ground before the mobile internet era arrived, it would truly never take off. Counting on his fingers, his current window of opportunity was no more than five years.

If he insisted on finishing university, the window of opportunity might already be gone. By the time the mobile internet era arrived, trying to create another amazing Web product would simply be a fool’s dream!

Mark Zuckerberg was torn. Subconsciously, he turned to look at Li Mu, hoping Li Mu could offer him some advice. But the moment he looked at Li Mu, a sudden realization struck him!

Wasn’t Li Mu the most typical example? He had unhesitatingly terminated his studies at the startup stage and then miraculously built a hundred-billion-dollar internet empire. With him as a role model, did he really need to ask for advice on this issue?





Chapter 1490: Underwriter

After reflecting on Li Mu’s own experience, Mark Zuckerberg immediately made his decision. After finishing his conversation with Larry Page and the others, he privately said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, I’ve carefully considered it and decided to accept Mr. Page’s suggestion: to take a leave of absence from Harvard and move the company to Silicon Valley. What do you think?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I support your decision to take a leave of absence, because the next few years will be the golden period of rapid internet development. If half of you is still stuck in school, this high-speed train will tear you apart when it starts moving. However, moving the company to Silicon Valley isn’t a good time for you yet.”

Mark Zuckerberg asked, puzzled, “Why not? Silicon Valley is the industry center. In Silicon Valley, I could access more core resources within the industry.”

Li Mu laughed, “Your current business line targets university students. Silicon Valley is a gathering place for internet elites, but not for current university students. So what you need to do now is to temporarily take a leave of absence from school, and then fully immerse yourself in the massive ivory tower of American university campuses and the university student community.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked Mark Zuckerberg, “Have you noticed that those people just now, including Larry Page, didn’t pay much attention to the core of the Facebook project?”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded and said, “It’s exactly as you said.”

Li Mu said, “Do you know why?”

Mark Zuckerberg shook his head.

Li Mu chuckled, “Because deep down, they don’t consider you a true internet entrepreneur. They think you’re just a university student involved in a small-scale venture among other university students, and your project is merely a small-scale university student project. This proves that they don’t value the university student community that much. It’s like the mindset of the NBA Lakers viewing a university campus basketball team; they don’t think you’re professional players, and your skill level and future prospects are not worth mentioning.”

Mark Zuckerberg agreed, “Indeed…”

Li Mu snapped his fingers and laughed, “This is the best situation. When others start, they rely on stealth development, and if they show even a little prominence, the Bigwigs will quickly annihilate them. But your current starting point is in a field that these so-called Bigwigs don’t pay attention to or care about. However, this community has tens of millions of potential users, and nearly a hundred million potential users globally. Once you develop to a sufficient volume in this field, by the time you ‘kill your way’ from university campuses into Silicon Valley, you’ll already be one of Silicon Valley’s Bigwigs.”

With that, Li Mu continued, “There was a great man in China who once created the magnificent ‘rural areas surrounding cities’ strategy. This strategy is now perfectly suited for you to learn from and emulate. To the elites of Silicon Valley, only Silicon Valley, New York, Los Angeles, and Wall Street are the ‘cities’ of the internet industry. It’s perfectly suited to use the ‘rural areas surrounding cities’ strategy to catch them off guard.”

Mark Zuckerberg said, barely containing his excitement, “Then I’ll go back, take a leave of absence, and then quickly expand and strengthen Facebook within the university student community!”

Li Mu nodded, “I’ll arrange for the additional investment funds to be transferred to you very soon. Larry Page will redirect all of Google’s university-related search traffic to you. You don’t need to worry about anything else; just focus on rapid expansion among university students.”



After chatting with the distant guests at the party, Li Mu met privately with Steve Johnson, the person in charge of Sequoia.

Steve Johnson’s primary concern now was the subsequent capital operations of Muye Technology and Li Mu’s other enterprises. Sequoia had tasted immense sweetness from Muye Technology and was eager to find other breakthroughs. However, Li Mu’s attitude towards capital was now exceptionally cautious. Due to the upward trend in the global capital market, Li Mu hardly gave capital any opportunity to penetrate, which made Steve Johnson restless.

Whenever the capital market is in a downturn, companies rush to seek financing, fearing a potential capital winter at any time. So, sacrificing some equity in advance to stockpile cash helps them weather the winter. But whenever the capital market is on an upward trend, companies grit their teeth and hold out, waiting for prices to continue climbing before selling shares.

Currently, the global capital market conditions are extremely promising, so Li Mu was naturally not in a hurry to secure financing, but rather looked forward to achieving a large-scale fundraising through an IPO.

After Li Mu and Steve Johnson sat down, the latter offered Li Mu a cigar, smiling, “General Manager Li, try this. It’s the world’s finest Cuban cigar.”

Li Mu shook his head and laughed, “Thank you, but I’m not used to smoking this.”

With that, Li Mu pulled out a pack of domestic cigarettes from his pocket and asked him, “Want to try this?”

Steve Johnson hesitated for a moment, then heartily laughed, “OK, I’ll give it a try.”

Li Mu pulled out two Panda cigarettes, handed one to him, lit one for himself, and then smiled, asking, “Steve, you were so eager to meet me. Is there something good you want to share?”

Steve Johnson lit a cigarette, took a puff, savored it for a moment, then exhaled white smoke and laughed, “To be honest, Sequoia has been holding a large amount of cash just waiting for your call, but you’re unwilling to do another round of financing, so I have no way.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “Apple has already been acquired. At this point, financing holds no appeal for me.”

Steve Johnson said, “So I didn’t come to discuss financing with you this time. I want to talk to you, General Manager Li, about Muye Technology’s future IPO.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and asked him, “What specifically about the IPO do you want to discuss with me?”

Steve Johnson laughed, “I mainly want to know the approximate timeline for Muye Technology’s IPO planning.”

Li Mu said, “After Google and Baidu successfully go public, Muye Technology will launch its own IPO plan.”

Steve Johnson nodded and laughed, “General Manager Li is truly shrewd. After these two companies complete their IPOs, Muye Technology’s valuation will further increase significantly. It truly is the best timing.”

After a bit of flattery, Steve Johnson asked Li Mu with a serious expression, “General Manager Li, Muye Technology should have already started preparing for the IPO internally, right? Is it convenient to disclose the current progress?”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally and said, “Steve, you can speak directly about whatever you’re thinking. We are partners, after all; there’s no need to beat around the bush.”

Steve Johnson hesitated for a moment, then said, “General Manager Li, actually, for Sequoia and for me personally, we are very much hoping to cooperate deeply with you on Muye Technology’s IPO. We have estimated Muye Technology’s future valuation. Assuming Muye Technology maintains its current growth rate, plus the additional acquisition of thirty percent of Google’s shares, Muye Technology’s IPO fundraising could potentially exceed twenty billion US dollars, setting a record for the largest IPO in Nasdaq history. However, all of this must be built on the foundation of a mature, reliable, and highly capable underwriter team.”

Li Mu nodded, now understanding Steve Johnson’s motive: he wanted the qualification to be an underwriter for Muye Technology’s future IPO.

For an IPO on Nasdaq, the first step is to submit for review. The next step is to find a suitable underwriter team, then confirm the valuation, number of shares to be issued, and price with them. Afterward, the underwriter promotes the IPO shares to their large clients. Generally speaking, shares issued in US stock IPOs are usually not aimed at retail investors; they are typically fully absorbed by large clients with assets exceeding one million US dollars. Shares that end up in the hands of retail investors at the IPO stage are generally considered junk stocks.

Sometimes, a company’s failure to go public in the United States isn’t because it doesn’t meet Nasdaq’s listing requirements, but because the company is dissatisfied with the price offered by the underwriter. China’s former literary giant, Shanda Literature, repeatedly launched plans to go public in the United States, but each time it was initiated, it was shelved, ultimately leading to the abandonment of the IPO and a complete sale of the company. A major reason for the shelving of its IPO was a valuation disagreement with the underwriter.

Before a company goes public, it has two valuations: one is the company’s own valuation of itself, and the other is the capital market’s valuation of it. This is no different from a job seeker negotiating salary with an employer. If the company offers a salary below expectations, most job seekers will refuse, and if a job seeker demands too high a salary, most companies will refuse.

If a company planning to list on Nasdaq targets a self-valuation of one billion US dollars, hoping to raise one hundred million US dollars by issuing ten million shares at ten US dollars per share, representing ten percent of the company’s total equity, but the underwriter believes that the company’s future prospects are not as bright as the company thinks. In the underwriter’s eyes, the company’s valuation can only be five hundred million US dollars. If other conditions remain unchanged, shares priced at five US dollars per share can be sold, but if the price is higher, it would be difficult to sell all the IPO shares.

Under this premise, if the company accepts the underwriter’s valuation, it would still offer ten percent of its shares, but only be able to raise fifty million US dollars, effectively cutting its psychological expectation in half, which is naturally hard to accept. However, neither party is willing to compromise on this issue, leading to the IPO being shelved due to significant disagreements.

Therefore, the role of the underwriter is very important in the IPO process. Not only must the underwriter’s strength be sufficient, but they must also sufficiently recognize the client company’s value and future prospects. Although Muye Technology enjoys a high reputation globally and high market recognition, when it comes to an IPO, a reliable underwriter is still needed to cooperate and strive for the maximum benefit for the company during the listing process.

For any seller, the best selling price is always just at the buyer’s highest acceptable limit. The same goes for Li Mu.

So Li Mu asked him, “You want to be Muye Technology’s underwriter?”

Steve Johnson nodded candidly now and said, “General Manager Li, to be honest, given the volume of Muye Technology’s IPO, it’s unlikely that any single investment bank could handle it alone. Based on our estimates, at least three to six first-tier investment banks will need to form an underwriting team together. We hope that, due to our close cooperative relationship with Muye Technology, we can become the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO.”





Chapter 1491: Additional Bargaining Chip

“Lead underwriter?”

After hearing Steve Johnson’s intention, Li Mu smiled playfully.

A moment later, Li Mu said noncommittally, “Sequoia is top-tier in the investment field, but in terms of IPO underwriters, it doesn’t seem to rank among the first-tier, does it? If Muye Technology were to look for a suitable underwriter, Goldman Sachs, Credit Suisse, Citibank, Deutsche Bank, and JP Morgan should be the best choices for cooperation.”

Steve Johnson nodded and said, “I didn’t come here entirely for Sequoia today. In fact, when I’m discussing the lead underwriter with you today, I’m representing HSBC Bank.”

Li Mu frowned.

“HSBC Bank?” Li Mu asked, puzzled, “Mr. Steve, how did you get involved with a Hong Kong bank?”

Steve Johnson smiled slightly, “General Manager Li, HSBC is actually a British enterprise, headquartered in London, but it started in Hong Kong many years ago.”

“Alright, my apologies for being ill-informed.” Li Mu nodded lightly and added, “So what prompted you to pursue the lead underwriter qualification for Muye Technology’s IPO in the United States for a British enterprise?”

Steve Johnson smiled, “First, I’d like to clarify something with General Manager Li. Although I work for Sequoia, I am British myself. And Sequoia is no longer just an American enterprise; it’s an international company that originated and is headquartered in the United States. Much of the capital behind Sequoia comes from Old Money in Britain and America. To be honest, some of the money Sequoia invests now even accumulated during Britain’s global colonial era.”

Li Mu shrugged and laughed self-deprecatingly, “Then that means, among the three point three billion US dollars you invested in Muye Technology last time, it’s highly possible that some of it comprises wealth plundered by the British from China during the Opium Wars.”

Steve Johnson nodded very seriously and said, “That possibility cannot be entirely ruled out.”

After saying that, he further explained, “Actually, while the world is creating a large number of new billionaires like yourself, to be honest, the proportion of Old Money in the vast ocean of capital, which easily involves tens of trillions of US dollars in the entire capital market, might surpass your imagination. For example, for families like the Rockefellers, no one can even estimate how much money they truly possess anymore.”

Li Mu agreed wholeheartedly with this. The old aristocratic families and established capitalists in Europe and America often create not just a single enterprise, but an entire financial empire. A so-called financial empire is more intangible than tangible; they might not operate a single company themselves, yet directly or indirectly hold shares in hundreds or thousands of enterprises. Such assets are simply impossible to fully account for.

At this point, Steve Johnson explained again, “The main reason I’m here today, striving for HSBC to become the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO, is due to the deep cooperation between Sequoia and HSBC behind the scenes. In recent years, the proportion of funds invested by Sequoia that originate from HSBC Group has grown larger and larger. Moreover, HSBC has long since entered the American market, especially the stock investment market. We hope the cooperation between Sequoia and HSBC becomes increasingly close, and we also hope the cooperation among Sequoia, HSBC, and Muye Technology becomes increasingly close. If our three parties can achieve deep cooperation, our future joint development potential will certainly be immense.”

As he spoke, Steve Johnson added, “General Manager Li, you are a pragmatist. In the future, you may establish more projects and enterprises, functioning as a front-end producer. Sequoia, on the other hand, is an investment bank, primarily investing in projects, which falls under early and mid-stage capital operations. HSBC is a major player in large-scale capital operations, especially banking and securities-related businesses, which belong to mid-to-late stage capital operations. This way, our three entities can form an industry chain.”

Steve Johnson kept emphasizing the “lead underwriter” qualification because he clearly understood that given Muye Technology’s volume, no single investment bank could handle a future IPO fundraising of twenty billion US dollars on its own. What he wanted was this “lead underwriter” status. It’s like the “lead investor” concept in investment and financing; put simply, it means taking the lion’s share first.

In any stock exchange market worldwide, new shares are highly sought-after and represent the type of stock with the greatest potential for profit. When most new stocks first go public, their prices enter a period of rapid growth. If investors can seize this opportunity, they have a high chance of making a profit by following the trend.

However, the issuance of IPO shares in the US stock market is quite interesting. Unlike domestic stock listings, the US stock market generally does not give individual retail investors the opportunity to subscribe for new shares.

In China, subscribing for new shares relies on winning a lottery, which is largely dependent on luck. If one wins, although the quantity isn’t large, they can at least make a small profit. This is standard egalitarianism.

But with US stock IPOs, shares are sold independently by underwriters who have significant discretion. This means that if a brokerage firm obtains a share of IPO stocks, they can largely decide freely who gets the vast majority of the subscription opportunities – whether it’s certain institutions, stock funds, or major clients. These are all their own decisions. This implies that holding underwriting rights for high-potential IPO stocks is an excellent opportunity for brokerage firms’ subsidiaries to make money, and also a great chance to maintain major clients.

Especially for a company like Muye Technology, which is highly regarded worldwide, if it goes public, its potential for appreciation after listing is immense, making it worthwhile for investors to hold as a long-term investment. Whoever gets Muye Technology’s IPO shares will become the target of investors’ eager pursuit. Even clients of other brokerage firms might transfer their funds to the actual underwriter’s account just to be able to subscribe for Muye Technology shares.

To put it bluntly, underwriters are like ticket agents. The harder tickets are to sell, the less interested underwriters become. For instance, if a no-name singer wants to hold a concert, the concert organizer would have to beg the underwriter to help sell tickets, even at a higher commission ratio if necessary.

However, if the concert tickets are for singers like Jay Chou or Jacky Cheung, then the various underwriters would be begging the concert organizer to let them help sell tickets, even if the commission ratio is lower.

If Jay Chou plans to hold one hundred concerts worldwide in a a year, corresponding to two million tickets, then if a certain ticketing platform can secure more than half of the ticket supply, it will significantly boost their platform data, brand promotion, and user growth.

It’s no exaggeration to say that Muye Technology can no longer be compared to concert tickets; it should be likened to train tickets during the Spring Festival travel rush managed by the Railway Department.

Currently, whoever secures the lead underwriter qualification for Muye Technology’s IPO is equivalent to gaining the sales rights for over half of the train tickets during Spring Festival travel rush, and the train ticket prices will be entirely market-oriented. As long as they can be sold, it doesn’t matter how high they are inflated; this is simply insanely awesome.

Precisely for this reason, Li Mu was not at all anxious about the underwriters. In fact, he hoped to use the underwriter qualification as an additional bargaining chip to exchange for greater benefits for himself.

Such a major matter, Li Mu absolutely could not agree to Steve Johnson on the spot. So he told Steve Johnson, “Steve, frankly, I only understand business, not capital. Our capital operations are handled by a dedicated team, and the IPO is also handled by a specialized team. When to IPO, how to IPO, who to cooperate with, how to price, when to conduct roadshows, when to ring the bell – these are not things I concern myself with. If Sequoia wants to cooperate with us, I can have our team prioritize discussions with you then.”

Steve Johnson understood Li Mu’s working style very well. Although Li Mu claimed not to concern himself with these matters, in reality, Muye Technology’s major development strategies were almost entirely set by Li Mu alone. Issues like when and how to IPO were definitely Li Mu’s final decision.

So he didn’t expose him, but instead smiled and said, “In that case, we can establish a close communication mechanism. If Muye Technology prepares to go public, HSBC can offer you more favorable cooperation terms.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “That point is no problem. Let’s establish deep communication and maintain close contact in the future, exchanging resources as needed.”

Steve Johnson then added, “Oh, General Manager Li, there’s a rather high-end party in London in a few days. The attendees are mostly typical Old Money from Europe and America. Some influential figures behind HSBC and Sequoia will also be present. Additionally, there will be some royalty attending. Are you interested?”

The moment Li Mu heard about going to a party in London, he instinctively wanted to refuse. Traveling five thousand kilometers to attend a party was simply beyond reasoning for someone like him, for whom time is life.

However, upon second thought, Li Mu immediately realized a problem: as a nouveau riche in the capital circles, he had never consciously built his social circles within the capital field. In other words, although he was already part of the upper echelons of society, he had never truly integrated into their circles.

On a global scale, true high society is divided into three tiers. The first tier consists of well-known high-income magnates. The next tier up includes political dignitaries and political families from various countries. The third tier comprises long-established, centuries-old aristocratic families worldwide; they not only have wealth but also political resources, and even possess the power to influence political landscapes.

And he, at best, had only reached the first tier, and his reach within that first tier was not extensive. To ascend to the second, or even third, tier would require not just strength, but also opportune moments.

However, the party Steve Johnson mentioned seemed to be a gathering for the third tier. For him, this was an excellent opportunity to expand his social circles across multiple dimensions.

After a moment of thought, Li Mu had already made up his mind to take the time to attend this gathering and experience it. Just as he was about to agree, Steve Johnson, seeing that he remained silent, proactively reminded him, “Oh, General Manager Li, I just invited Miss Anne Hathaway, and she has already agreed to attend. If you can spare some time from your busy schedule, you could also invite her as your accompanying female companion.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Steve Johnson to have already invited Anne Hathaway, but his focus wasn’t on her. So he asked Steve Johnson, “Roughly when is it?”

“Mid-to-late next month. The exact date will be confirmed in a few days.”

Li Mu nodded and readily said, “Alright, I’ll attend.”





Chapter 1492: Wolf’s Ambition

The next morning, the signing ceremony between Muye&Baidu and Google was about to begin. Media from around the world gathered at the National Exhibition Center, eagerly reporting on this commercial acquisition valued at no less than three billion US dollars.

Just yesterday, several authoritative investigation and evaluation agencies on Wall Street re-calculated Google’s valuation. Their reference valuation was between nine billion and twelve billion US dollars. Ever since Google announced its Acquisition of Muye&Baidu.Inc, and Muye Technology confirmed it, Google’s valuation had staged a desperate rebound, even though Muye Technology had not yet actually brought any resources to Google.

Several agencies believed that Google’s next valuation had a huge potential for a period of rapid growth, but this potential did not depend on Google itself; it depended on Muye Technology.

If, after today’s Acquisition was completed, Muye Technology truly gave its full support to Google’s development, then Google would usher in a period of rapid growth. If, after the Acquisition was completed, Muye Technology was relatively perfunctory towards Google, then the valuation would not be as impressive. However, regardless of whether Muye Technology fully supported Google, at least one thing was certain: after the Acquisition, Muye Technology would not touch any search engine business for five years. This meant that, at the very least, Google would be in a golden development period without natural predators for the next five years.

In the internet industry, large-scale capital operations involving several billion US dollars were already rare, let alone a successful case like Li Mu’s of getting something for nothing. Therefore, it garnered extremely high public attention worldwide.

In addition to a large number of media reporters, many industry elites also came to show support, so the entire National Exhibition Center had a bustling atmosphere, much livelier than when large exhibitions were typically held.

Li Mu was currently in the lounges prepared by the organizers at the National Exhibition Center. Although today’s signing ceremony was a grand event, the process was very simple. Aside from a well-known host (of a show) from CCTV who came to help out as a favor for the opening and transitions, the entire signing ceremony had three parts: first, Li Mu, Robin, and Larry Page would take turns giving brief speeches; second, a tripartite signing ceremony would be held on-site; and finally, they would answer questions from the journalists present.

After finally going over the process with the host (of a show), Li Mu sat alone in his lounges for a brief rest. When there were still more than ten minutes before the start, Li Ziwei knocked on the door and entered, saying to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, General Manager Lin sent an email from the United States. She has preliminary investigation results for the matter you asked her to investigate.”

“Oh?” Li Mu’s spirits lifted, and he sat up straight, asking: “How to say?”

Li Ziwei pulled out a palm-sized notebook from her hand, opened the page where a mini ballpoint pen was clipped, and said: “There are three relatively reliable pieces of news. First: Microsoft indeed has significant movements recently, with considerable internal HR (Department) changes. Based on her experience, large internal employee position changes should indicate a relatively large-scale internal reorganization. She analyzes that a new business unit or project team has likely been established. However, Microsoft’s internal confidentiality level is quite high, and they are in Seattle, so confidentiality is easier to maintain.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying: “If there are significant internal changes, there must be internal business/operation reorganization. It seems they have a new development direction.”

Li Ziwei continued: “Second, Microsoft has been putting a lot of effort into content operations recently. They’ve poached several Editor-in-Chiefs from well-known media outlets in the United States, offering them several times their salaries and moving them to Seattle. However, there’s no definite news yet about which project they are specifically preparing to use them for.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and said: “Microsoft hiring so many talent for content, they are putting efforts on the content end. The current applications for content talent are essentially portal websites and vertical products related to content. But there are very few vertical products related to content right now; besides blogs, there’s hardly anything else…”

The initial rapid development of the internet revolved around social media, games, and information. Among these three categories, the truly content-related ones were information products, which were, plainly speaking, various portal websites. Apart from portals, the development of content products at this stage was very scarce, unlike in later generations where encyclopedia-like products, Q&A products, interest-based social media, and knowledge-based social media products were countless. At this stage, the unique mature content-based product was actually blogs; for others, even online novels were still in the exploratory stage.

Thinking of this, Li Mu muttered to himself: “It seems Microsoft has recruited so many media content talent because they either want to restart a portal or create a blog. There couldn’t be a third possibility.”

After saying that, Li Mu asked Li Ziwei: “Didn’t you say there were three points? What’s the third one?”

Li Ziwei hurriedly replied: “The third point is that Microsoft has indeed made several small to medium-scale investments and acquisitions externally recently, and all of them are game development teams.”

“Game development?” Li Mu couldn’t help but frown, asking: “Is it to service the Xbox platform?”

Li Ziwei said: “No, General Manager Lin said these game development teams are all developing PC Windows platform games, and one of them is a company that develops online board and card games.”

“Online board and card games…” Li Mu narrowed his eyes and lightly smiled and nodded.

If Microsoft was acquiring and investing in game teams for the Xbox ecosystem, Li Mu would not be surprised, as maintaining a pure game platform and fighting to the end with Sony’s PS truly couldn’t make it work without a few exclusive cooperation game teams. However, Microsoft acquiring PC game teams seemed a bit wrong, and online board and card games even more absurd, clearly differing from Microsoft’s usual style.

An online board and card game platform relies on social connections / network and follows a social route. If Microsoft’s MSN were still around, he wouldn’t be surprised if they made online board and card games. But the key is that MSN has crashed/damaged beyond use (informal internet slang), and Microsoft has lost the fertile ground for developing social games. To suddenly want to do social games now is like building castles in the air. Microsoft shouldn’t do such a foolish thing unless they intend to recreate the fertile ground.

Li Mu analyzed the clues that could be sorted out so far. First, the confirmed points were: Microsoft had major internal movements, hired a large number of content workers, and was preparing to engage in social games.

Second, the points yet to be confirmed were: Microsoft might be planning to create a portal, a blog, or social media.

Li Mu thought for a moment, then slapped his thigh, exclaiming: “Microsoft is returning in full force!”

Li Ziwei quickly pressed: “General Manager Li, do you mean Microsoft wants to restart social media again?”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying: “I don’t think they just want to do social media; they want to do the whole package! At least everything Muye Technology is doing now, they want to do too! And they’re doing it quietly, trying to catch me off guard!”

Li Ziwei stared at Li Mu dumbfounded. She didn’t know why Li Mu came to such a serious conclusion. At least on paper, the information Lin Qingya sent back was not enough to support Li Mu’s judgment. After all, any company that wanted to compete comprehensively with Muye Technology would likely have to pay a huge cost and bear enormous risks of failure. Making such a decide was not easy.

After a moment of hesitation, Li Ziwei tentatively asked: “General Manager Li, is the situation really that serious?”

Li Mu nodded without hesitation, saying: “I think the probability is at least seven or eight out of ten.”

Li Ziwei quickly said: “Then should we call General Manager Lin back and ask her to investigate more deeply?”

Li Mu pinched his chin, pondering for a moment, then said: “Investigation is definitely necessary, but we need to change the entry point / starting point.”

With that, Li Mu asked Li Ziwei: “Do you know what dimension Americans use to assess North Korea’s nuclear weapons progress?”

Li Ziwei gently shook her head, tentatively asking: “Do they use spy satellites for photography?”

Li Mu chuckled: “That’s the most direct way, just like how we find a way to directly investigate Microsoft’s internal situation. But if others deliberately hide direct clues, then it’s very difficult for us to uncover the true situation of the other party.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu continued: “Conversely, there are many indirect clues that can’t be hidden no matter what. For example, monitoring North Korea’s uranium mining. If uranium mining increases, it could prove they are doing nuclear-related work, but this might be for nuclear power plants, not necessarily R&D for nuclear weapons. So, how do we confirm they are developing nuclear weapons? We need to simultaneously monitor changes in their electricity generation. If civilian and industry power consumption doesn’t significantly increase, but their power generation rises sharply, this indicates they might have invested thousands of centrifuges in producing highly enriched uranium. This is because nuclear power plants only need about three percent concentration of Uranium-235, but nuclear weapons require over ninety-three percent concentration. Uranium mining volume and electricity generation are indirect clues that are very difficult for them to hide.”

Li Ziwei pondered for a moment, then smiled and nodded, asking seriously: “Then what do you think are Microsoft’s indirect clues?”

Li Mu said: “I’ll tell you, write it down.”

“Okay.” Li Ziwei immediately pulled out her pen and notebook.

“First, have Lin Qingya find a way to check Microsoft’s HR (Department) records. They’ve been doing MSN-related business/operations for so many years; the information of all early employees involved with MSN should be relatively transparent. It should be easy to find out who has been working on MSN business/operations at Microsoft. After finding these people, see how many of them resigned after Microsoft shut down its MSN business/operations, and how many remained. Also, among those who resigned, how many have recently returned to Microsoft. If Microsoft wants to do social business/operations, they won’t abandon what’s near for what’s far. They will reorganize the old MSN team and old products for secondary development. This is more convenient, saves effort, and they have ample experience, leading to higher efficiency. These people are like Microsoft’s uranium mines; Microsoft will definitely not give up mining them, and is probably mining them at high-speed.”

“Second, have Lin Qingya find a way to check if Microsoft has made any big moves in data processing recently. If they want to build a social ecosystem, they certainly cannot create a weaker product than ours. I suspect they will revive MSN, but as I just said, the revived MSN will definitely be reborn from the ashes and undergo a complete transformation. Therefore, the revived MSN will certainly have the file online and offline transfer functions, voice, and video call functions that our YY possesses. To support these functions, powerful data processing capabilities are needed. To put it more simply, if Microsoft wants to create a product like YY, they either spend money to build a large number of server rooms or spend money to rent a large number of server rooms. The demand for server rooms, bandwidth, and data processing capabilities is like the need to consume a large amount of electricity to produce highly enriched uranium. No matter how hard they try to hide it, they won’t be able to. As long as these two points are confirmed, Microsoft’s wolf’s ambition will be revealed!”





Chapter 1493: Industrial Upgrading

At ten o’clock in the morning, the signing ceremony officially began.

This was Muye Technology’s largest public business event since its establishment, with a vast number of media reporters present, making it the biggest major announcement conference for a domestic enterprise.

The stage was set up quite grandly. In the center of the wide stage, three tables and three chairs were arranged. Each table had a nameplate: Li Mu was in the middle, Robin was on his left, and Larry Page was on his right.

As soon as the time came, the host walked onto the stage alone, and the originally chaotic and noisy venue quickly quieted down.

At this moment, the host spoke in a very solemn broadcasting voice: “Ladies and gentlemen, all entrepreneurs and media friends present, thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedules to attend the acquisition signing ceremony between Muye&Baidu Company and Google, Inc. of the United States. I am your host for today’s signing ceremony, Baisong.”

After speaking, the host bowed ninety degrees to all guests present.

As there were many overseas media and guests today, Muye Technology also specially invited a top simultaneous interpreter to provide real-time Chinese-to-English and English-to-Chinese translation based on the languages used by the host and speakers.

After the interpreter completed the immediate English translation, the host continued: “Regarding the theme of today’s ceremony, everyone should already be somewhat aware. Google has decided to fully acquire Muye&Baidu Company, a joint venture established by Muye Technology and Baidu, at the cost of 33.3% of its own shares.”

After a brief pause and translation, the host continued: “Today’s acquisition has set many records. It is Google’s largest acquisition in terms of equivalent value since its establishment, and also the largest acquisition in terms of value that Muye Technology and Baidu have participated in as the acquired party since their founding. Furthermore, Muye&Baidu is also recognized as the fastest-growing company in market value globally, having been acquired for an equivalent valuation of at least three billion US dollars, from an initial investment of ten million US dollars, in just one month…”

As this was said, the domestic media and guests in the audience couldn’t help but laugh aloud. Li Mu had indeed created a record: the fastest and most ruthless record globally for getting something for nothing. For Li Mu, this record was certainly something to be proud of. As for Larry Page, one could only wonder what he was feeling at that moment.

Soon, when the interpreter translated this sentence into English, the overseas media and guests also laughed and applauded. The reason Li Mu was highly sought after by entrepreneurs worldwide was not only his ability to rapidly build a massive internet empire, but more importantly, the myriad astonishing operations he had carried out throughout Muye Technology’s journey to where it was today. Among them, the most lauded were the acquisition and privatization of Apple, and the sale of Muye&Baidu to Google.

After the applause from the audience subsided, the host announced: “Ladies and gentlemen, here, I would like to introduce the three protagonists of today’s signing ceremony: Mr. Larry Page, founder and CEO of Google; Mr. Robin, founder and CEO of Baidu; and Mr. Li Mu, founder and CEO of Muye Technology.”

Each time the host announced a name, warm applause erupted from the audience.

After introducing all three, the host said: “Next, let us welcome Mr. Larry Page to the stage with a round of applause!”

Applause rang out again, and Larry Page, dressed in black slacks and a white shirt, quickly came onto the stage from one side. As soon as he appeared, the Western media and guests all stood up and applauded. In their eyes, Larry Page was also a legendary figure who had changed the world, but his halo appeared somewhat dim in front of a formidable figure like Li Mu.

After Larry Page came onto the stage, the host handed the platform over to him. Larry Page walked to the center of the stage, took the microphone, and said with a smile: “To be honest, after so many years of starting a business, this is the first time I’ve personally participated in a commotion of this scale. It makes me a little nervous.”

The audience burst into laughter. Larry Page continued: “It is a great honor to be able to come to China, to Beijing, on this occasion, and it is also a great honor to represent Google here in reaching a significant strategic cooperation with two truly remarkable companies, Muye Technology and Baidu.”

“Google has always been dedicated to making the internet world more convenient. Baidu aligns with our goals on this point. As for Muye Technology, it is truly a great enterprise that has changed the entire internet world. It is Muye Technology that has allowed internet users worldwide to truly experience the major trend of global informatization, and it is also Muye Technology that has enabled internet users worldwide to cross the furthest distances on this planet and integrate with each other through a single internet cable. It is our honor to be able to cooperate with such a great enterprise.”

Thunderous applause erupted.

No one dared to deny Muye Technology’s contributions to the global internet industry. YY’s entire product ecosystem eliminated the sense of distance for internet users worldwide, thoroughly altering the landscape of internet social interaction, and simultaneously making an indelible and immense contribution to the popularization of the internet.

At this point, Larry Page continued: “From my personal perspective, this cooperation between Google, Baidu, and Muye Technology will have a profoundly far-reaching impact on all three companies. In this golden age of high-speed internet development, for the three companies to forsake competition and engage in full cooperation is, in my opinion, the most beneficial solution for all of them. Here, I sincerely hope that the cooperation among these three enterprises can continue smoothly forever, allowing them to constantly develop while also becoming even more seamless and close-knit with each other.”

Although Larry Page had long fully accepted his fate of being heavily exploited by Li Mu, he still did not want others to look down on him because of it.

Indeed, there were now some opinions that Larry Page had limited ability, limited courage, and limited skill, which was why Li Mu could grind him mercilessly into the ground. Li Mu made him spend several billion US dollars to buy an empty shell, and he could only nod in agreement. Therefore, the proponents of such opinions described Larry Page as Silicon Valley’s number one timid coward, subjecting him to all sorts of sarcasm and ridicule.

That was why Larry Page had prepared such a speech; it was not only to counterattack but also a genuine reflection of his feelings recently.

In Larry Page’s view, although he had indeed backed down, the outcome of backing down was excellent. Therefore, he hoped to change these people’s opinions of him, to let them know that he wasn’t timid, but rather pragmatic and knew when to adapt to circumstances.

After Larry Page’s brief speech concluded, Robin, as half a minor shareholder in this ceremony, came onto the stage after Larry Page. Because Baidu’s proportion in this cooperation was relatively low, and it was entirely following a path of making money, Robin’s speech was also relatively simple, primarily praising the cooperation initiatives among the three companies and expressing great confidence in the future.

When Li Mu was the last to come onto the stage, the atmosphere reached its peak. From the moment the host announced his name until he stepped onto the stage, the applause in the venue did not diminish for a single moment for several minutes. All seated guests also stood up and applauded, expressing their heartfelt respect for Li Mu.

Li Mu stood in the center of the stage for several minutes, and after bowing repeatedly in various directions to thank the audience, the applause in the venue gradually subsided.

Once the applause stopped, Li Mu picked up the microphone and said with a smile: “Larry just said this was the biggest commotion he’s experienced since starting his business. To be honest, it’s the same for me. I’ve never before faced so many media friends at once, and many in the audience are elites, senior figures, and pioneers of the internet industry. For everyone to come here and show support for the cooperation between Muye Technology, Baidu, and Google, I am personally deeply moved.”

He paused, and after the applause, Li Mu continued: “Actually, I’m well aware that this acquisition cooperation has sparked many discussions and controversies in the market. Some say Google played the fool and was severely fleeced by me; others say Muye Technology is a bandit that usurped Google; and some say Google acquired Muye&Baidu for self-preservation. Many portray me as the biggest bandit in the internet industry. However, they overlook one question: if I am a bandit, why does Larry seem happier than me? As you saw earlier, he was rosy-cheeked, and his spirits were incredibly high. Just a few days ago, when he first came to China to seek cooperation with me, he looked as dejected as a guest who had lost his wallet in a foreign land.”

The audience immediately burst into laughter. Larry Page had indeed appeared very excited just now, showing no signs whatsoever of having been plundered.

At this point, Li Mu said with a smile: “Actually, I want to take this opportunity to share my concept with the world: the internet industry appears very cutting-edge, very miraculous, and very revolutionary, but in reality, the industrial model of the internet is still in a very nascent stage. Now is a great opportunity for industrial upgrading, and whoever takes this step first will achieve greater success.”

Everyone in the audience stared at Li Mu, unblinking, waiting for him to explain the concept of “industrial upgrading.”

Li Mu continued: “Looking at the entire internet industry, its current industrial model is actually very simple: either you do your thing and I do mine; or I want to do your thing, and you also want to do mine.”

“The former leads to very little interaction among companies within the industry, and an abundance of barriers and obstacles. The latter, however, results in endless internal friction and infighting among companies within the industry. Just look at the internet today: Microsoft sees Yahoo doing portals, so it wants to do portals too; Yahoo sees Google doing search, so it wants to do search too; and Google might see Muye Technology doing music, so it also wants to do music. As a result, everyone is waging war on all fronts, and every war is a prolonged war of attrition, leaving everyone with no peace.”

“This point is like us and Google. If we cannot reach cooperation, Muye Technology will invest tremendous human and material resources to compete with Google in the search engine field, and Google will also have to invest a large amount of human and material resources to fight against Muye Technology’s offensive. The ultimate outcome will be one of two: either Google repels Muye Technology, or Muye Technology defeats Google. But this method of competition is like World War I, where both warring parties dig trenches, spend tens of billions in military expenses, and sacrifice hundreds of thousands or even millions of soldiers’ lives. Even if such a war is won, it’s a Pyrrhic victory, and the immense sacrifices made by both sides cannot be recovered.”

“Instead of this, everyone might as well simply abandon hostility. Don’t spend money digging trenches, and don’t spend money burning military provisions. Instead, find a mutually beneficial way to cooperate, eliminate competition, complement each other’s advantages, and develop together. This is a healthy industrial model. Through such industrial upgrading, Muye Technology doesn’t need to invest heavily to compete with Google in a war of attrition, and Google doesn’t need to divert enormous energy from its own development path to counter Muye Technology’s threat. On the contrary, Muye Technology no longer needs to invest effort into search engines; instead, through cooperation, it can funnel its idle traffic to Google. And Google no longer has to worry about Muye Technology impacting it; instead, it can use its own products to help Muye Technology monetize the incoming traffic. Muye Technology gains greater profits, and Google achieves greater volume growth. What was once pure consumption transforms into pure mutual benefit—this is truly a healthy industrial model!”





Chapter 1508: Taking a Day Off

Taking a Day Off

My apologies, everyone. I’ve caught a summer cold, and my mind just can’t focus… it’s all buzzing… I’m taking a day off.





Chapter 1494: Open Platform

People who know a bit about Muye Technology understand that its development history has almost always been about fighting battles on all fronts. Only after successively defeating a series of competitors did Muye Technology develop into the colossus it is today.

However, Li Mu has now publicly stated that the internet industry needs Industrial Upgrading, requiring an end to endless competition and confrontation in favor of complementary cooperation. This appears exceptionally subtle.

Many people could discern that what Li Mu actually wanted to convey was for global internet companies to give up on becoming giants, to abandon their hostility towards Muye Technology. Google’s choice was their best role model.

Look at Google: when they decided to go against Muye Technology, their valuation was halved again and again. But after they decided to cooperate with Muye Technology, their valuation doubled again and again.

This was also Li Mu’s veiled message to the entire industry: “Those who follow me thrive, those who defy me perish.” From now on, there will be no other giant in the internet industry that can rival Muye Technology. If one emerges, Li Mu will surely crush them.

Subsequently, Li Mu said on stage: “I have two pieces of good news to share with everyone, taking advantage of this excellent opportunity. First, Muye Technology will launch a Crowd-Creation Support Program to comprehensively assist the development of small and medium-sized internet enterprises worldwide. This support includes, but is not limited to, financial support, resource support, and technical and human resources support.”

“Second, over the next two to three years, Muye Technology will gradually transform our product ecosystem into an open platform. We will open up the development and operation of YY plugins to third-party companies, open the YY Game Platform to third-party game development companies, and open third-party channels for platforms like YY Website, YY Space, and YY Blog. All integrated partners will receive transparent profit sharing.”

From now on, with Muye Technology present, starting an internet business will become easier. If you are the person in charge of a small game development team, if you lack sufficient capability to promote your product or expand into the market, you can download our integration specifications from the YY Game Platform, then integrate your game into the YY platform, use YY’s resources, users, and payment channels for game monetization. For the in-game purchases and consumption generated, YY will split the revenue 50-50 with you.

If you are the person in charge of a content team, you can integrate your content into YY Website for content monetization. YY will pay you your rightful share of the income based on the content’s view count.

If you are the person in charge of a design team, you can also design your own YY Show avatars and YY Space assets. Once your designs pass our review, they will appear in the YY Online Mall. If users purchase your YY Show designs, we will also split the revenue 50-50 with you.

Even if you aren’t a company or part of a team, even if you are just an ordinary designer, as long as you have creations, you can collaborate with us. We will help you monetize your talent, ensuring it isn’t buried while also allowing you to create an income for yourself.

In short, in the near future, Muye Technology will open its arms to embrace internet companies and entrepreneurs worldwide!”

The audience below erupted in thunderous applause. In today’s internet industry, large and medium-sized companies use capital market funds to incubate concepts, while small and medium-sized enterprises and startups are desperately trying to survive. For countless businesses, survival is the biggest challenge.

Muye Technology’s willingness to support small and medium-sized enterprises, and to open up its product ecosystem and user ecosystem to create an open platform for small and medium-sized enterprises in the industry to integrate and generate income, is absolutely a huge boost and impetus for the industry, enough to excite entrepreneurs from these smaller businesses.

However, aside from the excited small and medium-sized business owners and entrepreneurs, representatives from some large international companies in the audience turned pale.

Muye Technology’s sudden move to support small and medium-sized enterprises and open its platform for them to generate income, while indeed greatly promoting the industry, also signifies that Muye Technology, as Li Mu said, is truly about to undertake Industrial Upgrading!

Muye Technology’s true Industrial Upgrading is to transform from early World War II Germany into post-World War II United States. Early World War II Germany was powerful, running rampant and unscrupulous in Europe. No country was its match; small nations were constantly defeated, annexed, and dismembered by it. Virtually no country targeted by it could escape.

Post-World War II United States became even more powerful, but they no longer adopted early World War II Germany’s path of frenzied warmongering and relentless expansion. Instead, they undertook comprehensive self-upgrading. On one hand, they elevated their power to a greater height, and on the other, they opened their territory and market to the world. This self-upgrading transformed the United States into the world’s most powerful nation in terms of comprehensive national strength, causing capital from all over the world to surge into the United States. It also granted the United States sufficient initiative to undertake even deeper self-upgrading, leading more and more countries to rely on it for survival. And all countries reliant on the United States for survival became heavily controlled by it, which conversely brought even greater benefits to the United States.

The self-upgrading Li Mu now wants for Muye Technology is to make Muye Technology the “United States” of the entire internet industry. While continuously enhancing Muye Technology’s own strength, they will also open Muye Technology’s ecosystem to all small and medium-sized enterprises, providing them with the conditions necessary for survival. However, at the same time, these small and medium-sized enterprises will always be kept within Muye Technology’s controllable range. Those who are obedient will be allowed to make money, while those who are disobedient will be directly eliminated.

In this way, it would be like Tencent in later years, only with Tencent’s influence expanded to a global scale.

For executives of large companies with sufficient foresight, Li Mu’s hegemonic thinking was displayed to its fullest extent. If this open platform truly succeeds, Muye Technology will inevitably become the sole hegemon in the industry, which poses a tremendous crisis for all large enterprises.

The open platform was something Li Mu had long been planning, and it was also the development path Muye Technology was destined to take in the future. The open platform is a very ambitious strategic concept. Small and medium-sized enterprises are akin to farmers who have been toiling on barren land, cultivating desolate wilderness, and laboring in bitterly cold regions and arid deserts. In contrast, Muye Technology possesses the world’s best soil: the most fertile, the most level, with the most abundant rainfall and sunshine, and natural disasters are practically non-existent. If this land were opened up for other companies to farm and harvest, it would feel like going from hell to heaven for these farmers.

However, the open platform itself is also a massive set of shackles and a cage. It’s like The Truman Show; everything might look beautiful, but behind it, one’s fate is placed in the hands of others.

There is a very direct example that Li Mu experienced deeply. When he was a programmer in the internet industry, Tencent opened up QQ user authorized login permissions. This meant that third-party websites could directly offer users a quick QQ login method, which would greatly reduce the behavioral cost of user registration and login, thereby increasing the registration and login rates for their own websites.

But after the QQ authorized login feature became widespread, users grew accustomed to using it everywhere. This led to users increasingly disliking conventional, cumbersome registration processes. Over time, fewer and fewer users would choose to register on a website directly. One must understand that when users register on a website directly, they leave registration information, which often includes their contact details, such as email addresses or mobile numbers. This is very important operational data for platforms, as future user re-engagement relies entirely on it.

However, when users utilize QQ authorized login, QQ will not disclose that user’s information to third-party websites. If a user enters a period of inactivity, the website has no way to re-engage them. Therefore, over time, QQ authorized login not only leads to fewer actually controllable users but also increases dependence on QQ authorized login. When all netizens become accustomed to QQ authorized login, it is imaginable how greatly a website would be affected if it lacked or ceased to provide QQ authorized login.

This is also why, after the internet developed to 2012, almost all major platforms, including QQ, WeChat, Weibo, and Baidu, opened up their “authorized login” functions.

Furthermore, WeChat Official Accounts are a highly successful product within the open platform architecture. WeChat opens its user base to these content production teams, allowing them to create content for the platform’s users on its own platform. This not only enhanced the content volume and user activity of the platform but also brought substantial revenue to these content teams. They could use WeChat Official Accounts to build up their fanbase and then engage in various fan monetization strategies to support themselves. A public account like Mimon could easily generate over one hundred million in revenue annually.

However, as these account owners and content teams accumulated more and more fans on WeChat and their income grew higher and higher, their dependence on the WeChat platform itself also increased significantly. WeChat allowed them to survive, to gradually embark on a path to prosperity, and even to reach the peak of their lives. At that point, making them leave WeChat would be far more painful than killing them.

Once an open platform creates a strong degree of dependence among small and medium-sized enterprises and entrepreneurs, the platform’s own scale will also reach a height unattainable by other companies. At that level, almost no one would be able to shake it.

In fact, even if an open platform succeeds in only one field, its immense scale is beyond imagination. For instance, Taobao itself is an e-commerce open platform; WeChat Official Accounts are a content creator open platform; YouTube is a video open platform; Steam is a PC game open platform; Apple’s App Store is a mobile application open platform; the Android system is a mobile operating system open platform…

Li Mu’s goal is for Muye Technology to become the true master of open platforms.





Chapter 1495: The Internet’s 2.0 Era

Li Mu announced that Muye Technology would be built into the industry’s first truly open platform. This was a tremendous piece of favorable news for most of the small and medium-sized enterprise heads and entrepreneurs present. The media were also captivated by Li Mu’s initiative to break the closed-loop ecosystem and open his arms to the entire industry. In their eyes, Li Mu, whether judging by company scale, personal wealth, industry influence, or his broad vision and sense of responsibility toward the entire industry, was truly a leading figure in the global internet sector.

As they stood up to applaud Li Mu, the heads of larger corporations, who possessed a more expansive judgment, finally understood why Li Mu had orchestrated such a grand signing ceremony.

Li Mu was not trying to flaunt an extremely successful “blackmail and extortion” attempt to the world. Instead, he was seizing this opportunity, when the entire global internet industry was paying attention, to send a signal to the whole sector: I want to be the godfather of the entire industry. From now on, those who follow me thrive, those who oppose me perish.

Such a strategy filled many large enterprise heads with concern, and the sight of the young man on stage, smiling calmly and accepting the thunderous applause, sent chills down their spines.

On stage, Li Mu gestured with both hands, quieting the applause from below, and continued:

“I believe that the true industrial upgrading of the internet era means that responsible and accountable large companies continuously open their products, their users, and their entire ecosystem to embrace more small and medium-sized companies, and even large companies of similar level. This will transform the internet from countless unrelated individuals into a grand melting pot where everyone fuses and generates chemical reactions with each other. Only in this way can we create more new elements within the internet.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then added: “I believe the era of internet warlordism and chaotic conflicts has passed. Warfare and confrontation between companies are no longer the inevitable mode of survival for internet enterprises. Halting conflicts and internal friction, and instead dedicating all energy to self-development, is the best form of cooperation for most internet companies.”

“Just like the cooperation between Muye Technology, Baidu, and Google, during the phase of confrontation, all three companies were making compromises to varying degrees. But in the cooperation phase, the three companies were not only able to cut losses in time but also achieved new growth and breakthroughs hand in hand. Regarding this point, everyone can look at the changes in Google’s valuation in the capital market after our cooperation was announced. I am not talking about a fifty percent increase, or a one hundred percent increase, but a growth of over three hundred percent. This is the chemical reaction I just spoke of.”

The change in Google’s valuation was evident to the entire industry. From being viewed globally with pessimism to suddenly being viewed globally with optimism, Google’s transformation was complete; it was no exaggeration to say it was a new lease on life. If Google had chosen to continue the struggle, it might not have even been able to retain a three billion dollar market value today.

These tangible examples made the entrepreneurs below stage realize the decisive role that this type of cooperation, as described by Li Mu, could play in enterprise development. They could also imagine the immense appeal Muye Technology would have once it truly became an open enterprise.

By then, probably the entire industry would be seeking opportunities for in-depth cooperation with Muye Technology, which would further solidify its status as the industry godfather.

After another round of thunderous applause, Li Mu’s voice lifted a few octaves, his right hand raised to his chest, and he passionately declared: “I believe that the Internet’s 2.0 Era is about to arrive. In this new era, we need to make new changes and achieve new breakthroughs! If you still have any doubts about this 2.0 Era, do not worry; Muye Technology and all companies in deep cooperation with Muye Technology are willing to lead the charge, clearing away the fog and resolving your doubts with practical actions. The road ahead is long, and we will be waiting for you in front!”

When Li Mu bowed to the entire audience, everyone once again stood up. Applause, praises, and cheers filled the entire venue. The media aimed their cameras at Li Mu at the center of the stage, and at every enthusiastic person in the audience. At this moment, Li Mu had become, for most, the true godfather of the internet industry.

Media reporters quickly transmitted Li Mu’s remarks about “open platform” and the “Internet’s 2.0 Era” from the front-end site back to their headquarters, and soon global media outlets began releasing news flashes. These news flashes had only two central themes:


	Li Mu would build Muye Technology into the internet industry’s first open platform.


	Li Mu would lead Muye Technology to be the first to enter the Internet’s 2.0 Era!




…

After Li Mu stepped off the stage, the host came up to announce the official start of the signing ceremony. Amidst the audience’s intense excitement, Larry Page, Robin, and Li Mu returned to the stage, sitting at the tables prepared for each of them.

Usherettes brought three ceremonial agreements. After the three exchanged and signed all three agreements, Li Mu, seated in the middle, extended his hand, first shaking hands with Robin on one side, then with Larry Page on the other. Larry Page also stepped forward to shake hands with Robin. The host officially announced: Google has formally completed the acquisition of Muye&Baidu, and Muye&Baidu have officially become wholly-owned subsidiaries of Google.

Next came the Q&A session with reporters, which everyone had been anticipating.

Staff quickly removed the tables and chairs from the stage, replacing them with four single sofas. Li Mu, Robin, and Larry Page sat facing the audience, while the host sat at a ninety-degree angle to them and the audience.

Once the three were seated, the host said: “I believe many guests present here have questions they would like to ask our three protagonists on stage, especially Mr. Li Mu. When you were giving your speech just now, I was in the audience and noticed that thousands of our guests and journalist friends were most interested in your comments about the open platform and the Internet’s 2.0 Era. I believe everyone must have many questions to ask you.”

Li Mu nodded politely.

Then, the host continued: “In today’s Q&A session, each guest will answer three questions. We will follow the order of the speeches given before the ceremony began today. Mr. Larry Page will first choose a questioner and answer their question, followed by Mr. Robin, and then Mr. Li Mu. So, those who wish to ask Mr. Page a question now, please raise your hands.”

Many media reporters and entrepreneurs in the audience raised their hands. Larry Page’s first chosen questioner was a female journalist from an American media outlet.

After receiving the microphone, the female reporter immediately stood up and asked: “Mr. Page, I would like to ask you, while Google chooses to cooperate deeply with Muye Technology, Muye Technology announced that it will give up its development opportunities in the search engine field within the next five years. Does that also mean Google will give up all businesses that overlap with Muye Technology?”

Larry Page smiled slightly and said: “Google’s goal is very clear: to take root in the search engine field and make this business bigger and stronger. Even if we didn’t cooperate with Muye Technology, we never thought of trying Muye Technology’s existing businesses. So my answer is: Google has never thought of doing those businesses, and therefore, it’s natural that there’s no talk of giving them up.”

The female reporter nodded: “Thank you, Mr. Page.”

Subsequently, Larry Page chose a reporter from a China media outlet. The reporter stood up and politely asked: “Mr. Page, I would like to ask, how much market potential and future prospects do you believe the search engine market has?”

Larry Page pondered for a moment, then spoke: “Personally, I am very optimistic about search engines. I believe that in the future, the market potential of search engines will account for at least over thirty percent of the entire internet industry, because every Netizen is inseparable from search engines. And in the future, most traffic will first flow into search engines, and then be distributed by search engines to various websites. Search engines will become the ‘Atlanta Airport’ of the future internet field. As is well-known, Atlanta Airport is the world’s airport with the largest passenger throughput. No matter where travelers’ destinations are, a large portion of them will pass through Atlanta Airport.”

The reporter who asked the question thanked him with satisfaction. The host then reminded them opportunely: “There’s one last chance to ask Mr. Page a question. Please raise your hands promptly.”

As soon as the words fell, even more people raised their hands, signaling their desire to ask a question.

This time, Larry Page did not choose from the reporters but selected a guest from the audience. The guest was not old, dressed simply, and wore corrective glasses, looking very much like an internet entrepreneur.

The chosen guest was a White man. After standing up, he first introduced himself to Larry Page, saying: “Hello, Mr. Page, I am the CEO of Saint Roe Company in Silicon Valley. My question is: Google has now sacrificed interests to reach cooperation with Muye Technology and has secured a five-year security guarantee. But what if Muye Technology decides to make its own search engine after five years? What will Google do then?”

Larry Page looked at Li Mu, then back at the questioner, and said jokingly: “To be honest, I haven’t thought about that question, because I believe that during these five years of cooperation between Muye Technology and Google, Google will definitely grow into the strongest company in the search engine field. At that time, Google’s market value will also provide a huge return to Muye Technology. In that situation, why would Muye Technology bother to put in so much effort to build its own search engine?”

After speaking, Larry Page looked at Li Mu with a smile, but feeling somewhat lacked confidence, he asked: “General Manager Li, what do you say?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, picked up the microphone, and said calmly: “Actually, the mindset of this gentleman when asking his question still falls within the typical psychology of entrepreneurs in the Internet’s 1.0 Era, as I mentioned. The typical mindset of entrepreneurs in this era is ‘everyone is an opponent, and no one is to be trusted.’ It’s like Germany and the Soviet Union during World War II; even after signing a non-aggression pact, everyone was secretly sharpening their swords. But I just said that if the Internet’s 1.0 Era was a world war, then the 2.0 Era should be post-war reconstruction.”

He paused, then Li Mu continued: “The key to post-war reconstruction is to deploy the majority of the human resources, material resources, and energy previously used to confront others towards self-development. If one clings to a wartime mindset and strategy, they will inevitably be gradually eliminated by society. Fortunately, Muye Technology and Google have already broken free from this psychology, entering the Internet’s 2.0 Era that I just spoke of. In this brand new 2.0 Era, Muye Technology and Google are no longer in a Germany and Soviet Union relationship, but rather a United States and Canada relationship.”

After saying this, Li Mu looked playfully at the questioner, chuckled, and said: “Since you are an entrepreneur from Silicon Valley, you are most likely an American, aren’t you?”

The other party nodded gently and said: “That’s right, I am American.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked him: “Then let me ask you a question.”

The other party hurriedly said: “General Manager Li, please speak.”

Li Mu asked curiously: “Do you think that one day in the future, the United States will suddenly mobilize a large army to invade Canada?”





Chapter 1496: I Am Willing to Be Your Investor

“Will the United States invade Canada?”

If one were to judge solely from wartime geography, geopolitics, and politics, the United States could annex Canada as easy as turning over one’s hand, and with many benefits. However, considering the post-World War II global landscape, the United States will never invade Canada.

The reason it’s impossible to invade Canada is very simple. The main reason is that Canada is sensible and wholeheartedly aligns itself with the United States.

Under the influence of the United States’ global hegemon strategy, Canada’s sole desire is to be a good neighbor to this hegemon, even entrusting its national security to the United States while focusing on its own peaceful existence. This way, the United States has no reason to go to war with Canada. Why attack a country that shares thousands of miles of border, is completely undefended against it, and deeply cooperates in every field, even when engaged in conflicts worldwide?

However, if Canada were to also try to emulate the United States and pursue a global hegemon strategy, then the United States would certainly not allow such a competitor to exist under its very nose. The first order of business would likely be to eliminate this competitor.

For this very reason, everyone could deduce the deeper meaning behind Li Mu’s words. It was clear: if Google focuses on being a search engine company and doesn’t actively compete with Muye Technology in other fields, then Muye Technology will have no reason to seize Google’s search engine market five years from now.

A month ago, Larry Page would undoubtedly have been full of indignation at such remarks from Li Mu. But now, Larry Page was completely unfazed. He had adjusted his mindset, viewing Google as Canada. Ancient Chinese philosophy had made him realize an eternal truth: it’s good to rest in the shade of a big tree.

The questioning entrepreneur nodded gently and politely said to Li Mu, “Thank you, General Manager Li, for your answer. The analogy is very vivid, I understand what you mean.”

Li Mu didn’t speak, just nodded slightly.

Then, the host said, “Next, Robin from Baidu will answer your questions.”

At this point, fewer people in the audience raised their hands compared to when Larry Page was answering questions. This was partly due to Robin’s comparatively lesser personal influence, and partly due to Baidu’s more peripheral status in this Acquisition collaboration.

Out of courtesy, Robin first chose a foreign media reporter to ask a question. After the reporter stood up, they began, “Hello, Mr. Robin. We know that Baidu holds ten percent of Muye&Baidu. This means that after Google’s Acquisition is complete, Baidu will directly possess 3.33 percent of Google’s shares. These shares are currently valued at over four hundred million US dollars in the capital market. To my knowledge, Baidu did not invest any capital in Muye&Baidu, yet it stands to gain a bonus of several hundred million US dollars just by participating. So, I would like to ask, what is your view on Baidu acquiring such a massive profit?”

Robin paused, then chuckled, “How do I view it? Of course, it’s a very successful cooperative relationship with Muye Technology. How else would I see it?”

The reporter pressed on, “Don’t you think Baidu’s contribution throughout the process isn’t proportionate to what it received?”

Robin smiled calmly, “If contribution and gain were always perfectly equal, then business would be impossible. Where in the capital market is there a perfectly equal business? The only truly equal business is a bank’s currency exchange operation: you give them a one hundred yuan banknote, and they give you ten ten-yuan notes. That’s equal.”

The reporter pressed further, “Don’t you think the profit Baidu obtained is somewhat excessive compared to its investment?”

Robin’s expression was slightly displeased, but he suppressed his anger and said, “Investment is inherently full of opportunities and risks. Baidu merely received ten percent of the project’s profits fairly and reasonably, according to the cooperative agreement with Muye Technology. This ten percent is not directly related to how much money, manpower, or material resources Baidu invested. If you are dissatisfied that Baidu earned too much in this cooperative relationship, then you can ask General Manager Li later to see if he has any opinions on the matter.”

The reporter was caught off guard by Robin’s retort and didn’t immediately know how to respond. At this moment, Li Mu picked up the microphone and chuckled, “First, let me clarify something: Muye Technology and I personally are very committed to our promises. Since I reached a cooperative agreement with Robin for Baidu to hold ten percent in Muye&Baidu, I will certainly uphold that ten percent, whether it represents forty million, four hundred million, or four billion. This is a fundamental quality required of a competent entrepreneur. Therefore, I believe that every penny of profit Baidu obtained from this is well-deserved.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “However, I’m very curious. For such a simple, direct, and transparent cooperative relationship, where agreements are honored and promises fulfilled, why would you think Baidu’s profit is excessive? In your mindset, would you actually have a problem with a partner making money? If that’s your thinking pattern, then I’m afraid no one will be willing to cooperate or work with you in the future.”

A burst of laughter erupted from the audience. The reporter, blushing, said, “My apologies, my question was poorly phrased. I have no further questions, thank you!”

The reporter was from a Silicon Valley media outlet. They were quite indignant about Muye Technology’s aggressive acquisition of 33.3 percent of Google’s shares, always feeling a sense of righteousness that seemed to come from nowhere, wishing to offer their unique perspective on the matter. The reporter dared not offend Li Mu, so they wanted to subtly mock Robin, but unexpectedly, the result was shooting themselves in the foot.

Robin then learned his lesson. For the next question, he directly chose a domestic media reporter.

The domestic media reporter clearly didn’t possess the same intense “angry youth” mindset as the previous one. After taking the microphone, he asked Robin, “Hello, Robin. My question to you is, Baidu and Google are both search engine companies; you could say you are direct competitors. However, Baidu now directly possesses Google shares, and both parties have a very deep cooperative relationship with Muye Technology. So, how will Baidu and Google manage their relationship and business conflicts in the future?”

Robin explained, “Baidu’s possession of Google shares is a result of our cooperative relationship with Muye Technology. However, this is an aspect of the capital market. Baidu’s and Google’s respective business development directions will not be affected by this. In other words, Google and Baidu are fundamentally still in competition. But I think this is very normal, so the way both parties handle things will likely follow normal business development processes.”

“Thank you!”

For the third question, Robin again chose a Chinese reporter. After standing up, the reporter inquired, “Hello, Robin. My question for you is: will Baidu consider a layout for the overseas market in the future? If so, what will be the key fields of focus?”

Robin smiled faintly, “We have indeed always yearned for the overseas market. As for the key areas of focus, it’s actually quite simple: we will definitely prioritize expanding into the overseas Chinese search market. After all, Chinese search is our strong suit, and the overseas Chinese user base is also very large. In a strict sense, it belongs to ‘local markets located overseas’, making it easier for Baidu to expand into.”

“Thank you, Robin, I’m done with my questions.”

The host then said with a smile, “Now it’s time for General Manager Li Mu to answer questions. I believe many of you have questions you’d like to ask General Manager Li. So, next, we will hand over the time to General Manager Li and let him choose the questioner.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the vast majority of people in the audience raised their hands.

Li Mu hesitated slightly, then first chose a guest with a Chinese face to ask a question.

The chosen guest, with an excited expression, stood up and stuttered, “Hello, General Manager Li. I am the person in charge of an online novel startup team. My question to you is, how do you view online novels? Why has Muye Technology not yet focused on the novel reading field, and would your future open platform be willing to open up to novel teams?”

Li Mu asked him curiously, “May I first ask what your product is called?”

“Qidian Chinese Network.”

“Qidian, huh…” Li Mu suddenly chuckled aloud, “To be honest, I’ve read novels on your website.”

As soon as he spoke, the questioning guest looked incredulous, and the surrounding media reporters and guests were also stunned. Li Mu was so busy, yet he still had time to read online novels? And this website called Qidian, mentioned by Li Mu like this, was it about to become incredibly popular?

At this moment, while the questioner was still processing, Li Mu continued, “I’ll answer your questions one by one. First, regarding my view on online novels, I believe it’s an excellent creation. Your online paid reading mode is also a very superior and advanced innovation. Although paid reading is currently a low ARPU value industry, I am still very optimistic about the future of online novels.”

The meaning of a low ARPU value is that the average revenue per user in this industry is relatively low. Reading these days is very inexpensive, costing only two to three fen per thousand characters, and every book has free chapters spanning two to three hundred thousand characters. So, a user reading novels for a day might only need to pay a few jiao, making the average user revenue indeed very low.

In contrast, online games have a much higher ARPU value. Players’ daily game card consumption alone is at least one yuan or more, not including other investments like in-game purchases or item acquisitions. For well-performing games, the average ARPU value per person is at least several times, or even more than ten times, that of novels;

Even higher ARPU values are found in e-commerce. Currently, on Taobao, the average transaction value per order has already reached over thirty yuan, which is incomparably higher than novels.

Taking a sip of water, Li Mu continued, “As for your second question, why Muye Technology hasn’t focused on the novel field, the reason is primarily that we temporarily lack the energy to operate such a content industry project. Content work, especially long-form content work, requires a large number of authors and editors. Muye Technology’s temporary focus on content still revolves around news, information, and user-generated short-to-medium form content. We don’t have enough energy to start building a novel industry from scratch;

However, when the time is right in the future, we will definitely consider adopting your online paid reading novel mode. This also answers your third question: we are naturally willing to open our open platform to novel teams, and even to every author. At that time, Muye Technology’s operational mode will likely be to directly acquire a relatively mature team from within the industry, then immediately import Muye Technology’s resources for a rapid hot launch. If your team is interested in financing or an Acquisition, you can provide your contact information to my assistant, Ms. Li Ziwei, afterwards. I am willing to be your investor!”





Chapter 1497: Qidian Chinese Network

The Qidian founder, standing below the stage, never expected that he would get the opportunity to ask Li Mu a question at Li Mu’s press conference. Not only did he promote his brand, but he also received Li Mu’s confirmed investment promise. More importantly, Li Mu publicly expressed his optimistic view on online novels, which was bound to trigger an explosive development in the online novel industry.

At this moment, his mood was exceptionally excited and exhilarated, sweeping away the gloom that had accumulated in his heart recently.

The reason for his gloom was that the Qidian founding team was not having an easy time.

Qidian Chinese Network was a pioneer in a new industry, and this industry, in its initial stages, engaged in revenue sharing cooperation with authors. This meant that Qidian’s business model was the “consignment system,” highly envied by sellers in the business field.

“Consignment” means that product producers actively deliver their goods to the sales party, and the sales party does not need to pay in advance. Instead, they sell the goods first and then periodically settle accounts with the producers.

This eliminated the most significant “procurement costs.”

It was like Walmart: when a massive store opened, tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of yuan worth of goods were put on shelves, yet Walmart itself might not have spent a single cent. This greatly reduced the company’s operating costs.

Qidian was currently the “Walmart” of the online literature field. Authors uploaded their works to the website and then signed revenue-sharing agreements based on the “consignment system” with the website. The difference was that they consigned not physical goods, but their own created digital content. Qidian then listed and sold this content, and after generating revenue, shared it with authors on a monthly basis.

Under this mode, Qidian could easily make money.

However, even though Qidian Chinese Network’s data had always been very optimistic, its paid reading mode had established a certain foundation, and the company’s overall operations had positive cash flow, Qidian still lacked a genuine impetus—a powerful push that could allow it to seize an opportunity and take off rapidly.

Operating a company that can make money is not difficult. You could buy a plunger for ten yuan, print some cheap, pervasive advertisements for twenty yuan, stick them everywhere, and then specifically go door-to-door to clear toilets. You would make money. With a total cost of thirty yuan, clearing three, or at most six, toilets would earn it back; anything beyond that would be net profit.

However, operating a company with broad future prospects and powerful explosive potential was extremely difficult.

It was like an individual business owner operating a restaurant. It wasn’t hard to open a small restaurant and have monthly surpluses. But to transform an enterprise that earned three thousand yuan a month into one that earned three million a month was a capability that 99% of people simply did not possess. After all, colossus-like catering enterprises like Haidilao were extremely rare.

The Qidian team was not content with their company merely having positive monthly cash flow. They hoped to seize an opportunity to build and strengthen online literature. However, relying on their current slow development speed and profitability, they would need to accumulate strength for a very long time before attempting a breakthrough.

Therefore, to seek this breakthrough, the Qidian team had been searching for suitable financing and acquisition opportunities, willing to sacrifice equity in exchange for energy.

Li Mu was indeed optimistic about the future potential of the novel industry, but the reason he hadn’t invested in it was that the industry still needed a long time to incubate. At least for now, it was just an insignificant venture for his own businesses, not even counting as superfluous. He had so many profitable businesses and so many globally promising concepts that there was simply no need to engage in online literature, which no one fully understood yet.

If he hadn’t met the Qidian founder who questioned him today, Li Mu might have waited for Shanda Games or another company to cultivate a solid industry foundation before directly acquiring the one with the greatest potential. Shanda Literature had operated for so many years, and its final valuation was only hundreds of millions of US dollars.

However, since he had encountered them by chance today, and by chance he had selected this specific enterprise’s person in charge out of thousands of business representatives, Li Mu felt that the time for Strategic Early Deployment was ripe.

In Li Mu’s memory, in his past life, Qidian was fully acquired by Shanda Games in 2004 for merely two million US dollars, which was approximately seventeen million yuan at the exchange rate at that time. From this memory, two judgments could be made:

First, Qidian’s business model faced financing difficulties between 2003 and 2004. The stories they told and the concepts they built were not recognized by capital during this period. Otherwise, Qidian would have gone through at least one round of financing, gradually releasing equity and absorbing capital, rather than selling it all off in one go to Shanda Games.

Second, the Qidian founding team itself did not have high expectations for the returns on this project; otherwise, they would not have agreed to sell for only two million US dollars.

With these two judgments, Li Mu could essentially determine the Qidian team’s expectations at this time.

…

Subsequently, Li Mu selected the second questioner. This time, he chose a Western-faced reporter.

The reporter stood up, nodded slightly to Li Mu, and politely said, “General Manager Li, hello. I’m a reporter from the Los Angeles Times. When Google announced its intent to acquire Muye&Baidu, many Western media outlets and experts in the internet and economic fields expressed a concern: that after Muye Technology obtains Google’s shares, it might adopt a passive attitude toward future cooperation. My question for you is, after today, how will Muye Technology cooperate with Google? Or rather, what priority will Google be given?”

After hearing the question, Li Mu’s lips curved slightly, and he replied in fluent English, “Your question makes me feel as if it’s an inquiry from the bride’s relatives or friends to the groom before a wedding. For example: ‘She’s marrying you today, will you be good to her in the future? How will you be good to her? Will you always be understanding towards her…’”

When Li Mu said this, there was a burst of laughter from the audience below the stage, and the reporter who asked the question also chuckled. He hadn’t thought about it that way before, but now that Li Mu put it like that, it really did feel exactly the same.

At this point, Li Mu’s expression gradually turned serious. He said, “Actually, I believe that neither cooperation nor marriage should be the sole responsibility or obligation of one party. Whether two people can have a lasting marriage after tying the knot doesn’t depend on how well the man treats the woman, nor on how well the woman treats the man. Instead, it depends on whether the two of them can work together with one heart, make joint efforts, and maintain a close-knit and harmonious relationship with each other. The cooperation between Muye Technology and Google is the same. For our part, we will definitely do everything within our power. For instance, we will direct traffic to Google Search across various product segments, bringing more users to Google and fulfilling Google’s demands of us. At the same time, Google must also cooperate with Muye Technology’s grand strategy, effectively realizing Muye Technology’s demands of Google. Only in this way can everyone maintain a close cooperative relationship in the long term.”

The reporter asking the question nodded very seriously and said, “Thank you, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, “Regarding the question you just raised, I have one more point I’d like to add.”

The reporter quickly replied, “Please, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu said, “In China, there’s a folk term called ‘gossiping woman.’ Its original meaning describes women who particularly enjoy gossiping about others behind their backs. Of course, I mean no gender discrimination here; this is merely an old saying that has been passed down for many years in Chinese folk culture. So, in the present context, who is the typical epitome of a ‘gossiping woman’?”

At this point, Li Mu paused and chuckled, “It’s precisely those media outlets and experts you just mentioned, who speculate that we will adopt a passive attitude towards Google! Their irresponsible negative speculation is like a girl about to get married, and a bunch of gossiping women insist on whispering in her ear: ‘Your fiancé doesn’t love you at all; he’s marrying you for your money, not for you; he already has other women outside; he won’t treat you well after he marries you…’”

“To be honest, from the perspective of Chinese values, such people are quite vile.”

A wave of laughter once again rose from the audience, one after another. In truth, every company of a certain size had experienced negative speculation from the media and so-called experts, saying “this isn’t good” today and “that’s wrong” tomorrow. Therefore, no one had a good impression of people who dared to say anything simply by talking. Li Mu’s words perfectly articulated what everyone had always wanted to say but never had the chance to widely publicize.

After the applause subsided, Li Mu chose another entrepreneur representative. After the entrepreneur stood up, he eagerly asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, you have been emphasizing the internet 2.0 era, and also continuously stressing that Muye Technology will be the first to enter the 2.0 era and transform into an open platform. So, I would like to ask, what exactly is the core difference between the 1.0 era and the 2.0 era?”

Li Mu replied with a smile, “The core difference between the 2.0 era and the 1.0 era is actually the difference between large-scale farmers and landlords. A large-scale farmer cultivates all his land himself, no matter how much. If he can’t cultivate it all, he hires more workers to help. He is responsible for what to plant, how to plant, and how to handle the harvest after planting. The workers are only responsible for providing labor and receiving wages. A landlord, on the other hand, cultivates only a portion, or none at all, of his land, no matter how much he owns. The rest he contracts out to others to cultivate. The landlord doesn’t bother with what to plant, how to plant, or how to handle the harvest after that. He only collects rent based on the area or a share of the harvest.”

With that, Li Mu continued, “You must have heard of our YYtunes. We built a platform specifically for selling music, opening it up to record companies, music studios, and individual creators worldwide. This allows them to upload their works to our platform, provide them to our users, and enable them to make money from our users. At the same time, they can convert our users into their fans. This is the platform concept of the 2.0 era. It’s just that in the upcoming 2.0 era, Muye Technology will open up all its platforms, transforming the entire group ecosystem into an all-encompassing open platform!”





Chapter 1513: Project Earth and Project Seedling

The signing ceremony was already highly anticipated by global media and the internet industry, but when Li Mu announced Muye Technology’s open platform strategy during his speech, worldwide public attention on Muye Technology soared to an unprecedented level.

After the signing ceremony, Muye Technology quickly officially launched “Muye Technology Open Platform — Project Earth” and “Muye Technology Public Innovation Support — Project Seedling.”

Muye Technology defined Project Earth as: transforming Muye Technology’s entire ecosystem into shared soil for the entire industry, like the earth itself, capable of accommodating and nurturing various trees and crops.

Muye Technology defined Project Seedling as: wholeheartedly fostering innovative enterprises in the internet industry, not only providing perfect soil, fertilizer, and rain for new industry talents but also escorting their development.

In the first phase, Project Earth immediately opened up access for mini-games on the YY Game Platform. All legally registered game companies possessing one or more original or exclusive copyright games could apply to become a CP (Content Provider) on the game platform. Upon successful application, they could upload games according to the YY Game Platform’s requirements, where YY Game Platform’s review team would audit and score the games. Based on the scores, the recommendation resources received after the game’s launch would vary.

YY also simultaneously opened up “self-media” access on YY Website. Any adult individual, legitimate enterprise, or studio could apply for a self-media account on YY Website and freely create various informational content that complied with laws and regulations. This content would be recorded in YY Website’s information content library and promoted to different users based on YY Website’s independent algorithm. Self-media account holders could earn a share of revenue based on content views and ad clicks on the content pages.

In addition to the game platform and YY Website, YY Space’s decorative materials were also fully opened to third-party designers. Individuals, legitimate enterprises, and studios could apply to register and upload original decorative materials that met platform requirements. These materials would be sold in the YY Space Mall, with sales revenue shared with the creators.

Opening three platforms in the first phase immediately showed Muye Technology’s sincerity to the outside world, especially with the YY Game Platform, which had already exceeded 70 million through single-day top-ups worldwide and was rapidly growing, with the international market accounting for about 80%. This annual income base of over twenty billion yuan would definitely attract game development teams worldwide to flock to the platform. By then, the number of games on the YY platform would surge. As long as YY itself ensured quality control and only promoted excellent games to users, the platform’s attractiveness to users would rise to a new level in the future.

For a time, the whole world was amazed by Muye Technology’s courage.

Li Mu placed even greater importance on Project Seedling. He decided to allocate at least five billion yuan annually for project investment within the internet industry. From angel rounds to later-stage financing, Muye Technology was willing to participate, provided the projects were good enough!

Take the Qidian Chinese Network team, for example. A high-level team that created a new industrial model, plus an industry-leading platform, was sold as a package for only two million US dollars. Five billion yuan could invest in and acquire countless such teams. Spending five billion yuan annually might seem like an enormous expense, but in reality, it was a very cost-effective expenditure. In less than two or three years, most domestic internet companies would either be directly controlled or indirectly held by Muye Technology or its controlled funds.

Moreover, if Li Mu were willing to share the investment dividend, he could completely leverage these several billion yuan to cooperate with banks and other funds, and with a little leverage, he could revitalize at least two hundred to three hundred billion yuan in capital.

The method for individuals and enterprises to apply for Project Seedling investment was also simple. Project Seedling had its exclusive page on YY Website: yumiao.yy.com. Upon entering the page, one could directly apply for project investment. Muye Technology categorized applications based on several key data points, primarily the applicant’s valuation of their own project and the requested financing amount.

Muye Technology internally divided projects into five tiers: A, B, C, D, and E. The lowest tier, E, was for applications with an investment amount below 500,000 yuan or a total project valuation below five million yuan; tier D was for investment amounts between 500,000 to three million yuan or total project valuations between five million to thirty million yuan; tier C was for investment amounts between three million to ten million yuan or total project valuations between thirty million to one hundred million yuan; tier B was for investment amounts between ten million to one hundred million yuan or total project valuations between one hundred million to one billion yuan; tier A was for investment amounts above one hundred million yuan or total project valuations above one billion yuan. If there was a conflict between the investment amount and the valuation amount, the investment amount would take precedence.

Based on these five tiers, project applications could be screened and categorized. Each tier corresponded to at least one investment team. Then, the entire Project Seedling would establish an investment committee. Regardless of which tier a project belonged to, after evaluation by its respective team, it would undergo review by the investment committee. Li Mu and all core executives of Muye Technology were members of this committee. In the vast majority of cases, they did not participate in the review, but they might participate in major projects.

As soon as Project Seedling was launched, domestic internet entrepreneurs seemed to suddenly see spring.

At that time, China had just joined the WTO, and domestic capital operations were just beginning to integrate with international practices. However, this was like the convergence and fusion of two ocean currents, requiring time to gradually progress. Therefore, there was still a significant gap between the current capital operation model of domestic enterprises and the international capital field. The most obvious difference was that China had not yet nurtured large-scale venture capital institutions.

Without enough venture capital institutions, a mature investment market could not be formed. Taking Silicon Valley and Zhongguancun as examples, if someone in Silicon Valley wanted to start a business, whether they ultimately succeeded in securing financing or not, simply by presenting a business plan, they could meet dozens of investment institutions and dozens of investors, and gradually explain their project planning to them, striving to persuade them. However, in China, if an entrepreneur wanted to raise capital, they could count the number of investment institutions they could think of on one hand, and there were almost no individual investors they could think of.

Currently, legitimate venture capital institutions in China were basically new funds set up by overseas capital, such as Sequoia. As for true angel investors in China, there was none apart from Li Mu.

A qualified internet industry investor needed to meet several conditions: first, they must be wealthy; second, they must understand the internet; third, they must understand not to interfere with operations; and fourth, they must be able to afford losses.

There were many wealthy people in China at present, but most of them had fought their way through the real economy. These people often only met the first condition. If an internet enterprise took money from such people, it was very likely that they would arbitrarily interfere with operations. Moreover, because they did not understand the internet, they might not be able to wait for long-term returns, and might even become enraged at the entrepreneur if they suffered losses.

In Li Mu’s past life, a colleague went to start a business and ended up taking investment from a Second generation. After giving the money, the other party considered himself the eldest paternal uncle, arbitrarily interfering with the company’s operations, even overstepping his authority and forcefully setting company strategies. When the project failed, the Second generation was enraged after losing one or two million yuan, threatening to destroy his colleague. In the end, his colleague had no choice but to flee Beijing overnight and move south to Shenzhen City to start anew.

In such an economic environment, it was extremely difficult for internet professionals to secure financing, which was why several initial internet giants in China relied on overseas capital when they truly sought financing.

But how easy was it to obtain overseas capital? More than half of entrepreneurs might not even get a visa to the United States, and even if they did, they might not be able to afford a flight ticket to the United States. Asking them to go to the United States to raise investment—wasn’t that extremely difficult?

Now, things were different. A truly qualified investment institution meeting all four conditions had emerged, and it wasn’t from overseas but from China itself, with at least five billion yuan in annual investment. This was truly significant. Even if a small fund met all four conditions, but only had a total capital of one hundred million yuan, that one hundred million would be gone after investment. To ensure profitability, they would often invest in multiple projects to spread the risk. In such cases, the largest project they could participate in would be around ten million yuan, incomparable to Muye Technology.

When Project Seedling was launched, Li Mu planned to make Qidian Chinese Network the first enterprise to receive investment through Project Seedling. He called Li Ziwei and asked her, “Did the founder of Qidian Chinese Network give you his contact information at the signing ceremony last time?”

“Yes,” Li Ziwei said. “We exchanged phone numbers, emails, and YY IDs.”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “Did he send you a business plan?”

Li Ziwei replied, “I talked to him about the business plan. His previous one was a bit rushed, so he needs to prepare a new one carefully.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Contact him and tell him not to bother with a business plan. Muye Technology is willing to invest thirty million yuan in their Series A funding for a 51% stake. Of these thirty million yuan, their founding team is allowed to cash out ten million, but on the condition that all team members participating in the cash-out must sign a three-year binding agreement and a three-year non-compete agreement with Muye Technology.”

Three years binding, three years non-compete, meant that first, the person must work on the project invested by Muye Technology for three years before they could leave. If they left after three years, they still had to abide by a three-year non-compete agreement, prohibiting them from working in the same industry as Qidian.

This condition might seem demanding, but it was the greatest protection an investor could have for a project, because in Li Mu’s eyes, people were paramount. If the founding team left a product or platform, its soul would be gone.

Moreover, to compensate for this demanding “talent lock-in” agreement, Li Mu offered exceptionally generous capital terms.

According to historical trajectory, Qidian Chinese Network was sold as a package for only two million US dollars, equivalent to about seventeen million yuan, when it was sold next year. Based on this, their lowest acceptable transaction price now would likely be around eight to ten million yuan.

But now, Li Mu directly offered a thirty million yuan investment for a 49% stake. This meant he valued Qidian Chinese Network at 58.82 million yuan. Most importantly, he allowed the founding team to cash out ten million, which was almost enough to buy the entire Qidian.

Turning a ten million yuan business into 58.82 million yuan didn’t mean Li Mu was foolish or didn’t care about money. Instead, he not only needed such an online novel project to integrate into YY Website’s architecture but also needed a project to launch Project Seedling’s first shot. More importantly, providing generous financial returns to the team and leaving them with a 49% stake could retain the team long-term.





Chapter 1499: Corroborated Judgment

The offer to acquire a 51 percent controlling stake for thirty million US dollars was immediately and unanimously approved by the Qidian Chinese Network team. For Qidian’s founding team, this offer was nothing short of a godsend.

In the current immature state of the capital market, and with their business model not yet fully recognized by the market, the Qidian team had been searching for funding in the capital market for a long time, only to come back empty-handed. But now, not only was the money delivered to their doorstep, it was far more than they had originally hoped for.

Thus, before the Qidian person in charge could even return to Huzhou City, he immediately represented the entire team to sign the contract with Muye Technology.

Pre-investment team due diligence was waived, and pre-investment financial auditing was also waived, to be completed after the investment was finalized. Li Mu’s decisiveness was beyond imagination. The offer was made yesterday, signed today, and payment was made on the same day as the signing. Preparations for launching a reading channel on the YY Website were immediately begun.

The reason for such an informal approach was, on one hand, Li Mu’s strong confidence in the team’s capabilities, and on the other hand, the amount wasn’t that significant—just tens of millions of US dollars. A quick, decisive investment could also leave a good impression on other startup teams that Muye Technology was generous with money and quick to pay.

However, being casual with money didn’t mean Li Mu acted without careful thought. At the current stage, hoping to make money from web novels was meaningless. The net profit margin of this industry was incredibly low, almost beyond imagination. Taking Qidian’s current business mode as an example, a 50/50 split of subscription revenue with authors meant a gross profit margin of 50 percent of revenue. However, this 50 percent had to cover all company operating costs, including personnel salaries, office venue, office supplies, financial losses, and corporate taxes, leaving perhaps only a few percentage points in the end. Coupled with the small overall volume, there was even less hope for profit potential.

But what Li Mu valued was the future of this industry. Behind web novels lay an excellent content library, powerful user stickiness, and vast potential for derivative development. Excellent content could generate natural cohesiveness for users, bringing a huge advantage to platform promotion. Moreover, excellent content could significantly enhance user loyalty to the platform. Currently, these excellent web novels were merely digital texts, but in the near future, they could be transformed into a series of powerful, high-quality IPs, which could then be transmitted to multiple derivative directions such as film and television, animation, and game fields, becoming hit products in those areas.

In the future, for the YY Website to enhance user stickiness, relying solely on short, fragmented information and blogs would be difficult to sustain. But high-quality novels were different. Serialized high-quality novels could generate powerful stickiness for users, making them log into the platform daily to read. This advantage was extremely powerful. In the near future, when the YY Website’s reading channel launched, it would only need a Sub-domain like Read.yy.com or Book.yy.com to incorporate all Qidian Chinese Network content and provide it to all YY users for reading. This would not only enhance the YY Website’s content volume but also increase YY user stickiness and further promote the rapid development of the entire internet literature industry.

Furthermore, Muyi Pictures’ demand for high-quality IP would continuously increase in the future. Securing the Qidian Chinese Network, this ammunition depot of high-quality copyrights, in advance was a huge asset to Muyi Pictures. At the same time, Wan Ying Real Estate had a Film and Television Base project about to start. These high-quality IPs could also be quickly absorbed through this super platform of the film and television industry, forming an entire industry chain.

……

Just as Li Mu was rapidly acquiring Qidian Chinese Network, and as world media heavily reported on his two major projects, Li Mu, at the center of public opinion, received news from Lin Qingya in the United States.

Li Mu had previously asked Li Ziwei to convey his demand, asking Lin Qingya to investigate two key recent movements of Microsoft according to his direction. Replies had now been received for both.

First, regarding the fate of the employees from Microsoft’s original MSN project team.

Lin Qingya conducted a very thorough investigation into Microsoft through conventional methods and by hiring high-end private detectives. After several days of investigation and analysis by the private detectives, the following conclusions were reached:

First, when MSN was announced to be discontinued, none of its personnel were laid off. Instead, they were internally transferred within Microsoft.

This was somewhat unusual. According to Microsoft’s past methods, abolishing a business unit and keeping so many employees idle rather than laying them off had almost never happened. Moreover, internally transferring so many employees put significant pressure on various other departments. Microsoft must have exerted considerable effort to integrate and absorb such a large team.

To give a simple example, just the KPI assessment metrics would bring significant negative impact. A team of one hundred and fifty people, shouldering one hundred million US dollars in human resource costs and one billion US dollars in performance KPIs, would normally have no problem completing their tasks. Suddenly being required to take on at least thirty employees diverted from other departments, all of whom were high-salaried, would increase human resource costs by at least twenty million US dollars per year. This would greatly impact the department. Furthermore, the addition of thirty new employees, especially those originally responsible for other fields, would add extra digestive pressure on the department, actually slowing down the entire team’s pace.

Microsoft’s willingness to pay such a price to keep these people proved that Microsoft’s social ambitions were still alive.

Second, some veteran employees from the MSN system chose to resign because they couldn’t adapt to new positions. However, as Li Mu had predicted, these people recently returned to Microsoft. This further corroborated Li Mu’s speculation: if Microsoft wasn’t planning to play the social card again, it wouldn’t bother to re-summon these employees who had already resigned.

Third, and most direct proof, private detectives closely monitored and investigated these employees from the old MSN business unit and found that their recent working hours had significantly increased.

Among the many private investigations targeting Microsoft employees, the most representative was an engineer named Angelo. Since the private detectives began investigating him several days ago, his working hours were 8:30 AM to 10:00 PM daily. This period happened to include a weekend, and he even worked overtime at the company on Saturday, also from morning until late at night.

To prove that this person’s work pattern had changed, the private detectives investigated his credit card spending records.

Americans rarely carry cash when they go out; credit cards and checks are the primary means of payment, with credit cards being the most common. A person’s credit card spending records are sufficient to draw a complete behavioral profile of them.

Just one month ago, for several months, Angelo’s credit card spending records showed that he rarely worked overtime. For example, after 6:00 PM on weekdays, he had credit card purchases almost every day, and these purchases were at gas stations, coffee shops, supermarkets, bars, and cinemas—entertainment and leisure venues. This proved that a month ago, this person basically did not work overtime.

Furthermore, analyzing his spending habits on weekends over the past few months revealed that he often flew from Seattle to San Francisco on Friday evenings, and then from San Francisco back to Seattle on Sunday evenings. The private detectives continued their investigation and discovered that Angelo’s wife and children were settled in San Francisco, so he would return to San Francisco every weekend to be with his wife and children.

However, from over a month ago until now, Angelo has not flown to San Francisco again. Why? Because he has been working overtime at Microsoft headquarters every Saturday.

Interestingly, the private detectives made a very unexpected discovery. To obtain a complete chain of clues, they traced Angelo’s wife in reverse, checking if she would come to Seattle every week to be with Angelo. The result was that over the past month or so, Angelo’s wife had only visited Seattle once. However, her credit card had been used to open rooms five times at a high-end hotel in San Francisco. Each time it was for a high-end room costing several hundred US dollars per night. And, astonishingly, the person she was meeting there each time was her fitness instructor.

In summary, the evidence chain on the personnel level was already very clear. According to Li Mu’s nuclear weapon logic, these individuals were Microsoft’s uranium reserves, and now they had all been mined by Microsoft. This proved that Microsoft was indeed preparing to develop in the nuclear aspect.

Secondly, the investigation into Microsoft’s recent actions regarding data processing centers, server rooms, and bandwidth also yielded very clear findings.

An offshore company actually controlled by Microsoft invested two hundred million US dollars in Chicago to build three large data processing centers. Three more data processing centers in Texas were also under construction. At the same time, this company also signed agreements with multiple companies providing data processing services, locking in a large amount of server room and bandwidth redundancy.

Microsoft is different from Muye Technology. Muye Technology’s core product is to connect users around the world through text, voice, video, music, and hobbies. In such a situation, Muye Technology has an enormous demand for data processing capabilities. In contrast, after discontinuing MSN, Microsoft’s products are mostly utility software. Users of these software products do not need to interconnect among themselves; they only need to connect to the headquarters to ensure updates and daily information interaction. Therefore, their demand for data processing capabilities is several levels lower than Muye Technology’s.

Muye Technology is like a super factory for electrolytic aluminum, with the world’s highest output. Its power consumption is so massive that it has to invest in building multiple power plants around the world to reduce costs and ensure power supply. But Microsoft is like the world’s largest beef production base. Its demand for electricity is nowhere near as terrifying as electrolytic aluminum. Yet, an enterprise whose main business is cattle farming has built multiple power plants. There must be an unspeakable secret behind this.

This was Li Mu’s second basis for judging Microsoft’s actions. It had been confirmed that Microsoft was mining uranium, and it had been confirmed that Microsoft had invested massive amounts of electricity. Even without seeing the thousands of centrifuges hidden in the dark, it could be confirmed that what Microsoft wanted to make was a nuclear weapon!

After his judgment was corroborated, Li Mu immediately called Chen Tong. The first thing he asked him upon meeting was: “How is Twitter’s development coming along?!”





Chapter 1500: The Super Weapons of Both Sides

Twitter is purely a Web product. Its core function is to publish information and display information streams through the Web, and the overall difficulty of development is not high.

If developing a novel website, it generally requires a Front Desk and two to three backend systems. The Front Desk is the display page for the novel website itself, one backend system is for authors to upload their works, one backend system is for editors to manage works and the various recommendation slots on the website, and another backend system is used to monitor website data.

Because Twitter operates within Muye Technology’s own big data architecture, in addition to the Front Desk, only one additional management backend system needs to be developed.

Muye Technology already has large-scale Web products like YY.com, YY Space, and Blog, so it not only possesses strong advantages and accumulation in product development and technical setup but also saves a lot of effort in terms of underlying architecture. Furthermore, with its own powerful data processing center, launching such a product is very easy.

Overall, Chen Tong told Li Mu that Twitter would only need to wait another week, at most no more than ten days, before it could start internal testing.

In his past life, Sina decided to develop Weibo in July 2009, and the internal beta version was already launched in August of the same year. From this, it can be seen that for large companies, developing a Web product is really not a big project at all.

After receiving this time node, a mischievous idea surfaced in Li Mu’s mind. He said to Chen Tong: “Microsoft is conspiring to re-enter the social networking arena. I estimate they want to bring back MSN and its series of related products. Based on your understanding of Microsoft, from which point do you think they will make their entry point?”

Chen Tong asked in surprise, “Is Microsoft really going back to MSN?”

Li Mu said, “I’m not 100% certain, but I can be at least 80% sure.”

Chen Tong nodded lightly, pondered for a moment, and then said to Li Mu: “Although Microsoft is powerful, it lacks strong internet product distribution channels. If they aggressively push MSN from the start, in front of YY, it would be like Sun Wukong under the Five Elements Mountain – the pressure would be too great. So, I feel Microsoft might look for an entry point from other aspects that allows them to move a thousand pounds with four ounces.”

Li Mu said: “As for other aspects, what I can think of right now are social games, portal websites, online music, and blog-type platforms. Social games require social software as their foundation, so it’s impossible to develop that first. Portal websites have accumulated a lot of traffic, and in the information explosion era, content homogenization is also very serious, so MSN’s portal will be difficult to develop quickly. As for online music, I think it’s even less likely; YYtunes is supported by the Mango-ME player, and Microsoft can’t shake it. So, I think Microsoft might enter through blogs, or through other areas we don’t yet know about.”

“Blogs…” Chen Tong said, “Actually, through our operation over this period and the data comparison of your last short blog post, we can conclude that blogs are difficult to popularize universally. Microsoft developing blogs at this point has a slight deviation in its chosen direction.”

At this point, Chen Tong asked Li Mu, “Do you think Microsoft might have chosen the same direction as us, lightweighting blogs?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Every enterprise has its own exploration phase. Only we know the underhanded ways we encountered crossing the river; they’ll have to go through it again to figure things out. With Microsoft’s usual way of doing things, I don’t believe they can bypass the current stage of blogs and directly implement Microblog.”

Chen Tong nodded lightly, breathing a slight sigh of relief, and said: “Lately, I’ve been busy with the finalization and development of Twitter, and I increasingly feel that this is a new direction for social products. Furthermore, it’s fast-paced; all users’ comments and opinions from around the world converge on Twitter, just like everyone cooks a dish for users to choose from, and each user is essentially enjoying a completely customized buffet. This product mode holds immense novelty and attraction for users, so seizing the initiative is extremely important. If we lose the early advantage, even with YY supporting us, it would be extremely difficult to rise against the current.”

Li Mu strongly agreed with what Chen Tong said. Tencent QQ’s strength was vastly superior to Sina, but when it came to Weibo, it simply couldn’t shake Sina Weibo’s position – this is the importance of seizing the initiative.

Besides this, another very important reason why Sina Weibo could stand undefeated during the heyday of Weibo was their celebrity resources.

As early as the blog era, Sina already possessed many celebrity bloggers. These celebrity bloggers were basically bigshots from the acting industry who brought their own traffic. Even if they weren’t first-tier, they at least hovered around quasi first-tier and second-tier. So, when Weibo, a self-media platform, started, these opinion leaders who brought their own traffic could have an extremely strong traffic-driving effect, like highly absorbent sponges, quickly attracting a large number of users.

By the time Tencent wanted to catch up, celebrities had basically already taken root on Sina Weibo, placing Tencent in an extremely passive position from the start. Additionally, their product experience wasn’t good enough, and their subsequent operations weren’t hitting the mark, so let alone surpassing Sina Weibo, even getting close was extremely difficult; in the end, they could only give up.

However, Li Mu currently had a very good foundation. Celebrities from mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, as well as surrounding countries like Malaysia, Singapore, Japan and South Korea, all had very close ties with Muye Technology. They had long started operating their Tieba accounts, and later their own blogs, possessing a large number of followers within Muye Technology’s product system. If Muye Technology’s Weibo, or Twitter, were to launch, these celebrities could immediately convert into prominent figure / influencer users on Weibo.

As for Europe and America, Muye Technology had YYtunes, a hegemonic online music product, so commanding singers was certainly not a problem. As for film stars, he wasn’t worried at all, as there was still the Steven Spielberg connection; Hollywood celebrities would mostly have to give face. This way, celebrities from all over Asia, Europe, and Americas would join Twitter at the first time, directly establishing an undefeated status from the very beginning. By then, even if Microsoft wanted to turn around and catch up, it would be out of the question.

…

At this moment, Microsoft was still trying everything to discover the true meaning of the “Twitter Business Unit.”

The reason why they were unable to forget Muye Technology’s Twitter Business Unit was that the situation Microsoft most feared and least wanted to see at this moment was Twitter launching as a social product. Microsoft lagged too far behind Muye Technology in social networking; given the current situation, even attempting to steal a portion was extremely difficult. If Muye Technology were to launch another new product in this area, Microsoft’s preparations might fail at the last step.

Although Microsoft was a colossus in the software and operating system fields, its foundation in the internet industry was truly mediocre. Compared to Muye Technology, it was dramatically different.

If the entire computer industry were projected onto the brick-and-mortar industry, hardware producers would be like real estate developers. Every Netizen’s home is closely related to them; whether renting or buying, one cannot do without the buildings constructed by these developers;

Enterprises like Microsoft, which focus on developing operating systems and underlying software, are like leaders in the home furnishing and interior design industry. Netizens’ homes need to use the flooring they provide, the lighting they provide, kitchen appliances, and bathroom toilets;

Muye Technology, a pure internet enterprise, does not participate in the competition of the above segments. What Muye Technology provides to users are the home television, fixed-line telephone, and mobile phone. Ultimately, of course, a house is more important to users, but it’s undeniable that what is closest to users are mobile phones, fixed-line telephones, and televisions, because these encompass people’s daily needs for entertainment, social interaction, and information.

As the godfather of the entire internet industry, Muye Technology had no enterprise closer to users or with a better relationship with users than them. Therefore, Microsoft’s executives attached extreme importance to Twitter, coming up with various methods, but none succeeded in uncovering the true nature of the Twitter project.

However, they never dreamed that their social scheme had already been seen through by Li Mu. All of this was thanks to their Vice President; if he hadn’t shown excessive attention to the Twitter project in front of Li Mu, Li Mu wouldn’t have become suspicious of Microsoft’s current intention.

At an internal discussion meeting at Microsoft, the new head of the MSN Business Unit reported to Bill Gates: “We have thoroughly researched Muye Technology’s current blog business, and we can generally conclude: Muye Technology is currently not actively promoting blogs globally at all. Their main blog market is within China itself, at most the Chinese-speaking user market, and they have not actively pushed into non-Chinese speaking markets. Current overseas users are basically organic traffic. Due to insufficient famous non-Chinese speaking bloggers, their foundation in the overseas market is still very weak. This is a good opportunity for our blog product to enter.”

Bill Gates carefully reviewed the current development of Muye Technology’s Blog and strongly agreed with the perspective of the head of the MSN Business Unit. Currently, Muye Technology’s product lines are stretched too broadly, like a country’s battlefront during wartime being extended too long, which inevitably creates weak points. It seems that Muye Technology’s current weak point is in blogs.

Microsoft’s preparations for blogs this time were very thorough. Not only did they develop MSN-Blog, but they also developed a supporting blog editor. This editor was truly excellent for blogs, and it’s undeniable that Microsoft’s R&D capabilities in tool software are absolutely world-class.

What was most awesome was that Microsoft’s team also made this editor into an Office-supporting plugin. Users could directly import their existing Office documents into the editor, and the editor could instantly convert them into a blog post for publishing. Furthermore, all formats, accompanying images, tables, hyperlinks, and other information could be perfectly restored on the Web, achieving flawless results whether with Word, Excel, or PowerPoint.

Internally, Microsoft was extremely satisfied with this editor and its accompanying Office plugin, considering it a stroke of genius. However, if Li Mu were to see this thing, he would certainly shower it with all his contempt.

Indeed, this is how a group of engineering-minded men approach things: they prefer to use complete engineering solutions to meet all demands. To put it simply, a liberal arts student entering the pet market would think about designing cute pet clothing, leashes, pet toys, and other pet supplies, whereas the research direction of engineering-minded men would completely deviate from the skill tree – they would develop automatic water dispensers, automatic feeders, automatic litter boxes, and automatic dog-walking robots, going further and further down the path of automation…

Microsoft failed to grasp one point: people weren’t enthusiastic enough about blogs not because blogs were too troublesome to operate, but because the two biggest obstacles to blog development were the difficulty for authors in brainstorming and the difficulty for readers in reading. Neither of these could be solved simply by tools; even an automated editor was just scratching an itch through a boot, failing to address the core issue.

Muye Technology’s Twitter, and Microsoft’s Blog paired with its editor, had respectively become the super weapons secretly being developed by both sides. And at this moment, the time for these super weapons to be deployed onto the battlefield was drawing infinitely near…





Chapter 1501: Queen’s Path

While Muye Technology’s signing ceremony and two major plans were gaining traction worldwide, Muye Technology demonstrated its sincerity in collaborating with Google to the global audience.

On all non-Chinese YY product clients, Muye Technology added quick search entry points. Users could directly search any content within the webpage, and after clicking search, Google search results would be displayed in a newly popped-up page.

Furthermore, YY users could right-click to select keywords within private and group chat dialog boxes, which would add a “Google Search” option. This significantly reduced the difficulty for YY users to perform search queries during conversations.

For example, if A told B in a conversation, “Recently, I’ve been interested in an electric guitar model called Ibanez-jem-7V,” and B wanted more information about it, they could simply select “Ibanez-jem-7V” directly within the chat content, right-click, and select search. The Google search results would then automatically pop up.

Previously, to perform this series of operations, users would have to first copy “Ibanez-jem-7V,” then open a browser, input the Google address, open Google search, paste “Ibanez-jem-7V” into the search bar, and finally click search.

Muye Technology’s solution not only created a massive traffic portal for Google but also significantly reduced user effort and improved user experience, truly achieving multiple goals at once.

Muye Technology’s full opening of its traffic portals to Google immediately brought an unprecedented traffic peak to Google. Subsequently, Google reciprocated by signing a cloud services order with Muye Technology, hoping Muye Technology would provide data processing services to Google.

Li Mu had previously raised three point three billion US dollars in financing, with at least half of it allocated to building data processing centers worldwide. Now, not only could it meet its own needs, but it also provided cloud data processing services to many enterprises. Cloud computing would be a pivotal major sector for Muye Technology in the future.

After witnessing Li Mu’s efficiency and effectiveness, the capital market immediately raised its valuation of Google. With Muye Technology’s full support, Google’s valuation at this stage skyrocketed by fifty percent, breaking through the eighteen billion US dollar milestone.

In the US capital market, it was not uncommon for publicly listed companies to experience a single-day surge of over fifty percent. However, for an unlisted company to receive such a massive valuation increase from the capital market clearly demonstrated the entire capital market’s optimism for Google’s future at this stage.

The rapid, skyrocketing pace of Google’s valuation also made the entire internet industry further realize that Muye Technology was truly the powerhouse that any internet company needed to ally with. Its overall improvement effect on enterprises was so powerful it could only be described as freakishly talented.

With Google’s valuation increasing, Muye Technology and Baidu, as Google’s shareholders, also saw their valuations continue to climb, and this was not merely a matter of simple addition.

However, Li Mu was not paying attention to the capital market’s latest valuation of Muye Technology at this time. He was finally able to relax his mind, temporarily putting work aside.

At this stage, Li Mu had achieved several major goals: not only had the Android founder been brought into his fold, but Apple had also been fully privatized, becoming a wholly-owned subsidiary of Muye Technology. Even the shell company Muye&Baidu, recently put together, had been officially acquired by Google. Muye Technology had simultaneously completed its major strategy in both the smartphone operating system and search engine fields.

In the next phase, hardware R&D could begin.



After resting for two days, on the second weekend, the grand premiere of Crazy Stone was about to take place.

This was Muye Pictures’ second major cinema film and Director Ning Hao’s first theatrical release. Although Ning Hao’s reputation in the film and television circles wasn’t yet widespread, he was, after all, backed by Muye Pictures and Muye Technology. Therefore, even for his first theatrical film, the film industry dared not slight it, and many bigshots and Bigwigs were invited to attend.

In recent years, King Liu had rarely played roles other than the male lead, and even more rarely played villains. Yet this time, he astonishingly took on the role of the third male lead, which genuinely surprised all sectors of society. Furthermore, King Liu’s management company had confirmed to the media in advance that he would personally attend the premiere, a piece of news that overjoyed the media.

Entertainment media loved high-traffic celebrities and trending topics the most, and King Liu was absolutely one of the handful of movie stars who inherently generated the most buzz. Therefore, the film’s premiere still received close attention from national media.

Before the premiere, there was still one question that the media consistently focused on: whether Li Mu would actually attend this premiere.

Although it felt like a slim hope, there was still some, however small, given Li Mu’s significant regard for Muye Pictures.

Many media outlets had been continuously seeking confirmation from Ning Hao and other Muye Pictures employees before the premiere, but Muye Pictures’ replies were uniformly that they had not received any notice of Li Mu attending this premiere.

This was intentional on Ning Hao’s part. If it were known that Li Mu was coming, the number of media reporters at the premiere would likely exceed expectations, and the scene would be even harder to control. Given Li Mu’s current status and social status, if he were to publicly announce his schedule in advance, he would also face immense security pressure and various potential threats. Therefore, it was better to first release the news to the outside world that Li Mu would not attend the premiere, and then make private preparations to give everyone a surprise when he arrived.

The premiere was set for 8 PM on Friday, but the red carpet ceremony for the main creative team and important guests was scheduled from 7 PM to 7:30 PM.

Li Mu had not originally intended to participate in the red carpet process; he had planned to enter the venue from backstage after the premiere officially began. However, Ning Hao kept persuading him, hoping he could make a climactic appearance at the very end of the red carpet. This would not only be a grand entrance but also provide a huge surprise to everyone.

For better promotion of his company, his film, and his artists, Li Mu agreed to Ning Hao’s request, consenting to arrive by car around 7:30 PM and then directly walk the red carpet. Conveniently, Li Mu had long promised Du Wei to pick her up from her school on the way, so Ning Hao arranged for the two of them to make the ultimate climactic appearance together at the very end.

Most celebrities did not walk the red carpet alone; it was usually a male-female pairing. So, Ning Hao subconsciously believed that Li Mu and Du Wei walking the red carpet together would be the perfect choice.

Li Mu arrived at Du Wei’s school by car shortly after 6 PM. Today, he did not take a sedan from the company’s fleet, but instead chose a newly acquired Mercedes-Benz commercial van. Opting for a vehicle that the media had never paid attention to would help keep the suspense until the very end.

Du Wei still had classes today. After her classes ended at 5:30 PM, she immediately rushed to a practice room at the conservatory of music. The makeup artist and stylist arranged by Muye Pictures were already waiting there. As soon as her class finished, she came over to change clothes, get her makeup done, and have her hair styled.

The thought of the premiere that evening made Du Wei exceptionally nervous. Although she had not acted in Crazy Stone and was only attending the premiere today as a contracted artist of Muye Pictures to show support for the company’s film, the idea of Li Mu coming to pick her up from school and walking the red carpet arm-in-arm with her made her heart pound so hard it felt like it would leap out of her chest.

The makeup and styling team had long confirmed her outfit and styling for the evening. Unlike many actresses who liked to make bold statements with their looks on the red carpet, Du Wei preferred a low-key and elegant style. Previously, she leaned towards a princess-like aesthetic – slightly younger and innocent – on top of being low-key and elegant. But this time, she made a slight adjustment, wanting to add a touch more maturity and allure while maintaining a low-key and elegant foundation.

Du Wei had never before pursued a mature and alluring style; this was mainly because her personality was inherently that of an obedient girl-next-door. If she wore something too mature or too glamorous, she herself wouldn’t be able to adapt. However, this time, she hoped to make a breakthrough.

To meet her request, the fashion stylist had recommended several days prior that she opt for a mermaid-style evening gown, a look commonly favored by European and American movie stars. This type of gown perfectly accentuated a woman’s figure, making her not only elegant and grand but also sexy and glamorous.

Mermaid-style evening gowns were mostly strapless, form-fitting at the waist, and form-fitting at the hips. Strapless meant no shoulder straps and a low neckline, while being form-fitting at the waist and hips meant all curves from the chest down to the legs would be fully revealed. Such a style imposed extremely strict requirements on one’s figure: if the bust was too small, it couldn’t be filled out; even a hint of excess fat at the waist would look embarrassing; and if the hips weren’t shapely enough, wearing it would appear like a joke to others.

However, no one expected that Du Wei, who usually preferred a loose and natural dressing style and whose figure was always understated, would, when it came to truly posing, have a physique that wouldn’t hold her back in the slightest.

In the practice room, which had been temporarily converted into a dressing room, Du Wei, with the help of two female stylists, changed into an off-white strapless evening gown. This gown was from the French luxury brand Chanel and was a designer version, only showcased on the brand’s major fashion shows but never released for sale to the public. The reason it came into Du Wei’s possession was that Du Wei’s Mother’s younger sister was a high society socialite in France. Du Wei had given extra importance to tonight’s premiere, which was why she asked her Mother’s younger sister to help her find a dignified evening gown that no one else would be wearing.

Du Wei’s Mother’s younger sister had browsed extensively among several top designers in France and personally selected this stunningly beautiful evening gown for her. To ensure the gown perfectly fit her figure, a Chanel designer personally brought the dress and an assistant to China a few days prior, re-adjusting the gown to perfectly fit Du Wei’s figure.

At this moment, Du Wei, wearing the evening gown, left the stylists dumbfounded.

Many actresses would wear glamorous gowns, don precious jewelry, and pair them with designer handbags and shoes to enhance their aura. But Du Wei, simply wearing this gown and standing barefoot on the cheap carpet of the practice room, already exuded an ethereal aura, breathtakingly beautiful.

While praising her perfect figure, the stylists updone her long hair at the back of her head and did her facial styling. Du Wei’s facial features were incredibly versatile; she could be a Holy Angel or a sexy devil. If she suppressed her smile and let her gaze and features become sharper, she would be the youngest queen.

And tonight, Du Wei was going to walk the Queen’s Path.





Chapter 1517: Apologies, Taking a Day Off

Apologies, Taking a Day Off

“

“

Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine Russia could go up against Spain all the way to a penalty shootout. At this hour, I really couldn’t stand up to him (the exhaustion) and continue to write novel chapters. I’ll try my best to make it up tomorrow. I feel bad towards everyone… This damn World Cup really delayed my plans for earning money…

“

“





Chapter 1518: Theme Song

Most of the students at the Music Academy had already gone on holiday, but top students like Du Wei, as well as a small number of other students who remained in Beijing and at the school, had specially arranged extra classes. At the same time, the academy also had several important musicals about to be staged in various places, so the number of people in the school was not small.

Li Mu’s Commercial vehicle drove right to the bottom of the Music Academy’s practice building. A few minutes after the car came to a stop, Du Wei, beautifully dressed, quickly walked out of the building accompanied by a few stylists.

Du Wei’s styling today was indeed flawless. Even Li Mu, a person who had lived two lives and was well-travelled and experienced, was so surprised when he first saw Du Wei that he couldn’t speak.

In the later era of universal plastic surgery and beauty filters, Li Mu had seen countless beautiful women with similar appearances, but no one could be as perfectly unreal as Du Wei.

From the moment Du Wei got into the car, she noticed Li Mu’s surprised expression. Her palm-sized face instantly flushed with two touches of peach pink, and she called out sweetly, “Brother Li Mu.”

Li Mu then truly came to his senses. He gave a slightly masked smile and said, “Xiao Wei, your outfit today is truly beautiful.”

“Really?” Du Wei smiled sweetly and replied, “Thank you, Brother Li Mu.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Later, at the event, the media reporters and attending guests will definitely be blown away by you, probably even forgetting about the movie.”

Du Wei said shyly, “In that case, I wouldn’t have dressed so grandly if I had known…”

The driver had already driven away from the Music Academy. Li Mu asked Du Wei, “How have things been with the crew recently?”

Du Wei said, “I haven’t had any parts scheduled for the past half a month. Everyone has been focused on filming the aerial combat scenes and the Flying Tigers base scenes, so Leonardo DiCaprio, Uncle Tom, Sister Anne, and Brother Liu Ye are relatively busier. I’ve been much more easy. In a few days, when the crew starts filming my storyline with Leonardo DiCaprio, Uncle Tom, Sister Anne, and Brother Liu Ye will be able to take a holiday to rest.”

The character Du Wei plays in “Flying Tigers” is the daughter of a local farmer. In the script, her role primarily focuses on the period after Leonardo DiCaprio’s Flying Tigers pilot character is injured and parachutes. Thus, their parts, in terms of scenery, are unrelated to flight school or aerial combat, allowing them to be filmed separately and offset from other scenes.

Hearing her say this, Li Mu understood why she didn’t need to be on set filming now, and also why Anne Hathaway would have time next month to attend that so-called Old Money gathering in the United Kingdom.

At this moment, Li Mu suddenly thought of something and asked Du Wei, “Have the score and theme song for ‘Flying Tigers’ been decided yet?”

“Not yet,” Du Wei said. “The Director mentioned it once before. It seems the score has been entrusted to a Master composer he’s worked with for many years. The theme song is still being sought. Although ‘Flying Tigers’ is a war-themed movie, he hopes to find a song with an anti-war core message as the film’s theme song.”

“Anti-war…” Li Mu nodded gently.

Big directors generally like to convey certain values. Although they film war movies depicting fierce battles in the skies, deep down, they hope that everyone can reflect on war and wish for world peace. This is likely the Director’s humanistic sentiment.

Moreover, although this is a film co-produced by China and the United States, and even entirely funded by Chinese capital, the future goal of this film is to enter Hollywood and the global market. So Li Mu himself was well aware of several key points:

First, although the movie “Flying Tigers” takes place in China, between Chinese people and Americans, the narrative perspective must primarily penetrate from the American characters’ viewpoint to appeal to the global market.

Secondly, the main language of this film must be English, followed by Chinese. Not only must all American actors playing American roles speak English, but even Liu Ye, playing the Chinese air force representative, because he received a higher education, must also speak English in his co-star scenes with these American actors within the Flying Tigers unit.

Finally, the theme song of this film must be an English song.

If, at the most deeply moving point of such a film, a song like Black Panther’s “Don’t Spoil It” were to play, Chinese audiences would certainly feel it was perfectly fine, but other audiences worldwide would be dumbfounded.

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a sense of regret. Given his fondness for Du Wei, he really wanted to find an opportunity to let Du Wei contribute her voice to this film, but it seemed a bit troublesome now.

The main issue wasn’t that Du Wei was unsuitable to contribute her voice, but that he couldn’t quickly think of an English anti-war song. Otherwise, if he could come up with one for Du Wei to sing, the movie would have its theme song.

Li Mu asked Du Wei, “Did Steven Spielberg say which singers or lyricists/composers he might approach for songs?”

Du Wei nodded and said, “Steven Spielberg particularly likes Enya and Pink Floyd. He’d very much like to commission a song from them.”

Li Mu said, “Enya’s songs are fine for ‘Lord of the Rings’, but aren’t they a bit out of place for a war film? As for Pink Floyd, their classic ‘Wish You Were Here’ does still fit the theme. However, that song is especially suitable for the very last scene, when an elderly Anne returns to China and stands before Liu Ye’s character’s gravestone, serving as the entire film’s farewell song. But I think the movie’s theme song should be used during the climax of the plot, which is the scene where Liu Ye’s character fights his decisive battle in the sky and ultimately sheds his blood.”

Du Wei agreed, saying, “I feel the same way. ‘Wish You Were Here’ truly is best suited to conclude the entire film, and ideally, it should be re-arranged and re-recorded with a shorter intro and a quicker vocal entry.”

Li Mu said, “You can discuss this with Steven Spielberg later. I trust your innate talent in music.”

Du Wei smiled softly and said, “Then I’ll try to mention it to the Director.”

Li Mu’s mind repeatedly pondered suitable songs. At this moment, Wang Yuanlang, who was driving, spoke up, “General Manager Li, it’s 7:21 PM now. We’ll arrive at the venue in five minutes. The car will wait outside for a few minutes. Director Ning has arranged for us to drive in on time at 7:30 PM. The car will then stop directly at the end of the red carpet. You’ll get out first, and then assist Miss Du out of the car.”

“Alright.” Li Mu nodded, picking up his phone to glance at it. The screen displayed “19:21”.

Suddenly, a flash of inspiration went through his mind, and a melody immediately appeared in his head.

Instantly, he clapped his hands excitedly and said to Du Wei, “Xiao Wei, tell Steven Spielberg later that I suggest he use Pink Floyd’s ‘Wish You Were Here’ for the ending song. As for the theme song, I’ll take care of it, and it will definitely be an English anti-war song. He doesn’t need to worry about it.”

Du Wei asked in surprise, “Brother Li Mu, are you going to write it yourself?”

Li Mu nodded gently, “I’ll write it myself.”

Du Wei hurriedly pressed, “You’re so busy now, do you still have time to write songs?”

Li Mu chuckled, “There’s always time if you squeeze it out. Besides, there’s still some time until the movie wraps up, and post-production will take a while. All that time is enough to write one song.”

Although he said that, Li Mu already had a choice in mind.

He wanted to bring out Green Day’s “21 Guns,” and he wanted Du Wei to sing it.

For a punk band, “21 Guns” is indeed a rare deeply profound song. It’s no longer uniformly about power chords and various complaints about society, but rather a heartfelt call to stop war.

Li Mu really liked the melody of “21 Guns,” and also liked the latter half of its lyrics. The only thing he felt wasn’t quite fitting for “Flying Tigers” were its opening lyrics:

Do you know what’s worth fighting for

When it’s not worth dying for

Does it take your breath away

And you feel yourself suffocating

Translated, these two lines of lyrics roughly mean:

“Do you know what you are fighting for?

When none of this is worth dying for,

Does it take your breath away?

Do you feel like you’re suffocating?”

Subsequent lyrics, when translated, also include:

“Are pain and glory equally important?

Are you looking for a place to hide?

Has someone pierced your chest?

Only remnants of you remain…”

Green Day’s starting point is a complete opposition to war, which means negating all wars with one sweep.

Speaking of which, this approach is indeed somewhat hasty, because many wars are inherently absolutely just wars, and such wars should never be denied.

Like China, who fought to the death to resist the Japanese invasion during World War II;

Like the Soviet Union, who fully resisted the enemy during World War II;

Like the United Kingdom, who never surrendered, and the United States, who finally led troops to land in Normandy.

For these countries, war itself may be denied, but the significance of their participation in war must never be denied.

Li Mu’s analysis for why Green Day would write such a song is that it might be related to the fact that Americans rarely fought just wars after World War II. Every war the United States fought after World War II lacked sufficient legal basis, some were even clearly acts of aggression, especially the Vietnam War. Americans themselves felt disgraced, spending every day reflecting on the immense damage the Vietnam War brought to their own country.

Against this social background, the younger generation in the United States could easily adopt a stance of complete negation towards all wars.

However, this clearly conflicts with the values Li Mu wants to convey to the world in “Flying Tigers.”

Because both the Chinese people and the American Flying Tigers fought absolutely just wars during World War II. For the righteous side, they deserve to be praised a thousand times!

Therefore, Li Mu conceived in his mind that he must roughly change the lyrics.

Into:

“You have always known what you are fighting for.

For a devastated homeland, and even more so for world peace.

Even if it takes your breath away,

You have never regretted it.

In your eyes, the homeland is more important than your own life.

When rivalry comes, you never thought of finding a place to hide,

You poured your fervent passion onto this inch of land,

Even if only remnants remain.

Twenty-one gun salutes,

Pay you the highest respect;

Twenty-one gun salutes,

You exchanged your life for world peace!

Twenty-one gun salutes,

The world will never forget you.

Twenty-one gun salutes,

You will live forever in the gun salutes…”





Chapter 1503: One Billion Box Office Estimate

Seven-thirty in the evening.

Media reporters guarding the red carpet had already taken wave after wave of photos.

The sheer number of stars who arrived today exceeded their expectations. They had originally thought that being able to photograph King Liu today would be worth the ticket price, but to their surprise, many top film and singing stars from mainland China and Hong Kong and Taiwan regions came to the premiere of Crazy Stone to show their support.

After shooting countless frames, the reporters were about to enter when, unexpectedly, a black Mercedes-Benz van slowly drove up and stopped in front of the red carpet.

As soon as the vehicle stopped, Wang Yuanlang, dressed in a black suit, exited the van and pulled open the sliding door on its left side.

At this moment, the van’s right door was facing the red carpet, and reporters were all concentrated on that side. So, as the car stopped precisely in front of the red carpet, everyone’s attention immediately focused on the door facing it. Though they didn’t know who was inside, their keen intuition told them that the person in this vehicle was likely the big shot for tonight’s closing act.

Just as all the cameras were aimed at the right door, Li Mu had already exited from the left door, then walked around the front of the car to the other side, preparing to open the door for Du Wei. The moment Li Mu suddenly appeared from the front of the car, the media reporters on site were instantly shocked!

Li Mu! It was really Li Mu! He actually came to attend the premiere of Crazy Stone?!

No one had expected Li Mu to actually show up.

Although some media had previously spread rumors, claiming through their information channels that Li Mu would attend this premiere, most media reporters didn’t believe it. In their view, such ‘rumored’ news was mostly fabricated out of thin air, fine for misleading spectators, but practically impossible to fool their colleagues.

Media professionals knew their own group’s modus operandi, often using clickbait headlines to push the boundaries. Every headline looked as if aliens had been discovered on Mars, only for them to click and find that not even a trace of organic matter had been seen.

The main reason they didn’t believe Li Mu would personally attend was that he had recently been making appearances at large-scale commercial events involving hundreds of millions of yuan. Especially after the signing ceremony a few days ago, when Li Mu announced his intention to transform Muye Technology into an open platform, media worldwide had been hyping him up. Therefore, they thought Li Mu, at this time, wouldn’t make a public appearance just for a movie premiere.

However, Li Mu was now genuinely standing before everyone.

Li Mu, having walked around the front of the car to the other side of the van, didn’t pay attention to the media outside. Instead, he very gentlemanly pulled the car door open from the outside.

As soon as the car door opened, the sharp-eyed media reporters recognized Du Wei sitting inside. In that instant, all the reporters’ brains short-circuited.

How could Li Mu and Du Wei arrive together? And in the same car?

Without time to think, every reporter frantically pressed their camera shutters.

At that moment, Li Mu extended his hand to Du Wei inside the car. Du Wei shyly placed her hand in Li Mu’s, and he led her out of the vehicle.

The moment Du Wei appeared, her flawless makeup and attire drew screams from the media reporters and the surrounding cordoned-off audience.

Undeniably, Du Wei today was unbelievably beautiful. She possessed an aura different from any other female star, an ethereal quality that netizens in later generations would describe as ‘fairy-like aura.’ From head to toe, every frown and smile carried a charm that seemed to belong only in the heavens.

After Du Wei exited the car, she gently linked her arm with Li Mu’s and walked alongside him down the red carpet. Although Du Wei was holding Li Mu’s arm, the distance between them was perfectly maintained, neither too intimate nor too distant.

At this moment, Ning Hao, who was preparing for the premiere inside the venue, heard that Li Mu had arrived and hurried out to greet him. The other guests, hearing that Li Mu was also present, began whispering to each other, as they too had not expected Li Mu to actually come today.

Walking the two to three hundred meters of red carpet, the photographers’ flashes almost merged into a continuous blaze. Li Mu and Du Wei walked side-by-side, occasionally waving or smiling for the cameras.

Stepping up to the signing board, two usherettes came forward with marker pens, inviting Li Mu and Du Wei to sign the large board. Li Mu picked up a pen, found a gap on the densely covered board, and wrote his name. Du Wei searched for a while but couldn’t seem to find a suitable spot, so she smiled and said, “Brother Li Mu, I’ll write below yours. Just need a little bit of space.”

After Li Mu finished writing his name, there was indeed a small gap in the bottom right corner, roughly palm-sized. Hearing Du Wei’s words, he slightly turned to make space, allowing Du Wei to sign her name in that blank area.

After signing, they posed for a few photos with the media reporters. By then, Ning Hao had come over, shaken Li Mu’s hand, and said with a smile, “General Manager Li, you’ve arrived.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Congratulations, congratulations. Your first film for the cinema chains is about to be released. How do you feel?”

Ning Hao said, “To be honest, I’m incredibly nervous right now.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Everyone gets nervous the first time. You’ll get used to it.”

At this moment, Muye Pictures’ own photographer spoke up, “General Manager Li, Director Ning, and Miss Du, could you all stand together for a group photo?”

Li Mu looked at Ning Hao and Du Wei, saw them both smiling, and nodded, saying, “Alright, let’s take it.”

In front of the signing board, Li Mu stood in the center, with Ning Hao on his left and Du Wei on his right. Numerous media reporters swarmed around the three, trying every way possible to push their cameras forward or hoist them high, snapping away ceaselessly.

A host holding a YY.com microphone extended the microphone to Li Mu, asking him, “General Manager Li, may I ask you a few questions?”

Seeing that it was their own media, Li Mu naturally had no reason to refuse. Besides, attending such an event, being interviewed by the media was an essential part of it. Often at such times, the interviewee would be completely encircled by microphones from all sides, piled in front of them. Even more interestingly, sometimes the interviewee would hold several media microphones at once while being interviewed, creating an exceptionally warm atmosphere.

This time, with Li Mu about to be interviewed, the reporters on site were also extremely enthusiastic, afraid of missing this good opportunity. Thus, in the blink of an eye, various microphones were piled in front of Li Mu, each bearing a brand tag with its respective media’s identification and logo.

Many media reporters hoped Li Mu would pick up their microphones. Li Mu said with some difficulty, “How about this, for the sake of fairness, I won’t even hold my own media’s microphone; I’ll just hold CCTV’s.”

Li Mu knew very well in his heart that online video media were not yet very developed, and the primary means of spreading such video interviews was still television. So, he simply took CCTV’s microphone, ensuring that other media wouldn’t feel resentful.

The interview scene was chaotic. Reporters, afraid of missing their chance to ask questions, kept chattering away. Li Mu could only try hard to discern everyone’s questions by ear, then choose which ones he wanted to answer.

Someone asked him, “General Manager Li, what is your personal opinion on the film Crazy Stone?”

Li Mu said, “I believe Crazy Stone will become a classic of Chinese comedy films. I personally like it very much, and I believe the vast audience will not regret it if they go to the cinema to watch this film. It’s truly too humorous and funny. The more a film is like this, the more I recommend everyone go see it in a movie theater, because watching a comedy in a screening room creates the best atmosphere!”

Currently, most citizens’ consumption habits were still relatively conservative and cautious. A movie ticket costing twenty or thirty yuan, while not a burden for many, still led many to believe there was no need to go to the cinema. For fifty cents, they could rent a pirated disc, or simply find and download a pirated version online, which was the same.

However, audiences with such thoughts were basically those who had never paid to watch a movie in a cinema. They had not yet experienced the unparalleled viewing effect of a movie theater. Once they tried it, they would understand the true value of a movie ticket.

Just like the development of China’s 3D cinema chains and IMAX, the most significant leap forward depended entirely on the movie Avatar. If it weren’t for it, it would have taken another two or three years for Chinese audiences to accept the high prices of 3D movie tickets and even higher IMAX ticket prices.

Therefore, what the current movie box office most needed to break through was to get those who never went to the cinema to try it. If they enjoyed themselves in the cinema this time, they would definitely come back in the future, perhaps even frequently.

A female reporter from CCTV, squeezed in the crowd, loudly asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, as the investor of this film, could you talk about your original intention for investing in it?”

“Original intention?” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “My original intention was simply that I think Ning Hao is excellent, the script is also excellent, and I believe Ning Hao can perfectly bring this script to life. Regarding the subsequent creation of this script, I also wholeheartedly agree with Ning Hao’s judgment, which is why I didn’t hesitate to invest in this film.”

At this moment, another person asked, “General Manager Li, what do you think the box office for Crazy Stone will be?”

Li Mu didn’t even think about it, he just smiled and said, “I believe it has the potential to set a new record for Chinese movie box office, and it has even greater hope of becoming the first Chinese-language film to gross over one billion yuan. At the same time, it will also become a major milestone in the field of Chinese-language films. I believe it will usher in a new chapter for Chinese-language cinema.”

“One billion?!” The reporters in front of him were astonished, each dumbfounded. In those days, for a movie’s box office to exceed one hundred million yuan was already incredibly impressive. When You Are the Apple of My Eye broke box office records, it was already considered a phenomenal work by the film and television industry. Could Crazy Stone be even more successful than that? Where did Li Mu’s immense confidence come from?





Chapter 1504: Consumer Upgrade

After Li Mu set the ambitious target of one billion box office, the media reporters present were all stunned. Immediately, questions barraged Li Mu, all revolving around “one billion box office”, such as:

“Why do you believe Crazy Stone can achieve one billion box office?”

“Will you be disappointed if Crazy Stone doesn’t meet your box office expectations?”

“Crazy Stone’s cast and crew, from director to actors, are mostly newcomers. Do you think such a team can support a one billion box office?”

Li Mu listened to these questions, merely smiled faintly, and replied, “I am full of confidence in Crazy Stone because I am full of confidence in the film itself. A film’s success doesn’t rely on big-name stars or big-name directors, but on excellent storytelling, superb acting, and high production quality. Therefore, whether this film can support a one billion box office will be judged by audiences nationwide. As for whether I’d be disappointed if it doesn’t reach that, the answer is no. I highly approve of this film. I believe its core story, actor performances, and production quality are all very high, and I am already very satisfied with that.”

A reporter spoke up, asking, “General Manager Li, hello. I never expected that despite your busy schedule, you would personally take the time to attend this film’s premiere. This clearly shows the importance you place on this film. May I ask if you have anything you’d like to say to our broad audience in front of their televisions?”

Li Mu nodded with relief upon hearing this question. Before, this group of reporters asked so many empty questions; this one finally hit the mark. What he needed now was to engage in a dialogue with the general audience through the media. However, this dialogue couldn’t always be initiated by him, as it would reek too much of sales promotion. Sometimes, reporters were needed to act as go-betweens and do things under the radar.

So, Li Mu smiled and said, “I believe many viewers in front of their televisions haven’t been to a movie theater in a long time. Many excellent films need to be seen with better audio-visual effects to appreciate their true essence, and good comedy films especially so. Take your beloved, your family, or invite a few friends to watch a joyful and immersive film in the cinema. Trust me, this experience will not disappoint anyone.”

After answering this question, Li Mu pushed Ning Hao forward and said with a smile, “I won’t answer any more questions. Today’s protagonist is Director Ning. Please direct any questions you have to him.”

After pushing Ning Hao to face the media reporters, Li Mu began to meticulously calculate the box office revenue Crazy Stone could earn.

Taking a movie ticket price of around 30 yuan as an example, a one billion box office requires 33.33 million admissions. If one out of every ten viewers makes a second viewing, then it means thirty million unique viewers are needed.

What are thirty million people in the face of China’s one point three billion population?

Let alone thirty million; even sixty million is negligible compared to the overall data.

Currently, the domestic annual movie box office is only around one point five billion yuan in total. Converted, that’s only fifty to sixty million cinema attendances. In a country with one point three billion people, this proportion is simply too low.

As for why it’s low, it’s not because people are too poor to afford it. Ultimately, it’s because consumer attitudes haven’t reached that level yet, and therefore urgently needs consumer upgrade.

Li Mu had experienced countless consumer upgrades in the internet and cultural entertainment industries. He deeply understood the importance of consumer upgrades to an industry.

And consumer upgrade doesn’t rely on the industry’s own internal changes, but rather on powerful products that stimulate consumers’ demand for higher quality.

Just like Apple’s consumer upgrade of the mobile phone market, to achieve consumer upgrade, one must produce products that possess such power.

Presently, China’s film market can almost be described as virtually stagnant. To make the film market flourish, You Are the Apple of My Eye was able to achieve hundreds of millions in box office and set a record, relying on the popularity of its lead actors and theme song at the time, as well as its special selling point of youthful nostalgia. This film’s pull on China’s film market was merely a flash in the pan; it wasn’t enough to make people develop the habit of going to the cinema after seeing it.

Looking back at the many years of China’s film development, in Li Mu’s view, only two films truly achieved consumer upgrade.

The first was Avatar. This film’s stimulus to China’s film industry was epoch-making; it made Chinese audiences truly realize that good films need to be seen in the cinema.

The second was Lost in Thailand. This film, with 38% of its film scheduling, generated 63% of the box office, becoming the first domestic film to break through one billion yuan in box office and setting a new box office record for domestic films. It also shattered 1942, which was released the same year. It ushered in a new era of entertainment films, thoroughly opening up the domestic film market.

Since Lost in Thailand, the box office heights of domestic films have continuously climbed, reaching over one billion, over two billion, over three billion, and even higher…

Of these two films, Avatar is a world-class masterpiece, sweeping 18.7 billion yuan at the global box office and becoming the highest-grossing film in cinema history; its significance and influence go without saying. However, when Lost in Thailand burst onto the scene, it was only considered a mid-budget popcorn movie. Director Xu Zheng hadn’t truly made it big as an actor yet, and becoming a director was his first time doing something like that. Among the actors were Wang Baoqiang and Huang Bo, but at that time, neither of them ranked as first-tier, and their looks were among the lowest-ranked in the film and television circles.

Yet, these three individuals put together a comedy film that audiences wholeheartedly embraced with their actions, completely crushing famous directors, renowned actors, and big-budget productions released in the same period.

This film is insignificant in film history and isn’t considered a high-quality film in China’s film history. However, it, with a crushing momentum, overturned the entire Chinese film market, directly triggering a massive consumer upgrade in the film and television industry. From then on, China’s film box office began an explosive growth.

Lost in Thailand’s quality was at least a tier below Crazy Stone. If Lost in Thailand could drive consumer upgrade, there’s no reason why Crazy Stone couldn’t.

Therefore, Li Mu believed that the opportune moment for China’s film and television industry was about to arrive.

…

When Li Mu, Du Wei, and Ning Hao concluded the reporter interviews and walked into the venue together, nearly one thousand guests and audience members stood up and applauded. As the trio walked across the central carpet of the venue, applause and attentive gazes followed them continuously. Each person sincerely gave their applause and attentive gazes to Li Mu, who was walking in the center of the trio.

All the guests present were almost exclusively people from the film industry. They were stars, producers, directors, and film and television industry executives. The reason so many people stood up and applauded for Li Mu was simple: since the birth of Chinese cinema until now, Li Mu was the most powerful among the investors focused on the film and television industry, so powerful he vastly exceeded the film industry itself.

In other words, since the birth of Chinese cinema, it had never received such attention and support from a super-rich magnate like Li Mu. Everyone was exceptionally eager for Li Mu to bring immense enhancement and promotion to the film and television industry, which would make their own lives much easier.

Moreover, Li Mu’s current personal strength had indeed reached mythical heights. It wasn’t just the film and television industry; any industry would hope to receive such a legendary boost.

Forbes and Hurun had recently been calculating Li Mu’s net worth, and their conclusions were shockingly: personal assets exceeding one hundred billion US dollars, and soon to break through two hundred billion US dollars.

Numerically speaking, Li Mu was already the wealthiest individual in the world and should top all global rich lists. However, to this day, no rich list has included him, the fundamental reason being that Li Mu’s companies haven’t gone public yet.

Not being public means that assets are based on “valuation” rather than “market value.” Valuation is extremely imprecise, because based on net asset valuation, Li Mu’s companies combined wouldn’t actually be able to exceed ten billion US dollars. But the vast majority of his net worth comes from the exceptionally high premium the market places on him.

It’s like a famous writer who establishes a company consisting only of himself and his personal creative copyrights. However, copyright is a virtual asset, and it’s difficult to truly value unless sold. From this perspective, his company’s net assets, apart from office space and supplies, are nothing.

Moreover, all valuations from the capital market are merely estimates unilaterally provided by one or a few investment institutions, and these also lack reference value. The truly indicative value comes from the securities market’s recognition of a company’s stock price after it goes public, and the company’s market value after its IPO.

This is precisely why it’s common for a giant company’s stock price to soar, causing the founder’s net worth to increase by tens of billions of US dollars overnight, or for the stock price to plummet, causing the founder’s net worth to decrease by tens of billions of US dollars overnight.

Therefore, out of rigorous consideration, no responsible rich list can include Li Mu’s estimated net worth in their rankings.

However, once Muye Technology goes public, and Google, PayPal, and Baidu (in which Muye Technology holds shares) go public, Li Mu’s net worth will immediately experience explosive growth. This doesn’t even account for the major products of Li Mu’s e-commerce empire: Taobao, Taobao Logistics, Alipay… If these three also go public, Li Mu’s net worth probably couldn’t be stopped even by two hundred billion US dollars.

Now, a super Bigwig with a net worth potentially breaking through hundreds of billions of US dollars has come to a film and television circles that earns only over one billion yuan in box office revenue annually, deciding to personally drive this industry to rapid, skyrocketing progress. For the entire industry, this is absolutely a once-in-a-lifetime immense opportunity.

Li Mu, Du Wei, and Ning Hao walked straight to the first row in front of the stage, where VIP seating had already been reserved for Li Mu. Here, Li Mu saw many familiar faces.

It wasn’t just the entire Crazy Stone founding team, but also many of the most renowned stars and directors in the entertainment industry. Their seats were on either side or behind Li Mu, so they all greeted him, and Li Mu responded to each with a smile.

At this moment, a slight touch of vanity suddenly bloomed in Li Mu’s heart. He finally understood why some Bigwigs in his past life who had no connection to the entertainment industry were so keen on close interaction with it. These people were normally super big shots with countless fans, yet in front of him, each one was as respectful and cautious as company employees seeing their boss. The feeling of all stars revolving around the moon, truly could greatly boost one’s vanity.

However, Li Mu also constantly reminded himself at this time that no matter how extremely deferential the entertainment industry was towards him, he must never be like those Bigwigs who neglected their proper duties.





Chapter 1505: Driving the Great Development of the Film and Television Industry

The premiere officially began. As the Director, Ning Hao, nervously stood on stage, facing all the guests, audience, and media. He recounted the entire creative process behind Crazy Stone. The script for this film had been simmering in Ning Hao’s mind for several years. He said that he had never imagined that this film would someday become a theatrical release, because before this, he had once believed he would be infinitely satisfied if the film could just be made and screened on the Movie Channel.

However, meeting Li Mu became the biggest turning point in his life.

With Li Mu’s support, he successfully made this film, and it was about to be released nationwide, fulfilling his wish to direct a major theatrical film.

Discussing the process of meeting Li Mu, Ning Hao was filled with emotion on stage.

Who could have imagined that the university student who chatted with him online and asked him to help make a short film would transform into today’s Li Mu in such a short period?

And who could have imagined that it was precisely that online chat that truly made Ning Hao a Director, an executive at Muye Pictures, and an Associate Director for Steven Spielberg’s crew?

Ning Hao said, “Life can be so strange sometimes. While I was holed up in my dorm, asking around everywhere, hoping to find a job on a film crew, a call came in. A young man, still a university student, told me he wanted to make a short film. And then, everyone knows what happened next: not long after, the phenomenal short film Old Boys became famous across the country.”

At this point, Ning Hao paused, then continued, “Before the production of Crazy Stone began, my idea was that I hoped the company could give me a budget of two million to three million yuan for me to complete my first theatrical film. But my Owner, Mr. Li Mu, told me that you shouldn’t constantly think only about cutting costs before you do something; you should think about how to do things best. So, he increased the budget several times over, and even secured Mr. Andy Lau’s participation for this film. Here, I also want to express my sincere thanks to Mr. Andy Lau for his efforts and dedication to this film.”

At this moment, everyone present looked at Andy Lau. The cameras displaying live footage on the screens on both sides of the stage also focused on Andy Lau, giving him a solo close-up. Andy Lau smiled and gave a gesture of thanks with clasped hands.

Ning Hao continued, “Actually, this film was ready to meet everyone a long time ago, but its originally scheduled release date happened to coincide with the SARS epidemic. General Manager Li made the final decision at that time to postpone the film’s release until after the epidemic ended. The reason is very clear to everyone: while the epidemic was still spreading, we couldn’t attract people to public occasions, as that would bring unnecessary trouble and risk to the epidemic’s defense. So, the film was postponed, and today, it is finally officially going to meet everyone.”

Thunderous applause erupted from below the stage. Ning Hao, barely containing his excitement, said, “Before the film is screened, I would like to invite Mr. Li Mu, Chairman of the Board of Muye Technology, to come on stage and say a few words to everyone. I wonder if General Manager Li would be available?”

The cameras on site focused on Li Mu. His image appeared on the screens on both sides. Li Mu smiled slightly, stood up, and walked onto the stage.

On stage, Li Mu and Ning Hao shared a man’s hug. Afterwards, Li Mu took the microphone from him and laughed, “To be honest, Ning Hao didn’t tell me he wanted me to speak on stage until I was about to go up. He completely caught me off guard. I’ll get back at him for this later.”

A burst of laughter rippled through the audience below the stage.

Li Mu paused briefly, then continued, “Lately, I’ve been speaking quite frequently on public occasions. In reality, too much exposure isn’t always a good thing. However, for Muye Pictures, today is a momentous day, and I believe it will also be a momentous day for China’s film industry. So, as a layman, I’ll just ramble on a bit with everyone on this special day.”

“Personally, I’m very fond of movies. If you ask which art form can transmit ideas and values most quickly, in the largest volume, and most effectively, the answer is undoubtedly film. This is also why I established Muye Pictures. We hope to convey our thoughts and attitudes to the world, and at the same time, we also hope to build it into a profitable industry chain. That’s why we started investing in film production, acquiring cinema chains, and establishing our Muying Ticketing System across the country. Currently, the Muying Ticketing System already accounts for over half of domestic movie box office sales. I believe it won’t be long before this percentage exceeds sixty percent, seventy percent, or even eighty percent.”

“Simultaneously, we are committed to elevating the overall standard of the domestic film industry. This means not only contributing more and better films to China’s cinema but also finding ways to expand the film market’s audience and improve the industry’s efficiency in combating piracy. To achieve this goal, Muye Pictures alone is far from enough; it requires the combined efforts of our entire industry. Therefore, next, I have decided to implement an industry promotion plan.”

As soon as he mentioned the industry promotion plan, everyone below the stage became fully alert. The favorable news Li Mu had previously released to the internet industry had a profound impact, and this filled the film and television industry with anticipation for Li Mu. If Li Mu could also release some powerful industry promotion initiatives in the film and television sector, the driving force for the industry would be immense.

Li Mu then spoke, “I have a China New Star Director Program. The specific content of this program is that I will personally invest three billion yuan over the next five years to support three hundred directors in making the films they want to make. Each film will have an average investment of ten million yuan, with all production costs fully covered by me. The copyrights will also be exclusively operated by Muye Pictures, but the director and their team will retain fifty percent of the film’s copyright revenue.”

“In other words, if the film makes a profit, fifty percent of all revenue will belong to the director and their team; if it loses money, the director and their team will not need to bear any losses.”

The new director support program was something Li Mu had always wanted to do. When capital was cold towards the domestic film and television industry, a large number of directors struggled to find funding to make the films they wanted. Only a very small number of renowned directors could secure the investment they desired and shoot their chosen films. The entire industry had a pitifully small output of new films, so how could one even talk about revitalizing it?

Therefore, Li Mu hoped to use this five-year plan to support a group of new directors with ideals, passion, and ambition, giving them the opportunity to make the films they wanted. Three hundred films with investments exceeding ten million yuan over five years works out to sixty films per year. Movies with a ten-million-yuan investment, as long as their topic is sound, absolutely have the potential for theatrical release. At that time, we could add sixty major theatrical films to the domestic film market each year, which is equivalent to five films per month, and at least one film per week.

Last year, the China film market produced fewer than two hundred feature films in total, and among those, fewer than one hundred were released in cinemas. Adding sixty more films all at once would undoubtedly be a huge boost.

Many new directors in the audience were incredibly excited about this plan, but many veterans of the film and television industry appeared somewhat worried.

The new directors were excited because they would soon have the opportunity to secure sufficient funding to make the major theatrical films they desired. The veterans were worried because they feared these new directors and films would flood the market, seizing their market share.

Everyone was well aware of the example of ‘too many monks, too little porridge’ – no one wanted a swarm of competitors appearing every year to snatch their food.

Li Mu then continued, “At any time, to revitalize any industry, two scales must be simultaneously elevated: one is to increase the volume of products, and the other is to increase the total number of consumers. Taking the film and television industry as an example, the prerequisite for revitalizing it is that the number of films produced annually must increase, and at the same time, the number of viewers entering cinemas to watch movies each year must also increase. Otherwise, if either is missing, this endeavor will not succeed.”

“Only increasing the number of films would lead to severe fragmentation of the total box office, lowering the per-film profitability of the entire industry, which could potentially result in more films failing to recover their costs. However, only increasing the number of users without a rich enough product line would lead to an ‘erosion’ of the user base. Therefore, I solemnly promise that every film produced under the China New Star Director Program will receive unconditional promotional and distribution support from Muye Technology before its release, with the aim of expanding the potential audience as much as possible for everyone.”

The new directors in the audience became even more excited. This was akin to a one-stop production-to-sales service from Li Mu, completely resolving the new directors’ worries.

However, the veterans still felt a tremendous threat. With so many new films being added, and promotions only being done for those specific films, other people’s movies would inevitably suffer a huge impact.

At this point, Li Mu stated, “What’s different about the film and television industry compared to other industries is that in our sector, the terminal end cannot be independently resolved by users; audiences must enter cinemas to watch theatrical films and contribute to the box office. Therefore, this requires the rapid development of our cinema chains’ capacity. So, in addition to the China New Star Director Program, we will concurrently launch another initiative: the Screen Fission Program.”

“The Screen Fission Program, as its name suggests, aims to make our existing large screens undergo fission: one thousand becoming two thousand, two thousand becoming four thousand. One million seats becoming two million, two million becoming four million. Only in this way can we enhance our audience capacity. Over the next five years, Muye Pictures will invest no less than three billion yuan to establish cinema chains nationwide through joint ventures with enterprises and individuals from various regions. The specific implementation plan for this program is as follows:”

“Any cinema chain located within all prefecture-level cities across mainland China can apply to Muye Pictures for cooperation. The principle of cooperation is that Muye Pictures will actually bear ten to twenty percent of the total investment but will receive a fifty percent discount on the corresponding shareholding ratio. In other words, if a cinema chain has a total investment of ten million yuan, Muye Technology can contribute a maximum of two million yuan, but will only hold ten percent of the shares.”

The Screen Fission Program, to put it plainly, is a support plan for cinema chain construction. Li Mu couldn’t possibly invest tens of billions in Muye Pictures to have it build its own cinema chains nationwide. Such a massive capital expenditure would turn Muye Pictures’ cinema chains into an unwieldy, capital-intensive asset. Therefore, by putting out several billion yuan and taking a smaller shareholding, he aims to attract forces from all sectors of society, inducing them to cooperate with Muye Pictures in building cinema chains. This way, these several billion yuan of investment can create a leverage effect in the terminal market. While fifty billion yuan might be invested, it could potentially leverage a five-hundred-billion-yuan cinema chain scale.

As for whether the fifty percent discounted shares would lead to losses, Li Mu was completely unconcerned. Firstly, from a long-term perspective, investing at twice the net asset value as a valuation is a very worthwhile deal. In the future, the film and television industry will experience rapid, skyrocketing growth, and cinema chains will become unstoppable profit-makers. A fifty percent discount wouldn’t lead to losses; it would just mean earning a little less.

Although it meant earning a little less, Li Mu could still make up the difference in other areas. For example, with the Muying Ticketing System, every additional cinema chain means an increase in the Muying Ticketing System’s revenue. While the percentage of box office commission isn’t high, it still accounts for at least five percent of the total box office.

Moreover, with more cinema chains, the sixty films Muye Pictures invests in each year will have sufficient cinema chain resources, which will also help Muye Pictures increase its box office and profitability.

Thus, six billion yuan in funding will form a perfect chain within the film and television industry:

Three hundred films over five years will boost the total volume of the film market. Keeping up with promotion will increase the consumer base. Keeping up with cinema chains will enhance the industry’s consumption capacity. Ultimately, every link will benefit, achieving a win-win situation.

One more thing Li Mu shrewdly calculated was that the Wanying Film and Television Base would soon be launched. Such a massive investment absolutely required supporting industry drivers. For starters, at least half of the three hundred films from the future China New Star Director Program would be shot at the Wanying Film and Television Base. This would provide a huge driving force for the Film and Television Base project, accelerating its development.





Chapter 1506: Reaching a Higher Level

Just like with the internet industry a few days prior, when Li Mu announced two support plans for the film and television industry, almost all the professionals in the audience could clearly feel the immense power Li Mu exuded with every word.

In this day and age, it was difficult enough to find an owner willing to invest ten million in a film, let alone someone planning to invest several billion. Li Mu, with just a few light words, outlined a grand vision that the entire film and television industry wouldn’t even dare to dream of.

Unlike those entrepreneurs skilled at bluffing and boasting, Li Mu wasn’t a “painter” of the realistic school; he was The Magical Pen of Ma Liang, capable of making drawings become reality.

Among entrepreneurs, “painters” constituted the majority. These individuals enjoyed depicting beautiful futures for others, but a drawing was still just a drawing, and no matter how well it was drawn, it wouldn’t become reality.

Among these “painters,” the weakest were the abstract and impressionist artists. Most ordinary people would frown upon seeing their work, scoffing, “What the hell is this crap? Who are they fooling?”

The mid-tier artists were those of oil painting, printmaking, and Chinese traditional painting. What they depicted appeared neither entirely real nor entirely fake, making ordinary people hesitant to believe it existed, yet also unable to dismiss it.

The most formidable, however, were the “painters” of the realistic school. What these people drew looked exactly like the real thing; they could draw a pie that made you want to take a bite, or draw money that you’d dare to take out and spend. These types were the most deceptive.

However, every promise Li Mu had personally made since the start of his business had been fulfilled. Therefore, the “pies” he drew were something the entire industry scrambled to get a bite of.

When Li Mu first ventured into the film and television industry, not to mention celebrities, even the smallest figures in the film and television industry were precious resources in his eyes.

When he collaborated with Ning Hao, Ning Hao was in dire straits; when he signed Tang Wei, she was just a student; when he brought in Huang Bo, Huang Bo was struggling as an extra…

However, as Li Mu’s operations expanded and his strategy deepened, he began to treat the entire film and television industry as his own resource.

What others saw as the extremely overly high-end film and television circles, and even the entire entertainment industry, would all become an engine in Li Mu’s grand strategy. Every celebrity, Director, and film and television company owner present today, without exception, would eventually either work directly for him or indirectly for him.

In the future, when his Film and Television Base rose from the ground, at least half of the domestic film and television productions would be inseparable from his Film and Television Base. Even if not entirely filmed within the base, a significant portion would likely use its facilities.

With the continuous development of the Muying Ticketing System, most of the domestic movie box office revenue in the future would be generated through this channel. For any theatrically released film, regardless of how much money it sold or whether it profited or lost, the ticketing system—as the conduit connecting users’ wallets—would derive its own profits from it.

And as cinema chains rapidly developed, he also had three paths for their expansion. The first was Muye Pictures’ self-operated cinema chain, which, while perhaps not spreading nationwide, would at least cover first- and second-tier cities. The second was Wanying Real Estate; in the future, Wanying Plazas across the country would inevitably include Wanying Cinemas, simultaneously blocking other cinema chains from entry. The third was his Screen Fission Program, potentially giving him an equity stake in cinema chains throughout the country.

As for celebrity resources, YY and YY.com were core platforms for online promotion. Possessing such a large user base was equivalent to already having the power of star-making. What’s more, with Tieba currently available and Weibo coming soon, celebrity self-media would be entirely within his grasp.

In this way, the entire film and television circles would truly be working for him.

From transforming an individual professional into his resource to completely turning the entire industry into his resource, this was the best testament to Li Mu’s explosive growth.

…

At 8:30 PM, the premiere officially began.

The lights in the venue dimmed, all guests and audience members took their seats, and the media stopped filming. The big screen began to play Ning Hao’s first major theatrical release, and in Li Mu’s eyes, China’s magnum opus of pure comedy films—Crazy Stone.

The film quickly found its rhythm; after just two or three minutes of playback, the venue was already filled with laughter.

Every character was well-developed, every plot point was meticulously crafted, and every comedic payoff was delivered with great success, leaving the audience doubled over with laughter and glued to the screen.

In his past life, Li Mu had watched this film countless times, knowing many of its scenes and dialogue by heart.

In this life, although most of the film’s cast and crew remained consistent with the past life’s version’s configuration, certain differences arose due to the change in era and budget.

In Li Mu’s opinion, this difference was a good thing, as this version surpassed the original from his past life in overall quality, reaching a higher level.

As the only audience member who had seen both versions of Crazy Stone, Li Mu’s greatest takeaway was that the visual quality was vastly improved!

With a sufficient budget, Ning Hao employed better filming and lighting teams, and utilized superior cameras and lighting equipment, which instantly made this version far surpass the original in picture quality.

Beyond the visuals, the film’s shooting locations were also more refined and substantial.

In the original Crazy Stone, most of the shots were taken in dilapidated settings, such as the temple and the dirty Guesthouse and bathhouse across from it.

This point was fine; after all, these were indeed the haunts of struggling commoners. However, the crew’s limited resources at the time prevented them from effectively highlighting the contrast between rich and poor.

The characters played by Xu Zheng, Chairman Feng, and the international thief Mike, ought to have been synonymous with overly high-end. However, due to insufficient funds, their lives in the film still appeared quite down-and-out overall.

Several scenes left a deep impression on Li Mu.

First, Chairman Feng’s office utterly failed to convey the grandiosity of a real estate developer.

Second, during the scene where Chairman Feng shot a live chicken with a crossbow, the surrounding environment was insufficient to show the opulence of a real estate developer’s life.

Third, the international thief Mike’s fashion design studio in Hong Kong was truly just a small tailor shop, noticeably lacking in swagger;

Fourth, the lackey character played by Wang Xun felt entirely like a self-made novice, whereas, judging by his persona, his material wealth should have ranked third in the film.

After watching the entire film, the most valuable prop used by the crew was arguably the old white BMW sedan that appeared throughout the plot. It struggled to create the aura and grandeur that a wealthy person should inherently possess. If this wasn’t effectively conveyed, the audience couldn’t deeply appreciate the striking gap between rich and poor, or between social classes.

What’s more interesting is that, according to the plot, that beat-up BMW didn’t belong to Wang Xun’s character, but to Chairman Feng.

Otherwise, when Wang Xun confiscated the security captain Guo Tao’s driver’s license, there would have been no need whatsoever to hand it over to Chairman Feng for review.

Serving as a secretary to a major real estate developer, privy to all his illegal secrets, only to end up without even a car himself, and ultimately losing his life—such a secretary, presumably, stayed out of true love for his boss, not job hopping.

Therefore, when watching such low-budget films, if not for their tight plot, excellent script, and perfect acting performances, audiences would certainly feel an overwhelming sense of dissonance.

The original Crazy Stone primarily succeeded because the film itself was very appealing and full of humor, which barely managed to gloss over the fact of its insufficient budget.

In the new version, however, Ning Hao restructured these scenes more effectively to better depict the stark contrast between different social strata.

For example, the scene where Chairman Feng shot a live chicken with a crossbow in his villa’s backyard was specifically filmed in Beijing. To find a truly magnificent large villa, Ning Hao didn’t even approve of Li Mu’s own villa in Ziyun Mountain Villa. Ultimately, they leveraged Muye Pictures’ reputation to borrow an ultra-luxurious villa used by a Beijing real estate developer for the shooting.

The villa’s courtyard alone spanned several thousand square meters, complete with lawns, swimming pools, and landscaped rockeries. Moreover, its semi-open garage could accommodate six cars at once.

The real estate developer himself owned two Rolls-Royces, along with multiple other luxury cars such as a Bentley, a Mercedes-Benz, and a Lincoln Navigator. However, for a greater visual impact, Ning Hao borrowed the red Ferrari Enzo that Cai Zhengmao had given to Li Mu, and also borrowed an orange Lamborghini and a silver-gray Aston Martin from the CSC Club, complementing the villa owner’s Rolls-Royces and Bentley.

In the film, a five-second shot panned from left to right along the semi-open garage. In just five seconds, the complete feeling of a super-rich magnate was perfectly conveyed.

In the film, as soon as this luxurious mansion appeared on camera, Xu Zheng’s character was instantly highlighted to its fullest extent.

Furthermore, the film also specifically included a scene where Xu Zheng, embracing a beautiful woman, smoked a cigar inside the luxurious villa. Due to the villa’s excessively opulent decor and the lighting effects, it was practically filmed to look like a glistening golden palace, instantly radiating the aura of a super parvenu.

Secondly, Chairman Feng’s office interior was filmed in Huzhou City, specifically in one of the city’s best office buildings. Such a substantial setting greatly enhanced the overall visual presentation.

Additionally, for every scene where Chairman Feng left, his dedicated vehicle was an expensive Rolls-Royce, followed by four Mercedes-Benz S600s, an entourage perfectly matching his status as a major real estate developer.

Even the character played by Wang Xun had his own new BMW 7 Series in the film.

The international thief Mike’s “fashion design studio” was filmed at a fashion magazine’s dedicated backend system for shooting covers for first-tier major brands. Not only was it well-decorated and designed, but it was also filled with various customized designer clothes, exuding swagger;

To emphasize the international thief Mike’s status and position, the crew also specifically added a scene of Mike flying to mainland China in a luxurious first-class cabin. This set of shots overlapped with scenes of local police officers discussing him. Initially, two police officers conversed: “According to reliable intelligence, the international thief Mike is preparing to infiltrate our city, waiting for an opportunity to commit a crime…”

At this moment, the scene cut with a “Cut!”…

King Liu, playing the international thief Mike, was seated in an ultra-luxurious first-class cabin where he could fully recline. With his legs crossed, he read a newspaper about jadeite, a handsome and inscrutable smile on his face.

A beautiful flight attendant stood by his side, placing a napkin over him and serving him steak and champagne.

Now, that was the dignified air an international thief should possess.





Chapter 1523: Repeatedly Breaking Records!

A sense of incongruity is an element that every responsible Director values highly and strives to avoid. In the original version of Crazy Stone, the feeling that the poor were very poor and the rich weren’t very rich was entirely due to the crew’s extremely tight budget, which made it impossible to create the impression of the rich being truly wealthy. Ning Hao couldn’t really be blamed for that.

In his past life, Crazy Stone was like a neglected raw jadeite stone. No one expected that despite its seemingly cheap exterior, its quality was exceptional. It was a pity that the team at that time could only perform relatively rough carving on it. In the end, it became a work of art with excellent quality but rather casual craftsmanship.

Now, with sufficient production funds, this excellent piece of jadeite finally received the carving it deserved. As a result, when the film was finally presented to the audience, its effect was far superior to the original version.

The film, around 100 minutes long, truly had no dull moments. The guests, audience members, and even reporters present were doubled over with laughter. From beginning to end, the laughter practically never ceased.

In the film, Huang Bo’s performance was impeccable. Although it was a movie where, looking at the roles, it was hard to distinguish between the male lead and the second male lead, his performance made him the undisputed male lead of the entire film. His acting not only had all the audience bursting into laughter but also left all the Directors and actors astonished;

At a time when acting skills had become the biggest challenge for China’s new generation of actors, Huang Bo delivered a textbook-level performance in this film, with almost no trace of acting from beginning to end;

Guo Tao, who played the security captain, also delivered an impeccable performance. If one had to point out any imperfections, it might be that his imitation of the Mountain City accent wasn’t quite authentic.

King Liu impeccably portrayed the image of an international master thief, exuding both swagger and coolness, and his acting was beyond reproach. Furthermore, his portrayal of the character’s pre and post-contrast was superb. From his appearance until his failure to steal the jadeite, he maintained a 007-like demeanor, scoring 100 on the Awesomeness Scale; after failing to steal the jadeite, he perfectly transformed into a hapless thief, with an Awesomeness Score of -100.

Besides these main actors, Tang Wei’s portrayal of Boss Black’s girlfriend was also very striking. While the actress in the original version of Boss Black’s girlfriend had passable acting skills, her aesthetic certainly didn’t meet most people’s standards. But when Tang Wei dyed her hair blonde and permed it, drew fake tattoos on her slender waist, and then put on a sexy leopard-print outfit and a small fur vest, it was as if three big characters were directly written on her face: “Streetwise.”

Wang Xun himself was an actor who had accumulated steadily and achieved great success. Before this, he had already built up years of experience on small stages, with acting skills far superior to most formally trained actors. He flawlessly portrayed a quintessential urban commoner – a realistic minor character who bullies the weak and fears the strong, fawns over his superiors, and acts assertive by borrowing prestige/power when dealing with outsiders. Such characters are commonplace in real life but rarely seen on the big screen, precisely because most actors’ portrayal abilities are too limited; they either try to draw a tiger but end up with a dog, or try to draw a dog but end up with a tiger.

Although Xu Zheng’s role was not extensive, he perfectly brought his character, the real estate developer, to life. Such actors are rare talents; if you need them, they can either lead on their own in a production or excel in a supporting role, much like a ‘wild card’ in mahjong, which can be played as any tile.

The film drew to a close as Huang Bo, biting into a piece of bread, was chased by a chef on an electric vehicle, desperately running across an elevated bridge in Mountain City.

The moment the credits rolled, the lights around them lit up, and everyone present spontaneously stood up and applauded.

With roaring applause from the entire hall, the premiere was a complete success.

Crazy Stone had no educational implication, nor was it a work of criticism. It didn’t dabble in abstract, postmodern, neoclassical, or Old-School styles. It didn’t satirize society, criticize human nature, or expose dark realities. It was simply a comedy, a thorough, 100% comedy.

But the more pure a film is, the rarer it becomes.

Many Directors think too much: they want to make money, win major awards, constantly inject their “personal views” into their films, and still want to be lauded and praised, with people giving them a thumbs up and calling them awesome. The more they desire, the harder it is to achieve, and most of what they end up producing is neither fish nor fowl.

There are also some Directors who like to depict the darker aspects of Chinese society, and such films often easily win awards once they go abroad. For a while, Li Mu was particularly puzzled, wondering if some foreign film festivals simply preferred to award films that depicted the dark side of China.

Although he had no prejudice against these Directors, having seen such things many times, he couldn’t help but feel that their intentions weren’t as pure as they appeared.

Ning Hao’s thoughts were much simpler: to make a down-to-earth film that would make the audience laugh, and nothing more. He didn’t want to criticize society, nor human nature, and certainly didn’t want to intervene in politics; he just wanted to focus on making a pure film.

Li Mu didn’t pursue fame or awards in the film and television circles at all, but he also couldn’t be as “pure” as Ning Hao. His motive for investing in Flying Tigers carried some of his own personal views: on one hand, to curb the spread of the Japanese Bushido spirit worldwide, and on the other, to let people around the world know about the sacrifices of the Chinese people during World War II and the brutality of the invaders. In short, it was not intended to be a pure film.

…

Once the premiere was over, Crazy Stone was officially released in cinema chains nationwide.

By midnight that evening, Crazy Stone had garnered a total box office of thirteen million.

Its film scheduling rate was 60%, and its attendance rate exceeded 80%.

The explosive growth of the box office began on the second day.

That night, Li Mu’s interview was broadcast on major TV stations.

As the world’s largest “opinion leader” among young people, the level of blind obedience from the youth towards Li Mu far surpassed that of young girls in later generations who obsessively bought face masks, chasing after female celebrities on Xiaohongshu.

A film personally heavily promoted by Li Mu – this point alone was enough to make young people flock to it. What’s more, SARS had just passed, and deep in people’s hearts, an involuntary, retaliatory explosive growth in demand for public spaces emerged.

Without SARS, some people might not visit a shopping mall even once a year. But the oppressive experience of constantly avoiding public places during the SARS epidemic led these individuals to actively seek out various public spaces after the epidemic ended, looking for a release from stress.

This feeling was very much like that of third-year high school students who, after enduring a high-pressure and dull senior year, couldn’t wait to live in internet cafes every day as soon as the college entrance examination was over.

Right at this time, a comedy film recommended by Li Mu, starring Andy Lau, and with excellent media reviews, premiered in cinemas. All at once, going to watch this film in a movie theater became the best choice for these groups to release their stress, in their hearts.

As there were no strong competitors during its run, Crazy Stone secured a film scheduling rate of 70% on its second day, with an attendance rate exceeding 95% throughout the whole day! In most cities and for most screenings, tickets for Crazy Stone were hard to come by!

In first-tier major cities like Beijing and Huzhou City, Crazy Stone’s attendance rate remained at 100%, as a large number of viewers wanted to watch but couldn’t get tickets.

As a result, scalpers began appearing at major movie theaters. Tickets priced between 20 and 30 yuan were basically sold for double, while tickets for good showtimes and better seats could even fetch 100 yuan, much like the popular scene when Avatar was released, where tickets were hard to come by.

Back when Avatar premiered, 3D movie tickets were sold for triple the price by scalpers and were still panic bought by enthusiastic audiences, while the few available IMAX tickets were even speculated by scalpers to astronomical prices.

Supported by such surging enthusiasm, on the first full day after its release, Crazy Stone garnered 84 million in box office nationwide!

This single-day box office figure set the highest single-day box office record for Chinese films and also established the highest single-day total box office record for China’s film and television industry.

On this day, all the limited cinema chains nationwide were working non-stop. For every movie theater, from the day it was built and began operating until yesterday, there had never been a day as busy as this one.

As the number of viewers continuously increased, Crazy Stone garnered an excellent reputation online. Every netizen who had seen the film stated that it was the best domestic comedy film they had ever watched, bar none. Not only was the film itself entertaining, but the experience of laughing out loud for 100 minutes along with the entire movie theater was truly wonderful, leaving a lasting impression.

A large number of netizens poured into Crazy Stone’s Tieba, posting praises and discussions, making this newly established Tieba the most active Tieba of the day. A vast number of viewers didn’t stint on praise, and there were almost no negative comments to be seen. Such a level of positive word-of-mouth was unprecedented in the entire industry.

YY.com specifically issued a pop-up push notification, recommending Crazy Stone to netizens nationwide. After users clicked the pop-up recommendation, it would directly open a report on YY.com. This report provided a simple introduction to the film and also included Li Mu’s evaluation of the movie, along with screenshots of choice comments from Tieba users.

With this, Crazy Stone became the biggest hot topic of concern across the entire network.

Cinema chains nationwide were caught off guard by Crazy Stone and immediately began to readjust their film scheduling. First, they maximally squeezed the film scheduling of other movies, and second, the cinema chains themselves started semi-compulsorily offering users refunds or alternative screenings.

For example, if another film or television work released concurrently had only sold 20 tickets in pre-sale for a 100-seat screening room, the cinema chain would directly change that screening room’s slot to Crazy Stone. Then, they would lock the seats corresponding to those 20 tickets. After the viewers who originally purchased tickets for another movie arrived on site, the cinema staff would directly coordinate with them. Users could choose to receive a refund at the original price plus a subsidy of 5 to 10 yuan, or they could directly use their original tickets to enter and watch Crazy Stone.

As a result, on its second full day of release, which was that Sunday, Crazy Stone’s actual film scheduling rate nationwide reached an astonishing 92%!

Basically, all cinemas, all screening rooms, and all time slots were continuously playing Crazy Stone. Passing through the cinema hallways, one could hear huge bursts of laughter constantly erupting from all the screening rooms.

On its second full day, Crazy Stone’s box office reached an astonishing one hundred and ten million!

The record it had just set the day before was broken again by itself on the second day!





Chapter 1508: Cracking Down on Piracy

While Crazy Stone had audiences nationwide doubled over with laughter in movie theaters, it also made countless people in the film and television industry green with envy.

No other film had attracted attention as quickly as Crazy Stone. From the moment it was released, this movie presented itself to industry insiders as an immensely powerful money pit.

With an investment of just over ten million yuan, its box office revenue matched its total investment within hours of release. In just two days and a few hours, its box office had already broken through two hundred million yuan. Before this, even China’s best screenwriters and directors couldn’t have imagined such a scenario, yet Crazy Stone, a modern comedy film, achieved it.

The weekend passed, and Monday arrived.

Due to it being a workday, the film’s attendance rate in major cinema chains saw a slight decline, but on Monday, it still strongly pulled in seventy-five million yuan at the box office.

Now, this comedy film was not only praised online and by audiences but had even become synonymous with miracles and a new hope for China’s film industry in the eyes of media like CCTV.

Since its first full day of release, when it grossed eighty-four million yuan, CCTV’s every news program reported on this achievement. This wasn’t because of Li Mu’s personal connections with CCTV; the most crucial reason was that Crazy Stone’s box office suddenly exploded at this particular time, creating two far-reaching impacts on society as a whole.

First, such a hilarious comedy truly swept away the psychological pressure and gloom that SARS had brought upon people for several months, having an extraordinary effect and significance in eliminating the impact of SARS.

Second, the film’s box office made high-level management see the immense potential of China’s film market!

If the first point was merely a temporary promotional effect, then the second point’s impact on the film industry was truly long-lasting and profound.

The nation had always prioritized the development of cultural industries. Currently, it was an excellent opportunity to strike while the iron is hot and consolidate the achievements of Crazy Stone. Publicizing the major changes brought by this film could help audiences understand and accept cinema chains more, and also give the film and television industry, as well as those about to enter it, more confidence, thus contributing more excellent works to the industry.

Just as Crazy Stone was rapidly skyrocketing, the pervasive problem plaguing all cinema films began to emerge and spread rapidly: piracy.

The earliest pirated copies appeared in the traditional pirated optical disc industry. Because Crazy Stone was so incredibly popular, manufacturers of pirated optical discs were desperately trying to resolve the issue of obtaining film prints. For a time, various pirated optical discs successively appeared on the market, priced between 5 and 10 yuan.

The video content on these discs was uniformly film prints pirated from movie theaters.

In those years, portable cameras had relatively poor image quality, especially inside theaters where lighting was much worse than outdoors. Once the theater lights were off, the screen images captured by portable cameras were full of noise. Moreover, due to inadequate anti-shake functionality, the picture often flashed severely, causing a sensation akin to motion sickness if watched for too long. What was infuriating was frequently seeing other people’s heads or bodies. If during the entire pirating process, an audience member got up to go to the bathroom, it would greatly affect the footage.

The most terrible thing was that the recording equipment used for pirating was subpar, and the environmental noise in theaters was extremely loud, leading to much poorer acquisition of the film’s original audio. Not only were there various noises and whispered conversations made by the audience, but also bursts of thunderous laughter.

Pirate vendors, who scraped by on pirated content, feared pirating comedies the most. When laughter erupted in the cinema, the movie’s own background sound became completely inaudible, which was an even greater detriment to the viewing experience.

Even so, the spread of pirated content was extremely fast.

Many small places without cinema chains, where audiences were eager to watch the movie, were forced to choose pirated copies. In some places with cinema chains, some audiences who couldn’t buy tickets turned to pirated versions, or were reluctant to spend tens of yuan on a movie ticket and opted for slightly cheaper pirated optical discs.

When pirated copies began to flood the market, Li Mu felt it was time to find a way to crack down on piracy.

Due to the special national conditions, copyright protection in China started very late, and counterfeiting, shoddy goods, and pirated imitations had always been rampant domestically. Even the earlier criminal detention and public prosecution of the Letao team, including Mr. Ma, failed to deliver a major blow to the domestic counterfeit industry. When Letao fell, these illegal factories and workshops simply sold their products offline, avoiding the sharp edge of e-commerce.

If counterfeiting and shoddy goods were inexhaustible, pirated optical discs were even more so.

Li Mu consulted Muye Technology’s Legal Department. The head of the Legal Department told him: “General Manager Li, if we want to crack down on Crazy Stone pirated copies, we first need to establish a special working group internally, and then hire a batch of temporary staff externally to help us collect information on the production and sale of pirated optical discs nationwide. Once we have clues, we’ll promptly report them to the local cultural departments, requesting their cooperation with the Public Security Bureau for investigation and resolution. If you decide to do this, I will start preparations immediately.”

Li Mu frowned and asked him, “Why do we need to set up a working group ourselves for the investigation?”

The head of the Legal Department explained, “At this stage, the feasibility of a company-led crackdown on piracy is not high. Based on past experience, to combat piracy, the first step is to collect evidence yourself. This is also the main solution for copyright cases currently: whoever asserts, must prove.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but click his tongue.

Whoever asserts, must prove – this meant that if you wanted to accuse someone of infringement, you first needed direct evidence of their infringement. Furthermore, there were multiple levels of subordinate relationships within the production and sales chain. If you only found someone selling pirated optical discs on the street and reported them to the relevant authorities, those authorities were not obligated to use that person as a breakthrough point to investigate their superiors layer by layer. Their most likely solution would be to directly impose administrative penalties on the person selling the pirated optical discs.

This approach would make the actual crackdown on piracy akin to scratching an itch through a boot, not even enough to cause significant damage.

In Li Mu’s view, to combat piracy, the source must first be addressed. The source means taking down the people who manufacture pirated goods. If they are taken down, the lower-level pirated sales network will fall into an awkward situation of having no rice to cook.

At this point, the head of the Legal Department added, “Based on the current solutions, if we want to report piracy, we first need to find the pirated copies and complete the evidence collection, which takes time.”

Li Mu said, “Even if we now dispatch enough personnel to search for clues and evidence of piracy everywhere, and then report it to the relevant departments, and then wait for the relevant departments to investigate, this process would take at least ten days to half a month. By that time, our movie would already be off the screens.”

The head of the Legal Department said, “Currently, we don’t have a better solution, unless we can seek help directly from the superior units of the cultural departments or public security departments in various regions.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment, then shook his head and said, “Seeking help from ministries and commissions is certainly a good solution, but it fundamentally violates the current legal basis and constitutes pulling strings, which would negatively impact the company’s image if word got out. If we’re going to do this, we must resolve it without undermining the current legal basis.”

The head of the Legal Department said somewhat awkwardly, “In that case, we truly don’t have any effective good methods for now. We can only do our best to collect clues and then fully push local law enforcement departments to cooperate in cracking down on piracy.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “That’s too inefficient. We need to quickly take down a batch of pirated manufacturers to show the entire pirated chain a thing or two.”

At this point, Li Mu suddenly had a flash of insight and said, “Here’s an idea: our own investigation is too slow, and even if we go to various places, it’s very likely that we won’t be able to break through the other party’s local network of connections. At that time, they might conceal themselves without a trace in front of us. Rather than that, why don’t we release this power of investigation to all the common people?”

The head of the Legal Department asked, “You mean to call on the masses to provide clues?”

“Exactly!” Li Mu nodded and smiled, “I’ll first have Muye Pictures issue an anti-piracy statement, and then include a reward offer in the statement. For example: Anyone who reports information about production lines manufacturing pirated Crazy Stone to Muye Pictures, upon verification, will be rewarded one hundred thousand yuan per production line. Anyone who reports information about illegal merchants selling pirated Crazy Stone to Muye Technology, upon verification, will be rewarded two thousand yuan per merchant.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu added, “I will push this message to users nationwide via YY. At the same time, I will open a reporting channel on YY.com. Once netizens’ reports are gathered through the website, your team will perform regional divisions, and then the employees responsible for that area will report to the local cultural departments and law enforcement agencies.”

Although Muye Pictures is not a law enforcement agency, as a corporate entity, it has the right to publicly solicit information on infringement clues for a fee. Therefore, this operation will not violate any laws and regulations and is completely reasonable and legal.

What Li Mu lacked least was money. Therefore, he could completely use money to turn a struggle between a company and illegal elements into a struggle between the masses and illegal elements.

Neither pirated producers nor sellers can achieve absolute anonymity. No matter how well they hide normally, once reporting them can bring huge wealth, they will never have a peaceful day, and may even be reported repeatedly by people around them, unless they immediately stop their infringing activities.

Successfully reporting a production line means getting a one hundred thousand yuan Bonus. One hundred thousand yuan in this era can buy a small two-bedroom apartment in a third-tier city, or a large three-bedroom apartment in a fifth-tier city. Under the attraction of such a high reward, every illegal element manufacturing pirated copies will fall into a state of extreme alarm, because someone around them might just sell them out for that one hundred thousand.

Looking across the country, how many pirated optical disc production lines could there be? Even if there were one thousand, Li Mu could afford to take them down!





Chapter 1509: Solving Problems the Merchant’s Way

Knowing Li Mu wanted to crack down on pirated content, Chen Ze offered him an idea.

Chen Ze said: “Old Li, you’re just too honest. You’re not only the most outstanding entrepreneur in China, but also the most outstanding Chinese entrepreneur worldwide, a representative figure for the entire Chinese business community. What’s more, the state values you and your company so much, and you made such a great contribution during SARS. Now, Crazy Stone is actively helping to eliminate the lingering effects of SARS. For a small matter like cracking down on pirated content, if you just give a heads-up to the ministry leaders, they’ll definitely take it very seriously. It’ll save you a lot more trouble than doing it yourself.”

Li Mu shook his head.

He didn’t agree with Chen Ze’s idea. He was different from Chen Ze. Chen Ze was born into an official’s family, exposed to the rules and logic within the system since childhood. So when he had a problem to solve, his first thought was how to find a quick and easy solution within the system. There was nothing wrong with that. However, he hadn’t grown up within the system. His family had no connections or background within the system. Even if he now had some economic strength and social status, it didn’t mean he had become part of the system.

For someone not within the system, rashly using the rules of the system could easily lead to problems.

It was like how various cells and beneficial bacteria within a person’s body could grow harmoniously inside them. But this didn’t mean foreign bacteria or foreign cells could coexist harmoniously within their body. When viruses and bacteria entered, they would trigger a fierce counterattack from white blood cells. Even organ transplants faced prolonged rejection from the body. If it was so for cells, it was the same for people.

If Chen Ze used the power within the system, for the system itself, it would be as normal as blood circulation. From the outside, it would also be seen as the system’s own operational rules, perfectly understandable. But if he rashly used the power within the system to solve his own problems, not only would some within the system harbor lingering concerns, but the outside world might also feel dissatisfied.

Pirated content had always plagued workers in the intellectual property field. However, due to the unique societal conditions, in the early 21st century, the state had not yet perfected its legislation on copyright protection. Thus, the intensity of the crackdown on pirated content was insufficient. Every director and investor of a cinema chains film hated pirate merchants, but most of them could only accept the status quo. Occasionally, a famous director would use their influence to solve a problem, which would also draw criticism.

For example, in his past life, when Hero was released, relevant departments had cooperated in a nationwide crackdown on pirated content. But as soon as Hero finished its run, the intensity of the action immediately slowed considerably. This led many outsiders to believe that it was the privilege of Hero’s Director and distribution companies, that they were using their privilege to protect their own interests.

Therefore, in this life, Li Mu couldn’t set such a precedent.

He was a merchant.

He should solve problems the merchant’s way.

Truly successful merchants never challenge or defy laws and regulations, but rather learn to maximize their interests within the confines of what the law allows.

So many top business families in South Korea from later generations, involved in various scandals and despised by people nationwide and even globally, all served as a huge warning to Li Mu. He absolutely could not follow in their footsteps.

Li Mu replied to Chen Ze: “Old Chen, I’m a merchant after all. Merchants should solve business problems from a merchant’s perspective and level. If I step into the wrong position, I might very well stumble in the future. At this stage, so many people in the film industry are fighting pirated content, all by gathering their own evidence, and I cannot be an exception. It’s just that I’m richer than them. Many film distribution companies can only spend hundreds of thousands or even less on combating pirated content, but I can spend tens of millions or even hundreds of millions on it. As long as I’m willing to spend money, this can still be handled beautifully.”

After listening, Chen Ze felt a renewed sense of admiration and respect for Li Mu.

Most merchants, once their business reached a certain level, would eagerly seek higher privileges. But as Li Mu said, these people really stepped out of the role of a merchant. For merchants, the first taste of privilege was like a drug addiction; once hooked, it was hard to quit, eventually leading to self-destruction without even realizing it.

Li Mu could truly block out the pursuit of privilege from his heart, always solving merchant problems from a merchant’s perspective. While it seemed stubborn and inflexible, it was actually the most cautious and self-disciplined approach.

Moreover, just as Li Mu said, he had plenty of money. Sometimes, when you have enough money, solutions to many problems become clear.

…

As night fell, in a county under the jurisdiction of southern Hangzhou.

Inside an abandoned canning factory in the countryside of that county, lights blazed, and it was bustling with activity.

This processing plant had been bankrupt and out of business for over a year. Because it was located in the countryside and was very remote, although the local government had reclaimed the land, it had not invested in its demolition. So it lay abandoned, managed on behalf of the local village committee.

A few months ago, a merchant from Guangdong Province rented this place from the village committee. Then, several trucks arrived, transporting some equipment inside. After that, this food factory resumed operation. Local villagers didn’t know what was being produced inside, but occasionally, many discarded optical discs would be found nearby.

These optical discs were picked up by villagers and inserted into the rear of motorcycles and tricycles as reflective devices for night. No one concerned themselves with what kind of optical discs this factory was actually producing.

The word “pirated content,” for many villagers, was something they had never even heard of.

This southern merchant was named Zhao Xin. His production line had been operating here for several months. A truck entered and exited daily. This truck daily transported two-thirds empty optical discs and one-third simple optical disc packaging. These packages were printed at a printing factory. It was just a square color-printed paper sleeve; after wrapping the optical disc in a thin plastic film and then inserting it into the paper sleeve, the packaging was considered complete.

Zhao Xin had been engaged in the production of pirated audio-visual products for many years. In earlier years, he made a lot of money producing pirated cassette tapes. After entering the 21st century, the cassette tape business became difficult, so he shifted to making pirated optical discs.

Pirated optical discs opened up a whole new market for Zhao Xin. Previously, cassette tapes were mainly for pirated music and pirated educational supplementary materials, such as English listening exercises. Beyond these, there was basically no other market to speak of. However, pirated optical discs were truly powerful. This stuff could not only be used for pirated music and pirated educational supplementary materials, but also for pirated films and television, pirated games, and pirated software, offering a wide variety of ways to make money.

When making pirated cassette tapes previously, Zhao Xin had tried producing some local operas. But the audience was limited, so he ended up with a lot of unsold stock and lost some money. From then on, he was convinced of one thing: when producing pirated content, aim for the hottest products.

Therefore, Zhao Xin’s pirated optical discs only focused on three types of products: pirated Windows XP operating system, pirated albums from the most popular singers, and pirated versions of the hottest movies.

Especially for pirated movies, as long as the film was popular enough, pirated discs truly had no trouble finding sales channels. Optical discs were a “pay first, then enjoy services” type of product. Users came for the movie’s title; as long as the packaging featured the movie, they would buy it. If they found the picture quality to be mediocre or even terrible after buying it and going home, they generally wouldn’t come back for returns or exchanges. As long as one didn’t “hang a sheep’s head and sell dog meat” (i.e., didn’t completely misrepresent the product), it was fine. Therefore, most people making pirated films and television simply cobbled things together and never cared about product quality.

However, having produced many pirated films, Zhao Xin realized that in the fiercely competitive pirated market, sometimes one had to take a “conscience + high-quality product” route to stand out. Therefore, starting a year and a half ago, Zhao Xin decided to increase his cost investment, to improve the exquisiteness of the disc packaging, the quality of the optical disc itself, and the quality of the pirated content.

The exquisiteness of the packaging was very important. Because when a large number of pirated optical discs were piled in front of consumers, if consumers had no specific target, they would prioritize the beautifully packaged ones. If they had a specific target, they would still choose the most exquisitely pirated version of that same movie.

After all, popular movies weren’t pirated by just one person. Hundreds to thousands of pirate merchants across the country were doing it, making competition fierce. At this point, those with exquisite packaging could win out first.

Optical disc quality was equally important. Optical discs of too poor quality, when put into a DVD player, would get scratched after a few spins. When played again, they would stutter or show static, or even become completely unusable. To ensure users were more satisfied with his products, Zhao Xin used empty discs of better quality.

In Zhao Xin’s view, investing a bit more cost in packaging and the optical disc itself was a very cost-effective business. Because even in piracy, one needed to establish their own brand. Only then could they break through and stand out from the numerous pirated products.

For example, Zhao Xin’s pirated optical discs had a trademark made of three K’s. Later, as Word-of-Mouth Marketing improved, consumers buying pirated optical discs would prioritize products bearing the KKK brand. What angered Zhao Xin the most was that some pirate merchants started eyeing his idea and began producing pirated KKK discs. Counterfeiters pirated counterfeiters’ pirated discs – this relationship was almost complex enough for a tongue twister.

As for the quality of the pirated content itself, this was even more crucial.

Users of pirated content didn’t just seek cheap prices; they also sought quality. For good movies, the better the picture quality, the more popular they were. Moreover, the market for pirated optical discs wasn’t limited to individual consumers; there were also numerous video parlors and disc rental shops. To maintain their customer base, they generally chose the highest quality pirated versions.

In addition, even pirated content consumers would engage in Word-of-Mouth Marketing. If a certain pirated version was of very good quality, users themselves would attract repeat customers. This also increased his optical disc sales volume, so Zhao Xin had very high demands for film print quality.

In recent days, Crazy Stone exploded in popularity. The demand in the pirated optical disc market was extremely strong. Zhao Xin had consolidated all his production lines to produce Crazy Stone discs. However, other pirate merchants also reacted very quickly. Now, pirated discs of Crazy Stone were simply overwhelming the market.

However, these pirated discs all had a very serious problem: the picture quality was too poor!

This presented Zhao Xin with an opportunity. To get a better film print, he spent ten thousand yuan today, booking a screening room for about one hundred people in a small cinema on the outskirts of the city.

The reason he paid a high price to book the entire venue was to be able to illicitly record without disturbance.

Zhao Xin was incredibly excited at this moment. In two hours, he would have the unique high-definition film print on the market, and then, riding on the immense popularity of Crazy Stone, he would make a huge fortune!





Chapter 1510: If You Are Unjust, Do Not Blame Me for Being Unscrupulous

At a time when Crazy Stone was immensely popular, booking an entire movie theater was no easy feat.

The tickets for the last showing of Crazy Stone in this particular hall had long been sold out. Zhao Xin specifically bribed the cinema chains manager, claiming a equipment malfunction to refund 100 people’s tickets on the spot. This cost him 2,800 yuan for the refunds, plus an additional 10 yuan in cash as compensation for each audience member, totaling 3,800 yuan. The remaining 6,200 yuan was all used to make arrangements.

6,200 yuan in that era was truly not a small sum; a cinema manager’s monthly salary was only about two thousand yuan.

The biggest advantage of booking the entire hall was the ability to record illicitly without disturbance. Zhao Xin brought his wife’s younger brother. Zhao Xin himself was responsible for filming with a high-definition camera, while his wife’s younger brother was in charge of attaching an imported high-fidelity recording microphone in front of the hall’s stereo equipment to capture the audio.

When others made pirated copies, they would use portable DVs for handheld filming, resulting in grainy, shaky, and highly interfered footage. For audio, they relied on the DV’s built-in microphone, which not only picked up a lot of ambient noise but also suffered from severe background noise.

But Zhao Xin’s pirating method was different: he used a high-definition camera on a tripod, positioned directly in front of the screen. The footage was stable and clear, achieving 80% of the quality of an original. The audio recording was even more impressive. By using professional equipment to record the audio track separately from a few centimeters away from the speakers, the sound quality was not only clear and high-fidelity but also free of noise interference, making it practically perfect.

Zhao Xin recorded the video, and his wife’s younger brother recorded the audio. After returning, they would use computer software to mix the audio track with the video, and a high-definition pirated copy was complete.

The camera was positioned in the exact center of the third-to-last row, the optimal viewing spot, recording the screen. Zhao Xin and his wife’s younger brother sat in the last row, smoking and laughing heartily as they watched.

Since the recording microphone was positioned just a few centimeters from the speakers, no matter how loud they spoke, their voices wouldn’t be picked up. They felt completely uninhibited.

After watching the entire movie during the private screening, as the credits rolled, Zhao Xin excitedly told his wife’s younger brother, “Once this movie is processed, we’ll produce at full capacity tonight. When this batch of optical discs is released tomorrow, they’re sure to sell like crazy!”

His wife’s younger brother nodded and said, “Brother-in-law, I estimate our movie will be on the market for 48 hours at most before others pirate our film print and release their own optical discs right after.”

“These bastards are so shameless! They just target our pirated copies. They’re such failures!” Zhao Xin was furious whenever he thought of these pirated product merchants. The high-definition film print he obtained through immense effort would be pirated by them as soon as it hit the market. They even copied his KKK brand, so his profitable window of opportunity was only a day or two.

His wife’s younger brother said, “But thankfully, our 3K trademark still has some brand awareness. Some consumers only buy optical discs that bear the 3K brand.”

Zhao Xin spat, then said angrily, “The problem is these scoundrels don’t even let go of the 3K trademark! Look at how many fake 3K optical discs are on the market now—all made by these shameless guys!”

His wife’s younger brother said, annoyed, “It’s really frustrating. We’re just giving those sons of bitches a free ride again.”

At this moment, Zhao Xin stood up, waved to his wife’s younger brother, and said, “It’s over now. Let’s get going quickly.”

The two immediately packed up their equipment and left the cinema. Zhao Xin’s driver, Wang Lei, was already waiting at the cinema entrance.

While Zhao Xin and his wife’s younger brother were inside the cinema, Wang Lei took the opportunity to go to the internet cafe next door and surf the web for a while. These past few days, he had been chatting with a female netizen online, and things were heating up between them. A few days ago, Wang Lei asked this female netizen to be his wife, and she readily agreed. So, from that day on, they started addressing each other as husband and wife.

The early stages of online dating are particularly prone to stimulating hormones, and Wang Lei was no exception. These days, his mind was filled with thoughts of his beautiful and sensible “wife,” so whenever he had free time recently, he would rush to the internet cafe and do nothing but video chat with his female netizen on YY.com.

They would video chat whenever they had the chance, and when they didn’t, they’d chat on the phone for a long time. Late at night, they even often had phone sex. Listening to her slightly distorted gasps over the phone, Wang Lei yearned to instantly fly to her side and turn all of it into reality.

This female netizen was located outside the pass. These past few days, she had also developed genuine feelings for Wang Lei and kept urging him to visit her. However, Wang Lei worked for Zhao Xin and could only rest for a few days during the New Year out of 365 days a year. The rest of the time, he was constantly traveling all over the country. Although his income was acceptable, his expenses were high, and he hadn’t managed to save much money at all. If he were to truly go out of town to meet his netizen, he would need at least two or three thousand yuan to feel confident.

After Zhao Xin got into his Passat sedan, he immediately sat in the passenger seat. Unlike other bosses, Zhao Xin preferred sitting in the passenger seat and liked to recline the seat as far back as possible.

As soon as he got in the car, Zhao Xin impatiently told Wang Lei, “Stone, drive faster. We need to get back quickly. We’ll be working all-nighter tonight!”

With that, he lit a cigarette, took a few satisfying puffs, and hummed a cheerful tune.

Wang Lei nodded. As he started the car, he glanced at Zhao Xin in the passenger seat out of the corner of his eye.

Seeing that Zhao Xin was in a good mood, he couldn’t help but say, “Brother Xin, I want to ask you a favor.”

Zhao Xin laughed heartily and readily said, “You certainly know how to pick your moment, kid. Your brother here is in a good mood right now, so tell me! What do you need from me?”

Wang Lei quickly said, “Brother Xin, can you advance me a month’s salary these next few days and also let me take a few days off? I want to rest for a few days and go see my girlfriend.”

Zhao Xin’s previously smiling expression instantly darkened. He said coldly, “Stone, you utterly failed! You’re completely infatuated just from chatting with some stinky bitch online? Damn it, Your father here is so busy right now. What will I do if you leave? Who will drive for me, who will help me pick up cars and goods? You’re abandoning everything for a woman? You’re truly useless!”

Wang Lei’s expression was a bit awkward and also a bit annoyed. He couldn’t help but say, “Brother Xin, I haven’t had a single day off in the past three months. Just let me rest for a few days…”

Before Zhao Xin could speak, Zhao Xin’s wife’s younger brother, sitting in the back, directly slapped Wang Lei from behind and cursed angrily, “Damn it, Stone, are you trying to get yourself kicked out? Didn’t you hear what my brother-in-law said? We’re busy to death lately, and you still have the nerve to flirt with girls?”

Wang Lei’s right cheek burned. He felt both wronged and enraged. At that very moment, he remembered the YY.com pop-up window news he saw while chatting with the female netizen earlier. He made a decision in his heart, thinking, “Since you are unjust, then don’t blame me for being unscrupulous…”

…

It was late at night by the time they returned to the cannery. Zhao Xin and his wife’s younger brother got out of the car and headed straight for an office in the factory. A young man was sitting in front of a computer, waiting. As soon as the two entered, he quickly connected the camera and recording equipment to the computer and began reading the files.

While the files were being loaded, he said to Zhao Xin, “Boss, I was bored earlier and designed a small logo. I want to embed it in our videos to promote our brand. What do you think?”

Zhao Xin asked in surprise, “What logo?”

“I’ll show you.” The young man opened the video editing software. After adding a video, he added a logo file. The logo was Zhao Xin’s 3K brand, but the young man had designed a rotating animation for the 3K brand and placed it in the upper right corner of the source video. This way, as the video played, the 3K brand in the upper right corner would constantly rotate.

While demonstrating, the young man said, “We’ll add this logo to all our videos. This way, even if someone pirates our optical discs, they won’t be able to remove this logo. This will further increase our 3K brand awareness.”

Zhao Xin nodded in satisfaction, laughing, “This is quite interesting! I think it’s good. From now on, all the movies we release will have this logo!”

“Alright!” The young man, affirmed, nodded excitedly in agreement.

After the video and audio files were both read from their respective devices, the young man began the video synthesis. The video was on a separate track in the software, and then the audio track was inserted. He found the synchronization point to align the audio and video, thus completing the basic work.

Subsequently, the young man added the logo, making it slowly rotate in the upper right corner from beginning to end. After confirming everything was correct, he clicked to synthesize.

Computers of that era generally had low configurations, so video synthesis and rendering were very slow. For a 100-minute movie, rendering the audio and video would take at least over an hour.

While the three waited in front of the computer, the driver Wang Lei walked outside the factory and lit a cigarette.

When he was at the internet cafe, he saw a push notification from YY.com. He learned that Muye Technology was soliciting information from the public regarding pirated Crazy Stone audio-visual products. If a production line was successfully reported and verified, a reward of one hundred thousand yuan would be given. One hundred thousand yuan! He currently drove for Zhao Xin and only earned 1,600 yuan a month.

There were a total of five production lines here. He wondered if Muye Technology would count it as one or five. If it was five, then he would truly become rich—a full five hundred thousand yuan! That was a massive sum he dared not even dream of.

Even if it wasn’t five hundred thousand, one hundred thousand was still excellent. One hundred thousand yuan was an amount that was simply impossible for an ordinary person to acquire.

If he received the one hundred thousand yuan reward, he could go find that “wife” he met online. He could take her out and enjoy themselves for a while and also foster their relationship. She always sounded so captivating on the phone; he imagined she wouldn’t disappoint him in bed either…

Thinking back, the YY.com push notification said there were four ways to report: directly through the reporting link on YY.com, by calling Muye Pictures’ hotline, or by sending an SMS, or by emailing.

Moreover, Muye Technology had an important additional note: for the same production line, if multiple people reported, the first reporter would be prioritized, and other reporters would not receive a reward.

In other words, if he wanted to report Zhao Xin and his crew, he had to do it quickly, otherwise, if someone else got ahead of him, he wouldn’t earn this money.

Luckily, when he saw that push notification, Wang Lei had an extra foresight and wrote down the complaint SMS number. He recorded this number just in caseZhao Xin provoked him; he could then send an SMS to report him at any time.

It seemed that that extra foresight he had at the time was about to be put to use!





Chapter 1511: Surprise Inspection

Muye Technology’s announcement regarding the reward-based collection of pirated information was publicized in the evening, and as soon as it went out, it caused a massive stir on the internet.

Such an open solicitation of pirated information made the company’s motive very clear: Muye Technology was poised to deliver a heavy blow against piracy. Judging solely by the promised reward money for clues, Muye Technology was investing at least tens of millions, possibly even over one hundred million, into this anti-piracy endeavor.

The entire film industry was stunned. In the history of anti-piracy efforts within the film and television circles, such a powerful offensive had never been seen before. Previously, it was like a three-year-old child’s feeble attempts to attack an adult; now, it was like a super soldier king chasing down a few robbers across the globe in a helicopter. Such heavy firepower was unprecedented in the industry.

The cultural department and the police department were also astonished by Li Mu’s grand move. From this bold action, it was evident that Li Mu was determined to crack down on piracy mercilessly. Moreover, he didn’t use any special privileges or bypass any procedures; he simply intended to gather evidence and then hand it over to the cultural department and the police department. This meant that these two departments would inevitably receive various pieces of evidence and clues from Muye Technology.

For the leaders of these two departments, they were generally aware of how the piracy industry operated. Since production lines for pirated optical discs were relatively simple and mobile, and required little electricity—usually just needing power to start work—pirated vendors practically operated like nomads across the country. They used their own trucks to transport production lines, playing a game of hit and run, here today and hundreds of kilometers away in another city tomorrow. Sometimes they would be within one province’s jurisdiction and then, a few days later, they would be across the border in another province.

Pirates used this method to evade crackdowns. On one hand, it made it difficult for enforcement departments to pinpoint their exact locations. On the other hand, it created coordination difficulties and even led to departments passing the buck to each other, as their jurisdictions varied. When a target was within one’s jurisdiction and they were about to lock on and fire, the target would suddenly leave their strike range. How could they possibly hit it then?

Over time, enforcement units also grew exceptionally fatigued, and eventually, they simply stopped actively managing this area.

Now, high-level units within local enforcement departments realized the importance Muye Technology placed on this matter. Thus, they held emergency meetings overnight and issued task notifications to all regions, instructing them to take any clues and evidence submitted by Muye Technology seriously and to conduct inspections and apprehensions as quickly as possible.

After all, this was Muye Technology; the public was following their every move. If efficiency slackened on this matter, it would have a very negative impact on the responsible departments.

Just imagine: after some time, Muye Technology announces the results of its clue collection: a total of 588 valid pirated vendor reports (deduplicated) were collected nationwide, yet only over 100 of these 588 cases resulted in penalties by the relevant departments. That certainly wouldn’t be right.

This meant that any pirated vendor, once caught by Muye Technology, would have the guy behind them pulled out by law enforcement!

Furthermore, Li Mu was targeting not only pirated vendors but also pirated sellers. All over the city, if netizens saw any music and video store or stall selling pirated copies of Crazy Stone, they could call Muye Technology with the tip-off and potentially receive two thousand yuan. This money was simply too easy to acquire.

Consequently, the Industrial and Commercial Departments suddenly became swamped, preparing overnight for the crackdown on pirated merchants. According to regulations, once someone reported information about local pirated merchants to the Industrial and Commercial Departments, they had to intervene and handle it.

That night, undercurrents surged through the pirated market.

Few pirated vendors and sellers spent every day online, so most pirated operators were unaware that a beast was secretly stalking them, waiting to tear them to shreds.

…

On this same night, many pirated vendors were operating at full capacity, accelerating production.

The film and television industry rarely encountered such a huge hit as Crazy Stone. Just as a chicken-eating game becomes a veritable feast for cheat developers, this film reignited a long-lost passion for pirated vendors.

The last major feast for pirated vendors to amass illicit wealth was during the era when Meteor Garden and F4 exploded in popularity. Pirated Meteor Garden cassette tapes were wildly sought after by teenagers, with prices soaring from three or four yuan to at least three times that amount. That period, for the pirated industry, was akin to the peak of 6124 points in A-share history.

Zhao Xin, from the Hangzhou countryside, finished the synthesis and rendering of the newly illicitly recorded film print in the early hours of the morning. The moment the file was successfully created, Zhao Xin immediately put on his high-fidelity monitoring headphones and started playing the video.

From the Dragon Mark onward, the colors and clarity were perfect. Although the brightness was slightly lacking, this was already the limit of what illicit recording could achieve.

The sound quality was even better than the picture, as direct microphone pickup caused almost no interference. The only regret was using only one recording device, so the audio they recorded was actually mono. To enhance the audience’s viewing experience, they duplicated the mono track to create fake stereo sound.

Wearing his headphones, watching the high-definition visuals, and listening to the clear dialogue, Zhao Xin was extremely satisfied. He immediately instructed his wife’s younger brother: “Quickly arrange for production, operate at full capacity! We won’t ship any goods tomorrow; instead, accumulate them and ship everything together the day after tomorrow at dawn!”

There wasn’t much time left tonight; it would be dawn in two or three hours. If they rushed to ship, their trucks would have to depart before daybreak to deliver the newly produced optical discs into the hands of the distributors.

However, even operating at full capacity for two or three hours, production would be limited. Pirated vendors typically shipped goods only once a day; large quantities of pirated optical discs produced in various workshops nationwide would then be transported to transaction markets in the early morning and wholesaled to their distributors.

In Zhao Xin’s view, if they shipped a small quantity today and a large quantity tomorrow, it was highly likely that the small batch released today would be pirated by competitors as soon as it hit the market. By the time he intended to ship a large quantity the day after tomorrow morning, there might already be more counterfeit products in the market competing with him.

Zhao Xin was unwilling to see such a result; he preferred to wait one more day.

…

That same night, Muye Technology’s Legal Department collectively worked overtime. Not only them, but several employees from other departments were also deployed to assist. Their task was to sort through the various clues received through different channels, classify them, and prioritize them based on the scale indicated by the clues.

Among these, Zhao Xin in Hangzhou and his five production lines were ranked as the top priority in the most urgent category.

At eight o’clock in the morning, the very first moment government agencies opened, the legal team immediately contacted the Hangzhou cultural department and police department to report the clues Muye Technology had gathered.

The information provided in Wang Lei’s report was extremely detailed, including Zhao Xin’s and his wife’s younger brother’s names, provincial origin, dates of birth, as well as the specific location of their production lines and the approximate times and routes for daily deliveries and raw material imports. Wang Lei even stated in his report that Zhao Xin had, through illicit means, obtained a near-perfect illicitly recorded version and was urgently accelerating its production.

For Muye Technology’s legal team, Zhao Xin’s threat was simply too great. Not only did he have very strong production capacity and an enormous scale of infringement, but even more terrifying was that he had somehow acquired high-definition illicitly recorded film prints. Combined with his high production capacity, he could likely disseminate the film print nationwide overnight, which would cause Muye Pictures immense losses.

The relevant departments in Hangzhou couldn’t believe it when they received this report. Right under their very noses, there was such a large-scale pirated factory, and the most crucial thing was that these individuals had managed to get their hands on a high-definition illicitly recorded film print. Film copies like these, once released, would spread like a virus. Therefore, the best course of action now was to quickly bring this entire counterfeiting system under complete control.

Zhao Xin kept supervising production until past eight o’clock. He couldn’t stay awake any longer, so he went to the food processing plant’s office area and fell asleep in his temporary bedroom. Although he hadn’t slept all night, he wasn’t tired at all; his mind was entirely focused on making a huge profit from Crazy Stone.

“When we ship tomorrow, I’ll have them bring a DVD player so they can play it for the distributors on-site. If they see our version, they’ll never look at any other recorded versions because they’re not even on the same playing field.”

Just as Zhao Xin had fallen asleep, numerous police cars surrounded the abandoned food processing plant. Zhao Xin’s wolfhound, which he had owned for several years and always brought with him wherever he went, let out an alert and anxious bark. This dog was reliable; it usually didn’t bark without reason, but if it did, there was definitely something wrong. The bark instantly jolted him awake from his sleep.

In that moment, Zhao Xin felt a strange panic, a premonition of misfortune flooding his entire heart.

Just then, he suddenly heard a large number of footsteps. Someone shouted: “We are the police! Everyone listen up! Immediately put your hands behind your head and squat on the ground! Do not attempt to resist, escape, or destroy evidence, or your crime will be compounded!”

His mind buzzed and exploded!

Police?

Damn it, he was just about to strike gold, why were the police showing up now?!

Zhao Xin hastily jumped out of bed, rapidly thinking as he put on his clothes.

This wasn’t the first time he had encountered a police inspection. Every time, he had managed to get away clean. The reason was simple: just pay them money, and it was over. Generally, when the police arrived, it was for three things: arrests, evidence collection, and sealing off the premises. But for businessmen like Zhao Xin, who earned money in grey areas, most of the time,

they could escape prosecution just by paying.

Zhao Xin couldn’t help but sigh, muttering to himself, “Bad luck, it seems I’ll have to bleed money again this time.”

The moment Zhao Xin stood up, the door was suddenly kicked open. Several heavily armed police officers rushed in. One of them walked up to Zhao Xin and asked him, “Are you Zhao Xin?”

Zhao Xin knew there was no point in denying it, so he simply nodded slightly.

Unexpectedly, the leading police officer waved his hand: “Take them all back to the station for interrogation!”





Chapter 1512: Disillusionment

The local police in Hangzhou didn’t expect that the information Muye Technology provided would be so accurate. The address was precise, and the personnel and production scale were also very accurate.

Five production lines, seven or eight workers, were producing pirated Crazy Stone optical discs at full capacity. Tens of thousands of finished and semi-finished discs were confiscated on site, along with over 200,000 raw blank discs.

Facing such a huge ‘haul’, the local police in Hangzhou were not happy at all; instead, they felt particularly depressed. These guys were committing crimes right in their jurisdiction, right under their very noses, yet they hadn’t noticed anything. They even needed Muye Technology, all the way in Beijing, to provide them with leads. This truly made them feel disgraced.

Not only that, what terrified them the most was that this pirated optical disc manufacturing den actually possessed an illicit recording of the high-definition Crazy Stone. This movie had now become famous nationwide, and even CCTV was continuously reporting on its various box office records. Yet, someone had illicitly recorded a high-definition version and was mass-producing it within their jurisdiction. If these optical discs flowed into the market, the Hangzhou police and cultural department would lose all face.

Therefore, the police immediately seized and sealed off the site. Everyone, including the driver Wang Lei, was taken back to the Municipal Bureau for immediate interrogation.

Wang Lei had originally wanted to flee immediately after reporting, but because he received a text message from Muye Technology’s legal department privately, he chose to stay at the scene. Muye Technology’s legal department advised him that directly fleeing would expose him as the informant, and even if Zhao Xin and his associates were sentenced to a few years, it would still pose a security threat to Wang Lei in the future.

Therefore, Muye Technology’s legal department suggested that he do nothing and wait for the police to arrive. At that time, Muye Technology would communicate directly with the Hangzhou police, explaining the situation. Then, the police would release Wang Lei due to insufficient evidence, and Wang Lei would then be able to take Muye Technology’s reward and live his own life.

Sitting in an Iveco police car with Zhao Xin and his wife’s younger brother, Wang Lei felt a mix of nervousness and excitement. Seeing Zhao Xin and his wife’s younger brother looking like defeated roosters, a feeling of triumphant revenge filled him.

All crime suspects were swiftly escorted to the Municipal Bureau, where immediate interrogations began. The Hangzhou police hoped to quickly ascertain the source of Zhao Xin’s pirated film print, as well as the specific details of production and sales. However, Zhao Xin refused to cooperate. Sitting in the interrogation room, he calmly justified himself, saying, “Officer comrade, I’m an uncultured person; I don’t know what pirated means.”

“You don’t know what pirated means?” the officer in charge of the interrogation loudly reprimanded. “You don’t know what pirated means, yet you set up five production lines for pirated optical discs?!”

Zhao Xin said, “Officer, those sets of production equipment were actually given to me by someone to settle debts. I couldn’t sell them, so I could only set them up to help others process some orders.”

“Processing orders?” the officer questioned coldly. “Do you take me for a three-year-old child?”

Zhao Xin explained with a wronged expression, “Officer, I genuinely processed them for others. Someone gave me a set of optical discs and asked me to help replicate and produce them. As for what was being produced, I was completely unaware. Moreover, this was processing with supplied materials; all the optical discs and packaging were sent over by them together.”

At this moment, Zhao Xin also clearly understood that it was certainly impossible for him to clear himself of all involvement. The only thing he could do was to weaken his intentional bias as much as possible, transforming himself from someone who actively illicitly recorded, actively produced pirated optical discs, and sold them, into someone who had no intentional bias and merely broke the law due to a lack of common sense and insufficient legal foundation.

The officer in charge of the interrogation sneered and said, “Let me tell you, Zhao Xin, your wife’s younger brother is currently being interrogated in another interrogation room. Between the two of you, whoever tells the truth first will be considered to have a circumstance of surrender and can receive lenient treatment. The other will just have to wait to receive the law’s most severe punishment!”

Zhao Xin felt a bit flustered. On one hand, he was afraid his wife’s younger brother couldn’t hold out and would tell the truth; on the other, he was afraid his wife’s younger brother would sell him out to gain merit. After much thought, he decided to protect himself first. So he immediately told the police, “Officer, there are many things I truly don’t know. All those clients were handled by my wife’s younger brother. He communicated with others about what exactly to produce, and even the raw materials delivered by the other party every day were his responsibility to receive and inspect. For the specifics, you should go ask him.”

Indeed, Zhao Xin’s wife’s younger brother was responsible for receiving the daily raw materials, and the delivery drivers would also contact him. If an investigation truly dug deep, the chain of evidence would also be unfavorable to his wife’s younger brother, not to himself.

The police also saw through his trick. With a slight smile, they told him, “Whether you had intentional bias or not isn’t up to you; it’s up to the chain of evidence. You say you don’t know what pirated means, and your production lines only do processing with supplied materials. As long as we find the cinema where you illicitly recorded the film illegally and find the person in charge at that time, he will definitely come forward to accuse you to lessen his own atrocities. At that time, your excuse of not having intentional bias will not be accepted by the court at all.”

Zhao Xin’s expression instantly froze. He hadn’t expected the police to effortlessly see through his intention and immediately propose a solution that would completely block his retreat route. If the police really found that cinema from yesterday, his indirect path to save himself would be completely cut off…

Seeing Zhao Xin’s somewhat panicked expression, the police smiled and continued, “Oh, and I need to remind you: when the court determines who is the principal offender and who is the accomplice, the basis isn’t who most frequently makes public appearances in the illegal criminal acts. Some masterminds, even if they never directly interact with the criminal acts, will still be sentenced severely as the primary culprit in the end. The reason is simple: when the public prosecution collects evidence, they often determine that whoever profited the most from the illegal criminal acts is the principal offender.”

At this point, the police smirked playfully and said, “As for who is the principal offender between you and your wife’s younger brother, it doesn’t lie in who is best at telling lies, but rather in who made the most money from this. You can clear yourself from involvement, but can you clear yourself of the money?”

Zhao Xin was completely dumbfounded at this moment. He had thought he was a bit clever and could salvage the situation at a crucial moment, but unexpectedly, he was immediately seen through by the police. Not only that, the police even provided methods to dismantle his defense. After hearing these two methods, Zhao Xin knew he was truly finished this time…

After struggling for a moment, Zhao Xin suddenly spoke, “Officer comrade, I confess; I hope the government can treat me leniently…”

The police nodded with satisfaction and said, “A pragmatic person who knew when to adapt to circumstances is a wise man. Alright, stop beating around the bush and get straight to the point!”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Zhao Xin assented repeatedly, just about to get to the main point, when the door to the interrogation room was suddenly pushed open. A police officer walked in and said to the interrogating officer, “Captain Chen, Ma Yao confessed! Our buddy sent to apprehend the Xinghui Cinema duty manager called; the person has been apprehended and will be brought in shortly.”

“Alright then.” The officer, referred to as Captain Chen, stood up and said to Zhao Xin with a smile, “Zhao Xin, my apologies, but everything has its order of arrival. It seems your wife’s younger brother has gotten ahead of you this time. But don’t you worry sick, just take your time and think carefully about what illegal and criminal activities you’ve been involved in. I’ll come back to you once I’m done with what I’m doing.”

Having said that, Captain Chen stood up and left with the clerk beside him, leaving Zhao Xin utterly stunned.

The interrogation room had been empty for a long while before Zhao Xin came to his senses. He angrily cursed, “Ma Yao, you damn scumbag, I was kind enough to bring you wealth, and you actually turned me in! You talk about ‘a long journey tests a horse’s strength, time reveals a person’s heart,’ but I see you as a hungry dog that knows the scent of shit!”



In Beijing, Li Mu placed great importance on Muye Technology’s anti-piracy efforts.

Before his lunch break, he called the legal department head into his office to inquire about the collection of leads from yesterday to today.

The legal department head began, “General Manager Li, from last night until now, we’ve received a total of over five thousand eight hundred pieces of tip-off information from various channels. All of this information is still being actively investigated.”

Li Mu asked him, “With over five thousand pieces of tip-off information, how have you set up your processing procedure?”

The legal department head explained, “When our team reviews tip-off information, we temporarily don’t delve into its veracity. Instead, we first prioritize the content of the report. For example, any information reporting pirated manufacturers, we categorize as key focus, with the highest priority. Any information reporting sellers, we categorize as ordinary, with second priority.”

“Our backend system will categorize this information by region based on the reported address. For example, if a certain province has three hundred pieces of tip-off information, we will then conduct an initial screening to remove duplicates. After de-duplication, the information will be directly sent through official channels to the local police departments, as well as the cultural and Industrial and Commercial Departments.”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “Are there any major leads?”

“Yes,” the legal department head said. “We received a tip-off about a pirated production den in the suburbs of Hangzhou. They have five small production lines, and their output is very large.”

“Five production lines?” Li Mu frowned, saying, “That’s quite a scale!”

The legal department head introduced, “Not only is the scale significant, but their audacity is even greater!”

Then, the legal department head further explained, “Zhao Mou and his wife’s younger brother Ma Mou paid ten thousand yuan to bribe the manager of Hangzhou Xinghui Cinema. They brought professional camera and recording equipment to illicitly record Crazy Stone in high definition and then synthesized the illicitly recorded audio and video files. In terms of quality, it is absolutely the best among the current pirated film prints of Crazy Stone. They were preparing for large-scale production and market distribution.”

“Damn it, they booked out an entire venue to illicitly record my movie? That’s a bit too arrogant!” Li Mu flew into a rage, demanding, “Have you contacted the Hangzhou police?”

The legal department head hurriedly explained, “We already contacted the Hangzhou police at eight in the morning. They have already carried out the apprehension based on the address. Currently, all items involved in the case have been seized and sealed off, and eleven crime suspects, including the informant of the case, have been apprehended.”

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief and said, “That’s quite fast efficiency, very good. If police in various regions can combat piracy with such efficiency, then pirated businesses truly won’t have many good days left to stir trouble!”





Chapter 1513: One Billion Box Office Record!

Under the lure of huge bonuses, overnight, pirated optical disc vendors nationwide faced an unprecedented crackdown. Over fifty percent of these vendors were apprehended overnight, and almost all the remaining ones vanished the day after the powerful strike.

These pirated vendors who hadn’t been caught yet couldn’t be sure if their information had been reported to Muye Technology. So, they either fled or began destroying evidence. In short, almost no one dared to operate against the tide.

Those who still dared to defy the crackdown at this time were generally small, family-run workshops. They didn’t need to hire extra workers, and the entry of raw materials and exit of finished products were very discreet, making them hard to detect.

However, within a few days, even those small-scale producers who weren’t caught largely lost the motivation to produce pirated copies because the market’s supply chain began to break. For a time, almost no one dared to sell pirated optical discs on the market.

This was the terrifying aspect of Muye Technology. Once such a massive company began relentlessly pursuing even those selling pirated discs in every corner of the streets, as long as a report was received, even if it was just a street vendor, Muye Technology would submit these leads to local law enforcement. Moreover, every few hours, they would inquire with the local law enforcement department about the results of their actions. If results were slow to come, Muye Technology’s legal department would dispatch special personnel to “cooperate with law enforcement agencies in combating piracy” locally.

While they called it cooperation, it was essentially a different way of exerting pressure.

Muye Technology itself was a world-class star enterprise and the largest online platform, possessing extremely powerful publicity. In this anti-piracy operation, it perfectly showcased its image as a good citizen and a model enterprise. These factors compelled law enforcement agencies nationwide to take the anti-piracy campaign seriously.

Pirated audio-visual products stores, optical disc rental shops, and street stalls that lined the streets and alleys across the country, after several rounds of arrests, confiscations of pirated audio-visual products, and administrative detention of shop owners suspected of selling them, almost all closed down.

This was mainly because, among all the tip-offs Muye Technology received, information concerning vendors of pirated audio-visual products accounted for over ninety percent of the total. Every single store selling pirated optical discs received a large number of complaints from citizens.

The reason was simple: production lines were inherently few, and pirated manufacturers engaged in B2B (Business-to-Business) operations, not B2C (Business-to-Consumer). Just like clothing manufacturers, they dealt with wholesale distributors and not direct consumers, so most people had no way to report a production line.

Those directly facing consumers were the small shops on the streets. Their entrances saw traffic exceeding ten thousand people daily. From the Boss’s wife at the barbershop across the street, to the Chef at the noodle shop next door, and even the petty gangster without money for the internet at the internet cafe diagonally opposite, everyone wanted to earn those two thousand yuan for a successful report. Thus, people went wild reporting such shops.

According to Muye Technology’s data analysis, the highest number of simultaneous reports from different people for the same shop reached over two hundred and sixty.

Muye Technology’s ‘nuclear strike’ sent shivers down the spine of the entire pirated industry, inflicting an unprecedented heavy blow.

Many pirate practitioners harbored intense hatred for Muye Technology in their hearts. In their eyes, they were just making a little money, and compared to a company like Muye Technology, valued at over one hundred billion US dollars, they were practically ants. Their piracy of Crazy Stone was like a group of ants scrambling for breadcrumbs that Muye Technology had dropped while eating. For Muye Technology to annihilate them over this was simply inhumane.

Some pirated content users were also very dissatisfied with Muye Technology’s actions. All of a sudden, their path to cheap enjoyment of intellectual property was cut off. Not only could they not buy or watch pirated copies of Crazy Stone, but even other pirated films, music cassette tapes, and CDs became hard to acquire. They attributed this “loss” to Muye Technology, inciting many Netizens with similar views to spread attacks against Muye Technology online.

When these voices reached Li Mu’s ears, he neither relaxed the crackdown on pirated vendors nor deleted any negative comments about Muye Technology online.

If someone truly wanted to curse Muye Technology for combating piracy, he shouldn’t just refrain from deleting their abusive remarks; he should actually preserve them. He believed that even if the general consumers couldn’t understand him now, they would in several years. This was an inevitable outcome of social progress and increased public legal awareness. These statements supporting, defending, and condoning piracy would sooner or later be nailed to the pillar of shame on China’s intellectual property protection road.

…

With the anti-piracy crackdown providing a safeguard, Crazy Stone maintained its popularity over the following week.

Its average weekday box office revenue of over sixty-five million yuan gave everyone in the industry ‘green-eyed monster syndrome’.

Just half a day into Saturday, the total box office crossed the one billion yuan milestone. This was an unprecedented peak in China’s film history and excellent proof of the Chinese film industry’s commercial potential.

Almost all media outlets dedicated their front-page headlines to Crazy Stone. Turning on the TV at six-thirty in the evening, nearly every satellite TV channel’s news program was reporting on this historic moment. Subsequently, Xinwen Lianbo on CCTV also made this news a primary focus, giving it prominent coverage.

In its report, CCTV stated that Crazy Stone represented the immense potential inherent in China’s local commercial cinema and commercial film market, considering it a brand new starting point for Chinese cinema.

One film, representing the potential of an entire industry; one film, representing a new beginning for the entire Chinese cinema. The appraisal given by CCTV was indeed very high. While very high, it was not destructive flattery.

One billion yuan at the box office was practically a myth. Any film that could achieve such box office results in this era could directly deify oneself!

The positive impact Crazy Stone brought to the entire industry was immense. One billion yuan in box office revenue nurtured tens of millions of paying viewers for the future Chinese film industry, cultivating their habit of buying tickets to watch movies in theaters.

At the same time, the one billion yuan box office also made directors and screenwriters in the industry realize the explosively growing market potential ahead. The increase in total box office hinted at this ‘big pot of rice’ expanding, meaning everyone could eat more and better than before. This spurred them to roll up their sleeves and invest greater passion into the industry.

Furthermore, the capital enthusiasm in the film and television circles instantly surged. Before Crazy Stone, not many dared to invest tens of millions into making a film, as the box office might not even reach that much. However, Crazy Stone’s powerful box office performance transformed the film and television circles from a barren ‘Yellow land’ into an oil field brimming with enormous profits.

Due to Crazy Stone’s unmatched, extremely high attendance rates, cinema chains made a fortune during this period. For a time, even investing in cinema chains became a good business in the eyes of entrepreneurs. Coupled with Li Mu’s earlier launch of the ‘Screen Fission Program,’ this provided another powerful guarantee and psychological support for those looking to invest in cinema chains.

To celebrate Crazy Stone breaking the one billion yuan box office mark, Muye Pictures organized an internal Celebration banquet in Beijing. This banquet did not invite any media. Besides Muye Technology executives, Muye Pictures employees, contracted artists, and crew members, only Chen Ze, Song Liang, and Cai Zhengmao from CSC Club were invited.

The reason no media or guests were invited was that two Celebration banquets were planned. This one was a truly internal Celebration banquet for their ‘own person’. The second banquet, scheduled for two days later, would openly invite media reporters and guests, primarily to create new hype for the film, essentially adding more fuel to the fire.

However, Li Mu would be unable to attend the second Celebration banquet. His agreed-upon party with Sequoia’s boss, Steve Johnson, was fast approaching. His rented private jet was scheduled to depart Beijing tomorrow, flying directly to London. Accompanying Li Mu would be Li Ziwei, three personal bodyguards including Wang Yuanlang, and two other guests: Anne Hathaway and her personal assistant.

At the Celebration banquet, Ning Hao, as the protagonist, was so emotional he could barely speak. From an unknown industry professional to a top director whose single film first broke the one billion yuan box office record, a step others had failed to achieve in decades, he succeeded in just two years.

When everyone goaded him to say something, the rough man couldn’t hold back his emotions and cried like a middle-aged loser whose beloved wife had run off with his best friend.

Li Mu, as the Boss, stepped forward to comfort him. Instead, Ning Hao embraced Li Mu, crying even harder.

Li Mu deeply understood Ning Hao’s feelings at that moment. No matter how much success worship was promoted in society, for most people in this world, life’s dissatisfactions accounted for eight or nine out of ten.

Whether navigating the workplace or any industry or field, as long as one isn’t the Boss themselves, they face a particular test of character: Can you meet a good Boss on your path to growth?

However, good bosses are far rarer than Big Pandas in this society.

Some bosses directly starved their employees thin; some bosses exhausted themselves trying to deduct employees’ wages. How many bosses are truly willing to take rice from their own pot to ensure their employees and their families are well-fed and provided for?

Therefore, Ning Hao felt especially fortunate in his heart, fortunate that he had met Li Mu. As a Boss, Li Mu was simply much better than the best boss he could have imagined. This film’s ability to reach such heights was largely due to Li Mu building such a towering and solid foundation for it.

Li Mu patted Ning Hao on the shoulder and joked, “Don’t get too emotional, Old Ning. You’ve just set a new record, but the purpose of records is for people to break them.”

Ning Hao wiped away his tears and said, “Then I hope my record can be broken soon. That would be the true spring for Chinese cinema.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then I think the next film to break Crazy Stone’s box office record should be Flying Tigers.”

Ning Hao nodded and said, “Flying Tigers’ future box office in North America alone could reach hundreds of millions of US dollars. I can’t even imagine what the global box office could be.”

Li Mu laughed, “Flying Tigers’ box office must break the global box office record. Even if we have to spend money, we must reach that height, because its significance doesn’t lie in how much money it makes, but in how many people watch it!”





Chapter 1514: Buy a Plane?

As the widely acknowledged next world’s wealthiest person in financial circles, Li Mu’s activity within them had always been the lowest.

Since starting his business, he had only completed three rounds of financing in total. The first two rounds were even funded by friends and acquaintances; only the recent third round received capital from the financial circles. Such a bigwig was almost like a god in the eyes of the financial world.

Li Mu was originally uninterested in the Party about to be held in the United Kingdom, but a point from Steve Johnson touched him. Setting aside financial cooperation, Li Mu needed to engage with the world’s top social circles, to understand the daily social interactions between newly rich individuals like himself and those Old Money families who had been wealthy for decades or even centuries. If this was a top-tier players’ club, then as the best among the best, he needed to integrate into it.

This was similar to the hierarchical divisions among China’s wealthy. Chen Ze once told him that there were many “clubs” among domestic billionaires. Some appeared as clubs, while others took the form of chambers of commerce or business alliances. However, even so, the levels and boundaries between each club were extremely strict.

For example, if it was a hundred-million yuan net worth club, then only individuals whose net worth reached one hundred million yuan could enter and be accepted by others. Those who didn’t meet the standard, even if they tried to force their way in, simply couldn’t blend in.

However, a hundred-million yuan net worth club also had an upper limit. This limit wasn’t set by the club itself, but by the club above it.

There was a hundred-million yuan club, and there was also a one-billion yuan club. Those with a net worth exceeding one billion yuan would certainly not lower their status to mingle in the hundred-million yuan club. Therefore, for the hundred-million yuan club, the highest net worth it could accommodate would not exceed one billion yuan.

Besides clubs that used net worth as a measure, there were also clubs based on region, such as the Zhejiang Chamber of Commerce, the Beijing Chamber of Commerce, and the Huzhou City Chamber of Commerce. Such clubs were also only open to personnel who met their requirements.

In the global financial circles, such hierarchical divisions also existed, and the strictness of the requirements was far greater than that of domestic clubs. For example, the Party Steve Johnson invited Li Mu to was a top-tier “club” in the international financial circles, only open to individuals, corporate executives, and royal families from developed countries whose net worth exceeded fifty billion dollars.

So, Li Mu was very keen to see what the daily social circles of these people were like.

As the only one among the world’s top wealthy individuals who still didn’t own a private jet, Li Mu once again opted for a charter flight. Air China’s business jet leasing and operating company provided Li Mu with a brand new Bombardier BD-700 Global Express, which could fly directly from Beijing to London without any stops.

This aircraft was Air China’s most luxurious private jet. Its interior space was very large, originally capable of comfortably seating nineteen people, but after reconstruction, it could only accommodate ten people. More space was partitioned off and decorated as a luxurious aerial bedroom.

Upon departure, Muye Technology’s motorcade picked up Li Mu from Ziyun Mountain Villa and headed straight for the airport. Li Ziwei had already packed her luggage and arrived ahead of time with the motorcade to pick up Li Mu.

The plane’s scheduled takeoff time was twelve-thirty PM, and Li Mu boarded the motorcade’s commercial vehicle to head to the airport at exactly ten AM.

As soon as the motorcade left Ziyun Mountain Villa, Li Ziwei said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, General Manager Lin called me this morning to inquire about your trip to the United Kingdom today.”

Li Mu asked her, “Is Qingya alright?”

Li Ziwei shook her head and smiled, “General Manager Lin wanted me to convey a request from her and other company executives to you.”

“A request?” Li Mu smiled, “What kind of request? You’re being so mysterious.”

Li Ziwei smiled faintly and said, “The company executives privately discussed and believe that with Muye Technology’s current scale, it’s time for the company to consider purchasing a private jet.”

“A private jet?” Li Mu frowned, saying, “Isn’t chartering perfectly fine? You pay when you use it, and you don’t spend a penny when you don’t. If you buy a private jet yourself, it’ll burn money every minute. You’ll need maintenance, a dedicated hangar, and a dedicated crew and ground staff. It won’t fly many times a year, mostly just wasting money.”

Li Ziwei said, “The company’s executives privately think that a private jet is, after all, one of the company’s facades. Many large corporations now have their own private jets, and many top billionaires also own their private planes. Every time you travel, you represent Muye Technology and have very high exposure. You should have a plane that belongs to Muye Technology or yourself.”

Then, Li Ziwei added, “Moreover, Google is preparing for an IPO at the end of this year, Baidu next year, and even we are preparing for an IPO next year. So, in the future, you will likely come to the United States many times. For your safety and convenience of travel, owning your own private jet is very necessary.”

Li Mu gently nodded. What Li Ziwei said made a lot of sense. In the future, with the accelerated development of overseas business and the launch of the IPO, he would likely be flying frequently all over the world. Currently, he had to make reservations with business jet companies in advance for every trip, but there would inevitably be spur-of-the-moment trips. Due to the sudden nature of such demands, there were sometimes awkward situations where no aircraft was available to fly.

Moreover, chartering was a short-term rental behavior, so the aircraft models would always be different, and the crew members would also vary each time. Encountering unfamiliar crews every time was quite awkward; they wouldn’t know any of his habits, so he would have to communicate everything anew. If there was a fixed crew, it would save a lot of trouble.

As for the price of private jets, some better small and medium-sized private jets currently cost around thirty to forty million dollars, which was indeed not a large expense for Muye Technology.

However, according to Li Mu’s understanding, purchasing a private jet was very complicated, usually requiring an advance order and a deposit, after which the manufacturer would schedule production based on the order. This time frame could be as short as one year or as long as two or three years. Even if they placed an order now, it would be a long time before the plane was actually delivered.

After thinking for a moment, Li Mu said, “We can first look into the market conditions and choose one with a long range, which will save time during transatlantic flights by avoiding intermediate stops. And if we’re going to buy, we need to find a way to buy it early, preferably by intercepting an order that’s about to be delivered. Otherwise, if it takes two or three years, we’ll have already gone public by the time the plane is delivered.”

Li Ziwei nodded, saying, “Alright, I will communicate these issues with General Manager Lin.”

Then, Li Ziwei added, “Oh, General Manager Li, Miss Anne’s assistant just called me. They arrived in Beijing last night and are staying at the Hilton near the airport. They will meet us at the business jet terminal after we arrive at the airport.”

…

Half an hour later, Li Mu met Anne Hathaway at the business jet terminal.

Today, Anne Hathaway was wearing a black bodycon dress paired with shiny silver high heels, looking simple yet elegant, with a dignified demeanor.

In contrast, Li Mu was dressed much more casually: a basic GAP T-shirt on top and a pair of black Adidas athletic shorts on the bottom.

Li Mu dressed so casually mainly because he was taking a long-haul flight and wanted to be comfortable. However, the cost of comfort was appearing less gentlemanly in front of a lady.

However, Anne Hathaway didn’t seem to mind at all. After a warm embrace and a kiss on the cheek, she happily said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, thank you for letting me hitch a ride with you to London.”

Li Mu smiled, “No need to be so polite, we’re all friends.”

Then, Li Mu asked her, “Have matters with the crew recently concluded?”

“Yes,” Anne Hathaway said with a smile, “The focus of the next phase of shooting is Leonardo DiCaprio and Du Wei. Tom, our senior figure, and I can temporarily rest for half a month.”

Li Mu asked her, “Where did Mr. Hanks go?”

Anne Hathaway replied, “He transferred from Huzhou City yesterday and flew back to the United States.”

Li Mu nodded, then asked her, “What are your plans after the party in London ends?”

Anne Hathaway smiled sweetly and said, “I haven’t decided yet. I might go back to the United States for a few days, or I might go straight back to China.”

Li Mu then said, “If you go straight back to China, we can go together.”

Anne Hathaway nodded excitedly and smiled, “That would be wonderful, thank you, Mr. Li.”

Flying on a private jet was not as troublesome as taking a regular flight. After completing security checks at the business jet terminal, the group rested in the VIP lounge. While they rested, the staff had already delivered their luggage to the plane.

Half an hour before takeoff, a Toyota Coaster from the airline transported Li Mu and his six companions to the hangar. The crew members were already waiting outside the aircraft door.

After greeting the crew members, everyone boarded the plane one after another. As soon as they were on board, the cabin crew began to introduce the aircraft’s internal facilities. Besides the individual first-class seats for everyone, as well as a bar counter, a small conference table, and lavatories, the cabin crew specifically highlighted the luxurious bedroom on this aircraft.

The bedroom on this plane was over ten square meters and included a standard-sized double bed, a sofa, a television, and a separate toilet.

After listening to the flight attendant’s introduction, Li Mu said to Anne Hathaway, “Miss Anne, this bedroom is for you to rest in tonight.”

Upon hearing this, Anne Hathaway quickly waved her hand in refusal, “How can that be, General Manager Li? We can rest out here; please use the bedroom yourself.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and calmly said, “Of course, ladies first. With Miss Anne here, how could I sleep in the bedroom myself?”

Anne Hathaway showed no interest in taking the bedroom for herself. She looked at Li Mu and smiled faintly, “How about letting Miss Li use it then? We two can chat and rest out here. Time passes quickly when there’s someone to talk to!”





Chapter 1515: Arrival in London

Though the over ten-hour flight was long, it wasn’t tiresome.

The private jet’s seats were extremely comfortable; even for someone like Li Mu, who is over one point eight meters tall, it was possible to lie flat comfortably.

As for the private bedroom in the back, Li Mu wanted to let Anne Hathaway use it, but she flatly refused to accept. Li Mu then offered it to Li Ziwei, but Li Ziwei wouldn’t hear of it either.

If only Li Ziwei had been on the plane, Li Mu might have rested in the bedroom with a clear conscience, but with Anne Hathaway also present, he felt it was only proper to be more gentlemanly. So, he simply stayed out and chatted with her and the others, which was also easy and pleasant.

The plane was scheduled to arrive in London at 4:30 PM local time. Half an hour before landing, Li Mu changed out of his standard programmer attire and into a customized dark blue suit.

The plane landed at Heathrow Airport and, under the guidance of the Control Tower, taxied all the way to the designated Hangar.

Steve Johnson, who had successfully invited Li Mu and Anne Hathaway, had already been waiting for quite some time in this hangar.

Waiting with him in the hangar were several middle-aged men in full suits.

As the plane slowly slid into the hangar, Li Mu could already see the exceptionally gentlemanly dressed Steve Johnson outside the cabin. Once the plane stopped and the cabin door lowered to form a less-than-one-meter-high gangway, these individuals walked forward, lining up on both sides beneath the gangway, awaiting Li Mu, who was still on the plane.

Li Mu, dressed in formal wear, was the first to disembark. Steve Johnson looked up at him, a smile like that of an old friend on his face. As soon as Li Mu stepped onto the ground, Steve Johnson immediately offered Li Mu his hand and said with a smile, “Li, welcome to London!”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “Thank you, I didn’t expect you to come in person.”

“It’s my pleasure,” Steve Johnson smiled and nodded, then asked Li Mu, “Is this Mr. Li’s first time in London?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s my first time in the United Kingdom.”

Steve Johnson said in surprise, “I thought you had been here before. If you have enough time this trip, I can show you around.”

Li Mu said calmly, “Thank you, Steve, but we’ll see based on the actual situation.”

Steve Johnson smiled and nodded, then introduced the people beside him to Li Mu. He first introduced a middle-aged man standing right next to him, saying, “General Manager Li, this is Mark Brown, the Chief Executive Officer of HSBC Holdings.”

Li Mu looked at the middle-aged man, who was around forty years old, and was slightly surprised. Ever since Steve Johnson mentioned HSBC Bank last time, Li Mu had researched some information about it. HSBC Holdings is the parent company of HSBC Bank and one of the Fortune Global 500 companies, with its latest ranking entering the top one hundred.

As the Chief Executive Officer of HSBC Holdings, Mark Brown’s high status was self-evident. His presence, alongside Steve Johnson, to greet him at the airport, truly showed they considered him an esteemed guest.

However, Li Mu also knew very well that the biggest reason for their重视, was that they wished to become the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO on Nasdaq.

Li Mu very politely shook hands with Mark Brown and said with a smile, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Brown.”

Mark Brown removed the top hat from his head with one hand and said very politely, “Mr. Li, it is my honor to meet you. Welcome to London.”

Steve Johnson then introduced the remaining few people to Li Mu. Among them was the head of Sequoia Capital in the United Kingdom, a senior executive of HSBC Holdings, and, as Steve Johnson introduced, a member of an old noble family in the United Kingdom. This noble member was named Jimmy Goldberg. Goldberg, it felt like a Jewish surname.

Subsequently, Steve Johnson introduced Anne Hathaway, who had disembarked the plane after Li Mu, to everyone. Li Mu also introduced his personal assistant, Li Ziwei, to the group.

After a round of pleasantries, Steve Johnson led Li Mu and his entourage to a motorcade composed uniformly of Rolls-Royces, heading to Heathrow Airport’s VIP Building. According to him, there was a dedicated Customs building in the VIP Building, which would make passing through much more convenient and greatly ensure privacy. It was basically just going through the motions; after stamping their passports, they could clear customs.

The motorcade was composed of eight Rolls-Royces. When allocating seats, Steve Johnson tentatively asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, if you don’t mind, shall we share a car? There are some matters I’d like to discuss with you face-to-face.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “No problem.”

Subsequently, the two sat in the same car.

There were still a few kilometers from the hangar to the VIP Building, and the cars moved quite slowly on the airport’s internal roads. On the way, Steve Johnson told Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the scale of this party is larger than expected, so we temporarily changed from a manor in North London to another manor in South London. The rooms for you and your accompanying staff have already been arranged. Additionally, the owners of both these manors are the Goldberg family, and they are also the hosts of this party.”

Li Mu lightly nodded and asked him, “Can you tell me a little about the Goldberg family?”

Steve Johnson chuckled, “The Goldbergs are typical Old Money. They were already very wealthy during World War I. Before World War II, they moved their entire family from Germany to the United Kingdom and have been deeply rooted here ever since. During World War II, the Goldberg family donated a large amount of money to support the United Kingdom in fighting against Nazism. To thank them, the then Royal Family bestowed a hereditary earldom upon the Goldberg family. However, late last century, the British Royal Family announced the abolition of hereditary peerages, so their family is the last generation to hold an earldom.”

Steve Johnson continued, “The Goldbergs are involved in many fields. In earlier years, they were in banking, finance, oil, and industrial manufacturing. In recent years, they have gradually shifted their focus to finance. They hold seats on the boards of many renowned financial enterprises, including HSBC Holdings. They also hold a certain stake through multiple shell companies and personal shareholdings, and even in BlackRock, the largest shareholder behind HSBC.”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully and said, “A Jewish family, similar to the Rothschild family?”

Steve Johnson chuckled, “Their family’s asset scale is much stronger than that of the Rothschild family, but compared to yours, it’s still quite a bit less.”

Li Mu had always been active in the internet circles and rarely ventured into financial circles, so he lacked deep understanding of the international capital market. Moreover, his focus was on the domestic and US markets, lacking understanding of Europe as a whole. Thus, in his perception, the most awesome family in Europe seemed to still be the truly remarkable Rothschild family that was rumored in his past life. However, hearing Steve Johnson say this, it seemed the Rothschild family was not as awesome as he had imagined, and even vaguely sounded a bit like a has-been.

At this moment, Steve Johnson, seeing the confusion on Li Mu’s face, said with a smile, “The world has many misunderstandings about the Rothschild family. This family indeed has a long history and was once very powerful. However, since the turn of the 20th century, this once great family has been on the decline. Multiple misjudgments at critical junctures caused this family to fail to recover a long time ago. The only thing they can still show off now is a bit of banking business. To be honest, the entire family is now fragmented, and even so, their combined assets are even less than ten billion US dollars. But the Goldberg family’s total assets are roughly fifty billion US dollars, several times that of the Rothschild family.”

Steve Johnson added, “Oh, right, General Manager Li, members of the Rothschild family aren’t even on the guest list for this party.”

Li Mu was surprised to hear this. It seemed many so-called rumors and anecdotes were unreliable. Domestic folk say the Rothschild family controls trillions of US dollars, but from the mouth of a British-born capitalist, the Rothschild family has already fallen and withdrawn from the ranks of first-tier players.

However, clearly, what Steve Johnson said was more credible, much more reliable than those so-called experts who write nonsensical finance books domestically.

Steve Johnson continued, “Not only have representatives from many top families from various countries come, but many Royal Family members have also arrived. Important European Royal Families basically all sent representatives, and even the Dubai Royal Family sent several princes.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Dubai princes? Their entourage must be very grand, right?”

“More than just grand,” Steve Johnson helplessly rubbed his temple and said, “Their entourage included over one hundred people, most of whom were security personnel, servants, and staff. They didn’t come on just one private jet, but a fleet of five. Among them, three transport planes were specifically used to transport the princes’ personal belongings, including over ten luxury cars of various types, and a large number of strange and rare animals. Recently, British media has been widely reporting on this, mostly in a satirical tone, which has caused public dissatisfaction. People believe that their extravagant trend would have a significant impact on the United Kingdom, and at the same time, place a huge burden on the United Kingdom’s public resources.”

Li Mu suddenly recalled some news he had seen in his past life. The Dubai princes’ travel commotion was indeed astonishingly grand, especially regarding luxury cars. Every time they went out, they seemed to wish they could bring their entire garage with them, including all sorts of Rolls-Royces and various supercars, such as Bugatti, Ferrari, and Lamborghini. It seems this is a routine standard for the Dubai Royal Family.

Speaking of this, Steve Johnson sighed and said, “I don’t know why these Oil Princes have such a soft spot for the United Kingdom. The food in the UK isn’t even that good, and the environment and natural scenery aren’t as good as other European countries, yet they come to the United Kingdom for vacation every year, unwavering.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Even if the UK’s environment and natural scenery can’t compare to Northern Europe, it’s always much better than the deserts of the Middle East. I heard that place in the Middle East has over three hundred days above 38 degrees Celsius a year, and often shoots up to fifty degrees Celsius. After living in such a place for a long time, you’d feel anywhere is better than home.”

Steve Johnson said with great agreement, “General Manager Li, what you said is very true. In the Middle East, even wanting to ride a horse is a luxury. These Royal Family members’ horses are usually kept in Dubai, but run in the United Kingdom.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, then asked him, “By the way, are there any other people from the internet industry attending this party?”

“Yes, of course,” Steve Johnson said with a smile, “Bill Gates.”

Li Mu curiously asked, “Just him?”

Steve Johnson smiled and nodded, “Just him.”





Chapter 1516: Goldberg

Li Mu hadn’t expected Bill Gates, the world’s wealthiest person, to attend such a Party in London. But then he thought, wasn’t he here himself? He was now just one step, ‘going public,’ away from the world’s wealthiest person. Once that step was taken, his real net worth could potentially double Bill Gates’. Perhaps Bill Gates would be equally surprised if he knew Li Mu was coming.

After quickly passing through Customs, Li Mu’s racing team grandly drove out of the airport. As soon as the racing team exited the airport, several police cars and police motorcycles immediately joined the formation, escorting them front and back, clearing the way, and proceeding grandly towards South London.

Li Mu was not too fond of London’s weather. Although it was cool, it was gloomy, the air was heavy with dampness, and it looked as if it had just rained.

Steve Johnson introduced to Li Mu: “London often rains, which is very different from Beijing’s weather. There are fewer sunny days than in Beijing, and the air humidity is higher.”

Li Mu asked him curiously: “Have you ever lived in Beijing?”

“A long time ago, I spent some time in Beijing.” Steve Johnson gave a slight smile and said: “Many people don’t like London’s frequent rainy and damp weather. However, the Middle Eastern Royal Family absolutely adore London’s weather which easily involves large amounts of rain. If you interact with them, you’ll find they especially love these two seasons: rain and snow. Any Royal Family members who clamor to go out when it rains are mostly from the Middle East.”

Li Mu nodded with a faint smile: “The more one lacks something, the more one loves it. It’s like how people from the northernmost parts of China love to go to the southernmost parts of China to spend winter, or even buy property there.”

“Exactly!” Steve Johnson said with a smile: “Having lived in London for a long time, I especially like cities with dry weather. Beijing is one of them, though its air quality is a bit lacking.”

The two chatted casually all the way, as a gentle drizzle began to fall outside the car window.

The racing team drove on a closed expressway at a speed of around ninety kilometers per hour for over an hour. By this time, there was no sign of the city on either side of the road, replaced instead by vast stretches of green land, forests, low hills, and castles hidden within dense woods.

Steve Johnson told Li Mu: “This area is actually Oxfordshire. There are dozens, even hundreds, of centuries-old castles and Manors in this vicinity. The smaller ones cover only tens of thousands of square meters, while the larger ones, including both castle and Manor, span thousands of acres.”

Li Mu had heard somewhat about the United Kingdom’s ancient castles, and asked with a smile: “I heard that when buying an ancient castle in the United Kingdom, you must also periodically maintain and repair it according to national regulations?”

Steve Johnson nodded and said: “That’s right. That’s why many of the original owners of these ancient castles have been selling them off in recent decades. Most people who inherited castles and Manors from their ancestors can barely afford the enormous expenses of maintaining them today, so many castles have been bought by newly wealthy overseas individuals.”

At this point, Steve Johnson added: “Wealthy individuals from three places in the world especially like the United Kingdom. These three places are the Middle East, India, and Russia. The top wealthy individuals from these countries generally reside permanently in the United Kingdom, so many of the ancient castles and Manors in this vicinity are also in their hands. If General Manager Li is interested, you could also purchase a suitable Manor here.”

Li Mu shook his head and chuckled: “I’ll pass. It’s difficult for someone of commoner origin like me to adapt to this Old Money lifestyle.”

…

The racing team exited the expressway and drove onto an extremely smooth asphalt road in the countryside. Driving on such a road, the car’s suspension was almost imperceptible, quiet and comfortable. The curves and the road’s ups and downs were designed with great meticulousness, ensuring that occupants felt no discomfort even at high-speed. This greatly surprised Li Mu.

Moreover, this two-lane asphalt road, though not wide, was thankfully free of any other vehicles. The scenery on both sides of the road was also excellent; even the trees planted for landscaping along the roadside were remarkably uniform, symmetrical on both sides, spaced consistently, and even pruned symmetrically.

According to Steve Johnson, this road was approximately three miles, or about five kilometers, long and was the private road of the Goldberg Manor. This meant that once on this road, there was only one destination ahead: the Goldberg Manor.

What made Li Mu even more incredulous was that the land on both sides of this road was entirely possessed by the Goldberg family. However, most of this area was not accounted for within the Goldberg Manor’s official dimensions; rather, the Goldberg family possessed it in other forms, such as cultivated land, grasslands, woodlands, as well as horse farms and golf courses.

Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh. He used to think that the lives of domestic wealthy individuals were already incredibly luxurious, but he never expected that the wealthy in the United Kingdom lived even more lavishly, possessing not only their private Manors but also their private roads.

Several minutes later, the racing team began to slow down. Steve Johnson told Li Mu: “We’re almost there.”

Li Mu shifted his gaze from the side of the road to directly ahead of the car. In the distance, a massive castle complex could already be seen straight ahead on the road.

As the car drew closer, the appearance of the complex became clearer. This castle complex was shaped like an inverted ‘concave’ character, and its scale was grand and spectacular. The main color scheme of the complex was rose gold, with a magnificent and refined palette. From its luster, it didn’t look like a century-old ancient building at all; instead, it appeared as pristine as if newly constructed.

The entire Manor’s entrance was a massive and solemn stone archway. Its black gates, adorned with golden sculptures, opened wide, and the width inside the arch was ample enough for most vehicles to pass through comfortably.

The racing team continued without pause, quickly passing through the archway. As soon as they entered, the interior scenery of the Manor suddenly opened up. The castle complex was directly ahead, about one thousand meters away. On both sides of the road at this point were neatly manicured green lawns of varying shades, resembling football fields. In the exact center between the archway and the castle was a large roundabout constituted by a sculptural fountain.

Gazing into the distance, the lawns stretched almost endlessly. The lawn on the left side was relatively flat, where several groups of horses of different colors were running in the distance. On each horse, a person dressed in a black equestrian suit and wearing a black helmet could be seen.

To the right, several small, hilly ups and downs extended into the distance. From afar, sparse white buggies could be seen moving around everywhere; it seemed to be a golf course.

After the racing team rounded the roundabout constituted by the fountain, they headed directly for the entire inverted ‘concave’-shaped castle complex. In the center of the inverted ‘concave’ shape was a vast plaza. The middle of the plaza was completely open, and on both sides, in addition to the traffic lanes, multi-tiered plants were designed along the roadside. Various plants were arranged very orderly, creating an exquisite yet grand impression.

In addition, all sorts of sculptures were placed around the plants, appearing full of artistic flair.

The racing team entered from the left side, and after a ninety-degree turn, came to a stop in front of the main castle. Looking closely at the main castle, one had to crane their neck just to see the entire main entrance. Eight massive round stone columns soared, supporting the top of the entire gate, estimated to be at least twenty meters high.

Once the racing team came to a stop, over ten men dressed in black suits and wearing white gloves on both sides uniformly opened the left and right car doors for all eight vehicles.

Li Mu’s car stopped at the very front, with its door opened directly facing the entrance. A British gentleman in his thirties opened the car door for him, one hand holding the door, the other shielding the top of the door frame.

Just as Li Mu stepped out of the car, over ten European men and women emerged from the gate directly opposite. If it weren’t for the Rolls-Royce behind him, Li Mu would have thought he had traveled back to the late 19th century, judging by their attire alone.

Among these dozen or so people were both men and women. The men were all very formally dressed: not only full suits with shirts and ties, but also elegant aliases underneath, and black top hats. In the left outer pocket of their suits, neatly tucked, was a white pocket square, above which was a delicate men’s boutonnière.

As for the ladies among them, their attire was even more elaborate. The older women wore various colors of small suits and mid-length skirt sets. From their various pieces of jewelry to their boutonnieres, and all kinds of hats and headwear, everything was exquisitely detailed to the point of being almost cumbersome. The younger women were only slightly simpler; they did not wear suit and skirt sets but full dresses, yet they did not neglect any other jewelry or headwear.

In contrast, Li Mu’s attire appeared considerably more casual. He was simply dressed in formal wear according to normal social etiquette—a suit, shirt, tie, and leather shoes. As for other accessories, he didn’t even have a wristwatch.

At this moment, Steve Johnson had already exited the car from the other side and quickly walked around to Li Mu. The dozen-plus people had also just arrived in front of them.

Leading the group was an elderly man, who appeared to be in his sixties.

When the elder was still two or three meters away from Li Mu, he extended both hands and, upon reaching Li Mu, warmly said: “Mr. Li, welcome to Goldberg Manor. I am the current management of the Goldberg family, Davison Goldberg.”

Li Mu politely shook his hand and courteously replied: “It’s a great honor to be a guest at your Manor.”

Davison Goldberg smiled and said: “Mr. Li, please allow me to introduce my family.”

Li Mu nodded. Davison Goldberg then introduced a silver-haired woman standing beside him, saying: “This is my wife, Jenny Goldberg.”

According to United Kingdom etiquette, meeting a woman involves a light embrace and a cheek kiss. So Li Mu slightly bent down and gently touched his left and right cheeks with the silver-haired woman.

Subsequently, Davison Goldberg introduced other members of the Goldberg family to him, including Davison Goldberg’s eldest son William Goldberg and his wife, his nephew Andrew Goldberg and his wife, his eldest grandson John Goldberg and his wife, and his eldest granddaughter Wendy Goldberg.

When introducing Wendy Goldberg, Davison specially introduced her, saying: “Mr. Li, Wendy is twenty-two years old this year and has already graduated from Cambridge University. She is especially interested in Chinese culture and has always said she wants to go to China to study as a graduate student, specifically to research Chinese language and culture. You are both young people, so you can get more acquainted.”

Wendy Goldberg’s appearance struck Li Mu as particularly familiar. She looked at least eighty percent similar to the later well-known Hollywood actress Scarlett Johansson, but without her wildness. On the contrary, Wendy Goldberg exuded a significant intellectual beauty. After all, she was among the high-achieving students of a top university, and her temperament was indeed very different from an actress’s.

Li Mu performed the cheek kiss with Wendy Goldberg, then smiled and said: “Miss Wendy, if you decide to come to China for graduate studies, please be sure to contact me.”





Chapter 1517: Opened with a Trump Card

Seeing Li Mu being very polite to Wendy Goldberg, and even proactively suggesting that she must contact him after she goes to China, Davison Goldberg’s mood was exceptionally good.

With a brilliant smile, he said to Li Mu, “Cambridge University and Yanjing University in Beijing are organizing a China-United Kingdom cultural exchange program. This program involves both sides recommending five graduate students from their respective countries’ culture-related majors. Wendy’s advisor and the Dean of their college very much hope Wendy can be part of this exchange. I believe there’s a high probability Wendy will go to Beijing either by the end of this year or early next year. At that time, I’ll have to trouble Mr. Li to look after her.”

Wendy Goldberg also smiled and nodded from the side, then gracefully and ladylike said in Chinese, “I might have to ask Mr. Li to look after me more in the future.”

Li Mu hadn’t expected Wendy Goldberg’s Chinese to be so standard, even more standard than many foreigners who specifically majored in Chinese. He subconsciously praised her in Chinese, “I didn’t expect Miss Wendy’s Chinese to be so good.”

Wendy Goldberg smiled slightly and responded humbly in Chinese, “Thank you for the compliment, Mr. Li, but I’ve been learning Chinese since I was six, so speaking it this way isn’t really that good.”

Wendy Goldberg was the most outstanding girl among the younger generation of the entire Goldberg family. She grew up under a rigorous European aristocratic education. Not only were her external conditions impeccable, but her knowledge, upbringing, and temperament were also unmatched by ordinary girls.

To cultivate Wendy, the entire Goldberg family invested enormous energy and financial resources. From the time she could remember until now, she has been continuously studying: finance, literature, foreign languages, dance, piano, painting, art appreciation, the elaborate etiquette of aristocratic women, makeup and dress, speech and deportment, and even psychology. For her, it wasn’t just Chinese; she was proficient in most of the world’s major languages.

Li Mu asked curiously, “Miss Wendy speaks such good Chinese. Have you ever been to China or lived there for a long time?”

Wendy Goldberg softly replied, “It’s regrettable, but although I’ve always yearned to visit China, I’ve never actually been there.”

Li Mu praised her sincerely, “To speak Chinese so well without having visited China is truly admirable.”

Davison saw Li Mu and Wendy having a very congenial conversation in Chinese. Although he couldn’t understand what they were discussing, he was overjoyed. Regardless, this was a good start.

In truth, Davison had long been contemplating Wendy Goldberg’s marriage arrangements. At 22, Wendy was already a girl highly sought after by the entire European high society. Every powerful family was thriving with many descendants and had eligible young men, so the European wealthy families interested in marrying Wendy were countless. Davison politely refused the families whose strength didn’t meet his standards and adopted a strategy of being at home everywhere with several powerful families, all to maximize Wendy’s marital interests.

Previously, Davison had been hesitating between several top families. However, ever since Li Mu agreed to attend this gathering, he had dismissed all those families he couldn’t decide between. In his eyes, Wendy Goldberg’s best destination was not any wealthy European family, but this young global sensation standing before him.

It wasn’t just Davison, or even merely the filthy rich people of Europe, who were staring at Li Mu. Powerful families worldwide were fixated on this young man from China, who, despite having no background, had already created immense wealth and a vast enterprise.

There are many wealthy families in the world, but even they have their shortcomings. For example, the Goldberg family, despite having assets worth hundreds of billions of dollars, these assets are split among several generations and dozens of direct blood relatives. When truly calculated, the assets are very dispersed. Even Davison himself, his entire net worth combined, is only several billion US dollars. He inherited a century-old family business and worked hard for half his life, yet his combined assets are still less than what Li Mu earned by taking on Google. So, in the eyes of someone like him, Li Mu was a god, a god who earned money faster than printing it.

For a god-like existence such as Li Mu, attempts to win him over were futile; after all, the entire family’s combined scale was far too small compared to him. Therefore, the best solution was a marriage alliance.

Wendy Goldberg was also very clear about the task her family had given her. If she could successfully make this young Chinese magnate fall in love with her, she would become the family’s greatest distinguished contributor. This was the thinking pattern that had been fostered in her since childhood.

A core value that the Goldberg family instilled in every family member was that, as a member of the Goldberg family, everything must be guided by the Goldberg family’s interests as the highest principle.

For all the younger generation of the Goldberg family, they were very aware that independent relationships and marriages were neither existent nor necessary for them. Every young person in the family, regardless of gender, had to have their marriage partner chosen by the family for alliance purposes, and they had to obey the family’s arrangements. Otherwise, they would not only become a sinner of the family but would also miss out on the family’s wealth.

Family members who disregarded the family’s interests in pursuit of their so-called “own happiness” would be completely abandoned by the entire family. Not only would other family members not forgive them, but even their biological parents wouldn’t. Such individuals would be expelled from the family and would never receive any help from the family for life. Almost every powerful family upheld such principles, because if they were to go easy on issues like this, it could lead to the complete switching of allegiance by the entire younger generation.

Steve Johnson, standing nearby, began to feel a little awkward. Everyone from the Goldberg family had their attention focused solely on Li Mu. It was one thing for them to ignore him, but they even treated Anne Hathaway, another guest he had invited, as if she were air, no one even glancing at her.

Anne Hathaway also felt somewhat awkward and depressed at that moment. The reason she agreed to attend this gathering wasn’t to integrate into European high society, nor was it to fish for a wealthy husband here; it was entirely for Li Mu. However, she never expected that the Goldberg family’s invitation to Li Mu actually had another motive, and that motive was Wendy Goldberg, who was currently having a congenial conversation with Li Mu.

The Goldberg family’s intentions were so obvious that anyone could see they wanted to push Wendy Goldberg in front of Li Mu.

At this moment, in the buildings flanking the inverse ‘concave’ shape of the castle, behind almost every window, people were gazing towards the central main entrance.

Many even held binoculars, hidden behind windows, secretly observing. These people were not peeping Toms; on the contrary, they were representatives of upper-class figures from many countries. The main focus of their secretive observation from behind windows was Li Mu.

Li Mu had arrived, and it was perfectly understandable for the Goldberg family members, as hosts, to go and greet him. But this didn’t mean that only the Goldberg family was following Li Mu.

In fact, Li Mu was the sole focus of everyone who came to this party.

Originally, it would have been difficult for the Goldberg family to attract so many top families and wealthy individuals from around the world to flock to their party.

In the United Kingdom alone, there were many Old Money noble families, wealthy families, and Royal Family members whose assets and social status were no worse than the Goldberg family’s. The Old Money nobility and Royal Families of other European countries had even less regard for the Goldbergs. If it were business as usual, at least half of this year’s guests would not have accepted the Goldberg family’s invitation.

Europe might seem like a small place, but because more than half of it consists of Old Money imperialist nations, nobles are countless, and Old Money families are everywhere. These nobles usually frequent their own social circles, and they are deeply influenced by history. Broadly speaking, Old Money families from Western Europe generally look down upon those from Eastern Europe. Within Western Europe, the UK, France, and Germany look down upon Old Money families from other countries. And within the UK, France, and Germany, the UK and Germany have always looked down upon France…

Precisely because of this complex historical accumulation, the relationships among these Old Money European families are extraordinarily intricate. For every family, there are more rivals than allies. Many families, due to the influence of their ancestors, still harbor strong mutual animosity to this day. Although it doesn’t lead to direct conflict or confrontation, situations often arise where “it’s either him or me, or me or him,” for example, absolutely refusing to speak with members of a certain family or attend the same event as them.

But… this year there was a very special circumstance: no one expected that the Goldberg family would actually manage to invite Li Mu, this great deity!

Upon hearing this news, many families immediately grew restless. Other families who had originally not intended to accept the Goldberg family’s invitation hastily agreed, some even proactively requesting to attend, catching the Goldberg family completely off guard.

The Goldberg family had a history of organizing gatherings for nobles, Royal Family members, and wealthy families spanning over a hundred years. However, never has there been a year like this one, where almost every prominent figure in Europe wanted to get involved, to the extent that the entire Goldberg Manor was now overflowing with people.

For these European nobles, Li Mu had never had any intersection with them. He and they were like people from two different dimensions; not only did their lives, social circles, and hobbies have no overlap, but even their professional paths were completely distinct.

As Li Mu’s status on the global capital stage became increasingly dazzling and his position rose higher and higher, these European nobles had also been ready to stir, hoping to establish a connection with him. However, Li Mu was completely isolated from their world; they didn’t even have a channel to send him a friendly signal.

However, the Goldberg family found such an entry point. Relying on their intricate capital connections with Sequoia Capital, they found a channel to convey friendly messages to Li Mu.

It just so happened that Li Mu was somewhat curious about the circles of these European nobles, so he agreed…

Immediately after Li Mu accepted the invitation, almost all of European high society was eager to attend this gathering, attempting to establish a relationship with Li Mu through it.

However, seeing Li Mu had just arrived at Goldberg Manor and, upon stepping out of his car, was immediately encircled and intercepted by the Goldberg family — they even threw out Wendy Goldberg, their trump card! Everyone knew Wendy Goldberg was the Goldberg family’s ultimate trump card. To play their trump card right from the start, everyone became restless!

“Shit! Davison, that Old Fox, actually threw out Wendy Goldberg right away. How are others supposed to compete now…?”

“Look at Davison’s fawning expression! He couldn’t even wait, immediately eager to hand over his most beautiful eldest granddaughter to Li Mu. It’s truly disgusting!”

“What era is this? Davison is still playing that medieval game. It would be truly strange if Li Mu fell for it!”

“Damn it, half a year ago Davison even promised me he’d be willing to facilitate a marriage alliance between Wendy and my eldest grandson. But the moment he saw Li Mu, he turned into a disgusting lapdog!”

“Wendy is mine! No one can take her from me! Not even Li Mu!”





Chapter 1518: I Live Across From You

Compared to the exceptionally high-standard reception Li Mu received, Anne Hathaway seemed to be considerably neglected.

Steve Johnson hadn’t expected Goldberg, as the Host, to completely disregard Anne Hathaway standing nearby. He found an opening and proactively stepped forward to Davison, saying, “Allow me to introduce Miss Anne Hathaway to everyone. She is a renowned actress from Hollywood and a very close friend of Mr. Li Mu’s personal connections.”

Davison was momentarily startled, then came to his senses. With a somewhat cold smile, he said to Anne Hathaway, “Hello, Miss Hathaway. Welcome to the Goldberg Manor.”

Anne Hathaway was already regretting agreeing to Steve Johnson’s invitation to come here, but she maintained a very polite demeanor, courteously thanking Davison for the invitation. Davison then went through the motions, briefly introducing the family members around him.

The other Goldberg family members were just like Davison; they weren’t particularly interested in Anne Hathaway. In fact, these old British aristocrats not only weren’t interested in stars from the acting industry but even looked down upon them. In the United Kingdom, it was exceedingly rare for a popular actress from the film and television circles to marry into a wealthy family.

Anne Hathaway knew that these proud British people usually looked down on America itself, let alone her, an actress from America. Hollywood might be a big name to ordinary people, but to these aristocrats, it probably amounted to nothing, so they certainly wouldn’t take her seriously.

However, when Wendy Goldberg was introduced, Wendy’s attitude was noticeably much better than that of her family. Not only did she warmly embrace Anne Hathaway and perform a cheek kiss, but she also enthusiastically said, “Miss Hathaway, I’m a fan of yours! Your movie, The Princess Diaries, was absolutely wonderful. I loved it very much and have watched it many times.”

Anne Hathaway finally felt a little better. She looked at Wendy Goldberg with deep gratitude and said, “Thank you for your kind words, Miss Goldberg.”

Wendy Goldberg gently patted Anne Hathaway’s hand and said with a smile, “Just call me Wendy.”

Then she added, “I’ll call you Anne from now on.”

Anne Hathaway nodded slightly.

Only then did Li Mu manage to extract a little energy from being surrounded by the Goldberg family. He said to Anne Hathaway, “Anne, are you tired from the long journey? Would you like Mr. Goldberg to arrange a room for you to rest first?”

Anne Hathaway hastily nodded gratefully, immediately letting out a sigh of relief. She was indeed weary and truly didn’t want to stand there awkwardly. The entire Goldberg family, except for Wendy, treated her as if she were air. Rather than being an eyesore here, it would be better to have a room arranged for her to rest properly.

Hearing Li Mu, Davison immediately smiled and said, “Mr. Li, you’ve had a tiring journey. I’ll have Wendy take you to the room prepared for you right away.”

Then, he turned to Jimmy Goldberg, who had previously picked up Li Mu and Anne Hathaway from the airport, and said, “Jimmy, please take Miss Anne to her prepared room.”

Li Mu frowned slightly and asked him, “Mr. Goldberg, aren’t our rooms together?”

Davison hastened to apologize, “I am truly sorry, Mr. Li. We have an unusually high number of guests this year, so the rooms are quite spread out. Based on the list Steve provided, we have prepared a total of five rooms. But you needn’t worry; these rooms aren’t far from each other. Specifically, right next to your room, we’ve prepared a room with three beds for your three bodyguards.”

Li Mu nodded gently. After all, they were the Host, and how to arrange the rooms was their power. As a guest, he could only follow the host’s convenience.

As early as when Steve Johnson informed Davison of Li Mu’s agreement to come to the United Kingdom, the crafty and treacherous Davison had already begun his preparations.

First, he confirmed from Steve Johnson that Anne Hathaway must have some feelings or even a secret affection for Li Mu. However, Steve Johnson couldn’t confirm whether Li Mu harbored such emotion for Anne Hathaway. Therefore, Davison had made arrangements long ago.

He placed the room arranged for Li Mu in the very center of the Goldberg family’s own castle, directly opposite Wendy Goldberg’s room. He then placed Li Mu’s bodyguards’ room next to Li Mu’s, and his personal assistant’s room on the floor above Li Mu’s.

As for Anne Hathaway and her accompanying assistant, they were arranged in the West Wing of the entire castle. It was at least several hundred meters from the West Wing to the center, and to ensure the hostess’s privacy, guests were not allowed to enter the Goldberg family’s private space without permission.

Davison and more than a dozen other direct members of the Goldberg family personally accompanied Li Mu and his entourage. They passed through the resplendent main hall, which was adorned with carved beams and painted rafters, then ascended a long stone staircase to the third floor in the center of the castle. Although the castle looked very historical from the outside, once inside, its luxury and meticulous detail were truly incredible.

The interior space of the castle was enormous, divided into multiple different functional areas. Among them, the most magnificent was the main banquet hall, whose scale and grandeur were remarkably similar to the Great Hall of the magic school in the Harry Potter movies.

Furthermore, the castle’s interior had also undergone meticulous modernization, especially the lighting, which was absolutely astonishing. It was said that several main crystal chandeliers suspended from the vaulted ceilings were all handcrafted in Germany, with a single one costing several million US dollars. Li Mu recalled seeing similar crystal chandeliers before; that was in the incredibly Rich and powerful mosque in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.

From the moment they ascended the stairs, the floor was entirely covered with the best hand-woven carpets from the Middle East. Along the staircase, the wall on one side was completely adorned with framed artworks of various kinds. Li Mu didn’t understand painting, so he didn’t know whose works these were or if they were authentic. However, as they neared the third floor, he saw a very familiar painting: Van Gogh’s Sunflower.

Li Mu stopped in front of this painting, admiring it through the glass and under the soft lighting. He had seen this painting countless times in reproductions but had never seen the original artwork. He wondered inwardly if the one before him was truly an original artwork.

Davison noticed Li Mu stopping in front of the Sunflower and asked curiously, “Mr. Li, do you enjoy painting?”

Li Mu shook his head, smiling. “I don’t understand painting. It’s just that this painting is too famous, so I stopped to take a look.”

Davison said, “If Mr. Li likes it, I’ll gift this painting to you as a small token of my appreciation.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You are too kind. How could I accept such a valuable gift?”

Though he said this, Li Mu thought to himself, this painting hanging here is most likely fake. He seemed to recall seeing this painting in textbooks before, and his impression was that it was collected in the Van Gogh Museum. It couldn’t possibly be in this place.

Unexpectedly, Davison waved his hand dismissively, saying, “This painting isn’t particularly valuable; it only cost thirty million pound sterling.”

Li Mu looked at Davison with a surprised expression, then back at the painting in front of him, unable to believe his words. Could it be that the original artwork of this painting was in the Goldberg family’s possession?

At this moment, Wendy Goldberg, standing nearby, seemed to notice Li Mu’s surprise. She smiled and explained to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, Van Gogh particularly loved sunflowers during his lifetime, so he depicted sunflowers many times with his brush. Some say he created a total of eleven Sunflower paintings, but personally, I believe that if we include practice pieces, gifted works, and lost works, the number would be at least several times that. Currently, there are six confirmed original artworks of Sunflower that have been passed down. Five of them are in different museums, and this is the unique one in private collection.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow, lamenting inwardly that it truly was an original artwork. The global art market hadn’t yet begun to rapidly heat up; if he held onto this painting, its value should double in ten years.

The Goldberg family truly had bold dispositions; such an expensive painting was simply framed and hung on the wall in a corridor. One must remember, this was hundreds of millions of Chinese Yuan!

Moreover, if this painting was an original artwork, then all the paintings he had seen on his way up must also be original artworks. Given the Goldberg family’s Rich and powerful approach, even if the other paintings weren’t as expensive as this one, they wouldn’t be cheap; several million pound sterling would likely be normal.

Upon reaching the third floor, Davison smiled and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, let Wendy take you to your room to rest. We won’t follow and disturb you. The first dinner of our Party is at seven-thirty in the main banquet hall we just passed. Wendy will come to call you in advance then. Before that, you can get some good rest.”

Li Mu nodded, thanking and bidding farewell to Davison and the other Goldberg family members. Wendy Goldberg then led Li Mu towards the long corridor on the right side of the third-floor hall.

As they walked through this spacious and brightly lit corridor on the right side of the third floor, Li Mu noticed that paintings were still hanging on the walls on both sides of the corridor every few meters.

What Li Mu found most incredible was that he even saw artworks by two Chinese painting Masters, Qi Baishi and Zhang Daqian, here. And Wendy Goldberg’s artistic accomplishment were truly high; she understood far more about these two Chinese painting Masters than he did.

Arriving at the door of one of the rooms, Wendy gently opened the door and gestured for Li Mu to enter, saying, “Mr. Li, this is your room.”

Li Mu followed Wendy inside and found that it wasn’t just a room; it was practically a luxury executive suite.

Wendy followed behind Li Mu, giving him a general introduction. This room not only possessed a forty square meters living room but also a thirty square meters bedroom, a separate walk-in closet, a study, a toilet, and a bathroom.

Outside the living room and bedroom were open-air balconies, offering a panoramic view of the entire central plaza of the castle, with an exceptionally wide view.

As Li Mu enjoyed the scenery, Wendy looked at Li Mu and said with a slightly bashful expression, “Mr. Li, if you need anything at the Manor, you can always come directly to me. I live across from you.”





Chapter 1519: Where’s Li Mu?

After thanking Wendy Goldberg, Li Mu remained alone in his room to rest.

Wang Yuanlang and the other two were arranged in the adjacent room, while Li Ziwei was on a different floor.

During the time Li Mu was resting, guests throughout the Goldberg Manor were inquiring about the location of his room. Some even proactively came seeking him, but upon entering the Goldberg family’s residential area, they were stopped by staff members in black suits, who were impeccably gentlemanly yet left no room for negotiation.

There were only two ways for outsiders to enter: first, with an invitation from a Goldberg family member; second, with an invitation from a guest residing inside.

After dismissing a large number of people, other eager-to-try guests also gave up on the idea and instead placed their hopes on the banquet that was about to be held later.

At seven in the evening, someone gently knocked on Li Mu’s door. Li Mu got up from the bed, opened the door, and found Wendy, in a changed outfit, standing outside.

Perhaps in preparation for the banquet, Wendy had changed into a sapphire blue evening gown. Her figure, wrapped by the gown, perfectly accentuated her curves. Her golden hair was elegantly coiled at the back of her head, and around her fair, jade-like neck, she wore a dazzling diamond necklace, making her look both beautiful and elegant.

Many men, when they saw Scarlett Johansson, might find her moderately attractive, but her unique temperament, exuding a wild sensuality, easily sparked primal urges in men. However, Wendy Goldberg was clearly a top-tier version of Scarlett. Although she bore an eighty percent resemblance to Scarlett, she was superior in every aspect. Coupled with her refined elite temperament, she was truly captivating.

At her core, Wendy was an extremely confident woman, which was inextricably linked to her aristocratic upbringing from childhood. This confidence was not manifested in pride or arrogance, but in her ability to present her most perfect self at any time, in any setting, and in front of anyone. In contrast, while Anne Hathaway’s appearance and temperament were no less than hers, she lacked this unwavering self-confidence when in front of Wendy or Li Mu.

“Mr. Li, the banquet is about to begin. Grandfather asked me to invite you downstairs.”

Li Mu gently smiled and nodded, saying, “Please wait a moment, I’ll go put on my suit.”

Wendy smiled sweetly and said, “Alright, I’ll wait for you here.”

Li Mu returned to the walk-in closet and changed into his clothes, still the basic formal wear from today: suit, shirt, tie, and leather shoes.

After changing and stepping out, Li Mu walked up to Wendy and said, “Miss Wendy, shall we go?”

Wendy smiled and nodded, but did not move. Instead, she took a neatly folded handkerchief from her handbag and, with both hands, tucked it into the left front pocket of Li Mu’s suit, adjusting it so a perfect edge was visible.

“This looks much better,” Wendy said, winking at Li Mu. “Let’s go.”

As soon as they stepped out, the door of an adjacent room gently opened, and Wang Yuanlang and the other two emerged in their formal wear, standing side by side against the wall. Li Mu greeted them, and the three of them followed silently behind him and Wendy as they walked out into the corridor.

Li Ziwei also found them at this time. Seeing Li Mu and Wendy walking side by side, she did not step forward to speak to him but instead followed silently behind Li Mu, holding a notebook.

The Goldberg family’s banquet had been in preparation for a long time. The banquet hall on the first floor was now extremely lively, with a top Black jazz band performing exquisite instrumental music live, creating a perfect musical atmosphere for the event.

More than two hundred guests had already gathered in the banquet hall. The earliest among them had arrived three days ago and had been preparing for this banquet for a long time. Each of them was glamorously and extremely formally dressed. It was said that top fashion designers from France and Italy had been swamped with work for the past month, specifically customizing the most fitted and elegant clothes for some of the noblewomen and young ladies among these guests.

Davison was holding a red wine glass, moving through the crowd with a smile on his face. Since the ancestors of the Goldbergs, this family had never hosted such a grand banquet. Almost all the top wealthy families of Europe were present. This was something no family had achieved in the previous decades or centuries; the unique event that could achieve this was only the Queen of England’s birthday, as the British Royal Family’s status among all European Royal Families was unparalleled.

At this moment, Davison had just finished a brief chat with several princes from the Dubai Royal Family and was preparing to speak with members of the Saudi Royal Family when he was suddenly called out, “Hey, Davison, you look like you’re going to run your legs off today, aren’t you?”

Davison stopped, looked towards the voice, then smiled helplessly, shaking his head at the speaker. He walked forward and said, “William, you’re still as sharp-tongued as ever.”

The person called William was a small old man about Davison’s age. He was the leader of the MacMillan family, a prominent British family with both political and business influence. If compared by net assets, they might not surpass the Goldberg family, but when considering overall strength, the MacMillan family was in no way inferior to the Goldbergs.

The MacMillan family had brought a total of four direct family members this time: besides William Macmillan, there were his two sons and the family’s eldest grandson.

William Macmillan had been in power for a relatively long time within the family, not truly relinquishing control to his two sons for decades. But now that he was older, he began preparing to directly transition power to his eldest grandson, George MacMillan, who, coincidentally, also graduated from Cambridge University, just like Wendy Goldberg.

As it happened, George MacMillan had always had a soft spot for Wendy Goldberg, and William MacMillan wholeheartedly wanted his most beloved eldest grandson to marry Davison’s eldest granddaughter. So, several years ago, William had begun discussing this matter with Davison.

With the MacMillan family’s continuous progress in British and EU politics in recent years, Davison had indeed considered the MacMillan family to be Wendy’s best suitable match for a considerable period.

However, times had changed.

The MacMillan family was certainly excellent, but in front of Li Mu, they were hardly comparable.

William MacMillan spent the entire day watching Davison’s every move in front of Li Mu through binoculars, and he knew exactly what Davison was planning, so his mood at this moment was particularly sour.

Davison had no idea that his every action today was being silently observed by everyone. He was still somewhat proud as he said to William, “Oh, I really didn’t expect so many people to come to this year’s gathering. It’s made me swamped with work and exhausted!”

William snorted and said, “Exhaustion is false, being overjoyed is the truth, isn’t it? Look at how happy you are, your mouth can’t even close.”

Davison quickly touched his face and chuckled, “Happy, yes, I’m definitely happy, but I truly am tired. To host so many people, I’m especially worried about any oversight or neglecting guests.”

William gave a perfunctory smile and nodded, then said to him, “By the way, Davison, George is turning twenty-four soon, and Wendy is twenty-two this year. Both children are of marriageable age. In my opinion, once you’ve finished with this busy period, hadn’t our two families better start preparing for the lifelong happiness of the two children?”

Davison’s expression froze upon hearing this, then immediately returned to normal. He smiled and said, “William, let’s not rush things concerning the children. Wendy told me a while ago that she wants to go to China for graduate studies. If she really goes, it will take at least two to three years.”

“Go to China for graduate studies?” William said with disdain, “If I’m not mistaken, Cambridge’s global ranking this year is fifth, and China’s best universities are outside the top two hundred globally, aren’t they? You’re letting a high-achieving student who graduated from a top-five global university go to a university outside the global top two hundred for graduate studies? That’s simply absurd!”

Davison replied helplessly with a smile, “William, this is the child’s choice, not mine. If it were up to me, of course, I’d want her to stay in the United Kingdom, go to Cambridge, or Oxford, close to home, so she can often come back to see this old man. However, Wendy is my most beloved granddaughter, and I cannot interfere with her judgment, much less dictate her choices.”

Davison’s words carried a hidden meaning. On the surface, he was saying he couldn’t interfere with Wendy’s choice of graduate school, but what he truly meant was that Wendy’s choice of boyfriend or marriage also had nothing to do with him.

In truth, everyone knew in their hearts that children born into powerful families, provided they achieved success, were without exception constrained, dominated, and made to be diligent family puppets. Those children granted immense freedom from a young age were often those who had been given up on and cast aside from the beginning.

Wendy was an outstanding member of the younger generation of British aristocratic children. There was no need to guess that the constraints, interference, and discipline she received from childhood must have clung to her like a shadow. It was absolutely impossible for Davison to allow Wendy free choice on something as significant as graduate studies. The only possibility was that Davison was, in fact, fanning the flames behind Wendy’s intention to pursue graduate studies in China.

Combining this with the fawning look Davison had shown in front of Li Mu, which William had seen through the binoculars, William’s expression immediately turned cold. He had confirmed Davison’s intention: this fellow now looked down on his eldest grandson, George!

Davison noticed the change in William’s eyes and expression. He looked up and saw that Bill Gates had just appeared in the banquet hall, so he quickly turned to the MacMillan family and said, “Excuse me, gentlemen, a good friend has arrived; I need to go greet him.”

With that, before the MacMillan family could react, Davison had already made a quick exit.

Bill Gates had just entered the banquet hall. As the wealthiest person in the world today, his appearance still attracted significant attention. Many people, whether they knew him, recognized him, or had never seen him at all, came forward to greet him, leaving him momentarily swamped with dealing with them.

Davison quickly approached Bill Gates and said with a smile, “Bill, what took you so long to come down?”

Bill Gates adjusted his glasses and chuckled, “Something came up with the company. We’re launching a whole new set of products soon. This product line is the top priority for our company’s next phase; it’s very significant. Fortunately, my colleagues at the company are all excellent and haven’t made any mistakes, otherwise, I would probably have spent tonight glued to my computer in my room.”

Because Davison had deep ties with HSBC Holdings and Sequoia, and both were well-known venture capital firms in the internet sector, his understanding of the internet industry was greater than that of typical traditional European wealthy individuals. So, he asked Bill Gates in surprise, “Why launch something so important today? Why not wait a few more days until you’ve returned?”

A flicker of excitement and enthusiasm crossed Bill Gates’s face. He said, “Launching this set of products today is the most suitable timing.”

Then, he looked around and asked Davison curiously, “By the way, hasn’t Li Mu arrived already? Where’s he?”





Chapter 1536: Leave of Absence Notice

Asking for one day of leave; I will make it up tomorrow!





Chapter 1520: What a Coincidence!

Davison did not know why Bill Gates was so eager to meet Li Mu. When he asked where Li Mu was, there was a unique sparkle of excitement in his eyes.

However, out of politeness, Davison still very courteously said, “My granddaughter Wendy has already gone to invite Mr. Li, and I believe he will arrive very soon.”

Bill Gates nodded repeatedly, smiling, “I’ve been wanting to meet him for a long time.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Davison suddenly looked towards the entrance and said, “Mr. Li is here!”

Li Mu entered the ballroom side-by-side with Wendy. Stepping into this enormous ballroom, comparable to a palace, Li Mu couldn’t help but feel a little awestruck. The ballroom was not only exceptionally vast but also over ten meters tall, with a large area of religious-themed paintings on its vaulted ceiling, which exuded an imposing atmosphere.

The rectangular ballroom was now set with three rows of long tables and chairs. The row directly facing the ballroom entrance was the main seating area, while the remaining two extremely long rows, extending all the way to the entrance, were the guest seats. These guest seats were tens of meters long and positioned 90 degrees perpendicular to the main seating.

The main seating row only had single-row chairs facing the entrance, while the remaining two guest rows had double-row chairs on both the left and right sides, with guests sitting opposite each other.

At this moment, everyone in the ballroom had not yet taken their seats, chatting in groups of three or five. The moment Li Mu entered, everyone’s attention focused on him.

In their eyes, this young world-class wealthy person might, in the future, become a super-rich individual, unprecedented and unmatched in the world. Although Li Mu appeared gentle and scholarly, he influenced the global internet industry, and was even the elite and godfather of the entire internet industry. This made most of those present involuntarily feel awe towards him.

No one knew who applauded first, but when the applause rang out, others spontaneously followed suit. There had never been such a young magnate in the global business world as Li Mu. The industry he created single-handedly was enough to make the vast majority of those present spontaneously applaud him.

In the blink of an eye, the fervent applause drowned out the jazz band’s performance. The band stopped playing and began to applaud in place.

Without a doubt, in everyone’s eyes tonight, the main character was not anyone from the Goldberg family, nor anyone from the Royal Family present. There was only one true protagonist, and that was Li Mu.

Bill Gates also saw Li Mu entering the ballroom with Wendy and heard the thunderous applause around him. This was the only applause so far tonight; apart from Li Mu, no other guest could prompt such spontaneous applause from everyone.

Seeing Li Mu’s vibrant and energetic face, Bill Gates couldn’t help but sigh. He was almost fifty years old, while Li Mu was just over twenty. If Li Mu reached fifty, what height would he have ascended to?

Thinking of this, Bill Gates shook his head inwardly again, certain in his mind that Li Mu would find it difficult to hold onto his current industry and wealth in the future. In Bill Gates’s view, Muye Technology was a company inflated by the internet bubble; they had no powerful Core technology and no irreplaceable flagship product. Even if they could surpass Microsoft in the short term, they would still be surpassed by Microsoft in the future.

Bill Gates firmly believed that what could last perpetually in the IT industry were irreplaceable products like Windows and Office. As for YY and Li Mu’s miscellaneous product ecosystem combinations, they had merely found a temporary opportunity for rapid development. Without a strong foundation, they were like skyscrapers in the desert; even if they hadn’t fallen yet, they would eventually.

Just then, Davison quickly stepped forward to greet Li Mu.

Seeing this, Bill Gates also hurriedly followed behind Davison. He had been looking forward to meeting Li Mu today for a long time; even the decision to launch the Windows-Live software package today was entirely because of Li Mu.

Precisely because he knew he would see Li Mu today, Bill Gates had scheduled the official global release of the Windows-Live software package for later today. Therefore, Li Mu was the person he most wanted to see at this moment.

Li Mu had personally dealt a fatal blow to the MSN business, causing major losses for Microsoft and a huge impact on Bill Gates’s ambition. Microsoft had once hoped to achieve strategic expansion through the MSN Ecosystem, but Li Mu’s YY Ecosystem mercilessly drove MSN into hell.

Now, MSN was making a return in full force with its brand-new ecosystem. Its success or failure had an enormous impact on Bill Gates, and even on all of Microsoft.

Whether they could snatch some food from Li Mu’s pot was the thing Bill Gates cared about most right now.

Moreover, Bill Gates was full of confidence in Windows-Live. He felt that Windows-Live had a huge advantage over YY, and that advantage was the new Blog system he built from scratch on the basis of MSN.

After extensively researching Muye Technology and the YY Ecosystem for a long time, Bill Gates discovered Muye Technology’s biggest current weakness: Muye Technology had never truly paid attention to their Blog product. Even after one of Li Mu’s Blogs was watched by Netizens worldwide and reported by global media, Muye Technology still did not take Blog seriously.

In Bill Gates’s view, Blog was an incredibly good product ecosystem; it provided Netizens with an excellent platform to publish personal insights. If guided properly, Blog would become a high-quality content platform eagerly sought after by Netizens. Netizens would hungrily absorb knowledge from the immense volume of articles on Blogs, which held strong appeal and necessity for them.

This was why Bill Gates invested enormous energy into R&D for MSN’s Blog, even developing a perfect editor for Blog. He always believed that innovation in production tools was true innovation, and the innovation in this editor, as well as its impact on the development of Blogs and even internet content, held major significance and far-reaching influence, no less important than their own Office products.

Bill Gates not only gambled on Blog’s own product development and production tools development but also invested enormous energy in enhancing the volume of high-quality content for his own Blog. Recently, Microsoft poached a large number of editors-in-chief, Editors-in-Chief, and even editorial staff from various major traditional media outlets across America. These individuals were now working day and night with their author groups to create a vast amount of high-quality content for Microsoft’s Blog.

Microsoft even collaborated with many publishing houses and university professors to organize and re-edit a large volume of literature, materials, and academic papers, preparing to inject them into their Blog content library.

For Bill Gates, he was building a brand-new internet encyclopedia, and this encyclopedia would be presented in a Blog mode. At that time, MSN would classify these Blogs in detail, ranging from social sciences, finance, history, and various academics, to literary authors, social celebrities, and celebrity residents. Then, it would progressively delve into specific niche fields. In this way, all bloggers could be organized into the directory of this Blog encyclopedia, making this “encyclopedia” even more comprehensive.

As a top-tier engineering man, Bill Gates successfully transformed MSN’s Blog into a grotesque monstrosity platform that integrated academics, knowledge, and perspectives, while also possessing functions like creation, sharing, and reading. Furthermore, he had a mysterious confidence in his Blog, believing that as soon as it went online, it could immediately differentiate itself from Muye Technology. Moreover, his mode of operation had extremely high content requirements, making it very difficult for Muye Technology to catch up even if they quickly tried. They wouldn’t be able to find so much high-quality content to fill their Blog in a short period.

Therefore, Bill Gates firmly believed that tonight would be a historic day for Windows-Live, and also the first battle for Windows-Live to reclaim users.

Li Mu hadn’t expected these Europeans to be so enthusiastic about him. Fortunately, he had experienced larger gatherings many times before, so he felt no inner tension. However, Wendy Goldberg beside him couldn’t help but feel her heart accelerate. Although she had always been incredibly confident, being in front of so many people and being stared at by so many still caused her some panic, though she hid it very well.

In contrast, the young man from the East beside her showed no sign of panic or discomposure. Instead, he was calm and composed, like a monarch confidently accepting the reverence of his subjects.

Some individuals from various Royal Families felt a newfound respect for Li Mu. Even though they had undergone various aristocratic educations since childhood, none had been able to cultivate the monarchical aura that Li Mu possessed.

Small Royal Families worried about being looked down upon by large Royal Families, while large Royal Families also had their own difficulties in front of true wealthy individuals. They looked glamorous, but in terms of actual wealth, they lacked competitiveness. Moreover, their entire nation and even the world were closely monitoring them, so much so that they dared not spend money unscrupulously even if they had it. Furthermore, European Royal Families almost all lacked real power; every single one of them was practically a mascot for their country.

Although the Middle East Royal Families had both wealth and power, they couldn’t find confidence in front of the European Royal Families. Being nouveau riche, they subconsciously always feared appearing to lack aristocratic foundation/heritage in front of European royalty.

Only Li Mu, born in China, did not understand Royal Families or nobles, and was too lazy to play their games. He only knew that in the capitalist world, whoever has money is the eldest paternal uncle.

And of those present today, if counted by personal wealth, not a single one was wealthier than him.

Davison approached Li Mu and shook his hand warmly under everyone’s gaze. At this point, the applause had not stopped. Davison loudly said in Li Mu’s ear, “Mr. Li, you’ve finally arrived! Look, everyone has been waiting for your appearance.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, waving and nodding to the unfamiliar faces around him, his movements smooth, his expression calm.

The applause gradually ceased. Davison was about to speak when Bill Gates arrived by his side. Upon seeing him, Li Mu—seeing the man who had dominated the wealthiest person’s seat for decades—took the initiative to smile at him and politely said, “Hello, Mr. Gates. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Bill Gates walked up to Li Mu, shook his hand, and smiled, “Hello, Mr. Li! I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for a long time. Today, I finally have the chance.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’ve thought about visiting Seattle several times when I went to America, but each trip to America was too rushed, so I never found an opportunity to meet.”

Bill Gates laughed, “Mr. Li’s recent series of major moves are truly astonishing. I always wanted to visit you in Silicon Valley once you arrived in America, but I didn’t expect to meet here. And the timing of this meeting today is really quite coincidental.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What does Mr. Gates mean by ‘coincidental’?”

Bill Gates smiled calmly and said, “The coincidence is that Microsoft just happens to have a new ecosystem to release today!”

My apologies, both my wife and I caught a summer cold today, it’s very painful. Yesterday’s update will be delayed, I feel bad towards you…





Chapter 1521: Bring It On!

As soon as Bill Gates mentioned a new ecosystem to be launched, Li Mu immediately thought of MSN.

Just before this, through his own conjectures, combined with Lin Qingya’s covert investigations in the United States, he had already confirmed that Microsoft was restarting MSN. Li Mu had also long guessed that Microsoft intended to return to the social media field, but he was not worried about this. Given YY’s current popularity and user importance, no company could possibly surpass it. The only one that could surpass YY was YY itself.

This was like how after QQ had established itself back then, no one else could defeat it; the only one that could cause a major impact was its own WeChat.

So, Li Mu looked at Bill Gates, who had a proud expression, with a calm demeanor, and asked with a smile, “Mr. Gates, is Microsoft still unwilling to give up on MSN?”

With Li Mu’s single sentence, Bill Gates’s expression became extremely unnatural.

The MSN ecosystem plan was rebuilt by Bill Gates, inspired by Muye Technology’s YY Ecosystem, and its internal security level was very high. He had only told Li Mu that a new ecosystem was to be launched today, so how did Li Mu immediately know that he was going to launch MSN? Was it an internal leak?

Bill Gates’s change in expression was observed by Li Mu. He smiled faintly, gently patted the outside of Bill Gates’s right arm, and said with a chuckle, “Mr. Gates, there’s no need to be so surprised. Actually, it’s clear that Microsoft has always been persistent in the social media field. And, in my opinion, Microsoft does have sufficient strength to do well in the social media industry. Giving up prematurely before was a bit hasty, quite a pity.”

Bill Gates’s mood was greatly struck at this moment. He had originally wanted to give Li Mu a “surprise,” but what he felt from Li Mu was, “Your father here already knew you’d do that.” This left Bill Gates feeling as if he had swallowed something, completely unable to let it out.

A Buddha strives for a stick of incense, and a man for a breath of dignity. Although Bill Gates had never met Li Mu before, deep down, he had already regarded Li Mu as his biggest competitor in life.

In fact, people with an engineering-oriented background like Bill Gates are the most competitive in their view. In 1994, Microsoft’s immense success propelled Bill Gates to the position of the wealthiest person in the world. To this day, he has only missed the top spot twice.

From 1998 until now, he has held the title of the wealthiest person in the world. Originally, all of Wall Street believed that Bill Gates would continue to hold the position of the wealthiest person in the world until 2008 or even 2010. However, when the young Li Mu burst onto the scene with Muye Technology, people realized that Bill Gates’s position as the wealthiest person was no longer secure.

Bill Gates might not pay much attention to the exact numbers of his wealth, but he cared greatly about his prestige. In any field, there is only one supreme aura, and it belongs only to the supreme; in today’s vast IT industry, whether it was software, hardware, social media, e-commerce, search, or other niche categories, Bill Gates was once the undisputed number one. But now, all these halos have been seized by Li Mu.

Li Mu was like an Uncrowned King; his company had not gone public/IPO, and its corporate and personal assets still had no exact reference benchmark, but everyone believed that in the future, Li Mu would surpass Bill Gates, and Muye Technology would surpass Microsoft.

Media in Silicon Valley and Wall Street had long begun singing a dirge about Bill Gates. Even if Bill Gates didn’t care at first, seeing reports on television, in newspapers, magazines, and online repeatedly stating that Li Mu was about to surpass him, leave him far behind, and create new heights in the IT field, over time, Bill Gates’s competitive spirit would be infinitely stimulated.

Therefore, deep down, he was eager to show the world

a few more tricks, to let them know that he still had it, and even had the strength to defend his throne.

And the upcoming Windows-Live was his full counterattack as the old king on the verge of being overthrown. If it succeeded, Microsoft’s market value would surge while Muye Technology’s valuation would plummet, quickly widening the gap between the two, and then his throne would remain stable.

Before meeting Li Mu, and even before speaking to Li Mu, Bill Gates was full of confidence in his upcoming new ecosystem. But at this moment, he suddenly felt a little anxious.

The reason for his anxiety was that he didn’t understand why Li Mu had seen through his intention in advance.

Moreover, he didn’t understand why Li Mu seemed so calm and composed after seeing through his intention.

The words he spoke, though seemingly polite and courteous, actually made him feel a complete sense of dismissal.

The feeling Li Mu gave Bill Gates was that he didn’t consider Bill Gates a worthy opponent at all.

Just then, Davison said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, the dinner is about to begin. Shall we take our seats first? We’ll have a salon after the banquet, and then you and Mr. Bill Gates can speak freely if you wish to continue chatting.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded gently, saying to Bill Gates, “Mr. Gates, shall we talk again later?”

Bill Gates forced an unnatural smile for a moment, then suddenly asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, why don’t we sit closer so we can chat while we eat?”

Li Mu smiled calmly, indifferently, and said, “I’m fine with anything, but it depends on how Mr. Goldberg has arranged the seating.”

Davison chuckled, “Mr. Li, you and Mr. Gates are both esteemed guests of the Goldberg family, so you naturally should sit in the front-most seats. Since you two are interested in talking more, let’s arrange for you two to sit opposite each other. What do you both think?”

Bill Gates quickly smiled and nodded, saying, “No problem, thank you, Davison.”

Li Mu also smiled and nodded, saying, “I have no problem either.”

Davison then made an inviting gesture to the two of them and led them to the row of main seats, arranging them in the foremost position of one of the guest rows, which was closest to the main seats.

After arranging Li Mu and Bill Gates’s seats, Davison said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, you arrived a little late, and you probably don’t know many of the guests yet. Would you like me to introduce them to you?”

Li Mu smiled faintly, saying, “There are so many people, it would take quite a long time to introduce everyone at once, and I might not remember them all. Perhaps we can save it for the salon after dinner. Besides, we still have a few days, so we can take our time.”

Davison smiled and nodded gently, chuckling, “That’s true. Then I’ll gradually introduce them to Mr. Li over the next few days.”

At this moment, everyone else also began to take their seats.

Davison excused himself from Li Mu and Bill Gates and went to coordinate the on-site arrangements with other family members.

After Li Mu sat down, he observed carefully for a moment and discovered the Goldberg family’s seating arrangement pattern.

As hosts, the Goldberg family members naturally sat in the main row. However, there were only seven seats in the main row. Davison, as the family leader, sat in the center, flanked by his wife and his eldest son. His eldest son’s wife and his second son and his wife sat in the outer positions.

As for the other members of the Goldberg family, they were mostly distributed in the two rows of guest seats, basically ensuring that every three people or so, there was a Goldberg family member. Wendy Goldberg was arranged in Li Mu’s area, right next to him.

In the two rows of guest seats in front, Li Mu’s row, apart from the Goldberg family members, seemed to consist of entrepreneurs and some aristocrats. The row opposite seemed to be composed of Royal Family members from various countries, as Li Mu recognized several familiar British Royal Family members, including Prince William, who would later marry a commoner princess and seize global headlines. However, he looked youthful and a bit unpolished now, and his hair was still quite dense.

The British Royal Family’s seats were closest to the main row. Next to them were several Middle East Royal Family members dressed in white robes and turbans. The Middle East Royal Family’s turbans were quite distinguished: pure white turbans with black borders belonged to the Royal Families of several UAE emirates, while red and white checkered turbans with black borders were without a doubt for the Saudi Royal Family.

The Middle East Royal Families were super-rich and powerful, but the situation of royal families was very similar to that of large families: the total wealth was enormous, but its distribution was relatively dispersed. For example, the Saudi Royal Family, a royal family with trillion-dollar assets, truly had an unmatched scale of assets. But a single royal family had over five thousand princes, with core members accounting for 40%. From this, it could be seen that, when calculated as individual wealth, even filthy rich persons from the Middle East would find it difficult to reach the world’s summit.

As everyone gradually took their seats, the initially lively banquet hall quickly quieted down. A large number of male and female servers in uniform stood behind the two rows of guest seats, with decanted red wine already prepared in their hands.

Two minutes before the scheduled start time, Davison gestured to the butler behind him, who then immediately signaled to the waiting servers on both sides. The servers on both sides, receiving the order, stepped forward simultaneously and poured approximately a third of a glass of red wine into each guest’s glass.

After pouring the wine, these servers immediately retreated back to their positions against the wall. Davison raised his wine glass and gently tapped the crystal glass with a silver fork, producing a crisp ride cymbal sound.

Everyone turned their gaze to Davison, who, radiating cheerfulness, said, “Ladies and gentlemen, before we officially begin dinner, I have a few words I’d like to say to everyone.”

As soon as he finished speaking, all the Goldberg family members sitting with him at the main table raised their wine glasses and stood up, and the guests also rose to their feet at that moment.

Wendy, fearing Li Mu might not be familiar with European social etiquette, whispered to Li Mu in Chinese, “Mr. Li, before a European banquet begins, there will be a toast. Usually, there’s only this one toast before the meal. When we raise our glasses together later, just take a small sip; you don’t need to drink the whole thing.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and thanked her.

Davison, in the center of the main table, now said with a beaming smile, “Thank you all very much for coming to Goldberg Manor and attending the Goldberg family’s party. On behalf of all members of the Goldberg family, I thank every guest for coming. Thank you all!”

With that, Davison raised his glass and said, “Cheers.”

Then all the guests raised their glasses and took a sip of red wine together.

British drinking etiquette is more gentlemanly; there’s no concept of ‘bottoms up’ for red wine. Generally, about a third of the glass is poured, and you drink at most half of that in one go. After putting the glass down, the server will come forward and refill the wine to about a third of the glass. The wine glass is never empty. If you don’t want to drink, you can just wet your lips each time, and one glass of wine can last until the end.

After this first drink, everyone took their seats, and the chefs and servers began busily bringing out dishes.

Li Mu, however, felt exasperated by the large pile of cutlery in front of him.

Western cuisine has many rules, especially when dining in Europe, which might be the most ritualistic dining mode in the world. Just the cutlery in front of him made Li Mu difficult to adapt to; there were several types of glasses, several types of knives and forks, and countless large and small plates.

So Li Mu quietly said to Wendy beside him, “Miss Wendy, if later I act in any way that is presumptuous or not in line with Western etiquette, please forgive me and inform me promptly. I personally have no understanding of these Western rules.”

Wendy smiled faintly and said, “British people are more rigid, so they have more rules. Mr. Li doesn’t need to pay too much attention to Western etiquette; just do whatever feels comfortable.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and chuckled, “There’s an old Chinese saying, ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do.’ Since I’m here, I still need to follow the rules to some extent, otherwise it might seem offensive.”

Wendy then chuckled, “Then I’ll teach you slowly later.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, “Thank you.”

Sitting opposite Li Mu, Bill Gates felt somewhat upset seeing Li Mu constantly whispering in Chinese with Wendy.

From the first moment he met Li Mu until now, Li Mu had shown no interest in the “new ecosystem” he spoke of, which deeply hurt Bill Gates.

He had put himself in Li Mu’s shoes: If Li Mu were to tell him face-to-face that he was about to launch a new ecosystem, he would definitely pay great attention and be eager to learn more, absolutely not like Li Mu, who treated it as if it were nothing.

Moreover, Li Mu had already guessed that he was going to revive MSN and re-enter the social media field, becoming a direct opponent of YY. Yet, despite this, Li Mu remained indifferent, which truly made him unable to understand.

After being torn / indecisive for a long while and struggling again and again, Bill Gates finally took advantage of the serving of dishes to ask Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I’m very curious, what are your impressions and opinions of Microsoft’s former MSN?”

“Impressions and opinions?” Li Mu smiled faintly, saying, “How to say it… it feels a bit like a carbonated drink produced by NASA.”

NASA is the US National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the strongest existence in the global aerospace field. Yet Li Mu said MSN was like a carbonated drink produced by NASA. Bill Gates couldn’t help but ask him, “Mr. Li, why do you say that? Do you think MSN wasn’t good enough?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said earnestly, “To be honest, the root of the problem doesn’t lie in whether MSN was good or not; rather, NASA shouldn’t try to do things it’s not good at. It should focus on its aerospace research. Things like carbonated drinks should be left to Coca-Cola to do.”

Even Bill Gates, as calm as he usually was, became a bit annoyed at this point.

Li Mu’s words were very clear: he felt that Microsoft was not suited for social media at all, and that giving up on the social media dream as early as possible was the correct path. However, he had no idea how much effort Bill Gates had put in and how thorough his preparations were to bring Microsoft back to social media.

So, Bill Gates said expressionlessly to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, whether NASA is good at producing carbonated drinks is not for you to decide, nor for me to decide. The most crucial thing is to first see what kind of carbonated drink it actually produces. I believe that as long as the product is good, consumers naturally won’t let it be obscured. In fact, if it’s done well enough, consumers might even abandon Coca-Cola for it!”

Li Mu burst into laughter and said straightforwardly, “Mr. Gates, if you think MSN can impact YY, then go ahead and try. I personally welcome and support all competition.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu’s expression became exceptionally serious, and he said word by word, “Although we are the only two internet professionals here today, my words are not directed at you alone, but at all companies in the current internet field, including Microsoft. Every single one of these companies, trying to compete with Muye Technology in the social media domain, is dreaming. There is only one person in this world who can defeat YY, and that is myself! If you don’t believe me, bring it on!”





Chapter 1522: I’ll Play Along

Li Mu’s “Bring it on” shattered the superficial pleasantries between him and Bill Gates.

Bill Gates’ already strong competitiveness was rapidly amplified by Li Mu’s provocation.

In his view, it was indeed time to have a complete falling out with Li Mu. Starting tonight, Microsoft would officially announce its return to the social media field. This wouldn’t be a comeback; it would be a king’s return.

However, what Bill Gates considered a king’s return was, in Li Mu’s eyes, nothing short of an impending suicidal charge.

Li Mu understood too well the importance of a social product ecosystem to users. Once users developed a dependence on a certain product ecosystem in the social sphere, their loyalty would be far beyond anyone’s imagination today. To make a deeply entrenched YY user abandon all their connections, habits, and accumulation within the YY ecosystem and completely switch to an entirely new one, was as difficult as asking someone who had lived in their homeland for decades to abandon their home and career to pioneer in Africa.

Unless users were given huge resource subsidies, it would be absolutely impossible to achieve.

The problem was, with hundreds of millions of users, if each had to be given a massive subsidy, who could afford it?

Take Microsoft for example. If the cost of poaching customers from Muye Technology was one dollar, they could naturally drain Muye Technology’s users dry. However, if this poaching cost was as high as ten dollars, Microsoft itself would have to weigh the consequences, wondering if they could quickly pull out so much cash flow to invest in this matter. Yet, the reality was that even if they subsidized users with one hundred dollars, it would, at most, only make them simultaneous users of both Muye Technology and Microsoft. It would be impossible for users to completely abandon Muye Technology’s products and switch allegiance entirely to Microsoft.

Back when Li Mu poached MSN users, it was because Microsoft lacked ecosystem awareness, and MSN itself was quite mediocre, with an unstable user base. However, YY immediately started building an ecosystem for its users from the beginning, and by developing step by step to what it is now, the users’ foundation is so solid that Microsoft cannot even imagine it.

Therefore, under these preconditions, Li Mu was not afraid of Microsoft’s provocation at all. With his three-dimensional, three-in-one defense, the possibility of Microsoft breaking through was minuscule.

Moreover, he still held a new, devastating product under wraps: Twitter.

Within China, it was called Weibo; outside China, it was called Twitter.

The speed at which this product would sweep across the globe would exceed everyone’s imagination. The fundamental reason why Twitter became an overnight sensation worldwide, and its replica, Weibo, became an overnight sensation in China, was that Twitter’s product model completely changed the way users voiced themselves on the internet.

In the earliest days, users voiced themselves in front of small groups of strangers, represented by BBS. BBS forums were as numerous as ox hairs worldwide and almost completely isolated from each other, like loaches in countless small mud puddles, making it difficult for them to merge. Even if one or two could be merged, it was impossible to merge all the loaches from all the mud puddles worldwide.

Later, users began to voice themselves in front of their relatives and friends, represented naturally by MSN, OICQ, QQ, and now YY, which reigns supreme. YY relied on social ties, so it effectively gave all loaches living in different small mud puddles around the world a way to establish contact with their relatives and friends.

It wasn’t until Facebook began its globalization and Twitter was successively launched that users truly gained the possibility of speaking to netizens worldwide. This was because these products were like a great downpour that connected and merged all the previously independent mud puddles worldwide. A loach in a small mud puddle far away in China could see the lives of American loaches and even establish direct contact with them. The internet world became so close for the first time.

Currently, Facebook is still taking root in North American universities, while Twitter will become the first internet platform in the world capable of connecting users worldwide closely. This will bring immense innovation to the internet.

Therefore, Li Mu was very certain. No matter what kind of offensive strategy Bill Gates developed, as soon as Twitter went online, it would be enough to make all his social dreams, and all the efforts he put into re-entering social media, fail at the last step!

…

At this moment, Bill Gates did not know that Li Mu still held a true ultimate weapon under wraps, while he confidently awaited the dazzling appearance of his own “killer app.”

Facing an aggressive Li Mu, he finally tore off his sanctimonious facade of playing the pig to eat the tiger. With a cold expression, he told Li Mu: “At 10 PM London time, which is 5 PM New York time, Microsoft will announce our new ecosystem to the world. Mr. Li, if you are still awake then, you can be among the first to learn about it.”

With that, Bill Gates smiled confidently and told Li Mu: “Microsoft’s new ecosystem is named Windows-Live. I believe it will become an indispensable part of people’s internet lives in the future.”

Li Mu smiled and asked him: “Mr. Gates, you just spoke of the future. So I would like to ask, what is your definition of ‘future’ in terms of time?”

Bill Gates confidently said: “At least fifteen to twenty years.”

Li Mu smiled and asked: “You mean, Windows-Live will be an indispensable part of people’s internet lives for the next fifteen to twenty years?”

“That’s right, that’s exactly what I mean.”

Li Mu said seriously: “Let me tell you this, Mr. Gates. It won’t take fifteen to twenty years. In the next five to ten years, Windows will gradually fade from people’s internet lives. If even Windows can’t hold its ground, do you really expect your so-called Windows-Live to turn the tide?”

Bill Gates was angered by Li Mu’s words and retorted: “Mr. Li, on what basis do you say all this? Is it perhaps based on Apple’s MacOS system, which you just acquired?”

Li Mu waved his hand and laughed: “In China, there’s an old saying: ‘Heaven’s secrets must not be revealed.’ If you can’t fathom it, just wait and see.”

Then, Li Mu told Bill Gates: “Oh, right, Mr. Gates. I’ve just decided that since Microsoft has such a big move tonight, I might as well launch a small product tonight to play along with you and add to Microsoft’s excitement. As for the launch time, it will be one hour after yours.”

Bill Gates’ expression turned grim. Ignoring the veiled provocation in Li Mu’s words, he pressed: “Is the new product you’re about to launch the one developed by your ‘Twitter’ department, which you’ve been hiding?”

“That’s strange,” Li Mu asked with a laugh, “we openly announced the Twitter department a long time ago. How did it become ‘hiding’ when it comes to me?”

“Speaking of hiding, shouldn’t that be you, Mr. Gates? Microsoft restarted MSN, discreetly acquired several online game R&D companies through shell companies, poached a large number of media workers across America, and quietly invested in building a large data processing center in Chicago. Yet, you didn’t reveal a single word to the outside world. Honestly tell me, who is the one truly hiding things?”

Bill Gates’ face was now very unsightly. He never expected that all his secret preparations had already been known to Li Mu in advance. No wonder Li Mu had shown no surprise at any of the information he had intentionally leaked earlier!

At the same time, Bill Gates felt his face flush in embarrassment. Li Mu’s words were like taking off his fig leaf, and he was at a loss for how to respond.

At this moment, Wendy, a member of the Goldberg family, quickly salvaged the situation. She raised her wine glass and said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, it’s a pleasure to meet you for the first time. I’d like to toast you with this glass.”

Li Mu looked playfully at Bill Gates, raised his glass, and said to Wendy: “Wendy, did you study crisis management at Cambridge?”

This single sentence made Bill Gates lose even more face. He had no choice but to stand up and say to Li Mu and Wendy: “Excuse me, both of you, I need to use the restroom.”

Bill Gates walked away with a dark expression. Only then did Li Mu clink glasses with Wendy, laughing: “Miss Wendy, Mr. Gates will be grateful for your help.”

Wendy smiled helplessly and said: “Mr. Gates might have been a bit presumptuous today, but please be more understanding, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu took a sip of red wine, nodded, and said: “Don’t worry, I won’t argue with him anymore today.”

Wendy smiled, relieved: “Thank you so much, Mr. Li!”

As a member of the host family, Wendy knew very well that Li Mu was an esteemed guest, and Bill Gates was an esteemed guest. The Goldberg family naturally did not want them to have a conflict here, as it would not only embarrass the Goldberg family but also bring unnecessary trouble to the family.

If the two were evenly matched in their dispute, it would be fine for the Goldberg family to find an opportunity to mediate. However, if one side won with a significant advantage, the other side would very likely never attend any future parties or salons held by the Goldberg family.

Li Mu asked Wendy: “Miss Wendy, where has my private assistant been arranged to dine?”

“Just next door,” Wendy said. “Assistants and accompanying personnel are dining next door. If Mr. Li has any needs, I can have someone call her over for you.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled: “Then I’ll trouble you, Miss Wendy.”

Before entering the banquet hall, out of courtesy and etiquette, Li Mu had given his phone to Li Ziwei, asking her to answer calls on his behalf. If there were no urgent calls, she was to tell anyone looking for him that he was temporarily occupied and would reply later; if an urgent call came in, Li Ziwei was to inform him immediately.

“No need to be so polite,” Wendy said with a smile, waving her hand. She then called over a waiter, whispered a few words in his ear, and he immediately turned and left the banquet hall.

A minute later, Li Ziwei, led by the waiter, jogged over to Li Mu and leaned down to whisper in his ear: “General Manager Li, what can I do for you?”

Li Mu said: “Immediately call Qingya and tell her three things.”

Li Ziwei immediately pulled out her miniature notepad and pen and said seriously: “Please go ahead.”

Li Mu began: “First, tell her that Microsoft is launching a new ecosystem tonight at 5 PM New York time, which can fundamentally be concluded as mimicking YY’s ecosystem gameplay;

“Second, tell her that since Microsoft is interested in competing with us, we can’t let them down. Instruct her to immediately begin preparing for Twitter’s global launch, including the China version launch, which she will be fully responsible for coordinating, to ensure a simultaneous global launch.

“Third, have the North America company contact the top one hundred singers by sales volume and streams on YYtunes and invite them to join Twitter immediately. Promise preferential resource allocation for recommendations to all those who join on the first day. At the same time, have Kong Lingyu prepare in China. Immediately contact all Muye Pictures’ contracted artists, friends in the acting industry, and Tieba moderators, and get them to also try to join immediately. This time, the momentum must be grand!”





Chapter 1523: Quick, Call the Chairman!

Bill Gates was trying his best to catch every single sound emitted from Li Mu’s mouth.

But unfortunately, out of all the Chinese Li Mu spoke, he could only truly understand one word: “Microsoft.”

Aside from his own company’s name, Bill Gates couldn’t understand any other Chinese words or phrases Li Mu used, so he had no idea what Li Mu was instructing Li Ziwei to do. However, he accurately caught a few English words, such as YYtunes and Twitter.

So, the question arose: he had clearly heard three keywords: Microsoft, YYtunes, and Twitter.

Microsoft, of course, was his own company. YYtunes, needless to say, was Muye Technology’s music online streaming and purchasing platform that had recently exploded in popularity across Europe and America and other developed countries. It was also a global community centered around music. Even Bill Gates himself was a YYtunes user.

The only thing Bill Gates couldn’t figure out was the mysterious code name — Twitter.

He had long heard that Muye Technology had established a Twitter division, but he didn’t know what product this division was developing. Li Mu had just said that he would also release a new product tonight to “liven things up” for him. Now that he mentioned his company and Twitter to Li Ziwei, it was highly probable that the product he would launch tonight was Twitter.

But what was the relationship between Twitter and YYtunes?

Could Twitter be similar to or complementary to YYtunes?

When this thought crossed his mind, Bill Gates breathed a sigh of relief. If it was a product similar to YYtunes, or one that could complement YYtunes, then it could basically be confirmed that the scope of this product wouldn’t be very large.

In contrast, his own MSN ecosystem and the brand new Blog concept had a very broad scope. Especially Blog, from concept to model to product development, it was something Muye Technology didn’t have. Once launched, it would immediately deliver an overwhelming pressure/crushing defeat to Muye Technology’s Blog and trigger a new Blog trend.

So, Bill Gates’s only concern now was whether Li Mu’s Twitter was also a Blog product. As for anything else, he wasn’t worried at all.



While Li Mu was still enjoying the lavish dinner provided by the Goldberg family, Lin Qingya received a call from Li Ziwei.

Three minutes later, she hung up the phone. The first thing she did was call a video conference with all core management personnel of Muye Technology’s North America branch and the management team at the Beijing headquarters.

The development and internal testing of Twitter had already been completed. The reason it hadn’t been launched was because Li Mu was waiting for Microsoft’s MSN to return in full force. Once Microsoft’s MSN made its comeback, Muye Technology would release Twitter and promote it aggressively, allowing it to quickly become widely popular worldwide and directly reduce MSN’s public attention to a freezing point.

Li Mu believed that the biggest blow to MSN wasn’t for users to find it repulsive or reject it after its launch, but rather to let it be completely forgotten by users immediately after launch.

So, she began to assign tasks according to Li Mu’s requirements. The North America region was responsible for contacting the top one hundred European and American singers on YYtunes, informing them that Muye Technology was about to launch a new promotional platform, asking them to provide simple information, and preparing to greet Twitter users.

The information was very simple: just a login account, a photo for their avatar, and a personal introduction.

The greeting method was also very simple: everyone would handwrite a sign that said, “I am [Name], and I’m waiting for you on Twitter!” They would hold it in front of their chests, take a photo, and send it to YYtunes staff.

At that time, Muye Technology’s official team would create official Twitter accounts for them, set initial passwords, fill in their self-written personal introductions, use their sent photos as avatars, and simultaneously, use their accounts to post their first Twitter message.

Ever since YYtunes became the world’s largest online music sales platform, record companies, singers, and bands in Europe and America had been desperately trying to get in, because YYtunes was not only a music streaming platform with massive traffic but also a digital music sales platform. Listing music on YYtunes meant adding a revenue channel, and if one had the chance to obtain YYtunes resources, they would gain both fame and fortune.

Moreover, due to YYtunes’ enormous user base, its various charts currently held the most authoritative rankings in the music industry. Every singer hoped to climb to the top of the YYtunes charts.

It was precisely because YYtunes had such a huge influence on the music industry that these singers had a very high cooperation level with YYtunes and Muye Technology.

The famous producers and agents in the music industry constantly revolved around YYtunes every day. One day they would be thinking about securing a recommendation resource for a singer they managed, and the next day they would want to get one of their singer’s songs into a recommended YYtunes special. They would even continuously strive for YYtunes to conduct exclusive interviews for their artists. Every resource provided by YYtunes could successfully convert a new batch of fans for the singer, generate new sales, and simultaneously elevate the singer’s popularity and net worth.

Under these circumstances, when the agents of these top-ranking singers heard that Muye Technology was about to launch a new media platform and was inviting their artists to be among the first to join, every one of them was extremely excited and stated on the spot that they would fully cooperate.

Subsequently, these agents began communicating with their singers. Some of these singers were recording, some were rehearsing, some were rushing to engagements or preparing for performances or vacations overseas, but at that moment, without exception, they all stopped what they were doing and began preparing the materials according to Muye Technology’s requirements.

Photos suitable for avatars and personal introductions were easy to handle, as agents already had them. What the singers needed to cooperate on was quickly taking a photo of themselves holding a welcome message, as requested by Muye Technology.

Although camera phones were not yet widespread and their pixel and imaging quality were relatively poor, fortunately, nearly all these singers had photographers with them. So, they immediately began preparing the welcome messages and then searched for the best-looking backgrounds to take photos.

As these photos and materials were continuously sorted out and submitted to Muye Technology, the entertainment industry in China, located on the other side of the world, became even more extremely lively.

Muye Technology had a huge influence in the European and American music industry, but its influence in the Chinese entertainment industry was even greater.

Chinese celebrities, ever since their rise from Tieba, knew about Muye Technology’s immense power. Every celebrity looked forward to having the opportunity to deeply cooperate with Muye Technology, and now, that opportunity had arrived.

Although it was still early morning in China, Muye Technology’s public relations team at headquarters quickly contacted hundreds of agents and management companies of Chinese and Chinese-descendant artists. They informed them about Muye Technology’s new platform launch and the invitation for celebrities to be among the first to join. If they were interested in participating in this initial launch activity, they absolutely had to submit the required information before five o’clock in the morning.

At six o’clock in the morning Beijing time, which was six o’clock in the evening the previous day in New York and eleven o’clock at night in London, Twitter would launch simultaneously worldwide.

The reason for not contacting Western and Eastern celebrities days in advance to get their cooperation earlier was primarily to keep the product confidential. Now, a small group of elite singers and celebrities were chosen to participate. After Twitter officially launched today and created an impact, tomorrow, when everyone was paying attention to Twitter, Muye Technology would officially send Twitter invitations to all record companies, film companies, famous actors, and well-known figures and organizations from all walks of society. He wanted to leverage his powerful influence to quickly build Twitter into a social platform with massive amount of users and traffic.

Such a dense and comprehensive celebrity onboarding plan was designed to achieve the broadest possible coverage for Netizens. If all went smoothly, within the next two days, almost all Netizens would discover that their favorite singers or celebrities had joined Twitter, and they would have the opportunity to publicly interact with them online. This would quickly attract them to Twitter.

Moreover, to help users quickly start Twitter social interaction, Li Mu instructed the Twitter team to primarily promote the YY login interface. This way, as long as users logged in with their YY accounts, they could see which of their friends had already opened Twitter. If interested, they could follow them or directly visit their Twitter homepage to find answers. This would make it very convenient for users to get started and adapt.

Once Twitter became widely popular, Microsoft would lose all public attention. A new product, if it launched without buzz, would basically have only one remaining path: failure.



Meanwhile, in Seattle, USA.

Microsoft was making its final preparations for the launch of the MSN ecosystem.

Ever since MSN was suspended due to the impact of YY, Microsoft had been enduring hardships to achieve a goal, putting in tremendous effort, all to ensure that the new MSN and its ecosystem chain would achieve immense success, gradually reclaim social users from YY, and realize Microsoft’s dream of diversified development.

At this moment, Deputy General Manager Pete, who was overseeing operations at his hometown, just received a piece of news that made him extremely flustered.

One of his public relations managers told him that currently, the top one hundred singers on the YYtunes European and American music charts were all taking promotional photos for Muye Technology, preparing to join Muye Technology’s upcoming new platform.

As soon as he heard that Muye Technology was also launching a new platform today, Pete couldn’t sit still. He pressed, “What is the new platform Muye Technology is preparing to launch this time? What type is it?”

The public relations manager said, “That’s still unclear. Muye Technology is temporarily keeping it confidential. Even the celebrities themselves don’t know.”

“Damn it…” Pete suddenly felt a bad premonition and said, “Muye Technology’s new platform isn’t launching any sooner or later, but precisely at this critical juncture. Ninety percent, it’s going against us…”

The public relations manager nodded and said, “The combined influence of these one hundred individuals is enormous. Each of them has over ten million fans globally. Without deduplication, the total fan reach would exceed ten billion. Even with deduplication, it would basically round up all in one go the people in Europe and America who like music and use the internet!”

Pete started to panic. The combined influence of these one hundred celebrities was indeed too great. He had never heard of any internet platform launching with so many celebrities showing their support. Li Mu’s move would definitely create astonishing headlines. Such massive news involving so many celebrities would greatly attract Netizens’ attention, which would be a huge blow to Microsoft’s new ecosystem launch!

“Quick, call the Chairman of the Board!”





Chapter 1524: Provoking Exactly the Wrong Person

The Goldberg family’s banquet, with its hundred-plus guests, seemed to have great swagger and was overly high-end, but in reality, it wasn’t very interesting.

The social etiquette of Western aristocrats was basically a set of very oppressive rules. The scene was grand and spectacular, but the atmosphere wasn’t lively. Primarily, people only spoke to those sitting immediately to their left and right. If there was someone in between, they would try to avoid conversation, as it would be considered impolite.

Li Mu didn’t speak to Bill Gates for the entire meal, right until the dining portion of the banquet was about to conclude.

Davidson, as the Host, was about to make a final toast to end the dinner when a flustered middle-aged White man, hunched over, scurried into the banquet hall. Once inside, he continued to run, bent at the waist, all the way to the middle of the two rows of guest seats.

This man’s appearance was exceptionally abrupt. Many people involuntarily turned their gaze toward this uninvited guest. He, in turn, braved the eyes of the entire room, gritted his teeth, and ran to Bill Gates, cupping his hand over his mouth as he whispered into his ear for a moment.

Li Mu, sitting directly opposite Bill Gates, clearly saw Bill Gates’s expression initially register some annoyance at the man’s sudden appearance. However, after listening to a few of his words, his expression immediately turned solemn, and he instinctively looked at Li Mu, with unconcealed anger in his eyes.

Bill Gates was indeed very annoyed. Knowing that his MSN ecosystem was about to launch, Li Mu urgently rallied the top one hundred popular singers on YYtunes to create a huge news story. From this, it was clear that Li Mu had ulterior motives.

In the internet industry, the total effective display count of information across the entire industry each day is limited. Even if there are one billion internet users, each browsing ten news articles daily, the global effective display count of information would only be ten billion times. A truly super hot topic could potentially take away more than half of those ten billion times.

Any PR and marketing team would feel timid/cowardly when encountering such a super hot topic, because it’s as if the other party has sucked away most of the oxygen from the air in one breath. In such a situation, it means that no matter how much money they invest, they won’t achieve the desired effect.

Internet users are like guests strolling through a market; Microsoft and Muye Technology are like vendors showcasing their wares. If Muye Technology creates a buzz that attracts most of the people in the market to its stall, then the potential audience for Microsoft’s show will naturally be much smaller. If Muye Technology’s buzz is even bigger, then Microsoft’s side will naturally have no one watching.

Muye Technology itself already commands enormous user traffic, possessing superior information distribution capability. If you add the combined power of one hundred popular singers, it’s essentially guaranteed that a second hot topic won’t be able to form today.

This also means that MSN, reborn from the ashes, is set to meet with a cold reception even before its launch!

After Bill Gates’s assistant finished explaining the situation, he anxiously asked him, “Chairman, the project team wants to know, should we launch as scheduled or postpone it temporarily?”

“Postpone?” Bill Gates said with a cold face, “The official website has already released its announcement, and the media have been alerted in advance. If we postpone now, how do we explain it to the public?”

If Microsoft chose to postpone the launch at this moment, it would almost be like announcing to the entire society that they were delaying to avoid Muye Technology’s sharp edge. This would greatly impact Microsoft’s reputation and also Bill Gates’s personal reputation.

However, Muye Technology’s momentum building this time was too fierce. What did the top one hundred singers in YYtunes across Europe and America signify?

This meant that one hundred of the most popular singers in Europe and America would all lend their support to Muye Technology!

Just one such top singer could support a large-scale commercial event; three could support a TV program with extremely high ratings; and one hundred could practically draw everyone’s attention!

With Muye Technology’s commotion, unless a terrorist attack on the scale of 9/11 happened today, no one could snatch Muye Technology’s global headlines. In such a situation, if Microsoft still insisted on launching MSN, it would truly be like an egg hitting a stone, and they would certainly pay an incredibly heavy price.

Just then, Li Mu, sitting opposite, vaguely made out the content of what Bill Gates had just said. He smiled slightly and said to Bill Gates, “Mr. Gates, don’t put too much pressure on yourself. If you feel today isn’t suitable for a launch, you can always postpone it for a while.”

Bill Gates knew Li Mu was jesting and using a provocational tactic. Although he found it embarrassing and was furious internally, he didn’t dare fall into his trap. Otherwise, if he were to be forced into doing something difficult and unwillingly, there would be no way to undo it.

So, Bill Gates feigned calmness and laughed, “Mr. Li makes a good point. If we aren’t completely ready today, postponing for a day or two is perfectly fine.”

With that one sentence, he completely conceded.

What Bill Gates was thinking was to simply postpone the MSN launch today and clear the way for Li Mu. First, let Li Mu launch his product, then see if this product would directly impact Microsoft’s new MSN ecosystem. If there was a direct impact, MSN could be urgently reworked; if there was no direct impact, then MSN would launch after the buzz from Li Mu’s launch today had subsided.

Even Wendy Goldberg heard Bill Gates’s display of weakness. She couldn’t help but look at Bill Gates, then at Li Mu, marveling inwardly. Before this, she had personally witnessed Bill Gates confidently provoke Li Mu, and also saw Li Mu’s step-by-step counterattack. But she hadn’t expected Li Mu to directly subdue the confident Bill Gates, making him concede in front of so many people.

Although everyone was very gentlemanly and polite, rarely crossing seats to converse with others, many people around them were paying attention to the conversation between Li Mu and Bill Gates. It wasn’t just Wendy Goldberg who noticed Bill Gates conceding to Li Mu; everyone else nearby had also heard it clearly, and were equally astonished deep down.

Li Mu then looked at the embarrassing Bill Gates, smiled slightly, and said, “It’s alright, Mr. Gates. No matter when you postpone it to, I’ll be waiting for you.”

“You…”

Li Mu’s words struck Bill Gates’s head like a bolt of lightning.

Bill Gates stared at the smiling East Asian man in front of him, so angry he wanted to fight him!

What did that mean? He’d wait no matter when Bill Gates postponed? Wasn’t that a threat as blatant as could be?

Did that mean he was be targeted relentlessly? If Bill Gates postponed the launch today, he’d postpone too, waiting for him? He’s determined to keep him targeted and never let go. Was there anyone more infuriating than this?

Bill Gates finally realized that today, he had provoked exactly the wrong person!

If he had known this earlier, why would he have provoked Li Mu at the very beginning? He might as well have said nothing and waited until MSN had launched successfully.

It was just because he couldn’t stand the quiet and revealed his intentions to Li Mu in advance, but he hadn’t expected Li Mu would hold fast and would not concede.

But now it was too late to regret. Li Mu had mobilized so many celebrities in such a short time. If Bill Gates postponed and Li Mu also postponed, wouldn’t that give Li Mu even more time to prepare? Perhaps by tomorrow, the top five hundred singers on YYtunes would lend their support to him, and then MSN’s situation would be even more perilous.

So, it appeared that MSN absolutely could not postpone its launch!

Bill Gates whispered to his assistant, “Reply to them immediately: launch as scheduled, no delays!”

The assistant now understood. Although Vice President Pete had called, instructing him to try and persuade Bill Gates to agree to a postponement, Li Mu had already targeted Microsoft. A delay wouldn’t have any positive effect; instead, it would give the other party more time to prepare thoroughly. Rather than that, it was better to go live as soon as possible.

The assistant turned and quickly left the banquet hall. Bill Gates looked at Li Mu, his expression as embarrassing as could be.

Just then, Davidson stood up with his wine glass, making the final toast for the dinner. Everyone rose, and after Davidson finished his words of thanks, they raised their glasses together. The dinner officially concluded.

The guests left their seats one after another, standing in groups of three to five chatting on both sides of the banquet hall. The jazz band played music again, and the waiters immediately came out. Some swiftly cleared away all the tableware, while others removed most of the tables and chairs, leaving a few around the perimeter.

As per custom, it was now dance party time. Guests could freely dance, chat, or drink.

Bill Gates had already vanished, presumably to engage in remote command of the MSN launch. Just as Li Mu and Wendy Goldberg rose, Davidson approached them and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, our salon will be on the second floor in half an hour. There might be quite a few guests who want to greet you later. If you don’t want to waste energy, you can have Wendy take you upstairs now.”

Before Li Mu could answer, a familiar face appeared before him.

It was Prince William, who was around Li Mu’s age.

Prince William seemed a bit nervous, adjusting his collar and tie several times before coming up to Li Mu and saying, “Hello, Mr. Li. It is a great honor to meet you here. I am William Arthur Philip Louis; you can call me William.”

Li Mu smiled slightly, shook his hand, and said, “Hello, Prince William. It’s an honor to meet you too.”

Prince William placed one hand over his left chest and said very earnestly, “I personally have always been a loyal user of Muye Technology and a full supporter of 3321. As early as when I first learned about 3321, founded by you, Mr. Li, I already admired you to the utmost. I never expected you, Mr. Li, could develop Muye Technology to its current height in such a short time. It is truly admirable.”

Li Mu smiled, “Prince William, you’re too kind. I’m just an entrepreneur in the internet industry.”

Prince William said, “Mr. Li, you can just call me William. Also, if possible, we could add each other as YY friends. There are many things I’d like to ask your advice on.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “Alright, I’ll have my assistant write down my private YY account for you later.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked with a jesting expression, “William, are you the first person in the British Royal Family to use YY?”

“Not exactly…” Prince William spread his hands and laughed. “The first in the Royal Family to use YY was my younger brother, Harry. He was the one who got me to register for YY, and I played a game called ‘Paradise Town’ with him. Later, I gradually became a loyal YY user.”

“I see!” Li Mu nodded with a smile, then looked at William and asked him, “By the way, William, would you be interested in becoming the first person in the British, and even the world’s, Royal Family to use Twitter?”





Chapter 1525: Responding to the Provocation

“Twitter?”

Prince William listened to the word with particular surprise, and, feeling completely bewildered, asked Li Mu: “Mr. Li, what is Twitter?”

Li Mu smiled: “It is a new platform that Muye Technology is about to launch. This platform introduces a new model that has never appeared in the internet industry since its inception. It can allow the whole world to see you and follow you. You can share your life, your preferences, your views, and your thoughts with the entire world.”

Prince William asked in surprise: “Is this a platform for the whole world?”

Li Mu nodded and said: “That’s right, it’s a platform for the whole world. It no longer lets you add your own friends, but rather places you on a worldwide stage, allowing anyone interested in learning about you to follow you through this platform. You can interact with them, or you can simply publish the information you want to publish and become an opinion leader.”

Prince William immediately said: “That sounds truly interesting! How can I join this platform?”

Li Mu smiled: “Please wait a moment.”

With that, Li Mu waved to Li Ziwei, who was not far away. Li Ziwei rushed over to Li Mu.

Li Mu said to Li Ziwei: “Ziwei, let me introduce you first. This is Prince William of the British Royal Family. Prince William, this is my personal assistant, Li Ziwei.”

Prince William, very gentlemanly, extended his hand to Li Ziwei and smiled: “Hello Miss Li, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Li Ziwei shook his hand and smiled gracefully: “I have heard of your esteemed presence for a long time. Today, I finally have the opportunity to meet you in person, and I find Your Royal Highness much more handsome than on television.”

Prince William blushed somewhat at Li Ziwei’s words, his expression full of shyness.

Li Mu then spoke, “Ziwei, do you have the compact Digital Camera with you?”

“Yes,” Li Ziwei said, immediately taking out an ultra-thin compact Digital Camera from her handbag. Always bustling around with Li Mu, the camera was an essential work tool for her, used for image recording of documents and manuscripts, making it very practical.

Li Mu then said: “Take a photo of Prince William and me together.”

With that, Li Mu asked Prince William in English: “William, how about we take a photo together?”

“Oh, no problem, of course!” Prince William readily nodded in agreement.

In Prince William’s eyes, Li Mu was an undisputed world-class young leader. For him, getting closer to Li Mu brought all benefits and no harm.

Li Ziwei took two steps back with the camera. Li Mu and Prince William stood side by side, about three fists apart. Li Mu’s left hand lightly touched Prince William’s clothes behind his back, and a very friendly and gentlemanly photo, with both of them smiling, was taken.

After confirming the photo was fine, Li Mu said to Li Ziwei: “Later, send this photo to Qingya and have her post it as my first Twitter update. The caption should read: ‘Hello everyone, this is my first Twitter post. I am in England with William right now.’ Remember to use both Chinese and English for the caption.”

“Understood.” Li Ziwei nodded.

Then Li Mu asked Prince William: “William, what would you like to say to internet users worldwide in your first message posted on Twitter?”

“Hmm…” Prince William became serious upon hearing this, pondered for a moment, and then asked Li Mu: “Can I also post photos and text?”

“Of course.” Li Mu nodded and said: “Just tell Ziwei what you want to post. She will arrange for staff to post it through your account the first time Twitter goes online, and then I will have them transfer the account to you personally.”

“Alright.” Prince William said with a smile: “Then I’ll post: ‘Hello everyone, I’m William. It was a great honor to meet my idol, Mr. Li Mu, in London. I welcome Mr. Li Mu to visit the UK often.’”

Wendy Goldberg, on the side, asked curiously: “Mr. Li, can I also be among Twitter’s first users?”

Li Mu smiled: “Of course, Twitter is not in internal or public beta today; it’s officially launching. Once it goes online, you can register an account anytime. If you find it troublesome, you can let our staff do it for you first.”

“That’s wonderful!” Wendy said excitedly: “In that case, I’d also like to take a photo with Mr. Li. I wonder if I would have that honor?”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “Of course, but you don’t need to be so formal.”

Wendy blinked, then turned to Li Ziwei and said: “Miss Li, I’m afraid I’ll have to trouble you to take another photo. I wonder if that’s possible?”

Li Ziwei smiled: “Of course.”

With that, Li Ziwei picked up the camera again, framing Li Mu and Wendy in the viewfinder.

Wendy’s and Li Mu’s stances appeared very intimate. Li Mu stood straight, while she leaned her body slightly towards Li Mu, by about thirty degrees, then linked both hands around one of Li Mu’s arms, her expression natural and with a touch of intimacy.

…

In the time that followed, Bill Gates communicated remotely with the Microsoft team from his room about the launch of MSN. He repeatedly confirmed all launch procedures with Pete in Seattle. The most critical aspect for him was the advertising channels for the launch.

For instance, which websites to place ads on, which software to purchase pop-up windows in, the estimated display count, the actual conversion rate of those displays, and the estimated number of new users within the first twenty-four hours of the Windows-Live software package launch, especially for MSN and Blog.

The director specifically in charge of advertising forecast calculations had already developed a data model. If Muye Technology hadn’t interfered today, the conversion rate for display counts should have reached about fifteen percent. However, if Muye Technology truly had one hundred top singers lend their support to them, under such significant news impact, the conversion rate for display counts would likely drop to about two percent.

This made Bill Gates frantically anxious, yet he had no way to do anything about it.

While Bill Gates was swamped with work over the launch, Li Mu was not idle for a moment in the banquet hall.

Wendy stayed by his side almost constantly, never leaving. Prince William only briefly disappeared to greet a few Royal Family members, but other than that, he spent the rest of his time conversing casually with Li Mu.

Countless people came to greet Li Mu and introduce themselves, practically one after another. They would first state their names, then express their respect for Li Mu, and then shake hands. That was generally the extent of it.

Some who were less perceptive would try to force a conversation, but Li Mu consistently maintained excellent composure. No matter who came to converse with him, he always greeted them with a smile, showing no arrogance even when their overall standing and social status were much lower than his.

About ten minutes later, the dance in the banquet hall began. The jazz band started playing cheerful and rhythmic music, and couples gradually began to step onto the large open space in the center of the hall to dance, and the atmosphere immediately livened up.

Since in most such dances, men invite women to dance, Wendy hesitated by Li Mu’s side for a long time. Seeing that Li Mu had no intention of inviting her to dance, she finally mustered the courage to ask Li Mu: “Mr. Li, would you like to dance together?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and apologetically said: “I’m sorry, Miss Wendy, I don’t know how to dance.”

Wendy’s expression showed no disappointment after hearing this. Instead, she smiled sweetly and said: “It’s alright, we can find another opportunity next time.”

At this moment, a young Caucasian man approached Wendy, bowed gallantly, and said: “Miss Wendy, may I invite you for a dance?”

As soon as Wendy saw him, she immediately felt a headache coming on.

This man was George Macmillan, who had been chasing her frantically.

Wendy had always been extremely disgusted with George Macmillan. This fellow was arrogant and overbearing, as well as uneducated and unskilled. The only reason he could get into Cambridge University and graduate smoothly was because the Macmillan Family had donated millions of pound sterling to Cambridge University to build a laboratory.

Moreover, George Macmillan had major character flaws. At Cambridge University, he abused his status and social position to manipulate multiple university students, and even got a female teacher, who had just graduated with a Ph.D. from Cambridge and stayed on to teach, pregnant. Later, it was rumored that his family stepped in and compensated the woman two million pound sterling. After she aborted the child, she was immediately expelled from Cambridge.

Facing such a scum, even though Wendy had been nurtured from a young age with a strong sense of family service, she was still extremely repulsed by him in her heart.

Because of this, Wendy refused his invitation, saying: “I’m sorry, Mr. Macmillan, my heel is injured, so I can’t dance.”

George Macmillan was infuriated inwardly. He had been secretly observing Wendy and Li Mu. He had clearly seen her proactively invite Li Mu to dance and be rejected by him, yet when he invited her, she fabricated a lie to refuse him. It was truly abominable!

However, George Macmillan did not expose her directly. Instead, he nodded very gentlemanly and said with concern: “How is your foot? Should I call my family doctor to come and take a look? He is one of the best general practitioners in all of London.”

Wendy waved her hand and smiled: “Thank you, but there’s no need to trouble him. I just need some rest.”

George Macmillan nodded slightly, then looked at Li Mu beside him and said with a smile: “Hi! Mr. Li, I’ve heard your great name for a long time. Let me introduce myself, my name is George Macmillan, you can call me George.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled: “Hello George.”

George Macmillan knew in his heart that the Goldberg Family no longer wanted to arrange Wendy for him, but instead wanted to promote her to Li Mu. This filled him with anger and displeasure towards Li Mu. So, he deliberately tried to make Li Mu look bad in front of Wendy, and said with a smile: “Mr. Li, I wonder if you have time tomorrow? We could play some golf, or perhaps polo?”

Li Mu said calmly: “I’m sorry, I don’t know how to do any of those.”

“No way?” George Macmillan exclaimed, saying: “With Mr. Li’s social status, you haven’t learned either of these standard high society campaigns?”

Li Mu chuckled: “I haven’t.”

George Macmillan asked again: “Mr. Li must have learned how to ride a horse, right? We could go for a ride together tomorrow?”

Li Mu smiled: “I don’t.”

“You don’t even know how to ride a horse?” George Macmillan asked curiously: “I wonder what kind of education Mr. Li received since childhood?”

Li Mu glanced at him, his smile fading, and said calmly: “I received a Chinese education.”

George Macmillan suddenly realized, nodded, and said: “China is an underdeveloped region with backward economic conditions, so a low level of education is indeed a big problem.”

Then he added: “Oh, it seems China not only has very backward education but also very poor athletic ability, isn’t that right?”

Li Mu was somewhat annoyed. He looked at the fellow and frowned, asking him: “What exactly are you trying to say?”

George Macmillan shrugged and pouted: “Nothing, I just suddenly realized that low athletic ability among Chinese people is a widespread phenomenon.”

At this point, George Macmillan said seriously: “Mr. Li might not know this, but our family has a significant industrial layout in campaigns. We are not only one of the major shareholders of BBC but also the master distributor of BBC Sports resources. Furthermore, we have invested in a famous British football club, Manchester United Football Club.”

“Some time ago, Manchester United wanted to introduce a Chinese player to open up the Chinese market, but our scouts researched almost all professional Chinese players and found that every single one of them was garbage, not even one met our minimum requirements for a player. In the end, we had no way, so we selected a young player whose surname is Dong. He might join Manchester United early next year, but rest assured, the first day he arrives, he will be sent to Belgium. As for playing for Manchester United again, I don’t think he’ll ever have a chance in his next life.”

As he spoke, George Macmillan made a thumbs-down gesture, shaking his head and sighing: “Can’t play golf, can’t play polo, can’t ride a horse, and certainly can’t play football. I really wonder what Chinese people are good at.”

As George Macmillan spoke, his face was full of disdain, and he looked at Li Mu with a provocative and playful gaze, wanting to see how he would respond.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu’s eyes narrowed slightly at this moment, a strange smile flashed across his face, and then he suddenly raised his hand and swung a powerful slap, directly hitting George Macmillan’s face with a “smack.” Not only did it stun him, but it also startled everyone around.

Immediately, Li Mu leaped forward slightly and kicked George Macmillan in the stomach, knocking him directly to the ground.

George Macmillan had no time to react and was taken down in two quick moves by Li Mu – a slap and then a kick. Just as he tried to get up, Li Mu’s leather shoe was firmly pressing on his throat, making it difficult for him to breathe and rendering him unable to rise.

At this moment, everyone in the hall stared dumbfounded at the astonishing scene. No one knew why such a crude physical altercation would occur at a high society gathering, especially when the assailant was Li Mu, widely recognized as having the strongest overall influence in the room today…

Li Mu’s expression was now full of playful mockery as he looked down at George Macmillan and chuckled: “You wanted to know what campaigns Chinese people are good at, right? This is the famous China-Kung-fu. Do you understand now? If not, I can demonstrate it for you again!”





Chapter 1526: Arousing Public Indignation

No one expected someone to resort to violence in such a setting.

Everyone looked at Li Mu with expressions of confusion and surprise. Many didn’t understand why Li Mu would do something so completely out of character for his status.

At this moment, Li Mu spoke first.

He straightened his slightly disheveled suit, glanced at George Macmillan, and calmly addressed those around him: “Mr. Macmillan said Chinese people aren’t good at sports. As a Chinese person, I felt it necessary to demonstrate what Chinese kung fu is, and also to teach him a lesson: don’t insult the citizens of any country so casually. If there’s a next time, I won’t be so polite!”

As soon as Li Mu finished speaking, the scene erupted in whispers.

Most of the British people present were well aware of George Macmillan’s arrogance and overbearing nature. They didn’t doubt anything Li Mu had said, but they hadn’t expected George Macmillan to be so brainless as to run up to Li Mu and insult Chinese people. The entire Macmillan Family’s assets combined might not even be one third of Li Mu’s net worth.

At this moment, George Macmillan, lying on the ground with Li Mu’s foot on his neck, was practically exploding with anger. He had never been beaten in his life, and now Li Mu had landed a one-two punch on him, right in front of so many people. He had utterly lost face.

So he struggled to get up, choking out curses: “Fuck! You damn Chinese trash, how dare you hit me?”

Upon hearing this, the entire room erupted in an uproar.

Li Mu’s brows furrowed slightly. He applied a little more pressure with the tip of his foot and said expressionlessly: “You have three seconds to retract what you just said and apologize to me.”

George Macmillan’s veins throbbed as he thrashed violently, roaring: “I will fucking kill you!”

“I’m going to fucking kill you!”

Li Mu sneered, lifted his foot, and kicked George Macmillan in the abdomen, sending him sprawling on the ground, coughing repeatedly, his face and neck red with rage.

At this moment, William Macmillan rushed over with several other members of the Macmillan Family. As William Macmillan pulled George off the ground, he loudly questioned Li Mu: “Mr. Li, as a gentleman, how can you casually resort to violence against others?”

Li Mu glanced at him and said: “If I were to say ‘fuck your Macmillan Family, the entire Macmillan Family are damned stupid pigs,’ would you then consider me to be acting like a gentleman?”

“You… how can you curse and attack our Macmillan Family!” William Macmillan, never having experienced such treatment, was instantly consumed by fury.

The other Macmillan Family members, around forty years old, seeing George Macmillan beaten and William Macmillan trembling with anger, immediately stepped forward to demand an explanation from Li Mu.

Several of them menacingly surrounded Li Mu, but before they could reach him, Wang Yuanlang, accompanied by two other of Li Mu’s personal bodyguards, had swiftly arrived and directly intercepted them, positioning themselves between the group and Li Mu.

Wang Yuanlang stared at them expressionlessly and shouted: “Stay back!”

The group continued cursing and grumbling, trying to advance. Wang Yuanlang again raised his voice, roaring in English with a hint of anger: “I said, all of you fucking back off! Anyone who takes another step forward, don’t blame me for being impolite!”

“You damn Chinese dare to shout at me!” one of the Macmillan Family members, disregarding Wang Yuanlang’s warning, puffed out his chest and stepped forward.

Wang Yuanlang suddenly moved, grabbing his right arm. With a twist of his wrist, the man instantly felt immense force and pain shoot through his arm. He spun half a circle with his arm, now with his back to Wang Yuanlang, his arm locked in place and excruciatingly painful.

Wang Yuanlang’s move was ruthless. He immediately applied a chokehold from behind, firmly locking the man’s neck, and warned coldly: “If you continue to attempt to assault Mr. Li, I can snap your neck at any time!”

How could a middle-aged man be a match for an able-bodied special forces soldier? The Macmillan Family scoundrel’s face immediately turned crimson and purple from being choked, and all his previous bluster vanished.

William Macmillan was also fuming with anger at this moment. He walked right up to Wang Yuanlang before stopping, and said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, you must apologize to our Macmillan Family for your actions and words!”

“Apologize?” Li Mu sneered. “Listen carefully, my exact words were: IF I were to say ‘fuck your Macmillan Family, the entire Macmillan Family are damned stupid pigs.’ IF. Do you understand what ‘if’ means?”

With that, he pointed at George Macmillan and said coldly: “Go ask this fine gentleman your esteemed family has produced, ask him how many insulting remarks he made about the Chinese people in front of me just now. I only said ‘your Macmillan Family,’ and that was just an analogy, and you’re already exasperated? If you look at it that way, your family’s so-called gentleman insulted my homeland and one point three billion compatriots. The fact that I didn’t beat him to death on the spot is already gentlemanly enough!”

“You…” William Macmillan was suddenly at a loss for how to retort. Could it be true, as Li Mu said, that his habitually spoiled eldest grandson, George, had insulted China right in front of Li Mu? That would indeed be a bit tricky.

At this moment, Wendy stood up beside Li Mu and said poised: “I swear to God, George Macmillan, in front of Mr. Li, repeatedly made disrespectful and insulting remarks about China. This is truly a disgrace to British people.”

“Fuck you, Wendy!” George Macmillan pointed at Wendy and cursed angrily: “You’re nothing but a fucking whore, aren’t you? The moment you saw this Li fellow, did your legs just spread apart? Were you just dying to get into his bed, which is why you’re standing up for him?”

“Sir, mind your language!”

Prince William suddenly stepped forward, looking at George Macmillan with a face full of anger, and said: “I also heard your disrespectful remarks towards Mr. Li, and even your insults towards China. I, too, can swear to God that what you just said. Furthermore, every single person present clearly heard the filthy language you directed at Miss Wendy. You are truly a disgrace to the Macmillan Family, and indeed, to all of England!”

Not only did Wendy step forward to confirm that George Macmillan had insulted China in front of Li Mu, but even Prince William came out, swearing in the name of God. At this point, everyone present looked at George Macmillan with a contemptuous gaze.

Everyone present today was a member of high society, considering themselves gentlemen and aristocrats, and placed the utmost importance on personal conduct. For George Macmillan to actively go and insult China in front of Li Mu was, in everyone’s eyes, the most utterly moronic thing imaginable. He not only lacked manners but also lacked intelligence; getting beaten served him right.

George Macmillan hadn’t expected Prince William to also step forward and speak in Li Mu’s defense. For a moment, he didn’t know how to respond. Although the British Royal Family no longer held actual power, they were still a national symbol, and no one dared to antagonize him, otherwise, it would undoubtedly arouse public indignation.

William Macmillan began to panic at this point.

If it were simply offending Li Mu, he wouldn’t be afraid. Even if Li Mu was richer than his family, his family wasn’t in the internet industry, so there were no direct business conflicts with Li Mu. In that case, even if they had a complete falling out, Li Mu would have no way to harm him.

But for his good grandson George to be so stupid as to insult China in front of Li Mu, that was truly catastrophic.

Now, even Prince William had come forward to rebuke George. It was clear that in everyone’s eyes present, George had become a degenerate. Not only would people despise him, but they would also extend that contempt to the entire Macmillan Family, including himself.

Thus, William Macmillan’s attitude immediately took a one hundred eighty-degree turn. He spoke to Li Mu with an apologetic expression: “Mr. Li, I am truly sorry. George is still young and acts thoughtlessly. He has caused much offense, and I beg your understanding.”

Li Mu frowned and asked: “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

William Macmillan was puzzled as to why his humble apology to Li Mu had been met with such a rude interrogation.

While he was still puzzled, Li Mu pointed at George Macmillan and said: “This guy is two or three years older than me, and you come telling me he’s too young and asking me to forgive him? That’s a colossal joke!”

The people around couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

Li Mu was right. George was already twenty-four years old, older than Li Mu, yet William Macmillan cited his youth as a reason for Li Mu to forgive him. This was truly a colossal joke, a story that would circulate as a casual joke in British high society for at least a year.

Only then did William Macmillan realize he had overlooked Li Mu’s age. He hastily said: “My deepest apologies, Mr. Li, I was inconsiderate. On George’s behalf, I apologize to you…”

Li Mu waved his hand with a serious expression and said uncompromisingly: “Your apology on his behalf for this matter is useless, and I won’t accept it. Moreover, I don’t need you or him to apologize to me. What I require is for him to publicly retract all his improper statements and apologize to everyone harmed by his inappropriate remarks.”

When Li Mu got serious, he would not rest until his goal was achieved, and he would absolutely not accept any alternative solutions.

William Macmillan pondered for a moment, then turned to look at George Macmillan beside him, saying sternly: “George, did you hear what Mr. Li said? Hurry up and do as he says!”

George Macmillan had just received a beating from Li Mu and lost face in front of so many people. Asking him to apologize to Li Mu now, he was a thousand times unwilling.

Seeing George still motionless, William Macmillan grew anxious and blurted out, roaring: “George! Hurry up and do as he says!”

George Macmillan hadn’t expected his grandfather, who always doted on him, to speak to him in such a stern tone. Immediately, all his grievances welled up. He pointed at Li Mu and said to William Macmillan: “Grandpa, you have to understand, he’s the one who hit me! This is the first time I’ve ever been hit in my life, and you’re actually telling me to apologize to him?”

William Macmillan looked at George with an expression of disappointment, anxious and angry.

Elder William knew very well that if George continued to resist so stubbornly, his future life would undoubtedly be cast under a huge shadow because of today’s events.

Not only would everyone present despise him in their hearts, but this incident would also continue to escalate and spread even wider. By then, George might become a universally scorned public pariah.

How could someone universally loathed be qualified to lead the Macmillan Family? Wouldn’t that just push the Macmillan Family into ruin as well?

An enraged William Macmillan suddenly raised his hand and delivered a slap across George Macmillan’s face, roaring angrily: “Whatever Mr. Li says, you do! Immediately, right now!”





Chapter 1527: Apologize Loudly

George Macmillan never expected that after receiving the first beating of his life from Li Mu, the second one would follow so quickly.

And the one who hit him was his grandfather, who had always doted on him the most.

Old William’s slap was forceful because he didn’t want George to continue making mistakes and ultimately ruin himself.

George was young and lacked experience, only seeing what was directly in front of him. But Old William, having seen and known much in his lifetime, understood the immense crisis George was facing.

A prominent family is like a Royal Family; there are many heirs, but only one successor. The successor must not only possess extraordinary ability but also sufficient recognition; otherwise, the family will certainly face significant problems.

George had a chance to become the family heir. If he were to make a catastrophic mistake and turn himself into a public pariah, he would forever lose any claim to that position.

At this moment, George Macmillan clutched his face, filled with extreme anger.

However, he wasn’t a pure idiot. Old William’s slap and his expression of “disappointment in someone for not living up to expectations” made him feel his grandfather’s deep disappointment.

After temporarily suppressing the anger in his heart, George Macmillan finally realized the dangerous situation he was currently in.

He had provoked Li Mu and incurred public wrath. More importantly, his anti-China remarks had been confirmed by Prince William and Wendy Golby. This label would truly hurt. If it spread, everyone would categorize him as one of those who insulted and opposed China. How could he do business with Chinese people in the future?

Whether or not he did business with Chinese people wasn’t the main issue. The crucial point was that if he severed the family’s future connections with Chinese people for cooperation, then others in the family would have reason to attack him, believing he was unsuitable to inherit the role of family heir.

This made George Macmillan feel a little panicked. If he had known this would be the outcome, he would never have gone looking for trouble with Li Mu. Who would have thought this guy was like a dog, biting as soon as he opened his mouth? He had only wanted to mock him, but unexpectedly ended up getting beaten.

Gritting his teeth, George Macmillan bit the bullet and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I’m sorry, I was wrong. Please forgive me.”

Li Mu frowned and asked him, “Where were you wrong?”

“I…” George Macmillan sighed, forcing down the anger and humiliation in his heart, and said, “I shouldn’t have made those insulting remarks about China. Saying those things was not my original intention. I was just blinded by jealousy. I apologize.”

Li Mu sternly said, “You must immediately retract all your disrespectful remarks towards China and apologize to all Chinese people for your mistake!”

“I retract…” George Macmillan clenched his fists and mumbled, “I retract everything I just said, and I extend my sincerest apology to the Chinese people. I’m sorry…”

Li Mu coldly said, “Apologize loudly! Let everyone present hear it!”

George Macmillan looked at Li Mu with an almost murderous gaze. The latter’s eyes were much sharper than his, scaring him into quickly looking away. Only then did he grit his teeth and loudly say, “I retract everything I just said, and I extend my sincerest apology to the Chinese people. I’m sorry…”

Li Mu coldly said, “Remember everything you said today. From now on, never again insult China or the Chinese people in any setting or in front of anyone, or I will be the first one to not let you go!”

George Macmillan could only nod repeatedly.

Li Mu ignored him and instead said to William Macmillan, “There’s one more thing. If you agree to it, this matter will be over.”

William Macmillan quickly asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, please state your request.”

Li Mu said indifferently, “Since you are major shareholders of Man Utd, please tell Ferguson that if he wants to use Chinese players, treat them with care, and give them fair and just treatment, opportunities, and nurturing. If you cannot do that, then simply don’t use them.”

William Macmillan quickly nodded and said, “Mr. Li, please rest assured, I will definitely tell Ferguson.”

Only then was Li Mu satisfied. He didn’t bother with George Macmillan anymore, but instead turned to Wendy beside him and said, “Miss Wendy, is the salon about to begin?”

Wendy quickly replied, “If Mr. Li doesn’t wish to stay here long, we can go up now.”

Li Mu nodded, and said indifferently, “Let’s go up.”

Li Mu went upstairs first, and Wang Yuanlang also released the Macmillan Family member he had nearly crippled.

The other people in the venue immediately erupted into commotion.

No one had expected Li Mu to be such an aggressive person.

George Macmillan certainly had a venomous tongue, but no one thought Li Mu would directly resort to violence in public. He didn’t even have the patience or inclination to argue back, simply attacking directly.

However, no one felt that Li Mu’s actions were wrong. On the contrary, many admired Li Mu’s decisive personality.

If today’s events had involved most people, at most there would have been some bickering and mutual annoyance with George Macmillan. A direct physical attack was indeed rare.

The person whose impression of Li Mu changed the most was Wendy Golby, who had been by his side the entire time.

Wendy had always thought that this young man, who was like a god, should be a standard gentleman. But she never expected that beneath his gentlemanly facade, he was still a complete “rascal.”

This “rascal” didn’t mean Li Mu was truly bad, but rather referred to the fervent passion in his character.

Recalling how Li Mu put George Macmillan on the ground with a slap and a kick, then stepped on him while declaring it was “Chinese kung fu,” Wendy felt goosebumps of excitement, and a very special feeling bloomed in her heart.

Subsequently, Davidson, who arrived to handle the matter, temporarily revoked the Macmillan Family members’ eligibility to attend the salon that night.

Although the Macmillan Family was very angry, it was their own descendant who had caused the trouble, so they had no way to protest.

George Macmillan was the most miserable. William Macmillan decided to send him back to Manchester City overnight. That was where the family started; he was told to go there and reflect properly.

And so, George Macmillan, having just been beaten and thoroughly humiliated, sat in his family’s car, traveling overnight to Manchester.

…

This particular salon was mainly a small, internal exchange meeting, with only a few dozen people attending. The process involved everyone taking turns to introduce their industry direction, discuss the feasibility and success rate of their industry with others. After the discussion, participants could freely engage in in-depth communication with members they found interesting or with whom they saw potential for cooperation.

Not long after the salon began, Bill Gates also arrived.

Bill Gates, who had been “commanding” from his computer for half the day, still hadn’t figured out what Li Mu’s Twitter was. However, there was now less than an hour until Microsoft’s Windows Live suite was to be released.

The salon’s self-introduction process was quick. Soon, it was Li Mu’s turn. Li Mu sat in front of everyone and smiled slightly, “Hello everyone, I’m Li Mu, from Muye Technology in China.”

The other participants applauded. Although 90% of the businessmen present were from traditional industries, their enthusiasm for the internet was still very high.

Li Mu didn’t introduce too much. He just briefly spoke about the current situation of Muye Technology, shared a few of his experiences in the internet industry, and then told everyone attending the salon, “Muye Technology is launching an epoch-making product today. It will be officially available at 11 PM London time. Everyone can pay attention to it then.”

Bill Gates, sitting not far from Li Mu, asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, there’s less than two hours until launch. Are you still unwilling to say what kind of product Twitter is?”

Li Mu smiled, “Mr. Gates, you certainly know better than I do that starting a business requires”patience.” So, what’s the point of me telling you what Twitter is two hours in advance? It would only affect your own judgment and rhythm. If you truly have confidence in your own product, then you have enough “confidence/certainty”; why bother spending time and energy to inquire about what others are doing?”

Bill Gates forced a smile and said, “Then I’ll talk about Microsoft’s key planning for the next phase.”

“Welcome.” Li Mu nodded.

Bill Gates became the “host” for the next segment of the salon. He made no concealment of his upcoming moves, introducing, “Microsoft will gradually adjust our strategic focus in the coming period. In the next phase, social networking will be our top priority. The product ecosystem we are releasing today is called the Windows Live suite, which includes our newly developed MSN and a series of ecosystems built around MSN.”

After saying that, Bill Gates looked at Li Mu and said with a slight “apology,” “Mr. Li, I’m truly sorry, but Windows Live will become a full-scale competitor to YY. In the future, we will begin a new round of competition.”

When MSN was defeated by YY initially, MSN experienced a complete collapse. Users left in droves and never returned, ultimately rendering MSN a platform that was abandoned.

However, Bill Gates believed that with MSN’s resurgence this time, it could bring significant surprises to users. It might even spark a new internet trend, leading to a new turning point in the internet industry.

Because he was full of confidence in this ecosystem, even though he was being ‘sniped’ by Li Mu today, Bill Gates believed that as long as the new MSN ecosystem was given enough time, it could still develop. At most, its growth would slow down due to Li Mu’s intervention, but it would not stop.

Li Mu smiled slightly. What Bill Gates said was no different from his own conjectures: he wanted to replicate a new YY ecosystem and snatch a piece of his pie.

Ever since he entered the internet industry, he had always been the one snatching food from others’ pots, even their “pots and pans.” He had never let anyone snatch from him, and this time would be no exception. He firmly believed that the impact Twitter would unleash today would eclipse the entire MSN ecosystem. And after today, Twitter would gradually become a worldwide trend. By then, MSN would likely die again.

Li Mu was already eager to see what would happen when these two products launched separately and competed for dominance!





Chapter 1545: Windows Live Release

It was a little past nine in the evening in London.

The salon was at its liveliest, but Bill Gates had been somewhat absent-minded.

Although he had no contact with Li Mu for most of the latter half of the salon, his attention inevitably remained focused on Li Mu.

At this gathering of entrepreneurs, Li Mu had become the most talked-about person. The internet industry itself was a sunrise industry, and Li Mu occupied a significant share of resources within it. Thus, almost every merchant present was attempting to glean some inspiration from their conversations with Li Mu.

Seeing others effortlessly make money was enough to make these capitalists frantically anxious, and if they had a chance to get involved, they would not hesitate.

After dealing with the Macmillan family affair, Davidson arrived at the salon. He held a glass of champagne and sat beside Li Mu, apologizing to him for the Macmillan family matter and promising that during Li Mu’s remaining days in the UK, no member of the Macmillan family would appear before him.

Li Mu nodded and suddenly asked, “Davidson, do you have any involvement in the sports industry?”

Davidson replied, “We own a few golf courses in the UK and operate some golf-related sports activities. Other than that, nothing.”

Li Mu asked him, “The Premier League has such a massive influence. Why haven’t you ventured into it?”

Davidson chuckled, “The football industry in the UK currently has two relatively large sectors: one is TV broadcasting, and the other is football clubs. TV broadcasting is out of the question; it’s very difficult for external capital to enter. As for clubs… although the Premier League is very popular, the returns on investing in clubs at this stage aren’t particularly high. The capital behind British clubs basically falls into two categories: one relies on the club for its long-term survival, and the other is external capital that doesn’t rely on the club to make money at all. For example, Abramovich, who just acquired Chelsea, was already prepared for a decade of unprofitability when he invested in it. It might not even break even after fifteen years, and continuous investment is required every year for these decades. No one would engage in such a business unless they genuinely love football.”

Li Mu asked him, “What if I also wanted to buy a Premier League club?”

Davidson was stunned, then asked, “Mr. Li genuinely wants to buy a club?”

Li Mu nodded, “Just to play around with, like Abramovich.”

Davidson chuckled, “Actually, the financial situations of most major clubs aren’t very optimistic at the current stage. So, if the price is right, most clubs would be willing to sell. However, to be honest, I advise you not to rush into this pit. A football club is a bottomless pit of funds.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “If Abramovich can afford to play, I believe I should be able to as well.”

The idea of running a football club was something Li Mu had only suddenly conceived this evening.

George Macmillan, that foolish dog, had spouted nonsense in front of him, but one sentence had struck a chord within Li Mu.

The poor strength of Chinese football indeed made FIFA and the clubs of the top five leagues disappointed in them for not living up to expectations.

FIFA also hoped that China, the most populous country in the world, could frequently qualify for the World Cup. Last year, China’s historic appearance at the Korea-Japan World Cup revealed the immense market potential for football in China. However, FIFA wouldn’t foresee that for the next decade and more, China would never again return to the World Cup finals.

The same was true for clubs in the top five leagues.

Clubs in the top five leagues all hoped to introduce Chinese players, primarily to open up the Chinese market. Yao Ming, who had just joined the NBA last year, had already started to open up an even greater market potential for the Rockets and even the entire NBA in China. Everyone in the football world also anticipated such a day.

However, the embarrassing truth was that the overall level of Chinese players was indeed weak. Very few players could be selected by the top five leagues, and most of them struggled to perform well after arriving there.

George Macmillan mentioned that Manchester United had confirmed they would be signing a player named Dong from China. That must be Dong Fangzhuo. He should be the only Chinese player in the history of Chinese football to have joined Manchester United, but his experience at Manchester United was far from pleasant or fortunate; instead, it was a rapid decline. This involved not only his personal issues but also problems with the Premier League environment and the club’s level of attention towards him.

Many capable and ambitious Chinese players face numerous problems after joining clubs in the top five leagues, including language barriers, lifestyle differences, an inability to keep up with training rhythms, exclusion by teammates, and a lack of trust from the club. Indeed.

An eighteen or nineteen-year-old Chinese youngster, even if they had been studying continuously, would have only just graduated from high school. Their English proficiency would definitely not be enough for daily life and communication overseas. Moreover, an eighteen or nineteen-year-old football player inherently sacrifices most of their study time for training. If such a person came to the Premier League, the language barrier alone would isolate them, making it much harder for them to truly adapt and continuously grow within the club compared to other players.

If there were a top five league club operated by Chinese capital, then regardless of whether it could make money or how, it would first and foremost have the potential to become a bridgehead for Chinese football players to receive higher-level training overseas.

If Li Mu bought Chelsea, he would first allocate a portion of the club’s youth academy, tryout camp, and even the reserve and first teams’ resources specifically for Chinese football players. Secondly, he would establish a professional interpreter team at Chelsea to ensure that Chinese players, upon arriving there, would not have their development delayed by language issues in training or daily life.

This way, in a club he invested in, Chinese players who signed with a top five league would not be left warming the bench or directly sent to play in minor leagues in other countries. Any Chinese football player with ability and the desire to go further in football would be given sufficient opportunities for growth by his club.

In Li Mu’s eyes, the domestic league’s atmosphere and environment were distorted and not healthy enough. Relying solely on the domestic league to nurture excellent football talent was almost hopeless; otherwise, it would have been impossible for China to fail to qualify for the World Cup even more than a decade later.

Therefore, if he could truly build an overseas stage for talented Chinese football players now, perhaps he could send a few first-class players to Chinese football in the future.

After all, Muye Technology started in China and greatly benefited from the Chinese people’s favor. It was his undeniable responsibility to give back to the domestic populace in multiple areas.

Davidson now understood Li Mu’s intentions. With so many profitable business lines, Li Mu had no need to make money by acquiring a football club. On the contrary, acquiring a football club for Li Mu might be more of a pastime. More importantly, owning a top football club could bring many better opportunities to Chinese football players.

So, Davidson said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I will help you look for and identify suitable clubs these next few days. If there are any, I’ll have someone compile as detailed information as possible and send it to you.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “That would be truly wonderful. Thank you.”

…

Ten o’clock in the evening, London time.

Microsoft officially began its performance.

Promotional advertisements for the Windows Live suite began to be released on many internet platforms in Europe and America.

The officially launched Windows Live included MSN, an online gaming platform, the MSN official website, and MSN Blog, almost entirely overlapping with Muye Technology’s YY product ecosystem.

However, Microsoft’s advertising slogan was full of hype. They named their advertising slogan for Windows Live: “Make your Internet life better.”

In this advertisement, Microsoft not only boasted extensively about its product ecosystem but also heavily promoted MSN’s Blog, claiming to have “redefined Blog” and that this Blog would bring a groundbreaking experience to global internet users.

But just as this advertisement began its dissemination, Muye Technology used YY to send a news alert to its global users. The title of this news was: “New Platform Twitter About to Launch: Everything You Want in the World Here.”

At this stage, no one’s dissemination capability on the internet could compare to YY’s.

Over ninety percent of online users opened and browsed this news. What shocked them was that this news contained an image gallery with numerous photos of top singers and celebrities. In the photos, these singers all held a handwritten white paper with a striking sentence written on it: “I’m waiting for you on Twitter!”

No product had ever managed to gather such a large number of top celebrities to endorse or promote it. More importantly, these celebrities were not just promoting Twitter; they would also be among the first celebrity users to join Twitter, which filled users with anticipation for this brand-new product set to launch in one hour.

In contrast, most users simply ignored the heavily promoted Windows Live. The reason was simple: there were no attractive highlights in the entire Windows Live suite. Every product and every experience within this ecosystem could already be found in YY, and users’ stickiness and loyalty to YY far exceeded Microsoft’s own estimations.

Furthermore, Muye Technology had never disappointed users with any of its products or updates, so users naturally had high expectations for Twitter. At this moment, almost no one paid attention to Microsoft’s Windows Live, much less Microsoft’s so-called “redefined Blog.”

Microsoft’s marketing team continuously monitored the return results of each advertisement placement and tragically discovered that the open rate for each placement was less than ten percent. The jump rate after opening, meaning users who clicked through to Microsoft’s official download link, was less than five percent of those who opened. And of that five percent, only twenty percent of users actually downloaded the software.

This meant that if Microsoft spent one hundred thousand dollars placing a Windows Live advertisement on a certain platform, one million impressions only yielded one hundred thousand effective opens. And after those one hundred thousand people opened it, only five thousand would jump to Microsoft’s official download link, and finally, out of those five thousand, only one thousand users would download the product.

This data was an utter failure.

Moreover, as time passed, minute by minute, the closer it got to Twitter’s launch time, the more horrible Microsoft’s conversion rate became.

At ten-thirty, at the salon, when Bill Gates’s assistant whispered a few words in his ear, his expression immediately turned embarrassing. Without a word, he stood up and left the salon.

Li Mu watched Bill Gates’s hurried departure from the corner of his eye. From his retreating back, Li Mu could discern his panic.

It seemed that MSN’s comeback was set to fail before it even began!





Chapter 1529: God of the Internet

In the time that followed, Microsoft’s marketing consistently received bad news.

The open rate continuously hit new lows, bounce rate continuously hit new lows, and download rate continuously hit new lows…

Initially, the customer acquisition cost through channel promotion was roughly one hundred dollars per user. Later, it plummeted to over two hundred dollars. This was an unbelievably high customer acquisition cost; if they wanted to acquire one hundred million users at this cost, they would need to spend over ten billion, perhaps even twenty billion dollars, on promotional costs.

Such abysmal conversion rates meant that the massive promotional funds invested by Windows Live at every channel simply vanished without a trace.

It fell into the sea with a thud, not even making a ripple.

Pete, Microsoft’s Vice President, fumed in his office, stomping his feet and yelling at the boss of the marketing department: “Even if I directly gave this money to users, the single-user download cost couldn’t possibly be two hundred dollars! Take your team to the street right now, tell them to stop a user and give them twenty dollars, and your conversion rate would still be much higher than this!”

The head of the marketing department, though ashamed, still spoke with helplessness: “Pete, you know our situation. Li Mu in this industry is like Michael Jackson in his prime; even if he just stands on stage, countless fans will scream wildly or even faint. As for us, in this domain, we’re like old, washed-up singers. Compared to Li Mu, our influence is far too inferior, yet Li Mu is hounding us relentlessly, insisting on competing head-on at the same time as us. What can we do…?”

Pete exasperatedly countered: “Then that means there’s a problem with internal confidentiality! Which department leaked the news that Windows Live was launching today? If the news hadn’t leaked, Li Mu’s Twitter would never have clashed with us!”

The head of the marketing department hesitated for a moment and said, “Pete, Mr. Gates is currently in England, and he’s with Li Mu. Do you think it could be…?”

Pete froze, immediately knowing better than to say more and shutting his mouth.

He understood his boss, that seemingly laid-back, engineering-minded old man, who deep down had an exceptionally strong competitive spirit.

He also knew that his boss had always hoped to defeat Li Mu’s YY with MSN, hoped to let Microsoft reach a new pinnacle, and even more, hoped to pull Li Mu, this young man excessively scrutinized by the world, down from his pinnacle.

He even knew that his boss had originally not planned to attend Goldberg’s salon gathering; he only changed his mind and actively requested to attend after hearing that Li Mu would be there.

As for why his boss would do such a thing, Pete could even imagine the scene: “Hello, Mr. Li, I’m Bill Gates. Oh, by the way, our Microsoft has a very important ecosystem launching tonight, you might want to pay attention…”

What happened next was even easier to guess.

Li Mu had already started the Twitter business unit a long time ago. It’s highly probable that Twitter was already in Li Mu’s arsenal, waiting for the right moment to be deployed. When Li Mu heard that Microsoft was launching tonight, he naturally unleashed his hidden ultimate weapon.

Pete’s guess was correct. Li Mu had indeed planned it this way. When he demanded that Twitter launch immediately one hour after Windows Live’s release, his mood was like Li Yunlong’s roar to his Second Battalion Commander in “Drawing Sword”: “Second Battalion Commander, where’s your damn Italian Cannon? Bring it out for me…”

Bill Gates got exactly what he asked for. Li Mu’s Italian Cannon was already deployed.

The data feedback from the channels grew increasingly disheartening for Microsoft. As Pete raged in his office, the entire Microsoft organization’s morale collapsed.

Before Windows Live launched, they had envisioned many possibilities, but they had never envisioned such a dire situation…

For any creator, the biggest blow is when their product fails to gain widespread approval, or is even ignored by the public.

A writer whose books no one reads will be disappointed;

A singer whose recorded songs no one listens to will also be disappointed;

A director whose films no one watches will likewise be disappointed.

And for a product manager, a role centered on understanding user psychology, user needs, and catering to users, if the products they design and develop are unused, that disappointment is the most painful.

They are supposed to be the people who understand users best, but the results tell them they don’t understand users at all.

Bill Gates and the large team behind Microsoft’s MSN never dreamed that the series of products they meticulously crafted would sink immediately upon being released to the market. Users didn’t dislike using them; they simply couldn’t even be bothered to try them.

This feeling was very much like a meme from Guo Degang’s crosstalk: a girl wanted to become famous, so she stripped, took nude photos, and posted them online, eagerly waiting for the post to go viral. Before this, she might have anticipated the post gaining popularity, even controversy or criticism, but the one outcome she never considered became reality: the post went nowhere…

Now, there was only one shred of hope left: to rely on Twitter’s own quality being insufficient.

Makino Tech’s strategy for Twitter was to aim high and strike hard, starting with the highest profile. In such a situation, it naturally attracted everyone’s attention. If the product itself was truly excellent, this high-profile approach would be very effective. But if the product itself wasn’t good enough, aiming high and striking hard would only lead to greater user expectation and greater disappointment, thus backfiring.

If Twitter disappointed users, then Windows Live would have a chance at a new lease on life!

Whether it was all the employees at Microsoft headquarters or Bill Gates in England, everyone deeply realized this point. Thus, everyone held their breath, waiting for Twitter’s launch. Even now, they didn’t know what kind of product Twitter would actually be.

At eleven PM London time, six PM New York time, and six AM the next morning Beijing time.

Makino Tech officially launched the Twitter platform to the world.

This time, Twitter had four domains: www.twitter.com, twitter.yy.com, www.weibo.com, and weibo.yy.com.

The domains primarily featuring “twitter” were aimed at the international market, while those primarily featuring “weibo” were aimed at the Chinese market.

Twitter adopted a waterfall-flow display similar to Sina Weibo in its past life, coupled with a follow system between users, as well as comment, retweet, and like systems, plus a friend recommendation and algorithm recommendation system.

Such a waterfall-flow display mode would provide users with a fast, fragmented information browsing experience, an absolute first in current internet page products.

The advantages of waterfall flow were highly evident: it inherently had an endless injection of information, its trajectory was fully traceable with both upstream and downstream visibility, and the flow rate of the information waterfall was entirely determined by the user – fast if they wanted fast, slow if they wanted slow. Even if some information was accidentally missed, there was no need to worry; tracing back would surely bring it back.

This display mode became widespread in later generations, seen in Weibo, Twitter, various news, headline, and consulting products, vertical e-commerce, and so on. Its innovativeness was beyond doubt.

At present, this mode itself was a significant highlight, offering every user an extraordinary experience.

What’s more, a substantial number of opinion leaders were displaying information here.

Among them were the top one hundred popular singers in Europe and America, some Hollywood actors, first-tier singers and actors from China, and even Prince William from the British Royal Family.

Even more impactful, Li Mu himself was among them.

Regardless of whether a user was logged into Twitter, upon their first visit to a Twitter page, the homepage would by default display the first tweets published by numerous stars and celebrities. Each of their avatars featured their own photo, and below the avatar was a golden, shining symbol that looked like both a checkmark and the letter V.

When the mouse hovered over this symbol, a tip would appear: “This user’s identity has been verified by official Twitter.”

These verified celebrity users had all uploaded photos taken specifically for Twitter. These were definitely recent photos, so they held great appeal for fans.

Even more appealing to fans was the ability to comment on their idol’s newly posted tweet. For instance, many users left messages under Michael Jackson’s tweet.

At the same time, users also discovered that they could retweet a celebrity’s Twitter post to their own feed, allowing their friends to see it. This was incredibly interesting, so users began attempting to retweet their idol’s posts and add their own comments.

Within less than five minutes of launch, Twitter’s logged-in users had already surpassed the ten million milestone. They were rapidly familiarizing themselves with Twitter’s various functions under the guidance of Twitter’s automatic tutorial.

Even more magically, Twitter fully leveraged the powerful connections resource of YY users. Every thirty seconds, it would refresh to show new YY friends joining Twitter. For example, as user A was familiarizing themselves with Twitter, a prompt would pop up in the bottom right corner for the first time: “Your YY friends B, C, and D have now joined Twitter. Click to follow all.”

Users could choose to ignore it, follow all, or selectively follow individuals with a single click. This kind of network expansion allowed them to quickly experience the feeling of “teammates joining,” which greatly helped in fostering user stickiness.

Thirty seconds later, another prompt appeared: “Your YY friends E, F, G, H, and I have now joined Twitter…”

And so, the frantic mutual following among tens of millions of users began…

In addition, a large number of certified institutional accounts, represented by the blue V symbol, also went online in a short period.

Twitter Official, YY Official, YY Games Official, YY.com Official, Apple Inc. Official, Google Official, PayPal Official, Oracle Official, Amazon Official, Yahoo Official, Sina Official…

Rock Records, Warner Music, Sony record company, DreamWorks…

These institutions, which joined first, also began greeting netizens worldwide on Twitter and publishing their official information…

On this newly born world stage, the audience was growing, and so were the performers…

Ten minutes after launch, Twitter’s logged-in users exceeded the twenty million milestone.

Users began trying to post their own tweets, and they were surprised by how simple it was to post a tweet…

Twitter’s publishing editor was embedded at the very top of the homepage: essentially, an input box, an emoji selection function, an image attachment option, a music attachment option, a video attachment option, and a link attachment option.

Notably, the music attachment option offered two choices: users could directly upload audio files, or they could search for music directly from YYtunes’ music library and add it with one click. This single feature perfectly integrated Twitter and YYtunes.

Furthermore, attentive users would notice that all YY ecosystem products, including YYtunes, YY Games, YY.com news links, and YY Space, had added a “Share to Twitter” function. If a user wanted to share a song with their Twitter friends, they didn’t need to go to Twitter specifically; they could simply click “share” within the logged-in YYtunes to achieve it with one click…

This instantly linked all products within the YY ecosystem tightly with Twitter…

Such a product completely subverted the world’s perception of internet products! And even more so, the world’s perception of Makino Tech!

While Makino Tech’s YY was also groundbreaking, YY’s own core had earlier prototypes, such as OICQ, MSN, and even the now-defunct domestic QQ, which predated YY. YY’s strength lay in its sublimation and amplification based on this existing model; the fundamental model was not Makino Tech’s original creation.

But Twitter was different. This product, which allowed a single user to face the entire world, was a new model uniquely created by Makino Tech. The innovations within this new model were simply too numerous; it was truly a collection of disruptive ideas!

Half an hour after launch, Twitter’s logged-in users exceeded thirty million. Online netizens worldwide found themselves immersed in an open, global social platform, where everyone was thrilled to discover that here, they could see the entire world…

Internet professionals worldwide couldn’t help but inwardly revere Makino Tech, Twitter, the waterfall-flow, and Li Mu.

This internet genius had once again created a genius-level, god-tier product!

A leading Silicon Valley media outlet released a flash report with a very concise headline: LI-MU, The-God-Of-Internet!

Li Mu, God of the Internet!





Chapter 1530: Sharing Beauty with the World

Twitter’s make a dazzling appearance not only sent users into a frenzy, but also earned the reverence of internet professionals in Silicon Valley and across the globe.

The title “God of the Internet” might sound grand, but for Li Mu, it was not an exaggeration at all.

The entire internet industry marveled at Li Mu’s wild and incredible creativity. A product like Twitter, which was innovative in every aspect and had a global scope, was the perfect complement to the current internet industry.

In the eyes of internet professionals, Twitter was equivalent to the world’s first artificial satellite. Artificial satellites had for the first time elevated humanity’s perspective to the height of space, allowing humanity to view the entire Earth from orbit. Twitter, similarly, was like an artificial satellite in the internet domain, allowing netizens a panoramic view of the global internet.

Twitter broke YY’s “friend boundaries” and the “platform boundaries” of BBS and other communities. User A and User B no longer needed to follow each other to see each other’s updates. On Twitter’s open platform, every message a user published could be seen by the entire world.

Subsequently, the official Twitter account showcased another of Twitter’s unique and powerful features to the world on Twitter itself: its instant, fast, and delay-free information publishing capability.

For example, at the thirty-second minute of Twitter’s launch, the official Twitter account posted a tweet that read: “30 minutes, thirty million people, Twitter thanks you!”

In addition, the official account included an image, featuring a free-spirited design using Chinese brush calligraphy to write “30Min, 30Million”, meaning thirty minutes and thirty million.

The official team took less than two minutes to create this image, then immediately published it. Since the official Twitter account was one of the accounts every user followed by default, all users instantly received this tweet as soon as it was released.

In other words, the official Twitter account delivered its information to the entire network world in an instant.

Before Twitter’s launch, the only entity in the world capable of achieving this level of reach was YY’s instant pop-up window. But now, in theory, every Twitter account could achieve this point. The only problem was that the account owner needed to find a way to increase their follower count; the more followers, the stronger their reach would be.

Then, at the thirty-fifth minute of its launch, Twitter again posted a tweet that read: “Three minutes, twelve million views, Twitter invites you to share beauty with the world.”

“Share Beauty with the World” was Twitter’s promotional slogan for its first phase of promotion.

The image accompanying this tweet was the interface of the official Twitter account, which showed that the tweet posted three minutes prior had already garnered twelve million views.

This was indeed a terrifying number, but no one doubted its authenticity.

Twitter had just launched, and its traffic was highly concentrated. At least twenty to thirty million people were online simultaneously, making twelve million views in three minutes not difficult to achieve.

The two consecutive tweets received a massive number of likes and comments from netizens, indicating an extremely high level of activity among users.

A few more minutes passed, and the official Twitter account again posted a tweet, formally inviting opinion leaders from around the world to join Twitter and establish their own “T-Media.”

T-Media, as it was called, meant Twitter Media. Li Mu did not want to use terms like self-media or new media to define Twitter’s future content creators, so he directly used the more specific term “T-Media.”

In the tweet, Twitter’s official account sincerely invited individuals and groups worldwide with stories, topics, opinions, thoughts, and works to join. Twitter would not only remain permanently free for all users but would also provide substantial traffic support to individual and group accounts that offered high-quality content, helping them continuously expand the scale of their own T-Media.

This held immense appeal for many individuals, organizations, and businesses. Consequently, a wave of company registrations on Twitter swept across Europe and America, especially in Silicon Valley.

When the top one hundred singers on YYtunes received their Twitter accounts, they all began to experiment with publishing their latest tweets.

Michael Jackson posted a photo of himself practicing in a dance studio, with the caption: “Hi, Twitter friends, I’m Michael Jackson, preparing for my upcoming concert.”

As soon as the tweet was posted, the comments instantly exploded.

Fans’ replies were very friendly and full of positive energy. Many said “Go, Michael!” and many expressed anticipation for his performances and new albums. Quite a few also said, “I will always support you.”

There were also many languages Michael Jackson did not recognize himself, and he had to ask his staff to translate them, only then realizing they were all expressing love and support for him, which filled him with immense satisfaction.

The instant a tweet was published, so many fans from all over the world could instantly reply without any time difference. This truly was a stage that allowed one to face the entire world.

Michael Jackson even specifically replied to a few fan comments, such as: “Thank you for your support, I will continue to work hard and make even better music.”

Although these were merely routine platitudes, for the fans who received these comments, and for those who saw them, it was an incredibly exciting event, because their idol had actually interacted with them!

Before this, no one could find a superstar like Michael Jackson on the internet. But now, when he joined Twitter, everyone could find him by searching his name and choose to follow him.

Celebrities who were not invited to join Twitter in the first time also registered their Twitter accounts as fast as possible. They published their tweets while verifying their identities through Twitter’s backend system, hoping to get their verification badge soon.

Star athletes in the sports world also did not miss this good marketing opportunity. From first-tier NBA players to the New York Yankees players who received nationwide attention, and even superstars like Tiger Woods, whose income level was at the top among athletes, all joined Twitter in the first time.

For celebrities, Twitter was a new battleground, a battleground for competing for fans worldwide, and no celebrity was willing to miss out.

The increasing number of celebrities joining in turn prompted more ordinary users to flock to Twitter and align themselves with their idols’ camps, further boosting the platform’s overall activity points.

…

While Twitter’s blazing fire swept across the globe, Li Mu was still chatting and laughing with tycoons and Royal Family members at a salon in the Goldberg Estate.

These people, slow to realize the implications of the internet, did not yet know that the amazing young man beside them had just created another miracle. As they raised their glasses and socialized, the entire online world was going wild because of him, like a simmering spicy hotpot.

Bill Gates, however, remained in his room, staring at his laptop, his face ashen, motionless for a full ten minutes.

His laptop screen displayed Twitter’s homepage. In the past half-hour, he had completely understood what kind of product Twitter was, and the remaining ten minutes were spent in an inescapable state of despair.

He had speculated countless times before about what kind of product Twitter would be, but he had never imagined it could be so powerful.

Among a myriad of possibilities, this was the worst for Microsoft. Twitter’s eye-catching ability completely overshadowed Windows-Live.

Looking at such a simple, convenient, and fast short-form content publishing mechanism, Bill Gates finally realized how much he had acted against the rules of the internet. He had developed a set of professional tools for blogs, which outwardly seemed to make blogging easier but actually increased the difficulty of operation for users. And what did Li Mu do? He ran completely counter to him, not only abandoning medium to long-form content but even limiting single tweets to no more than 300 bytes, which was deranged.

If he had seen this product before Twitter’s launch, Bill Gates would have scoffed at it. 300 bytes? What kind of in-depth content could one write? What kind of substantive content could one produce?

However, Li Mu never intended to pursue a path of depth and substance. What he wanted was social interaction, fast social interaction. Only content that was short enough, fast enough, abundant enough, and concise enough could perfectly match the genius display format of waterfall flow.

Bill Gates finally realized that his strategy had been wrong from the very beginning. He had led the entire Microsoft team blindly down the wrong path under the cover of darkness for so long, thinking he could launch a surprise attack on his rival. But when daylight broke, he found he had gone completely the wrong way. Not only had he failed to encircle his opponent, but he had actually gotten further away.

As Bill Gates was painfully reflecting alone, Pete called him. The first thing Pete said after connecting was: “Chairman, our customer acquisition cost across all channels is almost reaching three hundred dollars…”

Three hundred dollars…

What a despair-inducing number.

As Twitter’s popularity grew, it became like a powerful vacuum pump in the internet space, rapidly sucking away the oxygen from the entire industry, making all other companies feel suffocated.

In this situation, no matter how much money Microsoft invested in advertising, it would be futile, because users simply wouldn’t pay attention.

Sighing deeply, Bill Gates told Pete: “Stop all current promotions. Halt what’s already running, terminate contracts for what’s paid but not yet launched, and inform the channel partners about future bookings that haven’t been paid for yet.”

Pete was silent for a moment, then tentatively asked: “Chairman, Windows-Live, we’re not promoting it anymore?”

“No more,” Bill Gates said almost without thinking. “With Twitter out, the era of blogs has permanently become a thing of the past. Having taken this wrong step, our MSN has no advantage at all compared to YY, not to mention YY now has Twitter, pulling the gap between us even further apart. We can’t catch up anymore…”

Pete also sighed heavily, saying: “Alright, I’ll hold a meeting to brief everyone.”

Bill Gates said: “Just hold a meeting to tell them to stop the promotions. For the rest, I’ll communicate with everyone in person when I get back tomorrow.”

Pete asked in surprise: “You’re coming back tomorrow? Isn’t the salon gathering for a few more days?”

Bill Gates said: “I’ve contacted the flight crew; we’re taking off for Seattle in three hours.”

“Three hours? That’s late in the middle of the night.”

Bill Gates said: “It’s easier to arrange a temporary route during the late hours.”

There was one thing Bill Gates didn’t say: he no longer wanted to stay there, even for a second; it was agony!





Chapter 1531: Li Mu’s Embedded Easter Egg

The more popular Twitter became in the Western internet world, the more followers Li Mu gained on Twitter.

Li Mu’s Twitter name was “Li MuLimu”, and he had a verified badge with the verification information stating: Founder of Muye Technology.

Even users who didn’t understand Chinese could easily use “Limu” to search for Li Mu’s Twitter homepage.

Because Twitter’s features were so advanced for users, their adoration for Li Mu almost co-existed with their love for Twitter.

Li Mu didn’t force users or make them follow him by default, yet his follower count grew incredibly fast.

Li Mu’s first tweet was a photo of him with Prince William. However, at the time, the young Prince William wasn’t very well-known outside of the UK. Most netizens who saw the photo first were puzzled, wondering who this man posing with Li Mu actually was.

At this point, they’d look at the content of Li Mu’s tweet: “Hello everyone, this is my first tweet. I’m currently in England, with William.”

William of England? Most people still couldn’t guess that this person was the Prince of England.

However, at the end of Li Mu’s text, there was a special character, ‘@’, followed by an English name: William·Louis.

Users didn’t quite understand the meaning of the character string ‘@William·Louis’. If the William Li Mu mentioned was indeed this William·Louis, then why add an ‘@’?

Moreover, this string of characters was clearly blue, like a hyperlink, which instinctively made many veteran netizens move their mouse cursor over it, and then click lightly…

The browser immediately popped up a new page, and this page was William·Louis’s personal Twitter homepage.

Here, they found his verification information: William·Louis, a member of the English Royal Family…

Only then did many people realize that this person was, unexpectedly, the Prince of England.

However, the Prince wasn’t what was important. What was important was: how did they get to this page just now?

Li Mu had added a magical string of characters to his tweet. This string was ‘@William·Louis’, and William·Louis was Prince William’s Twitter name. Did this mean that ‘@’ was the key to giving another person’s name a hyperlink function?

The ‘@’ function, one of the core features of Twitter and Weibo, was actually an easter egg hidden by Li Mu.

This easter egg wasn’t written into Twitter’s user guide. The reason was that Li Mu didn’t want users to be exposed to too many different features right from the start, as that would obscure Twitter’s most core global functionality.

Rather than putting it in the guide, it was better to place it in a hidden level and let users discover it themselves. This was because users who could discover it would already have a basic familiarity with Twitter, and it was time for them to advance.

When users first discovered the ‘@’ function, they instinctively thought it was just a hyperlink symbol. However, when they began trying it out with each other, they realized it wasn’t as simple as a hyperlink symbol; it represented a call, a precise call from one Twitter user to another.

This function began to give Twitter’s tweets more layers.

Originally, Twitter’s tweets had two layers:

The first layer was for all Twitter users. Because Li Mu hadn’t added a group visibility function in this version of Twitter, every user’s tweet was open to the entire world. In theory, any Twitter user could see it; the only question was whether they would choose to look.

The second layer was for a Twitter user’s friends, acquaintances, followers, and other internet connections. Although every tweet he published was a voice to the whole world, those most likely to receive it were the people who followed him.

Now that the ‘@’ function had been discovered by users, Twitter gained a third, deeper layer.

The third layer not only allowed the whole world a chance to see and those who followed one to see with very high probability, but also enabled specific notification of a particular user, calling them to see it.

For example, User A posts a tweet saying, “I really want to go to Chinatown for hot pot.” Then he tags his girlfriend with ‘@’. In this way, the whole world can see this tweet, and his followers will all know he wants to go to Chinatown for hot pot, but his girlfriend receives this specific call, as if the tweet were directed solely at her.

As a result, this feature began to spread wildly and be used extensively on Twitter.

Users who were quick to catch on had already started frequently tagging their friends, while those who were slow to realize were browsing tweets they followed when a notification suddenly popped up in the upper right corner: “A Twitter user mentioned you.”

The four words “mentioned you” held immense power over users’ curiosity.

Users would eagerly want to know who had mentioned them, and in what context they were mentioned.

So, most users who were tagged would click on that notification, and upon clicking, would immediately see the tweet where their friend had called them.

Subsequently, they also became loyal followers of the ‘@’ function.

Many users who were the first to discover how to use the ‘@’ function widely retweeted Li Mu’s only tweet, with accompanying text whose core message was largely consistent: “Twitter developed such a magical @ function, yet completely hid it, leaving the only information entry point in Li Mu’s tweet. This easter egg was truly a creative bury…”

In truth, Li Mu hadn’t planned to reveal the ‘@’ function so early. It was just that William readily agreed to be the first Royal Family member to use Twitter, so Li Mu’s first ‘@’ tag to him was a way of reciprocating the courtesy.

However, he hadn’t expected that because of his ‘@’ tag, William gained over three million followers overnight.

…

When it was 9 AM Beijing time, Twitter (Weibo) traffic in China began to surge.

A large number of celebrities and famous personalities in China had already tasted the huge dividends the internet brought them, so at this time, they all began joining Weibo.

Muye Pictures’ entire contracted artist team and behind-the-scenes staff began massively posting on Weibo from early morning, gaining countless fans right away.

At this stage, after breaking through one billion yuan at the box office, Crazy Stone was still incredibly popular throughout Chinese society, attracting extremely high social attention. So, Muye Pictures’ staff applied for an official Crazy Stone Weibo account, quickly completing its verification through a backdoor. Immediately afterward, this account began continuously posting a large number of Crazy Stone promotional stills and behind-the-scenes photos.

Within ten to twenty minutes, this official Weibo account published over thirty posts, averaging 1.5 posts per minute.

For example, one post was a photo of Andy Lau eating a boxed meal on set, simply captioned: “King Liu also eats the same work meal as everyone else on the crew!”

Immediately following, the second post was a photo of Huang Bo chatting with Tang Wei on set, captioned: “Blackie is explaining the scene to Big Brother’s girlfriend…”

A massive amount of content was continuously created, published, browsed, and retweeted. This made traditional media realize a shocking truth: Weibo was essentially a media platform, and in some aspects, it even surpassed print media, television media, and online media.

Andy Lau also personally registered for Weibo to respond, and actors like Huang Bo and Tang Wei also opened their own Weibo accounts, simultaneously retweeting posts from other crew members and sharing interesting anecdotes from their filming experiences.

In this way, other celebrities almost all followed suit, beginning to create a large number of Weibo posts, and the entire internet was abuzz.

The situation with Twitter overseas was identical to that domestically. A large number of celebrities and famous personalities continuously created new tweets on Twitter. Ordinary users who wanted to know about celebrity updates would either read the news or watch TV programs; aside from that, there were virtually no other channels. But now everything was different. Celebrities were directly in the public eye, constantly creating their own original content with great enthusiasm. This made celebrity fans feel, for the first time, so close to their idols.

These tweets, co-created by a large number of users, were themselves a huge supplement to the scarcity of internet content at the time.

Before Twitter launched, there wasn’t much content available for users to browse online. Most people would at most check portal websites and some just-starting vertical websites daily. The key was that currently there weren’t enough portal websites or vertical websites, nor enough internet content creators. Therefore, the quantity of quality content available for reading across the entire internet was very meager.

However, now everything was different. Twitter mobilized every netizen globally, turning them into content creators and generating a large amount of short-form content for Twitter’s database. Although most of this content was very concise ultra-short form, it actually made users feel that reading these ultra-short pieces was easier and more engaging.

This was similar to the principle behind the success of short video platforms like Kuaishou and Douyin. The internet only had lengthy video content; even a music video for a song was at least three minutes long, and a TV series episode or a movie was even longer. At this point, by using the successful model of the microblog, one could deduce the successful future prospects of micro-videos.

A fifteen-second video was no different from a Twitter post of one hundred thirty Chinese characters or three hundred bytes. It was merely the same model, presented in a new form.

…

Li Mu slept exceptionally soundly that night. Although he had reshuffled the entire internet and taught the entire internet industry a lesson with Twitter, as the person involved, what he was thinking about was his plan to acquire a football club.

That night, Li Mu had a dream. He dreamt that he was playing a real-life version of Football Manager in the UK.

He spent a fortune buying a club, then invested heavily to bring in a large number of ‘seed’ players who would dominate the world football scene for the next decade. He then hired the world’s best football coaches. The club achieved miraculous success and also developed several outstanding players for Chinese football who were qualified to contend for the Asian Footballer of the Year award.

These excellent players joined the Chinese national team, and with their superb skills and long-standing teamwork, they led the national team to win the Asian Cup. They also secured a qualification spot for the 2010 World Cup finals, marking Chinese football’s second advance into the World Cup finals.

As the saying goes, ‘What one thinks about by day, one dreams about by night,’ and ‘What you keep in your heart will surely find a response.’

Shortly after Li Mu woke up the next morning, even before he had finished washing up and gone to the banquet hall for breakfast, Davidson proactively came knocking. After opening Li Mu’s door, the first thing he said was, “Mr. Li, I inquired for you yesterday. There is indeed a Premier League club interested in selling.”

“Oh?” Li Mu hadn’t expected his thoughts to manifest so quickly. He eagerly pressed, “Which club is it?”

Davidson said, “Manchester City Football Club, in the same city as Manchester United, which is invested in by the MacMillan family.”





Chapter 1532: Buying a Premier League Club

Manchester City.

Li Mu knew this club, located in the same city as Manchester, but in his impression, Manchester City’s overall influence and fame were much worse than Manchester United’s.

It was even inferior to Chelsea before Abramovich took over. While Manchester City’s trajectory became relatively impressive after 2010, that was only after the club underwent a capital change and was taken over by Middle Eastern tycoons.

Li Mu asked Davidson, “What place did Manchester City finish in the 02-03 season?”

Davidson had come fully prepared, so he answered without hesitation, “Mr. Li, last season, Manchester City finished in ninth place.”

Li Mu nodded. “Out of twenty teams, ninth place is only slightly above average.”

With that, Li Mu asked again, “What about Manchester United?”

Davidson replied helplessly, “Mr. Li, Manchester United was the champion last season.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue and asked, “What position did Manchester City get in the 01-02 season?”

Davidson said somewhat awkwardly, “Well… Manchester City was just promoted to the Super League in the 01-02 season, but was immediately relegated back to League One, and only re-promoted to the Super League in 2002.”

After speaking, Davidson saw Li Mu’s expression seemed not too satisfied, and he quickly said, “Mr. Li, if you’re not too satisfied with Manchester City, I can continue to scout around for you. Tomorrow, I’ll have someone contact Liverpool, or Arsenal and Newcastle United, to see if they are interested in selling.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “No need, Davidson. If Manchester City is indeed interested in selling, then talk to the capital behind Manchester City. If the price is right, I will acquire it.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Mu quickly added, “Oh, right, please tell them that I am only considering a full acquisition.”

Although Manchester City’s strength was not very great, its overall influence was certainly much stronger than any club in China. If he acquired it, it could serve as a beachhead for Chinese players’ overseas training and nurturing. Furthermore, the team’s past performance was not too good, which actually made it a better starting point. If he were to acquire a reigning champion like Manchester United, and they finished third next year, Manchester United fans and the British media would surely criticize him, blaming the team’s decline on him, the Chinese owner.

Li Mu wouldn’t give these arrogant British people such an opportunity to show off.

By acquiring a mid-tier team like Manchester City, investing some money for a better coach, and bringing in a batch of excellent players, the team’s strength would naturally improve. They finished ninth last year, and if they could finish eighth this year, fans and media wouldn’t babble. If they could get into the top five, the atmosphere would be even more relaxed.

Seeing Li Mu decide to acquire Manchester City, Davidson nodded quickly and said, “Mr. Li, I will give you a general introduction to Manchester City Club’s situation.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Thank you, Davidson, but there’s no need for too much detail. I’m not interested in its current financial situation, its behind-the-scenes capital structure, its current players, or even its current head coach. Just tell me the approximate price range it can be acquired for, and I’ll arrange for someone to handle the negotiation with them.”

To Li Mu, a Premier League club, whether it cost tens of millions of pounds sterling or a couple hundred million, wasn’t worth the effort to understand so much. All he needed was a general price, and then he could send someone to negotiate.

Davidson naturally understood Li Mu’s meaning. To him, an acquisition worth tens of millions or one or two hundred million pounds sterling was no longer worth his excessive time and effort to understand, analyze, and research. It was like a billionaire buying a car: once he liked it, he just needed the seller to tell him the price, and he would write a check accordingly.

So, Davidson said, “Mr. Li, Manchester City’s current asking price is around one hundred million pounds sterling. However, the actual transaction price should be able to be negotiated down to around sixty-five to seventy million pounds sterling.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then I’ll have someone negotiate at a price of eighty million. Oh, right, Davidson, you should know the people there. Please trouble yourself to introduce me to a liaison.”

Davidson hesitated for a moment. After about ten seconds, he said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, among Manchester City’s shareholders, some are very stubborn old Britons, ‘old money’ who are declining yet set in their ways. They like money, need money, but always pretend they don’t lack it and don’t care about it. If you directly send someone to do business with them, there are often two possibilities: one is that they see you are Chinese and directly tell you they won’t sell; the other is that, knowing it’s a Chinese person who wants to buy, they’ll price gouge and seize the opportunity to extort a fortune.”

Li Mu’s brow furrowed tightly. He asked, puzzled, “Not selling to Chinese people, or charging Chinese people more? What kind of logic is this? Is it racial discrimination?”

Davidson quickly waved his hand, explaining, “This is not racial discrimination. It’s just that these old stubborn folks are too self-righteous. They look down upon everyone else. If you’re richer than them, they’ll talk about culture. If you talk about culture, they’ll compare family history. If you compare family history, they might compare football. If they can’t even beat you in football, they’ll compare alcohol tolerance…”

Li Mu gave a helpless smile and asked, “What’s your suggestion then?”

Davidson said, “My suggestion is that the Goldberg Family directly step in to negotiate the acquisition. We will handle the initial negotiation and determine the price. If Mr. Li has no objections, we will proceed with the contract, audit, and complete the acquisition, and then transfer the club to you at the original price.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and then nodded in agreement. He also didn’t want to deal with such stubborn old folks; it was too tiring and a waste of energy and emotions. If Davidson could do him this favor, it would truly be for the best.

So, Li Mu said to Davidson, “Muye Technology will pay the Goldberg Family a commission of ten percent of the acquisition amount, as a thank you.”

Davidson smiled and said, “Mr. Li, there’s no need for a commission. We are friends, and you are an esteemed guest of our Goldberg Family. It would be too formal to charge a commission for such a small matter.”

Li Mu smiled, “We are friends, that’s true, but I also believe in a principle: never let others do favors for free.”

Davidson nodded gently. He roughly understood Li Mu’s meaning in his heart: Li Mu couldn’t accept his help without reciprocating, just as he himself couldn’t simply gain the lead underwriter qualification for Muye Technology’s future IPO from Li Mu for free. If Li Mu didn’t open this avenue of a favor, then the subsequent matters would indeed be difficult to proceed with.

So Davidson said no more and addressed Li Mu, “Mr. Li, it’s about time. Let’s go downstairs for breakfast.”

“Alright.”

…

The Goldberg Family had arranged breakfast in two restaurants. Yesterday’s grand ballroom was used to accommodate most guests, and in addition, a small restaurant was arranged specifically for important guests.

Davidson led Li Mu to the specially arranged small restaurant. There weren’t many people dining there, perhaps a dozen or so. Only four of them were Goldberg Family members. Most of the other Goldberg Family members were in the grand ballroom entertaining other guests.

Wendy was currently attending to guests. As the Goldberg Family’s eldest granddaughter, she personally handled everything in the restaurant, not only enthusiastically greeting every guest but also personally offering the latest morning newspapers.

Seeing Davidson and Li Mu enter together, she quickly stepped forward to greet them, smiling. “Good morning, Grandfather, Mr. Li. What would you like to eat?”

Davidson pointed at Wendy and said to Li Mu, “See? My most beloved eldest granddaughter, when she acts as a server, she acts more professional than a professional.”

Wendy chuckled, “Grandfather, have you forgotten I used to work summer jobs at Starbucks?”

“Oh… I almost forgot.” Davidson patted his head and chuckled, “I’m the same as ever. I’ll just tell Mary directly later. You, however, should apply the professional skills you learned at Starbucks to serving Mr. Li, our guest from afar.”

Wendy stuck out her tongue, then said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, today’s British newspaper front-page headlines are all about you, you know!”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Is that so?”

Wendy picked up a folded new newspaper, revealing the front page and presenting it to Li Mu. “Look, this is today’s ‘The Times,’ front-page headline.”

Li Mu looked closely. ‘The Times’ front-page headline was written in large, striking characters: “Twitter, Another Internet Miracle Created by Li Mu!”

The accompanying photo was surprisingly the group photo of Li Mu and Prince William that Li Mu had posted on Twitter yesterday.

Li Mu smiled faintly and jested, “It looks like I’m more photogenic than Prince William.”

Wendy smiled faintly, then leaned closer to Li Mu and whispered in his ear, “When Prince William just arrived, his face was radiant; he looked incredibly happy. Just now, he received an important call and stepped out to take it. Before leaving, he asked me if, when you arrived, I would be sure to invite you to have breakfast with him. Would that be acceptable?”

Li Mu said nonchalantly, “Whatever works for me.”

Wendy smiled, “Then please follow me. I’ll pour you a cup of coffee first. Prince William should be back soon.”

…

At this moment, William was on the lawn outside the Castle, excitedly talking on the phone with his father.

As of half an hour ago, William had gained five million followers on Twitter, a number that utterly shocked the entire British Royal Family.

These five million followers came from all over the world; almost all of them had learned about and followed William through Li Mu’s Twitter. In the decades before this, the British Royal Family had never received such high global attention. And William not only suddenly stepped onto a new world-class stage but even became one of the main characters on that stage. For the entire Royal Family, this held extraordinary significance.

What excited the Royal Family even more was that this morning, William and Li Mu’s photo began to be widely adopted by media outlets. Not just British local media, but also media from other European countries were using this photo to report on Twitter’s global sweep. As the first photo Li Mu posted on Twitter, its significance was naturally immense.

In this way, William successfully rode the coattails of most of the headlines about Twitter and Li Mu. Some media even specifically wrote articles about William, and these media were very optimistic about William’s future. The reason was none other than that at such a young age, he had already become Li Mu’s friend, not only appearing in Li Mu’s first tweet but even receiving Li Mu’s first @. If he could continue to maintain a good relationship with Li Mu, it would absolutely be a huge stroke of luck for the future British Royal Family.

Thus, William’s father personally called him first thing in the morning and gave him three tasks:

First, continue to foster friendship and get closer with Li Mu at Goldberg Estate;

Second, continue to update his Twitter, to show the British Royal Family’s upbringing and demeanor to fans worldwide;

Third, invite Li Mu to Buckingham Palace as a guest.





Chapter 1533: Once Again Astonishing the World

People with keen discernment saw the immense potential behind Twitter the moment it went live, and the British Royal Family was no exception.

These individuals had already recognized Twitter’s potential as a personal media platform. Someone like Li Mu, if he were to gain tens of millions of Twitter followers globally, could push any information he wanted to those tens of millions of followers at any given moment.

Such an information distribution capability was something no one could achieve before this.

For print media, the highest delivery frequency was once a day; anything more frequent was extremely difficult to achieve.

For television media, even if one owned a TV station, they couldn’t broadcast information solely based on their own needs at all times. Moreover, users had access to so many TV stations. On such an exclusive channel as television media, users could often only choose one information source simultaneously. For example, for the 8 PM news, thirty TV stations in the UK competed, and the chances of information vanishing without a trace were too high.

Traditional internet portals, while not restricted by time and capable of publishing news anywhere, anytime, lacked Twitter’s social features. Users might spend a long time on Twitter or Weibo, but they wouldn’t continuously pay attention to a portal website. This meant that traditional portals also couldn’t achieve precise and effective information distribution, and the proportion of information ignored by users was very high.

However, Twitter’s content creation speed is incredibly fast, with tens of millions of people worldwide creating hundreds of millions of pieces of content daily. Crucially, this content itself gives users the power to freely filter it. They can follow their friends, the people they admire, idols, and other public figures they like. Each user’s following list is a completely customized “program schedule” tailored to their own needs – no other information platform can achieve this. More importantly, it doesn’t just have information publishing and browsing functions; it also boasts powerful social attributes.

This is precisely why the British Royal Family valued Twitter so highly, and why they valued Prince William’s sudden surge of millions of followers overnight. They keenly perceived that this would be key to enhancing the British Royal Family’s global presence, and even their global influence.

It was for this reason that they specifically called and asked Prince William to take his Twitter seriously and maintain it well.

…

After Li Mu sat down in the restaurant, he immediately felt the immense impact Twitter had brought him.

First, the Goldberg Family provided dozens of newspapers in different languages, and almost all of them featured him on their front-page headlines.

Secondly, almost everyone dining in the restaurant proactively came up to greet him and introduce themselves with effusive enthusiasm. This warmth was much greater than the day before.

Wendy Golby came over to Li Mu, handed him a cup of coffee, and said, “Mr. Li, I’ve already ordered some French breakfast for you. The chef will bring it right over.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Thank you, Wendy.”

Wendy blinked, then looked at Li Mu with anticipation, softly asking, “Mr. Li, may I take a photo with you?”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Now?”

“Yes…” Wendy’s fair face flushed slightly, and she said shyly like a girl next door, “I also registered on Twitter and want to post another photo with you, Mr. Li.”

At the beginning of the dinner yesterday, Wendy had already taken a photo with Li Mu. Last night, she posted this photo to her newly registered Twitter account and specifically tagged Li Mu, but Li Mu hadn’t responded to her.

However, even without Li Mu’s response, Wendy’s photo with him was spontaneously retweeted by many netizens. For these fervent fans of Li Mu, anything related to him could pique their interest in reading, retweeting, and commenting.

And Wendy had gained a considerable amount herself; she had acquired nearly four hundred thousand followers from last night until this morning.

However, nearly four hundred thousand followers was worlds apart from Prince William’s over five million.

Li Mu did not refuse Wendy’s request. It was just a photo, and he had never been someone who feared the camera.

So Wendy immediately took out the compact camera she had prepared earlier, then crouched beside Li Mu, tilting her head as close to Li Mu as possible without actually touching him.

Then, Wendy turned the camera around and held it up in front of them, saying to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I’ll say ‘one, two, three’.”

“Hold on,” Li Mu said with a smile. “This angle lacks novelty. Let me teach you a new way to take photos.”

Li Mu knew Wendy wanted to take the photo to post on Twitter, so he also thought he might as well help her out.

Wendy, however, didn’t understand Li Mu’s meaning. She curiously asked, “Mr. Li, what’s this new way you’re talking about?”

Li Mu patted the chair beside him and smiled, “Come, sit next to me.”

Wendy immediately nodded and sat down on the chair beside Li Mu.

Li Mu then said, “Give me the camera.”

Wendy handed the camera to Li Mu, who held it high at a forty-five-degree angle above his upper right. He said to Wendy, who was sitting to his left, “Come, move a little closer to me.”

Wendy’s heart filled with joy, and she quickly leaned closer to Li Mu, almost to the point of touching him.

Immediately, Li Mu said, “Make a V-sign with your left hand.”

“Like this?” Wendy, who always appeared in photos with the image of a noble lady, was completely clueless about the cutesy style of posing, so her V-sign looked a bit silly.

Li Mu chuckled, “Come, put your V-sign by your face. Yes, exactly like that. Then, puff out your cheeks slightly. Yes, you heard me right, puff them out, but not too much…”

For the first time, Wendy felt so clumsy. Even under Li Mu’s guidance, she couldn’t quite get the hang of it for a long while.

Finally, at a certain moment, Li Mu said, “Good, just like that. Perfect, don’t move. Okay, taking the photo now, one, two, three…”

Click. The camera shutter pressed, and a photo that would go on to set the trend for online selfies for at least a decade was born.

Li Mu turned the camera around and looked at it. Wendy’s expression and pose certainly met the standards of an internet celebrity. She herself was very beautiful and dressed elegantly, and combined with this internet celebrity-style expression, it was indeed very pleasing to the eye.

Li Mu himself, however, didn’t make any exaggerated poses; he merely smiled and posed for a side profile shot at a forty-five-degree upward angle. This angle perfectly accentuated Wendy’s stunning and playfully cute appearance even further.

Li Mu handed the camera to Wendy and smiled, “Here, post this on your Twitter. I’ll retweet it after I finish eating.”

“Really?!” Wendy hadn’t even had time to look at herself on the camera screen when she heard Li Mu would retweet her Twitter post. She immediately became so excited that her voice trembled.

While the entire Goldberg Family was wealthy, they lacked influence among the public. Unlike the MacMillan family, whom Li Mu had taught a lesson, the MacMillan family had media industries, so they had a lot of public exposure and significant influence in the UK and even throughout Europe. Therefore, the Goldberg Family also wanted to find a breakthrough point to connect with the public, and now, Twitter was the best choice.

Wendy was extremely thrilled in her heart, because she knew very well that if Li Mu retweeted her Twitter post, she would probably gain millions of followers within a day. This amount of influence was immense; it would not only help the Goldberg Family increase its exposure but also establish herself as the Goldberg Family’s sole public representative. This would be of great help in securing her own best interests in the future.

One couldn’t blame Wendy for being too realistic; it simply meant that aristocratic youth like her were educated with such a set of values from a young age.

At this moment, Prince William walked in after finishing his phone call. Seeing Li Mu, his face brightened with joy, and he quickly walked over to him, greeting him with a smile, “Good morning, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu looked up at him, smiled faintly, and said, “Good morning, William.”

Wendy quickly stood up and said, “Mr. Li, Prince William, please enjoy your breakfast. I won’t disturb you.”

Li Mu casually asked, “Would you like to join us for breakfast?”

Wendy waved her hand and said, “Thank you, Mr. Li, but I’ve already eaten.”

Li Mu nodded and naturally said, “I originally intended to invite you and Miss Anne to dine with us. Since you’ve already eaten, I won’t insist. However, I must trouble you, Miss Wendy, to please invite Miss Anne over.”

Wendy’s expression was slightly unnatural, and her heart was practically bubbling over with regret. ‘Why didn’t I just say yes earlier? What was I thinking, saying I already ate?’

However, despite her vexation, she knew she couldn’t show it. So she said with a smile, “Please wait a moment. Miss Anne should be dining in another restaurant. I’ll go invite her over.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, saying with a calm expression, “Wendy, I have a favor to ask of you.”

Wendy quickly said, “Please go ahead.”

Li Mu said, “Miss Anne is a good friend who came with me. Please don’t forget her for any arrangements going forward. Thank you.”

Li Mu spoke very plainly, but Wendy truly felt a bit flustered in her heart. She and her entire family were very dissatisfied with Anne Hathaway’s presence, which was why they had intentionally “isolated” her from Li Mu. However, she never expected Li Mu to bring it up himself. Although Li Mu spoke very understatedly and without a judgmental tone, Wendy clearly understood that Li Mu was likely somewhat displeased.

So she quickly said, “Mr. Li, please wait a moment. I’ll go invite Miss Anne over right away. This was an oversight in our arrangements. Please rest assured, we will not make such a mistake again.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile and said, “Thank you for your trouble.”

Wendy turned and left. Prince William immediately smiled and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, congratulations! Twitter swept across the globe overnight. Muye Technology has once again astonished the entire world! I believe Twitter will bring enormous value to Muye Technology in the future.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Thank you. The reason Muye Technology created Twitter was to provide the world’s internet users with a truly global platform, giving everyone the opportunity to be seen, noticed, and heard by the world. As for value, that’s no longer important to me.”





Chapter 1534: Twitter Doesn’t Need to Make Money

Twitter had just Launched when it swept the globe like a heated storm. Any businessman, or anyone with a slight understanding of business, would realize it was a huge gold mine. Prince William saw it that way too. However, Li Mu claimed that Twitter’s future profit potential was no longer important to him, which Prince William found a bit difficult to understand.

Normally, who would give up an opportunity to make money? It’s like a petroleum tycoon would never be willing to abandon a single oil well.

But Li Mu truly wasn’t planning on turning Twitter into an oil well.

He had long anticipated Twitter’s popularity. In his past life, both Twitter in the West and Weibo in China immediately kicked off a new wave in the internet world after making a grand entrance, and internet users’ enthusiasm back then was hardly inferior to what it is now.

That wave of internet users, during Weibo’s peak popularity, dedicated all their available online time to Weibo every day. They even carved out fragmented moments like using the restroom, riding a bus, resting, or taking the easy way out during work breaks. This demonstrates just how powerful this product model’s appeal was to users in its first few years after its creation.

In his past life, these two products were already blockbusters. In this life, with Li Mu developing this product, its popularity would naturally increase further. So, from the moment Li Mu decided to create Twitter, he knew it would be a huge hit globally.

However, unfortunately, after the internet developed to 2013 and 2014 in his past life, both Twitter and Weibo began to decline. User churn became increasingly severe, platform activity points grew lower and lower, and their profit models remained inaccessible.

On one hand, this was due to the impact of more product models from the mobile internet, such as Twitter being constrained by Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp; and Weibo being squeezed by WeChat Official Accounts and Toutiao.

But on the other hand, it was primarily because these two products themselves narrowed their own paths.

After starting up, both products faced the problem of monetization. Weibo, in particular, completely opened up its advertising business after one or two years of development, and to make money, its advertising business resorted to almost every conceivable means. While such frantic monetization increased revenue, it also significantly degraded user experience.

During Weibo’s purest phase, all waterfall flow content users saw was what they liked and personally followed. However, during Weibo’s most frenzied period, seventy to eighty percent of the waterfall flow content users saw consisted of various advertisements: direct advertisements for products, websites, games, and other apps, as well as all sorts of native advertisements and spam messages from prize-winning reposts.

The more spam messages there were, the more time and energy users wasted. Over time, user loyalty would steadily decrease.

In Li Mu’s view, later-stage Weibo was almost entirely supported by celebrity gossip. Whenever a first-tier celebrity’s major scandal broke, it was the moment Weibo’s Traffic surged. And when attention to the event waned, Weibo’s Traffic would drop significantly again. Users couldn’t find good content on Weibo, so products like Toutiao, using content as their entry point, poached users from Weibo.

Li Mu didn’t want Twitter and Weibo to become slaves to money in his hands. Monetization methods that resort to every conceivable means, such as charging for advertisements, charging to boost trending topics, or charging for follower increases, would never appear on his Twitter.

For Li Mu, Twitter itself wasn’t meant to make money. This point, no other team operating Twitter could achieve, besides Li Mu’s own operation. It completely distinguished him from the original Twitter founding team and the Weibo team of that time.

The reason was simple: the Twitter founding team operated it as a capital project, aiming to achieve financial freedom through it.

As for the Weibo team, their heavy responsibility at the time was to use Weibo with all their might to revive Sina, which had already fallen to rock bottom.

Therefore, both teams carried heavy real-world burdens.

However, Li Mu didn’t have such burdens. He was already far ahead of other entrepreneurs and many steps ahead of his colleagues, having begun his Industrial Upgrading.

So-called Industrial Upgrading meant that Li Mu no longer needed every business to bring him profit, nor did he need every penny invested to bring him income. This was vastly different from entrepreneurs at the current stage.

Other entrepreneurs, however, were like farmers still living below the poverty line. Of course, Li Mu had no intention of discriminating against impoverished farmers; he was simply using this level as an analogy.

Entrepreneurs still living below the poverty line had to consider profit margins for every penny spent and every business they expanded. This alone placed a heavy burden on them.

For example, buying a chicken was for the profit generated by its eggs; buying a lamb was for the profit from raising it to be sold; buying a sow was for the profit from breeding piglets. If they had money for bricks and cement, it would only be used for expansion of pigsties, sheep pens, and chicken coops, never to build themselves a bathroom. And if they finally had a chance to buy a car, it would definitely be a Wuling Hongguang, which could make money.

However, Li Mu was now part of the high-income class. He didn’t need to overemphasize money like novice entrepreneurs.

He could purely for leisure keep an expensive pet dog, or to demonstrate his status and to flirt with girls, buy a Rolls-Royce worth several million, even if that Rolls-Royce required an investment of several hundred thousand in maintenance and upkeep each year and wouldn’t earn him a single penny back.

For Li Mu, Twitter was just such a Luxury car.

Li Mu had plenty of ways to make money; there was no need for him to drive a Rolls-Royce to run Didi, nor would he rent out his Rolls-Royce to a wedding company to make money—that would make him feel like he was losing face.

This was the biggest difference between Li Mu and other internet entrepreneurs at the current stage.

At this stage, YY’s overall ecosystem was already very profitable, and there was even greater profit potential in the future. Under these circumstances, Li Mu had to rationally make a decision: which money to earn, and which money he could or should not earn. Sacrificing some profit to pursue other goals, Twitter was the most suitable product for achieving those other pursuits.

Twitter didn’t need to make money. Li Mu wanted to use the purest, best-experience Twitter to bolster the entire YY ecosystem, making the YY ecosystem as a whole more stable and stronger. Even if it didn’t earn a single penny, it would still be worth it.

Furthermore, if Twitter and Weibo didn’t become slaves to money, then in the future, products like Toutiao or WeChat Official Accounts would essentially have no room to develop.

Prince William couldn’t grasp Li Mu’s line of thinking, but he always felt a subtle air of transcendence about Li Mu’s demeanor.

Considering Li Mu’s current net worth, Prince William pretty much understood then.

Just thinking about how he had merely expressed his respect for Li Mu the day before, and then was mentioned and tagged by Li Mu on Twitter, gaining millions of followers, Prince William felt it was absolutely necessary to maintain a good relationship with Li Mu. This person’s influence in the eyes of the global public had already surpassed that of any European billionaire, or even Royal Family member.



To prevent Li Mu from holding any lingering concern towards her or the Goldberg Family, Wendy Golby personally went to the ballroom and invited Anne Hathaway, who was dining with her assistant.

Anne Hathaway initially felt a great deal of grievance, but upon hearing that Li Mu had invited her to dine with Prince William, her mood immediately eased considerably.

She could be ignored, underestimated, or even deliberately excluded by the Goldberg Family, as long as Li Mu didn’t consider her an insignificant person. Now, it seemed Li Mu could at least still remember her, which brought her immense relief.

Following Wendy to the restaurant where Li Mu was, as soon as Anne Hathaway entered, Li Mu, like a gentleman, stood up laughing, greeted her, and pulled out the chair beside him, chuckling, “Anne, come sit down.”

Li Mu’s personal act of standing up to pull out a chair for her caught the attention of everyone in the restaurant. Even Prince William was somewhat surprised; when he had entered just moments before, Li Mu hadn’t stood up to greet him at all, yet when Anne Hathaway arrived, Li Mu actually took the initiative to pull out her chair. Although this was the act of a gentleman, it also showed that in Li Mu’s eyes, Anne Hathaway held a certain status.

Anne Hathaway herself was a little nervous and hastily nodded, thanking Li Mu.

Li Mu introduced her, “Anne, this is Prince William. William, this is my good friend, Hollywood first-tier actor, Anne Hathaway.”

Prince William immediately stood up and, like a true gentleman, kissed Anne Hathaway’s hand, complimenting, “Miss Anne, you are truly beautiful. It’s a great pleasure to meet you.”

Anne Hathaway hastily forced herself to exchange a few polite formalities before sitting down next to Li Mu. Once seated, her previously nervous and anxious mood eased considerably.

Only then did Li Mu speak to Wendy, who had come along, “Miss Wendy, are you sure you don’t want to sit down and eat something with us?”

Wendy Golby knew she couldn’t accept, so she hastily waved her hand and said with a smile, “Mr. Li, Prince William, and Miss Anne, please enjoy your breakfast. I won’t disturb you further. I have some other matters to attend to.”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “If you have matters to attend to, then go ahead. We’ll find another time to sit together.”

After bidding farewell to the three, Wendy immediately returned to her room. Although she hadn’t been able to have breakfast with Li Mu, the photo in her camera was quite a gain. This was because Li Mu had taken the picture with his camera, and she was sitting right beside him. Their expressions were natural and relaxed, and even held a hint of intimacy.

After returning to her room, Wendy opened her computer and discovered that her Twitter account had gained over twenty thousand new followers and over three thousand comments. She immediately became excited. Clicking to view the comments, she found that most were netizens expressing their envy towards her, and the reason for this envy was her chance to take a photo with Li Mu.

Wendy then imported the photo from her camera to her computer, uploaded the picture she had just taken to Twitter, and captioned it: “Mr. Li Mu just taught me a new way to take photos! I’ve never tried a selfie from a diagonal overhead angle before, but it really feels special from this perspective. I absolutely love this photo!”

She checked it once, ensuring there were no spelling errors, then Wendy clicked the publish button, looking forward in her heart to Li Mu fulfilling his earlier promise by retweeting her Twitter post…





Chapter 1535: A Grand Gift for Li Mu

The Goldberg Family’s breakfast was lavish yet elaborate, with many varieties, rules, and etiquettes, which Li Mu found somewhat difficult to accept.

He finally understood why most of these European Old Money families were not doing so well these days, especially those aristocrats who had been inheriting titles since the 17th and 18th centuries; most of them were practically resting on their laurels. The most fundamental reason was their excessive emphasis on etiquette and their overly comfortable lives.

New-era wealth holders value efficiency above all else. Take Li Mu himself, for instance; even though he had become incredibly wealthy, he never had as many strict protocols as European aristocrats. A single breakfast could take an hour and a half, lunch two hours, and if dinner was a formal French meal, it would easily take at least two to three hours from start to finish. If a group of aristocrats gathered for dinner, including the meal and their bragging, five hours was considered normal.

These people were much like the literati of ancient China, spending their days composing poetry and couplets, enjoying flowers under the moonlight. Most of their time and energy were devoted to their unique way of life, but when it came to creating wealth and building businesses, these individuals had nothing remarkable to speak of.

Even royalty like Prince William, in Li Mu’s eyes, possessed no truly admirable qualities. Their speech and demeanor were impeccably gentlemanly, and their etiquette education from childhood could be called textbook-level. However, these things seemed too superficial to Li Mu, at most a skill rather than a capability. Otherwise, Prince William wouldn’t have shown such heartfelt surprise and incomprehension when Li Mu stated he didn’t need to earn money from Twitter.

If it were Elon Musk, Li Mu wouldn’t even need to explain; he would likely understand. The same applied to Larry Page. Although Mark Zuckerberg was young and still quite inexperienced overall, his thinking pattern was ahead of his time, surpassing everyone in the Goldberg Family, as well as all the European aristocrats present at this salon gathering.

Li Mu suddenly missed Bill Gates. Even though Bill Gates probably wanted to take down Muye Technology at once, he was at least the one person with whom Li Mu truly shared a common language.

Thinking of Bill Gates, Li Mu looked around. Bill Gates was not in the restaurant. This big shot was, after all, the world’s richest man; the Goldberg Family surely wouldn’t have him eat in the banquet hall with most of the guests, right? So why wasn’t he there?

Immediately, Li Mu asked Prince William, “William, have you seen Mr. Bill Gates today?”

Prince William shook his head and said, “No, I haven’t. Why? Do you need to see Mr. Gates?”

“No, just asking,” Li Mu replied dismissively, feeling puzzled in his heart.

Just then, Davidson entered, accompanied by several Middle Eastern royal family members. Li Mu waved to him. Davidson quickly greeted the royal guests, then came up to Li Mu, asking with a smile, “Mr. Li, was breakfast to your liking?”

“It was very good,” Li Mu smiled and asked him, “By the way, why haven’t I seen Mr. Bill Gates?”

Davidson asked with a smile, “Mr. Li doesn’t know yet?”

Li Mu was puzzled: “Know what?”

Davidson chuckled, “Mr. Gates has returned to the United States.”

“Returned to the United States?” Li Mu was even more surprised. “He just got here; why did he leave so soon? When did he go?”

“Last night,” Davidson thought for a moment and said, “He probably made the temporary decision to return shortly after Twitter was launched. He should be in Seattle by now.”

Li Mu was stunned. Good heavens, he left already?

Li Mu sighed helplessly. What was this older brother rushing back for? To regroup and continue pushing MSN?

With Twitter launched, even if MSN had extraordinary capabilities, it would be impossible to bring down YY. Bill Gates should be well aware of this point.

So, was his hasty return because he couldn’t save face?

That was certainly possible. After all, he had been full of confidence before, always thinking that the new MSN ecosystem would pose a huge threat to YY, and even actively provoke and demonstrate against Li Mu. But he hadn’t expected Microsoft’s carefully built MSN ecosystem to be so vulnerable.

Davidson then spoke, “Mr. Li, Prince Walid of Saudi Arabia would like to invite you to play a round of golf. I wonder if you have the time?”

“Saudi Prince?” Li Mu knitted his brow slightly, instinctively looking toward a few Middle Eastern guests wearing red-and-white checkered headscarves. One young man, seeing Li Mu look over, smiled and raised a hand in greeting.

Davidson said, “That is Prince Walid.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Please thank him for his kind offer, but I don’t play golf, so I won’t be able to join him.”

Davidson nodded and said, “Alright, I’ll tell him later.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “By the way, Davidson, regarding the Manchester City club matter, please try to expedite the process as much as possible, the faster the better. Ideally, I’d like to have it settled before I leave the UK.”

Davidson immediately looked a bit torn. Acquiring a club was a massive transaction, at least tens of millions of pound sterling. Under normal circumstances, even if both parties agreed on a price, the subsequent financial auditing and handover alone would take a long time. The possibility of Li Mu buying a club within just a few days was minuscule.

Seeing Davidson remain silent with a conflicted expression, Li Mu said, “Davidson, you don’t need to think about too many minor details. Since they genuinely intend to sell, I can take over at 110% of the market price, offering them an additional ten percent premium. If they agree to this offer, I can make the payment immediately. As for financial auditing, we can initially use their stated book figures and have them provide a written commitment, then deal with the audit later at our leisure. For such a large club, there shouldn’t be too much deviation in their finances, and even if there is, we can pursue accountability according to the agreement.”

Davidson knew that Li Mu was extremely particular about efficiency. If he dragged this matter on for another month or two, then in the future, if he wanted Li Mu to cooperate with HSBC and have HSBC act as the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO, it would likely be out of the question.

So Davidson nodded and said, “I will arrange this today and strive to get them to sign a framework agreement with me as soon as possible.”

…

After breakfast, Wendy Golby returned to the restaurant and offered to accompany Li Mu, Prince William, and Anne Hathaway on a tour of Goldberg Estate. Li Mu didn’t refuse. In his opinion, he had nothing in common with these Old Money families and royal families, so he might as well act like a tourist, walk around, and broaden his horizons.

While Li Mu was touring Goldberg Estate, Davidson called his eldest son, William Goldberg, to his study.

Facing William Goldberg, Davidson’s first words caused a sensation. He said, “William, you need to go to Manchester and absolutely buy the Manchester City club.”

“Buy Manchester City?” William Goldberg was stunned, saying in surprise, “Dad, the MacMillan family are major shareholders of Manchester United. Are you going against them?”

Davidson waved his hand and said, “Buying Manchester City is so we can give it as a gift to Li Mu.”

“Give it to Li Mu? Dad, isn’t this gift a bit too expensive?” William Goldberg was even more bewildered. He couldn’t understand why his father wanted to give Li Mu a football club. Not only was this “gift” rather unconventional, but its cost was ridiculously high.

British people, from royalty to commoners, love football, and they are very knowledgeable about their domestic football clubs. William Goldberg was no exception; he was well aware of Manchester City’s current situation and its approximate price. To buy this club, the acquisition cost alone would be seventy to eighty million pound sterling, or even higher. Even if his father wanted to win over Li Mu, there was no need to make such a huge sacrifice, was there?

Davidson, however, shook his head and said, “We previously predicted that if Muye Technology went public, its market value would be around two hundred billion US dollars. However, Twitter immediately became a global sensation upon its launch, with media outlets worldwide reporting on it. Its growth speed is terrifying. If Li Mu is given another half a year, with Twitter’s assistance, Muye Technology’s IPO market value will continue to climb. Therefore, Muye Technology’s IPO should be the largest in Nasdaq’s history, and it’s unlikely this record will be surpassed in the next few years.”

Then, Davidson continued, “If Muye Technology decides to offer ten percent of its shares for fundraising, that would be a scale of over twenty billion US dollars. If we can acquire half of that, the direct profit alone would be roughly one billion US dollars, not to mention the potential profit. If we can be the lead underwriter and secure the lead underwriting rights, it will greatly enhance our clients’ recognition of us. The hidden added value is immeasurable. So, no matter what, we must foster a good relationship with Li Mu. It just so happens that Li Mu is very interested in Premier League clubs, so we might as well give him a grand favor.”

William Goldberg took a deep breath and said, “I understand.”

Davidson said, “Li Mu is quite urgent about this, so when you get to Manchester, try to push the negotiations with Manchester City’s shareholders faster. Even if it costs a bit more, get those people to agree quickly. As long as they have no objections to the offer, we’ll immediately sign the agreement with them, then make the payment. Aim to get it done within five days.”

“Five days?” William Goldberg was even more surprised. How could such a huge matter be settled in five days? Fifty days would be more realistic.

Davidson, however, said unequivocally, “The situation is unique, so time is of the essence. The sooner we acquire Manchester City, the more it will benefit our relationship with Li Mu. If we miss this opportunity, getting another chance won’t be so easy.”

William Goldberg immediately said sternly, “I understand, Dad. Then I’ll prepare and leave as soon as possible.”

Davidson nodded, then added, “There’s one more thing.”

William Goldberg quickly said, “Please tell me, Dad.”

Davidson said, “Tell Wendy that her true life’s peak is not within herself, nor within us, but with Li Mu. Tell her to find a way to get closer to Li Mu. Additionally, she needs to prepare to go to China for graduate studies as soon as possible. She absolutely cannot wait until the end of the year, otherwise, given Li Mu’s work and life pace, by the end of the year, he’ll have almost completely forgotten Wendy!”





Chapter 1536: Really Want to Befriend Him

Wendy Golby’s second photo with Li Mu, posted on Twitter, immediately sparked a small wave of excitement.

Within two hours, this tweet was retweeted several thousand times. Half of these retweets were due to the intimate relationship between Wendy Golby and Li Mu depicted in the photo, while the other half was because Wendy Golby appeared incredibly beautiful in the picture, with her unique posing style catching everyone’s eye.

However, due to Wendy’s relatively small follower base on Twitter, the tweet’s popularity didn’t escalate very quickly.

Just two hours after Wendy posted the tweet, Li Mu fulfilled his promise and retweeted it.

Li Mu’s retweet caption was: “Thank you for the hospitality, Miss Wendy.”

Li Mu’s follower count at this time was approaching twenty million. As a figure universally known across the internet, he consistently held the top spot in Twitter follower counts.

With such a substantial follower base, Li Mu’s retweet instantly caused the internet to explode.

Numerous media outlets and netizens were speculating about the relationship between Li Mu and Wendy, but more people were captivated by the visual impact Wendy presented through the photo.

Before Wendy Golby, the vast majority of netizens had never seen such an unusual posing style for photos. It wasn’t taken from a normal front or side angle; instead, it used a special double 45-degree angle from above.

The so-called double 45-degree angle refers to the camera being positioned both 45 degrees upwards and 45 degrees horizontally relative to the subject. Imagine a three-dimensional cube, where the subject and the camera are at opposite ends of the cube’s body diagonal. This unique angle provided the photo with an unconventional perspective.

Furthermore, Wendy Golby’s posing style truly captivated netizens. She was already strikingly beautiful and possessed an excellent temperament. Her sudden foray into acting cute was like a higher-tier entity launching a devastating strike, resulting in an unimaginable aesthetic appeal.

Li Mu’s retweet garnered hundreds of thousands of further retweets in a short period. Wendy Golby also used this opportunity to experience a massive surge in followers, gaining several million followers almost overnight.

Not only that, but Twitter also saw a trend of imitating Wendy Golby’s photo style. Countless female netizens attempted to take photos using her poses, expressions, and gestures, then posted them on Twitter. The entire platform was flooded with what would later be called “alternative” trends, though at the time, everyone considered this “trend” to be the true mainstream.

…

While Li Mu was enjoying his vacation at Goldberg Estate, Twitter’s global influence continued to expand.

As Twitter’s popularity steadily rose, more and more famous personalities began to join the Twitter camp. In just two or three days, almost all celebrities from the entertainment industries in Western countries like Europe and America, and Eastern countries like China, Japan and South Korea, had joined Twitter. Besides celebrities, numerous businesses and organizations also started to join Twitter, treating it as a very important independent internet platform.

Twitter’s “T-Media” concept gained significant recognition in the global media industry. On Twitter, any individual or organization wanting to voice their opinions to the world no longer needed television media or traditional media resources. By simply opening a computer, connecting to the internet, and registering an account on Twitter, they gained the opportunity to speak to the entire world.

Consequently, major traditional media outlets also flocked to Twitter, hoping to build their own online media presence on this hottest internet platform and deliver their news and information into the online world.

Previously, traditional media lacked the ability to deliver information to online users; the internet was like outer space to them. They had airplanes, ships, and cars, but no platform that could reach outer space, so they were forever isolated from it. It was unrealistic for them to spend money building an entire aerospace system capable of conquering outer space. But now, Li Mu had conveniently launched Twitter, which was essentially a space elevator transporting large quantities of supplies to outer space – and even better, Twitter was free for all passengers.

Traditional media outlets, more than ordinary users, recognized the immense business opportunities contained within this free service, and thus their enthusiasm was extremely high. Within three days, almost all world-renowned media outlets had joined Twitter and began rapidly creating large numbers of tweets. Hundreds of traditional media outlets posted news they obtained through various channels onto Twitter. This multi-party aggregation brought an enormous amount of current events content to the platform.

In addition, Twitter achieved a significant break through in the political sphere, thanks to the famous Hollywood actor Arnold Schwarzenegger.

Arnold Schwarzenegger was actively campaigning for the position of Governor of California. He was tirelessly using various channels to promote his governing philosophy to the people of California, and even across America, to increase his chances of electoral success.

As Arnold Schwarzenegger was a Hollywood celebrity, he had an excellent relationship with the media. From the start of his campaign, he consistently sought to maximize his media exposure. Even his campaign team’s publicity consultant was a senior professional from traditional media. After an in-depth understanding of Twitter, this senior professional immediately recognized that Twitter was an excellent platform for expressing views, perfect for Arnold Schwarzenegger’s campaign promotion.

At the strong recommendation of this publicity consultant, Arnold Schwarzenegger specifically registered his own Twitter account and posted his first tweet:

“Hello everyone, I’m Arnold Schwarzenegger. I’m very happy to join Twitter, and honored to share my views with the world here. Not long ago, I announced my candidacy for Governor of California. Many movie fans expressed surprise. Here, I want to state my attitude to the world again: I am willing to give everything for California and for America, and I hope to gain your support.”

Within several hours of this tweet’s release, it received over five thousand retweets, more than eight thousand comments, and over six thousand likes. Most of the comments were from American netizens, and their perspective was quite unified, praising and affirming Arnold Schwarzenegger’s decision to run for governor.

Arnold Schwarzenegger was overjoyed by the unexpectedly strong反应 from netizens. He then posted several more tweets, elaborating on his personal views on various issues facing America.

“Campaigning is a long and arduous process because you have to weigh everything. You have to give up your film career, give up doing business, give up making money. But fortunately, I already have a lot of money; money no longer has meaning for me. The only thing I want to do is make more contributions to the American people.”

“My campaign slogan is: Support children, support work, support hope, oppose bad things.”

“Although I’ve made many tough guy movies, and on the silver screen, I’m always running around with a gun, fighting and killing, that’s just for the films. In real life, I am an American citizen who supports gun control and loves peace.”

Arnold Schwarzenegger’s enthusiasm for posting on Twitter gradually increased. He even posted almost ten tweets to elaborate on his views. However, to his slight disappointment, none of his subsequent tweets managed to achieve the same data as his first one. Among these later tweets, the most commented ones only had about three thousand comments, and retweets were even fewer, barely exceeding one thousand at most. His follower count also stopped growing, remaining stuck at the eight hundred thousand follower tier.

If Arnold Schwarzenegger had joined Twitter two days earlier, Twitter’s traffic allocation algorithm would have provided him with a certain amount of resource tilt. After all, celebrities have sufficient public appeal, and Twitter also wants to promote more famous personalities to ordinary users to strengthen its platform’s user loyalty and value.

However, too many celebrities had joined Twitter in the past two days; almost all of Hollywood turned out in full force, and top celebrities from entertainment industries in other countries also joined. Twitter’s recommendation resources were ultimately limited. The more famous personalities joined, the less recommendation resources each person could get through the algorithm. So, by the time Arnold Schwarzenegger joined, the algorithm could only give him very few resource spots.

Seeing that the first-tier Hollywood celebrities who had joined Twitter one or two days before him now mostly had millions, or even two to three million followers—especially Arnold Schwarzenegger’s good friend Sylvester Stallone, who gained considerable exposure in Twitter’s “Recommended Follows” and saw his follower count surge by hundreds of thousands in a few hours, reaching one point five million total followers, almost double Arnold Schwarzenegger’s—

Arnold Schwarzenegger couldn’t sit still anymore.

He saw Twitter’s enormous potential for information dissemination, but awkwardly, his Twitter follower count had stopped growing, preventing him from leveraging Twitter on a larger scale.

Just as Arnold Schwarzenegger was feeling particularly annoyed, his campaign consultant gave him an idea. He said, “Arnold, from what I understand, the exposure resources of any internet platform are distributed in one of two ways: the first is manual allocation, and the second is designing a logical algorithm for automatic allocation. Some platforms choose one of these two, while others combine both. But ultimately, exposure resources are still controlled by key people. They can directly manually allocate exposure, or they can adjust the algorithm weight to increase someone’s exposure. Twitter must be the same. If you can find Muye Technology’s executives and open up channels, I believe they can definitely give us more exposure resources.”

Arnold Schwarzenegger shook his head and said, “I don’t know any Muye Technology executives. This path probably won’t work.”

The campaign consultant asked, “From what I know, Li Mu and Steven Spielberg are quite close. What’s your relationship with Steven Spielberg?”

“Very ordinary.” Arnold Schwarzenegger shrugged. “He and I are simply not the same kind of people, so we don’t have much interaction.”

The campaign consultant then asked, “Then what about your relationship with Leonardo DiCaprio?”

Arnold Schwarzenegger shook his head and said, “My contact with him isn’t extensive either. You know, I’m an action actor. In most cases, actors like me don’t cross paths with Steven Spielberg or Leonardo DiCaprio.”

The campaign consultant thought for a long time and asked, “Your relationship with Director James Cameron is always good, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” Arnold Schwarzenegger nodded. “We’ve been good friends since The Terminator.”

The campaign consultant eagerly said, “That makes things easier then. James Cameron also has a good relationship with Leonardo DiCaprio. If possible, you could ask James Cameron to help you communicate with Leonardo DiCaprio, and have Leonardo deliver a message to Li Mu. The content of the message is that you really want to befriend him.”





Chapter 1554: Mr. Li Mu, Could You Do Me a Favor?

Leonardo and Schwarzenegger were indeed not close friends. While not mere acquaintances, they were only casual friends. However, they shared a mutual close friend: the great director James Cameron.

Cameron had two major Hollywood blockbusters under his belt at the time: Terminator and Titanic, both collaborations with these two actors. Thus, he became the best link for communication between Schwarzenegger and Leonardo.

Because Schwarzenegger was genuinely serious about running for Governor of California, and the famous Hollywood was located in California, the overall sentiment in Hollywood was very supportive of his campaign. They truly hoped he would succeed, as his success would undoubtedly be a good thing for Hollywood.

Therefore, as soon as Cameron heard that Schwarzenegger wanted to connect with Li Mu through Leonardo, he agreed without hesitation.

Leonardo was filming in China and, after receiving Cameron’s call, immediately agreed to help. He then quickly called Li Mu.

Li Mu was visiting the Goldberg Family’s vineyard when he received Leonardo’s call. He was particularly surprised by the call; although they had met a few times, they had no private contact. He initially thought Leonardo was calling because something had gone wrong with Flying Tigers, but to his surprise, Leonardo apologetically said, “Mr. Li, I’m sorry to bother you. Actually, I was asked to do something, and I need your help.”

Li Mu replied, “Leo, we’re friends, you don’t need to be so polite with me. Whatever it is, just say it. I’ll definitely not decline if I can do it.”

Leonardo thanked him and then said, “Mr. Li, it’s like this: you know Arnold Schwarzenegger, right?”

Li Mu nodded, “Of course, I’ve seen many of his movies. What about him?”

Leonardo quickly explained, “Arnold is currently actively preparing to run for governor of California. However, in the United States, whether running for senator, governor, or even President, strong publicity support is needed. Arnold feels that Muye Technology’s Twitter is a very good campaigning platform, so he hopes I can ask you, Mr. Li, if you could help him promote his campaign on Twitter?”

Li Mu’s mind immediately conjured Schwarzenegger’s classic Terminator image. This big brother was also one of Li Mu’s favorite action actors. Li Mu had heard somewhat about his campaign for Governor of California in his past life.

In his past life, the news of Schwarzenegger successfully being elected Governor of California was covered globally. People paid close attention to the news of such a first-tier Hollywood action star suddenly going into politics. Moreover, Schwarzenegger stayed in politics for a long time; after successfully being elected governor at the end of 2003, he basically didn’t appear in movies again. Li Mu remembered seeing him on the big screen again in Sylvester Stallone’s first The Expendables. When Schwarzenegger unexpectedly made a cameo appearance in the movie, the entire audience in the cinema gasped. Li Mu was also surprised because he had been away from the big screen for too long at that time.

By that reckoning, Schwarzenegger should have completed two terms as governor, which indicated that he succeeded in that election and would succeed again in the next.

Since he succeeded in the past life, then, if there was no major deviation, he should also succeed in this life. However, Li Mu was surprised that Schwarzenegger would think of using Twitter to help his campaign.

Twitter had already attracted ordinary users, elites, celebrities, and businesses and organizations. The only entities that hadn’t yet entered Twitter were government agencies and personnel from various countries. Schwarzenegger seemed like he would be a good breakthrough point and would also set a good precedent. If Schwarzenegger could convey his political views via Twitter and receive a warm response from the public, then other American politicians would likely follow suit. This would further enhance Twitter’s social impact.

Moreover, Schwarzenegger was already set to succeed. Since he was actively seeking help now, why not extend a debt of gratitude when it was convenient? After all, not only Hollywood but also Silicon Valley was in California! This gentleman would be the local official (responsible for welfare) for Muye Technology’s North America branch in the future. If Li Mu established a good relationship early, it would definitely be very helpful.

The American political structure itself was relatively commercialized. There was very close cooperation between candidates and the individuals and businesses supporting their campaigns. Once elected, the winning party was expected to reciprocate, which was an implicit rule within the entire American operational system. If Muye Technology helped Schwarzenegger campaign for Governor of California, then after Schwarzenegger successfully won the election, he would inevitably provide Muye Technology with some form of compensation.

The best kind of business was this: he could clearly succeed on his own, but lacked confidence and insisted on seeking your help. Even if you were just perfunctory, once he succeeded, he would be filled with gratitude towards you, or at least owe you a debt of gratitude.

So, after a brief consideration, Li Mu decided to take on the matter.

He smiled and said to Leonardo, “Helping Mr. Schwarzenegger with his campaign is certainly not an issue. We are willing to provide support, but the specific method of support can only be decided after we communicate with Mr. Schwarzenegger.”

Leonardo quickly said, “Then, Mr. Li, would it be convenient for you to have a phone call with Arnold? You can discuss the specific methods directly over the phone.”

Li Mu replied, “OK, give my number to Mr. Schwarzenegger, and have him contact me directly.”

“Thank you so much, Mr. Li!” Leonardo breathed a sigh of relief and quickly added, “I’ll tell him right away.”

“Alright.”

As soon as Li Mu hung up the phone, Anne Hathaway asked curiously, “Mr. Li, is Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger hoping you’ll help him run for governor?”

As Anne Hathaway’s words left her mouth, Wendy Goldberg, who was beside her, inwardly looked down on her. She felt Anne Hathaway was too inconsiderate and lacked proper upbringing. Although Li Mu didn’t avoid them when taking the call, directly asking Li Mu about the content of his phone conversation like that was truly impolite and appeared particularly rude.

However, unexpectedly, Li Mu’s expression showed no signs of displeasure. Instead, he smiled very naturally and said to Anne Hathaway, “Schwarzenegger thinks Twitter is a good channel for campaign publicity, so he hopes we can help.”

Anne Hathaway nodded and said very seriously, “I’ve heard others talk about this. Hollywood is very supportive of his participation in the election.”

Li Mu smiled, “Hollywood supports it, and I support it too. If he wants to use Twitter to increase his chances of winning the election, I’m willing to help.”

Wendy Goldberg was surprised that Li Mu completely overlooked Anne Hathaway’s rudeness. If it were a British noble, even if they didn’t harshly rebuke Anne Hathaway, they would at least give her a disapproving look. But Li Mu didn’t see anything wrong with it at all, nor did he take it to heart.

At that moment, Li Mu’s phone rang again. This time, the call was from an American number.

“Hello?”

“Hello, may I speak with Mr. Li Mu?”

Schwarzenegger spoke softly, his voice even having a hint of nervousness.

Indeed, Schwarzenegger was very nervous. Although he was a first-tier Hollywood star, in terms of net worth and social impact, he was far inferior to Li Mu. Asking for help from a top player like Li Mu was inherently a task for which he lacked confidence and inevitably felt somewhat inferior. His nervousness was hard to control.

Li Mu smiled and said, “This is he. Are you Mr. Schwarzenegger?”

“It’s me.” Schwarzenegger smiled and said politely and humbly, “I’m very sorry to bother you, Mr. Li. I’m calling for two reasons: first, I’ve long heard your great name and admire you greatly; second, I have a personal request and hope to get your help.”

Li Mu humbly chuckled, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, you are too kind. I grew up watching your movies. If the word ‘admire’ were to be used, it should be me admiring you.”

Having said that, Li Mu continued, “Leo already told me about the second thing you mentioned. I am personally very willing to provide what help I can. I just don’t know what your core demand is? Do you want us to promote your political views to users, or do you want us to promote you as a person to users?”

Schwarzenegger on the other end of the line became excited. He tried to regulate his breathing, and after stabilizing, he said, “I personally lean towards the latter. Do you have any good suggestions, Mr. Li?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I also lean towards the latter, but discussing the specific methods over the phone would be too much trouble. How about this: I’ll arrange for my colleagues in the U.S. to make an algorithm adjustment to increase American users’ attention to you. This should quickly boost your follower count.”

Schwarzenegger quickly said with gratitude, “That’s too kind of you, Mr. Li! Thank you so much!”

“A friend of a friend is my friend, Mr. Schwarzenegger, don’t mention it.”

Although Li Mu wanted to help Schwarzenegger, he didn’t want to affect Twitter’s user experience just to help him.

If he used pop-up notifications or automatic appearance in users’ waterfall flow to display Schwarzenegger’s Twitter posts to users who hadn’t followed him, it would deviate from his definition of Twitter. While such a strong rollout would be very effective, Li Mu didn’t want to set such a precedent just for Schwarzenegger. Such powerful promotion should not be used unnecessarily, and when necessary, it should only be for self-use.

As for the second method, it was much softer to handle. He only needed to gently guide users to follow Schwarzenegger.

To enable direct traffic to certain accounts, Li Mu had long left a hidden path within Twitter.

On the Twitter page, there was a section called “Your friends are also following.” This section had a high display count and essentially accompanied users throughout their usage. This section used an algorithm to run big data based on the follow lists of users’ followed accounts, recommending people they might find worth following.

For example, if user A followed one hundred people, and each of these one hundred people also followed an average of one hundred people, then without de-duplication, these followers’ followed accounts would total ten thousand instances. Big data would then de-duplicate these ten thousand instances and calculate repetitions. The most frequently appearing accounts that user A had not yet followed would appear at the top of this list, with subsequent positions following suit.

In other words, if among the ten thousand instances of people followed by those one hundred people, Li Mu appeared most frequently, reaching eighty times, and A happened not to follow Li Mu, then Li Mu would be ranked first in user A’s “Your friends are also following” list.

This algorithm itself was not public, so the rules themselves were non-transparent. Li Mu could place Schwarzenegger in this section for specific users to encourage them to actively follow him.





Chapter 1555: Laying Out a Grand Plan

Algorithms are like slot machines. Outsiders have no idea what the set profit ratio and liquidation cycle are for these machines. Even if the profit ratio is sixty percent, it might swallow one hundred and spit out forty, or it might swallow one thousand before spitting out four hundred. Sixty percent is the profit ratio; one hundred or one thousand is the liquidation cycle.

Even a crude slot machine has its own algorithm, let alone an internet company or a product with hundreds of millions of users.

For internet companies, algorithms represent a highly secretive core logic. They are like a top-secret production line, entirely hidden in a factory without windows. Outsiders see a pile of parts and raw materials going in, and then missiles being produced, but how they are actually made remains completely inscrutable to them.

Every algorithmic logic within Twitter’s business unit is a core secret and will never be made known to outsiders.

When some trickery is employed at the algorithmic level, users often can’t detect it, and the harm to users can be minimized or even negligible.

The chief architect and head of technology for Muye Technology’s Twitter business unit is Fang Xudong, Li Mu’s technical ace. Li Mu directly called him on his mobile phone and informed him of the need to adjust the algorithm to increase Schwarzenegger’s followers.

Fang Xudong himself had returned from Silicon Valley and was well aware of the significant importance of running for governor. Moreover, it was for the governor of California. If Li Mu made the right bet this time, and Schwarzenegger was elected, it would greatly aid Muye Technology’s development in Silicon Valley.

Therefore, Fang Xudong dared not delay and immediately began adjusting the algorithm. After just twenty minutes, the adjusted temporary algorithm was launched.

The logic of the temporary algorithm was that Twitter users worldwide, as long as they were online, would have a chance to see Schwarzenegger appear in the “Your friends are also following” column on their page when they refreshed Twitter.

However, the probability also varied somewhat based on the user’s login IP.

For example, users across the United States had a twenty percent chance, meaning they would see Schwarzenegger once for every five times they refreshed or opened an internal Twitter page;

Canada, also in North America, had a fifteen percent trigger probability, Europe and Australia had a ten percent trigger probability, and Asia had a five percent trigger probability;

Among American users, California users had an additional increase in trigger rate, reaching twenty-five percent.

As soon as this temporary algorithm went online, Schwarzenegger’s exposure on Twitter rapidly increased, and his follower count immediately began to climb sharply.

Ten minutes after launching, Schwarzenegger gained one hundred thousand followers. This left Schwarzenegger dumbfounded in front of his computer, and his entire campaign team, who were also monitoring the follower data in his campaign office, were equally shocked by such rapid growth.

Ten more minutes passed, and he gained another one hundred thousand followers!

The speed was incredible.

By the thirtieth minute, followers increased by another one hundred thousand!

The advantage of the algorithm was its exceptionally smooth performance, with minimal fluctuations at the probabilistic level. Using such an algorithm to cover hundreds of millions of Twitter users globally, its conversion rate would not start to degrade in the short term. The only fluctuations were not in the conversion rate itself, but in the absolute numbers of highs and lows generated by the same probability due to variations in Twitter’s online user count.

However, the total number of online users was generally very stable over a timeline of half an hour or even an hour.

One hour after the algorithm was launched, Schwarzenegger’s Twitter followers grew by six hundred and ten thousand. Due to the increase in followers, the number of reads, comments, likes, and shares for all of Schwarzenegger’s Twitter content also surged, and many ordinary citizens expressed their approval of his political views, giving Schwarzenegger strong internal motivation to move forward.

“Muye Technology’s information distribution capability is truly powerful!” Schwarzenegger exclaimed repeatedly in his excitement.

No wonder this company was wildly popular among global users, and even sought after by global capital. The strength of this company already surpassed any other internet company at this stage.

The campaign consultant also sighed with emotion, “If we can engage in deep strategic cooperation with Muye Technology, not only will our campaign’s success rate greatly increase, but we can also minimize campaign funding. If we can reduce funding while ensuring election, we can lessen some political burdens.”

Schwarzenegger clearly understood what the “political burden” in the campaign consultant’s words meant. Whether running for governor, senator, or President, the individuals and entrepreneurs providing financial support for the campaign were essentially angel investors. They weren’t sponsoring campaigns out of shared political views or love for their country and the candidate; their sponsorship was, in reality, a venture capital investment.

Investors invested in campaigns just as they invested in businesses, pouring in large sums of money, expecting higher financial returns. Once a candidate was successfully elected, it was like a company successfully going public, and investors would start to cash out their profits.

If an initial campaign received ten million dollars in campaign investment, then after being elected, the officeholder would have to generate tens of millions in returns for the investors from their position. These tens of millions of dollars in returns constituted the political burden.

In the United States, in any election, promotional marketing was the most expensive aspect, and this was precisely Muye Technology’s greatest strength.

At this point, the campaign consultant suddenly spoke up: “Mr. Schwarzenegger, it would be ideal if we could get YY.com from Muye Technology to conduct an exclusive interview with you! YY.com has extremely high traffic; it is currently the world’s largest portal website. Moreover, it integrates with YY to provide daily news pushes. If Muye Technology could place your exclusive interview in YY’s news push, it would not only bring you massive exposure but also promote your governing philosophy across America and even the world.”

Schwarzenegger, too, was itching with anticipation upon hearing this. He couldn’t be clearer about the magic of YY’s pushes. If he could truly secure such top-tier resources, it would be of immense help to his campaign.

However, Schwarzenegger was genuinely embarrassed to trouble Li Mu so frequently within such a short period. After all, the two didn’t know each other. This time, it was through director James Cameron and then Leonardo acting as a go-between. It was already incredibly rare for someone to be willing to help him once. If he were to push his luck now, he feared it might provoke a strong dislike from the other party, and that would be counterproductive.

So, Schwarzenegger told his campaign team, “With Muye Technology, we need to gradually build our relationship with them. We can’t frequently reach out and make demands in a short period, or it could very likely backfire.”

The campaign consultant nodded and said, “Muye Technology should still be handled as a long-term, deep strategic partner. Not only can they provide immense help during our campaign, but more importantly, they can continue to assist us after we successfully win the election. Consider other campaign donors: they can only provide financial assistance, but once we win, we no longer need their funds, thus entering our pure return phase. Muye Technology, however, is different. After we are elected, we will need even more powerful information distribution capability. At that time, we will need Muye Technology even more.”

Schwarzenegger agreed wholeheartedly, saying, “Muye Technology is the most perfect long-term strategic partner. However, to achieve this goal, we must strengthen our cooperation with them bit by bit, and gradually convey a message to them: if they help me win the election, I will definitely give Muye Technology sufficient political returns after I take office.”

…

Li Mu, who was currently touring a winery with Anne Hathaway and Wendy Goldberg, had his mind completely wander beyond the historic estate. He wasn’t interested in red wine, didn’t understand it, and didn’t particularly like it. So, as he looked at the ancient oak barrels, what he was thinking about was how to achieve a political binding with Schwarzenegger.

If things ended here, with him merely using an algorithm to help Schwarzenegger gain a certain number of followers, then it would be difficult to form a strong binding, and even hard to get closer to Schwarzenegger.

For Muye Technology’s long-term strategy and interests in the United States, Li Mu had to lay out a grand plan around Schwarzenegger, achieving a strong binding with him. In the eight years he would serve as California’s governor, Li Mu aimed to become his closest strategic partner, securing political interests in California in advance.

However, to become a strategic-level partner with Schwarzenegger, a bit of extra effort was definitely still needed.

However, Li Mu was certain of one thing in his heart: Schwarzenegger must desire cooperation even more than he did. This gave Li Mu the initiative. Because as long as he extended an olive branch, Schwarzenegger definitely wouldn’t refuse. But if he put himself in Schwarzenegger’s shoes, Schwarzenegger certainly wouldn’t have this kind of confidence at the moment. He would worry that if he proactively proposed cooperation, Li Mu might reject him.

Understanding this, Li Mu said to Anne Hathaway and Wendy Goldberg, “Pardon me, ladies, I need to step out to make a phone call.”

Anne Hathaway nodded with a smile and said, “Please do.”

Wendy Goldberg said, “There’s a tasting room next to the cellar entrance; it’s empty.”

Li Mu made an OK gesture and walked towards the tasting room, holding his phone.

Inside the tasting room, the large oak barrels from outside were gone, replaced by rows of bottled red wine angled on lattice wine racks. The four walls were almost entirely covered with wine, and in the center were a few exquisite wooden tables and chairs, illuminated by warm-toned lighting, giving the space a very stylish ambiance.

Li Mu took out his phone and called Lin Qingya, who was in Silicon Valley. As soon as the call connected, Li Mu told her about Schwarzenegger. Lin Qingya hadn’t known that Schwarzenegger had sought Li Mu’s help, nor that Twitter had temporarily altered its algorithm to drive traffic to Schwarzenegger. However, being exceedingly intelligent, as soon as she heard this, she immediately realized that there were enormous political interests involved, and these interests possessed a powerful long-tail effect.

Barely concealing her excitement, she said, “General Manager Li, Schwarzenegger running for governor of California is truly an extremely good opportunity for us. Every state in the United States has its own legislative power. If we establish a strong relationship with him, the returns he can bring us in the future might far exceed our current imagination.”

Li Mu said, “I’ve been thinking the same way, which is why I’ve decided to proactively make a move.”

Lin Qingya eagerly asked, “How do you plan to do it?”

Li Mu said, “Call Schwarzenegger and tell him that you’d like to find an opportunity to pay a visit. When you go, bring someone capable, sharp-minded, quick-witted, and trustworthy with you.”

Lin Qingya replied, “Alright, I have a suitable person in mind. It’s a young woman I brought from China, and she perfectly meets your requirements.”

“Great!” Li Mu said with satisfaction. “After the meeting, find a suitable opportunity to tell Schwarzenegger in person that Muye Technology can fully help him win the election and is willing to engage in long-term strategic cooperation with him in the future. I believe he will definitely agree and be overjoyed. At that time, you can directly assign the young woman you bring to him to temporarily join his campaign team, specifically to represent Muye Technology and handle all his campaign needs in real-time. With such immense sincerity, he’ll probably be incredibly moved.”





Chapter 1539: Highest Priority

To Schwarzenegger and his campaign team, Muye Technology was like a newly discovered gold mine, incredibly appealing to them.

However, Schwarzenegger was also troubled. He knew Muye Technology was an inexhaustible gold mine, and he’d only chipped away at the tip of the iceberg, yet already reaped enormous rewards. Deeper mining would yield even greater benefits. But how to proceed was his current biggest headache.

Just as he and his team were at a loss, unable to find a breakthrough point, Schwarzenegger suddenly received a phone call.

It was Lin Qingya calling.

Schwarzenegger picked up his phone. Seeing an unfamiliar number, he pressed the answer button and immediately asked, “Hello, may I ask who this is?”

Lin Qingya spoke in fluent English, “Excuse me, are you Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger?”

“This is he,” Schwarzenegger replied, asking, “Who are you?”

Lin Qingya smiled, “Hello, Mr. Schwarzenegger, I’m Lin Qingya, Vice President of Muye Technology.”

Schwarzenegger hadn’t heard Lin Qingya’s name before, but upon hearing she was a Muye Technology Vice President, his heart instantly became excited. He eagerly said, “Hello, Ms. Lin! I’m very happy to receive your call.”

Lin Qingya said, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, our General Manager Li at Muye Technology has just instructed me to communicate some matters with you. However, some things need to be discussed in person, so I wonder if you are available soon?”

“Convenient! I’m available anytime!”

Schwarzenegger’s recent schedule was actually very full. Even a CEO of a listed company couldn’t be busier than a candidate running for election.

During the critical campaign period, there was at least one public event every day, either a speech, an activity, a TV program, a charity event, or even visits to kindergartens, elementary schools, and middle schools for comfort;

In addition to public activities, he also had to closely monitor various data with his campaign team every day: where support was high, where it was low, where the opponent had an advantage, and where they had a disadvantage;

More importantly, a candidate needed to maintain close communication with their party behind them and the behind-the-scenes funders of the campaign, and even constantly seek new support for themselves.

In such a state, there wasn’t even a twenty-minute slot for a coffee shop chat, yet Schwarzenegger unhesitatingly told Lin Qingya that all his time slots were unconditionally open to her. This clearly showed how highly he valued Muye Technology.

Lin Qingya also heard the full sincerity in Schwarzenegger’s answer, so she asked, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, are you in California right now?”

“I am,” Schwarzenegger blurted out, “I’m in Sacramento right now. My campaign headquarters are here.”

After saying that, Schwarzenegger asked Lin Qingya, “Where is Miss Lin now? Are you in Silicon Valley?”

Lin Qingya smiled, “That’s right, I’m in Silicon Valley.”

Schwarzenegger asked again, “Then, Miss Lin, what time do you think is suitable for us to meet? I can come to Silicon Valley to see you.”

Lin Qingya said, “It’s like this, our General Manager Li’s intention is for me to meet you as soon as possible. So, if your time works out, we’ll arrange it for this evening. If your time isn’t convenient, then we’ll reschedule.”

Schwarzenegger said without hesitation, “My time is fine. Shall we meet tonight then? In Silicon Valley?”

Lin Qingya said, “Let’s choose a neutral place so it’s convenient for both parties and we have more time.”

Schwarzenegger then said, “Then let’s choose Stockton. It’s about the same distance for both of us, and it’s a smaller place, less attention-grabbing. A good friend of mine has a restaurant there; we can meet there.”

Lin Qingya immediately agreed cheerfully, “Then seven o’clock tonight, Stockton. Please have someone send me the specific address, thank you.”

Schwarzenegger’s Campaign Consultant saw him end the call with Lin Qingya and quickly stepped forward to remind him, “Sir, we have a dinner appointment with Sackman tonight. He’s interested in an additional one million dollars in campaign funding this time, which is a very generous subsidy. If we cancel his meeting, I’m afraid it might affect the implementation of that one million…”

Schwarzenegger waved his hand and said, “None of that matters. Our most important task now is to finalize the cooperation with Muye Technology. Muye Technology has the highest priority. Everything else can be put aside for it. Tell Sackman that I have a sudden engagement and can only reschedule to tomorrow night. If he has an objection, then so be it.”

…

After hanging up the phone, Lin Qingya immediately picked up the landline phone on her desk and dialed a four-digit internal number.

As soon as it connected, Lin Qingya said, “Tell Lu Xue to come to my office.”

In less than one minute, a young woman in a business suit, looking delicate and beautiful, knocked and entered Lin Qingya’s office.

This girl, Lu Xue, was personally recruited by Lin Qingya from China’s Foreign Affairs University during the early stages of Lin Qingya joining Muye Technology. She was one of their high-achieving students.

Lu Xue had given up a career as a civil servant, even the possibility of becoming a diplomat, to join Muye Technology, largely because she had affirmed the 3321 student aid fund at that time. However, Lin Qingya saw unique advantages in her and had kept her close, personally nurturing her. When Muye Technology conquered North America, Lin Qingya brought her along as well.

Due to her innate intelligence and extremely solid foundation in various subjects and logical thinking skills from school, Lu Xue made rapid progress. Furthermore, she came from the Foreign Affairs University. Students who graduate from the Foreign Affairs University, no matter what industry or field they enter, all share a common characteristic: excellent English.

The English proficiency of Foreign Affairs University students is generally much stronger than those from foreign language institutes, and they have a very deep understanding of Western politics, society, and culture, so they thrived even more after arriving in the United States, like a fish in water.

As soon as Lu Xue entered Lin Qingya’s office, she asked, “General Manager Lin, you were looking for me?”

Lin Qingya nodded and said, “General Manager Li just called me and assigned a very important task. This task needs a liaison, and I hope you can take on this role.”

Lu Xue didn’t ask what the task was, she nodded without hesitation and said, “No problem, General Manager Lin, please give your instructions.”

This is how high-end talent operates: when a leader assigns a task, they don’t ask what it is or why; they take it on first.

Many people, in such situations, would first react by asking: “What kind of task is it?”

But that one sentence immediately reveals their lack of confidence.

In normal circumstances, if a leader trusts someone and wants to give them a task, the leader first believes they can definitely do it. Since the leader thinks so, why should one doubt oneself?

Lin Qingya was very satisfied with Lu Xue’s work attitude and said, “You know Schwarzenegger, right?”

Lu Xue nodded, “Of course.”

Lin Qingya then said, “Do you know what Schwarzenegger has been doing recently?”

Lu Xue smiled, “Yes, he’s running for Governor of California.”

Lin Qingya asked, “What do you think are his chances of success?”

Lu Xue thought for a moment and said, “If the campaign team is professional enough and performs consistently, then Schwarzenegger has at least a seventy percent chance of being elected.”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “General Manager Li’s intention is to help Schwarzenegger win the election.”

Lu Xue nodded gently, saying, “No wonder our Twitter started directing traffic to Schwarzenegger as soon as it launched.”

Lin Qingya asked with great curiosity, “How did you know about this?” Lin Qingya’s heart was puzzled. Even Lin Qingya herself had only just learned about Twitter’s temporary algorithm change for Schwarzenegger from Li Mu’s call, so how did Lu Xue know?

Lu Xue explained with a smile, “I’ve been paying attention to the content on Twitter and trending topics, and then I noticed Schwarzenegger appeared in the ‘Your friends are also following’ section. At first, I didn’t find it strange, but as I browsed Twitter pages extensively, Schwarzenegger quickly appeared again. At that point, I paid a little more attention and checked his homepage. I noticed his follower growth rate was unusually fast, so I realized that we might be helping them direct traffic. Otherwise, given Schwarzenegger and his staff’s internet foundation, they shouldn’t be able to decipher our algorithms and bugs.”

Lin Qingya praised, “Excellent analysis! You’ve figured out the basic situation.”

Then, Lin Qingya continued, “General Manager Li now wants to strengthen cooperation with Schwarzenegger and needs someone capable and trustworthy to temporarily join Schwarzenegger’s campaign team, taking on the role of a communication link between both sides. I feel that no one is more suitable than you, so what are your thoughts?”

Lu Xue smiled, “Of course I have no objections. I’ll execute whatever the company arranges. Just tell me when to go.”

Lin Qingya said, “We’ll depart for Stockton in a moment. Schwarzenegger will rush there from Sacramento to meet us. After the meeting, I’ll introduce you to him and give you full authority to act as Muye Technology’s liaison. If Schwarzenegger agrees, then you’ll assume your post as soon as possible.”

Lu Xue nodded, saying crisply, “Okay, I’ll follow the company’s arrangements.”

Lin Qingya added, “Schwarzenegger’s campaign headquarters should be in Sacramento, the state capital. So, you’ll likely spend most of your time in Sacramento from now until October. The company will arrange a driver, a car, and a personal assistant for you, as well as cover all your accommodation, dining, and other expenses at a five-star hotel in Sacramento. Your salary will be doubled during this period, with the extra amount counting as your travel allowance.”

Lu Xue smiled slightly and thanked her, “Thank you, General Manager Lin. Our company’s biggest characteristic is generosity…”

Lin Qingya laughed, “That’s General Manager Li’s consistent principle.”

Sorry for not updating last night, making up for it today.





Chapter 1540: Mutually Beneficial

An hour later, Lin Qingya and Lu Xue shared a Cadillac, driving rapidly toward Stockton, over one hundred miles away. At the same time, Schwarzenegger canceled his pre-arranged social engagements and traveled by car with his Campaign Consultant to Stockton to meet Lin Qingya.

On the way, Schwarzenegger was exceptionally thrilled and excited about the potential for deep cooperation with Muye Technology. All along the journey, he recalled in his heart the power and charisma Li Mu displayed when a short blog post swept through major media outlets worldwide.

Schwarzenegger had a burning desire to go into politics, so he especially looked forward to a day when his words, views, and attitudes would be recognized by the entire world, just like Li Mu. However, his current information distribution capability was still too far behind Li Mu’s. Therefore, to achieve such a goal, deep cooperative relationship with Muye Technology was the only way to make it possible.

Thinking of this, Schwarzenegger couldn’t help but sigh. His Campaign Consultant beside him couldn’t resist asking, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, why are you sighing?”

Schwarzenegger chuckled self-deprecatingly and said, “It’s nothing, I just thought of something regrettable.”

The Campaign Consultant wanted to ask what exactly was regrettable, but seeing that Schwarzenegger didn’t intend to say, he smiled slightly and said, “Regrets can be compensated for through future effort.”

Schwarzenegger shook his head, “Some regrets are innate, and cannot be compensated for.”

The Campaign Consultant didn’t know what regret Schwarzenegger was talking about. In Schwarzenegger’s heart, his biggest dream wasn’t acting, nor making money, nor even becoming a Governor; his biggest dream was to become the President of the United States.

From the perspective of the American political structure, Governors and senators are positions that can easily transition into presidential campaigns. If he were to win the Governorship of California, according to American political logic, he would have the opportunity to run for President of the United States.

Unfortunately, even if Schwarzenegger could secure the support of the majority of the public, he would absolutely have no way to participate in the presidential election because he was born in Austria, not as a native-born American. American law stipulates that to run for President of the United States, one must be a native-born American. This clause entirely deprived Schwarzenegger of the possibility of running for President.

After nearly two hours of driving, Lin Qingya and Lu Xue arrived at the restaurant Schwarzenegger had mentioned. To their surprise, the restaurant had temporarily suspended its operations for their meeting with Schwarzenegger.

When the two arrived, Schwarzenegger was already there. His staff invited Lin Qingya and Lu Xue into the restaurant. Schwarzenegger, who had been sitting at a table in the middle of the restaurant, immediately stood up and warmly greeted them.

A middle-aged White man sitting next to Schwarzenegger also immediately stood up and followed behind Schwarzenegger.

“Hello, Miss Lin.”

On the way there, Schwarzenegger had already reviewed some information about Lin Qingya and memorized her appearance, so he recognized her at a glance. However, he had never met Lu Xue, who was beside her, and assumed she was Lin Qingya’s assistant.

“Hello, Mr. Schwarzenegger.”

Lin Qingya shook hands with Schwarzenegger. Schwarzenegger introduced the middle-aged man beside him, saying, “This is my Campaign Consultant, Thomas Johnson.”

Lin Qingya greeted Thomas Johnson very politely, then pulled Lu Xue forward and introduced her, saying, “This is my assistant, Lu Xue.”

Schwarzenegger eagerly and warmly shook hands with Lu Xue, smiling, “Hello, Miss Lu. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Lu Xue smiled generously and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Mr. Schwarzenegger. I’m a big fan of your movies.”

Schwarzenegger laughed heartily, “If that’s the case, you might be disappointed in the next few years. If I successfully get elected as California’s Governor, I will devote all my energy to making California better. During my tenure, I won’t be filming any more movies or TV shows.”

Lu Xue said, “That would genuinely be a huge regret for us movie fans.”

Schwarzenegger gave a hearty laugh and said, “It might not truly become a regret. If I lose the election, I’ll still go back to Hollywood and continue making movies.”

Lin Qingya interjected at this point, smiling, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, the reason we came here is precisely to help you get successfully elected. Therefore, you will likely be taking a temporary leave from the film industry for the next few years.”

Schwarzenegger naturally understood Lin Qingya’s meaning. Her subtext was that Muye Technology would definitely help him win the election, which made him exceptionally pleased. He smiled and said to the two women, “Miss Lin, Miss Lu, please have a seat. Let’s chat while sitting.”

The four took their seats. Lin Qingya and Lu Xue sat on one side, facing Schwarzenegger and Thomas Johnson.

Schwarzenegger gave Thomas a look, wanting him to open up the market first.

Thomas had previously participated in presidential campaigns and had successfully been involved in multiple gubernatorial and senatorial campaigns. He was very knowledgeable about the intricate processes of elections and was exceptionally experienced.

Thomas, receiving Schwarzenegger’s gaze, spoke to Lin Qingya, “Miss Lin, could you briefly disclose your company’s specific stance on our campaign?”

Lin Qingya smiled slightly and said, “General Manager Li’s attitude is very simple: he personally thinks highly of Mr. Schwarzenegger, and therefore, he is willing to help Mr. Schwarzenegger win this gubernatorial election. Furthermore, he hopes to work in full cooperation with Mr. Schwarzenegger and his team during the next two terms, providing Mr. Schwarzenegger with better publicity support.”

Thomas nodded and said, “Thank you very much for Mr. Li’s endorsement of Mr. Schwarzenegger. We are also very familiar with Muye Technology’s strength. However, what we want to know is, what are Muye Technology’s demands from us?”

For Schwarzenegger’s team, while they craved Muye Technology’s help, they also wanted to know Muye Technology’s appetite.

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “Actually, we don’t have any specific practical demands at the moment.”

Both Thomas and Schwarzenegger were somewhat surprised, exchanging glances.

From the moment Schwarzenegger announced his candidacy until now, many wealthy individuals had expressed intentions to subsidize the election, and most of them had already laid out their conditions: some wanted land, some wanted new policies, some wanted qualifications. Everyone essentially put forward these conditions explicitly in advance.

The subsidizers were willing to accept the reality of all their money going down the drain if the candidate failed, but they also required the candidate to promise to fulfill the conditions according to their demands once elected. The candidate’s campaign team would also analyze the feasibility of each condition, rationally discerning which money could be accepted and which could not, much like financial analysts calculating odds before betting on a game in a casino, assessing the pros and cons of each condition.

During this process, they encountered all sorts of unusual requirements, but they had never come across one like Muye Technology’s, which hadn’t even figured out its own demands yet.

Seeing their surprise, Lin Qingya explained, “According to General Manager Li’s philosophy of life, he personally dislikes one-off payment collaborations. He hopes to establish long-term, stable, and mutually beneficial cooperative relationships with all partners. The matter we are discussing today is no different.”

At this point, Lin Qingya paused, then continued, “If we were to propose a clear demand now, and your side agreed, it would mean we provide some assistance during the campaign, receive our return after the election, and then the cooperation between us would completely end. This itself does not align with General Manager Li’s philosophy of life. What we most hope for is for both sides to establish a long-term, continuous cooperation;

It’s like the difference between short-term and long-term investments. We don’t wish to treat this cooperation as a short-term investment. On the contrary, we hope to treat our cooperation as a long-term investment.”

Thomas nodded gently and said, “That is also our team’s demand. It seems that both our sides indeed have many common points.”

“Of course.” Lin Qingya smiled, “We have the best information distribution channels in the world. Even after Mr. Schwarzenegger takes office, we can provide him with escort in public opinion during his governance of California. Conveniently, our American branch company is located in Silicon Valley, so Mr. Schwarzenegger, during his tenure governing California, can also continuously provide Muye Technology with all the help he can for its development in the United States. This kind of sustainable and mutually beneficial relationship is the healthiest.”

Thomas pondered for a moment, stroking his chin, then asked, “Besides Twitter, what other assistance can you provide us with?”

Lin Qingya smiled and said, “There’s really quite a lot. For example, today we can have our reporters write an exclusive interview titled ‘From Action Star to Gubernatorial Candidate: Schwarzenegger’s Political Ambition.’ We’ll then include all of Mr. Schwarzenegger’s political views and future governance planning. Following that, we’ll publish this article on YY.com and use YY to push it to all users logged into YY in California. This way, Mr. Schwarzenegger’s advantages can be pushed to all internet users in California within a very short time. If we relied on rallies and speeches to convey this information, how many speeches would be needed to achieve the coverage of YY’s push notifications?”

Schwarzenegger’s eyes lit up as he listened.

He was well aware of the election speech process. Each speech could cover at most a few thousand voters. California has nearly forty million people; to achieve full coverage, it would likely be exhausting.

And traditional television media and print media also found it difficult to achieve high coverage. Television media rarely had enough space to elaborate on their political views, and even if they did, the coverage would be far from what YY’s precise push notifications could achieve on the internet.

Print media was even more negligible. Newspapers with circulations of over one million still had far worse coverage than YY. If Muye Technology could directly push all of his political views, thoughts, and values to California netizens, then this channel’s significance to him would truly be immense!





Chapter 1541: Then I’ll Gladly Accept It

Schwarzenegger quickly came to view Muye Technology as his most important media partner for his campaign and after his potential election.

The unique advantages of internet media had been demonstrated to its fullest extent through YY, YY.com, and Twitter. These three products together formed a unified, three-pronged propaganda solution with extremely high coverage and effective information dissemination, especially in a highly developed internet country like the United States, where the effect was even better.

By securing Muye Technology, Schwarzenegger wouldn’t have to worry about media resources for the next eight years.

An excited Schwarzenegger proactively extended his hand to Lin Qingya and solemnly said, “Miss Lin, I wish us eight years of pleasant cooperation!”

Lin Qingya nodded and smiled, lightly shaking Schwarzenegger’s hand. Then, gesturing towards Lu Xue beside her, she said to Schwarzenegger and Thomas, “Our General Manager Li hopes that our two sides can achieve seamless information integration. So, if you have no objections, we hope Lu Xue can become a member of your campaign team. From now until the end of the campaign, she will be by your side as a campaign staff member. This way, any needs you have concerning Muye Technology can be directly conveyed through Lu Xue.”

Schwarzenegger nodded without hesitation, then extended his hand to Lu Xue, saying earnestly, “Miss Lu, welcome to my campaign team!”

Lu Xue shook hands with Schwarzenegger and smiled gracefully, “It’s my honor.”

Schwarzenegger immediately told Thomas, who was beside him, “Thomas, you are responsible for arranging suitable accommodation for Miss Lu in Sacramento. Make sure it’s settled quickly.”

Thomas hastily nodded in agreement, but Lin Qingya interjected, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, you and your team don’t need to worry about Lu Xue’s accommodation and travel. Muye Technology has already made thorough arrangements for her. You just need to inform her of the work location.”

Schwarzenegger sighed inwardly, Muye Technology truly seemed to be full of sincerity, having already considered everything. This way, Lu Xue could immediately begin to actively participate in his campaign.

After some pleasantries, Lin Qingya offered some suggestions to Schwarzenegger and Thomas: “Mr. Schwarzenegger, after Lu Xue joins your campaign team, you will need to inform her of your campaign schedule in advance. Lu Xue will communicate with Muye Technology staff beforehand to prepare publicity for you. In theory, for any upcoming campaign activities you have, Muye Technology will provide follow-up reports on our websites. Our reports will generally be divided into two types: pre-activity announcements and post-activity summaries.

“Pre-activity announcements mean that wherever you plan to participate in an event, we will publish it on the website beforehand to provide basic exposure. For this basic exposure, we will not mix in any opinions, but simply provide a brief report on the event. Therefore, your campaign team will not need to provide news articles; we will compile and publish them as short bulletins.

“Post-activity summaries are a more important part. Not only do they need to report on the event itself, but they also need to incorporate your political stance and views. This type of reporting will have a clear bias, so we will need your campaign team to provide pre-written news articles. In addition, we will also require some on-site photos and video materials, which your campaign team will also need to select and provide to us.”

Thomas nodded and said, “Of course, there’s no problem with any of this. We will cooperate fully with Miss Lu and strive for seamless integration.”

Lin Qingya added, “Additionally, Mr. Schwarzenegger’s Twitter should ideally maintain a relatively frequent posting schedule. However, the content of each post must be discussed and agreed upon by the campaign team. Every Twitter post must be carefully analyzed for any significant ideological flaws or views that could be interpreted as racial discrimination, gender discrimination, or other similar issues. Even the slightest possibility must be completely preempted. At the same time, we will continue to drive traffic to Mr. Schwarzenegger’s Twitter to increase his personal influence on the internet.”

Both Schwarzenegger and Thomas were very satisfied with Lin Qingya’s arrangements. In their eyes, this was the ideal partner, because the best partners don’t need to be told what to do; they can figure out on their own what’s best for you and for the cooperation.

A partner who can proactively think is simple to talk about, but the chance of encountering one in reality is too small; they are rare and sought after.

After reaching an agreement for deep cooperation, both sides quickly finalized the subsequent cooperation process. Lu Xue would complete her work handover in Silicon Valley today and tomorrow, and prepare to depart for Sacramento. The day after tomorrow morning, Muye Technology’s assigned vehicle would take her to her hotel in Sacramento. If things moved quickly, she could arrive at Schwarzenegger’s campaign headquarters the day after tomorrow morning and officially begin work.

However, while working with Schwarzenegger’s campaign team, Lu Xue would try her best to avoid public appearances, primarily participating as a behind-the-scenes staff member.

The communication between both parties was smooth and pleasant. When parting, Schwarzenegger sincerely said, “Miss Lin, please thank Mr. Li Mu on my behalf. Tell him that if he comes to the United States, I will definitely pay him a visit.”

Lin Qingya readily agreed, smiling, “Please rest assured, I will inform our General Manager Li.”

Afterwards, Schwarzenegger said to Lu Xue, “Miss Lu, I’ll be waiting for you in Sacramento.”

Lu Xue nodded and smiled, “See you in Sacramento, Mr. Schwarzenegger.”

“Okay. See you in Sacramento!”



Li Mu increasingly felt that accepting the Goldberg Family’s invitation was not a wise decision. The main reason was that he originally wanted to experience the social circles and lifestyle of the world’s top echelon, but after coming, he discovered that their way of life simply didn’t suit him.

Take the Goldberg Family’s manor, for example; it was indeed very large and grand. An ancient architectural complex of similar scale and historical age in China would probably be rated a five-star scenic spot. However, Li Mu didn’t consider living in such a place an enjoyment at all.

In his opinion, living there felt no different from living in the Forbidden City. It was grand enough, luxurious enough, and historical enough, but it still felt awkward, as if such an environment wasn’t suitable for modern life.

Furthermore, the tycoons also staying at the Goldberg Manor were truly from a different world than Li Mu. It was even difficult for them to find common topics and hobbies, to the extent that although Li Mu was constantly invited to dinners or parties, he basically declined all of them completely.

These Old Money and Middle Eastern Royal Family members shared a very significant commonality: they were unwilling to let go of any opportunity to make money. Even in industries they knew nothing about, as long as they heard it could be profitable, they would flood in en masse. Their utilitarian mindset was unparalleled.

Even during chance encounters, these people would still surround Li Mu, asking for advice on investing in the internet. Some Middle Eastern Royal Family members even directly proposed to take a stake in Muye Technology, but Li Mu flatly refused such individuals.

If these people wanted to invest in Muye Technology, the only window was the securities market. After Muye Technology went public in the future, they could invest in a portion of Muye Technology’s shares. After all, shares issued post-listing are freely traded, and Li Mu couldn’t interfere. However, apart from this window, Li Mu would not provide any other avenues for these people.

Li Mu had originally wanted to leave early like Bill Gates, but he was still fond of the Manchester City Football Club and hoped to depart from the UK only after acquiring its ownership.

To his relief, the day after Lin Qingya finalized the cooperation with Schwarzenegger, Davison Goldberg invited Li Mu to his study for tea. The moment Li Mu arrived at his study, Davison told him with a smile, “Mr. Li, I have good news for you: the Manchester City Football Club has been acquired by the Goldberg Family!”

“Oh?” Li Mu raised an eyebrow and asked with a smile, “How was the contract signed?”

Davison said, “All shareholders transferred all their shares to the Goldberg Family. Then, all contracts for the club’s management, staff, coaching staff, and team members were fully transitioned into our hands. We also promised everyone that we would not impose any reductions on their salaries or benefits. Furthermore, we added a clause to the acquisition contract stating that personnel changes among the original club members cannot exceed ten percent. So, the original shareholders, to facilitate the deal, promised to allocate a portion of funds as bonuses for these club members to encourage them to stay with the club. This way, it’s as if the club merely changed owners, but its actual operations will not be affected at all.”

Li Mu nodded immediately and said, “You really are thorough in your considerations. By the way, how much did the acquisition cost in total? I’ll add ten percent as a service fee on top of that amount.”

Davison waved his hand while pouring Li Mu a cup of black tea, saying, “Mr. Li, the club’s cost wasn’t much. For both you and me, it’s just a small sum, so you don’t need to take it to heart.”

Then, Davison added, “Actually, when I asked Steve Johnson to invite you, Mr. Li, to the UK, my primary wish was to establish a deep cooperation with you. I know Muye Technology is about to have its IPO, and I also know Muye Technology has the potential to set an IPO record for internet companies. We very much hope to accomplish this record-breaking feat together with Muye Technology. Therefore, I am willing, in a private capacity, to gift the Manchester City Football Club to you. My sole hope is that you will agree to allow HSBC Holdings to be the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO.”

A slight curve appeared at the corner of Li Mu’s mouth as he smiled and said, “Davison, a club costs at least seventy or eighty million pound sterling, or even more. You’re paying so much just to get the lead underwriter qualification for Muye Technology’s IPO. Do you think it’s worth it?”

“Absolutely worth it!” Davison stated with utmost certainty. “I firmly believe that Muye Technology’s market value at the time of its IPO will exceed two hundred billion US dollars. If Twitter’s strong performance can be sustained, this market value will continue to climb. And if Google and Baidu perform well after listing on Nasdaq, Muye Technology’s market value, as a shareholder, will further increase. In short, I am full of confidence in Muye Technology’s future, and I am also full of confidence in HSBC Holdings’ capabilities and resources.”

At this point, Davison continued to explain: “Mr. Li, consider this: if Muye Technology’s IPO market value is calculated at over two hundred billion US dollars, and we plan to issue ten percent of the shares, that scale would also be over twenty billion US dollars. Such a huge sum of money cannot be handled by ordinary underwriters. But look at the people who came to the Goldberg Manor for this salon gathering – these traditional magnates, aristocrats, and members of the Royal Family are all our high-end clients at HSBC Holdings. Forget twenty billion US dollars, even thirty billion or forty billion US dollars, these people can absorb it all!”

Davison’s words made Li Mu’s heart stir. These old-money tycoons indeed held large amounts of cash, some with hundreds of millions of dollars, others with at least tens of millions of dollars. The most crucial aspect of the IPO stage was for the underwriter to be able to sell the pre-priced shares in advance. If the price was set too low, the listed company would incur losses; if it was set too high, the underwriter wouldn’t be able to sell them. Even for a company like Muye Technology, which was highly favored by the market, it didn’t mean that its IPO share price could be set at an astronomical price. Everything has a balance point, and missing that balance point would lead to a certain degree of imbalance in the overall situation. Only by finding that balance point was it the best choice for the company.

Li Mu was not very familiar with overseas banks, mainly because Muye Technology, to this day, had never borrowed money from or raised capital through overseas banks. The only capital they had received was from Sequoia, and Sequoia had a very close relationship with HSBC Holdings. Therefore, essentially, because of their capital relationship with Sequoia, a firm specializing in high-tech venture capital, HSBC Holdings was likely the organization with the highest approval of Muye Technology’s valuation.

Moreover, Davison’s intention to cooperate was indeed very strong, and his sincerity was also ample. As long as he could work with Li Mu to find that balance point and steadfastly push the entire IPO based on that point, then Li Mu would not be opposed to deep cooperation with them. The role of the lead underwriter could be fully entrusted to them.

What’s more, HSBC Holdings’ strength was certainly sufficient. The Goldberg Family, through this salon, had also largely expanded their potential client base. This meant that the people who attended the salon gathering could potentially become HSBC Holdings’ high-end clients in the future and could very well purchase large quantities of Muye Technology shares from HSBC Holdings during the IPO stage.

The future stock price trend of Muye Technology after listing would largely depend on the enthusiasm of these high-end clients during the IPO stage for Muye Technology’s stock. If they engaged in panic buying of all issued Muye Technology shares during the IPO stage, then after the official listing, Muye Technology’s stock price would inevitably experience a major surge.

Conversely, if the stock was not well-regarded during the IPO stage and the underwriters faced too much pressure, then the post-listing gain would naturally not be too optimistic, and there was even a possibility of falling below the issue price.

Thinking of this, Li Mu smiled and said, “Davison, since you’re so confident, then I’ll gladly accept the Manchester City Football Club.”





Chapter 1559: Ask for Leave

”

”

My sincerest apologies, due to various reasons, including my health and work recently, updates haven’t been able to keep pace. These past two days, I will go all out to catch up on the progress!

”

”





Chapter 1542: Smashing One Hundred Million Pounds Sterling for a Shot

For Li Mu, the gift Davidson offered him on a silver platter, he had no reason to refuse.

Moreover, accepting this gift would not burden him with excessive responsibility. At most, he would agree to let HSBC Holdings be the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s future IPO. However, if Davidson failed to meet his requirements later, he still wouldn’t give him any special treatment.

As for Manchester City, it was merely Davidson’s stepping stone. Li Mu would gladly accept this stepping stone, but if Davidson didn’t perform well after getting in, Li Mu would still kick him out.

Davidson naturally understood this principle.

Although HSBC Holdings was very strong, it was still slightly inferior in the US stock market. Under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t quite qualify to be the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO. Now, Li Mu, considering Manchester City, could give him this opportunity. But if Davidson didn’t perform well, Manchester City would have been given away for nothing.

Davidson immediately took out the club’s equity transfer contract. The transferor of the shares was a financial company of the Goldberg Family in Manchester, and the transferee was Li Mu himself.

The terms within the contract were very simple: the transferor was willing to unconditionally transfer one hundred percent of Manchester City’s equity to the transferee, and the contract would become effective upon both parties’ signatures.

After Li Mu read through the contract in one minute, he used the pen Davidson handed him to sign his name at the bottom.

Davidson also signed his name, then exchanged contracts with Li Mu, smiling as he said, “Mr. Li, congratulations on becoming Manchester City’s sole owner.”

Li Mu took the contract, smiling faintly. “I’m completely bewildered about how to manage a football club right now. I don’t even know where to begin.”

Davidson chuckled. “If you don’t have money, running a football club well certainly takes a lot of effort. But if you have money, it’s much less trouble. You can learn from Abramovich: first, give the team sufficient salaries, bonuses, and benefits, then invest a sum of money into the club, letting it buy players everywhere to replenish fresh blood. After that, just wait and watch the subsequent matches. Generally, as long as the money is in place, the club’s ranking in the league will go up.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment, then nodded lightly.

He highly approved of Davidson’s suggestion. Whether as a club owner or a business owner, there were only two types of help one could provide to their subordinates: either technical assistance or financial assistance. As his football technical knowledge was practically zero, he just needed to provide financial help.

At this stage, he didn’t have the energy to manage the football club, or even to find a suitable professional manager and head coach for it. However, there was one thing he could do: inject a substantial amount of capital into Manchester City to purchase excellent players.

Muye Technology continued to be profitable, and Taobao and Taobao Logistics had long since started making profits. Mu Online, which he independently represented, was still a cash cow in China’s game market to this day. Having money meant having power. Li Mu could at any time take over one hundred million pounds sterling from his personal assets and smash them into the Premier League for a shot.

Moreover, for Li Mu, he wasn’t without advantages in the field of football. He possessed a very unique advantage, one that surpassed anyone else in the current Football scene.

This unique advantage was that he knew very well who would become tomorrow’s stars in the world of football.

Closer examples included Rooney, Iniesta, Modric, Fabregas, Ribéry, and Robben. These players, who would later become renowned world-class figures, were currently still in their golden age, under twenty years old. Their skill level was sufficient, but they hadn’t yet had the chance to showcase themselves. This meant their current market value was almost very low;

Furthermore, in the future, there were the next generation of superstars born in the late eighties and early nineties, such as Lewandowski, Neymar, Bale, and Özil. Given the right timing, it might only cost a few million pounds sterling to bring all these players into his youth academy. They could start in the youth academy, then play for the B-team, and by seventeen or eighteen, they could already debut for the first team.

At the same time, Messi was already a key player for Barça in La Liga, so buying him now was probably out of the question. However, Cristiano Ronaldo might not have joined Manchester United yet, or might even be just starting transfer talks with Manchester United, so Li Mu would still have a chance to poach him.

If all these players were bought at the optimal time, the transfer fees alone would be enough to make a fortune.

As for Chinese player Dong Fangzhuo, Li Mu was determined to snatch him from Manchester United’s grasp and have him start his Premier League journey at Manchester City, ensuring as much as possible that this player wouldn’t repeat his past mistakes.

Following this pace, in the future, the Manchester City first team and B-team should each reserve at least one spot for Chinese players, and the youth academy should provide at least six spots. Li Mu wanted more Chinese athletes to go abroad and hone themselves in high-intensity, high-level leagues, rather than lounging in domestic clubs with beer bellies and high salaries.

In later generations, the reason those so-called first-tier domestic players could live a comfortable life with high salaries at clubs was entirely due to the domestic football association’s protection of local players. The number of foreign players per Chinese Super League team was long limited to ‘4+1’ – that is, four non-Asian foreign players and one Asian foreign player. For playing on the field, the maximum was ‘3+1’, meaning that during a match, in a football team of eleven players on the field, there could be at most four foreign players. Later, this number was changed to three.

The tightening of foreign player quotas led to teams having to scramble for Chinese local players who were often not strong enough but commanded extremely high salaries. These players, protected by policy, felt justified living idly in their clubs. For them, it didn’t matter if they couldn’t catch up to the foreign players on their team, as long as they weren’t too far behind local players from other teams, because during matches, eight local players had to be on the field.

While the Bundesliga, Serie A, and even La Liga also had foreign player restrictions, the key was that their local players were promising, and they didn’t overly rely on foreign players. This was unlike many domestic teams, where the entire team’s scoring depended perpetually on foreign players.

Look at the Chinese Super League’s top scorer list each season; out of the top twenty, at least sixteen or seventeen were foreign players.

This led to local players, nurtured in comfort and luxury within their clubs, habitually relying on foreign players for goals and victories.

Local players fostered in such an environment, once called up to the National Team, were like a group of musicians specializing in backing tracks gathered for a band competition. However, these musicians were typically instrumentalists providing accompaniment; nobody could actually sing well.

Thus, when these two dozen individuals gathered, they realized they had come for a band competition, yet their team surprisingly didn’t have anyone who could sing.

How could such a team make significant progress globally? It would be a miracle if they didn’t regress.

However, if truly talented domestic players could be brought out, away from that decadent, idle environment, and honed in a high-level league like the Premier League, even if it were just three players, their presence would significantly boost the team’s strength when they were called up to the National Team.

Thinking of this, Li Mu opened his mouth to ask Davidson, “By the way, Premier League clubs shouldn’t have foreign player restrictions, right?”

“No,” Davidson shook his head, “As long as they can get a work permit, it doesn’t matter if the entire team consists of foreign players.”

“A work permit…” The moment Li Mu heard that term, he immediately recalled that indeed, some domestic players had the opportunity to be signed by Premier League teams back then, but the issue of work permits could not be resolved, and the transfers ultimately fell through.

So, Li Mu asked Davidson, “If I want to bring more Chinese players to the Premier League in the future, who should I turn to to resolve the work permit issue?”

British work permits were very troublesome, especially Premier League work permits. They had very high requirements for transfer targets, not only demanding that the player’s appearance rate for their National Team exceed 75%, but also that their National Team’s FIFA ranking be within the world’s top seventy. This prevented many Asian players from joining the Premier League.

And if memory served, this policy had been gradually tightening, becoming increasingly strict.

Davidson blurted out almost without thinking, “There’s also an alternative channel for Premier League work permits that doesn’t require considering rigid criteria. I can help you with this; rest assured.”

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. “Then, I’ll trouble you with the work permit issues for Chinese players in the future.”

Davidson nodded. “If you plan to bring any Chinese players to Manchester City in the future, just tell me directly. I’ll communicate with the government. However, the number can’t be too large, otherwise, the media will keep an eye on it, and it will be difficult to explain.”

Li Mu said, “My goal isn’t high: one Chinese player each for Manchester City’s first team and B-team initially. In the mid-to-late stages, we can find ways based on the actual situation.”

Davidson smiled, “If your goal is just to bring Chinese players to the Premier League for training, then you can completely send them on loan to other European leagues first, and then apply for a work permit through arbitration. I can also help you with that. Believe me, I still have some influence in Europe. Besides, loaning players to other European leagues is a form of training for them, as European leagues are indeed more professional than Chinese leagues.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I certainly believe that point.”

Davidson then said, “Oh, by the way, do you know that Manchester City already has a Chinese player?”

“Really?” Li Mu was slightly taken aback, unable to recall it instantly. He had no deep impression of the top five leagues before two thousand eight, so he couldn’t quickly remember which Chinese player was playing for Manchester City in the Premier League at that time.

Davidson picked up a thick folder from his side, flipped through it for a while, then handed it to Li Mu, saying, “Look, it’s him, Sun Jihai.”

Li Mu bowed his head to look, and three familiar characters jumped onto the paper—Sun Jihai.





Chapter 1543: Stars of Tomorrow

In the document before Li Mu, amidst the dense English letters, only three Chinese characters appeared: Sun Jihai’s name.

Li Mu was an old football fan. In his past life, when China’s men’s national team made it into the World Cup, Li Mu was so excited that he couldn’t sleep for several days, dreaming of the Chinese team overcoming obstacles in the World Cup. His only regret was that the Chinese team failed to score a single goal in that World Cup, losing all three matches.

But even so, until Li Mu’s rebirth, he firmly believed that among all past Chinese National Teams, the one that competed in the 2002 World Cup was the strongest and had the best精神面貌 (spirit and demeanor). Hao Haidong, Yang Chen, Fan Zhiyi, Li Weifeng, Sun Jihai—these familiar players basically represented the pinnacle of Chinese football of that era. He couldn’t say for sure about other things, but at least their achievements were unsurpassed by anyone in the Chinese football scene for the next decade or so.

As for Sun Jihai, Li Mu quickly recalled some memories about him. Sun Jihai mainly played as a defender and defensive midfielder on the field. In the late 20th century, he and Fan Zhiyi played in the English First Division. Later, for many years, he continued to play in the Premier League. However, Li Mu hadn’t expected that the Premier League team Sun Jihai played for was the Manchester City club, which was now under his ownership.

This was truly interesting. He had always wanted to acquire a Premier League club to provide a better stage for excellent Chinese players in the future, and now, unexpectedly, there was already a Chinese player in the team.

After quickly browsing Sun Jihai’s information, Li Mu smiled and said to Davidson, “It seems buying Manchester City club was indeed the right choice.”

Davidson said, “The MacMillan family has always been the major shareholder of Manchester United, and its actual controller. Your Manchester City is in the same city as them. I think they will definitely target your club everywhere in the future.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “Manchester City’s strength might be much lower than Manchester United’s this year, but I believe that by next season, Manchester City will utterly defeat Manchester United.”

Having said that, Li Mu said to Davidson again, “Please help me arrange it. I want to go to Manchester in the next day or two.”

“Go to Manchester?” Davidson quickly waved his hand and said, “Is it advisable to go to Manchester now? Ever since you dealt with George MacMillan last time, the MacMillan family has been seething with resentment towards you.”

Li Mu laughed, “You mean they’d try to assassinate me if I go to Manchester?”

Davidson said seriously, “You must be extra careful in everything. Here with me, the MacMillan family wouldn’t dare do anything to you, but if you go to Manchester, it’s hard to say. Even if the MacMillan family doesn’t dare to do anything to you, that son of a b*tch George might find an opportunity to harm you.”

Seeing that Li Mu didn’t seem to take his words seriously, Davidson added, “George, despite his outwardly respectable but inwardly rotten appearance, is actually a very insidious and ruthless scoundrel. Although few of these British aristocratic scions are good people, George is truly the worst among them.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’ll be more careful. Since I’m now the owner of Manchester City, I should visit my club.”

Davidson had no choice but to say, “In that case, I’ll accompany you there. We can drive directly from here; it’s not a long journey.”

Li Mu replied, “No problem. With my assistant and a few bodyguards, being unfamiliar with the place in England might be troublesome to get around. The best time would be tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. You can make the specific arrangements.”

Davidson immediately agreed, saying, “Then let’s depart early the day after tomorrow. I’ll have someone inform Manchester City’s General Manager that their new owner will be coming to meet everyone the day after tomorrow.”

Li Mu shook the contract in his hand and asked him, “No one outside should know yet that you’ve gifted the Manchester City club to me, right?”

“Of course,” Davidson said. “Besides you, only a few core members of the Goldberg Family know about this. The outside world believes that the Goldberg Family acquired Manchester City club to enter the football sports market. After all, the Goldberg Family’s industries have always included golf, so acquiring a football club isn’t surprising.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Then what’s the general opinion of the Goldberg Family acquiring Manchester City club?”

Davidson shrugged and said, “Most of them are pessimistic. They believe the Goldberg Family buying Manchester City club shows poor judgment. At this stage, the Premier League’s Manchester City team indeed offers little hope of rising, especially after Abramovich’s big spending acquisition of Chelsea. Currently, Chelsea’s head coach is spending one hundred million pound sterling buying players everywhere, and they still want to add more fresh blood before the summer transfer window closes at the end of this month.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Abramovich can invest money, and so can I; Chelsea can buy players everywhere, and so can Manchester City.”

…

After talking with Davidson, Li Mu began to prepare for his trip to Manchester.

Since he had little knowledge of the current Premier League in his memory, he shut himself in his room and studied Premier League news for a full day.

He wasn’t concerned with Manchester City’s current head coach or player roster, nor with changes in other teams for the new season. What he cared about was which top-tier players could be brought in at this stage.

Messi was definitely out of the question; he had joined Barça club in 2000 and had already shown his King of Football aura. Barça would never sell Messi at this time.

Ronaldinho had also just joined Barça last month, signing a five-year contract. More importantly, Ronaldinho’s form would decline rapidly in a few years, so buying him now wasn’t wise.

As for the superstar lineup from the 2002 World Cup, Real Madrid had already gathered most of them. A large number of top players were concentrated at Real Madrid, and Real Madrid was about to begin its Galacticos era.

All things considered, Li Mu didn’t want to invest one hundred million pound sterling in already famous top players. Beckham’s transfer to Real Madrid in June cost thirty-five million euros. If Li Mu had to choose, he definitely wouldn’t want to spend that money on Beckham. After all, Cristiano Ronaldo’s current market value was just over ten million pound sterling, and the guy had only just turned eighteen this year.

As soon as he thought of Cristiano Ronaldo, Li Mu began to feel anxious, because news about him on Google showed that Manchester United was actively communicating with this young talent, intending to sign Cristiano Ronaldo this summer.

Many superstars would constantly emerge in future football, but only two footballers could maintain an exceptionally high level for over ten consecutive years: Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo.

Trying to sign Messi now would be too costly, not just due to the price, but also the question of whether Messi would be willing to leave Barça. Messi had joined Barça’s youth academy at thirteen, and until Li Mu’s rebirth, the guy was still at Barça. To poach him, even if all the money was in place, it might not work.

Conversely, Cristiano Ronaldo was currently the player with the highest cost-performance ratio. He hadn’t become famous as early as Messi and was still just a relatively outstanding rookie. A price of just over ten million pound sterling was incredibly cheap.

Whether Cristiano Ronaldo or Messi, such top players always needed a strong second-in-command with good cooperative awareness on the field. Recalling Cristiano Ronaldo’s time at Manchester United, what most impressed fans was Manchester United’s “twin stars” at the time: the forward combination of Cristiano Ronaldo and Rooney.

Li Mu remembered that Rooney joined Manchester United after Cristiano Ronaldo, which seemed to be next year. So he looked up Rooney’s current status. This future English football genius, not yet eighteen, was currently playing for Everton Football Club.

Everton’s overall strength was currently comparable to Manchester City, both being lower-mid table underdog teams in the Premier League. If Rooney were introduced now with a premium, the price shouldn’t be too high; around ten million pound sterling would probably be enough.

As long as these two young players were secured, not only would Manchester City’s future be promising, but it would also subtly hinder Manchester United’s development speed, because he would essentially be directly poaching Manchester United’s “twin stars” combination. By then, in the Manchester Derby, this Manchester City “twin stars” combination would probably make Manchester United cry.

Moreover, Li Mu always felt that just relying on the “twin stars” wasn’t quite enough. It would be best to add a forward with exceptional speed to form a forward trident with the “twin stars,” like Bale, who could pass the ball to himself a few seconds later, so fast that he virtually left others in the dust in the football scene.

However, Bale was very young, probably still in middle school now, and would need at least four or five more years to slowly grow.

Thinking of this, another person suddenly popped into Li Mu’s mind: the Dutch “Little Flying Dutchman,” Robben.

Robben’s speed and breakthrough ability were also extremely famous in the football scene. His only weakness was slightly poorer physical quality, which often left him plagued by injuries. Although Li Mu didn’t understand football perfectly, he could roughly deduce that for a player like Robben, if he were positioned as the primary scoring point, he would inevitably face tight marking from opponents. And his speed was so uncontainable that opposing players, in crucial moments, would have no choice but to foul him. Since Robben’s physical quality was slightly weaker, he was often fouled, and the probability of injury was much higher.

If Robben were brought in and combined with Cristiano Ronaldo and Rooney, but Robben was positioned as the second or third scoring point, allowing him to utilize his speed advantage, unstoppable cutting in from the flank, and excellent crossing ability to support Cristiano Ronaldo, then his ball possession time on the field and his level of attention would significantly decrease. This would also be a form of indirect protection for him, as reduced attention from opponents would lower the chance of injury.

To make Cristiano Ronaldo the absolute core, he must be treated like a baby. Everything besides scoring must be done by someone else for Cristiano Ronaldo: someone to organize for him, someone to coordinate for him, someone to pass to him, someone to control the ball for him, someone to defend for him. Therefore, just Rooney and Robben to assist Cristiano Ronaldo weren’t enough.

With such a “trident” in the front, a strong midfield would also be needed to essentially solidify the team’s offensive capabilities.

Li Mu looked at Manchester City club’s current main player list. Among the current midfielders, he was most familiar with Shaun Wright-Phillips. This midfielder had a flash in the pan in the Premier League, but after a twenty-one million pound sterling transfer to Chelsea, he was relegated to the bench and never managed to develop further.

Therefore, bringing in another strong midfielder for Manchester City became Li Mu’s next top priority.

He thought of Cristiano Ronaldo’s career, and Cristiano Ronaldo during his Real Madrid period, and then he thought of a player who had cooperated with Cristiano Ronaldo for a long time and was known as a world-class midfielder: Modric.

Li Mu searched for Modric on Google. There were very few results, only a brief news flash on a very inconspicuous small website: GNK Dinamo Zagreb football club has loaned Luka Modric to the Bosnian Premier League…

Being loaned to play in Bosnia, Modric’s current market value should be very, very low. A few million pound sterling would probably be enough to sign him.

Cristiano Ronaldo, Rooney, and Modric were all born in 1985, just eighteen this year. Robben was born in 1984, nineteen this year. Their current market values were all far below their peak values. They were no longer buried gold but diamonds coated in a layer of mud. If he could acquire these four and carefully nurture them, it wouldn’t take long for them to erupt with powerful combat strength.

If the team’s coaching staff and defensive team were also moderately optimized, Manchester City club could become a top elite club in the Premier League, and even in all of Europe.

Real Madrid’s strategy was to assemble a group of international superstars around twenty-five years old. While this was indeed strong, each player’s personality and style were already established, which not only hindered good integration but could also lead to internal friction. However, if a group of eighteen-year-old stars of tomorrow were brought together and allowed to grow collectively, the combined power they could generate in the future would be limitless!





Chapter 1544: Buckingham Palace

Li Mu searched online for a while and found that most future superstars in the football world were currently available for next to nothing, which made him feel as if he had discovered a new continent.

Interestingly, Li Mu also found information about Neymar online. Neymar, who had just turned eleven this year, had already joined the Brazilian Santos FC and become a member of the Santos youth team. Although he had only been mentioned once on the Santos FC official website in an article about the youth team, without even a photo, Li Mu was certain that this Neymar, who had just joined the Santos youth team, was the future Brazilian genius.

For a prodigy like him, it would be good to let him train and develop at Santos for another three to five years before signing him.

Li Mu knew his energy was limited. If he were to manage the club himself, it would probably be picking up sesame seeds while losing watermelon. So, he only planned to do two things for the club: one was investment, and the other was talent scouting. As for everything else, he would entrust it to a professional manager.

The morning before his departure for Manchester, when Li Mu arrived at the restaurant accompanied by Wendy, William had already been waiting for a long time.

Seeing Li Mu enter, he stood up proactively, waving to Li Mu with a smile. “Mr. Li, would you like to have breakfast with me?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, nodded politely, and sat down opposite William.

William smiled, “Mr. Li, I haven’t seen you participate in any activities these past few days.”

Li Mu gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “I’m not very interested in the activities everyone is keen on, so I haven’t participated.”

William said, “Since Mr. Li isn’t interested in golf or equestrian sports, why don’t we find some time to play five-a-side football? Mr. Li should be quite fond of football, right?”

Li Mu replied, “I enjoy watching football, but if you’re talking about playing, I can’t even dribble properly.”

After saying that, Li Mu added, “Besides, I have to leave tomorrow, so let’s talk about it another time if the opportunity arises.”

“Leaving tomorrow?” William asked in surprise. “Why so sudden?”

Li Mu said, “I’m going to Manchester tomorrow.”

“To Manchester?” William was even more puzzled. What was in Manchester that would be worth Li Mu’s visit?

Li Mu saw his confusion and didn’t bother with concealment, so he said, “I asked Davidson to help me buy a Premier League club, and I plan to go check it out tomorrow.”

William immediately thought of the news he had just heard: the Goldberg Family had bought Manchester City Football Club. It turned out it was for Li Mu.

Remembering the task his family had given him a few days ago, William spoke up, “Mr. Li, I would like to invite you to Buckingham Palace as a guest on behalf of the Windsor Family. I wonder if you still have time during your visit to the UK?”

The Windsor Family was the British Royal Family. William, as a member of the Royal Family, inviting him on behalf of the Royal Family was considered a very grand gesture in terms of etiquette. However, if he hadn’t visited the Goldberg Estate, Li Mu might still have been interested in the British Royal Family and Buckingham Palace. But after coming here, Li Mu realized that the Royal Family was nothing special; their pursuit of fame and fortune was even more intense than that of entrepreneurs and capitalists.

For example, William, ever since he effortlessly gained several million followers on Twitter, had treated Twitter as his home on the internet.

William not only posted at least five to ten tweets every day, but the wording of each tweet was also meticulous, closely resembling formal press releases, and most of the content revolved around the British Royal Family. It was clear at a glance that his Twitter had become the online self-media platform for the entire British Royal Family.

And it wasn’t just William from the entire British Royal Family who had joined Twitter; most of the prominent members of the Windsor Family had opened their own Twitter accounts, and even the Queen had opened a Twitter account named after her personally, updating it daily.

Now, the Windsor Family was inviting him to Buckingham Palace as a guest again. It went without saying that this was an extremely hot topic in itself. If he accepted, the news of his visit to Buckingham Palace would undoubtedly become a news hotspot throughout the UK and even all of Europe.

It’s no exaggeration to say that wherever Li Mu went, he was a news hotspot, and naturally, countless people wanted to piggyback on his fame.

Although he didn’t feel strongly about the royal ways in his heart, Li Mu thought it over carefully and decided to accept William’s invitation. Accepting the invitation wasn’t to establish good relations with the Royal Family, but rather to gain the recognition and support of the British public. This way, he could also build a sufficient fan base for Manchester City Football Club. Otherwise, given the proud nature of the British people, Manchester City Football Club would likely suffer a similar fate to Chelsea after it was officially announced as his.

After Chelsea was bought by Abramovich, it faced strong resistance throughout the UK. It was said that at that time, apart from Chelsea’s own fans, everyone watching Chelsea’s matches unconsciously became fans of the opposing home team, simply hoping to see Chelsea lose. As long as Chelsea lost, they would be happy.

This wasn’t because they had any issues with Abramovich, but rather because they had a great deal of resistance towards foreign capital acquiring British clubs. Therefore, Li Mu was also concerned that once the news of him becoming the owner of Manchester City was released, British fans would boycott Manchester City just as they boycotted Chelsea.

Since the British people widely respected their Royal Family, being an honored guest of their Royal Family would, to some extent, earn him more recognition from the British people.

Thinking this, Li Mu had already made up his heart. Just then, Anne Hathaway, dressed in a black dress, arrived at the restaurant. Seeing Li Mu, she exchanged a smile with him, then somewhat unnaturally adjusted the hair by her ear, and elegantly approached Li Mu and William.

Ever since Li Mu realized that the Goldberg Family deliberately slighted Anne Hathaway, he had paid extra attention to her. Whenever he left his room or engaged in any activities, Li Mu would bring Anne Hathaway along to prevent her from being met with a cold reception. Thus, for the past few days, Anne Hathaway had basically had all three meals with Li Mu, which instantly brightened her mood and made her much happier.

After Anne Hathaway exchanged good mornings with them, she sat on Li Mu’s left hand. Li Mu said to her, “Anne, Prince William wants to invite us to Buckingham Palace as guests. What do you think?”

“To Buckingham Palace as guests?” Anne Hathaway’s expression was exceptionally surprised, but it returned to normal after a moment. She said, “But didn’t you say you were going to Manchester tomorrow? And then directly back to China from Manchester.”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “Manchester is definitely on the itinerary, but the timing can be adjusted slightly.”

Anne Hathaway smiled sweetly and blinked, “Anyway, I’ll be taking your plane back, so the exact itinerary is up to you. Whatever you arrange is fine.”

Prince William, who was standing by, looked at Li Mu with a face full of anticipation, and asked again, “Mr. Li, what’s your decision?”

Li Mu considered for a moment and said to William, “Thank you very much for your invitation. If possible, could we set the time for tomorrow morning? That way, I can still make it to Manchester tomorrow afternoon.”

William immediately rejoiced, but then further asked, “Mr. Li, your time is so hurried? I wonder if you could postpone your trip to Manchester by a day, so we can host you properly.”

Li Mu laughed, “There’s no need to be so polite. I originally planned to go directly to Manchester, stay for a day, and then return to my country. If I postpone going to Manchester by a day, the entire itinerary will be delayed. If I visit Buckingham Palace tomorrow morning and then immediately head to Manchester in the afternoon, I can still catch a flight back home that night or in the early hours of the next day.”

William heard Li Mu’s eagerness to return to his country, and he also knew that Li Mu’s willingness to spare half a day to visit Buckingham Palace amidst such a tight schedule was already a great show of respect. If he were to insist further, it would appear impolite.

So, William said to Li Mu, “Since Mr. Li is eager to leave, I won’t insist further. I’ll make a call now to arrange everything. We’ll depart together tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu nodded and said calmly, “No problem. I’ll also notify Davidson in a bit to schedule the meeting with the club members for the afternoon.”

…

The next morning, Davidson’s and Prince William’s racing teams were already properly prepared.

Although today’s itinerary was a bit rushed, fortunately, the journey itself wasn’t circuitous.

From the Goldberg Estate to Manchester, they would pass through London, which made it convenient to make a brief stop at Buckingham Palace for a meeting with the British Royal Family, followed by lunch. Then, they would immediately set off for Manchester in the afternoon.

After a simple breakfast, Li Mu prepared to leave the Goldberg Estate with Anne Hathaway and his entourage.

Almost the entire Goldberg Family was present to see them off. After wishing Li Mu a safe journey, Wendy Goldberg smiled and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I’ll be going to China for my studies in September. I hope you’ll take good care of me then.”

Li Mu nodded generously and smiled, “Please contact me the first time you arrive in China.”

Subsequently, Li Mu and Prince William shared a bulletproof Royal Family Jaguar sedan, while Li Ziwei and Anne Hathaway shared another Jaguar sedan of the same model.

When leaving the Goldberg Estate, Prince William’s racing team was in front, followed by Davidson’s racing team. More than ten vehicles, escorted by six police motorcycles, sped towards Westminster, where Buckingham Palace was located.

Along the way, William cautiously said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, my family hopes to disseminate the news of your invitation to Buckingham Palace to the media. What are your thoughts on this?”

For the entire Royal Family, Li Mu’s visit was a huge hot topic. The Royal Family naturally hoped for extensive coverage to increase their exposure and presence. However, the Royal Family also believed that this first required Li Mu’s consent. Otherwise, if they acted on their own initiative this time and used Li Mu to boost their exposure, future contact with Li Mu would be virtually impossible.

Li Mu had a precise grasp of the Royal Family’s needs. He knew the Royal Family needed exposure, and he himself hoped to use the Royal Family to enhance the British public’s recognition of him. He naturally wouldn’t refuse such a mutually beneficial arrangement.

So, he said to William, “Media coverage is fine, but as my time is short, please don’t arrange any interaction with reporters.”

Seeing Li Mu agree, William was overjoyed and nodded repeatedly, saying, “Please rest assured, Mr. Li, we will absolutely not arrange any reporter interaction. In fact, during your visit to Buckingham Palace, we won’t invite any media outlets. However, our own team of photographers will follow you throughout, and then provide the rough-cut footage to the media. By that time, you’ll probably already be in Manchester.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction and smiled, “That would be best.”





Chapter 1545: Individual Contributions

Buckingham Palace is considered the supreme political symbol for the United Kingdom. All the most solemn diplomatic events are essentially held at Buckingham Palace, and many foreign leaders visiting the UK even stay there.

Overall, Buckingham Palace indeed holds a very high status in the UK. However, it’s not only foreign leaders who have the opportunity to be invited. In fact, the British Royal Family often invites elites from various fields as guests to Buckingham Palace, such as Olympic champions, well-known athletes from the national football team, and popular singers, actors, artists and cultural workers, renowned experts and scholars, and entrepreneurs.

Not only native British elites are invited to Buckingham Palace; elites from other countries also frequently become honored guests, such as Bill Gates and Li Ka-shing.

Throughout the year, Buckingham Palace hosts dozens of reception events, most of which are non-political. The British Royal Family hopes to convey their concern for the entire nation, and even the world, through these non-political meetings with elites from all walks of life.

After nearly one hour of driving, the racing team Li Mu and William were in entered the off-limits area of Buckingham Palace.

Buckingham Palace is the UK’s supreme / paramount palace, renowned throughout Europe. While its complex of buildings is not as vast as Goldberg Estate, it is generally more exquisite and luxurious.

In addition to the main palace, Buckingham Palace also has three annex palaces. However, currently, Buckingham Palace has very limited public access. Most guests are blocked by the fence outside the main palace. Although a large number of guests are just a wall away from Buckingham Palace, they hardly cause any impact on the normal activities inside the palace.

At every large gate, entrance, and passage, there are Royal Guard members wearing red jackets and bearskin hats. These individuals may not look like they possess much combat effectiveness, but they are actually elite troops from the British Army, responsible for the security of Buckingham Palace.

After the racing team arrived inside Buckingham Palace via a private passage, a large number of staff, service personnel, and Royal Family members had been waiting for a long time, including William’s father, Prince Charles.

The scene was exceptionally grand, featuring not only a brand new red carpet and a neatly arranged Royal honor guard, but also the Royal Orchestra playing Scottish bagpipes, their sound exceptionally melodious.

As soon as the Royal Families’ bulletproof Jaguar sedan came to a stop, a British gentleman, approximately sixty years old, stepped forward and opened the car door on Li Mu’s side. Simultaneously, the car door on Prince William’s side was also opened, and both of them exited the car at the same time.

There were no media reporters present, only two Royal photographers taking pictures a few meters outside the car door. The shutter clicks and fill lights did not cause Li Mu any trouble.

Prince Charles, who was already over fifty years old, immediately walked forward with a smile, crossed the red carpet, and came directly before Li Mu, extending his hand. He said enthusiastically, “Mr. Li, welcome to Buckingham Palace!”

William had by then approached and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, this is my father, Charles.”

Li Mu politely said, “It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Prince Charles. Thank you and the other Royal Family members for your invitation. I am honored to be a guest here.”

Charles said, “We very much hoped that Mr. Li could stay overnight at Buckingham Palace, allowing William to properly show you around Buckingham Palace and London’s famous attractions. However, I hear from William that you have a very tight schedule ahead, which is truly a great pity.”

Li Mu smiled, “It’s alright. The next time I visit the UK, I hope to have the opportunity to make up for this regret.”

Charles nodded and smiled, “That’s for sure. Any time Mr. Li comes to the UK, we sincerely welcome you to be a guest at Buckingham Palace.”

Li Mu thanked them. Charles then introduced him to the other Royal Family members present. A total of seventeen Royal Family members came out to greet Li Mu outside the palace, which also shows the importance the entire Royal Family placed on Li Mu’s arrival.

After shaking hands with everyone one by one, Li Mu, at Charles’s invitation, entered the main palace of Buckingham Palace with him, William, and the other Royal Family members.

Davidson of the Goldberg Family did not receive such treatment. As he was not among the invited, the Royal Family arranged for him and his racing team to rest in one of the annex palaces. Although a lavish lunch was prepared for them there, the British Royal Family members had no energy to entertain him.

Charles told Li Mu that the aged Queen was waiting in the living room at this time, and also said that the Queen had been looking forward to meeting Li Mu and was full of praise for him.

Upon arriving at the living room, Li Mu’s first glance landed on the Queen, who had come out to greet him. The Queen’s face was very familiar to Li Mu; he often saw the British Queen’s face when watching Hong Kong films as a child. As he grew older, the Queen would also frequently appear in the news, and her reign was extremely long. This point alone made her renowned throughout the world.

The Queen was nearly eighty years old this year, but she looked exceptionally spirited. She wore a light purple gown and a hat of the same color, elegantly styled and fashionable, adorned with two white decorative flowers. In addition, the ornaments the Queen wore were also very meticulous; her pearl earrings, necklace, and brooch were all exceptionally meticulous.

This Old Lady could be considered one of the most fashionable among the world’s elderly, her style of dress almost textbook examples for European nobility.

Upon seeing Li Mu, the Queen’s face was filled with a benevolent smile, showing no trace of being the monarch of a country. After shaking hands with Li Mu, she sighed, “I have always looked forward to meeting Mr. Li, and today my wish has finally been granted. In my eyes, Mr. Li can be said to be the most outstanding young person in the world. It is my honor to meet you here.”

Li Mu, how could he accept the Queen’s “honor”? He hastily said humbly, “Your Majesty, it is my honor to be granted an audience with you, and I am merely an ordinary businessman, hardly the most outstanding young person.”

The Queen appraised Li Mu and said with a smile, “My highest expectations for my grandchildren do not even come close to one-tenth of Mr. Li’s Achievements today. Take William, for example. He is my eldest grandson, and I place the highest hopes on him. But all I expect of him is to successfully complete his studies, to possess talent, knowledge, insight, and ability that surpasses most people, and in the future, to not bring shame to the British Royal Family or the Windsor Family. My expectations for him are still too far from Mr. Li’s Achievements today.”

Li Mu hastily said, “William and I spent a few days together with the Goldberg Family. To be honest, William is an excellent young man. I think his ability, talent, and personal charm all surpass mine. It’s just that our chosen directions are different. I chose to invest my energy in the internet field, while William hopes more to become a qualified Royal Family heir. As an ancient Chinese saying goes, everyone had their own specialized fields.”

The Queen had not expected Li Mu to be so humble in his words, and to give William such great affirmation. Her face was beaming with happy smiles. Like a grandmother, she held his hand, then William’s, and sighed, “You two are of similar age, and it’s rare that you click so well in conversation. I believe you will also become very good friends in the future.”

At this point, the Queen looked at Li Mu and said with a serious expression, “Mr. Li, William has a strong love for family and country. Since childhood, he has hoped to make a contribution to this family, to this Royal Family, to this country, and even to this world. However, I have always felt that sometimes his gaze is too focused. This can lead to him lacking breadth and a big picture perspective when looking at problems.”

William, standing beside her, was not at all embarrassed by his grandmother’s words, and said jokingly, “Your Majesty, you cannot demand that I achieve what Mr. Li has. As you said, the gap between him and me is far too vast.”

The Queen smiled and said, “I am not demanding you achieve what Mr. Li has. Achievement requires many conditional factors, not only your internal conditions but also many external conditions that determine it, such as your chosen direction, external opportunities, the development and changes of the times, and even a large element of luck. However, I think you should learn from Mr. Li’s vision and his way of looking at problems.”

Then, the Queen looked at Li Mu and smiled, “William told me some time ago that he hoped to join the Royal Air Force and serve the country loyally. I think this is a good direction, but not necessarily a smart one. For many years, whenever Royal Family members thought of contributing to the country, the first thing they thought of was joining the military.”

“Even when I was young, during the time the Germans bombed London, I volunteered to go to the front lines and controlled searchlights. Both of my sons served in the military; my eldest son joined the Royal Navy, and my second son joined the Royal Air Force. And William and his younger brother also want to join the military.”

“Although I don’t want to dampen their enthusiasm for military service, I always can’t help but ask myself: Is joining the military the only path for the males of the entire Windsor Family to contribute to the country? If so, then it proves that our thinking pattern / mindset is too fixed and lacks innovation awareness. Most importantly, it lacks a big picture perspective. As a soldier, one can only contribute meager strength to the country as an individual. However, if one can achieve a career, one can contribute more strength to the country with greater ability. When a person wants to contribute to the country, the best way is not to just exert all the strength one has, but rather to find a path to improve oneself, first accumulate mighty strength, and then continuously provide assistance for national construction and development. Unfortunately, William doesn’t have this concept yet…”

Then, the Queen paused and added, “This is like Mr. Li. If you were just a twenty-something young person, the contributions you could make to China and to the world would actually be very insignificant. But now you have created Muye Technology and so many great undertakings. At a time like this, your contributions to the world surpass those of the vast majority of people, and this is also my expectation for William’s future.”





Chapter 1546: Giving William a Chance

Li Mu gradually understood the Queen’s unspoken intention.

William was the future Crown Prince, naturally the key focus of nurturing for the entire Royal Family.

Although the Royal Family no longer held direct governance over the country, they were still a national symbol, deeply loved by the people. Therefore, the Royal Family not only hoped to enhance its national influence but especially wished to cultivate a truly talented individual to strengthen the people’s respect and affection for the Royal Family.

William was still young, and without a doubt, he was the most valued new energy of the next generation within the Royal Family.

If William followed the same path as his father’s generation, joining the Royal Army after graduating from university, then his ceiling would be immediately clear, and it would be difficult for him to achieve a truly significant breakthrough. Thus, in the Queen’s eyes, if they hoped William could take up the mantle of powerful influence for the Royal Family, they would have to ensure William found a growth path different from other Royal Family members.

That was why the Queen invited him to Buckingham Palace as a guest. Considering this, her greatest intention was to guide, and even help William find a brand new direction for development.

William also understood his grandmother’s intention. He had been considering for a long time whether he could change to a new direction and do something different from previous Royal Family members, preferably something that could make a significant contribution to society, thereby improving the public’s impression of the Royal Family and enhancing its influence.

However, desiring a revolutionary and major breakthrough in personal positioning and development was equivalent to building a skyscraper from scratch, a task no less difficult than transforming an ordinary white-collar worker into a billionaire.

The Windsor Family had enough money and influence, but even so, they lacked the ability to cultivate a true youth leader. William was currently still in the stage of “trying his best not to disappoint the people.”

The more one faced such inability to break through, the more a powerful external boost was needed. In the eyes of the Windsor Family, no one was better suited to be this powerful boost than Li Mu.

Putting everything else aside, even if he simply gave William a hand with projects like 3321, it would be enough for William to take up the mantle of a domestic youth leader. That was why they attached such great importance to Li Mu, urgently needing him to bring new imaginative space to the personal development of the Royal Family’s young Crown Prince.

After understanding this point, Li Mu glanced at William, then looked at the Queen, and said with a smile, “Your Majesty, I highly agree with your perspective. If members of the Royal Family wish to become a nation’s spiritual leader, then they must achieve achievements that go beyond the individual. Joining the army during wartime is a good choice, but joining the army in peacetime is certainly not a wise choice. On one hand, the concern for soldiers in peacetime isn’t high enough. On the other hand, people have long grown accustomed to peaceful lives, and their admiration for military force and soldiers is at its lowest. Joining the army now, no matter how hard one works, will be nothing remarkable to speak of in the eyes of the public.”

The Queen nodded in strong agreement, saying, “That’s very well said. My greatest hope for William now is that he can find a new direction, one that can amplify his abilities manifold, perhaps tens or hundreds of times.”

With that, the Queen looked at Li Mu with anticipation, smiling, “Mr. Li, I believe you are the most experienced in this matter, so I wonder if you have any valuable insights?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “If the Royal Family hopes William can develop in a new direction, I believe now is an excellent opportunity.”

“Oh?” The Queen’s expression immediately became very expectant, and she inquired, “Mr. Li, what exactly do you mean by ‘excellent opportunity’?”

Li Mu said, “William probably has six or seven million followers on Twitter by now, right?”

William interjected at this point, “It’s over seven million two hundred thousand now.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Over seven million followers, that’s a very significant number. This means that every one of your Tweets, every view you express through Twitter, has over seven million direct recipients. If the views you convey can resonate with netizens, then among these more than seven million people, there will also be a large amount of secondary and tertiary dissemination… This means you have already become an extremely influential online independent media.”

The Queen, William, and other Royal Family members nodded in agreement, but remained silent, waiting for Li Mu to continue.

Li Mu paused for a moment, then added, “Since you already have such a powerful audience base, what direction should you develop in next? My suggestion is to first become an opinion leader in the internet world.”

“Opinion leader?” Everyone’s expressions held a hint of confusion, unable to accurately grasp this term which would later become widely spread on the internet.

Li Mu explained, “Opinion leaders are a small group of people who can provide constructive information, opinions, and views to others in certain areas. These individuals possess their own unique advantages, strong credibility, and an audience base in specific fields.

For example, Beckham has sufficient advantages in football and sports. In this field, he has a large number of followers. If he conveys opinions about sports to the audience, there is a high probability they will be accepted. If he promotes a sportswear brand, his followers will generate substantial sales for that brand, thereby enhancing its influence across the entire sports industry.

As for Beckham’s wife, she has a large number of followers and an audience in the fashion industry. Her influence in fashion, luxury goods, and trendy products is also extremely strong; she is definitely a fashion opinion leader.”

At this point, Li Mu looked at William and smiled, “William, since you are a member of the Royal Family and hope to bring change to the Royal Family and the country, why not use Twitter to shape yourself into an opinion leader in the political field, economic field, or social development field, or even in education, charity, and welfare?”

Upon hearing Li Mu’s suggestion, all the Royal Family members showed expressions of delight. Although they too recognized the importance of Twitter, since Twitter was still a new phenomenon, their research into it was not deep enough. They only knew to maintain William’s followers on Twitter but had never figured out what direction to take. Li Mu’s words brought them great inspiration.

At this moment, Li Mu added, “However, my suggestion is to ideally choose only one entry point, and then develop vertically, because if you choose too many, it’s easy to disperse your efforts. It’s better to just focus on one point, dig deep, penetrate thoroughly, and master it completely!”

The Queen nodded admiringly and said, “Mr. Li’s thinking is very clear and precise. In comparison, our thinking pattern has always been a bit confused, always struggling to find the key point.”

With that, the Queen asked Li Mu again, “Mr. Li, which entry point do you think William is more suited to start from?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Education!”

Seeing everyone waiting for his detailed explanation, Li Mu continued, “William’s audience on the internet has two significant characteristics:

The first characteristic is youthfulness. Because most of his followers were directed traffic from my Twitter, 80% of the users following William are young people aged 16-24. For this group, they don’t care about the global scope, much less a nation’s politics. What they truly care about are things closely related to them, and education is one of them.

The second characteristic is a higher level of education. The internet’s primary ground is currently in developed countries and a few developing countries. Users who can skillfully operate computers and connect to the internet generally have a higher level of education than the general internet users. Their attention to education will also be higher than other social groups.

Therefore, considering these two points, the best entry point for William to become an opinion leader on Twitter right now is in the field of education. He can critique the pros and cons of current educational models and continuously propose ideas and suggestions for improvement. If he can resonate with these followers, then the first step will be considered a success.”

The Queen pondered for a moment, gently patted Li Mu’s hand, and sincerely said, “Mr. Li, what you’ve said is very reasonable. I hope you can provide William with more guidance in the future. He desperately needs a professional like you to offer him valuable life experience and advice.”

William’s father, Prince Charles, also nodded repeatedly, remarking with emotion, “Mr. Li, if William can learn even a little from you in the future, we would also be content.”

From the hopeful eyes of the mother and son, Li Mu could feel the Royal Family’s strong desire. They yearned for the young members of the next generation to shed the label of ‘mascot’, longed for them to accomplish something truly influential, and wished for them to restore the Royal Family’s former glory.

In Li Mu’s past life, over several decades, almost all events that captured global attention regarding the British Royal Family were related to two generations of princesses. When a prince married a princess, it not only garnered national attention in Britain but also sparked curiosity and gossip worldwide. Similarly, when a princess gave birth to a prince, it would become national and even global news. However, apart from these, the Royal Family had no other means of attracting worldwide attention. Therefore, they placed immense hopes on William.

Li Mu felt this was a good opportunity for mutual benefit with the Royal Family. He had never set foot on British soil before, but this time, he was about to announce his ownership of a Premier League club and was preparing to use the Premier League as a forward base to continuously nurture excellent players for China. In this situation, maintaining a close cooperative relationship with the Royal Family was ideal.

Since all the Royal Family’s hopes rested on William, why not do them a favor when it’s easy and convenient?

Thinking of this, Li Mu said to the Queen, Prince Charles, and William, “I have a job I’d like to offer William. I wonder if you all would agree.”

Everyone eagerly asked in unison, “What kind of job opportunity?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I want to introduce the 3321 model to the UK. If William is interested, he can be the general head of 3321 UK.”





Chapter 1547: Li Mu’s Grand Gift Package

“The overall head of 3321 UK?!”

Li Mu’s words left all the Royal Family members dumbfounded.

Even the Queen felt it was incredible.

They never expected Li Mu to greet them with such a grand gift, especially after he had just proactively given William a “Twitter grand gift package,” ensuring William’s first true global attention.

3321 enjoys very high reputation and recognition worldwide, undoubtedly ranking as the most well-regarded charity project in the education sector. If William could become the head of 3321 UK, fully responsible for 3321’s operations and promotion in Britain, it would be a very powerful and comprehensive boost to his reputation, exposure, and even recognition.

In that scenario, whenever Britons mentioned 3321 in the future, besides Li Mu, William would also come to mind. British media reporting on 3321 would inevitably include coverage of William, and every British citizen who lauded 3321 would also develop a fondness for William out of love for 3321. This would bring an enormous positive impact to him and the entire Windsor Family!

The Queen immediately became excited. She asked Li Mu with joy, “Mr. Li, can William truly be the overall head of 3321 UK’s website?”

Li Mu nodded, stating firmly, “Why not, Your Majesty? William is very young, so he can easily be recognized by university students. Moreover, he is a Royal Family member. Royal Family members care about domestic education issues, and introducing 3321 to alleviate the financial pressure on some university students, while also providing financial assistance to more students who cannot afford to attend university, will bring William significant social recognition. This is far better than sending him to the army to serve as a soldier, and the impact would be much greater.”

The Queen strongly agreed, saying, “On this point, my view is completely consistent with Mr. Li’s! It is indeed much better than going into the military!”

Li Mu looked at William and added, “We can frame this matter well. The news of my invitation to Buckingham Palace today should be announced to the public this afternoon, right?”

Charles chimed in at this moment, “Mr. Li, according to your request, we plan to release this news to the public after you leave Buckingham Palace.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and smiled, “In that case, we will jointly craft a news story. The core of the news will be: Li Mu, at William’s invitation, visited Buckingham Palace. During the meeting with Royal Family members, William proactively proposed the idea of introducing the 3321 model to the UK to address, to some extent, the practical issues facing education in the UK. I happily agreed to William’s request, deciding to launch 3321 UK and entrust William with its full operational responsibility.”

As Li Mu spoke, all the Royal Family members, except for William, showed smiles of joy.

At this point, Li Mu again solemnly reiterated, “When announcing this to the public, it must be stated that William proactively proposed introducing 3321. This will be a significant positive point for William. It shows he saw the problem and actively wished to solve it, so he proactively sought me out, invited me to Buckingham Palace, and seized the opportunity to make this request. The reason he laid all these foundations was to successfully introduce 3321 to the UK.”

The Queen looked at Li Mu with eyes full of pleasant surprise. She had anticipated that Li Mu’s way of doing things would be different from his peers, but she hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so thoughtful and generous.

What Li Mu was doing was almost equivalent to completely handing over 3321 UK, effectively gilding William’s resume alone.

In her eyes, and the eyes of the other Royal Family members, Li Mu was practically a mind-reader. Just as you feel sleepy, even before you show it, he’s already handed you the best pillow, so considerate it’s astounding.

Moreover, the Royal Family members also knew that 3321 was an innovative model with very good development prospects and fertile ground in the UK. It not only aligned with China’s national conditions and the United States’ national conditions, but also with Britain’s.

Britain’s education standards rank among the world’s best, but even so, the cost of higher education in the UK has always been a very serious social problem. Britain and the United States, like even China, have compulsory government education that does not cover university-level education and above.

In fact, there are only a few countries globally that offer free university education, and most of them are the Northern Europe countries with small populations and high social welfare.

Major educational nations like the United States and Britain not only lack free higher education but also have generally high costs for it, often exceeding ten thousand pounds sterling per year. In these two countries, only a very small number of students can receive full scholarships, and very few families can easily afford it.

Most university student families cannot afford the high tuition fees, and these students either choose work-study or opt for student loans. Many students not only have to apply for student loans, but also engage in work-study while studying.

Many British and American university students graduate having already accumulated forty to fifty thousand US dollars or even pounds sterling in student loan debt, a sum they must slowly repay over several years after they start working. If it’s medical school or law school, the tuition burden would be even higher.

Considering this reality, the governments of both Britain and the US almost never try to find a way to solve it. At this time, the 3321 student aid model becomes especially necessary.

However, even though 3321 had long become globally renowned with Li Mu’s rise, there were almost no people truly willing to replicate the 3321 model. Before 3321 partnered with Harvard, no one in the United States had attempted to replicate the 3321 model there. The main reason is that the 3321 model is a purely charitable endeavor; not only must all financial activities of the fund be transparent and public, but all net profits must be fully invested back into educational charity. Therefore, no one was willing to develop, promote, or implement this model.

The entire product infrastructure for 3321 is essentially a complete C2C online marketplace, no different from Taobao. It needs a frontend, as well as seller and buyer backend systems, and also requires embedded payment functions, along with various other features and algorithms. More importantly, this entire solution must be extremely stable. Without available open-source code, the cost of developing everything independently is high, and maintenance costs are also high.

No one would willingly spend several million US dollars and several months to create the underlying framework for a charitable project. For those willing to do charity, rather than put so much effort into preliminary work and then dedicate enormous energy to post-production operations, it’s easier and simpler to just donate a few million directly.

Even internet companies with strong technical strength didn’t dare to easily attempt the 3321 model. Because although 3321 hasn’t applied for any patent protection, it is, after all, an original project by Li Mu and Muye Technology. Merely copying it would have a certain negative impact on a company’s image. If it were a profitable product, one might grit their teeth and imitate it, but it’s precisely a product that doesn’t generate profit, and even requires a significant investment of money and effort. In such a situation, no one is willing to imitate it.

For Li Mu, it has become very easy for him to export 3321 to overseas markets. He just needs to put out the 3321 brand and its already well-developed complete solution package, and a new 3321 branch site can be built in a very short time. For example, to launch 3321 UK, one only needs to activate the subdomain uk.3321.com, then deploy the full English version of the 3321 architecture, and input information on UK cities, counties, and major educational institutions. It can then be opened for use by UK university students and primary and secondary school student parents.

However, 3321 is not purely e-commerce; it’s an O2O model. Buyers and sellers don’t trade goods on the platform, but rather offline services. Therefore, the platform needs to provide additional offline support and supervision, in addition to its online support. It wouldn’t work if tens of thousands of students and parents in the UK were using 3321, but 3321 had not a single staff member in the entire country. This way, if any offline issues were to arise, it would be difficult to resolve them promptly. Therefore, Li Mu had never rushed to expand 3321 to more countries. The only expansion was to the United States, and only then at Harvard’s strong request was he willing to cooperate with them, entrusting Harvard with all operations and offline support for the US market.

Now, he intends to export this entire mature product and charity model to the UK. It also requires a sufficiently capable and strong individual or enterprise from the UK to cooperate with him. William is an excellent choice.

…

The Queen’s heart filled with indescribable joy at the thought of William becoming the Crown Prince who proactively introduced 3321 to the UK.

Holding Li Mu’s hand, the Queen sincerely exclaimed, “Mr. Li, thank you very much for your generosity, and for your care towards William. In the future, if there’s anything the Windsor Family can help with, please be sure to tell me, or tell William.”

For the Queen, although her status and symbolic significance were very high, her power had been almost completely eroded. Even in front of a young person like Li Mu, she still lacked some confidence, fearing that the Windsor Family had nothing that Li Mu would find worthy. If they couldn’t help each other, and the Windsor Family unilaterally drew help from Li Mu, such a relationship would inevitably not last. Therefore, after Li Mu was willing to help William in this way, she also hoped that the Windsor Family could do something for Li Mu, reciprocating the courtesy.

Li Mu also understood this principle. So he said to the Queen, “Thank you for your concern, Your Majesty. Speaking of help, I actually do have something I hope the Windsor Family can assist with. I just acquired ownership of Manchester City Football Club. In the future, I hope to deeply engage in the management and strategy of the football sector in the UK. Regarding this matter, on one hand, I hope to receive goodwill from the British public, and on the other hand, I hope to provide a good development environment for Chinese players. Therefore, in the future, I might also need you and other Royal Family members to provide some public support, even concerning the work permit issues for Chinese players in the future.”

Although Davidson said he could help resolve the work permit issue, Li Mu still felt it would be safer to have an additional channel. Davidson’s solution was to first loan players to other European clubs, and then find a way to obtain UK work permits. However, Li Mu hoped the Royal Family could provide a fast track to directly resolve work permit issues, which would be much more convenient in the future.





Chapter 1548: The Best Foundation for Cooperation

When Li Mu stated that his biggest request for the entire UK was to operate a football club and introduce Chinese football players into the Premier League market, the Queen agreed almost without hesitation. “Mr. Li,” she said, “the issue of work permits is a trivial matter. Charles will help you resolve it when the time comes. Although the Windsor Family doesn’t have deep or extensive political involvement, these issues are very easy to resolve.”

The Queen then added, “Furthermore, from today onwards, members of the Windsor Family will be fans of the Manchester City Club. After you officially take over the Manchester City Club, Windsor Family members will take turns attending Manchester City matches to cheer for the team as fans. If convenient, I myself will also go to the stadium to support your team.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “That would truly be a great honor. If even the Royal Family becomes Manchester City fans, then I believe Manchester City will definitely become the most popular team in the UK.”

Although his words were somewhat complimentary, Li Mu’s statement was not an exaggeration. After all, the British people genuinely love the Royal Family deep down, which is why they pay special attention to the romances and marriages of royal members, even to the extent that a royal birth garners national observation. This psychology easily leads to the “to love the house and its crow” mentality. If royal family members openly declare themselves fans of the Manchester City Club, it would naturally bring a large number of followers to Manchester City, and even if they don’t become fans, it would generate a certain degree of goodwill.

The Queen promised the involvement of the entire Royal Family, which was an extremely satisfying outcome for Li Mu. The Queen was very pleased with Li Mu’s promise to William, and Li Mu was also very pleased with the Queen’s promise to him. Both parties were satisfied with each other – this was the optimal basis for collaboration.

Subsequently, Li Mu, like a marketing expert, formulated a comprehensive internet marketing strategy for William in front of the entire Windsor Family.

He told William in front of all Windsor Family members, “Moving forward, what I can do for you broadly falls into two aspects: the first is internet online promotion and advertising, and the second is packaging combined with 3321.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “I come from the internet industry, so I understand the internet better. The marketing strategy I’ve devised for you is also primarily internet-based. Therefore, the first thing I’ll do for you is to increase your Twitter exposure, followers, and audience.”

In front of the Windsor Family, Li Mu informed them about his cooperation with Schwarzenegger. Although this could be considered a strategic secret of Li Mu and Muye Technology, its confidentiality level was not high. The Windsor Family and Schwarzenegger were both strategic partners, so this information could be disclosed reciprocally.

When the Windsor Family members understood the follower-growth algorithm Li Mu had developed for Schwarzenegger, looks of extreme astonishment appeared on their faces. They had never imagined that the internet, at the unseen and intangible level of backend algorithms, could be utilized with such sophistication.

Every member of the Windsor Family had received an excellent education; they had almost all attended top universities in the UK and held high degrees. However, this did not mean they truly understood the internet.

For these old aristocrats, the internet was still a very new phenomenon. They were only just becoming familiar with the logic the internet presents to users and had not yet encountered the algorithms behind its operation. So, when they heard that everything could be controlled so meticulously and subtly, they truly felt as if a window to a new world had opened.

Li Mu went on, “Twitter will adopt a method of directing traffic to increase followers for Schwarzenegger, and through algorithms, it will boost William’s Twitter followers, enabling his follower count to quickly surpass the ten million milestone and continue growing. The next milestones to break are fifteen million, twenty million, or even thirty million.”

Thirty million followers is nearly half the total population of the UK. This number holds immense significance for the Windsor Family. They had already witnessed Twitter’s information distribution capability. More followers mean higher influence, and what they desired most at the moment was influence.

Although the Queen was elderly, her mind was exceptionally clear. While she didn’t fully understand the internet or Twitter, she was more perceptive than others in noticing a problem. She asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, a base of thirty million followers is quite high. As the saying goes, ‘it’s hard to please everyone.’ What kind of content should William post to cater to his followers?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and explained, “We’ve already set a theme for William: he is to become an opinion leader in the field of education. Therefore, at least 40%-50% of his future Twitter content must align with educational threads. So, I hope William can consistently post on Twitter, offering views and opinions around UK-specific educational issues that resonate with the public. This could include pointing out the high cost of higher education in the UK, or the flagging enthusiasm of young Britons for pursuing higher education. He could also speak out against campus bullying, or against the excessive concentration or dispersion of educational resources. In short, as long as it gives a voice to the public and expresses their innermost thoughts, it’s all perfectly fine.”

At this point, Li Mu added, “Since we want to mold William into an opinion leader, we must also make him an idol. Idols generally have two aspects: their primary profession and their personal life. Just like an entertainment star, their primary profession is film/television and singing, while their personal life includes their daily routines, hobbies, family, emotional experiences, and even where they’ve been, who they’ve met, what they’ve eaten, or what they’ve played, and so on. Therefore, while William’s Twitter posts should feature educational opinions, they should also include some glimpses into his personal life.”

“Personal life?” William’s father, Charles, asked curiously, “Does Mr. Li mean that William should post a part of his daily life on Twitter?”

Li Mu nodded. “More elements of daily life can bring him closer to his fans and audience, making him seem more down-to-earth. So, posting a snapshot or an event from his daily life on Twitter every day is very necessary. But there’s one absolute red line that must never be crossed.”

Everyone eagerly asked, “What absolute red line?”

Li Mu explained, “He must never show off wealth online, nor display his aristocratic style online. In a word, he must never actively distance himself from the common people. For example, what he ate for dinner tonight could theoretically be shared with everyone, but if it’s exquisite delicacies, then he absolutely must not post about it. If it’s a regular burger, or cheap steak and beer, sharing these will make the public feel more connected to William.”

“Besides that, he can also share some music, but never high-end classical music. It must be pop music beloved by the common people.”

“He can also share some sports moments, but equestrian sports and golf should be avoided as much as possible. Instead, popular sports like football, tennis, badminton, or even table tennis can be featured.”

“Sharing travelogues, reading insights, and life reflections are all fine, but the principle remains the same: never distance yourself from the common people. Post what most people like.”

William listened, nodding repeatedly. For him, these were all points he needed to pay attention to in order to increase his influence on the internet in the future. He was more serious than anyone else, almost wanting to write down every word Li Mu said.

Seeing his earnestness, Li Mu told him, “Later, I’ll have Ziwei organize it and send it to you in written form.”

Then, Li Mu quietly asked Li Ziwei beside him in Chinese, “Did you write down everything I just said?”

Li Ziwei nodded gently, “I’ve written it all down.”

Li Ziwei had an excellent memory, which was one of the main reasons Lin Qingya had arranged for her to be Li Mu’s assistant. If Li Mu verbally told her ten things, she wouldn’t forget any of them. This was a very valuable ability for a personal assistant. Sometimes Li Mu would improvise, and might not remember what he said later, but as long as Li Ziwei was by his side, he had no need to worry.

Subsequently, Li Mu said to William and the other Royal Family members, “YY.com will release news later today, primarily reporting on William’s initiative to introduce 3321 to the UK. At that time, we will add a link to William’s Twitter in the news. Before that, William needs to start building buzz on Twitter. It’s best to start now.”

“Start building buzz now?” William hurriedly asked, “Mr. Li, how should I do it?”

Li Mu smiled, “You can start by expressing your feelings about the heavy tuition burden on UK university students. Keep the wording colloquial, and then ask your followers: ‘Do you think if the 3321 model were implemented in the UK, it could alleviate the burden on university students to some extent?’”

William nodded repeatedly and immediately said to a middle-aged man who looked like a butler next to him, “James, please help me post a Twitter message right now.”

That middle-aged man named James immediately pulled out a mini notepad and fountain pen from his pocket and said very seriously, “Prince William, please tell me.”

William said, “I increasingly feel that the tuition burden on university students in the UK is simply too heavy. Many young people, while still sitting in university classrooms, are already burdened with tens of thousands of pounds in student loans. Some even have to work multiple jobs in convenience stores or restaurants during their spare time just to sustain their studies. This makes me think of the 3321 system that Mr. Li Mu founded in China. Everyone, what do you think? If 3321 were implemented in the UK, could it effectively alleviate the burden on UK university students?”

After speaking, William asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, is this okay?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Twitter has a poll feature. When you publish this Twitter message, remember to add a poll option with only two choices: YES or NO.”

William wasn’t very proficient with Twitter’s practical operation. His Twitter account had been handled by James ever since Muye Technology transferred the account over. So, he asked James, “Can you handle what Mr. Li just mentioned?”

James immediately nodded, “No problem.”





Chapter 1549: Maintaining Undivided Focus

Soon, William’s Twitter account updated with a new tweet. The text of the tweet was precisely as William had dictated, and the polling feature was also added.

William’s global follower count was already approaching eight million, and this was during a phase when users were obsessively engrossed in Twitter. The average online duration and average activity points were very high. Therefore, as soon as this tweet was published, it immediately garnered over one hundred thousand views, and this number was still rapidly increasing.

The number of likes was climbing, and data points such as comments, retweets, and votes were also continuously growing. The voting situation was the clearest indicator of audience sentiment: out of one hundred thousand views, over five thousand people voted, and more than 90 percent of those voters agreed that 3321 was useful.

The comment section was mostly populated by local UK netizens, so the opinions were almost one-sided. The vast majority of people felt that if 3321 were introduced to the UK, it would significantly alleviate the financial burden on UK university students and graduate students.

Many UK university students even called out in the comment section, hoping that Li Mu and Muye Technology could introduce the 3321 model to the UK as soon as possible. Some university students also appealed for a UK internet company to step up and create a similar platform in the UK, mimicking the 3321 model.

Aside from users directly discussing the tweet, many users highly praised William’s attitude. They hadn’t expected this young Royal Family member to be so concerned about the domestic education situation, especially the hidden financial burden of students beneath their glamorous exteriors. This showed them William’s national consciousness and sense of responsibility, further drawing him closer to the hearts of netizens.

In less than half an hour, the tweet’s view count surpassed one million, with over ten thousand retweets, over ten thousand comments, and over seventy thousand votes, with a 93.3 percent approval rate.

The rapid increase in views came from William’s eight million followers and the over ten thousand retweets.

On Twitter, a tweet’s view count multiplies geometrically as retweets increase. Assuming each person has an average of five hundred followers, then ten thousand retweets would cover an additional five million users.

The users swarmed, making “Prince William hopes 3321 enters UK” a hot topic on Twitter. Consequently, this topic attracted a large number of users, directly sparking a heated discussion and immense popularity on Twitter.

When James came back with his laptop, relaying these results one by one, every member of the Royal Family rejoiced. They hadn’t imagined that the internet could cover so many people and receive so much feedback in such a short time. In the past, this would have been an incredible thing.

This was also due to the unique advantages of the internet. Compared to any other communication medium, the internet possessed immense advantages: not only was it extremely fast, but its reach was also broad, theoretically capable of instantly covering the entire globe. More importantly, communication via the internet could directly interact with users. At this point, all other media could only sigh in admiration.

This incredible data further deepened the entire Royal Family’s admiration for Li Mu.

Li Mu’s judgment was indeed sharp; he merely pointed William in a direction, but he hadn’t expected that a single direction would hit a pain point. If this trend continued, William would monopolize all UK news headlines in the future.

Just then, James’s phone vibrated. He was not only the butler of Buckingham Palace but also William’s public relations manager, handling all of William’s public engagements.

James quickly excused himself with an apology and went outside to answer the call. A moment later, he walked back in briskly, looking excited, and said, “Prince William, the BBC wishes to conduct an exclusive interview with you, the theme being your personal views on the current state of UK higher education and your thoughts on 3321.”

The Queen said, surprised, “Their speed is too fast, isn’t it?”

No sooner had she spoken than James’s phone vibrated again.

He quickly excused himself once more.

One minute later, he came back in triumphantly, “Prince William, ITV also called, they want to interview you…”

The BBC was the number one television media in the UK, and ITV was second. In just over half an hour, these media outlets had already seen the popularity behind William from the explosive data of his Twitter post.

The Queen was unable to close her mouth from smiling.

Before she could speak, James’s phone vibrated again.

James said awkwardly, “Sorry…”

Before he could finish, the Queen waved her hand and said, “Answer it here.”

James nodded and picked up the call.

This time it was The Times.

Following that, The Guardian also called…

In just a short while, William became the object of extreme desire for interviews from all UK media.

James did not give a definitive reply to the parties on the phone. He informed each media outlet that he would convey the interview request to Prince William, but whether or not to accept the interview would be up to Prince William himself.

William instinctively looked at Li Mu and asked, “Mr. Li, what should we do next?”

The Queen and Prince Charles also remained silent, watching Li Mu quietly and expectantly.

The current situation’s development far exceeded their expectations. For them, the internet was like a person from the nineteenth century facing a nuclear reactor; they couldn’t control the immense energy within it, nor did they know how to control it.

Li Mu smiled slightly at this moment and said, “There’s no need to accept exclusive interviews from the media right now. Our topic is very simple: we believe the burden on UK university students is heavy, so we are considering bringing 3321 to the UK. This is a very simple and direct cause-and-effect relationship. If you were to truly give an interview, it would just be a matter of one sentence. But what these media want is an exclusive interview filled with long discourses. Once you accept an exclusive interview, the media will inevitably ask you to extend and expand on this topic, which would instantly disperse the focus we’ve established. That would likely be counterproductive.”

Everyone nodded in agreement. Li Mu’s entry point for viewing problems was indeed different from ordinary people’s. Even as Royal Family members, they initially felt that so many media outlets wanting exclusive interviews was an excellent thing that should definitely be accepted, as it would ensure sufficient exposure. However, with Li Mu’s reminder, they instantly understood: if they truly gave exclusive interviews, it was highly likely to disperse the original focus, just as Li Mu had said.

Most people in daily life often make similar mistakes. For example, if an employee decides to resign, and their boss asks why they’re resigning, what dissatisfies them, what frustrates or bothers them, if they have a preferred new company, and if so, which one, what position, what salary—a barrage of questions. If they answer each one, they’re likely to get sidetracked and ultimately become confused about whether they should resign.

In fact, when doing many things, it’s crucial to maintain absolute focus. Once you’ve thought it through, stick to your focus and don’t let anything influence or disperse it. For example, if I’m resigning, don’t ask me all those irrelevant questions. What I’m thinking has nothing to do with you. The only thing you need to know is that I’m resigning. As for anything else, don’t waste your breath asking; I won’t answer even if you do.

Li Mu continued, “We’ll maintain our focus, and the rest will naturally follow. Later today, after the news is released, William can directly issue a statement on Twitter, saying that you’ve heard the voices of the broad netizens and have confirmed that 3321 has a positive effect on alleviating the financial burden of UK university students, and therefore you’ve reached a consensus with me to introduce 3321 to the UK as soon as possible. That’s enough. Don’t say anything else. If the media asks you, you don’t need to answer. Everything you want to say has already been published on Twitter. If they want to report, they can freely retweet your Twitter. As for exclusive interviews, simply decline them all.”

Having said that, Li Mu advised, “You must remember what I just said: maintain a firm focus, don’t let yourself get scattered, and even more so, don’t be led astray by others. The only point you need to convey to the outside world during this period is that because the UK needs 3321 now, you want to introduce 3321 to the UK. Say nothing more beyond that.”

William nodded without hesitation, saying instructively, “I understand, Mr. Li! Don’t worry, I will do as you say!”

The elderly Queen’s approval of Li Mu continuously climbed in just one or two hours. She increasingly felt that improving the Royal Family’s relationship with Li Mu was an incredibly wise decision. Although Li Mu was similar in age to William, his abilities, vision, and thinking pattern were far superior to William’s. In front of him, William was like a naive elementary school student. Therefore, he could become William’s best advisor. In just one or two hours, he could bring such great help and improvement to William. What if it were one or two years? What if it were ten or twenty years?

When William reached the age of thirty, he might begin to represent the Royal Family on the world stage. The Queen hoped that by then, William could become a true opinion leader like Li Mu was now, an opinion leader capable of deeply influencing and persuading others. At that point, the entire Royal Family would have the opportunity to shine brightly on the world stage once more.

If William failed to seize this heaven-sent opportunity with Li Mu, then by the time he was thirty, he might be reduced to a “mascot” of Great Britain. People would care what kind of wife he married, whether he had a prince or a princess. People would also love and respect him, but only out of routine deference to the Royal Family, because people wouldn’t be convinced by him, wouldn’t take his words as reference, and might not even have the energy to listen to what he said. His significance in the eyes of the people would merely be symbolic, just like the Statue of Liberty in America or the Eiffel Tower in France—merely a symbol.

The more she interacted with Li Mu, the more the Queen feared the second scenario coming true.

Thus, the Queen secretly decided in her heart that the Windsor Family must make a reciprocal gesture, and the sooner, the better!

Immediately, she pulled her eldest son, Charles, closer and whispered a few words in his ear.

Charles’s expression was initially one of extreme shock, but after a moment, it returned to a serious and diligent look. He nodded heavily and said to the Queen, “Don’t worry, I’ll go take care of it now.”





Chapter 1550: Highest Level

As noon approached, the various metrics for William’s Twitter post had grown considerably again.

By mid-morning, this Twitter post had become the most-watched content among British netizens, and their enthusiasm and approval for 3321 showed no signs of waning. People were eagerly anticipating 3321’s arrival in the UK, or someone in the UK stepping forward to create a similar product.

Even news media began to participate in the discussion. On television programs, many education experts started commenting on 3321’s model and analyzing whether it was suitable for the UK. Most experts believed that 3321, as a highly targeted tutor matching platform, was extremely well-suited to British national conditions.

Education costs in both the UK and the US were very high; labor prices were steep, and material prices were equally so.

The price of physical books in Western countries was extremely high, especially textbooks. Each book basically cost more than one hundred US dollars. It sounded incredible, but such was the reality. Textbooks alone significantly increased students’ academic costs. Children from poor families couldn’t even afford textbooks, let alone attend university.

Normally, when students needed tutoring, whether through training schools or private tutors, the prices were not only expensive, but the teaching quality was also inconsistent. However, 3321’s model would be much more transparent. Every current university student who wished to work as a part-time tutor on 3321 had to disclose their past academic records, current university grades, and their major, among other things. This allowed parents to directly see each current university student’s overall competence and their strengths and weaknesses, providing a reference to choose the most suitable tutor based on their child’s actual needs.

In short, the vast majority of education experts and scholars believed that, with the exception of the highly developed welfare states in Northern Europe with advanced education benefits, most countries worldwide needed a charitable platform like 3321. This was because most countries have wealth disparity, and many university students face academic financial pressure. Without 3321, it would be difficult for their most valuable knowledge and skills to find a platform for application. Thus, after school, despite their solid academic abilities, they could only end up bustling behind cash registers or in front of deep-fryers in McDonald’s or other fast-food restaurants. 3321, however, could provide them with a centralized platform for exposure, giving their most valuable abilities an opportunity to create value.

Current university students across the UK also expressed great anticipation for 3321. Although not every one of them was interested in tutoring work, such a platform, for these young and idealistic students, was like a pure and flawless utopia. No one would refuse such a clean platform.

In a mere two hours, the groundwork for 3321’s arrival in the UK had reached a nearly saturated state. Young people, netizens, and the general public across the entire UK who received this information began anticipating 3321’s launch in the UK.

The Queen was in high spirits, and it was nearly time for lunch. So she stood up and said to Li Mu with a smile, “Mr. Li, we have prepared a very grand luncheon. It’s almost time, please come with me to the banquet hall.”

Li Mu nodded and walked with her towards Buckingham Palace’s largest banquet hall.

Li Ziwei and Anne Hathaway silently followed behind the entire Windsor Family.

Upon reaching the entrance to the banquet hall, at the end of the gaudy opulence corridor, the Queen and other Royal Family members didn’t immediately arrange for Li Mu and the others to be seated. Prince Charles, who had disappeared earlier, was still nowhere to be seen.

However, just a moment later, Prince Charles walked over, leading a team of Royal Guard members in uniform.

The Royal Guard members marched in two neat rows behind Prince Charles.

Prince Charles walked directly up to the Queen and handed her a small, exquisitely packaged rectangular box.

The Queen took it, then turned to face Li Mu and said with a smile, “Mr. Li, the Royal Family frequently invites pillars of talent such as yourself to Buckingham Palace. Typically, we bestow honors upon qualified visitors. We had originally planned to publicly confer an honor upon you after inviting you to Buckingham Palace, but as you wished not to disclose your itinerary in advance, a public ceremony became unfeasible. Therefore, we can only complete the conferring of the honor privately.”

An honor?

Li Mu was slightly surprised. The term was somewhat unfamiliar to him, and it took him a moment to fully grasp it. Then he recalled that the UK was a constitutional monarchy. Although the Royal Family did not interfere in politics, the symbol of royal power still existed. And with the symbol of royal power existing, titles of nobility naturally also existed, just like the old-money members he had seen at the Goldberg Family salon, most of whom were British nobles with titles.

Since there were divisions of titles, who then had the authority to bestow them? Undoubtedly, it had to be the Queen, the nominal monarch.

Only she had the right to confer noble titles upon others.

However, while such titles held some practical use for Britons, for foreigners, they were essentially honorary.

Li Mu recalled some news clips, which indeed often reported on the British Queen bestowing honors upon various individuals. It seemed that celebrities like Bill Gates, David Beckham, Li Ka-shing, and Run Run Shaw had all received honors from the Queen.

The Queen then opened the box Prince Charles had handed her and said to Li Mu with utmost seriousness, “Mr. Li, I have seen so many promising young talents in my lifetime, but I truly cannot think of a second person whose achievements could be compared to yours in my memory. In fact, I cannot even think of anyone whose achievements come close to yours. You have created the world’s largest internet company, the world’s largest internet software, and provided so many excellent platforms that allow people all over the world to communicate freely on the platforms you created, including YY, YYtunes, Twitter, and even the various captivating games launched by YY. Even I, an elderly person, have become a loyal user of these products;”

Pausing, the Queen continued, “Before this, we never felt that the world was so small, or that the distance between people was so close. You enabled hundreds of millions of internet users to break through the barriers of language, national borders, and oceans, bringing them together. This is a grand and spectacular innovation, and a great revolution. What makes us admire you even more is that you are so young, yet you have achieved such brilliant accomplishments;”

Li Mu was a little embarrassed by the Queen’s words and quickly replied, “You’re too kind, I’m not as excellent as you say…”

The Queen smiled slightly and said, “What impresses me most is not just your achievements in the internet field, but also the passionate and kind heart within your young body. We have learned about 3321 and the efforts you have made for Chinese students. This has opened our eyes, astonished us, and filled us with envy. We have also learned about your ‘Old Soldiers Never Die’ initiative, which is the most moving charity event concerning war since the end of World War II in 1945. I grew up during wartime, and I know the cruelty of war, and even more, I know the sacrifices and contributions those old soldiers made for world peace. War has been far from us for nearly sixty years, and many have forgotten the war, forgotten the soldiers who sacrificed their lives for peace and justice in those sorrowful times. However, I didn’t expect that you would launch such a grand and spectacular charity event to call upon people to remember history and remember these gradually fading old soldiers;”

At this point, the Queen sighed and said, “I truly watched the documentary about the American Flying Tigers accepting your invitation to visit China. I watched it more than once, and my eyes welled up with tears more than once. This inspired me to hope that next year, on European Theater Victory Day, we can hold a reunion event for old soldiers in the UK – not just British veterans, but also French veterans, American veterans, and even former Soviet veterans. For this, I must thank you for giving us such inspiration, reminding us not to forget those heroes who once made enormous contributions for us and for the world;”

“Now, the whole world is watching you, especially young people like yourself. They all regard you as an idol and follow in your footsteps. I have watched your speech video at Harvard, and I have seen the admiration and reverence Harvard and MIT students have for you. Before this, no young person had ever been able to bring such a powerful positive influence to this world and its youth. The significance behind this is truly immense, potentially impacting an entire generation worldwide. Therefore, I extend my heartfelt gratitude for all your efforts for this world, and I sincerely hope you can continue this path, bringing young people worldwide closer together, setting a role model for the youth of the world, and bringing more incredible changes to this world, making it a better place.”

Li Mu nodded repeatedly and said seriously, “I will devote myself to the utmost to do my best.”

The Queen nodded slightly and smiled, “Mr. Li Mu, in view of the numerous distinguished and significant contributions you have made globally, on behalf of the British Royal Family, I bestow upon you the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire. I hope you will continue to strive for even greater changes in the world!”

With that, the Queen opened the exquisite rectangular box, revealing a golden cross medal adorned with a purple ribbon.

Li Mu didn’t quite understand what the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire was or what rank it represented. However, he knew that for non-Britons, such titles were merely honorary, so he didn’t concern himself with its exact level.

However, Anne Hathaway, not far away, was utterly astonished. While Li Mu didn’t know what the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire represented, Anne Hathaway did: it was the highest level within the entire British honors system!





Chapter 1551: Reciprocal Gesture

As an old monarchical country, the UK has a very complex system of royal honors and their classifications, ranging from lowest to highest: Member of the Order of the British Empire (MBE), Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE), Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE), Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire (KBE), and Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE).

Among these, only the top two ranks, KBE and GBE, are considered full titles of nobility, and even then, only for British citizens. If one is not a British citizen, even the highest rank is merely an honorary title.

Although royal honors are mostly honorary titles, this doesn’t mean they are worthless like cabbages on the street.

On the contrary, the Royal Family has very clear plans and quotas for each level of honor. Even for the lowest MBE, only dozens of people are conferred each year.

For CBE and KBE, only a few people receive them each year.

As for GBE, the highest honor, it is typically only conferred once every few years, or even once a decade or more.

In the history of Chinese people, only two have received the GBE honor so far, both of whom were outstanding politicians from Hong Kong with immense influence in the political sphere.

Li Mu is the third Chinese recipient, and the only one not from Hong Kong to be conferred GBE, hailing from China.

Just how precious GBE is isn’t clear just by looking at its recipients. Instead, look at KBE, one rank below GBE. Li Ka-shing, the Richest Chinese man, was one such recipient.

Moreover, Li Ka-shing wasn’t conferred KBE right away; he was conferred CBE, and only after eleven full years did he get the opportunity to Shengji to the higher KBE. As for GBE, it was essentially impossible for him.

However, for Li Mu, a young man in his twenties, a Chinese entrepreneur in his twenties, and a Chinese internet figure stepping onto British soil for the first time, to be directly conferred the highest GBE honor is simply incredible.

Before Li Mu arrived, the Queen had intended to confer KBE upon him, which was already extraordinarily high. However, after Li Mu planned a bright future for William, the Queen made a last-minute decision as a reciprocal gesture, conferring the highest honor upon Li Mu.

Prince Charles had also harbored some doubts, thinking that bestowing the highest honor upon a young man in his twenties was overly rash and unlikely to win over the public. However, after hearing the Queen’s reasons for why she believed Li Mu deserved the GBE title, his mind was immediately put at ease.

An unconventional and unpredictable figure like Li Mu might only appear once in several decades. To describe such a person as a genius is no exaggeration; in fact, “genius” might even be insufficient, because there are many people in this world who can be called geniuses, but none can be on par with Li Mu.

Without a doubt, Li Mu is the most outstanding entrepreneur of our time. Under his leadership, Muye Technology has rapidly developed and grown with the impact of a universe’s big bang, which itself is a super miracle in the business world. Even Bill Gates cannot compare, and Li Ka-shing, a rich man who took decades to develop his wealth, is even less comparable.

Furthermore, Li Mu is completely different from Li Ka-shing. Li Mu has never acted against societal interests or overdrawn social wealth for profit. The latter, however, is different; while amassing illicit wealth at light speed in the real estate sector, he caused a severe overdraw of social wealth, even inventing the vile “shared common area” concept. Li Mu, on the other hand, has always been finding ways to give back to society. Their business philosophies are diametrically opposed.

At this moment, the entire Royal Family, the Royal Guard, and the royal photographers and videographers were all in awe of Li Mu receiving the GBE title.

Anne Hathaway even felt as if she were dreaming.

Only the parties involved, Li Mu and his assistant Li Ziwei, still didn’t fully understand what the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire truly represented.

Li Mu thought it was most likely similar to an honorary bachelor’s degree, honorary lecturer, or honorary professor from a university in China, so he didn’t take it too seriously. With a calm expression, he bowed to the Queen to express his gratitude. Afterward, the Queen personally pinned the medal to the upper left front of his suit jacket.

Then, the photographer politely stepped forward and said, “Your Majesty, Mr. Li Mu, please look at the camera. I’d like to take a photo of the two of you together.”

Li Mu naturally turned around and posed for a photo standing side-by-side with the Queen.

Afterward, the Queen said with a smile, “Mr. Li, please wait a moment. I have two more medals I’d like to present to Miss Li and Miss Hathaway.”

At these words, Li Ziwei and Anne Hathaway both looked surprised. Prince Charles immediately stepped forward and handed two exquisite gift boxes to the Queen.

The Queen smiled and waved to Li Ziwei and Anne Hathaway. Only then did the two came to their senses, exchanged glances, and bewilderedly walked together before the Queen.

The Queen opened one of the boxes, took out a cross-shaped medal with a red ribbon, and said to Li Ziwei, “Miss Li, thank you for all your efforts for Muye Technology. I believe you are assisting Mr. Li Mu in carrying out a series of great things. This is not only significant to the world but also remarkable in itself, so you are entirely deserving of this medal. I hope you continue striving for excellence.”

Li Ziwei was a little nervous and could only nod earnestly, saying to the Queen, “Thank you for your affirmation. I will continue to work hard.”

The Queen nodded with a smile and pinned the medal to her chest.

Then, the Queen took out another identical medal and said to Anne Hathaway, who was trembling with excitement, “Miss Hathaway, you are a Young and promising Hollywood star. I believe you will continue to present more and better film and television works to audiences worldwide in the future. I hope you continue to work hard.”

Anne Hathaway recognized the medal; it was the Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE), a third-level honor. Even this medal was extremely rare. Only a handful of people in Hollywood had received MBEs or OBEs, let alone the higher CBE.

With Anne Hathaway’s qualifications, she normally wouldn’t even be eligible for an honor. Even for the lowest MBE, she would typically have to wait several years and have a few famous works under her belt to have a chance.

However, Li Ziwei was similar to Li Mu; she just thought it was an honorary title, probably a standard way for the Royal Family to give back to guests, much like honorary titles from various institutions in China. So, deep down, she didn’t take it too seriously.

Compared to traditional conferment ceremonies, the ceremonies for Li Mu, Li Ziwei, and Anne Hathaway were unprecedentedly simple. Under normal circumstances, when the Queen confers honors, there would be at least dozens or hundreds of elites from various fields present as guests. All of the UK’s media would also flock to Buckingham Palace to record the grand ceremony and interview the recipients. This was the first time someone received the highest medal without a single spectator or media reporter present, as Li Mu did.

…

After the conferment, the Queen warmly invited everyone to the banquet hall for lunch. Li Mu, wearing the dazzling Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire, enjoyed a lavish lunch with the entire Royal Family.

Towards the end of the lunch, Prince William’s private butler, James, reported another set of data: William’s Twitter post about 3321 had now exceeded ten million views, with over one hundred fifty thousand voters. The situation was one-sided in his favor.

Furthermore, all mainstream television media across the country had reported on the matter, guiding public opinion correctly, and the calls for and support for William’s proposal were growing stronger.

Interestingly, several British internet companies capitalized on this hotspot on their official Twitter accounts, stating that they would invest significant human and material resources to develop a UK version of 3321, and boldly claimed that they would definitely develop it to be more comprehensive and practical than 3321.

Without a doubt, William had now become the sole hot topic in the UK. The entire country revolved around discussions concerning him, and everyone’s favorability towards him increased due to this matter. William had already begun to build the framework and rough draft of an opinion leader.

At two o’clock in the afternoon, Li Mu’s scheduled visit was drawing to a close. He apologized to the Queen and other Royal Family members, saying, “As I need to depart for Manchester next, I must begin my journey. Thank you for the Royal Family’s invitation and hospitality, and especially for Your Majesty’s encouragement and affirmation. I hope to have the opportunity to visit again in the future.”

The Queen smiled and said, “Buckingham Palace always welcomes your arrival. Any time you come to the UK, please contact us. We very much hope you can stay overnight at Buckingham Palace so we can extend our utmost courtesy, but I’m afraid there won’t be an opportunity this time. Next time you visit Buckingham Palace, you must not depart so hastily.”

Li Mu quickly nodded in agreement.

Then, he bid farewell to each member one by one, starting from the Queen, with William as the last.

When finally bidding farewell to William, Li Mu told him, “In the future, if anything comes up, you can call me directly. If my phone is unreachable, call Ziwei’s. Today’s start was excellent, and you must continue to maintain it.”

William immediately nodded solemnly and said, “Please rest assured, I will strictly follow your instructions. Thank you, Mr. Li – oh, no, Teacher Li.”

Li Mu gave a faint smile and said, “There’s no need for us to be so formal with each other. We are friends, not teacher and student.”

With that, Li Mu added, “Once you announce the introduction of 3321 to the UK, I will immediately send people over to provide technical support, striving to integrate and Launch the UK site for 3321 quickly. Before it’s Launched, you need to learn more about the internet and the operation of internet platforms, because this platform will be entrusted to you to manage in the future.”

“Okay! Please rest assured, I will do my best!” William’s expression was full of gratitude. At this moment, his gratitude for Li Mu was indeed overflowing. In half a day, he had received such intense attention, almost reaching a new turning point in his life, which was almost entirely thanks to Li Mu.

Li Mu smiled and said, “Once the 3321 UK site is Launched, take some time to visit China and also allow British citizens to learn more about China.”

William agreed without hesitation, saying, “I will definitely visit Mr. Li in China then!”

“No problem.” Li Mu extended his hand to him and chuckled, “Then, goodbye. Thank you and the other Royal Family members for your hospitality. I will definitely come again if I have the chance.”





Chapter 1552: This Is The Gap

Even after Li Mu left Buckingham Palace in the Royal carriage, he still hadn’t figured out just how significant this Knight Grand Cross honor was.

Feeling it was rather foolish to go out with a medal pinned to his chest, Li Mu took the medal off in the carriage, placed it back in its box, and handed it to Li Ziwei, who was also in the carriage. He said, “Ziwei, could you keep this for me?”

Li Ziwei nodded, took the medal Li Mu handed her, then took off her own medal, put it in its box, and placed both into her bag.

Anne Hathaway also took off her medal, but was reluctant to put it away. Instead, she held it in her palm, staring at it without blinking. After a moment, her eyes even reddened from her gaze.

Li Mu couldn’t help but tease her, “Anne, it’s just a medal. You’re not going to cry, are you?”

Anne Hathaway looked at Li Mu and said with extreme seriousness, “This medal is too precious. There are probably only one or two hundred of them in the entire world, so I feel particularly dazed, as if I’m dreaming.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You’re not even British. It’s nothing more than an honorary title.”

Anne Hathaway said with exceptional seriousness, “Just this honor alone is already priceless…”

White people in Europe and America share a common cultural origin, which explains their special sentiment of deference towards the Royal Family. Even though the Royal Family no longer governs the country, the honors they bestow are highly regarded. For Li Mu, a legitimate and promising Chinese person, he had no particular special emotional attachment to these things; his respect for the Royal Family was merely out of politeness. Of course, as a businessman, from a commercial perspective, Li Mu also had a certain desire to leverage the social impact of the Royal Family’s prestige. He wasn’t a member of the Royal Family himself, but he could use their members to gain recognition from the people of Europe and America.

Li Mu, however, didn’t feel this was such a great honor. He simply regarded it as a normal exchange of courtesies, and by his calculation, the Royal Family stood to gain more. After all, conferring honors was their exclusive privilege, and such things had no actual cost. In contrast, the grand gift package he gave William was of such high actual value that it was priceless, and the costs behind it were tangible, essentially amounting to giving William a massive project for free.

The Royal carriage, escorted by the Royal Guard, arrived at the ancillary palace where Davidson was waiting. Davidson had already received word in advance and was waiting beside his convoy.

The carriage stopped beside the convoy. The Royal Guard’s Captain personally opened the carriage door. Li Mu disembarked first, then very gentlemanly helped Li Ziwei and Anne Hathaway out of the carriage one by one.

Davidson hurried forward and asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, are we ready to depart?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled, “My apologies, Davidson, for keeping you waiting.”

Davidson waved his hand lightly and said with a smile, “It is my supreme honor to accompany you to Buckingham Palace to accept the Queen’s invitation.”

As the head of the Goldberg Family, Davidson commanded or could mobilize considerably more assets than the Royal Family. However, even he had to show due respect to the Royal Family, for they were his monarchs. If any British citizen showed disrespect to the Royal Family, they would inevitably face opposition and protest from the entire UK.

Li Mu handed the medal gift box to Li Ziwei, instructing her to share a car with Anne Hathaway. Then he thanked the Royal Guard’s Captain. Having done all this, he finally turned to Davidson and said, “Let’s go.”

Davidson nodded, but his gaze darted towards the gift box Li Mu had handed to Li Ziwei. He had been conferred an honor himself, so he naturally recognized that the box was for a medal. It seemed the Queen had just conferred an honor upon Li Mu at Buckingham Palace.

However, although the medals themselves might differ, the gift boxes looked outwardly similar, so Davidson didn’t know what level of medal Li Mu had received. This left him somewhat curious.

Immediately after, Davidson’s gaze caught sight of another identical gift box in Li Ziwei’s other hand, and even Anne Hathaway had one in her hand. This astonished him further. Had the Queen conferred honors on both of them too? Anne Hathaway wasn’t particularly famous, and she was very young. Buckingham Palace had never conferred honors on young actors before. Normally, British actors would at least need to become international first-tier or quasi first-tier to have a chance at an honor. For non-British actors, becoming an international superstar was practically a prerequisite.

But Anne Hathaway, as a young American actress, didn’t seem to possess the qualifications for such an honor in any way…

If Anne Hathaway wasn’t qualified for an honor, then in his opinion, Li Ziwei had even less reason to receive one. The Queen had conferred honors on celebrities all over the world, but never on a celebrity’s assistant. It was the same principle as the Nobel Prize: any Nobel Prize was awarded to those who directly created the results. Even if the same achievement was sometimes awarded to multiple people, it was because those individuals all made the most direct contributions to that result. A private assistant of someone who created a result would absolutely never be included in the scope of the award.

The Queen conferred an honor even on Li Mu’s private assistant. Wouldn’t that be a bit much?

Brimming with curiosity, Davidson and Li Mu both settled into his Rolls-Royce.

Subsequently, the convoy, escorted by the Royal Guard all the way, departed Buckingham Palace and began its journey to Manchester.

The convoy drove swiftly, yet the car’s interior was exceptionally quiet. The back seats were completely separated from the driver, but even so, Davidson still asked Li Mu in a very low voice, “Mr. Li, did the Queen confer an honor on you just now at Buckingham Palace?”

Li Mu casually nodded. “She did.”

Davidson wore an expression that said ‘just as I expected’ and asked with a smile, “What level of medal did the Queen confer upon you?”

As he asked the question, Davidson already had the most likely answer in mind. He believed the Queen had probably conferred a CBE on Li Mu, which was the middle level among the five ranks. Based on past experience, CBE was typically the highest honor for foreign elite entrepreneurs; he had never seen an entrepreneur receive anything higher than a CBE.

Li Mu thought for a moment, then understatedly told Davidson, “The Queen said it was the Knight Grand Cross honor.”

“What?!”

Davidson was instantly dumbfounded in shock, his eyes seemingly about to pop out of his head. He blurted out, “The Knight Grand Cross?! Are you sure it’s that level?”

The Knight Grand Cross was the highest level of Imperial Order! Not to mention how pitifully few people received this medal, even among those few, most were already with one foot in the grave when it was conferred. How could Li Mu, so young and a foreigner, receive the supreme honor of an Imperial Order?

Li Mu, however, calmly nodded and said, “That’s the level.”

“My God… the Queen must be mad…” Davidson blurted out almost without thinking, still unable to extricate himself from the immense shock.

Li Mu deliberately teased him, “What, you think I’m unworthy of receiving this medal?”

Davidson hastily waved his hand, explaining with a look of apprehension, “Mr. Li, please don’t misunderstand. I absolutely didn’t mean that! I’m just too surprised, because… because the Royal Family has indeed never set such a precedent before. That’s why I find it incredible. This incredulity also stems from my deeply rooted understanding of this system, not because you received this medal. I hope you can understand…”

Li Mu laughed heartily and said, “Davidson, don’t be so nervous. I was just joking with you.”

Davidson breathed a sigh of relief and exclaimed, “The Knight Grand Cross is truly too precious. It can be said to be the supreme honor! I truly must congratulate you on becoming the youngest person ever to receive this medal.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You and I exist in different cultures, different backgrounds, and different social environments. You have your values, and I have mine. The world is so vast that, so far, people across the globe only share unified values when it comes to hard currency; in every other domain, they are entirely distinct. Some things are precious to me, but might not be worth mentioning to you. Some things are precious to you, but I might not agree with their value. For example, this Knight Grand Cross. To you British people, its significance might be enormous, but to me, it’s just an honorary title. And if it’s just an honorary title, how much practical difference can there be between the first rank and the fifth rank?”

Davidson was slightly startled, then quickly understood. His extreme regard for the Knight Grand Cross was entirely due to his own values at work. Li Mu, however, was not born or raised in the UK and had never been exposed to this value system. Therefore, this honor, which Davidson highly valued, might not be entirely insignificant in Li Mu’s eyes, but it certainly wouldn’t cause him excitement.

Thinking of this, Davidson instantly felt relieved. He also immediately understood why Li Mu could receive this top-tier Imperial Order.

The reason was simple: Li Mu himself was an unusual figure that had never appeared in the world before. While it was still possible to find a multitude of people who had received the Knight Grand Cross, it would be absolutely impossible to find another Li Mu.

Therefore, looking at it this way, Davidson finally understood where Li Mu’s composure and indifference came from. The key question wasn’t whether Li Mu deserved the medal, but whether the medal deserved Li Mu. Perhaps Royal Family members even felt inferior in front of him, just as Davidson himself had once felt utterly worthless when in his presence.

As Davidson thought of this, the feeling of utter worthlessness in front of Li Mu surged into his mind once more.

That person (Li Mu) was calm and unconcerned, completely indifferent, when receiving the Knight Grand Cross GBE. Whereas he himself had been so excited when he received a CBE that he didn’t sleep a wink all night. It seems, this truly is the gap.





Chapter 1553: The Nation in Shock

While Li Mu was still en route to Manchester, Buckingham Palace, as agreed, had already begun releasing news to the public.

Although Buckingham Palace had its own information release channels, in terms of influence, collaborating with media like the BBC was most effective.

According to routine, significant news was always communicated to media the first time, then released by the media to the entire nation, and even globally.

And so, the BBC, The Times, and other authoritative British media outlets suddenly received a massive piece of news from Buckingham Palace this afternoon:

“Her Majesty the Queen met with Li Mu, who was invited to visit Buckingham Palace this morning. In recognition of Li Mu’s achievements in the development of global internet, strengthening global ties, and contributions in other charitable fields, Her Majesty the Queen conferred upon Li Mu the Knight Grand Cross honor of the Empire. Simultaneously, at Prince William’s proactive request, Li Mu has decided to launch the 3321 UK site as soon as possible. All technical support work, both before and after the launch of the 3321 UK site, will be provided free of charge by Muye Technology. After its launch, Prince William will be responsible for its operation.”

In addition to the content itself, Buckingham Palace also provided the media with some candid photos from Li Mu’s visit to Buckingham Palace, as well as a full video recording of the Queen’s low-key conferment of the honor on Li Mu.

For the media, this news was like two nuclear bombs going off in quick succession.

First, the Knight Grand Cross had not been conferred for many years. The significance of an honor of this rank to the British people was simply the nation’s supreme honor. Previously, it was only available to those who had made immense contributions to the UK and dedicated half their lives. The Queen’s decision to confer it upon Li Mu was truly a complete overturning of perceptions.

Second, Prince William’s discussions about British education and the introduction of 3321 were being ardently discussed on Twitter and across the entire UK, receiving widespread praise. No one expected Li Mu to respond so quickly, confirming that he would introduce 3321 to the UK and hand its operation over to Prince William. This meant that the topic of 3321 had reached a final conclusion so quickly, and it was the outcome everyone was hoping for. Once this news was released, the public who supported William would surely cheer with excitement!

As the UK’s most influential and widely covered television media, the BBC immediately interrupted various programs with special news broadcasts, reporting these two significant events that occurred at Buckingham Palace. Instantly, the entire nation erupted in an uproar!

Interestingly, Li Mu’s reception of the Knight Grand Cross caused a polarization of opinions within the country.

Firstly, among the traditional aristocracy and Old Money, some had strived and struggled their entire lives, yet ultimately could only, like Davidson, manage to obtain a CBE honor. Some didn’t even reach this level, and many who did had risen through the ranks, level by level. Those who received a CBE honor on their first conferment were exceedingly rare.

Yet Li Mu had suddenly received the supreme Knight Grand Cross. This was simply unacceptable! On what grounds? Did he deserve it?

However, British netizens and the general public felt no discrepancy whatsoever regarding Li Mu’s reception of the Knight Grand Cross, nor any inability to accept it. Most people felt there was not the slightest problem with Li Mu being conferred this honor.

The general public and the traditional aristocracy were two different classes. Although both groups highly respected the Royal Family and imperial honors, the biggest difference was that the latter would desperately defend it, while the former would not.

The general public widely felt that Li Mu himself was an unparalleled existence in the internet and business fields, and he had indeed brought more positive changes to the world, inspiring a generation of young people to strive for self-improvement. In the eyes of many young people, he was simply life’s greatest idol. Why shouldn’t such a person receive a Knight Grand Cross? The Royal Family didn’t have a princess of suitable age; otherwise, even if the Royal Family married a princess to Li Mu, people wouldn’t feel anything amiss, and might even think the princess had married up to Li Mu.

Moreover, in the video of the Queen conferring the honor, she had made it very clear. Even someone of the Queen’s advanced age could list Li Mu’s achievements one by one, which showed just how immense Li Mu’s influence truly was. Few people worldwide knew about the Knight Grand Cross, but at least two billion people knew about Li Mu. With such a clear comparison, they naturally wouldn’t feel that Li Mu was unworthy of this honor.

The other piece of news made Britons’ favor toward Li Mu multiply even further.

Li Mu had so readily agreed to Prince William’s request, willing to introduce 3321 to the UK and provide all sorts of free support!

It should be known that just before the news was released, everyone was still eagerly discussing online what companies in the UK might be able to develop a product similar to 3321 if Li Mu couldn’t attend to or didn’t see the British people’s demand for 3321.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu immediately bundled everything up and gave it to the UK.

This meant that the 3321 UK site would be completed in the shortest time for deployment and Launched. By then, the UK would not only have a tutor transaction platform like 3321 but also an educational charity foundation. After all, according to 3321’s operating model, all income after deducting costs would be used for educational charity, and financial accounts would be disclosed to the entire society.

Thus, Li Mu instantly won the favor of countless Britons. For such a selfless and cooperative international friend, their hearts were filled with admiration and gratitude. To a certain extent, this feeling was similar to the image and status Norman Bethune held in the hearts of the Chinese people.

While the people across the UK were eagerly discussing these two news items, Muye Technology also officially issued its official announcement.

In the announcement, Muye Technology, on behalf of Li Mu, thanked the Royal Family for their invitation and even more for the honor conferred by the Queen. At the same time, speaking in Li Mu’s tone, it expressed his admiration for William.

This passage was improvised by Li Mu in the car. He said: “Prince William is an impressive young man. I have never seen any Royal Family member of such noble status who spends every day thinking about how to dedicate all his strength to the country and its people. This point is extremely admirable.”

“Prince William is very concerned about the teaching burden on British university students. He believes that the 3321 model could be one of the solutions to this problem, and he strongly hoped to introduce 3321 to the UK. His sincere heart moved me. Therefore, I decided to send 3321 to the UK and voluntarily provide all technical and architectural support for the 3321 UK site.”

“Furthermore, on behalf of Muye Technology, I will donate two million pounds of initial capital to the future operating team of the 3321 UK site, to be used for team formation, resolving office space, and implementing ground promotion issues. I sincerely hope that 3321 can solve the problems faced by British university students, as well as students at other stages in the UK, and I also hope that 3321 can become a link for establishing academic connections between university students in China and the UK in the future.”

Muye Technology’s official announcement not only represented Muye Technology but also Li Mu, so its authority was naturally unquestioned. Therefore, as soon as this announcement was issued, it immediately caused a significant stir in the UK.

Firstly, people’s favorability toward Li Mu soared dramatically again. Secondly, Prince William also received widespread praise from the public.

William was young, around the same age as Li Mu, and today he suddenly showed the British people a different side of himself compared to other Royal Family members. He was no longer merely a Royal Family mascot. He didn’t join the military to burnish his credentials like other princes; instead, at a young age, he saw the pain points of British education and actively sought solutions. Even more remarkably, he found a practical and feasible solution, which was truly rare and surprisingly pleasing.

For a time, William garnered a large number of followers in the country.

On Twitter, William’s follower growth rate could be described as light-speed, and the hottest topic on UK Twitter was “Prince William introduces 3321 to UK.” The internet was filled with praise for him.

Meanwhile, William, in Buckingham Palace, while immersed in the excellent social response like other Royal Family members, also kept Li Mu’s instructions firmly in mind: Twitter should center on education but also be supplemented with life events.

So, William personally composed a tweet. This tweet was a text-and-image post, with a candid shot of William talking to Li Mu. The accompanying text read: “It was a great honor to have such a pleasant and in-depth conversation with Mr. Li Mu. He is like an advisor, providing me with so much inspiration and guidance. I am also extremely grateful for Mr. Li Mu’s generosity and kindness; he will send a team to the UK to support the normal operation of the entire 3321 UK site. Furthermore, I must thank Mr. Li for his trust; he has granted me the operating rights for the 3321 UK site. I will do my utmost to make the 3321 UK site the best it can be.”

This was a tweet filled entirely with the word “humble.” William’s humble demeanor once again won him a large amount of support. This tweet immediately received a massive number of clicks, retweets, and comments, and all comments were one-sided praise and support.

Almost all the young people in the country stood behind him, supporting him and the 3321 UK site he was about to oversee.

Inside Buckingham Palace, the entire Windsor Family marveled at the explosion of public opinion. The last time the Royal Family drew such widespread close attention was when the Princess passed away unexpectedly. At that time, there was much malicious speculation about the Royal Family, and so that intense scrutiny brought only negative impacts and pressure. This time, however, it was like a heaven-sent gift; every step of William’s development, every piece of feedback, far exceeded the Royal Family’s own expectations.

One more thing also greatly exceeded the Royal Family’s expectations.

Originally, they had worried that conferring the Knight Grand Cross on Li Mu would cause strong opposition from the public. After all, Li Mu’s age, nationality, and contributions to the UK fell far short of the established precedent for the Knight Grand Cross. That’s why the Queen had specifically listed Li Mu’s achievements in the internet field and his contributions to the world in front of the camera, hoping to alleviate the situation somewhat. But to their surprise, the vast majority of the public had no objection whatsoever to this conferment of honor. In their eyes, Li Mu was entirely worthy of this honor!





Chapter 1554: Taking Over Manchester City Club

When news footage of Li Mu’s meeting with members of the Royal Family played repeatedly on television media across the UK, Li Mu had already arrived in Manchester after a two-hour drive.

Manchester is the UK’s second-largest city, but its population is not particularly large. Its urban scale, development level, and pace of life are considerably slower than London’s.

Because the Manchester City Club’s training base is located in the Southwest of Manchester, Li Mu did not enter the city center. According to Davidson, Manchester City Club’s training base is adjacent to Manchester United’s training base, about two kilometers away.

Currently, Manchester City Club had just entered the Premier League after years of ups and downs in the lower and mid-tiers, not exactly enjoying comfortable times. Moreover, this was not yet the era when Middle Eastern tycoons would start splashing money around like crazy. Therefore, Manchester City Club’s training base didn’t look particularly grand from the outside.

Looking across the training base, it was basically just a collection of football fields. There weren’t many buildings, and most were low-rise. Many players were training separately on the fields; it seemed the first team, the B-team, the youth team, and even the youth academy were all training in their respective areas. Most of these were teenagers, largely between ten and twelve years old.

Every club in the top five leagues places great emphasis on youth nurturing. For any football club, roughly more than half of the twenty-odd major players on the main roster come from their own club’s youth academy.

While it’s not easy for a club’s own youth academy to produce superstars, it’s easier to nurture a very stable and loyal core of support for the club. It’s much like a city’s leadership team: high-level leaders often come from other regions, but middle and grassroots management are almost entirely local.

Davidson had informed Manchester City Club in advance, and everyone at the club assumed Davidson, as the new Owner, was coming for his first inspect/supervise of the club. They took it very seriously. For a club like Manchester City, most of the staff, coaching staff, and even first team players faced numerous issues, the most significant being insufficient strength and reputation.

When the Goldberg Family acquired this club, almost everyone in the club felt vulnerable. This was because the Goldberg Family was very famous in the UK. Everyone believed that since the Goldbergs had acquired Manchester City Club, they would certainly invest heavily to improve its strength. They worried that their own strength and reputation wouldn’t match the Goldbergs’ financial resources.

This was like a small startup being acquired by a giant corporation; most employees of the small company would worry about being laid off after the acquisition because they couldn’t meet the high demands of the giant company’s employees.

So, the club had been on high alert since yesterday. Everyone hoped to successfully pass the new Owner’s inspect/supervise; otherwise, a single sign of dissatisfaction from the new Owner could mean leaving the club.

It wasn’t that the current staff and players of the club loved it so much; it was mainly that no one wanted to be the one tossed aside. If they were to leave, it had better be on their own terms, after finding a better opportunity.

The racing team stopped in front of Manchester City Club’s main office building. The club’s CEO Alastair, head coach Kevin Keegan, and numerous high-level management personnel of the team were lined up at the main entrance, waiting.

These individuals were not shareholders of the club; they were professional managers contracted by the club. The Goldberg Family had fully Acquire/Acquisition Manchester City, purchasing not only all of Manchester City’s equity but naturally also all of Manchester City’s employees and player contract. These professional managers, still within their contract period, continued to maintain the club’s operation while waiting for the new Owner’s strategic deployment.

After the car stopped, the driver and Davidson’s assistant in the passenger seat simultaneously exited the vehicle. Davidson’s assistant opened Davidson’s side door, while the driver opened Li Mu’s side door.

Davidson stepped out first. Upon seeing him, the club’s high-level management rushed forward to greet the club’s new Owner. Unexpectedly, from the other side of the car, a young Oriental youth emerged. The sharp-eyed CEO Alastair was instantly dumbfounded, because he recognized the Oriental youth in a flash: it was Li Mu, the one being talked about furiously on television media today!

Others also recognized Li Mu one after another, which left everyone deeply shocked. They didn’t know why Li Mu would appear in their presence. TV reports said he had just met the Queen and the Royal Family at Buckingham Palace, and the Queen had even awarded him the Knight Grand Cross, the highest Imperial Order. How was it that in such a short time, he had appeared in Manchester City Club?

No one could guess the hidden circumstances behind this. CEO Alastair was the first to came to his senses. He first walked up to Davidson, shook his hand, and said earnestly, “Mr. Goldberg, welcome to Manchester City Club. I am Alastair, the club’s CEO. I’ve met your young master a few times before.”

Davidson nodded slightly and smiled, “He speaks very highly of you.”

After speaking, Davidson pointed to Li Mu and said to everyone, “Ladies and gentlemen, I know you are all waiting for the club’s new Owner. However, I am about to tell you a major piece of news: before coming here, the Goldberg Family has transferred all of Manchester City Club’s equity entirely to Mr. Li Mu. This means Manchester City Club’s new Owner should be Mr. Li Mu, not me. I am merely accompanying Mr. Li Mu today.”

At this, the entire crowd erupted in an uproar.

No one had expected Manchester City’s ownership to change hands again so quickly. Previously, it was the Goldberg Family, and now, it was Li Mu.

Everyone was extremely shocked by this news, as Chinese people and Chinese capital currently had too little presence in the Premier League.

At this moment, Li Mu smiled nonchalantly and said, “I usually have my energy relatively dispersed, so I might not have much time to constantly oversee the club’s situation in the future. Therefore, the club’s future development will largely depend on your dedication.”

Only after Li Mu spoke did everyone truly accept this fact.

However, they didn’t face any difficulty in acceptance or psychological resistance. On the contrary, everyone felt extremely excited deep down about this fact.

And they had every reason to be excited.

First, Li Mu had almost confirmed his position as the richest person in the world, with the only thing awaiting being the numerical concretization after the IPO. The higher Li Mu’s personal wealth, the clearer the club’s future financial situation would be.

Second, Muye Technology had also basically confirmed its position as the internet company with the highest market value in the world. After its IPO, its market value would likely shake off the second place by more than double. This, combined with Li Mu’s personal wealth, formed a double guarantee. Manchester City Club would never lack funds in the future.

Furthermore, Li Mu’s reputation was too great, and Muye Technology’s reputation was also immense. Moreover, Muye Technology’s publicity power was too strong. After Manchester City Club became Li Mu’s personal club, the club’s overall reputation was bound to skyrocket. Li Mu only needed to allocate a tiny bit of Muye Technology’s powerful publicity power to Manchester City Club to ensure it became one of the most famous clubs in the world!

Moreover, a busy person like Li Mu even came to inspect/supervise the club personally, which showed that Li Mu himself cared deeply about the club. This was another huge favorable news for the club.

Most crucial was the statement Li Mu just made to everyone.

Li Mu said his energy was limited and that the club’s future development would depend on everyone’s efforts. By trying to curry favor with the current high-level management team right at the start, this proved that Li Mu likely had no plans for layoffs or personnel change, at least not for the time being!

With so many tremendous benefits, how could these club executives not be thrilled and excited?

Immediately, CEO Alastair stepped forward, shaking Li Mu’s hand with excitement, and said, “I never imagined, Mr. Li, that you would become the Owner of Manchester City. This is truly exhilarating!”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Many matters concerning the club in the future will require your trouble yourself, Mr. Alastair.”

Alastair immediately nodded, saying with utmost seriousness, “I will do my utmost!”

Subsequently, Alastair added, “Mr. Li, let me introduce you to the club’s main management members.”

Under Alastair’s introduction, Li Mu met and shook hands with head coach Kevin Keegan and the team’s other management members one by one. Afterward, Li Mu raised his voice in front of everyone and said, “Everyone just said they feel very encouraged. I think you indeed should feel encouraged, because in the upcoming season, I will invest a large sum of funds into Manchester City Club, as well as a great deal of promotional resources. With your full cooperation, I believe we can make Manchester City Club one of the best clubs in the UK, or even the best club in the UK, bar none!”

By promising a large sum of funds and a wealth of promotional resources right from the start, Li Mu essentially gave everyone two shots of adrenaline upon meeting them, making their faces flushed red with excitement. Everyone repeatedly applauded and cheered, their excitement obvious.

At this point, Davidson spoke, “Everyone, why don’t we move to the conference room to talk in more detail?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Right, let’s sit down and chat leisurely.”

…

Everyone came to Manchester City Club’s high-level conference room. Li Mu naturally took the main seat at the conference table. Davidson sat to his right, while the club’s CEO Alastair sat to his left.

As soon as they sat down, Li Mu got straight to the point and said, “Gentlemen, the new season has already begun. Fortunately, there’s still a little time left in the summer transfer window. Therefore, I’d like to convey a few decisions to you:

First, over the next year, I will invest one hundred million British Pounds into the club. The first fifty million British Pounds will be credited into the account as soon as possible. This money will primarily be used to acquire/introduce some fresh blood for the club before the summer transfer window closes.”

Everyone was immediately extremely excited. Fifty million British Pounds specifically for player acquisition was a truly huge sum at the time. It could at least bring in two superstars or four near-superstars for the team.

Immediately, Li Mu continued, “Second, before coming here, I communicated with my private scouting team and formulated a list of players to acquire. Every player on this list needs our team to contact in the shortest possible time, and find a way (to do something) to bring them in before the transfer window closes. It doesn’t matter if they are under contract; we can pay the breach of contract fee.”

At this point, Li Mu looked at head coach Kevin Keegan and said, “Mr. Keegan, please forgive my to overstep one’s authority. In the future, the team’s tactics will be entirely decided by you, but on the matter of player acquisition, you must obey my arrangement on a broad level. I hope you can understand.”

Kevin Keegan immediately nodded. If other Owners had said such words to him, he might have felt uncomfortable, but with Li Mu saying them, he couldn’t be angry at all. Because with Li Mu’s strength, he could replace him at any time, and a large group of excellent coaches would fiercely compete to cooperate with him. After all, with him, the resources available were too numerous, and the room for imagination was too vast!





Chapter 1555: Summons from a Super God

Though Li Mu was just an ordinary football enthusiast, in this era, he was the world’s best scout.

A football player’s golden career typically lasted around ten years, and Li Mu’s memory coverage of the future slightly exceeded that number. If football players were categorized by standard generational divisions, every four years, which is every World Cup year, could be considered a generational node for players.

In other words, a new generation would emerge in the world football scene every four years. Calculated this way, Li Mu’s memory could cover three future generations of emerging players, starting from the present.

Among the next three generations of young players, Li Mu knew perfectly well who would grow into a world-class talent and who would become top-tier.

No football coach could ever come close to this ability.

Precisely for this reason, Li Mu had to ensure that the team’s player acquisitions strictly followed his decisions. Only then could he guarantee that every player brought in was a good one.

Besides ensuring his authority over player acquisitions, Li Mu also told CEO Alastair, “From now on, all club advertising sponsorships will cease renewal. For those with existing agreements, we will pay the breach of contract fees according to the contracts, legitimately and legally terminating cooperation. Starting this season, all club advertising sponsorships will be arranged by me, which, in theory, means they will all be absorbed by my enterprises.”

For a club like Manchester City, which had always been lukewarm in popularity, advertising sponsorship income wouldn’t be too high. This meant the breach of contract fees wouldn’t be too substantial. Therefore, paying a sum for breach of contract to get all these advertisers off board was highly worthwhile.

Moreover, breaching a contract wasn’t a lack of contractual integrity. After all, breach clauses were also part of the contract. As long as one respected and strictly adhered to the breach clauses, it was another form of upholding the contract.

If a contract stipulated a one million US dollar breach of contract fee, then that one million would be paid in full to the other party. It was just like a player transfer: if a contract with a previous club hadn’t expired, as long as the breach of contract fee was paid according to the signed agreement, the contract could be legitimately and legally terminated immediately.

The sole reason Li Mu wanted to clear all of Manchester City Club’s advertising sponsors was to reserve all advertising resources for his own industries. Only this would be the most cost-effective way to utilize them.

Furthermore, once the outside world learned that Manchester City Club had become his property, the club’s overall exposure would undoubtedly experience explosive growth. That would be the perfect timing for him to launch a combination of moves with Manchester City Club.

Muye Technology, Taobao, Alipay, and even Wanying Real Estate, Wanying Plaza, Gubei Water Town, and Wanying Film and Television Base would all have the opportunity to become Manchester City’s advertising sponsors. Such a bundled combination could achieve a 1+1>2 effect.

As Manchester City’s CEO, Alastair was well aware of industry rules. Legally removing the original advertising sponsors according to contract terms at this point was the club’s best option. So, he immediately said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, please rest assured, I will start working on this today and finalize the terminations as quickly as possible.”

Li Mu nodded and said with a smile, “Manchester City is a football club with a long history. In the future, I will fully support all of you, and together, we will build Manchester City into a first-tier, and even world-class, football club in the UK. During this period, I hope every one of you present, including myself, can work together and cooperate wholeheartedly.”

Everyone applauded excitedly. With an owner like Li Mu, everyone firmly believed the club was about to take off.

Li Mu immediately turned to head coach Kevin Keegan and asked, “Kevin, are you aware of Cristiano Ronaldo, whom Manchester United’s just signed this year?”

“Cristiano?” Kevin Keegan paused for a moment, then immediately replied, “I know that young man. His talent and ability are indeed quite impressive. At such a young age, he already shows the characteristics of a first-tier player. And his transfer fee seemed to exceed twelve million British Pounds. For an eighteen-year-old youth player, that value is already astronomical.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “Do you know where he is now? Has he arrived at Manchester United?”

Kevin Keegan gently shook his head and asked his assistant, “Fendi, has Cristiano arrived at Manchester United?”

“He has arrived,” the middle-aged man called Fendi nodded and said. “The day before yesterday, a friend of mine went to Manchester United to watch his training. Tomorrow is Manchester United’s first match of the season, and he’s highly likely to make a substitute appearance.”

Li Mu blurted out, “Find a way to contact Cristiano’s agent. Tell him I want Cristiano’s contract. If he’s interested, tell him to bring Cristiano to meet me.”

Kevin Keegan blurted out, “Now?”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “The sooner, the better.”

…

At this moment, two kilometers away, at Manchester United’s Carrington training base.

Eighteen-year-old Cristiano Ronaldo was currently on the pitch, undergoing daily training with his teammates.

Still young, he had just joined Manchester United and had not yet fully adapted to life and training in the UK, having only recently arrived.

However, the young Cristiano Ronaldo devoted himself to training harder than any other player on the field. He hoped to prove his ability in the Premier League and, even more, to become a great football player.

News he had seen in his dormitory before training deeply moved Cristiano Ronaldo. Li Mu, that Chinese genius he had always extraordinarily admired, the one who had created miracles in the internet industry and even the entire business world, had today received the Knight Grand Cross from the Queen at Buckingham Palace.

This was the highest honor within the Imperial Order. Even their great head coach, Sir Alex Ferguson, had only received a KBE, which was a rank lower than Li Mu’s.

Cristiano Ronaldo was greatly inspired by this.

He felt that since Li Mu, only a few years his senior, could achieve such greatness, if he went all out, even if he couldn’t catch up to him in a few years, he would certainly achieve something in football that would impress the world.

On the way to the training ground, many Manchester United players were discussing Li Mu being conferred the GBE. One of the local British players grumbled about it, feeling that Li Mu was completely unqualified to receive the GBE, or even any Imperial Order. He believed Li Mu was merely rich, and might have even bought the insignia with money.

Cristiano Ronaldo immediately retorted to his recently acquainted teammate, saying, “Li Mu isn’t just the richest person in the world; he’s also the young man with the greatest achievements in the world. More importantly, he’s the most famous and most globally recognized young person. I think he’s absolutely worthy of this insignia.”

That local British player was very displeased with Cristiano Ronaldo’s words. He publicly accused Cristiano Ronaldo, saying, “You’re not British, so you don’t understand the British people’s reverence for the Knight Grand Cross.”

Cristiano Ronaldo also retorted sharply without backing down, “Before I came out, BBC live broadcasted random interviews with passersby, and over 80% of British passersby approved of Li Mu being conferred the GBE. The vast majority of British people recognize him, so why do you alone think Li Mu isn’t qualified?”

At this point, other local British players in the team also expressed their strong agreement and support for Cristiano Ronaldo:

Someone said, “I also think Li Mu is absolutely qualified. The UK is just a country of tens of millions of people, yet Li Mu has influenced the lives of hundreds of millions, even billions, of people. His achievements cannot be represented by a single Imperial Order.”

Another said, “I wouldn’t be surprised no matter what insignia Li Mu received, given his achievements.”

Yet another said, “I even think that with Li Mu’s achievements, he doesn’t care about this insignia at all. While we’re here discussing whether he’s qualified to receive it, he might have already thrown it in the trash can.”

Everyone burst into laughter at the time. Although it was just a joke, apart from the player who strongly defended the Empire’s status and dignity, no one found anything inappropriate with the remark.

As Cristiano Ronaldo thought of these things on the field, his admiration for Li Mu grew even stronger.

An eighteen-year-old youth was precisely at the stage where he most needed a lighthouse in life. Eighteen-year-old Cristiano Ronaldo regarded Li Mu as his life’s guiding light.

Just as Cristiano Ronaldo lobbed a shot into the net, a familiar figure appeared on the side of the field: his agent, Jorge Mendes.

Jorge Mendes was a shining star in the football capital market. He founded Gestifute, a company with immense influence in the European football market. He also personally discovered Cristiano Ronaldo and successfully transferred him from Sporting CP to Manchester United. Afterwards, he sent José Mourinho to Chelsea and deeply involved himself in numerous transfer cases in the European market. Many top players, though playing in various leagues worldwide, had their management contracts signed under his company.

Just half an hour earlier, Jorge Mendes had suddenly received a call from Davidson, the leader of the Goldberg Family. For someone like Jorge Mendes, who specialized in brokering, he knew all the wealthy individuals, prominent families, and aristocrats throughout Europe like the back of his hand, and he constantly moved among these upper-class circles. Therefore, he was very familiar with Davidson.

Although Jorge Mendes had quite a reputation in the European football industry, in terms of scale and social impact, he was just small fry in front of Davidson. Therefore, when he received Davidson’s call, he was overwhelmed by favor.

Jorge Mendes had originally thought that since the Goldberg Family had just bought Manchester City Club, Davidson was surely looking to him to initiate cooperation in the football sphere, such as player transfers and so on. He had been particularly excited, hoping to secure this future major client. But he never expected Davidson to tell him a jaw-dropping piece of information over the phone.

Davidson told him that the true owner of Manchester City Club was not the Goldberg Family, but the renowned Li Mu.

And Li Mu was currently at Manchester City Club!

What made Jorge Mendes even more dumbfounded was that Davidson told him Li Mu was very interested in Cristiano Ronaldo and hoped Jorge Mendes could bring Cristiano Ronaldo to meet him.

In front of Davidson, Jorge Mendes was just small fry. In front of Li Mu, Jorge Mendes could only be considered plankton.

And now, he, this mere plankton, had actually received a summons from Li Mu…

Having the opportunity to meet Li Mu face-to-face thrilled Jorge Mendes. Fortunately, he was in Manchester at that moment, so he rushed to Manchester United’s Carrington training base at the fastest possible speed. He was going to bring Cristiano Ronaldo along to meet Li Mu, this true super god!





Chapter 1556: I Fooled Him

Jorge Mendes arrived at Manchester United’s first-team training ground, his heart pounding with excitement. Cristiano Ronaldo had just scored a beautiful chip shot.

Cristiano Ronaldo’s goal earned Jorge Mendes’s praise in his heart; this kid truly was Portugal’s favored son. He had originally thought that only an experienced and insightful scout and agent like himself could foresee his superstar potential so early, but unexpectedly, Li Mu, who commanded the internet industry, also took an interest in him.

At this moment, on the sidelines, Manchester United’s legendary head coach, Sir Alex Ferguson, also witnessed Cristiano Ronaldo’s brilliant chip shot. He clapped involuntarily on the sideline, shouting, “Cristiano, that was a beautiful goal! Absolutely beautiful!”

As he spoke, Ferguson felt particularly fortunate.

In truth, even the astute Ferguson himself hadn’t paid attention to Cristiano Ronaldo, this rising star. The reason Cristiano Ronaldo was able to come to Manchester United from Sporting CP was entirely thanks to Jorge Mendes, the broker who fanned the flames in between.

To put it more crudely, Jorge Mendes was like the pimp with the best connections and resources in the football industry. Not only could he find top-tier beauties, but most importantly, he could also find the wealthiest and most generous owners.

This meant that a player in his hands could be sold for the highest value.

Otherwise, it was highly possible that a nine-point beauty could end up struggling in a bathhouse in a fifth-tier city, while an eight-point beauty could enter luxurious establishments like Heaven and Earth with a value ten or even dozens of times higher.

Sometimes, strength wasn’t the only decisive factor; opportunity and platform were. Who knew how many talented players had their careers ruined directly in third-rate clubs? Who knew that the chubby guy holding a beer watching a game in a bar on the streets of London or Berlin originally had the strength to become a top superstar?

The more Ferguson realized Cristiano Ronaldo’s immense talent, the more he discovered that Jorge Mendes was indeed extraordinary. At the same time, he felt fortunate that Mendes had brought such a brilliant rising star under his command.

Next to him, a young man dressed splendidly with a cold expression watched Cristiano Ronaldo running on the field, arms crossed. He asked Ferguson, “Is this the wonder kid you mentioned?”

Ferguson nodded and said, “Mr. MacMillan, this young man is very strong. If he’s given another three to five years, he’s very likely to become a world-class player.”

The young man speaking was George MacMillan, who had been brutally beaten by Li Mu a few days earlier at the Goldberg Family’s salon.

George MacMillan was a wastrel’s child and also a football enthusiast. Tomorrow was Manchester United’s first match of the season, so he made a special trip to observe the team’s training.

These past few days, George MacMillan had heard that Ferguson had secured a talented player, so he deliberately came to see for himself.

Cristiano Ronaldo’s performance on the field was certainly commendable, but George MacMillan wasn’t sure if he had the potential to become a superstar. However, his visit this time had another purpose he needed to convey to Ferguson.

So, he opened his mouth and asked Ferguson, “Oh, right, what’s the latest on that young player surnamed Dong we talked about bringing in from China?”

Ferguson thought for a moment and said, “That player is indeed quite good. We’ve pretty much decided to take him. His current club is also willing to let him go, it’s just a matter of price. We’ve mostly reached a consensus now, and we plan to sign him in January of next year.”

George MacMillan nodded, blurting out, “Sign him as soon as possible.”

Ferguson didn’t understand why George MacMillan was so concerned about a young Chinese player, so he said, “We are currently in routine price negotiations with them, mainly hoping to push down their asking price a bit more.”

George MacMillan asked, “How much are they asking for?”

“Currently, four point five million British Pounds, to be paid in one lump sum.”

George MacMillan asked again, “What’s your target price?”

“Three point five million British Pounds, to be paid in installments.”

George MacMillan waved his hand and said, “It’s not much difference. Agree to their terms. It’s best to bring him in as quickly as possible, the sooner, the better.”

Ferguson was even more surprised and blurted out, “Mr. MacMillan, do you have any particular plans for bringing him in so urgently? His work permit won’t be settled in a short while, even if he joins now, he’ll only be able to be loaned out to other leagues first.”

George MacMillan sneered and said, “Sign him, give him a contract of at least five years, and set the breach of contract fee as high as possible. After he signs, loan him to Antwerp. Let him go to Antwerp and sit on the bench for five years for me!”

Ferguson felt unnerved from listening. Was George MacMillan trying to sideline Dong Fangzhuo? What had this Chinese player, who had never even been to the UK, done to antagonize George MacMillan so much as to make him devise such a malicious scheme?

A professional player, if forced to sit on the bench during his prime, possibly for five years, would have his professional career completely ruined.

No one would pay attention to a bench player’s strength; even if they wanted to, there would be no opportunity. So, once such a player was confined to the bench, other teams would find it hard to be interested in him. Even if interested, once they learned of the high breach of contract fee, they would definitely back out. At that point, the player would be like a courtesan who couldn’t afford to buy her own freedom, trapped in the brothel.

How much animosity did George MacMillan have towards this Dong Fangzhuo to conceive such a vicious idea?

Before Ferguson could ask for an explanation, George MacMillan said coldly, “Sir, I hope all this can be settled before the summer transfer window closes.”

Ferguson was about to speak, but George MacMillan interrupted him, “Remember what I just said, get him over here as soon as possible!”

With that, George MacMillan turned and left.

Ferguson watched his retreating figure, shaking his head and sighing helplessly.

Although his influence at Manchester United was significant, that was under normal circumstances. Once the MacMillan family intervened, it became an abnormal situation. Even he couldn’t disobey the MacMillan family’s orders.

It seemed he could only contact China as soon as possible, meet their demands, and get them to agree to the signing quickly.

Watching George MacMillan’s figure leave the field, Ferguson suddenly caught sight of Jorge Mendes by the sideline. A smile appeared on his face, and he waved to him, saying, “Hey, Jorge!”

Jorge Mendes saw Ferguson waving at him, so he waved back and walked towards him.

He knew that to take Cristiano Ronaldo away from the training ground, he needed Ferguson’s approval.

So, he stepped up to Ferguson and said with a smile, “Good afternoon, Sir Alex.”

Ferguson smiled and asked, “What brings you here?”

Jorge Mendes chuckled, “I came to find Cristiano Ronaldo.”

“Find him?” Ferguson asked, surprised. “Do you need him for something?”

Ferguson felt a bit surprised and also confused. Although Cristiano Ronaldo was sold to him by Jorge Mendes, he thought it was strange for Mendes to come looking for Cristiano Ronaldo again now that the deal was done.

Jorge Mendes knew Ferguson was suspicious, so he smiled and said, “I’ve signed a few more young players from Portugal and want to send them to the Premier League. Cristiano Ronaldo happens to be the best among the young Portuguese players, so I thought I’d invite him to have a meal with them, to impart some experience to these newcomers, and give them a little encouragement.”

Ferguson asked curiously, “Young Portuguese players? Do you have anyone suitable to introduce to me?”

Jorge Mendes complimented him, saying, “Sir Alex, your team is top-tier in the world. How could I have so many players that meet your requirements? The ones who arrived this time are generally average young players, mostly destined for second-tier clubs.”

Ferguson was flattered, laughed, and nodded. He definitely wouldn’t be interested in average players.

Jorge Mendes checked the time, then said with a fawning smile to Ferguson, “Sir Alex, if it’s convenient, I’d like to take Cristiano Ronaldo away for a bit. It won’t be too long, probably about two hours. What do you think?”

Ferguson said, “Tomorrow is our season opener, and I plan to have Cristiano Ronaldo come on as a substitute in the second half to get a feel for the game. So, today’s training is quite important for him.”

Jorge Mendes continued to flatter him, saying, “Sir Alex, for tomorrow’s match, even without Cristiano Ronaldo, Manchester United will surely win by a large margin. Besides, he’s new here, you don’t need to put too much pressure on him. That will actually make it easier for him to perform above his usual level.”

Ferguson nodded. In truth, Cristiano Ronaldo’s condition tomorrow didn’t really matter to him. Tomorrow’s match would be effortless for Manchester United. Even if Cristiano Ronaldo played, it would only be as a substitute around the eightieth minute, just to greet the Premier League audience in advance. So, as long as he maintained his best form, that was enough; there was no need for excessive pressure.

Moreover, Jorge Mendes was a premium “supplier” in the football market, and Ferguson didn’t want to sour their relationship, so he decided to do him a favor.

Then, Ferguson shouted into the field, “Hey, Cristiano! Come here for a moment!”

Cristiano Ronaldo, who was practicing passing with his teammates, heard his head coach calling him. He quickly passed the ball to a teammate and came to the sideline.

As he approached, he also saw Jorge Mendes next to Ferguson. Jorge Mendes was his agent, but under normal circumstances, there was no reason for him to come to the team to find him. This surprised Cristiano Ronaldo a little.

Arriving at the sideline, Cristiano Ronaldo greeted Ferguson and Jorge Mendes separately. Ferguson pointed to Jorge Mendes and said to Cristiano Ronaldo, “Jorge needs you for something. You can go with him first.”

Cristiano Ronaldo nodded slightly, without asking why. Jorge Mendes put an arm around his shoulder and chuckled, “Come on, let’s go meet some Portuguese players at my place.”

“Portuguese players? New ones?” Cristiano Ronaldo immediately perked up.

Playing in the Premier League alone, and having just joined the club, Cristiano Ronaldo felt quite lonely. Hearing that Jorge Mendes had a few other Portuguese players, he immediately became excited. No matter what, compatriots were always closer than strangers.

So, Cristiano Ronaldo packed up his training bag and walked out of the training ground with Jorge Mendes.

Out of the training ground, the two walked towards the changing room together. Cristiano Ronaldo turned to Jorge Mendes and asked, “Which teams have the new Portuguese players signed with?”

Jorge Mendes waved his hand and chuckled, “There are no Portuguese players at all. I just said that to fool Ferguson.”

“What?” Cristiano Ronaldo looked utterly bewildered and pressed, “Why would you fool Sir Alex? What exactly are we going to do?”

Jorge Mendes didn’t answer his question directly. Instead, he looked at him very seriously and said, “Cristiano, at all times, you should be on the same side as your agent, not your head coach. Trust me, only your agent wants the best for you the most. Your coach wouldn’t even rank in the top five.”

Cristiano Ronaldo nodded repeatedly, saying, “Mr. Mendes, this point I’m very clear about and I’ve always remembered it. I just have some respect for Sir Alex and feel that we shouldn’t fool him, that’s all, after all, he is a knight conferred by the Queen.”

Jorge Mendes scoffed, asking, “Do you know what rank Ferguson holds?”

“Of course.” Cristiano Ronaldo nodded and said, “Sir Alex was personally conferred the KBE by the Queen.”

Although Cristiano Ronaldo was Portuguese, the whole of Europe was very familiar with the British Royal Family and the system of honors conferred by the Queen.

Jorge Mendes smiled and said, “I’m taking you to meet someone of a higher rank than him, to meet a great figure who was conferred the GBE.”

Cristiano Ronaldo asked in surprise, “Who is it? You’ve got me completely confused.”

Jorge Mendes couldn’t hide the excitement on his face and blurted out, “I’m taking you to meet Li Mu, who was just conferred the GBE by the Queen today! He specifically asked to see you!”





Chapter 1557: Meeting an Idol

“Go see Li Mu?”

Cristiano Ronaldo froze for a moment.

Just now on the field, all he could think about was Li Mu. He yearned to be like Li Mu, someone who could influence the entire world, and even more, to become the pride of a nation’s youth, just like Li Mu.

For the young Cristiano Ronaldo, Li Mu’s deeds were a constant source of inspiration, making him deeply yearn to become a top-tier football player.

Because of this, Cristiano Ronaldo was so excited when he suddenly heard from his agent, Jorge Mendes, that Li Mu wanted to meet him, that he couldn’t even speak clearly.

“Mr. Mendes, why would Li Mu want to see me?”

Jorge Mendes whispered, “I received news that the true new owner of Manchester City Football Club isn’t the Goldberg Family, but Li Mu. He’s in Manchester right now, and he’s at the Manchester City training base, just two kilometers away. He wants to see you, probably because he’s interested in you and wants to recruit you for Manchester City.”

“Li Mu bought Manchester City?!” Cristiano Ronaldo asked, dumbfounded, “How does he have the energy to do football?”

Jorge Mendes shrugged and smiled, “I don’t know why he’d be interested in football. The total profits of the global football market in a year might not even be as much as Muye Technology’s profit in a year. So he’s definitely not doing football to make money. Maybe he wants to experience a real-life Football Manager game…”

After speaking, Jorge Mendes patted Cristiano Ronaldo’s shoulder and said, “If Li Mu really wants to bring you to Manchester City, you absolutely must not refuse.”

Cristiano Ronaldo didn’t immediately come to his senses. After a long pause, he blurted out, “Mr. Li really wants to sign me to Manchester City?”

Jorge Mendes said, “I think there’s at least a ninety percent chance. Otherwise, why would he specifically ask to see you? He must have some understanding of you and believes you have great potential.”

A silly smile appeared on Cristiano Ronaldo’s face as he said, “I’d definitely be willing to play for Li Mu’s club. It’s just that I just signed a contract with Manchester United, what do I do about that…”

Jorge Mendes waved his hand indifferently and said, “A contract is the easiest thing to resolve. It’s just a breach of contract fee. When we signed the contract with Manchester United, your breach of contract fee was twenty-five million British Pounds. I believe if Li Mu is truly interested in you, he will be willing to pay this fee for you.”

As they spoke, they had already arrived at Jorge Mendes’s car. This brand new Mercedes-Benz was one Jorge Mendes had just replaced last week, after making a huge profit from selling Cristiano Ronaldo to Manchester United.

After getting into the car, Jorge Mendes started the engine and said to Cristiano Ronaldo in the passenger seat, “Manchester City’s current strength is indeed still a step behind Manchester United. However, I believe that since Li Mu acquired this club, he will definitely invest a lot of funds and resources into it. So I believe that this season, or next season at the latest, Manchester City’s strength will greatly improve, possibly even surpassing Manchester United. And you should know, the marketing resources behind Li Mu are incredibly powerful. If you become a player in Li Mu’s club, I believe Li Mu will definitely make you famous worldwide in the shortest possible time.”

Cristiano Ronaldo nodded repeatedly as he listened, his heart already filled with immense longing.

Everyone knew that Li Mu’s publicity resources were unmatched. Wherever he appeared, he became the center of global attention. If he bought Manchester City, there was no doubt that Manchester City would quickly become a global focal point. If he acquired him, he too would become a global focal point. Cristiano Ronaldo hadn’t truly experienced the feeling of being the center of global attention yet, but that feeling was already incredibly familiar to him in his heart, because he had dreamed countless times of becoming the object of global attention, a superstar footballer revered worldwide.

Eighteen-year-old Cristiano Ronaldo had dreams and ambitions, as well as the normal vanity of his age. He had once met his football idol, fellow Portuguese superstar Figo. Before that meeting, he was so excited he couldn’t sleep for three days, and after the meeting, he again couldn’t sleep for three days. If he could meet Li Mu, if he could talk to Li Mu or even take a photo with him, it would be an immense satisfaction for the young Cristiano Ronaldo.

As for whether Manchester City would have better development than Manchester United, Cristiano Ronaldo trusted Jorge Mendes’s words. Li Mu’s capital and resources were so powerful, there was no reason he couldn’t elevate a Premier League club.

…

The two arrived at Manchester City’s training base in just a few minutes. Manchester City’s staff had already been waiting for a long time. As soon as they arrived, they were immediately escorted by staff members into the main building and then directly to the conference room where Li Mu was.

Li Mu, with Li Ziwei, sat in the spacious conference room, waiting for the future football superstar to appear.

In addition to him and Li Ziwei, the Manchester City executives and the head coach were also waiting in the conference room.

Everyone present was quite familiar with Cristiano Ronaldo’s strength, so they were also looking forward to the upcoming meeting, hoping that Li Mu could bring this young talent, who had just joined Manchester United, into the Manchester City team.

Under the leadership of the staff, Jorge Mendes led Cristiano Ronaldo to the door of the conference room.

The staff member pushed open the door, and Jorge Mendes and Cristiano Ronaldo immediately saw Li Mu sitting directly opposite the conference room door.

The young Cristiano Ronaldo wore an expression of disbelief, covering his mouth and nose with his hands. Sitting opposite him was his biggest idol, and he had truly seen him with his own eyes. For a moment, he couldn’t accept this reality.

The shrewd and calculating Jorge Mendes had already reacted. He stepped into the conference room and said humbly, “Respected Mr. Li Mu, it is an honor to meet you!”

With that, Jorge Mendes walked up to Li Mu and actively extended both hands.

Li Mu stood up, shook Jorge Mendes’s hand, and smiled, “You must be Mr. Mendes, right? I’ve heard many people mention you. They all say you’re the best football agent in all of Europe.”

Jorge Mendes quickly replied, overwhelmed by favor, “I’m unworthy of such praise. I’m just one of countless ordinary agents; I can’t be called the best in Europe…”

Although Jorge Mendes secretly believed he was the most awesome football agent in Europe, in front of Li Mu, he still had to be humble to the very end.

At this moment, Cristiano Ronaldo also followed him in, standing alone beside Jorge Mendes. He took a step forward but quickly retreated, unsure whether he should step forward and greet Li Mu.

Seeing Cristiano Ronaldo’s nervous appearance, Li Mu smiled and said, “Cristiano, it’s good to meet you.”

As he spoke, Li Mu extended his hand to him.

Cristiano Ronaldo hurriedly stepped forward, nervously shook Li Mu’s hand, and said with a somewhat flustered tone, “Mr. Li, it’s truly a pleasure… oh no, it’s truly a pleasure to meet you…”

Since he had just arrived in the UK not long ago, Cristiano Ronaldo’s English wasn’t very good. When he got nervous, he made several grammatical errors in a simple sentence.

Li Mu gave him a slight smile and a gentle nod, saying, “Me too, the same for me.”

Afterward, Li Mu invited the two to sit opposite him.

Even after sitting down, Cristiano Ronaldo still looked bewildered. Li Mu, who was famous worldwide, Li Mu, who had almost entirely dominated all British television screens that afternoon, was now sitting less than two meters in front of him. This was something he wouldn’t even dare to dream about.

Li Mu was accustomed to being assertive in his business dealings, coupled with his usual quick and time-saving approach to negotiations. So, as soon as the two sat down, he immediately got straight to the point, saying, “Mr. Mendes, and Cristiano, the purpose of inviting you two here today is actually very simple. I have completed the full acquisition of Manchester City Football Club. After today, this news will be officially announced to the public. I personally am very fond of football and very much hope to build Manchester City into a top-tier team globally.”

“I highly appreciate Cristiano’s football skills and am very optimistic about Cristiano’s potential for development. Therefore, I sincerely hope that Cristiano can join Manchester City Football Club. Mr. Mendes, you are Cristiano’s agent, what are your thoughts on my proposal?”

Although Jorge Mendes had long guessed Li Mu’s intention, his heart was still filled with uncontrollable excitement when Li Mu actually said it.

He said almost without thinking, “Mr. Li, out of consideration for Cristiano’s future, I certainly hope he can join Manchester City and become a player under your wing, and Cristiano himself is also very much looking forward to it.”

After speaking, Jorge Mendes glanced at Cristiano Ronaldo, who quickly stated, “Mr. Li, I am very willing and very eager to join Manchester City and play for you and the club.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling contentedly, “Since that’s the case, let’s cut the pleasantries and discuss the specifics of our cooperation directly.”

With that, Li Mu paused, then said seriously, “First, I can promise Cristiano 1.5 times his current salary at Manchester United. Second, I am willing to sign a five-year agreement with Cristiano. During these five years, as long as he isn’t suspended due to injury, he will always be a major player in the team, a major forward, and will have two salary review windows each year.”

“Second, I can promise Cristiano powerful media promotion resources to increase his exposure worldwide.”

“Third, I will invest one hundred million British Pounds in the team this season and no less than one hundred million British Pounds next season for the club’s development. This means that Cristiano, in this team, will absolutely not be dragged down by his teammates.”

Cristiano Ronaldo’s hearts surged with emotion as he listened. These three points from Li Mu not only promised him salary and a position on the team but also promised him future marketing resources, and even pledged significant funds to ensure the team’s overall strength. From every perspective, these three points were very well considered. This showed more sincerity than any other club, and this most sincere club owner was also the most powerful among all football club owners worldwide.

Jorge Mendes also put away his usual shrewd businessman demeanor. If it were someone else trying to poach Cristiano Ronaldo, he would definitely throw out all sorts of conditions and seize the opportunity to gather greater benefits for himself. However, now, he had no intention of seizing the opportunity to extort Li Mu. On the contrary, he particularly hoped to establish a close relationship with a top businessman like Li Mu through this cooperation.

Every businessman hopes to find a strong patron, and in the business world, who has a “thicker thigh” than Li Mu?

Sorry, something came up at home yesterday, so I couldn’t update. I’m making up for it today. Also, I’ll add an extra chapter on the weekend. I really feel bad towards everyone during this period.





Chapter 1558: Obscure and Indirect Resource Monetization

Jorge Mendes, as Cristiano Ronaldo’s agent, agreed to Li Mu’s partnership proposal with almost no hesitation.

Subsequently, the discussion immediately moved into the practical operational stage.

Jorge Mendes informed Li Mu that at this stage, the Premier League had not yet popularized the breach of contract fee system. Most teams, when signing players, would not include a breach of contract clause. This meant that the majority of teams hoped to gain stronger control over their players. Without a breach of contract fee, players during their contract period were completely subordinate to the club’s arrangements. As long as the club refused to release the player, no matter how high another team’s offer was, they couldn’t poach him.

Fortunately, Jorge Mendes was a cunning football agent. When helping Cristiano Ronaldo sign his agreement with Manchester United, he insisted on adding a breach of contract option, leaving Cristiano Ronaldo a backdoor.

In the first year, Cristiano Ronaldo’s breach of contract fee was twenty-five million British Pounds. As long as the price exceeded this by one British Pound, his breach of contract clause would be triggered, and in theory, Manchester United would have to release him.

This also benefited from the fact that breach of contract fees had not yet reached the freakishly talented levels they would later. A decade or so later, the breach of contract fees for international superstars would typically exceed one hundred million British Pounds. However, the current level of football’s commercial development was far from as mature as it would be more than a decade later. So, a Premier League club could be acquired for tens of millions of British Pounds, and a player with a worth of ten million British Pounds was already considered extraordinarily high. Beckham, the most commercially valuable player in the UK, had just transferred to Real Madrid in June for only thirty-five million Euros. In later generations, this price wouldn’t even be enough for a rising star fresh from the World Cup, but at that time, it was enough to acquire a top-tier world player.

Therefore, when setting this breach of contract fee, Manchester United clearly did not realize that someone would pay twenty-five million British Pounds for a forcible acquisition of Cristiano Ronaldo. Even if they did, for them, it would still be a very profitable deal.

And this left Li Mu an opening.

Paying twenty-five million British Pounds for Cristiano Ronaldo was an extremely cost-effective price. While it might seem foolish at the time, given that Manchester United had already paid a very high premium of twelve million British Pounds to acquire him, if most clubs were to spend twenty-five million, they would use that money to buy a first-tier player who was genuinely experienced and had proven his strength, rather than an eighteen-year-old young kid.

Everyone knew that in the football market, spending a lot of money to acquire an eighteen-year-old was a very risky move.

The most crucial reason was their young age, lack of experience, and even their immature personalities. Many football stars were geniuses at eighteen, but by nineteen they might be physically debilitated by women, alcohol, and tobacco, and by twenty, many so-called geniuses would have fallen to playing for second or third-tier clubs just to make a living.

However, Li Mu knew Cristiano Ronaldo’s developmental trajectory very well. This was a highly talented and extremely hardworking genius player, a future world-class superstar who would dominate the football scene for at least a decade. Buying him for twenty-five million British Pounds was an incredible bargain.

Thinking of this, Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh. He was still a step too late. If he had considered setting up a club a few months earlier, he could have gone directly to Sporting CP and acquired him for twelve million British Pounds, effectively saving half the cost.

After confirming that paying the breach of contract fee would trigger the clause in Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract and allow him to be acquired by his club, Li Mu immediately began to inquire about the specific operational procedures.

Jorge Mendes told Li Mu, “Just bring your lawyer and a check to Manchester United, and the matter can be resolved directly.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “It’s that simple?”

Jorge Mendes nodded, “Indeed, it’s that simple.”

Li Mu immediately said to Alastair, CEO of Manchester City Football Club, “I’ll arrange the transfer right away. Tomorrow, you’ll go there directly with the lawyer and the check and get this done.”

As he spoke, Li Mu couldn’t help but think of Manchester United’s head coach, Ferguson.

In his past life, Li Mu had read some biographies, and many media outlets had very detailed descriptions of Ferguson and Cristiano Ronaldo. One of the most common descriptions used was “father and son,” which showed how much Ferguson recognized and loved Cristiano Ronaldo. He wondered what Ferguson’s attitude towards Cristiano Ronaldo was now. If he was already very satisfied, then bringing him to Manchester City would undoubtedly be a significant blow to Ferguson.

Li Mu held no grudge against Ferguson, but the thought of the MacMillan family at the helm of Manchester United made him burn with anger.

A British Second generation dared to show off against him, even mocking him, Chinese football, and Chinese sports. How could he possibly tolerate that? Even though he had already beaten Alastair once, Li Mu’s anger still hadn’t subsided. For this point alone, he had to find a way to mess with Manchester United thoroughly.

Want Cristiano Ronaldo? No chance. Cristiano Ronaldo will transfer to Manchester City before the end of the month, and there will be no breach of contract fee. No one will ever be able to poach him, even if they offer one hundred million Euros, he wouldn’t sell.

Want Rooney? Impossible. Rooney will be brought to Manchester City this year, not giving Manchester United any opportunity at all.

Die-hard Manchester United players like Ferdinand weren’t necessary to poach; they couldn’t be poached anyway. But if Vidic could be kept out of Manchester United, Ferdinand’s future development and role at Manchester United would be greatly restrained. At the fastest, this season, or at the latest, next season, Manchester City would likely be able to brutally hammer Manchester United into the ground.

Manchester City’s CEO, Alastair, hearing Li Mu’s instructions, quickly agreed, saying, “I will handle this first thing tomorrow morning.”

Li Mu smiled with satisfaction and looked at Cristiano Ronaldo, saying, “Cristiano, in the future, you will be the most important person on Manchester City Club’s frontline. I hope you can quickly integrate into the team after your transfer.”

Cristiano Ronaldo nodded hastily and said, “Mr. Li, please rest assured, I will devote myself to the utmost.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and then said to Jorge Mendes, “Mr. Mendes, I heard your agency has quite a few excellent players and young potential players?”

Jorge Mendes quickly replied, “There are indeed quite a few excellent players and young potential players, and I am actively signing more excellent players.”

Li Mu asked, “Only doing player agent business?”

“Yes,” Jorge Mendes said with some embarrassment. “My current business is relatively singular and lacks technical skill. It’s just discovering players, first signing economic contracts with them, and then helping them find suitable clubs to recommend them to. It’s essentially a player brokerage. The scale is small, and the income isn’t very high. The only advantage is that as a broker, I hardly need to spend any actual cost; it’s just human resources and connections.”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “I have an idea that might upgrade your existing industrial model. I wonder if you’re interested.”

Jorge Mendes immediately became excited and quickly said, “Of course I’m interested, General Manager Li, please tell me.”

Li Mu smiled, “You’re currently in the player agent business. Why not cooperate with me? Let me use your player agent line to output player promotional resources. It’s like we’re cooperating: you’re responsible for the product, and I’m responsible for promotion. As you know, Muye Technology has massive information distribution capability and very high traffic. We also have our portal website, a sports section, and even special topic pages for every sport and every event.

Every club has promotional marketing needs, and every player does too. If we cooperate, I’ll place player promotional resources with you, ensuring that every player you sign and push out receives additional promotional resources. Then the player’s own premium will naturally increase. Clubs will be willing to pay more money and more agent fees to sign players from you. I can also monetize Muye Technology’s football promotional resources through this cooperation with you. We can truly achieve a 1+1 > 2 partnership, benefiting everyone.”

Li Mu understood very well that Muye Technology, as a giant enterprise, needed to monetize its resources, but it absolutely could not directly open resource monetization channels to individuals or low-end enterprises. Otherwise, the company’s swagger would instantly plummet. For instance, Baidu: they can sell keywords for money and directly conduct bidding, no matter if the opposite party is a certain private hospital or an individual promoting adult products, as long as they can afford the price, they can buy resources from Baidu.

Li Mu could not be like Baidu, openly selling all of Muye Technology’s football promotional resources to clubs, or even to individual players. However, the resources themselves were there. For example, the Premier League special topic page would always attract traffic from football enthusiasts. So, which players and clubs were placed in the best positions on this page would receive more traffic resources. Selling them openly would be too low-end, but not selling them would be a missed opportunity. The best way, then, was to find an external carrier, and then indirectly monetize the resources in an obscure way through that carrier.

If these resources were bundled with Jorge Mendes, first, it could significantly increase the premium of the players he managed, as these players would come with a built-in publicity halo, allowing clubs to directly factor in a portion of their promotional budget when acquiring them. Second, both Li Mu and Jorge Mendes would benefit handsomely from the premium. Finally, what Li Mu valued was not just indirectly monetizing resources through Jorge Mendes, but rather using these resources as a chain to tie Jorge Mendes and his agency to himself.

Jorge Mendes was indeed very interested in Li Mu’s proposal. Although he was currently like a fish in water in the European football scene, in essence, his business model was too singular and his business foundation unstable. Today, he could mediate between players and clubs, which is why both parties sought his cooperation. If tomorrow someone with stronger resources came along, players and clubs would certainly switch allegiance to them. At that point, his livelihood could easily be broken.

If he could cooperate with Li Mu and gain Li Mu’s promotional resources in the football field, making these resources his unique, immense advantage, then not only could he increase his business scale and income, but more importantly, he could make his business foundation much more solid.

Moreover, cooperating with Li Mu meant far more than just a little bit of resources and profit in the future. As long as he cooperated deeply, Li Mu would definitely plan a broader development space for him in the future.

So, Jorge Mendes blurted out to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I am very interested in your suggestion. How exactly do you envision this cooperation?”

Li Mu smiled calmly, stating without reservation, “Your line of work doesn’t require much capital, so I’ll invest resources for a stake. Muye Technology will step in directly to hold twenty percent of your agency’s shares. I won’t interfere with your daily operations, nor will I interfere with your profit distribution. I only need one promise from you: excellent players must be recommended to my club first. For any player I want, you must devote yourself to the utmost to ensure my club can sign the contract. For example, if we cooperate, and there’s another genius player like Cristiano, you must recommend him to me first. If I don’t want him, then you can recommend him to other teams.”





Chapter 1559: Sign Them All Up

Li Mu didn’t expect to take a controlling stake in Jorge Mendes’s agency. For a freelance agency like his, a controlling stake held no intrinsic meaning. The best approach was to bundle him with shared interests, making him willingly serve his cause.

Upon hearing Li Mu’s words, Jorge Mendes understood what Li Mu truly desired. The 20% equity was merely a gesture of his sincerity; Li Mu didn’t care for the profits represented by the 20% equity. What he truly wanted was for him to choose a side.

Although Li Mu had just entered the Premier League market and had only just purchased a second-tier club, Manchester City, Jorge Mendes firmly decided in his heart to put all his resources into boarding Li Mu’s ship. He knew that if he continued to ply his trade in the European football scene, he would ultimately just be a top football agent and would have no other avenues for development. However, becoming Li Mu’s partner would open up infinite potential and possibilities for his future.

Thus, Jorge Mendes said to Li Mu with almost no hesitation, “Mr. Li, I have no objections to your cooperation proposal, and I very much look forward to our in-depth partnership.”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Then it’s settled. In the future, if there are any players I want, I’ll entrust you with resolving all the arrangements for them.”

Jorge Mendes immediately agreed, saying, “No problem at all. Please have your legal department provide me with a template for the equity transfer agreement; I can sign it at any time.”

Li Mu was very satisfied with Jorge Mendes’s attitude and smiled, “There’s no rush for this. I’ll have someone prepare it, and we can sign it together with Cristiano Ronaldo’s transfer contract later.”

“Excellent!” Jorge Mendes’s excitement was obvious on his face. He said excitedly, “I’ll contact Manchester United later today, and tomorrow your CEO can go to Manchester United to sort out the follow-up issues.”

After speaking, Jorge Mendes added, “Oh, and Mr. Li, I estimate that given Sir Ferguson’s style, he would definitely not be willing to suffer such a silent loss. This means he’ll most likely try by every possible means to keep Cristiano Ronaldo at Manchester United and prevent Manchester City Club from triggering his breach of contract fee. At that time, they might appeal to The FA. If they do appeal, it will become a protracted dispute. If they truly go all out to keep Cristiano Ronaldo, they might even use The FA to drag on until the summer transfer window closes.”

Li Mu frowned and asked, “Such a tactic is possible?”

“In theory, it’s feasible,” Jorge Mendes said very seriously. “Manchester United’s style of conduct is very tough, not just Ferguson, but also the investors behind Manchester United. Their network and influence in the UK are very strong. Even if it’s an entirely legitimate operation based on the contract, they can fabricate any excuse to appeal or protest to The FA. So, we need to be prepared for this in advance.”

Li Mu pondered for a moment, nodding slightly. He thought to himself, if Manchester United truly wanted to play such a game, he would ask Prince William for help, and then just throw this matter to the Royal Family to resolve. If they couldn’t even handle such a minor issue, then he would need to re-evaluate his future cooperation with them.

Immediately, Li Mu said to Jorge Mendes, “I’ll be prepared for this. If they truly do that, I won’t let them succeed.”

Jorge Mendes nodded. He naturally believed in Li Mu’s strength. In fact, he already had a solution in mind for this matter. Li Mu could even receive the incredibly precious Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE) from the Royal Family, which indicated that the Royal Family’s relationship with Li Mu must be very close. Perhaps the Royal Family was very eager to strengthen ties with Li Mu. With the British Royal Family helping from behind the scenes, such a minor issue with The FA could certainly be resolved.

However, Jorge Mendes also knew that although he knew the solution to this kind of matter, it was best not to proactively mention it in front of Li Mu at this time. His standing was too far apart from Li Mu’s. If he spoke up, it would be like teaching Li Mu how to do things. Moreover, Li Mu would most likely think of seeking help from the Royal Family. If Li Mu genuinely didn’t think of this point at that time, he could subtly remind him.

With Cristiano Ronaldo’s transfer settled and the cooperation between Muye Technology and Jorge Mendes finalized, Li Mu said to Jorge Mendes, “Oh, right, I’m also interested in a few young players. Please help me get in touch with them as soon as possible and find out about their situations. Preferably, we can sign them all before the summer transfer window closes.”

Jorge Mendes hastily pulled out a pen and notepad from his pocket and said, “Mr. Li, just tell me their names and the teams they currently play for. I’ll contact their clubs immediately when I get back.”

Li Mu began, “I want Wayne Rooney from Everton.”

“Rooney?” Jorge Mendes said with a hint of admiration, “Mr. Li, your judgment is truly excellent. Rooney has great potential and has already made a name for himself at Everton. There are already a few scattered voices suggesting that if he maintains this form, he could be the next leader of English football in the future.”

Li Mu nodded and asked him, “How do you feel about Rooney partnering with Cristiano Ronaldo in the forward line?”

Jorge Mendes’s eyes lit up, and he blurted out, “Both of them are similar in age, their techniques are very solid, and they are both relatively fast with a keen sense for goal. If they partner up, after a period of developing chemistry and training, they should produce excellent results.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then please help me negotiate with Everton. If possible, it would be even better to send one of Manchester City’s current forwards there to cover part of the transfer fee.”

Jorge Mendes immediately agreed, saying, “I’ll contact Everton as soon as possible.”

Li Mu then added, “Besides Wayne Rooney, I’m interested in two other players: Arjen Robben from PSV Eindhoven of the Netherlands, and Luka Modric from GNK Dinamo Zagreb of Croatia.”

Upon hearing this, Jorge Mendes couldn’t help but feel surprised. It was already astonishing that a busy person like Li Mu would pay attention to the Premier League, but he never expected him to also pay attention to the Eredivisie and the Croatian league, especially the latter, which even he hadn’t focused on much.

Despite his surprise, Jorge Mendes answered very professionally, “Mr. Li, I’ve heard something about Arjen Robben. It seems Chelsea is quite interested in him and is currently negotiating his transfer to Chelsea next year. I estimate the transfer fee should be around eight million British Pounds. If Robben performs exceptionally well this season in the Eredivisie, the price might increase a bit further. As for Modric, honestly, I haven’t heard of him, and I’ll need to inquire about him to find out more.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Rooney, Robben, and Modric—secure all three of them.”

“No problem, I will definitely sign them all according to your instructions!”

Li Mu said, “As soon as possible; there aren’t many days left until the summer transfer window closes.”

Jorge Mendes asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, when will you publicly announce your ownership of the Manchester City Club?”

Player transfers not only require money but also attractiveness. Given Manchester City’s current strength, it had some appeal to players like Modric and Robben, who played outside the Top Five Leagues, but perhaps not as much to players like Rooney.

Manchester City Club wasn’t very well-known in the Premier League and was far inferior to the city rival Manchester United team. However, if Li Mu publicly announced that he was Manchester City’s new owner, then Manchester City’s reputation could quickly increase significantly. Thus, Jorge Mendes was eager to know if Li Mu had decided to announce this news to the public, and if so, when. This would greatly impact his negotiations for the three players Li Mu wanted.

Li Mu told Jorge Mendes, “I have to fly back to China in three hours. Once the plane takes off, this news will be officially announced to the public.”

Jorge Mendes breathed a sigh of relief and smiled, “That’s perfect!”

After all matters were settled, Jorge Mendes and Cristiano Ronaldo left the Manchester City training ground.

After getting into the car, Jorge Mendes didn’t rush to take Cristiano Ronaldo back. Instead, he drove the car out of the Manchester City training ground and headed in the opposite direction.

Inside the car, Jorge Mendes said to Cristiano Ronaldo, “Don’t say anything when you go back today. If Ferguson approaches you, don’t say anything either. If he asks you, just tell him that you’ve given me all decision-making power, and you will unconditionally accept whatever decision I make. That way, you won’t have to worry about the rest of it.”

Cristiano Ronaldo nodded gently and said, “Understood, Mr. Mendes.”

Jorge Mendes smiled contentedly and added, “Ferguson will definitely try to reassure you. For tomorrow’s match, he might even start you to show his regard for you. When that happens, just go all out and play your best; the more outstanding your performance, the better.”

Cristiano Ronaldo immediately said, “Understood, I will definitely go all out.”



After seeing off Cristiano Ronaldo and Jorge Mendes, Li Mu checked the time and said to the team’s CEO and head coach, “Please have the first team’s major players come to the conference room soon. I’d like to meet with them.”

CEO Alastair immediately nodded and whispered a few words into the head coach’s ear. The head coach then promptly got up and exited the conference room.

As the new owner of the team, Li Mu naturally had to formally meet the team members, personally announce his ownership of the club, and then briefly explain the club’s future development direction.

Moreover, Li Mu was also fond of meeting Sun Jihai, who was one of the most successful and stable Chinese players to develop in Europe. Li Mu wanted to transform Manchester City Club into a European training camp for excellent Chinese players, and a senior figure like Sun Jihai was especially important. In the future, he would have to set an example and double his efforts to be a perfect role model for players who would come to play at Manchester City Club later.





Chapter 1560: Absolutely Impossible To Agree

With the 2003-2004 season approaching, the major players of Manchester City Club were training extremely hard.

This was Manchester City’s first season back in the Premier League, and everyone in the team was holding their breath, hoping to fight a comeback battle in the Premier League.

Head coach Kevin Keegan was also going all out, leading the entire team in training and actively preparing the new season’s tactics. Since the start of the year, Kevin Keegan had been present at every first team training session, even for simple indoor physical training, he would be there to supervise.

However, to the players’ bewilderment, head coach Kevin Keegan suddenly vanished this afternoon. He, who never missed training, did not appear on the training ground. He only instructed the assistant coach to lead the team in their routine training.

The players usually enjoyed gossip, so while training, they quietly speculated about Kevin Keegan’s whereabouts, and their guesses became increasingly outlandish.

Just as everyone was wondering if Kevin Keegan had gone to the city to flirt with girls, he suddenly appeared at the side of the field and said to all the first team players currently training: “Everyone stop training and follow me to the main building of the base. Do not bring any communication devices, especially mobile phones with camera functions.”

Kevin Keegan’s sudden appearance left everyone puzzled, and what he said only added to their confusion.

Stop training, go to the main building, and no communication devices allowed—what was this about?

Filled with questions, everyone immediately stopped training, and wearing their sweat-drenched training kits, followed Kevin Keegan to the large conference room in the main building of the base.

For the players, the large conference room in the main building was very familiar. Every time Kevin Keegan wanted to discuss the team’s tactics or analyze the strengths and weaknesses of other teams, everyone would gather here. However, in the past, they would not come to meetings here wearing their training kits, so the feeling was a bit strange.

As soon as the door opened, the players entered and were surprised to find that the club’s CEO was also there, along with several unfamiliar faces.

Just as they wondered about the identities of these strangers, a player suddenly exclaimed, “Li Mu… My goodness, it’s really Li Mu!”

All the Manchester United players recognized Li Mu himself after hearing that exclamation.

As they stood dumbfounded, Li Mu stood up and said with a smile, “Hello everyone, I am Li Mu, and I am also the new Owner of Manchester City Club.”

At these words, all the players were even more dumbfounded.

Li Mu became the new Owner of Manchester City Club? The most famous businessman in the world bought this second-tier football club that had just returned to the Premier League? This was too incredible! It was like the richest person in the country suddenly bought a small brick kiln at the village entrance of their own village; they simply couldn’t understand why.

As everyone wondered, Li Mu explained to them that the reason he bought Manchester City Club was purely out of a love for football, hoping to personally build a club into the strongest in the world.

If anyone else had said such words, everyone probably wouldn’t have believed them, but when these words came out of Li Mu’s mouth, not a single player doubted him.

Following that, Li Mu roughly outlined his investment plan for Manchester City Club. In short, it was one sentence: in the future, Manchester City would have money when it needed money and resources when it needed resources. Even future advertising sponsorships were monopolized by Muye Technology. This meant that Li Mu would not only continuously invest in the club personally but also have his own business provide the club with more abundant cash flow through cooperation.

Moreover, Li Mu also promised everyone that before the end of this season, he would not proactively adjust any of the club’s staff. This meant that the coaching staff would not change, the medical team would not change, and the management personnel would not change. This was to assure them that their familiar environment would not undergo drastic changes, causing them trouble.

However, Li Mu did not make promises regarding the team’s lineup or the players’ future. This was also a message he wanted to convey to the players: he could provide them with all kinds of support and accommodate their habits, but the prerequisite was that their abilities must be up to par; otherwise, he would definitely not go easy on them.

Head coach Kevin Keegan then introduced the team’s players one by one to Li Mu. When introducing Sun Jihai, before Kevin Keegan could speak, Li Mu looked at the familiar and vibrant face before him, stepped forward, extended his hand, and spoke in Chinese, “Mr. Sun, I’ve long heard of your great name.”

Sun Jihai was overwhelmed by favor, not expecting Li Mu to know him. He said, “General Manager Li, you’re too kind. I’m just an ordinary player, not someone with a great name.”

Li Mu smiled, “There aren’t many players in China who can come to the Top Five Leagues to play, and you are one of them. You are also the first one to score in the Premier League. You are a role model and pride for domestic players. Isn’t that a great name?”

Sun Jihai chuckled, saying, “Actually, there are many players in China with greater strength than me. I was just a bit luckier. When I joined Manchester City, they were still in the First Division. Last season, everyone performed very well, so I muddled my way into the Premier League…”

Li Mu laughed heartily, “Mr. Sun, there’s no need to be so humble. In my eyes, you are one of China’s top football players.”

Sun Jihai said humbly, “Thank you, General Manager Li, for your affirmation. I will definitely continue to work hard in the future and strive not to let down the club’s trust in me.”

Li Mu nodded slightly and smiled, “Sun Ge, you’re older than me, so I’ll call you Old Sun.”

Sun Jihai quickly said, “Anything is fine, you can call me whatever you want.”

Li Mu then asked him, “By the way, Old Sun, do you know about Dong Fangzhuo’s situation? I heard he seems to be negotiating a contract with Manchester United?”

When speaking with Jorge Mendes earlier, Li Mu hadn’t mentioned Dong Fangzhuo because he knew that Sun Jihai and Dong Fangzhuo were fellow townsmen, from the same city. Sun Jihai would definitely know more about Dong Fangzhuo’s situation than Jorge Mendes.

Upon hearing Li Mu ask about Dong Fangzhuo, Sun Jihai immediately nodded and said, “Little Dong is my fellow townsman. I’m quite familiar with his situation. Manchester United is indeed interested in him and is currently negotiating with his agent. His agent is from China, and the negotiations are mostly settled. The only thing left is the price; Dalian Shide still hopes for a higher transfer fee.”

Li Mu nodded gently and smiled, “Since it’s not settled yet, it’s easier to handle. Old Sun, can I ask you a favor?”

Sun Jihai quickly said, “General Manager Li, please speak.”

Li Mu said, “Later, can you help me contact Dong Fangzhuo’s agent? Tell him about my Acquisition of Manchester City Club, then tell him I’m very interested in Dong Fangzhuo and hope he can join Manchester City. Also, ask him for me what Dalian Shide’s asking price is, and have them give me a quote as soon as possible. If the price is right, let’s complete the contract quickly. I want to bring him to Manchester City before the transfer window closes.”

He then added, “Oh, and please tell them that I will go all out to nurture Dong Fangzhuo and provide him with sufficient opportunities for learning and improvement. I can also resolve his work permits issue, allowing him to play directly for Manchester City.”

Sun Jihai asked in surprise, “General Manager Li, can the work permits issue really be resolved? The work permits system in the UK is quite troublesome. If a domestic player comes over, they usually have to be loaned to other leagues first.”

Li Mu smiled, “Work permits are not a problem. As long as he accepts my proposal, the work permits can be resolved at any time.”

Sun Jihai nodded repeatedly, “Then I’ll call Little Dong later. I believe he’ll be especially excited if he hears this news.”

…

When Cristiano Ronaldo returned to Manchester United, training was already nearing its end.

Normally, team training would run a bit later, but since there was a match tomorrow, Sir Ferguson, the head coach, had halved today’s training load so that everyone could rest and prepare for tomorrow’s game.

Seeing Cristiano Ronaldo return, Ferguson patted him on the shoulder and said kindly, “Cristiano, make sure you rest well today. Tomorrow, I plan to let you experience the pace of a Premier League match.”

Cristiano Ronaldo’s eyes showed a hint of evasion from Ferguson’s gaze. He felt somewhat uneasy and guilty at this moment. After all, Ferguson had been very good to him, yet he had chosen to join Manchester City through a breach of contract. If Ferguson knew all this, he would probably be very disappointed.

However, Cristiano Ronaldo also understood that while Ferguson was good, Li Mu was simply too powerful. Everyone wished to enjoy the shade behind such a superstar, and Cristiano Ronaldo also hoped to join Li Mu’s team.

Ferguson didn’t notice Cristiano Ronaldo’s uneasiness. Just as he was about to have Cristiano Ronaldo join the last ten minutes of the confrontation training, his Nokia phone in his pocket rang.

The call was from the CEO of Manchester United.

The first thing the other party said was, “Sir Ferguson, please come to my office. We have an urgent matter.”

Ferguson hurriedly made his way back to the main building. Upon arriving at the CEO’s office and pushing open the door, he discovered Jorge Mendes was already seated there.

Ferguson looked at the two of them with great surprise and asked, “Mr. Gill, what is this urgent matter you called me for?”

David Gill had only recently become Manchester United’s CEO, thanks to Russian tycoons Abramovich poaching the previous CEO for Chelsea. Having just taken over the team, he, as the new appointee, had always wanted to make a big move. He hoped the team could win the championship this season, and this was not just a pipe dream, as Ferguson had always told him that the newly signed Cristiano Ronaldo possessed extraordinary strength, and if given the chance to grow, he would quickly become Manchester United’s future hope.

But now, that very player, whom Ferguson thought so highly of, was suddenly about to be snatched away by someone else!

David Gill pointed at Jorge Mendes and said angrily, “Mendes just told me that someone is willing to trigger the breach of contract fee mechanism in Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract to forcefully poach him from Manchester United!”

Ferguson immediately grew anxious and blurted out, “What? Forcefully poach Cristiano Ronaldo?! I will absolutely never agree!”





Chapter 1561: I Won’t Let Them Succeed Easily!

In all his years in football, Ferguson had never liked a young player as much as he liked Cristiano Ronaldo.

In his eyes, Cristiano Ronaldo was a one-in-a-million genius, whether in terms of ability, talent, or attitude. For a head coach, having a perfect player was a dream come true, and to nurture him step by step into one, starting the moment he came of age, was even more so.

He had meticulously planned Cristiano Ronaldo’s development direction, but what he didn’t expect was that the eighteen-year-old Cristiano Ronaldo, having just joined Manchester United, had not even played a single match yet, and someone was already willing to spend twenty-five million British Pounds to poach him.

Ferguson rushed to David Gill’s office; Mendes had already left.

The moment he pushed open the door, he immediately asked David Gill, who was sitting behind the desk: “Which club is after Cristiano Ronaldo?”

“I don’t know either.” David Gill shrugged and spread his hands. “All I know is that Mendes just called me and told me there’s a club ready to trigger Cristiano Ronaldo’s breach of contract fee clause. As for who it is, I asked him, but he refused to disclose it.”

Ferguson was instantly furious: “Damn Mendes, what tricks is he playing with me now? Has he forgotten that we just made him a fortune? How can he be so ungrateful!”

David Gill helplessly said: “Sir, Mendes is just a businessman, a thorough businessman. Such people follow whoever offers the most benefit. How could he have any gratitude? He sold Cristiano Ronaldo to us and made a profit, and now he’s instigating other clubs to buy Cristiano Ronaldo, so he can make another profit.”

Ferguson said: “Impossible! I will never let Cristiano Ronaldo go!”

David Gill said awkwardly: “Sir, Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract has a breach of contract fee clause. Mendes insisted on adding this five-year breach of contract fee tier: twenty-five million British Pounds in the first year, thirty-five million British Pounds in the second year, forty-five million British Pounds in the third year, fifty-five million in the fourth, and seventy million in the fifth. Cristiano Ronaldo is currently in the first tier, so anyone willing to pay twenty-five million British Pounds can take him.”

Ferguson fumed: “This clause is absurd! Why would we agree to such a foolish clause?!”

David Gill was made somewhat awkward by Ferguson’s angry accusations. He said: “This was the result of a consultation among everyone when Cristiano Ronaldo was brought in at that time, and this amount is also very favorable to us.”

“Favorable?!” Ferguson exasperatedly said: “You’re telling me it’s favorable that a genius player like this can be taken away for twenty-five million British Pounds?”

David Gill’s initial politeness was gradually eroded by Ferguson’s anger. The smile on his face slowly vanished, and his tone became cold. He said: “Sir, I am a CEO, not a head coach. I must ensure not only the team’s performance but also the entire club’s income. Leaving aside everything else, Cristiano Ronaldo had only been with us for less than half a month, and an investment of twelve million two hundred and forty thousand British Pounds has already returned twenty-five million in income for the team, with a profit margin exceeding one hundred percent. In my opinion, this is simply the best business in the world.”

Actually, David Gill genuinely didn’t want Cristiano Ronaldo to be poached by other clubs so quickly. He also agreed with Ferguson that Cristiano Ronaldo had greater development space/potential in the future, and he felt that at this stage, Manchester United truly needed a highly talented individual like Cristiano Ronaldo to plan a better future for the club.

However, Ferguson’s attitude was simply unacceptable to him. No matter what, he was the CEO of this club, and Ferguson had no right to yell at him here.

Ferguson was speechless with anger at David Gill’s words. Those words were indeed quite choking. Having just bought a player for twelve million two hundred and forty thousand British Pounds, and selling him for twenty-five million in just over ten days, amounted to earning one million British Pounds for the club every day. No one would think this deal wasn’t worthwhile.

After all, even if he was optimistic about Cristiano Ronaldo’s future, he was indeed nowhere near worth twenty-five million British Pounds at the moment. This was the fundamental reason why the breach of contract fee in the first year of his contract was only twenty-five million, and David Gill didn’t see any problem with it.

But Ferguson was unwilling to let Cristiano Ronaldo go just like that. He said to David Gill: “No matter who wants to buy Cristiano Ronaldo, I won’t let them succeed easily!”

With that, he turned and left.

David Gill helplessly stood up and said: “Please, Sir, don’t be like this…”

Ferguson ignored him, walked out of his office with his hands behind his back, looking displeased.

…

After meeting with all the players, Li Mu began preparing for his return journey.

His private jet was already waiting at Manchester Airport, ready to return to China, thousands of miles away.

Considering the seven-hour time difference between London and China, Li Mu left Li Ziwei’s contact information with Sun Jihai, so that after he contacted Dong Fangzhuo tomorrow, he could directly inform Li Ziwei of the feedback from Dong Fangzhuo.

Sun Jihai really wanted to contact Dong Fangzhuo immediately, but knowing that Li Mu didn’t want the news to leak out for now, he could only suppress the excitement in his heart and decided to wait until Li Mu had left.

For Dong Fangzhuo, Sun Jihai not only felt a kinship as a fellow townsman but also had a great appreciation for his talent.

He hailed from Bincheng, Liaoning Province. Liaoning Province at the end of the last century was known as the cradle of Chinese football, with numerous renowned players hailing from this province, and within Liaoning’s football scene, Bincheng was particularly prominent.

As a native of Bincheng, Sun Jihai was particularly optimistic about Dong Fangzhuo, who also hailed from Bincheng.

In his eyes, Dong Fangzhuo not only possessed immense football talent but also had a physical quality stronger than most Chinese players, making him very suitable for development in the Premier League.

This point about physical quality is actually crucial for players, because only after coming to play football in the UK did Sun Jihai truly understand the importance of physical quality in high-level football leagues.

Players with strong physical quality can create advantages in all aspects: higher chances of success in contested balls, greater sprinting speed and endurance, more active running and penetration, easier tearing apart opponent defenses, and so on.

When Asian teams compete against European or South American teams, they often manage to hold their own in the first half. Technical teams like Japan and Korea often have opportunities to create threats or even establish a lead in the first half. However, once the second half begins, especially in the last twenty minutes, whether it’s Japan, Korea, or China, the rapid decline in Asian teams’ stamina causes them to be quickly dominated by their opponents.

The root cause is precisely their inadequate physical quality. It’s like a rally race; while car performance is certainly important, range is also crucial.

Therefore, this is also the main reason why Asian players struggle to adapt to the Top Five Leagues. Unable to compete, outrun, or withstand, such players are at a significant disadvantage in Europe.

But Dong Fangzhuo is different. Sun Jihai is well aware of his physical quality, which is almost indistinguishable from European young players, instantly greatly narrowing the gap with European leagues.

If Dong Fangzhuo could come to Manchester City, it would truly be the best possible outcome. Not only could they partner in the team, both being Chinese people who could look out for each other, but more importantly, the club’s Owner is also Chinese, and the renowned Li Mu himself. At the very least, in such a club, there would be no need to worry about racial discrimination.

In Europe, although few people openly voice racial discrimination, incidents of it are ubiquitous. Sun Jihai himself had experienced various forms of racial discrimination within the team. Some incidents might have been minor everyday matters, but as a foreigner in a foreign land, Sun Jihai found it difficult not to be affected by those negative influences.

However, his heart was crystal clear at this moment, because he knew that after Li Mu became the Owner of this club, there would definitely be no more racial discrimination against Chinese people within the club.

Finally, after bidding farewell to the club staff and players, Li Mu’s group departed from Manchester City’s training base with Davison Goldberg.

Before leaving, Li Mu instructed Alastair, the club’s CEO, to officially release an announcement in half an hour, informing the outside world of his takeover of Manchester City and his becoming Manchester City’s new Owner.

At the same time, Li Mu also had Li Ziwei communicate with Muye Technology headquarters, instructing the headquarters staff to maintain interaction with the club. After the club released its announcement, Muye Technology would also officially issue a statement.

Li Ziwei took some photos, selected a few good ones, and left them with Alastair, also sending them to the company headquarters.

Afterward, Li Mu got into Davidson’s car, and his racing team would escort Li Mu all the way to Manchester Airport.

On the way to the airport, Davidson smiled and said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, today the whole of the UK is paying attention to the news of you receiving an honor from the Queen at Buckingham Palace. Once the news of you becoming Manchester City’s Owner is announced, the entire UK probably won’t be able to sleep.”

Li Mu chuckled: “My only hope is that the British people won’t be too concerned about me becoming Manchester City’s Owner. I wouldn’t want Manchester City to become like Chelsea.”

Davidson laughed heartily, saying: “Then you’re overthinking it. Although the British can be somewhat arrogant, they hold you in very high regard. Some media outlets are already speculating that Buckingham Palace awarded you the GBE honor to make you Prince William’s guide, and some even say you are the Prince’s ‘godfather’. However, there’s no rejection of this among the general public. The British people also hope that Prince William, with your help and guidance, can become a person with brilliant Achievements, just like you.”

Li Mu nodded slightly.

Although the two were of similar age, the term ‘godfather’ was not far off the mark.

He was, in essence, going to directly elevate William by at least two or three levels, enabling him to achieve a higher life trajectory than in his past life. The assistance he would provide would absolutely help him break through the ceiling he could have reached in his original life path.

Such a relationship, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call it that of a master, would it?





Chapter 1580: Interested in Playing for Manchester City?

As Li Mu boarded the plane with his three-person team — Li Ziwei, Anne Hathaway, and Wang Yuanlang — Manchester City Football Club officially released an announcement on its official website.

The core content of the announcement was: Today, Li Mu, as the new owner of Manchester City Football Club, personally visited the Manchester City Club’s training base to meet with Manchester City’s CEO, head coach, other management team members, and major players. At the same time, as the club’s new owner, Li Mu will invest at least one hundred million British Pounds in Manchester City Football Club this year, to purchase new players and provide fresh blood for the club.

Muye Technology simultaneously released an official statement, announcing that Li Mu had completed the acquisition of Manchester City Football Club and officially become the wholly owned owner of Manchester City Club.

Li Mu was not only the first Chinese businessman to invest in a Premier League club, but also the first Chinese person to invest in any of the Top Five Leagues. This news, once released, immediately sparked fervent discussions in the UK and across Europe.

Just a few hours earlier, Li Mu had become the focus of England, and before that attention faded, this new piece of news further increased his popularity.

The British people’s passion for football is unrivaled by any other country. Almost every British person loves football, and they are almost certainly fans of a Premier League club, which explains their extremely high level of attention to the Premier League.

Normally, even a well-known star joining the Premier League would become an endless topic of discussion for Britons in pubs, let alone a top wealthy individual from China buying out a Premier League club. Such news was being discussed by almost everyone simultaneously in pubs across British streets and alleys.

A few months prior, when the Russian tycoon Abramovich bought Chelsea, it also triggered extremely heated discussions among British fans. However, Abramovich’s public support was clearly many times worse than Li Mu’s. Britons generally had a very bad impression of him for several reasons:

First, Abramovich was from Russia. Influenced by World War II (WWII) and the Cold War, the country with the lowest favorability among Britons was likely Russia, followed by France;

Second, Abramovich was a Russian oligarch, and the way he amassed his immense wealth was completely different from wealthy individuals in Western Europe and North America. In the eyes of Britons, his money came from illicit sources;

Third, Abramovich’s intentions were not pure. His political background was extremely complex, and most people firmly believed that the reason he bought Chelsea wasn’t because he loved football so much, but because he needed to obtain a visa from the British government through purchasing and investing in Chelsea, while also entering British high society, thereby achieving his grand strategic transfer of assets and connections.

In the UK, even five-year-olds knew that Abramovich had ulterior motives for buying Chelsea, so Britons naturally found it hard to have any good feelings for Abramovich. Far from having good feelings, most harbored feelings of aversion and resistance.

However, Li Mu was different.

Li Mu had long since gained the approval of people worldwide through his industry development and philanthropic activities. Muye Technology, while driving the rapid global development of the internet, also laid a solid foundation of public support for Li Mu. Unlike Abramovich, although Li Mu’s current net worth was incredibly vast, it was all acquired cleanly and legitimately. Such a wealthy person, who grew step-by-step through his own efforts, was far more popular than an oligarch like Abramovich.

Moreover, today, Li Mu was imbued with countless halos in the UK. The Queen regarded him as the most outstanding young person who had changed the world, and thus conferred upon him the highest order of honor in the British Empire. This fully represented the British Royal Family’s recognition of Li Mu. Li Mu also left behind a large and mature philanthropic project called “3321” for the UK. British goodwill towards him was currently at its peak.

At this very point, Li Mu suddenly became the owner of Manchester City Club. Britons almost universally and happily accepted this surprising news. At the same time, a sense of pride also arose in their hearts. Even a world-leading entrepreneur like Li Mu was interested in the Premier League; this sufficiently proved the Premier League’s strength and charm. It was foreseeable that in the future, many people worldwide would pay attention to the Premier League because of Li Mu, which was extremely promising for the Premier League, and even for the UK.

Surprisingly, some die-hard Manchester City fans even took to the streets of Manchester to celebrate. In their eyes, their beloved home team, which they had supported for years, finally had a chance to rise again.

Just as Li Mu’s plane soared into the sky, a large number of reporters rushed from London to Manchester, and a new round of headline bombardment was about to unfold.

…

From Li Mu receiving the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE) honor to his announcement of becoming the owner of Manchester City Club, these two major news stories generated immense attention in Europe and North America. However, due to time differences, China did not catch up with these two news stories in time.

When the news of the honor conferral was first sent back to China by CCTV’s London correspondent, it was already late at night in China. By the time the news was edited and prepared, it didn’t even make it onto the Late News’s night shift.

Other domestic media outlets received the news slightly slower than CCTV, and for TV stations and media without overseas correspondents, the reception of the news was even more delayed.

However, as Li Mu’s plane took off and returned to China, media outlets across China worked all-nighters to rush-produce the major news of him receiving the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE).

Never before had a Chinese businessman — or even any businessman from any country — received the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE). For Li Mu to gain such a high degree of recognition from the British Royal Family was truly rare. Therefore, this news made every media professional in every domestic media outlet extremely excited. They had no doubt that this news would also bring pride to the Chinese people and a higher sense of national identity. Thus, this news absolutely had to be treated as a top priority, a front-page headline among headlines!

Making such news was both easy and difficult. If it was just a rough, reporting-style piece, it would indeed be very simple. However, if they wanted to make it heartfelt and fully convey the news’s importance, they would have to put in more effort.

Almost every media outlet hoped to dedicate more effort to this headline to do their best, because normally, they competed on who delivered news fastest, most comprehensively, and most in-depth. But when everyone was vying for the same headline, the competition shifted to who was more professional. To let the Chinese public know what the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE) truly represented, and how significant it was, they first had to create a short film explaining the background and honorary ranks of the entire British honor system.

Additionally, they had to mention which Chinese people had previously received British Royal Family honors, what rank of honor they received, and the reasons for their conferral. Only in this way could they explain from multiple dimensions just how much inherent value lay behind Li Mu’s Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE) conferral.

While Chinese media professionals were busy until the early hours of the morning, most outlets had not finished preparing all the news. TV stations were relatively fine; they were prepared to work all-nighters, having first created a basic version, archived it, and then started refining and processing it. If they could finish before tomorrow morning’s news broadcast, they would air the refined version; if not, they would use the basic version.

Unlike TV media professionals, editors at traditional print media were restless with anxiety, because they had to finish their news articles as quickly as possible before sending them to the printing press to begin production. If they delayed any further, it would delay the newspaper’s release time for tomorrow.

Around three o’clock in the morning, Beijing time, most newspaper journalists had worked themselves to the bone, setting the news of the Queen conferring an honor upon Li Mu as tomorrow’s front-page headline. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief, preparing to go home and get some rest, when suddenly a new piece of news arrived from the UK.

“Li Mu has acquired the Premier League Manchester City Football Club, officially becoming the wholly owned owner of the club!”

“Li Mu plans to invest over one hundred million British Pounds in Manchester City Football Club!”

“Li Mu met with Chinese player Sun Jihai, who plays for Manchester City team, and highly praised his performance in the team!”

At three o’clock in the morning, CCTV’s news department was in a chaotic mess, and media professionals at other TV stations were both cheering and fretting. The news about the Queen conferring an honor upon Li Mu wasn’t even finished yet; the complex British honorary ranks, history, and connections with Chinese people hadn’t been fully explained clearly. And now, they had to explain clearly the history of Premier League clubs, and the history of Manchester City Football Club…

Meanwhile, newspaper editors, who were just about to go home, suddenly received this news and were almost on the verge of collapsing!

It was definitely too late to change the already set layout. By the time this news article was sorted out, it would probably be dawn, and there wouldn’t be enough time to send it to the printing press.

But this news was also very significant! Although the Chinese National Football Team played poorly, the domestic fans’ passion for football was certainly no less than that of any other country. Every one or two years, when a Chinese player went to play for a European club, domestic fans would be extremely excited and pay close attention. This time, Li Mu directly bought a club in the UK! If this news were truly released, domestic fans would probably explode with excitement!

If such major news couldn’t make it into tomorrow’s newspaper, they would have to wait until the day after tomorrow. But their comrades in TV media wouldn’t give them such an opportunity! They would definitely bombard viewers first thing tomorrow morning. In that case, by the time their newspapers came out the day after, the news would already be old.

Print media feared this kind of sudden major news at night the most. Reporting it was too late, but not reporting it made them seem unauthoritative. What should they do now?

Just as newspaper editors faced the sudden news, unsure of what to do, Dong Fangzhuo, who was sound asleep in Bincheng, was suddenly awakened by the urgent ringing of his phone.

He opened his sleepy eyes, glanced at the caller ID on his phone, and saw that the call was from Sun Jihai, his fellow townsman and senior figure, and it was his UK mobile number.

Dong Fangzhuo’s sleepiness immediately vanished by seventy to eighty percent. He answered the phone and said, “Hai Ge, why are you calling so late?”

Sun Jihai, unable to hide his excitement, asked him, “Zhuozi, interested in playing for Manchester City?”





Chapter 1581: The Glory of China

“Manchester City?!”

Dong Fangzhuo was momentarily stunned. Knowing that he was very likely to sign with Manchester United, a team much stronger than Manchester City and a veteran powerhouse in the Premier League, he couldn’t stir up any real interest in the minor club.

After a dozen seconds of silence, he said with a hint of awkwardness, “Hai Ge, Manchester United is currently in talks with my club, wanting me to join them. It should be finalized soon…”

Sun Jihai quickly interjected, “I know Manchester United wants you, but it’s not finalized yet, is it?! If you’re willing to come to Manchester City, we can confirm it for you immediately!”

Dong Fangzhuo asked, puzzled, “Hai Ge, does Manchester City also want to sign me?”

“Yes!” Sun Jihai blurted out, “Do you know who Manchester City’s new Owner is?”

“I don’t know…” Dong Fangzhuo said sheepishly, “I actually don’t know much about Premier League teams. I’m more familiar with Manchester United, Arsenal, and Liverpool. And even for Manchester United, I don’t know who their Owner is.”

Sun Jihai’s voice trembled slightly as he said, “Manchester City’s new Owner is one of us, a Chinese person: Li Mu, the chairman of Muye Technology!”

“Li Mu?” Dong Fangzhuo exclaimed in surprise, “Really? Li Mu bought Manchester United?”

“Absolutely true!” Sun Jihai said excitedly, “I just met Li Mu an hour ago. He came to the club, held a meeting with us, and told us that he has completed the full acquisition of Manchester City Club, becoming its sole Owner. He also told me he’s very interested in you and hopes you can join Manchester City.”

“Oh my god!” The young Dong Fangzhuo gasped, “Why would Li Mu think of buying a club?”

Sun Jihai said, “I don’t know why either, but he really did buy Manchester City Club. And he specifically mentioned you, saying he hopes you’ll join, which is why I called you.”

After that, Sun Jihai continued, “You must seriously consider this. Don’t think Manchester United is better just because they are stronger than Manchester City right now. With Li Mu’s funds and resources, it’s only a matter of time before Manchester City surpasses Manchester United. Moreover, if you go to Manchester United, for the first year, you’ll definitely be loaned to another league for a work permit. But if you come to Manchester City, Li Mu can sort out your work permit, allowing you to play in the Premier League directly upon arrival.”

Dong Fangzhuo listened, somewhat excited. He said, “Manchester United did say I’d have to play in another league for at least one, or even two years. They were considering sending me to Antwerp in Belgium.”

Then he asked Sun Jihai, “Hai Ge, can Li Mu really sort out my work permit?”

Sun Jihai didn’t answer his question directly but countered, “Do you think a mere work permit could trouble someone like Li Mu?”

Dong Fangzhuo murmured, “That’s true…”

Sun Jihai advised, “Let me tell you something frankly, from the heart: Chinese players, and even all Asian players, face discrimination in Europe. Whether in Antwerp or Manchester United, you’ll feel very lonely, and the inclusiveness is too poor. But if you come to Manchester City, Li Mu will definitely provide you with the best environment. You have to understand, you’re the player he specifically requested!”

Dong Fangzhuo was now completely swayed. He was young and his English wasn’t good. So, while he looked forward to developing in the Premier League, he also feared traveling alone to a foreign land across the ocean. Now, a great opportunity had arrived: also going to the Premier League, but to a club owned by a Chinese Owner, and the Owner of this club had even specifically requested him. If he went to Manchester City, his future life would likely be much easier.

Thinking this, Dong Fangzhuo immediately said, “Hai Ge, first thing tomorrow morning, I’ll talk to my parents, the club, and my agent.”

“Okay.” Sun Jihai breathed a sigh of relief, saying, “Little brother, I’ll be waiting for you at Manchester City Club!”

After a series of thanks, Dong Fangzhuo hung up the phone and couldn’t fall asleep again.

Like all young people, he admired Li Mu’s extraordinary Achievements and yearned to be as globally renowned as him, to bring honor or glory to his country on the international stage. Although he didn’t have Li Mu’s business acumen, he indeed had extraordinary advantages in football. If he could be in Li Mu’s club and receive Li Mu’s help and promotion, his development path would undoubtedly be much smoother.

…

The next morning, six o’clock.

At this time, the news of Li Mu receiving an honor and acquiring Manchester City Club began to explode nationwide.

The first TV stations to broadcast the news were CCTV’s morning news programs.

Half of today’s morning news was dedicated to reporting on Li Mu. The host spoke with great passion, excitement obvious.

Viewers who got up early to watch TV were among the first in the country to be bombarded by these two major news stories. At first, they didn’t quite understand what it meant for Li Mu to be conferred an honor by the Queen of UK, but when the news detailed the UK’s honorary ranks and how rare and valuable the GBE was, the public finally understood that Li Mu had received the highest level of recognition from the Royal Family of UK. Moreover, this recognition had never been given to any businessman, nor to anyone under fifty years old.

Li Mu was the unprecedented first.

Just the confer an honor of GBE alone allowed Li Mu to break countless historical records, truly bringing honor or glory to Chinese people.

Afterward, Li Mu’s quiet acquisition of Manchester City Club also greatly astonished the public. This was the first time a Chinese businessman had invested in a football club overseas. In China, where football and commercial development levels are relatively backward, Li Mu’s move gave the public much room for imagination.

Why did Li Mu buy a Premier League club? Is he going to enter the football market?

The Chinese football market is still very backward. Will Li Mu enter Chinese football in the future?

Will he bring advanced European football development experience back to China in the future?

Or, will he allow more Chinese football players to develop in Europe through this opportunity?

At 7:15 AM, Oriental Horizon began broadcasting, with its main content still focused on Li Mu;

By 7:30 AM, newspapers everywhere had basically reached readers’ hands. Morning newspapers carried large-format reports of Li Mu’s confer an honor, and bustling with activity discussions began in the streets and alleys;

At 8:00 AM, morning news and information programs on various TV stations began broadcasting, with Li Mu as the top priority of their reports;

At 9:00 AM, the internet experienced its first peak load of daily users, and news about Li Mu was overwhelming online, with netizens engaging in lively discussions;

By 10:00 AM, hundreds of millions of people knew what had happened in UK yesterday, and the popularity of Li Mu’s news across the country had reached a peak.

Many overseas Chinese media and expatriate communities began to send messages back to China. They proudly and excitedly told their Chinese compatriots that Li Mu’s Achievements had attracted attention worldwide. Many foreigners, due to their goodwill towards Li Mu, actively expressed their respect for Li Mu, and even for China, to local overseas Chinese.

When a Chinese person gains respect worldwide, he will inevitably win some glory and dignity for Chinese people all over the world.

Chinese expatriates everywhere unanimously gave Li Mu a title: The Glory of China.

Before Li Mu, many people had received such titles, such as Jackie Chan and Bruce Lee. However, unlike Li Mu, the scope of their influence was too narrow compared to his.

…

During the summer break, Zhao Ziqiu stayed in Hangzhou, leading a supremely boring life.

With Li Mu not around, her parents left early and returned late every day, having little time to spend with her. She herself didn’t like going out to gather with old friends, so she just stayed home doing nothing all day.

This morning, after getting up, Zhao Ziqiu routinely washed up, then went downstairs for breakfast with a messy head of long hair. When she reached the restaurant, her parents hadn’t left yet. Dad was wearing glasses, seriously reading the newspaper, while Mom, unusually, had brought her laptop to the restaurant and was intently looking at something on the screen.

“Mom, Dad, why are you both not eating breakfast and studying something so early?”

Zhao Ziqiu rarely saw her parents like this. According to their daily habits, after getting up and dressing, they would come to the restaurant to eat. During meals, they wouldn’t fiddle with their phones or read newspapers. The family would focus on finishing their meal, then they would both take the assigned vehicle to the company. And Dad’s daily newspaper reading time was fixed for the journey from home to the company.

Zhao Xianliang was the most typical brick-and-mortar entrepreneur in China, very similar to entrepreneurs like Wang Jianlin. Their biggest commonality was their extreme self-discipline, excellent time management, and extraordinary ability to maximize the use of time.

Therefore, ever since his business started to pick up and he had his own assigned vehicle, he had only read newspapers in the car.

Today was an exception. Not only was he reading the newspaper in the restaurant, but more importantly, his breakfast in front of him remained untouched.

Zhao Xianliang looked up, saw Zhao Ziqiu, and naturally said to her, “Hurry up and eat, it’ll get cold later.”

Mid-sentence, he had already lowered his head again, focusing his attention back on the newspaper.

Xie Yun, next to him, was even more out of it. She didn’t even hear Zhao Ziqiu speak. While intently staring at the computer screen, she said, without shifting her gaze, “Old Zhao, there’s another piece of news the media overlooked. When Li Mu was received by the Queen of UK, he proposed to Launched 3321’s UK site. Do you know who will be the operation manager after 3321’s UK site is Launched?”

Zhao Xianliang blurted out, “Who is it?”

Xie Yun said, “It’s Prince William of the Royal Family of UK. He’s roughly the same age as Li Mu and is the second in line to the Crown Prince.”

After saying that, Xie Yun added, “I looked at the English version of Twitter, and it seems Li Mu intends to build momentum for William through Twitter and his other resources. William’s Twitter style has also changed very quickly; now half of his posts are personal suggestions for optimizing UK’s current education system. I looked back, and the time this content started being pushed was exactly when the Queen received Li Mu. It seems Li Mu now intends to help the Royal Family package Prince William.”

“Tsk tsk…” Zhao Xianliang stroked his chin, sighing, “No wonder the Royal Family of UK gave Li Mu the GBE honor unprecedentedly. It turns out they’re using this to pave the way for the prince’s future!”

Xie Yun nodded, saying, “This move by the Royal Family is truly clever. They’re exchanging resources with Li Mu by showing goodwill and an honor that costs them nothing.”

Zhao Xianliang laughed, “I think Li Mu is the clever one. This combination of moves clearly bears Li Mu’s standard style. The Royal Family of UK couldn’t possibly know as much about the internet as Li Mu; they definitely wouldn’t come up with this set of operations.”

Xie Yun nodded in agreement, “That makes sense.”

Zhao Ziqiu had originally wanted to act coy with her mother and complain about being ignored, but upon hearing them discuss Li Mu, she immediately walked around the dining table to stand behind them, eagerly asking, “Mom, what big thing has Li Mu done now?”

Xie Yun then realized her daughter had arrived. She turned her head, looked at her, and sighed with a smile, “I don’t know what kind of monster this boyfriend of yours is. It feels like he can scheme all of the world into his plans.”

Zhao Ziqiu pulled a chair and obediently sat beside her, making a fuss, “Mom, just tell me, what on earth has Li Mu done now?”

Xie Yun didn’t answer her but instead said to herself, “Thank goodness I called Li Mu’s mother yesterday morning and invited her to visit Hangzhou. If I called today, she’d definitely think I had ulterior motives.”

Zhao Xianliang quickly asked, “And did she agree?”

“She did,” Xie Yun nodded with a smile, “Mainly because she coincidentally had to sign a contract with a clothing company in Ningcheng, so she temporarily decided to visit Hangzhou after signing. I’ve arranged with her that once her time is decided, I’ll send a driver to Ningcheng to pick her up.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Then why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

Xie Yun casually replied, “The time wasn’t set, so there could be many variables. I’ve been helping out for you for so many years; when have I ever made you worry about something uncertain?”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, sighing, “My biggest success in this life, Zhao Mou, was marrying a good darling wife!”

Xie Yun pouted and smirked, proudly saying, “It’s good you have self-knowledge.”

Zhao Ziqiu looked at the two with a frustrated expression, complaining, “You two just know how to flirt, and you still haven’t told me what Li Mu did.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled and handed over the newspaper, saying, “It’s written very detailed here. Read it yourself.”

Zhao Ziqiu eagerly took the newspaper. Seeing that the front page was about Li Mu, she immediately began to read it carefully, line by line.

Zhao Xianliang then asked Xie Yun, “By the way, Li Mu’s mother is going to Ningcheng to sign a contract. Is Li Mu’s father coming?”

Xie Yun said, “His mother seemed to imply they might come together, but it’s not certain yet.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded and said, “It would be great if both his parents came. We could invite them to stay at our house for a few more days. In my opinion, Li Mu should be returning to China soon too. Then we can have him fly directly to Hangzhou and stay at home, and the two families can just openly discuss the children’s matters.”

Xie Yun hesitated slightly, sounding unsure, “Isn’t it a bit early? Li Mu’s parents might not want him to be in a relationship right now, and it might backfire.”

Zhao Xianliang thought about it and felt his darling wife was right. He said, “Then let’s still try to get Li Mu to come too. We won’t mention the children’s relationship; it’s good for the two families to get to know each other better.”





Chapter 1564: Sharp Business Acumen

During the SARS period, Xie Yun and Li Mu’s mother formed a deep friendship at Ziyun Mountain Villa. After leaving Beijing, the two women kept in touch via phone calls and text messages, and they had agreed to meet often. This time, their original promise was finally fulfilled.

However, Xie Yun’s timing couldn’t have been better. Li Mu’s mother was currently actively expanding her clothing business and had recently reached a strategic cooperation with two new brands in Ningcheng, planning to secure the agency rights for the entire Nansu Province. Since Ningcheng is very close to Hangzhou, it was incredibly convenient for her to come over on the way.

Zhao Ziqiu, sitting nearby, found her pretty face flushing due to her parents’ conversation.

However, after hearing that her mother had invited Li Mu’s mother to be a guest in Hangzhou and received a positive reply, she was overjoyed.

If Li Mu’s parents could both come, surely Li Mu, no matter how busy, would also make some time to visit, right? The guy had been so swamped lately he was nowhere to be seen. She knew he had too much on his plate, so she didn’t feel right acting coy with him. This time, perhaps she could use the opportunity to see him and have him spend a couple of days with her.

While Zhao Ziqiu was overjoyed by herself, Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun had already stood up. Xie Yun said to Zhao Ziqiu, “Don’t just stare at the newspaper, eat your breakfast first. Your father and I are going to the company. If you’re bored at home, go to your maternal grandfather’s house for lunch. Your Mother’s brother has been asking about you, saying he’s about to go back to America and hasn’t seen you much.”

“Alright, I’ll go after I eat breakfast,” Zhao Ziqiu nodded absent-mindedly.

Xie Yun instructed, “Before you go, remember to call your maternal grandmother, so they don’t forget to make food for you.”

“I know!” Zhao Ziqiu pouted. “I’m not an idiot, you can go to the company with peace of mind.”

Xie Yun smiled and nodded, saying, “Call me when you get to your maternal grandmother’s house.”

“Alright, alright, I know, now hurry up and go!”

Xie Yun and Zhao Xianliang exited the house together. The driver and Zhao Xianliang’s secretary were already waiting in the courtyard, standing by the car. Seeing the couple emerge, they opened the car doors on both sides for them.

Sitting in the car, Zhao Xianliang, still somewhat unaccustomed to having his hands free, said to Xie Yun, “Wife, the energy market hasn’t shown much improvement lately. I think we can temporarily adopt a conservative strategy, control the pace a bit, and then withdraw some funds to invest in industries with clearer prospects.”

Xie Yun nodded, saying, “It would be good if the energy market could simply stabilize over the next two years; there’s truly not much room for growth. However, there aren’t many flexible or agile industries to operate in right now. If it’s for the long-term, I still suggest we stabilize first. Large sums of money are easy to put in, but difficult to withdraw.”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, saying, “I’ve discovered an excellent new market; its prospects are absolutely clear. Once funds are invested, you can exit with high returns within a few years, or if you don’t exit, it can be developed as a long-term prospect.”

Xie Yun asked, very puzzled, “What new market? Tell me about it.”

Zhao Xianliang said conspiratorially, “First, you think hard and see if you can guess.”

Xie Yun retorted, “How am I supposed to think of it? You haven’t even given me a clue or anything.”

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “The clues are in everyday life! You need to slowly refine them yourself to discover the business opportunities they contain.”

Xie Yun shook her head, saying, “Stop being deliberately mysterious. My mind isn’t as agile as yours. I’m not suited for creating something from nothing; I’m better at taking something existing and making it more. So the precondition is that there has to be something already. Just stop keeping me in suspense.”

Zhao Xianliang let out a hearty laugh and said smugly, “People like you who read too much tend to have rigid minds. It’s people like me, who came from an informally trained background, whose minds are more flexible.”

Xie Yun pinched Zhao Xianliang’s inner arm and said gently, “You gloat at me again, and I’ll be ruthless.”

Zhao Xianliang grimaced in pain and hurriedly said, “Alright, alright, alright, I’ll tell you.”

Then, he straightened his collar and said seriously, “The new market I’m talking about is the football market. Li Mu bought the Manchester City Club. What does that signify? It signifies that Li Mu is interested in football and intends to enter the football market. Although Li Mu’s focus is on the Premier League market, football is universal. Li Mu will make more Chinese people pay attention to the Premier League, and then to football in general. And then what? Everyone will naturally start paying attention to domestic football. By that time, domestic football will definitely usher in a period of rapid growth. Entering now would allow us to perfectly seize this wave of market conditions.”

Xie Yun’s eyes lit up, and she blurted out, “That’s brilliant, Old Zhao! Why didn’t I think of that!”

Zhao Xianliang wore a smug look and said with a smile, “Doing business requires keen business acumen. To put it bluntly, your nose for business opportunities needs to be sharper than a dog’s. Although Li Mu hasn’t made any investment or statement regarding the domestic football market yet, I deduce that Li Mu, being a person with a strong sense of national mission, will definitely pay attention to the domestic situation. He will certainly find a way to improve the level of domestic football, its environment, and its market. I even deduce that his acquisition of the Premier League club was to establish a European vanguard stronghold for domestic football. Therefore, I predict that Li Mu will invest a substantial amount of capital in the domestic football sector in the future, aiming to directly revitalize this industry and even elevate it to an unprecedented height. If that happens, all future industries related to football will rise accordingly.”

Xie Yun asked him, “Then what do you think? If we invest in the football industry, what aspects should we primarily focus on? Clubs or something else?”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Clubs are one direction. Currently, the overall premium for clubs is relatively low. Once the industry enters a high premium phase, even if you do nothing and just maintain the status quo, your invested funds can double. Take a club, buy it for fifty million and leave it to operate as usual; two years later, with industry premium growth, that unchanged club could sell for two hundred million. Isn’t that excellent investment market conditions? It’s like those who invested in the internet in 1999; most of them have made a fortune now. Back then, blindly investing ten million could now yield a return of one hundred million or even one billion upon exit.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang continued, “Besides clubs, the entire football industrial chain can be invested in. For example, we could first invest three hundred million and buy advertising resources currently worth one hundred million from the Jia-A League, sign a three-year contract, and hold onto it for three months. After Li Mu starts influencing the Chinese football market, we could sell the remaining nine months of the first year for at least one hundred thirty million. The second year might bring in two hundred to three hundred million, and the third year perhaps three hundred to four hundred million.”

“Alternatively, we could invest in a few football pitch hardware manufacturers. Once the football market takes off, national enthusiasm for football will also rise. Demand for artificial turf pitches might, for example, suddenly jump from one thousand sets a year to ten thousand sets a year. These are all business opportunities, and the exit timeframe wouldn’t exceed three years. Basically, the visible profit potential is at least five to ten times the investment.”

Xie Yun nodded in strong agreement, saying, “I think your analysis makes a lot of sense. Li Mu will definitely find a way to promote the development of domestic football in the future, and when that happens, market conditions will be excellent. Most people only make a move when they see the market genuinely improve, so if we enter now, we can seize the advantage.”

Zhao Xianliang said seriously, “My idea is to first withdraw a portion from our book capital, then acquire a shell company for an investment fund. After that, we’ll pull strings with friendly banks for a loan, creating leverage to jointly establish a fund specifically for sports investment. This money will then be gradually and dispersedly invested into various areas of the football market. As for the fund allocation method, banks generally dislike mezzanine structures, so we’ll do the simplest priority-subordination: banks are senior, we are subordinated. We’ll ensure their stability, while we bear the greatest risk and the greatest profit. However, as I just mentioned, the risk is very low.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang added, “Don’t let Li Mu’s youth deceive you; he’s incredibly aggressive with capital. The money he used to acquire Apple was raised using this very simple priority-subordination method, sourced from his racing club. He delegated the specific fundraising tasks to individuals, who then used their respective connections to secure low-interest loans from various financial institutions. These funds were then passed to Li Mu, and the individuals earned the interest differential. If I had his capability, raising eight hundred million to a billion in cash and casually investing in a bunch of tech enterprises would have me profiting immensely within a few years.”

Xie Yun said, “It’s not as simple as you think either. Li Mu raised several billion US dollars to acquire a single enterprise, which is actually better. As long as he has the confidence to handle that one enterprise and make it regain its vitality, the money won’t be lost. But if you were given several billion US dollars to invest, you’d have to invest in dozens or even hundreds of enterprises; otherwise, a typical enterprise simply couldn’t absorb that much. At that point, not only would management costs be very high, but the failure rate would also be high, and it’s not guaranteed that you’d make huge profits.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded, saying, “That’s why I’ve never considered investing in high-tech industries, because I don’t understand them. However, this football business is truly worth pursuing. This isn’t about the success or failure of a single enterprise; it’s about the rise of an entire industry. By then, the entire industry will double in size, so the error rate for such an investment is very low.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang continued, “We’ll negotiate with the banks using the method I described. The scale can be tentatively set at our contribution of five hundred million to one billion, with banks providing capital of one billion to two billion. We’ll enter the market with approximately one and a half billion to three billion in funds. Thirty percent will be used for acquiring and taking stakes in clubs, thirty percent for pre-purchasing football-related resources, and the remaining forty percent will be dispersedly invested into various football-related enterprises. Three years from now, after deducting all costs and the profits from the bank’s capital exit, we’ll net at least three times our investment!”

Xie Yun said, “In principle, I have no objections, but I suggest that before you act, you talk to Li Mu face-to-face. If Li Mu himself has the same intentions as you, then what you’re doing would be stealing his market. It would be like Li Mu planting the tree and you enjoying the shade, making our family look too crafty. That wouldn’t look good at all.”

Zhao Xianliang mulled it over for a moment, then nodded seriously, saying, “You’re right, I should definitely tell Li Mu. Otherwise, it would be like picking Li Mu’s fruit.”

Having said that, Zhao Xianliang added, “Since Li Mu’s parents are coming this time, try to get Li Mu to come too. Tell sweetie and have her talk to Li Mu about it.”





Chapter 1565: Exploiting Acquaintances

When Li Mu’s plane landed at Yanjing Airport, news about him was already overwhelming the entire country.

However, the protagonist of this nationwide attention discretely cleared customs at the business jet terminal, then quickly left the airport in Muye Technology’s motorcade.

Li Mu asked Anne Hathaway about her upcoming schedule. Anne told him, “I think I’ll rest in Beijing for a day, then book a flight back to Spring City for tomorrow. I’m starting work in two days anyway.”

Li Mu asked her, “You haven’t booked a hotel or flight yet, have you?”

Anne Hathaway nodded and replied, “I should be able to just go directly to a hotel, and then I can ask the hotel to help me book a flight.”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I have a few guest rooms at Ziyun Mountain Villa. If you don’t mind, you can stay there. I’ll have someone book your flight for you, and a driver can take you to the airport tomorrow.”

Anne Hathaway was, after all, a young woman traveling alone. For her, a foreigner, Li Mu’s place in China was his home turf. Naturally, he felt he should extend his hospitality as a host. His home had plenty of rooms, so it wouldn’t be inconvenient for her to stay there; in fact, it would be safer and allow for more thorough care.

However, Anne Hathaway harbored a slight misunderstanding. She felt that Li Mu’s invitation carried a subtle hint of ambiguity. After a slight hesitation, she suppressed the bashfulness in her heart and nodded gently, saying, “Then I’ll trouble Mr. Li.”

Having just endured a long intercontinental flight, Li Mu wasn’t planning on going to the company. He told Li Ziwei, “Ziwei, you must be tired from all the traveling these past few days. Go back and rest first. I’m going back to Ziyun Mountain Villa to rest for a day. I won’t be busy with work today.”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “Then I’ll accompany you to Ziyun Mountain Villa first, and then I’ll go home.”

Li Ziwei’s home wasn’t far from Ziyun Mountain Villa, so Li Mu didn’t refuse. It would be convenient to have the driver take her home after he arrived.

On the way home, Li Mu, Anne Hathaway, and Li Ziwei were all in the same van. Just as the motorcade entered the airport expressway, hundreds of kilometers away in Bincheng, Dong Fangzhuo was sitting with his agent, the club owner, and the head coach, discussing the choice between Manchester United and Manchester City.

In truth, there wasn’t much to discuss regarding this matter.

Whether it was Dong Fangzhuo himself, his agent, or the club’s owner and head coach, deep down, they had all chosen Manchester City.

After all, it was Li Mu’s football club. From every perspective, Dong Fangzhuo shouldn’t give up this option.

So, only two questions remained:

When would the transfer happen, and what would the transfer fee be?

Previously, the club had been demanding a price of around four million British Pounds from Manchester United, but Manchester United always found it too expensive. According to Manchester United’s expectations, they didn’t even want to pay one million British Pounds.

Manchester United accurately judged the deepest thoughts of Dong Fangzhuo’s agent and the club. They were people who cared too much about appearances, liking to inflate numbers and then hand them over to the media for furious hype and promotion. So, they proposed an incredibly shrewd transfer method: the transfer fee would be publicly announced as three and a half million British Pounds, but Manchester United would actually only pay five hundred thousand British Pounds. The rest would all be written into additional clauses, such as future bonuses, goal expectations, and so on.

However, Dong Fangzhuo’s club was quite tempted by this proposal. Although they would only receive several hundred thousand British Pounds, they could still publicly claim it was three and a half million British Pounds, which was perfectly fine. A transfer fee of three and a half million British Pounds would break the record for Chinese football players’ transfer fees, which in their eyes, was a matter of great prestige.

Thus, the owner of Dong Fangzhuo’s club gave his demand: “Dong Fangzhuo’s actual value will be reported as one million British Pounds. The remaining clauses will be consistent with Manchester United’s.”

Dong Fangzhuo’s agent immediately became anxious, saying, “General Manager Chen, with Li Mu’s strength and connections, it’s very easy for him to find out Manchester United’s actual offer for Dong. If he knew that our offer to him was double what we asked Manchester United, that wouldn’t be right! If the whole country found out, they would point fingers at us.”

General Manager Chen said, “Li Mu is so rich, he won’t care about this small amount. But this money is too important for our club!”

The agent immediately retorted, “No one’s money comes from nowhere, General Manager Chen. You’re very rich, but would you pay double the price for a pack of cigarettes? If you went to a compatriot’s shop to buy cigarettes, and they charged you double the price, how would you feel?”

General Manager Chen couldn’t help but click his tongue.

He wanted to profit from Li Mu because he felt that Li Mu, someone whose social status had reached the pinnacle in business circles, would actually pay attention to Dong Fangzhuo. This meant that Dong Fangzhuo indeed had high value, and with Li Mu’s economic strength, spending a few hundred thousand British Pounds more for a player he was optimistic about shouldn’t be a big deal, right?

So, he said firmly, “Just report it like this: an actual transfer fee of one million British Pounds, with the remaining three million British Pounds written into the contract as bonuses, and a public announcement of a four million British Pound valuation.”

“General Manager Chen…” The agent was instantly dumbfounded and blurted out, “How about we just report the same price we discussed with Manchester United?”

“No,” General Manager Chen waved his hand, stating resolutely, “Just report that, and not a single penny less.”

After saying that, General Manager Chen said with a smile, “If we’re going to gamble, let’s go big. If it works, we profit. If not, we’ll take a step back and negotiate with Manchester United!”

For entrepreneurs with a strong gambling and greedy streak, there was no middle ground between fifty and one hundred. Either they made one hundred, or they made fifty. There were no other numbers in between. In his eyes, rather than painstakingly negotiating sixty, it was more practical to directly offer one hundred and gamble on hitting the other party’s pain points.

When Bincheng Club’s offer for Dong Fangzhuo reached Sun Jihai, he was stunned.

Outsiders might not know the situation between the Premier League and Dong Fangzhuo, but Sun Jihai, having been in the UK for so long, naturally understood it very well.

Even if Manchester United hadn’t confirmed their cooperation with Bincheng Club, the maximum transfer fee Manchester United might pay for Dong Fangzhuo would at most be six or seven hundred thousand British Pounds.

And now, the other party had actually quoted Li Mu a price even higher than what they were discussing with Manchester United. This was damn well exploiting acquaintances!

Sun Jihai could only advise Dong Fangzhuo over the phone, “You must make it clear to your club owner that Li Mu is no fool to be exploited. If he treats Li Mu as a fool to be fleeced, he will be the one who ultimately suffers.”

Dong Fangzhuo helplessly said, “Hai Ge, I can’t do anything about it. The club owner insists on this offer. He won’t release me for less. Could you please talk to General Manager Li or the club’s management and see what they think?”

Sun Jihai sighed deeply and said, “Zhuozi, your boss is a damn bastard!”

After hanging up, Sun Jihai called Li Ziwei. Li Mu had previously told him to call her directly if there was any news about Dong Fangzhuo.

At this moment, Li Ziwei was in the car with Li Mu, driving on the Fifth Ring Road. Suddenly, she received a call from the UK and realized it might be Sun Jihai.

After answering the phone, Sun Jihai conveyed Bincheng Club’s offer for Dong Fangzhuo to Li Ziwei, who immediately reported it back to Li Mu.

Upon hearing the one million plus three million British Pounds offer, Li Mu felt somewhat doubtful. Then he remembered that Dong Fangzhuo’s publicly announced transfer fee in his past life was supposedly three and a half million British Pounds. Why had it increased by five hundred thousand now that it was his turn?

Li Mu pondered for a moment and realized that the club was probably at play. The club must have seen that he wanted to buy Dong Fangzhuo and decided to temporarily raise the offer.

This made Li Mu feel a sudden chill. “I went through all that trouble to acquire a Premier League club primarily to nurture Chinese players. Now I want to buy a Chinese player to try and prevent him from repeating the mistakes of his past life, and yet this Chinese club is trying to extort me!”

Thinking of this, Li Mu felt a surge of anger.

Seeing Li Mu’s expression was not right, Li Ziwei hurriedly asked, “General Manager Li, what’s wrong? Is the team’s offer a bit outrageous?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “It’s several hundred thousand British Pounds over the market price.”

Several hundred thousand British Pounds? Li Ziwei gasped in astonishment. This amount, converted to RMB, was several million yuan.

At present, housing prices in many areas of Beijing hadn’t even exceeded five thousand yuan per square meter. At a cost of five hundred thousand yuan per unit, they were essentially adding the price of about ten houses.

Li Ziwei couldn’t help but say, “If it’s not suitable, we don’t have to buy this player.”

Li Mu sighed emotionally, “Many businessmen only care about making money and have no sense of national identity. They only look at personal gain and have no national sentiment whatsoever. For such people, they must be punished a little to let them know that money is important, but some money can be earned, and some cannot.”

Seeing Li Mu’s mood was not right, Li Ziwei quickly advised, “General Manager Li, some people just have a narrow vision. It’s better not to stoop to their level. At worst, we can just buy other players.”

Li Mu said to Li Ziwei, “But if this kind of thing isn’t controlled, it will certainly emerge endlessly in the future.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Let me tell you a story. At a university in the United States, there were dozens of Chinese exchange students. Because they missed the taste of home, some of them suddenly decided one day to start making various domestic foods themselves and then sell them to classmates who were also Chinese and also missed the taste of home. However, they didn’t do this for long before it completely fell apart. In fact, these students were directly deported because they didn’t have permits for food business. They usually only did business with Chinese people in the school, but after not long, they were discovered and arrested by the police. Do you know why?”

Li Ziwei gently shook her head.

Li Mu said, “This is because they were reported, and the person who reported them was the owner of a Chinese restaurant near the school. He felt that these students privately selling Chinese food affected his restaurant’s business.”

“Ah? How could someone be so selfish…” Li Ziwei was greatly surprised to hear this.

Li Mu smiled, “That’s not even the worst part. The most selfish thing is that he knew these students didn’t have permits, he knew they would be arrested if reported, and he knew they would most likely face deportation if arrested, and wouldn’t be allowed re-entry. Yet he still called the police, and then all twenty or thirty students were deported, and their studies were ruined.”

Li Ziwei was silent for a moment, then spoke, “Actually, to be frank, the person who reported them didn’t do anything wrong. After all, he complied with local laws. It’s just that his actions made Chinese people feel incredibly disheartened.”

“Exactly!” Li Mu nodded and said, “This is what I mean by national identity. I personally believe that everyone, whether at home or abroad, should have a sense of national identity. Only then can Chinese people abroad truly unite. But look at us, whether at home or abroad, we are always hurting our own people. We are just a disorganized mess.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “If the proportion of national identity among Chinese people could increase, then the degree of unity and social status of Chinese people abroad would definitely be even higher than it is now!”

Li Ziwei agreed, “You’re right, we are too fond of exploiting our own people.”

Li Mu then scoffed softly and said, “Call the editor-in-chief of YY.com, tell him what happened, and have him write a sharp, severely worded article. I want these people who exploit acquaintances to be despised by the entire nation!”





Chapter 1566: Hot Search List

The cohesion of small circles relies on benefits or personal favors, but the cohesion of large circles must depend on shared values at a higher level.

Whether they are Chinese people in China or Chinese people overseas, if they lack higher-level national values, they can easily become a disorganized mess.

Being a disorganized mess is one thing, but your own people exploiting their own – that’s truly infuriating.

In the streets of Beijing, there are countless scammers offering jobs, and they love to swindle fellow townsmen the most;

In foreign lands, there are also many scammers who specifically provide various services to their compatriots, and their only source of income comes from deceiving their compatriots;

Buying a domestically produced computer, where the same model sells for fifteen thousand RMB domestically but only seven thousand RMB overseas – this is also your own people exploiting their own;

Buying a football player, selling him to the Manchester City Club owned by Chinese people, and demanding five hundred thousand British Pounds more than what a damn British owner of Manchester United Club would pay – this is still your own people exploiting their own.

Li Mu would never use national values or national identity to bluff others or dilute their interests. For example, when buying Dong Fangzhuo, he was not only willing to pay the same amount Manchester United was, but he could also promise better resources, and even directly resolve work permits so Dong Fangzhuo could play in the Premier League this year.

However, the other party treated him as if he had played the fool, intensifying their actions to extract even greater benefits from him – that really wouldn’t be right.

If he didn’t properly confront such a person, similar incidents would continue to happen indefinitely across the world and in various industries, without any restraint.

YY.com’s editorial team was a professional team with very strong writing skills. Most of them came from traditional media industries, possessed excellent foundational skills in writing, and knew well how to guide readers’ psychology.

After receiving Li Mu’s instructions, they quickly created an article titled ‘Because it’s a Compatriot, it’s Sold for More.’ By the time Li Mu arrived home, the article had already been published on YY.com and pushed to all Chinese YY users, including both Simplified Chinese and Traditional Chinese versions.

The article explicitly stated that after Li Mu acquired Manchester City Club, he greatly hoped to send more Chinese footballers to the Premier League. However, when his club expressed interest in buying Dong Fangzhuo from his current club, Dong Fangzhuo’s club quoted Manchester City a transaction price that was an entire five hundred thousand British Pounds higher than what they quoted Manchester United. What kind of business logic was this? Was it truly just because Li Mu was a compatriot that Dong Fangzhuo’s club deliberately raised the price to sell for more?

Perhaps Dong Fangzhuo’s club didn’t deliberately inflate the price because Li Mu was a compatriot; they might’ve just wanted to seize the opportunity to hike up the prices a bit and make some profit. But Li Mu wasn’t interested in analyzing the specific reasons. Since you’re playing this game with me, I’ll play it back. Damn it, I don’t care if you intentionally exploited your compatriot – I’m going to pin this label on you. If your head is tough enough, keep wearing it; if you couldn’t stand up to it, then admit your mistake obediently.

As the article was being fully pushed out, Li Mu entered his home with Anne Hathaway.

As soon as Anne Hathaway entered Li Mu’s home, she inevitably felt a little nervous. Li Mu led her directly to the second floor and picked out the largest guest room for her, saying, “You weren’t able to rest much on the long journey. Take this time to catch up on sleep. The room has a toilet where you can shower, and there are clean towels, bath towels, and bathrobes you can use directly. If you need anything else, just tell me.”

Anne Hathaway paused, nodded gently, and then asked Li Mu, “What about you?”

Li Mu said, “I’m going downstairs to go online; I have some matters to handle.”

Anne Hathaway quickly urged, “You’ve been worn out for so long, and you’ve finally made it home. Why don’t you get some proper rest? Didn’t you say you wouldn’t be dealing with work today?”

Li Mu smiled, “It just means I’m not going to the company; I still need to pay attention to the business. You go rest first, don’t worry about me.”

Anne Hathaway could only nod and said to Li Mu, “Then make sure you balance work and rest. If you get tired, take a nap and relax.”

“Okay.”

Li Mu waved to Anne Hathaway and turned to go downstairs.

Watching Li Mu’s retreating figure, Anne Hathaway felt a little surprised. Could it be that Li Mu really had no unspeakable intentions by inviting her to his home? If that were truly the case, she felt rather disappointed…

Li Mu lay leisurely on the downstairs recliner, opening the laptop beside him that had gathered a bit of dust. The first thing he did was browse Weibo.

Although Weibo and Twitter are entirely interchangeable at the user level, its Chinese version is called Weibo, and the pages and hot search topics of the Chinese version are more popular in China itself.

Having been away from the country for some time, Li Mu wanted to use Weibo to check out recent domestic news and the hot topics that the public was paying attention to.

However, what he didn’t expect was that the top-ranked hot topic was ‘Life of Longing’.

Li Mu didn’t even know when this variety show premiered, but it had indeed gained immense attention on the internet. Within this topic, a large number of netizens were actively posting various comments and opinions. Li Mu browsed through some, and the comments were almost uniformly positive. After all, this form of reality show had never been seen domestically before, and the pleasant pastoral life made urban viewers especially yearn for it, while making rural viewers feel especially familiar. In short, it was a position that pleased both sides.

Li Mu also paid attention to some data, discovering that ‘Life of Longing’ had already secured the top spot in domestic variety show ratings after only four episodes, even surpassing Hunan Satellite TV’s own flagship program, ‘Happy Camp’.

Originally, in Li Mu’s prediction, ‘Life of Longing’ would be slow to open up; its data shouldn’t climb rapidly but would instead accumulate users through excellent word-of-mouth and eventually achieve great success. However, he never imagined that this kind of reality show would have such great appeal to current audiences. It immediately surged ahead, with data so good that even Hunan Satellite TV itself couldn’t believe it.

Many viewers commented on this program on Weibo, believing it to be the most heartfelt variety show they had ever seen. There was no noisy stage, no intense tasks; the entire program created a feeling of small bridges, flowing water, and peaceful homes, filled with leisure, comfort, and beauty, while also making urban viewers long for a pastoral life.

Li Mu also checked out the official Weibo for ‘Life of Longing’ and found that they already had over two million followers. Their official Weibo was also managed very well, with a large amount of graphic and text information published daily, and the editors were particularly skilled at organizing language to attract user discussion and shares.

The most recent Weibo post, published just today at 12 PM, was a candid photo of himself fishing with Eddie Peng. The Weibo content read: ‘Muye Technology Chairman and 3321 Founder Mr. Li Mu participates in a variety show for the first time, sparking alternative culinary delights. The exciting Episode 6 of ’Life of Longing’ airs next Friday at 8:30 PM. Please pay attention!’

In just over an hour, this Weibo post already had over ten thousand shares and comments, with the comments uniformly expressing surprise. No one had expected that a variety show would actually invite the future richest person in the world to be a guest – it was simply incredible.

Li Mu hadn’t expected that his participation in a reality show would attract netizens so eagerly. It seemed he truly was an opinion leader with inherent traffic.

Just then, Li Mu suddenly noticed a title with a ‘Hot’ indicator appear on the hot search list. The title read: ‘Player Sold to Compatriot, Price Mark-up of 500,000 British Pounds Compared to Others!’

It turned out that YY’s push notifications had already started to take effect. After seeing this hot news, a large number of users immediately began discussing it on Weibo, and the topic’s popularity rapidly soared, jumping directly to the hot search list.

Netizens’ comments on this topic were overwhelmingly one-sided. Exploiting acquaintances is one of the most unacceptable things in people’s daily lives, and your own people exploiting their own is no different.

In the public’s eyes, Li Mu’s initiative to take an interest in a Chinese player – not to mention the miles ahead difference in social status between the two – showed that Li Mu was serious about football, not just playing around. Moreover, Li Mu intended to help Chinese players develop and train in the Premier League. Yet, he never dreamed that the Chinese club would secretly hike up prices, forcibly increasing the price sold to Li Mu by five hundred thousand British Pounds. This was simply ungrateful and utterly unacceptable.

The owner of Bincheng Club, who was still waiting for Li Mu and Manchester City Club’s response, was now swamped with work.

Large numbers of netizens online were denouncing and even cursing the owner of Bincheng Club. His friends, family, and even acquaintances he barely had contact with before, all came forward to ask him about the incident. Everyone felt that he shouldn’t have hiked up prices against Li Mu at such a time.

This immediately pushed Bincheng Club into the sensitive period of public opinion.

The Bincheng Club owner instantly felt swamped with work. He never expected that while trying to take advantage of Li Mu just a little, Li Mu would directly launch a devastating blow against him. Now, Bincheng Club was being mercilessly attacked online, many reporters were calling him repeatedly for interviews, and even his own wife and children thought he was not being fair. This left him utterly at a loss as to how to handle the situation.

Soon, General Manager Chen’s phone number and other information were exposed online. His phone immediately started ringing non-stop; any unknown number he answered was definitely someone cursing him, and these people’s curses were truly unpleasant, making him seething with rage.

Later, it wasn’t just unknown numbers calling to complain; some acquaintances or friends he had worked with also called, asking if his brains had been kicked by a donkey. When they asked this, their subtext was basically: ‘You saw Li Mu had plenty of ’meat’ and wanted to carve off a piece for yourself? Don’t you even look at what kind of person you are!’





Chapter 1585: Attempt to Gain an Advantage Fails

Dong Fangzhuo’s transfer—any normal person would see which club’s offer, Manchester City’s or Manchester United’s, was more sincere.

Manchester United would actually pay five hundred thousand British Pounds, with the rest written into the agreement as various bonuses and miscellaneous items. At the same time, Dong Fangzhuo would be loaned to Antwerp in Belgium and exiled for two years to obtain a work permit in the United Kingdom. If Dong Fangzhuo’s performance in Antwerp wasn’t satisfactory to Manchester United, he wouldn’t even need to think about playing in the Premier League.

Manchester City was willing to match Manchester United’s offer and directly ensure Dong Fangzhuo could immediately obtain a work permit and join Manchester City to play in the Premier League. Moreover, as the club owner, Li Mu personally mentioned Dong Fangzhuo to Sun Jihai, and even conveyed his invitation to Dong Fangzhuo through Sun Jihai, along with his promise of future resource allocation for the club and for promotional marketing.

How significant Li Mu’s resources in the Premier League were didn’t need him to demonstrate; anyone with an eye for detail could easily see it.

Firstly, Li Mu had money, endless amounts of it, so Manchester City would definitely not fall into financial difficulties in the future.

Secondly, Li Mu had promotional resources. For any football star who wanted to become famous, skill was one aspect, but promotion was another. Who wouldn’t want more media exposure? As long as they joined Muye Technology, these problems would no longer be a concern.

Finally, Li Mu had sufficient political connections in the UK. Setting aside other things, he had just been personally conferred the highest Imperial honor, the GBE, by the Queen and had cooperated with Prince William on 3321. This would play a huge role in his future development in the UK.

Li Mu felt he had shown great sincerity. Not only did he ensure Bincheng Club wouldn’t lose a single cent, but he also provided Dong Fangzhuo with a better opportunity and brighter future prospects. Although Manchester City’s strength was not comparable to Manchester United’s, it would allow Dong Fangzhuo to enter the Premier League two years earlier and also promised him various resource allocations. Both publicly and privately, everything had been handled very well. In such a situation, for Bincheng Club to still think about extorting him was truly unacceptable.

General Manager Chen of Bincheng Club hadn’t expected that over the issue of Dong Fangzhuo’s transfer fee, Muye Technology would directly issue a statement attacking him, instantly making him universally condemned. The sudden impact of public opinion caught him somewhat off guard.

When considering Dong Fangzhuo’s transfer, General Manager Chen only considered his own interests, not Dong Fangzhuo’s interests or his wishes. He simply thought that Li Mu was not short of money and should be willing to spend an extra five hundred thousand British Pounds. However, he miscalculated Li Mu. Li Mu truly didn’t mind spending a lot of money, but he hated spending money unnecessarily.

Why would you sell him to Manchester United for three million five hundred thousand, but to Your father here for four million? Is damn Manchester United your club’s membership holder or something? Aren’t you clearly trying to trick Your father here? If Your father here doesn’t mess with you now, wouldn’t it bury Your father’s talent for counter-attacking people?

Therefore, under Li Mu’s instructions, General Manager Chen quickly became synonymous with “unscrupulous merchant.” While Li Mu wanted to provide better opportunities for Chinese football players, the owner of a Chinese club was taking the opportunity to undermine him and extort his money from behind his back. This stark contrast immediately made General Manager Chen despised by countless people.

General Manager Chen hated Li Mu to the core, but in front of Li Mu, his power was at an absolute disadvantage. To reverse the situation was sheer folly.

After much thought, he finally made a decision. He personally called Sun Jihai overseas and said, “Jihai, please do me a favor and pass a message to General Manager Li for me. Just say that I really didn’t mean to trick him. My offer was just an inflated quote. If he had just said something, I would definitely have given him a lower price than what I gave Manchester United. This whole situation is completely a misunderstanding.”

Sun Jihai was also very embarrassed and said, “General Manager Chen, I can pass on such a message for you, but do you think General Manager Li will believe it? You clearly stated before that it was four million British Pounds, with one million paid upfront and three million written into the contract, not a single cent less, and your attitude was very firm…”

General Manager Chen fell silent. Sun Jihai’s words made sense. He had indeed spoken too decisively before. Because he wanted to earn an extra five hundred thousand British Pounds, he had directly shut down negotiations. Now, trying to make up the difference for himself like this, Li Mu would be a fool to believe him.

After thinking it over, General Manager Chen gritted his teeth and said with an extremely vexed tone, “Alright, Jihai, tell General Manager Li that I was momentarily confused and I’m very sorry. I withdraw my previous offer and will give him a new one: four hundred thousand British Pounds, plus three million written into the contract, which is one hundred thousand less than Manchester United’s. What do you think?”

Sun Jihai thought to himself, ‘If you knew this would happen now, why did you do it then? If you hadn’t tried to extort Li Mu’s money, the cooperation would have been finalized long ago, and Dong Fangzhuo could even have left the club already to go home and prepare his luggage for the UK.’

However, General Manager Chen’s attitude of correcting his mistake still made Sun Jihai breathe a sigh of relief. From this perspective, he wasn’t completely solely profit-driven. Voluntarily lowering the offer to Muye Technology, even below Manchester United’s price, indeed showed some sincerity.

So, Sun Jihai said to him, “General Manager Chen, I’ll first communicate with General Manager Li’s assistant and tell her your offer.”

General Manager Chen hastily thanked him, “Oh, thank you so much, Jihai! You’ve gone to a lot of trouble!”

Sun Jihai said, “It’s nothing. I’ll call her now.”

After hanging up the phone, General Manager Chen gritted his teeth, clenching them audibly. ‘You, Li Mu, are truly awesome; getting your subordinates to write an article made me lose my reputation. I cannot afford to provoke you, and even less the people of the whole country, so now I can only grudgingly compromise and cut flesh from my own body to save myself.’

‘But, as long as you accept my offer, we’ll have plenty of fun together in the future. How awesome can you be? I’ll tell all the major media every day that to save these one hundred thousand British Pounds, you intentionally used your influence to suppress and slander me, forcing me to compromise!’

‘Perhaps others won’t believe it, but it doesn’t matter. I did indeed sell Dong Fangzhuo to you for one hundred thousand British Pounds cheaper in the end. With this actual fact laid bare, some people will definitely choose to believe me.’

‘Moreover, many media outlets also hope to create big news. You, a billionaire, suppressing and slandering a small club owner to save one hundred thousand British Pounds—once such news breaks out, the negative impact will be enough to put you in for a rough time!’

When Li Ziwei received Sun Jihai’s call, she was already resting at home. After following Li Mu in the UK for so long, she felt exhausted.

After receiving Sun Jihai’s call and hearing that Bincheng Club had voluntarily lowered the transfer fee, Li Ziwei called Li Mu to report Bincheng Club’s latest offer to him.

After hearing the offer, Li Mu’s first thought was that General Manager Chen seemed to have completely misunderstood why he was targeting him. He was targeting him not to make him voluntarily lower his actual offer to Li Mu, but to make him honest in business, to not have two price standards for the same commodity—one for foreigners and one for his own countrymen.

Therefore, what he wanted was simply to acquire Dong Fangzhuo at the price Bincheng Club quoted Manchester United. The one hundred thousand British Pounds discount, for him, would actually complicate the matter.

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly understood why General Manager Chen would voluntarily lower Dong Fangzhuo’s price to four hundred thousand British Pounds plus three million written into the contract. He wanted to complicate the issue. He wanted to use one hundred thousand British Pounds to confuse his true motive, making people believe that he might have caused all this trouble just to lower prices.

Li Mu clicked his tongue. This General Manager Chen was likely unfathomable. From initially trying to extort five hundred thousand British Pounds to voluntarily reducing the price by one hundred thousand British Pounds, there was a six hundred thousand British Pounds difference. For someone solely profit-driven, it was understandable for him to give up an offer of one million British Pounds under pressure, but voluntarily reducing it by one hundred thousand was definitely not normal.

So, what was this guy’s motive for voluntarily reducing the price by one hundred thousand British Pounds? Simply to show goodwill? Unlikely.

To use one hundred thousand British Pounds as a gesture of apology? Also unlikely.

The greatest possibility was that he wanted to use these one hundred thousand British Pounds to confuse the public. If he agreed, a bucket of dirty water might be poured on him, and by then, whether he explained himself or not, the other party’s goal would have been achieved.

Li Mu made a decision almost instantly. Regardless of whether General Manager Chen had intended it or not, he could not afford to take this small advantage. So he said to Li Ziwei, “Ziwei, tell them that my offer is five hundred thousand in transfer fees plus a three million bonus in the contract. I don’t want a single cent more or less. And my offer is only valid until six o’clock this afternoon. After six, I will withdraw this offer. Let them decide for themselves.”

Li Ziwei said, “Then I’ll send a message back to Sun Jihai right away.”

Li Mu would rather temporarily not have Dong Fangzhuo than set such a precedent for domestic clubs. Your father here buys clubs overseas and then selects players from China to nurture, not for fifty thousand or one hundred thousand British Pounds to buy them from China and then sell them for two or three million British Pounds after a few years of development. What Your father here wants to do is help Chinese football cultivate a group of talented players with top European league experience. If the very first player he plans to acquire from China encounters such a disgusting club, Your father here would rather spend a higher price to buy Dong Fangzhuo back from Manchester United next year than indulge these old jerks’ bad habits.

After several rounds of communication, Li Mu’s original words were finally conveyed to General Manager Chen of Bincheng Club. Li Mu’s insistence especially frustrated General Manager Chen. What he didn’t expect was that Li Mu wouldn’t even accept the offered discount, stubbornly insisting on a 500,000 British Pounds transfer fee. In that case, wouldn’t he lose his chance to turn the tables?

Now that things had come to this, should he agree to Li Mu or simply refuse?

If he agreed, and Li Mu bought Dong Fangzhuo at the actual price, he would have suffered the bad reputation for nothing. Everyone would then see him as an unscrupulous merchant who failed to trick someone and eventually gave up in helplessness, his reputation still tarnished.

If he refused, and Li Mu truly gave up on Dong Fangzhuo, his bad reputation would surely worsen. People would universally believe that Dong Fangzhuo going to Li Mu’s team was the best choice, and yet he, General Manager Chen, had obstructed Dong Fangzhuo from joining Manchester City for money. Then, as long as Dong Fangzhuo continued to play in the Premier League in the future, he would constantly be criticized.

Looking at both options, he would suffer heavy losses.

While General Manager Chen hated Li Mu, he couldn’t help but regret it. Had he known this would happen, why did he insist on extorting Li Mu? If Li Mu had made an offer and he had just agreed, wouldn’t that have been the end of it? Perhaps he could even have connected with Li Mu and pursued some deeper cooperation in the future…

Li Mu didn’t give General Manager Chen much time to think. When he realized that Li Mu wouldn’t fall for it, and that he had no better options, he resentfully chose to accept Li Mu’s terms. He didn’t ask for anything else, only that people would curse him less. After all, no matter how they cursed him, he had indeed given up Dong Fangzhuo at a fair price, which should somewhat make up for it.

In just two or three hours, General Manager Chen experienced what it meant to end up losing more than gaining from an attempt at easy success…





Chapter 1568: Keep a Close Eye on Manchester City

General Manager Chen, under pressure, accepted the offer relayed by Sun Jihai. He then pleaded with Sun Jihai to help him show weakness to Li Mu, hoping that Li Mu, being a magnanimous person, would go easy on him in the face of public opinion.

However, Li Mu did not give him an inch despite his compromise. In his opinion, this General Manager Chen deserved to be ruined, serving as an example for future unscrupulous merchants.

Seeing that Li Mu was unwilling to let him off, General Manager Chen eagerly declared to the public that there had been some communication misunderstanding with Manchester City, and that he had no intention of fleecing them.

But by then, his explanation was useless. The public had already branded him as a complete profiteer. Even though he ultimately gave up on extorting them, in the eyes of the public, the only reason he did so was out of duress, which meant he was still a scoundrel through and through.

After entrusting all of Dong Fangzhuo’s subsequent contracts to Manchester City’s CEO for follow-up, Li Mu prepared to call his parents to report on his whereabouts.

He called his mother directly. The first thing Li Mu’s mother said when she answered was a jest, “Oh, my son has finally appeared! I thought you were lost.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Mom, you’re quite a joker! Where’s Dad?”

Li Mu’s mother snorted, “I’m not joking, Mom isn’t. You’re always running around the world, nowhere to be seen. Other people give birth to sons; I think I launched a satellite.”

Li Mu quickly played along, laughing, “Mom, you’re getting more humorous by the day, hahaha! Satellites go up and don’t come back, but your son still comes back often, good or bad.”

“Really?” Li Mu’s mother asked, “Have you returned to Beijing?”

“Yes, I just got back not long ago.”

Li Mu’s mother then asked, “When are you coming home?”

Li Mu quickly replied, “I need to handle some things at the company tomorrow. I’ll try to get it done within two or three days, and then I’ll come back to accompany you and Dad.”

“Oh, two or three days, huh?” Li Mu’s mother intentionally drew out her words, saying, “General Manager Li, if you’re free in two or three days, we might not be.”

Li Mu quickly asked, “Mom, are you and Dad going out of town?”

“That’s right,” Li Mu’s mother said, “We have business to discuss. We’re going to Ningcheng to talk about an agency agreement.”

“For how many days?”

“Hard to say,” Li Mu’s mother chuckled, “If it’s early, three to five days; if it’s late, maybe seven or eight.”

“Mom, what kind of agency takes that long to discuss?”

Li Mu’s mother said, “The business talks themselves will only take a day or two. The main thing is that your father and I plan to visit Hangzhou.”

“Go to Hangzhou? For tourism?”

“Something like that. Zi Qiu’s mother called and invited us to visit, and I accepted.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll meet you and Dad in Hangzhou.”

“Why would you come? They didn’t invite you,” Li Mu’s mother deliberately bickered with Li Mu.

Li Mu awkwardly said, “Even if they didn’t invite me, I can still visit!”

Li Mu’s mother’s tone became serious as she asked, “Do you mean what you say?”

“Of course!” Li Mu quickly declared.

Only then did Li Mu’s mother say, satisfied, “Alright then. Mom will wait for you in Hangzhou. Your father and I have a flight the day after tomorrow morning. After signing the contract in Ningcheng, we’ll go to Hangzhou that same afternoon. Auntie Xie said she’d send a car to pick us up.”

Li Mu quickly asked, “So, should I go to Ningcheng or Hangzhou?”

Li Mu’s mother disdained, “Your father and I have serious business in Ningcheng. Don’t come and cause trouble for us. Just go directly to Hangzhou then!”

Li Mu, helpless, had to say, “Alright then, I’ll go directly to Hangzhou the evening of the day after tomorrow.”

Only after Li Mu made the promise did Li Mu’s mother seem satisfied, telling him, “Then your father and I will wait to see you in Hangzhou. If we don’t see you, I’ll really treat you as a satellite from now on.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Mom, don’t worry. Your son isn’t a satellite; he’s a kite. You just tug on the string, and your son will come back…”

After finally coaxing his mother into a good mood, Li Mu hung up the phone and began to plan his time.

He had to go to Hangzhou the afternoon of the day after tomorrow, which meant he only had tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, and half of the day after tomorrow for work.

He really had a lot on his plate right now. Tomorrow, he needed to finalize a team to go to the UK at the company, then set the launch preparations plan for 3321 in the UK. He also needed to check on the recent progress of Muye Technology and Taobao. The Gubei Water Town project had already started construction, and the Film and Television Base project had entered the final stages of approval in three locations. He also needed to have a good talk with Chen Ze, Song Liang, and Wei Lan at Wanying about these.

While formulating his work plans, Li Mu suddenly received a call from Zhao Ziqiu.

As soon as the call connected, Zhao Ziqiu’s voice was a little cautious as she asked Li Mu, “What are you doing? Am I interrupting your work?”

Li Mu quickly said, “No, I just got back from the UK. I’m at Ziyun Mountain Villa.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, surprised, “You’re already back in Beijing!” Then, her voice turned disappointed as she added, “But I’m still in Hangzhou.”

Just as Li Mu was about to say that he would be going to Hangzhou the day after tomorrow, Zhao Ziqiu said, “My mom asked me to call you and ask if you’d have time to come to Hangzhou in a few days. She invited Uncle and Aunt to visit, so she wanted to invite you to come as well.”

Li Mu blurted out, “Alright, then I’ll come the day after tomorrow. Is that okay?”

“Really?!” Zhao Ziqiu hadn’t expected Li Mu to agree immediately without a second’s hesitation. Her voice was filled with excitement and disbelief.

Li Mu said, “Of course it’s real. It’s settled then, I’ll be there the afternoon of the day after tomorrow.”

“That’s wonderful!” Zhao Ziqiu said, “Stay in Hangzhou for a few days. If you go back to Beijing, I’ll go back with you.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Sure, I’ll take you back with me then.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s voice was sweet as she said, “If my dad doesn’t allow it, you’ll have to sweet-talk him, otherwise, he might make me stay home until school starts.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Don’t worry, I’ll apply to Uncle Zhao.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Not apply, it’s ‘fight for.’ You need to be proactive and a little more assertive.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Alright, don’t worry. If Uncle Zhao doesn’t agree, I’ll just forcefully take you.”

Zhao Ziqiu giggled, “It’s best if you have that determination!”

…

While Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu were chatting on the phone, a new workday had already begun in the UK, which was seven hours behind China.

Manchester City and Manchester United, two very close clubs, also began their daily training.

Sir Alex Ferguson hadn’t slept well all night, his mind consumed with how to deal with someone wanting to activate Cristiano Ronaldo’s breach of contract fee.

The news that Li Mu had acquired Manchester City had indeed shocked him greatly last night. He almost immediately concluded that the club planning to poach Cristiano Ronaldo using the breach of contract clause was Manchester City, located just a few kilometers from them.

Manchester United’s CEO, David Gill, also hadn’t expected that the neighboring city rival, which had never really amounted to much, would suddenly become Li Mu’s private property. Looking at it this way, Manchester City’s rise would undoubtedly be very fast. It wouldn’t be long before Manchester United would be flattened in the city derby, would they?

Last night, before hearing this news, he had thought that it was fine to sell Cristiano Ronaldo; at least they made a lot of money, which was a very cost-effective deal. However, after the news broke, when he thought that Manchester City might be the one buying Cristiano Ronaldo, the discomfort he felt was not much less than Ferguson’s.

If another Premier League team had spent twenty-five million British Pounds to buy Cristiano Ronaldo, he could have completely claimed credit from the Board of Directors, saying, “Look, we brought in a player and made over ten million British Pounds in half a month. Aren’t I awesome?”

Now, the result he might face was the Board of Directors pointing at his nose and bawling, “Are you damn stupid? Why did you agree to a contract with a breach of contract clause? Now our future hope has been bought by Manchester City, where will we put our faces in future city derbies?”

Ferguson himself was a cunning Old Fox. To drag David Gill into trouble, he called George MacMillan, the one in the MacMillan family who hated Li Mu the most, early this morning.

Ferguson was also a British aristocrat, at least a KBE of the second tier, so he had extensive connections in high society and was very well-informed.

He had long known that George MacMillan had been publicly beaten by Li Mu at a Goldberg Family salon for arrogant behavior, and also fiercely criticized by Prince William, completely losing face. He didn’t need to think twice to know that this guy surely hated Li Mu to his core.

He was already a member of the Manchester United’s Board of Directors and followed Manchester United’s development closely, even specifically watching Cristiano Ronaldo train. Therefore, if he knew that Manchester United’s future hope was about to be poached by Manchester City, he would be furious and would definitely exhaust every means to keep Cristiano Ronaldo.

His own influence was far inferior to George MacMillan’s. If George MacMillan stepped in, the possibility of keeping Cristiano Ronaldo would be much greater.

After learning the news, George MacMillan indeed flew into a rage, just as Ferguson had guessed.

He even roared into the phone, “Li Mu can forget about buying any player from Manchester United! Not only that, we’re going to make additional investment! An additional fifty million British Pounds! Under no circumstances can Li Mu’s Manchester City surpass us in strength!”

After being beaten by Li Mu once, George MacMillan dreamed of finding an opportunity for revenge, but for so long, he had no idea what opportunity he could use for revenge. After all, Li Mu’s strength in all aspects far surpassed his own, and he couldn’t find any feasible entry point.

Unexpectedly, before he could even seek revenge on Li Mu, Li Mu had directly entered the Premier League and even bought a club in the same city as his own. This was just too damn arrogant!

If he really let Li Mu’s Manchester City rise and crush Manchester United, wouldn’t that be equivalent to being hammered by Li Mu again?

Under no circumstances could he let Li Mu succeed!

First and foremost, there was no way he would let Li Mu take Cristiano Ronaldo!

Li Mu, you want to take Cristiano Ronaldo? Over Your father here’s dead body!

Thinking of this, George MacMillan immediately called a senior executive at The FA and told him, “Keep a close eye on Manchester City club recently. Before the summer transfer window closes, I don’t want to see them buy any new players!”





Chapter 1569: Enough Trouble to Drown Them

Li Mu kept track of the time. At eight thirty in the morning, London time, he called Alastair, the CEO of Manchester City.

The UK is not a large country, and its time zone span is practically negligible, so almost the entire country starts work at nine o’clock London time. At this hour, Alastair would certainly not have left for Manchester United Football Club yet.

Receiving Li Mu’s call, Alastair was a little nervous. He first politely asked if Li Mu had arrived in China, then asked, “General Manager Li, how may I help you with this call?”

Li Mu asked him, “The news that I bought Manchester United Football Club must have spread across the UK by now, right?”

“That’s right,” Alastair said. “Since yesterday evening until now, this news has been on the front page of every newspaper.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “In that case, I presume Manchester United should also know that I want Cristiano Ronaldo.”

Alastair replied, “Yes, General Manager Li, this news is already out. Also, I arranged to meet David Gill, Manchester United’s CEO, at nine thirty this morning in his office. He must have guessed the reason for my meeting request.”

Li Mu instructed, “George MacMillan from the MacMillan family might also be there. They won’t let us easily poach Cristiano Ronaldo, so I need you to do something for me.”

Alastair quickly said, “Mr. Li, please don’t hesitate to give your orders.”

Li Mu said, “Find a way to get some portable recording equipment. I need you to record the entire audio from your meeting to your departure.”

“No problem,” Alastair said. “I can have my assistant bring a voice recorder and put it in a briefcase.”

Li Mu said, “How you achieve it is your problem; I only need the result.”

“Understood,” Alastair promised, stating, “I will make sure it’s done well.”

Li Mu then said, “Just send the audio file to me via email when you’re done, as soon as possible.”

“No problem!”

Nine thirty in the morning, London time.

Alastair, the CEO of Manchester City, arrived at Manchester United’s office building with his assistant and the club’s lawyer.

He, along with his assistant, had a voice recorder in their briefcases. Although he didn’t know why Li Mu wanted the entire meeting recorded, he carried out the instructions diligently and responsibly.

Upon arriving at Manchester United’s office building, he specifically asked to see David Gill, Manchester United’s CEO. However, to his surprise, he was met by three individuals: David Gill, Ferguson, and George MacMillan.

As soon as Alastair and his accompanying staff entered Manchester United’s CEO’s office, George MacMillan immediately burst into a furious rant: “Alastair, what the hell was your Manchester City Board of Directors thinking? Selling a Premier League club to a Chinese person? A damn Chinese person?! Did you lose your minds? When did the UK decline to such an extent?”

Alastair recognized George MacMillan and was familiar with the idler’s usual behavior, so he awkwardly replied, “Mr. MacMillan, the club’s capital-level operations are decided by the Board of Directors. I am just a professional manager, and I cannot answer your questions.”

George MacMillan bellowed with contempt, “The club was sold to those damn Chinese people! Why haven’t you resigned? Is working for Chinese people nobler than working for British people? Why aren’t you letting the Chinese people run this damn club?”

Alastair didn’t take his bait and said, “We are actually here today for the player Cristiano Ronaldo. We are willing to trigger his breach of contract fee clause with an offer of twenty-five million British Pounds. Therefore, the next steps require both sides’ lawyers to coordinate the follow-up work…”

Ferguson said, expressionless, “Alastair, save your breath. We will not let you have Cristiano Ronaldo.”

Alastair didn’t get angry; he smiled and said, “But your contract has a breach of contract fee clause, so as long as any club can afford twenty-five million British Pounds, you have to let the player go, don’t you?”

“It used to be, but not anymore,” George MacMillan said coldly. “Go back and tell Li Mu that as long as I’m here, he won’t be able to get a single Manchester United player!”

Alastair asked, puzzled, “Why? We are both Premier League clubs, shouldn’t we abide by the game rules of Premier League clubs? Either don’t include a breach of contract fee clause in the player’s contract, or if you do, be prepared for it to be triggered at any time. Our triggering of Cristiano Ronaldo’s breach of contract clause is entirely reasonable, rational, legal, and compliant. Even if we appeal to The FA for a ruling, I believe they will not hesitate to rule in our favor.”

Ferguson, with a grim face, said, “The FA is useless. Alastair, go back and tell that Chinese person to stop trying to get Cristiano Ronaldo. He’s such a good player; looking across the entire Premier League, only Manchester United has the strength and ability to nurture him into a superstar. Your club doesn’t even possess the environment to develop a player like him, and after being bought by Chinese people, it’s even less capable.”

Alastair’s expression also grew serious. He said, “Sir Ferguson, out of respect for Her Majesty the Queen, I also respect you as a knight conferred by Her Majesty. However, as the head coach of a Premier League team, you should be the primary defender of all Premier League rules. How can you openly violate them?”

“Openly violate?” Ferguson shook his head and said, “I haven’t violated any rules. If you have an issue, you can appeal to The FA and see how they rule. I can tell you this: no one has ever managed to get the better of me at The FA level.”

Ferguson had already contacted The FA, and George MacMillan had even directly called senior officials at The FA. He hadn’t yet settled the score for being beaten up by Li Mu. This time, no matter what, he wouldn’t allow Li Mu to act arrogantly on his own doorstep. He had already planned to “snipe” Manchester City, determined not to let them rise. Even if Li Mu poured in massive funds, he would ensure Manchester City couldn’t defeat Manchester United.

Seeing that the situation was unsalvageable, Alastair’s face hardened, and he said, “Since you are a club that refuses to honor contracts, then we’ll see each other at The FA!”

Turning away in anger, Alastair immediately told his assistant, “Let’s head back to the club right away.”

Then, he turned to the accompanying lawyer and said, “As soon as we’re back at the club, immediately lodge a protest with The FA, demanding their intervention. Also, the summer transfer window is closing soon, so we must pressure The FA to give us a ruling as quickly as possible.”

The accompanying lawyer nodded, “I’ll handle it as soon as possible.”

Alastair added, “We can’t just file a written protest. If The FA doesn’t respond by twelve o’clock noon today, we’ll depart for London. No matter what, we can’t let them drag this out any further.”



Back at the club, Alastair immediately exported the audio content from the voice recorder, sent it to Li Mu via email, and then called Li Mu.

As soon as the call connected, Alastair said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Manchester United’s stance is incredibly rigid. They refuse to honor the contract.”

With that, Alastair briefly recounted the unpleasant experience he had just endured.

Li Mu nodded and said, “Was all the audio recorded?”

Alastair quickly said, “It’s all recorded. I’ve sent it to your email.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Keep me updated on any developments.”

After hanging up with Alastair, Li Mu opened his email, downloaded the approximately ten-minute audio file to his local drive, and then casually clicked play. Immediately, he heard George MacMillan’s furious, “quacking” roar.

After carefully listening to the entire conversation, Li Mu wasn’t angry at all; instead, he felt exceptionally pleased.

Sometimes, a god-like teammate can make you feel refreshed and invigorated. The same goes for an opponent who acts like a pig.

Some people, lacking in intelligence or emotional intelligence, always dig their own graves step by step. Li Mu deeply understood such “tragedies” from his past life, when he used to follow celebrity gossip on Weibo.

For instance, a celebrity might make a minor mistake worth one point, but then insist on a two-point strong-headed and arrogant “cover up for one’s actions,” which only rips open a bigger hole. On top of the one-point minor mistake, they then commit a new error, worth at least two points, accumulating three points of mistakes. Still unrepentant, they continue to show off and forcefully “cover up for one’s actions,” turning three points into six. Ultimately, they end up with a fate of misery worse than death.

Those celebrities are all shrewd individuals who climbed from the very bottom, and even they easily make such mistakes. How much more so George MacMillan, an idler who knows nothing of earthly suffering and has never seen the dangers of the world?

Even from his side of the Earth, he could make George’s life worse than death.

Afterwards, Li Mu called Kong Lingyu, directly giving him an incredible task: “Old Kong, I forwarded an email to your inbox. Arrange for someone to upload the audio attachment to our YYtunes. Set the author as Manchester City, then add Manchester City’s avatar, making it an ‘original song’ released by ‘Manchester City Club,’ with the title ‘The Great Manchester United Team.’”

Kong Lingyu was completely bewildered by what he heard, but he still clearly remembered the key points in Li Mu’s instructions. He quickly said, “General Manager Li, I’ll arrange it right away.”

Li Mu reminded, “Oh, and after this song is uploaded, have the tech team temporarily hide it from the front-end. Don’t let users search for it on the public-facing site. Then send me the link. Only unhide it when I tell you to.”

Kong Lingyu had long grown accustomed to Li Mu’s unconventional methods and immediately stated, “Don’t worry, General Manager Li, I’ll make sure it’s done exactly as instructed.”

Li Mu nodded and hung up the phone.

George MacMillan and Ferguson made too many fatal mistakes in this recording: racial discrimination, national discrimination, refusal to honor contract clauses, openly defying industry rules, and boasting about their influence within The FA. If this were to be made public, it wouldn’t just be enough to cause Manchester United trouble; it would be enough to drown them in it!





Chapter 1570: Li Mu Released a ‘Song’

After Manchester City Club sent their appeal documents to The FA, they vanished without a trace.

In the eyes of UK and even global football fans, The FA is an absolute political organization. They love to associate football with politics, and shady dealings, even corruption, emerge endlessly. What’s most awkward is that this organization’s capabilities are truly limited, yet they hold the lifeline of the entire domestic football industry in their hands. As a result, no British club dares to offend them.

Manchester City’s connections/network within The FA are very weak. If their network scored a one, Manchester United would be around 9.5. Hence, Manchester United holds an overwhelming advantage with The FA.

Moreover, the people at The FA are quite interesting. Their vision is relatively short-sighted; they only cooperate with those whose interests are most tightly interwoven with their own. Take Manchester City and Manchester United, for example: they will blindly side with Manchester United, completely disregarding what kind of colossus lies behind Manchester City, because they believe it has nothing to do with them—at least, no financial involvement.

Therefore, after Manchester United Club had a word with The FA, they immediately proceeded according to Manchester United’s demands: first, suppress the issue of Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract and Manchester City Club, pushing it past this summer’s transfer window. Then, they would convene an internal hearing. At that hearing, Manchester United would appeal to The FA, arguing that Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract’s breach of contract fee clause was invalid. The FA would merely need a few people to sit together, chat some nonsense, and then issue a resolution approving the appeal.

As for Li Mu’s influence, they disregarded it completely.

They believed they were a privileged organization, independent of the entire world. Even the UK Prime Minister had no right to dictate how The FA operated. Though Li Mu was wealthy and famous, having bought a Premier League club, he would still have to obey The FA’s rules. This was The FA’s inherent sense of superiority.

However, they didn’t understand the internet, and thus didn’t understand Li Mu. They were unaware of his methods and had no idea about his formidable combativeness.

Alastair, Manchester City’s CEO, realizing The FA hadn’t given any reply, knew things weren’t looking good. He was also well aware that the summer transfer window was closing soon. If The FA cooperated with Manchester United in using delaying tactics, Manchester City would ultimately be the one hurt. Because once the window closed, Manchester City would be beyond saving for this season.

The FA had formulated many interesting rules. For example, they required foreign players to have work permits to play in the Premier League, and the standards behind issuing those work permits were utterly ridiculous. Furthermore, they had also formulated the rule that once the transfer window closed, Premier League teams could not buy players, which was even more infuriating.

This meant that from September 1st, players from any Premier League team could only leave, not join. Because of this rule, after the transfer window closed, players couldn’t be transferred to other Premier League teams; they could only go to teams in other foreign leagues.

By September 1st, Manchester City’s squad for the year would have no further opportunities for optimization.

At that point, Cristiano Ronaldo would naturally no longer be able to join Manchester City.

Alastair called various executives/high-level management at The FA separately, but received only vague and evasive responses. Some claimed they didn’t have time to handle such appeals recently, while others said Manchester City’s actions had already violated regulations, but no one was willing to specify which regulations.

Alastair immediately rushed to London with his staff, arriving at The FA at three in the afternoon. Unexpectedly, he still hit a wall everywhere; several top officials happened to be absent, and several mid-to-high-level leaders pushed responsibility onto each other, implying that they were not qualified to handle the matter.

The FA’s attitude greatly infuriated Alastair. For a governing body to openly provide convenience to certain individual clubs under its jurisdiction, and even brazenly trample rules—their conduct was truly unsightly.

Alastair waited at The FA until nearly closing time, then angrily told a staff member: “If I don’t get a clear explanation today, I refuse to leave The FA! Not until someone comes forward and tells me exactly what’s going on with this matter!”

In the UK, known for its gentlemanly demeanor, such open acting unruly was rarely seen, especially from a man. The staff could only persuade them: “Gentlemen, please don’t be impulsive. We oversee all football affairs in England. On a broad level, there are numerous matters to handle, and in a short time, we genuinely lack the energy/focus to provide quick, customized services for one team. We have received the appeal documents you sent. According to regulations, we will review your appeal documents within three to five business days. After approval, they will join other clubs’ appeal documents in the queue to await a hearing. So, we hope you can remain patient and not rush.”

Alastair felt like cursing. Don’t rush? Damn it, the summer transfer window was only a few days from closing! If the appeal documents took many days to review, the summer transfer window would close before the hearing even began!

An enraged Alastair, after going through a friend at the London Municipal Government and making several inquiries, finally learned that Manchester United had already filed an appeal regarding their contract with Cristiano Ronaldo itself.

Before Manchester United’s appeal was resolved, Manchester City’s appeal could not be resolved either.

In other words, if Manchester City wanted Cristiano Ronaldo, they would have to wait until Manchester United’s appeal failed. If Manchester United’s appeal succeeded, their contract with Cristiano Ronaldo would have its breach of contract fee clause voided. At that point, Manchester City would naturally have no way to acquire Cristiano Ronaldo by triggering the breach of contract fee clause.

Alastair clearly understood that The FA and Manchester United had set a trap for Manchester City. They had added a prerequisite appeal before Manchester City’s appeal, which immediately gave Manchester United absolute initiative.

However, this also showed how shameless The FA was. Manchester United’s contract with Cristiano Ronaldo explicitly stated the breach of contract fee clause. Manchester City triggering this clause was completely beyond question. Manchester United had no reason to appeal at all; even if they did appeal with a cheeky grin, The FA shouldn’t normally accept it. Wouldn’t it be simpler to just reject such an unreasonable appeal?

Yet, this brazen The FA was earnestly pursuing a hearing for a completely unreasonable appeal. This clearly demonstrated they were abusing their authority to help Manchester United do it under the radar.

Alastair indignantly recounted his experiences in London to Li Mu. He knew his own capabilities were completely insufficient to solve this problem; it was time to call for reinforcements.

…

Li Mu sometimes enjoyed black humor.

He had Kong Lingyu create an official Manchester City Club account, making it seem as if the club was going to release a song on YYtunes. Then, he uploaded that recording to YYtunes, titling it ‘The Great Manchester United’.

YYtunes was currently the world’s hottest music streaming software, and it perfectly supported Twitter, giving it an enormous reach. Globally popular songs easily garnered tens of millions of plays a day. If this special song was released on YYtunes and unhidden, netizens worldwide would be able to hear it.

Moreover, Li Mu had prepared the best promotional marketing method for this special song: his own Twitter account.

With over twenty million followers, Li Mu was the most followed celebrity on Twitter. Therefore, he couldn’t help but anticipate how his followers would react when he retweeted ‘The Great Manchester United’ using his own account.

And what would be the mood of his UK friends when they heard ‘The Great Manchester United’?

As for how Manchester United’s friends would feel when they heard ‘The Great Manchester United,’ Li Mu could already pretty much guess.

So, after receiving Alastair’s call, he directly told Kong Lingyu: release ‘The Great Manchester United.’ It was time to unleash the hounds.

Subsequently, Li Mu opened his Twitter, shared the link to ‘The Great Manchester United,’ and added a line: “With the highest respect to the great Manchester United team.”

After typing both Chinese and English into the content box, Li Mu lightly clicked the ‘post’ button with his mouse. Twitter displayed a pop-up notification: Successfully posted!

…

At this moment, Manchester United’s executives, including George MacMillan, were all beaming with joy after hearing the news of Alastair hitting a wall everywhere at The FA.

It seemed those old geezers at The FA were quite cooperative/enthusiastic. No matter how capable Li Mu was, he hadn’t been able to penetrate his influence into The FA.

George MacMillan said triumphantly: “Li Mu thinks he can act arrogantly/unscrupulously in the UK just by having good relations with the Royal Family? Today, I’ll teach him a good lesson and let him know that in the face of British Pounds, even the Queen is useless!”

Ferguson held no animosity towards Li Mu, so he couldn’t experience George MacMillan’s triumphant feeling of revenge. He merely let out a complete sigh of relief. From the current situation, he had finally kept Cristiano Ronaldo, securing his future superstar.

Therefore, Ferguson said to the CEO and George MacMillan: “Gentlemen, the team has a match tonight. I need to prepare and take the team to the stadium. Today is the first match of the season, which holds great significance for the fans and spectators.”

George MacMillan nodded and said: “Sir, play well tonight, beat them three-nil!”

Ferguson smiled slightly and said: “We will devote ourselves to the utmost.”

George MacMillan reminded him: “By the way, Sir, let Cristiano Ronaldo start tonight. Give Manchester City a resounding slap in the face!”

Ferguson nodded, smiling: “That’s exactly what I was thinking. Having him start will not only send a signal to Manchester City but also make him understand that he is destined to be Manchester United’s future star. No other team has the ability or the right to poach him from Manchester United!”

George MacMillan exclaimed admiringly: “Sir, what I admire most is your spirit and confidence! I’ll be there tonight to cheer everyone on!”

Ferguson smiled humbly, opened the door, and was about to leave when an extremely flustered face suddenly appeared in the doorway, colliding directly with him.

The newcomer was Manchester United Club’s spokesperson and the Vice President responsible for all promotional marketing and brand image building.

The moment he entered, he crashed into the elderly Ferguson, sending him stumbling back a few steps and nearly falling. But he completely ignored Ferguson’s indignant expression, exclaiming in a panic: “Something big has happened! Li Mu released a ‘song’ on Twitter…”





Chapter 1571: It would have been better if they had killed you

“Are you out of your damn mind? Li Mu releases a song and you make such a fuss? If Li Mu farts in China tomorrow, are you going to rush over here in a panic?”

George MacMillan was in an extremely foul mood, nearly cursing the moment he opened his mouth, seeing the spokesperson panting unevenly.

Lately, he would explode with anger just hearing Li Mu’s name.

He hated it most when people mentioned Li Mu in front of him, as well as any names that sounded like Li Mu, such as Lim or Liam. He’d feel annoyed just hearing them. Even seeing anything related to lemons would upset him.

The reason, perhaps, was that ever since Li Mu had thoroughly trounced him, he hadn’t been able to reclaim his dignity or surpass Li Mu in any aspect.

Though both were wealthy young men, George MacMillan felt completely overshadowed by Li Mu, leaving him extremely frustrated.

This was also one of the reasons why he absolutely could not let Cristiano Ronaldo go to Manchester City.

He felt that the entire latter half of his life had found its meaning: to do everything in his power to go against Li Mu.

Ferguson looked at the spokesperson, Hank, and asked, puzzled, “Hank, what are you panicking about? What does Li Mu releasing a song have to do with us?”

The spokesperson, Hank, said nervously, “To be precise, Li Mu retweeted a song, and this song was released by Manchester City Club on YYtunes!”

“So what?” Ferguson asked, looking bewildered.

Hank quickly said, “The name of this song is The Great Manchester United!”

“Holy crap!” The CEO, Ferguson, and George MacMillan were all stunned.

What the hell?

Manchester City Club released a song titled The Great Manchester United?

George MacMillan, exasperated, cursed, “Damn it, does our club need them to write songs for us? I’ll find a few professional litigators and make sure they openly apologize across all of England!”

Hank braced himself and said, “Mr. MacMillan, please listen first. It’s not actually a song; it’s a recording!”

George MacMillan looked puzzled: “A recording? A recording of what?”

Hank said, “It’s a recording about the three of you…”

George MacMillan still didn’t understand. Losing his patience, he said impatiently, “Stop beating around the bush, just tell me clearly!”

Ferguson’s heart sank, he smacked his forehead, and a look of panic spread across his face.

He seemed to have vaguely guessed what the recording was about…

He turned to look at CEO David Gill, whose expression was also extremely panicked. The two of them were still on the same intellectual level; both could see the same message in each other’s eyes: “It’s over, something bad is going to happen!”

David Gill quickly opened his computer. Ferguson rushed over, anxiously waiting for the computer to boot up.

George MacMillan was still cursing and grumbling on the side, “Damn it, what pathetic trash are they, daring to release a song about us? I definitely won’t let this opportunity slip by; I’ll really sort them out this time!”

After speaking, still not satisfied, he spat and gnashed his teeth, “Damn Li Mu! Damn Manchester City!”

Ferguson glanced at George MacMillan, thinking, Did this scoundrel get into Cambridge by accident? Is his intelligence really that low? The MacMillan family has been prominent in Europe for fifty years, so why has their intelligence degenerated to this point in this generation?

While feeling agitated, David Gill had already reached the desktop, and frantically opened Twitter, then prepared to search for Li Mu.

As the cursor was about to click into the search bar, the grey default search content appeared: “Li Mu uncovers the dirty secrets of British football…”

“It’s over…” David Gill’s heart sank, but he still clicked search.

Subsequently, the search results page popped up. Topping the list was the Twitter post published by Li Mu himself, which now had over three hundred thousand comments and over two hundred thousand retweets.

Since YYtunes was itself a product within Muye Technology’s ecosystem, The Great Manchester United, shared by Li Mu, could be played directly within Twitter. David Gill’s right hand trembled as he laboriously moved the cursor, trying to get it to the play button. Ferguson, standing beside him, was already breaking out in a cold sweat.

After suddenly developing Parkinson’s disease for thirty seconds, David Gill finally clicked the play button. The moment it opened, George MacMillan’s voice rang out: “Alastair, what was the original Board of Directors of your Manchester City thinking? Selling a Premier League club to a Chinese person? A damn Chinese person?! Have dogs eaten your brains? When did the UK decline to this extent?”

George MacMillan’s voice, played through the high-end Dynaudio speakers David Gill had specially configured for his computer, left George MacMillan himself stunned.

He had been enjoying himself cursing Li Mu, but upon hearing this voice, he looked up and asked, “What the hell is this?”

Ferguson said with a dark expression, “This is your recording…”

“Shit!” George MacMillan looked at David Gill and asked furiously, “David, how is my recording on your computer? When was this recorded? Why does it sound so familiar…”

David Gill held his head in his hands and said, “George, are you messing with me? What the hell is this, don’t you have a clue?”

George MacMillan frowned, his focus not on what David Gill said, but on David Gill’s tone!

So he roared, “Damn Gill, when you speak to me, please show some respect!”

David Gill looked at Ferguson in despair, and Ferguson wore the same desperate expression.

At this moment, the recording continued, and Ferguson’s voice emerged:

“Alastair, save it. We’re not giving you Cristiano Ronaldo.”

“The FA is no use either, Alastair. Go back and tell that Chinese person to stop trying to get Cristiano Ronaldo…”

“I can tell you this: no one has ever managed to get the better of me at The FA level…”

Ferguson was completely desperate!

He knew very well what problems they would face next.

Firstly, this time Li Mu himself had opened fire, and the firepower was too fierce. If Li Mu had an entire carrier battle group behind him, then by comparison, what was he? Just the head instructor of a militia battalion…

Secondly, he had acted tough in front of Manchester City CEO Alastair, first openly refusing to comply with Premier League rules, then boasting that he had strong connections within The FA and feared no one. But unexpectedly, the recording was put online by Li Mu in a flash.

Finally, his lifelong reputation, considering the current posture, was going to be completely ruined…

At this moment, Twitter was exploding. Tens of millions of netizens were following this matter, not only because it was an event initiated by Li Mu, but also because the nature of the incident was truly egregious.

Racial discrimination and national discrimination are extremely serious issues in Western countries, especially when such remarks are made by public figures; they are bound to be openly condemned by the entire population;

Ignoring rules and trampling on them are also very serious problems in Western society. No matter who it is, once exposed, it will bring immense distrust to society;

Now, George MacMillan and Alexander Ferguson would each firmly take the fall; neither could escape.

George MacMillan was slow to realize, but finally dawned on him that he might have caused big trouble. His arrogant bluster instantly vanished, and he stammered to David Gill, “David, was this released by Li Mu?”

David Gill looked at him with a gaze of pity for an idiot, and gently nodded.

George MacMillan slumped onto the guest sofa, muttering, “It’s over now, I’ve caused a huge mess…”

After speaking, he suddenly looked up at David Gill and asked, “By the way, did Li Mu say who the voices in this recording belonged to?”

David Gill shook his head.

George MacMillan instantly let out a sigh of relief, saying, “That’s good, that’s good. On the level of an ordinary person, I’m not as famous as Ferguson, so they shouldn’t be able to recognize my voice.”

Ferguson was stunned, staring at George MacMillan, trembling with rage.

What this scoundrel said seemed to be true. If Li Mu hadn’t specified who was who, the vast majority of Britons wouldn’t recognize George MacMillan’s voice, or even know who he was. But for himself, it was terrible. People in the entire UK who couldn’t recognize his voice were probably very few, especially since his voice was everywhere on TV and the internet. Just listen to any clip, and it would be clear it was him.

Just as Ferguson was feeling dejected, David Gill suddenly spoke, “George, although Li Mu didn’t point out your name, Alastair did.”

George MacMillan asked in surprise, “What do you mean?”

David Gill dragged the progress bar back a bit. In the recording, right after he had thoroughly cursed Alastair, Alastair had very politely said, “Mr. MacMillan, the club’s capital operations…”

After playing that segment, David Gill once again looked at George MacMillan with that gaze of pity for an idiot, and reminded him, “He called you ‘Mr. MacMillan’. So for this matter, someone from the MacMillan family must step up and take responsibility. Besides, from what I see, this matter will most likely require a public apology press conference to the global audience. If you don’t show up, where are we going to find someone with a voice exactly like yours?”

George MacMillan’s heart instantly plummeted to the bottom. This truly was the end; he was probably going to be made infamous by Li Mu…

Just then, George MacMillan’s phone rang. When he saw “Dad” on the screen, he immediately panicked.

George’s father, William Macmillan, though usually protective of his children, could be truly terrifying when serious. If he was calling now, it was ninety-nine percent certain he was calling to scold him.

The phone rang for a long time before George MacMillan finally gritted his teeth and answered. He had just managed to say, “Hi, Dad,” when William Macmillan’s furious roar came from the other end: “Are you trying to get yourself killed?! How many times have I warned you not to go against Li Mu! Don’t go against Li Mu! Don’t you have any memory at all? In the blink of an eye, you’ve caused such a huge mess! Li Mu might as well have just killed you last time!”





Chapter 1572: Make Li Mu Satisfied!

Unlike George MacMillan, William Macmillan had some genuine ability.

At the very least, his ability to judge the situation was many times stronger than that of his uneducated and unskilled son.

When Li Mu hit his son right in front of him, it wasn’t just his son who felt disgraced; he, as Dad, felt even more disgraced, and the entire MacMillan family was shamed by it.

But he knew there was no way around it. Li Mu was too clever; he only struck when he had seized leverage. With major accusations of personal attack, racial discrimination, and ethnic discrimination leveled against George MacMillan, even if Li Mu had beaten George MacMillan half to death on the spot, no one would have thought he was wrong. On the contrary, everyone would have thought George MacMillan damn well deserved it.

Now, his foolish son had made the same mistake again, and the target was still Li Mu…

Li Mu buying Manchester City was, in William Macmillan’s eyes, nothing to care about. But his son insisted on seeing it differently, believing that Li Mu coming to Manchester and buying Manchester City was a provocation, a slap in his face. He just had to fight to the end with Li Mu. Unexpectedly, Li Mu played a dirty trick on him again.

When William Macmillan heard The Great Manchester United on Li Mu’s Twitter, he was scared and broke into a cold sweat. Li Mu’s publicity power was global, and such a huge scandal, once known to everyone worldwide, would inevitably severely impact the MacMillan family’s reputation!

How would the MacMillan family establish a foothold in Europe in the future? With such a major scandal laid bare, it would forever be leverage for others to attack them. What’s more, the mistakes George MacMillan made included not just blatant discrimination, but also rampant trampling of rules.

Fortunately, Ferguson shared the blame for trampling the rules. Otherwise, if the MacMillan family had to take all the blame, they would truly be scorned to death by the entire English public.

George MacMillan was given a fierce scolding by Dad, but he dared not retort. He could only say in a muffled, grumbling tone, “Dad, I was wrong, I’m sorry…”

“What’s the use of being sorry!” William Macmillan roared furiously, “You must immediately issue a public apology to society as a whole, especially to Li Mu and the Chinese people!”

In old William’s eyes, if George MacMillan didn’t apologize, given Li Mu’s temper—since he had unleashed full firepower—he would certainly not let it go. As long as Li Mu wasn’t satisfied, George MacMillan would never have a moment of peace.

After all, whether in terms of publicity power, capital strength, or social status, George MacMillan was too far behind Li Mu. It was simply too easy for Li Mu to deal with him. A single Twitter post could wield such immense power; what would happen if he posted one every few days?

By then, George MacMillan could basically say goodbye to any public occasions, because wherever he went, there would surely be people holding signs in protest and making an issue of his inappropriate remarks. At that point, the entire MacMillan family would not agree to let George serve as the next leader, and if he lost controlling power over the MacMillan family, everything would be over.

This was not an ordinary fight for a position. In a formidable family like the MacMillans, it was like a struggle for the throne. Royalty were everywhere, but there was only one emperor; the difference in their power was like worlds apart.

George MacMillan also realized the seriousness of the problem and immediately promised obediently, asking his Dad, “How should I apologize?”

William Macmillan said coldly, “You immediately get back to London right now. I’ll arrange a time for you to make a video apology on BBC, facing a global audience! Your posture must be the lowest, and your attitude must be the most sincere! Preferably shedding tears and lamenting!”

“Video apology?!” George MacMillan blurted out, “This… this is too disgraceful…”

George MacMillan had thought it would just be issuing a public statement, easily drafted by a publicity staff member in the family. But he never expected Dad to make him go to a TV station to apologize to the world. Wouldn’t that be a massive disgrace?

William Macmillan roared furiously, “Don’t give me any nonsense! Right now, immediately, get back to London! I’m arranging for a helicopter from Manchester Aviation Company to pick you up. If you dare to delay time again, don’t ever come back!”

George MacMillan could only hang his head low and say, “Dad, don’t worry, I’m going back now.”

When he hung up, he looked at Ferguson, who was already sighing with worry.

He knew in his heart what big trouble he had gotten into. For one player, he dared to openly challenge the entire Premier League’s rules and brazenly speak about it, allowing others to seize leverage. Such a matter, at minimum, could lead to him being dismissed from Manchester United, and at maximum, directly expelled from the Premier League.

CEO David Gill was incredibly relieved that when Manchester City’s CEO arrived, he hadn’t tried to show off and hadn’t said much.

Just then, Li Mu sent another Twitter post.

After his black humor song, he wasn’t going to let these fellows off the hook. Someone dared to show off to him the moment he took over the Premier League. If he didn’t give them a harsh lesson, how would he get by in the Premier League in the future?

So, Li Mu decided to be like a descending tiger or a rising dragon, to crush all opponents who dared to challenge him in one go, right from the start, to establish a king’s demeanor and inspire awe in everyone.

Manchester United, conveniently, could be used to make an example of.

The second Twitter post was a mind map drawn by Li Mu himself. In this mind map, he explained in detail the points of contention between Manchester City and Manchester United.

For instance, first and foremost, Manchester City hoped to trigger Cristiano Ronaldo’s breach of contract fee clause in accordance with the contract and Premier League regulations. Manchester City’s actions were entirely reasonable, legal, rational, and compliant, with no irregular operations whatsoever.

However, immediately after, Manchester United began to act shamelessly. Not only did their executives make racially and ethnically discriminatory remarks, but they also worked with their head coach to engage in irregular operations through The FA.

Li Mu also clearly drew the process of Manchester United’s irregular operations: The first step was to appeal to The FA, demanding the abolition of the breach of contract clause in Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract. In this step, Manchester United completely disregarded contractual integrity and made an unreasonable fuss.

The second step: The FA should have directly rejected such an unreasonable appeal that trampled on rules, but these old English bureaucrats opened a back door for Manchester United. Such ridiculous and unreasonable appeal actually passed The FA’s initial review and began queuing for a hearing. This was simply nonsense.

The third step: The FA deliberately ignored Manchester City’s appeal until Manchester City’s CEO arrived at The FA. Only then did they reluctantly accept the appeal, but they delayed the review time and hearing time for the legitimate appeal, creating a time window for Manchester United.

The FA and Manchester United engaged in such underhanded dealings entirely to drag out the time until the summer transfer window closed, thereby effectively blocking Manchester City’s acquisition of Cristiano Ronaldo!

After Li Mu expressed this detailed mind map in both Chinese and English text, he also wrote a bilingual statement. The statement read:

“In the past few hours, I have been deeply angered by Manchester United’s shamelessness. I never thought anyone could so openly trample on rules and also issue remarks full of racial discrimination.

Nor did I ever imagine that The Football Association, as the governing body of the Premier League, would make such unprofessional and unethical decisions. They formulated the Premier League rules, and then they trampled on the rules they formulated. If so, why formulate rules at all? To deceive all Premier League teams and audiences?

If Manchester United Football Club and The Football Association do not provide a clear, sincere, and persuasive solution to this matter, Manchester City Club will refuse to participate in any match this season!

I hope that fans, netizens, and the public worldwide who possess a sense of justice can supervise this shameless farce and see when these clowns will finally stop!”

No club owner had ever dared to publicly confront The FA like this; Li Mu was the first.

He wasn’t scared at all because he knew that The FA was already completely in a disadvantaged position in this matter. The harder he pressed, the more flustered and scared they would become. If it came to this point and The FA still didn’t give him a satisfactory answer, then he would spare no effort to attack The FA. If worst came to worst, he’d give up on Manchester City and stop playing in the Premier League, but he’d still crush The FA completely.

As soon as this statement was released, The FA was in great chaos!

Li Mu’s fervent passion and direct attack against injustice earned him admiration from netizens worldwide. He defended his flag as a youth role model and his persona. As for The FA and Manchester United, they instantly became the target of public criticism.

FIFA’s official Twitter account, five minutes after Li Mu’s statement was published, issued a tweet stating: FIFA has formally requested The Football Association to provide an explanation regarding the Manchester United player transfer incident within eight hours.

In FIFA’s eyes, this incident was extremely egregious. The FA’s actions angered Li Mu, which then spread globally, immensely impacting the reputation of FIFA and football associations worldwide. It was a scandal for the entire FIFA!

The true head of The FA gathered several of his core senior executives and gave them a severe scolding. The worst off was the executive who directly helped Ferguson manipulate the entire process; he was immediately dismissed from his post, with absolutely no room for negotiation.

Subsequently, The FA began holding an emergency meeting to discuss how to respond to this crisis and how to penalize Manchester United Football Club.

Half an hour later, they had already deliberated on an emergency plan:

First, The FA would dismiss the implicated official and immediately reject Manchester City’s appeal. At the same time, they would order Manchester United Football Club to comply with the contract and allow Cristiano Ronaldo’s transfer.

Concurrently, The FA would formally apologize to fans and the public worldwide, acknowledge their shortcomings in management, and promise the public to accept supervision.

Secondly, multiple penalties would be issued to Manchester United.

After intense discussion, they initially settled on a penalty proposal:

The first penalty was for their Board of Directors member, George MacMillan: a fine of five hundred thousand British Pounds for his racially discriminatory remarks, and a ban from participating in any football-related activities for one year.

The second was for head coach Ferguson: a fine of three hundred thousand British Pounds for openly defying rules and trying to exploit loopholes through connections, and a ban from matches for this season.

The third was a fine of three hundred thousand British Pounds for Manchester United Football Club.

This proposal received 52% support in the show of hands vote. Just as the person in charge was about to finalize it, an executive suddenly spoke, “Gentlemen, do you think this level of punishment is really enough?”

A female executive nodded and said, “We have basically issued the largest fine in Premier League history, and banning a head coach for a whole season is truly unprecedented. I believe the public should be satisfied.”

That executive smiled slightly and said, “You all haven’t grasped the key point. The key point now is not to satisfy the public, but to make Li Mu satisfied!”





Chapter 1573: Uncertain Prospects

“To satisfy Li Mu?”

As soon as this sentence was spoken, everyone fell silent.

Indeed.

It’s not like they could come up with a disciplinary plan here, and Li Mu would automatically accept it.

This Li Mu, to put it nicely, is the richest person in the world, the foremost figure in the internet industry; to put it harshly, he’s an international rogue.

The reason he’s called an international rogue is primarily because he acts completely outside the rules. If you don’t say one thing right, he’ll directly throw a nuclear weapon at you, not bothering to give you a second chance to reform.

Just like this time, Manchester United merely obstructed Li Mu’s club from poaching players and then said some disrespectful things. Li Mu could have directly approached The FA for consultation first, hoping to resolve it privately. If it couldn’t be resolved privately, then he could think of other solutions.

But Li Mu doesn’t play by those rules. If The FA or Manchester United try to show off with him, he’ll just launch a missile from China to blow them to smithereens. If he’s still unhappy, he’ll launch another.

So, if The FA doesn’t handle this properly and satisfy Li Mu, then Li Mu will likely fight to the end with them.

The entire conference room was silent. Everyone looked at each other, and no one knew how exactly to satisfy Li Mu.

The Head of The FA pondered for a moment and said, “I think we should first analyze who Li Mu hates the most in this incident.”

Then he paused and continued, “I think the person he hates most is, first and foremost, George MacMillan, because of his racially discriminatory remarks. And I heard that Li Mu already beat him up in person because of those remarks.”

Everyone nodded. The incident of George MacMillan being beaten up by Li Mu had long spread throughout high society, and the circles of old bureaucrats had also heard about it.

Immediately, the Head continued, “In Li Mu’s mind, the person he finds most annoying after George MacMillan should be Ferguson…”

At this point, he gritted his teeth, “God knows, I despise him too. He’s simply too arrogant. It would be fine if he was just arrogant himself, but he also caused such a big mess for us!”

A senior executive who had just vetoed the proposal spoke up, “Gentlemen, if I may interject, the reason I didn’t agree with the solutions you proposed earlier is because I believe that the punishment for George MacMillan and Ferguson is far from meeting Li Mu’s psychological expectation. If such a punishment is announced, we would not only offend George MacMillan and Ferguson but also fail to satisfy Li Mu, ending up pleasing no one.”

The Head nodded, looked at him, and asked, “So, what’s your opinion?”

That Head said, “For this kind of matter, I don’t recommend being a fence-sitter; the more you fence-sit, the more doomed you become. So we must firmly stand on one side. As for which side, if we stand with George MacMillan and Ferguson, Li Mu will not let us off, nor will football fans across the UK, or even the world. Therefore, I believe we should firmly stand with Li Mu on this matter. We would rather completely offend the MacMillan family and Ferguson than let Li Mu harbor any lingering dissatisfaction with us.”

“Exactly!” the Head said, strongly agreeing. “I highly endorse your view. Our best choice now is to stand with Li Mu.”

With that, he asked, “If we stand with Li Mu, how do you think we should handle George MacMillan and Ferguson?”

The other person said without hesitation, “We should deal with them to the maximum extent within our power.”

At this point, he added, “We can’t do anything to George MacMillan directly, but we can ban him from participating in any football-related activities in England for life. Because we can’t do anything to him, but we can regulate English football.”

The Head nodded gently, giving him a look to continue.

He continued, “As for Ferguson, I think the best punishment for him would be a lifetime ban from coaching any team in England!”

“My God…” someone couldn’t help but exclaim, “Ferguson is a Sir, a knight personally conferred an honor by the Queen! And he has very high popularity and support level in the country. We can’t do this to him, it’s unfair to him!”

“Fair?” the radical senior executive sneered. “Is there ‘fairness’ in Ferguson’s eyes? To be honest, he’s an Old Fox who manipulates rules, just like those financial wolves on Wall Street. Such a person spends their entire life studying, evading, and even breaking rules. He doesn’t have the word ‘fairness’ in his own lexicon! If he did, he wouldn’t have caused such a farce!”

As he spoke, he couldn’t hide his excitement, saying, “It’s just that no one exposed him before; otherwise, he would have been notorious long ago. In other words, if all the head coaches in the Premier League were exposed, there wouldn’t be a single good person among them. Now that Ferguson has been targeted by Li Mu, his popularity will plummet after this incident, and no one will think this is unfair to him.”

Another official who held the same view said approvingly, “I think Bill is absolutely right. We shouldn’t think this is a minor issue, or just a common occurrence in a gray area. Since this matter has been exposed by Li Mu, it is a scandal — a scandal that, if mishandled, could bring immense reputational damage to English football as a whole. As administrators, if we don’t impose the severest sanctions on this scandal, how will we command respect in the future? How will we guarantee our authority?”

Someone sighed, “But to directly drive him out of England, this punishment is too severe; it will ruin his career. If we don’t help him out and let him bear such a huge scandal and such a severe punishment, it will be absolutely impossible for him to coach in the Top Five Leagues in the future…”

The Head slammed the table and said angrily, “Who the hell is going to help me if I help him?”

With that, the Head waved his hand and said, “Then let’s take another vote by a show of hands. Those who approve of a lifetime ban for George MacMillan from participating in football-related activities in England, and a lifetime ban for Ferguson from coaching in the Premier League, please raise your hands.”

Out of nearly twenty people, half immediately raised their hands without hesitation. A few seconds later, several more people gradually raised their hands.

In the end, only two people firmly refused to raise their hands; all the rest were in favor.

The Head nodded and said, “Alright, no need to count the support rate. Just announce it according to this!”

…

Manchester.

Manchester United Carrington Training Centre.

A civilian helicopter from a local aviation company landed on the vacant lot in front of the office building.

George MacMillan, his face ashen, quickly walked out of the building and hastily boarded the helicopter. The helicopter then rapidly climbed in altitude and flew towards London.

A few minutes later, Ferguson also walked out of the office building. He seemed rather dejected, his mind a complete mess.

By now, he regretted it so much he wished he could slap himself.

He couldn’t figure out what he had been thinking, insisting on going against Li Mu.

They weren’t in the same league at all. What was the point of trying to stop a chariot with a mantis’s arm like this? What was he after? Just to prove he had extraordinary strength and unparalleled influence in the Premier League? But he used it in the wrong place.

Ultimately, he had been in a closed circle for too long, too isolated. He always felt like a fish in water within this circle, believing he could thrive anywhere and easily get by. Little did he know, no matter how big a fish is in freshwater, it’s just a shrimp in the sea.

Today, Manchester was drizzling. Ferguson stood downstairs, gazing up at the hazy streetlights, cursing himself inwardly: “I’ve become senile! I’ve gotten full of myself! Isn’t it just Cristiano Ronaldo? If Li Mu wants him, couldn’t I just give him? Now look, this huge scandal has been caused. How do I clean it up? By tomorrow at the latest, I’ll have to give an explanation to the outside world, right?”

As he was thinking, his assistant coach quickly ran over and said to him, “Sir, the players are ready to depart!”

Ferguson nodded.

Tonight at 8:30 PM, Manchester United’s first match of the season.

He had originally wanted Cristiano Ronaldo to start, to send a signal to Li Mu that the Premier League was his territory: if you’re a dragon, coil here for me; if you’re a tiger, lie down here for me.

But looking at it now, he decided to forget about it. He wouldn’t let Cristiano Ronaldo play, or even be on the bench. It would be a sign of weakness to Li Mu, hoping he would receive the message and show mercy where it was due!

Thinking this, Ferguson and his assistant coach stepped onto the team bus together.

After getting on the bus, Ferguson noticed Cristiano Ronaldo looking at him. When he realized Ferguson was also looking at him, his gaze immediately shifted away.

Other players were also covertly watching him. Whenever he looked at someone, that person would immediately look in another direction.

Ferguson knew that the players must have already learned about the incidents that had exploded online.

Ferguson felt extremely agitated. He walked up to Cristiano Ronaldo and dejectedly told him, “Cristiano, you don’t need to go to the stadium with the team today. Go back and rest.”

Cristiano Ronaldo looked at Ferguson with a puzzled expression but didn’t open his mouth to ask anything.

The other players were also somewhat surprised. Although head coaches usually announce the starting lineup only after arriving at the stadium, it was the first time someone had been sent off the bus before departure.

Ferguson sighed deeply and said, “Manchester City came today to discuss your contract. They want to trigger the breach of contract fee clause in your agreement.”

Cristiano Ronaldo spoke up, “Sir Ferguson, I would like to play once before I transfer. After all, having joined Manchester United and worn their jersey, it would be too much of a pity if I don’t even get a chance to play.”

Ferguson shook his head and said, “Get off the bus. You won’t be playing tonight.”

Cristiano Ronaldo looked at Ferguson, then nodded slightly after a few seconds. He picked up his training bag and stepped off the bus.

After he got off the bus, the bus closed its doors and slowly drove out of the training ground. Cristiano Ronaldo watched the bus gradually disappear, knowing in his heart that his transfer should proceed smoothly this time.

Ferguson, inside the bus, felt this was a sign of weakness towards Li Mu, but what fate awaited him, he did not know.





Chapter 1574: Destiny Descends

Without seeing the MacMillan family bow their heads in apology, without seeing The FA issue an apology, without seeing Ferguson disciplined by The FA, and without even securing Cristiano Ronaldo’s contract, Li Mu continued to fan the flames online regarding his two Twitter posts and related news.

YY.com initiated another wave of content pushes. Editors at YY.com even created a special news feature, continuously providing more detailed descriptions of the entire incident.

The British public, and indeed people worldwide who followed the Premier League, paid close attention to the affair. In the UK, large numbers of citizens had already gathered at the headquarters of Manchester United and The FA to protest.

The Premier League was the pride of British football fans, but they never expected such sordid dirt to be hidden behind this pride.

Media across Europe paid attention. Aside from the BBC, which still dared not report with clear bias, other media outlets uniformly denounced the ugly hidden truths of the Premier League and the rampant corruption of The FA.

The FA’s reputation plummeted to a historic low.

The continuous external criticism made The FA’s high-ranking officials incredibly worried sick. They could not wait until tomorrow to announce their latest solution, as the night ahead was too long, and they had no idea how high Li Mu would escalate the matter.

Just as Ferguson’s team arrived at Old Trafford Stadium, the home fans, who had been waiting for a long time at the bus entrance, uncharacteristically held up protest signs and loudly chanted in unison outside the bus: “Ferguson, Shame on you!”

“Ferguson, shame on you!”

Over the years, Ferguson had been wildly popular among all Manchester United players and British fans, and deep down, he was indeed feeling somewhat smug. His title of Sir also gave him a transcendent sense of superiority, as he was the only coach in the football world to receive a KBE.

But today, everything was reversed.

If his followers and fans could make him feel transcendent, they could naturally also make him feel the humility of having to tuck your tail between your legs and behave.

Now, Ferguson’s expression on the team bus was exceptionally grim. He could no longer feel anger, only regret and panic.

After all, he had stayed at that extreme height for too long, and suddenly feeling as though he was being toppled to the ground, Ferguson’s heart was exceptionally flustered.

Honestly, Ferguson’s coaching ability and understanding of football were absolutely world-class; these were his professional capabilities. However, people with strong professional capabilities also easily make a mistake: arrogance due to talent.

Feeling that their professional capabilities are strong and their industry status is high, they start acting like industry tyrants, provoking rules, manipulating rules, and even elevating themselves above the rules. Such genius individuals, who can’t distinguish between what should be done and what shouldn’t, were a dime a dozen in China’s ancient history. Their outcomes were almost without exception: all were beheaded.

What Ferguson was thinking at this moment was that if time could rewind, he would personally take Cristiano Ronaldo and hand him over to Manchester City.

The team bus slowly drove through the crowd into the stadium. When the bus finally stopped in front of the player entrance, Ferguson was the first to step off, walking expressionlessly into the home team players’ lounges.

Ferguson became Manchester United’s head coach in 1986, and as of today, he had overseen Old Trafford Stadium for nearly twenty years, knowing it as intimately as his own home.

The players followed Ferguson into the stadium, silently heading to the familiar players’ lounges. They opened their assigned lockers to change while waiting to hear the head coach’s squad arrangement and tactical deployment for the day.

Although Ferguson’s thoughts were in turmoil, he forced himself to calm down. He then pulled over the blackboard and began drawing tactical formations on the football field diagram.

The only thing Ferguson felt fortunate about was that tonight’s opponent, Bolton, was merely a low-ranking Premier League team. Manchester United could generally win easily when facing such an opponent.

The assistant coach walked over at this moment and read out the starting lineup list that Ferguson had just revised. Originally, he wanted Cristiano Ronaldo to start the match as a response to Manchester City, but now this genius player, who had replaced Beckham, had been crossed off the starting lineup list, and wouldn’t even be on the substitutes’ bench.

After the assistant coach finished reading the starting lineup, Ferguson had already drawn the formation diagram on the blackboard. He began, “Tonight we don’t have David Beckham, we don’t have Cristiano Ronaldo, so we’ll play a 4-2-3-1. Scholes, your position needs to be further forward…”

Just as he was speaking, Manchester United’s CEO, David Gill, suddenly pushed the door open, his face full of panic.

“David?” Seeing David Gill, Ferguson’s heart sank.

Under normal circumstances, even if the CEO came to watch the match live, he would mainly be in a private box with shareholders or important guests. He wouldn’t come to the changing room, especially with his expression此刻 full of tension and helplessness; it didn’t look like good news at all.

David Gill looked at Ferguson sympathetically and pityingly, and asked quietly, “Sir, can I speak with you privately for a moment?”

Ferguson put down his marker pen, apologized to the players, and then stepped outside.

At the doorway, David Gill faced a surprised Ferguson and suddenly didn’t know how to begin.

How to say it? Should he just tell him directly: “Sir, we’ve received a punishment notice issued by The FA after working overtime, stating that you’ve been permanently banned from coaching English teams?”

Oh my goodness! David Gill couldn’t imagine what a blow this would be to Ferguson.

A man who had poured his lifelong dedication into Manchester United now had to not only leave Manchester United but even leave England to find a foothold for himself. This punishment was truly too cruel.

However, as a CEO, David Gill was also very clear that The FA’s disciplinary decision was overall sound. They found the key point of the problem, which was: severely punish others to protect themselves.

When facing an international rogue like Li Mu, The FA could only sacrifice a subordinate to appease Li Mu, pointing to the subordinate’s corpse and saying to Li Mu, “Look, I really didn’t fail to discipline him, and I really wasn’t sheltering my subordinate.”

Behind this, David Gill could imagine the pang of sadness The FA must have felt. Their decision meant that they had fully chosen to yield to Li Mu, and no one was powerful enough to save Ferguson.

Ferguson watched David Gill’s hesitant, uncertain manner, his brow furrowed as he asked, “David, what on earth is going on?”

David Gill looked at Ferguson, hesitated repeatedly, and finally gritted his teeth and spoke resolutely: “Sir, we just received a punishment notice from The FA…”

“Punishment?” Ferguson’s heart tightened, but he feigned calmness as he asked, “How many matches are they suspending me for? Four? Eight? Or half a season?”

Half a season’s suspension, in Ferguson’s heart, was already the most severe punishment. He was now prepared not to be able to lead the team in matches for half a season.

Unexpectedly, at that moment, David Gill sighed deeply and said, “Sir, The FA’s document states that because you provoked and trampled upon the fundamental principles of fairness and justice in football, causing a very negative impact on the reputation of English football, The FA has decided to permanently prohibit you from coaching English teams, and from working within the English football system.”

“What?!” Ferguson almost lost his footing and fell to the ground. It was David Gill, quick with his eye and hand, who grabbed him and saved him from falling.

Ferguson seemed to have aged by over a decade in an instant, his voice trembling as he said, filled with grief and indignation, “They’ve gone too far, haven’t they?! When has The FA ever given a head coach such a severe punishment?!”

David Gill nodded and said sympathetically, “They certainly have gone too far…”

At the same time, David Gill couldn’t help but sigh in his heart, “Ferguson, oh Ferguson, The FA has indeed never given any head coach such a severe punishment. However, among all these head coaches, none have ever offended someone like Li Mu!

“He’s not only undeniably the richest person in the world, but also the tycoon of the world’s largest internet platform, holding immense traffic from global netizens. His information distribution capability surpasses that of any media outlet in the world. It would have been one thing if you had just provoked him, but you also dragged your friend in The FA into trouble, causing The FA to be thoroughly disgraced. Do you still expect The FA to protect you now?”

Ferguson said frantically and urgently, “No, I need to call Jimmy and ask what on earth is going on!”

“Jimmy?” David Gill raised an eyebrow. “Jimmy from The FA?”

Ferguson nodded and said, “That’s right! He’s a core executive at The FA. He must have a way to mediate…”

David Gill sighed, full of reluctance, and said, “Sir, Jimmy Goodman has been dismissed. It happened an hour ago; he should be doing a handover of duties right now, so he didn’t have time to notify you.”

“What?!” Ferguson was stunned. “Jimmy dismissed? You’re not kidding me, are you? He’s the third most powerful figure in The FA; how can he just be dismissed like that?”

David Gill said helplessly, “All I can say is that the impact of this matter is too great. The FA is now under immense public opinion pressure.”

Ferguson had spent all day at the training ground, so he didn’t have a clear understanding of how big a stir this matter had caused externally. It was like hiding in a safe room and feeling a storm, only hearing the sound of wind and rain. Only by being in the thick of it could one know how terrifying the power of this storm truly was.

Seeing that the moment was ripe, David Gill took a deep breath and said to Ferguson, “Sir, I came primarily to inform you of a disciplinary outcome that the club just received from The FA.”

Ferguson looked at David Gill, unconsciously growing more panicked. He seemed to feel destiny’s arrival and even suspected that he might not be able to resist it at all.

At this moment, David Gill said with a look of regret and apology, “Sir, The FA’s punishment for you is a permanent ban from coaching English football teams…”

“What did you say…”

The feeling of being struck by five thunders was no more than this. Ferguson almost lost his footing completely, steadying himself slightly by holding onto the doorframe.

David Gill repeated, “The FA demands that you be permanently prohibited from coaching in English football, effective today. Unfortunately, you will not be able to represent Manchester United in matches this year…”





Chapter 1575: Goodbye, Ferguson

Outside the door, Ferguson was struck a heavy blow by David Gill’s words, and his entire being seemed to age ten years in an instant.

Inside the door, the Manchester United players listened silently to the voices from outside, their expressions filled with shock.

They couldn’t believe that Ferguson, who had coached Manchester United for so many years, had suddenly been completely abandoned by English football.

Paul Scholes of Manchester United had been with the club since joining the Manchester United youth academy in ’91, and his relationship with head coach Ferguson was very deep. When he heard David Gill relay The FA’s disciplinary decision, he immediately wept silently in a corner.

Many players also had red eyes and tear-streaked faces. For these people, Ferguson was their advisor, but from this moment on, their advisor would be forced to lay down his coaching whistle. At least in all of England, he would no longer be allowed to coach any team.

Hearing such news before the first match of the season was set to begin was a devastating blow to their morale.

It took Ferguson a long time to somewhat come to his senses. He looked at David Gill in despair and asked, “Is there still a chance to reverse this?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Though David Gill found it hard to say, he still spoke: “The FA will officially announce this disciplinary decision to the public at eight o’clock tonight. And they haven’t just punished you; the club has also been punished along with you.”

Ferguson blurted out, “What punishment did the club receive?”

David Gill said, “We’ve been fined one million British Pounds, and we are not allowed to acquire shares or loan any players for the next twenty-five months. That means from now until the summer transfer window closes the year after next, we won’t be able to acquire any players. We’ll have to wait until the winter transfer window opens the year after next. We’ll have to rely on our existing players, as well as our B-team and youth academy members to sustain us for two years.”

Irregular operations during player transfers are common in the Premier League, and The FA frequently issues penalties, but most are typically only tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands of British Pounds. Even when player acquisitions are prohibited, it’s usually only for the current transfer season. The reason is that shutting down a club’s player acquisition channels for an extended period would have a huge impact on the club’s overall strength.

Sometimes, The FA will restrict a team from acquiring youth academy players for a longer period, but even then, partial suspended sentences are usually granted. For example, a club might be prohibited from acquiring youth academy players for the next twenty-four months, then execute it in two phases: the first twelve months are executed immediately, and the remaining twelve months are delayed for three years, which is equivalent to a three-year suspended sentence. As long as no further problems arise during this period, it’s generally possible to get through it safely.

However, now Manchester United’s player acquisition qualification has been immediately banned, and directly for twenty-five months. That deliberately added extra month clearly shows The FA’s anger towards Manchester United.

There are still a few days left before the transfer window closes. If the penalty had been twenty-four months, Manchester United could have scouted players and finalized contracts in advance by the summer of the year after next. Then, after the ban was lifted in the last few days, they could have acquired all the pre-scouted players in one go while the transfer window was still open.

Therefore, The FA also considered this loophole, so they simply added an extra month on top of the twenty-four months. This way, from now until the winter of the year after next, Manchester United won’t be able to acquire a single player.

Ferguson felt a stifling sensation in his chest. This blow to the club was immense. For the next two years and more, players would only leave and none would join, likely dragging the team to the verge of demise.

Moreover, Manchester United had just let go of Beckham and was about to lose Cristiano Ronaldo, which was undoubtedly adding insult to injury.

“This is too much… simply too much…” Ferguson muttered repeatedly, his whole being on the verge of collapse.

David Gill gently patted his shoulder and said with a smile, “Sir, don’t worry too much. Everything will pass eventually. The club has such a long history, and it has faced countless setbacks along the way. I believe we can overcome these difficulties as well.”

After speaking, David Gill looked at him and sighed, “It’s just you, Sir. What are your plans? The Board of Directors has decided to pay you a year’s salary as a gesture of the club’s care and compensation. The money will be deposited into your account tomorrow.”

Ferguson looked up at David Gill and asked him, “Can I finish coaching this opening match?”

David Gill gently shook his head and said, “Sir, The FA is very angry about this matter. Because of us, their reputation has also suffered immense losses. So The FA’s desire for retaliation against us is very strong now. They have explicitly stated that if we violate their punishment this time, they will continue to increase the severity of the penalties, possibly even including relegation.”

Then, David Gill continued, “If you don’t want to miss this match, Sir, we can watch it together from a private box.”

The tears that had long welled up in Ferguson’s eyes finally streamed down. He sighed deeply and said dejectedly, “All right, then I’ll go to the box with you later. For now, let me say goodbye to my players.”

David Gill nodded and said, “You can still go and give them one last tactical arrangement. I believe they will play well in today’s match and prove their strength to the world.”

Ferguson pushed open the door and returned to the player lounges. All the players stood up, their gazes fixed on Ferguson, their expressions filled with reluctance to part.

Ferguson walked to the blackboard, hesitated for a moment, then spoke: “Gentlemen, we have all worked hard together for some time now. Some of you have even been with me for several years, even more than a decade. However, our cooperation will come to a complete end today. I will accept the punishment given to me by The FA and leave Manchester United Football Club, perhaps even English football entirely. I hope that in the future, no matter who leads you, no matter what adversity you face, you will go all out and bring honor to Manchester United Football Club. Thank you, everyone.”

With that, Ferguson bowed deeply to all the players. When he looked up again, the entire locker room was filled with choked sobs.

Then, Ferguson made up his mind and said to everyone, “Goodbye, everyone!”

Just as his voice fell, he stepped out.

David Gill patted Ferguson’s arm and said, “Let’s go. We’ll wait for kickoff in the box.”

Ferguson nodded, turning back to look at the player lounges one last time. For more than a decade, how many home matches had he been here, giving guidance, leading his Red Devils to battle across all of England, and even against major clubs worldwide? But today was the last time he would enter here.

Ferguson had imagined the scenario of leaving Manchester United Football Club many times. Each time, though the scene was different, the main idea was the same: “achieved fame and success.”

But now, he had run counter to those words, drifting further and further away.

…

As the Manchester United players appeared on their home ground, The FA officially released its disciplinary decision.

In addition to the excessively severe penalties for Manchester United and Ferguson, they also dealt George MacMillan the maximum punishment within their power: a lifetime ban from participating in any football activities in England.

This meant that from now on, George MacMillan was alienated from football in the UK.

The announcement of the penalties immediately triggered a huge reaction nationwide. However, fans and the general public didn’t find the punishment too severe, as Ferguson’s actions had utterly disappointed them. It was right to remove someone who challenged the rules from the industry; otherwise, he might challenge other rules in the industry in the future.

However, few in the entire football industry could accept The FA’s method of punishing Ferguson.

But even so, no one dared to speak up for him. For a time, the entire football industry was sent shivers down the spine, and everyone was in fear for themselves. All club executives were holding emergency meetings, with one core focus: a thorough self-inspection to see if any irregular operations existed. If so, they had to resolve them quickly; if not, they had to maintain that integrity in the future.

Furthermore, what was even more noteworthy was that a super colossus had arrived in the Premier League. From today on, no one should provoke Manchester City.

When The FA released its information, it was already early morning in Beijing.

Li Mu ultimately failed to live up to Anne Hathaway’s deepest expectations. His invitation for Anne to stay at his place was indeed out of consideration as a friend; beyond that, he had no other thoughts.

His room was directly opposite Anne Hathaway’s. After they said goodnight at the door, Li Mu didn’t leave his room again until he woke up the next day, sleeping exceptionally soundly.

Anne Hathaway, on the other hand, didn’t sleep well at all that night. For the first half of the night, she worried about what she would do if Li Mu knocked on her door. For the second half, she began to ponder why Li Mu hadn’t knocked. Her sleep quality was terrible.

What vexed Anne Hathaway even more was that although there were many flights from Beijing to Spring City, the crew’s film set was still hundreds of kilometers from the airport, so Li Ziwei thoughtfully booked her a 10 AM flight for the next day. This meant Anne Hathaway had to depart for the airport around seven in the morning.

Therefore, the two didn’t have much interaction the next day. Li Mu woke up early to prepare a simple American breakfast—nothing more than milk with cereal and a few slices of toast from the toaster. The two sat across from each other, chatting about insubstantial topics. All of this was standard protocol for friends.

After they ate, Muye Technology’s racing team was already at the villa entrance.

Li Mu said to her, “Anne, I won’t go to the airport to see you off. If I have time in a few days, I’ll come to Spring City to see you all.”

Anne Hathaway nodded gently, her heart filled with awkwardness and loss.

At the entrance to his Ziyun Mountain Villa, Li Mu saw off a somewhat dispirited Anne Hathaway. As soon as he turned around, he received a call from Li Ziwei.

Her voice was filled with excitement, and she said animatedly, “General Manager Li, The FA released the disciplinary results in the early hours of the morning!”





Chapter 1576: Youth Training Program

Li Mu genuinely hadn’t expected The FA to hand Manchester United and Ferguson such an unprecedented punishment.

It was just like he hadn’t expected the Queen to bestow the highest-level Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE) upon him.

He hadn’t actually intended to utterly destroy Ferguson. All he wanted was for Ferguson to understand that there was no logic in this world like “a powerful dragon doesn’t pressure a Local dragon.” Who could dominate whom depended entirely on the disparity in their strengths. As long as his own strength was great enough, even if Ferguson was a Local dragon, Li Mu could make him kneel and beg for mercy with just one foot.

It was just that the push behind the incident seemed a little overdone. He had merely stepped on him once, yet unexpectedly, it had directly ended Ferguson’s professional career in England entirely.

However, while Li Mu was surprised, he felt no guilt. When Ferguson was Like a mantis trying to stop a chariot, he should have anticipated that the outcome would inevitably be getting run over. If he hadn’t considered it, then the chariot wouldn’t halt its advance for a single mantis.

From today onward, Manchester United’s overall strength would be severely impacted. Without Ferguson’s strategy and tactics, without Ronaldo, and even without the power to acquire new players, they would be like a Tesla unable to find a charging pile, immediately entering power-saving mode. If power-saving mode couldn’t last until their destination, then for the final stretch, they would have to get out and push.

As for his side, they were about to welcome the arrival of Ronaldo, and even young players like Rooney, Robben, and Modric. There was a good chance they could really grind Manchester United into the dirt this season.

In his past life, Li Mu had been a Manchester United fan, but in this life, who cared? He no longer needed to be a fan of any team. He just needed his own team to become the best football club in the world.

What remained was how to utilize the Manchester City Club as a bridgehead to nurture more outstanding football players for China.

Immediately, Li Mu hurried to Muye Technology. He had a long-planned program; it was time to announce it to football enthusiasts and parents of children across China.

After arriving at Muye Technology, Li Mu spent a morning in a meeting with Kong Lingyu, Fang Xudong, and other senior executives. During the meeting, he first learned about the group’s current operations. After ensuring everything was progressing steadily, he asked Kong Lingyu to assemble a technical team to go to England in the shortest possible time, quickly set up the 3321 UK site, and get it operating as soon as possible.

The packaging route Li Mu had formulated for Prince William had greatly promoted the enhancement of Prince William’s personal reputation. Even now, he remained an opinion leader among British youth concerning educational issues. Public attention towards him had not diminished at all; instead, it was continuously increasing.

Next was for him to implement the project as soon as possible. The earlier it was implemented, the sooner he could move on to the next phase.

Li Mu planned to send a team of about thirty people to the UK to get things done quickly. The team formation process would be: Kong Lingyu would be responsible for selecting the project leader, who would then select suitable employees themselves. As long as the employees had no objections, they would immediately begin preparations.

Originally, merely the visa issue would likely take at least one or two months. However, fortunately, the British Embassy in China was willing to provide Li Mu with the utmost convenience. They were not only willing to simplify the visa application process but even willing to visit Muye Technology on-site to handle the necessary documents for employee visa applications. At the fastest speed, visas could be issued within a week.

After the team bound for the UK was decided, Li Mu said to Muye Technology’s executives: “The reason I acquired Manchester City Club isn’t because I’m so fond of football. Rather, I hope to use this club to nurture high-quality football players for China. Moreover, I believe the conditions for doing this are now ripe; we can prepare to start.”

After saying this, Li Mu paused slightly, then continued: “Starting today, we will begin announcing a new piece of news nationwide. Muye Technology and Manchester City Club will jointly organize a youth academy in the future, aiming to send more talented young players from China to Manchester City Club for training.”

“Our Youth Training Program is to select talented football players aged 10-18 nationwide and send them to Manchester City Club for youth training in two batches each year, with 30 people per batch.”

“For the selected youth participating in the youth training, all expenses will be entirely covered by Muye Technology. Additionally, each person will receive a twenty thousand US dollar reward and a living allowance of two thousand US dollars per month.”

“Each batch of youth trainees will undergo evaluation for advancement every half a year. Trainees who do not meet the assessment requirements will immediately conclude their training and return to China. Those who meet the requirements will continue their training in Manchester, and their monthly living allowance will increase by two thousand US dollars.”

“If trainees are unable to be selected for the youth team or B-team major players before turning 20, they will also conclude their youth training and be free to decide their future.”

The development of football in China is a long and arduous task. In Li Mu’s view, the biggest problem, not the physical constitution of Chinese people, nor their heart or policies, but the most crucial issue stems from the rigid and solidified mindset of Chinese parents.

In this era, parents who supported their children playing football were extremely few. Although there were no statistics, Li Mu felt that among one hundred boys, one might not even find a single parent who genuinely supported their child playing football.

Parents believed that children sitting in front of a piano or an easel were causes for comfort and pride; while children running on the grass, chasing a football, were causes for distress and worry.

Both were hobbies, but they placed artistic and literary ones in the most important position, giving them immense weight, to the extent that sports activities had absolutely no composure on the other end of the scale.

Of course, this also had a great deal to do with the college entrance examination’s Arts and Sports Student Policy.

Those who learned musical instruments and painting could later test into art colleges, lowering the requirements for academic subjects.

Those who learned traditional competitive sports gained great convenience when testing into normal universities later, after achieving results in some small and medium-sized competitions.

However, at present, sports like football temporarily couldn’t provide any powerful assistance for the college entrance examination, so it was naturally cast aside by parents of students at this stage.

When parents widely did not support their children playing football, even if a child possessed football acumen, most could hardly escape the fate of their acumen being buried.

Among one hundred parents, perhaps only one would support their child playing football. Among ten thousand children, perhaps only one truly had football acumen. Thus, a one in ten thousand acumen had to collide with a one percent support rate to even have a chance of continuing. The possibility behind this was too small.

Society as a whole was exceptionally passionate about football, yet the parent demographic was exceptionally conservative regarding football. This led to China almost never having a professional, systematic, and large-scale youth training system. European players might begin youth training at 8 years old, and sign with a club’s youth team in their early teens.

In contrast, many Chinese football players were informally trained, lacking systematic football education from a young age. Their technique wasn’t up to par, their physical fitness wasn’t up to par, and their tactical awareness wasn’t up to par. Relying on such players, China might not even qualify for the World Cup again in the next 40 years.

Therefore, what Li Mu wanted to do was first use the most materialistic things to ignite the nation’s interest in football, especially the interest of parents of adolescents: fame, wealth, and promising career paths.

Why did so many parents send their children to learn gymnastics, diving, or table tennis when they were three to five years old? That was because, in these fields, China already had multiple outstanding representatives of success. They had achieved fame and success through top-tier sports events, naturally setting excellent role models for parents. Even knowing it was like thousands of soldiers crossing a single-plank bridge, parents still pressed on, one after another. This was the influence of fame, wealth, and promising career paths.

Yet, Chinese football lacked such a good role model. Consequently, it fell into a vicious cycle: the more parents felt football was useless, the harder it was for this generation of children’s football skills to improve. If children couldn’t improve, Chinese football had even less chance to rise again. Thus, the cycle continued endlessly.

And Li Mu, right from the start, intended to directly showcase the promising career paths, then depict the fame and wealth, using the most practical method to solve this problem.

Currently, the average salary in most cities was only one or two thousand yuan, and some economically underdeveloped regions couldn’t even reach that amount.

However, if a child could pass the selection and ultimately qualify for Manchester City youth training, Muye Technology would directly provide twenty thousand US dollars, which converted to about one hundred seventy thousand RMB. In Beijing, this would equate to a typical worker’s income for six or seven years if they didn’t eat, drink, or spend.

After arriving in the UK, Muye Technology would cover all daily living and training expenses. They would provide a starting living allowance of two thousand US dollars per month. Although called an allowance, this money was essentially a salary, converting to over seventeen thousand a month. Perhaps an eight-year-old child attending youth training could earn as much in a month as his father toiling for an entire year.

In that case, could you still say playing football was neglecting one’s duties?

By then, if someone had a neighbor’s child selected by the youth academy, parents and children nearby would probably be dying of envy. Not only did they earn a lot of money, but they could also go abroad and broaden their horizons.

Moreover, Muye Technology would constantly provide the youth academy with significant media exposure, subtly making people interested in it and regarding it as an honor. By then, at least a considerable portion of parents would change their previous views and be able to support their children playing football.

As long as they could find a batch of truly talented young players domestically, and then send them in batches to Manchester City, allowing them to receive training in technique, physical fitness, and tactical awareness from a young age, these individuals would certainly widen the gap between themselves and most domestic players.

If, after four or five years, seven or eight excellent players emerged from this group and could establish themselves in the Top Five Leagues, then Chinese football, at the very least the strength of the Chinese Men’s National Team, would see a significant improvement.

There were no true football experts among Muye Technology’s executives, so they didn’t voice many opinions on Li Mu’s proposal. Since it was Li Mu’s wish, everyone expressed unconditional support.

It was the overseas-educated Fang Xudong who curiously asked Li Mu: “General Manager Li, since you want to improve the domestic football standards, why don’t you consider building a few football schools in China?”

Li Mu smiled: “Establishing football schools ourselves is too cumbersome, and our team lacks talent in this aspect, making it easy to miss the key points. So, my idea for this area is that in the future, we can cooperate with domestic football clubs. We can provide funding and partners with clubs to establish a school: we provide the money, they provide the personnel.”

Then, Li Mu changed the subject, saying: “But I’m actually not very interested in establishing football schools domestically. The entire football trend in China isn’t professional enough, not even healthy enough. In such an environment, football schools would also be assimilated by the broader environment, making it difficult to influence the direction of the broader environment. Therefore, what we must do first is figure out how to improve China’s overall football environment.”

When Li Mu was in junior high, there was a male classmate who played football exceptionally well. Among children his age, he was considered the best player in Haizhou.

Fortunately, that male classmate’s father was very supportive of him playing football. Many times during inter-school matches, his father could be seen standing by the side of the dilapidated, nearly grassless football pitch, cheering for him.

In his second year of junior high, that male classmate and his father both hoped he could get into a certain famous football school at the time. However, the outcome was that while his physical abilities and skills met the school’s requirements, he lacked the money to smooth relations with gifts and ultimately had to abandon that path. Later, Li Mu heard that he didn’t get into college and went south to work.

Whether it was the experience from his past life, or his recent disgusting encounter with the Bincheng Club, both made Li Mu at this moment no longer trust any domestic club, no longer believe they possessed a pure football spirit.

Therefore, Li Mu wanted to pick out talented children one by one from this corrupting influence, and then use his economic strength and social impact to send these children to an environment with a purer football spirit. Only in this way could he fundamentally free them from the potential influence of the domestic broader environment!





Chapter 1577: National Football Craze

While the Youth Training Program was still being perfected, BBC broadcast George MacMillan’s apology video worldwide.

In the video, George MacMillan, dressed in a plain suit, acted utterly subservient. Constrained, dull, nervous, and filled with remorse, he continually confessed his foolishness and mistakes to the camera, repeatedly apologizing to the Chinese people. He further emphasized that he harbored no disrespect towards China, but had merely failed to control his tone, thus unintentionally conveying the wrong message. He earnestly requested the forgiveness of all Chinese citizens.

Judging by the video alone, George MacMillan’s apology appeared utterly sincere, with virtually no flaws.

However, Li Mu knew this fool’s true colors too well; he simply didn’t possess the astuteness to pull off such an act.

It seemed there was a professional team behind him, helping him draft the apology content, choose his attire, and design his expressions and body language. Otherwise, with his temperament, it would have been impossible for him to create such an impeccable apology video.

Li Mu also knew why George MacMillan, and the MacMillan family behind him, had invested so much energy in him.

From the situation with the Goldberg Family, Li Mu learned that these old European noble families and prominent clans generally have the role of a family leader. Whoever holds this position possesses greater decision-making power and resource allocation rights within the entire family. Therefore, the struggle among each generation to seize the family leadership continues ceaselessly.

George MacMillan was being groomed as the next family leader, but he hadn’t even taken over yet and had already caused such great trouble, not only offending Li Mu but even all Chinese people. In such a disadvantaged position, George MacMillan was very likely to lose his status as family leader.

Therefore, he had to make amends for his mistakes as much as possible. Li Mu might not buy his apology, but as long as it appeared sincere and the Chinese people accepted it, that would be enough.

Precisely because he saw through his motives, Li Mu wasn’t prepared to let him off the hook.

When BBC interrupted its broadcast with George MacMillan’s apology video, articles covering up for George MacMillan’s actions also appeared on Twitter. These articles even mobilized online trolls from China to post tweets in Chinese, stating that George MacMillan’s words were an unintentional mistake, that he wasn’t targeting the Chinese people but was simply angry about that particular incident, and thus made inappropriate remarks. They argued that since his apology was so sincere, he could be forgiven.

Such content grew more and more common, and comments and feedback also became increasingly positive. It seemed this crisis public relations effort was on its way to success.

However, Li Mu took the time to specifically post a third tweet related to this matter on his own Twitter account.

The tweet read:

“In my opinion, George MacMillan’s apology is full of deceitful lies!

Because as early as several days ago, when I attended a salon at the Goldberg Family’s, I had a conflict with George MacMillan. I even beat this foolish fellow up because he insulted China and the Chinese people multiple times in front of me. The part in the recording was already his second time insulting China!

Therefore, in my eyes, George MacMillan is nothing but an uneducated and unskilled racist, a piece of trash who even lies when apologizing. So, Fuck-Off!”

This tweet instantly sent George MacMillan’s public relations effort, which had just started to take effect, plummeting to rock bottom.

In comparison, Li Mu’s public trust surpassed George MacMillan’s by countless times. As soon as he spoke out, all netizens one-sidedly supported Li Mu and launched a verbal crusade against George MacMillan.

Chinese netizens, in particular, utterly hated this rich young master.

Twitter was immediately filled with curses against George MacMillan, and even the BBS forums that published his apology video were greatly impacted.

The MacMillan family, especially George’s father, William Macmillan, was almost in despair. Li Mu had delivered a decisive blow at this moment, essentially minimizing the possibility of George becoming the leader of the MacMillan family in the future. And it seemed he achieved this goal with just one tweet!



That afternoon, Muye Technology released the complete plan for jointly carrying out youth training with the Manchester City Club to the entire nation.

As soon as this plan was released, it caused a tremendous shock to the entire domestic football industry and, at the same time, created a massive stir among ordinary citizens.

From the Youth Training Program announced by Muye Technology, it was evident that Muye Technology was entirely funding this youth training program out of its own pocket, and the high standard of this training was unprecedented in the country.

Firstly, Muye Technology not only didn’t require youth training participants to spend a single cent but even reimbursed travel expenses and accommodation costs for children and parents during the auditions. Of course, to prevent making up the numbers, the youth training auditions would conduct a systematic scoring of the children. The criteria for this scoring system were directly adopted from Manchester City’s previous youth training assessment standards. The assessment was divided into ten categories, each worth ten points, for a total of one hundred points. These ten categories were: strength, physical fitness, speed, awareness, juggling, passing and receiving, dribbling through cones, long-range accurate kicking, shooting, and heading.

In the scoring system with a maximum of one hundred points, children who managed to score forty points could have their travel expenses and accommodation costs reimbursed; those below forty points would not be reimbursed. Scores above forty but below sixty points would not pass the preliminary selection. Scores above sixty points would pass the preliminary selection and prepare for the second round of screening. In the second round of screening, the top one thousand scorers would prepare for the third round of screening. In the third round of screening, the top three hundred scorers would prepare for the final round of screening. In the final round, from the three hundred individuals, the thirty highest scorers would be selected. The thirty individuals finally selected would have their visas uniformly processed by Muye Technology, and arrangements made for their training in the UK.

Besides the auditions having no registration fee, not requiring participants to spend money, and even reimbursing travel expenses and accommodation costs, youth training players who could enter the third round of one thousand individuals would all receive corresponding rewards, with each person receiving five thousand Chinese Yuan. The three hundred individuals who could enter the fourth round would each receive ten thousand Chinese Yuan. Once selected for the final thirty, they would directly receive twenty thousand US dollars. Furthermore, Muye Technology would not only bear all expenses but even provide a surprisingly high “salary” every month.

Many professional players couldn’t help but exclaim that the treatment Li Mu provided to the youth training participants surpassed the salaries of 90% of China’s A league professional players, truly demonstrating that Muye Technology was rich and powerful.

A rough calculation showed that with two batches of sixty youth training participants sent each year, each person’s bonus and subsidy plus various other costs would amount to approximately over one hundred thousand US dollars. In this case, the annual cost would be nearly ten million US dollars. Adding the expenses incurred for the auditions, it was estimated that one year would see an investment of fifteen million to eighteen million US dollars!

Furthermore, one point in the plan announced by Muye Technology was very important: Muye Technology and Manchester City Club would not require youth training participants to sign a management contract. In other words, Muye Technology would spend money, and Manchester City Club would contribute effort. Both sides would jointly cultivate a group of domestic youth football players, but after their training, their career freedom would not be restricted at all. They would not be tied by any conditions, free to play for any team they wished.

Almost all club youth training programs were divided into two models: self-funded and free. Self-funded, naturally, meant paying for the training, no different from paying for a cram school. As for the free programs, the club generally bore all costs, but youth training participants had to sign an agreement with the club for several years; some would even be tied for longer. The reason for this was simply that they didn’t want the talent they cultivated to be lost to other teams.

However, Li Mu didn’t care about this at all. What he wanted was to quickly cultivate a group of potential youth players for China. This wouldn’t take too long, as short as three to five years, as long as eight to nine years. Even if only two or three excellent players who could play a major role in top European clubs were cultivated for China, it would greatly improve China’s football level.

Li Mu didn’t believe that in the next five years, within the three hundred youth training spots, a few excellent players wouldn’t emerge.

The entire youth training audition activities were all arranged by Li Mu in Beijing. The specific time and place had not yet been finalized. He requested Muye Technology staff to find a standard-compliant football stadium in Beijing. The stadium must meet several requirements such as sufficient facilities, convenient transportation, and numerous surrounding hotels. Once a suitable venue was found, they were to immediately sign an agreement to secure it and then begin formulating a detailed time schedule. At that time, the entire audition process would be completed by Manchester City Club staff. Manchester City would send youth team coaches, physical trainers, assistant coaches, team doctors, and others to Beijing. From the auditions to the final list formulation, all judgment rights would be given to Manchester City’s professional personnel, which would also maximize the prevention of fraud.

What pleased Li Mu the most was that as soon as this youth training plan was released, it immediately made domestic parents of teenagers look at football in a new light.

Previously, they thought playing football had no future, but now a change had occurred. Li Mu had bought Manchester City and was preparing to conduct youth training nationwide, even offering such generous and attractive reward measures. It was almost as if, in parents’ hearts, football had been elevated from the valley to the peak.

Countless parents began to eager to try, even hoping their children would start practicing football from now on. This was because even if they weren’t selected this year, there would still be opportunities next year, the year after, and the year after that. Once selected, the child would not only have the chance to go abroad but also the chance to create hundreds of thousands in income for the family, and even change their destiny forever. And even if not selected, it wouldn’t matter; they wouldn’t even have to spend a single cent.

Consequently, on the second day after Muye Technology released the Youth Training Program, a wave of football fever swept across the country.

During after-school hours, the number of children playing football noticeably increased. Football fields in cities began to be overcrowded, and even outdoor spaces barely suitable for playing football were completely occupied. Some parents even started taking their children everywhere to find basketball courts to practice basic skills like long-range accurate shooting and goal attempts.

Stores specializing in sporting goods experienced the biggest market conditions since the new century. In many places, footballs, jerseys, and football boots in these stores were panic bought and sold out. Even superior Dealers couldn’t offload shares from their hands, and the manufacturers’ production capacity was also limited; producing at full power still couldn’t meet market demand.

A nationwide football craze had already kicked off.





Chapter 1578: Successful Transfer

Ferguson’s mood these past two days was extremely somber. He kept himself cooped up at home, drinking day and night until dawn, only able to fall asleep with the help of alcohol.

British newspapers and news were filled with reports about him. Countless negative reports made him temporarily cut off all contact with the outside world, avoiding newspapers, television, and even forbidding his family from telling him any news or reports about him.

This legendary coach, who was previously widely lauded by British football, had now become a stain on British football. The immense contrast instantly stripped him of his fighting spirit and motivation, leaving him only to seek refuge from reality through alcohol.

He also indirectly inquired through others about whether The FA’s lifetime prohibit from coaching English football teams could be revoked in the future, and if so, how long it might take.

The result of his inquiry was: “There are only two possibilities for revocation: first, Li Mu’s approval; second, Li Mu’s bankruptcy.”

Even if The FA wanted to give Ferguson a way out, they wouldn’t dare. If Li Mu indicated he would no longer pursue the matter with Ferguson, then The FA could find a suitable opportunity in the future to allow Ferguson to coach in England again. If Li Mu didn’t express his stance, they could only wait for him to go bankrupt. Because Li Mu’s influence was far too great, and his attacking power even greater; if he didn’t go bankrupt, The FA would certainly not dare to antagonize him again.

This response plunged Ferguson into deeper despair.

Hoping for Li Mu’s bankruptcy was probably impossible, but getting Li Mu’s approval was extremely difficult.

It seemed he could now abandon England and look for suitable opportunities overseas…

George MacMillan’s situation was even worse.

Li Mu’s finishing blow delivered a fatal strike to him. Only at that moment did he realize how terrifying it was to anger Li Mu.

Originally, being exposed for racial discrimination by an audio recording could have been covered up as an unintentional mistake. However, when Li Mu revealed the details of the first time he had humiliated him, the situation took a sharp turn for the worse.

George MacMillan would always magnify small errors, and the MacMillan family behind him was no different.

If they hadn’t insisted on covering up for one’s actions, claiming his racial discrimination remarks were unintentional, Li Mu wouldn’t have bothered to haggle over the issue with him. However, one could tell from George MacMillan’s apology video that a professional team was behind it; what appeared to be an apology was actually a sophistry. So, since you chose to deny it completely, don’t blame Your father here for being impolite.

With Li Mu’s actions, George MacMillan’s reputation was utterly ruined throughout England.

The entire MacMillan family and even the BBC were fiercely scolded.

Racial discrimination, while not common in Europe, was certainly not rare. If exposed, stepping forward, bowing honestly, and saying “I’m sorry, I was wrong, I won’t do it again” would usually suffice.

But what’s most problematic is a muddle-headed person who stubbornly refuses to admit fault, saying “No, I didn’t,” then “That’s not what I meant, it was unintentional.” Such people are disliked everywhere, not just in England.

The MacMillan family was a large and prosperous family, but their refusal to offer even a sincere apology deeply disappointed the British public. The BBC’s image of aiding and abetting evil by backing them also significantly impacted its own reputation.

Last night, the MacMillan family held a closed-door meeting to discuss George MacMillan’s issues and solutions. George MacMillan himself, as one of the parties involved, was not permitted to attend.

The closed-door meeting lasted until the early hours. When his father, William Macmillan, emerged from the meeting with a dejected expression and knocked on George MacMillan’s door, George MacMillan knew things were not good.

“George, pack your bags. You’ll go to the US tomorrow to avoid the storm.”

Although William Macmillan was disappointed in George, he was desperate to protect his son. In the family meeting earlier, he talked until his throat was dry but still couldn’t help George reclaim his heir status. He had anticipated this outcome, yet he still gave it his all.

George MacMillan pressed him: “Dad, how did your discussion with them go?”

William Macmillan sighed and said: “From now on, the new generation’s successor for the MacMillan family will be your younger brother, Frank Macmillan. As for you, I won’t make any more demands on you, as long as you don’t cause any more trouble. Other than that, you’re free to do as you please.”

George MacMillan immediately panicked: “Dad! You can’t let them just remove me like this!”

William Macmillan said expressionlessly: “Things are beyond my control now. Not only did you cause trouble and implicate the entire MacMillan family this time, but more importantly, your conduct has caused extreme insecurity among the other family members. Everyone is worried that if the MacMillan family’s power were in your hands in the future, your way of doing things would drag the entire family into an abyss. That’s why they demanded your removal as heir. There were eleven people at the meeting, ten of whom supported it, and only I opposed. Do you think I still have the ability to reverse this?”

The moment George MacMillan thought of losing control of the entire family, he immediately clutched his head and wept in despair. His status as heir had given him too great a sense of superiority, and only when that status was suddenly stripped away did he realize the true severity of the loss caused by his arrogant willfulness.

He simultaneously felt regret and hated Li Mu, the culprit behind all this, but neither emotion could resolve his current predicament.

Regret was useless, and hating Li Mu had no real meaning; given his status, he couldn’t even touch a hair on Li Mu’s head.

William Macmillan patted his shoulder and consoled him: “Go to the US tomorrow. Go to Southern California to clear your head. The public pressure in the UK has been quite intense recently; America might be a bit more relaxed.”

George MacMillan nodded painfully. He had become a public pariah and had to leave the UK immediately.



The next morning.

George MacMillan boarded his private jet, flying from London to California.

Meanwhile, Alastair, the CEO of Manchester City, drove his car from Manchester City’s training ground to Manchester United’s training ground, two kilometers away.

Today, he was going to Manchester United again to trigger Cristiano Ronaldo’s breach of contract fee clause and bring him to Manchester City.

Today, when Alastair arrived at Manchester United’s CEO office again, he found Ferguson was absent, and George MacMillan was also gone. After suffering two major penalties, Manchester United no longer had its previous bluster. CEO David Gill smiled throughout, his facial muscles stiff from the effort.

This time, Alastair’s progress was very smooth.

His legal and financial staff skillfully finalized the contract with Manchester United and paid Manchester United twenty-five million British Pounds.

Then, they successfully led Cristiano Ronaldo out of Manchester United.

Young Cristiano Ronaldo sat in Alastair’s car and, after traveling two kilometers, completed the second transfer of his professional career.

He felt this might be the shortest transfer in the world.

Transferring from Manchester United to Manchester City, a distance so short one could almost kick a ball there.

In the short ten-plus days since he had joined Manchester United, he hadn’t yet had the chance to play for the team. He had originally felt some regret about this, but when he saw the news last night that Manchester United had received The FA’s harshest penalty in history, immediately becoming universally condemned in the Premier League, his regret instantly vanished.

It was fortunate he hadn’t played last night, or it might have become a stain on his record.

Immediately, the news of Cristiano Ronaldo’s transfer to Manchester City became headline news across the UK.

No one knew why Li Mu had taken a liking to Cristiano Ronaldo. Ferguson’s willingness to pay twelve point two four million British Pounds for him had already baffled many, and Li Mu simply doubled that price.

Britons didn’t understand what was so special about this young Portuguese to make Li Mu spend so much money to acquire him, and to make Ferguson go so far as to use irregular operations to keep him.

The young Cristiano Ronaldo felt immense pressure after arriving at Manchester City.

His pressure stemmed from the fact that Li Mu had spent money far exceeding his market value, invested enormous energy, and even went head-to-head with all of Manchester United just to sign him. This instantly brought him under the close scrutiny of the entire football community, and even fans worldwide. He was afraid that his performance at Manchester City wouldn’t be good enough, leading to Li Mu’s disappointment and even public criticism.

When this news reached China, domestic media immediately reported on it. CCTV’s news headline was: “Li Mu Signs Little Ronaldo with Heavy Investment, Can the Portuguese Become a Star of Tomorrow?”

At present, Cristiano Ronaldo’s designation in China was not yet CR7, but ‘Little Ronaldo’. Chinese audiences didn’t know him very well; many fans were even unfamiliar with him. He was called ‘Little Ronaldo’ because he was another “Ronaldo” after ‘Big Ronaldo’ and ‘Little Ronaldo’. According to the generational order, he was naturally ‘Little Ronaldo’.

Twenty-five million British Pounds for an 18-year-old star—the public in China thought Li Mu was truly insane. Combined with Li Mu’s seemingly money-scattering Youth Training Program, it was practically a textbook example of being rich and willful.

However, when Li Mu learned that Cristiano Ronaldo had completed his transfer and become a member of Manchester City, he didn’t feel that the money and energy he spent were wasted at all. On the contrary, he was exceptionally excited, knowing that one of the few future world-class top players had fallen into his pocket.

In just a few years, Cristiano Ronaldo would be able to conquer fans worldwide with his strength.

Li Mu called Cristiano Ronaldo from afar. During the call, besides welcoming him to Manchester City, Li Mu also instructed him: “Cristiano, you don’t need to worry about public opinion and external pressure. Calm down, train well, and strive to make a stunning debut in future matches—that’s your most important task now.”

Cristiano Ronaldo said excitedly from the other end of the phone: “General Manager Li, rest assured! I will go all out, play every match well, and will certainly use my actions to show everyone that my strength is worthy of your investment!”

Li Mu said with satisfaction: “I believe you can do it.”





Chapter 1579: Heaven and Earth Great Shift

Li Mu took a day out of his schedule before heading to Hangzhou to visit Wanying Real Estate. There, he met with Chen Ze and Song Liang to learn about the development of Wanying Real Estate’s key projects.

He had originally hoped to see Wei Lan, but she had formed an inspection team a few days prior with city leaders and representatives from several state-owned tourism groups to visit Wuzhen and Hengdian for an inspection tour.

According to Song Liang, the plots of land Li Mu had acquired near the Third Ring Road were now mostly in their mid-to-late stages of development, progressing very smoothly. The Wanying Plaza in Sanlitun was also on schedule.

As for Wanying Gubei Water Town, construction had already begun before Li Mu left. The first phase involved basic renovation, and once that was complete, the second phase could commence with specific construction according to the design plans.

Currently, Wanying Real Estate’s largest project was the Wanying Film and Television Base, which had just received approval.

Based on Wanying’s aerial survey maps, and after multiple coordination meetings with various local governments, a cooperative consensus was reached. Wanying took the lead, collaborating with several state-owned tourism groups and the governments of Beijing, Langfang, and Tianjin City, to jointly establish the Wanying Film and Television Base Company. All land planning had received approval.

Wei Lan’s current inspection tour was intended to give the various leaders and general managers a general view of a simplified prototype. In the future, more than ten different themed and connecting film cities would be built piecemeal across the three cities’ jurisdictions. Seeing Hengdian would give them a clear understanding of what the future would look like.

With all of Wanying Real Estate’s projects progressing smoothly, Li Mu felt particularly satisfied with being a hands-off boss. He said to the two men, “From now on, Wanying will rely on the two of you, my Bigwigs. Please continue your hard work and help me make a fortune.”

Song Liang laughed and said, “Honestly, Wanying will really rely on Wei Lan from now on.”

Chen Ze also nodded in agreement, saying, “Old Li, you’re truly too lucky. To find such an amazing woman as Wei Lan, with her at Wanying, it really shows how useless we two are. The gap is too big; we can’t compare.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Are you exaggerating that much?”

“Yes,” Chen Ze said seriously. “You’re an internet genius, and Wei Lan is a real estate genius. In the real estate field, both of us are inferior to Wei Lan in every aspect.”

Song Liang laughed, “Wei Lan was recently named the ‘Most Beautiful Female CEO in China’ by ‘Entrepreneur Magazine,’ and she has a very big reputation in the business world. You could say she has a constant stream of admirers. You really need to hold onto her tightly; don’t let someone snatch her away when you’re not paying attention.”

Song Liang and Chen Ze might not be able to compare to Wei Lan in terms of overall experience and acumen in the real estate industry, but these two were shrewd individuals who had been struggling and toiling their way up through the ranks. They had long seen through the relationship between Li Mu and Wei Lan, so they didn’t shy away from talking about it privately.

Li Mu smiled helplessly and said, “When it’s just the three of us, you can talk like this, but please don’t talk carelessly in front of Wei Lan.”

“Don’t worry,” Chen Ze pat him on the shoulder and chuckled, “Brother Liang and I know what’s what. Wei Lan isn’t just our CEO; she’s also our good friend. We’d rather offend you than offend her.”

Li Mu nodded with relief and asked Chen Ze, “How are the race track and club doing now?”

Chen Ze replied with a smile, “The race track and some of the venues and supporting buildings are already in use. Currently, the most common activities are track days, high-end car sales, maintenance, and club gatherings. I’m currently negotiating with a Japanese professional karting supplier to customize a batch of truly professional-grade karts for the track and establish a complete karting team. We’ll start nurturing drivers from karting.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Didn’t you say before you wanted to start with Formula Three? Why are you lowering the standard?”

Chen Ze laughed, “Formula Three has too few drivers in China who can manage it. Training racing drivers requires a huge amount of capital, and very few families in China can afford it. Moreover, even those who can afford it rarely choose that path. So, I still want to start with karting first, similar to your youth academy idea. We’ll first screen a group of youth kart drivers domestically, then provide systematic nurturing, and then upgrade the hardware based on their strength. If the kart driver nurturing process goes smoother, Formula Three will have a chance to be implemented.”

Li Mu nodded. The racing team had always been Chen Ze’s dream, and Li Mu naturally wouldn’t interfere with it.

He looked at Chen Ze and asked, “Is there anything the team needs my help with?”

Chen Ze said, “Could you give me some promotional resources for the karting team and the karting youth academy? Let’s see if we can kickstart the trend of youth karting in Beijing.”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “No problem. Just have someone from your side define the specific needs, and I’ll arrange for Muye Technology to connect with them.”

Chen Ze said, “Could I just have them connect directly with Zi Wei?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Yes, you can; just have Zi Wei make the arrangement directly.”

Chen Ze nodded and asked, “Why isn’t Zi Wei with you today?”

Li Mu replied, “I gave her two days off. She has to go to Hangzhou with me tomorrow.”

“Going to Hangzhou? For something important?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “My parents are going to Hangzhou, and they’ve ordered me to go and pay my respects.”

Chen Ze asked him, “How are you going? Another charter flight?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Yes, charter flight is more convenient.”

Chen Ze then asked him, “Have you considered buying one? I think you should just buy a private jet through Muye Technology. With your current net worth and Muye Technology’s size, you should definitely have a private jet.”

Li Mu said, “I was thinking about buying one, but I haven’t had time to think about it properly.”

Chen Ze said, “I heard a Hong Kong businessman, who previously ordered the latest Gulfstream G550 from Gulfstream Aerospace, had one in the first batch of deliveries. It’s due to be delivered soon, but his company had some financial issues, and he wants to transfer it. If you’re interested, you could take it over. Otherwise, you’d have to wait at least a year or two after placing an order.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. Indeed, new planes are usually produced only after orders are placed, making it nearly impossible to buy one off the shelf. Encountering such a transfer of an order was genuinely appealing.

So, Li Mu said to Chen Ze, “Old Chen, can you help make an introduction? I’ll arrange for someone to follow up.”

Chen Ze nodded and said, “I’ll ask later and help connect you as soon as possible.”

Li Mu thanked him, checked the time, and saw it was almost five in the afternoon. He stood up, stretched, and said, “I have to fly tomorrow, so I won’t join you for dinner.”

Song Liang said, “Your sister-in-law brought the kids, want to come eat at home?”

Li Mu waved his hand, apologizing, “I’ve been too tired recently, so I won’t bother you. Please give my regards to sister-in-law.”

Song Liang then said, “Then we’ll wait for you to come back from Hangzhou.”

Li Mu nodded, feeling somewhat disappointed that he hadn’t seen Wei Lan.

So he asked Song Liang, “When is Wei Lan’s inspection team coming back?”

Song Liang pondered for a moment and said, “Tomorrow, I think.”

Li Mu

shrugged and muttered, “Then that’s quite a coincidence.”

With that, he waved to the two of them, “I’m off. We’ll gather again when I’m back.”

…

Leaving Wanying Real Estate, Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang drive him directly back to Ziyun Mountain Villa.

Since he was going to Hangzhou tomorrow to visit Zhao Ziqiu’s family, he prepared some gifts he had brought back from the UK in advance so he could take them to the airport.

After busy work, he had just sat down to rest when he received a call from Wei Lan.

Wei Lan’s voice was charming and playful as she said, “Hi, busy person, what are you busy with right now?”

Li Mu looked at the pile of things spread across his living room and replied wryly, “Busy sorting gifts. I need to take them with me tomorrow.”

Wei Lan asked, “Leaving again? Where to?”

“To Hangzhou,” Li Mu said. “My parents are there; I’m going to spend a couple of days with them.”

Wei Lan asked again, “And then will you come back to Beijing?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “I won’t be traveling far for a while.”

Wei Lan said, “I just led a team out for an inspection, and I didn’t expect you to happen to return to the country at this time.”

Li Mu smiled helplessly, “My itinerary often isn’t fixed, so sometimes it’s just spur-of-the-moment.”

Wei Lan asked him, “Did you go to Wanying today?”

“Yes, I did.”

Wei Lan asked with a laugh, “You didn’t see me; were you quite disappointed?”

“How did you know? Did Old Song tell you?”

“No, I guessed.”

Then, Wei Lan asked him, “You’re at Ziyun Mountain Villa, right?”

“Yes.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes…”

Wei Lan clicked her tongue and said, “That’s quite pitiful, then. None of your ‘little girlfriends’ came to keep you company?”

Li Mu chuckled, “My ‘big girlfriend’ isn’t in Beijing either, is she?”

Wei Lan giggled, “Are you talking about me?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “You’re coming back tomorrow, and I’m leaving tomorrow. It seems we won’t be able to see each other this time.”

Wei Lan laughed, “So, you’re saying you really want to see me?”

Li Mu hummed, “Do you even need to ask that?”

Wei Lan said, “Of course I need to ask. You’re so busy every day; you might not always want to see me.”

Li Mu said seriously, “I really want to see you right now.”

“Is that so?” Wei Lan chuckled softly. “You don’t sound very sincere.”

Li Mu was exasperated but amused by her. “What does sincere sound like?”

Wei Lan thought for a moment and said, “Your voice should at least have a little more feeling, shouldn’t it?”

Li Mu sighed helplessly. He adjusted his state, trying to make his voice sound more emotional, and said, “Wei Lan, I truly want to see you right now. Very much.”

Wei Lan’s laughter was joyful. “Say it again for me, please?”

Li Mu’s own emotions were stirred by his previous words, and he seriously repeated the sentence again.

After saying it twice, his longing for her intensified quite a bit.

At this point, Wei Lan said very satisfactorily, “It sounds quite sincere now. I’ll believe you just this once.”

After speaking, she sighed and added, “Oh, seeing as you’re so sincere, I’ll reluctantly make the effort.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Make what effort?”

Wei Lan laughed, “I’ll reluctantly use my Heaven and Earth Great Shift to come see you. All right, come out and open the door for me!”





Chapter 1580: Confidant

Wei Lan’s words, “Come out and open the door for me,” made Li Mu pause.

Seeing no response from him, Wei Lan couldn’t help but urge, “What are you being silly for? Open the door for me!”

Li Mu came to his senses this time, understanding what was going on, and then hurriedly ran out of the room.

Passing through the yard, Li Mu arrived at his own front gate. With a touch of excitement, he opened the door and saw Wei Lan, dressed in a professional suit, pulling a suitcase and smiling at him from the doorway.

Having not seen her for a long time, Li Mu felt Wei Lan had become even more beautiful and mature. She wore a white blouse paired with black cropped trousers, and a pair of black flat leather shoes. It was a standard, very sharp professional female look.

As a gentle breeze stirred Wei Lan’s slightly curly long hair, she winked at Li Mu and smiled sweetly, her two rows of neat white teeth gleaming. Smiling like a blooming flower, she asked, “Surprised?”

“Surprised, so surprised!”

Li Mu nodded and opened his arms to her.

Wei Lan suddenly acted like a child, letting go of her suitcase and quickly rushing towards him.

After a long while, the two then reluctantly parted.

Li Mu held Wei Lan’s hand with one hand and dragged the suitcase she had left aside with the other, returning to the villa.

Wei Lan skipped and hopped along the way, lifting Li Mu’s right hand above her head, then gracefully twirled under his arm, as happy as a child.

As soon as they entered the house, Li Mu couldn’t help but ask her, “Didn’t you say you were coming back tomorrow? How did you get here today?”

“I missed you, and I was afraid you’d run off again, so I changed my flight.” Wei Lan didn’t hide the deep affection in her eyes. Although Li Mu was a few years younger than her, she seemed to reverse the age difference when she was with him.

Normally, she was the perfect woman in everyone’s eyes, a shining pearl in the business world, and the object of countless people’s praise and adoration.

But in front of Li Mu, she was like an innocent and naive teenage girl.

Li Mu touched her smooth cheek and said with a smile, “Then you really came at the perfect time, I have to leave again tomorrow.”

Wei Lan asked curiously, “Where are you going tomorrow?”

Li Mu replied, “To Hangzhou.”

Wei Lan nodded and said, “To see Zi Qiu, right? Isn’t she about to start school? Why don’t you wait for her to come here?”

Li Mu said, “Mom and Dad happen to be nearby, they said they wanted to go over and look around.”

Wei Lan put on a beautiful smile and jested, “Are you going to discuss marriage so soon?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “What marriage? How old am I this year?”

Wei Lan said with a smile, “If it’s not about marriage, isn’t it a bit too formal for the whole family to go to Zi Qiu’s home together?”

Li Mu said, “Mainly, Zi Qiu’s mom invited my mom, and my dad just happened to be accompanying my mom to do something over there. They both wanted me to come, so I had no choice but to go as instructed.”

Wei Lan nodded, exclaiming in admiration, “Zi Qiu’s mom is really amazing.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Why?”

Wei Lan gave a slight smile and said, “It’s nothing, I just think she must be a very impressive woman.”

After speaking, Wei Lan suddenly whispered, “Li Mu, I missed you…”

Li Mu said in her ear, “I missed you too.”

Wei Lan grabbed the hem of Li Mu’s T-shirt and asked him, “When are you leaving tomorrow?”

Li Mu said, “An afternoon flight, why?”

Wei Lan shook her head, “It’s nothing, I just want to calculate how much longer you can stay with me.”

Li Mu said, “Less than twenty hours, I guess.”

…

After a long while.

Wei Lan, wrapped in Li Mu’s bathrobe, pulled him to sit down on the two-seater sofa in the bedroom, blinked at him, and chuckled, “Tell me about all the interesting things you did these past few days.”

“What interesting things could I have done? It’s nothing more than what was reported in the news.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked considerately, “You must be exhausted after going out to inspect so much, aren’t you?”

“Yes…” Wei Lan sighed, “Half of my work hours every day are spent walking, and the other half in meetings.”

Li Mu said, “Next time, let Old Chen or Brother Liang handle this kind of thing. Don’t get bogged down with such specific tasks; focus more on the macro level.”

Wei Lan, hugging her arms, looked at Li Mu and said, “These two projects were both conceived and designed by you, and they are both major projects of benchmark significance. I wouldn’t dare let them have any risk. I have to personally follow up from start to finish, all the way until both projects are completed.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “The so-called benchmark significance is like drawing a big pie for investors during corporate financing; you don’t need to care so much about these things.”

Wei Lan shook her head, looking at Li Mu, and said emotionally, “Anyway, I’m managing these two projects as if I were in a romantic relationship. I must go all out to feel at ease.”

Seeing her persistence, Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Just manage it as you see fit, but please don’t put too much pressure on yourself, and don’t make your work intensity too high, or I’ll feel sorry for you.”

Wei Lan smiled sweetly, “You should take care of yourself too! You’re running around all day long, never resting for a moment. If you keep this up, you’ll collapse from exhaustion.”

Li Mu chuckled, “While I’m young, I’ll work hard for a few years. Once I’ve earned enough money and things are mostly done, I can retire. If I’m efficient now, maybe I can retire before thirty. If I’m not efficient now, I might not be able to retire even at sixty.”

Wei Lan helplessly shook her head and said, “I’m just afraid you’ll never be able to sit still. You’ll want to try this and that. With the continuous development of future technology, whether it’s the internet or other industries, there will definitely be more and more subdivided fields and many innovative things. By then, do you think you can resist the temptation?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Those who can resist this kind of temptation generally achieve decent results, but those with supreme accomplishments usually come from the batch who couldn’t resist the temptation.”

Wei Lan gave him a sidelong glance, “You always have the most crooked logic. To put it bluntly, you just don’t have enough self-control and can’t resist temptation.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, but inwardly sighed with emotion. Wei Lan truly understood him. The continuous development of technology and society would give rise to more and more new industries and new products, and these held immense appeal for him. For instance, smartphones, mobile internet, new energy vehicles, and artificial intelligence, all held enormous attraction for him; he simply couldn’t resist them.

Just then, Li Mu’s phone rang. Wei Lan proactively found his pants on the floor, took out his phone, and handed it to him.

Li Mu looked down and saw that it was Wendy Goldberg, the eldest granddaughter of the Goldberg Family.

Li Mu couldn’t help but feel puzzled, clicking his tongue as he said, “Why is she calling me?”

Wei Lan saw her English name and said with a smile, “Isn’t that the girl who had a romantic rumor with you on Twitter? Many people thought you two were together.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You know her?”

Wei Lan nodded, “I know. She was quite popular a few days ago, simply because she took a photo with you. Then netizens started paying attention to her Weibo, following her every move, and even heavily imitating her photo angles. This woman is quite popular in China now. Her pose of taking photos at a 45-degree angle from above is currently popular across the country.”

Li Mu smiled. He had taught her that pose himself back then, just to give Wendy Goldberg a good opportunity to gather followers. As expected, it quickly triggered an explosive trend of popularity.

The phone rang twice more. Li Mu then said to Wei Lan, “I’ll answer it first and ask her what she wants.”

Wei Lan hummed in affirmation. Li Mu immediately answered the phone and asked curiously, “Miss Wendy, is there something you need, calling me at this time?”

Her shy voice came through, saying, “Mr. Li, the matter of my studying abroad in China has been settled. In a few days, I will set off for China and become a graduate student at Yanjing University. At that time, I will need General Manager Li to take care of me.”

Li Mu was a bit speechless. He hadn’t expected that Wendy Goldberg’s talk of coming to China to study would actually come true just by talking about it.

Back then, when Wendy mentioned this, Li Mu had thought she was mostly joking. He hadn’t expected it would come true in the blink of an eye.

However, Li Mu could only force himself to say, “No problem, Miss Wendy, which flight will you be taking to China? I’ll arrange for someone to pick you up then.”

Wendy Goldberg said, extremely happy, “That truly causes you too much trouble, Mr. Li, thank you!”

“Not at all, it’s what I, as a Host, should do. Your coming to China is like coming to my doorstep. I will certainly make proper arrangements.”

After exchanging a few more pleasantries, Li Mu finally hung up the phone. Wei Lan asked curiously, “That Wendy is coming to China?”

Li Mu nodded and sighed, “She’ll be here in a few days.”

Wei Lan jested, “Another female confidante, and a foreign one at that.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “She can’t really be considered a female confidante.”

After speaking, Li Mu looked at Wei Lan and said seriously, “You are.”

Wei Lan pretended to be angry and said, “Student Li Mu, you have enough female confidantes already. You should really rein it in from now on, don’t you think?”





Chapter 1581: The Model Can Be Back-Transplanted

Facing Wei Lan’s question, Li Mu cried foul.

“Wendy Goldberg is not my female confidante; at most, she’s just a regular friend.”

Wei Lan chuckled, hugging Li Mu’s arm, her whole body softly swaying like a roly-poly toy. She said with a smile, “I need to declare first, I’m not getting jealous. I just feel sorry for you. A female confidante is a time, effort, and money-wasting burden. Sometimes, if something happens, you even have to find a way to rescue her. It’s too much trouble.”

Li Mu heard the jest in her words, wrapped his arm around her waist, and chuckled, “You’re right. One experience like that is enough. I don’t want to experience it a second time.”

Wei Lan added, “If she’s a good girl, I have no objections. But a girl with a particularly strong utilitarian mindset? No thanks, like this Wendy.”

At this point, Wei Lan continued, “There’s a lot about her on Twitter. This girl seems to have studied her Bachelor’s or Master’s at Cambridge, and now she wants to pursue further studies in China? I don’t mean to look down upon our domestic universities, but overall, our higher education institutions are more than a single league below Cambridge. It’s rare to hear of someone pursuing further studies at a lower-ranked institution. Anyone with normal judgment wouldn’t make such a choice.”

Li Mu said, “From what she implied, she seems to be very interested in Chinese culture, which is why she specifically wants to come to China.”

Wei Lan shook her head and said, “I don’t believe it. But her excuse is truly shrewd. First, it’s unassailable, and second, it’s more endearing. Chinese people especially like foreigners who identify with their culture. Once a foreigner says they like Chinese culture, everyone unconsciously develops a good impression of them, to the point where any random foreigner says they like Chinese culture, even though they might not even know how to use chopsticks.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You seem quite displeased with her. Are you getting jealous?”

“Of course not jealous,” Wei Lan said earnestly. “I just think she had something in mind with you, and I don’t want you to be used by such people. She’s not like women such as me or Zi Qiu. We wholeheartedly dedicate ourselves to you. Our only demand from you is emotion, not material things.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but hug her tighter, saying with a smile, “Don’t worry, I know what everyone’s intentions are towards me. I have a cooperate with the Goldberg Family regarding Muye Technology’s future IPO.”

Wei Lan nodded and said, “I know you definitely have a handle on things.”

Then, Wei Lan said to Li Mu again, “Actually, Zi Qiu is truly a good girl. You might consider the long-term even more.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re also a good girl. For you, I’ve always considered the long-term as well.”

Wei Lan blinked and smiled, saying, “The long-term I’m talking about isn’t about time; it’s about dimension.”

After speaking, she waved her hand and said, “I won’t be spouting nonsense ideas for you anymore. I’m so hungry. Should we cook a meal?”

Li Mu spread his hands and said, “At home, we only have instant noodles and some sausages, things that won’t spoil if left for a long time. Nothing fresh.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Wei Lan stood up and said, “Come on, let’s go to the kitchen and cook some noodles together.”

Li Mu nodded, followed Wei Lan to the kitchen, and was at a loss looking at the almost empty refrigerator and storage cabinets.

There were only a few packs of instant noodles and a little sausage at home, not even an extra egg.

This made him start reminiscing about the later era when food delivery could be ordered on a mobile phone.

At this moment, he even wanted Muye Technology to develop a food delivery ordering system, but this idea was quickly rejected.

The reason why food delivery platforms like Ele.me were born and became popular was due to the benefits of the mobile internet. Among these, smartphones capable of connecting to the internet and running apps were the core. In addition, high-speed mobile networks and relatively cheap data fees were the supporting skeleton and flesh of this core, and convenient mobile payments were one of the souls of the entire O2O industry.

At this stage, smartphone penetration was too low, mobile network fees were too high, and internet speed was too slow. It would take about one minute to load an image of several hundred KB on a phone, and the direct cost incurred would exceed one yuan. Moreover, there were no mobile payment channels. In such a situation, trying to do food delivery O2O was simply too difficult.

However, Li Mu quickly realized that he had fallen into a misconception.

A business model is something with great commonality. Sometimes, the transplantation of a business model can be cross-platform. E-commerce itself didn’t start from the mobile internet; it’s a business model for online transactions born in the traditional internet era, which was then applied to various platforms and carriers. Since that’s the case, food delivery, as a life service, doesn’t necessarily have to be incubated only in a mobile internet environment.

A food delivery product is different from a ride-hailing product. The latter has a huge limitation: both the service providers and recipients are highly mobile, relying heavily on GPS positioning in smartphones to make it easier for them to locate each other.

However, from a fundamental perspective, in food delivery products, both the service providers and recipients are stationary; only the delivery personnel providing the delivery service in the middle are mobile. No one would ever order food delivery without providing a clear address, letting the delivery person find them based on their real-time location. Nor would any restaurant cook while moving its location. Therefore, in theory, a food delivery product can be directly used in the current traditional PC internet era.

随即, Li Mu began to construct the product architecture and requirements in his mind.

First, the entire product is best made as a web-based service, meaning a website providing food delivery services needs to be developed.

Second, the website needs two backend systems: one for merchants and one for users.

Third, users place orders on the page using a PC, merchants also receive orders via PC, and then the system dispatches orders to delivery personnel.

Fourth, for the user-side PC terminals, Li Mu doesn’t need to consider them, meaning this product only considers ordinary users with operable PC terminals. However, the merchants’ PCs are something Li Mu needs to consider.

Although computer prices have dropped significantly at this stage, the problem is that the net profit of many small restaurants for several months might not even be enough to buy a computer. Therefore, if he wants to expand this business, he must find a way to solve the problem for merchants who cannot afford to acquire PC terminals.

This problem might seem troublesome to discuss, but Li Mu has his inherent advantages. He can directly cooperate with Shenzhou to have Shenzhou customized a low-configuration commercial all-in-one PC specifically for merchant use.

The machines can be leased to merchants. By paying a partial deposit or completing business information, they can try it out at a low price. Once they discover that online orders bring them a considerable increase in income, they will naturally consider purchasing or long-term leasing.

Fifth, due to the lack of smartphones, the mobility of delivery personnel will be restricted. Therefore, the most suitable method is to assign delivery personnel to specific areas, and orders within that area will be dispatched to the delivery personnel’s mobile phones via SMS.

The limited area for delivery personnel should adopt concepts of population coverage and radius. For example, in the early stages when food delivery business has not yet started and usage is low, one delivery person can cover a residential area or office building with two thousand people. Then, their limited area is within this range of two thousand people, and orders will only be pushed to them if placed at an address within their range.

Moreover, users placing orders should also be restricted in their order radius. For instance, if the order radius is three kilometers, users can temporarily only order from merchants within a three-kilometer radius. This way, delivery personnel will also be bundled within the three-kilometer range of their designated area, which can ensure delivery efficiency.

The large volume of SMS dispatch business can be deeply discussed with the two telecom service providers. Corporate discount prices can definitely be assured. The rest is to mediate between the two to see who offers the lowest cost.

Under normal circumstances, the cost of a single SMS for a large client can be reduced to around five fen, or even below five fen. Thus, the hidden communication cost in one order is not high.

Consequently, taking himself as an example, if he wants to order food now, the entire ordering and service process he needs is:

First, open the computer and list Ziyun Mountain Villa as the delivery address. Then, what he sees on the website are all restaurants within a three-kilometer radius that have joined the platform.

Next, through the PC website, he browses and selects dishes, confirming prices. These steps are the same as operating on a mobile phone.

After that, once he pays using Alipay online, the order will be sent to the seller. After the seller reviews and clicks to confirm the order, the buyer and seller have reached an agreement, and the system starts dispatching the order to all delivery personnel whose limited area includes Ziyun Mountain Villa.

The dispatch information will contain complete pickup address details and a relatively vague delivery address, for example, blurring out the building number, apartment number, and recipient’s information. After the delivery person receives the information, they first check the approximate location, then reply via SMS to confirm taking the order.

In cases of multiple people trying to take an order, the system will fairly determine who is the first delivery person to successfully claim the order. Once this delivery person receives the confirmation, they can go to the merchant to pick up the meal. Only after they arrive at the merchant and get the meal will they see the recipient’s detailed address, and then proceed with the delivery.

After the user places an order using a PC, the rest is waiting. Once the delivery person delivers the meal to the door, the transaction is automatically completed. In the subsequent period, the user can also click confirm on the PC, or leave a review, or apply for after-sales service.

While mentally mapping it out felt a bit more troublesome than using a phone, upon closer thought, the earliest users of Taobao went through this exact process, entirely operating online shopping via PC. Only later was this set of reasoning and systems migrated to mobile platforms.

So, looking at it now, back-transplanting the food delivery app’s theoretical framework and system from mobile platforms to PC platforms should also be entirely feasible. Although it will inevitably involve some compromises in functionality and efficiency due to technical limitations, such compromises are completely acceptable in the context of this era…

With this thought, Li Mu almost immediately made a decision: do it! Absolutely do it! Start with first-tier cities, then gradually expand to fourth- and fifth-tier cities and county towns. This way, in two years, when smartphones begin to emerge, he can quickly migrate it!





Chapter 1582: Nurturing User Laziness

After Li Mu’s rebirth, he had always been an out-and-out workaholic.

His relentless efforts were no longer simply for money, but for the satisfaction of each successful product model.

Without Li Mu, the internet in this world would have developed normally according to its pre-ordained trajectory. But what Li Mu wanted to do was break that trajectory, bringing things that would only appear much later, one by one, into the present.

Bringing over a model was easy, but making it successful once brought over was a real test of his control and adaptability. So, once he understood how the food delivery O2O business could be supported and its operational processes in the present, he immediately began eager to try.

Wei Lan had put a pot of water to boil on the gas stove. Seeing Li Mu holding instant noodles absent-minded, she walked over, took the instant noodles from his hand, and asked him while unwrapping the packaging: “What are you thinking about? You look like you’ve lost your soul.”

Li Mu came to his senses and said with a smile: “I’m thinking about a new business model.”

Wei Lan asked curiously: “What kind of model?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “A door-to-door food delivery model. In the future, if you want something to eat, you won’t need to go out yourself; you can just order online.”

Wei Lan laughed: “It’s not hard to achieve that! Just ask the nearby restaurants. If they deliver food, get a food delivery menu from them. When you want to eat, just call them directly and have them deliver it to you.”

Li Mu retorted: “What if I want more options?”

Wei Lan said: “Then you just find a few more restaurants and get a few more food delivery menus.”

At this point, Wei Lan added: “I have seven or eight food delivery menus at home. There are noodle shops, Sichuan cuisine, Beijing local dishes, and Western food – many varieties.”

Li Mu said: “That’s too much trouble. You’d have to get many menus, and these menus only have names, no pictures, so no visual experience. Plus, menus are hard to update. If a restaurant releases a new dish, and you don’t go get a new menu, you’ll never know about it just by ordering food delivery.”

Wei Lan nodded: “That’s true. So, what kind of food delivery service do you plan to create?”

Li Mu laughed: “What I want to create is an online food delivery platform that includes all restaurants in Beijing. Every restaurant will have a visual menu that updates in real-time. You just click what you want to eat, then place your orders and pay.”

“All restaurants in Beijing?” Wei Lan said in surprise: “Some restaurants don’t do food delivery themselves. They don’t have people responsible for external deliveries. There’s a donkey meat pancake shop downstairs from me that’s delicious, and I’ve always hoped they could offer a delivery service, but they’re short-staffed, so they haven’t started one.”

Li Mu said: “So, my food delivery platform won’t require the businesses to deliver themselves. I will establish a dedicated delivery team to handle deliveries.”

“A delivery team?” Wei Lan exclaimed: “That would require a lot of people, wouldn’t it? Just for Beijing, I estimate it would need thousands of people.”

Li Mu laughed: “Exactly! Wouldn’t that provide thousands, or even tens of thousands, of job positions for Beijing?”

Wei Lan said: “But the cost would be very high. If one person earns one or two thousand yuan a month, ten thousand people would be ten or twenty million, and that’s one or two hundred million a year…”

Li Mu said: “Their salaries won’t come from me; the users will pay.”

Wei Lan asked: “Users? You mean let users pay the delivery fee?”

Li Mu nodded: “You pay postage when you send something, so isn’t it normal to pay a delivery fee for food delivery?”

Wei Lan said: “But the customer unit price for food delivery is already very low. Sometimes a single person eats a rice dish for just a few yuan. If you ask them to pay an extra few yuan for shipping on top of that few yuan rice dish, they probably won’t accept it, will they?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: “User consumption habits are actually nurtured. From a practical perspective, the issue you raised is correct; you’ve hit on a key point. Most users would certainly be unwilling to pay the bill for a delivery fee. In comparison, they might prefer to go out and buy it themselves to save those few yuan in delivery fees.”

At this point, Li Mu changed his tone: “However, you must understand that humans are inherently lazy animals. Once a new product helps them save labor costs, it generates immense appeal. The only question is how much extra cost they need to pay.”

“So, my idea is that for the first six months, or even a year, after the food delivery platform is Launched, we won’t charge any delivery fees. If a restaurant sells something for five yuan, I’ll charge you five yuan, buy it from the restaurant for you, and deliver it to your hand.”

“This way, you will quickly accept and swiftly become reliant on the door-to-door meal delivery service I provide. Over time, I will nurture a kind of laziness in you, a laziness called: ‘I don’t want to go downstairs to buy food delivery, I don’t want to go downstairs to eat, I only want others to deliver it to me’s laziness’;”

“Once this laziness is deeply ingrained, your reliance on me will reach a peak. At that point, I will tell you, ‘Sorry, from today onwards, we will start charging users a delivery fee of three yuan per order.’ Although you’ll be reluctant to part with those three yuan, what you’ll be even more reluctant to part with is that laziness already in your bones. You’ll think, ‘It’s only three extra yuan, so be it, as long as I don’t have to go buy or eat it myself.’”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu as if he were a monster and exclaimed: “You calculate things against users too ruthlessly!”

Li Mu smiled and retorted: “Is there a problem?”

Wei Lan shook her head: “No problem. It’s just that I suddenly feel a little scared, wondering what other people and industries have nurtured what kind of laziness in me.”

Li Mu laughed: “There’s a ton of it! For example, buses nurture your laziness to avoid walking or cycling. Taxis nurture your laziness to avoid crowded public transport. Text messages nurture your laziness to speak. Online shopping nurtures your laziness to go shopping. So, what I’m going to nurture next is users’ laziness to go out and eat, or to buy food delivery and bring it home themselves.”

At this point, Li Mu continued: “Actually, such a food delivery platform not only nurtures user laziness but also fosters the greed of businesses. For example, a small restaurant with six tables, no matter how high its table turnover rate, still has a very low ceiling for the number of customers it can serve in a day. Moreover, due to insufficient exposure and display count, it’s very likely to not be full or even have empty seats most of the time. However, if it integrates with my food delivery platform, its display count will grow exponentially. Users can directly place orders online. This way, even if their shop’s network capacity reaches its limit, as long as they still have productivity, they can sell offline, and when selling food delivery offline, they don’t have to consider table turnover rate at all.”

“Perhaps a shop, under normal circumstances, can serve a maximum of two hundred customers a day. But after activating the offline food delivery channel, they can sell five hundred or even one thousand food deliveries every day. For the shop, this is a huge new income channel. Over time, we will account for more than half of their income. By then, they will develop serious income reliance on us and will be completely unable to leave us;”

“If they can’t do without us, then we’ll get a share of the profits. Either I take a certain percentage of sales as my due remuneration, or I open up resource sales, giving platform resources to businesses for bidding. This way, as a middleman, I can earn a service fee from both buyers and sellers, and the platform’s profit will naturally emerge.”

Li Mu understood very well how the internet could influence a person long-term, how it could gradually dig a pit for users and make them jump in themselves. Many new models start by burning money frantically, and users think they’ve found a bargain, when in fact, they’re falling into the pit dug for them by the other party.

When ride-hailing apps battled fiercely, users who originally paid twenty yuan for a ride might only need to pay five yuan;

When food delivery apps battled fiercely, users buying a ten-yuan food delivery might not have to spend a single penny, and even receive two or three yuan in subsidies from the platform;

It was the same when various vertical e-commerce websites battled fiercely. They started by offering generous discounts, portraying themselves to consumers as “I’m an idiot, come take advantage of me”, and then tricked users into their pits.

Once these platforms had nurtured user laziness to a certain extent, they would immediately turn hostile. The original twenty-yuan ride fare now cost thirty yuan, and fifty percent higher during peak hours, requiring forty-five yuan. You won’t take it? It doesn’t matter if you don’t take it, because if you don’t, you won’t be able to hail a car at all;

To put it plainly, it’s about tricking you to get hooked first with low prices and subsidies. Once you can’t live without them, they directly increase costs and earn all the money back double.

This was like when the American Marlboro cigarette company sent out free cigarettes across the United States in the mid-20th century. “Excuse me, are you a smoker? Oh, yes? Well, never mind, get lost then. What, you don’t smoke? Hey, don’t leave! Let me give you a free pack to try?”

Tobacco companies tricked users to get hooked with a pack of cigarettes, and once users were addicted, they made money off them for thirty years or even a lifetime. This is essentially the same as internet companies.

The CEO of a certain ride-hailing platform in his past life also said, “The surge pricing you’re paying now is all to repay the debt Your father here subsidized you with back then.”

What he said was indeed true. So much capital absurdly poured in, tens of billions of dollars, just waiting for the day to recover it all, principal and interest. It’s just that his conduct was truly unsightly. Back then, a single order might subsidize users by five to ten yuan, at most fifteen yuan. And now? In a first-tier city, going out casually might cost dozens, or even one or two hundred yuan in taxi fare. The increased cost per order is at least dozens of yuan, and this interest is damn ridiculously high.

Also, for a ten-yuan food delivery, there are no subsidies anymore. Some platforms with ugly conduct not only charge you a five-yuan delivery fee but also a three-yuan packaging fee.

Of the five-yuan delivery fee, part is cost, and part is profit retained by the platform;

A three-yuan packaging box has a wholesale cost of no more than thirty cents. This money is usually split between the platform and the merchant. Sometimes, the platform directly asking merchants for money hurts feelings, so they came up with such a shameless tactic: a two to three-yuan packaging fee per order. The merchant takes the smaller share, the platform takes the larger share. This way, the platform gains another profit, and doesn’t have to extract money directly from the merchant’s pocket. So, both sides are happy, jointly fleecing money from users.

After you’ve paid an extra eight yuan for an order, the time it takes for that order to reach your hand might well be another hour. And don’t you dare be indignant; if you are, go eat out yourself.

If Li Mu had started a bit slower and done this with other industry giants, such a vicious competitive situation would inevitably repeat itself. However, if he can establish himself as the sole dominant player, he can strike a balance: one that neither excessively harms the interests of users and merchants, nor compromises his own respectable profit margin.





Chapter 1583: Optimizing Industrial Structure

On the plane to Hangzhou, Li Mu was still holding his laptop, writing up the product demand for the food delivery platform.

This trip to Hangzhou, he brought Li Ziwei and Wang Yuanlang with him, a total of three people. The four of them had long grown accustomed to Li Mu’s work ethic. Seeing him take out his laptop and type furiously without stop, no one made a sound, afraid of disturbing his train of thought.

After Li Mu had laid out the complete product demand and architecture, the plane began its descent, scheduled to land at Hangzhou Airport in twenty minutes.

Only then did he have time to examine the private jet. Every time he traveled, the private jet he took was different. This one was noticeably smaller than previous ones, and its interior furnishings were less refined, appearing slightly dated.

In truth, private jet companies are no different from car rental agencies; they have many models, with varying conditions from new to old. And because the single unit price of an airplane is so high, the total number of aircraft in a private jet company’s fleet is pitifully small. When the better, newer planes are rented out, only the mediocre small private jets like this one remain.

Li Mu suddenly began to look forward to the Gulfstream G550 that Chen Ze had mentioned to him. That plane should be one of the best small to medium-sized private jets available. If he wanted something more expensive, he could buy a private jet converted from a Boeing 737 or an Airbus A320.

Such private jets are not truly considered ordinary private jets. They are converted from mainline passenger aircraft, with extensive internal modifications, effectively transforming a large passenger plane into a private jet.

However, such a plane would be far too luxurious for Li Mu. All he wanted was a private jet that was safer, newer, could fly further, and was more comfortable, to handle the global flight demands of the future.

As for how much internal space it had, it was largely irrelevant to Li Mu.

Last time Li Mu attended a salon at the Goldberg Family’s estate, he heard that tycoons from Middle Eastern royal families would convert Boeing 747s into private jets, with each plane costing hundreds of millions of dollars, and renovations and decorations costing hundreds of millions more, practically turning them into airborne palaces. However, Li Mu felt that small to medium-sized private jets were the real powerful tool for international business and saving time, far more practical than luxurious large aircraft.

The Gulfstream G550 was a plane Li Mu was quite fond of in every aspect. If it was truly as Chen Ze said, and he could take over a plane that was almost ready for delivery from another client, it would save him a lot of time.

After the plane landed in Hangzhou, Zhao Xianliang personally led a racing team to the airport to greet them, and Zhao Ziqiu even came along.

The moment they met, Zhao Ziqiu, dressed in casual wear and looking exceptionally youthful, excitedly threw herself into Li Mu’s arms. Behind them, Zhao Xianliang watched, looking slightly awkward.

“A daughter outgrows her home,” perhaps describes this situation perfectly? He had doted on his daughter like a princess until her early twenties, only for her to so eagerly throw herself into another man’s embrace. This feeling was truly a bit uncomfortable for Zhao Xianliang.

Zhao Ziqiu rarely wore makeup, but today, to pick up Li Mu, she had deliberately primped herself. Her willow leaf-shaped eyebrows showed traces of being drawn with an eyebrow pencil, her large, sparkling eyes had a faint, thin line of eyeliner, and her lips were painted with a light wine-red lipstick. Her skin had no need for concealer or foundation, for she possessed the natural beauty of a Southern Girl from Jiangzhe, with skin so tender it felt as if water could be squeezed from it, utterly flawless.

However, Zhao Ziqiu’s dressing style was relatively simple. She was not too accustomed to dressing up in flashy or fashionably seductive clothes. Her favorite was undoubtedly simple sportswear, paired with a ponytail, exuding youth, vitality, and pure loveliness.

Li Mu missed Zhao Ziqiu terribly, so when she threw herself into his arms, he gave her a deep kiss almost without hesitation, and only then did he notice that Zhao Xianliang was not far behind Zhao Ziqiu.

So Li Mu patted Zhao Ziqiu’s waist and whispered, “I’ll go greet Uncle first.”

Zhao Ziqiu then released her tight embrace of Li Mu’s arms.

Li Mu walked up to Zhao Xianliang, bowed slightly politely, and said, “Hello, Uncle Zhao.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled and said, “Hello, Li Mu. You must be tired from the journey.”

Li Mu laughed, “Not at all.”

Zhao Xianliang said, “Let’s chat as we walk. The car is waiting outside.”

Li Mu nodded and walked out of the airport hand-in-hand with Zhao Ziqiu, directly getting into a Toyota Coaster arranged by Zhao Xianliang.

The car was quite spacious, so all five of Li Mu’s party got into it. Zhao Xianliang and Zhao Ziqiu naturally sat in this car as well.

Zhao Ziqiu insisted on sitting with Li Mu, so Li Mu let her sit on the window side of one row, while he sat by the aisle. Zhao Xianliang sat across the aisle.

After the car started, Zhao Xianliang said to Li Mu, “Your Auntie Xie went to pick up your parents. They should arrive home before us.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “It’s truly a trouble for you and Auntie Xie, having to split into two paths to pick up my family.”

Zhao Xianliang smiled and said, “This is the least I can do.”

Then, Zhao Xianliang asked Li Mu, “Have you been especially busy lately? TV stations must be vying to interview you, right?”

Li Mu laughed, “There are indeed many interview invitations, but I’ve had Ziwei decline them all. I’ve been too tired recently and don’t want to face the media for interviews. And recently, many things have been a bit too high-profile. When things are high-profile, it’s better for people to be low-key, otherwise, I always worry that what goes up must come down.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded in agreement and said, “The Queen conferring an honor upon you has indeed been reported very high-profilely for several cycles within the country. It’s good to be a bit low-key.”

Speaking of this, Zhao Xianliang asked the question he had been eager to get an answer to: “Xiao Mu, what are your plans for the football market? I see you’ve made many moves recently regarding football, looking very determined.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “The main idea is to foster youth football in China and make it a hot topic that garners widespread attention and enthusiasm from society. Then, using the resources of Manchester City Club, help cultivate a group of excellent young footballers within the country. I hope they can improve our nation’s football competitive level in the future.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded slightly, then asked, “So what do you think of the football industry? Do you have any plans to invest capital into the football industry?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Capital investment? Uncle Zhao, what do you mean?”

Zhao Xianliang said, “It means to ride the wave of market enthusiasm ignited by your influence on football, dump some money into the football industry, acquire a batch of resources at low prices and then wait for them to appreciate.”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “I don’t plan to make that kind of investment. In fact, I’m not preparing to make money from football. My main goal is to fulfill a wish: to help our country cultivate a group of high-level football talents.”

After saying that, Li Mu added, “As for investment, if you’re interested, you can pursue it. I can’t guarantee anything else, but my investment in football will definitely not decrease in the next eight to twelve years. I’m taking a gamble to see if our National Team can reach the Finals again in the next few World Cups. If that happens, my resource injection and capital investment into the football market will not cease. The football industry should be an industry that will be a hit for at least ten years in the future.”

Zhao Xianliang laughed, “That’s excellent! When I saw you acquire Manchester City Club, I figured you might make a strong push in the football market and that the football market would definitely be driven forward by you to flourish. So I thought of freeing up a sum of my funds to invest in the football market.”

Li Mu agreed, saying, “Personally, I highly support your decision. The domestic football market, and even the entire sports market, will soon begin to rise. This is an industry that is on an upward trend, and rarely will it maintain this upward momentum for a long time. So, you can balance both short-term and long-term investments.”

Zhao Xianliang asked curiously, “Why are you so certain the sports market will experience a long-term upward trend?”

Li Mu laughed, “There are many reasons. One is the Olympics. The century-old Olympics have yet to truly unleash their full potential. During the 2008 Beijing Olympics, Beijing will definitely be in the global spotlight, and it will also ignite a tsunami-like wave of sports fever across the country. Then there’s the inevitable outcome of economic development. Once per capita GDP reaches a certain level, the entertainment and sports industries will experience explosive growth. This has been repeatedly proven in developed countries countless times. Looking at our current GDP growth rate, once the 2008 Olympic fervor passes, our per capita GDP will usher in an eruption in the entertainment and sports market, almost seamlessly taking over the baton from the Olympic Games.”

After saying that, Li Mu added, “Aside from these two points, I believe our country will also increasingly prioritize the development of national physical education, as it concerns the physical prowess, health, and vitality of a nation. At that time, the state should also vigorously support the sports industry and continue to boost it even further.”

Zhao Xianliang pondered for a moment, then nodded gently.

He started his career in energy and steel and had a very deep understanding and sensitivity to these two industries. However, his sensitivity in this sector required him to closely follow policies and international trends.

To some extent, he was more familiar with politically-influenced industries, but not very familiar with industries driven purely by market forces.

He could only see that Li Mu’s acquisition of Manchester City Club would stimulate a surge in market activity in the domestic football market in a short period. However, he dared not make arbitrary conjectures or hasty conclusions about the development of the entire sports market over the next fifteen to twenty years. But after hearing Li Mu’s explanation, he felt that Li Mu’s analysis likely had at least an eighty percent certainty.

At this point, Li Mu reminded him, “Uncle Zhao, after China joins the WTO, the steel market should experience significant fluctuations. This involves too many unpredictable factors, and it’s intricate and complex, not only closely linked to the international situation but also significantly impacted by unilateralism. Furthermore, the energy industry itself has considerable volatility and many uncertain factors. So my personal advice is that it’s time for you to consider optimizing your industrial structure. If possible, gradually diversify your assets, expanding from energy and steel into other industries that are more stable and align more closely with market principles. This way, no matter which industry experiences fluctuations in the future, your overall industrial landscape will not be too greatly affected.”





Chapter 1584: New Hot Topic

Li Mu’s family, tracing back five generations, had never produced a single official. Therefore, even after being reborn into this life, Li Mu had no desire to engage with economic forms outside of the market economy. It was precisely for this reason that, in his view, the industries Zhao Xianliang was involved in were areas he would never, under any circumstances, set foot in. Both energy and steel made Li Mu feel extremely insecure.

These two industries had created many billionaires, but they had also led to the ruin of many families. Furthermore, almost no merchants on the domestic rich list who made it into the top ten came from these fields, which clearly demonstrates certain characteristics of this industry.

Moreover, Zhao Xianliang’s current net worth was at least several billion, making him, by all accounts, a wealthy magnate. However, Li Mu had never heard of Zhao Xianliang in his past life. This indicated that Zhao Xianliang’s development after 2010 likely wouldn’t be very good; otherwise, Li Mu wouldn’t have remained completely unaware of him.

Based on this, it could be generally concluded that Zhao Xianliang’s future development space was limited, and he might even begin a decline soon. If he didn’t promptly adjust his industrial structure at this time, he would be unable to turn around once the larger trend arrived.

Running a business was like fighting a war. The larger the enterprise, the worse its maneuverability. In a small startup of three or five people, if they were heading south and the boss waved his hand and told them to turn back, everyone could immediately turn north. For a company of three hundred or five hundred, or even three thousand or five thousand people, if the boss gave an order to change direction, many would struggle to adapt or even refuse to follow. If a complete turnaround was forced, it would either require internal restructuring or a tremendous effort to overcome each obstacle one by one.

For someone like Zhao Xianliang, involved in traditional industry, the proportion of fixed assets was too high, as was the debt ratio, and the personnel base was too large. Investing several hundred million in cash and borrowing one or two billion to build a factory, with thousands of workers to maintain operations – once market conditions declined, they would have to continue production even at a loss. Otherwise, if work stopped, banks would interfere and even seize assets. This situation was like plummeting rapidly into a bottomless abyss; what turnaround could one hope for? It would be a miracle not to be utterly ruined.

Therefore, Li Mu had heard of many brick-and-mortar entrepreneurs like him who were billionaires yesterday but owed hundreds of millions to banks and were on the verge of bankruptcy today.

When uninformed, one might think these tycoons were fools, that they could simply sell off their fixed assets and still have tens of millions left to support their families, preventing complete loss. But a little understanding would reveal that it wasn’t like that at all.

When things went downhill, he too wanted to cut his losses and exit, but the crucial point was that he wouldn’t even get the chance to cut his losses. When he was alive, no one troubled him. But once he was on the verge of collapse, banks and creditors, each wielding a bone-cutting knife, would rush in to dismember him. Then, thousands of employees, like ants, would snatch away every last bit of remaining flesh from the bones.

From the start of his venture, Zhao Xianliang’s background was essentially half-legal, half-dubious. Although he was now gradually whitewashing his image, the unique nature of his industry remained. As long as he continued to earn from it, he couldn’t expect to completely clean his slate, just as an underground miner couldn’t avoid getting coal dust on their hands.

However, as his asset scale grew, he gradually felt various pressures. The greater the pressure, the more uncertain he felt about the future.

He sincerely felt that Li Mu was right. These two industries were too heavily influenced by major trends. Those within them couldn’t grasp the underlying patterns. Sometimes, market conditions would surge like a flood, making it hard not to make money, but other times, the market would fall into a prolonged drought, leaving one desperate as if nothing could be harvested. One day, you open your doors and earn money; the next, you open them and burn money. The future was full of uncertainties.

However, diversifying assets sounded simple, but in practice, it was far from easy.

He sighed lightly and said to Li Mu, “I’ve also been thinking about the issue you just mentioned recently: gradually withdrawing capital and assets in batches from the original industries and investing them into other fields. However, I haven’t been exposed to many industries, and I am completely ignorant of many of them. I feel more confident in my existing industries.”

After that, he asked Li Mu, “Do you have any good suggestions?”

Li Mu quickly said, “Uncle Zhao, I wouldn’t dare to give specific advice randomly, because I don’t understand traditional industry myself. However, I do believe that the future development of traditional industry needs to move towards high-tech, cutting-edge directions to go further and grow larger.”

At this point, Li Mu took out his color screen phone and said, “Look, the trend of information visualization in electronic products is growing stronger. Almost all household electronic products will come with a display screen, whether large or small. However, traditional phone screens are typically covered with a layer of transparent plastic. After carrying it in a pocket for two or three months, this plastic layer will basically be scratched beyond recognition. If a glass company can transform itself to specialize in R&D and production of ultra-thin, ultra-hard, and ultra-clear screen glass for electronic products, that company might open up an entirely new market and lead the way.”

Zhao Xianliang nodded slightly and smiled, “I’ll definitely make time to study this thoroughly later and see if there are any suitable directions. If so, I’ll gradually start to lay out a strategy, to avoid being too disadvantaged if problems arise in the future.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I think you could first try getting into the sports industry. Start by acquiring resources at next to nothing, and once the industry booms, you can either sell or develop them further.”

Zhao Xianliang replied, “Then I’ll start with an attempt in the sports and football industry. If it proves reliable, I’ll try to break into other industries.”

Li Mu nodded gently. The football industry was indeed a new hot topic coming up. His own strong determination to invest in football would certainly give a powerful push to the rapid development of domestic football. In this situation, it would be a guaranteed profit for Zhao Xianliang to buy at the bottom of the football market.

If the football industry allowed him to experience success, he would certainly expand into the entire sports industry in the next phase. This would also be a good thing; at least with capital driving it, the populace could realize the importance of strengthening their bodies and building constitution earlier.

…

When Li Mu, accompanied by Zhao Xianliang and his daughter Zhao Ziqiu, arrived at the villa by West Lake, Xie Yun had already picked up Li Mu’s parents. The three of them were currently chatting and laughing in the living room, and the atmosphere was lively and joyful.

Xie Yun had specifically set up her favorite tea set and teaware, bringing out her treasured good tea and personally brewing it for Li Mu’s parents.

As soon as Li Mu entered, he heard Li Mu’s mother exclaim excitedly, “Oh, my son’s here!”

Li Mu’s father put down his teacup, turned to look at Li Mu, and chuckled, “You rascal, it’s harder to see you than anyone else.”

“Dad, Mom!” Li Mu stepped forward to greet his parents, then politely greeted Xie Yun.

Li Mu’s mother felt exceptionally pleased to see her son. Just then, she also saw Li Ziwei following behind Li Mu, which made her even happier. She beamed with smiles and said, “Ziwei is here too!”

Li Ziwei smiled shyly and sweetly called out, “Godmother, Godfather…”

Li Mu’s mother and father quickly responded, then said to Xie Yun and Zhao Xianliang, “Ziwei is our goddaughter.”

Xie Yun nodded and politely greeted Li Ziwei. She was aware of Li Ziwei’s situation. At the time Li Mu’s mother and father wanted to adopt Li Ziwei as their goddaughter, Xie Yun had been worried that Li Mu’s mother might also want to adopt her daughter Zhao Ziqiu as a goddaughter. Fortunately, she didn’t have that intention.

Li Mu’s mother was especially fond of Li Ziwei. She walked directly to Li Ziwei, took her hand, and said, “Ziwei, you’ve been traveling everywhere with Li Mu lately, and you’ve gotten much thinner.”

Li Ziwei blushed and said, “Godmother, traveling everywhere with General Manager Li is my job, and General Manager Li works even harder than I do.”

Li Mu’s mother patted her hand and smiled, “In private settings from now on, you don’t need to call him General Manager Li. We’re all family, it makes it seem too formal.”

Li Ziwei nodded, feeling a little embarrassed.

Xie Yun quickly and warmly gestured for Li Mu and Li Ziwei to sit opposite the tea set, smiling as she said, “You’ve come at just the right time. Auntie will pour you a cup of tea to try.”

Li Mu expressed his thanks and sat down with Zhao Xianliang and Zhao Ziqiu. Li Mu sat next to his mother, while Zhao Ziqiu naturally sat next to him.

Xie Yun picked up a few high-temperature sterilized teacups with bamboo tongs, then poured a freshly brewed cup of tea for each of the three. She then said to Li Mu, “Li Mu, this is Lapsang Souchong. Try it and see how it tastes.”

Li Mu nodded, picked up the teacup, and took a sip. The taste was rich, mellow, and endlessly resonant.

“Auntie Xie, this tea is truly delicious.”

Seeing that Li Mu liked it, Xie Yun nodded with satisfaction and smiled, “Auntie has plenty more here. I’ll give some to you when you return to Beijing.”

“Thank you, Auntie Xie.” Li Mu said, asking Wang Yuanlang to bring in the gifts he had prepared in advance.

On this trip to the UK, he had indeed acquired some unique Royal Family gifts. For his mother and Zhao Ziqiu’s mother, he brought jewelry handcrafted by artisans designated by the Royal Family. For his father and Zhao Xianliang, he prepared an exquisite men’s brooch; the brooch was customized by the Royal Family, featuring a platinum crown adorned with three diamonds.

As for Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu had prepared an expensive diamond necklace, identical to one owned by the Queen, which cost Li Mu over one million British Pounds. Although giving a necklace might be a bit cliché, for a straight male chauvinist like Li Mu, he simply couldn’t think of any better gift.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t care what Li Mu gave her; as long as he kept her in his heart and thought of her, she was content. As for the four parents, they were all very pleased with the gifts Li Mu presented, especially the two mothers. They naturally loved beauty, and as they aged past middle age, they became even fonder of clothes and decorations that young people might consider exaggerated.

The jewelry Li Mu gave them virtually all featured craftsmanship and styles unique to the Royal Family. Their designs were very novel, the workmanship exquisite, and their value considerable, naturally delighting both mothers immensely.

After two small cups of tea, the four parents began asking Li Mu a wide variety of questions. The most frequent question they asked was about the entire process of Li Mu receiving his honor at Buckingham Palace. To them, Li Mu receiving an honor from the Queen, especially the highest-grade medal, was a tremendous honor. Yet, Li Mu himself wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about the medal.

However, even though Li Mu didn’t pay attention to it himself, he still recounted the entire process in great detail to the four elders, making Li Mu’s father and mother beam with pride.





Chapter 1585: The Most Comforting Thing

“

“

Whether it was Li Mu’s parents or Zhao Ziqiu’s parents, they all felt that Li Mu receiving the GBE honor from the Queen of England was an extremely proud achievement. However, in Li Mu’s eyes, this was merely a part of his transaction with the Royal Family. If he hadn’t been willing to use his unique advantages to pave the way for Prince William’s future, the Queen certainly wouldn’t have brought out her ultimate, highest-ranking medal.

“

“

In this unique transaction, he used his own resources as currency, and the Royal Family used their privileges as value. What Li Mu truly wanted was not a medal, but the political assistance the Royal Family could provide him in the future.

“

“

When Zhao Xianliang heard Li Mu wanted to pave the way for Prince William, he immediately suggested, “Xiao Mu, as the Crown Prince, Prince William will certainly have a lot of contact with China in the future. His formal debut on the political stage is inevitable. Since that’s the case, why not let him take on the role of a national image representative in advance? That way, the Royal Family will be even more grateful to you.”

“

“

Li Mu asked curiously, “Uncle Zhao, what exactly do you mean?”

“

“

Zhao Xianliang said, “My suggestion is, you could invite William to China for an inspection visit in a private capacity. However, this ‘inspection visit’ would definitely have nothing to do with our Chinese government; it would be entirely your personal act. You, personally, invite him to China as your guest and, while here, he can visit your companies, such as Muye Technology, Taobao, Alipay, Taobao Logistics, and also 3321. As long as he comes, even if it’s a private visit for a private meeting, the media will definitely give him extensive coverage. At that time, William’s reputation within the country will significantly improve, and he might even be able to demonstrate his diplomatic potential to the British Parliament. Perhaps next time there’s a significant national event, he can make an appearance as a representative.”

“

“

Li Mu’s eyes suddenly lit up. What Zhao Xianliang said was indeed a valid approach. If he were to proceed with this, it would undoubtedly have a significant impact on William’s public recognition and approval rating. Moreover, it could also deepen Europe’s impression and goodwill towards China and Chinese enterprises. It could truly achieve multiple goals at once.

“

“

So Li Mu hastily said, “Uncle Zhao, thank you for the reminder. I’ll make arrangements for this matter right away.”

“

“

After Li Mu finished reporting his work to the four elders, he curiously inquired about his mother’s recent business progress.

“

“

Li Mu’s mother, as if recounting her most prized possessions, introduced each clothing brand for which they had secured agency rights. Then she told Li Mu, “We currently have forty-five directly managed stores open across the province.”

“

“

Li Mu asked in surprise, “So many already?”

“

“

“Yes,” Li Mu’s mother said with a smile. “The pace of opening stores is incredibly fast. We first conduct some rough market research. If it’s worth doing, we immediately choose a site, then we set up the store. Construction is very quick; from building to inspection, a single store only takes over two months, so it can open for business in about three months total. And the investment isn’t large. The money you gave us last time, besides using it to renovate the Department Store, most of the rest was used to establish direct-managed store channels. Then we mortgaged the storefronts with the banks, and the banks gave us many preferential policies, basically ultra-low interest loans.”

“

“

Li Mu sighed, “To set up so many stores in such a short time, you must have worked so hard.”

“

“

Li Mu’s father chuckled, “Hard work? It’s like playing! We drive over to check a place out, if it looks good, we arrange for someone to talk to the landlady, sign the agreement, and our partnering renovation company sends their project manager and surveying staff directly to the site. A few days later, the design plans are out. Then, they send a few supervisors and hire more local laborers, and it gets set up very quickly.”

“

“

“But with so many stores, you can’t possibly manage them all…” Li Mu truly hadn’t expected his parents to become so engrossed in their careers that they couldn’t extricate themselves. In such a short time, they had secured master distributor rights for so many brands and opened so many directly managed stores. Over forty stores — this scale was already somewhat intimidatingly large.

“

“

Li Mu’s mother smiled slightly and said, “I basically don’t handle the store operations myself. All over forty stores have been divided up. Each store has a store manager, whom we personally trained before dispatching. Then, your Mother’s older sister, Mother’s younger sister, Mother’s older brother and maternal uncle’s wife, along with your maternal younger uncle’s wife, your paternal uncle and paternal aunt, each of them is responsible for one to several stores. They are in charge of supervising the store managers, tracking operational data, and ensuring the stores run smoothly. As for inventory and sales figures, everything is recorded through a computer system. How many items each store sells daily, how much money, and how much inventory is left — it’s all clear in the system. We just regularly send a few professional financial personnel to verify, and so far, there haven’t been any errors.”

“

“

Li Mu couldn’t help but ask, “How’s the profitability?”

“

“

“Quite good,” Li Mu’s mother said. “It feels like the purchasing power of ordinary people has been rising recently. Basically, the sales volume for all stores is steadily increasing. Most stores have a monthly net profit of between fifty thousand and one hundred thousand yuan. In larger cities, it’s around one hundred thousand yuan. Eighty percent of these profits go to the company, and twenty percent go to the people responsible for the stores, all of whom are our own relatives.”

“

“

Xie Yun couldn’t help but remind her at this point, “Sister Fang, while it’s common to use relatives in business, it’s quite rare to use almost all your own relatives as you do. The more family-oriented an enterprise is, the harder it is to manage, and the more you need to guard against insider trading schemes. Otherwise, once the trend goes bad, it will be too difficult to reverse.”

“

“

Li Mu’s mother nodded in agreement and said, “His father and I also considered this, so we laid down the law upfront. Anyone caught engaging in insider trading schemes will, at the very least, have a certain number of their stores revoked, directly cutting off a portion of their income. In serious cases, all stores will be repossessed, and cooperation will cease. Moreover, we have a professional verification and audit team. With them, the financial situation of every store is clear at a glance. The supervision is strict, and the punitive measures are strict, so they don’t dare to have other ideas.”

“

“

Xie Yun gave a thumbs up, exclaiming, “Sister Fang really has a way! Combining kindness with strictness and clear rewards and punishments — these are the two most crucial principles for maintaining a family business.”

“

“

Li Mu’s mother said, a little embarrassed, “Sister, stop praising me. My small-scale venture is practically showing off my meager skills in front of an expert like you.”

“

“

Xie Yun chuckled, “Not at all. Don’t look at Old Zhao’s business being quite large; he can’t handle the relationships involved when relatives participate in company operations. Before, he had several relatives working with him, but they were almost all cleared out later. The reason was excessive trust from the beginning, coupled with a policy of appeasement due to emotional ties. In the end, others showed no restraint and only intensified their actions, leading to a complete falling out, to the point where they couldn’t even maintain family relations.”

“

“

Li Mu’s mother nodded and said, “We were worried about that at first too. But then, his father and I thought it over carefully. Our son is successful, and truthfully, we could just retire and enjoy life. However, we still have to take care of our relatives. We can’t live well ourselves and then ignore others in the family. But, you know, when we help them, we can’t just give handouts. As the saying goes, give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.”

“

“

Zhao Xianliang chuckled, “Sister-in-law is right. You can’t ignore relatives, but you also can’t just support them with money. The best approach is to guide them, so they can have better development prospects.”

“

“

Li Mu’s mother said, “That’s exactly what we thought. So, we took some money from our son and started this business. It also serves as a buffer between our son and these relatives. Otherwise, if relatives wanted to meddle in our son’s ventures, he would be in an irreversible situation. He’s working on huge undertakings, and we can’t let relatives interfere with him.”

“

“

When Li Mu heard this, his heart suddenly jolted.

“

“

He had never imagined that his mother’s full-blown entrepreneurship was also for his sake.

“

“

No wonder, no wonder none of his relatives had ever directly approached him asking him to solve issues for them. It turned out his mother had intercepted them all.

“

“

She planned a portion of the family business for all direct relatives. This way, these relatives all gained very stable and substantial incomes, as well as respectable careers. This eliminated the possibility of numerous aunts and uncles and various cousins wanting to crowd into his company.

“

“

Xie Yun’s gaze towards Li Mu’s mother suddenly held a few more points of heartfelt admiration. While she never looked down on Li Mu’s mother, she had also never imagined her to be a particularly wise woman. But today, she discovered that Li Mu’s mother was not only very intelligent but possessed great wisdom.

“

“

In comparison, she herself hadn’t thought of using such a method to create a buffer for her husband back then. When her husband’s relatives swarmed in, she and her husband thought similarly: to arrange things as much as possible and let them benefit as much as possible. However, once they entered their own company, regardless of the position, it would devolve into insider trading schemes. If she had possessed this wisdom back then, simply investing a bit of money externally to build a ‘relative firewall’ for her husband, then his relationship with his family relatives wouldn’t be as strained as it is now.

“

“

Furthermore, Li Mu’s mother’s attitude towards managing relatives was another point that greatly impressed her.

“

“

Most people cannot be objective enough in front of relatives; they are always bound by emotional ties, which then affects their judgment on serious business. This is something almost everyone deeply resonated with.

“

“

Being too tough on relatives earns the reputation of having a heart of stone; being too soft often brings immense losses and negative impacts, potentially even affecting the family bonds themselves.

“

“

Therefore, the more this is the case, the more one needs an effective method to perfectly arrange relatives, being neither too soft nor too hard, but truly effective.

“

“

Li Mu looked at the aura of a career woman unconsciously exuding from his mother, and felt exceptionally comforted.

“

“

In his past life, at this age, his mother was suffocated by the economic pressure brought by both parents being laid off and their son’s schooling. She aged rapidly, becoming a working-class middle-aged woman who fretted over trivial matters every day. Li Mu’s strongest impression from that time was that every time he returned home for holidays, his mother looked older and more haggard than before. A woman in her forties looked no different from someone in her fifties.

“

“

In this life, his mother exuded a never-before-seen confidence and composure. Not only did she not look old at all, but her demeanor made her appear even younger. More importantly, she found a career she loved and achieved remarkable accomplishments. The contrast between her in two lives was truly a world apart.

“

“

This was the most comforting thing for Li Mu since his rebirth.

“

“





Chapter 1586: Private Visit

While the two families chatted, Li Mu pondered the advice Zhao Xianliang had given him.

Issuing a private invitation to Prince William to visit China was indeed a very skillful operational approach. If the Windsor Family agreed to William coming over, it would be tantamount to William’s visit to China in a disguised form.

Even though a prince is not an actual government official, in the hearts and minds of the public, he largely represents his country’s government. Moreover, unlike government officials, his identity isn’t as absolute, allowing him to maintain both an official and a private image, which makes it exceptionally flexible.

Inviting William over, in principle, wouldn’t escalate to a government-level or diplomatic incident. However, in the hearts of the people of both countries, it would be even more impactful than diplomacy. Such an operational approach allows for greater control and flexibility.

If William came, his trip alone would earn him significant recognition from the Chinese public and considerable praise from the British public. For Muye Technology, this would also be an excellent opportunity to enhance its image in the minds of European citizens. As long as they cooperated smoothly, everyone would get what they needed, leading to a win-win situation.

Before dinner, Li Mu personally called William and extended an invitation to visit Muye Technology.

William was exceptionally excited upon receiving Li Mu’s invitation.

In the days since Li Mu left the UK, William’s influence had grown significantly. His Twitter followers were steadily increasing, and his inquiries about educational issues drew the attention of more and more people.

Now, William’s popularity in the UK was consistently rising, even elevating the public’s affection for the Royal Family.

Many times, the Royal Family faces questions about its succession, and if the royal descendants are too mediocre, public interest and affection for the monarchy will gradually wane. However, the opposite is also true: if there are outstanding talents among the royal descendants, the public will regain hope for the Royal Family, considering it a blessing for the monarchy and even for the nation.

William was precisely the rising royal star in the second scenario.

Not just William himself, but even the Queen and the entire Royal Family hoped he could deepen his contact and cooperate with Li Mu. However, Li Mu had only recently left the UK, and they found it difficult to immediately ask William to contact Li Mu, or even request Li Mu to plan William’s next stage of development.

Just as they were suppressing this urge, Li Mu’s call came through.

William said to Li Mu on the phone, “Mr. Li, I am personally very willing to go to China to learn more from you. I just don’t know what time would be convenient for you?”

Li Mu replied, “I’ll be returning to Beijing in two days, and my schedule will be quite flexible after I get back. However, it’s best if you come as soon as possible, don’t delay too long.”

William replied immediately, “Then I’ll discuss it with the rest of the family and confirm the time with you once it’s set.”

Li Mu chuckled, “No problem. You can communicate with Prince Charles or Her Majesty the Queen to see if you can choose the fastest time node. This trip shouldn’t be too short, it needs to be at least five days long.”

“I understand!” William blurted out. “Then I’ll go and communicate with my father and the Queen right away.”

“Alright, I’ll wait for your news.”

Li Mu hung up the phone and enjoyed dinner with his parents, his god-sister Li Ziwei, and Zhao Ziqiu’s family of three. Meanwhile, far away in the UK, Prince William rushed back to Windsor Castle like a madman. Both his father and grandmother were currently at Windsor Castle.

The Queen was personally walking a few of her Corgi dogs in the landscaped area within the castle. All these Corgis were descendants of a Corgi she had raised in her youth. For so many years, this Corgi bloodline had been perpetuated, making the Corgi breed the “Royal dog” of the British Royal Family.

Her eldest son, Charles, jogged out of the castle, stopping in front of the Queen, panting heavily as he said, “Mom, William is back. He said Li Mu just called him.”

“Oh?” The Queen instantly became excited, asking him, “What did Li Mu say to William on the phone?”

Charles replied, “Li Mu personally invited William to visit Muye Technology and his Taobao company.”

The Queen excitedly said, “Oh, this is excellent news! Has the itinerary been set?”

Charles chuckled, “Not yet. I was waiting for you to discuss it.”

The Queen nodded, saying, “We need to set the itinerary and also the publicity strategy. We even need to carefully consider what gifts to prepare for Li Mu when we arrive in China.”

Charles agreed, “That’s what I think too, so I’ll have to ask you to take charge.”

The Queen said joyfully, “It’s truly wonderful that Li Mu is willing to be bound together with William. I used to vaguely worry that with Li Mu’s stature and capability, he might not be willing to associate with our Windsor Family.”

The Queen was not wrong. Under normal circumstances, the entire UK internet market was not a hugely important matter for Li Mu, so the British Royal Family’s weight in his eyes might not be heavy enough.

In such a situation, Li Mu’s willingness to include William indeed made the Windsor Family feel like they had married up.

Moreover, they currently lacked the ability to propel William to a new level and height on their own. Their greatest reliance at the moment was Li Mu.

The Queen and Charles returned to the castle together, where William and other important family members were already waiting.

As soon as she entered her living room, the Queen eagerly asked William, “Quickly, tell me, what did Li Mu say on the phone?”

William eagerly repeated everything Li Mu had said on the phone without missing a beat. The Queen nodded repeatedly with satisfaction after listening, admonishing him, “This is an excellent opportunity. Although Li Mu invited you in a private capacity, this invitation will bring you powerful political empowerment, which is especially important for members of the Royal Family.”

Parliament’s control over the Royal Family is very strict, with the strictest aspect being the political career path. Generally speaking, members of the Royal Family can serve in the military or as civil servants, but they cannot hold actual senior executive positions in departments with real power. Therefore, while the Royal Family greatly wishes to increase its political bargaining chips, no matter how much they try, they are essentially destined for a mascot-like role.

However, if William can, through his own efforts, successfully enhance his political empowerment, then in the future, he will naturally have the bargaining chips to mediate with Parliament. This is very important.

William asked the Queen, “Grandmother, then what do you think would be a suitable time for me to depart?”

“As soon as possible!” the Queen said. “China has an idiom, ‘strike while the iron is hot.’ To achieve the greatest success, one must keep up with that momentum when doing things.”

With that, the Queen said to Prince Charles, “Go arrange a private jet. It’s best to depart in two days and arrive in three days. However, the specific time still needs to be communicated with Li Mu again, to avoid William arriving in Beijing when he’s not there.”

Charles nodded repeatedly, “Okay, I’ll arrange it right away.”

The Queen then added, “Besides the private jet, you must also carefully consider what gift to give Li Mu.”

Charles suggested, “How about we select one or two pieces from our Royal Family’s treasured Chinese cultural relics as a gift for Li Mu? What do you think?”

The Queen agreed, “Chinese cultural relics are certainly an option. They show enough sincerity and have enough value. However, I always feel that’s still not quite enough. See if there’s anything more relatable to daily life, something that highlights a personal touch?”

William, who was beside them, said, “How about we secure some honorary titles for Li Mu? Many entrepreneurs especially value this.”

The Queen gently shook her head and said, “Honorary titles only have meaning for people who genuinely consider them valuable. For Li Mu, I don’t think they mean much. Besides, we have already conferred upon him the GBE, which is the highest tier among the honorary titles we can bestow.”

William nodded slightly. The Queen was right; bestowing any more honors or medals on Li Mu now would likely be dismissed by him and not taken seriously.

Just then, the Queen suddenly had a flash of insight and blurted out, “William, when you go to China this time, take a Corgi dog for Li Mu. Susan’s litter of puppies is almost two months old. Choose the one with the best appearance and best temperament to give to Li Mu.”

Charles couldn’t help but ask, “Send a Corgi dog? Are you sure you can bear to part with it?”

The Queen smiled slightly, saying, “There’s nothing I can’t bear. Sending Li Mu a puppy bred by the Royal Family itself is a unique gesture. This treatment is unprecedented.”

Charles nodded slightly and said, “Then I’ll arrange this matter as well.”

“Go ahead.”

…

Li Mu didn’t stay in Hangzhou for too long.

On one hand, his parents didn’t have much time, at most two days in Hangzhou. On the other hand, he himself was anxious to return and push forward with other work. Moreover, at Zhao Ziqiu’s home, with both him and her parents present, the two of them didn’t dare to show any intimate gestures. At night, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t dare to sneak into Li Mu’s room at all. This feeling was somewhat tormenting.

After staying in Hangzhou for two days with his parents, visiting West Lake and other attractions, Li Mu’s parents also became a little antsy.

Li Mu’s mother was thinking about returning to start the next phase of her business, and Li Mu was thinking about returning to Beijing to pursue his own career. So, Li Mu took his parents to bid farewell to Zhao Xianliang and Xie Yun.

Before leaving, Li Mu made an “application” to Xie Yun, hoping she could let Zhao Ziqiu leave with him soon. Fortunately, Xie Yun wasn’t difficult with Li Mu and gave him ample choice and power.

Li Mu’s parents also boarded the private jet Li Mu had chartered. The plane took off from Hangzhou, flew a very short distance, and landed at Jinling Airport.

Li Mu’s parents had notified their driver in advance, and the driver arrived very promptly, quickly picking up the elderly couple from the airport and taking them back to Haizhou.

The plane continued its flight from Haizhou to Beijing. Zhao Ziqiu sat next to Li Mu and whispered, “Shall I stay with you at Ziyun Mountain Villa tonight? School hasn’t started yet, and the dorms aren’t open.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “Don’t just say tonight; any time is fine.”





Chapter 1587: Striking Gold

Yanjing University, where Zhao Ziqiu studied, was still a few days away from starting classes. The reason she returned to Beijing early with Li Mu was to spend a couple of days of private time together before the semester began.

For a long time, the two hadn’t had many chances to meet. Even when Li Mu had stayed at Zhao Ziqiu’s home in Hangzhou a couple of days prior, they had to be on their best behavior in front of their parents. Therefore, let alone finding opportunities for intimacy, even a simple kiss had to be snuck in.

However, once away from their parents, all those inhibitions naturally vanished.

Zhao Ziqiu directly followed Li Mu back to Ziyun Mountain Villa, where they planned to enjoy a few days of comfortable private time together.

Li Mu also felt that he had neglected Zhao Ziqiu quite a bit, so he decided to spend as much time as possible with her before she started school. Once her classes began, she would return to her university dorm, and he would then devote his energy to work.

It was midday when they arrived at Ziyun Mountain Villa, so Li Mu personally cooked lunch for Zhao Ziqiu.

While Li Mu was busy in the kitchen, Zhao Ziqiu, wearing an apron, busied herself by his side for a long time, giving her utmost to assist him.

During their meal, he chatted with Zhao Ziqiu while flipping through his business PDA.

In his eyes, a PDA was outdated. It couldn’t install many applications and had very little expandable storage, but it had at least one advantage: it was very convenient for sending and receiving emails.

As he looked through the unread emails in his inbox, Li Mu saw a performance report email from Alastair, the CEO of Manchester City Club.

The email had been sent half an hour earlier, and in it, he had thoroughly reported on many aspects of his work to Li Mu.

As of the email’s sending time, two rounds of the Premier League season had already been played. In their opening match, Manchester City had achieved a resounding 3-0 victory over Charlton, and in the second round, they had defeated Portsmouth 3-1.

Currently, Manchester City stood first in the league standings, having won both matches.

Following this, Alastair dedicated a significant portion of the email to CR7’s situation.

After his transfer was complete and he officially joined Manchester City, CR7 began actively participating in team training and integrated quite well with his new teammates.

In the second-round Premier League match two days prior, he had made a substitute appearance.

In that game, Manchester City opened the scoring in the first half, ending it with a 1-0 lead. The entire team then began employing defensive tactics. However, in the 25th minute of the second half, Portsmouth managed to equalize with a set piece.

The head coach immediately sent CR7 onto the field, changing the team’s tactics from defensive to offensive. The young CR7, in excellent form, created a goal just ten minutes after coming on. He dribbled into the penalty box on his own, shaking off two opposing defenders and then using his speed to tear horizontally through two more opposing defenders, before unleashing a powerful shot that rocketed straight into the top corner of the net, widening the team’s lead once again.

This goal allowed the entire Premier League to witness Little Ronaldo’s ability, and consequently, Manchester City fans cheered ecstatically.

However, this wasn’t the full extent of CR7’s Manchester City debut.

As the game entered injury time, he made a wing breakthrough, shook off an opposing defender on the left side of the penalty box, and then passed the ball into the area. A teammate completed a diving header, once again putting the ball into the opponent’s net.

With a score of 3-1, CR7 had also notched up an assist.

Ultimately, with the help of his one goal and one assist, the team defeated Portsmouth three-one, securing their second victory of the season.

This match was hailed by the entire Premier League as CR7’s dream start in the league, and his superstar qualities were witnessed and garnered attention from the entire Premier League for the first time.

In the next round, the team would face Blackburn away, and the head coach had already decided to put CR7 in the starting lineup.

In addition to CR7’s current status, Alastair also reported to Li Mu on the progress of player recruitment.

First, Dong Fangzhuo’s contract had been signed, and his work permit issues resolved. He had just arrived in Manchester City yesterday and, with Sun Jihai’s help, was quickly getting acquainted with the team. The club would conduct a comprehensive assessment of his overall performance in a week;

Second, apart from Dong Fangzhuo, Alastair had already negotiated transfer terms with Everton for Rooney, whom Li Mu wanted. Everton was willing to sell Rooney, but Manchester City would need to offer one forward player plus nine million British Pounds. This deal still required Li Mu’s final confirmation;

In addition to these two, Li Mu had specifically requested two other players: the Dutchman Robben and the Croatian Modric. Alastair had also communicated with their respective clubs and received their offers.

The transfer fee for Robben, who was currently playing in the Eredivisie, had been agreed upon at six point two million British Pounds. As long as Li Mu gave the nod, the transfer could be completed at any time;

For Modric, who was currently playing for a Croatian club but on loan to a Bosnian and Herzegovinian club, the transfer fee was a mere three point three million British Pounds. This deal was also awaiting Li Mu’s final approval.

Alastair’s point was that since Rooney was already a British player playing in the Premier League, and Robben and Modric were also European players, their transfers would be very straightforward, saving them the trouble of work permits. Therefore, as long as Li Mu could confirm before the transfer window closed, the club could have them join the team this season.

Li Mu did a quick calculation. Rooney’s price felt a bit high because it also involved giving away a forward player. So, considering everything, his market value was nearly fifteen million British Pounds, even higher than CR7’s.

However, this was normal. At this stage, Rooney indeed had a greater reputation in England than CR7 and was highly regarded by major Premier League teams, so his market value was increasing rapidly.

As for Robben and Modric, their combined price could be considered very reasonable; it was still under ten million British Pounds. At such a market value, Li Mu had no need to hesitate.

Among these European players, Li Mu wasn’t too worried about the others, except for Rooney, who had the highest market value.

Rooney was the type of player with relatively poor self-control. After achieving fame at a young age, his form and mentality weren’t well-guaranteed, and his peak period didn’t last long enough. For such a player, if he could overcome his character flaws within his club, they could plan for the long term around him. If he seemed unchanged from his past life, then after two or three years, he could simply be sold for a higher price.

For someone like Rooney, with an actual price of over ten million British Pounds, combined with an annual salary of three to four million British Pounds and various support costs for the entire club, the total cost of using him for three years should be around thirty million British Pounds. If they could sell him before his performance significantly declined from his peak, selling him for thirty million British Pounds wouldn’t be an issue.

As for Dong Fangzhuo, Li Mu hoped that this new path of directly joining Manchester City Club in this life would bring some positive changes to his life. The club already had Chinese player Sun Jihai, and they were also provided with a dedicated translator. Moreover, the club owner, Li Mu himself, was Chinese, so they shouldn’t experience much psychological or environmental pressure in Manchester City. Under these circumstances, he hoped that both Dong Fangzhuo and Sun Jihai would be able to display their strength and further improve.

Apart from those two, Robben and Modric were essentially striking gold. In Li Mu’s eyes, both were world-class players, yet their combined value was less than ten million British Pounds – it was unbelievably cheap.

So, Li Mu immediately replied to Alastair’s email using his PDA, informing him of several matters:

“First, sign all three players—Rooney, Robben, and Modric—as soon as possible;”

“Second, ensure the team pays more attention to player physical training;”

“Third, relay my congratulations to CR7 for his perfect debut performance and tell him that I hope he guards against arrogance and impatience, and continues to maintain a high level of play;”

“Fourth, do your best to help Sun Jihai and Dong Fangzhuo integrate into the club. Also, please convey my words to both of them: ask them to devote themselves to the utmost at Manchester City Club, as fans across the nation are eagerly anticipating their performance.”

Zhao Ziqiu saw that ever since Li Mu finished looking at his PDA, he had been smiling so wide he couldn’t close his mouth. She asked him, surprised, “What has made you so happy?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I found some massive bargains.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, bewildered, “You’re already so wealthy, what kind of bargain could make you this happy?”

Li Mu said, “It’s not about how much money it is, but about the sense of accomplishment.”

He went on to explain, “Didn’t I buy a football club? Over this period, I had them scout for a group of players. They’re all very young, and their prices aren’t high, but their potential is enormous.”

Zhao Ziqiu laughed, “No wonder you’re extremely busy from morning till night, constantly neglecting your proper work. One moment you’re investing in films, the next you’re producing variety shows, and now you’re buying a football club. Even the most laid-back person couldn’t possibly keep up with such a demanding schedule!”

Li Mu said seriously, “Many things aren’t as simple as they appear on the surface. Besides the obvious motive, there are many other objectives behind doing something. For instance, buying the football club isn’t just about playing football; it’s about nurturing a group of talented football players for our country.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked with a smile, “Then what was your purpose in creating Life of Longing?”

Li Mu shrugged, “This program was co-produced by Muye Pictures and Hunan Satellite TV. Its purpose was to establish Muye Pictures’ standing in the eyes of the satellite TV channels, laying the groundwork for Muye Pictures to dominate the nation’s top-tier variety shows in the future.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Last week, the preview announced that the episode featuring you as a guest would air today. Shall we watch it together tonight?”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Today?”

“Yes,” Zhao Ziqiu nodded, “Tonight at eight-thirty. The last episode featured Du Wei, and this one is yours.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Then we should definitely watch it. This must be my first time participating in a variety show, my first time on a reality show.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked with a curious expression, “The previous teaser showed a segment where you took them into the woods at night to find food. After finding something, many guests initially dared not eat it, but once they did, they started fighting over it as if addicted. This item was blurred out in the teaser—what exactly was it? It even became a trending topic on Weibo with everyone trying to guess…”





Chapter 1588: Preparations Before Coming to China

Li Mu was particularly surprised to hear that the news of him taking guests to catch cicada nymphs had even become a hot topic on Weibo.

However, despite his surprise, he truthfully recounted the situation to Zhao Ziqiu.

Zhao Ziqiu listened, astonished, and asked, “Can that be eaten too?”

Li Mu nodded, “It’s quite delicious.”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue, “Just hearing about it sounds disgusting… It doesn’t seem like it would taste good.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “It’s out of season now, but I’ll get you some to try next summer.”

“No, thank you.” Zhao Ziqiu waved her hand, “Just thinking about it scares me, let alone eating it.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and asked her, “What’s the hot topic about this on Weibo?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “The full title of the topic is ‘Guess What Li Mu Fed His Guests’.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What’s its ranking among the hot topics?”

“It’s ranked first,” Zhao Ziqiu said with a smile, “I don’t know why, but everyone is paying special attention to this. People aren’t just guessing, they’re arguing too. In short, it’s very lively.”

Then, Zhao Ziqiu added, “Ever since the show premiered in its first week, basically every episode manages to get a hot topic before it even airs. This shows that the audience engagement is very high. Moreover, after each episode airs, there will be at least two hot topics, even if a guest just says something interesting, it becomes a hot topic on Weibo.”

Li Mu laughed, “Then I’ll check it out on my computer later.”

After dinner, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu sprawled comfortably on the living room sofa, he browsing Weibo on his laptop.

On Weibo, two of the top ten hot topics were related to him.

The first-ranked one was indeed [Guess What Li Mu Fed His Guests], with over ten million engagements.

The second-ranked one was [Li Mu Participating in Life of Longing], with around eight million engagements.

Li Mu briefly looked at the discussions under these two hot topics and found that users were indeed highly enthusiastic in posting and expressing their views. Judging from the total volume of content under the topics, and the quality of the content he randomly checked, it seemed unlikely to be data fabricated by the TV stations.

It was evident that netizens had shown immense interest in his participation in this variety show.

Their fervent discussions on Weibo, even generating two hot topics, was in itself a huge promotion for the show.

In his past life, many celebrities and film and television companies would invariably promote their new films on Weibo, with their biggest goal being to create a hot topic to attract more potential users to their films and TV shows.

In this life, Li Mu had also given Weibo such a mission, but he never expected that the linkage between Weibo and variety shows would begin so early.

However, upon closer thought, Weibo as a product is inherently the best choice for idol chasing at close range, and more importantly, it’s particularly prone to generating group topics.

Therefore, once there’s a hot topic that has captivated the entire nation, it’s almost guaranteed to become a hot topic on Weibo, triggering concentrated discussions among a large number of netizens. This is Weibo’s unique charm.

When Weibo declined in later generations, every time a major entertainment gossip broke, Weibo would experience a peak in traffic. Massive numbers of users flooding Weibo to indulge in gossip, discuss, and spectate had almost become a habit.

Since its launch, Life of Longing quickly gained popularity and was sought after by users due to its unique program format, positioning, and celebrity lineup. As a result, it consistently appeared on the Weibo hot topic rankings almost every week, and often more than once.

From the day the show premiered, “insiders” on Weibo had revealed that Li Mu had also participated in the show’s recording as a guest for one episode. However, netizens generally didn’t buy it, deeming it complete nonsense, as they didn’t believe someone like Li Mu, who was about to become the richest person in the world, would have the leisure to record a variety show.

However, such voices never ceased until Hunan Satellite TV’s official Weibo released a preview last week, officially announcing Li Mu’s participation in the show.

The news then caused an uproar on Weibo. In the hearts and minds of netizens and the public, Li Mu’s status far surpassed any entertainment celebrity. Therefore, his first participation in a variety show naturally attracted the attention of countless people. Even those viewers who had not previously paid attention to the show began to look forward to this episode.

Li Mu believed that tonight’s episode of Life of Longing would definitely set a new viewership record.

If Life of Longing became popular, then he could subsequently introduce the Running Man format.

Compared to Life of Longing, which is a farming-themed variety show, Running Man’s intense competition makes it much more topic-worthy. If it could air on a satellite TV channel, it might even dominate the hot topic rankings.

…

In the afternoon, Li Mu and Zhao Ziqiu engaged in special physical exercise in the bedroom to alleviate their longing for each other.

While he was thoroughly enjoying himself, the Royal Family of UK was still actively making preparations.

The entire Windsor Family looked forward to William coming to China as soon as possible and visiting Muye Technology and 3321 in China in a private capacity. This would serve as a preparatory step for 3321’s launch in the UK.

As it was a private meeting, William’s itinerary was not revealed to any external media, nor was it disclosed to the diplomatic departments of the two countries.

Li Mu and the Windsor Family both preferred such a low-key meeting; they didn’t want to make a big fuss. The more low-key and pragmatic it appeared, the more favorable public opinion it would generate.

By then, as long as more media resources were mobilized to promote the low-key actions in a high-profile manner, it would achieve excellent public perception.

The entire Windsor Family cared deeply about William’s private visit to China. They began to divide their responsibilities, preparing for William’s trip to China on different levels.

Some specifically invited experts on Eastern studies to introduce Chinese culture and local customs to William.

Others invited history experts to educate William about China, especially important historical sites in Beijing, such as the history of the Forbidden City and the Great Wall.

Top tailors serving the Royal Family were busy customizing new, appropriate suits for William and making more fitting adjustments to his old suits.

There were also fashion stylists preparing outfits for William in advance, determining what to wear for formal occasions, dining events, how to dress when appearing on camera, and how to dress when not appearing on camera.

The elderly Queen was not idle either. To show the Royal Family’s重视 to Li Mu, the Queen personally selected many gifts for him.

In addition to a two-month-old purebred male Corgi puppy she personally picked, the Queen also prepared several significant gifts for Li Mu. From the Royal Family’s own collection of Chinese artifacts, she selected several representative pieces, intending for William to bring them to China and present them to Li Mu.

These past two days, the veterinarian at Windsor Castle had been conducting comprehensive check-ups for the Corgi that was soon to be sent to China. To prevent any issues, the veterinarian had isolated it from other Corgis.

In the days leading up to its departure for China, its kennel was placed in William’s room.

This was a deliberate arrangement by the Royal Family. They felt that William needed to have deep communication with Li Mu in all aspects, so he needed to build a relationship with this Corgi in advance. This way, if the puppy had any difficulty adjusting upon arriving in China, William could help resolve it.

Thus, this Corgi received the best treatment. Not only did it live with the prince every day, but even its food was carefully considered and confirmed. Its life was thriving far beyond its siblings.

Even more interestingly, to foster their bond, William personally took the dog out for a walk every morning during these two days.

It was currently three o’clock in the afternoon Beijing time, while in London, it was just eight o’clock in the morning.

William, residing in Windsor Castle, had already woken up early, put a leash on the Corgi sharing his room, and then took it to the lawn outside the ancient castle.

More than ten minutes later, his father, Charles, strode towards him and immediately said, “William, your itinerary is confirmed. You’ll depart the day after tomorrow during the day, so it won’t be dark when you arrive in Beijing.”

“Understood.” William nodded and said to Charles, “As long as you’ve made the arrangements, Father.”

Charles smiled slightly and said to William, “Oh, by the way, William, tomorrow night, Li Mu’s Manchester City Club will be playing an away game against Blackburn. We hope you can take the time to go to Blackburn to watch the match and disclose to the media that you are a fan of Manchester City.”

William agreed without hesitation, saying, “Since Father has made the arrangement, I will follow your plan.”

Charles added, “I deduce that Li Mu bought the Manchester City Club likely to provide a pathway for Chinese (nationality) players to improve, so he should attach great importance to the Chinese (nationality) players on the team. Therefore, I think you should take some time today to go to Manchester first.”

“Go to Manchester?” William asked in surprise, “Isn’t tomorrow’s match Manchester playing away against Blackburn? Then what’s the point of me going to Manchester today?”

Charles said earnestly, “You can go today to visit the Manchester City team members, especially the two Chinese (nationality) players, and Cristiano Ronaldo, whom Li Mu just went to great lengths to acquire. You need to treat these three with special care, chat with them more, and give them more encouragement. This is also an opportune moment to show goodwill to Li Mu, making him feel that our support for him is also spared no effort.”

William nodded and said, “Then I’ll have someone arrange a car for me, and I’ll depart directly in a moment.”

Charles agreed, “Manchester is several hours’ drive from London. You should go back and pack soon to prepare to depart. The sooner, the better.”

“Alright!”





Chapter 1589: Unprecedented

Manchester.

Inside the Manchester City team lounges, head coach Kevin Keegan was giving a tactical briefing to the major players.

CEO Alastair, having received Li Mu’s reply email, immediately communicated with head coach Kevin Keegan.

On one hand, he informed Kevin Keegan that Li Mu had given his approval, and he was to immediately communicate with Rooney, Robben, and Modric’s clubs regarding transfer matters. On the other hand, he also conveyed Li Mu’s request to Kevin Keegan, which was to increase the team’s energy and focus on physical training. Additionally, he reminded Kevin Keegan to pay special attention to Cristiano Ronaldo, as well as the two Chinese players, Dong Fangzhuo and Sun Jihai.

Kevin Keegan understood perfectly.

Cristiano Ronaldo, whom Li Mu had gone to great lengths to acquire, indeed possessed extraordinary strength. Though he entered the last match as a substitute, he still directly won the MVP of the entire game, proving himself to be a brilliant and dazzling new star. Naturally, Kevin Keegan would restructure a new set of tactics around him as the core of the team.

As for Dong Fangzhuo and Sun Jihai, he also knew very well that Li Mu, as a Chinese person, naturally placed great importance on these two Chinese players. This meant he had to nurture them well, and even provide them with sufficient resources and energy.

Sun Jihai was easy enough to manage; he was already a major player at full-back, and Kevin Keegan himself appreciated this Chinese defender who was aggressive, courageous, and possessed excellent technique and awareness. However, he lacked sufficient understanding of Dong Fangzhuo. He always felt that the young man was a bit dull, as if he was a half beat slow in his reactions. This was likely due to just arriving in the UK. He wondered if Dong Fangzhuo would be able to show a different side once he adapted to life in the UK and the Manchester City environment.

After careful consideration, Kevin Keegan said to his players, “In the next match, we need to make some adjustments to our tactics and team layout. Cristiano, you will start the next game. I hope you can maintain the form you showed in the last match and help the team win this game to achieve three consecutive victories!”

The young CR7 immediately nodded, stating firmly, “Head coach, please rest assured, I will go all out.”

Kevin Keegan nodded with satisfaction, saying, “Mr. Li Mu, the Owner of the club, has always held you in high regard. Today, in his email to CEO Alastair, he specifically mentioned you, hoping that you can integrate into the team as soon as possible and display your strongest abilities.”

CR7 hadn’t expected Li Mu to specifically mention him in an email, and his heart suddenly swelled with excitement. He nodded emphatically.

The young CR7 had not yet grown into a world-class idol. He was just an eighteen-year-old boy with someone he admired, and the person CR7 admired was Li Mu.

Li Mu’s attention and care made CR7 feel full of fighting spirit.

Kevin Keegan then added, “Our overall tactics on the field tomorrow will center on Cristiano as the main attacking core. However, Cristiano, you must remember not to become a lone wolf on the football field. Your teammates will go by every possible means to create good opportunities for you, but when other teammates clearly have better chances, you must also understand teamwork and make assists for other players.”

CR7 blurted out, “I will definitely cooperate well with everyone, please rest assured, coach.”

Kevin Keegan nodded, then looked at Dong Fangzhuo, saying, “Dong, you’ve just joined the club and are still in the adaptation phase. However, I still hope you can integrate into the team as soon as possible, understand the team’s style, and also let the team understand your style, so we can achieve deep cooperation moving forward.”

Dong Fangzhuo’s English foundational skills were very poor, so he always had a Chinese-descendant male translator with him. This translator was specially provided by the club to help him integrate as quickly as possible.

After the translator told Dong Fangzhuo what the head coach said, he stood up nervously and said, “Head coach, please rest assured, I will work hard to adapt to the team.”

Kevin Keegan nodded gently and said, “If we can take a leading advantage in the first half of the next match, I will let you come on as a substitute in the second half at an appropriate time.”

Dong Fangzhuo hadn’t expected that he might make a substitute appearance in an official match so soon after joining the club. His mood instantly became excited, and he quickly nodded repeatedly in agreement.

Just then, Alastair suddenly called Kevin Keegan and immediately said, “Kevin, I just received news that Prince William of the Royal Family is coming to Manchester and wants to visit our club to meet the players.”

“Prince William?” Kevin Keegan asked in surprise, “Why would Prince William come here?”

Alastair said, “I’m not exactly sure, but according to the information I received, he reportedly claimed to be a fan of our club. However, I expect it’s highly likely related to Mr. Li Mu.”

Kevin Keegan quickly asked him, “What preparations do I need to make then?”

Alastair said, “There’s nothing special to prepare. Just greet everyone and ensure they show enough respect and enthusiasm when meeting Prince William, that’s enough.”

Kevin Keegan immediately said, “No problem, I’ll communicate this to everyone now.”

This wasn’t the first or second time a Royal Family member had visited a club, but for Manchester City, this was truly an unprecedented first.

Moreover, it was the most attention-grabbing Third generation prince and the second in line to the throne. For the British-born Kevin Keegan, Prince William’s visit carried immense weight.

Thus, he gleefully relayed the good news to the team, which made the entire team rejoice.

Originally, Manchester City was an undervalued Premier League mid-to-lower-table team, but after being acquired by Li Mu, not only did they have ample funds to increase the club’s strength, but even the club’s overall exposure increased by an unknown number of times. This time was even more impressive; even Prince William specifically traveled from London to visit. This treatment was simply impeccable.

…

When William arrived in Manchester City, Li Mu was just lying on the bed with Zhao Ziqiu, watching the latest episode of Life of Longing.

The program had just begun, with footage of Li Mu departing from his home at Ziyun Mountain Villa.

Since Li Mu had personally experienced the entire process, he mostly focused not on what he said or did, but rather on Hunan Satellite TV’s post-production.

An excellent variety show heavily depends on the ability and foundational skills of post-production. If post-production is weak, even the best show can feel empty or utterly dull/uninteresting. However, if post-production is well-executed, even utterly dull/uninteresting variety shows can exhibit strong vitality.

In his past life, in Li Mu’s heart/mind, the post-production level of Life of Longing was among the best in all domestic variety shows. Otherwise, this relatively calm, pastoral-themed variety show would have been impossible to become an instant hit.

The power of strong post-production lay in their utilization of every shot. Clever post-production would take an ordinary shot and leverage it to its maximum potential, achieving excellent variety show effects.

Previously, Li Mu remembered that Life of Longing featured a dog, two sheep, a flock of chickens, and a goose. Just capturing the special expressions and movements of these animals and pairing them with various humorous captions alone created a very good comedic effect.

Li Mu was relieved to see that although this show aired over ten years earlier, Hunan Satellite TV’s post-production was already quite well done, much better than he had anticipated.

When his on-screen self arrived at the Mushroom House, Li Mu began to pay attention to the visual effect of the Mushroom House through the camera. For this kind of pastoral variety show, it was even more important to focus on the aesthetic beauty of the set in front of the camera, especially the elegant ambiance of a paradise. Half of whether the audience would feel a yearning to visit depended on their visual experience.

Fortunately, the original layout of the Mushroom House was meticulously done, exquisite without being ostentatious, and meticulous without appearing luxurious. It truly gave the impression of a perfect place to escape the hustle and bustle.

In the show, He Jiong was wise and composed, Huang Lei was shrewd and capable, and Eddie Peng, who had just debuted, perfectly portrayed the image of a foolishly cute young boy. The three of them blended very well together.

And after Li Mu joined in, the atmosphere among the four immediately became lively. Both He Jiong and Huang Lei had high emotional intelligence and excellent speaking skills, so during their conversations with Li Mu, the trio constantly delivered golden lines. Many of their dialogues resonated deeply with the audience, which often made Zhao Ziqiu, sitting next to Li Mu, giggle.

As for Eddie Peng, he indeed maintained his signature image of a foolishly cute character, adding a lot of comedic effect to the show from another dimension.

With these four personas, even if they did nothing but housework and chatted on the show, they could bring immense comedic value to the audience.

When Li Mu and Eddie Peng went fishing in the lake, the plot became even more interesting. Zhao Ziqiu watched intently, completely engrossed in the show.

Just then, the scene on the screen suddenly switched, and a foreigner appeared in the shot.

It was Larry Page, the CEO of Google.

Larry Page, carrying a backpack, walked through the village, asking the production team for directions. At this point, the show’s voiceover and subtitles appeared: “This foreign friend is here to find General Manager Li Mu. It’s said he just flew in from the United States and immediately rushed here by taxi after landing. We don’t know who he is, or what General Manager Li will feel when he sees an American friend visit…”

Just then, Larry Page in the picture had already found his way to the Lakefront, based on the information provided by the production team.

However, something nobody expected happened. Larry Page didn’t call Li Mu, nor did Li Mu in the boat pull ashore to meet him. The poor, visibly tired Larry Page sat cross-legged under a tree…





Chapter 1590: Li Mu’s Variety Show Debut

Initially, according to Li Mu’s request, even if Larry Page appeared on camera in the final broadcast version of the show, his actual identity was strictly not to be mentioned; calling him a foreign friend would suffice.

However, that was before Li Mu prepared to seize Google’s shares, when the two sides were in a tense standoff. But now, Google has already made a great sacrifice to join his camp. Under such circumstances, there was naturally no need to hide Larry Page’s identity.

Therefore, when a tired-faced Larry Page sat under a tree on TV, a line of subtitles appeared on the screen: “This American friend is Google’s founder & CEO, Larry Page…”

Like Zhao Ziqiu, countless viewers were extremely surprised upon seeing this line of subtitles.

The first surprise was that a Silicon Valley Bigwig like Larry Page, with a market value of several billion US dollars, actually carried a backpack by himself and traveled to a mountain village in China to find Li Mu. His entire attire didn’t look like a billionaire at all, but rather like an ordinary backpacker common in Western society.

The second surprise was that Larry Page actually received such treatment from the production crew – to be precise, he received no treatment at all; not even a small folding stool was given. He just sat under the tree watching Li Mu fish…

Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise, “Why did this Larry Page travel all this way to the filming location to find you? You don’t seem to treat him very well.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “You could tell that?”

“Yes…” Zhao Ziqiu pointed at Li Mu, who was fishing on the screen, and said, “You didn’t even glance at him; you just focused on fishing. Normally, if a friend comes from so far away, you should prioritize entertaining them.”

Li Mu chuckled, “At that time, he wasn’t my friend yet; he was an opponent. Now, we’re friends.”

Zhao Ziqiu stuck out her tongue, “Alright, you’re quite mean.”

On TV, Larry Page had a dejected look, indeed appearing quite dispirited.

Li Mu watched, finding it quite interesting.

In his opinion, the pathetic Larry Page in front of the camera was completely bringing it upon himself. He and Google’s executives were just a group of immature individuals with weak resolve.

Back then, he had gently wanted to cooperate with them, but then they got a surge of stubbornness and were unwilling to give up even over ten percent of the shares.

In the end, he simply registered a shell company, brought Baidu in to stage a show, and officially fell out with them. Larry Page then had no choice but to travel all this way to seek humiliation, and then obediently offered thirty percent of the shares to seek patronage. This was a typical case of being ungrateful.

He also hoped that this segment of Larry Page’s appearance could spread overseas, so that the internet elites overseas could see Larry Page’s humiliation and take it as a warning.

In the subsequent content, Li Mu’s performance on the show didn’t resemble what a richest man should be like at all.

In his past life, in “The Longing for Life,” a general manager with a market value of hundreds of millions arrived in the countryside, and it was obvious in every aspect that he was completely clueless about rural life. But Li Mu was completely different from him.

Although Li Mu didn’t grow up in the countryside, his Paternal grandparents were in the countryside, so he often lived in the countryside when he was young. It was precisely because of this that he could quickly adapt to that rural life when he was at Mushroom House, and could even handle various rural life skills with ease.

For example, the entire process of Li Mu starting a fire was fully recorded by the cameras.

Previously, including Eddie Peng and other guests, they didn’t have the skills for starting a fire and cooking in the countryside. Rural stoves are only lit before cooking every day, and there’s a lot of specific expertise involved in how to light them.

Li Mu’s technique for helping Huang Lei start a fire on TV was exceptionally skilled. He took newspapers, dried wheat stalks, and corn stalks, and only then added the chopped firewood.

When starting the fire, he first stuffed the wheat stalks into the stove. Then, he lit a newspaper and threw it in to ignite the wheat stalks. Immediately after, he added the corn stalks. He pulled the bellows to make the stove fire burn. At this point, he quickly threw in the most difficult-to-burn firewood. By the time the wheat stalks had burned up and the corn stalks were mostly consumed, the firewood had already ignited and was burning more and more fiercely.

Li Mu’s series of steps for starting a fire was very clear, and his operation was very organized; there was no flustered movement at all. The post-production subtitles labeled each step of his fire-starting process one by one beside the screen, and accompanied it with a text: “Standard Demonstration for Stove Fire Ignition.”

Besides starting fires, Li Mu also demonstrated his experience with rural life in the aspect of using the hand pump well.

The Mushroom House’s hand pump well had a problem: it wouldn’t pump water directly. One had to first pour in some priming water, and only then, after vigorous pumping for a while, would water come out. However, before this, many guests hadn’t figured out this problem. They would just pump vigorously upon arriving, and when they found no water, they would give up directly. Then they would go tell the resident guest that the hand pump well was malfunctioning.

Viewers also knew that this hand pump well required priming water to draw water, so they had gotten used to seeing every guest helpless and then following the routine of asking the resident guest for help.

However, on TV, after Li Mu pumped a few times and found no water, he directly scooped a bowl of water with a ladle from a nearby bucket. After pouring it in, he continued to pump a few more times, and water gradually began to gush out.

These subtle demonstrations of detail gave the audience a greater sense of familiarity towards Li Mu and made Li Mu seem more down-to-earth to the audience.

By the time the segment where Li Mu led them into the mountains to search for cicada nymphs aired, Li Mu on screen no longer showed any trace of being a billionaire. He was completely like a young man from the countryside.

As viewers watched Li Mu effortlessly lead the guests into the forest and then very skillfully catch the cicada pupae that had just emerged from the ground, one by one, they even thought that with Li Mu’s rich experience, he should be the resident guest.

However, what most viewers cared about more was how this thing should be eaten.

China is vast and rich in resources, and the living habits of people in each place are also different. Although cicada pupae exist all over the country, not many people eat them.

Viewers who were accustomed to eating cicada pupae felt a strong sense of familiarity upon seeing this. But those who weren’t accustomed to it were filled with shock and curiosity.

Later, they saw Li Mu bring back a large pile of cicada pupae, wash them clean, process them, and then deep-fry them until golden brown. Many viewers were captivated while watching, and also eagerly anticipating how the guests would react when they ate the cicada pupae later.

The classic plot of this type of segment is that someone or some people initially refuse to eat it no matter what, but eventually grit their teeth and try a little. They then find it delicious and can’t stop eating.

If there’s one such plotline, it can basically support an entire episode of a variety show. If there are a few, then this episode can be said to be very enjoyable for the audience.

Just like Wang Jingze in “X-Change,” when viewers watch this kind of persona, what they anticipate is seeing the moment he concedes. As soon as he concedes, everyone gets excited.

Huang Lei didn’t have much difficulty accepting the cicada pupae. He simply picked up his chopsticks and ate. He Jiong hesitated a little, but after only a few tens of seconds, he also picked up his chopsticks, picked up one, and put it into his mouth.

After the two of them ate, their evaluations of the cicada pupae were very high. But for Eddie Peng beside them, it had no positive effect. His gaze towards the cicada pupae was still filled with fear.

A young man like Eddie Peng, who absolutely refused to try, only mustered the courage to try one under Li Mu’s repeated encouragement. Originally, his expression was still extremely painful and fearful even when he put the cicada pupa into his mouth. But the moment he actually chewed it in his mouth, all his fear and worry vanished in that instant.

When he beamed with smiles and praised the cicada pupae as super delicious with a face full of surprise, all the viewers experienced the long-awaited moment of gratification at that moment. This was the charm of variety shows.

And immediately after, Larry Page, who came from America, was also forced into doing something difficult by Li Mu. The audience subconsciously had the same expectation for this foreigner from across the ocean.

This mindset, it’s hard to say globally, but it’s at least widespread among all East Asian ethnic groups. Whether Chinese people or Japanese and Koreans, they all pay great attention to Westerners’ evaluation of their own country’s things. If Westerners like to eat Chinese food, Chinese people will feel very happy. If Westerners like to eat sushi, Japanese people will also feel very happy. It was precisely out of this mindset that the audience was full of anticipation for Larry Page’s subsequent performance, hoping that he would like this local Chinese delicacy.

Larry Page indeed didn’t disappoint the audience. His initial level of fear was even stronger than Eddie Peng’s. When he was reluctantly forced to brace himself and try, his face looked as if he was dying.

But when Larry Page truly tasted the cicada pupae, his reaction completely transformed him into another person.

Subsequently, the scene on the TV screen changed drastically; Eddie Peng and Larry Page actually started actively snatching food.

After a foreigner like Larry Page also completed the transformation from fear, to acceptance, and then to snatching food, the moment of gratification of this episode had already exceeded the audience’s expectations.

Zhao Ziqiu nestled in Li Mu’s arms, watching with great interest. Even after it ended, she still craved for more. She couldn’t help but exclaim, “I never thought before that a variety show about experiencing life in the countryside could be so good. Ever since I watched the first episode, I haven’t missed a single one. It’s simply too interesting.”

As she spoke, she asked Li Mu, “How did you come up with this kind of show format?”

Li Mu smiled, “Viewers have watched too many variety shows filmed in studios. So now, as long as you move variety shows out of indoor settings, you’ve basically succeeded halfway. The rest is about finding a good entry point. This entry point is: what exactly should the hosts and guests do after moving out of the studio? They could experience rural life together. Or they could play interesting games in various corners of different cities. Or even fathers taking their children to various places to experience life. It might not sound very interesting, but when someone truly presents such a show in front of you, you’ll discover its unique charm.”





Chapter 1591: William Visits Manchester City

At this moment, thousands of miles away, after several hours of travel, William successfully arrived in Manchester.

His racing team headed straight for the Manchester City Club’s training ground, where all the club’s senior executives and the entire coaching staff had already been waiting for a long time.

In this old imperialist country, most people still hold a very deep sense of loyalty and affection for the Royal Family. Therefore, a visit from an important member of the Royal Family is a significant event for any UK club or even enterprise, and very few Premier League clubs have had such a great honor.

Because of this, everyone at Manchester City Club was extremely excited about William’s arrival.

William brought the Royal Family’s official photography team for this visit, as it was not a secret one but intended for public and media release. However, to create a time delay, he employed the same strategy as Li Mu’s visit to Buckingham Palace: a low-key arrival followed by high-profile public promotion after his departure.

As soon as the racing team stopped in front of the Manchester City Club office building, several photographers in the first car quickly got out and set up their photography equipment. Afterwards, William, sitting in the third car, stepped out after his driver opened the door.

When William emerged from the car, CEO Alastair immediately went forward, shaking William’s hand warmly and nervously, sincerely saying, “Your Royal Highness, welcome to our visit! I am Alastair, CEO of Manchester City Club. It’s a great honor to meet you.”

William said with a humble smile, “Hello, Mr. Alastair. I’ve heard your great name for a long time, and I’m deeply honored to finally have the opportunity to meet you today.”

Alastair hastily replied, “Your Royal Highness, you’re too kind. Hearing you were coming, all our players and staff have been waiting since morning.”

With that, Alastair introduced the senior executives, including the head coach, to William one by one.

After shaking hands with everyone, William smiled and said, “You’ve all gone to a lot of trouble. I really didn’t want to cause you any trouble, but I am a die-hard fan of Manchester City, and I haven’t had the chance to visit. This time, I particularly hoped to meet everyone before you depart for your third match of the season.”

Manchester City Club has been established for over a hundred years, and no member of the Royal Family had ever visited before. Moreover, Prince William not only claimed to be a die-hard fan but also drove hours from such a distant place specifically for this visit, which truly gave Manchester City Club immense face.

At this point, William added, “Oh, Mr. Alastair, there’s one more thing I need to trouble you and Manchester City Club with.”

Alastair immediately said, “Please speak, Your Royal Highness.”

William replied, “Tomorrow I’d like to go to Blackburn to watch your away match against Blackburn. I hope I can say hello to the players in the changing room then. If possible, would you trouble yourself to make the arrangement for me?”

Alastair didn’t expect Prince William to also go to Blackburn to watch the team’s match. While excited, he couldn’t help but feel puzzled, “What is Prince William up to? How did he suddenly become a die-hard fan of the team? A visit to the club for a courtesy call isn’t enough; he also wants to watch the team’s match. A home match would be fine, he could watch it here, but the crucial point is that the next match is away. That means he’s travelled all the way from London today, and tomorrow he’ll have to travel all the way to Blackburn again.”

However, the next second, Alastair understood the reason.

He suddenly thought of his Owner, Li Mu, and then connected it to Prince William’s recent actions regarding education reform. He immediately had an epiphany!

The reason Prince William suddenly became a die-hard fan of Manchester City Club must be to return Li Mu’s favor.

Having understood this, all of Prince William’s actions immediately became reasonable in Alastair’s eyes.

Then, Alastair hurriedly said to William, “Your Royal Highness, if you come to Blackburn tomorrow, I will arrange a VIP private box for you. If you give us advance notice, you can freely enter and exit the players’ lounges before kick-off and at half-time.”

William quickly asked him, “Won’t that be too much trouble for you? I don’t need a VIP private box, just being able to enter the lounges would be enough.”

Alastair explained, “As the away team, the home team will provide us with two VIP private boxes; this is standard practice in football matches.”

William then nodded, said his thanks, and added, “Mr. Alastair, if it’s convenient now, please take me to meet the players.”

Alastair promptly said, “No problem, let’s go to the training ground first, and then I’ll accompany you to visit our club’s exhibition hall.”

William smiled faintly, “Alright.”

In truth, William’s main purpose for this visit was to show support for Manchester City Club, a reciprocal gesture to Li Mu before his trip to China.

His father, Prince Charles, was even more cunning than he was. He had guessed Li Mu’s true intention behind buying Manchester City Club, so he specifically reminded William that on this visit to Manchester City Club, he must particularly interact more with the two Chinese (nationality) players. Not only should he give them more encouragement and recognition, but also express the desire to see more Chinese players playing in the Premier League. This would greatly cater to Li Mu’s sentiments.

Charles analyzed Li Mu and believed that as a true nationalist, Li Mu would, on such matters, lean more towards the Chinese nation. Therefore, his premonition was that Li Mu valued the development of these two Chinese players in the UK the most.

William deeply agreed with his father’s observations and analysis, so on the way here, he had been practicing the Chinese pronunciation of Sun Jihai’s and Dong Fangzhuo’s names.

At this moment, on the Manchester City training ground, the first team players, knowing Prince William was coming, had already been waiting for a long time.

When Prince William, accompanied by Alastair and others, arrived on the training ground, the players were all very excited, especially the local British players. Before shaking Prince William’s hand, they would perform a gentleman’s bow, their every gesture showing respect and affection for the Royal Family.

Although Sun Jihai and Dong Fangzhuo weren’t as emotional, they were somewhat nervous. They had never met the UK Royal Family, and from the start, it was such a high-profile new-generation prince, the second in line to the throne; they were inevitably a little anxious.

Prince William shook hands with all the players one by one. When he came before CR7, he specifically praised him: “You must be Cristiano Ronaldo? I heard your Owner, Mr. Li Mu, mention you. He speaks very highly of you, and your debut in the last match was truly spectacular. Mr. Li Mu’s judgment is indeed impeccable!”

CR7 said with a bashful smile, “Your Royal Highness, you’re too kind. I haven’t done well enough yet, and I’ll work hard to perform even better in the future.”

William smiled and said, “So much acumen, yet so humble. Mr. Ronaldo, I am very optimistic about your future professional career, and I hope you can work hard and grow together with Manchester City.”

CR7 nodded repeatedly, earnestly saying, “Your Royal Highness, please rest assured, I will!”

William nodded slightly and smiled as he approached the Chinese (nationality) players beside him.

He first approached Sun Jihai, glanced at the jersey number in front of Sun Jihai, and, relying on his memory, uttered three not-too-standard Chinese words: “Ni Shi Sun-Ji-Hai?”

Although Prince William’s pronunciation wasn’t standard enough, Sun Jihai quickly understood what he said and asked in surprised delight in English, “How did Your Royal Highness know my name?”

Prince William smiled faintly and said in English, “I am a die-hard fan of Manchester City, so how could I not know you, the stalwart defender of Manchester City? Your performance for the team has been outstanding, and you’ve shown the UK audience the excellence of Chinese footballers. I hope you will continue to make progress and become a role model for Chinese footballers developing in the Premier League, thereby attracting more Chinese footballers to develop in the UK and Europe.”

Sun Jihai was suddenly moved. He nodded repeatedly and said, “Thank you for your praise, Your Royal Highness, I will go all out!”

Prince William shook his hand warmly again and said with a smile, “Tomorrow I will be in Blackburn to watch your match. I wish you a good performance in advance.”

Sun Jihai said with gratitude, “Thank you, Your Royal Highness.”

Afterwards, Prince William approached Dong Fangzhuo and said with a smile, “You must be Dong-Fang-Zhuo?”

Dong Fangzhuo understood Prince William’s clumsy Chinese, but his English was poor, and combined with his bashful nature, he became overly nervous, stuttering, “Ye—yes, I… I am…”

Seeing his nervousness, Prince William smiled and patted him on the shoulder, saying, “Don’t be so nervous. I heard you are one of China’s most promising young players, and I welcome you to the UK and to Manchester City. I hope you’ll have an excellent performance here.”

Dong Fangzhuo didn’t understand the long string of English words, but fortunately, there was a Chinese translator specifically assigned to him by the club, who directly translated the sentence into Chinese for him.

Dong Fangzhuo nodded repeatedly after hearing it, and stuttered out a “Thank-you.”

Prince William smiled faintly and said, “You’re welcome. Good luck, I hope to see you play for Manchester City very soon.”

Head coach Kevin Keegan smiled and said, “Your Royal Highness, for tomorrow’s match against Blackburn, we plan to have Dong Fangzhuo come on as a substitute in the second half.”

“Oh?” Prince William asked in surprise, “He’ll have a chance to play tomorrow?”

Kevin Keegan nodded and smiled, “We will try our best to arrange for Dong Fangzhuo to play and get some experience.”

Prince William said approvingly, “That’s very good. Only by playing can one integrate into the team the fastest.”

Afterward, William shook hands and greeted the other Manchester City players one by one, and this entire process was captured, frame by frame, by the Royal Family’s photography team.

A few hours later, this footage would be roughly cut and then sent to major UK media outlets. The news of his visit to Manchester City Club would also be broadcast during the Late News slot.

Manchester City Club had already made headlines several times in major UK mainstream media because of Li Mu and his fierce confrontation with Manchester United shareholders and the head coach. This time, the buzz will likely be no less than the previous instances…

CEO Alastair had a premonition that Manchester City might become the most watched team in the Premier League this season.





Chapter 1592: Three Consecutive Wins

On the evening of the same day, London time, news of Prince William’s visit to Manchester City Club spread overwhelmingly.

Twitter also pushed this news to the top trending spot across the entire UK. Carefully selected photo materials captured by the Royal Family’s official photographers were posted on Twitter, garnering countless views and likes from British netizens.

Prince William had been very visible recently to the British public. Far from causing public annoyance, this had consistently boosted their positive impression of him.

Manchester City Club had not performed very well before, but at the very beginning of this season, they immediately became the Premier League’s most talked-about team.

Initially, when news broke that Li Mu had acquired the club, the entire UK began to pay attention.

Then, Manchester City’s player recruitment brought about a huge Manchester United scandal, which led to Sir Ferguson being dismissed.

And now, Prince William had even made a special trip to Manchester to visit the team, once again catapulting them into the spotlight.

Even more notably, Manchester City’s two matches this season had been excellent. The newly joined young player, Cristiano Ronaldo, also performed exceptionally well and was tall and handsome. After earning an MVP in his debut, he immediately attracted the attention of many female fans.

Due to the time difference, Li Mu received this news the next morning, only after Li Ziwei’s phone call.

Upon learning that Prince William had made a special trip to visit Manchester City Club, Li Mu felt deeply that the Windsor Family knew how to conduct themselves. This kind of reciprocal gesture, they understood perfectly well, clear as a mirror, without needing any guidance.

Li Mu also clearly knew that his invitation for William to visit Muye Technology in China was a significant opportunity for William, which was why the Windsor Family was so eager to return this favor in the UK.

He liked dealing with people like the Windsor Family. As a Chinese saying goes, they had a discerning eye, knowing when to do what, and without needing any reminders. Those who could achieve this were already considered high-quality partners.

Besides, Li Ziwei also told Li Mu that yesterday’s ratings for Life of Longing had broken Hunan Satellite TV’s variety show record, even surpassing the incredibly high ratings of Super Girl’s finale.

Achieving this wasn’t just because the show itself had steadily rising ratings; it was more because of Li Mu, the traffic hegemon, whose appearance injected a shot of adrenaline into the show’s ratings.

Yesterday’s “Li Mu Special” episode of Life of Longing not only set a new ratings record but also achieved a further breakthrough in public reputation. It could be said that it was Hunan Satellite TV’s highest-reputation variety show ever.

Life of Longing achieving such outstanding results made other satellite TV channels green with a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment. It also drew their attention to Muye Pictures’ strength and ability in producing variety shows.

Both Super Girl and Life of Longing were co-produced by Muye Pictures and Hunan Satellite TV. Although co-produced, those in the industry knew that the show’s framework, model, and copyright were all in Muye Pictures’ hands. This meant that, in the final analysis, both variety shows were produced by Muye Pictures.

With one variety show being more popular than the last, other satellite TV channels were also eager to cooperate with Muye Pictures in the same way. According to reports from Muye Pictures, within just one morning, more than a dozen satellite TV channels had contacted them, hoping to discuss cooperation in person.

Li Mu immediately instructed the head of Muye Pictures to focus their energy and meet with these satellite TV channels one by one to understand their actual needs and their sincerity for cooperation. This would allow for more careful selection and, at the same time, put more pressure on Hunan Satellite TV. If they wanted to continue cooperating with him in the future, one prerequisite would be to learn how to cut flesh from one’s own body, and cut more of it.

…

The next day, two more surprising good pieces of news came from the UK for Li Mu.

The first good news was that yesterday, Manchester City played an away game against Blackburn, and Prince William actually attended to watch the match. He even entered the team lounges three times—before the match, at halftime, and after the match—to cheer on and motivate the players.

The second good news was that Manchester City crushed Blackburn with a large score difference of 4-0, securing their third victory of the season and achieving three consecutive wins.

In this match, CR7, who started, performed flawlessly.

In the first half, he burst into the penalty area, earned a penalty kick, and personally stepped up to take and score it, opening the scoring for the team.

Originally, he wasn’t the designated penalty taker for the team. Under normal circumstances, even if he earned the penalty, it should have been taken by the team’s pre-arranged penalty taker. However, the head coach had deliberately made adjustments before the match today, allowing CR7 to take penalties and attacking set pieces.

The reason for this arrangement was partly because Blackburn’s strength was indeed bottom-tier, making it a virtually guaranteed win, so there was no need for excessive tactical caution. On the other hand, it was to give CR7 more opportunities to score goals.

His previous MVP honor was a dream start to the Premier League for CR7. After all, he hadn’t played any matches during his time at Manchester United, so the game representing Manchester City was his Premier League debut.

Having such a dream start significantly boosts a player’s confidence and motivation. If he could score in his second personal match as well, it would further promote his excellent form.

In the first half, CR7 dribbled quickly into the penalty area and was pulled down by an opposing defender on the edge of the box. The referee immediately awarded a penalty without hesitation. CR7 then stood near the penalty spot, calmly striking a powerful low shot that easily found the net.

Near the end of the first half, CR7 dribbled and sprinted furiously down the wing. Near the edge of the penalty area, he executed two feints, drawing the attention of three opposing defenders. He then delivered a precise pass to a teammate who made a sudden run forward. The teammate didn’t even stop the ball, directly lifting his foot to volley it into the net.

CR7’s performance in the first half, with one goal and one assist, was exceptionally brilliant.

In the second half, CR7’s form showed no decline. He repeatedly created dangerous situations in front of the opponent’s goal, giving the opposing defenders and goalkeeper a big headache.

However, because the opposing head coach made tactical adjustments at halftime, CR7 was marked very tightly by opposing players in the second half, preventing him from scoring any further goals.

In the 65th minute of the second half, Manchester City earned a corner kick. The corner was sent straight into the box, and a Manchester City center-forward executed a leaping header, sending the ball into the opponent’s goal.

3-0!

Head coach Kevin Keegan, seeing the score widened to 3-0, significantly relaxed. Then, in the 70th minute of the second half, he substituted Dong Fangzhuo onto the field.

This was the first time in Premier League history that two Chinese players were simultaneously on the field for the same team, marking a record.

Dong Fangzhuo’s physical quality could be said to be top-tier among Chinese players, and even in Europe, he could be considered upper-middle. Furthermore, he came on as a substitute in the 70th minute, so upon entering the game, he spared no energy, running and tackling very actively. Simply his drive and spirit were eye-catching.

However, because Dong Fangzhuo was not familiar enough with his teammates, they subconsciously didn’t think to pass the ball to him immediately, so he had very few opportunities to get the ball.

The turning point occurred in the 88th minute.

In the 88th minute, Dong Fangzhuo, near the midfield on his team’s half, successfully snatched the ball from an opposing player with a very neat slide tackle.

Dong Fangzhuo then stood up and leveraged his speed and fitness advantage, dribbling furiously forward.

At this point, the opposing players, who had already conceded three goals, had pushed their formation forward as a whole. They no longer held hope of winning the match, but they hoped to score a goal to salvage some pride before the end.

Due to this mindset, only four defenders remained in the opponent’s backline, and two of them were very close to the midfield. When Dong Fangzhuo successfully stole the ball and desperately accelerated, those two were already too late to track back.

CR7’s instincts were very keen. The moment he saw Dong Fangzhuo’s tackle, he immediately turned and sprinted towards the opponent’s penalty area. This was CR7’s instinctive reaction. When seeing a teammate attempt a slide tackle, most players wait to see if the ball is won. If it is, opposing defenders immediately track back. If it’s not, their own players won’t rashly attack the opponent’s half.

However, CR7 was one step ahead of them. Seeing Dong Fangzhuo’s tackle, he immediately ran towards the opponent’s penalty area. This way, if Dong Fangzhuo succeeded in winning the ball, he would be one step faster than the opposing defenders. And even if Dong Fangzhuo didn’t succeed, as a forward, he wouldn’t affect the defense, as he wasn’t primarily a defensive player.

Dong Fangzhuo sprinted quickly, and when he bypassed two opposing defenders, only two defenders remained between him and the goalkeeper.

These two defenders, seeing the opponent’s successful tackle initiating a counterattack, immediately became nervous. They stared intently at Dong Fangzhuo, trying to predict his breakthrough direction while preparing to challenge.

Just then, CR7 raised his right hand and began to break into the penalty area from the other side.

He and Dong Fangzhuo, one on the left and one on the right, stormed into the central penalty area from diagonal wide routes. There were only two defenders inside the opponent’s penalty area, so their attention was entirely on Dong Fangzhuo’s feet, essentially completely ignoring CR7.

Because of this, CR7 raised his right hand to call for the ball.

Dong Fangzhuo hesitated for a moment when he saw CR7 calling for the ball.

He thought about dribbling into the penalty area himself and finding an opportunity to shoot. If he could score a goal in his Premier League debut, completing the steal, dribble, breakthrough, shot, and goal all by himself in one flawless sequence, then he too could enjoy a dream start to his Premier League career.

However, the closer he got to the penalty area, the more Dong Fangzhuo worried.

He worried he might not be able to get his shot past the two defenders in front of him, and he worried he might not be able to get past them at all.

At this moment, he saw CR7’s position again and noticed CR7 was running with his hand raised, looking back at him, clearly ready to receive the ball.

Dong Fangzhuo struggled internally for a moment, then suddenly made a shooting feint. Afterward, seizing the moment when the two opposing defenders were fooled, he immediately passed the ball to CR7, who was already near the edge of the penalty area.

When CR7 controlled the ball with his lower leg, half of the opponent’s penalty area was already open. For their defenders, it was too late to regain their focus and rush over to cover. So, he decisively adjusted his shooting angle and unleashed a powerful, heavy shot…

The ball flew directly into the net. 4-0!





Chapter 1593: William Arrives in China

Manchester City’s third match wrapped up with a perfect 4-0 victory, a result that shocked all of England.

Though Blackburn was a weak team in the Premier League, Manchester City’s own strength wasn’t considered particularly high, so such a significant score difference was still very surprising.

Moreover, in this match, Manchester City’s tactical coordination was outstanding. They kept Blackburn under constant pressure throughout, giving their opponents no chance to breathe. Furthermore, all four goals were of very high quality, showcasing powerful visual impact.

The match was played vigorously and exhilaratingly, and the key figures in it began to attract significant attention.

The first to garner the most attention was Prince William.

After all, he wore a Manchester City jersey and watched the entire match pitchside, acting completely like a devoted fan. Furthermore, he visited the players’ lounges three times—before the match, at halftime, and after the match—to offer comfort, encouragement, and congratulations. He was arguably the most invested member of the Royal Family to attend a football match.

Aside from him, the most talked-about was the young and handsome CR7. In this match, he scored two goals and made one assist, truly earning the MVP title.

He personally created and converted a penalty kick, then provided an assist. In the second half, he also didn’t miss the excellent opportunity provided by Dong Fangzhuo, scoring another goal. Such a performance was absolutely perfect for CR7, making his first start.

Media critiques of CR7’s performance were almost entirely filled with effusive praise—words like perfect, dreamlike, genius, and incredible—which instantly propelled his fame across England.

And Dong Fangzhuo, who was as young as CR7 and had just made a substitute appearance in the second half, also received extensive media affirmation for his excellent tackling and for contributing an assist to CR7.

An 18-year-old Chinese teenager, making his substitute appearance for the first time in a match, displayed numerous advantages: physical quality, pitch awareness, dribbling speed, and passing vision. Aside from other aspects, the sequence alone—dribbling at pace after a tackle and delivering a precise assist—was enough to show he is a player of considerable strength and acumen.

British fans don’t know much about Chinese players; the only one Manchester City fans might know is Sun Jihai. However, this time there’s another Chinese face worth watching. Compared to Sun Jihai, who often plays in the backline, Dong Fangzhuo’s speed, stamina, and breakthrough ability are likely to lead him to a more important attacking role in the future.

Football is generally an attack-oriented sport, so players in attacking roles tend to be given more importance.

After this match, Manchester City achieved three consecutive wins, ranking first in the league table, and also leading in goals scored and goal difference. For Manchester City this season, it was likewise a dream start.

Coupled with the support of Prince William, Manchester City’s exposure significantly increased, instantly making them the most scrutinized team in the entire Premier League, as well as the most closely watched by British media, bringing Manchester City a tremendous amount of exposure.

…

Immediately after the match, Prince William rushed back to London. The Windsor Family had already completed all preparations for his trip to China, just waiting for him to depart.

The next day, at 5 PM London time, the private jet rented by the Windsor Family took off from London Heathrow International Airport.

Aboard the plane were Prince William and the three assistants assigned to him by the Windsor Family. Besides the four of them and the flight crew, there was also a Corgi named Lucky. This dog was less than two months old and flying for the first time, so it appeared somewhat anxious during the entire takeoff phase.

To soothe it, William specially placed it on the seat next to him, fearing its emotions would be startled or affected.

After a 10-hour flight, the plane landed at Yanjing Airport at exactly 10 AM the next day.

Li Mu, accompanied by several senior executives from Muye Technology and reporters from YY.com, went to the airport to greet them.

This trip of William’s to China had been notified to the British Embassy in advance, which then communicated with the domestic authorities. Even the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had conversed with Muye Technology to discuss William’s arrival in China and whether government involvement was necessary. However, the eventual consensus between both parties was to keep William’s visit to China at the level of a private meeting for now, and not to escalate it to a political level.

On one hand, William was still too young to visit a sovereign nation on a political level. On the other hand, Li Mu felt that it was best for William not to engage with politics actively at this time, as it would diminish the public support he had painstakingly cultivated.

Under normal circumstances, a European Royal Family member is considered a child in the public eye and on the political stage before their grand wedding. Generally, they do not visit alone but must accompany their elders; this applies from a ten-year-old prince to one in his twenties. Only after their grand wedding does he become a true adult, an individual capable of independently assuming a political identity.

Precisely because the authorities decided not to participate, the welcoming ceremony this time was very simple. Li Mu and his group entered the airport in advance and borrowed a hangar near Terminal 3 from Air China to serve as the venue for the reception.

The staff had cleaned and tidied the hangar beforehand, and besides that, only a red carpet was prepared.

After the plane landed, guided by a follow-me car, it taxied from the runway all the way to the hangar.

Once the pilot had parked the plane securely in the designated spot, the flight attendants on board opened the private jet’s cabin door.

As soon as the door opened, William, cradling the Corgi named Lucky, was the first to step off the plane.

Li Mu was a bit surprised, never having expected him to bring a dog. His first thought was that Prince William was truly still a bit childish. It was also fortunate that the authorities were not involved this time, otherwise, coming off a plane with a dog in his arms in front of television media would have been quite awkward.

As soon as William saw Li Mu, he walked towards him with a wide smile. The Corgi in his arms seemed eager to run around on the ground, wiggling restlessly.

Upon reaching Li Mu, William, holding the dog with both hands, couldn’t even shake Li Mu’s hand. He simply held the dog up with both arms, letting the puppy face Li Mu, and said with a smile: “Mr. Li, this is a Corgi my grandmother asked me to bring for you. Its name is Lucky, and it’s a little boy.”

Li Mu was instantly taken aback.

This dog was from the Queen? Heavens, he was so busy he barely took care of himself, how would he have time for a dog?

But the dog did look quite cute…

Ultimately, it was a gift from the Queen; how could Li Mu possibly refuse? So he could only accept the puppy, saying with a smile: “Please convey my thanks to Her Majesty the Queen. I will certainly take good care of this puppy.”

As soon as the dog was in Li Mu’s arms, it began to stretch its head out and lick his face. Li Mu could only dodge its tongue from side to side, sighing inwardly that this was truly going to be a sweet burden in the future.

William said: “Lucky is a descendant of a herding dog my grandmother raised in her youth. Every dog of the same breed in Windsor Castle basically traces its lineage back to her. My grandmother is very fond of this breed, and so she hopes Mr. Li will like it too.”

Li Mu suddenly recalled some snippets about the Queen he had seen in his past life. The Old Lady indeed often traveled with a pack of Corgis, which had essentially become her trademark.

For the Old Lady to have William bring him one of her own beloved dogs this time truly showed great respect. And just like a typical grandmother giving gifts to a grandchild, the value wasn’t in how expensive it was, but in the thought behind it.

William then said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, my grandmother also asked me to bring some other gifts, but they’re still on the plane. I’ll hand them over to you after we clear Customs.”

Li Mu smiled: “Her Majesty the Queen is so generous; I’m truly grateful.”

William said: “Since your return, my grandmother often speaks of you. This time, she also told me to instruct you to visit the UK frequently when you have time.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling: “Yes, I definitely will. If Manchester City can win the championship this year, I will certainly take a trip to the UK.”

William smiled: “I think Manchester City has a real chance of winning the championship this year. Cristiano Ronaldo’s strength is truly immense; he’s practically a future superstar.”

After saying that, he added: “And Dong Fangzhuo also performed very well; he definitely has great potential for the future.”

Li Mu nodded and said to him: “Thank you, William, for specifically traveling to Manchester and Blackburn to cheer on the team.”

William quickly replied: “Mr. Li, it was my pleasure.”

Li Mu said with a smile: “No need for formalities. I appreciate it deeply. Come, let me introduce you to the key personnel of Muye Technology.”

With that, Li Mu began introducing the Muye Technology senior executives behind him to William one by one.

Then, Li Mu said to William: “Alright, let’s go. I’ll help you complete your Customs process as soon as possible, take you to your hotel, and then show you around Muye Technology’s headquarters.”

William nodded eagerly. His purpose for this visit was to form a deeper alliance with Li Mu, so he was eager to follow Li Mu and explore, learn, and understand more about Muye Technology.

Li Mu handed the puppy in his arms to Li Ziwei, whispering to her: “Zi Wei, could you hold him for me for a moment?”

Li Ziwei happily took the puppy, cradling it in her arms and coaxing it like a child: “Oh, you little puppy, why are you so cute! What kind of breed are you? Why are your ears so big and your legs so short?”

Li Mu overheard her whispering to the puppy and chuckled: “That dog is a Corgi, nicknamed ‘shorty legs’.”

“Shorty legs?” Li Ziwei said, laughing: “That’s so fitting, his short legs are especially adorable.”

Li Mu, unnoticed by the others, chuckled softly: “If you like it, you can keep him.”

Li Ziwei asked in surprised delight: “Really?”

Li Mu nodded: “Of course, I don’t have time to take care of him.”

Li Ziwei immediately whispered: “Oh, no, General Manager Li. It’s a dog from the Queen; you can’t just give it away like that…”

Li Mu asked awkwardly: “Then what should I do? I can’t keep him either…”





Chapter 1612: Then Let’s Just Raise It

After William and his entourage cleared Customs, Lucky, the Corgi dog that accompanied them, also completed its entry quarantine inspection.

Muye Technology’s fleet had been waiting outside the airport for a long time. When Li Mu and the others emerged, his bodyguard, Wang Yuanlang, was talking to a man across the road. Seeing them appear, he quickly waved at the man and returned to the front of the car.

Li Mu had arranged for William to ride in the same car as him, so Wang Yuanlang opened the rear passenger door before Li Mu and the others arrived.

Li Mu asked William to get in first, then he went to the other side. After getting into the car, Li Mu curiously asked Wang Yuanlang, “Bro Wang, did you see an Acquaintance?”

“Yes,” Wang Yuanlang nodded, “Quite a few Acquaintances, actually. Since the Prince is here today, the authorities have also dispatched many plainclothes security personnel for covert protection.”

Li Mu suddenly realized. It made sense. Although William had not come to China for political purposes but in a private capacity, given his special status, the country could not truly ignore it. They had to be responsible for his safety; otherwise, if anything went wrong, the country would be blamed even if it wasn’t at fault.

The motorcade departed. Li Mu said to William beside him, “We’ll send you to the hotel to rest for a bit. We’ll have lunch at the hotel, and then head directly to Muye Technology after that.”

William nodded, “The guest follows the host’s convenience, Mr. Li. Whatever arrangement you make is fine.”

Li Mu laughed, “The main reason I invited you this time is to build momentum for you, but it can’t be too obvious. If I promote you directly, it will seem too deliberate. So, it’s better to approach it through practical matters, one by one. First and foremost, we need the Chinese people to learn more about you and support you.”

William quickly said, “Thank you, Mr. Li, for your dedication. My grandmother instructed me before I came here to listen to all your instructions.”

Li Mu smiled, “Thank the Queen for her trust. My entire itinerary planning is quite packed. This afternoon, you’ll visit Muye Technology. Tomorrow, we’ll go to Taobao and Taobao Logistics, and then to my alma mater, Renmin University of China, where the 3321 operations team is located.”

William immediately nodded and said, “Alright, everything will be based on Mr. Li’s arrangement.”

Li Mu first took William and his group to the hotel they had booked for them in advance.

Upon arrival at the hotel, William had someone open a large suitcase and retrieve several items. He said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, my grandmother prepared some gifts for you on this trip. These gifts were carefully selected by her, and I hope you will like them.”

Li Mu courteously replied, “The Queen is too kind. To have specially prepared gifts, I feel truly undeserving.”

William said, “These gifts were selected from the Windsor Family’s collection. They are almost all Chinese cultural relics that ended up in the UK for various reasons. So, my grandmother’s intention was for me to bring them back and give them to you, as a way of sending these historical relics home.”

Li Mu nodded. There were an immense number of Chinese cultural relics lost overseas. The Windsor Family’s collection alone contained many precious ancient Chinese artifacts. For the Queen to consider sending a few back, regardless of their value, at least showed great respect.

So, Li Mu thanked them and handed these antique calligraphy and paintings to Li Ziwei for handling. There was only one way to handle them: donate them directly to the state.

Since the plane landed at ten o’clock, and clearing Customs had delayed their plans further, Li Mu realized it was almost lunchtime when he finished talking with William.

He quickly called Zhao Ziqiu, who was still at home in Ziyun Mountain Villa. Upon hearing that Zhao Ziqiu was reading at home, Li Mu asked her, “Do you want to come over and have lunch with Prince William?”

Zhao Ziqiu laughed, “I won’t go. I’d delayed your serious business, and besides, I’m feeling lazy right now; I don’t feel like moving at all.”

Li Mu asked her, “Then what are you planning to eat for lunch?”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Haven’t thought about it yet. I don’t want to go out. Maybe I’ll just boil some noodles later.”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll have Zi Wei go there later to bring you some food, and also a toy.”

“A toy?” Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise, “You bought me a toy?”

Li Mu laughed, “I didn’t buy it; someone else gave it to me.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly asked, “What is it, exactly?”

Li Mu chuckled and said, “You’ll know in a bit. I’ll have Zi Wei head back now.”

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu immediately called Li Ziwei over and instructed her on two things: first, to buy some food to take back to Zhao Ziqiu, and second, to bring Lucky to Ziyun Mountain Villa and ask Zhao Ziqiu to help care for it for now.

Li Mu really wanted to give the Corgi away, not because he disliked dogs, but mainly because he didn’t have the time or energy. But upon reflection, it was a dog given by the Queen, and it seemed a bit inappropriate to just abandon it. So, he decided to just raise it.

Anyway, his villa in Ziyun Mountain Villa had a large yard, so raising a dog would be easy. If he had to travel outside the city or abroad, he could simply entrust the dog to someone else, like Wei Lan, to care for.

…

Li Ziwei packed some exquisite meals and dishes from the hotel’s catering department, then took Lucky and some of its food and supplies to Ziyun Mountain Villa.

When Zhao Ziqiu came out to open the door, her eyes immediately fell upon Lucky in Li Ziwei’s arms. She was instantly delighted and exclaimed, “Wow, a Corgi! Zi Wei, is this little guy yours?”

Li Ziwei smiled and said, “This isn’t mine. General Manager Li asked me to bring it back for you.”

“Ah?” Zhao Ziqiu asked in surprise, “For me? This is the toy Li Mu was talking about?”

“That’s right, it’s him.” Li Ziwei smiled and placed Lucky on the ground. The little dog, who hadn’t had a chance to run around, immediately started frolicking wildly in the yard. Its Shorty Legs made it stumble and totter as it ran, looking quite ridiculous and adorable.

Zhao Ziqiu also really liked this cute puppy, so she squatted down and waved at it, asking Li Ziwei, “What’s this little guy’s name?”

Li Ziwei said, “His name is Lucky.”

Zhao Ziqiu smiled and called out, “Come, Lucky, come here!”

Lucky seemed to understand that Zhao Ziqiu was calling him. He stopped and turned his head to look at Zhao Ziqiu, a bewildered expression on his face.

Li Ziwei reminded her, “Zi Qiu, Lucky is from the UK, he might not understand Chinese. Why don’t you try calling him in English?”

Zhao Ziqiu asked curiously, “He’s from the UK? How did he travel such a long distance?”

Li Ziwei explained, “Prince William brought him. He said the Queen gave him as a gift to General Manager Li, and that the Queen raised him herself.”

Zhao Ziqiu said in surprise, “Then he’s a puppy with Royal Family blood…”

As she spoke, she tried calling out in English, “Lucky, Come here!”

No sooner had she spoken than Lucky turned around and ran towards her, flapping his large ears…





Chapter 1595: Surging Maternal Love

For Lucky, who was only about two months old, he basically couldn’t understand any language or commands. However, he had never heard Chinese before today, so his brain had no conditioned reflex to it. Therefore, when he heard the English pronunciation, his conditioned reflex suddenly took effect.

Watching Lucky eagerly trot to her, Zhao Ziqiu felt an instant surge of affection for this puppy. She scooped him into her arms and said with a smile, “Can you only understand English? Even though you were a puppy from the Royal Family before, you’ll have to live in China from now on. If you don’t understand Chinese, your owner will disdain you, you know?”

Lucky blinked at Zhao Ziqiu, then suddenly extended his tiny tongue and lightly licked the tip of her nose.

Zhao Ziqiu didn’t disdain him at all. Instead, she rubbed her own nose against his wet little nose. This rub seemed to greatly increase Lucky’s affection for her, and he went wild, extending his tongue to lick Zhao Ziqiu’s face and chin repeatedly.

Zhao Ziqiu dodged him, laughing, “You really are quick to warm up! Just holding you for a moment makes you so affectionate.”

Li Ziwei, standing aside, laughed and said, “He probably likes you. I held him the whole way here, and he never licked me.”

Zhao Ziqiu chuckled, “It might be that he just flew for so long and hadn’t adapted yet. Puppies this age are clingy to everyone. As long as you play with him more, he’ll become close to you.”

Li Ziwei said, “There are a lot of things Prince William brought for him from the UK in the car. Wait a moment, I’ll go get them.”

She then looked at the food in her hands and added, “I’ll take the food inside for you first.”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly said, “No trouble, Sister Ziwei. Just give it to me, I’ll take it in myself.”

Li Ziwei laughed softly and said, “You play with him for a bit. I’ll take it in for you.”

With that, she was already walking inside.

Seeing this, Zhao Ziqiu didn’t insist. She gently tucked her long hair behind her ears, squatted down, and stroked Lucky’s head, asking with a smile, “Do you like the name Lucky?”

“Woof!” Lucky barked clearly at Zhao Ziqiu.

Zhao Ziqiu covered her mouth and chuckled, “Is that a yes or a no?”

“Woof!”

“Yes?” Zhao Ziqiu raised her eyebrows and said with a laugh, “Then you’re in for it! Your future owner will definitely give you a new Chinese name, and from what I can tell, he definitely won’t give you a stylish, foreign-sounding Chinese name. Most likely, it’ll be something like Wangcai or Laifu, you know.”

As she spoke, Lucky rolled over, revealing his pink belly, allowing Zhao Ziqiu to gently scratch it, looking thoroughly pleased.

Zhao Ziqiu asked with a smile, “Do you prefer Wangcai or Laifu?”

“Awoo…”

“Haha, are you feeling wronged?” Zhao Ziqiu felt an overwhelming love for this little creature, a surging maternal love.

Just then, Li Ziwei came out of the house, crossed the courtyard to the entrance, and with the driver’s help, brought down a huge suitcase. The driver then helped her push the suitcase all the way into the courtyard.

Zhao Ziqiu looked at the large suitcase, big enough to fit a person, and asked in surprise, “Are all these things for Lucky?”

“Yes,” Li Ziwei said with a smile. “I don’t know what’s exactly inside, probably mostly dog food…”

After speaking, Li Ziwei added, “I’ll have the driver help bring the box inside, in case you can’t carry it.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Don’t rush, don’t rush. Let’s open it and see if there are any toys we can play with him for a bit. Besides, he might be hungry. If there’s dog food inside, we can feed him some.”

Li Ziwei nodded, asked the driver to place the box flat on the concrete path in the courtyard, and then opened it.

As soon as the box was opened, they were surprised to find it neatly packed with many pet supplies. There were two large bags of dog food with entirely English packaging alone. In addition, there were two large buckets of pet milk powder, many small cans, chew toys, bouncy balls, food bowls, many sets of puppy clothes, as well as bells, collars, leashes, and even a silver dog tag.

The front of the dog tag had five elegantly engraved letters: Lucky, and the back read: From-London, England.

Li Ziwei jested, “I guess the Royal Family of UK was afraid he wouldn’t get enough to eat in China…”

Zhao Ziqiu laughed, “Actually, no. They probably brought dog food mainly because pets like puppies and kittens shouldn’t have their food changed suddenly. The ingredients and fat content are different for each type of finished product food. If you change it all at once, they can easily get an upset stomach. So, you mix the old and new food, starting with more old food and less new, then gradually change the proportions until they’ve made a stable transition.”

Li Ziwei suddenly realized, “So there are so many specific expertise involved! I’ve never had a pet, so I didn’t know any of this.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Li Mu probably knows even less than you. If that’s the case, this little guy is going to suffer later.”

Li Ziwei chuckled, “Then you should come over and take care of him often. I don’t think General Manager Li really seems like someone who would know how to raise a dog.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded. Just then, Lucky himself jumped into the box, picked out a green tennis ball with his mouth, and eagerly trotted to Zhao Ziqiu, placing the ball at her feet. Then he excitedly ran several circles around her, finally stopping and barking excitedly at her.

Zhao Ziqiu picked up the ball and asked him with a smile, “Do you want to play?”

“Awoo, awoo!” Lucky barked even more excitedly.

Zhao Ziqiu casually threw the ball far away. As soon as the ball left her hand, Lucky bolted with his Shorty Legs, chasing after the ball like crazy, yelping excitedly all the way.

Zhao Ziqiu looked at his amusing and adorable figure and couldn’t help but exclaim, “This little guy is really too cute! I really want to secretly take him to my dorm room and raise him.”

Li Ziwei laughed, “If such a cute puppy was put into a dorm room, he would probably be tormented by everyone every day.”

Zhao Ziqiu nodded gently and chuckled, “He’s definitely the kind everyone would love.”

“Right.” Li Ziwei nodded, looked at the time, and said, “Zi Qiu, I have to go now. Let the driver help you bring the things inside, and you should also go eat quickly. Play with Lucky after you eat, or your food will get cold.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Okay, Sister Ziwei, you go ahead and get busy. I’ll go eat now.”

Just then, Lucky ran back, also holding the ball in his mouth. Zhao Ziqiu picked him up and said to him, “Come on, Lucky, let’s go inside and eat. You must be hungry too. I’ll get you some dog food.”

After Li Ziwei and the driver together took the box into the villa, they said goodbye and left. Zhao Ziqiu put Lucky on the ground, letting him run freely on the first floor, while she opened a bag of dog food and prepared some food for him.

Lucky hadn’t even run two circles when he heard the dog food being poured into his food bowl, and he immediately ran over joyfully, circling赵 Ziqiu continuously.

Zhao Ziqiu held up the food bowl and said to him, “Come, let’s go to the restaurant and eat together.”

With that, she led Lucky, who was like a tag-along, to the restaurant and placed the food bowl at her feet.

The ravenous Lucky immediately pounced on it and ate voraciously. Zhao Ziqiu watched with a knowing smile, then opened the food Li Ziwei had brought for her.

Just as she was about to eat, her phone in her pocket suddenly rang. It was a text message from Li Mu, asking her, “Have you eaten? Do you like the gift?”

Zhao Ziqiu quickly replied, “Just about to eat. I love the gift, he’s absolutely adorable.”

Li Mu quickly replied, “If you like it, I’ll give it to you.”

Zhao Ziqiu’s fingertips flew across the screen: “I don’t have anywhere to keep him. Just raise him here. Later, you can build a small dog kennel for him in the yard. Let him play in the yard during the day, and let him come inside to sleep at night. Although the wall around your yard isn’t very high, it’s more than enough to stop this Shorty Legs.”

Li Mu replied, “Alright, I’ll arrange for someone to get it ready later.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “Are you planning to change his name?”

Li Mu replied, “Of course, I have to. When in Rome, do as the Romans do. I’ll give him a Chinese name.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Haha, I knew you’d definitely change his name. What are you thinking of changing it to? Tell me, and I’ll give you my opinion.”

Li Mu replied, “Let’s just call him Gouzi.”

“Oh, no… Even Wangcai would be fine! Why ‘Gouzi’? That’s too unsophisticated!”

“It’s down-to-earth appeal… You see, Westerners call dogs ‘Dog,’ and puppies ‘Doggy.’ I haven’t heard anyone say ‘Doggy’ is unsophisticated. When I call a dog ‘Gouzi,’ why is that unsophisticated then?”

Zhao Ziqiu, sitting at the restaurant table, almost suppressed laughter to the point of internal injury as she looked at her phone. She lowered her head to look at Lucky, who was eating, and said with a smile, “Lucky, congratulations on getting a Chinese name! Your Chinese name is Gouzi…”

The young and innocent Lucky knew nothing of these things yet.

After Zhao Ziqiu finished her meal, Lucky had also completely eaten all the dog food in his bowl. With a round belly, he lay on the ground, continuously rolling around.

Zhao Ziqiu patted his belly and said with a smile, “Come on, Gouzi, I’ll take you out for a walk to digest.”

As soon as Lucky saw Zhao Ziqiu stand up, he guessed they were going out. He barked excitedly a few times, then ran out behind her.

…

While Zhao Ziqiu was having a delightful time playing with the Royal Family’s little Corgi, Li Mu was hosting a banquet for Prince William and his entourage at a hotel.

Although William had been on China’s soil for over two hours, there was still no gild / embellish a resume reporting his arrival in China.

Sitting at the dinner table, Li Mu just put down his phone and said to William, “Oh, right, I gave Lucky a Chinese name.”

William asked curiously, “You’ve already picked one? What is it called?”

Li Mu said with a smile, “It’s called Gouzi.”

“Gouzi?” William repeated the Chinese pronunciation, asking in confusion, “What’s the implication?”

Li Mu laughed, “No implication, it essentially means ‘Doggy’.”

“Oh, I understand…” William nodded slightly and said with a smile, “That’s a good name too. We call them Doggy, and also Puppy.”

Li Mu then said with a jesting expression, “My girlfriend suggested I name him Wangcai.”

“Wangcai?” William couldn’t help but ask, “What does that mean?”

Li Mu laughed, “It roughly means, ‘Make-me-richer,’ or ‘make me have more money…’”

William asked, dumbfounded, “In China, can you also name dogs like that?”





Chapter 1596

After lunch, Muye Technology’s racing team drove Prince William to Muye Technology. By this time, everyone at Muye Technology was standing ready, having made all necessary preparations.

General Manager Li extended an exceptionally high level of courtesy to William. All leaders at the director level and above accompanied him on the tour. William could visit any department at Muye Technology, and General Manager Li himself acted as the guide, explaining the composition and significance of each department and every business segment to William.

YY’s reporters followed and filmed the entire process. All photos could be published directly, and videos only needed to be reviewed by the internal control department to ensure no secrets were leaked before being released to the public.

At this time, Muye Technology had not yet built its own office building and industrial park. Several thousand people were housed in a sixteen-story office building in Zhongguancun. The businesses in the building had gradually moved out over the past year, which was the result of Muye Technology’s continuous efforts.

To persuade those businesses to leave, Muye Technology paid out nearly ten million yuan in relocation subsidies to other companies. To outsiders, it might seem like they played the fool, but in General Manager Li’s eyes, it was well worth it.

Although Muye Technology had acquired the entire building, they did not invest heavily in renovations. This was General Manager Li’s personal decision. On one hand, extensive renovations would significantly disrupt work, and on the other hand, renovations inevitably cause pollution. He did not want employees to risk their lives in offices with excessive Formaldehyde levels.

When William first arrived at Muye Technology, he hadn’t even imagined that such an ordinary office building was the headquarters of the world’s highest-valued internet company. Even more unbelievable was that multiple products created within this very building had tightly connected netizens all over the world.

If the internet was a global link, then this place was its hub. The internet of the past was built on the basis of information transmission, but with Muye Technology, the current internet had established the foundation for global social interaction and information exchange.

Information transmission and information exchange are two completely different concepts. The earliest internet could achieve information transmission across global network environments using Email. But that was merely information transmission. Even in the early days of MSN and QQ, the internet was still point-to-point, small-scale information transmission. Only when Muye Technology truly developed the model of global group social networking did the internet genuinely enter the era of information exchange.

General Manager Li asked William, “Which Muye Technology product made the deepest impression on you? We can go visit that department first.”

William said almost without thinking, “The one that impressed me most is YY. I still can’t forget the shock of using the group chat function in YY for the first time. It was like instant messaging suddenly entered a new era, bringing a large group of people together at once. For me, it was an epoch-making impact, one might say.”

As he spoke, William said earnestly, “Actually, every Muye Technology product has left a deep impression on me. Besides YY, what interests me most is Twitter, which is further connecting the world now.”

General Manager Li smiled and said, “Then I’ll take you to see the YY business unit first. It’s also Muye Technology’s largest team.”

Muye Technology’s YY business unit exclusively occupied two floors. Product technology and various R&D efforts alone accounted for more than half of the space. After humbly greeting the Muye Technology employees, he asked General Manager Li, “General Manager Li, with so many employees in the YY business unit, what kind of work are they doing exactly?”

General Manager Li explained, “More than half of them are R&D personnel, and the rest are operations personnel and other support staff. We also have a customer service center with nearly one thousand people, but the customer service center isn’t located here; it’s at another one of our office locations.”

William asked with great interest, “May I ask, what are the R&D personnel mainly developing? Are they developing new versions or new features?”

General Manager Li said, “A small portion of the R&D personnel are developing new versions and new product features, but most of them are actually developing more underlying elements.”

William said somewhat awkwardly, “General Manager Li, I’m partially understood in this aspect, so I don’t quite grasp what you mean by ‘more underlying elements’?”

General Manager Li smiled and said, “Let me give you an analogy. We are not building one building right now, but countless buildings all over the world. So, what we are truly putting all our effort into R&D on is a construction plan that is more scientific, safer, more effective, and has a better cost-performance ratio. For example, we need to continuously optimize from the most basic concrete and rebar. Only then can we build tall buildings quickly and stably all over the world.”

Continuing, General Manager Li added, “Look at the YY product. From its earliest several hundred daily active users to over one hundred million daily active users globally now, it’s not just a quantitative change, but a qualitative one. We have established a large number of data processing centers worldwide to support such a massive product. And if our personnel working on the underlying architecture can reduce the per-person data processing requirements of our product by ten percent, it will bring immense benefits to the development of our entire business and the long-term development of the company’s other businesses.”

William nodded slightly and sighed, “I rarely see large internet companies in the UK. The UK itself has relatively few internet companies, and there’s also little of this high-tech atmosphere, so the overall development of the internet industry in the UK is still somewhat slow. However, internet development is changing rapidly with each passing day. I truly worry that British internet professionals, due to a temporary slow down, will be completely left behind by the internet tide.”

As he spoke, William asked General Manager Li, “General Manager Li, I wonder if I could trouble you to provide some support and nurturing for internet professionals in the UK in the future?”

General Manager Li smiled and asked, “Prince William, what kind of support and nurturing do you hope we can provide for British internet professionals?”

William said, “Although I don’t understand the internet, from my perspective, the two most important aspects of any industry are nothing more than models and resources. So, I wonder if you could provide some assistance in these two areas?”

General Manager Li smiled and said, “While models are very important, models require everyone to think for themselves. In this aspect, it’s difficult for me to think on behalf of other entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs need to think diligently themselves to find new models or new variations from existing internet business models. However, regarding resources, I can offer some preferential policies.”

Continuing, General Manager Li added, “How about this? Muye Technology can hold an internet entrepreneurship competition in the UK later. We’ll set aside ten million British Pounds of find a way in the UK to establish an internet venture capital fund. Anyone who ranks in the entrepreneurship competition can receive an angel round investment from Muye Technology. At the same time, Muye Technology currently has the largest data processing center in the entire UK. We can provide services for the ranked companies either for free or below cost, to further reduce their startup costs.”

William’s request was actually an arrangement General Manager Li had made for him in advance.

For William’s visit to Muye Technology, General Manager Li had tailored a motivational package for him. The packaging was branded as: learning Muye Technology’s advanced internet mindset and hoping Muye Technology could provide some level of assistance to local internet companies in the UK.

General Manager Li needed to give William enough positive influence. If he were simply visiting for private reasons, it would be difficult to significantly boost his personal influence. However, if he visited in a private capacity but with the fundamental motivation of benefiting both the nation and its people, then his image in his own country, and even among people globally, would naturally be much higher.

Moreover, General Manager Li wouldn’t let William visit China and merely go through the motions. Once this core packaging was launched, General Manager Li would inevitably “respond to Prince William’s request to provide certain support and assistance to local internet companies in the UK.” This would also give William the impression of being precise and effective, truly seeing a task through to the end.

Allocating ten million British Pounds to establish a venture capital fund, organizing an entrepreneurship competition, and offering other resource discounts—it could be said that General Manager Li truly honored William. Beyond that, William had already, through his own efforts, secured a very substantial benefit for the UK’s internet industry.

As for General Manager Li, it might seem like he played the fool in this matter, but in reality, he himself would benefit immensely.

The entrepreneurship competition, just like a talent show, is an opportunity to find good projects. Not only does it allow selecting and promoting good projects, but it also helps invest the funds from their venture capital fund. This way, the chances of success are greater than under normal circumstances. If a few companies succeed, they can not only recover their costs but also gain substantial profit margins.

The reason talent shows have been popular for a long time is similar to entrepreneurship competitions. Organizers aren’t just looking to earn ratings or attract attention; they also want to sign talented artists. The logic is essentially, ‘I make you famous, you make me money’.

However, for General Manager Li, Prince William’s visit to Muye Technology was not just a grand gift from him; William’s halo would naturally add value to Muye Technology.

William’s visit was an opportunity meticulously crafted by General Manager Li for Muye Technology to promote itself and enhance user recognition in the European market.

From a global perspective, Muye Technology’s renown significantly surpassed William’s. Thus, Muye Technology’s news pushes allowed people across China, and even globally, who were unfamiliar with the Royal Family of UK or William, to get to know him.

However, purely within Europe, Prince William and the Windsor Family behind him far surpassed Muye Technology and any other company in terms of recognition and public affection.

General Manager Li now intended to, through cooperation with William, tightly bundle the Windsor Family together, which would provide Muye Technology with powerful wings for its development in Europe!





Chapter 1597

“If history followed its normal course, William would become a mascot for England years later. William had no ability to change this fate, and even the Windsor Family was powerless.

“As the Royal Family, they had to avoid suspicion when guiding the political paths of their family members. This need to avoid suspicion was like a curse, one that could not be broken from within.

“However, Li Mu had no such restrictions. As an entrepreneur completely unfettered by the Royal Family and as an exceptionally powerful individual holding immense resources, he could easily help the Windsor Family break that curse from the outside.

“Therefore, Li Mu decided to invest in and cultivate William as an entrepreneurship project, becoming his angel investor. Moreover, as long as William lived up to his expectations and brought him sufficient returns, Li Mu would continue to invest in his Series A and Series B funding rounds in the future, until William reached the peak of his life.

“William’s mere visit to Muye Technology immediately secured ten million British Pounds in venture capital funding for British internet companies. More importantly, Muye Technology, as the world’s leading internet company in terms of overall influence, possessed vast experience and resources that could assist British internet companies. This, presented in the UK, before the British people, would be William’s Political Achievement.

“Muye Technology’s entire information distribution capability was brought into play. Initially, YY and YY.com were used to provide periodic, relatively detailed reports on the key aspects of William’s visit to Muye Technology. For instance, a report was published every half hour, accompanied by on-site photographs, excerpts from Li Mu and William’s conversations, and Muye Technology’s own editorial processing and narration.

“However, the most followed news platform was neither of these two, but Twitter, with its extremely high timeliness.

“Twitter’s unique display format provided an almost perfect platform for rapid and continuous broadcasting of major news. Muye Technology’s official Twitter account would release a tweet almost every few minutes, effectively turning it into a live broadcast for netizens worldwide.

“Sina’s portal originally stood out among many news portals due to their 24-hour rolling special reports on major events. However, that format’s timeliness and immediacy were still far inferior compared to a platform like Twitter.

“A large number of netizens interested in this meeting between the two were following the official Twitter account’s real-time tweets. The most interested in this matter were the British netizens; at this very moment, at least half of the online netizens were paying attention to it.

“In this era, in any country, the majority of netizens were young people. At this moment in the UK, those paying attention to William and Li Mu were also the younger demographic among British netizens.

“They were either still students or had recently started working, and all had some understanding of the internet. When they noticed that William had successfully secured entrepreneurship support for British internet companies from Li Mu, they couldn’t help but look at William in a new light.

“If William had secured one hundred million British Pounds of investment from Li Mu for the British automotive manufacturing business, young people in the UK would have felt largely indifferent.

“However, William securing ten million British Pounds in entrepreneurship funds and accompanying resource support from Muye Technology sparked new expectations for their country’s internet business among the younger generation. After all, young people themselves have a very close connection to the internet industry, and their attention to this sector far surpassed any other industry.

“Another very important reason was that the British internet industry, especially the software industry, started very slowly and had little influence in the UK or globally. What the country lacked most was precisely what its young people placed the most hope in.

“China’s football has always struggled, so the entire nation eagerly awaited a breakthrough from the National Football Team in football, hoping for them to qualify for the World Cup, which would ignite nationwide celebration. Foreign coach Milu even became the hottest celebrity in the country, and later, when Lippi coached the National Football Team, he also excited fans across the country for quite some time.

“However, if China’s table tennis team were to hire an overseas coach, they would likely be cursed to death by the Chinese people.

“In the eyes of these young people, Li Mu was the first and foremost figure in the internet industry. William being able to secure his help meant that, in the future, native British internet companies would have great development prospects. In the near future, they might even use more native British internet products.

“Buckingham Palace itself was closely paying attention to every tweet from Muye Technology’s official Twitter account, carefully analyzing and studying every piece of information within them. When they saw Li Mu’s entrepreneurship competition plan, and the ten million British Pounds special investment fund and resource support content in the official tweets, the Windsor Family was without exception thrilled.

“What thrilled them wasn’t what Li Mu was going to do for the British internet industry, but rather that they could see Li Mu was indeed helping the Windsor Family break the curse that had plagued the entire family since the establishment of constitutional monarchy.

“The Windsor Family didn’t actually hope to regain power; even ten Li Mus wouldn’t be able to help them achieve that wish. However, they needed to boost their presence and influence, and escape the fate of being a mascot.

“At Buckingham Palace, the Queen very happily said to Charles: ‘William will bring back at least two very significant projects from China this time. One is Li Mu’s entrepreneurship competition and related support, and the other is the support team for 3321. Once the team is in place, 3321 will quickly be officially Launched in the UK. These two projects, one targeting internet entrepreneurs and the other targeting current students, both cater to young people. For William, the gains are quite substantial. After all, no matter where you are, young people are the toughest nut to crack.’

“Charles also kept nodding, agreeing heartily: ‘When a Prime Minister makes an official visit, the number of cooperation agreements signed or orders secured for British domestic companies are just figures to young people. They don’t know the full significance of us signing tens of billions of British Pounds in trade cooperation with other countries, nor do they understand what France selling one hundred Airbus aircraft means for the French economy. What they truly care about is whether the country considers their interests and brings about change for them. Conveniently, Li Mu and William are both young people, and they know how to win the affection of the youth.’

“The Queen said with a smile: ‘William doesn’t know, but Li Mu does. So, look at the arrangements Li Mu made for him: flattering students, young entrepreneurs, and all young people. These groups are the most opinionated, the hardest to change, and the hardest to convince. If he can gain their approval, then these people will become his loyal followers for the next fifteen to twenty years, with unlimited potential.’





Chapter 1598: Flying Kites and Launching Satellites

Li Mu spent an afternoon guiding William on a tour of Muye Technology. Except for the highly confidential core businesses and teams, which he did not let William contact, he showed him almost all the other teams and projects.

The Prince of the Royal Family of UK was indeed very interested in the internet industry. Many times, Li Mu could feel his absolute sincerity and earnestness, and even his thirst for knowledge regarding many details.

After a tiring day, Li Mu hosted a dinner for William at his hotel. After they finished dining, he sent William back to his hotel.

As the convoy was about to arrive at the hotel, Li Mu said to William, “The day after tomorrow, we are going to visit Renmin University. The university term has already started. Besides visiting 3321 and giving a short lecture to the students, I have a personal idea I’d like to discuss with you.”

“General Manager Li, please go ahead,” William eagerly replied.

Li Mu said, “I hope you can become a link connecting young people from China and the UK, especially university students, to strengthen the exchange between the two countries at the university level. This will greatly increase the Chinese young people’s favorable impression of you.”

William immediately nodded and said, “Just tell me what to do, and I will cooperate fully.”

Li Mu said, “Since your visit this time is positioned as a private one, our first priority is to avoid suspicion. So, I hope you can, in your personal capacity, talk to a few top universities in the UK and connect them. See if they are willing to participate in this university student exchange program. If they are interested, then each university could offer a certain number of exchange student slots to China each year to facilitate exchanges between young people, making the university students of our two countries connect more closely.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Of course, the overall strength of Chinese universities is still somewhat inferior to those in the UK. Therefore, you could help me communicate with these universities. As long as they can provide more resources for China in terms of exchange students and academic exchanges, in the future, I will sign targeted recruitment agreements with these universities through Muye Technology. I will commit a certain number of job positions to them each year as a repayment, and these job positions will be global, not just in Europe, but also in North America and China.”

Although Li Mu did not attend a prestigious university in his past life, he deeply respected the field of education and highly recognized its importance for the younger generation. Therefore, he greatly hoped to send more domestic university students to developed countries in Europe and America, giving them the opportunity to see the outside world, especially the more developed Western world. This is of great significance for broadening their perspectives and their future development.

Li Mu wishes to send students abroad to broaden their horizons, to cultivate better talent through a blend of Eastern and Western education, and also hopes that these students who have the opportunity to study overseas will eventually return to China and contribute to domestic enterprises and economic development.

Therefore, Li Mu also wants to seize every opportunity he can to send more Chinese students abroad, just as he wants to send Chinese football players abroad.

Moreover, exchange students are different from international students. Sending exchange students is like flying a kite; you can let it out and pull it back. But international students are not like that; sending international students is like launching a satellite. From the moment of ignition and launch, no one knows if they will ever return.

From this perspective, Li Mu is more keen on facilitating exchange student cooperation than international student cooperation.

This mindset stems from Li Mu’s long-standing regret over talent drain.

In his past life, Li Mu once paid attention to a tiny detail: Gao Xiaosong, in one of his talk shows, mentioned a shocking fact. He said that Tsinghua University’s alumni association in California, USA, actually has over ten thousand members!

Just from Tsinghua University alone, more than ten thousand high-achieving students have been lost to California, USA, over the years. The number lost to the entire USA is estimated to be tens of thousands. How many high-achieving students has Tsinghua University cultivated in total over all these years?

If Tsinghua lost so many, how many did Yanjing University lose? How many did universities like China University of Science and Technology, Renmin University of China, and Fudan University lose?

And there is an even more shocking statistic.

Gao Xiaosong said that seventeen of his classmates from one class were in California. How many people are in one class in total? In a normal university, a class of forty or fifty people is already a lot. Even if it’s fifty people, the proportion of talent from one class flowing to California, USA, reaches an astonishing 34%. The proportion flowing to the entire USA should be over 50%, and the proportion flowing to the entire overseas should be at least around 70%.

This is seeing only a small part of a big picture, but from this little bit of data, one can see how terrifying the loss of high-end talent is.

If they could use the exchange student model, sending large numbers of Chinese university students abroad for one, or at most two years, and then have them return to complete their studies, while at the same time guiding them over a longer period, the possibility of these students staying in China in the future would greatly increase.

Li Mu felt that not only should Chinese students be sent abroad, but also efforts should be made to bring back students who have already left.

Precisely because of this, Li Mu had been actively working on the return of overseas talent, aiming to bring more talent lost overseas back into the embrace of domestic enterprises through Muye Technology, or even to return to China for development.

William, standing beside him, did not know Li Mu’s true motives. He just felt that this Bigwig, Li Mu, handled affairs with extreme meticulousness. When he did things for William, he asked for absolutely no return, and when he asked William for help, he threw out the rewards upfront, ensuring William would never be treated unfairly.

Moved by this, William nodded repeatedly and said to Li Mu, “Muye Technology’s job positions should be very attractive to these universities and their students, because once Muye Technology undergoes its IPO on Nasdaq, it’s highly likely to immediately become the world’s highest-valued company, and it’s a high-tech enterprise. This makes it incredibly appealing to university students.”

William was right. Even Apple, which later became the world’s highest-valued company, never offered any university fixed recruitment quotas. Students from Stanford, Harvard, and MIT desperately wanted to get into Apple, but those who actually made it in were truly rare.

Therefore, the future Muye Technology’s appeal to university students would be no less than Apple’s in later generations, and perhaps even far surpassed Apple. If a university had a fixed recruitment quota, this would indeed be something worth boasting about extensively.

Li Mu then smiled at William and said, “This fixed recruitment quota is the benefit I will privately return to them, so that they will publicly give you face and agree to long-term academic exchanges and student exchanges with Chinese universities.”

“Most universities are private,” William said. “Our family has very close ties with the owners of these universities, so you can rest assured about that.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction and said, “When you give your speech at Renmin University, you can personally announce this news. That way, from the perspective of the Chinese public, this will be a reciprocal gesture from you, which will greatly increase their favorable impression of you.”

“Alright!” William said, “I’ll contact my home country once I’m back at the hotel and finalize this matter as soon as possible.”

The first thing William did after returning to his hotel room, escorted by his entourage, was immediately call his father.

At this time, it was afternoon in the UK, and news of William’s visit to Muye Technology was spreading overwhelmingly throughout the UK. The media and the public were giving this young Royal Family member extremely high recognition.

William’s image and persona were constantly being greatly enhanced. The Windsor Family was overjoyed, and the Queen was beaming all day, personally reading every report about William. The more she read, the more she was unable to close her mouth from smiling.

When William called, his father Charles was online, reading an American media report about William. This media outlet stated that William, at such a young age, was already concerned with education and the development of domestic high-tech enterprises. To this end, he even specifically visited Li Mu, the founder of Muye Technology, in China, and sought resources from him. This sense of responsibility was a role model for the new generation of Royal Family members in constitutional monarchies worldwide.

As he was reveling in happiness, William’s call came in. Charles quickly answered, asking, “William, how do you feel in China?”

“It’s great, Dad,” William said. “Mr. Li has been very kind to me. I just finished dinner with him and returned to the hotel.”

Charles smiled and said, “Li Mu is truly devoting himself to the utmost to help you build momentum. You must follow his instructions and cooperate well with him.”

“I’m calling for that very reason,” William said. “Mr. Li just told me that he hopes I can proactively propose strengthening the ties between universities in our two countries. This requires me to secure exchange student resources from several British universities beforehand.”

“Exchange students?” Charles asked, “Does Li Mu mean he wants more exchange student exchanges between British and Chinese universities?”

“Yes,” William explained. “Mr. Li hopes that through me, we can boost academic exchanges between young people from our two countries. So, this requires exchange student resources from multiple institutions, and I need your help with that.”

Charles immediately said, “No problem. I will communicate well with all the top ten universities in England for you. Each university opening dozens of exchange student slots to China each year, should that quantity be enough?”

“The more the better, Dad,” William said. “And Mr. Li also means that he will provide certain subsidies to these universities in other ways, such as job positions at Muye Technology. If these universities provide him with more exchange student resources, he will also give that university more job positions.”

Charles immediately chuckled, “That makes it even easier. I’ll go contact them right away and let you know the first time I have news.”

“Thank you for your trouble, Dad,” William replied gratefully.





Chapter 1599: Seize the Mutually Beneficial Opportunity

Charles hung up William’s call and immediately began contacting the top ten universities in the UK.

As a veteran prince who had been active in the UK for many years, Charles had a very strong network of connections within the country. The heads of several top comprehensive universities in the UK were on good terms with him.

Interestingly, the UK, being an old imperialist country, still wielded honorary power even though the Royal Family no longer held political power. For the elite class of this country, the greatest honors were bestowed by the Royal Family, so their relationship with the Royal Family was very close, and they showed great respect to the Royal Family.

Charles communicated with each university individually, using the same approach every time: first, exchanging pleasantries, then asking if they were interested in cooperating with Muye Technology.

Generally, when Charles mentioned Muye Technology, the other party expressed strong interest. This was not only to show Charles respect, but also because Muye Technology was indeed too well-known globally.

After confirming their interest, Charles would further elaborate on the specific details of the cooperation:

Muye Technology’s demand was for these universities to provide a certain number of exchange student slots to China annually, as many as possible, and covering as many disciplines as possible.

In return, Muye Technology would offer a certain number of direct hire positions to these schools. For example, for Cambridge, if Li Mu provided Cambridge with twenty direct hire positions each year, then twenty people would definitely be recruited from Cambridge annually.

The first person Charles contacted was Alec Broers, the President of Cambridge University.

Alec Broers was a truly legendary figure. He was Australian by nationality and pursued his studies in electronic engineering at Cambridge. He then joined IBM and, after serving IBM for nearly twenty years, returned to Cambridge as the chief scientist for IBM to establish a laboratory. He became President of Cambridge in 1996.

Alec Broers’ career in the corporate sector was almost entirely dedicated to IBM, and IBM itself was a globally renowned supplier of commercial computer hardware and solutions. Therefore, he understood and valued the internet highly.

However, back then, the UK had not yet formed a strong internet startup atmosphere. Although the UK had several established high-tech companies, these enterprises generally focused on chip-based hardware and were not very familiar with the product-driven internet industry.

This led to an awkward situation: the UK had almost no truly impressive internet companies to boast of.

Alec Broers himself was very anxious about the development of the internet in the UK. He even felt that Cambridge had a responsibility to enhance the entire nation’s capabilities in the internet field. Therefore, he had been actively promoting the establishment of the “Silicon Fen” tech park around Cambridge, attracting multinational internet companies and local internet companies to settle in.

However, despite Alec Broers’ intention, he lacked the ability to revitalize the entire landscape.

Not only did British internet companies see little development, but Cambridge students also seemed unenthusiastic about the internet. Their future career plans typically revolved around Europe, which itself was not fertile ground for internet development.

Roughly half of Cambridge students chose to stay and develop in Europe after graduation, a small fraction chose to return to their home countries, and only a very small portion decided to develop in North America. Moreover, due to Cambridge’s consistent development trends, almost all students heading to North America went to Wall Street, with very few opting for Silicon Valley.

The reason they didn’t choose Silicon Valley wasn’t that they were uninterested, but because they felt that getting into Silicon Valley was much harder than getting into Wall Street.

Even though universities like Cambridge, Oxford, and Imperial College were highly prestigious, back then, being in Europe and far from the internet industry’s center meant that students from these universities had very few opportunities to truly enter the internet’s core circle, let alone top companies like Muye Technology.

If Muye Technology didn’t offer them direct hire positions, it was highly likely that not a single person from Cambridge would be recruited all year.

The reason wasn’t that Cambridge was lacking in any way; it was because companies in Silicon Valley preferred to recruit local employees, as well as experienced, hardworking, and able to bear hardships employees from China and India. For European university students who live in comfort and luxury, there was some inherent bias against them.

What’s more, even for American universities like Stanford and MIT, which were close to the internet mecca, it wasn’t easy for their students to get into Muye Technology, let alone students from Europe who were far from the internet battlefield.

For these universities in the UK, they also recognized the rapid development of the internet industry, and thus eagerly hoped to find a good opportunity to breach the internet’s core layer and break into Silicon Valley.

At this stage, Silicon Valley was far less internationalized than it would be a decade or so later. Currently, over seventy percent of Silicon Valley employees graduated from American universities, with the majority of the remainder coming from China and India.

It was still relatively easy for European university students to enter Wall Street, but getting into Silicon Valley was truly not that easy.

At this time, Europe was somewhat similar to Japan. Both had strong economic, industrial, and academic foundations, but they lacked a powerful internet foundation.

Japan failed to seize the internet industry, and Europe was the same. A decade or so later, the top twenty internet companies by market value globally would be divided up by American and Chinese enterprises. Europe, Japan, and other countries would have no share.

The reason for this was that, apart from the US and China, no other country had managed to create a true internet industry atmosphere.

These problems were well aware of and deeply concerned to Europe’s institutions of higher learning.

For any world-renowned university, the most important thing was not academic achievements or academic development, but the spreading of their graduates across all regions and industries globally. Li Mu summarized this as academic colonization.

In Li Mu’s view, academic colonization was a form of vertical penetration through civilized means, and it was commonplace in modern society.

If a few graduates from Tsinghua entered Silicon Valley and secured influential positions in influential jobs, then subsequently, more and more Tsinghua graduates would appear in Silicon Valley, eventually forming a large alumni association.

If students from Jiaotong University’s School of Finance could gain a firm foothold on Wall Street, then in the future, more Jiaotong University graduates would take root in Wall Street.

If this was true for one institution, then when expanded to a nation, the scale and significance of academic colonization became even greater and more far-reaching.

Academic colonization, much like ethnic migration, would see successors following one after another as long as the pioneers could gain a firm foothold and achieve success.

European universities, especially those in the UK, all hoped to achieve something in the high-tech IT field. Sending their students to Silicon Valley, into the world’s best internet companies, became their dream come true. At this moment, Li Mu offered them an excellent springboard, which was of extraordinary significance to these schools.

Therefore, these universities were all very interested in the cooperation Charles proposed. Using a certain amount of exchange student resources to exchange for an opportunity to go to Silicon Valley or to conduct academic colonization within the world’s leading internet company was an extremely worthwhile deal.

Alec Broers was also very eager for such cooperation. He hoped that Muye Technology could give these young people more opportunities to foresee the future, allowing them to prepare for their future in advance. If a group of people could be sent directly to work at Muye Technology, it would be even more perfect.

Thus, Alec Broers quickly agreed to Charles’s request and was willing to offer over one hundred exchange student slots to make a mutually beneficial transaction with Li Mu.

Charles quickly compiled the feedback from UK universities on Li Mu’s cooperation proposal.

Among all of the top ten universities in the UK, every institution was willing to establish cooperation with Li Mu. The number of exchange student slots they could provide ranged from over one hundred to dozens of people.

Cambridge University was the most generous, immediately offering one hundred fifty exchange student slots, covering almost all majors across both undergraduate and graduate schools.

…

When Li Mu returned to Ziyun Mountain Villa, it was already past nine in the evening.

Zhao Ziqiu was still playing with Gouzi in the yard. Within just one day, she had already established a good emotional foundation with the Corgi. The little fellow had recognized her as its owner and kept circling around her non-stop.

Seeing Li Mu return, Zhao Ziqiu eagerly said to him, “Lucky is so cute and special intelligent! Do you want to play with it for a bit?”

Li Mu chuckled, “What’s with this ‘Lucky’ business? Just call it Gouzi.”

Having said that, he walked over to Gouzi, squatted down, patted its head, and said with a smile, “How about it, Gouzi? Doesn’t this place feel a bit lacking compared to your old home?”

Although the villa in Ziyun Mountain Villa was considered a high-end villa district, it was still far too inferior when compared to Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle.

Gouzi had little interaction with Li Mu. After being patted twice, it might have been a bit scared, so it instinctively took two steps back, its small eyes darting around, looking at him with a look of caution.

Li Mu chuckled, “Look at you, all timid. Do you think I’m going to eat you?”

Zhao Ziqiu shook her head and chuckled, “That’s not how you interact with a dog. You’ll scare it again.”

Li Mu laughed, “It’s fine, I’m just teasing it a bit first.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Be careful, it might ignore you later.”

Li Mu replied, “It’s fine. We’ll get familiar after living together for a few more days.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked him, “Have you ever had a dog before?”

Li Mu nodded, “Our family used to have a Pekingese. I don’t know what happened, but Pekingese dogs were extremely popular back then; everyone walking their dogs on the street was walking a Pekingese.”

Zhao Ziqiu asked, “How did your family raise your Pekingese back then?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “We’d take it out for a walk once or twice a day, and it basically ate whatever we ate. Other than that, there wasn’t much else.”

Zhao Ziqiu said, “Gouzi’s breed is precious; you can’t raise it like a Pekingese.”

Li Mu chuckled, “What’s so precious about it? Wasn’t the Pekingese supposedly raised by the Empress Dowager in the palace? Logically, it should be much more valuable than this one.”

Zhao Ziqiu laughed, “You’re always just messing around from morning till night.”

After speaking, Zhao Ziqiu took Li Mu by the hand and said, “Come on, let’s go in and eat. I made you some fried sauce noodles.”





Chapter 1600: A Nation Adept at Catching Up

Although William had no official background for his visit to China, public attention was no less than that for a state visit by a foreign leader.

The next day, Li Mu took William to visit Taobao, as well as Taobao Logistics’ warehousing center and logistics distribution center in Beijing.

What truly shocked William, however, was Taobao’s warehousing center and logistics distribution center.

During this period, Senior Brother Liu had poured all his energy into optimizing and improving the logistics system. Currently, Taobao Logistics’ racing team scale, belly cargo hold resources, and automatic sorting systems across the country were all in a period of rapid growth.

In addition, with Taobao’s business developing rapidly and an increasing number of domestic online shopping users, the entire Taobao Logistics had an extremely large order volume. One-third of these orders were Taobao self-operated or shipped using Taobao warehousing, while the remaining two-thirds were C2C seller shipments.

The enormous order volume provided powerful support for the development of the entire Taobao Logistics. Thus, Senior Brother Liu’s warehousing center and distribution hub continuously expanded. Some time ago, they also placed additional orders with Germany for three phases, a total of fifteen automatic sorting systems, which will all be deployed in the cities of Guangdong, Zhejiang, and Shanghai in the future.

When William arrived at the Beijing distribution center sorting center, he was completely dumbfounded by the modern logistics scene before his eyes.

A large number of parcels were unboxed, sorted, and repacked here. Then, with the aid of the logistics management system developed by Muye Technology for Taobao Logistics, the status of each parcel was recorded and updated in real-time.

William watched as countless parcels shuttled rapidly on the conveyor belt, exclaiming to Li Mu: “I feel as if I’ve suddenly jumped forward fifteen years into the future. It just feels like such an advanced and efficient logistics method is simply not a product of this era…”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Most of the equipment you see was manufactured in Germany. Germany already had this set of equipment before 2000; it’s actually nothing extraordinary. The main reason it hasn’t been rapidly promoted globally is that most countries currently don’t have such a large transport capacity demand for small parcel logistics, and their efficiency requirements aren’t that high. The most critical reason why we need to use such equipment and develop automation to its extreme is that our transport capacity demand for small parcel logistics is too high, and our efficiency requirements are too stringent, so much so that it surpasses any other country in the world.”

Li Mu was not making idle remarks. Taobao Logistics now carries the daily online shopping transportation for tens of millions of Chinese online shopping users. The order volume is basically close to Taobao’s state in 2008-2010. This data is extremely alarming; it means that the speed of demand growth has advanced by five or six years, which forces the methods of addressing this demand to also advance by five or six years.

From the perspective of the current global e-commerce retail market, no country can compare to the current Taobao. Besides China, the largest online retail market is the United States, but its order volume is less than one-fourth of China’s.

Moreover, American e-commerce has one very unusual aspect: whether it’s the platform, seller, or buyer, their requirements for logistics efficiency are very laid-back.

Even fifteen years later, China’s e-commerce logistics efficiency will still far surpass the world. Logistics companies like SF Express can already achieve 24-hour delivery between most cities nationwide. This kind of efficiency would be simply unimaginable in the United States, and Europeans would find it even more incomprehensible.

As expected, William didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s explanation and pressed further: “General Manager Li, is the efficiency of small parcel logistics that important? China is so vast, I think there isn’t much difference between two-day delivery and four-day delivery. However, to achieve two-day delivery, one would need to invest a lot of funds and human and material resources. Wouldn’t this cause a huge waste of resources?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “China is a high-speed developing country. Do you know what a high-speed developing country fears wasting most?”

William tentatively asked: “Resources? Money? Or labor?”

“None of them.” Li Mu shook his head and smiled: “It is time.”

After saying that, Li Mu continued: “Look, Japan, Germany, and France all have their own high-speed rail technology. Ordinary trains travel at about one hundred kilometers per hour, but high-speed rail can reach over two hundred or even three hundred kilometers per hour. When a train travels above two hundred kilometers per hour, air resistance will additionally increase enormous energy consumption. To give an example, for the same five hundred kilometer distance, a regular train takes five hours, but its energy consumption is only one-third of high-speed rail’s. However, high-speed rail only needs one hour and forty minutes, but its energy consumption is three times that of a regular train. However, I believe the latter is clearly more suitable for future China, because we need to seize time.”

William nodded, somewhat understanding yet not fully, but in reality, he couldn’t grasp Li Mu’s extreme pursuit of efficiency.

The pace of life for Europeans is nowhere near as fast as in Beijing, China. Europe’s rhythm requirements for many infrastructure projects or services are also nowhere near as exceptionally capable as Li Mu’s. Li Mu’s starting point for building Taobao Logistics, while not necessarily leading the world in scale, at the very least leads the world in efficiency. No logistics company in the world can compete with Taobao Logistics in terms of efficiency.

Li Mu said to William: “William, do you know why the United States created the internet, but only China can compete with them on the same stage, while economically developed Europe, Japan, and South Korea have not achieved much on the internet stage?”

William shook his head slightly: “To be honest, Mr. Li, I don’t really understand the internet very well either, so I don’t quite understand what you’re saying.”

Li Mu smiled and said: “It doesn’t matter, let me tell you. Over the past one or two hundred years of modern history, Chinese people, due to the backwardness of their country, have become accustomed to catching up in their endeavors. Western countries spent hundreds of years laying the groundwork for the Industrial Revolution, while China only took a few decades. Although the overall process of modernization still has some gap with the West, we have used forty or fifty years to catch up with the West’s gap of over a century, and this gap is still continuously shrinking. This is precisely thanks to our national characteristic of ‘catching up’.”

Speaking of this point, Li Mu sighed with emotion: “Look at our internet; it only started late last century, but once it started, a hundred flowers bloomed. We have a large number of young people who have been to the West choosing to return to China to start businesses, and drawing inferences from one instance on the business models pioneered in the West. Take myself as an example, if I didn’t have an extreme pursuit of efficiency, then Muye Technology might only have one product, YY, and it would still be being held off on by Microsoft’s MSN. Taobao might still be attacked from both sides by Amazon and eBay. Therefore, we must think of change and quickly find a breakthrough point to charge forward aggressively. This is also why we were able to ascend to the international stage of the internet industry after the United States.”

In his past life, the only country that truly followed the United States and seized the great tide of internet rise was China alone.

The entirety of Europe, Japan, and South Korea all perfectly missed the huge opportunity of the internet’s rise. On one hand, this stemmed from their submission to and acceptance of the American internet market; on the other hand, it stemmed even more from their own overlooking of efficiency.

And China’s first generation of internet people were truly remarkable. From the very first day they encountered the internet, it was as if they were incredibly energized, desperately starting businesses. In just a few years, they covered a path that other countries took over a decade to complete. Even without Li Mu, China’s internet would still emerge with a large number of talented individuals, many novel product models, and many large companies going public in the United States and Hong Kong.

Just like China’s high-speed rail, from building the first high-speed rail line to the total mileage of high-speed rail surpassing the combined total of all other countries globally, China used less than ten years in total. This is the pinnacle of the nation’s ‘catching up’ skill.

Subsequently, Li Mu took William to visit the warehousing center next to the distribution hub. The massive warehousing center once again gave William a strong shock.

Currently, Taobao Warehousing can only achieve informatization and cannot achieve full automation, but even so, the combined shelves, reaching over ten meters high and easily involving seven or eight layers, still left William dumbfounded.

The operational model currently adopted by Taobao Warehousing is inventory management software combined with modular shelf management.

For example, a single warehouse has a total of twenty shelves from A to T. Each shelf is divided vertically into eight layers and horizontally into twenty compartments, each compartment having the same volume and size, and storing products of the same type or brand.

This way, goods on the shelves have clear coordinate information. For example, cooking oil is at A515; A represents shelf row A, 5 represents the fifth layer, and 15 represents the fifteenth compartment.

The information for A515 is recorded within the inventory management software. When cooking oil is warehoused for inbound storage, the system will instruct the inbound staff to store the product in A515. And when an order requires cooking oil for outbound shipment, the system will also instruct the outbound staff to retrieve the goods from A515.

If it were fully automated warehousing, goods being stored in A515 or retrieved from A515 could all be completed automatically. But at this stage, the world does not have automated equipment that can fully meet Taobao Logistics’ needs, and Germany is also in the trial production phase, so currently, warehousing inbound and outbound operations still use a semi-automated method.

What is referred to as semi-automation is that there is a rail between every two shelves, with two lifts paired along the rail, one at the front and one at the back. For example, there is a rail between shelf rows A and B, with a lift at each end: one responsible for compartments 1-10, and the other for compartments 11-20. Each lift can achieve vertical movement from the first to the eighth layer.

The lifts are manually controlled. When retrieving goods from A515, the operator of the second lift at the backend directly inputs the A515 location. The lift will rise to the height of the fifth layer and arrive in front of compartment 15. After precise positioning, the retrieval is then completed manually.

However, even though full automation has not yet been achieved, this level of efficiency is already astonishingly high. A large number of lifts run back and forth on the rails, moving up and down, taking out various goods and then transporting them to conveyor belts at both ends of the shelves, where other staff perform order packing and sorting. The efficiency is much higher than purely manual labor.

William stood beneath the massive lifts, watching the operators constantly busy, and exclaimed in awe: “The scene before my eyes is like watching a science fiction movie; it’s too incredible…”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Believe me, when you come back two years from now, the changes here will be even more beyond your imagination!”





Chapter 1601: Reaching the Pinnacle

William himself was indeed deeply impressed by Taobao Logistics’ automated and informatized operational procedures.

As a well-traveled prince from a developed country, he had never seen such an advanced warehousing and logistics sorting system. He continuously exclaimed in awe on site, even praising Mr. Li extensively: “Mr. Li, Taobao’s warehousing and logistics have completely revolutionized my preconceived notions of warehousing and logistics. I never imagined that Taobao had achieved such significant accomplishments in automation and informatization.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “This isn’t a major achievement; it’s merely a necessary process in Industrial Upgrading. With the future development of technology, automation and informatization will gain importance in any industry and become key to Industrial Upgrading.”

William asked, “Mr. Li, according to your vision, can all industries in the future undergo automated and informatized upgrades, similar to Taobao’s warehousing and logistics?”

Li Mu nodded. “Of course, this is the trend for the future of society and industrial development.”

William couldn’t help but ask, “What level of advancement do you believe Taobao’s warehousing and logistics automation will reach in its next stage of development?”

Li Mu chuckled, “We aim to entrust as much work as possible to advanced machines, replacing human labor. You see, in the future, our inbound and outbound processes will certainly become fully automated. Once goods are transported in, everything from sorting to classifying and warehousing will utilize automated equipment. And after an order is received, everything from picking goods to sorting and then outbound dispatch will also be fully automated.”

At this point, Li Mu spoke seriously, “In the future, our warehousing centers will be even larger than this one, so large they could accommodate an entire Boeing 747 production line. And as automation continues to develop, our efficiency will constantly improve, and our labor demands will continuously decrease.”

Afterward, Li Mu led William to the transport center that services this warehousing and sorting center.

The sight at the transport center shocked William even more.

Here, there was a giant frame factory building, about the size of a large passenger aircraft Hangar. However, there was no equipment inside the factory building; the massive space was almost entirely filled with containers and container trucks.

At the very end of the factory building, there was an operating platform over ten meters wide, more than one hundred meters long, and about one meter high. This operating platform was directly connected to the sorting center, and numerous packed parcels were transported to it by forklifts.

Beneath the operating platform, which was over a meter high, a continuous line of standardized container trucks were parked, their rear ends perfectly aligned with the operating platform. Their heights were almost identical, providing immense convenience for loading and unloading cargo.

This demonstrated the importance of unified standard specifications. For Muye Technology’s entire trunk line (logistics) transport, all tractor units were imported, and the height of all container trailers was consistent, ensuring their vehicles could achieve seamless integration with the operating platform at any sorting center.

Here, dozens of container trucks were parked side-by-side at once. Almost every minute, a truck would finish loading and drive out, immediately followed by another truck driving in from outside to continue loading and unloading cargo.

William watched, dumbfounded, exclaiming, “Mr. Li, the throughput here is immense! Trucks are constantly moving in and out.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “The Beijing sorting center not only covers the entire Beijing cargo throughput but is also responsible for more than half of the North China region. It’s the hub for a significant portion of North China, so its cargo throughput is naturally larger.”

William nodded, his eyes fixed on the scene. Hundreds of workers were busy on the entire operating platform, and dozens of forklifts and tow trucks shuttled back and forth, yet everything appeared orderly, without the slightest hint of chaos.

What surprised William even more was that a truck’s entire process, from entering, unloading cargo, loading cargo, to leaving, took less than ten minutes at its fastest—it was incredibly fast.

He couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Mr. Li, how do you manage to achieve such rapid truck turnover?”

Li Mu smiled, “This benefits from our informatization management system. Our inbound and outbound system, specifically designed for trucks, is engineered and operates with the same high rigor as railway dispatch (control).”

Speaking, Li Mu pointed to the lanes marked every two meters or so beneath the operating platform and said, “Look, each truck parking space is like a rail track. These parking spaces have specific numbers, just like train station platforms.”

“These trucks you see are all equipped with RFID devices. The devices record their vehicle information, such as who the driver is, what cargo the truck transported, where it came from, what cargo it needs to pick up, and where it’s going.”

“This way, when they enter the base, their cargo arrangement has already been sent to the operating platform. Central dispatch (control) will arrange for them to wait in a queue outside and will assign them a parking space in advance.”

“For example, for this truck with tail number 366, while it’s queuing outside, dispatch (control) has already assigned it to parking space 10. They then notify the workers responsible for parking space 10, informing them how many parcels this truck needs to unload and which parcels it needs to load before leaving. The workers will prepare the parcels it needs to take in advance.”

“Once the truck previously in parking space 10 leaves, dispatch (control) notifies 366 to enter parking space 10. After it enters, workers immediately unload the cargo from its truck, then load the pre-prepared cargo. After verification is complete, they notify dispatch (control), who then arranges for 366 to depart and notifies the next truck to enter the station.”

“This high efficiency loading can be completed in less than ten minutes at its fastest.”

William gasped, “My goodness, the arrangement is so flawlessly coordinated! No wonder Taobao Logistics’ transport efficiency is so high.”

Li Mu smiled, “In the next stage, we are testing large-span gantry crane equipment within the factory. In the future, there might be seven or eight sets of gantry crane equipment operating simultaneously in this factory building. Each gantry crane will be responsible for several lanes. When these container trucks enter, they won’t need to wait for loading and unloading cargo. As soon as a truck enters, the gantry crane will immediately lift the cargo it transported, along with its container. Then, it will directly load the pre-packed cargo, which is already in containers, onto the car frame, and the truck will transport it away. This will further enhance efficiency.”

William sighed with emotion, “This system is truly intelligent, and the boost to efficiency is astonishing.”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “By then, our front area will use gantry cranes for rapid loading and unloading of trucks, while the back area will utilize automated sorting and packing equipment to quickly pack the sorted parcels and pre-load them into designated containers. The front and back areas will use circulating self-propelled tracks to achieve the circular operation of containers, continuously loading, unloading, loading, unloading. On this circular track, the containers will be like blood in the human body, constantly delivering oxygen throughout the body while simultaneously transporting carbon dioxide out. Imagine, how much more will our efficiency increase then?”

William secretly clicked his tongue, saying, “In that case, logistics efficiency will almost reach its pinnacle.”

Li Mu laughed and shook his head, “Reaching the pinnacle is still a long way off. In the future, we must first reform all reformable links, and even the transport and delivery links must undergo an automation revolution.”

William said, “If that’s the case, wouldn’t you also need to develop autonomous driving technology?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Autonomous driving will certainly be developed in the future and will continually be innovated and perfected until it can replace humans on the road.”

William couldn’t help but ask, “Will Muye Technology or Taobao develop autonomous driving technology in the future for automated transport and automated delivery?”

Li Mu said, “That’s not certain. However, one A point is certain: high-tech industries are a vast industrial chain. No single company can form an independent ecosystem and closed loop within this chain. Therefore, Muye Technology doesn’t seek to control the entire industrial chain.”

Then, Li Mu explained, “Advanced internet products in the future should be true masters that integrate products and technologies from multiple companies. Just like today’s home computers, which buy processors from Intel, graphics cards from Nvidia, memory chips from Samsung, and operating systems from Microsoft. It’s precisely because of this model that I believe many companies will develop autonomous driving technology in the future. If Muye Technology is among them, then we will devote ourselves to the utmost to do our best. If Muye Technology isn’t involved, then we will buy the one with the best cost-performance ratio from them and then combine it with other technologies and products from other companies to achieve our autonomous driving needs.”

William nodded repeatedly after hearing this, saying, “I truly hope to see Muye Technology’s autonomous driving trucks traversing across the land of China soon.”

Li Mu smiled, “Don’t worry, that day will come. When it does, I will definitely invite you to visit.”

…

The news of Li Mu touring Taobao with William quickly spread to all sectors of society through Muye Technology’s official media channels.

When the relevant interview information about Taobao Logistics was published online, it triggered a heated discussion among netizens.

Although most domestic netizens had already used Taobao, they had never known how Taobao operated behind the scenes. After seeing these videos and picture introductions, they finally understood that Taobao had already developed to such an advanced stage.

No wonder Taobao could achieve the most incredible extremely high timeliness on the market; it turned out that all of this was supported simultaneously by powerful software and hardware.

Western media were also astonished by the information released by Muye Technology.

In their eyes, although China’s internet had risen rapidly, its overall industrial foundation was still very weak compared to Western developed countries, and its level of social development lagged considerably.

In their inherent impression, China’s logistics sorting centers should involve a large group of people rapidly sorting parcels around simple equipment, while the transport and delivery环节 involve postmen riding bicycles traversing mountains and rivers to deliver parcels bit by bit to recipients.

However, they never expected that Taobao Logistics had already advanced to such an incredible degree…





Chapter 1602: Transport Capacity and Efficiency are More Important than Money

Since Taobao and Taobao Logistics rapidly developed during Brand Day and SARS, Li Mu hadn’t found a suitable opportunity to effectively promote the hard strength behind Taobao and Taobao Logistics.

Traditional self-promotion certainly works, but its effect is ultimately not great, nor explosive. The best method is to show off discreetly.

The highest realm of showing off subtly isn’t me saying I’m awesome, but me demonstrating an awesome aspect and leaving others dumbfounded, saying I’m awesome.

Therefore, Li Mu intentionally brought William to visit, aiming to use him to showcase the development of Taobao and Taobao Logistics to the outside world.

Especially in the Western world, they know Muye Technology very well, but regarding Taobao and Taobao Logistics, they’ve basically only heard of them and know that Li Mu also owns these companies. However, they have no concept of how well these companies are actually doing.

Li Mu also wanted to use William’s perspective to show the Western world the current height and scale Taobao and Taobao Logistics had reached, allowing Western folks to gain some understanding of them.

Taobao and Taobao Logistics’ businesses are very different from Muye Technology’s. Muye Technology’s business is entirely online, so it can expand anywhere in the world through the internet. But Taobao and Taobao Logistics can’t yet.

E-commerce is almost entirely a combination of online and offline businesses. Expanding into overseas markets, the online part is easy, but the offline part is very difficult, and logistics are much more difficult. Even SF Express, after developing for so many years, hasn’t truly achieved much overseas.

Even at this stage, with Muye Technology developing so rapidly, Li Mu temporarily has no plans to take Taobao and Taobao Logistics overseas.

However, not preparing to go overseas temporarily doesn’t mean they won’t expand overseas in the future.

Li Mu is still very familiar with Amazon’s rapid rise over the next ten-plus years. Once Taobao and Taobao Logistics accumulate sufficient strength domestically, he will certainly pour in massive funds to launch these two products overseas, bound together.

Now isn’t the time to set sail for overseas expansion, but it’s essential to do promotional groundwork in advance. Moreover, advertising to the Western world through William is more effective than other means.

After the news of William’s visit to Taobao Logistics was released, Li Mu’s plan received excellent feedback. Most people in Western countries still held a prejudiced view of China as backward and not open. Muye Technology’s success, in their eyes, was an isolated instance of internet overtaking, but it couldn’t represent the entire private sector of this country entering a rapid development stage.

However, Taobao Logistics’ entire informatization process, from warehousing to sorting and then to transport, stunned the people of all Western countries.

Li Mu could confidently say that small parcel logistics in any country worldwide are far from as advanced as Taobao Logistics!

The reason is simple: e-commerce in any other country is still far from as fast and mature as it is in China. Therefore, small parcel logistics in other countries haven’t yet reached their demand peak. In this situation, companies involved in small parcel logistics simply lack the motivation for innovation.

But Taobao is different. Li Mu, facing a super-large market of one point three billion people, possessing the mature set of guiding principles from a decade and a half in the future, and backed by sufficient financial resources and technical strength, quickly expanded and strengthened the 2C (business-to-consumer) e-commerce sector.

And 2C, which is e-commerce for individual consumers, has the vast majority of orders falling under small parcel logistics. So, Li Mu naturally has sufficient motivation to rapidly advance Taobao Logistics’ capabilities in small parcel logistics.

It is precisely because of this that Taobao Logistics showcased the innovative side of China’s private enterprises to the entire world.

In the early 21st century, there weren’t many real economy enterprises, especially those in traditional brick-and-mortar industries, capable of achieving full informatization and automation. Yet, a Chinese logistics company painstakingly plotted and racked its brain to achieve informatization and automation. This almost science-fiction-like operational process was enough to shock people worldwide.

For a time, the entire Western media, almost as if by agreement, showered Taobao Logistics with praise. Many media outlets even regarded Taobao Logistics as a model for global private enterprise development, its foresight almost a generation ahead of traditional industries.

Even German media, in their reports, sourly remarked: “Li Mu took our automatic sorting systems, took our heavy trucks, and then like magic, created such a grand and advanced logistics system. They even installed chips, radio frequency systems, and GPS positioning systems in every German-made truck. We were thinking about how to make trucks run further and faster, but Li Mu connected our trucks to the internet, making them part of an internet ecosystem…”

Japanese media were the most sour, saying: “Our GDP is higher than China’s, but we haven’t seen an internet company comparable to Muye Technology emerge domestically. Oh no, it seems we don’t even have internet companies domestically. As for small parcel logistics, it feels like Taobao Logistics’ daily parcel volume is nearly equal to Japan’s entire annual volume…”

Proud British media stated: “Thanks to Prince William for opening our eyes and shattering our usual confidence and arrogance. Taobao Logistics’ science-fiction-like operational process is enough for every British company to study diligently for a period of time. What we need to reflect on is why we never went all out like Taobao Logistics to make a system operate more perfectly.”

American media, always considering themselves technological pioneers, expressed the same view: “Ordinary small parcel logistics, in Americans’ eyes, is just mailing a postcard from one city to another. It doesn’t need to be fast, as long as it arrives before Christmas or New Year, even if the postcard was sent in October. However, Li Mu, far away in China, is striving to shorten the logistics time between most cities in that country to within 24 hours. For the same postcard, in the US, you need to prepare one or two months in advance, or you’ll miss the holiday. But in China, if you remember even the day before the holiday, you can deliver the postcard to your friend on time. This is the difference in execution, but fundamentally, it’s a difference in entrepreneurial mindset.”

Facing worldwide praise, Li Mu was exceptionally satisfied, while also not at all worried about secrets being leaked.

Senior Brother Liu and Director Lei were still somewhat worried, wondering if Li Mu had disclosed too much, even revealing his most guarded algorithms, logic, and solutions, and whether potential future competitors would benefit from it.

Li Mu didn’t care at all. Instead, in Taobao’s executives conference room, he told them both with a confident expression: “Such deranged informatization and automation of small parcel logistics, only we in the entire world have the ability to do it, and only we have the demand to do it.”

“Look at UPS, a large and prosperous family, with businesses spanning the globe. Where do they pour their money? Aircraft fleets. Constantly expanding their aircraft fleet, owning hundreds of planes, and leasing hundreds more. With such a heavy asset model, try making them achieve full automation and informatization globally in a short time. Updating automated equipment and all warehousing equipment for all logistics hubs worldwide would drag them down in no time!”

“The larger the existing scale, the harder it is to carry out comprehensive innovation. The cost is too high. The CEO doesn’t have the courage, and neither will the Board of Directors. They can only upgrade little by little, innovate little by little, using a long time to complete the entire system’s iteration.”

“Look at small and medium-sized logistics companies; they’re already struggling to survive under the impact of large enterprises and lack sufficient capital support. How can they imitate us? Leaving aside other things, our current logistics management system could only be developed by large internet R&D companies. Architecture design, software support, hardware design, software and hardware linkage debugging, combined optimization, identifying and fixing deficiencies — with so much work involved, the total R&D cost for one system will certainly exceed ten million US dollars, and the subsequent maintenance fees are astonishingly high. Who can afford it?”

Senior Brother Liu愣了愣, then scratched his head and said: “In that case, indeed, not many people can afford it…”

Guru Lei also smiled and said: “Hearing General Manager Li analyze it like this, I feel much more at ease.”

Li Mu smiled: “Not every logistics company has a Taobao and Muye Technology behind it. When Muye Technology’s hardware laboratory continues to develop in the field of software and hardware development for smart devices, our informatization level will further improve. Next, we need to further increase the construction of domestic distribution centers, using more distribution centers to alleviate pressure on core large hubs, and at the same time, utilize more advanced technology and equipment to enhance our overall turnover efficiency.”

Senior Brother Liu said: “Our next step is to continue investing in building warehousing and sorting centers to increase density, especially in the Southeast region.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Warehousing capacity and operational efficiency are one aspect; transport capacity is another. Our vehicle fleet must continue to expand. At the same time, we need to further strengthen cooperation with civil aviation, striving to sign long-term strategic cooperation agreements with several major airlines to secure the vast majority of their belly cargo hold resources.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added: “Senior Brother Liu, I heard the country is planning its fifth major railway speed upgrade. Are you aware of this?”

Senior Brother Liu immediately replied: “Yes, I’m aware. This speed upgrade is different from previous ones; it’s a very big move.”

Li Mu asked him: “What are the specific manifestations?”

Senior Brother Liu said: “I have a high school classmate who studied mechanical engineering and works as an engineer at Qishuyan Locomotive Works. I specifically talked to him after hearing about the major speed upgrade, and he revealed some hardware-level information to me.”

Li Mu became interested and quickly said: “Tell me.”

Senior Brother Liu said: “Qishuyan Locomotive Works developed a new set of double-headed heavy coupling passenger locomotives, model DF11G. The biggest difference between this locomotive and other Dongfeng locomotives is that it runs fast, with a designed top speed of 170 kilometers per hour, which is remarkable.”

Guru Lei curiously asked: “General Manager Liu, if I may interrupt, what is double-headed heavy coupling?”

Senior Brother Liu explained: “It means two locomotive heads connected to run together. The DF11G specifically has two locomotive heads permanently coupled. This results in greater tractive power, high acceleration, making it suitable for fast running.”

Li Mu asked him: “Senior Brother Liu, what is the main purpose of these new types of locomotives?”

Senior Brother Liu said: “Of course it’s for passenger transport. In railway transport, freight transport is about pulling more and running slow, while passenger transport is about pulling less and running fast. A locomotive designed for 170 kilometers per hour is naturally meant for passenger transport. I heard the Railway Department plans to use this locomotive to operate direct express trains between first- and second-tier cities nationwide, specifically the Z-series trains. Generally, for distances like Beijing to Huzhou City, it can achieve departure at dusk and arrival at dawn.”

Li Mu then asked: “What favorable news is there for us?”

Senior Brother Liu said: “When we do small parcel logistics, it’s actually more similar to passenger transport, most suitable for express parcel and luggage trains. In the future, if all provincial capitals to first-tier cities launch such direct express trains, they will be much faster than our road transport, and their load capacity and cost will be much lower than air transport. They’re right in between land and air transport, offering a high cost-performance ratio. The simplest thing is we can directly cooperate with the Railway Department. For each direct express train, we contract one to two parcel and luggage carriages, and we can even apply to open point-to-point special express parcel and luggage trains.”

At this point, Senior Brother Liu grew somewhat excited and said: “General Manager Li, consider this: a container truck with a 40-foot container has a volume of just over 50 cubic meters. However, the XL25T undercarriage from the Railway Department is designed for a structural speed of 180 kilometers per hour, perfectly matching the DF11G. Furthermore, its effective volume per single car exceeds 160 cubic meters. One railway wagon is equivalent to three container trucks. If a special train has 20 wagons, then one train is equivalent to 60 container trucks!”

Upon hearing this data, Li Mu also became excited.

Senior Brother Liu continued: “You see, with a designed speed of 170 kilometers per hour, departing at dusk and arriving at dawn, it means if we load goods in Beijing at eight tonight, they’ll basically arrive in Huzhou City by eight tomorrow morning. For the same distance, a container truck takes nearly 24 hours to run. What a huge difference! If the Railway Department is willing to open a special parcel and luggage train for us, one per day, with two trains running in opposite directions from Huzhou City and Beijing, in 12 hours, we could exchange 120 containers worth of goods between the two cities! This efficiency isn’t much slower than an airplane! The key is high transport capacity and even better cost-performance ratio!”

Li Mu’s eyes suddenly lit up, and he blurted out: “This is reliable! If we can operate special parcel and luggage trains between major hubs, our overall turnover speed and transport capacity will significantly increase. Increased speed and increased transport capacity will also be a huge boost to Taobao’s business development. This point is too important for us!”

With that, Li Mu said to Senior Brother Liu: “Senior Brother, quickly find a way to establish deep cooperation with the Railway Department. We firmly support the major railway speed upgrade and volunteer to be among the first cooperative enterprises for it. No matter what, we must plead with the Railway Department to open several special express parcel and luggage trains for us! Even if it costs more, we must find a way to secure it! At this stage, transport capacity and efficiency are far more important to us than money!”





Chapter 1603: Building an Airline

China’s railway system is currently undergoing rapid development. Increasing operational speed and improving transport capacity have always been difficult challenges for the Railway Department, which is why there have been the national first, second, third… and Nth major speed-ups.

There have historically been three problems plaguing China’s railway transport: insufficient railway mileage, insufficient operating speed, and insufficient traction load.

The Railway Department hopes to improve the operational efficiency of existing lines by increasing passenger train speeds, and simultaneously enhance freight efficiency by increasing the traction weight of individual trains.

More than twenty years ago, over four hundred GE ND5 diesel locomotives from the United States greatly boosted China’s railway freight transport. These robust locomotives were still operating on existing lines decades later.

Now, the Railway Department has introduced the pinnacle of China’s internal combustion passenger locomotives – the DF11G-type diesel locomotive, combined with the 25T series rolling stock technology sourced from Bombardier of Canada. This combination represents the highest level of China’s railway passenger transport before the advent of high-speed rail.

According to information received by Senior Brother Liu, Qishuyan Locomotive Works has begun mass production of the DF11G, preparing to allocate them to various railway bureaus. The 25T series rolling stock from Sifang CRRC Bombardier Vehicles is also in mass production.

The 25T series rolling stock includes YZ25T, RZ25T, YW25T, RW25T, and XL25T. The initial letters denote their use, such as hard seat, soft seat, hard sleeper, soft sleeper, and luggage.

Rolling stock suitable for high-speed travel requires extremely high standards for bogies. This series of rolling stock is designed for a structural speed of one hundred and eighty kilometers per hour and can operate for over twenty hours continuously at one hundred and sixty kilometers per hour without stopping.

This data essentially ensures that a train can travel non-stop from any first-tier city in China to another first-tier city.

When Li Mu truly began to engage in logistics, he realized how much of a headache transport capacity was. It was like the bandwidth issue in the internet industry at that stage: the upper limit was very low, and improvement was difficult.

At present, China’s civil aviation is not yet developed enough. The total transport capacity of belly cargo holds is inherently limited and nowhere near enough for Taobao Logistics’ needs. Therefore, Taobao Logistics urgently requires fast, large-capacity transport channels.

Without technological innovations like the DF11G and 25T rolling stock, if traditional freight diesel locomotives were used to pull ordinary baggage cars, the speed would only reach eighty kilometers per hour. What’s more, the most awkward fact is that passenger transport on existing lines takes priority over freight transport, so freight trains are basically slow and stop-and-go. Such railway transport holds little significance for a high-efficiency small-parcel logistics company like Taobao Logistics.

However, if the Railway Department could use the DF11G and 25T rolling stock to open special parcel and luggage trains for Taobao Logistics and grant them the same priority as direct express trains, then they could travel unimpeded straight to their destinations, instantly boosting efficiency several times over.

Therefore, railway transport, which initially had little appeal to Li Mu, suddenly became a highly coveted asset in his eyes, igniting a craze within him.

In his view, this kind of transformation was like, in the era of burgeoning internet bandwidth, one day the bandwidth suddenly reached a new height, and YouTube emerged.

In the eyes of ordinary users, YouTube was just a new way to interact with the internet. However, in the eyes of industry professionals, when global internet bandwidth and data processing capabilities could support global users accessing YouTube and watching videos online, they saw a brand new era.

However, having said that, the Railway Department is a state-owned entity, and they must consider national passenger and freight lines. Therefore, under normal circumstances, it is difficult for them to provide humanized customized services to private enterprises. This means that, even though the Railway Department possesses such awesome technology, whether they are willing to let private enterprises use it is a big question.

Therefore, Li Mu demanded that Senior Brother Liu make a verbal pledge to communicate with the Railway Department as soon as possible and strive to secure special express parcel and luggage trains for Taobao Logistics.

Furthermore, Li Mu’s planned route was as follows: the first phase must secure the Beijing to Huzhou City route, establishing service across the Beijing-Huzhou Line; then secure the Huzhou City to Guangzhou route, connecting through the Beijing-Guangzhou Line, using these three cities to connect through the eastern region of the mainland; subsequently, establish service from Beijing to Zhengzhou, and Zhengzhou to Huzhou City, connecting through the central region.

In the second phase, they must extend from Beijing towards the Northeast beyond the pass, at least connecting through the Beijing-Shenyang Line first; then move west from Zhengzhou to connect through Chang’an; and finally, move west from Huzhou City to connect through Chengdu.

If these two phases could be achieved, Taobao Logistics’ express delivery turnover efficiency nationwide would vastly improve. By that time, even with purely land transport, major regions across the country could achieve delivery within forty-eight hours, and all regions, except the Southwest and Northwest frontiers, would achieve delivery within seventy-two hours.

Before Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei, Li Mu unfolded a map of China and used three different colored pens to explain a logistics concept he had planned: the timeliness zone concept.

The red pen represented the twenty-four-hour timeliness zone;

The blue pen represented the forty-eight-hour timeliness zone;

The black pen represented the seventy-two-hour timeliness zone.

Li Mu first encircled Beijing, Huzhou City, and Guangzhou with a red pen and said to the two of them, “In my view, the development of express logistics is about the division and expansion of timeliness zones. When we first started, we initially put first-tier cities into the forty-eight-hour timeliness zone, and their surrounding radiated areas into the seventy-two-hour timeliness zone. Then, by enhancing the speed and efficiency of trunk line logistics between these three cities, we will bring first-tier cities into the twenty-four-hour timeliness zone, and their surrounding radiated areas into the forty-eight-hour timeliness zone.”

“After that, we will add more point-to-point trunk line transport. From the initial point-to-point service only between first-tier cities, it will develop to include point-to-point service between first-tier and second-tier cities, and then even between second-tier and second-tier cities. This way, more seventy-two-hour timeliness zones can be upgraded into forty-eight-hour timeliness zones.”

“Further development beyond this stage will require greater utilization of air transport to upgrade point-to-point air transport on trunk lines, securing more belly cargo hold resources, more freighter resources, and even establishing our own aircraft fleet.”

When Li Mu mentioned establishing their own aircraft fleet, Senior Brother Liu and Guru Lei both looked eager. Like Li Mu, they deeply understood the pain points of the logistics industry: either not enough goods could be transported, or they weren’t transported fast enough. Thus, they also knew how significant having their own cargo aircraft fleet would be for the entire logistics system.

In his past life, SF Express was the first private logistics company to develop an aircraft fleet. SF Express’s fleet development was relatively steady, starting with second-hand aircraft, buying them one by one. Although buying planes seemed like a huge and risky undertaking, SF Express quickly tasted the sweetness of owning its own cargo planes from the rapidly developing Chinese e-commerce sector and continuously expanded its fleet.

Li Mu also knew that, whether Taobao Logistics expanded internationally or not in the future, its own aircraft fleet was essential. For bulk logistics, they focus on railways and highways domestically, and shipping internationally, but for small-parcel logistics, whether domestic or international, aircraft are the decisive major players.

Li Mu told the two of them, “In the future, there are two ways for us to establish an airline and develop our own cargo aircraft fleet. The first is to proceed steadily, for example, by first buying two cargo planes over ten years old. When we only have two planes, we can fly long-distance trunk lines like Beijing to Guangzhou, maximizing the advantage of air transport’s timeliness. When we have four planes, we can run cycles between long-distance eastern trunk line cities and long-distance western trunk line cities. When we have eight planes, we can cover the central region, Northeast region, and western region. When we have sixteen planes, we can cover more provincial capitals, and even the Northwest and Southwest frontiers.”

“The second way is to aim high and strike hard. We can raise funds and take out loans to purchase or lease at least eight all-cargo aircraft from the start, directly revitalizing domestic hub cities, and then multiply from there.”

Guru Lei said, “General Manager Li, such asset investment might be too heavy. Our current investment in logistics is already very substantial, and further development of automation will require even more funds.”

Li Mu said, “Money is never the most critical issue. The question is whether we can make the best use of assets once we launch our own fleet, once we have eight or sixteen cargo planes. Taobao has ample cash flow and redundant funds to supply logistics. Muye Technology stands ready as a backup blood bank to provide interest-free loans amounting to hundreds of millions of dollars to Taobao Logistics whenever it needs most. If Muye Technology achieves IPO in the first half of next year, our cash reserves will surpass ten billion dollars, which is enough for Taobao Logistics to advance at full speed.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Moreover, for logistics transport, we don’t need to buy new aircraft. We can purchase all second-hand aircraft, which will reduce costs by more than half.”

Guru Lei nodded lightly and asked, “Then, when do you think it would be appropriate to start fleet construction?”

Li Mu said decisively, “Now!”

After saying this, Li Mu explained, “Now is the perfect time for Taobao Logistics to make a splash worldwide. It will become a calling card for Chinese enterprises, just like Muye Technology. Announcing major decisions now will have the best effect on boosting corporate influence. Furthermore, now is also the best time for us to make a fuss with the government. Special express parcel and luggage trains require us to act coy, and fleet construction also requires acting coy.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “In that case, let’s first apply to establish Taobao Logistics Airlines!”

Li Mu asked him, “Senior Brother Liu, you have researched logistics quite a lot. What procedures are required to establish an airline?”

Senior Brother Liu said, “The most important thing is obtaining approval from the Civil Aviation Administration for setup. We must first submit an application to the Civil Aviation Administration.”

Li Mu nodded and blurted out, “Split into two paths. One group will be responsible for the establishment of the airline, and another group will start preparing in advance, including scouting suitable aircraft, pilots, and base airport resources. It would be best to recruit a batch of experienced people from the current civil aviation system!”





Chapter 1604: Visiting Renmin University

Foreign media outlets swarmed to report on and comment about Taobao Logistics. The news was so incredibly hot that it even surpassed the attention given to William’s visit.

People marveled at the advancement and foresight of a Chinese private enterprise, which also greatly improved the perception of China among the citizens of these countries.

Many Western countries, and even Japan and Korea, were completely unaware of China’s economic development speed. Many people at this time still had an impression of China being a backward country from the 1960s and 70s. They knew very little about China yet held prejudiced views of its extreme backwardness.

Now, Taobao Logistics could be considered the tip of the iceberg, revealing China’s vigorous economic development.

A logistics company based in China could achieve such a high level of automation and informatization. This news not only astonished people globally but also made them realize that China was no longer the backward image they had in their minds; it was already rapidly advancing on the path of swift ascent.

Domestic media, especially CCTV, was particularly interested in the news of Taobao Logistics being a heated topic overseas. Out of pride, self-respect, and with the aim of fostering private enterprises and national confidence, they also began to intensively report on the various praises Taobao Logistics had garnered abroad through their own channels.

To Li Mu, this feeling was very similar to when China’s high-speed rail ventured abroad and was praised by the world. It garnered immense praise overseas, and equally so domestically. National pride was greatly boosted by the “going out” of high-speed rail. Online, posts frequently went viral when foreign netizens’ evaluations of China’s high-speed rail were brought over from foreign social networking sites, as the public also yearned to know what foreigners thought of China’s high-speed rail and hoped to see content about China’s high-speed rail conquering them.

Taobao Logistics had basically achieved the same effect at this stage.

The wild popularity spurred by foreign media also made many leaders particularly interested in Taobao Logistics. For a time, the inspection intentions received were countless.

Li Mu was very satisfied with this outcome. Taobao Logistics becoming a star enterprise signified that it would receive more favorable policies at the national and local levels in the future. The nation would provide more support and encouragement, and local governments would offer more preferential treatment and assistance.

Li Mu’s desire for national and local government support wasn’t about taking advantage of the government. Rather, he knew that for Taobao Logistics to develop rapidly, it absolutely needed the full support of the national and local governments. The more land, resources, and policies it acquired, the faster Taobao Logistics would advance.

Moving forward, Taobao Logistics still had many areas requiring national support, such as establishing an airline, setting up on-site sorting centers at hub airports, applying for future cargo plane routes, and even building its own cargo airports in central hub cities within a few years or a decade or more. If these could secure national support, efficiency would be greatly enhanced.

Just as Taobao Logistics was drawing the attention of the entire world, Senior Brother Liu, acting on Li Mu’s orders, visited the Railway Department and presented Taobao Logistics’ request for future express parcel and luggage trains.

Originally, he thought it wouldn’t be easy to secure assistance from the Railway Department. But what Senior Brother Liu hadn’t expected was that the Railway Department gave full affirmation and support to Taobao Logistics’ requests.

The leader in charge of the entire major speed-up project stated on the spot that Taobao Logistics was the pride of private enterprises and a new calling card for Chinese private enterprises. The Railway Department was willing to contribute to help Taobao Logistics reach new heights.

Consequently, the Chief Train Scheduler for the major speed-up project was immediately called into the conference room. Holding a railway map, he directly asked Senior Brother Liu: “Tell me, how many express parcel and luggage trains do you want, and from where to where? The number of our first batch of newly produced DF11G locomotives is limited. Aside from the express direct trains already scheduled, we can allocate a maximum of ten sets of locomotives and carriages for you in the first phase.”

At this point, the designer specially explained: “General Manager Liu, don’t worry about the small number for now. In the second half of this year, Qishuyan Locomotive Works will increase its production, and more and more Dongfeng 11G locomotives will be available. Moreover, the Bombardier technology transfer is about to be finalized. At that time, all three vehicle factories nationwide will simultaneously produce 25T-type carriages. We will then adjust our product structure and increase the proportion of luggage car production…”

Senior Brother Liu was dumbfounded. He had thought that securing two round-trip lines between Beijing and Huzhou City, and Huzhou City to Guangzhou, for a total of four trains, would already be a miracle. If that wasn’t possible, even two one-way trains would have been acceptable, because the speed of the express parcel and luggage trains could ensure the journey from Beijing to Huzhou City was kept within twelve hours, and from Guangzhou to Huzhou City within twenty hours.

He had never dreamt that the Railway Department would immediately offer ten sets of parcel and luggage trains, instantly exhilarating Senior Brother Liu.

If there were only four sets, he would have unhesitatingly chosen the two round-trip lines between Beijing to Huzhou City and Huzhou City to Guangzhou. However, with the sudden increase to ten sets, he wanted to discuss with Li Mu how to specifically allocate the remaining six sets and hear his thoughts.

The Chief Train Scheduler smiled and said: “It’s alright, General Manager Liu, you don’t need to rush. The major speed-up project is expected to launch early next year, so you still have time to consider it carefully. Just let me know your decision before December.”

Senior Brother Liu immediately breathed a sigh of relief and hastily said: “Thank you so much! I’ll go back and discuss it thoroughly with my colleagues at the company to see how we should allocate these remaining six sets of carriages.”

The Chief Train Scheduler nodded and said: “I’ll leave you my contact information. Once you’ve reached a decision, we can arrange another meeting to discuss it.”

…

While Senior Brother Liu was communicating with the Railway Department, Li Mu, accompanied by William, visited his alma mater, Renmin University of China.

William’s visit to Renmin University of China had two purposes: the first, naturally, was for an academic visit and exchange; the second was to inspect 3321, as 3321’s operations center had always been located at Renmin University.

Since Renmin University was Li Mu’s alma mater, and Li Mu was even still an enrolled student there according to his academic records, William placed great importance on this visit.

Renmin University itself was also particularly concerned about William’s visit, and the school made extensive preparations, hoping to use this opportunity to gain some international exposure, both domestically and abroad.

In truth, Renmin University was considered one of China’s top academic institutions, and it was even beside Tsinghua University and Peking University. However, its international reputation was vastly inferior to its two neighbors, who already had only a mediocre reputation, making Renmin University even more obscure.

Moreover, Renmin University suffered from its school hardware not being very impressive; compared to Tsinghua University and Peking University, it appeared rather dilapidated and utterly lacked grandeur.

After Li Mu accompanied William upon their arrival at Renmin University, and escorted by the university’s leadership, he led William on a tour of the entire Renmin University campus. They then made a detour to visit the 3321 operations center before finally arriving at Renmin University’s Great Hall, where William was to deliver a brief speech to the students of Renmin University.

As the primary person who invited William to China, Li Mu gave a simple opening warm-up speech for William in front of all the faculty and students.

He said: “First and foremost, I am incredibly honored today to return to my alma mater with Prince William and to introduce my alma mater—Renmin University of China—to William. Renmin University of China is an institution of higher learning with a long history. Perhaps before this, people overseas did not know much about Renmin University. I hope that this visit by Prince William will raise Renmin University’s international reputation.”

“Secondly, Prince William himself is a new generation of young leader who highly values the development of education. He is currently committed to introducing the 3321 model to the UK, providing broad opportunities for knowledge monetization to British students. I personally am very much in agreement with him on this point, both hoping to contribute as much as possible to the education of young people in our respective countries and globally. Therefore, here, I also hope that Prince William can maintain long-term contact and cooperation with Chinese universities and university students. Although we are both appearing here in individual capacities, I still hope that through Prince William’s visit, higher education in China and the UK can be closely connected.”

“Finally, let us welcome Prince William with applause.”

Facing the students of Renmin University and the long lenses and short microphones of the Chinese media, William felt a bit nervous.

Before Li Mu had tailor-made a development path for him, he had never garnered such a tremendous amount of attention in front of the media.

Calming himself down, William, with a hint of nervousness, said: “Thank you all very much. Thank you to the students and staff of Renmin University of China, and thank you, Mr. Li Mu. This is my first time coming to China, and also my first time visiting a Chinese institution of higher learning. Today, I am here with a learner’s mindset, hoping to acquire new knowledge and ideas from all of you present. I also hope to learn thought patterns that are practically helpful for education from the development of Renmin University and 3321.”

“Both the UK and China are nations with long histories, and both highly value education. China possesses a brilliant civilization and highly representative Eastern scholarship. I am personally very fascinated by Chinese culture, and at the same time, I am actively learning Chinese, hoping to go further and further down the path of studying Chinese culture in the future.”

A few opening remarks earned William the approval of the students present. For a young member of the Royal Family to possess such a modest subjective consciousness and such a mature, unpretentious mindset was indeed remarkably rare.

William then continued: “Coming to China, coming to Renmin University, I see that Chinese youth, just like European youth, are greedily acquiring knowledge and dedicatedly creating value. I am personally very touched, and I eagerly hope that the young people of our two countries can have more exchanges in this field. Therefore, I have been continuously communicating with universities in the UK, hoping to facilitate such cooperative exchanges.”

“Here, I would like to share some good news with you all. Currently, the top ten universities in the UK have all approved the proposal to ‘expand the scale of international student exchanges with Chinese universities.’ In the future, these ten British institutions of higher learning will collectively add over one thousand exchange student slots with Chinese universities each year, allowing our younger generations to gain a deeper understanding of each other. At the same time, I hope that the students of our respective countries can promote and carry forward the culture of the other nation!”





Chapter 1605: Valuable Exchange Student Resources

“Over one thousand exchange student slots?!”

As soon as William announced the news about the exchange students, the Renmin University students below instantly became extremely excited.

Just over half a year ago, a group of Renmin University exchange students had already gone to the United States. These exchange students were extremely envied by countless people because they had gone to Harvard, a world-renowned top university.

Before this, Renmin University’s exchange student program could only be conducted with second-tier universities in the United States. Not to mention top universities like Harvard, even quasi-first-tier universities might not have looked favorably upon Renmin University. When they set up exchange student programs with universities in China, they generally chose Tsinghua University, Peking University, and Fudan University.

It was precisely because of this that the previous batch of Harvard exchange students became like lucky stars. Not only were Renmin University students envious, but students from every university across the country were envious.

What made people most envious was that students like Su Yingxue were even poached by Harvard. In the eyes of other students, this was simply like a sparrow flying onto a branch and turning into a phoenix, an overnight success.

With Su Yingxue as a role model, Renmin University students’ desire for exchange student qualifications far surpassed that of students from other colleges.

Originally, the high-achieving students from various majors at Renmin University were still hoping that Harvard could cooperate with Renmin University for exchange students a second time, so that they too would have the opportunity to go to Harvard University in the United States for advanced studies.

However, the result was very disappointing for them, because they didn’t know why, but the exchange student cooperation between Harvard and Renmin University had completely ceased since the first time it ended.

Many students interested in exchange programs actively sought out Teachers, professors, and even university leadership to inquire. The results they received were all the same: “We have temporarily not received any exchange student intentions from Harvard. Renmin University has also actively applied to Harvard for a second round of exchange student cooperation, but Harvard has not given any response.”

In fact, if Harvard could respond to Renmin University, something would truly be amiss.

If Xie Huairu hadn’t strongly advocated for exchange student cooperation between Harvard and Renmin University under the guise of “showing goodwill to Li Mu,” Harvard wouldn’t have reached actual cooperation with Renmin University even if given another ten years.

As for that batch of exchange students, including Su Yingxue, the actual situation was: after arriving in the United States, almost no one could leave a deep impression on Harvard. These favored sons of Renmin University quickly became lost among the tens of thousands of top scholars at Harvard, with not a single one managing to stand out.

Su Yingxue herself was also the same. At that time, although she showed a certain acumen at Harvard and was stronger than the other Renmin University students who went with her during the same period, compared to the high-achieving students from Harvard itself, she had absolutely no advantage.

It was precisely because of this point that Su Yingxue was particularly tempted after receiving the retention offer from Harvard, because in her opinion, it truly was a once-in-a-lifetime good opportunity. Coupled with her inherent admiration and longing for Harvard, it was destined that she simply could not refuse.

Therefore, after Xie Huairu achieved his goal and kept Su Yingxue at Harvard, he was no longer willing to promote the exchange student program between Harvard and Renmin University. As a result, Renmin University was never able to achieve even one formal negotiation with Harvard again.

The executives of Renmin University themselves reflected on this matter for a while. At that time, everyone sat together in a meeting, reflecting on whether the students sent out this time performed too poorly overall.

But then again, wasn’t Harvard extremely satisfied with Su Yingxue? Didn’t they not only want to keep her at Harvard, but also promised her future direct admission to the business school and a full scholarship? Such a thing was reportedly the first to happen among exchange students.

Renmin University couldn’t understand. Why were they still so cold when Renmin University had provided them with a student they were so satisfied with?

Later, a female executive remembered something and said, “Su Yingxue, isn’t she Li Mu’s girlfriend?”

Only then did the Renmin University leadership suddenly realize. The President (University) slammed the table: “No wonder, that explains it! Forget it, let’s not continue communicating with Harvard in the future. It’s purely making things awkward for oneself.”

They had thought that their exchange student cooperation with a world’s top university was a flash in the pan, but now, William brought new hope to the teachers and students of Renmin University.

The President (University) of Renmin University, sitting next to Li Mu, was now extremely excited, his emotions obvious.

Even Li Mu himself was slightly surprised.

The top ten universities in the UK suddenly increasing over one thousand exchange student slots for China truly opened up a very large exchange student opportunity for current university students in China.

Under normal circumstances, these top ten universities would only have a few dozen exchange students with one country per year, at most around one hundred, and that would be with countries like the United States, which are full of top universities.

Generally speaking, the scale of exchange students between two universities is usually controlled within ten people. Only between top universities and universities of equivalent level would the number of exchange students be slightly more.

If it were Cambridge and Harvard, having more exchange students would be in line with the actual situation of both sides. On the one hand, Europe and America are already a family, and on the other hand, these two schools are equally matched, making the exchange of resources relatively fair and easier to achieve a win-win situation.

However, the overall level of higher education institutions in China still has a certain gap compared to the UK. Under this premise, it is even more rare for the top ten UK universities to offer so many exchange student slots.

Li Mu also didn’t expect that the Windsor Family had managed to secure so many exchange student slots, allowing China to send over one thousand high-achieving students to the UK each year to experience the Western world.

This opportunity might not significantly improve the academic abilities of these one thousand-plus people, but as long as they have the chance to go abroad, it will greatly help broaden the horizons of domestic students and elevate their perspectives.

However, William only mentioned over one thousand slots in his speech but did not say how these slots would be distributed.

Giving them all to Renmin University was certainly impossible. Even if Renmin University wanted them, it simply couldn’t absorb them because Renmin University only enrolls a few thousand new students each year. If they were to send out over one thousand students annually, this proportion would be excessively large.

Just as Li Mu himself was feeling a bit confused, William spoke, “These over one thousand exchange student slots have been fully confirmed, there will be no unexpected changes. However, regarding how these over one thousand slots are allocated and arranged in China, I think it would be better for Mr. Li Mu, who understands the domestic situation better, to decide. Moreover, these ten UK universities providing the exchange student slots also hold Mr. Li Mu in high regard, so they are willing to completely accept Mr. Li Mu’s arrangement for the allocation of slots.”

With William’s words, the control over these over one thousand slots was given entirely to Li Mu.

The President (University) sitting next to Li Mu immediately asked him in a low voice, “Li Mu, how do you plan to handle these over one thousand exchange student slots?”

Li Mu secretly pondered in his heart that first and foremost, these over one thousand slots definitely had to be distributed. As for how to distribute them, under normal circumstances, since they were slots provided by the top ten universities in the UK, they should logically be absorbed by the top ten universities in China based on their respective strengths. However, in that case, Renmin University would have no advantage.

As Renmin University was Li Mu’s home ground, in Li Mu’s view, it should naturally enjoy a certain resource inclination. So, Li Mu said to the President (University), “Here’s what we’ll do: after this meeting, I will have William compile a specific list, including which university offers how many exchange student slots. Then I will submit this list to you, and you can decide which ones and how many Renmin University wants.”

The President (University) smiled and nodded repeatedly, saying, “Alright, alright, alright, that’s truly excellent.”

Li Mu reminded him, “President, regarding the specific quotas, Renmin University should not surpass twenty percent at most. I think we can directly use twenty percent as the standard. Renmin University will proportionally take twenty percent of all the quotas given by these ten universities, and the remaining eighty percent will be distributed to other universities.”

The President (University) nodded and said with a smile, “That’s for sure. We can’t monopolize all the resources. We really do need to share some with our brother universities. I think twenty percent is a good proportion. All the remaining eighty percent can be distributed among other brother universities!”

Since entering the 21st century, Chinese universities have become very eager for exchange student resources from Western countries. The whole of China has been continuously opening up and integrating with the world. Education, as an extremely important social foundation, naturally also has an urgent need to go out.

The main ways for education to truly “go out” are basically academic cooperation and exchange student cooperation. However, it is very difficult to conduct practical cooperation at the academic level, so the most practical approach is exchange students.

Thus, various universities established “friendly schools” overseas and actively signed exchange student cooperation agreements with overseas schools. For example, Tsinghua University established a large number of friendly schools, but none with top universities like Harvard, Yale, or MIT. The reason is simple: they were not equally matched.

When Harvard and Renmin University cooperated, they offered fewer than ten exchange student slots. This made Peking University, Tsinghua University, and several other higher education institutions extremely jealous, because apart from Renmin University, no other university in China had exchange student cooperation with Harvard. The reason was that the overall influence between the schools differed too greatly.

Universities like Cambridge are actually similar. Given the overall strength of Chinese universities at the current stage, no university can establish exchange student cooperation with Cambridge through conventional channels, and no university can send a student to Cambridge for exchange purposes.

However, this time, Cambridge offered over one hundred exchange student slots in one go. This was simply a godsend.

In fact, among graduates from China’s top universities, there is no lack of those who get admitted to top universities worldwide for graduate studies. However, for a university, a student getting admitted to an overseas university on their own after graduation is a completely different path from its current students going abroad for exchange studies. The former has almost nothing to do with them, at most they are just alumni.

But if Renmin University can send around two hundred exchange students to the UK every year in the future, this will greatly help the entire school’s academic atmosphere, the nurturing of competitive awareness among students, and the overall improvement of student levels.





Chapter 1606: Allocation Plan

William acted as a go-between, brokering over a thousand exchange student slots for Chinese universities at top ten British colleges, which also helped him to gain countless fans among Chinese university students.

Besides gaining excellent public support, William’s actions garnered significant positive recognition from both Chinese and UK media.

Compared to cooperation on an economic and trade level, educational cooperation appeared to have more noble and pure motives, and also came with more swagger, making it highly effective for establishing a positive persona.

In Li Mu’s eyes, the three best ways for a businessman or philanthropist to establish a persona are education, healthcare, and poverty alleviation. If one had to choose the most cost-effective path among these three, it would undoubtedly be education.

Li Mu chose the path of education for William and consistently helped him leverage it, bringing about significant changes and improvements for William.

In the past few days since arriving in China, William’s Twitter followers have increased by nearly ten million. At least sixty percent of these new followers are Chinese fans, twenty percent are British fans, and the remaining twenty percent are fans from other countries.

Within a few days, William had become a household name in China. Aside from the Queen, who serves as a long-standing, unique symbol, no other Briton has achieved such widespread recognition in China since Margaret Thatcher stepped down from office.

Furthermore, William’s impression on Chinese people was vastly different from Margaret Thatcher’s. Although famous in China, Margaret Thatcher was not popular; instead, people talked about with relish the legendary story of her fall at the Great Hall of the People, believing it was her apology and atonement, representing the entire British imperialism, for the harm and suffering brought to China over the past century. As for liking and adoration, none of that existed.

Unlike Margaret Thatcher, William appeared before the Chinese public with an entirely positive image. Although he was a prince of the Royal Family of UK and second in line to the throne, he was also a modest young man, one who thought for his own country while also considering other nations, and who viewed education as his lifelong pursuit. This image was unequivocally positive for the vast majority of people.

When William concluded his visit to Renmin University, the public opinion and praise for William excited the entire Windsor Family. Even the Queen hadn’t expected Li Mu to elevate William to such an unprecedented height in such a short time.

Without Li Mu, the Windsor Family would never have been able to help William reach such heights on their own. It was like the immense difference in altitude limits between an airplane and a launch vehicle; the latter’s altitude limit is a barrier the former can never break through.

Having helped William so much, Li Mu also reaped significant rewards. Taobao Logistics became the second Chinese private enterprise, after Muye Technology, to truly capture global attention. Muye Technology’s public recognition throughout Europe also surged to a peak. This played a huge foundational and promotional role, both for Taobao Logistics’ international expansion and for Muye Technology’s sweep across Europe.

Not only that, he also genuinely leveraged William and the entire Windsor Family’s connections to secure more educational resources for China.

Over a thousand exchange student slots might not seem like a lot, but for these top Chinese universities, they held great significance. If divided among ten institutions, each school would receive an average of over one hundred slots.

Therefore, when Li Mu and William left Renmin University together, the President of Renmin University was quickly swamped by a deluge of phone calls.

…

On the way to the hotel, Li Mu said to William, “The serious business is done. For the next two days, I’ll take you around Beijing to experience the local customs and culture.”

William quickly said, “I’ve caused you trouble, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu laughed, “We’re all friends, no need to be so polite.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Oh, by the way, those few Chinese collectibles the Queen gave you—I had Zi Wei get experts to appraise them. They seem to be quite important cultural relics. It’d be a pity for them to just stay with me, so I asked Zi Wei to make arrangements to donate them all to the Palace Museum. You can present them in the Queen’s name when the time comes.”

“How can that be…” William immediately said, “Those collectibles were given to you by my grandmother. You have absolute autonomy and decision-making power over them. If you decide to donate them to the museum, it should be in your name, not my grandmother’s.”

Li Mu said, “Look at you, child, why are you so straightforward? The Queen gave me Chinese items, and then I donate them to the country. For me, it doesn’t matter, but for the Queen, handling it this way looks somewhat improper. After all, you should know that these collectibles flowed overseas not through legitimate trade, but were usurped from China during the invasion by the Eight-Nation Alliance years ago. If we trace their origins, these items shouldn’t even be called a donation to the museum; they should be returned to the museum.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then continued, “Let me give you a somewhat inappropriate analogy: many years ago, your grandmother snatched a chest of treasures from my grandfather’s home. Decades later, your grandmother takes out a few of these items and has you present them to me as a gift. Privately, we have a good relationship, and we’re not keen to haggle over old scores from decades or a century ago, so there’s nothing wrong with that. But if I immediately turn around and donate them, and the matter gains exposure, don’t you think it would be ridiculous?”

William’s expression was slightly awkward. He nodded and said, “If you put it that way, it is indeed a bit inappropriate…”

“Exactly,” Li Mu said. “So, it’s more appropriate for you to present it directly as a donation. If worst comes to worst, we can frame it as you entrusting me to make introductions, and then the three of us will come together to finalize this matter. But don’t feel pressured to make a decision; talk it over with your family first, and then decide.”

William nodded and said, “Alright then, I’ll call my family after I get back and get back to you as soon as possible.”

Li Mu checked the time and said, “Let’s go straight to the restaurant. I’ve had Zi Wei prepare the meal.”

Just as the two were nearing the hotel, Li Mu suddenly received a call from the President of Renmin University.

The first thing the President said on the phone was, “Li Mu, it’s been less than an hour since you left, and I’ve already received dozens of calls, all from the presidents of various major universities. They all have one goal: to get some exchange student slots from us. I’m truly swamped with work right now!”

Li Mu laughed, “Then just follow what we discussed earlier: twenty percent for Renmin University, and the rest divided among the other nine top ten universities nationwide, wouldn’t that work?”

The President hummed in acknowledgment and said, “I certainly have no objection to that, but how to distribute it specifically is quite tricky. Both Tsinghua University and Peking University want a bit more, and the University of Science and Technology and Fudan University have the same idea. How to allocate this eighty percent to them in a way that they feel it’s fair, that’s truly not an easy task.”

Li Mu nodded, remained silent for a moment, then said, “Devise an algorithm. Make its logic rigorous so they can’t find any fault with it.”

The President eagerly asked, “How do you think this algorithm should be designed? You internet people are masters of these algorithms. I don’t really understand your high-tech methods, so I’d like to consult you.”

“President, you’re too kind. This hardly counts as high-tech…” Li Mu instinctively expressed humility, only realizing the next moment that the President was probably trying to dig a pit for him.

Honestly, even if the President wasn’t too familiar with the internet, he was at least a highly logical, intelligent, and experienced influential figure. Allocating just over a thousand slots couldn’t possibly stump him. The reason he called to show weakness was actually quite simple: he didn’t want to offend anyone. So, he wanted Li Mu to come up with an algorithm directly, and then he would just implement it. If anyone was dissatisfied, he could, if worst comes to worst, simply say, “Li Mu decided this algorithm, if you have any complaints, take it up with him, not me.”

So, Li Mu, feigning ignorance, said, “President, I think you should still consider this matter. After all, you understand the education industry better than I do, and you know the specific situations of our top ten universities in China better than I do.”

“Don’t say that, don’t say that,” the President said with a laugh. “My mind is truly getting old; it can’t keep up with you young people, and it’s certainly not as logically rigorous as you internet folks. Plus, these thousand-plus slots were also secured by you. Why don’t you just formulate an algorithm? What do you say?”

Li Mu was helpless. It seemed the President was trying to pawn it off on him. Not wanting to offend anyone himself, he pushed this small matter onto Li Mu.

However, Li Mu didn’t really care. At his stage, he no longer needed to worry about such details, nor was he afraid of offending people. So he said, “President, then how about this: take the previous year’s comprehensive percentage score for the other nine universities and divide it by one hundred. For example, if Tsinghua University scored ninety points, it would be 0.9. Then, divide their total number of students by ten thousand. If Tsinghua University has thirty-five thousand students, it would be 3.5. Multiply these two coefficients together, and the result will be the composite value. So, for Tsinghua University, it would be 3.15. This value will serve as the standard for allocating slots.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Use the same method to calculate for all nine schools. Then, add up their total scores. If the nine schools sum up to ten points, then Tsinghua University would account for 31.5% of the remaining eighty percent of the total. Everyone would receive slots in proportion to their own score’s weight, which would account for both the teaching standards of these schools and their total student numbers.”

“Alright, alright, alright!” the President said with a laugh. “This is a good method! We’ll distribute them according to this! This way, I believe no one will have any objections.”

Li Mu quipped, “I think your main point is that you don’t want them to have any objections to you, right?”

The President gave an awkward laugh and said, “This method is indeed very good; I personally find it very scientific and fair. But to be honest, I’m also under a lot of pressure. You have no idea how much influence these thousand-plus slots have. Leaders from the education department have even come to help pulling strings. We intended to distribute them among the top ten universities nationwide, but many schools that aren’t in the top ten feel that these slots were secured by William for all Chinese universities, and everyone should have a share, even if it’s just one or two.”

As he spoke, the President added, “What’s even more infuriating is that they all think how these slots are allocated is entirely up to me. So many schools have started pulling strings. Some of my friends have contacted me directly, contacting their acquaintances in the education department, starting to ask for slots from us. What do you expect me to do? If I hoard them and don’t give any, I’ll offend who knows how many people. If I do give them out, there are too many monks and too little porridge; it won’t be enough to distribute. Giving to some and not to others will also lead to trouble later.”





Chapter 1607: The 80/20 Rule

The situation reported by the President of Renmin University made Li Mu realize that in this era, current university students had even fewer opportunities to study abroad than he had imagined.

Neither the economic situation nor the degree of globalization had reached the level of a decade or so later. A decade or so from now, as long as one had money, they could study abroad right after junior high school, even if they couldn’t pass IELTS or TOEFL. There would also be a large number of unaccredited universities overseas to choose from, so the enthusiasm for studying abroad would have become so high that it lost its allure.

However, at present, studying abroad and becoming an exchange student was an out-of-reach dream for most university students. This was precisely why almost every domestic university coveted these over one thousand exchange student slots.

The top ten Key universities aimed to secure dozens or even hundreds of exchange student slots for their schools each year, but even First-tier and Second-tier universities hoped to obtain a small number of slots. Even if it was only three to five spots per year, it would be a huge expectation for their students.

At this moment, Li Mu even entertained the thought of simply re-communicating with the President and distributing all the remaining slots equally, at least ensuring that all 985 and 211 universities nationwide had a certain number of slots.

However, in the next instant, Li Mu discarded this idea.

Education, like running a business, can formulate a basic policy that covers all entities. But to truly nurture leading enterprises, there must be a tilt in resources; one must adhere to and respect the 80/20 rule, which has been verified countless times.

This is why American entrepreneurs always donate tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of dollars to top universities like Harvard, Yale, Stanford, and MIT. The fundamental reason is that only such top institutions can make the best use of such large donations. Just like in China, donating one hundred million to Tsinghua University might lead to the development of a new technology that leads the nation or even the world, but donating that hundred million to an ordinary university would probably only be enough to replace all their internal and external hardware.

These over one thousand exchange student slots corresponded to the top ten universities in the UK. They not only represented excellent educational standards but also contained a great opportunity to broaden horizons. Therefore, after much consideration, Li Mu still felt that these opportunities should be provided to China’s ten best prestigious universities, allowing them to make the best use of them and leverage these opportunities to cultivate more outstanding talent.

So, Li Mu said to the President, “In that case, just let me take the blame. All released slots will be given to the other nine top ten universities nationwide and distributed openly and fairly according to the formula I just mentioned. This rule and formula will be formulated by me, and no modifications of any kind will be allowed. Even universities that receive slots are absolutely not allowed to transfer or pass them on to other schools; they are only permitted for internal use.”

The President immediately beamed with smiles and happily said, “Oh, Student Li Mu, these are the words I was waiting for! Only someone outside the education industry like you can be so decisive on this matter.”

Li Mu said helplessly, “Anyway, you just don’t want to take the blame, so I’ll take it for you.”

After that, Li Mu added, “Also, please make sure to clarify with the other schools later that, in theory, after these slots are allocated, it will be entirely up to them to fairly decide which students in their schools receive them. I respect their freedom in this regard. However, the information of the exchange students selected each year must all be submitted to you, and then I will arrange for a dedicated person to review it. If any malpractice is discovered and confirmed, all slots allocated to that school will be fully reclaimed, and they will be permanently added to the Blacklist. So, please have them implement good internal oversight.”

The President immediately said, “This is very important. I will convey all your intentions to the heads of the other schools.”

Li Mu said, “That’s basically it then. We need to seize this year’s time window. Since the UK has already provided the slots, we should try to use them this year and not wait until next year. So, please finalize the slot allocation as soon as possible, and have all universities finalize their lists by November. Let’s aim to send this batch of students out by the end of the calendar year, and then next year, we can choose to send a new batch of students after the summer break.”

The President smiled, “If there’s an opportunity, could you contact those top universities in the US again to see if they can provide us with a batch of exchange student slots, especially in IT and high technology? These are the talents we urgently need to cultivate now.”

Li Mu said, “To be honest, I do have this idea. When I go to the US next time, I’ll look for an opportunity to approach these schools. Harvard is generally okay to talk to, as they’ve acquired the operating rights for 3321 in the US, so it’s only natural for them to give some return. As for other schools, I’ll need to find suitable bargaining chips to exchange with them.”

When exchange programs are conducted between universities of comparable strength, both sides are delighted. But once there’s a significant disparity in teaching levels, the higher-level institution will naturally feel like it’s losing out. Academic exchange is not, after all, X-Change. For top schools like Harvard to be compelled to accept a certain number of students from Chinese universities each year would be a pure loss-making deal in the eyes of schools like Harvard and MIT, unless they are compensated in other areas. Otherwise, don’t even think about it.

…

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu and William drove straight to the hotel.

Here, Li Ziwei had already prepared a banquet. Tonight’s dinner had no one else, only Li Mu and William, along with Li Ziwei.

In the hotel’s luxurious private room, Li Ziwei informed Li Mu about the appraisal results of the cultural relics gifted by the Queen. The several collections, after authoritative appraisal, were all extremely precious Chinese cultural relics. Among them, there was an exquisite bronze vessel, which could be classified as a first-grade cultural relic. Preliminary estimates suggested that if these collections were all put up for auction, the transaction amount should be around sixty million Renminbi.

Li Mu was somewhat surprised. He hadn’t expected the Queen to be so generous; the welcoming gift alone was worth approximately five to six million British Pounds. And most importantly, these were all Chinese cultural relics, which held significant meaning.

So Li Mu said to Li Ziwei, “On the way here, I was just talking to William about this. I want to organize a three-party donation ceremony. William will represent the Queen and the entire Windsor Family, then there’s me, and The Palace Museum. You can confirm their willingness with The Palace Museum later. If they’re willing, they can cooperate with us to hold a donation ceremony at The Palace Museum. We’ll invite a small number of heavyweight media journalists to attend.”

Li Ziwei immediately said, “Then I’ll go over there tomorrow to communicate with them about this matter.”

Li Mu nodded, reminding her, “Tell them I have an idea: to launch a ‘Return of China’s Overseas Cultural Relics’ civilian public welfare movement, using this incident as a trigger point. Then Muyeye Technology and Taobao Technology will each provide a portion of the funds to repurchase those Chinese cultural relics lost overseas. We’ll then call on private entrepreneurs, philanthropists, as well as ordinary citizens and overseas Chinese, to participate together. If The Palace Museum is interested, we’ll co-organize this public welfare movement with them. Muyeye Technology will bear the activity expenses; they just need to contribute personnel and effort, especially highly valuable experts and scholars.”

Li Ziwei quickly noted down the key points in her small notebook, then asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, is there any other information that needs to be conveyed besides these?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “First, ask about their intent. The rest are execution-phase issues. If they have no objections, then help me communicate with CCTV to see if they’re interested in jointly producing a documentary about China’s lost cultural relics. If they are, they can take the lead, and we and The Palace Museum will cooperate, with all three parties collaborating on its production.”

“Alright,” Li Ziwei said crisply. “Then I’ll go to The Palace Museum first thing tomorrow morning. If The Palace Museum can confirm its intent before noon, I’ll go to CCTV in the afternoon. If The Palace Museum temporarily disagrees or needs to consider, I’ll report to you in real-time based on the actual situation.”

Li Mu nodded with satisfaction. Li Ziwei’s logical thinking in her work was excellent; often, he only needed to explain the requirements clearly to her, and she would sort out the key points of each step herself, then advance layer by layer in the shortest possible time.

Just after explaining this matter, Li Mu set about inviting William to eat. He had barely taken two bites when his phone vibrated in his pocket.

He took it out and glanced at it. Li Mu was a little surprised to see it was Wendy from the Goldberg Family.

Li Mu suddenly remembered that Wendy had told him a few days ago that she was apparently coming to China to study, could she have arrived already?

Answering the call, Li Mu smiled and said, “Hi Wendy, long time no see. How have you been?”

Wendy’s voice came from the other end of the line. Speaking with an authentic Received Pronunciation accent, she said, “Mr. Li, I will be flying to China in a few hours. If you have time, I’d like to visit you first.”

Li Mu smiled and asked her, “Are you preparing to report for duty at Peking University?”

“Yes,” Wendy smiled. “School is about to begin matriculation, and I happened to want to arrive in Beijing early to familiarize myself with the life and climate there.”

Li Mu said, “Perfect! William is also in China these past few days, and we’ve just finished our serious business. Tomorrow, I was planning to take him around. Since you’re arriving tomorrow, why don’t you join us?”

Wendy said without hesitation, “That’s wonderful! Meeting two good friends in Beijing is something greatly desired!”

Li Mu chuckled happily, “What time is your flight tomorrow?”

Wendy said, “I should arrive in Beijing at eleven AM.”

Li Mu asked again, “Have you booked a hotel yet?”

“Not yet,” Wendy said. “I planned to make arrangements once I arrived in Beijing.”

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll arrange for someone to book another room for you at the hotel where William is staying.”

Wendy said delightedly, “Alright, thank you so much, Mr. Li!”





Chapter 1608: Sophistry and Inducement

As soon as Li Mu hung up the phone, William curiously asked, “Mr. Li, was that Wendy Goldberg calling?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded, saying, “She arrives in Beijing tomorrow morning. She’s starting graduate school at Yanjing University.”

William chuckled, “To be honest, I think Wendy’s trip to China, as an old Chinese saying goes, is a case of ‘the true intention wasn’t the wine.’”

Li Mu smiled, “It doesn’t matter what her intention is. We’re just ordinary friends.”

Then, Li Mu jested, “Oh, right, I’ve arranged for her to stay at the same hotel as you. If you’re interested in her, you could seize the opportunity to get to know her better.”

William quickly said, “I already have a girlfriend.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You have a girlfriend? What does she do?”

“She’s my university classmate,” William said somewhat bashfully, “We studied together in Scotland.”

Li Mu wasn’t familiar with William’s romantic history, only knowing that his future wife was named Kate. So he tentatively asked, “What’s your girlfriend’s name?”

“Uh…” William wasn’t sure why Li Mu was asking in such detail. After a moment’s hesitation, he answered very seriously, “Her name is Kate, Kate Middleton.”

“Holy Shit!” Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim. What the heck, William was already dating his future wife?

William didn’t understand why Li Mu reacted so strongly after hearing his girlfriend’s name. Did he know his girlfriend? It didn’t make sense…

So William couldn’t help but ask, “Mr. Li, why are you so surprised?”

Li Mu came to his senses and replied, “Nothing, it’s just that the surname doesn’t sound like nobility, does it?”

William nodded awkwardly and said, “I didn’t expect General Manager Li to have studied British noble surnames. To be honest, the Middleton family is indeed not considered nobility. Strictly speaking, they should be considered commoners.”

Li Mu nodded gently, lost in thought.

In his past life, after the Prince’s wedding, he had read some gossip reports. However, in these reports, Kate wasn’t viewed very favorably. Some said she was a scheming woman who climbed the social ladder, while others said her entire family was very utilitarian, and her mother had always groomed her to become a princess. In short, many parts of her negative past were disclosed. Li Mu just hadn’t expected them to be together so early.

As he recalled, this guy was still seven or eight years away from getting married. Was this the rhythm of a long-term relationship?

At this thought, Li Mu felt a sense of pity for William. The current William looked quite energetic, with a full head of hair, no signs of a bald spot hairstyle yet, definitely handsome, dashing, and elegant. Moreover, his family background, in Europe which valued lineage, could be considered a top wealthy family. For such a young man to be ensnared by a pit dug by someone else for several, even ten-odd years, seemed a bit tragic.

Li Mu wasn’t so idle as to interfere with William’s private life, but he thought that since William had taken the first step toward being pro-China, and the future path was long, he might as well guide him all the way on that pro-China road. If this guy could come to China as an exchange student for a year, then get a Chinese girlfriend, and finally marry a Chinese girl, wouldn’t that be wonderful? This would almost mean turning the UK into Europe’s new socialist beacon…

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly asked William, “William, how many more years until you graduate?”

William said, “I graduate in 2005.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “In the second half of this year, you should first get 3321 on the right track in the UK, and then next year, in the first half, would you be interested in coming to China as an exchange student?”

“Come to China as an exchange student?!” William looked at Li Mu in surprise, thinking Li Mu was joking with him.

Li Mu seriously said, “There are many benefits to coming to China as an exchange student. As you’ve seen, you’ve already received affirmation from one point three billion Chinese people and gained their goodwill. However, people are forgetful. If you turn around and have no new topics, everyone will soon forget you.”

After speaking, Li Mu further induced him, “China’s development speed is incredibly fast now. It won’t be long before it surpasses Japan to become the world’s second-largest economy. By then, the entire Western world will have widespread and intensive interactions with China, and the eyes of the whole world will converge here. If you, as a Prince of a Western Royal Family, become an exchange student in China, to the entire Western public, you will be the brightest star they can see in the Eastern sky. And to the entire Eastern public, a Western Prince coming here to study and live, Chinese people will regard you as the most friendly Western face. You’ll be pleasing both sides, brother.”

William was somewhat moved, but also seemed reluctant to part. After a moment’s hesitation, he said, “I’ll consider your suggestion carefully when I get back, and also discuss it with Kate.”

“Discuss your butt…” Li Mu said in Chinese. Seeing William completely bewildered, he directly said, “I’ll call the Queen later and discuss this with her personally. Your discernment is clearly lacking. When faced with major issues of right and wrong, you’re only thinking about romantic feelings. If this continues, your future life path will only have one possibility. Do you want to know what it is?”

“What is it…” William looked bashfully at Li Mu. Although they were similar in age, William was far behind in psychological age and life experience. He already completely regarded Li Mu as a guiding big brother, feeling immense respect and trust. Li Mu’s sudden criticism made him feel unpleasant.

Li Mu said, “I’ll tell you, listen carefully. If your vision isn’t broad enough, it’s very likely that after you graduate from university, you’ll only be able to join the British Royal Armed Forces, either the Navy or the Royal Air Force. I heard you like flying planes, so the peak of your personal life’s path would probably be becoming a Royal Air Force pilot, serving in the military for a few years, then retiring, and then announcing your marriage to your commoner girlfriend. Because you’re a Prince, the whole world will pay attention to your wedding, but after your wedding, everyone will completely forget about you.”

Speaking, Li Mu added another jab, “A member of the Royal Family who cannot generate their own buzz will ultimately become merely a vague and intangible symbol of royal power, and the country’s mascot. Do you know what a mascot means? Our China is a socialist country, we don’t have that imperialist system of yours, so we don’t have royal mascots. But we have Big Pandas. So, wherever our Big Pandas go to any country, they represent China. We Chinese have a special diplomatic method called Big Panda Diplomacy. Your Constitutional Monarchy countries also have your special diplomatic method called Royal Family Diplomacy. Honestly, do you think there’s any essential difference between the two? Do you really hope to become the UK’s Big Panda in the future?”

“This…”

Li Mu’s words were very direct, directly hitting the most vulnerable part of William’s heart.

He suddenly thought, why did the entire Windsor Family, as the pinnacle of Western royal power, try everything to cater to Li Mu? The reason was simple: they wanted to use Li Mu’s abilities and methods to help themselves escape the fate of being a mascot. And now, seeing a perfect start, his momentary hesitation revealed his incompetence to Li Mu. He owed his progress to Li Mu dragging him along by force.

At that moment, William’s sense of shame exploded. He couldn’t help but clench his fists and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, your criticism is right. I don’t want to become the UK’s Big Panda… I hope I can play a greater role, have more initiative and autonomy…”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then you listen to my arrangement, break up with your girlfriend, and come to China to play the role of a bridgehead. Don’t let anyone know you’re in a relationship, because young people will see you as an idol, and what they least want to see is their idol dating or even getting married.”

William seriously said, “Don’t worry, I will handle it low-key.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Low-key is useless. Once you truly become an international celebrity who can generate their own topics and buzz, countless people will desperately dig into your private life. By then, who you eat with, who you watch movies with, and even who you ski with or sleep with, will all be disclosed. Once your relationship is confirmed, your popularity will be significantly diminished. Moreover, if the girlfriend you’re exposed with happens to be disliked by the general public, you’ll be even worse off, instantly becoming universally condemned, and everything you’ve painstakingly built will vanish.”

William couldn’t help but say, “No way? Although Kate is from a commoner background, her image and temperament are excellent, and she’s also received a good education, and being from a commoner background, this should easily win her public support!”

Li Mu shook his head, “Do you really think everyone will like a modern Cinderella story? Wake up, people like Cinderella stories because they know there are no Cinderellas in this world, and they long to become that real Cinderella. But then, you suddenly tell them, ‘Sorry, there really is a Cinderella story in this world, only the female lead isn’t you.’ Do you think they’ll really be interested? Will they applaud you?”

“But… but…”

Although William was about the same age as Li Mu, in terms of psychological age and life experience, he was far behind. Li Mu was a master of sophistry, able to lead William into a ditch with just a few words.

Li Mu then reminded William, “William, listen to my advice. What you need isn’t some Cinderella from a commoner district desperate to marry into a wealthy family. What you need is a woman who genuinely has the ability to reach the world stage on her own.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu said very firmly, “What I’m about to say might offend you, but I hope you realize I’m speaking from the bottom of my heart. Your future needs a woman as beautiful, great, loving, and pure as your mother, Princess Diana. Recall how much the British people, and even people worldwide, adored her. Then you’ll understand the profoundness within. Think about it, why did the people of the entire UK and all Commonwealth countries feel so much resentment towards your father after your mother’s death? It’s because your mother was too outstanding, yet he still betrayed your mother in love and marriage. People, because they excessively adored a Princess, blamed the Prince who betrayed and hurt her. Do you think your Kate, throughout her entire life, can reach that level of height?”





Chapter 1609: Flying to a Branch, Becoming a Phoenix

For Li Mu, as long as he wished, he could quickly completely bluff William.

As for William, he already regarded Li Mu as a beacon and a belief. Li Mu’s words carried immense weight for him. Just a few minutes ago, he was still deeply in love with Kate and didn’t want to come to China as an exchange student, but now, a few minutes later, Li Mu had already bluffed him into being tempted.

William told Li Mu at the dinner table that he would seriously consider Li Mu’s suggestion, but Li Mu had no intention of giving him time to consider. He planned to call the Queen immediately after dinner to discuss the matter directly.

Currently, based on the overall influence of Li Mu and the entire Windsor Family, Li Mu’s overall influence and the Queen’s were on the same level. In front of him and the Queen, William was like a child still in kindergarten. Li Mu would only give him a single choice for enthusiastic acceptance. If he hesitated even slightly, Li Mu would immediately activate “parent mode,” forcing him to accept, and any dissatisfaction or doubts would have to be swallowed whole.

After dinner, Li Mu bid farewell to William. On his way from the hotel back to Ziyun Mountain Villa, he immediately dialed the private line the Queen had given him.

When the Queen received Li Mu’s call, she put aside all ongoing affairs and took the call alone in her lounges. After seeing William’s international prestige continuously grow, the Queen’s deep appreciation for Li Mu had reached an unprecedented height.

In fact, the Queen was very clear about the stakes involved. In her eyes, although Li Mu was similar in age to William, Li Mu played the role of a godfather. Therefore, the role she assigned to Li Mu in her heart was that of an elder (person) to William, and an elder (person) who could bring him great opportunity.

Connecting the call, the Queen warmly asked, “Mr. Li, how have you been lately?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Very well, Her Majesty the Queen. I wonder how you have been recently?”

The Queen chuckled, “Everything is quite well, thank you for being fond of me. Also, I wonder how Lucky is living in China? It hasn’t given you any trouble, has it?”

Li Mu said, “Lucky is very well-behaved. It eats its fill then plays, plays until it’s tired then sleeps, wakes up and eats. Its life is very thriving.”

“That’s good,” the Queen chuckled. “I’ve been worrying about it these past two days, afraid it wouldn’t adapt to life over there.”

With that, the Queen added, “Oh, and if you want Lucky to breed offspring in the future, I’ll have someone send you another purebred female puppy then.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and agreed, “Alright, I’ll contact you when I have that idea.”

The Queen asked him, “I wonder if you have anything important to discuss with this call, Mr. Li?”

Li Mu said, “It’s like this: I believe William now has a very good public support in China, and furthermore, both Eastern and Western publics highly appreciate some of the qualities he has displayed during this trip to China. I think this is an unprecedentedly good opportunity for William, so I suggest William could come to China as an exchange student early next year.”

The Queen asked in surprise, “Go to China as an exchange student?”

“Exactly,” Li Mu recounted his ideas to William about how to cater to both Eastern and Western publics simultaneously. The Queen, having been on the throne for so many years, possessed extremely keen political acumen. Upon hearing Li Mu’s analysis, she immediately made a decision.

“Mr. Li, since that is the case, I will take charge for William and accept your suggestion for him. After he returns, I will arrange for him to quickly resolve the matters concerning 3321’s development in the UK, and then have him prepare to travel to China!”

Li Mu hadn’t expected the Queen to agree so readily. He smiled and said, “That’s truly wonderful. Half a year to a year as an exchange student will be an excellent opportunity for him. As long as he takes root and develops well during this period, he will certainly become the best link and bridge integrating China and Europe.”

The Queen sincerely stated, “Mr. Li, I am truly grateful for this. It is William’s good fortune to have a senior figure like you selflessly and generously thinking about him.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You are too kind. However, I truly hope William can grow quickly, and even more so, I hope he can become a representative among European Royal Family members who shows goodwill towards China. This also helps Westerners understand a more pure and real China. After all, the future is a globalized world, and mutual acceptance, mutual recognition, and mutual integration between East and West are the major trends of globalization.”

“Exactly,” the Queen agreed. “We also hope William can play a role in accelerating the integration of East and West. After all, it benefits everyone.”

Li Mu then said, “Then let us work together to promote this in this direction. Please try to make William accept my proposal, and also remind him to be cautious about his love life.”

The Queen asked in surprise, “Do you know about his girlfriend’s situation?”

Li Mu hummed, “I heard him mention it. When I brought up the exchange student matter with him, his first reaction was that he couldn’t bear to leave his girlfriend.”

The Queen immediately asked, “Mr. Li, what do you think about this matter?”

Li Mu said, “I haven’t met the girl named Kate, and I don’t know anything about her. But I heard William mention a few minor details, and I’ve roughly pieced together a picture. Personally, I feel that this girl being with William likely has a very clear purpose. The key element driving her should be utilitarian motives, not love.”

The Queen said with great appreciation, “Mr. Li, your analysis is truly accurate. In fact, I’ve never been too optimistic about their relationship, but William is completely infatuated with that girl, so I can only hope he slowly realizes it himself.”

Li Mu chuckled, “China has an ancient poem, and one line in it says, ‘flying to a branch, becoming a phoenix.’ In China, from ancient times till now, there have been girls who approached the powerful and wealthy to transform into a phoenix. So, I think William should be careful and keep his eyes peeled.”

The Queen sighed, “If only he had your foresight! That girl used to be at another university, but after learning he was going to Scotland, she changed schools for him and pursued him to Scotland. And that girl’s family raised her from a young age according to the way of a princess, essentially customizing her specifically for William. So, her appeal to William is simply too great. I’ve tried to make William give her up, but without exception, all attempts failed.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s alright. Let’s defeat them one by one first.”

The Queen urgently pursued, “How do we defeat them one by one?”

Li Mu said, “First, ensure William agrees to be an exchange student in China, then ensure that girl doesn’t follow him over. Then, there will be at least half a year to gradually change William’s attitude.”

The Queen sighed, “If possible, I also hope Kate doesn’t follow him to China, but I think the possibility is very slim. That girl’s goal isn’t to go to university, but to be with William. No matter where William goes, she will definitely find a way to follow him.”

Li Mu said, “So, we need to do a good job with William on this point. I will sternly warn him that he must not have any romantic rumors during his exchange student period. That is to say, Kate must absolutely not enter the public eye. Once Kate is exposed, I will immediately abandon him and stop investing any resources in him.”

The Queen agreed, “No problem, we must make sure to tell him the seriousness of the matter so that he has a sense of awe.”

Li Mu said, “During this period, we must also try our best to prevent Kate from pursuing him on her own. If we can’t prevent it and she follows him to China, we must still find a way (to do something) to change William’s mind, otherwise, it’s very likely to fail at the last step.”

The Queen immediately said, “I will cooperate with you on this and ensure William makes the right judgment!”

“Good, then it’s settled.”

After reaching a consensus with the Queen, Li Mu cordially greeted her and Prince Charles, then hung up the phone.

After the call ended, Li Ziwei couldn’t help but ask, “General Manager Li, are you planning to interfere in Prince William’s private life?”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “I’m planning to interfere quite a bit, lest this kid messes up a good hand, or lets someone else snatch victory with a good hand.”

Li Ziwei pursed her lips and smiled, “Directly interfering with his private life like this, won’t it lead to strong resistance from him? After all, when he talked about his girlfriend, he seemed very much in love. He must really like that girl.”

Li Mu said, “Actually, wealthy family / powerful family scions of his age, with such strict family tutors, and a long Royal Family history, seem difficult to approach, but in reality, they are surprisingly easy to hook up with. As long as someone customizes themselves to him and creates more opportunities for contact, directly aiming for his heart, it’s effortless to capture his heart. By then, he’ll become a fool to be utilized by anyone.”

Saying this, Li Mu added, “On the contrary, do you know what kind of wealthy family / powerful family scions are the most difficult for girls to deal with?”

Li Ziwei gently shook her head.

Li Mu said, “The most difficult to deal with are the nouveau riche / parvenu family scions. They come from informally trained backgrounds, lacking in family’s cultural foundation/heritage and historical foundation/heritage; they just have money. Wealthy family / powerful family scions raised in such families are mostly inherently unruly. Having grown up surrounded by money since childhood, they deeply understand that money is the master of all things. Therefore, they rarely develop true feelings, only playing with money and physical intimacy. Many girls approach them with the intention of marrying into a powerful family, but in the end, they are merely played with, at most receiving some monetary compensation. But to thereby ‘flying to a branch, becoming a phoenix,’ that’s basically impossible.”

Saying this, Li Mu added, “Moreover, these nouveau riche / parvenu scions may seem like dandies, but they’ve dealt with money since childhood, and every one of them is particularly shrewd. They might have had emotional entanglements with countless girls, but when it comes to marriage, most of them don’t choose the girl they truly like, but rather the one who can help them the most.”

Li Ziwei nodded in agreement and asked, “So, what kind of romantic planning do you have in mind for William?”

Li Mu chuckled, “My plan is to find a way to make him a Chinese son-in-law!”





Chapter 1610: Repatriation of Lost Cultural Relics

Li Ziwei didn’t understand Li Mu’s mischievous streak. She couldn’t fathom why Li Mu was so intent on having William marry a Chinese girl, nor what his true motive was.

As a reborn individual, Li Mu sometimes did have a mischievous urge to deliberately alter the original course of events. However, finding a new wife for William was merely one of the more conventional examples.

For Li Mu, he was preparing to point William toward a clear path that would benefit him, the Windsor Family, and China. If William didn’t take the hint, he’d be pushed onto it.

When the car arrived at Ziyun Mountain Villa, Li Mu said to Li Ziwei before getting out, “Tomorrow, you go talk to The Palace Museum and CCTV about the cultural relic donation and documentary. You don’t need to worry about me.”

Li Ziwei nodded and asked, “General Manager Li, are you picking up Miss Wendy tomorrow?”

Li Mu replied, “It wouldn’t be appropriate not to pick her up, since she’s already called me. I’ll just pick her up and take her to the hotel, then treat her and William to lunch.”

“Then I’ll contact you after I’m done with my business,” Li Ziwei said.

“Alright.”

When Li Mu returned to the Ziyun Mountain Villa, William was in his hotel room, listening to his grandmother’s teachings over the phone.

The Queen was swift and decisive in her actions. After Li Mu’s call ended, she immediately called William, and her very first question was, “William, has Li Mu talked to you about becoming an exchange student in China?”

“He has…” William was a little surprised. He had originally planned to call his grandmother to report and ask for instructions, but she had unexpectedly called him first.

Thinking of this, William couldn’t help but ask, “Grandmother, Mr. Li told you?”

“Yes,” the Queen affirmed, “I’ve just considered it. For you, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I suggest you accept and seize it.”

Deep down, William didn’t want to come to China as an exchange student. He would rather return to UK to work on 3321, then go back to university in Scotland, and be with Kate, all lovey-dovey, and went off together.

Young men in their twenties are especially prone to romantic feelings, easily swayed by both physical and emotional attachments. How could William bear to truly leave Kate and come to China alone as an exchange student? Exchange student programs last from six months to a year, and such an overseas long-distance relationship seemed incredibly tough just thinking about it.

However, now that his own grandmother had suggested he accept, how could he refuse, or even say he needed to consider it?

So, William could only brace himself and agree, saying, “Grandmother, I am willing to accept this suggestion…”

The Queen heard the low tone in William’s voice and then spoke, “William, you are already twenty-two years old. You must have enough responsibility to bear the heavy burden of revitalizing the entire Windsor Family. Therefore, you must cast aside those romantic feelings. As for Kate, do not have any direct contact with her for some time. Otherwise, once your relationship with her is caught by the media, it will definitely have a significant impact on you.”

The Queen possessed her own wisdom. She clearly knew that the most important bond maintaining young people’s relationships was companionship.

Young people are a group that cannot endure loneliness. Separating a sixty-year-old couple for a year, and separating a twenty-two-year-old couple for a year, the latter has a far higher probability of breaking up due to separation than the former.

Moreover, the Queen also knew very well that young people have a strong rebellious streak. You can’t make decisions directly for them, as this will make them feel a loss of freedom and stimulate their rebellious psychology. Precisely for this reason, the Queen spoke of a “suggestion” to William and did not mention a word about him breaking up with Kate. Her goal was to get William to accept Li Mu’s suggestion to come to China as an exchange student and, at the same time, to ensure that Kate would not follow him.

In fact, the Queen had long known every girl who had appeared around William since he was little. She knew that throughout the UK, and even Europe, there were many parents of girls who were painstakingly plotting to nurture their children specifically for William and his younger brother Harry. Some even had the goal of marrying a prince set for them from a young age. Therefore, no matter where William went or what school he attended, there were always some girls who followed him closely. There were countless examples of girls who followed him from elementary school to middle school, and then from middle school to university.

Kate was a typical example of such girls. To be in the same school as William, she even abandoned her original university. This shows how strong her purpose was. What the Queen feared most was that Kate would follow William to China, and that would truly be trouble.

After William’s call with his grandmother ended, his first thought was to call Kate to confide his current difficulties to the person he loved. But after much hesitation, he gave up.

William knew that he still needed to return to the UK to get 3321 off the ground, and the earliest he could possibly come to China for the exchange program would be early next year. If he told Kate now, given her personality, she would most likely prepare to come to China in the shortest possible time, perhaps even arriving in Beijing before him.

…

The next morning, as Li Mu set off from Ziyun Mountain Villa to pick up Wendy Goldberg at the airport, Li Ziwei was already formally meeting with the Dean of The Palace Museum regarding the cultural relic donation.

The Dean immediately took it very seriously upon hearing that the prominent entrepreneur Li Mu wanted to donate cultural relics to The Palace Museum. Not only did he personally receive her, but all the other key leaders of the museum were also present.

Initially, the Dean and other leaders of the museum thought this was merely a simple donation ceremony. However, when Li Ziwei sat down to converse with them, they realized how special the significance of this donation ceremony truly was.

Firstly, according to Li Ziwei, all the cultural relics Li Mu intended to donate to The Palace Museum were originally from China.

Secondly, these cultural relics had drifted overseas for over a hundred years, having been kept in the UK for a long time, and specifically collected by the Queen of UK.

Thirdly, these cultural relics were given to Li Mu personally as gifts by the Queen of UK, and then Li Mu would re-donate them to The Palace Museum.

These points made this donation exceptionally unique, so much so that it could be described as incredibly significant.

After introducing the background of the cultural relics, Li Ziwei conveyed Li Mu’s ideas to the leaders of The Palace Museum. She said, “Our General Manager Li’s main hope in donating these cultural relics is to use this opportunity to promote a public welfare project aimed at helping lost overseas cultural relics return home, and to call upon capable individuals across society to collectively bring back Chinese cultural relics scattered all over the world, little by little, to our country.”

The Dean’s eyes immediately lit up. Lost cultural relics overseas had always been a heartache for all Chinese cultural relic scholars. Countless important cultural relics representing China’s history and culture were lost overseas for various reasons. Chinese people had to go to foreign museums to see artifacts left by their ancestors. If capable Sons and daughters of China from all over the world could be called upon to work together to bring more lost cultural relics back home, it would undoubtedly be a great deed that would promote the country’s cultural endeavors and benefit future generations.

Moreover, the Dean was very clear in his heart that public welfare projects, in particular, needed individuals with strong influence to come forward and rally support. Whether they were domestic entrepreneurs, celebrities, or philanthropists, no one had greater international influence than Li Mu. Now that Li Mu was willing to step forward and promote such a profoundly significant public welfare project, this initiative was sure to create a huge impact.

So, he said excitedly, “General Manager Li’s idea is truly profoundly significant for cultural workers, historians, and the cultural heritage of our entire nation. Our Palace Museum is willing to spare no effort to cooperate and support it!”

After speaking, he asked Li Ziwei, “Miss Li, does General Manager Li have a relatively specific implementation plan?”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “General Manager Li’s preliminary planning is that we will first hold a cultural relic donation ceremony. The ceremony will be open to the entire society, and Muyeye Technology will invest promotional resources to promote it. The recipient of this cultural relic donation ceremony will naturally be our Palace Museum, but the donor will not be our General Manager Li, but the Windsor Family of UK.”

“The Windsor Family? The Royal Family?”

“Exactly,” Li Ziwei said with a smile. “General Manager Li hopes that Prince William of the Windsor Family will represent the entire Royal Family to donate these cultural relics to The Palace Museum. General Manager Li’s role in this will be more like an intermediary or a connecting link. At that time, General Manager Li and Prince William will personally attend this donation ceremony at The Palace Museum. With their identities and influence, coupled with the great significance of this donation in the cultural field, we believe it will certainly have a significant impact in the hearts of overseas Chinese worldwide, making them feel a strong sense of approval for the ‘help lost overseas cultural relics return home’ activity, and giving them the desire and idea to participate.”

The Dean nodded and couldn’t help but ask, “Then, for this event, do we also need to communicate with the diplomatic department? After all, it’s a member of the Royal Family; this should escalate to the level of a diplomatic event, shouldn’t it?”

“Absolutely not,” Li Ziwei quickly said. “General Manager Li’s invitation for Prince William to visit China this time is purely based on personal connections and as a private activity. Neither of them wishes to elevate such matters to a diplomatic event between the two countries, especially cultural relic donations. For public welfare projects like this, proceeding purely from a private standpoint will better motivate ordinary people to participate actively. Therefore, although Prince William is a member of the Royal Family, for this donation ceremony, he represents the Windsor Family, not the Royal Family of UK. Windsor Family and Royal Family of UK are two completely different kinds of titles, and their concepts and meanings are entirely distinct.”

Afterward, Li Ziwei added, “Our General Manager Li is also participating in this in his private capacity and will not bring in Muyeye Technology’s role and identity.”





Chapter 1611: Three-Party Cooperation

Helping cultural relics lost overseas return to China, in Li Mu’s view, is a charitable activity worth calling upon the entire nation to participate in. That’s why he hoped to use the opportunity of personal donations to trigger and promote this activity. If the donation were elevated to a diplomatic incident, subsequent charitable activities would be difficult to carry out.

Moreover, Li Mu also felt that such a charitable activity should be initiated by the people, as this would make it more down-to-earth and better able to rally Chinese people worldwide to collectively contribute. If it were an official pronouncement, it might be met with skepticism and produce counterproductive results.

The Dean of The Palace Museum also understood the subtle difference. The reason he asked whether to report to the diplomatic department was primarily because he was unsure under what capacity William would be making the donation.

If he were to donate as Prince William, it would undoubtedly require reporting to the diplomatic department and even seeking their opinion, as it would be a diplomatic incident;

If he were to donate as a member of the Windsor Family, there would be no need to trouble the diplomatic department at all. At most, a courtesy notification would suffice, and the donation could then be implemented as a private contribution.

Since Prince William and Li Mu were both participating in a personal capacity, he naturally had nothing to worry about.

So, the Dean, unable to hide his excitement, said, “Since that’s the case, let’s discuss the details of the donation ceremony, such as the date, location, and which guests and media outlets to invite.”

Li Ziwei said, “The time cannot be confirmed yet, because I have to go to CCTV this afternoon to discuss whether we can cooperate with them on a donation documentary. If CCTV is also fine with it, the three parties can sit down together and discuss the subsequent matters.”

After saying that, Li Ziwei added, “As for the location, The Palace Museum is naturally the most suitable. After all, it has been the imperial city of China for several centuries. If the ceremony can be held here and a documentary filmed, it will be able to showcase the magnificent grandeur of Chinese civilization even without post-production.”

The Dean nodded repeatedly and said with a smile, “That’s exactly what I meant. Once we set the date, the museum can announce in advance that it will be closed to the public on that day.”

Li Ziwei said, “Thank you, Dean, for your cooperation. The closure will likely be necessary, after all, Prince William is, to some extent, a foreign political dignitary, requiring a higher level of security. Furthermore, General Manager Li hopes to use this donation ceremony to perfectly present The Palace Museum to overseas audiences, so a large amount of visual material about The Palace Museum will be needed.”

After a pause, Li Ziwei continued, “As for the media, General Manager Li’s intention is that only a small number of important media outlets need to be present, such as CCTV, Muyeye Technology’s reporters, and perhaps inviting BBC reporters from the UK. That should be basically enough.”

The Dean was overjoyed. The entire Palace Museum can be said to be a true master of China’s feudal dynasties, royal architecture, and ancient civilization. If it could be showcased to overseas audiences through this donation ceremony, it would be of great help in enhancing the influence of The Palace Museum and Chinese civilization. So he immediately said, “No problem, we will cooperate fully with everything.”

…

Li Ziwei’s communication with The Palace Museum’s leadership went extremely smoother. The negotiation, originally scheduled for an entire morning, was completed with all details settled in less than an hour. She quickly called a contact person at CCTV to change the meeting time from the afternoon to 11 AM. The other party readily agreed, so Li Ziwei immediately drove to the CCTV headquarters.

In their previous phone communication, Li Ziwei had already conveyed Li Mu’s ideas to CCTV. Upon hearing that Li Mu wanted to invite them to film a documentary about Prince William representing the Windsor Family in donating Chinese cultural relics to The Palace Museum, CCTV was very interested in the invitation and the documentary topic.

This was precisely the beginning of China’s economic take-off and the first phase of China’s ascent onto the world stage. Furthermore, with the Olympic Games to be hosted in a few years, it was necessary for China to demonstrate its openness and the all-encompassing spirit of the Chinese people embracing the world, both at the national level and from the media and public perspectives.

At this time, if the event of Prince William donating cultural relics could be brought into international view, and then used as an opportunity to display the grandeur of The Palace Museum to audiences worldwide, it would internally enhance the national pride of the citizenry and externally improve the country’s international image, killing two birds with one stone.

Precisely for this reason, the other party greatly valued Li Ziwei’s visit, considering it the highest priority task for the day.

While Li Ziwei was rushing to CCTV, Li Mu was in the airport’s VIP reception room, receiving Wendy Goldberg, who had traveled a long distance.

To Li Mu’s surprise, the Goldberg Family reportedly had three private jets of different sizes, yet Wendy Goldberg chose to fly to China on a regular Air China flight.

Since it wasn’t a private jet, there was no way to pick her up at the business jet terminal. So, Li Mu borrowed Air China’s VIP reception room.

Wendy Goldberg, after smoothly completing Customs (process), was directly led by staff to this VIP reception room.

Upon seeing Wendy Goldberg, Li Mu couldn’t help but be greatly impressed by this British girl whom he had met several times and spent a few days with.

Wendy Goldberg was dressed very stylishly and elegantly. She wore a Chanel pencil skirt with a strong design aesthetic, paired with a small shirt from the same brand on top. Coupled with her blonde hair, an angelic face, and a pair of fair, slender legs, she was simply perfect.

Even Li Mu, who could be considered very experienced, had to admit that this lady-like, British-styled Scarlett Johansson was more charming than the real Scarlett Johansson.

Li Mu even felt that if this Wendy Goldberg were transported to the world fifteen years later, her outfit would still not be out of fashion in the slightest, and might even be quite captivating to men.

Upon meeting, Wendy Goldberg, with a radiant smile, stepped towards Li Mu, spreading her arms as if to embrace him.

Li Mu naturally didn’t refuse, also extending his arms to hug her, and then performed the popular European cheek kiss.

The faint, elegant scent of Wendy’s perfume momentarily distracted Li Mu. Fortunately, he was also a worldly person; he made sacrifices and managed to keep himself from making a fool of himself, otherwise, she might have made him the butt of a joke on the spot.

After the cheek kiss on both sides, Wendy said with a blooming smile, “Mr. Li, we meet again!”

Li Mu nodded with a smile and said, “We meet again. Welcome to China!”

Wendy smiled sweetly and said, “It was such trouble for you to pick me up personally. Thank you so much.”

Li Mu laughed, “We’re old friends, why be so polite?”

Wendy giggled and said, “I’ll be studying and living in China for two years from now on. I’ll surely trouble you a lot during these two years, so please don’t get annoyed with me when the time comes.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “In the future, if you have any problems in China, you can contact me.”

After saying that, Li Mu asked her, “Did you come alone?”

Wendy nodded and smiled, “Of course, why not?”

Li Mu laughed, “I thought you’d bring a few personal assistants.”

Wendy said seriously, “I’m here to pursue my studies, and I also want to integrate into university students life in China, so I’ve decided to live in Peking University’s dorm room. That’s why I didn’t bring any assistants.”

Wendy coming alone to China to pursue her studies, and even planning to live in a dorm room, certainly made Li Mu look at her in a new light. Children from incredibly wealthy families like Wendy’s typically live in extreme luxury regardless of what they do. Look at the Hilton family heirs; they are far less wealthy than the Goldberg Family, yet their lifestyle is excessively lavish. Not to mention the indulgent lives of those Second generation (children of officials/wealthy families) from China who go abroad.

Amidst his surprise, Li Mu asked her, “By the way, when do the international students at Peking University start classes?”

Wendy said, “There are three days left until registration, and after registration, I can move into the dorm room.”

Li Mu laughed, “I’ve already had someone book a hotel room for you. You can stay there until registration.”

Wendy winked and chuckled, “Thank you, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “You’re welcome. By the way, William is staying at the same hotel as you, and he’s right next door.”

“Prince William?” Wendy said with a smile, “That’s quite good, at least I’ll have company.”

As she spoke, Wendy asked Li Mu, “By the way, Mr. Li, when is Prince William leaving?”

Li Mu said, “In a few more days, I still have some things to do with him in China.”

Checking the time, Li Mu said, “Wendy, let’s go. William is waiting for us for lunch. Just give your luggage to my driver.”

After Li Mu and Wendy exited through the VIP channel and got into the car, Wang Yuanlang also settled Wendy’s luggage and drove the two back to the hotel.

On the way, as Li Mu was chatting with Wendy, Li Ziwei called him.

On the phone, Li Ziwei briefly reported her communication with The Palace Museum and mentioned that she was about to go to CCTV to discuss the documentary.

Li Mu instructed her, “When communicating with CCTV, you must make a few points clear. First, the documentary must not only show William donating Chinese cultural relics to The Palace Museum but also select a batch of important Chinese cultural relics lost overseas as representatives. It needs to thoroughly explain their distribution around the world, their history, their significant importance to Chinese culture and history, the era when they were lost, and the reasons for their loss.”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “Understood, General Manager Li. Is there anything else?”

Li Mu added, “Also, in CCTV’s documentary, only mention the situation of lost cultural relics. Do not reveal any call for the public to help bring lost cultural relics back to the country. This kind of matter is not suitable for CCTV to voice. Once the documentary airs and the public has gained some understanding of the lost cultural relics, we can then bring it up at an appropriate time. This way, things fall into place naturally.”

“Okay, I’ve noted that down.”

“Oh, right.” Li Mu added, “You need to tell the person in charge at CCTV that the documentary’s filming must be grand enough, especially the parts filmed at The Palace Museum. From equipment to lighting and framing, everything must be world-class. You must showcase the most beautiful side of The Palace Museum. If aerial photography can be approved, that would be even better.”





Chapter 1612: Ele.me

As CCTV began actively preparing for the documentary, Li Mu took two free days to show William and Wendy around Beijing.

Two days later, on Wendy Goldberg’s third day in China, student registration for international students at Peking University began. Wendy officially registered at Peking University, becoming an international graduate student at Peking University’s Graduate School.

Given that the documentary’s filming still required preparation time, William could only continue to wait in China; he would only be able to leave after the donation was complete.

William had been missing his young and beautiful campus belle girlfriend terribly; every day at the hotel, he would chat on the phone for an hour, calling directly to Scotland to confide in Kate.

Li Mu intentionally had Li Ziwei ask the hotel for William’s daily expenditure statement. After seeing the unwavering daily call records, he knew it would be extremely difficult to make this guy give up his current relationship.

However, even if it was extremely difficult, he had to try. Anyway, this kid wouldn’t get married for at least another three to five years, so there was plenty of time to slowly dig a pit for him.

While waiting for the donation ceremony and the documentary’s commencement, Li Mu had William rest well at the hotel for two days, while he devoted himself wholeheartedly to the R&D work of the food delivery platform.

Given that the mobile internet era had not yet arrived, Li Mu decided to implement this product plan based on the traditional PC internet product architecture. Wei Lan had already provided Li Mu with ample inspiration at Ziyun Mountain Villa; he had fully grasped the entire product’s logic and business model. The rest was simply to have the technical staff develop it.

The food delivery platform was classified as O2O, meaning offline to offline. However, in Li Mu’s eyes, it was, like Taobao, a traditional e-commerce business. The only difference was that its order fulfillment cycle was much quicker than traditional online shopping orders, and its goods distribution range was significantly smaller.

But fundamentally, whether it was Taobao or Ele.me, both involved the offline sale and offline delivery of goods. Furthermore, the nature of Taobao’s small vendors and restaurant merchants was almost identical. Therefore, these two business models shared the same origin.

Moreover, both business models relied on online payment channels and offline delivery support, making them highly suitable for joint development.

Considering everything, Li Mu decided to operate this food delivery platform on Taobao. However, regarding technical support, Fang Xudong, Muyeye Technology’s tech expert, would be in overall charge.

Consequently, Li Mu convened the core members of Muyeye Technology’s technical team, as well as those from Taobao and Taobao Logistics, for a discussion meeting titled “Ele.me.”

Ele.me was the name of Li Mu’s food delivery platform. Although this platform would face many revelations of issues in later generations, Li Mu had to admit that its product name was truly well-chosen, perfectly aligning with the core service the product offered.

It seemed that in China’s internet industry, every domain had a product with an exceptionally good name: the best e-commerce brand name was Taobao, the best O2O brand name was Ele.me, the best ride-hailing service brand name was Didi, and the best travel service brand name was Qunar.

That’s why Li Mu had secured the Taobao domain name and brand ahead of Mr. Ma. And now, he naturally wouldn’t let go of the “Ele.me” brand name either.

Before the meeting, no one knew what Li Mu intended to do, or why this meeting was titled “Ele.me” — so every participant arrived with profound curiosity.

Once everyone had arrived, Li Mu looked at Guru Lei, Senior Brother Liu, and Fang Xudong, the three core executives, contemplating inwardly: If Ele.me takes off in the future, this enormous product model will require a dedicated professional manager to go all out. But currently, Fang Xudong presides over the entire technical development of Muyeye Technology, Guru Lei is fully occupied with Taobao’s operations, and Senior Brother Liu is wholeheartedly dedicated to building their proprietary logistics and warehousing systems. It would be difficult to assign any of them to new responsibilities. Therefore, while Ele.me’s platform development and offline delivery team formation proceed, he must find a capable individual to lead Ele.me to scale and strengthen.

As the meeting began, Guru Lei, holding a cup of wolfberry tea, smiled and said to Li Mu: “General Manager Li, you’re always absent for long periods, and then as soon as we meet, we’re in a meeting. Moreover, this meeting’s theme is quite unusual. Old Liu and I were speculating on the way here that you must have a new product idea, but we just couldn’t figure out the connection between a new product and the words ‘Ele.me.’ When do you plan to enlighten us, General Manager Li?”

Li Mu smiled: “Director Lei, you truly have a keen eye; you saw immediately that I intend to launch a new product.”

Guru Lei laughed: “General Manager Li, if you had only called Old Liu and me to the meeting, I probably wouldn’t have guessed your intention. But you called Fang Xudong too, so the intention is quite obvious! You must have a product to develop, which is why you called Fang Xudong to participate.”

Li Mu nodded, admiringly saying: “Director Lei, you truly are incredibly observant. My compliments.”

Guru Lei cupped his hands and, in slightly non-standard Southern Mandarin, said: “Mere trifles, nothing worth mentioning. You’re too kind!”

Senior Brother Liu sighed: “When will your ‘Business Mutual Praise’ finally reach an end, so we can get to serious business?”

Li Mu laughed: “Business Mutual Praise is essential. You praise me a couple of times, I praise you a couple of times, and both our commercial values are elevated. It’s truly killing two birds with one stone, an activity we should continue indefinitely in the future.”

After a few jokes, the atmosphere in the conference room became relaxed and positive. Li Mu then set aside his playful side and seriously stated: “The main reason I called everyone here for this meeting, whose theme is Ele.me, is to discuss a new product idea. And the name of this product is Ele.me.”

Everyone exchanged bewildered glances, still unable to grasp what kind of product would choose such a peculiar name as Ele.me.

Li Mu continued: “Firstly, we need to begin our discussion from the essence of human nature. I have always believed that human nature is neither intrinsically evil nor intrinsically good. The roots of human nature are solely two: greed and laziness. Among these, greed propels individual human development and progress, while laziness drives the overall development and progress of human society.”

At this point, Li Mu added: “I believe the sole motivation for Homo sapiens to use tools is human laziness. The fundamental cause of the two industrial revolutions was the greed of capitalists. And the vast majority of tools and products that people invent stem from laziness. Ele.me, therefore, is a business model born specifically to address human laziness.”

Everyone listened, completely bewildered, and could only watch Li Mu silently, anticipating a more detailed explanation from him.

Li Mu paused, then continued: “Everyone present here has steadily progressed from working as white-collar employees. Recall your white-collar lives: hasn’t eating always been a persistent problem for you? For instance, mornings are too rushed to buy breakfast, and at noon, you face the dilemma of what to eat, where to eat, how far to go, and how long to wait. After finally enduring a week of workdays, on the weekend, you just want to stay motionless at home. Yet, the biggest obstacle to staying home is precisely what to eat, where to eat, how far to go, and how long to wait during those two weekend days…”

As Li Mu spoke, everyone present nodded continuously. Even the senior executives among them faced such issues. Muyeye Technology and Taobao did not yet have their own dedicated office bases in China, and thus temporarily did not provide employee dining halls. Although the company provided meal subsidies to employees daily, the questions of what to eat, where to eat, how far to go, and how long to wait still troubled them.

Li Mu said with a smile: “Every company’s midday break isn’t long. Employees going out to eat spend a lot of time just waiting for the elevator. Furthermore, due to limited time and energy, it’s impossible to walk very far for lunch; they can only stay within about a one-kilometer radius of the office building. When everyone in the building floods out at twelve noon, the extremely concentrated human traffic fills all nearby restaurants to capacity. Even Shaxian Snacks, which has the fastest table turnover, requires queuing. These restaurants seem to conduct business for only about an hour or so during lunch each day.”

Everyone nodded in agreement. This was a daily routine experienced on every workday.

Li Mu continued: “You finally queue up, but half the time is already gone. You can only hurry to order, hurry to eat, and once the meal is finished, it’s almost time to return to work. So you quickly pay the bill and leave, then rejoin the massive flow of people.”

“Returning to the office building, you find that everyone in the entire building is crowding the hall during this time, waiting for elevators. You have to wait for at least several turns to squeeze into an elevator, and every ascending elevator is jam-packed, filled with the pungent scents of leeks, garlic, pepper, and other stimulating ingredients. Moreover, the elevator stops almost on every floor, this stop-and-go rhythm makes those who just ate particularly uncomfortable. Those on lower floors are fortunate; they can grit their teeth and choose to climb the stairs, but those on higher floors can only silently endure, with no other option.”

As he said this, everyone wore an expression of deep empathy. They couldn’t understand how Li Mu, this talented individual who had been ahead of everyone else since the very beginning of his entrepreneurship, possessed such a precise understanding of the lives of struggling white-collar workers. No one knew that Li Mu had silently toiled for over ten years in Zhongguancun, a place where programmers gathered.

At this moment, Li Mu sighed and said: “The difficulty in eating is just one aspect. Furthermore, I’ve consulted with some senior figures who have worked in Zhongguancun for many years, and they told me that sometimes, after working at a company for two or three years or more, the most disheartening factor isn’t a stagnant position or an unchanging salary, but the restaurants surrounding that company! Under normal circumstances, after filtering the restaurants around a company based on your personal taste, there usually won’t be more than ten restaurants left that you find edible. Then, for at least two hundred working days each year, you’re repeatedly cycling through these ten restaurants.”

“One year is fine, but what about two, or three years? It’s fine if the company relocates, but if it doesn’t, and you’re rooted in one place for three to five years, what then? How damn hopeless is that!”





Chapter 1613: The Sense of Genesis in the Internet Industry

Everyone present could hardly believe it. Li Mu seemed to have spoken directly to their hearts with every word. Some of them didn’t understand how a young man in his twenties seemed to know more about Zhongguancun and the world of programmers than they did.

In fact, struggling white-collar worker programmers only began to gather in Zhongguancun in the late 1990s, so even the most experienced programmers in Zhongguancun now might not have more than ten years of experience. However, in Li Mu’s past life, he was a seasoned Zhongguancun struggling white-collar worker. Over ten years of work experience gave him an exceptionally deep understanding and insight into Zhongguancun and the current survival status of programmers.

However, when Li Mu revealed that he had obtained this information by consulting senior figures in Zhongguancun, no one thought much of it. After all, it appeared that Li Mu had conducted thorough market research, and only those who had investigated the issue had the right to speak on it.

Seeing that his analysis had struck a chord with everyone present, Li Mu knew he had found their pain points. He said with a smile, “I’ve talked a lot about the difficulties white-collar workers in office buildings face when eating, and also about human laziness. Now, I’ll tell you how we’re going to grab this user pain point and then solve this problem for them.”

As he spoke, Li Mu pointed to the large whiteboard and said, “Assume this whiteboard represents all of Beijing, and the areas I mark with red circles are dense office building zones.”

As he spoke, Li Mu used a red marker to randomly find several spots on the whiteboard and drew a few bowl-sized circles.

Then, Li Mu pointed to these circles and said to everyone, “First, the red circle areas are population dense zones. As you know, the population density in office building locations is much, much higher than in residential areas. Residential areas might have tens of square meters per person, but in concentrated office building areas, there isn’t even two square meters per person. A twenty-story residential building might have two hundred households and over eight hundred residents, but a twenty-story office building of the same area could house hundreds of people per floor, totaling four to five thousand people across all twenty floors. With such ultra-high density populations eating within a concentrated period, no matter how many restaurants are built around them, it’s difficult to meet their demand. Therefore, during peak dining hours, the red circles will always experience dining high pressure.”

At this point, Li Mu drew a larger black circle around each red circle, pointing to the black circles enclosing the red ones and saying, “Look, these black circle areas might be within a five-kilometer radius of office buildings. The awkward thing about this radius is that they cover a larger area and accommodate more restaurants, yet they don’t experience the dining high pressure within the red circles. What do we do then? They surely can’t expect the white-collar workers in the red circles to run several kilometers to eat here. So, what’s the only solution?”

Guru Lei spoke up then, “Since the users in the red circles can’t come out, we have to let the merchants in the black circles send the products in.”

Li Mu exclaimed admiringly, “Director Lei, you’re absolutely right! Those of us with a technical background know about ‘load balancing.’ In other words, the relationship between network servers and users emphasizes balance and redundancy. When there’s a large user base and significant data processing demand, user traffic and processing requirements must be diverted to multiple servers. It’s the same in physical commerce. When a certain area forms a demand high-pressure zone, if there’s no way to divert the pressure using the capacity of external low-pressure zones, then the high-pressure zone will always be overloaded, and the low-pressure zone will always be highly underutilized. Therefore, what we need to do is help the merchants within the black circle areas to divert demand when high pressure forms in the red areas.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “However, people in reality are different from traffic. We can divert traffic however we want, but not people. We also can’t make people from the red circles come out to the black circles to solve their dining problem. So, we can only find a way to help merchants in the black circles get their products in. This is Ele.me’s core service — meal delivery.”

Everyone exchanged glances.

They understood what Li Mu wanted to do, but not why he wanted to do it.

It was simply the problem of white-collar workers eating, which seemed excessively small in their eyes compared to Li Mu’s ambitions. It felt like watching a billionaire haggle over prices with a vegetable vendor at a street stall.

Li Mu knew they struggled to understand, and said with a smile, “You might think this is a very small business, so small that there’s no need to integrate it into Taobao’s architecture, or even put such a business online at all, right?”

Senior Brother Liu said with a smile, “I think, how should I put it, actually, if people in the red circles want to enjoy the services of merchants in the black circles, as long as the black circle merchants offer food delivery, they can just give him a food delivery menu, and he can call them when he needs it, right?”

Li Mu countered, “Years ago, letters could be sent all over the world through the global postal service system. Why then did someone invent Email? What the inventor of Email wanted to do was revolutionize the entire communication method, and he succeeded.”

Senior Brother Liu was a little speechless. He wasn’t truly someone who understood the internet well. His early entrepreneurial venture was only due to SARS, as he wanted to sell his optical discs online. Therefore, his actual internet mindset was slightly inferior to that of top internet Bigwigs.

Seeing that he was at a loss for words, Li Mu continued, “What we’re discussing here is a completely new internet model, a business model where order responses take only half an hour or even less from start to finish. Imagine if we moved all the restaurants in the black circles online, then presented their shops and products to all users within a five-kilometer radius. These people could browse their shops and menus just like they browse Taobao, then choose what they like and place an order. After they fill in their delivery address and successfully pay online via Alipay, we receive the order and confirm payment, then immediately send the order to the designated merchant, telling them to start preparing the meal according to the order. They only need to prepare the food and leave it there. Our delivery personnel will pick up the goods from their shop after accepting the order, then deliver the items directly to them.”

As he spoke, Li Mu raised his voice a few notches and said, “Don’t ever think this business model is low-end, and certainly don’t think it can only cover users within a five-kilometer radius, being far from our internet spirit of covering the entire nation and the entire world. What do you think this business model signifies?”

“If Taobao connects buyers and sellers across the country, we are essentially drawing hundreds of millions of lines nationwide. But what about the food delivery business model? It involves drawing a circle with each user as the center and a five-kilometer radius, and another circle with each merchant as the center and a five-kilometer radius. If we do this well and on a large scale, the entire Beijing might see millions of such circles drawn. What do millions of five-kilometer circles mean? It means it can repeatedly, seamlessly, and with high density cover every inhabited place in Beijing!”

“If we can draw several million circles in Beijing, we can draw several million identical circles in Huzhou City, over a thousand kilometers away. Second-tier cities can draw over one million, third-tier cities can draw hundreds of thousands, and fourth- and fifth-tier cities can draw tens of thousands. Ultimately, what we present to users nationwide is a food delivery network covering all cities and all urban areas. Think about it, if we build hundreds of millions of five-kilometer circles across the country, what does that signify behind it all? It means that in any city in China, as long as it’s a city, you can visually order food from your computer and then just wait for a delivery person to bring it right to you.”

When Li Mu spoke of building hundreds of millions of five-kilometer circles across the country, these internet professionals each began to feel their fervent passion rise.

As soon as it ascended to this scale, that sense of genesis in building a new world, unique to the internet, rapidly expanded. This “sense of genesis,” in Li Mu’s eyes, was the highest pursuit for internet professionals in their lifetime.

The earliest internet allowed people to transmit diverse information through this invisible net. Those who achieved this step must have felt a sense of genesis, as if they had created a new world.

The first person to bring offline business models onto the internet also certainly had the same sense of genesis;

The first to enable open communication on BBS platforms in the internet world felt the same.

Now, Li Mu had given everyone a Genesis-like opportunity, to personally forge the germ and progenitor of the entire O2O business. Having seen through this layer, how could they not be excited?

At this point, Li Mu added, “There’s also a very important thing: don’t think that five kilometers is the limit for each circle. If we manage our orders with good overall planning, allocate them reasonably, do a good job of training our delivery personnel’s quality, and upgrade our hardware equipment, these circles may be able to break past five kilometers, gradually reaching six, seven kilometers, or even further.”

Senior Brother Liu had already come to his senses and, unable to hide his excitement, pressed General Manager Li, “General Manager Li, are we going to build the entire delivery system ourselves?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Of course, all orders generated by restaurants selling on our platform must be delivered by our own delivery personnel. Furthermore, this delivery model of ours will completely eliminate the collection-distribution and sorting process. Therefore, each delivery person will independently complete the entire process from pickup to delivery, which means none of our delivery personnel will need cars.”

Senior Brother Liu agreed, “Motorcycles would be enough.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Motorcycles won’t do either. Control over motorcycles is getting stricter in many cities, and the turnover within a five-kilometer radius doesn’t require motorcycles either. Electric bicycles are the best choice. So, as a side note here, Senior Brother Liu, I have a task for you.”

Senior Brother Liu hastily said, “General Manager Li, please go ahead.”

Li Mu said, “You are responsible for investigating capable electric bicycle manufacturers nationwide and then making a full acquisition of the most experienced electric vehicle design team. We will design our own electric vehicles and then hand them over to electric vehicle manufacturers for OEM production. This business will launch simultaneously with our current project.”

Senior Brother Liu asked in surprise, “We’re going to design electric vehicles for our delivery personnel ourselves?”

“Precisely!” Li Mu said decisively. “Not just the electric vehicles, but even the uniforms and the insulated boxes they’ll be equipped with must be designed by us. This will help with brand promotion. Furthermore, our electric vehicles cannot use traditional lead-acid batteries.”

Senior Brother Liu, who had some knowledge of these matters, asked with a puzzled expression, “But electric bicycles on the market are uniformly equipped with lead-acid batteries…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Although lead-acid batteries are cheap, their performance is mediocre. Lithium batteries have larger capacity, are lighter, charge quickly, and last longer, making them more suitable for high-intensity use. I invested in an electric vehicle brand with Elon Musk in the United States. They now have mature lithium battery pack technology that can be simplified and used as a power solution for our future customized electric bicycles.”





Chapter 1614: Raising Industry Standards

Li Mu had a rather peculiar habit, which he summarized as an “over-equipping compulsion.”

From a young age, people like him loved to over-equip themselves in various aspects. In elementary school, while others only brought food, drinks, and money for spring excursions, he would also bring an umbrella, adhesive bandages, and a compass. Even if the sky was perfectly clear, he would still tuck an umbrella into the side pocket of his backpack, because only then would he feel at ease.

As an adult, when others bought a car and simply drove it everywhere after filling up the tank, he would equip his car with an air pump, a window breaker, a flashlight, and even a 220V inverter. These items would rarely be used after being bought, but he still felt more secure having them in the car.

It was precisely due to this mindset that Li Mu hoped to simultaneously customize an electric bicycle for Ele.me’s future delivery riders—one with stronger performance, better quality, and higher efficiency. A customized electric bicycle would, on one hand, lower the entry barrier for riders, and on the other, unify the corporate image. By setting high standards for the industry right from the start, it would become difficult for others to jump in and compete for business later on.

If an industry consisted solely of those starting from scratch, it would be hard to raise the entry barrier for that industry in the future. If O2O developed under normal circumstances, a small area could be started with just one delivery station, a few delivery persons, and a couple of used electric vehicles. If Li Mu’s Ele.me also started this way, there would undoubtedly be a flood of imitators.

However, if Li Mu immediately adopted an “aim high and strike hard” approach, making it evident that this was a capital-intensive project, then virtually no self-made novices would be able to enter the industry as entrepreneurs. Even if someone from a humble background tried, they would first have to accumulate sufficient capital before they could cross this threshold.

Moreover, Li Mu indeed felt that since the Tesla team, invested in by Elon Musk, already possessed 18650 lithium battery pack technology, scaling it down for electric bicycles would definitely be perfectly fine. At that time, the design team could develop a complete solution, then prototype a few vehicles for testing. If they were satisfactory, they would immediately be handed over to an OEM factory for production.

Tesla’s battery management technology was awesome. Normally, a Tesla vehicle consisted of 6,000 to 7,000 18650 cells, divided into 14 independent battery packs. Each battery pack comprised hundreds of cells, offering strong advantages in heat dissipation, charge/discharge management, and safety.

With such high-standard battery pack technology, scaling it down to a simple battery pack of around a hundred 18650 cells should be very easy. A hundred or so 18650 cells could normally allow a regular electric vehicle to travel at least several tens of kilometers. If the motor technology was good and lightweighting was done well, traveling over a hundred kilometers might not be difficult.

Getting Tesla to spare some time to develop this small battery pack technology for them should be quite simple.

The batteries could be directly purchased from Panasonic through Tesla, and the battery packs could also be handed over to Tesla for OEM arrangements. This would further reduce costs. The finished battery packs could then be directly imported into the country and delivered to electric vehicle OEM factories for assembly.

To cover the entire Beijing area, an initial stock of around ten thousand vehicles would likely suffice, and even those ten thousand would be delivered in several batches. Using 18650 lithium batteries as power units, the cost of a single vehicle would likely exceed two to three thousand yuan. The hardware cost for electric vehicles alone would run into tens of millions of yuan for one city. This was nothing to Taobao, but for other startup teams, very few could afford to play at this level.

With electric vehicles taken care of, the remaining issue was order衔接. Since smart phones weren’t available yet, Li Mu decided to use SMS order dispatch in the initial phase. He would try to fix each rider’s activity range, limiting them to operate within a five-kilometer radius, which would ensure greater timeliness.

However, SMS order dispatch was merely a transitional solution for the current stage. In the next step, once smartphones became prevalent, mobile GPS matured, and data fees slightly decreased, riders could use smartphones to accept orders and provide real-time location feedback via GPS.

At that point, users could also place orders via a mobile app, essentially entering the mobile internet O2O era ahead of schedule.

After Li Mu finished explaining this set of ideas, everyone present was basically completely convinced by him. They were all envisioning a day when they could open their computers and see all the restaurants and menu items within a five-kilometer radius, directly placing and paying for orders online, and waiting for food delivery to their door. If that day truly arrived, it would undoubtedly be another huge step forward in technology changing lives.

In reality, the problem of white-collar workers, laborers, and students finding it difficult or being lazy about eating wasn’t something that arose after the internet’s birth; it had existed ever since these groups emerged.

The reason Ele.me was founded in later generations was precisely because its founder was too lazy to go out and eat in his dorm room, which led him to consider creating an online food delivery platform. Unexpectedly, it captured the pain points of a massive population and swiftly rose to become a giant internet company.

Li Mu recalled his own university days; it wasn’t just difficulty in eating or laziness in eating, it was truly a level of extreme laziness.

In a dorm room of eight people, no one was willing to go downstairs to buy food on weekends. They would all just lounge around in the dorm room.

Sometimes, all eight would lie on their beds, stomachs rumbling from hunger, but no one would go downstairs. They would hold out until one person was so hungry they had no choice but to go buy food. At that moment, the other seven would immediately chime in all at once: “Help me get one too, I want stone pot bibimbap!” “I want sliced pork with green peppers on rice!” “I want a bowl of ramen!” “I want double-cooked pork on rice plus a bottle of beer!” “Two donkey meat burgers, a bowl of soup, and a pack of Hongmei cigarettes, please!”

Back then, tens of millions of current university students across the country faced similar predicaments, yet no one thought about solving this problem until the Ele.me founding team came up with the idea.

Therefore, Li Mu firmly believed that even if Ele.me were launched several years early now, it would definitely not meet with a cold reception. On the contrary, it might, due to its earlier and higher-threshold capital-intensive operation, preemptively deter competitors like Meituan and Baidu, allowing it to dominate the market.

When everyone in the conference room was filled with ambition, Li Mu began to divide the responsibilities for this venture.

He said to Fang Xudong: “Xudong, you will lead the technical team to modify the existing Taobao framework for the customer-facing frontend platform and the merchant management and settlement backend, making it more suitable for food delivery. Additionally, its second-level subdomains can be two: one is waimai.taobao.com, and the other is elm.taobao.com.”

Fang Xudong immediately nodded, stating earnestly: “General Manager Li, don’t worry. With the existing underlying architecture and code, it will be developed in the shortest possible time.”

Li Mu smiled with satisfaction, then added: “In addition to that, you need to focus on leading the team to solve the food delivery order system and the order dispatch logic algorithm. This is extremely important. The operating efficiency of our entire future product depends entirely on the rationality and scientific validity of your algorithm.”

Fang Xudong promptly replied: “Please rest assured, we will go all out.”

“Good.”

Li Mu then looked at Guru Lei and said: “Director Lei, first, you need to immediately train a market team. The preliminary task of this team, after our platform is developed, will be to visit all major and minor restaurants throughout Beijing, convincing them to join Ele.me as merchants. However, we must have an access threshold: all restaurants connecting to the platform must have complete business and hygiene qualifications.”

Director Lei immediately said: “Leave it to me!”

Li Mu said: “This team must be rigorously developed. In the future, when we begin expanding nationwide, we will disperse them to various parts of the country to serve as market managers.”

Director Lei made an OK gesture and said: “I will definitely cultivate a strong market team.”

Li Mu continued: “Your second task is to cultivate a ground promotion team. This ground promotion team must, after our market team has secured restaurants and the platform is launched, immediately go to all office buildings, universities, and residential areas throughout Beijing to conduct on-site promotion, guiding users to use Ele.me to place food orders.”

Director Lei nodded, unable to resist asking: “Placing orders from a computer sounds convenient, but it does have some operational requirements. Will some users be too lazy to make that first attempt and thus never get started?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “User activation is indeed a very important issue. We can afford to pay a certain cost to acquire activated users. At that time, we can provide every new user with a series of Discount coupons, for example, several ‘10 yuan off 5 yuan’ coupons. Through subsidies, we will first urge them to join our platform and activate. Once they activate and use our meal delivery service, after a few times, they will become inseparable from this highly convenient service. At that point, it will be time to stop user subsidies, recover costs from users, and start profiting.”

Director Lei laughed and said: “That should solve the problem!”

Li Mu then turned to Senior Brother Liu and said: “Senior Brother Liu, you excel at logistics and managing large teams. So your task is to supervise the customized production of our electric bicycles, insulated delivery boxes, and uniforms. At the same time, you’ll be responsible for recruiting and training delivery riders. Since our delivery riders may directly enter users’ doorsteps in the future, we must ensure they receive sufficient onboarding training. We must also rigorously review their social backgrounds; anyone with a criminal record must not be employed. Any area manager who hires a delivery rider with a criminal record will be severely punished without leniency.”

Senior Brother Liu immediately nodded and said: “No problem, I will definitely complete the task.”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Okay, so with this arrangement, Fang Xudong’s team will be responsible for all platform and backend development, as well as logic algorithms, providing software support. Director Lei will be in charge of the market promotion team, handling the promotional marketing work for merchants and users. Senior Brother Liu will take care of hardware equipment customization and delivery rider team building on the frontend. This way, the front, middle, and back segments are all covered. As long as everyone cooperates closely, this matter can definitely be completed in the shortest possible time!”





Chapter 1615: A Good Celebration

”

”

As the inaugural step into O2O, and even a groundbreaking O2O product for its era, Ele.me held crucial significance in Li Mu’s eyes.

”

”

Li Mu even considered introducing Uber’s ride-sharing model, but China currently lacked the necessary conditions; the private car ownership was far from sufficient. In such circumstances, even if the Uber model were launched domestically, it would have no opportunity to take root.

”

”

Therefore, Li Mu decided to launch Ele.me in China first and then Uber in America next year. As for whether Ele.me’s model could be applied to the American market, Li Mu didn’t hold much hope. Ele.me’s success in China depended on China’s much lower labor costs compared to America. A delivery fee of three or four yuan per order could provide delivery riders with stable and reasonably generous salaries. However, if applied to the American market, the delivery fee could potentially be on par with the meal cost, or even higher.

”

”

Due to America’s unique geographical advantages and its strong agricultural and livestock development, such a country had not worried about food for over a century. They possessed strong food production capacity, which far surpassed their consumption. Thus, in a country like America, the cost of basic food was incredibly low, to an unimaginable extent.

”

”

When Li Mu visited America previously, he discovered that a McDonald’s Big Mac meal cost only $2.99, which converted to merely twenty yuan. However, the monthly income of a low-income earner in America was around one thousand five hundred dollars. Using such high human labor costs to deliver such low-cost food would result in excessively high additional expenses.

”

”

Furthermore, Li Mu observed another interesting phenomenon in America: most Americans preferred to do things themselves – mowing their own lawns, repairing their own houses, fixing their own pipes. This wasn’t because Americans were more diligent than Chinese people, but because their labor costs were too high. Hiring someone to unclog a toilet at home could cost hundreds of dollars, while a plunger for unclogging toilets could be bought at a two-dollar store.

”

”

Due to high labor costs, Americans developed a character that prefers to do things themselves rather than hire others. Therefore, Li Mu felt that in such a market environment, Ele.me had no fertile ground for development.

”

”

However, Uber was different. Although strictly speaking it was also O2O, it was in fact a perfect model for the sharing economy. America’s automotive industry was developed, and private cars were even more prevalent, yet per capita debt was also high. For such national conditions, the sharing economy had very good ground for growth. On a smaller scale, it could help ordinary people monetize their idle resources; on a broader level, it could enable all idle resources in society to be monetized, making it more rational, more economical, and more environmentally friendly.

”

”

Uber alone was a colossus valued at tens of billions of dollars. If Muyeye Technology could incubate it in the future, then Muyeye Technology’s valuation or market capitalization would once again receive a significant boost.

”

”

Li Mu counted on his fingers, realizing that his future industry planning was astonishingly vast. The entire Apple was within his grasp, the Android system was also in his hands, and he had laid out cloud services very early. Adding Tesla, Facebook, and Uber to that, it was practically a path to unifying the IT industry.

”

”

After concluding the meeting with the team and formulating the Ele.me product plan, Li Mu was still waiting for CCTV to finalize filming preparations to conduct the donation ceremony with the Forbidden City. However, CCTV hadn’t given him any news. Instead, Steven Spielberg, who had been filming Flying Tigers in Yunnan Province, called him to announce that the principal photography for Flying Tigers would wrap up within the next ten days.

”

”

Upon hearing this news, Li Mu held the phone, indescribably excited. He eagerly asked Steven Spielberg, “Steven, after wrapping up, how much longer will post-production take?”

”

”

Steven Spielberg said, “After all filming is wrapped up, the production team will immediately return to America to complete the film’s post-production work in Hollywood. The most demanding work among these is computer special effects. However, given that we extensively used real scenes, we’ve reduced the workload for computer special effects somewhat. So, I’d estimate it should be completed in three to four months.”

”

”

Li Mu said, “Three to four months, which means by the end of this year or early next year.”

”

”

Steven Spielberg said, “That’s right, those are basically the two time nodes.”

”

”

Li Mu quickly said, “Then let’s aim to release it around the Chinese Lunar New Year, probably in late January next year. We can find other suitable time windows for North America and Europe.”

”

”

Steven Spielberg chuckled, “Late January is definitely fine; that’s plenty of time.”

”

”

Then, Steven Spielberg added, “Oh, by the way, Mr. Li, I heard from Du Wei that you wrote a theme song for our movie. I’d like to ask when this song can be released? I’d like to get a sense of it, preferably hear it first.”

”

”

Only then did Li Mu remember that he had once adapted Green Day’s “21 Guns” with lyrics praising war, intending for Du Wei to record it when she had time. But then Du Wei went to the crew, and he had been busy himself, so he hadn’t focused on it.

”

”

So Li Mu asked him, “Steve, has Du Wei wrapped up her part yet?”

”

”

Steven Spielberg replied, “Miss Du Wei has her last three scenes tomorrow. Once she finishes those, she’ll be completely wrapped. We’ve already prepared a cake and champagne for her in advance, to hold a celebration banquet for her wrap-up.”

”

”

Steven Spielberg then added, “Miss Du Wei is the first among the main actors to finish her part.”

”

”

Li Mu immediately said, “Then I’ll fly over tomorrow morning to attend this wrap-up banquet. I want to personally thank everyone for their hard work over the past six months. All the main creative team will be there, so let’s have a good celebration. If we miss tomorrow’s opportunity, it will be virtually impossible to get everyone together again.”

”

”

Steven Spielberg quickly said, “That’s wonderful! I’ll tell everyone right away so they can prepare.”

”

”

Li Mu hastily said, “Don’t tell everyone. Let’s give them a surprise.”

”

”

Steven Spielberg chuckled, “Alright, if you insist.”

”

”

“OK, then we’ll see each other tomorrow!”

”

”

The movie Flying Tigers held immense significance for Li Mu. It was not only a great opportunity to make the world confront history squarely but also a chance for Westerners to face China squarely. Only such a film could make the West understand the sacrifices and contributions made by the Chinese people to world peace during World War II, and also make them realize the trampling and destruction that the extreme Bushido spirit inflicted on human peace.

”

”

Moreover, from a smaller, more self-serving perspective, this movie was Li Mu’s first hundred-million-dollar investment blockbuster in collaboration with Hollywood, serving as Muyeye Technology’s stepping stone into the global film industry. If this film achieved great success worldwide, Muyeye Technology could aggressively enter Hollywood.

”

”

It was precisely because he attached such great importance to this film that Li Mu decided to rush over while the filming hadn’t wrapped up and the main actors were still on set, to gather and celebrate with everyone, as if holding a celebratory banquet in advance.

”

”

For large-scale productions, it was too difficult for the entire crew to celebrate wrapping up together. Generally, once a big-name star finished all their scenes, they would leave early and quickly move on to their next project. For example, Tom Hanks might wrap up his part a week before Leonardo, and there’s no way he would wait a week for Leonardo to celebrate wrapping up with him.

”

”

Therefore, Li Mu felt he absolutely had to seize this opportunity to rush over.

”

”

After hanging up with Steven Spielberg, Li Mu immediately called Li Ziwei. The moment she answered, he told her, “Zi Wei, quickly help me contact a charter plane company. I need to fly to Spring City tomorrow morning. Also, contact Southwest Aviation Company to prepare two helicopters to fly directly from Spring City Airport to the Flying Tigers set.”

”

”

Li Ziwei said in surprise, “General Manager Li, so urgent?”

”

”

“Yes,” Li Mu said, “They’re about to wrap up their parts one by one. If I don’t rush over now, it’ll be too late.”

”

”

Li Ziwei quickly said, “Okay, I’ll contact the charter plane company and Southwest Aviation Company right away.”

”

”

Li Mu said, “Also, contact Beijing’s largest imported alcoholic beverage master distributor. Have them prepare a batch of high-quality champagne and red wine for me, with a budget of about one million yuan. Have it delivered to Capital Airport tomorrow morning to be transported with the plane.”

”

”

Li Ziwei replied, “Understood, I’ll make the arrangements now.”

”

”

After Li Ziwei hung up, she immediately began by contacting the charter plane company. However, the initial feedback was that no private jet was available on short notice for tomorrow; the earliest would be the day after. But she knew very well that Li Mu absolutely had to reach Spring City tomorrow. If there truly wasn’t a private jet, Li Mu would definitely go even if it meant taking a regular civil aviation flight. So, she exerted all her effort to negotiate with the charter plane company.

”

”

The charter plane company didn’t want to offend a major client like Li Mu, especially such an influential one. So, they urgently dispatched a plane from Huzhou City and applied for flight route permission. After striving with all their might, they finally came up with a solution.

”

”

Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock, the dispatched plane would depart from Huzhou City, arriving at Yanjing Airport around eleven o’clock noon, then taking off at one-thirty in the afternoon and arriving in Spring City around five o’clock in the evening.

”

”

This was the maximum the charter plane company could achieve. Li Ziwei immediately confirmed this flight arrangement with them, then communicated with Southwest Aviation Company to lease two civilian helicopters to fly from the airport to the filming location.

”

”

Southwest Aviation Company also felt that booking travel plans a day in advance was too rushed, but upon hearing that Li Mu needed the planes, they immediately confirmed there would be no problem.

”

”

After getting everything settled, Li Ziwei called the alcoholic beverage master distributor again and ordered one hundred sixty bottles of high-end red wine and champagne, with the total price amounting to one million twenty thousand yuan.

”

”

Having arranged all of this, Li Ziwei called Li Mu back and briefly reported the situation.

”

”

Although the plane wouldn’t fly until the afternoon, Li Mu was quite satisfied with this solution. After praising Li Ziwei a few times and ending the call, he sent a message to Wei Lan, saying, “Are you free these two days? Can you help me dog-sit for two days…”

”

”





Chapter 1616: Bring Gouzi Along

When Wei Lan arrived at Ziyun Mountain Villa, she saw Gouzi, the dog Li Mu had just adopted, for the first time.

As a purebred Corgi from the Royal Family, Gouzi had only been at Ziyun Mountain Villa for a few days, but he had already turned himself into a scruffy little mutt, covered in dirt.

Li Mu’s yard was quite large, and the lawn was expansive. Though not comparable to Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle, having only this one dog running around, coupled with Li Mu’s lack of time to groom and manage it, meant Gouzi looked less elegant than when he first arrived.

Wei Lan had seen this dog in news reports, but this was her first time seeing him in person. Corgis are inherently cuter than most dog breeds, so she fell in love with him at first sight.

After playing with Gouzi in the yard for a long time, Wei Lan finally asked Li Mu, “Where are you heading this time?”

Li Mu replied, “I’m going to Yunnan Province to visit the crew. Filming is about to wrap up, so I’m going to visit the set while the main actors are still there.”

Wei Lan nodded and said, “It’s almost wrapped up, so you should definitely go see it. By the way, where is the crew located?”

Li Mu said, “The current filming location is about over one hundred kilometers from Spring City.”

Wei Lan commented, “That’s quite a hassle. How many days will you stay?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll go tomorrow, first meet and greet the cast and crew, then set aside a day to check out the set and understand the progress. If all goes smoothly, I’ll be back the day after tomorrow.”

Wei Lan chuckled, “Two or three days, how are you getting there?”

Li Mu replied, “By chartered plane, and then by the general aviation company’s helicopter after reaching Spring City.”

Wei Lan asked, surprised, “Since you’re flying by chartered plane all the way, why don’t you bring Gouzi along?”

“Bring him for what…” Li Mu said awkwardly, “I’ve been working non-stop, I don’t have the time to attend to him.”

Wei Lan threw the tennis ball in her hand. Seeing Gouzi happily run to fetch it, she turned to Li Mu and said, “There are many benefits to bringing Gouzi along. For one, it can be publicity, right? Everyone knows the Queen gave you a dog, but you’ve never officially brought it out in front of cameras. If you bring Gouzi to The Flying Tigers crew this time, then for the media, there will be a lot of news that can be reported.”

Wei Lan paused, then continued, “Look, for example, the Queen’s Corgi’s first outing with you, your first time visiting The Flying Tigers set. Through Gouzi, people can infer your personal connections with the Royal Family, and even extend that to the diplomatic relations between China and the UK. Reports about The Flying Tigers can also increase understanding of the movie. You, the crew, and Gouzi—the three of you can mutually promote each other and create more buzz. Isn’t that great?”

Li Mu was taken aback for a moment, then nodded and agreed, “What you said sounds very reasonable…”

Wei Lan laughed, “It doesn’t just ‘sound’ reasonable, it truly is. Bringing the Queen’s dog to visit the set will absolutely become headline entertainment news for major media outlets, and it will be absolutely positive. What a great opportunity!”

Li Mu looked at Gouzi, who was trotting over with the ball in his mouth, and couldn’t help but sigh. Wei Lan’s perspective in considering problems was far more comprehensive than his own. He had only thought about leaving home and having no one to care for the dog, so he asked Wei Lan for help. But Wei Lan, upon hearing he was visiting the Yunnan Province film crew, could immediately analyze it to this depth. This kind of thinking wasn’t something one gained just by being reborn; it came from one’s own character, and from years of learning, living, and working.

So Li Mu said to Wei Lan, “In that case, I’ll listen to you. I’ll bring him along tomorrow. There shouldn’t be any trouble at the airport, right?”

Wei Lan nodded, smiling, “It’s much more troublesome with commercial flights; you’d have to check him as cargo. But with a chartered plane, it’s up to you. It’s fine for him to sit next to you. Besides, it’s a domestic flight, so no quarantine is needed.”

“You’re right,” Li Mu chuckled, “Then I’ll call Zi Wei and let her know.”

Wei Lan said, “Then I’ve made a trip for nothing, shouldn’t you compensate me?”

Li Mu laughed, “I’ll take Gouzi back inside in a bit, and we’ll go out for a nice meal.”

Wei Lan nodded and said, “I have a friend who runs a Japanese restaurant. The ingredients are superb. Want to give it a try?”

Li Mu replied, “Alright, anything works for me.”

Wei Lan nodded and said, “Then I’ll tell her.”

Immediately, Wei Lan pulled out her phone, texting, and asked Li Mu, “How’s that food delivery product you mentioned last time doing?”

Li Mu said, “All the arrangements have been made. We’re about to launch with full force.”

Wei Lan exclaimed, “My goodness, you really just acted on it?”

Li Mu chuckled, asking her, “Otherwise? We can’t just wait for others to do it and then follow the trend, can we?”

Wei Lan laughed, “I just found it incredible. When I heard you talk about it at that time, I thought it was just a beautiful idea of yours, I never expected it was actually going to be implemented.”

Li Mu said, “Finding a good project isn’t easy; we can’t just leave it at the conceptual stage.”

Wei Lan sweetly smiled, saying, “I just love that drive you have to go all out in everything you do.”

At that moment, Wei Lan’s phone received a message. After reading it, she looked up at Li Mu and said, “My friend said they just received some bluefin tuna today, and there’s a chef they invited from Japan whose nigiri sushi is excellent. Shall we go now?”

Li Mu nodded and said to Wei Lan, “Let’s take my car. You can park yours in the garage. I’ll take Gouzi inside first.”

A faint blush appeared on Wei Lan’s pretty face as she asked, “Is it convenient for me to stay overnight tonight?”

Li Mu instinctively replied, “Of course, why do you ask…?”

Wei Lan winked and chuckled, “I’m afraid of clashing with your female confidantes. Where’s Zi Qiu?”

Li Mu gave a helpless smile and said, “Zi Qiu’s classes started, she’s back at school.”

Wei Lan then asked, “What about Yingxue?”

“She’s in her hometown, Haizhou.”

Wei Lan asked curiously, “Isn’t she going to Harvard? Hasn’t she left yet?”

Li Mu said, “The fall semester there starts a bit late. It’ll probably be another ten days to half a month.”

Wei Lan nodded and said to Li Mu, “You go quickly take Gouzi in. I’ll wait for you in the garage.”

Wei Lan’s car was only parked on the concrete road at the main entrance of the villa. She had originally thought Li Mu wouldn’t have time to accompany her, so she intended to pick up Gouzi and leave. However, since he wasn’t leaving until tomorrow and he lived alone, it would naturally be best if she could stay and keep him company.

She reversed her car into the garage and parked it alongside Li Mu’s Mercedes-Benz SUV. Li Mu had already taken Gouzi back into the house and walked out.

Before he even reached the garage, Li Mu remotely unlocked the car doors and said to Wei Lan, “Get in.”

Wei Lan nodded, pulled open the door, and sat in the passenger seat. Li Mu then walked over and got into the driver’s seat.

Under Wei Lan’s guidance, Li Mu drove to the restaurant his friend owned. The restaurant was located in Sanlitun, which at this time had already begun to form a cluster of entertainment and dining establishments.

Li Mu parked the car in front of the Japanese restaurant named “Yì.” Wei Lan told Li Mu, “It’s quite private here. There’s no dine-in area, only three tatami private rooms, catering specifically to high-end clients.”

Li Mu nodded lightly, put on his face mask and sunglasses, and followed Wei Lan into the shop. A small, delightful brass bell hung at the entrance, ringing with a pleasant ‘ding!’ as they entered.

The interior decor was very Japanese and extremely clean, with a sense of understated elegance.

Just then, a young woman elegantly dressed greeted them. Upon seeing Wei Lan, she said, extremely excited, “Lanlan, you’re here!”

Wei Lan smiled and hugged her, saying, “I brought a friend to show you some support.”

As she spoke, Wei Lan pointed to the young woman and introduced her to Li Mu, “This is my good friend, Chen Anjing. Anjing, this is my boss, Young Mister.”

Li Mu chuckled inwardly. What did she mean by ‘Young Mister’? Was he small anywhere?

As they were talking, the young woman had already extended her hand to Li Mu, smiling as she said, “Hello, Young Mister. May I ask which ‘Xiao’ your surname is?”

Li Mu shook his head helplessly and said, “Wei Lan tricked you. My surname isn’t Xiao…”

Wei Lan quickly pulled the young woman and said, “Jingjing, quickly take us to a private room. He’s a public figure and can’t make public appearances casually.”

Chen Anjing wasn’t sure if Wei Lan was serious, but she quickly invited the two into one of the exceptionally exquisite private rooms.

After entering the room, Li Mu casually took off his sunglasses and face mask. Chen Anjing looked at Li Mu, immediately dumbfounded, and murmured, “Li Mu, how could it be you…”

After speaking, Chen Anjing looked at Wei Lan and pressed, “Lanlan, didn’t you say your boss was coming? How is it Mr. Li?”

Wei Lan smiled slightly and said, “He is indeed my boss…”

Chen Anjing asked in surprise, “Aren’t you at Wanying Real Estate?”

Wei Lan nodded and said frankly, “I work at Wanying Real Estate because General Manager Li is one of Wanying Real Estate’s shareholders. Do you remember me telling you that I went to work at Wanying Real Estate to repay a benefactor?”

Chen Anjing glanced at Li Mu, then looked at Wei Lan, and asked, “The benefactor you always spoke of, is that Mr. Li?”

Wei Lan smiled and nodded, saying, “Yes, who else could it be besides him?”

Li Mu said, slightly embarrassed, “We just helped each other; it’s not about who’s whose benefactor. If you’re talking about your family’s property project in Huzhou City, I made quite a bit of money from it too.”

Wei Lan looked at Li Mu with her large eyes shimmering, saying, “If it weren’t for you, my family would have been ruined and destroyed long ago. And besides, my father could come back and live with me in Beijing, also thanks to your help. Aren’t these two things enough to call you a benefactor? And I won’t even mention that other matter.”

Li Mu naturally understood what Wei Lan meant by “that other matter.” To prevent her from reliving that harrowing experience, he nodded slightly and said with a smile, “Whatever you say. If you say I’m your boss, I’m your boss. If you say I’m your benefactor, I’m your benefactor.”

Wei Lan raised an eyebrow and said, “You are my benefactor.”





Chapter 1617: Nation’s Best, World’s Second

Chen Anjing’s restaurant largely intended to mimic the style of Japanese Michelin-starred restaurants, so they only offered customers a few selectable set menus. If one chose a specific set, all the dishes and their sequence would follow the pre-arranged menu.

Li Mu wasn’t particularly interested in Japanese cuisine, so he let Wei Lan choose on his behalf. Wei Lan unhesitatingly selected the set menu featuring bluefin tuna.

As the dishes began arriving, Wei Lan said to Li Mu, “You were right back then. Sanlitun really is an excellent place for commercial, dining, and entertainment development. Since we started building Wanying Plaza, the number of restaurants and entertainment businesses here has increased by nearly half, visitor traffic is growing, and its reputation and popularity are also rising. Once our main construction project is completed next year, the land prices here will increase by at least fifty percent compared to when we acquired the land.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Areas with a cluster of embassy districts are relatively more fashionable, and consumption levels will likewise increase. Following that is the rapid development of the dining, entertainment, and retail industries.”

Wei Lan smiled and asked, “General Manager Li, do you have any secrets for real estate site selection? I’ve noticed you’re quite adept at choosing both residential and commercial land, always hitting the mark.”

Li Mu chuckled, “When it comes to real estate investment, how could I compare to your professionalism? I won’t show off my meager skills in front of an expert.”

Wei Lan quickly said, “Don’t say that! Honestly, my set of analysis methods is common among everyone in real estate; it’s just a matter of who executes it more meticulously and better. I’d like to learn from you if there are any better analysis methods that aren’t the industry’s established routines, so we can employ a two-pronged attack in the future.”

Li Mu smiled, “Then I’ll just speak freely.”

Wei Lan quickly sat up straight and seriously said, “I’m listening attentively.”

Li Mu said, “First, setting a broad premise: within the next ten years, a steady or even rapid increase in national housing prices is a fundamental prerequisite.”

Wei Lan nodded, “I agree.”

Li Mu continued, “Under this broad premise, we can essentially make a profit no matter where we buy land or what kind of land, even in a fifth-tier city, as long as we buy within the urban area and the acquisition price isn’t higher than market rates. It’s basically a sure-profit endeavor.”

Wei Lan earnestly responded, “I one hundred percent agree with this as well. It truly is a period of dividends right now. As long as you have a bit of sense, you’re pretty much guaranteed to make money no matter what you do.”

Li Mu stated, “With this background judgment, we can relax a lot and expand our operations more freely when making real estate investments.”

“And then?” Wei Lan rested her chin in her hand, looking at Li Mu. “You still haven’t told me how you actually judge whether a piece of land or an area is good or bad.”

Li Mu said, “In my eyes, the best screening conditions are usually just a few. For instance, see where there are many foreigners. Generally speaking, places where Westerners, Japanese, and Koreans cluster tend to have higher consumption levels than other areas. So, if you find foreigners starting to gather and form communities somewhere, quickly acquire land there. The future growth rate will certainly be faster than in average places.”

Wei Lan nodded gently, “For example, Sanlitun.”

“Exactly,” Li Mu laughed. “It’s an embassy district, so there are many foreigners, and consumption levels will naturally be high. Nightclubs, bars, high-end dining—to put it bluntly, these are all things that came from overseas after economic liberalization. The first batch of seed users in China were foreigners, so they would prioritize heading to Sanlitun. Foreigners will also increasingly enjoy congregating here. Before long, a clustering effect will form, attracting more and more entertainment, leisure, and dining establishments, transforming this area into a fashion-forward frontier.”

Continuing, Li Mu added, “Places like Wudaokou and Wangjing have more Koreans. Combined with the current Korean Wave culture, these two areas will likely become quite prominent in the future, so these two places can also be a focus of attention later on.”

“Hmm, that makes a lot of sense,” Wei Lan said earnestly. “I’ve noted that. I’ll pay more attention to these two places and other areas that fit your criteria in the future.”

Li Mu nodded and went on, “Also, for commercial real estate, pay more attention to areas with a cluster of universities, because young people will be the main force of consumption in the future.”

“And pay more attention to areas with a cluster of high-tech industries, like Zhongguancun, because this industry’s development speed far surpasses other industries. Therefore, the per capita salary of people in this industry, and the proportion of the middle class, will be higher. They have a stronger sense of time management and a more urgent need for time, so property prices in areas where this industry gathers will definitely be higher than in surrounding areas.”

After listening to Li Mu’s analysis, Wei Lan looked thoughtful and remained silent for a moment.

Li Mu, however, had no guilty conscience at all. Though he didn’t understand real estate, these experiential insights were all conclusions drawn from what he had personally observed in later generations.

Especially the last point, Li Mu felt it deeply.

Even beyond the Fifth Ring Road, housing prices and rent outside the North Fifth Ring Road were more expensive, and significantly so, than those in the East, South, and West directions.

When the average housing price outside the East Fifth Ring Road was twenty to thirty thousand per square meter, areas near Zhongguancun Software Park, outside the North Fifth Ring Road, had already surpassed fifty thousand. By the time the East Fifth Ring Road broke fifty thousand, houses for one hundred thousand per square meter had already appeared in the North Fifth Ring Road.

The reason for such a large disparity was the cluster of the internet industry in this area, which led to extremely high demand for housing, both for rent and purchase.

Although the internet industry has many struggling white-collar workers, Programmers, designers, and product managers, the average salary level in this industry is higher than most others. Moreover, when a company goes public in the United States, it can easily create hundreds or thousands of millionaires. The first thing these people do after reaching middle-class income is to buy a house near Zhongguancun.

Currently, Zhongguancun hasn’t truly expanded beyond the Fifth Ring Road yet. If one were to acquire several plots of land in Xierqi and Shangdi areas now, they would truly make a fortune in the future.

Back then, Li Mu rented a self-built house in Tangjialing for three to four hundred yuan a month. Years later, even the most basic resettlement community in Tangjialing sold for sixty to seventy thousand per square meter.

What kind of place was Tangjialing? It was a godforsaken shantytown outside the North Fifth Ring Road. The nearest subway station was several kilometers away, but its true advantage didn’t rely on the subway at all. It was the nearby Zhongguancun Software Park. Subway? It’s not even a factor. Its potential customers were those who wished to live there and could walk or drive for ten-odd minutes to commute.

Wei Lan then asked Li Mu, “General Manager Li, what scale do you think Zhongguancun can develop to in the future?”

Li Mu shrugged and said, “It could easily become the nation’s best and the world’s second, no problem.”

Wei Lan asked in surprise, “Second only to Silicon Valley?”

“Precisely,” Li Mu nodded. “Achieving this step shouldn’t take too long.”

Wei Lan said, “The entire nation is currently developing high technology, especially first-tier cities, which basically all have new zones and high-tech parks. Can Zhongguancun maintain its advantage indefinitely?”

Li Mu smiled, “Don’t worry, it certainly can. In any country or region, the industrial cluster effect is inevitable. The United States has Hollywood, Silicon Valley, Detroit—these are typical examples. Zhongguancun has many advantages: first, its location in the capital city is unique; second, it has a cluster of top universities like Tsinghua University, Peking University, Renmin University, Beijing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics, Beijing University of Posts and Telecommunications… countless universities nearby provide Zhongguancun with sufficient talent supply; third, it already has a scale dividend, being the largest in the country. Entrepreneurs prioritize starting businesses here, and even if large and medium-sized enterprises don’t relocate, they will establish branch offices here and assign more personnel. Therefore, it’s impossible for any other high-tech park in the country to surpass Zhongguancun.”

At this point, Li Mu paused and continued, “Since we believe that Zhongguancun has the potential to become the largest gathering place for high-tech enterprises after Silicon Valley, let’s analyze the future expansion scope of high-tech enterprises in Zhongguancun. Zhongguancun starts from the North Third Ring Road and extends to outside the North Fourth Ring Road. Developing westward is unrealistic. Moving south into the Third Ring Road or eastward are densely populated areas. I’ve heard of enterprises making way for densely populated areas, but I’ve never heard of densely populated areas making way for enterprises, so that’s even more unrealistic.”

“The shackles on the southeast and west have created a situation for the high-tech industry from the North Third Ring Road to the North Fourth Ring Road—a struggle of a trapped beast. However, this trapped beast is not surrounded by other animals, but by reinforced concrete cages. The only remaining breakthrough direction for this trapped beast is to head north.”

“In the future, the direction of high-tech park and enterprise spread will definitely be starting from the North Third Ring Road and extending towards the northern and northwestern regions—beyond the North Fifth Ring Road, the Fifth Ring Road, and even the Sixth Ring Road that will be built in the future. These places currently have smaller populations and lower relocation costs, making them the primary, and almost sole, choice for high-tech development. So, going back to what we discussed, for Wanying’s next phase, we can find a way to acquire more land in the northern areas.”

Wei Lan sighed, “Wanying’s funds are very tight right now; we’re operating at full capacity. For the next phase, I’m afraid we’ll have to wait until our first batch of properties begins sales before we can accumulate enough capital.”

Li Mu said, “Do you remember the first point we discussed earliest?”

Wei Lan asked, “Are you referring to the major trend of steadily increasing housing prices over the next ten years?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Combined with this major trend, real estate companies that want to grow big must be bold. As long as the market conditions are here, never be afraid of a high debt ratio. Confidently and boldly take on the maximum leverage you can get. With the major trend in place, plus certain operational and market control abilities, there is absolutely no possibility of losing money.”

Wei Lan nodded, suddenly realizing the truth.

Li Mu then added, “Wei Lan, to be honest, sometimes analyzing an industry with an overly professional eye can lead to too much focus, and insufficient macro control. This is the principle of ‘unable to see the forest for the trees.’ If you break free from the industry’s fixed way of thinking, you might have unexpected gains.”

“For example, when we analyze Zhongguancun’s real estate development now, don’t look at how the subway will be built, or how school districts will be divided, or whether the Municipal Government or district government has any favorable policies. Just look at the future development trend of the entire high-tech industry. You see it as a giant beast, trapped within three sides of cages, growing larger and larger in volume. Breaking north is already inevitable. Just go ahead and do it confidently, because once the industry breaks north, the government, to encourage enterprise development, will certainly extend the subway there, build schools there, and provide policies there. Entering at that time would make the entry cost too high.”





Chapter 1636: Boldly Go For It

Li Mu’s words to Wei Lan contained his concrete grasp of future development, as well as some insights from his entrepreneurial journey since his rebirth.

In Li Mu’s heart, he could share all secrets with Wei Lan, except for the secret of his reincarnation. This was something he couldn’t do with anyone else. Not only his judgment and predictions about future development, but even his deepest thoughts and private life, he wouldn’t guard against Wei Lan.

Therefore, Li Mu could be said to have taught Wei Lan everything he knew.

Seeing that the dishes were being served one after another, he concluded, “Wei Lan, remember two points. First, in the future, Wanying Real Estate won’t compete on profit, but on debt.”

“In the rapidly rising real estate industry, you won’t need to worry about debt for a long time. Even if your debt ratio reaches one hundred percent, even if you’re insolvent, don’t worry. Go for it boldly. Use all your strength to borrow money to buy land, and vigorously launch new projects. Inflation will cause currency depreciation, so for both business owners and ordinary people, borrowing money from the future is the most cost-effective. Moreover, rapid development will lead to a nationwide increase in housing prices, which is like having a double guarantee.”

“For example, if a business owner takes out loans to acquire three plots of land this year, and sells one of them five years later, not only will the loans for all three plots be repaid, principal and interest, but there will even be a large surplus. It’s the same for ordinary people: if they borrow money to buy three apartments this year, and sell one of them five years later, they can cover all their costs. People who don’t understand the situation always think debt is a big problem, a ticking time bomb, but as long as your high debt ratio yields steadily appreciating hard currency, you have nothing to worry about.”

“It’s like borrowing money to stockpile gold. As long as the price of gold keeps rising, I can sell the gold I hold at any time, cash out and make a large profit. What am I afraid of? I wouldn’t even be afraid if I mortgaged my organs to the financier.”

Li Mu recalled later generations; spectators who didn’t understand the situation always felt that certain wealthy individuals and their companies had excessively high debt ratios, especially real estate companies. However, the real estate projects these companies acquired through debt were almost all guaranteed to make money. No matter how much debt they had, there was no need to worry. The housing market would remain as solid as iron for the next decade. Real estate, as a healthy asset, could be sold for cash on the market at any time.

However, currently, domestic real estate had not truly begun to soar, and there were no giant real estate companies like Hengda, whose peak debt exceeded one trillion. Therefore, even Wei Lan wouldn’t have the audacity to shake off all burdens and rush forward desperately.

In Li Mu’s opinion, for at least the next ten years, housing prices in first- and second-tier cities would continue to rise. As long as it was within this time and region, real estate business was truly a surefire way to make money.

Take ordinary people for instance: anyone with the foresight to go all out, even selling everything they own, and borrow money to buy an apartment in Beijing now, could turn their salted fish life around in two or three years.

It was just a pity that in this era, very few people possessed such foresight. Most people were slow to realize, including Li Mu himself.

After listening, Wei Lan was profoundly shocked. In Li Mu’s eyes, there was no need to worry even if one was insolvent. This logic had almost exceeded the understanding of all private brick-and-mortar entrepreneurs. It was almost equivalent to completely surpassing the normal commercial safety threshold.

However, she had an implicit trust in Li Mu. This trust was so deep that she didn’t even need to scrutinize the rationality of Li Mu’s words; as long as Li Mu said it, she believed it without hesitation.

Subsequently, Li Mu added, “The second point: never chase after policy, but chase after trends.”

“If you chase after policy, the scope is too narrow; everything revolves around government agencies. If you jump out of that and chase after trends, you’ll discover all sorts of potential market conditions you hadn’t noticed before, because the ones running at the forefront are always private entrepreneurs.”

“If we compare the country to a big family, private entrepreneurs are like the energetic, adventurous teenage boys in that family, always running ahead. The government, on the other hand, is more like the middle-aged head of the family; he can’t run around like a teenager because he has an infant in its cradle to care for, two or three-year-old children to raise, and seven or eight-year-old children to worry about. Besides that, he has a partner to accompany, elderly parents to support, and various favors and social interactions with maternal aunts, paternal aunts, and other relatives to handle. He even has pets like cats and dogs to look after. The responsibilities are immense, so every step must be carefully considered.”

“Given this situation, we private entrepreneurs must act as the Reconnaissance Soldier for this big family: see clearly the trends, find the direction, and make full breakthroughs. Only then can we lead all private enterprises. For example, the internet industry is like this: first, see the global development trend clearly, then charge forward with full force and come out on top – this is the trend. When the first batch of Chinese internet entrepreneurs carve out a path, the government, to foster more internet companies and promote internet development, will provide all sorts of resources needed for the internet industry’s growth – this is policy.”

Wei Lan nodded thoughtfully, saying, “I understand what you mean, it just needs time and practice to slowly digest.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “In the future, I’ll have less and less energy to manage Wanying Real Estate’s affairs. You are Wanying’s true decision-maker for the future. You must steer the company well. Even Song Liang and Chen Ze will only assist you, not make decisions for you.”

Wei Lan pursed her lips and remained silent for a long moment before finally saying, “I’ll do my best.”

Li Mu nodded with a smile, “Alright, no more work talk. Let’s eat.”

…

After the two finished dinner and returned to Ziyun Mountain Villa, they naturally spent the entire first half of the night in intimate activity. When they were thoroughly satisfied yet physically exhausted, Li Mu held Wei Lan and fell into a deep sleep. However, after he fell asleep, Wei Lan quietly got up again and packed the luggage he needed for his upcoming trip the next day.

Clothes, underwear, toiletries, a razor, and even Gouzi’s food bowl, small water bottle, dog food, snacks, and toys were all neatly packed by her.

After finishing all this, Wei Lan returned to the bedroom and slept in Li Mu’s arms.

The next day, Li Mu was woken up early by his alarm. Wei Lan was no longer in the bedroom. He walked downstairs, sleepy-eyed, only to find Wei Lan in the kitchen preparing breakfast.

Seeing Li Mu awake, Wei Lan asked him, “You’re up? Did you wash up yet?”

Li Mu shook his head, “I got up and didn’t see you, so I wanted to see what you were doing first.”

Wei Lan smiled sweetly and, in a sisterly tone, told him, “Go quickly and wash up obediently. Only the fried eggs are left; it’ll be ready soon.”

Li Mu nodded, stretched, and said, “Why are you up so early?”

Wei Lan said, “To prepare breakfast for you. Isn’t your flight at just past one? You should leave around ten, because the road to the airport is quite congested during the day. You should plan for about an hour.”

Li Mu laughed, “True. Even if it were an afternoon flight, time would still be a bit tight. After I wash up, eat, and pack my luggage, it’ll be almost time to leave.”

Wei Lan then said, “I’ve packed your luggage for you. It’s in the living room, in a 28-inch suitcase. You can check later if there’s anything you need to add or remove.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “You packed my luggage? When did you do that?”

Wei Lan said, “Last night, after you fell asleep, I got up and packed it.”

Li Mu asked incredulously, “You were busy until midnight and then still got up to pack things?”

Wei Lan’s face flushed slightly as she said, “I was afraid you’d be too rushed when you woke up today, so I helped you pack beforehand.”

Li Mu quickly asked her, “What time did you go to sleep last night?”

Wei Lan said, “Around two o’clock, I think.”

Li Mu checked the time. It was currently eight in the morning. Wei Lan had already almost finished preparing breakfast, which meant she probably got up at seven.

Li Mu walked behind her, gently embraced her from behind, and said with care, “How can your body handle so little sleep? Don’t go to the company this morning. Go back to sleep for a bit after eating.”

Wei Lan turned her face and lightly kissed Li Mu’s cheek, smiling, “It’s fine, I don’t usually oversleep much. A short nap in the office at noon will be enough. After I eat, I need to go to the company first, so I won’t see you off. Be a good boy yourself. Give me a call before you take off.”

Li Mu asked her, “Such a rush to go to the company?”

“Yes,” Wei Lan said, “There’s a meeting at ten this morning, set yesterday. I’m leading it. Everyone is so busy; there’s no reason to make them wait for me.”

Hearing this, Li Mu didn’t press her further. He would do the same; he wouldn’t want to waste others’ time due to his own issues.

After washing up, Li Mu and Wei Lan ate breakfast together. Wei Lan checked the time and said to Li Mu, “Dear, I have to go now. Don’t forget to check your luggage later to see if anything is missing.”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry, I’ll go check right away, but I’m sure you’ve already packed everything very properly for me.”

Wei Lan blinked and smiled, “Oh, right. Gouzi needs to fly. Before you take him to the airport, walk him in the yard first. If he goes to the bathroom in the yard, don’t feed him anything. If he’s thirsty, just give him a tiny bit of water. Otherwise, it’ll be trouble if he wants to go to the bathroom on the plane.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I know. I’ll walk him after I finish packing.”

Wei Lan reminded, “When you take Gouzi out, always remember to use his leash. Little guys at this age are very lively. If he accidentally runs off, he’ll be hard to find.”

Then, Wei Lan added, “Oh, and you yourself need to pay more attention. I packed anti-diarrhea medicine in your suitcase, in case you get an upset stomach from not being used to the food there.”

Li Mu laughed, “You’re even more careful than my Mom. Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of myself and Gouzi.”

Wei Lan nodded, smiled sweetly, and said, “Next time there’s a chance to take Gouzi out, try to bring me along too. This time, just forget it…”





Chapter 1619: Visiting the Set in Yunnan Province

Li Mu saw Wei Lan off, and after watching her drive away, he let Gouzi play freely in the yard. He then went back and quickly checked the luggage Wei Lan had packed for him.

Wei Lan was much more meticulous than Li Mu, so after a quick glance, Li Mu felt completely at ease.

At ten o’clock, Li Ziwei arrived at Ziyun Mountain Villa with the racing team. Li Mu handed his luggage to a few assistants from the racing team to load into the vehicle, while he himself took Gouzi and got into the Mercedes-Benz business van.

Sitting in the passenger seat, Li Ziwei was surprised that Li Mu had brought Gouzi along. She asked, “General Manager Li, are you taking Gouzi to Yunnan Province this time?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “To let it see the world.”

Li Ziwei chuckled, “It is a dog of royal blood, after all. It grew up in Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle from a young age. What hasn’t it seen?”

Li Mu earnestly replied, “Precisely because it’s of royal blood and stays in the Queen’s castle all day, it hasn’t seen much of the world. Once we’re in Yunnan Province, it can run wild in the farmlands, hills, and wild forests.”

The racing team’s vehicles headed towards Yanjing Airport. On the way there, Li Ziwei received a call from the airline and told Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the owner of the charter plane company called to apologize. Due to your rushed schedule this time, they could only temporarily allocate an older private jet. The conditions might be slightly inferior, and they hope you don’t mind.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “It’s only three or four hours. A slightly worse condition doesn’t matter.”

As he spoke, Li Mu suddenly recalled something Chen Ze had mentioned to him previously: a wealthy businessman in Hong Kong apparently wanted to sell a brand-new Gulfstream G550, and he had already asked Chen Ze to make introductions. He wondered what stage the progress was at now.

So Li Mu directly called Chen Ze. As soon as the call connected, he got straight to the point and asked him, “Old Chen, you mentioned last time that there was a Gulfstream G550 for sale. What’s the situation now?”

Chen Ze replied, “I’ve already communicated with the other party for you. The owner of that plane is indeed interested in selling it, but he’s currently in Australia and might be back in a few days.”

Li Mu asked him, “Can the transaction happen as soon as he returns? If so, I’ll have someone discuss the price with him, and if it’s suitable, we’ll take it.”

Chen Ze said, “It shouldn’t be a big problem. I’ll confirm with him for you later. As for the price, his intention at the time was to sell it for around ten percent more than the original price. After all, he waited two years for that plane after placing the order, and he might not even have flown it yet.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s fine. As long as the handover is quick, temporary chartering is always too much trouble.”

Chen Ze said, “Then I’ll directly confirm the price with him, offering him eight to ten percent above the original price. If he accepts, tell him to come to Beijing as soon as possible to sign with you. If he doesn’t have time, he can send a lawyer directly and have the plane brought over, letting the lawyer sign on his behalf.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Best if it can be done as soon as possible.”

“Alright,” Chen Ze said. “I’ll contact you once it’s settled.”



Li Mu, accompanied by Li Ziwei, Wang Yuanlang, three reporters from Muyeye Technology, and a Corgi, landed at Spring City Airport after several hours of flight. Upon landing, they took the airport shuttle directly to the helicopter pad.

The main filming location and the entire base for the film crew were built over one hundred kilometers in a straight line from Spring City. Although the straight-line distance wasn’t far, it would take at least three hours by car from the airport, with more than half of that time spent on winding mountain roads.

Muyeye Technology didn’t have its own racing team in Spring City. If they used land transport, it would not only be slow and dangerous but also difficult to coordinate.

Therefore, flying directly by helicopter became the best option.

The two helicopters prepared by the general aviation company both had a 1+4 layout, meaning one pilot plus five passenger seats. So, Li Mu, along with Gouzi, Li Ziwei, and Wang Yuanlang, sat in one of them. The other two people and three reporters sat in the other. The luggage, especially over one hundred bottles of heavily packaged wine they brought, was distributed among the cargo holds of both helicopters.

After the helicopter took off, it headed southwest, passing through Spring City and then over dozens of large mountains before arriving above a basin located between mountains.

Since this area was much further west than Beijing, even though it was past six o’clock, it was already bright. From the plane, Li Mu could see a makeshift airfield built of compacted yellow earth in the basin. From a distance, several old World War II fighter jets were parked on the runway.

Around the airfield, there were numerous tents of various sizes, and all kinds of work vehicles. There were many different types of trucks and container trucks alone.

As the helicopter arrived above the makeshift airfield, ground guides were already directing the aircraft for landing on the runway. Both sides of the runway were swarming with throngs of people, roughly several hundred individuals at a glance.

The helicopter steadily descended. Li Mu could now clearly see the attire of the people below. Closest to the inner circle were many Armed Police soldiers in their military uniforms. Behind them were almost all the cast and crew members of the film production, along with many extras.

After the plane landed smoothly, the pilot jumped down to open the helicopter door for Li Mu. Just as Li Mu was about to exit, Steven Spielberg came running over, crouching low.

Li Mu held Gouzi, who was somewhat scared and agitated by the helicopter. As soon as his feet touched the ground, Steven Spielberg shouted loudly into his ear, “Mr. Li, welcome to Yunnan Province! This way, please.”

Li Mu nodded, holding Gouzi tightly in his arms. He looked around and noticed about a dozen World War II American fighter jets, painted with shark logos, neatly parked on the inner side of the runway. While he didn’t know how many were models and how many were replica versions, it had to be said that the compacted yellow earth runway and these classic World War II aircraft truly created the visual effect of the World War II era.

After a few glances, Li Mu and Li Ziwei followed Steven Spielberg and the other staff members directly towards the largest tent on the entire filming set.

Once inside the tent, away from the helicopter’s roar, Gouzi in his arms calmed down a bit. Only then did Li Mu put it down, holding its leash with one hand as he surveyed the interior of the tent.

The space inside this tent was as large as a studio, feeling like one specifically used for a military command center during wartime. It was very spacious, capable of accommodating at least a hundred people.

Before he could speak, the main actors, including Tom Hanks, Leonardo, Anne, Hathaway, Du Wei, and Liu Ye, entered one after another.

Du Wei was the first to greet Li Mu, running directly up to him like a young girl, her face full of excitement, exclaiming, “Brother Li Mu, you’re here!”

Du Wei might not have been accustomed to the climate in the Southwest, as her pretty face had a touch of plateau blush. Li Mu naturally reached out and gently stroked her cheek with the back of his hand, smiling as he asked her, “Is filming here tough?”

Being caressed on the cheek by Li Mu in public, Du Wei instantly became shy, bashfully saying, “Filming isn’t tough at all, and it’s quite interesting. I can learn a lot.”

After speaking, she saw Gouzi on Li Mu’s leash and asked in surprise, “Oh, is this the Corgi dog the Queen gave you?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled, “That’s right, it’s him.”

Du Wei squatted down and petted Gouzi’s head, then looked up at Li Mu with her small face and asked, “Brother Li Mu, what’s his name?”

Li Mu chuckled, “His name is Gouzi.”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue and said, “Why did you give him such a plain name?”

Li Mu said, “It needs to be down-to-earth, not too stylish.”

Just then, Tom Hanks approached Li Mu, extended his hand, and chuckled, “Mr. Li, hello, it’s good to see you again.”

Li Mu handed the leash to Du Wei, shook hands with Tom Hanks, and politely said, “Tom, it’s a pleasure to see you again. You’ve worked hard filming with the crew during this time!”

Tom Hanks chuckled, “Believe me, Mr. Li, filming here isn’t strenuous at all. On the contrary, it’s a pleasure.”

Li Mu glanced at Leonardo nearby and asked, “Is that right, Leo?”

“Absolutely,” Leonardo said, coming forward at that moment. He smiled and added, “The scenery and people here are incredible. Tom and I both feel a deep affection for this place. We’re even planning to jointly donate an elementary school to the local area, named H&D. With this school here, we’re sure to return regularly in the future to revisit the local culture.”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “H&D, is that a combination of the first letters of your last names?”

Leonardo nodded and chuckled, “That’s right.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I don’t know why, but it feels a little bit gay. Nevertheless, donating an elementary school is very meaningful. On behalf of the local children, I thank you both.”

Steven Spielberg spoke up then, “The entire airfield set here was built with the help of the local residents. We originally thought it would take at least over a month to construct a makeshift airfield like this, but unexpectedly, with the help of the local people, we finished it in less than a week. The local customs here are truly simple and honest, which fills all of us with gratitude.”

Then, Steven Spielberg continued, “Mr. Li, I’m finding a way to submit an application to the local government, hoping that this set can be preserved and later used as a theme exhibition hall or theme park for ‘Flying Tigers.’ This would be a great help in promoting that historical period and could also bring some benefits to the local tourism economy. However, I’m not very familiar with China’s approval procedures. I wonder if you could arrange a staff member to help me liaise?”

Upon hearing this suggestion, Li Mu immediately agreed, saying, “It would indeed be a pity not to preserve a filming location that was built with such difficulty and is so highly reconstructed. How about this: I’ll have Zi Wei arrange a staff member to specifically liaise on this matter shortly.”





Chapter 1638: Update Report

I am truly sorry, dear siblings. The recent updates have been terribly inconsistent, and I feel immense guilt. The main reason is that my wife is pregnant and needs care, and her pregnancy symptoms have been quite severe. Often, when she feels unwell, I have to stay with her until the middle of the night. That’s why the updates have been so unstable recently. I apologize to everyone here and hope you all bear with me. My gratitude knows no bounds!





Chapter 1639: Back to the War Era

When most of the cast and crew were gathered in the tent, Li Mu had Wang Yuanlang, his two companions, and several on-site assistants bring in the over one hundred bottles of wine he had brought. He addressed the group, “You’ve all worked very hard here for such a long time, and with filming about to wrap up, I specifically brought some decent wine for everyone. Tonight, we’ll have an early celebration banquet.”

Steven Spielberg smiled and said, “It looks like everyone will be drinking until they drop tonight.”

Li Mu said, “Steven, quickly arrange the work at hand so everyone can wrap up early.”

Steven Spielberg nodded, laughing, “Our chefs have already started preparing tonight’s dinner. We drove to Spring City today and bought two truckloads of various ingredients.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “Today’s celebration banquet needs to be grand. We’ll cooperate with a wave of media promotion to deepen the public’s impression of the movie ‘Flying Tigers’.”

With that, Li Mu looked at Leonardo, Tom Hanks, and Liu Ye, the three lead actors. They were still wearing their costumes, World War II U.S. Air Force jackets: black jackets, beige khaki pants, and brown high-top leather boots. Although they had a strong sense of the era, even by today’s aesthetics, they looked absolutely dashing.

Moreover, Leonardo’s looks were incredible, and he was currently at the peak of his attractiveness. Such an outfit was simply perfect on him.

Liu Ye’s looks were also first-rate, and he was more rugged than most prince charming types, so in this air force attire, he was no less impressive than Leonardo.

Although Tom Hanks was older and his looks were slightly inferior to young actors, the most awesome thing about this big brother was his ability to become whatever he played. Standing there in that outfit, if you said he was Chennault, he was Chennault. If he added aviator sunglasses and a cigar, he could definitely charm a large number of female viewers.

Li Mu suddenly wondered, why not take advantage of the beautiful sunset outside to take a group photo with these three lead actors on the runway and in front of the fighter jets? Then post it on his Weibo. Needless to say, it would be mind-blowing, and the promotional effect would be explosively good.

With that thought, Li Mu immediately asked Steven Spielberg, “Steven, do you have an air force uniform I can wear?”

“Of course,” Steven Spielberg blurted out. “We prepared over one hundred sets of Flying Tiger uniforms. Do you want to try one on?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Find me a set. I want to go out and take a group photo with the three male leads and then post it on my Weibo.”

Steven Spielberg’s eyes lit up.

He knew very well that the most influential celebrity in the world right now was not any movie star, but Li Mu.

If Li Mu posted a group photo with the three lead actors on Weibo, it would probably spread all over the world in less than a day.

Thinking of this, Steven Spielberg hurriedly said to his assistant, “Quickly go find Mr. Li a fitting uniform, quickly!”

Ten minutes later, Li Mu emerged from a single tent provided by the crew, dressed in a perfectly fitting U.S. World War II Air Force uniform.

As soon as he appeared, everyone applauded and cheered, and even a few American youngsters let out long whistles.

Li Mu shook his black pilot’s jacket and asked with a smile, “How is it? Does it capture the mood?”

Du Wei stared intently at Li Mu and said earnestly, “Brother Li Mu, although saying this might offend Brother Liu Ye, I still have to say that you should have played Brother Liu Ye’s role in this movie!”

Anne Hathaway also looked at Li Mu, somewhat in a trance. Having filmed in China recently, she had seen many Eastern men. Although her impression was good, from an aesthetic point of view, Eastern men held no attraction for her, a standard Western woman.

She had long harbored some feelings for Li Mu, even often fantasizing about giving herself to him, but what attracted her to Li Mu was not his appearance.

However, when Li Mu came out at this moment dressed in an air force pilot’s uniform and wearing black aviator sunglasses, she realized for the first time that Li Mu was indeed very handsome, even from her Western perspective. He was strikingly handsome.

There was no mirror in the tent, so Li Mu didn’t know what he looked like. However, when he stood side by side with the three male leads, Leonardo, Tom Hanks, and Liu Ye, even without seeing himself, he suddenly felt as if he had traveled back to that war-torn era. It was as if he was truly one of the Flying Tigers’ pilots, as if he was about to ascend into the sky with his Chinese and American comrades, piloting those fighter jets painted with large shark images, and engage in a fierce battle with Japanese invaders in the long sky.

Steven Spielberg called over his crew’s photographer. This was his personal photographer, but now he was asking him to take on the role of cinematographer, to photograph Li Mu and the other three male leads.

Steven Spielberg believed that the scene, aura, and artistic conception were 20% equipment, 30% composition, and 50% lighting. To take an awesome photo, just like producing an awesome film scene, the photographer must be extremely skilled in using light, whether it’s ambient light or artificial light.

Thus, Hollywood’s top photographer picked up his DSLR camera and, under the golden and blood-red sunset of the Yunnan Province plateau, took a highly historically accurate photo of Li Mu, Liu Ye, Leonardo, and Tom Hanks.

It was the most beautiful time of sunset, with fiery and spectacular fire clouds in the sky. They wore air force uniforms that were identical to those of that era, stood on an airfield runway solidified with red earth, and behind them were several U.S.-made P-40C fighter jets. The photo looked incredibly realistic, as if it instantly transported people back to that war-torn era.

The P-40C was the main model used by the Flying Tigers in China at the time. All these planes in China adopted the shark mouth paint scheme, making them arguably the most familiar American WWII fighter jets to the Chinese people.

During the group photo, the P-40C fighter jets on the airfield also all featured perfectly restored shark mouth paint schemes. Moreover, Steven Spielberg told Li Mu that these were all real P-40C aircraft, which he had specifically found from private flying clubs in the United States, meticulously maintained and capable of flight.

According to Steven Spielberg, although the fighter jets on the airfield didn’t seem too numerous, after post-production computer effects, the scene here would undergo earth-shattering changes, and the visual effects would be at least ten times more spectacular than the actual situation.

Everyone on set was extremely satisfied with this photo. Whether it was the shooting technique, or the expressions, actions, and aura of each person in the photo, and even its historical accuracy, there was nothing to fault.

Steven Spielberg even said, “I really want to use this photo for a promotional poster. This photo looks much stronger than Tom Cruise’s ‘Top Gun’!”

“Top Gun” itself was already a very fervent passion air force themed film, and calling it the number one air force themed film today was understandable. However, Steven Spielberg felt that after “Flying Tigers” was released, it would completely crush “Top Gun” in all aspects.

For example, “Flying Tigers”’ actual budget was higher than “Top Gun”, and the inherent value of the behind-the-scenes and lead actor teams was also stronger than “Top Gun”. Moreover, “Flying Tigers” had Li Mu’s support, and its promotional resources were more than one league stronger than “Top Gun”.

More importantly, “Top Gun” was more like an idol drama overall, while “Flying Tigers” was entirely based on true history. The historical weight of the latter had an absolute crushing effect on the former.

Steven Spielberg had directed many war films, among them, his film “Saving Private Ryan” was almost universally recognized as one of the best war-themed films; and “Band of Brothers,” which he produced, was also recognized as the best war-themed TV series. Steven Spielberg’s experience told him that when making war films, in terms of historical depth, no subject matter could compare to World War II.

Therefore, in Steven Spielberg’s eyes, “Flying Tigers” would definitely become one of the top war-themed films, potentially surpassing the achievements of “Saving Private Ryan” and becoming the king among war films.

Li Mu was also sparing no effort to promote “Flying Tigers.” Moreover, his goal was not just to draw the attention of Chinese and American people to this film and this period of history, his goal was to attract the world’s attention, to make people all over the world pay attention to this film and this period of history. That’s why he traveled such a long distance to visit the set and add some buzz to the film.

After Li Mu obtained this photo, with which he was very satisfied, he immediately uploaded it to his Weibo through the laptop he carried with him, along with the caption: “Visiting the set of ‘Flying Tigers’. A tribute to all the pilots who fought against aggressors in the skies over China for justice and peace during World War II!”

As soon as this photo was released, it instantly became the biggest hot topic on Weibo.

Because Weibo and Twitter’s data are fully interoperable, Li Mu always has the most followers, whether on the Chinese version of Weibo or the foreign version of Twitter. Therefore, once his Weibo is updated, it spreads very quickly.

For users who knew about the movie “Flying Tigers,” upon seeing this photo, they not only felt that the four people in the photo were incredibly handsome and were attracted by the powerful aura in the photo, but they also immediately knew that this was the movie about the Flying Tigers’ story that Li Mu invested in. After seeing such a mind-blowing set photo, they were full of anticipation for the movie.

For users who did not yet know about the movie “Flying Tigers”, their first impression upon seeing the photo was that it was very cool and very handsome. Moreover, most of them could find at least two or three familiar faces in it, such as Li Mu, who already had extremely high global recognition and could be described as universally known in all countries and regions with internet access.

Leonardo and Tom Hanks also had numerous fans worldwide. Although Liu Ye’s global influence was much less significant than the other three, his looks and image were very good, so he did not drag down the photo.

Immediately after, Leonardo and others also posted this photo on their Twitter accounts. In a very short time, they collectively made this photo the hottest news across the entire internet. On Twitter trends, the most popular topic related to this photo was: One photo takes you back to the war era.





Chapter 1621: The Greatest in Film History

Throughout the entire history of cinema, no film has ever achieved the level of pre-release exposure that Flying Tigers has.

Li Mu truly went to great lengths for this film. Not only did he invest a massive amount of capital, but he also brought in Hollywood’s top production team and a stellar cast. If that were all, Flying Tigers wouldn’t be particularly special. More importantly, Li Mu has consistently driven large-scale event marketing for this film, and not just once.

In the beginning, to rip off the fig leaf of The Last Samurai, Li Mu mobilized online trolls, igniting a global internet wave against extreme Bushido spirit and advocating for confronting World War II history head-on. It was at this opportune moment that Li Mu launched Flying Tigers, positioning it as a work diametrically opposed to The Last Samurai. The Last Samurai, with its vile, deceptive, and maliciously intended portrayal, perfectly underscored Flying Tigers’ genuine historical depiction as upright, selfless, and great. In that wave, The Last Samurai and the Bushido spirit it sought to promote suffered a crushing defeat worldwide, while Flying Tigers achieved a resounding victory.

Subsequently, Li Mu promoted the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charitable activity in China. He even invited the American Flying Tigers members from back then to China, where they joined their Chinese comrades from that era in Yunnan Province—the very place they once fought alongside Chinese pilots. Both the “Old Soldiers Never Die” charitable activity and the Flying Tigers’ trip to China generated enormous global repercussions, with effects still profound today. It wasn’t just the people of China and America paying attention to the veterans; all righteous nations that suffered from the ravages of war during World War II launched their own charitable activities to support veterans.

Specifically, regarding the Flying Tigers’ trip to China, beyond the public service nature and historical significance of the event itself, Flying Tigers was undoubtedly the biggest winner. When the American veterans arrived in China aboard an Air China 747 with a shark paint scheme, news media professionals worldwide learned about the history of the Flying Tigers from back then. This, in turn, brought immense global promotion for Flying Tigers.

Now, Flying Tigers hasn’t even wrapped up filming yet, but Li Mu personally came to visit the set, even donning a pilot’s uniform himself to take such an inspiring photo. This action simply maximized his inherent traffic attribute.

After Li Mu and the other lead actors posted on Twitter, the photo quickly spread and gained momentum across the internet at light speed. Not only did official accounts of many media outlets repost and support it, but many celebrities also spontaneously reposted it.

Chinese celebrities had the highest repost rate. They weren’t just showing respect to Li Mu but also expressing their patriotism. After all, this film almost entirely adheres to actual history, fully demonstrating the outstanding contributions made by American and Chinese soldiers during World War II for world peace, and vividly showcasing China’s sacrifices and efforts in resisting Japanese aggression back then.

American celebrities were also extremely enthusiastic about reposting this photo. For them, this was also a highly righteous aid operation in American history. As Americans, they felt proud of it.

As a result, this photo and the film Flying Tigers, through continuous amplification by society as a whole, became immensely popular on Weibo and Twitter, setting the highest record for both platforms since their launch.

Meanwhile, as Li Mu and the other lead actors’ Twitter posts rapidly spread through the internet at light speed, Li Mu was enjoying a lavish dinner with the entire crew. Although the film hadn’t wrapped up yet, this dinner was practically a wrap party celebration.

The dinner menu was a blend of Chinese and Western cuisine. There were American dishes cooked by chefs brought from the US by the crew, and also Yunnan cuisine chefs hired locally by the Chinese team. The culinary skills of both chefs were excellent, and they cooperated very harmoniously.

Ning Hao, who served as Associate Director for the production, knew Li Mu was coming and intentionally paid out of his own pockets, sending someone to Spring City to buy several cases of Maotai liquor. Fortunately, while Maotai liquor was expensive these days, it wasn’t difficult to buy.

Seeing Ning Hao’s Maotai liquor, Li Mu then smacked his forehead, regretting his oversight. He had only thought of having champagne and red wine for the celebration dinner but had forgotten to prepare some good white liquor for everyone.

Li Mu held a glass of champagne and thanked each core member of the crew one by one, saying, “Thank you all for your contributions to this film during this period. I believe everyone’s efforts will definitely be rewarded in the best way. Flying Tigers will surely leave the most stunning mark in the history of world cinema!”

Everyone raised their glasses in turn, their excitement obvious.

Teamwork is the most encouraging thing. Over the past few months, everyone diligently dedicated immense energy and passion to this film. It was the effort of all of them, frame by frame, that pieced together this film, which is expected to be two and a half hours long. After editing, it will be made into innumerable copies and sent to every corner of the world. Then, through cinema projectors, all their efforts will be presented to audiences globally. This is the charm of cinematic art.

Steven Spielberg was especially excited. This usually composed old Jewish man was now brimming with excitement. He was the director and screenwriter of this film, so he had a very deep personal connection to it. In fact, in his eyes, this would be the pinnacle of his film career.

Especially after Steven Spielberg repeatedly witnessed Li Mu’s incredibly generous efforts to wildly direct traffic for this film, he became even more convinced of this view.

He was a Bigwig in the global commercial film industry. He knew all too well how important traffic and exposure were for a film.

If every film were a piece of land of varying size, and the size of each piece of land depended on the total investment, then traffic and exposure would be the water source nourishing that land.

And the water source Li Mu brought to the land of Flying Tigers was almost like a dam opening its floodgates. This intensity already far surpassed that of any commercial film.

Top Gun once received strong support from the U.S. military. Coupled with the endorsement of a big shot like Tom Cruise, it was already considered to have the best “water source” among war-themed films. But compared to Flying Tigers, it pales in comparison.

Therefore, Steven Spielberg felt gratitude towards Li Mu. If not for him, no one in the entire film industry could have nurtured a film to such an extent.

He raised his glass and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, cooperating with you has been the most pleasant experience in all my years in the industry. Thank you for all the help you’ve provided for this film. I hope we can cooperate even more closely in the future!”

Li Mu tapped his glass against Steven’s and said with a smile, “Steven, our future cooperation will certainly become even closer. After this film is released, you’ll have to postpone your next film’s plans first and come to Beijing so we can implement the acting academy project together.”

Li Mu had always held a deep lingering concern about the fact that most domestic actors actually couldn’t act. On a good day, in a movie or TV series, there would be three to five people who could act. The remaining supporting actors and even extras were one after another more awkward and distracting. Even many so-called professionally trained actors couldn’t even reach the passing score in their acting.

To reverse this situation, it certainly couldn’t be achieved simply by raising their requirements. They had long been in a large environment where there were many practitioners but not many people could act. This kind of environment was too friendly for them because it was too easy to make them appear “not so bad,” or even “quite good.” To use an inappropriate analogy, they were like able-bodied people among a group of people with disabilities. Because the overall competitiveness of the environment was very weak, even if they barely managed to graduate from the Film Academy, they could still advance faster than most people once they came out.

However, if the overall standard of the entire environment could be continuously raised, or even by using more scientific methods to supply a group of genuinely skilled actors to this industry, it wouldn’t be long before these truly capable actors would become a “demon-revealing mirror” for those stagnant actors.

If the Chinese film industry had ten young and skilled actors, the good days for those traffic-driven celebrities would be significantly diminished.

If the Chinese film industry had one hundred such actors, the good days for traffic-driven celebrities would be over.

Li Mu even believed that the young idols who couldn’t act, sing, or dance but gained popularity did so because the acting skills of the vast majority of actors were simply too poor. For the audience, since everyone’s acting was bad anyway, they might as well watch the pretty ones.

If the Chinese film and television industry were as professional as Hollywood, those young idols with no genuine talent would essentially have no further chance to become popular.

Therefore, the acting academy must be established. And if it’s to be done, the current domestic system must be completely discarded. It must learn from the best, replicate Hollywood’s actor nurturing model, and directly bring in Hollywood talent to be responsible for teaching.

Steven Spielberg naturally remembered his agreement with Li Mu. He said almost without hesitation, “After Flying Tigers is released, I will set aside at least half a year and fully dedicate myself to helping you establish the acting academy.”

The two gently clinked their glasses and drank in one gulp. Only then did Li Mu put down his glass and say, “Coincidentally, our Film and Television Base in Beijing has already begun operations. At that time, our acting academy will be built within the Film and Television Base, which will add another project to the Film and Television Base, making it more diversified.”

After saying that, Li Mu looked at Tom Hanks and Leonardo, smiling as he asked, “Would you two be interested in serving as guest professors at our acting academy in the future?”

“Of course!” Both answered without hesitation.

For celebrities, they most liked to associate with two types of people: those who were wealthy, and those who had resources. This was an eternal truth, whether in China or Hollywood.

And Li Mu happened to be the wealthiest and the most resourceful. Any actor pursuing a commercial career could not possibly refuse the opportunity to cooperate with him.

At this moment, Leonardo proactively refilled Li Mu’s champagne glass, raised his own glass, and said with a smile, “General Manager Li, Tom and I would like to toast you. As for the guest professor role, please don’t forget about us when the time comes.”





Chapter 1622: The Way of the Acting Academy

Li Mu planned to integrate the acting academy into the Film and Television Base project, fully adopting Hollywood’s software, meaning using Hollywood talent and teaching methods to cultivate actors in China.

Once this acting academy develops to a certain extent, they can replicate other areas of the Hollywood film industry, such as screenwriters, directors, cinematography, editing, and so forth.

However, Li Mu did not intend to complicate this school or have it assume any overly high-end roles. He positioned it as a privately run training institution. Even the graduation certificates it issued would not require recognition from the education department, as long as the students’ strength was recognized by the film industry.

Li Mu had always felt that the success rate of actors trained by the so-called authoritative academies in China’s film industry, whether it be the Film Academy, the Central Academy of Drama, or the Huzhou City Drama Academy, was not high. This was not only related to the flamboyant entertainment industry but also to the entire actor training system.

Acting is a skill, not an academic discipline. Therefore, the school’s most important task is to teach this skill to its students. Before the skill itself is properly taught, everything else is meaningless.

Just like an English training institution such as New Oriental, its true purpose is to enable students to genuinely master the English language skill, rather than to have them obtain certificates issued by some institution.

In Li Mu’s view, the Chinese film and television circles were full of actors with diplomas but no skills. It was like learning English: easily passing a Band 6 certificate exam, only to stumble over words when meeting foreigners, unable to speak a single sentence of properly pronounced spoken English. How could such people become good actors?

That’s why he wanted to prioritize skills training. Even if the graduation certificates from this school weren’t recognized by the education department, it wouldn’t matter much; for acting, recognition from the education department isn’t all that significant.

When Hong Kong TVB recruited new students, they only looked at outward appearance and acting skills, which is why situations like Tony Leung accompanying a friend to an audition only to be chosen himself occurred. It is only by wholeheartedly dedicating oneself to the cultivation and teaching of acting that good actors can be nurtured.

Furthermore, Li Mu himself had Muye Pictures as a backing, along with a massive Film and Television Base project. Students cultivated by this school in the future would not need to worry about not having opportunities to act.

Li Mu discussed it in detail with Steven Spielberg, deciding to start by offering only acting training, but divided into two academic systems.

One was a two-year system. This system would largely follow the Hollywood method and pace for training extras, cultivating regular actors with satisfactory acting skills within two years. However, even for extras, two years of systematic training would be sufficient to achieve satisfactory acting skills.

The other was a four-year system. This system would provide more in-depth performance training, enabling actors to master deeper acting skills, at least enough to be competent in leading roles in general television dramas and films.

The four-year system would be similar to an undergraduate program at a Film Academy, but it would discard all courses unrelated to performance, allowing students to wholeheartedly focus on honing their acting skills. As long as the training methods were scientific and effective, four years would be sufficient to cultivate an excellent actor.

Steven Spielberg had been working in China for some time and had learned a bit about the Chinese film and television circles. He asked Li Mu, “How will the school recruit students then? I feel that, considering China’s current national economic situation, there will likely be few people who can afford to attend a four-year training program.”

Li Mu said, “That’s naturally the case. For many young people, there’s an urgent desire to attend a Film Academy, not just because of the strong prestige it carries, but also because a Film Academy itself is a higher education institution recognized by the education department, at least guaranteeing a bachelor’s degree. It would indeed be difficult for them to abandon this goal and directly enroll in four years of skills training.”

At this point, Li Mu changed the subject, saying, “However, it all depends on what’s on the other side of the scale. If one side of the scale only offers improved acting skills, while the other side involves four years of time, four years of tuition, and giving up a degree, then I estimate many people wouldn’t dare to take that step. So, we can make two preparations.”

“Our first preparation is a comprehensive scholarship system. We won’t have academic subject exams, only performance exams. As long as a student can pass the performance exam, we’ll identify them as a potential enrollment candidate. At the same time, based on their performance exam scores, we can offer them various levels of scholarship incentives: for the truly exceptional, scholarships can cover all tuition and miscellaneous fees; for the relatively good, scholarships can waive most tuition and miscellaneous fees; and for those who are decent, half or a small portion of tuition and miscellaneous fees can be waived;”

“The second preparation is a pre-signing system for actors and artists. All students who pass the performance exam can sign a contract with Muye Pictures in advance and become Muye Pictures’ contracted artists. The management contract can be chosen for six, eight, or ten years, starting from their enrollment in the school. After signing with us, we will cover all their tuition and miscellaneous fees. Exceptional artists can even be given a certain salary, allowing them to earn income from the day they sign the contract.”

After speaking, Li Mu paused, then continued, “Aside from these two types of people, the rest are those who are willing to take the less conventional path. If they truly want to hone their acting skills and don’t require diplomas recognized by the education department, then they are welcome to attend our school.”

“Additionally, although our school cannot provide diplomas recognized by the education department, we have powerful promotional resources. This means we will have strong star-making capabilities in the future, which is very attractive to many young people.”

Steven Spielberg nodded and said, “As long as this school can establish a certain scale and consistently provide one hundred to two hundred genuinely skilled actors to China’s film and television industry each year after a few years, then the change to the film and television industry will be profound.”

As he spoke, Steven Spielberg gave an example: “Haven’t you always been very dissatisfied with the acting skills of Chinese extras? I think this situation isn’t actually difficult to change.”

“Although there are many mass actors in Hollywood, those who frequently appear on camera in films and television dramas usually number only a few hundred to one thousand. However, these few hundred people are all capable of handling roles with some dialogue and a certain degree of exposure. On average though, a single production only needs a dozen or twenty such actors. Coupled with the fact that each person’s appearance varies in every project, these individuals are sufficient to meet Hollywood’s demands. Our urgent priority is to cultivate a batch of such actors first. The film and television industry, like any other, fears everyone becoming rotten together, which would be completely hopeless. But as long as one good person exists and keeps improving, others will surely strive to follow suit.’”

Li Mu agreed heartily, saying, “That’s also the outcome I’m hoping for. Once people in this industry dedicate themselves to their work, and more and more people start doing so, this industry is bound to get better and better.”

Steven Spielberg asked, “Has the Film and Television Base project already begun construction?”

Li Mu said, “We’re currently preparing before construction begins. If things move quickly, it will be fully launched before the end of this year.”

Steven Spielberg then said, “In that case, building the school will probably take a long time, won’t it?”

Li Mu said, “After I return this time, I’ll first go to select a site, then quickly draw up a set of plans. Once the plans are finalized, they will be included in the first phase of the project. However, before it’s completed, we can rent a suitable place within Beijing.”

Steven Spielberg nodded, “I’ll follow your lead regarding the specifics.”

…

After Li Mu and Steven Spielberg finalized the details of the acting academy, countless topics about ‘Flying Tigers’ were already trending online. Muyeye Technology’s on-site reporters also began releasing their exclusive news, which included details about Gouzi, the Corgi gifted by the Queen.

As Muyeye Technology’s reporters had been tracking and documenting the entire process, they possessed detailed imagery, including a series of photos of Li Mu taking Gouzi by car to the airport, boarding the plane, flying, and arriving at the filming location while holding its leash.

The team of reporters immediately transmitted all these photos back to headquarters. The editors at headquarters promptly began sifting through them, selecting dozens of satisfactory pictures from hundreds, and then started posting them successively on Weibo.

Muyeye Technology’s editorial team directly published dual-language versions, Chinese and English. The gist was that Li Mu, visiting the ‘Flying Tigers’ film crew in Yunnan Province today, intentionally brought the Corgi gifted to him by the Queen.

Accompanied by photos of Li Mu and Gouzi, this news quickly became popular online. Its popularity on Weibo and Twitter rapidly surged, leaving a multitude of related topics far behind.

Just like the story of the richest man’s son and his husky in later generations, whenever a person traveled with their dog, it inevitably created trending news. Although Li Mu wasn’t sure if there was a behind-the-scenes promoter, it was undeniable that ordinary netizens paid a little extra attention to the dog owned by the richest man’s son.

If an ordinary husky could create a hot topic, then the Corgi gifted to Li Mu by the Queen, just by virtue of this connection, was enough to generate a hot topic.

People all over the world began to pay attention to Li Mu and his Corgi. In a very short time, even Gouzi had garnered a substantial fan base.

Among them, British netizens were most interested in this Twitter post, believing that the dog Li Mu was walking was gifted by their own Queen. Li Mu bringing it to public events proved his regard for the dog and the Royal Family. Thus, for British netizens, it fostered a unique sense of familiarity.

Suddenly, the Royal Family of UK also became a hot topic. People began discussing the Queen, the dogs she kept, and the entire Windsor Family.

The Queen, sitting in Buckingham Palace, had unexpectedly seen a hot topic created from China’s Southwest, instantly gaining significant online attention for the Royal Family.





Chapter 1623: The Last Set of Shots (Part 1)

Li Mu’s first official appearance with Gouzi garnered significant attention, goodwill, and adoration from global media.

Online and in media reports, everyone praised Li Mu for being extremely doting, responsible, and caring towards this dog. In their eyes, Li Mu brought Gouzi everywhere because he couldn’t bear to leave it at home or entrust it to others’ care.

In reality, they had no idea that Li Mu had originally planned to entrust Gouzi to Wei Lan’s care. It was Wei Lan who suggested this idea to him: bring Gouzi along to Yunnan Province, so both man and dog could increase each other’s exposure.

When it came to understanding and controlling operations, Wei Lan’s insights and perspectives were even more profound than Li Mu’s.

As someone who had been reborn from over a decade in the future, Li Mu had experienced the flourishing development of the entire traffic era, as well as the flamboyant trends in the entertainment industry, the traffic craze, the variety show boom, and various other sensitive periods. Yet, he himself hadn’t thought that humans and dogs could mutually promote each other.

However, Wei Lan keenly saw through this.

After seeing the massive user adoration on social media for him bringing Gouzi out, Li Mu himself felt a bit incredulous. Why did such a small matter warrant so much attention? Countless people brought their dogs out every day, so why was his act of bringing his dog out so widely noticed and praised?

After careful analysis, Li Mu realized he had overlooked a very important point: the image construction of any public figure is a continuous process of adding positive traits.

For example, for a celebrity, good looks add points; good acting skills add points; a good singing voice also adds points.

However, with so many celebrities in the entertainment industry, it’s difficult for anyone but the most exceptional ones to stand out by relying solely on these few aspects. That’s why, over several decades, various methods of sensationalism were born.

Some added points through their attire and styling, some through playing on nostalgia, some by acting foolish, cute, clumsy, or being sly. Others gained points through their children, pets, or good deeds. In short, to continuously enhance one’s public image, one must start from all aspects and utilize every available resource and opportunity to add points to himself.

Moreover, it wasn’t just Li Mu who gained points; this Corgi puppy, only recently weaned, also suddenly received immense attention, instantly becoming the most famous dog in the world.

Gouzi’s becoming popular boosted the Corgi breed worldwide. For a time, Corgi dogs in various parts of the world became extremely sought after, and their prices kept climbing, making them the primary choice for dog owners. It is said that in Chinese first-tier cities, the price of a Corgi dog was speculated to be over ten thousand yuan in a very short period.

Similar events had happened once before in American history: when the movie “101 Dalmatians” was released, it sparked a craze for keeping Dalmatians across the US. However, that craze quickly cooled down due to the Dalmatian’s lively personality and abundant energy. Most American families discovered after getting a Dalmatian that they simply couldn’t tolerate the Dalmatian’s habits. It is said that at the time, Dalmatians accounted for the largest percentage among abandoned dogs in American society.

Fortunately, the Corgi is a tried-and-true pet dog breed and won’t be quickly abandoned like Dalmatians.

When Corgis became popular, even the Windsor Family gained a wave of exposure because of them.

Because Corgi dogs were the Queen’s favored breed for many years, Li Mu’s influence quickly promoted them. Thus, both Britons and Europeans also developed a strong affection for this Royal Family-favored breed. The BBC even contacted Buckingham Palace at the first time, hoping to interview the Queen and her Corgi dogs. They even wanted to make a documentary about the Queen and her Corgis.

Buckingham Palace agreed to BBC’s two requests almost without any hesitation. So, the BBC simultaneously dispatched a journalist team to Buckingham Palace for an exclusive interview, and immediately assembled a documentary team to begin refining the script and preparing for filming.

…

Li Mu stayed on the set for two days. On the second day, accompanied by Steven Spielberg, he watched some clips from the “Flying Tigers” rough cut.

This movie had no post-production, and some of the original footage hadn’t even been edited. Yet, from the visuals to the scenes, lighting, and actor performances, it could all be described as perfect.

Steven Spielberg’s entire production team had sufficient strength and ability to guarantee quality. The core cast lineup, led by Tom Hanks and Leonardo, delivered very impressive performances. Even Du Wei, with the least acting experience, showed no signs of acting under Steven Spielberg’s guidance, performing remarkably well.

After watching this footage, Li Mu felt even more confident about the movie.

Subsequently, Li Mu followed the production team to the set to watch the filming of Du Wei’s final wrap-up scene.

This scene was not only Du Wei’s last set of shots but also the final set of shots for the entire movie.

This wrap-up scene takes place in modern times, when several of the main characters in the play have already grown old. Du Wei, playing a farm girl from Yunnan Province, China, falls in love with Leonardo’s character during the war. After the war ends, she follows Leonardo back to America. In old age, she returns with Leonardo to visit the comrades they fought alongside.

As for the character played by Anne Hathaway, because she fell in love with the Chinese pilot played by Liu Ye, she returned alone to America to live out her lonely life after Liu Ye was martyred. Decades later, she returns with the characters played by Leonardo and Du Wei to China, a place where they once fought side-by-side, shed blood, and also found love.

When an elderly Leonardo and Du Wei supported each other, bowing in silent tribute before the Flying Tigers members’ tombs, an aged Anne Hathaway held a photo of young Liu Ye, silently shedding tears before his tombstone. With that, the entire film concluded.

The filming location for this final set of shots was within the recently renovated Flying Tigers Public Cemetery. This public cemetery was donated to the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation by the original Flying Tigers production team, and built by the foundation. With the support of the local government, it cost several million yuan to relocate all the Flying Tigers members’ tombs that could be found from that era, and it has already begun to take shape.

Later, this place is planned to be developed into a Flying Tigers martyrs’ cemetery. All Flying Tigers members resting in Yunnan Province will be gradually reinterred here, and the cemetery will also be unconditionally open to all Flying Tigers members resting in other places. Their children and relatives can decide whether to inter them here; if they choose to do so, all funeral expenses will be borne by the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation.

Li Mu arrived at the martyrs’ cemetery in the crew’s vehicle, where the staff had already prepared for filming.

The actors arrived earlier than Li Mu. A total of sixteen actors participated in this scene. The main stars were the aged Leonardo, Du Wei, and Anne Hathaway. In addition to them, there were fifteen extras playing passersby who came to sweep tombs.

When Li Mu arrived, the three main actors were in a special makeup tent, getting their elderly makeup done, which required a long time for styling.

While waiting for the filming to begin, Li Mu, led by Ning Hao, briefly toured the newly built public cemetery. Ning Hao introduced him, “General Manager Li, this public cemetery has already interred over fifty Flying Tigers members. Since it was announced to the public, more than twenty relatives of deceased Chinese (nationality) Flying Tigers members have voluntarily contacted the management, hoping to reinter these Flying Tigers members here. This work is already being closely followed by volunteers. There are also several Old Flying Tigers members who are still alive who have expressed to the management that they wish to be buried here after they pass away.”

Li Mu nodded, looking at the simple yet extraordinarily solemn and dignified tombs and gravestones, and sighed, “They must wish to rest eternally with their comrades.”

“Indeed,” Ning Hao said. “Do you still remember the two elderly gentlemen, Sun Xiaozhong and Han Zili?”

“Of course!” Li Mu immediately replied. “When the volunteers went into the Hundred Thousand Great Mountains to find venerable Mr. Sun Xiaozhong, I went with them. Later, when he reunited with his old comrade, venerable Mr. Han Zili, I was also there.”

Ning Hao said, “Both of them are among those who hope to rest here after they pass away in the future.”

Then, Ning Hao added, “Several Old Flying Tigers members from the American side have also expressed a wish to be buried here after their deaths. Most of them have no relatives in the US and live relatively impoverished lives.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Since the elderly gentlemen have this wish, we will naturally support it unconditionally. You can tell the actual management about this later. If there are any financial difficulties in the future, they can contact you directly, and Muye Pictures will cover the costs then.”

Ning Hao quickly said, “Understood, General Manager Li.”

Then, Ning Hao suddenly remembered something and said to Li Mu, “Oh, General Manager Li, among our fifteen extras today, four are Old Flying Tigers members of Chinese (nationality) and their families, totaling nine people. Of the remaining six, two are American Flying Tigers members specially invited from the US, along with their families. In other words, these fifteen ‘extras’ are all real Flying Tigers members and their relatives. Later, each of their names and introductions will be added to the movie.”

Li Mu exclaimed, “All Old Flying Tigers members and their families? That’s incredibly meaningful! Whose idea was this?”

“Director Steven Spielberg’s idea,” Ning Hao said. “By the way, venerable Mr. Sun Xiaozhong and venerable Mr. Han Zili are also among them.”

“Really?” Li Mu asked in surprise. “Where are they?”

Ning Hao said, “They’re coming directly from the Veteran rest home in Spring City. The racing team is already on its way and should arrive soon.”





Chapter 1624: The Last Set of Shots (Part 2)

When Li Mu saw the elderly Sun Xiaozhong again, his physical condition was much better than the first time Li Mu had met him in the Hundred Thousand Great Mountains.

The once hunched, thin, and aged elder had, during his time at the Veteran rest home with his old comrades, experienced a renewed vigor thanks to specialized healthcare for his diet and daily life. It was almost as if his body had found a second spring.

When the Military District Veteran rest home’s Toyota Coaster stopped at the entrance of the Martyrs’ Cemetery, the elderly Sun Xiaozhong didn’t even use a cane or any other assistive device. He effortlessly stepped out of the car by himself.

Upon seeing Li Mu, the elderly Sun Xiaozhong was particularly pleased. As soon as he got out of the car, he walked straight towards Li Mu. Seeing this, Li Mu also hurried forward, shaking the elder’s hand with both of his own, and asked with concern, “Grandfather Sun, how has your health been recently?”

“Very good, very good! Thank you for your concern!” The elderly Sun Xiaozhong nodded repeatedly while holding Li Mu’s hand.

When Li Mu and a group of reporters and soldiers first appeared before the elder, he had never imagined that this young man would bring such earth-shattering changes to his life.

After leaving the mountain, he recuperated his body at the Veteran rest home while also taking the opportunity to intensively study the new things he had missed during his many years deep in the mountains. Gradually, he learned about Li Mu’s true identity, his work, and his achievements, developing an increased admiration for the young Li Mu.

The elderly Han Zili also walked out, supported by his children and grandchildren. Upon seeing Li Mu, he likewise felt a strong sense of familiarity.

In the eyes of these Old Flying Tigers members, Li Mu held very high importance. They all believed that without Li Mu, the heroic deeds of the Flying Tigers from back then might have waited much longer to be discovered by future generations. Perhaps by the time descendants truly remembered this history, these old men would have already been buried.

Furthermore, if Li Mu hadn’t been instrumental in promoting the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation, the lives of these Old Flying Tigers members wouldn’t have improved so drastically. More importantly, many old comrades whom they hadn’t seen in a lifetime were reunited because of Li Mu’s efforts. For these aged elders, nothing was more comforting than finding the comrades and brothers they had fought valiantly alongside in those years.

While Li Mu was conversing casually with the two elders, Steven Spielberg also came forward and, using his somewhat imperfect Chinese pronunciation, greeted the elderly Sun Xiaozhong and Han Zili.

The two elders also warmly greeted him back, even conversing casually with him in English for a few sentences.

Among the Chinese (nationality) Old Flying Tigers members back then, English literacy was almost ninety-five percent. After all, those selected to enter the Central Aviation School and join the Flying Tigers were the elite talents of their time. Moreover, from General Chennault to various instructors, logistics personnel, and maintenance crew, almost everyone in the Flying Tigers was American, and teaching materials were primarily in English. Therefore, these elders’ English was still very good; normal communication, reading, and writing were no problem at all.

Li Mu asked Steven Spielberg in surprise, “How did you get to know the two Elder Mr.s?”

Steven Spielberg smiled and said, “During breaks in filming, we visited the Veteran rest home several times to consult these Elder Mr.s about some details from back then, including their daily training procedures, combat procedures, and even details of their daily lives, as well as the tactics General Chennault formulated for the Flying Tigers. All of these were reconstructed based on the information provided by the Elder Mr.s, which is why the historical accuracy of actual combat in our film is almost ninety-five percent or higher.”

Speaking, Steven Spielberg continued, “Even the makeshift airfield we used for filming was reconstructed according to the Elder Mr.s’ descriptions. When it was first built, several Elder Mr.s came to visit the site and gave it high praise.”

Li Mu nodded, smiling at the two elders and saying, “Elder Mr. Sun, Elder Mr. Han, thank you for the help you’ve provided to the crew.”

The elderly Sun Xiaozhong quickly said, “These are all things we should do. You’ve invested so much money to make a film about our history. Even if we had to contribute our old bones, it would be our bounden duty.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh. For old soldiers, what they truly cared about might not be an improvement in living quality, but rather people remembering that period of history.

The revolutionary martyrs sacrificed their lives and shed their blood for the nation and the country, not for how much subsidy they could receive each month in their old age, but to save this nation and this country from peril. They were the founders of peace, and their only demand for peaceful times was to never forget war, never forget the martyrs who fought valiantly in those wars, and even more so, never forget the lessons that war teaches.

While Li Mu himself was not a warmonger, he had always maintained a sense of awe for the wars of that era, and thus he held the same sense of awe for these old soldiers of the older generation.

After the two elders arrived, the Flying Tigers members specially invited from America also arrived at the scene from their hotel in Spring City. Steven Spielberg began the final preparations before filming, communicating with the cinematographer about the camera positions, angles, and cinematic language to be used in the upcoming cemetery scene.

Leonardo, Du Wei, and Anne Hathaway had also finished their makeup and walked out of the tent. At first glance, Li Mu was speechless upon seeing the three with their white hair and wrinkled faces. He truly hadn’t expected the artistic skill of Hollywood’s makeup artists to be so superb. These young people, in the prime of their youth, had been transformed into three white-haired, old individuals on the verge of death, yet there was not the slightest sense of incongruity.

More importantly, not only did the three look old without any incongruity, but their unique facial features were also very well preserved. One could instantly recognize their original selves with a glance, and comparing them slightly with their normal appearances, one might even feel that this is exactly how they would look when they grew old.

Ning Hao whispered to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, the special effects makeup artists in the tent were specially invited from Hollywood. The senior citizen makeup for each of these three cost fifteen thousand dollars on average, and that doesn’t even include their flight tickets and accommodation costs. Although domestic makeup artists can also do senior citizen makeup, compared to Hollywood, there’s still a bit of a difference.”

Fifteen thousand dollars at that time, when factored in RMB, was already almost one hundred thirty thousand yuan, meaning that for each of the three, they had a small car stuck to their face.

Li Mu was also surprised and blurted out, “Why is this kind of makeup so expensive?”

Ning Hao said, “That’s a normal price in Hollywood. Special effects makeup is hardest when you strive for perfection. If you just want to do a rough job, it’s very cheap, but if you want to film something faultless, the money involved is astronomical. So, making movies in Hollywood truly does burn money; a scene that lasts only a few seconds might burn hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars behind the scenes.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement. Any service, when it reaches the highest level, becomes an astronomical price. He understood the principle of ‘you get what you pay for’.

Du Wei saw Li Mu and, still cheerfully jogging, came directly to him, sweetly calling out, “Brother Li Mu.”

Her voice was still young, but her face was exceptionally “old,” making Li Mu feel a bit disoriented. He couldn’t help but sigh, the film industry truly is interesting; just this kind of makeup art is a very meticulous field of study.

Anne Hathaway also walked up to Li Mu at this time, but she seemed a little shy, waving to Li Mu and saying with a lack of confidence, “Hi, Mr. Li…”

Anne Hathaway knew she looked very old right now. As a girl who valued her appearance, she didn’t want to show such an aged side in front of a man she liked. However, there was nothing she could do, as it was a requirement for filming.

Li Mu smiled slightly at her and praised, “Anne, I didn’t expect your senior citizen makeup to be so elegant. Even when you get old, you’ll still be a beautiful and gracious old lady.”

“Really…” Anne Hathaway looked at Li Mu with a hint of shyness on her face. “I just looked in the mirror and felt like I turned eighty years old overnight…”

Li Mu chuckled, “To look like this at eighty years old, you’d definitely be one of the top beauties.”

A faint blush appeared on Anne Hathaway’s “wrinkled” face.

At that moment, the executive director spoke through a megaphone: “Attention, all departments! Flying Tigers, Scene 128, first set of shots, first take, about to begin. All actors to your positions, please.”

As soon as his voice fell, Du Wei and Anne Hathaway waved to Li Mu and walked towards the filming location not far away.

Sun Xiaozhong, Han Zili, and the special extras, including the American Flying Tigers members, were already in position. The main camera was positioned behind the tombstone of the character played by Liu Ye, using a crane to shoot from above at a forty-five-degree angle.

With a shout of “Begin filming!”, Anne Hathaway quickly got into character. Holding a bouquet of flowers, she walked step by step to the tombstone with a sorrowful expression. Leonardo and Du Wei held onto each other, following behind Anne Hathaway, while the other “extras” were spread out in front of other tombstones.

The three came and stood still in front of the tombstone. Anne Hathaway bent down and placed the bouquet of flowers in front of the tombstone. The first set of shots ended, a perfect take.

Immediately after, for the second set of shots, the side camera started from Anne Hathaway’s ninety-degree right side, slowly rotating clockwise around her as the center, moving behind her. At that moment, Anne Hathaway pulled out a handkerchief and carefully wiped the black and white photo of Liu Ye on the tombstone.

At this point, the camera gradually moved upwards, shooting from top to bottom. Through movement, the lens revealed more information on the tombstone, including the name of Liu Ye’s character in the play, and his birth and sacrifice dates.

The second set of shots was also a perfect take.

For the third set of shots, Anne Hathaway, trembling and cautiously, pulled out a yellowed black and white photo from her innermost pocket.

The camera focused on the photo, which was identical to Liu Ye’s photo on the tombstone.

The third set of shots was still a perfect take.

For the fourth set of shots, before filming began, Steven Spielberg told Anne Hathaway, “Anne, this set of shots is the most crucial. You need to really build up your emotions. Your tears must be natural, and the timing must be just right.”

Anne Hathaway nodded lightly and took several deep breaths to prepare her emotions.

Steven Spielberg said, “Let me know when you’re ready.”

Anne Hathaway took another deep breath, then made an OK gesture to Steven Spielberg.

Subsequently, the fourth set of shots began.

Anne Hathaway’s wrinkled eyes first looked deeply at the photo in her hand, then sadly turned to Liu Ye’s young, handsome face on the tombstone. At this moment, Anne Hathaway’s eyes rapidly reddened, and two lines of sorrowful tears naturally flowed down.

Those two lines of tears slowly streamed down her wrinkled face…

Steven Spielberg excitedly shouted, “Excellent! This scene is a pass!”





Chapter 1625: The Soul of War Films

For powerhouse actors, filming efficiency is much higher than for ordinary actors. For instance, Anne Hathaway, despite her young age, perfectly captured the emotions and relatability required for her acting. Consequently, her performance in the last few sets of shots for this movie was perfect. Her emotions, expressions, and even tears came on command, without the slightest delay.

In Li Mu’s memory, a documentary he once watched mentioned that many dedicated actresses, in order to be able to shed tears at any time during filming, would practice alone for a long time, finding a way to make themselves cry on demand. This way, when filming any scene that required crying, tears could flow like water from a faucet with the valve opened. However, for those without much dedication, a bottle of eye drops was enough for crying scenes.

The sets of shots Anne Hathaway filmed were the final shots in the main film, but even after completing them, the movie wasn’t fully wrapped. There were still some parts to be filmed in an airport setting. After all, the shooting sequence of a movie’s shots is completely different from their final edited order.

After these sets of shots were completed, Anne Hathaway’s eyes were still red and her tears continued to stream.

Steven Spielberg quickly stepped forward to comfort her, saying, “Anne, don’t cry. This scene was brilliantly done. Since we began filming, we’ve never completed so many shots so smoothly at once. Excellent work!”

Anne Hathaway carefully wiped away her tears and said to Steven Spielberg, “Director, your script is really too unfair to the two of them. Even in Titanic, Rose found a new love, married, and had children after Jack’s death. Why does her character in your script have to live out her life alone for so many years after her beloved passed away?”

Steven Spielberg smiled slightly and calmly said, “I believe people should remember history as they remember love. Therefore, your character is needed to serve as a role model and foil. Since she is a role model, she must invest more and sacrifice more than ordinary people.”

Then, Steven Spielberg continued, “War is definitely cruel, but it’s not absolutely cruel, nor is it absolutely perfect. So, a responsible war film’s main threads must be solemn; solemnity is the indispensable soul of a qualified war film! War films that are overly fervent, overly lighthearted, or even overly perfect are irresponsible toward history.”

“China suffered over thirty million casualties in World War II. The wars that occurred on this land, and the various stories that unfolded within them, rarely have a perfect ending. That’s why we allowed Liu Ye’s fervent young character to be martyred in the endless sky, because he was a soldier of this country. In the face of national calamity, he was inherently one of those who disregarded life and death. If his character had ultimately survived, it would not be enough to show the audience the immense sacrifices this nation made in fighting against aggression.”

“The reason we wanted Du Wei’s character, a farm girl, to survive and find fulfilling love is because she represents the ordinary people of this country. After the war ended, she deserved to enjoy the life peace brought her. If she had also died in the war, or if she ultimately failed to find happiness, it would not be enough to show the audience justice and the preciousness of peace.”

“Therefore, considering all this, soldiers dying on the battlefield to defend justice in a righteous war, and the common people enjoying a peaceful life thanks to the sacrifices of these individuals—this is the ultimate outcome a war should have.”

Anne Hathaway remained silent for a long moment, then nodded gently and lowered her voice, “I understand what you mean. Thank you.”

Steven Spielberg gently patted her shoulder and said with a smile, “Hurry and remove your makeup. We need to head back to the airport.”

Anne Hathaway nodded and returned to the makeup tent with Leonardo and Du Wei. Li Mu had been recalling what Steven Spielberg had just said, feeling deeply touched and profoundly agreeing.

The modern film and television industry has been portraying wars in human history in various ways, with the Second World War, which had the greatest impact and caused the most harm to all humanity, being the most popular theme. However, many war-themed films and TV series have failed to grasp the solemn point Steven Spielberg mentioned.

Since it is war, no matter from what perspective, it is an incredibly grim matter. This holds true for the righteous side and the evil side, for the victors and the defeated.

Therefore, an excellent war film, while re-enacting certain war scenes, must make future generations feel the gravity of war, thus filling them with awe, vigilance, and reflection towards war.

If a war film is nothing but fervent passion, making people’s blood boil with excitement and only wanting to charge into battle with a gun, then it is by no means an excellent war film, and not even a qualified one, because it advocates war and packages war with fervent passion.

If a war film is presented in a comedic or absurd way, making others wipe away tears and double over with laughter, then it is also not a qualified war film. War is mutual slaughter among humans; no matter from what perspective, it is not something to laugh at.

That’s why Steven Spielberg was unwilling to present a war film with a perfect ending. In a war with thirty million casualties, if all five lead actors survived and lived happily ever after, it would make war seem like playing house. If they all died, it would appear particularly dark. And if the world after such sacrifice remained just as desperate, what would be the point of the sacrifice?

Thinking it over carefully, Li Mu felt that a Bigwig like Steven Spielberg truly was like a top chef, controlling the heat with extreme precision. Li Mu recalled his classic war films, and they indeed retained a solemn main theme while simultaneously bringing hope.

For example, in Saving Private Ryan, the opening Normandy Landing was incredibly brutal. Subsequently, a special squad led by Tom Hanks penetrated deep into the battlefield to save Private Ryan, ultimately making immense sacrifices, to the extent that even the lead actor, Tom Hanks, sacrificed his life, just to save one Private Ryan. Was it solemn? Inherently so, but there was still hope and warmth, especially when Ryan, the only surviving son among four, returned to America. People realized that this was the purpose of Tom Hanks’ sacrifice: to let Ryan go home, to return him to his parents, to let him pass on his bloodline in peacetime, and to let him, when past seventy years old, bring his family to pay respects at Tom Hanks’ tomb.

Another example is Schindler’s List, where countless Jewish people were brutally and cold-bloodedly massacred by Germans, filling the entire film with despair and darkness, like a long night that would never dawn. But even so, Schindler struggled with all his might to save the Jews facing slaughter, and ultimately succeeded in leading some of them out of the devil’s den of death. Thus, when a large number of Jewish descendants visit Schindler’s grave to pay respects, people understand the cruelty of war, the meaning of saving others, and especially the importance of peace.

Looking back at Flying Tigers, the film has five lead actors. Besides Chennault, played by Tom Hanks, the remaining four are two pairs of transnational lovers: an American pilot and a Chinese farm girl, and a Chinese pilot and an American female nurse.

One pair of lovers achieved a positive outcome, namely the characters played by Leonardo and Du Wei. The pair played by Liu Ye and Anne Hathaway, however, are the two most tragic characters in the entire film.

Liu Ye’s character, in the prime of his youth, flew a fighter plane to defend his homeland’s airspace, ultimately martyred heroically. Anne Hathaway’s character lived out her life alone, carrying that deep affection and Liu Ye’s only photograph. These two characters are meant to make the audience understand the cruelty of war, and the sacrifices and costs it demands.

Just as Li Mu was calmly contemplating Steven Spielberg’s words, Old Mr. Han Zili’s son approached Li Mu and said somewhat nervously, “Mr. Li, I am Han Zili’s son. Several elderly gentlemen have a request, but they were too embarrassed to come and tell you themselves, so they wanted me to convey it to you…”

Li Mu quickly said, “Please speak. We will do our best to fulfill whatever is possible and definitely not disappoint the elderly gentlemen.”

Han Zili’s son, who was past fifty years old, began, “It’s like this: didn’t our crew recreate a wartime airport from back then? When construction first started and when it was just completed, my father and Uncle Sun visited it. But at that time, the planes hadn’t arrived yet. Later, they heard the crew transported several old planes from the U.S., and my father and the others were guessing if they were P-40Cs. Coincidentally, your Weibo post from yesterday was reported on TV, and my father and the others saw those shark paint scheme P-40Cs in the background of your photos. They were so excited, longing to go see and touch them, because back when they were in the Flying Tigers, they flew this model. So, they wanted me to ask you if it would be convenient and if it would disturb the crew’s normal filming…”

The elderly gentlemen were indeed haunted by dreams of their old mounts. Those old fighter planes painted with cartoon sharks carried their memories, their fervent passion, their youth, and all their sentiments for home and country. They also carried the greatest and most glorious moments of their lives. They dreamed of being able to touch again the riveted skin, the wide and heavy propellers, and the gaping crimson maw of the big shark.

Upon hearing this, Li Mu immediately said without hesitation, “That’s no problem at all. I will arrange it right away. Later, have that Toyota Coaster directly take the elderly gentlemen and you all over there. Also, invite the old Flying Tigers members who came from the U.S. and their families.”

Han Zili’s son immediately nodded excitedly, saying, “Thank you so much, Mr. Li! I’ll go tell them right away!”





Chapter 1626: Like a Lifetime Ago

Nearly twenty Toyota Coasters, carrying several Old Flying Tigers members and their relatives, headed to the Flying Tigers filming base, which was the makeshift airfield restored by the crew.

When the old men arrived at this red earth area with the vehicles, Li Mu could see that each of them wore a unique excitement and thrill on their faces.

Although this airport used for filming was not a reconstruction of the original site, because the makeshift airfield back then was also on such a red earth area, to the old men, it looked practically identical to how it was back then.

What excited them most were the dozen or so P-40C aircraft parked at the airfield. It was said that half of them were real planes, and the other half were replicated props.

Li Mu couldn’t tell which of these planes were real and which were props, but the old men possessed discerning eyes. They swarmed en masse towards a few of the planes, touching them, circling them, even embracing them and weeping. Yet, there were a few planes that looked no different, but remained completely ignored.

Ning Hao exclaimed to Li Mu, “These old men, their eyes are truly sharp. I’ve been here for so long and still can’t tell which is real and which is fake, but they can tell at a glance.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “If you don’t know which is real and which is fake, how do you know the old men are right?”

Ning Hao chuckled, “I can’t tell them apart, but I remember the aircraft serial numbers. The odd-numbered ones are real planes, and the even-numbered ones are props.”

“Alright,” Li Mu nodded and walked over to Elder Mr. Sun. The elder was at that moment stroking the propeller of the P-40C in front of him with a trembling hand, gently spinning the propeller slightly, his face filled with excitement and thrill.

Li Mu asked him, “Elder Mr. Sun, would you like to take a photo with this plane? I can have the photographer come over and take some pictures for you?”

Upon hearing this, Elder Mr. Sun was first excited, then he looked at himself, noticing he was wearing just a plain white short-sleeved t-shirt today. He said, a bit embarrassed, “It’s not quite right for me to take a picture with it dressed like this. Perhaps another time when I have the chance, then I’ll dress more formally…”

Elder Han Zili, standing nearby, nodded repeatedly and said jokingly, “How can you dress so casually when taking photos with these old fellows? At least you should be wearing a full Sun Yat-sen suit, shouldn’t you?”

Han Zili’s son couldn’t help but say, “Dad, why don’t you just wear your old pilot uniform and take a photo with it? That would be much more meaningful.”

Elder Han Zili said with a smile, “That’s easier said than done. The uniform the Flying Tigers issued me, I wore it until the end of the War of Resistance, then I switched to the Nationalist Army uniform. I’ve always cherished that old uniform, but when I went to Taiwan in 1949, it was held back because my airplane luggage was overweight.”

Li Mu smacked his forehead and said, “Our crew has replica Flying Tigers uniforms! Let the staff take you to try them on. With over a hundred sets, there’s bound to be one that fits you.”

“Really?!” The two elders, along with two other Chinese Old Flying Tigers members nearby, looked at Li Mu in surprise and delight.

Li Mu immediately nodded and said, “I also borrowed a uniform yesterday and took a photo myself. I’ll tell the director and have him arrange it.”

With that, Li Mu called Steven Spielberg over and told him his idea in English, saying, “Steven, later, have the staff take these old gentlemen to change into suitable military uniforms and have the photographer come over to take some pictures for them. This will mean a great deal to them.”

Steven Spielberg nodded without hesitation and said, “I’ll arrange it right away. Our stunt pilots are still here; would you like them to come out and fly the planes for these old gentlemen?”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “They can fly anytime? Don’t they need to apply to the Military District?”

In Li Mu’s impression, China’s airspace was managed by the Air Force, and even civil aviation flight routes required Air Force approval. The crew’s planes would naturally need Air Force permission even more so.

Steven Spielberg said, “Normally, we have to apply several days in advance before each flight. However, for this film, the local Military District has given us great support. Knowing that we need to film aerial shots, they’ve granted us a special privilege: we can simply report to the Military District directly before takeoff, and as long as they give the nod, we can fly immediately.”

Li Mu then asked, “How long does Military District approval take?”

Steven Spielberg replied, “A minute or two. We directly contact the Air Force air traffic control. Our area isn’t on a civil aviation route, so as long as the military confirms they have no activities in our area and haven’t received flight requests from other General Aviation Companies, they’ll grant us permission immediately.”

Then, Steven Spielberg added, “Our P-40Cs, and our camera helicopters, can essentially take off at any time.”

Li Mu nodded contentedly and said, “Then have the flight team pilots get ready. Once the old gentlemen change into their uniforms, they can take off and pay tribute to them.”

For Hollywood’s medium to large-sized film and television companies, their demands for film quality are very high. During filming, special effects are only used for scenes that absolutely require computer graphics; other shots are filmed live-action as much as possible, because only real scenes are the most perfect. Take Tom Cruise’s Top Gun, for example: the reason it became a classic aerial combat film in the eyes of many viewers largely benefited from the extensive real fighter jet footage in the movie. If all of it had been done with computer graphics, the scenes would undoubtedly be significantly diminished.

Therefore, in Flying Tigers, many aerial combat scenes are live-action. Regular aerial photography shots are completed by helicopters, while special shots of aerial combat chases and rolls are handled by a stunt plane, aiming to recreate the authentic scenes of the Flying Tigers’ fierce battles with the enemy in the sky back then.

To this end, the crew specifically invited a stunt flying team from the United States to be responsible for filming the aerial shots.

Li Mu suddenly recalled many war films and TV series from later generations in China. In his impression, all the domestic war films and TV series he had seen that involved aircraft shots used cheap, low-quality special effects. Even My Chief, My Regiment, which was the number one war TV series in his mind, had terrible cheap, low-quality special effects for its aircraft scenes, which were extremely jarring.

Originally, the Expeditionary Force traveling to Myanmar by plane was a grand and tragic event, but on screen, there was just one plane on a ragged, dusty terrain, which immediately constricted the feeling into something petty. Moreover, the shots of the plane on the ground clearly showed that the prop was made with no effort, and the special effects shots after the plane took off were a complete mess; even a three-year-old could tell the plane was fake.

Admittedly, this also had to do with film and TV drama budgets. However, why couldn’t budgets be allocated more towards quality? To the point that later TV dramas with a budget of two hundred million would spend one hundred eighty million on actor film fees, and as for how to film, it didn’t matter; five-cent special effects would just haphazardly deal with it. That’s why so many greenscreen dramas emerged.

Li Mu felt that while he might not be able to influence the future development direction of Chinese film and TV dramas, nor raise the industry’s overall demands for film quality, he could at least set an example by first producing a few high-quality films to set a standard for the Chinese film industry.

While his mind wandered, the old men successively changed into their fitting Flying Tigers uniforms and emerged from a large military-green tent. Though each of them was over seventy years old, donning the pilot uniforms and aviator sunglasses gave them an exceptionally imposing aura.

Among these Old Flying Tigers members, there were Chinese faces and American faces, just like in the old photos of the Flying Tigers from back then. However, the spirited and heroic young men of yesteryear had now become aged and elderly. Yet, apart from their bodies, everything else still appeared much the same as it did back then.

The uniforms were still the uniforms from back then, the airfield was still the airfield from back then, and the planes were also still the planes from back then.

At this point, the stunt pilots had climbed into six P-40Cs. The planes started, lined up, and taxied towards the end of the runway.

The old men hadn’t expected the planes to have already started just as they finished changing, and immediately, greatly surprised and delighted, they inquired about the reason.

Li Mu told everyone, “The members of the stunt flying team are going to take these planes into the sky to pay tribute to all of you, and also to allow you to witness this aircraft soaring in the blue sky once again.”

The old men eagerly nodded, their eyes fixed on each plane, not daring to blink even once.

The Military District had already given the flight team permission to fly. A radius of twenty kilometers and an altitude ceiling below 5,000 meters were completely open. So, these six P-40C fighter planes accelerated one after another, lifted off, and ascended into the sky, where they formed up and began their performance flight.

The old men applauded joyfully as they watched the planes perform various maneuvers over the airfield. After several low-altitude passes, Li Mu carefully noticed that every one of the old men had smiles on their faces, yet they were also streaked with tears.

Elder Mr. Sun said, “Watching these planes fly back and forth overhead, all that comes to mind are the scenes of me piloting the same type of fighter plane, fiercely battling the enemy in the sky back then. This feeling is like a world away, yet also as if it’s right before my eyes.”

The six planes flew in the air for half an hour, performing many thrilling and exciting flight maneuvers, before successively landing on the runway. Once all six planes were parked side by side, Li Mu said to the old men, “We can go over and take pictures now.”

The old men nodded one after another and stood in front of a P-40C plane. The elders from both countries supported each other, taking commemorative photos in front of the plane, just as they had done back then. One American Old Flying Tigers member, wiping away tears, sighed, “When we used to take photos, I always liked to climb onto the wing, climb onto the fuselage. Now, I can’t climb anymore.”

Elder Mr. Sun patted his back and chuckled, “John, that era has passed. We used to sit in the cockpit and personally fly these machines into the sky. Now, we no longer have that opportunity. It’s no longer our era.”

The American Old Flying Tigers member named John gently nodded and said, “Just being able to see them again, touch them, hear their engines, and watch them fly in the sky, I’m already content…”





Chapter 1627: Unyielding Passion

Steven Spielberg’s official photographer took many exceptionally brilliant photos of several Old Flying Tigers members. Li Mu instructed the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation staff who had accompanied the elders from the Veteran rest home to develop these photos into albums as soon as they returned to Spring City and present them to the elders as keepsakes.

These admirable old men had achieved their greatest wish, and each one of them was incredibly excited.

After the photoshoot, an American Old Flying Tigers member, stroking his World War II US Air Force jacket, excitedly said, “This jacket feels exactly like the one from back then. Whether it’s the style, the cut, the materials, or the feel, it’s just like what we wore when we were young.”

The film crew’s prop master explained, “These uniforms were replicated based on actual Flying Tigers uniform patterns, and just like the uniforms of that era, these were also hand-sewn in the United States, even the materials were produced domestically.”

The elder nodded repeatedly, exclaiming, “You truly dedicated yourselves! From the planes to the uniforms, and even other props, everything was restored to the maximum extent to the actual conditions of that time. Even the cartoon nose art on the planes is identical.”

Other elders also expressed their agreement. A war film with such high and meticulous fidelity was most capable of awakening their deepest memories.

Li Mu found Steven Spielberg and quietly told him, “These senior figures have almost all lost their uniforms from back then. Let’s give them these replicated uniforms as gifts.”

Steven Spielberg said without hesitation, “Then please let them keep these uniforms. After we finish filming, all the uniforms can be given to the Old Flying Tigers members. If it’s not enough, we can order more from the factory.”

Li Mu nodded, and after thanking him, he conveyed this decision to every Old Flying Tigers member who had arrived on site today.

Upon learning that they could keep the Flying Tigers uniforms as mementos, every elder was incredibly thrilled. Elder Mr. Han Zili was the most dramatic; he immediately touched the uniform he was wearing and, in a Sichuan accent, told his son, “Listen to me! When I die, have me cremated, then wash and neatly fold this uniform and put it in my coffin.”

The elder’s son hastily said, “Dad, what kind of nonsense are you saying! You’re so healthy, you can live for another ten-plus years.”

Elder Mr. Han said, “You rascal, you always say foolish things. Even if I live another ten-plus years, I’ll still die, won’t I? And won’t I still need to be buried peacefully after I die? Whenever your father here is laid to rest, that’s when you put this in my coffin, understand?”

The elder’s son quickly nodded, “I understand, I know. Don’t you worry…”

Li Mu watched from the side with great emotion. For these elders, a replicated military uniform held such high status in their hearts and minds, showing that their fervent passion hadn’t yet cooled.

The several elders, dressed in military uniforms identical to those of yesteryear, lingered at the airport for a long time, reluctant to part, before finally leaving the airport before dark.

Li Mu saw them off to their vehicles and promised them that he would apply to the local government to preserve this site permanently after the movie’s production was complete. He would also expand it into a highly accurate World War II Flying Tigers airfield and open it to the public for free. At that time, he would arrange for dedicated staff to introduce the story of the Flying Tigers to all guests.

Li Mu’s promise greatly comforted all the elders. For them, what they truly hoped for was that people would remember the war, not just them, but the cruelty of war, the preciousness of peace, and the greatness of the nation.

After bidding farewell to the elders, Li Mu immediately used Li Ziwei’s portable computer and wireless network card to post the elders’ photos on his Weibo.

Li Mu selected nine photos in total, including individual shots of several elders and their group photo, alongside the caption: “To all Flying Tigers members, and all martyrs who shed their blood for justice in World War II, I extend my highest respect.”

In the photos, although the elders were old and frail, each one tried to stand as straight as possible, and their expressions carried a deep-seated resilience. Their wrinkles were so profound, as if each one held endless vicissitudes and stories.

As soon as this Weibo post was published, it instantly went viral on Weibo and Twitter. A large number of netizens from all nationalities commented and reposted, with the comments almost uniformly expressing emotion, salutes, and tributes.

After posting on Weibo, Li Mu had dinner with the film crew. Since he was returning to Beijing tomorrow and would be taking Du Wei, who had already wrapped filming, with him, he deliberately had a few more drinks with everyone.

Although Du Wei didn’t have much of an alcohol tolerance, she still proactively raised her wine glass to toast everyone. As the youngest member of the core production team, she had always been well-cared for by everyone. Thus, she felt a strong sense of reluctance to part. After a few glasses of red wine, her eyes turned red before her delicate face.

Du Wei, her eyes red, said in English to everyone, “During this time, I’ve learned a lot from interacting with everyone and received so much care. Thank you very much. I hope to have the opportunity to cooperate with you all again in the future.”

Steven Spielberg smiled and said, “I will definitely reserve a role for you in my next movie, no matter what it is.”

Anne Hathaway reached out and held Du Wei’s hand, saying fondly, like an elder sister doting on her little sister, “You must come to America when you have time. No matter how busy I am then, I will definitely spend quality time with you.”

Du Wei nodded, looking at Anne Hathaway, and said seriously, “You should also visit China often and come to Beijing to find me. You can stay at my home then; my parents and older sister are all very nice, you’ll definitely like them.”

Anne Hathaway involuntarily glanced at Li Mu out of the corner of her eye, and nodded softly, saying, “As long as I have the opportunity, I will definitely come to Beijing to find you.”

Li Mu didn’t notice Anne Hathaway’s deeply affectionate gaze. At this moment, he was busy exchanging toasts with Steven Spielberg, Tom Hanks, and Leonardo.

Within Li Mu’s body was the soul of a middle-aged man, actually over thirty years old. Among the film crew, he felt he had more in common with these three senior figures.

Li Mu asked Steven Spielberg, “Once our school is almost ready, what are your plans for your next movie?”

Steven Spielberg shook his head and said, “I have several scripts in hand, but I haven’t decided which one to film yet.”

Li Mu smiled and asked, “Do you have any particular inclinations?”

Steven Spielberg thought for a moment and said, “There’s one heartfelt script I’m quite interested in. It’s based on a true event, about an Iranian political refugee who was stranded at Charles de Gaulle Airport in France in the late 1980s because he had no refugee documents.”

Li Mu suddenly understood. He knew the story Steven Spielberg was referring to. This movie was later filmed and titled The Terminal, and its lead actor was Tom Hanks, who was sitting across from Li Mu.

Honestly, this film was indeed excellent, similar to Forrest Gump—very touching and inspiring. However, after seeing Flying Tigers come to fruition from scratch, Li Mu felt that Steven Spielberg should film movies with broader themes. He had already contributed Forrest Gump to the genre of heartwarming and inspiring films; there was no need to continue investing in it.

So, he asked Steven Spielberg, “Steven, why don’t you consider continuing to film a World War II themed movie?”

Steven Spielberg was stunned, then gave an awkward smile, saying, “I’ve already filmed too many World War II themed movies, and I also executive produced Band of Brothers. That’s enough.”

Li Mu nodded and said earnestly, “World War II is actually a very vast subject matter. Moreover, I think it’s no exaggeration to say that World War II is the largest and broadest subject in human history. Its breadth and depth are far greater than major historical periods that influenced human development, such as the Renaissance, the Industrial Revolution, or the Age of Discovery.”

Steven Spielberg curiously asked, “Why do you see it that way? From the perspective of human development, aren’t the Industrial Revolution and the Age of Discovery actually much more important?”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “In my opinion, the vast breadth of World War II is due to its global coverage and impact, practically reshuffling the entire world. Its depth lies in the fact that it not only touched upon the darkest side of human development to date but also the greatest.”

Pausing here, Li Mu continued, “Throughout human history, it might be impossible to find existences more cruel, dark, and inhumane than the Nazis and Japan during World War II. Similarly, there have never been so many great and noble martyrs emerging in human history as during World War II.”

“In China, child soldiers, some barely taller than a rifle, would risk their lives; soldiers would strap grenades to themselves, willing to take the invaders down with them, just to blow up an invading tank;”

“In Eastern Europe, Soviets advanced over the corpses of their compatriots and resisted invaders with their flesh and blood to defend their homeland; in Western Europe, even after the French government surrendered, the partisans continued to resist the Nazis; and the UK, despite being heavily bombed, never gave up resistance; Americans, to help the side of justice, sent millions of soldiers to the European Theater and Asian Theater, just like Ryan in your movie—his three brothers didn’t die defending their own country, but died defending human justice…”

At this point, Li Mu sighed with emotion, saying, “I personally feel that World War II alone could be the subject of tens of thousands of different types of films and television series. In such a special environment, not only major events are worth filming, but even a small microcosm can make an excellent movie. It’s like how you condensed the entire Nazi slaughter of Jews into Schindler’s List. And in China, there’s a director who made a movie called Devils on the Doorstep. This movie is precisely the opposite of Schindler’s List; he focused his attention on a small Chinese village during World War II. Although the movie doesn’t reach the heights of Schindler’s List, it’s still a very excellent World War II film. This shows that World War II films still have great development potential.”





Chapter 1628: World War II-Themed Brand

The reason Li Mu promoted the World War II theme to Steven Spielberg was precisely to make the best use of talent.

In his view, World War II was the grandest, the gravest, and the most serious theme, a major subject that only great directors could truly master. Only directors with sufficient vision, capability, and cinematic skill could create classic World War II films.

However, in the future Chinese entertainment industry, the majority of those who flocked to make World War II films and television series were ironically the most incompetent directors and actors. This gave rise to absurd Anti-Japanese War absurd dramas featuring plots like gun-fu, hand-tearing devils, grenades hidden in crotches, grenades blowing up planes, bicycles flying onto trains, and snipers making 400-kilometer kills with a single shot.

A few years later, the film and television circles would see an inversion: directors capable of handling grand and profound themes largely gravitated towards smaller, shallower subjects such as romance, inspirational stories, action, adventure, animation, and even black humor, finding it easier to achieve success with these.

Conversely, directors incapable of tackling grand or profound themes, yet perversely fond of ambitious undertakings, ended up churning out a multitude of incongruous bad films, leaving audiences speechless. Not only were there many bad films made about World War II, but numerous Chinese directors also concentrated on producing a heap of historical bad films: The Warring States, Confucius, Battle of Wits, The Lost Bladesman, The Banquet, Sacrifice—every single one was a grand theme, and every single one was a bad film, differing only in their respective degrees of badness.

As a nationalist, Li Mu held endless pride and love for the Chinese nation. However, seeing all these grand themes of great significance to the Chinese nation, from World War II to the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, repeatedly ravaged and spoiled by these bad films, he naturally felt exceptionally displeased. Yet, not being a filmmaker himself, he could only first find a way to create a healthy development environment.

To foster a good environment, guidance from capital was needed, as well as guidance from industry Bigwigs.

Therefore, Li Mu set his sights on Steven Spielberg.

Steven Spielberg listened to Li Mu’s numerous opinions on the World War II theme and agreed, saying: “General Manager Li, you’re right. Purely from a film subject perspective, World War II is indeed grander than any other historical period or event. It truly has too many stories that can be made into films. Both we and all of Hollywood receive countless scripts about World War II every year, and as you said, the World War II theme truly has the most profound depth.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “The most important reason for making World War II films isn’t to create highly acclaimed or high-box office movies, but to ensure that people today remember and reflect on history. Therefore, it carries a higher mission. In the future, people’s memory of that period might rely on the films we leave behind; otherwise, in a few more decades, young people might not even know what World War II was.”

Steven Spielberg remained silent for a moment, then nodded slightly and said: “If there are any good World War II-themed scripts in the future, I will consider making one or two more.”

Li Mu said: “World War II is such a vast theme; making just one or two, or even one or two dozen films, isn’t enough.”

Steven Spielberg said: “Time and ability are, after all, limited, and frankly, no director wants to keep making the same type of subject. It would greatly stifle the diversified development of art.”

Li Mu said: “Naturally, the ability of one or two individuals isn’t enough. So, I’m thinking, could we leverage capital support to create a specialized brand?”

“A brand?” Steven Spielberg asked in surprise. “A World War II film brand?”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Exactly. Like Marvel, which only makes superhero comics, and Disney and Pixar, which focus on animated films, we should create a brand dedicated to World War II films. What this brand needs to do is continuously invest in and produce excellent World War II-themed film and television works.”

Then, Li Mu added: “We will solicit scripts and directors globally. As long as all aspects are suitable, we will invest in their production and then handle the global distribution ourselves.”

Steven Spielberg thought for a moment, then said to Li Mu: “Calculating two years from concept to release for one film, to ensure a brand’s exposure, at least three to five films must be released annually. In that case, the initial investment for this brand would need to support six to ten films. Roughly estimated, that would require at least hundreds of millions of US dollars in capital.”

Then, Steven Spielberg continued: “World War II-themed films, and indeed all historical films, suffer from a significant issue: there’s no way to do product placement. In modern films, what cell phone the protagonist uses, what car they drive, which hotel they stay in, whose billboard flashes by in a quick shot—all of these can generate revenue, at least helping reduce costs in the early stages. However, for World War II-themed films, it’s very difficult to find such opportunities in the early stages. One or two films might be fine, but too many would lead to considerable financial pressure. Furthermore, World War II-themed films generally have slightly lower box office revenue potential compared to entertainment films.”

Li Mu said: “None of that matters. We have cinema chains throughout China, and an online ticketing system covering the entire country and even North America. In the future, our cinema chains will continue to expand, and our online ticketing system will continue to develop. By then, our own channel capabilities can largely ensure that films do not fail at the box office. This means that even an initial investment of one billion US dollars would gradually be recouped through box office revenue within two to three years, with even a chance to gain considerable profits.”

At this point, Li Mu paused and added: “As for how to get this money, it’s actually quite simple. I can raise funds to create a private equity fund focused on film and television projects, raising capital from investors to invest in these projects. I can distribute all profits to the fund’s investors, because what I care about isn’t the profit, but the product.”

Steven Spielberg nodded and said: “I understand. In that case, the initial financial pressure wouldn’t be as great, and the risk could also be distributed among investors. I think it’s still worth doing.”

Li Mu said: “Why don’t we cooperate on this project? I’ll initiate the private equity fund, and you can be the project manager.”

Steven Spielberg asked curiously: “General Manager Li, could you elaborate?”

Li Mu then said: “It’s actually very simple. I’ll get the money, and you’ll spend it. For example, my first-phase target is around one billion US dollars. This money will be used to invest in ten to fifteen World War II-themed film and television series. You personally direct one, and for the rest, you’ll select suitable projects and teams. If you think a script is good, you acquire it and invest in its production, then find suitable directors, supervising the project’s implementation step by step. Finally, from the entire project’s net profit, I’ll give you ten percent. At the same time, I’ll also give you ten to twenty percent of the shares in this brand. We can discuss the specifics further.”

Then, Li Mu added: “This brand, like Marvel, must only produce high-quality works, striving to become the world’s best World War II-themed brand within three to five years! Currently, no one is trying to create such a brand. If we do, we can be at the forefront.”

“A vertical brand has a major advantage: it naturally gives users a sense of greater professionalism in that field. For example, if you enjoy mountaineering, you wouldn’t buy mountaineering clothing from a regular clothing store. You’d at least choose a professional outdoor brand, or even a specialized mountaineering brand.”

“Film and television are essentially the same. If we were a brand focused on animated films, once we established our reputation, users would immediately think of us. Upon seeing our animated films, they would have the preconceived notion that since it’s our production, it must be a high-quality work.”

“Marvel has been creating superheroes since World War II. Now, every time they release a new superhero, everyone rushes to buy their comics and even goes to cinemas to watch their movies. This is Marvel’s enormous advantage in the superhero vertical sub-category.”

“The same goes for a World War II-themed brand. If we can produce several classic World War II films, then in the future, whenever audiences want to watch World War II-themed movies, they will first think of us. And whenever we release a World War II-themed film, audiences who enjoy such movies will confidently buy tickets and go to the cinema to watch it. On that day, our brand will establish an absolute leadership status in the World War II film market, and in the future, we can, like Marvel, continuously release new World War II-themed films, with every release becoming a hit.”

Li Mu understood clearly that as the film and television industry developed further, a large number of brands specializing in certain niche categories would emerge. Marvel, DC, Disney, and Pixar were obvious examples. Domestically, Mahua FunAge, which focused on comedy, and Zhengwu Yangguang, which specialized in high-quality TV dramas, were both highly successful cases. Beyond these, some brands focused on online feature films, some on suspense online dramas, and some even on variety shows.

However, despite so many brands in the film and television industry focusing on niche markets, no one had ever specialized in World War II-themed film and television.

Li Mu decided to be the first one to try something new, establishing a sub-brand under Muye Pictures to focus on World War II-themed films and TV series, and only producing high-quality works. Simultaneously, films would definitely target the global market, while TV dramas would primarily revolve around the domestic and North American markets, especially the domestic market!

If this brand of his could produce one or two excellent Chinese World War II-themed TV series each year, it would greatly influence the future development direction of the entire domestic Anti-Japanese War film and television dramas. If there were high-quality World War II-themed TV series like My Chief and My Regiment and Drawing Sword every year, the Anti-Japanese War absurd dramas featuring hand-tearing devils would essentially have no room to survive.





Chapter 1629: Deeply Bound

Steven Spielberg, step by step, had accumulated a net worth of over one billion US dollars in Hollywood. Logically, a person this wealthy wouldn’t need to work so hard anymore. But the truth is, the richer people are, the more they desire to become even richer.

Therefore, deep down, he particularly cherished this opportunity to cooperate with Li Mu. After all, Li Mu had almost certainly secured his position as the next richest person in the world, just waiting for the day Muyeye Technology went public and his market value was fully quantified. Once that happened, Li Mu’s net worth could potentially exceed that of the second-ranked Bill Gates by more than double.

Although Steven Spielberg was a film artist, at his core, he was still a businessman. A businessman’s pursuit of profit is always paramount, and so, he longed for a deeper level of cooperation with Li Mu.

Steven Spielberg immediately agreed to Li Mu’s World War II film brand plan after a brief consideration, saying, “General Manager Li, since you trust me, I will certainly work hard not to let your trust down.”

Li Mu smiled in satisfaction, raising his glass, and said to Steven Spielberg, “Then I believe you’ll be frequenting China quite a bit over the next few years.”

Steven Spielberg also raised his glass, clinked it gently with Li Mu’s, and chuckled, “Once this film is released, I’ll buy a property in Beijing and dedicate most of my time and energy to the film academy and the World War II film brand project.”

Li Mu laughed and said, “That would be wonderful. Come, a toast to our long-term cooperation.”

“A toast to long-term cooperation!”

Although Steven Spielberg was nearly twice Li Mu’s age, he very much hoped to be deeply bound together with Li Mu.

So when Li Mu presented a bundling proposal, he accepted it almost without hesitation.

Or, to put it another way, he was binding himself to Li Mu’s “big ship.” It might sound like it lacks swagger, but most middle-tier wealthy individuals like him would essentially make the same choice.

At its root, it’s simply desire. Human desire is boundless; at any time, at any stage, there’s always a higher desire. The word “satisfaction” simply doesn’t exist.

Satisfaction is always something that lives in imagination, a hypothesis built upon desire.

For example, a person who is full, when hungry, might feel that just being able to eat enough food is satisfaction. This “satisfaction” is actually a hypothetical scenario born from desire.

Those who can barely eat their fill feel satisfied if they can save one or two thousand yuan each month in addition to feeding themselves.

People who save one or two thousand yuan a month then feel satisfied if they can save ten or twenty thousand yuan a month.

A millionaire with a Mercedes-Benz S-Class feels satisfied if they can afford a Rolls-Royce.

A billionaire with a Rolls-Royce then feels satisfied if they can buy a private yacht.

And a wealthy individual with a private yacht then yearns for a private jet, a private estate, a private island, or even a mobile skyscraper entirely their own in an area where every inch of land is prime real estate.

With Steven Spielberg’s current net worth, he could make sacrifices and buy a private jet without much trouble, but it would definitely be financially painful. However, for Li Mu, given his net worth, after Muyeye Technology goes public, even buying the largest Boeing 747 as a private jet wouldn’t feel financially painful. This isn’t just because he’s rich, but also because he earns money incredibly fast and steadily.

This is a microcosm of the immense gap between Li Mu and Steven Spielberg. Therefore, any wealthy person in the world, at their current stage, is inherently unsatisfied. Perhaps Bill Gates feels that if one day his net worth reaches Li Mu’s level, he would then feel satisfied.

However, Li Mu, at the pinnacle of the pyramid of the wealthy, was still far from satisfied. He knew clearly that the internet industry, and even the entire high-tech sector, still held too many explosive growth points. Although it seemed he had already created an astronomical amount of wealth, this was merely the first leg of his entrepreneurial journey. The road ahead was long; with continued development, his net worth could potentially reach the combined total of the world’s second to tenth richest individuals, or even surpass their sum.

In the time that followed, Li Mu and Steven Spielberg meticulously discussed the details of their future cooperation on the World War II film brand.

First, Li Mu would establish a new wholly-owned subsidiary under Muye Pictures. This subsidiary would, in turn, open a North American branch at a lower level. These two company shells would then be responsible for Chinese World War II film and television projects and Hollywood World War II film and television projects, respectively.

Second, Li Mu would be responsible for establishing a private equity fund. There were countless capital firms circling Li Mu and Muyeye Technology every day, and an endless number of people eager to get rich by following Li Mu. With current policies placing no restrictions on private equity funds, Li Mu could effortlessly raise substantial initial capital, ensuring immediate investment in film and television projects.

Finally, once funding was in place, for future World War II blockbusters, as soon as a script was ready, Li Mu could acquire it and invest in its production at any time. Films like Hacksaw Ridge, Dunkirk, The Pianist, Fury, Inglourious Basterds, and Flags of Our Fathers – if Li Mu had the chance to poach them, he would invest without hesitation, then entrust Steven Spielberg with quality control of the films.

At the same time, they would also select some themes about China’s War of Resistance against Japan and produce them to Hollywood standards. Even if these resulted in losses, it wouldn’t matter, as the goal was to set an example for all Chinese World War II film and television dramas.

…

After confirming the intent to cooperate with Steven Spielberg, Li Mu departed for Beijing early the next morning.

This time, he had a companion for the journey back: Du Wei, a young girl who was a tearful mess.

Du Wei had been pampered by her parents and older sister growing up, and she was pure-hearted and sincere. She easily formed strong, inseparable friendships with those around her. Seeing that all her parts were filmed and she was about to leave the crew, she felt she had built a deep foundation of friendship with every person she had met on set.

Suddenly having to leave a crew where she had lived, studied, and worked for several months, Du Wei felt a pang in her heart and cried, her face tear-streaked.

When the Southwest Aviation Company’s helicopter landed at the airport, the entire crew came out to see them off. Du Wei, tears streaming down her face, shook hands and hugged each person, feeling incredibly sad.

In truth, for these crew members who were accustomed to comings and goings, they also genuinely liked Du Wei, this pure and kind-hearted girl.

The crew had heard about Du Wei’s family background from somewhere and couldn’t believe that a young girl born with a silver spoon in her mouth had never complained about hardships or fatigue, even in a challenging place like the Southwest. Sometimes, even difficulties that Liu Ye had to overcome by gritting his teeth, Du Wei could face with a smile. This kind of “little princess” with absolutely no princess syndrome was especially endearing to the crew.

Steven Spielberg, accompanied by the core crew members, saw Li Mu and Du Wei all the way onto the helicopter. Before the helicopter engine started, he loudly told Li Mu and Du Wei, “Mr. Li, I’m still waiting for that tailor-made theme song for Du Wei!”

Li Mu gave an OK gesture and said, “Once I get back, I’ll record this song with Du Wei. I’ll give you a sneak peek: the song’s title is 21 Guns!”

Having directed so many war films, Steven Spielberg knew immediately what “21 Guns” meant. A 21-gun salute is the highest level of homage and signifies the utmost respect.

Although he hadn’t yet seen the lyrics or heard the song, based solely on the title, Steven Spielberg felt that it wouldn’t be an issue.

He had been somewhat worried earlier, wondering what he would do if Li Mu insisted on taking full responsibility for the theme song, and it turned out to be a terrible track. Would he have to just brace himself and use it?

But now, Steven Spielberg was much more optimistic.

Leonardo, Tom Hanks, and Anne Hathaway also took turns bidding farewell to the two outside the helicopter. Li Mu noticed that Anne Hathaway’s gaze towards him was very special, as if filled with deep attachment, yet also a hint of lingering resentment and melancholy.

Li Mu inwardly sighed, Anne Hathaway in this state truly evoked a strong protective instinct in him.

Li Mu and she gazed into each other’s eyes for a few seconds. This time, Anne Hathaway wasn’t shy; she looked at Li Mu without blinking, as if trying to imprint him into her deep-set eyes.

The helicopter’s engine started, its blades slowly accelerating, creating immense noise and powerful downdrafts. Li Mu, Du Wei, and the others put on sound-proof earmuffs at the pilot’s prompting. The farewell party was pushed back over ten meters by the strong winds.

As Li Mu and the others waved farewell, the helicopter slowly ascended, then flew towards Spring City Airport.

When the makeshift airport was no longer visible, Li Mu heard Du Wei’s sobs through the helicopter’s intercom system.

Turning his head, he saw Du Wei looking out the window, her shoulders shaking from crying.

Li Mu’s heart ached at the sight. Without thinking, or rather, in a moment of impulse, he gently reached out and pulled her into his embrace.

Du Wei’s body trembled. She turned to look at Li Mu, her eyes red-rimmed and nose flushed, making Li Mu feel a surge of tenderness.

Li Mu looked at her and asked with a smile, “Hate to leave them?”

Du Wei nodded and said, “They treated me like older brothers and sisters, like parents. They always looked after me. We lived together for so long, and suddenly leaving them… I really hate to leave, and I don’t know if I’ll ever have the chance to see them again.”

Li Mu comforted her, saying, “It’s just a temporary separation. You’ll see each other again very soon, and in the future, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to meet and even cooperate with them.”

Du Wei looked at Li Mu piteously and asked, “Brother Li Mu, is that really true?”

Li Mu nodded with certainty and said, “Once the film enters its pre-release publicity period, the main creative team will conduct roadshows together, and you’ll still be cooperating then.”

Du Wei nodded softly and said, “That might be several months or even half a year from now.”

Sighing lightly, Du Wei added, “I really hate to leave Sister Anne.”

Li Mu looked at her with an indulgent smile and said, “After filming is completely wrapped, they should depart from Huzhou City to return to America. But since you hate to leave them, when that time comes, I’ll charter an Air China Boeing 747 for them to fly back from Beijing. That way, you’ll have another chance to see them.”





Chapter 1630: Special Affection

Du Wei hadn’t expected that Li Mu would actually charter a plane just for the crew, changing their schedule to Beijing, all to give her another chance to meet them. She was instantly dumbfounded, looking at Li Mu and asking, “Brother Li Mu, you’re just teasing me, aren’t you?”

Li Mu smiled, “Of course not, I’m being perfectly serious about this.”

Then, Li Mu added, “You can say I did this to make you happy, but you can’t say I said this to make you happy.”

Li Mu specifically emphasized the words “did” and “said.”

Du Wei immediately understood what Li Mu meant, and she suddenly felt as if she had received the greatest affection in the world. Although his solution was extravagant and wasteful, in her girlish heart, she couldn’t help but feel that Li Mu’s way of solving the problem was truly both sweet and romantic.

This instantly eased Du Wei’s earlier melancholic mood. She leaned gently on Li Mu’s shoulder and said seriously, “Brother Li Mu, you’re so good to me.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “Being good to you is only right. Look how adorable you are.”

Du Wei’s smile was full of sweetness, and her pure expression brought an exceptional sense of peace and comfort to Li Mu’s heart.

In fact, Li Mu had a natural fondness for Du Wei, like an older brother for his younger sister, always wanting to give her the best.

Du Wei’s family background was actually excellent, so much so that “rich and powerful” wouldn’t even begin to describe it. Growing up, she lived in a state of “wanting for nothing, always having the best.” Yet, even so, Li Mu was still willing to give her the best within his own means.

Du Wei had a good voice, and Li Mu was willing to give all the best songs to her. Currently, she was only developing domestically. If participating in Flying Tigers and singing its theme song could help her break into the Western market, then Li Mu also wanted to gradually give her all the songs that Taylor Swift and Adele later made famous worldwide.

Furthermore, Du Wei naturally possessed acting acumen, on par with most professional actors. This might have a lot to do with her upbringing. Although Li Mu wasn’t a materialist, he had to admit that children who grew up with a life of comfort and extremely wealthy backgrounds were more confident than children from poor families, and acting was precisely something that required enough confidence to truly let loose.

So, Li Mu also hoped to give her better acting opportunities, ideally to make her the most renowned Chinese celebrity globally. That would make Li Mu happier than anything.

After Flying Tigers, Li Mu would bind Steven Spielberg more closely with himself, and this binding would naturally bring Du Wei in. Ideally, Du Wei could be tied together with Steven Spielberg’s future films. This would be equivalent to setting up Du Wei with a direct advertising channel to Hollywood, allowing her to leap to the top rank of Hollywood actresses.

…

The General Aviation Company’s helicopter arrived at Spring City Airport. Li Mu, Du Wei, and the rest of their party then boarded the private jet, which the charter plane company had long been waiting for.

The private jet was much quieter than the helicopter, so Li Mu opened his computer and pulled up the lyrics to “21 Guns” that he had modified, letting Du Wei familiarize herself with them first. After reading them, Du Wei praised the lyrics profusely, continuously asking, “Brother Li Mu, do you have the sheet music? I want to try learning to sing it right now.”

“Haha.” Li Mu scratched his head, “You know how it is, I’ve never properly studied music theory, so I can’t write sheet music.”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue and said with a smile, “Then you just teach me to sing it.”

Li Mu awkwardly lowered his voice and said, “There are other people here, it’d be too embarrassing.”

Du Wei also lowered her voice, “It’s just singing, what’s there to be embarrassed about? Don’t we sing in front of a lot of people when we go to KTV?”

Li Mu said, “That’s singing with a backing track, it’s different from singing a cappella. A cappella requires enormous courage.”

Du Wei blinked and smiled, “So even the all-powerful Brother Li Mu has moments of shyness! You’re actually embarrassed to sing a cappella in front of others…”

Li Mu smiled helplessly, “Goading me on, are we?”

Du Wei smiled, “Never mind if it’s goading or not, the point is you really are embarrassed.”

Li Mu said with a laugh, “Alright, then I officially announce that your goading has worked.”

With that, Li Mu took a deep breath and said, “Alright, listen up! I’m going to sing it for you now!”

Du Wei clapped silently, whispering with an excited expression, “That’s wonderful! But Brother Li Mu, lower your voice a bit, just so I can hear you.”

Li Mu nodded and, feeling a little bashful, began to sing his modified version of “21 Guns.”

The original “21 Guns” was essentially an anti-war song. While anti-war sentiment is certainly what peace advocates love to champion today, especially among famous American artists, almost all of them have an anti-war song, otherwise they’d be embarrassed to greet anyone.

However, while there were so many anti-war songs in the American music scene, their origin wasn’t World War II, but the Vietnam War. When America fought the Vietnam War, it was without a just cause, and the casualties were exceptionally heavy, leading to a strong anti-war sentiment in post-war America. It was from that time that film and television works and song-based artistic works began to be influenced by the anti-war wave.

However, for all the victorious nations, World War II was not a war without a just cause; it was a righteous war where justice ultimately triumphed over evil, a brilliant result of righteous people worldwide uniting to fight against tyranny. For all the Allied soldiers who participated in World War II, that war was worthy of being lauded and celebrated by all humanity for generations to come.

Therefore, Li Mu completely and thoroughly revised the lyrics of “21 Guns” to praise the righteous veterans who participated in World War II, especially the pilots in Flying Tigers who valiantly fought against the Japanese tyrannical invaders.

Although Green Day is a punk band, the song “21 Guns” doesn’t sound frivolous or casual at all. On the contrary, its melody line is steady and profound. It’s pleasant and captivating, yet also grand, easily moving people’s hearts.

Although Li Mu mustered the courage to sing a cappella, he was still a bit held back. However, after Du Wei listened to him sing one section, she had already transcribed the song’s sheet music in her mind. So, by the time Li Mu sang the second section, she was already able to follow along perfectly, humming softly.

Li Mu was shocked by how quickly she learned the song, but he soon understood. Music theory and sheet music were essentially the language of music. Ordinary people who hadn’t learned this language would only learn to sing through rote memorization, like someone who doesn’t understand a foreign language but has someone constantly babbling in their ear. They might learn the pronunciation of a few phrases after a few tries, but they would still be completely ignorant of the language itself.

In this situation, learning a song’s melody was like listening to someone recite an essay in a language you didn’t understand. So, most people learned songs by parrot-fashion mimicry, mechanically singing along many times, constantly deepening their memory until they finally remembered the song.

But for a high-achieving student specialized in music like Du Wei, she had known music theory and sheet music by heart since childhood. Therefore, when she heard a melody, she could understand its language. So, when she heard someone “speak” a passage in this language, she could immediately grasp the essence of it, unlike others who could only remember the pronunciation.

With this realization, Li Mu was no longer so surprised by Du Wei’s ability to learn the song in one go.

By the time Du Wei finished singing the second section with Li Mu, she was already very proficient with the entire song. After singing it through once, she acted coyly towards Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, sing it for me again!”

Li Mu smiled, “You’ve already learned it by heart, and you still want me to sing it for you? I think you’ll be able to go straight into the studio and record as soon as we get off the plane.”

Du Wei said with a slight bashfulness, “I just want to hear you sing it again. If you’re bashful, then let’s sing it together.”

Li Mu was helpless and could only nod in agreement.

This time, Du Wei sang flawlessly. She was even able to convey the song’s prolonged, solemn, and storytelling feel with immense confidence and certainty.

Li Mu couldn’t help but exclaim, “After we go back and rest today, let’s quickly get into the studio and record this song.”

Du Wei nodded and said, “Tonight, Mom and Dad, and my older sister, said they’d eat at home. My paternal grandparents will also come over. They haven’t seen me in a long time and said they miss me. So after today, any day will work.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll need to communicate with the recording musicians about the arrangement first. I’ll let you know once that’s settled. There’s no major rush, so just get some good rest these next two days.”

As he spoke, Li Mu asked her, “How are your school arrangements?”

Du Wei said, “As for school, the main professional courses will be arranged for me to catch up on by the school teachers. Some academic subjects aren’t a big problem; I’ve pretty much self-studied them while I was with the crew. They’re not that difficult, actually.”

Li Mu smiled, “You don’t even forget your academic subjects while filming; you’re truly a model top student.”

Du Wei smiled, “My Grandpa always taught me to be strict with myself since I was little. He also fought his way through wars back in the day, and he places great emphasis on self-discipline education for his descendants.”

Then, Du Wei added, “Oh, and my English proficiency improved tremendously in this crew. The director, most of the staff, and the main actors all spoke English, so I was constantly communicating with them in English. I’d never lived abroad for long before, but working with them for so long this time, I feel my spoken English ability has improved significantly. I won’t have to worry about my spoken English if I study abroad in America later.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “You want to study abroad in America?”

“Yes,” Du Wei nodded, saying seriously, “Going to Berklee College of Music to study modern music and jazz music has always been my dream.”





Chapter 1650: Private Jet

When the plane carrying Li Mu and his group landed at Yanjing Airport, Du Fei, Du Wei’s older sister, had already been waiting for a long time in the hangar rented by the charter plane company.

As the plane slowly taxied into the hangar, Li Mu already saw Du Fei standing below, smiling radiantly.

Du Wei immediately spotted her sister and eagerly waved to her through the window.

Li Mu was still wondering why Du Fei could enter the airport hangar directly when he suddenly glimpsed a black car behind her. A quick look at its license plate made everything clear.

Li Mu himself owned a special privilege license plate, so he was very familiar with such rare and highly valuable plates. The license plate on the car behind Du Fei meant there was almost nowhere in all of China it couldn’t go.

After the plane came to a stop, the cabin door opened downwards, transforming into an air-stair. Du Wei was the first to rush down, unable to contain her excitement. Close behind her was the silly dog Li Mu had adopted.

Du Wei hadn’t seen her sister for a long time. As soon as they met, she playfully threw herself into Du Fei’s arms.

Gouzi, in just a couple of days, had become very familiar with Du Wei. It kept running in circles around her feet, yelping softly as it went.

Li Mu walked down from the plane unhurriedly. Du Fei saw him and smiled slightly, saying, “Thank you, General Manager Li, for bringing our young girl back from so far away.”

Li Mu chuckled, “What’s wrong, General Manager Du? When did you become so formal?”

Du Fei covered her mouth and chuckled for a while before saying, “Oh, I won’t banter with you anymore. I’m here to pick Weiwei up and take her home. Everyone at home misses her terribly.”

Li Mu said, “Then why did you need to bother with this trip? I could have just sent her back myself.”

Du Fei affectionately stroked Du Wei’s hair, smiling, and said, “You think I don’t miss my little princess? I miss her so much I can’t even sleep well. Of course, I was looking forward to seeing her early.”

Du Wei asked in surprise, “Sister, did you really miss me so much you couldn’t sleep?”

Du Fei said earnestly, “Would I lie to you?”

Du Wei giggled, “You’re making me embarrassed. Because I slept especially well every day on set.”

Du Fei shook her head helplessly and said, “You ungrateful thing.”

Du Wei then laughed and said, “I was kidding! I missed you every day, but filming was quite tiring, so I didn’t have much time to chat with you.”

Du Fei said with concern, “You’ve really worked hard.”

“It’s not hard,” Du Wei said earnestly. “I learned a lot.”

Du Fei nodded, “Go home and report back to Parents and Paternal grandparents.”

Saying that, she looked at Li Mu and said, “Li Mu, my family is waiting, so I’ll take Weiwei and leave first.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Please give my regards to your family.”

Du Fei smiled, “Thank you. My grandfather also said he wanted me to convey his gratitude. He read the script for ‘Flying Tigers’ and loved it a lot. He’s also very grateful that you’re investing in such a meaningful film.”

Li Mu politely said, “Please tell the elder gentleman that I appreciate his recognition. Also, it’s the least we could do.”

Du Fei said, “Old Chen heard I was coming to the airport and asked me to tell you that the price for that G550 in Hong Kong has been negotiated. He wants you to call him after you land, as his previous call to you didn’t connect.”

Li Mu nodded, “Alright, I know. I’ll call him back in a bit. You two can go ahead.”

“Okay, then we’ll be going.”

“Brother Li Mu, we’re leaving now!”

“Goodbye.” Li Mu watched the two of them get into the car, then he took Li Ziwei and Gouzi and got into his own commercial vehicle that had been waiting for a long time.

As soon as he got in the car, Li Mu called Chen Ze. He had wanted to buy a private jet for a long time but hadn’t carefully researched the market. Later, he heard that private jets usually required at least a year’s advance booking, which made Li Mu a little melancholy, feeling the time cost was too long. He thought he might have to buy a used one as a last resort.

Unexpectedly, Chen Ze had found him a brand new, recently launched Gulfstream G550 that was available for immediate purchase, which was much more comfortable than buying a used plane that someone else had flown countless times.

When Chen Ze answered Li Mu’s call, his first question was a smiling, “Landed?”

“Landed,” Li Mu said. “I just saw Du Fei at the airport; she came to pick up Xiao Wei.”

Then, Li Mu asked him, “I heard from Du Fei that the Gulfstream G550 you mentioned last time has had its price negotiated?”

“Yes,” Chen Ze said. “Let me tell you, the original price ordered by that Hong Kong tycoon for this plane was 325 million Hong Kong dollars, including some optional features and interior decoration. However, shortly before the plane was delivered, his finances experienced a slight difficulty, so he never used this plane after it was sent from the US. It’s been sitting in the hangar at Hong Kong Airport, and now he’s looking to sell it off. He also has an older model Bombardier, and he didn’t fly that Gulfstream when he went to Australia this time, so the plane is in completely new condition.”

Li Mu nodded and asked, “What’s the price?”

Chen Ze said, “Originally, the quoted price was 10% above the original price of 325 million Hong Kong dollars. But after I told him that you wanted to take it over, he lowered the price to 350 million Hong Kong dollars.”

Then Chen Ze added, “The G550 is a new model released this year. It has a relatively large size and load capacity, especially its range, which is approximately 12,500 kilometers. In the future, you’ll be able to fly non-stop from China to the US very easily. The market for this private jet model is quite hot right now. If he had waited it out, he might have even been able to sell it for a 15% markup.”

Li Mu had no doubt about Chen Ze’s words. A 15% markup might seem crazy, but rich people certainly do such things.

In his past life, the Land Rover Evoque, which was about the size of a minivan, sold for a starting price of 500,000 when it launched but was snatched up by tycoons even when its price was pushed up to 800,000. There was also a very popular Toyota commercial vehicle, the Alphard, a nanny car deeply loved by domestic celebrities and tycoons. This car was produced by Toyota in Japan, and its overall quota for China was small. When 4S dealerships sold this car, on top of its original price of 700,000-800,000, the markup ranged from over 100,000 to more than 400,000. Even with a markup exceeding 50%, every single one was snatched up as soon as it arrived.

If cars could have such markups, there was even less to say about planes.

Aircraft have low production capacity and long delivery times. If you truly want to buy one, you have to place an order and wait for production. You can’t even dream of getting one in less than one or two years. If you can’t wait, you basically have to buy a used plane. A brand new used plane like this is extremely rare.

So Li Mu said without hesitation, “Alright, let’s go with the markup. 350 million Hong Kong dollars. Is trading in equivalent US dollars fine?”

“No problem,” Chen Ze chuckled. “Hong Kong dollars or US dollars, either is fine.”

Then Chen Ze continued, “If you’re sure you want it, I’ll communicate with him to arrange for the flight crew to fly the plane over. Then you can arrange payment and complete the transfer agreement with his proxy lawyer. The remaining matters are domestic registration, applying for an airworthiness certificate, radio license, and other documents. I’ll help you smooth things over then; it should be done quickly.”

Li Mu immediately said, “Then it’s settled. Have him arrange for the plane to come over.”

Chen Ze said, “There’s a lot of other preparatory work, but you can have Zi Wei help you with the coordination.”

Li Mu replied, “Then give me a rundown; I’ll make a note of it.”

Chen Ze said, “You’ll need to negotiate with the airport. If the plane isn’t traveling, it will be parked at Yanjing Airport, so you’ll need to rent a parking spot, either an open-air one or a hangar spot. You’ll also need to find a suitable and permanent flight crew. The G550 is quite large, so I suggest a crew of four: two pilots and two flight attendants. And they must have a G550 pilot’s license. The problem is, this plane just came out this year, so it’s unlikely there are pilots in China with the flying qualification.”

Li Mu couldn’t help but complain, “Then isn’t that ridiculous? If we can’t find a pilot, we can’t fly, right? Even if we find one, we’d have to wait for them to get their flying qualification.”

Chen Ze chuckled, “Don’t worry, even though switching aircraft models is generally troublesome for pilots, there are shortcuts. If you fly an Airbus and want to switch to a Boeing, it’s quite difficult. But if you want to switch from one Airbus model to another Airbus model, the overall process is much simpler because there are many similarities in flying methods within the same brand. So, you can first find a pilot with licenses for other Gulfstream models, and then have them undergo training. Getting a G550 license should be quick then.”

“That’s good!” Li Mu said. “Then I’ll communicate with the charter plane company and use their pilots. I’m quite familiar with their flight crew.”

Chen Ze asked, “Are the captain and co-pilot of the crew you’re familiar with both experienced with Gulfstreams?”

Li Mu said, “They’ve flown the Gulfstream V. I once chartered a Gulfstream V.”

“That’s good.” Chen Ze hummed, “Then you need to talk directly with the charter plane company and have them arrange for these two captains to receive official training until they obtain their G550 flying licenses.”

“Okay,” Li Mu said. “I’ll communicate with the charter plane company right away and arrange for the flight crew to receive official training.”

Chen Ze said, “There’s one more thing: after you buy the plane, if you find the expenses too high, you can sign a contract with an aircraft maintenance company to entrust them with the plane’s daily inspection and maintenance. If you want to earn some spare cash with the plane to subsidize its maintenance costs, you can hand it over to a private jet company to act as your agent. When you’re not using it, they can help you rent it out.”

Li Mu laughed, “Isn’t that the sharing economy?”

“What sharing economy?” Chen Ze asked, confused.

Li Mu quickly said, “Nothing, just a made-up word.”

Saying that, Li Mu quickly changed the subject and asked, “When can the transaction take place specifically? The things you just mentioned, we can complete the transaction first and then I can slowly sort them out.”

Chen Ze hummed, “That’s no problem. I’ll communicate the specifics with them; he should be able to arrange the transaction soon, in the next few days.”





Chapter 1632: Li Gouzi

Li Mu’s most frequent airline partner was Air China, and the private jet company he chartered flights from was actually a wholly-owned subsidiary of Air China.

After confirming that the brand new Gulfstream G550 would soon arrive in Beijing and be transferred to his name, Li Mu had Li Ziwei communicate with Air China’s private jet company. The objective of the communication was exactly what Chen Ze had told him: to see if they were willing to arrange a fixed crew for him, and also to send their pilots to apply for Gulfstream G550 pilot licenses.

To Li Mu’s surprise, the response from the other party far exceeded his expectations. Air China’s private jet company already possessed older Gulfstream models like the Gulfstream 450 and Gulfstream V, and had even ordered three Gulfstream G550s from Gulfstream two years prior.

Gulfstream’s private jets, especially the G-series, have always been enduring classic models in the entire private jet market. Moreover, the future Gulfstream G550’s destination further improves, with a coverage of twelve thousand five hundred kilometers, it can basically fly directly to most international popular routes. Such aircraft, for a private jet company, immediately reveal their future potential, and placing orders in advance is normal.

Although the private jet company’s Gulfstream G550s had not yet been delivered, they had already sent six pilots, who possessed Gulfstream 450 or V model licenses, to Gulfstream headquarters for new G550 aircraft training. They had all obtained their G550 licenses and returned to China.

Because the private jet company cooperated closely with Li Mu and was a wholly-owned subsidiary of Air China, they had always given strong support to Li Mu’s needs. Hearing that Li Mu was about to purchase a delivered Gulfstream G550, the company’s head immediately promised Li Mu to select two pilots from the six already licensed ones to serve as his fixed private jet crew members, and then choose two excellent cabin crew to form a four-person team.

As for other aircraft maintenance work such as repairs, upkeep, and inspections, they would be entirely managed by the private jet company. The hangar would also be leased from the private jet company.

In fact, after purchasing his private jet, Li Mu’s process for using the aircraft remained largely the same. Before each flight, he would inform the private jet company of his flight plan, and they would arrange route applications, airport usage, and crew, as well as conduct all necessary pre-takeoff inspections. The only difference was that previously they arranged private jets from their own fleet for Li Mu, whereas now they would arrange his own purchased Gulfstream G550.

As for handing the aircraft over to a civil aviation company for management and operation, Li Mu chose to refuse. This was his first private jet, and a brand new one at that; naturally, he wasn’t willing to lease it out for profit. After all, he could afford to maintain such an aircraft himself and didn’t need it to support itself.

When Li Mu returned home with Gouzi, Li Ziwei, who had only recently left, called him and said, “General Manager Li, CCTV and the Forbidden City are almost ready. If your schedule permits, they hope to start the artifact donation ceremony as soon as possible. The documentary filming will also proceed concurrently.”

Li Ziwei then added, “CCTV hopes you can set aside an extra day for rehearsals and test shoots, so it should take up two days of your time.”

Li Mu said, “My time is fine. Just go by their schedule. But tell them that if it’s arranged for these two days, please set all the times during the daytime.”

Li Ziwei immediately replied, “Understood. I will pass that on to them.”

Li Mu then said, “Oh, and also communicate with Prince William. Tell him to get ready. He’s probably bored staying in Beijing these two days. The sooner we finish this, the sooner he can go back to implement the 3321 project and then prepare for his upcoming exchange student trip to Beijing.”

Li Ziwei chuckled, “I’ll communicate with Prince William’s attendants shortly, so they can be prepared for tomorrow and the day after.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Zi Wei, there’s one more thing. Please help me book Rock Records’ recording studio and their best musicians. I need to go into the studio to make recording preparations tomorrow and the day after tomorrow.”

“Understood,” Li Ziwei said, “I’ll call their liaison shortly.”

Since Li Mu put music albums up for sale on Taobao, Taobao quickly became the largest audio-visual products sales platform in the country. Virtually every record company treated him like a God of Wealth.

Moreover, some time ago, Li Mu had personally spearheaded a civilian anti-piracy action, which received strong government support. Now, the crackdown on pirated audio-visual products in the country was particularly severe. Previously ubiquitous pirated audio-visual stores on every street corner had now all disappeared, which further earned Li Mu the respect and admiration of all record companies.

Li Mu became like a benefactor to record companies, which is why they always responded to his every request. Rock Records was currently Asia’s largest independent record company, possessing very professional recording studios in Beijing and having signed a large number of excellent musicians, including renowned top musicians like guitarist Li Yanliang, drummer Zhao Muyang, and percussionist Liu Xiaosong. Hiring them to record Du Wei’s new single could ensure the highest possible quality.

Li Mu needed one to two evenings to discuss the arrangement of “21 Guns” with these musicians. Once the arrangement for the entire song was decided, Du Wei could go into the studio to record.

Because they only needed to record a song of a few minutes, coupled with a top-tier domestic musician team and Du Wei being formally trained, the actual recording could be completed in one day if her performance was consistent. The remaining post-production work wouldn’t be too burdensome, and he believed a demo could be released a few days later.

The better the singer, the faster the recording speed, with some even able to get it right in one take.

In this era, the vast majority of singers still possessed foundational skills; even idol singers could at least sing.

However, wait a few more years, and when the entertainment industry enters its most flamboyant phase, any celebrity can record a single or even release several albums. Before the digital age became widespread, singers with poor foundational skills might have to record a song dozens or even hundreds of times, then meticulously cut out snippets to form a single track. By the time the digital age became commonplace, it would devolve into singers damn singing once, and then audio engineers meticulously fixing every single note in post-production.

Gouzi’s reputation in the online world was already at its zenith after accompanying Li Mu on his trip to Yunnan Province.

The entire world came to know this Corgi, gifted to Li Mu by the Queen of the UK, through Li Mu’s trip to Yunnan Province. Its speed of becoming popular was much faster than the sled dog belonging to the richest man’s son in later generations.

Li Mu sat on the living room sofa, browsing Weibo on his laptop, and found that Gouzi was still a trending topic. A flash of insight struck him, and he immediately registered a new Weibo account named “Li Gouzi,” with the English name “Puppy-Lee.” The description, written in both Chinese and English, read: “Hello everyone, I am Li Mu’s little Corgi.”

Afterward, Li Mu chose a candid photo of Gouzi smiling, taken at a makeshift airport, as the profile picture.

After setting up the account, Li Mu retrieved his Digital Camera, had Gouzi lie on the sofa, placed the laptop in front of it, and then put its paw on the keyboard, making it look as if it were surfing the internet.

It took some effort to get Gouzi to hold this pose, but Li Mu managed to snap several photos from different angles.

Afterward, Li Mu imported the photos to his computer, selected the two best-looking ones, and posted the first Weibo update from Gouzi’s account. The caption was in both Chinese and English: “Been out and about for two days, was planning to sleep as soon as I got home, but heard I became popular online, so I quickly came to check it out. I must be the first puppy to open a Weibo account, right?”

After editing the text and attaching the two photos, Li Mu sent out the Weibo post.

However, since the account had no followers, the content went unnoticed by users once it was posted. But Li Mu immediately followed the newly registered Gouzi account with his own account, then retweeted the post, adding the caption: “Unbelievable, my dog has become a mastermind.”

This instantly brought an enormous amount of user attention to Gouzi’s Weibo account.

After retweeting the post, Li Mu kept a close eye on Gouzi’s Weibo data. The number of comments, retweets, and likes grew at an almost exponential rate, and the follower count was also continuously rising, surpassing fifty thousand followers in less than ten minutes.

For Li Mu, creating a Weibo account from an animal’s first-person perspective was something he had grown accustomed to in his past life, but for current Weibo and Twitter users, it was still an unprecedented event.

No one had expected that “a dog” could also open a Weibo account, especially Li Mu’s internet celebrity dog. This struck everyone as incredibly novel, leading to a very high conversion rate for followers.

Although people knew someone was operating this Weibo account in Gouzi’s name, their affection for Gouzi and interest in Li Mu prompted them to enthusiastically follow Gouzi’s Weibo.

Many netizens keen on creating topics added their own hashtags when retweeting this post. These topics, as Gouzi’s Weibo gained popularity, also started soaring in popularity on Weibo. The hottest among them was titled “Li Mu’s dog opened a Weibo account.”

“Li Mu’s dog opened a Weibo account” spread like breaking news, quickly gaining spontaneous promotion from users on Weibo. Twenty minutes later, Gouzi’s Weibo account had already surpassed one hundred fifty thousand followers, and its growth rate continued to climb.

Kong Lingyu, who was in charge of Weibo operations, immediately called Li Mu and the first thing he asked was, “Boss, did you create the ‘Li Gouzi’ Weibo account?”

Li Mu laughed, “Yeah.”

Kong Lingyu excitedly said, “Our operations staff detected a traffic hotspot and immediately notified me! This Weibo post is currently ranked number one in real-time popularity across both Weibo and Twitter. It’s truly amazing; no one expected this kind of first-person perspective Weibo account for a pet…”

Li Mu said, “This account needs to be well-maintained going forward. Find a young woman from the company’s operations team with good writing skills and a quick mind to take over the subsequent management of this account. Ensure at least one Weibo update daily, but the copy must be sent to me for review before being posted.”

“No problem,” Kong Lingyu said. “I’ll start making arrangements right away to take over the operation of this account.”





Chapter 1633: Li Mu’s New Attempt

Gouzi and its Weibo instantly became popular.

And it became popular all the way from China to the rest of the world.

The number of people following Gouzi’s Weibo grew, and among them were many influential fans.

Almost all celebrities in the domestic entertainment industry who had Weibo accounts reposted Gouzi’s Weibo and followed it. These celebrity followers ranged from tens of thousands to millions, even tens of millions. Their continuous reposts created seamless cross-coverage across China, and even the entire Chinese-speaking Weibo community.

Soon, Gouzi’s Weibo post also started to become popular on the pound sterling version of Twitter.

Previously, Li Mu taking the Corgi gifted by the Queen to visit the set in Yunnan Province had already become big news throughout the Twitter world. Now, with the official first-person account for this dog, it naturally attracted extensive attention.

For example, the Queen’s own Twitter account followed it the first time, and she personally retweeted its first tweet content, with the accompanying text: “Little darling, I sincerely hope you and your new owner can live happily every day.”

Besides the Queen, Prince William and other members of the Windsor Family also retweeted this post on Twitter. Anne Hathaway, who was still on set, not only followed and retweeted but also posted another photo of herself with Gouzi from yesterday. In the photo, long-haired Anne Hathaway held Gouzi, her alluring long hair fluttering in the strong winds of the Yunnan Province plateau, with some strands obscuring her face, creating an indescribably beautiful and captivating look.

Anne Hathaway’s caption for this Weibo post was: “Puppy, already missing you since I just left.”

After seeing this Twitter post, Li Mu used Gouzi’s Weibo to retweet Anne Hathaway’s tweet, with the caption: “I miss you too.”

A Weibo exchange between one person and “one dog” immediately topped Weibo’s trending topics, also bringing a large number of Chinese fans to Anne Hathaway.

In the West, “a dog” opening a Twitter account and gaining global attention in an extremely short time became headline news that major media outlets scrambled to report.

While traditional media reported on this novelty, they also profoundly felt the unique changes Li Mu had brought to the world.

After CNN in the US reported this news, an emergency high-level meeting was convened internally. The initiator of the meeting was CNN’s founder, Ted Turner.

Back then, Ted shrewdly created an innovative model of twenty-four-hour, round-the-clock rolling news broadcast on cable television. This was very similar to Sina’s twenty-four-hour news special reports when it started. It could be said that Sina’s approach was to replicate Ted’s success on cable television, but on the internet.

However, many historical experiences prove that companies that are particularly ahead in one phase often experience significant delays when transitioning to the next phase.

For example, CNN rapidly developed and was far ahead of the competition during the rise of cable television news, but they failed to seize the opportunity when internet news truly began to emerge.

Another example is Nokia: during the pre-smartphone era, their phones and the Symbian system they ran held the top market share, far surpassing other competitors. However, when the smartphone industry truly rose, they completely missed out on the entire smartphone market.

Baidu was once the king of traffic among domestic internet companies in the PC era, but when the mobile internet era arrived, it failed to seize the opportunity, to the extent that the company ultimately had to sustain itself through various forms of traffic reselling and bidding for advertisements.

If Tencent hadn’t had WeChat, it likely would have been outmaneuvered during the transition from PC internet to mobile internet. Fortunately, Zhang Xiaolong’s WeChat came to the rescue in time; otherwise, no one could definitively say what the domestic internet landscape would look like ten years later.

Returning to CNN and Ted, he had long deeply felt the pain of failing to keep up with the times.

Neither CNN nor Ted’s larger venture, America Online-Time Warner, truly caught the fast track of internet development. America Online was once brilliant a few years ago, but its bubble shattered faster than the World Trade Center Twin Towers collapsed.

Ted had originally given up on the internet, intending only to focus on CNN and Time Warner’s non-internet businesses. However, the rapid rise of Twitter made him feel immense pressure and a sense of crisis.

This sense of crisis intensified even further after Li Gouzi’s Weibo became popular.

He gathered CNN’s executives and immediately stated the source of his inner crisis, saying: “I cannot imagine Li Mu could develop a website to this extent today. This thing, Twitter, poses too great a threat to us. It gives ordinary people unrestricted freedom to post, and it grants ordinary people an unlimited audience reach. This has begun to shift the core disparity between us and ordinary people, a change that keeps me sleepless at night. Until today, when I learned that Li Mu could even bestow such powerful media attributes upon a dog, I truly couldn’t sit still. If this continues, Twitter will usurp people’s attention from us media outlets and distribute it to anyone possible in the world, even just a dog.”

“People’s attention is always limited. If an average person spends four hours a day receiving information, then before this, those four hours would have been entirely occupied by true media outlets, such as our CNN, or ABC, CBS, BBC, or the Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and Washington Post. Although the competition was fierce, at least the competitors weren’t too many, and we could maintain a significant advantage.”

“But now, Li Mu has shifted people’s attention from television and print media to the internet. People still have those same four hours each day, but three and a half of those hours are spent immersed in the internet. They no longer pay attention to the independent platforms of any news media, but rather receive information from countless organizations, individuals, and even a dog, all on a platform like Twitter that connects the world. For us, this is an extremely immense threat!”

CNN’s high-level leaders exchanged glances. They were kings of offline media, but when it came to offline, it was like entering another dimension. Their strengths could not be exercised at all, and their energy could not be converted into true combat effectiveness, which made them feel extremely uncomfortable.

It’s like a powerful expert, invincible worldwide, who can face-to-face easily beat anyone. But now, he has suddenly arrived in a dimension where no one meets. In this dimension, what people rely on is not actual combat power, but a new type of “digital combat,” just like playing fighting games. Even if you could punch an elephant to death in reality, in the world of fighting games, you might be beaten by a three-year-old child with no power to resist.

For CNN, this is precisely the predicament they face.

Now, Li Mu has bared his fangs at the traditional media industry. Moreover, what traditional media found most unacceptable was that the immense pressure they felt came from nothing more than a Corgi named Li Gouzi.

CNN executives had a heated discussion for a long time. They couldn’t reach a consensus on many issues, but there was one point they quickly agreed upon: they had no way to stop Muyeye Technology’s progress in the internet sphere, nor could they stop Twitter from becoming an emerging internet media platform.

Thus, their discussion primarily revolved around the solutions they could find at the present stage.

After discussion, they currently had only three choices: either establish their own offline new media platform to contend with Muyeye Technology and Twitter; or find a way to acquire or take a stake in Twitter, establishing a close cooperative relationship with CNN; or simply give up on offline and fight to the end with traditional media channels.

After a whole day of discussion, they rejected the third option and were skeptical of the first. Therefore, Ted decided to persuade America Online-Time Warner, hoping that Time Warner would invest and take a stake in Twitter, and sign an exclusive strategic cooperation agreement with Twitter. They asked for nothing else but to use Twitter to stifle other traditional media outlets outside Twitter’s gates. This way, although CNN and Time Warner still wouldn’t be able to shake Twitter’s developmental pace, at least they could ensure that CNN could leverage Twitter’s features to lead other offline traditional media.

That night, US time, as Ted submitted this proposal to the Time Warner Board of Directors, Li Mu, who had just woken up in distant China, had already begun his second phase of attempts.

The next day, although Li Mu woke up early to prepare for a pre-rehearsal of the cultural relic donation ceremony at the Forbidden City, he continued to monitor the changes in Gouzi’s Weibo data. When he discovered that Gouzi’s Weibo followers had already exceeded five million and were still growing rapidly, he immediately had Li Ziwei communicate with Muyeye Technology’s Marketing Department, assigning them an urgent task.

The content of this urgent task was: “Investigate the top ten dog food brands globally in terms of scale and reputation, and send letters of intent to cooperate to their companies. Offer the naming rights for Li Gouzi’s dog food and a promotional package for sale via Auction, starting at five million US dollars. These naming rights entail Li Gouzi endorsing their dog food for one year, while the promotional package includes twelve direct promotional tweets, comprising images and text.”

In other words, whoever successfully bids for these naming rights and promotional package will have Li Gouzi exclusively eat their brand’s dog food for the next year, and Gouzi will post one graphic tweet each month.

Li Mu wasn’t aiming to earn a few million US dollars; rather, through this cooperation, he wanted the world to realize the special significance of the self-media era and the enormous profit potential it held.

Once Li Gouzi’s Weibo successfully achieves monetization by leveraging its self-media attributes and fan base, it will undoubtedly trigger a massive self-media craze globally.

In Li Mu’s eyes, all business activities worldwide revolve around the two words “monetization.” Especially in the internet industry, over twenty or thirty years of development, industry rules and practices have constantly changed, but only one core element has remained constant: “monetization.”

The earliest individual webmasters used various methods to gather website traffic, then achieved the simplest monetization by running advertisements within their sites.

Free products like Tencent, Baidu, Facebook, Twitter, and Weibo used their own products to gather traffic, then monetized that traffic through advertising, and further monetized users through various value-added services, including games.

E-commerce platforms like Taobao, on the other hand, used their free online shopping platform to gather merchants and users, then leveraged their immense user resources to entice merchants into purchasing promotional resources like direct advertising channels, thereby monetizing those resources.

Any business model with clear monetization channels attracts people en masse. Currently, self-media has just begun to develop, and neither the industry nor users have yet realized its immense profit potential, which will lead the capital market to undervalue Weibo and Twitter.

Li Mu intends to use Li Gouzi’s Weibo to successfully achieve rapid monetization, showing people how self-media can earn immense wealth overnight. He believes that once this cooperation is achieved, Weibo and Twitter will usher in a massive wave of development!





Chapter 1634: Auction

While netizens were focused on Li Gouzi’s Weibo and media companies paid attention to Weibo’s potential influence, several well-known global dog food brands received an olive branch from Muyeye Technology’s Marketing Department.

None of these companies expected Muyeye Technology to treat Gouzi and its Weibo as a media resource and sell it as a package. What surprised them even more was that Muyeye Technology’s asking price was incredibly exorbitant.

At five million US dollars, and only for placement on Li Gouzi’s Weibo channel, this price would be enough to secure a primetime advertisement on a national TV station in any country worldwide.

What was even more frightening was that this exorbitant price was only the starting bid price.

However, what these companies couldn’t understand was that while they felt the price for this resource was incredibly high, they also subtly felt it was an unmissable opportunity.

Consequently, various major companies successively held emergency meetings to discuss the feasibility of this cooperation.

As the trending sensation of Li Gouzi’s Weibo was analyzed, almost every company that received an olive branch very quickly changed their perspective.

If one were to ask which dog was the hottest sensation worldwide, there was no doubt it was the Corgi raised by Li Mu.

Its audience, propelled by the internet and competing reports from offline media, had spread to the general public worldwide. Countless dog owners and those who wished to own a dog were, at this very moment, paying attention to Li Mu’s Corgi. Undeniably, it would serve as a powerful role model for dog owners globally.

Li Gouzi’s role model effect was already evident. Since Li Mu created its own Weibo account, a large number of ordinary people who keep pets on Weibo and Twitter had opened personal Weibo accounts for their pets. Everyone was emulating Li Mu’s approach, considering it a very fashionable and interesting thing to create a Weibo for their pet.

In addition, the pet dog market in various countries worldwide underwent enormous changes overnight. Corgi dogs became incredibly sought-after, their prices continuously soaring, and even being inflated to more than ten times their usual price, or even higher.

The reason for such an outrageous price increase was primarily because the breeding of pet dogs is a process that cannot be artificially accelerated. Before this, Corgis were just a niche breed, and no one expected them to become an overnight sensation, so the number of Corgis available for sale on the market was inherently small.

After Gouzi became an overnight sensation, people’s demand for Corgi dogs rapidly expanded by more than a hundredfold. As a result, Corgi breeders also seized this business opportunity, continuously price gouging.

From this point alone, it was clear that Gouzi had now become the dog with the strongest ability to drive sales worldwide.

After analyzing Gouzi’s influence, those dog food brands successively began to change their attitude. They suddenly felt that in the face of Gouzi’s powerful global influence, the exclusive title sponsorship for its dog food, along with twelve promotional Weibo posts a year, contained business opportunities that must be unimaginably large.

Under normal circumstances, the cost of global product advertising would be high enough to make them hesitate to proceed. But Gouzi now presented an opportunity to move a thousand pounds with four ounces. The whole world was paying attention to it. If the entire world knew what brand of dog food it ate, that dog food brand could become a household name overnight.

In comparison, the five million US dollars price was almost excessively cheap.

Thus, a few hours after the olive branch was extended, these companies in different time zones successively called Muyeye Technology back, expressing without exception a strong interest in this cooperation.

Muyeye Technology had already initiated preparations for the offline auction as early as when the olive branch was first extended.

The technical team first used Taobao’s auction source code, combined with the graphic designers’ redesign of the UI and elements, to create a Weibo auction page. Then, to facilitate participation from these overseas companies, they integrated PayPal as a payment channel.

After receiving affirmative replies from these companies, Muyeye Technology announced the auction rules.

The rules were quite simple: Each company had to pay Muyeye Technology a one million US dollars security deposit via PayPal for the auction. The auction had a base price of five million US dollars. Between five million and ten million US dollars, the minimum bid increment was one hundred thousand US dollars, and if higher, it also had to be a multiple of one hundred thousand US dollars.

When the bidding surpassed ten million US dollars, the minimum bid increment would be two hundred thousand US dollars.

After the auction began, all participating companies could freely bid and increase bids through their own auction backend. After a successful auction, the winning party had to pay all funds to Muyeye Technology via PayPal within twenty-four hours.

If payment was not made within twenty-four hours of winning the bid, it would be considered a forfeiture, the one million US dollars security deposit would not be refunded, and the company would not be eligible to participate in the next auction.

After these rules were announced, while various companies simultaneously cried “outrageous!”, they were also rubbing their fists, preparing to seize the target in the offline auction in one fell swoop.

So, each company began urgently discussing its own reserve price and bidding strategy.

Canada’s Desire could be considered one of the most well-known top dog food companies worldwide. However, its Headquarters, in terms of promotional strategy, consistently focused on offline and vertical markets, almost never choosing broad and extensive media channels for promotion. Instead, it concentrated its energy/focus on areas such as pet hospitals, pet supermarkets, pet magazines, and columns, among other areas, aiming to build its professional and high-end brand image in these vertical settings.

They believed that Li Mu’s Corgi dog was an undisputed king in terms of identity, bloodline, status, and level of attention, which would be of great help to their high-end brand image. Therefore, their formulated reserve price was ten million US dollars. If a competitor’s bid exceeded ten million US dollars, Desire would theoretically give up, but if the competitor bidding above ten million US dollars was Mars, Inc., then their reserve price could be adjusted upward to thirteen million US dollars.

The UK’s Mars, Inc. was the world’s largest confectionery and pet supplies company. Its pet food series was low-priced and had an extensive audience. Its operational preference was to spread its pet products and promotions in every large store, using the most down-to-earth way to search for potential customers from the general user base.

In Desire’s view, they could theoretically accept other brands obtaining Muyeye Technology’s auctioned resources by offering higher prices, but they could not accept these resources ultimately going to Mars, Inc. So, once Mars, Inc. entered, they would strive to contend with Mars, Inc. to the very end.

Mars, Inc.’s strategy was very simple: they had only one principle, which was to secure this promotional resource no matter what. Because if it were taken by a competitor, it could bring a large number of audience, orders, and sales volume to that competitor, ultimately resulting in the loss of valuable market share.

And given their colossus-like size, as long as a competitor could afford the price, they could also completely afford it.

As everyone was rubbing their fists, preparing for the auction, Li Mu was currently in the Forbidden City, together with Prince William, conducting rehearsal drills with the head of the Forbidden City and CCTV’s director.

The donation ceremony aimed to highlight two themes: one was Prince William, representing the Windsor Family, donating cultural relics originally belonging to China to The Palace Museum; the other was Li Mu also taking this opportunity to call on all Chinese people to help cultural relics lost overseas return to China, and cooperate with the Forbidden City and CCTV to establish a special foundation.

To truly make Chinese people worldwide pay attention to lost cultural relics, just as they pay attention to Old Soldiers Never Die, there must be a promotional plan that can move them. Therefore, CCTV’s documentary became the top priority.

However, Li Mu’s participation in this was not high. The entire arrangement centered on Prince William and the head of The Palace Museum during the donation: one donating, one receiving, performing a conventional donation ceremony and making statements in turns. Li Mu, as Prince William’s friend and the intermediary for the entire donation, only needed to show up and make an appearance.

As for the later advocacy for “helping lost cultural relics overseas return to China,” it would first involve the head of The Palace Museum facing the camera to introduce the general situation of China’s cultural relics lost overseas. Then, through some relatively important cultural relics, they would awaken the audience’s patriotic emotions. At this point, Li Mu would make a timely appearance and announce the establishment of such a civilian public welfare organization.

After outlining the entire process and completing the rehearsal preview, Li Mu left The Palace Museum without any delay, heading directly by car to Rock Records’ recording studio in Beijing. Rock Records’ signed top musicians had already been waiting there for a long time.

On the way to the recording studio, Li Ziwei briefed Li Mu on the pre-auction work progress. She said, “General Manager Li, we have contacted a total of ten companies so far, and all ten have expressed willingness to participate in the auction and have all paid the security deposit via PayPal.”

Li Mu nodded and asked her, “When will the auction start?”

Li Ziwei replied, “Nine PM Beijing time tonight.”

“Alright,” Li Mu said with a slight smile. “Then let’s just wait and see how much sincerity these companies truly have.”

Zi Wei said, “Oh, General Manager Li, Mars, Inc.’s Marketing Head sent us an email saying they are willing to pay twelve million US dollars to skip the auction process and directly purchase our promotional package. What are your thoughts?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Of course, we reject it. Auctions are much more fun than a one-time transaction.”

Li Ziwei said, “But twelve million US dollars should already be pretty high, shouldn’t it? If it really goes to auction, it might not reach this price. Mars, Inc. might even resolve the battle with seven or eight million US dollars.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said with a confident expression, “No way. This kind of public auction will only make them increasingly flustered and nervous with each other. Moreover, the resources we’ve offered are so attractive that these large companies shouldn’t be willing to let go. I have a premonition that this offline auction will yield a result that will shock the entire nation, and even the world!”





Chapter 1635: The Oligarch’s Mindset

Li Ziwei didn’t understand why Li Mu had such high expectations for this matter.

Because in her opinion, for Mars to offer a price of twelve million US dollars for the naming rights of Li Gouzi’s dog food and twelve Weibo posts was already quite incredible; Li Mu even thought it wasn’t enough.

Li Mu said to Li Ziwei, “Mars’ proactive offer of twelve million US dollars makes me feel that their psychological bottom line must be above twenty million US dollars.”

Li Mu spoke of twenty million US dollars so lightly that, in Li Ziwei’s eyes, it seemed as if twenty million US dollars was like two thousand yuan to Li Mu.

Li Ziwei was very intelligent; she understood many of Li Mu’s decisions and deployments. But on this kind of issue, she still didn’t understand Li Mu’s confidence.

Li Mu had personally experienced the peak era of the domestic internet, and witnessed firsthand the transition from the tripartite dominance of Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent, to Baidu gradually falling behind, while Tencent and Alibaba both stood at the four hundred billion US dollar peak.

Although he was just an observer, his perspective was different from ordinary people’s. He had been an internet professional for over a decade, capable of seeing the inherent essence of the entire network with a professional eye.

Precisely because Li Mu understood what Tencent and Alibaba did in the four hundred billion US dollar era, he dared to be sure that for a Fortune Global 500 company like Mars, twelve million US dollars was far from their limit.

Li Mu saw that Li Ziwei still seemed to have doubts, so he smiled slightly and said, “Facing a company like Mars, you cannot put yourself in their shoes with the mindset of an ordinary business owner. They are not ordinary business owners; they are oligarchs.”

Then, Li Mu sternly said, “Do you know what an oligarchic economy in a free market often represents?”

Li Ziwei gently shook her head and said, “I think I have a rough idea, but I can’t quite articulate it…”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “An oligarchic economy in a free market generally represents extreme conservatism in strategy and extreme aggressiveness in tactics.”

At this point, Li Mu saw that Li Ziwei still didn’t quite understand, so he smiled and explained: “The so-called extreme conservatism in strategy means taking very few risks at a broad level, always seeking stability. For example, we only do derivatives based on our already developed main business, but we would never rashly enter a completely unrelated new industry, nor would we shift our major strategic focus towards it. We started with the internet, and for the next decade or even decades, our development core will not leave the internet’s soil. This is strategic extreme conservatism.”

“Extreme aggressiveness in tactics, on the basis of seeking stability at a broad level, involves fierce fighting and hammering away at the small and medium levels while ensuring the broad level’s stability. For example, when we fight against all our competitors, we must do so at all costs, even if it’s just a local war. To give an example, we are currently doing Weibo. If another company creates a similar product and threatens us, I would give up three years of Weibo’s future profits, or even invest heavily and incur losses for three years to fight to the end with them, striving to ensure our Weibo is not affected or even surpassed by our colleagues, and trying our best to ensure we are unique in the market. Even if we can’t secure uniqueness, we must be the largest and occupy most of the industry’s market share. This is extreme tactical aggressiveness.”

“An oligarch’s extreme conservatism in strategy is to stabilize the overall situation; while extreme aggressiveness in tactics is to consolidate it. So, look at Mars. As an industry giant, it must be extremely aggressive in these tactics to reduce external threats. Most of the time, such oligarchic enterprises don’t operate from a ‘what I want to do’ state, but from a ‘what I can’t let you do’ state.”

“For instance, ordinary businesses considering our auction would only think about whether these resources are worth five million U.S. dollars and if they can make a return on investment. However, Mars needs to consider: what if these resources are acquired by a competitor if they don’t act? Once a competitor gets them, it will impact their status and their market share. For them, spending money is acceptable, but taking risks is not. So, even if these resources are only worth five million U.S. dollars, or even less, they are willing to throw in twenty million U.S. dollars to prevent competitors from getting them!”

“Exchanging various resources for money is the logic of an ordinary business owner. Exchanging large sums of money for status — that is how oligarchs think about problems.”

In later generations, the competition between Tencent and Alibaba was just as fierce, especially in emerging fields where neither had a strong hand or historical advantage. Both sides would fight to the end against each other at all costs, such as in ride-hailing, food delivery, and mobile payment. The scale of their competition was in the billion-level. This is what true oligarchs do.

An oligarch hears that a competitor plans to invest fifty million US dollars in an endeavor and is willing to invest eighty million US dollars to counter them. Or, upon hearing that a competitor plans to invest fifty million US dollars in an endeavor, they might even throw in one hundred million US dollars, not to seize the market from them, but simply to ensure that the competitor’s endeavor fails.

In Li Mu’s view, Mars’ motivation to directly buy out for twelve million US dollars was precisely this: they wanted to acquire these resources directly from the source, completely preventing all competitors from having any opportunity to obtain them.

This is why Li Mu cared even less about the twelve million US dollars. He wanted to pull Mars and its competitors onto the stage he had built, letting them fight each other to the death. The final number that emerged from their struggle would definitely greatly exceed this amount.

Li Ziwei mused for a moment, finally understanding the enormous difference Li Mu spoke of between oligarchs and ordinary business owners. She nodded, wearing a receptive expression, and said, “General Manager Li, I understand what you mean. It’s like the Red Army’s great Long March back then: transferring as many troops as possible to the Shaanxi-Gansu Soviet Area was the unshakeable strategy of the Long March, and at that level, stability had to be prioritized. Whereas climbing snowy mountains, traversing grasslands, cleverly crossing the Jinsha River, forcefully crossing the Dadu River, and seizing Luding Bridge — these bold and risky tactics were actually aimed at stabilizing the strategic goal as much as possible.”

Li Mu nodded, agreeing: “Your analogy is excellent. This is strategic conservatism and tactical aggressiveness. Aggressive tactics are, in fact, precisely what makes strategic goals more stable.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “So, applying it to Mars, its strategic goal is to maintain its leading advantage as the industry’s number one. Therefore, to ensure this strategic goal is not affected, let alone twelve million, they would grit their teeth and do it even if it doubled.”

…

Li Mu arrived at Rock Records’ recording studio and discussed the entire song arrangement for “21 Guns” with Rock Records’ recording musicians. Although Li Mu had extremely modified the lyrics of the original song, he didn’t make significant adjustments to the arrangement, as he found the original arrangement to be perfect.

Most war film scores prefer to use majestic symphonic or orchestral arrangements. However, Li Mu felt that occasionally trying a different approach could yield unexpectedly good results. “21 Guns” starts with just an electric guitar strumming for the backing track. After the first verse ends, when the second verse begins, the guitar, bass, and drums all come in simultaneously, accompanied by harmonies. The song’s flowing yet solemn feeling is then fully highlighted to its fullest extent.

Working with high-end musicians was a very pleasant experience for Li Mu. He was like a product manager who knew a little bit of technology and found a powerful technical team. He would describe his product requirements, and these technical experts would be able to present the entire product in the fastest time, in the best and most satisfactory way.

After over two hours of rehearsal in the evening, the musician team had roughly sorted out the song. Li Mu decided to consolidate it further tomorrow evening and make some subtle optimizations. The day after tomorrow, Du Wei would go into the studio to record directly. Du Wei herself was also a very professional singer, so if things went smoothly, the song could be recorded within one day. Then, leaving at most one or two days for post-production, this single would be completely ready.

It was almost eight fifty PM when they left the recording studio. Li Mu got into the car, and Li Ziwei reported to him: “General Manager Li, the auction will start in ten minutes. The page and backend have passed the final tests; no issues were found.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Notify the website and Weibo teams to prepare for real-time reporting. Once the auction begins, follow-up reports must be timely, and they must attract as much attention from users across the entire network as possible.”

Li Ziwei said, “Don’t worry about that; the website and Weibo teams are already on standby.”

Li Mu added, “Is the public relations department ready? Inform all our cooperative media of the auction’s progress at any time.”

“Ready,” Li Ziwei said. “Our public relations department will release our progress in real-time through our data crawl/scrape interfaces with our cooperative media. They are also very interested in this matter, as it’s an unprecedented first.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “Since everything is ready, then let’s just wait patiently for the final result of the auction.”

Li Ziwei looked at Li Mu with a hesitant expression, as if she wanted to say something, but after much hesitation, she didn’t speak.

Li Mu noticed her state and asked, “Is there something you want to say? Just say it directly; don’t worry.”

Li Ziwei pursed her lips and nodded gently. After a few seconds of delay, she finally said, “I do have one concern: if our auction becomes too noticeable and the transaction amount is too high, will it give outsiders the impression that we are very greedy? After all, Gouzi’s Weibo was just launched yesterday, and we immediately started auctioning advertising resources. This might affect our image in the users’ hearts/minds.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Zi Wei, you’re becoming more comprehensive now; you can even consider this issue. That’s very good.”

Li Ziwei looked at Li Mu in surprise and asked, “General Manager Li, have you already considered this issue?”

Li Mu nodded: “I have.”

“Then…” Li Ziwei asked with a bewildered expression, “Then why are you still doing this?”





Chapter 1655: The Entire Network Erupts

Li Ziwei indeed had a bad feeling about this.

She was afraid that Gouzi’s Weibo auction would cause too much of a Major Splash, giving people the impression that Li Mu was very greedy. That could attract anti-fans for Li Mu, or even become a stain on his reputation.

However, Li Mu didn’t seem to mind. He chuckled and told Li Ziwei, “Firstly, the best way to attract attention isn’t just to cause a Major Splash; it’s also to provoke debate and misunderstanding. Only then will people approach it from different angles, and even take opposing stances, engaging in give and take. Only through this confrontation can the topic become even hotter. So from that perspective, don’t be afraid of external questioning; on the contrary, welcome it.”

With that, Li Mu continued, “Secondly, converting all positive and negative energy into positive energy is what an awesome operator does. So, on that basis, I even hope for more negative energy to erupt, because that sort of energy will quickly be converted by us.”

Li Ziwei asked curiously, “What kind of conversion are you referring to?”

At this, Li Mu smiled mysteriously and then said, “You’ll know once the Auction ends.”

On the way back, the online Auction began on time at nine o’clock in the evening, Beijing time.

Weibo’s official account also began pushing this unprecedented news to all users.

Weibo Twitter users were still engrossed in the hot topic surrounding Li Gouzi’s Weibo, with enthusiasm showing no signs of cooling down. Immediately after, they discovered that Li Gouzi’s Weibo was being auctioned, and even livestreamed. Everyone quickly clicked for details and were instantly startled by the Auction page.

The starting bid price was five million US dollars? This sum was an astronomical price for netizens in any country in the world. Yet, a dog that had only registered a Weibo account one day prior could auction its Weibo promotional resources with a starting bid price of five million US dollars. This was simply incredible.

Even more incredible was that there were actually ten companies willing to participate in the Auction, having paid their deposits and now eagerly awaiting the start, ready to seize the opportunity at any moment. This made it even harder to comprehend.

The harder it was to comprehend, the more likely it was to attract close attention.

Thus, tens of thousands of netizens began to gather and watch this unprecedented internet Auction.

As soon as the Auction system indicated the start, a UK pet brand immediately and was the first to make the starting bid price of five million US dollars. After that, the price continued to climb rapidly from the five million US dollars starting point without any pause.

All the companies participating in the Auction were like gamblers playing Golden Flower during the blind betting stage; they blindly bet round after round, continuously clicking to raise the bid. The price increased by increments of one hundred thousand US dollars, and within a few minutes, it had already broken the eight million US dollar milestone.

No one was willing to easily give up this opportunity, as missing it would mean a high likelihood of being surpassed by competitors or seeing the gap widen.

Within a dozen minutes, the highest bid had already exceeded ten million US dollars. The company that offered ten million was Desire from Canada.

At ten million US dollars, the minimum bid increment became two hundred thousand US dollars. At this point, several smaller companies had largely given up. Despite the astronomical price of ten million US dollars, several large companies still held on, unwilling to back down. Companies with weaker strength and ability assessed their own capabilities and realized they could no longer keep up, forced to fold.

Fortunately, this was unlike Golden Flower, where folding midway means all previous bids are forfeited. Here, they only needed to stop bidding and wouldn’t have to pay a single cent, allowing them to watch the rest of the game as close observers.

After the price broke past ten million US dollars, Mars clearly didn’t have the patience to continue bidding in such rounds. They directly raised the price to twelve million US dollars.

Mars thought that by directly adding over one million US dollars, they could scare away other competitors with their sure-thing resolve. However, they underestimated the sure-thing resolves of the other competitors.

The UK company that followed suit also stopped playing by the usual rules, directly raising the bid to thirteen million US dollars.

At this point, the Auction had already ignited a hot topic worldwide. Netizens from various countries were following this incredible Auction, especially those from China. They could hardly believe that the price for twelve promotional Weibo posts on Li Gouzi’s Weibo had already reached an astronomical price equivalent to over one hundred million RMB, or rather, a cosmic price…

However, from the perspective of the watching netizens, they couldn’t see who these ten companies were, because Li Mu had specifically requested their company names to be hidden, to avoid giving them free advertising.

At this moment, to Mars’ surprise, Desire suddenly changed its strategy. Without any hesitation, they added two million US dollars to the thirteen million US dollars, setting a new high of fifteen million US dollars.

The moment this price appeared, the entire network erupted in an uproar.

At this time, netizens’ attitudes also began to diverge.

Some started publishing critical comments online, saying, “Li Mu has countless ways to make money, and he’s about to become the richest person in the world, yet he’s still not contented. He even uses a dog to make money. I think this person has fallen into a money pit.”

Many such comments suddenly appeared. For these somewhat indignant netizens, the money Li Mu made with a dog in such a short time was something they wouldn’t even dare dream of in several lifetimes. It was indeed easy to provoke a ‘rich-envy’ mentality among some netizens.

However, a ‘rich-envy’ mentality couldn’t stop the wealthy from continuing to make money.

The Auction continued.

Mars was sure to win this Auction, but Desire directly added two million US dollars, which showed them a bad sign.

Immediately, Mars countered. Just as other companies had raised the price to sixteen million US dollars, Mars directly threw out an astonishing bid of twenty million US dollars, simultaneously deterring several companies and leaving netizens worldwide dumbfounded.

A starting bid price of five million US dollars, reaching twenty million US dollars in just over ten minutes? Are they playing Monopoly? Is money really not money?

Few ordinary users could understand why such a thing was happening.

But the twenty million US dollars bid, in the eyes of internet professionals and media professionals worldwide, was like seeing a twenty million-ton nuclear bomb explode. It released immense energy, making the entire world tremble.

Internet professionals and media professionals alike saw an extremely terrifying situation unfolding. What they saw was the terrifyingly powerful profit potential behind Weibo Twitter.

The fact that these companies were willing to spend such enormous sums to buy advertisements on Li Gouzi’s Weibo proved their extreme recognition of Li Gouzi’s Weibo’s influence. No recognition is more practical than financial recognition.

If Li Gouzi could use his influence on Weibo to make money, then others with large fanbases surely could too.

Perhaps they wouldn’t be able to earn tens of millions of US dollars in one go like Li Gouzi, but even a few tens of thousands of US dollars would already be a huge fortune for people at this stage. Therefore, Weibo Twitter was bound to become a highly profitable media platform in the future, where everyone could become a publicly noticed media entity and convert their attention into cash.

Traditional media had high barriers, and the monetization threshold was even higher. Ordinary people couldn’t even become media entities, naturally making it impossible to monetize media attention. However, Weibo Twitter now gave them such an opportunity. If a dog could create a self-media account attracting tens of millions of people’s close attention here, why couldn’t humans?

When internet professionals and media professionals were the first to realize this, the Auction was still ongoing.

On the webpage, the bid of $20,000,000.00 shocked everyone’s visual nerves. After a moment of silence, the page began its final countdown.

“$20,000,000.00, first call…”

“$20,000,000.00, second call…”

The constantly flashing amount and rounds were particularly stimulating. Mars felt that their twenty-million-US-dollar bid was already enough to drive away all their competitors.

But they didn’t expect that just as the final countdown was about to begin, the price on the page suddenly changed.

$20,000,000.00 became $20,000,020.00!

Desire made a move!

Compared to Mars, Desire wasn’t an oligarch. However, Desire knew very well that if they could hold out this time, the gap between themselves and Mars would narrow further. But if they backed down this time, the gap between them and Mars would only grow wider.

What lay before Desire and Mars was a choice: advance or retreat. Whoever seized this opportunity would move forward a significant distance alone; whoever failed to seize it could only watch as their competitor moved far ahead.

Although Desire only added two hundred thousand US dollars, the fact that they added two hundred thousand to a twenty million US dollars base showed the immense strength of their resolve.

Mars followed suit without hesitation, raising the bid directly to twenty-one million US dollars.

Desire added another two hundred thousand US dollars, bringing it to twenty-one million two hundred thousand US dollars.

Mars gritted their teeth and stamped their feet, while once again pushing the price to a new million-dollar mark: twenty-two million US dollars!

This time, Desire waited for the countdown again.

The entire management team gathered around the company secretary’s computer, hands sweating with tension, hearts pounding like drums.

To add to the bid or not to add — that was the biggest question facing Desire.

If they added, it would be at least twenty-two million two hundred thousand US dollars, which for them was almost throwing away half a year’s profit.

If they didn’t add, how much would Mars truly gain with twenty-two million US dollars?

At this moment, another executive from Desire was watching the live stream of the auction page on Twitter from a different perspective. Just as the countdown was about to restart, and while the other members of management were still hesitating, he suddenly shouted, “The number of people following this topic has already surpassed thirty-five million! Thirty-five million netizens worldwide across different time zones are following this unprecedented auction! If we win, we won’t just get attention from Li Mu’s and Li Gouzi’s fans; we’ll also get attention from these thirty-five million users! Right now, all companies participating in the Auction have their full company names hidden from these thirty-five million users, but think about it: if we ultimately win, Twitter’s official account will definitely announce our name! That’s equivalent to us getting an additional global, powerful promotion!”

Desire’s CEO instantly felt a moment of clarity. He had actually overlooked this detail! Looking at it this way, the exposure contained within this Auction was much higher than he had anticipated!

So, he instantly shouted, “Bid directly twenty-three million US dollars! I want to make Mars nervous!”





Chapter 1637: Excellent Value for Money

When Desire pushed the price to twenty-three million US dollars, Mars was practically seeing red.

This terrifying price made Mars feel a deep hostility. They clearly understood Desire’s sure-win resolve, and the more evident it became, the less they could afford to give Desire this opportunity. They had to defend their status as the industry’s dominant player; under no circumstances could they be challenged by anyone else.

Therefore, almost the moment Desire presented its new bid, Mars immediately raised the price another level.

When Mars offered twenty-five million US dollars, everyone following the auction was completely dumbfounded.

Mars’s high-level management believed that at twenty-five million US dollars, Desire should no longer dare to follow. Any company that manages to survive intense competition and become a top player in its industry doesn’t do so through blind impulse.

Desire’s industrial structure was far from as robust and formidable as Mars’s. Mars had dozens of product lines, covering various pets, children, and adults. Dog food only encompassed a few of their dozens of product lines. Multiple different product lines, like one bunker after another, formed a powerful cross-fire network.

The strength of an industry’s cross-fire network lies in the fact that it is no longer a single entity, but a solid defensive line. If one of these strongholds encounters a problem, other strongholds can still help maintain firepower, defend against enemies, and provide precious time to regroup.

In other words, Mars could entirely use an entire year’s profit from its dog food business to fight to the end with Desire. Mars’s other product lines could fully ensure that even if the dog food business didn’t earn a cent, the group would still live comfortably.

However, Desire didn’t have such good fortune. It didn’t have its own complete defensive line; it only had the pet food product line as its stronghold. If this stronghold were to be eliminated, its rear base would become precarious.

Therefore, Mars believed that Desire, with its single stronghold, wouldn’t risk twenty-five million US dollars on gambling. After all, no one could be sure if those twenty-five million US dollars, once invested, could actually be earned back, nor how much would be lost if they weren’t. What was even more uncertain was how long it would take to earn it back if it could be.

Investing twenty-five million US dollars all at once, earning it back in one year versus two or three years, made a world of difference. If it could only be earned back after two years, what if the capital chain broke in the interim? The company simply couldn’t wait two years. If the time was even longer, the risk factor would be even greater.

In Mars’s eyes, if Desire was still a rational opponent, they should consider withdrawing at the twenty-five million price point.

If, after this point, Desire still blindly followed, it could be assumed that Desire had entered an irrational state.

If an opponent truly entered an irrational state, then they would, ironically, no longer be formidable.

However, in the eyes of Desire’s high-level management, while twenty-five million US dollars was indeed terrifying, compared to the opportunities it contained, this amount was well worth it—and even more would be worth it.

Thus, just when Mars thought they should give up, Desire, without hesitation, bid a new price.

Twenty-six million US dollars.

Mars’s high-level management saw the new amount suddenly appearing on the auction backend and were so shocked their jaws nearly dropped.

“Is Desire insane?” This was the only thought in Mars’s high-level management’s mind at that moment.

The head of Mars spoke at this moment, “Does Desire not know what it’s doing? Twenty-six million US dollars, do they even have that much cash in their accounts?”

The head of the entire pet business market said, “Desire’s net profit last year was less than ten million US dollars in total. Their channel costs are particularly high, and they are still investing huge sums of money to expand into new channels. I’m not sure if they can even come up with twenty-six million US dollars. Even if they can, this money would be their absolute utmost effort.”

The head of Mars hesitated for a moment, then nodded gently and said, “So, what we can be sure of is that if Desire puts up these twenty-six million US dollars, they will be unable to continue expanding through traditional channels. It means they are placing all their hopes on Li Mu’s dog.”

“That’s right,” the marketing head replied, “Li Mu’s dog certainly has immense influence, but twenty-six million US dollars is far too high a premium. If we were to acquire it at that price, most of the funds would actually be used for defensive investments. If Desire acquires it at this price, they’d essentially be shooting themselves in the foot.”

At this point, the backend already began prompting: Twenty-six million, first call.

The head of Mars pinched his chin, staring at the number without blinking. He repeatedly speculated whether Desire would lose or profit if they acquired this item for twenty-six million. If it was half loss and half profit, how much would they lose?

Just then, the prompt reappeared: Twenty-six million, second call.

The head of Mars thought that a promotional cost of twenty-six million US dollars, directed at any single channel, would likely result in things turning into their opposite when pushed too far. Therefore, he believed that these twenty-six million would certainly lead to a loss. Since that was the case, Desire taking the bid would actually accelerate their demise, which would be beneficial to Mars.

At this moment, the third prompt appeared.

The marketing head couldn’t help but say, “President, there’s one last chance to bid.”

The head of Mars waved his hand and said, “No more bids. Since Desire is so set on this, let them slowly digest the bitter consequences. I predict they’ll regret it most likely.”

As he spoke, a prompt popped up on the auction backend: Congratulations to Desire for acquiring all rights of this auction for twenty-six million US dollars!

Another high-level executive chuckled and said, “I think once the people at Desire calm down and think about it, they’ll definitely regret this reckless decision. They’ll very likely abandon the payment then, and Muyeye Technology will probably restart the auction.”

“Haha!” The head of Mars said with a smile, “If Desire abandons the payment, they’ll be barred from participating in the next round of bidding. Then we won’t even have a decent competitor, and we’ll probably secure the item for eight million US dollars.”

“Desire will also have to bear an additional one million US dollars in breach of contract fees for this. That would be truly miserable; getting nothing and just throwing away a million.”

“Hahaha! I bet Desire is regretting it already.”

“I guess we can confidently wait for the next round of bidding. If Desire backs out, we’re the biggest winners. If Desire doesn’t back out and they’re dragged to their death by these twenty-six million, we’re still the biggest winners!”

Because Mars’s entire high-level management predicted that Desire had stepped on a landmine, they appeared especially joyful.

At this very moment, Desire’s high-level management presented a completely different scene.

When the system prompted them that they had successfully won the auction, none of them even dared to breathe. Although they believed this deal was worth it, it was still such an enormous sum that after truly succeeding in the auction, a mixture of worry and apprehension began to settle in their hearts.

At this moment, the head of Muyeye Technology’s Marketing Department directly made an international call to the phone number Desire had left when participating in the auction. After introducing himself, he got straight to the point, asking, “Does your company confirm the auction results? If confirmed, please transfer the payment within twenty-four hours, or our company will unilaterally close the transaction.”

Desire’s President promptly said, “We confirm, and we will immediately transfer the payment to your company via PayPal!”

Immediately, Desire’s President instructed the company’s finance department to transfer the payment to Muyeye Technology. Deducting the one million auction deposit already paid, the remaining twenty-five million US dollars were all transferred to Muyeye Technology’s account via PayPal.

After completing all of this, Desire’s President felt as if his entire being had been emptied.

For him, twenty-six million US dollars was truly a high-stakes gamble concerning life and death. However, he trusted his own judgment, believed that the resources provided by Li Mu offered excellent value for money, and even more so, believed Li Mu would not disappoint him.

…

On the other side, Li Mu wasn’t surprised when he learned the final auction closed at twenty-six million US dollars.

However, he was somewhat surprised when he heard that it wasn’t Mars, but Desire, that secured all the resources for twenty-six million US dollars.

In Li Mu’s view, as an industry giant, Mars should never have given up this excellent opportunity. Yet, Mars did give up, which clearly showed that Mars’s high-level management was comparatively more conservative than Desire’s.

Li Mu had always admired entrepreneurs with courage and boldness. Although Desire was just a small company in his eyes, their ability to intimidate Mars, an industry giant, clearly demonstrated their courage and audacity in action.

So Li Mu immediately said to Li Ziwei, “Zi Wei, contact the company and have them immediately announce Desire’s name and fully release a press release. In the release, besides referring to Desire by its full name, all other participating companies should be replaced with terms like ‘a certain enterprise’ or ‘XXX’.”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “Alright, General Manager Li, I’ll contact the company right away.”

Li Mu reminded her, “Tell them to spare no effort in promoting the Desire brand. I want all enterprises worldwide to know that I never betray my partners. No matter how expensive my resources are sold for, I will ensure that my partners experience excellent value for money.”

Li Ziwei made a call, and all relevant staff immediately sprang into action. The news department promptly began releasing press statements to the outside world, announcing the astonishing auction results.

Meanwhile, the editor responsible for operating Li Gouzi’s Weibo also immediately received Desire’s promotional materials and posted a tweet from Li Gouzi’s Weibo account: “Thank you, Desire! My dog food for the coming year is finally settled. I trust your taste and quality won’t disappoint me.”

This Weibo post also deliberately @-mentioned Desire’s official Weibo account.

On Weibo, netizens from all over the world were already closely following this auction, and this immediately caused an uproar…





Chapter 1638: The Age of Self-Media

It didn’t even take an “overnight” period to ferment; almost the moment the auction ended, the entire world knew that the dog Li Mu raised had earned him twenty-six million US dollars.

Most people were just amazed, finding it truly incredible. A small number, however, were infuriated by how easily Li Mu made money. This rich-envy mentality drove them to try and launch various personal attacks against Li Mu online.

Zhao Kang, who had been focusing most of his energy on online trolls, soon discovered that people all over the global internet were intentionally driving the narrative to smear Li Mu. Who was behind these people driving the narrative couldn’t be investigated in a short while, but it was certain that many people with ulterior motives hoped to use this highly publicized auction, leveraging the rich-envy mentality of some netizens, to destroy Li Mu’s persona.

He immediately told Li Mu about his findings and even devised a public relations plan involving online trolls for Li Mu. But Li Mu told him, “Don’t intervene yet. Let the rumors fly for a while longer.”

Based on Zhao Kang’s understanding of Li Mu, he immediately knew that Li Mu must have had a complete plan, and he certainly had a countermeasure for these dissenting voices.

So, no one bothered to inquire about the development of the negative public opinion online.

Those driving the narrative continued to build momentum and spread the argument that Li Mu was “obsessed with money,” but Li Mu didn’t care in the slightest. To reward Li Gouzi, who had just earned back twenty-six million US dollars, Li Mu deliberately gave it a few extra biscuits. Usually, it only got four or five of these snacks a day, but today, Li Mu fed it until its little belly was round.

Li Gouzi, having earned back twenty-six million US dollars, had no idea what a great credit it had achieved for Li Mu. Simply because Li Mu fed it more delicious snacks, it excitedly ran and jumped around Li Mu, barking and yelping non-stop.

Li Mu found a tennis ball and took it to the yard to play for a while. Only when the little guy couldn’t run anymore did he carry it back inside and wipe its little paws clean.

Leaving Li Gouzi on the first floor, Li Mu went back to his bedroom upstairs. After taking a shower, he lay on the bed and opened his Weibo on his laptop.

At this moment, his Weibo had unexpectedly gained tens of thousands of comments and reposts in a short period. Approximately twenty percent of them were criticizing him, their points being nothing more than that he was money-hungry. Li Mu didn’t bother to respond.

He ignored all comment and repost notifications and, in the input box, wrote a new Weibo post.

He said, “I believe the internet industry has entered a new era tonight. In my eyes, this era is called the Self-Media Age, or self-media for short. In English, it could be called Me-Media. In this brand-new era, ‘media’ is no longer a term exclusive to any corporation. On Weibo/Twitter, you can turn yourself into a brand-new media. You can have your audience, publish content you wish to publish. You, yourself, are a media.”

“Of course, everyone will say that this has been the case ever since Weibo/Twitter launched. Why is it only entering the Self-Media Age today? The answer is simple: because before today, we had not found a considerable and stable monetization channel. Any startup project, without a stable monetization channel, cannot be called a qualified business model. I am very pleased to announce here that Weibo/Twitter self-media has found a considerable and stable traffic monetization channel. I believe that in the near future, more and more self-media professionals will find their value on the Weibo/Twitter platform.”

After posting this Weibo update, Li Mu directly closed his computer and slept soundly in bed.

As he entered dreamland, his remarks about self-media were rapidly spreading across the internet.

People finally realized what kind of monster Weibo/Twitter truly was.

It wasn’t merely a communication, social, or display platform; its essence was, in fact, a media platform. However, it wasn’t the media itself; the hundreds of millions of accounts on it were the true media—self-media!

Users could not only create their own media here and publish their own content, but also earn income by leveraging their media influence. This healthy industrial model officially ushered the internet into the self-media era ahead of schedule.

In this new era, as long as a self-media platform provides basic support, everyone can become a highly-followed media, and even a dog is no exception.

Li Gouzi’s Weibo becoming an overnight sensation was the best proof of this new era.

Netizens didn’t have to focus their attention on a particular information portal; they could freely choose where they wanted to focus. It didn’t have to be a specific media outlet, a large organization, or a major platform. They could focus their attention on an individual, or even a dog.

In the traditional media era, such a thing was unimaginable. Television media had extremely high costs, and it was simply impossible for an individual to establish their own TV station. Let alone a TV station, even radio stations and newspapers/magazines were very difficult; very few individuals could achieve it.

Now, everything was different.

Before Li Mu made his Weibo post, only a very small number of people had smelled enormous business opportunities from the Li Gouzi Weibo auction incident. Unfortunately, their foresight, one step ahead of others, didn’t do much good. A few hours later, Li Mu’s Weibo completely revealed their discovery, making more people aware of the self-media business opportunity.

And so, that night, countless people around the world were eager to start, wanting to create their own self-media on Weibo/Twitter.

…

After a sweet sleep, Li Mu woke up early the next morning, feeling refreshed.

Today, he was going to the Forbidden City to attend the official cultural relic donation ceremony with Prince William. Yesterday’s rehearsal was mainly to clarify the flow of the donation ceremony and for CCTV to formulate a detailed filming plan. Barring any surprises, everything would be settled today.

Li Mu changed into a sharp suit. After tidying himself up, Li Ziwei and the racing team arrived at Ziyun Mountain Villa.

Li Mu got into the commercial van, and the racing team, as planned, first went to pick up Prince William on the way, and then headed to the Forbidden City.

Prince William also dressed exceptionally gentlemanly today. His bespoke suit, custom-made in London, was far more exquisite than Li Mu’s mass-produced suit.

The moment he saw William, Li Mu noticed that the fellow was in an exceptionally good mood today, with a smile on his face and a confident stride. He couldn’t help but ask him, “William, why are you so happy today?”

William, without thinking, happily blurted out, “I can go back to London tomorrow, of course I’m happy! I’ve been in China for so long, I’m bored to death.”

Only then did Li Mu realize that William, having been invited by him to China for so many days, must have been quite bored for most of the time.

His own lack of time to host William was one aspect. Another was that William’s popularity, which Li Mu himself had hyped up, was very high in China, so high that he was almost becoming an “old friend of the Chinese people.” Such a person walking on the street would certainly be recognized by many. Therefore, whenever he went out, there would inevitably be layers upon layers of bodyguards and staff, not to mention the plainclothes agents specially arranged for him by China.

In such circumstances, William had almost only one choice: to stay cooped up in his hotel all day.

Staying cooped up in the hotel all day was not a comfortable task, so William’s greatest pleasure each day was spending long hours on international phone calls with his girlfriend Kate, who was studying far away in Scotland.

Kate, hearing he was returning tomorrow, deliberately found an excuse to take a week of leave from school and had already returned to London from Scotland in advance today. For the young couple, a short separation truly makes the heart grow fonder, like a second honeymoon. Although William was still in China, his heart had long since flown to London, to be in perfect harmony with his girlfriend.

Li Mu saw William’s idiotic happy expression and knew that the British girl had him deeply infatuated. He secretly thought, “You’re a dignified prince, letting a feigning purity while hiding behind a facade of innocence control you completely? How can this be acceptable? Looks like I need to set some traps for you, otherwise, you’ll still be unable to escape her clutches in the future.”

So Li Mu spoke to Li Ziwei in Chinese, “Zi Wei, you’ll give the Queen a call later. Just tell her that William is too deeply in love and that you absolutely must set some insurmountable obstacles for him and his girlfriend. Tell her I have two suggestions. First, once this小子 guy returns to London, arrange countless serious business for him, whether it’s 3321, or press conferences, or other charitable activities. In short, keep this guy constantly busy, so busy that he doesn’t even have a chance to catch his breath.”

Li Ziwei glanced at William and cautiously said, “General Manager Li, is it okay if you say this directly in front of him?”

Li Mu waved his hand and chuckled, “Don’t worry, he doesn’t have much of a foundation in Chinese. He can only say ‘hello,’ ‘thank you,’ ‘I love China,’ and such. He understands even fewer words when listening. I bet he only caught ‘London.’”

Li Ziwei smiled and nodded, saying, “Okay, then I’m relieved. I’ve noted the first point. What about the second point?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Have the Queen find a way to arrange it. Didn’t that girl and this fellow attend the same university in Scotland? Make that university enforce strict attendance for that girl, so she can’t leave school for a single day outside of holidays.”

Li Ziwei let out a giggle and said, “You’re trying to break up a loving couple, aren’t you…”

Li Mu laughed, “This isn’t the love between two mandarin ducks; it’s the love between a mandarin duck and a big goose.”

William couldn’t understand what Li Mu was saying to Li Ziwei at all, nor did he care to know. He kept looking at the scenery outside the window, exceptionally happy in his heart, only hoping to quickly conclude today’s business and return to London as soon as possible.

However, William didn’t know that Li Mu had already dug a series of traps for him. Want to go back and be deeply in love with your girlfriend? Sorry, not happening.

There was nothing Li Mu had thought of that he couldn’t achieve so far. In his view, with his complete intervention from a God’s perspective, William and his girlfriend would definitely not get married. As for William’s romantic development, Li Mu had already planned it for him. He didn’t care who William ended up with after breaking up with Kate; he only wanted William to become a Chinese son-in-law. This was the best win-win situation for both China and the UK.

As for whether this matter was feasible, Li Mu felt it was completely fine. Don’t talk about European noble lineage and titles; those are superficial. Only interests are the most practical!





Chapter 1639: A New Public Service Charity Project

“

“

The motorcade arrived at the Forbidden City, where staff from the Forbidden City and CCTV had already completed all preparations.

“

“

At the main entrance of the Hall of Supreme Harmony, multiple camera positions were already set up, and two fuel-powered aerial photography drone helicopters were ready for action.

“

“

After the ceremony officially began, William and the Head of the Forbidden City held a grand handover ceremony. Li Mu did not participate in the cultural relics handover ceremony; he removed himself as the intermediary, leaving this opportunity to gain public favor to William.

“

“

After the handover ceremony concluded, William and the Head of the Forbidden City each delivered a speech on stage. Both parties’ statements were quite personalized. William represented the Windsor Family, and the Head of the Forbidden City represented The Palace Museum. Neither side sought to give their respective backgrounds greater backing or significance, simply defining this donation as a normal gifting ceremony from a private individual to a museum.

“

“

The ceremony was simple yet solemn. From the moment it began, CCTV News, the YY Portal Website, and the official Weibo Twitter accounts started a simultaneous live text and image broadcast on Weibo Twitter.

“

“

This donation ceremony had not been announced to the public beforehand, nor had any media other than CCTV been invited. Therefore, netizens and the general public had heard no rumors. When they suddenly saw these three official Weibo accounts broadcasting the donation ceremony live with text and images, they immediately flocked to watch.

“

“

William had been a popular topic in China recently, widely liked and followed by the public. Now, by donating cultural relics originally belonging to China to The Palace Museum, he further won the favor of the Chinese people. Furthermore, Li Mu, who just yesterday sold the Weibo promotional resources for a dog at the astronomical price of twenty-six million US dollars, also attended this donation ceremony, drawing even more attention to the event.

“

“

At the donation ceremony, after both parties had given their speeches, they jointly invited Li Mu, the person who had facilitated this connection, to come on stage and say a few words.

“

“

Li Mu adjusted his suit, walked onto the stage, and said with a smile, “I am deeply honored to be invited by The Palace Museum to attend this event, where the Windsor Family is donating cultural relics to The Palace Museum. I also extend my sincere gratitude to William and our friends from the Windsor Family for generously donating these precious cultural relics to The Palace Museum without compensation, especially considering their unique origins. All of these cultural relics are from Chinese history, yet they all flowed out of the country in different periods, under different circumstances, and through different means over the last two centuries.”

“

“

At this point, Li Mu paused deliberately, then continued, “In fact, besides feeling honored and grateful today, I am also deeply moved. Due to well-known historical reasons, many precious cultural relics of our Chinese nation are currently lost overseas. If even William and our friends from the Windsor Family can selflessly donate Chinese cultural relics lost a century ago back to The Palace Museum, allowing these artifacts that have wandered for eight years to return home, then we, as sons and daughters of China, bear an even greater responsibility and duty to help our Chinese nation retrieve those memories, cultures, and historical ties lost overseas.”

“

“

There were not many audience members below the stage; apart from a few reporters, most were The Palace Museum’s management team, employees, and experts. Upon hearing Li Mu’s words, they burst into applause. The applause of dozens of people was truly deafening.

“

“

For them, people who had spent half their lives dealing with cultural relics, the artifacts lost overseas had always been a lingering concern—a deep yearning they could never abandon. Every time they saw a Chinese cultural relic auctioned overseas, they felt deep pain. And whenever a cultural relic lost overseas could return to China through various channels, even if it was just into the hands of private individuals in China to become their private collection, it brought them immense gratification. Because that meant our lost historical ties had been recovered by our compatriots. It returned home, and that was enough.

“

“

As the applause gradually subsided, Li Mu continued, “Helping Chinese cultural relics lost overseas return to the country should be a duty that every son and daughter of China keeps in mind and devotes oneself to the utmost to fulfill. Therefore, I, personally, along with Muyeye Technology and Taobao Technology, have decided to establish a public service charity fund. This fund will be jointly established with thirty million US dollars from my personal funds, and ten million US dollars each from Muyeye Technology and Taobao Technology. This fund will be dedicated to bringing home those Chinese treasures lost overseas, recovering as many lost cultural relics as possible.”

“

“

“However, relying solely on myself, or on Muyeye Technology and Taobao Technology, is far from enough. Therefore, I hope that every son and daughter of China can contribute to this public welfare endeavor, helping our nation retrieve more of our cultural heritage and legacy.”

“

“

Just as Li Mu finished speaking, the official Twitter accounts of several media outlets immediately published his exact words, instantly causing a tumultuous situation online.

“

“

Li Mu had undertaken many public welfare and charity projects, but most of them primarily concerned people. This time, he initiated a project specifically targeting overseas cultural relics, choosing an entry point that was inherently novel. Now, he was directly putting out fifty million US dollars as initial capital in one go. This courage and grand gesture were truly astonishing.

“

“

Moreover, of the fifty million US dollars, thirty million came from Li Mu himself! That was nearly 250 million RMB!

“

“

Recalling that Li Mu had just sold Li Gouzi’s Weibo promotional resources for the astronomical price of twenty-six million US dollars yesterday, netizens immediately understood Li Mu’s painstaking effort.

“

“

And those haters who had seized the opportunity to maliciously criticize Li Mu online, as well as interest groups with ulterior motives, were thoroughly shut down by Li Mu’s action. Li Mu did indeed earn a large sum from Li Gouzi’s Weibo, but he didn’t keep a single cent for himself. He donated it all to public welfare before it even got “warm,” and he even topped up an additional four million US dollars himself.

“

“

Not only that, Li Mu himself was a major shareholder of both Muyeye Technology and Taobao Technology. These two companies jointly donated twenty million US dollars, most of which should have been Li Mu’s property.

“

“

Upon calculation, of the fifty million US dollars this time, Li Mu personally contributed at least over forty million.

“

“

In an instant, all the rumors and gossip online were completely debunked. The groups that had deliberately attacked Li Mu and fanned the flames immediately faced backlash from ordinary netizens. All the rumors and slanders collapsed on their own.

“

“

At the same time, Li Mu also officially announced that he would jointly operate this public welfare fund with The Palace Museum, and would seek opinions from The Palace Museum’s expert team regarding the repurchase of overseas cultural relics. Furthermore, this public welfare fund would officially disclose its financial records in the near future and accept donations from all citizens, enterprises, and organizations nationwide, ensuring that every donation was clear and transparent.

“

“

At that time, Alipay would also open an online donation channel, allowing individuals and enterprises to directly donate to the public welfare fund via Alipay. Alipay, as a payment channel, would not charge any service fees, ensuring that all donations were transferred entirely to the foundation.

“

“

Li Mu’s approach to charity had always been one of complete transparency. Financial records and the use of every single cent would be ensured to be clear and transparent, and open to public supervision. Only this way could his pure dedication to charity and public welfare be fully demonstrated, which was the source of the public’s immense trust in his charity projects.

“

“

Regarding corporate donations, Li Mu specifically issued a statement: “In the future, the foundation will invite twenty strategic partner enterprises from across society. Muyeye Technology will use practical promotional and publicity resources to express gratitude to those generously donating enterprises.”

“

“

Additionally, Li Mu announced on the spot: “Muyeye Technology has obtained image rights authorization from The Palace Museum. Soon, Muyeye Technology will launch Forbidden City-themed cartoon backgrounds, clothing, and other virtual item images on YY Show and YY Space, and make them available for user purchase. All proceeds from user purchases will be entirely donated by Muyeye Technology to the charity foundation.”

“

“

“Taobao will also launch merchandise related to The Palace Museum and famous cultural relics. We have also asked the experts from The Palace Museum to select fifty-four of the most important, valuable, and representative lost cultural relics for us. Soon, Taobao will print them on playing cards, and all future sales proceeds from these playing cards will also be entirely donated to the charity foundation.”

“

“

Li Mu clearly understood that no charity project could rely solely on the public’s philanthropic spirit; there must be a healthy business model. The reason why the Old Soldiers Never Die project grew larger and better was not only due to initial capital and spontaneous donations from the public, but also another very important source of funding: monetizing the promotional resources he invested. Many enterprises wanted to acquire the promotional resources Li Mu invested in the Old Soldiers Never Die project, so they were willing to purchase them indirectly through donations. This not only yielded tangible returns but also earned them a good reputation, killing two birds with one stone.

“

“

It was the same for the project to return overseas cultural relics to China. Li Mu and CCTV had reached an agreement that they would jointly provide sufficient exposure to this charity project, ensuring that every enterprise donating to the project would receive a certain level of exposure and attention. This, in turn, would greatly increase enterprises’ enthusiasm for donations.

“

“

Such cooperation might seem like Li Mu and CCTV were ultimately at a disadvantage, as if they were using their promotional resources to generate funding for the entire project. However, in reality, Muyeye Technology itself was an internet media platform, and CCTV was a traditional television media platform; both had immense demand for news coverage. Their huge user bases were there, and users’ reading demands were also astonishingly large.

“

“

For large portal platforms, their biggest perennial challenge was where to find so much news material that users would enjoy. Huge demand for news coverage ultimately needed to find content and an outlet for dissemination. If there was no good news to write about, even news like a pig getting lost in a certain village might be used to fill the website to meet the enormous reading demand.

“

“

Li Mu remembered that after various news aggregator apps rose in later generations, major platforms would pile in all sorts of junk content to accumulate enough information volume, even forming a unique industry. Some rural women who hadn’t even finished elementary school could earn monthly incomes exceeding ten thousand by mass-producing new media content. Li Mu didn’t mean to look down upon rural women; he simply perceived the immense demand for information from media platforms based on such phenomena.

“

“

In any case, reporting was reporting. Using this charity project for reports not only provided a high-quality news topic but also helped the charity project itself attract more corporate participation. Why wouldn’t they be happy to accept?

“

“





Chapter 1640: Pig-Like Cooperation

After Li Mu announced the establishment of a public welfare fund for the repatriation of cultural relics lost overseas, it sparked widespread praise online. After all, in the eyes of every Chinese person, this was a matter that could be elevated to the level of national righteousness.

Moreover, CCTV’s documentary on cultural relics lost overseas immediately followed, raising public attention towards the lost cultural relics to an all-time high.

This documentary delved into the several great catastrophes China had endured over the past few centuries, detailing how, during each foreign invasion, precious cultural relics were usurped and lost from China, systematically and comprehensively revealing to the Chinese nation for the first time which extremely important cultural relics had been lost overseas and were unable to return home over these past few centuries.

Calls for the repatriation of cultural relics lost overseas began to grow louder and louder domestically. More and more enterprises and individuals expressed their willingness to donate to the foundation, just waiting for Li Mu to officially announce the foundation’s donation receiving account to the public.

Just as the Chinese people were focused on the cultural relics lost overseas, Canada Desire reaped the first wave of benefits from its twenty-six million US dollar Auction.

The reason Desire dared to offer a bidding price of twenty-six million US dollars at the time was because they realized that what they were buying for twenty-six million US dollars was not just Li Gouzi’s Weibo followers, but all the onlookers invested in that entire Auction event.

Therefore, after Desire successfully paid twenty-six million US dollars, its company name formally appeared in front of people all over the world. The effect of this advertising was truly beyond imagination, so much so that panic buying occurred at Desire’s retail terminals worldwide, and products quickly sold out.

In fact, the goal businesses aim to achieve with promotional marketing is to strengthen consumers’ impressions of their own brands and products. Supermarkets stock dozens, even hundreds, of carbonated beverages, but Coca-Cola and Pepsi always sell the best.

It’s not that these two beverages taste exceptionally good; most importantly, their billions in annual global advertising expenditure have continuously strengthened consumers’ impressions of them. If you randomly stop an ordinary person and ask them to list the three most familiar carbonated beverages, these two colas will certainly appear among them.

When consumers stand in front of the carbonated beverage shelf, they are easily driven subconsciously to pick up a bottle of Coca-Cola or Pepsi. This is the value of advertising.

It’s true for beverages, and it’s true for pet food too.

The astronomical price of twenty-six million US dollars at the Auction made people all over the world remember Desire. Many of them own pets and already pay more attention to pet brands, so after learning about the Desire brand, their chances of purchasing Desire products increased significantly compared to usual.

Besides these subtle changes, there was another type of user who converted much more directly: because they had encountered the “Desire” brand, they specifically bought products to try out their effectiveness.

It was for these reasons that Desire’s sales velocity through its channels significantly accelerated by many times. All of Desire’s pet food and other products were being frantically bought by users. Distributors rushed to order from Headquarters, and payments from global orders swarmed in, making Desire’s leadership ecstatic.

Not only did sales volume surge in existing channels, but what excited Desire’s executives even more was that pet supply Dealers from all countries and regions where Desire had not yet established a presence came to cooperate, hoping to secure the agency rights.

Even in countries and regions where there were already existing agency companies, other competing companies came to inquire. These parties all stated that if Desire’s contract with its current agents expired, or if Desire was willing to terminate it early, they would be willing to pay a greater price to acquire the exclusive agency rights for that region.

In most cases, multinational brands cannot run operations independently in every global market. Such brands must cooperate with local agent companies, relying on them to help open up domestic channels and markets, especially true for larger countries.

Taking China as an example, for an unknown overseas enterprise and brand to directly enter the China market and control all its marketing themselves is basically not feasible. To enter the China market, they will mostly still need to cooperate with local Dealers.

Furthermore, this kind of cooperation typically operates on a national or regional system. Either they find a master distributor for China to expand national sales channels, or they find several regional agents in China, such as for South China, North China, East China, and Central China, who divide their spheres of influence based on administrative regions.

Being a Distributor is a role that greatly tests one’s foresight and luck, as not every obscure brand can be successfully promoted in China and make huge profits.

Sometimes, when a brand was still struggling, someone would acquire the master distributor rights for a certain region at a low price. Then, the brand would develop rapidly, and the distributor would suddenly become wealthy.

But there are also times when distributors bet on the wrong horse. After finally securing the master distributor rights for a brand and signing countless agreements, the brand’s influence would instead begin to decline continuously, and the distributor would ultimately suffer massive losses.

However, in the eyes of those distributors, Desire was currently the biggest darling.

Not only did they win Li Gouzi’s Weibo promotion for twenty-six million US dollars, becoming the center of global discussion, but they also defeated industry giants like Mars during the bidding process.

Therefore, everyone could now see that Desire would undoubtedly experience explosive growth. Whoever secured its agency rights would be able to take this opportunity and make a fortune.

Desire was also very clever. Before this, their overall requirements for agents were not high, and even the agency threshold was very low. But now, they immediately halted global agency rights signings and transferred all agency rights contract beneficiaries to Muyeye Technology, which was far away in Beijing. This meant that Li Mu could immediately acquire agency rights for many Desire markets without spending a single penny.

Desire’s rapid development left Mars dumbfounded. They never dreamed that behind Li Gouzi’s Weibo, besides Li Gouzi’s followers, there would also be worldwide attention. Now, Desire’s development speed was so fast that even Mars found it hard to believe, not to mention they would still receive one promotion from Li Gouzi’s Weibo every month in the future, which would further accelerate Desire’s overall growth.

The Vice President responsible for Mars’ pet business was fiercely scolded by the Head of the overall group for missing this Auction. Missing out on Li Gouzi’s Weibo promotion was equivalent to taking a huge step backward in markets worldwide. Not only did they successfully curb their own development momentum, but they also gave their competitor an opportunity to overtake them on the curve. It was simply pig-like cooperation!





Chapter 1641: Don’t Cherish Your Feathers Too Much

“

“

After Desire secured the promotional resources for Li Gouzi’s Weibo, the Wall Street Journal dedicated an entire page to analyzing Desire’s move. Based on Desire’s recent surge in popularity offline, its sharply increasing sales volume, and rapidly expanding sales channels, they concluded: Desire’s twenty-six million US dollars advertising investment, to achieve the same effect in traditional gild / embellish a resume, would require at least one hundred eighty million US dollars.

“

“

This price was not making idle remarks.

“

“

Coca-Cola invests around three billion US dollars in advertising costs annually to maintain their global exposure. Three billion US dollars is what it takes to achieve true household recognition globally.

“

“

For a brand like Desire, achieving the same household recognition as Coca-Cola would actually cost far more than three billion US dollars, because pet products are, after all, a niche vertical field, unlike cola with such broad applicability. It is closer to its niche users, but also further from other users.

“

“

And after this Auction, Desire not only exploded in popularity offline, but also secured a large amount of traditional gild / embellish a resume promotional resources offline. Therefore, considering everything, the scale of this promotion was unprecedented in the entire advertising industry.

“

“

Even if Coca-Cola invests three billion US dollars annually for promotion, this thirty billion US dollars is divided into hundreds or thousands, or even tens of thousands of portions, large or small, across hundreds of countries and regions worldwide, depending on the gild / embellish a resume and channels. It’s impossible for any single portion to compare to the scale of Desire’s promotion this time.

“

“

This made Mars regret so much they wished they could kill a few senior executives to appease the heavens. Such a huge bargain was picked up by Desire right under one’s very nose, which not only filled Mars with deep remorse but also made Mars feel immense competitive pressure instantly.

“

“

Desire’s sudden explosion in popularity showed the whole world the immense value inherent in self-media. For a time, all accounts on Weibo and Twitter with a large number of followers became targets for advertisers, especially celebrity Weibo accounts, whose quotes rose accordingly. For example, a celebrity with millions of followers who quoted one hundred fifty thousand for an advertisement in the morning might be quoted three hundred thousand by the afternoon.

“

“

Moreover, many enterprises and individuals who saw this business opportunity also began actively operating their self-media accounts on Weibo, hoping to quickly gather followers.

“

“

Li Mu had just spent two evenings with Rock Records’ recording musicians to settle all the arrangement for “21 Guns.” The next morning when he arrived at Muyeye Technology, a group of senior executives approached him, hoping he could chair a conference. The core content of the conference was how to deal with the current frenzied advertising boom on the platform.

“

“

Within Muyeye Technology’s senior executive team, opinions on this issue were divided into two camps.

“

“

One side felt that the advertising market of Weibo and Twitter should be encouraged and promoted, further enhancing the inherent value of Weibo and Twitter as a whole. They even suggested setting up an advertising distribution platform within Weibo and Twitter.

“

“

This “advertising distribution platform” was proposed because the senior executives in this camp believed that if prominent figures / influencers were allowed to freely to amass illicit wealth using Weibo and Twitter, then Weibo and Twitter itself should receive a certain share of the income. Otherwise, it would be entirely wedding dress (metaphorical for benefiting others) for others, leading to an immense intangible loss.

“

“

And the advertising distribution platform would mean taking control of all advertising export into Weibo and Twitter’s own hands. For example, explicitly requiring all users not to accept advertisements privately, and all prominent figures / influencers wishing to accept advertisements must first integrate with the advertising distribution platform. They would only be able to accept work from the advertising distribution platform, which itself would essentially be a middleman earning a price difference.

“

“

For instance, if a facial mask brand wanted Du Wei’s personal Weibo to promote their product once, they would have to contact the advertising distribution platform. The distribution platform, based on Du Wei’s quote, would add an additional thirty percent or so and quote it to the enterprise, then take a ten percent commission from Du Wei, basically achieving a forty percent gross profit margin.

“

“

The other side believed that Weibo and Twitter should not endlessly nurturing / fostering (in context: developing audience engagement) the advertising market. Doing so could lead to the entire Weibo and Twitter being saturated with advertisements, thereby affecting the proportion of quality content on the entire platform, and even causing the platform to lose a large number of users.

“

“

Li Mu arrived at the conference room and spent over thirty minutes listening to the opinions of both sides. He then said with a smile: “Everything inevitably has two sides. Driving a car too fast naturally consumes more fuel. It’s like our platform’s attitude towards advertising behavior. If you allow them to engage in advertising transactions freely and don’t curb them, then the overall advertising volume of the platform will inevitably increase rapidly and affect user experience. But if you do not allow them to engage in advertising transactions freely, then people won’t see monetization methods, and their own motivation will be severely hit.”

“

“

Li Mu paused slightly at this point, then continued: “Before looking at specific problems, we must first clarify that we are a super enterprise covering the entire internet, and even preparing to cover offline spaces. Therefore, in the face of our grand strategy, never consider vertical. Once it becomes vertical, our scope will shrink. So, everything must find a balanced approach.”

“

“

Kong Lingyu said: “General Manager Li, what about the advertising placement platform model? The good thing about this model is that we can control the advertising volume of the entire platform, just like we hold the valve: we can open it when needed, and close it or even shut it off when not needed.”

“

“

Li Mu said: “Establishing a dedicated advertising placement platform, with the platform completely control all advertising business, is indeed a manifestation of platform control, but this type of platform Hegemony is too obvious. We cannot take this connections / channels.”

“

“

Kong Lingyu said: “General Manager Li, the platform and traffic are ours. It’s only natural for us to establish such a control unit…”

“

“

Li Mu nodded and said: “It is only natural for us to establish such a control unit, but if we adopt a softer, more open approach, we will become a clear stream in the internet platform domain.”

“

“

Li Mu hoped to make Muyeye Technology a large closed loop within the industry, this closed loop would make other competitors in the industry look up in awe and admiration. However, he did not want Muyeye Technology to form a closed loop at the user level as well.

“

“

Platforms that want to achieve a closed loop at the user level are generally motivated by cherishing one’s feathers.

“

“

They don’t want others to steal their users, don’t want others to use their users to monetize the platform, and certainly don’t want them to use it to incubation their businesses.

“

“

Such a mindset, in Li Mu’s eyes, is excessive cherishing one’s feathers.

“

“

And he believes that any platform that excessively cherishes its feathers usually finds it difficult to grow and thrive.

“

“

For example, a certain ‘Du’, their control over the traffic within their platform can be said to be extremely strict. Their keyword bidding system completely links user search behavior with interests. They sell countless keywords, hoping that every user search will bring them interests. Therefore, no matter what keyword a user searches, the top results are generally advertisements, fully exploiting the user’s potential value;

“

“

In products like Zhidao and Tieba, a certain ‘Du’ has also set up a very powerful filtering mechanism to identify users posting advertisements as much as possible. They will instantly delete ad posts published in their own Zhidao and Tieba, and will permanently ban account all users who post ads or are just suspected of posting ads, doing their utmost to prevent others from driving traffic through their products. This is a manifestation of extreme cherishing one’s feathers;

“

“

Even more outrageous is that even Baike, a knowledge encyclopedia product, is mixed with immense interests. For an ordinary user, creating a Baike entry and getting it approved is extremely difficult, but if you choose to pay, it can be made/caused in minutes.

“

“

For such a company, as an ordinary internet user or entrepreneur, let alone wanting to pick up two of its feathers, even its dandruff would be taken away by itself, not letting anyone get it. If you want it, well, pay for it.

“

“

If a company reaches such a point, it is difficult for it to become the elite of the industry; it will only become a slave to money. Li Mu does not want Muyeye Technology’s platform to follow such a path as a certain ‘Du’ in the future.

“

“

Later on, Alibaba and Tencent, although their platforms were not fully open to users, they still gave users a moderate amount of freedom. For example, with WeChat official accounts, among such a huge self-media group, WeChat is basically undefended against external links, unless the link is a Taobao-system product link or a link that violates legal rules. This proves that WeChat does not worry about its users being captured by official account owners through external links. This is also a manifestation of platform confidence.

“

“

Moreover, WeChat official accounts have never demanded control over account owners’ freedom to place advertisements, nor have they sought to take a share from it. This is also a manifestation of platform confidence. There are truly few platforms that can achieve this.

“

“

But a certain ‘Du’ is different. External links are a very sensitive presence on a certain ‘Du’. Basically, over ninety percent of external links posted by users are removed by a certain ‘Du’ in various ways, for fear that its users will spill out through these external links, and for fear that others will use its users to grow their projects and earn money that should be their own.

“

“

Therefore, Li Mu cannot set up an advertising placement control platform on Weibo and Twitter. He must give users enough autonomous space.

“

“

Of course, the autonomous space left for users also needs to be subject to certain appropriate restrictions. Otherwise, if everyone publishes advertisements without restriction, the platform is likely to immediately become a gathering place for junk content.

“

“

After much thought, Li Mu said: “Our Weibo and Twitter must find a balanced solution. In the future, we must not fixate on the income brought by advertisements, as that will cause our platform to be saturated with a large number of junk content, affecting our user experience. But it also cannot be completely take charge by users themselves. So, in my business philosophy, we need to formulate a reasonable and convincing game rules, where everyone plays by the game rules and coexists peacefully.”

“

“

Having said that, Li Mu continued: “So, my idea is, first, to restrict the junk content for every Weibo and Twitter account. For example, a normal account cannot post more than ten Weibo updates per day. This actually already meets the satisfaction / contentedness of most normal users;

“

“

Secondly, we will use algorithm-based filtering, assisted manual review, and user complain / file a complaint as three judgment logics for content. We will determine what penalties to apply if junk content exceeds ten percent, thirty percent, or fifty percent, such as: restricting posts, restricting followers, forcibly deducting followers, timed ban account, or permanent ban account;

“

“

Thirdly, all platforms that accept advertisements must take certain responsibility for the products they advertise. Firstly, they must not advertise any ‘three-no’ products; secondly, if the advertised product has problems, the account owner must also bear joint and several liability, with minor penalties or severe ban account;

“

“

Finally, advertisements are only allowed to be disseminated by content creators themselves. No enterprise or individual is allowed to boost advertisements onto Weibo’s major trending lists in any way. As the platform, what we present to users must be quality content!”

“

“





Chapter 1642: Acting Up

Li Mu had been working diligently in China’s internet industry for more than ten years, so he was very familiar with the operating styles of every major company and platform.

A certain ‘Du’, needless to say, considers even its own crap as gold, not to be casually let out for others to smell; if others want a whiff, they have to pay first.

A certain ‘Li’ reshaped its own platform into an ecosystem, claiming to be completely open, but never truly opening up, only opening to the enterprises or individuals under its pyramid. It claims to support this, support that, support small and micro enterprises around the world, but in reality, its core business model is to establish these entities while simultaneously binding them tightly to its own large ecosystem, preventing them from escaping its control and requiring them to honestly contribute profits to it. This can be seen from Taobao’s bidding advertising system: unless an internet celebrity/influencer with inherent traffic opens a shop, under normal circumstances for a Taobao shop owner, if they can net one million yuan in a year, the cost of bidding advertisements will likely not be lower than this amount. In other words, whatever you earn, Taobao earns the same or even more.

A certain ‘Xun’ generally doesn’t go around promoting openness, because they are the enterprise with the most powerful traffic resources in this industry, without equal. Its situation is different from that of a certain ‘Li’. A certain ‘Li’s’ own traffic resources have always been inferior to a certain ‘Xun’s’. Their talk of platform openness is akin to a cloth merchant shouting slogans of opening granaries to a grain merchant – it’s somewhat crafty.

Take WeChat as an example: WeChat as a whole is an 80% open platform. Enterprises and users within this 80% scope can freely use WeChat’s open ecosystem resources. For instance, all individuals and enterprises can operate their public accounts for free, write their own promotional drafts, conduct self-promotion, develop audience engagement, and even engage in fan monetization. All of this falls within WeChat’s open scope, and WeChat generally won’t interfere, nor will it demand to get a share of the profits. However, the remaining 20% is WeChat’s buffer zone, which can also be understood as its room for negotiation.

If the other party happens to be within this 20%, WeChat will exercise control for its own security or interests. For example, if the other party’s product involves illegal activities, WeChat will blacklist it. Another example: if the other party is a major competitor, WeChat naturally cannot give the competitor an opportunity for Lending Strength to Strike. The most direct manifestation of this is that WeChat does not allow direct sharing or use of Taobao links; this is a measure to curb the other party’s means of Lending Strength to Strike.

Compared to these three companies, Li Mu more readily endorsed WeChat’s relatively gentlemanly ecosystem setup.

A certain ‘Du’s’ fully closed strategy is naturally the most primitive, least long-lasting, and lacks development space / potential.

While a certain ‘Li’s’ so-called comprehensive openness, strong support, and aid to the world, frankly speaking, is relatively hypocritical.

Li Mu didn’t believe that a publicly listed company, which prioritizes profits and is accountable to all investors, shareholders, and retail investors, would only talk about “support,” “openness,” and “help”—such overly high-end terms—without mentioning profits.

A business claiming to help others without talking about making money is a paradox. You talk every day about helping others do business, yet others are still barely surviving, while you sit on hundreds of billions of US dollars in market value. Regardless of right or wrong, isn’t such an outcome a bit too much like black humor? Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, if you’re making money, just openly say you’re making money. Don’t claim to have no interest in money and that everything is just to help others.

Therefore, Li Mu was willing to build his Weibo (Twitter) into a semi-open, or largely open, ecosystem similar to WeChat. He could make most resources available for free use by other individuals and enterprises, but these enterprises, when profiting on his turf, must fully comply with his rules.

If they violated his rules, sorry, he would immediately cut off their water, electricity, food, and even their air; they could scram as far as your father here could make them go.

If they didn’t violate his rules but touched upon his core interests, sorry, they still had to scram, and even endure his full-force attack.

Ultimately, the goal was to ensure these enterprises and individuals knew to act within limits. He could set up a porridge stall for everyone to eat a free bowl of hot porridge, but if someone, while eating, also coveted the food in his own bowl or had designs on seizing his family’s house, then that person was unappreciative. For unappreciative people, allowing them to continue eating free meals at home wouldn’t be openness or kindness; it would be idiocy.

Having established this broad level policy, Li Mu had basically outlined the degree of openness for his entire future industrial ecosystem: mostly open, partly closed, combined with flexible and effective broad level regulation.

Li Mu hoped his team could understand the core essence of this ecosystem rule more deeply. However, there were no companies with distinct personalities like a certain ‘Du’, a certain ‘Li’, or a certain ‘Xun’ on the market to use as analogies. So he thought for a moment, changed his approach, and said to everyone:

“Our ecosystem openness strategy is much simpler for ordinary users; as long as users comply with our rules, we will give them sufficient freedom. However, for the enterprise sector, there should be a systematic evaluation standard, like the US government’s arms sales.”

“In principle, most US weapons can be sold to other countries, with only a small portion of high-tech, cutting-edge weapons not for sale to any country. So, we consider all US weapons available for sale to other countries as the open part of our ecosystem. It’s important to clarify here that not all countries can buy the weapons we make available for sale; we also need to formulate different arms sale strategies for different countries.”

“For example, if we were the US government, for our own considerations, we certainly wouldn’t sell arms to China or Russia, because they are our direct competitors. We would offer open supply to Britain, France, Japan, South Korea, and India, because we need to support them and foster them to contend with our enemies. For the remaining countries, we need to adopt different strategies based on who we’re dealing with. If Iran is disobedient, we’d sell weapons to its enemies. If Saudi Arabia has oil, we’d exchange weapons for it. As for those third-world countries, we provide them freedom, and even arms aid, and let nature take its course for the rest.”

Just after Li Mu finished formulating the ecosystem openness strategy, Mars, feeling as if it had missed out on the entire world, began to act up.

They truly could not accept their mistake of missing the previous Auction opportunity, especially after seeing Desire’s enormous profits; they regretted it immensely.

Before this, they thought the high premium of twenty-six million US dollars would be a landmine, and they deliberately let Desire step on this landmine, expecting them to be barely surviving. But unexpectedly, twenty-six million US dollars not only had no premium whatsoever, but it was an incredible bargain. Desire bought a high-performance car for the price of a bicycle.

Unwilling to accept this, Mars suddenly conceived an idea: they wanted to use this opportunity to stir up hype, at least to get a share of the profits from Desire’s huge gains.

So, Mars spent money on PR with a large number of media outlets, having them write reports on their official Weibo (Twitter) accounts. The content of these reports was supposedly to “disclose N inside details of Li Gouzi’s Weibo promotional resources Auction.”

In this report, all media outlets chose only two out of the ten companies that participated in the Auction for their coverage: one was Desire, which successfully won the Auction, and the other was Mars, which ultimately failed.

During the initial Auction, the names of all ten companies were hidden, so spectators watching the bidding didn’t know who placed which bid. Only when the Auction concluded was it announced that Desire had won. As for the other nine companies, the Weibo official said nothing.

Now, these media outlets began to drive the narrative, intentionally releasing Mars’s name, providing an introduction to Mars, and even claiming in special reports that during the initial Auction, Mars, as one of the Fortune Global 500 companies, was sure to win this Auction. However, at the critical moment, their bidding system encountered issues, preventing them from timely submitting a higher bid than Desire, which allowed Desire to gain the upper hand and secure the final victory of the Auction.

As soon as these reports were released, they were artificially promoted and widely reposted on Weibo (Twitter), quickly climbing to Weibo (Twitter)’s hot topic and hot search list. This was almost the first time Weibo (Twitter) had artificially manipulated its lists.

Such reports gave Mars an excellent opportunity for display. At the same time, they shifted the blame for missing the Auction onto the Weibo (Twitter) platform, playing the role of a wronged victim, thereby gaining significant attention. For Mars, their goal was to use this method to compete with Desire for exposure. They even felt that if handled well, they might achieve better promotional goals at a lower cost.

When the incident occurred, it was early morning Beijing time. After Li Mu received the situation report from the company’s Head / Person in charge, he was greatly enraged by the matter and immediately instructed Kong Lingyu: “Immediately blacklist Mars across the entire Weibo (Twitter) platform.”

Immediately after, the Weibo (Twitter) official strongly interfered. The first thing they did was to block Mars Group across the entire Twitter platform. Subsequently, they launched a vigorous attack on Mars’s entire promotional campaign. The specific methods were:

First, swiftly remove all related list positions; absolutely no content related to Mars was allowed to appear on hot searches or hot topics.

Second, Mars’s corporate name and Mars’s product names became sensitive words across all Weibo (Twitter) lines. Any Weibo (Twitter) posts containing these sensitive words could only be seen by the publisher themselves and could not be disseminated externally in any nature / character.

Third, Mars’s official Weibo account was silenced. The Weibo (Twitter) official privately demanded that Mars must apologize for its malicious marketing within twenty-four hours, otherwise, its official account would be banned for one year, and all its followers would be forcibly deleted, making it disappear from all users’ follower lists.

Fourth, the technology team technically screened all news reports containing Mars from the past twenty-four hours in the Database. All Weibo (Twitter) accounts, whether individual or enterprise, that participated in this malicious marketing were silenced. They were ordered to publish a truly sincere apology letter via their official email to have a chance to apply for unblocking!





Chapter 1643: They Don’t Know How Unyielding Li Mu Is

One of the marketing methods Li Mu personally disliked the most was “Forced Collision” marketing.

所谓的碰瓷营销，就是用臭不要脸的手段强贴别人、强蹭热点、强博关注.

So-called “Forced Collision” marketing uses shameless tactics to aggressively attach itself to others, capitalize on this hotspot, and forcefully grab attention.

李牧上辈子就喜欢看小说，而且经常会到书店买一大堆实体书回来看，他经常能在书店里看到某些书上打着的宣传口号，例如：“东方版《哈利波特》”、“华夏版《权力的游戏》”、“古代版《福尔摩斯探案集》”这样的宣传口号，这就是典型的碰瓷营销；

In his past life, Li Mu loved reading novels and often bought large piles of physical books from bookstores to read. He frequently saw promotional slogans plastered on some books in bookstores, such as: “Oriental version of Harry Potter,” “Chinese version of Game of Thrones,” or “Ancient version of The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.” These were typical examples of “Forced Collision” marketing.

同样的事情在影视剧宣传里也经常出现，什么“都市版《神雕侠侣》”、“大陆版《无间道》”、“本土版《指环王》”，这些也都无一例外，全是碰瓷营销；

The same thing often appeared in film and television promotions: “Urban version of The Return of the Condor Heroes,” “Mainland Chinese version of Infernal Affairs,” “Local version of The Lord of the Rings”—these were all, without exception, “Forced Collision” marketing.

除此之外，小公司动不动跳出来说某大公司侵权、打压、恶意竞争，或者小作者跳出来说大作家抄袭、剽窃，小明星跳出来说遭到大明星或者大导演欺辱、潜规则，这些说辞，只要没有真凭实据，基本都属于碰瓷营销的一种.

Beyond that, small companies constantly jumping out to claim a large company committed infringement, suppression, or malicious competition; or minor authors claiming major writers plagiarized; or small stars coming forward to say they were bullied or subjected to illicit practices by big stars or famous directors—these claims, as long as they lack concrete evidence, generally fall under “Forced Collision” marketing.

碰瓷营销从根本上说，跟大街上碰瓷的老头老太太没什么区别，碰瓷的老头老太太，是看见你开好车，一下撞到你的车上、一屁股坐在你的车前，不给个三五千绝不起来；碰瓷营销的企业，比碰瓷的老头老太太还狠，就像水蛭一样吸在你的身上，不占够你的便宜绝不罢休.

Fundamentally, “Forced Collision” marketing is no different from the Old Lady on the street creating a “Forced Collision.” Those old ladies see you driving a nice car, crash into it, or sit down in front of it, and won’t get up without a few thousand [currency unit]. Enterprises engaged in “Forced Collision” marketing are even more ruthless than those old ladies; they cling to you like leeches and won’t stop until they’ve exploited you thoroughly.

玛氏自己意识到自己错过了一个天大的好机会，现在后悔了，不痛定思痛，反而开始碰李牧的瓷，这让李牧格外愤慨，脑子里只有一个念头：不把你整出世界五百强序列，这件事儿都不算完！

Mars itself realized it had missed a tremendous opportunity, and now regretted it. Instead of reflecting deeply, it began creating a “Forced Collision” with Li Mu. This filled Li Mu with particular indignation, and he had only one thought: if I don’t remove you from the Fortune Global 500 list, this isn’t over!

就在玛氏正为自己的碰瓷营销而沾沾自喜的时候，互联网上忽然像是被人施了咒语一般，玛氏所有的报道、软文、宣传稿，在一瞬间全部消失.

Just as Mars was being smug about its “Forced Collision” marketing, the internet suddenly seemed to fall under a spell: all of Mars’s reports, advertorials, and promotional drafts vanished in an instant.

上一秒钟还沸腾无比的话题，下一秒钟就从人间蒸发了一般，简直是匪夷所思！

A topic that was boiling hot one second evaporated into thin air the next, which was simply incredible / unfathomable!

玛氏并不知道，李牧针对他们的全网封杀已经开始.

Mars didn’t know that Li Mu’s entire network blockade against them had already begun.

眼下，全球互联网的舆论重地都在微博Twitter，因为它是第一个，也是唯一一个把全世界联通在一起的平台，它的存在，让几乎所有的新闻门户网站都黯然失色，所以，热门话题只可能诞生在微博Twitter上，除此之外，再无其他可能.

Currently, the major hub of global internet public opinion was Weibo, because it was the first and only platform that connected the entire world. Its existence made almost all news portal websites pale in comparison. Therefore, hot topics could only originate on Weibo, and nowhere else.

一旦微博Twitter封杀了玛氏的所有关键词，那玛氏在互联网上的热度，就瞬间被抽了个一干二净.

Once Weibo blocked all of Mars’s keywords, Mars’s online popularity was instantly drained completely.

李牧要求封杀玛氏以及其所有热门关键词，所以，不只是他们的公司名称、他们一系列的产品名称，就连他们的CEO、他们的董事长的名字，在微博Twitter上都变成了敏感词，一旦出现，立刻全方位限制传播.

Li Mu demanded a blockade on Mars and all its trending keywords. Therefore, not only their company name and their series of product names, but even the names of their CEO and Chairman became sensitive words on Weibo. Once they appeared, their dissemination was immediately restricted in every way.

限制传播这一手真的太狠了，发出来的东西只能自己看得到，这一下把全面开放的微博Twitter，变成了一个私人的日记本，那些玛氏的水军瞬间就像是被封印住了一切行动能力，只能眼看着内容发出去却没人看得到而干着急.

This method of restricting dissemination was truly ruthless: anything posted could only be seen by the poster themselves. This instantly turned the fully open Weibo into a private diary. The Mars’s online trolls were immediately as if all their action capabilities had been sealed, leaving them to fret while watching their content go out but being seen by no one.

玛氏自己，以及他们买通的媒体、水军在纳闷，那些被他们带了节奏的用也在纳闷，他们不知道为什么玛氏的话题，以及所有与玛氏有关的内容全部消失不见.

Mars itself, along with the media and online trolls they had bribed, were puzzled. The users whose opinions had been swayed were also puzzled. They didn’t know why Mars’s topics and all content related to Mars had completely disappeared.

就在这时候，玛氏惊讶的发现，自己的官方微博Twitter竟然被官方禁言了！

Just then, Mars was surprised to discover that its official Weibo account had been officially muted!

玛氏CEO尼尔在公司内部愤怒的咆哮，怒骂：“李牧简直就是个***！他凭什么禁我们的官方账号！他这是公报私仇！”

Mars’s CEO, Neil, roared furiously inside the company, cursing: “Li Mu is an absolute bastard! What right does he have to mute our official account! This is public revenge for personal grievances!”

骂完之后，他立刻对自己的公关部负责人说：“立刻向牧野科技表达最强烈的书面抗议！同时立刻将这一事件发布给所有的合作媒体，让他们集体为我们发声！李牧竟然敢私自封禁我们的账号，这件事传出去，会让他颜面扫地！会让微博Twitter颜面扫地！我要把这件事情闹大！让他们正式面向全球用户向我们道歉！”

After cursing, he immediately said to his Public Relations Department head: “Immediately express the strongest written protest to Muyeye Technology! At the same time, release this incident to all our cooperative media, and have them collectively speak out for us! Li Mu dared to privately block our account; if this gets out, it will make him utterly disgraced! It will make Weibo utterly disgraced! I want to blow this matter up! Make them formally apologize to us in front of global users!”

公关部负责人点点头：“我这就去安排，一定用最严厉的措辞向他们表达抗议！”

The Public Relations Department head nodded: “I’ll go arrange it right away. I’ll certainly use the strongest possible language to express our protest to them!”

CEO尼尔立刻说道：“让合作媒体做好准备，关键时刻，我们需要他们在同一时间集体发声！给李牧最大的压力！”

CEO Neil immediately said: “Tell the cooperative media to get ready. At the crucial moment, we need them to speak out collectively at the same time! Give Li Mu maximum pressure!”

公关部负责人立刻说道：“请放心，我一定会和所有合作媒体协调好.”

The Public Relations Department head immediately said: “Please rest assured, I will coordinate well with all cooperative media.”

CEO尼尔说：“我给你两百万美元的媒体公关预算，让他们给我玩命煽风点火！”

CEO Neil said: “I’m giving you a two million US dollars media public relations budget; tell them to fan the flames like crazy for me!”

说到这里，他脸上露出狞笑，志得意满的说：“李牧啊李牧，我等的就是你失去理智，你越是公报私仇，就越是给我留下把柄！这次我们一定要把事情闹到最大！给我们争取最大的曝光度！”

When he reached this point, a sinister smile appeared on his face, and he said smugly: “Ah, Li Mu, I’ve been waiting for you to lose your mind. The more you take public revenge for personal grievances, the more leverage you give me! This time, we must blow this matter up to the maximum! Secure maximum exposure for us!”

就在这时，CEO助理急急忙忙的走了进来，说：“尼尔先生，牧野科技发来了一封官方电邮.”

Just then, the CEO Assistant rushed in and said: “Mr. Neil, Muyeye Technology has sent an official email.”

尼尔一愣，随即问道：“牧野科技发来的？什么内容？念一下！”

Neil was stunned, then asked: “From Muyeye Technology? What does it say? Read it out!”

CEO助理拿着传真纸说：“玛氏集团，你们龌龊无耻下流卑劣的营销方式，已经触及牧野科技的底限，我司限你们必须在24小时之内为你们的恶意营销公开道歉，否则将进一步对你们实施必要的惩戒措施！”

The CEO Assistant held the fax paper and read: “Mars Group, your sordid, shameless, vulgar, and vile marketing methods have crossed Muyeye Technology’s bottom line. Our company demands that you publicly apologize for your malicious marketing within 24 hours, or we will implement further necessary punishment measures against you!”

“Fuck！”尼尔咬牙切齿的说：“我还没找他，他倒找上我了！还让我道歉？简直做梦！”

“Fuck!” Neil said through gritted teeth: “I haven’t even gone after him yet, and he’s coming after me! And wants me to apologize? Dream on!”

说罢，他指着公关部负责人，冷笑道：“吉姆，你记一下，立刻给牧野科技回信，内容如下：牧野科技，你们肆意封禁我司官方微博Twitter账号，已经违背了互联网平台公平、平等、自由的基本原则，若不在最短时间内给我方账号解禁，我方会立刻将你司的所作所为公诸于世！”

With that, he pointed at the Public Relations Department head and sneered: “Jim, take note. Immediately reply to Muyeye Technology with the following content: ‘Muyeye Technology, your rampant/unauthorized blocking of our company’s official Weibo account has violated the fundamental principles of fairness, equality, and freedom on internet platforms. If you do not unblock Advancing Elephant’s account within the shortest possible time, Advancing Elephant will immediately make your company’s actions public!’”

当李牧收到玛氏发来的回信时，脸上抹过一丝冷笑，对李紫薇吩咐道：“紫薇，几件事，你一下.”

When Li Mu received the reply from Mars, a cold smirk crossed his face, and he instructed Li Ziwei: “Zi Wei, a few things for you to handle.”

李紫薇立刻拿出纸笔，道：“您说.”

Li Ziwei immediately took out a pen and paper, saying: “Please tell me.”

李牧道：“第一，立刻告知孔令宇，不用等24小时了，现在就把玛氏所有官方微博的已发布内容、评论、点赞全部清空，然后把他们的粉丝归零！”

Li Mu said: “First, immediately inform Kong Lingyu: no need to wait 24 hours. Clear all published content, comments, and likes from all of Mars’s official Weibo accounts now, then reset their follower count to zero!”

李紫薇点点头：“我记下了General Manager Li，您继续说.”

Li Ziwei nodded: “I’ve noted that, General Manager Li. Please continue.”

李牧又道：“第二，电告所有为玛氏推波助澜的媒体，告知他们，玛氏的恶意营销不但侵犯了微博Twitter的自身权益，更触及了牧野科技的经营底限，所有未经调查就为玛氏发声的媒体，都必须自己承担一切可能的后果，明确告诉他们，我们不是慈善家，也不是政治家，我们是企业家，企业家的底限不是什么公平、平等、自由，而是自身的合法权益，所以，微博Twitter以及牧野科技自身的合法权益，神圣不可侵犯！任何人在没有确凿证据支撑的情况下侵犯我们的权益，都将成为我们最大的敌人！”

Li Mu continued: “Second, notify all media that have played a role in fanning the flames for Mars, inform them that Mars’s malicious marketing not only infringed upon Weibo’s own rights and interests but also crossed Muyeye Technology’s operational bottom line. All media who spoke out for Mars without conducting an investigation must bear all possible consequences themselves. Make it clear to them that we are not philanthropists, nor politicians; we are entrepreneurs. An entrepreneur’s bottom line is not fairness, equality, or freedom, but their own legitimate rights and interests. Therefore, the legitimate rights and interests of Weibo and Muyeye Technology are sacred and inviolable! Anyone who infringes upon our rights without conclusive evidence will become our greatest enemy!”

李紫薇立刻说道：“好的General Manager Li！”

Li Ziwei immediately said: “Understood, General Manager Li!”

李牧嗯了一声，又道：“还有，给赵康打个电话，让他立刻在网上搜集以往玛氏所有产品线的黑料，要那些证据确凿、有源头可追溯的黑料，然后全部整理出来、出一套模板给我审核，到时候让他做好带领水军全网发布的准备.”

Li Mu hummed, then added: “Also, give Zhao Kang a call. Have him immediately collect all past negative information regarding Mars’s product lines online—specifically, negative information that has conclusive evidence and traceable sources. Then, have him organize it all and prepare a template for my review. At that time, have him ready to lead the online trolls in publishing it across the entire network.”

李紫薇点点头，小心的提醒道：“General Manager Li，玛氏的所有关键词，在我们的产品体系内都已经被屏蔽了，这样的内容发布不了吧？”

Li Ziwei nodded, cautioning softly: “General Manager Li, all of Mars’s keywords have already been blocked within our product system. Such content won’t be able to be published, will it?”

李牧笑道：“没什么发布不了的，只要他把模板做出来，那这整个模板就是一个单独的超长关键词，我让技术加一个逻辑，只要符合这个超长关键词的内容，就不受屏蔽逻辑的干扰.”

Li Mu smiled: “There’s nothing that can’t be published. Once he creates the template, the entire template will be a single, super-long keyword. I’ll have our tech team add a logic: as long as content matches this super-long keyword, it won’t be affected by the blocking logic.”

李紫薇瞬间明白了，忍不住笑出声来，随后急忙说：“General Manager Li我明白了，您稍等，我这就去安排.”

Li Ziwei understood instantly and couldn’t help but laugh out loud. Then she quickly said: “I understand, General Manager Li. Please wait, I’ll go arrange it right away.”

李牧在竞争对手面前，出手一向非常狠辣，虽说他的体量要比玛氏大得多，但他还是懒得跟玛氏过招，跪地求饶的机会自己给过他们，他们不珍惜，那就干脆直接打蛇打七寸，一次把他干趴下！

In front of competitors, Li Mu always takes action very ruthlessly. Although his scale was much larger than Mars’s, he was still too lazy to contend with Mars. He had given them a chance to beg for mercy, but they didn’t cherish it. In that case, he would simply strike at Achilles’ heel directly and knock them down in one go!

此时此刻，玛氏的CEO尼尔还在等着牧野科技的回复，他沾沾自喜的认为，自己已经抓住了李牧的命门，李牧这家伙，最喜欢沽名钓誉，如果被自己曝光他利用平台的权力刻意打压别人，一定会引发强烈的反对声.

At this very moment, Mars’s CEO Neil was still awaiting Muyeye Technology’s reply. He was smugly convinced that he had grasped Li Mu’s vital points. Li Mu, that fellow, loved seeking fame and praise the most. If Neil exposed him for using the platform’s power to deliberately suppress others, it would surely provoke strong opposition.

互联网本身就是一个自由的虚拟世界，如果李牧作为微博Twitter的官方，却利用这个特权去肆意打压微博Twitter内的企业用户，一定会让所有入驻了微博Twitter的企业人人自危，到时候，搞不好会掀起一场针对牧野科技和李牧的信任危机.

The internet itself was a free virtual world. If Li Mu, as the official representative of Weibo, were to abuse this privilege to rampantly/unauthorized suppress corporate users within Weibo, it would undoubtedly make all enterprises that had joined Weibo feel insecure. At that point, it could well spark a crisis of trust targeting Muyeye Technology and Li Mu.

可是，他做梦也想不到，李牧这个人到底有多刚.

However, he couldn’t have dreamed how unyielding Li Mu was.

回信发出的十分钟之后，公关部负责人吉姆惊恐的跑过来，上气不接下气的告诉了他一个极度震撼的消息：“尼尔先生，我们多个子品牌一共十二个官方微博Twitter上的所有内容，以及粉丝都被清空了！”

Ten minutes after the reply was sent, Jim, the Public Relations Department head, ran over in terror, breathlessly delivering an extremely shocking piece of news: “Mr. Neil, all content and followers on our twelve official Weibo accounts across multiple sub-brands have been cleared!”

“什么？！”尼尔惊呼一声，追问道：“清空了，具体是什么意思？”

“What?!” Neil exclaimed, pressing: “Cleared, what exactly does that mean?”

吉姆说：“就是一切都归零了，瞬间回到了刚注册时的状态，一条内容也没有，一个粉丝也没有！而且最可怕的是，我们的这十二个官方微博Twitter账号，已经全部无法关注了！”

Jim said: “It means everything has been reset to zero, instantly returning to the state right after registration. There’s not a single piece of content, not a single follower! And the most frightening thing is, all twelve of our official Weibo accounts can no longer be followed!”

“无法关注又是什么意思？！”

“What does ‘can no longer be followed’ mean?!”

“无法关注的意思就是，现在即便有用户搜到我们的官方账号，想关注我们都不行，因为我们的账号，关注按钮是灰色，用户根本就点击不了！”

“It means that even if a user finds our official account now and wants to follow us, they can’t. Because on our accounts, the follow button is grayed out, and users simply can’t click it!”





Chapter 1644: At the Mercy of Others

Neil, CEO of Mars, never dreamed that Li Mu would deal with them in such a straightforward and aggressive manner.

Now, all the Weibo content they had posted on their official accounts had been completely cleared, and all their followers had been reset to zero!

Their followers being reset to zero was like having the rug pulled out from under them. Mars had over a dozen official accounts with a combined total of nearly ten million followers, accumulated through significant operating costs. But Twitter, using technical means, quietly removed their official accounts from the nearly ten million users who had followed them.

With their followers silently removed, people naturally couldn’t see their published content anymore, or even find them. If this silent state continued for a while, users would simply forget about them.

Moreover, all of Mars’s official accounts were now in an “un-followable” state. This meant that even if new users searched for them and wanted to follow them, they couldn’t.

This drove Neil to despair. He realized that one second he was a not-to-be-underestimated platform with ten million listeners, and the next second, he was like a mute.

All accounts were blocked, and he couldn’t post anything he wanted. In a fit of rage, Neil issued orders: “Immediately tell everyone in the Public Relations Department to stop what they’re doing and post tweets on their personal Twitter accounts. The content should be: Muyeye Technology is suppressing Mars, wantonly blocking Mars’s official Twitter, and deleting Mars’s Twitter content. This is tyranny in the internet world! Li Mu is the dictator and tyrant of the internet world!”

For a time, the entire Public Relations Department at Mars frantically used their personal accounts to post the protest statement dictated by Neil.

However, they quickly discovered a problem.

Although they could post these messages normally, they couldn’t see the same content posted by their colleagues on Twitter.

Logically, with dozens of people in the Public Relations Department, who normally followed each other, everyone’s Twitter home feeds should have been flooded with this content. But why couldn’t they see a single post?

In their bewilderment, they clicked open their colleagues’ Twitter accounts, only to be surprised to find that while the other party had clearly posted the content, no one else could see it!

After receiving this news, Jim, head of the Public Relations Department, immediately used his own account to repeatedly confirm, and only then did he reach the astonishing conclusion: all content about Mars, once posted, could only be seen by the person who posted it!

When the news reached Neil, he felt as if he was being utterly humiliated and ground into the dirt.

He even felt like an ant, being toyed with and humiliated at will by Li Mu, who held him between his fingertips!

Li Mu had just used a simple technical trick to completely remove Mars from the Twitter world. This was incredibly cruel, giving them no chance to resist at all!

Neil trembled with rage, pointing at Jim and roaring, “Immediately contact all media outlets and have them speak out for us!”

Jim immediately nodded and quickly sent people to contact their partner media outlets. However, as they approached each one, the response was always the same: “Sorry, we don’t want to get involved in this messy situation.”

This made Neil even more distraught. He had originally assembled a grand team, but as soon as his opponent stood up, all his comrades-in-arms fled.

Indeed, no media outlet dared to go against Li Mu.

Everyone knew that Neil was trying to capitalize on Li Mu’s popularity, and even shifted the blame for the failed auction onto Muyeye Technology’s technical issues. Anyone with an eye for detail could see there was a lot of trickery involved. Muyeye Technology’s technical strength was incredibly robust; tens of millions of people being online simultaneously was no problem for them. How could a small auction possibly have a technical bug? A moment’s thought was enough to know that Mars was clearly lying.

Moreover, Mars had eagerly anticipated a huge profit from this auction, and everyone knew they had missed a massive opportunity. They were certainly very resentful.

Therefore, if they were to follow Mars now and promote such blame-shifting remarks designed to capitalize on a hotspot, wouldn’t they be making an enemy of Li Mu?

No one was willing to offend Li Mu, especially not the media. They knew too well Li Mu’s influence and the outcome of offending him. So, no matter what, they could not get involved in this messy situation with Mars. The most reasonable solution was to act wisely and protect themselves.

As the messages kept feeding back to Neil, he was on the verge of a complete breakdown.

“These guys are going back on their word!” Neil swore in frustration. Without the help of the media, he was completely mute, unable to utter a single word, not even a syllable.

Just as Neil was panicking, Fang Xudong, the technical lead at Muyeye Technology, launched a new backend algorithm.

The logic of this algorithm was:

First, it would scan for keywords related to Mars, finding all users who had mentioned Mars since the blocking began;

Then, it would process the full content posted by these users that was related to Mars, to check for any exact full text matches;

The reason for looking for exact full text matches was that online trolls, when deployed, would usually copy-paste pre-written texts from their superiors to ensure efficiency. This would result in a large amount of identical content across the platform.

As expected, as soon as this algorithm was launched, it immediately found the dictated content that Neil had instructed the entire Public Relations Department to post.

Subsequently, the algorithm immediately identified all users who had posted this duplicate content and began high-level monitoring of them.

At this point, Neil began racking his brains to bypass Muyeye Technology’s keyword blocking, but after several repeated tests, he reluctantly gave up.

Muyeye Technology’s keyword blocking logic was simply impregnable. This was also thanks to the blocking logic Li Mu had formulated when he suppressed Sina within his YY system, which had left Sina beyond tears at the time.

Sina, at least, was an internet company with a strong technical team, yet even they couldn’t resolve it. Mars, being a real economy enterprise, had even less capability to do so.

Neil realized that his attempt at deliberately creating controversy had truly run into a brick wall this time. At that moment, he desperately wished he could turn back time a few hours; if he could, he would absolutely not have foolishly picked a fight with Muyeye Technology.

But time could not be turned back.

Neil wasn’t willing to be easily crushed by Li Mu like this. He could only try to break out. He had to break through first, before he could have the leverage to negotiate with Li Mu again.

Then, he had a flash of insight: Muyeye Technology was blocking his keywords, right? Fine! He would post images then! He would put the text he wanted to convey inside an image, and then push that image across Twitter. That way, Li Mu would have no way to stop him, right?

Neil immediately informed Jim of his flash of inspiration, telling him to arrange for everyone in the company to stand ready. Once the image was created, they were to frantically post it all over Twitter.

About ten minutes later, an image denouncing Muyeye Technology and Li Mu’s overbearing tyranny was completed. Almost all Mars employees working at their computers put down their ongoing work and posted this image on their personal Twitter accounts.

At this moment, Fang Xudong’s logical algorithm immediately raised an alarm. Over a thousand people simultaneously posting the same image content instantly triggered the algorithm’s computational logic.

Fang Xudong hadn’t expected the other side to adopt image-based dissemination to bypass keyword blocking. Seeing that they were mobilizing a considerable number of people to promote it, he immediately reported to Li Mu, asking how to handle it.

After listening, Li Mu’s reply was: “All accounts involved in image promotion are to be forcibly logged out, then restricted from logging in for one hundred days. When they try to log in again, a prompt will immediately appear, informing them that their login was restricted because they posted inappropriate remarks that damage Muyeye Technology’s image and are without any evidence.”

Fang Xudong immediately said, “Understood, General Manager Li, I’ll arrange it right away.”

A few minutes later, users who were frantically posting images, and not forgetting to retweet, like, and comment on other simultaneously posted content, suddenly received a pop-up box displaying: “Your account has been logged out. Please log in again.”

No one knew why an account that was logged in fine would suddenly be logged out, and no one took it seriously. They subconsciously re-entered their account passwords, but when they clicked log in again, another prompt suddenly popped up on the page: “Hello, your account has been restricted from logging in for 100 days because you posted inappropriate remarks that damage Muyeye Technology’s image and are without any supporting evidence.”

This time, over a thousand personal Twitter accounts belonging to Mars employees were directly blocked.

Jim, the head of Mars’s Public Relations Department, told Neil in a panic: “CEO, all our employees’ Twitter accounts have been restricted from logging in, and it’s for a hundred days! For these hundred days, they can’t even log in!”

“What’s going on…” Neil felt his back drenched in sweat. He said with a bewildered expression, “We just started this operation, and we even used images to bypass sensitive words, but how did Li Mu see through us in just a few minutes, find us, and even punish us?!”

Jim, also wearing a puzzled expression, said, “It feels like Li Mu is God on the internet; he knows everything…”

Then, Jim said with a dejected expression, “Everyone’s personal accounts are blocked for a hundred days, and everyone is feeling very low. Twitter is so popular right now, and everyone just got into it. Suddenly restricting login for so long practically cripples their accounts. From now on, they won’t even have the chance to interact with friends on Twitter.”

Neil was so angry he pulled at his hair, and after a while, he blurted out, “This Li Mu, what he’s doing is really too extreme! He even dares to arbitrarily block ordinary people’s accounts. Won’t he be heaped curses on by users if this gets out?! I’ve truly never seen a platform founder bolder than him!”

Jim said awkwardly, “CEO, the biggest problem now is that we don’t have any information dissemination channels left at all. Even if we’re truly in the right, what good is it? We can’t get a single word out; netizens won’t see it. Here, we’ve had our mouths covered by Li Mu, and we can only be at his mercy…”





Chapter 1645: A Severe Punishment

All of Mars’s executives racked their brains, trying to understand what technical means Li Mu had used to directly ban all the private Twitter accounts involved in spreading the images.

However, the situation Mars faced was currently a disadvantaged position.

First, all their official Twitter accounts were banned.

Second, all their partner media collectively fell silent; after receiving Li Mu’s warning, not a single media outlet was willing to speak up for them.

Third, their employees’ private accounts could not escape monitoring. As soon as they tried to stir up trouble, Li Mu severely dealt with them.

Now, Mars suddenly realized that as a Fortune 500 company, they didn’t even have a platform to speak out!

Mars’s CEO, Neil, began to panic. He had originally thought that by merely stirring up trouble and piggybacking on some fame, Li Mu wouldn’t care. However, to his surprise, Li Mu could not tolerate such behavior from him and intended to make Neil and all of Mars pay the price, giving them a severe punishment.

Just as Mars was quickly racking its brains for a solution, a tweet suddenly became popular on Weibo Twitter.

This tweet specifically included the address of an article. The article was filled with numerous complaints and accusations from netizens across various regions regarding Mars’s products. The majority of these were about food safety, including excessive use of certain food additives, concealment of true calorie counts, failed hygiene inspections, and unauthorized use of attractants. These negative reports originated from the personal experiences of netizens from various countries and regions.

As soon as this article was published, a large number of users forwarded it or even directly copied and pasted it to their personal homepages, instantly attracting significant attention.

The timeframe of the material within the article spanned roughly the last two to three years. Some of these negative reports had at one point or in a certain region garnered some attention, even causing quite a stir. However, thanks to Mars’s powerful public relations capabilities, these negative news stories gradually vanished without a trace.

Now, however, these negative reports were all unearthed and made public again. The collective exposure of a large volume of negative news immediately attracted widespread attention.

Individual negative news stories generally do not possess enough persuasiveness for most users. However, when a flood of negative news swarmed, each negative story mutually reinforced the others. In the eyes of the public, they not only enhanced each other’s credibility but also confirmed each other’s authenticity.

Although the task Li Mu assigned Zhao Kang was sinister, it involved no fabrication or slander. All the negative information in this article consisted of actual events, so Li Mu didn’t care if others believed he had ulterior motives.

This put Mars through a bitter ordeal. They had expended so much human and material resources, incurred such significant costs, and finally managed to resolve one negative news story after another. Now, this hidden incriminating evidence was all dug up at once, and even spread rampantly across the entire internet, severely impacting Mars’s reputation.

The internet was immediately filled with a chorus of condemnation. Many people already had a poor impression of Mars, and now with these negative past events collectively exposed, their perception of Mars worsened even further.

What Mars found most unacceptable was that the entire Weibo Twitter platform previously contained absolutely no content about Mars because it had all been officially blocked. Now, Mars’s name and the names of many of its products finally appeared in Weibo Twitter again, but in such a way that it was entirely negative from beginning to end, which was even more unacceptable for Mars.

Mars’s CEO, Neil, cursed loudly at the computer: “What in the world is Muyeye Technology doing? Didn’t they block our keywords? Why is this article still unscrupulously displayed?”

A manager from Mars’s IT department spoke up: “We have already conducted several rounds of tests. Our company name and product names have indeed been entered into Weibo Twitter’s blocking logic. They should be blocked whenever triggered.”

Neil rebuked him: “Then I ask you, why is there no problem reading this article? According to the blocking logic you mentioned, it shouldn’t be displayed!”

The technical manager explained, “Mr. Neil, generally speaking, no algorithm can operate with only one logic. There’s a hierarchy and flexibility between different logical rules. For example, if we set a logic to block all content containing any of the five numbers: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, then no matter what numbers we publish, if any of these five are present, the content will be blocked.”

The technical manager continued, “On top of that, I can write an exception logic. For instance, block all content containing any of the five numbers: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, but when ‘1122334455’ appears as a field, this content is not blocked. In this way, 1122334455 is an invisible key, an absolute bypass code. As long as you write 1122334455 in your article, your content will definitely not be blocked.”

Neil frowned and said, “Do you mean Muyeye Technology added an exception logic keyword to this article?”

The technical manager nodded and said, “That’s what I believe.”

Neil couldn’t help but ask, “Then can we determine what the trigger words for Li Mu’s exception logic are? If we can find that bypass code, and we use it too, won’t we be able to publish content freely?”

The technical manager gave a wry smile and said, “Mr. Neil, this article has several thousand words. It’s too difficult to test which ones are the bypass codes.”

Neil said exasperatedly, “Test it step by step! I really don’t believe it. Look into it carefully!”

The technical manager said helplessly, “Then I’ll start with the elimination method.”

With that, he opened his Weibo Twitter and forwarded the article complaining about Mars, word for word.

Immediately afterward, he used a colleague’s computer, logged into another Twitter account, and followed himself. This time, he was surprised to find that the content he had published was finally displayed.

Neil didn’t understand the technical manager’s bold move and couldn’t help but ask, “What do you mean by forwarding this article?”

The technical manager said, “First, we need to confirm that this article itself won’t be blocked. That’s confirmed now.”

The technical manager then continued, “Now I’ll randomly change one letter and then re-post it to see. This article has several thousand words and over ten thousand characters. If I randomly change one, a modification rate less than one-ten-thousandth would likely not trigger their blocking logic. If it doesn’t trigger, I’ll continue searching. If it does trigger, there’s no need to look further.”

Neil asked in surprise, “No need to look further if it triggers? What does that mean?”





Chapter 1646: Not a Crushing Defeat, but a Slaughter

Prior to becoming Mars’s CEO, Neil had over ten years of management experience in large corporations. However, all his experience was in the offline real economy, and he was completely ignorant of the internet.

After Li Mu and his Muyeye Technology rose to prominence, global real economy practitioners significantly increased their attention to the internet. Senior managers like Neil only started paying attention to the internet in the past one or two years. Yet, at this stage, they could only grasp the business models and superficial operational rules presented by the internet. As for deeper technical and algorithmic aspects, they remained completely ignorant.

He couldn’t understand why his company’s name and all its product names were blocked, yet the exposé article, filled with all sorts of scandals, was not blocked at all. The technical staff, however, saw the multiple layers of algorithmic design within it.

If a computer is commanded to execute a single instruction, it will do so more thoroughly than any person or other machine in the world. If you tell it to block Mars, it will block Mars whenever it encounters the name. As for why the scandalous information was not blocked, there must have been another algorithm nested within, and once triggered, its priority setting would be higher than that of ordinary algorithms.

This is like two different habits of a person. For example, Zhang San normally must have vinegar with his dumplings, but if he’s drinking, he will never have vinegar.

It might seem that the habit of having vinegar with dumplings has a wider application, but its priority cannot compare to drinking.

To give another example, Han Meimei’s backup option was Wang Ming. Before Li Leilei confessed his feelings to her, she was willing to temporarily be Wang Ming’s girlfriend. But once Li Leilei confessed his feelings, she would choose Li Leilei without hesitation.

The logic of blocking Mars keywords is like Wang Ming temporarily being Han Meimei’s backup option. Now, the scandalous information contains Mars keywords but isn’t blocked—this logic is like Li Leilei’s confession.

What Mars’s manager of technology wanted to know now was the trigger conditions paired with Li Leilei’s confession logic.

If there was a bug in the trigger conditions themselves, Mars might be able to exploit it to break through Muyeye Technology’s algorithm defense.

So, he altered one letter in the entire article and published it using a newly registered Twitter account.

As soon as the content was posted, he asked another colleague to check it with a newly registered account. The feedback he received was: “There’s nothing in your new Twitter.”

The manager of technology panicked. He hurriedly copied the original text again. This time, he didn’t change any of the original content, but added a subtitle at the end. He then published it again and asked the same colleague to check. The result he got was: “I still can’t see anything. From my end, this account hasn’t published any content yet.”

The manager of technology sighed, shaking his head disconsolately. He murmured, “Their move is truly ruthless.”

Neil asked, thoroughly confused, “What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

The manager of technology looked at Neil and said seriously, “Muyeye Technology has indeed blocked all our keywords. There is only one way to bypass this blocking logic.”

Neil hastily asked, “What is it?”

The manager of technology said, “It’s to publish his article word for word!”

“What?!” Neil was stunned. After a long moment, he blurted out, “You mean, if we want our keywords not to be blocked, we can only publish this content, which is filled with our negative news, without changing a single character? Can I at least add a sentence at the end of it saying, ‘This is all nonsense’?”

“No,” the manager of technology shook his head and said, “Even if you change or add a single letter or character, the article will be blocked. Only by copying this article word for word can you circumvent the blocking logic.”

Then, the manager of technology added, “To put it another way, Mars and all our product keywords will only be visible to Twitter users within that specific article. All other related content will be blocked.”

Neil clutched his forehead and said in despair, “So, that means from now on, the only way Twitter users will see us is through this article?”

The manager of technology nodded, “Precisely.”

Neil suddenly felt dizzy. After a while, he erupted in fury, “Damn it, they can play like this?! Li Mu really thinks he’s God on Twitter, doesn’t he?”

The manager of technology said helplessly, “Mr. Neil, Twitter is Li Mu’s product. All the principles, logic, and algorithms within it are under his control. So, he truly is God on Twitter. It’s like a GM in a game. If you want a good set of equipment, you might have to play day and night for a year. But if he wants a peerless set of top-tier equipment, he just needs to type a line of code. In the virtual world he created, he is God, and we are merely insects parasitic in his virtual world.”

Only then did Neil finally realize.

He and Li Mu were not in the same dimension at all.

Mars and Muyeye Technology were even less so businesses of the same dimension.

Although Mars was a colossus with a market value of over one billion dollars, almost all of its assets and strength were concentrated offline. Muyeye Technology’s market value might be several, or even a dozen, times higher than Mars’, but when it comes to its offline assets and strength, it is infinitely stronger than Mars.

In modern society, whether it’s a war of words or a propaganda war, what’s really being fought is information distribution capability. Unfortunately, Mars had absolutely no capability in this regard.

It was like two armies from completely different eras fighting each other. Mars was like Napoleon at his peak; in his domain, on his continent, he was invincible. Muyeye Technology, on the other hand, was a modernized, three-dimensional powerful force. When attacking Napoleon, it didn’t need to deploy any ground troops at all. Relying on aerial and remote strikes was enough to ensure Napoleon would die a terrible death, and even before he died, he and his grand army would never get a true look at this modernized army.

Therefore, in such a situation, Mars had no chance of success, no matter how it tried.

Neil now realized that Mars didn’t even qualify to fight Li Mu. In the face of Li Mu’s powerful firepower, Mars’s “grand army” didn’t even have a chance to suffer a crushing defeat; they were directly massacred on a large scale.

Mars had no decision-making power whatsoever on the internet. With only its food business, what could it use to fight Muyeye Technology? Were they going to print denunciations of Muyeye Technology on every bag of dog food and cat food, every chocolate bar, every bag of chocolate beans? Accusing them of bullying?

Forget it. Muyeye Technology hadn’t publicly confronted Mars once from beginning to end. They had merely privately warned media not to talk nonsense, and then blocked Mars on their own platform. For ordinary users, they hadn’t even heard a single word of Muyeye Technology confronting Mars.

In such circumstances, Mars could only suffer a monumental silent loss.

Just as Neil finally realized how disadvantaged his position was, Mars’s reputation on the global internet was rapidly plummeting.

That grand collection of scandals seemed to have received powerful, covert assistance, spreading wildly throughout the world of Twitter. Even some spectating media and websites picked it up as news to sensationalize. Consumers were suddenly exposed to a massive amount of scandals concerning Mars, and these were different scandals happening across various product lines. The impact was extremely strong, directly leading to a powerful psychological suggestion in consumers’ minds against Mars, making them feel that this company was particularly unreliable.

No company can withstand such a powerful, concentrated wave of negative news. Not even a leviathan like Volkswagen could simultaneously endure multiple scandals. Just imagine, a single “emissions gate” scandal brought them to their knees. If, at the same time, they were hit with numerous other scandals like engine oil burning, transmission death flickering, broken axles, cost-cutting, platform sharing, testing result forgery, and airbag safety hazards, even Volkswagen would struggle to withstand it.

A company can, at most, handle one major scandal or a few minor scandals at a time. However, absolutely no company can simultaneously deal with a large number of scandals. Almost without exception, companies that faced numerous scandals at the same time during a certain period ended up dying.

Even Mr. Ma, who would later be called “Dad” by many, just the original sin of counterfeit goods on his platform meant he was publicly questioned about it every time he was interviewed by foreign media. It was clear that Mr. Ma was also swamped with work by these repeated old topics. Later, whenever someone asked him about counterfeit goods on his platform, he would tell them, “We now have the largest and most professional online anti-counterfeiting team in the world. We use big data to monitor the entire platform, and once we discover anyone selling counterfeit goods, we immediately hand over their information and address to the Public Security Bureau…”

It was like the leader of a theft ring suddenly transformed into a civilian anti-theft captain, working exhaustively just to deal with one scandal, and even then, it was still clearly insufficient. This demonstrates how miserable a company’s situation must be if it needs to face multiple scandals simultaneously.

Li Mu intended to dig up all the scandals Mars had been involved in over the past few years and present them to the whole world. In the past few years, some people might have only heard of one or two Mars scandals, and some might not have heard of any at all. Now, by exposing all its scandals at once, he wanted consumers to properly weigh whether they still wanted to buy products from such a terrible company.

As Zhao Kang’s online trolls spread the article across the globe, Mars’s reputation on Twitter was already a complete mess. Searching for various keywords related to Mars brought up newly posted criticisms from users everywhere, denouncing Mars to a complete mess.

Mars’s Public Relations Department phones were ringing off the hook from major media outlets. Now, all media worldwide wanted to interview Mars, Inc., to seize a news headline opportunity. Neil, under immense pressure, grabbed the manager of technology and demanded, “Didn’t you say that only that article wouldn’t be blocked by Muyeye Technology? Why are so many user comments not being blocked now?!”

The manager of technology said with a tear-streaked face, “They must have changed the algorithm again…”

Neil furiously demanded, “Then what is the current algorithm?!”

The manager of technology said with extreme helplessness, “I don’t know the exact algorithm. Perhaps they now feel that the previous groundwork is sufficient and no further blocking is needed. It’s time to simply let the enraged netizens freely insult us…”

At this moment, the Public Relations Department manager said in a panic, “Mr. Neil, the content of our official Twitter’s previous tweets has been restored… and our follower count has also recovered…”

Neil’s heart swelled with joy, “Really? Finally, something good has happened!”

The Public Relations Department manager said awkwardly, “This isn’t good news, Mr. Neil. Netizens are flocking to our official Twitter to leave messages and comments. In just a few minutes, there are already tens of thousands of comments insulting us…”





Chapter 1647: Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch

Li Mu had Twitter completely lift the restrictions on Mars’ keywords because Zhao Kang’s online trolls had already laid all the groundwork on the global internet.

Now, the internet was full of netizens eager to curse Mars. The enormous wave of public opinion, like water accumulated behind a dam, was ready for the gates to open and for them to overwhelm their opponent.

Since netizens wanted to curse Mars, they certainly needed a focal point. That’s why he had the Technical Department restore all of Mars’ official Weibo content. Every piece of content published on these official Weibo accounts served as a point of attack for the netizens.

When Mars discovered the tide of curses swarming in, their first action was to immediately prepare an official statement. However, they were saddened to find that Muyeye Technology had only lifted the keyword restrictions and restored their Twitter content, but it had not granted them permission to post new content.

In other words, they couldn’t publish any content now, transforming from being deaf and mute to being mute but not deaf.

Being mute, but not deaf, was utterly agonizing for Mars. The whole world was cursing them, but they couldn’t retort at all.

Neil watched tens of thousands of negative comments swarmed in, anxious as an ant on a hot pan. He immediately ordered the personnel responsible for Twitter operations to quickly delete all comments. However, when their operations staff tried to delete them, they found that clicking ‘delete’ only brought up a single line of text: “Request timed out, please try again later.”

Neil angrily demanded, “What does ‘request timed out’ mean?”

The Technical Department head, looking dumbfounded, shook his head and said, “I’m not quite sure. It might be some technical issue with Twitter’s official system.”

Neil frowned, then said, “Try deleting comments using personal accounts!”

The Technical Department head immediately arranged for employees to test. After several tests, they found that deleting comments from personal accounts was very simple; each click successfully deleted the comment, with no “request timed out” message whatsoever. The success rate was one hundred percent.

Neil immediately understood that he had been outmaneuvered by Li Mu again.

He hurriedly said, “Quick, let’s clear all our Twitter content ourselves, don’t give netizens a chance to post negative comments!”

The operations staff quickly complied, but soon regretfully discovered that when they clicked to delete tweets, the same prompt appeared, informing them that the request had timed out.

Neil was so enraged he nearly had a heart attack. Li Mu was truly ruthless! Not allowing them to delete comments or even their own tweets—wasn’t this clearly leaving them out to be cursed at?

Moreover, Twitter didn’t overtly disable Mars’ permission to delete comments, nor did it overtly disable their permission to delete their own tweets. Instead, it achieved its goal subtly through what appeared to be technical glitches. In Neil’s eyes, this was utterly insidious.

Neil, seething with unbearable resentment, personally drafted a statement and had his Public Relations Department head send it directly to Muyeye Technology’s Public Relations Department.

In this statement, Neil righteously condemned Muyeye Technology’s action of deliberately disabling their operational permissions and strongly demanded that Muyeye Technology provide a clear explanation, otherwise they would protest through the media.

Upon receiving the email, Muyeye Technology’s Public Relations Department immediately asked Li Mu for guidance. Facing Mars’ protests and threats, Li Mu simply smiled faintly and said, “Reply to them and tell them that this is entirely a technical glitch caused by the sudden and massive volume of comments on Mars’ official Twitter account. We are actively working to resolve it, and we ask for their understanding. Additionally, you may also suggest that they improve their corporate image and crisis public relations, otherwise, constantly triggering such a huge volume of netizens’ comments will also cause inconvenience for us.”

Muyeye Technology’s Public Relations Department immediately sent Li Mu’s exact words back to Mars in English. When Neil, along with other senior executives from Mars, saw the reply, they were instantly furious enough to spit blood.

Li Mu actually claimed this glitch occurred because Mars had triggered a massive number of comments?! Mars had initially wanted to question and force Li Mu to resolve this issue and had indeed guessed that Li Mu might pass the buck—for example, he might pass the buck to the Public Relations Department, who might pass it to the Technical Department, and the Technical Department then to the Business or other departments. But they never dreamed that the ball would be kicked directly back to them by Li Mu, and with such force!

Li Mu instantly pushed all the responsibility onto Mars, stating that their reputation was so poor that countless netizens swarmed to curse them, causing the technical issue. He even suggested they work on their corporate image and crisis public relations. This was practically a powerful kick directly to their groin.

Neil’s face was extremely grim. He never imagined Li Mu could give such a shameless response. What was most detestable was that he knew Li Mu was lying, yet he was utterly helpless.

With words already spoken to this extent, what else could be done? If they continued to pass the buck to Li Mu, they would only face an even more forceful counterattack from him. In comparison, their attempt to pass the buck to Li Mu was like a three-year-old child practicing a pass, but the force with which Li Mu kicked the ball back was like Roberto Carlos’s free-kick cannon shot!

In this situation, the very ball Mars had “kicked out” became a weapon for their opponent to attack them. They just wanted to quickly pick up the ball and, no matter what, not let it roll to Li Mu’s feet again.

However, this also meant that all of Neil’s tactics were child’s play in front of Li Mu.

Now, Mars was plagued by negativity flying everywhere, yet the company had no way to issue even a single public statement. This was practically a tragedy unprecedented among Fortune 500 companies. For any Fortune 500 company, they possess a complete organizational architecture, strong business capabilities, and top-notch public relations capabilities. It could be said that Fortune 500 companies, among countless global enterprises, are truly top-tier experienced persons.

However, no one expected that an “experienced person” like Mars would have an accident during a perfectly ordinary reverse parking maneuver, hitting a pillar with the gas pedal. The car was a complete wreck, but the pillar was completely fine.

Although the media was unwilling to speak out on behalf of Mars and provoke Li Mu, they were willing to stand from God’s perspective and heap sarcastic ridicule on Mars, adding fuel to the fire.

Consequently, major economic media outlets published articles, defining Mars’ entire “Forced Collision marketing” incident, from beginning to end, as the most foolish corporate marketing and public relations behavior and a textbook negative case in the past decade. As CEO of Mars, Neil was directly singled out by major media outlets for criticism and denunciation. The media enumerated his bold moves throughout, defining five major charges against him.

First, he misjudged the potential value of Li Gouzi’s Weibo account and missed a golden opportunity in the auction, which clearly showed his short-sightedness.

Second, to piggyback on fame, he didn’t hesitate to engage in Forced Collision with Muyeye Technology, offending the extremely influential Li Mu, which clearly showed his complete lack of a sense of awe.

Third, when Muyeye Technology ordered them to stop Forced Collision marketing, he still operated against the tide, even resisting to the very end, which clearly showed his lack of a big picture perspective.

Fourth, Muyeye Technology completely sealed off the media’s public opinion, totally locking down Mars’ platform to speak out, yet Neil didn’t immediately repent and continued to resist, which clearly showed his complete inability to assess the situation.

Fifth, as the CEO of a company with a market value of over ten billion US dollars, Neil was able to push Mars step by step into such a disadvantaged position, which clearly showed that this person fundamentally lacked the basic manners required of a CEO.

As soon as the remarks on his five major charges were released, the entire entrepreneurship circle and financial community were greatly disappointed in Neil. Wall Street even defined Neil as the worst CEO since the 21st century, immediately putting Neil in an extremely disadvantaged position within the industry.

These media outlets, watching the fun and never finding the matters too grave, further fanned the flames, causing Mars’ reputation to plummet globally. Only then did Neil truly realize what a huge mess he had gotten himself into.

Neil was now completely panicked.

The influence of this incident had already far exceeded Neil’s ability to control. Mars’ defeat was now certain, and his own reputation was a complete mess. This time, he truly suffered a double loss.

Mars’ Chairman of the Board angrily called at this moment, immediately launching into a blistering reprimand of Neil the moment he spoke. He then warned Neil that he must resolve this issue within the shortest possible time and make peace with Li Mu, otherwise, Neil’s CEO term would be terminated prematurely.

Neil clearly understood that Mars’ predicament was almost entirely due to him. If he were ousted by Mars, he would have virtually no chance of finding another senior enterprise CEO appointment in the future. His name would become widely known in the entire entrepreneurship circle and investment circle, and all companies and capital would avoid him like the plague. He might never have a chance to recover in this lifetime.

Thinking of this, Neil became anxious and fearful, and hurriedly tried to contact Li Mu to apologize over the phone. However, his request was rejected by Li Mu.

Muyeye Technology relayed Li Mu’s message to him: “If they want to communicate, then have the person with the most shares in Mars come talk to me. As for Neil, I suggest he go back where he came from.”

After seeing Muyeye Technology’s reply, which was filled with contempt and despise, Neil, contrary to his usual self, wasn’t angry at all.

Not only was he not angry, but his previous bluster instantly vanished. He finally understood the true extent of the gap between himself and Li Mu. Although he had joined a good platform, Li Mu was the creator of an even larger platform. The difference between them was miles ahead.

Even if Mars’ High-ranking leader and major shareholders were to talk to Li Mu, they would still be far beneath Li Mu, let alone him, a mere CEO.

Just after Neil was rejected by Muyeye Technology, the content of Muyeye Technology’s reply had already reached Mars’ Chairman of the Board. At this moment, he wished he could tear Neil to shreds, yet he had no choice but to focus his energy on the most important matter first.

Soon, Muyeye Technology received an email from Mars’ Chairman of the Board, Mars’ true High-ranking leader. In the email, he repeatedly apologized to Li Mu and voluntarily stated that Neil’s actions would definitely be severely punished. However, Li Mu scoffed at his words.

Subsequently, he told the Public Relations Department head, “Reply to him and tell him that there is a Chinese idiom called ‘Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch’. As for its meaning, let him ponder it himself!”





Chapter 1648: Reaping What One Sows

Li Mu had never been a pushover. To antagonize him and then think an apology email alone would solve the problem was simply delusional.

Moreover, Li Mu didn’t care whether it was Neil, Bill, or someone else behind the scenes deliberately creating controversy against him. Regardless of who made the decision, the company was the one executing it. Thus, in his eyes, the real enemy was Mars, not Mars’s CEO.

This was like a war between nations; to a country, the enemy was always the other country, not one of its senior executives.

Therefore, Li Mu gave Mars no opportunity to seek peace via email. If they wanted peace, they first needed to show some sincerity, and then he would decide based on his mood.

After Mars received Muyeye Technology’s reply email, Mars’s Chairman of the Board specifically consulted a close Chinese friend, asking what it meant to “Plead Guilty with a Thorny Branch.”

After that friend painstakingly recounted the story of Lian Po and Lin Xiangru in English, he remembered three key points.

First, it was pleading guilty;

Second, it was carrying thorny branches;

Third, it was coming to the doorstep.

Only then did he understand Li Mu’s meaning. It turned out Li Mu was very dissatisfied with their email apology and peace offering, demanding that he, like Lian Po in the story, should come to his doorstep with thorny branches to plead guilty.

At that moment, his mood was exceptionally complex. He not only gnashed his teeth in hatred toward Neil but also felt immense anger at Li Mu’s arrogant attitude.

Sending an email apology wasn’t enough? He actually wanted him to come to his doorstep to plead guilty? Did he expect him to fly from the United States to China just to apologize to him?

What a joke! Mars was, after all, one of the top private enterprises in the United States. Its factories were blossoming everywhere across the globe, and dozens of product lines sold well worldwide. For him, as the highest executive of the entire company, to travel thousands of miles to China to apologize to a young man?

Mars’s Chairman of the Board could not endure Li Mu’s humiliation and temporarily decided to allocate fifty million dollars for a promotional budget to wage a publicity war against Muyeye Technology. However, the major media outlets they contacted were unwilling to cooperate with Mars’s promotional efforts.

Currently, Muyeye Technology’s influence in the media landscape, leveraging YY, YY.com, and Weibo, had grown so powerful that no one on the entire network could match it. It was far stronger than any TV media outlet. TV media professionals, more than any other group, could clearly see how terrifying Muyeye Technology’s true strength was. Under such circumstances, they were even less likely to offend Muyeye Technology without reason.

What’s more, while netizens might not be clear about the full story of Muyeye Technology targeting Mars this time, media professionals were perfectly aware. Anyone could see that Mars itself was engaging in Forced Collision marketing, deliberately fabricating facts to step on Muyeye Technology and gain attention. Ultimately, Mars was now reaping what it had sown, and it served them right.

If Mars had truly been subjected to unfair treatment by Muyeye Technology, there would certainly be some media outlets willing to create a big topic and fan the flames. However, Mars had brought everything upon itself. Who would be willing to stand up for them in such a situation?

Furthermore, for TV stations, prime-time advertisements were generally never difficult to sell. Why would they create a major enemy for themselves just to earn a bit more money?

Mars tragically discovered that even if they wanted to use money to wage a publicity war, it was useless. Not a single TV station, like BBC or CNN, was willing to cooperate with Mars. In the past, Mars had placed countless advertisements for candies and various other products on such TV stations. Yet, now that Mars wanted to place ads on these TV stations to fight to the end with Li Mu, not a single one was willing to take their order.

Just as Mars found itself in a dilemma, scandals about Mars continued to spread online. The direct result of the spreading scandals was a decline in sales volume.

However, Mars itself was still researching countermeasures against Muyeye Technology and Li Mu, completely unaware of the decline in their terminal sales volume.

Before antagonizing Li Mu, every one of Mars’s product lines enjoyed a great reputation among consumers, and their sales volume was astonishingly good.

However, having a reputation didn’t necessarily mean good public perception. Now, with such overwhelming negative news continuously fermenting on the internet, it cast a huge shadow and suggestion on consumers’ minds. A considerable portion of consumers, upon seeing products from Mars, would transition from purchasing without hesitation to hesitating. Among these, some would evolve from hesitation to doubt, and another portion would evolve from doubt to choosing to give up.

While these consumers were choosing to give up, Mars itself hadn’t yet noticed, but the terminal market had already acutely detected the anomaly.

The most direct reaction observed in the terminal market was that the sales volume of all Mars products was quietly decreasing!

For traditional enterprises like Mars, the larger their scale, the lower their sensitivity. Conversely, the smaller their scale, the higher their sensitivity.

For example, Zhang San is the owner of a steamed bun shop. Normally, a pot of steamed buns would sell out completely within ten minutes. But today, ten minutes had passed since he steamed a pot, and five buns were still left unsold. He would immediately realize that business wasn’t good today.

If Zhang San were the owner of a steamed bun factory, his factory would produce ten thousand buns daily, supplying them to wholesalers and retailers city-wide in the morning. With ten thousand buns distributed daily, he would have to wait until at least evening or late night to get feedback from various channels on whether all ten thousand buns had sold out. If not, how many had sold, and how many remained. At this point, his sensitivity would have decreased from ten minutes to half a day.

If Zhang San were a producer of frozen steamed buns, producing five million frozen buns daily to supply provinces, cities, and regions nationwide, with increased shelf life for frozen buns, expanded distribution channels, and larger stock held by retailers, then it might take him days or even longer to perceive changes in market sales volume through channel orders. Even if the information were transmitted up from the terminal level by level, it would still take at least one or two days for Zhang San, as the manufacturer, to receive this news.

For a company like Mars, whose products sell globally, with numerous production bases and a dense, web-like distribution network worldwide, their daily production and shipment volume are astonishingly large. Most of their products have a shelf life of over twelve months. Such a colossal entity has very low sensitivity to its terminals. Mars’s terminals are the shelves in major supermarkets, hypermarkets, and convenience stores, and information needs to be transmitted layer by layer from these shelves to Mars headquarters, which indeed takes a long time.

Mars’s Marketing Department originally collected and analyzed terminal sales data every three days. However, due to their current collective brainstorming efforts to deal with the impact from Muyeye Technology, the Marketing Department’s main task had quietly undergone a significant shift.

However, a financial media outlet on Wall Street was interested in verifying the actual impact of the wave of negative internet publicity on Mars. Therefore, they dispatched several teams of investigators from their Wall Street headquarters and branches in several other countries to survey the terminal market and collect evidence, analyzing the most direct data changes for Mars in the terminal market over the past few days.

According to feedback from the terminals, they were surprised to find that the terminal sales volume of various Mars products worldwide had been steadily declining over the past few days. As of the most recent day, it had fallen by nearly twenty percent compared to the average over the previous thirty days.

This was a terrifying figure. For example, a Walmart supermarket in New York, which had generated an average of ten thousand dollars in sales for Mars daily in the thirty days before the scandals were exposed, saw that figure drop to eight thousand dollars in just two days after the scandals came to light.

Subsequently, this media outlet released a press release titled “Mars Quietly Loses Twenty Percent of Sales in Short Term!”

Through investigations and evidence collection from terminal markets in the United States, various European countries, China, Japan, and South Korea, this article estimated the downward trend in Mars’s terminal sales volume over the past few days. Using the average of the thirty days prior to the incident as a reference, the single-day declines were: ten percent, thirteen percent, and twenty percent, respectively.

Besides concluding that Mars’s terminal market sales volume had fallen by twenty percent, the article also drew a conclusion based on regional divisions: excluding the US domestic market, the more developed the internet in a region, the greater the proportion of Mars’s sales decline. This indicated a very direct link between their sales decrease and the spread of negative internet news.

For instance, in European countries, the widespread decline was already close to thirty percent, which showed that in regions where the internet was more developed, users were more significantly affected by these negative news stories.

The U.S. was an exception, primarily due to the protective bias of its domestic users. Mars’s various products could be considered national products of the United States. Even when scandals broke, the American people would grant more leniency to domestic brands. This conclusion could be clearly drawn by comparing the data with the European market.

Fortunately, it was thanks to the massive U.S. domestic market that Mars’s terminal sales volume decline remained around the twenty percent warning line. If the negative news continued to ferment on the internet, even the twenty percent warning line might not hold.

Many established large enterprises had previously suffered catastrophic defeats due to a decline in public perception among consumers. Entrepreneurs might feel confident, believing users would never abandon their products or services, but once their reputation collapsed, they would be immediately discarded by users.

When Mars learned of this result, the entire company plunged into a state of extreme alarm. They had never imagined that the impact of the internet on real economy enterprises could be so profound.

…

While Mars was grappling with the bitter consequences, Li Mu took Du Wei into the recording studio to record “21 Guns.”

Du Wei had already become familiar with the song in advance and understood its lyrics, mood/artistic conception, and the emotions she needed to convey. Li Mu had also spent a few days with the musicians in the recording studio to finalize the song’s arrangement. As a result, the actual recording process became much more efficient.

Outside the soundproof vocal booth, Li Mu listened intently to Du Wei’s singing through the monitor speakers. What struck him was Du Wei’s excellent vocal condition; her performance in the recording studio was like that of an original CD. Her breath control, timbre, pitch, and emotion were all perfectly executed.

With her performance like this, the song could be completely recorded in less than a day.

Li Mu suddenly felt that if Du Wei’s song were released in Europe and America, it should have no problem climbing those authoritative singles leaderboards.

However, it was a slight pity that even if the song was completed today, it couldn’t be released immediately. It would have to be gradually revealed once the movie’s promotion began.





Chapter 1649: 21Guns

In Rock Records’ recording studio, Du Wei and the Rock Records’ recording band took less than a day to record the song “21Guns.”

Everyone involved in the recording, including Du Wei and Li Mu, was very satisfied with the sound quality.

In Li Mu’s opinion, Du Wei could have achieved a perfect version with just two or three takes. However, Du Wei held herself to incredibly high standards, tirelessly adjusting her state and emotions during her performance, allowing the song to truly reach a state of perfection.

The roughly mixed demo already sounded exceptionally perfect to Li Mu, but the recording engineer told Li Mu that the instruments in the demo had not yet undergone post-production, still sounding somewhat rough, and the timbre wasn’t as full and mellow. After a fine-tuning and adjustment in post-production, the song’s overall quality would ascend another level.

Li Mu was in a band during college and had spent a good amount of time in recording studios since his reincarnation, giving him some exposure to the behind-the-scenes aspects of music production. With the recording engineer striving for perfection, many ordinary people might not be able to discern the difference between the demo and the refined version, but true music enthusiasts, musicians, and critics could hear the gap within one or two seconds.

However, the current music industry wasn’t as advanced as in later generations, and post-production work requires slow work to yield fine products. Therefore, it would take at least several more days to finalize the ultimate version.

Li Mu, somewhat impatiently, sent the demo of the song via email to Steven Spielberg, who was still finishing up work in Yunnan Province.

Steven Spielberg had just finished a full day of shooting and returned to his RV. This RV was specially shipped by sea from the United States. Most of the time, when shooting outdoor scenes, he preferred to stay in his own RV. It was luxuriously decorated and complete with everything, far superior to a military tent.

Hollywood stars and directors industrialized their careers earlier, and their commercial models matured faster, generally earning much higher incomes than actors in China. At this stage, a first-tier Hollywood big star could command a film fee of several million dollars or even tens of millions of dollars per film, and directors’ film fees were astonishingly high as well, making the entire first-tier Hollywood community a high-income group.

Precisely because of their high income, their daily filming grandeur was also very significant. Most main actors in a film basically had their own RVs. Sometimes, during outdoor shoots, dozens of RVs would be parked next to the set. Although this grand display was luxurious, most Hollywood actors were quite dedicated, and these high-level expenses were generally borne by the actors themselves, not forced into their film fees.

Steven Spielberg’s RV cost over one million US dollars to manufacture, and its interior was as luxurious as a five-star hotel, featuring not only various opulent furnishings and electrical appliances but also dedicated satellite phone and internet services.

Steven Spielberg was lying on a comfortable single sofa, savoring wine and resting, when he suddenly received a call from Li Mu. In the call, Li Mu asked him, “Steven, what are you busy with?”

Steven Spielberg immediately laughed and said, “I’m drinking, Bordeaux red wine. A glass before bed every day can greatly ensure sleep quality.”

Then, Steven Spielberg curiously asked, “Mr. Li, is there anything you need at this late hour?”

Li Mu chuckled, “No orders to give, just letting you know that the theme song demo is out. I’ve sent it to your email. You can listen if you have time.”

“Really?!” Steven Spielberg excitedly sat upright and said, “I’ve been waiting for this theme song for a long time! I’ll listen to it right now.”

Li Mu laughed, “Listen to it, and if there’s anything you’re not satisfied with, tell me and I’ll make adjustments.”

Steven Spielberg smiled and said, “General Manager Li, you always strive for perfection in your work. The fact that you’ve sent this song out proves it has passed your inspection. I believe this song must be excellent.”

While they exchanged pleasantries, Steven Spielberg was genuinely apprehensive about the theme song Li Mu had prepared.

Steven Spielberg’s films were always driven by three core elements: high-end, grand, and classy. Therefore, from actors to behind-the-scenes personnel, he basically employed a luxurious lineup, and the same applied to the soundtrack. His demands for film scores and theme songs were extremely high; his go-to Master composers were basically top-tier Hollywood talents, and the chosen singers and songs were always meticulously selected. If Li Mu were to truly present a second-rate song and demand it be the film’s theme song, it would be quite agonizing.

Furthermore, Steven Spielberg was even more worried that Li Mu would bring out a Chinese song, because in his view, that would truly be a complete disaster. In his eyes, English songs were the most suitable for global promotion, and the film itself was branded Hollywood and intended for global distribution from Hollywood. In such a scenario, if the film truly chose a Chinese song, it would somewhat affect the film’s global distribution.

So, after exchanging a few pleasantries with Li Mu and hanging up the phone, the first thing he did was quickly pull out his computer and open his email.

There were a few unread emails in his inbox, the latest one from Li Mu.

The title was: “《21Guns》Demo.”

The song’s name slightly eased Steven Spielberg’s mind. He immediately clicked download and spent several minutes downloading the music file, which was over twenty MB in size.

Upon clicking the music file, Winamp on his computer immediately launched, added the song to the listening list, and began playback.

The intro to “21Guns” was a crescendo and decrescendo timbre played by the guitarist rhythmically controlling the guitar’s volume knob. This technique created an ethereal feeling, a simple yet effective method that made Steven Spielberg feel as if a flag was fluttering in the breeze, and his heart immediately became immersed in the sound.

Immediately after, another acoustic guitar’s strumming timbre cut in, followed by Du Wei’s pure and moving voice softly singing along with the guitar’s backing track.

Just hearing the first line, “You know what you’re fighting for, you know it’s worth dying for,” Steven Spielberg felt goosebumps break out all over his body.

This single line, both Du Wei’s voice and the lyrics, immediately gripped Steven Spielberg’s heart.

On one point, Steven Spielberg and Li Mu’s views were completely consistent.

In their eyes, war itself was not worth praising, but in World War II, all those who entered the war for justice and peace deserved to be remembered and praised with the world’s most beautiful language and highest respect.

Therefore, when he heard this version of “21Guns” by Li Mu, which supported just wars and extolled righteous wars, he was completely moved by the song.

He had no idea that this song, which Li Mu had subjected to extreme modification, was actually an anti-war song.

As the song entered the chorus, Steven Spielberg found himself with tears welling up in his eyes.

From a musical arrangement perspective, “21Guns” was not ornate. It had no complex chords, no grand arrangement, and it didn’t even use a piano or orchestral instruments, relying only on the three main instruments of a rock band: guitar, bass, and drums. Yet, it was precisely this simple chord progression and arrangement that created an unprecedented sense of solemnity and emotion.

After listening to it once, Steven Spielberg spontaneously applauded. This song dispelled all his previous worries, instantly becoming the most perfect theme song in his heart after just one listen.

Overwhelmed with excitement, Steven Spielberg couldn’t help but listen to it again, accidentally falling into a state of single loop playback, unable to extricate himself.

Unconsciously, thirty minutes had passed. Steven Spielberg excitedly picked up his phone and called Li Mu, his voice trembling as he began, “Mr. Li, this song is amazing! Absolutely incredible!”

Li Mu smiled, “As long as you’re satisfied.”

Steven Spielberg said, “Satisfied? I’m beyond satisfied, it far exceeded my expectations! I believe if this song is released in the United States, Du Wei could even win a Grammy!”

Li Mu thought to himself, the original singer of this song, Green Day, won a Grammy Award for Best Rock Album for the album this song was on. “21Guns” could be said to be one of the most popular songs on that album, so it was perfectly normal for this song to have the foundation for a Grammy.

However, Du Wei was not yet a singer developing in the United States, so she hadn’t even released an English album yet. Her chances of participating in the Grammys were not great. Nevertheless, in Li Mu’s view, once “21Guns” became popular worldwide, it could at least secure Du Wei a spot as a Grammy performing guest first, and then he could gradually work towards her winning awards at the Grammys later.

To his surprise, before Li Mu could speak, Steven Spielberg himself said, “The Grammys are in February every year. Our movie is expected to start promotion in November and be released in December. As soon as we begin promotion, we’ll start promoting this song, building up influence for Du Wei and the song in advance. Then I’ll work to get Du Wei onto the Grammy stage.”

Li Mu smiled, “Steven, you and I are on the same page. My idea is to first get Du Wei onto the Grammy stage as a guest, let Western audiences get to know her in advance, and then aim for her to win some major awards at the next Grammys.”

Steven Spielberg said, “I can’t guarantee anything else, but I will keep my word on the Grammy performing guest matter. I believe this song will be a massive hit. As one of the female leads in ‘Flying Tigers’ and the singer of this song, I believe she will certainly become China’s most famous female star in the West through this!”

Li Mu smiled, “Then I’ll leave this matter in your capable hands.”

Steven Spielberg said without hesitation, “Don’t worry, Mr. Li, I will definitely keep my word!”

Li Mu hung up the phone with Steven Spielberg. Du Wei happened to emerge from the post-production studio. She had just finished discussing the refined post-production direction with the recording engineer. With a consensus reached, her task was complete; the rest would be handled by the post-production team.

Du Wei came out and saw Li Mu sitting on the sofa in the lounge area. She hurried over to him and sweetly said, “Brother Li Mu, I’m done. Shall we go?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Let’s go. I’ll take you home. It’s late; your family must be worried.”

“No,” Du Wei smiled and said, “My Mom just texted me, telling me not to rush and to focus on recording.”

Li Mu chuckled, “I just spoke with Steven Spielberg. He loves this song and said you’ll definitely be famous across the West next year!”

”





Chapter 1650: Resources Are Key!

Du Wei was overjoyed when Li Mu told her that Steven Spielberg also loved the new song, “21 Guns,” she had just recorded. She asked, “Director Spielberg really said that?”

Li Mu nodded. “Would I lie to you?”

He continued, “He also said that he wants to get you an opportunity to perform as a guest at the Grammy Awards next February.”

“Grammy Awards?” Even Du Wei, who usually didn’t care much for fame and fortune, couldn’t remain calm after hearing this.

The Grammy Awards are like the Oscars of the film industry. Every film actor dreams of winning an Oscar; even a nomination is a great honor. Similarly, every popular music singer feels the same way about the Grammy Awards.

The Grammy Awards are the highest accolades in world music. Only top-tier singers of incredible strength and ability can win them, and being invited to perform as a guest at the Grammys is considered the greatest honor. More importantly, to date, no Chinese singer has ever been invited to be a guest performer at the Grammy Awards, setting such a precedent!

It’s extremely difficult for Chinese singers to get nominated or be invited as guest performers for the Grammys. This isn’t because Chinese singers aren’t skilled enough, but rather due to cultural differences, language barriers, differences in music styles, and so on, which make it hard for Chinese singers to truly go global, especially to the Western stage.

Furthermore, at this stage, Chinese capital hasn’t yet shown its prowess in the international music scene, so even if some tycoons wanted to promote a Chinese singer at the Grammys, they would essentially be exerting effort in vain.

When Du Wei first heard that she might have a chance to perform at the Grammys, her first thought was shock, and her second was disbelief. After she came to her senses, she said to Li Mu, feeling a little embarrassed, “Brother Li Mu, how could a newcomer like me be qualified for the Grammys…”

Li Mu smiled. “Whether you’re qualified or not doesn’t depend on age, nor on how long you’ve been in the industry.”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue and cautiously asked, “Then what does it depend on?”

Li Mu chuckled, “It depends on your strength, your work, and even more so on the resources behind you. Resources are key!”

After speaking, Li Mu patted the seat beside him and said to Du Wei, “Come, sit down, and your bro will explain it to you.”

Du Wei smiled sweetly, elegantly crossed her legs, and sat beside Li Mu. Like a young girl, she blinked her eyes at Li Mu, anticipating what he would say next.

Li Mu then spoke seriously, “The entertainment industry has only one core: exposure. Films need sufficient exposure, which is why investors seek the hottest stars and the most captivating directors. Albums also need sufficient exposure, which is why record companies pursue chart promotion, promotion, and buy resources everywhere. Film stars gain first-tier status with enough exposure, and it’s the same for singers. But what guarantees exposure? Resources!”

He continued, “Look, the movie ‘Flying Tigers’ has so many top entertainment industry figures. Each of them brings their own exposure. Plus, my funding, and the promotional resources I’ll invest in this film afterward, will make ‘Flying Tigers’ the commercial film with the highest exposure in history. You are the female lead of the film, so your own exposure is already very high. As the singer of the theme song, your exposure will be even higher. By then, not only will you be qualified for the Grammys, but I think you’re also qualified for the Oscars.”

Du Wei said, embarrassed, “Although I majored in music, I don’t even think I’m qualified for the Grammys, not to mention I’ve never studied acting. How could I be qualified for the Oscars…”

Li Mu laughed. “This brings us back to the issue of resources. With me providing resources behind you and Steven Spielberg endorsing you publicly, such resource backing makes the Oscars and Grammys nothing.”

He added, “What’s more, if you’re invited to the Grammys and become a guest performer by then, I’ll write an even better song for you, one that will blow the entire audience away the moment you appear on stage!”

Li Mu had countless globally popular hit singles in his mind. Whether it was Jessie J, Katy Perry, Adele, or Taylor Swift, choosing any one of their famous songs would be enough for Du Wei to astonish the entire Western music scene. If Du Wei performed well, she might even overshadow the entire Grammy Awards.

If captivating the entire Grammy Awards ceremony were to be the opening act for Du Wei’s global singing career, it would surely be a dream start.

Du Wei said, somewhat shyly, “I’m afraid I’ll be nervous in such a setting. What if I disappoint you…”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “A confident girl like you won’t be nervous anywhere. Don’t worry, I believe in you.”

…

By the time Li Mu dropped Du Wei off at home, Mars, Inc. in North America was already in an uproar.

After realizing that sales volume in the terminal market were rapidly declining, they immediately activated comprehensive data monitoring, performing real-time analysis of terminal sales data from around the world. To their despair, the terminal sales data continued to fall.

Even in the U.S. domestic market, sales had begun a noticeable decline. The negative news constantly brewing and spreading online was steadily unleashing its power.

Roland Mars, the Chairman of the Board of Mars, Inc., was furious about this. Just as he couldn’t find a suitable countermeasure, Mars’s Marketing Director informed him of new data: “Mr. Mars, we just received news that in the pet food segment, the global sales volume of Ardency brand pet food has surged by more than two times in the past few days. Their factory has now entered full-capacity production, and their channel expansion has been rapid!”

He then added, “Also, yesterday, Li Gouzi’s Twitter updated with a photo of him eating Ardency brand dog food, which gained tens of thousands of retweets. Now the Ardency brand’s awareness on the internet is very high, and the brand and product exposure are also very high. It’s estimated that their sales volume will go up another step in the coming days.”

Even though the Ardency brand’s product prices are higher and their cost-performance ratio is lower, with the promotion from Li Gouzi’s Twitter, its sales volume have soared non-stop like a rocket, piggybacking on fame. Now, Li Gouzi has become the world’s first internet celebrity dog, and the Ardency brand has become the world’s first internet celebrity pet food brand.

Once something goes viral, who the damn cares about the cost-performance ratio?

Precisely for this reason, among Mars’s product lines, the pet food sales volume experienced the largest decline, far exceeding other products.

Upon hearing this, Roland Mars cursed angrily, “That short-sighted bastard Neil, he just handed over such a great opportunity to a competitor! Killing him wouldn’t even relieve my anger!”

Poor Neil had already been fired by the Board of Directors at this point, but even so, it couldn’t alleviate Roland Mars’s resentment towards him.

After cursing Neil, Roland Mars still looked furious. He told the Marketing Director, “We must now find a way to make consumers regain confidence in our products and public perception. The Board of Directors will immediately approve a twenty-million-dollar advertising budget to help the company overcome difficulties. We need to boost sales again through constantly increasing exposure.”

The Marketing Department head said seriously, “Mr. Mars, while immediately increasing our advertising budget will indeed help boost sales, under these circumstances, it’s like going against the wind. The cost of moving forward is simply too high. We might invest fifty million dollars and still not achieve good results, especially since Muyeye Technology is constantly going against us. Negative news about our products is rampant on the internet. I personally feel we should start by addressing the negative news online first.”

Roland Mars said, seething with rage, “It’s clear that Twitter is fanning the flames behind this. We don’t have strong decision-making power on the internet, so how do we deal with the current negative news?”

The Marketing Department head replied, “We can first sue Twitter for maliciously restricting the functions of our official Twitter account, demanding they immediately lift all restrictions and apologize to us. Then we can sue Twitter for maliciously condoning and promoting baseless remarks that slandered us, thereby tarnishing our corporate image.”

Roland Mars asked in an ill-tempered voice, “What do you think are our chances of winning this lawsuit?”

The Marketing Department head answered, “I can’t say exactly, but as long as we sue and the U.S. court accepts the case, it will become major news. At the very least, users will follow and know that we might have suffered unequal treatment. This can be considered a form of crisis public relations for us.”

Roland Mars pondered for a moment, stroking his chin, then nodded slightly and said, “Good! Immediately contact the best and most authoritative team of commercial lawyers in the entire U.S. We need to escalate this matter even further, ideally to get global users to follow!”

…

The next morning, Li Mu was woken up by a call from Lin Qingya, who was in North America.

Lin Qingya asked somewhat embarrassed over the phone, “General Manager Li, I hope I didn’t disturb your rest?”

Li Mu said, “It’s fine.” Then he asked, “Qingya, is there something urgent for you to call so early?”

Lin Qingya replied, “It’s not exactly urgent, just to inform you that Mars has submitted a complaint to the United States District Court for the Eastern District of New York, suing us for maliciously restricting the functions of their official Twitter account and for maliciously condoning and promoting negative news slandering them.”

Lin Qingya continued, “This matter is quite big. Many U.S. domestic media outlets have already started reporting on it, and the influence is significant.”

Those media outlets were unwilling to offend Li Mu because of Mars, Inc., so they were reluctant to publish statements on behalf of Mars. However, they were very interested in neutral news, so as soon as they heard Mars had sued Muyeye Technology, they all immediately opened special columns to report and focus on this incident.

Li Mu, however, was completely unconcerned. He smiled and said, “I understand. I’ll respond shortly. If any U.S. domestic media want to interview you, just decline.”

“Alright, General Manager Li, I understand.”

Li Mu hung up Lin Qingya’s call and immediately dialed Kong Lingyu. As soon as Kong Lingyu picked up, Li Mu said, “Old Kong, immediately block all official Mars Twitter accounts and ensure their staff can no longer log in.”

Kong Lingyu didn’t even ask for the reason, nodding immediately and saying, “I’ll arrange it right away.”

Afterward, Li Mu opened his laptop, logged into his Twitter account, and published a new tweet in English. The text content of the tweet read: “Muyeye Technology officially terminates all usage rights for Mars, Inc.’s Twitter accounts. This serves as notification.”

In addition to this statement, he also included a screenshot of Article 8.3.1 of the Twitter Registration Agreement.

Twitter’s user registration terms are Lengthy, containing a large number of user behavior guidelines and platform privilege descriptions. It would take at least half an hour to read through them all, so almost no one reads them carefully; they simply check the “agree” box upon registration.

Article 8.3.1 of these registration terms states: “Twitter officials possess final management authority over all accounts on this platform. If a user’s improper operations or improper behavior lead to the widespread dissemination of negative news, a large number of abnormal user remarks, or abnormal operations (e.g., comments, retweets, likes), Twitter officials reserve the right to terminate all control over their accounts for violating users in order to protect Twitter’s own interests!”





Chapter 1651: Boycott

Almost no one bothers to study a website’s registration terms.

If it were up to legal department personnel, it would be easy to handle, but the key is that operating a Twitter account is a job that basically cannot be assigned to legal personnel. So, when the operations staff registered the account, they completely overlooked the Lengthy and cumbersome terms, simply clicked “Agree to Registration Terms,” and confirmed their registration.

However, no one expected that Twitter’s registration terms would contain so many biased “unfair clauses.”

The crucial point is that these unfair clauses are fully legally binding for Twitter, because Twitter itself is a product developed and operated by Muyeye Technology. The registration terms were originally formulated entirely by Twitter, and relevant US laws only serve as reference.

No matter which user, even the President’s personal Twitter account, as long as they register, it means they have agreed to Twitter’s registration terms. Once they violate these terms, Twitter has the right to handle their account accordingly.

When Mars sued Muyeye Technology in the United States, Muyeye Technology immediately issued a global statement through official Twitter channels, stating:

“For malicious speculation, Mars groundlessly blamed Muyeye Technology’s so-called ‘technical issues’ for its failure in an online auction, and based on this, launched a series of vicious, despicable / vile, integrity-lacking, and low-minded promotional campaigns. This violated the registration terms the company accepted when registering on Twitter. Therefore, Muyeye Technology solemnly announces that, according to the provisions of Muyeye Technology’s Twitter platform registration terms, all Twitter accounts under Mars are hereby banned indefinitely.”

In addition to this, Li Mu personally recorded a video. In the video, he sat at his office desk, looking Disdained, and said in English: “Regarding Mars’s lawsuit against Muyeye Technology in the United States, Muyeye Technology reserves the power to counter-sue Mars for malicious tarnish / smear. At the same time, as the founder and Chairman of the Board of Muyeye Technology, I am personally shocked by Mars’s shameless actions and would like to warn them: In society, one must adhere to the laws and regulations set by local governments; in school, one must follow school rules and regulations; and in the online world, one must also abide by the rules and regulations of the platform. This is the common sense and upbringing every adult should possess. Since Mars chose to register its official Twitter, it must comply with all rules set by official Twitter. Any violation will inevitably face appropriate punishment. If Mars has any dissatisfaction with this, I, personally, and Muyeye Technology, will see it through to the end!”

As soon as Li Mu’s video was released, it instantly caused a huge sensation on the internet. News of Mars suing Muyeye Technology had just broken and become a hot topic, but Li Mu immediately responded with a firm slap on Mars’s face, a truly solid hit.

Mars sued Muyeye Technology, claiming Muyeye Technology maliciously restricted their official Twitter and maliciously promoted their negative news. For the latter, they had no actual evidence, merely seeking to gain attention. As for the former, they had no justifiable grounds whatsoever.

Muyeye Technology directly presented the full text of the registration terms, specifically highlighting Article 8.3.1, directly telling the world that in the world of Twitter, Mars must follow Twitter’s rules, or they would be immediately banned. Want to sue? If they could win, Twitter would be given to them.

Mars’s direct lawsuit against Muyeye Technology was, in fact, merely an attempt to escalate the matter and gain sympathy by playing the role of weaklings. They hadn’t even bothered to study Twitter’s registration terms, simply believing that Muyeye Technology’s domineering behavior needed to be reprimanded by the judicial system and scorned by the entire American public.

But they never dreamed that Li Mu would adopt a completely unyielding attitude; not only was he not timid/cowardly at all, but more importantly, he immediately gave Mars a fierce scolding and, by the way, brought out his platform’s registration terms, asking Mars in return: You clearly clicked ‘accept’ when you registered, so why are you going back on your word now?

Originally, some onlookers who were truly ignorant of the facts thought that Li Mu had indeed gone too far, pushing a real economy enterprise to such an extent. But as soon as Li Mu’s video was released, these people immediately understood the truth: Mars was clearly engaging in malicious marketing and forcefully trying to shift the blame to Muyeye Technology. After being punished by Muyeye Technology according to platform regulations, they then jumped out to file the first complaint like the wicked file the first complaint. This behavior was truly ugly to the extreme!

Just as Li Mu’s statement video was going viral across the internet, the United States District Court for the Eastern District of New York, which had just accepted Mars’s lawsuit, immediately announced via their official Twitter: “Given Muyeye Technology’s right of interpretation over the Twitter platform, Mars’s lawsuit against Muyeye Technology for maliciously restricting its official Twitter functions is dismissed. Furthermore, due to insufficient evidence, Mars’s lawsuit against Muyeye Technology for maliciously indulging and promoting negative news slandering Mars is also dismissed. Mars may sue the District Court again once sufficient evidence is prepared.”

Mars never expected that just as Li Mu had fiercely slapped them, the United States District Court for the Eastern District of New York would also jump out and deliver a slap to them.

In fact, it wasn’t that the United States District Court for the Eastern District of New York was being fence-sitters; it was primarily that when they accepted the case, they only wanted to create a big news story, but they didn’t realize there would be such a significant loophole in it.

The American judicial system and the American people are “enraged by evil.” The vast majority of giant corporations have a bad impression in the public’s in their hearts / minds due to their domineering nature, monopoly, and various shady dealings. Mars also hoped to leverage this to incite dissatisfaction within the judicial department against Muyeye Technology, as well as public outrage among the masses against Muyeye Technology. However, as soon as they put into action, they ended up shooting themselves in the foot.

Now, Mars is reviled across the entire internet, with even many television media explicitly named criticizing Mars’s shameless practices. A host of a CNN talk show even openly mocked Mars on the program, saying: “Mars may have been king in the brick-and-mortar industry for too long, with too strong a sense of superiority, to the point where they completely ignored the importance of ‘rules.’ Here, I’d like to ask the Chairman of the Board of Mars, do you only see American legal / laws and no other rules? Just because firearms are legal in the United States, can you bring a gun into someone else’s home, or even to another country? Just because abortion is illegal in the United States, can you accusations a woman from another country for voluntarily aborting? Do you think that as long as you comply with American legal / laws, you don’t need to comply with Twitter’s platform rules?”

Other media professionals publicly attacked: “Mars’s series of incredible / unfathomable actions have truly tarnish / smear American enterprises. The catalyst for this whole affair was nothing more than Mars’s own misjudgment, missing Muyeye Technology’s highly cost-performance ratio resources auction. For the sake of speculation, they were willing to abandon integrity, leading to a series of problems. Muyeye Technology punished Mars according to its own platform rules, yet Mars, unexpectedly, then filed the first complaint like the wicked file the first complaint, attempting to use the judicial department to pressure Muyeye Technology. This incident has greatly impacted the image of American entrepreneurs; Mars should be held responsible for this!”

Ordinary citizens also deeply disliked Mars’s series of actions. The internet was flooded with criticism and insults targeting Mars’s actions, causing Mars’s brand reputation to plummet to rock bottom.

Li Mu had no intention of letting Mars off the hook. He immediately instructed online trolls to set the pace, creating a new trending topic on English-language Twitter: “Boycott Mars, Starting with Me.”

Under this topic, a large number of netizens posted tweets, declaring that they would unilaterally begin to boycott Mars’s entire range of products. Some even specifically created a complete Mars product chain, listing all of Mars’s brand products to allow netizens to precisely boycott them in their daily lives.

Although this topic was pushed by Li Mu’s online trolls, once it gained traction, it indeed garnered support from a large number of ordinary users. Unbeknownst to them, it had already significantly cut down Mars’s brand value.

Mars was in immense trouble at this point.

They never dreamed that one wrong step would lead to another, bringing them to this complete mess today.

As the Chairman of the Board of Mars, Roland Mars was under immense pressure. Although Mars itself was a family business of the Mars family, internal competition within the family business was also fierce. Many people hoped that Roland Mars would accept responsibility and resign. Roland Mars barely maintained his position as Chairman of the Board due to the voting power advantage of his own lineage.

But at this moment, he deeply regretted it.

Li Mu hadn’t failed to give him a chance. When Li Mu told him the four Chinese characters for Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch, he offered him a lifeline. But Roland Mars’s pride drove him to completely reject Li Mu’s offer, even to defy Li Mu and try to force Li Mu to compromise.

Now, retribution had arrived. Not only did Li Mu not compromise, but he grabbed Roland Mars by the collar and started hitting with both hands, leaving Roland Mars’s heart filled with despair.

The criticism and accusations from the media and netizens grew, and the pressure on Mars’s statements became increasingly heavy. As the news continued to escalate and the online boycott activities intensified, Mars’s terminal market sales continued to drop, with huge declines. Many large Dealer / Distributor came to question them, complaining that as Mars agents, they had to see various negative news about Mars every day, and now overall sales were getting worse. If this continued, they would have even less profit this year.

Roland Mars was suffocated by immense internal and external pressure. He truly regretted it now, but it was already too late. He immediately wanted to contact Li Mu and immediately admit he was timid/cowardly, but Li Mu left him no communication channels whatsoever, making it impossible for him to find a suitable entry point / starting point.

So, Roland Mars could only send messages to Li Mu through Acquaintances. The first person he sought out was Steven Spielberg, who was currently filming in China.

Steven Spielberg and Roland Mars were old acquaintances. Roland Mars had spent a lot of money in the past on embedded promotion in Steven Spielberg’s films, so they had a fair amount of business dealings.

When Steven Spielberg received Roland Mars’s request, he proactively called Li Mu to explain the situation, hoping Li Mu could change his attitude. But Li Mu replied: “My attitude has long been stated: only the four words Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch!”





Chapter 1652: Beat Them Down, Break Them, Make Them Yield

Li Mu had clashed with other companies more than once or twice. If merely a friend intervening could make him abandon his demands, Muyeye Technology wouldn’t have reached its current heights today.

So, when Steven Spielberg was entrusted to call Li Mu to ask for a favor, Li Mu gave him no room for mediation whatsoever.

Steven Spielberg, being a businessman with a strong commercial sense, clearly understood the importance of this matter to Roland Mars and Mars, Inc. He knew that if he could use a favor to leverage Li Mu, it would be extremely valuable to Roland Mars and Mars, and Roland Mars would surely thank him with concrete actions in the future. Thus, he attempted to plead on Roland Mars’s behalf.

Jews are very good at business. In Steven Spielberg’s eyes, he could act as a middleman in this matter. He could “purchase” forgiveness from the upstream Li Mu with a favor, and then sell that forgiveness to the downstream Roland Mars, in exchange for tangible benefits.

In his view, this was a risk-free and highly profitable business; if it succeeded, he’d make a fortune, and if he lost, there would be no harm.

So, after Li Mu’s refusal, Steven Spielberg still pleaded, “Mr. Li, Roland is an old friend of mine as well. I know his character; he can indeed be impulsive at times, but he’s not a bad person at heart. Furthermore, the conflict between him and your side this time was due to a wrong decision made by his CEO, not his original intention. So, I hope you can show mercy…”

Li Mu said sternly, “Steven, we are good friends and partners, so when I reject your demands, you must understand the implications.”

As he spoke, Li Mu paused for a moment and added, “My refusal of your request isn’t about disrespecting you or having a grudge against you. It’s simply that this matter isn’t something that can be resolved by anyone pleading on their behalf. Even the strongest magnet cannot attract plastic, because they exist in two different dimensions. Do you understand?”

Steven Spielberg immediately understood Li Mu’s meaning. He knew that Li Mu had rejected him completely. If his favor for Li Mu was compared to a magnet, then Roland Mars’s conflict with him was plastic. His magnet of favor could attract iron-containing objects, but it was utterly useless against plastic.

Judging by the extremely high return on investment for this matter, Steven Spielberg very much wanted to try again. However, the rationality in his mind warned him that he had already touched Li Mu’s absolute red line. Retreating now was still possible; otherwise, not only would he fail to help Roland Mars, but his own relationship with Li Mu could also be severely affected.

So, Steven Spielberg immediately said, “Mr. Li, I understand your meaning. Please rest assured, I will not bring this matter up again in the future.”

Li Mu hummed in satisfaction and said, “Since you have a relationship with Roland Mars, tell him for me: No one can deliberately pick a fight with me. Since he did, he must pay a sufficient price. Otherwise, with so many companies queuing up around the world to deliberately pick a fight with me, how else would I kill the chicken to warn the monkeys?”

Li Mu spoke lightly, but the unquestionable and resolute tone in his words still made Steven Spielberg feel immense pressure. He broke out in a cold sweat from Li Mu’s words, only then realizing that Li Mu had already designated Roland Mars as the target for ‘killing the chicken to warn the monkeys.’ He wanted to fight an overwhelming war in front of entrepreneurs worldwide, both to punish Roland Mars and to instill fear, and even submission, in others.

Muyeye Technology’s rapid rise was like a newly established and swiftly developing massive country, surrounded almost uniformly by veteran formidable nations.

To establish its powerful image, Muyeye Technology had to go all out against all provocations. If a country dared to show its teeth at it, it had to be brutally beaten, made to cry out in agony and plead for mercy.

Only by doing so could it make the other veteran strong nations, watching intently, be apprehensive and afraid, and thus gain sufficient respect and a period of peaceful development for itself.

Li Mu’s strategic planning largely mimicked the great strategies of the founding leaders. A newly rising nation must go all out in its first foreign war to deter the jackals, wolves, tigers, and leopards of the world.

China’s decades-long peaceful development is inseparable from that arduous and magnificent battle on the northern peninsula back then.

As a legitimate and promising son of China, Li Mu naturally understood the importance of this ‘first time.’ There were countless companies worldwide itching to deliberately pick a fight with him. If he didn’t beat down, break, and make the first one who dared to act submit, how would his future days unfold?

…

Roland Mars, the moment he received Steven Spielberg’s call, was still hoping he would bring good news. Unexpectedly, the news he brought was far worse than he had anticipated.

He had originally thought Li Mu was merely opposing Mars, Inc. because he was very displeased, but Steven Spielberg’s call made him realize that Li Mu intended to use him to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys.

Beyond its literal meaning, ‘killing the chicken to warn the monkeys’ also carries a subtext: the chicken’s crime might not have originally warranted death, but because it had to be killed for the monkeys to see, its ‘crime warranted execution.’

After learning about Li Mu’s attitude towards him, Roland Mars immediately panicked. Now, the entire Mars, Inc. had lost its mouthpiece, and waging a publicity war against Li Mu was already a fool’s errand. If this matter were allowed to continue, Mars, Inc. would only sink deeper into trouble. If Mars, Inc.’s global sales volume collapsed, it would be akin to losing half its life, making it difficult to return to its peak status among the Fortune 500 and as one of the top three private enterprises in the US.

The operating model of traditional manufacturing, compared to an internet company, is significantly slower, clumsier, and heavier overall.

An internet company is like a lightweight, powerful car with responsive steering and brakes, capable of sudden stops, rapid acceleration, and sharp turns.

In daily operations, the internet can directly provide intuitive data, showing the daily active users of a website or app. If even a trace of fluctuation appears, it can be immediately discerned and directly adjusted.

For example, a shopping website normally has five hundred thousand online users and ten orders per second at ten AM every day. But if, on a certain day, the online users are four hundred eighty thousand and orders per second are 8.5 at ten AM, and this data persists until ten twenty, the CEO might already have called the head of operations into the office for a fierce scolding. By ten thirty, the head of operations might already be leading the team to find the cause.

If a newly launched product section isn’t satisfactory to users, once discovered, it can be immediately taken offline and never relaunched – that’s a sudden stop.

If a Bug appeared in a certain section of the product, leading to a decline in user experience, the Technical Department can immediately fix it – that’s a sharp turn.

If a competitor’s recent promotional efforts are strong, taking away some users, the Marketing Department can immediately invest more capital and resources to boost promotions – that’s rapid acceleration.

Compared to an internet company, a company like Mars, Inc., whether accelerating, slowing down, or turning, finds it very difficult; it’s more like a giant oil tanker.

Each of Mars, Inc.’s products must first undergo lengthy R&D and testing; this applies even to food. After R&D and testing, to launch it into the market, they first need to build one or even several production lines, recruit and train skilled workers, and only then proceed with mass production. This means that both starting and accelerating are very slow, requiring them to move forward one step at a time.

Like a giant oil tanker, although its transport capacity is enormous, it’s slow to start and slow to accelerate.

In daily operations, once a product or an entire product line encounters issues, the company cannot immediately implement reduced production. This is because reduced production entails a reduction in production lines and labor, an increase in unit raw material costs, and an increase in unit production costs, as well as the relinquishment of market share.

The operation of a production line is even more like the operation of a giant oil tanker. The process of accelerating from a standstill requires enormous power, but once it’s smoothly running, it can maintain stable, constant operation. If it needs to slow down, it can’t just hit the brakes; it requires a lot of fuel for reverse thrust. Once the speed drops, accelerating again requires restarting the propulsion.

If Mars, Inc. were certain that its sales volume would not increase in the future, then reduced production now would indeed be a wise choice. The problem, however, is that Mars, Inc. is currently uncertain whether it can boost its sales volume again in the short term.

Roland Mars knew very well that as long as there was even a sliver of a chance, Mars, Inc. could not immediately implement reduced production.

His current predicament was very similar to the milk farmers pouring milk into rivers during the Great Depression in the States.

On the surface, it seemed like the evil capitalists would rather dump milk into rivers than distribute it to the poor.

But upon closer analysis, it was actually the milk farmers, not the capitalists, who poured the milk into rivers. These milk farmers were perhaps even more pitiful than the poor.

In that era, once the milk market was unfavorable, capitalists would immediately stop purchasing and wait, holding onto their money, because only currency had no expiration date and no inventory pressure.

Meanwhile, the milk in the farmers’ hands would become unsalable due to their inability to convert it into cash. In the end, it was mostly the poor milk farmers who poured the milk into rivers.

Also in that era, milk only had a shelf life of one or two days, and if it didn’t sell, it would rot and spoil. Even if milk farmers wanted to give their milk to people poorer than themselves, storing, transporting, distributing, and even publicizing it would require significant investment. It was simply more economical to dump it nearby.

What was most tragic for the milk farmers was that even though they clearly knew the milk wouldn’t sell, they still had to continue feeding their dairy cows and milking them.

The reason was that they couldn’t just slaughter their dairy cows because the milk wasn’t selling temporarily, nor could they stop milking them or reduce their feed. After all, they still relied on the cows to make a living in the future, and no matter what, they had to hold out until the milk market improved.

This is essentially the same principle as a production line.

Roland Mars could already foresee that Mars, Inc.’s next step would be to face the same predicament that milk farmers faced back then.

At this point, he also began to wonder: should he choose to stubbornly resist, or should he yield to Li Mu?

Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch, considering it now, didn’t seem so unacceptable anymore…





Chapter 1653: Beware of Destructive Flattery

While Mars was deeply embroiled in a global public opinion whirlpool, several good pieces of news arrived for Li Mu from the UK.

First, William, who had only recently returned to the UK, had reached a consensus with his family and officially decided to come to China as an exchange student for one year. Furthermore, William had chosen Li Mu’s alma mater, Renmin University of China, as his preferred school.

Recent public opinion polls showed that the favorability between the people of China and the UK was rapidly increasing. The first major increase in favorability between the two nations’ populations occurred during the period when Li Mu was a guest at Buckingham Palace and was bestowed the highest title of nobility by the Queen.

Subsequently, Li Mu’s close interactions with the Royal Family, his output of 3321, his continuous engagement with Prince William, and his purchase of Manchester City Club, becoming a Premier League owner, all collaborated to elevate this goodwill to new heights.

A while ago, William’s visit to Muyeye Technology in a private capacity, at Li Mu’s invitation, further elevated this favorability.

The increase in goodwill between the populace also largely strengthened the cooperative relationship at the national level. Trade and business exchanges between the two countries were steadily growing, and even their respective embassies relaxed visa requirements for each other’s citizens.

The smooth implementation of the exchange student program also sparked interest among young people in the UK and throughout Europe in China, an ancient civilization with a long history. For a time, applications for tourism and study in China from Europe surged.

Even British football fans, who typically looked down on everyone, recently gave Li Mu a thumbs-up. The reason for this was another piece of good news Li Mu received.

Manchester City Club had been unstoppable in its recent matches, continuously defeating several strong Premier League teams and remaining undefeated since the start of the season.

The young CR7’s performance at Manchester City was like a god descending to earth. With a goal in almost every match, he had become the most watched football player in the entire UK. Rooney, whom Li Mu had spent heavily to acquire, formed an excellent attacking duo with CR7. Both of them, with their exquisite skills, outstanding speed, and awareness, easily tore through all their opponents’ defenses.

Besides these two, the young Chinese player Dong Fangzhuo also had an eye-catching performance. His powerful physical quality greatly changed European fans’ inherent impression of East Asian players. No one expected a young Chinese player to be able to directly confront European players on the field. Not only did his physical quality not fall behind in the slightest, but his speed and explosiveness were also not inferior. His clever movement often created excellent passing and assist opportunities for CR7, and he even scored three spectacular goals himself.

His excellent play and performance quickly allowed Dong Fangzhuo to establish himself at Manchester City Club. At the same time, thanks to the special care from the club, his mentality remained in peak condition.

Li Mu arranged for the club’s CEO to add a Chinese-descendant assistant coach team to the club. This team, comprised of six Chinese-descendant staff members, primarily used Chinese when communicating with the two Chinese-descendant players, Dong Fangzhuo and Sun Jihai. This helped create a more significant sense of belonging for them.

However, this assistant coach team was not established solely for the two of them. In the future, a continuous stream of Chinese players would go to Manchester City for trials, and a large number of Chinese teenagers would attend Manchester City’s youth academy. The assistant coach team’s main task in the future would be to serve this group of talents sent from China.

Dong Fangzhuo’s excellent performance gained him countless fans in China. Domestic TV stations, sports news, and other media frequently reported on Dong Fangzhuo’s Premier League performances. Videos of his goals and assists were often repeatedly broadcast on various TV stations. No Chinese player had ever shone so brightly immediately after arriving in Europe like Dong Fangzhuo. Therefore, all Chinese fans were proud of him, and even ordinary people who didn’t usually watch football came to like him and became his fans because of his outstanding performance.

Greatly encouraged and increasingly grateful for Li Mu’s recognition, Dong Fangzhuo posted a tweet on his personal Weibo: “It’s a great honor to be able to play for a Premier League club and exhibit my abilities and standards. For this, I want to use the Weibo platform to thank and pay tribute to our club’s Owner, Mr. Li Mu. He gave me this opportunity, this stage where I can strive to prove myself. In the future, I will definitely continue to work hard and live up to Mr. Li Mu’s trust.”

Two hours after this Weibo post was made, the topic #DongFangzhuoThanksLiMu# trended on China’s Weibo. A large number of netizens reposted, commented, and liked it, even going to Li Mu’s Weibo to leave messages, thanking him for nurturing a world-class player for Chinese football.

After seeing Dong Fangzhuo’s good performance and the trending topic on Weibo, Li Mu also posted a Weibo message. He said: “Dong Fangzhuo is a very promising football player, but he is only just making a name for himself and is far from reaching ‘world-class’ standards. I hope Chinese fans can treat this rationally and avoid over-praising him to harm him just because of a few excellent performances. At the same time, I hope Xiao Dong can maintain diligent training, a clear mind, and a humble heart throughout his future professional career. A good player must not be a flash in the pan. You still have at least fifteen years in your professional career. Keep up the good work.”

Chinese football has too many “tragedy of Fang Zhongyong” classic cases. While many of them involve personal factors of the players, the destructive flattery from the media and the public is also a very important reason. So-called destructive flattery means frantically praising a player and even giving them grand titles as soon as they show a little ability. For example, the domestic media’s favorite: “Asia’s Number One XX”, this destructive flattery alone has harmed a generation of people.

Titles like Asia’s Number One Striker, Asia’s Number One Defender, and Asia’s Number One Forward were once bestowed upon Chinese players by the Chinese media. What was the result? China still took decades to qualify for the World Cup once, only to lose all three matches without scoring a single goal.

When Dong Fangzhuo first debuted, the media called him a genius, the hope of Chinese football, and China’s truly world-class player, from morning till night. What was the result? Dong Fangzhuo hadn’t even found his true peak form before starting an irreversible downhill slide.

Therefore, Li Mu specifically wrote this Weibo post to awaken fans, the media, and Dong Fangzhuo himself. A player’s professional career spans over ten or twenty years. If they get carried away after only playing a few matches, such a person is destined to be a flash in the pan.



While Li Mu was giving professional career advice to Dong Fangzhuo from thousands of kilometers away, Mars was facing the most severe crisis in its history.

After their lawsuit against Muyeye Technology was dismissed by the US District Court, media and the public worldwide were watching them become a laughingstock.

When a company becomes a ridiculous monkey in the eyes of the public, a significant drop in its sales volume is naturally inevitable.

After sacking the CEO, the Mars Board of Directors convened another emergency meeting. This time, what they wanted to do was impeach the Chairman of the Board, Roland Mars.

Even if Roland Mars was a member of the Mars family, it was useless. The Mars family had long since spread out and had countless descendants. Everyone formed gangs and engaged in infighting; none of them were someone to be trifled with.

In this complex situation, Roland Mars himself had only temporarily sat in the Chairman of the Board position with a barely noticeable slight advantage. Once the various factions reached a private agreement again, the power behind him could turn from an advantage into a disadvantage.

What’s more, Roland Mars had now caused a whole mess of trouble for Mars. If they had fired the CEO and immediately apologized to Li Mu back then, Mars’s losses wouldn’t have reached this point today.

At this Board of Directors meeting, Roland Mars noticed that the factional alignments at the conference table had changed again.

Although the meeting had not yet reached the stage of immediately voting on his fate, the indifference of his supporters and the clamor of his opponents made Roland Mars realize the severity of the situation.

During the meeting, someone suggested he resign due to his fault. Roland Mars panicked.

Under normal circumstances, if someone raises this topic, his supporting forces would certainly step forward to back him, and then a vote would immediately be initiated. Each Board of Directors member had different voting power weights. A live vote and live tally of voting power would determine. If fifty-one percent of the voting power supported his stepping down from office, then he would have to immediately relinquish his position.

Seeing that the other party had exposed their intentions, a flustered Roland Mars quickly stood up and indignantly said, “Our top priority right now is not to discuss my departure, but how to resolve the negative impact Li Mu has brought upon us. Otherwise, even if you vote me out, Li Mu’s influence is still there, and the next Chairman of the Board won’t have it easy. All the pressure I face today will be inherited on the day he takes office. If he can’t solve this great trouble of Li Mu, then he’ll be kicked out before his bottom is even warm. What’s the point of this back and forth?”

Then, he added, “We can perfectly well put the question of my departure aside for the next stage. Let’s first focus our efforts on resolving Li Mu’s problem. Once this fatal issue is resolved, you can initiate a vote at any time to kick me out.”

Roland Mars’s words slightly eased the anger of the other Board of Directors members. What he said was indeed correct; the biggest problem at the moment was the external threat. If Roland Mars stepped down at this time, whoever took over would have to deal with a mess. Rather than that, it would be better to first resolve this mess, and then each faction could mobilize their energy to contend for the new Chairman of the Board position.

Although Roland Mars temporarily alleviated the pressure of being impeached, the targeted pressure remained undiminished.

After over ten minutes of intense discussion, the entire Board of Directors reached a decision that was approved by the majority of voting power: Roland Mars was to personally go to China and Plead Guilty with a Thorny Branch to Li Mu!





Chapter 1654: When Scolded, Nod; When Hit, Stand Firm

As the Chairman of the Board of a Fortune 500 company and the Chairman of the Board of one of the top five private enterprises in the United States, Roland Mars had always been incredibly arrogant. In his eyes, even the President of the United States might not be worth his personal deference and apology, let alone a greenhorn in his twenties.

Mars, led by Roland Mars, was different from IT, finance, energy, and military industries. Those in Silicon Valley frequently touched upon various antitrust laws, were swamped with work by the U.S. government daily, dedicating significant energy to government relations, and always bowed their heads to Washington D.C. The financial industry was no different, and energy and military industries were even more so.

However, a company like Mars truly lived a life without fear of anything or anyone. The food industry was one that would never trigger antitrust laws, so they never had to worry about sanctions from the U.S. government. Moreover, as long as they maintained strict product quality control, the American FDA, which is the Food and Drug Administration, wouldn’t bother them either.

Furthermore, Mars was almost exclusively the private property of the Mars family. To ensure independent management and absolute control over the enterprise, they only sacrificed a small portion of shares to external shareholders, but they had never considered going public. This meant that even the incredibly powerful Wall Street could do nothing to them; using capital means to contend with Mars was simply not an option, as they were operating on completely different dimensions.

Coupled with Mars’s rich product line, strong brand influence, global sales network, and astonishing profit margin, such an enterprise, while not the most powerful among the Fortune 500, had always been the most stable.

The internet bubble might have crushed IT companies, but it couldn’t sweep away Mars’s Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) market.

The financial crisis might have crushed financial companies and many real economy enterprises, but for a food industry giant like Mars, the impact received was far less than that on other companies.

If the Fortune 500 companies were likened to different feudal states during the era of lords, Mars was not the most militarily powerful among these states, nor did it have the largest territory or the strongest financial resources, but it was absolutely the most impregnably defended, as if Maginot Lines had been built on all sides, making it impossible for any opponent to find an opportunity to attack.

However, Mars had not anticipated that a company like itself actually had a fatal weakness. This fatal weakness was neither in government attitude nor economic conditions, but in public opinion and propaganda.

Mars, like Coca-Cola, invested heavily in advertising each year and was a major benefactor in the eyes of media worldwide. Therefore, Mars had always felt that its public relations capabilities were very strong and its market public relations were excellent. The media usually had to grovel at their heels, so even if a small scandal emerged, the media could help them cover it up.

But, unexpectedly, their incredibly strong media resources had a hidden prerequisite. Mars’s media resources had been effective before because this prerequisite had not been triggered, and that condition was: don’t anger Li Mu.

If Li Mu wasn’t angered, Mars’s public relations capabilities were indeed sufficient to support their strong defenses, preventing their opponents from finding a breakthrough point for attack.

However, when Li Mu was angered and took the initiative to attack Mars, he would come with a powerful Buff, a Buff that would render all of the opponent’s defenses useless.

Muyeye Technology itself was currently the portal media with the largest global coverage and strongest influence. Moreover, it covered the demographic that accessed the internet daily. In the society of that era, the demographic that could access the internet every day was the youngest and most viral group in society. In such circumstances, Li Mu had almost become an existence that commanded awe and fear among all global media.

Mars itself had deliberately created controversy with Muyeye Technology, using such shameless marketing tactics. When Li Mu unleashed his full firepower, all media outlets began to protect themselves. Their attitude toward Mars was no longer as ambiguous as before. Previously, these media treated Mars with an attitude of: anything goes as long as you pay for ads; but now, their attitude toward Mars had changed to: you can buy ads, but nothing else.

Without the help of these media resources, Mars suddenly realized that facing Muyeye Technology, they were like a child with a net worth of tens of billions of dollars, yet unarmed, while Li Mu was a fully armed Rambo, not only capable of fighting, but crucially, far wealthier than them.

Now, Mars was being thoroughly dominated by Li Mu in front of global public opinion, and the habitually arrogant Roland Mars was on the verge of collapse.

After the Board of Directors decided that he should immediately go to apologize and plead guilty with a thorny branch, he requested a meeting pause, hid in his office and chain-smoked over half a pack of Marlboro cigarettes, only then returning to the conference room. In front of everyone, annoyed, he said, “I respect the Board of Directors’ decision. Next, I will have my assistant immediately contact Muyeye Technology, preferably Li Mu directly, and arrange to travel to China as soon as possible.”

Jimmy Mars, the Vice President of the Board, suddenly spoke up, “Roland, I think you’d best not try to contact Muyeye Technology or Li Mu himself.”

“Why?!” Roland Mars frowned, looking at Jimmy Mars, whose smile didn’t reach his eyes.

Jimmy Mars, who had always been suppressed by Roland Mars, was the number two figure on the entire Mars Board of Directors.

He and Roland Mars were paternal male cousins; their fathers were full brothers. However, there was no affection between them, because in the face of a commercial empire worth tens of billions of dollars, family ties had long become insignificant. Even full brothers couldn’t necessarily be relied upon, let alone paternal male cousins. Moreover, a family that had flourished for several decades had long since spread out like branches and leaves, and every person named Mars had a large number of third-generation blood relatives. By the current young generation, they were truly too numerous to count.

With so many people competing for the same pot of food, it would be truly strange if their relationships were good.

Roland Mars had always felt that the person in the world who hoped he would die the earliest was probably his paternal cousin brother, Jimmy Mars, so he had always been very displeased with him and maintained constant vigilance.

Jimmy Mars said with a serious expression, “Roland, Li Mu’s original words were for you to ‘plead guilty with a thorny branch.’ Coincidentally, I’ve thoroughly studied this ancient Chinese story. Before Lian Po carried thorny branches to Lin Xiangru’s door to apologize, he didn’t have his own steward go to Lin Xiangru’s house to give a heads-up first! Your action clearly shows no sincerity. Given Li Mu’s temper, he might get even more annoyed, and then we’ll all be further implicated because of you.”

Roland Mars’s veins throbbed immediately from anger at Jimmy Mars’s words. He angrily shouted in front of everyone, “Jimmy, this matter reaching this point is not my fault, and yet I’ve decided to sacrifice my personal dignity for everyone’s interests. Do you have no gratitude at all?”

Jimmy Mars curled his lip and said, “What gratitude do I owe you? You were the one who signed off on the idiotic CEO before. Aren’t you responsible for the mess he stirred up? Besides, when Li Mu publicly accused us, you were the one who decided not to apologize and to go against him. Now that you’ve realized you can’t win, you claim to be sacrificing your personal dignity for our collective interests? As Chairman of the Board, you’re really good at distorting right from wrong, aren’t you?”

With that, Jimmy Mars looked at the people around him and incited them, “Everyone, tell me, am I right?”

A crowd agreed one after another.

Someone even spoke up and said, “Roland, you absolutely must not think that we owe you anything in this matter. Even if you truly plead guilty with a thorny branch this time and gain Li Mu’s forgiveness, it’s impossible to completely compensate for the harm you’ve caused us!”

“That’s right, Roland. Obediently do as Li Mu says. Go to China and plead guilty with a thorny branch to him, otherwise, we will immediately demand the initiation of extraordinary procedures to impeach you first!”

“Hey, if Roland is impeached, I’ll volunteer to be the next Chairman of the Board! I’m willing to go to China naked to apologize to Li Mu!”

Roland Mars looked at the people talking over each other noisily and only then realized how bad his popularity was within the Board of Directors.

Roland Mars’s series of actions that angered Li Mu and brought a huge crisis to Mars had indeed infuriated most of the Board members. Everyone was eating from the same pot; the person responsible for the cooking made a mistake, causing the pot to spring a leak, and the food in the pot was continuously decreasing. It would be strange if they didn’t resent him.

At this moment, Jimmy Mars saw that most people supported him, and he smiled, saying, “Roland, this is also my good intention. I hope you’ll correct your attitude and apologize properly to Li Mu. When scolded, nod; when hit, stand firm. Only then can you win his forgiveness and minimize losses for Mars. And only then can you stabilize your position as Chairman of the Board.”

Roland Mars was furious inside, but he still managed a slight smile on his face, nodding and saying, “Please rest assured, everyone, I will use my utmost sincerity to gain Li Mu’s forgiveness, and I will certainly find a way to reach a consensus most beneficial to us. At the same time, I also ask everyone not to worry; this matter may not necessarily be a bad thing for us. If I can represent Mars and bury the hatchet with Li Mu, perhaps this could even be a new development opportunity for us.”

Roland Mars said this without any confidence. He didn’t dare to hope that Li Mu would truly bury the hatchet with him and reach some sort of cooperation with Mars. He only said this to divert everyone’s attention, lest they, under Jimmy Mars’s inducement, constantly criticize him for the mistakes he had made in this matter.

Jimmy Mars naturally heard the hidden meaning in Roland’s words. He scoffed disdainfully, “Roland, don’t give us empty promises here. Given Li Mu’s capabilities, status, and temperament, I truly fear you won’t even get a chance to meet him. Even if you do get a chance to meet him, I’m not sure this matter will necessarily develop in a positive direction.”

Roland Mars said angrily, “Jimmy, what do you mean by that?”

Jimmy Mars shrugged, saying calmly, “Nothing in particular. If you can be optimistic, why can’t I be pessimistic? As for whether the final outcome is good or bad, that depends on your competence. It’s meaningless to just talk about it. We’ll wait for your news here.”





Chapter 1655: Journey to China

When Li Ziwei relayed Roland Mars’s desire to apologize in person to Li Mu, Li Mu was busy training the goofy Li Gouzi in his yard.

Although this Corgi was incredibly cute, in terms of intelligence, it wasn’t among the top ranks in the dog world; at best, it was average. Basic commands like fetching a ball or frisbee, sitting, or shaking a paw weren’t difficult for it, but more complex commands were somewhat challenging.

Li Mu particularly wanted Li Gouzi to learn the trick of playing dead when shot, but even after feeding it half a pack of dog biscuits, the silly dog still couldn’t learn it.

Just then, Li Ziwei called Li Mu. Li Mu simply threw the tennis ball far away, letting Li Gouzi run to fetch it, before taking out his phone and answering the call.

“General Manager Li, are you busy?”

Since it was the weekend, Li Ziwei didn’t want to discuss work matters with Li Mu. If something important came her way for Li Mu, she would try her best to hold it off, only relaying urgent matters. Her main reason was that she hoped Li Mu, the workaholic, could rest well on weekends and not endlessly deal with work.

Li Mu was aware of Li Ziwei’s habit and said with a smile, “Zi Wei, you rarely call me on weekends. Is there something important?”

Li Ziwei said, “Roland Mars’s assistant sent me an email. The email says that Roland Mars, Chairman of the Board of Mars, wishes to personally visit you in China and express his apologies face-to-face.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It took him this long to figure it out. Let him come.”

Li Ziwei said, “They hope you can give a precise time so they can arrange their itinerary.”

Li Mu said, “Tell his assistant that I don’t have a precise time. Such a large country like China is right here, and Beijing is right here. He can come whenever he wants. Does he still need to ask for my permission? However, before he arrives in Beijing, I will not schedule any meetings or calls with him. My principle is five words: ‘Come first, then talk.’”

“Alright,” Li Ziwei said with a smile, “Then I know how to reply. I’ll contact them right away.”

Li Mu hummed, then added, “Oh, ‘Flying Tigers’ has wrapped up filming. Steven Spielberg and his team are in the final stages. Could you help me contact him, confirm a specific departure time, and arrange for Air China to charter a flight to bring them from Spring City to Beijing? Then, please arrange a hotel for them to rest for two days in Beijing before chartering another flight to send them back to the United States.”

The reason for bringing Steven Spielberg and his team to Beijing was that Li Mu had promised Du Wei to have Steven Spielberg’s group detour through Beijing, giving her another chance to meet everyone.

For some reason, Li Mu had long since doted on Du Wei immensely.

Li Ziwei immediately said, “Alright, General Manager Li, I will arrange these things and inform you of the specific time.”

“Good.”

…

Roland Mars had been waiting for Li Mu’s feedback. Li Ziwei directly translated Li Mu’s original words into English. Li Mu’s arrogant and disdainful attitude made Roland Mars gnash his teeth in anger.

He had thought that with his clear indication of willingness to travel to China to apologize in person, Li Mu would at least give him a way out, even if it was just a small gesture to save face. At the very least, a simple “welcome” would suffice!

However, Li Mu was determined to trample both him and his dignity underfoot repeatedly, giving the other party no quarter whatsoever.

Whether it was Mars or Roland Mars, Li Mu had long seen through them clearly. He had ten thousand ways to strike at Mars and Roland Mars, but Mars and Roland Mars had no means or channels to strike back at him.

Would they stop selling him candy and dog food from now on? Firstly, he didn’t like candy, and besides, Li Gouzi’s dog food was entirely sponsored by Ardency. Mars could deliver it to his door, and he still wouldn’t bother with them.

Roland Mars had also fantasized that as a successful brick-and-mortar entrepreneur, Li Mu would at least give him some face. But now it seemed Li Mu genuinely didn’t take him seriously at all, filling his heart with resentment.

Yet, hatred was useless.

The entire Board of Directors had already voted to demand that Roland Mars must go to China to apologize to Li Mu.

Moreover, an apology wasn’t enough; the Board of Directors set several must-achieve goals for Roland Mars.

First, he must obtain Li Mu’s forgiveness and get him to cease his hostility towards Mars.

Second, restore all of Mars’s official Twitter accounts, and simultaneously restore Mars’s normal management权限over them.

Third, remove keyword blocking on Weibo Twitter.

Fourth, delete all negative news during this period, or if that truly cannot be done, at least strive to get Muyeye Technology to stop fanning the flames.

Roland Mars understood clearly in his heart that before these four goals were achieved, he would have to continue acting humble until the goals were met.

So, early the next morning, carrying a humiliated heart, he took his private jet from the United States to China.

This time, Roland Mars brought seven attendants with him. Four were his personal bodyguards. Among the other three, two were his secretaries and assistants, and one was his most trusted think tank and aide, Thomas, a top high-achieving student who graduated from the Wharton School.

During the over ten-hour flight to China, Roland Mars’s mood remained sour. Everyone knew the reason for his unhappiness: as the Chairman of the Board of a Fortune 500 company, he had to travel thousands of miles to China to apologize and beg forgiveness from a young man. It would be strange if he wasn’t agitated and annoyed.

However, no one dared to offer comfort. They knew Roland Mars cared too much about appearances, and trying to persuade him at such a time would be akin to slapping his face.

When Roland Mars’s private jet landed at Yanjing Airport, it was twelve o’clock on Monday noon.

As early as before Roland Mars’s private jet took off, the general manager of Mars China Company immediately began reception preparations. He booked the best hotel in Beijing for Roland and his party and dispatched a luxury motorcade to the airport to pick them up, making thorough arrangements for Roland’s group.

Before getting off the plane, Roland Mars, who had changed into a suit and emerged from his private bedroom, said to his assistant with a dark face, “Mia, contact the racing team. Tell them we won’t be eating lunch. Once we finish Customs (process), the racing team will go directly to Muyeye Technology.”

The female assistant, called Mia, nodded and said, “I’ll contact Mr. Wyatt right away.”

Wyatt was the CEO of Mars’s China branch. He had worked under Roland Mars for over ten years and understood Roland Mars’s style well, knowing that he cared too much about appearances and indulged in pleasure. So, he had prepared a lavish lunch to welcome Roland Mars and cleanse his dust, and he himself rushed to the airport with the motorcade to greet them.

However, Wyatt hadn’t expected Roland Mars to be so impatient, skipping lunch and heading directly to Muyeye Technology.

But he didn’t dare to object and immediately gave orders to the head of the racing team: “After picking up the Chairman of the Board, the racing team will go directly to Muyeye Technology Headquarters.”

About half an hour later, Roland Mars and his party completed the Customs (process) and emerged from the airport terminal. Wyatt, who had waited for a long time, hurried forward and shook hands with Roland Mars, saying, “Mr. Mars, welcome to China. You must have had a tiring journey.”

Roland Mars said coldly, “Less nonsense. We’re going to Muyeye Technology now. Let’s try to resolve the problem today!”

Wyatt quickly flattered him, “Mr. Mars, since you’ve personally come to China, I believe Li Mu will be overwhelmed by favor. This matter will definitely be resolved in the shortest possible time and in the most satisfactory manner.”

Roland Mars nodded impassively and said, “If Li Mu is really that sensible, that would be excellent. If things are done early, I’ll depart for the United States tonight.”

“So rushed?” Wyatt couldn’t help but say, “Mr. Mars, why not take the opportunity to stay in China for a couple more days? I can take you to experience the sights of China, the sights of Beijing, I guarantee you’ll…”

Roland Mars directly raised a hand to interrupt Wyatt and said coldly, “I’m not interested in China, and even less interested in Beijing. I just want to resolve this issue as soon as possible and return to the United States quickly.”

Wyatt quickly said, “Certainly, certainly. In my opinion, Mr. Mars, you’ll be able to depart for the United States tonight. Once you return to headquarters, you’ll be the hero of all Mars.”

Roland Mars’s expression eased slightly. “I don’t want to be Mars’s hero. As long as this matter is resolved, it’ll be enough for those idiots on the Board of Directors to quiet down!”

Wyatt quickly offered another flattering remark, saying, “Mr. Mars, you truly possess noble character and unquestionable integrity. If the Board of Directors knew your painstaking effort, they would surely be very grateful.”

“Grateful?” Roland Mars said with despise, “They’re just a bunch of spoiled giant babies who expect everything to be done for them. Do you expect them to be grateful?”

At this point, Roland Mars added, “I have no interest in whether they’re grateful or not right now. I just want to quickly resolve Li Mu’s problem.”

Wyatt said, “Li Mu’s problem should be easy to solve. Based on my understanding of him, this young Chinese man is just young and impetuous and cares too much about appearances. His going against Mars, in my view, is merely for the sake of his pride. As long as you give him enough face, this matter can easily be handled.”

Roland Mars silently cursed in his heart, Is he the only one who cares about appearances? Don’t I?

However, he didn’t voice his complaints. Instead, he sighed lightly and nodded. “I hope it can be resolved as soon as possible.”

The racing team sped along the airport high-speed road and arrived at the Muyeye Technology office building in less than an hour. Roland Mars took a deep breath, stepped out of the car, and then said to his think tank, Thomas, “Thomas, you come up with me to see Li Mu. Everyone else waits here.”

Thomas’s Chinese was excellent; he could basically conduct normal spoken English conversations, so Roland Mars didn’t bring a full-time translator this time, intending for Thomas to handle it.

In his view, the fewer people who witnessed such a disgraceful matter, the more at ease he would be.

The two entered the Muyeye Technology office building. After reporting their names at the Front Desk, they expected the Front Desk lady to immediately lead them to Li Mu. But unexpectedly, after confirming their IDs, the Front Desk lady said to Roland Mars, “Mr. Roland, our General Manager Li’s assistant, Miss Li Ziwei, left a message saying that General Manager Li asked her to convey something to you.”

Roland Mars eagerly asked, “What does your General Manager Li want to convey to me?”

The Front Desk lady politely said, “Our General Manager Li said that he would only consider meeting you after you hold a press conference and apologize in front of the media.”





Chapter 1656: Chain Traps

Roland Mars originally thought that, as the Chairman of the Board of a Fortune 500 company, his personal trip to China to apologize to Li Mu had already given Li Mu immense face. Li Mu should know when to stop and grant him sufficient respect.

But he never expected that this young Chinese entrepreneur was still not content. Even though he had already arrived at his company’s hall, Li Mu still refused to meet him, and even intensified actions by demanding that he hold a press conference in Beijing.

Personally coming to China to apologize was already the limit of what Roland Mars could do.

His trip to China was highly confidential; he didn’t leak any information to any gild / embellish a resume. Even within his own company, only the true executives knew. The reason for such strict confidentiality was to resolve this conflict in a low-key manner, preserving his dignity to the greatest extent.

On this point, the Board of Directors members who were at odds with Roland Mars also reached a consensus with him. They were very willing to privately humiliate Roland Mars, even kick him out of his position as president (of an an association) of the Board of Directors, but no one wanted Roland Mars to be publicly humiliated.

Because if Roland Mars lost face externally, he would be representing the entire Mars.

Now, Roland Mars, who had traveled thousands of miles to China, was simply dismissed by a common Front Desk at Muyeye Technology with just a few words, instantly causing him to burn with anger.

With an extremely sour expression, he said to the Front Desk lady, “Please tell your General Manager Li right now, if he doesn’t want to see me, then I’ll turn around and go back to America. My plane is waiting at Yanjing Airport!”

The Front Desk had no choice but to contact Li Ziwei again via the internal phone. After hearing about Roland Mars’s “harsh words,” Li Ziwei quickly relayed them to Li Mu. Li Mu listened, smiled faintly, and said, “Tell Roland Mars that I wish him a safe journey.”

Li Ziwei couldn’t help but laugh aloud and asked, “General Manager Li, are you really going to treat him like this?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling, “He thinks secretly coming over to apologize to me will just end things? I have many more traps waiting for him behind the scenes.”

In his past life, as the internet continued to develop, many grey area industries would emerge. One such niche was offline fraud.

The difference between offline fraud and phone fraud is that offline fraud often uses romantic relationships as an entry point. Moreover, the scripts they use are different from those in phone fraud. Phone fraud usually follows a movie script, resolving the “battle” in one go, while offline fraud more often adopts a drama series model.

Li Mu once knew a buddy who wasn’t too bright. One day, he found a beautiful woman adding him on WeChat, and he accepted her friend request. The woman immediately started showing concern and even proactively revealed her sad past. A day or two later, the two were already chat animatedly in the unfamiliar online world. The woman even frequently sent him beautiful life selfies, making him restless with desire.

Once they became familiar, the other party began tentatively digging the first trap. Typically, they would find an excuse, saying they suddenly encountered something, like not having small change, or being unable to use online banking or Alipay, and then ask him to transfer one or two hundred yuan for an emergency.

One or two hundred yuan was nothing to him. Besides, their chat animatedly felt like speculation, and he also had some designs on the beauty, not wanting her to think he was stingy, so he gladly gave it.

After this money was given, the other party returned it to him a few hours later, even expressing immense gratitude. Subsequently, their relationship further warmed, and the other party felt he had a good heart and was reliable. Both sides began entering a passionate honeymoon period.

After entering the honeymoon period, they officially began an online romance, constantly exchanging sweet nothings as “husband” and “wife” every day. However, the other party suddenly ran into a lot of trouble, followed by successive requests for money, money, and more money. The man gradually fell into one gentle trap after another. By the time he suddenly realized (idiom: to wake up to reality, to suddenly see the light), he had already spent over one hundred thousand on this woman he had never met.

But this wasn’t the worst of it. The worst part was that when his friend reported the case, he only then learned that the other party had already defrauded countless people nationwide, with one victim losing close to one million.

What Li Mu now wanted to play with Roland Mars was this kind of drama series model.

For Roland Mars, if he could truly turn around without looking back and leave, Li Mu would instead be greatly impressed by him. However, Li Mu knew in his heart that since Roland Mars had come to China and taken the first step, he definitely wouldn’t truly give up now.

In Mars’s history of growth over so many years, it had never encountered such a powerful opponent as Muyeye Technology. Now, Muyeye Technology merely controlled public opinion on the internet, yet it had already brought such great trouble to Mars. Mars would inevitably shake hands and make peace with him at all costs, otherwise, if this continued, Muyeye Technology would have none damage, but Mars would be like an unhealable wound, constantly bleeding.

This wound might not be fatal to the enormous Mars, but it would certainly make it very uncomfortable. If Roland Mars couldn’t heal this wound during this trip to China, his days at Mars would also be difficult in the future.

Roland Mars had always felt that Li Mu was a young man who cared too much about appearances and held grudges. Mars had “touched his porcelain” (provoked him), so naturally, he was displeased. Relying on the resources in his hand, he deliberately wanted to deal with Mars, to save face. Since he had already come, Li Mu should give him a way out, which would result in a win-win situation.

Precisely because of this, Roland Mars thought that if he used returning to his country as a means to coerce, Li Mu would likely compromise, because what he wanted was face. Since he was delivering the face himself, Li Mu surely wouldn’t want all efforts to come to nothing.

When the Front Desk picked up the phone, Roland Mars was still secretly pleased, believing that this call must be Li Mu inviting him upstairs. However, Li Mu once again exceeded his expectations.

After hearing Sister Ziwei’s instructions, the Front Desk asked in surprise, “Sister Ziwei, do you really want me to say that?”

Li Ziwei hummed in affirmation and said, “Just tell him the exact words in English.”

The Front Desk unconsciously stuck out her tongue and said, “Alright then, I’ll tell him now.”

After speaking, she hung up the phone and looked at Roland Mars somewhat embarrassed, unsure how to begin.

After all, she was a young girl, thin-skinned and soft-hearted. She knew that Roland Mars in front of her had Advancing Cannon (in Xiangqi) over from America from so far away, and with just one sentence from her own Owner, he would make a trip for nothing. It truly felt a bit cruel.

Little did Roland Mars know this. Seeing the Front Desk girl’s torn / indecisive expression, he thought she had recognized his identity and knew he was an esteemed guest, and was thus somewhat intimidated.

So he deliberately smiled and asked, “Well, what did your General Manager Li say?”

The Front Desk girl seriously said, “Mr. Mars, our General Manager Li asked me to tell you that he wishes you a safe journey.”

“What?” Roland Mars didn’t react immediately, thinking he had misheard. He couldn’t help but ask again, “What did you just say?”

The Front Desk girl deliberately slowed her speech and said, “Didn’t you say you wanted to go back to America? I relayed your exact words to General Manager Li, and General Manager Li asked me to tell you that he wishes you a safe journey.”

“I…” Roland Mars felt as if his entire chest had been violently struck by a locomotive. He never imagined that Li Mu would give such a reply.

A safe journey?

Did that mean he should just hurry back to America?

What did this guy ultimately want to work with (him)? Didn’t he just want him to apologize? He had already arrived, so why was he still so impervious to persuasion? Continuing to deal with Mars wouldn’t benefit him or Muyeye Technology at all! Even if Mars went bankrupt, Muyeye Technology wouldn’t gain any interests. The businesses of the two companies were completely unrelated. Why did he have to be so stubborn and ruthless?

Roland Mars was instantly in an irreversible situation.

His emotional side told him: leave quickly, without looking back, go straight to the airport, then fly back to America, and no longer endure any insults from Li Mu;

However, his rational side told him: hold it in, you must hold it in. Under no circumstances can you return empty-handed. That way, his face in front of Li Mu would be preserved, but his initiative at Mars would be lost. While face was indeed important, interests were even more so.

Just as Roland Mars was torn / indecisive about what to do, the Front Desk girl cautiously said, “Sir, if there’s nothing else, please head back for now. We have other visitors to attend to…”

A young Front Desk girl could issue a ‘request to leave’ to him, which made Roland Mars exceptionally vexed, but he had no way to flare up.

However, Roland Mars, who had just been utterly defeated / completely outshone by a single sentence from Li Mu, felt a sense of ‘many fleas, no itch’ after the Front Desk girl’s additional jab.

The scales in his mind instantly tipped. At this moment, he felt that since he had already lost face, as long as he could preserve his interests, losing a little more face wouldn’t matter. Otherwise, not only would his previous loss of face be for nothing, but his interests would also be lost in vain.

Once he understood this, Roland Mars’s attitude immediately softened. He said with great apology to the Front Desk girl, “I’m truly embarrassed. I was a bit impulsive just now. Please trouble yourself to contact General Manager Li again and tell him that I understand now. I am willing to hold a press conference. As for the specific steps, I ask General Manager Li to give his detailed instructions.”

The Front Desk lady saw Roland Mars’s state of extreme alarm expression, and couldn’t help but let out a little snicker. She then quickly put on a serious work expression and said, “Please wait a moment, I will contact our President / CEO’s assistant again.”

The Front Desk lady’s smile made Roland Mars utterly ashamed, so much so that his old face even flushed red.

However, he could only grit his teeth and bury these humiliations deep in his heart, hoping to quickly solve this great trouble. As for the matter of face, he firmly believed in the principle that A gentleman’s revenge is never too late.

When Li Ziwei received the phone call from the Front Desk, she immediately smiled and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, Roland Mars has compromised. He said he is willing to hold a press conference. Please give your specific instructions.”

Li Mu pursed his lips and said, “I have nothing to instruct. Let him handle it himself. But you must tell him whether I will meet him depends entirely on his attitude and performance at the press conference!”





Chapter 1657: Unprecedented Press Conference

Roland Mars forgot how he had left Muyeye Technology and arrived at the hotel.

In the most luxurious five-star hotel presidential suite in Beijing, he smashed things around in a fit of rage, and his two assistants couldn’t hold him back.

The Mars family was also traditional Old Money. When Li Mu’s grandfather and great-grandfather were still poor peasants, the Mars family had already begun building its own business empire. Like the Old Money Li Mu had met in the UK, the biggest flaw of these people was their perpetual, inexplicably arrogant pride.

When the United States’ national power surged, citizens of the declining British Empire always felt Americans were a bunch of redneck rubes, disdaining America as a nouveau riche emerging nation that lacked history, but secretly nursing bitter feelings of resentment.

Now, established entrepreneurs from the US and UK, with decades or even centuries of history, also looked down on emerging tycoons like Bill Gates and Li Mu, who quickly rose to prominence through IT. They viewed them as nouveau riche, speculative merchants who made their fortunes on bubbles. In truth, it boiled down to five words: a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment.

In Roland Mars’s mind, he truly believed he was superior to Li Mu. He felt that his family background, connections, history, accumulated experience, personal knowledge, and even life experience were all far superior to Li Mu’s. Li Mu should have treated him with the respect due to a Teacher. Yet, this young man had directly trampled him underfoot, and this humiliation left him seething with indignation.

After half a day of cursing and smashing things, Roland Mars’s rage significantly dissipated, replaced by a deep weariness spreading from his heart. He checked the time; it was already afternoon in China. The wounds Li Mu had inflicted on Mars were still profusely bleeding, festering, and infecting, making them impossible to heal. The Board of Directors’ time limit for him was also running out.

After smoking an entire cigar, Roland Mars held a conference call with the Board of Directors. He explained Li Mu’s demands during the meeting. As expected, not a single person on the Board objected to the requirement of holding a press conference.

Although holding a press conference and publicly apologizing to Li Mu there was undeniably embarrassing, Mars could no longer afford to care about its reputation when faced with immense public pressure and harassing negative news.

Roland Mars knew that the Board of Directors only cared about interests. As for the embarrassing part, since he was the one taking the lead, they didn’t really care. So, they would definitely accept Li Mu’s demands. If he didn’t agree, all the pressure would once again fall back on him.

Thus, Roland Mars abandoned his fight against it. During the conference call, he said, “Since everyone has reached a consensus, I will start preparing for the press conference today. We will strive to hold it tomorrow.”

After hanging up, Roland Mars immediately had his assistant contact Li Ziwei to convey a message: “Mars is willing to hold a press conference in Beijing and, at the press conference, express its apologies to Muyeye Technology to the entire society.”

However, Roland Mars had an ulterior motive. He was afraid Li Mu would find fault with him again after the conference. So, he deliberately had his assistant ask a question: “Does Muyeye Technology have any specific requirements regarding the venue and scale of this press conference?”

Li Ziwei relayed the question to Li Mu, who replied, “Tell them we have no requirements for the venue or scale. However, I only have one demand: the attending media must be no less than two hundred outlets, and ninety percent of global first-tier media must be present.”

Li Mu refused to let Mars off the hook because he wanted to use it to flex Muyeye Technology’s muscles to all companies worldwide. A company like Mars, thinking its products and strategy had none conflict with Muyeye Technology, dared to deliberately create controversy with it. Li Mu had to make them understand that any form of Forced Collision must come at a painful cost.

Therefore, Mars’s press conference had to have sufficient social impact. Li Mu wanted to publicly slap them hard in front of the entire world.

Upon receiving Li Mu’s demands, Roland Mars felt intense resentment, but at that moment, he had no way out. He guessed that Li Mu wouldn’t accept any casual dismissal from him and that Li Mu would impose some difficult conditions. Now, he had no other option but to accept.

Having made up his mind, Roland Mars immediately summoned the general manager for the China region to his presidential suite and issued a command: “Immediately book a high-end conference venue and notify all media outlets we can reach. Tell them that Mars will hold a press conference tomorrow at five o’clock in the afternoon regarding its previous malicious marketing against Muyeye Technology. Ensure as many media outlets as possible attend.”

The China region general manager nodded and said, “Then I’ll go arrange it right away.”

Roland Mars reminded him, “Make sure it’s done as quickly as possible. I want the press conference to start punctually at five o’clock tomorrow afternoon. As soon as the conference ends, I’ll immediately go see Li Mu. It would be best if we can resolve this matter quickly. If things go smoother, I’ll return to the United States overnight tomorrow.”

The China region general manager couldn’t help but ask, “Mr. Mars, are you in such a hurry to return? Would you like to rest for a couple of days in Beijing? I could also report on the development of our business in China.”

Roland Mars refused without hesitation, “If it weren’t for the fact that there’s no way around it, I wouldn’t want to stay here for one minute!”

…

That evening, the Public Relations Department of Mars’s China branch issued invitations to all media outlets, inviting them to attend Mars’s press conference the following day at five o’clock in the afternoon in Beijing.

What shocked the media most was the theme of Mars’s press conference. Written in black and white on the invitation sent to media outlets was: “At this press conference, Mr. Roland Mars, Chairman of the Board of Mars, Inc., will publicly apologize on-site for Mars’s previous malicious marketing against Muyeye Technology.”

As the news of Roland Mars’s arrival in Beijing was unknown to the media, when this invitation was sent out, the media immediately caused an uproar, and reports on this significant news began even before the press conference started.

Everyone knew that Mars had deliberately created controversy with Muyeye Technology. The matter of Muyeye Technology punishing Mars on its Weibo Twitter platform had also been widely discussed. However, no one expected Mars to back down so quickly.

Furthermore, Mars’s capitulation was essentially at the highest level. Not only were they holding a press conference to issue a public apology, but their Chairman of the Board had also personally come to Beijing. Such an event was almost unheard of before.

Suddenly, media reports were overwhelming.

Some media focused on Mars backing down, considering it the most timid capitulation by a Fortune 500 company in history.

Other media highlighted Muyeye Technology’s immense influence, asserting that Muyeye Technology had now become the world’s sole top-tier enterprise. This assertion stemmed from its valuation exceeding one hundred billion dollars and, more importantly, its unparalleled global influence.

Still other media focused their reports on Li Mu, deeming this a victory for Li Mu alone against Mars. They believed that from this day forward, Li Mu’s influence in the business sector could be recorded in history.

As for the vast majority of spectators, most found it immensely gratifying. To make the Chairman of the Board of a Fortune 500 company personally come out and apologize, Li Mu’s courage and ability were unmatched among entrepreneurs. Such an overwhelming victory greatly excited his followers and made people worldwide look at him in a new light once again.

While the external media overwhelmingly publicized this matter, Li Mu was at home calculating how much ‘meat’ he should carve from Mars before letting Roland Mars leave.

After much consideration, he called Li Ziwei.

Once the call connected, Li Mu reminded Li Ziwei, “Zi Wei, after tomorrow’s press conference, Roland Mars will certainly ask to meet with me again. When that happens, tell him to come directly to Muyeye Technology to find me.”

Li Ziwei immediately said, “Understood, General Manager Li.”

Li Mu then added, “Oh, and please print a few copies of the social media copy for me. I’ll need them to show Roland Mars tomorrow.”

Li Ziwei quickly asked, “What copy do you need printed?”

Li Mu said, “I’ll text you a list shortly.”

“Okay.”

…

The following afternoon.

In the banquet hall of a foreign-funded hotel in Beijing, Mars’s press conference was about to begin.

Over one thousand media personnel attended the press conference, and the venue was practically overflowing.

Muyeye Technology’s reporters were also invited and attended this press conference.

Roland Mars, resting in the VIP lounge on the second floor, looked down at the entire scene through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The dense mass of reporters below made his scalp tingle.

Although Mars was a Fortune 500 company, it had never held a press conference of this magnitude since its founding.

In fact, Mars had always desired to create some big news, but they were, after all, just a private enterprise primarily focused on food. Aside from occasional minor scandals, they could hardly generate genuinely significant news. Sometimes, even if they desperate to send invitations, they couldn’t attract so much media attention, because many media outlets had very high standards for news quality and wouldn’t pay much heed to a food company’s press conference.

However, once this press conference became associated with Li Mu, it became the center of public attention. Almost every media outlet that received an invitation sent their reporters to attend. Such a grand spectacle was unexpected even by Roland Mars and Mars’s staff.

Only five hundred chairs had been prepared, but currently, all five hundred chairs were already occupied, and most other areas were also packed with standing people. Below, countless video cameras and cameras were present, and flash photography continuously erupted in all corners, one after another.

Roland Mars watched, alarmed, and thought to himself, “Damn, it hasn’t even started, and reporters are already furiously taking pictures. Soon, the entire area below will be turned into a blinding white expanse by the flashes, won’t it?”

“And that dense, dark crowd below – just how many people have come? They’re all here to see me back down and make a fool of myself…”





Chapter 1658: The Most Solemn Apology

Time flowed by second by second. When the pointer reached four fifty, Mars’s China representative walked into the room.

Roland Mars was exceptionally nervous at this moment. When the other party approached him and whispered, “Mr. Mars, it’s time,” Roland Mars felt even more flustered.

Perhaps sensing Roland Mars’s nervousness, the China region representative whispered in his ear, “Mr. Mars, this press conference of ours will be over very soon. You’ll speak for at most ten minutes, and the remaining time will be left to the host. All in all, if it’s quick, a little over ten minutes; if it’s slow, at most half an hour. You can leave by five thirty at the latest.”

“Five thirty…” Roland Mars murmured, nodding as he said, “After it’s over, contact Muyeye Technology immediately. I want to meet Li Mu as soon as possible.”

“Understood,” the China region representative replied, “I’ll contact Li Mu’s assistant directly then.”

“Alright.” Roland Mars sighed lightly, stood up, and said, “Let’s quickly resolve this rotten business in front of us. I’ve had enough. Tell the host to say less at the opening, and simplify the opening remarks again.”

At this moment, the media reporters at the press conference had already set up their long lenses and short microphones, waiting patiently.

At exactly 5:00 PM, the venue lights gradually dimmed, and the stage lights gradually intensified. A host in a suit stepped onto the stage.

The host, holding a microphone, walked to the center of the stage and, in a standard broadcasting voice, began, “Thank you, media friends, for attending Mars, Inc.’s press conference. The preparation time for this press conference was rather short, and many tasks could not be fully completed. We hope for your understanding. On behalf of all Mars, Inc. employees, I extend our gratitude to all visiting friends.”

With that, the host held the microphone with both hands at his lower abdomen and bowed deeply to the audience.

A moment later, the host immediately picked up the microphone and continued, “Due to time constraints, we will now get straight to the point. Please welcome Mr. Roland Mars, Chairman of the Board of Mars, Inc., to the stage.”

As soon as the words fell, Roland Mars stepped onto the stage from one side. His appearance seemed to inject a shot of adrenaline into the media reporters present; everyone immediately perked up, clicking away and snapping pictures of him endlessly.

Roland Mars had never heard such a dense barrage of shutter sounds and the click-clack of flashlights. The overwhelming flashes almost momentarily blinded him. It took considerable effort to adjust his mindset and rhythm before he walked to the center of the stage.

This distance of less than twenty meters felt like twenty kilometers to Roland Mars. In this short distance, he estimated that he had been photographed several thousand times by hundreds of reporters below the stage. He figured that these photos, accompanied by various mocking headlines, would appear on the front pages of major global media outlets tomorrow.

When he reached the center of the stage, Roland Mars, who was always well-traveled and possessed great psychological resilience, was so nervous he didn’t know what to do. His mouth felt stiff even before he spoke.

After taking a full one minute to force himself to calm down slightly, Roland Mars picked up the microphone and said in English, “Ladies and gentlemen, I am Roland Mars, Chairman of the Board of Mars, Inc. Thank you all for coming.”

Roland Mars bowed, then stood up and continued, “The fundamental reason for holding this press conference is that I wish to represent Mars, Inc. and extend our deepest apologies to Muyeye Technology for our previous malicious marketing!”

After Roland Mars finished speaking, he felt his face burning hot, the heat even scorching his eyes, making them sting.

After a brief pause, Roland Mars took a deep breath and continued, “Several days ago, Mars missed an online resource auction by Muyeye Technology. After this auction was won by a competitor, our then-CEO was extremely frustrated by the missed opportunity. In a moment of impulse, he fabricated an extremely unprofessional lie, falsely claiming to the public that Mars missed the auction because Muyeye Technology’s online bidding system had malfunctioned. For this, on behalf of Mars, Inc., I express our sincerest apologies to Muyeye Technology and are willing to compensate Muyeye Technology for all losses incurred as a result. We also hope Muyeye Technology can forgive Mars, Inc. for this irrational and unprofessional action. Here, I wish to express our highest respect to Muyeye Technology.”

With that, Roland Mars bowed deeply again. This time, his bow lasted for ten seconds.

Ten seconds later, Roland Mars stood up, declaring with a relieved sigh, “Thank you all for coming again, thank you everyone!”

After he finished speaking, Roland Mars turned and left the stage without hesitation. A large group of reporters eagerly raised their hands, indicating they had questions, and many even rushed towards Roland Mars. However, he was directly escorted by staff to the VIP lounge, leaving the chaotic scene to the host.

A press conference themed around an apology thus concluded.

Although Roland Mars only went up to say a few paragraphs of words, in the eyes of the media, this press conference was simply the most solemn apology in the modern business world.

Li Mu knew all the details of the press conference immediately. Overall, he was quite satisfied with Roland Mars’s public apology. Regardless of what Roland Mars truly thought, at least at this apology conference, his attitude was sincere enough, and his wording objective enough, without attempting to shirk responsibility.

However, this was not enough for him to let Roland Mars and Mars, Inc. off the hook. He had one trap after another waiting for Roland Mars.

Back at the press conference venue, the first thing Roland Mars did upon returning to the VIP lounge was to have his assistant contact Li Ziwei, attempting to arrange a meeting with Li Mu.

Li Mu did not refuse this time. He directly had Li Ziwei inform Roland Mars that he could meet with him at Muyeye Technology. After receiving Li Mu’s confirmed reply, Roland Mars immediately left the press conference venue, riding in a low-key Buick Commercial vehicle, heading to Muyeye Technology once more.

On the way to Muyeye Technology, Roland Mars requested a small gel pen from his assistant and carefully tucked it into his inner suit pocket.

This gel pen was, in reality, a practically undetectable voice recorder, capable of continuously recording for over ten hours. This was Roland Mars’s tailor-made ultimate trump card against Li Mu.

Roland Mars felt that an arrogant young man like Li Mu, after forcing him to bow his head and apologize, would definitely not give up the opportunity to continue humiliating him. Conveniently, after the press conference, he also needed to meet Li Mu to discuss the specific aftermath. To put it plainly, he was asking Li Mu to show mercy. Therefore, he guessed that during the actual meeting, Li Mu’s bluster would be even more outrageous.

Since that was the case, he prepared beforehand. When he met Li Mu and Li Mu tried to show off, he would deliberately feign weakness. On one hand, this would allow Li Mu to expose his deliberate intent to suppress Mars; on the other, he would secretly record Li Mu’s arrogant side. Then, he would present the world with a huge reversal, letting them see Li Mu’s true colors.

In Roland Mars’s view, Li Mu’s persona in the public eye was too perfect, and the more perfect a persona, the more thoroughly it collapses when a scandal breaks. Therefore, he hoped to use this meeting with Li Mu to directly destroy Li Mu’s persona.

If he could obtain evidence of Li Mu’s arrogance and his deliberate use of influence to threaten and coerce Mars into compliance, he would find an opportunity to turn the tables.

If Li Mu was still unsatisfied with the press conference apology and wanted to obtain more vested interests from Mars, and at the same time he obtained first-hand evidence, then Li Mu would be even more finished.

Roland Mars knew that Li Mu always had a big appetite; that wave of extortion against Google was simply demanding an exorbitant price. If he dared to propose improper intentions towards Mars face-to-face, then he could directly reverse the entire incident and make Mars the ultimate winner.

The Commercial vehicle arrived at the entrance of Muyeye Technology. Roland Mars and his assistant got out of the car together and walked into the building.

This time, the one who received Roland Mars was still the same Front Desk lady from yesterday, though today she did not stop Roland Mars. After registering him, she told Roland Mars, “Mr. Mars, our General Manager Li will only see you alone. As for the others, please move to the reception room to rest first.”

Roland Mars nodded slightly, then followed a staff member alone, taking the elevator upstairs.

The staff member led Roland Mars directly to the door of Li Mu’s office. Li Ziwei was already waiting there. Seeing Roland Mars brought to the door, she stepped forward to greet him, saying, “Hello, Mr. Mars, I am Li Ziwei.”

“Oh, Miss Li!” Roland Mars looked at Li Ziwei with a friendly expression, smiling as he said, “I never expected Miss Li to be even more beautiful in person! Hearing your great name simply doesn’t do you justice compared to meeting you!”

Li Ziwei smiled faintly and politely replied, “You’re too kind, Mr. Mars.”

With that, without waiting for Roland Mars to speak, Li Ziwei pointed to the door of Li Mu’s office and said, “Our General Manager Li is waiting for you inside. Please come in quickly.”

Roland Mars hastily said thank you, then stepped into the office.

At this moment, Li Mu was arranging a Gongfu tea set on the coffee table in the reception area. Seeing Roland Mars enter, he smiled very courteously and waved to him, saying, “Hello, Mr. Mars, you’ve arrived just in time. Come and taste how China’s tea is.”

Li Mu’s immediate friendliness caught Roland Mars caught off guard. He paused, then walked up to Li Mu, smiling as he said, “General Manager Li, I’ve long heard your great name. Today, I finally have the opportunity to meet you. It is truly an honor to see you.”

Li Mu looked at Roland Mars, smiled faintly, and said, “Mr. Mars, don’t be so polite. Come, please sit.”

Roland Mars sat down opposite Li Mu, his mind set on trying to trick Li Mu into revealing his thoughts. So, right from the start, he said humbly, “Mr. Li, I have already held the press conference and apologized as you requested. When will you be able to lift Twitter’s various restrictions on Mars? Especially regarding the negative news about Mars, Inc., please show mercy and do not intentionally allow them to spread widely. Honestly, this has a significant negative impact on our official brand promotion.”

Li Mu smiled imperceptibly, saying, “What are you talking about, Mr. Mars? As a virtual world, how can I interfere with what content users choose to post? Are you suggesting I should intentionally block negative news for Mars, Inc.?”





Chapter 1659: Forced Collision and Blackmail

Roland Mars hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so cautious even in a private meeting.

Logically, young people are full of vigor, especially successful ones like Li Mu, who would be even more arrogant. Now that Roland Mars was showing weakness and pleading with him to stop targeting Mars, Li Mu should, by all accounts, have taken advantage of the situation and taken advantage of a concession (idiom).

Roland Mars’s seemingly concede / yield and admission of defeat was actually a trap he had laid for Li Mu.

In his opinion, when he said, “Please show mercy / lift a hand (idiom),” Li Mu, with his domineering and forceful personality, should have said something like, “Seeing your sincere attitude, I’ll let it go this time,” or “Ask me to show mercy / lift a hand (idiom)? What are you even?”

No matter which of the two, as long as Li Mu said it, it would prove that Li Mu implicitly admitted to his suppress of Mars.

However, Li Mu did not fall for it; instead, he feigned ignorance (feigning ignorance).

Li Mu didn’t know what kind of trick Roland Mars was playing. Back then, Larry Page had also crossed half the globe to beg for mercy. At that time, Li Mu had openly and frankly laid out all his overt strategy (overt strategy) before Larry Page, which scared Larry Page and the entire Google shareholder layer into being timid/cowardly (timid/cowardly).

Since it was an overt strategy (overt strategy), Li Mu didn’t care how many people knew about it; even if the whole world knew he wanted to blackmail Google, it wouldn’t matter.

However, although Roland Mars had also come to China to apologize, just like Larry Page, behind this was a conspiracy (conspiracy) Li Mu had meticulously designed for Mars.

Since it was a conspiracy, Li Mu subconsciously (subconsciously) felt that he naturally needed to be more cautious; even in his own office, he couldn’t be careless (be careless).

Roland Mars was intent on scheming against Li Mu, unaware that Li Mu was also scheming against him. Seeing Li Mu’s extreme cautiousness (cautious), he couldn’t help but try a different approach, saying to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, honestly, we truly shouldn’t have shifted the blame for missing the bid onto Muyeye Technology in front of the gild / embellish a resume (gild / embellish a resume). This matter is entirely the responsibility of Mars, and it’s due to my inadequate management. Here, on behalf of all members of the Mars, Inc. Board of Directors (Board of Directors), I apologize to you!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, feigning politeness, “Oh, Mr. Mars, look at what you’re saying. For something like this, a phone call would have sufficed. Why bother coming all the way to China?”

Roland Mars’s expression faltered. He looked at Li Mu in surprise and said, “Mr. Li, didn’t you ask me to plead guilty with a thorny branch (Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch)?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but laugh heartily. “Mr. Mars, ‘Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch’ (Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch) is a Chinese idiom. While such a story did genuinely happen in history, later generations merely use this idiom to describe sincere apologies.”

Roland Mars said helplessly, “Mr. Li, I’m not Chinese people (Chinese people), and I don’t know much about Chinese culture. I thought you really wanted me to come to your door and plead guilty with a thorny branch (Pleading Guilty with a Thorny Branch), so I specifically rushed over.”

Li Mu said casually, “Mr. Mars, the bidding incident was a minor matter after all. Neither of us needs to dwell on it too much; once we talk it out, it’s over. There’s no need for this Intimate activity (Intimate activity).”

Roland Mars felt extreme contempt for Li Mu in his heart. In his view, Li Mu was truly the most hypocritical person in the world. He had angrily forced Roland Mars to come to China to apologize, and now that his own person (own person) had arrived, he was saying such things—it was utterly shameless.

However, Roland Mars dared not show any dissatisfaction. He quickly interjected, “General Manager Li (General Manager Li) is broad-minded, which is admirable. I hope we can turn past this less-than-pleasant chapter, and even more, I hope Mars can resolve past grievances and deepen cooperation with Muyeye Technology in the future.”

Li Mu nodded without hesitation, saying with a sincere expression, “Absolutely!”

Seeing that the time was ripe, Roland Mars brought the topic back again. He looked at Li Mu with a confident expression and said, “Mr. Li, since Weibo (Weibo) Twitter banned (banned) our official account (official account), we’ve lost a self-media (self-media) channel for external promotion. The keyword blocking (keyword blocking) on Weibo (Weibo) Twitter has also caused us significant losses. Additionally, the negative news (negative news) deliberately released by Weibo (Weibo) Twitter has put immense pressure on us. So, I still implore Mr. Li to restore our official account (official account) and also deal with those false rumors.”

After Roland Mars finished speaking, he looked at Li Mu with an expectant expression, awaiting his reply.

At this moment, Li Mu looked at Roland Mars. For some reason, he always felt that there was a hint of nervousness in Roland Mars’s expression.

Li Mu didn’t pay it any mind; instead, he continued his act, smiling and saying, “Mr. Mars, since you held a press conference representing Mars, Inc. (Mars, Inc.) and publicly admitted your mistakes and expressed apologies to Muyeye Technology, then your official account (official account) can be restored at any time. You can rest assured on that point.”

Roland Mars nodded hurriedly, then asked, “Mr. Li, can the negative news (negative news) issue be resolved?”

At this point, Roland Mars decided to cut to the chase and stop beating around the bush with Li Mu. He said, “Mr. Li, Weibo (Weibo) Twitter has been blocking all Mars keywords (keywords). Whether it’s us or regular users, any post containing Mars content is immediately deleted or hidden. However, there’s a specific false article slandering Mars that always bypasses all blocked keywords (keywords) and displays without any issue. This has severely impacted our reputation, so I sincerely implore you to help, to terminate the use of this algorithm (algorithm) and allow Mars to gradually restore its reputation.”

After hearing Roland Mars’s words, Li Mu deliberately feigned ignorance (feigning ignorance) and said, “Mr. Mars, I haven’t heard anything about what you’re talking about.”

Roland Mars naturally knew that Li Mu was feigning ignorance (feigning ignorance), so he hastily pleaded with a sincere expression, “Mr. Li, this matter has already caused an extremely negative impact on Mars. I hope you can help resolve it. I’ll be full of gratitude (gratitude)!”

Li Mu smiled and nodded, saying, “Mr. Mars, you don’t need to be so polite. We are friends. For such a small matter, I will certainly help. I’ll arrange for someone to investigate shortly to see if it’s really as you say. If so, we will definitely find a way to resolve it.”

When Roland Mars heard this, his heart immediately rejoiced. Regardless, he had come aiming to solve the problem. His primary demand / request (demand / request) was to solve the problem; finding leverage against Li Mu was secondary. If Li Mu could truly resolve the negative news (negative news) issue, it would be extremely promising (extremely promising) for Mars.

Just as Roland Mars was about to breathe a sigh of relief (breathe a sigh of relief), Li Mu suddenly spoke again: “Mr. Mars, speaking of which, Weibo (Weibo) Twitter is a very open and fair online platform (online platform). Every user has the power (power) to express their own opinions. Therefore, if users have the power (power) to praise you, they also have the power (power) to criticize you, wouldn’t you agree?”

Roland Mars hadn’t expected Li Mu would suddenly change one’s attitude or renege on a promise (suddenly change one’s attitude or renege on a promise). He quickly said, “Mr. Li, users can criticize Mars, but criticism also needs evidence, otherwise wouldn’t it be defamation?”

Li Mu nodded and said seriously, “That’s true. Criticism needs evidence; otherwise, it’s defamation.”

“Exactly!” Roland Mars said indignantly from the side, “It’s defamation!”

Li Mu then showed a harmless smile and said, “Mr. Mars, defamation is a crime that, by all accounts, should be defined and sue (sue) by law enforcement agencies. Ultimately, I’m just a platform, not a court from any country. What right do I have to determine whether someone has committed defamation?”

Roland Mars hadn’t expected Li Mu to pull such a move all of a sudden. That one question immediately left him speechless (speechless).

Seeing Roland Mars was stunned (was stunned), Li Mu deliberately asked him, “Mr. Mars, if someone is slandering you everywhere, you should go to court and sue (sue) them. Don’t you think it’s a bit strange to come to me?”

Roland Mars looked at Li Mu’s incredibly serious demeanor and burned with anger (burn with anger). He naturally knew in his heart that those negative news (negative news) were deliberately released by Weibo (Weibo) Twitter, and perhaps even secretly manipulated by Li Mu. However, Li Mu’s sudden response made him feel like he was punching cotton.

So, Roland Mars had no choice but to say, “Mr. Li, most of these rumors appear in (appear in) Weibo (Weibo) Twitter. We have ample reason to believe that this is a deliberate tarnish / smear (tarnish / smear) campaign against Mars, Inc. (Mars, Inc.). I hope that out of your justice (justice), you can clear Mars’s name.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I’ve seen the article you mentioned; it lists many cases of problems with Mars’s products. I’d like to ask you, Mr. Mars, are those cases in the article true or false?”

“Well…” Roland Mars looked at Li Mu awkwardly, saying ambiguously, “Those are just a few unrepresentative, isolated incidents. In fact, the qualification rate of our Mars products has always been at the forefront of the industry among colleagues (colleagues).”

Li Mu spread his hands and said, “Mr. Mars, all I’ve created is a platform that supports online interaction and entertainment for everyone. As for what users on the platform say, I can’t control it, nor do I have the power (power) to interfere. Do you think a hotel (hotel) has the right to manage what time its guests engage in that kind of activity, with whom, or in what positions?”

Seeing that Li Mu was watertight (watertight) in protecting this matter, Roland Mars couldn’t help but feel a bit agitated. Putting aside the recording pen (recording pen) in his pocket, his most important task this time was to concede / yield (concede / yield) to Li Mu and resolve Mars’s current major issues. However, he had already conceded / yield (concede / yield) to Li Mu, yet Li Mu was unwilling to help Mars solve the problems, which made it somewhat unacceptable for him.

So, Roland Mars couldn’t help but say, “Mr. Li, I’ve come all this way to express my apologies. Shouldn’t you also show some sincerity?”

Li Mu’s lips curved slightly upward. “Don’t be so anxious, Mr. Mars. Let’s put this matter aside for now. I have a few internal documents here, each with some issues that I’m struggling to find good solutions for. You’re well-informed and have so many years of experience leading Mars. Would you like to take a look and offer me some advice?”

Roland Mars immediately sat up straight and said, “Mr. Li, as long as you show a little sincerity, I will do my utmost.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and handed one of the prepared documents to Roland Mars, saying with a smile, “Mr. Mars, look, this is my earliest public welfare project (public welfare project), called 3321. Recently, this project has run into some problems. We want to encourage university students (university students) from across the country to teach in a remote area (teach in a remote area) during their holidays, but we don’t want them to simply consumption (consumption) their fervent passion (fervent passion); therefore, we hope to provide them with enough benefits as support. At the same time, we also hope to build more new Academic Building (Academic Building) in remote areas. However, as you know, our 3321 is a non-profit organization (non-profit organization), so we don’t have enough money to increase benefits for teach in a remote area (teach in a remote area) students. This funding gap is at least ten to twenty million dollars. What do you think I should do?”

After Li Mu finished speaking, he looked at Roland Mars with a smiling expression, awaiting his reply…

Roland Mars looked at Li Mu’s unfathomable (unfathomable) smile and only then understood what he was really up to (what is he really up to).

So, it turned out that this incident started with Mars deliberately creating controversy (Forced Collision/Deliberately creating controversy) to blackmail Li Mu, but now, it was Li Mu who was going to blackmail Mars!





Chapter 1660: Extortion

Roland Mars, after hearing Li Mu’s words, stared at him dumbfounded. All he wanted to ask Li Mu was one sentence: “Are you extorting me? Are you trying to extort me?!”

However, he ultimately didn’t dare to say it aloud.

He had long guessed that Li Mu wouldn’t let it go, but he never expected Li Mu would try to extort money from him.

He brought up the demand to stop tarnishing Mars, and Li Mu avoided it, instead talking about his public welfare project, even saying the project was having operational issues and needed funding. Wasn’t this clearly asking him to pay?

Zhidao, a charitable program, had been operating positively, and the whole world practically knew about it. How could it possibly have operational problems? This model had long been verified by Li Mu and even exported to the US and UK. Claiming problems was just an excuse; wanting money was the real reason.

However, Li Mu’s brilliance lay in the fact that not a single word in anything he said actually asked Roland Mars for money.

Roland Mars was boiling with frustration. Li Mu hadn’t explicitly asked him for money, but the entire conversation meant he wanted money. Should he feign ignorance, or should he proactively take this sum of money onto Mars and in doing so, gain Li Mu’s forgiveness?

In Roland Mars’s heart, he actually wanted to pay to keep the peace, but the problem was, Li Mu’s initial demand was a bit too ruthless, wasn’t it? Ten to twenty million, and in US dollars?

Seeing Roland Mars unable to utter a word for a long time, Li Mu waved his hand directly, his tone suddenly much colder. He said, “Oh, my mind is really something. These matters have nothing to do with Mr. Mars. How could I talk about them with you? Let’s forget it.”

With that, without waiting for Roland Mars to react, Li Mu reached out and drew the 3321 project materials back from his hands.

As soon as Roland Mars saw the documents gone from his hands, he came to his senses and looked at Li Mu. Seeing Li Mu’s expression suddenly showing a hint of Disdained, his heart sank.

At this moment, Li Mu said with an apologetic look, “I’m embarrassed, Mr. Mars. I just remembered I have an important meeting soon, so I won’t keep you any longer. I’ll have my assistant see you out.”

“What…” Roland Mars was flustered when he saw Li Mu suddenly issue a command to leave. He quickly said, “Mr. Li, are you…”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I’m truly sorry, I forgot about this earlier. The meeting later is precisely about how to solve the difficulties of 3321, so I won’t have time to talk more with you. How about this, when you come to China next time, I’ll definitely have a good chat with you.”

Roland Mars stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded. He never expected this guy to fall out faster than turning a page. Not only did he immediately fall out and issue an eviction notice, but even more infuriatingly, he wasn’t just unwilling to see him today; he wasn’t planning on meeting him for the rest of his trip to China.

But his demands hadn’t been resolved yet!

He had eagerly come all this way, held a press conference, apologized to Li Mu in front of the whole world, and acted like a complete subordinate. If he couldn’t solve the most critical problem, wouldn’t all that Intimate activity be for nothing?

Being a disgrace was irrelevant; the key was that if he couldn’t get Li Mu to agree, his position on the Board of Directors would become extremely disadvantaged position. This was truly damn embarrassing…

At this moment, Li Mu had stood up, adopting a posture to see him off. Seeing this, Roland Mars quickly rose, snatched the document from Li Mu’s hand, and blurted out, “Mr. Li, it’s just a matter of ten to twenty million US dollars. Why bother holding a special meeting to discuss it? How about Mars bears this sum? Consider it our donation to 3321!”

Li Mu firmly shook his head and waved his hand, saying, “How can that be? Twenty million US dollars is not a small sum. Although your Mars, Inc. is a large and prosperous family, no one’s money grows on trees…”

Roland Mars looked at Li Mu with a complex expression, a voice in his heart crying out, “Didn’t you say ten to twenty million? How did it become twenty million?”

However, he dared not say anything more at this moment. He could only swallow his bitterness and grit his teeth, saying, “Although twenty million isn’t a small sum, it is for the cause of education. This money is nothing. We’ll pay it!”

Hearing this, Li Mu’s expression finally eased considerably. He smiled at Roland Mars and said, “Oh, Mr. Mars, I didn’t expect you to be so generous! You’ve truly solved 3321’s urgent problem!”

Roland Mars tried to give Li Mu a smile, but it looked worse than a grimace. He suppressed his bleeding heart and said, “Mr. Li, this is what should be done. We are all friends, and we’ll inevitably support each other in the future!”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said with a face full of praise, “Mr. Mars is truly one who understands the greater good. The American people are incredibly fortunate to have an entrepreneur like you!”

Roland Mars was a bit embarrassed by Li Mu’s praise. He could only sigh internally that among so many excellent entrepreneurs in America, how could he be described as a great fortune for the American people? It was Li Mu, this guy, whose attitude changed too quickly, leaving him somewhat flustered.

Li Mu continued at this moment, “Mr. Mars, before this, I had some prejudice against you. Now I realize that you are such an upright, kind, and grand pillar of the business world!”

Roland Mars chuckled twice and said, “Mr. Li, you’re too kind. Twenty million US dollars is nothing to Mars. But about what we just discussed, I wonder if you…”

Li Mu hurriedly reached out to interrupt him, saying, “Oh, Mr. Mars, don’t be so humble!”

With that, he picked up the cordless phone from the coffee table and said to Roland Mars, “Mr. Mars, please wait a moment. I need to make a call.”

Roland Mars quickly said, “Please do.”

Li Mu picked up the phone, dialed Li Ziwei’s office extension. Once the call connected, he immediately said to Li Ziwei, “Zi Wei, come to my office for a moment.”

“Okay.”

Li Ziwei was next door and knocked on Li Mu’s office door in the blink of an eye.

“Come in.”

Li Ziwei pushed the door open, walked up to Li Mu, and whispered, “General Manager Li, what can I do for you?”

Li Mu pointed at Roland Mars and said, “Zi Wei, Mr. Mars just said he wants to donate twenty million US dollars to 3321. This is truly beyond my expectations. We must promote this well. Quickly arrange for someone to prepare a news release. We need to publicize Mr. Mars’s generous donation!”

Li Ziwei immediately nodded and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll get it done right away.”

After speaking, she turned and bowed slightly to Roland Mars, expressing her gratitude, “Mr. Mars, on behalf of the students in the mountainous regions, I thank you for your generosity!”

Roland Mars’s face turned green. Who would have thought he’d be so firmly cornered and swindled by Li Mu? If Li Mu truly released the news, he’d have no chance to back out. Li Mu’s information distribution capability was leagues beyond his own. If he backed out then, Li Mu could first announce that he had promised to donate, and then claim he had committed donation fraud. Wouldn’t that mean he was done for?

It seemed he was destined to suffer this loss…

Roland Mars felt helpless. After a few humble words, he brought up the old matter again, somewhat constrained, and asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, about what I just discussed with you, what are your thoughts now?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Since we are friends and we’ll inevitably support each other, if you encounter trouble, I should certainly try to help.”

Roland Mars’s heart rejoiced. He thought that his bleeding twenty million US dollars had finally satisfied Li Mu, and Li Mu was finally going to address his actual needs. But to his surprise, Li Mu’s tone shifted, and he said with a helpless expression, “However, I have too many worries right now, and I might not be able to find the time to solve your problem in a short while.”

With that, Li Mu pulled out another document from a thick stack and handed it to Roland Mars, saying, “Look, this is another one of my charity projects, called Old Soldiers Never Die. I wonder if you’ve heard of it.”

Roland Mars genuinely did not want to take the document Li Mu handed over, but Li Mu had already extended it to his face. He had no choice but to reach out with trembling hands and take the document.

Li Mu didn’t wait for him to open it and directly said, “It’s like this: the Old Soldiers Never Die Foundation covers all veterans in China who participated in World War II. As you know, these veterans are heroes who made significant contributions to human peace. How could we treat them poorly? Don’t you agree?”

“Y-yes…” Roland Mars already realized what was about to happen. He couldn’t help but wipe the fine beads of sweat from his forehead and tentatively asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I wonder if your Old Soldiers Never Die charitable foundation has any problems?”

Li Mu sighed and said, “It’s money! What else could be the problem! You know, money really doesn’t last. We got several hundred million in funds and raised a lot from society, but for so many veterans, it still seems a bit insufficient. Look, winter is approaching. Shouldn’t we repair their houses, buy some heating equipment, and winter clothes and quilts for the veterans? All of these cost money…”

Having said this, Li Mu touched his forehead with a pained expression and sighed, “I’ve thought of many solutions, but there’s still a shortfall of over thirty million US dollars that I can’t fill…”

“Damn…” Roland Mars stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, but Li Mu didn’t blush at all. On the contrary, he sighed with a melancholy expression, “Ah, where am I going to get these thirty million US dollars…”

Roland Mars finally understood now. To satisfy Li Mu, merely apologizing was far from enough. Li Mu had already prepared the bill and was waiting for him to sign and pay. As long as he showed the slightest disobedience, Li Mu would fall out with him.

But, thirty million US dollars! What a huge sum! Plus the previous twenty million, that’s half a billion already…

Li Mu looked at Roland Mars’s expression as if he had eaten excrement, and he sneered inwardly. Mars was like a scoundrel on the street looking for a Luxury car to stir up trouble. They saw him driving a Rolls-Royce and wanted to come up and stir up trouble, thinking that someone driving a Rolls-Royce wouldn’t stoop to their level. But they didn’t know that he wanted to extort a fortune from them.

Do you damn well think a Rolls-Royce can be hit just like that? Do you not have to pay for the damage?





Chapter 1661: Demanding an Exorbitant Price

At this moment, in Roland Maas’s eyes, Li Mu had become a robber wielding a long blade, specializing in the business of cutting flesh from others.

Simply for provoking Muyeye Technology, Mars had been dragged through the mud for so long, the reputational damage from which was already immeasurable. Now, Li Mu was actually demanding fifty million US dollars. All things considered, Mars’s losses this time could no longer be described as merely “heavy.”

On the other hand, Roland Maas was well aware that an FMCG giant like Mars didn’t lack money, and an internet giant like Li Mu lacked it even less. To painstakingly plot towards extorting fifty million US dollars from him, and for that money not even to line Li Mu’s own pockets, it seemed Li Mu was truly very angry this time.

Roland Maas also knew that the best solution now was to be sensible, quickly assent to Li Mu’s so-called “funding gap,” satisfy Li Mu, and then resolve this crisis.

However, the thought of Li Mu getting fifty million US dollars with just a bit of talking made Roland Maas hesitate, unable to make up his mind.

Seeing his anxious and torn expression, Li Mu smiled faintly. Without waiting for his reply, he continued, “Mr. Maas, to be honest, I’ve been extremely busy lately with numerous affairs and haven’t had time for too many things. I apologize for the slight neglect this time.”

Roland Maas was about to say a few polite words, but Li Mu didn’t give him the chance and continued, “By the way, Mr. Maas, you must know Prince William, right?”

“Of course, of course,” Roland Maas hurriedly said. “To be frank, our grandfathers’ generation had a very close relationship with the Royal Family of UK. Mars’s business started in the UK and only later gradually shifted to the US. So by our generation, our relationship with the royal families has somewhat faded compared to those years, but we can still be considered family friends.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Some time ago, Prince William visited China and specifically donated several private collection pieces from the Windsor Family to The Palace Museum in China. This batch of artifacts were almost all cultural relics from Chinese history, but they were lost overseas due to the rivalry from over a hundred years ago. With the help of the Windsor Family, they finally had the chance to return to China.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu sighed and continued, “This matter was a great trigger for me. Our Chinese history is long and extensive, and we are one of the Four Great Ancient Civilizations, with our civilization and history continuing to this day. However, due to the special circumstances of those years, many of our precious historical cultural relics were lost overseas. As a son and daughter of China, I have both the responsibility and the obligation to help these lost Chinese cultural relics gradually return to their homeland. Don’t you agree?”

Roland Maas nodded hurriedly, agreeing immensely. “Mr. Li is absolutely right. Helping more lost Chinese cultural relics return to China is also helping China reassemble and perfect its history. This matter is of immense significance.”

Li Mu lamented, “While the significance is immense, the practical implementation is even more difficult.”

Saying this, Li Mu added, “You in the West classify historical cultural relics as artwork, and your artwork auction market is too mature. The auction prices for Eastern artifacts have long been colluded to inflate to an extremely high level by those unscrupulous merchants. Therefore, the biggest constraint to getting a large number of Chinese cultural relics back to China is a lack of money. In Europe, a single Chinese porcelain piece can be auctioned for several million or even tens of millions of British Pounds. Just think, if I wanted to retrieve everything the Eight-Nation Alliance plundered from Beijing in a single day back then, how much money would that cost? It might not even be enough if I sold Muyeye Technology!”

Roland Maas felt a dizzy spell. He understood the meaning behind Li Mu’s words: Li Mu was pleading poverty to him!

Could it be that Li Mu hadn’t finished stating his price yet?

He watched Li Mu nervously and asked tentatively, “Mr. Li, what do you mean?”

Li Mu quickly said, “I don’t mean anything else, please don’t overthink it. I’m just treating you as a friend, which is why I’m lamenting about some of the troubles I’m currently facing. Just consider it me letting off some steam; it would be best if you forgot about it as soon as you’re done listening.”

Roland Maas only wished Li Mu would finish stating all his demands quickly, instead of haggling back and forth about one thing after another. So he couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Mr. Li, how much more funding does your charity project need?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “I think it needs at least five to six hundred million US dollars.”

Roland Maas said, dumbfounded, “Five to six hundred million US dollars? Heavens, that amount is truly terrifying.”

As he spoke, Roland Maas’s liver secretly trembled. Mars’s annual profit was currently only around one billion US dollars. If Li Mu really demanded an exorbitant price of five to six hundred million US dollars, he might as well just go back home, because even if he agreed, the board of directors would never approve.

At this point, Li Mu earnestly waved his hand and said, “To put it plainly, five to six hundred million US dollars is just a drop in the bucket. This kind of endeavor will benefit for generations to come, requiring the mobilization of all possible forces. Only if everyone works together with one heart and unites as one can we hope to solve it. That’s why I’m currently fundraising everywhere for this project, striving to get everyone in society to contribute.”

Roland Maas knew he was inevitably going to be severely exploited by Li Mu this time, so he directly asked, “Mr. Li, how much do you think it’s appropriate for Mars to contribute?”

Li Mu quickly waved his hand and said, “What are you talking about? This matter concerns us, the sons and daughters of China. How could we let Mars step in to help? That wouldn’t be appropriate or right.”

With a bleeding heart, Roland Maas spoke, “Mr. Li, I stand by what I said earlier. I hope we can let bygones be bygones and engage in wholehearted cooperation. Since we are close partners in the future, it’s only right for us to express our goodwill and support your charitable endeavors, isn’t it?”

Roland Maas now only wanted a final answer. He wanted to know how much money Mars had to contribute for Li Mu to be satisfied and stop suppressing Mars in various ways.

Seeing that the timing was just about right, Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Mr. Maas, for you to have such a generous heart, that is truly moving!”

After speaking, Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “Doing charity truly depends on one’s heart. For the same cause, some might donate one million, while others might only donate a single cent. There’s nothing wrong with donating more or less. If Mars truly wishes to contribute to this public welfare cause, the amount doesn’t matter.”

Roland Maas felt a headache coming on. Li Mu was clearly playing tai chi, circling around without saying how much money he wanted. This was forcing him to name a price himself!

But what amount would be appropriate for him to offer?

He had already proactively promised a total of fifty million US dollars in donations for “3321” and “Old Soldiers Never Die,” yet Li Mu remained unmoved. If it came to the charity project for the return of lost cultural relics, and he offered a few million US dollars, Li Mu definitely wouldn’t even look at him directly.

If he offered tens of millions of US dollars, wouldn’t he be crazy?

Seeing that Roland Maas was still silent, Li Mu checked the time and said, “How about this, Mr. Maas? If you don’t yet have plans to commit to this public welfare endeavor, you can go back, learn more, and consider it thoroughly. I have other matters to attend to, so I’ll take my leave for now.”

Seeing Li Mu about to leave, Roland Maas quickly stopped him and blurted out, “How about this, Mr. Li? We’ll donate twenty million US dollars to the charity project for lost cultural relics. What do you think?”

Li Mu immediately smiled and said, “Thank you very much, Mr. Maas! While twenty million US dollars is just a drop in the bucket, it can still solve quite a few problems. For this matter, I’ll have my assistant liaise with you regarding the follow-up.”

Roland Maas was cursing inwardly. Twenty million US dollars was just a drop in the bucket? How much exactly did he want?

However, Roland Maas dared not show any dissatisfaction in front of Li Mu. He could only suppress his anger and, forcing a smile, asked, “President Li, about our matter, what do you think…?”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “I’ll also have my assistant liaise with you about this matter. I have something else to attend to…”

Roland Maas’s heart clenched. Li Mu was pushing everything to his assistant; this attitude clearly meant he was passing the buck. So he couldn’t help but remind him, “President Li, this is a donation matter of seventy million US dollars! Liaising with your assistant, wouldn’t that be… wouldn’t that be a bit hasty…?”

Li Mu frowned and said, “Hasty in what way? For many projects worth tens of millions of US dollars, I arrange for the other party to liaise directly with my assistant. Is there a problem with that?”

“N-no… no problem at all,” Roland Maas stammered. “It’s just that I feel seventy million US dollars isn’t a small project. If possible, I still hope you could spare some time for us to have a proper discussion.”

Although Roland Maas said this, he knew in his heart that he had lost his composure. He knew Li Mu had a big appetite, but he didn’t expect seventy million US dollars would still not be enough. At this moment, he didn’t know what to do. If he stopped here, he would face two problems:

First, whether or not to fulfill the seventy million US dollars donation promise. After all, Li Mu hadn’t given him any promises, and if he delivered on this seventy million US dollars, it would very likely go down the drain for nothing.

Second, whether he could still hold onto his position as Chairman of the Board after returning, or if he would be directly fired after a round of voting by the board.

Li Mu smiled faintly at Roland Maas and said, “Mr. Maas, every company has a hierarchical division of positions and responsibilities. During our internal board meetings, my scope of responsibility was already clearly defined: I oversee projects worth one hundred million US dollars and above, with no upper limit. Any project below one hundred million US dollars can be handled by a large number of responsible executives below me. You can rest assured, both for your sake and mine.”

With that, Li Mu glanced at his wristwatch and apologized, “I’m truly sorry, I need to attend a meeting now. I’ll have Ziwei come over and continue talking with you.”

“No, no, no!” Roland Maas instinctively blurted out. “President Li, how about this: we’ll donate fifty million US dollars to your foundation for the return of lost cultural relics. What do you think?”





Chapter 1662: Splitting One Hundred Million Dollars

Roland Maas promised Li Mu a total of one hundred million dollars during their meeting: twenty million to 3321, thirty million to Old Soldiers Never Die, and fifty million to the Foundation for the Return of Overseas Cultural Relics.

This amount just met Li Mu’s “passing score,” as he put it. Anything less than one hundred million dollars, he wouldn’t inquire about or take responsibility for.

To put it another way, the hidden meaning in Li Mu’s words was very clear: if Roland Maas had come today prepared to offer less than one hundred million dollars, then, apologies, but Li Mu wouldn’t bother with him; he’d have to talk to Li Mu’s assistant instead.

Roland Maas had never encountered such a rogue as Li Mu. Not only did he not play by the rules, but he also used underhanded and foul tricks. In a normal card game, you play a card, the other person responds, and you take turns according to the rules. But Li Mu wasn’t like that. Li Mu would first throw out a Pair of Threes, then insist it was a Joker bomb, claiming it couldn’t be beaten by any other card, and that he even got double points. If the opponent refused to accept it, he’d flip the table and beat them half to death.

The so-called Western gentlemen preferred to sit in high-end restaurants in suits, eating bloody buns, metaphorically speaking. Li Mu, on the other hand, would directly take a cleaver, mustard, and soy sauce, slice meat off his opponents, and eat it as sashimi. The gentlemen found him too brutal, but they had no good way to deal with him.

Roland Maas wanted to devour Li Mu whole, but when it came to who had better teeth, Li Mu could swallow three of him without spitting out a single bone, while it was extremely difficult for Roland Maas to even bite off a piece of Li Mu.

Resigned, he could only compromise with Li Mu. He could hear the hidden meaning in Li Mu’s words; his entire speech just now boiled down to one point: “If you want to make peace with me, you need to put forward at least one hundred million dollars to even have a conversation!”

There was no way around it. Roland Maas gritted his teeth and agreed. At this point, he couldn’t communicate or consult with the board members because Li Mu’s current offer was one hundred million dollars. If he came back tomorrow, that number might change.

However, Roland Maas wasn’t afraid of the board giving him trouble. He had recorded his entire meeting with Li Mu today. When he returned, he could play it for the board during their meeting. Let them witness firsthand just how ruthless this young Eastern butcher was.

Li Mu’s thinking was actually quite simple. Mars wanting to simply apologize and move past this incident was completely impossible. He had to make them bleed severely, and his ideal price was one hundred million dollars.

But then again, Li Mu also clearly knew that this money definitely couldn’t go into his own pocket, or his company’s. Doing so would change the nature of the matter, shifting him from an offensive to a defensive position. If his opponent seized the opportunity, they could easily make a big strategic move and successfully counterattack.

However, if Li Mu didn’t pocket a single cent and contributed it all to charitable causes, then even if the matter was eventually exposed to the world, Li Mu wouldn’t have to worry at all. A hero who robs the rich to help the poor is inherently a supremely positive persona.

After Roland Maas agreed to donate another fifty million dollars, Li Mu’s attitude did a complete one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. With a smile, he said, “Mr. Maas, you truly are a good friend of the Chinese people. To donate so much to three charitable foundations as soon as you arrive in China is truly generous.”

Roland Maas’s smile was uglier than a cry, but even though he hated Li Mu to his core, he could only nod repeatedly. “Mr. Li, you flatter me. Your extensive charitable work truly earns my admiration. It is only right for me to offer what little help I can.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I didn’t expect Mr. Maas to be so humble. Excellent entrepreneurs like you are truly rare these days.”

At this point, Li Mu changed the subject, blurting out, “Don’t worry, once these three donations arrive, I will certainly publicize your generous deeds to the outside world.”

Roland Maas breathed a sigh of relief and quickly asked, “Mr. Li, regarding what I mentioned earlier about someone intentionally slandering our company online…”

Li Mu said with a serious expression, “Don’t worry. When the time comes, I will oversee this matter diligently and ensure that companies with a strong sense of social responsibility like yours don’t suffer injustice.”

Roland Maas immediately said gratefully, “Thank you so much, Mr. Li! Real economy enterprises like ours can’t keep up with the trend of internet development; in the world of the internet, we’re like newborns, especially vulnerable to being bullied by internet companies. Muyeye Technology is a linchpin in the internet industry and has the largest internet information and interactive platform. I hope President Li can give more thought to real economy enterprises like us who don’t understand the internet…”

Li Mu knew that Roland Maas was indirectly criticizing him. Wasn’t he the internet company bullying them? Roland Maas was feeling the financial pain and was finding ways to curse him out.

However, Li Mu didn’t care. He clearly knew what he wanted. Fighting to the end with Mars, aside from teaching other companies a lesson, was also to secure more funds for his foundations. One hundred million dollars was a huge sum in any era. Right now, this money could solve significant problems for the three charitable foundations.

Moreover, and more importantly, all of this one hundred million dollars came in as foreign exchange. This money entered in US dollars, and he would directly settle it with the Central Bank in Chinese Yuan. To some extent, this also earned foreign exchange for the country.

Thinking of this, Li Mu smiled slightly and said to Roland Maas, “Mr. Maas, you can rest assured on this point. I have no authority to intervene on other platforms, but on our Muyeye Technology platform, I will definitely guarantee the internet principles of fairness, justice, and transparency.”

Roland Maas nodded repeatedly. What he wanted was Li Mu’s assurance of letting bygones be bygones. Only then could the constantly bleeding, unstoppable wound of Mars be staunched.

After exchanging pleasantries with Roland Maas for a few more minutes, Roland Maas took the initiative to stand up and bid farewell. He said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I need to go back and hold a conference call to get the company ready for the donation financially, and strive to get the money transferred to your designated account as soon as possible.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Then I await your good news.”

Roland Maas nodded, letting out a heavy sigh. His face showed both frustration and relief. No matter what, the matter was resolved. He considered it paying for a lesson. Fortunately, for Mars, one hundred million dollars was financially painful but wouldn’t have a major impact.

Actually, what frustrated Roland Maas the most wasn’t spending the money, but not managing to get any dirt on Li Mu. This fellow Li Mu protected himself so well that he was watertight. His Sima Zhao’s ambition might be known to all, but literally, you couldn’t pick out a single flaw in his words.

At this moment, Roland Maas had admitted defeat. He finally understood that he couldn’t contend with Li Mu. There were only two paths: either bow and scrape, or avoid his sharp edge. There was no third option.

…

After Roland Maas left, Li Mu immediately called Ziwei to his office, told her about the solution to the entire matter, and then instructed her: “You are responsible for following up on the subsequent fund donations. Also, once the money arrives, proactively settle it with the Central Bank in Chinese Yuan. All this money, once it comes in, must be converted into Chinese Yuan.”

Ziwei couldn’t help but ask, “President Li, the Foundation for the Return of Overseas Cultural Relics will primarily focus on overseas efforts in the future. If we don’t keep some foreign exchange, it might become very troublesome later.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “The fifty million dollars for the Foundation for the Return of Overseas Cultural Relics cannot be used directly to search for lost cultural relics in the overseas market. Otherwise, if this money is taken to the European and American art auction markets, at most it would only be enough to buy a few pieces of blue and white porcelain or some calligraphy and paintings.”

He then added, “This money must all be converted into Chinese Yuan and then invested into an operational fund. First, we invest, and then we use the profits from the investment to help with the return of overseas cultural relics. I will tell the person in charge to invest all the money and establish an internet venture capital fund. This way, the money can both help domestic internet entrepreneurs start their businesses and promote the development of domestic internet companies, and also yield high profit returns in the future to help more overseas cultural relics return, creating a healthy virtuous cycle.”

Ziwei nodded and said, “I understand, President Li. I’ll get started on the preparations now.”

Li Mu hummed and said, “There are other matters.”

Ziwei promptly said, “Please tell me, President Li.”

Li Mu said, “Theoretically, it would be most scientific to establish an operational fund regardless of which foundation this one hundred million dollars is donated to. However, our 3321 has never lacked for funds in its operations. While the charitable funds for the Old Soldiers Never Die project are always welcome, the support from various sectors of society has already been very significant at this stage, so overall, they are not short of money. Therefore, these two projects don’t need to follow the route of investing first and then doing charity. Let’s directly use the cash equivalent of the fifty million dollars for these two projects.”

Ziwei asked, “Have you decided how to use it?”

Li Mu said, “The twenty million dollars allocated to 3321 will all be invested in the construction of Project Hope elementary schools. Get in touch with Senior Sister Ai, and have her plan how many Project Hope elementary schools to build with these twenty million dollars, where to build them, and how to build them.”

Ziwei nodded and said, “I’ve noted that, President Li. What about the thirty million dollars for Old Soldiers Never Die?”

Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “There are many children and primary and secondary school students facing difficulties nationwide, but truly, there are not that many surviving veteran soldiers and senior figures left. These veterans are even more precious than giant pandas, so let’s not do anything else complicated. We’ll directly distribute the two hundred fifty million Chinese Yuan equivalent of this thirty million dollars per capita. We’ll issue it as direct cash, providing them with the most practical help. Even if some veterans are not short of money, we’ll still issue it as a token of our sincerity and respect.”

Li Mu then added, “However, the distribution needs to be a bit more humane. Based on actual circumstances, we need to make some adjustments to the distribution details. For example, we’ll first distribute 60% equally. For the remaining 40%, we’ll assess each veteran’s actual situation and rate their level of difficulty. Those with children, grandchildren, and an old lady (wife), who are financially secure in their old age, will not participate in the distribution of the remaining 40%. For the others, the more difficult their situation, the more they will receive. We must ensure distribution according to need.”





Chapter 1663: Smoothing Things Over

That evening, as news spread worldwide that Mars had held a press conference where its Chairman of the Board personally apologized to Muyeye Technology, Roland Maas, one of the key figures in the news, was sitting in his hotel room having a conference call with board members in the distant United States.

As soon as the conference call began, board members immediately questioned the progress. Although the United States and China were separated by vast distances, in the information age, news spread globally at the speed of light. Mars’ board in the US experienced only a few seconds of delay in receiving information.

Now, the news of Mars publicly admitting defeat to Li Mu had already caused an uproar in the United States. American media professionals simply forgo sleep, getting up in the middle of the night to write reports. Some said this was Mars’ deserved outcome, while others claimed it was a manifestation of Muyeye Technology’s internet Hegemony. Netizens staying up late were also chattering and chirping. Even though Mars’ board members were in the United States, more than ten thousand kilometers away from the press conference venue, they felt their faces burning; this way of admitting defeat was utterly humiliating in their eyes.

But the humiliation was already done. Now, their biggest concern was whether Roland Maas had regained Li Mu’s understanding after personally apologizing.

Roland Maas said, annoyed, “I’ve reached a preliminary consensus with Li Mu. He can stop going against us from now on, but only if we pay one hundred million dollars. As soon as the money is transferred, Li Mu will immediately cease all actions against us.”

“What?!” The other end of the call practically exploded.

One hundred million dollars? That’s an astronomical sum! Mars didn’t gain a few jiao from provoking Li Mu. Now, for them to fork out one hundred million dollars, this deal was an utter loss.

The other end of the phone chattered and chirped for a long time. Roland Maas could tell that almost every one of them was against it.

Roland’s arch-rival, Jimmy Maas, questioned him at this moment: “Roland, you bowed and scraped at the press conference, letting Mars completely lose face, and you still haven’t satisfied Li Mu? Now you want to fork out one hundred million dollars to gain Li Mu’s forgiveness? This deal is utterly ridiculous, isn’t it?”

Roland Maas instantly flared up with anger, cursing, “Jimmy, don’t you dare talk sarcastically to me here! If it were you, Li Mu would probably beat the crap out of you!”

After angrily swearing, Roland Maas gave the other party no chance to retort and continued, “Do you think Li Mu is the kind of person who’s satisfied with just an apology? That guy already calculated our demise. Not only does he want to make us lose face, but he also wants us to lose money. He wants to teach us a lesson and give a powerful warning to others!”

Jimmy Maas sneered, “Roland, don’t inflate your opponent’s power to cover up your own incompetence. I think you’re just not capable enough. If someone more capable had gone to negotiate with Li Mu, this matter would definitely have had a better outcome!”

Roland Maas sneered, “Stop with this nonsense! I have a recording of my entire communication process with Li Mu. I’ll play it for you now. After you’ve heard it, then tell me if the board should give this one hundred million dollars or not. If, after listening, all of you decide not to give this money, I have no objections at all. My only request is that we all bear the consequences together; don’t make me take the blame!”

Jimmy Maas said disdainfully, “Since you have a recording, play it for us quickly! I’m very curious to hear how Li Mu rode on your neck and trampled you!”

Roland Maas took out his recording pen, connected it to his laptop computer, and began playing today’s recording.

All dozen-plus members of the Mars board held their breath by the phone, carefully listening to the conversation between Roland Maas and Li Mu in the recording.

When the recording first started playing, most of the board members still thought Roland Maas had been ineffective. However, as the recording continued, their expressions grew increasingly grave. By the time the entire recording finished, everyone had only two thoughts in their minds:

First, Li Mu was truly not human, a beast that ate human flesh;

Second, Roland Maas’s experience was truly something no human should have to endure. If they were in his shoes, after losing face in front of the global media and then being rubbed on the ground by Li Mu, they would surely develop a psychological illness.

Let alone the other wavering board members, even Jimmy Maas was stunned after the recording finished playing.

He hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so ruthless. Not only was his speech watertight, but he also dug one pit after another. As long as you stepped into the first, you were bound to fall into the next. Roland Maas had devoted himself to the utmost of his ability, but unfortunately, in front of Li Mu, he had no initiative whatsoever.

In reality, anyone in that situation would have fared the same.

The respective situations of Mars and Muyeye Technology were clear: Mars was a bow and arrow, while Muyeye Technology was a jet fighter. No matter who wielded Mars’s bow and arrow, it would be impossible to shoot down Muyeye Technology; they couldn’t even touch its edge.

After listening to the recording, Jimmy Maas also fell silent. The other board members, one by one, gasped on the phone. In their hearts, a consensus had been reached: a company like Muyeye Technology simply cannot be afforded to provoke. It truly cannot be afforded to provoke.

Seeing everyone fall silent, Roland Maas sneered and questioned, “What’s wrong? Weren’t all of you still lively just now? Why are you quiet now? I’m waiting for your decision. Didn’t you complain that I was ineffective? Then I ask you, this one hundred million, should we give it or not?”

“Let’s give it…” one board member began. “If we don’t, and Li Mu keeps controlling the internet public opinion, our losses will only grow larger. Frankly, our current losses in the global market can no longer be measured by one hundred million dollars. If this continues, our losses will only become greater.”

“Yes, let’s give it… Smooth things over, quickly make peace with Muyeye Technology. We can’t endure this torment any longer.”

“Roland, you’ve worked hard. Before listening to the recording, I truly didn’t realize how difficult your situation was. You’ve sacrificed so much for the company this time; I believe everyone will remember it.”

Roland Maas smiled and questioned over the phone, “Where’s Jimmy? Didn’t you always think I was ineffective? Then tell me, should we give this one hundred million dollars or not? Or, how about I call Li Mu right now and tell him I’m not giving the money, then I return to the US, and you come to China and negotiate with Li Mu? What do you think?”

Jimmy Maas was terrified. The recording he just heard made him realize that Li Mu was not just difficult to deal with but utterly impossible to deal with. Moreover, Li Mu was ruthless and temperamental. If Roland Maas truly abandoned his responsibilities and pushed the burden onto him, someone with Li Mu’s personality would only become angrier after being tricked once. At that point, even two hundred million dollars might not appease Li Mu.

Given this situation, not only could he not get involved, but he had to stay far away. Anyone who touched this matter would lose a layer of skin.

So, Jimmy Maas quickly said, “Roland, I take back what I just said. Li Mu truly cannot be dealt with, and you indeed made considerable efforts for the board. I personally agree with the solution you reached with Li Mu. Although one hundred million dollars is a massive sum, right now, we truly cannot afford to continue this standoff with Li Mu…”





Chapter 1664: 3321 Project Hope Elementary School

Mars’s board of directors reached a consensus that same day, deciding to donate twenty million, thirty million, and fifty million US dollars to 3321, Old Soldiers Never Die, and the Lost Cultural Relics Repatriation Foundation, respectively. They were eager to complete the transfer payment the very next day.

To facilitate overseas donations, these three charitable foundations had already set up overseas accounts. However, Li Mu insisted that Mars transfer the entire one hundred million US dollars into the foundations’ Chinese Yuan accounts, and immediately after the funds were credited, they proceeded with Chinese Yuan settlement with the Central Bank.

The exchange rate used for conversion was the real-time exchange rate on the day the funds were credited. One hundred million US dollars, when calculated in Chinese Yuan, totaled eight hundred and twenty-eight million.

The Central Bank highly praised Li Mu’s approach. While many companies were racking their brains to convert the money they earned domestically into US dollars and deposit it into offshore company accounts abroad, Li Mu had consistently sought to bring funds from overseas into the country.

After the currency exchange was completed, Li Mu immediately called Dong Ai, the head of 3321.

It had been a long time since Li Mu had seen Senior Sister Ai. He had assumed she was personally in the UK, helping William set up 3321. Only after calling did he learn that Senior Sister Ai had just returned from the UK and was preparing for a brief rest in Beijing before leading a team for an on-site inspection in the Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan region.

According to Senior Sister Ai, the greatest number of graduating high school students requiring student aid were in Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan. From the end of this year until next summer, the most crucial support region for the 3321 student aid fund domestically would be these three areas. That’s why she planned to lead a team for half a month to thoroughly investigate the situation of impoverished students in Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan.

After listening, Li Mu asked her on the phone, “Senior Sister Ai, when are you planning to leave Beijing?”

Dong Ai replied, “We’ve booked a flight for early the day after tomorrow, heading first to the provincial capital of Guizhou Province.”

Li Mu said, “Such a tight schedule? Senior Sister Ai, you’re really working hard.”

Dong Ai laughed and said, “President Li, please don’t say that. Compared to you, my work is still quite relaxed.”

Then, Dong Ai asked again, “President Li, you rarely call me. Is there something you need me for?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “How about this: make some time to come to Muyeye Technology today. I have some good news for you.”

Dong Ai asked with a smile, “What good news? Can you give me a hint first?”

Li Mu said conspiratorially, “I’ll tell you when you get here. But don’t worry, it’s absolutely fantastic news.”

Dong Ai quickly said, “Then I’ll head over right away. Is that convenient for you?”

Li Mu laughed, “Yes, it is. Come on over.”

Less than half an hour after hanging up, Dong Ai arrived at Muyeye Technology and, led by Ziwei, proceeded to Li Mu’s office.

3321’s headquarters had always been at Renmin University, located in Zhongguancun just like Muyeye Technology, so they were quite close.

It had been some time since Li Mu last saw Dong Ai, and he noticed she had become more mature than before. She wore a dark blue professional suit, which was elegant and dignified yet still beautiful. Her long, cascading hair was softly waved, adding a touch of softness to her mature demeanor.

Upon seeing Li Mu, Dong Ai smiled and said, “President Li, what wonderful news were you so eager to share that you called me over so urgently?”

Li Mu quickly stood up, pointing to the sofa in the reception area, and said to her, “Come, come, Senior Sister Ai, please take a seat. Let’s sit down and talk slowly.”

Dong Ai nodded and sat opposite Li Mu, saying, “As soon as I got your call, I rushed over in a hurry. I even told everyone that President Li had some good news to share, so don’t you be bluffing me!”

Li Mu laughed, “When have I ever bluffed you? If I say there’s good news, then there definitely is.”

Then, Li Mu got straight to the point, saying, “I’ve secured a donation for 3321.”

“Really?” Dong Ai’s eyes lit up, and she quickly leaned closer to ask, “President Li, what’s the amount?”

Li Mu held up two fingers.

Dong Ai smiled and said, “President Li called me personally, so I’m guessing it definitely can’t be two million. Twenty million?”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Twenty million US dollars.”

“Wow, that much!” Dong Ai exclaimed, “Did Muyeye Technology donate it, or someone else?”

Li Mu laughed, “I managed to get it from Mars in the US. The money has already been credited, and after conversion to Chinese Yuan, it totals over one hundred sixty-five million.”

Dong Ai exclaimed, “That’s fantastic! If this money were used to provide student aid to graduating high school students, it could help at least tens of thousands of people attend university.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “These are dedicated funds; they should not overlap with 3321’s current primary student aid recipients.”

Dong Ai quickly asked, “Dedicated funds? For what purpose?”

Li Mu said, “To build Project Hope elementary schools. They’ll be called 3321 Project Hope Elementary Schools.”

“Project Hope elementary schools…” Dong Ai mused for a moment, then asked Li Mu, “Are we donating the money to the local government, and they’ll be responsible for construction?”

Li Mu shook his head, saying, “To avoid any instances of graft and unreasonable demands during the donation and construction process, the Project Hope elementary schools donated by 3321 must undergo the bidding process directly by 3321, and we will directly handle inspection, acceptance, and settlement with the contractor. Local authorities are not permitted to interfere with the construction contractor’s bidding process, nor any stage involving funds or construction materials. It is absolutely imperative that local authorities do not intervene at all until the Project Hope elementary school is completed. The local government will only accept the building after its completion and be responsible for its subsequent operation.”

Dong Ai thought for a moment and said, “President Li, 3321 doesn’t have a team knowledgeable in the construction industry. If we were to handle the bidding process, inspection, and settlement, we might not be able to guarantee the details.”

Li Mu said, “First, let’s break down all the tasks. Building Project Hope elementary schools is no different from other civil engineering projects. It simply involves creating the overall design, budgeting, holding open bidding processes, and supervising and inspecting during construction. My idea is that for the design aspect, we must first establish a unified standard.”

At this point, Li Mu paused and continued, “Look, clothing specialty stores, car 4S dealerships, and chain restaurants all basically adopt a set of official design standards. How the exterior is designed, how the interior modules are designed, and how details are handled are all uniformly specified by the official standard. Each branch then makes minor adjustments according to local conditions. If chain enterprises can do this, then Project Hope elementary schools certainly can too.”

Dong Ai nodded and said, “That makes sense. Please continue.”

Li Mu said, “I want to design the Academic Building as a unified module. For example, a building we design could be standardized to accommodate five hundred students and teachers for daily classes and office work. We would then have a design company produce a unified set of blueprints and a construction cost budget based on this requirement. This way, future Project Hope elementary schools built across the country can be implemented according to this design, and it will be relatively simple to make minor adjustments to the budget based on varying local economic development conditions.”

Dong Ai asked, “So, our Project Hope elementary schools will all have completely identical architectural designs?”

“Of course.” Li Mu nodded and said, “We’re different from chain stores. Chain retail spaces often lease different commercial units, and their sizes and layouts vary. Therefore, each chain store can only ensure a consistent overall style, but their overall designs differ. When donating and building Project Hope elementary schools, at the very least, the local government provides us with dedicated land, and we build from scratch. So, this approach is best suited for implementing completely unified standards.”

“In other words, all Academic Buildings for Project Hope elementary schools funded by 3321, from their exterior appearance to interior design and even specific construction standards, must be identical. Additionally, the overall school design should be simple and elegant, yet also possess a certain sense of design. We need to have our own design language.”

Dong Ai pondered for a moment and asked, “President Li, will the scale of our Project Hope elementary schools be uniform across all locations then?”

Li Mu said, “At least for the first phase, they need to be uniform.”

The twenty million US dollars in dedicated funds, converted to Chinese Yuan, is roughly over one hundred sixty-five million. At this stage, inflation isn’t severe, and civil engineering costs are not high. Normally, the total cost for a small Project Hope elementary school is between two and three million. This amount of money could build approximately seventy to eighty schools.

If a portion were also taken from the 3321 student aid fund, building one hundred schools in the first phase would not be an issue. Therefore, Li Mu’s Phase One donation and construction plan for 3321 Project Hope Elementary Schools was to build one hundred such schools nationwide.

Li Mu informed Dong Ai of his idea to build one hundred Project Hope elementary schools in the first phase, then said, “All one hundred of these Project Hope elementary schools in the first phase will be constructed to accommodate five hundred people and will use a completely identical design. If we decide to donate and build larger Project Hope elementary schools in the second phase, we will also adopt the same design style, simply by adjusting the number of floors; if we want to accommodate more students, we’ll add one or two floors, or simply build two Academic Buildings, each designed for five hundred students.”

Dong Ai nodded repeatedly and said, “I understand what you mean. In that case, we could also outsource the bidding and project supervision work to a strong construction industry company, having them send a team to follow us to various locations for bidding and project supervision.”

“Exactly.” Li Mu said approvingly, “My idea is to entrust professional work to professionals. That way, we’ll save ourselves a lot of worry.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Once we start this, we will definitely continue doing it. In the first phase, we’ll invest in building one hundred schools. In the second phase, in the next one or two years, Muyeye Technology and Taobao will contribute at least five hundred million to one billion in funds to build the second batch. And in another year or two, there will be an even larger third batch.”

Dong Ai nodded, excitedly saying, “If that’s the case, then in a few years, our 3321 Project Hope elementary schools will be blossoming everywhere!”

Li Mu said seriously, “Considering the scale of Muyeye Technology and Taobao, and their estimated profits after going public, donating and building one hundred Project Hope elementary schools annually within the country will be quite easy.”

Dong Ai quickly asked, “President Li, do you have any suggestions regarding the site selection for the first batch of one hundred Project Hope elementary schools?”

Li Mu said, “I suggest that site selection requires comprehensive consideration. We shouldn’t simply start from the poorest areas, nor solely from areas with the highest dropout rates. We need to consider everything holistically: poverty levels, dropout rates, the total number of children out of school, and the difficulty of transportation for local children to attend school, etc. Assign specific weights to each factor, and then develop a calculation formula, starting with the areas that need it most.”





Chapter 1665: Creating a “Nuclear Bomb”

While Dong Ai was pondering how to spend her 165 million yuan, the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation’s distribution rules for nearly 190 million yuan were issued.

Sixty percent of this money would be equally distributed per person to all registered surviving veterans. The remaining forty percent would be allocated across different tiers—first, second, and third—specifically to subsidize veterans in extreme poverty, veterans with outstanding contributions, and those whose background issues had previously affected them or who had lived in anonymity.

The veterans were already in their eighties, and their remaining time was too precious. Li Mu did not intend to run this money as a profit-making charity fund. Instead, he planned to distribute the money into the veterans’ hands as quickly as possible.

For those with bank cards, the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation’s financial department would make direct payments. For those without bank cards, a small team of staff directly under the foundation, with the cooperation of local volunteers, would deliver cash directly to each veteran’s hands.

As most of the surviving veterans who needed cash payments lived in impoverished areas, sometimes even mountainous regions, Li Mu specifically reminded the staff to ensure the money was handed directly to the veteran themselves. They were also to photograph the entire cash delivery process, strictly prohibiting anyone, including immediate family members, from collecting it on their behalf.

It was imperative that the money be delivered into the veterans’ own hands for them to decide how to use it. If needed, the staff should proactively assist the veterans in applying for their own bank cards.

Li Mu also specifically emphasized that local volunteers should maintain smooth communication with the elderly. If anyone coveted the veterans’ wealth, volunteers should immediately report it to the local municipal police officers in the name of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation and follow up on the case’s acceptance and progress.

In his past life, Li Mu had seen numerous cases of children extensively living off their parents or refusing to support their elderly parents. In impoverished areas, elderly people who had lost their ability to work, lacking social security support, were more susceptible to abandonment or even exploitation by their children and relatives. Based on calculations, veterans genuinely living in impoverished areas would receive a subsidy of over ten thousand yuan each. This sum was unequivocally a huge amount in impoverished regions, and Li Mu had to ensure that after the elderly received this money, they would not be burdened by it.

Therefore, in addition to requiring volunteers to follow up on the veterans’ subsequent situations, Li Mu also asked volunteers to offer veterans the option of receiving the funds in installments, based on their actual circumstances, to prevent the “innocent possession of a treasure becoming a crime.” Any remaining funds would be held in the foundation’s account, with all interest accrued also belonging to the elderly.

Li Mu’s consideration was that a subsidy exceeding ten thousand yuan at once could very likely spark a frantic scramble among children. Although an elderly person holding a large sum might temporarily become an object of their children’s eager attention, once the money was divided, the elder’s status could plummet.

In his past life, national policies improved steadily. Even rural elderly who had never contributed a cent to social security could receive dozens of yuan or more in monthly pension subsidies. City dwellers might consider this a small sum, but in impoverished areas, it was precisely because the elderly received this monthly national welfare subsidy that they became valuable in their children’s eyes.

Just dozens of yuan in monthly pension subsidies could reduce instances of elderly abandonment in impoverished areas by more than half. If veterans facing similar issues were willing to split their veteran subsidy into monthly payments, their status within the family could instantly elevate from the lowest to the highest point.

Li Mu calculated the details: if the average was ten thousand yuan, receiving two hundred yuan per month would allow for over four years of payments. A monthly income of two hundred yuan was considered high in this era and in impoverished areas.

If the elder was in good health, they could even receive one hundred yuan a month, spread over eight and a half years.

Moreover, the Old Soldiers Never Die benefits were not limited to this single payment; regular cash and material subsidies would continuously and steadily follow, ensuring相对充足的保障 a relatively stable and secure late-life for the elderly.

As the weather was getting colder, Li Mu finalized this distribution plan and demanded its swift implementation to deliver the money to the veterans as soon as possible. Consequently, all staff and volunteers of the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation became busy.

After all, Li Mu had effectively extorted a “donation” of one hundred million dollars from Mars. Upholding the principle of honesty and trustworthiness, he had Muyeye Technology issue an announcement.

The announcement stated: “Chairman of the Board Li Mu of Muyeye Technology is deeply pleased to see the Chairman of the Board of Mars personally travel to Beijing to hold a press conference and apologize to Muyeye Technology. Li Mu hopes that Mars can learn from this experience and avoid similar mistakes in its long future development.”

At the same time, Li Mu also called for in this announcement: “We hope that real economy enterprises globally will approach the internet with a sense of awe, rather than viewing internet resources as a leaderless new continent where anyone can seize and exploit opportunities.”

Li Mu’s original words were: “The assets of internet companies are not light assets, but virtual assets; the resources of internet companies are not open resources, but proprietary company resources; the rights of internet companies are consistent with those of real economy enterprises. Real economy enterprises must learn to engage in equivalent exchange with internet companies, instead of rampant/unauthorized infringement.”

Li Mu’s statement garnered unanimous support and praise from internet companies worldwide. In this era, let alone China, even in Western developed countries, respect for the rights of internet companies was far from sufficient.

North America already had clear laws and regulations for combating digital piracy, yet some people still thought that digital content infringement was insignificant, and that downloading pirated music, movies, and e-books from the internet was completely normal and reasonable behavior. They were unaware that downloading pirated music was the same as directly stealing CDs from a music store, downloading pirated movies was no different from stealing DVDs or sneaking into a movie theater without a ticket, and downloading pirated e-books was akin to walking into a bookstore and stealing books.

It was one thing for individuals to have such a deviation in understanding, but what was most infuriating was that many enterprises also held such a perception.

In his past life, a certain “du” (referring to Baidu) in earlier years made a killing with pirated music, while myriad writers jointly sued it over pirated digital books in its online libraries and Tieba forum. It took many years to gradually clean up just the superficial knowledge of these issues. The most terrifying thing was that when an internet company itself committed infringement, external enemies plundering resources was one thing, but there were also internal traitors and warlords exploiting the people. What kind of situation was that?

Therefore, Li Mu’s announcement, along with Mars’ “cut flesh from one’s own body” apology, gave legitimate internet companies an unprecedented strong boost, empowering them to fight to the end against enterprises and individuals who infringed upon their rights.

At the same time, it sounded a warning to all real economy enterprises: don’t think that just because you sell chocolate or gum, you can ride on the neck of internet companies and make a mess. Li Mu usually seemed polite and gentle, but once provoked, he immediately transformed into a Hulk, dominating all fields with unbeatable attack power.

After the announcement was issued, real economy enterprises began to seriously consider the virtual assets and related rights of the internet industry. Mars finally regained full controlling power over its official Twitter account. Subsequently, Mars abandoned its previous pretense and honestly issued public apologies on the official Twitter accounts of its various products for slandering Muyeye Technology and for issues its products had previously encountered.

Li Mu no longer restricted Mars’ keywords, nor did he allow the online trolls to continue spreading negative posts about Mars. For Mars, although the smoke of battle had cleared and the rivalry had ceased, its territory had been bombarded, leaving ruins everywhere and suffering heavy losses.

Although Mars was a giant in the food industry, the food industry had always been a saturated market, with countless companies vying for dominance. Every company was like a boat rowing against the current, falling behind if not advancing. Not to mention, Mars had recently been plagued by scandals and had completely lost its decision-making power in crisis public relations.

Currently, sales volume for every product line at Mars had declined to varying degrees. Competitors seized the opportunity to chase frantically, eating away a significant portion of Mars’ original market share.

Among these, the pet food product line suffered the most severe losses.

With the continuous endorsement/backing from Li Gouzi’s Weibo, Ardency’s global visibility skyrocketed. Channels that were previously difficult to penetrate even with full effort now saw partners proactively knocking on their doors. Even managing sales independently, the resistance in new markets was significantly reduced. In a short period, sales volume more than doubled. If not for the production capacity bottleneck, sales could have reached new highs.

Ardency’s success greatly highlighted the commercial value of Weibo-Twitter. As the only genuinely global internet information and social platform at the moment, Weibo-Twitter could push Ardency to the world in a short time, and naturally, it could also promote other products globally.

When the market generally believed that Weibo-Twitter’s resources were equivalent to money, Wall Street released its valuation of the Weibo-Twitter platform.

According to Wall Street’s capital experience analysis, the valuation of Weibo-Twitter alone could reach forty billion dollars, astounding the world.

This figure seemed terrifying and incredible. Why could a recently established platform achieve a forty billion dollar valuation?

Wall Street’s analysis stated: “Weibo-Twitter is the world’s first super platform that connects nearly all netizens globally. Only two products can be on par with it in user numbers: one is YY, an instant messaging product belonging to Muyeye Technology; the other is YY.com, a comprehensive portal product, also belonging to Muyeye Technology.”

“Weibo-Twitter, with its unique open platform model, has become one of the top three products with the highest daily active users, weekly active users, and monthly active users in an extremely short period. Furthermore, it has demonstrated its monetization capability and potential monetization space in such a short time. For such a product, a forty billion dollar valuation is just a conservative number.”

Forty billion dollars, and still a conservative number—Wall Street’s wording left many astonished.

But Li Mu did not think the forty billion dollar valuation was high at all; on the contrary, he felt it was too low.

What kind of existence was Weibo-Twitter now? It was a platform that integrated Weibo and Twitter, and it was born out of chaos.

Facebook, currently in Mark Zuckerberg’s hands, was merely a popular product among North American universities. Microsoft’s MSN suite had long been beaten back into oblivion by Li Mu, and the mobile internet era was still far off. In this situation, Weibo-Twitter was simply invincible. If he could suppress Facebook and other competing products in the industry, within two years, Weibo-Twitter’s market value could be elevated by bubbles and concepts to a super high position of over one hundred billion dollars.

If he were to sell Weibo-Twitter at that time, and then heavily invest in Facebook and new products for the future mobile internet, he would definitely make two enormous waves of profit. Then, whichever unfortunate soul acquired Weibo-Twitter at a high valuation and held it for three years, losing sixty to seventy billion dollars in market value, it would be like child’s play.

If you have any objections to this data, you can refer to America Online, which had a peak market value of over one hundred sixty billion dollars, and then plummeted by over one hundred fifty billion dollars in about ten years…

Li Mu firmly believed that as long as he handled it well, Weibo-Twitter could become a “nuclear bomb” that would trap people to death. However, what he hadn’t decided yet was:

Who would be the foolish one to take over this nuclear bomb when the time came?





Chapter 1666: Wrap Party

Wall Street’s valuation of Weibo (Twitter) once again left the world in awe of Li Mu’s business acumen. In Wall Street’s eyes, Li Mu’s method of leveraging Weibo (Twitter) by suppressing Mars was also a bold move worthy of being recorded in the history of capital.

Li Mu proved with his actions that an internet product doesn’t just have to rely on user base, influence, or revenue potential to demonstrate its value; it can even use its disruptive power as a powerful addition.

A single Weibo (Twitter) could suppress a Fortune Global 500 traditional enterprise to the point of gasping for breath. Its ability to block public opinion was so potent, like an inescapable Five Elements Mountain, causing Mars to suffer immensely. Mars was even forced to bow and scrape in apology and pay one hundred million dollars to settle the matter. This sheer destructive power alone was enough to make the entire world take notice.

Just when the world’s authoritative financial media hoped to conduct exclusive interviews with Li Mu, he turned down all interview invitations. Instead, he began to ponder who he would let “take over” Weibo (Twitter) in the future.

Weibo (Twitter) was in its prime, and capitalists worldwide were exceptionally optimistic about it. In an era where it had no rivals, global capital pursued it frantically. However, due to the product’s inherent limitations, it would eventually face challenges, and its market value would sooner or later return to a rational level.

For Li Mu, Facebook, that super colossus, was entirely sufficient as a social platform in the future PC domain. As for Weibo (Twitter), after the advent of the mobile internet era, it might not even be able to maintain a market value of thirty or forty billion.

Therefore, Li Mu’s best solution was to push Weibo (Twitter)’s market value to its peak, and then find a fool to take it over.

If he struck while the iron was hot and spun off Weibo (Twitter) for an independent listing, he could gradually reduce his holdings and cash out at a high point on the stock market, letting retail investors “take over” Weibo (Twitter). However, such a method would damage his reputation, and the stock market has many restrictions on reducing holdings.

The best method was to package and sell it to a powerful magnate, a large enterprise, or a financial magnate.

This way, it wouldn’t need to be listed or regulated by any institution. Provided a price could be agreed upon, Li Mu could directly sell Weibo (Twitter) and convert it into a large sum of cash. After all, although he didn’t hold a 100% controlling stake in Muyeye Technology, he had 100% of the voting rights, and all shareholders followed his every word.

However, such a “big fool” was truly hard to find. Many people would certainly want to buy Weibo (Twitter), but few could actually afford the price.

Li Mu actually quite wanted to sell Weibo (Twitter) to Microsoft, because Microsoft could afford the price. Moreover, Microsoft had always wanted to re-enter the internet social and portal domain, but unfortunately, they had been thoroughly defeated by him, to the point where they had completely abandoned this business segment.

He wondered if they still harbored that thought. If so, they would truly be Weibo (Twitter)’s most ideal “patsy” in the future.

Just as Li Mu was secretly considering Microsoft, the entire Flying Tigers crew wrapped filming. The American cast and staff had already taken a chartered flight provided by Li Mu, heading to Beijing to meet him.

As per Li Mu’s arrangements, they would rest for two days and one night at a five-star hotel in Beijing before taking a Boeing 747 chartered by Li Mu from Air China to return to Hollywood.

To celebrate the film’s wrap, Li Mu booked the banquet hall of the five-star hotel, throwing a stylish, grand American-style party. Du Wei naturally arrived early with Li Mu, as this party was essentially prepared just for her.

Du Wei was young, had a simple personality, and was sentimental. Having worked and lived with the crew for so long, she treated them all like good friends. She hoped to reunite with them in Beijing, so Li Mu arranged this party for her.

Besides the cast and crew returning to the United States, all domestic cast and crew members who were in Beijing were also invited. The venue was bustling with no less than two or three hundred people.

However, among the attendees, no one else besides Li Mu and Du Wei knew Li Mu’s underlying motive. Steven Spielberg, in particular, thought that Li Mu truly considered him a very good friend, which was why he had made such meticulous arrangements.

After the party began, Li Mu invited Steven Spielberg, as the director, to come on stage and say a few words. Steven Spielberg picked up the microphone and began, “I believe, at this moment, all cast and crew members of Flying Tigers must first thank Mr. Li Mu. It was he who actively unearthed this story, almost buried by history, and it was he who, with enormous investment, brought this extraordinarily significant film to fruition. Let’s first give our warmest applause to Mr. Li!”

All the cast and crew at the party began to applaud. Li Mu, with a smile on his face, waved to everyone, a polite acknowledgment.

After the applause gradually subsided, Steven Spielberg continued, “It has been a great honor to have the opportunity to collaborate with each and every one of you over the past few months. You are the most professional team I have ever seen; every single person is impeccable. Next, please give a round of applause to yourselves, and to your partners beside you!”

The venue once again erupted in thunderous applause.

A moment later, Steven Spielberg looked at Li Mu and said with a smile, “Next, let’s invite Mr. Li Mu to say a few words to everyone!”

With that, Steven Spielberg took the lead in applauding.

Li Mu didn’t refuse. He stood up, walked to the stage, took the microphone from Steven Spielberg, and said with a smile, “Flying Tigers has successfully wrapped filming, and every person present is an indispensable contributor. So, here, I first want to say thank you to all of you. You’ve worked hard.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Flying Tigers marks the largest collaboration between Chinese and Hollywood cinema in history. Its successful completion also demonstrates, from a practical perspective, that culture knows no national boundaries. The ultimate goal of the cultural market is not for American films to enter China, or for Chinese films to land in the United States, but for film and television works and markets worldwide to mutually integrate, embrace, and cooperate. So, in my personal view, I hope this collaboration is a new beginning for our cooperation, rather than its peak. In the future, I hope we will have more opportunities to jointly produce even better films.”

“Finally, I once again thank every one of you for your hard work and dedication. I believe Flying Tigers will surely become an excellent work recorded in the history of world cinema. Thank you, everyone!”

After Li Mu finished speaking, he bowed slightly to the crowd, then walked off the stage amidst applause.

Among the cast and crew present at the party that day, at least two hundred were from Hollywood. During their time filming Flying Tigers, they all witnessed the unparalleled advantages of this Chinese owner: he was not only wealthy and resourceful but also particularly respectful of industry professionals, never recklessly interfering with the independent creative work of the main artistic team. Everyone liked working with such an owner, so their impression of Li Mu was excellent. When Li Mu expressed his hope for future collaboration, everyone felt an exceptional anticipation for the next opportunity to work together.

For Li Mu, Flying Tigers was indeed just the beginning of his penetration into Hollywood. In the near future, he would meticulously extract more and better actors, technology, and what he termed “soft power” from the film and television industry in Hollywood, using this to elevate the overall quality of domestic films.

In the future, Li Mu’s Film and Television Base would become the largest and most authoritative film and television center in China. At the same time, his cinema chains would seize the opportune moment before the domestic film market fully emerged, pre-emptively capturing market share across the country. In this way, he would eventually hold control over the three major segments of film and television production: filming, post-production, and cinema chains.

Li Mu had no intention of turning China’s film and television industry into his private backyard. His aim to secure decision-making power over the filming, post-production, and cinema chains segments was, to a large extent, to curb the proliferation of bad domestic films in the future.

By then, production companies of “bad films” would find it very difficult to use Li Mu’s filming base, and even harder to use the post-production teams he developed. Furthermore, for such films to be screened in cinemas in the future, while Li Mu couldn’t guarantee what other cinema chains would do, within his own chains, “bad films” would struggle to obtain good screening slots.

Exerting pressure on “bad films” from multiple directions would multiply the difficulty for them to profit, naturally leading to a fundamental reduction in their numbers.

The Chinese film market exemplified the principle of “bad money drives out good.” To prevent Chinese cinema from repeating its past mistakes, the most crucial aspect was to reduce the number of inferior products and diminish their ability to profit. If a significant number of these inferior works could be stifled at the source, forcing them to reform, it would represent a tremendous improvement for the entire market.

After coming down from the stage, Li Mu and the main creative team drank and chatted happily. Anne Hathaway was very uninhibited today, drinking several glasses of champagne consecutively, and seemed quite happy.

Even Du Wei, whose alcohol tolerance was negligible, drank a few glasses because she was in a good mood. Her little face quickly turned rosy, making her look exceptionally cute.

After chatting for a while, Du Wei took Anne Hathaway aside to have a private talk.

Meanwhile, Li Mu, Steven Spielberg, Leonardo, and Tom Hanks gathered together and had a few more drinks.

After a few rounds of drinks, Steven Spielberg raised his glass and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, regarding the Mars incident, I want to apologize to you. I was quite presumptuous to intercede for Roland Maas without knowing the full story or the true reasons behind the matter.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Steven, there’s nothing wrong with putting in a good word for a friend, and there’s no need to apologize to me. If anything, I was the one who didn’t give you face in that matter, and I felt a bit bad about it.”

Steven Spielberg hastily said, “Mr. Li, you’re exaggerating.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said with a smile, “Let’s let that matter be in the past and not bring it up again. We are partners, so let’s not become overly distant because of such trivial matters.”

Steven Spielberg nodded, then suddenly remembered something and said with a smile to Li Mu, “Oh, by the way, Mr. Li, do you know what day it is today?”

“No,” Li Mu shook his head, “What day is it?”

Steven Spielberg said, “Today is the day the results of the gubernatorial election in the State of California are announced.” Having said that, he glanced at the time on his wristwatch and chuckled, “In just over an hour, the results from California should be revealed!”





Chapter 1667: Elected Governor

The California gubernatorial election wasn’t just on Steven Spielberg’s mind; Leonardo and Tom Hanks, who were sharing drinks with Li Mu at that very moment, were also paying close attention.

As soon as Steven Spielberg mentioned that the election results were about to be announced, the two eagerly put down their glasses and said, their faces serious, “Arnold should most likely win this time, right?”

Steven Spielberg smiled slightly, eyed Li Mu, and then said with certainty, “With Mr. Li’s discreet assistance, I believe Arnold’s election this time is practically a sure thing. We can just drink here and wait for the good news.”

Leonardo enlightened, nodded repeatedly and said, “Steven, now that you mention it, I remember. In that case, when we return to Hollywood tomorrow, we can attend Arnold’s victory party!”

Tom Hanks praised, “If Arnold really gets elected, the one he should be most grateful to is undoubtedly Mr. Li!”

Li Mu thought of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s campaign for California Governor, a faint smile playing on his lips.

How to put it? He suddenly understood what those deliberately mysterious charlatans and quack doctors in society relied on to make a living.

To put it simply, they peddled a form of psychological comfort and then profited from probability.

For example, during the period when the preference for sons over daughters was strongest, there were always people actively seeking folk remedies to have sons. Many itinerant quack doctors would swear and promise that their medicine guaranteed a son, even promising refunds if ineffective. Many people desperate for a son would feel it was worth a try, after all, if it failed, they could get their money back.

The role played by these itinerant quack doctors was that of the one peddling psychological comfort. They actually had no practical influence over the outcome; they merely cast out bait and waited for the prey to get hooked, then waited for the prey’s own probability. If ten people bought their medicine and five of them naturally gave birth to sons, then they would naturally earn money from those five people. As for the remaining five who gave birth to daughters, if worst comes to worst, they just needed to refund their money.

Though Li Mu wasn’t a complete swindler like that, he understood that Arnold Schwarzenegger would have been elected Governor of California even without his help. However, if he won this election, he would most likely be very grateful to Li Mu, believing that he had helped him a great deal.

Perhaps, the entire Hollywood community would believe that Arnold Schwarzenegger’s election as California Governor was inseparable from Li Mu’s behind-the-scenes support.

However, Li Mu naturally couldn’t reveal this. Such matters were an additional bonus for him as a reborn individual, something to simply enjoy to the fullest.

California is a treasure trove in America, known as the Golden State; its excellence lies in excelling at almost everything.

California’s total GDP ranks number one in the entire U.S., and its per capita GDP also ranks number one in the U.S. Not only does it boast a huge gold mine like Silicon Valley, but Hollywood is also within its borders. It’s not only filthy rich but also truly excels in both culture and sports/entertainment.

Even more unbelievably, its agriculture is also extremely developed, likewise ranking number one in the entire U.S.

If compared to China, California’s cultural industry is vastly stronger than the combined cultural industries of Beijing and Huzhou City. Its manufacturing industry is far more developed than Guangdong Province, which ranks first, and its agriculture is considerably higher than Qilu, which ranks first.

Before Li Mu’s rebirth, if California’s GDP was taken out separately, it could rank sixth in the world.

Schwarzenegger serving as Governor in such a state, his future prospects were obvious.

Coupled with America’s unique political system, where states hold immense power, and even the legislative power for most laws rests with the states, there are infinite possibilities within it.

For example, if California passed a bill allowing all overseas capital enterprises in Silicon Valley to receive a thirty percent tax reduction to promote the influx of overseas capital and boost the local high-tech industry, the funds Muyeye Technology could save annually would be an astronomical figure.

Hollywood’s stars and famous directors strongly supported Schwarzenegger’s campaign, and the core reason for this was precisely that. America itself is a country with relatively high taxes on the wealthy. Although it’s much better than Europe, for America’s rich, there’s no tax too low in their eyes, only lower.

Therefore, Hollywood stars also hoped for more favorable policies. Arnold Schwarzenegger himself was a Hollywood star, and a first-tier one at that. If he were elected Governor, it was obvious that he would certainly do practical things for Hollywood.

Li Mu had already sent Muyeye Technology to Silicon Valley and was immediately sending Muye Pictures to Hollywood. In the future, once Schwarzenegger was elected, he would certainly have to deal with Schwarzenegger frequently.

In Li Mu’s past life, Schwarzenegger served two terms as Governor, a full eight years. Having such a local official for eight years was an excellent thing for Li Mu.

The party continued until eleven thirty PM.

By then, every Hollywood actor and staff member present was somewhat anxious. Some of them used internet-enabled PDAs to constantly refresh the California State Government’s official Twitter, hoping to see the good news of Schwarzenegger being elected California Governor.

At eleven forty-five PM, Steven Spielberg’s assistant, holding a Nokia phone with a slide-out QWERTY keyboard, enthusiastically watched the screen and shouted, “The California State Government has tweeted! Schwarzenegger has successfully been elected California Governor!”

His shout sent the entire venue into an uproar.

Even Steven Spielberg, who had remained calm, couldn’t hold back his excitement at this moment. He proactively raised his glass and loudly declared, “Everyone, let us toast Governor Schwarzenegger!”

“Cheers!”

Everyone from Hollywood was obviously extremely excited.

Although Li Mu was also happy, he didn’t show much surprise, as he had known the result all along.

Schwarzenegger had been a household name as a Hollywood action star since the end of the last century. His sudden election as Governor of California, U.S., once confirmed by the California government, quickly Caused an uproar worldwide, especially on Weibo and Twitter, where it instantly topped the trending topics list.

In fact, besides Americans who knew beforehand that Schwarzenegger was running for election, fans in other countries, including China, were stunned by this news. They never imagined that a film and television star could turn around and run for Governor.

And not only did he run, but what was even more unimaginable was that this muscle man, who came from an acting background, actually became the Governor of California, shocking everyone to their core.

While others were celebrating, Li Mu suddenly received a call from America.

He didn’t know who was calling, so he walked to a secluded spot to answer. To his surprise, it was Arnold Schwarzenegger’s voice that came through.

On the phone, Schwarzenegger said gratefully, “Mr. Li, this is Schwarzenegger. I’m calling you to thank you for your continuous help, and also to share some good news: I’ve been successfully elected as the Governor of California and will take office in a little over a week!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Congratulations, Arnold. I knew you would succeed in your campaign, and you certainly didn’t disappoint me.”

Schwarzenegger quickly replied, “The main thing is to thank you for your help. The resources you provided me on Weibo and Twitter helped me gain high public support in a very short amount of time.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Arnold, you and I are old friends now. There’s no need to keep calling me ‘Your Excellency’; it’s too formal. You can just call me by my name, or simply Mr. Li, but please don’t use ‘Your Excellency’ anymore.”

“Alright!” Schwarzenegger laughed heartily, saying, “Mr. Li, I plan to hold a celebration party next week before I take office, and I’m inviting all my good friends. I wonder if you have time to grace it with your presence?”

Li Mu asked in surprise, “Where? Hollywood?”

“That’s right,” Schwarzenegger quickly said, “My tentative plan is in Hollywood, but if you’re busy, we can change the time for something else, or I can even come to China.”

Li Mu laughed, “This is your election party, how could I make you travel all the way to China? That would be too insincere of me.”

After saying that, Li Mu paused for a moment, then added, “Once you’ve set the party time, I’ll definitely coordinate a suitable time to go and show you my support.”

Upon hearing this, Schwarzenegger immediately became excited, blurting out, “Mr. Li, are you serious?”

Li Mu said without hesitation, “Of course. We’ll see each other in Hollywood then.”

“That’s wonderful!” Schwarzenegger quickly said, “I’ll personally pick you up at the airport then!”

Considering that Schwarzenegger would serve as Governor for eight years in the future, Li Mu felt it was indeed necessary to make a trip to America. On one hand, to further strengthen his relationship with Schwarzenegger, and on the other, to check on the business progress of Muyeye Technology there.

If time allowed, he could also make another trip to Harvard to see Su Yingxue and check on Mark Zuckerberg and the progress of the Facebook project.

In addition, Li Mu also wanted to go to Silicon Valley to do some groundwork and see who would be suitable to take over Weibo and Twitter in the near future.

For most people, long-distance flights are not easy, but fortunately, the brand new Gulfstream G550 that Chen Ze bought for Li Mu had been parked in Air China’s Hangar at Capital Airport for a long time, in excellent condition and ready to fly at any time.

However, the specific time for the trip still depended on Schwarzenegger’s reply.

Returning to the party venue, Steven Spielberg, beaming, pulled Li Mu aside and quietly asked him, “Mr. Li, I saw you rush out to answer the phone earlier. If I may be so bold as to ask, was that Arnold calling?”

Li Mu nodded and told Steven Spielberg about Schwarzenegger inviting him to the election celebration party.

Upon hearing this, Steven Spielberg eagerly pressed, “Mr. Li, have you decided to go?”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said with a smile, “For such a significant event, I naturally have to go and show my support.”

Steven Spielberg quickly said, “That’s truly wonderful! My home is also in Hollywood. When you arrive, you must come visit!”





Chapter 1668: Halfway Into the Arena

The news of Schwarzenegger’s election as Governor of California spread across the world that Chinese midnight.

To do Schwarzenegger a favor when it was easy, Li Mu had Muyeye Technology’s Weibo, Twitter, YY, and YY.com simultaneously publish the news, fanning the flames of Schwarzenegger’s election as California’s Governor spreading worldwide.

One point very similar to Li Mu was Schwarzenegger’s extremely high global renown. His “Terminator” image was too classic, so much so that his worldwide fame was no less than Michael Jackson’s.

However, an action star who played “Terminator” suddenly becoming the Governor of California caused immense shock among people worldwide.

Li Mu was once shocked by this news. He still remembered his thought at the time: he felt that an actor could actually become the head of a state, which was simply incredible. He even once suspected whether Schwarzenegger had engaged in vote-buying, and even more, whether he had the ability to manage such a large state like California well.

At that time, Li Mu didn’t quite understand American politics. He used the situation in Chinese official circles to apply to Schwarzenegger, feeling as if a Chinese martial arts star suddenly became a high-ranking official in the economically most developed province one day, which, no matter how he thought about it, felt intensely unreal.

Later, after gradually understanding how American politics worked, Li Mu was no longer surprised by this matter. Even a lawyer could run for President, so what was so surprising about a star becoming governor?

However, having said that, Schwarzenegger’s governing ability was indeed a bit awkward. During his several years in office, he basically didn’t achieve any truly outstanding Political Achievements. Government deficits continued to grow, and education, infrastructure, entertainment, employment, and the economy as a whole were a mess. By the end of his term, his approval rating had plummeted to rock bottom. Compared to the nearly 70% approval rate when he took office, Schwarzenegger’s departure could be described as bleak.

Li Mu believed that at this moment, Schwarzenegger, waiting to take office under the world’s watchful eye, must be filled with fervent passion to demonstrate his governing abilities. However, he certainly wouldn’t believe that from the day he took office, he would essentially be on a downward slope.

This was an eight-year downward slope, and the worst part was the 2008 financial crisis in the middle, which was almost like a cliff. Schwarzenegger would likely feel immense pressure not long after taking office.

…

The next day, a highly popular talk show on American CNN conducted an exclusive interview with Schwarzenegger.

Because the news of Schwarzenegger’s election as Governor of California was at its peak popularity globally, this exclusive interview also attracted the shared attention of hundreds of millions of viewers across the US and even worldwide.

On the show, Schwarzenegger appeared on stage dressed in a very well-fitting suit. The stylish suit completely concealed his muscles, causing an earth-shattering change in his overall demeanor.

Most viewers were used to his image of rampantly flexing his muscles on screen and suddenly seeing him so earnestly made it difficult for them to adjust for a moment.

Even the host couldn’t help but exclaim, “Arnold, to be honest, this is the first time I’ve personally seen you in a suit. I truly never expected such a strong bodybuilder, such a rugged action actor, to also have such a gentlemanly side.”

Arnold Schwarzenegger sat very gracefully on the single sofa for the interview, smiling as he said, “To be honest, when I started preparing to run for Governor, I was also stunned by myself in the mirror, dressed in a suit and tie. Several times I asked myself in the mirror: Who am I? Why am I dressed like this?”

The host chuckled, “Then how did you get used to it?”

Schwarzenegger shrugged, smiling, “I looked at that unfamiliar ‘me’ in the mirror and said to it: You’re going to run for Governor, you’re going to realize your political ambitions, you’re going to let the world know that not only can you be a good actor, but you can also be a good Governor and make California better, and the first step to doing all this is to start by putting on a suit.”

The host smiled and nodded, clapping along with the audience below. After the applause, he seriously said, “I believe it’s not just the people of California now, but people across America, and even the whole world, are very curious. How exactly do you plan to govern California, and what changes are you prepared to bring to California?”

Schwarzenegger said very earnestly, “First, I want to reduce California’s financial expenditures. To be honest, before I ran for Governor, I couldn’t believe how those people before managed to turn a perfectly good California into this state.”

At this point, Schwarzenegger held up a finger, saying with some emotion, “Can you imagine, California actually has billions of US dollars in fiscal deficit, and California’s financial spending has reached a crazy level. This wasted money is not the California government’s money; it’s all the California taxpayer’s money, and even includes the taxes I contributed to California as an actor.”

The host laughed heartily, “Oh, I’m sure there’s a lot of your tax money in there, after all, you’re a top Hollywood actor, with film fees reaching tens of millions of US dollars.”

Schwarzenegger said helplessly, “But you see, we’ve contributed so much money to California, and the California government has spent even more, yet California itself has gotten worse and worse. Our education and healthcare are riddled with problems, our government’s efficiency is low, our roads are getting worse, and the environment is deteriorating. These are all derelictions of duty on the part of the previous California government.”

The host asked, “Arnold, you’re taking office next week. Have you and your team considered how to address the issues you just mentioned?”

Schwarzenegger said, “We will start from the essence of each problem, reducing expenses, enhancing government efficiency, and simultaneously alleviating the basic burden on the public. Specific measures will be announced sequentially after I am sworn into office.”

The host smiled and said, “Let’s talk about the inauguration ceremony, and the private party after that. You’re a famous first-tier Hollywood star, so I’m sure many Hollywood stars will be there to show support, right?”

Schwarzenegger smiled slightly and said earnestly, “I would love to invite all of Hollywood, but unfortunately, there isn’t a venue large enough. My election this time couldn’t have happened without the support of Hollywood filmmakers, and for California to be better in the future, it also can’t do without the contributions of these elites.”

The host nodded, then added, “By the way, as the incoming Governor, I believe the people of California are not just concerned with how many celebrity friends you have, but rather how many entrepreneur friends you have. After all, California’s economic development is incredibly outstanding, and it has Silicon Valley, the cradle of the IT industry. I presume there will be many entrepreneurs attending the inauguration ceremony to show support?”

Schwarzenegger chuckled, “I’ve invited many CEOs of Silicon Valley companies, and I even invited Bill Gates, who isn’t in Silicon Valley. And Bill very readily accepted the invitation. I will also have a serious chat with Bill about Microsoft increasing its investment in California.”

At this point, Schwarzenegger smiled conspiratorially and said, “Oh, I also invited an even more significant entrepreneur.”

“Oh?” the host asked in surprise, “An even more significant entrepreneur? More significant than Bill Gates of Microsoft?”

“That’s right,” Schwarzenegger nodded conspiratorially.

The host quickly pressed, “Then who is it?”

Schwarzenegger paused, then earnestly said, “It’s Muyeye Technology’s chairman, Li Mu.”

“My God!” the host exclaimed, “Li Mu?! Li Mu, whose market value Wall Street estimates has already exceeded one hundred billion US dollars?”

Schwarzenegger nodded and smiled, saying, “One hundred billion US dollars is just a conservative estimate. According to the information I’ve received, Muyeye Technology’s valuation has already been around two hundred billion US dollars. Now, Weibo Twitter’s individual valuation has already reached forty to fifty billion US dollars. Coupled with Mr. Li’s other industries, I’m practically a sure thing that his personal market value has surpassed two hundred billion US dollars.”

The host exclaimed in amazement, “Two hundred billion US dollars in personal wealth, this is truly incredible!”

Schwarzenegger smiled slightly, “If you ever get the chance to interview Mr. Li, I’m sure he wouldn’t admit his market value exceeds two hundred billion US dollars. He wouldn’t even admit it exceeds one hundred billion US dollars.”

The host asked in confusion, “Why?”

Schwarzenegger said, “Mr. Li is always quite low-key. He doesn’t really acknowledge valuations, believing that valuation itself is just a concept.”

The host curiously asked, “In the internet industry, isn’t valuation a very widespread standard of measurement?”

Schwarzenegger imitated Li Mu’s tone and seriously said, “It’s like you have an ancient painting at home, and everyone says it’s probably worth ten million US dollars – that ten million US dollars is the valuation. However, when you take it to the market to sell, the actual buyer might only be willing to offer a maximum of two hundred thousand US dollars, and that two hundred thousand is its true value.”

After speaking, Schwarzenegger added, “I guess we’ll only be able to determine Mr. Li’s true estimated market value after Muyeye Technology goes public.”

The host nodded repeatedly, then asked, “Arnold, could you tell us how you met Mr. Li? I don’t seem to have heard of you two knowing each other before.”

Schwarzenegger chuckled, somewhat deliberately mysterious, and said, “We’ve known each other for a long time, but Mr. Li has always been low-key in his actions, so the outside world rarely knows.”

The host praised, “To have Li Mu travel thousands of miles from China to attend your inauguration and celebration party, I’m sure Mr. Li also values you highly. So I want to ask, will this be an opportunity for you to promote deeper cooperation between California and Li Mu, or even deeper cooperation with China?”

Schwarzenegger said with certainty, “I believe it definitely will be.”

Thousands of miles away in China, Li Mu was in his office, shaking his head helplessly after watching Schwarzenegger’s interview video.

Li Ziwei, who was beside him, handed him a cup of coffee and asked Li Mu, “President Li, do you think Schwarzenegger said too much?”

Li Mu shook his head and sighed, “I just frankly feel he lacks astuteness and patience. But after all, he’s a politician who started halfway into the arena; you can’t ask for too much.”

With that, Li Mu chuckled, “But this is a good thing for us. The more Schwarzenegger talks and brags, the more worried he’ll be about me letting him down. Originally, I should be using the favor of helping him in his election to ask him for things, but if he keeps flaunting like this, soon he’ll be the one begging me for things.”





Chapter 1669: The Era

If the male protagonist in the American drama “House of Cards” were compared to a university professor, then Schwarzenegger’s political wisdom, in front of him, would barely reach the level of a middle school student.

Li Mu found that although Schwarzenegger had been elected Governor, it was still evident from this interview that his spirit and soul remained in the entertainment industry.

Stars in the entertainment industry are too good at exposure, and too keen on exposure, so they always make absurd claims. No matter if something is reliable or how high the success rate is, they throw it out first to grab attention. In this regard, a certain Teacher Liu who played Sun Wukong deeply understands this trick: Chinese-American co-production for over ten years, whether it gets filmed or not is irrelevant, the absurd claims must be made first.

However, truly wise politicians will not blindly pursue making absurd claims. They will assess the situation based on actual circumstances: what needs to be released early will never be delayed; what needs to be released late will never be rushed.

In Li Mu’s view, he had given Schwarzenegger face by attending his inauguration ceremony. Schwarzenegger, by all means, should not have exposed it to the public at this time.

Firstly, Schwarzenegger’s eagerness to expose it now made Li Mu feel a little uncomfortable because he felt that he had become capital for Schwarzenegger to boast about and raise his market value in front of the media. Schwarzenegger’s move was equivalent to creating a gap in their relationship.

Secondly, in Li Mu’s opinion, even if he was a heavyweight guest, Schwarzenegger should not have exposed it in advance at this time. Early exposure only slightly increases anticipation, but withholding the secret can truly astonish everyone at a critical moment. The latter clearly has more impact than the former.

This is like China’s first atomic bomb back then, which was proactively announced to the world after its explosion, bringing immense shock to the West. Conversely, if they had shouted everywhere beforehand about preparing to test a nuclear bomb, not to mention how much shock it could still deliver, the troubles it would invite in between would be unimaginable.

Li Mu saw this issue relatively more clearly. If Schwarzenegger could bring him certain interests, their superficial relationship should at least continue to be stable, as he would govern California for eight years. If the issue of interests could not be satisfied, then they would gradually become estranged and lost contact.

The night after Schwarzenegger was elected, Steven Spielberg, Anne Hathaway, and other Hollywood actors and staff left China on an Air China Boeing 747. Li Mu, on the other hand, planned to depart from China two days before Schwarzenegger’s inauguration ceremony.

The Gulfstream G550 that Chen Ze helped Li Mu make introductions to buy had already been acquired. Li Mu bought it to meet the demands of traveling back and forth to America and Europe, and this was a good opportunity to take it out for a spin.

Because Schwarzenegger had preemptively leaked Li Mu’s itinerary, Li Mu had been receiving inquiries from various media outlets in the days leading up to his trip to America. Many American media even wanted to seize the opportunity to arrange face-to-face interviews with Li Mu. Li Mu had Li Ziwei decline all of them, but unexpectedly, Time Magazine also sent an invitation to Li Mu. Their editor-in-chief stated that they hoped Li Mu could become the cover figure for the next issue of Time Magazine and feature a special interview with him.

Li Ziwei relayed the news to Li Mu extremely excited, saying joyfully, “President Li, no Chinese internet entrepreneur has ever appeared on the cover of this weekly magazine!”

Li Mu frowned slightly and asked her, “Is it the American edition or the Asian edition?”

Li Ziwei blurted out, “The American edition.”

Li Mu vaguely remembered that Boss Li of Baidu had once appeared on the cover of Time Magazine, but that seemed to be the Asian edition.

Time Magazine’s influence is indeed very significant, and being invited to be a cover figure is indeed a great honor for Li Mu, but he himself was not particularly interested.

As the saying goes, people fear fame just as pigs fear getting fat. Li Mu is already famous to the extreme, so there’s no need to take a Time Magazine cover too seriously. So Li Mu told Li Ziwei, “My schedule for this trip to America is already packed. I don’t have time to do a special interview with them. If they want to use me for the cover, I can authorize them to use a photo of me with my parents from my three-year-old birthday. As for the special interview, forget it. They can write whatever they want, giving them complete creative freedom.”

Li Ziwei said in surprise, “President Li, this is Time Magazine! You can’t treat it so hastily. How many people dream of appearing on the cover of Time Magazine? This is a great opportunity for publicity for you, and a tremendous honor!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Are you being silly? In terms of information dissemination capability, can Time Magazine compare to us? It’s hard to say who’s leveraging whom for publicity.”

After that, Li Mu added, “Alright, don’t take Time Magazine too seriously either. If they think I’m important enough to be on their cover, let them write whatever they want. I won’t interfere. But I won’t take the time to cooperate with them for a special interview. We don’t need a Time Magazine cover to raise our market value.”

Li Ziwei stuck out her tongue and said, “Then just pick a handsome photo of yourself for them, like one of the candid shots from when you gave your speech at Harvard. I saw many excellent ones.”

Li Mu waved his hand and chuckled, “Everyone chooses their most satisfying photo for the cover, and so do I. My most satisfying photo isn’t any specific candid shot of myself; it’s the birthday photo I took with my parents when I was three years old.”

As he spoke, Li Mu picked up his wallet from his desk and took out a slightly yellowed old photograph. This photo was taken at an old photo studio. Li Mu was wearing a small wool sweater knitted by his mother and holding a bunch of plastic flowers provided by the photo studio. His parents were squatting beside him, one on each side, supporting his waist and back. Although the background was a mural of Tiananmen, which looked very fake, the family of three wore natural and happy smiles that were as real as could be.

In the upper right corner of the photo, small gold-stamped characters read: “Souvenir of Li Mu’s Third Birthday.” The gold stamping had already naturally faded in some spots.

Li Mu handed the photo to Li Ziwei and said, “Look, this photo has so much commemorative meaning. It has me, my parents, and Tiananmen, a symbolic landmark of our China. If you look closely, you can also see the flying Five-Star Red Flag.”

Li Ziwei stared at the photo for a long time, genuinely exclaiming, “Godfather and Godmother were truly a talented man and beautiful woman when they were young.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Their looks were great.”

Li Ziwei hummed, then seemed to remember something and quickly said, “President Li, for the American edition of Time Magazine, isn’t this photo of yours a bit too local in style?”

Li Mu casually chuckled, “In their eyes, besides being rich, what else can interest them besides the exotic charm I possess as a Chinese person? If I wore a suit and tie, wouldn’t that exotic charm be significantly diminished?”

Li Ziwei pursed her lips and smiled. Seeing Li Mu’s strong insistence, she could only nod and say, “Alright then, I’ll reply to them first and see how they consider it.”

Li Mu reminded, “By the way, tell them that content can be written however they want, but one thing must be absolutely avoided.”

“You tell me, I’ll convey it to them.”

Li Mu said, “Absolutely do not say that I am blessed by God or protected by God. Tell them I am a staunch atheist.”

…

Felix, the Editor-in-Chief of Time Magazine, was somewhat displeased with Time Warner’s, Time Magazine’s parent company, decision to put Li Mu on the cover of the American edition of Time Magazine.

In Felix’s view, Li Mu was indeed a formidable figure, but this guy was inherently a white supremacist and held strong prejudices against China and even East Asian people.

He had never thought of putting Li Mu on the cover of the American edition of Time Magazine, which he was responsible for. Yet, Time Warner’s executives called him directly, demanding that he position Li Mu as the next cover figure.

Felix protested while trying to shift the blame to Time Magazine’s Asian edition editorial department in Hong Kong. In his opinion, Li Mu was Asian anyway, so appearing on the Asian edition cover was only natural.

However, Time Warner’s executives gave him no opportunity to refute. Instead, they gave him a strict order, demanding that Li Mu absolutely be featured in the next issue.

Felix realized the strong intent of the executives, and only then did he send someone to email Li Mu’s assistant, Li Ziwei, and establish contact.

Felix originally thought that Li Mu, upon hearing this news, would agree without hesitation, because for any Chinese entrepreneur, this would be an absolute great honor.

In Felix’s view, no Chinese entrepreneur has yet appeared on the cover of Time Magazine. And in Japan, not far from China, only entrepreneurs with years of reputation accumulation in the West, like Konosuke Matsushita, the founder of Panasonic, and Akio Morita, the founder of Sony, had such opportunities. Li Mu has the potential to become the first among Chinese entrepreneurs, which, for him, must make him wake up laughing in his dreams.

Just as he was thinking this, his assistant ran over to report, saying, “Mr. Felix, Li Mu’s personal assistant just called me. She said Li Mu can be on our cover, but he has a few demands.”

Felix snorted coldly, saying, “He’s going on the cover, and he still has demands?”

The assistant nodded and said awkwardly, “Li Mu specified a photo taken with his parents when he was three years old, and said that if we want him on the cover, we must use this particular photo.”

“What a piece of garbage!” Felix sneered, “So far, I’ve never heard of an adult using a childhood photo for Time Magazine.”

The assistant helplessly said, “Also, Li Mu said he won’t accept any interviews, so if we want to write about him, we’ll have to become self-reliant.”

“No interviews?! He’s certainly got some airs!”

The assistant nodded and said, “Li Ziwei’s meaning is that we can have creative freedom, as long as we don’t deliberately slander or attack Li Mu.”

Having said that, he remembered something and quickly added, “Oh, and one last thing, Li Mu said he’s an atheist, so when we write about him, God cannot appear…”





Chapter 1670: A Stroke of Great Luck

Felix already had strong objections to inviting Li Mu to be on the cover of the American edition of Time Magazine, believing that Li Mu was in no way worthy of such an honor.

However, what he hadn’t expected was that Li Mu seemed utterly uninterested in appearing on the cover, even bringing up a series of unfathomable demands.

Up until now, while Time Magazine had featured children on its covers, those children were always iconic figures of extraordinary significance at the time, such as candid shots of impoverished African children or close-ups of child war refugees. Apart from such cases, they had never used a childhood photo of a current adult as their cover.

Moreover, to be invited as a cover figure by Time Magazine and then for the parties involved to refuse even a simple interview – this was truly going too far.

What made Felix most unacceptable was Li Mu actually refusing for the Time Magazine report to mention God!

Although America claimed to be the largest immigrant nation in the world, at its core, it was a Puritanical country. Traditional Americans believed in God and also advocated for the Second Amendment. One could say they held the Bible in one hand and a rifle in the other.

Such a nation had once implemented strict Prohibition and classified abortion as illegal. Presidents had to place their hand on the Bible to recite their oath of office. This demonstrated how deeply rooted their reverence for religion was.

However, Li Mu simply didn’t like this feeling.

He respected every faith in the world, but as an atheist, he was unwilling to be associated with any religion.

Felix, furious, relayed Li Mu’s words to the Time Warner executives, protesting, “Li Mu actually won’t let us mention God in the report about him! This is an insult to our faith! We absolutely cannot let such a person appear on our magazine cover.”

The Time Warner executives, however, said indifferently, “Li Mu isn’t American, nor is he a Puritan. He just doesn’t want you to mention God in the report about him; he’s not interfering with your freedom in other articles. Is there anything wrong with that?”

Felix argued strongly on just grounds, “We are a Puritan nation; this is our faith and tradition!”

The Time Warner executives retorted, “So what? Just because we have our faith and traditions, do we have to demand others follow them? I ask you, if you were a manager at a McDonald’s restaurant and a customer simply requested no ketchup with their fries, is there anything wrong with that? Just because your restaurant provides fries with ketchup, do you demand that they must eat it that way?”

Felix was instantly speechless.

He hadn’t expected this normally taciturn executive to be so articulate during a debate, cornering him with just a few sentences.

At this point, the other party cleared their throat and continued, “Felix, we all know what kind of person you are, but I must remind you, it doesn’t matter if you harbor discrimination in your heart; everyone has some unspeakable things inside. But you’d best lock these personal views deep in your heart. If you dare bring them into your work, I will immediately propose to the board to replace you! Even if you leak them in your daily life and someone seizes leverage, I will definitely notify the board and earnestly urge them to remove you!”

A chill went down Felix’s spine from the other party’s severe tone. He quickly changed his demeanor and respectfully said, “Please rest assured, I will definitely remember your instructions and never cause trouble for the company or myself…”

The other party hummed in acknowledgment and said, “It’s best if you truly understand. You must go all out with Li Mu’s cover feature. Wall Street generally believes that with Li Mu’s development speed, his market value could very well exceed five hundred billion US dollars within the next five years. Do you know what that concept means? If you offend him and miss this opportunity, you can pack your bags and prepare to leave!”

Felix was startled by this figure. Over five hundred billion US dollars in five years? Is that number too terrifying? Is it even possible?

Felix timidly agreed while also looking for an opportunity to contact a friend on Wall Street to privately inquire about the possibility of this news.

His friend had also been a high-tech talent who started a business in Silicon Valley some years ago, but later, due to family business, came to Wall Street to become a financial analyst. One could say he understood the internet better than the average person on Wall Street.

In truth, Felix also knew that Li Mu’s theoretical market value had already reached one hundred billion US dollars, but having just gone through the internet bubble not long ago, he didn’t find this one hundred billion US dollars particularly impressive. Around 2000, many internet companies saw their market value surge, but this bubble money came and went quickly. Today, Li Mu might be a favored son of heaven, but perhaps tomorrow the bubble would burst again, and he’d become a billionaire in debt.

What Felix hadn’t expected was that after he asked this friend on YY.com, the other party immediately replied, “Breaking five hundred billion US dollars in five years is just a superficial judgment by these Wall Street guys. I think with Li Mu’s current strategy, it’s possible within three years.”

“Three years? Are you crazy? How can Li Mu possibly do that?!”

Felix had hoped to hear some disparaging remarks about Li Mu, but to his surprise, his friend’s admiration for Li Mu exceeded the widespread perception on Wall Street.

His friend explained, “Li Mu has several business lines with massive potential. For example, he acquired Apple Inc. some time ago, and didn’t fire a single Apple Inc. employee. Yet, Apple has had no new moves. This stark contrast suggests that Apple must be undertaking large-scale R&D work. Li Mu is very likely planning some major move.”

“Li Mu’s Taobao website is doing extremely well, and the complementary efficient logistics for small parcels have achieved industry-leading technical skill. The internet is developing so rapidly, and the market share of e-commerce is growing larger and larger. Li Mu’s Taobao website could become a unicorn just by relying on the China market. If Li Mu decides to take Taobao global, this business line could very well become the future offline Walmart.”

Felix asked in confusion, “Offline Walmart? Is that Taobao website really as incredible as you say?”

The other party sent a smiling emoji and said, “Everyone looks at issues from different starting points, and their angles vary. But personally, I think if Li Mu introduces the Taobao model and operates it globally in the future, it will absolutely be a huge business opportunity.”

Then, the other party continued, “Moreover, Li Mu started setting up data processing centers around the world long ago. Currently, no internet company can compare with Muyeye Technology in terms of data processing capability. Now, Muyeye Technology’s data processing centers can not only fully meet Muyeye Technology’s own demands, but they’ve even started doing B2B business. They open their redundant data processing capabilities to other internet companies. The future prospects of this business line are also extremely broad, perhaps even growing to a one trillion US dollars market within the next decade. So, if all of Li Mu’s business lines develop smoother, I don’t think a five hundred billion US dollars market value in three years is anything remarkable at all.”

Felix couldn’t help but ask, “Does the data processing business really have such a large market space?”

The other party said, “It looks intimidating, but a quick calculation reveals the truth. Six billion people globally. Walmart, only covering less than one billion people in offline retail, already has a market value of nearly three hundred billion US dollars. Half of the top ten people on the global rich list are children of Walmart’s founder family. Li Mu covers nearly one billion netizens globally. In the future, it’s possible that half of the internet services used by these netizens will rely on Muyeye Technology’s data processing centers for support. How much profit margin do you think is in that?”

At this point, he added, “And most importantly, the growth rate of global netizens is much faster than the growth in the number of customers covered by Walmart. In a few more years, the number of global netizens could exceed two billion people, three billion people. If that day truly comes, Muyeye Technology’s data processing business will definitely make a fortune.”

Felix was utterly dumbfounded and couldn’t help but press, “Since this business is so profitable, why haven’t other companies started pursuing it?”

The other party replied, “It’s too expensive, the barrier to entry is too high. Doing something like this is equivalent to investing in building a large number of hub airports and purchasing many airplanes for transportation between hubs all over the world. Few companies can afford to play at that level, let alone with a super player like Muyeye Technology already there. I think with Muyeye Technology’s current development speed, at least fifty percent of global internet data processing business will be in their hands in the future. By then, they will truly be rolling in money.”

At this stage, only those who truly understood the internet could foresee the prospects of cloud computing. Felix, of course, was completely ignorant of such things, but through his friend’s analysis, he was utterly flabbergasted.

The other party concluded, “In fact, with Li Mu’s current capabilities, as long as he doesn’t choose the wrong overall direction, he can basically succeed at anything. You might think your Time Magazine has a lot of influence, but in reality, your promotional capacity for a single cover figure, when compared to the saturated deployment of YY.com or Twitter, is not just one league apart. I think Li Mu, if he wanted to, could replace Murdoch at any time to become the new media tycoon. At that point, for media like your Time Magazine, all that will remain is the symbolic significance built up over years of operation. Do you understand what I mean by symbolic significance? It means people will no longer care what specifically is written in Time Magazine; they will only care who appeared on Time Magazine this issue.”

Felix marveled at his friend’s conclusion. Various data already indicated this: Time Magazine’s sales volume had been continuously declining, and every cover figure of Time Magazine would be reported by other media. Frankly speaking, most of the current attention on Time Magazine was simply to see its cover.

At this moment, the friend suddenly asked, “Oh, right, have you tried inviting Li Mu? If Li Mu is willing to be on your cover, then you’d truly be in for a stroke of great luck!”





Chapter 1690: Making Friends with an Idol

Felix was a typical White supremacist. In fact, such people were not uncommon in Western high society; most just hid it very well.

What’s meant by “hiding” is simply not expressing or exhibiting Racial Discrimination directly, but their actions are always shadowed by it.

For example, Felix held strong prejudices against his Asian, African, Latin, and other people of color employees, often assigning them more work.

Deeply rooted in their minds was an illusion: they always felt that White people did everything best. So, when he realized that Li Mu’s strength wasn’t just a bubble, and that it far exceeded what he could see, he felt an intense sense of defeat deep down.

If the richest person in the world had always been Bill Gates, Felix wouldn’t have felt anything amiss. But the moment Li Mu had the potential to become the richest person in the world, he felt worse than if his own Mom had died.

However, despite his discomfort, the work instructed by the higher-ups still had to be diligently completed. So, he could only gather the editorial department and relay the executives’ demands one by one.

Thus, a birthday photo Li Mu took with his Parents at a photo studio when he was three years old for five yuan became the cover of the next issue of Time Magazine’s American edition.

Felix looked at the proof and felt a pang of discomfort.

He felt that Li Mu using such a casual photo as the cover of Time Magazine was an insult to the magazine and to himself.

Yet, he was powerless to resist.

He voluntarily took on the writing task, originally intending to include some sarcastic or critical remarks about Li Mu in the actual report. But then he remembered Li Mu’s petty and vengeful style, and he immediately backed down.

Even the Chairman of the Board of Mars couldn’t afford to provoke Li Mu. If he were actually targeted by Li Mu, wouldn’t he be flayed alive?

So he could only settle for second best, recounting Li Mu’s rise to prominence in the article while inserting sarcastic comments wherever possible.

In the article, Felix outwardly praised Li Mu and Muyeye Technology’s miraculous development speed, but covertly hinted to readers that Muyeye Technology’s success wasn’t due to its own prowess or Li Mu’s talent, but rather the negligence of American companies.

The negligence of Microsoft, Google, Amazon, and eBay led to Muyeye Technology’s booming development. If these American companies hadn’t underestimated the opponent, Muyeye Technology would have had no chance of global rise, and might even have been suppressed by these American companies to the point of being unable to survive in its home country.

Felix didn’t expect that after painstaking efforts to bury some sour content in the draft, just as he was about to arrange for direct typesetting, Time Warner’s executives unprecedentedly demanded to review the manuscript.

Previously, as the Editor-in-Chief of Time Magazine, Felix had absolute power to determine the entire magazine’s content, and the group’s high-level leaders would not review his content beforehand.

After all, a seasoned editor-in-chief like him had strong public trust. Generally, the group’s high-level leaders would only communicate with him after he made a mistake, and would never intervene beforehand.

But this time, the group’s high-level leaders attached extreme importance to this report because Time Warner had long seen Li Mu’s immense resources in the media and entertainment industry. They wanted to use Time Magazine’s report on Li Mu to leave him a good impression, preparing for future cooperation.

After reading the article personally written by Felix, the executives immediately saw through his ulterior motives. In a fit of rage, they immediately announced an HR decision to terminate Time Magazine’s contract with Felix. Deputy Editor Angelo was temporarily appointed as Editor-in-Chief and tasked with rewriting a new article.

Felix didn’t expect that such a minor action would provoke such a sensitive and extreme reaction from the group. He had initially wanted to protest and negotiate for more severance compensation, but the Time Warner executives gave him a single reply that made him completely back down.

Time Warner’s executives told him to pack up and leave discreetly, otherwise, they would send the article he wrote to Muyeye Technology and inform all his colleagues in the industry about the matter.

Felix wanting to convey his ideological leanings and personal views through Time Magazine was not a huge problem in itself, as content creators are generally subjective, and every editor-in-Chief would include personal opinions in the publications they were responsible for.

However, Felix wanting to insert White supremacy ideas into the report on Li Mu was essentially taking a huge risk with Time Magazine, and even with Time Warner itself.

The risk of satirizing and ridiculing Li Mu was far greater than satirizing and ridiculing the American President. Due to his position, the American President would basically not retaliate against a company, but Li Mu was not subject to this restriction, and he also had such powerful offline resources. Once enraged, the consequences would not be much better than what Mars faced.

If this report ultimately enraged Li Mu, it could very likely bring huge losses and threats to Time Warner. If Felix’s actions were known by other companies in the industry, then absolutely no company would dare to hire him.

Felix only then realized the gravity of the problem, but it was already too late. Facing the implicit threat from the executives, he could only dejectedly accept their terms and terminate his contract with Time Warner.

…

When the latest issue of Time Magazine was published, Li Mu was preparing to depart for the United States.

Before leaving, he heard that Schwarzenegger’s celebration banquet had invited many first-tier celebrities from North America, including not only film and television personalities but also many superstar idols from the pop music scene, such as Madonna, Celine Dion, and Michael Jackson, who were all top-tier bigshots. So he had a selfish thought: he wanted to take Du Wei with him, giving her the chance to meet these talented individuals from the North American music industry.

Coincidentally, Du Wei’s favorite singer was Celine Dion. She not only loved her songs but had also been constantly learning and imitating her voice, singing style, and many subtle handling techniques.

Due to the maturity and profound systematization of Western music, overall, Western music, especially contemporary pop music, was far ahead of other countries and regions. At this stage, virtually the entire world was following the path of imitating Western music.

It was said that even Heavenly Queen Faye Wong largely borrowed from Dolores, the lead singer of The Cranberries, in her singing style, gradually forming her uniquely distinctive voice and technique.

Du Wei was so excited she could barely speak when she heard Li Mu wanted to take her to meet pop music Heavenly Kings and Queens like Celine Dion, Madonna, and Michael Jackson. She immediately talked to her family, and after getting their consent and support, she also asked her teacher for a few days off. She then packed her luggage and went with Li Mu to the airport, preparing to fly to the United States.

On the way to the airport, Du Wei was exceptionally excited. She kept talking to Li Mu, saying that when she met Celine Dion, she absolutely had to take a photo with her and get her autograph.

Li Mu smiled, “Xiao Wei, you need to remember one thing: you’re not going to America to be a fan.”

“Huh?” Du Wei asked, puzzled, “Why? I am going to be a fan…”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “You’re going to make friends, understand?”

“Make friends?”

Du Wei had a simple personality, and with the support of her excellent family background, she had essentially been doing only one thing for twenty years—“doing what she wanted to do.” Her parents, Older sister, and relatives had protected her very well, so she had almost no astuteness. She couldn’t understand what Li Mu meant by “making friends.”

Li Mu seriously said, “At Schwarzenegger’s swearing-in celebration banquet, you don’t need to be anyone’s fan. Don’t put yourself and those celebrities on completely different levels. Instead, put yourself on the same level as them. No matter how high they are, just remember that you are not lower than any of them.”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue and said, “Then how do I tell Celine Dion that I admire her?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Keep your admiration in your heart. When you meet her, you can say you really like her music and hope to make friends with her.”

Du Wei lightly pressed her lips together, hesitating for a moment before saying, “She’s a world-renowned Heavenly Queen. Why would she make friends with me?”

Li Mu smiled confidently, “Don’t worry. By then, these world-renowned Heavenly Queens and celebrities you speak of will proactively want to make friends with you.”

Although Li Mu had never been involved in the entertainment industry, he understood its disposition very well. What truly made one a centerpiece in the entertainment industry wasn’t superb artistic skill, but powerful resources and strength.

Mr. Ma, a businessman, was surrounded by followers in the Chinese entertainment industry, with countless celebrities eagerly circling him. What truly mattered were his resources and strength.

In terms of resources and strength, Li Mu was substantially higher than Mr. Ma in his prime, so his appeal to the entertainment industry was undoubtedly the strongest globally.

Li Mu also clearly knew in his heart that by giving Schwarzenegger face and attending his inauguration ceremony and celebration party this time, he would undoubtedly be the highest-status person in attendance. The status of Du Wei, whom he brought along, would naturally also not be low.

With him vouching for Du Wei, she could absolutely stand on equal footing with any top-tier celebrity in North America. Making friends with bigshots like Celine Dion and Michael Jackson was only natural.

Du Wei didn’t understand Li Mu’s reasoning. She just felt that having the chance to meet her biggest idol in her heart was an extremely happy thing, so much so that she couldn’t help but fantasize in her mind right then: what should she say when she met Celine Dion?

Thinking of this, she even felt a bit nervous, afraid she might lose her etiquette then.

Li Mu saw her nervous expression and smiled helplessly. He took out his phone and sent a text message to Li Ziwei, who was sitting in the front passenger seat. The message read: “After we board the plane, send an email to Schwarzenegger. Tell him I’ll be bringing my little sister to his inauguration ceremony and celebration party, that my little sister really likes Celine Dion and wants to meet her, and ask him to help arrange it.”





Chapter 1672: Attaching Great Importance To

At this moment, Schwarzenegger was, without a doubt, the focus of Hollywood, the entire state of California, and even the entire United States.

It wasn’t uncommon for actors to go into politics in the United States, given that President Reagan, who came from Hollywood, set an example. However, for an action actor like Schwarzenegger, who wasn’t born in the US, to go into politics was a first in American history.

Schwarzenegger himself was filled with ambition at this moment, just waiting for the inauguration ceremony to conclude and for him to officially assume the office of Governor of California. He believed he could become the most outstanding Governor in California’s history, and perhaps even the most outstanding Governor in American history.

With only one day left until the inauguration ceremony, Schwarzenegger was both excited and nervous, having already begun discussing various policies and actions for his tenure with his staff.

He and his staff privately pulled out all his network resources and created a very clear data pivot table. The weight calculation in this table included several major factors: a person’s social impact, wealth value, resource conversion value, industrial development potential, and the difficulty of resource utilization.

This pivot table, using a systematic algorithm, calculated all these weights and presented the results in three very important dimensions:

First, the ranking of connections from whom Schwarzenegger could mobilize the most resources in the current stage;

Second, the ranking of connections with the highest potential from whom Schwarzenegger could mobilize resources in the future;

Third, the ranking of connections Schwarzenegger should invest the most energy and focus into maintaining.

Li Mu was not ranked first in the first dimension, but in the remaining two dimensions, Li Mu was in the top spot, leaving the second place far behind.

Through this pivot table, Schwarzenegger could clearly see the relationship value of each person in a digitalized way, which even allowed for interesting calculations, such as:

In the third dimension, Li Mu’s score was higher than the combined scores of second, third, fourth, and fifth place.

In a sense, for the greatest political interests, even if Schwarzenegger were to abandon the second through fifth places, he would still gain overall by going all out to cultivate his relationship with Li Mu.

Schwarzenegger himself wasn’t adept at such arithmetic problems, but once the results were intuitively displayed before him in the form of a pivot table, he grew even more excited about Li Mu’s arrival.

Coincidentally, his assistant informed him that an email had been received from Li Mu’s assistant, stating that Li Mu’s little sister loved Celine Dion and asked him to arrange a meeting.

Upon hearing this, Schwarzenegger’s first action was to call Steven Spielberg, who had just returned to the US a few days prior.

Schwarzenegger remembered Li Mu as an only child, so where did a sister come from? He needed to first understand the specific situation from Steven Spielberg before figuring out how to arrange things.

Steven Spielberg was a bit perplexed when Schwarzenegger asked him about Li Mu’s sister. However, after Schwarzenegger explained the email’s contents, he immediately guessed that the sister Li Mu referred to must be Du Wei.

So he hurriedly told Schwarzenegger, “If I’m not mistaken, the sister Li Mu mentioned should be Du Wei, the female lead of the ‘Flying Tigers’ movie I just finished filming. Although she has no blood relation to Li Mu, I still advise you to take it seriously, because Li Mu has great affection and doting for Du Wei; it’s no less than for his own sister.”

Schwarzenegger immediately nodded and said, “I understand. I’ll call Celine right away.”

Celine Dion is Canadian, and her husband is also Canadian. Her lifestyle is similar to most Canadian stars: she focuses her career in the United States, while her life is split fifty-fifty between the United States and Canada.

When the weather turns cold, Canadian stars like Celine Dion leave the bitterly cold Canada and travel to sunny Los Angeles, returning to Canada when the weather warms up. This habit is very much like people from China’s Northeast region, who travel to Nanhai Island for the winter when the cold season begins, and then return when it gets warmer.

Moreover, transportation between the US and Canada is extremely convenient. For these big stars who frequently possess private jets, shuttling between the two places is no problem at all.

It was late October, and the weather in Montreal, Canada, was already getting chilly. Celine Dion had originally planned to go to Los Angeles with her husband soon. Coincidentally, Schwarzenegger’s inauguration ceremony was approaching, so they decided to depart earlier.

Although Celine Dion is a singer, her career is inseparable from Hollywood. The main reason she achieved global fame and became a top singer worldwide was due to the film industry’s support and promotion. James Cameron’s “Titanic (film)” swept the globe, and Celine Dion, as the vocalist of its theme song, “My Heart Will Go On,” also soared to become a world-class top singer.

Because of her deep ties with Hollywood, Celine Dion had very good relationships with many first-tier actors, directors, and film producers. She had also been a long-time friend of Schwarzenegger, and when her friend was elected Governor of California, she naturally had to attend and congratulate him.

At this moment, Celine Dion, who was packing her luggage, received a phone call from Schwarzenegger. After answering, she laughed and joked, “Mr. Governor is so busy, how do you have time to call me?”

Schwarzenegger chuckled and said, “Celine, please wait until I’ve been sworn in before you call me Mr. Governor. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be proper.”

Celine Dion said, “The moment you won the election, you were already the Governor of California.”

Schwarzenegger laughed heartily and said, “Celine, I’m calling you because I have a favor to ask.”

Celine Dion quickly replied, “You don’t have to be so polite with me. Just tell me what you need, and I will go all out.”

Schwarzenegger said, “Mr. Li Mu, the founder of Muyeye Technology, will also be attending my inauguration ceremony, and his assistant specifically emailed me about something that concerns you.”

“Concerns me?!” Celine Dion asked, surprised. “Can you elaborate?”

For Celine Dion, Li Mu’s great name was something she had already heard of. She had even earned a good portion of offline music copyright royalties through YYtunes. Like all Hollywood stars, Celine Dion hoped to know powerful figures, especially those who controlled vast resources, and as it happened, Li Mu was the most powerful one in the eyes of Hollywood stars.

In fact, celebrities are very interesting entities. They are especially like money printing machines, but the fuel for their money printing machines isn’t paper and ink; it’s resources.

Whether they are film and television stars, television stars, singers, or comedians, each of them has a different conversion parameter. This parameter is like the thermal efficiency of an engine, determined by their own strength and conditions.

For example, a star like Michael Jackson is like the type with the strongest thermal efficiency: an input of one unit of resource can yield five units of return.

Then there are stars like Schwarzenegger, whose thermal efficiency isn’t the strongest but is still first-tier: an input of one unit of resource can yield four units of return.

Celine Dion is roughly on the same level as Schwarzenegger. These stars constantly strive to improve their strength and increase their “thermal efficiency” while trying every possible way to expand their channels and input more resources.

There are two very important problems here:

First, high thermal efficiency alone isn’t enough. No matter how awesome an engine is, it won’t run without fuel. There are countless people in the populace who possess the strength of top stars but remain undiscovered, perhaps spending their entire lives selling vegetables or living obscure and unknown lives in a small county.

Second, having abundant fuel alone isn’t useful either. No matter how much fuel you have, if you meet a resource guzzler that just consumes fuel without doing any work, the result will still be a complete mess. For example, that Sweet Girl who always has top resources invested in her but just can’t become popular.

For a powerful celebrity like Celine Dion, her problem falls into the first category: her thermal efficiency is high enough; the more resources, the better.

And Li Mu, precisely, is the one with the largest ‘fuel’ reserves in the world.

So, as soon as Celine Dion heard Schwarzenegger mention Li Mu, and then heard that it also involved her, she immediately grew expectant.

Schwarzenegger then said, “Li Mu is bringing one of his sisters to my inauguration ceremony this time. He specifically emailed me to say that his sister is a big fan of yours and would like to meet you.”

“Really?!” Celine Dion exclaimed.

This was simply an extremely promising stroke of unexpected good fortune! Hollywood stars were trying everything to meet Li Mu, and now, she was Li Mu’s sister’s idol, and his sister even wanted to meet her! This was simply too perfect for words!

Schwarzenegger said with certainty, “Of course it’s true. I’m calling you to check your schedule. I’d like to invite Li Mu and his sister for a private dinner beforehand. If you can come to California early, it would be best if you could join me.”

Celine Dion quickly asked, “When?”

Schwarzenegger said, “Li Mu’s private jet has already taken off. He’ll arrive in Sacramento in over ten hours.”

Celine Dion immediately said, “I was originally going to leave tomorrow. In that case, I’ll prepare to depart right away.”

“That’s great,” Schwarzenegger said. “There’s one more thing I need to ask of you.”

Celine Dion quickly replied, “Tell me.”

Schwarzenegger said, “See if there are any meaningful commemorative gifts you can give to Li Mu’s sister, such as your signed albums and other merchandise souvenirs.”

“Oh!” Celine Dion suddenly realized. “How about this? I’ll bring her a set of all my albums from my debut until now. I’ll sign them for her then.”

As she spoke, she asked Schwarzenegger, “Do you know Mr. Li’s sister’s name? Chinese names seem to have both Chinese characters and alphabetic pinyin. It would be best if you could find both. I can practice writing her name in Chinese on the plane.”

Schwarzenegger immediately said excitedly, “Celine, you’ve helped me a great deal! Thank you!”

Celine Dion smiled and said, “Arnold, honestly, it should be me thanking you!”





Chapter 1673: A Small Surprise for Du Wei

Li Mu’s private jet landed smoothly at Sacramento International Airport after flying for over ten hours.

Although the media knew Li Mu was coming to the United States, they hadn’t grasped his actual itinerary, nor did they know if he would arrive in Los Angeles or Sacramento first.

In the past, when Li Mu came to the United States, he always chartered flights from a private jet company under Air China. Each time the aircraft was a different model and had a different registration number, making it difficult for the media to track him, especially since this time he was using his newly purchased Gulfstream G550.

After Li Mu’s Gulfstream G550 landed in Sacramento, Schwarzenegger, who had received news in advance, was already quietly waiting in a hangar at the airport. Accompanying him were not only his assistant and staff, but also Celine Dion, who had just arrived from Canada.

To run for Governor, Schwarzenegger had already acquired a villa in Sacramento. He invited Li Mu and his party to stay at his home, and even Celine Dion and her husband were arranged to stay there.

Schwarzenegger felt that if Celine Dion also stayed at his home, she could have more contact with Li Mu’s little sister. This would not only show his competence but also do Celine Dion a great favor. If Celine Dion could develop a good relationship with Li Mu’s little sister, she would definitely gain a lot of resources in the future.

Li Mu didn’t know that Schwarzenegger was already waiting at the airport to pick them up with Celine Dion, and Du Wei, who was kept in the dark, knew even less. She was currently eagerly anticipating meeting Celine Dion in person at Schwarzenegger’s inauguration ceremony and then taking a photo with her at the celebration banquet.

After the plane landed, led by a guide vehicle, it slowly pulled into a semi-enclosed hangar. At that moment, the hangar was completely secured by dozens of security personnel.

Interestingly enough, Schwarzenegger had not yet been sworn into office, so even though he won the election, he temporarily couldn’t call upon any public resources in California. Therefore, all the security personnel responsible for securing the area were hired by Schwarzenegger from a professional security company and paid for out of his own pocket.

The plane taxied into the hangar under California’s evening sun and slowly came to a complete stop.

Li Mu stood up from his fully reclined luxurious seat and stretched. Although the interior of this Gulfstream G550 was already extremely luxurious, its internal space wasn’t large enough to be configured with a dedicated bedroom, and lying down like that for over ten hours left him somewhat physically exhausted.

Unlike Li Mu, Du Wei seemed full of sparkle of excitement. She had been listening to Celine Dion’s songs throughout the journey, and also Michael Jackson’s. The thought of having the chance to meet her idol made her so excited that she had long forgotten her fatigue.

Li Mu understood Du Wei’s reaction well. Professionals in a certain field always have supreme admiration for the titans of that field. In today’s pop music, Michael Jackson is naturally considered number one, and even if Celine Dion can’t rank second, she can certainly rank in the top five.

Just as the plane came to a stop, Du Wei’s side window was directly opposite the aircraft door, so she didn’t see Schwarzenegger, Celine Dion, and their party. However, Li Mu’s side window offered a clear view. He saw Schwarzenegger, and a blonde middle-aged woman standing next to him. She looked somewhat familiar, but he couldn’t immediately identify her.

Li Mu didn’t have strong feelings about Celine Dion. When “My Heart Will Go On” became a global hit, his mind naturally went to Jack and Rose from the movie when he heard the song. He couldn’t immediately recall what Celine Dion looked like.

However, Li Mu suddenly recalled a Spring Festival Gala from a certain year in the future, where Celine Dion seemed to have performed “Jasmine Flower” on stage with a famous Chinese singer/vocalist. Although Celine Dion was quite a bit older then, her facial features and sparkle of excitement matched.

So Li Mu concluded that the woman standing next to Schwarzenegger below the plane was Celine Dion.

He couldn’t help but turn his head to look at Du Wei, who was putting away her Mango player and headphones, while gently swaying her head and humming Celine Dion’s classic “I Surrender” to herself.

Speaking of this song, Li Mu had a deep impression of it, primarily because a Chinese singer from Taiwan named Lin Zhi Xuan had covered a Chinese version called “Never Left,” and it had been popular for a while when he participated in a singing competition back then.

Seeing Du Wei’s focused expression, Li Mu mused to himself, “When the aircraft door opens in a moment, will Du Wei be pleasantly surprised to see Celine Dion?”

But then again, look at Schwarzenegger, with his burly build and muscular physique — who would have thought he’s actually quite tactful? He actually managed to get Celine Dion to come and pick them up with him.

At this moment, the plane had stopped, and the engines were gradually shutting down. The Air China flight attendant opened the cabin door and spoke from inside to Li Mu and the others: “President Li, esteemed passengers, you may now disembark.”

Li Mu nodded, stood up, and said to Du Wei: “Let’s go, they’re already waiting to pick us up.”

Du Wei asked curiously: “Who is it?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “You’ll know once we get off the plane. Let’s go.”

Du Wei followed behind Li Mu to the aircraft door. Li Mu was the first to descend the stairs. Just as he descended a few steps, Du Wei followed behind him, stepping down.

At this moment, she unconsciously looked down and was instantly dumbfounded with shock, forgetting even how to descend the steps.

In that instant, her eyes met Celine Dion’s.

When Li Mu first saw Celine Dion, he couldn’t remember what she looked like, but Du Wei had always regarded her as the greatest idol in the singing world, so she recognized her instantly.

Overwhelmed with excitement, she immediately covered her mouth and her eyes widened. She had never dreamed that she would see her idol in person right after arriving in the United States, before even disembarking, and that her idol would actually come to the airport to pick them up!

Li Mu turned back to glance at her, seeing her standing there in a daze. He then turned back and supported her arm, jesting: “Don’t just stand there excited; watch your step, what if you fall?”

Only then did Du Wei snap back to reality, her voice trembling with excitement: “Brother Li Mu, I’m not dreaming, am I?! Th-that’s Celine Dion!”

Li Mu chuckled: “I know. The one next to her is Schwarzenegger. Why are you so surprised?”

Du Wei said incoherently: “That’s Celine Dion! My biggest idol! Oh wait, no, my biggest idol is you, but she’s my biggest idol in the music world! My favorite female singer! Oh my god, how could she… why would she come to pick us up?”

Saying this, Du Wei looked at Li Mu and asked, “Brother Li Mu, did you tell her to come? Besides you, there seems to be no other possibility…”

Li Mu nodded with a smile and said: “Before getting on the plane, I had Sister Ziwei send an email to Schwarzenegger, telling him you like Celine Dion and asking him to help arrange it.”

As he spoke, Li Mu looked at Schwarzenegger and Celine Dion, who were smiling below, and then said to Du Wei: “You see, Comrade Schwarzenegger here is quite adept at handling things.”

Du Wei stammered: “Brother Li Mu, I’m so nervous…”

Li Mu chuckled: “Nervous about what? Nervous because you’re seeing your idol?”

“Mm…” Du Wei nodded seriously.

Li Mu then asked: “Then you say I’m your biggest idol, how come you’re not nervous when you see me?”

Du Wei blurted out: “I’m always terribly nervous, alright?!”

“Really?” Li Mu frowned: “How come I didn’t notice?”

Du Wei’s pretty face flushed red, and she hurriedly said: “Oh, I was just talking nonsense…”

Li Mu didn’t ask further, smilingly said: “Let’s go, don’t let them stare. They’re waiting to shake your hand.”

Only then did Du Wei nod, calming herself slightly, and followed behind Li Mu down the aircraft stairs.

At this moment, Schwarzenegger and Celine Dion walked forward side by side. Schwarzenegger first shook hands with Li Mu and said earnestly: “Welcome to California, Mr. Li. You must be tired from your journey. Thank you for coming all this way.”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “Not at all. With such joyous news of your election as Governor, of course I should come to celebrate.”

“Thank you very much!” Schwarzenegger said sincerely, then turned and began to introduce Celine Dion next to him:

“Mr. Li, this is the very famous Canadian female singer, Celine Dion. Ms. Dion has long admired you.”

Li Mu extended his hand to Celine Dion and said with a smile: “Hello, Ms. Dion. I’ve long heard of your great name. I’ve always enjoyed your songs.”

Celine Dion said humbly: “Thank you for the compliment, Mr. Li. You can call me Celine.”

“Alright.” Li Mu nodded and said: “Celine, allow me to introduce my little sister, Du Wei. She’s a big fan of yours.”

Celine Dion eagerly extended her hand to Du Wei and said with a smile: “Hello, Du Wei. I hear you’re also a singer. If the opportunity arises, we must collaborate!”

Du Wei nervously said: “Oh, I wouldn’t dare. I’m just a music student; I can’t yet be considered a true singer.”

Li Mu chuckled from the side: “Xiao Wei has released a few singles, but hasn’t officially launched an album yet.”

Celine Dion nodded and said with a smile: “Don’t rush to release an album. If you’re still short on songs, I can help you reach out to famous musicians in Canada and the United States to commission new songs, and I can also introduce you to experienced top producers here in North America to help you make your album.”

Du Wei quickly thanked her: “Thank you, Ms. Dion…”

Celine Dion quickly replied: “No need to be so formal, we’re all friends.”

As she spoke, she actively linked her arm with Du Wei’s and lowered her voice to whisper in her ear: “I prepared a small gift for you: all my albums since my debut. I’ve already signed them for you; I hope you like them.”

“Really?!” Du Wei exclaimed with delight: “Thank you so, so much…”

Celine Dion laughed and said: “I already told you not to be so formal. Later, let’s exchange contact details and keep in touch more often. Besides, we both love singing, so we can discuss many things and exchange resources as needed.”

Du Wei nodded repeatedly and gleefully.

At this point, Schwarzenegger said: “Mr. Li, let’s quickly complete the Customs process. I’ve already prepared a dinner at my home to welcome you and Miss Du tonight!”





Chapter 1674: Probing

After Li Mu and Du Wei’s group smoothly completed the Customs process, they followed Schwarzenegger’s racing team to his villa in Sacramento.

Though it was called a villa, upon arrival, they realized “estate” would be a more fitting description.

The entire villa alone occupied over ten thousand square meters, with the building area making up approximately one-third, and the rest consisting of lawns, a swimming pool, and various green plants.

The garage alone had five parking spaces, and it was fully enclosed, allowing direct entry into the villa’s interior from there.

Unlike the Goldberg Family’s large estate, which was an ancient castle far from the city and vast in both land and building area for historical reasons.

Schwarzenegger’s villa here, however, was entirely modern architecture, meticulously designed and more practical than a centuries-old castle.

Compared to this, Li Mu felt that his villa in Ziyun Mountain Villa was utterly pathetic.

Li Mu curiously asked Schwarzenegger, “Arnold, how much did this villa of yours cost?”

Schwarzenegger smiled and said, “The total cost was less than four million US dollars.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Such a large villa, and it only costs less than four million US dollars?”

Schwarzenegger nodded and explained, “Housing prices in Sacramento aren’t high. If it were in Los Angeles, an estate like this would start at at least ten million US dollars, and if it were in the San Francisco Bay Area, the price would double again.”

Li Mu nodded gently. Housing prices in the United States had always been relatively sensible, with the exception of special cases like San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Manhattan.

Schwarzenegger said, “Many internet magnates who emerged from Silicon Valley live in the Bay Area. The living environment there is excellent. If you are interested, Mr. Li, you might consider acquiring some property in the Bay Area in the future.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “If my business in the United States expands in the future, buying a house in the Bay Area isn’t out of the question. After all, it’s close to Silicon Valley.”

While chatting with Li Mu, Schwarzenegger guided him and the others into the villa.

Schwarzenegger’s wife and their four children also gathered at the door to welcome them, showing great enthusiasm.

Joining their family at the door to welcome them was Celine Dion’s husband, a music producer at least twenty years her senior.

Schwarzenegger actively introduced his beautiful wife to Li Mu, as well as their four children, two boys and two girls.

His wife’s name was Maria Shriver, a beautiful and elegant White woman.

Li Mu politely shook her hand, and she said with a smile, “Mr. Li, thank you for your continuous help to Arnold. Without you, he wouldn’t have won this election.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Believe me, Maria, even without me, Mr. Schwarzenegger would still have succeeded.”

Maria glanced at Schwarzenegger, then smiled and said, “This is Arnold’s first foray into politics. I was worried about whether he could handle this position, but with a friend like you, Mr. Li, I am completely at ease. I hope Mr. Li can continue to help Arnold more in the future, so he doesn’t make himself a nationwide joke. Of course, if Mr. Li ever needs Arnold’s assistance in the future, we will certainly go all out.”

Li Mu smiled noncommittally, but thought to himself: This Maria speaks very directly, mentioning key points in just two sentences, and yet she’s always praising me. She doesn’t seem like an ordinary housewife at all; she’s very much like Hillary when Clinton was President.

So, he smiled and said to Schwarzenegger, “Arnold, you’ve really married a wonderful wife!”

Schwarzenegger laughed heartily and whispered to Li Mu, “Maria is the niece of former US President Kennedy. Although her surname isn’t Kennedy, she’s still part of the Kennedy Family. People from the Kennedy Family sometimes speak very directly, so please excuse her, Mr. Li.”

Saying that, Schwarzenegger added, “But Maria was quite right about one thing: without your help, Mr. Li, I certainly wouldn’t have been smoothly elected.”

In Schwarzenegger’s eyes, Li Mu’s help played a crucial role in his smooth election as Governor of California.

However, Li Mu knew clearly that Schwarzenegger would have been elected anyway; he had merely added icing to the cake.

Yet, Li Mu wasn’t overly modest. On the contrary, he felt that Maria was an extraordinary woman. Bringing up these topics right away, she was likely probing his stance on Schwarzenegger, hoping to get a clear commitment from him.

Furthermore, in the few sentences Maria had just spoken, she had already implied Schwarzenegger’s commitment: Schwarzenegger was willing to cooperate deeply with him. The only remaining question was whether he was willing to cooperate deeply with Schwarzenegger.

Thinking this, Li Mu smiled faintly and said to Maria and Schwarzenegger, “I hope we can cooperate deeply in the future, supporting and helping each other. I have high hopes for Arnold to achieve great things as Governor of California, and I will provide all the help within my capabilities to support Arnold in realizing this goal.”

The couple exchanged glances, both excited by Li Mu’s reply.

Originally, they had worried that Li Mu would be unwilling to play these small-scale political games with them. But unexpectedly, Li Mu showed no airs at all and even expressed his willingness to cooperate deeply with them. This gave the incoming Schwarzenegger a truly meaningful reassurance.

Schwarzenegger, unable to hide his excitement, said, “Mr. Li, I specifically had Chinese meals prepared. Let’s go to the dining room now!”

Li Mu nodded gently. Schwarzenegger immediately made an inviting gesture, politely and respectfully leading the way for Li Mu.

Schwarzenegger, already over fifty years old, could be considered a senior figure in all of Hollywood, yet when facing Li Mu, he completely placed himself in a humble position. Even when he met American Presidents in earlier years, he had never been this courteous.

To Schwarzenegger, this was quite normal. Although Li Mu was very young, he had a massive business empire behind him, and he himself was the owner of this empire; his strength was truly immense.

In contrast, while the US President governed the most powerful country in the world in terms of overall influence, he was only a professional manager briefly in charge of the nation. Even while in office, his power would be greatly restricted, let alone having to step down a few years later.

The aging Schwarzenegger, deep down, harbored strong political ambitions. He ardently desired to establish a long-term cooperative relationship with Li Mu, leveraging Li Mu’s influence to better perform his duties as Governor. Even if it merely meant providing some publicity resources, it could resolve significant issues for him.

In every US election, candidates had to spend a large amount of campaign funds, a significant portion of which was invested in publicity resources.

It could be said that whoever possessed powerful publicity channels had already won at the starting line.

Moreover, every politician in the United States needed the support of a patron, and currently, there was no more powerful patron to be found than Li Mu.

…

Upon entering the dining room, Li Mu noticed several Chinese-looking chefs bustling about. A variety of Chinese dishes were already laid out on the tables, and exquisite Chinese porcelain had also been specially prepared.

Schwarzenegger invited Li Mu and the others to sit down, then began to speak to Li Mu, “Today’s Chinese chefs were specially invited by me from Los Angeles. They are all excellent Chinese chefs, and I hope the dishes they prepare will suit your taste, Mr. Li.”

Just then, a Serious-looking Chinese chef walked into the dining room and said to Li Mu in Chinese with a slight accent, “Mr. Li, we have also prepared a carefully stewed Buddha Jumps Over the Wall for you. It will be ready to serve in a few minutes.”

Schwarzenegger introduced, “I heard that Buddha Jumps Over the Wall is a famous Chinese dish, so I took the liberty of ordering a portion. I wonder if you will like it, Mr. Li? If not, I can have the chefs prepare something else.”

“Anything is fine,” Li Mu said with a slight smile. “Arnold, you’re truly too polite. I don’t really have high standards about food, so you don’t need to trouble yourself so much.”

Schwarzenegger quickly said, “Mr. Li, you flew all this way to show me support; this is all something I should do.”

With that, Schwarzenegger took two bottles of Maotai liquor from the nearby wine cabinet and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, you must be tired after such a long flight. Let’s have a couple of drinks; it’ll help you unwind.”

Li Mu did not refuse.

However, at the dining table, when Li Mu truly began drinking and toasting with Schwarzenegger, he discovered that Schwarzenegger’s alcohol tolerance was remarkably good.

After drinking a few glasses of white liquor, Li Mu felt a slight tipsiness.

Celine Dion also understood Maria’s intention. She, too, greatly desired to seize this immense opportunity with Li Mu, but she decided to use Du Wei as her entry point.

Because she felt that unlike Schwarzenegger, she couldn’t leverage the position of Governor to seek Li Mu’s resource investment. Therefore, it would be better to directly approach Li Mu’s little sister.

So, she consistently took time to chat with Du Wei about music-related matters. Unlike Schwarzenegger, who directly used his identity as Governor to gain Li Mu’s resources, she hoped to obtain Li Mu’s resources through Du Wei.

…

After dinner, Schwarzenegger called for the servants, instructing them to take Li Mu’s accompanying assistants and bodyguards to rest in the third-floor guest rooms, while he personally led Li Mu and Du Wei to the second floor.

According to Schwarzenegger, this villa had nineteen bedrooms.

The first floor of the villa had five rooms, all occupied by servants, drivers, and bodyguards. The second and third floors each had seven bedrooms. The third floor comprised entirely of guest rooms, while the second floor housed his and his children’s rooms. Only occasionally would relatives or very important guests be arranged to stay on the second floor.

On the entire second floor, Schwarzenegger and his wife shared a room, his two sons each had a room, and his two daughters stayed in the same room. Conveniently, three rooms remained: one was arranged for Celine Dion, and the remaining two were arranged for Li Mu and Du Wei.

Du Wei had been chatting with Celine Dion, and it seemed the two were getting along quite well. Schwarzenegger then said to Celine Dion at the staircase, “Celine, Miss Du’s room is right next to yours. If it’s convenient for you, would you mind accompanying Miss Du over? I see you two get along quite well.”

Celine Dion immediately nodded and said to Du Wei, “You’ll be next door to me. We can discuss music together tonight!”





Chapter 1675: To Be A Sheepdog, Not A Bellwether

Celine Dion accompanied Du Wei to the room Schwarzenegger had prepared for her, while Schwarzenegger personally led Li Mu to his own room, enthusiastically introducing the configuration of the room and the placement of various items.

The room Schwarzenegger arranged for Li Mu was a very large suite, with a luxuriously decorated small living room outside the bedroom.

Li Mu felt that Schwarzenegger might have something to say to him, so he invited Schwarzenegger to sit on the sofa in the living room and asked with a smile, “Arnold, you’re about to be inaugurated as Governor. How are you feeling?”

Schwarzenegger crossed his hands, leaned forward, resting his elbows on his legs, and said earnestly, “To be honest, I’m very excited right now, but also very nervous.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “Nervous about what?”

Schwarzenegger said, “California shines so brightly across the United States, with developments in various fields ranking among the top in the country. But only when you truly delve into it do you realize how many internal problems it has. I’m worried that my abilities aren’t enough to ensure California has even better development.”

Saying that, Schwarzenegger asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, as an incredibly successful businessman, do you have any good suggestions?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I’m not very interested in politics, so I haven’t done much research. However, there was a great philosopher in China who, more than two thousand years ago, proposed a philosophy of governance called ‘governance through non-interference’. Its meaning is to minimize intervention in people’s lives, allowing them to fully unleash their creativity. Don’t think about leading them forward, but rather encourage them to go as far as possible within a reasonable and legal framework.”

After that, Li Mu continued, “To put it simply, it’s about giving the populace, especially entrepreneurs, the freedom to try things. You need to be a sheepdog, protecting the flock without interfering too much. You only intervene when individual sheep make mistakes. Never try to be a bellwether; California has several tens of millions of people, you can’t lead them.”

Schwarzenegger didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s words. He hesitated for a moment and asked, “Mr. Li, could you give me some more specific advice? For example, how should I reduce California’s fiscal deficit and enable California’s economy to develop faster and better?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Arnold, for these issues, I believe your advisors have already brainstormed countless suggestions for you. They are all more professional than me, so their advice, both in theory and in practice, will be far better than anything I can offer.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “So I can’t give you solutions to specific problems. However, I can offer you some more macroeconomic advice for your reference.”

Schwarzenegger nodded quickly, saying earnestly, “Please speak.”

Li Mu said, “First, my first piece of advice is: absolutely do not solely focus on solving California’s fiscal deficit by cutting various expenses. This is like a family where most of the energy should be spent on how to make money, rather than how to save money. If your advisors are solely focused on finding ways to cut expenses and foolishly attempt to reduce the deficit, it will only lead to a larger, more fierce rebound in the future.”

In Li Mu’s impression, when Schwarzenegger took office, he was ambitious about cutting government spending. However, the cuts didn’t shrink the deficit; instead, it increased significantly, which became a key reason for the public to accuse Schwarzenegger of incompetence.

Therefore, since Schwarzenegger had already been elected, there was no need to rack his brains on cutting expenses; it would be better to unleash his efforts and do other things.

Schwarzenegger listened with some surprise. The main thing his advisors were currently focusing on was exactly what Li Mu warned him not to do.

He said somewhat awkwardly, “Mr. Li, to be frank, we are currently thinking about how to comprehensively reduce the California state government’s expenditures and lower the government’s deficit…”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Your advisors are like aircraft manufacturers. They see fiscal expenditure as the weight of an airplane, only thinking about making the plane as lightweight as possible while ensuring it doesn’t crash. Lightweighting is good, but it might not be suitable for your situation.”

Schwarzenegger nodded gently, saying, “I will definitely schedule time to communicate this with my advisors and senators.”

Li Mu hummed in agreement and then said, “My second suggestion is to strengthen cooperation with China, encompassing both government and private sectors.”

“I’m giving you this advice not because I’m Chinese, but because you must firmly believe that China will become the world’s second-largest economy within the next decade, fully surpassing the UK, Germany, and Japan. So, for the many states in the United States, whoever advances the fastest will gain the most.”

Schwarzenegger stared intently at Li Mu, anticipating his next words.

Li Mu said, “Actually, California is particularly suitable to take the lead in deep engagement with China. California has a cultural powerhouse like Hollywood, continuously outputting a large number of excellent cultural and artistic works. And China possesses the world’s largest population and most potential market. Both sides can easily find ways for deep and mutually beneficial cooperation. But this requires you, as Governor, to push it forward. Like a sheepdog, drive your flock to the most fertile pastures, and you won’t need to manage anything else; they will open their mouths and feed ravenously on their own.”

“Furthermore, California also has Silicon Valley, the world’s IT center. So many high-tech enterprises need larger markets, cheaper labor, and lower costs. Believe me, at this stage, no place is more suitable than China. Traditional manufacturing in the United States has already begun developing in China, but the high-tech industry has been much slower. You can try to promote this.”

Schwarzenegger pondered for a moment, nodded gently, and asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, if I want to strengthen economic cooperation between California and China, can you provide me with some assistance?”

“Of course,” Li Mu said with a smile. “I can help California entrepreneurs meet private entrepreneurs from China, act as a go-between for American and Chinese enterprises, and allow everyone to find more cooperation opportunities.”

As he spoke, Li Mu had a flash of insight and said, “How about this: after you take office, I will personally organize a China-U.S. Entrepreneur Forum together with the California state government. We can define a few key industries, gather entrepreneurs from both sides in those industries first, get them to sit down in a banquet hall, and we won’t need to manage anything else; they will generate countless sparks on their own.”

“If the first Entrepreneur Forum is successful, then for the second forum, we can consider adding a few new industries, expanding the scale of participating entrepreneurs, and then branding this forum to elevate its standing.”

“At that time, the California government could take the lead, unite with banks and large enterprises, and jointly establish a venture capital fund with the same name, specifically for investing in excellent projects from the forum. This would not only support American enterprises in developing in China but also support Chinese enterprises in testing the waters in the United States. As long as businesses have a demand, they can submit an application. This will not only enhance the California government’s reputation but also increase its revenue.”

Schwarzenegger’s eyes lit up, and he blurted out, “Is this what you mean by ‘governance through non-interference’?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Roughly. Be a good sheepdog: drive the sheep that need to gain weight to the best pastures, and herd the sheep that need to breed to the best mates.”

Schwarzenegger was instantly moved.

If he could truly organize an entrepreneur forum targeting American and Chinese enterprises, as Li Mu suggested, this would not only aid the economic development of both sides but also serve as a Major Political Achievement for his governorship of California.

Li Mu looked at Schwarzenegger, smiled calmly, and said, “Having said so much, next I need to talk about something with a bit of selfishness.”

Schwarzenegger sat up straight and nodded, saying, “Mr. Li, please speak.”

Li Mu said, “I hope you strengthen cooperation between California and China, not just because I firmly believe China will quickly become the world’s second-largest economy, but also because I am Chinese, and I hope to contribute to China’s economic development.”

“Therefore, as long as you are friendly to China and seek joint development with Chinese enterprises during your term, I will fully support you in governing California better in the next four or eight years. I can invest one billion US dollars or even more to support this China-U.S. enterprise cooperation venture capital fund.”

“Not only that, but in the future, I myself will also increase my investment in California, providing more taxes and job positions for California. However, as your partner and ally, I may also need you to provide me with certain conveniences in the future.”

Schwarzenegger was incredibly excited. Besides anything else, the entrepreneur forum Li Mu mentioned, if successfully held even once, could bring him a great deal of praise. After all, in the United States, not many states can create such a Major Splash.

For him, if he could truly establish a venture capital fund to add icing to the cake, it would naturally be an even better situation.

As for Li Mu’s mention of needing him to provide certain conveniences in the future, such things are actually very commonplace in the United States, practically an everyday occurrence.

Whether it’s a Governor’s election or a Presidential election, they are inconceivable without the support of financial groups, enterprises, and families. When they invest large sums of money to help candidates campaign, they have already negotiated various bargaining chips with the other party.

Some demand positions. Both the U.S. President and U.S. Governors have the right to appoint their own people to certain special positions, such as the Bureau Chief of the CIA, Secretary of State, Supreme Court Justices, etc., all are approved and appointed by the President. Once a new President or Governor takes office, the newly appointed head is very likely a member of a family that supported their election.

Others want resources. For example, American arms dealers often invest massive amounts of campaign funds in presidential candidates, precisely so that after a successful election, they can directly use the help of political policies to sell more guns to more ordinary people, or to ensure government military procure more of their products. In short, it’s all for money.

Schwarzenegger naturally understood in his heart that Li Mu helped him with his election campaign and consolidate public opinion, so Li Mu must also have his own personal demands.

If Li Mu had only helped him without ever mentioning his own demands, Schwarzenegger wouldn’t have dared to open himself up to cooperation. But upon realizing that Li Mu had this layer of demand, Schwarzenegger felt a sense of relief.

In the adult world, transactions are preferred over simple taking, for a mutually beneficial arrangement is ultimately the best model for cooperation.





Chapter 1676: Li Mu’s Nurturing Plan

Li Mu hoped to guide Schwarzenegger to become a pro-China American Governor. In his view, this was the best choice for China, for the United States, for California, for him, and even for himself.

Schwarzenegger also perceived Li Mu’s intention, but he was also very clear that Li Mu was like a cheat/hack for him—a powerful cheat/hack that came for free. Its only requirement was to strengthen the deep cooperation between California and China.

Li Mu listed the industry collaborations he could directly facilitate at this stage:

Hollywood could deeply cooperate with his Film and Television Base project, China’s cinema chains/movie theaters, electronic ticketing platforms, and projects like YYtunes and Taobao’s digital copyright sales.

Silicon Valley’s software companies could cooperate with IT enterprises in Zhongguancun, including Muyeye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay.

Silicon Valley’s hardware companies could cooperate with high-tech enterprises, electronic component companies, and contract manufacturers in the Shenzhen City area.

Once these major sectors—culture, software, and hardware—established cooperation, the mutual benefits they contained would be enormous. Although Schwarzenegger didn’t understand finances that deeply, he could still see the general picture from ‘seeing only a small part of a big picture’.

Li Mu then presented an even more attractive basis for cooperation.

Currently, Li Mu’s Gubei Water Town project and Film and Television Base project both have state-owned tourism groups holding shares, and the cooperation between them is very close. In the future, Li Mu could cooperate with Schwarzenegger, using these tourism groups’ resources to promote reciprocal tourism between China’s first-tier cities and the people of California.

Most importantly, Li Mu had Muyeye Technology as a promotional platform. He could completely promote China tourism among American netizens and simultaneously promote American tourism among Chinese netizens.

Li Mu said to Schwarzenegger: “Arnold, imagine this: if California’s tourism revenue grew by twenty percent or even more next year, how much income and how many job positions would that bring to California? For you as a Governor, what a huge Political Achievement that would be?”

Schwarzenegger couldn’t sit still upon hearing this.

A twenty percent increase in tourism revenue, at minimum? This was truly a massive figure. However, he had some doubts: could China’s current consumption level support so many people traveling to the United States?

After much thought, he asked Li Mu this question.

Li Mu, however, said confidently: “There are many ways to make a tourist attraction, tourist city, or even a tourist country famous. These include, but are not limited to, fabricating concepts, False Advertising, over-glamorization, and improving the cost-performance ratio. If you master one of these methods well, you can succeed. If you master several, you can achieve enormous success.”

Then, Li Mu asked him: “Have you heard of the country Maldives?”

Schwarzenegger nodded: “Of course, I’ve heard of it. I even vacationed there last year.”

Li Mu smiled and asked him: “Then you must have heard the claim that the Maldives will sink within a certain number of years in the future, right?”

Schwarzenegger immediately chuckled: “That’s right, I only learned about that place and became interested in it after reading related reports.”

Li Mu said: “The Maldives has a very effective promotional strategy. They use these soft articles to widely proclaim that the Maldives will soon sink, that its beautiful scenery will disappear, and that if you don’t go now, you might never have the chance again. When people see such articles, they can’t help but feel a sense of urgency, always thinking they must find an opportunity to go at least once, so as not to have lived in vain.”

At this point, Li Mu paused slightly and said: “But think about it, the world is so vast; there are too many places you’ll never have the chance to visit in your lifetime. What’s not having visited the Maldives? China has nine-point-six million square kilometers of land, and I probably won’t visit at least ninety percent of it in my entire life. Yet, most people can’t rationally consider this issue. They don’t realize that they’ve never set foot in more than half of the city they live in, but they feel that if they don’t take a trip to an island thousands of kilometers away in this life, they’ve lived it in vain.”

Schwarzenegger gave an awkward smile and said: “At that time, I was indeed swayed by that mindset, like a refined yet foolish romantic sentiment, acting up.”

Li Mu nodded: “That’s the Maldives’ promotional strategy. With so many islands worldwide that can be visited, and sea levels rising, logically any island could disappear. If sea levels rise a lot, even Australia could disappear. Yet, only the Maldives conceived of such a promotional method. This is taking the fabrication of concepts to the extreme.”

In fact, there’s a similar case in China: the famous hangout for artsy youth—Gulangyu.

Around 200X, with the high-speed development of China’s internet industry, people began to habitually learn about the outside world through the internet. Suddenly one day, a Chinese island entered people’s sight through social media like Weibo and blogs. Countless voices claimed it would disappear within a certain number of years in the future. As a result, anxious Chinese youths swarmed onto this island, which could be said to be China’s first internet-famous tourist attraction.

However, given that Gulangyu hadn’t become famous yet, and Schwarzenegger didn’t understand China, Li Mu didn’t bring up this matter.

Schwarzenegger then said thoughtfully: “So, should we fabricate some similar concepts for California and China’s first-tier cities?”

Li Mu nodded and chuckled: “Of course. Not only should we fabricate concepts, but we should also try other methods.”

Then, Li Mu added: “In the United States, we can promote Beijing’s long history, its unique Chinese imperial culture, royal architecture, and the Great Wall; and in China, we can promote California’s Hollywood, Universal Studios, Walk of Fame, San Francisco’s Silicon Valley, Bay Area, Golden Gate Bridge, and Chinatown. Here, we can use all means of fabricating concepts, over-glamorization, and False Advertising to first make the people on both sides yearn for the local customs and practices across the ocean.”

Immediately after, Li Mu continued: “In addition to that, I have a killer move.”

Schwarzenegger eagerly asked him: “What kind of killer move?”

Li Mu said: “I can coordinate various resources to improve the cost-performance ratio of tourism between the people of these two places.”

Then, Li Mu analyzed: “The cost-performance ratio of tourism essentially boils down to transportation, accommodation, dining, and travel expenses. I’ll analyze each one with you.”

“First, transportation. I can discuss special discount routes with Chinese airlines. Through promotion, I’ve increased the travel intent of people between the two places, directly boosting the transport capacity demand between them, which in turn increases the airlines’ seat occupancy rates and profits.”

“If airlines are willing to cooperate with me to lower ticket prices between the two places, what they’ll gain in return is certainly greater transport capacity demand. The more transport capacity demand increases, the higher the airlines’ profits will be. They can deploy larger planes and more planes on this golden route, earning them even higher profits.”

Schwarzenegger asked: “Do we have enough confidence to ensure that airlines will be willing to lower their ticket prices?”

Li Mu chuckled: “There’s no problem in this world that money can’t solve. If there is, it just means the money hasn’t arrived yet.”

Then, Li Mu added: “Failing that, I can talk to airlines about guaranteed minimums. Their seat occupancy rates aren’t always one hundred percent. For example, if their average seat occupancy rate is seventy percent, and a flight from Beijing to San Francisco can sell for one hundred thousand dollars per trip, then I’ll first give them twenty thousand dollars per trip, and then contract for twenty percent of their ticket sales. This means we get these twenty percent of the seats at seventy percent of the regular fare. They’ll have a stable income, and I’ll assume sole responsibility for profits and losses. If I succeed with these twenty percent, I’ll increase it to thirty percent, forty percent, or even have them add special flights for me, or even chartered flights.”

“Next, accommodation. This is even easier to solve. I believe that whether it’s Beijing, Huzhou City, San Francisco, or Los Angeles, the hotel industry almost certainly cannot maintain an occupancy rate exceeding eighty percent for most of the year, especially during the off-peak travel season when the room vacancy rate will be even higher.”

“If we decide to launch and promote bilateral tourism business, I can pay to secure twenty percent of the room resources from every hotel in these major cities. These twenty percent of room resources will be mine year-round, and the hotels will accordingly give me a pretty substantial discount. Even so, from their perspective, this is a gain, because their average vacancy rate is far greater than twenty percent.”

“I will take these twenty percent of room resources and use them entirely to provide to people traveling bilaterally, allowing them to directly enjoy the ultra-low discounts I’ve secured. For example, if we achieve these two points, people living in Los Angeles will suddenly discover that if they fly from Los Angeles to Huzhou City for tourism, not only will their airfare have a very low discount, but even their accommodation costs will have huge savings. The money they originally had enough for only a trip to Canada will now be enough for a trip to the other side of the world.”

“To put it simply, this is a middleman’s wholesale and retail business. It’s like buying tomatoes: purchasing them in bulk at wholesale prices from farmers, and then breaking them up to sell at higher retail prices to consumers. The only difference is that I’m operating all of this offline, saving a significant amount on operating costs. This way, I can add only a small amount of cost on top of the wholesale price and then sell them at zero profit.”

Schwarzenegger said: “In that case, wouldn’t you be busy for nothing?”

Li Mu smiled calmly, retorting: “Do you think I’m telling you all this because I want to earn a little money from plane tickets and hotel rooms? Of course not! As a patriotic Chinese person, I naturally want to contribute to the tourism industry of China’s first-tier cities. Not only do I want China’s first-tier cities’ tourism industry to develop faster, but I also hope they can deeply integrate with the international tourism market. And as a friend, I also want to give you an inauguration gift, helping you achieve some Political Achievement that the people of California will unanimously praise. Earning money is too easy for me. If I truly wanted to earn such small sums, I could just arrange for my subordinates to do it. Why would I bother doing it myself?”

Schwarzenegger knew that everything Li Mu said was true. For Li Mu, what benefited China was probably the priority, followed by what benefited himself. Nevertheless, even this was enough to excite him.

At this point, Li Mu continued: “For the vast majority of people, the biggest expenses for travel are airfare and hotels. Once these two expenses are significantly reduced, it will not only attract them greatly but also allow them to maintain higher consumption capacity.”

“It’s like this: I originally planned five thousand dollars for travel. A trip to China, including the original airfare and hotel, might have cost three thousand dollars. So, my remaining two thousand dollars would be used for local food, entertainment, and shopping. However, now that the airfare and hotel costs for a trip to China have dropped to two thousand dollars or even lower, the portion of my budget allocated for local food, entertainment, and shopping will increase to three thousand dollars or more. Where does this money ultimately go?”

Schwarzenegger said in surprise: “This money ultimately flows into the city’s GDP!”

Li Mu snapped his fingers: “Exactly! This is the fundamental aspect of a city’s tourism output. If you’re interested, I’ll put this into motion as soon as I return to China.”





Chapter 1677: Elon Musk’s Tesla Planning

After chatting with Li Mu, Schwarzenegger was already very eager to cooperate with Li Mu after taking office.

He was looking forward to California undergoing earth-shattering changes under his governance: GDP growth, reduction of fiscal deficit, lower unemployment rates, and increased revenue from foreign trade, finance, tourism, and other areas.

Before having a detailed discussion with Li Mu, he had been ambitious but lacked strong confidence. Now, it was different; he felt everything was within reach.

Li Mu spent the night at Schwarzenegger’s home. The next day was his inauguration ceremony in Sacramento.

The inauguration ceremony was held at the Sacramento State Capitol. According to media reports, it was the most highly anticipated Governor’s inauguration in the United States in nearly fifty years, with over a hundred Hollywood bigshots and California entrepreneurs attending. It was even said that Bill Gates, the founder of Microsoft, headquartered in Seattle, came to offer his congratulations.

Some media outlets even ran headlines calling it the “Oscars of California’s Political Scene,” instantly drawing the nation’s attention to the relatively small city of Sacramento.

Unlike Schwarzenegger, who went to the State Capitol early in the morning for inauguration preparations, Li Mu hadn’t left Schwarzenegger’s villa in Sacramento until noon. Celine Dion and her husband, who were also staying in the villa, did the same.

Schwarzenegger’s wife stayed behind specifically to host the guests at home. In the afternoon, she would join Li Mu, Celine Dion, and the other guests to head to the State Capitol for the evening inauguration ceremony.

Few people knew Li Mu was at Schwarzenegger’s home; Elon Musk was one of them.

In fact, Li Mu had informed him ahead of time, asking him to come to Schwarzenegger’s villa to find him.

Li Mu wanted to know about Tesla’s current progress from him.

Previously, to establish online food delivery in China, Li Mu had specifically asked Tesla’s battery pack R&D team to propose a lithium battery pack design suitable for electric vehicles. This request was merely a rudimentary application for the team’s true strength, so they quickly provided a perfect design solution.

Although the concept of new energy still had many years to go before global popularization, Li Mu still held great hope and placed significant importance on Tesla. This wasn’t for the sake of making money by selling electric vehicles in the future, but more importantly, he valued the long-term accumulation of new energy vehicles during their development.

Companies like Tesla started researching electric vehicles from the early 21st century, almost from scratch. They first researched batteries, then battery management, then electric motors, electronic control systems, energy recovery, and autonomous driving. Only with such powerful accumulation could they be far ahead of the competition in new energy vehicles.

In contrast, car brands that only entered the new energy sector after 2015 due to subsidies; Tesla was like a top student who diligently studied all the way from kindergarten to a Ph.D., while those halfway into the arena businesses were like semi-illiterates who suddenly obtained an unaccredited university diploma.

Future companies would simply take a car frame, remove the gasoline engine, transmission, and fuel tank, then put in a bunch of lead-acid batteries and a generic electric motor, and basically, it would be ready for sale. In Li Mu’s view, such cars had no core difference from electric mobility scooters for the elderly.

The reason he wanted to invest in Tesla now was to accumulate a complete set of technology solutions for new energy vehicles in advance, which would ensure a lead of at least five to ten years in the industry.

Toyota’s dominance in hybrid technology was unparalleled and had never been broken by other car manufacturers. A significant reason for this wasn’t that Toyota’s technology was incredibly difficult, but rather that Toyota had long since built a super defense line around hybrid technology, composed of a large number of patents.

With Toyota holding a massive number of hybrid technology patents, almost no company could develop a hybrid technology comparable to Toyota’s without infringing on Toyota’s patent portfolio.

What Li Mu aimed for with Tesla was also such a patent wall.

In his past life, Elon Musk had successfully built such a patent wall for Tesla, but the guy himself later announced that all patents would be made public. Some praised his generosity, but Li Mu believed that Elon Musk had no choice but to do so.

Li Mu had always believed that Tesla’s biggest failure was its “cloud car manufacturing” in the first few years of its development. “Cloud car manufacturing,” to put it plainly, meant they couldn’t actually build cars and could only rely on ideas.

Elon Musk didn’t understand the principle of biding one’s time. China’s ancestors said to build deep defenses and strong reserves, and slowly declare oneself king. For Tesla, this was absolutely a valuable warning.

Tesla displayed its swagger of claiming dominance when it had barely dug any holes and hadn’t even accumulated much grain. Its concept product was launched too early, and mass production was extremely slow to follow. This gap in between gave gasoline car manufacturers time to contend with Tesla.

This was like two countries declaring war, sending a challenge ten years ago, but ten years later, their armies still hadn’t fully assembled. The other side would have long since erected an impenetrable fortress waiting for you. Even if you didn’t go to attack them, they would come to attack you.

Back then, Tesla positioned itself against the entire traditional automotive industry. The immense pressure and difficulty it faced were imaginable.

Therefore, Li Mu believed that Elon Musk’s decision to make Tesla’s patents public in his past life was likely not true generosity, but rather a deliberate move to spread pressure, win over allies, and even entice traditional car manufacturers to switch sides.

After all, the unique circumstances of new energy vehicles dictated that only by lowering the barrier for other companies to produce new energy vehicles could the new energy sector truly flourish. Various new energy vehicles would continuously be launched, countries would increasingly prioritize new energy, all new energy manufacturers would collectively promote new energy, and even if nothing else, everyone could at least collaborate on building charging piles.

Otherwise, if Tesla were the only new energy vehicle manufacturer on the market, even with twenty years, it might not be able to solve the problem of building charging piles in first-tier cities in developed and developing countries.

However, looking back at Tesla’s approach in his past life, it incubated all sorts of subpar new energy vehicles, leading to massive waste of resources, which might not even be a good thing for the environment.

Therefore, Li Mu believed that if he were in charge of Tesla, he would absolutely not disclose any patent to competitor businesses as long as it was within its protection period. He had enough confidence to enable Tesla to build deep defenses and strong reserves.

Elon Musk didn’t know that Li Mu already had a very long-term plan for the business he cared about most. When he came to Schwarzenegger’s home to “report” to Li Mu, he was still educating Li Mu on some basic concepts of new energy vehicles.

He told Li Mu that Tesla had made significant breakthroughs in lithium battery pack management technology. Li Mu nodded and asked, “Has the supporting high-speed charging technology begun R&D?”

Elon Musk was stunned.

He looked at Li Mu, and Li Mu instantly caught the message in his eyes, which could be roughly translated into eight words: “Oh wow, you’re capable…”

After a moment of being stunned, Elon Musk seriously said, “Regarding high-speed charging technology, our R&D team has considered that direction, but we haven’t yet begun to invest significant energy into extensive R&D.”

Li Mu asked him, “Then your future user positioning is for the car to be a user’s second vehicle, and one that’s hard to drive far from home.”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “After our car goes into mass production, it will have a range of about four hundred kilometers. For white-collar workers living in cities, their daily commute typically doesn’t exceed fifty kilometers. This means the car can essentially function normally for a week, needing to be charged once a week. As long as a charging pile is installed at home, it should generally be sufficient.”

Li Mu asked him, “What is the maximum charging power of the charging pile you mentioned for home installation?”

Elon Musk said, “According to our current planning, once Tesla sedans enter mass production, we will first offer installation services for standard-speed charging piles to car owners. This charging technology has a low barrier to entry, with a power output of around 5-10 kilowatts per hour.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “In that case, fully charging a Tesla sedan with a battery capacity between 80-100 kilowatt-hours would take approximately 8-15 hours.”

“Exactly.” Elon Musk said, “You can basically fully charge it overnight.”

Li Mu asked him, “What if I want to go from here to Los Angeles? I heard it’s about five or six hundred kilometers.”

Elon Musk said, “It’s simple. Park your Tesla in your garage, and then take your gasoline car out.”

Li Mu then asked him, “If you position yourself as merely an addition to gasoline cars, how much room for development will you have in the future?”

Elon Musk earnestly said, “President Li, I actually understand everything you’re saying, and we’ve carefully considered it. In the long run, our development is certainly aimed at replacing gasoline cars, not just supplementing them.”

Then, Elon Musk added, “However, as things stand, directly confronting traditional car companies is too difficult, so we need to develop steadily, step by step.”

Li Mu looked at Elon Musk, feeling a sudden sense of confusion.

Did this guy currently not have the idea of using Tesla to disrupt the entire traditional gasoline car industry?

So, it seemed he was constantly adjusting his ideas as he went along.

No wonder he pushed Tesla out before even solving the production capacity issues.

Li Mu said, “Your current positioning for the Tesla sedan is like how a fighter jet operates without aerial refueling support.”

“In other words, in theory, if this car has a range of four hundred kilometers, the user’s maximum operational radius is two hundred kilometers, just like how the combat radius of a fighter jet without aerial refueling is calculated. Exceeding this operational radius basically means it can’t return to its starting point.”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “That’s true for the current stage, but our target users at this stage also don’t have a strong demand for it.”

“Our target users are the elite group: high income, high education, and a strong sense of social responsibility. It’s like the Toyota Prius; gasoline prices in the US are so low that Americans are generally used to large-displacement gasoline cars. The Prius’s fuel economy doesn’t really save much money, which is why most people don’t like it.”

“Most people don’t like the Prius, but it holds great appeal for high-income but environmentally conscious elite groups. You can go to Silicon Valley, Stanford, Harvard, MIT, and see; most IT workers and university professors prefer small-displacement, fuel-efficient cars, and they highly approve of hybrid cars like the Prius. If you saw it, you might even think Toyota sold all its Priuses to American internet companies and universities.”

“So our first-stage target users are these people who drive Priuses. Their lives are simple, moving between two points, with an overflowing sense of social responsibility, pursuing Energy Saving and Emission Reduction and green travel. If we can provide them with a luxurious pure electric sedan with a range of three to four hundred kilometers, it will definitely be very attractive to them.”

Li Mu shook his head and said, “Elon, your focus is too narrow right now. That’s not good!”





Chapter 1678: We Must Fly

”

”

Hearing Li Mu criticize him for being too focused, Elon Musk felt a little awkward.

”

”

He had never considered being too focused a problem; in his mind, focus made success easier.

”

”

Because focusing often meant greater professionalism. Just like his focus on reusable launch vehicles and pure electric vehicles, in his view, there was nothing wrong with what he was doing.

”

”

However, facing Li Mu, although he somewhat disagreed internally, he dared not express it.

”

”

He humbly asked Li Mu, “President Li, what do you mean then?”

”

”

Li Mu said unequivocally, “Tesla’s positioning shouldn’t be a consumer’s second car, much less a supplement to gasoline cars. It should strive to become the first choice for those without a car, and the upgrade model for those who already have one.”

”

”

Then, Li Mu added, “If you want to achieve this, besides preparing production capacity in advance, you must also start now and find a way to solve the technical problem of fast charging.”

”

”

Elon Musk’s current positioning for Tesla sedans was a “fighter jet” style of use.

”

”

In other words, in theory, if the car has a range of four hundred kilometers, then the user’s maximum operational radius is two hundred kilometers. This is like a fighter jet without refueling support, using the same method to calculate combat radius. Exceeding this operational radius basically means being unable to return to the starting point.

”

”

However, he didn’t feel there was any problem with a two hundred kilometer combat radius, because in his opinion, two hundred kilometers was already sufficient.

”

”

But he was indeed defining these two hundred kilometers according to the standard of a “user’s second car.” If judged by the standard of a first or only car, two hundred kilometers was far from enough; even doubling it would be far from enough.

”

”

This was the common misconception in Elon Musk’s thinking during the early days of Tesla.

”

”

He believed that Tesla’s costs were very high, and the cars produced would certainly be mid-to-high-end models. For North American users who liked driving Japanese sedans or American pickups, most people couldn’t afford it. Those who could afford this car would have at least one car at home, or even multiple cars.

”

”

In such circumstances, a two hundred kilometer “combat radius” was sufficient.

”

”

Moreover, the United States itself is a country built on wheels, with the highest car ownership rate in the world. They often drive across states for travel, perhaps visiting Las Vegas, Disney, or national parks a few times each year. Given such demand, if one only had one car, even a four hundred kilometer “combat radius” wouldn’t be enough.

”

”

After all, the theoretical combat radius of gasoline cars is infinite; filling a tank with fuel only takes about five minutes. Pure electric cars could never compare.

”

”

Therefore, in his eyes, Tesla was not a product meant for all car users. Being able to capture the high-end user market was already impressive enough.

”

”

But he didn’t know how to explain his views to Li Mu. He was afraid Li Mu’s expectations for this matter were too high, exceeding the actual capability and significance of the matter itself.

”

”

Seeing Elon Musk’s hesitation to speak, Li Mu said seriously, “Elon, when we work together, you shouldn’t approach it with an entrepreneur’s mindset anymore.”

”

”

Elon Musk looked at Li Mu, puzzled. If an entrepreneur doesn’t have an entrepreneurial mindset, what kind of mindset should they have?

”

”

Li Mu looked at him and said, “No matter the industry, most entrepreneurs start from scratch; their core mindset is to increase revenue, reduce expenditure, and accumulate small amounts into large ones. Going from zero to one is a breakthrough, from one to two is development, and reaching ten in ten years is considered a successful startup. It’s like the Chinese proverb, ‘A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.’”

”

”

“But while others might need to take small steps, do we? We can’t walk, not even run; we must fly! So what we need to do is buy a plane with money, or if that’s not enough, build a rocket, and then fly as fast as possible.”

”

”

Li Mu paused slightly and continued, “Remember, we are doing multiplication, not addition. Even if we manage poorly, and the entire project ultimately multiplies by zero, or even by a negative number, I can accept and bear the consequences. But I cannot accept us doing addition little by little.”

”

”

Elon Musk was slightly stunned. He understood the meaning of Li Mu’s words and immediately said, “President Li, I understand. In that case, we will start the R&D of high-power charging technology as soon as possible.”

”

”

Then he added, “My personal idea is to increase charging efficiency to above twenty kilowatt-hours. This way, user charging time would be greatly reduced, and a car could be fully charged within four to five hours.”

”

”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and reminded him, “Your thinking is correct, but your ambition isn’t big enough. If, in the future, we can develop charging equipment with a power of one hundred kilowatt-hours, or even two hundred kilowatt-hours, allowing a Tesla to be fully charged or eighty percent charged in about an hour, then we would truly be close to achieving great success.”

”

”

Elon Musk said in surprise, “In that case, we would not only need to develop fast-charging technology, but also significantly optimize and adjust battery pack management. Furthermore, charging efficiency above one hundred kilowatt-hours would put too much strain on the power grid. If several one-hundred-kilowatt-hour charging piles were operating simultaneously, the power consumption could be equivalent to that of a community of several hundred people, making large-scale deployment difficult.”

”

”

Li Mu said with a smile, “Since we’ve already installed regular output charging piles for users, why would we still build high-power charging equipment in residential areas?”

”

”

Then, Li Mu added, “High-power charging equipment isn’t for users to use when they’re resting at home. It’s like a gas station, for users to replenish energy mid-journey. Build them on expressways, near hotels, airports, and train stations, or even at popular tourist attractions far from urban areas.”

”

”

Elon Musk said, “I understand what you mean, but the power supply for such high-power charging piles is indeed a major issue. The power grid problem alone is difficult to solve.”

”

”

Li Mu said with a smile, “Actually, it’s not difficult at all to solve. Leave the power grid issue to power companies. As long as we make it profitable for them, you don’t have to worry about anything else.”

”

”

“For example, China’s electricity price is forty cents per kilowatt-hour. We can charge car owners one yuan per kilowatt-hour. Because these are super charging stations that can quickly extend range mid-journey, and with the additional fees for super charging stations, users will definitely accept this price. Initially, we can make zero profit from this money and give it all to the power companies. This is equivalent to giving them an outlet to sell electricity at a high price. Why shouldn’t they be happy to accept?”

”

”

“We can fully leverage our project to seek subsidies from the California government from him.”

”

”

Elon Musk exclaimed, “This way, the power grid problem is indeed easy to solve. But President Li, the R&D, manufacturing, and installation costs of supercharging equipment should not be too low. We might need to build tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of such devices globally in the future. But if the electricity price difference goes to the power companies, we won’t have any profit. With such high costs, no profit, and the need for equipment maintenance, it would be difficult for us to sustain it.”

”

”

Li Mu reminded him, “Giving the electricity price difference to power companies is to incentivize them to help us solve the power supply problem. As I just said, we’ll give them all the difference in the initial stage. But in the mid-to-late stages, we need to gradually take back a certain percentage.”

”

”

“Don’t forget, green travel and Energy Saving and Emission Reduction are trends promoted by governments worldwide. We can communicate with various local governments to secure policy subsidies and support.”

”

”

“Leaving aside other places, just look at California. Schwarzenegger is about to take office as Governor. Before his election, he had been strongly advocating for environmental protection issues. Our product is exactly what he wants.”

”

”

“We can strive to have the state government provide certain subsidies to every Tesla user in California. We can also ask the state government for certain tax reductions. They can even exempt supercharging pile electricity from consumption tax and public utility tax. We can also outsource all the construction and maintenance of charging piles to a company in California, and then help that company secure tax reduction subsidies from the state government. This way, we can reduce our costs across the board, and it would be entirely reasonable, rational, and legal.”

”

”

In his past life, the various subsidies for new energy were diverse. Although Li Mu was not directly involved in the new energy vehicle industry, being in Beijing, he had learned a lot about them.

”

”

The country and government truly valued environmental protection, which was why they provided various subsidies to new energy vehicles. They subsidized manufacturers, consumers, and even exempted purchase taxes. Li Mu believed this was not just a trend in China, but a global one. Now, with Tesla aiming to lead the new energy industry, it should fully strive for subsidies and assistance from various local governments. This would allow Tesla to take off quickly.

”

”

Elon Musk’s eyes lit up as Li Mu spoke. Even someone as shrewd as him had never imagined that there was an invisible super lever behind Tesla that could leverage immense social resources. But the prerequisite was that Tesla must develop quickly and well. Otherwise, once other companies realized this super lever, they would inevitably swarm in regardless of the cost.

”

”

Li Mu continued to enlighten him, “I don’t care what kind of car model you are currently researching, whether it’s ultra-high-end or mid-to-high-end. You must fully grasp the technology you need and then reasonably dimensionally reduce it. For instance, your batteries, your motors, your car frame and chassis, your electronic control system, and all electronic systems: first, aim for eighty points, then don’t go from eighty points to one hundred points. Instead, go from eighty points towards sixty points.”

”

”

“Lower the technical threshold and costs, thereby reducing the overall car’s specifications and price. From ultra-high-end, reduce it to high-end, mid-to-high-end, and then to mid-range. If we can build a car with a similar price and comfort level to a Camry, then we’ll win even while lying down.”

”

”

Elon Musk nodded repeatedly. “President Li, I understand what you mean.”

”

”

Li Mu hummed and said, “Around next year, I will begin acquiring one or two automobile manufacturing enterprises in China. Then, according to Tesla’s needs, I will completely reconstruct the production lines. In the future, once our cars pass testing, they can immediately enter mass production.”

”

”
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Li Mu hoped Tesla could relentlessly push for technological breakthroughs. This was so they could implement a dimension reduction attack on other new energy vehicle companies in the future.

It was like Ferrari relentlessly spending money on F1; with their technical accumulation, they could take F1 technology, simplify it slightly, and it would become an invaluable Ferrari Supercar.

However, in Li Mu’s opinion, this reduction was far from enough.

If he were to do it himself, he would reduce it all the way down to the level of a Corolla.

In other words, Tesla’s technology should be able to directly confront Supercars like Ferrari at the high end, and directly challenge models like the Corolla in terms of cost-performance ratio at the low end.

To achieve this goal, in addition to Tesla’s continuous R&D and innovation, he also had to strategically deploy infrastructure in advance.

A Corolla and a Ferrari might belong to the same group, but they couldn’t be produced on the same production line. Therefore, he had to plan production capacity in advance.

Li Mu had several alternatives in mind. Domestically, whether it was BYD, Geely, or Great Wall, he would try to acquire a wave of them first.

As long as he acquired one of them, he would have the qualifications and production lines for producing passenger cars in China. Then, he would quickly expand to create a new platform suitable for new energy vehicles, preparing for Tesla’s mass production.

Once Tesla’s mature car model was launched, he would immediately push for cooperation with the State Grid on Supercharging stations within China.

In his past life, Tesla actually had a very struggling existence; Supercharging stations were built almost one by one.

In Li Mu’s view, such basic infrastructure shouldn’t be built one by one. At least they should be built in hundreds at a time, covering not only first-tier cities but also high-speed trunk lines, striving to solve users’ range anxiety from the very beginning of the new energy vehicle era.

In short, it all came down to spending money.

As for the United States, things naturally had to be launched simultaneously. Not to mention anything else, with Schwarzenegger governing California, Tesla must plant the red flag of new energy everywhere in California during its initial launch phase.

If the Chinese and American markets were dominated, Tesla would certainly achieve great success. By then, this Tesla would be different from the Tesla of his past life.

…

After chatting with Elon Musk, it was almost time to depart. Li Mu, accompanied by Du Wei and others, and escorted by Mrs. Schwarzenegger, drove to the State Government building.

At this moment, the California State Government building was even more star-studded than Hollywood.

Li Mu’s group’s vehicle bypassed the large number of reporters gathered outside and stopped directly at the main entrance of the State Government. Schwarzenegger had already been waiting there to welcome them.

Since Li Mu was the wealthiest entrepreneur present, not only did Schwarzenegger value him, but the media outlets invited inside for full coverage also paid great attention. The moment Li Mu got out of the car, he was locked onto by the cameras of several major media outlets.

Schwarzenegger walked up to Li Mu with a smile, extended his hand for a handshake, and said, “Welcome, Mr. Li.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Congratulations, future Governor Schwarzenegger.”

Schwarzenegger laughed heartily: “Thank you, please come in!”

The inauguration ceremony was held in the State Government’s press conference hall. The stage had already been set up, and hundreds of chairs were neatly arranged below. Those seated included not only American political celebrities but also a large number of top Hollywood stars and Silicon Valley’s top entrepreneurs.

Li Mu was seated in the first row and spotted many acquaintances along the way.

The entire Flying Tigers cast, led by Steven Spielberg, had arrived, but they had come earlier and were already seated in different sections.

As a young Hollywood actress, Anne Hathaway’s seat was in the middle section. Du Wei saw her and danced excitedly, gesturing continuously to her.

Anne Hathaway was wearing a black evening gown today, looking solemn yet beautiful and sexy. After waving to Du Wei, she also waved to Li Mu with a hint of shyness.

Leonardo and Tom Hanks were seated in the third row.

Steven Spielberg’s seat was in the second row.

Sitting next to him was a slightly heavy-set White man, who was likely not from the entertainment industry.

Lin Qingya, the CEO representing Muyeye Technology’s US branch, also in the second row, quickly stood up when she saw Li Mu, nodded, and said with a smile, “President Li.”

Li Mu asked with a smile, “When did you get here?”

Lin Qingya said, “I just arrived a short while ago, drove directly from the company.”

Li Mu said, “After the inauguration ceremony, we’re flying to Hollywood for a party. Want to come along?”

Lin Qingya said, “I think I’ll skip it. I’ll take the car back to Silicon Valley after it’s over.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Let’s go to Hollywood first, and then to Silicon Valley together tomorrow. I have something to discuss with you.”

Lin Qingya nodded, “Alright, I’ll join you then.”

Not far from Lin Qingya, also in the second row, Larry Page waved to Li Mu and said with a smile, “Hello, President Li, long time no see!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and asked him, “How are the IPO preparations coming along?”

Larry Page said, “I was just about to find an opportunity to report to you. We’ve started preparing roadshows and plan to go public by the end of the year.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’m waiting for your wave. After your smooth IPO at the end of this year, I’ll launch mine next year.”

Schwarzenegger’s assistant spoke to Du Wei and Celine Dion, saying, “Miss Du, Miss Dion, your seats are next to each other, on the other side of the second row.”

Du Wei hurriedly asked Li Mu, “Brother Li Mu, which row are you in?”

Schwarzenegger then said with a smile, “Mr. Li is in the first row; his seat is directly in front of you.”

Du Wei breathed a sigh of relief. If she was too far from Li Mu, she would feel uneasy.

After greeting Lin Qingya and Larry Page, Li Mu and Du Wei walked to the other side.

Du Wei’s seat was indeed next to Celine Dion, and in the seat next to Du Wei was none other than the renowned Michael Jackson.

Schwarzenegger even proactively introduced Li Mu and Michael Jackson. He smiled at Michael Jackson and said, “Michael, haven’t you always told me you wanted to meet Li Mu? Here, let me introduce you.”

Michael Jackson stood up with a slight smile. Li Mu had already extended his hand first, saying with a laugh, “No need for introductions, I’m a fan of Michael.”

Li Mu was indeed a fan of Jackson, but that was from his youth in his past life. Yet, even though it was a past life matter, he still held immense respect for this legendary figure.

Michael Jackson eagerly shook Li Mu’s hand and said earnestly, “I’ve always wanted to meet Mr. Li; I finally have the chance to see you in person.”

Schwarzenegger chuckled, “Michael, let me introduce a little lady to you, she’s Mr. Li’s little sister.”

He then pointed to Du Wei and said to Michael Jackson, “This is Du Wei, she’s also a singer.”

Du Wei was so nervous upon seeing Michael Jackson in person that she couldn’t even speak. Although she always considered Celine Dion her idol, in terms of legendary status, Michael Jackson was undeniably the world’s number one legendary singer, truly unique. So, it was impossible for her not to be nervous when meeting such a great figure.

Michael Jackson very actively extended his hand to Du Wei, smiling, “Hello, Miss Du, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You… hello… Michael…” Du Wei shook Michael Jackson’s hand, her heart pounding in her throat with excitement.

After a few pleasantries, Schwarzenegger checked the time and said, “Let’s take our seats quickly. After the inauguration ceremony, we can go to Hollywood and chat slowly.”

Everyone naturally agreed. Schwarzenegger then pointed to the empty seat in front of Du Wei and said to Li Mu, “President Li, this is your seat.”

Li Mu nodded. As he was about to walk over, he noticed that Bill Gates of Microsoft was sitting next to his seat.

Li Mu hadn’t expected Schwarzenegger’s staff to seat him next to Bill Gates. One could say the two were half-adversaries. Muyeye Technology had killed MSN twice, reducing Microsoft’s entire social industry to dust, causing Microsoft significant losses, and its stock price had been sluggish.

Now, sitting with him felt somewhat awkward.

Moreover, Li Mu found this arrangement rather subtle.

One was the richest man on the rich list, and the other was an uncrowned king not yet on the rich list. The old ginger, though still spicy, couldn’t triumph over the waves behind pushing the waves in front.

Bill Gates looked at Li Mu, stood up with a broad smile, and proactively shook Li Mu’s hand: “Hello, President Li!”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Gates.”

After speaking, Li Mu sat down next to Bill Gates.

Bill Gates smiled at Li Mu and said, “Mr. Li, when will Muyeye Technology officially IPO? I’m eager for you to take my place on the rich list.”

Li Mu laughed, “We’ll begin our IPO launch early next year. Honestly, though, I don’t really want to be on any rich list. If I could, I’d even prefer not to go public.”

Bill Gates said earnestly, “Not going public is actually quite good. With Muyeye Technology’s strong revenue capability, there’s no real need to rely on public financing. Once you go public, you must disclose the company’s operational details, and you’ll lose a lot of freedom.”

Li Mu laughed, “To do something big, you certainly need more cash in hand. The internet industry is developing at a rapid pace now; quickly going public to raise tens of billions of dollars will allow for strategic early deployment in many areas. If I don’t go public, it would be very difficult to raise this much money through offline financing. After all, capital invests money with the aim of cashing out when the company goes public. If I refuse to go public, their investment enthusiasm will be significantly diminished.”

Bill Gates felt a little depressed. Raise tens of billions of dollars for strategic deployment? With such a vast sum coming in, wouldn’t Muyeye Technology penetrate every minute segment of the internet industry? By then, it would likely have another significant impact on Microsoft.

Microsoft’s social business had already died in Li Mu’s hands, and deep down, Bill Gates felt somewhat unnerved by Li Mu. Now, hearing Li Mu casually mention tens of billions of dollars for deployment made him feel a bit uneasy.

Li Mu then suddenly remembered Weibo. Looking at Bill Gates, he asked, “Mr. Gates, does Microsoft still want to do social media?”

Bill Gates felt a surge of anger. What did that mean? A provocation? Didn’t you just extinguish the fire in our social business with your ‘piss’? What, do you want us to rekindle it just so you can extinguish it again?

Bill Gates suppressed his anger and said, “We’ve already abandoned the social business.”

Li Mu quickly said, “Don’t! To be honest, I’ve been thinking about selling Weibo and Twitter in a while. In my opinion, Microsoft matches the vibe of Weibo and Twitter best. Does Microsoft want to consider it?”
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When Li Mu said he was going to sell Weibo/Twitter, Bill Gates felt he was being played.

Weibo/Twitter was currently at its zenith, the envy of all internet and IT companies. Who would be willing to sell it?

So he said to Li Mu, a little displeased, “President Li, you’re too good at joking! Selling a goose that lays golden eggs like Weibo/Twitter can’t be your style!”

Seeing that Bill Gates didn’t believe him, Li Mu said earnestly, “Mr. Gates, frankly speaking, look at the businesses I operate. Which one isn’t a goose that lays golden eggs?”

Bill Gates’s expression turned a little sour.

He felt that Li Mu was here to show off.

Or rather, to show off and provoke.

Seeing that he didn’t speak, Li Mu continued, “Mr. Gates, though my words may sound a bit aggressive, that’s just how things are, don’t you agree?”

Bill Gates chuckled and said, “Yes, yes, President Li, your projects are all super high-quality, every single one is a goose that lays golden eggs.”

As he spoke, Bill Gates thought to himself, Li Mu really didn’t seem to be bragging.

What business of his didn’t make money? He developed a few small, broken games about farming and zombie-slaying, and as a result, they became popular worldwide and made enormous profits. Even his own wife secretly spent money on in-game items.

There was even less need to mention the other large-scale businesses. YY alone made a fortune just from Value-added services, and with its nourishment, other branch businesses were not only large in scale but also profitable.

At this point, Li Mu said again, “To be honest, Mr. Gates, if you’re reluctant to butcher the chickens at home, then no matter how many eggs they lay, you won’t have any chicken to eat, right? Take me for example, my market value is definitely not low, but I don’t have much money on hand.”

With a sigh, Li Mu continued, “I’m different from you. For example, if we both have a market value of five billion US dollars, your actual assets account for at least half. Me? Mine are all valuations, all company shares. I don’t have much cash on hand! Unlike you, Microsoft has been listed for so many years, and you’ve continuously reduced holdings and cashed out, converting it all into money.”

Bill Gates smiled faintly and said, “President Li is too modest. Your actual market value is at least several times mine.”

“It’s meaningless,” Li Mu waved his hand, “Market value doesn’t matter. I want to have several billion US dollars in cash on hand, so I can buy anything I want, buy heaven, buy earth, buy air. But do I have it? No.”

Bill Gates said, “You can gradually reduce your holdings after Muyeye Technology goes public and cash out little by little.”

“That’s too slow,” Li Mu said. “Nasdaq won’t let me reduce my holdings on a large scale to stabilize the stock price. I can only do it little by little.”

Bill Gates then said, “Then you can privately trade equity. For example, when the market value is one hundred billion US dollars, you could sell 10% of the shares to major capital for seven or eight billion US dollars.”

Li Mu said, “Wouldn’t I be losing twenty to thirty percent then?”

Bill Gates blandly stated, “If you want to cash out quickly, that’s the price of quick cash out. It’s quite reasonable. If you can find capital that is especially optimistic about you, the price can still be pushed up a bit.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Meaningless. I don’t like being taken advantage of.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “So, to return to what I was saying, I have so many egg-laying chickens at home, but I don’t have any chicken meat to eat myself. Why not pick one out and butcher it for meat?”

Bill Gates asked in surprise, “You want to sell Weibo/Twitter now?”

“Not yet,” Li Mu said. “I want to sell Weibo/Twitter in the second half of next year. However, if the price is right, I can do it earlier.”

Bill Gates said, “By then you will already be listed. After listing, financial information is public, and there are many restrictions. If you directly sell Weibo/Twitter and distribute the money, you might be restricted. Besides, by then you will have to give profits to the shareholders.”

Li Mu said, “Why are you so rigid?”

He gestured with his hands, “Look, before I go public, I’ll first take Weibo/Twitter out and set up a separate company. Then, the share structure of Weibo/Twitter will completely replicate the current share structure of Muyeye Technology, effectively severing its direct relationship with Muyeye Technology.”

Bill Gates said in surprise, “You’re going to first spin off Weibo/Twitter from Muyeye Technology, and then let Muyeye Technology go public?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right. That way, when I sell Weibo/Twitter, I can directly put the money into my own pocket proportionally, and no one can control me. Nasdaq also has no right to interfere with how I handle another unlisted project.”

A gleam flashed in Bill Gates’s eyes. He said, “That is indeed a suitable operational approach, but will your shareholders agree?”

Li Mu chuckled, “My company is under my absolute controlling stake. My other shareholders also have a concerted action agreement with me, so the company’s major strategy is entirely up to me.”

The fire of Ardency for social media in Bill Gates’s heart was reignited by Li Mu’s few words.

He felt that Weibo/Twitter was an excellent platform. To build such a platform could be considered social media’s great success. If he could acquire this platform and then use it to incubate other products and projects, he might be able to create an ecosystem.

Thinking about it, it seemed incredibly valuable…

So Bill Gates asked Li Mu, “President Li, what is the intended selling price for Weibo/Twitter? Is it convenient to disclose?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I can’t be sure about that either. It mainly depends on next year’s situation. When it’s sold, it will be based on market valuation plus a certain premium, as you know, this platform is still very good.”

Bill Gates nodded, a yearning already in his heart. He said to Li Mu, “President Li, if you decide to sell, please contact me. I really like the Weibo/Twitter product.”

Li Mu laughed heartily and said straightforwardly, “Certainly, we can communicate more then.”

Bill Gates felt that if Li Mu truly intended to sell Weibo/Twitter next year, he must find a way to acquire it and seize the opportunity to develop Microsoft’s social media presence. Moreover, with Weibo/Twitter, a news platform could also be incubated.

Bill Gates believed that by then, Li Mu would definitely regret selling Weibo/Twitter.

Li Mu was also thinking, no matter what, he had to sell Weibo/Twitter to Microsoft, and for a good price. As soon as the money was in hand, he would immediately launch Facebook and run Weibo/Twitter into the ground.

He believed that by then, Bill Gates would regret it so much that his intestines would turn green.

…

The venue lights suddenly dimmed. All light focused on the stage and the red carpet leading to it. Then, exciting background music blares, and the inauguration ceremony was about to begin.

Li Mu and Bill Gates, two men with ulterior motives, ended their conversation and focused their attention on the inauguration ceremony.

A man’s voice excitedly announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending this grand and solemn ceremony! Now, let us welcome the thirty-eighth Governor of California, United States of America, Arnold Schwarzenegger!”

A massive round of applause erupted from the audience. Then, spotlights shone on the end of the red carpet. Arnold Schwarzenegger, dressed in a suit and smiling, walked towards the stage.

Following him were his wife and several California legislators.

As they stepped onto the stage, the venue lights instantly brightened, illuminating the entire hall as if it were day.

According to American tradition, the first part was the inauguration prayer. The one responsible for the prayer was said to be a bishop from California.

After the lengthy and elaborate prayer concluded, the ceremony officially entered the oath-taking stage.

Schwarzenegger, in high spirits, placed his hand on the Bible and recited the oath of office.

Afterward, the bishop officially announced, “Mr. Schwarzenegger, congratulations on becoming the thirty-eighth Governor of California. I hope California will achieve even greater and more long-term development under your governance!”

Schwarzenegger was also exceptionally excited. After repeatedly nodding, he walked to the podium and began his inauguration speech.

Schwarzenegger said emotionally, “At this very moment, my hands and feet are trembling with excitement. I never imagined that a boy born in Austria could one day become the Governor of California.”

“Here, I want to thank the United States, the American people, my parents, my wife, and my friends.”

“I especially want to thank Mr. Li Mu, who came all the way from China. He is probably the most outstanding entrepreneur in the world. Upon learning of my inauguration as Governor of California, he immediately decided to promote deep cooperation between California and China. I believe it won’t be long before both sides can achieve true mutually beneficial and win-win cooperation.”

“Of course, most of all, I want to thank the people of California. It is because of your trust that I can stand here and become the thirty-eighth Governor of California. At this moment, as I am sworn into office, I want to tell the people of California: I officially waive my Governor’s salary. This means that from the moment I take office, I will not receive any form of remuneration from the California government. At the same time, I hope you will all believe that I will do my utmost to build California into a better place. I will do everything in my power to make California more prosperous and wealthier! I will use my actions to prove myself worthy of each of your votes!”

Thunderous and sustained applause erupted below the stage.

Schwarzenegger stood at the podium, smiling as he accepted the applause from the audience.

In that moment, he felt like he was basking in a spring breeze.

Before this moment, he had always thought this feeling would be wonderful, but he never expected it to be this wonderful.

All of Hollywood was cheering him on, and so was all of Silicon Valley. Even Li Mu, with his market value of one hundred billion US dollars, came to celebrate with him. At this moment, he was not only the most dazzling person in this hall but also the most dazzling person in all of California!

Schwarzenegger was in high spirits, eager to immediately realize his political ambitions and use his talents to manage California to its best.

At this time, he felt somewhat crestfallen.

The reason for his dismay was that he was not a native-born American.

This meant that he could never run for President of the United States…
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As Schwarzenegger shared his inspiring story on the podium, Li Mu was researching how to maximize Schwarzenegger’s utility.

He had many things he wanted to involve Schwarzenegger in, leveraging his title as Governor of California and his resources, which would greatly assist Li Mu.

However, he wasn’t entirely looking to take advantage of Schwarzenegger. On the contrary, he had thought of many ideas that could help Schwarzenegger improve his Political Achievement. This way, he could both cultivate Schwarzenegger’s approval rating in California and find more benefits from him.

After the inauguration ceremony, many media reporters flocked to Li Mu, asking for his opinion on Schwarzenegger’s election as Governor of California.

Li Mu, facing the cameras of multiple media outlets, smiled calmly: “I am very pleased to see Arnold elected as Governor of California. In my eyes, Arnold is not only an actor with great film and television acumen, but also a politician with great political acumen.”

A reporter then asked: “What do you think of his governance ability, especially in finances?”

Li Mu smiled: “I fully trust Arnold’s acumen in finances. In fact, even before he took the oath-taking, he had been continuously researching how to solve California’s increasingly serious finance problems. Out of my trust in him, I will, in the near future, continue to increase investment in California and expand existing business operations, strengthening Muyeye Technology’s cooperation with California. I also hope that through this cooperation, we can enhance daily exchanges between the people of our two countries.”

The reporters at this time still did not know that Li Mu was preparing to become a “human trafficker” connecting the two ends of the Earth.

…

After the inauguration ceremony fully concluded, Li Mu took his private jet to Hollywood to attend Schwarzenegger’s private party.

Lin Qingya was also temporarily recruited by Li Mu and boarded his Gulfstream G550 with him.

Since many Hollywood stars, like Li Mu, took private jets to Sacramento and then private jets back to Hollywood, Sacramento airport was exceptionally busy at night, with various private jets queuing for takeoff.

The plane moved in stops and starts while queuing for takeoff. Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry, instead discussing with Lin Qingya his idea of enhancing tourism exchanges between China’s first-tier cities and California, which he had promised Schwarzenegger.

Currently, China has not truly entered the sight of Western populations. Or rather, Western populations have not truly begun to understand this ancient Eastern country. Most of their understanding of China is still based on domestic media reports. However, many of these media reports distort facts, leading Westerners to fundamentally misunderstand China.

In later eras, with China’s continuous economic development, more and more Westerners went to China for tourism. They experienced the prosperity of China’s first-tier cities, traveled across China’s extremely promising landscapes, and rode China’s high-speed railways. Only then did they gradually bring the true face of China back to Western countries, letting more Westerners know what the real China looked like.

Now, Li Mu wants to quickly leverage his cooperation with Schwarzenegger to promote cross-tourism between people in China’s first-tier cities and California. He wants people from domestic first-tier cities to go out, and even more, to bring Californians in.

So, his first thought was to quickly negotiate airline routes and hotels in China’s first-tier cities and California.

Lin Qingya also strongly supported Li Mu’s vision, believing that this idea could increase exchanges between both sides at the deepest level and enhance the visibility of China’s first-tier cities in the Western world.

So, she told Li Mu: “President Li, if we’re going to do this business, I suggest we put it under the Taobao market team.”

Li Mu raised an eyebrow and asked: “Tell me your thoughts.”

Lin Qingya said: “Although our entry point is airline routes and hotels between China’s first-tier cities and major California cities, airline and hotel businesses are themselves part of the e-commerce field. I’ve seen Ctrip develop quite well these two years, and capital is increasingly recognizing its model. In that case, why don’t we add flight and hotel booking services to Taobao? Initially, we can sell tickets and hotels. In the mid-term, we can integrate many tourism resources to directly create travel products. In the later stage, this in itself will be a large sector business focused on the travel market.”

Li Mu looked at Lin Qingya in surprise, not expecting her Foresight to have broadened so much after spending some time in Silicon Valley.

The model she described wasn’t Alibaba’s Fliggy from a later era?

It was just that Fliggy started a bit late, making its situation somewhat awkward.

The e-commerce landscape is ‘integrate first, then split’. Initially, everyone does everything comprehensively, like Taobao which encompasses almost everything. But later, it’s necessary to split off different products based on various business sectors.

For example, splitting off brand stores from Taobao to create Tmall, splitting off flight and travel from Taobao to create Fliggy, splitting off second-hand transactions from Taobao to create Salted Fish…

Taobao is currently in the “integrate first” stage and must integrate all kinds of fields.

Flights and hotels are a very large niche in later eras, and now is a good entry point for Taobao.

Then, Li Mu agreed, saying: “You’ve made a very good point. This business, on the B2C end, should indeed be integrated into Taobao and slowly fostered. We can start with domestic and California businesses to cultivate users, then gradually expand. The ultimate goal is to replace vertical platforms like Ctrip and become the number one in this field.”

Lin Qingya quickly asked: “President Li, should we have a market team from Taobao come over to integrate some of California’s hotel resources and carve out a portion?”

Li Mu said: “Instead of that, I could first collaborate with Schwarzenegger to hold a Sino-US entrepreneurs’ salon. We’d gather companies from the civil aviation, hotel, and tourism industries for a discussion, acting as a go-between. Even if there’s no initial demand, I’ll spend money to create demand to first establish the cooperation between both sides.”

Lin Qingya asked him: “Do you mean buying resources from both sides?”

Li Mu nodded: “Buy them. Since we want to facilitate cooperation, we must show sincerity. In fact, many cooperations stall at the sincerity stage. If we want to help them sell tickets and hotels, we can’t just rely on the ‘get something for nothing’ approach. Besides, we don’t lack this money. I’ll simply guarantee a base payment to airlines and hotels, directly buying a portion of their resources and then reselling them to our target users.”

Lin Qingya asked: “When are you planning to hold this entrepreneurs’ salon? And where?”

Li Mu said: “Definitely as soon as possible, and it must be held in China.”

Then, Li Mu added: “I’ll talk to Schwarzenegger tonight and ask him to arrange meetings with California airlines, hotel groups, and tourism companies in the coming days. I’ll ask them if they’re interested in cooperating with me. If they are, they can directly form a delegation to Beijing. I’ll host a summit forum for them at the foot of the Great Wall, and incidentally, let them experience the extremely promising landscapes of our China.”

Lin Qingya smiled: “Then you should have bought a bigger plane back then, so you could just fly these American entrepreneurs over directly.”

Li Mu laughed: “If this venture proves reliable, buying an airline company later won’t be a big problem.”

Lin Qingya asked in surprise: “Does it need that much investment, President Li? Airline costs are very high.”

Li Mu laughed: “It’s not just airlines that we can run ourselves; hotels and tourism services in this sector can also be run by us. Think about it, if we can facilitate tourism exchanges between Beijing, Huzhou City, Yangcheng, and Shenzhen City with San Francisco and Los Angeles, then using the same method, I can quickly facilitate tourism exchanges between these four cities and the UK.”

Lin Qingya nodded. Li Mu’s relationship with the Windsor Family was very close; with this foundation, such a small matter could easily be achieved.

Li Mu continued: “Then I can leverage the UK’s influence in Europe to further open up France, Germany, and even all Schengen countries. Through our promotional methods, our customized routes, and price advantage, we can attract people from all these places to China’s first-tier cities. By then, they’ll fly on our airline’s flights, stay in hotels under our hotel group, and enjoy tourism services provided by our tourism company, which will create a large profit margin for us.”

Lin Qingya said: “If we’re going to acquire airline companies, hotel groups, and tourism companies in this business sector, the capital requirement would be enormous. Can Taobao support such large business expenditures?”

Li Mu waved his hand and said: “As I just said, the B2C entry point should be on Taobao, so users can purchase these services from Taobao. But these supporting services, from a capital perspective, I plan to operate under Muyeye Technology’s name. This is because Muyeye Technology will begin preparing for its IPO early next year. Once it goes public, funding problems will be easily resolved. And for a company with constantly growing business, almost any normal acquisition or merger is cost-effective because the market will give the company enough confidence.”

“For example, if the market trusts Muyeye Technology’s capabilities and potential, when we acquire an enterprise for ten billion dollars at a market value of two hundred billion dollars, then under normal circumstances, the market will adjust our valuation upwards. It’s possible that after the acquisition, our market value could climb all the way to two hundred twenty billion dollars.”

“In this way, it’s equivalent to Muyeye Technology investing in airline companies, hotel groups, and tourism companies, and then exclusively outputting these business resources to Taobao, with Taobao solely responsible for sales.”

Currently, Taobao’s valuation is significantly lower than Muyeye Technology’s, primarily because Taobao’s business is still confined to the China market and hasn’t truly achieved a global scope. Furthermore, e-commerce is still in its nascent stage. Give Taobao a few more years, and it will have the chance to stand shoulder to shoulder with Muyeye Technology.





Chapter 1701: Promoting Outbound Travel

Schwarzenegger’s celebration party in Hollywood was exceptionally lively.

With strict media prohibition, these Hollywood celebrities were able to shed their idol personas and fully immerse themselves in the festivities.

Perhaps it was because the inauguration ceremony in Sacramento had been too serious and formal, but in Hollywood, at Schwarzenegger’s private villa, everyone was completely relaxed.

Schwarzenegger also shed his suit, changing into more casual and comfortable attire, and continuously shared drinks with various friends.

Early winter in Los Angeles wasn’t cold. The entire first floor of the villa, as well as the lawn in the courtyard, was filled with joyously drinking celebrities. The atmosphere was particularly vibrant.

It was said that there would be a large parade in downtown Los Angeles that evening to celebrate Schwarzenegger’s official inauguration. It was evident that not only Hollywood, but the entire city of Los Angeles, was swept up in a frenzy because of Schwarzenegger.

From the start of the party, Du Wei was taken by Celine Dion, weaving through various top singers and musicians.

While Celine Dion introduced Du Wei to these big shots in the music industry, she also made sure to help her secure various resources from the musicians. After one round, Du Wei received promises for more than ten songs—enough to release an album with just one song from each.

Li Mu and Lin Qingya, however, were not too busy with socialising. Each holding a glass of champagne, they found a comfortable and quiet corner to discuss specific business concepts.

Li Mu placed great importance on strengthening tourism exchange between China’s first-tier cities and California. This was not only to enhance Western understanding of China and showcase its beauty, but also to elevate his own business.

Taobao had yet to venture into travel-related businesses, but this was a future market worth hundreds of billions, even trillions, of US dollars. If they didn’t seize the opportunity quickly, they might lose the early advantage, just as Taobao had with Fliggy.

However, if Taobao were to start steadily with domestic tourism now, it would directly enter an arena where Ctrip had already cultivated for a long time. This would be akin to dropping one’s paratroopers into the enemy’s heartland.

Rather than doing that, it would be better to temporarily set aside the domestic market and capture the uncontested Chinese outbound travel market. Once the outbound travel market was secured, they could then circle back to the domestic market.

Schwarzenegger greeted a circle of friends before finally approaching Li Mu with a glass of whiskey. Seeing him and Lin Qingya chatting animatedly in Chinese, he smiled and asked, “Mr. Li, Miss Lin, I wonder what you’re discussing. May I join you?”

Li Mu smiled slightly, pointed to the single sofa to his right, and said, “Arnold, you’ve come at a good time. We wanted to discuss a matter of cooperation with you.”

Schwarzenegger quickly replied, “That’s wonderful! Don’t let me fool you, drinking and laughing with them, I’m actually incredibly eager for my official inauguration next Monday. I can’t wait to do something different.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “Exactly. What I mentioned to you earlier, about strengthening tourism interaction between China’s first-tier cities and California, I plan to move quickly on that soon.”

Schwarzenegger excitedly said, “Whatever you need me to do, just say the word.”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then said, “Here’s the thing: I want to organize a summit forum for the tourism industries of both regions in China. I’d invite well-known, strong enterprises from both sides to participate. This would allow us to quickly integrate resources, formulate a few attractive travel routes, and then promptly begin promoting this business.”

Schwarzenegger nodded quickly, saying, “Which sectors of enterprises do you need? I’ll have someone screen them tomorrow, and then I’ll personally communicate with them.”

Li Mu said, “Airlines are a must. I want to facilitate at least one hundred thousand outbound tourists through our designated routes next year, and at the same time, welcome at least one hundred fifty thousand inbound tourists to California. Then, this number should grow exponentially each year. This first requires the joint cooperation of airlines from both regions.”

Schwarzenegger said, “How about this: I’ll talk to American Airlines and see what they think. But I’m sure they’ll be very interested.”

Li Mu nodded, then continued, “Also, hotel groups—medium to large ones, with at least three to five hotels in their portfolio.”

“No problem,” Schwarzenegger said. “I’ll have my secretary compile a list and see which ones meet the criteria.”

Li Mu added, “The rest would be tourism service companies.”

Schwarzenegger immediately stated, “I will promptly communicate with these enterprises and have them reply to me as soon as possible.”

With that, Schwarzenegger asked again, “President Li, when do you plan to hold the summit forum?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “In about a week. Have interested companies leave their contact information, and I’ll arrange for someone to send them electronic invitations.”

Schwarzenegger said, “So soon? I’ll likely still have a lot on my plate next week, making it hard to make it.”

Li Mu said, “You don’t need to travel all that way, and if you also participate in this summit forum, it will make the forum seem very official, which isn’t quite suitable. My idea is that all participants in this forum should be enterprise leaders from the tourism industry chain. We should try not to invite any government officials from either side to participate directly.”

Schwarzenegger nodded, saying, “That’s good, otherwise I really wouldn’t know how to spare the time.”

Li Mu reminded him, “This is travel exchange among the people, purely civilian in nature. Although we can publicize externally that you are behind it, it’s better if you don’t directly participate.”

Schwarzenegger also understood Li Mu’s intention. If he were to directly participate in this summit forum, the nature of the event would change.

As a Hollywood star and the Governor of California, the latter identity would obviously be more prominent for a forum with political implications. If he participated, the forum would naturally escalate to the level of a diplomatic event or bilateral cooperation between countries.

After all, if the Governor of California participated, China would at least need to arrange for a Mayor from a first-tier city, and the two would then require various discussions and media interviews. This would inevitably affect efficiency.

Therefore, Li Mu still hoped to keep this cooperation at a civilian level, with enterprises taking the lead, making communication between them much easier.

…

The next day, Schwarzenegger conveyed Li Mu’s idea about the “Sino-American Tourism Industry Summit Forum” to American Airlines, several hotel groups, and tourism groups.

Since it was organized by Li Mu, and he was vouching for future tourism cooperation, the invited American companies showed strong interest.

Neither American Airlines, nor the medium to large hotel management groups and tourism groups in California, had truly tapped into the potential of the Chinese market at that stage, nor had they gained significant profits from China’s outbound travel market.

However, they all had high hopes for the Chinese market. After all, it was a country with 1.3 billion people, and its economic growth rate was leading the world. The future potential of its outbound travel market was limitless.

Schwarzenegger relayed these enterprises’ positive attitudes to Li Mu, and Li Mu immediately began communicating with the domestic side.

He decided that Muyeye Technology and Taobao would jointly host this summit forum, forming a summit forum working group, with Guru Lei Lei Jun as the principal in charge.

At the same time, Li Mu also issued a task to this working group: to quickly communicate with tourism-related enterprises in China’s four first-tier cities and with the three major airlines—Air China, China Southern Airlines, and China Eastern Airlines—to have them quickly confirm their participation in this summit forum. If they decided to participate, they should finalize their representatives as soon as possible.

Because Li Mu attached great importance to this business segment, he temporarily changed his itinerary. This trip to the United States would no longer include a visit to Harvard University on the East Coast; instead, he would return directly to China from Hollywood to personally oversee this summit forum.

The forum was scheduled for one week later in Beijing, at a five-star resort hotel at the foot of the Great Wall.

After an additional day in Hollywood, Li Mu flew back to China with Du Wei and Lin Qingya.

In the future, Li Mu hoped that Lin Qingya would be responsible for liaising with relevant American enterprises and the work of integrating these resources. Therefore, he also had her return to China to participate in the forum and be fully involved.

…

Upon returning to China, Li Mu immediately convened a meeting with the entire working group, explaining in detail his intentions for this segment and guiding the team.

Firstly, the travel industry would be a major business segment in the future, and China’s outbound tourism market would grow increasingly large. Even companies like Ctrip had not truly focused on outbound travel yet, which presented an excellent opportunity for Muyeye Technology to seize.

Secondly, what Li Mu wanted to do now was a complete set of outbound travel services. He would first integrate resources, then refine and split them, packaging them into various products to sell to users.

For example, he would first integrate tourism resources from China’s four first-tier cities. Supposing a total of 200 attractions from these four cities were compiled, these 200 attractions could be freely selected and combined by users, much like a buffet.

If users planned an independent trip, they could freely choose combinations from the 200 attractions and place an order through his platform. This way, everything from plane tickets to hotels, from travel transportation to specific activities, and even tickets to the attractions they chose, could be customized and purchased in a package on this platform.

After a user purchased a package, the platform would then make reservations and settlements with different resource providers based on the user’s varying needs.

If it was a group tour, it would be even simpler.

Operators would only need to create multiple tiers with different prices, destinations, and combination methods, allowing users to choose.

These tiers might include attractions from only one city, or from all four cities. Users could choose based on their general preferences and budget.

In later generations, Ctrip, Qunar, Tuniu, and Fliggy all heavily focused on these kind of travel package products.

For example, if a user wanted to travel to Southeast Asia, whether for an independent trip or a group tour, there were many different package combinations, ranging from the lowest tier covering travel to a single city to the highest tier covering multiple countries and cities. Various tiers allowed users to slowly choose, offering a very high degree of customization.





Chapter 1702: I Am Party A

Given Li Mu’s projects in Gubei Water Town and the Film and Television Base both have cooperative ventures with the State-Owned Tourism Group, the group placed great importance on Li Mu’s initiative to promote outbound travel between Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen—four first-tier cities—and California. They not only fully participated in the discussions but also assigned three Senior Advisors to help formulate the plans before the summit forum.

The reason for finalizing the plans before the forum began was Li Mu’s idea: similar to how tourism apps customize independent trips or group tours, he wanted to set some general plans for the summit forum first. These plans would then be presented at the summit forum itself, allowing both parties to choose one, or to mix and match elements from them to create a new one.

If both sides were left to brainstorm unrestrainedly, with their differing situations and mutual lack of understanding, it might take three to five days to even come up with a truly feasible approach.

Therefore, Li Mu believed that when negotiating with Party A and Party B, one should not follow Party A’s approach, nor Party B’s approach. One must follow one’s own approach and have both sides adapt to it. After all, he was the one providing the funds and effort to drive everything from behind.

To promote reciprocal tourism between two groups with different cultures, economic development statuses, and consumption mindsets, the first step is to seek common ground while reserving differences.

What is this common ground? It is simply the pursuit of cost-performance ratio, which includes lower prices, better services, and superior experiences.

Price is easy to solve. Li Mu would arrange bulk purchasing agreements with airlines and hotel groups. Even if he didn’t subsidize any money upfront, he could still secure wholesale prices for users, thus naturally gaining a price advantage.

However, Li Mu operates offline, yet tourism is inherently an offline activity. No one can just open a computer and let users enjoy “cloud tourism.” So, for this part, offline companies must cooperate with him to jointly provide excellent service to both sides’ customers.

First, for users purchasing independent trip services, a comprehensive customer support system must be established.

Whether Chinese people travel to the United States or Americans travel to China, no matter how strong their language skills, they will invariably encounter problems that are difficult to solve or that they don’t know how to solve. At such times, if someone can provide them with native language service, the user experience will be significantly better.

After 2010, American travel companies became particularly cleverly opportunistic. They sold independent trip services to Asia to their own citizens, then, to save costs, placed their 24-hour telephone customer service in India. This was because labor costs in India were very low, and India itself had been colonized by the UK for many years, leading to widespread English proficiency. Although these people spoke English with very distinct accents, actual communication issues were not too significant.

This feeling is much like Northerners listening to Southerners speak Mandarin—even if the pronunciation might not be too standard, communication problems are not significant.

However, it’s quite ridiculous to think about this: an American comes to China for tourism, encounters an unexpected incident, and calls a customer service representative located in India…

Li Mu felt that since independent travel services were sold by Taobao, and the travel resources sold by Taobao were integrated from the market by Muyeye Technology, he had a responsibility to users until the end. Therefore, he needed to open a 24-hour pound sterling service hotline and a 24-hour Chinese service hotline.

For him, there was no need to place pound sterling service in India. He wanted to place customer service centers for various languages in the respective target countries—that is, the Chinese customer service center in the United States, and the pound sterling service center in China.

A large part of the reason for doing this was his belief that when a Chinese person goes to Los Angeles, and encounters a problem they can’t figure out, calling back to a customer service representative working in an office somewhere in China doesn’t seem much more reliable than placing customer service in India.

It would be better to directly recruit Chinese-descendants from California proficient in both Chinese and pound sterling. They don’t need high educational backgrounds; simply understanding the local situation is enough. He could even directly place the customer service center in Chinatown, allowing Chinese-descendants to go to work right after stepping outside their homes.

As for the pound sterling customer service center in China, hiring Americans familiar with local conditions wouldn’t be very feasible, as China isn’t an immigrant country. However, hiring Chinese people who speak pound sterling well isn’t that difficult.

By establishing customer service centers that are constantly ready to handle various potential problems and unexpected incidents users might encounter, the biggest obstacle to cross-border independent travel, the language barrier, would be resolved.

In addition, tourism groups from both China and the U.S. must liaise all their resources with the customer service centers, which would make it even more convenient to directly provide services to independent travel customers.

For example, a Chinese couple arriving in Los Angeles might suddenly decide they want to hire a car and a tour guide. Such requests can be directly communicated to customer service, who would then place an order with a local Los Angeles tourism company. Upon receiving the order, the company would immediately respond with a follow-up action, not only serving the users but also generating revenue for themselves.

The best solution would actually be to directly integrate all of the tourism groups’ resources into the Taobao platform, allowing users to purchase directly according to their actual needs. However, mobile internet hadn’t started back then, and without mobile device support, such a platform’s effect would be significantly diminished.

The consultants from the tourism companies largely approved of this model. Previously, it was difficult for them to make money from independent travel users. However, once a platform connected them with independent travel users, they would have the opportunity to sell their services to these users.

As for group tours, this is inherently the primary source of income for travel companies and the first choice for most tourism users.

Combining this with the numerous tour group scandals Li Mu had heard about in his past life, he put forward his own requirements in this solution:

“In the future, group tour products sold through Taobao must accept Taobao’s service supervision. The tourism companies undertaking these group tours will be subject to a credit rating. If the volume of customer complaints exceeds the stipulated limit, the travel company will immediately face penalties or even be delisted.”

The Senior Advisors of the State-Owned Tourism Group all stated, “Mr. Li, this requirement is too demanding for tourism groups. The tourism group itself is the actual service provider in this cooperation. Your company’s offline platform and the tourism group should have a cooperative relationship of an agency sales nature. As long as your company’s platform includes disclaimer clauses, any problems that arise between us and users during the service process will be resolved privately by us.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “That won’t do. I want to do this business not because I want to help you sell services on commission and earn a small margin, but because I want to make high-quality outbound travel our calling card. So, our cooperative model in this regard is: I provide you with users, you are accountable to me, and I am accountable to the users. If users have any dissatisfaction, they will hold me directly accountable, and if I determine it’s your problem, I will hold you accountable on behalf of the users.”

The other party had originally only wanted to secure more interests and initiative for themselves, but they hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so unyielding on this matter. So one of them said to Li Mu, “President Li, as consultants, we are here to help you identify and solve problems. Therefore, in this business, I truly believe you should maximize profits and minimize responsibilities.”

At this point, the person explained in detail, “Look, the tour group industry itself is very complex, with many overt traps and hidden pitfalls. The creation of a tour group product is really no different from the creation of an insurance product; it requires calculations for every step, repeatedly checking the actual costs of the product, such as airfare, hotel, food, and accommodation, admission tickets, labor costs, transportation fees, and risk costs. Then, you calculate the hidden grey income within the product. This makes it very difficult for customer complaints to drop to a very low level. For you, the best option is actually to just set a commission rate with us, and then display the disclaimer clauses, and you can absolve yourself of responsibility.”

Li Mu said, “You must understand that we are now in a traffic-based society. The firepower of all industries will gradually converge towards the traffic center. In other words, whoever holds the traffic is Party A.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “In our cooperation, I am the one with the traffic. I am Party A.”

“If you were a flour mill, under the planned economy business model of decades ago, you would indeed be Party A. All distributors would have to beg to sell your goods. But now times have changed. Now, giants like Walmart have emerged. At the retail end, they are the centers that control traffic. If you want to sell your goods through them, you have to be subjected to their whims. If they say they’ll hold your payment, they will; if they say you should offer concessions to their consumers, you must obediently offer concessions to their consumers.”

“And what I want to do is become the Walmart of the travel and tourism sector. I am not acting as an agent selling your products; I am purchasing products from you and then selling them to my users. For me, users are the most important. As for whose flour to sell, it’s actually not important; as long as I have flour available, that is enough.”

Li Mu’s words were very clear, but current tourism groups still found it difficult to comprehend the future business model. However, it didn’t matter. Since he was now leading a new approach, these companies naturally had to follow his game rules.

In later generations, more and more young people chose to purchase group tours on offline platforms, not only because offline purchasing was more convenient, but also because it was easier to safeguard their rights on offline platforms. Services purchased from Ctrip, regardless of whether they were self-operated by Ctrip, could be complained about to Ctrip if problems arose. Although Ctrip’s rights protection might not always be the best, it would certainly be much better than that of an individual travel company or travel agency.

This is why the customer base of offline travel agencies became increasingly narrow. People who genuinely understood travel and had consumption capacity for tourism all spent their travel budgets on offline platforms. These offline travel agencies could only bluff middle-aged and elderly people everywhere, putting together low-price shopping tours. To make money, these shopping tour agencies had to desperately engage in illicit practices, ultimately falling into an increasingly deteriorating vicious cycle that made them notorious.





Chapter 1684: Summit Forum (Part 1)

In late autumn, at the foot of the Great Wall, the China-U.S. Tourism Industry Summit Forum officially convened.

This time, over thirty related companies from both sides participated in the forum.

The media on both sides also paid close attention to this forum, as it was the first completely spontaneously organized China-U.S. tourism industry forum initiated by the private sector.

As the host of the forum, Li Mu announced the new section of “Taobao Qunar” to the executives of companies from both sides.

“Qunar” would become a new second-tier section under Taobao, with the domain quna.taobao.com.

In this section, Taobao would offer consumers plane ticket bookings for round trips between China’s first-tier cities and several major cities in California; hotel bookings in China’s first-tier cities, as well as throughout California; and other travel-related resources and services for guests in both regions.

“Qunar” was a travel product Li Mu created by seizing this opportunity. However, he wasn’t planning to aggressively spend money to promote it from the start. Instead, he intended to acquire resources directly to consolidate travel resources into his own hands.

Ctrip’s business model was that of an intermediary and integrator in the tourism industry, but its resources were not exclusive. Hotels bookable on Ctrip could also be booked on Qunar, Fliggy, and other platforms, with essentially no price difference.

Li Mu believed there were different approaches depending on one’s circumstances: the ‘poor’ approach was like Ctrip’s model, while the ‘rich’ approach involved spending money upfront to acquire resources before integrating them.

So, Li Mu brought the executives of Muyeye Technology and Taobao to the summit forum site, having Muyeye Technology discuss resource purchasing with service providers, and Taobao discuss specific cooperation models and requirements with them.

For plane tickets, for instance, Li Mu requested that starting from December, 10% of the round-trip plane tickets between China’s first-tier cities and California be sold to Muyeye Technology at an 80% discount on the market price, with a monthly increase of 5% thereafter, up to a maximum of 30% of the total plane tickets.

The reason for starting with 10% and increasing by 5% monthly was to provide an initial phase for outbound travel business, ensuring a more scientific and gradual growth.

Take Air China, for example. Their flights from Beijing for round trips to San Francisco and Los Angeles are mostly not full. During off-peak seasons for study abroad and travel, the seat occupancy rate can even fall below 40%. Only during the Spring Festival, Christmas, and student summer break periods can the seat occupancy rate reach above 80%.

For such flights, Li Mu instructed Muyeye Technology to directly pay an 80% discount on the market’s standard discounted price for 10% of the plane tickets, taking them into its own hands. Muyeye Technology would then authorize Taobao Qunar to sell these tickets, bearing its own profits and losses, meaning it would cover the costs even if not a single ticket was sold.

For Air China, an 80% discount would almost never result in a loss, because most of the time, the remaining seats on flights far exceed 10%. In this scenario, Muyeye Technology paying for 10% actually helped them significantly.

The only loss would be during the limited peak seasons each year. On the busiest days, flights might even experience overselling, with 320 tickets sold for 300 seats. In such cases, there are typically no discounts on tickets. Therefore, still giving Muyeye Technology an 80% discount would naturally result in a 20% loss on the ticket price.

However, airlines are not fools. By evaluating demand during peak and off-peak seasons annually, they could naturally calculate that even if they lost a little money during these peak days, selling 10% to Muyeye Technology was still more cost-effective overall. So, they had no reason to refuse.

Air China’s representative said to Li Mu, “President Li, we have no objections to your other terms. However, you’re asking for a 5% monthly increase, all the way to 50%. We’d like to know, what are your plans after it reaches 30%?”

For an airline route where the seat occupancy rate generally doesn’t exceed 50%, Li Mu’s willingness to take 30% of the seats was a dream come true for the airline. But they didn’t quite understand why Li Mu would set a 30% cap.

Li Mu said, “If 30% of your route’s seats are bought out by Muyeye Technology, then I will suggest that you try adding new flights. For tickets on newly added flights, Muyeye Technology will directly take 40%!”

In Li Mu’s view, he wasn’t doing charity for the airlines. If he bought out 30% of the tickets, the airlines would naturally be overjoyed, but they would still be 20-30% short of full capacity. What they truly hoped for was Muyeye Technology to buy out 50% or even 60%, so their route could operate at near-full capacity year-round.

Therefore, for their existing routes and flights, Li Mu would only cover a maximum of 30%. If they wanted him to cover more, they needed to add new flights. As soon as a new flight was opened, he would directly take 40%.

This 40% was a guaranteed incentive for airlines to open new flights. Only by incentivizing and guiding airlines to open more flights could the interactions between the two regions become closer.

Air China’s representative immediately understood Li Mu’s intention and said with a wry smile, “President Li, this way, you’re essentially pulling us out of one ruin, only to induce us to dig a new one and jump in!”

Li Mu laughed, “You must seize the grand trend. The national economy is developing better and better, and people are getting richer. In the future, more and more people will travel overseas. Strategic Early Deployment is not necessarily a bad thing, and even losing a little money is not a big deal.”

An American Airlines representative beside them spoke up and asked, “President Li, I have a question. If the plane tickets you’ve booked cannot be sold, are we still allowed to remarket them closer to the departure date?”

Li Mu thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “That’s fine. If the resources in my hands are truly largely idle, you can remarket the remaining seats within 48 hours before the flight’s departure. I will still pay you the guaranteed amount due. For the revenue from the sold portion, we’ll have a 55/45 split, so you earn more, and I lose less.”

If a plane ticket cost 5,000 yuan, Li Mu would first buy it from the airline for 4,000 yuan. However, if it wasn’t sold before departure, it would be a pure waste. While the airline would earn 4,000 yuan from him, it would be better to unlock it for the airline to sell closer to departure. That way, if they sold it for 4,000 yuan, with a 55/45 split, Li Mu would get back 2,000 yuan, and the airline would earn 6,000 yuan.

Both the Chinese airlines and American Airlines were very satisfied with this clause. For them, it maximized their interests, and they had no reason to refuse.

After reaching agreements with the airlines, the next step was communication with the hotel groups in both regions.

For hotels, Li Mu similarly proposed an 80% discount on the discounted price, directly taking 10% of the room resources from hotel groups in both regions starting next month, with a monthly increase of 5% thereafter, capping at 50%.

The hotels had no issues with this and all agreed to the cooperation proposal.

Plane tickets and hotels were relatively simple; the most troublesome part was integrating the various resources of tourism companies on both sides.

This included, but was not limited to, tour guide resources, local reception resources, and various peripheral supporting service resources.

Li Mu’s idea was that in the future, Taobao Qunar would primarily sell its self-operated bilateral group tours. For instance, for California users, it would sell Los Angeles to Beijing group tour services, and then for Chinese users, it would sell Los Angeles group tour services.

Traditionally, tourism companies, especially travel agencies organizing such international tour groups, would integrate their own plane tickets, hotels, and other resources to create a package for users. Then, once enough people were gathered, they would dispatch the group from the local area.

The group departure was led by local tour guides, and upon arrival at the destination, they would be received by local partner travel agencies. These local travel agencies would be specifically responsible for all matters concerning the tour group’s local travel, and the originating travel agency would then settle accounts with the local travel agency.

For example, a travel agency in Beijing might take one hundred people to Los Angeles for tourism. When the group departed, there were only two accompanying tour guides. However, all of the accommodation, dining, activities, and transportation for these one hundred people in Los Angeles were basically provided by local travel agencies or tourism companies.

Most tour groups, after delivering people to the destination and liaising with local partners, would typically leave them to their own devices. Many low-cost domestic tours even directly sold guests by the head. For instance, if a travel agency organized one hundred people for a low-cost group tour to Spring City, they would simply send the people there via a budget airline and then sell all one hundred individuals to unscrupulous local tour groups. These local tour groups would pay to acquire the people, then take them shopping everywhere, exploiting them relentlessly, and even engaging in forced buying and selling to make money.

Now, with Taobao Qunar in the middle, Li Mu naturally could not allow anything that would harm his customers to happen.

Therefore, Li Mu’s requirement for the tourism companies in both regions was, first, that all their resource quotes must be lower than the prices they typically offered travel agencies in the industry.

This was because, in Li Mu’s eyes, these cooperating travel agencies were merely small wholesalers among themselves, while he himself would become an unprecedented major wholesaler in the tourism industry.

When they collaborated with certain tourism companies, they might dispatch a few groups a year, totaling only a few hundred guests. But if they cooperated with Li Mu, the customers sent to them by Taobao Qunar in the future could potentially number tens of thousands annually. This was the power of the platform, so any company cooperating with the platform had to obediently obey the platform’s requirements and dared not act recklessly.

This was very similar to Apple’s App Store in later generations. Almost every app developer would actively submit their app to the App Store for sale, but Apple’s App Store was very strict. Whenever a user made a purchase, it would deduct 30% from the developer, and it also had a large number of restrictive terms. Even a slight violation of the rules would result in penalties or even delisting.

But even with Apple being so overbearing, no app would voluntarily delist from the Apple App Store, because they wanted to earn money by following the platform’s lead. Whatever the platform demanded, they had to comply.

Besides offering lower prices, more importantly, Li Mu wanted to take on the role of organizing and dispatching groups himself, and simultaneously arrange the accompanying tour guides and necessary service personnel.

The destination tourism companies had to provide the required services for Taobao Qunar’s self-operated tour groups according to Taobao Qunar’s demands, ensuring quality and quantity. Moreover, they had to provide thorough service without neglect, because only if users were satisfied could they settle income with Taobao Qunar. If a customer filed a complaint, Taobao Qunar had the right to deduct a portion of the fees, or even impose certain penalties!





Chapter 1685: Summit Forum (Part 2)

To ensure the lowest costs at every step, Li Mu demanded that both Chinese and American travel companies provide him with the lowest market quotes and sign mandatory price guarantee agreements. These agreements stipulated they would not offer their travel resources to other third-party companies at prices lower than or equal to what they quoted Muyeye Technology.

In other words, Muyeye Technology’s resource agreement price had to be the absolute lowest.

Initially, several American travel companies were skeptical about these “unfair clauses.” Li Mu scheduled a meeting with them to address their concerns.

During the meeting, Li Mu asked the companies about their doubts and found their biggest worry was that Taobao GoWhere’s customer volume might not be large enough.

From their perspective, insufficient customer volume naturally meant insufficient market potential. If they also committed to the lowest prices, it would be difficult to manage if larger clients objected.

The head of California’s largest travel service company said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, we are willing to offer Muyeye Technology a sufficiently low service quote, but asking us to guarantee your quote is the lowest, and that no other company can offer a price lower than or equal to it, is truly a bit demanding for us.”

Li Mu countered, “If you feel anything is too demanding, please point it out, and we can consult about it.”

The other party replied, “We have thoroughly researched the current state and prospects of the outbound travel market from China’s first-tier cities to the US. While we also anticipate significant revenue growth from Chinese tourists, our analysis indicates that the growth potential for travel from China’s first-tier cities to the US is not especially large in the short term. If we give you exclusive lowest prices at this time, it would greatly harm our other clients.”

Li Mu smiled. “At this stage, whether it’s Americans traveling to China or Chinese people traveling to the US, the numbers are relatively small. But precisely because of this, the future development potential is enormous.”

Li Mu then gave an example: “Look, officially, this time we’re strengthening tourism interaction between California and China’s first-tier cities—Beijing, Huzhou City, Yangcheng, and Shenzhen City. But do you know that besides the US Embassy in Beijing, there are US Consulates General in Huzhou City and Yangcheng? These two cities cover East China and South China, respectively, which are China’s most economically developed regions. Arguably, China’s wealthiest cities with the highest per capita incomes are within their coverage. So, do you truly think this is just a business between four cities and California?”

He paused, then continued, “Everyone in the travel business understands the basic elements of international routes, especially for a long destination like from China to the US. These routes are essentially hub-to-hub. I’ve already secured the lowest market prices for plane tickets and hotels. Now I’m asking you for the lowest market prices for other travel resources. If you cooperate with me, the cost price of the travel products I design will be far below normal levels. Plus, I’m not in it to make money. I only need to add operating costs on top of the base cost, without adding a single cent of profit. This way, the prices I offer will be uniquely ultra-low in the market.”

“For example, if the seven-day tour I offer from Los Angeles to Beijing is several hundred dollars cheaper overall than other channels, I believe people from other states surrounding California will choose to depart from Los Angeles without hesitation. Flying from Phoenix, Arizona, to Los Angeles only takes over an hour and costs dozens of dollars.”

“If my price can be one thousand dollars cheaper than other channels, let alone your neighboring states, I believe even New York City residents on the East Coast would be willing to purchase my services and spend a few hours transferring through Los Angeles. I hear that plane tickets from the East Coast to the West Coast are often less than one hundred dollars year-round.”

The representatives from the participating travel companies fell silent. What Li Mu said was indeed very appealing to them.

Everyone had heard something about the situation in China. Currently, there aren’t many airline hubs in China. Most of the major airline hubs for international routes are Beijing, Huzhou City, and Yangcheng. One could even say that, for now, the vast majority of Chinese people who want to travel to the US must first go from their local area to one of these three airports before taking an international flight to the US.

This implies that Li Mu’s grand plan covers not just the residents of four first-tier cities, but the entire country, or at least a significant portion of the country’s population.

It’s highly likely that in the future, people from half of China, when considering travel to the US, will consider buying independent trip packages from Taobao GoWhere or directly joining a tour group through Taobao GoWhere, departing from these three first-tier cities. This would greatly increase the potential customer volume.

On the American side, there are many airline hubs, and they are quite spread out. For example, New York City, Chicago, Atlanta, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle are all top-ranked major airports. In theory, there are direct flights to Beijing or Huzhou City from any of these hubs.

However, Americans fly as frequently as Chinese people take trains, jetting off here and there at the drop of a hat. With more experience, and since American tourists are often backpackers who travel on a budget, they are very good at calculating costs. Americans are even better than Chinese people at using transfers to get cheaper travel.

When traveling to Beijing, regardless of which American airline hub they depart from, most Americans would find it hard to resist the lure of saving several hundred or even one thousand dollars by making a single transfer.

In theory, if Li Mu could lower the overall cost of a Los Angeles-to-Beijing trip sufficiently, ordinary tourists across the entire US traveling to Beijing might consider purchasing Li Mu’s Los Angeles-to-Beijing package. This way, his coverage would extend far beyond just California.

These travel companies had previously thought that Li Mu was merely helping Schwarzenegger build Political Achievement and boost California’s tourism revenue because of their good relationship. But they never imagined Li Mu intended to use this price advantage to transform California into a core hub for all US travel to China.

This made the venture far more promising.

For these companies, it felt like a sudden enlightenment. Coupled with Li Mu’s unparalleled resources, after a brief consideration, they agreed without hesitation.

Thus, Li Mu secured another deal, obtaining the cheapest travel resources in all of California.

These travel companies’ resources were extensive, encompassing tour guides, translators, car rentals, dining, tickets, amusement park attractions, and even shopping. This overall reduction in costs would give Taobao GoWhere greater operational flexibility.

As the summit forum neared its close, Li Mu had successfully brought all participating companies into Taobao GoWhere’s cooperation network, securing the lowest prices across the entire industry.

Taobao GoWhere’s greatest appeal to tourism-related businesses in China and the US was that it helped both sides find a new market for monetizing resources.

Before this, American travel companies held vast local tourism resources, but their primary targets for monetization were from the US, Europe, Australia, Japan, and Korea. The number of Chinese people, with a population of one point three billion, who traveled to the US annually was negligible. Now, Taobao GoWhere was beginning to send more Chinese tourists to the US, providing them with an additional group to monetize.

This chain, when reversed, would be equally beneficial for Chinese travel companies.

Whether in the US or China, the utilization of tourism resources was far from saturated. This meant that both markets needed more consumers.

However, for Li Mu, compared to sending Chinese tourists abroad, he preferred to bring overseas tourists in. He also hoped they could broadcast China’s magnificent landscapes, allowing more overseas tourists to learn about them.

To quickly implement the outbound travel project, Li Mu invited the CCTV documentary team to produce documentaries of all famous scenic spots in China, intending to promote them on Twitter. CCTV also saw this as a great opportunity for overseas people to deeply understand China and readily agreed, even without requiring Li Mu to bear any production costs.

Afterward, Li Mu gathered the senior executives of Muyeye Technology and Taobao to hold a meeting and streamline the outbound travel service process.

First, they would simultaneously seek headhunters to quickly recruit professional talent from the travel industry and form a complete travel team, fully responsible for the pre-sales, in-sales, and after-sales stages of the entire service.

The pre-sales stage included travel plan formulation, client liaising, and assisting users with visa applications. For visa issues, they would not only help users prepare necessary materials and fill out required forms, but also organize users to attend in-person interviews at embassies and consulates to strive for the highest visa approval rate.

The in-sales stage included client organization, assembly, tour departure, guidance, translation, and coordination of travel resources between partner companies.

The after-sales stage included client follow-ups, satisfaction surveys, complaint handling, and feedback.

Second, the entire business cooperation process could be described in one sentence: Muyeye Technology sets the stage/platform, and Taobao GoWhere performs the show. All costs would be handled by Muyeye Technology and the supply companies, then Taobao GoWhere would integrate and sell the products, and finally settle accounts with Muyeye Technology. Based on this principle, the formulation of different tour group and independent trip packages would be entirely decided by Taobao GoWhere. They would develop the plans and calculate the pricing.

Li Mu’s aim was not to make a single cent in the initial stage, just to break even, to subsidize users with the lowest prices and quickly develop the market. If user feedback was not particularly positive, they could even allocate some funds to subsidize users. For example, if the cost price of a travel plan was eight thousand Chinese Yuan, Taobao GoWhere could subsidize one thousand Chinese Yuan per person. He planned to invest several hundred million Chinese Yuan first, to ignite the outbound travel market, and then there would be no worries about making money later.

Third, once the plans were finalized, they would immediately Launch sales on Taobao GoWhere. YY, Weibo, and Twitter would immediately follow up with promotions, getting the project on track at the fastest speed!





Chapter 1686: Independent Trip Launched

A few days after the summit forum concluded, the “independent trip” section of Taobao Qunar’s services was the first to Launch.

Independent trips were relatively simple; the organizational work required by Mukye Technology and Taobao was rather light. Once resource integration was complete, they could go online directly. However, group tours would be much more troublesome. The recruitment and training of the tour guide team alone would take some time.

Moreover, group tours generally involve a larger number of people, making resource coordination and handling more complicated than for independent trips. Therefore, at least another month of preparation time would be needed.

However, independent trips allowed Taobao Qunar’s operations to start running first, so Li Mu immediately invested significant promotional efforts into Taobao Qunar.

YY and Weibo and Twitter began promoting Taobao Qunar independent trip advertisements in China’s first-tier cities and several major cities in California.

Of course, Li Mu’s main focus was to bluff Americans into coming to China, rather than sending Chinese people to the United States.

This was not due to narrow-mindedness on his part, but rather because he thoroughly calculated the consumption levels and travel costs of both countries. He discovered that no matter how cheap a trip to the United States might be, it would still be extremely luxurious for Chinese people at this stage.

However, the cost of traveling to China was unbelievably low for most Americans.

Netizens in California found that YY and Weibo and Twitter started promoting a travel advertisement titled “Travel China.” The advertisement claimed that for just one thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollars, one could fly directly to the other side of the Earth and spend six days and five nights personally exploring China, a five-thousand-year-old ancient civilization.

One thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollars? American users could hardly believe it.

These days, a trip to Europe cost more than that, didn’t it?

Many people instinctively clicked on the promotional link, and the page jumped directly to Taobao Qunar’s English version page, specifically to the details page of the independent trip service.

Independent trips from California to China had over ten different tiers to choose from, with one thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollars for a single person being the lowest tier.

However, even the lowest tier was extremely enticing.

Because it included:


	Direct plane tickets from San Francisco or Los Angeles to Beijing, China.


	Three consecutive nights of accommodation at a four-star hotel in Beijing (including breakfast).


	Full car service in Beijing, and simple accompanying translation services.


	Tickets to tourist attractions in Beijing such as the Great Wall, Forbidden City, Summer Palace, and Old Summer Palace.


	Direct plane tickets from Beijing to Huzhou City.


	Two consecutive nights of accommodation at a four-star hotel in Huzhou City (including breakfast).


	Full car service in Huzhou City, and simple accompanying translation services.


	Tickets to multiple tourist attractions in Huzhou City.


	Direct plane tickets from Huzhou City back to San Francisco or Los Angeles.




If a user were to personally customize such an itinerary, three plane tickets would cost at least one thousand three hundred dollars, five nights of accommodation at least three hundred dollars, tickets at least two hundred dollars, six days of full car service three hundred dollars, and six days of accompanying translation service two hundred dollars. All together, it would cost at least two thousand three hundred dollars.

And most importantly, spending two thousand three hundred dollars this way would be extremely exhausting, because every step would require personally handling everything, searching and communicating little by little, and even bearing the cost of trial and error.

But on Taobao Qunar, purchasing this complete package cost only one thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollars, saving seven hundred dollars, which was equivalent to a thirty-two percent discount.

Moreover, Taobao Qunar would help users coordinate everything. From the moment the guests landed, a driver and an accompanying translator would be there to greet them at the airport, and they would be seen off by a local driver and accompanying translator at the airport when they departed from Huzhou City.

Airlines and hotels had double-discounted agreement prices with Mukye Technology, so Li Mu’s acquisition cost was naturally much lower than market prices. Other agency companies combined costs were probably around one thousand two hundred fifty dollars, but Li Mu’s actual cost was about one thousand dollars.

As for the car service, he cooperated with local legitimate taxi companies, who would assign a taxi to follow the entire journey. The agreed price was capped at three hundred yuan per day, totaling one thousand eight hundred yuan for six days, which was around two hundred twenty dollars in cost.

For the accompanying translator service, Li Mu specified in the details page that it was only simple English translation, not the kind of high-end, instantly eloquent expert translation. For guests, university students who had passed CET-4 could actually meet their translation needs. So, Li Mu directly cooperated with 3321, sending orders on 3321 to students who had passed CET-4, letting them decide whether to accept the order based on their own circumstances and schedule. If they accepted, they would be paid two hundred yuan RMB per day.

At present, the average monthly salary was only a little over one thousand yuan, so for university students doing accompanying translation as a part-time job, this income was already considered very high.

This part, calculated in dollars, was about one hundred forty dollars.

For tickets to tourist attractions, Li Mu directly obtained team prices with a double discount from state-owned travel companies. Including all major attraction tickets, the cost price was only fifty dollars.

Thus, the direct cost calculated was one thousand + two hundred twenty + one hundred forty + fifty = one thousand four hundred ten dollars.

In addition, Taobao Qunar’s platform R&D, operations, promotional costs, and manpower costs for coordinating arrangements for each user unit, totaled about one hundred dollars. Therefore, considering everything, a price of one thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollars was set. This left a profit margin of about ninety dollars, but Li Mu did not intend to earn this money and instead planned to return it to users in other forms.

If there were more than one user, and they traveled in even numbers, the price for each person could be reduced by one hundred dollars, bringing it down to one thousand four hundred ninety-nine dollars per person. Of course, this was on the premise that two people shared the same room throughout the trip.

This price was unbelievably low for the United States, where manpower and service costs are extremely high.

In the United States, casually hiring a car for a day cost several hundred dollars, and hiring even a mediocre translator cost one or two hundred dollars a day. Just the cost of a car and translator for six days would exceed two thousand dollars.

But in China, in Li Mu’s hands, the cost could be kept sufficiently low.

If a couple traveled together to China, for six days and five nights in Beijing and Huzhou City combined, it would only cost two thousand nine hundred ninety-eight dollars…

This price point was simply incredible for the people of California!

Not only that!

Mukye Technology also launched an awesome subsidy campaign.

If users purchased a travel product from Taobao Qunar and successfully completed their trip, they would receive a one hundred dollar reward for organizing their travel experience and photos into a qualifying travelogue.

This meant that if two people spent two thousand nine hundred ninety-eight dollars to travel in China for six days and five nights, and each wrote a travelogue upon their return, they would receive a total of two hundred dollars in reward from Mukye Technology. Calculated this way, after traveling a whole circuit, they would have only spent two thousand seven hundred ninety-eight dollars.

It was an incredible cost-performance ratio.

As a result, on the day the event Launched, over four thousand independent trip packages of different tiers were sold across California.

Among these over four thousand people, about one-third had valid Chinese visas, while the remaining two-thirds did not. But they were afraid of missing this good opportunity, so they immediately purchased the service first. After all, Taobao Qunar promised a full refund if the visa application failed.

What Li Mu did not expect was that the independent trip project to California, launched in China’s four first-tier cities—Beijing, Huzhou City, Yangcheng, and Shenzhen City—also sold over two thousand packages.

Taobao Qunar’s California independent trip, at its lowest tier, had content similar to China’s one thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollar packages: a direct flight from a Chinese city to Los Angeles, then from Los Angeles to San Francisco, and finally returning to China from San Francisco.

This trip also lasted six days and five nights, but because service costs in the United States were too high, full car service and translation services were omitted. After all, compulsory education in China includes some English, and people who can travel abroad generally have no problem with basic English communication, so an accompanying translator was not a standard option here.

If independent guests traveling to the US needed vehicle rental fees or to hire a translator, Taobao Qunar would prioritize contacting Chinese car services and Chinese students studying abroad to undertake the services. This move could also bring some income improvement to some Chinese people in California.

For this package without vehicle rental fees or translation, including round-trip direct plane tickets, five nights at a four-star hotel with breakfast, and tickets to famous attractions, the total cost calculated down to eight thousand six hundred yuan RMB per person.

In this era, eight thousand six hundred yuan was often only enough to buy a round-trip direct plane ticket with tax, so this price offered a very high cost-performance ratio.

However, if consumers had sufficiently high finances, the top-tier independent trip packages also had plenty of room for upgrades. For example, if consumers chose luxurious first class, the round-trip plane tickets alone would cost over seventy thousand yuan RMB. If they chose five-star hotels, the price would increase geometrically.

China independent trips ranged from one thousand five hundred ninety-nine dollars per person to a maximum of thirty-eight thousand eight hundred eighty-eight dollars per person, while US independent trips ranged from eight thousand six hundred yuan RMB per person to a maximum of one hundred eighty-eight thousand yuan RMB per person. However, from sales figures, users who purchased the lowest tier accounted for at least more than half.

It seems cost-performance ratio was still what users cared about most.

…

By the second day of sales, the number of American users who purchased the package exceeded seven thousand people, and this number was still growing.

After Taobao Qunar’s launch, users with visas and time were basically already preparing for their upcoming trips.

Statistics showed that over eight hundred users from California decided to travel to China within the next week alone.

The number of Chinese users who purchased packages also surpassed the five thousand milestone. Over six hundred people were expected to depart from Beijing, Huzhou City, and Yangcheng within the next week to begin their independent trips to the United States.

The airlines’ seat occupancy rates increased significantly, and this was just the initial phase of Taobao Qunar’s efforts. Just as Li Mu had made empty promises to the Sino-US tourism companies, saying that later, with promotions expanding across all of China and the entire US, a large number of users from other cities and other states would definitely choose to depart from China’s three first-tier cities or from California’s two major cities to participate in the extremely cost-effective Taobao Qunar independent trips. In this way, previously under-filled routes would very likely operate at full capacity within a short time.

Schwarzenegger was ecstatic to hear that at least over six hundred guests would be traveling to California in the coming week.

Do not underestimate the number of over six hundred; this was equivalent to Li Mu sending two chartered flight tour groups to California every week, especially since a wide-body passenger jet’s full capacity was only a little over three hundred people.

If this continued, it was believed that ten thousand Chinese guests per week could be reached very soon!





Chapter 1687: Achieving Multiple Goals at Once with the Tourism Industry

On the second day after Taobao Qu Na was Launched, the first batch of independent trip guests who wanted to try it out had already begun their trips in succession.

The seat occupancy rate of flights between China’s first-tier cities and California increased significantly, with almost every plane carrying at least a dozen guests traveling through Taobao Qu Na.

Although it was an independent trip, Taobao Qu Na still provided comprehensive customer service to its guests. Bilingual customer service representatives offered 7x24 hour support for guests from both sides, not only answering their various questions but, more importantly, also helping them book various resources.

Due to agreements with tourism companies in both regions, users who booked many other travel services through Taobao Qu Na were able to get lower discounts than those available on the market. For them, it was both convenient and cheap.

University students who registered as tutors on 3321 also gained a side income. All students in first-tier cities who had passed their CET-4 English exam could activate translation order-taking activities, and the students’ enthusiasm was particularly high.

For university students, working part-time as translators for foreigners was an excellent job. Firstly, it wasn’t tiring; secondly, the income was quite substantial; and thirdly, it could improve their spoken English proficiency.

Many university students had been studying English since elementary school, for over a decade by the time they reached university, yet they had never spoken with a foreigner. In such circumstances, it was difficult for their spoken English to improve. China was integrating with the world, and future university students should possess the strongest possible English strength.

Li Mu placed great importance on Taobao Qu Na’s business. Even though it was currently a small-scale venture with only a few thousand guests traveling in succession, he personally oversaw operations at Taobao Qu Na, bringing along a group of senior executives from Muye Technology. His entire focus revolved around Taobao Qu Na’s business.

Both Guru Lei and Senior Brother Liu felt somewhat puzzled by Li Mu’s focus. Wasn’t the goal simply to promote tourism between China and the US? While letting Westerners understand China, it also provided a bit of Political Achievement for Schwarzenegger. Now that operations were proceeding in an orderly fashion, and the objective would soon be achieved, why did Li Mu still attach so much focus to this business?

Meanwhile, at Muye Technology, Kong Lingyu and Fang Xudong had been waiting for him to deploy some time to participate in the internal testing of their food delivery products, but Li Mu had concentrated all his current energy on the tourism industry.

The customized independent trips he offered on Taobao Qu Na for Chinese and American guests sold over one thousand units daily. Airlines had even begun preparing to deploy wide-body aircraft to cope with the increasing number of passengers in the future.

Information feedback from the embassies indicated that the number of tourism visa applications from both sides was rapidly climbing, reaching an all-time high. The Chinese embassy had already begun to relax and expedite the approval policies and speed for visas to China, so that more Western guests could travel to China as quickly as possible.

Overjoyed, Li Mu immediately called together senior executives from Muye Technology and Taobao, proposing to open tourism services between China’s first-tier cities and Britain’s first-tier cities as quickly as possible.

Kong Lingyu couldn’t help but say, “President Li, why have you been focusing all your energy on the tourism business lately? We still have many projects that need to be reviewed with you…”

Guru Lei also agreed, saying, “Comparatively, I think we should quickly Launch the food delivery platform for testing. This business still has a lot of potential.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “You still haven’t grasped the core essence of the tourism industry.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “To put it more vividly, the tourism industry is about enticing people to take out their saved money, exchange it for a bag of loose change to carry on their shoulders, and then go out and scatter it as they walk. Once the money is spent, and they’re happy, they can go home and continue working, waiting until they accumulate enough money again, then carry it out for another stroll.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded, saying, “Stimulating local tourism finances, yes, we all know that…”

Li Mu said, “It’s definitely not as simple as just stimulating local financial development. When people carry money out and scatter it on their way home, wherever they go, the local people will benefit from it. Every single link in the chain will gain immensely.”

Then, Li Mu gave an example: “If users choose to travel by car, the companies providing car travel services will be the first to benefit. However, the automotive manufacturing industry behind them also benefits. Large tourism companies often operate hundreds or thousands of various passenger vehicles. These passenger vehicles are produced precisely because people have a demand for tourism; otherwise, these cars would not be produced, nor would the staff who manufacture them be employed.”

“If users choose to travel by plane, airlines make a fortune, and Boeing and Airbus also benefit greatly alongside them.”

“Think about it, fifty years ago, most people traveling by plane did so for official business, with only a very small fraction traveling for leisure. But fifty years later, today, on every civil aviation passenger aircraft, at least over half of the passengers travel for tourism purposes. The number of civil aviation passenger aircraft has not only grown, but the fundamental reason is that international travel is becoming more frequent.”

“Boeing and Airbus developed from narrow-body aircraft all the way to wide-body aircraft, and then to Boeing’s 747. Airbus also began R&D several years ago on even larger double-deck aircraft. Who is supporting their continuous development? It’s still the tourism industry. The flourishing tourism industry enriches airlines and supports them in continuously ordering new planes and large planes from Boeing and Airbus.”

Guru Lei said, “I understand your point, but the tourism industry is too fragmented, like a disorganized mess. Although the total volume is large, everyone is doing their own thing.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “This is the firepower reason why we want to do tourism business offline. We have traffic, we can promote travel from China to the United States, or from China to the entire world. We can even bypass China and conduct travel business between other countries. But the key issue is that we must achieve resource centralization.”

After speaking, Li Mu continued, “If we can integrate all the world’s tourism resources onto our platform, then in the future, the amount of money we can make from various domains will be unimaginable to everyone. We might even be able to earn money from Boeing and Airbus through our platform.”

Senior Brother Liu asked, puzzled, “How do we earn money from Boeing and Airbus?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “For example, American Airlines prefers to buy Boeing, and European airlines prefer to buy Airbus. If we can now promote thousands of guests traveling to and from Europe every week, the transport capacity of European and American airlines will become strained. If they still want to maintain their other business lines, they will have to purchase new planes to increase transport capacity. In that case, wouldn’t that mean we helped Airbus sell a dozen or so planes? Would Airbus pay us? If they don’t, then I’ll guide this group of users to the United States, and then Boeing might end up selling a dozen more.”

Li Mu continued, “This is actually nothing. Most importantly, once we concentrate tourism users on Taobao Qu Na, we will be like the commander of a vast army. Wherever we want users to go, they will go.”

“By then, we can deeply participate in the tourism industry in public, making many strategic layouts in advance. For example, the Maldives. Its development is not substantial enough at this stage. We can first acquire tourism resources in the Maldives at low prices, then make the travel routes to the Maldives popular, guiding our users to flock to the Maldives one after another, and then we will make a fortune.”

“If we acquire a large amount of tourism resources at low prices in places like Bali or Mauritius, we can also guide users to those places. In short, by then, consumers worldwide, carrying money ready to scatter it along the way, will all be influenced by us. We could even establish our own airlines, use our own users to fill the seats on our own route, achieving multiple goals at once.”





Chapter 1688: The True Meaning of Hype

In the future business landscape, especially in an internet-based one, whoever owns traffic is king, because with traffic, one can immediately monetize it in various ways.

This is like a prominent figure/influencer with a large following; they can help others promote cosmetics, clothing, electronic products, or even advertise for other people’s shops. No matter what kind of advertisement they do, they can convert a large number of users for the other party. The reason is simply that they possess the traffic.

In his view, if prominent figures/influencers only advertise for others and sell their traffic for others to use, that business model is still a bit too low-level.

In his past life, some minor internet-famous individuals looked unremarkable, yet their own Taobao stores could achieve net profits of several hundred million yuan per year. The reason was that they were no longer content to direct their traffic to others; instead, they channeled it to themselves.

For instance, a stylish female internet-famous individual might advertise for a Taobao clothing store, earning only a few thousand, tens of thousands, or even over one hundred thousand yuan in advertising fees. However, what she actually brought to the other party was hundreds of thousands or even millions of traffic.

This traffic could potentially convert into tens of thousands of consumers, generating sales of several million or even tens of millions of yuan, and million-level net profits. Moreover, this is just for a single purchase; a portion of these users would also become loyal customers of the merchant, potentially buying hundreds of yuan worth of clothes from that store every month. The enormous long-term profits generated later would no longer be related to the female internet-famous individual.

Smart female internet-famous individuals would simply find their own suppliers, open a Taobao store, funnel traffic to themselves, and continuously boost their Taobao store’s sales. This is the clever approach.

What Li Mu is currently doing is using Taobao Qu Na to gather guest traffic, then importing this traffic into the Sino-American tourism market to help airlines, travel companies, and hotel groups sell their resources.

But what he truly wants to do is gather traffic from tourism users, import it into his own market, and sell resources for himself.

Therefore, in the future, once he has enough traffic, he will begin to change the landscape and open his own internet-famous stores.

With Muye Technology’s strong financial backing, he could completely build his own airline, invest in his own hotel groups and travel companies, then import resources and manage the entire industry chain himself.

Moreover, Li Mu believes that once he gathers a large number of users on Taobao Qu Na, he will possess the most powerful tourism user resources in the industry. Once he has these resources, he can engage in extensive hype.

As the finances continuously develop, business models are also becoming more numerous, but ultimately, they all aim to sell their products more and at higher prices.

Hype is one of the most extensively adaptable models among countless business models.

So-called hype is for raising prices and expanding sales channels. For those with the ability to hype, whatever they have in hand, they can make it popular.

Only those with jade resources will extensively hype concepts like gentlemen wearing jade, jade protecting from disaster, and gold having a price while jade is priceless. This is to heat up the jade market and sell their jade resources at a high price.

Those with real estate resources will extensively hype real estate concepts like housing prices, housing price preservation, property financial management, and school district housing. This is also to sell their properties at a high price.

Even those who planted a few walnut trees in the ground will hype up ornamental walnuts to make their walnuts a rare commodity.

Therefore, the same applies to the tourism industry.

The masterminds behind those soft articles describing romantic encounters in Lijiang are mostly Lijiang’s tourism companies, inns, and bar owners.

Those who exaggerate that Gulangyu is about to disappear are also mostly local tourism enterprises or practitioners.

Those who exaggerate Yalong Bay beach as the best in all of East Asia are also the local tourism resource owners.

Those who exaggerate that Dubai is full of billionaires and luxury cars everywhere also originate from the same interested parties.

Li Mu has acquired a large amount of China’s domestic tourism resources from local tourism companies. Not only first-tier cities, but also resources extending from first-tier cities to second-tier, third-tier cities, and various 5A-rated scenic areas are all complete with. Therefore, he believes it’s time for China to promote itself overseas.

Li Mu’s idea is simple: just as those countries came to China to hype in his past life, he will now go to their countries to hype.

California, USA, is just the beginning. Soon, this kind of hype will spread globally.

In his past life, China’s tourism market was subjected to wave after wave of overseas promotional brainwashing. Large numbers of Chinese guests were influenced by various poisonous chicken soup advertorials on the domestic internet, flocking to countries like Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, and Indonesia for tourism. Japan, in particular, had reached a masterful level of marketing hype.

However, China itself had failed to establish large-scale positive promotion and guidance overseas, to the extent that in South Korea, Japan, and on American Quora, a large number of fools still believed China had no electricity, no cars, no televisions, no expressways, couldn’t afford fruit, and couldn’t afford mobile phones.

Those internet companies in his past life that were raking in money domestically, if even one of them had focused on building overseas information dissemination channels or creating a world-class internet platform, these bizarrely unusual problems wouldn’t have arisen.

When China’s internet was all promoting Japanese toilet lids, Japanese rice cookers, various Japanese miracle drugs, and magical cosmetics, causing large numbers of Chinese people to flock to Japan to buy, buy, buy, what was Japan’s internet promoting about China?

So, the landscape needs to change now. In the future, whether it’s Weibo Twitter, YY, or YY.com, and even future Facebook, they must continuously conduct various kinds of brainwashing propaganda for China globally.

Promote China’s history, culture, scenery, specialties, cuisine, technology, and so on, so that they too develop that ‘flock to it’ mentality towards China.

Thus, Li Mu instructed the Weibo Twitter operations team to collaborate with YY.com’s editorial team and start generating hype from now on.

As American guests continuously streamed into China, a large number of English travelogues, both genuine and fabricated, began to emerge on Weibo and Twitter.

Many overseas users uploaded photos of their travels in China, while also praising China profusely in their written content.

Among them, an aerial photo of the Great Wall received over one hundred thousand retweets and likes across Weibo and Twitter.

A considerable portion of these travelogues were “original” content commissioned by Li Mu to the editorial team.

After such content was fabricated, he then instructed the Weibo Twitter team to apply various algorithm biases to these tweets, allowing them to be seen by more Europeans and Americans. This would subtly influence these individuals’ impressions of China and boost their interest in visiting China.

In addition, Li Mu also had some true and false travelogue stories fabricated.

Some were to highlight Chinese cuisine, mimicking the tone of an American, praising Chinese food profusely and even being reluctant to part with it.

Some were to highlight the friendliness of the Chinese people, fabricating the identity of an American to tell how they accidentally lost their wallet, and how a kind Chinese restaurant owner treated them to a simple meal, helped them report it to the police, and eventually found their wallet.

Some were to highlight history and heritage, using a foreigner’s perspective to marvel at and praise China’s famous historical sites. Any random Japanese castle tower can become a tourist attraction praised and revered by countless people, yet any ancient palace architecture casually found in China could throw these Japanese castle towers all the way to Mars. The reason the latter isn’t as famous as the former is simply due to inadequate publicity and packaging.

Li Mu even had a series of Chinese love stories fabricated. For example, how someone met their other half in Beijing, how they met the love of their life in Huzhou City, and how they proposed to their beloved by the Huangpu River…

Extensively hyping these topics was all to continuously increase the exposure of Chinese tourism to Western audiences.

To this end, he also had Fang Xudong modify the backend data parameters, applying a certain amount of inflation to all relevant data.

For Li Mu, who came from the internet industry, he was very clear that there wasn’t a single internet company in the world that didn’t falsify data. Even if some companies aren’t falsifying data at the current stage, they must have done similar things in their early growth.

For example, live streaming platforms would deliberately multiply the number of people watching a live stream by a certain factor. Every time one person joined the online viewership, the publicly displayed data would show an increase of 17 people, or 129 people. This setting was intentionally made to fake a feeling of high popularity.

As for why such irregular, precise-looking data was chosen, it was mainly to prevent users from noticing.

Taking 17 as an example, the platform would design a simple logic where the displayed clicks equaled the actual clicks multiplied by 17. This way, the vast majority of users wouldn’t notice any issues.

For instance, if a post was actually viewed 258 times, due to the multiplication factor of 17, the displayed result would be 4,386 times.

Based on Li Mu’s experience, platforms that only multiply by two-digit factors were considered ‘conscientious’. Some platforms even multiplied data by three digits, for example, the 129 mentioned earlier. The same post, if actually viewed 258 times, would show a displayed view count of 33,282 times.

Users would find it difficult to detect fraud in such cases, as the data looked irregular and precise, and it was constantly increasing.

What’s even more frustrating is that because the designed multiplier was irregular and precise, users also couldn’t tell how abnormal the data changes were. For instance, one’s own click might change the original data from 33,282 to 33,411, and then another person’s click would change it to 33,540.

Who, at a glance, could see any inevitable connection between 33,282, 33,411, and 33,540? They looked as if they were real, even more real than reality.

There were also those idiotic platforms that hardcoded the displayed data to be three times the real data. Attentive users would then discover that no matter how the data changed, it was always a multiple of three.

Even more foolish was directly multiplying by 10; attentive users would discover that the last digit was always 0…

Platforms used such fraudulent methods to create the illusion of a large user base and high popularity for themselves.

However, such tricks sometimes slip up. For example, some live-streaming platforms once had the joke of hundreds of millions of users simultaneously watching a certain main host’s live stream. Whenever this happened, it was almost always due to data being packaged.

Users, unaware of the true situation, would easily be misled by the behind-the-scenes manipulators upon seeing the published data.

Now, on Weibo and Twitter, all positive content related to Chinese tourism also contains a certain degree of data falsification.

Li Mu used this method to enhance Western users’ approval of this content.

However, Li Mu was more cautious. For the data falsification coefficients, he designed a cyclical logic.

For example, for the number of likes, every time the actual data increased by 1, the displayed data would randomly increase by one of eight numbers from 1 to 10.

It could be an increase of 1, 3, 8, or 10. However, the probability of adding 1 was the lowest; it was more likely to add between 3 and 8. This way, users would absolutely not easily grasp the pattern of data growth.





Chapter 1689: Maximizing Cost-Performance Ratio

Since Weibo Twitter is already a world-class platform, all the genuine and fabricated marketing Li Mu arranged here is geared towards global users.

Global promotion of native travel advertisements is not easy, and it is even harder to become a global travel destination.

Only some long-established capitalist nations can truly achieve this, such as the United States, the UK, France, and Japan.

Mention the United States, and people think of the Statue of Liberty, Hollywood, Yellowstone National Park, as well as major cities like New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Atlanta. This is the result of years of American cultural output, where you reap what you sow;

The UK, as the former British Empire, has also had over a century of cultural output. Even the citizens of their nominal Shu Kingdom and former colonies have a great sense of belonging to the UK. For example, Indians with less money like to go to the US, but those with money prefer to go to the UK.

The Gallic Rooster of France was also once globally renowned, coupled with the endorsement/backing of being a City of Romance and various luxury brands in recent years, making the Eiffel Tower, Arc de Triomphe, and Notre Dame Cathedral known to people worldwide.

Japan’s high popularity in the global tourism market is mostly due to the Meiji Restoration. In the 19th century, Asia’s overall development lagged significantly behind the West. Only Japan gambled on the right direction at that time, resolutely reformed, and completely Westernized. Consequently, for over a hundred years of history, Japan was viewed by Westerners as Asia’s boss.

Moreover, Japan constantly clamored to “depart from Asia and enter Europe,” striving to be the bridgehead of Western capitalism in Asia, thus gaining more recognition from the Western world. For a long time, the culture most recognized by Westerners was not the long-standing Chinese culture, but Japanese culture, which originated from Chinese civilization.

Therefore, Japan’s tourism market can also be considered global.

At present, besides these four old imperialist nations, Li Mu truly couldn’t think of anyone else who could achieve global promotion.

Although many Southeast Asian countries can attract quite a few non-Asian guests, overall, the Southeast Asian tourism market is still slightly low-end, so it cannot be called a global travel destination. This has a lot to do with the generally poor economic development of Southeast Asian countries.

The entire Southeast Asia has only Singapore as a developed country, but Singapore’s land area is not even as large as one district in Beijing. With such a small land area, it has a willing spirit but a weak flesh to become a global travel destination.

In his past life, Dubai was unusual (in a positive, talented sense). This country did not follow the traditional promotional route of old powerful nations but chose a “tycoons” label and went all the way with it. As a result, native advertisements spread globally, and everyone felt that this country was incredibly wealthy, and thus suddenly developed all sorts of yearning for it.

In fact, if observant individuals think carefully, why did domestic media, self-media, and various information platform software go crazy promoting news about Dubai at certain times? For example, how handsome Dubai’s princes are, or that Dubai’s police cars are all Ferraris because Dubai despises expensive cars, and police can’t catch up with suspects without Ferraris, and so on.

For another example, they promoted “Dubai Sheikh Series Stories” everywhere, such as a certain Dubai Sheikh having a very speculative conversation with someone one day and seeing that their car was too poor, so the next day he had his subordinates send them a luxury car; another day, the Sheikh saw a Chinese woman in a luxury goods store looking at an unaffordable luxury bag with Ardency in her eyes, and the Sheikh waved his hand and said, “Come, girl, I’ll buy it for you! Are ten enough?”

Why did such idiotic stories repeatedly appear on domestic social networks, even making it onto various hot searches, rankings, and recommendations? You must know that those social networks are groups obsessed with money. If you don’t give them money, they would rather pixelate the logos of ordinary items on a selfie, let alone spontaneously promote Dubai just because they are bored.

Isn’t it because someone was spending money behind the scenes to do such things?

Li Mu remembered once watching a domestic television series where all the cars with visible logos were Audis. First-generation rich drove Audis, Second generation (children of officials/wealthy families) drove Audis, fair-skinned, rich, and beautiful women drove Audis, white-collar workers drove Audis, and even struggling white-collar workers drove Audis. Isn’t this the same kind of phenomenon as the entire network hyping up Dubai?

Li Mu always believed that ninety percent of Dubai’s so-called tycoons anecdotes were fabricated by Dubai itself. After just a few years of hyping it up, people all over the world started traveling to Dubai. This is Dubai’s path to success in tourism.

Li Mu wanted to follow Dubai’s path, except Dubai continuously packaged its “tycoons” image, while Li Mu’s first stage was to package China’s tourism market globally with the selling point of “super high cost-performance ratio internet travel.”

Li Mu knew very well that nothing can be achieved overnight. Although he genuinely wanted to promote China’s magnificent scenery, long history, and profound culture to the outside world, such things require a lengthy process, just like Japan, which also spent at least one to two hundred years developing these.

Therefore, Dubai’s approach is the most practical: first, pick a label and hammer it home mercilessly.

Currently, although there are online travel platforms and dedicated travel resources sales platforms in the global internet industry, no one has yet engaged in online customized tourism like Li Mu has.

It’s like how the automotive market used to sell cars offline, or through online sales with offline store pickup, but Tesla later pioneered abandoning offline stores, directly putting sales online and delivering cars to the door, instantly revolutionizing the entire industry’s game.

Of course, at that time, Elon Musk made a significant splash, but he truly didn’t have much capital in hand. He didn’t have much money, and couldn’t produce cars, so he could only make noise.

Li Mu was different; he had everything he wanted and could just do it.

So, first hit the cost-performance ratio, maximize the cost-performance ratio, first attract people, then integrate more domestic tourism resources for them, and then slowly promote other labels, ultimately turning Chinese tourism into a truly global market.

For example, in the next stage, it will no longer just be about guests traveling between first-tier cities; they can visit the Terracotta Army, see Big Pandas, explore Shennongjia, Jiuzhai, Huangshan, Mount Lu, Mount Tai, and so on. By that time, the public perception (of quality) will naturally grow stronger, and more labels will be created.

In fact, the first phase of Taobao Qu Na genuinely attracted a large number of American guests to China through its super high cost-performance ratio, and various genuine and fabricated travelogues also attracted more guests to China globally.

Half a month after Taobao Qu Na Launched operations, Chen Ze specifically called Li Mu and told him, “I have firsthand data from the relevant departments. In the past thirty days, the number of overseas guests applying for Chinese tourist visas has increased by 130% year-on-year and 97% month-on-month!”

Year-on-year refers to a comparison with the same period last year;

Month-on-month refers to a comparison with the previous cycle, which is the previous thirty days.

Li Mu heard the apparent astonishment in Chen Ze’s tone and couldn’t help but ask, “Is that data very frightening?”

“How could it not be frightening?” Chen Ze said, “The number of guests wanting to travel to China has increased by 1.3 times compared to last year! This growth is too rapid!”

Li Mu said, “How could you forget how many resources we’ve put into this? The outbound travel we’re doing in the American market now has a cost-performance ratio almost comparable to traveling from the US to Mexico. We’re not making a penny; in fact, we’ve been constantly holding off on the profits of airlines, tourism companies, and hotel companies. Plus, there’s Weibo Twitter continuously promoting globally. Never mind a 1.3-fold year-on-year increase, even if it were a 3.1-fold increase, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Chen Ze laughed, “Alright, alright, you always think bigger.”

Then, his tone grew serious as he said, “Let me tell you something: visa approvals will gradually loosen up, which means the visa approval rate will increase significantly. This is also to seize the opportunity to vigorously develop the domestic tourism industry. To put it more precisely, what you are doing now is beneficial for the country and the people, so just move forward, as fast as you can.”

Li Mu understood the meaning of his words, and couldn’t help but feel excited.

Such a coordinated campaign was truly a display of implicit understanding. If visa policies release favorable news, it would attract even more overseas guests.

So, Li Mu quickly gathered his team and shared this favorable news with everyone.

Every middle and high-level manager involved in Taobao Qu Na’s operations was very excited about this news. It was like receiving recognition and approval from superiors, which was a huge motivation for the team.

Li Mu then said, “Since that’s the case, let’s quickly formulate several more in-depth tourist routes to show these overseas guests more of China’s natural and cultural landscapes.”

Director Lei asked, “There are still many domestic tourism resources. What suggestions does President Li have for the first phase?”

Li Mu smiled, “We definitely start with our most presentable national treasure. First, a Panda tour route. My suggestion is for Beijing, Huzhou City, and Yangcheng to each open a tour route to Chengdu. For example, staying in Beijing for two days, then going to Chengdu to see pandas, or staying in Huzhou City for two days, then going to Chengdu to see pandas. Since you’re going to Chengdu, there’s no reason not to visit the magical Chongqing. So, this allows us to plan three three-city tour routes, then emphasize and highlight the Panda element.”

Director Lei nodded, saying, “Then I’ll promptly contact the airlines, tourism companies, and hotels in Chengdu and Chongqing.”

Li Mu said, “You’d best find a more awesome design team to design a complete set of Panda tourism souvenirs, then go to Yiwu to find a reliable OEM to produce them. When our guests arrive, they can take some commemorative small gifts back home to give to others. This not only boosts the small commodities market but is also a powerful user self-propagation channel.”

Then, Li Mu added, “I suggest you take a leaf out of Japan’s book on this. To seek truth from facts, they truly do this well.”

“In Japan, even a small city of tens of thousands of people has its own cartoon character and various customized souvenirs. The added value of the tourism industry is developed very thoroughly. In comparison, they are like making the most authentic Beijing roast duck: carefully roasting the duck, slicing the meat into 108 slices, and even dismantling the bones and carcass to make various flavors or boil them into soup, accompanied by lotus leaf pancakes, sweet bean paste, scallions, and cucumber. What about us? Compared to them, our current tourism market is just selling ducks directly. Forget about roasting it, slicing it, and portioning it; we don’t even slaughter it. If you want to buy it, just take it and process it yourself. Playing like this, how can we compete with them?”





Chapter 1690: Good Money Drives Out Bad Money

Japan and China are very close to each other, and historically, the two countries have had many entangled conflicts. Li Mu himself deeply detested the extreme Bushido spirit and acts of historical denial. That’s why he had always promoted the truth of World War II and real history. This was also why he was determined to make The Last Samurai notorious and die prematurely.

However, the reason Li Mu was able to bring Muye Technology to where it was today, apart from his advantage as a reborn individual, was also due to his objective and clear-headed approach to doing things.

Japan’s tourism market was indeed developed very deeply, very thoroughly, and was highly worth learning from internally. Leaving aside other points, just look at Japan’s natural resources: how small was their land area, and how many mountains, rivers, lakes, and seas did they have? Yet, with such limited natural resources, they were able to develop tourism to such an extreme extent?

In Li Mu’s view, the most crucial point was that others were more meticulous and dedicated.

Without saying anything else, let’s take tourism peripheral products as an example.

At Ueno Zoo in Tokyo, Japan, despite only having a handful of Big Panda (a specific premium variety of Panda cigarettes) leased from China, they developed and designed dozens, even hundreds, of Panda-themed merchandise and products. Cartoon images featuring Panda elements were ubiquitous, visible even on cars, buses, and hotels, and various small commodities were everywhere. Almost all of them were exquisitely designed and excellently made, and practically all guests who went there to see the Big Panda (a specific premium variety of Panda cigarettes) would buy some to take back.

However, as the sole country of origin for Big Panda (a specific premium variety of Panda cigarettes), and with Chengdu being the location of the Big Panda (a specific premium variety of Panda cigarettes) breeding base, the quantity and quality of their Big Panda (a specific premium variety of Panda cigarettes) peripheral products were far inferior to Ueno Zoo’s.

What was most frustrating was that peripheral products from both sides were produced in Yiwu, some even coming from the same factory.

This disparity was caused partly by our lack of dedication compared to them, and partly, perhaps, by our weaker design capabilities. Japan, after all, had a strong animation heart; even a Police Station could find someone who could draw comics to design a cute cartoon mascot for them. China was undoubtedly weaker in this regard, but being weaker wasn’t a problem; it could be improved!

If there wasn’t a good design team, they could hire from large cities; if large cities weren’t enough, they could pay directly to hire designers from Japan or Europe. Everyone worked for money; who would object to money?

Even hiring Japanese people to do it was fine!

When Li Mu expressed this idea, someone at the scene tentatively asked, “President Li, if we hire Japanese designers to create images and peripheral products for China’s national treasure, won’t it provoke public resistance?”

After listening, Li Mu asked him, “Are we the ones resisting? If Japanese people took Muye Technology’s money and designed a large array of products and visual elements for Taobao Qu Na’s Panda tour routes, then these products would belong to Muye Technology, and to China. So, what’s wrong with that?”

The other person said, “I’m also worried that people might feel it’s not pure enough. As you know, some people do like to nitpick.”

Li Mu said, “In the nineteenth century, great and diligent Chinese laborers crossed the vast ocean to the United States and helped construct the Pacific Railroad for America, but that didn’t change the fact that the Pacific Railroad was an American railway, nor did it change the fact that the Pacific Railroad made immense contributions to the development and rise of the United States. If Japanese designers can create excellent cartoon mascots for us, these mascots will naturally contribute to our tour routes, our tourism image, and our tourism industry. Therefore, what we need now is good things. Don’t worry about who made the good things; as long as we paid for them, they are ours!”

Speaking, Li Mu continued, “The next phase will focus on launching tour routes from first-tier cities to Chengdu, Chang’an, Jiuzhai, and Huangshan. The themes will be: National Treasure Panda, Terracotta Army, Jiuzhai Valley, and Huangshan Mountain, respectively. These routes must be meticulously designed. It’s not just about transportation, accommodation, vehicles, tickets, and attractions – those are mere hardware. More importantly, it’s about integrating deeper service awareness and added value. We want foreigners to be dumbfounded when they arrive, to never forget their experience, and to instinctively give a thumbs-up when they recall their trip after returning home. Only then can we promote the concept of high-quality tourist destinations, pique the interest of overseas guests in China tourism, and step by step strengthen China’s tourism industry. Ultimately, we must achieve a state where good money drives out bad money, crushing those deceitful and exploitative tourism businesses and leaving them nowhere to hide.”

Li Mu had always felt quite pained by the development of the domestic tourism industry.

In his view, the domestic tourism industry was largely growing brutally and unregulated. They truly shared a commonality with Chinese internet companies in that everyone thought China was vast and rich in resources, believing that simply managing the Chinese market would be enough to sustain them. Therefore, why bother with the overseas market?

Thus, in his past life, almost none of China’s internet companies truly managed to send their products beyond the national borders.

The domestic tourism industry had also never considered working together with one heart to transform China’s tourism market into a popular outbound travel market. Everyone was caught in various vicious competitions, leading to the endless emergence of all sorts of tourism problems. There were deformed products like one-yuan shopping tour groups, as well as various deceitful and exploitative tricks, and even homicides caused by forced shopping.

Li Mu didn’t have the ability to interfere with how other businesses operated their tourism products, but he could turn his own tourism products into benchmarks. Then, through his own influence and promotional capabilities, he could sway user and market judgment and trends.

Therefore, in his view, he first had to ensure that all Taobao Qu Na’s tour routes were deeply developed high-quality tourism projects. Every tour route launched had to be the best of the best.

Li Mu himself was well aware that his current travel products, while seeming very cheap and virtually zero-profit, could be made even cheaper by domestic tourism companies if they wanted to, and they could still earn more money.

Take Southeast Asia tour routes as an example. For the same route, a normal tourism company might lower the price to a minimum of five thousand yuan per person, earning one thousand yuan per person. But a black-hearted tourism company could bring it down to three thousand, earning two thousand yuan per person.

Why were they so awesome? To put it plainly, it was all sorts of deception and trickery.

Firstly, for the same airline route, normal tourism companies provided regular flights from standard airlines, not budget carriers or red-eye flights. However, black-hearted tourism companies typically arranged budget airlines where even one extra piece of luggage required checking and no free meals were provided onboard. The costs for these were significantly lower.

Furthermore, black-hearted tourism companies liked to manipulate time at both ends. For instance, for a four-day, five-night trip, a normal tourism company would depart in the morning or forenoon, but a black-hearted tourism company would depart in the evening. This way, the first day of the trip would just be a flight. And on the return, a normal company would usually depart in the afternoon or evening, while a black-hearted tourism company would depart early in the morning, meaning the last day would also just be a flight. This saved a lot of costs instantly.

In addition, black-hearted tourism companies would insert shopping opportunities at various stages. For example, in some jade markets in Southeast Asia that primarily focused on deception, a tourism company only needed to bring one guest there to take dozens or even hundreds of yuan per head. If guests made purchases, the tourism company could also get at least a 20% commission.

Roughly calculated, a fifty-person tour group entering a jade market once could earn the tourism company three to five thousand yuan in head-money. Then, assuming one-fifth of these people were tricked into buying things, with an average spending of five thousand yuan per person, the total spending would be fifty thousand yuan, and the tourism company could take ten thousand yuan.

From just one tourist attraction, the tourism company earned fifteen thousand yuan, which was equivalent to fifty people each creating three hundred yuan in income for them.

After visiting the jade market, they would also visit a latex product factory.

The latex product factory also paid the tourism company first based on head count, and once inside, they also gave a 20% commission. Furthermore, latex product factories were easier to defraud money from than jade markets because guests were less wary.

Once inside, the tour guide or staff would tell you that the latex in Southeast Asia was all natural, showing you how they used natural materials to produce latex mattresses and pillows. Then they would let you try how comfortable these items were. Finally, they would employ their killer move, telling you that these items normally sold for ten thousand yuan in China, but could be bought here for only three to four thousand yuan.

Guests would feel that buying this was a profit, and immediately expressed their desire to purchase. The other party would instantly say, “Pay now, and we’ll ship it immediately to China. You’ll receive the goods by the time you get home.”

Guests would then pay by card, and after returning home, they would receive a “three-no” mattress mailed from Guangxi Province, looking like it wasn’t even worth one thousand yuan. At this point, there was no recourse for complaints, and the tourism company had long since received a commission of several hundred yuan per person from the latex factory.

Or perhaps, the entire operation was simply led by the tourism company itself. In the end, the tourism company would pay the local latex factory a per-head visiting fee, for example, one hundred yuan per person, and all the remaining illicit profits would be kept by the tourism company.

If similar incidents occurred multiple times, let alone making a profit from a three-thousand-yuan tour fee, even a one-yuan tour fee could be profitable.

Furthermore, such incidents were not limited to tour groups traveling from China to Southeast Asia or other countries; they occurred more frequently within domestic tour groups.

Li Mu didn’t want these cheap and low-quality tour groups to prevail in later generations. The best way was to quickly establish benchmarks now, and then use his platform’s influence to continuously expose the tricks of black-hearted tour groups, raising public awareness against scams. While this couldn’t completely eradicate these black sheep, it could at least infinitely suppress their room to survive.

For Li Mu, this was a protracted war, but fortunately, he had ample ammunition to keep fighting.

This time it was the Panda, Terracotta Army, Jiuzhai, and Huangshan routes. Next time, it would be Guilin’s landscapes, West Lake’s scenery, the Yun-Gui region’s vistas, and Zhangjiajie National Forest Park. By continuously developing them like this, one day, premium routes would cover the entire country!





Chapter 1710: Panda Bear

Li Mu instructed Director Lei to dispatch a survey team to Japan, demanding that they thoroughly learn Japan’s sophisticated and detailed development strategy for tourism.

It would be best if they could secure a design team from Japan, as they are truly adept at cartoon design. These elements are incredibly effective when applied to the tourism industry.

Not to mention the globally popular Japanese comics, just Kumamon alone has attracted countless guests to Japan and Kumamoto Prefecture.

And Kumamon is only Kumamoto Prefecture’s own cartoon character.

So, Li Mu thought, he had no right to design a city’s cartoon image for any domestic city, but he could design exclusive mascots for his own tourism routes. For instance, he could design a super-adorable or comically endearing panda character, and then use this panda’s image as the cartoon mascot for the panda tourism route.

Next, he could pay to have these characters painted on the aircraft bodies flying from Beijing to Chengdu and Huzhou City to Chengdu. He could also pay to have them printed on aircraft seat headrest covers, on aircraft meal packaging, on boarding passes, and even pay to put up visual advertisements at Chengdu Airport. He could also pay to have them printed on Chengdu taxis and inside taxis.

At that time, he wanted foreign guests participating in the panda route, from the moment they headed to Chengdu, to continuously receive visual impact from these cartoon characters, strengthening their impression of the character. Then, in Chengdu’s tourist attractions, he would place a large number of peripheral souvenirs made with these cartoon characters, making them instinctively buy and take them home.

In addition, he also needed to make full use of the internet to promote the cartoon character in various ways online. As long as people remembered the character, half the battle was already won.

Recalling Kumamon, the animated GIFs of that ugly creature’s human-sized mascot version were incredibly popular, with various mischievous actions paired with text, dominating WeChat, Weibo, and major online platforms.

If his panda tourism route cartoon character could become as globally popular, he would truly never have to worry about customer flow.

Li Mu suddenly thought, why not just reconstruct that ugly creature and create an ugly-cute Panda Bear?

Kumamon is originally a bear cartoon character, with black as the main color, white eye sockets and mouth, complemented by red blush. It has only three colors. A panda’s main color is white, complemented by black eye sockets, black nose, and mouth, and the blush can also be red…

This way, it seemed that by just swapping Kumamon’s black and white and making a few small modifications, it would be almost perfect…

As soon as he thought of this, Li Mu felt he was truly a genius, effortlessly siphoning off Kumamoto Prefecture’s future pillar industry!

By then, he would also spread this image everywhere, create human-sized mascots, train a few cheeky young men to wear them and shoot various videos, and make various animated GIFs. Once this mascot became popular, he would even offer free licensing. Anyone who wanted to use it just needed to say hello, and they were free to take it.

Whether you used its image to package condoms in America, or mineral water in Europe, or even if KFC or McDonald’s wanted to use it to launch a package deal, just take it. No money, feel free to use it, that’s how generous he was.

As long as it became popular, he would then hire a couple of children’s screenwriters to immediately write an animated series script for him.

Once the script was out, he would outsource it to a Japanese team, have them adapt it into animation day and night, and then bring it back for broadcast domestically.

In another two years, he would directly find teams like Hollywood’s Pixar to produce one or two large animated movies, instantly making it a world-class cartoon character in the animation field.

Subsequently, Li Mu quickly found several cartoon designers on Taobao. Using his crude drawing style, he presented Kumamon’s image, and then, based on his impression of Kumamon, had them continuously refine it.

The cartoon designers were completely bewildered; no matter how they drew it, they thought this thing was truly ugly, so ugly that they didn’t even want to draw it.

The designers drew several versions but never quite grasped the essence; their drawings didn’t even achieve sixty percent resemblance.

Some designers even attempted to beautify it, but after Li Mu discovered it, he immediately stopped them, saying, “You must not try to make this thing look good! Once you try to make it look good, you’ve already lost!”

The designers looked embarrassed but still followed Li Mu’s instructions, slowly perfecting the panda version of Kumamon’s design.

Li Mu watched intently and finally noticed that one girl had mostly captured Kumamon’s ugly appearance, about ninety percent. He hurriedly told her, “Yes, that’s it! Make it a bit fatter, a bit more mischievous in expression, and the pupils inside the eyes, don’t draw them as circles, make them ovals, standing vertically!”

The cute-looking female designer revised the draft while saying with a wronged expression, “President Li, pandas are national treasures, isn’t it really appropriate to draw them this ugly?”

“Appropriate!” Li Mu said decisively, “More than appropriate! These days, not everything has to be pretty to be popular. Ugliness is also a style!”

Seeing that the female designer was almost done, Li Mu clapped his hands and said, “Alright, for the blush! Use the most vibrant, gaudy red!”

The female designer braced herself and applied the color.

Li Mu looked at it and happily said, “This is fantastic! This is the one!”

On the screen, it was completely a “leucistic” version of Kumamon. Its mischievous, ugly, and cute dangling appearance hadn’t changed at all; it truly captured the essence.

Li Mu could even imagine the mischievous antics of a human-sized mascot of this panda version of Kumamon.

The panda version of Kumamon riding a motorcycle, playing soccer, falling while walking, being naughty, running like a complete fool, wrapped in a rustic headscarf, cheekily waving a red flag, sticking out a leg to trip someone…

These images came alive, constantly appearing before Li Mu’s eyes. He couldn’t wait for the human-sized mascot to be made, and then find a team specifically to record a bunch of animated GIFs!

However, if there were animated GIFs, there had to be sticker packs. Currently, YY didn’t have this flashy feature for animated sticker packs…

It seemed a major innovation in sticker packs was needed first!

Thinking of this, he hurriedly called Fang Xudong and asked him, “At this stage, is it technically difficult to send GIF animated images directly in the YY chat box, where the recipient can see the animated image directly without needing to receive it first?”

Fang Xudong said, “Not difficult, it’s very easy to implement. President Li, what are you planning to do?”

Li Mu said, “First, give me a test version that can achieve this. Also, in the emoticon section, add a custom emoticon feature for me. Custom emoticons should support image and GIF formats.”

“Alright!”

…

After giving instructions to Fang Xudong, the more Li Mu looked at this panda version of Kumamon, the more he liked it, constantly praising, “Tsk, tsk, this is truly wonderful! Perfect! Absolutely perfect!”

The female designer was almost in tears: “President Li, do you really want to use this as the cartoon mascot for our panda tourism route?”

Li Mu immediately nodded and said, “That’s right, we’ll use it!”

The girl, with red eyes, said, “Then can you please not say that I was involved in the design? I’m afraid I’ll get scolded…”

Li Mu chuckled, “Get scolded? Just wait and see, this character will definitely become a huge hit!”

The girl awkwardly said, “But it’s really ugly. I haven’t drawn anything this ugly since I was three.”

Li Mu, staring intently at the panda version of Kumamon, asked, “Don’t you think it looks very cool?”

All the designers shook their heads blankly, secretly wondering if their boss’s aesthetic sense had gone awry.

Li Mu ignored them. He directly told the girl, “Quickly create the full-perspective renderings of this character.”

After speaking, he quickly called Guru Lei over, showed him the cartoon character, and said, “Director Lei, have our team go to Yiwu to find the best OEM factory. Produce dozens of human-sized mascots according to this character first. Also, produce several sets of擺件, dolls, refrigerator magnets, keychains, hats, T-shirts, plastic bags, cloth bags, in different sizes and specifications. In short, any small commodity you can think of, find manufacturers to produce them. The craftsmanship must be good enough.”

Guru Lei looked at the panda version of Kumamon, his expression rather gloomy as he clicked his tongue. “President Li, isn’t this thing a bit too ugly?”

Li Mu nodded, “Yes, it’s quite ugly.”

Guru Lei chuckled awkwardly, “Do you want to adjust it again?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “No more adjustments, this is it!”

Guru Lei said, “Our national treasure is so beautiful and cute; this one is so ugly, honestly, I can’t bear to look at it…”

With that, Guru Lei said very earnestly, “I feel it’s not even as good-looking as the Panda Panpan cartoon character from the 1990 Asian Games…”

“You…” Li Mu shook his head at the thought of Panda Panpan’s design.

Panda Panpan was a cartoon style from over a decade ago. Using Panda Panpan’s design to promote pandas now would surely make them fail miserably.

Guru Lei stroked his chin and said, “You know, this mascot, wouldn’t it look better in a quadrupedal crawling posture than standing? Standing feels a bit awkward, after all, pandas are crawling animals.”

Li Mu really wanted to kick him. Quadrupedal? Are you crazy?!

This is a cartoon character I plan to anthropomorphize; you tell me to make it quadrupedal. Is there such a thing as a quadrupedal anthropomorphic character? I didn’t expect you, Guru Lei, to be so lacking in imagination.

Immediately, Li Mu retorted, “Director Lei, I’m asking you a serious question.”

Guru Lei quickly said, “President Li, please speak.”

Li Mu asked, “Among all the animal-based, popular cartoon characters, which one walks on all fours? Aren’t they all anthropomorphic and walk upright? Do America’s Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles crawl on all fours to fight? Does Doraemon crawl on all fours behind Nobita every day? Black Cat Detective even rides a motorcycle like a human, and you’re telling me a cartoon character should be quadrupedal? I really want to kick you out!”

Guru Lei awkwardly scratched his head, “If you put it that way, it does make a lot of sense. A standing, anthropomorphic form is indeed more popular…”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Quickly communicate well with the manufacturers and get the products out for me immediately. The panda tourism route will be Launched soon, time is urgent.”

Seeing Li Mu’s insistence, Guru Lei could only nod. “Then I’ll arrange it as soon as the design drafts are ready.”

As he spoke, Guru Lei curiously asked, “President Li, what should this guy be called?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Let’s call it Panda Bear. The English name will be Panda Bear!”





Chapter 1711: The Sticker Pack Revolution

After the basic design for Panda Bear was completed, Li Mu immediately instructed the design team to create more poses and expressions based on its fundamental image, swiftly expanding the Panda Bear’s asset library.

Simultaneously, the OEM factory in Yiwu was working overtime to produce Panda Bear plush toys.

In addition to the human-sized mascot costume, Li Mu also requested them to produce regular plush toys in 15-cm, 30-cm, and 50-cm sizes. These plush toys would serve as the first wave of souvenirs for the Panda tourism route.

The 30-cm plush toys would be shipped directly to the United States. Lin Qingya would then arrange for the American branch to set up collection points at the Los Angeles and San Francisco airports in California.

At that time, all guests who purchased Panda tourism route products through Taobao Qu Na would be able to collect a 30-cm plush toy before departing from these two airports.

Thirty centimeters is an interesting size. It’s neither too big nor too small; it won’t be so large as to be cumbersome, nor so small that it can be casually tucked into a pocket or bag. Therefore, it’s highly likely that guests will either hold it or carry it onto the plane after receiving it at the airport.

This way, guests would begin promoting China’s Panda tourism even before leaving the United States.

The OEM factory that accepted the customized order also took this collaboration very seriously. They strove for perfection in the design and production process, and Li Mu provided them with sufficient profit margins in price.

Having poached Kumamon early, Li Mu was ready to use it to ignite a sticker pack war.

Emoji expressions had been popular on the internet for many years, but most users now found them dull and uninspired. However, no social software had yet initiated a revolution in emoji expressions because people generally believed that chat expressions were just cartoon versions of human emotions—smiles, frowns, anger, sadness, embarrassment, sweating, and helplessness were basically enough.

But no one had ever thought that animated GIFs could lead a new expression revolution. Their source material was extremely broad; whether it was film and television dramas, games, TV show clips, or short videos filmed by users themselves, all could be made into a sticker pack.

In his past life, animated GIF expressions were the first to catch fire, allowing users to experience the unique charm of rich expressive interaction. Subsequently, various Rage Comics and other strange image-plus-text expressions also began to become popular.

Li Mu’s current idea was to start with YY, to enter with GIFs, and directly make YY the core, or even the sole, battlefield for the next generation of expression wars.

Currently, Muye Technology’s R&D strength was already second to none in the internet industry. Both in Beijing and Silicon Valley, Muye Technology had software and hardware R&D Centers, not to mention the completely digested Apple team.

With such powerful technical support, developing a sticker pack feature for YY was truly simple.

…

A few days later, Taobao Logistics delivered several huge parcels to Taobao’s office.

Li Mu personally unwrapped the packaging, and upon seeing the human-sized mascot costume of “Panda Bear” that he “designed,” he was unable to close his mouth from smiling.

Immediately, he asked Guru Lei to find seven or eight strong young men, and also specially invited a collaborating small filming team, to start recording the “Panda Bear” sticker pack of all evil.

Since “Panda Bear” was Li Mu’s own “original creation,” he not only had seven or eight young people wear the Panda Bear costume, but he also put on a set himself.

Although the costume was a bit clumsy once on, looking in the mirror, the workmanship, expression, and physique were all identical to Kumamon, especially its mischievous look, which was a spitting image.

Li Mu felt a surge of playful competitiveness. He personally demonstrated, telling the filming team, “I’ll do a stepping run and jump in front of the camera in a bit. You follow from the front, remember to retreat at the same speed as me.”

The filming team immediately hoisted their cameras and got ready in front.

Then, Li Mu, wearing the Panda Bear mascot costume, performed the famous scene of Kumamon stepping, running, jumping, and wildly swinging its arms.

Interestingly, everyone present thought the Panda Bear was ugly, but when Li Mu started running and jumping, everyone couldn’t help but crack a smile. Some young girls even covered their mouths, giggling aloud.

No one could imagine that Li Mu, as the owner of Muye Technology and Taobao, could wear a mascot costume and make such cheeky movements. Surprisingly, it was actually quite amusing…

After performing the movements, Li Mu, still in the costume, ran to the monitor to check the effect. It was indeed over ninety-five percent a spitting image, perfect.

Subsequently, he performed several other classic Kumamon movements from his memory, such as:

The action of turning around and waving while facing away from the camera;

Standing still then suddenly spreading his legs and making small chicken wing-flapping motions with both hands;

Riding a bicycle, a tricycle, or a motorcycle while wearing the mascot costume;

Taking a few quick steps in the mascot costume and kicking a young man flying;

Subsequently, the other young people wearing Panda Bear costumes, under his command, also tried various exaggerated, adorable, and even playful movements, each of which brought laughter to everyone.

After the shoot, Li Mu immediately had classic clips from these videos made into GIFs, and even added subtitles in several languages, including Chinese, English, German, French, and Japanese.

For instance, the stepping, running, and jumping action was subtitled “Here I come!” in various languages.

The sudden turn-around to act cute was paired with a cartoon heart and “I love you” in different languages.

The GIF of kicking someone flying was captioned “Go to hell!”

The GIF of rushing towards a restaurant was captioned “Time to eat!”

The GIF of suddenly lying on the ground while walking was captioned “This baby can’t walk anymore!”

The GIF of lifting a curtain and cheekily peeking out, looking left and right, was captioned “I’ll just watch and not say anything…”

The GIF of rotating 360 degrees and giving a thumbs up was captioned: “You’re amazing!”

The GIF of shaking his head from side to side with hands supporting his chin, accompanied by a string of star effects, was captioned: “I miss you so much…”

Soon, the entire Taobao design team was completely immersed in this unprecedentedly hilarious atmosphere, unable to extricate themselves.

The joy of creating these sticker packs was so engaging that they all thoroughly enjoyed themselves.

Li Mu had them select twenty different animated GIFs from the numerous materials, then resized them all into uniform squares. These would be Panda Bear’s official first series of animated expressions!

Conveniently, while waiting for the mascot costumes and GIF creation, Fang Xudong and his team had also finished developing YY with GIF functionality.

Before long, Li Mu was invited by Fang Xudong to attend an internal presentation of the beta features.

Fang Xudong, according to Li Mu’s request, added a GIF expression option next to the emoji expression option in the YY chat box. The click icon for this option had some dynamic, glowing visual effects added to the original emoji icon, which made it noticeable and also highlighted its dynamic function.

Fang Xudong demonstrated to Li Mu on a projector how to add GIFs: users would click the “add” button, which would bring up a path selection window, and they could directly add GIF files.

As he demonstrated, Fang Xudong explained, “In theory, all user-created GIF animated images can be added. However, to ensure bandwidth usage doesn’t exceed limits and to guarantee a smooth experience when users send GIFs, we’ve added a feature to YY: automatic GIF image compression, defaulting to under 1MB.”

Li Mu nodded approvingly, saying, “Xudong, you’ve done very well here, being able to consider additional issues beyond the initial product demand and come up with solutions.”

Fang Xudong smiled slightly and said, “President Li, to be honest, GIF animated images aren’t very popular right now, and creating a GIF ourselves has a high technical barrier for ordinary users. I estimate at least ninety-five percent of users won’t know how to do it. So I’m wondering, will this feature be unusable for users in the future?”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s what I want to talk to you about today.”

Saying that, Li Mu pointed his laser pointer at the GIF adding function on the screen and said, “In the first phase, you need to disable this self-adding function for me.”

“Disable it?” Fang Xudong looked puzzled.

After all that effort to create a feature, they were now going to block the user’s ability to add their own content? What kind of operation was this?

Fang Xudong questioned, “President Li, if I may be so bold, disabling the entry is like building a skyscraper but not giving users a door to enter or exit.”

Li Mu wagged his finger, smiling, “This isn’t building a skyscraper without giving users a door. It’s like we’re building a skyscraper, but initially, we’re not giving users permission to decorate it themselves.”

Fang Xudong paused for a moment and asked, “Are you suggesting the developer-furnished apartments approach?”

Li Mu nodded, chuckling, “Exactly! That’s the collective furnishing approach!”

With that, Li Mu tossed a USB drive to Fang Xudong, saying, “Open it and take a look.”

Fang Xudong suspiciously inserted the USB drive into his computer. When he opened it, he found twelve GIF animated images. From the thumbnails, they were all cartoon images, and all of them featured an ugly panda.

Fang Xudong exclaimed, “President Li… this… is this the Panda Bear you personally designed…?”

Li Mu nodded, “That’s right, it’s him!”

Then, Li Mu asked curiously, “I had Taobao designers do it for me. How do you know about this?”

Fang Xudong said awkwardly, “The whole company knows about it… To be honest, this Panda Bear has made everyone question your aesthetic taste for the first time…”

Li Mu laughed heartily, pointing at the screen, “First, open them and take a look.”

Fang Xudong opened the first one. The Panda Bear bounced and ran over: “Here I come!”

As this image was projected onto the big screen, everyone immediately burst into laughter.

Fang Xudong was also surprised and asked, “President Li, is this… a real person?”

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “It’s me. How about it, isn’t it interesting?”

Fang Xudong said, both surprised and delighted, “Are you saying you want to provide this as a type of chat content for everyone to use?”

Li Mu smiled, “That’s right. Think about it, if you have this animated GIF, you can send such an expression as the first sentence when chatting with your friends or in a group. Don’t you think that’s very interesting?”





Chapter 1693: Intermediating Personal Views

Originally, everyone who saw these humorous and cutesy animated GIFs only found them amusing and hadn’t considered their immense use within YY. But after Li Mu’s introduction, they suddenly realized that these animated GIFs were a new way to chat, capable of replacing text.

Previously, emoji expressions mostly served as text aids in chat, like salt in a dish—they could enhance the flavor but couldn’t be eaten on their own.

Now, the Panda Bear animated GIF expressions created by Li Mu, with their exaggerated and comical actions combined with text, could completely replace text in many situations. Moreover, everyone felt that this chat method was incredibly fun, far surpassing text-only chats.

Instantly, the atmosphere in the entire conference room became enthusiastic, with excitement visible on everyone’s faces. They had witnessed a new way of presenting online chat—a brand-new, highly entertaining presentation method.

Fang Xudong finally understood what Li Mu intended to do. He looked at these expressions and couldn’t help but sigh, “President Li, I thought you wanted to create a function to send real-time GIFs to the other party and allow direct preview in the chat box, just like file transfers. I never expected you to use it to revolutionize traditional online chat…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Animated GIF expressions are a new direction we’ll be focusing on intensely. If you look at the problem from this perspective, technology actually serves content.”

Fang Xudong asked curiously, “President Li, since we’re pioneering this chat method, under normal circumstances, shouldn’t we encourage users to create their own content? That way, the number of animated GIF expressions would continuously increase. Why block the user upload and add functions?”

Li Mu replied, “You’re right. Normally, after your functions are developed, I shouldn’t close the entrance for users to upload and add animated GIFs independently. However, in the early stage, I have four considerations:

First, when a child is still young, just learning to read, don’t take them to a bookstore or library. If there are too many books, they won’t know how to choose, and they might easily pick the wrong introductory reading material.

Second, all parents impose their core values and understanding on their children. So, when a child first learns to read, what they read is decided by the parents based on their preferences. Only then can we ensure the child doesn’t deviate too much.

Third, you need to understand the difference between built-in content and custom content. For example, with these twenty GIF images, which we’ve built into YY, if all users update to the new version of YY, when users send sticker packs to each other, we don’t actually need to send the sticker pack data itself. What we send at the data transmission level is actually a string of character commands.

For instance, if the string for the first GIF is BQ0001, then when a user sends the first image to another user, we only need to send the BQ0001 command to the recipient. The recipient’s YY will directly retrieve and display this image from their local storage. For us, a 1-megabyte image might be reduced to ten bytes. How many times does that reduce bandwidth consumption?”

Fang Xudong blurted out, “One megabyte is equal to 1,024 kilobytes, and one kilobyte is 1,024 bytes. If it’s reduced from one megabyte to ten bytes, then bandwidth consumption should be reduced by about one hundred thousand times.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Exactly. Looking at the absolute difference between one megabyte and one byte alone isn’t that significant, but consider this: we now have over six hundred million users, which basically accounts for fifty percent of the world’s netizens. If these six hundred million users each send one 1-megabyte animated GIF expression every day, how much bandwidth would that consume?”

Continuing, Li Mu added, “If we now allow users to create and send their own GIFs, those non-official, custom GIFs cannot be transmitted via short character commands. At that point, if all global users are circulating various custom GIFs, it would place a huge strain on our bandwidth. So, we don’t need them to enjoy it alone yet; let’s prioritize everyone enjoying it together.”

Fang Xudong asked again, “President Li, what about the fourth consideration?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “The fourth is that Panda Bear is my personal view that I want to smuggle globally. I want to eliminate the function for users to add their own animated GIFs and instead put Panda Bear expressions in there for them to use. I want all foreigners to know about Panda Bear, to know that pandas are a specialty of China, to make them like or like pandas even more, to make them want to come to China to see pandas, and to make them choose our Taobao Qu Na Panda tourism special line products.”

At this point, Li Mu’s emotions became elevated. He stood up and asked with a smile, “Think about Australia. What’s the first animal that comes to mind?”

“Kangaroos!” everyone chorused.

Li Mu nodded, smiling. “Think about it, kangaroos are so ugly, and they’re big and fierce, not cute at all. Every year in Australia, people are beaten to death by kangaroos—that’s not just me saying it, that’s official data. Yet, even so, large numbers of guests flock to Australia to see them. In comparison, our national treasure, the Panda, can arguably be said to be one of the cutest animals. In fact, you could even remove ‘one of’ without any issue, in my opinion! So why can’t we develop panda tourism?”

The core members present finally fully understood Li Mu’s intention. Fang Xudong, extremely excited, said, “President Li, then we’ll embed these sticker packs into the new version of YY today!”

Li Mu nodded and said, “This batch will be designated as ‘Panda Bear Phase One,’ and users will be reminded that ‘Panda Bear Phase Two’ is currently in production, encouraging them to follow closely.”

Then, he reminded Fang Xudong, “The first phase of sticker packs will be updated along with our new version of YY, with the data placed directly inside the installation package. However, for any new sticker packs in the future, users will directly download and cache the sticker pack data within YY.”

For a software product, launching a new module-like feature is a relatively significant upgrade, requiring users to redownload and install the entirely new version.

This is like how early versions of WeChat Moments couldn’t publish videos. Later, a function was added to record a ten-second video and post it to Moments, which required an version upgrade;

Later, WeChat further upgraded the video function, allowing users to select a video from their photo album and trim ten seconds to post to Moments. This also required an version upgrade;

Just as YY is now launching the animated sticker pack function, it must be implemented through a version upgrade. However, subsequent new sticker pack releases will only require downloading and caching within the sticker pack function itself.

Besides custom expressions on WeChat, there are also officially released themed sticker packs, all of which require downloading. Future YY animated GIF expression updates will also adopt this model: if users are interested, they will download them themselves. Once downloaded, they will appear in their own expression list, and sending them to others will then not consume bandwidth.

Fang Xudong thought for a moment and said, “President Li, the first phase of sticker packs is built into the installation package, which is easy. But if we release new sticker packs, and the sending user has downloaded it but the receiving user hasn’t, then although we save one establish presence bandwidth, we still have to use one outbound bandwidth.”

If User A cached the second phase of expressions and sent one to User B, the data flow logic is that User A first sends the file to YY’s server, and then the server sends it down to User B.

Since User A has already cached it, they only need to send a character command to the server, and the server will know what they want to send. If User B also cached the second phase of expressions, the server only needs to send the character command down to B.

However, if User B happens not to have cached it, then the command cannot retrieve the image locally on B’s computer, so the image can only be transmitted directly to B.

Li Mu mused for a moment, then said to Fang Xudong, “Add a set of code to the new version of YY. For all officially released sticker packs, we can actively choose whether to let the user’s computer cache them automatically.”

Fang Xudong asked in surprise, “When you say automatic caching, do you mean notifying the user or…?”

“Of course, without notifying them,” Li Mu said seriously. “Silent caching will suffice.”

“Silent caching?” Fang Xudong asked with some concern, “If colleagues or users discover it, will they protest that we’re forcing users to cache sticker pack data without their permission?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “This isn’t snooping on user privacy, nor does it pose any security risks to users. It’s merely normal caching of the software’s own data. If exposed, we can simply say it’s to improve user experience. Because if users haven’t cached the animated GIFs, they would also need to use network speed when receiving them. If the network speed happens to be poor, the loading might take a long time, further affecting user experience.”

In fact, Li Mu knew better than anyone that there was no software in the world that wasn’t rogue.

Rogue software doesn’t necessarily have to be as obvious as 3721 or Baidu’s software suite. For example, when Microsoft aggressively promoted Windows 10, it effectively became a rogue software itself.

In the mobile internet era, many software applications display high-definition splash screen ads when launched, some even video ads. These applications might symbolically add a reminder like “Ad cached over Wi-Fi,” but do they not show ads if you’re not connected to Wi-Fi? No way. They still automatically cache all sorts of ads for you, making you incredibly annoyed.

Even taking WeChat as an example, Guangdiantong ads often appear in Moments. These also require data and traffic. Why should they consume users’ traffic and display ads in users’ Moments?

Not to mention Weibo, where if you scroll through ten Weibo posts, half of them are ads. What’s even more hateful is that half of the comments in Weibo comments might also be ads. The platform is pulling out all the stops to increase ad display count.

And let’s not even mention how many software applications secretly record user cookies, browsing history, contacts, photo album, and other private information.

YY merely helps users cache some sticker pack data. If that can be considered rogue, then it would truly be the most gentlemanly rogue in the world. What’s more, in the internet industry, there are no truly gentlemanly products to begin with.





Chapter 1694: Panda Bear Sticker Pack Explodes in Popularity!

The new version of YY was Launched in late December.

As it was the end of the year, Li Mu positioned it as a New Year version, with the version number 2005V5.0.

Starting from 2005, all YY versions would use the ‘year’ as their version code: 2005 would be 5.0, 2006 would be 6.0, and so on.

In principle, the version code for each year would not be adjusted. For example, any version released in 2005 would be numbered in the format 5.X.Y, with minor changes incrementing the Y digit and major changes incrementing the X digit.

In other words, a release of 2005V5.0.1 would be a minor change; a release of 2005V5.1.0 would be a major change.

Currently, YY’s market share had basically reached over 95%. Although some other small products also had a certain audience, their user base overlapped significantly with YY’s.

As an instant messaging tool far ahead of the competition globally, the release of YY’s new version attracted a large number of users’ attention from its pre-announcement stage.

The new version of YY brought upgrades to multiple functions and a comprehensive optimization of the UI interface to better suit modern aesthetics. The biggest upgrade was the addition of animated stickers.

Since its linchpin status in the industry was already established, and there were no significant rivals globally, YY hadn’t undergone any drastic updates recently. Unlike its earliest days when various groundbreaking new functions were continuously Launched, it had slowed its pace, opting for a steady and profound approach to ensure that every new version improved the visual, interactive, and user experience.

Li Mu was well aware that many software products were ruined by blind upgrades, giving users the feeling that they were uglier and harder to use after upgrading. Therefore, he was very cautious about every upgrade, requiring his team to ensure one word: steady.

Precisely because every YY update was so steady and profound, never disappointing users, users maintained a sense of anticipation for new versions. Each time a new version was released, the vast majority of users would choose to upgrade after logging in.

This time, YY users worldwide discovered that YY had Launched its first version of 2005, and eagerly downloaded the update package to update the software.

After users completed the update and logged into their accounts, YY displayed a sci-fi-esque intro animation. Phrases like ‘Brand New 2005’ and ‘Brand New YY5.0’ appeared in rotation, and YY’s logo was rendered with a three-dimensional animation visual effect using CG. Coupled with futuristic background music, it left all users with a great impression.

The entire interface, borders, and buttons all had improved visual effects, significantly enhancing the user experience. When users clicked to open a friend’s chat box, they discovered an animated prompt on the chat box itself: a continuously glowing arrow pointing to another animated sticker icon next to the original emoji, with a message in their native language prompting: “Please click to view the new animated sticker feature.”

Upon clicking, a sticker selection box appeared, displaying twenty Panda Bear stickers in four rows of five, each continuously looping animatedly.

As soon as users hovered their mouse over one of the sticker thumbnails, a matchbox-sized floating window would instantly pop up, clearly displaying an enlarged version of the hovered sticker. When users saw these stickers, almost everyone was captivated by these strangely cute and ugly cartoon characters.

Soon, users began trying to send animated stickers to their friends.

Upon clicking send, the GIF sticker instantly appeared in the chat box. The comical movements paired with text made people couldn’t help but crack a smile.

Moreover, users quickly discovered that these animated stickers could not only directly replace text in certain situations but also facilitate joyful “alternative chats” using only stickers!

For example, a user sent a friend a Panda Bear sticker of it running and jumping, saying: “I’m here!” His friend immediately replied with a sticker of a Panda Bear suddenly turning its head and dramatically waving, accompanied by strings of hearts.

Some users were less friendly. After receiving an “I’m here” sticker from a friend, they chose to reply with a Panda Bear sticker of it kicking someone flying.

The friend immediately retaliated, sending back a Panda Bear sticker of it punching someone.

Soon, everyone discovered that various stickers could be interconnected based on different situations, and different combinations naturally produced entirely distinct effects and feelings.

For users, this was like discovering a new continent; they were immediately immersed.

The twenty Panda Bear stickers were almost immediately played with by users in every possible way!

Users had no natural resistance to these stickers, which suddenly elevated their online chats to a new level.

Because the Panda Bear stickers had multi-language versions, the system determined which language to load based on the user’s YY language version, which instantly spread Panda Bear worldwide.

Even more remarkably, these stickers, cached locally and transmitted via commands, could also be switched between various languages.

For instance, if a Japanese person sent a “Get Lost!” sticker to a South Korean person, the sender chose the Japanese version locally and sent it as a command to the server. When the South Korean person received it using their Korean version of YY, it automatically displayed as the Korean version of the sticker. Therefore, these stickers truly existed without national boundaries.

Group chats were even more interesting.

If a group had users from multiple countries, using different language versions of YY, then if anyone sent an “I’m here” sticker, different group members would receive the same sticker in their own language version.

This eliminated any further limitations on virality.

Previously, custom stickers had fixed files. If a sticker read “The other party doesn’t want to talk to you and throws a dog at you,” that exact string of text would be sent to everyone. It would work for Chinese people, but Americans certainly wouldn’t understand it, and Japanese people would also be completely bewildered.

However, YY’s sticker files were now cached by the system itself, and during transmission, they relied on commands rather than the file itself. Therefore, as long as Muye Technology produced multi-language versions and unified the commands across these versions, it would be possible for a Chinese person to send an “The other party doesn’t want to talk to you and throws a dog at you” sticker to an American, and the American would directly receive the English-translated version.

In this way, it truly was a grand reunion for the online world.

Such an interesting sticker pack immediately captured the attention of YY users worldwide.

For a time, sticker packs flew back and forth in private chats, and in groups, stickers were constantly screen-filling.

Monitoring data from Muye Technology showed that in the first hour after the new version Launched, the cumulative number of animated stickers sent surpassed one hundred million; in the second hour after Launch, the cumulative number of sends exceeded one billion!

By the third hour, the cumulative number of sends exceeded two billion! The average number of sends per person was over ten.

Once users started using the sticker pack, they practically couldn’t stop!

Both boys and girls adored the Panda Bear for its ugly, pranky, and cute image, finding it increasingly entertaining and amusing the more they looked at it.

For a time, Panda and Panda Bear became global internet sensations.

Many users, having fallen in love with the Panda Bear stickers, developed more anticipation for real Pandas.

Soon, content related to animated stickers also began appearing on Weibo and Twitter.

Whether they were Chinese users, or users from Europe, America, Japan, South Korea, or Australia, they all praised the animated stickers unstintingly on Weibo and Twitter. Many people asked who made this set of animated stickers called ‘Panda Bear’ and who designed the Panda Bear.

The official accounts of Weibo and Twitter released an official statement: Panda Bear is the cartoon character and mascot for Taobao Qu Na’s Panda tourism special line, with exclusive copyright belonging to Taobao Qu Na. The author is Mr. Li Mu, Chairman of Muye Technology.

Additionally, Weibo and Twitter left a cliffhanger, asking: “Among the first twenty Panda Bear animated stickers, six were personally acted out by Mr. Li Mu. Do you know which ones?”

As soon as this Weibo post went live, Li Mu’s personal Weibo was immediately overrun by users from around the world. A large number of users left comments under his most recent post. Some praised the animated sticker feature as a fantastic idea, some anxiously asked when the second set of Panda Bear stickers would be released, others complimented Li Mu’s design, believing the Panda Bear cartoon character was very appealing, and many users directly asked which stickers Li Mu himself acted out.

Hours later, Li Mu posted on Weibo: “Taobao Qu Na China Panda tourism special line products have Launched! Purchase now and receive an exclusive original Panda Bear plush toy! Come to China and get up close with giant pandas!”

He also accompanied the Weibo post with a picture. In the image, he held a 30 cm Panda Bear plush toy in his hands, with a row of people dressed in Panda Bear mascot costumes standing behind him.

Overnight, Li Mu’s Weibo exploded in popularity, and Taobao Qu Na’s Panda tourism special line products also sold out.

Media worldwide were astonished by the new trend in the internet world. The tiny Panda Bear sticker pack and the Panda Bear image immediately became the subject of intense media coverage globally.

The media couldn’t understand why Li Mu could use such simple, even ugly, cartoon characters to capture the hearts of young people worldwide.

Online, young people using Panda Bear as their profile pictures were overwhelming.

The internet had never witnessed such a powerful visual wave, capable of making netizens worldwide wildly popular a cartoon character; Panda Bear was absolutely the first.

Japanese netizens also loved Panda Bear, and because Japan itself was a cartoon powerhouse, their online community’s attitude was the most torn.

On one hand, there was the Japanese users’ insane love for Panda Bear, and on the other, their deep-seated strong incomprehension.

Why, why could Chinese people design such a unique, viral, and powerful cartoon character? Wasn’t this supposed to be Japan’s specialty? Yet now, a cartoon character designed by a Chinese person had exploded in popularity globally overnight. Although Japan had many cartoon characters that had become popular worldwide, none had taken off as quickly or as fiercely as Panda Bear…





Chapter 1695: Panda Bear’s Second Season Debuts

Panda Bear quickly became popular at an incredible speed worldwide, becoming the most watched cartoon character globally. Those who loved it adored it endlessly, while of the remaining people, a small portion found it deeply annoying, and most were completely bewildered.

The vast majority of the public found it hard to accept this strange cartoon character design. In their view, pandas should be cute, so why take this ugly-cute and mischievous route?

However, these GIF stickers were incredibly brainwashing. Just a few days later, people worldwide were completely brainwashed by this ugly-cute image.

Because it was just too funny.

Li Mu struck while the iron was hot. Five days after the new version of YY was launched, he released the second season of Panda Bear GIF stickers, eagerly awaited and earnestly anticipated by users all over the world.

In this season, Panda Bear played even more freely and unrestrainedly.

Panda Bear “threw” a small yellow dirt dog towards a staff member whose back was to the camera.

The caption for this sticker was: “The other party doesn’t want to talk to you and throws a dog at you.”

Li Mu invited Du Wei over, dressed her in a beautiful princess dress, and had Panda Bear exaggeratedly circle around her.

The caption for this sticker was: “You’re so beautiful!”

Panda Bear turned its back to the camera, then suddenly spun around, cheekily extending two red triangular flags. One read “元旦快乐” (Happy New Year’s Day) in Chinese, and the other read “happy new year” in English.

Panda Bear covered its ears and exaggeratedly shook its huge head: “I’m not listening!”

Panda Bear recoiled several steps in fright, extending a hand in front of itself: “Don’t you come any closer!”

Panda Bear squatted on the ground, stroking the foolish little dirt dog’s head: “Be a good boy!”

Panda Bear grabbed the little dirt dog’s mouth, with the caption: “Alright, stop talking!”

Panda Bear scratched its head with one hand, a string of question marks above its head: “This is really strange…”

Panda Bear tried to squeeze its massive body into a trash can, with the caption: “I want to hide!”

Panda Bear spread its hands: “I can’t do anything about it!”

The second season of Panda Bear was even cheekier than the first, especially “The other party doesn’t want to talk to you and throws a dog at you,” stroking the dog’s head with “Be a good boy,” and grabbing the dog’s mouth with “Alright, stop talking!” These were simply the best ways for friends to jest with each other.

When the second season of stickers was launched, 80% of users downloaded the data for the second sticker pack the first time they received a pop-up window notification. Immediately afterward, the second season of stickers went viral.

Not only did users go wild, but even the media joined in the craze.

Now, almost no one chatted properly online; basically, every few sentences required a sticker. Everyone was deeply immersed in this new way of expression and communication, making GIF stickers truly an emerging wave of internet culture.

Li Mu’s ability to spark a global trend with just dozens of animated GIFs greatly astonished and impressed the media, and caused many enterprises and brand operators to feel a mix of envy, jealousy, and resentment.

There are many enterprises with cartoon characters, and many that use them for promotion. Among them, Disney is the most powerful. However, even Disney doesn’t possess the ability to create such a thunderous hype. The speed with which Panda Bear succeeded, the vastness of its reach, and the depth of its brainwashing effect left even Disney far behind.

Li Mu knew very well that Kumamon had extremely strong appeal. When it was born, the internet was already highly developed, and cartoon characters on the internet were as numerous as ox hair. In China, there were established popular cartoon characters like Ali and Tusky, Hollywood had countless more, and Japan had so many that even they themselves weren’t clear how many popular cartoon characters they had.

Kumamon, as a mere cartoon character with no story background or anime work background, managed to fight its way out among so many cartoon characters. Its strength was practically like clearing a game on Hell mode.

It not only became popular worldwide in a very short time, but also brought in multi-billion dollar revenues for Kumamoto Prefecture in Japan every year. It was truly a gold-sucking beast.

Bringing such a powerhouse, which began in 2015 and for several consecutive years was invincible worldwide, to the present day, it wouldn’t just be invincible worldwide; it would dominate worldwide.

Therefore, Panda Bear, modeled after Kumamon, quickly became popular worldwide.

In his past life, Kumamon’s rise to prominence wasn’t so fast.

Kumamoto Prefecture made painstaking efforts in its copyright operations to promote itself through Kumamon. They first offered free copyright applications for Kumamon within Japan. Any Japanese enterprise could apply to use the Kumamon image for free. This way, Kumamon’s image quickly spread beyond Kumamoto Prefecture and even went global through Japanese manufacturing.

Immediately after, Kumamoto Prefecture opened up authorization applications for foreign enterprises, but these overseas authorization applications had many requirements. For example, the designs had to be reviewed and approved by Kumamoto Prefecture and could not be used directly. In this stage, Kumamoto Prefecture authorized cooperation with a number of relatively famous global brands, further cementing Kumamon’s foundation as an “internet-famous” global celebrity.

Later on, Kumamoto Prefecture fully opened up applications for overseas enterprises, but these enterprise applications were no longer free. Kumamoto Prefecture would charge a certain copyright fee. As more and more enterprises collaborated, Kumamon’s global popularity continued to rise.

And now, the promotional resources Li Mu had at his disposal were something Kumamoto Prefecture in Japan couldn’t even dream of. Thus, in just a few days, he achieved the influence that took Kumamoto Prefecture several years to cultivate.

The second season of Panda Bear stickers further popularized Panda Bear worldwide, and also attracted the attention of countless enterprises.

All of a sudden, innumerable enterprises applied to Muye Technology, desiring to cooperate on Panda Bear’s copyright. Application emails streamed in like snowflakes.

According to feedback from the Marketing Department, as of three days after the second season of Panda Bear was launched, over five thousand enterprises worldwide had sent cooperative applications to Muye Technology. They all hoped to obtain the image rights for Panda Bear to use on their own products.

After considering Kumamon’s copyright operational approach from his past life, Li Mu deliberated carefully and formulated the first version of Panda Bear’s commercial cooperation rules for its image.

First, Panda Bear currently does not charge any copyright fees. Any enterprise can submit a copyright usage application to Muye Technology, but must specify the method of use, scope of use, and number of uses (exposure quantity) in the application. Only after being reviewed and granted written authorization by Muye Technology can it be used.

Second, no company may apply to use Panda Bear’s image for the sole purpose of producing merchandise, such as dolls, commemorative coins, or promotional posters. It must be used in conjunction with their own products.

Third, the higher the global ranking of the applicant enterprise, the easier it is to obtain approval. The larger the number of uses (exposure quantity) for the applicant enterprise, the easier it will also be to obtain approval.

Fourth, any enterprise using Panda Bear’s copyright must publicly display Panda Bear’s Chinese name, or its English name “Panda Bear,” in a prominent font at the location where the Panda Bear image is used. Businesses can choose one of the two.

Fifth, if an enterprise violates the usage regulations, Muye Technology has the right to immediately cease authorization and, depending on the nature of the violation, pursue copyright fees.

Li Mu’s idea was also to grant free authorization to increase global exposure. After all, Muye Technology had excellent cash flow, and its valuation had long exceeded one hundred billion dollars. It didn’t need Panda Bear’s copyright revenue at all. It was better to grant free authorization to achieve widespread popularity.

However, even with free authorization, it couldn’t simply be left open for anyone to use freely; otherwise, it might end up on condoms or other inappropriate products tomorrow.

Therefore, anyone who wished to use it had to apply and state its purpose. Only after Muye Technology approved it could they use it.

Another reason for not allowing the production of pure merchandise products was that Li Mu wanted to keep merchandise like plush dolls in his own hands. This wasn’t for profit, but to ensure workmanship and quality. Otherwise, if other enterprises had the right to produce dolls, they might immediately flood the market with low-quality dolls, which would damage Panda Bear’s image.

Furthermore, bigger and more frequently collaborating enterprises would have priority. For example, Coca-Cola, with its large brand and high production capacity: if Coca-Cola promised to print the Panda Bear image on Coke bottles or cans, and print ten billion bottles (cans) globally, then authorization could be immediately granted to them, making them the first in the world to receive official authorization.

Another example is Air China: because Air China is also a large brand and its planes fly all over the world, offering high visibility, if Air China applied to have a few “Panda Bear” airplanes with the Panda Bear image printed on them, immediate authorization would be granted.

As soon as these rules were announced, McDonald’s and Coca-Cola came knocking.

Due to the overwhelming number of merchants applying for usage, the Asia-Pacific regional managers of McDonald’s and Coca-Cola directly called Li Ziwei, eagerly expressing their desire to once again cooperate with Muye Technology on cartoon character copyrights, and stated their willingness to offer a high price.

Li Mu had previously had very deep cooperation with Coca-Cola and McDonald’s on the cartoon characters from Plants vs. Zombies. He had a high regard for their cooperative attitude and corporate strength. So he immediately told Li Ziwei: “Tell Coca-Cola that if they promise me that more than half of their products across all their global production lines this year will feature the Panda Bear image, then I’ll authorize them immediately, making them the first company in the world to receive official authorization.”

Saying that, Li Mu reminded her: “You must make it clear to them that the concept of ‘global production lines’ means that any Coca-Cola production line, even one in some obscure corner of Africa, must contribute more than half of its production capacity to cover our Panda Bear image on its products.”

Although Coca-Cola was the linchpin in the beverage industry, life wasn’t always so comfortable for them. Pepsi’s relentless pressing alone made them very uncomfortable. To maintain their linchpin status, they spent at least one billion dollars annually on advertising worldwide.

If they could be the first to obtain Panda Bear’s copyright and the first to produce beverages with the Panda Bear design, they would stand out among all competitors.

Even a small Panda Bear image, if Coca-Cola obtained it first, its promotional effect might be even more impactful than a one hundred million dollar advertising campaign!





Chapter 1715: You Idiots

Coca-Cola was almost scared senseless by Li Mu’s demands when they received his reply.

Li Mu’s written demand was that Coca-Cola could be the first beverage company to use the Panda Bear image, but they had to ensure that at least fifty percent of the products produced on each of their beverage production lines over the next year featured the Panda Bear logo.

If Coca-Cola agreed to these terms, Muye Technology would guarantee Coca-Cola an exclusive period of at least three months within the industry. Additionally, they would consider creating a co-branded custom exclusive image by incorporating Coca-Cola elements with the Panda Bear, such as the Panda Bear wearing Coca-Cola attire or holding Coca-Cola products.

Coca-Cola was very interested in this collaboration, especially the three-month exclusive period and the co-branded custom exclusive image. For Coca-Cola, this was definitely a great opportunity to increase exposure, generate buzz, and boost sales volume.

However, their only apprehension was that Li Mu’s appetite was simply too big.

Coca-Cola’s entire product line sells over ten thousand bottles (cans) per second globally. With eighty-six thousand seconds in a day, daily sales exceed one billion bottles (cans), and annual sales are around four hundred billion bottles (cans).

Li Mu’s requirement that at least half of them be printed with the Panda Bear logo meant that the Panda Bear would be displayed on Coca-Cola products over two hundred billion times!

Although Coca-Cola really wanted the copyright, they hadn’t planned for such overwhelming global distribution. After all, there were many regions with underdeveloped internet where users might not know what the Panda Bear was, or even if they did, they might not like it.

So Coca-Cola immediately sent a reply, requesting to reduce the fifty percent to twenty percent.

Li Ziwei informed Li Mu of Coca-Cola’s reply, and Li Mu immediately lost his temper.

“I’m giving them this leeway because we’ve collaborated before, and they’re still haggling with me?”

Li Ziwei said helplessly, “Perhaps fifty percent genuinely is too much for them. Don’t forget, Coca-Cola has a huge number of local celebrity endorsements in various regions around the world. If our Panda Bear takes up fifty percent of their product packaging, their own promotions will be affected.”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Many companies are the type that, if you give them an inch, they’ll take a mile.”

With that, Li Mu continued, “Ziwei, reply to them. Say exactly what I say, without any embellishment.”

“Understood.” Li Ziwei immediately took out a pen and paper and said, “President Li, please speak.”

Li Mu said, “Firstly, the reason for such a quick reply to Coca-Cola is our previous collaboration. Otherwise, Coca-Cola would have to submit an application and wait in line for approval like other companies, so please cherish this goodwill.

Secondly, my offer will not be changed in any way. If you do not accept it, I will send the same offer to Pepsi, as they have also submitted an application to use the image.

Lastly, you idiots are still haggling with me. My Panda Bear already has extremely high exposure, with over ten billion daily exposures. I don’t lack your one to two hundred billion exposures a year. Your exposure, to me, is just exposure, but my exposure, to you, means increased sales volume. If you can’t even figure this out, then there’s no need to continue negotiating.”

“Furthermore, my requirement has now increased from fifty percent to sixty percent. Please ensure your company considers this thoroughly and replies within three hours. Failure to reply within the deadline will be considered a forfeiture of the partnership.”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “President Li, I’ve written it all down. Would you like me to repeat it back to you?”

Li Mu said, “No need, just reply to them directly. Remember to use Chinese.”

“Alright.”

In Li Mu’s view, the Panda Bear was currently fermenting globally and exploding in popularity worldwide. Its exposure rate was incredibly high, not only due to overwhelming media coverage, but most importantly, users were using its sticker packs every day, and more than once.

Even celebrities couldn’t guarantee several or dozens of exposures a day to users, but the Panda Bear could.

According to Muye Technology’s internal data analysis, the average user receives over thirty Panda Bear stickers per hour while online.

It could be in private chats or group chats; in any case, users used Panda Bear stickers extremely frequently, so they saw the Panda Bear even more often. They saw it not only when they used it themselves but also when others sent it.

Moreover, the most brilliant part was that YY did not yet allow custom GIF stickers, which meant the Panda Bear had no competitors whatsoever.

Even more formidable was that currently, users couldn’t directly send pre-viewable GIF animated images to each other.

This meant that if a user created a GIF animated image and wanted to send it as a sticker to a YY friend or group chat, the only feasible way was through file transfer.

With file transfer, the recipient would receive a notification that the sender sent a file like “12345.GIF” and wouldn’t be able to preview the GIF at all. To see the GIF, they first had to click to accept the file, then wait for the transfer to complete, and finally open it with software.

Such a cumbersome method made it impossible for any GIF to become popular.

This further ensured the Panda Bear’s extremely high exposure rate among users.

So, Li Mu’s claim that the Panda Bear had ten billion exposures a day was not an exaggeration at all; in fact, it was very conservative. On YY alone, the average per-person exposure per hour exceeded thirty. With approximately two hundred million online users worldwide daily, and an average online time of over two hours, the daily exposure surely surpassed ten billion, not even counting the various exposures on Weibo, Twitter, and offline media.

In this situation, the more mass-market a Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) product was, the more suitable it was to use the Panda Bear image, because it was enough to make an FMCG product stand out among countless similar ones.

His demand for Coca-Cola to print the Panda Bear on fifty percent of their products seemed like he was getting a lot of exposure, but what Coca-Cola was gaining was tangible sales growth—money!

Now, they were acting as if their “feathers were more precious.” If that was their outrageous attitude, then there was no point in collaborating.

Coca-Cola’s executives received Li Ziwei’s Chinese email, and the first thing they did was find a translator to translate the entire text into English.

After reading the translated version, every executive was furious: “Li Mu actually called us a bunch of idiots! That cursed, arrogant Chinese person!”

Besides cursing in public, they were all dumbfounded and incredulous at the content of Li Mu’s reply.

“Also, Li Mu said the Panda Bear gets hundreds of billions of exposures a day? What boasting, how is that possible?!”

One senior executive looked utterly disbelieving.

Some agreed, while others voiced differing opinions.

“I think Li Mu is right. Let me put it this way: whenever I open YY now, I receive a ton of Panda Bear stickers. My friends don’t even type greetings anymore; they just send stickers. Just from that, I can receive over ten a day, plus all the various stickers interspersed throughout conversations, I must see it at least a few dozen times a day. And that’s not even counting group chats. Group chats sometimes get screen-filling with these summarized stickers; everyone chats almost exclusively with stickers, one after another, it’s virtually impossible to keep up.”

Many fell silent.

If calculated this way, the Panda Bear’s exposure was indeed astonishing.

Someone said, “Damn it, now that I think about it, I see the Panda Bear more often than I see myself every day! I don’t see myself in the mirror more than ten times a day!”

Another said, “Oh my God, I thought about it carefully, and it’s true. The thing I see most every day now is the Panda Bear. Its image seems to be stuck in my mind…”

In the conference room, a senior executive complained, “But Li Mu is too much. We just wanted to consult with him, and he immediately increased it from fifty percent to sixty percent…”

Another senior executive forced a bitter smile, “That’s Li Mu’s style. Have you forgotten how Google was manipulated at will by him? If we continue to haggle over prices with him, I estimate he will genuinely stop negotiating with us and go directly to Pepsi.”

Yet another senior executive sighed, “But Li Mu is asking for this for a whole year! The Panda Bear is very popular now, but who can guarantee it will still be popular in six months or a year? If it’s only popular for a month, wouldn’t we be in an awkward position for the remaining eleven months?”

Someone retorted, “If it were a character from another company, there might be a possibility of it falling off after a month of popularity, but Li Mu has such strong promotional power and can guarantee such high exposure for the Panda Bear. Do we still need to worry about these things?”

At this point, another different voice emerged: “How do you know Li Mu will continue to inject resources into the Panda Bear?”

Just as everyone was expressing their opinions, some even arguing heatedly, a female senior executive with a particularly pleasant voice suddenly spoke up: “Gentlemen, please quiet down and listen to me.”

Everyone stopped arguing and looked at the beautiful senior executive.

She smoothed her golden long hair, looked at everyone, and said, “First, a question for all of you: Why did Li Mu launch the Panda Bear? In fact, I heard the Panda Bear was designed by Li Mu himself. Why did he design and promote this cartoon character?”

Someone answered, “It seems it was designed for some travel route, wasn’t it?”

The beautiful senior executive nodded, “That’s right. Li Mu designed the Panda Bear image for China’s Sichuan Province Panda tourism route.”

Then, she asked, “I have another question: Why is Li Mu so focused on a tourism project that offers little profit?”

Everyone exchanged glances.

In truth, if you dug deeper for the reason, no one knew why Li Mu was doing this.

Muye Technology and Taobao had too many lucrative business lines, and Li Mu had never been so invested in them.

Now, he was going all out for a tourism product like Taobao Qu Na, even going so far as to gather tourism companies, airlines, and hotel groups from both China and the United States for a summit. Moreover, he pushed the product prices to the lowest, operating not only without profit but possibly even at a loss. Why was this?

The beautiful senior executive then said, “Don’t forget, Li Mu is a patriotic businessman. He has always spared no effort to promote China globally and secure more resources for Chinese businesses. Now, he’s putting so much effort into promoting Chinese tourism to promote China and raise China’s visibility and national image in the hearts and minds of people worldwide. So, given this premise, do you still need to worry about Li Mu stopping resource injection into the Panda Bear?”





Chapter 1697: Enchanting Aura’s Endorsement

Just two hours later, Coca-Cola fully accepted Li Mu’s cooperation terms. From the signing date, they guaranteed that 60% of all product lines would feature the Panda Bear image for one year. This way, wherever Coca-Cola could reach, Panda Bear would also reach.

Li Mu struck while the iron is hot, immediately signing an online agreement with Coca-Cola and issuing the first copyright authorization for Panda Bear online. Consequently, on the third day after receiving the authorization, Coca-Cola products featuring the Panda Bear design were launched globally. Everything emphasizes high efficiency, and Coca-Cola was no exception.

At this crucial time, whoever could first acquire Panda Bear and print it on their products would win. Moreover, for Coca-Cola, changing the packaging was a very simple matter. Muye Technology provided the assets and did not allow modifications. Coca-Cola simply applied them to their existing product packaging templates, then submitted them to Muye Technology for review. Once Muye Technology approved, it was ready. The new packaging could then immediately be replaced through fully automated production lines, and all subsequent products would feature the new design.

Coca-Cola actually wanted to slightly alter Panda Bear’s design, at least having him wear a Coca-Cola shirt or a red Coca-Cola sash diagonally. However, Li Mu refused. Li Mu’s original words were, “Originally, all of this was negotiable. When we Chinese people do business, if you’re straightforward, I’m straightforward. But you insisted on haggling over nonsense like 50% being too much. Since you weren’t straightforward with me, I won’t be straightforward with you. We’re even now. If you procrastinate again next time, I’ll turn hostile.”

Coca-Cola was helpless, only then realizing that they were actually the weaker party in front of Muye Technology. After the “Panda Bear” edition of Coca-Cola was launched, Coca-Cola’s global sales volume surged by 50% month-on-month. The Panda Bear cartoon character was truly unique; it ensured that Coca-Cola would be instantly noticed among competing products everywhere. For Fast-Moving Consumer Goods, whoever first catches the consumer’s attention has already won half the battle. Coca-Cola’s skyrocketing global sales had the company’s executives smiling unable to close their mouths during meetings.

This directly stimulated other companies’ ardency for the Panda Bear image. Li Mu instructed his colleagues in Muye Technology’s Business Department, when selecting cooperative enterprises, to prioritize those with the greatest influence in their respective industries, with Chinese enterprises taking precedence, of course. For a time, applications poured in, with reports of tens of thousands of application emails received in a single day. No cartoon character in the world had ever achieved such a powerful influence. When the streets of Japan were flooded with Panda Bear edition Coca-Cola, the Japanese public expressed their envy and jealousy, saying that Li Mu had used a ‘naughty and cheap’ Panda cartoon character to overshadow decades of countless classic cartoon characters in Japan.

In fact, this statement was not an exaggeration at all. If Coca-Cola printed Pikachu’s image, the sales boost probably wouldn’t even reach one percent. If they printed Sailor Moon, sales would definitely decline, because while Sailor Moon is popular with girls, she holds no appeal for males, and her overly feminine image might even deter male consumers. Print Chibi Maruko-chan? Don’t be ridiculous, this kind of Japanese elementary school girl’s cartoon character simply isn’t universally appealing. Hello Kitty’s combat power in this regard is infinitely weaker; even paying out of pocket might not ensure global distribution for Coca-Cola. Conan has almost drawn Japan into negative population growth, but how much added value can he bring in a year? He can’t even compare to a fraction of Kumamon’s impact. Ultimately, the reason why all Japanese cartoon characters paled in comparison once Panda Bear appeared is that those cartoon characters simply didn’t possess the temperament for exploding in popularity.

People still couldn’t grasp the meaning of ‘enchanting aura’ now, but Li Mu understood it perfectly. Why did that black and ugly Kumamon become popular worldwide? It was precisely because of his enchanting aura. It’s like why the Four Asian Kings of Expressions have remained popular for over a decade. Enchanting aura is like a mysterious, metaphysical energy field; anything that touches it can undergo a super transformation, turning ‘Stone’ into gold. So many internet-famous figures exploded in popularity on Kuaishou and Douyin, and it can be said that every one of them possessed this enchanting aura;

So many humorous videos and songs became popular online, like the horse dance, which even the US First Lady danced to, making it popular in every corner of the globe. Or like ‘I have a pen, I have an apple, uh, apple-pen!’ That guy looked like a complete freak, but he was still a complete mess of popularity at that stage. And Kumamon, among all internet-famous figures with an enchanting aura, can be said to have the highest ‘enchanting aura’ index.

Especially when visiting Kumamoto Prefecture in Japan, the overwhelming presence of Kumamon designs was practically brainwashing. At this moment, Li Mu suddenly had a flash of insight: “That’s right, why not follow Kumamoto Prefecture’s example? Why not invest a substantial sum to cover all of Chengdu with the Panda Bear image?” So, Li Mu quickly assembled his colleagues from the Business Department and posed a few questions.

First, how many airlines in total had applied for the Panda Bear image? Second, how many airports had applied for the Panda Bear image? Third, how many enterprises in Chengdu had applied for the Panda Bear image, and what industries were they in? Colleagues from the Business Department quickly retrieved the airline list from the overall application register.

Currently, domestic airlines that had applied to use the Panda Bear image included: Air China, China Southern Airlines, China Eastern Airlines, Sichuan Airlines, Cathay Pacific Hong Kong, and EVA Air Taiwan. Foreign airlines that had applied to use the Panda Bear image included: American Airlines, Delta Air Lines (US), United Airlines (US), Lufthansa German Airlines, British Airways, Air France, All Nippon Airways, Japan Airlines, Korean Air, Singapore Airlines… Li Mu was stunned to hear this. Almost all well-known airlines, both domestic and international, except for those oil tycoons from the Middle East, had submitted applications to Muye Technology.

Well, since it was free, everyone flocked in. As for airports, there were just as many. Within China alone, over a dozen airports applied to use the Panda Bear image for internal decoration, promotion, and guidance materials. Then there were the enterprises in Chengdu; the applications were truly overwhelming. Not only taxi companies, food companies, and manufacturers, but also the food and beverage industry, including hotpot restaurants, Skewered Hotpot joints, Bo Bo Chicken establishments, and even the Wolong Panda Breeding Base hoped to use the Panda Bear image to build a dedicated Panda Pavilion.

In reality, with Panda Bear’s exploding popularity, the happiest people were the residents of Chengdu. The moment pandas were mentioned, Chengdu was the first thing that came to mind. Recently, the number of domestic and international guests in Chengdu had surged, and even housing prices had begun to rise rapidly, all due to the influence brought by Panda Bear. Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Note this: First, the major domestic airlines can all receive authorization. However, except for Sichuan Airlines, we will only authorize the other airlines to use the image on long-haul wide-body aircraft. Most of these models fly international routes, which can help us promote ourselves better overseas.”

“As for Sichuan Airlines, they can use it however they like. It would be best if even the pillow covers, blankets, and first-class slippers on their planes featured the Panda Bear image.” “Among the foreign airlines, for those with relatively strong ability, we will only authorize them to use our image on Boeing 737 and Airbus 320 series narrow-body aircraft. This way, most of them will be flying around their own countries showcasing our image, especially All Nippon Airways and Japan Airlines – let them use it freely, and let our Japanese friends experience the joy of cultural invasion.” “Regarding airports, first, all international airports within China can use it. It would be best if a few special boarding gates could be designed with the Panda Bear image, and these gates should ideally be used for flights arriving in Chengdu. This way, whether domestic guests are traveling to Chengdu or international guests are transferring to Chengdu, they can feel the charm of Chengdu and pandas from the moment they arrive.”

“For Chengdu Airport, we allow them to use our Panda Bear image freely within the airport, though the design and usage plans must still be approved by us.” “For international airports, we allow them to use the Panda Bear image at boarding gates, and naturally, specific gates should ideally be reserved for flights headed to China.”

“As for the application from the Wolong Panda Breeding Base, we will not only approve it but also make a donation. It would be best to incorporate more Panda Bear design elements within the base, such as on pathways, electric vehicles, signage, brochures, and tickets.”

“For taxi companies, select the one with the strongest ability and authorize them to print our Panda Bear image on their taxis.” “As for specialty product vendors in Chengdu, as long as they are legitimate enterprises with complete qualifications and compliant products, approve them immediately and issue licenses.” “The food and beverage industry can be set aside for now. If the opportunity arises, we can invest in our own Panda Bear themed restaurant.”

At this point, the head of the Public Relations Department entered the conference room and said to Li Mu, “President Li, we’ve received some intelligence that many domestic companies have illegally used our Panda Bear image without authorization.” Saying this, he handed a stack of photos to Li Mu. After looking through them, Li Mu was so infuriated his nose almost twisted.

Panda Bear backpacks, pencil cases, notebooks, and other stationery; Panda Bear stickers, book covers, children’s snacks; Low-quality Panda Bear dolls, clothing… These products, even from the photos, appeared extremely shoddy, with sub-par print quality, completely tarnishing the Panda Bear image. If such unscrupulous merchants were allowed to misuse the Panda Bear image so poorly, the market would soon be flooded with these inferior products.

Domestic copyright protection had always been somewhat lacking, but Panda Bear was now a Chinese calling card that Li Mu was promoting internationally. To dare to pirate even this was truly courting disaster. Immediately, Li Mu announced, “The Public Relations Department will immediately coordinate with the Legal Department to form a rights protection team. At the same time, immediately communicate with the cultural department and Industrial and Commercial Departments. Inform them of the potential impact that pirated use of the Panda Bear image could have on Panda Bear, on China’s tourism industry, and on China’s international image. Get them to cooperate as much as possible to help combat piracy and assist us in safeguarding our rights. Every single one of these pirated merchants, I want them all sued in court!”





Chapter 1698: Going for the Kill

In China’s private economy, there are a large number of small and micro enterprises, and even workshops that haven’t registered as companies.

Especially in the small commodities manufacturing sector, family workshops contribute almost half or more of the total output value.

Among these, 99.99% of the enterprises or workshops have no concept of copyright whatsoever.

For example, a workshop in Yiwu specializing in producing stickers mainly sells adhesive stickers to primary and secondary school students. Their stickers not only round up all popular Chinese celebrities from mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, but also include celebrities from Japan, Korea, Europe, and America. They produce a vast quantity of celebrity stickers, as well as movie and TV show photo stickers, and cartoon character stickers. This workshop might produce ten thousand categories of stickers in a year, using countless portrait rights, film and television, and anime character copyrights, yet absolutely none of them would have a legitimate authorization chain.

In other words, such a workshop, producing ten thousand categories a year, has a legitimacy rate of 0% and a pirated rate of 100%!

They produce whatever is popular. My Fair Princess, Meteor Garden, Sailor Moon, Captain Tsubasa, Slam Dunk, Michael Jackson, H.O.T.—in short, anything currently sought after, they immediately take it and produce it, completely disregarding copyright and laws.

The same goes for celebrity posters sold at the entrances of various primary and secondary schools. For example, Young and Dangerous posters popular among boys, costing one yuan and fifty cents for a small one and two yuan and fifty cents for a larger one. It’s estimated that billions of these are sold nationwide each year, and not a single cent of that money ever reaches the pockets of the copyright holders like Chen Haonan or “Chicken.”

Not to mention the cartoon merchandise currently on the domestic market; basically, getting even one ten-thousandth of it to be legitimate would be a miracle.

Now, Panda Bear has exploded in popularity worldwide. From young children to adults, middle-aged people, and the elderly, everyone can’t help but crack a smile at this character, because the character has long since become popular not just online, but has also entered offline life through the media.

Therefore, a large number of small commodity workshops and enterprises in the south began to shift their focus, concentrating most of their production capacity on manufacturing Panda Bear merchandise.

The market’s acceptance of these products is also extremely high; basically, as soon as they are launched, they are completely snatched up.

What’s even more infuriating is that many people have set their sights on overseas markets, and pirated merchandise has gradually started to be exported to international markets.

In Li Mu’s eyes, these petty merchants and vendors are as repulsive as parasites. These people can only survive by feeding on others’ blood; without another’s body, they can’t even sustain themselves. And they often swarm towards the most perfect target, just like Panda Bear now; tens of thousands of pirated parasites madly drain its blood, and once Panda Bear is drained dry, everyone will rush to the next target.

In such a market environment, legitimate products themselves are almost annihilated. For example, Pikachu, which has been quite popular in recent years: if it were a legitimate product produced by a regular company, its cost would include not only raw material costs and manufacturing and processing costs, but also high copyright costs and various tax costs.

For a Pikachu doll of the same size, even if the legitimate and pirated versions have identical craftsmanship and materials, the legitimate company would bear at least one or two yuan in copyright costs, while the pirated company doesn’t need to pay a single cent.

Moreover, small pirated workshops are generally individually operated and not registered as enterprises, so their production and processing do not require them to pay a cent in taxes to the tax authorities. In contrast, an enterprise must pay corporate income tax, as well as other surcharges and fees.

To go into more detail, the labor costs for pirated workshops are much lower than for legitimate companies, because they only pay workers salaries and do not pay social security or individual income tax for them.

As a result, the cost of legitimate products can be more than double that of pirated companies. Even if pirated products are sold at the cost price of legitimate products, the pirated producers can still make a fortune. But legitimate companies suffer; even if they lower their prices to match the pirated ones, it wouldn’t be enough to cover costs. So they can only raise prices, and once prices are raised, they lose competitiveness. At this stage, most consumers have no awareness of legitimate versus pirated goods; they only buy based on the cost-performance ratio.

Li Mu naturally could not allow these pirated merchants to ruin the Panda Bear image, so he personally took command. He not only formed a rights protection team but also proactively communicated with the Industrial and Commercial Departments.

The Industrial and Commercial Departments also took Muye Technology’s request for assistance keenly, because Panda Bear is different from other cartoon characters.

First, Panda Bear is the first domestically born cartoon character to become popular globally, which is of great significance.

Second, Panda Bear represents China’s panda tourism; it serves as a cartoon envoy and image representative for China tourism in the overseas market, and to some extent, even represents the image of national tourism culture.

What’s more, its copyright holder is Muye Technology, currently the highest-valued enterprise in China, and even the highest-valued enterprise globally. It serves as China’s enterprises’ calling card in overseas markets, and leaders from top to bottom attach great importance to it, so necessary escort must be provided.

Under these circumstances, Li Mu personally appeared again to hold a closed-door meeting with the Industrial and Commercial Departments.

At the meeting, Li Mu personally explained to the leaders of the Industrial and Commercial Departments the degree of global popularity Panda Bear was receiving, including the frequency of use by global netizens, discussion popularity, media coverage popularity, and the enthusiasm of enterprises applying for copyright cooperation.

The leaders of the Industrial and Commercial Departments had not anticipated that Panda Bear was so overwhelmingly popular globally.

Just the directory of over one hundred thousand enterprises globally applying for copyright cooperation left them dumbfounded.

Li Mu said, “Esteemed leaders, at this stage, in countries and regions with relatively robust copyright protection, enterprises are applying for legitimate authorization of the Panda Bear character copyright through our officially published application process. However, domestically, hundreds or even thousands of cases of enterprises and individuals illegally infringing on the Panda Bear copyright have sprung up like bamboo shoots after rain. If necessary intervention is not carried out soon, the situation of Panda Bear being pirated domestically will become increasingly severe. At that time, low-quality pirated Panda Bear images and products will flood the entire country and even overseas markets, causing a huge impact on Panda Bear’s own development. Therefore, we sincerely hope that the Industrial and Commercial Departments can assist Muye Technology in safeguarding its rights nationwide, and thereby protect the healthy development of the Panda Bear character.”

The Industrial and Commercial Departments immediately took this issue seriously. This was not merely a matter of copyright infringement; it also concerned Panda Bear’s international image, and even China tourism’s international image. Previously, they might have turned a blind eye to such copyright infringements, but this time it was a matter of great importance, and they absolutely could not slack off.

Subsequently, the leaders of the Industrial and Commercial Departments immediately stated that they would strengthen crackdowns and rectification efforts against pirated Panda Bear products nationwide.

Li Mu also made a statement then and there: “Muye Technology has already identified cooperative law firms in all provincial capital cities nationwide. At that time, we will entrust them to sue for copyright infringement in any city nationwide. To eliminate piracy, we have approved a budget of one hundred million yuan for rights protection. We will file civil lawsuits against infringers nationwide at that time, and we hope that Industrial and Commercial Departments in various regions can support our rights protection work. If it involves criminal offenses, communication with the public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments will also be required through the Industrial and Commercial Departments.”

Muye Technology’s Legal Department is highly efficient. They have already established cooperative relationships with top law firms in 23 provinces, 5 autonomous regions, and 4 municipality-level cities in mainland China. Muye Technology will entrust them to assist Muye Technology in safeguarding the rights of the Panda Bear character within their respective provinces, autonomous regions, and municipality-level cities. This time, Li Mu’s goal is to not let go of a single pirated merchant.

For Li Mu, if a pirated merchant or individual was simply making some money from his company, he wouldn’t go to great lengths to annihilate them. However, piracy also depends on the situation. Panda Bear has extremely significant strategic significance and absolutely cannot be dragged into a quagmire by piracy.

Not just Panda Bear, but also Flying Tigers, which is set to be released this year. This movie also has great strategic significance. If any pirated merchants target it, Li Mu will definitely ensure their financial ruin.

Therefore, Li Mu decided that no matter how high the rights protection costs, Muye Technology would readily accept them. If a manufacturer made one hundred thousand yuan by pirating Panda Bear, Muye Technology could spend two hundred thousand yuan to force them to spit out that one hundred thousand yuan and then send them to prison.

If an individual business owner made one thousand yuan by pirating Panda Bear, Muye Technology would also find them, and then spend several times or even more than ten times the cost to make them bear corresponding legal responsibility after returning all illegal gains.

Subsequently, the Industrial and Commercial Departments issued a nationwide document, requiring local Industrial and Commercial Departments to strictly investigate and punish counterfeiting related to Panda Bear within their jurisdictions. They demanded that three points be strictly adhered to:

First, discover counterfeiting early and stop infringement early.

Second, all already produced goods must be recollected and destroyed.

Third, cooperate with Public Security Bureau to apply a two-pronged approach of administrative penalties and criminal punishment to enterprises and individuals producing and selling pirated products.

Moreover, the Industrial and Commercial Departments also provided work guidance in the document.

They required local Industrial and Commercial Departments to trace the source directly from the market: as soon as pirated products are found circulating in the market, immediately hold the sellers accountable, and then trace upwards step by step through the sellers until the responsible person of the manufacturing enterprise is found.

If an enterprise produces or sells pirated goods, the Industrial and Commercial Departments will directly seized and sealed off the enterprise and impose administrative penalties. They will also decide whether to transfer the case to the Public Security Bureau based on the quantity and market value of the pirated goods. In theory, as long as the case meets the standard for filing, it must be transferred to the Public Security Bureau for investigation.

If an individual produces or sells pirated goods, they will be directly shut down, their illegal gains confiscated, and if they violate criminal law, they will be prosecuted for criminal liability according to the crime of illegal business operations and the crime of intellectual property infringement.

As soon as this document was issued, local Industrial and Commercial Departments immediately regarded it as one of their most important tasks in the near future. They immediately began active preparations to launch a vigorous and far-reaching anti-piracy campaign nationwide.





Chapter 1699: Make One Hundred Million

Due to the prosperous development of the small commodities industry, people from all over the nationwide flocked to Yiwu, covering the entire small commodities industry chain.

Some opened stalls here for wholesale, some came here to buy goods wholesale and resell them locally, and some even set up factories or supplied raw materials to factories.

The small commodities market is a highly distinctive and successful economic model in Yiwu. In Li Mu’s view, Yiwu, like Hengdian Film and Television City, is a successful example of industrial concentration.

However, success is not without its downsides. At least, in this era, the Yiwu small commodities market was still filled with a large amount of pirated and shoddy products, mostly from the small workshops clustered around Yiwu.

On the outskirts of Yiwu, many small workshops were hidden within residential buildings. These workshops were mostly family-operated mini-factories, where the hum of machines never ceased, day or night, and the smell of plastic and various chemical products lingered in the air.

Operating such a small factory didn’t require high costs. Typically, they would rent a space, buy one or two machines, and start production. Their products were directly delivered to various stalls in the small commodities market, which then wholesaled them nationwide, and even overseas.

Wang Zhongyun, forty years old this year, had been working hard in Yiwu for over ten years. Eight years ago, he invested all his savings to open a small factory producing self-adhesive stickers. He made a killing thanks to Louis Koo and Carman Lee’s version of The Return of the Condor Heroes.

He had a unique foresight back then, knowing that Louis Koo and Carman Lee would definitely explode in popularity. Not only did he, like his competitors, extract stills from the show to make stickers, but he also asked a friend in Shenzhen City to buy many photobooks and magazines from Hong Kong.

At the time, his strategy was that his friend should buy one or two copies of any publication featuring Louis Koo and Carman Lee’s colorful, high-definition images, whether photobooks, magazines, or anything else. He would then integrate these candid photos and photobook pictures with the traditional costume drama stills into the layouts for printing.

Back then, Wang Zhongyun mainly produced 16K and 32K stickers. Others would simply select a bunch of drama stills, create a template, and start printing.

But Wang Zhongyun was different. Every edition he produced featured a “modern and ancient combination,” using the readily available drama stills alongside one or two modern photobook images that others didn’t have. This immediately set him apart from his competitors, making his stickers the hottest product at small stalls outside elementary schools and in stationery stores nationwide.

After tasting success, he even specifically hired someone to create a refined digital asset of the five characters “新神雕侠侣” (The Return of the Condor Heroes) logo using a computer, then used it as his unique product logo, printing it on the top right corner of every sticker.

This was truly brilliant. The five characters “新神雕侠侣,” full of wuxia flair, instantly became a craze among students and their favorite sticker. Many bought entire sheets just for this five-character logo, wanting to paste it in their most desired spots, such as pencil cases, book covers, private diaries, and notebook covers.

While the average retail price of these stickers was as high as forty to fifty cents each, the cost price was less than a single cent. But because his products were the most sought-after, Wang Zhongyun could offload shares at an astonishing two cents or even higher, significantly more than his competitors.

During the frenzied period, Yiwu stall owners would bring cash to his workshop specifically to grab goods, selling over one hundred thousand stickers a day.

Leveraging this extraordinary business acumen, Wang Zhongyun accumulated over one million yuan within a few years. His sticker factory continued to expand. Currently, he has five production lines in Yiwu, each decentralized, producing tens of thousands of stickers daily.

From My Fair Princess to Meteor Garden, whenever a hit IP emerged in the market, Wang Zhongyun could jump on the bandwagon and make a fortune. He also continuously improved his craftsmanship and processes. While others printed casually, he constantly refined his techniques, even adding a lamination step to make his products thicker and more durable.

For the past two years, Wang Zhongyun hadn’t seen any breakthrough IPs in the market. Though Taiwanese idol dramas were still popular, none could replicate the historical success of Meteor Garden.

Recalling Meteor Garden, Wang Zhongyun often smoked and boasted to others: “Back then, even a blank A4 sheet, as long as it had colorful F4 photos printed on it, could sell for fifty cents a piece. My stickers were often hyped up to retail prices of over one yuan or even higher. The Yiwu wholesale market was crazy during that time. The same product, if it didn’t have F4 printed on it, no one looked at it. But if it did, it was immediately snapped up. Wholesalers took them to local areas, and students would snatch them up the first time they saw them. Back then, as soon as the printer started, money poured in as fast as printing currency!”

Taiwan’s F4 probably never imagined that their Meteor Garden helped a workshop owner in China, who produced stickers, earn his second and third million yuan.

Meteor Garden brought Wang Zhongyun sudden wealth, but since then, it also left him living in its shadow.

It was a shadow because, after that, Wang Zhongyun could never replicate the peak period of Meteor Garden. During the Meteor Garden craze, all teenagers swarmed to buy his stickers. Once Meteor Garden’s popularity faded, the sticker market share instantly shrunk by half.

His factory had expanded to five pieces of equipment during the Meteor Garden era, but after its hype died down, these five production lines never ran at full capacity again.

That is, until Panda Bear’s explosion in popularity brought Wang Zhongyun unprecedented benefits.

Panda Bear’s popularity had spread across all age groups. Unlike The Return of the Condor Heroes or Meteor Garden, where sticker users were mostly teenagers aged eight to fourteen, Panda Bear stickers were now so popular that high school students and college students would paste them on their bicycles and backpacks, and taxi drivers in their twenties and thirties would buy one to stick on their car doors, rear, or back windshields.

According to feedback from wholesalers, even the elderly liked to stick them on their radios because they found them incredibly amusing and perfect for entertaining their grandchildren.

Thus, Panda Bear stickers now had a nationwide audience.

Keenly sensing this, Wang Zhongyun immediately maximized the production capacity of all five production lines. He also had his elderly father recruit seven or eight fellow townsmen from their inland hometown to help, with experienced workers training the newcomers, ensuring 24-hour uninterrupted operation.

Massive quantities of Panda Bear stickers were produced, flowing from his five production lines into the Yiwu small commodities market.

Wang Zhongyun also knew that his main business involved infringement, so he never registered a company. Even his production lines were spread across five different townships. This way, he could minimize risk and avoid taxes.

Some large clients sought him out, hoping he could register a company for business-to-business transactions. However, he had inquired with many legitimate factories and found that they had to pay various taxes. Most clients liaisoning with factories were also companies, so they wouldn’t use private account settlements. Collecting money meant issuing invoices, and issuing invoices meant paying taxes, with not a single cent avoidable.

Wang Zhongyun was unwilling to sacrifice this part of his profit, so he waved his hand and declared that he would no longer deal with any company clients. Anyone who wanted goods had to pay in cash; no invoices would be issued, nor could they be.

Anyway, his production capacity was limited, and even at full throttle, there were still many merchants waiting. Most of these people, running stalls in the small commodities market, paid fixed-amount taxes, so their goods went in and out through direct cash transactions from private accounts, without needing invoices.

In the past two days, Wang Zhongyun’s daily offload shares of stickers exceeded one hundred thousand sheets, and he had no trouble selling them. More than twenty stalls placed orders with him, and one hundred thousand sheets weren’t even enough.

Moreover, economic development was much stronger than two years ago, and people’s consumption capacity had also increased. A 16K sticker retailed for over one yuan. Wang Zhongyun’s ex-factory price was nearly fifty cents a piece, while the cost, fully calculated, was only about ten cents, yielding extremely high profits.

Offloading one hundred thousand sheets daily meant fifty thousand yuan in daily revenue, with a net profit of forty thousand yuan.

Wang Zhongyun even specifically took time to invite a statue of Lord Guan, the God of Wealth, and enshrined it in his home, hoping Lord Guan would bless him to earn forty thousand yuan daily for a year, oh no, two years, and preferably three years.

His wife kept asking him, “Can Panda Bear really stay popular for three years?”

Wang Zhongyun said, “Don’t you see who’s operating Panda Bear? It’s Li Mu! China’s most amazing entrepreneur. If something he creates goes faded after three months, wouldn’t that be hitting himself in the face? So, just you wait, with Li Mu in charge, this Panda Bear thing will stay popular for at least three more years!”

“Oh my, popular for three years? Won’t we make forty or fifty million yuan then?”

Wang Zhongyun waved his hand, “Forty or fifty million? You underestimate me. I’m planning to acquire several more sets of equipment in the next couple of days. This time, I’ve got my eye on a new market!”

His wife asked, utterly surprised, “What market?!”

“The automotive market!” Wang Zhongyun said, “Many drivers buy our stickers, but they complain the stickers are too small. So I thought, what if we directly produce large stickers? Just one image on a 16K sticker—wouldn’t that be more eye-catching on a car?”

Wang Zhongyun continued, “Drivers are well-off folks; even taxi drivers don’t mind spending a few yuan. So we can set the price higher, selling them to wholesalers for two yuan a piece, and letting the market sell them for four yuan. I believe they’ll still be out of stock.”

“Two yuan a piece?” Wang Zhongyun’s wife was stunned. She said, “The cost of printing a small 16K picture is no different from printing a big 16K picture. Can people really buy them if they’re that expensive?”

Wang Zhongyun smiled mysteriously, saying, “Don’t worry, although the cost is the same, the consumer group we’re targeting has changed. Children definitely can’t afford stickers that cost several yuan, nor would they be reluctant to part with the money, but adults don’t care about this small amount, especially car owners!”

His wife was unable to close her mouth from smiling, saying, “In that case, won’t we make tens of millions, or even over one hundred million, in three years?”

Wang Zhongyun nodded, saying, “My goal is to cash in on this Panda Bear wave and make one hundred million!”





Chapter 1700: First Annihilate Completely, Then Apprehend Individually

Listening to Wang Zhongyun grandly declare his ambition to earn one hundred million, his Wife was extremely excited. She even pointed to the empty space next to Lord Guan, asking, “Should we set up a shrine for Li Mu here? After all, he’s our god of wealth…”

Wang Zhongyun immediately said sternly, “Don’t talk nonsense! Our fortune comes from Lord Guan. At most, Li Mu is just a Wealth-Scattering Boy sent by Lord Guan. Why would we worship him? Someday, I’ll go to the temple again and donate some donation to thank Lord Guan for his blessings!”

As the couple was chatting, an old client who had sourced many goods from him for years called. He immediately said, “Old Wang, where are you?”

“At the factory, is something wrong?” Wang Zhongyun asked.

The other party said, “Which factory? You have so many.”

Wang Zhongyun frowned. “Why do you care which factory I’m at? Do you want to pick up goods, or what do you want?”

The other party quickly said, “No, no, I just asked casually. Of course, I want to pick up goods from you. Recently, I’ve opened up a new market with huge demand, and your stickers can sell for a good price there.”

Wang Zhongyun asked curiously, “What market? Tell me about it.”

The other party said, “The Southeast Asian market, places like Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. Their children there especially love Panda Bears, but they don’t have these things in their domestic market.”

Wang Zhongyun asked curiously, “How could they not have them there? Is no one producing stickers?”

The other party said, “They have strict regulations there; they don’t dare to do things without copyright.”

Wang Zhongyun scoffed, “What copyright? What copyright do you need to print a sticker? If someone pays me, I’d even dare to print The Jade Emperor.”

The other party laughed, “That’s why they can only come to us. We register a company and export your stickers to them as stationery. They take it to their domestic customs with proper customs declarations and origins, and their country won’t investigate whether the items are infringing.”

“Register a company?” Wang Zhongyun scoffed, “I’d have to be out of my mind to register a company. Do you know how much money it costs to register one? You have to hire accountants, pay taxes, and buy insurance for employees.”

“You don’t know anything,” the other party said. “As long as you export a sticker, it can sell for one U.S. dollar over there. Do you know how much that is? Over eight yuan! You’re currently selling one for fifty cents. If you register a company and sell one to Southeast Asia, it’s at least one dollar fifty cents. You do the math, which one is more profitable?”

Then, the other party added, “If you’re interested, let’s discuss a partnership. I’ll register the company, and I’ll handle the liaison with Southeast Asia. You don’t have to worry about anything; just supply me with enough goods, and I’ll settle with you at one dollar fifty cents per sticker. What do you think?”

Wang Zhongyun’s face immediately beamed with joy upon hearing this. This meant that as long as he supplied the goods, he would get three times the price—it was simply too tempting to refuse.

He immediately said, “Alright, we’ll do as you say.”

The other party said, “Then there are a few things we need to make clear beforehand.”

Wang Zhongyun quickly said, “Tell me!”

“First, this matter must not be mentioned to anyone else. Otherwise, if someone gets ahead and secures the Southeast Asian channels, they’ll steal our source of wealth.”

Wang Zhongyun repeatedly said, “Rest assured, rest assured, I definitely won’t reveal it to anyone.”

“Second, make some time to come to my place. The Southeast Asian distributor wants to meet the person in charge of production.”

Wang Zhongyun’s previous doubts vanished because of the promising future the other party promised. He quickly asked, “When should we meet? You arrange a time, I’m free.”

The other party said, “How about you come to my house now? He’ll be coming to my place to find me soon, and I’ll introduce you two.”

“Okay.” Wang Zhongyun immediately agreed, saying, “I’ll head over now.”

Wang Zhongyun hung up the phone and told his Wife, extremely excited, “When fortune comes, you can’t stop it!”

His Wife quickly asked, “What happened?”

Wang Zhongyun said, “Old Sun has opened up a Southeast Asian connection, and the Ex-factory price can triple! This money is like finding it on the street!”

“Really?” His Wife immediately clapped excitedly, saying, “We’re really going to get rich this time! It won’t be long before we become billionaires!”

Wang Zhongyun nodded, saying, “I need to hurry to Old Sun’s house and meet the distributor from Southeast Asia. If this works out, I’ll immediately add five more sets of equipment and produce at full capacity!”

…

Just as Wang Zhongyun was driving to his old client’s house, his old client, Sun Zhongbu, was at home facing a group of law enforcement officers, trembling with fear.

Early this morning, Muye Technology’s legal department personnel, accompanied by law enforcement officers from the local Administration for Industry and Commerce, tax, and public security departments, launched a surprise action to apprehend Sun Zhongbu. After bringing Sun Zhongbu under control, the law enforcement officers laid out the evidence they had gathered before him.

He was suspected of selling pirated Panda Bear stickers, totaling over five hundred thousand, and also suspected of selling pirated Panda Bear dolls, stationery, and other products, totaling over ten thousand items. When local law enforcement agencies investigated merchants selling pirated goods, hundreds of these selling merchants pointed to Sun Zhongbu.

With hundreds of testimonies and related evidence, Sun Zhongbu was scared out of his wits. He never dreamed that selling these small commodities would turn into a criminal offense.

Not only was he suspected of selling pirated goods, but he was also suspected of illegal operation and tax evasion. He not only faced penalties such as the closure of his booth, fines, and confiscation of illegal gains, but also the possibility of being sued for violating criminal law.

As Sun Zhongbu was shedding tears and lamenting, the Public Security Bureau’s investigators offered him a chance to reduce his sentence by rendering meritorious service while under arrest. The Public Security Bureau told him that selling was not the most serious link in the pirated chain; the most serious was the production side. Therefore, if Sun Zhongbu could render meritorious service while under arrest, by reporting and cooperating with the Public Security Bureau to apprehend the vendors, his punishment could be reduced. If his meritorious service was significant, he might even be exempted from criminal punishment.

As soon as Sun Zhongbu heard there was a chance to avoid imprisonment, he immediately disregarded everything else and promptly exposed several vendors from whom he sourced his goods.

Among them were vendors producing dolls, stationery, and other merchandise, as well as Wang Zhongyun, who produced stickers.

The pretext he used, “sell to Southeast Asia,” was a template provided to them by Muye Technology’s legal department. Muye Technology’s legal department believed that to draw the snake out of its hole, they first needed bait strong enough to lure it out. These pirated merchants knew the domestic market inside and out, so they decided to use the Southeast Asian market, which they knew nothing about, as bait, to bluff them into believing they could earn more money.

First, bait them, then tell them that the opportunity to make money is rare and that they must not reveal it to others. After these points are established, there’s no need to worry that these target individuals will leak the information to other pirated merchants. This way, they can be turned into isolated, fully closed loops to be defeated one by one.

Currently, among the many illicit traders around Yiwu producing pirated Panda Bear products, Wang Zhongyun had the largest distribution volume and the greatest influence.

Because Wang Zhongyun’s stickers were the most popular, with a shipment volume of over one hundred thousand sheets a day, they spread nationwide like snowflakes. Just through Sun Zhongbu’s channels, thirty to forty thousand sheets were sold daily.

Stickers were cheap per unit and had wide practical use, making them the most popular type of pirated Panda Bear merchandise. The core target of this joint law enforcement special action task force was the sticker vendors.

They hoped to first turn the sticker production into an ironclad, major case, and then use it to strike the mountain to scare the tiger, making most pirated merchants aware of the seriousness of the issue and stopping their infringing activities. Afterward, the Public Security Bureau would slowly sort them out one by one.

The Public Security Bureau wasn’t worried that these pirated merchants would escape, because as early as before they made their move, law enforcement agencies nationwide had already begun investigations starting from the terminal sales merchants.

First, they would find the infringing goods among the products sold by these merchants, then trace back to their upstream suppliers through them, finally locating the main wholesalers in the Yiwu small commodities market, and then finding the manufacturers they collaborated with through these wholesalers.

At this stage, business activities were mostly offline interactions, so as long as illegal goods were found in the terminal market, they could follow the vine to find the melon, tracing their way back to the machines and laborers producing these goods. Even if they fled, they would eventually be found.

Law enforcement summarized this set of investigation principles with ten characters: “First Annihilate Completely, Then Apprehend Individually.”

This time, Wang Zhongyun, who produced pirated stickers, would become the first shot in the complete annihilation of pirated merchants.

…

Wang Zhongyun had worked with Sun Zhongbu for several years and knew his situation very well, so he drove directly to Sun Zhongbu’s home in the outskirts of Yiwu.

Sun Zhongbu had been in the wholesale business in Yiwu for many years. His upstream and downstream channels and connections were very extensive. He had earned even more money than Wang Zhongyun over the years and had long since moved into a Western-style villa in Yiwu.

This was also why he was most worried about being settled accounts with later. To minimize his culpability, he no longer cared about offending people. He could only quickly drag more people down with him, so he would have a chance to step over their bodies and walk away.

Wang Zhongyun parked his car at Sun Zhongbu’s doorstep and honked a few times. Every time he came, he parked his car in Sun Zhongbu’s yard. Sun Zhongbu’s villa had a large yard, easily accommodating three to five cars.

Sun Zhongbu’s maid jogged out and quickly opened the main gate. Wang Zhongyun drove directly into the yard. After parking his car next to the imported Mercedes-Benz, he got out and strode inside.

As he arrived at the doorway, the door opened from within. Wang Zhongyun saw Sun Zhongbu, who opened the door, and was about to speak when suddenly, several police officers burst out from both sides of the door, grabbed him, pinned him to the ground, and handcuffed his wrists behind his back.

“What are you doing?! Why are you arresting me? What law did I break?” Wang Zhongyun shouted in panic.

A police officer said, “You are suspected of whole vehicle manufacturing pirated goods and infringing upon Muye Technology’s legitimate copyright. You have now been approved for arrest by Yiwu police. Say whatever you want when you get to the station!”





Chapter 1701: Ill Omen

“Producing pirated products?!”

Wang Zhongyun found the accusation incredible.

“Officer, this is a miscarriage of justice! You must have made a mistake, right? When did I ever produce any pirated products?”

Wang Zhongyun had never thought that making stickers could be illegal. He simply felt that everyone was doing this kind of thing, and whoever did it made money. Besides, all he did was use some celebrity photos or cartoon character designs. What was so illegal about that?

Celebrities earn so much money in a year; what’s wrong with him piggybacking on their fame to earn a bit of gruel money? What’s the problem?

Besides, there are so many things with celebrity photos printed on them. He’d never heard anyone say it was illegal, nor had he seen anyone arrested by the police. Why was it that he was the one getting arrested by the police?

The police officer immediately reprimanded him, “Stop claiming injustice with me! You produce over one hundred thousand stickers a day; don’t you have a clue?”

Wang Zhongyun hastily said, “Officer, this is a grave injustice! I’m truly more wronged than Dou E. How could I have produced any stickers? I’m just a second-hand dealer reselling raw materials.”

“Stop feigning ignorance with me!” the police officer reprimanded. “You have five sticker production workshops. Do you think we don’t know? We investigated everything thoroughly before apprehending you.”

Wang Zhongyun trembled all over in fear.

The police had already investigated the five workshops?

Could it be that bastard Sun Zhongbu told the police everything about him?

But all he did was produce some inconspicuous stickers. Was such a big commotion necessary to arrest him?

What crime did he commit?

Thinking this, Wang Zhongyun found it even harder to understand.

In his understanding, the only place he might have violated the law was tax evasion.

Because he hadn’t registered a company since starting his factory years ago, he hadn’t paid a single penny in taxes. Someone had told him that if the tax authorities found out, they might demand back taxes owed for all those years or even sentence him to a few years. He was somewhat worried, especially since a well-known female actress had been arrested for tax evasion a couple of years ago.

Concerned about being held accountable by the tax authorities, Wang Zhongyun dispersed his factories, not daring to scale up operations. If the scale became too large, small workshops couldn’t stay hidden and would easily be targeted by the Administration for Industry and Commerce and the tax authorities.

If they discovered his large factories weren’t registered as enterprises and lacked any qualifications, then the trouble would be immense.

However, hiding in workshops was quite safe. In the entire Yiwu, there were at least eight thousand, if not ten thousand, such workshops, and he hadn’t heard of many being investigated.

But Wang Zhongyun couldn’t understand why, after all this time of peace and quiet, he was suddenly arrested today.

Moreover, he had heard information about arrests for tax evasion; usually, the Administration for Industry and Commerce and tax authorities would investigate first. It wouldn’t be like apprehending a murderer, with the Public Security Bureau directly tying him up, right?

Several police officers had already escorted Wang Zhongyun out of Sun Zhongbu’s villa.

Out of nowhere, two police cars suddenly appeared. Several police officers shoved him into the back seat of one, with two officers flanking him, and they sped off towards the Public Security Bureau.

Wang Zhongyun sat in the police car, growing increasingly restless with anxiety. He couldn’t help but ask a police officer beside him, “Officer, is there anything wrong with the stickers I made? They’re just things for kids to play with. What’s the big deal? Is it really necessary to arrest me?”

The police officer glanced at him and asked, “What kind of stickers do you produce?”

Wang Zhongyun hurried to say, “They’re just self-adhesive stickers, the colorful printed kind that are laminated.”

The police officer coldly said, “I didn’t ask about your production process. I asked what you printed on the stickers.”

Wang Zhongyun said, “Just some celebrity posters, and that popular bear recently, the Panda Bear.”

The police officer asked him, “How many Panda Bear stickers do you produce in a day?”

Wang Zhongyun said, “Panda Bear sells quite well, so recently we’ve mainly been producing it. But it’s just producing a cartoon character; how big of a crime can that be?”

The police officer sneered and said, “It’s a huge crime. When you produced Panda Bear stickers, did you get authorization from the company that owns the Panda Bear copyright?”

Wang Zhongyun said, “Isn’t this just a picture? Why would it need authorization?”

The police officer retorted, “Then if someone printed your photo on a sticker and sold it everywhere, would you be willing?”

Wang Zhongyun was somewhat speechless. After a moment, he said, “I’m just an ordinary person; who would make stickers of me? Even if someone did, no one would buy them!”

The police officer asked again, “What about your son or your daughter? What if someone printed your son or daughter on stickers and sold them?”

Wang Zhongyun was rendered speechless by this question.

The police officer continued, “You used other people’s copyrights to make money without the copyright holders’ permission. This is an infringement in itself, and the amount of your illegal gains is enormous, which violates criminal law.”

Wang Zhongyun immediately said with a mournful face, “Officer, everyone is making Panda Bear stickers. In Yiwu, I’m not the only one doing it. As far as I know, there are over ten workshops just producing Panda Bear stickers, and so many others printing Panda Bear on other products. I’m not the only one committing infringement.”

The police officer said, “Don’t worry. Your colleagues and friends, as long as they infringe on Panda Bear’s copyright, we won’t let any of them go. If you want to render meritorious service while under arrest, when we get to the bureau, make sure to list everyone you can think of who has infringed Panda Bear’s copyright. Catch one, and it counts as a meritorious deed for you. Catch more, and you might even get a light sentence in the future.”

……

When Wang Zhongyun was brought to the District Branch Bureau, the entire first-floor hall of the District Branch Bureau was already overflowing with people.

All the police officers were busy, constantly bringing suspects in and out, wearing handcuffs, and entering and exiting various interrogation rooms and detention cells.

As soon as Wang Zhongyun, escorted by two police officers, entered the door, he felt like he had arrived at a train station waiting hall. When he looked closely, he realized that many acquaintances, just like himself, had been arrested.

Someone saw Wang Zhongyun and greeted him with a mournful face, “Old Wang, you’re in here too…”

Wang Zhongyun nodded, flustered and embarrassed, wanting to say something more, but he had already been led into a detention cell by the police.

After temporarily confiscating his mobile phone and other personal belongings, the police brought Wang Zhongyun into one of the detention cells.

The detention cell was even more overcrowded. The small room held over twenty suspects, and Wang Zhongyun found at least half of them very familiar.

He had basically seen all these people in the small commodities market; some were wholesalers, others suppliers.

After the police locked him in the detention center, they said, “Stay here quietly, reflect on your issues, and think about any leads that could count as meritorious service. Don’t cause trouble. When an interrogation room is free, I’ll come get you to record your statement.”

Wang Zhongyun’s face turned pale with fear.

After the police left, someone immediately recognized him and said, “Oh, aren’t you Old Wang, the sticker guy?”

Wang Zhongyun said, “Just call me Old Wang, no need for the ‘guy’ part.”

The other person said, “You still care about that at a time like this? Do you even know your situation?”

Wang Zhongyun quickly asked, “What’s the situation? I was just about to ask you all. Why have you all been arrested by the police? What did you do?”

The other person said, “It’s all because of producing Panda Bear-related items. My factory just released a batch of Panda Bear backpacks; within two days, the police arrested me and brought me here.”

When Wang Zhongyun heard “Panda Bear” again, he immediately asked, “What’s going on? Is it illegal for us to produce Panda Bear items?”

“Do you even need to ask?” a middle-aged man interjected. “Now Muye Technology is personally cooperating with the local public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments, as well as the Administration for Industry and Commerce and tax authorities, to crack down on infringement. The effort is immense. I only sold a few hundred Panda Bear pencil cases and I’ve already been arrested.”

As he spoke, the person asked Wang Zhongyun, “Old Wang, the amount involved in your case must be several hundred thousand, right?”

Before Wang Zhongyun could speak, someone else interjected, “Old Wang produces over one hundred thousand stickers a day. Calculated at one yuan retail price per sticker, that’s truly several hundreds of thousands to over a million yuan involved in the case.”

“Oh, for goodness sake!” someone exclaimed, “Old Wang, you’re doomed this time. I reckon you’ll be spending at least five or six years in prison.”

“What?!” Wang Zhongyun exclaimed, “Just for producing some stickers, I could be sentenced to five or six years in prison?”

The person chuckled and said, “Five or six years would be a light sentence. Your product volume is high, and the amount involved is huge. They’ll definitely classify it as a case with an exceptionally large amount involved and an extremely severe impact. It wouldn’t be surprising if you got eight or ten years.”

“Why?!” Wang Zhongyun blurted out, restless with anxiety. “Why would they sentence me to eight or ten years?”

The person said, “Simply because Muye Technology’s owner is Li Mu! I heard that Li Mu has allocated over one hundred million yuan for a rights protection fund this time, specifically for lawsuits. Not only will the procuratorial organs pursue public prosecution, but Muye Technology will also file a civil lawsuit demanding compensation, and there’s a good chance all illegal gains will be confiscated.”

Hearing this, Wang Zhongyun was on the verge of a breakdown. He looked desperately at the people around him, hoping someone would tell him that what the person had just said was alarmist.

But then someone spoke up, “Old Wang, your sticker business is well-known throughout the small commodities market; everyone knows about it. You’ve earned millions, even tens of millions, from these stickers. Not only is it pirated, but you also operated without a license and committed tax evasion. Now, who knows how many people want to report you to gain meritorious service? You really need to be careful this time.”

The person who spoke earlier also said, “Old Wang, a tall tree catches the wind. This time, I’m afraid things look grim for you.”

As he spoke, he exclaimed with a relieved look, “Fortunately, I only sold some keychains, about a thousand of them in total. The amount involved isn’t even five thousand yuan, so it’s probably just two days of detention and a fine.”

Wang Zhongyun now had only one thought: he hoped his wife and children could flee quickly, as far away as possible.

However, he didn’t know if his wife would receive the news. If she didn’t, then that would truly be trouble…





Chapter 1702: Opening Up European Exports

In Yiwu alone, there were at least nearly one hundred crime suspects like Wang Zhongyun who were apprehended for Panda Bear infringement.

The public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments as well as the Administration for Industry and Commerce and tax authorities all received directives from their superiors. Panda Bear, as the most popular cartoon character globally currently, concerns China’s tourism and cultural industries’ image internationally. It is imperative to ensure that the pirated problem is completely resolved.

For a time, the entire Yiwu, and even the entire domestic small commodities market sent shivers down the spine.

Originally, products related to Panda Bear were the most sought-after; now, all products related to Panda Bear have become a hot potato.

The Industrial and Commercial Departments invested a great deal of energy / focus in investigation and patrols in the small commodities market. As soon as they discovered pirated Panda Bear products, they immediately implemented the “three-step” process.

First step: The store is seized / sealed off, and pirated goods are sealed off for evidence.

Second step: A fine is imposed according to industrial and commercial administration regulations.

Third step: The Public Security Bureau and tax authorities are notified for a joint investigation to determine if there is any tax evasion or if the case meets the standard for filing for the Public Security Bureau.

Upon receiving similar cases, the Public Security Bureau immediately divided into three routes, first controlling the vendors and wholesalers, then investigating their upstream and downstream connections / network.

Upstream, they were required to find the producing source, meaning vendors like Wang Zhongyun.

Downstream, they were required to find the detailed flow of goods, locating the next level of wholesalers, all the way to the final retailers.

If wholesalers or retailers were found outside Yiwu’s jurisdiction, they immediately contacted the local police.

As for Yiwu’s tax authorities, they conducted meticulous tax audits on every enterprise and individual suspected of manufacturing or selling pirated goods. Every income must be thoroughly sorted out, and instances of tax evasion must be clarified and submitted to the judicial department.

Now, in Yiwu, any vendor in the small commodities market avoids Panda Bear products like the plague. In the past two days, across Yiwu’s small commodities market perimeter, city streets and alleys, and even in the suburbs and wilderness, discarded pirated Panda Bear related products can be seen everywhere.

Those vendors who had not yet been caught had long since discarded all their Panda Bear goods, some even setting them on fire for fear of clues implicating themselves.

Under such strong enforcement, it only took a few days for Yiwu to practically see no enterprises or workshops producing Panda Bear related goods, let alone vendors selling such goods.

Such powerful enforcement was not limited to Yiwu itself.

Local police and industrial and commercial authorities nationwide also received directives from their superiors. If information on the flow of goods from Yiwu pointed to their local area, then they must find this batch of goods and the people selling them. The goods would naturally all be destroyed, and as for the sellers, they would be dealt with according to the amount involved in the case.

For low amounts involved in the case, industrial and commercial penalties would be issued; for higher amounts, industrial and commercial and administrative penalties; for enormous amounts, industrial and commercial and criminal prosecution.

This way, even small vendors in counties throughout local regions could not escape the scope of the anti-piracy campaign.

For example, vendors setting up stalls outside school gates to sell Panda Bear related products would first have all their infringement products confiscated, then receive industrial and commercial fines. The Public Security Bureau would also take them away for investigation. As long as there was selling counterfeit goods behavior, it would be registered, and even if released, they would be followed closely.

This was not the relevant departments making a mountain out of a molehill. At this stage, the global popularity of Panda Bear had risen to an unprecedented height. With the continuous increase in Muye Technology authorized companies, Panda Bear’s influence continued to climb.

Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, major airlines, Nokia phones, HP, IBM, Sony, Nike, Adidas, Zara, Uniqlo, BMW Mini cars, Lego, Hasbro, and even many game companies eagerly hoped to embedded promotion Panda Bear’s image into their game products, but the latter were all refused by Li Mu.

Now, the Panda Bear image is prevalent across various industries, and nearly all partner enterprises are top-tier global companies, making it a source of national pride. Therefore, local industrial and commercial tax authorities, as well as public security, procuratorate, and judicial departments, place extremely high importance on Panda Bear infringement cases.

Muye Technology’s Legal Department found seven of the top ten law firms in Zhejiang Province, pouring over ten million in prepayment just for cooperation, gathering all the lawyers from these seven law firms to undertake this rights protection work to combat pirated goods.

Li Mu’s requirement was that as long as the Public Security Bureau apprehended someone, even if it was just for a few days of administrative detention, the legal department personnel must sue.

At the same time, Li Mu also set a standard for filing for cases. As long as the amount involved in the case exceeded five thousand yuan, Muye Technology’s legal department team and externally cooperating law firms must sue.

In Li Mu’s planning for costs, as long as the amount involved in the case exceeded five thousand yuan, Muye Technology was willing to pay up to twice the costs to win this lawsuit, absolutely intending to annihilate / go for the kill (idiom) the pirated merchant.

At least, no illegal pirated merchant should be allowed to profit from the Panda Bear image, as this is currently China’s biggest attraction for tourism overseas.

…

In the near future, more and more overseas tourists are traveling to China through Taobao Qu Na. However, Taobao Qu Na only offers packages departing from Los Angeles or San Francisco. This leaves tourists from Europe and Japan/South Korea feeling particularly frustrated; they continuously sent requests to Taobao Qu Na, hoping Taobao Qu Na could open more travel routes, especially direct routes from their own countries to China.

Currently, for users choosing the same route, same itinerary, same plane tickets, hotel, and travel services, using Taobao Qu Na’s travel package is at least 40% cheaper than a completely independent trip, and it is also more convenient and safer.

Therefore, most users who wish to travel to China in the near future are still eagerly hoping that Taobao Qu Na will open more international departure routes.

Li Mu himself does not have many overseas connections / network. Besides the people in Hollywood and Schwarzenegger in the United States, he has no other political dignitaries connections / network. However, his connections / network in the UK are deep; he not only has close ties with royal families members but has also received a knighthood from the Queen. It is even clear that the Queen has the idea of entrusting William to him for guidance. Therefore, the first new route he wants to expand is to the UK.

Although the UK is not the geographical center of Europe, London Heathrow Airport is Europe’s busiest airport by throughput. So, opening up the London to China route first will not only provide Britons with the opportunity to enjoy cost-performance ratio travel products to China through Taobao Qu Na, but also opens up a relatively cost-effective route option for the entire Europe.

If Europe were to exclude Russia, which is somewhat estranged from the rest of Europe, its area is not very large, and its transportation is highly developed. The entire Europe has four major transportation hubs: one is London, and the others are Paris, France, Frankfurt, Germany, and Amsterdam, Netherlands.

And flying from the latter three transportation hubs to London generally takes about one hour; even from the furthest, Frankfurt, it is no more than one and a half hours.

This makes using London as the export point for travel from all of Western Europe to China much more feasible.

Moreover, if one chooses the Eurostar from France or Belgium to London, the entire journey is just over two hours. For an international, intercontinental trip, an extra hour or two of travel is basically negligible, but it can save a lot of money, and that is the most crucial point.

In fact, choosing Germany as the export point for all of Europe would be more reasonable and scientific overall, but the key is that Li Mu does not know many people in Germany, nor does he have many local connections / network, making operations relatively more troublesome.

Furthermore, selecting London for this matter is also a favor to William.

There are a large number of tourists across Europe who wish to travel to China, and the UK itself has many tourists. They eagerly hoped for an export point in Europe. If William were to personally invite Muye Technology to open travel routes from London to several major cities in China, it would significantly increase their goodwill towards William.

For Li Mu, the best aspect of choosing the UK is that the Windsor Family can help him communicate with local UK tourism resources companies, such as local UK airlines, travel companies, hotel groups, and so on.

Moreover, because there are so many European countries, Li Mu also asked the Windsor Family to help him solve a problem: getting from other European countries to London.

In Li Mu’s view, setting Europe’s export point in London will naturally attract a large number of European tourists to London before flying directly to China. Therefore, he hopes that various European airlines can offer certain discounts to users who book independent trips from London to China.

This discount would be provided as follows: Airlines open online booking channels to Taobao Qu Na, directly offering a discount of at least 20% below the market price when booking online.

However, Li Mu also promised the airlines that he would not sell their plane tickets in large quantities at low prices, but instead bundle sales this discounted plane tickets with London travel packages.

For example, if a tourist from Berlin buys a travel package to a certain city in China departing from London through Taobao Qu Na, then they can book plane tickets for a round trip from Berlin to London at a twenty percent discount.

At the same time, Li Mu also hopes that the Windsor Family will help him communicate with the operators of London Heathrow Airport. All tourists who purchase Taobao Qu Na packages, transfer in London, and travel to China, can enjoy VIP security channel and lounge treatment at London Heathrow Airport.

Currently, ticketing companies resell VIP security channel and lounge services at Heathrow Airport for economy class passengers. The price for a single passenger for the VIP security channel is around five British Pounds, and for the VIP lounge, it is around twenty-five British Pounds.

However, the actual service costs for the security channel are about three British Pounds, and for the VIP lounge, it’s around five to eight British Pounds.

Muye Technology is willing to pay the airport fifteen British Pounds for its tourists. Of course, this money ultimately comes from the tourists themselves; Li Mu will implicitly add at least fifteen to twenty British Pounds to the package costs.

For tourists from developed countries, the overall travel service is not about pursuing the lowest total price, but pursuing the highest cost-performance ratio.

For example, for tourists from developing countries, paying an extra fifteen British Pounds to enjoy fast-track and VIP lounges might not feel like a discount; instead, they might find it expensive and unnecessary.

However, most developed country tourists think differently when calculating cost-performance ratio. They would feel that by adding just a small amount of costs, they can get these two additional upgrade services, which is inherently a very cost-effective matter. It will become a bonus point for the entire travel package.

The Windsor Family accepted all of Li Mu’s requests. Prince Charles personally coordinated his connections / network, striving to secure the desired preferential terms for Li Mu. For the Windsor Family, they desired the London route to open even more eagerly than Li Mu!





Chapter 1703: Cooperation in the Automotive Field

Li Mu’s efforts made traveling to China the most popular choice for international travel.

Ever since the Panda Bear became popular globally, the number of overseas guests traveling to China has increased by over 200% compared to the same period last year. Furthermore, the entry and exit management departments even deduce that in the near future, the number of overseas guests traveling to China will double again from the current figures.

The confidence/certainty stems from the extremely large number of guests currently applying for China tourist visas. Embassies worldwide are receiving several times more visa applications than before.

For overseas guests, applying for a visa is the first step if they wish to travel to China. They may not have finalized their travel preparations yet, nor may they have planning their travel time and routes, but they already have the intention, so they all want to apply for the visa first.

Embassies have been relaxing and accelerating the approval of tourist visas, not only because these overseas guests can bring huge revenue to the domestic tourism industries, but also because, through these overseas guests, the inherent perception of China overseas can be corrected, and China’s scenery and culture can be conveyed overseas.

In the UK, the Windsor Family is also actively promoting cooperation with Muye Technology.

Although the Windsor Family does not govern, their influence in the UK is still very strong. Moreover, the Windsor Family’s own industries span various sectors, making them one of the families with the strongest overall influence in Europe. Therefore, they immediately began to cooperate with Li Mu, integrating all the necessary tourism resources in the UK.

Davidson Goldberg, the current manager of the Goldberg Family, who has a certain acquaintance with Li Mu, also received news that Li Mu intended to expand his export to Europe. He immediately called Li Mu and brought good news.

Davidson told Li Mu, “Mr. Li, our Goldberg Family holds equity stakes in several airlines in Europe. If needed, I can facilitate deep cooperation between these airlines and Muye Technology, to deeply cooperate with Muye Technology on future Europe-to-China travel routes.”

Li Mu said in surprise, “Thank you so much, Mr. Goldberg. I didn’t expect your Goldberg Family’s business to be so extensive. You’re involved not only in the banks, finance, and investment bank industries, but also in airlines.”

Davidson chuckled, “Actually, the situation in Europe is somewhat different from North America and China. North America and China have many new industries and new billionaires, especially internet billionaires like Mr. Li. But in Europe, the overall situation is still sustained by Old Money, and funds are mostly concentrated in traditional industries like finance, industry, and energy. These traditional industries are also the industries our family has been deeply cultivating.”

Speaking of which, Davidson added, “Actually, we also have some equity in Daimler. The reason I contacted you this time, Mr. Li, is because there’s a small matter I’d like to cooperate with you on.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “Is Daimler the parent company of Mercedes-Benz?”

“Yes,” Davidson said, “Daimler owns several car brands, and Mercedes-Benz is one of them.”

Li Mu asked again, “Then what would you like to cooperate with me on?”

Davidson smiled and said, “Daimler has been pushing a sub-brand since 1998. This brand might not have gone public in China yet; it’s called Smart. It’s a small car brand that Mercedes-Benz and Swatch collaborated on earlier, specifically producing micro-mini cars. I wonder if Mr. Li has heard of it?”

“Smart?” Li Mu frowned. Of course, he had heard of Mercedes-Benz’s Smart. Not only had he heard of it, but he had even driven this car model in his past life.

Honestly, the Smart car wasn’t suitable for a manly guy like Li Mu. Its small size was one thing, but its motivation was only average, it couldn’t Advancing Cannon very fast, and it was quite noisy to drive. The driving experience wasn’t worth its price of hundreds of thousands. However, its advantages lay in its brand, design, and ultra-compact concept.

Driving a Smart, you don’t have to worry about parking; any space big enough for a tricycle is fine. Driving it in a large city is much more convenient than driving a big car. Additionally, cutting in line is easy, and fuel consumption is very low. It definitely has its own unique advantages.

So, Li Mu asked, “I know about Smart. But what kind of cooperation do you wish to do with us using Smart?”

Davidson chuckled, “I’m fulfilling someone’s request. You authorized the Panda Bear image rights to BMW, right? BMW just released concept designs yesterday, and they plan to launch a limited edition Panda Bear Mini-Cooper in the next one or two months. The entire front fascia of the car will feature the Panda Bear’s design and decals. As soon as these concept designs came out, our European Dealer / Distributor received many intent orders. The future sales volume is expected to be very good. Smart and Mini both follow the small car route and are very suitable for cartoon designs, so Smart also hopes to obtain the Panda Bear’s authorization to release a limited edition Panda Bear Smart.”

Li Mu laughed, “Do you really need to call me personally for such a small matter? I’ll arrange for the Marketing Department to send the authorization letter to Smart.”

Davidson chuckled, “That’s wonderful, thank you, Mr. Li. Smart has always wanted to find a suitable opportunity to push out itself, and it seems this good opportunity has arrived.”

“You’re welcome,” Li Mu laughed. “For us, it’s just a small effort / a simple favor.”

As he spoke, Li Mu suddenly thought that he needed to planning for the production line issue before Tesla could mass production. So he asked Davidson, “By the way, Davidson, if I wanted to acquire an automotive manufacturing enterprises, do you have any good recommendations?”

“Automotive enterprises?” Davidson asked in surprise, “Does Mr. Li want to get involved in the automotive industries?”

Li Mu smiled, “I want to try testing the waters.”

Davidson asked, “What types of car model are you interested in? Are you looking to buy a Supercar brand just for fun?”

Li Mu said, “No, no, no, I’m not interested in Supercars. Normal passenger vehicles are fine, such as regular sedans, luxury sedans, or SUVs.”

Davidson thought for a moment and said, “There are two car brands in the UK, one is called Jaguar, and the other is Land Rover. I wonder if Mr. Li has heard of them?”

Li Mu hummed, “I’ve heard of them. Which company owns these two brands?”

Davidson said, “They are in Ford’s hands, and they are not managing very well.”

Speaking of which, Davidson added, “Ford acquired Jaguar more than ten years ago, and four years ago, they bought Land Rover from BMW. Then they integrated these two brands internally, but the overall performance has been quite miserable. Jaguar Land Rover are now several comedic payoffs in Ford’s hands. Ford intends to sell them off, but there don’t seem to be any interested buyers within the industry. Everyone thinks these two brands are hard to become successful.”

Li Mu frowned.

Jaguar Land Rover sold quite well in China in his past life. Jaguar was a bit inferior, but Land Rover was truly incredibly popular. A television series called Dwelling Narrowness made Land Rover popular globally in China to an unstoppable degree.

However, Ford’s miserable spot seemed to be that before Land Rover became popular globally, they bundled and sold Jaguar Land Rover to Indian Tata.

This maneuver was incredibly slutty, equivalent to cut flesh from one’s own body at the lowest point, and then watching it skyrocket after Tata bought it.

If there was an opportunity to buy Jaguar Land Rover now, it would indeed be a very worthwhile thing.

Although Li Mu didn’t quite understand the specific details of automotive manufacturing, he had discussed it with Elon Musk. Tesla and traditional gasoline cars share several general high-level technologies; the chassis is the most important one.

The chassis, to put it plainly, is a complete platform. It’s an overall solution covering everything from wheelbase to engine and transmission layout, suspension, tuning, and various electronic control systems, stability systems, and so on.

Even though Tesla is a pure electric car, it cannot do without a mature and reliable chassis technology. Aside from the earliest Roadster, which used Lotus’s chassis technology, Tesla’s subsequent main models, from the Model S to the SUV Model X and the affordable Model 3, are all based on their self-developed platforms.

If there were existing traditional gasoline car platforms, Tesla’s R&D and producing would be easier.

For example, using Jaguar’s platform for the XJ to produce Tesla’s Model S, one would only need to lightweight the chassis, integrate the battery compartment, and replace the engine, transmission, and drive components based on the XJ. The remaining front and rear suspension and electronic control systems could be retained, and a mid-to-large luxury Tesla model would basically be settled.

Jaguar also has a sports car model called XKR. Building the Roadster based on this platform might not be any worse than Lotus’s chassis.

As for Land Rover, with the future popularity of SUVs and hardcore off-road vehicles, this brand would definitely be profitable in his hands. Even if it couldn’t be used to produce pure electric hardcore off-road vehicles with Tesla, it could at least be used to make money.

What’s more, buying Jaguar Land Rover now should be at a rock-bottom price.

After entering 2000, Ford’s management became a complete mess, and their losses became increasingly severe. In the following years, they successively sold off their industries. Jaguar Land Rover was sold to Indian Tata, and Volvo was sold to domestic Geely…

Oh, right, and Volvo!

Speaking of hybridizing with Tesla, Volvo is actually a better fit than Jaguar Land Rover!

Volvo’s car models are more comprehensive, covering everything from small cars to large cars, luxury cars, and SUVs. Its product line is very complete. Although a bit ugly, its safety aspects are indeed very well done.

Volvo currently has three main series: S-series, V-series, and XC-series. The detailed product lines of the S40, 60, and 80 are very complete. The XC60 and 90 also cover mid-size SUVs and large SUVs. Moreover, the XC-series isn’t a hardcore off-road vehicle, so the Model X concept can be ported to the XC-series.

More importantly, Volvo has many patented technologies in the field of safety. If these are packaged together and integrated into Tesla, it could save a lot of foundational work for Tesla’s future autonomous driving.

To put it simply, using a set of adaptive cruise control, pre-collision system, pedestrian protection system, and lane departure warning system can achieve semi-autonomous driving. On this system’s basis, adding more intelligent navigation, safety, and recognition functions would basically reach the threshold of autonomous driving.

If he also took down Volvo, Tesla would be so hassle-free in the future. It could directly establish its product system and technical barriers on Volvo’s basis.

Moreover, Tesla could feed back its technology to Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover.

For example, Tesla could offer its intelligent driving functions to enhance the intelligence of these three brands’ car models. At the same time, it could also help these three brands’ existing car models achieve hybrid power expansion, based on Tesla’s own motor technology and battery technology.

By wherever possible integrating low-power motors, low-capacity battery packs, AC charging modules, and energy recovery modules into fuel-powered cars, and then performing overall optimization, they would become plug-in hybrid electric vehicles.

By integrating even smaller motors, even smaller capacity battery packs, and on-board charging modules, and energy recovery modules, they would become regular hybrid vehicles.

And Tesla itself already has its own motor technology, battery pack technology, charging and discharging technology, and energy recovery technology. Aren’t all these things all complete?





Chapter 1723: Buying Ford’s Bottom

For Li Mu, if he were to enter the automotive industry, it would be impossible for him to only make Tesla.

Even if new energy vehicles are the general trend, this trend still has a long way to go to truly spread globally.

Even domestically, to truly achieve a fifty-fifty split in sales volume between new energy vehicles and gasoline cars, it’s estimated that it would take until at least 2020, or even beyond 2030.

Before then, the majority of the automotive market would still be dominated by traditional gasoline cars.

Furthermore, what Li Mu liked to do most was deep resource integration. This integration wasn’t about integrating Jaguar, Land Rover, or Volvo into Tesla to create a stronger Tesla, but rather about integrating Jaguar, Land Rover, Volvo, and Tesla with each other to form stronger versions of Tesla, Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo.

Take Tesla’s advantage in electric powertrains; take Jaguar’s advantage in luxury sedans and sports cars (of course, before they decline too severely); take Volvo’s advantage in family passenger vehicles and safe driving; and then take Land Rover’s capabilities in four-wheel drive and all-terrain adaptability.

Although Volvo’s product line is comprehensive, it has always been relatively niche. Relying solely on itself, it would never be able to outsell Toyota, even if it worked itself to death. But if Volvo were paired with Tesla and pursued a hybrid route, it might be able to overtake on the curve in the hybrid segment, directly surpassing Toyota, which is currently the strongest in hybrids.

Although hybrid cars and new energy vehicles have low sales volumes in the early stages, their influence among the elite class is still very strong. In the United States, in elite-gathering places like Silicon Valley, a special sense of moral superiority is prevalent.

For example, those Bigwigs from internet companies, who are worth hundreds of millions of dollars and live in luxurious mansions worth tens of millions of US dollars, insist on driving a Toyota Prius worth tens of thousands of US dollars. Why? It’s precisely because they need this sense of moral superiority.

When they drive out in their Prius worth tens of thousands of US dollars, they feel a strong sense of superiority, thinking, “I’m protecting the Earth.” They can then stand on a high perch, scrutinizing with critical eyes the ordinary people who drive regular gasoline cars, or even large-displacement gasoline cars.

That’s why the Toyota Prius is highly sought after by the elite class in North America. Company CEOs, senior executives, university professors, and fund founders almost all own a Prius.

In the future, pure-electric Teslas and hybrid Volvos might become the new darlings of this elite class.

Immediately, Li Mu asked Davidson, “There’s something I’d like to ask for your help with. Could you help me arrange a meeting with a Ford senior executive? I’m interested in the Volvo and Jaguar Land Rover brands they hold. If they’re interested in selling, I might consider acquiring them.”

Saying this, Li Mu added, “Oh, and if there are any other automotive resources, please also introduce them to me.”

Davidson asked in surprise, “You want to buy all of Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “If the price is right, buying them all isn’t out of the question.”

Davidson said, “But these three brands are currently incurring losses, and the losses are quite severe. Frankly, you currently have no experience in the automotive sector, nor a professional team to help you manage global suppliers and sales channels. It’s simply impossible to profit in the short term, and it will likely result in a huge loss.”

Li Mu laughed, “It doesn’t matter. IPO related work will begin soon. Once Muye Technology successfully goes public, it will raise at least hundreds of billions of dollars. Even taking out a tenth of that would be enough to acquire these brands. As for the losses, they’re irrelevant; just consider it playing around.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu added, “Maybe next year I’ll start a rally racing team, and in two more years, an F1 team.”

Chen Ze dreamed of setting up a racing team, but didn’t dare to aspire to F1. He was currently working with a group of go-kart drivers who trained daily at the Shunyi race track. In his planning, just being able to set up a Formula Three team in the future was already his biggest dream.

As for nurturing a true F1 driver for China, this was basically something Chen Ze didn’t even dare to dream of. The requirements for Formula One drivers are extremely demanding; most begin systematic training from a young age. From the age of five or six, when they first sit in a go-kart, they continuously burn money, money, money, all the way until they’re twenty. Not only do they need enough money to keep burning, but also enough acumen, otherwise they won’t make it to the top.

Nurturing an F1 driver is to some extent even harder than nurturing a first-tier player. At least football isn’t a sport that burns money. If one has enough talent, a single football is enough.

There are so many youths in Brazil who play football on dusty street pitches, many of whom eventually become first-tier players or even world-class players. But no one has ever heard of someone pedaling a front-wheel-drive tricycle in a slum and becoming an F1 driver.

Therefore, Li Mu’s idea was different from Chen Ze’s.

Chen Ze wanted to nurture a Chinese F1 driver, while Li Mu was more interested in establishing a Chinese F1 team.

For example, if he bought Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover this year, he would then establish a new brand domestically. The new brand would be simple: just integrate the technologies of these three brands. If the domestic team couldn’t integrate them well, it wouldn’t matter. He could spend generously to poach the most skilled teams—Germans, Japanese, or Swedes, Italians—isn’t it just about money? Muye Technology had plenty of money.

Once the new brand was established, he would immediately spend money to build a racing team. Whether it was rally racing, the British Touring Car Championship, or Formula racing, as long as it could be achieved by spending money, he would spend money to do it.

First, he would spend money to buy ready-made Formula Three chassis and engines from suppliers to establish a Formula Three team. Then, he would spend money in Europe to acquire top-tier F1 technology and racing team talent. He would hire overseas drivers. Even if the entire team, from drivers to logistics, consisted entirely of foreigners, it wouldn’t matter, because its headquarters complex would be in China, and the racing team and brand would belong to China.

Only in this way could the true essence of the sport be introduced to China, allowing the Chinese people to realize that “we have this, and it’s right here in our own country.” This is far better than training one or two talents with nationwide effort and then sending them overseas.

In other words, if there could be a sufficiently high-level football league domestically, then it would be more appropriate for domestic players to stay in the domestic league rather than be sent to the Top Five Leagues. This is because improvements in the overall environment are always far more impactful than individual improvements.

If China were to truly nurture an F1 driver, but there was no domestic racing team, this driver would only be able to compete in F1 with other countries’ racing teams, wearing other countries’ liveries. If their technical strength wasn’t absolutely outstanding and they consistently stayed bottom-tier, their presence would be incredibly weak, practically non-existent, making it difficult to arouse true enthusiasm for the sport among the domestic public.

However, if a racing team were introduced to China, it would be equivalent to bringing in an entire system. It would be fine if they didn’t know how to do it themselves at first; they could just spend money to hire foreigners. As long as this system was brought in, Chinese drivers and Chinese engineer teams would one day be nurtured. By then, the entire domestic automotive industry would be uplifted.

Once the system was in place and overall strength improved, good drivers would naturally be discovered and nurtured in succession.

Davidson couldn’t quite understand Li Mu’s taste.

If it was a hobby, then starting a football club would be understandable. After all, football clubs don’t burn too much money and don’t involve issues like industrial chains, supply chains, or sales chains.

Cars and football clubs were vastly different. A car brand might seem glamorous, but apart from the few top brands that were profitable, the rest were essentially struggling people.

More than half of automotive brands incur losses or achieve only marginal profits. Investing several hundred million or even several billion US dollars to establish such an enterprise and losing tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of dollars annually is quite normal. There are also automotive brands valued at a billion US dollars whose net profit after a year of hard work is only several hundred thousand US dollars. Regardless of which, for the owner, they are both a hot potato, a massive asset that cannot be revitalized.

Ford is a prime example. During difficult times, several of their brands incurred a complete mess of losses. Jaguar alone could lose hundreds of millions of dollars in a single quarter, incurring several hundred million in annual losses.

Volvo and Land Rover, on the other hand, experienced fluctuating performance. This fluctuation meant that “bad” involved losing several hundred million US dollars annually, while “good” meant losing tens of millions.

Furthermore, losses in large-scale industry are similar to an airplane losing power. A weight of one hundred tons plummeting straight down from tens of thousands of meters in the sky, how easy would it be to revive it?

Any automotive brand’s production line would require a considerable land area. Land costs, the construction and maintenance costs of factory workshops, and equipment maintenance, upgrades, and depreciation costs—all are substantial sums.

Operating a single production line requires at least one thousand laborers; manpower expenses alone are an astronomical sum.

It also requires a high-cost R&D team, management team, and sales team, and these costs are no less than those of production line laborers.

Furthermore, to manufacture cars, various components must be procured from hundreds of suppliers worldwide. Dollars would fly out of the factory to local areas worldwide as if they had wings.

Once a massive production line begins operating, it’s like continuously throwing bundles of US dollars into it. Money is thrown in, and cars are produced. The cars are transported to local areas worldwide, then exchanged for money which is reinvested into the production line. This constitutes a global grand cycle.

But what if the cars don’t sell? Costs are continuously invested, but the products can’t be converted into money, or not enough money. If one hundred million US dollars are continuously invested in a month, and only fifty million US dollars come back, along with a pile of unsold cars, that’s a fifty million US dollar shortfall. To keep the production line running, another fifty million must be injected.

At this point, if the cars have inaccessible sales channels, whether for the manufacturer or the Dealer / Distributor, inventory cars will increase and financial pressure will mount. Ultimately, there’s no way but to sell at a reduced price. Otherwise, the Dealers/Distributors might not be able to stand up to the pressure and would withdraw from the network first.

For an automotive enterprise with a valuation of over a billion or even several billion US dollars, facing annual losses of hundreds of millions of dollars, it’s almost beyond saving. But the production line can’t stop. Once the production line stops, Dealers/Distributors and laborers would immediately scatter like birds and beasts. In that case, the entire brand would instantly be paralyzed. This automotive enterprise, valued at over a billion or even several billion US dollars, would instantly become utterly worthless.

At such times, the only way for an automotive enterprise that couldn’t stand up to the pressure is to sell itself to a large automotive group before it completely collapses. Large automotive groups often believe they have a significant scale, extensive channels, and stronger ability to profit, deluding themselves that they can make the brand struggle back to life. They then decide to buy at the bottom of the market.

It’s just that Ford had bad luck. Several times, when they tried to buy at the bottom, they only bought halfway down the mountain.

However, Davidson didn’t know that Ford didn’t just buy at the bottom halfway up the mountain; they also suffered painful losses at the very bottom.

Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover were all Ford’s “bottom-buying attempts,” which ultimately resulted in a complete mess of losses. They had no choice but to sell them at a low price, which resulted in someone else truly buying at the bottom.

Now, what Li Mu wanted to do was to buy at the bottom of Ford’s market ahead of time.





Chapter 1705: Who is its Biggest Rival

Davidson couldn’t understand why Li Mu was so interested in cars, but he was well aware of Li Mu’s financial resources. Acquiring a few poorly managed car brands was no problem at all for Muye Technology.

He merely regarded it as an expensive hobby for Li Mu as a wealthy individual; even losses wouldn’t significantly impact Li Mu. Therefore, he didn’t try to dissuade him further and readily agreed to act as a go-between for him with Ford, helping Li Mu facilitate a meeting with the company.

Although he hadn’t even met anyone from Ford yet, Li Mu’s mind was already envisioning a grand blueprint for the automotive industry.

Li Mu had even decided on the group name for the automotive industry: Muye Motor Group, with its English name being Muye Motor Group.

Since it was an automotive group, it couldn’t be placed within Muye Technology’s architecture. Instead, it would be funded by Muye Technology, with existing shareholders’ shareholding ratios transferred, and then registered as a new group.

The future Muye Motor Group would have at least five sub-brands: Tesla, which was already in their grasp, and the three sub-brands from Ford that would be a profit as soon as they were acquired. Additionally, a “Muye Auto” brand would be established domestically. With this, the strategic deployment of the five brands would be complete.

At that time, Tesla would be responsible for the R&D and producing of pure electric vehicles, as well as the R&D and tuning of electric motivation-related technologies, and would export electric motivation-related technologies to other sub-brands to help them develop hybrid power car models, or even future pure electric car models.

The other four sub-brands—Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover—in addition to being responsible for the producing and R&D of their own product lines, would also need to provide Tesla with the car body technology it required, helping Tesla develop more pure electric car models, and could even assist Tesla in producing pure electric vehicles.

As for Muye Auto, in the future, it would mainly be responsible for Digesting the technologies of the other four sub-brands and dedicating all efforts to its own development, first becoming a renowned domestic brand, securing a sufficient market share among domestic cars, and then considering expansion overseas.

In terms of the overall architecture design, all five sub-brands would fall under the “automotive R&D and producing”板块 (block). In addition, Li Mu also planned to invest in a “car selling” block himself, not just for the setup and maintenance of the sales online, but also to build a directly managed sales online, and even an offline sales online.

Although each sub-brand would have its own R&D department, Li Mu still planned to invest in building a group-level R&D Center, integrating the technologies of all brands, and also conducting R&D on higher adaptability technologies, such as human-computer interaction, and Internet of Vehicles, which are relatively important technology fields in the future automotive industry.

If structured according to this scale and architecture, the overall financial resources required for the entire Muye Motor Group could exceed fifty billion US dollars, or even more.

However, fortunately, there were still banks and investment banks. Before the financial crisis arrived, Li Mu had another three or four years to acquire enormous funds from banks and venture capital firms worldwide.

The automotive producing industry was not an industry with a very long profit cycle. If operated properly, profit was actually not difficult.

Porsche made a fortune with just one Cayenne, Land Rover made a fortune with its Range Rover and Evoque car models, and even Geely could make over a billion US dollars in profit annually. Li Mu had the experience from in later generations, powerful capital, and publicity power. He had no worries whatsoever about the future profit potential of Muye Motor Group.

After speaking with Davidson, Li Mu immediately called Elon Musk.

Li Mu told Elon Musk about his idea of acquiring Jaguar Land Rover and Volvo. Even Elon Musk couldn’t understand why Li Mu wanted to acquire so many car brands all at once.

However, he understood Li Mu better than Davison Goldberg. He knew that Li Mu never did anything openly / with great fanfare just for a hobby, especially things that required a large amount of funds. Since Li Mu was determined to acquire three of Ford’s sub-brands in one go this time, he believed Li Mu must have a complete planning and solution.

Moreover, he also knew that Li Mu calling him was certainly not just to inform him of this news. So, he immediately asked, “President Li, do you need any cooperation from my side?”

Li Mu said, “I want you to help me assemble an elite team focused on automotive and finances in North America. When it’s time to negotiate with Ford, I’ll need a mature team to participate.”

Elon Musk said, “Tesla has some talent in the automotive field; just adding a few people for finances should be enough, right?”

Li Mu said, “Try not to affect Tesla’s own work progress. This team will not only be responsible for negotiations with Ford but also for asset valuation, including relevant intellectual property evaluations. Once the negotiation is settled, I hope this team can directly become the group’s firepower management team, helping me complete the reorganization and optimization of the entire group.”

Elon Musk exclaimed, “President Li, are you planning to form an automotive group?”

“That’s right.” Li Mu smiled, “I want to form an automotive group like Volkswagen, General Motors, Ford, and Toyota, and it will be a super-large passenger vehicle group that spans fuel motivation, hybrid power, and new energy motivation!”

Elon Musk was startled by Li Mu’s ambition. Li Mu was probably the only person from the internet company who would invest so wildly in brick-and-mortar industry, especially traditional manufacturing industry.

In the entire Silicon Valley, and even among internet enterprises worldwide, there was a unique trend. Everyone involved in the internet believed they were engaged in the high-tech industry, so they held traditional industries in low regard, even showing strong discrimination.

They labeled themselves as high-tech talent to their very core, so no matter what they did, they liked to align it with high-tech concepts. Thus, anything not closely related to high technology, no one bothered or cared to do.

Once an internet person decided to venture into a traditional industry, there was no doubt they would transplant high-tech concepts into it. They would certainly want to revolutionize the traditional industry. If they were merely to operate in a traditional industry using traditional methods, they would definitely not be interested.

This is why Elon Musk chose to create Tesla instead of acquiring a brand under Ford or General Motors.

What Elon Musk wanted was not to enter the traditional automotive industry but to revolutionize it, which is why he invested in the new energy vehicles industry like Tesla.

For someone like Elon Musk, being asked to manage a traditional car brand would feel like a slap in the face.

Even industries like aerospace, this guy also sought to integrate new concepts.

So, Elon Musk found it hard to imagine why Li Mu would openly / with great fanfare pursue traditional cars and even acquire three traditional car brands in one go.

Furthermore, he wasn’t optimistic about the future of the traditional automotive producing industry. At this stage, many established car manufacturers were struggling to survive, and new car brands were even more unheard of.

So Elon Musk advised Li Mu, “President Li, I’ve spoken with some professionals on Wall Street, and they told me that the automotive producing industry will not too easy to do in the coming years. On one hand, the global economic situation is not optimistic, and on the other hand, traditional car manufacturers’ profit margin will gradually decline.”

Then he continued, “General Motors and Ford are the two largest in the American automotive producing industry, but their annual financial report shows that both enterprises are close to the losses line. Fiat lost over a billion US dollars last year. Currently, the main profit in the traditional automotive industry is taken by a few Japanese and German automotive enterprises. Other brands essentially have none composure / state of mind against them.”

Li Mu hummed, saying, “In terms of profit, Toyota should be doing the best, right?”

“That’s right,” Elon Musk said, “The Japanese are good at careful calculation; their costs control is special good, and even more impressive is their strong products composure / state of mind. In the North American market, Japanese cars account for the largest share of ordinary household sedans.”

Speaking of this, Elon Musk said, “If I remember correctly, Toyota’s profit in 2003 should have been around ten billion US dollars.”

Li Mu asked him, “Who do you think is Toyota’s biggest rival?”

Elon Musk thought for a moment and said, “I think Toyota has no rival.”

Li Mu asked, “Why do you say that?”

Elon Musk said, “When I was preparing to create Tesla, I studied the general situation of global automotive enterprises. In my opinion, Toyota has the strongest foundation. Its product line is truly too extensive, basically covering all car models of passenger cars, and each type has very strong products composure / state of mind. Family cars, luxury cars, SUVs, Pickups, MPVs—any car model you can think of, they have at least one best-selling model. Moreover, their Prius can be considered an epoch-making product; it’s very impressive. Strictly speaking, not even Volkswagen is its rival.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “I think Toyota’s biggest rival in the future might be Muye Motor Group.”

Elon Musk felt embarrassed, saying, “President Li, it’s really not easy to overtake in the automotive industry. Even a new energy vehicles with a completely new concept like Tesla can only be said to have revolutionized the traditional industry in concept, but industrially, it is far cannot do.”

Li Mu laughed, “In my opinion, the automotive industry is about creating single-product blockbusters. Create one blockbuster, and you can establish a small automotive brand; create two, and you can establish a medium-sized automotive brand; if you create three, it’s a large automotive brand; if you can create five, then you can become a first-class enterprise brand. In the future, as long as we can continuously create blockbusters, surpassing Toyota will not be a fool’s errand.”

Toyota indeed had many blockbuster car models. The Corolla, Camry, and RAV4 were three blockbuster car models that consistently ranked among the global sales top ten. In addition, Toyota also had the Highlander, Prado, Land Cruiser, Crown, Alphard, and Lexus. Most of these car models were sold at a premium in China year-round, especially the Alphard. If you called a Dealer / Distributor to ask if you could pick up the car with a three hundred thousand markup, the Dealer / Distributor would tell you, “Sorry, we don’t have such a large discount.”

Li Mu had an aesthetic sense for cars that was more than a decade ahead of the rest of the world. He had an utterly surpass / crush advantage in current car exteriors and interiors. With this alone, he could poach many blockbusters.

Kumamon was a blockbuster, right? And now? It belonged to Li Mu.

Then, why couldn’t he poach future blockbuster car models like the Corolla, Camry, RAV4, or even the Honda CR-V, Volkswagen Golf, and so on?





Chapter 1706: Inevitable Transcendence

A car brand, or a popular car model, relies not only on technology but also on exterior design, interior design, marketing, and after-sales service.

If one were to truly calculate percentages for these five factors, Li Mu believed that technology could account for a maximum of 30%, while exterior and styling could account for at least 40-50%. Especially for female users, the proportion held by exterior and interior design would be even higher.

In reality, the technology of first-tier car manufacturers is largely similar overall. If a BMW’s high-power 2.0T engine achieved 250 horsepower under normal conditions, then the power of high-power 2.0T engines from Mercedes-Benz, Audi, Toyota, Ford, and even Cadillac would certainly be able to stay within approximately ±10 of BMW.

As for controlled feel and comfort, these are subjective matters, varying from person to person. Only the exterior and interior design are the most intuitive.

When the Land Rover Evoque, with its compact car body and confined interior space, first went public, it commanded a premium of over two hundred thousand in domestic sales. Why? Primarily because it was good-looking. In that era, the Evoque’s styling was an utterly surpassing existence.

But why did the Land Rover Evoque then go cold in the years that followed? To the point where one could drive it home for just over two hundred thousand? The main reason was aesthetic fatigue; the car model remained virtually unchanged in exterior and interior design for years, eventually becoming indistinguishable from the crowd.

All car models must constantly undergo generational changes, but not every redesign can guarantee success. Even Toyota doesn’t have that ability.

Many car models with excellent sales volume have fallen into decline due to failed redesigns, and the Evoque is a typical example.

Like the Range Rover, it remained largely unchanged and unwavering for years, but without the Range Rover’s strong swagger, it naturally became increasingly sluggish.

Besides the Evoque, another typical example is a South Korean Hyundai SUV car model named IX35.

This car was also an extremely popular car model back then. Its styling incorporated many three-dimensional lines, which looked particularly impressive at first glance in that era.

For at least three years, the IX35’s monthly sales volume in China exceeded ten thousand units. However, due to a failed redesign and its gradually diminishing cost-performance ratio, this car once experienced an extremely sluggish period.

Therefore, consumers are visual creatures. If a car’s performance, exterior, and price are all well-balanced, the impact of its appearance might not be fully apparent. However, if a car’s exterior is very poor or very good, the difference becomes immediately evident.

Mercedes-Benz also experienced a long period of decline domestically back then. Later, it was only by relying on an entirely new set of exterior and interior design styles that it restarted its awesome growth in China.

After entering the year 2000, Mercedes-Benz never truly rose in China until 2014-2015, when they finally ushered in a true turning point.

The new S-Class sedan, E-Class sedan, and C-Class sedan were successively launched. All three car series, belonging to different segments, adopted the latest design. Moreover, Mercedes-Benz, for the first time, integrated the design language used in the S-Class into the E-Class and C-Class, marketing it as “family design.”

Consequently, that year’s Mercedes-Benz C-Class and E-Class became the most beautiful car models in terms of exterior and the most luxurious in terms of interior within their respective 300,000 and 500,000 price ranges. Sales volume rose steadily, and they waged a beautiful comeback battle.

The ambient lighting of the new Mercedes-Benz E-Class was jokingly dubbed “disco nightclub style,” yet countless consumers still purchased it. It could sell nearly twenty thousand vehicles a month, more than the A6L and BMW 5 Series combined. Why? Wasn’t it simply because it looked good?

Mercedes-Benz then reaped the benefits, applying the same design language to the GLK’s successor car model, the GLC, which also sold remarkably well.

Thus, Mercedes-Benz confirmed its throne as the king of interiors, and its sales volume climbed steadily.

So, did Mercedes-Benz see any technological advancements after 2015?

No, it did not.

The primary reason it was able to sell so much was simply its good looks.

With a beautiful exterior and a beautiful interior, for consumers, as long as it looks good to a certain extent, factors like cost-performance ratio, parts-to-whole ratio, failure rate, road noise, tire noise, wind noise, abnormal noise, or even service attitude, can all be cast aside.

Speaking of which, isn’t it the same when looking for a partner?

If the other person’s appearance is average, both men and women will scrutinize their educational background, personality, character, family background, and even bride price, dowry, whether they buy a house, or whose name it’s registered under.

If the other person is stunningly beautiful, those other factors will all be cast aside. Even if the person has no redeeming qualities beyond their looks, there will still be a multitude of admirers flocking to them.

Good-looking celebrities can earn hundreds of millions a year just by relying on visual effects and digital cutouts;

Less attractive celebrities, despite working themselves to death for a year, might not even earn as much as the digitally enhanced ones do in a single day;

Even if a good-looking woman becomes a mistress and is beaten by the legitimate wife in the street, many people will still stand up for her;

Conversely, if an unattractive woman catches a mistress in the street and tries to beat her up, many people will still step forward to stop and rebuke her.

Good-looking singers can record a song by barking into a microphone, and it will still make it onto major leaderboards;

Unattractive singers, despite having acumen and strength, plus working desperately hard, will at most achieve “song is popular, but the person is not.”

Ultimately, it comes down to two words: appearance worship.

Appearance worship is the essence of society, or rather, the essence of most people in society.

Although this appearance-worshipping value system is quite distorted, there are indeed many who subscribe to it.

This principle also applies to cars.

If Li Mu acquired Volvo this year and then redesigned the Volvo XC60 to look like the Land Rover Evoque, this car could be a global sales explosion.

If Li Mu could add Mercedes-Benz interiors to the Evoque-styled XC60, this car would be invincible. It could act arrogantly/unscrupulously in the global automotive market. In front of an SUV of this caliber, Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Audi, Toyota, Honda, Ford, and source code would all be out of the picture.

If Li Mu could take the styling of the new Audi A4L and apply it to a B-segment car in the 150,000-250,000 price range, and then incorporate Mercedes-Benz interiors, whether it adopted a Jaguar or Volvo brand, it could utterly crush best-selling products like the Camry and Accord, leaving them nowhere to be found;

If Li Mu could take the styling and interior of the new Mercedes-Benz E-Class and apply them to the Volvo S80, the C-segment car market would also inevitably become absolutely invincible;

And if he were to take the S-Class styling and interior and apply them to the Jaguar XJ, it could dominate the D-segment car category.

Car styling in 2004 was simply incomparable to what would come more than ten years later. Even if the most awesome car designers of the current era were brought in, they still couldn’t possibly match Li Mu’s aesthetic sense in this aspect.

What Li Mu needed to do was find a design team and, like designing a Panda Bear, gradually tell the designers what he wanted, guiding them to recreate the styling of those classic car models based on his memories.

As long as the exterior and interior designs were perfected, the product’s composure/state of mind could increase significantly.

By then, he would copy all the designs from Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Audi, Porsche, Toyota, Honda, and Mazda — every design that could be copied. As long as he could ensure a few years of comprehensive leadership in exterior styling and interior design, it would be enough to establish Muye Automotive Group’s top status.

By that time, surpassing Toyota would be inevitable.

Moreover, with the total market volume remaining constant, if Muye Automotive Group succeeded, it would be akin to taking food from others’ bowls and putting it into its own. At that point, both German and Japanese cars would likely be significantly impacted.

In that case, surpassing Toyota would no longer be a dream.

What’s more, he also had Tesla’s technology endorsement/backing. Using Tesla’s technology to catch up with Toyota’s hybrid vehicles shouldn’t be too big of a problem.

In addition, there were many alternative but highly attractive new technologies, such as all-digital instrument clusters, human-computer interaction, and Internet of Vehicles systems.

The costs of all-digital instrument clusters were not high, but their swagger was exceptionally high. If he were to investment in an R&D and manufacturing enterprise for digital instrument clusters now and bring mature digital instrument cluster technology to the market to compete with rivals as early as possible, it would allow his own products to open up a lead over competitors.

On this point, Volvo’s safety technology could also become an endorsement/backing. If all high-end models were fully equipped with a pre-collision system, their composure/state of mind would also greatly improve.

As Li Mu told Elon Musk, developing one popular car model after another would inevitably lead to the creation of a top-tier automotive enterprise.

When Tesla first debuted in his past life, it became renowned worldwide with just one Model S car model. Yet, this single car model made Tesla widely famous, and countless consumers flocked to it simply because of its massive digital central control screen in the interior.

Later, the Model X, with its gull-wing doors, also became a popular car model. Coupled with the Model 3, whose production had always struggled to ramp up, Tesla reached a market value of forty to fifty billion US dollars. This was the strength of popular car models.

Besides these, Li Mu also had his killer move/trump card.

He had two teams capable of building Operating Systems: one was the Apple OS team, and the other was the Android team. These two teams would soon produce two sets of world-class mobile intelligent Operating Systems. At that time, with just minor modifications, these two systems could be adapted for automobiles. Then, the Internet of Vehicles would be far more than just a concept.

Just like in later generations, Apple’s CarPlay also became an important reference standard for users choosing a car. Cars supporting CarPlay could better integrate with Apple’s iPhone, providing a superior user experience. Apple was not an automotive company, so any car manufacturer could apply to Apple for the use of CarPlay. However, in the future, iOS and Android would be his own. The car infotainment systems derived from them would also be his. He could completely refuse other car manufacturers from using his in-car systems, creating his unique closed loop for vehicle systems. On this single point alone, no automotive brand in the entire world could compete with him.

Therefore, Li Mu firmly believed that whether it was Toyota or Volkswagen, no matter how thriving their current life was or how unshakeable their status, they couldn’t withstand his unique perspective and understanding of the world more than ten years later. Even if Toyota’s current profits were almost equivalent to, or even exceeded, the combined profits of all car manufacturers in China, given him five years, they would all be left in the dust behind him.

By then, Stuttgart in Germany and Toyota City in Japan might become the Asian and European Detroits. For traditional industries, once a pillar enterprise collapses, the collapse of the entire structure is not far off!





Chapter 1707: Family Business

Ford was currently in a tricky situation.

Sometimes, enterprises easily fall into a vicious cycle. In the 1.0 era, there weren’t many employees and the business wasn’t large, but it made a lot of money. However, when it ambitiously prepared to enter the 2.0 era, it suddenly discovered that with more employees and a larger business, it was earning less and less money.

Such was the case for Ford.

In its brilliant days, Ford was at its zenith. Besides Ford, it owned a pile of brands like Mercury, Lincoln, Aston Martin, Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover. However, the more brands it had, the lower its profit, and it even began to face significant financial crises.

Ford’s own financial department estimated that in the coming years, Ford’s losses would become increasingly large, and its financial crisis would become increasingly severe, until it dragged Ford into a desperate situation.

At this time, Ford was like a once-successful middle-aged person, but burdened by a large group of unmotivated children. These children weren’t truly trying to live off their parents; it was just that Ford itself hadn’t educated them well or planned a successful path for them, resulting in these children having to rely on Ford to support them.

If it were truly a father-son relationship, Ford would never even consider shaking off the burden. But the key is, running an enterprise isn’t like a father-son relationship. Regardless of whose fault it was that these sub-brands were unmotivated, for Ford, since it couldn’t help them improve, the best solution was to quickly get rid of all these burdens.

In this way, not only would there be no more burdens, but selling off the sub-brands would also bring in some money to recover.

Since last year, the automotive industry had not been too good, especially for old-brand automotive enterprises like Ford and source code. Their systems were bloated, internal friction was severe, quality control was insufficient, product composure / state of mind was weak, and sales networks had significant flaws. All their businesses were like a tangled mess that couldn’t be untangled and could only be cut off.

Given the current general trend, although Ford very much wanted to sell off several sub-brands, it hadn’t found a suitable opportunity to sell them. From Ford’s perspective, at this stage, it was unlikely that any automotive enterprise would be interested in the brands it held, because these brands had already become bad assets.

Now, these sub-brands were like giant babies with no profit capability, but with remarkably large appetites. Any enterprise that wanted to buy them would not only have to spend a large amount of cash on acquisition, but the first thing they would have to do after acquiring them was to continue feeding these giant babies. Otherwise, if the supply of food was cut off and the giant babies died, all investments would go down the drain.

Who would add a few more mouths to feed in this economic situation?

Calling them giant babies was a polite description; in truth, these sub-brands were like giant ten-thousand-ton beasts that would ride on the neck of whoever bought them. If one had the ability to stand up to them, everything would be fine, but if one couldn’t, these giant babies could immediately crush him to death.

However, Ford never dreamed that someone would actually want to acquire its sub-brands in such an economic situation, and what’s more, they wanted to buy three at once.

When Davidson relayed Li Mu’s intention to Bill Ford Jr., Ford’s Chairman of the Board, Bill Ford Jr., the current helm of the Goldberg Family, was so astonished his jaw nearly dislocated.

He couldn’t believe that Li Mu, a representative figure at the forefront of the high-tech industry, would be interested in the traditional manufacturing industry.

He had indeed had contact with those rich internet moguls in Silicon Valley. These people were extremely arrogant, with their eyes practically glued to the tops of their heads. Each one was a self-proclaimed expert, wishing they could write “Morality” on their shoes to tell you they always stood on the moral vantage point.

Bill Ford Jr. found those Silicon Valley people particularly uninteresting. Although some of the things they did were truly impressive, these people were genuinely uninteresting.

Generally, if you talked to them about the oil industries, they would talk to you about the greenhouse effect; if you discussed national will, they would talk about LGBTQ equal rights; if you talked about Ford cars, they would talk about the Prius. In their eyes, the Prius was the future direction of the automotive industry, and all traditional cars were demons causing global warming.

Bill Ford Jr. detested such jerks the most. They were all Americans, who the hell didn’t know who?

You usually lived in villas costing over fifty million dollars in the Bay Area, and these villas consumed thousands of kilowatt-hours of electricity a day. Burning how much fossil fuel did it take to generate those thousands of kilowatt-hours of electricity? Yet you drive a Prius out the door and come to talk to me about environmental protection? About global warming? Damn it, get out of here.

Because he knew so many jerks like this, Bill Ford Jr. was very dissatisfied with the wealthy people of Silicon Valley and the internet. Of course, he also understood that those people were equally dissatisfied with him.

This was also why he couldn’t understand why Li Mu, as the top figure in the internet industry, would be interested in the traditional automotive industry.

This seemed to go against his persona!

Moreover, wasn’t Li Mu’s appetite a bit too aggressive? Jaguar, Land Rover, Volvo—he wanted to pack them all up and take them?

It felt like a vegetarian suddenly came up to him, pointed at a pig, a cow, and an elephant, and said, “Excuse me, how much are these three? I promise I’ll eat them all in one go.”

He was stunned for a long time before confirming with Davidson, “Davidson, you’re not kidding me, are you? Li Mu wants to buy three of my brands?”

“I’m not kidding you,” Davidson said. “I was entrusted by Li Mu to make introductions for him. If you’re interested, I can arrange a time for both parties to sit down and talk.”

Bill Ford Jr. couldn’t help but ask, “Davidson, we’ve known each other for a long time. Can you tell me why Li Mu is interested in the traditional automotive industry?”

“I don’t know either…” Davidson said seriously. “I also advised Li Mu that the automotive industry isn’t very good right now, and compared to the internet industry, it has no advantages. It requires a lot of capital, has a long payback period, and higher operating risks. But Li Mu doesn’t seem to care.”

Then, Davidson added, “He should have some interest in the automotive industry, I think it might be a personal hobby.”

“Personal hobby…” Bill Ford Jr. couldn’t help but say, “If it’s a personal hobby, wouldn’t it be great to buy Aston Martin? The price isn’t expensive, and it produces performance cars.”

Davidson chuckled, “What? From what you’re saying, you’re not considering selling? If not, I’ll tell Li Mu.”

“No, no, no.” Bill Ford Jr. hurriedly said, “Everything is negotiable. Since Li Mu is interested, I can talk to him, or we can each send someone to meet first and see each other’s intentions. In principle, as long as the price is right, all of Ford’s assets have the potential for selling.”

Davidson said, “In that case, I’ll relay your exact words to Li Mu. You can communicate first, and then see how to arrange things next.”

“Good!” Bill Ford Jr. said with a smile, “Then I’ll trouble you to relay the message for me.”

After hanging up the phone, Bill Ford Jr. immediately punched the air excitedly and blurted out, “YES!”

Then, he immediately pressed the speakerphone and speed dial on the landline phone on his desk. Once connected, he immediately said, “Lauren, have the board members in the group come to my office immediately.”

A few minutes later, the Ford Group’s board members arrived sequentially at Bill Ford Jr.’s office.

Although the Ford Motor Group was an IPO enterprise, the Ford Goldberg Family still held over seventy percent of the shares through various channels. Strictly speaking, this was a family business. Therefore, no matter who the CEO was in any given term, they were merely professional managers hired by the Ford Goldberg Family and had no independent decision-making power on truly significant matters.

Because of this, those who came to Bill Ford Jr.’s office were basically all direct members of the Ford Goldberg Family; most were surnamed Ford, and a few were distant relatives of the Ford Goldberg Family, cousins, or son-in-law.

Bill Ford Jr.’s office covered an area of over two hundred square meters, and even with a dozen or so people coming in consecutively, it didn’t feel crowded at all.

After confirming that all the board members who were in the company today were present, Bill Ford Jr. began, “I’ve asked you to come here because I have some news to announce.”

At this point, Bill Ford Jr. paused slightly and, without further delay, got straight to the point: “Li Mu, the founder and Chairman of the Board of Muye Technology, expressed an acquisition intention to me through Davidson of the Goldberg Family. He is interested in Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover, three brands under our group, and intends to pack them all.”

As soon as these words left his mouth, everyone was dumbfounded.

The reason for their surprise was the same as Bill Ford Jr.’s, so everyone started to speculate, with some even suspecting it was a prank.

However, Bill Ford Jr. interrupted their discussion and said, “I know Davidson quite well; he definitely wouldn’t make something out of nothing. As for Li Mu, this person has so many enterprises, it’s impossible for him to have time to play pranks on us. From his market value, his time is more valuable than ours.”

Someone immediately said, “Li Mu is a fool with too much money. Why don’t we seize the opportunity to blackmail him severely?”

Bill Ford Jr. countered, “Do you think you’re smarter than Li Mu? Blackmail him? If he could be blackmailed so easily, he wouldn’t have his current market value. I’ve only heard of Li Mu hitting others for money, but I’ve never heard of anyone being able to hit him for money. If you don’t believe me, just look at Google.”

The Ford Goldberg Family member who had just been eager to seize the opportunity to blackmail Li Mu immediately wilted.

Bill Ford Jr. was right; if Li Mu were a played the fool who anyone could blackmail, his company wouldn’t have reached its current stage.

On the contrary, Li Mu was practically a shrewd individual, calculating others with exceptional precision. Trying to blackmail him would surely result in one’s own misfortune.

At this point, Bill Ford Jr. added, “I called you here not to ask for your opinions, but to inform you of this matter and my stance. As long as Li Mu offers the right price, we will sell these three brands immediately!”





Chapter 1708: Creating Stories

Ford quickly provided Li Mu with a definite reply through Davidson. In their response, Ford clearly stated that the three brands—Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo—could all be considered for sale.

As for more specific issues, Ford hoped to have a face-to-face meeting with Li Mu, or for both sides to first send representatives for a simple consultation.

Li Mu immediately thought of sending Elon Musk to lead the charge. Elon Musk was one of Silicon Valley’s top persuaders, and entrusting this matter to him would certainly be fine; in fact, it might even be more effective than if Li Mu himself were to step in.

Conveniently, Elon Musk was already in the United States. He could take some time to fly to Ford’s headquarters city to start the first round of negotiation.

So, Li Mu called Elon Musk again, asking him to go to the city where Ford’s headquarters was located over the weekend and directly meet with Ford’s representatives on Monday morning.

Over the phone, Li Mu made several requests to Elon Musk:

First, Ford must be required to transfer all assets under the three brands, including hidden assets like patent technology.

Second, Ford must ensure that eighty percent of the core team of these three brands would not leave their positions within three years after Muye Technology’s acquisition. Likewise, Muye Technology would also guarantee that the employees of these three brands would receive salaries and benefits no lower than the industry standard.

Third, payment must be made in installments. Regardless of the final acquisition amount agreed upon, Muye Technology would pay it over five years: thirty-five percent in the first year, twenty-five percent in the second, twenty percent in the third, and ten percent each for the remaining fourth and fifth years. In other words, starting from 2004, payments would continue until the opening of the Beijing Olympics.

If Ford could agree to these three points, then they could continue further discussions; if not, there was no need to continue the negotiation.

If that failed, they could also consider talking to Daimler about acquiring some of Chrysler’s brands.

Daimler and Chrysler had truly suffered after their merge. Chrysler had no ability to make money, but it was far ahead of the competition in its ability to accumulate debt. It was said that DaimlerChrysler’s current market value was even lower than Daimler’s own market value before the merge.

Daimler certainly wouldn’t sell Mercedes-Benz to Li Mu, but Chrysler, Jeep, and Dodge should be fine.

As for the acquisition price, Li Mu naturally wouldn’t let Elon Musk take charge of the negotiation, and he himself couldn’t make the final decision immediately. The team Li Mu had asked Elon Musk to assemble earlier was precisely for this purpose. Such a large-scale acquisition would take at least about one year for the entire process. Once the intent was reached, Li Mu could slowly probe their bottom line and combine it with their quotation to formulate the acquisition pricing strategy.

Elon Musk, naturally, was obedient. Upon receiving Li Mu’s call, he immediately began preparing his trip.

After entrusting the negotiation with Ford to Elon Musk, Li Mu focused his attention on Panda Bear.

As Panda Bear’s reputation soared, Chengdu became the biggest beneficiary. The number of guests surged, tourism revenue skyrocketed, and even local housing prices soared overnight.

Back then, Zhao Lei’s song “Chengdu” on “I Am a Singer” single-handedly sent Chengdu’s housing prices skyrocketing, not to mention Panda Bear’s global brainwash-style promotional marketing.

Panda Bear made the city world-famous overnight, becoming the most desired city for global guests in 2004.

Many hotel groups also focused their attention on Chengdu. All at once, more than ten hotel groups were preparing to open branches or expand operations in Chengdu, and tourism capital from other sectors also poured into Chengdu.

Even Sichuan Airlines was actively applying for loans and government subsidies, hoping to expand its aircraft fleet size as quickly as possible to fully utilize Chengdu as its base and fully enjoy this period of benefits.

Currently, Muye Technology’s market team has also reached a consensus with the Chengdu Municipal Government to develop Panda Bear into Chengdu’s most important visual element for the future.

That is to say, in the future, Panda Bear’s image will be overwhelming throughout Chengdu. When guests arrive in Chengdu, they are guaranteed to see Panda Bear as soon as they open their eyes.

This replicated Kumamoto Prefecture’s methods from back then. In Kumamoto, Kumamon was also overwhelming. Traveling to Kumamoto Prefecture was like immersing oneself in an ocean of Kumamon.

At the same time, Muye Technology did not cease its crackdown on pirated infringement. Currently, nationwide market supervision departments are closely following pirated Panda Bear products, to the extent that it’s now almost impossible to buy any pirated Panda Bear related goods.

The entire Yiwu small commodities market seemed to be under a spell. It was originally full of Kumamon-related products, but now there is no trace of them whatsoever.

From producing to wholesale to retail, every link was being monitored by market supervision departments, which led to the severance of the monetization chain for pirated goods.

For example, if a small workshop wanted to take a risk and continue producing some pirated Panda Bear goods to gain illegal interests, it would be difficult for them to find wholesalers who would still dare to distribute pirated Panda Bear goods, and even harder to find dispersed retailers across local areas.

If some intermediate wholesaler wanted to take a risk, they would go to their upstream. The upstream factories might not dare to start production, and the downstream partners might not dare to accept the goods.

If a grassroots retailer wanted to take a risk, it would be even more troublesome. They are insignificant and would want to sell goods but couldn’t get any.

Therefore, once the production, wholesale, and retail chain is broken, pirated goods lose their soil for existence.

Having resolved the detrimental impact of pirated goods, Li Mu decided to continue deepening Panda Bear’s influence.

For him, Panda Bear was a super Hot IP, but currently, while its popularity was high, its content still had a significant lack.

This character currently only had a few cartoon characters and two sets of real-person animated stickers.

To sustain Panda Bear’s popularity, not only did collaboration with top brands need to continue, but new cartoon characters, new animated stickers, and even more offline promotional marketing activities also needed to be launched.

Li Mu was well aware that a good IP would suffer greatly if its content was short and scarce.

In contrast, looking at how Western countries and Japan operate Hot IPs, a TV series, as long as its ratings are good enough, can be filmed season after season. A manga can also reach several hundred episodes. This is the key to strengthening an IP.

Li Mu felt that the Panda Bear image was somewhat thin because it only had an image and actions, with no story behind it.

Since there was no story, he would create some stories for it!

The first thing Li Mu thought of was to invest in a Panda Bear animated series.

Like Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf, or Boonie Bears, he would create a worldview, a persona, and a background for Panda Bear, then string them together with a main plot and countless small stories.

If it were to be made into an animated film, setting it in a modern background would be unsuitable because once integrated into a modern background, it would inevitably involve interacting with humans, as humans are the creators of modern society.

Li Mu didn’t want a cartoon animal character to interact with modern humans. It would be better to set it in a world without humans, populated entirely by animals.

As soon as he thought of this, Li Mu immediately recalled “Zootopia” and “Kung Fu Panda”.

The movie “Zootopia” was quite new, and its animal worldview was very vast, almost every imaginable animal was present, and the protagonist was a rabbit who dreamed of becoming a police officer.

Li Mu couldn’t remember which year “Kung Fu Panda” was released, but he still vividly remembered its plot.

It not only featured a Panda named Po, but also Po’s adoptive father, a duck, as well as distinct characters like a turtle, a tiger, a crane, a mantis, a viper, a monkey, a rhinoceros, and a red panda. The architecture of its animal world was not as complex as “Zootopia”, but because it integrated China’s unique wuxia style, it appeared exceptionally rich.

Comparing the two, “Kung Fu Panda”’s theme was more suitable for Panda Bear.

Moreover, “Kung Fu Panda” itself was set against an ancient China background integrated with wuxia style, making the Chinese elements even stronger.

In Li Mu’s mind, a rough draft had already taken shape.

This rough draft comprised two steps. The first step was to borrow the setting of “Kung Fu Panda”. The background would be a small Town in the mountains of China, where various animals lived, including a Panda named Po.

Po was the only Panda in the Town, and his father was a duck who ran a noodle shop. At this time, Po had just come of age, nurturing a dream of becoming a Master of kung fu.

The subsequent plot progression would also entirely follow the established approach of “Kung Fu Panda”.

However, this was only the first step.

The second step was to push the story’s timeline forward.

“Kung Fu Panda” began with Po as a young adult, detailing his journey to becoming a kung fu Master, and then delving into his and his clan’s special background.

The second step would specifically depict stories that occurred in the Town when Po was a young Panda. This could be set up similar to “Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf”, taking a younger audience approach, attracting viewers through episodic stories.

This way, “Kung Fu Panda” would capture the big screen, as well as the children, teenagers, and adult markets.

Meanwhile, “Young Po” would capture the small screen at home, targeting the children and teenagers market.

Thinking of this, Li Mu suddenly remembered that “Kung Fu Panda” seemed to be a DreamWorks production.

DreamWorks belonged to Steven Spielberg!

So, Li Mu immediately called Steven Spielberg.

They were old acquaintances. Why not let his DreamWorks create a large animated film for his Panda Bear? Both sides would get what they needed – wouldn’t that be wonderful?

The call connected, and Steven Spielberg seemed somewhat excited to receive Li Mu’s call.

After exchanging pleasantries for a while, Li Mu got straight to the point, saying, “Steven, I called because there’s something I’d like your help with.”

Steven Spielberg quickly replied, “Mr. Li, you don’t need to be so polite with me. Just say what you need.”

Li Mu said, “I recently launched a cartoon character called Panda Bear. You must have heard of it, right?”

Steven Spielberg smiled, “Of course. Not only have I heard of it, but I’m personally a fan of Panda Bear.”

“That’s great,” Li Mu said. “Here’s the thing. I’d like to customize a series of major animated films for Panda Bear. Your DreamWorks is an expert at animated films. Are you interested in making a big movie about Panda Bear?”

“Panda Bear?” Steven Spielberg subconsciously said, “We just started a new project at the end of last year, which is panda-themed. The art department has already begun visual design.”

Li Mu quickly pressed, “What project? Is it convenient to reveal the name?”

Steven Spielberg said, “The tentative title is ‘Kung Fu Panda’.”





Chapter 1709: Asserting One’s Authority

““Kung Fu Panda”?”

Li Mu was startled by Steven Spielberg’s words.

He had originally thought that Kung Fu Panda would not be released for at least another two to three years, but unexpectedly, DreamWorks had already begun the art design work for Kung Fu Panda last year. This meant that the entire project for Kung Fu Panda was no longer just on paper; it was very likely that the entire film’s plot had already been finalized.

Li Mu hurriedly pressed him, “Steven, can you tell me about the story setting for Kung Fu Panda?”

Steven Spielberg smiled and said, “Kung Fu Panda is an animated film set in China, and its main character is the Panda Bear, a national treasure unique to China. In our film, the protagonist is a Panda Bear deeply obsessed with kung fu who accidentally gets caught up in a martial arts dispute and ultimately becomes a martial arts master.”

Li Mu laughed and asked him, “Have the character designs been finalized?”

“Not yet,” Steven Spielberg said. “We are currently focusing on the film’s scene design. Since it needs to incorporate strong Chinese elements, our art team is traveling throughout China to find suitable landscape material. Once they return, they will begin working on character design.”

Li Mu said, “I don’t think you need to bother. I’ll directly authorize you to use the Panda Bear image. What do you think about having Panda Bear portray your Kung Fu Panda?”

“Panda Bear?” Steven Spielberg exclaimed, “Oh my goodness! Why didn’t I think of that before!”

He said, his voice filled with delight, “Using Panda Bear would greatly benefit both of us. Not only can we directly leverage Panda Bear’s fan base, but we can also create a substantial backstory for Panda Bear.”

Li Mu silently praised him. Steven Spielberg indeed had sharp insight, immediately pinpointing both parties’ pain points.

For DreamWorks, creating a new story often lacked a foundation and a pre-existing fan base. The only thing that could gather followers was DreamWorks’ own reputation. However, if this story was given a setting with a strong fan base, then the story would naturally acquire a powerful fan base.

Panda Bear had hundreds of millions of followers globally. If its image could genuinely be used to create this film, then as soon as the news was released, countless people would likely be waiting to enter movie theaters to see it.

Just as Steven Spielberg was about to agree immediately, he suddenly realized a very serious issue.

Copyright.

If DreamWorks were to independently develop Kung Fu Panda according to its original plan, then undoubtedly, all copyrights for the entire film would belong to DreamWorks, especially the core protagonist, the Panda Bear itself, which was a major copyright that could be extensively developed. However, if they collaborated with Li Mu, then the copyright for Kung Fu Panda’s most important protagonist would belong to Li Mu. They couldn’t possibly not have the copyright for the core character in their own hands, could they? Otherwise, their future derivative value would be cut off.

Thinking of this, Steven Spielberg hastily asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, if we cooperate, how should we handle the copyright issue?”

Li Mu said, “First, I will grant you free authorization to use the Panda Bear image rights. At the same time, I won’t take a single cent from your box office revenue. Moreover, I can give you authorization for three major films at once, all free of charge. However, regarding copyright, the copyright for this film will belong to you, and the image rights for other characters in this film will also belong to you, but the copyright for Panda Bear will belong to me.”

Steven Spielberg hesitated for a moment.

As a successful Jewish businessman, he was very sensitive to the distribution of interests. Although Li Mu was giving the copyright for free, not taking a share of the box office, and even authorizing three films at once, he still felt uncomfortable, because he knew that if he lacked the copyright for the core protagonist, the copyrights for other characters would lose their development value.

For example, if he wanted to cooperate with Universal Studios to set up a Kung Fu Panda attraction, but he didn’t own the copyright for the Kung Fu Panda protagonist, Panda Bear, how could that attraction continue operating? Even if it did, wouldn’t the visitors be very disappointed?

Thinking this, Steven Spielberg couldn’t help but say, “Mr. Li, if we don’t have the protagonist’s copyright, our losses would be too great…”

Li Mu retorted, “Your losses? Steven, you can’t just consider what you lose without considering what you gain. The image rights for Panda Bear are valuable to you. Have you considered how much additional box office revenue you could generate? If you developed Kung Fu Panda yourselves, could you achieve four hundred million or five hundred million dollars in global box office?”

Steven Spielberg awkwardly said, “That cannot be confirmed. Four or five hundred million dollars in global box office is already considered very successful.”

Li Mu retorted, “If you had the Panda Bear image, would four or five hundred million dollars in global box office still be a problem?”

“This…” Steven Spielberg fell into contemplation.

Li Mu then added, “If you initially made three films and hoped to achieve one billion dollars in box office, then I believe if Panda Bear were the protagonist, the combined box office for your three films would be at least one billion five hundred million dollars or more. I never said I wanted a share of that money.”

As he spoke, Li Mu’s tone grew a few shades sterner. “Steven, sometimes, it’s not suitable to be a one hundred percent businessman. Just like our previous collaborations, when I cooperated with you, I treated you as a friend. That’s why when you wanted to partner with Muying Ticketing System, I readily agreed. Did I ever complain about you taking a share of my profit?”

Steven Spielberg’s voice immediately tensed, and he hastily explained, “Mr. Li, you’ve misunderstood. I didn’t mean that. I also consider you a friend. It’s just that my mind wasn’t thinking clearly just now. I am truly sorry.”

Then, Steven Spielberg quickly added, “Then let’s go with the method you just mentioned. You authorize us the copyright for Panda Bear, and we’ll use it as the protagonist of Kung Fu Panda.”

Li Mu’s voice turned somewhat cold. “Steven, I’ve changed my mind a bit. How about this: other terms remain unchanged, but I will invest in thirty percent of this film.”

An investment of thirty percent meant taking a thirty percent stake. Future box office revenue after the film’s release would mean Li Mu would take thirty percent. For a project with uncertain profitability, having someone invest is a good thing. But for a project that is one hundred percent certain to make money, having someone invest is very awkward—it’s like someone cutting off thirty percent of a cake you were just about to eat.

However, Steven Spielberg could not refuse.

He had already realized that Li Mu was somewhat annoyed by his haggling.

He also genuinely regretted that he had, without thinking, unreservedly displayed his true nature as a businessman to Li Mu.

Now, Li Mu seemed to have quite a bit of an issue with him.

Steven Spielberg hadn’t expected that at his advanced age, he would still be swayed by a young man’s emotions. But there was no alternative; the inherent nature of a businessman, to seek profit, compelled him to crave even more interests, despite already possessing a billionaire fortune. And Li Mu represented even more, greater interests; he absolutely could not afford to lose this most valuable resource line.

So, although his heart was bleeding, he still agreed without hesitation, saying, “Mr. Li, let’s proceed as you suggested. I have no objections.”

“Mm.” Only then did Li Mu seem slightly more satisfied. He coughed and said to Steven Spielberg, “There’s an ancient saying in China: ‘If others respect me one Chi, I will respect them ten Zhang.’ The relationship between a Chi and a Zhang is that the latter is ten times the former.”

Steven Spielberg immediately said, “I understand what you mean. Please rest assured, I will always remember that saying in the future.”

Li Mu hummed, thinking to himself that no matter how virtuous and highly skilled a Hollywood old artist might be, at their core, they couldn’t escape the essence of a businessman. In front of a pure businessman, “daddy” had nothing to do with age, only with how much money one had.

Immediately, Li Mu continued, “Alright, tomorrow, send someone to China. Bring the script with you and personally tell me about the story’s plot and worldview settings. Also, bring the investment contract. If there’s no problem, we’ll sign the contract.”

In fact, Li Mu knew the story background and plot setting of Kung Fu Panda, but the reason he asked Steven Spielberg to send someone to travel all the way from America to personally introduce it to him was to put on the airs of a Bigwig.

Li Mu even felt that he had been a little too “approachable” with Steven Spielberg before, making him truly think of himself as an equal. To haggle over such a small matter, he simply had to assert his authority and let Steven Spielberg know that he was in a completely different league.

As long as he still wanted to make money by following him, or leverage his resource lines, no matter how old or how great an artist he was, he had to honestly put away his sharp edges and calculations. Otherwise, all future cooperation would immediately cease, and Li Mu would turn around and support his competitors, making him suffer immensely.

Steven Spielberg’s mind worked quickly. As soon as he heard that Li Mu wanted him to send someone, he immediately said, “Mr. Li, how about I go myself tomorrow?”

Li Mu feigned concern, “Aren’t you busy with the post-production of Flying Tigers? Do you have time to come over? If not, just send someone. It’s a small matter, you don’t need to make the trip yourself.”

Steven Spielberg, at this point, no longer dared to take the hint to back down. He immediately said very firmly, “Please rest assured, I have time. I don’t need to personally oversee the post-production constantly.”

Speaking of which, Steven Spielberg added, “I’ll rush over as early as possible tomorrow, hoping to meet you in Beijing in twenty-four hours.”

“Good.”

With the conversation reaching this point, Li Mu naturally wouldn’t continue to be falsely polite with him. He simply said indifferently, “If you land in Beijing during business hours, come directly to Muye Technology to find me.”

Under normal circumstances, Li Mu would definitely arrange for Muye Technology’s motorcade to pick him up at the airport. But now, since Steven Spielberg had displeased him, he would receive no special treatment. He would have to find his own way there!





Chapter 1710: Panda

Although Li Mu was a businessman, he preferred partners with a warmer personal touch compared to those thoroughgoing Western businessmen.

Li Mu generally recoiled from those who were overly calculating. It wasn’t because he was petty; it was simply a personal preference.

When you wanted to bring friends together for a mutually beneficial endeavor, but the other party was only focused on their personal agenda, that feeling was indeed very irritating.

Based on the foundation of Kung Fu Panda, its profit margin and future derivative value wouldn’t be exceptionally high. However, if they could incorporate the Panda Bear‘s reputation, coupled with the resources he provided, DreamWorks’ box office revenue and profits would significantly increase. Not only would the box office for a single film surge, but the entire film series would also have greater room for development in its future sequels.

Many films, due to a lack of staying power, could only manage two or three installments before production halted. However, many others, like Fast & Furious, could continue to be made indefinitely, with their box office revenue steadily increasing.

Unlike live-action films, the further they progressed, the higher their production costs became. For example, with a series like Fast & Furious, the lead actors initially had little reputation; they’d eagerly sign for hundreds of thousands of US dollars in film fees. It was even joked in Guo Degang’s crosstalk that one could get the job done just by carrying two bags of flour.

However, as the films became more popular and the sequels proliferated, the lead actors’ market value soared, and the film’s costs naturally skyrocketed.

In the production of American TV series, for shows exceeding three to five seasons, the lead actors’ salaries often had to be adjusted multiple times. There were even frequent instances of lead actors threatening to strike to demand higher film fees.

Conversely, for animated films, the more sequels produced, the lower the costs became.

This was because the costs for character personas, background, worldview settings, art design, visual element design, and model building in animated films were a one-time investment. As more sequels were produced, these costs became increasingly diluted.

It was like the mold development costs in industry: building a single mold could cost hundreds of thousands to millions. If only one product was manufactured, it would certainly be prohibitively expensive, with the mold cost alone accounting for hundreds of thousands to millions.

But if ten were produced, the mold costs would drop to mere tens of thousands or over a hundred thousand.

If DreamWorks were willing to cooperate with him for mutual benefit, their profit margin would undoubtedly be much greater than if they went it alone. Furthermore, every successful collaboration would pave the way for more and larger partnerships, and he would provide them with even more resources and opportunities in the future. But if they were calculating right from the start, it would be better to just tell them to get lost early on.

Steven Spielberg also realized the seriousness of the problem. After realizing that Li Mu was somewhat upset with him, he immediately chartered a flight to Beijing, preparing to personally apologize to Li Mu. At the same time, he also brought the complete outline, settings, and script for Kung Fu Panda.

Li Mu truly hadn’t sent anyone to pick him up; he hadn’t even asked when Steven Spielberg would arrive.

Steven Spielberg hurried all the way to China. The first thing he did after getting off the plane that morning was to head straight to Muye Technology.

Steven Spielberg was, after all, a world-renowned director and a billionaire worth over a hundred million. He quietly arrived in China, not daring to display any grandeur. He simply wore a baseball cap and took a car to Muye Technology. He hadn’t even contacted Li Mu, but instead went directly to the Front Desk.

Muye Technology’s Front Desk usually had at least four people on duty simultaneously: three offering Chinese service, and one specifically providing English service.

Seeing that an old White man had arrived, the Front Desk staff member providing English service smiled and asked, “Hello, how may I help you?”

Steven Spielberg touched the brim of his baseball cap and said, “Hello, I’d like to see your President Li.”

The Front Desk attendant didn’t recognize him at first. When he said he wanted to see Li Mu, she simply asked as a matter of routine, “May I ask your name? Do you have an appointment?”

Steven Spielberg said, “My name is Steven Spielberg. I had a verbal arrangement with Mr. Li previously.”

“Steven Spielberg…” The Front Desk attendant froze for a moment, then carefully looked for a few seconds before recognizing that the person standing before her was indeed the renowned Hollywood director, Steven Spielberg.

She was too surprised to speak, while Steven Spielberg felt a little awkward. He coughed and said, “Could you please inform him of my arrival?”

The Front Desk attendant then came to her senses and hurriedly said, “Oh, I’m sorry. Please wait a moment while I make a call to inquire.”

With that, the Front Desk attendant immediately picked up the phone, called Li Ziwei’s office, and said, “Sister Ziwei, Mr. Steven Spielberg is at the Front Desk; he wants to see President Li.”

Li Ziwei said, “I understand. Tell him to wait a moment; I’ll inform President Li.”

“Okay.”

Li Ziwei quickly walked to Li Mu’s office, knocked, and opened the door to tell Li Mu, “President Li, Director Steven Spielberg has arrived.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Let him come up.”

A moment later, Steven Spielberg was led upstairs by a staff member.

The moment he saw Li Mu, Steven Spielberg immediately stepped forward and, with an apologetic expression, said, “Mr. Li, I am truly sorry for what happened before; it was my oversight.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “Steven, we’re all friends. There’s no need to be so polite. Please, have a seat.”

Upon hearing “we’re all friends,” Steven Spielberg’s face burned even hotter. He didn’t know if Li Mu had said that intentionally or unintentionally, but hearing it, he felt exceptionally ashamed.

He quickly recited the speech he had prepared throughout his journey. “Mr. Li, I later reflected carefully and only then realized the importance of win-win cooperation. In fact, Muye Technology’s willingness to let us use the Panda Bear image for a film is, in itself, something highly beneficial to us.”

Li Mu nodded, saying languidly, “It’s fine as long as you’ve thought it through. Otherwise, you’ll always think I’m trying to trick you.”

“How could that be!” Steven Spielberg quickly said, “I never worried that President Li would deceive us. It’s just that at the time, I was too optimistic about the subsequent value of the copyright. After careful reconsideration, President Li, the collaborative plan you proposed is indeed the most suitable.”

“Mm.” Li Mu nodded faintly and asked, “So what are your thoughts now?”

Steven Spielberg quickly replied, “My thoughts now are very simple: I hope to cooperate with Muye Technology to expand and strengthen the Panda Bear IP.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and asked, “Did you bring the script and other materials?”

Steven Spielberg nodded while pulling a printed document from his bag and handing it to Li Mu. “President Li, these are the story-related materials. Please have a look.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, opened the first page, and saw a line of text: “The protagonist of the story is a panda named Po?”

Steven Spielberg nodded and said, “That’s right, he’s the main protagonist.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Can you change the name to Panda?”

“Panda? What does that mean?”





Chapter 1711: Everything At Your Command

To make it easier for Li Mu to read, the script Steven Spielberg brought was a Chinese version, so the protagonist, Po, was translated as ‘Po’.

Li Mu wasn’t very fond of this name. Although simple, for a Chinese name, it was too common, lacking any distinctiveness, no different from calling someone “any cat or dog.”

The term “Panda” (胖达) was a later online term. It was a transliteration of the English name “Panda” and skillfully incorporated a Chinese meaning, especially the character for ‘fat’ (胖), which perfectly describes a panda.

As for whether foreign audiences could understand the meaning of “Panda”, Li Mu wasn’t concerned. It would naturally be best if they could, but if not, it wouldn’t affect them much, as ‘Po’ and ‘Panda’ were pretty much the same to them.

Steven Spielberg also knew that overseas audiences wouldn’t care what a panda’s Chinese name was, just as Chinese audiences wouldn’t care if an American was named Tom or Jack.

So, he readily agreed, saying, “Mr. Li, all of these can be arranged according to your requests.”

Li Mu nodded, then added, “There’s one more thing: I hope the place name in the movie can be changed to ‘Wo Long Town’. For this, please try not to transliterate it, but to translate its meaning. Westerners should know that the name of this place is ‘Crouching Dragon’.”

The Wo Long Giant Panda Breeding Center is currently China’s largest national-level giant panda breeding center, not far from Chengdu. Li Mu wanted to incorporate this real place name into the film.

After the audience watched the movie, they would be told that there really was a place called Wo Long Town in Bashu, China, and that it not only had a giant panda conservation area but also China’s largest giant panda breeding base.

He believed that at that time, Wo Long Town would become renowned across the world because of this movie.

And the tourist routes for Wo Long Town, and even the entire Bashu region, would receive a huge boost and development as a result.

Steven Spielberg naturally had no objections. Since it was a Chinese place name anyway, whatever it was called didn’t matter, and Wo Long was indeed a good name.

Immediately, Steven Spielberg said, “Mr. Li, the protagonist is named Panda, and the place is called Wo Long. I’ve noted that down and will have them change it as soon as I get back.”

Li Mu nodded, briefly flipped through the script, and found that it was no different from the Kung Fu Panda he had seen in his past life. He then curiously inquired, “How long have you been working on this script? You seem to have a rather deep understanding of Chinese culture.”

Steven Spielberg explained, “This concept actually emerged quite early. DreamWorks has always preferred to create innovative things, so we felt that integrating Chinese culture and elements into Hollywood animated films would have significant market potential.”

Steven Spielberg continued, “In 1998, Disney released Mulan. I personally really liked that animated film, but from a commercial perspective, the story had almost no recognition in the United States and lacked a sufficient fan base, so the overall box office performance wasn’t very ideal.”

Li Mu nodded in agreement, saying, “China has countless ancient legends and stories. While these are very famous within China, their recognition abroad is indeed severely lacking.”

Steven Spielberg said, “Actually, in my opinion, among the cultural elements China has exported to the West, the two with the strongest public support are Kung Fu and pandas. The representative figure of Kung Fu is Bruce Lee, who is probably the most famous Chinese celebrity in the United States. As for pandas, it goes without saying; in the United States, although many people haven’t seen a panda, no one doesn’t know what a panda is, and no one dislikes pandas. So, I wanted to combine Kung Fu and pandas. This way, we can lay a strong foundation of public support for the film.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “If you change the protagonist to the image of a Panda Bear, the public support will be even stronger.”

“Exactly!” Steven Spielberg quickly said, “If we use the Panda Bear image, the film will have three major elements: Kung Fu, pandas, and Panda Bear. I believe it will be a huge box office success.”

Li Mu looked at Steven Spielberg and asked with a smile, “Then, regarding the cooperation model I mentioned earlier, Steven, do you have any objections?”

Steven Spielberg immediately said, “Mr. Li, I have no objections to your cooperation model.”

“Good.” Li Mu nodded with satisfaction, saying, “Since that’s the case, we will draft a contract. The specific cooperation terms are: I will grant the Panda Bear image to Kung Fu Panda for free, and at the same time, I will subscribe to 30% of Kung Fu Panda’s equity. Based on this, I will not limit the number of installments DreamWorks produces for Kung Fu Panda, but there is a precondition.”

Steven Spielberg had been worried that if Li Mu only authorized three films, and the movie exploded in popularity, he might not be willing to authorize more after the third, meaning the film couldn’t continue.

Now, Li Mu was willing to open up the number of installments, which was absolutely great news for DreamWorks.

So, he quickly pressed Li Mu, “Mr. Li, what is your precondition? Please speak freely!”

Li Mu said, “First, I retain the right to invest 30% in every Kung Fu Panda installment.”

Steven Spielberg said without hesitation, “That’s not a problem!”

Li Mu continued, “Secondly, the plot for Kung Fu Panda sequels needs to be reviewed by me in advance.”

Steven Spielberg agreed, saying, “President Li, rest assured, subsequent scripts will definitely be sent to you for review, and I will fully consider your opinions.”

“Good.” Li Mu then said, “The third point is that the copyright of the Panda Bear itself is 100% owned by Muye Technology. Therefore, if you wish to develop derivative copyrights for Kung Fu Panda that involve the Panda Bear image, you must first submit an application to me. If I agree, Muye Technology will hold 30% of the copyright for the derivative development of the Panda Bear; if I don’t agree, you cannot use it.”

“Of course!” Steven Spielberg nodded repeatedly, saying, “I completely respect your wishes on this point, President Li. Everything is at your command.”

Steven Spielberg had also learned to be more humble now. He used to think friends were friends and business was business, but he finally understood that Li Mu wouldn’t pay him any mind if he approached things that way.

For Li Mu, he also couldn’t accept the kind of situation where he’d pay for someone’s meal, but then if he asked for a cigarette, they’d charge him for it. Fortunately, Steven Spielberg corrected himself in time; otherwise, Li Mu would have simply discarded him from his upcoming Hollywood strategy.

After all, Hollywood wasn’t just Steven Spielberg; there were countless great directors and film companies. As long as he had money and resources, the entire Hollywood could become his private garden.





Chapter 1712: The Amazing Race

Steven Spielberg, representing DreamWorks, signed the Panda Bear copyright usage agreement and the strategic cooperation agreement for “Kung Fu Panda” with Li Mu.

The overall terms appeared fair, but upon closer inspection, DreamWorks did suffer some losses.

Li Mu’s approach was like a famous celebrity dining and dashing at a renowned restaurant, then forcefully taking a stake. While he brought traffic, from a long-term perspective, DreamWorks truly lost greater room for imagination.

However, Steven Spielberg had no choice. He didn’t want to offend Li Mu over a single movie. After all, no matter how great a movie was, its room for imagination was limited, but behind Li Mu lay infinite possibilities.

With the contract signed, Muye Pictures became one of the producers of “Kung Fu Panda.” To build momentum for the film in advance, YY, in conjunction with Weibo and Twitter, jointly announced the news to the outside world.

Subsequently, the news that Panda Bear was set to star in DreamWorks’ animated film “Kung Fu Panda” flooded screens worldwide.

A cross-industry collaboration for a cartoon character was a first in Hollywood history.

Since the “Kung Fu Panda” project had only just begun at DreamWorks, and the outside world had heard no prior whispers, everyone assumed this was a film specially customized by Li Mu for Panda Bear.

The concept of customizing a Hollywood-level animated film specifically for a cartoon character shocked the world. It sounded like building an entire university just for one child. However, remembering the rich and powerful Muye Technology, the public found it acceptable despite their astonishment.

As for the fans who loved Panda Bear, they were naturally overjoyed. Though they didn’t yet know the film’s specific plot, the name “Kung Fu Panda” alone was enough to generate high expectations.

After the news of Panda Bear starring in “Kung Fu Panda” broke, Li Mu and Steven Spielberg immediately achieved a win-win situation. Steven Spielberg also witnessed Panda Bear’s powerful fan effect on social networks and in the news media. With such a strong fan base, if “Kung Fu Panda” could achieve first-rate production quality, a global box office of one point five billion USD should be no problem.

As for the production costs of “Kung Fu Panda,” DreamWorks had previously estimated it to be around one hundred million USD.

However, almost all films see their initial budget lower than their actual costs before shooting begins. Nearly every director increases investment during the actual production process, so the total cost of “Kung Fu Panda” after completion would likely increase by about twenty million USD.

One point five billion USD in box office versus one hundred twenty million USD in costs, the profit margin was extremely optimistic.

So, Steven Spielberg immediately adjusted DreamWorks’ current main task, elevating “Kung Fu Panda” to the top priority. This meant that from now on, DreamWorks’ primary focus would be on producing “Kung Fu Panda.”

DreamWorks, being an experienced, top-tier animation studio, immediately adjusted its operations. The location scouting team, originally planning to select scenes from the Southwest provinces of China for live-action shoots, immediately changed direction. The vast majority headed to Bashu, especially Jiuzhai Valley and Wo Long Town.

Jiuzhai Valley was recommended by Li Mu to Steven Spielberg. The Valley of Peace in “Kung Fu Panda” was also situated among mountains and rivers with a strong Chinese style. However, for Chinese people, that style was too widespread and lacked distinctiveness.

Therefore, Li Mu suggested that Steven Spielberg refer more to the scenery of Jiuzhai, especially its waters, when designing the scene architecture.

Besides Jiuzhai and Wo Long, Li Mu also recommended Huangshan to Steven Spielberg. Li Mu had traveled to many mountains in his past life, and in his eyes, Huangshan possessed the most ethereal aura.

Steven Spielberg immediately instructed the scouting team to split off a small group of people to visit Huangshan.

Thus, Li Mu hoped that the future “Kung Fu Panda” would incorporate the majestic mountains of Huangshan and the magical waters of Jiuzhai into its landscape architecture, then integrate the freehand brushwork of Chinese landscape paintings, making the artistic conception deeper.

Steven Spielberg fully adopted Li Mu’s suggestions. This hurried trip to China made Steven Spielberg understand a simple truth: no matter what, Li Mu must be satisfied.

Li Mu was not idle either. He immediately had his team shoot and produce a new series of Panda Bear sticker packs. This time, to highlight “Kung Fu Panda,” the production team specifically built a martial arts gym set and had Panda Bear pose for a series of “kung fu”-related expressions. However, these expressions were exaggerated, and Panda Bear was intentionally portrayed not as a martial arts master but as a kung fu slacker.

For example, Panda Bear practicing on plum blossom poles, only to fall heavily; practicing martial arts techniques in front of a wooden dummy, only to be struck back by the wooden dummy due to its clumsiness.

In addition to the kung fu-related expressions, to prevent the new sticker pack from having a single style, the team added some comical, mischievous, playful, and cute expressions.

After this set of expressions was released, the online buzz surrounding Panda Bear and “Kung Fu Panda” intensified further.

…

Just as the news of “Kung Fu Panda” was at its peak, the TV station leadership of Hunan Satellite TV recognized this powerful cultural IP.

Over the past year, Hunan Satellite TV had received considerable assistance from Li Mu. The popularity of “Super Girl” helped them open up new frontiers in talent shows, and the success of “The Longing for Life” put them far ahead of other domestic satellite TV channels in the realm of reality variety shows.

Now, with the Lunar New Year approaching, the first season of “The Longing for Life” was about to conclude. Hunan Satellite TV planned to develop a new variety show, and they set their sights on the currently immensely popular Panda Bear.

Currently, there was a very popular reality show in the international market, whose English name was “The Amazing Race.” The general routine involved selecting several groups of guests, then taking them to travel around the world, completing various tasks while traveling. The show featured many competitive segments, eliminating one or two teams periodically and bringing in new ones.

Each season of “The Amazing Race” was like a football league. After a series of competitions and continuous eliminations, the last remaining team was the winner. The show’s production company prepared generous bonuses for the winners to increase the show’s attractiveness to them.

This show had been broadcast in Hong Kong and Taiwan, and Travel Channel also started broadcasting it last year with excellent ratings. This show differed from typical variety shows; most variety shows were indoor programs, and even “The Longing for Life” had fixed locations for each season. But “The Amazing Race” was different; its characteristic was never repeating scenes. Both contestants and the show constantly changed scenes, making rapid progress, resulting in a very tight, tense, and exciting pace.

After the tremendous success of “The Longing for Life,” Hunan Satellite TV was eager to develop new variety shows to expand its advantage. So, their leadership suddenly conceived a show concept: they wanted to bring in “The Amazing Race” format and create a domestic version.

Since it was a domestic version, the most suitable choice for the first season’s filming was naturally within China. Currently, Li Mu was fully promoting domestic panda tourism routes with Panda Bear, which gave the Hunan Satellite TV leadership an excellent inspiration. They felt that the best option would be to leverage the popularity of panda tourism routes and launch a “The Amazing Race” based on them.

In their proposed plan, they intended to invite twelve guests to form six teams. These six teams would start from Beijing and travel towards Chengdu, undergoing various pre-arranged competitions along the way.

For the first season, they planned to shoot ten episodes: one episode for Beijing, two for Hebei Province, two for Shanxi Province, one crossing the Yellow River, then two episodes in Shaanxi Province, and two in Bashu.

They hoped to incorporate Panda Bear elements throughout the entire show and even wished to co-produce it with Muye Pictures, as they were well aware of Li Mu’s strength in producing television programs and, more importantly, coveted his strong resources in promotional marketing. If the two parties collaborated, the show’s future ratings would surely skyrocket.

So, they immediately convened a meeting to discuss the feasibility of the entire plan. In the meeting, everyone raised their hands to approve the resolution. Subsequently, after finalizing the details, they summoned Chen Wan, who had become Hunan Satellite TV’s top female host.

As soon as Chen Wan entered the conference room, the Station Director smiled at her and said, “Chen Wan, I’ve called you here today because there’s a significant task I’d like to entrust to you.”

Though unsure what the task would be, Chen Wan immediately nodded and said, “Please tell me, Station Director.”

The Station Director said, “We’ve planned a variety show, and I’ll have Director Wang give you an overview.”

At this point, the executive referred to as Director Wang gave a general introduction to the overall concept of “The Amazing Race.”

After he finished his introduction, the Station Director spoke, “Chen Wan, you have the deepest connection with Li Mu. I hope you can represent the station and communicate with him. We have three main demands: first, to use the Panda Bear image and the concept of panda tourism routes; second, we hope to gain Li Mu’s support in promotional resources; and third, we wish to co-produce with Li Mu’s Muye Pictures for mutual benefit.”

Chen Wan nodded immediately and said, “This show concept is excellent, and it can indeed be mutually promoted with Li Mu’s panda tourism. I don’t think Li Mu will refuse.”

Saying that, Chen Wan added, “I’ll give him a call shortly.”

The Station Director hurriedly said, “This is such a big matter; a phone call might not make it clear, nor would it show our sincerity. How about this: you check when Li Mu has time and arrange a meeting with him to discuss it. I’ll have Director Wang bring the main creative team with you to meet him. See if Li Mu has any good suggestions for us. I believe his way of thinking is very advanced. No one would have expected a laid-back agritourism show like ‘The Longing for Life’ to set a ratings record for domestic variety shows, excluding talent shows. Now, the two highest-rated variety shows nationwide, ‘Super Girl’ and ‘The Longing for Life,’ are both Muye Pictures’ creations. I believe they have a way to make ‘The Amazing Race’ even more polished and excellent!”





Chapter 1713: Copyright First

For a TV station like Hunan Satellite TV, everything is built upon the three words: ratings.

The main income of a TV station comes from advertisements, and the level of advertising income is entirely dependent on ratings. The higher the ratings, the more valuable an advertisement of the same duration becomes.

In addition, the performance appraisals of the TV station’s executives are closely linked to ratings. How much money the staff in front of and behind the scenes at the TV station can earn, and how much fame they can achieve, all depend entirely on the TV station’s ratings.

As for how to increase ratings, in most cases, there are only two methods.

One is to increase ratings through film and television dramas, such as My Fair Princess and Meteor Garden, which have been super hits emerging on television screens in recent years. As long as the broadcasting rights are obtained, ratings are guaranteed.

However, the probability of film and television dramas becoming hits is not high, and even if one does, it might not be possible to acquire exclusive rights. Sometimes, when the exclusive broadcasting rights for a hit are taken by a competitor, it can even have a negative impact on the TV station. After all, most families only have one TV screen; if they watch someone else’s show, they naturally can’t watch your own.

The second method is to increase ratings through variety shows. Hunan Satellite TV’s Happy Camp has always been the star host of the station’s variety programs, with very high ratings. However, one variety show is not enough, because a typical variety show only airs once a week, and each episode is only about two hours long. Therefore, to boost ratings through variety shows, there must be at least two to three variety programs.

At least from Friday evening through Sunday, these three days of prime time must be covered by strategizing the operation. As long as these three prime time slots are secured, the advertising revenue alone will be enough to achieve great wealth.

Now, in the eyes of Hunan Satellite TV’s executives, with Happy Camp and Life of Longing, adding The Amazing Race would truly be a perfect combination.

Three shows, scheduled from Friday evening all the way to Sunday evening, with two hours of prime time each night. Moreover, the three shows have distinct styles: one is a star variety show recorded in a studio, focusing on humor and entertainment; one is an outdoor reality show recorded in suburban farmhouses, focusing on warmth and leisure; and another is an intense and exciting reality show recorded nationally and even globally, focusing on fast-paced and high-intensity challenges.

Such a lineup of three shows truly offers a mix of dynamic and static, leisure and excitement. If it really succeeds, then national audiences will be firmly controlled by Hunan Satellite TV during those three prime evenings from Friday to Sunday.

However, it is not easy to produce The Amazing Race well. Hunan Satellite TV has never done such a fast-paced show with frequent scene changes. This places very high demands on the production team. According to preliminary estimates, just filming such a show in one city would require preparing at least dozens of cameras. Six guest groups would each need several cameras to follow-shoot, and in addition, various transportation and mission locations would require a large number of fixed camera positions. The entire filming, logistics, and coordination team would be enormous.

This is much like asking a regiment commander to command an army group combat; being flustered is secondary, but whether an uncontrollable situation will arise is the biggest problem.

Moreover, if such a show is done well, it can have a long life, so the first season is particularly important. The higher the standard of the first season, the greater the potential for subsequent success.

Therefore, Hunan Satellite TV dared not proceed rashly on its own. They hoped to cooperate with Li Mu’s Muye Pictures, preemptively attaching a powerful booster rocket.

Chen Wan helped Hunan Satellite TV secure many resources from Li Mu, so as soon as the intention to cooperate with Li Mu arose, the leadership identified Chen Wan as the best negotiation candidate.

Chen Wan naturally did not refuse the station’s arrangement. She called Li Mu the first time after the meeting adjourned.

Li Mu was delighted to hear on the phone that Chen Wan was coming to Beijing to discuss cooperation. He laughed and said, “Whatever cooperation it is, just bring the contract over and I’ll sign it for you. But when you come, you should apply for a few extra days, and spend some good time with me in Beijing.”

Chen Wan smiled shyly and said, “You, a busy person, still need me to keep you company?”

Li Mu chuckled, “I was quite busy a while ago, but lately it’s been okay. I don’t need to leave Beijing temporarily, but I’ll probably go to the United States again after a while.”

“Going to the United States again?” Chen Wan asked, surprised, “Why are you going to the United States so frequently lately?”

Li Mu said, “I have plans to acquire several car brands from Ford. One of my partners over there will touch base with Ford very soon. If things go smoothly on his end, I’ll then immediately go to the United States for an in-person meeting with them.”

Chen Wan said, “It’s no problem to apply for a few extra days, but the key is that this time the station isn’t sending me alone. A Director and several of his subordinates are coming with me.”

“It’s fine,” Li Mu said. “When the time comes, we’ll talk as usual, and follow the normal procedures. It’s enough that you’re coming.”

“Okay,” Chen Wan’s face flushed slightly, and she whispered, “We’ll leave tomorrow morning. If you have time, you can arrange the meeting then. If not, the day after tomorrow is fine too; we can wait.”

Li Mu said, “Then let’s do tomorrow noon. I’ll arrange a welcome banquet, and we can chat while we eat. Also, you don’t need to book a hotel; I’ll arrange it all. Just tell me later how many people will be staying and how many rooms you need.”

For Li Mu, since Chen Wan was bringing her colleagues, he definitely had to make sure everything was perfectly arranged. This wasn’t just about giving face to Chen Wan, but also about letting Hunan Satellite TV know how much he valued Chen Wan, making her colleagues feel honored to be working with her.

Chen Wan also understood Li Mu’s intentions, but given their close relationship, she didn’t stand on ceremony with him.

…

The next day, Chen Wan and five colleagues took a nine o’clock flight to Beijing.

Li Mu had Muye Technology’s racing team send several Commercial vehicles to the airport to welcome them.

As Muye Technology had very deep cooperative relationships with several five-star hotels in Beijing, Li Mu directly arranged for them to stay at a five-star hotel closest to Muye Technology. At the same time, he had the catering department prepare a private room for a welcome feast for the six of them.

Around eleven thirty, Chen Wan and her five colleagues arrived at the hotel. They first went to their rooms to drop off their luggage and rest for a bit. At twelve thirty, as per Li Mu’s arrangement, they arrived at the high-end private room in the catering department.

Li Mu, accompanied by Li Ziwei, Ning Hao, and two responsible persons from Muye Pictures, arrived in the private room ten minutes early.

When Chen Wan finished her makeup and entered with her five colleagues, Li Mu immediately stood up and greeted them warmly.

For Chen Wan’s five colleagues, being personally hosted by a world-class entrepreneur and wealthy individual truly made them overwhelmed by favor, at least enough to boast about it to relatives and friends for one or two years.

Li Mu enthusiastically greeted everyone. Chen Wan introduced them one by one, and Li Mu also introduced his own colleagues. Then both parties sat down, first had a few glasses of red wine, and then began to get down to business.

Since they were at a dinner table, Chen Wan’s colleagues felt uncomfortable directly discussing work. It was Li Mu who started, asking Chen Wan, “Sister Wan, you mentioned you came this time to discuss variety show cooperation with me. What kind of cooperation exactly? Could you introduce it first?”

Chen Wan nodded and said, “This program has been consistently followed up by Director Wang. Let Director Wang introduce it to you in detail.”

Director Wang hurriedly said, “President Li, then I’ll give you a general overview.”

“Director Wang, please go ahead.”

“This time, we intend to produce a domestic version of the program, based on the American show The Amazing Race…”

As he spoke, Director Wang gradually introduced the entire plan in detail to Li Mu.

After listening, Li Mu immediately nodded in agreement, saying, “I think your concept is excellent. Currently, China lacks a variety show that truly gets people running, hyped, and energized. This show format can fill a void.”

The Amazing Race can be said to be the enlightenment of competitive reality shows. Looking ahead, subsequent shows like Running Man and Extreme Challenge are variations of this type of program. Its program tenets are: first, strong competitiveness; second, outdoor recording; third, location changes every episode; fourth, extremely fast pace.

If The Amazing Race is successfully launched now, and audiences become accustomed to this program style, then it will be much easier to develop Running Man later. At least audiences will have similar experience, making it easier for them to accept.

Moreover, Hunan Satellite TV wants to integrate the first season of The Amazing Race with the panda tourism routes, which plays right into Li Mu’s hands.

This is a good opportunity for mutual benefit. Although overall, Hunan Satellite TV might gain more advantage, it’s a “you earn one thousand, I earn six hundred” situation, which is a good thing overall. Plus, with Chen Wan’s involvement, there’s absolutely no reason to refuse.

So, Li Mu asked the question he cared about most: “Director Wang, have you discussed this with the original company of The Amazing Race? Have you obtained the copyright authorization?”

Director Wang was momentarily stunned, then replied, “Shouldn’t that require authorization? If we borrow their program format and make some minor modifications, there shouldn’t be any problem.”

Li Mu immediately shook his head sternly and said, “In the future, we may encounter many overseas variety shows. If we set a precedent for plagiarism, then the domestic variety show market will inevitably be filled with infringement. Therefore, I suggest we must standardize copyright, starting with ourselves, by having a clear and distinct authorization chain. This way, other TV stations will be hesitant to do similar things in the future. Otherwise, once someone sets a precedent for infringement, everyone else will become accustomed to it.”

Li Mu had always been working on standardizing copyrights, so if Hunan Satellite TV wasn’t planning to obtain authorization for The Amazing Race, he would absolutely not participate. Otherwise, word would spread that Muye Technology was suppressing pirated content on one hand, while collaborating with Hunan Satellite TV on infringement on the other. He would never do such a thing.

It was then that Director Wang remembered Li Mu’s ongoing struggle for copyright protection. He quickly said, “President Li is right, this was our oversight. How about this, we will definitely communicate with the original American company and secure the copyright. You don’t have to worry about this; let’s discuss the specific cooperation, and we’ll handle the copyright matter.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Since it’s a joint production, the copyright costs should naturally be jointly borne. You can negotiate with the original company. I believe for just around a million US dollars, you can acquire the copyright. For a long-lived variety show, this amount of money is really nothing. One title sponsorship fee alone would be several times that amount.”





Chapter 1714: Three Principles

The reason Li Mu staunchly held to the copyright issue was because, in his view, copyright was the most crucial core of the cultural and entertainment industries.

Take the film industry, for example. Why were commercial films in mainland China so slow to start and why did the market develop so sluggishly? The root cause, besides the insufficient consumer spending power of the public, was the significant problem of inadequate copyright protection.

A director would painstakingly gather hundreds of millions, shoot a film, and before it had even been in cinemas for two days, five-yuan pirated discs would be blossoming everywhere on the street. Some could even be rented from pirated video stores for fifty cents a day. In such circumstances, all the director’s efforts would serve the pirated industrial chain, leading to dismal movie box office returns. Whoever made a film would lose money, and naturally, the commercial film market couldn’t develop well.

The music industry was no different. In earlier years, when pirated cassette tapes and CDs ran rampant, legitimate copies were heavily suppressed. Later, pirated cassette tapes and CDs were eliminated, but then online piracy emerged. After much effort, online pirated content was also taken down one by one, yet people had grown accustomed to listening to music without paying. At this point, legitimate music could only go the free route, to the extent that, in later generations, no celebrity was willing to release albums anymore.

Take Jay Chou, for example. In earlier years, he would release an album a year, painstakingly writing more than ten songs to put into one album. Then, millions of legitimate copies would be sold, but pirated copies might sell tens of millions or more. Later, all music shifted online for free, and singers were forced to rely on traffic to make money. At that point, saving up more than ten songs to release an album became something only a fool would do.

Rather than working hard for several years to accumulate more than ten songs, it was better to release singles one after another every few months. This approach could ensure continuous exposure and was much more effective than releasing albums, as physical albums weren’t selling much anyway.

So, by 2015 and beyond, there were no more audio-video stores on the streets; they had long become relics eliminated by time. Most singers were busy chasing traffic, shooting movies, rushing to appearances, and filming reality shows. Who had the time to write or record songs?

If their popularity declined or appearance fees were about to drop, they’d quickly throw together a single, buy some trending topics, boost their leaderboard rankings, and reignite their popularity. Then, for the next few months, they could continue earning high appearance fees everywhere.

This harsh environment caused musicians who were dedicated to creating music to increasingly suffer a “loss,” leading to the phenomenon where bad money drives out good. No one focused on making music, resulting in a significant decline in the overall quality of pop music and the proliferation of catchy pop songs.

The reason why Japanese manga could achieve such awesomeness was inseparable from their good domestic market environment. In China, with a market of over one billion people, a single volume selling over one hundred thousand copies could be considered a bestseller. Many books, when published, only dared to print six thousand or eight thousand copies initially. Why? Because printing too many would become dead stock and eventually only sell as waste paper.

However, Japan only has over one hundred million people, yet a national manga could sell over one hundred million copies in its domestic market alone. What kind of concept is this? It’s the concept of one copy per person.

One Piece’s total domestic sales exceeded three hundred million copies. That’s the concept of two copies per person.

It was precisely because of such a robust legitimate market that manga artists could earn money, which supported so many manga creators. In contrast, in mainland China, besides a few well-known bestselling authors, how many writers could support themselves solely by selling physical books? Before Liu Cixin won an award for The Three-Body Problem, he wrote many books but didn’t earn much money, even selling the film and television rights to The Three-Body Problem early for a price of just over one hundred thousand. If he could have earned millions through publishing, the film and television rights for The Three-Body Problem naturally wouldn’t have been sold so cheaply or hastily.

Therefore, ultimately, true legitimacy is the best way to cultivate the market.

Director Wang of Hunan Satellite TV hadn’t expected Li Mu to be so insistent on copyright, but he dared not refuse Li Mu or try to gloss over the issue with him. Thus, he readily agreed.

With the copyright premise settled, Li Mu nodded contentedly and said, “Since we’ve reached a consensus on the copyright issue, let’s talk about the specific program planning.”

Then, Li Mu added, “You want six groups of guests, twelve people. I generally have no objection. Too many people would be chaotic, and too few would not feel lively enough. Twelve people, I think, is pretty good. However, I personally suggest you add one more group, bringing the total number of people to fourteen. This way, starting from the very first episode, the group ranked seventh overall will enter the waiting list.”

“Contestants on the waiting list will receive an additional penalty in the next episode, such as a time penalty. This will put them at a natural disadvantage in the second episode, forcing them to go all out. Because if they still rank last after two episodes, they will be eliminated. If their total score in the second episode can catch up, they can avoid elimination. This way, each episode will add an elimination crisis that keeps the audience tense and excited.”

Director Wang thought for a moment, then nodded and said, “President Li’s suggestion is excellent. We will seriously consider it.”

Li Mu hummed, “For the selection of these seven groups of guests, I also hope you can adhere to a few basic principles.”

Director Wang hurriedly said, “Please, President Li.”

Li Mu said, “The first basic principle is that we should try to select public figures. Whether they are celebrities, famous writers, or well-known athletes, they must have sufficient reputation. Do not choose ordinary people, as ordinary people lack fan effect and aren’t appealing enough.”

Director Wang clicked his tongue and said somewhat awkwardly, “President Li, if we select only well-known public figures, a team of fourteen people might incur relatively high costs.”

“High?” Li Mu laughed heartily. “The reputation of Muye Technology is well established. Even without pay, celebrities would rush to participate, after all, the exposure it represents is very significant.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Of course, we can’t not pay, but we also can’t pay too much. We’ll negotiate based on ‘friendship prices’ then; there should be a lot of room for consultation.”

Director Wang’s concern about high costs stemmed from his own consideration.

Based on Hunan Satellite TV’s experience, the cost of inviting celebrities for a single variety show episode was indeed low. For example, after Happy Camp gained popularity, most celebrities essentially participated at friendship prices or even for free. Some with less reputation even begged to be on the show.

If these celebrities came for one episode, half a day was usually enough, which didn’t significantly impact their time or focus, making it very cost-effective for them.

However, for variety shows with long-term fixed guests, the cost of inviting celebrities was difficult to lower. This was because celebrities had to allocate a specific schedule, perhaps twenty or thirty days, during which they would have to turn down other work or give up opportunities for other jobs to focus solely on this one project. The costs would inevitably not be low.

In fact, the Running Man model is the most direct example of this. The remuneration for Deng Chao, Chen He, and Baby for one season was extremely high and kept increasing, eventually reaching a point where TV stations could no longer afford it.

However, the per-episode guests, even those with status no lower than the main cast, had very low prices, and some even essentially appeared for free.

If one observes the guests on each episode of Running Man carefully, the biggest bigshot guests almost always came for publicity, mostly to promote their starring films. For them, it was just half a day of recording a show and incidentally doing an advertisement. “I won’t charge you, and you don’t charge me.” Everyone was essentially engaging in a resource exchange.

However, if the production team wanted to exchange resources with Deng Chao, he would probably flip out and curse.

However, Li Mu didn’t care about these details. In his view, Muye Technology’s resources were stronger than any internet company or TV station in later generations. Such a colossus-level “father” had never appeared in later generations. Therefore, with Muye Technology’s golden hallmark, there would certainly be no shortage of celebrities willing to lower their appearance fees to participate.

This wasn’t because Li Mu was stingy and wanted to save money, but because he didn’t want to foster the bad habit of high celebrity remuneration from the start.

An actor who records a season of reality TV, just running around, having fun, for less than a month, and earns tens of millions? He must be out of his mind.

Then, Li Mu continued, “The second basic principle is that our guests must exude enough positive energy, have correct core values, and absolutely no negative news. Should any negative news surface, we must promptly remove them without tolerance.”

In later generations, there were many clownish celebrities—those with misconduct, who smeared the country, or distorted history. If such a celebrity ever appeared, Li Mu would absolutely not allow them to have any form of cooperation with Muye Technology. Even if it meant investing one hundred million in their movie, he would resolutely replace them and permanently blacklist them. This was his principle.

Director Wang naturally had no objections to this, nodding repeatedly, “President Li, I completely agree with this point.”

Li Mu nodded, saying, “The last basic principle is to ensure good pairing. For example, we cannot have fourteen actors or fourteen singers. If the roles are too similar, the audience will experience aesthetic fatigue. Therefore, we must give each guest group a unique label, and these seven labels must not be repeated.”

At this point, Li Mu paused, then continued, “For instance, the first group could be young idol actors, the second group a girl group of singers, the third group a seasoned veteran actor paired with a newly debuted young talent, the fourth group could be a pair of professional athletes, such as Olympic champions in table tennis, badminton, or other sports. For the fifth group, we could find two bestselling authors. The sixth group could be a father-son duo from the entertainment industry, and the seventh group a newlywed couple. This way, everyone is different and has their own unique characteristics, which will make it more engaging for the audience.”

Ning Hao interjected, saying, “President Li, I have a question.”

Li Mu nodded, “Go ahead.”

Ning Hao said, “If we bring in professional athletes, wouldn’t that be unfair to the other groups?”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s a valid point, but it mainly depends on how we set up the tasks. The competition tasks definitely cannot all be physical challenges. They must also include various brainpower challenges, hands-on ability challenges, and performance challenges. This way, everyone’s strengths and weaknesses can be balanced out.”

“For example, if the first episode includes a maze, an extreme sports challenge, a Q&A session, and even a performance, then no single group of contestants can guarantee an overwhelming advantage. This will make the competition even more exciting.”

Director Wang nodded in agreement, saying, “We have actually researched this program as well and believe that the most important thing lies in the planning of the program segments. The planning must be very thorough to achieve good results.”





Chapter 1715: Giving Full Respect

Director Wang said that planning was very important, and Li Mu wholeheartedly agreed.

He said to Director Wang, “Whether a movie is good depends on whether its story is good; whether a book is good also depends on the story itself. So, whether a show is good primarily depends on its planning and script. Otherwise, if it’s just fourteen people running around like crazy in every episode, the audience will experience aesthetic fatigue after two episodes. Therefore, before this show begins production, I hope our Hunan Satellite TV can first collaborate with Muye Pictures’ colleagues to complete the detailed planning for the entire season.”

Director Wang nodded repeatedly, “We will first select the locations for each episode, then send people to investigate and see if there are any special attractions in the local area. After compiling all of that, we will find ways to integrate them into our planning.”

Li Mu gave a thumbs up, “That’s excellent. Fully integrating local characteristics will create a very positive impression on the local populace, and it will also make people from other regions look forward to our production team visiting their areas.”

Running Man achieved this in their past life. In every place they visited, they integrated local characteristics, to the point where everyone looked forward to them recording an episode in their hometown. This is powerful audience rapport.

Although the audience is separated from the show by a screen, if a show wants to do well, it must actively cater to its audience.

Ning Hao happened to not have any new film ideas recently, so Li Mu said to him, “General Manager Ning, why don’t you take some time to be the producer for this show?”

Ning Hao laughed, “No problem at all. I’m ready to be deployed anytime.”

Li Mu then said to Director Wang, “Director Wang, when the time comes, each of our sides will have a producer, and we’ll try to discuss everything as openly as possible.”

Director Wang nodded repeatedly, “That’s fine. Everyone will brainstorm collectively to make this show a success.”

Li Mu said, “Additionally, our Hunan Satellite TV will be responsible for the main filming and production team. All human and material resources expenses will be included in the costs. Muye Pictures will bear thirty percent of the costs, and Hunan Satellite TV will bear seventy percent. Our profits will also be distributed according to this ratio.”

Director Wang looked somewhat surprised. He looked at Li Mu, then at Chen Wan, wanting to say something but feeling too embarrassed to speak.

In fact, given their collaboration on Life of Longing, Hunan Satellite TV had already prepared for a 50:50 split. But they hadn’t expected Li Mu to proactively step back and only ask for thirty percent.

Li Mu also noticed his doubt, smiled slightly, and said, “Director Wang, there’s no need to be surprised. If the show were Muye Pictures’ original idea and copyright, then I would naturally split it fifty-fifty with you. However, since the copyright isn’t mine and you’re primarily responsible for the work, I’ll take a smaller share and leave a larger portion for Hunan Satellite TV.”

Director Wang nodded, smiling, and said, “It’s still up to you, President Li.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Oh, right, I suggest you quickly contact the TV station and have the Business Department liaise with the copyright holders in America as soon as possible, to sign the contract and secure the copyright.”

“Alright,” Director Wang immediately said, “I’ll talk to the TV station shortly to get the copyright signed first.”

Li Mu then asked, “Also, when do you plan to begin filming?”

Director Wang pondered for a moment and replied, “We still want to wait until the weather gets a bit warmer before beginning filming. If it’s too cold, filming will be more difficult and strenuous, and many outdoor activities, especially those involving water, can’t be done.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Once the copyright is settled, the TV station should also decide on the host.”

Director Wang looked at Chen Wan and said, “The TV station wants Chen Wan to be the on-site host for this show. After all, the first season will be filmed domestically, so it won’t affect the recording of Happy Camp.”

Then, Director Wang asked Chen Wan, “Chen Wan, are you interested in this show?”

Chen Wan smiled and said, “Alright, I’ll follow the TV station’s arrangements. And this show does seem quite interesting.”

“That settles it then,” Director Wang said with a smile. “Now, we just need to decide on the guest lineup.”

Li Mu said, “Let’s first set a filming start date, then I’ll contact some friends in the entertainment industry to see if any well-known celebrities have availability.”

In the entertainment industry, Li Mu’s influence was undoubtedly strong, coupled with his powerful star-making resources. So, with him endorsing the show, securing guests wouldn’t be an issue; even an all first-tier lineup wouldn’t be a problem.

Director Wang was naturally ecstatic about this. He hadn’t expected Li Mu to attach such importance to this collaboration, truly giving full respect.

This also made Director Wang re-evaluate the resources behind Chen Wan.

Generally speaking, the entertainment industry is most interested in resources and capital. If an actor can bring funding into a production, they naturally receive more resources within the team, perhaps even playing the lead role. If a host can bring resources to a TV station, the station will naturally give them more resources and exposure in return.

Director Wang even felt that upon returning, he should discuss with the TV station to allocate more of its resources towards Chen Wan in the future.

…

After dinner, Li Mu arranged for Li Ziwei to first send Chen Wan and her group back to the hotel. He had also confirmed the subsequent liaison work with Director Wang.

Upon returning to the hotel, Director Wang immediately communicated with the TV station, urging Hunan Satellite TV to secure the copyright for the first time. Then, Muye Pictures would sign the cooperation contract with Hunan Satellite TV. With that done, Director Wang and his team could return and prepare the show.

Back at the company, Li Mu called Chen Wan and asked her, “Sister Wan, what are you busy with?”

Chen Wan said, “Nothing much, just watching TV at the hotel.”

Li Mu chuckled and asked, “In your own room?”

“Of course!” Chen Wan playfully scolded, “I’m the only woman among six people. Who else would I share a room with?”

Li Mu said, “Then I’ll pick you up from the hotel this afternoon, and we’ll go to Ziyun Mountain Villa tonight, if that’s convenient?”

Chen Wan hummed softly on the other end of the phone, her voice a little shy as she said, “I’ll tell them later that I’m going home. They know I have a house in Beijing, and they know my dad is involved in projects there.”

After saying that, Chen Wan asked again, “Is it convenient for you to come over? If not, I can go by myself.”

Li Mu laughed, “It’s convenient, very close. What do you want to eat tonight? I’ll have Ziwei buy some ingredients and I’ll cook for you tonight.”

“Really?” Chen Wan said excitedly, “As long as it’s made by you, anything is fine.”

Li Mu then said, “Then I’ll let Ziwei decide what to buy. I’ll leave work early today and pick you up at five-thirty.”

“Okay!”





Chapter 1716: A Brand New Sales Model

After setting a time with Chen Wan, Li Mu had just hung up her call when his phone rang again.

This time, it was Elon Musk calling.

Li Mu quickly answered the call and asked him immediately, “Elon, have you met with the Ford people yet?”

“Yes, I have,” Elon Musk said. “I talked with them late tonight; it’s already deep into the night here in Michigan.”

Li Mu hastily asked, “How did it go?”

Elon Musk replied, “Ford showed sincerity, and they’re quite familiar with you and your way of doing business, so they’re open to installment payments. As for their asking price, the three brands combined are seven billion US dollars.”

“Seven billion US dollars?”

Li Mu wasn’t sure how much Tata had paid for Jaguar Land Rover back then, nor how much Geely had paid for Volvo, so he asked, “What does your team think about this quote?”

“It’s inflated,” Elon Musk said. “Currently, Jaguar Land Rover has merged financial reports and is in a state of losses, so we believe its actual price should be around three point three billion US dollars. As for Volvo, it shouldn’t exceed three billion US dollars at most.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment, pondered for a moment, and said, “So, you believe the reasonable price should be around six point three billion US dollars.”

“Exactly,” Elon Musk confirmed. “That’s what we consider the highest price. Given the economic downturn, we believe there’s still significant room for this price to go lower.”

Li Mu clicked his tongue, thinking that while he couldn’t recall how much Geely had spent, it certainly couldn’t have been as much as three billion US dollars—at most, it would have been two billion US dollars.

So, Ford’s offer to him was at least one billion US dollars higher than the transaction price they gave Geely.

Damn, that’s highway robbery!

However, Li Mu then thought that Geely’s acquisition of Volvo happened after the 2008 financial crisis. The 2008 financial crisis was a major hurdle, and physical manufacturing enterprises worldwide suffered significant blows.

Since it wasn’t the financial crisis yet, a slightly higher price than post-crisis was acceptable.

But this also reminded Li Mu that 2008 was a great opportunity to buy at the bottom (of a market) of the world economy. If Muye Technology could complete its industrial layout and accumulate a large amount of cash between 2004 and 2008, it would be almost like a doubling buff in 2008.

Li Mu asked Elon Musk, “If we want to act swiftly, how much do you think it would take to acquire all three brands?”

“Well…” Elon Musk thought for a moment and said, “I think if we want to finalize the acquisition within a few months, the actual investment shouldn’t be lower than four point eight billion US dollars. If we had more of a time window to engage in a protracted negotiation with them, I think we might be able to close the deal for four point five billion US dollars next year.”

Upon hearing this, Li Mu quickly said, “Forget about next year. We can only exchange money for time, not time for money. How about this: negotiate at four point eight billion US dollars, with an ideal transaction price floating around five billion US dollars, plus or minus one hundred million.”

Elon Musk said, “Understood… I’ll discuss with them again tomorrow.”

Then, Elon Musk added, “President Li, if the acquisition payment can be completed within one year, the transaction price can be further lowered. Ford currently has a large demand to revitalize capital.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You go ahead and talk to them, openly. Whether it’s installment payments or full payment within a year, you can discuss all options first. Anyway, Google has already started its roadshows and will be IPOing soon. Once Google IPOs, our cash flow will be much looser.”

Muye Technology currently has very high revenue, but its spending is also considerable. If several billion US dollars were taken from the company’s cash reserves to acquire the automotive industry, the reserves would be immediately drained. Moreover, acquiring these three brands is just the beginning; a significant amount of capital will be needed for re-integration. If the acquisition is completed for five billion US dollars, at least another three to five billion US dollars would be needed for the re-integration work.

So, for Li Mu, the safest method was to pay in installments, first securing the three brands and then beginning the restructuring.

Ford didn’t need several billion US dollars in cash for new businesses all at once. As long as they were provided with a stable three-year cash flow, that would be sufficient for them. For this, Li Mu could offer them an additional premium as interest on the installment payments.

If there were no rush, the acquisition could be postponed until the end of this year. After Google’s successful IPO, Muye Technology would immediately begin its roadshows and was expected to successfully IPO in the second half of this year. At that time, hundreds of billions of US dollars could be cashed out on the stock market. In that case, acquiring Ford’s three brands would naturally be no problem at all.

However, Li Mu was unwilling to wait any longer; time was more precious than money.

Elon Musk added, “Ford also said that if our financial pressure is too high, we can talk to them about Volvo first, or Jaguar Land Rover. Acquiring one first would halve our financial pressure, and we could discuss the other in the second half of this year or next year.”

Li Mu said, “No need for the extra effort. Go straight for all of them. If they can offer a relatively low price and are straightforward about it, paying in one lump sum isn’t out of the question either.”

For Li Mu, even if he didn’t have that much cash on hand, it wouldn’t matter. He could directly discuss share pledging with banks or investors. Pledging five percent of Muye Technology’s shares, valued at two hundred billion US dollars, could raise ten billion US dollars in cash. He could redeem the shares after the IPO; it would just mean paying some loan interest.

Li Mu thought that as soon as he could acquire these three brands, he would immediately reorganize the entire management team, merge the three brands, consolidate their finances, and integrate and further optimize the core leadership team. Then, he would immediately begin launching new car models.

He could select one or two car models with excellent designs from in later generations, and while launching new models and rapidly increasing sales volume, he would simultaneously invest in building factories in China. Step by step, he would move at least half of the production lines for these three brands to domestic soil.

At the same time, he needed to immediately establish a brand new sales network. Not only would he re-integrate and optimize the old distributor network, but he would also further improve and enhance the sales network, and build up an offline sales network.

Offline sales of cars are very difficult for traditional cars enterprises, but for someone like Li Mu, who comes from an internet background, it’s something he can do with ease.

Traditional car selling primarily relies on 4S dealerships and secondary distributors. 4S dealerships require large plots of land and significant investment, and are difficult to establish in city centers. Secondary distributors are similar, mostly located in suburban locations.

However, offline sales can decentralize many processes.

For example, one would only need to rent a showroom in the city center and display the car model there. Consumers who want to see a car can directly visit the city center showroom. If they wish to test drive, they can book an appointment either offline or at the showroom.

Then, in a slightly more remote area, for instance within five to ten kilometers of the city center, a smaller venue could be rented as a test drive reception/host. Such a test drive center would only need about two hundred square meters of usable space, almost entirely dedicated to user reception. Customers could register for test drives directly upon arrival, and even if they had to wait, it wouldn’t be for long.

As for after-sales and warehouses, these could be established as a separate after-sales service center in a more distant suburb, perhaps twenty kilometers or more from the city center.

In other words, the functions of a traditional 4S dealership would be completely broken down: display in the city center, test drives in slightly more remote areas, and after-sales in even more remote areas. This is much more reasonable than requiring consumers to travel to distant suburbs for everything from viewing and test driving to purchasing and maintenance.

As for the selling aspect, it would all be handled offline. Even if consumers decide to buy at the showroom or test drive center, they would be directed to place their orders on the offline mall. If consumers are unable, on-site sales staff can assist them in placing orders on the offline mall immediately.

There are many benefits to placing all orders offline, such as better directly managed operations, unified and transparent prices, and the entire network being able to coordinate orders for more rational production and allocation of car sources.

Once a consumer places an order, if there is a car on hand, the warehouse would directly transport the car to the city center showroom for delivery to the consumer.

If there is no car on hand, the system would provide an estimated vehicle pickup date. The car would be shipped from the supplier to the local warehouse, and then local staff would transport it to the showroom for delivery to the consumer.

This would be much more convenient for consumers. If they don’t need a test drive, they could even complete the entire process of viewing, purchasing, and vehicle pickup in the city center, without needing to frequently go to the suburbs.

If consumers need a test drive, they would only need to go to a test drive center a few kilometers from the city center, and certainly wouldn’t need to go to after-sales service.

In fact, with traditional car selling methods, consumers have to go to distant suburbs for viewing, test driving, ordering, vehicle pickup, and after-sales service. However, from a practical process perspective, consumers only truly need after-sales service when they need their first maintenance, after viewing and ordering the car, and after the distributor delivers a normal car to them.

Regular cars require maintenance every five thousand to ten thousand kilometers. For most ordinary family cars, maintenance is typically only needed once every six months or even once a year.

If Li Mu’s new model is used, consumers would only need to make a trip to the distant after-sales service center after their car has reached five thousand or ten thousand kilometers, significantly lightening the burden of travel, time costs, and user volume costs for consumers.

Moreover, an enterprises that can open a showroom in the city center would see a huge improvement in its brand image. This is much more impressive and has more swagger than 4S dealerships which are uniformly located in suburban auto parts cities and car markets.

Tesla does this extremely well. Most of the time, they only have two main car models, a Model S and a Model X. They can casually and easily display two exhibition vehicles on the first floor of a large business (scope of) in a bustling city center, accompanied by only two sales staff, and they can open for business. This is much simpler, labor-saving, and cost-effective than traditional 4S dealerships, and it generates greater promotional effects, leaving traditional cars enterprises far beyond reach.

Thinking of all this, Li Mu’s mood even began to surge with excitement. He was already impatient to quickly acquire all three brands!





Chapter 1717: Golden Decade

Because of Chen Wan, Li Mu left work early that afternoon and drove a van to the hotel where Chen Wan was staying.

Fortunately, paparazzi weren’t prevalent in those years, and with Wang Yuanlang and the other two protecting her every step of the way, they could essentially avoid any trouble from paparazzi.

When Chen Wan learned that Li Mu had arrived at the hotel, she immediately put on a thick hat and face mask, left her room, and heading towards the area outside the hotel hall.

The van Li Mu was riding in was already waiting there. After Chen Wan got in, Wang Yuanlang immediately drove the vehicle away from the hotel.

The van’s windows were one-way, offering excellent privacy. Once inside, Chen Wan confidently removed her hat and face mask and said to Li Mu, “I knew I shouldn’t have listened to you and become a host. Now, wherever I go, it feels like a secret agent rendezvous.”

Li Mu chuckled, “You’re a public figure, attracting so much attention, so your privacy naturally isn’t as protected as that of ordinary people.”

Chen Wan hummed in agreement, saying, “I regret becoming a public figure. Once you become one, it’s not so easy to go back to how things were before.”

Li Mu smiled, “If you’re tired or bored, just tell me. The general manager position at Muye Pictures is always open for you. Moving from in front of the camera to behind-the-scenes is also quite good.”

Chen Wan smiled brightly like a flower and said, “I know you care about me, but let’s wait a little longer. I want to integrate more resources so that when I step down, I can better help Muye Pictures expand its business.”

Li Mu nodded, “Whatever you wish. Just don’t compromise yourself because of me or your career.”

“There’s nothing to compromise,” Chen Wan said with a smile. “So many people envy me without being able to achieve what I have.”

Then, Chen Wan looked seriously at Li Mu and said, “You don’t know how snobbish the entertainment industry is. I’m so young, but practically every artist, except for the TV station executives and senior executives from other entertainment companies, calls me ‘Older sister’ when they see me, even those a few years older than me. At first, I couldn’t quite adapt, but later I realized that’s just how the entertainment industry is. When everyone establishes seniority, it’s not about qualifications, age, or years in the industry; it’s about reputation and resources. Whoever has more resources behind them is the ‘Older sister’ or ‘older brother’.”

Li Mu laughed, “If you’re not comfortable, then just have less contact with them in the future. I think for you, it’s not about you seeking out resources in the entertainment industry; the entertainment industry’s resources will naturally find you. When you join Muye Pictures and become the controller and distributor of industry resources, you’ll be on a higher level than them. By then, in their eyes, you won’t be a respectful older brother or sister, but an unachievable deity they can only look up to.”

In his past life, Mr. Ma was surrounded by all sorts of celebrities from morning till night, countless flowers vying to chase after his somewhat withered leaf. The reason, in the end, wasn’t because Mr. Ma had such powerful resources in his hands, forcing those delicate beauties of the entertainment industry to look up to him?

In this life, Li Mu wasn’t planning to spend his days like Mr. Ma, mingling with a bunch of performers. In his view, he should be on a higher level than that. So, in the future, he would place Chen Wan in Mr. Ma’s former role, letting her command a hundred responses with a single call in the entertainment industry. That would be enough.

In Li Mu’s future planning, Muye Pictures wouldn’t just be a film and television entertainment company. All the cinema chains under Muye Technology’s industries would also be allocated to Muye Pictures. In the future, Wanying Plaza, developed by Wanying Real Estate, would open countless Wanying Cinemas. Muye Pictures would hold at least a 49% equity stake in these cinemas.

And that wasn’t enough.

He would also bring Hollywood resources, global online ticketing resources, music recording resources, and future YYTunes resources all into Muye Pictures, building it into a colossus of the entertainment industry. By then, Muye Pictures alone could become a hundred-billion-level enterprise, turning into the aircraft carrier of the entire entertainment industry.

And Li Mu hoped Chen Wan would control all of this, truly standing at the peak of the pyramid of the entire entertainment industry. The reason for him sparing no effort to elevate her resources and status was no other than because she was his woman.

Wang Yuanlang drove the van all the way into the courtyard of Ziyun Mountain Villa. Li Ziwei’s car was also parked in the courtyard. Chen Wan curiously asked, “Whose car is this?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Ziwei’s.”

Just as he spoke, Li Ziwei opened the door and walked out of the villa. Seeing the two of them, she immediately smiled and said, “President Li, Miss Chen, I’ve already bought the ingredients and put them in the fridge. If you need anything else, just contact me.”

Chen Wan sheepishly waved her hand at her, “Thank you for your trouble, Ziwei.”

“It’s nothing,” Li Ziwei said with a smile. “Then I won’t disturb you two.”

With that, Li Ziwei looked at Li Mu with a questioning gaze. Seeing Li Mu nod slightly, she took out her car keys, opened the car door, and got in.

Watching Wang Yuanlang and Li Ziwei drive away one after another, Li Mu gently put his arm around Chen Wan’s waist and said, “Let’s go inside.”

Chen Wan nodded, her face a little red, “It’s quite awkward seeing Ziwei in this situation.”

Li Mu casually said, “What’s awkward about it? It’s not like she doesn’t know about our relationship.”

“True,” Chen Wan stuck out her tongue and said, “Isn’t she Auntie’s goddaughter? That makes her your god-sister, doesn’t it? Do you think she’ll tell Auntie about us?”

“Don’t worry, she won’t,” Li Mu said seriously. “Ziwei handles things very discreetly. She’s much more mature than normal girls her age, and her professional qualities are excellent. She knows what to say and what not to say.”

“Hm,” Chen Wan nodded, utterly ashamed, and quickly changed the subject. “You said you’re going to the United States in the near future. Why are you suddenly interested in the automotive industry?”

Li Mu laughed, “The bigger the internet business gets, the more I feel like something’s missing. So, I especially want to get into traditional industry. Besides, which man isn’t interested in industry? Especially cars. So I thought, while I’m young and the timing is right, I should act quickly. I don’t want to wait a few years until I’ve lost the temperament, and then want to do it but can’t.”

As they spoke, they had already entered the villa. Li Mu took Chen Wan straight to the kitchen, taking out the ingredients Li Ziwei had bought and organizing them for preparation. Chen Wan helped him, saying, “I used to often hear my maternal older male cousin and his friends talk about cars. Each time they started, they’d get really excited. They all love cars and care a lot about the automotive industry. I think they’re quite dissatisfied with China’s domestic automotive industry and its level. My maternal older male cousin once said that China wouldn’t be able to produce an independently developed sports car for the next twenty years. Are you thinking like them?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and smiled, “I suppose so. Everyone is very patriotic and has strong national pride. Our country has developed rapidly in recent years, but our domestic automotive industry has always been criticized. We used to try to exchange market for technology, but the technology we got back didn’t help domestic automotive enterprises grow better. Domestic automotive enterprises are either focused on joint ventures or still competing in the low-end car market. This time, I want to seize the opportunity before the public’s perception of domestic cars is solidified, and quickly break into the mid-to-high end market.”

In 2004, the development of private cars hadn’t truly hit its stride.

By 2014, private cars would be everywhere.

In Li Mu’s view, the next ten years would be China’s golden decade for the automotive industry.

China’s automotive industry refers to the overall increase in car manufacturing, sales, and vehicle ownership in China.

It is closely related to the public’s car purchases and usage, but the scope of this “Chinese automotive” has little to do with manufacturing; it’s more focused on sales.

Therefore, the next ten years, in his past life, were also the lost golden decade for domestic cars.

During these ten years, no Chinese domestic brand achieved a true major breakthrough. The brands capable of leading domestic brands to major breakthroughs were busy with joint ventures with automotive enterprises from countries like the US, Japan, and Germany. Volkswagen, the Two Hondas, Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and source code, all made a fortune domestically.

It was precisely because the domestic automotive market was dominated by joint venture cars and imported cars in the next ten years that it gradually left the public with the solidified notion that domestic cars were no good, joint venture cars were decent, and imported cars were better.

Once this solidified notion formed, domestic cars inherently came with a buff of being scorned or belittled.

For the same configuration and performance, if Volkswagen sold for one hundred fifty thousand, a domestic car would generally sell for just over one hundred thousand.

If it were a bit higher, people would ask, “If I have this money, why wouldn’t I buy a Volkswagen?”

It’s also this solidified notion that instinctively makes people unwilling to consider a domestic car once they have a budget of over one hundred thousand.

Buying a domestic car for over one hundred thousand, in the eyes of many, was a foolish move. They would ask, “Why not buy a Japanese car? Why not buy a German car? Why not buy an American car?”

Or they would ask, “What’s good about domestic cars? Isn’t it just a slightly higher configuration? The quality is poor, the three major components are poor, the resale value is poor—in short, everything is poor.”

Once the public developed such a thought inertia, it would be too difficult for domestic cars to rise against the odds with this belittling buff.

At least, before Li Mu’s rebirth, he had never heard of any domestic brand that didn’t primarily focus on cost-performance ratio.

If a brand must rely on its cost-performance ratio to survive, it means the brand itself lacks sufficient brand premium.

This was something Li Mu did not want to see again.

So he had to seize the time, right at the beginning of the golden decade, to let the domestic public witness the rise of domestic brands.

Acquiring Ford’s three sub-brands was merely to gather technology, talent, and existing production lines. His biggest idea was to use them collectively to nurture a purely domestic brand.

Perhaps next year, or the year after, “Muye Evoque” made in China would be launched globally, along with “Muye E-class, S-class” sedans, “Muye LC-class” sedans, “Muye Rav4”, “Muye Atenza”, and even all the attractive and popular car models of the next ten-odd years, whether new models or redesigned ones—all of them would be his!

By then, every car Muye produced would have good exterior design, excellent interior, and strong performance. If it still couldn’t succeed, it would truly be against all reason.





Chapter 1718: Dearborn

Chen Wan stayed at Ziyun Mountain Villa for two days. After that, she went to her parents’ home in Beijing, planning to spend two more days with them before returning to Xiangdu.

Li Mu received a reply from Elon Musk stating that Ford was insisting on a price of 6.8 billion US dollars, unwilling to budge, and the negotiation had temporarily entered a stalemate.

Coincidentally, Google’s CEO, Larry Page, informed Li Mu that all preparations for Google’s IPO had been completed and they would ring the bell on Nasdaq in a week.

As Google’s CEO, Larry Page would naturally attend the bell-ringing ceremony. However, he hoped even more to invite Li Mu to be present, because if Li Mu appeared to lend his support to Google, the capital market’s acceptance of Google would have to be recalculated.

Given the current internet market, although Muye Technology’s valuation was only above two hundred billion US dollars, not even comparable to Ali Group or Tencent in later generations, the key was that in this era, there was no internet company that had reached such a high market value.

Therefore, Li Mu’s current status and position were almost equivalent to Steve Jobs of Apple, Jeff Bezos of Amazon, the Two Mas of China, Mark Zuckerberg, and Elon Musk from later generations combined.

If one were to use a term known to those born in the 1980s to describe it, it would be “Six-God Combination.”

Imagine, if in later generations, a bigshot could invite such a lineup of bigshots to lend their support to their company’s bell-ringing ceremony, what an awesome entourage that would be.

Now, just Li Mu alone was enough.

This time, Nasdaq’s underwriters had given Google an IPO valuation of forty-eight billion US dollars, with an issue price of 80 US dollars per stock, expecting to raise four billion US dollars in financing.

Muye Technology, as a 30% shareholder in Google, planned to sell 2.8% of its shares in this IPO.

However, even with that, Muye Technology would still hold 27.2% of the shares.

Initially, Google was forced by Li Mu to acquire Muye&Baidu.Inc, the joint venture established by himself and Baidu. Google appeared to be cutting flesh from its own body, but it was actually a blessing in disguise.

For a Bigwig like Li Mu, who possessed a “Six-God Combination” of influence, after becoming a shareholder in Google, he immediately channeled all search traffic outside of China precisely into Google. He even created multiple entry points to Google Search on YY, allowing Google to develop rapidly, and the capital market’s acceptance of Google grew higher and higher.

If Muye Technology hadn’t invested, Google’s valuation for this IPO would have been at most around twenty billion US dollars, and that’s without the influence of Muye&Baidu.Inc. If Li Mu had fully supported Muye&Baidu.Inc and launched the search engine jointly created by Muye Technology and Baidu worldwide, with Muye Technology’s user base, Google would have been at least severely crippled, or even dealt two fatal blows.

In that scenario, Google wouldn’t even have reached a market cap of ten billion US dollars.

In an era where internet payments and paid internet services had not yet fully become widespread, whoever had traffic was king, not to mention a super-king like Li Mu.

Now, things were good. Although Google had to cede territory and pay indemnities, it also received a huge injection of resources. Looking back at Li Mu’s coercion after securing a valuation of forty-eight billion US dollars, Larry Page couldn’t help but feel fortunate and sigh with emotion.

Fortunately, they had agreed to cooperate with Li Mu. The current Google had already laid an unshakeable foundation.

Li Mu originally didn’t want to attend bell-ringing ceremonies. His own company hadn’t rung the bell yet, so going to another company’s ceremony felt a bit unsettling.

But upon second thought, he was also a Google shareholder. If Google’s stock price rose, Muye Technology’s valuation would also be boosted. Moreover, he was already going to the United States to negotiate with Ford anyway, so he might as well create a big news splash.

In Li Mu’s mind, he would first quietly go to the United States, acquire those three brands from Ford, sign the contract, and immediately announce it to the world. Following that, he would head straight to New York to attend Google’s bell-ringing ceremony on Nasdaq, and then officially announce at the Google bell-ringing ceremony that Muye Technology would launch its IPO in the second half of this year. This powerful trifecta was bound to create an enormous influence worldwide.

Thinking of this, Li Mu agreed to Larry Page’s invitation, but with one condition: it must be kept secret.

Larry Page was overjoyed and quickly agreed. For him, being able to invite Li Mu, the legendary figure of “Six-God Combination,” to the bell-ringing ceremony would certainly bring immense grandeur and prestige.

Furthermore, he was well aware that Li Mu had never attended any bell-ringing ceremony before.

This meant that the day Google went public would be Li Mu’s maiden bell-ringing.

…

When Li Mu decided to depart for the United States, he called Chen Ze in advance.

Chen Ze was currently busy running between Wanying Real Estate and the race track, enjoying himself immensely. It had been a while since he last contacted Li Mu.

Li Mu immediately asked him, “Old Chen, how’s the race track doing?”

“It’s awesome,” Chen Ze said excitedly. “You’re elusive, hard to pin down all day long. When are you coming to the race track to take a look? Our CSC Club is incredibly impressive now. In Beijing alone, we have over two hundred Supercar members, and it’s usually bustling. On weekend track days, it’s even more extraordinarily lively.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Extraordinary… you really know how to use words…”

Then, Li Mu asked again, “How’s the karting team?”

Chen Ze replied, “They’re training everyday. Didn’t we recruit a few promising young Racing drivers earlier? They’re preparing to participate in the nationwide Youth Karting Championship, and then gradually move on to some lower-level international events.”

Li Mu nodded. “Are you free these two days?”

“What do you want?” Chen Ze asked, laughing. “Are you going to treat me to a meal?”

Li Mu said, “I’m inviting you on a trip. Pack your things; come with me to the United States these two days.”

“Oh, my head,” Chen Ze quickly said. “Why are you asking me to go to the United States for no reason? Can’t you ask Wei Lan to accompany you? I’m busy.”

Li Mu said, “Do you even know what I’m going to do, asking Wei Lan to accompany me?”

Chen Ze laughed, “I don’t know what you’re going to do, but it’s never wrong for Wei Lan to accompany you. Brother Liang and I are not unaware of your relationship.”

“Hold on,” Li Mu said. “I have something important to discuss on this trip to the United States, and let me tell you, if you don’t come, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

“Who are you bluffing?” Chen Ze scoffed. “I’ve been to the United States before. What’s there for me to regret for the rest of my life?”

He then quickly added, “Unless you tell me what we’re going to do first.”

Li Mu said, “Suit yourself. If you want to go, go back and pack your things and get your passport ready. Just come directly to the business jet terminal then. If not, forget it.”

Chen Ze quickly said, “Oh, don’t be like that, Brother Mu. I’m really busy, busy to death. Wanying has a ton of things to do every day, the club has a ton of things, the racing team has a ton of things. I’m doing the work of eight people, really, really busy. If it’s not important matters, I really won’t go to the United States. But if it’s important matters, tell me clearly, and I’ll definitely go with you.”

Li Mu said, “I’ll give you a hint: this trip is to the United States to dig up some potential assets of American imperialism. You can think about it yourself.”

“Dig up potential assets of American imperialism?” Chen Ze was stunned. “What kind of hint is that? Dig up what?”

Li Mu said contemptuously, “Forget it, you just wait to regret it then.”

Chen Ze quickly said, “No, no, no, Brother Mu, I believe you! Old Chen has always believed in you…”

Then, hardening his resolve, he said, “Alright, I’ll go! I’ll tell Brother Liang and the others!”

“Good,” Li Mu said. “Be at the business jet terminal at 10 AM the day after tomorrow.”

Chen Ze quickly asked, “Should we call Wei Lan to come along too?”

Li Mu said, “If I took both you and Wei Lan, Brother Liang would fight me to the death.”

Chen Ze laughed, “He’d definitely understand.”

“Forget it,” Li Mu said. “If I called Wei Lan, I wouldn’t want to bring you.”

“Prioritize romance over friendship,” Chen Ze spat. “Alright, then the day after tomorrow morning. I won’t banter with you anymore. I’ll hurry up and arrange my work.”

…

Even after boarding Li Mu’s private jet, Chen Ze still hadn’t figured out what Li Mu wanted to take him to the United States for.

Actually, Li Mu wanted to broaden his horizons. They were good brothers, and he knew Chen Ze cherished cars more than his own life. Even with such a passion for cars, Chen Ze’s biggest dream was just to set up a Formula 3 team and train a Chinese F1 driver. How could he dare to dream of building cars, sports cars, rally cars, or F1 cars himself?

Li Mu had long since found the leverage and fulcrum to mobilize capital. With his current approach, whatever he did, he either didn’t do it, or if he did, he’d go big.

If he secured those three brands from Ford, organizing rally races and touring car races would be effortless. After accumulating experience for a few years and investing some money, how much would it cost to set up an F1 racing team? Two or three hundred million US dollars in annual expenses, and that didn’t even count revenue. Sponsorship alone could bring back more than half. If that didn’t work, couldn’t he just sponsor himself? He had annual promotion budgets anyway; spending money on promotion was promotion regardless of where it was spent.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s view, establishing his own F1 racing team was only a matter of time.

It just so happened that bringing Chen Ze along this time would let him know about his strategy, which could also be considered a surprise for him. After all, his upcoming layout in the automotive industry would be dozens or even hundreds of times larger than Chen Ze’s biggest dreams.

Sitting on the plane, watching it soar into the sky, Chen Ze still asked Li Mu, “What exactly are we going to do in the United States this time? Can you tell me now?”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Don’t be anxious. Wait a bit longer. When we get there, you’ll slowly find out everything.”

“Damn it…” Chen Ze shook his head helplessly. “You’re really tight-lipped. This is going to drive me crazy.”

Speaking of this, Chen Ze quickly asked again, “Then which city in the United States are we going to? You can tell me that, right?”

Li Mu said calmly, “Dearborn, Michigan.”

“Where’s that? Never heard of it…” Chen Ze fell into thought.

Before coming, he had thought Li Mu might take him to New York for some financial operations, or to Los Angeles (Hollywood) to enjoy himself, or even to Washington D.C. to show off. But he never expected to go to an unheard-of place.

He only knew Detroit in Michigan, but he didn’t know where Dearborn was.

In fact, Dearborn was a satellite city of Detroit, somewhat like a county-level city under the jurisdiction of a prefecture-level city in China. Although everyone knew Detroit, the famous Motor City, not many people knew Dearborn.

Li Mu looked at Chen Ze, smiled faintly, and said, “Set your mind at ease. In twelve hours, you’ll know everything.”





Chapter 1738: What Kind of International Joke Is This?

After ten hours of flying, it was morning in American hours. Li Mu was only two hours away from Dearborn. The plane was scheduled to land at 11 AM local time.

When Li Mu departed, the plane took off from Beijing at 10 AM Beijing time.

The awkwardness of an transoceanic flight is that no matter what time you take off from China, you land at the exact same local time.

For an ordinary economy class traveler, 12 to 13 hours of flight is enough to leave them utterly exhausted. Due to the cramped conditions and difficulty in getting good rest in economy class, most people are not only fatigued after stepping off the plane, but their clothes are also wrinkled and dirty, and they suffer severely from jet lag, needing at least two or three days to recover.

However, senior executives of Fortune 500 companies traveling overseas often manage to put on sharp suits and dive straight into work brimming with energy immediately after their plane lands. The reason is that even if they aren’t flying on a private jet, they are at least in first class, where they can lie flat and sleep the entire way.

Li Mu also slept throughout the flight, and even took a shower in the toilet before landing. It was morning in American hours, and he felt no different than morning in China, full of energy without a hint of tiredness.

Chen Ze also slept soundly. With noise-canceling headphones on, he couldn’t even hear the plane’s engine, and the stable flight meant almost no turbulence.

As the flight attendant served breakfast, the Pilot announced over the cabin broadcast: “Mr. Li, Mr. Chen, we will be landing at Detroit International Airport in two hours.”

“Detroit?” Chen Ze, who was about to eat breakfast, looked at Li Mu in surprise and asked, “Old Li, didn’t you say Dearborn? How did we end up in Detroit?”

Li Mu said, “Dearborn is a satellite city of Detroit. You can understand it as a district of Detroit.”

“I see.” Chen Ze nodded and said excitedly, “Detroit is a great place, the cradle of the American automotive industry. What made you think of dragging me to Detroit?”

Li Mu smiled, “Take a guess.”

Chen Ze pondered for a moment, resting his chin, and said, “It can’t be something as boring as buying a car.”

After saying that, he thought for a moment and added, “It’s also impossible that we just came to play. I won’t even mention how busy I am; you are far busier than me, and your time is more precious, so you definitely wouldn’t come just to play.”

Then, Chen Ze looked at Li Mu and said, “I really can’t guess.”

Li Mu said, “Hold on for another two hours. You’ll find out once we land.”

Seeing that Li Mu deliberately wanted to keep him in suspense and had no intention of revealing the secret early, Chen Ze could only give up on indirectly inquiring.

However, he also wondered what Li Mu was doing in Detroit. He was in the internet and high-tech industries. When he came to the United States, he usually went to Silicon Valley, or perhaps New York for capital-related matters. Detroit was an old industrial city, with nothing but industry, and it had declined quite a bit over the years, not much different from the Northeast region of China. Li Mu couldn’t possibly be here for business, could he?

Moreover, what else could be done here besides car sales?

Thinking of this, Chen Ze was startled. “Good heavens, Li Mu isn’t going to negotiate cooperation with source code or Ford, is he? Is he going to be their Dealer / Distributor? source code and Ford still have many car models that haven’t been released domestically, and their sales network isn’t very large. If one is optimistic about the future development of American cars in China, Strategic Early Deployment is still a viable option.

For example, a certain Mercedes-Benz distributor registered in Hong Kong has a massive layout and incredible influence, which can even reverse-influence Mercedes-Benz itself.

Li Mu had previously targeted Maserati, which was preparing to enter the China market. Now, the domestic main distributorship for Maserati is in his hands. However, Maserati is, after all, a niche brand, not easy to grow quickly, and its brand positioning is high, making it difficult to achieve high sales volume.

However, most American cars are more mainstream family cars, with low prices and high sales volume. Buick, for instance, has always sold very well in China. If Li Mu could really get the agency for one or two brands from source code or Ford, even just the North China agency, it would be a very big business.

Chen Ze had now basically confirmed his guess, and his heart immediately grew excited.

If this matter could be finalized, it would secure some automotive resources for everyone in the future, which would not only bring profit but also benefit the entire race track and racing team.

…

At 10:50 AM, the Gulfstream G550 landed smoothly at Detroit International Airport.

The plane taxied to the Private jet Hangar, and then Li Mu, Chen Ze, along with Li Ziwei and Wang Yuanlang, disembarked together.

An airport shuttle bus took them to Customs. After completing immigration procedures, as soon as they exited Customs, they saw Elon Musk waiting there.

Li Mu introduced Elon Musk to Chen Ze, but this future great name “Silicon Valley Iron Man” had little reputation at the time, and Chen Ze knew nothing about him.

After introducing the two, Li Mu told Chen Ze, “Elon and I invested in a new energy vehicles company, which is currently in the product development stage.”

Chen Ze curiously asked, “New energy vehicles? What does that mean?”

Li Mu said, “It means electric vehicle, purely electric powered.”

Chen Ze said with a look of disdain, “What’s the point of an electric vehicle? Can that thing compare to a gasoline car?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Well, it depends on what you’re comparing.”

“Power!” Chen Ze asked, “Can it compare?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “For mass production vehicles, the estimated highest power should be over 600 horsepower.”

“Boasting!” Chen Ze scoffed, “600 horsepower for an electric vehicle? Is it nuclear powered?”

Li Mu smiled, “Not nuclear, lithium-ion.”

Chen Ze was even more puzzled: “Lithium battery?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “Powered by lithium batteries, it not only has strong motivation but also accelerates quickly. In the future, the 0-100 km/h acceleration for mass production high-end models should be within 4 seconds.”

Chen Ze gasped in amazement, couldn’t help but ask, “How far can such a car go on a full charge?”

Li Mu said, “About four hundred kilometers, under normal driving conditions.”

“That awesome?” Chen Ze was even more surprised.

Li Mu chuckled, “You’ll find out soon enough.”

With that, he turned to Elon Musk and asked, “What time is your meeting with the Ford people?”

“3:30 PM,” Elon Musk replied. “We’ll go to the hotel for lunch first, and I’ll introduce you to my team members here. Then, we’ll have a meeting to discuss the situation in your Presidential Suite conference room.”

Li Mu hummed, recalling the outrageous nature of the American Business Department, and couldn’t help but ask, “If I finalize the details of my cooperation with Ford, will the American Business Department intervene and block it?”

The American Business Department often pulled bold moves, such as breaking up large enterprises into several, ostensibly for antitrust reasons; they also frequently interfered with acquisitions and buyouts between companies, either refusing to let them sell or refusing to let them buy. In any case, they were extremely troublesome.

Elon Musk said seriously, “The project we are discussing should not be interfered with by the American Business Department. They basically have no restraint over the civilian automotive industry.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I’ll be going to New York in a few days. I need to attend Google’s ring the bell event on their IPO day. This matter with Ford needs to be finalized as soon as possible.”

“Okay!”

Chen Ze, standing by, was a bit puzzled and asked Li Mu, “You just told that Musk guy that you want to negotiate cooperation with Ford?”

“Yes,” Li Mu nodded. “Dearborn is Ford’s Headquarters. Their Headquarters are here, and several of Ford’s own production lines are also here.”

Chen Ze said in surprise, “The classic Ford F150 must be produced in Detroit.”

Li Mu’s mind immediately conjured the image of that huge pickup truck. This car only entered China several years later through parallel import. However, China doesn’t have a pickup truck culture; when it arrived, it was immediately classified as a Commercial vehicle, with characters sprayed on the doors and reflective strips on the tail, and many cities didn’t allow pickup trucks into urban areas, so it never caught on.

For Li Mu, he didn’t too much like that enormous pickup truck. He always felt it was too big and too wasteful. In the city, it would start at twenty-plus liters of fuel per hundred kilometers, which was indeed not suitable for domestic urban residents’ household use.

Chen Ze said, “I got an F150 two years ago and drove it to Sichuan-Tibet. That car was very cooperative, and it sold extremely well in the United States.”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Then why don’t we just take it back to China for selling.”

Chen Ze waved his hand: “It’s a good car, but it will suffer from unacclimatized illnesses when it gets to China.”

Li Mu asked him, “What do you think would be most suitable if we were to take something from Ford?”

Chen Ze thought for a moment and said seriously, “Land Rover! A classic off-road vehicle. It just entered the China market last year and hasn’t developed much yet, but the car is truly capable. Driving through Old Zhanggou is like playing around. Although it’s not as rugged as the Toyota Land Cruiser, the British design is quite luxurious, much more high-profile than the Land Cruiser.”

Li Mu nodded thoughtfully and said, “What you said makes sense. Why don’t we discuss cooperation with Ford regarding Land Rover?”

Chen Ze subconsciously said, “It seems they are currently handling the China market themselves. If we could get a regional agency, it would still be a viable plan.”

Li Mu nodded slightly, noncommittally.

Although he didn’t say anything aloud, Li Mu couldn’t help but inwardly look down on Chen Ze.

Get an agency? Is that all you can amount to, Chen Ze? Can’t we just buy Land Rover outright?

And not only should we buy Land Rover, but also Jaguar and Volvo.

Let’s aim to achieve domestic production for the Range Rover and Defender within two or three years.

Leaving the airport, everyone got into the Commercial vehicle arranged by Elon Musk and headed straight for a star-rated hotel in Dearborn.

Dearborn was practically Ford’s own small city, with Ford logos and advertisements visible everywhere.

Upon arriving at the hotel, Li Mu met Elon Musk’s team. They sat at a large long table in the banquet hall, and Elon Musk said to Li Mu, “President Li, let me introduce you to the members of our acquisition team.”

Chen Ze, who was next to him, asked in surprise, “Acquisition? Acquire what?”

Elon Musk smiled faintly and asked, “Mr. Chen doesn’t know?”

Chen Ze shook his head, looking dumbfounded.

Elon Musk looked at Li Mu, and seeing Li Mu nod with a smile, he told Chen Ze, “We are currently negotiating with Ford to fully acquire the three automotive brands: Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo, from them.”

Chen Ze felt as if struck by lightning, and it took him a long while to recover, murmuring, “What kind of international joke are you playing…”





Chapter 1720: Automotive Labor Union

Although Chen Ze had extraordinary trust in Li Mu, he genuinely couldn’t believe that Li Mu intended to buy three automotive brands from Ford in one go.

Seeing his stunned expression, Li Mu chuckled, “Old Chen, I’m not joking with you. We flew all this way not to tour Ford’s factory.”

Chen Ze composed himself and pressed, “How much would it cost to acquire these three brands? An astronomical figure, right?”

Li Mu smiled, “However, the asking price is just several billion US dollars.”

Several billion US dollars…

Chen Ze nearly spit blood upon hearing that.

Only Li Mu could speak of several billion US dollars so casually.

However, on closer thought, several billion US dollars for these three brands combined actually wasn’t that high.

Recalling some data from his memory, he said, “Didn’t Ford spend at least six or seven billion US dollars to acquire Volvo alone? Plus Jaguar and Land Rover, their combined acquisition price for these three brands was at least over ten billion US dollars. How could they be selling them so cheaply?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Because they’re losing money!”

Li Mu then began reeling off facts as if reciting from a family treasure list: “Look, Volvo suffered massive losses in Ford’s hands. Jaguar and Land Rover, after being integrated by them, also couldn’t escape the fate of massive losses. They bought three brands for over ten billion US dollars, and over the years, they’ve lost several billion US dollars combined. Now they’re selling them for only several billion US dollars in total, meaning Ford has lost nearly ten billion in total.”

For large industrial groups, losses are like cutting flesh from one’s own body with a blunt knife; it won’t kill them in one blow, but each cut takes a large chunk.

For instance, when the domestic steel and coal markets are in a downturn, private companies in the sector can instantly turn from profit to loss, then become deeply locked-in by their own enterprises. Losses grow daily, accumulating more and more. Although net assets might not turn negative at this point, the key is that these net assets are like stocks that have hit their daily limit down—you want to sell, but you can’t.

In such circumstances, business owners can only bear the losses, hoping for the market to warm up one day. Many times, what starts as a local richest man ends up as a publicly listed debtor, their market value plummeting from tens of billions to negative in as little as two or three years.

Once an industry forms a locked-in trend, it is indeed terrifying, like concrete blocks weighing one down, dragging people into an abyss from which they can’t escape.

The hundred-year-old Ford became increasingly pathetic, mainly because it spread itself too thin and suffered from poor management, eventually getting locked-in by its own assets.

Chen Ze was startled upon hearing this and quickly said, “Then aren’t you becoming Ford’s scapegoat by acquiring these three brands now? Buying three loss-making enterprises for several billion US dollars, won’t you have to constantly inject funds into them?”

Li Mu chuckled, “To Ford, they’re vengeful spirits seeking profits; to me, perhaps they’ll be five ghosts bringing wealth. Just because Ford couldn’t make these three brands profitable doesn’t mean I can’t.”

Chen Ze felt a headache coming on. He rubbed his temples and said, “Old Li, you’ve never been involved in the automotive industry before. This is a massive industry involving tens of thousands of people, and which car brand isn’t involved in global procurement and global selling? The supply chain alone would be enough to cause trouble, to say nothing of sales.”

Li Mu patted his shoulder and smiled, “Don’t worry, I’ve considered everything, what needed to be thought of, and what didn’t. I have great confidence in turning these three brands profitable. Besides, even if it doesn’t work out, it’s just several billion US dollars. If I lose all the capital, I’ll dissolve the factories and donate all the equipment and technology patents to the country. That would still be a good deed. What’s there to be afraid of?”

Chen Ze nodded and chuckled, “Alright, since you’ve put it that way, if I still don’t support you, what kind of brother would I be?”

Then he immediately added, “I know a bit about cars. As long as you need me for this, I’ll be at your command from now on.”

Chen Ze himself was a car enthusiast, with far deeper feelings for cars and the automotive industry than Li Mu. Originally, he was only worried Li Mu would end up with three hot potatoes and all his efforts would come to nothing, but deep down, he was very much looking forward to Li Mu acquiring these three brands. Now that Li Mu showed such powerful confidence, his worries vanished, replaced entirely by fervent passion.

Three internationally renowned automotive brands were about to be acquired by a Chinese enterprise and become 100% Chinese-owned companies. Just thinking about such a thing was enough to make one’s blood boil.

If these three brands could be managed well, it would truly be the pride of the nation.

…

Chen Ze excitedly followed Li Mu to the hotel, where Elon Musk’s team members had been waiting for a long time.

To secure these three brands, Elon Musk brought his senior executives from Tesla. Additionally, he hired several automotive industry authorities with high salaries through friend referrals to ensure the acquisition would ultimately be finalized.

For Elon Musk, he also greatly anticipated this acquisition because, as Li Mu said, if these three brands were acquired, all their car models, platforms, and technologies would be open to Tesla.

In other words, Tesla would only need to convert these three brands’ car models to new energy vehicles in the future, completely avoiding the need to redesign chassis or build platforms, because future Teslas could even be directly manufactured by these three brands through OEM.

At the banquet, Elon Musk introduced his team members to Li Mu. After lunch, they immediately went to the presidential suite, over four hundred square meters in size, that Li Mu had reserved.

In the presidential suite, Elon Musk gave Li Mu a brief work report.

Currently, everything was progressing smoothly. Ford’s side, apart from their slightly high price demands, had been very cooperative, showing ample sincerity.

However, there were also problems. For example, Volvo’s production line was still in Sweden. After the brand changed ownership, Muye Technology would need to send people to Sweden to resolve subsequent corporate changes, employee transfers, and other issues. This was not much trouble for Muye Technology. The real trouble was that Land Rover still had a production line in the United States.

Jaguar Land Rover’s main production lines were in the UK, but there was also one in the US. According to the requirements of the automotive industry labor union, if Ford sold this production line, the buyer had to guarantee that it would continue to operate for at least five years and would not initiate layoffs or suspend production.

Elon Musk explained, “The American automotive labor union has immense influence. Even General Motors and Ford can’t do anything about them. If we can’t meet the union’s demands, the automotive labor union will prohibit Ford from selling this production line.”

Li Mu nodded slightly.

He had long experienced the awesomeness of American labor unions.

Frankly, while they were “awesome,” sometimes “idiots” might be a more fitting description.

The American automotive labor union possessed immense power; not only could it exert absolute pressure on car companies, but it could even influence national policy in the automotive sector.

Back then, to resist the impact of Japanese car companies, the American labor union demanded the government pressure Japanese car companies. So the US government required Japan to sign a “Voluntary Restraint Agreement,” allowing them to export only 1.68 million vehicles to the American market annually.

In the end, the Japanese companies had no choice but to build factories in the US. While this benefited the American automotive labor union and created many job positions, for the three major American car companies, it was an absolute self-sabotaging move.

American cars already lacked competitiveness, and they were fortunate to barely make a living relying on their domestic market advantage in the US. As a result, the union forced Japanese car companies to build factories in the US, which was like inviting wolves into the house for Ford, General Motors, and Chrysler.

The high labor costs in the US already made the three major car companies utterly miserable. However, the Japanese understood cost control better than they did, so their advantage was very clear, making life even harder for American car companies.

Moreover, the automotive labor union’s exploitation of American car companies was ubiquitous. Ford once tried to close one of its assembly plants in the US, but the union demanded that even if the assembly plant were closed, full salaries, as well as social and medical insurance, had to be paid to the over three thousand workers at the assembly plant.

The automotive labor union, relentlessly pushing its luck, even proposed an utterly ridiculous plan, demanding that American car companies provide 95% of wages to the automotive union’s unemployed workers, which was utterly shameless.

Even more terrifying, to protect its own interests, the automotive labor union used every possible means to obstruct car companies from optimizing their industrial structure.

For example, they tried everything to prevent American car companies from building factories overseas.

And they tried everything to resist the automation reform of production lines.

It was precisely because of such arrogant operations that Detroit gradually became a dead city, and perishing alongside Detroit were the golden years of the three major American car companies.

However, Japanese car companies were very shrewd. When they built factories in the US, they refused to sign any agreements with the automotive labor union, so the automotive labor union could only pile onto American car companies like leeches, while being powerless against Japanese car companies.

This further weakened the competitiveness between American and Japanese cars in the domestic US market. That’s why if you just pull up the North American domestic car sales leaderboard, Honda, Toyota, and Nissan consistently occupy three of the top five positions in sales.

Li Mu also didn’t want to deal with the American automotive labor union. If he were to open a factory in the US, even if the labor union came knocking, he wouldn’t sign any agreements with them. But the current problem was that Ford itself was within the American automotive labor union’s sphere of influence. He himself might ignore the automotive labor union, but Ford couldn’t.

Immediately, Li Mu told Elon Musk, “The labor union issue will be difficult for us to resolve in the short term. The most important thing now is to complete the acquisition as soon as possible. So, as long as the automotive labor union’s demands aren’t too excessive, agree for now, and then slowly haggle with them after the acquisition is complete.”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “I will communicate this specifically with Ford’s side.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Ford itself must also be deeply troubled by the labor union, right?”

Elon Musk shrugged, “Everyone says the purpose of the American automotive labor union’s existence is to destroy the domestic American automotive industry. If it weren’t for them, Japanese car companies wouldn’t have been so like a fish in water in North America.”

After speaking, Elon Musk reminded him, “However, this afternoon, you can use this issue to push down the price with Ford and make them make some more concessions.”





Chapter 1721: Afraid of Losing One’s Shirt

Bill Ford Jr. was feeling a little nervous.

As the current head of the Ford family, he was a seasoned operator who had weathered many great storms and waves. But the thought of meeting Li Mu, the richest person in the world, still made him feel somewhat apprehensive.

The Ford family’s current total market value was only between twenty and thirty billion US dollars, and a large portion of that was owned by public shareholders and other investors. The actual shares the Ford family could control accounted for less than half. Furthermore, Old Money families had a significant problem: too many descendants.

Such families typically had been wealthy for four or five generations. From the second generation onwards, the number of direct descendants grew exponentially. Four became sixteen, sixteen became sixty-four. After four generations, the number of direct descendants could easily reach a hundred, not even counting their spouses. By now, the number of direct relatives in the Ford family was so large that Bill Ford Jr. himself couldn’t recognize all of them.

Such a family, though still brilliant, suffered greatly today.

They were once truly top-tier families dominating the scene, but what about now? The world was developing too fast, and their descendants were not cooperative, causing Ford’s industries to not only fail to advance but even regress.

The absolute value was shrinking, but the number of people sharing the pie kept increasing. By now, several hundred people in the Ford family were like blood-sucking parasites, clamoring for sustenance daily. A significant portion of the industry dividends and profits went directly into the family trust fund, and then were distributed to these descendants. Such a family no longer had the impressive style and ambition of a top-tier family; instead, it felt somewhat like a fallen noble house.

It was understandable for a family with total assets in the tens of billions of US dollars, but less than one hundred million US dollars per person, to be nervous facing a tycoon worth several hundred billion US dollars.

Bill Ford Jr. even felt that if he could ride on Li Mu’s coattails with this opportunity, it would be extremely beneficial.

The best outcome would be if Li Mu didn’t just acquire these three brands he held, but rather made it an Acquisition.

An acquisition merely involved paying money to buy something, whereas an Acquisition was a merger and acquisition, bringing the acquired party into one’s larger ecosystem.

Bill Ford Jr. felt that even if these three brands were valued at seven billion US dollars, selling them would only alleviate some pressure for Ford. After all, Ford had paid far more than seven billion US dollars when acquiring these brands initially, and over the years, including investments and losses, the total amount lost was immeasurable.

Therefore, the best outcome would be for Muye Technology to acquire these three brands. It wouldn’t need much, giving Ford three to five percentage points of Muye Technology’s shares, and Ford would truly be able to effortlessly succeed in the future.

Muye Technology hadn’t gone public yet, and the capital market’s general valuation for it at this stage was above two hundred billion US dollars, or even higher. If it went public after Google’s IPO, it would truly soar to the heavens.

At this stage, exchanging for Muye Technology shares from Li Mu would be far better for the Ford family than selling for cash.



In the afternoon, Li Mu, along with Li Ziwei and Chen Ze, headed to Ford headquarters with Elon Musk’s team.

Elon Musk had already held several rounds of negotiations with Ford here, and the price had been lowered from seven billion to six point three billion. Li Mu had previously instructed him to negotiate for a price around five billion US dollars, but Ford had flatly refused.

In reality, for Li Mu, five billion US dollars might seem a bit low, but it was already quite generous. Which of these three brands wasn’t heavily indebted? Which wasn’t losing money year after year? The three brands combined lost several hundred million US dollars annually. After a few more years of losses, Ford itself would be in great discomfort.

Once losses began, turning them into profit was extremely difficult. It could be said that none of these three brands were successfully managed by Ford itself.

Jaguar had always been just so-so. Land Rover did enjoy a glorious period for some years, a success that was truly half due to the Evoque and the other half due to Song Siming from Dwelling Narrowness. If Land Rover had managed to develop the Evoque while still under Ford’s ownership, giving Ford hope, then Ford wouldn’t have been willing to sell the entire package for even seven billion, let alone five billion US dollars.

As for Volvo, that was even more laughable. If this brand hadn’t been acquired by a Chinese brand, leading to the Chinese people injecting sentiment into it through various promotional offensives, then with its laid-back approach, if it could have succeeded, Li Mu would have been willing to eat four tires.

When Volvo was laid-back, its name was rarely heard in the market. But ever since it became half-Chinese, legends about Volvo suddenly became overwhelming.

Every Chinese citizen who knew a little about cars probably heard some legend about Volvo. Someone would earnestly claim that their Second Brother’s third uncle’s distant nephew’s maternal older male cousin had an accident in a Volvo; the car was totaled, all airbags deployed, but the person was completely unharmed.

Others said their Owner’s younger brother’s wife’s younger brother drove a Volvo that rolled down a mountain, and if he hadn’t been driving a Volvo, he would have died. So, that person became devoted to Volvo, only buying Volvos when purchasing a car.

That’s how Volvo turned its losses into profits under Geely’s ownership. Everyone believed Ford sold it at a disadvantage, but that wasn’t true. Even if Ford were given another chance, it might not have been able to make Volvo profitable.

Ford, after all, was the most famous car brand in America. Yet, its three brands—Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo—were selling a complete mess in the US. This showed that even its own compatriots were disrespecting Ford. For Ford, trying to revitalize these three brands was extremely difficult.

So, if Ford didn’t sell for five billion US dollars this year, it would have to inject another three to five hundred million US dollars into these three brands next year. After spending three to five hundred million, the selling price wouldn’t be higher than five billion, and might even drop further.



When Li Mu met Bill Ford Jr., Bill Ford Jr. shook Li Mu’s hand with great joy and said in halting Chinese, “Hello, Mr. Li! I’ve long admired your reputation!”

Li Mu gave him a smile and said lightly, “Mr. Ford, there’s no need to be so polite.”

With that, Li Mu sat down opposite Bill Ford Jr.

Bill Ford Jr. sat on the other side of the negotiation table, smiling at Li Mu and saying, “Mr. Li, it’s truly an honor for Ford Motor Company that you’ve come all this way specifically for this.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Actually, I just came on the way. You know, Google is about to go public, and Larry Page insisted I join him in New York to ring the bell. It was hard to refuse a kind invitation, so I came over.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “To be honest, for a business deal worth several billion US dollars, I really don’t want to personally handle everything. But since I’m already in the United States this time, I decided to come and meet you all. My time might not be that plentiful. Whether I’ll still be in Dearborn tomorrow after today is an unknown quantity. So, if I leave midway, please don’t take it amiss, Mr. Ford. You can continue to talk with Elon Musk.”

Bill Ford Jr.’s face fell a little. He had intended to subtly imply that Li Mu must attach great importance to this acquisition, but unexpectedly, Li Mu directly and disrespectfully stated that he was merely passing by.

However, Bill Ford Jr. didn’t doubt what Li Mu said too much, as Google was indeed about to ring the bell for its IPO soon, and the financial circles were discussing this matter very enthusiastically.

Bill Ford Jr. felt that Li Mu had an alternative aura. Most important figures exuded a strong presence that made others feel pressured, but Li Mu not only possessed his own aura but also seemed to have a halo that weakened others’ auras.

When a person worth several hundred billion US dollars openly declared that he didn’t want to personally handle a business deal worth several billion US dollars, Bill Ford Jr. was completely at a loss for how to respond.

Steadying his mind, Bill Ford Jr. asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, as far as I know, Muye Technology has never been involved in any automotive industry. Why suddenly acquire three world-class automotive brands?”

Li Mu chuckled, “Mr. Ford, two points: First, these three brands are not world-class. From the current situation, at most they are at the bottom of the second-tier. Second, my desire to acquire these three brands actually has little to do with Muye Technology.”

Then, Li Mu asked him, “Have you heard of the CSC Club? Its full name is China SuperCar Club.”

“Of course,” Ford nodded, saying, “That’s Mr. Li’s club; I’ve heard of it.”

The CSC Club’s reputation was indeed very strong. This wasn’t just because its members were children from wealthy families, but more importantly, the club’s appeal was exceptionally powerful. Li Mu could easily raise tens of billions of Chinese yuan through this club, which was astonishing.

There had been some anecdotes about the CSC Club reported on Wall Street.

Li Mu said, “I started a race track in China. After a while, I felt it wasn’t very interesting, and coincidentally, China doesn’t have any particularly presentable car brands. So, I thought I’d just buy a few existing ones, integrate them back home, create a domestic brand, produce some epic car models myself, and also tinker with a few race cars. While organizing races, it would also be a contribution to the Chinese automotive industry.”

Li Mu was speaking the complete truth. He planned to take these brands back, integrate their technologies, combine the strengths of all three, and add Tesla’s unique technology to create a strong Chinese independent automotive brand. Then, he would produce some extraordinary car models that could sell well globally and participate in rally races and touring car races on the side.

Actually, Li Mu had already planned the future in great detail, and in his view, the chances of success were very high. There was definitely an opportunity to revitalize the national automotive industry. But when he spoke these words, Bill Ford Jr. listened, shaking his head inwardly.

He believed Li Mu’s original intention, but he didn’t believe Li Mu could succeed.

He felt that Li Mu truly lacked understanding of the automotive industry. Did Li Mu really think that just having some advanced technology could make a brand great? Don’t be ridiculous. Ford had many impressive high-end technologies at its disposal; look at what it had become now?

The automotive industry, in fact, was a very large wooden barrel. Technical proficiency was just one component that constituted the barrel. The rest included global procurement organization and coordination capabilities, production line optimization capabilities, car model design capabilities, global marketing capabilities, quality control capabilities, after-sales capabilities, public relations capabilities, financial strength, and so on.

Among all these capabilities, Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo were only average to above-average in technical proficiency. As for the rest, which one wasn’t bottom-tier among world brands? With just you, Li Mu, plus the mediocre technical level of these three brands, you think you can revitalize the Chinese automotive industry? You’ll probably go bankrupt.





Chapter 1722: Only I Have This Spare Cash

Muye Technology’s strength in the internet field is too strong, sometimes leading others to underestimate its strength in other areas.

Most people have a certain mindset: if someone is excellent in one area, they must be significantly inferior in others.

Bill Ford Jr. believed that Li Mu could make Muye Technology successful, but there was no way he could also make a success of the automotive industry.

However, he wasn’t bothered about whether Li Mu truly had this ability. He only cared about the price Li Mu was willing to pay for his three brands.

He had previously considered that for someone like Li Mu, who wasn’t short on cash, he should try to exchange these three brands for some Muye Technology shares. But now, it seemed Li Mu’s foray into the automotive industry was merely a casual attitude, just spending some money to make a splash. In such a situation, getting his shares might not be so easy.

But there was no harm in trying.

He said with a smile, “President Li, we’ve actually discussed your acquisition intention many times. However, our overall preference is to be acquired by Muye Technology. What are your thoughts on this?”

“Acquisition?” Li Mu smiled slightly. “Mr. Ford, before Muye Technology’s IPO, it will not transfer its shares to any group, enterprise, or individual. After the IPO, the most direct way for anyone to acquire Muye Technology’s shares will be to purchase them on the market. Therefore, I can give you a direct answer regarding acquisition: it’s impossible.”

For Li Mu, it was easy to distinguish between good and bad assets with a single glance.

Ford’s assets were no different from cars; they depreciated quickly and had little room for appreciation. To make these three brands profitable, without the advantage of a reborn individual, it would take at least another five years or more.

However, Muye Technology’s assets were like prime city land just as housing prices were about to take off, with enormous potential for appreciation.

It was like in 2008, trading a Mercedes-Benz S-Class worth over one million for a three-bedroom apartment in Beijing. Even if it were an equivalent exchange, the latter would be a massive loss. So Li Mu would never do such a losing business.

Bill Ford Jr. hadn’t expected Li Mu to refuse him so decisively, without even a moment’s consideration, as if what he had said was a complete joke.

This left his self-esteem feeling somewhat frustrated. He had initially hoped for a glimmer of hope, but as soon as he eagerly stated it, Li Mu immediately refused.

Bill Ford Jr. couldn’t help but harden his stance. “Since President Li isn’t considering an acquisition, then a cash purchase isn’t out of the question either. Our quoted price has actually already been provided to Mr. Musk. The total package price for all three brands is seven billion US dollars.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Seven billion is impossible, Mr. Ford. You yourself know that these brands are not quality assets for Ford; on the contrary, they are leeches draining its blood. My offer to you today is five billion US dollars. Don’t think I’m taking advantage of you. Five years from now, these three brands combined might not even sell for five billion US dollars. And for these five years, regarding the level of inflation on five billion US dollars, I believe you, as an entrepreneur in real industry, should be even clearer than I am.”

Bill Ford Jr. naturally understood Li Mu’s meaning. Once a real industry enters a downturn, it indeed becomes a hot potato. Many times, you can’t even find anyone willing to take it over, leaving you stuck with them.

However, since he was here to negotiate with Li Mu today, he naturally had to show his attitude. If he guessed right and Li Mu truly wanted these three brands, he might be able to exchange them for a certain amount of shares from him. If that didn’t work, he could at least strive for a good selling price.

So he coughed and said, “President Li, the actual value of these three Ford brands is arguably over ten billion US dollars. If we publicly put them up for sale, the transaction price for these three brands would be over seven billion US dollars. Many enterprises in the industry are interested in these three brands.”

Li Mu smiled slightly. “I don’t believe a word you’re saying. From this year until 2008, I believe the financial situation will be far from optimistic, especially in the automotive manufacturing industry. From what I understand, all car brands are currently undergoing asset optimization and desperately trying to reduce their burden to cope with the approaching cold winter. They themselves have a large pile of inferior assets to sell off; how could they possibly come running to buy Ford’s garbage?”

Speaking, Li Mu said apologetically, “Sorry, I’m just very direct in how I speak.”

Li Mu’s personality had always been very assertive. This character development stemmed from the fact that the internet industry never needed to cater to the whims of any upstream or downstream partners, especially platforms. With users and traffic in their own hands, they had nothing to fear. Ford had originally been negotiating with Mr. Musk for a price slightly over six billion, and for Bill Ford Jr. to suddenly demand seven billion from him directly felt a bit like a challenge.

Bill Ford Jr.’s expression turned ugly.

After all, these were three world-renowned car brands, and for Li Mu to call them garbage was truly a bit too arrogant.

But Li Mu didn’t care at all. Seeing his fluctuating mood, he said, “For Ford, the money this year and the money next year have completely different meanings. It’s not just the impact of inflation but also the loss cutting that comes from selling off inferior assets. In the current economic climate, someone willing to buy these three brands from you and willing to give you five billion US dollars? You definitely won’t find a second person in the whole world besides me. And I’m not absolutely set on buying these three Ford brands. Why can’t I go to General Motors and buy their brands? Cadillac, they’re in quite bad shape now too. Like you, they can’t compete with Japanese brands in the US domestic market, and they have no foothold in Europe. They’re pretty much as miserable as you are.”

Bill Ford Jr. found that he completely couldn’t withstand Li Mu’s aura. Li Mu directly called his brands garbage as soon as he spoke, yet he didn’t know how to refute it.

Whether it was Jaguar, Land Rover, or Volvo, their sales had been very poor in the past two years. Ford itself wasn’t a company skilled in asset restructuring, nor was it proficient in quality control and cost management. Yet, the less proficient it was in asset restructuring, the more it kept acquiring other car brands years ago, constantly thinking that running an enterprise was like playing the Snake game: just keep acquiring one after another until the small snake becomes a big dragon.

However, after acquiring them, they lacked the ability to properly digest them, resulting in them becoming more and more of a burden, even to the point where their main body was greatly affected.

Li Mu then continued, “Setting aside the cooperation we’re discussing today, let me analyze who in the world would buy these three brands from you.”

“Firstly, Japanese enterprises would absolutely not be interested in these three brands. The development ideas and philosophies of these three brands run counter to those of Japanese enterprises. In the eyes of the Japanese, there are only Japanese and German cars in the world; American cars are simply no match for them.”

“Secondly, European car manufacturers couldn’t possibly buy these three brands back. Although Volkswagen likes to make acquisitions everywhere, your three brands wouldn’t appeal to Volkswagen because these three brands were sold from Europe to you. If Volkswagen truly thought highly of these three brands, it would never have been Ford’s turn to acquire them.”

“Lastly, Chinese car manufacturers wouldn’t acquire these three brands either, because established car manufacturers have already made a fortune by producing joint venture cars. As for private enterprises, none of them currently have a market value exceeding two billion US dollars. They lack the strength to swallow an elephant even if they wanted to.”

In fact, China’s automotive industry was indeed very insignificant at the moment. Those powerful private enterprises of later generations had not truly risen yet. Even if Geely’s general manager were called over and asked if he was interested in buying Volvo, he himself would consider it an impossible fantasy.

Speaking of this, Li Mu said seriously, “Mr. Ford, truly consider the situation you are facing now. If you miss me, you will miss the only opportunity to sell these three brands in the next three or four years. Do you know why?”

Bill Ford Jr. asked, “I don’t understand. Could President Li please explain?”

Li Mu said, “Because only I have this spare cash, and I don’t even care about this amount of money. I loved cars as a child. Back then, I wanted to be a car enthusiast, I wanted to buy a toy electric car, which was considered a luxury for my family. But now, it’s different. Now I have money, and I still want to be a car enthusiast. So I can afford to put out five billion US dollars, just to fulfill a childhood dream, even if these three brands continually lose money after I acquire them. I accept this because I can afford to spend five billion US dollars to satisfy myself. Do you think, besides me, who else would have such courage, to spend so much money just for fun? Bill Gates? Or Warren Buffett?”

Bill Ford Jr. said, “President Li, since you aren’t short on this money, why are you still lowering the acquisition price so much? The offer you’re giving me now isn’t a sincere negotiating price.”

Li Mu laughed, “I’m not short on money, and I’m willing to spend money on things I enjoy, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to spend money just to make you satisfied. In my opinion, five billion is a very reasonable price. Ford can immediately get rid of the troubles caused by the continuous losses of these three brands, monetize these inferior assets, and then invest the money into its own quality industries. So, if we truly want to cooperate, let’s not approach this with the mindset of tricking the other party. Let’s try to find a balance point where both you and I can accept it.”

“If, several years from now, these three brands end up stuck in your hands, you will certainly be lamenting this huge loss. And me? I might be celebrating that I didn’t impulsively waste this capital.”

“If, several years later, these three brands end up stuck in my hands, you will certainly be immensely grateful for having divested them today. And me? I won’t regret spending this money, I won’t even bat an eye, because I achieved self-satisfaction, and that’s enough for me. I have assets worth hundreds of billions; spending five billion to satisfy myself, even if it’s all lost, doesn’t matter.”





Chapter 1723: Junk Cars

Li Mu’s attitude made Bill Ford Jr. very uncomfortable.

On one hand, Li Mu’s attitude was simply too arrogant. From the start, he claimed he only wanted to “play around” with the three brands in his hands, and even declared himself the only potential buyer.

On the other hand, this kind of negotiation, where they weren’t on the same wavelength, left him unable to find an entry point.

If it were any other automotive enterprise trying to acquire these three brands, they would follow the usual routine: bring out all the necessary documents, present plans for assets, patents, and employee resettlement, and then discuss everything meticulously, one by one.

But Li Mu didn’t play that game. He had no understanding of the current specific situations of these three brands, nor did he want to. He simply told Bill Ford Jr., “I want these, for five billion dollars. Not a cent more. If you don’t sell, you can weigh the consequences yourself, or turn around and see which other automotive enterprise can afford them, or who would be willing to buy them.”

Li Mu’s approach was indeed quite damaging. He didn’t put himself on equal footing with Bill Ford Jr.; instead, he placed Bill Ford Jr. a level, or even several levels, below him, giving Bill Ford Jr. a powerful sense of oppression and a feeling of seemingly having no choice.

The atmosphere at the negotiation table became awkward for a moment. After nearly two minutes of silence, Bill Ford Jr. finally spoke: “Mr. Li, since this is a negotiation, I believe we should approach it from a more professional perspective and delve into more specific details. As for the price, both sides can temporarily set aside their indicative prices, and we can consult on the price after we’ve discussed the details.”

Bill Ford Jr. felt he had been led too far astray by Li Mu. Now, it was time to pull Li Mu back to his own frequency.

This was like a battle between a lion and a shark. Bill Ford Jr. was the lion, and Li Mu was the shark.

Previously, Bill Ford Jr. had been dragged into the sea by Li Mu, unable to unleash his skills, only able to be torn and devoured by the shark. But if they were on land, the shark’s strength would also be greatly affected.

This was like two people from different fields sitting together debating. If the topic was in one person’s area of expertise, the other would be rendered indefensible.

Li Mu couldn’t be bothered to talk to him about cars; it was meaningless. He only partially understood the basic principles of an engine, wasn’t quite clear on how a turbocharger actually boosted pressure, and was even more clueless about how a transmission changed speeds. He only knew it involved multiple gear ratios, but as for the specific mechanical structure, he was completely in the dark. The only transmission system whose principles he fully understood was a bicycle’s derailleur.

Discussing these details with him would not only be meaningless but would also put himself in a passive position.

So, Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Mr. Ford, given my current position and what I’m doing now, I have no way to discuss more detailed matters. I have too many things to oversee, so I can only look at problems from a macro perspective. If you want to talk details, after I leave, you can slowly discuss them with my colleagues who are responsible for details in my team.”

Bill Ford Jr. felt another crushing blow to his heart.

In Li Mu’s eyes, a five-billion-dollar deal was just a drop in the bucket. And he was expected to discuss the “details” of that drop in the bucket? Wasn’t that just asking for trouble?

No way around it, the apprehensive Bill Ford Jr. could only concede another step, saying: “Well, we can discuss the macro perspective then. From a macro viewpoint, the global automotive market will definitely see tremendous growth, especially the China automotive market. All of us in the industry believe that China will become a massive market in the near future. From this angle alone, the future potential of these three brands is limitless.”

“Is that so?” Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Before I came, I looked at some data reports on China’s automotive industry. For the past six months or so, the industry as a whole in China has been relatively sluggish. Declining sales volume is key, and imported car sales volume has declined even more sharply. Your Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo combined probably don’t even sell as much in a year as a single Honda Accord or Volkswagen Santana car model, do they?”

Bill Ford Jr.’s expression showed a hint of embarrassment. He replied, “We cannot compare ourselves to Volkswagen or Honda; that much is certain.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “So you’re telling me that because the market will grow in the future, these three brands will definitely have development potential? I think your statement is quite irresponsible.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “The automotive industry has been developing since before World War II until now. However, just because the industry is developing doesn’t mean all enterprises within it can rise to prominence. Look at how many car brands have gone bankrupt over the years. Didn’t they benefit from the industry’s growth? Of course not. Industry growth benefits everyone to some extent, but the key is, if your own conditions are too poor, even with industry growth, you might not survive.”

Bill Ford Jr. immediately argued, showing his disapproval: “President Li, Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo—all three of these brands have a long history. They have accumulated sufficient heritage, and are worlds apart from those vanished and bankrupt car brands you mentioned.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Let’s put it this way: Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo, these three brands are fundamentally unsuited for the China market. If you can’t even see that, then you truly lack a sufficient understanding of China’s automotive market.”

Bill Ford Jr. retorted defiantly, “President Li, we have been studying the China market for many years, and our research and surveys have been very professional. I believe that when it comes to understanding the China market, I am at least not worse than you.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “Since you’re so confident, I’ll explain the reasons to you.”

With that, Li Mu extended one finger: “First, let’s talk about Jaguar. Its positioning is a luxury car. The car models are generally larger, heavier, more expensive, and have higher fuel consumption. This type of car inherently has little market in China, not to mention Jaguar’s own lack of brand awareness in China. And I’ll tell you, among luxury car sales volume in China, Audi dominates half the market. Audi’s cars are mainly for official use, while the remaining fifty percent is for the general civilian market. But even within that, there are Mercedes-Benz and BMW. What is Jaguar? Who would buy it?”

Bill Ford Jr.’s face was filled with embarrassment.

In recent years, Jaguar had indeed been ignored in China. Placed alongside the Audi A6, its sales volume was not even a fraction of the A6’s.

Li Mu then extended two fingers and said, “Next, Land Rover. My goodness, I can’t even be bothered to comment on this brand. The car models are enormous, incredibly heavy, incredibly expensive, consume an enormous amount of fuel, are incredibly ugly, and have an extremely high fault rate. The China market itself has no room for consuming such luxury off-road vehicles. The main off-road vehicle models are the more stable, practical, and cheaper Toyota and Mitsubishi. If Land Rover doesn’t change its approach, it won’t just fail to sell in China; it will eventually stop selling anywhere.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added with a serious expression, “Don’t be unconvinced by what I’m saying. The only country in the world that somewhat recognizes Land Rover is the UK, and only the UK. But how many Land Rovers can the UK sell in a year? If this car were thriving in its home country, would a local UK enterprise have been unable to continue and sold it to you?”

Bill Ford Jr. was somewhat exasperated and wanted to retort, but he didn’t know where to begin.

What Li Mu said was actually nonsense.

This junk car, Land Rover, would be wildly popular among Chinese tycoons in a few years, so everything he said was false.

However, Land Rover genuinely wasn’t selling well at the current stage. So, from a results-oriented perspective, Bill Ford Jr. had nothing to say in response to criticisms.

Li Mu continued, showing no mercy: “Also, do you know that this junk car, Land Rover, has enormous displacement? Such a large displacement might be fine in the US because gasoline prices are cheap there, and Americans generally prefer large-displacement cars. But the key is, Americans don’t like Land Rover! For cars of the same grade/level, they have Chevrolet, Cadillac, GMC, and Lincoln. Why would they buy an expensive, ugly, and fault-prone Land Rover Range Rover? You yourself are a local authority in the American automotive industry; you should have a good idea of how many Land Rovers are sold in the US each year, right?”

“Also, you should know the situation in Europe. How strong is Europeans’ environmental protection awareness? They’re afraid of adding burden to the Earth even by farting. If someone drives a Land Rover, they’ll undoubtedly receive countless disapproving glances throughout the day. In Europeans’ eyes, the Fiat 500 is the best car—economical, practical, and eco-friendly. So, I can say with certainty that Land Rover’s future in the European market will also become increasingly pessimistic. It’s even possible that one day, some non-governmental environmental organization will jump out and shout slogans: ‘Give us back our blue sky! Reject Land Rover!’ What will you do then? Where will you sell the Land Rover Range Rovers you manufacture?”

“Sell them to Asia? As I just said, the current consumption level of Chinese people means the vast majority can’t afford and don’t like this style of car. You should also be clear about the situation in Japan and South Korea, right? South Koreans basically only buy Korean cars, and Japan is similar, though wealthy Japanese do like to buy imported cars. But they truly don’t like Jaguar or Land Rover; they prefer German cars. Even though it’s a right-hand drive country, young people prefer to drive left-hand drive Mercedes-Benz and BMWs. How many Jaguars or Land Rovers have you seen in Japan?”

“Southeast Asia? Oh my, the consumption level there is so low that even Ford probably doesn’t sell very well, let alone Jaguar and Land Rover?”

“The Middle East? The weather and environmental conditions there are so harsh that Land Rover would cause trouble for you just with after-sales service.”

Bill Ford Jr. stared at Li Mu, dumbfounded, his heart filled with immense shock.

What this guy said actually seemed to be… True.

Bluffed by him like this, even Bill Ford Jr. began to feel that Land Rover, this junk car, truly had no future…

Li Mu then extended three fingers and said, “Come, come, let me chat with you about Volvo again. Whenever you talk about Volvo, you give a thumbs-up and immediately bring up ‘safety.’ I won’t comment on how good this ‘safety’ selling point actually is, but do you know that the best-selling car models in the China market are probably Volkswagen’s Santana or Jetta? And do you know that the best-selling versions of both those car models don’t even have airbags? Their only safety device is a seatbelt. So, do you think it’s meaningful for you to tell me that a Volvo car has four, six, eight, or even eight hundred airbags?”





Chapter 1743: Chat Again in Three Years

Li Mu loved to bluff people. And because he had over a decade of memories from later generations, he liked to use arguments that completely contradicted the facts of those later generations to mislead others.

For example, he bluffed Larry Page, telling him that without cooperating with Muye Technology, Google would never rise and might even be eliminated. Larry Page believed him. He chose to trust Li Mu’s nonsense rather than believe that he himself could create a business empire with a market value of hundreds of billions of US dollars in the future.

For example, he bluffed Apple, telling them that without the profits from the iPod and iTunes, their entire company would crumble, and he could easily wipe them out with just the cheaper Mango-Me and YYtunes. They also chose to believe Li Mu’s nonsense, not believing that they could, in the future, leap to become a super leviathan with a market value of one trillion US dollars simply by relying on an iPhone.

Now, Li Mu bluffed Bill Ford Jr., telling him: “Your Jaguar’s positioning heavily overlaps with Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and Audi, but you’ll never outsell them. Your Land Rover is a pile of junk that Chinese people, Europeans, and Americans don’t like—it’s ugly, has high fuel consumption, and poor quality, and might even be boycotted by environmental organizations in the future. Your Volvo hides all its valuable components inside the car. What’s the point of desperately stuffing airbags into it? Chinese consumers won’t pay for something they can’t even see.”

After being bluffed by Li Mu like this, Bill Ford Jr.’s own inner conviction was completely shaken.

He suddenly felt that he was indeed a failure; Li Mu could see the vital points of these three brands, but he couldn’t.

Jaguar, damn it, that thing doesn’t sell well anywhere.

Land Rover, basically the same story as Jaguar.

Volvo, it still had some market among certain high-level intellectual circles in Europe and North America, but it was niche after all.

Li Mu was right. The best-selling car models in China didn’t even have airbags. How could a brand like Volvo, which prided itself on safety, compete with models that didn’t have airbags?

The Santana sold for just one hundred thousand, while Volvo started at two or three hundred thousand, on the same level as Mercedes-Benz, Audi, and BMW. How could it compete?

No wonder these three brands were constantly losing money. So that’s where the problem lay.

Compared like this, these brands in his hand really were doomed to fail.

Once a person’s conviction is shaken, things undergo a qualitative change.

Bill Ford Jr. started to feel agitated. Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo suddenly became red-hot iron blocks in his eyes, feeling extremely hot to handle.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t considered adjusting these three brands’ development strategies based on the problems Li Mu mentioned, like lowering Jaguar’s and Land Rover’s product price points, and reducing the expensive costs hidden inside Volvo cars. However, he no longer had the energy or focus to reorganize these three brands. For a car manufacturer, going bankrupt is much simpler than changing strategy.

Once a strategy change begins, it necessarily requires new product R&D, a task that demands significant human, material, and financial resources and several years of intense effort. The most frightening part is that the success rate of years of effort is not high. Many car manufacturers ambitiously launch a car model, fail miserably; regroup and try again, and fail miserably again; after failing miserably three times in a row, they’re pretty much not far from bankruptcy.

It might as well be sold off in one go for a cleaner break.

He could take the money to upgrade and improve Ford, after all, the Ford brand was the very foundation of the entire Ford family’s stability and survival.

However, Bill Ford Jr. was reluctant to truly sell all three brands to Li Mu for five billion US dollars in one package. He still hoped to secure some more interests for himself, even if it was five hundred million, three hundred million, or even just a mere one hundred million US dollars.

Li Mu could see the wavering deep within Bill Ford Jr.’s heart.

From the facts of his previous life, Ford couldn’t hold onto these three brands for too long, nor did it have the ability to restore their former glory. The problems he mentioned were not spouted nonsense; these problems genuinely existed at present. What he truly made up was the future development of these three brands.

Among these three brands, although Jaguar had never been hugely popular, its overall sales were quite good due to its many models, wide coverage, and self-lowering of its market value to create a gap with Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and Audi.

Land Rover became an exclusive synonym for wealthy elites; countless young men dreamed of owning one, and countless young women dreamed of riding in one, so it sold well for many years.

Volvo was even more interesting. Its positioning was actually quite awkward; its price was similar to Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and Audi, but its recognition and resale value lagged significantly behind. However, after it was acquired by Geely, as the first well-known car brand acquired by a Chinese enterprise, its domestic acceptance surged. The strong national pride of media professionals gifted Geely a super large gift, making Volvo an instantly universally known brand.

If Ford were to grit their teeth and endure, they might usher in the spring for Jaguar and Land Rover. However, Volvo wouldn’t be possible, because Volvo’s situation was quite unique. To achieve that, Volvo would first have to be nationalized, becoming a brand of the Chinese nation itself.

Bill Ford Jr. hesitated for a moment and said, “Mr. Li, regarding the issues you just mentioned, I believe there’s certainly some truth to them. However, the automotive industry is very complex and cannot be explained clearly in just a few words. I think we should return to the matter of the acquisition. You intend to buy, and I intend to sell; what remains is just the price.”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said to Bill Ford Jr., “Mr. Ford, I already gave you my final offer on the price. So, the remaining question is whether you are willing to accept this offer. If you accept, my team will communicate with you regarding the subsequent acquisition details. If you don’t accept, we can temporarily put this negotiation aside. We can talk again next year, or the year after, or even the year after that, once you’ve come to a realization.”

Li Mu then said nonchalantly, “You also know that I’ll actually be quite busy in the future. Muye Technology is about to IPO, and my Taobao Technology, Taobao Logistics, and Alipay also need to consider subsequent capital operations. Besides, I really want to launch these three brands from China, so I genuinely don’t have much time to dabble in cars right now. My shareholders and core team actually have some objections about me wanting to ‘play’ with cars. If we can’t come to an agreement this time, then I can just focus my energy on serious business. When Taobao Technology also IPOs and I’m not so busy, then it won’t be a problem for me to play with whatever I want.”

Bill Ford Jr. was bluffed by Li Mu. He thought Li Mu was right; ignoring a business with a market value of hundreds of billions of US dollars to get involved in cars really was losing ambition due to pleasure-seeking. If he were Li Mu’s shareholder or partner, he would definitely object to him doing that.

Moreover, he didn’t doubt Li Mu’s words at all. He felt that Li Mu genuinely just wanted to play around with cars, which was why he wanted to buy his brands to fulfill his personal passion and dream for automobiles.

Given this, if Li Mu really gave up or temporarily put the acquisition plan aside, then he would be troubled.

The five-billion-US-dollar price was certainly quite low, but it was still a good opportunity to sell off. When stocks are plummeting, it’s usually impossible to find someone willing to take over the burden. If he could sell at this price in time, even if it felt financially painful, it would still be a good thing for him.

This was the same principle as a rotting leg needing amputation: cutting losses in time still leaves opportunities for slow recovery, but if one stubbornly refused to see reason, it could lead to an abyss.

Thinking of this, he deliberately said with a fawning expression, “Mr. Li, you’re joking. With your passion and insight into the automotive industry, I believe you will definitely achieve great success. It won’t be as simple as just playing around.”

Li Mu gave a self-deprecating smile, “I honestly don’t even have the confidence myself. If businesses that established families like yours, who have been in the automotive industry for nearly a hundred years, can’t manage well, then to a large extent, I probably can’t either.”

Bill Ford Jr., fearing that Li Mu might genuinely be contemplating backing out, hurriedly said, “Mr. Li is being too modest. With your capabilities, I believe you are definitely much stronger than us.”

Li Mu waved his hand and said, “I’ll tell you honestly, I’ve already prepared to buy these three brands for five billion US dollars, then pour an additional two to three billion US dollars into them, and ultimately sell them for less than five billion US dollars. In other words, if I buy these three brands from you now, I’ve already prepared for a net loss of about three billion US dollars in three to five years.”

Bill Ford Jr. chuckled, “Mr. Li is truly being modest. I believe that if you were truly prepared to lose money, a shrewd businessman like you would definitely not make this deal.”

Li Mu smiled calmly and said, “For me, losing a bit of money doesn’t matter. What’s the point of earning so much money? Isn’t it just to spend it? Spending three billion US dollars to dabble in cars is a form of entertainment for me, and I can completely afford it.”

With that, Li Mu smiled and said, “How should I put it? It’s like you spending two million US dollars now to buy a customized Cadillac ‘Army One’ Edition. This car is very expensive, but will it maintain its value when you buy it back? Not a chance. After three years, if it sells for four hundred thousand US dollars, that’s already good. But perhaps for you, spending a cost of one point six million US dollars to use that Cadillac ‘Army One’ Edition is a very worthwhile thing. As for me, I’m just a bit richer than you, so for me, spending a cost of three billion US dollars to play with car manufacturing for three years is also a very worthwhile thing.”

Bill Ford Jr. felt embarrassed.

Such words could probably only be uttered by Li Mu because he had the financial standing for it.

And three billion US dollars was indeed nothing to him.

He could only exclaim, “For Mr. Li’s financial resources, this amount of money indeed counts for nothing…”

Li Mu then checked the time and said, “Mr. Ford, my time is quite tight. I have to go to New York soon, so we’ll end here for today. After I leave, my team will stay here for about three more days. During these three days, you can slowly consider my offer.”

Bill Ford Jr. didn’t expect Li Mu to suddenly leave and hadn’t even fully recovered his wits when he heard Li Mu say again, “However, Mr. Ford, I’ll give you a small reminder: when my team leaves, they won’t be carrying any contracts to acquire these three brands. In the next few years, you will personally witness these three brands continuously incurring losses and depreciating. A few years from now, when currency purchasing power has also dropped by twenty or thirty percent, the price you get might not even be higher than the price I’m offering you now. If you stubbornly refuse to see reason, that’s fine too; we can chat again in three years.”





Chapter 1725: Show Off and Run

Bill Ford Jr. hadn’t expected that Li Mu would actually leave just like that.

He had just secretly cursed this guy’s bizarre methods, and then the guy unleashed a major play.

Even though their discussions hadn’t been particularly pleasant, it was still a business negotiation. Bill Ford Jr. had braced himself for several days of marathon negotiations with Li Mu. Instead, Li Mu launched an overwhelming assault, firing hundreds of rhetorical cannons in one breath, and then just turned around to leave?

Who does that?!

Bill Ford Jr. felt as if he’d arranged a fight with someone, only for the other person to walk over, slap him twice across the face, and then turn to leave.

Damn it!

Li Mu’s completely unconventional move instantly threw Bill Ford Jr. into disarray.

Not to mention he was already completely flustered by Li Mu, even if he hadn’t been, he wouldn’t have been able to withstand Li Mu’s sudden move.

Just as Bill Ford Jr. was at a loss, Li Mu had already stood up, gave Chen Ze and Li Ziwei a signal, and then, pointing to Elon Musk, said to Bill Ford Jr.: “Mr. Ford, for the follow-up, please speak directly with Mr. Musk. He and his team know more about cars than I do.”

“But…” Bill Ford Jr. said with a look of unwillingness, “Mr. Li, isn’t Google’s IPO still several days away? Why can’t we sit down and properly discuss the specific acquisition?”

Li Mu said with an apologetic expression: “Regarding the automotive industry, everything I know, understand, and am familiar with, I’ve already told you. What else is there for the two of us to discuss if we sit down? Don’t tell me you want to talk about the internet with me?”

Bill Ford Jr. was stunned. “The way you say that—‘to show off and then run away’—can’t you be a bit more tactful? All the core members of the Ford family are here; don’t I have any dignity?”

By this point, Bill Ford Jr. had no way to keep him. He could only stand up and say, “Mr. Li, since that’s the case, I’ll see you out.”

Li Mu waved his hand and smiled, “No need to be polite, Mr. Ford. We can see ourselves out. Wouldn’t want to delay your serious business.”

With that, Li Mu waved directly to the people in the conference room and strode out.

Having been with Li Mu for a long time, Li Ziwei knew his way of doing things, so she wasn’t surprised or hesitant in the slightest and walked out directly behind him. Only Chen Ze hadn’t quite recovered.

“What in the world?” The main problem was his English wasn’t as good as Li Mu’s. He’d probably only understood 70% of what the two had just discussed, guessing the rest, so he still hadn’t quite figured it out.

Seeing that even Li Ziwei had left, he hurried out after them, asking Li Mu, completely bewildered: “Old Li, why did you just leave like that?”

Li Mu smiled: “Can’t give him a chance to show off. Just step on him like an ant; let Elon Musk handle the rest of the discussion.”

Chen Ze sighed: “Your bargaining is too ruthless; you slashed the price to five billion US dollars in one go. This money might not even be enough for what Ford spent to buy Volvo…”

Li Mu said indifferently: “When bargaining for something, you can’t haggle bit by bit with the seller. The more you haggle, the more eager you appear, and naturally, the more passive you become. The best way is to first understand the other party’s background, then brazenly slash the price. If they can accept it, everyone sits down and discusses the details. If not, then forget it.”

Chen Ze couldn’t help but ask: “Aren’t you afraid he’ll just reject you outright?”

Li Mu said: “Do you think I’ve been messing with him for half a day for nothing? He must be desperate to sell now. These three brands were originally a hot potato, but after I spun it to him like that, in his eyes, they’ve become a burning hot ball.”

Chen Ze smiled: “What if this person has a lot of backbone and just refuses to sell? Wouldn’t you have miscalculated then?”

Li Mu smiled confidently and said: “Since it’s gotten to this point, not selling is impossible. This person, although a bit greedy, isn’t stupid.”

With that, Li Mu added: “Let’s go, we’re going to Boston.”

“To Boston?” Chen Ze asked, puzzled. “Aren’t we going to New York?”

Li Mu smiled: “Bill Ford Jr. was right. Google’s IPO bell-ringing is still several days away, so there’s nothing to do in New York right now. My childhood sweetheart girlfriend is still at Harvard, and I also invested in a young man from Harvard who created a university student social networking site. This is a good opportunity to go check it out.”

Only then did it dawn on Chen Ze that Su Yingxue was studying at Harvard University.

As Li Mu and his group headed to the airport, the crew had already applied for takeoff clearance to Boston.

On the way, Chen Ze still had some regrets and said: “After finally coming all the way to Detroit, Dearborn, it’s a real pity that I didn’t get to visit the Ford factory!”

Li Mu smiled: “There will be plenty of opportunities in the future. Once these three brands are secured, you’ll have four factories you can visit in rotation.”

Chen Ze asked, puzzled: “How is it four now? Wasn’t it three?”

Li Mu said: “Jaguar Land Rover are both in the UK, and Volvo is in Sweden, but Land Rover has another factory in the United States. Mr. Musk mentioned this before, did you forget?”

Chen Ze chuckled: “My English isn’t that good. If it’s written, I can probably understand most of it. Listening, though, is only about sixty or seventy percent.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Anyway, four factories is correct. I won’t stop you even if you want to live inside them then.”

Chen Ze asked: “What if, I mean, just in case, what if this doesn’t work out? Do you have a backup plan?”

Li Mu shook his head: “What backup plan?”

With that, Li Mu said seriously: “But to be honest, given the current state of the automotive industry, if you want to buy Japanese car brands, it’s definitely going to be tough. However, if you want to buy non-German European brands or American brands, it’s still quite easy. If worst comes to worst, we can still buy Cadillac, Jeep, or Alfa Romeo. These brands are currently experiencing severe losses, and it will only get worse in the future.”

For the automotive industry, if the industry as a whole is in decline and one’s own brand isn’t performing well enough, then life can truly be described as a desperate struggle.

For a car brand, as long as it doesn’t want to go bankrupt, it must keep its factories running. Spare parts from suppliers need to be purchased, its own production lines need to operate, and laborers need to be busy. Otherwise, once shut down and staff disbanded, trying to restart would be incredibly difficult.

However, to maintain production line operations, funds must be invested. Raw materials, spare parts, laborer wages, management expenses—each item is a huge cost. This money is poured into producing car after car, but the cars remain unsold. As a result, inventory piles up, and losses grow larger and larger. If there’s no one to take over, it truly becomes a bottomless pit.

Some car companies look very glamorous, with fixed assets potentially worth several billion US dollars upon inventory. But if you then factor in the bank loans owed from years of losses and supplier payments, it’s possible that their actual net assets aren’t even one hundred million US dollars.

Otherwise, those century-old classic car companies wouldn’t end up being merged with and acquired by large automotive groups, and then be re-integrated and revitalized by the large automotive groups’ reputation, technology, resources, and channels.

Brands that can be acquired by large automotive groups are still considered lucky. Brands that even large automotive groups look down upon are truly abysmal. For example, Guanzhi, which reliably loses on a billion-level scale every year. A bunch of people worked hard for many years, yet its total liabilities surprisingly even exceed its total assets. It’s been continuously losing money for several years; if the lost money were converted into one hundred dollar bills, who knows how many times it could circle the Earth…

At this moment, Chen Ze checked the time and said: “It’s been over half an hour since we left. Should we ask Mr. Musk what stage they’re at now?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “No need to ask, they must still be haggling. But Bill Ford Jr. definitely wouldn’t dare to directly reject Mr. Musk; otherwise, Mr. Musk would certainly contact me.”

If it were truly as Bill Ford Jr. said—“five billion would absolutely not sell”—then after Li Mu left, Mr. Musk would have to leave within ten minutes at most. This is because he has no right to change Li Mu’s final offer, and if Bill Ford Jr. cannot accept that offer, then there’s nothing to discuss and they can only disband.

But since half an hour has passed and Elon Musk still has no news, that proves he’s definitely still haggling with Bill Ford Jr.

Actually, there’s nothing to haggle over in terms of price. Li Mu didn’t give Bill Ford Jr. any room to haggle over prices. What they can haggle over is merely some details, and even those details must be based on Bill Ford Jr. accepting the five billion US dollar offer.

Li Mu and his group arrived at the airport. Because the approved takeoff time was still over an hour away, everyone passed through security and boarded the plane early to rest while waiting for takeoff.

While waiting, Li Mu called Su Yingxue. They hadn’t met during this period, nor had they spoken on the phone often; not only was Li Mu usually too busy, but the time difference was also a tricky problem.

Su Yingxue had just finished her classes at this time and was on her way back to the dorm. Receiving Li Mu’s call, even she, who was usually calm, couldn’t help but ask with a hint of surprise: “How do you have time to call me today?”

Li Mu smiled: “I just finished a cooperation discussion with a company, then hurried to the airport. Now I’m waiting for takeoff; the wait is quite long, over an hour.”

Su Yingxue lightly snorted and said: “So you only called me because you were bored?”

Li Mu said with a smile: “Why don’t you care about which airport I’m at, or where I’m going next?”

Su Yingxue couldn’t help but ask: “Where are you going? Are you coming to America?”

Li Mu said with a smile: “I’m already in America. I’m in Detroit right now.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise: “When did you arrive? What were you doing in Detroit?”

Li Mu said: “I told you I came to discuss cooperation. I arrived this morning and am now preparing to fly to Boston.”

With that, Li Mu checked his watch and said: “It’s a little past five in the afternoon now. I estimate I can fly at seven o’clock and land at eight forty. Do you want to wait and have dinner with me?”

Su Yingxue’s voice instantly became excited, and she asked in surprise: “You’re not kidding me, are you? You’re really in Detroit and coming to Boston?”

“Of course,” Li Mu said. “I’ll arrive quite late, so you should eat something beforehand to tide yourself over. Don’t wait for me on an empty stomach.”

After Su Yingxue confirmed Li Mu wasn’t joking, she immediately said happily: “Okay, then I’ll wait for you!”





Chapter 1745: Taking Them All!

As Li Mu sat on the plane, waiting for it to take off, Elon Musk was engaged in a heated debate with Bill Ford Jr.

Bill Ford Jr. was currently in a dilemma. He neither wanted to accept Li Mu’s five-billion-dollar offer nor did he want Elon Musk to leave.

Elon Musk eventually grew a little agitated from being worn down by him, and he finally said to Bill Ford Jr.: “If Mr. Ford refuses now, I’ll go back to Silicon Valley immediately. If you don’t refuse now, but also don’t agree, then I’ll just sit here and wait. We’ll continue our discussion when Mr. Ford decides to accept Mr. Li’s offer.”

He then added, “It doesn’t matter if we don’t get a result today; I can continue waiting at the hotel.”

Bill Ford Jr. felt somewhat resentful. What he found most unacceptable was Li Mu’s confidence in cornering him, yet he genuinely lacked the courage to refuse the offer.

After much indecision, and even when Bill Ford Jr. himself had become thoroughly exasperated, he suddenly stood up from his seat and blurted out, “Fine! Five billion dollars, I demand a one-time payment!”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “Then I’ll ask the boss for instructions and see what his attitude is.”

Bill Ford Jr. said blandly, “Alright, I’ll wait for your news.”

With that, he pulled out a cigar, lit it, and slowly took a puff.

At this moment, he felt an unspeakable sense of relief.

There’s a saying: if you can’t fight it, you might as well enjoy it.

Now, a huge weight had been lifted from his heart. Although it was financially painful, in his opinion, it was worth it.

Li Mu’s words had given him great inspiration. He felt that Ford needed to seriously consider how to further strengthen and expand the Ford brand.

Why did the Santana and Jetta, which didn’t even have airbags, sell the best in China? Why did no one buy Land Rover, Jaguar, or Volvo in China? Upon reflection, it was a problem of unclear positioning.

What if Ford were to launch a truly affordable car in China in the future? Could it possibly replace the Santana’s status in China?

Once Li Mu’s five billion dollars were credited, they would all be invested into the Ford brand itself. As long as the Ford brand was strengthened and expanded, the Ford Family could prosper for a long time to come. From now on, they would no longer pursue the so-called multi-brand strategy as they had before.

Li Mu was waiting for his flight to take off when he suddenly received a call from Elon Musk. Over the phone, Elon Musk’s voice trembled slightly as he said, “Mr. Li, Ford agreed! Five billion dollars!”

Elon Musk was incredibly excited at that moment, but he had to desperately control his emotions.

In Elon Musk’s opinion, buying these three brands for five billion dollars was an enormous profit.

Moreover, and most importantly, Tesla finally had a platform it could fully rely on.

Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo—their platforms and chassis technology would now be available for his use, which would greatly facilitate Tesla’s own R&D and mass production.

This also made Elon Musk admire Li Mu even more.

This Owner was truly incredible; he even managed to force Ford to take a huge hit. This entire operation was incredibly bold.

Li Mu also finally breathed a sigh of relief at this moment.

He wasn’t absolutely confident whether five billion dollars would be sufficient, but now that Bill Ford Jr. had finally agreed, it proved that his alarmist warnings had yielded excellent results.

Amidst his excitement, Li Mu said to Elon Musk, “For the remaining matters, you should communicate well with Bill Ford Jr. I want to finalize the acquisition as soon as possible. Also, have him gather the people in charge of the three brands and four production lines promptly. You should meet with them first to hold a meeting and stabilize the team.”

“OK,” Elon Musk said. “By the way, Mr. Li, Bill Ford Jr. has a request: these five billion dollars must be paid in a lump sum.”

Li Mu fell into thought.

Five billion dollars was not a small sum. Although Muye Technology had a lot of money in its accounts and its cash flow was very healthy, it would still be very difficult to come up with five billion dollars all at once.

For Google’s IPO, he could reduce his holdings of a portion of original shares as issued shares, but that would only be about three percent. Based on a market value of fifty billion, it would only be one and a half billion dollars. If he actively reduced his stock holdings after the IPO, wouldn’t he be a fool? After all, Google’s future prospects were limitless.

After some thought, Li Mu decided to first conduct an equity pledge, pledging a portion of Muye Technology’s shares to investors, and then taking out a loan from them.

The Goldberg Family themselves were bankers and venture capitalists, so it would be better to directly seek funds from them. The worst-case scenario would be paying some interest.

Thinking of this, Li Mu said to Elon Musk, “Tell Bill Ford Jr. that a one-time payment is also not a problem.”

“Good,” Elon Musk said. “Then I’ll inform him and discuss the implementation plan for the acquisition with him over the next couple of days.”

“Mmm.” Li Mu said, “This matter is entrusted to you. It’s best to sign a letter of intent with him now, and then I’ll announce the news.”

Li Mu clearly remembered how excited the Chinese people were when Geely announced its acquisition of Volvo back then.

That news, to the Chinese people, was like a thunderclap—unprecedented and unmatched.

Major media outlets also reported on this incredibly proud acquisition: a Chinese enterprise acquiring a well-known Swedish car brand. This was truly big news that could greatly enhance national pride and a sense of belonging.

It was also from that moment on that Volvo received what amounted to free nationwide advertising, making Volvo known to everyone in China.

And when Volvo truly belonged to Geely, the Chinese people immediately showed their support with practical action, leading to Volvo’s rapid, skyrocketing development.

Li Mu also wanted to seize this excellent opportunity to announce the news of his acquisition of these three brands. This way, the visibility of these three brands in China would significantly increase. Once he reorganized these three brands and launched them into the market in the future, the Chinese people would definitely provide immense help and a propelling effect.

…

After hanging up the phone, Li Mu immediately called Davison Goldberg, the head of the Goldberg Family.

As soon as the call connected, Davison said very warmly, “Mr. Li, what makes you think of calling me? Are you coming to the UK?”

“I can’t go at the moment,” Li Mu smiled slightly and got straight to the point, “Davison, I called because I want to borrow some money from you.”

Davison said without hesitation, “You name the amount, Mr. Li, and I’ll arrange it for you.”

For Davison, Li Mu was his biggest patron. Li Mu agreeing to let him be the lead underwriter for Muye Technology’s IPO was a huge opportunity for him right now.

Therefore, if Li Mu needed his help with anything, he would do his best to assist Li Mu.

Li Mu then spoke, “I need five billion US dollars. The money will be repaid after the IPO. We can pledge six percent of Muye Technology’s equity to you, but you must give me the lowest interest rate.”

“Five billion?!” Davison hadn’t expected Li Mu would ask for such a large sum. He subconsciously asked, “Mr. Li, have you already reached an acquisition intention with the Ford Group?”

Davison had helped with the Ford connection back then, so he knew about Li Mu’s acquisition intentions. When he suddenly heard Li Mu wanted a five-billion-dollar collateral loan, he immediately thought of that.

Li Mu didn’t hide it from him. He said blandly, “That’s right, I’ve communicated well with Ford. Muye Technology will invest in acquiring Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo. All three brands, packing for five billion dollars, are ours.”

“That’s a really cheap price!” Davison genuinely exclaimed, then added, “However, the automotive industry’s prospects aren’t very good right now. While five billion dollars is cheap, among car manufacturers, I doubt anyone would be willing to put up that much money to acquire them at this time. Ultimately, Mr. Li, your courage and boldness are greater!”

Davison was not flattering Li Mu. The automotive industry was currently in a slump overall, and almost all car manufacturers were maintaining a very conservative attitude towards brand expansion. Venturing rashly at this time could lead to falling into an abyss and being doomed forever.

Although Ford’s five billion sale seemed a bit like a loss, Davison could understand it given the current industry background.

Li Mu chuckled, “It’s also difficult for me to come up with five billion dollars all at once, which is why I’m asking for your help. You have banks, funds, and many connections in the capital sector, so the amount of capital you can leverage is quite large. Five billion dollars shouldn’t be a problem for you, right?”

For the Goldberg family, most of their industries were concentrated in the financial sector.

Most of the financial sector operates on the principle of borrowing a chicken to lay eggs, meaning using borrowed resources to generate profit. A family might have only a few hundred million dollars in assets, but they could manage billions or even more in funds—these are monies entrusted to them by various investors for investment. Typically, a fund is established, and all the money is placed into it, with the person in charge overseeing the fund’s capital operations.

The Goldberg Family’s own assets were already in the tens of billions of dollars, so the amount of capital they managed totaled hundreds of billions of dollars. Some of this money was placed in banks for relatively safe commercial loan operations, while some was placed in funds for high-risk, high-return investment. Taking out five billion dollars for Li Mu, with Muye Technology’s equity as collateral and interest income, was very easy for Davison.

So, he said with a smile, “Mr. Li, don’t worry, five billion dollars is not a big problem for us. Approximately when do you need it?”

Li Mu said, “It’s best to start the process now. Once the process is complete, transfer the money to Muye Technology’s account first.”

“No problem,” Davison immediately said, “I’ll communicate with HSBC’s loan officer right now to have him initiate the procedures, then find Mr. Li to sign the contract. Once the contract is signed, the money can be credited very quickly.”

“Then it’s settled,” Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “I’ll wait for your good news.”





Chapter 1727: Toyota’s Panic

Even before Li Mu’s private jet landed in Boston, news of Muye Technology and Ford reaching an acquisition agreement had already sparked competitive reporting across the entire Western media.

Although Muye Technology’s business includes a wide array of ventures, from social software to portal websites, online music, online games, hardware development, and data services, none of these are related to the automotive manufacturing industry, which is miles apart.

For an internet company like this to suddenly venture into car manufacturing—the level of public astonishment was akin to NASA suddenly deciding to enter real estate, as these two industries are completely unrelated.

What was even more baffling to the public was that Li Mu had acquired three brands from Ford in one go. The commotion was truly astonishing.

The most surprised were naturally those in the automotive industry, especially the senior executives of Japanese and German car brands.

At this stage, Li Mu’s entry into any industry was enough to make its participants nervous. His sudden entry into the automotive industry with such a significant commotion felt to those within the industry like they were about to face an invasion.

What Li Mu excelled at was breaking and then establishing. He would enter an industry, first dismantle it, and then rebuild his own domain from the ruins.

Just like with MP3 players, as soon as Mango-Me entered the market, the entire industry was profoundly impacted. Those superior to it were nowhere near as affordable, and those more affordable were nowhere near as good. Products at the same price point offered a significantly lower cost-performance ratio.

As a result, whether a product was superior, inferior, or equal in strength to Mango-Me, it would be significantly affected.

With Li Mu suddenly entering the automotive industry, no one knew if he would use the “Mango-Me approach” to make cars.

The only one unfazed by this was Germany’s Daimler.

Daimler had already learned about Li Mu’s intention to acquire these three brands in advance through Davidson of the Goldberg Family. From Davidson, they also understood Li Mu’s motivation for buying these brands: sentiment.

Knowing it was sentimental, Daimler and its most important brand, Mercedes-Benz, were not overly concerned.

However, other brands harbored more or less a hidden worry.

Although BMW felt that, considering the three brands Li Mu acquired, even if he managed them well, they wouldn’t outperform BMW, they were still afraid Li Mu would employ his cost-performance ratio strategy. If he were to consistently produce models that were disgusting to competitors, like Mango-Me, that would truly be a headache.

Volkswagen also worried Li Mu would pursue a cost-performance ratio route. If Li Mu were to play the game of “My product might not be as good as yours, but it’s definitely much cheaper,” that would truly be enough to cause headaches.

Cars are just like that. If Jaguar’s mid-size sedans didn’t differ much in price from BMW, Audi, or Mercedes-Benz mid-size sedans, the German Big Three would never pay it any mind.

Of course, they weren’t afraid of Jaguar lowering its prices either. No matter how much it dropped, there was still a cost involved. If the price reduction was too small, it wouldn’t create enough distance between themselves and the German Big Three. If it was too drastic, let alone threatening the German Big Three, Jaguar itself wouldn’t survive.

However, once Li Mu intervened, the strategy would be completely different.

Just like those who made MP3s before, they all believed that no matter how much Li Mu lowered prices, he couldn’t go below the cost line. Yet, Li Mu found a way to control his costs even lower than theirs.

For instance, this guy directly launched a shopping website and established a logistics company, bypassing all middlemen, channel costs, and logistics costs, selling MP3s directly to users online. Who could compete with him like that?

Fortunately, the automotive industry is completely different from MP3s. MP3s are lightweight products, whereas cars are heavy-duty products, and possibly the most heavy-duty industrial products in the civilian sector. For most car-owning families, their house is the most valuable asset, followed by their car. The complexity behind such heavy-duty products also increases geometrically. Li Mu might be able to sell MP3s online, but can he sell cars online? Impossible…

Among them, the most concerned were the Japanese auto companies.

Japan is densely populated with limited land and fierce competition. Therefore, Japanese entrepreneurs tend to pay close attention to details and have a stronger sense of crisis.

Upon learning that Li Mu was venturing into automobiles, senior executives at Honda, Toyota, and Nissan all broke into a sweat.

Toyota, in particular, had the largest reach and the most severe sense of crisis.

Toyota North America’s senior executives, disregarding the time difference, called their Japanese headquarters’ senior executives for a video conference in the early hours of the morning. With almost no time lag, they conveyed the news of Li Mu acquiring three Ford car brands to their domestic senior leadership.

The senior management personnel in Japan itself were almost all startled.

Toyota is different from Ford. Ford’s management style is broad and sweeping, so it’s both its making and its undoing. Toyota, on the other hand, advances steadily step-by-step, just as Li Mu plans for himself, one step at a time.

Looking back at Toyota over the years, at any time or stage, they’ve had best-selling hit models. Their approach is to continuously create hits: develop one hit, then maintain its popularity while simultaneously researching and developing new hits. This way, they accumulate more and more hits.

Therefore, Toyota always has many highly competitive car models at any given time, or rather, most of the car models produced by this company are very competitive.

Ford’s approach is far less steady than Toyota’s step-by-step method. Their strategy is like a bear husking corn, discarding previous gains as they go.

For example, the Mondeo and Focus, both models were once extremely popular worldwide, but later faded. In contrast, look at Toyota’s Corolla and Camry; their sales have never dropped for years.

The Kuga also saw some glory for a while but then slowly faded. Yet, look at the RAV4; its monthly sales equal the Kuga’s annual sales.

It was precisely because Toyota’s progress had always been extremely steady that Li Mu’s sudden entry sent chills down their spines.

The elderly Shoichiro Toyoda, though already white-haired, remained incredibly driven. At five in the morning, Japanese local time, he sat in his study, facing his computer and the seven or eight Toyota senior executives on the video call. With a worried expression, he said, “We must be vigilant about Li Mu’s every subsequent move. We must spare no expense to investigate Li Mu’s plans in the automotive sector. We must always be ready to respond to Li Mu’s sudden attacks!”

The North America CEO nodded emphatically and said with a solemn expression, “Please rest assured, President, I will use every possible method to monitor Li Mu’s every move in the automotive field!”

Shoichiro Toyoda sighed, “I thought Li Mu’s next target would be electronics. Last month, I reminded the presidents of Sony and Panasonic to be wary of Li Mu’s moves. I never expected Li Mu to suddenly acquire these three Ford brands today. This guy is coming on strong!”

Akio Toyoda, who leads a separate family branch from Shoichiro Toyoda and serves as a senior executive at Toyota, spoke up, “Father, while Li Mu is indeed powerful, you don’t need to worry excessively. Even if Li Mu truly possesses great destructive power in the automotive field, he will still need to overcome numerous obstacles before he can stand before us.”

What Akio Toyoda said was not wrong. Toyota is the most influential and highest-profit margin automotive brand in the world. If the automotive industry were to face natural and man-made disasters, the first to succumb would be the weaker companies with lower profit margins.

However, Shoichiro Toyoda remained deeply worried. With a serious expression, he opened his mouth and said, “China is one of our largest markets, and it’s too close to Japan. I’m afraid Li Mu will pull these three brands back to China, first occupy the Chinese market, and then use China as his base of operations to expand into surrounding countries. When that happens, we will be the first in line.”

Akio Toyoda said, “Father, it’s quite possible that Li Mu will occupy the Chinese market. However, he probably won’t be able to enter the Japanese domestic market. For many years, apart from a few luxury car brands that have made small inroads into the Japanese market, from mid-to-high end all the way to the low-end automotive market, no foreign brand has ever been able to threaten us domestically.”

Shoichiro Toyoda shook his head and said, “Li Mu is young and highly disruptive. No one knows if he can truly disrupt the automotive industry. Moreover, he is the spiritual leader for young people worldwide, receiving their fervent adoration. If he truly were to produce cars, he wouldn’t even need to actively sell them in Japan; Japanese young people would eagerly rush to buy them on their own. You should be very familiar with the demand and obsession our youth have for idols.”

Akio Toyoda immediately fell silent.

Indeed, when it comes to the demand and obsession Japanese young people have for idols, it could be said to be the highest in the world.

It has even reached a point where, if there’s no idol, they will frantically idolize virtual ones. Once an idol successfully captures Japanese fans, whatever he or she promotes to them will find a strong market.

It’s common in Japan for fans to be reluctant to spend a single penny on themselves, yet be willing to face financial ruin to buy all of their idol’s merchandise, follow them everywhere for support, and spend money lavishly.

Although Li Mu is Chinese, he is the greatest idol in the hearts and minds of Japanese young people. Japanese media once conducted a survey among fifteen to twenty-five-year-old Japanese youth, and Li Mu ranked first among the most admired contemporary celebrities.

What’s most terrifying is that among the young people who idolize Li Mu, the proportion of university students is even higher.

When Li Mu first gave a speech at Harvard to students from Harvard and MIT, that speech encouraged and uplifted young people worldwide, especially university students. Japanese university students, in particular, were indescribably stunned by him.

Post-war Japanese people exhibited a deeply conflicted mentality: while they saw themselves as super-elites within Asia, even among all East Asian people, they simultaneously felt unable to stand tall in front of White people.

Japanese young people used to visit China, Korea, and other Asian countries with a full sense of superiority, but upon reaching America, they wouldn’t even dare to speak loudly.

During an era when Japanese youth considered studying abroad in America their greatest honor, Li Mu—an East Asian person just like them—was able to make the top-achieving students from Harvard and MIT worship him like Caesar the Great. The impact this had on Japanese young people was unparalleled.

Under such circumstances, if Li Mu were to release an autobiography for sale in Japan, Japanese young people would absolutely buy a copy each. If Li Mu were to release a car, who could guarantee that these fans wouldn’t spend money to “support” it?





Chapter 1728: Ambition

Akio Toyoda was awakened from his dream by his father’s single remark.

Japan is a polarized society; some people are extremely rational, while others are extremely irrational.

In recent years, Japanese enterprises have desperately developed their domestic market to an extreme, and when a market reaches an extreme, human nature also reaches an extreme.

For example, Japanese intellectual property companies will try every possible means to develop, and even exploit, the surplus value of their fans. A single manga, not only gets published as physical comics, but also adapted into animated TV series and films, and then they painstakingly delve into surrounding merchandise. Take the Gundam intellectual property (IP), for instance — the action figure market alone has been developed to the extreme by Japanese companies.

For a Gundam fan to be considered a ‘qualified’ fan, passion alone is far from enough; sufficient money is also required.

Japanese companies continuously use this method to make their fans indulge, and the most direct effect is that it has fostered a large number of fans with collecting obsessions. They will almost maniacally convert all their money into products, filling entire rooms with manga books, action figures, and game cartridges. They immerse themselves in the virtual worlds or utopias created by these companies, which then gives rise to various kinds of two-dimensional (2D) culture or somewhat distorted subcultures.

For example, Japan has a large number of shut-ins, good-for-nothings, and people living off their parents; groups of hundreds of thousands of people in their forties who do not work and hide at home, accompanied by manga books or anime games, are common in Japan.

The social environment has transformed Japanese young men from “Showa men” into “Heisei good-for-nothings,” causing them to lose their true rationality.

And this is just one manifestation of “losing rationality.”

Another manifestation is complete blind obedience.

Young people will willingly follow their preferred or idolized figures; if their idol tells them to go east, they will immediately go east.

Young people nationwide regard Li Mu as an idol. If Li Mu genuinely enters the automotive industry, it’s difficult to guarantee these young people won’t be influenced by him.

In Japan, a country with very high car ownership, car sales are primarily supported by young people. If this generation of young people collectively switches allegiance, the domestic market will be ruined.

Shoichiro Toyoda was most concerned about this.

In his eyes, the domestic market is the stronghold that Toyota, and all Japanese automakers, must defend at all costs.

This strong territorial awareness stems from the vigorous development of Japanese cars over the past few decades. In the decades following the war, Japanese cars not only drove most imported cars out of the domestic market but also achieved tremendous success worldwide. For Japanese automotive companies, absolute market share in the domestic market is like an inner totem, their greatest source of confidence for expanding into markets beyond their homeland.

However, the only regret for Shoichiro Toyoda was that Japanese cars failed to defend their domestic market in the luxury car segment.

Rolls-Royce, Bentley, Ferrari, or Lamborghini are still regarded by Japanese people as top-tier luxury cars. In addition, Mercedes-Benz also has significant influence in Japan. These brands are all more recognized in Japan than Toyota’s Lexus.

Fortunately, the Japanese luxury car market itself is not very large, which is similar to China. Moreover, most people who drive top-tier luxury cars are top-tier wealthy individuals and their children, whose market share is inherently small.

Aside from luxury cars, other car brands are basically non-existent in Japan. American cars fared so poorly in the Japanese market that their nationwide sales might not even compare to a single 4S dealership in China. Among Japan’s top 30 annual best-selling models, not a single one is an imported car; they are uniformly all Japanese domestic brands.

The more this was the case, the more Shoichiro Toyoda felt this purity was precious and hard-won. If an imported car could break into Japan’s top thirty in domestic sales, to him, it would mean the domestic market had been breached by foreign brands.

If an imported car could make it into the top ten in domestic sales, in Shoichiro Toyoda’s mind, it would be tantamount to the domestic market being lost.

Originally, he never believed any overseas automotive brand could break into the top thirty in sales in Japan. But for some reason, upon hearing that Li Mu was entering the automotive industry, he suddenly had an ominous premonition. This premonition made him feel that Li Mu was highly likely to use an automotive product, much like YY, to open up the Japanese automotive market.

In his view, once the domestic market was breached by Li Mu, the confidence of Japanese automotive manufacturing companies would suffer a colossal blow. Similarly, if Li Mu could sell cars to Japan, he could sell them to any place in the world.

Should he truly take the right path, with his capital and resources, he would become the greatest enemy of the entire traditional automotive industry.

…

When Li Mu arrived in Boston, it was already morning in China.

In fact, domestic media had already received the news since dawn. Their offices in the United States had long since transmitted this major news back home, and domestic media had also prepared news material overnight, ready to launch an overwhelming publicity offensive starting with the morning news.

As soon as Li Mu landed in Boston and his phone signal was restored, a news director from CCTV called him. This director had known Li Mu for a long time and had cooperated with him several times, making them somewhat personal connections.

As soon as the call connected, the other party excitedly asked: “Mr. Li, a little over an hour ago, we received news that you acquired three automotive brands from Ford. Is this information true?”

Li Mu replied: “It is true. Muye Technology has reached a preliminary agreement with Ford to acquire Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo brands under Ford’s full ownership.”

The other party said excitedly: “That’s fantastic! A Chinese enterprise acquiring overseas automotive brands—this is the first time for a domestic private enterprise. May I ask what your plans are for these three brands moving forward?”

Li Mu had nothing to hide and honestly stated: “Once the acquisition is complete, we will gradually transfer some of the production capacity to China. Then, we will establish a dedicated automotive group in China to manage and operate these three brands. At the same time, we will also create our own automotive brand, tentatively named ‘Muye.’ I can guarantee to the people of China that the future Muye Automotive Group will always maintain 100% Chinese capital ownership and is determined to build our own mid-to-high-end family cars for Chinese people!”

Li Mu’s grand ambition needed no concealment. Those who believed him felt fervent passion, while those who didn’t felt as if they had heard an impossible fantasy.

However, Li Mu didn’t care. He always aimed high and struck hard in his endeavors, and building cars was no different; there was absolutely no need to be evasive.

Li Mu’s reply made the director particularly excited. He quickly asked Li Mu: “Can we broadcast your reply in our news program?”

Li Mu very generously said: “Of course, as long as there is no secondary processing of the content, it’s fine.”

He would naturally stand by his own words, but sometimes, the media would embellish or add fuel to the fire, in which case he couldn’t acknowledge it. For example, if today he said he wanted to build high-end cars for Chinese people, and then the media reported that he wanted to eliminate Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and Audi, that would be awkward.

Starting around six o’clock, major TV stations, including CCTV, began extensively reporting the significant news of Li Mu’s acquisition of three Ford brands. Although these three brands were not as well-known in China as Mercedes-Benz, BMW, or Audi, they were still perceived by the public as part of the luxury car segment. So, as soon as the news broke, it immediately triggered a huge reaction across the country!

The general public reacted with surprise, excitement, and pride. No one expected Li Mu, as the founder of an internet company, to suddenly acquire three rather famous automotive brands.

It’s important to remember that China’s indigenous automobiles had always been weak. While the idea of exchanging market for technology was excellent, its practical implementation had been somewhat regrettable. As a result, even after more than two decades of Reform and Opening Up, with China’s economy developing rapidly and all industries making rapid, skyrocketing progress, indigenous automobiles alone had never found an opportunity to rise.

The most common cars on the street were Volkswagens, followed by Suzuki, Toyota, and Honda. People regarded Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and Audi as luxury cars, and Toyota and Honda as respectable family cars. But domestic cars, apart from minivans, pickups, and small trucks, were universally considered part of the cheap car segment.

Xiali? It was truly cheap, but its overall performance was no different from its price. High cost-performance ratio? No such thing; it was simply a case of getting what you paid for.

Geely? Most of its models were positioned similarly to Xiali. The Meirenbao had already become a laughing stock among those who cherished cars.

Chery? Although the QQ sold very well, it was indeed only a low-end entry-level model.

Hongqi was indeed renowned, but Hongqi models were expensive and had very low sales, so they couldn’t be considered private cars. Moreover, in those years, Hongqi was essentially a re-badged Audi 100.

In such an environment, the public always held a heart yearning for the rise of domestic goods, but unfortunately, domestic cars had never made any eye-catching progress, which had become a major regret in people’s hearts.

And as time passed, this regret only grew stronger.

But now, Li Mu had silently acquired three automotive brands, not only intending to transfer part of their production capacity to China but also to create his own automotive brand in China. This was like the sudden wealth for impoverished indigenous automobiles.

CCTV had always been generous in its praise for Li Mu. Their report stated: “Entrepreneurs like Li Mu, who care about China and Made-in-China, are role models for all Chinese entrepreneurs to learn from.”

On the internet, beneath every related news article, there were countless user comments. Their messages were filled with fervent passion. Many expressed their belief that Li Mu would surely make domestic indigenous cars bigger and stronger, and they pledged unconditional support if Muye’s own cars were launched, regardless of whether their statements were truly heartfelt. Just having this attitude already laid a solid foundation for Li Mu’s Muye Automotive!





Chapter 1729: You Have Two Years

The weather in Boston was extremely cold, with thick snow piled on both sides of the roads. Fortunately, the road surfaces were free of slush, making the overall appearance quite clean.

Lin Qingya had Muye Technology’s Boston branch arrange a high-end motorcade and security team for Li Mu in advance. Li Mu sat in a Cadillac, similar to the American President’s ‘Cadillac One’ limousine, on his way to the restaurant where he had agreed to meet Su Yingxue.

When the motorcade was less than one kilometer from the designated restaurant, Li Mu saw a figure carefully walking by the side of the road. The person was wearing a long white down jacket, bundled tightly in a thick fur-lined hood.

For some reason, Li Mu felt certain that the person whose back he saw was Su Yingxue.

So he asked the driver to pull over, rolled down the window, and called out to the girl: “Yingxue!”

Su Yingxue, wrapped in a large hat, wearing a thick face mask, and looking down at the road, suddenly looked up, staring at Li Mu in the car with surprise and joy.

Li Mu quickly opened the door, got out, and took a few steps to her, asking: “Why are you walking here?”

Su Yingxue pointed behind her, smiling, and said: “I came by subway, walked about a few hundred meters.”

Li Mu chuckled: “It’s too cold, get in the car.”

Su Yingxue blinked and asked him: “Do you want to walk a bit? It won’t feel so cold once we get moving.”

Li Mu nodded readily and extended his hand to her.

Su Yingxue offered her hand to Li Mu, and Li Mu, using his right hand, casually slipped her left hand into his pocket along with it.

After only a few steps, Li Mu quickly pulled on his down jacket’s hood. The cold wind was like knives, slicing unpleasantly across his face.

Li Mu couldn’t help but sigh: “This wretched place is much colder than Beijing in winter.”

Su Yingxue chuckled: “You clearly didn’t pay attention in geography class. This place’s latitude is similar to our Northeast, and extreme weather is quite common here. For the past few days, the highest temperature has only been minus three degrees Celsius. Boston often gets heavy snow; knee-deep snow is a regular occurrence.”

Li Mu said: “Then you really must take care of yourself and not get frozen.”

Su Yingxue nodded, saying: “School’s fine; the heating is quite sufficient. Even though it’s freezing outside, places like classrooms, dorm rooms, and the library are all over twenty degrees Celsius indoors. As long as you don’t stay outside too long, there’s generally no problem.”

As she spoke, Su Yingxue asked Li Mu: “Did you come to America this time to discuss the acquisition with Ford?”

Li Mu smiled faintly: “Ford is one thing, and also, Google is about to go public. Their CEO invited me to join him to ring the bell at Nasdaq.”

Su Yingxue chuckled: “Before I came out, I saw news about your acquisition of the Ford brand. The Chinese students at school were all incredibly excited. Some boys were even shouting your name in the dormitory building, saying you’re especially impressive.”

Li Mu gave an embarrassed laugh: “Just spending some money makes me especially impressive? That’s something that should at least wait until I’ve revitalized these three half-dead brands.”

“You can definitely do it,” Su Yingxue said seriously. “I think even if you do nothing else, just by using your influence, plus the fact that these three brands have been acquired by Chinese enterprises and become Chinese automotive brands, their domestic sales will definitely increase significantly.”

Li Mu said: “If I were just playing the nationalism card, exploiting people’s love and recognition for their own nation, it would feel a bit despicable. These brands are half-dead for a reason. Ultimately, the overall quality of their products, especially their cost-performance ratio, is lacking. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have fallen to this point today. If I were to bring them back to China exactly as they are and sell them to my compatriots, even if they were willing to buy, I would feel bad about it myself.”

Speaking of which, Li Mu said seriously: “These five billion US dollars aren’t for buying a profitable industry, but for buying an opportunity to revolutionize the industry and make it stronger. So for a long time to come, I probably won’t change the operating model of these three brands. I’ll just, like ants relocating, move most of their hardware and software to China, and then let them undergo a phoenix-like rebirth there. By then, I will make them world-class automotive brands.”

Su Yingxue smiled and said: “I believe you. I’m sure it won’t be long before these three brands are reborn in your hands.”

Li Mu stopped, looked at Su Yingxue, and asked seriously: “Yingxue, do you like cars?”

Su Yingxue looked at him warily: “What for? You’re not going to give me a car, are you?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Is that not allowed?”

Su Yingxue shook her head, smiling: “I don’t need a car right now; I don’t even leave school once a week. I have absolutely no use for one.”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and then asked: “Then let me just ask you simply, do you like cars?”

Su Yingxue chuckled: “Then I’ll answer you simply: Yes, I do. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have gone with you to get my driver’s license right after the college entrance examination.”

Li Mu asked her: “How do you view cars? Or rather, what do you like about them?”

Su Yingxue was a little flustered, asking him: “Logically, shouldn’t you be asking me what brand of car I like, or what type of car?”

Li Mu replied with a smile: “Just answer my question first.”

Su Yingxue thought for a moment and said: “I think cars aren’t just a commodity or a tool; they hold a lot of sentiment. They are an extension of an ordinary person’s speed, legs, and freedom. They are also one of the national industries that the public pays the most attention to. So, their energy density is very high. That’s the most crucial reason why I like cars.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Then I suggest that from now on, you learn more about the automotive industry, especially the management of enterprises that number tens of thousands of employees in this industry, and the establishment of global sales networks. Besides the industrial level of the cars themselves, these two points also have a significant impact on automotive companies.”

Su Yingxue chuckled: “There’s a vast amount of knowledge in that; it’s hard to master it without ten or twenty years.”

Li Mu said: “You have two years.”

Su Yingxue asked in surprise: “Two years? What do you mean?”

Li Mu said seriously: “I anticipate completing the acquisition of Ford’s three sub-brands within three months, then I’ll establish Muye Automotive Group. The first phase will be relocating these three brands to China. The second phase will be integrating these three brands with our own domestic brands. After integration, new models will be launched immediately. If things move quickly, even if the new cars haven’t gone public in just over a year, they will have already started testing in various places around the world. By the time you graduate from university, Muye Automotive Group should be on track.”

At this point, Li Mu looked at Su Yingxue and said earnestly: “I hope you return to China and join Muye Automotive Group after you graduate.”

Seeing that Li Mu wasn’t joking, Su Yingxue nodded almost without hesitation, saying: “Then I’ll use these two years to diligently improve myself.”

Li Mu asked: “Aren’t you curious about what position I plan for you?”

Su Yingxue smiled and said: “I’ll just follow your arrangements. Whatever you arrange for me, I’ll do.”

Li Mu nodded and said: “After Muye Automotive Group is established, I will serve as CEO concurrently, but I hope to hand that CEO position over to you in the future.”

“This…” Su Yingxue’s expression was utterly astonished, and for a moment, she didn’t know how to respond.

Li Mu smiled and said: “Don’t doubt it, trust me. You are naturally cut out to be a career woman. Since that’s the case, why work for a Fortune 500 company in the future? Why not participate in the birth of a new Fortune 500 company yourself? I believe that one day, Muye Automotive Group will not only become a global Fortune 500 company but also a top player in the world’s automotive industry.”

Su Yingxue bit her lip, wanting to say something, but swallowed the words back.

She had originally wanted to say that she didn’t have the ability to be the CEO of an automotive group, but then she thought that since Li Mu had this intention, she couldn’t possibly decide she wasn’t cut out for it now. There would be plenty of time in the future, and given enough time, she might indeed become the kind of career woman Li Mu envisioned her to be.

With that thought, Su Yingxue said with a determined expression: “I will definitely go all out, but let’s be clear first: if I have the ability, I will certainly take on this position. But if I don’t reach that level by then, you’re not allowed to force me into it!”

Li Mu nodded and said: “Don’t worry, if I truly think you’re not capable, I definitely won’t force you.”

Su Yingxue sighed in relief, and said seriously: “Then it’s settled.”

As early as when he decided to acquire Ford’s three brands, Li Mu had thought about this question.

Since he had decided to form an automotive group and pursue this endeavor to its fullest extent, he needed someone he could trust and who possessed sufficient ability.

In her past life, Su Yingxue became a senior executive at a foreign enterprise. Although Li Mu wasn’t clear about her specific duties or exact work capabilities, the fact that a girl from a small place could climb steadily within a Fortune 500 foreign enterprise proved she must have strong abilities.

With that foundation, she had the potential to become a CEO. What’s more, with Li Mu himself controlling the overall situation from behind, the decision-making pressure on Su Yingxue wouldn’t be too great.

In Li Mu’s view, no one was better suited for this position than her.

From now on, Muye Automotive Group would be entrusted to Su Yingxue, Muye Pictures to Chen Wan. Although Wanying Real Estate wasn’t a Muye Technology subsidiary, Li Mu held over thirty percent of its shares, so all future matters concerning real estate would be handed over to Wei Lan.

Chen Wan and Wei Lan’s abilities in the cultural entertainment and real estate industries had already been proven. As for Su Yingxue, Li Mu wasn’t in a hurry; he could let her grow slowly. There was still plenty of time.

After settling this matter with her, Li Mu felt exceptionally comfortable.

The two strolled through the cold streets of Boston. Though the chill was bone-deep, the feeling of walking hand-in-hand, side by side in a foreign land, brought a special warmth.

After they finished dinner and stepped outside, large goose-feather-like snowflakes began to fall from the Boston sky once more.

It was nearing midnight, and the temperature had dropped significantly compared to earlier.

Li Mu had originally intended to take Su Yingxue straight to the car, but she asked him with an expectant look: “It’s snowing! Shall we try walking in the snow?”

Li Mu chuckled: “Alright, but we can’t walk all the way back to the hotel like this. If I’m not mistaken, the hotel is still quite far from here.”

Su Yingxue’s cheeks turned slightly red in the cold wind. She nodded shyly at Li Mu and said: “Let’s just walk for twenty minutes!”





Chapter 1730: The Binding Constraint

The next day, when Li Mu opened his eyes, Su Yingxue was wrapped in a hotel bathrobe, sitting by the window and gazing at the scenery.

Li Mu emerged from the bedroom, walked through the spacious corridor and living room, where the local news was playing softly on the television.

The news reported that Boston was experiencing a blizzard, rarely seen in several years, and the snow depth in the suburbs was said to be nearly one meter deep.

At this very moment, the outdoor temperature had dropped to minus twenty degrees Celsius, yet inside the presidential suite of the Boston hotel, the room temperature was a comfortable twenty-eight degrees Celsius, warm as spring.

The suite was so large that Li Mu had to search several rooms before finding Su Yingxue by the window in the sunroom.

This sunroom had single-sided glass on three sides and was located at the highest point of the hotel, offering panoramic views of Boston.

Outside the window, snow was falling like goose feathers, and Su Yingxue was lost in thought, gazing out.

Li Mu wasn’t wearing shoes and made no sound as he walked, startling her when he reached her side.

“Oh my, how did you suddenly appear…” Su Yingxue’s cheeks were exceptionally rosy at this moment, not just due to the room temperature, but also from a hint of shyness.

Li Mu sat down beside her, looked out the window, and chuckled, “This snow is really coming down hard.”

“It is,” Su Yingxue nodded slightly. “The news said it might be the biggest snow in the last decade.”

Li Mu sighed, “Too much snow might not be a good thing.”

Then, Li Mu asked, “Do you have class today?”

Su Yingxue nodded, “Yes, but it’s in the afternoon.”

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Then let’s go after lunch.”

Su Yingxue asked, “Are you going to Harvard too?”

Li Mu said, “I’m going to see Mark Zuckerberg. Are you familiar with him?”

“Not really,” Su Yingxue replied. “I know he created Facebook, and it’s quite famous in university circles. It’s already sweeping across university campuses all over America.”

Li Mu smiled and asked, “Do you think this thing has a future?”

Su Yingxue said, “Yes, in the realm of college student social networking, it’s doing very well. But I estimate it would be tough for it to expand much further, after all, with Muye Technology around, YY is the largest platform for online social networking.”

Li Mu nodded.

Su Yingxue, being a finance student, indeed had a more astute perspective than most.

Actually, as early as when he first invested in Mark Zuckerberg, Li Mu had thought he had secured another future colossus with a market value exceeding four or five hundred billion US dollars. However, as time passed and with Mark Zuckerberg’s reports on development progress, Li Mu discovered that things weren’t as simple as they seemed.

For Facebook to become a colossus with a market value of four or five hundred billion US dollars, it would at least need to be the boss in the entire Europe and America social networking sector.

First, YY’s current scale and status would never give it the opportunity to become the boss.

Therefore, Facebook, fundamentally, had already been given a binding constraint by Muye Technology.

Originally, Facebook was like a rapidly expanding balloon; it could fill most of the volume in a room, but some nooks and crannies of furniture were unreachable by this large balloon. These small nooks and crannies were the survival space for other similar companies.

This point is actually very similar to Tencent. Tencent itself has already inflated a massive balloon in the room, and the remaining nooks and crannies are cannibalized by products like Momo, Tantan, and other chat products. As for these products, none of them can hope to replace Tencent’s position and occupy the largest space in this room.

Facebook is the same. YY is so strong, so big, and covers such a wide range of users that Facebook can only develop in the obscure corners, such as universities.

YY is too strong and too big, and its user coverage is also too broad. For university students deeply entrenched in their ivory towers, even if YY is excellent, it inevitably feels a bit cliché. Now, Facebook has become their ivory tower social product, which is why it has developed so well among university students.

However, the ensuing problem is also significant: it would be extremely difficult for Facebook to break out of university campuses.

For Li Mu, as the founder and owner of Muye Technology, it was naturally impossible for him to make way for Facebook. So, currently, he could only temporarily sacrifice Facebook’s interests, allowing it to follow behind Muye Technology as a junior partner, filling in gaps and addressing deficiencies.

When Li Mu came to see Mark Zuckerberg this time, he wanted to understand his next development strategy and see how Facebook could achieve maximum interests without touching Muye Technology’s cake.

…

Facebook has currently developed to a valuation level of around several hundred million US dollars. Many capital firms on Wall Street are very interested in this product, which is very popular among university students. However, upon closer inspection, they discovered that this company was actually invested in by Li Mu.

After learning that Li Mu was an investor, Wall Street revised their valuation of Facebook upwards, believing that Facebook’s current valuation was at least one billion US dollars, and the reason was that it had Li Mu, a Bigwig, lending his support to it.

Many funds believed Facebook was a good project with promising prospects, and with Li Mu’s endorsement, future investment risks would also be much lower. Therefore, they all wanted to invest in Facebook, but without exception, all were rejected by Mark Zuckerberg.

The reasons for the rejection were, on one hand, that the money hadn’t been spent yet, and on the other hand, financing had to be approved by Li Mu first.

For Mark Zuckerberg, creating a company with a valuation exceeding one billion US dollars in such a short time was already a miracle of miracles. He attributed all of this to Li Mu’s support and positioned himself as Li Mu’s most loyal follower.

Currently, Mark Zuckerberg spends half his time outside of school, traveling across America. Originally, he was supposed to go to Canada for some ground promotion for Facebook, but upon hearing Li Mu was coming, he changed his plans and waited for Li Mu at Harvard.

Li Mu dropped Su Yingxue back at Harvard and then went to a detached building within the Harvard campus.

This was Facebook’s headquarters at Harvard. Although most employees were now in Silicon Valley, Mark Zuckerberg kept all Harvard-educated employees on the Harvard campus. For him and other Harvard students, this had emblematic significance.

Because Li Mu had a very good relationship with the Harvard school administration, and Facebook was an entrepreneurial project invested in by Li Mu and born from the Harvard campus, Harvard University also provided great support, just as Renmin University supported his creation of 3321.

Li Mu arrived low-key; none of Facebook’s employees or the Harvard school administration knew about his visit. Mark Zuckerberg had been waiting early in his conference room, constantly looking out the window.

When Li Mu’s Cadillac drove into Mark Zuckerberg’s line of sight, he quickly stood up and ran downstairs in a couple of steps.

Although Mark Zuckerberg wasn’t particularly good-looking, this guy had a very kind face, always with a smile, looking just like the little brother next door. Coupled with his penchant for casual clothing, he never looked like a successful person. Even after his successful entrepreneurship in later generations, he still often gave off the vibe of a struggling white-collar worker.

The current Mark Zuckerberg was no exception; he was wearing an ordinary black down jacket, a pair of slightly faded old jeans, and his untrimmed curly hair, completely lacking the feel of a CEO.

Wang Yuanlang opened the car door for Li Mu, and as Li Mu stepped out, Mark Zuckerberg eagerly rushed forward. He walked very fast, and the ground was slippery, so he looked rather ridiculous, like a large crab.

Li Mu smiled and embraced him, asking, “You’re a CEO, after all. Can’t you pay a little attention to your image normally?”

Mark Zuckerberg scratched his head and smiled, “Everyone in the internet industry is like this; you dress however is most comfortable.”

Li Mu said, “Look at Larry Page, he mostly wears suits. Elon Musk, he looks like an old rascal, but he also mostly wears formal attire.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly said, “Mr. Li, I’ll definitely pay attention next time. Whenever I meet you, I’ll wear formal attire.”

Li Mu shook his head and smiled, “You missed the point. The more you meet me, the less you need to care about your clothes. I invested in you even when you were drooling over pretty girls at Harvard, let alone now?”

Then, Li Mu added, “I’m telling you to pay attention to your appearance in other settings apart from meeting me, such as in the company, meeting partners, or during on-site promotion events. You need to be able to exude the proper demeanor of a CEO.”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded busily, “I’ll definitely pay attention from now on.”

Li Mu smiled faintly, “Let’s go, let’s talk upstairs. It’s windy and too cold here.”

Mark Zuckerberg quickly said, “I haven’t told the employees you’re coming. They’ll be so excited to see you!”

Li Mu asked him, “How many employees do you have here?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “There are over sixty employees here, over two hundred in Silicon Valley, and a ground promotion team of nearly one hundred people constantly traveling across America.”

Then, Mark Zuckerberg added, “Oh, and we’re preparing to enter the Canadian market. A team of ten for ground promotion has already gone there and is coordinating with local universities.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Stepping out of the American borders is your first step towards the world.”

The two chatted as they walked into the main entrance of Facebook’s Harvard headquarters.

Facebook had about forty employees at Harvard, and when they saw Li Mu enter, everyone became exceptionally excited.

In these employees’ hearts and minds, Li Mu was their lighthouse, the strongest motivation guiding them and urging them forward. Countless internet professionals regarded him as an idol, a goal to strive for and achieve victory. So, seeing him suddenly appear there, these employees were all immensely thrilled.

Seeing everyone’s high enthusiasm, Li Mu said to Mark Zuckerberg, “Mark, introduce your team to me.”

Upon hearing this, Mark Zuckerberg immediately said joyfully, “Come on, Mr. Li, let me introduce you. This is…”

Li Mu originally didn’t want to be too high-profile there, but seeing everyone’s enthusiasm, he felt it wouldn’t be good to appear overly indifferent. So, under Mark Zuckerberg’s introduction, he greeted and shook hands with every employee.

Li Mu patiently shook hands with them one by one. After going through everyone, he went with Mark Zuckerberg to his conference room on the third floor.





Chapter 1731: General Manager of a Pig Farm

After Li Mu sat down on the sofa, Mark Zuckerberg said somewhat nervously, “Mr. Li, let me first report on our recent development.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “Alright, give me a general overview.”

Mark Zuckerberg paused for a moment and said, “Currently, our user base across America has exceeded thirty million, of which current university students account for one-third. Our daily active users are two million three hundred thousand, with current university students making up almost half of that number.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “How many university students are there in America?”

Mark Zuckerberg said, “Data from the end of last year shows it should be over thirteen million.”

Li Mu praised him, “Over thirteen million university students, and ten million of them are Facebook users. It seems Facebook is very popular on university campuses.”

“Indeed,” Mark Zuckerberg said, “Our biggest growth area is currently university campuses. The stickiness among current university students is very high. However, that’s also our biggest problem: on our user base outside of campuses, it’s difficult to increase conversion rates. Many non-university students aren’t very interested in our products.”

Li Mu chuckled, “That’s quite normal.”

Then, Li Mu continued, “Look, the university student demographic is a very special group. If we divide people into three strata, the first stratum consists of those who haven’t entered society yet, such as infants, primary and secondary school students. Another stratum consists of those who have already entered society, which covers a very wide range: those who haven’t attended school, those who have started independent living and earning money, those who attended school but dropped out, and those who graduated from school — these all belong to the second stratum. The only special one is the third stratum: this stratum has one foot in society and one foot still in the ivory tower. This stratum consists of university students.”

“Most university students don’t attend university in their hometowns. They might be in another state, or even another country. These people have left their parents’ protection but haven’t truly entered society to work hard on their own. So, this group is very special and often incompatible with the other two strata.”

“Facebook grew in such soil, so its first fruits are naturally suited to this soil. It germinated here, took root here, and bore fruit here. Therefore, you are naturally favored by this soil, and users from other soils will inevitably not accept you immediately. However, this doesn’t mean you haven’t done well; it means you have completed the first stage of starting a business: taking root, germinating, and growing strong in your native soil before it’s possible to develop and migrate to other soils.”

Mark Zuckerberg nodded particularly seriously, but looked at Li Mu with some hesitation and said, “Mr. Li, actually… to be honest… if Facebook expands beyond university campuses, our biggest competitor will be YY. Our product features significantly overlap with YY, but we are far from as powerful as YY. If YY is from one to one hundred, we have at most achieved twenty-one to thirty of that. In this situation, it will be hard to seize market share…”

Li Mu nodded in agreement and smiled at Mark Zuckerberg, saying, “Mark, you’re right. There’s a Chinese proverb that goes, ‘When there’s no tiger in the mountain, the monkey becomes king.’ If there’s no tiger in the mountain, with the monkey’s intelligence and agility, they can dominate the entire mountain forest.”

Li Mu paused slightly, then continued, “But if there are tigers in the mountain, even though monkeys cannot be king, if they dedicate themselves to searching, they can still find many places that tigers haven’t touched or cannot touch, such as high treetops, narrow caves, and steep ridges. Before Muye Technology begins to decline, this is the future direction for Facebook’s development.”

In fact, Li Mu had a lot more to say.

When a “monkey” faces a “tiger,” not just treetops, caves, and ridges, but even dung pits are their room to survive.

Take Tencent as an example. Tencent is the domestic social media giant, and often has to lead by example. Therefore, Tencent cannot and dares not engage in grey areas, such as hookup apps.

Actually, if WeChat were to add a few convenient hookup features, apps like Momo and Tantan would have no room to survive. But given WeChat’s size and status, it’s impossible for it to be labeled as a hookup app. Therefore, Tencent has not only avoided developing hookup features but has continuously cut product features with hookup attributes; for example, Drifting Bottle was voluntarily taken offline.

The reason for taking Drifting Bottle offline was that, in Tencent’s eyes, this product feature had more drawbacks than benefits. Not many people used it, but it engaged in illicit practices and often contained illicit content. So, taking it offline was a form of self-cleaning and protection.

In such circumstances, even a small company that only makes a product with the Drifting Bottle feature can gain a group of users and a market.

Facebook will absolutely not be able to contend with Muye Technology in the future, and Li Mu won’t allow that to happen. However, Li Mu hopes Facebook can venture into all areas that he cannot or is unwilling to touch.

This feeling is a bit like having a lot of leftover food at home and not wanting to eat it, so you might as well raise a pig or a dog. Otherwise, if the leftovers are thrown outside, stray dogs will eat them, or others will take them home to feed their pigs.

Mark Zuckerberg fell into thought. Li Mu’s words gave him some inspiration, but he couldn’t quite grasp where that inspiration lay.

Seeing his somewhat troubled expression, Li Mu began, “Mark, the market will follow a certain pattern in the future: in a particular field, there will generally only be one giant. But besides that one giant, there will also be several large companies and dozens, even hundreds, of small companies. While Muye Technology is currently the giant in internet social media, there are no large companies of the same type in the industry yet. If Facebook can first occupy the ‘forest’ that monkeys excel in, it will have a chance to become the first.”

Mark Zuckerberg’s eyes lit up, and he blurted out, “Mr. Li, do you mean that we should first cultivate the university market well?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “America has over thirteen million university students. How many are there worldwide? At least one hundred million, right? If you can convert eighty percent of those one hundred million university students into Facebook users, then your Facebook can become a large company in the social media field, second only to Muye Technology.”

Actually, Li Mu always felt regrettable about Xiaonei.com, which later became Renren.com.

During the prime opportunity when Facebook hadn’t entered China, Renren.com somehow managed to destroy itself.

Many born in the 90s and 2000s might not be able to imagine how popular Renren.com was domestically at that time. Back then, not only university students used Xiaonei, but basically everyone who had attended high school would register for a Renren.com account.

Why did everyone love using Renren.com? Because it was a social media platform based on schools and student relationships, highly vertical. Even QQ couldn’t compare to it on that level.

If Renren.com had just stood its ground, solidified its foundation in the campus social media sphere back then, even if it couldn’t replace QQ, it definitely wouldn’t have been worse than Momo. But what happened? The guys in charge immediately tore off their strongest label.

The name “Xiaonei.com,” in Li Mu’s opinion, even if it couldn’t rank among the top three Chinese internet product names, it definitely belonged in the top ten.

The name immediately made people understand that this product was closely connected to campuses.

Xiaonei! How damn endearing! It was a precious memory that some people would forever cherish, and a beautiful present that others were immersed in. But then some brain-dead person jumped out and changed its name to Renren.com.

WTF? What does Renren.com mean? What’s the implication? You’re a vertical website, for God’s sake! To pick such a generic, pointless name, do you think you’re QQ?

Look at Facebook; they’ve always stuck to the Facebook brand. When did they change their name to ‘FaceFace’ or ‘FF’?

And QQ, the reason it changed its name from OICQ to QQ wasn’t because it just wanted something simpler, but because ICQ sued them, and they had to be more low-key, so they called it QQ. As a result, they stumbled into it by chance, yet it incubated China’s ‘Q culture’ on the internet.

And you? Damn it, what does your Renren (everyone) even mean? Is it ‘everyone for me’? Or ‘I for everyone’? Or are you just showing off that you have a lot of people?

Putting aside everything else, China had twenty to thirty million current university students at that time, with several million new ones annually. Such a massive user base, if cultivated well, would be enough to last a lifetime. Xiaonei.com inherently had the opportunity, but it ended up digging its own grave.

Now, if Facebook can build a social product for university students globally, it could at least become a large company worth tens of billions, or even over one hundred billion US dollars in market value in the future. What’s most valuable is that it doesn’t conflict much with his own YY.

Because YY aims to be a giant, and a giant seeks to broaden its path, not narrow it. So, the more vertical the matter, the less a giant will do it or bother with it. To use the leftover food analogy again, it’s like a billionaire who wouldn’t, nor would he condescend to, eat his own leftovers. For an ordinary billionaire, leftovers are simply thrown away; whoever wants them can pick them up, whoever wants to eat them can eat them.

But for Li Mu, leftovers are also food. If he doesn’t eat them, he can at least raise a dog or a pig to eat them, right? If there are a lot of leftovers, then he might as well set up a pig farm.

Raising pigs isn’t glamorous, and it’s dirty and smelly, but that doesn’t matter. If he doesn’t want to raise them himself, he can find someone else to do it. What is Mark Zuckerberg for? Isn’t he going to be the general manager of his future pig farm?

Li Mu is only worried that Mark Zuckerberg’s ambitions are too great and that he won’t be willing to quietly serve as the general manager of a pig farm. But it doesn’t matter; he is currently enlightening him. If Mark can understand, he can also get rich by raising pigs. But if he fails to understand and steps into an area he shouldn’t, Li Mu will immediately turn hostile and mobilize resources to crush him.

For someone of Facebook’s size, Li Mu is a Thanos-level existence. A snap of his fingers would be enough to wipe out Facebook.

Li Mu sees this very clearly: in the realm of running companies and doing business, there are no true friends; everything is driven by interests. In the commercial world, if you want a piece of my cake, don’t blame me for wanting your life.





Chapter 1732: The Source of It All

“Because it wasn’t yet time for Google to ring the bell, Li Mu stayed in Boston for two more days.”

“During these two days, he resided in the hotel’s presidential suite. Su Yingxue was picked up by a driver after class each day and driven back to school before class the next morning.”

“The Harvard school administration heard he was in Boston and insisted on inviting him to dinner. Li Mu initially didn’t want to accept, but considering Su Yingxue was still studying there, he agreed to the social engagement.”

“However, Li Mu didn’t let the Harvard university leadership host. Instead, he found a Michelin restaurant in downtown Boston and invited all the Harvard university leadership, bringing Su Yingxue along as well.”

“It’s often said that Chinese people have specific expertise in a society based on personal connections/favors, but in fact, Westerners are the same.”

“Harvard school administration hoped to maintain a good relationship with Li Mu, and Li Mu hoped they would provide as much convenience as possible for Su Yingxue in the future. Everyone got what they needed, which could be considered a win-win.”

“These few days in Boston were a rare period of relaxation for Li Mu. He hadn’t managed any work since meeting Mark Zuckerberg, spending his days enjoying himself, and experiencing private time together with Su Yingxue in a foreign country. Both his body and mind were greatly relaxed.”

“However, Chen Ze wasn’t as comfortable.”

“He stayed alone in a luxurious suite at the hotel, bored almost to madness every day.”

“A heavy snow continued to fall in Boston, making it impossible to go out in the freezing cold. So he could only stay in his room and watch TV for three days.”

“In his words, his English wasn’t good enough, so he only half-understood what he was watching on TV. It was excruciatingly boring.”

“When it was time to leave Boston, Li Mu first sent Su Yingxue back to Harvard. After bidding her farewell, he headed to Boston Airport.”

“Boston is very close to New York, with a straight-line distance of only about three hundred kilometers. A jet flight takes less than an hour.”

“Taking off from Boston at two in the afternoon, the plane landed in New York at three o’clock.”

“After the group arrived in New York, Larry Page, along with several other Google senior executives, personally went to the airport to greet them.”

“For Larry Page, having Li Mu come to ring the bell with him for the IPO was of great significance to both Google and himself.”

“Google’s current business is relatively singular overall. To instill more confidence in the market for Google, the support of a bigshot is indispensable. At this stage, for internet companies, Li Mu’s support has the best effect.”

“Larry Page even thought that if he could also be invited to the bell-ringing ceremony when Muye Technology rings the bell in the future, that would be even better.”

“…”

“To show their importance, Larry Page specifically rented a state guest motorcade in New York, extending the highest courtesy to Li Mu.”

“In an extended Lincoln sedan, Larry Page said to Li Mu, ‘Mr. Li, the bell-ringing time is nine-thirty a.m. the day after tomorrow. Tomorrow evening, there will be a small, private reception at your hotel, attended by bigshots from the internet industry and financial circles. I wonder if you would be interested in attending?’”

“Li Mu nodded and said, ‘Yes, I can.’”

“After speaking, Li Mu suddenly thought of something and asked Larry Page, ‘Larry, I’d like to acquire a company that does navigation and satellite maps. Do you have any good recommendations?’”

“At this stage, Google had not yet launched its map services. Li Mu had been pondering what his internet resources could do for the future Muye Automotive Group. Besides Android and iOS being able to develop interactive entertainment systems for cars in the future, Li Mu also wanted to solve the issue of in-car navigation.”

“Although currently only a minority of cars are equipped with LCD screens, and even fewer with navigation, in the future, navigation services will be the most frequently used service by car owners, almost without equal.”

“However, the difficulty of using in-car navigation is almost a universal complaint among car owners worldwide. There are several main reasons:”

“First, the maps for in-car navigation are outdated, and Shengji can’t keep up;”

“Most in-car navigation data uses navigation cards, with maps built into SD cards. This is purely offline navigation, and map updates are a very tricky problem, unlike mobile phone navigation, which can be updated at any time;”

“Second, car manufacturers’ map services are not refined enough, basically just perfunctory, far inferior to the map services provided by internet companies like Google, AutoNavi, or even Baidu;”

“Third, information input for in-car navigation is a major drawback;”

“Most in-car navigation input relies on a scroll wheel. Whether inputting English or Chinese Pinyin, it takes a long time to enter back and forth with the scroll wheel. What takes seconds on a mobile phone takes several minutes on in-car navigation. This single step alone deters many users;”

“Fourth, the sound of in-car navigation conflicts with the car’s stereo equipment, and many car manufacturers haven’t optimized this problem well;”

“If the car’s stereo equipment is playing music or listening to radio stations, and the in-car navigation is also on, the conflicting sounds are very headache-inducing. Often, both experiences are poor. This is inferior to mobile phone navigation, where the sounds from mobile phone navigation and the car stereo equipment are separate. An occasional navigation prompt while listening to music won’t conflict.”

“Li Mu felt that the reason these three pain points of in-car navigation couldn’t be resolved was primarily that car manufacturers lacked the internet heart, and there were no disruptors in the industry; everyone was content with the status quo.”

“In fact, installing an LCD screen in a car does not have a high cost, and obvious configurations like LCD screens are extremely user-friendly. Most users are willing to pay for them, and if the original factory doesn’t provide an LCD central control, many users will even pay to Shengji it themselves.”

“And the cost of installing a GSM module in a car isn’t high either; it’s not that difficult to establish presence for cars.”

“If they could acquire a navigation company and build a refined global navigation system based on GPS, directly embedding this navigation system into their own in-car central control assembly, and then dedicating themselves to human-computer interaction, they would already be far ahead of global car manufacturers.”

“If they also incorporated a GSM module and negotiated with local telecom operators for a preferential data service, they could not only achieve cars establishing presence but also real-time updates of map data. In that case, the overall intelligence of the vehicles would be significantly ahead of global car manufacturers.”

“Currently, mobile data service is still 2G, and data costs seem relatively high, but in fact, it’s easily resolvable with telecom operators. Back then, Nokia had a gaming phone model called Nokia QD. To make it easier for QD users to download games, Nokia partnered with China Mobile to launch an unlimited data mobile plan. In 2G mode, it only cost a little over ten yuan per month in rental fees. At that time, there was no 3G, 4G, or 5G, and the unlimited data plan’s network speed was unrestricted, just like others, but the data fees were greatly reduced.”

“This proves that telecom operators are completely open to negotiation.”

“If it’s just data usage for map updates, the data consumption isn’t actually that much. Plus, they are a major client. In domestic, they should be able to negotiate with telecom operators for costs within ten yuan per month.”

“Most car manufacturers currently offer a three-year warranty. At that time, providing three years of data traffic would only cost two or three hundred yuan, but with this feature available, even if all costs were added to the car price and a certain profit margin was included, consumers would still find it completely acceptable.”

“As for the conflict between navigation sound and car stereo equipment, Li Mu thought that it would be enough to simply embed a very ordinary high-frequency speaker specifically in the in-car navigation, directed towards the driver’s seat, and dedicated solely to navigation.”

“The sound of in-car navigation is mainly for clarity, but experienced users know that if the bass is heavy, spoken voices sound muffled. High-frequency speakers without bass are most friendly to human voices. Thinking carefully, KTV microphones are good for singing, but voices sound muffled and have a strong rumble, whereas the large, bass-less speakers in schools broadcast human voices extremely clearly.”

“This is also why the cheap live sound production machine speaker the patriarch listened to lacked bass, making music sound like a complete mess, but providing an excellent experience for listening to radio broadcasts and storytelling sessions.”

“Car stereo equipment is primarily for listening to music. If navigation sound mixes in, it not only affects listening to music but also listening to navigation, and more importantly, it affects the experience of passengers outside of the driver’s seat.”

“If a separate, cheap high-frequency speaker is set up, with the sound field angled from the central control towards the driver, the cost is very low, but the benefits are numerous.”

“First, it ensures it won’t affect the overall car stereo equipment or listening to music. Second, it ensures the driver can hear very clearly. Third, it also ensures it won’t affect other passengers.”

“If navigation is not used, this high-frequency speaker will remain off, completely without any impact.”

“This way, the practicality of in-car navigation will be greatly increased.”

“It will definitely significantly enhance the consumer experience compared to traditional cars.”

“Larry Page didn’t know Li Mu’s specific ideas for acquiring a navigation company, but as soon as he heard him say he wanted to acquire such a company, he immediately blurted out, ‘What a coincidence, Mr. Li! I had this exact idea too! We can do this together!’”

“This surprised Li Mu, who blurted out, ‘You also want to acquire a navigation company?’”

“‘Yes!’ Larry Page said, ‘We discussed it before. We want to add a map feature to Google, but building a global mapping system ourselves is too troublesome. Not only would we have to rent satellites and buy map copyrights, but we would also have to invest heavily in surveying vehicles and personnel. The time cost is too high, so we’re thinking of acquiring a satellite mapping company.’”

“Li Mu hadn’t expected Google to be preparing to launch Google Maps at this time and couldn’t help but ask, ‘Do you have a target in mind?’”

“‘Yes, we do.’ Larry Page didn’t hide anything from Li Mu and immediately stated, ‘There’s an American mapping company called Keyhole. We’re preparing to discuss a full acquisition with them.’”

“Li Mu asked in surprise, ‘Isn’t Keyhole an American military reconnaissance satellite system? I think I saw it in a military magazine… Does the U.S. government allow you to acquire it?’”

“‘No, no.’ Larry Page laughed and said, ‘Although this company’s name is Keyhole, it’s not the same as the U.S. military’s Keyhole system.’”

“Li Mu nodded and asked, ‘How strong is this company?’”

“‘Excellent.’ Larry Page said, ‘They not only have powerful data reserves but also strong surveying and development capabilities. Their own Keyhole Markup Language is a protocol that allows multiple users to collaborate, which has great significance for building a satellite map products that global users can participate in in the future.’”

“Li Mu instantly thought of a famous Google product: Google Earth.”

“So, it all originated from this!”





Chapter 1733: Establishing a Joint Venture Company

“Google Earth is a very interesting satellite map product. Not only does it provide global satellite maps, but it also presents them as a 3D globe, allowing users to view high-definition satellite images and road networks for most parts of the Earth. More importantly, users can create their own map markers based on this product and share them with users worldwide.”

Li Mu wasn’t clear on the full history or the ins and outs of Google Earth, but hearing Larry Page explain it, he understood immediately.

Google’s map service was born from acquiring Keyhole. After integrating all of Keyhole’s data and technology, they developed their own Google Maps, then Google Earth, and finally navigation services based on this entire ecosystem.

Domestically, Google Maps had little market presence. Most domestic users relied on AutoNavi, Baidu, and Tencent Maps. Interestingly, AutoNavi was originally a Chinese company listed in the US, but around 2014, with Alibaba’s support, it completed its privatization and became a wholly-owned subsidiary of Alibaba.

This means that, in his past life, China’s mobile navigation and map products, much like the Chinese internet landscape, were also a three-way split among BTA (Baidu, Tencent, Alibaba). Of course, Baidu gradually declined later on and dropped out of the domestic Big Three.

However, internationally, Google Maps holds the number one market share globally because its map data support spans the globe. If you use AutoNavi, you can only use it within China’s borders, as AutoNavi Maps lacks international data support.

The world is so vast that it’s practically impossible to map it all by oneself. Besides China, if you want to support map and navigation services in overseas markets, you must purchase map data from relevant local companies. This is a very high cost, and domestic navigation services like AutoNavi have little market share overseas. If they were to spend a high cost to acquire the rights of use for international maps, not many users would truly utilize them.

However, Google was quite aggressive in this regard. In the mid-to-late stages, they were already able to support global maps and navigation services, so much so that Google provided Apple’s map support for a long time before Apple slowly developed its own Apple Maps.

Currently, the navigation industry has only just begun to emerge. No internet company has yet set its sights on the navigation industry; even Google only has a plan and hasn’t put it into action.

In this light, entering navigation now is an excellent opportunity for both Muye Technology and the future Muye Automotive Group.

“Keyhole?”

Li Mu wasn’t familiar with this company, but it seemed Larry Page knew it very well.

But another problem arose.

Cooperating with Google to acquire Keyhole and engage in the map and navigation industry wasn’t out of the question, but how would they manage it?

What if, in the future, it involved the division of rights and interests? That would be unpleasant.

But then again, trying to do it alone without Google would also be tough. First, Keyhole was already targeted by Google, and since Google had targeted it, it proved they already had a general operational plan. Li Mu, being completely unprepared, couldn’t poach it at all.

Even if he disregarded propriety and directly snatched Keyhole from Larry Page, he lacked a comprehensive business plan and a team capable of absorbing and transforming Keyhole’s technology, so the adaptation period would be extremely long.

If he cooperated with Google, with him providing the money and Google providing the effort, it would indeed be a good choice. The key was to clarify the shareholding percentage and the division of rights and interests.

So, Li Mu asked Larry Page, “Brother, to be honest with you, I also have an idea of getting into the map and navigation business. If we both do this, we might be clashing a bit!”

Larry Page nodded. He was somewhat surprised when Li Mu mentioned acquiring navigation, but upon remembering that Li Mu had just reached an acquisition agreement with Ford, he roughly understood.

So, he very astutely said, “Mr. Li, how about we do it together? Keyhole isn’t a large company. Our two companies can jointly fund its full acquisition, and then establish a joint venture company co-owned by Muye Technology and Google.”

Li Mu’s eyes lit up. “Alright there, Larry Page. After getting a beating from me in China last time and giving up resistance, he’s become much more sensible! From initially confronting me head-on to later compromises, he’s now almost developing a tendency to become a lackey.”

Logically speaking, he was still a Bigwig who had created a company with hundreds of billions in market value. How did he become so timid now?

But thinking about it carefully, it was easy to understand. Muye Technology held 30% of Google’s shares, controlled nearly half of Google’s data usage, and had also preemptively secured Android and led the world in building enterprise cloud data services. It was like a powerful vaulted ceiling, covering Google within it, and Google’s future development space had been greatly restricted.

Now Larry Page’s mindset had also undergone a significant change. He had never thought before that Google could reach a market value of hundreds of billions of US dollars, but now that Li Mu had dealt with him, although he had sacrificed a good number of shares, conversely, it indeed gained greater recognition from the capital market. He now considered himself a member on Li Mu’s big ship, so he naturally acted more sensibly.

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Larry, establishing a joint venture company is a very good idea and aligns with our mutual interests. I have a few ideas; you can raise them if you have any objections.”

“Alright, please go ahead.”

Li Mu said, “First, the joint venture company will be controlled by Muye Technology. Muye Technology must hold more than 60% of the shares, so we might as well have Muye Technology hold 60% and Google hold 40%. After this company is established, it will no longer accept any capital or company investment. We will always maintain this proportion and keep this company owned by both of us.”

Larry Page knew Li Mu had a strong desire for control. The possibility of establishing a joint venture and retaining control himself was almost zero, so he had no objection to Li Mu’s demand. Besides, leaving 40% for Google was not a small amount for him.

So Larry Page readily said, “Mr. Li, I have no objection to that.”

“Alright,” Li Mu nodded and continued, “In the future, for this company’s patents and technology, we will divide the rights of use. For example, I’ll give you all the rights for the Web-based end. That is to say, you can use this company’s patents and technology to establish and launch Google Maps, and I, for my part, will not apply this set of technologies to my Web-based products.”

Larry Page’s heart stirred with joy. He had been worried that YY.com would launch YY Maps; in that case, both sides using the same technology but becoming competitors would feel extremely awkward.

Now that Li Mu had given the entire Web-based side to Google, and Google itself was a Web-based product, in Larry Page’s view, Li Mu had already been very considerate of him.

Li Mu continued, “However, the rights of use in the automotive sector and mobile domain will entirely belong to me.”

The automotive sector went without saying. Google had never even thought of getting into the automotive industry, so Larry Page could hand over this business to Li Mu without batting an eye.

However, the mobile domain was a bit difficult.

Although smartphones weren’t very intelligent yet, Larry Page also believed that in the future, smartphone intelligence would definitely increase, and the adoption rate of smartphones would definitely rise. This was a trend of technological development, just like private cars.

If he gave all of this business to Li Mu, then if the mobile end developed robustly in the future, wouldn’t Google suffer a loss?

Seeing Larry Page hesitate slightly, Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “How about this, Larry, I’ll give you all the rights for the PC side and MacOS side too. Google can use this set of technologies to launch its own software applications on PC or MacOS platforms, while I only need the automotive and mobile ends.”

At this stage, Li Mu’s product line and user base no longer needed an online Web-based map as a supplement. This was like already having a powerful carrier battle group; at this point, a conventional submarine with very low displacement was already dispensable to him.

As for PC software, Li Mu wasn’t very optimistic about it either. Although mobile internet would still thrive for several years according to historical patterns, the PC end, in Li Mu’s view, was already a sunset industry, so there was no need to fully pursue it; giving it to Google didn’t matter.

Larry Page thought carefully. Although the mobile end had great room for imagination, map and navigation services on the mobile end were themselves a relatively niche market. Since Li Mu wanted it, there was no point in insisting on not giving it to him; he might as well just give it to him and gain a favor in return.

Currently, for Larry Page, the core of everything was still based on the Google search engine; everything else was just minor details.

So, he made a decision in his heart and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, let’s do as you say. I have no objection!”

Li Mu breathed a sigh of relief.

It seemed he had managed to cajole Larry Page again.

With the mobile end belonging to him, Google would have nothing to do with the future mobile navigation market. If this thing was done well, it would be universally applicable worldwide and serve a wide audience. Moreover, it wasn’t just mobile navigation applications; almost all mobile applications relied on map product support.

Social software needed maps, O2O software needed maps, and other software needed maps too. Without map services, you wouldn’t even be able to locate riders and users for a food delivery application.

However, Larry Page wasn’t a god. In this era, he was far from discerning the future mobile market.

What Li Mu was most satisfied with was establishing a new joint venture company with Google. In the future, this company would only provide technical and data support, and he could decide entirely on what kind of outer shell (branding or application) it took.

Therefore, Google Maps in later generations would become Muye Maps in the future.

Just imagine, globally, smartphones would have Muye Maps as their map support, and global mobile navigation users would all use Muye Navigation. This market prospect was still very magnificent.

Moreover, with the exclusive rights of use for the automotive end, if automotive industry peers wanted to catch up in the future, that would truly be extremely difficult. Coupled with adaptation to Android and iOS car systems, it would absolutely utterly surpass all automotive industry peers worldwide.

In the future, for Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Audi, Ferrari, Lamborghini, or Bentley, Rolls-Royce—whoever wants to use their on-board systems to adapt to their Android or iOS systems—he would only give them four words: “Pipe dream!”

If they wanted to use his Muye Navigation technology and data, he would only give them three words: “Get lost!”





Chapter 1753: Grab the User’s Pain Points

If Muye Auto can firmly secure an exclusive advantage in car infotainment systems and car navigation maps in the future, then Muye Auto’s composure / state of mind will undoubtedly receive a huge boost, one that will be extremely difficult for competitors to catch up to.

To ask BMW, Audi, Mercedes-Benz, Toyota, Honda, or General Motors to research and develop their own car infotainment system—it would be impossible, even if given ten years.

With their strength / ability, at most they could produce a semi-intelligent human-computer interaction system, far from reaching the standard of a truly smart system.

To give an analogy, it would be like comparing an old Nokia blue-screen phone with an Android phone or an Apple phone—the former would be utterly pathetic!

An old Nokia phone’s system had no expandability, barely allowing its hardware to utilize limited functions, whereas Android is a powerful smart ecosystem, enabling developers to maximize its possibility.

Currently, the strength / ability of car manufacturing enterprises in the field of smart systems is like the mobile phone market before 2000. No one had the strength / ability to produce smartphones, nor was anyone willing to do so. If internet companies like Apple, Google, and Microsoft hadn’t entered to disrupt the market, everyone would have remained stagnant.

Even if a Nokia emerged, its greatest strength / ability would be to create a fundamentally flawed Symbian system. Neither European companies like Nokia, Siemens, and Ericsson, nor Japanese and Korean companies like Sony, Panasonic, Samsung, and LG, had the strength / ability for R&D on Android, iOS, or even Windows Mobile.

The automotive industry is the same. Toyota makes awesome profits, but ask them to R&D an Android system themselves? Please.

Now, Android and iOS are both gestating in Li Mu’s hands. The only enemy in his eyes is Microsoft, because currently, only Microsoft has the strength / ability to launch a mobile smart Operating System on the market. However, given Microsoft’s outrageous / troublesome nature in its past life, it would surely mess things up in this life too.

Apart from Microsoft, which poses a slight threat, other enterprises are completely insufficient to cause Li Mu any worry.

Moreover, this will become Muye Auto’s core competency in capturing user pain points.

Li Mu had always believed that in any industry, for any company, the ultimate battle is about the ability to control user pain points.

BMW focused on controlled driving, Mercedes-Benz focused on luxury, Audi focused on balance. Volvo should have succeeded by grabbing onto safety, but it ended up failing.

Li Mu analyzed the characteristics of Jaguar Land Rover and Volvo. With his rudimentary understanding, he felt that these three brands probably couldn’t surpass BMW in terms of controlled driving. However, with his advanced understanding of luxury cars in later generations, they should be able to surpass Mercedes-Benz in terms of sense of luxury. As for Audi’s balance, that would need to be enhanced by various other dispersed advantages.

Although Audi was always to overshadow by Mercedes-Benz and BMW, its sales performance was never worse than these two brands; in fact, for a long time, it held a leading position among the BBA trio.

The reason for this is that while Audi wasn’t outstanding in any single aspect, it was consistently good in all aspects.

While its sense of luxury couldn’t compare to Mercedes-Benz, it was genuinely better than BMW. BMW’s interior was always the same, perpetually having a crude plastic feel, clearly a step below Audi;

While its controlled driving couldn’t compare to BMW, for models in the same class, it wasn’t much worse than BMW, nor much worse than Mercedes-Benz;

In addition, Audi’s lights had always been a standout feature, earning it the moniker “Lighting Factory.” At night, it was easy to distinguish an Audi on the street, and driving behind one, you’d be blind you by its taillights and brake lights. That’s why an experienced person, when driving in the city, would always avoid following an Audi once approaching a red light waiting area. If some idiot cut in line at that moment, an experienced person who usually never yields would very kindly give up their spot, letting someone else take their place and ‘enjoy’ the stimulation of Audi’s taillights.

Audi’s MMI human-computer interaction system was also well-made—at least no worse than BMW or Mercedes-Benz. In fact, its practicality and sense of technology subtly surpassed those two brands;

Audi also pioneered the LCD instrument cluster, and its sense of technology was indeed very strong;

Besides these, Audi also had various praiseworthy technological advancements, especially its widely acclaimed quattro all-wheel drive and so on.

It was precisely because of excellence in so many details that Audi was consistently able to compete side-by-side with BMW and Mercedes-Benz.

Controlled driving requires gradual accumulation by professional technical personnel, so Li Mu didn’t dare to claim that he could definitely surpass BMW in a short time, and it was even possible he might never surpass BMW in the future.

However, in other areas, Li Mu decided to exert full effort to catch up to BBA, striving to leave them all behind.

The areas of advantage he could currently confirm were: first, Tesla’s lithium battery drive technology; second, his understanding and memory of excellent future car designs; third, his understanding and memory of car luxury design; fourth, the Android and iOS systems currently under development—these two systems were built for mobile devices, so adapting them to cars would be specially easy; fifth, Volvo’s accumulated achievements in safety over many years.

Sixth, the soon-to-be-acquired Keyhole navigation. Li Mu was confident he could build it into the world’s best car navigation system, or even the world’s best civilian navigation system;

Seventh, it should be LCD screens and LCD instrument clusters. No car manufacturers were researching this yet, and almost all cars on the market used traditional mechanical instrument clusters. He needed to quickly find a company researching LCD instrument clusters to acquire, or simply invest in a company or establish a department himself to conduct R&D in this aspect.

Li Mu, coming from an internet background, could easily understand the elements required behind any electronic products. Take the LCD instrument cluster, for example; it was clear without thinking that its assembly was no different from a computer or an iPad, both requiring two sets of hardware and one set of software.

The two sets of hardware were:


	Data processing hardware, such as the motherboard, CPU, power supply, and various capacitors and chips, just like a computer’s desktop unit. This could involve designing circuits oneself, procuring components globally, or even directly using an electronic OEM, no different from Xiaomi producing mobile phones;


	Display hardware, just like a computer monitor. An LCD instrument cluster naturally also needed its own LCD display, which could be directly customized in cooperation with a reliable LCD manufacturing enterprise.




These two sets of hardware were not difficult to implement. Overall, the difficulty of producing LCD instrument cluster hardware was essentially no different from producing an MP4 player.

However, the real challenge for LCD instrument clusters in terms of hardware was just one: extremely high product reliability requirements.

Unlike ordinary electronic products, automotive products involve the personal safety of consumers, leading to extremely high after-sales costs. To give a simple example, if a component is found to be defective, all units must be recalled for free repair and replacement, and these costs must be bear by the manufacturers.

If a car brand’s quality control is too poor, even endless recalls alone could dragged into the abyss of death.

Therefore, products like the LCD instrument cluster, once designed and applied to cars, must guarantee extremely high reliability; they cannot lag today and crash tomorrow.

Moreover, the operating environment of a car is often much harsher than that of ordinary electronic products. Conditions like high temperatures, extreme cold, sandstorms, humidity, bumps, and continuous operation all require stable performance. They can’t be like certain batches of Apple phones that quit working below zero degrees Celsius, nor like some phones that turn into hand warmers as soon as they’re used.

As long as they are designed and the manufacturing process meets stringent requirements, both LCD instrument clusters and car LCD screens can be successfully implemented.

Apart from the hardware, what truly creates a gap is the software system, and this is the most crucial point.

If the goal is merely to design a system that supports LCD display of information like vehicle speed, RPM, fuel level, and temperature, then the operation of such a system is not difficult at all.

For instance, old TV sets themselves had no software system; all parameters had to be manually debugged via mechanical knobs and buttons, and they didn’t even support remote controls.

However, in the era of LCD TVs, televisions quickly developed their own simple Operating Systems, or set-top box systems. Such systems supported remote controls, allowed adjusting various parameters with a remote control, and enabled self-editing of program frequencies. In fact, the system required for an LCD instrument cluster isn’t much different from a simple system for an ordinary LCD TV.

But if one wanted to embed richer information and functions within the LCD instrument cluster, such as navigation, phone calls, messages, interaction, or even customized software and functions, it would be impossible with just a simple system. A complete software ecosystem would be needed, including a mature smart Operating System and various forms of software support. At this point, Muye Auto’s advantages would once again become apparent.

In the future, he would have Android and iOS, and car infotainment systems derived from these two systems. The LCD instrument cluster could be entirely supported by the Android or iOS system. In that case, let alone viewing navigation on the instrument cluster, even chatting, watching TV, or playing games on the instrument cluster wouldn’t be impossible to achieve. This would further widen the gap with industry peers.

In fact, car LCD screens in the future would be the same. If they could only adapt to their own limited functions, like old TV set-top boxes, they simply couldn’t be compared with a true smart Operating System.

…

Li Mu mentally completed the planning of future strategic directions and tactics, then immediately followed up with Larry Page to further advance specific issues regarding the company’s establishment.

The first issue was to choose a name, then immediately register the company.

Li Mu didn’t like the name Keyhole. Keyhole? He didn’t know what kind of strange and peculiar name that was.

Larry Page was also uninterested in this name. Since it was a Joint venture company founded by Muye Technology and Google, they simply opted for the easiest method, deciding to take one letter from each company to name it M&G.

Its full name would be “M&G Information Technology Co., Ltd.”. In the future, M&G’s headquarters would be established in Silicon Valley, America. The site selection for the office would be as close to Google as possible, because in the future, it would primarily rely on Google’s personnel to convert Keyhole’s technology, patents, data, and team.

As for Muye Technology, it would primarily provide funds, have its efforts usurped and reap the rewards, leaving all the groundwork and maintenance to Google.

Google was a company founded by tech enthusiasts like Larry Page, so their technical heart was extremely strong, and their technical strength was incredible. Entrusting them with the responsibility would certainly be problem-free.





Chapter 1735: The Nuances of Hype and Momentum Building

To give Larry Page a little incentive, Li Mu, following his usual practice, offered Google relatively favorable investment terms.

He said to Larry Page: “Larry, the shareholding ratio for M&G Company is sixty-forty in my favor, but for the capital contribution, we’ll go seven-three in my favor. Google only needs to pay thirty percent to enjoy forty percent of the shares.”

Larry Page knew this was an extra reward from Li Mu, likely because he had agreed so straightforwardly on this matter.

Thinking of this, Larry Page felt a little regret.

His regret wasn’t about agreeing to this cooperation too readily, but about confronting Li Mu head-on in the past.

Only after prolonged contact did he realize that Li Mu was someone who responded well to a gentle approach, but not to a tough one.

If Li Mu wanted ten points, and he obediently gave him ten points, Li Mu might even return two or three points. But if Li Mu wanted ten points, and he stubbornly refused to give them, what he might end up paying was thirty or even forty points.

Moreover, Li Mu’s strength was too great. Whether it was a direct confrontation or a tangential one, a head-on clash or a side attack, he was no match for Li Mu at all. Had he known this earlier, he wouldn’t have needed to confront him at all; he would have simply compromised and cooperated straightforwardly.

However, since it was a done deal, there was naturally no chance to go back and do it over again.

So, Larry Page didn’t stand on ceremony with Li Mu and solemnly said, “Thank you, Mr. Li!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “We’re all our own people; there’s no need to be polite.”

The phrase “our own people” suddenly gave Larry Page a feeling of having found an organization and a powerful backer.

Some people, if they persistently tough it out on their own, might become the richest person in the world. But if someone offers them a comfortable haven midway, they might not want to continue.

At this moment, Larry Page’s inner thoughts had undergone a tremendous shift. He felt that closely cooperating with Li Mu, or even relying on Li Mu for development, might not be a bad thing.

Take Google, for example; its current valuation was much higher than before Li Mu invested.

At this point, Li Mu said to Larry Page again, “Oh, by the way, I suggest we immediately establish a new company, and then use that new company to discuss the acquisition of Keyhole. Let’s not have Google make an appearance anymore.”

Then, Li Mu explained, “Google’s IPO is imminent. If news spreads before the IPO that we are cooperating to establish a new company, I believe it will greatly stimulate the market and help Google’s stock price rise rapidly after its IPO.”

Larry Page’s eyes lit up.

What Li Mu was talking about was the effect of building momentum.

Though he had gained a lot of experience in the internet industry since starting his own business, his experience in the capital, finance, and stock markets was not yet seasoned enough.

Having been steeped in various news reports in later generations, Li Mu had a clear understanding of the laws of capital.

Generally speaking, if a listed company suddenly reaches a cooperation agreement with a larger company, even if they’ve just signed a contract, it will significantly boost the stock.

This is because the financial market is highly sensitive to information and prospects. As soon as a piece of favorable news comes out, market confidence immediately strengthens, and stock prices rise in response.

If the news of Google forming a new company with Muye Technology is suddenly released just before its IPO, the market’s fervent support for Google will undoubtedly become higher and stronger. This is the nuance of hype and momentum building.

Larry Page, excited, couldn’t help but ask Li Mu, “Mr. Li, when do you think would be the most suitable time for us to release this news to the public?”

Li Mu said, “Didn’t you arrange a private gathering for tomorrow night? Why don’t we just make it public, invite a group of top media reporters, and then we can personally announce the cooperation to the media. This way, the credibility won’t be questioned.”

Upon hearing Li Mu say he was willing to personally announce the cooperation with Google in front of the media, Larry Page immediately became extremely excited.

This was something he hadn’t even dared to expect before.

Originally, making some pre-IPO industry gatherings public would bring the company a better reputation, especially if a Bigwig like Li Mu attended. As soon as the public heard Li Mu was participating, their confidence would significantly increase.

However, Larry Page was concerned that Li Mu might not be willing to face the media for Google, which was why he had organized a private gathering.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu took the initiative to agree to make it public. This was truly showing great respect.

Thinking of this, Larry Page also became more convinced of his earlier judgment.

For someone like Li Mu, one must be compliant to gain the greatest interests!

…

The racing team arrived in the Manhattan district in the center of New York City.

Google had specifically booked a presidential suite at a top-tier hotel there for Li Mu.

Manhattan is the center of New York and also the most expensive place for real estate in New York.

It is extremely prosperous, known as a heaven for the wealthy, with Wall Street and Broadway located there. Every inch of land is prime real estate.

Here, an apartment of around one hundred square meters can be more expensive than a villa of over a thousand square meters in the suburbs.

Here, a top-tier, oversized luxurious mansion can be worth tens of millions of US dollars, or hundreds of millions of RMB;

Here, with money, almost anything is possible. One can build a luxurious mansion on the top floor of a skyscraper, design an infinity pool on the top, or even play Golf on the top floor.

The hotel Larry Page chose was right beside Central Park in Manhattan. From Li Mu’s room, the entire Central Park, and even all of Manhattan, could be seen.

This time, Google had invited many celebrities to the bell-ringing ceremony. Many of them came from various local areas of America, and some, like Li Mu, even came from overseas.

Without exception, all of these people stayed at the same hotel as Li Mu.

However, the hotel only had one presidential suite, which had long been reserved for Li Mu.

The all-pervasive media, though unaware of what Li Mu and Larry Page discussed, knew that Li Mu had arrived in New York.

For a time, all the news headlines in New York and Wall Street were about Li Mu.

“Li Mu Arrives in New York!”

“Li Mu’s Arrival Sets All of Wall Street Ready to Stir.”

“Li Mu to Attend Google’s Nasdaq Bell-Ringing Ceremony!”

“Li Mu’s Trip May Be a Scouting Mission for Muye Technology’s Future IPO!”

“Wall Street Tycoons Bending Over Backward Just to Meet Li Mu.”

When Li Ziwei reported these headlines to Li Mu, he didn’t pay too much attention.

In fact, Li Mu had long stopped taking such news to heart.

However, a remark from Li Ziwei gave Li Mu a new inspiration.

She said, “Mr. Li, given your influence, if you were to auction a lunch, it would surely be much more expensive than Warren Buffett’s lunch.”

Li Mu asked curiously, “What’s the highest amount Warren Buffett’s lunch has been auctioned for?”

Li Ziwei said, “This year it was auctioned for two hundred fifty thousand US dollars on eBay.”

Li Mu nodded gently and smiled, “Then later, I’ll also auction a dinner. Let’s set the starting bid price at one US dollar.”

Li Ziwei asked in surprise, “Really? You’re not joking, are you?”

“Of course not,” Li Mu said with a smile, “This kind of auction is actually quite interesting. Not only can it increase one’s influence, but it can also bring considerable data usage and exposure to the auction platform and restaurant.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu pondered for a moment and said, “How about this? Call Director Lei and have him change the English version of Taobao to ‘Taobao International’. Then, have him communicate with Elon Musk to integrate PayPal payments. Later, I’ll put my dinner up for auction on Taobao International, and bidders can pay with PayPal or Alipay.”

Li Ziwei’s eyes lit up, and she smiled, “This way, Taobao International will probably become popular overnight!”

Li Mu chuckled, “Popularity is only temporary. Taobao isn’t ready for internationalization yet, and international logistics aren’t that convenient. I’m afraid it won’t have much practical value for overseas users for now.”

Then, Li Mu’s tone shifted, “However, building momentum first is also good. It lays the foundation for the future.”

Li Ziwei nodded, “Then I’ll call Director Lei right away!”

…

At this time, Taobao, from an internal strategy perspective, had already divided into three Business Units:

Taobao.com Business Unit, Taobao Logistics Business Unit, and Alipay Business Unit.

The main person in charge of the Taobao.com Business Unit was Lei Jun, and Taobao Logistics was naturally overseen by Senior Brother Liu. As for Alipay, it hadn’t yet reached a good time for rapid development; its entire function was to cooperate with Taobao.com to support its payment channel, so most of the time it was under Lei Jun’s unified coordinated management.

Originally, Senior Brother Liu was in charge of the entire Taobao. After Lei Jun joined, it was gradually split and reorganized multiple times, which resulted in Senior Brother Liu’s own authority and scope of duties being relegated to a secondary role.

Senior Brother Liu had a great thirst for power and a strong desire for control. The situation he most hoped for was Li Mu entrusting the entire Taobao to him. However, he never expected things to develop to this point.

Because of this, Senior Brother Liu was somewhat dissatisfied in his heart. He had thought several times about having a good talk with Li Mu, but in the end, he had to give up on the idea. He knew that although Li Mu was his junior classmate, and he also had shares in Taobao, Li Mu would certainly not tolerate his bad habits.

Starting a business with Li Mu was not as simple as starting a business alone. Li Mu demanded one hundred percent obedience from his team.

In other words, Senior Brother Liu understood that Li Mu’s desire for control was stronger than his own. Therefore, while satisfying his own needs, it was impossible for Li Mu to satisfy Senior Brother Liu.

Just this morning, he was in a conference room with Lei Jun and several other senior executives, discussing and streamlining the efficiency optimization for Taobao.com and Taobao Logistics.

Halfway through the meeting, Lei Jun’s secretary suddenly knocked and entered, saying, “Director Lei, Mr. Li’s assistant is looking for you, but your phone has been unreachable.”

Lei Jun said, “Oh dear, I left my phone in the conference room before the meeting. Could you get it for me?”

“Of course.”

Soon, the secretary returned and handed Lei Jun his phone.

At that moment, Li Ziwei’s call came through again.

Lei Jun quickly answered the phone. Li Ziwei on the other end said, “Director Lei? This is Li Ziwei.”

Lei Jun hastily replied, “Assistant Li, hello. Is there something you need me for?”

Li Ziwei said, “Mr. Li is in New York right now. He wants to hold an auction for the opportunity to have lunch with him, and he hopes you can cooperate…”

Immediately, Li Ziwei conveyed Li Mu’s requests.

Upon hearing this, Lei Jun said excitedly, “That’s fantastic, absolutely fantastic! Please tell Mr. Li that I will arrange staff immediately and work overtime to resolve this issue!”

After hanging up, Lei Jun immediately announced Li Mu’s plan to auction a dinner and use the opportunity to boost Taobao International.

The other senior executives in the conference room were extremely excited, but Senior Brother Liu, who was beside them, felt a little jealous.

Lei Jun now seemed to be highly valued by Li Mu, while he himself had been relegated to the position of solely focusing on building logistics…





Chapter 1736: Li Mu’s Dinner Auction

Actually, in Taobao’s future strategic planning, Li Mu genuinely placed more importance on Lei Jun.

The reason Senior Brother Liu was brought in initially wasn’t because Li Mu believed he could definitely make Taobao successful, but rather because he had the ability to develop its logistics well.

Senior Brother Liu possessed the capability to manage a large-scale operation of tens of thousands of people, especially a huge system like logistics, which consists of a massive number of employees; his management skills were top-notch.

However, Senior Brother Liu’s ability in developing online businesses was not particularly outstanding.

JD.com’s development in its past life had always been severely restricted by bottlenecks. This was related to external competition, and also to Senior Brother Liu’s personality and way of doing things.

What made Lei Jun different from him was that Lei Jun was more skilled at marketing. For e-commerce, marketing is the most crucial aspect, followed by logistics or other segments.

Therefore, for the overall direction and operation of Taobao in the future, Li Mu hoped to entrust Lei Jun with the responsibility.

As for Senior Brother Liu, the best arrangement was to have him focus all his energy on logistics, serving as the CEO of Taobao Logistics. As for higher positions, in Li Mu’s eyes, he wasn’t as suitable.



The night before Google’s IPO, Larry Page hosted a reception at the hotel where Li Mu was staying.

Among the invited guests were Wall Street magnates and internet tycoons, as well as some well-known media reporters from Wall Street and other countries.

Li Mu only arrived at the executive lounge downstairs from his presidential suite when the reception started.

Tonight, the entire executive lounge was reserved exclusively by Google.

As soon as Li Mu appeared, Larry Page came forward to greet him, followed by dozens of media reporters who swarmed around them.

Li Mu and Larry Page shook hands and posed for handshake photos for the media. Afterward, Li Mu stood on a small stage about twenty centimeters high to be interviewed by the reporters.

The first reporter Li Mu called upon was a China Central Television (CCTV) reporter, who immediately asked Li Mu: “Mr. Li, you personally came from China to ring the bell for Google’s IPO this time. Is this move meant to display your close relationship with Google to the world?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “Does that even need to be explicitly demonstrated? I am a Google shareholder myself, and a good friend of Mr. Page. For such a grand event, it’s only natural for me to personally attend to congratulate them.”

With that, Li Mu added: “Oh, coincidentally, since you asked this question, I’ll take this opportunity to announce something here.”

Upon hearing this, the reporters scrambled to thrust their microphones towards Li Mu, and the photographers behind them focused their cameras entirely on Li Mu.

Li Mu smiled and said: “Mr. Page and I have reached a consensus. Muyang Technology and Google are preparing to jointly invest in establishing a new technology company. This technology company will be named M&G, and its registration is expected to be completed within this month, with its headquarters located in Silicon Valley.”

At these words, the entire venue was stunned.

Muyang Technology was already a Google shareholder, which was a major reason why the market was very optimistic about Google’s prospects. But no one expected that the day before the IPO, Li Mu would suddenly announce the formation of a new joint venture with Google. This proved that the two companies not only had close capital ties but were also about to enter close business cooperation!

For Google, this was truly a major boon.

So, a reporter eagerly pressed: “Mr. Li, can you reveal the future business direction of M&G?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “You should all know that Muyang Technology has reached an acquisition intent with Ford, preparing to acquire three of its automobile brands. Part of M&G’s future business direction will be to provide support for Muyang Technology’s future automotive industry. Besides this, we have some strategic planning that is not convenient to announce right now. We will gradually announce them to the public when the time is right in the future.”

At this moment, a CNN reporter from the U.S. pressed: “Mr. Li, can you reveal the specific equity stake in M&G?”

The significance of M&G for Google’s growth would largely depend on Google’s shareholding percentage in this company. If it was high, it would indicate that Muyang Technology’s investment was not substantial, perhaps just going through the motions. But if it was very low, it would suggest that Google was merely showing up.

Li Mu readily replied: “The specific equity stake is 60% for Muyang Technology and 40% for Google. And principally, we will not add any new shareholders.”

Muyang Technology holding 60% and Google 40% was, in the eyes of the outside world, basically the optimal golden ratio for Google.

After all, Google wished for Muyang Technology’s endorsement, and it itself was Muyang Technology’s little brother. Holding too much equity might paradoxically make it feel less secure.

A reporter then asked Larry Page: “Mr. Page, Muyang Technology is one of Google’s major shareholders, and in the future, it will establish M&G with Google. So I would like to ask, is Google’s future strategic planning to rely on Muyang Technology for its survival and development?”

Larry Page immediately replied: “As you said, Muyang Technology is indeed one of Google’s major shareholders and a very important strategic partner for our future. However, our business planning with Muyang Technology is very harmonious. So, Google’s future is not about relying on Muyang Technology for development, but about deep cooperation and common development with Muyang Technology. We have already started establishing a joint venture, and in the future, we may jointly invest in other projects. Such deep cooperation is the path Google and Muyang Technology will take in the future.”

With the IPO imminent, Larry Page certainly could not directly admit that Google would rely on Muyang Technology for survival and development. At the very least, he needed to make the outside world have greater expectations for Google’s prospects.

At this time, a Fortune Magazine reporter asked Li Mu: “Mr. Li, we have been hearing rumors about Muyang Technology’s IPO. Could you tell us when Muyang Technology’s IPO will specifically take place? Are you also here in New York to test the waters for Muyang Technology’s IPO?”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Regarding the IPO, there’s nothing for me to test the waters for. For such matters, we have collaborating accounting firms and law firms, an internal IPO department has been established, and we also have our lead underwriter for the future IPO. Everything is ready, just needs the final step. What is there for me to test the waters for?”

With that, Li Mu added: “As for when Muyang Technology will specifically have its IPO, I can only tell you that it is currently tentatively set to begin in the second half of this year, but it cannot be entirely certain, because for us right now, the most important issue is finding a suitable time to go public.”

At this point, Li Mu suddenly remembered something and said with a smile: “By the way, I previously saw a Wall Street media report that wanted to know how much I could get if I auctioned off a lunch. Which media outlet wrote that article?”

A Wall Street Journal reporter raised their hand and said: “Mr. Li, hello, that article was written by the Wall Street Journal.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Inspired by you, I’ve decided to try auctioning a dinner. All auction proceeds will be donated to the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation.”

This caused a stir among the reporters, and even Larry Page was somewhat surprised.

No one expected Li Mu to actually decide to auction off a dinner. Although this practice was first pioneered by Buffett, there had been no imitators yet.

The main reason many magnates had not emulated Buffett was actually their concern that their auction amount wouldn’t be able to rival Buffett’s.

After all, Buffett is a god-like figure in the investment world. If you were to have dinner with Bill Gates, and he told you how he built Microsoft, you might find it informative, but just informative, without much practical guidance.

But Buffett is different. His experience is solid investment experience: how to analyze market trends, how to seize opportunities, how to earn substantial profits in the stock market. In this aspect, few people can compare to Buffett.

Li Mu also didn’t know how much his dinner would fetch, because he also didn’t know what kind of experience he could impart to the person who shared dinner with him.

However, Li Mu himself was a legend, a super legend who accumulated immense wealth at light speed. In the eyes of the outside world, he was practically a walking treasure trove. Even getting a sliver of his insight would surely be greatly beneficial.

As soon as reporters heard he was going to auction a dinner, they immediately started chattering and chirping with various questions.

Li Mu gestured for everyone to be quiet, then introduced himself: “The dinner I’m auctioning will take place in Beijing, China. I will dedicate three hours to dine with the successful bidder.”

“As for bidders, there are no requirements or restrictions on identity. As long as you successfully bid and pay, you can come to Beijing to have dinner with me.”

A reporter eagerly asked: “Mr. Li, where will your dinner be auctioned?”

Li Mu said: “The dinner will be available for online auction on Taobao International. It will support both PayPal and Alipay as online payment channels.”

After speaking, Li Mu introduced: “Taobao International has not yet launched, but it should be officially launched in the near future.”

Another reporter pressed: “Mr. Li, are you auctioning dinner to promote Taobao International?”

Li Mu generously nodded in agreement, saying: “Sacrificing a bit of my personal time and energy to help promote my own industry, while also raising charitable funds for the Old Soldiers Never Die Charity Foundation—it’s killing two birds with one stone, so why wouldn’t I do it?”

“Then, do you think your dinner or Buffett’s lunch will achieve a higher transaction price?”

Li Mu smiled and said: “There’s no meaning in comparing them at all. Mr. Buffett is an investment master. Having lunch with him might give you guidance from decades of investment experience. As for me, I’m primarily skilled in entrepreneurship, not investment, so I can’t provide investment experience to others. However, I can still offer some experience and insights in entrepreneurship. So, who achieves a higher transaction price will depend on our respective audiences.”

“Will your dinner auction continue indefinitely in the future?”

Li Mu said: “I can’t say for sure. If one day I retire and no longer want to deal with entrepreneurship, then I should stop this. However, as long as I am still working, this dinner auction will continue.”





Chapter 1737: Nasdaq Bell Ringing (Part 1)

Li Mu’s two announcements became the two hottest news stories on Wall Street tonight.

He made a special trip to the United States to ring the bell together with Larry Page, and even before Google’s bell ringing, he suddenly wanted to establish a joint venture with Google. This itself was a strong endorsement of Google.

And he himself was going to imitate Warren Buffett by auctioning his own dinner. Although Li Mu had not officially become the world’s richest man yet, everyone was well aware that he was currently the uncrowned king of the global business sector.

Once Muyang Technology went public and its market value was confirmed, Li Mu would naturally be successfully crowned the world’s richest man, and his wealth would far shake off everyone else on the rich list.

As the prospective world’s richest man, suddenly wanting to auction his dinner, Wall Street elites knew without thinking that this dinner would be extremely sought-after.

Even on the same night, someone announced that they were willing to bid one million US dollars for Li Mu’s dinner, determined to get it, but they were quickly ridiculed by the crowd because many people felt one million US dollars was simply not enough.

However, the biggest beneficiaries of Li Mu’s two news stories were the brokerage firms and individuals who had already acquired Google’s issued shares in advance.

Google’s IPO issued a total of fifty million shares, with an issue price of eighty US dollars. These fifty million shares had already been sold out through underwriters.

Furthermore, Google had an impressive record: its IPO was excess-subscribed fifteen times.

In other words, although Google planned to raise four billion US dollars in financing, the amount of capital in the market willing to subscribe for Google shares had reached as much as sixty billion US dollars.

However, this was just like stock trading and subscribing for new shares domestically; only a very small portion of the subscribing group could successfully subscribe and obtain them.

After the bell ringing tomorrow, Google would be officially listed for sale. These fifty million shares would then begin circulating.

Once the market became more optimistic about Google’s prospects, these fifty million floating shares would be frantically snatched up by countless people. As long as someone was snatching them, the stock price would definitely rise.

Within the next six months, these fifty million shares would become all of Google’s floating shares. The original shareholders’ shares would be locked up during these six months and could not be reduced holdings.

In addition, Larry Page, representing the original Google shareholders, and Li Mu, representing Muyang Technology, both promised Nasdaq not to reduce holdings within the next two years. This meant that in the next two years, Google’s circulating shares would not increase much.

Given this major premise, Google’s stock price would definitely rise strongly, and it would be very suitable for long-term prospect holding in the next one to two years.

Many brokerage firms and individuals who had bought Google shares in advance were too excited to sleep, each planning their holding strategies.

As for the four billion US dollars Google exchanged for these fifty million shares, three billion of it would be used for Google’s own development, and one billion would be used to subsidize the shareholders of diluted shares.

In this process, Muyang Technology received three hundred million US dollars in cash, but this three hundred million US dollars was, on the whole, a loss, because it was possible that the stock price of Google could directly break through the one hundred US dollar price, or even higher, once it was launched for sale (real estate) tomorrow.

US stocks have no daily price limit, only a circuit breaker mechanism. Some stocks can rise by over two hundred percent on the first day they are launched for sale (real estate), experiencing seven or eight reports alone from circuit breakers.

Whether Google could create a miracle depended on its performance after the bell ringing tomorrow.

…

The next morning, Li Mu changed into formal attire and, led by security personnel, left his hotel room and headed straight for the hall.

Today, Google had hired over a dozen security personnel just to surround Li Mu and be responsible for his security and vigilance.

The reason for such a large number of people and such a grand imposing presence was reportedly because today’s Google bell ringing meant most likely eighty percent of New York’s reporters went to Nasdaq to stake out, while the remaining twenty percent were at Li Mu’s hotel, waiting to snap photos of Li Mu.

At this time, the hotel hall was a bustling atmosphere. If it weren’t for the dozen security company security personnel, local New York police, and Wang Yuanlang’s three individuals, just getting through the hotel hall would probably take twenty minutes or more.

Fortunately, with a security team of over twenty people, these strong and robust security personnel almost pushed through the crowd to create a vacuum space for Li Mu.

The continuous sound of camera shutters filled the air, and many media reporters were shouting various questions at Li Mu, hoping for a response.

Li Mu nodded continuously to the surrounding reporters as he walked, but did not answer a single question.

At such a time, once he answered a question, even just whether he had eaten breakfast, he probably would not be able to progress smoothly.

At the entrance, a large racing team was already ready.

Li Mu’s security here was of a very high level. New York police also actively participated in protecting Li Mu’s security. They dispatched a large number of police cars and officers, hoping to ensure no accidents occurred to Li Mu in New York.

Otherwise, given his global influence, the New York police would completely lose face.

Li Mu, bringing Li Ziwei, boarded a stretched Cadillac, and with the accompanying racing team, made a grand and imposing journey towards the Nasdaq stock exchange.

The racing team itself had ten cars. In addition, there were four or five escorting police cars and as many as twenty police motorcycles leading the way and providing vigilance. The lineup was exceptionally powerful.

Larry Page and Google’s executives were currently lined up at the Nasdaq entrance, waiting, and Nasdaq chairman David Bahl personally came out to welcome Li Mu.

At the entrance of Nasdaq, there was a huge Google letter G, a monument specially prepared by Nasdaq for Google, representing Nasdaq’s official emphasis on Google.

The racing team stopped steadily at the Nasdaq entrance. Before many reporters could approach, they were forcibly stopped by security personnel.

After Li Mu got out of the car, Larry Page and David Bahl came forward together to greet him.

David Bahl, who was over fifty years old this year, rarely personally welcomed the CEOs of listed companies, but Li Mu’s arrival today made him choose to come out without hesitation, giving Li Mu the highest courtesy.

Li Mu exchanged pleasantries with the two, and David Bahl then personally led Li Mu and the Google group to the Nasdaq VIP lounge.

Today’s bell ringing ceremony was very simple. At nine o’clock, Larry Page, as Google’s CEO, would give a short speech. David Bahl, as Nasdaq’s head, would also give a speech to congratulate. Li Mu, as a special guest, also had a segment for giving congratulatory remarks.

By nine thirty, Li Mu and Larry Page would jointly press the bell ringing button. At that time, the bell would make a report, and Google would be officially listed for sale.

The bell ringing venue had already been occupied by reporters, enthusiastic citizens, and stock investors. It could be said that this was a grand spectacle that Nasdaq had not seen in over a decade. No company’s IPO had ever attracted so much follow as Google.

And at least half of this follow was directed at Li Mu.

At nine o’clock, Nasdaq staff came onto the stage to give a speech. After a brief opening, they invited Google CEO Larry Page to come onto the stage.

Larry Page appeared exceptionally nervous, taking several deep breaths to compose himself before going on stage.

When he stood before the microphone, he took out his prepared manuscript and said: “It is a great honor to stand here on behalf of Google. This is the end of Google’s last journey and the beginning of its next journey.”

“In nineteen ninety-eight, when I met Sergey Brin, we decided to do something meaningful based on the internet world at the time. So, we created the Google search engine. Its birth greatly facilitated internet users in searching and exploring various information in the internet world, and largely changed the model and landscape of the internet industry.”

“In nineteen ninety-nine, we had already achieved profit, and pioneered many unique technologies in the search field.”

“From two thousand to two thousand and two, we developed at high-speed, and Google became a website that more and more internet users opened every day.”

“In two thousand and three, we reached strategic cooperation with Muyang Technology. With Muyang Technology’s global influence, our user base further increased.”

“We did not intend to change the world, but the world changed for the better because of us. This is the most gratifying and proudest thing for me and for the entire Google team.”

“Now, I stand here on behalf of all Google employees to prepare for Google’s upcoming IPO. Thank you to all friends who have supported Google throughout this process, and please trust us that in the future, we will continue to progress diligently to create a better Google for the world!”

Upon saying this, continuous applause erupted from the audience. Larry Page then added: “Here, I must also solemnly thank Mr. Li Mu, Chairman of Muyang Technology, for traveling thousands of miles from China to attend Google’s IPO bell ringing ceremony!”

Reporters searched everywhere for Li Mu, but at this time, Li Mu was still in the VIP lounges watching the live broadcast, waiting for David Bahl’s speech to conclude before it was his turn to come onto the stage.

David Bahl’s speech was relatively short and formulaic, essentially first stating his recognition of Google, then representing Nasdaq to welcome Google, and also not forgetting to praise Nasdaq’s current development status.

After he finished speaking, Li Mu also came out of the lounges and entered the passage before the stage.

At this point, David Bahl said: “Next, let us welcome Mr. Li Mu from China with the warmest applause! He will give a congratulatory speech for Google, and then, he will ring the bell for Google’s IPO together with Larry Page!”

Upon hearing that Li Mu was going to come onto the stage to give a speech, thunderous applause erupted from the audience.

A large part of the reason so many reporters came was for Li Mu.

Otherwise, for Google’s IPO bell ringing alone, at most, financial media would come to shoot some footage and write a general release.

Li Mu’s appearance made the entire American public follow his every move at Nasdaq, so major media outlets were unwilling to miss this opportunity, waiting to shoot some footage and news of Li Mu.

Li Mu, dressed in a black suit, slowly walked onto the stage. At this time, the entire Nasdaq hall was already packed with people.

Everyone was eagerly awaiting the content of his speech, especially Google’s investors. They knew Li Mu had the ability to turn decay into magic, so they firmly believed that this speech would benefit Google even more!





Chapter 1738: Nasdaq Ringing the Bell (Part 2)

Under the gazes of thousands, Li Mu adjusted the microphone height, then smiled and said, “Today is my first time coming to Nasdaq, my first time standing on the Nasdaq podium, ready to ring the bell. I never expected it wouldn’t be for my own company.”

Laughter erupted from the audience.

Larry Page, standing beside him, also felt immensely proud from the bottom of his heart.

Li Mu’s first time ringing the bell was actually for Google; he truly gave them tremendous face.

In truth, after several rounds of being dominated by Li Mu, this guy had developed a hint of Stockholm Syndrome.

Larry Page was originally a ruthless strategist capable of dominating one side, but after encountering another, even greater ruthless strategist, his own ruthless strategist qualities were invisibly subdued.

Even more tragically, he was completely unaware of it himself.

On the stage, Li Mu then continued, “I have always been very optimistic about the development prospects of search engines in the internet industry. Because in my view, the greatness of search engines lies in their ability to open a magic Anywhere Door for users in the online world, a door filled with magic.”

“As is well-known, in our real lives, it’s difficult to break through the barriers of time and space. If I want to go from here to Central Plaza, I can choose to walk, cycle, sit, or take the subway, but there’s no way for me to arrive instantly.”

“If I want to return to China from here, I essentially have only two choices: either a twelve-hour plane ride or a journey of ten or twenty days by ship. Besides these, there seems to be no other suitable way. No one can create an Anywhere Door that allows me to instantly reach any place I want to go.”

Speaking of this, Li Mu sighed with emotion, “This is the limitation of real society. Whether it’s me, or Central Plaza, or the nine million six hundred thousand square kilometers of China, we are all constituted by atoms. We can’t make atoms traverse time and space at light speed in a way that transcends reality. But in the internet world, it’s different.”

“Everything on the internet is constituted by data, and data, in the internet world, can propagate at light speed and be infinitely reassembled. Therefore, I can sit at home in China and, through the internet, instantly see New York, see Central Plaza, and even chat face-to-face with friends in New York. In such a world where all information can propagate at light speed, Google’s founders, with their talent, have crafted an Anywhere Door for us that leads to any place on the internet.”

“In the internet world, the search engine is your Anywhere Door. Through it, you can travel to any place you wish to reach in the internet world at the fastest speed. In real society, this is something we dream of but is something greatly desired. But in the internet world, it can be easily realized by relying on search engines.”

“If I want to learn about China’s Great Wall, I open the search engine, this Anywhere Door, tell it I want to go to the Great Wall, and it will immediately provide me with all information related to the Great Wall. I can choose any piece of information and read the data there at light speed.”

“If I want to see the Statue of Liberty, I open the search engine, and in the next second, I can see its appearance, know its information, and relevant historical background.”

“Speaking broadly, the search engine is not just an Anywhere Door; it’s also Aladdin’s lamp. Whatever you want, tell it, and it will give you all the results you desire.”

“I cannot imagine how users would continue to use the internet if it lost search engines. Compared to real life, it would be like us losing all means of transport, and the efficiency of the entire world’s operation would be greatly reduced.”

“Therefore, I firmly believe that as long as the internet still exists, investors need not worry about Google’s development prospects. And in the future, Muyang Technology will also go all out, working with Google to provide better fundamental services for internet users, and together build a more convenient, advanced, and beautiful internet service. Thank you, everyone.”

Li Mu’s casual remarks injected a surge of adrenaline into the investors present.

In their eyes, Li Mu’s words gave Google immense affirmation.

In Li Mu’s view, since he had already come all this way, he naturally had to praise Google to make it worthwhile. After all, he was one of Google’s major shareholders, and boosting Google would also bring him significant benefits.

Moreover, Li Mu’s metaphor of the “magic Anywhere Door” truly resonated deeply with the investors and media reporters present.

A search engine is precisely that kind of thing: a magic that doesn’t exist in real society but can be realized on the internet, which is built on pure data.

Users looking for any information on the internet only need to search for it using a search engine, and they can immediately get a plethora of desired results.

For users, it’s like being hungry for french fries, and the search engine immediately lays out french fries from all over the world before you, ready for you to pick.

This is the core value of search engines.

Although Google was invisibly usurped of Android, as long as Google holds onto its search engine, it will still become a top internet giant. As long as it doesn’t make a fatal mistake like Baidu did, its market value of two to three hundred billion or even three to four hundred billion US dollars is like child’s play.

Li Mu’s metaphor helped people more clearly understand Google’s importance and its currently irreplaceable core status, which it will likely hold for a long time into the future. This greatly helped boost Google’s market expectations and investment acceptance.

Larry Page trembled lightly with excitement after hearing it. It would have been useless for him to say such words himself, as it would have carried the suspicion of blowing one’s own horn. However, it was different coming from Li Mu. In the internet field, who would question Li Mu’s words? When he said so, who would still harbor doubts about Google?

Just how high would the market recognition for Google be? All of this depended on the moment the bell rang!

As Li Mu’s speech concluded, only three minutes remained until the bell ringing.

David Bahl, the chairman of Nasdaq, invited the two to the bell-ringing platform. Behind them, a gigantic Google logo was displayed on the big screen, along with the final countdown to the IPO.

Li Mu and Larry Page stood side by side in front of the bell-ringing platform, with more than twenty Google executives behind them. There was no microphone here, so Larry Page couldn’t help but say excitedly to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, I think Google’s stock price today might even break through fifty percent growth!”

“Fifty percent?” Li Mu smiled faintly and said, “Besides Muyang Technology, this is the most globally anticipated internet IPO. I personally came all the way from China to lend my support to and endorse you. It should at least double, right?”

Nasdaq has many unconventional stocks; it’s not uncommon for a stock to rise by two hundred percent in a single day.

However, most of the companies that can rise by two hundred percent in a single day are those with relatively low market values. For example, a company with a market value set at one billion US dollars and a stock price of five US dollars before its IPO might see its stock price rise to fifteen US dollars and its market value exceed three billion US dollars on the first day.

For example, the Chinese company Qutoutiao, on the day of its Nasdaq listing, saw its stock price surge by 191.29 percent, soaring from an opening price of 9.10 US dollars to a high of 20.39 US dollars!

Less than twenty minutes after market open, the increase surpassed one hundred percent, a speed of growth that can be considered unparalleled among Chinese companies listed in the US.

But awkwardly, although Qutoutiao’s business growth was very fast before its IPO, its business foundation was unstable, and it lacked innovation and breakthroughs after listing. In less than one year, its stock price continued to fall.

Such a situation is quite normal on Nasdaq.

However, for companies with a market value of ten billion US dollars or more, it’s truly rare for them to rise by more than one hundred percent in a single day.

But Li Mu believed that a company like Google has an extremely high market share. It can be said that, apart from China, in other internet-enabled countries around the world, its market share is at least over ninety percent, some even reaching one hundred percent. This isn’t a monopoly, yet it’s better than one. Such an enterprise has profitability, development prospects, and high security, so its market recognition will certainly be very high.

A one hundred percent increase today wouldn’t be creating a miracle; it would merely be releasing all the good news that would have caused rises later, all at once as a major play.

As the time entered the countdown, Larry Page nervously adjusted his breathing repeatedly.

Li Mu and Larry Page jointly pressed their hands on the bell-ringing button. When the countdown reached the last ten seconds, everyone present began shouting the countdown.

Three, two, one!

The moment the siren sounded, Li Mu and Larry Page simultaneously pressed the red bell-ringing button.

The melodious bell instantly rang out at Nasdaq!

Google was officially listed!

The fifty million floating shares immediately entered a tradable state, and the price displayed in the first second of market open shocked the entire Nasdaq!

126.6 US dollars!

A surge of 57.5 percent at market open!

At the moment of its listing, Google’s market value, which was set at forty-eight billion US dollars during the IPO, instantly reached a staggering seventy-five point six billion US dollars!

The entire Nasdaq fell into a frenzy because of this number.

The media immediately broadcasted this almost insane surge to the world in real-time.

Those investors who subscribed for Google stock were already celebrating wildly with excitement.

There were only these fifty million floating shares in the market in total. If people weren’t so optimistic about Google’s prospects, once the price rose a bit at market open, those holders who weren’t optimistic about Google would sell off, quitting while they were ahead. And other investors who didn’t hold shares would also be quite cautious. In that case, the stock price’s surge would quickly be curbed.

If people were very pessimistic about Google’s prospects, it might even fall below its issue price on the first day.

However, the current situation was that everyone was extremely optimistic about Google’s future.

Even Li Mu came out to endorse it, so what was there to worry about? Were they just content with making 57.5 percent profit?

No, of course not. This company has unlimited prospects; this stock is suitable for long-term holding.

Under the influence of this mentality at work, Google stock rarely changed hands.

And so many investors outside were holding cash, waiting to enter the market like mad, just like people in a long drought anticipating sweet rain, gazing at the sky with open mouths, waiting for a few drops of water to fall from above.

The more this happened, the higher the stock price would rise accordingly.

Two minutes after market open, the stock price almost leaped and soared to 138 US dollars, with an increase of 72.5 percent;

This triggered the first circuit breaker, suspending trading;

After a brief halt, trading resumed;

The stock price continued to race wildly like it was on a rocket.

At the twentieth minute after market open, the stock price had risen to 159 US dollars, an increase of 98.75 percent, triggering the second circuit breaker!

At the thirtieth minute after market open, the stock price had risen to 164 US dollars, and the increase surpassed one hundred percent!

The entire Nasdaq had gone mad.

The institutions holding large amounts of Google stock also went mad.





Chapter 1739: Freak Stock

Google’s stock price doubled within thirty minutes of market open. This trend was truly a dream start.

For those who subscribed to Google shares in advance, selling now would yield a profit of over 100%!

At this moment, countless people on Nasdaq were still holding cash, waiting to acquire shares. The buy orders were astonishingly large, but the transaction volume was very low.

The scarcity of transactions caused the stock price to continue its upward trend.

By the sixtieth minute of market open, the stock price had soared by over 130%, triggering another circuit breaker.

Not just stock investors, but even Google’s shareholders were going crazy.

For example, Larry Page, after the IPO, still held 31.2% of the shares personally. Based on the IPO price, his market value was approximately fifteen billion US dollars before market open.

But now, his market value had reached thirty-four point four billion US dollars. The speed of growth was simply incredible.

However, one thing was quite awkward: Larry Page was not allowed to dilute his shares for the next two years.

This meant that all his stock could not be traded or transferred. The thirty-four point four billion US dollars was like a fixed deposit that couldn’t be withdrawn.

Moreover, even if it could be withdrawn two years later, it would only be in small increments; direct full cash out or large-scale cash out would absolutely not be permitted.

From this point, one could also see how much “water” was in the internet industry.

Although Larry Page was currently worth thirty-four point four billion US dollars, his actual personal assets might only be around one hundred million US dollars.

If Google continued to develop smoothly, and its market value increased to fifty billion US dollars two years later, he might be able to cash out 5%, holding several billion US dollars in cash.

But if Google faltered along the way, his market value might drop to as little as three point four billion US dollars two years later.

From thirty-four point four billion US dollars to three point four billion US dollars, it might only take one or two years. And during this process, Larry Page would be unable to offload shares, at most only able to do some equity pledging.

Furthermore, American stock equity pledges carry significant risks for the pledgor. If the market value falls too severely and they cannot repay the loan, not only will the shares be reclaimed, but the voting rights corresponding to those shares will also be reclaimed. For a few dollars borrowed for pleasure, the entire company might end up belonging to someone else.

Therefore, considering everything, if a company cannot establish a long-term, stable growth trajectory, no matter how high its market value, it will inevitably continue to shrink over time.

Currently, what frustrated Larry Page and these Google shareholders the most was precisely this point.

The stock price had soared, but for the time being, it had little to do with them.

Want to cash out some money to live a good life? They would have to wait at least another year or two.

However, for investors who had subscribed to Google shares in advance, today was truly a celebration. As long as they wanted to sell, they could cash out anytime.



Subsequently, Google’s stock price surge slowed down slightly.

By eleven AM, one and a half hours after market open, Google’s stock price fluctuated, climbing all the way to the one hundred seventy US dollar line.

At this time, the stock price was close to one hundred ninety-two point eight US dollars, with a gain of over 140%.

Nasdaq, unlike the domestic market, does not have a mid-day break, so the stock price continued to slowly climb amid fluctuations.

By one PM, the stock price broke through two hundred US dollars, with a gain of over 150%.

By two PM, the stock price broke through two hundred twenty US dollars, with a gain of over 175%.

The entire Wall Street went crazy, and American media went crazy too. All media outlets were continuously displaying messages about Google’s stock price. At this point, Google’s market value had surged from forty-eight billion US dollars all the way to one hundred thirty-two billion US dollars.

Even Li Mu was a little dumbfounded.

If Google could stabilize at over one hundred billion US dollars, then Muyang Technology’s market value on its listing day could at least break five hundred billion or even six hundred billion US dollars.

However, in Li Mu’s view, Google’s stock price would certainly not be able to stabilize at such a high level of over one hundred billion US dollars so early.

The reason for today’s high stock price was due to its concept, Muyang Technology, his endorsement, and capital fanning the flames from behind. It wouldn’t be long before the stock price would definitely become rational.

Sometimes, Wall Street’s game is like this: when a stock with a good story and concept goes public, they desperately accumulate chips, first driving up the stock price, then attracting individual retail investors to chase the rise. When the individual retail investors come in, they slowly offload shares. Once they have offloaded most of their shares, the stock price naturally begins to fall, trapping the individual retail investors.

In Li Mu’s mind, Google’s ideal market value was around seventy billion US dollars. This was still with the effect of his continuous backing. Without his support, it would probably be at most around thirty-four billion US dollars.

Qutoutiao’s IPO was also like this; it rose by nearly 200% on the first day, soaring to a high of twenty US dollars, but soon after, it plummeted all the way to just over three US dollars, which was tragic to behold.

However, Google’s stock price was more resilient than Li Mu had anticipated.

He originally thought the price would start to fall as closing approached, but unexpectedly, the stock price continued its upward trend.

By half an hour before closing, the stock price reached two hundred thirty-two point eight US dollars, a gain of 191%!

Google’s market value surged from forty-eight billion US dollars all the way to one hundred thirty-nine point seven billion US dollars, just a tiny bit short of breaking one hundred forty billion US dollars.

At closing, Google’s stock price saw another wave of gains.

At this time, the stock price settled at two hundred forty-eight US dollars, with a gain of over 210%!

The market value broke through one hundred forty-eight point eight billion US dollars, with a market value increase of one hundred point eight billion US dollars on the very first day of listing!

Larry Page was even a little incredulous, whispering to Mr. Li, “Mr. Li, this stock price is too outrageous…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Such a big commotion is an excellent money-making opportunity for the capital that participated early. Of course, they will fan the flames.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Fortunately, the market value before the IPO was relatively high. The larger the volume, the harder it is to lift. If the market value at the IPO was thirty billion, it would definitely have soared by three hundred percent today.”

Larry Page clicked his tongue and said, “It looks great on the surface, but only those in the know understand that the money is all being earned by those capitalists and institutions. I don’t have a single floating share myself…”

Li Mu chuckled, “I estimate that with Wall Street’s outrageous nature, their media, which serves the capitalists, will definitely continue to tout Google after closing, doing their best to inflate Google’s bubble even more. Chances are, the stock price will surge to a new high of two hundred fifty US dollars per share tomorrow. At that point, who knows how many individual retail investors will be deceived and trapped into acquiring shares.”

Larry Page nodded.

The stock price’s level actually didn’t have that much to do with the company’s performance.

If it were intrinsically linked to company performance, and the company only released financial reports once a quarter, then the stock price should only fluctuate once a quarter.

In reality, the stock price is supported on one hand by the company’s fundamental performance, and on the other hand, by external capital’s touting.

The fundamental purpose of external capital touting a company is not to make the company develop better, but to amass illicit wealth for themselves.

Since they hold Google’s stock, they naturally hope these shares can bring them the greatest benefit.

Where does the profit mainly come from? It’s from offloading shares at a high price.

A high stock price alone is useless; you have to sell when the price is high to earn real money.

First, they will use the media to frantically hype up Google, making the public feel that Google is simply the internet company second only to Muyang Technology in the future, making the public feel that this company’s future stock price could reach three hundred billion US dollars or even higher.

At this point, out of an investment mindset, the public will come in to acquire shares, then wait for the stock price to double.

However, after the capital sells off at this price, the stock price will quickly fall back. At that time, the public who were waiting for it to double will suddenly realize, “Holy cow, we’ve been cheated!”

Larry Page also knew these people’s routines, and at this point, he was somewhat annoyed.

It was like he was performing on stage, and others hyped up the show and inflated the ticket prices, then collected all the ticket money.

By the time he had performed a few shows and could finally collect ticket money himself, the popularity of his show would no longer be that high, and the actual value of the tickets would have fallen. It was even possible that those who bought tickets at high prices earlier would come back to curse him, saying, “What the heck? I bought a ticket for three hundred US dollars, and now you’re selling them for fifty?”

For some small companies, their ability to go public relies on the backing of capital, and they have intricate ties with capital, so they are willing to cooperate with capital in this performance, allowing capital to first profit from individual retail investors.

But for large companies, if capital is allowed to devour individual retail investors first, it will have some negative impact on the company’s image.

Li Mu lived more than ten years longer than Larry Page and was quite knowledgeable. He had seen many “freak stocks” on Nasdaq IPOs.

For example, super exceptionally capable stocks that soar by over 250% or even 300% on the first IPO day. So he had also seen many particularly interesting CEOs who, when faced with soaring stock prices, were not happy at all. Instead, they solemnly warned stock investors and investors that their company’s stock was not worth that much money and urged them to buy cautiously.

Such things had happened on Nasdaq more than once or twice.

As mentioned before, company shareholders are not allowed to reduce holdings during an IPO. No matter how much the stock price rises, they cannot cash out. If the stock price rises too high, it will definitely trap those who acquire shares at a high valuation when it falls back, which would affect the company’s public perception.

Take Google as an example: if it rose to two hundred forty-eight US dollars per share today, and then plummeted to one hundred sixty US dollars tomorrow, how many people who acquired shares today would suffer heavy losses?

At that time, they would vent their anger on Google.

But Google would also suffer a loss; it didn’t make much money either. Before the listing, it issued fifty million shares at a price of eighty US dollars per share to underwriters, who then resold them to their clients.

Now, with the stock price soaring to two hundred forty-eight US dollars, it had basically nothing to do with Google.

The current euphoria was, on one hand, the market’s recognition of Google, and on the other hand, others using their stock and their market trend to plan a systematic raid on another group of people.

Li Mu reminded Larry Page, “When the reporters interview you later, remember to mention that Google’s stock price isn’t worth such a high price and ask everyone to be rational about it.”

Larry Page paused, blurting out, “Wouldn’t that offend the capital?”

Li Mu asked him, “Backed down?”

Larry Page awkwardly said, “No, not really, I just feel… it might be a bit unsuitable…”

Li Mu said, “Looking at this trend, in case all American media hype up Google’s surge today and market confidence grows strong, the stock price will soar even higher tomorrow. What will you do then? Given Google’s current business scale and revenue level, with a market value of over one hundred thirty billion US dollars, the P/E ratio is already several hundred times! If it doesn’t fall back, then something is truly wrong.”

Larry Page pondered for a moment, then pleaded, “Mr. Li, why don’t you say it? Stock investors trust you more!”





Chapter 1740: Dousing Cold Water

Google’s performance today was indeed too strong, so strong that it made Li Mu feel a bit unsettled.

The media’s ambiguous attitude, in particular, made things seem less optimistic.

As Google’s stock price soared, the media kept hyping Google’s formidable invincibility, with even so-called experts jumping out to say that Google’s market value should at least be around two hundred billion US dollars, and its issue price at IPO was clearly underestimated.

This made Li Mu feel that the scene outside was clearly using media public opinion to entice a buying frenzy, and capital must have already seen Google as a prime opportunity to make money.

That’s why Li Mu reminded Larry Page not to get carried away by today’s surge, but to come out and warn stock investors about the risks. Otherwise, once the stock price crashes, Google’s public perception (of quality) would inevitably be greatly affected.

However, although Larry Page understood this principle, openly standing against capital still made him feel a bit timid.

Li Mu looked at Larry Page and shook his head helplessly.

This guy still seems to be afraid to offend Wall Street capital.

But this is also a correct, common approach; after all, there are few CEOs who dare to face the public and directly state that their company is not worth such a high market value.

In theory, every newly listed stock is a prime battlefield for capital to amass illicit wealth.

They desperately hype stories, hot concepts, and cajole individual retail investors to rush in blindly, resulting in individual retail investors getting locked-in while capital makes a killing.

On Qutoutiao’s first trading day after its IPO, its stock price soared by one hundred ninety percent, then plummeted by forty-one percent on the second trading day, almost severely crippling it. By the sixth trading day, it had fallen below its issue price. With Qutoutiao having a total market cap of only several billion US dollars, countless stock investors collapsed from this.

If Google’s stock price were to crash, its scale would be much larger than a company like Qutoutiao, and the impact would also be much greater.

At such a time, companies either do nothing, or they cooperate with capital to hype up a wave. Destroying capital’s livelihood indeed affects one’s future prospects.

However, Li Mu didn’t care about offending capital. After all, to him, capital was like a bootlicker behind him. Even if he slapped Wall Street’s biggest investors today and announced Muyang Technology’s financing tomorrow, these investors would still come with a cheeky grin, begging him to take their money.

After all, no one turns down money. Ordinary people may have some integrity, but capital is that group that has absolutely no integrity, only profit in their eyes.

Now that Google’s stock price was soaring like a freak stock, neither he nor Google were gaining any actual benefit. When the stock price eventually crashed, countless locked-in stock investors would curse them. Rather than that, it would be better to make things clear directly.

So Li Mu said to Larry Page, “Later, if reporters ask you relevant questions, just feign weakness and throw it to me.”

Larry Page breathed a sigh of relief and cupped his hands at Li Mu, “Mr. Li, thank you so much!”

Li Mu looked at his gesture in surprise and asked, “Who taught you that gesture?”

“Chinese kung fu movies,” Larry Page said with a smile. “In Chinese kung fu movies, when a junior meets a martial arts master, they always bow this way!”

Li Mu looked at Larry Page in a daze and said in Chinese, “You should be a ruthless strategist. Promise me, don’t be a bootlicker, okay?”

“What?” Although Larry Page had intensively studied English for a while, he still couldn’t quite understand “ruthless strategist” and “bootlicker.”

In truth, even many Chinese people nowadays might not fully grasp the depth/connotation of the term “bootlicker.”

Just like “struggling white-collar worker,” if you said it to Chinese people now, everyone would be confused.

Li Mu was too lazy to explain to him. He patted his shoulder and said in English, “Keep it up.”

As expected, after the stock market closed, countless reporters hoped to interview Larry Page and Li Mu.

The two had stayed at Nasdaq, personally witnessing the entire process of Google’s stock price rocketing upwards. It was only natural for them to accept media interviews at this time.

The reporters maintained an extremely high level of excitement, and the audience and investors present were equally thrilled.

For the entire Nasdaq, this was an unprecedented IPO carnival in recent years.

Facing the reporters, Larry Page was the first to be questioned: “Mr. Page, Google’s stock price surged by two hundred ten percent in one day. What are your thoughts on this?”

Larry Page chuckled a few times and said, “I still haven’t quite processed it. This is truly astonishing. You should interview Mr. Li first!”

So the reporters turned their microphones and cameras towards Li Mu.

Li Mu smiled slightly and said earnestly, “To be honest, I’m very happy that the market recognizes Google so much.”

Then, Li Mu changed his tone and said, “However, I personally still want to remind the vast number of investors that at this stage, in my personal opinion, Google is not worth such a high market value, and the stock price should not be this high at this stage. Therefore, I call on the market to treat this rationally…”

As soon as these words came out, the reporters were stunned.

What was going on?

If Li Mu had just said, “I believe Google’s future prospects will be even better, with a brilliant future ahead,” or some other polite words, Google’s stock price would surely rise further tomorrow.

But instead, Li Mu suddenly said that Google’s stock price shouldn’t be so high. This… wasn’t this dousing cold water on themselves?

A Wall Street Journal reporter couldn’t help but ask, “Mr. Li, you said before the market open that Google is a magic arbitrary door in the internet world. Why do you suddenly feel that Google isn’t worth such a high market value now?”

Li Mu thought to himself, when I praised Google, I thought the most it would go up on its first listing day was one hundred percent. I never expected it to surge two hundred percent like crazy. If I don’t hold you back a bit, it might go up to three hundred percent tomorrow. If it continues like this, what if capital strikes while the iron is hot? The higher Google’s stock price climbs, the worse it’s likely to fall later. So, after achieving a successful IPO debut, a proper warning is necessary.

Immediately, Li Mu said meaningfully, “The valuation of an arbitrary door must also conform to market principles. Google is the internet world’s arbitrary door, and Muyang Technology is the internet world’s magic ball. But this doesn’t mean that the market value of a magic ball can exceed market principles. So investors need to be appropriately vigilant and rational. When the market value is too high, it’s best not to blindly chase the rise.”

After speaking, Li Mu added, “Of course, this is just my personal advice. Specific operations still depend on investors’ comprehensive judgment.”

Li Mu’s answer specifically frustrated many media outlets below the stage.

This was because many of the media interviewing him were Wall Street financial media, and Wall Street financial media are themselves operated by Wall Street capital.

Beyond Wall Street media, most American media outlets are operated by capital behind the scenes. These American media often get influenced by the capital backing them, and deliberately and subtly inject their personal views into their routine reports.

Injecting personal views like favoring a certain stock or company is child’s play. What they excel at is deliberately giving hints on a larger scale.

For example, if they need to make Western citizens hostile towards the East, they will report inaccurately and distortedly about the Eastern world. If they need to launch a war against the Middle East, they will also preemptively sensationalize Western hatred towards Middle Eastern extremists.

Anything has two sides, or multiple sides, but which side of an event American media reports on completely depends on where the interests of the capital behind them lie.

With Li Mu’s endorsement and Muyang Technology’s backing, Google became a freak stock rarely seen in years. Capital was just preparing to make a huge profit while it was open for business, but Li Mu suddenly made such remarks, effectively cutting off their source of wealth.

At this point, some media reporters still hoped that Li Mu could make up the difference with a few positive words, so they deliberately asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, in your opinion, does Google’s market value not reach over one hundred billion US dollars?”

Li Mu chuckled, “No one can say for sure what will happen in the future, but currently, in my view, it hasn’t reached that much.”

Many stock investors play short to medium-term games, and few can hold a company’s stock for several years or even more than a decade. Google’s future market value will definitely exceed three hundred billion US dollars, or even higher, but no one can say precisely when.

Individual retail investors are not like investment institutions. It’s hard for them to endure until the peak after investing a sum of money. If ordinary investors buy Google stock at three hundred US dollars, and then the stock price falls back, it might take one or two years to truly rebound to that price. How many individual retail investors can hold out for one or two years without selling at a loss?

But institutions are different. They often have investment cycles of several years, sometimes even longer.

They use the money from funds and investors to make long-term planning for three to five years or even longer. Within these three or five years, temporary ups and downs are nothing. They dare to hold on for three to five years before liquidating. How many ordinary people have that courage?

Furthermore, ordinary people’s asset configuration is usually not balanced enough, and once something happens in their lives, they are powerless to hold on for the long term.

Therefore, Li Mu could not tell the media that Google’s future market value could reach several hundred billion US dollars. To capital, such words would be helping them entice a buying frenzy.

Li Mu then did not accept any more interviews. After Larry Page accepted a short interview, the two left the Nasdaq exchange together.

On the way back to the hotel, Larry Page and Li Mu sat in the same car. The first thing Larry Page did when he got in was loosen his tie and unbutton the top two buttons of his shirt, slumping onto the sofa of the stretched limousine. He sighed, “Today was truly crazy!”

Li Mu nodded, “Once the stock price stabilizes, theoretically, even at the fastest pace, it will only gradually climb back to today’s height by the end of the year or next year.”

Larry Page said, “Once this wave of excitement passes, the next push to raise the stock price will depend on business development and the company’s disclosed Financial Reports.”

Li Mu said, “You don’t need to overly concern yourselves with the stock market’s performance. Google’s advertising revenue generation is very strong. There’s no need to plan further financing, nor to make large share disposals. Settle down and focus on R&D and market expansion. Wait a few more years, and as the entire internet’s user base grows larger, Google’s market value will also grow higher and higher. Two years later, when you, as a major shareholder, can reduce holdings, the company’s market value is estimated to have already exceeded two hundred billion US dollars. At that time, if you reduce holdings by just one percent, it’s two billion US dollars in income. That money will truly be in your pocket, of course, after paying taxes to the government.”

Larry Page smiled and said, “Those are all matters for the future. Just as you said, I’ll be fully devoted to business from now on. I need to plan carefully how to use the funds raised from this IPO.”

Li Mu hummed, then said, “I’m returning to China tomorrow. You must keep a close eye on the Keyhole Navigation matter and secure it as soon as possible.”





Chapter 1741: Tearing Apart the Financial Crocodiles

Google’s surge on its IPO debut became a front-page headline in major American media outlets later that day.

Almost all media outlets described Google’s stock price surge as a sign of the internet’s resurgence and the rise of tech stocks.

Wall Street media offered even higher praise, believing that Google’s performance on its first day of listing declared that the internet industry had completely broken free from the bubble-bursting era of 2000-2001.

Some stock commentators even opined that Google’s perfect performance would give the market immense confidence, thereby driving up all internet stocks.

However, regarding Li Mu’s warning, almost all mainstream media outlets unanimously filtered it out.

Li Mu couldn’t quite understand it. Even if Wall Street media was helping the Financial Magnates behind Nasdaq to lure individual retail investors, why did all mainstream media in the US also exhibit this outrageous behavior?

This deviated a bit from American media’s usual persona of “sticking to justice to the end”!

Li Mu picked up the phone and called Larry Page, directly asking, “Larry, why haven’t I seen a single mainstream media outlet report my warning?”

Larry Page awkwardly replied, “Mr. Li, I just checked, and mainstream media outlets indeed haven’t mentioned it at all…”

Larry Page then explained, “Mr. Li, if you think about it carefully, you’ll understand. The entire Wall Street is basically backed by Jewish Financial Magnates, and the entire media empire in the US is also backed by Jewish Financial Magnates. Jewish elites had long since deeply infiltrated the media and financial circles, turning them into an alliance of interests.”

Li Mu suddenly realized.

So that was it!

Since the American media and financial circles had already formed an alliance of interests, it was understandable that the media would automatically filter out his warnings about risk.

Li Mu smiled helplessly, thinking to himself, as expected, a powerful dragon can’t overpower a local snake.

But fortunately, Li Mu himself was a newly established media tycoon. If they wouldn’t report it, he would report it himself.

As the saying goes, “He who relies on his own hands has plenty of food and clothing.”

Immediately, Li Mu opened his laptop and directly logged into his Weibo Twitter account.

As the man with the most followers on Weibo Twitter, Li Mu’s influence was not just for fun.

He was about to post a tweet when he noticed that the topic #GoogleStockPriceSurges210PercentOnIPO Debut# was actually in the first place on the popularity rankings!

Second place was #LiMuPersonallyAttendsGoogleBellRingingCeremony#;

Third place was #InternetWillUsherInSpring!#;

Fourth place was #LiMuBelievesGoogleIsAMagicArbitraryDoor!#

Netizens’ discussions were also extremely fervent; almost everyone was extremely optimistic about the future trend.

Investment experts had even begun to offer advice, believing that the internet industry would experience rapid, skyrocketing growth for a long time to come. Google had merely fired the first shot, and then there was the behemoth Muyang Technology; once Muyang Technology went public, the internet would fully enter its prime summer!

Therefore, they advised individual retail investors to allocate more of their investment assets to internet concept stocks.

It seemed that everyone in the US now believed that Google could truly drive internet companies into a wave of explosive growth.

Li Mu’s expression grew serious; things seemed far more severe than he had imagined.

One hundred times more severe!

He had severely underestimated the appetite of the Wall Street capital crocodiles. They were now fully embellishing the arrival of an “internet spring,” not just thinking about using Google for a big meal.

They wanted to leverage Google’s performance, using their capital and influence, to vigorously push the entire industry to rapidly surge.

Like arctic bears foraging frantically before hibernation, to accumulate the thickest layer of fat for themselves.

Unless something unexpected happened, all internet concept stocks would experience a surge tomorrow.

And it was certain that behind every stock, there would be behind-the-scenes promoters of varying leagues. They would each perform their duties, pushing up every internet concept stock, allowing the internet market to experience overall rapid, skyrocketing growth, making such an explosion even more ferocious.

Once such a trend began, the market value of internet companies would rise accordingly, potentially pulling the Nasdaq index to soar sharply.

They were hyping up the entire industry, making companies in this industry more valuable. This seemed like a good thing, but in Li Mu’s eyes, this was simply killing the goose that lays the golden eggs.

Because Li Mu knew very well that the internet was not yet at the point of explosion.

Whether the spring of the internet truly arrived was not determined by capital, but by the state of the industry.

When the number of internet individual retail investors surged and the entire internet industry expanded, the internet would usher in spring;

When internet bandwidth made breakthroughs and online video flourished, the internet would usher in spring;

When giant beasts like World of Warcraft appeared in online gaming, the internet would usher in spring;

When the internet shifted to mobile devices, the internet would also usher in spring.

However, the spring of the internet could certainly not be created by capital using money and capital manipulation tactics.

The current number of netizens had not yet made significant breakthroughs, internet transmission technology had not seen large-scale improvements, overall bandwidth capacity and usage costs had not decreased, and even online video websites like YouTube had not yet been born. WIFI, 3G, and smartphones were even further off. Under these circumstances, the spring of the internet industry had not truly arrived.

If capital were to prematurely raise enthusiasm and forcefully create a “spring” before it genuinely arrived, then the vitality of this “spring” would inevitably be very weak!

Wall Street capital wanted to aggressively push the false illusion that spring had arrived, attracting individual retail investors who had been cowering in their rooms to confidently step out and confidently begin laying groundwork on the land.

But once their patience for whitewashing the peace ran out, the so-called spring would immediately turn into a blizzard, rounding up these individual retail investors who had stepped out, along with the seeds they had laid groundwork in the land.

If such a thing were allowed to happen, it would be another internet bubble, and the internet would inevitably suffer a heavy blow once again.

It would mean that the financial circles had, through a fake spring, prematurely plundered several years of the internet’s future profits.

This was a typical operation of American financial circles. They were like a group of crocodiles entrenched in a lake, only caring about eating their fill, completely disregarding the lives of pigs, horses, and cattle, and even less concerned about the safety of their population.

Countless times, American financial circles had plundered Asia using such herd tactics: frantically rushing into other animal populations, fiercely biting, frantically devouring, and then getting away clean.

And the group they harmed might need several years, or even more than a decade, to recuperate and recover its former vitality.

During the Asian financial crisis, Southeast Asian countries, led by Thailand, suffered heavy economic blows. International speculators, led by Soros, seized the opportunity to enter, adding insult to injury to Southeast Asia, which was already struggling with the financial crisis. In the end, the international speculators left with their meat, not caring about Southeast Asia’s fate.

What they now intended to do to the internet was the same as what they had done to Southeast Asia back then.

They only wanted to amass illicit wealth by frantically hyping up the internet market. As for whether the internet would live or die in the future, it had nothing to do with them, and they couldn’t care less.

Li Mu absolutely could not allow such a thing to happen!

So, he immediately posted a tweet in English, saying: “Today, at the close of Nasdaq, I accepted an interview with American media and expressed my personal view that Google’s current performance and scale are not yet worth its current stock price, and I urged individual retail investors to react rationally. However, after looking around, I found that the media only reported what I said before the market opened, but not a single media outlet reported what I said after the market closed. I don’t know why my media friends in the US would treat my words so differently, but I still want to use Twitter to give a small reminder to my friends in the US and other countries: the stock market has risk, entering the market requires caution. Furthermore, the internet industry has not made breakthrough progress in terms of scale, technology, or costs at this stage, so it is impossible to usher in a booming spring in the short term!”

After writing, he decisively clicked “post”, then called Li Ziwei over and instructed her to notify the head of operations at Muyang Technology’s North America branch to immediately send pop-up notifications to all North American individual retail investors via YY, and simultaneously manually intervene to pin his newly posted tweet to the top of the topic list.

Li Ziwei immediately complied, and soon, the news spread across the entire internet via YY and Twitter.

Li Mu’s tweet instantly drew a large number of individual retail investors. Within ten minutes, the number of comments had already exceeded ten thousand, and retweets surpassed thirty thousand.

And at the top of the topic list, a new topic appeared: #LiMuBelievesTheInternetSpringWillNotComeEarly!#

As soon as this topic appeared, the entire network exploded.

Before Li Mu made his statement, all American media outlets were whitewashing the illusion that the internet spring was already at hand.

They even took Li Mu’s words out of context to use as their own endorsement, creating a false impression for the public: “See, even Li Mu says so, this must be true!”

However, they never expected that Li Mu would personally step in and single-handedly tear apart all American media.

At this moment, in Li Mu’s eyes, the American media was like a dirty, murky lake on the African plains. Its turbid water provided excellent concealment for the giant crocodiles entrenched within, and the migrating herbivores, seeing this lake, eagerly rushed to drink deeply, unaware of the deadly threats lurking inside.

If you want to muddy the waters, then I will directly unleash a flood, washing away the dirty lake water and all the giant crocodiles entrenched within.

At least, as long as he was in the internet industry, he could not allow these capital crocodiles to devour the future prospects of the internet industry.

The entire US was hyping up an internet spring, but Li Mu alone declared that the internet spring would not arrive early. It might seem like Li Mu’s strength was especially weak, but in reality, Li Mu’s Twitter was like a nuclear bomb of massive yield, detonating thunderously online!

At this stage, in the internet industry, no one else had more authority than Li Mu. Netizens’ recognition and trust in him far surpassed those lying American local media outlets.

When Li Mu personally stated that the internet spring had not yet arrived, all individual retail investors undoubtedly chose to believe him, rather than the media and so-called experts.

In their view, Li Mu was the spokesperson for the internet industry; only he could truly represent the global internet industry to make a statement!





Chapter 1742: Stay Away from the Internet Industry

The bigwigs behind Wall Street originally thought that by having the media selectively report and omit Li Mu’s warning, they would have overcome the final hurdle.

However, they never dreamed that Li Mu would personally step in to confront them.

Even with their extensive connections, it was incredibly difficult for Wall Street tycoons to instigate a major wave on their own. Even ruthless international speculators like Soros couldn’t conjure a financial crisis out of thin air or target Thailand’s currency.

To trace the source, it was Southeast Asia that first brewed the seeds of financial crisis. Soros, leading a pack of speculators to attack the Thai baht, was merely taking advantage of the chaos after the financial crisis erupted, engaging in a spree of smashing, looting, and robbing.

Without the opportunity of Google’s IPO, without Muyang Technology’s rapid rise in recent years, and without Li Mu personally endorsing Google, it would have been impossible for these Wall Street wolves to artificially inflate an “internet spring” on their own.

That’s why they felt this current opportunity was incredibly precious.

It was like how Bitcoin brewed for years, and then its sudden surge over a decade later created the opportunity for blockchain to become a hot topic, inspiring those great persuaders to issue virtual currencies one after another, leading to the “crypto circle.”

Otherwise, those people alone could never have popularized blockchain and virtual currencies.

Now, just as Wall Street had an opportunity to make a fortune from the internet, Li Mu suddenly jumped out to challenge them, instantly cutting off their future source of wealth.

These Wall Street tycoons suddenly became as anxious as an ant on a hot pan. Many Wall Street tycoons even began discussing solutions through video conferences.

Currently, there were three paths before them:

The first was to find a way to make Li Mu retract his statement immediately. They could offer him a share of the profits, even the lion’s share, which would still be better than achieving nothing.

The second was to simply abandon this opportunity, acting as if this matter had never happened.

The third was to quickly mobilize the media to contradict Li Mu. If Li Mu said the “internet spring” hadn’t arrived, they would insist it had.

However, after some discussion, they found the first option very difficult to implement.

Li Mu had never paid much attention to the Wall Street giants; instead, Wall Street had always been chasing him, seeking cooperation.

Although Li Mu had accepted money from Sequoia, Sequoia had no decision-making power whatsoever in front of Li Mu. Sequoia had practically begged Li Mu for the opportunity to invest in Muyang Technology. Now, if Sequoia dared to say anything controversial to Li Mu, they didn’t know how he would deal with them.

Li Mu had various complaints even when people begged to invest in him, so the possibility of asking him to cooperate with them to make money was infinitesimally small.

The second option was also out of the question. The motto of the Wall Street wolves was: “Never give up easily in the face of profit.”

As for the third option, it seemed also useless.

Because in the internet industry, they simply did not possess Li Mu’s authority.

Li Mu’s authority in the internet industry even surpassed Boeing’s authority in civil passenger jets.

Boeing at least had Airbus contending as equals with it, but in front of Li Mu, there was truly no one who could stand against him.

Larry Page? He was practically Li Mu’s loyal follower.

David Filo? Yahoo’s portal’s current user base was less than one-fifth of YY.com.

Bill Gates? This guy was only one-tenth an internet person; the other nine-tenths were IT.

Moreover, Microsoft’s MSN was crushed to death by Li Mu once, and then, after a brief resurgence, crushed again. Bill Gates and Microsoft now only had users, not fans.

Having users but no fans was painful, like a rich mute standing in Times Square, shouting desperately, but no one would listen to him.

Li Mu was different. He not only had users but also fans. His information dissemination capability was unmatched in the entire internet industry. Engaging in a war of public opinion with him would be like a pack of wolves jumping into the ocean to fight sharks; they wouldn’t stand a chance.

Moreover, the tweet Li Mu sent was quite damaging. He not only stated that the internet spring hadn’t arrived, but he also pointed out that American media deliberately withheld his warning, instantly putting him on the moral vantage point.

As a result, Weibo and Twitter were now filled with people criticizing American media, asking why they concealed Li Mu’s warning and deliberately created the illusion that an internet spring was truly coming.

These media outlets and the experts speaking on their behalf were speechless from the accusations, each facing a disastrous outcome.

Many media outlets couldn’t stand up to the pressure of public questioning and could only issue public apologies. However, in their statements, they completely avoided mentioning the capital behind them, only reflecting on their one-sided and narrow reporting.

Netizens were not fools.

One could easily understand the implications of such an incident by looking at both sides.

Embellishing and hyping the internet’s prospects—wasn’t that just to cajole more investors for capital?

If Li Mu hadn’t posted that tweet today, people, misled by Google’s excellent IPO performance and the media’s enthusiastic promotion, would have rushed into the stock market en masse tomorrow to buy a large amount of internet stock.

These Wall Street capitalists had long prepared ample bait to await these clueless individual retail investors.

Almost all American media outlets faced the wrath of their domestic netizens, to the point that one after another, they couldn’t withstand the pressure and began broadcasting news of Li Mu’s risk warning, even releasing the video of the live interview.

At this point, the capitalists behind the media were also at a loss what to do.

It was no longer the time for the media to stubbornly resist; otherwise, they would only lose the public trust of their media sector in vain. Although the media’s switched allegiance was not heartfelt, it was a self-preservation move, like cutting off an arm to save the body.

Media tycoon Murdoch’s heart was crumbling at this moment. He had spent a lifetime building a media empire, only to find that it couldn’t compare to a young man from China in his twenties.

All his media outlets combined could not compare to a single tweet from Li Mu at this moment.

This feeling was probably similar to Emperor Hirohito’s mood when the atomic bombs exploded.

He had spent his life building up military power, manufacturing countless airplanes, tanks, and artillery, and considered himself among the world’s leaders, yet he never expected that someone could drop two “iron eggs” and wield such destructive power.

Murdoch was the same. He had been involved in media his entire life: TV stations, newspapers, magazines, film companies. The older brother truly had everything. TV stations were aircraft carriers, newspapers were the army, magazines were the marines, computer companies were the air force. If it weren’t for Li Mu, the older brother’s tri-service firepower network could be deployed anywhere in the world and fear no one.

The result was, he just didn’t have an atomic bomb.

When the Wall Street tycoons were at a loss what to do, someone thought of the Goldberg Family in the UK.

Also a Jewish family, although the Goldberg Family’s main power was not in Wall Street, they were the closest one to Li Mu.

The greatest characteristic of Jewish merchants was their unprecedented unity. Therefore, they thought of having the Goldberg Family mediate with Li Mu, first admitting their mistake and showing deference, then both sides taking a step back and giving each other some leeway.

So, they immediately contacted Davison Goldberg, the current administrator of the Goldberg Family.

Davison himself came from an investment bank, and the Goldberg Family had shares in many stock companies on Wall Street. Coupled with the interests of many countrymen at stake, he naturally accepted this entrustment without hesitation.

Li Mu was soaking in the bathtub when Davison’s call came in.

Li Ziwei knocked on the door outside and said, “Mr. Li, Mr. Davison’s call. I told him to call back in one minute. Do you want to take it?”

“Davison?” Li Mu frowned slightly. How could he not guess what Davison was calling for? So he said, “If he calls again, tell him to call back in twenty minutes.”

“Alright.”

Li Mu slowly took his bath, dried himself, put on shorts and a bathrobe, and then walked out of the toilet.

At this time, Li Ziwei was waiting in the living room of the presidential suite.

Li Mu asked her, “Did he call again?”

“Yes, he did,” Li Ziwei said. “He called twenty-five minutes ago. I told him to call back in twenty minutes. He called five minutes ago, and I said you were still bathing and asked him to try again in ten minutes.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “These people are truly united… when disaster strikes one place, aid comes from all quarters… I wonder when our Chinese entrepreneurs will achieve such a degree of unity…”

Li Ziwei said, “It should get better and better.”

Li Mu smiled, “I hope so.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Ziwei, leave the phone here and get me a glass of whiskey. I need to unwind.”

“Okay.” Li Ziwei put down the phone and turned to the bar counter in the corner of the living room.

Li Mu sat on the luxurious and comfortable sofa, looking at the Manhattan scenery outside the window, filled with emotion.

Today, through the bold moves of these capitalists, it was truly evident that the American people were living in dire straits.

Although it seemed like the country was rich and the people strong, when America’s elite class took action against the lower and middle-class ordinary people, they were truly ruthless.

Today this bubble, tomorrow that crisis, capitalists continued to make a hefty profit, while ordinary people’s debt also grew higher and higher.

For example, these capitalists in the stock market were entirely focused on how to sell a stock they bought for one dollar, worth two dollars, for twenty dollars.

To whom would they sell it? To ordinary people, of course.

And then? He made nineteen times the profit per share by cajoling others. Who cared about the outcome of the buyers?

Leonardo’s The Wolf of Wall Street illustrated this very principle.

Engrossed in thought, Li Ziwei handed him a glass of whiskey with ice. He took a sip, and the phone rang.

Li Mu slowly put down his glass and picked up the phone: “Hello, Davison.”

“Hello, Mr. Li!” Although Davison Goldberg was three times Li Mu’s age, his voice was very humble.

Li Mu lazily asked, “Are you calling me for something?”

Davison Goldberg hastily said, “Mr. Li, I’m calling on behalf of some friends. They would like to express their apologies to you.”

Li Mu sneered and said, “Davison, tell your friends to spare me the insincere apologies. From now on, if they want to make proper investments, do it diligently. If they want to gain illicit wealth by hyping up things, go hype something else, like American real estate, but stay far away from the internet industry!”





Chapter 1762: What the Heck Is He Flaunting?

Davidson had intended to mediate, but Li Mu left no room for himself right from the start.

He said awkwardly, “Mr. Li, please calm down. To be honest, market rules are just like this. The family powers behind Wall Street have too much hot money with nowhere to go. They also control a large number of funds and banks. You could say half of America’s money is in their hands. When they see an industry with room for manipulation, they naturally rush in en masse to make a fortune. It’s not just the internet or real estate; oil, telecommunications, aviation, aerospace, and even foreign currencies – as long as there’s an opportunity, they will seize it to make a killing.”

Li Mu hummed, “I know Wall Street’s game. I can’t control what other industries they target, but the internet is off-limits.”

Then Li Mu added, “I may not have the ability to confront them head-on, but I can certainly speak the truth and raise investors’ awareness.”

“Oh, dear…” Davidson quickly said, “Mr. Li, why make things so tense with them? Muyang Technology will still go public on Nasdaq in the future. Maintaining a friendly and peaceful relationship with them will greatly benefit you.”

Li Mu scoffed, “It doesn’t matter. If the Wall Street capitalists’ conduct is too ugly, then I’ll list on the Hong Kong stock market. And if I do, I won’t easily come to the United States in the future, nor will I have any cooperation with these filthy rich people and local tyrants from Wall Street. Even if we become enemies, it’s fine.”

Then Li Mu added, “Davidson, our previous cooperation intention was based on Muyang Technology going public in the United States. If I decide to abandon listing in the US, our cooperation intention will be null and void. By then, I might not choose HSBC as Muyang Technology’s lead underwriter for the IPO. In fact, I can tell you, I won’t choose any underwriter with ties to Wall Street. I, Li Mu, keep my word!”

As soon as Li Mu said this, Davidson panicked immediately.

At this stage, it wasn’t about which exchange chose Muyang Technology, but Muyang Technology choosing the exchange.

Muyang Technology was like a living god of wealth, and everyone wanted to invite it into their home.

With Muyang Technology’s current performance, listing anywhere was not an issue. Hong Kong might not necessarily be worse than Nasdaq.

Muyang Technology had always been profitable with high market recognition. If it could raise hundreds of billions of US dollars in an IPO in the United States, it could raise hundreds of billions of Hong Kong dollars by listing in Hong Kong. For Muyang Technology, it was the same thing.

When a company decides where to go public, it mainly considers two points:

First, who approves my listing;

Second, who offers better conditions.

For example, why do many Chinese internet companies choose to list on US or Hong Kong stock markets?

This relates to the first point: China’s A-share market has specific requirements, one of which is that listed companies must be registered for more than three years and be profitable for three consecutive years.

Internet companies mostly thrive on creativity and concepts, so they constantly burn money from their first day of operation and are always in a state of losses. For example, JD.com was in losses for many years. Such situations simply do not meet the conditions for domestic listing.

In comparison, the listing thresholds for US stocks and Hong Kong stocks are lower, making them more suitable for internet companies.

As for the second point, provided the first point is met, it becomes the true standard of measurement.

Alibaba initially wanted to list in Hong Kong, but Hong Kong did not allow shares with unequal voting rights, while Alibaba wanted to implement a partnership system, meaning the power of partners on the board of directors would not be affected by their shareholding percentage.

But Hong Kong at that time disagreed with Alibaba’s request, so Alibaba turned to the US stock market for its IPO, setting a financing record of 21.8 billion US dollars.

If Hong Kong had agreed to Alibaba’s request then, Alibaba would have already listed on the Hong Kong stock market, and Nasdaq would have had nothing to do with it.

For Li Mu, equal shares, equal rights, shares with unequal voting rights, or a partnership system didn’t matter, because he himself was the major shareholder with an absolute controlling stake, holding over 70% of the equity stake and 100% of the voting rights. Even if he released eight percent or ten percent of shares and eight percent or ten percent of voting rights during the IPO, it would not affect his control in any way.

Therefore, Li Mu’s statement about not cooperating with Wall Street capitalists and turning to Hong Kong was entirely achievable.

He didn’t need Wall Street capitalists to make him rich, nor did he need Wall Street capitalists to lend him money. Why should he bother with them?

In other words, it was Wall Street’s capitalists who truly needed Li Mu.

If Li Mu listed on the US stock market, assuming the market value set with the lead underwriter was 400 billion US dollars, and Li Mu decided to release eight percent of shares as floating shares, then before the official listing, he would distribute a huge deal worth 32 billion US dollars to all of Wall Street through Davidson.

For a company like Muyang Technology, with excellent performance and outstanding prospects, the 32 billion US dollars in stock issued during the IPO phase was simply a money-making machine.

Anyone who got hold of these stocks would get rich. It was guaranteed to double to 64 billion US dollars on the first day of listing, no problem at all.

If it performed even better, like Google, it was possible that the 32 billion US dollars worth of stocks Muyang Technology sold them could rise to 100 billion US dollars on the first day of listing.

The profit behind this was enormous, enough to make all of Wall Street ecstatic.

If this positive news was lost from Nasdaq and flowed to Hong Kong, it would be enough for Wall Street’s financial titans to regret it endlessly.

Hong Kong missed out on Alibaba back then and regretted it for years, but the scale of Alibaba was simply incomparable to Muyang Technology.

So, if Muyang Technology left Nasdaq and turned to list in Hong Kong, Wall Street would certainly be severely frustrated.

Moreover, if Li Mu decided to list in Hong Kong, he would immediately invest in the securities industry there, and at the same time, set up a Hong Kong dollar-denominated fund to structure investments in internet companies worldwide, then use his own “universal gravitation” to pull all the companies he invested in to list on the Hong Kong stock market.

If he truly accomplished this, Nasdaq would likely lose a large number of internet companies.

If Li Mu was ruthless enough, Wall Street would miss out on the super dividend of the internet.

Davidson was in a complete mess when he heard that Li Mu was considering listing on the Hong Kong stock market and even changing lead underwriters.

Recently, he had been living an incredibly comfortable life. In the entire Jewish business circle, his status and decision-making power were growing, all because he had reached a preliminary agreement with Li Mu. The massive Muyang Technology IPO deal would be distributed through him to countless eagerly waiting investors.

If Li Mu suddenly withdrew and said goodbye to him now, he would fall as hard as he rose.

So he quickly said, “Mr. Li, please don’t be too angry. Those people on Wall Street are just as you said, a bunch of filthy rich people and local tyrants. They’re accustomed to being arrogant and overbearing and are greedy, wanting to make every single penny. Please don’t stoop to their level.”

Almost instantly, Davidson betrayed his compatriots in the face of profit.

Li Mu chuckled, “Help me deliver a message to these filthy rich people and local tyrants on Wall Street: The progress of Muyang Technology’s IPO is being set back. It is no longer about when to list, but where to list.”

Davidson’s voice was almost pleading, “Mr. Li, why bother stooping to their level…? Our cooperation has been very pleasant!”

Li Mu didn’t buy it at all, saying, “Davidson, the fact that you’re calling me right now proves that our previous cooperation wasn’t pleasant, or at least it isn’t now. You have your ardency for profit, and I have my pursuit of principles!”

With that, Li Mu hung up the phone directly, then told Li Ziwei, “Notify the flight crew to apply for the airline route and takeoff permission to return to Beijing now, the earlier the better!”

Li Ziwei nodded and immediately called the flight team leader.

After explaining these matters, Li Ziwei tentatively asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, if you offend all of Wall Street, will there be any negative consequences in the future?”

“Negative consequences?” Li Mu scoffed, “They are thoroughly capitalists. In front of them, profit is above everything else. If you can bring them profit, you can even ride on their necks and have dysentery. If you can’t bring them profit, kneeling and begging them is useless.”

Then Li Mu added, “Don’t think of Wall Street as being so awesome. Only those who lack money think Wall Street is awesome. Those who truly have money don’t care much for them.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “I’ve long seen through these so-called ‘titans,’ ‘families,’ and ‘Old Money’ figures on Wall Street. Each of them looks incredibly powerful, counting back three to five generations, they were famous wealthy elites in the United States. But now, they don’t truly have that much strength.”

“Take Davidson for example. He’s at the top among the Old Money families. Even counting all the family assets, it’s in the tens of billions of US dollars, but the cash they can actually control might not even be one billion US dollars.”

“The rest are either stocks, shares, or large assets, fixed assets. Many are still locked shares, for example, they might hold 30% of a listed company’s shares, but these 30% are in principle untradeable and can only be used as collateral.”

“Moreover, such a large family, like the Ford family, has had no family planning for three to five generations. Now there are hundreds, even thousands, of direct and collateral relatives clamoring for support. If they really take out money to stir things up, how much can they actually produce?”

“So, one by one, none of them are worth looking at in front of me.”

Li Ziwei couldn’t help but laugh when she heard this, saying, “So that’s how it is. I used to always hear about this family and that family, with histories spanning hundreds of years, making them seem like great recluses.”

Li Mu chuckled, “Them, recluses? Look at Soros, how he’s been mythologized by the public as so powerful. Do you know how much money he has?”

“Not very clear,” Li Ziwei shook her head.

Li Mu said disdainfully, “On this year’s Forbes leaderboard, his personal assets are only 7 billion US dollars.”

“That little?” Li Ziwei was visibly surprised.

Li Mu scoffed, “The leader of the so-called financial titans only has 7 billion US dollars in assets. What the heck is he flaunting, then?”





Chapter 1763: The Dragon’s Reverse Scale

Over the next hour, Davidson frantically called Li Mu dozens of times, but the phone Li Ziwei was holding had already been turned off.

Moreover, Li Mu had no intention of turning that phone back on before he left the United States.

He had two phones. One number was known only to his true close friends and family, as well as the core members of Muyang Technology and Taobao Technology. The other number was for most external collaborators who needed to speak with Li Mu, but that phone was usually carried by Li Ziwei.

If someone had the number for the first phone, they could reach Li Mu at any time; he always carried that phone and kept it on 24/7.

However, with the second phone number, one had to state their request to Li Ziwei first, who would then relay it to Li Mu. If Li Mu was in a good mood, he might answer; if not, he would absolutely ignore it.

Davidson thought his relationship with Li Mu was good, but he only had the number for the second phone.

After dialing for a long time and only getting a busy signal, Davidson felt a surge of panic.

He never dreamed that mediating between his Wall Street colleagues and Li Mu would provoke such a thunderous rage from Li Mu.

He called his Wall Street colleagues who had asked him for help and cursed them out. He started with a barrage of profanities that lasted five minutes, yet it still wasn’t enough to vent his anger.

On the other end of the line were more than a dozen capital magnates from Wall Street.

It was they who had gathered for a meeting and then sought Davidson’s help.

They hoped Li Mu would give them some face and not block their path to making a fortune.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu showed absolutely no regard.

Davidson, furious and seething with rage, said, “It’s because of you greedy vampires! Li Mu is no longer planning to go public in the United States!”

“Shit…” More than a dozen people on the other end of the phone cursed in unison.

One person exclaimed, “Davidson, are you kidding me? We’re already preparing for the roadshows, and now you’re saying he’s not going public in the States? My company has already signed a framework agreement with you for two and a half billion dollars in Muyang Technology original shares. What do we do now?”

Davidson yelled, “Jack, you must have a hole in your head! I signed a framework agreement with you. The trigger condition for the agreement to become effective is once I secure the lead underwriter contract for Muyang Technology and pave the way for Muyang Technology to start selling original shares! Now Li Mu is going back to China for his IPO, your two and a half billion dollars are gone, and everyone sitting here, all those who had a share, now have nothing!”

A chorus of wails and howls immediately erupted.

As close collaborators and compatriots of the same origin, they had long since carved up most of Muyang Technology’s original shares from Davidson. The remaining portion was what was released to individual retail investors in the market. They had originally hoped to make a killing from this wave, but who would have thought…

Another person couldn’t help but ask, “Li Mu can’t be stupid enough to go public in China, can he? They don’t meet the necessary conditions for China’s A-share market at all. To list on the A-share market, they’ll have to wait another year or two, and the A-share market’s capacity would struggle to support a giant like Muyang Technology. If he goes public in China, the valuation will definitely be lower than expected; he’ll be the one losing out! The US stock market has plenty of money and is very optimistic about tech stocks, which can give him a sufficiently high market value. China’s A-share market can’t replace that.”

Davidson roared, “Damn it, you son of a bitch, are you Ronnie?”

The man mumbled, “It’s me, Davidson. I know you’re angry, but I still advise you to speak more civilly. We’re all compatriots, brothers. I urge you not to be verbally abusive.”

“I’ll civilize your father’s head!” Davidson roared furiously. “Did a dog eat your common sense?! Do you think China only has the A-share market?! China’s A-share market is for mainland China! China includes mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, alright?! Li Mu returning to China for an IPO can absolutely mean going public in Hong Kong, China! Do you know what Hong Kong’s full name is?”

“Hong Kong…” Ronnie awkwardly said, “Isn’t it just Hong Kong?”

Davidson shrieked hysterically, “It’s the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China! You bastard! Your father must have a problem in his head to let an incompetent fool like you manage the family!”

Ronnie was speechless from the scolding. Davidson’s family was much larger than his own, and Davidson was a close friend of his father’s. As an elder, Davidson scolding him meant he couldn’t refute it.

Moreover, what Davidson said was not unreasonable; he could only accept it modestly.

So, in a muffled, grumbling tone, he said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Goldblatt, it’s my fault…”

Davidson was still not appeased. He said coldly, “If Li Mu takes Muyang Technology to go public in Hong Kong, then Taobao Technology certainly won’t come to the United States either in the future. Most other Chinese internet companies will probably not choose the US market, and with Li Mu’s influence in the internet industry, it’s very likely he could lift the Hong Kong stock market, making it the most watched tech innovation stock market in the world. By then, internet companies from all over the world might be drawn away. You need to understand, Li Mu isn’t the bellwether of the flock, nor is he a sheepdog; he is a god in the eyes of the flock!”

“Don’t we still need underwriters to go public in Hong Kong?” a young man interjected, “Mr. Davidson, your HSBC Capital is already a top brokerage firm and distribution company in Hong Kong. Won’t Li Mu still have to come to you then? At worst, we can just shift our focus to the Hong Kong market and reap this wave of dividends. As for what you said about all future internet companies listing in Hong Kong, what does that have to do with us? We’re after profit, not for the American internet industry to lead the world. There’s no difference between earning US dollars, Hong Kong dollars, or RMB.”

“You must be a damn idiot!” Davidson was infuriated by these solely profit-driven bastards and blurted out, “Now the Bank of China’s securities business in Hong Kong is already doing very well. An patriot like Li Mu, once he decides to go public in Hong Kong, will definitely hand the underwriting business to the Bank of China. I probably won’t even get a drop of the pie!”

Davidson was right; to some extent, he understood Li Mu quite deeply.

Aside from his closest relatives, his homeland, and his nation, the internet industry was what Li Mu would tolerate no desecration of.

In Li Mu’s eyes, the internet was the greatest invention in the past century; it wasn’t just a product or a technology, but a vast new world.

And he, while not daring to claim to be an inviolable deity in this new world, was at least its greatest follower and guardian.

It was understandable for Wall Street to make some money from Google’s IPO, and he was happy for them to earn it reasonably, because when they made money, they would reinvest a portion into the internet, forming a cycle.

Many well-known Silicon Valley companies were nurtured by Wall Street capital.

However, everything has its limits.

Even if Wall Street’s contribution to the internet was like adoptive parents raising it to adulthood, they absolutely must not, for their own benefit, overdraft the internet’s life or even directly harvest the organs of the internet industry.

Furthermore, although the older generation of internet pioneers did benefit significantly from Wall Street, and even Mr. Li of Baidu established his career relying on Wall Street capital in Silicon Valley, Li Mu himself had never benefited from Wall Street.

Li Mu’s career was not made by Wall Street, but contributed by tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of netizens in China. Therefore, in his eyes, these Wall Street magnates were less than nothing.

Moreover, the industry barriers of Muyang Technology and Taobao Technology were already extremely strong. This strength meant that you couldn’t defeat him just because you were richer than him, let alone if you weren’t as rich as him.

Entrepreneurship isn’t the stock market, nor is it gambling, it’s not Golden Flower, where if I bet ten thousand and you bet twenty thousand, you win. Nor is it that I bet all my money, but you bet even more, and if I can’t match it, I lose.

Entrepreneurship is warfare. You not only need money, you also need the ability to turn that money into soldiers, into planes, tanks, artillery, even atomic bombs.

The cost of an American aircraft carrier strike group might only be a few hundred billion dollars, but a group of Middle Eastern oil magnates with tens of trillions of dollars in cash still couldn’t defeat them. You can’t just throw money directly, can you? If you really just threw money directly, they’d probably shout excitedly, “Thank you, Prime Minister Cao, for the sword!”

Muyang Technology is exactly like this now. Every product has a strong user base and ecological barrier, and its own strength in the internet world is incredibly powerful. Anyone who wants to mess with Muyang Technology, throwing money is useless. They need to use money to create something stronger than Muyang Technology.

Otherwise, it’s like the Third oldest bro, who spends a fortune buying Russian aircraft carriers, submarines, and planes, but before even seeing real combat, they burn, crash, or fall apart. How can they fight a country like the United States?

In Li Mu’s eyes, these Wall Street wealthy elites were no different from a bunch of oil wealthy elites in his industry.

“So what do we do now?” an older, bearded man asked. “Our media has already come under public scrutiny. With Li Mu’s Twitter post, it’s impossible for us to hype up the internet concept tomorrow. Now Li Mu is going to list in Hong Kong, so won’t all our efforts come to nothing?”

Davidson said, “It’s best for your media to retract their statements as soon as possible and then apologize publicly for maliciously hyping up the internet concept. Let’s see if Li Mu can calm down. Currently, Li Mu isn’t answering my calls, so I can only wait for him to cool off before contacting him again to see if there’s any room for salvage.”

The bearded old man immediately said, “No problem. We’ll speak to the media outlets we control and humbly admit our mistakes.”

Someone said, “Mr. Weinberg, if we do that, our media’s public trust will suffer a hugeblow!”

The bearded old man retorted, “Do you think it hasn’t already suffered a huge blow?”

The person immediately fell silent.

They couldn’t possibly find a bunch of incompetent fool experts to argue against Li Mu and insist that the internet spring had arrived, could they? With Li Mu’s statements out there, no one would believe them even if they shouted themselves hoarse!

On this matter, Li Mu was unassailable; he stood directly on the moral high ground. At this point, any attempt to cover up for one’s actions would provoke public resentment and disgust.

Just then, someone suddenly rushed in carrying a laptop, saying, “Gentlemen, this is bad! Li Mu has posted on Twitter again!”

“What’s going on?!”

The person directly turned the laptop screen toward the crowd, gasping for breath, and said, “Li Mu posted a new Twitter, with a photo of him on his private jet, and the caption is: ‘Preparing to return to China. Never before today have I been so disappointed in the capitalists of a country!’”

“Holy crap…”





Chapter 1745: Farewell, New York

The airport and flight routes in New York at night were not very busy. Most flights from New York to China took off between morning and afternoon local New York time. There were almost no night departures, so the crew quickly obtained permission for the night’s takeoff and flight route.

Li Mu had originally intended to leave first thing in the morning, but as soon as he heard they could take off in the fastest an hour, he was suddenly eager to return home.

In his opinion, there was no longer any point in staying in New York.

The sooner he left, the more he would be able to truly embarrass those Wall Street big shots.

That’s why he posted that Twitter message from the airport.

To post this Weibo message, he first took pictures with a Digital Camera, then specifically uploaded them to his computer, and finally published them using the mobile network.

Unexpectedly, as soon as it was published, it caused an uproar in the online world and on Wall Street.

Li Mu’s accompanying image and tweet unreservedly revealed his disgust towards Wall Street and the American media, completely leaving both groups utterly disgraced.

Li Mu wanted all netizens worldwide to GET one point: he was leaving America in the middle of the night because he was disgusted.

This time, it truly was a severe slap in the face for Wall Street, even harsher than his previous Twitter message.

Seeing this tweet, the Wall Street big shots, who were holding their confidential meeting, deeply regretted their actions.

Their biggest regret was not talking to Li Mu when they were orchestrating the internet market trend.

Apparently, they had been too arrogant in the past, always thinking, “If there’s a chance to make money, I’ll just bring my capital and enter. Why should I greet the original owner?” When Soros dealt with Southeast Asia, didn’t he also not bother to greet the leaders of those countries? What’s more, now they weren’t dealing with a country, just an industry.

However, this particular industry was one that Wall Street couldn’t control, because there was only one giant in this industry, and that giant was Li Mu. And Li Mu never paid attention to Wall Street’s whims.

One could even say that Li Mu didn’t need to pay attention to America’s whims, so what was Wall Street even good for?

Sequoia wanted to get on Muyang Technology’s bandwagon, practically groveling and offering money. Larry Page, Elon Musk, and other successful moguls from Silicon Valley were now all Li Mu’s die-hard fans. Only Bill Gates, with Microsoft, had clashed with Li Mu a few times, but each time ended in utter defeat.

Under these circumstances, Wall Street still wanted to trespass on Li Mu’s territory without permission, acting wildly, truly believing they could get away with anything just because they were used to having their way at home.

The Wall Street big shots had never been so thoroughly embarrassed by a single person. At this point, their public trust had been completely lost, and even their media outlets were despised by the public for helping them hype up the internet market. At such a time, what the Wall Street big shots were thinking wasn’t how to retaliate against Li Mu, but how to appease him.

A single tweet had such power. If he posted three a day, or continued for two weeks, who could bear it?

Furthermore, everyone was still hoping to get on board with Li Mu again and make money following him. If they didn’t find a way to grovel and turn the situation around now, they would truly be completely screwed.

At this moment, Li Mu had long since turned off his phone, and the plane had already begun to push out of the Hangar, preparing to taxi to the end of the runway.

The Wall Street big shots couldn’t get in touch with Li Mu, so they could only contact the pilot of Li Mu’s private jet through the New York airport, where they found its registration number, just as the plane was about to take off.

The plane was now aligned with the runway, and the Pilot reported his call sign to the Control tower via radio, saying in English, “We have reached the designated runway, requesting takeoff.”

The Control tower operator hurriedly said, “One moment please. A Mr. Weinberg wishes to apologize to your esteemed guest, Mr. Li, on board your aircraft through the Control tower. Would it be convenient for Mr. Li to respond?”

The Pilot looked surprised; he had never heard of anyone apologizing to a passenger via the Control tower. He quickly opened the intercom to the cabin and said, “Hello, Mr. Li, the Control tower says that a Mr. Weinberg requests to apologize to you via the Control tower radio. Would it be convenient for you to respond?”

Li Mu said indifferently, “Tell the Control tower I don’t know any Mr. Weinberg. Also, ask the Control tower since when the New York airport’s Control tower channel became a private communication line? If they don’t let me take off soon, do they believe I’ll issue a Twitter post publicly confronting them?”

The assets of Wall Street big shots spanned across the entire United States, and especially so in New York.

It could be said that behind every industry in New York lay the shadow of Wall Street capital, and this naturally included the airport.

In fact, almost all the shareholders behind this airport were from Wall Street.

And Weinberg, whose full name was Gru Weinberg, was one of the biggest magnates on all of Wall Street in New York; he also held a stake in the airport. So, unable to contact Li Mu, his first thought was to reach him through the airport.

When he learned that Li Mu’s plane had not yet taken off, he immediately requested to use his own mobile signal, in conjunction with the Control tower, and simultaneously borrow the airport Control tower’s radio to get in touch with Li Mu.

At this very moment, his attitude, his intentions, and his actions were all subservient.

Money was the lifeblood of Wall Street capitalists.

If you slapped them without reason, they wouldn’t fight back; instead, they would give you a price. If you offered enough money, they would even let you slap the other side of their face.

Therefore, all his thoughts were focused on desperately expressing his apologies and sincerity to Li Mu, hoping to move him.

However, Li Mu didn’t even care about an old acquaintance like Davidson, so why would he give face to someone he didn’t even know?

Hearing Li Mu’s words, the Pilot immediately repeated the message to the Control tower in English.

The Control tower, the airport manager, and Gru Weinberg were all stunned.

This was too brutal of an embarrassment, wasn’t it?

It was like he was there to embarrass anyone who came his way!

The airport was just trying to help make an introduction, yet Li Mu somehow found leverage against them.

The Control tower represented aviation safety, a very serious and crucial matter, and private use was strictly prohibited.

The only exceptions were when pilots or Control tower staff occasionally used the Control tower channel to express love or propose to passengers or flight attendants. Such incidents were generally understood by the public because they were considered romantic.

However, for a capitalist to use the Control tower channel without authorization to grovel to someone else – that wouldn’t be right at all.

If Li Mu exposed this on Twitter, the airport’s reputation would also be utterly disgraced.

And the Wall Street capitalists would have even less dignity.

It was bad enough that they relied on their capital, privileges, and media resources to cajole the public, but now they were even encroaching on Control tower resources. Did they have no shame?

Gru Weinberg felt his scalp tingle. This Li Mu was truly unyielding to persuasion or force…

Moreover, why did he have to post on Twitter?

Why does he always post on Twitter?

Will it ever end?

It felt like fighting a nuclear-armed rogue: you send in the army, and he throws a nuke at you; you send in the navy, and he throws a nuke at you; you raise a white flag to surrender, and he still throws a nuke at you…

The key was that Weibo and Twitter indeed had immense influence, far surpassing television media. Moreover, Weibo and Twitter allowed the public to participate, interact, express opinions, and even gave them the opportunity and stage to become the focus. As a result, people not only preferred Weibo and Twitter, but also felt they had greater public trust.

This was the value of Weibo and Twitter at this stage.

Therefore, even in later generations, when Weibo had declined, its traffic would always explode whenever a major event occurred or a juicy celebrity scandal emerged. The reason was simply that no other platform was better suited than platforms like Weibo and Twitter for unearthing the greatest value of news.

At this moment, the airport manager privately told Gru Weinberg, “Mr. Weinberg, we must let Li Mu’s plane take off. Otherwise, if he really posts about this on Twitter, the airport’s reputation will be severely affected, and that would benefit no one.”

Gru Weinberg reluctantly said, “Alright, then have the Control tower staff convey my most sincere apologies to Li Mu one last time. Tell him that if he is willing, I will personally go to China to apologize to him face-to-face.”

The airport manager said, “After relaying this message, the Control tower will approve Li Mu’s plane for takeoff.”

Gru Weinberg: “Alright, relay it!”

At this point, the Control tower staff said to Li Mu’s Pilot, “Hello, Mr. Gru Weinberg wishes to convey his most sincere apologies to Mr. Li Mu. If Mr. Li Mu is willing, he will personally go to China to apologize to him face-to-face.”

After speaking, the Control tower staff added, “We apologize for taking up your valuable time. You are cleared for takeoff at any time.”

The Pilot said “received,” and then relayed the Control tower’s message to Li Mu.

After hearing it, Li Mu coldly smiled and said, “Ignore him, take off immediately.”

The Pilot immediately said to the Control tower, “Control tower, takeoff clearance received. B4487 departing now.”

Having said that, the plane’s engines suddenly roared to full power, quickly accelerating down the runway and lifting into the air at the other end.

Gru Weinberg was still waiting for Li Mu’s reply. As the saying goes, one doesn’t hit a smiling person. Even a simple ‘See you in China someday’ would have given him some leeway.

What drove him to despair was that Li Mu didn’t acknowledge him at all and simply flew away.

This was truly an utter humiliation!

He angrily shot up from his seat, cursing, “Li Mu is truly too arrogant!”

Someone advised, “Mr. Weinberg, don’t be angry. We truly have no initiative in front of Li Mu; we can only let him be arrogant…”

Gru Weinberg said, “I have never seen anyone so arrogant and rude! We must make Li Mu pay a price!”

“How do we make him pay a price?”

Upon hearing this, everyone cast their watchful gazes.

Gru Weinberg said with an embarrassed expression, “I haven’t thought of anything yet.”

Murdoch, who had been silent, said with vexation, “There’s no way we can make Li Mu pay any price. He has completely transcended our game. All my media resources combined can’t compete with a single Twitter post from him. In the future, traditional media will likely decline even further in the face of Weibo and Twitter.”

At this moment, a young man suddenly said viciously, “Unless we hire someone to eliminate him and get even!”

Gru Weinberg directly threw the cigar he hadn’t even lit at the young man, cursing, “Are you out of your mind?! You want to hire someone to kill him? If he used his money to hire killers, he could wipe out your entire family hundreds of times over! And it’s not just you who would be finished; the rest of us would also be implicated. Then we would be utterly disgraced in America and across the world! With his current status and position, anyone who dares to touch him behind his back, regardless of success or failure, is surely doomed forever!”

The young man, whose eye socket was swollen from the cigar, timidly said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Weinberg, I was just running my mouth…”

After speaking, Gru Weinberg sighed and said, “From now on, all of you be more low-key. Do not cause trouble for Li Mu in any aspect, especially regarding the internet. This man’s influence is too great; all of us combined are no match for him. As for Muyang Technology going public, we can only negotiate slowly…”





Chapter 1746: Keeping the Profits Within

On the way back to China, Li Mu increasingly felt that going public in the United States was becoming less and less appealing.

Technology and innovation companies going public in the United States was initially due to America’s more advanced innovation environment and its recognition of such enterprises.

Precisely because Silicon Valley existed, the acceptance of technology and innovation companies by American capital and investors could, overall, reach the world’s highest level.

To give a specific example, consider Baidu, which is about to go public in the United States.

If Baidu were to go public on mainland A-shares, first, it wouldn’t meet the requirement of continuous profit for three years. Secondly, the domestic market’s acceptance of it would certainly be far lower than Nasdaq’s.

That is to say, if Baidu planned to release ten percent of its shares as floating shares for listing, the mainland A-share market, being more conservative, could give it a twenty-times P/E ratio, allowing it to achieve a valuation of five billion RMB. In that case, releasing ten percent of shares to the market would raise five hundred million RMB in capital.

However, because Nasdaq, as America’s growth enterprise market, is inherently very friendly to technology and innovation companies, they could give Baidu a forty-times P/E ratio. This means if Baidu went to Nasdaq, it might achieve a valuation equivalent to ten billion RMB.

This way, while offering the same ten percent of shares, the capital raised would be exactly double.

This is why most internet companies flocked to Nasdaq for their IPOs.

However, the internet industry experienced a dot-com bubble burst in two thousand, so at this stage, the American market’s trust in the internet is not as high as before.

Against this backdrop, if Li Mu truly wanted to go public in Hong Kong, the valuation he would receive wouldn’t be much lower than in the United States.

The key was being able to stay away from those solely profit-driven Wall Street capitalists and away from those wealthy American elites.

Although many old-generation Hong Kong capitalists were fundamentally no different from Wall Street capitalists, at the very least, after Hong Kong’s return to China, state-owned banks developed very rapidly in Hong Kong. The biggest difference between state-owned banks and those capitalists is that state-owned banks not only pursue profit but also aim to promote social and economic development, whereas capitalists only pursue profit, uncaring whether society and the economy are developing or regressing.

If society regressed further, the wealthier capitalists would become, and they wouldn’t mind if society reverted to the Stone Age.

Therefore, Li Mu felt that if he could find a brokerage firm with state-owned background in Hong Kong to act as the underwriter, and if the market value offered, converted to US dollars, wasn’t much less than in the United States, then he might as well go public in Hong Kong. This would also be a way of keeping the benefits within and contributing to the economy of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region.

The more he thought this way, the more Li Mu felt it was worth a try.

He should find an opportunity to visit Hong Kong, talk with the state-owned brokerage firms there, and also with the heads of the Hong Kong stock market.

Hong Kong was a financial hub, but in his past life, it almost perfectly missed out on the dividends of the internet market, only capturing Tencent. This was partly because Nasdaq was indeed more professional, and partly because many of the rules in the Hong Kong stock market were not flexible enough.

If the Hong Kong stock market had agreed to Mr. Ma’s partnership system back then, then Ali Group would definitely have gone public in Hong Kong.

Ali Group was not just a giant internet company worth several trillion Hong Kong dollars; it was also the engine within an e-commerce behemoth worth tens of trillions of Hong Kong dollars. Had Ali Group gone public in Hong Kong, many of the companies Ali Group later invested in, and the subsidiaries that spun off, might have also subsequently entered Hong Kong.

Coupled with Tencent’s ecosystem, Hong Kong could easily establish an internet finance ecosystem, naturally allowing this snowball of benefits to grow larger and larger.

Now, Li Mu not only held Muyang Technology’s global ecosystem but also Taobao and Alipay. Outside, he had also laid out a large number of companies and industries. It wouldn’t be difficult to bring all of them to Hong Kong to queue for their IPOs when the time comes. In the long run, this would absolutely add over ten trillion Hong Kong dollars to the market value of the Hong Kong stock market.

…

Back in Beijing, just as Li Mu was preparing to set a time to visit Hong Kong, the superior executives from the automotive industry contacted him to confirm matters related to the acquisition of Ford’s Jaguar, Land Rover, and Volvo brands.

Li Mu’s sudden move to the United States to acquire three car brands greatly excited domestic industrial departments because this was an unprecedented attempt in China’s automotive industry, with immense room for imagination behind it.

Thus, the competent authorities confirmed several questions with Li Mu.

First, when would the acquisition be completed;

Second, when would they relocate to China;

Third, where would the site selection be for the relocation to China.

Regarding the first question, Li Mu had also communicated with Elon Musk. Now that the acquisition intent has been reached, after Muyang Technology pays a two hundred million US dollar Deposit, they will immediately commission internationally renowned financial companies to conduct asset auditing and due diligence.

Once the audit and due diligence are completed and no objections are found, the remaining payment can be made and the acquisition finalized.

Regarding the second question, Li Mu intended to gradually relocate the overseas production lines of the three brands to China after the acquisition was complete. If the American labor union was easy to deal with, all of them would be moved. If the American labor union posed difficulties, then the existing Land Rover production line in the United States would be temporarily kept.

Regarding the third question, Li Mu’s idea was to locate the site in his hometown, Nansu Province.

His specific thought was to establish an automotive industry center in Haizhou.

Haizhou’s economy had always been relatively underdeveloped, and as an entrepreneur from Haizhou, he hoped to contribute more to his hometown.

However, the executives from the competent authorities thoroughly analyzed the impracticalities of selecting Haizhou as a site.

Haizhou was too small, with a sparse population and no industrial foundation. Its only advantage was its proximity to the sea, with a port and railways. Beyond that, its fundamental conditions were very poor.

Among domestic automotive enterprises, FAW was the eldest son of the republic’s industry, flourishing with strong national support after the founding of the nation. With decades of foundation, it could be said to be number one domestically in all aspects.

The Huzhou City Automotive Group was also established very early and located in Huzhou City, possessing talent, economy, transportation, and extensive experience and foundation from long years of joint ventures with foreign enterprises.

Although the Beijing Automotive Group was founded slightly later than Huzhou City, like Huzhou City, it had everything: talent, economy, transportation, and policies. Its cooperation with overseas enterprises was also accumulating experience and technology, hence its good development.

In addition, the growth of several private enterprises had been quite arduous. For example, brands like Geely and Chery developed little by little through many years of hardship. In their early stages of establishment, even recruiting laborers was extremely difficult, and building a core team was even more troublesome.

It was then that Li Mu realized the various constraints and hampered aspects of the real economy, especially in industry.

The experienced executives understood the domestic situation and industry conditions much better than Li Mu, and their experience was highly valuable for Li Mu to draw upon.

Li Mu thought it over carefully. If he were to bring all three brands to China, then in theory, the closer the three brands were to each other, the better. This is because in the future, technologies would be shared, and even spare parts would be interchangeable to some extent. The closer they were, the lower the costs and the higher the efficiency.

If he were to establish three car brands, plus his own self-developed brand, the occupied land area would be enormous. It’s no exaggeration to say that the area of a medium-sized economic development zone might not even be enough.

This would require strong support from the local government.

The executives hoped Li Mu would consider Beijing, because Beijing had strong university resources and a relatively strong industrial foundation.

However, Li Mu was genuinely concerned whether rapidly developing Beijing would still be able to provide a sufficiently large piece of land for his four car brands.

BAIC alone was already a handful, and he was also involved in the film and television city project, which occupied an area absolutely no smaller than the automotive project.

Therefore, Li Mu decided to first establish the Headquarters in Beijing, and then communicate with a professional team to plan how to manage the production lines for the various brands.

Car production involves many processes, most of which are separate. Li Mu felt that if it really came down to it, the Headquarters and general assembly line could be placed in Beijing, with other operations located around Beijing. Finally, cars would roll off the line in Beijing and be sold nationwide, or even worldwide.

Another very important issue was funding.

Acquiring these threebrands was just the first step. The second step would require tens of billions of RMB to gradually transfer all the production lines, talent, and technology of these brands to China. This would involve buying land, constructing factory areas, transporting large amounts of equipment, and undertaking large-scale Industrial Upgrading. The total amount of capital required for this behind-the-scenes work would not be less than tens of billions of US dollars.

Fortunately, this money wasn’t required all at once. He could first put up some capital himself, then borrow money from banks, and then apply for some local subsidy policies, especially concerning the land acquisition.

For an industry of this scale, purely buying land would likely involve an astronomical figure.

Fortunately, the country had always maintained supportive policies for private enterprises. The larger the enterprise, and the stronger its ability to drive employment and economic growth, the more policy support the government would provide.

At that time, on the issue of land, he would have to rely heavily on the local government’s assistance.

The executives also gave a very positiveassurance. Li Mu had acquired three internationally renowned car brands in one go, transforming them into one hundred percent Chinese automobile enterprises. Once relocated to China, this would inevitably bring a huge boost to the domestic automobile industry. Therefore, no matter where he chose to locate, the superior and local governments would definitely provide the greatest support, and even state-owned banks would offer substantial loans with favorable terms.

This made Li Mu feel much more at ease. With the nation’s support, he had even stronger confidence in the subsequent integration and rebirth of these three car brands.

During the discussions, the executives also offered him a small suggestion, expressing hope that he could strengthen cooperation with Shougang to see if he could help Shougang make breakthroughs in the field of automotive steel.

Li Mu agreed without hesitation and promised that once he completed the integration of resources for these three brands and successfully relocated them domestically, he would immediately invest in a research laboratory for automotive steel together with Shougang.

Automotive steel had always been an important part of the steel market, but due to the underdeveloped state of China’s indigenous automobiles industry, domestic steel mills had not made sufficient breakthroughs in the field of automotive steel.

Although automotive steel is researched and produced by steel mills, it is very difficult for a steel mill alone to make significant breakthroughs without the full assistance of an automobile manufacturing enterprise.

However, if Li Mu truly integrated these three brands into China, and then cooperated with Shougang on the R&D and testing of automotive steel, it would provide tremendous assistance to Shougang’s business in this aspect!





Chapter 1747: Plummeted

In the days since Li Mu returned to Beijing, he hadn’t contacted Davidson of the Goldberg Family. Davidson, however, had been relentlessly calling Li Mu, but all his calls were politely declined by Li Ziwei.

Ever since Li Mu posted a Weibo message from the plane, Google’s stock price experienced a slight drop the next day. Although it was only a little over one percent, it immediately halted the crazy upward trend.

Other internet stocks, due to Li Mu’s statements, generally didn’t see much change.

Although Google’s IPO did carry some good news, this good news only led to a universal small rise of three to four points for internet stocks, which was normal market behavior. The surge that Wall Street desired—a continuous, multi-day狂涨—ultimately did not happen.

Wall Street’s financial titans had prepared for a feast, but the result was that all their efforts came to nothing.

Not only did all their plans fall through, but Wall Street’s reputation in the US plummeted.

Before this, most people had never considered the ethics of Wall Street. For Americans, Wall Street had even become a source of pride in their hearts, a symbolic presence, alongside Hollywood, representing America’s developed prosperity and strength.

However, it wasn’t until this incident was exposed that they realized Wall Street was not their pride, but rather a bandit by their side.

Wall Street was thoroughly and completely mercantile, and solely profit-driven. Their sole aim was to sell low-priced goods at the highest possible price, or to drive down high-priced goods to the lowest price before buying them.

To exaggerate price differences, they had long stopped adhering to market rules and instead secretly manipulated everything.

On Weibo Twitter, a comic drawn by an American cartoonist went viral online in the US, with tens of thousands of shares. In the comic, Wall Street gentlemen, dressed in suits and top hats, worked together with one heart to lift a mountain. Then, with excited expressions, they told the ordinary people outside: “Come quickly, we’ve found a treasure at the foot of the mountain!”

Subsequently, when these ordinary people, bewildered, rushed over and all stood beneath the mountain, the Wall Street gentlemen exchanged a signal, simultaneously letting go and stepping aside, allowing the mountain to fall directly, burying all the ordinary people beneath it.

Immediately after, a group of Wall Street gentlemen revealed their ugly, greedy faces, taking away all the wallets, watches, and jewelry pressed out of the ordinary people, and even their cars left outside, completely clearing everything out.

This comic resonated with countless people.

Americans recalled the dot-com bubble of 2000.

That was an unprecedented major disaster for the US stock market in those years, with countless funds vanishing with the stock market bubble.

In that storm, countless ordinary investors suffered heavy losses.

Most people had always believed it was an unforeseen disaster, an error caused by the brutal and unregulated growth of the internet industry and widespread market optimism.

However, now, connecting that event with this comic, people began to wonder: Wasn’t the 2000 internet bubble hyped up by the Wall Street big shots?

Yes! Of course, it was!

At that time, any random internet stock, in their eyes, represented the future and the direction of human development.

Companies like Cisco, Yahoo, and Amazon saw their stock prices rocket upwards, with internet companies boasting market caps over one hundred billion dollars being aplenty. People went crazy, believing that investing in the internet was the most effective financial management method and the wisest asset allocation plan.

Then, a large number of ordinary citizens frantically poured their savings into it, expecting the internet industry to create a beautiful future for them. But unexpectedly, the internet bubble burst in an instant.

The internet industry, which people had viewed as hard as a mountain, shattered completely like a bubble, as if someone had accidentally poked it.

Only then did people realize that everything had been an illusion.

But the money they had invested wasn’t an illusion!

Among the hard, majestic mountain from before, there was a certain rock that they themselves had contributed with their dollars.

Why did the hard rock, which their dollars had been exchanged for, vanish like a bubble in the end?

Americans dared not think about it, because the more they thought, the more disheartened they felt.

Looking back now, that’s exactly what Wall Street did back then.

Financial experts wildly hyped the internet, and various media outlets also wildly hyped the internet, stopping at nothing. But who was controlling everything behind the scenes?

Previously, people weren’t clear, but now they knew: it was all those extremely cruel and exploitative gentlemen from Wall Street.

They stepped onto the stage under the spotlight, took off their top hats, bowed deeply, and as they straightened up, the money in your pocket would be gone.

They told people there was a Himalayan mountain made of gold, and if you paid now, you would own a huge piece of gold too heavy to move in the future.

People believed them, brought their money, but as soon as the money was put in, in the blink of an eye, both the gold mountain and the money were gone.

In some ways, Wall Street capitalists are even worse than magicians.

A magician, at least, will tell you: “Now, prepare to witness a miracle.”

But Wall Street capitalists say nothing. When the gold mountain and the money are gone, if you ask him where the gold mountain went, he’ll look disgusted and say: “Who are you? Do I know you? Get away from me or I’ll call the police!”

Once the tricks of the Wall Street gentlemen were exposed, people’s reverence and respect for them instantly vanished.

In their place were disgust and hatred.

When Wall Street was met with a chorus of condemnation, those American media outlets that once represented authority also couldn’t escape.

American media outlets in the past loved to induce public opinion. For example, whenever they reported on anything concerning the Middle East, it was often news related to terrorist attacks or various contents that made American society feel horrified and barbaric.

Although they never directly spoke ill when reporting, they created a stronger sense of anxiety and fear in people. This subtle psychological suggestion was, in fact, more powerful than overt statements.

Originally, the media, in cooperation with Wall Street, continuously amplified the surge of Google’s stock price, escalating it into a major market trend. This itself could have been done seamlessly. They could have claimed they genuinely reported Google’s surging stock and reported experts’ opinions without any alterations. As for experts being wrong, that wouldn’t be the media’s responsibility.

If everything had worked out, people would only have blamed themselves for their poor investment foresight, not Wall Street capitalists, nor the American media they controlled. But if it didn’t work out, it was like dropping a bombshell.

On Weibo Twitter, the voices denouncing American media grew louder. Simultaneously, Murdoch, who played the roles of both Wall Street capitalist and media tycoon, became the most reviled figure in all of Wall Street among the public.

According to rumors, Murdoch had not been to his company these days, but his private health doctor had been frequently visiting his villa, leading people to wonder if this tycoon was having health problems.

All of Wall Street hated Li Mu to his core. Few people come to the US to make money and don’t play by Wall Street’s rules, and even fewer who don’t play by their rules and also manage to embarrass them.

Li Mu was probably the one Wall Street hated the most among those they had offended in recent years.

However, Wall Street was helpless against this.

A person is only important when needed by others.

Otherwise, what good are they, no matter how powerful?

The Wall Street big shots were precisely the group Li Mu didn’t need.

For Li Mu, it didn’t matter whether Muyang Technology went public in the US or in Hong Kong, or even if it didn’t go public at all.

The purpose of an IPO is to quickly raise a large sum of money during the listing, and afterward, to more conveniently and readily raise funds and cash out through reducing stock holdings in the secondary market.

However, if Muyang Technology didn’t need financing, no one could impact Muyang Technology’s status at this stage.

After all, one was far ahead of the competition. With financing, one would run a bit faster; without financing, one would run just a bit slower.

In this situation, what does Wall Street even count for?

Forget Wall Street, when you don’t need to borrow from banks, and your own earnings are higher than bank wealth management returns, what are banks even good for? Would you beg them for a loan? No, they would be the ones calling you every day begging you to take a loan.

Think about the loan calls you receive daily: “Mr./Ms. X? Hello, we are XX Bank. Because you are a premium client of our bank, we are offering you a low-interest loan. Do you need one?”

Li Mu at this moment was like someone with countless cash in hand and his own high-yield financial management methods. For him, banks held no appeal other than being a place to deposit money. He could put his money in any bank he wanted—Chinese, American, Swiss—and wherever he put it, he would be treated like royalty by the bank. In such a situation, what problem could there be even if he offended a few banks? Especially when these banks weren’t even the ones he deposited money with.

If Yanjing Bank told Bill Gates that it would no longer provide any services for him in the future, it would be strange if Bill Gates even bothered to respond.

Just after Li Mu finished discussing the placement issues of three car brands with the superior governing body in the automotive industry and returned to Muyang Technology, Wendy Goldberg, the Goldberg Family miss who was studying in Beijing, called Li Mu’s mobile phone, which he had left with Li Ziwei.

Wendy Goldberg was smart not to use her own mobile phone to contact Li Mu. Instead, she used a number Li Mu hadn’t saved. Li Ziwei answered the call and only then realized it was her.

After hanging up, Li Ziwei told Li Mu: “Mr. Li, Wendy Goldberg wants to invite you to dinner.”

“Wendy?” Li Mu frowned. That woman from the Goldberg Family who looked like Scarlett Johansson.

To be honest, Li Mu didn’t wish to get too close to Western women. Forget Wendy Goldberg, even with Anne Hathaway’s obvious hints, Li Mu had always feigned ignorance, stopping when enough was enough. So, naturally, he had no interest in Wendy Goldberg.

Recalling that she was looking for him at this time, it was ninety-nine percent likely due to his intention to have Muyang Technology go public in Hong Kong, so he was even less inclined to see her.

Li Mu told Li Ziwei: “Tell her I’m busy lately.”

“Alright.” Li Ziwei nodded. Just as she was about to call back, the Administration Manager called her, saying: “Ziwei, there’s a British girl named Wendy Goldberg at the Front Desk who says she wants to see Mr. Li, claiming to be Mr. Li’s friend.”

Li Ziwei was surprised and said: “Okay, I understand. Ask her to please wait.”

Then, Li Ziwei covered the phone’s microphone and told Li Mu: “Mr. Li, she’s here, at the Front Desk.”

Li Mu asked in surprise: “Who? Wendy Goldberg?”

“Yes.”

Li Mu said: “Tell the Front Desk I’m not free!”
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Wendy Goldberg had initially thought that Li Mu would at least give her a chance to meet him, but unexpectedly, Li Mu had the Front Desk tell her directly that he was busy.

“Busy” was the most direct refusal.

Because if he simply didn’t want to see her but was unwilling to have a complete falling out, he could have easily said he wasn’t in, rather than that he was busy.

However, Wendy Goldberg felt that she absolutely could not give up. Ever since the Goldberg Family invited Li Mu to that salon, they had been hoping to get closer to him. Not only did they treat him as an honored guest, but to cater to him, they even sent him a Premier League club. Even she herself had long been prepared to offer herself, it was just that Li Mu had never given her the opportunity.

Now, Li Mu had completely turned hostile, directly kicking the Goldberg Family out of the car. This was a situation the entire family could not accept, so she now carried the family’s last hope.

Therefore, she stubbornly told the Front Desk, “Please tell Mr. Li Mu that I will wait for him here.”

The Front Desk had no choice but to report to Li Ziwei.

When Li Mu heard Wendy Goldberg’s declaration, he immediately said, “Tell the Front Desk to let her be, don’t mind her.”

Subsequently, in the eyes of Muyang Technology’s Front Desk staff, Wendy Goldberg became invisible.

No one paid attention to her, and she couldn’t get in even if she wanted to. Wendy Goldberg decided to wear them down here and see if Li Mu would eventually meet her.

While she was waiting in the hall, Li Mu had already gathered Muyang Technology’s senior management and announced his intention to consider going public in Hong Kong.

The Wall Street incident had caused a huge stir and was already well-known domestically, so everyone was very supportive of Li Mu’s decision.

Going public in Hong Kong or in the United States, from a normal business perspective, depends on the ease of listing conditions. But now the situation had changed. American capitalists were basically a united front; not only venture capital firms, funds, and brokerage firms, but even the media were in their hands. Associating with these people was like seeking gain from a tiger’s hide, and also like a formidable outsider in new territory. In the event of a complete falling out, with the local powers launching a group attack, that kind of situation would also be truly disgusting.

However, since there was interest in going public in Hong Kong, they first needed to cooperate with brokerage firms qualified for underwriting in Hong Kong.

Currently, the largest brokerage firm in Hong Kong was HSBC, followed by Bank of China Securities. The former was a multinational corporation controlled by the Goldberg Family, and the latter was a state-owned enterprise established by the Bank of China in Hong Kong.

After 1997, the Bank of China began to vigorously develop its Hong Kong securities business, cultivating it for more than ten years, and had already established deep roots. Coupled with its state-owned background for endorsement, even if its market share was not as large as HSBC’s, its capital volume and capital potential were by no means inferior to HSBC’s.

So Li Mu decided to have a good talk with Bank of China Securities to see what kind of listing conditions they could secure for Muyang Technology. If suitable, the Hong Kong IPO could be launched in the second half of this year.

Subsequently, Li Ziwei, on behalf of Muyang Technology, officially extended an invitation for discussions to Bank of China Securities. In the invitation, Li Ziwei clearly stated the purpose of the meeting was to communicate matters related to Muyang Technology’s proposed Hong Kong IPO.

When Bank of China Securities received Muyang Technology’s business letter, their first thought was that it was a prank. When they confirmed that the business letter was indeed officially issued by Muyang Technology, the high-level executives of Bank of China Securities were in an uproar.

The whole world knew that Li Mu had publicly confronted Wall Street on Weibo and Twitter. Many even believed that Wall Street’s century-old reputation had been destroyed by Li Mu.

However, no one knew that Li Mu had already given up on the idea of going public in the United States.

After all, Li Mu’s trip to the United States this time was to attend Google’s bell ringing ceremony. Everyone thought that Google’s successful listing on Nasdaq was a bridgehead for Muyang Technology’s listing on Nasdaq. In the second half of this year, Muyang Technology was expected to land on Nasdaq and become the internet company with the highest market value on Nasdaq.

No one expected that Li Mu had actually started considering going public in Hong Kong.

This meant that Li Mu had subjectively decided to abandon Nasdaq.

Bank of China Securities immediately organized a top-level negotiation team from their Beijing headquarters. That afternoon, they rushed over to Muyang Technology, prepared to have the first round of face-to-face discussions with Li Mu.

Wendy Goldberg waited in Muyang Technology’s Front Desk hall for most of the day. Apart from drinking a few cups of purified water, she ate nothing. After holding out for so long, she felt a bit low on blood sugar, but Li Mu still refused to see her.

Just as Wendy Goldberg was hesitating whether to temporarily go back, seven or eight men in formal suits hurriedly entered Muyang Technology’s first-floor hall.

Li Ziwei personally came out to greet them, shook hands with the middle-aged man leading the group, and said, “General Manager Chen, welcome, welcome. Mr. Li is already waiting in the conference room.”

The middle-aged man called General Manager Chen was Chen Tao, the head of Bank of China’s securities business, and Bank of China’s securities business in Hong Kong was also under his jurisdiction.

Chen Tao said, barely containing his excitement, “Upon receiving your company’s business letter, we immediately set about forming a professional team and rushed over. Hong Kong is in the process of selecting team members, and they will arrive in Beijing tomorrow. They have been in Hong Kong, so they are more familiar with the business details there.”

Li Ziwei nodded and said, “Then let’s go up now.”

“All right!”

For Bank of China Securities, Muyang Technology’s interest in having them handle its Hong Kong IPO was simply an unexpected good fortune, like a pie falling from the sky.

Before this, no one had doubted that a company like Muyang Technology would definitely choose to go public in the United States, as the United States was still the center of global capital at this stage.

But now, the United States had “broken the rules,” and Li Mu had directly turned hostile with American capitalists. This huge fruit had suddenly fallen into their laps. If Bank of China Securities could seize this opportunity, it was very likely that they would leap to become the largest brokerage firm in Hong Kong through Muyang Technology’s IPO.

…

When Wendy Goldberg saw Li Ziwei, she originally wanted to go up to her immediately to say hello and then try to play the victim, hoping to arouse some sympathy from Li Mu.

However, before she could get close, she overheard the conversation between Chen Tao and Li Ziwei.

Wendy Goldberg’s Chinese was very good, so she heard every word of their conversation clearly, without missing a single one.

The content of their conversation startled Wendy Goldberg. Although they didn’t talk about the IPO, as soon as Hong Kong was mentioned, she immediately wondered if Li Mu had already started preparing for the Hong Kong IPO.

Realizing that it was a matter of great importance, she quickly pulled out her phone and called her father, Davidson Goldberg.

Davidson Goldberg was still waiting for news from his daughter at this time. Ever since all his contact channels with Li Mu had been cut off, his only hope was that his daughter, who was studying abroad in Beijing, could meet with Li Mu.

However, he had waited for several hours, and Wendy Goldberg had not been able to meet Li Mu.

This made him increasingly worried and uncertain.

Suddenly receiving a call from Wendy Goldberg, he immediately answered and asked, “Wendy, how’s the situation? Have you seen Li Mu?”

“No,” Wendy Goldberg said, her voice a little urgent. “Li Mu has been unwilling to see me.”

Then she added, “I called because there’s something important. Muyang Technology seems to have already started working on its Hong Kong IPO. If I’m not mistaken, the Hong Kong brokerage firms have already come knocking.”

“That fast?!” Davidson Goldberg’s heart tightened, and he blurted out, “Do you know which brokerage firm it is?”

After speaking, he self-deprecatingly said, “It must be Bank of China Securities. Among those capable of handling a large-scale IPO like Muyang Technology in Hong Kong, besides us, it’s them. The other brokerage firms simply couldn’t make it work.”

Wendy Goldberg couldn’t help but ask, “Dad, what do we do now? Li Mu is resolute, if he really decides to IPO in Hong Kong, it’s basically impossible for him to change his mind.”

Davidson Goldberg said in annoyance, “Li Mu certainly won’t embarrass himself. Going public in Hong Kong is definite. I have to go to China!”

Wendy Goldberg said, “Dad, even if you come, Li Mu might not be willing to see you. It might be a futile trip.”

Davidson said, “I can’t worry about that now. If Li Mu IPOs in Hong Kong, we still have a glimmer of hope, even if it’s underwriting together with Bank of China Securities. If we don’t fight for it now, we’ll truly be excluded!”

At this moment, Davidson almost hated his Wall Street colleagues to death.

If they hadn’t asked him to mediate with Li Mu, how else would he have offended Li Mu?

If he hadn’t called Li Mu back then, if he hadn’t spoken up for those colleagues, even if Li Mu was disappointed with Wall Street and switched to Hong Kong for IPO, his relationship with him wouldn’t have been too affected. Wouldn’t it have been the same if he had helped him with the Hong Kong IPO then?

Now look what happened, damn it, for the sake of those greedy fellows on Wall Street, he suddenly lost what might be the biggest deal of his life!

…

In the conference room, Li Mu met with the Bank of China Securities team led by Chen Tao.

After the core team members on both sides shook hands one by one, Li Mu sat at the head of the conference table. Chen Tao’s team was on his left, and his own team was on his right.

Li Mu got straight to the point, saying, “General Manager Chen, the main purpose of sending your company the business letter is that we are interested in cooperating with your company to facilitate Muyang Technology’s IPO in Hong Kong. Before we discuss, I have a few important questions I need to ask you.”

Chen Tao said, “Mr. Li, you’re too kind. Please go ahead.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “First, I’d like to start roadshows in July and aim for listing around October. Is this time node feasible?”

“That’s no problem,” Chen Tao said. “We have half a year, which is enough time for us to manage it.”

Li Mu then asked, “If my target is a minimum valuation of no less than four hundred and fifty billion US dollars, which is no less than three thousand six hundred billion Hong Kong dollars, do you think this can be achieved?”

Chen Tao said, “I considered this question before coming. To be honest, Muyang Technology is the leading enterprise in our domestic internet industry and a global internet leader. A market value of four hundred and fifty billion US dollars is not considered high, especially since during the dot-com bubble era, many companies reached valuations above five hundred billion US dollars.”

Li Mu continued, “I will only offer a maximum of ten percent of the shares for the IPO, meaning I need to raise at least forty-five billion US dollars for Muyang Technology. For a forty-five billion US dollar IPO, do you think your company is competent enough?”

Chen Tao responded seriously, “Bank of China Securities has not done an IPO of this scale before, but we are very optimistic about Muyang Technology’s prospects, and the market is equally optimistic. So, I believe forty-five billion US dollars shouldn’t be a big problem.”

“Good,” Li Mu said with a smile. “One last question.”

“If I demand that these forty-five billion US dollars cannot enter Wall Street’s pockets, can your company manage that?”





Chapter 1749: New Project Launching Soon

Forty-five billion US dollars, in this era, is a truly enormous sum of capital.

Even for an ordinary country, 45 billion US dollars can be considered an astronomical figure.

Muyang Technology’s 45 billion US dollar financing is not about market value or concepts; it requires Muyang Technology to hand over ten percent of its shares to the underwriters, and the underwriters must provide 45 billion US dollars in cash to Muyang Technology.

Even if it’s not physical US dollar bills, it must be liquid US dollar cash in a bank account.

Li Mu’s only concern was that the Hong Kong primary market might not have such a large throughput capacity. After all, a market is usually relatively saturated. While the overall circulating market value is very large, raising a new 45 billion US dollars to buy Muyang Technology’s original shares places extremely high demands on the market’s size.

Moreover, Li Mu’s requirement was that the stock could not end up in Wall Street’s pockets.

This was equivalent to rejecting a large number of US-funded brokerage firms and funds.

Chen Tao was somewhat uncertain about Li Mu’s requests. He hesitated for a moment and said to Li Mu, “General Manager Li, 45 billion US dollars worth of Hong Kong dollars is not a problem. However, if it must be US dollars, it presents some difficulty.”

Li Mu said earnestly, “General Manager Chen, our pursuit of an IPO is to accelerate the pace of global development. The funds raised will be used for Muyang Technology’s investments and development activities worldwide, so it must be in US dollars.”

Under normal circumstances, an IPO in a country defaults to raising that country’s currency. Due to China’s “one country, two systems” policy, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region also has its own currency system. Companies seeking to go public in Hong Kong, undergoing an IPO there, would naturally default to transactions in Hong Kong dollars.

However, Li Mu now deeply understood the importance of the US dollar in the process of international development.

This was also one of the reasons why domestic internet companies preferred to go public in the United States.

The US dollar has stronger liquidity, and for internet companies developing and expanding globally, having cash in US dollars is truly much more convenient.

Otherwise, if it were Chinese Yuan, Muyang Technology’s overseas business operations would be relatively difficult in the future, requiring constant currency exchange and settlement operations with the Central Bank.

Therefore, many multinational corporations adopt an offshore operating model. For example, Muyang Technology registered offshore companies in the Cayman Islands to control its domestic Muyang Technology, as well as Muyang Technology in the United States, and even future Muyang Technology branches worldwide.

This way, domestic Muyang Technology’s domestic business can directly use Chinese Yuan settlement, which is one settlement line. Overseas business, on the other hand, collectively uses US dollars for settlement, which is another settlement line. If business expands further, adding a Euro settlement line would be imperative. This way, each currency market would have its own subsidiaries for independent operations.

If Muyang Technology goes public in Hong Kong, and after its official IPO, uses Hong Kong dollars for secondary market (i.e., public circulating trading market) transactions, it would have little to do with them. However, if they receive Hong Kong dollars in the primary market, it would be somewhat troublesome.

For example, Muyang Technology currently needs to hand over shares worth 45 billion US dollars to the underwriters, who will then sell them internally in the primary market.

So, who are these shares sold to? Mostly other brokerage firms, investment institutions, and investment funds.

Brokerage firms are like wholesalers. For instance, a Hong Kong securities company with one million individual retail investors would sell part of the original shares it subscribed from the underwriter to its individual retail investors in advance.

Investment institutions and funds, on the other hand, aim for securities wealth management. If a securities fund has one hundred million US dollars, for the sake of returns, they would invest these one hundred million US dollars into stocks with appreciation potential, which would give better returns to the fund’s investors and greater gains for the fund managers. Such funds have an unparalleled love for original shares, identify with a company, and hold shares for a very long time, far exceeding typical individual retail investors.

Therefore, based on Li Mu’s requirements, when these 45 billion US dollars worth of shares are sold to these parties in the primary market, settlement must be in US dollars, not Hong Kong dollars. What currency they choose to use for transactions in the secondary market after acquiring these shares is irrelevant to Muyang Technology.

Chen Tao pondered for a moment and said, “General Manager Li, regarding the US dollars, we can first communicate with our partners to check their US dollar reserves.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “If most of them are Hong Kong capital, we can ask them to find ways to obtain US dollars. Even if there’s a certain exchange loss, Muyang Technology’s potential for appreciation is far, far greater than that small loss. With the profit at hand, they will naturally find a solution themselves.”

Chen Tao responded, “That’s true. The market is very optimistic about Muyang Technology’s prospects right now, and the original shares are still very attractive.”

Li Mu added, “Forty-five billion US dollars is just an entry threshold. So General Manager Chen, please communicate with the cooperating brokerage firms and capital groups to prepare more capital as much as possible, because we have a new project that’s about to launch soon. If the concept of this new project gets out, the market’s acceptance of Muyang Technology’s market value will increase by another level. At that time, it’s not impossible for Muyang Technology’s market value to exceed 500 billion US dollars. In that scenario, we could either raise 50 billion US dollars with ten percent of shares, or 45 billion US dollars with nine percent. I don’t value the shares that much, so if there’s ample amount of capital in the market, we are willing to offer more shares in exchange for more cash.”

Underwriting stocks is like buying a house. If you have one million in cash, when the house price is 8,000, you can buy 125 square meters. But if the house price rises to 10,000 and you still only have one million, you can only buy a 100 square meter house.

Chen Tao curiously inquired, “General Manager Li, can you reveal a few details about this new project you mentioned?”

Li Mu said, “The product name is Ele.me. Although it will launch on Taobao, I plan to spin Ele.me off for independent operation. If this concept takes off, I will package Ele.me into Muyang Technology and list it together.”

“Ele.me?” Chen Tao asked curiously, “Is it in the catering industry?”

Li Mu smiled slightly: “It is, in a way.”

Chen Tao was quite perplexed.

Why would an internet company venture into the catering industry?

The catering industry is not easy to operate…

Moreover, the room for imagination is truly too small. Is Li Mu planning to build an enormous chain restaurant enterprise like McDonald’s?

Chen Tao felt completely at a loss.

The catering industry itself is not highly favored by capital. To date, there hasn’t been a single listed catering company in China. Worldwide, apart from a few well-known fast-food brands, there seem to be no other notable enterprises.

Chen Tao didn’t quite understand Li Mu’s approach to the catering business, and Li Mu wasn’t prepared to reveal too much.

Ele.me had already been in R&D and was now internally tested and ready for launch at any time.

Furthermore, nearly ten thousand restaurants had already been recruited in the Beijing area, and thousands of riders had been quietly trained across Beijing. Once launched, it would initially be piloted in Beijing, rolling out district by district.

Tesla, by leveraging a small amount of its leftover technology, had solved the energy storage problem for lithium-battery electric vehicles. Now, the first version of the Ele.me electric vehicle had also rolled off the production line at a large domestic bicycle and moped factory.

This lithium-battery electric vehicle, utilizing Tesla technology, boasted a stable range of around sixty kilometers. Although the cost of construction was significant, it was very cost-effective for initial use as an exclusive vehicle for their own riders.

The electric vehicles featured a unique “Ele.me” paint scheme, making them highly recognizable. Combined with customized delivery uniforms, helmets, and insulated delivery boxes, this would also serve as excellent brand promotion.

Therefore, this whole product system was matured at this stage and ready for “public testing” in actual use.

Though it wasn’t yet the mobile internet era, with the Taobao platform available, starting with a PC version presented no problems.

Moreover, Li Mu had long since streamlined the product logic: merchants would receive orders online, and riders would dispatch and deliver within a fixed range. While smartphones weren’t available for better real-time location and information interaction, dispatching orders via text messages was sufficient for riders to accept and deliver. This current model was completely stripped from mobile internet products and could be perfectly ported to the PC end.

Once Ele.me launched, it would cultivate a large group of people in big cities who develop extreme laziness and no longer wish to go out to eat. By then, these individual retail investors would be highly attached to the food delivery platform, giving Ele.me control over the food delivery traffic export. Then, Ele.me would be like Ele.me and Meituan in later generations; its core meaning would no longer be a food delivery product, but a food distribution platform.

In later generations, Ele.me and Meituan provided hundreds of millions of orders nationwide daily. The food sold through them every day might exceed millions of tons, far surpassing any chain restaurant. Therefore, Ele.me and Meituan became China’s largest processed food distribution platforms, directly pinching the revenue lifeline of all restaurants.

So, after Ele.me and Meituan grew their market in later generations, they could unscrupulously earn large profits from orders. For a 100 yuan food delivery order, they would earn 10 yuan from the merchant and then a certain delivery fee difference from the individual retail investors. If this business model were implemented nationwide, or even globally, it would open up another massive market worth hundreds of billions of US dollars.

However, Li Mu was currently unsure if the Ele.me model would immediately take off. If it could, bringing it into Muyang Technology would allow them to raise an additional round of financing through the IPO.

While the ecosystem concept of large companies might not achieve one plus one greater than two, it can achieve ten plus one greater than eleven.

In other words, when an ecosystem already has ten components, adding one more will result in an even greater overall boost.

If the Ele.me concept were left to a small company, it might reach a market value of tens of billions of US dollars a few years later. But if Muyang Technology handles it, its valuation could immediately jump from 450 billion to 460 billion US dollars. In that case, proportionally, Ele.me alone could raise a massive billion-dollar level of capital, allowing for aggressive expansion nationwide, or even globally.

If the market’s acceptance of Ele.me isn’t sufficient during this period, bringing Ele.me in might be a loss, as this concept is quite valuable. In that scenario, Muyang Technology could go public first, leaving Ele.me to develop independently outside. In the future, once it grows and strengthens, it would be easy to package it with Taobao for an IPO or spin it off for its own listing.





Chapter 1750: Ele.me Launched

Beijing’s weather was gradually warming.

In these past few days, Muyang Technology’s IPO team had been in constant communication and liaison with the Bank of China Securities team regarding IPO preparations.

Li Mu still refused to meet Wendy Goldberg. Even though she came to Muyang Technology every day and waited in the Front Desk hall, Li Mu consistently declined to see her.

Sequoia Capital, as a shareholder of Muyang Technology, sent their CEO for the Greater China Region, hoping to mediate further with Li Mu, but Li Mu did not agree.

Although Sequoia invested in Muyang Technology, it was they who eagerly sought to invest. They had signed an agreement before investing, waiving all voting rights corresponding to their shares and any board seats. Thus, in Muyang Technology, they were merely passengers taking a free ride, without any power to voice opinions.

However, Sequoia felt that they were, after all, in a cooperative relationship with Li Mu, and he would at least give them some face. Ideally, they wanted to meet Li Mu and find a way to persuade him to restart the US IPO process.

This time, Sequoia carried not only their own future interests but also the hopes of the Wall Street community.

To get Muyang Technology to return to the US for its IPO, Wall Street was even willing to increase Muyang Technology’s valuation by 5-10%. As long as Li Mu was willing to talk, anything was possible.

But the reality was, Li Mu didn’t give Sequoia’s CEO a chance to even enter Muyang Technology.

He knew very well that if he were to be lured by Wall Street’s small gains now, it would be akin to falling into Wall Street’s trap again. In the US stock market, even if they couldn’t manipulate Muyang Technology, they could manipulate other individual stocks, or even the entire internet listed company sector apart from Muyang Technology.

Moreover, once a company goes public, it is extremely difficult to take it private again, especially for an enterprise with excellent development momentum. Privatizing after listing would cost more than the funds raised during the IPO.

If Muyang Technology were to issue forty-five billion dollars in stock on Nasdaq and receive forty-five billion dollars, its valuation might double upon listing, making those floating shares worth ninety billion dollars.

At that point, if you wanted to privatize, even if you offered ninety billion dollars, Nasdaq and its individual retail investors would not agree, because they would believe the stock could double again in the future.

Therefore, once he couldn’t resist Wall Street’s temptation and went public in the US, there would truly be no turning back.

So, Li Mu had Li Ziwei tell Sequoia’s Greater China Region CEO: “According to the terms of the original funding agreement, I can buy out any shareholder at market price at any time. If Sequoia wants to make money with us, shut up. If you want to get off, I’ll buy you out now.”

Sequoia immediately shut up.

Soon after, Davidson Goldberg also arrived in China.

However, he stayed in Beijing for over half a month and visited Muyang Technology multiple times, yet he still didn’t manage to see Li Mu.

Actually, Li Mu had intended to leave Davidson a small opportunity. After all, this old pal had bought the entire Manchester City club and gifted it to him for their IPO collaboration. If he completely cut ties with Davidson and kept a football club for free, it would seem as if he had taken advantage of him.

So, Li Mu’s thought was to give Davidson the cold shoulder first. Once Davidson realized how big of a mistake he had made, he would then leave him a small piece of the pie.

However, Davidson could no longer be the lead underwriter for Muyang Technology’s IPO as before. At most, he would just get some leftover scraps behind Bank of China Securities.

…

Spring had arrived, with flowers blooming.

Davidson had been staying in a Beijing hotel for over half a month, and the new product “Ele.me,” led by Li Mu, began its test launch.

The first phase of the test covered areas within Beijing’s Fourth Ring Road.

Muyang Technology officially announced on YY and YY.com, and Taobao also made an official announcement on Taobao.com, stating that the new e-commerce product “Ele.me” had officially launched. From now on, users within Beijing’s Fourth Ring Road could enjoy convenient online meal ordering services through “Ele.me.”

Ele.me’s launch on Taobao.com included a dedicated entry point on the homepage.

After clicking to enter Ele.me, users could input their delivery location to find all listed restaurants within five kilometers of them.

These listed restaurants had already uploaded complete digital menus to their online stores.

To maximize service quality, the Ele.me team, during product development and testing, had dispatched multiple photography teams in advance. They went to each partner restaurant and professionally took photos of every dish for free upload.

Therefore, the digital menus on Ele.me featured real and exquisite pictures. Furthermore, each dish had more than one picture and was accompanied by text descriptions, including its cuisine type, ingredient list, taste, and allergens.

It could be said that this was the most detailed menu currently available on the market.

After entering any restaurant’s online store, users could immediately place an order online and pay via Alipay after ordering.

In its initial launch phase, the Ele.me team offered fully waived delivery fees and teamed up with merchants to provide generous discount red envelopes to users.

For example, Ele.me’s new user gift package contained five two-yuan discount coupons, five three-yuan discount coupons, and five five-yuan discount coupons.

A two-yuan discount coupon could be used for purchases of ten yuan or more; a three-yuan discount coupon for fifteen yuan or more; and a five-yuan discount coupon for twenty yuan or more.

When paying, users would also enjoy a random deduction, ranging from a minimum of one jiao to a maximum of a fully waived order.

As for the amount and proportion of the random deduction, initially, it was set quite high because this period was a critical time for attracting new users. Losing a bit of money to attract new users was much more cost-effective than paid user acquisition.

Based on the user’s delivery location, the initial phase only supported ordering from restaurants within a five-kilometer radius. This was to ensure the timeliness of user deliveries; otherwise, if the distance was too far and users had to wait too long, it would severely impact their user experience.

Ele.me also promised users that, barring adverse weather or natural disasters, all orders would be delivered within thirty minutes. For deliveries exceeding thirty minutes, compensation would be provided based on the overtime duration, potentially offering full order compensation.

It’s worth mentioning that the meal boxes Ele.me provided to riders had excellent insulation and featured an electric heating element. Powered by an onboard lithium battery pack, the power consumption was low, but due to the excellent insulation, this significantly slowed down the cooling of the food, ensuring users could enjoy hot meals.

Li Mu had high hopes for Ele.me. Once it began to be accepted by users, it could immediately be rolled out comprehensively in first-tier cities, then continuously penetrate into second-tier, third-tier, and even fifth-tier cities.

Driven by strong capital, it could achieve full coverage in cities and even towns nationwide within one to two years.

By then, Ele.me’s value would be immeasurable.

Moreover, Li Mu had already decided that once Ele.me achieved success domestically, its overseas business would immediately be launched in North America and Europe. The labor costs in developed European and American countries might seem high, but their consumption capacity was correspondingly much higher. They had the purchasing power to pay around 10% of a meal as a tip, so paying two or three dollars in delivery fees for a meal was not a big issue.

When products like Ele.me and Meituan were initially promoted domestically, they also first waived all additional fees and provided large subsidies. Once users’ ‘extreme laziness’ reached an advanced stage, the companies would suddenly change their attitude and start charging delivery fees, ranging from two yuan, three yuan, up to eight yuan or even higher. The domestic populace had also gradually adapted to it, like a frog in slowly boiling water, let alone developed countries.

Li Mu also planned to use the same method to cultivate users’ ‘extreme laziness’ worldwide. Losing a bit of money initially was fine, burning some money was also fine; sooner or later, they would earn it back several times over, dozens of times, or even hundreds of times over.

The news announcement of Ele.me’s domestic launch attracted extensive attention from domestic media, and netizens were also very interested. The only problem was that Ele.me’s service was currently only available in Beijing, so netizens elsewhere could only watch enviously.

However, netizens within Beijing’s Fourth Ring Road, especially white-collar workers, immediately experienced Ele.me’s unparalleled convenience.

On Ele.me’s launch day, many Beijing netizens, eager to try something new, take advantage of discounts, and experience ordering meals without leaving their homes, logged into Taobao Ele.me and placed online orders for restaurants near their delivery locations.

After their orders were successfully paid for, the system immediately processed them. The system simultaneously sent the order to the restaurant and to the riders in that area.

The rider system did not yet have a “order grabbing” function; instead, it used an algorithm for system-dispatching orders.

The system would assign orders based on each rider’s busyness, starting with the least busy one.

If no riders in an area had orders, the first order would start with the rider who had the smallest ID number, and so on.

After several rounds of evenly distributed orders, the system would calculate each rider’s delivery efficiency to adjust their weighting.

Those with high delivery efficiency would receive more order bonuses.

For example, when the average per person was five orders, riders with high delivery efficiency would receive six or seven orders, while riders with lower delivery efficiency would have their order count reduced to three or four. This way, diligent workers would earn more.

Furthermore, since each rider’s operational range was fixed and overlapped, their maximum delivery distance would not exceed five kilometers. Riding an electric bike for five kilometers was not a problem for them, ensuring great timeliness.

On its first day of launch in Beijing, Ele.me was highly popular among the white-collar class in Beijing.

In one day, the number of orders reached two hundred thousand, with total consumption exceeding three million yuan.

Thousands of delivery personnel worked non-stop, frequently shuttling through Beijing’s streets. They not only achieved an on-time delivery rate of 97% but also raised exposure to a new height, instantly building public perception of quality.

This was just the first day’s results within Beijing’s Fourth Ring Road.

If expanded nationwide, twenty million orders a day would be effortless.

If user dependency continued to increase and new users were continuously attracted, two hundred million orders a day would not be a dream.

That night, domestic media, especially venture capital media, caused an uproar.

No one expected Li Mu to be able to bring the restaurant meal delivery business online.

Moreover, this novel model was unexpectedly popular with users!

Li Mu seemed to have found another new blue ocean with immense potential!





Chapter 1751: Follow-Up Interview (Part 1)

“Ele.me was not the first company to connect offline and offline.

But, Ele.me was the first in the entire internet industry to efficiently connect offline to offline with a timeliness of no more than half an hour.

Moreover, this business model greatly facilitated white-collar workers and ordinary people in urban areas.

If they didn’t want to go out to eat, they only needed to log into Ele.me to browse virtually all nearby restaurants from home, view their digital menus, and then place an order online.

People didn’t need to leave home; they just had to lift a finger, sit at home or in the office, and wait for the meal to be delivered.

Its Launch significantly raised society’s attention towards the internet, because for the first time, people felt that the internet was incredibly close to their lives through an internet product.

CCTV conducted a special report lasting several minutes on Ele.me’s new model.

In this report, CCTV dispatched three groups of reporters for exclusive interviews.

One group of reporters was responsible for following a white-collar worker who worked in Zhongguancun.

Another group of reporters followed the Ele.me rider delivering to this white-collar worker.

The third group of reporters went to a fast-food restaurant in Zhongguancun that sold rice bowl dishes.

The three groups of reporters respectively followed individual retail investors, riders, and merchants, truly experiencing the entire process of Ele.me’s service.

The first group of reporters first selected an architect named Wang Xiaolong from a software company in Zhongguancun and conducted a simple interview with him.

The reporter first asked Wang Xiaolong’s name and profession, then inquired about his views on Ele.me.

Wang Xiaolong gave Ele.me a very high evaluation, saying that this was the first time the internet truly touched the real lives of ordinary people. As food is the paramount necessity for people, nothing is more important than eating for ordinary individuals.

Wang Xiaolong was among Ele.me’s first batch of individual retail investors, and from yesterday to today, he had already used Ele.me to place orders for three meals: yesterday’s lunch, dinner, and today’s breakfast.

He introduced to the reporter: “With Ele.me, I can browse the digital menus of hundreds of restaurants within five kilometers around me from my computer. This is much easier than finding food myself. Our lunch break every day is only one hour, which is only enough time for us to queue downstairs for a quick meal and then rush back up. So, to be honest with you, I’ve been with this company for over a year, and I’ve hardly ever eaten at a restaurant more than one kilometer away.”

As he spoke, he added: “But now it’s very convenient. We start our lunch break at twelve, and I can place an order around eleven-forty, then it can be delivered around twelve.”

“Although Ele.me promises meal delivery within half an hour, I’ve used it three times, and each time it arrived within twenty minutes. The timeliness is still excellent.”

The reporter asked him: “So, when the meal arrives in your hands within twenty minutes, does it get cold, or spill, leak, or spoil?”

“Of course not.” Wang Xiaolong said seriously: “The meal is even a bit hot when it reaches my hand. I asked the rider, and it turns out their delivery boxes have an electric heating function, which ensures the temperature of the meals inside. Moreover, the packaging is intact, which is very convenient.”

The reporter then asked: “What about in price? Will placing an order add extra to your dining costs?”

Wang Xiaolong shook his head and said: “Firstly, at this stage, Ele.me offers free delivery fees. This means that, in this situation, ordering a meal and eating the same thing at a restaurant has the same price. However, Ele.me also has spend-and-save red envelopes, and payment discounts, so it will be even cheaper than going downstairs to buy it yourself.”

“For instance, yesterday at noon, I placed an order for a potato and braised beef rice bowl dish. This rice bowl dish usually costs ten yuan. I used a ten-yuan spend-and-save two-yuan Discount coupon, and then received an eighty-cent discount during payment, so it only cost a total of seven yuan and twenty cents.”

The reporter asked curiously: “Are you also planning to place an order via Ele.me for lunch today?”

“Yes.” Wang Xiaolong said: “It’s too painful to go down for food during this time. You have to wait a long time for the elevator, and then wait for a table at the restaurant. All the restaurants around here, whether good or bad, are packed at lunchtime. We can only queue and wait for one batch of customers to finish eating before there’s a place to eat. Sometimes before, when I couldn’t get a seat, I would just buy something and bring it back to eat.”

The reporter looked at the time and said: “It’s already eleven thirty now. Could you perhaps demonstrate the process of ordering food with Ele.me for us?”

“Of course!”

Wang Xiaolong nodded, skillfully opened the browser, navigated to Ele.me’s page, pointed to the ‘Cuisine’ section, and said: “Clicking this ‘Cuisine’ will display all restaurants near me. Of course, you need to confirm your address in the account beforehand. This is Tongke Building, you see here, there’s a prompt.”

The cameraman aimed the camera at the “My Delivery Address” section, which indeed displayed the four characters for Tongke Building.

Subsequently, Wang Xiaolong pointed to the horizontal restaurant listings and said: “Look, all the restaurants are displayed in this section. The default sorting is by distance, meaning those closest to me. You can also choose to sort by highest-rated or highest-sales, but Ele.me has just started operating, so this data isn’t available yet.”

“There are also a few quick filter options here, such as Fast Food & Burgers, Stir-fried Dishes & Rice Bowls, Sichuan & Hunan Cuisine, Light Meals, and Desserts.”

The reporter asked curiously: “What type of food would you like for lunch?”

Wang Xiaolong said: “I’ll place an order for something with a Sichuan-Chongqing specialty.”

With that, Wang Xiaolong clicked on “Sichuan & Hunan Cuisine”, and many Sichuan and Hunan restaurants immediately appeared below.

Wang Xiaolong browsed for a moment and became interested in a restaurant named “Chengdu Noodle House”. As he clicked into it, he said: “Sichuan-Chongqing noodles are really delicious. I wonder if their place has Burning Noodles.”

After clicking in, Wang Xiaolong looked at the menu and immediately found “Yibin Burning Noodles”, priced at eight yuan.

He smiled and said: “This is it!”

After that, he added it to his shopping cart and muttered to himself: “You can only use the Discount coupon with a ten-yuan purchase. That means if I add two yuan worth of items now, I’ll still pay only eight yuan.”

“What should I place an order for…”

“Oh, right, I can add a can of cola.”

With that, he clicked into the ‘Beverages’ category, and sure enough, there were Cola and Sprite options.

Canned Cola was sold for two yuan and fifty cents. Without hesitation, he clicked to add it to the shopping cart, then proceeded to checkout.

“Ten yuan and fifty cents. You can see that a two-yuan red envelope was automatically applied here, so the actual settlement amount is eight yuan and fifty cents.”

Subsequently, he clicked ‘Pay’, was redirected to the Alipay payment page, entered his payment password, and completed the payment.

The order completion page prompted that the meal was waiting for the restaurant to accept the order.

Wang Xiaolong said: “Once the restaurant confirms acceptance of the order, the countdown will officially begin.”

Indeed, in less than one minute, the merchant confirmed the orders, and the page displayed that the meal would be delivered within thirty minutes.

Meanwhile, outside the office building, in a small plaza, a reporter was interviewing several Ele.me riders waiting for dispatch.

The reporter asked about their income. They stated that their current basic salary was two thousand four hundred yuan, while the average salary in Beijing during the same time was only two thousand three hundred yuan.

Moreover, riders received extra commission for orders exceeding a certain quantity, with a two-yuan subsidy for each additional order.

For riders, the income from this job could easily exceed three thousand yuan, even higher than that of many university students working in conference rooms.

While the reporter was interviewing them, Wang Xiaolong’s orders had already been dispatched, and the rider who received the dispatch was not among those being interviewed.

Coincidentally, Wang Xiaolong’s Ele.me page showed that the orders had been dispatched to a specific rider, and the rider’s phone number was provided to him.

So the reporter quickly called this rider, preparing to meet up with him.

This rider was on his way to the restaurant, so the reporter arranged to meet him there and immediately took a car to the noodle house where Wang Xiaolong had placed his order.

Upon arriving at the noodle house, the rider had already arrived. At this time, the restaurant was preparing Wang Xiaolong’s orders, so the reporter interviewed the restaurant’s Owner.

The reporter’s first question was: “What do you think is the biggest benefit for you in integrating with Ele.me?”

Speaking with a Sichuan-Chongqing accent, the Owner said with a smile: “Of course, it’s that the orders have increased! Our restaurant is quite small; we only have a few tables, at most we can seat ten people for a meal. So, during weekday lunch, we can only accept around twenty orders at most. Any more, and we wouldn’t be able to handle them because there’s no space for people to sit. Throughout the entire day, it’s about seventy to eighty orders.”

The reporter then asked: “And after integrating with Ele.me?”

“After integrating with Ele.me, yesterday at noon, we sold twenty-three orders through Ele.me, twenty-nine orders in the afternoon, and then the evening was impressive: from six to ten when we closed, we sold a total of fifty-seven orders. The orders sold just through Ele.me surpassed one hundred, which is 1.5 times our usual.”

The reporter said: “In that case, your income has also greatly increased.”

“That’s right.” The Owner nodded and said seriously: “Before Ele.me, we ran our business according to our stall size; we couldn’t do more even if we wanted to. But with Ele.me, we are no longer limited by the size of our store or the speed at which customers eat. We can continuously accept orders offline. Then, after the chefs prepare them, they hand them over to the riders who come to pick them up, completely freeing up our reception/host resources. For us, it’s a huge benefit! I was originally preparing to close the shop and return to my hometown, but now, I think I can continue to strive in Beijing. Who knows, I might even be able to carve out a new path thanks to Ele.me!”

As he spoke, the chef from the back kitchen brought out the packed meals, with a memo paper stapled onto them.

The memo paper was printed, and it contained information such as the order number, order content, recipient information obscured by asterisks, and the time the order was placed.

The reporter asked curiously: “Do you print these orders yourselves? Doesn’t printing so much information take up a lot of the chef’s time?”

The Owner pointed to a small thermal paper printer and said: “Both the printer and the computer are provided by Ele.me. After accepting an order, it automatically prints out, which is very convenient. Even the consumables inside are provided by Ele.me. Ele.me provides us with three months of free usage and three months of free consumables. After three months, the machine will incur a monthly rental fees of one hundred fifty yuan, and consumables will be purchased as needed.”

The reporter then asked: “Is this expenditure mandatory or voluntary?”

“Voluntary.” The Owner said with a smile: “You have to pay monthly rental fees even for your own cell phone. They provide us with a computer and a printer, and two hundred yuan a month is very worthwhile. Besides, you can also buy your own computer and printer. I looked into it, and equipping them would cost four or five thousand yuan, so it’s better value to rent!”





Chapter 1752: Follow-up Interview (Part 2)

Muye Technology directly ordered a large batch of commercial computers from Shenzhou, specifically for use by various merchants, especially small and micro individual business owners with lower costs.

Li Mu’s idea was for all merchants to use it for free for three months. The reason for this three-month free trial was primarily to allow merchants to try out Ele.me without any barriers.

After three months, once merchants realized Ele.me’s revenue-generating capability, they would naturally choose to continue the cooperation. At that point, they could either choose to rent the computers and thermal paper printer provided by Ele.me or purchase their own.

If merchants chose to rent, the rental fees would serve as a revenue stream for Ele.me, at least allowing them to recoup their hardware investment.

If merchants decided not to rent and chose to purchase their own equipment, it wouldn’t matter. After Ele.me’s item recycling portal of these computer devices, they could continue distributing them to new partner merchants under the same model, or simply move them down to smaller cities.

For instance, Beijing might eliminated several thousand second-hand commercial computers this year. These computers could be directly sent to major cities in Hebei Province nearby, which would keep transportation costs very low, and Taobao Logistics could Digest (figuratively) them internally.

Li Mu had originally intended to have Shenzhou produce several sets of pure commercial computers, meaning the all-in-one machines used in restaurants and cafes for ordering and billing in later generations. Such machines don’t have high hardware investment requirements and aren’t difficult to manufacture.

However, the most annoying part of industrial design proposals is the industrial design itself and mold development. The high costs of this process are less of an issue; the main problem is that it delay time.

So, Li Mu simply opted to first use ordinary computers to see the effect, while simultaneously instructing Shenzhou to start developing a dedicated commercial computer mold for Ele.me for mass production.

The Owner of Chengdu Noodle House, after professional training from Ele.me, know like the back of one’s hand the operations of the orders client. He kept confirming orders on the computer while introducing the additional income Ele.me brought him to the reporter.

Seeing him be unable to close one’s mouth from smiling with joy, the reporter couldn’t help but ask, “Lunchtime is a peak dining period, your business must be very good, right?”

The Owner seriously said, “The number of orders is much higher than yesterday lunchtime. I’ve already receiving nearly forty orders by now. At this rate, breaking eighty orders by noon won’t be a problem!”

As he spoke, he thoughtfully added, “I think Ele.me’s individual retail investors are growing rapidly. Yesterday was the first day it Launched, so the number of individual retail investors might have been a bit lower, but today it’s started to increase significantly.”

The Owner’s analysis was correct.

Yesterday, Ele.me merely Launched as a test run, and also to set an example for the outside world, to push out its model.

With yesterday’s publicity and reports, the number of individual retail investors saw a massive increase today.

At this moment, the rider responsible for delivering Wang Xiaolong’s meal had already receiving the orders and said to the reporter, “Excuse me, comrade reporter, I need to go deliver the meal to the customer.”

The reporter quickly said, “We’ll follow-shoot you.”

The group of reporters came out with the rider. The rider straddled the electric vehicle customized specifically by Ele.me, while the reporters got into their car to follow-shoot.

Initially, the reporters could keep up, but soon, due to less than smooth traffic conditions, they were left further and further behind by the rider.

Fortunately, Chengdu Noodle House wasn’t far from the office building where Wang Xiaolong worked, and the reporter’s camera could still capture the rider’s figure from a distance, so they didn’t lose track.

After the rider arrived at the office building, he locked his vehicle and hurried into the building’s elevator lobby. The reporter also caught up while the rider was waiting for the elevator.

As the rider was nearing Wang Xiaolong’s company entrance, he called Wang Xiaolong and spoke using the professional delivery script taught by Ele.me: “Hello, may I ask if this is Mr. Wang? I’m an Ele.me delivery rider. Your meal has been delivered. Please come to the company entrance to pick it up.”

After hanging up the phone, he arrived at the company entrance.

The reporter follow-shooting Wang Xiaolong inside said in surprise, “It only took fifteen minutes to deliver, half of the promised time.”

Wang Xiaolong got up to collect his meal, simultaneously telling the reporter, “I think their operational efficiency is very high, but I’m not sure if they can maintain this efficiency once the number of individual retail investors becomes even larger.”

Wang Xiaolong went out to pick up his meal, and the two groups of reporters briefly met before each continued to follow-shoot their respective interview subjects.

On this side, Wang Xiaolong returned to his company with his meal and began eating at his workstation. On the other side, the Ele.me rider, while waiting for the elevator, replied with the number ‘1’ to the orders SMS notification sent by Ele.me’s official system via his mobile phone.

The reporter asked him, “Sir, what does replying ‘1’ mean?”

The sir said, “Replying ‘1’ tells the system that I have completed this orders and can receiving the next one.”

The reporter then asked, “Then the daily SMS costs must not be low, right?”

The sir smiled honestly and said, “The mobile phone is provided by the company, and we don’t have to provide funds for the call charges. The company told us to just use it without worry.”

Just then, his mobile phone receiving an official Ele.me message: “Dear rider sir, a new orders is now being dispatched to you. Orders content: Proceed to ‘Shaxian Snacks Yuhong Road Intersection Branch’ to pick up the meal (Restaurant ID YJ003121, deliver to Zhongguancun Kexin Entrepreneurship Park, Building C, Unit 409, orders number 401299832. To confirm receiving the orders, please reply ‘1’. The orders will be reserved for you for one minute. To reject the orders, please reply ‘2’. To pause receiving orders, please reply ‘3#minutes’, for example: if you need to pause receiving orders for one hour, please reply 3#60.”

The reporter quickly asked again, “Sir, is this the system starting to dispatch orders?”

“Yes,” the sir nodded, “Once I confirm the previous orders is finished, the system will dispatch a new orders to me. Look, this orders has already been locked for me. If I want to receiving this orders, I just need to reply ‘1’.”

The reporter said, “But there’s no individual retail investors information here. How will you deliver it then?”

The sir said, “If I reply ‘1’ to confirm receiving the orders, the system will send me the individual retail investors information. If I don’t receiving the orders, I won’t be able to see the individual retail investors information. The company says this is to protect customer privacy.”

As he spoke, the sir had already replied ‘1’, confirming receiving the orders.

A few seconds later, his mobile phone receiving another message: “Dear rider sir, you have confirmed acceptance of orders number 401299832. The recipient is Miss Chen, contact number: 1390100XXXX. Proceed to ‘Shaxian Snacks Yuhong Road Intersection Branch’ to pick up the meal. Please obey traffic rules and pay attention to safety while riding.”

The sir stepped into the elevator, simultaneously handing his mobile phone to the reporter and saying, “Look, I’ve confirmed receiving the orders now.”

The reporter carefully read the SMS message and said in surprise, “Your company’s SMS phrasing truly shows great humanistic care!”

The sir smiled and said, “I don’t know what humanistic care is, but every time I receiving a message, it feels very comforting.”

The reporter asked, “So, you’ll be going to fulfill this orders next, right?”

“Yes,” the sir nodded, “Next, I’ll be going to this Shaxian Snacks.”

The reporter curiously asked, “Can you remember all these restaurants within your service area? What if you don’t know the location?”

This was indeed one of the biggest drawbacks of not having smartphones. Riders couldn’t view maps in real-time on their mobile phones, nor could their coordinates be simultaneously transmitted to the cloud and displayed to individual retail investors in real-time.

However, there was nothing that could be done about it. Li Mu also wanted to give each rider a smartphone, but behind this was a massive projects / contracts (construction). It would require not only R&D for the system and hardware investment, but also customized software, along with sufficiently stabilize and fast network transmission, and furthermore, a mature set of digital map data.

Currently, there was no perfect solution to these problems in one go. The only thing that could be provided to the riders was a regular blue-screen mobile phone. So, all Li Mu could do was have his team customized a “Restaurant Map” for the riders.

At this moment, the rider also pulled out the “Restaurant Map” from his pocket and said, “This contains the detailed locations and contact information for all restaurants starting from ID YJ000001. If I don’t know where a particular store is, I can look it up here based on the restaurant ID provided in the SMS. It will show me the specific house number and nearby landmark reminders. If I still can’t find it, I can call the restaurant to inquire.”

The reporter took the small booklet and found that this palm-sized small booklet wasn’t a bound notebook, but a detachable loose-leaf binder.

Each sheet of paper in the booklet was punched and secured by clasps. The clasps could be opened, allowing each sheet inside to be easily removed individually.

The reporter curiously asked, “By the way, what happens if a new restaurant joins, and its information isn’t in here?”

The sir smiled and said, “The company has thought of everything. Every morning when we check-in at the service station, the company prints cards with information about newly added restaurants for us, and we just insert them.”

The reporter nodded, suddenly realize/dawn on one, and said, “Your company truly is considerate.”

“Yes,” the sir said with a smile, “The company takes into account that many of us haven’t had much schooling, so everything is simple to operate. Look, all confirmation messages just require us to reply with numbers and symbols. Many of our riders don’t know pinyin, so replying with text would be a bit difficult, but replying with numbers is too simple. Everyone can do it, even a three-year-old child could manage it.”

At this point, the elevator reached the first floor. To save time, the rider quickly exited the office building.

The reporter jogged along, saying at the parking spot, “Sir, I’m sorry to delay time for a moment, but we have one last question.”

The sir quickly asked, “Please go ahead.”

The reporter asked, “This vehicle you’re riding, is it also provided by the company? I see it’s electric. How long is its range?”

The sir said, “I rode it for about seventy kilometers yesterday before it warned me it was running low on power.”

The reporter then asked, “How do you solve it when it runs out of power? Do you have to find a place to charge it?”

The sir said, “When it’s out of power, I go back to the service station. There are fully charged batteries there that can be directly swapped out. I just sign an approval, and I get a new one, able to travel for dozens more kilometers. The service station has chairs where I can rest. If there aren’t many orders or I temporarily don’t want to work, I can also send a text message to the system. For example, if I want to rest for three hours before receiving orders again, I just reply 3#180, and the system will pause dispatching orders to me for three hours, allowing me to go back to the service station and rest for a while.”





Chapter 1753: Benefit Self and Others

CCTV reporters conducted follow-up interviews on Ele.me’s operational model from the perspectives of merchants, individual retail investors, and riders. Following this, while simultaneously producing content, they contacted Li Ziwei, hoping to conduct a special interview with Li Mu focusing on Ele.me.

Li Mu could tell that CCTV was very interested in Ele.me’s new internet business model, and this was also an excellent opportunity to quickly promote Ele.me, so he gladly agreed.

That afternoon, an interview team arrived at Muye Technology and set up three cameras in Li Mu’s conference room.

A reporter named Chen Jing introduced herself to Li Mu. Before starting the recording, she discussed the general interview process and some of the questions she intended to ask with Li Mu.

Under normal circumstances, interviews with well-known public figures, especially high-profile entrepreneurs, require basic communication with the interviewee in advance, except for impromptu interviews where prior communication is not needed.

For some questions, if the interviewee is not interested or finds them sensitive, the reporters will proactively avoid them during the interview. This helps maintain a friendly cooperative relationship with the interviewee.

There are also reporters who suddenly mess things up, insisting on asking questions they had previously communicated would not be asked once the camera starts rolling. This either makes the interviewee unhappy or puts them in an awkward position, essentially signaling a one-time cooperation with no future follow-up.

CCTV and Li Mu had always maintained a good relationship, having cooperated many times with great pleasure. Therefore, Chen Jing also did her utmost and said to Mr. Li, “Mr. Li, this time, we primarily want to interview you about Ele.me. Secondly, we’d like you to offer some advice and encouragement to young people regarding entrepreneurship. After that, we want to ask about the conflict between you and Wall Street. If you feel any part is problematic or you don’t wish to answer it, please let me know.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “All three parts are fine, just ask away.”

Chen Jing nodded, pleased.

As a reporter, she naturally wanted to dig out more exclusive news from the interviewee. Currently, Li Mu had not accepted any media interviews regarding Ele.me or the rumored conflict with Wall Street. This CCTV interview would naturally be an exclusive.

So she quickly said to Mr. Li, “Mr. Li, to avoid delaying your time, shall we start now?”

Li Mu nodded, “Let’s begin.”

Chen Jing nodded to the cameramen. With implicit understanding, everyone turned on their cameras and entered filming mode. Simultaneously, the sound engineer responsible for live sound production had already held the microphone high above their heads.

Chen Jing began, “Mr. Li, it is a great honor to interview you, and thank you very much for taking time out of your busy schedule.”

Li Mu smiled calmly, “You’re too kind.”

Chen Jing then said, “Recently, you launched a new internet product called Ele.me on Taobao. I believe many residents in Beijing have already begun to enjoy the convenience Ele.me brings. Residents in other cities may have heard of Ele.me but don’t yet have the immediate opportunity to experience it. So, could you please introduce Ele.me to our nationwide audience watching on television, and explain your original intention behind creating Ele.me?”

Li Mu nodded slightly and said, “Ele.me is an internet product that allows individual retail investors to place orders and make payments online without leaving their homes, by uploading restaurant information and menus online. At the same time, Ele.me provides professional delivery services for individual retail investors. This way, individual retail investors can place orders online and enjoy door-to-door delivery services offline.”

“I personally define Ele.me’s business model as O2O, which stands for online to offline. This means ‘online to offline’. You select and purchase services online, and receive services offline. This is the essence of O2O.”

“Most of our internet services are limited to online, such as our well-known major portal websites, various vertical websites, search engines, and most other web products. Their services are entirely realized online. For example, if an individual retail investor wants to read news, they open a computer browser, browse the YY Portal website, and then find the current affairs news they want to read on the YY Portal website, fulfilling their personal needs. This entire model does not leave the online realm.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “Now, we hope that the internet business model can have greater room for imagination. Therefore, I hope to open up a complete business model from online to offline, which will allow netizens to enjoy the immense convenience that the internet brings to real life. Considering that the common people regard food as heaven, the first O2O project I decided to try was Ele.me.”

“At the same time, through Ele.me, we can also create a large number of unprecedented new job positions for society, namely Ele.me’s delivery riders. As of now, our riders in Beijing have exceeded four thousand people, and this number is still growing rapidly.”

Chen Jing asked, “In your plan, when will Ele.me’s operations expand to other cities?”

Li Mu said, “We have already launched expansion plans for other first-tier cities. Currently, our team is in those cities conducting merchant negotiations, information gathering, and rider recruitment and training. We expect to launch Ele.me’s food delivery services in three other first-tier cities within a month.”

Chen Jing asked again, “With over four thousand riders already in Beijing, your rider team will probably be a very large one in the future, won’t it?”

Li Mu nodded and said, “I personally estimate that if Ele.me’s food delivery business were to expand to all nationwide prefecture-level cities, it would require at least two million delivery riders to meet the online ordering needs of at least fifty million people. In that scenario, we would be able to spontaneously create two million new job positions for society.”

“Two million?” Chen Jing said in surprise, “That number is truly massive, do you have confidence in it?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “Currently, we still have certain hardware technical obstacles to overcome. Once we overcome these obstacles, I believe the number of delivery riders nationwide will not be less than five million. This should gradually be achieved within the next few years, we can wait and see.”

In later generations, Ele.me, Baidu Food Delivery, and Meituan Food Delivery engaged in a three-way struggle. After Ele.me’s acquisition of Baidu Food Delivery, the food delivery market was basically dominated by Ele.me and Meituan.

According to statistics, the number of delivery riders nationwide at that time was at least six or seven million people.

These six or seven million people were indeed new job positions contributed by the food delivery platforms to society. These positions did not exist originally, but because people’s extreme laziness had been cultivated by the platform, the ones who ultimately supported several million delivery riders for the entire society were actually the individual retail investors themselves who needed food delivery services.

However, suddenly mentioning the provision of two million or even five million job positions, even the well-informed CCTV reporter found it unbelievable. What is the concept of several million job positions? The urban population of an ordinary prefecture-level city is only one million, and the total population of the entire city is only several million people.

Can one Ele.me bring job positions to several million people?!

This was simply incredible.

The perspective of CCTV reporters differs significantly from that of most other reporters, not only in terms of organizational level but also in the depth of issues they address and their outlook on problems.

Reporters from financial media, venture capital media, and internet media would not focus on how many jobs a company can bring to society. Like most venture capital institutions, they only like to look at data related to money and report on content related to money.

For a company like Ele.me, in their eyes, they first look at performance, platform transaction volume, number of individual retail investors, order volume, and development potential.

Then they predict its rough valuation, its valuation a year later, when it can acquire financing, when the next financing round will be, when it will go public, where it will go public, how much market value it will have after going public, how much investors can earn, and how much the founder can earn.

However, they do not view issues from the perspective of people’s livelihood.

They do not care how much a product contributes to society beyond making money;

How many job positions does it provide for society? That’s none of our business, we only care about financial statements;

How much tax revenue does it contribute to the nation? That’s also none of our business, we only care about how much net profit you can achieve;

How much progress does it bring to society? That’s even less of our concern, we only care about how much money you can ultimately earn.

However, CCTV reporters place more emphasis on people’s livelihood.

Although the current unemployment rate is not high, there are always some people who cannot find work, or whose work income is too low.

For a small city, adding several thousand laid off workers could lead to a series of problems, such as livelihood issues, public security issues, and city image issues. However, for the same small city, if several thousand job positions could be added, it would bring about significant improvements in various aspects related to people’s livelihood and public security.

Thinking this, Chen Jing couldn’t help but exclaim, “Mr. Li, if Ele.me can truly provide five million job positions for society, then from that alone, it has made a tremendous contribution to society. Please allow me to express my heartfelt gratitude to you on behalf of the future one million Ele.me riders.”

Li Mu said with a smile, “Only through win-win cooperation between enterprises and society can there be the best business model. We do not wish to be an enterprise that only takes from society without giving anything back. On the contrary, we hope to be able to ‘take from society, use for society’.”

Saying this, Li Mu added, “Under Heaven, there are only three types of merchants: ordinary merchants, those who harm others for their own benefit, and those who benefit self and others. Whether it’s Muye Technology, Taobao, or now Ele.me, all will devote themselves to the utmost to become an enterprise that benefits self and others.”





Chapter 1754: Rapid Deployment Force

The reason Li Mu had always been so highly regarded and supported by CCTV was his unparalleled sense of social responsibility among young entrepreneurs nationwide.

Since he started his business, he had established several charitable foundations, both large and small. Each of them was financially transparent and operated efficiently, truly spending every penny visibly and on rightful causes, marking him as a genuine philanthropist.

Compared to other charitable foundations where no one knew how the donated money was actually used, Li Mu was simply a paragon in the world of philanthropy.

And compared to American tycoons who, under the guise of charitable foundations, set up various inheritance tax avoidance funds for their children to evade inheritance and personal income taxes, Li Mu was truly an exemplar among exemplars.

Besides his concrete actions, Li Mu’s spirit and attitude also perfectly aligned with CCTV’s values. One of the media’s current favorite terms was “positive energy,” a phrase Li Mu was the first to propose.

As a young Chinese man and a Chinese entrepreneur, one must possess and promote sufficient positive energy—this had always been Li Mu’s stance, and it had greatly encouraged young people worldwide.

Now, Li Mu had proposed a new code of conduct for entrepreneurs: “Benefit Self and Others.”

A significant number of entrepreneurs climbed the path to wealth by harming others for their own benefit. Those who sold counterfeit and shoddy goods, engaged in pirated infringement, or ran false advertisements—these were all trades that, in essence, harmed others for self-benefit. Yet, many relied on these tactics to amass immense wealth for themselves.

Automakers who cut corners, ride-hailing platforms that constantly raised prices, property speculation groups that colluded to inflate property prices, and wholesalers who maliciously inflated garlic prices—without exception, they all profited by harming others for their own gain.

As for those collapsed P2P platforms and the harmful “714 High Cannon” predatory loans, they could simply be described as harming others for their own gain, constantly accumulating bloated and sinful wealth by preying on the suffering of others.

Li Mu could guarantee that he would never touch such things for the rest of his life, but he could not prevent other profit-seeking capitalists from using these tactics to amass illicit wealth.

However, he could provide a preemptive reminder to entrepreneurs, advising them to aim for “Benefit Self and Others” in their endeavors, which would serve as positive guidance for the entire entrepreneurial landscape.

CCTV reporter Chen Jing, having surmised Li Mu’s intention, asked, “Mr. Li, ‘Benefit Self and Others’ must also be an expectation you hold for all entrepreneurs, isn’t it?”

Li Mu seriously replied, “Like all entrepreneurs, I am also a business founder, so I personally have no right to hold ‘expectations’ of them. However, this is indeed my personal earnest wish for the entire business market. It cannot be achieved merely by my contemplation, but rather requires the joint efforts of all entrepreneurs.”

Chen Jing nodded repeatedly and then said, “Mr. Li, from the global data we have accessed, since Muye Technology achieved significant breakthroughs in its global development, there has been a massive and rapid increase in entrepreneurial activities among young people worldwide. I believe a significant portion of these young entrepreneurs have been influenced by you, so I would like to ask you a question on behalf of the vast number of young entrepreneurs.”

Li Mu said, “Please go ahead.”

Chen Jing asked, “Do you have any advice or experience to impart to young people who are currently in the entrepreneurial phase?”

Li Mu thought for a moment and said, “Entrepreneurship is just like when we were studying in school. It’s simply that in school, we built our academic careers, and once we enter society, we build our professional careers.”

“However, in my opinion, these two types of ‘building’ ultimately lead to the same destination. Young people in school must take their studies seriously, because this is the cornerstone for when you enter society in the future. And young entrepreneurs must take their careers even more seriously, because this is the cornerstone of your life.”

“In school, our Teachers taught us the ‘Five Stresses and Four Beauties’ and the ‘Three Ardent Loves,’ hoping that while we focused on our studies, we would also cultivate our character and our love for our country and nation;”

“In society, we may no longer have teachers, and everything must be explored and progressed on our own. But I still hope that young entrepreneurs, while focusing on their careers, will also cultivate their personal character, the integrity of their enterprises, and their love for their country and nation.”

“For an enterprise, making money is a goal, but not the ultimate purpose. The ultimate purpose should be to create social value while generating economic value, or to promote technological development, or to advance social progress, or to create more tax revenue and employment positions for society.”

At this point, Li Mu sat up straight and stated earnestly, “Entrepreneurship itself is about acquiring wealth from society. Society will only willingly entrust wealth to you when you create value for it.”

Chen Jing nodded repeatedly in deep agreement, her eyes filled with admiration as she looked at Li Mu.

Immediately after, she asked Li Mu, “Mr. Li, some foreign media reported recently that your relationship with Wall Street in the United States has become very strained. Also, you announced a partnership with Bank of China Securities, preparing to launch Muye Technology’s IPO in Hong Kong. Are these rumors true? Why did your relations with Wall Street become strained?”

Li Mu said, “The rumors are true. At the time, I also posted on Weibo and Twitter, expressing my disappointment in Wall Street. The reason for my disappointment was their intention to use Google’s IPO as an opportunity to heavily hype the internet concept and create a major surge in internet stock prices.”

“However, in my view, the internet was far from ready for a global-level market surge. For capitalists to artificially create such a surge at that time would be tantamount to a ‘killing the goose that lays the golden eggs’ usurpation against the internet industry, ordinary investors, and stock investors alike. This is precisely what I referred to earlier as ‘harming others for one’s own benefit.’”



That evening, CCTV’s full coverage and follow-up on Ele.me, along with the exclusive interview with Li Mu, were broadcast during Xinwen Lianbo.

The first half of the news allowed the nationwide audience to personally experience the convenience of online food ordering. They were not only very interested in this new model but also hoped that this business would be launched in their own cities as soon as possible.

The second half of the news once again showcased Li Mu’s sense of social responsibility to the nationwide audience.

Before the interview concluded, Li Mu summarized Ele.me’s vision, specifically highlighting a point: “Ele.me is committed to launching business in every city nationwide and providing enough employment positions in every city nationwide.”

“This way, some laborers who were forced to leave their wives and children behind to work away from home for a living can return to their hometowns for work. This means they can work near their doorstep, instead of abandoning their families and traveling thousands of kilometers away to the South or the North. They can be closer to home, and their children can avoid becoming left-behind children.”

“The labor migration wave stems from the uneven pace of economic development. Economically developed regions require a large workforce, while economically underdeveloped regions have a large surplus of labor. Thus, the underdeveloped regions began to supply labor to the developed regions to achieve a mutually beneficial balance.”

“However, this balance comes at the cost of hundreds of millions of people being uprooted from home. While it has the benefit of promoting economic development, it also has the drawbacks of broken families and immense pressure during the Spring Festival travel rush.”

“The most ideal situation is not the outward output of labor, but rather the local absorption of labor. If five percent of a city with three million people are migrant workers, then one hundred fifty thousand laborers are exported annually. If our Ele.me can provide two thousand job positions for riders in a small city, and our Taobao Logistics can also provide two thousand job positions for delivery riders, then we can create four thousand job opportunities and retain four thousand laborers and four thousand complete families locally.”

“If we continue to launch more new business models in the future and continue to create local job opportunities, then tens of thousands of people might be able to stay and work locally. And if other enterprises, like us, create more local job opportunities, then even more people will be able to find a job to make a living right at their doorstep in the future.”

Many migrant workers, after hearing Li Mu’s words, suddenly saw the prospect of returning home to work.

They felt that since Li Mu was going to recruit millions of riders nationwide, once he developed Ele.me’s business to their hometowns, they would simply go home and become Ele.me riders.

Because this way, they could live with their wives, children, and parents, and while making a living, also take care of their children’s education and their parents’ care.

For them, this was something they had always dreamed of but found difficult to achieve; otherwise, they wouldn’t have traveled far from home to work.

CCTV’s report immediately won Ele.me the heartfelt goodwill of the nationwide audience, while also providing fertile ground for Ele.me’s development across the country.

Li Mu hadn’t expected that Ele.me, merely by being in trial operation in Beijing, could generate such widespread attention nationwide. This immediately made him feel that it was time for Ele.me to invest significant capital for rapid growth.

Immediately, he convened a joint meeting of senior executives from Muye Technology and Taobao Technology. At the meeting, he announced the official establishment of Ele.me Technology Co., Ltd., and that Muye Technology and Taobao Technology would jointly fund it with two billion Chinese Yuan for the rapid launch of Ele.me’s early-stage business.

Of these two billion, Muye Technology contributed seventy percent and Taobao Technology contributed thirty percent. The two companies signed an equity acquisition memorandum, stipulating that when conditions were ripe, Ele.me Technology could be exclusively wholly-owned by either Muye Technology or Taobao Technology. At that time, the wholly-owned company would only need to repay the other company all the cash they had initially invested.

In other words, Ele.me was now effectively an entity with dual “nationality,” simultaneously receiving resources from Muye Technology and Taobao Technology. It also served as a rapid deployment force, capable of completing changes in the shortest possible time to become an entity with single “nationality” if either of the two companies required it.

In Li Mu’s plan, if Muye Technology secured favorable IPO conditions, Ele.me would immediately become a wholly-owned subsidiary of Muye Technology and be bundled for IPO.

If Muye Technology couldn’t secure very favorable IPO conditions, then before its IPO, Ele.me would be separated out from Muye Technology and directly integrated into Taobao Technology, to be brought along when Taobao goes public later.

This bold move would be impossible for anyone else to pull off, but for Li Mu, it was effortless. This was because he was the controlling major shareholder of both companies, possessing one hundred percent of the voting rights, which meant any decision for both companies was entirely up to him!





Chapter 1755: Class Divide

After announcing the capital contribution and future mobile deployment plans, Li Mu further announced Ele.me’s future organizational architecture.

He decided to personally take command as the CEO of Ele.me, overseeing all of Ele.me’s operations.

Guru Lei, Lei Jun, would serve as Ele.me’s COO, responsible for Ele.me’s operations, publicity, and promotion.

Senior Brother Liu, Liu Qiangdong, would be responsible for the delivery side of the business, including but not limited to the establishment of the rider team, supporting facilities, and the management of the rider team.

As for other Ele.me executives, they would temporarily be managed by mid-to-high-level personnel from both sides. At the same time, the best headhunters would be engaged to find high-end talent in various fields nationwide and even globally.

Within the next two years, Ele.me’s development priority would be urban expansion. It was crucial to cover all prefecture-level cities across the country in the shortest possible time.

Li Mu stated solemnly at the meeting, “To meet Ele.me’s rapid nationwide coverage needs, we must establish five comprehensive business systems in the shortest possible time.”

Pausing, Li Mu wrote the five business systems he had planned on the blackboard:

Merchant Management System, Rider Management System, Service Management System, Technology Management System, and Safety Management System.

Subsequently, Li Mu explained each one: “For the Merchant Management System, on one hand, we need to exert full effort to expand merchants, striving to integrate all qualified restaurants within the covered areas into Ele.me. However, everyone must pay attention to one point: food safety is a critical baseline that we must consider and supervise for the public. Therefore, every restaurant must have complete qualifications, and the legal representative must be registered in our internal merchant control system.”

“If a merchant has food safety issues, depending on the severity of the problem, the maximum penalty can be a permanent restriction from accessing Ele.me for that merchant and all other restaurants under that legal representative’s name, and we will actively help victims safeguard their rights and seek compensation.”

“Customer complaints must be handled seriously and responsibly. If a merchant engages in fraud, abuse, or harms users, they must be dealt with strictly and severely. No favoritism, equivocation, or inaction will be tolerated. We must give consumers a satisfactory explanation.”

After speaking, Li Mu said to Guru Lei, “Director Lei, let’s introduce Taobao’s store credit system and credit ranking algorithm into Ele.me. Every store must undergo a credit rating. If a store engages in fraudulent behavior or receives customer complaints, their credit score will be deducted directly. The lower the credit score, the lower their display ranking will be. Stores below a certain credit threshold should have their exposure directly limited. Once they reach the exposure limit, even if a user actively searches for them, it should display that they are currently under penalty and prevent users from placing orders.”

Guru Lei immediately nodded and said, “We haven’t used this exposure limitation that you mentioned on Taobao yet, but it’s an excellent idea. After this meeting, we will gather our technical personnel to develop this feature as quickly as possible, and then share it between both platforms.”

Li Mu said with satisfaction, “The faster, the better.”

“OK.”

Li Mu continued, “Once an algorithm is set, it must never be privately adjusted by any individual, nor can anyone leak the algorithm’s rules. We must fundamentally eliminate the possibility of internal corruption and cheating, ensuring the company’s operations are fair and just to the greatest extent.”

In their past lives, when several food delivery platforms experienced brutal and unregulated growth, cases of algorithmic corruption and exploitation of loopholes were exposed, with extremely negative impacts.

For example, on one platform, a manager had relatives open restaurants and then used algorithms and resource allocation privileges to aggressively drive traffic to the restaurants he had invested in. Their monthly revenue even exceeded one million yuan. This was not only extremely unfair to other merchants but also caused a huge impact on the company’s platform image.

It’s like when everyone opens Ele.me or Meituan and selects food, the first restaurant that appears is always the one with the most traffic. If this ranking is generated by a fair and just algorithm, there’s naturally no problem.

But if it’s artificially manipulated, it will directly affect the traffic and income of every restaurant ranked below it.

Li Mu’s company was never stingy with employee benefits. However, if anyone tried to set up their own insider trading schemes within the company, they would be punished severely and strictly, with no tolerance whatsoever!

Subsequently, Li Mu said to Senior Brother Liu, “Senior Brother Liu, you need to be fully alert when it comes to the rider management system, because the future scale of this team will be no smaller than the current Taobao Logistics. Dining is a high-frequency consumption behavior, and compared to online shopping, users repurchase much more frequently. A user might place three or four food delivery orders in a single day, so the demands on the rider team are very high.”

“For a rider team numbering in the millions, the management style must draw inspiration from modern military management models. Platoons, companies, battalions, and regiments must be clearly demarcated at each level, and the leadership management structure must be clear and direct. Even a delivery team of five persons must have a specific person in charge who provides seamless reports to their superior.”

Senior Brother Liu immediately said, “I have considered this. My idea is to adopt a regional management system, dividing the country into five to eight major regions. Each region will then be subdivided by provinces, and further down by prefecture-level cities and administrative districts. For specific urban management, each city’s person in charge must develop a clear, person-specific regional division model, ensuring clear layers and assigned responsibilities from the area manager down to the community and street managers.”

Li Mu nodded, “Also, the rider team must be given sufficient legal training. Under no circumstances should there be any retaliatory actions against users, or any acts of harm or abuse towards users. If such incidents occur, the rider will be permanently expelled from the team, and severe cases will be handed over to the Public Security Bureau for handling.”

Senior Brother Liu said, “Mr. Li, rest assured, I will strictly enforce this point.”

Li Mu said, “Not only do we need our rider team to abide by laws and regulations, but we also need to provide them with sufficient protection. There must be personal accident insurance and an accidental injury compensation fund, especially for traffic accidents. Additionally, all rider team leaders must be warned: if a rider under their command suffers grievances or bullying while abiding by traffic laws on the road, they must firmly safeguard their rights to the end. No one should ever back down.”

Senior Brother Liu nodded emphatically, “I will treat everyone like siblings and provide them with ample protection!”

Li Mu waved his hand, “Senior Brother Liu, from now on, do not address employees as ‘brothers’ or make statements and opinions in public occasions that imply employees are ‘brothers’.”

Senior Brother Liu asked with some surprise, “Mr. Li, why is that?”

Li Mu looked at him and seriously spoke four words: “Class divide.”

Li Mu said no more, leaving him to comprehend it himself.

Senior Brother Liu liked to call employees “brothers”; this was a characteristic he possessed in his past life.

In his past life, Li Mu had learned about some of his management styles. Although he indeed had a knack for management, sometimes there was an element of grandstanding or an overemphasis on achievements.

Calling employees “brothers” could easily over-leverage their enthusiasm and increase their expectations of the company. In the short term, it would certainly help with everyone’s work attitude and efficiency.

However, this itself was like performance-enhancing drugs for athletes—it had a backlash effect. Once you couldn’t deliver, these promises would rebound with double the intensity, leading to employee rejection.

Many bosses are good at making empty promises, but too few are good at making empty promises and capable of delivering on them so employees actually “eat the pie.”

Most of those who only make promises and don’t deliver end up facing an outcome of being deserted by everyone.

Senior Brother Liu came from humble origins and had a strong “jianghu” (common/street-smart) demeanor. Although his financial resources and social status had long entered the top tier domestically, he still liked to appear very down-to-earth. In Li Mu’s view, this was somewhat an example of things turning into their opposite when pushed too far.

When you, a person from the top echelon, with a monthly income of hundreds of billions, tell employees earning a few thousand yuan that “everyone is good brothers,” and “I will take care of your work, life, children’s education, parents’ support, housing, and medical care,” people naturally worship you as a person of the highest class and also perceive you as having strong public trust, so they might easily believe you. But once you break your word, regaining that public trust becomes extremely difficult.

Moreover, some behaviors, in Li Mu’s view, had a touch of artificiality.

For example, spending New Year’s Eve or Lunar New Year’s Eve dinner with grassroots employees, calling them “brothers,” drinking and toasting at the table, making himself feel as if he had integrated into their group.

But who among them didn’t know that he possessed hundreds of billions in assets, numerous mansions, luxury cars, and private jets, and had a beautiful wife at home?

And what about those so-called “brothers” who ate with him?

After eating with him, they still had to bundle up in cotton coats and ride electric tricycles to deliver goods.

And him? After eating, he would wipe his mouth, take his wife in a Rolls-Royce back to his mansion of thousands of square meters, or directly take a private jet to Southern California to sunbathe, ski in Switzerland, shop in France, or enjoy hot springs in Japan. The world was vast, and there was a place for him everywhere.

Such a clear class divide, yet insisting on calling each other “brothers,” was indeed a bit of self-deception.

Therefore, in enterprise management, Li Mu preferred the approach of the Two Mas.

Everyone working together was to build a career, earn money, and achieve financial freedom. So, whether it was the CEO or a grassroots employee, even just a Front Desk staff, everyone was a colleague and a collaborator. It was normal and reasonable for collaborators to have differences in strength and class.

Although some of Alibaba’s Eighteen Arhats later left, overall, all eighteen achieved financial freedom at Alibaba. Mr. Ma didn’t boast about brotherly affection with them; they were simply partners, simple and direct.

General Manager Ma of Tencent was usually more low-key, and his overall style leaned more towards a partner strategy. For example, Zhang Xiaolong, the father of WeChat, earned an annual salary of hundreds of millions and was one of Tencent’s top core members, yet Mr. Ma was never heard in any public occasion saying that Zhang Xiaolong was his brother.

Therefore, Li Mu also didn’t want Senior Brother Liu, when managing these two super-huge teams—Taobao Logistics and Ele.me riders—in this life, to continue using the “siblings” approach from his past life. All that pretense was meaningless and would only make people laugh.

For a team of tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of people, if the CEO said he wanted everyone to be able to buy a house, everyone who heard it would know it was boasting.

Senior Brother Liu seemed not to fully understand what Li Mu meant by “class divide.” However, he knew Li Mu’s approach: if Li Mu told him something, he might not understand it immediately, but he could slowly come to understand it, and even if he didn’t understand, he had to comply.

He did like to talk about “brotherhood” with his subordinates. It seemed Li Mu probably didn’t like this approach, and he would need to pay more attention in the future.





Chapter 1756: Play by My Rules

Li Mu briefly mentioned Senior Brother Liu, then changed the subject and said to him, “Senior Brother Liu, in the future, you might be managing a rider team of several million people. The manpower and a series of additional costs will be very high. Therefore, in the future, we must find ways to implement reasonable cost control. You need to think hard about how to save costs.”

Senior Brother Liu thought for a moment and said, “Currently, the biggest cost is hardware. The special electric bicycles for Ele.me delivery cost several thousand yuan each to procure. If we reach a scale of one million people, that’s several billion yuan. This asset is a bit terrifyingly heavy.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “We will temporarily bear this cost only in first-tier cities. On one hand, most first-tier cities have relatively strict motorcycle bans, so our riders need electric bicycles to deliver safely and legally; on the other hand, it’s also for the promotion of our corporate image, so we need to unify the tools in first-tier cities.”

Pausing, Li Mu continued, “Once our business lines start to expand from first-tier cities to cities below second-tier, especially cities that don’t yet have clear motorcycle bans, we can adopt a transportation subsidy model. We will encourage riders to use their own transportation tools, and if they do, we will pay them an additional monthly transportation subsidy.”

“Furthermore, regarding mobile phones, if riders have their own phones, we can also provide a monthly communication subsidy of around forty to fifty yuan. We’ll communicate with China Mobile then, to allow riders’ existing numbers to also activate the Ele.me employee monthly subscription package, which costs only twenty yuan a month. We can subsidize riders forty to fifty yuan monthly to encourage them to buy their own communication tools, thereby diluting the costs we need to bear in the short term.”

At this stage, because all rider orders are currently transmitted via SMS, Ele.me had already established a deep cooperative relationship with China Mobile during its development.

Currently, the Ele.me system sends order SMS messages to riders using China Mobile’s SMS interface. Through a monthly subscription, Ele.me pays a fixed monthly fee to China Mobile, allowing the system to send an unlimited number of messages to riders.

Riders’ SIM cards also have special monthly subscription packages. For a twenty-yuan monthly fee per card, riders can reply to official Ele.me SMS messages an unlimited number of times and receive two thousand minutes of local calls per month, which is generally sufficient for Ele.me riders’ work.

Currently, mobile communication costs are still relatively high, so this package can be said to be very cost-effective. However, this is also because Muye Technology and Taobao Technology have significant reputations and strong social impact, and China Mobile is willing to grant a favor and gain public recognition.

Moreover, once the number of Ele.me riders breaks through a certain league, the revenue from this business line will also increase exponentially, making it a major customer for China Mobile.

After discussing the rider team issues, Li Mu continued, “Next, is our Service Management System, which, in short, is the complete service system from pre-sales to in-sales, then to after-sales.”

“There aren’t many pre-sales inquiries before individual retail investors place an order, but ‘not many’ doesn’t mean ‘none’, so it’s essential to ensure that official customer service can respond to individual retail investors’ inquiries within one minute. At the same time, merchants must ensure that the phone numbers registered on Ele.me remain accessible during business hours. If an individual retail investor complains that a merchant didn’t pick up the phone promptly, we will also deduct from their credibility weighting.”

“During the in-sales process, ensure that the rider’s phone can be reached. Riders are not allowed to ask individual retail investors to confirm delivery in advance for any reason. If found, the first instance will result in a warning, and the second instance will lead to immediate dismissal.”

“For after-sales, it’s crucial to determine the severity of the issue. If it’s a food safety problem, it must be given the highest priority. Official customer service must never pass all problems to the merchant and individual retail investor to solve themselves. They must be responsible for supervision of every complaint and appeal to safeguard rights, and must ensure all problems are resolved before closing the case.”

In his past life, although Taobao had indulged sellers quite a bit during its brutal and unregulated growth phase, that was because Mr. Ma clearly understood the situation.

In the early days of Taobao’s entrepreneurship, the most important urgent task was to attract all sellers from platforms like eBay to Taobao. So he gave sellers the green light at every turn.

By not collecting any selling commissions, loosening store review conditions, and even adopting a near-sheltering attitude towards owners selling counterfeit goods by doing little or nothing, Taobao quickly attracted a large number of individual Online Store merchants. Later, most of these people also made their first fortune on Taobao.

At that time, Mr. Ma knew that to build a super large marketplace, the first thing was definitely not to advertise to customers first, but to attract businesses. Only by attracting businesses quickly and filling the marketplace with a large number of stores and goods would customers come to spend money.

Therefore, when people later said that a certain Taobao was omnipotent, it actually had this heart from the very beginning. It was destined to be an e-commerce platform with zero barriers to opening an Online Store. In its brutal and unregulated growth phase, there was almost nothing you couldn’t buy on Taobao.

But after the marketplace completed its business attraction, Mr. Ma immediately changed his attitude. He gradually, even completely, shifted towards individual retail investors. He added more requirements for stores, even requiring them to pay a deposit. In case of disputes, he would even advance payments to individual retail investors first, directly turning the three-party problem between seller, platform, and individual retail investor into a problem between seller and platform.

Sellers had a natural advantage and decision-making power over buyers, and the platform had an even greater natural advantage and absolute power over sellers. A seller might dare to slight their buyer, but they would never dare to slight the platform; otherwise, the platform could directly impose severe penalties, or even forcibly close their store, leading to heavy losses.

This demonstrated Mr. Ma’s extreme shrewdness as a businessman; he knew better than anyone who to sacrifice to cater to whom.

Li Mu did not want to follow Mr. Ma’s old path. Although he had already established Ele.me, he was not prepared to grovel to merchants from the beginning because he had many differences from Mr. Ma.

First, his personality was different from Mr. Ma’s. From the first day of his entrepreneurship, he had no intention of earning money by groveling;

Secondly, his Ele.me was currently unique in the industry. Unlike Taobao when it first started and had strong competitors to overcome, Ele.me was currently the only choice for catering merchants to engage in e-commerce. If you want to make money, come and play by my rules. If you don’t want to make money, or don’t want to follow my rules, then go play somewhere else. There can’t be any other platform that can compete with me.

Li Mu had a clear plan: prepare two billion yuan in operating funds, and pre-prepare at least another two billion yuan in firepower. This two billion yuan in firepower would be immediately used to mercilessly attack and burn money if a competitor appeared, burning until the opponent couldn’t afford it anymore.

Ride-hailing software and food ordering software both went through money-burning wars. You want to snatch individual retail investors from me? I’ll subsidize each individual retail investor by five yuan; can you match that? If you can, I’ll subsidize eight yuan. If you still can, I’ll subsidize ten yuan. If you keep matching, I’ll subsidize fifteen.

Until when will the subsidies continue? Until you can no longer match, run out of money, and face collapse.

This is like a gamble; it’s not about whose cards are better, but who has more money to throw in.

Everyone agrees to sit down together and throw money onto the table. Whoever can’t throw anymore is out first, and whoever throws the last gets everything.

Immediately, Li Mu announced his Technology Management System.

Technology management involves the complete set of website technologies. The Front Desk needs to ensure smooth access even under huge traffic, which is easy to solve as Taobao’s architecture is already there, and Ele.me can simply use it.

There’s also the orders processing system. The average processing time for each Taobao order is about two to three days, meaning it usually takes individual retail investors forty-eight to seventy-two hours from placing an order to receiving the goods.

However, Ele.me food orders generally only take half an hour.

This means that the system needs to process a massive number of orders daily and retain the order data on the server.

This entire system also relies on Muye Technology’s R&D team to perfect it. After all, Muye Technology’s R&D team has now grown to an industry-leading level, and its technical development motivation is still very strong.

The final Safety Management System is a complete set of online and offline safety systems. Online, it needs to resist technical attacks, resist the impact of malicious traffic, and ensure individual retail investor information security and orders data security.

As for offline, there’s even more to consider.

First, ensure the personal safety of delivery riders.

This primarily involves traffic safety, ensuring that accidents occur as rarely as possible, and that an emergency response plan is in place if they do occur.

Li Mu was inclined to establish an internal corporate safety fund, for instance, allowing each rider to voluntarily contribute ten yuan monthly to a safety fund. This money would be used for the personal safety of all riders. If a rider experiences an accident during work, this fund would immediately be used for rescue and aftermath management.

If this fund runs a deficit, it indicates a significant hidden danger in rider personal safety, and further training on rider safety awareness needs to be strengthened;

If the fund shows a small surplus, it proves that safety issues have been significantly improved. If the remaining money exceeds one month’s needs, the collection of the safety fund can be temporarily suspended.

For example, if a rider pays ten yuan in January, ten yuan in February, and ten yuan in March, totaling thirty yuan in safety funds for the first quarter. After three months of settlement, if one-third of the funds remain, then all riders in April shouldn’t pay another cent.

If, by April, the fund incurs expenses and the total amount decreases, then in May, the fund will be collected again at ten yuan per person.

Of course, this is voluntary participation. If a rider participates, they will receive subsidies upon an accident. However, if they don’t participate, there will be no additional subsidies, and only general accident insurance claims from an insurance company would apply.

In essence, these ten yuan are equivalent to riders purchasing an additional accident insurance policy within the company. However, unlike insurance company policies, Li Mu would not take a single cent from this money; all funds would be entirely used for the Ele.me rider group.





Chapter 1757: Catering to Their Tastes

CCTV’s news, broadcast on Xinwen Lianbo and Late News that evening, immediately pushed Ele.me into the spotlight for the entire nation, causing an uproar.

Even Muye Technology’s own online promotional marketing was far less extensive than the widespread reach of CCTV news.

This was because offline was a black hole for internet media. If someone wasn’t online, or if very few people in an area were online, then transmitting information to them via the internet was simply too difficult.

But television was different.

At this stage, the internet was still largely concentrated in urban areas, not having achieved true comprehensive coverage.

However, radio and television services had been developing for decades, having long achieved high coverage nationwide, with several times more viewers than the internet.

So, when CCTV broadcasted it, those who had never encountered the internet finally realized what the internet could truly do.

“The internet changes lives” was just a slogan before this, and apart from those who actually used the internet, ordinary people really didn’t know what the internet could do or how it could change their lives.

But, CCTV reporters showcased Ele.me’s entire process from the three perspectives of Ele.me merchants, users, and riders, allowing even those who didn’t understand the internet to grasp how Ele.me operated.

It turned out that the internet could also be closely linked to daily life, making life smarter, simpler, and more convenient.

Li Mu’s almost mythical aura was elevated to a higher level due to the O2O model and Ele.me’s innovative approach.

The news spread simultaneously overseas, and Wall Street also slightly increased its valuation of Muye Technology because they could see that this product had unparalleled market potential in China.

Although China’s economic development was rapid at this stage, the population at the grassroots level was still large, with abundant and cheap labor resources. Such a massive team that easily requires millions of people for delivery could only find the best soil in a country like China.

Because it was an O2O model, it meant that the service provider and the service recipient basically couldn’t be too far apart; at this stage, Ele.me even had a limit of five kilometers. This necessitated a country that possessed both a sufficient number of urban residents with certain consumption capacity, white-collar workers, and even the elite class, as well as the ability to provide enough cheap labor.

If this model were implemented in countries like Cambodia or Myanmar, the number of people delivering meals might far exceed the number of people ordering meals, because their overall economies were too backward.

But if this model were implemented in some developed countries in Europe and America, the number of people delivering meals might be far lower than the number of people ordering meals, because their overall economic development was more advanced.

Wall Street felt that if any company in the United States needed to employ millions of employees, that company would basically not have good development prospects; in fact, no one would dare to invest in it.

Look at the American automotive industry: these companies are burdened by their own unmotivated nature on one hand, but on the other hand, they are restricted by powerful labor unions and high employee benefits.

This is also why American companies that require significant manpower have successively left the US mainland and moved overseas.

Over the years, American manufacturing enterprises that, according to laws and regulations promulgated by the US government, could move out of the US mainland, have basically moved out.

Because of this, in Wall Street’s eyes, the Ele.me model simply couldn’t be replicated in the United States.

How could it be replicated?

Americans would charge at least a few dollars in tips just for delivering a pizza. Typically, delivery services from fast food restaurants, Chinese restaurants, and other eateries were basically handled by the restaurants themselves hiring temporary workers, who only needed to be paid hourly.

Moreover, each store only had a few delivery employees and wouldn’t have any labor unions. But once the main entity had millions of delivery employees, labor unions would follow, and then they would demand insurance, paid leave, and various benefits from the company, often instigating strikes, which no company could endure.

For Ele.me, a model heavily reliant on riders, a massive rider strike would immediately paralyze the entire platform, leaving no room for a moment’s breath.

Silicon Valley’s view on this point was consistent with Wall Street’s.

They also believed that while Ele.me was excellent, it could not be replicated on US soil.

Silicon Valley itself championed high technology and high added value. Ten people creating a company with a market value of ten million US dollars was enough to earn everyone’s thumbs up, but one hundred people creating a company worth one hundred million US dollars was considered nothing special.

If a company needed to recruit millions of delivery employees nationwide, this was simply a disaster for Silicon Valley. Coupled with legal and labor union issues, very few people were willing to get involved in this type of industry.

However, Wall Street was exceptionally shrewd about this.

They thought that if Li Mu truly didn’t plan to go public in the United States, then they might as well play a little game with him, just to annoy him.

The way to annoy him was simple: invest in a food delivery platform company in China and directly compete with him head-on.

Ele.me had just launched in Beijing, right? Then they would support a company to start in Huzhou City, first splitting the market with him in a two-way split, becoming a thorn in his side and making him swamped with work.

By then, they would discuss acquisition with Li Mu. For example, if Wall Street invested a total of one hundred million US dollars and held a 50% stake, they would then likely sell it to Li Mu for at least one billion US dollars. If Li Mu couldn’t afford that price, they would continue to invest and make things difficult for him. As long as this model was built up in China, they wouldn’t have to worry about finding a buyer later.

Several Wall Street bigwigs immediately took an interest in this proposal, so they promptly decided that a few funds would first put up fifty million US dollars, and then look for a suitable entrepreneur to launch operations in Huzhou City.

Fifty million US dollars was not a huge sum for Wall Street大佬, so they quickly reached a consensus. However, when it came to choosing the right person, they were suddenly at a loss.

They listed their requirements for the potential investor:

First, this person must have sufficient capability. Although it would be difficult to find someone stronger than Li Mu, they couldn’t be too far behind;

Secondly, this person also needed to have a certain amount of influence. Having influence in the United States wouldn’t work; they needed to have influence in China. Why? Because influence could significantly save promotional marketing costs.

Lastly, this person also had to dare to go against Li Mu and openly make an enemy of him. They believed that not many people in the internet industry would be willing to do this, because everyone knew Li Mu’s game; provoking him could invite a nuclear-level attack. This project, directly opposing him, indeed required a certain amount of courage.

Coincidentally, the very next day after Wall Street secretly discussed this matter, an email from China was sent to the business liaison mailbox of IDG Capital’s China headquarters.

The sender was named Lu Yunhao, an internet-famous teacher from a large private training institution in China.

This Lu Yunhao was very interesting. He had long been following Li Mu’s activities, considering Li Mu his idol. Every day, after teaching, he would fantasize about how he would become an Internet Godfather, directing affairs in the vast internet world just like Li Mu.

However, although he regarded Li Mu as an idol, what he worshipped was not Li Mu himself, but Li Mu’s current achievements.

Moreover, he pompously believed that he had just started late. If he had understood things better in the year 2000 and directly entered the internet industry, then the internet world would definitely have nothing to do with Li Mu now.

The more he thought so, the more he felt he suffered a massive loss.

He felt he had suffered a massive loss.

Earlier, when he read the news, he discovered that Li Mu had fallen out with Wall Street and kept thinking Li Mu was a bit foolish.

Why did he say Li Mu was foolish? Because he believed that, in this day and age, entrepreneurs doing business should hold a single belief: “He who has milk is mother.” If the other party wasn’t willing to give you milk, then you should circle behind them and call them “mother” until you get milk.

But Li Mu, on the contrary, went against the grain and fell out with Wall Street? Wasn’t that just doing something foolish out of idleness? Was it really necessary? If Wall Street wanted to con American stock investors to make money, you should just cooperate with Wall Street in a give and take manner. Then, when the Wall Street bigwigs struck it rich, they would also owe you a favor, right?

He felt that if it were him, not only would he not fall out with Wall Street, he would even wish to cooperate with Wall Street and make a huge fortune together. After all, who would have trouble with money? Are they doing something foolish out of idleness?

After that, he believed that by offending Wall Street, Li Mu not only suffered heavy losses but would also surely be dealt with by Wall Street in the future.

Just as he was waiting to watch Li Mu become a laughingstock every day, Li Mu pulled off another big one.

He pioneered the globally shocking O2O model, and Ele.me immediately earned the world’s thumbs up.

Truly awesome! Many internet companies hadn’t even figured out their online business yet, and he, with a turn of his head, leaped from online to offline. This instantly threw Lu Yunhao for a loop.

He was waiting to see Li Mu become a laughingstock, but then Li Mu made a big move. Now, he once again monopolized global headlines, confirmed his position as the Internet Godfather.

Amidst his disappointment, a thought suddenly struck Lu Yunhao: If he himself was this depressed, then Wall Street must be even more so, right?

Could that group of Wall Street older brothers, those modern nobles who live in comfort and luxury, swallow this insult?

He himself couldn’t swallow it!

Therefore, looking at it this way, Wall Street would definitely find a way to mess with Li Mu.

Analyzing Li Mu’s current business portfolio, Muye Technology’s entire set of businesses were mature, stabilize, and held an almost monopoly position globally. No one could shake it, and Wall Street wouldn’t overreach themselves to get involved in communication software or social ecosystems.

Taobao’s platform was also extremely powerful, and trying to compete with it now would have almost no chance of winning.

The only thing with a bit of a chance was this newly launched Ele.me.

So, if someone were to create a product similar to Ele.me and go head-to-head with Li Mu, Wall Street would definitely cheer.

Moreover, Wall Street should be willing to invest some money, right?

In that case, he could totally cater to their tastes and make a move!

With his talent, capability, and foresight, being an English Teacher was truly underutilized talent.

Furthermore, he already had a good reputation on the domestic internet, with his classic quotes everywhere online and a large following. This was an excellent public support base—simply perfect!

Thinking this, Lu Yunhao immediately drafted a detailed business plan, including his self-introduction, entrepreneurial ideas, and overall planning, and sent it to several relatively well-known US-funded venture capital firms in China.

Sequoia, Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, and IDG Capital were all targets for Lu Yunhao.

However, considering that Sequoia had already invested in Muye Technology and was on Li Mu’s side, he excluded Sequoia and sent emails to the other firms.

The first to see this email was IDG Capital.





Chapter 1758: News Has Arrived!

Those skilled in speculation are best at pandering to others’ preferences.

Just like The Great Persuader played in Zhao Benshan’s skit, always possessing a foresight that allows him to discern others’ needs a step ahead.

For example, hearing that someone broke their leg while riding a quad bike, he immediately made a pair of crutches. This is where The Great Persuader character shows his shrewdness.

Lu Yunhao was also such a person.

He knew that the training institution called Southern English lacked teachers, so he continuously wrote several job applications to the CEO of this training institution, ultimately securing the coveted teaching position.

Unexpectedly, he became an instant hit in this very teaching role.

In this world, some people are born with a mouth that earns their living.

Top singers, crosstalk artists, talk show hosts, and even voice actors, are naturally gifted, as if blessed by the founding masters.

There’s another type of person, also blessed by the founding masters. In Li Mu’s eyes, these people are masters of talking theoretically.

If China’s one point three billion people were to vote on the top three “theoretical talkers,” Lu Yunhao would definitely be one of them.

Another one is the guy who specializes in logical thinking.

The remaining spot has countless contenders, but no one can shake the status of these two guys.

Lu Yunhao’s theoretical discussions were very interesting. His starting point was “breaking.” The goal was to break everything; whatever old sayings dictated, he broke them; whatever everyone said, he broke that too. Essentially, he contradicted you, then used his twisted logic to make you feel like he might, perhaps, probably be right.

And in this world, no matter what language, as long as you’re going against the popular opinion, the feeling is bound to be incisive.

Thus, Lu Yunhao, relying on this trick, indeed recruited many fans and followers.

Coincidentally, one of IDG Capital’s senior executives in China was Chinese. He was very familiar with every move on the Chinese internet, and thus knew of a figure like Lu Yunhao.

What’s even more interesting is that this guy actually had a bit of admiration for Lu Yunhao.

Since ancient times, bombastic individuals have never lacked admirers.

It’s like in Stephen Chow’s movies, summarized by one line: “I don’t know why, but I just think he’s really amazing.”

This IDG Capital executive felt that Lu Yunhao was a person of great talent, and it was a waste for such a person to be a teacher at a training institution.

It truly was a waste.

What should such a person do? Naturally, start a business! And definitely start one in the internet industry.

The internet, to put it plainly, relies three parts on creativity, three parts on ability, and four parts on bluff.

Those who can boast can cajole a large sum of angel investment with just their mouths.

Those who can’t, no matter how good their work is, investors will still think this guy is a fool, and given time, he will surely lose his shirt.

He himself already had such admiration for Lu Yunhao, and they had long admired each other from afar. Upon suddenly seeing the PPT sent by Lu Yunhao, he felt even more strongly that this guy was destined for greater things.

Incredible, Brother Lu!

How did you know Wall Street was preparing to directly challenge Li Mu with the Ele.me model?

Just this discerning eye, if you don’t succeed, who will?

So, he immediately called a video conference with senior executives at the headquarters. During the meeting, he not only explained Lu Yunhao’s PPT but also lavished him with praise.

In his words, only Lu Yunhao in all of China could see through Wall Street’s intentions. From this, it’s clear the guy has unique insight!

Moreover, this guy is no ordinary person; he has a huge reputation online. He’s constantly posting various golden phrases on Weibo and Twitter, with millions of followers. This celebrity effect, once he starts a business, will be greatly leveraged.

It just so happened that the bigshots on Wall Street had been looking for a reliable agent to handle the food delivery business in Huzhou City. Lu Yunhao’s sudden appearance was like someone handing them a pillow just when they wanted to sleep.

The Wall Street bigwigs studied it and also found this Lu Yunhao quite interesting. He had vision, reputation, and was very incisive. His capabilities were probably extremely impressive as well. Since that was the case, they simply decided to invest in him and get this matter moving as quickly as possible.

Just think, Li Mu had just launched Ele.me in Beijing, and everyone was praising him immensely. Then suddenly, another food delivery platform funded by Wall Street announced its launch in Huzhou City. How uncomfortable would that make Li Mu feel?

Therefore, the Wall Street bigwigs immediately made a decision: first invest twenty million US dollars in Lu Yunhao, taking a 40% stake, and have him immediately set off for Huzhou City to set the stage and begin operations.

At the same time, the Wall Street bigwigs requested some technical core members from several internet companies they had invested in. They couldn’t wait for Lu Yunhao to build his own technical team; they were preparing to see the task through to the end and simply build the technical team for him.

To go against Li Mu, they had to seize the opportune moment, otherwise, if they missed the chance for battle, they feared they would again be intensely humiliated.

…

At this moment, Lu Yunhao was teaching in a large classroom at Southern English School in Beijing.

He was short and chubby, his Mandarin was average, carrying a ridiculous dialectal flavor, and he was very popular with students.

However, for the past two days, Lu Yunhao had been somewhat distracted during class.

He kept wondering if those venture capital firms on Wall Street would give him a chance after receiving his business plan.

To be honest, he was tired of breathing chalk dust on the podium.

A few years ago, he still thought this job was amazing, that he could make a lot of money just by chatting and joking with others.

But with the development of the internet, he realized that his monthly income of one hundred thousand yuan was nothing in the internet industry.

He also wanted to find an opportunity to leave this three-foot podium, head to Zhongguancun, or even go to the reform frontier in the south, start his own company, and create his own career.

He felt that he surpassed ordinary people in all aspects. If he were to make internet products, with his extraordinary cash flow thinking, logical judgment, and craftsmanship, whatever he did would succeed.

It was just a pity that the initial capital for the internet industry was relatively high, and he didn’t want to use his own money to play around. He only wanted to cajole others into investing for him to play with, so he hadn’t made up his mind to resign and start a business.

However, he vaguely felt that the conflict between Li Mu and Wall Street this time seemed to be an opportunity for him.

In the classroom, over two hundred students felt exceptionally drowsy.

Teacher Lu Yunhao didn’t know what was wrong either; he seemed constantly distracted, falling into a state of self-contemplation now and then, so his lectures were stuttering and stumbling, lacking the eloquent, inexhaustible charm he had when rambling in the past.

Just as everyone was feeling drowsy, Lu Yunhao’s phone suddenly vibrated in his pocket.

Normally, he wouldn’t dare answer a call in class, because Southern English training had clear regulations for teacher conduct, strictly prohibiting answering calls during class time.

However, he was afraid that it was one of the many capital firms he had contacted, so he quickly pulled out his phone and secretly glanced at it.

Unknown number.

Excellent.

What he disliked receiving most now were calls from contacts with names, as that meant the caller was someone he knew.

And he didn’t know any venture capitalists at all.

So he hurriedly said to the students in the classroom: “Everyone, I apologize, I have an urgent matter and need to take a call.”

After speaking, he quickly walked out.

Once outside, Lu Yunhao impatiently answered the phone and immediately asked, “Hello, who is this?”

“Hello, may I speak with Mr. Lu Yunhao?”

“Yes, this is me. Who are you?” Lu Yunhao noticed his heart beating a bit fast.

The other party said: “Hello, Mr. Lu, let me introduce myself. My name is Fang Ping, Vice President of IDG Capital’s Greater China Region.”

“Holy cow…” Lu Yunhao subconsciously blurted out a curse!

Finally, a reply!

Immediately, he realized he had been rude and apologized: “So… sorry, I wasn’t talking about you, I was just a bit surprised…”

The other party chuckled: “Mr. Lu, when you sent us your business plan, did you not expect us to reply?”

Lu Yunhao quickly said: “Of course not, I expected someone would reply, but I didn’t expect it to be so fast.”

The other party said: “Mr. Lu, here’s the thing, we’ve reviewed your business plan, and to be honest, we’re quite interested. So we’d like to ask, would you be interested in coming to Huzhou City for a face-to-face discussion?”

“Huzhou City? A bit far, but no problem. Just tell me when.”

Lu Yunhao’s voice at this moment was trembling slightly.

The other party said: “Naturally, the sooner, the better.”

Lu Yunhao excitedly said: “Then… then I’ll check plane tickets right away, to see the earliest I can arrive in Huzhou City.”

The other party chuckled: “That would be wonderful. Once you’ve booked your ticket, tell me the flight number, and I’ll arrange for a driver and assistant to pick you up at the airport.”

Lu Yunhao excitedly said: “Okay, okay, I’m going now!”

Hanging up the phone, Lu Yunhao was overcome with excitement. His mind was solely focused on getting investment and starting his business. In a fit of euphoria, he immediately walked out, left the school, and drove his Passat to the airport.

He had made up his mind to buy the earliest available plane ticket at the airport and rush to Huzhou City as quickly as possible.

This was a huge opportunity for him. If he succeeded, he could move up a level.

Oh, no, at least three levels up!

While Lu Yunhao was rushing to the airport, his classmates were all dumbfounded.

They waited and waited, but Teacher Lu who went out to take the call never returned. So, some students hurriedly went out to look, only to find no trace of Teacher Lu outside.

Everyone immediately became a bit annoyed.

After all, it was a privately run training institution, and the students who paid for enrollment were considered God. How could anyone tolerate a teacher so casually standing them up?

So, several student representatives immediately went to the Academic Affairs Office and directly reported the situation to the school’s head.

The head, who called himself President to students and General Manager to outsiders, immediately called Lu Yunhao to question him upon hearing that he had run off in the middle of a class.

Lu Yunhao was driving at the moment. Before he could even speak after answering the phone, the other party asked: “Teacher Lu, where did you go during class?”

Lu Yunhao said: “I have something to do, I need to leave Beijing for a day or two.”

“Leave Beijing?” The President angrily said: “You should at least have told me! Even if not me, you should have told the students!”

Lu Yunhao impatiently said: “Oh, just wait until I get back to discuss it, okay? I’m driving, so I’m hanging up now!”





Chapter 1759: The Allure of Capital

Lu Yunhao was pragmatic and knew when to adapt to circumstances.

The moment an opportunity to escape his origins arose, he would climb without hesitation. As for any implications or entanglements, to him, apart from his own limbs and private parts that couldn’t be severed, everything else could be cast aside.

Now, IDG Capital, a reputable investment firm from Wall Street, wanted to meet him. And they expected him to go teach those little brats? What a joke!

He rudely hung up the phone, then simply turned off his mobile, driving straight to the airport.

Upon reaching the airport parking lot entrance, he glanced at the parking fee: five yuan per hour. Lu Yunhao calculated it. “Oh, Mom, parking for a whole day would cost over a hundred! Why don’t they just rob people?”

But remembering that IDG’s people were still waiting for him in Huzhou City, he gritted his teeth and drove in.

He found an empty parking space and parked, then headed straight for the departure hall. First, he found a counter to inquire about tickets. Fortunately, there were many flights to Zhonghai, and most weren’t fully booked, so he was lucky enough to buy a full-price plane ticket for a flight departing an hour later.

Holding the plane ticket, Lu Yunhao couldn’t help but curse.

Airlines are truly shrewd. The closer to departure, the more expensive the plane ticket gets. If you buy a month in advance, it might be as low as a 90% discount off the full price. But if you wait until a week before departure, it might only be a 50% discount.

If you wait until the last minute to buy, airlines know you must be in a hurry, and they won’t deduct a single cent from the plane ticket price.

In Lu Yunhao’s opinion, these guys would actually love to sell them for double the price, but the country simply doesn’t allow them to play that game.

Half an hour later, Lu允浩 was already seated on the plane. While the plane hadn’t yet pushed back from its gate, he turned on his phone and sent a message to Fang Ping at IDG, informing him of his flight number.

Fang Ping immediately replied, “OK, Mr. Lu, we’ll see each other soon!”

When the plane took off, Lu Yunhao’s mood ascended just like the aircraft, soaring straight into the clouds.

Having struggled in society for so long, Lu Yunhao understood firsthand how difficult it was to break free from class shackles.

For example, Xiao Wang’s family had been farmers for three generations. By his generation, it was truly impossible to break free and rise.

Even if Xiao Wang’s family went all out, even selling everything they owned to put him through university, after graduating, with no money and no capital, he could only find an ordinary job in society.

Xiao Wang originally thought earning several thousand yuan a month was a great achievement, more than what Er Liu Zi’s impoverished family in their village earned all year long.

However, he ended up living like a dog in the big city, afraid to spend the money he earned, splitting every penny in half, and his life was a complete mess.

Little Li, a colleague sitting next to Xiao Wang, earned just as much as Xiao Wang, but he never worried about his life, spending as much as he earned and living a flavorful life. Why?

Because Little Li’s Parents were retired laborers. Their monthly pension was more than enough, so not only did he not need to subsidize them a single cent, they even subsidized him every month.

Furthermore, Little Li’s Parents had employee medical insurance, so for both major and minor illnesses, they went directly to the hospital, and most expenses were reimbursed.

So, Little Li didn’t have to worry about his Parents at all.

What about Xiao Wang? His Parents had been farmers their entire lives, never paying a cent for pension or medical insurance. As long as they could work the fields, they could barely earn a living. But if they ever became unable to work, Xiao Wang would have to subsidize them entirely.

Moreover, their old family home was dilapidated. His Parents’ biggest dream was to build a few spacious and bright-tiled houses, but they didn’t have the ability. Now, this dream rested entirely on Xiao Wang’s shoulders.

Xiao Wang was also a sensible child; he sent half of his monthly salary back home for his Parents, which left him stretched thin.

With the remaining half of his salary, Xiao Wang had to cover his daily necessities, and also save up an emergency fund. Forget about entertainment and dating, he couldn’t even afford to have a girlfriend.

But what about Little Li? He was a local, had two apartments, wasn’t precisely wealthy elites, but at least he didn’t need to rent and didn’t have to worry about buying a house later.

So, even though everyone earned the same amount, their class differences were more than just one level apart.

Similarly, while Little Li’s class was much stronger than Xiao Wang’s, it was still far inferior compared to those higher up. His Parents toiled hard their entire lives, and besides saving up two apartments, they only had several hundred thousand yuan in financial assets. Compared to Xiao Liu, whose family could give him a Mercedes-Benz or BMW in his early twenties, the difference was significant.

Xiao Liu also had people he envied. His Parents’ consumption capacity was limited to buying him a BMW or Audi. He still had to work hard to earn money. Compared to those Second generation (children of officials/wealthy families) who drove imported sports cars and squandered money, he was still far behind.

Society as a whole is constituted of countless classes, varying in hierarchy. It’s not an old, dilapidated five-story building where you can just walk up the stairs and reach the top.

It’s a steep mountain peak reaching directly into the clouds. Some people are born at the mountaintop, some on the mountainside, and some at the foot of the mountain. Those at the foot, looking at the people on the mountainside and mountaintop, feel indignant: ‘Why do they have such good fortune to be born there, while I can only be born at the base?’ This mountain is steep and perilous; climbing even one meter is difficult, let alone several thousand or nearly ten thousand meters in altitude.

However, those at the foot of the mountain wouldn’t realize that some people are born in barren lands miles ahead of the mountain’s base. For them to even begin climbing this mountain, they first have to travel miles ahead, just to reach the same starting line as themselves.

No one has ever explicitly defined class divisions, but everyone knows it’s incredibly difficult to cross them.

Lu Yunhao painstakingly entered Southern English, but he had only just reached the foot of the mountain. Everything before was just preparation; the real climb was yet to come. Now, he had finally caught the fast track ticket from the foot of the mountain to the mountainside, and he had to get on this opportunity no matter what!



One hundred minutes later, the plane landed in Zhonghai.

Lu Yunhao, empty-handed and with his portly belly protruding, walked out of the airport exit.

A slender, pretty young woman was holding up a sign with her long, graceful hands, displaying the five large characters: ‘Mr. Lu Yunhao’.

Seeing the young woman, Lu Yunhao’s eyes lit up.

She was clearly a typical Southern Girl. Not only were her features exceptionally delicate, but her skin was also flawless and fair, so smooth it seemed it would break with a touch.

In Lu Yunhao’s opinion, this girl was definitely a gem, a beauty difficult to find even with a lantern in broad daylight on the streets of the north.

Only upon his second glance did Lu Yunhao notice the sign the girl was holding and clearly read the five large characters on it.

Immediately, a surge of joy filled him. He stepped forward, a little nervous but feigning nonchalance, and said, “Hello, I’m Lu Yunhao.”

Hearing this, the girl quickly and delightedly said, “Hello, General Manager Lu, I’m Du Xiaoling, General Manager Fang sent me to pick you up!”

It was Lu Yunhao’s first time being addressed as ‘General Manager Lu.’ Before, he was always ‘Teacher Lu’ or ‘Old Lu.’ Hearing the title ‘General Manager Lu’ suddenly filled him with joy; now that was a title of status!

Lu Yunhao instinctively smoothed his hair, then asked somewhat unnaturally, “So, shall we go meet General Manager Fang now?”

“Yes,” Du Xiaoling nodded, “The car and driver are in the parking lot. Let’s head over now!”

“Alright, alright!” Lu Yunhao nodded repeatedly, following Du Xiaoling to the parking lot.

A Mercedes-Benz S600 was currently parked in the parking space closest to the pedestrian entrance. Before Lu Yunhao even reached it, the driver got out, opened the back passenger door, slightly bowed to Lu Yunhao, and said, “Hello, General Manager Lu, please get in!”

Lu Yunhao felt a little nervous. To be honest, it wasn’t that he had never ridden in a Mercedes-Benz before, but he had certainly never ridden in one so luxurious.

Moreover, his previous Mercedes-Benz rides had always been just piggybacking on others’ fame. When had he ever had a Mercedes-Benz and a dedicated driver exclusively at his service?

Lu Yunhao got into the car, and Du Xiaoling immediately took the passenger seat. She then turned her head to Lu Yunhao and said, “General Manager Lu, you must be quite tired from your journey, right? This afternoon, we’ll go to the company to meet and chat with General Manager Fang and a few VPs. This evening, they will host a welcome feast for you. Additionally, we’ve booked you a room at our long-term cooperating five-star hotel. Once everything is done, just tell me whenever you want to return. For the Beijing-Huzhou airline route, we have reserved first-class seats with over half of the airlines.”

For a transnational capital like IDG Capital, not only were employee benefits excellent, but their business hospitality was also top-notch.

These transnational investment firms have partnering five-star hotels in major cities in most countries worldwide, with guest rooms reserved long-term. Whenever executives travel or esteemed guests need to be hosted, these rooms can be utilized immediately.

Additionally, they also had first-class resources from airlines.

Especially for key airline routes’ first-class cabins, they couldn’t claim to have seats on every flight, but they could at least guarantee that there was at least one or two flights daily on that route with their reserved first-class seats.

First-class travel was extremely important for transnational business elites. Sleeping for ten hours before a business negotiation was completely different from enduring ten cramped hours of travel before a negotiation.

Lu Yunhao listened in amazement, realizing this was the strength of capital. At Southern English, when he occasionally traveled for an out-of-town lecture, his first choice was a train, an ordinary express train at that. Even flying required approval from President (University)-level executives / high-level management for signing, otherwise, even going to the frontier meant cramming into a green-skinned train.

With this comparison, the difference was immediately clear.

Lu Yunhao hadn’t even met the venture capital fund executives yet, but he had already experienced the allure of capital.

The Mercedes-Benz S600 drove away from the airport, heading to the most bustling waterfront office district.

Du Xiaoling briefly introduced IDG Capital’s current investment operations to Lu Yunhao. From her words, Lu Yunhao grasped a key point: IDG Capital’s current global investment strategy primarily focused on internet projects.

This was good news, as he was planning to find someone to inject some funds and test the waters in the internet industry himself.

Arriving at the office building where IDG Capital was located, Du Xiaoling led Lu Yunhao all the way up to the fifty-eighth floor.

IDG Capital had leased the entire fifty-eighth floor here, thousands of square meters, decorated with extreme luxuriousness.

IDG Capital’s China headquarters wasn’t very crowded, so the entire office area was exceptionally spacious, and the surroundings were all full-glass partitioned cubicles, which also looked overly high-end.

Lu Yunhao looked left and right like Liu Laolao visiting a grand mansion, finally arriving at General Manager Fang’s conference room door under Du Xiaoling’s guidance.

Du Xiaoling knocked on the door. A man’s voice came from inside: “Come in.”

Du Xiaoling pushed the door open and said to the person inside, “General Manager Fang, General Manager Lu has arrived.”

“Oh?” the person hastily said, “Please, come in quickly!”





Chapter 1760: I Need Twenty Million US Dollars

Lu Yunhao saw such a luxurious office for the first time.

It was located in the most prosperous part of Huzhou City, yet it occupied an incredibly large office space of nearly two hundred square meters. The entire outer wall was made of floor-to-ceiling windows, offering a magnificent view of the Huangpu River.

One must understand that this area was incredibly expensive, where every inch of land was precious. Yet, to use such a vast area for an executive’s office truly demonstrated an enormous investment.

Fang Ping looked at the slightly shocked stout man before him, smiled faintly, stood up, and said, “Mr. Lu, please have a seat.”

With that, he had already risen from behind his large desk and strolled to the reception area sofa by the floor-to-ceiling windows.

Lu Yunhao nodded woodenly, took a step forward, his eyes uncontrollably glancing around.

Fang Ping saw all of this clearly. He was a high-achieving student who had studied abroad and obtained his doctorate in the 1990s. He had stayed in the United States for nearly ten years before returning to China with IDG’s operations in the country.

Since he was a highly educated intellectual and had received a foreign education, Fang Ping was considered one of the most knowledgeable among his peers. Having spent many years in financial circles, although he was still overshadowed by a foreigner in IDG’s Greater China Region, he was still a successful Chinese individual within financial circles.

Because of his high status, Fang Ping had seen too many young adults in their early thirties, like Lu Yunhao, filled with fervent passion. When these people sought investment from him, their eyes were full of Ardency and anticipation for the future, as if he were the key to them reaching the pinnacle of life.

Lu Yunhao was no different.

By his age, most people had generally stabilized, and their pursuit of the future was not as urgent. However, for those with dreamed, being in their early thirties and still not achieving much was an awkward situation; taking another step forward seemed extremely difficult.

Therefore, when Lu Yunhao came to Huzhou City this time, he had only one thought in his mind: to secure investment from IDG!

Fang Ping invited Lu Yunhao to sit on the sofa and said with a smile, “Mr. Lu, oh no, Teacher Lu, I have admired your reputation for a long time!”

Lu Yunhao wiped some sweat and quickly said, “I wouldn’t dare, I have been hearing about you for a long time!”

In truth, Lu Yunhao had never heard of Fang Ping, but courtesy was indispensable.

Fang Ping smiled and said, “We received Teacher Lu’s PPT and held a meeting immediately to discuss it. We have some questions we’d like to discuss with you in person, Teacher Lu, which is why we invited you so hastily from Beijing.”

Lu Yunhao nodded, quickly asking, “General Manager Fang, what do you think of my business plan?”

Fang Ping said, “First and foremost, we highly endorse your concept. Now, following Li Mu’s lead to create a food delivery platform is indeed a great opportunity to catch up.”

Lu Yunhao quickly added, “Li Mu’s way of doing things is absolute. The business models he creates generally don’t give others the chance to copy or imitate, because he starts ahead and runs faster than anyone else. So, those who try to copy Muye Technology are almost always dragged down by Li Mu’s speed and strength / ability.”

Then, Lu Yunhao continued, “However, I think this O2O model that Li Mu is developing now is different, at least from the internet projects he did before.”

Fang Ping deliberately asked, “Actually, Taobao is also an O2O model, which is an ‘offline to online’ model. Why has no one ever imitated Taobao?”

Lu Yunhao thought for a moment and said, “O2O is online to offline. According to the concept set by Li Mu, its service providers and service targets might be within five kilometers. It’s different from Taobao. In theory, Taobao’s service providers and service targets can be the farthest apart within China, and any greater distance can be handled by logistics. But food delivery is different; it cannot be dependent on logistics. To ensure service quality, it must be completed within half an hour. So, Li Mu himself has no shortcut to take. He also has to expand city by city. In this situation, even though Li Mu is in the lead, his own speed can’t be fast. This is our chance to catch up with him.”

Fang Ping nodded in approval.

He understood the reason; he just wanted to know Lu Yunhao’s thoughts and attitude.

Afterward, he asked, “Teacher Lu, if you were to compete with Li Mu, where do you think you would start?”

Lu Yunhao said without hesitation, “Huzhou City! It must be Huzhou City! Huzhou City is the largest city in mainland China and the city with the best economic development. Li Mu started his operations in Beijing, so we will start in Huzhou City. We must establish a strong base fortress in Huzhou City and then spread out from there.”

Fang Ping asked again, “What if Li Mu treats you as a formidable opponent and immediately begins competing with you in Huzhou City after you start?”

Lu Yunhao said, “That doesn’t matter. It’s like playing Gomoku. If the board is small, Li Mu might be able to completely block me. But the entire mainland China is so vast, there are so many cities, and so many people, how could he possibly block me to death?”

After speaking, Lu Yunhao added, “Of course, if there’s enough money, then we can counteract Li Mu’s encirclement. Otherwise, if we compete head-on with Li Mu and have insufficient ‘ammunition,’ it would indeed be quite troublesome.”

Fang Ping smiled faintly and said, “It just so happens that our IDG is very interested in food delivery platform projects. If we invest, we will definitely provide the individual retail investors with enough ‘ammunition’ to support them in truly building a business.”

Regarding the food delivery platform, Wall Street currently had two thoughts:

First, they needed to make Li Mu feel disgusted and show him who’s boss, letting him know that Wall Street possessed incredibly strong strength / ability. If he stood against Wall Street, it would be equivalent to creating a powerful enemy for himself.

Second, Wall Street naturally wouldn’t act without profit. The food delivery platform had immense development potential. Once enough individual retail investors were developed, it would definitely be a lucrative business, possibly another market worth hundreds of billions of US dollars. Investing tens of millions to secure a position now, even with minimal effort, could potentially yield dozens or even a hundredfold returns in the future. This was a future hot topic, and Wall Street naturally didn’t want to miss it.

With these two ideas in mind, Wall Street had already decided to invest money in Lu Yunhao, letting him represent them and directly compete with Li Mu.

However, the only issue before investing was to finalize the investment terms with Lu Yunhao.

So, Fang Ping asked Lu Yunhao, “Teacher Lu, if you were to do this, how much money do you think you would need?”

Lu Yunhao smiled faintly and said, “I believe that to do this and compete head-on with Li Mu, the initial capital requirements will be very high.”

Lu Yunhao also knew very well that it was a fool’s errand to ask an investment firm to invest nearly two hundred million yuan in an inexperienced outsider with no entrepreneurial background.

Generally, investment firms would split the investment amount into multiple installments, which not only minimized risk but also secured maximum benefits for themselves.

For example, if Lu Yunhao wanted to create a food delivery platform, given his lack of experience and team, an angel round valuation of five million US dollars and an angel investment of one million US dollars would be considered the maximum, taking a twenty percent equity stake / shareholding percentage.

This one million US dollars would first be given to Lu Yunhao to spend. If the trend looked promising, even if this one million did not yield profit, capital would be happy to provide additional funding.

That way, when Lu Yunhao sought Series A funding again, the valuation might increase to around twenty million US dollars, and capital could invest another four million US dollars, diluting his equity stake / shareholding percentage by another twenty percent.

When the Series A funding was almost spent and Lu Yunhao’s project was still operating well, then Series B or Series A+ financing would be launched. At this stage, the valuation might increase to fifty million US dollars or even higher. At this point, if capital invested another ten to eight million US dollars, they would essentially achieve an absolute controlling stake.

Most company founders find their equity dwindling the further they develop their businesses, a result of continuous financing and dilution.

For example, in his past life, the two Mr. Ma’s held less than ten percent equity in their own companies, which was due to constant dilution by capital.

Lu Yunhao’s shrewdness lay in the fact that he was more shrewd than most people.

Being shrewd meant he could accurately identify others’ pain points, and then relentlessly poke at those pain points with his plump, powerful fingers.

For instance, right now, he knew that if he directly asked for twenty million US dollars, Fang Ping would likely ask him to leave. So he vaguely stated that the required capital would be very high.

Under normal financing circumstances, for an angel round based on project creativity, a five million US dollar valuation and a one million US dollar investment would be considered impressive. However, Lu Yunhao hoped to make a big gamble.

Immediately, he said to Fang Ping, “General Manager Fang, for a project like this, it’s crucial to be swift. Li Mu has already started, and now that we have enough funds to catch up, the chances of success are high. However, if we finance bit by bit, over and over again, the project could very likely be stalled halfway through by the financing process.”

Then, he explained, “You see, this project is like driving on a journey. If you have enough fuel and drive nonstop, you’ll achieve the best results. But if the fuel tank is insufficient, and you have to enter a service area to refuel every hundred kilometers, and each time you refuel you have to explain the operating conditions, road conditions and consumption of the previous stage to the supplier, no one can afford to waste that time.”

Financing is a process filled with cumbersome steps. Each time, it involves interviews, roadshows, due diligence, and audits. Only after these are completed will the investment agreement be signed and the transfer payment made, which indeed delays (plans/matters) a lot of time.

Fang Ping was fully aware of this, but he also understood Wall Street’s intention: they could give more money, but they must secure a larger equity stake / shareholding percentage from Lu Yunhao.

So, he smiled faintly and said to Lu Yunhao, “Mr. Lu, we can first invest ten million US dollars in you. However, our condition is that our equity stake / shareholding percentage must not be less than sixty percent, and we must retain the voting rights for these shares.”

Upon hearing “ten million US dollars,” Lu Yunhao’s heart pounded with excitement. He couldn’t believe that such a day had come for him, where someone was willing to invest ten million US dollars and let him manage/operate a major project!

Just as he was internally overjoyed, he suddenly thought of a logical point: he would only truly make money if the project grew as large as possible, pushing its valuation higher and higher. Otherwise, what was the point of owning one hundred percent of a junk company?

Therefore, the amount of equity stake / shareholding percentage was not too big an issue for him, but in his opinion, the initial scale of the venture truly determined how far this game could go.

So he pondered for a moment and said to Fang Ping, “General Manager Fang, I am someone who一心想做事的人. Although your offer’s conditions are excellent and the equity stake / shareholding percentage reserved for me is quite high, to me, the chances of success are not great enough.”

Fang Ping asked him, “What do you think would make the chances of success great enough?”

Lu Yunhao said, “I believe that to do this, the initial investment cannot be less than twenty million US dollars, otherwise, the chances of success are very low. Therefore, I am willing to give you eighty percent of the equity in exchange for twenty million US dollars in angel investment. My only condition is that you must not use your absolute controlling stake to replace the CEO within two years!”





Chapter 1780: Fight to the End with Li Mu

Lu Yunhao had no substantial entrepreneurial experience.

All his understanding and knowledge of entrepreneurship stemmed from his own wishful thinking and fervent passion.

He didn’t understand products, technology, operations, or capital. He was like someone who didn’t know how to wield a gun or even pull the trigger, yet spent every day fantasizing about valiantly fighting on the battlefield and achieving great feats. His ideals were grand, but reality was harsh.

To put it nicely, such a person’s way of doing things was somewhat romantic; to put it bluntly, he was utterly unreliable.

For instance, when others were being pragmatic, he insisted on making absurd claims, always believing that if he made enough of them, success was inevitable.

However, repeated entrepreneurial failures later proved a truth to the world: entrepreneurship relies on action, not on flights of fancy or talking big.

Precisely because he lacked experience and method, Lu Yunhao, informally trained as he was, presented Fang Ping with a financing request that Fang Ping had never seen or heard of before.

Transferring eighty percent of the shares in exchange for more angel round investment.

In a startup project, a founder quickly relinquishing a large number of shares is an absolute no-go area, proven by numerous bloody examples and one of the most concerning issues for entrepreneurs worldwide.

But Lu Yunhao did the exact opposite.

He immediately offered eighty percent, reducing his equity stake to an extremely dangerous level right from the start. This was practically a cardinal sin in entrepreneurship.

However, Lu Yunhao didn’t care at all. For him, a meal didn’t necessarily have to fill him up, but it absolutely had to be delicious, grand, and prestigious.

Therefore, he was willing to hand over a large number of shares, but on the condition that the project had to be supported by a grand Entourage. Giving up more shares wasn’t a big problem; the key was that the initial capital had to be ample. Only with enough money could they create a grand Entourage and a Major Splash.

Fang Ping and the Wall Street financial titans behind him had not considered taking such a large amount of original shares from this project.

To the uninformed, it might seem that the more shares one acquired, the better. But Fang Ping knew very well that for investors, more shares weren’t necessarily better. The more shares they took, the less responsibility others would bear.

The ultimate goal of investors isn’t to work hard and earn money themselves, but to make others work hard and earn money for them.

It’s like owning a coal mine. If you hold an eighty percent equity stake, you are the Owner of that coal mine, not an investor. You’d certainly have to personally oversee all its affairs; being a hands-off boss would be impossible.

If you hold a thirty percent equity stake, and there’s a major shareholder with seventy percent personally managing it, then you truly don’t have to worry about anything. Just give the money and go back to wait for your dividend.

Investment firms have a hundred or so people in total, with potentially thousands of projects under their belts. Forget managing all of them; even managing one would be enough to give them a headache. Investment firms are simply not cut out for operations.

They are like property speculation groups roving across the world; they only want to do the business of buying and selling. As for the cumbersome process of buying land, constructing buildings, and selling, they have no desire to participate, nor the ability to.

Therefore, Fang Ping was suddenly a bit indecisive; was investing in Lu Yunhao truly the right thing to do?

However, it was currently early morning in America, and the Wall Street bigwigs hadn’t woken up yet. So, Fang Ping couldn’t immediately report to Wall Street. He decided to first chat with Lu Yunhao for an afternoon.

In the evening, Fang Ping personally hosted Lu Yunhao for dinner.

At the dinner table, Lu Yunhao kept pressing Fang Ping for his investment intent, but Fang Ping didn’t give him a clear answer, merely stating that he needed to communicate with the US headquarters about the relevant matters first before informing him of the decision.

As for how long it would take to confirm, Fang Ping also couldn’t give a clear answer.

Under normal process, an investment project first needs to be taken to the investment management committee within the investment firm for internal review. After it passes internal review, if the investment intent is confirmed, then explicit terms are discussed with the investee, and background checks are conducted. Only after all processes are completed will the transfer payment be made.

Therefore, the fastest it would take was over a week.

If slow, it might not even be settled in two or three months.

Lu Yunhao found himself in an irreversible situation.

He didn’t know whether he should return to Beijing to continue working or wait in Huzhou City for news from IDG Capital.

If he returned directly without a clear outcome, he would feel somewhat unwilling, as he had long prepared for a life-changing opportunity. Now, whether he could seize it was still unknown, but he certainly wasn’t willing to return to that fishpond.

However, if he continued to wait there, it would indeed be difficult to get a clear reply anytime soon. If the wait became prolonged, being idle there would likely make him more anxious.

At this point, Fang Ping offered a suggestion: tomorrow was Friday, and even if Lu Yunhao went back, it would likely delay his work for a day. So, rather than that, it would be better to stay in Huzhou City for a few days and return on Sunday.

Lu Yunhao pondered it and agreed. There was indeed no point in returning tomorrow, so he might as well wait until Sunday.

After dinner, Fang Ping arranged for Lu Yunhao to return to the hotel to rest, while he himself returned to the conference room to prepare for a video conference with senior executives in the US, to report on the situation and progress there.

Coincidentally, it was already morning in the US, and for the capitalists, it was the prime time to start their workday.

During the video conference, Fang Ping recounted everything he had discussed with Lu Yunhao that day to the assembled bigwigs on the call.

Upon learning about Lu Yunhao’s attitude and ideas, many Wall Street bigwigs couldn’t help but shake their heads. Someone said, “This Lu Yunhao seems to have no understanding of company operations whatsoever; he’s purely relying on imagination. Giving him twenty million US dollars might not actually achieve anything.”

“Yes,” someone echoed, “What founder immediately gives eighty percent of the shares to capital in the angel round? With this approach, he’ll be out after two rounds of financing! Who would actively request such investment terms?”

“In my opinion, this guy is simply a joke! Expecting someone who doesn’t understand capital at all to go up against Li Mu is just a fool’s errand!”

The Wall Street bigwigs criticized Lu Yunhao relentlessly, one after another.

But just then, Kurt, the CEO of IDG Capital, suddenly spoke, saying, “Gentlemen, we all think this Lu Yunhao is an outsider to the financial circles, but have you considered that Li Mu is actually also an outsider?”

That statement plunged everyone present into silence.

CEO Kurt continued, “If Li Mu were truly adept at capital, he would have long since aligned himself with us. He could help us make money, and we could help him maximize his market value and cash out to the greatest extent. Once he had enough cash, he should transform into a Wall Street capitalist, not just an internet entrepreneur. That way, he wouldn’t only continue to monopolize the leading position in actual business but also continuously accumulate capital in the financial circles, eventually developing into a top capitalist. But what did he ultimately do? He actually treated us as enemies and wanted to stand on the opposite side. Is such a person not an outsider to the financial circles?”

Upon hearing this, everyone nodded.

Indeed, Li Mu was simply not cut out to be a capitalist. Yet, despite that, he still built Muye Technology and Taobao Technology into what they are today.

This proves that a diligent person doesn’t necessarily need to be proficient in capital operations to do things well.

Kurt went on, “I think that although this Lu Yunhao doesn’t understand capital, he can at least clearly assess the situation and holds a certain influence. Since we can’t find a more suitable person anytime soon, we might as well let him try. The current imperative is to act quickly before Li Mu rolls out Ele.me across China. Otherwise, once this good opportunity is delayed, it will likely be impossible for anyone to succeed with this endeavor!”

His words served as a wake-up call.

Only then did everyone realize that the key now wasn’t to pick out Lu Yunhao’s shortcomings, but to get him to expedite the launch of his operations and secure a foothold in areas Li Mu hadn’t yet reached.

Giving Lu Yunhao twenty million US dollars was not an issue for these Wall Street bigwigs. Their indecision stemmed from their thinking process, which had always been loyal to profit; they feared that investing these twenty million US dollars would ultimately be a futile effort spent with a madman.

However, it now appeared that Lu Yunhao was the most suitable candidate. Time was pressing, and they could no longer afford to hesitate.

Thus, everyone quickly adjusted their thinking and began to formally plan subsequent investments based on Lu Yunhao’s situation.

They quickly decided to first provide Lu Yunhao with twenty million US dollars in angel investment, taking an eighty percent equity stake, to have him launch the first phase of work as quickly as possible.

If Lu Yunhao performed well in the first phase, everyone would continue to invest in his Series A funding in the second phase. As a reward, Lu Yunhao’s twenty percent shares could remain undiluted. If his performance continued to satisfy the shareholders, his shares could be retained until the Series B funding.

The reason for offering Lu Yunhao benefits proactively was to ensure he had a sufficient equity stake. Otherwise, after a few rounds, if he was left with only a single-digit percentage himself, he might abandon his responsibilities at any time.

For the twenty million US dollars in specific funding, IDG Capital would lead with fifty percent, and the remaining fifty percent would be invested by five other Wall Street investment firms, each contributing ten percent. For subsequent Series A, Series B, and even Series C funding rounds, these six investment firms would continue to invest according to this 5:1:1:1:1:1 ratio.

The Wall Street bigwigs envisioned two ideal final outcomes:

The first was to accumulate no more than three hundred million US dollars in total investment, then sell it for no less than three billion US dollars. Whether it was sold to Muye Technology or other companies was irrelevant; the highest bidder would win.

The second was to accumulate no more than five hundred million US dollars in total investment, then go public on the US stock market with a market value of no less than five billion US dollars, raising a massive one billion US dollars from the US secondary market, and continue to fight to the end with Li Mu.





Chapter 1762: Do You Dislike Money So Much It Bites Your Hand?

Originally, a ten-million-US-dollar level investment would likely require at least half a year for preliminary preparations.

However, this time, due to the urgency of the situation, IDG had already reached a consensus within a single day.

The Driving Force of capital is one of the most powerful motivations in the world, second only to the Earth’s rotation, and this is especially true for the profit-seeking bigwigs on Wall Street.

Lu Yunhao, who was lying in a five-star hotel in Huzhou City, suddenly became the “chosen one” of Wall Street capitalists, shouldering the heavy responsibility of ambushing Li Mu.

When Lu Yunhao learned the next day that IDG Capital had decided to invest twenty million US dollars in him, he was so excited he nearly had a heart attack.

It felt as if everything had come like a dream.

After a long period of excitement and finally accepting this reality, Lu Yunhao became extremely conceited deep down.

He told himself, “Lu Yunhao, you’re really awesome! To have so precisely judged the hatred of the Wall Street bigwigs towards Li Mu, and to have gotten a twenty-million-US-dollar investment with just one email!”

Twenty million US dollars! Converted to RMB, and rounded up, that’s two hundred million!

Yesterday, he was an internet-famous training teacher behind a three-foot podium, and today he became the person at the helm of an internet company with a twenty-million-US-dollar investment. Lu Yunhao felt he had truly experienced a stroke of dumb luck, with happiness beyond anyone’s reach.

Although he only held twenty percent of the equity in this twenty-million-US-dollar company from the start, that wasn’t important.

What was important was that he had become the spokesperson for all of Wall Street. He had given up so much equity, and he was their spokesperson, their bridgehead. As long as he worked hard, they would definitely fully support him from behind.

The next day, Lu Yunhao directly called the President (University) of Southern English and resigned.

The other party was exceptionally furious at his act of abandoning one’s responsibilities, cursing unprecedentedly over the phone.

Naturally, Lu Yunhao didn’t show weakness either. In the end, he roared into the phone, “What the hell are you talking about professional ethics to me? Is there something wrong with your brain?”

After speaking, Lu Yunhao hung up the phone.

Damn it.

He was going to do great things now!

Subsequently, he went to IDG’s headquarters in China and signed the investment framework agreement with Fang Ping.

As time was tight, IDG thought of a series of time-saving methods for Lu Yunhao.

For example, they weren’t going to let Lu Yunhao register company; that would require opening an account with the Administration for Industry and Commerce, then opening an account with the banks, and sorting out all sorts of documents and qualifications, which would delayed (plans/matters) by at least ten days.

Therefore, the best way was to first buy a shell company and directly launch business using this shell company. As for the change procedures, they could be slowly supplemented later.

What was most important now was to get the business running first.

Lu Yunhao hadn’t expected the Americans to be so eager, but he immediately declared that he wouldn’t be leaving Huzhou City for the time being. No matter what, he had to launch the business first.

For him, nothing was more important than his own business at this stage.

In addition to acquiring a shell company, IDG also required that during the initial period after the investment was credited / arrived (for funds), a CFO assigned by IDG would be responsible for all financial work of the company. The financial work would only be handed over after Lu Yunhao built his own financial team.

However, after the financial work was handed over, Lu Yunhao’s financial team had to submit financial statements to IDG quarterly, clearly detailing the whereabouts and usage of every single penny in the statements.

Lu Yunhao accepted all of this. It was natural to provide financial statements when taking other people’s investment; it was just that IDG requested them more frequently. After all, they were the major shareholder, so it was a reasonable and acceptable request.

Subsequently, IDG made another request: a financial audit every half year, which would be conducted by an internationally renowned auditing firm appointed by IDG.

IDG having so many requirements regarding finances also indicated their lack of trust in Lu Yunhao: firstly, they feared he would spend money recklessly, and secondly, they feared he would misappropriate money.

In fact, many venture capital investment projects fail because the invested individuals are unreliable, and it’s quite common for them to siphon off money from the investments they receive.

For example, someone cajoled a ten-million-RMB investment, then rented an office building for six hundred thousand a year. As a result, they engaged in shady dealings with others, and while the company paid six hundred thousand annually, two hundred thousand might have subtly ended up in their own pocket;

Furthermore, the company needed to spend several hundred thousand on renovating the business premises. He might directly assign the renovation projects / contracts (construction) to friends and relatives, further enriching himself from it.

As for larger business outsourcing, promotion, and operational expenses, there were even more pitfalls within. It was highly possible that ten million was invested for him to get things done, but nothing substantial was achieved, and five million went straight into his personal pocket.

Therefore, IDG decided to strictly prevent Lu Yunhao financially, making him understand that this money was an investment for the project, not for him.

Lu Yunhao was indifferent to this. He truly had a fervent passion to achieve great things, so he decided to give his best efforts regardless. If it succeeded, it would naturally be a win-win situation. If not, he would find a way to secure some compensation for himself then.

After all, with an investment of nearly two hundred million, it was simply too easy to siphon money from it, making it impossible to guard against.

Therefore, Lu Yunhao accepted all these financial requirements.

Subsequently, the discussion moved on to the specific business scope.

Lu Yunhao needed to immediately build a development team. The technical firepower backbone of the team would be sourced by IDG. At that time, Lu Yunhao would immediately lead the team to develop his own food delivery platform, build a payment channel, and form a delivery team.

To compete with Li Mu, Wall Street found six technical core members/backbone from its invested high-tech enterprises, including two Chinese-descendants, who specially traveled from America to Huzhou City just to solve technical problems for Lu Yunhao.

At the same time, IDG Capital had also begun to open banking relationships, preparing to first help Lu Yunhao carve out an online banking payment channel entrance.

The rest would be up to Lu Yunhao to integrate and be responsible for.

Two days later, Lu Yunhao signed an acquisition agreement with a company named Huzhou City Zhonghui Technology Development Co., Ltd.

Lu Yunhao acquired all the equity of this company for two hundred thousand RMB. The company had a five-year history. Although it had little money on its books and most of its fixed assets had been liquidated, and its registered address was also rented, the company had no violation records for five years, and its financial flows were clear and transparent. It was a very clean shell company, and it also held some minor qualifications, so the money spent was considered worthwhile.

After signing the agreement, Lu Yunhao immediately began to build the company architecture.

He first entrusted a third-party company to start assisting him with the change process. He wanted to transfer this Huzhou City company from the other party’s name to his own, becoming the legal representative of the company. Simultaneously, he would adjust the equity structure: he would hold twenty percent of the equity, and an IDG controlling shell company in China would hold eighty percent of the equity. Once the company registration was complete, ten million US dollars worth of RMB would immediately be remitted into the company account;

At the same time, IDG began helping him register an offshore company in the Cayman Islands. Once the company registration was complete, the offshore company in Cayman would wholly own Zhonghui Technology. Simultaneously, IDG’s other ten million US dollars would also be remitted into the offshore company’s account as backup.

On the third day, Lu Yunhao had already begun searching for conference room space in Huzhou City.

He found a five-hundred-square-meter conference room space by the river, a little further from the waterfront. Compared to IDG’s headquarters, it certainly wasn’t large, but if utilized, it could at least accommodate around a hundred people, satisfying the company’s needs for at least a year.

Actually, Lu Yunhao’s idea was to rent an eight-hundred-to-nine-hundred-square-meter conference room, closer to the city center location, preferably near the waterfront like IDG’s headquarters, and then also get himself a larger, more imposing conference room.

Anyway, with an investment of nearly two hundred million in hand, renting a two-thousand-square-meter place and decorating it lavishly wouldn’t be much.

Just thinking about being able to sit in such an imposing conference room and give guidance / direct affairs (idiom, often grand) to his subordinates, Lu Yunhao felt his entire body’s blood surging.

However, Fang Ping of IDG extinguished his idea. Fang Ping reminded him that although he had nearly two hundred million in hand at this stage, he must ensure proper fund deployment.

The food delivery platform is a relatively heavy business model. Future marketing and promotion alone will incur significant costs. This thing is simply a bottomless pit, not to mention having to build a delivery team of over a thousand people. The hidden costs behind this are even more terrifying.

Therefore, even with one or two hundred million, Lu Yunhao still had to tighten his belt and live frugally.

This greatly disappointed Lu Yunhao.

He had dreamed countless times of sitting in the same conference room as Fang Ping, looking distinguished and imposing. He knew it would be very handsome.

However, his first dreamed was blocked at the door by Fang Ping.

Helplessly, he chose this slightly remote and generally ordinary conference room location. But even so, he forcefully planned out a riverside conference room of about forty square meters for himself.

Although it was a bit simple, it was better than nothing in the end.

…

Li Mu received the news on the fourth day.

Muye Technology’s business public relations team had long established a relatively powerful information network domestically, closely following every move within the industry.

Li Mu also had them keep a close follow on several large capital firms, demanding to know every single project they had invested in, were currently investing in, or were planning to invest in.

In fact, for a company to develop to the scale of Muye Technology, monitoring the entire industry’s movements was necessary.

In his past life, Ali Group and Tencent always maintained an extremely high degree of sensitivity, which is why the two sides often engaged in competition in areas where neither of them specialized.

If you do Didi, then I’ll quickly make a Kuaidi. If you get close to Meituan, then I’ll quickly acquire Ele.me. If you develop Ali Cloud, then I’ll quickly create Tencent Cloud. If you have Taobao and Tmall, then I’ll quickly invest in JD.com and Pinduoduo.

A top company, in order to maintain its status / position, needs not only strength / ability but also diligence and a pervasive sense of crisis.

When Li Mu listened to his subordinates’ report, as soon as he heard Lu Yunhao’s name, he was instantly surprised.

Well, isn’t this the renowned Old Lu from later generations? As he recalled, this guy didn’t start his own business this early!

Moreover, how did he get involved with IDG? And they’re even preparing to launch a food delivery platform to directly compete with him?

Has IDG’s brain been squeezed by a door? Investing money in this guy, do you dislike money so much it bites your hand?





Chapter 1763: Doomed to Fail

If Li Mu were competing with a more reliable person, he might have given it some thought, but there was simply no way he could take Lu Yunhao seriously.

In fact, when it came to entrepreneurship itself, Lu Yunhao had never truly made any project big or strong. On the contrary, almost every one of his projects inevitably ended up a failure.

However, while his businesses and projects didn’t fare well, Lu Yunhao himself made a fortune. This was partly because he earned money from investors, and partly because he had a considerable number of loyal followers online.

Li Mu knew a bit about Lu Yunhao from his past life, so he understood Lu Yunhao’s weaknesses: insufficient ability, an overabundance of fantasies, excessive self-confidence, and a narrow mind. Such a person venturing into entrepreneurship was simply too idealistic.

Overly idealistic people generally don’t succeed in business because they imagine everything too perfectly and cannot withstand the blows of reality.

Take for example, developing mobile phones. He might design a cool, “awesome” feature that he thought was groundbreaking, but the individual retail investors would find it impractical and meaningless. At such times, he wouldn’t think his product vision was flawed; instead, he would believe that the netizens were idiots who simply couldn’t grasp his brilliance.

For such an entrepreneur, unless they enter an absolute monopoly industry, it would be difficult for them to truly succeed in anything they attempt.

So, when he heard that Lu Yunhao was going to collaborate with IDG and use their investment to build a food delivery platform, Li Mu could only laugh inwardly.

However, upon closer analysis, he could discern Wall Street’s greedy ambitions in this. To find Lu Yunhao so quickly to compete against him, it seemed their future actions would only increase.

Therefore, Li Mu immediately decided to launch Ele.me’s operations in Huzhou City as quickly as possible, striving to conquer the Huzhou market before Lu Yunhao could even begin.

He convened a meeting with Ele.me’s senior management, informing all executives of the news he had received.

After hearing about IDG’s investment in Lu Yunhao, Guru Lei was somewhat concerned. He said, “This Lu Yunhao is quite famous online, and many of his statements are highly popular with netizens. If he’s also going to create a food delivery platform, we must definitely take it seriously.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “Director Lei, although Lu Yunhao is very famous online, he has truly chosen the wrong field for entrepreneurship. He can do anything else, but he is uniquely unsuited for a food delivery platform.”

Guru Lei asked, puzzled, “Mr. Li, why do you make such a judgment?”

Li Mu laughed and said, “Because Lu Yunhao can’t handle a new concept like a food delivery platform. Especially since we, as predecessors, haven’t left him any usable resources. He’s trying to cross the river by feeling the stones alone; he simply couldn’t make it work.”

Li Mu analyzed Lu Yunhao’s probable tactical direction. Since he was the only one with a food delivery platform nationwide, it was certain that Lu Yunhao would at least have to develop a new platform from scratch.

This platform wouldn’t just be an ordering system for consumers; it would also need a staff management backend and a merchant order receiving backend. That’s three backend systems.

Furthermore, he would have to establish a command system for assigning and receiving orders. Even if he completely copied Li Mu’s SMS-based order receiving and placing methods, he would at least need to first sort out the logic and then consider cooperation with telecom operators.

At the same time, Lu Yunhao would also need to develop three offline teams: a ground promotion team responsible for promoting and publicizing among the white-collar worker group in Huzhou City; a business team responsible for canvassing and winning over local merchants to join the platform; and a rider delivery team responsible for the order delivery process.

Three backend systems, three offline teams, and simultaneously, he would have to resolve the problem of how riders would deliver, which meant the issue of transportation. If he couldn’t solve this, it would be a huge problem.

First-tier cities all have strict motorcycle bans, meaning ordinary motorcycles cannot be ridden freely on the roads.

It would be completely unrealistic for a large-scale rider team to rely entirely on motorcycles for delivery; the motorcycle bans alone would thoroughly block this path.

Apart from motorcycles, the only options left would be electric vehicles and bicycles.

Bicycles could basically be ruled out; they would involve too much user volume for the riders and impact delivery timeliness too greatly. The only truly reliable means of transport would be electric vehicles.

However, in those years, the electric vehicle market was still just starting. Most electric vehicles were not only expensive, but their range was only about twenty to thirty kilometers, completely incomparable to the lithium battery electric vehicles customized by Ele.me, which utilized Tesla battery pack technology.

If such electric vehicles were used for delivery, riders would either be charging them or on their way to charge them. Earning money with them? Basically no chance.

Unless the company invested significant human and material resources to set up battery swap stations—even if just small sheds—they would need at least hundreds of batteries and charging facilities.

If Lu Yunhao’s delivery team had to swap batteries every twenty to thirty kilometers, one rider would need at least three or four batteries a day to keep going. The costs behind that would truly be very high.

This would require providing each rider with an electric vehicle and four batteries, while continuously charging the batteries for circulation.

Allowing riders to provide their own transportation? That’s also unrealistic.

Don’t be fooled by the fact that electric vehicles currently cost around three thousand yuan. An electric vehicle costing three thousand yuan is equivalent to more than a month’s average salary in a first-tier city, or three months’ average salary in a smaller city. While it’s a good idea to have riders provide their own transportation, this barrier is too high for them.

That’s why, even before launching Ele.me, Li Mu decided to customize electric vehicles himself: partly for the energy storage and efficiency of lithium battery electric vehicles, and partly to lower the rider entry barrier.

However, Lu Yunhao might not even perceive these problems.

There’s also another very crucial aspect: the merchant-side hardware.

Nowadays, less than ten percent of restaurants nationwide use computers for checkout. The remaining ninety percent operate manually, which means ninety percent of restaurants don’t have computers and cannot support online order receiving.

To solve this problem, Ele.me directly provided computers ordered specially from Shenzhou for merchants to use. However, this came with significant limitations for the merchants. For example, the systems on these provided computers had numerous restrictions, such as not allowing merchants to download and install other software themselves. Even if Lu Yunhao tried to piggyback on the restaurants Ele.me had already secured, he would still have to provide each of those restaurants with a new computer for order reception and related business operations.

If he couldn’t achieve this, asking merchants to buy their own computers and connect to the internet to cooperate with him would also set a very high barrier for them.

On the surface, the venture Li Mu was pursuing seemed very impressive and promising. But they simply didn’t know how many steps behind the scenes required them to provide funds, effort, and manpower to solve and overcome one by one.

In the future, all these problems would emerge one by one, becoming extremely annoying for him.

Lu Yunhao still didn’t understand the significant difference between operating O2O, and operating offline, or electronic products.

In fact, even when Lu Yunhao was making phones in his past life, it wasn’t as troublesome as the food delivery platform he was about to create now.

When he was making phones, the mobile phone industry was already mature: software and hardware solutions were mature, the supply chain was mature, the contract manufacturing sector was mature, the e-commerce market was mature, and the internet-famous live streaming sales model was mature.

Therefore, he only needed to recruit a phone design team to design one or two phones. Then, he would hire someone familiar with the supply chain and contract manufacturers to negotiate cooperation with component suppliers and contract manufacturers. Once the phones were produced, he could leverage his internet-famous persona to vigorously promote the device, then open a store on JD.com and Tmall and sell the phone there.

Moreover, designing a phone was also very simple. Whether it was exterior design or internal space arrangement, there were many mature examples on the market available for reference.

It was like manufacturing cars; even if someone had never been involved in the automotive manufacturing industry, they would still understand the general logic of a car.

For example, most household cars, from front to back, feature an engine compartment, front wheels, a cockpit, rear seats, rear wheels, and a car trunk.

This is how predecessors have already mapped things out for you; you just need to follow this path to design and manufacture your own car. You don’t need to define basic logic from scratch, like the engine compartment being at the front, steering wheel controls, or accelerator and brake pedals.

In fact, manufacturing cars is quite similar to manufacturing phones; as long as you manage the supply chain well, you can easily develop a car model.

If you don’t insist on quality, you don’t even need to manufacture the engine yourself; you can directly buy a 2.0 engine from Mitsubishi, then buy a transmission from Aisin. Then, recruit some engineers to reverse-engineer the chassis, cabin, and interior design of a well-known car model, and you’ll have your own brand of car.

Whether it’s making phones or cars, while it might seem overly high-end, these are very mature models. As long as the funds are in place, the challenge of entering the industry isn’t significant.

As for whether they sell well, that depends on how well these specific steps are executed.

In his past life, Lu Yunhao did well in the latter two aspects, but the earlier ones were a mess: phone quality control wasn’t up to standard, the cost-performance ratio wasn’t high enough, contract manufacturers constantly delayed, and after-sales service couldn’t keep up. As a result, he gradually squandered all his internet-famous resources.

Now, Lu Yunhao actually wants to build a food delivery platform. This isn’t something where everything falls into place just because the money is there; almost everything has to start from scratch.

Although Li Mu had already established a precedent, everything with Ele.me was closed source. The platform wouldn’t be open to third parties, nor would the technology be transferred to them. Even the customized electric vehicles were exclusive products with numerous patents. If a contract manufacturer dared to repurpose and sell the product, a lawsuit would make them compensate until financial ruin.

Furthermore, the battery packs and small brushless motors used in the electric vehicles were shipped directly from Tesla’s contract manufacturers, then imported domestically and handed over to electric vehicle contract manufacturers for assembly. They had no access to the core technology. If they tried to replicate a lithium battery electric vehicle without understanding it, it might spontaneously combust if the temperature got too high.

Based on this, Li Mu could already ascertain that even if he didn’t proactively attack, with Lu Yunhao’s capabilities and an amount of capital totaling twenty million US dollars, he might not be able to make this venture succeed.

If he were to proactively launch an all-out attack on Lu Yunhao, then Lu Yunhao would absolutely have no chance to rise again; one could even say he was doomed to fail.

Coincidentally, Li Mu wasn’t particularly fond of Lu Yunhao; in fact, he was somewhat annoyed by him.

So, not giving him a fierce wave of attacks would truly be a disservice to Teacher Lu’s boastful and glittering special temperament.





Chapter 1764: Lu Yunhao’s Team Arrives

While Lu Yunhao was busy organizing his conference room and building his team, Li Mu had already given clear instructions to the Ele.me Huzhou City team: “Ele.me must be Launched in Huzhou City within fifteen days, covering the entire city area.”

This meant that the Front-end Business team had to sign up as many restaurants, dessert shops, cake shops, and other catering businesses as possible within the urban area of Huzhou City within fifteen days, and help them list their dishes.

In addition, the rider team also needed to develop systemic work capabilities within fifteen days.

Fortunately, Ele.me had already begun its first-tier city layout, and although the service hadn’t formally Launched yet, preliminary work had quietly progressed. Therefore, meeting Li Mu’s requirements within fifteen days wasn’t an arduous task.

The news of Lu Yunhao securing a twenty million dollar investment triggered an earthquake in both the English training industry and the internet sector.

To be honest, both groups were quite unconvinced that he received twenty million.

The English training industry wondered, “What’s going on? This guy can get a twenty million dollar investment to do internet work? Does he even understand the internet? Why can he get twenty million dollars while we’re stuck miserably teaching students?”

The internet sector thought, “Are you kidding me? This guy can also get twenty million dollars to do internet work? On what grounds? He’s an outsider; how is he better than us?”

However, Lu Yunhao was complacent.

In his conference room in Huzhou City, enjoying a panoramic view of the Huangpu River—which was significantly less impressive than the waterfront—he mused to himself, “I am truly no ordinary person; this cross-industry leap I’ve made is simply extraordinary!”

While complacent, he began scouting for his core team.

He knew the finance team was from IDG and couldn’t be trusted; the technical team was also brought in by IDG from America, and they couldn’t be trusted either. His immediate priority was to build a trustworthy core team for himself.

So, he poached a colleague from Southern English.

That guy always liked to flatter him excessively, and whenever they drank too much, they would wax eloquent together. Both were ambitious but their ambitions remained unfulfilled. Lu Yunhao felt that this guy had certain aspirations, a certain vision and breadth, and most importantly, he was obedient to Lu Yunhao.

Subsequently, he offered the man a salary double what he was currently earning from teaching, poaching him from Beijing to be his first vice president.

After that, he again poached a few other people from Southern English whom he didn’t know particularly well, but whose abilities he deemed quite good.

These individuals were responsible for various roles: some handled administration, some human resources, some marketing, and others specialized in telemarketing.

Although this group from Southern English had no experience with the internet, they were truly adept at sales.

They were similar to people who heavily promote products, skilled at cajoling.

Therefore, Lu Yunhao believed that, apart from the technical aspects, all future business development, public relations, promotion, and selling for the company could be handled by these seasoned veterans from Southern English, and they would surely do it very well.

Due to the promise of high salaries, Lu Yunhao quickly poached over a dozen people from Southern English.

With hundreds of millions in hand, Lu Yunhao had no worries about money. In his view, an annual salary of several hundred thousand was merely a drop in the ocean.

These individuals had never imagined encountering an opportunity to double their salaries so suddenly, so they all submitted their resignations to Southern English in the shortest time possible.

Because some of their jobs were critical, Southern English was reluctant to let them go immediately. If they forced their departure, they would have to compensate the company for certain economic losses as per their contracts.

Faced with such a situation, many found themselves in an irreversible situation.

Lu Yunhao simply offered new terms: reporting to work within three days, with a two hundred thousand signing bonus for everyone.

A signing bonus is money given upon signing the contract.

It was a way of spending money to poach high-end talent.

Lu Yunhao’s idea was simple and crude: Southern English wouldn’t let them resign, right? Then he’d just resort to spending money.

According to their contracts, even if these individuals had to compensate Southern English, it would only be a matter of tens of thousands of dollars. By offering two hundred thousand dollars, he directly forced their resignation with speed.

This tactic indeed proved effective.

A few days later, these dozen or so individuals from Southern English successively arrived in Huzhou City and reported to Lu Yunhao.

The founder of Southern English specifically called Lu Yunhao to curse him, feeling that this bastard was truly devoid of professional ethics. It was bad enough that he left himself, but he also poached others, causing Southern English immense losses.

In response, Lu Yunhao calmly retorted, “Why are you telling me this? It’s their freedom to go wherever they wish; what does it have to do with me? And why should I be responsible to you? If you have any issues, please contact the law firms our company works with. Oh, by the way, just so you know, our collaborating law firms are the most awesome law firms in Huzhou City. If you’re dissatisfied about anything, you can take your time explaining it to them.”

Then, Lu Yunhao rudely hung up the phone.

What a joke. With over one hundred million dollars on him, why would he fear some moral condemnation from him? He must not have taken his medicine this morning.

…

Several days later, Lu Yunhao’s technical team finally arrived.

This was a technical team deployed from various companies in Silicon Valley.

For frontend, backend system, architecture, language, and programming, almost every lead was a top-tier expert in the industry.

After all these individuals arrived in Huzhou City, they immediately familiarized themselves with Lu Yunhao and began designing their own food delivery platform website, based on Ele.me’s model.

Lu Yunhao named this hypothetical food delivery platform ‘Awesome Food Delivery’. In his view, everything he created was awesome, which was why he came up with such a vulgar name.

The investors and technical team protested the name, arguing it lacked depth/connotation, but Lu Yunhao insisted, saying such a name was easier to remember. “Look at Li Mu’s Ele.me,” he said, “it’s also very spoken English, yet everyone thinks it’s good. So why are you so resistant to ‘Awesome Food Delivery’? Aren’t we all pretty much the same?”

Seeing Lu Yunhao’s persistence, everyone gradually gave up their stance.

Although the name wasn’t particularly pleasant, Lu Yunhao was right about one thing: it was certainly easy to remember.

Awesome Food Delivery had many problems to solve; the products alone presented a heap of trouble.

It was only after the technical team arrived that Lu Yunhao realized how complicated this whole thing was.

The technical team said, “First, we need to refer to Ele.me’s section on Taobao and develop a similar Front Desk website, allowing consumers to browse dishes from various restaurants and place orders online.”

Lu Yunhao knew this; he had used Ele.me and understood what its website looked like and what kind of experience it offered.

Self-righteously, he said, “I think we should innovate certain products’ functions based on Ele.me, to make Ele.me more user-friendly.”

The products manager from the technical team asked him, “General Manager Lu, what kind of functional innovation do you want to achieve? Any ideas?”

Lu Yunhao pondered for a moment and said, “I haven’t thought that through yet. It will require everyone to brainstorm collectively. My idea is, we definitely can’t be exactly like Ele.me, right? We must have areas where we are more awesome than them, places where we show more craftsmanship.”

The technical experts all looked awkward.

Everyone had such ideas, but the crucial point was that his ideas were too abstract to provide any substantial guidance!

To put it bluntly, wasn’t he just talk(ing) big? “We want to be awesome; we want to be the world’s strongest food delivery platform!” But what good was just shouting? He needed to provide a roadmap, but he had none. Wasn’t he just playing dumb?

So, the products manager had no choice but to say, “Then let’s just develop one based on Ele.me for now. If General Manager Lu has any good ideas, you can communicate them to us at any time.”

Lu Yunhao rubbed his potbelly and said, “It would be great if the platform could know what I like to eat and automatically recommend food that suits my taste…”

The product manager said, “That’s feasible, but it requires designing a logical algorithm, and the algorithm needs data accumulation. Only with a certain amount of data can we analyze the general preferences of the individual retail investors.”

Lu Yunhao blurted out, “What does that mean?”

Seeing his lack of understanding, the other person had a bit of a headache and said, “To give you an analogy, our platform is like falling in love with an individual retail investor. We can’t know what an individual retail investor likes or wants the first time we meet them. We need to go through several interactions and learn about them to generally determine their preferences.”

Continuing, the person added, “It’s the same for the platform. First, we need to let the individual retail investors use it freely a few times. Then, by analyzing the content they browse, the content they follow, and the content for which they place an order, we can determine what they truly like. After that, we can recommend things they might be interested in.”

Lu Yunhao nodded, excitedly saying, “Yes, yes, yes, this is exactly the feature I want! We must make this happen, absolutely must make this happen!”

Afterwards, Lu Yunhao added, “Our platform must be more user-friendly than Li Mu’s Ele.me!”

The other person said, “General Manager Lu, our current development tasks are too heavy. I suggest we don’t develop the algorithm before the Launched. We can take our time with it after it’s Launched.”

“Why?” Lu Yunhao frowned, his expression displeased. “We need to rely on this kind of user-friendly and thoughtful service to surpass Ele.me. If you don’t develop it, how can we surpass them?”

The other person had to explain, “Currently, our development tasks are too heavy. Not only do we need to develop the Front Desk, but also the merchant backend and the individual retail investor backend. That’s three systems right there. Additionally, we need our own operational management back-end to manage the entire platform’s individual retail investors, merchants, and orders through overall planning. That makes four systems. Just these four systems, with our team working day and night, would take at least over a month to produce a test version. And half of that workload would need to be outsourced to other companies for development; otherwise, it would take at least three months to get them Launched.”

Continuing, the person added, “If we add the algorithm, even if more than half of it is outsourced, it would still take at least two and a half to three months.”

Upon hearing it would take so long, Lu Yunhao immediately grew agitated: “By the time you finish developing, it’ll be too late!”

“There’s no other way,” the person said seriously. “If we want to get Launched as soon as possible in the current phase, we have to discard other things and put other requirements on hold. Otherwise, it simply won’t get online quickly.”

Lu Yunhao could only nod. “Alright, then let’s prioritize getting the platform Launched. But it absolutely must be as fast as possible, as fast as possible, as fast as possible! Ideally, it should be Launched within a month!”





Chapter 1784: Lost the First Wave

Davidson Goldberg, the patriarch of the Goldberg Family, had been staying in Beijing for quite some time.

For days, he had been considering Li Ziwei’s request to meet with Li Mu, but Li Mu hadn’t paid him any mind.

In Li Mu’s view, though this old man wasn’t entirely bad, he wasn’t a good person either; he was only a tad better than those old guys on Wall Street.

Considering that he had gifted him a Premier League club, Li Mu, though he hadn’t bothered with him, also hadn’t outright rejected him. If the patriarch still had the patience to wait, then he could continue waiting in Beijing.

However, this patriarch truly possessed patience. He simply made Beijing his long-term residence and managed all family affairs remotely. He had, in fact, prepared to spend the summer in Beijing, determined to show Li Mu his full sincerity no matter what.

For the Goldberg Family and HSBC Capital, which they controlled, Li Mu was key to maintaining their giant status and moving forward. Obtaining Muye Technology’s IPO underwriting qualifications also meant securing Taobao’s IPO underwriting qualifications. Following that, other enterprises Li Mu invested in, and those thriving within Li Mu’s ecosystem, would successively go public. These would almost certainly follow Li Mu’s footsteps.

Muye Technology was like a train whose length no one knew. If the locomotive passed a station, all subsequent carriages would pass that same station. Davidson simply could not accept such a loss.

So, every day he fretted anxiously in the five-star hotel where he was staying, just waiting for an opportunity to express his loyalty to Li Mu and hoping to re-establish cooperation with him.

In contrast, Li Mu was in a much more cheerful mood.

With the continuous development of YY, YY.com, YY Game Platform, Weibo Twitter, Paradise Town, and Plants vs. Zombies, YY’s user base was now constantly surging globally, making it the internet product with the largest number of users worldwide, bar none.

On this foundation, YY’s value-added paid services were developing smoothly. The number of members exceeded one hundred million, which meant monthly membership income alone would surpass two hundred million dollars. This didn’t even include other value-added service income, advertising revenue, and so on.

Another significant source of income came from YY’s cooperation with global telecom operators, developing YY functions for mobile devices. Using operators to charge users monthly subscription fees and information fees would also bring Muye Technology over one hundred million dollars in revenue each month.

Weibo Twitter also began entering its harvest period. Li Mu started providing native advertisement services worldwide. To ensure user experience on Weibo Twitter, he limited the number of direct advertisements for regular and prominent figure/influencer users, controlling their direct advertisement count to one per week.

Game top-ups and paid content were also a major source, with large amounts of cash continuously flowing into Muye Technology’s accounts from payment interfaces worldwide, making Muye Technology’s cash flow increasingly robust.

Li Mu had now achieved the lyrics he used to comically sing as a child from “The Dedication of Love”: “If everyone gave me one yuan, I’d become a world-class magnate.”

He now had hundreds of millions of people contributing far more than one yuan in significant cash every month, which gave him ample confidence to prepare for a good game with Wall Street.

Compared to him, Wall Street seemed somewhat isolated and weak. They were a group of capitalists banding together, bringing along a cluster of smaller capitalist groups. Their lines for supplying nutrition were far inferior to his. But Li Mu was different; the lines supplying him influence were countless and still growing. If no one could defeat him in business, then Wall Street, even if they banded together, would be no use at all.

No matter how impressive Wall Street was, it couldn’t stop users from getting YY memberships or exchanging YY Coins for Happy Beans in games. So, he was now intently waiting for Lu Yunhao to make some moves so he could play a game of Tigress versus Rats with him.

Several days later, Lu Yunhao published a tweet on his Weibo Twitter, where he had over one million followers. He said: “The Awesome Food Delivery platform, personally spearheaded by me, is accelerating its R&D and will meet everyone soon. Our Awesome Food Delivery employs better, stronger, and more excellent algorithms and operational logic to bring you the best food delivery ordering experience! Stay tuned!”

Originally, only the training and internet industries knew about Lu Yunhao’s food delivery website plans. Now, his followers also knew.

Lu Yunhao spent nearly one million yuan buying several prominent figure/influencers to retweet his post and sing his praises, instantly creating a hot topic on Weibo Twitter.

Kong Lingyu, CEO of Muye Technology, suggested that Li Mu simply remove that guy from the topic list, but Li Mu disagreed.

If he casually removed him from the hot topics, that guy would definitely seize the opportunity to bite him hard. His skill at manufacturing controversies was far beyond ordinary people. When a certain brand’s product had problems, he would openly and with great fanfare organize a public destruction. That guy’s desire to step on and exploit others to rise was still very strong.

Since he wanted to promote on Weibo Twitter, let him promote to his heart’s content. The bigger the commotion he stirred up, the harder he would fall in the future.

…

After a few more days, Li Mu received news that Lu Yunhao’s company had secured online settlement interfaces with banks, thus establishing its own payment channel.

Reportedly, that guy named his payment channel “Awesome Pay.” Li Mu nearly shattered his teeth laughing when he heard it.

At this stage, the electronic payment license plate system hadn’t been launched yet, so setting up a payment interface wasn’t a major issue. Besides, IDG Capital had good relationships with banks, so Li Mu never thought that opening a payment interface would be a barrier for them.

But there was a problem.

Payment, this thing, wasn’t just about setting up the functions and being done with it.

Just like the two main electronic payment channels in later generations, Alipay and WeChat Pay, these two giants could never have been incubated by other companies.

Alipay and WeChat Pay were like two dinosaur eggs from ancient times. Alipay was the big dinosaur egg, WeChat Pay slightly smaller. Such behemoths, how could they be incubated by today’s little chickens, ducklings, puppies, or kittens? Even tigers, leopards, or elephants couldn’t do it.

Look at Alipay’s development history: it emerged alongside Taobao. If Taobao hadn’t accumulated so many users over the years, how could Alipay have become the largest electronic payment channel in China?

Then look at WeChat Pay. Earlier, under Alipay’s strong pressure, even with hundreds of millions of WeChat users, WeChat Pay couldn’t truly take off. What for? Because damn it, everyone was using Alipay. What do you want to open WeChat Pay for?

As a result, Zhang Xiaolong, that big brother, was quite impressive. Didn’t everyone lack the motivation to use WeChat Pay? Fine, then I’ll create a super awesome “game” for grabbing red envelopes during the New Year.

You see a red envelope and want to grab it? Sorry, if you want to grab it, you have to enable WeChat Pay first.

Everyone’s making you send red envelopes. Do you feel like it? Sorry, if you want to send them, you still have to enable WeChat Pay first.

Just like that, taking advantage of the New Year, WeChat Pay instantly captured over one hundred million users, completing in virtually one night the journey Alipay had taken several years to finish.

Why, you ask?

Wasn’t it because WeChat itself had hundreds of millions of users with strong demands as its foundation? Hundreds of millions of people used WeChat every day, posted to WeChat Moments every day, and read WeChat Moments and WeChat Official Accounts tweets every day. That’s why it could promote the red envelope game and make everyone open WeChat Pay.

What about other companies?

Meituan Pay promoted activating its service within Meituan Food Delivery every day, but how many actually activated it? There were also JD.com Pay, Suning Pay, and various banks’ own payment services, which were basically unused. Later, when they finally scraped together some users, how did they get them? Wasn’t it by offering concessions?

For example, a user bought one hundred yuan worth of goods on JD.com and was about to place an order and pay. Suddenly, a pop-up appeared: “Use JD.com Pay and enjoy 10 yuan off for orders over 99 yuan.” When the user saw this, they thought, “Activating JD.com Pay can save me ten yuan, that seems worth activating.”

To gain new users this way, how much profit would you have to concede?

Moreover, payment users acquired this way had an inherent “bias” against these payment channels. What is this “bias”?

For instance, when buying something, there are N payment methods: WeChat, Alipay, JD.com, Suning, even Apple Pay. For users, if the latter methods offer a discount, they’ll choose the one with the biggest discount. If there’s no discount, they’ll choose between WeChat and Alipay.

In this situation, no payment service could achieve a three-way dominance with WeChat and Alipay.

Under these circumstances, Lu Yunhao’s payment service, even if developed, would be no use at all. Currently, users who do online shopping all use Alipay, and he didn’t have a powerful product like WeChat as a foundation. How could he possibly fight Li Mu?

However, Lu Yunhao was completely unaware of these problems.

He was currently tormented by a huge problem.

Only when his team started recruiting rider teams did he slowly realize that recruiting riders wasn’t just about hiring people; there was also a huge problem: transportation!

Huzhou City’s traffic management was strict, unlike Beijing. Although Beijing-B license plates were theoretically not allowed in the urban area, most people rode in anyway and weren’t stopped. But Huzhou City was different; if you rode into a motorcycle-banned area, you would be caught.

Therefore, there were very few illegally operated motorcycles in Huzhou City.

This meant that no one was getting a motorcycle to look for work in Huzhou City.

He had initially wanted to recruit riders who already owned vehicles, but after looking around, he found that most people who could legally ride motorcycles in the city were richer than him. How could they possibly deliver food for him?

Many people were indeed interested in the rider job, but they couldn’t solve the transportation problem.

Standing in his conference room, looking at the rolling river, Lu Yunhao started cursing: “Damn it, why did no one tell me about this rotten situation where motorcycles aren’t allowed to operate!!!”

Zheng Chao, his trusted aide whom he had poached from Southern English and who was now the company’s Vice General Manager, said awkwardly: “No one expected us to get stuck here. To be honest, motorcycles are too difficult to get. Even if we tried our hardest, we might not be able to get one hundred motorcycles with proper documentation…”

Lu Yunhao hurriedly asked: “Is there no other way? How did Li Mu manage it?”

Zheng Chao said: “Li Mu is truly amazing. His vehicles are all electric vehicles he customized himself.”

“Can electric vehicles work? Is the range enough?” Lu Yunhao pressed.

“Around eighty kilometers, that’s enough!”

Lu Yunhao immediately made the final decision: “Go, buy them! We’ll buy them from wherever Li Mu bought his. Let’s buy… five hundred of them first! Oh no, buy one thousand!”

Zheng Chao’s expression was grim: “General Manager Lu, these aren’t cars we can just buy with money. Those vehicles are Ele.me’s own design, their own patents, and their own core components. They merely entrusted domestic companies for OEM manufacturing, and the OEM factories have clear agreements not to OEM electric vehicles for other companies. What’s more ridiculous is that the OEM factories couldn’t even replicate them if they tried; the crucial batteries and motors are directly imported from America.”

Lu Yunhao gritted his teeth: “Damn it, he really invests a fortune. Developing a food delivery platform, and even having to design an electric vehicle…”

Saying that, Lu Yunhao sniffed coldly and said, “Can’t we also custom-make an electric vehicle?”

Zheng Chao said: “We can, but the electric vehicles we can buy on the market have a maximum range of thirty kilometers. Most claim a range of thirty kilometers, but in reality, they stop working after ten-odd kilometers, less than twenty kilometers. Plus, charging is damn slow; it takes at least eight hours to fully charge. Unlike Li Mu’s electric vehicles, which reportedly can truly achieve a range of around eighty kilometers and charge quickly, in four or five hours. There’s also some fast-charging technology provided by a company called Tesla, using over three hundred volts of industrial electricity, charging 65% in one hour, and fully charging in two hours…”

“Holy crap…” Lu Yunhao’s jaw nearly dropped. He exclaimed: “Damn, that’s too much of a difference! What’s so awesome about Li Mu’s stuff?”

Zheng Chao said: “Their batteries are very powerful. Domestic electric vehicles uniformly use lead-acid batteries, which are heavy, bulky, and have low energy storage. They reportedly drain incredibly fast when it gets cold, users are either charging or on the way to charging.”

Lu Yunhao then asked: “What about Li Mu’s?”

Zheng Chao said: “Li Mu’s use lithium batteries, the same battery cells used in laptop computers. Dozens or even hundreds of those battery cells are stacked together. That vehicle is reportedly speed-limited at the factory to forty kilometers per hour, otherwise, if unleashed, it runs faster than a scooter…”

“You must be bragging…” Lu Yunhao slammed the table: “I don’t believe his electric vehicle can use laptop batteries and run faster than a motorcycle!”

“It’s true,” Zheng Chao said. “I specifically asked friends in Beijing to investigate. Everything I’m telling you has been repeatedly confirmed.”

Then, Zheng Chao added: “It seems we can currently only order ordinary lead-acid battery electric vehicles from domestic manufacturers. The motors aren’t brushless motors either, so they consume more power and have worse performance. For the same rider, an Ele.me rider can complete twenty to thirty orders on a full charge, while ours can only do six or seven. That’s several times the difference. And Ele.me has battery swap stations in Beijing, and even mobile battery swap units. If a rider’s vehicle runs out of power, they can just ride to a battery swap station to swap batteries, or inquire about the location of a mobile battery swap unit for on-the-go battery swaps. If we wanted to achieve that, the costs would be astronomical. Combined with our batteries’ short range and slow charging speed, one vehicle would probably need at least six batteries…”

“Holy crap…”

Lu Yunhao’s expression instantly became extremely grim.

He had once simulated and calculated his competition with Li Mu thousands of times. Yet, despite all his calculations, he never expected to lose the first wave due to transportation.





Chapter 1766: I’m So Uncomfortable!

“

“

The reason Li Mu had Elon Musk tinker together a small lithium battery pack and a small brushless motor for him in the first place was to resolve the issue once and for all.

“

“

Although there aren’t many cities nationwide with motorcycle bans at this stage, as urbanization accelerates, more and more cities will join the ranks of those banning motorcycles.

“

“

By then, relying on motorcycles for food delivery will only become increasingly difficult.

“

“

The normal progression would be to use motorcycles first, switch to ordinary lead-acid battery electric vehicles when motorcycles can no longer be used, and then transition to lithium battery electric vehicles when the performance of lead-acid electric vehicles plateaus.

“

“

Li Mu simply took it one step at a time, directly opting for lithium battery electric vehicles. This not only solves the problem once and for all, but more importantly, it allows him to stand on the moral high ground of complying with city regulations and promoting energy conservation and environmental protection.

“

“

Lu Yunhao, halfway into the arena, was already doing well just to grasp the frontend and backend logic. Expecting him to consider things so thoroughly was almost impossible.

“

“

So, when he thought that recruiting a rider team was as simple as announcing it, he realized that while people were easy to recruit, the vehicles were not.

“

“

If the delivery end couldn’t be sorted out, then any platform development would be nonsense.

“

“

After all, as Li Mu said, timeliness is paramount for an O2O project. Otherwise, if individual retail investors offline order a meal and the merchant sends it via postal service, they’d starve to death by the time it arrives.

“

“

Lu Yunhao suddenly felt extremely uncomfortable. If they truly followed Zheng Chao’s suggestion of equipping each vehicle with five or six battery packs, the problems stemming from that would be too numerous.

“

“

First, there were the costs. An electric vehicle costs three thousand, and a battery pack costs four hundred. That’s over five thousand for one vehicle. For one thousand vehicles, five million would be gone.

“

“

The main point is, Huzhou City is so large, how could one thousand vehicles be enough? One thousand vehicles might not even be enough to cover a single district.

“

“

If it were two thousand vehicles, ten million would be gone.

“

“

Moreover, with so many battery packs, how would they be managed? Give them all to the riders and let them manage it themselves? That’s not realistic.

“

“

Food delivery mainly takes place in prosperous locations, and riders most likely can’t afford to live in such affluent areas. They might be in the suburbs or the urban-rural fringe. If the battery pack is ten kilometers from their workplace, wouldn’t the vehicle have to travel ten kilometers just to go back and get a battery pack?

“

“

One battery pack can run thirty kilometers at most. First, they run ten kilometers to reach the workplace, then reserve ten kilometers to go back and swap batteries. How many orders could they complete with the remaining ten kilometers of work?

“

“

Therefore, the battery packs definitely needed to be managed like Li Mu did, with a dedicated team.

“

“

At the very least, they’d need to be charged centrally at night, and then during the day, designated spots would be set up in some urban areas where prepared, fully charged battery packs would be made available for riders to swap themselves.

“

“

Two thousand vehicles would mean ten thousand battery packs. Managing the daily collection, distribution, charging, management, and warehousing of ten thousand battery packs is a massive undertaking by itself. It would require at least a large factory building to handle, wouldn’t it?

“

“

And even more critically, they would also need several trucks and a large team of laborers to drive and transport the battery packs to fixed locations every morning…

“

“

Thinking of this, Lu Yunhao repeatedly slapped his forehead: “This Li Mu is really annoying! Why does he have to provide electric vehicles himself? Why doesn’t he let the riders sort it out themselves? If worst comes to worst, just give the riders a bit more salary, make it profitable for them, give them the motivation to acquire their own transportation, wouldn’t that be enough? Just thinking about having to set up this entire support system is extremely annoying…”

“

“

Zheng Chao said, “There’s nothing we can do, General Manager Lu. Li Mu has already set a precedent. If we made riders sort it out themselves, our appeal would naturally be weaker.”

“

“

Lu Yunhao said resentfully, “Li Mu is increasing the barriers for others to enter this industry and compete with him! After all, he’s the first to set a precedent, and the industry rules are completely set by him…”

“

“

Zheng Chao nodded and said, “Currently, our best approach is to quickly procure a batch of electric vehicles, set up a battery pack management team, lease a place to store and batch-charge the battery packs, and then designate several battery swap locations in more prosperous areas.”

“

“

“Hmm…” Lu Yunhao said with a livid expression, “You handle this. Quickly select a supplier and procure them in bulk.”

“

“

Zheng Chao said, “Then I suggest we quickly lease a warehouse in the suburbs now, so the vehicles can be stored there when they arrive.”

“

“

“Good,” Lu Yunhao said, “You handle that too!”

“

“

Zheng Chao then asked, “General Manager Lu, regarding the budget…”

“

“

Lu Yunhao thought for a moment: “Let’s tentatively set it at ten million!”

“

“

“Alright!”

“

“

……

“

“

A few days later, Zheng Chao selected an electric vehicle manufacturer in Maoming City, Guangdong Province.

“

“

He chose an electric vehicle from this manufacturer with a claimed range of thirty-five kilometers and placed an order for two thousand units in one go, while also ordering ten thousand identical battery packs.

“

“

When he presented the products to Lu Yunhao for review, Lu Yunhao signed off without much examination and then asked him, “How long until they can deliver?”

“

“

Zheng Chao said, “They’ll deliver one hundred units to us this weekend, then begin full-scale production of our order. They can deliver five hundred units next weekend, and the remaining ones will be delivered within this month.”

“

“

“Good!” Lu Yunhao nodded and said, “Technical development is already halfway done. Now we need to get a batch of vehicles quickly, then recruit a group of riders and begin training them.”

“

“

Zheng Chao quickly added, “General Manager Lu, we also need to procure a batch of mobile phones.”

“

“

Lu Yunhao furiously asked, “We’ve already procured electric vehicles, why do we need to procure phones too?”

“

“

Zheng Chao said helplessly, “A significant portion of migrant workers don’t have mobile phones… after all, phones are still quite expensive right now, and phone plans aren’t cheap either.”

“

“

“Damn it…” Lu Yunhao glared, “I’m preparing vehicles for them, and I have to prepare phones for them too. Do I also need to prepare clothes and hats for them?”

“

“

Zheng Chao nodded and said, “Ele.me provides uniform. And I heard that their uniforms are manufactured by large domestic OEM factories, the same ones as Adidas and Nike, using the same production lines, materials, and production processes.”

“

“

“Damn it…” Lu Yunhao exasperatedly asked, “Li Mu must have so much money he doesn’t know where to spend it, right???”

“

“

Zheng Chao suddenly smacked his forehead and said, “Oh, General Manager Lu, I forgot one more thing!”

“

“

Lu Yunhao angrily shouted, “What is it? Speak!”

“

“

Zheng Chao awkwardly said, “We also need to customize insulated delivery boxes for the riders, otherwise the food will easily get cold, and once it’s cold, individual retail investors’ experience will be significantly diminished…”

“

“

“Damn it…”

“

“

Lu Yunhao was going crazy.

“

“

A bunch of outsiders doing things simply couldn’t achieve the thoroughness and attention to detail that Li Mu possessed.

“

“

In fact, in his past life, even Ele.me itself matured and refined its operations gradually. But even then, before Li Mu’s rebirth, the overall level of Ele.me riders, including their abilities, manners, and equipment, couldn’t compare to Li Mu’s current riders.

“

“

One could say that Li Mu started at his peak. If competitors like Lu Yunhao wanted to catch up, it would truly require a great deal of effort and massive funds to achieve.

“

“

Zheng Chao added, “I found someone to look into it. Ele.me’s insulated delivery boxes are made of insulating material, which provides excellent insulation. Crucially, all six sides have heating wires, powered directly by the electric vehicle’s battery pack, which can maintain the food’s temperature for a long time. If the rider delivers quickly, when individual retail investors receive the food, it’ll be almost no different from when it was just made at the restaurant.”

“

“

“That must cost a lot, right?” Lu Yunhao asked, rubbing his temples.

“

“

Zheng Chao said awkwardly, “The key isn’t the money. The key is that we can’t implement the heating wire’s temperature stability function.”

“

“

“Why?” Lu Yunhao demanded, “How much more could adding a heating wire cost? An insulated delivery box wouldn’t cost more than a few tens of yuan extra, would it?”

“

“

Zheng Chao said, feeling very embarrassed, “General Manager Lu, it’s not about the money!”

“

“

“Then what’s the problem?!”

“

“

Seeing that he wasn’t getting the point, Zheng Chao had to state it directly, “It’s a storage battery issue. The batteries we can buy have limited capacity. If we also power the heating wires in the insulated delivery boxes, they probably won’t even be able to run twenty kilometers on a full charge.”

“

“

Lu Yunhao finally understood, sighing, “These trivial matters are truly making me so uncomfortable…”

“

“

Batteries…

“

“

How is Li Mu so awesome? How can he achieve such a long range using laptop batteries?!

“

“

Thinking this, Lu Yunhao said angrily, “If that’s the case, I might as well invest several million in an electric vehicle manufacturer and have them develop Li Mu’s battery technology! Wouldn’t that solve the problem once and for all?”

“

“

Zheng Chao said, “Actually, after Ele.me’s electric vehicles came out, several large domestic electric vehicle manufacturers wanted to imitate them, but the technical barrier is very high.”

“

“

“What kind of technical barrier could that thing have? Our country’s technological development is already so advanced! Missiles can reach America, ten thousand kilometers away. An electric vehicle can’t be solved?”

“

“

Zheng Chao said helplessly, “General Manager Lu, that’s not how technology is calculated. The battery cells Li Mu uses are 18650 battery cells. These are inherently lightweight, small-sized, high-capacity batteries, mostly used in small home appliances, like laptop computers—ordinary ones use four cells, better ones use six. Some high-power flashlights can maintain high brightness for several hours with just one cell. Before Li Mu got into it, nobody used these in electric vehicles. Domestic manufacturers making electric vehicles basically don’t have any exclusive technology. They produce their own car frames, procure battery packs from lead-acid battery manufacturers, motors from motor factories, and then combine them with throttles, brakes, tires, car lights, and other components procured from other manufacturers. They just assemble them onto their car frames in the factory and off they go.”

“

“

“The electric vehicles produced domestically are technically inferior to remote-controlled electric cars that kids play with. At least remote-controlled electric cars, besides the battery, motor, and drive system, also have a remote control system. The technical level of these things is similar to the mini 4WD cars kids play with: you buy a car frame, insert two AA batteries, a small motor, put together a few gears, add a toggle switch, and it runs when powered on…”

“

“

Lu Yunhao stomped his foot in anger and said, “I know, I know! I didn’t ask them to develop remote-controlled electric vehicles! I also didn’t expect them to comprehensively improve their strength in batteries, motors, and drive systems. Can’t they just Shengji the batteries to lithium batteries? What the hell is so difficult about that? My sister’s son also plays with mini 4WD cars. He used to say the motivation wasn’t strong enough with ordinary batteries. Later, he just bought two high-capacity rechargeable batteries, put them in, and it zoomed! Can’t they just buy some lithium batteries and put them in? What the hell is stopping them?”

“

“





Chapter 1767: Overwhelming Force

Zheng Chao had come to understand a truth.

When it came to anything, it wasn’t fear of encountering an outsider, but fear of encountering an outsider pretending to be an expert.

If one could simply stuff lithium batteries into an electric vehicle to replace lead-acid batteries, why would he need to be here making suggestions? The people in the electric vehicle industry would have already done it.

In his opinion, Lu Yunhao was a classic example of an outsider commanding an expert, which would inevitably make a fool of oneself.

For example, experts knew that building the Three Gorges Dam was a century-long project, a super colossus project. Apart from China, almost no other country could accomplish a water conservancy project of such scale.

But in the eyes of someone like Lu Yunhao, he would most likely say disdainfully, “Isn’t it just building a dam? What’s so difficult? It doesn’t matter if it’s a one meter long dam, or a one thousand meter, or a three thousand three hundred thirty-five meter long dam. From a construction process perspective, it’s nothing more than blocking both ends and pouring cement, right?”

How could you reason with such a person?

But Zheng Chao had no choice. Who made this his Owner? Moreover, he couldn’t hold out against the allure of a double salary and had traveled a long distance from Beijing to join him. Now, there was no turning back.

So, he could only patiently say, “General Manager Lu, I’ve looked into it a bit. Lithium batteries are not ordinary batteries. Their biggest problem is that they’re not stable enough. If it’s just one cell, putting it in a flashlight is fine, it’s relatively safe. But if too many are connected in a series, the voltage gets too high, the current gets too large, and during the charging and Advancing Cannon process, it can easily burn or explode, potentially even causing a fire.”

“That absurd?” Lu Yunhao asked with a face full of disbelief.

Zheng Chao explained, “Lithium batteries are indeed not very safe. If you pierce a mobile phone’s lithium battery with a sharp object, the battery will quickly catch fire or even explode.”

Lu Yunhao then asked, “Then how did Li Mu do it?”

Zheng Chao said, “Li Mu has firepower technology. He has a way to safely connect dozens or hundreds of lithium batteries in series, making them operate stably without overheating, overcharging, spontaneous combustion, fire, or explosive expansion. This is also the biggest technical threshold for domestic electric vehicle manufacturers to imitate, because domestic electric vehicle manufacturers haven’t researched these things, so everything has to start from scratch. They don’t know how others do it!”

Lu Yunhao had thought that it was just about making a big battery box.

Like a mini 4WD car that runs when two AA batteries are put in, an electric vehicle could just have a larger battery box, pack more in, pack a bunch in, and it would run.

Only now did he vaguely understand that there were so many complexities involved.

Zheng Chao continued, “The lithium battery packs that several manufacturers have prototyped now have less than half the capacity of Li Mu’s battery packs, and they frequently encounter all sorts of problems. The most serious one directly bulged and exploded on the test machine, nearly causing a fire. Besides that, overheating, spontaneous combustion, and inability to charge are commonplace issues; they’re already common. Currently, not even a single lithium battery pack that can stably travel one hundred kilometers has been developed yet.”

Lu Yunhao was silent for a moment, then said, “Then let’s go with lead-acid batteries first. If worst comes to worst, we’ll invest more and set up robust battery swap support. We’ll switch over when electric vehicle manufacturers develop lithium batteries.”

Zheng Chao said, “As far as I know, electric vehicle manufacturers are basically giving up on R&D.”

“Why?” Lu Yunhao frowned, “Are these guys so lacking in ambition? Giving up after one or two failures? Don’t they know that failure is the mother of success? Back when I wrote job applications and self-recommendation letters to the Owner of Southern English, it took me several tries to succeed. They’re developing a rotten battery, and they don’t even have that much patience?”

“No,” Zheng Chao explained, “I heard them say that it means there’s not much market potential. If we follow Li Mu’s hardware setup, even without the technical threshold, the costs of an electric vehicle would be more expensive than a 125cc motorcycle. If businesses don’t procure them, ordinary people wouldn’t be willing to spend so much money on an electric vehicle.”

“Damn it, I’ll buy them!” Lu Yunhao said anxiously, “If they can truly produce models with similar specifications to Li Mu’s, I’ll buy three hundred first, oh no, five hundred vehicles…”

Zheng Chao said awkwardly, “Given this R&D difficulty, even if they really develop it, if they don’t sell fifty thousand vehicles, the manufacturers probably won’t get their money back…”

If the R&D costs input was ten million yuan, and they sold fifty thousand vehicles, the R&D costs per vehicle would be two hundred yuan. The manufacturers would very likely not be able to get their money back. If they could only sell ten thousand vehicles, the R&D costs per vehicle would be one thousand yuan, and then they could forget about getting their money back.

So, manufacturers wouldn’t even be interested in ten thousand vehicles, let alone Lu Yunhao’s five hundred vehicles.

Just then, another former colleague from Southern English knocked on the door and entered. Seeing both of them there, he didn’t hold back and directly said, “General Manager Lu, there’s another issue on the business end.”

“What issue?”

The other person said, “It’s like this: we sent a business team to nearby restaurants to investigate, and we found that almost all of them don’t have computers.”

“No computers…” Lu Yunhao frowned, “What does them not having computers have to do with us?”

The man was stunned, and after a moment said, “Of course it has something to do with us, General Manager Lu. If they don’t have computers, they can’t operate our order receiving backend, and then they can’t establish presence on our platform…”

“My goodness…” Only then did Lu Yunhao understand.

He was already starting to get a headache.

He truly hadn’t expected this project to have so many implications.

He quickly asked, “Are the merchants willing to procure computers?”

“No,” the man said, “Most of them are small and medium-sized restaurants. The Retail price of a computer is at least three to four thousand yuan, which is a bit too high in costs for them.”

“But computers can help them make money!” Lu Yunhao said irritably, “We’re helping them make money, and they’re still feeling wronged about buying a computer?”

The man said helplessly, “At this stage, our platform hasn’t Launched yet, and there’s no data to prove that we can help them make money. So, they’re unwilling to rashly procure computers, because just procuring a computer isn’t enough; they also need to get broadband and connect to the internet.”

“Damn it…” Lu Yunhao felt a wave of headache and said somewhat irritably, “I think there’s a problem with your way of doing things too. In everything, you should first try your best, and if it truly won’t work, then think of alternate solutions, rather than coming back directly and telling me this won’t work!”

Then, he pressed, “Did you try your best?”

“Yes, we did…” The man said aggrievedly, “Our business team talked until their lips were raw, it was no use.”

Lu Yunhao asked indignantly, “Then I want to know, how did Li Mu solve this problem?”

The man said, “For all the merchants Li Mu partners with in Beijing, the computers are provided by Ele.me itself for the merchants to use. Their policy is that Ele.me provides funds and lets them use it for free for a probationary period. After the probationary period, if they feel that Ele.me can indeed bring them income, they can purchase the computer themselves, or purchase it from Ele.me, or even lease it from Ele.me.”

Lu Yunhao said in utter astonishment, “Li Mu’s business model, the capital investment is too heavy! Buying electric vehicles, buying mobile phones, buying computers. By this calculation, his investment for just these items in one city alone must be tens of millions, right?”

Zheng Chao, who had been silent, spoke up, “Li Mu’s funds are inherently very, very substantial. And he holds shares in the electric vehicle manufacturers, so the costs are reduced. He also holds shares in Shenzhou, so those costs are also low. As for mobile phones, I’m not sure, but he should also have very favorable terms.”

Lu Yunhao suddenly felt immense pressure.

It turned out that if he wanted to follow Li Mu’s footsteps and create a food delivery platform, the total upfront investment for just one city could exceed one hundred million yuan.

Besides conference room space, operators, R&D personnel, and R&D costs, he would also need to hire a large number of riders, equip each rider with high-performance electric vehicles and mobile phones, and simultaneously equip each merchant with computers and broadband internet access services. After the business started to operate, there would be significant operating costs, and various advertising and promotional expenses…

He had thought twenty million US dollars was already a lot, but looking at it now, by any calculation, it was barely enough.

No, this was just barely enough to cope with the needs that had already become apparent. If there were other aspects he hadn’t considered, a fiscal crisis was highly likely.

Lu Yunhao, who had originally felt that his future was extremely promising, suddenly felt like he was treading on thin ice.

Just then, someone else knocked on the door. It was Lu Yunhao’s secretary.

“General Manager Lu, Li Mu just officially announced on Weibo Twitter that Ele.me will be entering Huzhou City in the near future!”

“What the hell…” Lu Yunhao immediately sat down at his desk, opened Weibo Twitter, and searched for Li Mu’s personal Weibo.

“Ele.me is about to enter Huzhou City and launch its online meal ordering service in Huzhou City. The Ele.me Huzhou City channel will officially Launch in one week. Congratulations to the citizens and internet users of Huzhou City; you will soon enjoy convenient online meal ordering services.”

Li Mu’s popularity on Weibo Twitter and throughout the entertainment and public intellectual circles was much higher than Lu Yunhao’s.

If others wanted a celebrity to repost a Weibo post, it would cost at least tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions.

However, when Li Mu posted a Weibo, he didn’t need to say a word or make any request; countless celebrities would spontaneously repost it.

Coupled with the fact that Li Mu himself had the most Weibo followers, Li Mu’s post instantly exploded across the entire Weibo platform.

Top-tier celebrities, first-tier celebrities, second-tier celebrities, all the way down to eighteenth-tier minor celebrities, as long as they knew about it, they all reposted Li Mu’s Weibo.

Some said, “Wow, support Mr. Li, support Ele.me!”

Some said, “No need to worry about what to eat when going to Huzhou City in the future! If you’re hungry, just go to Ele.me!”

Others said, “I’m from Huzhou City. Now I’m blessed, thank you, Mr. Li!”

Even more said, “I’ve been in Huzhou City for years. Oh my goodness, truly, thank you so much, Mr. Li! Technology changes life!”

So many celebrities mobilized at once, creating a super trending topic on Weibo instantly.

Li Mu was long used to this. He knew better than anyone what the entertainment industry was like.

In his past life, a certain famous director made a rather ridiculous movie; its box office was pathetic, and its public perception was even worse. The common people said it wasn’t good, yet almost every celebrity in the entertainment industry reposted on Weibo saying they loved it…

That incident was quite well-known back then. After that, Li Mu had already understood just how laughable the way people in the entertainment industry conducted themselves was.

So, even though these people eagerly helped him repost, he didn’t appreciate it one bit.

But even if he didn’t appreciate it, Lu Yunhao was utterly dumbfounded.

Ele.me had arrived so suddenly, and with such a massive presence, it was simply an overwhelming force…





Chapter 1768: Fighting a War or Delivering Food?

Internet competition has a characteristic: if you seize an early advantage and don’t make mistakes, you can maintain that early advantage all the way.

BTA are all like this: Baidu, the first to develop a search engine, remained the domestic leader ten to twenty years later; Tencent, the first in instant messaging, also remained number one ten to twenty years later; and Alibaba, the first in C2C e-commerce, was the same.

Not only that, Mobike, the first to launch shared bicycles, also maintained its lead;

Didi, the first to create ride-hailing software, always stood out from the crowd;

Ele.me, the first to provide food delivery services, was still able to surpass Meituan in market share.

As for Dangdang, the first to focus on books, while it remained a struggling white-collar worker, it was at least unrivaled in online book sales;

The main reason they could maintain this early advantage was that, from conception to launched, it had quietly led the way for a long period of silent R&D, resource integration, and model exploration.

By the time it truly emerged, it wasn’t just starting the race; it had already run a long distance.

At that point, it was difficult for anyone to catch up, because they would have to start from the very beginning and retrace the paths others had secretly forged.

To create Ele.me, Li Mu had long since thoroughly researched the business model, then proceeded on multiple fronts: having the R&D team develop the platform, securing electric vehicles, and dealing with telecom operators and foundational merchants. But now, Lu Yunhao had to start everything from scratch.

Everything Li Mu had was now a standardized execution process, and the technology was fully compatible, so he could swiftly expand into Huzhou City, achieving a complete setup from scratch in just half a month.

Meanwhile, Lu Yunhao hadn’t even figured out the platform in half a month.

So, when Li Mu suddenly announced on Weibo his plans to enter Huzhou City, Lu Yunhao was caught completely off guard.

Lu Yunhao immediately called a meeting with his subordinates to find solutions, but after much thought, he couldn’t figure out how to stop Li Mu.

To put it bluntly, this wasn’t a tank-versus-tank showdown; this was a match between a tank and a half-finished set of tracks, a half-finished engine, and a half-finished turret.

Li Mu’s tank was already speeding, while his own tank wasn’t even assembled yet—its parts weren’t even finished. In such a situation, how could he possibly stop others? He was helpless.

Thus, he could only watch helplessly as Li Mu’s armored torrent swept over the entire Huzhou City in the shortest possible time.

Aside from the ground promotion team and business team that arrived first, large quantities of materials followed them to Huzhou City.

What did these materials include?

Lu Yunhao found someone to inquire, and he was nearly scared to death.

Four thousand one hundred standard-configuration Ele.me lithium battery electric vehicles, including one battery and one regular charging device; twelve thousand replacement lithium batteries; one hundred sets of mobile fast-charging equipment; two hundred twenty Iveco service vehicles; and additionally, ten thousand Shenzhou computers.

Just hearing the quantities was terrifying.

When these materials arrived at Taobao’s self-operated warehouse in Huzhou City, Lu Yunhao specifically took his team to observe. They watched from a distance at the entrance of the logistics park as trailer vehicles drove into the park one after another. That scene was unforgettable for Lu Yunhao.

Lu Yunhao inquired and found out Ele.me’s strategy was as follows.

First, these two hundred Iveco vehicles were directly transferred from Jinling Iveco. These vehicles were designed and developed by Taobao Logistics as cargo models from the factory. Besides the driver and front passenger seats, the back was entirely a spacious, flat cargo hold.

Secondly, after one hundred of these Iveco vehicles arrived in Huzhou City, fast-charging equipment and special shock-absorbing shelving for lithium batteries were installed directly inside them. Each vehicle carried one hundred pieces of twenty-kilogram lithium batteries, specifically to serve as mobile battery swap stations. It was said that as long as the vehicle parked somewhere, its own fuel combustion could power the on-board fast-charging equipment to charge the batteries.

If a rider’s electric vehicle ran out of power, they could just go to the nearest mobile battery swap station, replace it with a fully charged battery, and be on their way. The swapped-out battery would then charge on the vehicle simultaneously. In theory, they could run non-stop all day.

More batteries were stored at fixed charging stations. If mobile charging stations couldn’t keep up with charging speed and power ran low, twenty more Iveco vehicles were on standby to transport fully charged batteries there and bring back the depleted ones.

Of the remaining one hundred Iveco vehicles, half were dedicated to battery swaps and half to quick repairs.

They carried fifty pieces of batteries, two brand-new electric vehicles, a set of repair equipment, and a large quantity of vulnerable parts. If a vehicle ran out of power and broke down, they would go directly to deliver a battery pack. If it was broken and couldn’t move, they would go straight to fix it.

Many parts of Ele.me’s electric vehicles supported quick disassembly; if something broke, there was no need to wait for repairs—they could just swap in a new one and keep running. If a tire was punctured, it could also be quickly replaced, and the punctured tire could then be repaired directly inside the vehicle.

If a vehicle was too severely damaged, they would immediately give the rider a new one so they could continue delivery promptly. The damaged vehicle would be kept and taken back for return to factory for repair.

After hearing all this, Lu Yunhao was so frightened that he mumbled repeatedly, “This bastard isn’t here to deliver food; he’s here to fight a war… Even wartime logistics might not be this awesome. How much money must this cost? Is it really necessary?”

Zheng Chao reminded him, “Li Mu’s way of doing things is like this: if something can be done for fifty cents, he’ll spend five hundred directly.”

Lu Yunhao frowned and asked, “Isn’t that just doing something foolish out of idleness? If something costs fifty cents, why can’t he just spend fifty cents on it?”

Zheng Chao said, “It’s very simple. The reason Li Mu operates this way is to raise the entry barrier and make it impossible for others to compete.”

“That makes sense…” Lu Yunhao nodded, filled with despair.

He used to hear that wars were won by logistics, but now, unexpectedly, even food delivery required competing in logistics.

Li Mu’s entire strategy, especially this logistics chain, was simply not something ordinary people could afford.

He couldn’t help but ask, “Aren’t license plates restricted in Zhonghai? How did he manage to get plates for over two hundred Iveco vehicles?”

Zheng Chao said, “They have government support. Such a large project can create jobs for several thousand or even tens of thousands of people, so naturally, the government grants certain preferential policies. It’s said their license plates were directly approved by the Municipal Government, no need to auction for them.”

“Damn it…” Lu Yunhao conceded.

And there was something even more frightening.

Ten thousand Shenzhou computers.

It was said that Li Mu also held shares in this company, and earlier, Li Mu had led Shenzhou through a price war, causing Shenzhou to flourish.

All ten thousand computers were reportedly for merchant use.

This was truly terrifying! Calculated at market price, just this alone amounted to tens of millions!

However, he suddenly remembered and said, “If merchants take Li Mu’s computers, won’t they also be able to run our backend? Doesn’t this mean Li Mu is helping us solve the problem of merchants lacking computers and internet?”

Zheng Chao said, “Their computers have been technically configured; merchants cannot install any other applications.”

“Damn it…”

…

A few days later, a large number of merchants in Huzhou City successively received computers provided by Ele.me. The Huzhou City Telecom Company conducted a concentrated effort, activating all the network cables for these merchants within two or three days.

Following that, the business personnel, who had already communicated well with the merchants in advance and prepared their digital menus, began to collectively assist merchants with information entry and store setup.

While Lu Yunhao’s website was still under development, Ele.me officially launched in Huzhou City.

Four thousand riders, wearing Ele.me uniforms, instantly emerged in the busy streets and alleys of this bustling metropolis.

Because Ele.me had been constantly in the news during this period, the residents of Huzhou City were already familiar with it. Many were even eagerly awaiting Ele.me’s launch in Huzhou City, so as soon as it went live, the order volume soared continuously.

Four thousand riders were working non-stop, yet some deliveries still couldn’t be completed.

Huzhou City’s local news was interviewing Ele.me every day; this brand-new model was highly favored by the local media.

Many celebrities in Huzhou City specifically used Ele.me to order food, then took photos and uploaded them to Weibo, tagging Li Mu at the same time.

For a time, it even created a fashionable trend to order food using Ele.me.

This trend not only made Ele.me more popular in Huzhou City but also made the entire nation look forward to it with great anticipation.

To cope with the surging demand in both regions, Li Mu directly requested that the number of riders in Huzhou City and Beijing rapidly exceed ten thousand.

The biggest constraint on rider growth was the production speed of electric vehicles.

Fortunately, domestic electric vehicle OEMs only needed to produce car frames and then use assembly lines to assemble Ele.me electric vehicles, so the technical barrier was not high. Thus, Ele.me’s relevant personnel personally went to Guangdong Province and found four more electric vehicle factories in Maoming City.

This time, Ele.me directly placed a massive order for eighty thousand vehicles, aiming to prepare as quickly as possible. The next step was not only to cover the remaining two first-tier cities but also to expand the coverage area in the four existing first-tier cities.

Suddenly adding eighty thousand orders was a huge test for the entire hardware supply chain.

Manufacturers of various electric vehicle parts were working overtime, and Tesla was also working overtime.

Elon Musk jested that Tesla was originally defined as a complete vehicle manufacturer, but before their mass-produced vehicles were even out, they had already become a parts supplier.

Because Tesla had not yet started mass production of cars, it had already begun mass production of lithium battery packs and small brushless motors for use in electric vehicles.

Fortunately, there were many manufacturers of 18650 lithium battery, including Panasonic Sanyo in Japan and Samsung LG in Korea. The supply chain was mature and the quantity immense; these millions of battery cells were truly a drop in the bucket for them.

Lu Yunhao was already overwhelmed by Ele.me’s move to Huzhou City, and then, by stumbling into it by chance, he triggered another problem caused by Li Mu.

Zheng Chao frantically found him to deliver bad news: the electric vehicle factory that had just signed a contract with them had suddenly tightened its production capacity because a portion of it was allocated to Ele.me.

Now, Ele.me’s electric vehicles were coming off the production line one after another like sausages, while Lu Yunhao’s electric vehicles were being produced slowly, like squeezing toothpaste.

When they tried to communicate well with the manufacturer, the manufacturer simply said it was impossible for now and could only produce at the current speed.

If they asked for compensation, the manufacturer had no objection, but their implication was simple: if you want compensation, then sue them; if you sue them, we’ll halt production and fight you.

Lu Yunhao and his team lacked experience, and the breach of contract fee itself wasn’t high. Having a complete falling out at this point would simply be more trouble than it was worth.

Just as Lu Yunhao was almost driven to a breakdown, IDG Capital demanded he quickly resolve the issue with merchant computers, because there was at least one benefit now: Li Mu had already helped these merchants get online. If they didn’t quickly configure computers for them now, merchants might not be able to connect when their platform launched.





Chapter 1769: Finally, We Can Burn Money!

As Ele.me flourished in Huzhou City, capital markets began to assess its valuation.

It was widely believed that due to Ele.me’s innovative model, current advantages, and the future growth potential of the industry, its valuation at this stage should exceed one billion US dollars.

This meant that if Li Mu were to pursue independent financing for Ele.me, offering a 10% stake could net at least one hundred million US dollars.

However, Li Mu had no intention of seeking financing.

He knew that if Ele.me were to expand to cover all prefecture-level cities, its annual gross merchandise volume could easily exceed one hundred billion.

By then, the subsidy era would have passed, and merchants would rely on Ele.me to boost sales. Ele.me could directly take a 10% commission from merchants, resulting in an annual revenue exceeding ten billion.

A company with an annual revenue exceeding ten billion yuan would be valued at no less than ten billion US dollars.

In his previous life, Ele.me and Koubei were valued at thirty billion US dollars, and that was even with Meituan as a fierce competitor.

Without Meituan, Ele.me’s valuation would have more than doubled.

Word had it that Li Mu’s ground promotion team had already reached Guangzhou and Shenzhen, while Lu Yunhao’s Niu Waimai had yet to be launched.

Lu Yunhao had been plagued by many problems recently, making his head ache. First, the electric vehicle manufacturer slowed down its supply, so he had to wait for several days, only receiving a mere five hundred electric vehicles in total.

Then came the computer procurement. He calculated his funds and only purchased one thousand computers, fearing that tying up too much of his capital chain would be too severe.

After several more days of hardship, Niu Waimai’s products were finally ready for testing. The ground promotion team immediately distributed the computers to merchants within an eight-kilometer radius of Niu Waimai’s headquarters.

Since one thousand computers were far from enough to cover all of Huzhou City, Lu Yunhao could only adopt a phased approach, covering the area near the company first, then gradually expanding.

After finally distributing these one thousand computers to one thousand large and small restaurants around the company, Niu Waimai was finally ready to launch.

Upon its launch, Niu Waimai also offered red envelope discounts.

Ele.me’s novice gift package included five two-yuan Discount coupons, five three-yuan Discount coupons, and five five-yuan Discount coupons.

A two-yuan Discount coupon could be used for orders over ten yuan; a three-yuan Discount coupon for orders over fifteen yuan; and a five-yuan Discount coupon for orders over twenty yuan.

Niu Waimai shamelessly copied this, simply changing the number of coupons from five to six, meaning one extra coupon of each type.

Subsequently, their rider team was in place, and the ground promotion team officially began promoting their service under various office buildings with banners and pull-up stands.

As soon as Li Mu heard the news of Niu Waimai’s launch, he immediately called the head of the Huzhou City team and instructed him to directly give all Ele.me individual retail investors in Huzhou City an additional ten twenty-yuan Discount coupons for orders over ten yuan. These coupons could be used in conjunction with the novice gift package coupons.

For individual retail investors who had already used up their novice gift package coupons, they were directly given five coupons each for 10-3, 15-5, and 20-8 discounts.

This meant that whether they were old customers of Ele.me, newly registered individual retail investors, or individual retail investors who had already used up their novice gift package coupons, ordering through Ele.me would be cheaper than through Niu Waimai.

Wasn’t it just about burn money? Li Mu had long been itching for this.

To be honest, since starting his business, he hadn’t truly engaged in burn money with a competitor. Now that an opportunity had arisen, he might as well burn one hundred million first.

In his previous life, when food delivery platforms battled fiercely in certain regions, individual retail investors could even order food without spending any money.

This wasn’t because the food delivery platforms were foolish and had too much money; it was because everyone was fighting to the end, aiming for the winner to take all.

If one party couldn’t afford to play, the other would achieve a monopoly.

Now, Li Mu was directly starting to burn money.

For Ele.me individual retail investors in Huzhou City, a ten-yuan order would receive a minimum discount of three yuan, and up to four yuan if stacked, which was slightly more than Lu Yunhao’s two-yuan discount on a ten-yuan order.

Lu Yunhao hadn’t expected Li Mu to immediately initiate a price war. As soon as Ele.me’s discounts were released online, Niu Waimai’s new individual retail investor acquisition was pitifully low, and its order volume was also meager.

On Niu Waimai’s first day of launch, the entire platform generated a total of just over two hundred orders.

The key was that Niu Waimai had five hundred riders.

This was utterly awkward.

Many of Lu Yunhao’s riders practically waited on the street all day.

Meanwhile, around them, Ele.me delivery riders on Ele.me’s electric vehicles shuttled back and forth, busy without a moment’s rest.

In contrast, they resembled hundreds of new statues on the city streets, idly sitting on their electric vehicles, holding their phones, and waiting for messages.

The staff at the battery swap station were also depressed. Before starting work today, they had a mobilization meeting early in the morning. The executives / high-level management said that today would be a tough battle, and everyone must to go all out to ensure riders always had enough power to deliver orders.

The result? Three battery swap stations, not a single battery was swapped all day.

If riders couldn’t even get one order per person, who would come to swap batteries?

After all, even the most depleted electric vehicle battery could still travel twenty to thirty kilometers.

At the end of the day, the people at the battery swap station were quite comfortable, having no work and earning money while lying down.

But for the riders, it was different. Their basic salary was very low; they primarily relied on order subsidies. Without orders, their income was meager.

Many riders, when returning their vehicles, scoffed at the staff: “You told us to change batteries at the battery swap station if the power wasn’t enough, but there was no chance to even ride! If this continues, I’m quitting…”

Nobody wanted to earn the lowest basic salary and stand on the street like a statue; everyone wanted to make money.

Some riders even quit on the spot.

They felt that wasting a day’s time was already a significant loss, and rather than continuing to endure it, it would be much simpler to just find another job.

Although the head of the rider team desperately tried to retain them, nearly one hundred people still chose to abandon one’s responsibilities.

After hearing the feedback, Lu Yunhao was so angry he almost smashed the floor-to-ceiling windows.

He couldn’t understand why individual retail investors were so to haggle/to be petty. Didn’t Li Mu just offer one yuan more in discount? Was it really necessary? My Niu Waimai is very impressive; it has a powerful, humanized algorithm that, if you use it seven or eight, or even seventeen or eighteen times, it can figure out your favorite flavors and specifically recommend what you love!

You, you ungrateful individual retail investors, why won’t you use it?

You’re wasting all my painstaking efforts!

The most painful feeling is when something you’ve painstakingly created isn’t appreciated by anyone.

He felt that individual retail investors shouldn’t abandon Niu Waimai for just one yuan, but in fact, for individual retail investors, it truly mattered.

If they used Niu Waimai, they would not only have to register a new account but also activate Niu Waimai’s payment system and link bank cards. The cost of this set of individual retail investor actions was actually quite high.

Even if prices were the same, people wouldn’t want to waste that energy / focus, let alone when Ele.me’s prices were cheaper.

So, in this situation, who would still use Niu Waimai?

Lu Yunhao was a little agitated. He told his operations team: “Let’s also extra rewarded red envelopes! How about this, we’ll give one yuan more than Li Mu! And another batch of 10-3 red envelopes that can be used in conjunction with others. That way, a ten-yuan takeaway order will only cost five yuan!”

The operations manager reminded him: “Mr. Lu, if we do that, we will incur losses of nearly ten yuan per order.”

“How much?” Lu Yunhao gasped in shock.

The other person said: “Ele.me currently does not take a percentage from merchants; all subsidies come out of their own pocket. We also don’t take a percentage from merchants, so whatever discount you give, we have to pay for it at face value. Additionally, for each order delivered, our rider commission, manpower, financial resources, material costs, and equipment depreciation costs combined are probably already more than five yuan. So, losing ten yuan per order is quite normal.”

Lu Yunhao gritted his teeth and said, “Our current problem is the lack of individual retail investors, so losses are acceptable. Consider it money spent to acquire individual retail investors! If we can acquire one million individual retail investors for ten million yuan, it’s worth it!”

The other person said, “If we temporarily change the discounts, the ground promotion team will also need to replace their ground promotion materials. Otherwise, if our own platform doesn’t have individual retail investors and we only promote on the platform, potential individual retail investors won’t receive this information.”

Lu Yunhao said, “Then change the materials overnight. No matter what it takes, before noon tomorrow, push hard in all major office buildings!”

The ground promotion team leader, who had already gone off duty, was temporarily assigned a new task: to replace all pull-up stands, flyers, and banners with new ones before tomorrow morning. So, several executives from the ground promotion team urgently searched all over the city for advertising shops that were still open, hurriedly producing new promotional materials.

The next day, the remaining four hundred riders continued to wait on the streets.

Many of them had already made up their mind to switch jobs if they still didn’t get any orders today.

During the breakfast rush before 9 AM, Niu Waimai received very few orders, only just over twenty in total.

When the ground promotion team started promoting with the new materials everywhere, Li Mu got the news and immediately had YY provide precise pop-up window based on IP Address.

The target for this precise pop-up window was: all YY individual retail investors whose IP Address were within Niu Waimai’s coverage area.

YY had long collaborated with telecom operator to complete domestic IP Address collection. The geographical coordinates corresponding to each IP Address were already recorded in the database. Basically, as long as individual retail investors didn’t change their IP Address or use a proxy, YY could pinpoint the geographical coordinates of that IP Address within twenty meters.

This way, by simply identifying all IP Address within Niu Waimai’s coverage area, individual retail investors in that region could receive this pop-up window.

The biggest advantage of this method was saving ammunition.

For example, if Niu Waimai currently covered an area of seven or eight kilometers, it wouldn’t cover or accept orders from other areas. So, Ele.me could avoid giving discounts to individual retail investors in other places and only offer discounts to individual retail investors within Niu Waimai’s coverage area.

The content Li Mu had YY pop up for these individual retail investors was: “Congratulations! You’ve received a cashback opportunity from Ele.me. From now on, after every Ele.me order is completed, you’ll receive an extra two to ten yuan in cashback. Cashback on every order, minimum two yuan!”





Chapter 1770: Falling into the Quagmire

Lu Yunhao was driven to the brink of collapse by Li Mu.

He himself was one of the individual retail investors who received the pop-up window notification. The moment he saw Li Mu increase the discount again, he was so furious he jumped up and cursed.

“What does this mean? What does this mean? What exactly does Li Mu mean by this? Has he no shame? Does he not care about money? With such massive discounts, how much money is he going to lose in a single day?!”

Lu Yunhao thought his street-smart demeanor was already quite unscrupulous, but he never expected that, in front of Li Mu, his meager tricks would be utterly outmaneuvered, leaving him kneeling in defeat.

He truly couldn’t comprehend Li Mu’s surrounding and intercepting tactics. It was like playing Gomoku; for every piece he placed, Li Mu would seemingly place ten. Forget about letting him connect five pieces, Li Mu wouldn’t even give him a chance to connect two.

He had previously thought that by avoiding Ele.me’s main battlefield and moving from Beijing to develop in Huzhou City, he could escape. But he never expected Li Mu to immediately pursue him, deploying heavy forces to confront him.

Now, Li Mu clearly had a do-or-die attitude.

Lu Yunhao’s Niu Waimai had been prepared for so long, all to quickly accumulate tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions of individual retail investors. But now, they couldn’t even guarantee a few hundred individual retail investors in a single day.

The new promotional materials they had worked on all-nighter for last night were rendered useless by Li Mu before they could even be put to use today.

Zheng Chao answered a phone call, then reported to him, “Mr. Lu, Li Mu seems to have only sent that new discount pop-up window to individual retail investors within our coverage area.”

“What do you mean?”

Zheng Chao said, “That means he doesn’t need to lower prices for all individual retail investors in Huzhou City, just for those within our coverage.”

Only then did Lu Yunhao realize that Li Mu could achieve such precise pop-up window targeting.

He said in despair, “Then, aren’t we finished? As soon as we offer a discount, Li Mu offers even more than us. He’s completely holding off on us.”

Zheng Chao said, “Based on what we’re seeing now, Li Mu’s strategy is to hold off on us. We have no other choice but to compete with him on price and discounts.”

“The key is we can’t compete with him.” Lu Yunhao said, “I can’t possibly come up with a promotion like ‘spend ten yuan, get nine yuan off’, can I? Wouldn’t we lose everything?”

Zheng Chao said, “Mr. Lu, we don’t even have the chance to incur losses right now. Without individual retail investors coming in, we can only hold out and wait for death.”

Lu Yunhao instantly understood.

That’s right, he seemed to be losing several yuan per order right now, but damn it, there were no orders at all. He couldn’t even incur losses if he wanted to.

Since that was the case, what was there to worry about? He should continue to increase the proportion until he could start incurring losses.

Because only when individual retail investors came in would he lose money. Not losing money meant no individual retail investors, and if a platform had no individual retail investors, wasn’t that a dead end?

In truth, Lu Yunhao was not a qualified entrepreneur, at least not a qualified entrepreneur in the tech sector.

Firstly, he hadn’t experienced a good higher education;

Secondly, he hadn’t undergone sufficient professional training;

Thirdly, he himself fundamentally lacked the logic of internet and tech entrepreneurship.

What he relied on, besides cajoling, sentimentality, and craftsmanship, was wishful thinking.

He believed that if the “notepad” function in a mobile phone was developed to its extreme, to the point where everyone applauded it, then that phone would sell many units, even becoming popular across the entire network.

However, those who truly understood hardware, software, and manufacturing knew clearly that for a mobile phone to sell well, hardware, software, design, craftsmanship, and price were all crucial.

Do you really think hand-stitching a steering wheel with crocodile leather and putting it on a Xiali car will allow you to sell it at a Mercedes-Benz price?

How is that possible, buddy? Are you crazy, or are the car buyers crazy?

Such a person, if they don’t change their mindset and calmly accumulate useful knowledge, will not succeed in any tech product they create.

However, such people do have their place. If he gave up tech entrepreneurship and became a WeChat merchant, he might still achieve something.

Currently, Lu Yunhao had no idea that he was being dragged into a bottomless quagmire by Li Mu. And even now, he hadn’t truly fallen in; Li Mu was still waiting for him to sink deeper and deeper.

Lu Yunhao was now solely focused on one thought: he needed individual retail investors, he needed to start losing money, because only then could he truly establish a foothold.

Thus, he immediately further adjusted his subsidy strategy, continuing to increase subsidies and cashbacks.

Now, if a new individual retail investor registered on his platform and bought a takeout order worth ten yuan, they could end up paying only two yuan through subsidies and cashbacks.

The next day, when Lu Yunhao’s team rolled out their updated promotional materials, Li Mu didn’t use his previous way of doing things by lowering prices even further. Instead, he directly called the Ele.me head and told him that from now on, within Niu Waimai’s coverage area, Ele.me would be one yuan more expensive than Niu Waimai.

Some of the staff below expressed concern, saying, “Mr. Li, weren’t you planning to completely suppress them before? If we stop now, Lu Yunhao’s individual retail investor numbers are surely going to see a breakthrough…”

Li Mu said, “Firepower suppression is good, but you can’t suppress them to the point where they can’t even fire a shot. I was waiting for a price point that would cause Lu Yunhao even greater losses. Now that price point has been reached, let Lu Yunhao fire a couple of shots too.”

If Li Mu had matched Lu Yunhao when each order only incurred losses of three yuan, it wouldn’t have been financially painful enough for Lu Yunhao.

Now, with subsidies and costs, each order was incurring losses of at least ten-plus yuan, which was financially painful enough for Lu Yunhao.

In this situation, Lu Yunhao’s company account was like a rice sack with a hole ripped in it; the rice was rustling sound / rapidly flowing out. It was just a matter of how long his meager funds could last.

If Lu Yunhao couldn’t hold on and wanted to reduce subsidies, then the individual retail investors would be a flash in the pan for him, immediately surging back to Ele.me.

If he had to stubbornly keep it up, then it would depend on how much patience the capital behind him had.

Li Mu could incur losses of several million, even tens of millions, in Zhonghai every day. If the Wall Street people behind him could also afford the losses, then they could all keep incurring losses together.

Anyway, in the end, his own money subsidized domestic individual retail investors, and America’s money also subsidized domestic individual retail investors.

If Li Mu eventually incurred losses of two hundred million yuan, that two hundred million yuan would be earned by domestic restaurants, by delivery riders, by electric vehicle manufacturers, and at the same time, by ordinary people ordering food in China.

Similarly, if the big shots from Wall Street in America also incurred losses of two hundred million yuan in China, that money would still go into the pockets of domestic restaurants, delivery riders, and individual retail investors.

So, from this perspective, it was still those Wall Street people who were incurring losses. As long as they were willing to incur losses, Li Mu was also willing to incur losses. He’d even accept incurring loss of ten billion yuan.

The key was that he knew in his heart that for those Wall Street big shots, daring to incur losses of one billion yuan was a miracle. Getting deeply stuck in a quagmire of war was actually what they feared the most.

That day, Lu Yunhao finally swelled with pride.

Because the discount was indeed substantial, one yuan cheaper than Ele.me, his individual retail investor numbers saw significant growth.

Individual retail investors quickly surpassed one thousand, then five thousand, then ten thousand.

Then some individual retail investors placed many orders a day, presumably one person ordered meals for their whole family. The more they ordered, the more they saved, and the more Niu Waimai incurred losses.

The individual retail investors most skilled at shearing the wool took away over one hundred yuan in subsidies from Niu Waimai in a single day.

Including company operations, the delivery rider team, and various subsidies, Niu Waimai was incurring losses of nearly one million yuan per day. Lu Yunhao didn’t feel bad; instead, he felt like he had finally vented his frustration.

“Didn’t you, Li Mu, try to encircle and intercept me in every way? Didn’t I still manage to break through now?”

At this moment, Lu Yunhao’s happiness was short-lived, as a big problem arose.

Not enough delivery riders.

Transport capacity had reached a bottleneck.

What was originally promised to be delivered within half an hour now had delivery riders overwhelmed with orders. No matter how desperately they tried, they couldn’t deliver so many orders.

At the same time, the system was continuously connecting orders.

The average delivery time per order instantly stretched from the promised half an hour to actually over an hour.

After over an hour, the delivery time continued to gradually lengthen.

Individual retail investors made all sorts of calls to complain, and soon even the customer service phone lines couldn’t be reached, because they only had five customer service representatives in total…

Customers eventually had no other choice but to wait for over an hour. Who could they blame but themselves for getting such a good deal? Two people could get two portions of rice bowl dishes for a total cost of only two yuan. What more could they ask for?

Niu Waimai’s delivery riders really had it tough. The electric scooters had poor range, and the orders were terrifyingly numerous. They couldn’t even complete a dozen orders before needing to quickly swap batteries, it was utterly distressing.

Mobile battery swap stations couldn’t keep up with the supply either.

It took them over eight hours to fully charge a lead-acid battery, but a lead-acid battery would run out in less than an hour of use.

Lead-acid batteries also lacked any fast-charging technology, so they could only be plugged in and slowly charged. Therefore, by evening, half of the delivery riders had no more batteries to swap.

No batteries to swap meant that order delivery was completely paralyzed.

Now they were doomed.

During the dinner rush hour, more than half of the electric scooters broke down, delivery riders couldn’t operate anymore and didn’t dare to connect orders, yet the system was still automatically sending orders to restaurants.

Restaurants didn’t care whether the delivery riders could deliver or not; as soon as an order came in, they would immediately click to connect it, then prepare the food and wait for the riders to pick it up.

For this batch of individual retail investors who were shearing the wool from Niu Waimai, they could accept waiting an hour and a half for a meal, but they couldn’t accept the outcome of not getting their food at all.

Lu Yunhao was so distraught he was losing hair. He had planned for everything, but he missed this one crucial point.

Previously, when they couldn’t connect orders, transport capacity was extremely redundant. Hundreds of delivery riders, and on average, not one person could connect even a single order per day.

Now that they could connect orders, transport capacity was instantly overdrawn too severely. In the span of a single meal, there were ten to twenty thousand orders from individual retail investors shearing the wool. Three to four hundred people trying to deliver ten to twenty thousand orders, that’s over a hundred orders per person, all concentrated within this one-hour timeframe. Even if they worked themselves to death, they couldn’t possibly manage.

What’s more, over half of the vehicles had broken down…

Lu Yunhao was sweating profusely with anxiety, pacing back and forth in the conference room, swinging his arms. “Oh dear, oh dear, how could I have forgotten this crucial point…”

At this moment, Zheng Chao rushed in and said, “Mr. Lu, Ele.me has suspended subsidies now!”

“What?!” Lu Yunhao’s eyes widened. “These shrewd bastards are too crafty! They saw our delivery was paralyzed, so they suspended subsidies?! They’re bullying us!”





Chapter 1771: A Complete Mess

To Li Mu, money wasn’t just picked up from the ground. Since Lu Yunhao’s orders couldn’t be delivered and his service was completely paralyzed, continuing to offer various discounts would only be shooting himself in the foot.

So, with Lu Yunhao’s Niu Waimai service stalled, Li Mu also began to cut losses in a timely manner, waiting for Lu Yunhao to recover before resuming the fight.

However, Niu Waimai’s current problems were even more severe than Li Mu had imagined.

It wasn’t a problem of insufficient transport capacity; it was a problem of almost complete loss of transport capacity.

Initially, the delivery riders could still deliver some orders, but now, most riders were stuck in place, their battery packs from the battery swap stations having been completely used up. There was no way to support the riders in continuing to deliver orders.

Therefore, users who had placed orders and waited a long time without receiving them could only helplessly choose to refund.

What was even more frustrating happened on the refund end.

Niu Waimai’s payment channel was a payment interface set up in cooperation with Huzhou City Banks, which had high efficiency for transfers but very low efficiency for refunds.

Lu Yunhao had never bothered to properly sort out the refund process for the payment channel before. So, for refunds on his end, after a user initiated one and the platform agreed, it would take at least one to two working days for the funds to be credited.

This made the user experience even worse.

They placed an order, paid the money, couldn’t get the food, and couldn’t get their money back. Calling customer service meant the customer service line was always busy.

The five young women responsible for answering calls had never imagined their job would suddenly turn into being constantly cursed at.

Every incoming call was from someone scolding them. Users were particularly indignant about the platform’s performance, so all their anger was vented on the customer service staff.

The five young women were all brought to tears shortly after.

Not only that, there was a chorus of condemnation against Niu Waimai on Weibo, mostly complaining that food couldn’t be delivered, money couldn’t be refunded, and customer service calls wouldn’t connect.

Lu Yunhao was feeling frantic with anxiety, but that night, no one could help him solve the immediate problems.

Niu Waimai’s reputation collapsed overnight.

In utter desperation, Lu Yunhao could only personally post on Weibo to explain, saying his rider team had encountered some issues and they were coordinating to resolve them. He promised that all refunds for orders would be credited within two working days. He also pledged to compensate each account with a three-yuan discount coupon.

However, netizens didn’t buy it at all.

Compensate with discount coupons? Are you kidding? With your delivery efficiency, who would dare to use your service again?

People used Niu Waimai to order food fundamentally for the purpose of eating; enjoying subsidies and discounts was secondary. If they couldn’t even get their food, what was the point of offering more discount coupons?

Lu Yunhao, knowing he was the party in the wrong, made no further statements in response to netizens’ questions after posting that Weibo message.

However, his Weibo was quickly overrun by furious users, drawing a chorus of condemnation.

Lu Yunhao could only immediately call a meeting with the heads of the rider team, starting the meeting by scolding them fiercely.

These individuals felt terribly wronged. The problems with the rider team were due to several factors:

First, the number of riders was too small; there were only five hundred riders in total. The first day, one hundred rode, and the remaining four hundred riders, even if they ran their legs off today, couldn’t cope with so many orders.

Second, the electric vehicles performed poorly, running out of power after a short ride. Then they had to rush to swap battery packs, but the charging efficiency couldn’t keep up. Everyone had swapped all the available battery packs, and finally, when there was no power left, could they push the electric vehicles to deliver goods?

So, after Lu Yunhao vented his dissatisfaction, the head of the rider team spoke, “Director Lu, if we can’t solve the problems with the rider team, the situation tomorrow morning will definitely be the same. We are truly powerless.”

Lu Yunhao asked Zheng Chao, “When exactly can the second batch of electric vehicles be delivered?”

Zheng Chao said, “They said they’d ship them the day after tomorrow, and it should take about four more days to reach Huzhou City.”

“Four days?!” Lu Yunhao frowned, “By then, it will be too late!”

“There’s nothing we can do, Director Lu,” Zheng Chao explained seriously. “The electric vehicle manufacturers we cooperate with all received large orders from Ele.me, so their supply speed to us has decreased significantly.”

Lu Yunhao roared, “That’s your problem! What I want is a solution, not you telling me you can’t do anything! If you can’t, and he can’t, and no one can, then what’s the point of running this company?!”

Zheng Chao said, “Given the current situation, we definitely need to wait patiently. The electric vehicles won’t arrive for four days, and we still need to recruit more riders. The entire process is like a chain; it won’t work if any link breaks.”

Lu Yunhao questioned, “Can you just buy a batch directly from all the electric vehicle stores in Huzhou City tomorrow?”

“We could,” Zheng Chao said, “but in that case, first, the procurement price will definitely be much higher. We get factory prices from manufacturers, but we’d pay retail prices buying from the terminal market. A price difference of several hundred yuan per vehicle is perfectly normal. Moreover, there’s a wide variety of electric vehicles on the market. Although their battery packs are all made of the same materials – lead-acid batteries – the key is that their battery pack specifications and molds are different. They won’t be able to use the battery packs from our battery swap stations. What about the range of those vehicles? In the long run, having a standardized system will definitely be more convenient, labor-saving, and cost-effective. If there are many types of vehicles and many types of battery packs, it will result in a huge amount of cost waste…”

Lu Yunhao said with a cold face, “Cost waste doesn’t matter! What I need now is to quickly increase our delivery capacity!”

Then, Lu Yunhao continued, “Immediately start preparing to recruit new riders, at least five hundred people first. Go buy a batch of electric vehicles, so they can start connecting orders the day after tomorrow!”

Zheng Chao said, “Director Lu, riders need training. If they start connecting orders right after being recruited, I’m afraid they simply cannot cope.”

Lu Yunhao roared, “That’s your problem! My demand is that five hundred riders must be on duty the day after tomorrow! Additionally, once the next batch of electric vehicles arrives, expand the rider team immediately to one thousand five hundred people! If this problem isn’t solved, the head of the rider team will resign, and you’ll have a month’s salary deducted!”

Zheng Chao was so worried his head felt bald, but he had no other option and could only nod in agreement.

…

The next day.

To ensure user experience, Niu Waimai implemented order throttling for users.

When the platform determined that orders exceeded its delivery capacity, it would prompt other users that they temporarily couldn’t place an order. This way, restaurants also couldn’t connect orders.

Although this meant losing a lot of orders from shearing the wool, at least it still allowed for immediate delivery of already placed orders.

However, Niu Waimai’s overall process optimization was far inferior to Ele.me’s, so their order delivery times were longer than Ele.me’s, and their overall operational efficiency was low.

During the one-hour peak dining period, four hundred riders delivered just over one thousand orders in total.

Although the remaining users still wanted to shear the wool, the platform no longer accepted orders, so they had no choice but to give up on Niu Waimai and continue to choose Ele.me to place orders.

Lu Yunhao did some calculations. With the current delivery efficiency, to cover the urban area of Huzhou City and prevent transport capacity from being exceeded, he would need at least eight thousand riders, or even more.

The thought of the support and management behind eight thousand riders made Lu Yunhao’s heart pound.

He was increasingly feeling that O2O was truly not a human job. Others would start a business by creating a website, overseeing a bunch of tech people in a conference room, quickly developing and launching it. Then masses of users could visit it; there wasn’t much of a barrier, just upgrading bandwidth when traffic was high.

However, O2O ran counter to traditional internet.

O2O required a vast amount of offline work. Perhaps the people working in the office only numbered thirty to fifty, but those running around outside, doing offline work, would amount to several thousand.

Once it came to offline work, every aspect had to be considered: not just providing for their basic needs but also considering logistical supplies.

Eight thousand people would require eight thousand electric vehicles, equipped with at least forty thousand lead-acid battery packs or more. Each battery pack weighed at least ten to fifteen kilograms, and a single van could at most carry around one hundred batteries. How many vehicles would be needed for forty thousand batteries?

This highlighted Li Mu’s awesomeness. His vehicles were customized, and their actual range was three times that of Niu Waimai’s electric vehicles. Ele.me’s one vehicle with two battery packs could cover the same distance as Niu Waimai’s one vehicle with eight battery packs. Just this difference alone added how much extra cost?

Thinking about this, Lu Yunhao even considered simply letting riders use their own transportation, and he wouldn’t bother with that extra fuss.

But this was only wishful thinking. After all, Ele.me had set the precedent by providing electric vehicles. If he, on the other hand, asked riders to buy their own, would they even be willing to cooperate?

He increasingly felt that he had been dragged into a swamp by Li Mu. Now that he had taken the first step, there was no turning back; he could only brace himself and continue.

The only comforting thought was that Niu Waimai now had about a thousand repeat customers. At least this proved that he wasn’t completely useless.

Meanwhile, Ele.me in Huzhou City had been developing steadily and at high-speed.

Due to the expansion of electric vehicle production, Ele.me’s rider base in Huzhou City also grew larger and larger. No matter how many orders came in, Ele.me never fell into the predicament of struggling operations.

Moreover, Ele.me could consistently guarantee stable timeliness with delivery within half an hour; in Huzhou City, the average delivery time per order was even less than twenty minutes.

Many users who prioritized delivery timeliness and dining experience had already given up on the small discount Niu Waimai offered.

Because while using Ele.me might cost an extra one or two yuan, at least they could get a warm meal. But with Niu Waimai, they might not even get the chance to place an order.

Facing Lu Yunhao’s current situation of being intensely humiliated/tormented by Li Mu, IDG was also worried sick.

Although they didn’t care about the money, they still hoped that their expenditure would at least make a splash.

Currently, Niu Waimai’s situation was that throwing money at it didn’t even win favor; its reputation became a complete mess shortly after its launch. Forget about a two-way split with Ele.me, even ensuring stable operation was a problem.

Furthermore, IDG also realized a crucial issue: Lu Yunhao simply did not have the control capability they had imagined.

Some people are born generals, capable of commanding tens of thousands of people in an orderly and implicitly understanding manner.

But others are born to be just a Class Monitor; they can manage a dozen people clearly, but as soon as the number increases, they immediately become flustered.

Lu Yunhao was clearly the latter. Now, with Niu Waimai in his hands, it was simply a complete mess.

If this project remained in his hands, there was almost no hope of success…





Chapter 1791: Overtime Compensation

In the Niu Waimai project, although IDG held an 80% stake, the contract clearly stated they had no right to interfere with the company’s operations for two years.

In other words, they had no right to interfere with Lu Yunhao’s decisions.

Currently, Lu Yunhao and his Niu Waimai were being led by the nose by Li Mu, like an ox, causing great anxiety for IDG.

So, IDG immediately communicated with Lu Yunhao, asking if he had a way to break through the current order throttling barrier. Otherwise, the website would never achieve long-term development.

Lu Yunhao could only explain that the production and range of electric vehicles were significant problems right now, not keeping up with the platform’s demand, and could only be improved bit by bit. However, he told the IDG people not to worry, as his team had already begun to massively purchase existing electric vehicles from the retail market in Huzhou City.

To quickly resolve the delivery end issues, Zheng Chao sent people to clear out more than a dozen electric vehicle stores.

As long as it was an electric vehicle, regardless of brand or model, they would take it all. According to Lu Yunhao’s request, they aimed to gather five hundred vehicles first.

At the same time, their ground promotion team also began recruiting riders throughout the process, hoping to quickly expand the rider team.

To fulfill Lu Yunhao’s requirements, the team recruited almost all types of idlers and unemployed people. Many of them looked unreliable, but Zheng Chao had no choice for the sake of the mission.

When IDG’s representative heard that such great effort would only secure five hundred vehicles, he immediately became anxious and blurted out, “If it’s truly impossible, then let the riders use single cars/wagons for delivery! Immediately recruit two thousand people, equip each person with a single car/wagon, and have them start connecting orders immediately.”

Lu Yunhao’s head ached. He said, “Our rider delivery radius is five kilometers, which means for the theoretical longest orders, from merchant to individual retail investors, it’s ten kilometers. Even if a bicycle can complete one order in half an hour, the riders’ user volume consumption will be astonishingly high. How many orders can they complete in a day running like that?”

Then, Lu Yunhao continued, “Also, it’s already hard to recruit people even with electric vehicles, let alone with only bicycles? In that case, we’d have to increase the basic salary. This back and forth, the cost would be too high.”

The IDG representative angrily said, “What we want is user volume and order volume. The platform data needs to look good so we can increase our market value and smoothly proceed with the next round of financing. If you don’t quickly raise the order volume now, how will we conduct capital operations later? A single Huzhou City is already this difficult; do you still expect to be able to expansion to other cities?”

Immediately after, before Lu Yunhao could respond, the other party continued, “Mr. Lu, the twenty million US dollars invested in you is simply not enough for you to expansion your battle lines. If you want Niu Waimai to have a chance to cover nationwide, then you must continuously undergo financing, financing, and more financing. The most important thing for financing is data. If the data doesn’t rise, no one will invest money in you. When these twenty million US dollars are spent, that’s when this project will go bankrupt. I hope you can dedicate all your energy to improving the data. Nothing is more important than data!”

Lu Yunhao felt a headache.

On one side were the various binding constraints Li Mu had placed on him, and on the other was the strong dissatisfaction from the investors. If he didn’t quickly make this project show some progress, then it might indeed be as IDG said: spend all twenty million US dollars, and the project would go bankrupt.

The data they wanted was nothing more than platform user volume, order volume, and transaction volume. Currently, offering significant discounts could increase platform user volume, but order volume and transaction volume were being controlled at the source by the delivery process.

In other words, if a method to quickly improve delivery capacity could genuinely be found, the entire platform’s data would see a significant increase.

Were bicycles really the solution?

Lu Yunhao found Zheng Chao and told him this idea, asking for his opinion.

Zheng Chao’s face turned pale upon hearing it. He said, “General Lu, recruiting riders now, one person’s basic salary is at least forty yuan a day. This is with us providing electric vehicles. If it’s bicycles, I fear no one would be willing to do it even for sixty yuan a day. Eight hours of uninterrupted cycling and food delivery, even an ironman couldn’t stand that.”

“Plus, think about it, we give them sixty yuan a day, but the orders they deliver daily are far fewer than those with electric vehicles who get forty yuan a day. So what would the average delivery cost per order be for them? Wouldn’t we lose a fortune then? It’s possible we’d lose nearly ten yuan just on delivery fees for a single order.”

Lu Yunhao said, “The current problem is that we must quickly improve our network capacity. Do you have any other good ideas besides this? If the electric vehicle battery swapping can’t keep up, they’ll break down after an hour or two, doing nothing for the rest of the time. It’s better to have them ride bicycles!”

Zheng Chao took a deep breath and asked, “Then I’ll go purchase a batch of bicycles to try first?”

“Quickly!” Lu Yunhao said, “First, purchase one thousand bicycles and get this matter started quickly.”

…

The news of Niu Waimai massively recruiting bicycle delivery riders in Huzhou City reached Beijing, and Li Mu felt stunned upon hearing it.

They were even using bicycles for delivery, which showed how Ardency Niu Waimai was for platform data right now.

However, bicycle delivery efficiency might be less than a quarter of electric vehicles. If they continued like this, wouldn’t the cost be even more frighteningly high?

Currently, food delivery platforms hadn’t started taking commissions from merchants yet. Giving discounts, providing subsidies, and supporting riders — with all these costs combined, Niu Waimai was losing over ten yuan for every order it connected. The twenty million US dollars were estimated to be nearly half spent. How long would the remainder last?

Thinking of this, he decided to continue increasing Niu Waimai’s overall operating costs.

First, he instructed the Huzhou City supervisor to raise the riders’ basic salary directly to one thousand eight hundred yuan per month.

Second, he also required the launch of an overtime compensation feature in Huzhou City. This meant that if an order was not delivered within thirty minutes, a compensation of three yuan cash would be given. If it exceeded forty minutes, five yuan would be compensated; if it exceeded sixty minutes, the order would be free.

Currently, Ele.me’s data in Huzhou City showed an implicit delivery rate of over ninety-five percent, a delivery rate within forty minutes of ninety-eight percent, and a delivery rate within sixty minutes of ninety-nine point eight percent. Almost

except for unforeseen circumstances and force majeure, Ele.me had no delays.

This was also related to Ele.me’s internal order dispatching process.

Li Mu had long ago instructed that individual riders should not be assigned too many orders, nor should riders accept too many orders. Unless there were orders with routes very similar to a rider’s current route, the system would automatically assign them to that rider. In other situations, riders were absolutely not allowed to frantically grab orders themselves.

In later generations, food delivery often had issues with timeliness. On one hand, platforms, to connect more orders, would accept all orders without refusal and then dump them all on riders. On the other hand, riders would constantly grab orders, wanting to make some money.

Originally, an order from A to G could be completed in twenty minutes at the slowest, but the rider also accepted one from B to C, another from D to E, and then grabbed one from F to G. Then they would go on a loop of picking up, delivering, picking up, delivering, or even picking up, picking up, picking up, delivering, delivering, delivering. With this method, one or two of the last orders would always be overdue.

However, those food delivery platforms in later generations generally had mediocre service quality. For them, profit always came first, so they tacitly approved such operations. If you wanted to get your meal quickly, you had two choices: either be a member, or pay for a so-called “on time” guarantee.

The “on time” guarantee was even more outrageous. You paid for it, and the rider might prioritize your delivery. Sometimes, to prioritize yours, they would take a big detour, leading to even worse delays for subsequent orders.

Sometimes, riders themselves were unwilling to bear the consequences of delays. They would call you directly, using various feigned weaknesses to beg you to allow them to click “deliver” in advance. Most people were soft-hearted, feeling that delivery drivers had it tough, and would let them click.

This way, your “on time” guarantee would be completely useless, a pure waste of money.

Some inconsiderate delivery drivers would trick you, saying they’d arrive soon and to click “deliver” first. After their deception succeed, they would directly put your order at the lowest priority and rush to meet the deadlines of other orders.

This way, you might not eat for an hour and a half. When you were filled with rage waiting for the delivery driver to arrive, he would appear with a mournful face, apologizing: “Sorry, the road was too blocked,” “Sorry, the car broke down,” “Sorry, I fell,” “Sorry, there was a minor scratching accident.” In short, he would make you feel very pitiful, and your two-hour hunger would seem insignificant by comparison.

Sometimes you might wonder, platforms have the addresses of both riders and individual retail investors, especially riders, whose real-time location is within the platform’s monitoring range. For some orders, it seems riders click “deliver” even when they are five kilometers away from the individual retail investors. Are your platform’s eyes blind? Can’t you see? Can’t the system’s backend detect such problems? Why do you still let riders exploit this loophole?

In fact, the platform was well aware of these behaviors; it simply wasn’t willing to manage them.

Why?

Because, if you, the individual retail investors, are willing to be cajole by an irresponsible delivery driver, then of course I’m happy to see such a result. This way, the delivery person can connect a few more orders.

This was the entire platform colluding to consume the individual retail investors’ kindness together. You were very angry, what could you do? You could only file a complaint in the end. But even if you filed a complaint, whether it was useful or not was one thing, you would encounter the same problem next time.

Therefore, from the very beginning of Ele.me, Li Mu required that in most cases, riders deliver one order at a time. The system would not assign too many orders to a rider, nor could riders proactively grab orders, ensuring the timeliness of delivery.

At the same time, he fixed each rider’s activity range within a five-kilometer radius, ensuring that riders could quickly complete an order on an electric vehicle.

If there truly was a SF Express order, the system certainly wouldn’t be stupid. For example, if three people in the same building ordered from the same restaurant, as long as the system gave the first order to a certain rider, then the subsequent orders would also be given to that rider. This way, he could deliver more orders and improve high efficiency while ensuring timeliness.

Therefore, with such a system algorithm supporting them, Li Mu dared to play the overtime compensation game with Lu Yunhao.

For Ele.me, orders that truly triggered the compensation conditions for overtime might only be two percent or even one percent. However, if Lu Yunhao’s Niu Waimai also launched overtime compensation, his trigger rate would be anyone’s guess…





Chapter 1773: A Turning Point Arrives

Soon, Ele.me very publicly launched its on-time guarantee with compensation feature.

The twelve-character slogan: “Order with confidence, deliver on time, compensate for lateness, refunds credited instantly” not only demonstrated Ele.me’s determination for on-time delivery but also implicitly ridiculed Niu Waimai next door, which struggled to even manage on-time deliveries.

Ele.me’s advantage further expanded with the launch of the on-time guarantee with compensation.

After learning of this news, Lu Yunhao had no strength left to curse (vulgar).

He now finally felt the absolute might of a powerful entity. Once you declared war on an opponent like this, they would take off their suit and shirt, and launch an indiscriminate, fierce attack on every part of you. The key was that this was not a round-based competition, nor were there any referees; it was a life-and-death battle where only one could survive.

Lu Yunhao confidently stepped onto the battlefield, initially thinking he could use some underhanded tactics to snatch a piece of the pie from Li Mu. But unexpectedly, Li Mu’s first move was a punch squarely in his face. Before he could even recover from that punch, another kick came flying at him. Just as he fell, and before he could even get back up, the opponent was already on top of him, unleashing a flurry of blows, hitting with both hands.

Now, he hadn’t even sorted out his Rider Team issues yet, and Li Mu came up with another move: on-time guarantee with compensation. If an order wasn’t delivered within half an hour, they immediately paid compensation. This was simply a bastard’s way of doing things! Individual retail investors hadn’t voiced any dissatisfaction with their delivery times, so why would you go out of your way to introduce such an on-time guarantee with compensation feature? Are you trying to raise my entry barrier again?

Lu Yunhao was truly exasperated. He even felt some regret now. If he had known that dealing with this kind of thing would be so stressful, he would have been better off just sticking to being a teacher at Southern English. At least he wouldn’t have to feel so troubled or so anxious.

Ever since he started Niu Waimai, he had hardly slept well. The immense pressure came from all directions, making it almost unbearable.

Now, he not only had to endure successive attacks from Ele.me, but also various accusations from the capital behind him. He felt like he had been thrown into a large pot to be boiled. The water was capital, and the fire was Li Mu. Li Mu kept heating the water, which was originally as comfortable as a mother’s embrace, making him increasingly uncomfortable.

His subordinates asked him, if Ele.me had launched on-time guarantee with compensation, should they also launch a similar feature?

Lu Yunhao’s first reaction was, “Damn it.”

“Me, launch an on-time guarantee with compensation? Am I crazy, or are you?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Otherwise, wouldn’t I be digging a big pit for myself?”

“At that time, if the delivery system collapsed, my losses would further increase. What would I use to withstand it then?”

However, just as Lu Yunhao made up his mind not to launch the on-time guarantee with compensation, Zheng Chao told him that ever since Ele.me’s on-time guarantee with compensation launched, Niu Waimai’s user volume and order volume began to decline.

Once individual retail investors used up their Discount coupons, or their most effective small-value spend-and-save Discount coupons, they would immediately return to Ele.me’s platform to place an order, enjoying the stable speed of delivery within half an hour.

What was left for Niu Waimai was a group of individual retail investors focused on shearing the wool. Zheng Chao could even imagine that once Niu Waimai stopped providing subsidies, or if its subsidies were no longer higher than Ele.me’s, these individual retail investors who were shearing the wool would immediately return to Ele.me’s embrace.

So, if things continued this way, even if Niu Waimai was swamped with orders every day, it would only face two outcomes: constantly incurring losses, or consistently failing to nurture/foster its own sticky individual retail investors.

It was like a person who had poor popularity/social standing but insisted on making friends. What could they do? They could only rely on spending money on these friends to keep them around.

These people themselves had no real friendship with him to speak of. Once he ran out of money, these people would immediately distance themselves from him, without any regard for past acquaintance.

If this continued, then everything about Niu Waimai would be a castle in the air. Even if twenty million US dollars were spent, they wouldn’t retain many sticky individual retail investors. At that time, they would still run back to Ele.me’s embrace.

What to do?

Lu Yunhao’s head felt as big as a bushel.

After much thought, he came up with a solution:

First, release an announcement that its supermarket delivery would soon be launched, but without specifying the exact launch time or the specific compensation measures after launch. Just tell everyone that this feature was coming.

Then, quickly get those one thousand bicycle riders on duty, allowing them to join the delivery “army” as soon as possible.

Currently, Niu Waimai’s one thousand bicycle delivery personnel had successively arrived and were undergoing a one-day basic training. Once they knew how to connect orders and deliver them, they would immediately be thrown into the center of the fierce battle between Niu Waimai and Ele.me.

The daily basic salary for one thousand bicycle delivery personnel was sixty yuan, but their daily working hours were less than ten hours. This meant that, under normal circumstances, they could at most complete twenty-something orders a day; thirty orders was already their limit.

This was only a theoretical value. If the order distances were generally far, that number would be reduced.

If the delivery personnel’s own user volume was poor (physical strength was poor), it would be even more unpredictable.

However, to prevent someone from living idly/dawdling, Niu Waimai still set a minimum task volume for bicycle riders: they had to complete twenty orders daily to receive their basic salary; otherwise, for every order short, five yuan would be deducted, until the full basic salary was gone. If they failed to meet the standard for three consecutive days, they would be eliminated.

Lu Yunhao hoped that these one thousand bicycle delivery personnel could increase Niu Waimai’s overall order turnover speed and alleviate the pressure of peak delivery times. If these one thousand people could perform well and reduce the proportion of late deliveries to below 10%, then he could announce the official launch of the on-time guarantee with compensation.

If the proportion was higher than 10%, then the launch time of this feature would be indefinitely postponed.

On the first day these one thousand bicycle riders started work, Niu Waimai’s order volume did see some relief. However, over 80% of the one thousand people did not complete the required twenty orders for the day.

The main reason for this was the long order distances. A five-kilometer radius was a significant challenge for bicycle riders. Many people felt fine at first on a bicycle, but after riding for over ten kilometers, the feeling of fatigue would double.

The first two orders might go smoothly, but afterward, they would get progressively more tired and slower.

Especially since each order required first going to the restaurant to pick up food, and then going to the individual retail investor’s location to deliver the food. Sometimes, it was completely large-scale random movement within a five-kilometer range, which consumed a great deal of physical exertion.

Niu Waimai really wanted to use its system algorithm to rationally connect orders and planning routes for its riders – for example, as much as possible connecting orders where both the merchant and the individual retail investor were close to the rider. However, Niu Waimai’s current algorithm simply could not support this.

Firstly, they had no way to locate their riders’ positions because their riders only had 2G phones, which lacked GPS modules and couldn’t report their coordinates to the server. Thus, they had no way to rationally assign orders based on the rider’s position.

Secondly, their internal system did not have its own electronic map based on actual coordinates.

If they wanted to mark locations within their own server, they first needed a set of electronic map data, and the backend system needed to support this electronic map. Only then could their position information have location markers.

This was like a person’s brain. If their mind had no rough draft template of the map of America, and you told them “Manhattan, New York,” what their mind recorded was just the text “Manhattan, New York.” They would have no idea where the hell Manhattan, New York, was located in America, not even a general range.

In such a situation, if you told them that an order needed to be picked up from Central Park, Manhattan, New York, and delivered to 35th Sixteenth Street, this person would have no other concept of these two locations because their brain lacked a basic map.

If Niu Waimai wanted to implement the coordinate mapping of merchant addresses and recipient addresses in their own system, then their system could determine which two of addresses A, B, C, and D were closer, and which two combinations of orders were most convenient and easiest to merge with other orders for combined delivery.

When they hastily launched, they themselves had many technical loopholes that hadn’t been resolved, so it was even more impossible to concurrently develop such a backend architecture.

But Li Mu’s Ele.me backend architecture was different. Although Li Mu currently also had no way to implement real-time rider location tracking, he had at least already mapped every district, every road, every street, and every building in the entire Huzhou City with coordinates. His backend already contained the entire map and the coordinates of these addresses. If the system received a large number of orders, it would first plan the delivery route for individual orders, and then, based on that delivery route, add other routes suitable for merge.

Niu Waimai wouldn’t be able to achieve this even in another month.

Since they couldn’t achieve it, they couldn’t provide any substantial help to their riders. So riders accepting orders relied entirely on luck for distance. Merging orders or completing one or two extra orders on a single trip was also impossible.

Due to a large number of bicycle riders failing to complete the required number of orders, they immediately lost interest in this job. Fortunately, Lu Yunhao made concessions in time, temporarily lowering the daily minimum of twenty orders to fifteen orders.

As long as they completed fifteen orders, they would receive sixty yuan. The cost of a single bicycle delivery had already reached four yuan.

But Lu Yunhao could only grit his teeth and accept it. This was a last resort; at least it could keep the platform running so that many individual retail investors who wanted to place an order wouldn’t be unable to.

The next day, most of the bicycle riders met the requirement of fifteen orders delivered daily.

Lu Yunhao breathed a sigh of relief, so he decided to continue expanding the scale of the bicycle delivery team, adding another one thousand bicycles and one thousand bicycle riders.

A few days later, Lu Yunhao’s team of over one thousand electric bicycle riders and two thousand bicycle riders could basically meet the current order demand in the company’s service coverage areas.

However, the daily losses were still enormous.

But for Niu Waimai’s team and the capital behind them, this was a breakthrough development. Although there were losses, everyone was still optimistic about Niu Waimai’s next steps, believing that a turning point had arrived for Niu Waimai.

But just at this time, Huzhou City entered the rainy season of late spring and early summer, and a long period of heavy rain swept across the entire Huzhou City…





Chapter 1793: Huzhou City’s Rainy Season

Huzhou City’s first drizzling rain significantly slowed down outdoor operations across the entire city.

Peak hour traffic jams grew longer, road speeds decreased, and traffic accidents became frequent.

Ele.me’s riders were relatively less affected because they had a small storage space under their seats, containing a lightweight raincoat and some medical supplies for first aid and bandaging.

As soon as it rained, the riders would put on their Ele.me raincoats and continue traversing the city’s streets and alleys on their high-performance electric bikes.

However, Niu Waimai’s riders were not so lucky.

Firstly, their platform had no emergency preparations. As a result, when it started to rain, riders’ first thought was to find shelter. When the platform began sending out orders, many riders chose to reject them because they hadn’t yet sorted out their raincoat situation.

After a peak mealtime was delayed, riders finally bought their own raincoats, but problems quickly arose again.

Bicycle riders found it incredibly tough in the rain, so from the moment it started raining, their delivery efficiency plummeted. A considerable number of riders even chose to reject all orders for the entire day, reasoning that it was better to rest than to risk their lives working in the rain, pedaling hard, only to still potentially not meet the basic salary standard.

Thus, Niu Waimai’s rhythm, which had just begun to pick up, suddenly hit a massive snag.

For Niu Waimai, it was as if they had built a relatively spacious highway, but initially there was little traffic. Now, just as they finally managed to increase the traffic flow, the road damaged, half the lanes closed, causing the entire route to become severely congested, leaving drivers and passengers on the road utterly miserable.

Lu Yunhao initially thought the rain was just a one or two-day anomaly, but when he checked the weather forecast and saw that it would basically rain for the next few days, he felt himself on the verge of collapse.

The next day, the rain intensified, and the temperature dropped by four or five degrees Celsius.

Ele.me prepared unlimited hot beverages for all riders at the battery swap station, including hot coffee, hot Soy milk, hot ginger tea, and hot chocolate, which could refresh them, ward off the cold, and replenish sugar.

Meanwhile, for Niu Waimai, over seventy percent of their bicycle riders woke up to see the rain falling even heavier than yesterday and simply stopped connecting orders for the day.

It wasn’t that they lacked the spirit of enduring hardship; the crucial issue was that bicycle delivery efficiency was very slow in rainy weather, user volume consumption was extremely high, and completing basic tasks was extremely difficult. Rather than getting soaked all day, pedaling a bicycle all day, and still not making money, it was better not to go out at all.

Moreover, Niu Waimai’s electric vehicle delivery team also had a hard time. Roads were congested in the rain, and the time, energy / focus, and even electric vehicle power required for each order were significantly higher than usual, severely impacting overall delivery efficiency.

Under multiple impacts, on the second day of the rainy season, Niu Waimai’s order volume plummeted by sixty-five percent compared to its peak, a fate worse than being severely crippled.

On the third day, Lu Yunhao stayed up all night.

He stood on the balcony of his rented apartment, watching the urgency of the night rain, praying for clear weather by dawn.

However, after dawn, the rain showed no signs of slowing down.

Instead, it seemed to have subtly intensified compared to yesterday.

Lu Yunhao couldn’t sit still.

For a platform that had just started, to be so ill-fated was truly unacceptable to him.

Being attacked by Li Mu was one thing, but the critical issue was that even Heaven didn’t provide sustenance. Just as they got on track, this continuous rainfall sent them back to square one.

For any platform, the lower the frequency of individual retail investors’ usage, the lower their stickiness naturally becomes; this is unavoidable.

Now, Niu Waimai’s delivery segment was severely restricted by the weather, leading to order throttling and limited orders for three consecutive days. Large numbers of individual retail investors couldn’t order food, and their already not-so-high stickiness was rapidly flowing downwards.

Today, over eighty percent of bicycle riders gave up connecting orders, and thirty-five percent of electric vehicle riders gave up connecting orders.

Niu Waimai’s order transaction volume further declined.

And this heavy rain showed no sign of stopping.

By the fourth day, more than half of the bicycle riders submitted their resignations.

They were unwilling to continue this grind and decided to look for other jobs, at least ones that didn’t require them to wait outdoors all day for bicycles to run around.

Lu Yunhao was forced to raise the salaries of bicycle riders, giving them a daily basic salary of around sixty to eighty yuan. Not only that, but he also lowered the requirements for the original sixty-yuan tiers.

This temporarily suppressed the problem of bicycle riders resigning, but it brought with it even more troubles.

Firstly, rider efficiency couldn’t improve, and now that it was the rainy season, efficiency was even lower. But with lower efficiency, their pay increased. As a result, each delivery order would incur a loss of nearly ten yuan in delivery fees alone, which was even worse than burning money.

Secondly, electric vehicle riders had strong opinions. Why did the bicycle riders deliver less but earn more? Just because they use electric vehicles? Riding an electric vehicle is also a hardship; they have to go to the battery swap station countless times a day. This is unfair.

Lu Yunhao immediately demanded his subordinates appease the electric vehicle riders’ emotions. No matter what, electric vehicle riders were the mainstay of order delivery; they absolutely could not be allowed to act passively.

On the fifth day, the rain continued to fall.

Hundreds of Niu Waimai’s electric vehicle riders suddenly submitted their resignations to the company, which immediately caused Lu Yunhao to fall into disarray.

He didn’t understand why there was a trend of resignations these past two days — first bicycle riders resigning en masse, then electric vehicle riders resigning en masse.

After Zheng Chao quickly investigated the situation, he returned to tell Lu Yunhao: “Mr. Lu, Ele.me conducted a ground promotion within our coverage area today, saying they were recruiting two thousand electric vehicle riders across the city, with priority given to those with food delivery rider work experience.”

Lu Yunhao’s face darkened: “Recruiting riders within our coverage area?”

“Exactly!” Zheng Chao said: “Not only do they offer high welfare benefits and high commissions, but the electric vehicles, insulated delivery boxes, and even uniforms upon joining are all provided by Ele.me.”

As he spoke, Zheng Chao added: “Our electric vehicle riders have strong opinions about our electric vehicles and our electric vehicle logistics team, especially since they interact with Ele.me riders daily. After learning about Ele.me’s situation, they are all very envious, especially of their electric vehicle performance, as well as their logistics and welfare benefits. Now that Ele.me is doing an expansion for riders, they are all tempted.”

Zheng Chao was right; Niu Waimai’s riders were indeed tempted.

They had always been particularly envious of Ele.me riders’ extremely high welfare benefits, and among them, they envied Ele.me’s lithium battery electric vehicles the most.

Their own electric vehicles needed battery swaps after just a few orders. Swapping batteries was not only a hassle but also involved waiting in line. Every time they saw Ele.me riders use one battery pack for half a day, and then swap for a new battery in less than ten minutes for another half a day, they were green with envy.

Now, Ele.me had suddenly announced an expansion of its rider team, so they naturally had the opportunity to join Ele.me.

Moreover, their recruitment advertisement also stated that priority would be given to those with food delivery rider work experience. Didn’t that mean their chances of joining Ele.me were even greater?

Therefore, these Niu Waimai electric vehicle delivery riders flocked to Ele.me to sign up. In half a day, the number of applicants had already exceeded seven hundred!

After listening to Zheng Chao, Lu Yunhao was so furious that he directly smashed his phone.

He angrily cursed: “Ele.me saying ‘priority given to those with food delivery rider work experience’ – isn’t that clearly trying to go against us? In the market now, it’s just them or us. This is clearly an advancement to recruit our riders!”

Zheng Chao nodded, saying with extreme helplessness: “There’s no way, Mr. Lu. We simply can’t retain these riders. They have long detested our electric vehicles and logistics system. Just Ele.me’s electric vehicles alone are enough to tempt them.”

Lu Yunhao gritted his teeth and said: “Li Mu is too ruthless. He’s adding two thousand riders in Huzhou City alone. Does he really need that many people?”

Zheng Chao said seriously: “Mr. Lu, Ele.me lacks neither money, nor technology, nor products. Rapidly increasing market share is their most important thing right now, so being against us is reasonable.”

Lu Yunhao asked: “Then what about our rider team? Over seven hundred people have resigned?”

Zheng Chao nodded: “All of them have resigned, and they’ve explicitly stated they won’t come to work tomorrow.”

Speaking, Zheng Chao sighed: “We have no restrict over these riders at all. If they want to work, they work. If they don’t, we can’t do anything about it. If they want to job hop, we’re even more helpless.”

“Why?” Lu Yunhao cursed: “Why are we helpless? They are our employees. Logically, they should completely obey us, and even be restricted by us. Why is it that, instead, we are restricted by them now?”

Zheng Chao blurted out: “If viewed solely as welfare benefits for riders, it’s indeed a very good job. Some college students working in conference rooms even have lower salaries than food delivery riders. But the problem now is that Li Mu is manipulating the entire industry from behind the scenes, and Li Mu is setting the industry standards. We have no decision-making power at all.”

Decision-making power is key in a competition between two parties. This is why Western tech enterprises love to set standards in a particular field; once they have the ability and status to set standards, they can forcefully demand that competitors adhere to the same standards as them.

All the current standards for the food delivery business are set by Li Mu. Even if Bill Gates came, he might not have the ability to snatch the decision-making power from Li Mu’s hands.

Let alone a mere Lu Yunhao.

Huzhou City’s rainy season was long, and this year’s rainfall seemed to be much greater than in previous years.

On the sixth day, Niu Waimai was almost brought to a standstill.

Days of continuous rain caused significant puddles on the roads, and the city’s entire drainage system was facing a huge test.

The cost of food delivery for bicycle riders grew increasingly high. Although their wages were high, their limited user volume and capabilities meant that the riders simply had no way to cope.

Adding insult to injury, the electric vehicle rider team had lost over half its members; the platform’s true mainstays had the rug pulled out from under them and were poached by Ele.me.

Niu Waimai could only once again apply order throttling and limit orders, and the severity of these limits was much greater than ever before…





Chapter 1775: Reducing Subsidies

Lu Yunhao faced Li Mu’s “had the rug pulled out from under them” playstyle, which plunged Niu Waimai into an inextricable strange loop.

Most of Niu Waimai’s electric vehicle couriers deeply resented their own electric vehicles and the accompanying support services. The more they hated their own electric vehicles and accessories, the more ardency they felt for Ele.me’s electric vehicles and accessories.

Therefore, when Ele.me poached this group of Niu Waimai electric vehicle couriers, it was effortlessly done.

After a large number of electric vehicle couriers resigned from Niu Waimai, to ensure delivery capacity, they could only grab bicycle couriers and convert them into electric vehicle couriers.

These bicycle couriers had not previously experienced the misery of Niu Waimai’s electric vehicle couriers. Once they actually started, they immediately felt that intense despair, so when Ele.me’s offline recruitment personnel found them, they were easily converted into Ele.me couriers.

Now, Ele.me had come to see Niu Waimai as a talent training base. They spent money to recruit people, slowly nurturing them, allowing these couriers to master the entire business process, and then, in a blink of an eye, Ele.me recruited these people away.

Moreover, Ele.me focused solely on Niu Waimai’s electric vehicle courier team, succeeding every time. This forced Lu Yunhao to increase couriers’ basic salary twice within a week, pushing the platform’s delivery costs to a new peak.

This strange loop formed a closed vicious cycle, making Lu Yunhao feel as though he was solving an elementary school Mathematics problem: a pool already holding one thousand liters has a capacity of ten thousand liters. Water flows in at ten liters per second, and water flows out at ten liters per second. How long will it take to fill the pool?

The answer was: never.

While Lu Yunhao constantly faced insurmountable bottlenecks, Li Mu was continuously deploying troops in Huzhou City, building deep defenses and strong reserves.

Like a war, Ele.me continuously transported large quantities of supplies to Huzhou City, with almost a freight truck arriving daily, carrying various necessary materials.

Today it might be hundreds of Ele.me electric vehicles, tomorrow a large pile of clothes, insulated delivery boxes, helmets, and other accompanying equipment, and the day after tomorrow, it might be a truckload of Hasee commercial computers fresh off the production line.

All these supplies, upon arriving in Huzhou City, were almost immediately distributed without going into inventory. Ele.me’s delivery range in Huzhou City grew wider and wider, and the courier density also became higher and higher.

The more people available, the greater the order volume the platform could bear, and the timeliness was also greatly ensured. This was something Lu Yunhao simply could not compare with, no matter what.

At the same time, Li Mu was continuously raising the entry barrier.

For instance, he decided to custom-order no less than one hundred thousand units of Ele.me customized mobile phones in batches from the domestic mobile phone brand Zhongxing.

The requirements for the phone were: it’s fine if it’s a bit big and a bit ugly, and it doesn’t need a color screen, but it must have strong range, good signal, excellent quality, and basic waterproofing. After all, the most common severe weather couriers encounter is rain, so the waterproofing function was crucial.

Such a phone might be scorned by ordinary people, who would find it large and ugly, but for couriers, it offered higher convenience.

Concurrently, he couldn’t wait for Apple iOS and Android’s R&D completion and prepared to integrate GPS functionality first to create a locate phone.

Google’s Larry Page had already finalized the acquisition of Keyhole, the navigation company. This company was now jointly owned by Li Mu and Google, with all technology and data shared.

Thus, Li Mu decided to leverage this special advantage, along with a GPS module, to create a locate phone that would enable Ele.me couriers to achieve online location tracking.

To enable mobile navigation, a phone first needs to be equipped with a GPS module so it can receive GPS signals and enable GPS locating. Second, it requires a built-in map with coordinate information to assist GPS in locating and navigation.

However, current traffic costs were relatively high. While online maps could be made, the data costs would significantly increase the usage cost. Therefore, Li Mu’s idea was to create built-in maps, localizing the map data.

Furthermore, once the locate phones were mass produced, maps could be set up individually for different cities. For example, if a batch of ten thousand phones was exclusively for Huzhou City, only the Huzhou City map would be built-in, which would also save storage costs.

By using the GPS module and Keyhole’s advantages in electronic maps and navigation, mobile navigation could be achieved. Then, building on mobile navigation, adding a coordinate reception and upload function would allow Ele.me to develop a locate phone for couriers that could navigate and simultaneously update their real-time location to a cloud server.

For example, after a courier turns on their phone, the phone would send coordinate data to the server every thirty seconds. This data would just be a string of characters, occupying negligible traffic. However, upon receiving these coordinates, the server could mark the courier’s specific location within its location system. This way, individual retail investors at their computers could see the courier’s real-time location and how far they were.

This feature was simple, but no one in the internet industry was doing it yet. Once this feature was developed and modularized, it would have immense commercial value. For instance, installing this module on public buses would allow the cloud to know the real-time location of every bus. Installed in taxis, it could fulfill the basic need for online ride-hailing.

And such a locate phone would also be very simple for navigation. The system would directly transmit coordinates to the phone, and the phone would mark these coordinates on the local map and calculate the route using an algorithm.

The only drawback was that map upgrades would be difficult, but it didn’t matter. Early car GPS map upgrades were also difficult, yet they still brought a revolutionary experience to drivers. Such a locate phone could be designed quickly and mass-produced quickly. It could largely bring Ele.me closer to its mature form in later generations and could at least be used for a long time, right up until the true advent of the mobile internet era.

When Lu Yunhao learned what Li Mu was doing, his sense of despair intensified. He realized that what Li Mu intended to do was accomplish something that previously cost ten million yuan by spending one billion or even several billion yuan. This would raise the entry barrier for the entire industry so high that most individuals and businesses could not reach it.

Now, he deeply felt the pain brought by this continuously rising barrier. Never mind customized phones or customized locate navigation phones, he didn’t even have the strength to customize electric vehicles. He simply couldn’t respond to Li Mu’s various tactics.

In Niu Waimai’s first month after launched, the platform’s daily order volume still hovered around over ten thousand orders. The daily amount of subsidies to individual retail investors and couriers exceeded one hundred thousand yuan, and the total losses reached hundreds of thousands of yuan, which made Lu Yunhao tremble with fright.

His limited capital, maintaining its current scale, might only last a few more months. After a few months, if no second round of investment came in, the capital chain would sever.

In contrast, Ele.me’s daily order volume in Huzhou City was over eight hundred thousand orders. From white-collar workers in office buildings to ordinary citizens surfing the internet at home, and netizens in internet cafes, everyone was using Ele.me to place an order for food.

Although Ele.me’s daily subsidies exceeded two million yuan, Li Mu was not anxious at all.

Burning money was just the beginning; whatever amount was burned today would be recovered a hundredfold tomorrow.

However, Li Mu also began preparing to reduce subsidy costs.

He held a meeting with Ele.me’s core team, where a decision was made: effective immediately, for nationwide Ele.me subsidies, merchants must bear fifty percent, and Ele.me would bear the remaining fifty percent.

In other words, Li Mu decided to shake off half of the comedic payoff in one go.

Director Lei expressed some concern about this, believing that discarding such a large burden so suddenly might cause resistance among merchants.

Li Mu, however, said, “Don’t worry, they rely on us to make money. We are not exploiting them; we are just asking them to give up a portion of their vested interests. If they can’t even accept this, how will our Ele.me accumulate profit in the future? All experienced business professionals can see that our ultimate profit model relies on platform commission from merchants. If we keep spoiling the merchants, we will never be able to profit.”

Director Lei nodded and said, “Mr. Li, I understand what you mean, but shouldn’t we do this gradually?”

Then, Director Lei added, “Especially in Huzhou City, the subsidies there are very high right now. We pay an average subsidy of four to five yuan per order, some even higher.”

Li Mu said, “If the subsidy is four yuan, let the merchant pay two yuan. If it’s five yuan, let the merchant pay two and a half yuan. Those who agree, continue cooperation. Those who don’t, directly suspend their store operations for three days and let them think about it.”

It was a matter of course and a healthy cooperation model that if “I help you sell things, you give me a commission.” However, because Ele.me needed to attract merchants for initial onboarding, it paid the subsidies to individual retail investors itself, which was contrary to normal rules. Therefore, when the time is right, it was natural to change the subsidy model.

Initially, some merchants were unwilling, feeling “Niu Waimai doesn’t require our subsidies, so why do you?”

Ele.me offered no explanations and did not force compliance, giving merchants only two choices: accept and continue receiving dispatch orders, or reject and stop receiving dispatch orders.

Ele.me’s firm stance indeed caused dissatisfaction among many merchants, but Li Mu completely disregarded it.

Because Li Mu was very clear that he was currently helping merchants make money, and they simply couldn’t do without him.

Now, merchants were only asked to bear a certain share of the subsidy. In the future, merchants would not only bear the subsidies themselves but also give ten percent of their revenue from each order as platform commission. After all, the platform would make money from merchants in the future, not from consumers.

If merchants couldn’t adapt to this change, it only meant they hadn’t realized the platform’s importance.

Large chain supermarkets like Walmart are incredibly strong with their suppliers due to massive traffic and huge sales. Not only do they have long settlement cycles for payments for goods, but all sorts of promotional activities require the suppliers to pay. If a supplier disagrees, they are prohibited from entering the supermarket shelves. This way, any supplier would feel timid/cowardly.

Indeed, there were some restaurants that were bold enough to confront Ele.me directly.

Lu Yunhao saw another opportunity in the darkness. He felt that Li Mu’s current harshness towards merchants might be his good opportunity to overtake on the curve!





Chapter 1776: Killing the Chicken to Warn the Monkeys

Ele.me’s demand for merchants to bear 50% of the subsidy cost indeed caused significant dissatisfaction among them.

However, the internet and capital industries observed Li Mu’s true intention.

In fact, everyone knew that Ele.me’s ultimate monetization channel would definitely be through the merchants. However, no one expected Li Mu to start harvesting merchants directly at this point.

In their view, Li Mu should have waited until Niu Waimai was defeated and Ele.me became the sole dominant enterprise in the food delivery sector before starting to harvest its partner merchants.

Starting a conflict with merchants now, they feared, would allow Niu Waimai to exploit a weakness.

But Li Mu was completely unconcerned. Neither Niu Waimai nor Lu Yunhao were a match for Ele.me. Purely in terms of network capacity, if Ele.me was a high-standard ten-lane two-way expressway, Niu Waimai wouldn’t even meet the standard of a single-lane one-way road.

Niu Waimai could not handle large volumes, so it would never be able to seize enough market share from Ele.me.

Therefore, if Li Mu could successfully make the merchants bear costs now, he would have even more confidence to play to the end against Niu Waimai. If a single order’s subsidy was six yuan, and Niu Waimai had to bear it entirely, but Ele.me only had to bear three yuan, Li Mu wouldn’t flinch even if Wall Street poured in two hundred million USD to support Niu Waimai.

Presently, in both Beijing and Huzhou City, Ele.me’s merchants had truly experienced Ele.me’s advantages and benefits. Through Ele.me, their business revenue had significantly increased, with some even seeing a tenfold surge. It could be said that Ele.me had become the core pillar of their income.

Although Ele.me’s demand for them to bear 50% of the subsidies was met with dissatisfaction by most merchants, they still chose to accept it.

However, there was still a portion of merchants who felt that Ele.me should not make them bear any costs, and thus they insisted on fighting Ele.me’s tough stance to the very end.

At this time, Lu Yunhao was also intensifying his lobbying efforts. His Front-end Business team went around communicating with partner merchants, brainwashing them and telling them that Ele.me’s evil deeds would eventually lead to self-destruction this time. They claimed that their platform’s order traffic would definitely increase significantly then, so he cajoled them into rejecting Ele.me’s demands and entering into deep cooperation with Niu Waimai.

Niu Waimai cajoled these merchants, claiming that once Ele.me closed their stores, their individual retail investors would place orders on Niu Waimai, so they wouldn’t suffer any losses. Furthermore, Niu Waimai would not only give them resource allocation but, more importantly, would not make merchants bear a single penny of the subsidy. This way, merchants would earn more than if they cooperated with Ele.me and bore 50% of the costs.

These merchants, unaware of Niu Waimai’s true situation, felt that since Niu Waimai was willing to support them, even if Ele.me was temporarily unavailable, they would still have Niu Waimai’s orders. They thought, “Since Ele.me is exploiting me, I’ll lean towards Niu Waimai. I believe Ele.me will be the one to compromise in the end, not me.”

So, they chose to refuse to participate in the subsidy.

Ele.me showed no mercy. For stores that refused to comply within the stipulated time, the offline team immediately went to their premises to retrieve their computers and, at the same time, directly defined their stores on Ele.me as suspended operations, making it impossible to place an order.

In just one day, these individuals suffered heavy losses.

There was a restaurant selling donkey meat huoshao that had a daily dine-in revenue of only one or two hundred yuan. However, their Ele.me revenue could reach one or two thousand yuan or even more, while Niu Waimai’s revenue was just over one hundred. Now, by refusing to subsidize individual retail investors with Ele.me, all their Ele.me revenue immediately dropped to zero, resulting in severe income loss.

What made them furious was that without Ele.me’s orders, losing one or two thousand yuan in revenue from Ele.me, their orders on Niu Waimai showed almost no improvement, still hovering at just over one hundred yuan.

This meant that the potential individual retail investors of this donkey meat huoshao store, after their store was closed, directly chose to place orders with other operating stores on Ele.me instead of switching to another platform just to eat their donkey meat huoshao.

This made them feel extremely financially painful, as they lost a substantial 80% or even 90% of their revenue.

Lu Yunhao was also severely affected. He had initially thought this was an opportunity to overtake on the curve, to deeply cooperate with these merchants who were opposing Ele.me and attract their traffic.

However, he quickly realized a serious problem: the individual retail investors on Ele.me were not there for a specific commercial unit, but for the Ele.me platform itself.

This was like the millions of official accounts on WeChat. If any official account were to think that its followers belonged to them, or even that they were superior to WeChat, and that if they switched platforms, their followers would abandon WeChat and follow them, then they must be out of their mind.

A pseudoscholar named Fang Zhouzi once did something like this. He originally gained some traffic on Weibo by insulting people to grab attention.

But later, because he openly went against Weibo, he decided to leave Weibo and move to another platform.

He thought all his followers would follow him, but then he discovered that this was not the case at all.

The vast majority of his followers were not true fans; people just watched him for entertainment. When he left Weibo, there were still thousands of prominent figures on Weibo who could provide entertainment. Who would be out of their mind enough to switch to another platform just to watch him?

So, this person gradually faded into oblivion.

Subsequently, a continuously disappointed Lu Yunhao decided to launch an online attack against Li Mu.

He personally entered the fray, posting a Weibo message that read: “Li Mu is using his tyranny to force Ele.me’s merchants to share subsidies, and stores unwilling to bear subsidies are being forcibly shut down. Behind these merchants are countless hardworking ordinary people and their families. Their families are now facing an unprecedented threat. How is Li Mu’s action any different from a bandit’s?!”

Following this, he spent millions in public relations fees to have many accounts frantically repost and comment on this Weibo post, attempting to create immense public opinion pressure on Li Mu to force him to abandon his plan of compelling merchants to bear 50% of the subsidies.

Naïve netizens, unaware of the full story, believed that Li Mu was indeed coercing those business owners. Their saintly compassion immediately overwhelmed them, and they began denouncing Li Mu both verbally and in writing, feeling that such a nearly perfect wealthy individual’s image had been tainted by this incident.

After this Weibo post reached the trending topics, Li Mu did not allow Weibo’s staff to interfere with its index or trending topic ranking. Instead, he directly posted a Weibo message:

“Isn’t it a matter of course for a comprehensive market to provide commercial units for merchants to operate and earn money, and in return, charge them a certain fee? If you open a store in a market and refuse to pay rent to the market, and then get angry when you’re evicted, what kind of bandit logic is that? The most pathetic thing about some people is that they mistake the platform’s strength for their own ability. Such people, once they leave the platform, are nothing.”

As soon as this Weibo post was published, netizens immediately realized the truth.

Li Mu was right.

Ele.me was a platform built by Li Mu, which meant Li Mu spent money to build a huge business mall. Every merchant on Ele.me was equivalent to having taken up residence in this mall, operating and earning money within the commercial units provided by the mall. In such a situation, what was wrong with charging them rent? Nothing was wrong! It was a matter of course!

Especially Li Mu’s last sentence enlightened many netizens.

A platform’s strength is not an individual’s ability. When merchants made money on Ele.me, they overlooked that this benefited from the disruptive new model provided by Ele.me and its huge traffic, mistakenly believing that their own restaurant’s strength was immense. As a result, when they left Ele.me, they discovered that their own ability was fundamentally weak. Without the platform’s endorsement, they instantly reverted to their original form. Can they blame the platform for this?

Thus, public opinion online underwent a 180-degree reversal.

Coupled with the fact that Li Mu’s online trolls were far superior to Lu Yunhao’s amateurish efforts, Lu Yunhao himself was fiercely scolded by netizens.

An online opinion gained widespread approval and support from most netizens, asserting that Lu Yunhao was merely attempting a personal attack because he couldn’t compete with Li Mu. Such a morally corrupt and worthless person should be condemned by everyone.

Lu Yunhao himself was a weak-willed person with low psychological resilience. Being repeatedly and relentlessly cursed by so many netizens, he was on the verge of a complete breakdown.

His Weibo post received nearly one hundred thousand comments in just one or two days, with over 90% of them cursing him.

The matter of Niu Waimai cajoling merchants to go against Ele.me was leaked online by an unknown source, and then Li Mu’s online trolls subtly fanned the flames, leading Niu Waimai to become a universally condemned target online.

What made Lu Yunhao even more devastated was that all the merchants who had rejected Ele.me, without exception, regretted their decision. They contacted Ele.me’s customer service one after another, expressing their willingness to accept the 50% subsidy and hoping to be connected to Ele.me again.

Li Mu scoffed at these people.

These individuals were essentially complete egoists. They made a fortune quietly when earning money on Ele.me, but when Ele.me asked them to contribute a small subsidy, they felt provoked and started complaining loudly and cursing. Such people are mostly ungrateful individuals who curse the very hand that feeds them after enjoying its benefits.

There was another group very similar to this one: the large number of e-commerce individual business owners.

It is well-known that for over ten years, due to lax regulation and incomplete tax laws, e-commerce individual business owners did not have to pay a single penny in taxes. A five-diamond store earning ten thousand yuan a month and a five-gold crown store earning five million yuan a month almost universally did not need to pay any business tax or personal income tax.

Because they were individually operated, without a registered corporate entity, business tax and corporate income tax had nothing to do with them. Their income was directly settled from Taobao into their personal accounts, and even if they earned ten million a month, they generally did not pay income tax. These people had already amassed significant vested interests, yet when the state issued the E-commerce Law to regulate e-commerce and impose reasonable taxation, they still jumped out to oppose it, their true colors were apparent.

Li Mu completely refused to indulge such people. Now, he was only asking them to share 50% of the subsidies. Not only was the platform free for them to use, but Ele.me also bore the other 50% of the subsidies, and they still had objections. Then, when he truly asked them to pay rent in the future, he didn’t know how they would jump around cursing in public. Since that’s the case, he decided to subdue them in one go.

Therefore, Ele.me replied to these merchants who had already left Ele.me: “Connecting is no problem, but the subsidies must be entirely borne by the store itself. If you do not accept, we will not bring their stores back online.”

This move achieved two effects.

Firstly, those merchants who had previously rejected Ele.me and tried to directly challenge the platform were all filled with deep regret.

Secondly, those merchants who had previously accepted Ele.me’s demands were all extremely relieved.

This was exactly the effect Li Mu wanted.

Killing the chicken to warn the monkeys!





Chapter 1777: Invest Another Twenty Million

After Ele.me’s merchants yielded to the platform, Bull Takeout’s situation became even tougher.

The most direct impact was that after Li Mu made merchants bear 50% of the subsidies, the overall subsidy strength was increased. Now, Ele.me’s promotional discounts had surpassed Bull Takeout’s.

Even with similar discount rates, Ele.me’s operating costs were lower, which left Bull Takeout far behind.

Furthermore, Ele.me’s delivery capability grew stronger and stronger, while Bull Takeout remained stuck in that terrible cycle. More and more Bull Takeout delivery riders, after learning about the gap between Bull Takeout and Ele.me, chose to join the latter’s camp.

What Li Mu wanted was simple: to ensure that Bull Takeout’s delivery capability could never be improved.

So, whenever Bull Takeout recruited, Ele.me poached.

Even if poaching resulted in surplus delivery capacity for Ele.me’s riders, it didn’t matter. Huzhou City was large, and Ele.me could deploy the poached riders to other areas of Huzhou City.

Lu Yunhao was almost at a loss what to do about the current situation, but IDG was constantly pressing him to find a way to break the deadlock as quickly as possible and see how they could break out of the siege.

However, the current situation had far exceeded Lu Yunhao’s capabilities; he had no way at all to control the prevailing circumstances.

IDG also increasingly felt despair.

However, they had already invested twenty million US dollars alongside other Wall Street bigwigs. Forcing them to give up at this point would truly be too aggrieved.

But if Bull Takeout wanted to continue developing, a large amount of capital was needed to break the deadlock.

For example, how to break through the shackles Li Mu had imposed on Bull Takeout in the delivery aspect?

After IDG’s representatives met with Bull Takeout’s team, they found several solutions.

First, developing their own lithium battery electric vehicles and then mass-producing them. This would be high-cost, lengthy, and slow to yield results, but once achieved, it would solve Bull Takeout’s current delivery predicament once and for all.

Second, hiring people with legitimate motorcycle permits in Huzhou City at high salaries to deliver for Bull Takeout, or leasing their motorcycles at high prices from them. However, at this stage, people in Huzhou City with legitimate motorcycles were not short on money, so attracting them would undoubtedly be very costly.

Third, deploying a large number of bicycle riders, increasing their number to eight thousand. With eight thousand bicycle riders in Huzhou City’s urban area, at least forty thousand orders could be completed within an hour during peak dining periods. This would essentially break through Ele.me’s shackles.

However, all three solutions required significant capital, especially the second and third ones.

But for IDG and other Wall Street investors, cutting losses and withdrawing now was not an option. That’s because embarrassment would be secondary; the crucial point was that all the money already spent would have gone down the drain.

The thought of Li Mu single-handedly defying the entire Wall Street made these financial circles bigwigs grit their teeth. They decided to exert more effort, determined to break through Li Mu’s shackles no matter what, and then seize market share from him.

Consequently, IDG and the Wall Street capitalists decided to immediately make an additional investment of twenty million US dollars into Bull Takeout. Of this twenty million, at least ten million US dollars would be used for the second and third solutions, and another one million US dollars would be invested in developing lithium battery pack technology suitable for electric vehicles.

Ten million US dollars, which was approximately eighty-two million Renminbi. Once this money was deployed, addressing the motorcycle and bicycle issues seemed quite manageable.

Lu Yunhao had originally intended to communicate directly with Huzhou City’s Municipal Party Committee, using the pretext of a foreign-invested enterprise investing in Huzhou City, to request that Huzhou City resolve at least two thousand motorcycle permits for them. However, considering Li Mu was also increasing his investment in Huzhou City, after much deliberation, Huzhou City still rejected Lu Yunhao’s request.

Everyone knew that Bull Takeout was using Wall Street’s money to contend against Li Mu, and Wall Street had previously offended Li Mu due to their excessive greed for profit. Now, the food delivery business was one of the battlefields for their confrontation. At such a time, Huzhou City either remained neutral or, if it had to take a stance, it would side with domestic enterprises. It definitely couldn’t create favorable conditions for foreign-invested enterprises.

Lu Yunhao’s plan to seek support from the Municipal Party Committee hit a snag. He immediately instructed the ground promotion team to issue a recruitment order, attracting owners of legitimate motorcycles in Huzhou City to join Bull Takeout’s delivery team. Motorcycle owners who brought their own bikes could receive a basic salary of five thousand Renminbi.

Five thousand Renminbi was already a relatively high income in Huzhou City at that time, but for most legitimate motorcycle owners, this income was not worth committing to full-time.

As a result, through this path, Lu Yunhao only managed to recruit about three hundred motorcycle riders.

However, the delivery efficiency brought by these three hundred motorcycle riders indeed led to a significant improvement.

Firstly, these motorcycle riders basically didn’t need to worry about range, nor did they need to invest a lot of time and energy into it. Even a regular 125cc motorcycle could travel two to three hundred kilometers or more on a full tank. Its range was almost ten times that of lead-acid battery electric vehicles, and refueling took very little time—a few minutes was all it took to go from 0% to 100% range. This was a speed that electric vehicles would be unable to achieve for decades, or even centuries, to come.

Secondly, to encourage these riders, free from range limitations, to deliver more and faster, Lu Yunhao gave them higher dispatch order rewards. A motorcycle rider who worked hard for eight hours a day could earn over three hundred Renminbi in a single day.

This was truly substantial. In that era, the ability to reach a monthly salary of over ten thousand Renminbi with effort was definitely an extremely high income standard.

At the same time, the motorcycle leasing business also made some progress.

They leased over two hundred various motorcycles at prices more than double the market price.

Afterwards, they found over two hundred riders from their existing team who could ride motorcycles and directly upgraded them to motorcycle riders.

Five hundred motorcycle riders allowed Bull Takeout to suddenly take a huge step forward.

However, behind the efficient deliveries by these five hundred motorcycle riders were their extremely high salary costs, vehicle usage costs, and excessively high order subsidy costs.

It could be said that these five hundred motorcycles, once in operation, were equivalent to constantly scattering money for Bull Takeout.

What burned in the motorcycle engines was not gasoline, but a vast amount of Renminbi.

Fortunately, IDG and the Wall Street capital were willing to endure this additional expenditure. Their thought was that, no matter what, they had to spend until they achieved a clear outcome, otherwise, if Li Mu blocked them in the delivery aspect, the Bull Takeout platform would quickly enter its death stage.

Meanwhile, Bull Takeout seemed to have contracted a “firepower deficiency syndrome.” Unsatisfied even after the five hundred motorcycle riders were in place, they planned to add five thousand bicycle riders to contend as equals with Ele.me.

Ele.me’s Huzhou City manager sensed the surging offensive posture of the enemy and immediately sought Li Mu’s guidance on how to respond next.

Li Mu analyzed Lu Yunhao’s grand move.

He felt he was quite clear about Lu Yunhao’s personality, which could be summarized in eight words: talks big, thinks small.

In other words, this person lacked vision and was timid.

Letting such a person go for broke and suddenly invest so much money to burn was absolutely not something Lu Yunhao could do on his own.

This showed that he definitely had strong support from Wall Street behind him.

However, Li Mu also understood Wall Street’s situation very well.

Wall Street investments could be understood as mining operations.

If a project was truly excellent, they would continue investing all the way until mine shafts hundreds or thousands of meters deep were completed, the minerals could be extracted, and then they would enjoy the fruits of their harvest.

If a project wasn’t so good, they would first invest their own money to dig a section, perhaps tens or hundreds of meters, and then go attract other investors.

By the time others invested and the mine shaft was dug deeper and deeper, they might have already earned enough money and quietly withdrawn from the unfinished mine shaft.

As for those who came in later, they could only choose to continue digging: either until others came in to take over and they could exit, or until they dug to the end without finding any minerals, or perhaps until the mine simply collapsed.

Li Mu believed that for Wall Street, Bull Takeout was the second type of project.

They also didn’t believe that supporting a single Lu Yunhao would allow them to contend as equals with him. What they wanted, nothing more, was to secure an initial success, then use this initial success to entice more investments, and then gradually earn enough to withdraw themselves.

For Wall Street, this was the best scenario.

Imagine investing tens of millions of US dollars, then constantly diluting their shares amidst rising valuations, ultimately turning tens of millions of US dollars into hundreds of millions of dollars. Not only would they gain several times the profit, but they would also have gradually established a Bull Takeout to cause trouble for him. For Wall Street, this was killing two birds with one stone.

However, if Bull Takeout failed to achieve an initial success and was successively suppressed by him to the point of suffocation, then these Wall Street bigwigs would probably start considering cutting their losses.

Thinking this through, Li Mu felt that if he could suppress Bull Takeout’s current surge of momentum, it would very likely trigger Wall Street’s stop-loss point, making them give up halfway.

Therefore, Li Mu decided to adopt a multi-pronged approach.

First, immediately notify all merchants in Huzhou City that Ele.me would conduct an audit of the platform. Any merchant found to have registered with both Ele.me and Bull Takeout would have their store’s order reception immediately halted.

Second, immediately notify users in Bull Takeout’s covered areas, launching a “continuous ordering to earn YY Coins” promotion. Effective immediately, users who placed orders on Ele.me every day would receive 10 YY Coins for three consecutive days of ordering; 20 YY Coins for five consecutive days; and 50 YY Coins for ten consecutive days.

YY Coins were virtual currency, and for Muye Technology, they essentially had no actual cost. However, there were certainly negative impacts too; if too many YY Coins were given away, it would naturally affect the original top-up amount of YY Coins.

However, Li Mu considered that most of the users who regularly sought out the most favorable discounts on food delivery platforms were highly sensitive to money, and these individuals most likely had never topped up YY Coins before.

In that case, the actual impact from giving away YY Coins would be smaller.

For instance, among ten thousand users who received 10 YY Coins, nine thousand had no intention of topping up YY Coins in the first place. Therefore, the actual impact would only be on the amount those one thousand people had originally planned to top up, making the overall impact very minor.

For users, YY Coins had extensive uses. They could be used to purchase YY memberships, buy YY Cartoon Show items, decorate YY Space, and even play interactive social games like Farm and Plants vs. Zombies. They could also be converted into Happy Beans on the YY Game Platform to play board and card games. In short, their uses were many.

Crucially, these coins could not be cashed out. So once given to users, they could only be used for consumption.

Although virtual currency didn’t seem like real money, its appeal to users was extraordinarily high. Even if it wasn’t worth their full face value in Renminbi in users’ minds, it was at least worth sixty to seventy percent, which was sufficient.





Chapter 1797: Dimensionality Reduction Attack

Lu Yunhao never dreamed that Li Mu would play such an all-or-nothing game with him.

Forcing Ele.me’s merchants not to register with Bull Takeout – wasn’t this banditry?!

Lu Yunhao was both angry and afraid. Angry that Li Mu’s move was too ruthless, and afraid that this move would directly strangle Bull Takeout.

Li Mu’s thinking was simple: Lu Yunhao took money from American capitalists to create Bull Takeout. While it seemed like normal competition, the true intention behind it was to use Wall Street capitalists, who hated him to the core, to stir trouble.

Since Lu Yunhao’s motives were impure and he kept stirring trouble in Huzhou City, Li Mu decided to give him a powerful dose of medicine, letting him experience what a dimensionality reduction attack felt like.

At that time, the internet industry’s business models were still in the exploration phase. There were no explicit regulations restricting platforms from forcing merchants to choose between two options. So, it was best to emulate the 3Q War of yesteryear and control Lu Yunhao at the source.

Of course, Li Mu wouldn’t be as crazy as Tencent, directly forcing hundreds of millions of internet users to choose between QQ and 360.

He didn’t want to blow things up that big. It was none of his business whether users chose Ele.me or Bull Takeout; he wouldn’t interfere. However, he would make merchants choose, letting them weigh their options. If they preferred to make money with Ele.me, they should abandon Bull Takeout. If they wanted to make money with Bull Takeout, they should abandon Ele.me.

Moreover, all notifications were not in document form, but rather the merchant manager directly calling to inform them. Thus, consumers had no idea that Li Mu was forcing merchants to make a multiple-choice question.

In fact, many platforms in later years used this trick.

When Pinduoduo rose rapidly, it caused a massive impact on Ali Group because Pinduoduo primarily targeted the sinking market and had a huge base of底层 users. Consequently, many brands actively focused on the Pinduoduo platform to expand their sales performance.

To restrict these brands from developing on Pinduoduo, Ali Group employed order throttling measures against many Official Flagship Stores that had joined Pinduoduo. A brand might have earned tens of millions last month on Ali Group’s Tmall platform, but after order throttling, they might not even earn one million, or even lose money.

However, when Ali Group used such methods at that time, it was already difficult to shake Pinduoduo’s foundation, because Pinduoduo’s true foundation wasn’t those genuinely famous brands, but rather the copycat brands.

For example, on Pinduoduo at the time, there were at least dozens of brands copycatting Pampers diapers. They were the main sales force on Pinduoduo. Even if Ali Group restricted the official Pampers brand from registering with Pinduoduo, it couldn’t restrict those copycat brands from registering and selling well.

It could be said that copycat brands were Pinduoduo’s true battleground in its fight against Ali Group. Pinduoduo dared to let knockoff “Bang Baoshi” sell one million orders a month, but Taobao wouldn’t dare to allow the “Bang Baoshi” brand to register. This way, Pinduoduo had a rear base to avoid suppression.

However, Li Mu now had the advantage and the initiative compared to Ali Group. Bull Takeout was completely overwhelmed across the board by Ele.me and couldn’t find any rear base.

To date, thousands of restaurants in Huzhou City had joined Bull Takeout, but over ten thousand restaurants had joined Ele.me. Moreover, all merchants who had joined both platforms found that Bull Takeout’s order volume was far less than Ele.me’s.

Furthermore, Bull Takeout had been having delivery efficiency issues, leading to frequent user complaints, so merchants didn’t have a good impression of Bull Takeout either.

Now that Ele.me was making them choose, although they were somewhat reluctant, they instinctively chose to continue cooperating with Ele.me, as their goal was to make money.

At this point, Bull Takeout’s original weakness of insufficient delivery capability immediately became its biggest problem, because the merchants cooperating with them successively chose to close their Online Stores on Bull Takeout.

On the first day Ele.me’s notification was issued, Bull Takeout’s affiliated restaurants plummeted from over three thousand to fewer than one hundred in one go.

A large number of high-salary hired motorcycle riders and bicycle riders simply waited at the entrances of these shops to dispatch orders, resulting in at least over ten riders staking out each shop entrance.

Due to the drastic drop in the number of shops, users in some areas, who could originally find dozens of restaurants within a five-kilometer radius, now couldn’t even find one.

After all, these fewer than one hundred restaurants were not evenly distributed.

Lu Yunhao was going crazy after hearing Zheng Chao’s report.

Wasn’t this simply killing them?

No matter how Li Mu suppressed him before, he could at least cling to a temporary existence.

But with this ultimate move, he was instantly paralyzed.

The essence of takeout O2O was a Taobao-like platform specifically for dining. If all the merchants on Taobao suddenly withdrew, what could Taobao do?

Lu Yunhao’s first thought was to use money to subsidize merchants, to make them abandon Ele.me for the sake of money. But after thinking it over, he felt this method might not be feasible.

Firstly, merchants’ income on Ele.me was significantly higher than on Bull Takeout. If he wanted them to abandon Ele.me, he would at least need to cover this difference and then offer some additional benefits. However, this would mean the daily subsidy amount for a single shop might exceed one thousand yuan, and the total subsidy for thousands of shops would be an astronomical figure.

And who could guarantee that Li Mu wouldn’t offer subsidies?

Looking at Li Mu’s current play, even YY Coins were brought in, clearly indicating a commitment to invest all resources to help Ele.me win. This virtually cost-free business would certainly cause a surge in Ele.me’s user base and order volume. As a result, Ele.me merchants’ income would be even higher, and if he still wanted them not to switch allegiance, the maintenance cost required would also become increasingly high.

Under such circumstances, his current funds simply couldn’t stand up to him. After all, his cost consumption on user subsidies and rider subsidies had already reached astronomical figures. If merchant subsidies were also included, it would mean Bull Takeout would have to subsidize every link of the entire takeout O2O industrial chain. This cost would be terrifying. Let alone tens of millions of US dollars, hundreds of millions of US dollars probably couldn’t withstand such burning through cash.

However, if he couldn’t find a way to make merchants stay, then Bull Takeout could truly close its doors. He was in the business of delivery O2O; he couldn’t possibly start investing in restaurants because there were no third-party merchants, could he?

Lu Yunhao realized this was likely utter ruin and immediately sought help from IDG Capital.

IDG Capital also hadn’t expected Li Mu to use such a shameless tactic to curb Bull Takeout’s development. The first thought that came to mind was to complain to the relevant departments, filing a complaint against Li Mu and Ele.me for malicious competition and Ele.me for market monopoly.

At the same time, IDG Capital also provided a team of lawyers to immediately go to Bull Takeout to offer legal assistance to Lu Yunhao.

However, they were unsure if such complaints would be effective; they could only treat a dead horse as if it were still alive.

The relevant departments soon replied:

First, there was no direct evidence to prove that Ele.me had issued a mandatory two-choice requirement to merchants. Not even a single recording existed. All the evidence the Bull Takeout team of lawyers could provide were verbal statements from unnamed merchants. In other words, even recordings couldn’t be directly adopted as evidence, let alone mere verbal statements.

Second, even if Ele.me did force merchants to choose, it did not constitute malicious competition because, according to legal regulations, Ele.me did not counterfeit Bull Takeout’s trademark, did not damage Bull Takeout’s reputation, did not publish false advertisements, did not violate consumers’ intentions, and did not engage in dumping. This did not include the verbal demands Ele.me made to merchants.

Third, the antitrust law had not yet been implemented.

In other words, they had no way to use legal means or policies to counterattack Ele.me.

The next day, Bull Takeout had over seventy shops remaining.

On the third day, Bull Takeout had over fifty shops remaining. These fifty shops were bottom-tier businesses that couldn’t make money on Ele.me, couldn’t make money on Bull Takeout, and couldn’t even make money from their physical stores.

Interestingly, these fifty bottom-tier merchants found rebirth on Bull Takeout.

Because Bull Takeout’s subsidy amount was significant, some users still had unspent Discount coupons, so they could only choose one of these fifty shops to place an order. As a result, these fifty merchants’ businesses finally started to improve, instantly treating Bull Takeout as their benefactor.

Lu Yunhao waited for three days for IDG Capital’s team of lawyers to make a breakthrough, but the team of lawyers made no progress.

So, Lu Yunhao resorted to an old trick, attempting to bring trouble upon Li Mu personally.

He spent millions of yuan to entice a few shops that had already abandoned Bull Takeout to resume cooperation with Bull Takeout.

Subsequently, after their shops were blocked, he immediately instructed these people to protest on Weibo, claiming that they were still using Bull Takeout, but Ele.me had closed their shops, hoping to create public pressure on Li Mu.

Li Mu gave no response, instead having his subordinates change the strategy.

Subsequently, Ele.me announced that the shops were closed due to technical issues and would be restored online as soon as possible.

The spectators saw that it was a technical issue and no longer followed the topic.

Lu Yunhao thought he had caught Li Mu’s weakness and that he would soon be able to reverse the situation.

But the result he got was that, although these shops were back online, their order volume plummeted to less than five percent of what it was before!

Even more so, a shop that previously received over one hundred orders a day on Ele.me only received one order a day after coming back online.

The reason was that Li Mu had instructed the technical team to severely order throttle these shops.

Order throttling was written into the internal code by the technical team. From the surface, only the result could be seen, but no actual evidence could be found.

Simply put, it meant smiling outwardly but internally cursing.

These merchants didn’t expect such large losses and immediately called to complain and protest, but it was useless.

Ele.me directly told these merchants that they were only responsible for the normal access of the shops, not whether the shops’ traffic was high or low.

Lu Yunhao even personally called to protest as the Owner of one of the merchants, even outright cursing on the phone: “I know you deliberately adjusted the algorithm! You think we used Bull Takeout, so you want to mess with us, don’t you? I’m telling you, if you don’t restore the algorithm, I will complain to the relevant departments!”

The Customer Service Department directly told him: “I’m sorry, sir, the algorithm is the responsibility of the technical team and is not within the scope of our Customer Service Department’s duties. Furthermore, the algorithm is a company’s technical secret and cannot be disclosed to you. Please understand.”





Chapter 1779: Go Bankrupt and Liquidate or Linger On?

“Pushing all order throttling methods onto the algorithm” is a common excuse used by internet companies.

Order throttling, to put it plainly, is like ten thousand people performing a group act on a sports field, with the filming of the act left to the photographer’s discretion.

If the photographer wants to evenly share the spotlight, they can use a wide-angle lens to capture all ten thousand people. Whoever manages to rush to the front, or whoever is the tallest, naturally gets more exposure.

However, if the photographer doesn’t want to evenly share the spotlight and has some selfishness, they can control the lens’s coverage at any time. Some people might only get very little screen time, while others might be permanently overlooked by the camera.

If the photographer simply refuses to film you, what can you do about it? You’re not satisfied? The photographer will tell you, “Sorry, our show has a designated camera route, and your position happens to be in a blind spot.”

If you’re still not satisfied and insist the photographer is targeting you, then, “No apologies, we don’t admit to it, nor will we correct it. Anyway, it’s not illegal, I can film whoever I want.”

If you’re still unhappy, then, “Sorry, we’re not playing with you anymore. Please turn left and leave.”

“What? You regret it?” “I’m sorry, we’ve already removed you. If you don’t leave now, I’ll call security.”

“Security, come quickly…”

So, these shops that were subjected to Ele.me’s order throttling, whether they filed a complaint or protested, Ele.me simply ignored them, with only one excuse: “It’s due to the algorithm; human intervention is impossible.”

It was only then that the shops realized they were not equal in front of the platform. Their every move was subject to the platform’s restrictions. If they didn’t act out of line, it was fine, but if they did, the platform could punish them so severely they wouldn’t even have tears to cry.

Under these circumstances, Bull Takeout almost instantly collapsed.

The vast majority of shops only cooperated with Ele.me, causing Bull Takeout’s users to rapidly decline. In a few days, daily active users plummeted from tens of thousands to less than two hundred.

Many riders had already stopped working. They were waiting for Bull Takeout’s next move. As long as Bull Takeout didn’t officially dismiss them, they would have to continue paying their salaries.

Lu Yunhao initially still hoped to resolve the issue through legal channels, but now that dream had shattered as well.

The Huzhou City Marketing Department and Industrial and Commercial Departments had no intention of intervening in the competition between the two companies, considering it entirely normal exploration and competition between two emerging industry companies.

Lu Yunhao was completely engulfed in despair, unable to extricate himself.

A startup dream built with tens of millions of dollars was extinguished so quickly.

At this point, Lu Yunhao had run out of ideas and was at a loss what to do.

He now faced two choices: first, shut down the company and go bankrupt and liquidate, with his entrepreneurial dream shattered; second, continue a desperate struggle and linger on. However, if things continued like this, Bull Takeout’s daily active users would surely be far fewer than its staff.

Of course, Lu Yunhao wanted to hold on a bit longer. At least he could still pay himself a high salary and use that time to carefully consider the next steps in his life planning.

However, IDG could no longer sit still.

Originally, they had raised hundreds of millions of dollars on Wall Street, intending to progressively invest it into Bull Takeout in the later stages, determined to use Bull Takeout to wrench a profitable share from Li Mu’s grasp.

But now, looking at the Bull Takeout team’s ability to compete, they dared not pour in further funds.

It was like supporting a doomed army to fight an unwinnable war.

Losing twenty million dollars was a loss, but losing two hundred million dollars would very likely also be a loss.

In this situation, the Wall Street capitalists had forgotten their initial resolve to challenge Li Mu. Their minds were entirely focused on whether this money could ever be recovered and whether this project needed to continue at all.

When Wall Street initially teamed up to go against Li Mu, their thinking was simple: jointly invest a sum of money, support a team and platform to directly compete with Li Mu, infuriating Li Mu while also snatching his livelihood. This way, spending some money would not only satisfy their anger but also provide an opportunity to make a large profit.

And making a large profit was the most fundamental motivation.

In other words, if they could make a large profit while also embarrassing Li Mu, they would go all out to do it.

If they could make a large profit but couldn’t embarrass Li Mu, that was also acceptable to them, as a capitalist’s primary task is to make money, with embarrassing others and showing off being secondary.

But if they couldn’t make money but could embarrass Li Mu, these Wall Street moguls would have to seriously reconsider. They weren’t that principled; things that were a waste of effort didn’t hold much appeal for them.

If they couldn’t make money, would lose money, and still couldn’t embarrass Li Mu, these moguls would certainly run away with their tails between their legs.

After all, for them, such a business had no possibility of continuing.

To true capitalists, any bottom line can be measured by money. One hundred dollars for a slap in the face? They certainly wouldn’t agree. But for one million dollars, they might carefully consider it. If it were ten million dollars, most Wall Street moguls would actively offer their faces. As for past grievances, they simply wouldn’t care.

Nothing is more important than money.

If there is, it’s more money.

Therefore, the group of Wall Street moguls led by IDG had discussed Bull Takeout several times. They were debating whether to abandon the project. As the discussions progressed, more and more people advocated cutting losses in time.

Consequently, IDG immediately summoned Lu Yunhao for a meeting and demanded Bull Takeout undergo bankruptcy and liquidation.

When making the demand, IDG’s executive had an unpleasant tone. He believed that Lu Yunhao was the dumbest person IDG had ever invested in, having been utterly humiliated and defeated repeatedly by Li Mu from beginning to end. Such a person, causing IDG and other capitalists to bleed tens of millions of dollars, deserved to be nailed to a pillar of shame.

Lu Yunhao also knew that, with things having turned out this way, bankruptcy and liquidation was basically definite. If IDG cut losses in time, they might still recover some money; otherwise, if they continued dragging it out, everything might be consumed.

However, as soon as Lu Yunhao saw IDG’s disdainful attitude towards him, his arrogance surged immediately.

Lu Yunhao felt that being defeated by Ele.me was not his problem at all, but rather that no one could compete with Ele.me in China. It was understandable that he couldn’t succeed.

Yet, IDG’s executive implied repeatedly that the project’s failure was due to him, which made Lu Yunhao very unhappy.

When discussing severance pay, Lu Yunhao initially asked for at least one year’s annual salary as compensation for himself and the senior executives he brought in. However, IDG’s people disagreed, unwilling to compensate even a single cent, demanding the company directly enter bankruptcy and liquidation procedures. They required IDG’s audit team to immediately enter and fully control all accounts and funds, while simultaneously registering and appraising the value of all fixed assets.

This felt to Lu Yunhao as if he had rented an apartment and was living in it comfortably when the landlord suddenly burst in, telling him to get out immediately and throwing all his belongings into the trash.

This was not just financial suppression but also a personal insult.

Lu Yunhao’s stubborn temper flared up instantly. He pointed at IDG’s executive and cursed, “Don’t think I have to obey your every command! According to our contract, although I only hold twenty percent of the shares, I have absolute voting rights for the first two years of the company’s operation, and you have no right to replace me!”

In other words, for these two years, everything at Bull Takeout was up to Lu Yunhao.

Even with fewer shares, with the voting rights and contract terms in place, IDG couldn’t possibly kick him out.

Unless Lu Yunhao clearly violated the company articles and relevant laws, such as receiving kickbacks or embezzlement.

If Lu Yunhao himself did not commit fundamental errors, IDG would have to wait until the two-year contract period expired to regain controlling power over Bull Takeout.

This made IDG feel very uncomfortable.

Originally, IDG intended to use Lu Yunhao as their lackey, letting him bite Li Mu while they held the majority shares, naturally expecting large profits when the company succeeded and was sold off in the future.

Lu Yunhao, on the other hand, thought that he could sacrifice most of the shares for this project, but he had to get enough money, and also obtain absolute controlling power.

So, to prevent himself from being kicked out of the management team by IDG, he specifically secured a two-year absolute safe period.

Though he hadn’t started many businesses, he had heard many startup stories.

For instance, the founder of Cisco had his shares diluted too much and failed to secure sufficient voting rights, ultimately losing decision-making power and being kicked out of the management team by the board of directors.

This meant that even if a founder, like Mr. Ma of Alibaba, had their shares diluted to a very low level and, like Mr. Ma, was still overseeing the overall situation at the company,

because they didn’t have enough voting rights, they also lacked absolute controlling power within the company.

At this point, if members of the board united and could gather fifty-one percent of the voting rights, they could directly vote to throw the founder out.

This way, although the founder’s shares remained, controlling power over the company would be completely lost.

To avoid such a scenario, Mr. Ma even abandoned listing in Hong Kong back then. He also proposed a partnership structure and an A/B share structure, diluting shares without diluting voting rights. He even specifically reclaimed voting rights from Sun Zhengyi and other shareholders, thus ensuring that even though he wasn’t the major shareholder, he always maintained absolute controlling power over the company.

Lu Yunhao was also guarding against this move by the major shareholders. “You want me to get out? That’s not happening, I absolutely refuse!”

So, Lu Yunhao slammed the table and announced on the spot that Bull Takeout would not enter bankruptcy and liquidation procedures. Instead, he would stop Bull Takeout’s delivery service and expand into other businesses.

IDG’s executives were going crazy. They had successively given Lu Yunhao forty million dollars, over three hundred million in total. He had hired a large number of people, bought a lot of hardware equipment, including numerous commercial computers, cars, mobile phones, electric vehicles, bicycles, and battery packs. He had also established several charging stations, and even subsidized users and riders with large amounts of cash. Not long ago, he invested several million dollars to acquire a stake in an electric vehicle company and was preparing to develop lithium battery technology.

If they were to liquidate now, they might be able to recover half of the money from cash and liquidated fixed assets. But if they let Lu Yunhao continue messing around, they might end up with not a single cent left!





Chapter 1780: Move Tesla to China

Lu Yunhao’s absurd and unyielding personality was quickly put into action.

Bull Takeout soon announced the cessation of its delivery service, and its website was taken offline within a day. A brutal competition, like an egg hitting a stone, thus came to an end.

Subsequently, Lu Yunhao decided to invest the remaining funds into online English training education.

Since innovation wasn’t working, he simply reverted to his old trade!

As for IDG, liquidation was out of the question. Lu Yunhao at this point was like a delinquent borrowing someone’s car and refusing to return it, planning to only give it back once it was completely wrecked.

IDG was driven mad with rage, but it was Lu Yunhao who held the steering wheel now. So they could only condemn Lu Yunhao’s shameless behavior while warning him to ensure the company’s financial transparency, otherwise, if an audit revealed any acts of embezzlement, it would be immediately handed over to the Public Security Bureau for processing.

Lu Yunhao ignored them. He first registered a training enterprise named Bull English under Bull Takeout’s parent company, then, citing the need to launch new businesses, he doubled his own salary.

Although IDG was angry, they could only tolerate it.

Li Mu felt no significant ripples when he learned that Bull Takeout had ceased its services.

From the start, Bull Takeout lacked the ability to shake Ele.me’s foundation. In front of him, let alone an amateur like Lu Yunhao, even bringing in a marketing Master or an operations Master would be futile.

It wasn’t that he was overly confident in his own abilities, but rather that Ele.me’s ecosystem was too perfectly built, and simultaneously, he had raised the industry entry barrier extraordinarily high. Anyone wishing to enter would first have to bleed money profusely and be prepared to continue bleeding money indefinitely.

Moreover, during the period of competition with Bull Takeout, Ele.me’s overall strength saw rapid, skyrocketing growth.

Currently, electric vehicle production was extremely fast. After Huzhou City freed up its resources, Li Mu immediately demanded Ele.me to enter the remaining two first-tier cities, Yangcheng and Shenzhen.

Hasee was also very cooperative, quickly developing an integrated commercial machine specifically designed for Ele.me and dedicating a production line solely for its manufacture.

Ele.me’s customized mobile phone production was also accelerating. From a hardware perspective, Ele.me already had the foundation for rapid expansion.

Therefore, in addition to entering the remaining two first-tier cities, all provincial capital cities in the Eastern region were also listed as cities Ele.me would soon launch in.

Li Mu’s current plan was to cover all urban areas of all third-tier cities nationwide in the next phase.

With sufficient funding, Ele.me’s model was extremely easy to expand.

Upon entering each city, a branch company would be immediately established. A few management personnel would be dispatched there to recruit riders and hire employees. These employees would then canvass the streets to attract merchants to register with the platform. Once the merchants were online with Ele.me, the riders could commence food delivery services.

This development method didn’t require developing city by city; instead, it allowed for development in batches directly after solidifying the foundation in first-tier cities.

Furthermore, this business model had a great advantage: there was almost no demand for long-distance material transportation. Even for food delivery services in the most remote cities on the Southwest frontier, the core of the business transactions remained local production and sales.

Unlike other businesses, the more remote the area, the higher the transportation costs.

The only items Ele.me needed to transport long distances were electric vehicles, computers, and other hardware equipment. Once the equipment was initially shipped in, local operations could fully launch and thrive within a radius of a few kilometers.

This way, covering the urban areas of all prefecture-level cities nationwide within this year shouldn’t be an issue.

…

As Ele.me began its nationwide expansion, Beijing entered early summer.

Steven Spielberg’s “Flying Tigers” had largely completed post-production and was undergoing final verification, preparing for its official global release this summer break.

According to Li Mu’s request, the entire China, including Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, had to release the film at the first time, preferably synchronously with North America.

As for the remaining countries and regions, they could follow slightly later.

Steven Spielberg naturally had no objections. It was originally a co-production between China and America, and it recounted the historical story of the two nations joining hands to fight against imperialism back then. Simultaneous release in both locations was also a sign of respect for both countries.

In addition to requesting an early domestic release, Li Mu also hoped to watch a preview copy first. Steven Spielberg decided that after all work was completed in a few days, he would personally bring a film copy for Li Mu.

A film with hundreds of millions of dollars in investment, the film copy before its release held a value potentially greater than the film’s investment itself. It could be a blockbuster with global box office earnings exceeding one billion dollars, but if the copy were leaked in advance, its value would at least be halved.

Steven Spielberg was coming personally, and Li Mu naturally had no objections. He immediately requested a room in Muye Technology’s executive office area to be repurposed for audio-visual viewing, planning to invite high-ranking officials from Muye Technology and Taobao.com to get an early preview.

Meanwhile, good news arrived simultaneously from Beijing and America.

To welcome the future Muye Automotive Group, Beijing planned a U-shaped area for the group in the Northeast direction, further northeast from Capital Airport, with a total area of three million square meters.

This was only the first phase of land. The Beijing Municipal Party Committee also promised that after Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover—the three major brands—had completed their relocation, they would provide Muye Automotive Group with at least one million five hundred thousand square meters of industrial land nearby.

At this time, Beijing already housed Beijing Auto, Beijing Hyundai, and Beijing Mercedes-Benz. With this intertwined comprehensive automotive industrial matrix, if Li Mu brought these three brands to Beijing, then Beijing would become the most developed and highest-producing city for the automotive industry nationwide.

Therefore, the Beijing Municipal Party Committee attached particular importance to this, almost creating every possible convenience for Muye Automotive Group.

After the planning was finalized, Li Mu conducted an on-site inspection. Although the location was a bit further than the Beijing Auto Group’s industrial bases, it was conveniently situated next to two high-speed roads and a railway, offering good transportation.

Li Mu consulted Chen Ze, who was quite knowledgeable about the automotive industry. Currently, the most developed port for Northern Auto and automotive parts import trade was Tianjin City Port. At that time, all equipment transported from America, the UK, and Sweden could be unloaded at Tianjin City Port and then directly transported into Beijing via rail and road.

Overall, it was still quite convenient.

Cars manufactured domestically, if transported within the country, mostly rely on roads. So the exact location wouldn’t make much difference, as long as it wasn’t in the overly remote Southwest or Northwest. The specific location basically wouldn’t introduce significant disparities.

Thus, Li Mu felt relieved.

The planned three million square meters would not be delivered all at once; it would be delivered in phases over the next year and a half. This process would also involve land acquisition, relocation, and compensation procedures.

However, they could immediately appropriate over one million square meters of cultivated land and then commence factory construction.

Therefore, Li Mu decided to set up the Muye Automotive Group Preparatory Project Department to begin overall planning and phased construction of the industrial park.

Concurrently, Li Mu also began considering Elon Musk.

He thought, why not just have Musk move Tesla over as well?

Conveniently, Tesla currently had little production capacity, making relocation costs low.

Moreover, if Musk came to China, there would be many benefits. It wasn’t just about lower costs; in the future, Tesla could also develop in conjunction with his Muye Enterprise Group, and even directly share manufacturing platforms. For Tesla, this would achieve twice the results with half the effort.

Musk agreed almost without hesitation.

For him, getting closer to Li Mu was definitely a good thing. After all, Li Mu possessed immense resources and financial strength, and developing alongside him in the future would be far better than fighting a lone battle in America.

Therefore, Musk quickly came to China and, together with Li Mu, inspected the site in the northeastern suburbs of Beijing.

After seeing the site, Musk was incredibly excited. He was highly satisfied with the location.

In his words: “This is in China’s capital, adjacent to Capital Airport. Rail and road transportation are very convenient, and it’s also very close to Tianjin City Port. It truly is a uniquely advantageous location.”

Li Mu said to him: “In that case, let’s start moving your team, laboratories, and factories over now.”

Musk nodded and said: “By the way, Mr. Li, the financial audit work for your acquisitions of Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover—the three major brands—has made phased progress. Volvo’s audit work should be completed this month. If there are no issues, preparations for relocation can begin.”

Li Mu said: “Beijing will soon begin factory construction. Once the initial factory buildings are completed, Volvo and Tesla can be gradually moved in. I believe Volvo’s technology is more suitable for collaboration with Tesla. Once Volvo entirely relocates to Beijing, you can then develop Volvo’s first mass-production model based on Volvo’s S-Class Sedan platform.”

Musk nodded and said: “Besides the S-Class platform, I’m also quite interested in Volvo’s active safety technology. Combining it with some of the technological developments Tesla is currently working on, I believe we can achieve basic autonomous assisted driving in the future.”

Li Mu asked curiously: “Automated assisted driving technology? What functions can it achieve?”

Musk said: “Currently, adaptive cruise control technology already exists. Unlike conventional cruise control, it can automatically identify the distance and speed of the vehicle ahead, automatically control the vehicle speed, and maintain a constant distance from the vehicle in front. This way, drivers can relax much more.”

Then, Musk continued: “In fact, by combining camera sensors and computer processing, lane recognition functionality can also be achieved. It can determine whether the vehicle is driving within its lane, and if connected to a speaker, it can issue warnings to the driver when the vehicle drifts out of the lane. If the steering gear is equipped with an automatic steering adjustment function, and linked with the lane recognition system, automatic lane keeping can be realized. For example, when approaching a curve, the driver wouldn’t need to turn the steering wheel themselves; the lane recognition system could transmit signals to the steering gear, allowing it to correct the direction on its own.”

Pausing, Musk went on: “Adaptive cruise control allows vehicles to follow safely. If lane recognition functionality is supplemented with lane correction, it can control the vehicle’s steering based on lane changes, ensuring the vehicle always stays within its designated lane. This way, on high-speed roads, drivers would have significantly less to worry about; they wouldn’t need to press the accelerator or the brake, only needing to monitor the road ahead and intervene promptly in case of sudden incidents, or when needing to take different exits.”

Li Mu nodded. This feature was indeed quite common in later generations, and even latter-day Teslas could achieve very powerful autonomous driving functions. However, hearing Musk’s analysis, it seemed that even Tesla’s advanced autonomous driving capabilities in the future would be a comprehensive solution formed by the realization of individual functions and their gradual integration.





Chapter 1781: Burn Some Money to Try It Out

In Elon Musk’s words, most technologies are built layer upon layer, and the relationship between different technologies is like practicing Permutation and Combination; the more technologies you master, the more possibilities you can create.

Elon Musk has always been pursuing things for the next dimension, such as new energy vehicles, autonomous driving, reusable rockets, and even sending humans to Mars.

Taking advantage of his current trip to Beijing to discuss Tesla’s upcoming relocation to China and collaborations between Tesla and Li Mu’s other car brands, Elon Musk, after having dinner with Li Mu, insisted on pulling Li Mu into his hotel room for a long heart-to-heart talk.

He first educated Li Mu on the importance of technology stacking, starting the topic, as always, with cars.

He said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, actually, technology is truly fascinating. Look, if we install adaptive cruise control in a car, we can then develop a pre-collision system based on the radar hardware of the adaptive cruise control.”

Li Mu said: “You kept me from going home late at night just to lecture me on car technology?”

Musk chuckled: “You see, I intended to start by discussing car technology.”

Li Mu said: “I get what you mean. Build a light bulb today, a battery tomorrow, combine them, and you get a flashlight. A couple of days later, build a motor, string a few more batteries together, and you have an electric car. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”

Musk nodded: “Roughly…”

Li Mu smiled: “I might not be able to research how batteries store electricity, but I know how they should be used. What are you sneaking around trying to tell me? Just get straight to the point.”

Musk realized Li Mu had seen through him, and gave an awkward smile, saying: “Mr. Li, actually, I wanted to discuss space exploration with you.”

“Space exploration?” Li Mu asked curiously, “Explore where?”

Musk quickly said: “Explore other celestial bodies, like Mars.”

Li Mu said: “Isn’t NASA already doing that? They even sent a Mars rover. What else do you plan to explore?”

Musk seriously replied: “NASA only sent the Mars rover to Mars, but not humans. My goal is to send humans to Mars first, and then attempt the Mars colonization plan.”

Li Mu paused, having heard of this Mars colonization plan in his previous life, but he hadn’t seen Musk send anyone to Mars even up to his rebirth…

So Li Mu opened his mouth and asked him: “How do you plan to achieve this?”

Musk said: “Naturally, by relying on SpaceX. Our current research direction is primarily reusable launch vehicles, and our rockets’ future load capacity will continuously increase, aiming to match or even surpass NASA’s Saturn V.”

“Once we achieve a heavy reusable rocket, our cost per kilogram for launching could potentially decrease to one-tenth or even less of the current mainstream launch cost.”

“This way, we’ll have the foundation to go to Mars.”

“For example, we could build a spacecraft capable of landing on Mars, then use our reusable launch vehicles to continuously launch space station components into space, establishing a large space station in orbit. This process is like you driving a truck, successively transporting building materials for a house from Jincity’s port to Beijing. Building a house might require several hundred tons of materials, and your truck might only carry five tons at a time, so you’d need to make at least fifty to sixty round trips between Jincity and Beijing.”

“Before reusable rockets, all your trucks would be single-use. That is to say, every time you transported five tons of building materials, you would need to use up one pickup truck. This cost is extremely high, even far exceeding the cost of the house you intend to build. However, in the future, we can transform these single-use trucks into reusable ones. This means that each time you make a round trip between Jincity and Beijing, you only need to refuel and perform routine maintenance on the vehicle. This cost reduction is not just a small amount.”

Li Mu nodded and asked: “Then what?”

Musk said: “Then it’s simple. We establish a space station in space now, to serve as a resupply base. Then, we transport large amounts of fuel, and even booster rockets, to the space station in multiple trips, turning it into a large supply station. After that, we launch our heavy spacecraft.”

“You know, in exploring the universe, the greatest fuel consumption is the process of escaping Earth’s gravity to enter space. If a traditional spacecraft travels directly to Mars, most of its payload is actually fuel. For instance, a Mars rover might only weigh several hundred kilograms, but the total launch weight could exceed one thousand tons.”

“If we build a space station in space, our heavy spacecraft won’t need to consider storing enough fuel to fly to Mars and back; it only needs to store enough fuel to reach the space station. This way, we can increase the spacecraft’s launch load, then refuel at the space station before heading to Mars.”

“Furthermore, we can even pre-launch some equipment and daily necessities needed after landing on Mars to the space station. Once the spacecraft reaches space, it can then pick up these supplies and travel to Mars together.”

Li Mu scratched his head: “Fifty billion US dollars probably isn’t enough for your project. Adding another zero might be closer to the mark, wouldn’t it?”

Elon Musk said: “If we’re just looking at the investment, it certainly requires massive capital, but the project itself can also make money.”

Li Mu asked: “Making money from rocket launches? How many launches would that take to support this project of yours?”

Elon Musk said: “It’s not just making money from commercial launches; we can also earn through equipment leasing and space services. If we can establish a space station, perhaps China, America, Russia, and the European Union will all need our assistance for their future space exploration, and that’s also money. You can think of it as turning the space station into a hotel, and the most expensive hotel at that.”

“Oh, and another thing,” Elon Musk added, “the most profitable venture is commercial manned spaceflight. For example, a three-day space tour on our spacecraft, at fifty million US dollars per person, isn’t unreasonable, right? At that time, we just need to design a crew capsule and take it along during launch missions to make a hefty profit.”

Li Mu chuckled: “Isn’t this basically a space free ride service?”

“That’s roughly the idea.” Seeing Li Mu laugh out loud, Elon Musk quickly explained: “Mr. Li, please don’t think this is a joke; it’s absolutely not! Let me tell you, many billionaires have an Ardency to go to space. They have so much money they can’t spend it all; there isn’t a single commercial service on Earth they can’t afford or enjoy. At such a time, if commercial manned spaceflight becomes available, they will definitely be very interested, and we could earn a lot of money just from this business alone.”

Li Mu looked at Elon Musk and said seriously: “I think you’re just tricking me. With the commercial space tourism business you’ve described, I doubt you could make it a reality even if given another fifteen years.”

In fact, Li Mu hadn’t heard of Elon Musk actually sending anyone into space, even up until his rebirth.

Elon Musk said very sincerely: “Mr. Li, if we continue at the current pace, then I would indeed need a very long time. I would need to wait for Tesla to succeed, for PayPal to be monetized, and for a large amount of cash before I can use it to support SpaceX. This means that SpaceX might remain in an idling state for more than a decade, unable to accelerate.”

After speaking, Elon Musk looked at Li Mu with Ardency, and said seriously: “However, Mr. Li, if you are willing to invest in this project, then I believe it will develop rapidly, and it might even be realized within the next ten years. Even if colonizing Mars isn’t possible within ten years, at least we would be able to send people to Mars and bring them back.”

Li Mu suddenly remembered ‘The Martian’, a movie he had watched before. Forget about colonizing Mars; just setting up the Mars base from the movie would probably cost several hundred billion US dollars. How could that kind of thing be afforded by ordinary people?

If this project could truly accelerate, then perhaps within a few years, a SpaceX space station might actually be realized, or even manned travel to Mars.

But what’s the big meaning behind it? This project is simply impossible to make money from. The success or failure of its commercial operation simply boils down to how much the investors lose.

Moreover, if a private company registered in America were to build a space station and conduct space exploration, the American government wouldn’t provide subsidies.

Not only that, but in recent years, the American government hasn’t been very supportive of NASA. It’s said their budget is pitifully small, and even to return to the moon would take until at least the 2020s.

Instead of going through all the trouble with space and Mars, it would be better to sort out things here on Earth first.

However, before Li Mu could politely decline Musk, he suddenly thought of a very serious question.

The question was: earning money, earning money—what was it all for in the end?

There’s an upper limit to material life in human society. If a person’s assets exceed several billion US dollars, they can essentially spend rampantly on Earth, buying numerous villas nationwide, islands, private jets, private yachts, or even cruise ships. Take another several hundred million US dollars to set up a trust fund, and even if they do no business whatsoever, just living off the interest would be enough for a lifetime.

After death, one can also place all assets into a trust fund. If one leaves one billion US dollars to their descendants, allowing each of them to withdraw one million US dollars per month from the fund, even then, one descendant would only receive twelve million US dollars annually.

Crucially, achieving a ten percent annual return on one billion US dollars in the capital market is not a problem. This means that the annual profit alone would be one hundred million US dollars, enough for nine descendants to live a life of ease forever.

If assets reach several hundred billion US dollars, it’s essentially impossible to spend it all.

As for himself, with Muye Technology IPO and Taobao Technology IPO, plus a whole host of other invested businesses gradually flourishing, his future market value might exceed one or two trillion US dollars. How could he possibly spend all that money?

He might as well take out a portion and do something big that other rich individuals couldn’t possibly pull off.

The plan to go to Mars might indeed require a lot of money, but even so, at most, it would just bring the person ranked second on the world rich list closer to him.

Given that, why not burn some money to try it out? Just consider it playing around…





Chapter 1801: Ten Billion in Ten Years

Li Mu had invested in SpaceX earlier, but that investment was solely based on SpaceX’s R&D of reusable launch vehicles and did not include anything related to Mars colonization.

If the entire Mars colonization project was considered a massive commercial real estate development, then a reusable rocket would at most be like a single storefront in that commercial real estate project.

According to Elon Musk, colonizing Mars would require researching heavy-lift reusable rockets first, then heavy-lift spacecraft, and various hardware needed for survival on Mars.

But that wasn’t enough.

To truly send people and things to Mars, a space station would also be needed.

This was truly a capital black hole; no matter how much money was poured in, it might not even make a splash.

However, at that moment, Li Mu’s heart was suddenly stirred.

He really wanted to try and see if he could do something even more awesome, like sending people to Mars.

As a world-class wealthy individual, he also cared about how he would be remembered in the future.

In the circle of the world’s rich list, there were many senior figures remembered by the world.

These individuals were remembered for different reasons.

Some were remembered for changing the world;

Some were remembered for exploiting the world;

Some were remembered for giving everything away;

Some were remembered for divorcing their wives;

And some were remembered for exploiting the housing market to bleed the younger generation dry.

Li Mu was willing to do more charity, charity that was truly meaningful, teaching people how to fish rather than just giving them fish.

Besides charity, he also wanted to change the world.

He had the world’s largest communication software, the world’s largest social network, and in the future, he would also have the world’s largest smartphone ecosystem. All of these would largely change the world.

Now, inspired by Elon Musk, he had a new idea.

He wanted to be remembered by the world through space exploration.

So, he said to Elon Musk, “Elon, if I invest ten billion dollars in you over the next ten years, can you lead the world in safely sending people to Mars and bringing them back safely?”

Upon hearing this, Elon Musk immediately became excited. He looked at Li Mu in disbelief and exclaimed, “Mr. Li, are you willing to invest in the Mars project?”

Li Mu said, “Don’t worry about whether I’m willing or not. I’m just asking you, if I invest ten billion dollars within ten years, can you achieve human landing on Mars?”

Elon Musk thought for a moment and said, “America’s Apollo program in the 1960s cost a total of one hundred billion dollars, and at that time, one hundred billion dollars’ purchasing power, if converted to now, would be at least…”

Li Mu interrupted him, “Elon, don’t talk nonsense with me. The Apollo program was like building a skyscraper from scratch, everything had to start from zero. Can the current aerospace industry be compared to back then? Don’t forget you’re standing on the shoulders of giants now.”

Elon Musk nodded, “Yes, we are indeed standing on the shoulders of giants, but don’t we also hope to stand higher than the giants? The only celestial body humans have reached so far is the Moon, which is only a few hundred thousand kilometers from Earth. However, when Earth is closest to Mars, it’s fifty to sixty million kilometers, more than ten times the distance, and many times more complex.”

Speaking, Elon Musk continued, “To go to the Moon, one Saturn V was enough. But to go to Mars, and at maximum speed, a space station is necessary. To save fuel, a one-way trip to Mars would take at least eight months. Moreover, for a Moon landing, there was a delay of over three seconds between Houston and the spacecraft, because light takes over a second to travel a few hundred thousand kilometers, and the signal sent and returned takes another second plus. If it were Mars, the delay could be several minutes or even twenty minutes. Therefore, human-controlled flights are very difficult. Once it reaches Mars, the spacecraft’s orbital insertion and landing must rely on pre-calculated programs by a supercomputer to automatically complete…”

Li Mu said, “I don’t understand any of what you’re saying, but I’ve planned a development route for you to arm Mars landing with capital.”

Speaking, Li Mu continued, “I will first commit to investing ten billion dollars in the Mars project. Don’t think it’s too little; this is just my initial conservative estimate. If my own industries’ capital monetization channels are smooth in the future, one hundred billion dollars is no problem at all. However, we are businessmen, and doing business means considering risk. What if Muye Technology goes under one day? What if Taobao Technology goes under one day? What if both go under one day? My company’s market value will shrink severely, and my personal assets will also shrink severely. The so-called market value of hundreds of billions of dollars, that’s not real money. The industry is rapidly changing; if my businesses are doomed, most of my market value will turn to dust.”

“You should have heard of the great collapse of Hong Kong’s housing market back then. Before the collapse, I had five million in cash, and then I bought a property worth ten million developed by Mr. Li Ka-shing, with a down payment of five million and a commercial loan of ten million including principal and interest. As soon as I bought it, the housing market collapsed. What then? The house that was originally worth ten million and was continuously rising, was now only worth three million. I spent all my five million and owed the bank ten million, yet the house was only worth three million. Don’t you think I would want to jump off a building? It’s the same in the internet industry; so many large companies collapse just like that. If I promise you one hundred billion dollars today, and you spend it according to this plan, but then I can’t keep up the pace the year after next, wouldn’t you want to jump too?”

Elon Musk nodded and said, “Mr. Li, so what exactly is your plan for arming Mars landing with capital?”

Li Mu said, “It’s very simple. I’ll first pledge ten billion dollars in investment, which is equivalent to an endorsement for this project. Then, we’ll invest all of SpaceX’s future profits into it. At the same time, SpaceX will launch a ‘dream’ financing campaign for the Mars project globally. How did you just talk me into it with all that human, space, and ideal stuff? You take that same pitch and sweep through the Forbes rich list, find them one by one, and talk them into it. If anyone doesn’t budge, find me, and I’ll help you talk them into it.”

“At the same time, your space tourist program will be launched simultaneously. We’ll both work together to talk people into it. I’ll help you promote the space tourist program, and you’ll be responsible for convincing people. Whoever is interested, invite them to visit SpaceX. I’ll provide comprehensive internet media exposure. As long as they’re willing to participate, we’ll widely publicize them as advanced, great, and extremely challenging space travel pioneers. Just that title alone will be enough for them to gloat for a long time.”

“Whoever is interested, they first pay an intent deposit, and we sign an intent contract with them. The first to pay gets to go first, the second to pay goes second, and so on. If anyone chickens out and backs down later, we don’t refund the ticket.”

“After the intent deposit is paid, we then find opportunities to continue talking these space tourists into more advanced things, for example, asking them if they want to name a launch vehicle or a spacecraft, or if they want to hold a unique space wedding.”

“We can even ask them if they’re interested in having a space funeral after they pass away, buying a space tomb for themselves in advance. Then, we’ll put their ashes into titanium alloy containers and send them into space, like the Voyager probes, flying towards the center of the Milky Way. Think about it, billions of years from now, even if Earth is extinct, their ashes will still be drifting in the universe. This will be the only remaining memory in hundreds of thousands of years of human history and billions of years of Earth’s history. Isn’t that great? Isn’t that awesome?”

Elon Musk laughed, “Hearing you say that, I even want to reserve a spot for myself. What about you, Mr. Li? Do you want to travel among the stars together after death?”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You’ll definitely go a step ahead of me; I’m afraid I won’t be able to catch up with you then.”

Speaking, Li Mu continued, “From my personal perspective, I’d rather have myself frozen before I die and see if future technology can revive me.”

Elon Musk said, “That’s very difficult.”

Li Mu said, “Although it’s difficult, there are wealthy people buying pre-paid freezing services now. For a few million dollars, they can have their remains frozen for a hundred years. I hear this service sells quite well. We can make it cheaper, only hundreds of thousands of dollars, to send their ashes to space. Then, in one flight, we’ll try to carry the ashes of thousands of people up and send them all into space to roam, achieving a higher level of spiritual and physical liberation.”

Immediately after, Li Mu asked, “Your launch costs are already constantly decreasing. Isn’t this a pure profit business?”

Elon Musk said, “If it can truly sell at that price, that would be a very substantial income. I just don’t know how feasible it is.”

Li Mu said, “I’m only responsible for planning the route for you; how feasible it is depends on your own execution.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “Actually, what I mean is, since we’re going to do this, we must find every possible way to raise money. You can launch more businesses like this, whatever gets the money in.”

“If anyone is bold enough to want a direct space funeral for their remains, charge extra by weight. In short, sell every service you can.”

“In a word, use all available methods to attract more investment.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “Also, for a business that fundamentally cannot make money like yours, you must not use financing methods to find people to invest. You have to cater to their preferences. If they like face, give them face; if they like novelty, make them feel the novelty; if they like to join in on the fun, create a big spectacle for them to enjoy. Do you know how you moved me?”

Elon Musk shook his head and quickly asked, “Mr. Li, what moved you?”

Li Mu said, “Actually, I just simply calculated my assets and realized that I probably can’t spend it all, no matter what. Instead of leaving it in the banks as a mere number, it’s better to take a portion out and turn it into a spacecraft to orbit Mars.”





Chapter 1802: The Flying Tigers Arrives

Influenced by Elon Musk, Li Mu also became interested in the plan to colonize Mars. He hoped to use his money and influence to help SpaceX achieve this feat as soon as possible. Therefore, after discussing with Elon Musk, he decided that when The Flying Tigers was released, he would announce to the world his decision to invest at least ten billion USD over ten years for Mars exploration and landing.

At that time, Elon Musk could also seize the opportunity to sell his space dream to the world.

He could see which other interested billionaires would be willing to support him, or which billionaires would like a space flight, or even who would want to rest in peace in space after death.

Musk wanted to announce with Li Mu that they would send their ashes into space in the future. Li Mu almost kicked him flying.

If conditions allowed, he would be willing to try a trip to space, which would be considered an astonishing achievement.

But as for sending his ashes into space, he was genuinely not interested.

Chinese people do not have such a strong urge for exploration, unlike Europeans and Americans who seem to long to die on an adventure.

In his previous life, when Li Mu read The Three-Body Problem, he felt a chill down his spine when he saw Tianming willing to let humanity send his brain to the Trisolarian fleet several light-years away.

What kind of person could have such determination to send their brain, a living brain, flying into the vast universe?

Perhaps if it were Elon Musk, he too would agree to such an unprecedented adventure. This guy has a strong adventurous spirit ingrained in his bones. Li Mu even suspected that his real motivation for starting businesses throughout his life was to be able to land on Mars one day. For this goal, this guy could sacrifice anything.

Aside from the space plan for Mars, Li Mu also pulled Elon Musk back to reality and discussed Tesla’s specific relocation requirements with him.

They would immediately begin constructing the factory, starting with planning and design proposals. Once approved, construction would begin immediately. Tesla was not large in scale, nor did it have many employees, so it could relocate to Beijing as soon as the factory was built.

In principle, in the first phase, Tesla would only retain its R&D department in America, with all assembly, production, and testing processes moved to Beijing. In the second phase, Tesla’s R&D department would also gradually move to Beijing, eventually achieving a complete relocation.

Li Mu even wanted to move SpaceX to China, but Elon Musk told him that SpaceX had recruited many people from NASA and used a lot of NASA technology. If it moved to China, putting aside whether the American Ministry of Commerce and Department of Defense would allow it, even if they did, it would be difficult to get further technical support from NASA.

Li Mu could only temporarily abandon this idea and prioritize getting Tesla in.

At the same time, Volvo’s relocation was also actively prepared. Early HR representatives had already gone to Sweden to negotiate with the union representatives at Volvo’s local production base.

The main outcome of the negotiations was to encourage them to follow Volvo to China. For this purpose, Muye Automotive Group would pay them at least 150% of their salary and sign a three-year contract with them. Within these three years, they must work in China for eleven months each year. During these eleven months, they would enjoy normal weekends and holidays, and the remaining month would be paid family leave.

When Volvo was acquired, most workers, under Ford’s leadership, had signed three-to-five-year labor contracts with Volvo. In the future, these workers would have to continue serving Volvo for three to five years, but the contracts did not include clauses requiring them to leave their home country and work overseas. Li Mu now wanted to gradually move all of these brands’ production lines to China, so he indeed needed to reach agreements with these workers.

Three years would be enough time to engage in production while nurturing and developing new teams. If some of these individuals decided to return home after three years, the overall impact on Volvo would not be too significant.

In fact, in these times, it did not matter whether a job was at one’s doorstep or on the other side of the world; what mattered was how much money could be earned.

Some media reported Li Mu’s major upcoming strategy in the automotive industry, speculating that Li Mu intended to bring all of his acquired brands—Volvo, Jaguar, Land Rover, and Tesla—to Beijing. At the same time, he was highly likely to create his own brand. This meant that in the near future, Beijing would gain five new automotive enterprises at once, leaping to become the largest domestic automobile production base.

As soon as this report was released, it put great pressure on Hyundai and Mercedes-Benz.

Hyundai and Mercedes-Benz were both foreign-invested enterprises in partnership with Beijing Auto, and their product lines largely did not overlap, so there was no competitive relationship. After all, the mainstays of Hyundai’s sales were generally models around or below 200,000, while the current Mercedes-Benz had no cars under 200,000.

However, no one knew what Li Mu’s future market positioning would be. Looking solely at Volvo, Jaguar, and Land Rover, they would directly compete with Mercedes-Benz. At the same time, Li Mu had always paid great attention to the mass market, so he might aim for the B-segment car market and launch mid-to-low-end models, effectively snatching Hyundai’s business as well.

Other car brands were also panicking. Li Mu had suddenly acquired so much land and was preparing such large-scale industrial relocation and integration. It was almost like an armored torrent, coupled with Li Mu’s consistent way of doing things—aiming high and striking hard, with ample funding. It probably would not be long before all car brands, joint ventures, and foreign-invested enterprises in China would face a tremendous impact from Muye Automotive Group.

…

At this time, Steven Spielberg arrived in Beijing with The Flying Tigers, having completed all post-production work.

Li Mu planned to hand over the print to the General Administration for review after he had seen the sample and confirmed there were no issues. Once the Dragon Mark was obtained, subsequent release work could be arranged.

The test screening was held internally at Muye Technology. After confirming the landing time of Steven Spielberg’s private jet, Li Mu invited executives from several companies to Muye Technology in advance and sent a motorcade to the airport to pick them up.

Steven Spielberg arrived at Muye Technology with the film copy as soon as he got off the plane.

Li Mu had been waiting for this film for a long time, so he was especially excited at this moment.

This film carried not only Li Mu’s sentiments for home and country but also an interpretation of World War II facts, as well as Li Mu’s expectations and hopes for Chinese cinema to go global.

It would become the world’s first large-scale production about China’s resistance against Japanese aggression to be released globally.

Before this, the international community had almost never actively filmed movies about China’s resistance against Japanese aggression. The only traceable American film about China’s War of Resistance against Japan was Dragon Seed from 1944.

Although there were many films about China’s War of Resistance against Japan in China, none had truly made it to the international stage. Our Anti-Japanese War-themed films had almost no influence overseas, and very few were even screened abroad.

At the same time, because Japanese Financial Magnates had a strong influence in the global entertainment industry, in recent years, various films covering up for Japan’s atrocities have emerged endlessly.

The Last Samurai, which was a huge hit in his previous life but was stillborn in this life due to Li Mu, was the best example.

This rubbish film described Japan’s extreme Bushido spirit as something akin to Shinto, portraying Japanese Bushido spirit as beautiful like cherry blossoms. The critical point was that this was an American-made film, completely disregarding that the Kamikaze suicide pilots who crashed their planes into American warships were inspired by and believed in this very spirit.

But why was Hollywood willing to make such films to sing the praises of the Bushido spirit?

Why did Tom Cruise not only participate in this film but also repeatedly promote his love for the Bushido spirit and Japanese culture?

In the end, wasn’t it the Japanese capitalists at work behind the scenes?

Someone was willing to pay to promote it, so others were willing to film, act, and distribute it globally.

Why have Hollywood World War II films about Germany’s oppression of Jews continued to emerge like mushrooms after rain for so many years?

Schindler’s List, Life Is Beautiful, The Pianist, The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, and so on.

Soviets and Poles paid a more tragic price in World War II, but why did Hollywood rarely make World War II films about them?

In the final analysis, it was mainly because the strength of Jewish capitalists was too great. More than half of Hollywood was almost in their hands. Their capital power drove one similar film project after another into production and release.

Before Li Mu invested in The Flying Tigers, Chinese capitalists had never thought of using their financial strength to invest in World War II films internationally to help the world understand China’s contributions and suffering in World War II, until Li Mu rose to prominence.

Now, Li Mu had become a powerful capital force that Hollywood could not afford to offend, and even desperately wanted to curry favor with. That was why Hollywood was willing to put in huge energy to make a large-scale Chinese Anti-Japanese War-themed production with him.

If this large-scale film could achieve global success, it would truly open up the influence of Chinese World War II themes in the international film market, and at the same time, allow people all over the world to correctly view the history of Japan’s aggression against China.

This was also the fundamental reason why Li Mu wanted this film to be distributed globally.

Before this, a film with an Anti-Japanese War theme would have been much more difficult to distribute globally than imagined.

Behind this was a powerful game of capital.

If Li Mu’s strength were even slightly weaker, it was possible that under the covert manipulation of Japanese Financial Magnates, this film would have been difficult to screen in most countries and regions.

But now, the situation was different.

Li Mu was not only richer than every Japanese Financial Magnate but, more importantly, his influence was greater than all Japanese Financial Magnates combined.

Therefore, his goal was to release it in all developed and developing countries and regions, even if it meant losing money on distribution, it had to be screened.

The Japanese government naturally dared not interfere with such a film that objectively presented historical facts, but Japanese Financial Magnates would certainly play dirty behind the scenes.

Li Mu had also considered it very clearly: if any Japanese Financial Magnate dared to play dirty with him, he would directly fight them to the end.





Chapter 1784: Epic Blockbuster (Part 1)

The moment Steven Spielberg saw Li Mu, he warmly shook his hand and said with a smile, “Hello, Mr. Li, I apologize for keeping you waiting.”

Li Mu shook his hand back, smiling, “Steven, everyone’s been waiting for your film. Come on, let’s head to the screening room.”

Steven Spielberg nodded quickly and followed Li Mu to the screening room.

The screening room was completely blacked out, pitch dark inside, invisible from the outside. Additionally, all incoming individuals underwent a routine check to ensure they carried no recording equipment.

To ensure the smooth release of the film and protect it from piracy, Li Mu had already informed the Muye Pictures team to prepare a twenty million yuan reward fund for piracy reports. Once The Flying Tigers opened domestically, any illicit recordings or pirated film prints obtained through other channels and sold on the market would be combat relentlessly.

Therefore, from the moment the film copies left the post-production company, the highest level of confidentiality had to be maintained.

For this preview screening, Muye Technology had converted one of its conference rooms into a screening room, equipped with cinema-grade professional equipment to ensure the best viewing experience for everyone.

Inside the screening room, all senior executives from Muye Technology, Taobao, and Alipay were present. Even Song Liang, Chen Ze, and Wei Lan from Wanying Real Estate were invited to be among the first to watch this extraordinary war film.

Steven Spielberg and his staff personally controlled the projection equipment. As this was a non-release copy, there were no opening credits or transitions; the film began directly with the main feature.

The film began with authentic archival footage, accompanied by oral history narrated in English.

Li Mu could tell that the narration for this footage was read by Leonardo DiCaprio.

The film started with the Marco Polo Bridge Incident in 1937, using a timeline approach to introduce the main background of Japan’s war of aggression against China.

It documented the full-scale invasion of China on July 7, 1937, the Battle of Shanghai on August 13, and the fall of Jinling, then China’s capital, on December 13, followed by a six-week, utterly atrocious and inhumane massacre.

In January 1938, the Battle of Pengcheng began, followed by the victory at Taierzhuang in April, and the fall of Pengcheng in May.

In August of the same year, the Japanese invaders continued their advance with iron hooves, and the Battle of Jiangcheng commenced, lasting over four months.

At this point, the narrative subtly shifted from the Anti-Japanese War timeline, beginning to focus on the famous Great Jiangcheng Air Battle.

In this aerial combat, the Nationalist Government Air Force and the Soviet Volunteer Air Force bravely resisted the Japanese aggressor air force. Many heroic pilots fiercely battled the Japanese invaders in the sky here, shedding their blood over the land of China.

The narration at this point stated: “In 1940, with the withdrawal of the Soviet Volunteer Air Force from China and the full deployment of Japanese Zero Fighters to the China battlefield, the Chinese Nationalist Government became completely passive in aerial combat.”

“In September 1940, another aerial combat commenced in Yuzhou, the wartime capital of the Chinese Nationalist Government. Multiple historical records confirm that in this battle, the Chinese Air Force lost over twenty fighter planes, while three Japanese fighter planes were hit, one of which, piloted by Takatsuka Torakazu, was damaged upon landing due to landing gear failure.”

“After this aerial combat, where the Japanese army achieved victory with overwhelming advantage, the Chinese Nationalist Government at the time decided to entrust an American with recruiting pilots in America, planning to form a new air force to resist the Japanese invaders’ air force.”

“This American was named Claire Lee Chennault.”

At this moment, the screen gradually darkened, then gradually brightened.

Tom Hanks, playing Chennault, now appeared on screen. The screen displayed the time as 1934, and the location: America.

At this time, Tom Hanks, in a US Air Force uniform, participated in a joint land-air exercise. Due to tactical disagreements, he had a conflict with the then-Chief of Staff of the War Department, and was subsequently removed from the officer roster.

Tom Hanks as Chennault became dejected because of this, forced to leave the first-tier, and began writing his own books.

In 1937, the Chinese Air Force invited him to serve as a flight instructor. After much consideration, he decided to retire from the unfulfilled US Air Force, arriving in China in July of the same year.

After arriving in China, Japan launched a full-scale war of aggression against China. Chennault began actively establishing an aviation training school in Guangxi Province. There, he met one of his favorite pilots, the Chinese pilot Li Zheshen, played by Liu Ye.

Li Zheshen was one of the Chinese pilots with the most acumen, possessing the strongest sentiments for home and country. He trained with all his might every day, solely to serve his country and fight the enemy.

Chennault admired Li Zheshen’s patriotic sentiment and often personally instructed him in flying and aerial combat techniques. The two forged a deep friendship, being both mentor and friend.

Subsequently, Jinling fell, and the aviation school began relocating to Spring City in the Yun-Gui region.

Upon arrival in Spring City, Li Zheshen began to engage in actual combat. He participated in the Great Jiangcheng Air Battle, fighting fiercely against the Japanese army, and also witnessed his comrades being martyred. The film’s footage was extremely realistic and a huge investment, thus the brutality of the warfare depicted moved every viewer.

The Great Jiangcheng Air Battle, the fall of Jiangcheng, the Great Yuzhou Air Battle…

Several successive aerial combats unfolded, making the audience feel a suffocating sense of oppression.

Among them, in the Great Yuzhou Air Combat, Japanese Zero Fighters came to play. With their superior maneuverability, the Zero Fighters possessed an overwhelming advantage. When the Zero Fighters’ head-on dive appeared on screen, everyone’s sense of oppression intensified.

Liu Ye as Li Zheshen, going all out in this battle, only managed to damage one Japanese aircraft. His own plane, however, was damaged under pursuit by Japanese fighters, forcing him to crash-land in a field, and he himself was severely wounded.

Li Zheshen was rushed to a field hospital. After rescue, he was out of danger and subsequently transferred to a ward to recover from his injuries. The nurse responsible for caring for him was the American nurse played by Anne Hathaway.

However, the scene at this point did not yet highlight any special affection Anne Hathaway’s character had for Li Zheshen. She simply found the man exceptionally strong, never crying out in pain when his wounds were dressed or bandages changed, and always asking when he could fly a plane again.

This aerial combat almost completely destroyed the effective strength of the Chinese Air Force.

Chennault’s students also suffered heavy casualties.

Seeing the Chinese Air Force almost annihilated, the Nationalist Government entrusted Chennault to return to America and recruit pilots.

Thus, Chennault, with tears in his eyes, bid farewell to Li Zheshen, still recovering in the hospital, and other pilots, then set foot in the aircraft bound for America.

…

The scene shifted to Texas, America.

Under a golden sunset, a handsome blonde young man flew a plane painted with pin-up figures through the vast sky.

This blonde young man was Leonardo DiCaprio, whose looks were still very striking.

He was currently competing in flying skills with other pilots. After he performed a series of daring and masterful aerial maneuvers, the other planes all failed, admitted defeat, and returned to the runway to land.

Chennault, in civilian clothes and wearing sunglasses, said excitedly to his assistant, “I want that kid!”

The plane with pin-up figures landed stably on the runway, and a wave of cheers erupted around it. Many curvaceous, blonde and blue-eyed beauties were cheering enthusiastically, their faces filled with adoration and admiration.

Leonardo jumped down from the plane and said with a hint of arrogance, “Hey, Tom, how much did I win this time?”

A fat man in overalls laughed, “All seventy-six dollars are yours.”

“Oh!” Leonardo shook his head excitedly and said, “Let’s all go to the bar; drinks are on me tonight!”

Just then, several beautiful women surrounded him, saying excitedly, “Dean, could you buy us a drink tonight?”

Leonardo, with a cigarette dangling from his lips, looked them up and down frivolously and chuckled, “Come on, ladies, we won’t go home until we’re drunk tonight!”

Tom Hanks as Chennault then approached Leonardo, smiling as he asked, “Are you Dean Johnson?”

Leonardo asked in surprise, “Who are you?”

Tom Hanks chuckled, “My name is Chennault, and I’m here because I want to offer you a job.”

Leonardo frowned, looking at Tom Hanks. “What kind of job?”

Tom Hanks said, “Fighter pilot.”

“Bullshit,” Leonardo said. “I’m not joining the American Air Force!”

Tom Hanks quickly said, “Not the American Air Force. To be precise, not any air force.”

Leonardo said disdainfully, “Old man, don’t pull my leg! Making me a fighter pilot without joining any air force? Isn’t that nonsense?”

Tom Hanks said, “The job I’m offering you is to go to China. As you know, the Chinese people are suffering from Japan’s aggression. You’ll go with me, not joining any air force, but as a volunteer, flying fighter planes to battle the Japanese.”

Leonardo took an arrogant puff from his cigarette, pursing his lips as he said, “I don’t care about China or Japan. I’ve never been to either of those two places in my life. I only care about three things: planes, cigarettes, and women. As for what happens between China and Japan, it has nothing to do with me.”

Tom Hanks then asked, “What if I offer you a high salary?”

Leonardo shook the dozens of dollars in his hand and chuckled, “I’m not short on money, nor do I care about it. Even if I wanted to make money, I have ten thousand ways to earn it right here in Texas; I don’t need to run all the way to China on the other side of the world to do it.”

With that, he waved to the beauties and friends around him, “Forget about this old man, let’s go.”

Tom Hanks chuckled and said from behind him, “Do you think relying on your meager flying skills and betting on contests at the club every day will ensure you a life of comfort? I’m telling you, at your level, in front of a real pilot, you don’t amount to anything.”

Leonardo turned around, angrily threw his cigarette to the ground, and raged, “Hey, old man, I see you’re old and I don’t want to lay hands on you, but you should know, I’ve been flying planes since I was twelve years old! I am the best pilot in the world!”

Tom Hanks chuckled and asked, “You think you’re the best pilot? Alright, then do you dare to compete with an old man like me?”

Leonardo scoffed, “What? You can fly a plane too?”

Tom Hanks nodded, “Yes, and I fly better than you!”

Leonardo suddenly felt lightheaded and blurted out, “Old man, you ought to think before you speak!”

Tom Hanks deliberately retorted loudly, “What? Are you afraid to compete with me?”
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As soon as Tom Hanks proposed a challenge, the attention of everyone around was immediately drawn to them.

The folk customs of Texas are fierce, and these civilian pilots from flying clubs are almost all cowboys who can fly planes, so they were extremely interested in such a men’s competition.

Seeing that the old man in front of him was asking for humiliation, Leonardo disdainfully laughed, “Alright, I can compete with you, but how much money are you willing to bet?”

Tom Hanks said, “If you win, I’ll give you one thousand dollars; if you lose, you come with me to China.”

The mention of one thousand dollars immediately drew gasps from the crowd.

One thousand dollars? That was truly an astronomical sum back then.

Upon hearing this, Leonardo instantly grew agitated and blurted out, “Bullshit! Are you crazy? I’m not going to some China with you!”

Tom Hanks smiled and countered, “What? Are you afraid of losing? Afraid of losing to an old man like me?”

Leonardo blurted out, “Bullshit! I won’t lose at all!”

Tom Hanks said loudly, “Since you won’t lose, what are you afraid of? Come on, with so many people as witnesses, let’s have a match before dark.”

Leonardo gnashed his teeth and said, “Alright, a match it is, but you have to put up the one thousand dollars first!”

Tom Hanks nodded and said to his assistant beside him, “Get out one thousand US dollars.”

Tom Hanks was entrusted by the then National Government to recruit pilots in America, and his funding was very ample. This time, coming to Texas to recruit pilots, he brought several accompanying assistants and a good amount of cash.

When the one thousand US dollars were produced, everyone around was stunned.

Leonardo himself was stunned, clearly attracted by the one thousand US dollars.

His friend whispered in his ear, “If you win this money, you can buy your own farm!”

Leonardo nodded, gnashed his teeth, and said, “Old man, tell me, how are we competing.”

Tom Hanks said, “We’ll take off together and compete at an altitude of nine hundred feet, performing the same maneuvers. You do a maneuver, and I’ll imitate it. If I can imitate it, then it’s my turn to do a maneuver for you to imitate, until one of us can’t imitate it or voluntarily gives up.”

Leonardo said without hesitation, “Alright, let’s do as you say!”

Tom Hanks called over the Owner of the club and said, “I want a plane of the same model as his. How much?”

The other party held up three fingers: “Thirty US dollars.”

“OK.” Tom Hanks immediately pulled out the money and handed it to the other party.

The next second, both were already seated in single-propeller engine planes. The two exchanged a glance, then, under the watchful eyes of the crowd, taxied, took off, and roared into the crimson sky.

As soon as Leonardo’s plane went airborne, he performed a highly difficult aerobatic maneuver, drawing cheers from the audience below.

But no one expected that the vigorous Tom Hanks would complete the maneuver with ease.

After a burst of gasps from the audience, the scene cut to Leonardo, who was circling Tom Hanks’s plane, taking in all of Tom Hanks’s maneuvers, his expression clearly surprised.

At this moment, he sat up straight and muttered, “Okay, old man, this time I’m going to get serious with you!”

As he was speaking, he saw Tom Hanks already climbing the plane upwards. He knew it was Tom Hanks’s turn to perform a maneuver for him to imitate, so he stared at the other party with wide eyes, mumbling to himself, “Okay, let me see what you’ve got.”

As soon as his voice fell, Tom Hanks, who was climbing, suddenly performed an aileron roll. The plane seemed to suddenly lose its motivation, spinning downwards repeatedly during its climb, and its speed suddenly slowed down.

Just as everyone was exclaiming, Tom Hanks’s plane suddenly pulled up again in an instant, the engine spewing a burst of black smoke, soaring straight up.

When Leonardo saw this scene, his originally confident expression immediately became dumbfounded, and he stammered in a panic, “Damn, this old man is actually a fighter pilot!”

Just as he was about to try to imitate Tom Hanks’s previous maneuver, Tom Hanks’s plane suddenly began to dive downwards again.

The dive, accelerated by gravity, almost doubled the plane’s speed. The plane plummeted diagonally towards the ground at an extremely fast speed. Everyone watched as the plane grew larger and closer, and just as it seemed almost right in front of them, some timid individuals even covered their eyes, afraid the plane would crash.

However, Tom Hanks effortlessly leveled the plane at the last second before it hit rock bottom. The plane flew almost skimming the ground, then rolled and executed a C-curve, moving incredibly fast and disappearing behind the crowd’s line of sight while still rolling.

It was only then that everyone recollected themselves, unable to understand how the old man had suddenly circled behind them in such a short time. Such a large plane, yet he made it fly with an unpredictable, ghost-like feeling.

Human vision is less than one hundred eighty degrees, and the field of view where attention can be focused is mostly an angle of sixty to seventy degrees. With this visual structure, even on a flat ground, if someone taps you on the back and then deliberately moves with your head when you turn, it would be difficult to catch sight of them.

If it were in the sky, where the plane becomes three-dimensional, catching the opponent would be even more difficult.

Modern fighter jets have a real firing range of only a few hundred meters. Cannons and machine guns are already way off target beyond a few hundred meters. Therefore, dogfights between pilots are close-range engagements, which demands extremely high maneuverability from both the pilots and the planes.

Chennault, played by Tom Hanks, was initially a fighter pilot, then a fighter pilot instructor, and even wrote many textbooks for fighter pilots. He could be said to be a master of flying fighter jets, and this extraordinary maneuverability was an everyday occurrence for him.

After this set of maneuvers was completed, cheers erupted from below, some people even taking off their shirts and waving them in their hands, while whistles and shouts of approval rose one after another.

Leonardo’s expression was very grim at this moment. He knew he had lost in the first round of the challenge, so he wasted no words and immediately landed the plane on the runway.

After landing, Leonardo got off the plane annoyed. At this moment, Tom Hanks’s plane had also landed at the end of the runway.

After taxiing the plane to a stop not far from Leonardo, Tom Hanks smiled as he jumped off the plane and directly approached Leonardo, saying, “I’ll give you one week to say goodbye to your Parents and girlfriends. Be here in one week; my people will come to pick you up.”

After speaking, he turned and walked straight away, calling for his assistants.

…

The scene flashed, one week later.

An old bus pulled up to the entrance of the flying club. A blond Leonardo stood by the roadside at the entrance, looking bored.

In the passenger seat of the bus sat Tom Hanks, wearing sunglasses.

The bus stopped in front of Leonardo. He waved at Leonardo, subtly smiling without speaking.

Leonardo sighed, picked up his leather bag, and stepped onto the bus.

Inside the bus at this moment were twenty-odd young people; they were all the pilots who would be accompanying Tom Hanks to China this time.

The bus drove to a military airport, where dozens of pilots met. They rested briefly in the military camp next to the airport. Chennault, played by Tom Hanks, used the projection equipment provided by the military to show these young American pilots the invasion war that China was currently facing.

At the same time, Tom Hanks also righteously told them, saying, “This time, when you come with me to China, you might get injured, you might be sacrificed, and you might never have the chance to return to America. But you must remember, this battle is not just for earning generous commission; it is also a fight for justice, to help those suffering people repel the brutal invaders. So no matter how dashing and uninhibited you usually are, how you usually act like jokers, once you are in China, everyone must demand of themselves as soldiers, train diligently, and bravely kill the enemy!”

The team members, who had initially been somewhat dashing and uninhibited, all looked grim after seeing these images, as if they had instantly shed their cynicism.

Immediately after, the movie entered a fast-forwarding phase.

In this phase, Tom Hanks led these pilots to the Yun-Gui region of China. Fighter jets purchased from America also arrived in Yun-Gui one after another. The support flying squadron was officially named the Flying Tigers and began training at the already built airport.

At this time, Liu Ye, who had been recovering from his injuries in the hospital, was also discharged.

When he was discharged, he specifically thanked the nurse played by Anne Hathaway. Anne Hathaway, after taking care of him for so many days, had already developed feelings for him. Although she had not yet confessed in the movie, the audience could tell from her performance on screen.

Romantic feelings aside, the movie went into a fast-paced montage again.

In the footage, Chinese pilots led by Liu Ye and American pilots led by Leonardo were mixed into several flight squadrons and began intense flight training.

In a classroom made of wood, Chennault used airplane models to teach them what tactics to use in aerial combat with enemy forces;

On the rammed-earth runway next to the airport, Liu Ye and Leonardo performed routine maintenance and loaded ammunition for their respective planes;

On the sports field next to the airport, the pilots were doing physical training with simple equipment.

During this time, Anne Hathaway frequently appeared. She would watch the Flying Tigers’ planes take off from the hospital window, and watch Liu Ye train by the sports field. Each of her appearances would draw whistles from both Chinese and American pilots.

A Chinese pilot said to Liu Ye, “Is that American nurse interested in you?”

Liu Ye said unnaturally, “Don’t talk nonsense, you’re ruining her reputation.”

The person said, “I’m telling the truth, everyone can see she’s interested in you; you’re the only one kept in the dark. Hey, tell me, don’t you have any thoughts about her?”

Liu Ye shook his head and said in a muffled tone, “I don’t want anything right now, I just want to drive the Japanese out of China as soon as possible. With the nation in peril, how can I have the leisure to think about such romantic feelings?”
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Day after day of training, Leonardo and Liu Ye went from being strangers to gradually developing an implicit understanding, even becoming each other’s best comrades in arms.

At this time, the Japanese army continuously invaded China’s Southwest, and The Flying Tigers took off for aerial combat with increasing frequency. The film’s depiction of aerial combat scenes was extremely well-executed, using computer special effects that, even to someone like Li Mu with an aesthetic standard fifteen years ahead, still looked incredibly realistic, nearly flawless.

For a long time, computer CG special effects focused on technological innovation. For instance, early computer effects required each frame to be painstakingly rendered bit by bit. Later computer effects directly used 3D modeling, combined with human motion capture equipment and green screens, saving time and effort.

Although the current technology isn’t as advanced as that of later generations, the effects produced by this primitive, frame-by-frame method were by no means inferior to those of blockbusters from later generations.

The reason many films in later generations were criticized for having five-mao special effects was not a lack of skill, but simply a desire to save money.

Titanic, released in 1998, and The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, both released in 2001, were outstanding examples of contemporary computer special effects. Supported by high budgets, the quality of these film effects, even fifteen years later, could still crush a large number of low-to-medium budget films.

With an investment of two hundred million US dollars and unusually low actor costs, The Flying Tigers poured a large portion of its budget into practical set construction and computer special effects. It basically adhered to one principle: if a practical set could be built, special effects were absolutely not used; if special effects were necessary, no expense was spared to make them the best, even if it meant frame-by-frame rendering with graphics software, ensuring the visual effects reached their peak.

Therefore, the visual effects presented were almost the pinnacle of the contemporary film industry. By picture alone, it was enough to be called an epic blockbuster, and the scenes of multiple consecutive aerial combat sequences were undoubtedly the best of all aerial combat films to date.

If one were forced to find a flaw, in Li Mu’s opinion, there was only one: it wasn’t 3D.

There was truly no way around this; 3D technology hadn’t fully matured yet, and 3D equipment hadn’t been popularized for filming, projection, or viewing. So this regret could only be compensated for by re-producing a 3D version in the future.

Aerial combat scenes unfolded at a rapid pace, and in each battle, the cooperation between Liu Ye and Leonardo grew increasingly implicit. In the later stages, Leonardo became Liu Ye’s permanent wingman, and the two also became the most capable duo in the entire Flying Tigers.

One day, the Japanese Air Force assembled a large number of warplanes to invade, and all Flying Tigers aircraft were scrambled to meet the enemy.

This was the largest battle the Flying Tigers had faced since its establishment, and also the most intense.

The two sides engaged in fierce battle in the vast sky; the entire sky was filled with the roar of autocannons, the drone of engines, and the whistle of planes.

Every now and then, a warplane would plummet to the ground or crash into a large mountain, spewing black smoke, the explosions deafening.

The hearts of all Flying Tigers commanders, ground crew, doctors, and nurses were clenched. They didn’t know if these Flying Tigers pilots ascending to meet the enemy could win this war, or if they could return alive.

The nurse played by Anne Hathaway was nervously at a loss in the hospital. She would glance out the window from time to time, inquire about the battle situation, and when she heard a plane was damaged and making an emergency landing, she would eagerly look out, her mind entirely on Liu Ye. She even secretly made the sign of the cross over her chest, praying to God for his safe return.

At this moment, the scene returned to the sky.

Leonardo and Liu Ye cooperated, successfully shooting down a Japanese Zero Fighter.

Suddenly, three Zero Fighters spotted their strong combat prowess and formed a formation, biting closely from their rear-flank, attempting to shoot them down.

Liu Ye used the barrel roll maneuver taught by Chennault, successfully slowing his plane instantly and getting behind the enemy aircraft, but as Leonardo performed the maneuver, his left wing was hit by bullets.

Immediately after, his left wing exploded, half of it blown off, and the plane spun and plummeted diagonally towards the ground.

Moments later, the ground exploded with a boom, and flames shot skyward.

Liu Ye believed Leonardo had perished. Filled with rage, he fiercely opened fire on the Japanese warplanes.

Other Flying Tigers pilots also arrived to provide support, and together they shot down several enemy aircraft. The Japanese Air Force, seeing they had fallen into a disadvantageous position and were at the end of its rope, immediately retreated.

The Flying Tigers, at a heavy cost, temporarily repelled the enemy. After a fierce battle, most of the warplanes ran out of fuel and began to return. Liu Ye flew several low-altitude passes over the crash site of Leonardo’s plane, seeing no signs of Leonardo’s survival, and could only return to base with a heavy heart.

At the Flying Tigers Airfield, everyone had already learned of the enemy’s retreat. The officers sighed in relief, and others cheered for the victory.

Planes began to land one after another, many of them damaged, smoking, spewing fire, and some even failing to land successfully, overshooting the runway, exploding and catching fire. Ground personnel were dispatched for emergency rescue, and the entire airfield was a scene of frantic activity.

Anne Hathaway finished her work and rushed to the edge of the airfield, carefully watching the landing planes, but all planes seemed to have returned and landed, and Liu Ye’s plane was nowhere to be seen.

Anne Hathaway was anxious, but she still looked up at the sky, painted with red clouds, hoping to see Liu Ye’s warplane.

Meanwhile, Tom Hanks also walked to the other side of the airfield. He, too, anxiously stared at the sky, looking around, waiting for Liu Ye’s and Leonardo’s planes to return.

As dusk deepened, he nervously said to his adjutant, “Our two best pilots haven’t returned yet. God grant them no accident.”

Just then, someone heard the roar of an airplane engine. Everyone tensed, looking towards the sound, and saw a plane emerge from the clouds — Liu Ye was returning.

But only Liu Ye returned.

After Liu Ye’s plane landed on the runway, Tom Hanks and a group of officers strode towards him, and Anne Hathaway ran from another direction, alone, towards Liu Ye.

Anne Hathaway was closer. When she ran to Liu Ye first, a flicker of emotion crossed Liu Ye’s face, and Anne Hathaway, without a moment’s hesitation, threw herself into his arms.

Liu Ye was suddenly at a loss, completely nervous, his hands awkwardly placed, his expression blank and dull.

By this time, Tom Hanks had arrived. Seeing the scene, he awkwardly rubbed his nose, then asked Liu Ye about Leonardo’s whereabouts.

Liu Ye’s expression darkened, and he meticulously recounted the entire process of Leonardo’s plane crash, which he had witnessed firsthand, to Tom Hanks.

Tom Hanks was stunned. His face showed deep sadness as he instinctively recalled the scene when he had challenged the uninhibled Leonardo to a race at the flying club.

Liu Ye then added, “I searched at low altitude. There were no signs of survival within my visual range, and I didn’t see an open parachute.”

Tom Hanks pressed, “Was the crash site in the Japanese-occupied zone?”

Liu Ye nodded.

A hint of despair appeared in Tom Hanks’s expression.

As early as when he was lecturing the pilots, he had told these Flying Tigers members that if they had to make an emergency landing or parachute, they should try their best to avoid Japanese-occupied zones, and upon landing, they must immediately seek help from local civilians rather than the local government, because no one could be sure if the local government had already sided with the enemy.

Pilots forced to land in Japanese-occupied zones had a narrow escape from death. This was because the Japanese ground forces were extremely sensitive to Flying Tigers pilots; their superior had long issued strict orders: once a Flying Tigers plane made an emergency landing or crashed in an occupied zone, the aircraft wreckage and pilot must be found. Whether the pilot was dead or alive, even if burned to a skeleton, they must be able to reconstruct a person. Otherwise, even if the entire occupied zone was dug three feet deep, the Flying Tigers pilot must be found and executed.

Therefore, after Tom Hanks learned that Leonardo’s plane had crashed in a Japanese-occupied zone, he immediately concluded that Leonardo could not possibly return alive.

Thinking of Leonardo’s handsome and unrestrained smile, he mumbled, “I brought that child into this war. If it weren’t for me, he would have been living his peaceful life in Texas, but now he has left himself in a strange country on the other side of the world, and I can’t even send his remains back to his parents…”

Liu Ye instinctively said, “I’m sorry…”

Tom Hanks wiped away tears from the corner of his eyes, shook his head, and said, “It’s not your fault. You devoted yourself to the utmost.”

Then, he glanced at Anne Hathaway, who was tightly embracing Liu Ye, and said, “If the Japanese don’t come tomorrow, you don’t have to train. Get some good rest. Don’t let the girl’s feelings for you down.”

Immediately, Tom Hanks turned and walked away. Liu Ye, who was completely oblivious to his romantic feelings, subconsciously pushed Anne Hathaway away and chased after him, saying, “Mr. Chennault, I don’t want to miss any training opportunity!”

Tom Hanks looked back at him, saw Anne Hathaway run off in tears, and said helplessly, “What on earth is in your head? Can’t you tell she likes you?”

Liu Ye was utterly ashamed, but also incredibly firm, saying, “I swore I wouldn’t think about ‘romantic feelings; sentimental attachments; being overly concerned with romantic relationships’ until the Japanese are driven out!”

“Sigh…” Tom Hanks sighed and walked away.

…

The scene then immediately cut back to the aerial combat.

As Leonardo’s plane crashed, a Japanese army patrol was far away. One of the Japanese soldiers pointed at the spinning, falling plane in the distance and loudly said, “That plane… it should be from The Flying Tigers, right?”

The nearby Japanese soldier nodded and said, “Although it’s a bit far, it looks like it.”

A man who looked like the Captain opened his mouth and said, “Judging by the location, it should be in our occupied zone. Hurry over!”

Immediately after, this team of Japanese soldiers ran towards the crash site.

Meanwhile, on a small hillside, several Chinese farmers were also watching the plane. One older man said, “It’s a Flying Tigers plane! Er Wazi, San Wazi, come with me and see if the Flying Tigers pilot is still alive!”

The young man called Er Wazi nervously blurted out, “Uncle Tian, the Japanese and traitors/collaborators have said it many times: anyone who dares to rescue or harbor a Flying Tigers pilot will have their whole family beheaded!”

The older man cursed, “The Flying Tigers pilots aren’t afraid to fight in the sky, even when they fall. Why are you so cowardly? If you don’t go, I’ll go myself!”

With that, the older man knocked his pipe against a stone, tucked it into his waist, and ran down the hillside.

The two young men exchanged glances and hurriedly chased after him…





Chapter 1806: Du Wei’s First Appearance

At this point, Leonardo parachuted at the last critical moment. Before his parachute had fully opened, he fell into a dense forest. Fortunately, a large number of branches broke his fall and snagged his parachute, allowing him to escape death.

He dared not delay for a moment, immediately cut the ropes, glanced back at the plane that had crashed and exploded, and ran deeper into the forest.

What he was thinking at the moment was to get as far away from the plane as possible, which would decrease the possibility of Japanese soldiers finding him.

If he could escape the Japanese-occupied zone, that would be even better.

At this moment, the camera constantly switched scenes.

That squad of Japanese soldiers, holding their Arisaka Type 38 rifles, ran swiftly through the forest.

Immediately after, three farmers, one in front and two behind, were also running at full speed.

Leonardo, alone, could not discern direction, but he kept looking back at the burning flames of the plane, using it as a reverse coordinate, always running wildly in the opposite direction.

While running, Leonardo suddenly heard footsteps, so he immediately dove into a dense thicket, rolling down to the base of a small mound. He held his breath nervously, listening to the commotion above.

At this moment, the scene switched to the Japanese squad. One of the Japanese soldiers suddenly shouted, “It sounds like there’s something over there!”

The squad of Japanese soldiers immediately stopped. The soldier pointed to a thicket not far away and whispered, “I heard something there!”

The Captain immediately made a flanking gesture. Everyone nodded, spread out with their rifles, and formed a semicircle to surround the thicket.

Leonardo was tense and frightened at this moment. He carefully pulled out his pistol and cocked it, ready to fight the Japanese to the death.

At this point, in the scene, the Japanese had already surrounded the area. Facing the bottom of the small mound, the Captain with an insidious look signaled everyone to fix their bayonets.

Everyone immediately raised their bayonets high, like fishermen spearing fish with a harpoon.

Then, the Captain counted to three with his fingers, and everyone suddenly thrust their bayonets down in unison.

At this moment, several dark figures suddenly darted out above Leonardo’s head.

Just when the audience thought Leonardo had been discovered by the Japanese, and might even die under the bayonets, the scene returned to the Japanese wielding their bayonets. Suddenly, a startled wild rabbit leaped out of the thicket and scurried away in a panic.

The Captain was stunned, then kicked the soldier who had reported the movement earlier, cursing, “Idiot!”

The soldier was kicked to the ground, then quickly got up and bowed, “Sorry, I saw it wrong!”

The Captain roared, “What are you standing around for? Keep going! If the Flying Tigers pilot gets away, I’ll shoot you dead!”

At this point, the scene returned to Leonardo.

The moment Leonardo nervously raised his gun, he realized that the several figures who had suddenly appeared were not Japanese soldiers but three men dressed as Chinese farmers.

Sweat pouring down his face, he finally let out a sigh of relief and said in broken Chinese, “I am a Flying Tigers pilot, I… I…”

As he spoke, he didn’t know how to continue, so he hastily pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. On it was written in Chinese: “I am a Flying Tiger. Please hand me over to the Flying Tigers or the Nationalist Government. They will reward you with ten taels of gold.”

The older farmer said, “I can’t read. You must come with us quickly, or it will be troublesome if the Japanese come looking for you soon!”

Leonardo didn’t understand what he meant. The older farmer simply grabbed his sleeve and pulled him in the direction they had come from.

Leonardo quickly followed them, running until nightfall before finally entering a small village at the foot of a mountain.

The older farmer took Leonardo directly back to his home. Pushing open the door, his daughter was in the thatched hut, sewing clothes by the light of an oil lamp. Although the girl was dressed very simply and showed no trace of makeup, she was still beautiful enough to make one’s heart race.

Du Wei made her appearance at this moment.

Seeing her father bring a Foreigner back, Du Wei was startled and hurriedly asked, “Father, who is he?”

This was Leonardo’s first encounter with Du Wei. In the dilapidated thatched hut, under the flickering, dim oil lamp, Leonardo was captivated by Du Wei’s pure and flawless face, and he seemed somewhat dazed.

The man then said, “This is a Flying Tigers pilot. His plane crashed. I estimate the Japanese are looking for him everywhere and might find us here soon. I’ll prepare some food for you. Go get him a change of my clothes and then immediately take him up the mountain, to hide in that small cave on the back mountain.”

Hearing this, Du Wei’s previous panic immediately disappeared. She nodded while beginning to help prepare things.

A moment later, Du Wei in the scene was seen carrying a bundle, quietly sneaking out the door with Leonardo.

Outside the door, Leonardo whispered in English, “Where are we going?”

Du Wei couldn’t speak English. She made a shushing gesture at him and led him running out of the village, making their way up the mountain in the dim moonlight.

Leonardo followed her into the mountain, then asked again, “Miss, where are we going?”

Du Wei directly said in Chinese, “Every time a Flying Tigers plane goes down, the Japanese and traitors/collaborators come to search. Villagers used to dare to hide pilots in cellars or dry wells, but the Japanese aren’t that easy to fool. They always find people. Not only do the pilots lose their lives, but the villagers who hide them also suffer. So, we have to hide far away. The Japanese aren’t familiar with the mountain paths here. If they don’t find him in the village, they’ll go to other villages.”

Leonardo couldn’t understand what she was saying at all, so he awkwardly said, “Miss, I don’t understand what you’re saying. Do you speak English?”

After speaking, he self-deprecatingly added, “I’m thinking too much. If you spoke English, you would have said so already… sigh, you know, I really regret not learning Chinese properly during my time with the Flying Tigers. Otherwise, I could communicate with you.”

Du Wei also spoke to herself in Chinese, “You wait in the mountains for a few days. When the Japanese relax, my father will find a way to send you back to the Flying Tigers.”

“Flying Tigers!” Leonardo understood these three Chinese words and immediately exclaimed excitedly in broken Chinese, “I am a Flying Tiger! Flying Tigers! Fight the devils!”

Du Wei nodded and said, “I know you’re from the Flying Tigers. I know you Flying Tigers fight the devils.”

Leonardo chuckled, “Yeah, Yeah, flying planes to fight the devils, da da da da da.”

Seeing him dance excitedly, Du Wei couldn’t help but crack a smile and said, “How could you be so careless fighting the devils? They shot you down?”

Leonardo also didn’t understand, and he smiled, “Miss, you know what, you are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. In Texas, I know many stylish blonde beauties, but all of them combined can’t compare to you. From the first moment I saw you, I fell in love with you!”

Du Wei walked, feeling her way, and said, “Your foreign language is all gibberish, I don’t understand a single word.”

The two of them continued talking, one speaking after another, but neither understood what the other was saying.

After walking for a long time, Du Wei led Leonardo to climb a seemingly impassable sheer cliff. There were many crookedly grown trees on the cliff, which they could rely on for climbing.

Leonardo followed Du Wei up and then miraculously discovered that Du Wei had found a narrow entrance between two trees. Before entering, Du Wei pulled out a traditional fire starter from her pocket. Inside were rolled-up, unburnt dry grasses, and when opened, it faintly emitted tiny red glows.

Then Du Wei blew a few breaths onto the red glow, and soon a flame appeared.

The flame illuminated Du Wei and also illuminated the entrance.

Although the entrance was very narrow, inside there was a surprising space, a cave大约约几十 square meters in size. In this cave, there was an oil lamp, a haystack, and a few old, patched pieces of cloth.

Du Wei lit the oil lamp, spread a piece of cloth on the haystack, and then hung another piece of cloth inside the cave entrance to block the light. She then took out a few golden-yellow flatbreads and a gourd of water from her bundle, gesturing to Leonardo and saying, “This is called ‘baba’, it’s for eating. This gourd holds water, you can drink it.”

Leonardo, though he didn’t understand her words, could understand the gestures. He quickly nodded and said, “Thank you.”

Du Wei returned his smile and said, “You don’t need to thank me. I should thank you instead. My father said that you Foreigners came from thousands of miles away to help us fight the devils; you are good people and have shown us great kindness.”

After speaking, Du Wei stood up and said, “You rest well. I need to go back. I’ll come tomorrow to bring you food. You must not move around freely, or it will be terrible if the Japanese find you.”

Leonardo didn’t understand, but seeing Du Wei stand up, he quickly asked, “Are you leaving?”

Du Wei also didn’t understand his words. She made a gesture with her hand under her head, indicating sleep, and said, “You sleep well. See you tomorrow.”

Seeing Du Wei turn to leave, Leonardo quickly pulled out a Zippo lighter from his pocket, opened the lid, and sparked a flame. He said to Du Wei, “Take this. It can help you light your way. That thing you blew on earlier was too much effort.”

As he spoke, he mimicked the action of blowing on a fire starter, then waved his hand, pointed to the lighter, and gave a thumbs up.

Du Wei saw the lighter and said in surprise, “Oh, this thing is amazing! It lights up with just a flick!”

Then, seeing that Leonardo seemed to want to give her the lighter, she quickly waved her hands and said, “I can’t take it!”

Leonardo kept pushing the lighter towards her, saying, “Take it, Take it.”

Du Wei understood his meaning, shaking her head, “If the devils find this, it’ll be over. I can’t take it…”

Leonardo understood the words “devils” and instantly grasped Du Wei’s meaning. He could only nod in disappointment, “I understand what you mean. Alright then, when the war is won, I’ll give it to you! I’ll keep it safe for you for now.”

Du Wei didn’t understand, but seeing him give up, she gave a sweet smile and waved to him, “I’m leaving.”

Leonardo watched Du Wei leave, then quickly followed out to see her off.

Soon, Du Wei’s figure disappeared into the night.

Leonardo then returned to the cave, feeling lost and disappointed, and sat under the oil lamp, lost in thought.

A moment later, he stared at the flickering flame and murmured with a sigh, “Mom, I want to marry that girl, even though I don’t even know her name…”





Chapter 1788: The Last Battle

Meanwhile, Du Wei rushed home and told her father that she had settled Leonardo. Her father had just breathed a sigh of relief when the Japanese army arrived with their Puppet Army forces.

The Japanese ordered all villagers to gather at the village entrance. They first inquired if anyone had seen any Flying Tigers pilots. After the villagers shook their heads in denial, the Japanese soldiers and the Puppet Army immediately began searching house by house.

They were not brainless, unlike many Anti-Japanese War absurd dramas where people could hide anywhere and never be found. On the contrary, their meticulousness in searching for Flying Tigers pilots in this film was as ruthless and thorough as the German SS searching for Jews in Schindler’s List, stopping at nothing.

In truth, real war is this cruel.

In Schindler’s List, if the German SS suspected someone might be hidden under the floorboards, they wouldn’t even bother opening them—they would just fire dozens or hundreds of bullets first. They would even stealthily infiltrate Jewish residences after dark, specifically using stethoscopes to listen for movement in various concealed spaces. Once someone was found, they were immediately seized and shot on the spot.

Originally, the Jewish refugees were like the Eight Immortals crossing the sea, each demonstrating their unique abilities, seemingly able to escape the SS’s search. But in reality, ninety-nine percent of them couldn’t evade the SS’s search and were found and brutally murdered.

In contrast, many Anti-Japanese War absurd dramas, with their plots of people hiding in firewood piles to deceive Japanese soldiers, show a complete disregard for historical accuracy and the true nature of war.

Steven Spielberg, in his film The Flying Tigers, also adopted a similar approach to Schindler’s List.

To find Leonardo, the Japanese soldiers left no detail unchecked. If there was a firewood pile, they would first shoot into it, then stab it fiercely with bayonets, and then completely dismantle it to confirm whether anyone was truly inside.

The cowshed was pitch black, and the stone trough for feeding cattle was large enough for a person to lie down in. So, the Japanese soldiers directly tossed two hand grenades inside, blowing up the cattle in the cowshed and collapsing the structure.

Upon seeing a well, whether it was dry or not, they would throw a hand grenade down to ensure it was foolproof.

As for the cellars dug by farmers, they would also throw hand grenades first, and only after the explosion would they go down to investigate.

The Japanese searched all night until dawn, turning the entire village upside down but finding no trace of the Flying Tigers pilot. Only then did they believe that the villagers had not harbored a Flying Tigers pilot, and they angrily moved on to search the next village.

To vent their anger, before retreating, the Japanese officer dragged out the most respected elder in the village and ruthlessly shot him. In his words: “I kill him to warn you. From now on, if you encounter Flying Tigers pilots who parachute or make forced landings, you should actively capture them and hand them over to the Imperial Army, instead of making the Imperial Army come and search!”

The elder’s son, beyond furious, lunged for revenge against the Japanese officer but was impaled through the chest by the bayonets of two guards nearby.

In the days following the Japanese withdrawal, Leonardo hid in the secret mountain cave. His daily motivation was waiting for Du Wei to come and bring him food. Each time Du Wei came, he enthusiastically tried to communicate with her, saying various overly sweet yet incredibly steadfast words of affection, even though she was unaware of their meaning. Du Wei seemed to sense a certain longing behind his fervor, so she always appeared evasive.

A few days later, he used the pen he carried as a pilot to write a private diary. In it, he described how he had fallen deeply in love with this Chinese girl who couldn’t understand English. He desperately wanted to confess his feelings to her but didn’t know how to say “I love you” in Chinese. The Flying Tigers had only taught them a few Chinese words, all related to the Anti-Japanese War, nothing to do with love. In his private diary, he prayed that he would live to see the end of the war, because he knew that if he wanted to be with this girl, he would have to wait until the day Japan announced its surrender.

…

After the intense search calmed down, Du Wei’s father personally came to the cave. He told Leonardo that the Japanese search had ended and that he was going to take him through the Japanese-occupied zone and back to the Flying Tigers that very night.

Leonardo only understood the three words “Flying Tigers,” but he keenly realized that he was being sent back. However, he looked around but couldn’t see Du Wei. Restless with anxiety, he urgently asked in English: “Sir, where is your daughter?”

Du Wei’s father naturally didn’t understand and simply urged him to leave quickly, otherwise, it would be difficult to travel once daylight broke. Leonardo had no choice but to follow him.

The two traveled through the night, finally crossing the Japanese-occupied zone at dawn, and then found another underground operative hidden in a village. Du Wei’s father told Leonardo that he could only escort him this far; the remaining journey would be handled by this underground operative.

Leonardo realized he was about to leave and quickly wrote a note in English with only two sentences: “I love you, marry me after the war ends.” At the bottom, he signed his name. He handed the note to Du Wei’s father, then mimed combing long hair and said, “Please, you must deliver this to your daughter.” Du Wei’s father only understood his meaning after several attempts and accepted the note.

Shortly after, with the help of several local villagers and underground operatives, Leonardo finally returned to the Flying Tigers base. Tom Hanks and Liu Ye were incredibly excited by his return.

Leonardo then resumed his routine of training, combat, training, and combat. However, he couldn’t forget Du Wei; he even drew her portrait on a piece of paper and taped it next to his instrument cluster in his plane. When taking off for training, he would look at Du Wei’s portrait. When taking off for combat, he would also look at Du Wei’s portrait, his eyes tender yet resolute.

On the other side, Liu Ye, who always took off and fought alongside him, had eyes full of national hatred and ignored Anne Hathaway, who always watched him with a hint of melancholy from some corner on the ground. Although they were comrades, their approaches to the opposite sex formed a stark contrast here.

Soon, the plot entered a new climax. The Japanese Air Force, aiming to annihilate the Flying Tigers in one fell swoop, gathered a large number of aircraft, preparing to wipe out the Flying Tigers in a single battle. The entire Flying Tigers contingent ascended to meet the enemy, and the longest, grandest, and most spectacular aerial combat sequence of the entire film finally unfolded.

Many of the aerial combat scenes were filmed with real planes, and the post-production special effects were meticulously detailed to an astonishing degree, making the battle glorious yet tragic.

Liu Ye and Leonardo’s combination had entered a frenzy of killing. They desperately maneuvered against the Japanese air force fighters, fighting with all their might to eliminate the enemy, with both of their aircraft sustaining multiple hits. However, in this battle, the Flying Tigers had no retreat. If they failed, the entire Flying Tigers force could be completely wiped out, so pilots from both China and America exerted themselves to the utmost.

The Japanese Air Force was the same; they also suffered heavy casualties. Some Japanese pilots watched their comrades’ planes explode and disintegrate in mid-air, then hysterically screamed for revenge in Japanese, recklessly rushing towards the Flying Tigers’ planes. Both sides at this moment were completely like a ground melee; planes were constantly struck by bullets, exploding, and crashing, leaving the entire sky a chaotic mess.

While entangled with the Japanese, Liu Ye’s fuselage was hit again. This time, a large-caliber bullet pierced through the side of the plane, and after penetrating the fuselage, it created a walnut-sized blood hole in his abdomen. Blood gushed from this wound like a spring. Other bullets struck the nose of the plane, and the engine spewed black smoke, violently shaking.

Leonardo saw smoke emerging from Liu Ye’s nose section and immediately said via the onboard radio: “Li, your plane has been hit! Withdraw from the battle quickly and prepare to parachute, I’ll cover you!”

Liu Ye, pale and covered in sweat from being hit, knew he was doomed. He spoke to Leonardo in English via the onboard radio: “I’ve been hit. I can’t go back.”

Leonardo shouted: “Of course I know you’ve been hit! I can see your engine smoking! For God’s sake, while it’s still turning, I’ll cover your retreat! Fly towards the six o’clock direction, and try to parachute as far away from the Japanese-occupied zone as possible!”

Liu Ye then said: “Dean, it’s not just my plane that’s been hit, I’ve been hit too.”

Leonardo’s body and expression froze, and he spoke incoherently in a panic: “You… you… you… where were you hit?” After saying that, before Liu Ye could reply, he rattled on by himself, saying: “But it doesn’t matter if you’re hit! Have you forgotten that beautiful nurse at the hospital who really likes you? She’ll do everything she can to cure you! Honestly, Li, I was really fucking jealous of you before; that nurse was so beautiful! I always wondered how she could be interested in you and not me, but now I don’t envy you anymore…”

“Why?” Liu Ye asked weakly, smiling, as he controlled his plane to turn and charge into a flanking group of enemy planes. “Is it because of that girl pasted next to your instrument cluster?”

“Shit!” Leonardo instantly became nervous. “You peeked at my angel!”

Liu Ye chuckled, “Sorry, I couldn’t resist my curiosity and took a peek.”

Leonardo was about to say something when he suddenly saw Liu Ye charging into the enemy formation. He was shocked and exclaimed: “Fuck! Li, are you fucking crazy?! Do you want to take on five by yourself?! Do a barrel roll and get out of there!”

Liu Ye concentrated fully on controlling his constantly smoking plane, watching the approaching Japanese formation. He said: “Dean, please tell Jenny that I am grateful for her feelings for me. If I had met her in peacetime, I would definitely have proposed to her and taken her as my wife. But now, with our nation shattered and our homes destroyed, as a Son of China, I cannot allow any personal romantic feelings. Please thank her for me.”

Leonardo hysterically cursed: “You’re fucking sick! You should tell her these things yourself! I’m certainly not going to convey them for you!”

At this moment, Liu Ye had already engaged in mutual gunfire with the approaching Japanese. However, with one man and one plane, Liu Ye was no match for their five men and five planes. His fuselage quickly sustained multiple new hits. Just at the point of almost exploding, the smoking nose of his plane suddenly pulled up. Liu Ye opened fire with his machine gun, and a stream of fire instantly erupted, hitting the Japanese plane directly in front of him. The enemy pilot was struck by several bullets and died with unclosed eyes.

At that moment, the pilots in the other few Japanese fighters nearly went wild, simultaneously roaring: “Watanabe!” Then they all furiously fired at Liu Ye’s shattered plane.

With a roar, Liu Ye’s fighter exploded in mid-air.

At this explosion, the camera cut to Chennault on the ground. He could no longer see the battlefield from his line of sight, but for some reason, the cigar in his hand slipped and fell to the ground. Anne Hathaway, in the hospital, was preparing emergency equipment for the doctor. With one explosion, the surgical forceps in her hand also instantly slipped from her grasp…

Immediately after, the camera cut back to the sky.

Liu Ye’s fighter had completely disintegrated in the air, erupting in a burst of fire and billowing black smoke, instantly scattering…





Chapter 1789: The Silent Curtain Call

The fighter jet piloted by Liu Ye exploded and disintegrated in mid-air. The playback speed of the camera began to slow down.

As the image slowed, the sound grew increasingly indistinct, then faded until there was no sound left in the film.

At this moment, the gentle and melodic prelude of “21 Guns” began.

Du Wei, with her ethereal voice, began to sing the theme song, whose lyrics Li Mu had changed from opposing war to praising the heroes of World War II.

Accompanied by the slow-motion images, the song filled everyone’s hearts with a quiet sorrow, making tears well up in their eyes involuntarily.

In the scene, the wreckage of the plane continued to scatter, and the thick smoke from the explosion still slowly ascended.

Immediately after, images of Leonardo sitting in the cockpit, silently weeping and shouting, appeared onscreen.

Then, the scene cut to the Japanese pilot who had shot down Liu Ye. His expression was grotesque and smug, his eyes filled with killing intent, and the corners of his mouth upturned slightly, making him look bizarre and terrifying.

At this point, “21 Guns” entered its chorus. On screen, several Flying Tiger members who had just arrived as reinforcements, seeing Liu Ye martyred, swiftly charged forward to open fire on the Japanese Air Force fighter jets. Leonardo also, with tears streaming down his face, re-engaged in the fierce battle with the Japanese Air Force.

The war raged from noon into the afternoon, and from the afternoon until dusk.

Leonardo could no longer recall how many sorties he had flown. His mind was filled with nothing but engaging the enemy, engaging the enemy, engaging the enemy.

Whenever his fighter landed for resupply, he would anxiously cursed loudly at the ground crew refueling and rearming him, always rushing back into the sky at the first opportunity.

In this round of battle, everyone fought with red eyes.

On the ground, all the ground crew, doctors, nurses, and even local civilians working at the airfield, stood on both sides of the runway, not to spectate, but to rush forward at a moment’s notice should they be needed.

They couldn’t pilot fighter jets to engage the Japanese invaders in aerial combat. The only thing they could do was provide support on the ground.

The aerial combat continued until dusk, when pilots in the front finally sent back word: the Japanese Air Force had retreated.

The Japanese Air Force had intended to seize this opportunity to wipe out the Flying Tigers and their airfield in one concerted effort, but they were ultimately repelled by the Flying Tigers.

In this aerial combat, the Japanese Air Force suffered heavy losses.

Although the Flying Tigers achieved victory, it was undeniably a Pyrrhic one.

The fighter jets began to return, one by one. Anne Hathaway still watched anxiously from the side of the runway as each plane landed.

But from beginning to end, she did not see Liu Ye.

She couldn’t help but recall the last time she had waited so anxiously for Liu Ye’s return, and God had blessed them, as Liu Ye was eventually the last to land at the airfield.

Later, she learned that Liu Ye had delayed his return to the airfield until the last moment because he was searching for Leonardo, who had been shot down.

She hoped that this time, it would be the same as before.

That in the end, she would still be able to wait for Liu Ye to land safely.

However, fewer and fewer planes returned.

The last one to land was Leonardo’s plane.

The hospital doctors received word: this was the last plane returning from the Flying Tigers.

And the pilot of this plane had not reported any injuries.

This meant that the field hospital staff didn’t need to stay by the airfield and could return to the hospital to assist other doctors in emergency care.

Upon hearing the doctor’s words, Anne Hathaway immediately burst into tears, shaking her head repeatedly and saying, “Impossible, Liu Ye hasn’t come back yet.”

The doctor looked at her profoundly and said earnestly, “Andy’s was truly the last one. Those who haven’t returned, likely won’t.”

“Impossible!” Anne Hathaway was somewhat distraught. She stumbled back several steps, murmuring, “Liu Ye will definitely come back alive. I’m going to wait for him here.”

The other person sighed softly and said, “All right, you wait here. If he isn’t back in half an hour, you’ll need to return to the hospital to help. Can you do that?”

Anne Hathaway nodded repeatedly, saying, “He’ll be back very soon, it won’t be more than half an hour, maybe he’ll land in ten minutes!”

“All right,” the person then said, “We’ll head back first. Good luck.”

Just then, Leonardo’s plane came to a halt. He opened the cockpit canopy and sat motionless inside the aircraft, as if his soul had left him.

Anne Hathaway quickly ran towards his plane and called out to him several times, but he showed no reaction.

Finally, Anne Hathaway tried jumping up and banging on his fuselage. After a few loud thumps, Leonardo suddenly snapped back to his senses.

He turned his head to look below the fuselage, and what greeted him was Anne Hathaway’s earnest expression.

In that instant, he recalled Liu Ye’s last reminder to him, and tears immediately streamed down his face.

Seeing him cry, Anne Hathaway immediately grew anxious and blurted out, “Where’s Liu Ye? Where is he? Dean, speak! I beg you, speak!”

In the next scene, Leonardo jumped down from the plane, the camera filming the two of them from the side.

At this point, there was no sound in the film, and the second verse of “21 Guns” began to play again.

It could be seen in the scene that Leonardo was telling Anne Hathaway the truth, and Anne Hathaway, after hearing just two sentences, immediately covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes filled with disbelief.

She shook her head while continuously weeping, while Leonardo, with a pained expression, seemed to reiterate the fact that Liu Ye had sacrificed himself.

Anne Hathaway covered her face, consumed by sorrow and pain. Leonardo stood before her, his face equally streaked with tears.

At this moment, the music softened, and Leonardo began to speak: “He asked me to thank you. He said that in peacetime, he would have married you, but…”

Leonardo did not utter the rest of the words.

Anne Hathaway had become a weeping mess, almost unable to stand steadily. Fortunately, Leonardo gallantly extended a hand to support her.

After a long while, Anne Hathaway asked him, “Where did he crash? Can his remains still be found?”

Leonardo shook his head and said, “His plane exploded and disintegrated in mid-air. I think… I think he must have become one with the land of his motherland…”

As he spoke, Leonardo forced a light smile and said, “Perhaps this is the best outcome for him. This is what you Chinese people say: to lay down one’s life and shed one’s blood for national liberation. We will remember him, four hundred million Chinese people will remember him, and history will remember him.”

Anne Hathaway stopped crying, her swollen eyes gazing at the rosy glow filling the western sky. Her beautiful face, highlighted by the sunset’s hues, appeared exceptionally poignant and tragic.

The camera began to zoom out and rise from Anne Hathaway’s face.

The area covered by the shot grew increasingly wide, and Anne Hathaway’s face became smaller and smaller, until the entire airfield was visible from the camera’s panoramic view, with numerous fighter jets scattered and parked, many still spewing thick smoke.

At this moment, Leonardo’s narration began: “On July 3, 1942, the American Volunteer Group was ordered to disband. Even on the day of its disbandment, we were still flying high, fighting against the planes of the Japanese invaders.”

“After the Flying Tigers were disbanded, most of us did not leave China. Instead, we were integrated into the 23rd Group of the U.S. Army Air Forces, forming the U.S. Air Force Provisional Task Force in China along with the 16th Fighter Squadron stationed in China. Under the command of General Chennault, we continued to resist Japanese aggression in the skies above China. Sometimes, we would also perform other missions, such as escorting transport planes carrying strategic supplies to China, flying over the renowned Hump Air Route;”

At this moment, the screen displayed real historical footage of the U.S. Air Force Provisional Task Force in China, with fighter jets escorting transport planes flying over the Himalayas, below them, an incredibly vast and endless expanse of snow-capped mountains.

“By the end of 1943, I left Spring City with the Provisional Task Force and headed to Guangxi Province for stationing. Before leaving Guangxi, I wanted to go find the Chinese girl who had once saved me, but the superior’s orders were very urgent. I never saw her again until I left Spring City.”

On screen, an image of Du Wei appeared.

Leonardo said, “At that time, I thought I might never see her again in this lifetime.”

“In 1945, the scales of the Chinese people’s resistance against Japanese aggression began to tip. We started bombing the Japanese mainland from China and the conquered Pacific islands;”

“On May 8th, Germany declared unconditional surrender. Among the Axis Powers, only Japan remained, making a last-ditch stand.”

“On July 26th, China, America, and the UK jointly issued the Potsdam Declaration, urging Japan to surrender unconditionally.”

“On August 6th and 9th, the US military dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan, respectively.”

“On August 15th, the Japanese Emperor announced unconditional surrender.”

“The war ended. The Task Force announced its disbandment. The American pilots were divided into two groups: those who originally belonged to the Air Force were transferred to other US military bases in Asia, while those like me, who weren’t originally part of the Air Force, were disbanded on the spot after receiving a substantial bonus.”

“I came to China with General Chennault in 1941. Four years have passed since then. In these four years, I haven’t left this country, and I’ve developed a deep affection for this land.”

“But now, I’ve taken off my Flying Tigers uniform, bid farewell to the fighter jets that accompanied me through life and death, received a hefty severance package, and a ship ticket to New York, leaving China.”

On screen, Leonardo had changed into civilian clothes and was packing his belongings in his dormitory.

The narration continued: “Also sticking with me until the end was another American nurse, Jenny Smith.”

Immediately after, the scene switched to Anne Hathaway. She had finally taken off her nurse’s uniform and changed into a floral long dress, and was also packing her luggage.

In the scene, she carefully slipped a photo into her private diary. It was a photo of Liu Ye when he enlisted.

Leonardo’s narration then said, “Clearly, Jenny couldn’t forget Li Zheshen even after four years. In fact, I was the same; I never forgot him during those four years.”

“Oh right, there was another person I couldn’t forget during those four years…”

As the narration reached this point, Leonardo was holding a portrait he had drawn of Du Wei.

At this moment, Leonardo suddenly stood up and rushed out of the dormitory with his luggage.

An American pilot, also packing his luggage, asked him, “Dean, where are you going?”

Leonardo turned back, smiling, and said, “I’m going to Spring City!”

In the next scene, Leonardo, with his pack on his back, appeared in the mountain village where Du Wei’s home used to be.

However, the village before his eyes had been almost razed to the ground. Some villagers were struggling to rebuild their homes amidst the ruins, clearly having suffered the corrupting influence of rivalry.

When he arrived at Du Wei’s house, it was nothing but ruins. Leonardo immediately burst into tears, believing that Du Wei must have died in the rivalry.

Grief-stricken, he lay on the ground and cried for a long time. As he prepared to leave, utterly distraught, he suddenly discovered Du Wei standing behind him, watching him with tears in her eyes.

At this moment, Leonardo was almost ecstatic. He dropped his luggage and rushed like a madman towards Du Wei, pulling her into his embrace, repeatedly whispering declarations like ‘I love you’ and ‘I’ve been thinking about you these four years’ into her ear.

Du Wei, held in his arms, wept profusely, repeatedly saying that her parents had been killed by the Japanese, leaving only her.

Leonardo suddenly held her by the shoulders and said, with immense solemnity, in Chinese: “Come with me! Come with me! Please? Come with me!”

Du Wei froze for a moment, then nodded heavily.

Leonardo smiled with relief, embracing her once again.

The film gradually faded to black.

When it brightened again, text displayed: September 1, 1945.

At the wharf in Huzhou City, a gigantic steamship was preparing to set sail.

On the deck, several Flying Tiger pilots gazed ahead with reluctant eyes. That was the land of China they had once fought valiantly to protect, and now, they were about to embark on their journey home, leaving the country they had fought for years.

Anne Hathaway, dressed in civilian clothes, also stood on the deck. She took out a photo of Liu Ye from her pocket, and as she looked at it, tears flowed again.

Beside her was Leonardo, his eyes red-rimmed.

Standing next to Leonardo was Du Wei, who had lost her loved ones in the rivalry.

The passenger ship’s siren sounded, thick black smoke billowed from its chimney, as its propellers turned and the giant vessel slowly pulled away from the wharf.

At this moment, Du Wei gently rested her head on Leonardo’s shoulder, and Leonardo wrapped his arm around her waist, his other hand intertwined with hers.

The camera slowly rose, faded to dark, then entirely black.

Immediately, the screen lit up again.

The scene, rendered with modern-style filters and colors, showed an American old man and an American old lady, accompanied by a Chinese-descendant old lady and several biracial children, arriving at a martyrs’ cemetery.

The group stood still before a tombstone. The American old man and the Chinese-descendant old lady held hands, carefully looking at the photo on the tombstone.

The photo on the tombstone was none other than Liu Ye in his youth.

The solitary American old lady beside the couple, trembling yet carefully, pulled out a yellowed black-and-white photograph from her pocket.

This photo was identical to Liu Ye’s photo on the tombstone.

This final scene had no dialogue, but combined with the previous scene of the ship leaving China, the audience could infer that the American old man and the Chinese-descendant old lady, holding hands, were the earlier Leonardo and Du Wei. The biracial middle-aged and young people were their descendants, signifying that the two had lived a happy life together.

And the old lady who had always kept Liu Ye’s photograph was, naturally, the earlier Anne Hathaway.

She had kept the photo, and was now alone, symbolizing that because she couldn’t forget Liu Ye, she had remained alone throughout her life, living out her days in solitude.

Then, the American old lady’s wrinkled eyes shed two streams of tears, which slowly traced paths down her deeply lined face, dripping onto the ground before the tombstone.

The scene paused here, transitioning from color to black and white.

The End…





Chapter 1790: Top-Tier War Film

When the film ended, everyone in the audience, men and women alike, was moved to tears.

Li Mu also secretly wiped away tears several times. While watching this film, he saw more than just a movie; he saw the bloody and tearful history of the Chinese nation’s valiant struggle, the unyielding national spirit of the Chinese people, and the great sacrifices countless veterans made for this country.

Watching this film allowed one to glimpse the profound roots of China’s greatness as a civilization.

In times of national crisis, whether soldiers or common folk, everyone in this country would cast aside their lives and prioritize national righteousness above all.

Soldiers would die for their country without hesitation, and ordinary people would pick up guns and charge onto the battlefield without a second thought. Even the elderly, weak, women, and children who couldn’t fight would do everything in their power to help this country resist foreign invaders.

This is why our Chinese civilization has stood strong for five millennia without falling!

Li Mu had seen many films depicting World War II.

He wouldn’t dare say The Flying Tigers was the most spectacular of them all, but it could easily rank within the top five.

However, its production quality was undoubtedly number one.

As for the combined quality of its script, cast, cinematography, post-production, and editing, it absolutely qualified as a top-tier war film.

Li Mu always felt that films were like playing Dou Di Zhu; there were countless combination methods, and looking at just one aspect wasn’t enough.

For example, having many bombs doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a good hand. Even if it’s a good hand, one might not necessarily win. Even a ‘god hand’ made entirely of bombs could still lose.

Sometimes the Landlord might not have a single bomb, but a powerful five-card sequence could let them play all their cards in one go.

He felt The Flying Tigers was the latter.

Comparing it to similar films directed by Steven Spielberg, the plot and tone of Schindler’s List were too depressing for many viewers to accept. Meanwhile, Saving Private Ryan’s visuals were somewhat graphic, and from the Normandy landing onwards, the plot progression and camera movement remained focused on the ground.

Ground warfare itself is brutal, with saturation attacks from various caliber bullets and shells, and the ground strewn with bodies and severed limbs. Aerial and naval combat, in comparison, are less concrete visually, and whether at sea or in the sky, the backdrops are grander, the perspectives naturally much higher, creating a sense of grandeur.

This is why Top Gun captivated countless fervent young people.

With the vast ocean beneath and the boundless sky above, films of this genre, as long as their visual presentation is well done, can attract a large audience even if the plot is terrible.

Take Top Gun, which is known as Top Gun in China (literally Soaring Ambition), its plot is fundamentally a terrible story. The ace pilot doesn’t train properly, constantly clashes with his superiors, acts like a maverick, and never forgets to show off and flirt with girls.

For audiences who weren’t in the air force, watching this film would make them think: Air Force pilots are incredibly cool, and the F-14 is incredibly cool!

For actual pilots, their only thought after watching it would be: WTF? We’re almost the military branch with the highest physical and psychological resilience requirements in the world. You shoot it like this—do you think we’re all foolish, rebellious high school students?

Any fighter pilot flies astronomical price warplanes costing hundreds of millions of yuan or even hundreds of millions of dollars. A pilot who constantly opposes their superiors would inevitably be grounded indefinitely. So much for boundless ambition; go clean planes in the Hangar, and be honest about it.

This is also why, when Top Gun was released, it was criticized by professional American film critics as a flashy MTV movie. The film completely disregarded plot and logic, caring only about whether it was cool or stylish.

The top pilot being a troublemaker and busy flirting with girls was one thing. The key was that this top pilot, during training, crashed his plane because he accidentally flew into the wake turbulence of the aircraft in front, causing his engine to stall and sending him into an unrecoverable flat spin.

You’re supposed to be a top Top Gun pilot! Crashing your plane due to your own mistake, pulling off such a stupid stunt—you must be a top pilot sent by an enemy country, right?

Even funnier, an expert pilot, flying an F-14, tried to make the plane enter a flat spin according to the plot’s demands, to film that scene.

As a result, this expert pilot couldn’t recover either, and truly perished with his F-14.

So, an elite pilot, to recreate the idiotic plot written by an idiotic screenwriter, threw his life away. How high could the actual quality of such a film truly be?

What’s even more outrageous is that in the film, Tom Cruise’s character “showed off” by making the plane unrecoverable, then ejected with his wingman, but his wingman hit the plane’s canopy and perished right there in the movie.

This was the most advanced fighter jet in America at the time, the F-14. A pilot dying after hitting the canopy during ejection—is it really okay to trash your own country’s top-tier weapon like that?

Ultimately, it was only through the death of his wingman that the ace pilot played by Tom Cruise suddenly realized his mistakes, finally maturing into an even better top pilot.

This damn plot was so nonsensical it wasn’t far off from an Anti-Japanese War absurd drama, yet it still attracted a massive wave of young fans who wildly adored it. This clearly shows that even in the 1980s, Tom Cruise was already a top-tier celebrity, and top-tier celebrities would always have followers no matter what bad films they made.

Just like The Last Samurai, its plot also makes one cringe with embarrassment. It completely took real historical figures and gave them an entirely fictional storyline, simply making a film that glorified the Bushido spirit.

Leaving aside the fact that Japan had been proficient with firearms like cannons since the era of Oda Nobunaga, by the time of the Meiji Restoration depicted in the film, the samurai were incredibly still using purely cold weapons.

Moreover, for the sake of Bushido spirit, a samurai leader hoarded military power, defied the nation, and obstructed the country’s technological and policy advancements, yet was glorified as a hero. What the hell is that if not complete bullshit?

If this were placed in the context of Chinese history, what difference would this protagonist have from Zhang Xun, who supported Puyi’s restoration?

If a film glorifying Zhang Xun were made in China, the Chinese people would surely heap curses on it. So why don’t Japanese audiences have this awareness?

Considering Japan’s consistent habit of distorting and covering up history, it’s clear that at least in their correct understanding of history, the Japanese public lags far behind the Chinese public.

Compared to these films, The Flying Tigers was not only far superior in visuals, special effects, and audio-visual impact, but its story background and plot settings largely respected history, and no intentionally biased personal views were added when portraying the core characters.

From the background perspective, Japan’s invasion of China was completely real, the history of the Flying Tigers assisting China in the Anti-Japanese War was completely real, and Chinese pilots fighting alongside American pilots to resist the Japanese Air Force in the Central China region and Southwest China region was also real.

Chennault’s arrival in China to provide aid was real, as was his help in recruiting and training pilots for China, and procuring fighter jets to form the Flying Tigers.

The Flying Tigers’ early resistance against the Japanese Air Force was real, as was their later disbandment and reorganization with the American Air Force and Chinese Air Force into a task force.

The history of the task force opening the Hump Air Route, escorting transport planes over the Himalayas, and transporting aid supplies to China was also real.

Furthermore, there was more than one instance of American Flying Tigers falling in love with and marrying Chinese women during China’s Anti-Japanese War. Chennault’s wife, Anna Chennault, later became a renowned Chinese-descendant woman in America and a world-famous overseas Chinese leader, once very active in American politics.

The entire story unfolded around this period of real history. It can be said that every plot point and every scene fully respected authentic history.

Its level of respect for history could be equated with Saving Private Ryan. The story of Saving Private Ryan is set in the European Theater, from the Normandy landings to the American airborne division penetrating deep behind enemy lines—all these historical events are real.

And Ryan’s real-life counterpart indeed had four brothers. At that time, the American government, having successively received news of his three brothers’ deaths, decided they would, by all means, get him home alive.

The only difference was that one of the actual prototype’s brothers was later confirmed to have been captured by the Japanese army and ultimately survived.

Like The Flying Tigers, both films fully respected history and made

subtle cinematic adaptations based on their real-life counterparts.

In this regard, it leagues ahead of The Last Samurai by hundreds of streets.

Furthermore, the character portrayals in The Flying Tigers also fully respected real history.

Firstly, Chennault indeed came to China for money, and the pilots he recruited were also like mercenaries, coming to China to fight for money. The film made no unnecessary embellishments or modifications regarding this point. However, both Chennault and these American pilots genuinely developed an increasingly strong sense of justice during their aid efforts in China, transforming from simply fighting for money to fighting partly for money and partly for justice.

In contrast, in The Last Samurai, a retired American military officer goes to Japan to help the Japanese Emperor train the Imperial Army and eliminate the conservative samurai forces. Yet, this guy took other people’s money and then had no professional ethics at all. First, he killed a general from the samurai faction in battle, and then, after being captured by the samurai faction, he damn well turned traitor!

What’s even more ridiculous is that this guy不仅 betrayed his employer, but he also ended up with the wife of the samurai general he had killed.

What the hell? You killed her husband, and she ends up with you? Were you two having an affair all along? How else does that make sense? Just because of plot armor, the protagonist kills the female lead’s husband, and she still wants to be with him?

Secondly, Chinese pilots like Liu Ye were simply countless during World War II.

There were far too many Chinese pilots who died for their country, shedding their blood in the skies. They disregarded their own lives to protect their nation, their people, their homeland, and their compatriots. To protect them, pilots would rather die in the sky.

Their bravery and greatness exceeded, rather than fell short of, the character portrayed by Liu Ye.

It can be said that while Liu Ye’s character was fictional, his actions and words in the film were a true depiction of countless revolutionary martyrs.

Then look at that bunch of brain-dead samurai in The Last Samurai, they were like a group of robbers occupying a mountain.

At that time, their country was undergoing Reform and Opening Up, emulating the West to develop industry and economy. Yet, this bunch of samurai declared themselves kings of the mountain, constantly spouting Bushido spirit. Not only did they not contribute to the nation, but they also acted inhumanely, sharpening their swords and descending the mountain to directly confront the national army, under the pretext of defending samurai honor. Isn’t that outright treason?

They ask you to cut your topknot, and you think they’re coming for your life? So you have to wield samurai swords and bows and arrows to fight the nation to the death? You must be crazy.

And Tom Cruise’s character—betraying his Employer and siding with his Employer’s enemies—was simply the greatest insult to ‘professional ethics’.

A traitor to his country and a betrayer of his master teaming up to force out a ‘profoundly moving’ film—what’s the difference between that and bringing out Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing to make a profoundly moving romance film?

Compared to The Flying Tigers, the overall quality of this film was at least several streets worse!





Chapter 1791: Global Distribution

When The Flying Tigers was internally screened, it received unanimous approval from everyone.

Li Mu also felt that the final complete version of the film exceeded his expectations.

It had to be admitted that Steven Spielberg’s filmmaking strength was indeed remarkable. The rhythm, shots, colors, visuals, and even the dialogue were all handled impeccably.

After watching the film, Li Mu immediately decided to submit it to the Broadcast Administration for review through Muye Pictures.

At the same time, he invited more people to Muye Technology for an internal screening, including some of his classmates from Renmin University and Zhao Ziqiu, who was still studying at school.

The tear-jerking effect of this film was almost 100%. Both men and women would involuntarily shed tears while watching it.

Of course, this also had a great deal to do with the national pride within the Chinese nation.

It was the first time they had seen such a meticulously produced, star-studded, super-first-class large-scale production reflecting their own people’s struggle in the Anti-Japanese War, and their national pride was immensely strong.

With the film receiving unanimous praise during internal screenings, Li Mu had Steven Spielberg begin preparations for its global distribution.

Usually, for a domestic film to achieve global distribution, the overseas copyright would have to be authorized to overseas distribution companies.

For example, Hollywood’s Harvey Weinstein often purchased the copyright for local films in Asia and then distributed them in North America and other markets.

The fundamental reason for needing them to distribute was that domestic film and television companies had no distribution channels or resources overseas. It was like Zhang San developing a chili sauce domestically; just setting up domestic channels was hard enough. His team was entirely local and had no overseas experience, so it was basically impossible for them to sell the chili sauce worldwide on their own.

Therefore, they had to sacrifice a portion of their profits and sell the overseas sales rights of their products to local companies or companies with multinational resources.

When we purchase imported food domestically, if it comes through legal import channels, it is required that there be a company responsible for import and export in China. If it is a large company like Nestlé, it might be Nestlé China importing from Nestlé overseas companies and then selling it domestically. But for smaller companies, they are generally authorized to a domestic trading company in a first-tier city to handle it.

Film import and export is similar to the import and export of commodities.

To sell in the overseas market, one must have local sales channels and venues. The vast majority of Chinese film and television companies have no cinema chain resources overseas, so they must cooperate with local distributors.

Li Mu himself didn’t have any overseas cinema chains, but fortunately, he had a mature online ticketing system that had become an indispensable sales channel for overseas cinema chains. So, discussing distribution and screenings with them now would be much more advantageous.

What’s more, Steven Spielberg, a big shot in the film and television circles, was assisting him from behind. He had abundant resources and could help integrate them, essentially covering most developed countries.

Steven Spielberg had already prepared his release plan before coming. His goal was to secure early release in several important countries and regions across three continents, including the Chinese mainland, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macau, Japan and South Korea in Asia; the four major European economic bodies—UK, France, Germany, and Italy; and America and Canada in the Americas.

Apart from these, all other countries were listed for subsequent second and third batches of sequential releases.

The reason for dividing into different release batches was mainly that the distribution team found it difficult to liaise with too many countries and regions simultaneously. Additionally, some countries with smaller market sizes and less overall control carried the risk of copy leaks.

Therefore, the smaller the market and the harder the control, the later the release date would be scheduled for those countries and regions.

Among the first batch of countries for release, Li Mu was most concerned about the Japanese domestic market.

In his opinion, this film absolutely had to be publicly screened in Japan. However, it was foreseeable that its public release in Japan would face a certain amount of resistance.

He was concerned that this film, which depicted objective historical facts, would be interfered with by Japanese right-wing elements and large Financial Magnates.

Many large Financial Magnates in Japan had inseparable ties to World War II. Some were arms suppliers back then, and the predecessors of some Financial Magnates had close relationships with the government and military during World War II.

These were the same people who had continuously funded and supported efforts behind the scenes to distort history and whitewash stains.

Thus, Li Mu immediately instructed Steven Spielberg to register a distribution company in Japan and to sign agreements with Japanese cinema chains regarding the film’s release as soon as possible.

To ensure sufficient film scheduling, Li Mu was willing to sacrifice a portion of the box office revenue, using higher revenue sharing subsidies to encourage the owners of Japanese cinema chains to increase the amount of film scheduling.

However, since a sufficiently high share was given to the other party, they would in turn have to bear sufficiently high termination fees. This would further ensure the film scheduling.

Steven Spielberg had no objections to this. Japan was also a significant overseas box office generator for Hollywood. They had long been operating relevant resources in Japan and could guarantee a basic film scheduling for The Flying Tigers, first securing the foundation, then striving for more.

The Flying Tigers was the first large-scale production film Li Mu had invested in for global distribution, and it was also one of the highest-budget single films in Hollywood currently.

Moreover, Li Mu’s total investment in the film was around two hundred million US dollars. Most of this money was spent on filming and production, saving tens of millions of US dollars on actor and director film fees.

If measured by market rates, the total investment for this film would have been at least in the two hundred fifty million US dollar league.

Though its war epic scale was not as grand and spectacular as the Attack on Pearl Harbor or the Normandy landings, its aerial combat visuals had reached the pinnacle of the current film industry. Every aerial combat scene could give the audience a truly immersive experience.

Therefore, Li Mu also held high hopes for the global performance of this film.

He hoped that the film’s box office would set a record, at least the global war film box office record, and at the same time be forever enshrined in world film history.

In this way, moviegoers worldwide would eventually know about this film, have watched this film, understand that period of history, understand the atrocities committed by Japan against China and humanity during World War II, and the sacrifices made by the Chinese nation in resisting the Japanese invasion.

It is precisely because there are so many outstanding Jews with a sense of national mission like Steven Spielberg that film history has so many films about Nazi Germany’s massacre of Jews in World War II, to the extent that even Chinese children know about Nazi Germany’s crimes back then, know about Hitler’s genocide, know about Auschwitz concentration camp, and know about the Normandy landings.

However, apart from the Chinese, how many people worldwide understand the suffering endured by the Chinese nation during World War II?

People in many countries don’t even know what China looks like. They might even think the Chinese nation cannot afford televisions. How could such people know the history of China’s resistance against invaders?

Therefore, The Flying Tigers carries not only Li Mu’s two hundred million US dollar investment but also his respect and reverence for the history of the Chinese nation.

He resolved to go all out to make this film a global sensation.

…

Subsequently, Li Mu began multi-pronged preparations for The Flying Tigers’ global distribution.

First, he had Steven Spielberg liaise with the distribution efforts and cinema chains in various target countries, working with the online ticketing system to negotiate as much film scheduling as possible with the cinema chains.

Second, he began working on releasing information about The Flying Tigers globally on Weibo, Twitter, and YY.

This included official stills, posters, behind-the-scenes footage, trailers, theme songs, and interviews with the main creative team.

The ingenious part was that Li Mu now controlled global internet traffic. Anything he wanted to promote, whether good or bad, he could at least guarantee that the entire world would know about it in the shortest amount of time.

Soon, the first wave of promotion began.

YY users and Weibo Twitter users worldwide received advertisements from Leonardo, Tom Hanks, and Anne Hathaway’s personal Twitter accounts. These three individuals already had a large number of Weibo Twitter followers, and after official promotion, their follower counts all surpassed thirty million. Leonardo and Anne Hathaway, with their striking looks, even broke fifty million followers.

Then, these three individuals separately posted personal reflections about The Flying Tigers and some detailed photos of the film on their respective Twitter accounts.

Suddenly, through these three, the film was pushed in front of internet users worldwide.

Domestically, Du Wei and Liu Ye’s Weibo Twitter accounts were also heavily promoted, but as they had no foundation overseas, their influence was currently limited to the Chinese world.

Next, The Flying Tigers official Weibo Twitter account was registered.

The official Weibo began to regularly release behind-the-scenes pictures, scattered plot introductions, and production stories from before and behind the scenes. The participating stars all reposted these, further linking up for buzz-building.

At this time, Li Mu had already started having people work on behind-the-scenes videos.

A few days later, the first behind-the-scenes video for The Flying Tigers was released.

This video featured many ace pilots personally flying vintage aircraft in formation for filming on a 1:1 replica wartime airfield, demonstrating the film’s massive production team to the world for the first time.

Unlike most previous films that relied heavily on computer-generated effects, The Flying Tigers utilized practical shooting as much as possible, combined with special effects, to achieve such powerful visual results.

It must be said that while computer-generated effects in the early 21st century were generally strong, they still had a gap compared to real-life scenes. The main reason why Tom Cruise’s Top Gun could make so many people feel fervent passion was largely due to its excellent weapon visuals from practical shooting.

Real-life fighter jets always look much more realistic than CG-rendered effects.

When netizens saw dozens of old planes lining up to take off from the airfield, even roaring through the sky, everyone was shocked by the powerful aura. This also made them anticipate how truly spectacular the visuals of The Flying Tigers, produced with such big spending, would be!





Chapter 1792: “21 Guns” Released

A few days later, The Flying Tigers received its Dragon Mark.

The film itself had received unanimous praise from the superior authorities in charge, so obtaining the Dragon Mark went very smoothly.

With the Dragon Mark in hand, a global release was put on the schedule.

Li Mu wanted to release it on July 7th, because that day marks the July 7th Incident Memorial Day, the beginning of Japan’s full-scale invasion of China, and a day of national calamity for the Chinese nation.

Releasing it on this day held extraordinary historical significance.

Various pieces of information sporadically released had already attracted a large number of users to The Flying Tigers on the internet.

Not only were people in the Chinese world anticipating the film’s release, but public opinion in Europe and America, as well as domestic South Korea, was also full of anticipation and curiosity for this film.

European and American countries lacked sufficient understanding of Asian history. In the hearts of many ordinary people in Europe and America, the main battlefield of World War II was actually the European Theater, and the Asian Theater seemed irrelevant to them. They clearly remembered every German atrocity, yet knew very little about the atrocities of Japanese imperialism.

They knew about the Auschwitz concentration camp, France’s surrender, the Bombing of London, Dunkirk, the Battle of Stalingrad, and the Normandy landings, but they might not know about the September 18th Incident, the July 7th Incident, or the Jinling Massacre.

However, upon seeing the film’s promotion, they gradually began to develop interest in it.

This was mainly due to four powerful labels:

First: Hollywood;

Second: Steven Spielberg;

Third: Hollywood’s celebrity cast;

Fourth: Li Mu.

The first three were closely integrated with Hollywood. The movie box office market in Europe and America was almost Hollywood’s backyard. People were accustomed to watching Hollywood movies, just as mainland China was accustomed to watching Hong Kong movies in the 1990s.

These three labels were the key reasons attracting them to the cinema to watch this film.

It wasn’t that they had any inherent prejudice against films with Chinese elements; it was primarily that Chinese film’s influence had never truly reached them.

This was also why it was crucial for Li Mu to involve Hollywood in making the film.

They would buy tickets and enter the cinema directly because of Steven Spielberg’s great name, regardless of what the film was about.

They would also buy tickets to witness the charisma of Leonardo, Tom Hanks, and Anne Hathaway due to their reputations.

Of course, among young people and internet users, some were Li Mu’s followers, and they would also buy tickets to support him. However, Li Mu’s box office appeal was clearly far less than that of Steven Spielberg and the others.

Promotions in Japan and South Korea were also progressing synchronously, but the two countries had vastly different attitudes toward the film.

The South Korean people were rarely seen going all out to support a film financed and shot by Chinese people, while the Japanese people felt some resistance towards the film’s content.

In truth, the triangular relationship between the citizens of China, South Korea, and Japan is very complex, with mutual prejudices.

A closer look reveals that ordinary people from these three countries, when conversing with someone from one of the other two countries, will often harbor some prejudice against the third country.

For example, when South Koreans and Japanese discuss China, they might say that China’s population is too large, its development too rapid, and the invisible pressure it exerts on surrounding countries too immense.

When Chinese people and South Koreans discuss Japan, they will talk about the two nations’ shared experiences during World War II, and both share the same extreme indignation towards Japan’s attempts to deny World War II history.

And when Chinese people and Japanese discuss South Korea, they can often reach a consensus like confidants: “This world is ours, and it’s yours, but ultimately, it’s South Korea’s.”

Overall, these are three nations whose love and hatred have been intertwined for over a thousand years.

Now, China and Hollywood had co-produced The Flying Tigers, and the South Korean people immediately felt that they stood on the same frontline as the Chinese people and this film.

Although The Flying Tigers contained no content about the Korean nation’s resistance against Japanese aggression back then, it was still about resisting Japanese invaders. Therefore, seeing such a film made with such significant investment and star power made them, as people who had similar experiences, feel comfort and honor.

The Japanese people felt some resistance, but it wasn’t openly protested. Rather, most people internally had a vague, somewhat unfriendly premonition. After all, the film depicted stories of resistance against Japanese invaders, which naturally made them feel a little apprehensive.

…

After the film’s global promotion began, The Flying Tigers official Weibo and Twitter accounts released the first trailer.

The one-minute trailer, utilizing quick edits, pieced together some of the most intense and explosive scenes from the film, accompanied by a stirring soundtrack. Upon release, it immediately astonished netizens worldwide.

Whether it was Tom Hanks in a general’s uniform or Leonardo and Liu Ye in air force jackets, every actor sported a tough guy image, and their acting skills were superb. Several explosive scenes combined with the magnificent aerial combat sequences made people’s hair stand on end.

Just a one-minute trailer pushed the public’s anticipation for the film to a new height.

At this point, the film’s release was still a month and a half away.

Three days later, the second trailer was released.

This trailer extended to one and a half minutes, featuring Anne Hathaway as the nurse and Du Wei as the farm girl for the first time.

Both actresses aligned well with both Eastern and Western aesthetic preferences, and their appearance further increased the film’s popularity.

Du Wei’s name also made its first appearance outside of China, entering the international public eye.

Li Mu took note of some comments from European and American netizens and was very relieved to find that everyone had a favorable first impression of the pure, beautiful, and simple Du Wei in the film.

A few days later, YYTunes, YY Net, YY Pop-up, and Weibo & Twitter simultaneously released The Flying Tigers’ theme song, “21 Guns,” globally.

This entirely English song garnered numerous positive reviews in Europe and America upon its release.

“21 Guns” was a very classic and highly praised single by the Green Day band in Li Mu’s previous life. The album it was part of won the renowned Billboard charts champion in 2009 and the Best Rock Album Award at the 52nd Grammy Awards. The song itself was also nominated for Best Rock Song at that Grammy ceremony.

With such a solid foundation for the song itself, even with the lead singer changing from a punk rock band to Du Wei, the song’s appeal was not diminished in the slightest.

On the contrary, because Li Mu had revised the lyrics, the song’s theme shifted from anti-war to eulogizing heroes who sacrificed their lives for justice in World War II, causing a huge difference in the overall tone of the song.

The American people’s attitude toward war was entirely different before and after World War II.

Before World War II, Americans advocated righteous wars, which is why they sent millions of young people far from their homeland to help victimized nations resist fascism across several continents. World War II itself was a great harvest for America on multiple levels, including wealth, status, and spirit.

When discussing World War II, almost no Americans held an “anti-war” sentiment. On the contrary, they regarded the four hundred thousand American military veterans who sacrificed their lives in World War II as a national glory.

After World War II, American soldiers held an extremely high status domestically, and the public’s respect and support for service members were simply unprecedented.

However, after the Korean War began, the American people’s attitude toward war started to change.

Americans felt that World War II was fought for all humanity and world peace, and even if hundreds of thousands died, they died for a worthy cause.

But the casualties of tens of thousands in the Korean War were difficult for Americans to accept because they didn’t understand why their country had to go to such a distant place to interfere in a nation’s own war.

Most ordinary citizens couldn’t grasp America’s so-called Greater East Asia interests. They couldn’t understand or accept the American government, without a just cause, burying tens of thousands of American soldiers’ lives in the remote mountain dwellings of the Korean Peninsula.

By the Vietnam War, Americans found it even more incomprehensible.

America fought in Vietnam for so long, with over sixty thousand dead or missing and over three hundred thousand injured. Many Americans only knew that their country’s soldiers were constantly dying, getting injured, and becoming disabled in Vietnam, but they could never figure out what that war was actually for.

It was also at that time that the American public’s attitude toward war and soldiers underwent earth-shattering changes.

They no longer advocated war or military personnel. They felt that the American government’s decision to command American troops to Vietnam consumed a large amount of taxpayer money and sacrificed the lives of many soldiers, which was simply too foolish to be forgiven.

So from that time onward, anti-war sentiment in America began to rapidly intensify.

Forrest Gump, also starring Tom Hanks, actually tells an American story set against the backdrop of the Vietnam War. In that war, American soldiers who sacrificed their lives could not gain sympathy from Americans, and disabled American soldiers could not gain recognition from Americans. Even American soldiers themselves didn’t recognize that war, leading to anti-war protests and demonstrations emerging endlessly across the country.

Under this overarching tone, Americans who personally experienced the 1950s and 1960s were basically an “anti-war” generation.

If categorized by birth date, most Americans born in the 1940s were affected by anti-war sentiment.

The 1940s were a very awkward era. A large part of them were born during the post-World War II baby boom, while a smaller portion were born during World War II. But even if born in 1940, their memory of the war was already very vague.

When this group reached seventeen or eighteen years old and began to develop independent consciousness and a rebellious spirit, they were negatively impacted by the Vietnam War, becoming the main force of the anti-war movement.

They believed that in the Vietnam War, no one was a hero, and no one was great or commendable. So, when reflected in their anti-war artistic works, the core message was essentially one sentence: “Why the hell are they fighting, instead of just living good lives?”

The patriarch Bob Dylan’s classic “Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door” is a standard anti-war song, even one of the most famous anti-war songs.

Influenced by him, his younger generation of singers also grew up during the anti-war wave. So, if you look at famous rock bands in Europe and America, every one of them will have one or two anti-war songs; it’s almost as if they’d be embarrassed to be in the American music scene without one.

But, after all is said and done, the fundamental reason for this anti-war sentiment is that they focused all their attention on the wars America participated in after the 1950s, while precisely ignoring World War II.

Now, The Flying Tigers, with a budget of two hundred million US dollars, a strong cast, and overwhelming internet promotion, brought the history of World War II back before everyone. At this time, “21 Guns,” a song that eulogizes heroes who sacrificed their lives for human peace in World War II, suddenly possessed a more noble core and soul.

Combined with this film and this period of history, “21 Guns” immediately moved countless people upon its release…





Chapter 1793: Final Sprint

As soon as “21 Guns” was released, it quickly entered the top three on authoritative charts in many parts of the world, achieving outstanding results in all English-speaking countries.

Even in China, Japan, and Korea, it entered the top five on the charts.

Li Mu again utilized his publicity channels to promote this theme song globally, using the song and the movie to mutually enhance each other’s influence.

To better serve the movie, Li Mu had YYtunes completely open the copyright of this song to all radio stations and TV stations for free, and also provided free listening and downloads to users worldwide on YYtunes.

Currently, the record industry was still relatively robust and had not yet fallen into the situation where it was almost completely replaced by digital music, as in later generations. Few songs would choose to be completely free through all channels, especially by providing free listening and downloads to ordinary users.

In developed countries with strong copyright awareness, the only two ways to privately store a song and listen to it at any time were to buy an album or directly purchase a digital album on an online platform. Besides that, there was almost no other way.

Because of this, singers were very adept at strategizing the operation when releasing albums.

For example, for an album, there were often only one or two true lead singles. Even if a singer had several excellent songs released concurrently, they wouldn’t consider putting them on the same album, because users often bought albums for just one or two songs.

Very few singers could guarantee that most songs on an album were of high quality, like Jay Chou’s early albums.

Often, they only needed one or two lead singles, paired with some catchy pop songs that were forgotten after one listen, to release an album. Then, they would use the influence of the lead singles to quickly make money, and then use one or two lead singles with a few catchy pop songs to release a second album and make another wave of money.

“21 Guns” was continuously soaring in global influence. If YYtunes offered a paid download option to users, it could at least earn several million US dollars. However, Li Mu still decided to go the free route.

Completely free was worlds apart from charging even a single cent. In any part of the world, free content could attract the most users.

Just a few days after the song launched, it soared to the top of multiple charts in North America and reached second place in the UK in Europe, showing exceptionally strong momentum.

Equally highly anticipated as the song was its singer, Du Wei, who was under twenty years old.

Although it was somewhat unrealistic to become a first-tier singer overseas with just one song, this song had clearly laid a solid foundation for Du Wei in the international market.

Li Mu felt that after the movie was released, Du Wei’s reputation would definitely be even higher. At that time, they would strike while the iron was hot and release a few more classic English singles for her to consolidate her influence in the international market.

Whether a singer or a celebrity, only by continuous release of good works could one maintain and continually grow their reputation and influence. However, once the support of good works was lost, even the most renowned celebrity would begin to decline due to losing the motivation to advance.

Li Mu had already planned Du Wei’s subsequent song route, focusing entirely on the three globally popular female Grand Slam singers of later generations: Adele Adkins, Taylor Swift, and Lady Gaga.

Each of these three female singers had many popular worldwide lead singles.

For example, Adele Adkins’ “Daydreamer,” “Someone Like You,” “Rolling In The Deep,” “Set Fire To The Rain,” and so on;

Taylor Swift’s “Love Story,” “Fearless,” “We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together,” and so forth;

Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face,” “Just Dance,” “Bad Romance,” “The Cure.”

Almost any of these songs had the potential to single-handedly top music charts worldwide. An ordinary singer who could release one such god-tier single could generally break into the first-tier. Those with three to five could essentially sweep all music awards and become a world-class singer.

Du Wei herself came from a musical background and had excellent vocal condition. With such conditions, as long as there were good songs, she would definitely become popular. If she had a hit song, she could almost dominate charts worldwide.

Thinking of this, a song suddenly flashed in Li Mu’s mind: Adele’s “Set Fire To The Rain.” The Chinese translation that was quite fitting was “Burning the Rain with Fire.”

The melody of this song was majestic and sorrowful, and the lyrics generally described a failed romance.

There were many deeply affectionate lyrics in the song, such as “Close your eyes, and feel you’re always with me; I set fire to the rain, and threw us all in the fire. As the rain fell, some things also quietly passed away, because I knew it was the last time, it was the last time! I set fire to the rain, and watched it pour down as I touched your face. Well, I cried when it fired up…”

Li Mu felt that this song could be used as the second stage promotional song for the movie. With a slight modification, the lyrics could be changed to a lovers’ farewell. It would still be “Set Fire To The Rain,” but not throwing love in the rain or into the fire. Instead, it would imply the despair and pain in the beloved girl’s heart when the pilot bravely martyred himself in the air.

With just a slight alteration, it would perfectly match Anne Hathaway’s feelings when Liu Ye was martyred in The Flying Tigers.

This song itself was extremely popular, even a level above “21 Guns” in various aspects. Therefore, if used for the final sprint before the movie’s release, this song would definitely become a huge hit and elevate the movie’s promotion to a new height.

Li Mu acted as soon as he thought of it. He immediately recalled and wrote down the lyrics of “Set Fire To The Rain,” then made appropriate adjustments to the lyrics.

He changed “I set fire to the rain” to “You set fire to the rain,” implying the perspective of the female singer watching the male lead explode and catch fire in the air, martyring himself.

The general implication of this song was that the male and female leads loved each other, but the male lead sacrificed himself bravely for the nation in an aerial battle, leaving the female lead in endless pain.

However, Li Mu did not describe the national sacrifice or death very directly, but rather used phrases like “you flew into the air, you set fire to the rain” to implicitly convey this idea.

When this song was combined with the movie, people would naturally associate it with the male lead flying into the sky for combat and ultimately sacrificing his life in the vast sky.

When this song was heard alone, it could also be interpreted as a man leaving the female lead for freedom or other pursuits, leaving her in profound pain. This was more in line with a love song’s narrative.

After all, the core points of love songs in the world are nothing more than a few: We are in love, I love you but you don’t love me, you love me but I don’t love you, I love you but you don’t know.

Of course, if one were to try a bold move and go for a core like “I love you but I also love him,” that would generally be criticized for having incorrect core values.

Therefore, as long as love songs revolve around these four basic core points, from the perspective of their concept, they can capture a large audience. And this song happens to also be able to tap into the point of “I love you, but you don’t love me,” which can be said to speak with double meanings; it’s perfect.

Having finalized the lyrics, Li Mu immediately contacted the best music producer team in China, ready to begin arranging the song.

The musicians Li Mu invited this time were all top domestic talents, many of whom weren’t even from the same record company. However, due to Li Mu’s transcendent status in the entertainment industry, everyone immediately put down their work and reported for duty to him in Beijing.

Steven Spielberg arranged the roadshow cast distribution for the actors.

For Asian countries like China, Japan, and Korea, Tom Hanks would lead Liu Ye and Anne Hathaway. For Western countries, Leonardo would be paired with Du Wei.

The reason for this arrangement was, on one hand, because Liu Ye and Anne Hathaway, and Leonardo and Du Wei, were respectively the quasi-couple and couple in the movie, so these combinations were more attractive to the audience.

As for why Du Wei went to Europe and America while Anne Hathaway came to Asia, it was mainly for the sake of the two girls. Du Wei needed to open up the Western market, and Anne Hathaway also needed to open up the Eastern market, so it was most appropriate for them to swap.

As for Liu Ye, he was still a newcomer with not much reputation even in mainland China, and unlike Du Wei, who already had “21 Guns” as a foundation. If he went to the West for promotion now, he would be a complete nobody. So, it was better to steadily build his career in China, Japan, and Korea first. After all, his looks were quite appealing in East Asia, and more importantly, he truly had a bit of a tough guy vibe. Seizing the opportunity of roadshows should significantly boost his reputation.

As agreed, Du Wei was soon to depart for America, starting with a series of approximately ten roadshows in major US cities, followed immediately by a direct flight to Europe for about ten more roadshows across the UK, France, Germany, and Italy. By the time she finished these, the movie would basically be ready for release.

Therefore, Li Mu wanted to record this song before Du Wei left.

Even if the arrangement still needed adjustments later, as long as the overall tone, vocal style, tempo, and dynamics of the song were determined, and Du Wei finished recording her vocals, the remaining arrangement team could continue with meticulous modifications to adapt to Du Wei’s recorded vocal track.

This approach was common in record production. It was like first having a model’s body proportions and measurements finalized, then entrusting the clothing production to experienced designers and tailors. Once they finished the clothes, the model would then wear them.

Du Wei hadn’t expected Li Mu to write another song right before her roadshow trip to America. She hastily cancelled all her pre-departure arrangements and, together with Li Mu, plunged straight into the recording studio.

For her, what she enjoyed most was the process of recording songs with Li Mu, because during this time, Li Mu would almost always be with her. He would not only meticulously explain the required feeling and key points of the song, but also constantly cheer her on from outside the recording room, through the soundproof glass.

For the budding Du Wei, if she could see Li Mu outside while recording, she could almost unleash her full potential. Because deep down, she least wanted to disappoint Li Mu, and even more, she was determined to make Li Mu proud of her!





Chapter 1794: Mount Everest

“Set Fire To The Rain” is a song of extremely high quality. Even if Du Wei’s vocal condition doesn’t reach Adele’s high standard, she still has enough strength to make this song achieve about 90% of the original track.

The big names in the music industry present in the recording studio, upon hearing this song for the first time and learning that it was “written” by Li Mu, were utterly prostrate with admiration.

Sometimes, acumen truly makes many people in the arts sigh with emotion.

In Europe and America, some people in their twenties can create several albums themselves, with peak album sales in the tens of millions, accumulated sales exceeding one hundred million, and winning multiple Grammys, such as Adele.

In East Asia, there are also those who, in their twenties, can win Asian music awards until their hands are soft from holding them, with album sales consistently above one million, such as Jay Chou.

However, some diligently and responsibly work their entire lives, writing many songs and releasing many albums, yet they can’t win a single major award, and even album sales struggle to break one hundred thousand.

And Li Mu’s main occupation is a billionaire; his amateur hobby is playing the guitar, yet he can write songs that professional musicians worship. This is truly shocking and at the same time makes one feel embarrassed.

At the same time, these domestic music industry bigwigs also greatly envied Du Wei.

In the Chinese music scene, a place with a slower pace of innovation, one good song can remain popular for several years, even more than ten years, or several decades.

Du Wei debuted not long ago, yet every song she has sung can be called a classic.

To date, she has only sung one Cantonese song, “Next Stop, Heavenly Queen.” Even after such a long time, this song is still in the top five of the Hong Kong pop music leaderboard.

Now, “21 Guns” has topped the charts in multiple countries and regions in Europe and America.

This is truly an unprecedented height for a Chinese singer.

Even Coco Lee didn’t achieve such impressive results on the leaderboard.

Just these few songs are enough for Du Wei to benefit for a very long time.

There’s even a counter-example: a singer from Taiwan Province with excellent vocal condition named Lin Zhi Xuan. This guy is very famous across the Greater China region, but his truly good songs can be counted on one hand.

Why is it so bad? Lack of good resources.

If Chinese music scene veterans like Lin Xi, Wu Lecheng, and Huang Zhan had written some good songs for him, his standing in the music industry could have risen much higher.

Therefore, it’s clear that as long as a singer has good songs, they won’t have to worry about not becoming popular.

Compared to Lin Zhi Xuan, there’s another contrasting example: back then, Zhao Chuan’s external conditions were quite poor, but with Jonathan Lee continuously providing him with good songs, he once became famous nationwide. When it comes to truly good songs, he was miles ahead of Lin Zhi Xuan.

Not to mention singers like Jacky Cheung, Eason Chan, and Faye Wong, who had an abundance of good song resources; they could remain immensely popular for ten or even twenty years straight.

However, this kind of popularity, in the end, could only cover the Chinese market and a small portion of the Asian overseas market. To truly cover the Europe and America market was almost impossible.

Europe and America pop music has formed an overwhelming advantage over all of Asia, and even the entire world. Coupled with the natural language barrier, music from other continents finds it difficult to truly penetrate Europe and America.

But Du Wei, with just one song, broke into the Europe and America market.

While the popularity of “21 Guns” hasn’t diminished in the slightest, Du Wei has already gotten another god-tier song. If this is promoted in conjunction with the movie “The Flying Tigers,” it’s likely “21 Guns” will be pushed off the champion spot by this song.

Without this movie, without Li Mu facilitating it from behind, and without these two songs, even a Chinese singer with the best resources could not have achieved such brilliant results in Europe and America.

Ultimately, the resource of these two excellent songs is the most crucial.

Du Wei herself was stunned by this song.

She even felt that this was the best song Li Mu had given her.

The composition was beautiful, grand and magnificent, completely departing from the formulaic chord progressions common in most pop music. It could be described as astonishing!

Thus, in the recording studio, she poured all her potential into singing this song well.

When Du Wei sang the song completely for the first time, everyone, including Li Mu, was utterly shaken by her performance.

Reaching 90% of Adele’s standard was already astonishing; after all, in the pop music scene for so many years, only one Adele has appeared.

After Du Wei finished singing, she emerged from the recording studio. Despite the many Teachers and staff outside, her eyes were only on Li Mu. She walked straight up to him and nervously asked, “Brother Li Mu, how was my singing just now?”

Li Mu couldn’t help but give a thumbs-up: “Excellent! As expected of someone with professional training, your singing skills are impeccable!”

It wasn’t that Li Mu was just praising her, but that she really was excellent!

Since the Chinese music scene began to popularize, it has fallen into a strange loop.

The more popular a singer, the less likely they are to be formally trained; the more formally trained they are, the less popular they become.

Even many actors who casually sing a few lines as a hobby can leave professionally trained singers far behind on various leaderboards.

Li Mu had also analyzed this reason, feeling that formally trained individuals tend to have a bit more pride: first, they are unwilling to compromise too much for the market, and second, they are unwilling to compromise too much for resources.

Compromise for the market, and you sing a catchy pop song. A song like “Mice Love Rice” can become as popular as Mount Everest in Chinese music.

Compromise for resources, and you cozy up to a patron/financier. Even if you sing a song whose name no one remembers, you can still win a Grand Slam and gain massive exposure.

However, most of those who are formally trained, who have genuinely spent years or even more than ten years studying and loving music, respect it. Therefore, they are unwilling to excessively trample on music itself for fame and fortune, and as a result, they find it difficult to become hugely popular.

Du Wei is one such excellent professionally trained singer, yet in his previous life, Li Mu had never heard of such a figure in the Chinese music scene.

Most likely, Du Wei never entered the industry after graduating from university.

Du Wei was exceptionally happy to hear Li Mu’s praise. She blinked and smiled, “I’ll rest for a bit, then come again and see if I can sing it even better.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “You’re performing so steadily, and it’s only the second day. I expect we’ll record the whole song today.”

Du Wei said, “And thank you for giving me such a good song to sing. I truly never dreamed I’d have the chance to sing such a magnificent song.”

Li Mu asked her, “So, you’re saying the songs I gave you before weren’t magnificent enough?”

Du Wei stuck out her tongue and quickly explained, “It’s not that they weren’t magnificent enough, it’s just that none were as extraordinarily magnificent as this one.”

“‘Extraordinarily magnificent’…” Li Mu couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’ve learned a new figure of speech today.”

Du Wei pulled down her eyelids with both index fingers, made a funny face, and then said, “Then I’ll use a different figure of speech. I think this song is the Mount Everest of magnificence in the pop song genre.”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said, “It certainly can’t compare to Mount Everest.”

As he spoke, Li Mu added, “Oh, right, I have another song. Do you want to give it a try?”

Du Wei asked in surprise, “Now?”

“Yes,” Li Mu said. “I’ll get a guitar and sing it for you.”

With that, Li Mu found the recording studio’s guitarist and asked for an acoustic guitar.

Then, he picked up the guitar and, using a hard pick to scrape the strings while gently muting them with his palm, played the simplest yet most classic intro, stroke by stroke.

This song was Adele’s absolute Mount Everest-level song, “Rolling In The Deep.”

Ten years later, at least half the world’s population would have heard this song.

The album featuring this song as its lead single sold thirty-two million copies globally, making it the highest-selling studio album of the 21st century.

And this song topped music charts worldwide for several consecutive weeks, even winning multiple Song of the Year awards.

This song wasn’t just Adele’s own Mount Everest; it was also the Mount Everest of pop music in the 21st century.

Li Mu’s voice was relatively deep, so when he sang this song, he didn’t have Adele’s powerful aura, but the melody was conveyed with extreme precision.

When he sang this song, everyone’s attention was drawn to his voice and the guitar he held.

By the first verse, Du Wei was completely immersed.

The several bigwigs were somewhat confused as well. What was going on? This song seemed incredibly impressive.

They continued to listen.

The second verse… hmm, the more they listened, the more they felt it. Truly awesome!

Then suddenly, it transitioned into the chorus.

The explosive power instantly surged several times, even dozens of times over.

“We could have had it all, Rolling in the deep…”

Zhang Yadong, who had produced albums for many Heavenly Kings and Queens, pulled guitarist Li Yanliang towards him, leaning half his body against him, and whispered, “Liangzi, let me lean on you for a bit. This song is making me feel lightheaded…”

Li Yanliang wouldn’t dare claim to be the best guitarist in China, but he was definitely the best recording guitarist. If one looked closely at the albums and concert live performances of domestic first-tier singers, he was almost always the lead guitarist.

This veteran, rubbing his temples, said, “You’re only a little lightheaded? I’m almost alcohol poisoned…”

Li Mu didn’t sing the entire song; he only sang one verse and one chorus each, then put down the guitar and asked Du Wei, “What do you think?”

Du Wei’s eyes were filled with adoration. She gazed at him unblinkingly and said, “I think it’s incredible… it’s reached an unprecedented height…”

Outside, Li Yanliang said to Zhang Yadong, “Yadong, this song is so damn awesome! Just one guitar, and the feel it puts out is so great? The last time I recorded an album for a female singer, there were four guitarists alone, four wind players, eight string players, three percussionists. Do you know who they were? Teacher Liu Xiaosong, Teacher Sueyoshi Satoru, and an African drummer settled in Beijing! That lineup was ridiculously awesome, but the effect was truly nothing to write home about. Coupled with an average song and an average singer, it felt utterly mismatched to me. But look at this one – it’s like one person can stand in for a whole army…”

Zhang Yadong patted him, his eyes also full of envy, and said, “That’s acumen, there’s no way around it…”

Li Yanliang said, “If this song were to have its arrangement further refined, and with Du Wei’s voice, it would absolutely explode! The recording studio would be overturned when it hits the chorus!”

Zhang Yadong said seriously, “Remember this moment, Liangzi. This song is probably the peak of our careers!”





Chapter 1795: Birth of a Masterpiece

《Rolling In The Deep》 was absolutely a peak masterpiece of pop music in the first twenty years of the 21st century.

To be humble, you could add the words “one of,” but if you’re not humble, it’s absolutely fine to not add those two words at all.

Thus, everyone in the recording studio, except for Li Mu, was extremely excited.

Du Wei even had to calm herself down several times before she could regulate her breathing and learn to sing the song.

Meanwhile, Zhang Yadong, responsible for production and arrangement, began to consider how to arrange such an excellent pop song while listening to Li Mu teach Du Wei.

For a song, the foundation of its lyrics and music is crucial, the singer’s performance is crucial, and the arrangement is also crucial.

The lyrics and music are like a person’s facial features and figure; the singer’s performance is like their aura and temperament; and the arrangement is like their hairstyle, makeup, and attire.

Take Heavenly Queen Faye Wong as an example: many people aren’t uglier than her, some are even prettier, but either their temperament isn’t as good as hers, or their hairstyle, makeup, and dressing style aren’t as good.

That’s why she has always maintained a unique flavor in an entertainment industry filled with beauties.

At this moment, Zhang Yadong was like a stylist, racking his brains to transform 《Rolling In The Deep》, an exquisite girl, into a top-tier super beauty with outstanding temperament.

Just as Zhang Yadong exhausted all his inspiration and roughly found an arrangement style, Li Mu had already taught Du Wei to sing the song and conveyed its feel to her.

Afterward, Li Mu said to Zhang Yadong: “Teacher Yadong, regarding the arrangement…”

Zhang Yadong immediately blurted out: “Mr. Li, regarding the arrangement, I have a rough idea…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and apologetically said: “I’m sorry, Teacher Yadong, but I personally have some ideas for the arrangement. Could you refine it according to my thoughts?”

“Ah,” Zhang Yadong felt a little lost upon hearing this.

For such an excellent work, to be able to participate in its arrangement would truly be an honor.

But unexpectedly, Li Mu already had ideas for the arrangement.

He understood very well that for Li Mu to write such a song, his understanding and mastery of music could already be deemed that of an operational genius; he had hoped that if Li Mu didn’t know how to arrange it, then he could take over, which would be ideal, but if Li Mu knew how to arrange it, then he could only act as an assistant.

However, for such a god-tier pop song, even assisting was already very satisfying.

So, Zhang Yadong immediately adjusted his mindset and asked Li Mu: “Mr. Li, could you briefly introduce your arrangement ideas to me?”

Li Mu said: “My idea is that great principles are simple. For the intro, use acoustic guitar with palm-muting, then Du Wei enters for the first verse. When the second verse comes, the drummer enters with the kick drum to strengthen the rhythm and atmosphere. For the third section, the piano and bass come in, and then when the first chorus begins, all instruments and harmonies enter.”

Zhang Yadong nodded as he listened, saying: “Alright, Mr. Li, I’ll communicate with the musicians, and then we’ll try it once.”

“Great!”

Although Li Mu’s description wasn’t professional enough, fortunately, Zhang Yadong was very professional. He quickly understood Li Mu’s requirements and began to communicate the specific ways to play the song with the musicians.

After everyone rehearsed several times and got a rough feel for it, they called Du Wei over. They did a run-through to get the feel, then refined some small details. If the overall feel was okay, they would go straight into the studio to record.

The Black Swan Chorus, from the Central Conservatory of Music, was invited by Zhang Yadong to do the harmonies for 《Set Fire To The Rain》. This was China’s first harmony vocal group, and they were truly professionally trained, with high levels of music theory knowledge and vocal performance.

Upon hearing 《Rolling In The Deep》, the three girls from the Black Swan Chorus were deeply impressed. As soon as they heard they had the good fortune to continue participating in the harmony recording for this song, all three were very excited.

Zhang Yadong quickly perfected a two-part harmony based on Li Mu’s humming.

Immediately after, everyone went into the studio to record for the first time.

Everyone’s mood at this moment was filled with complete excitement and anticipation, because they all knew very well that what they were about to participate in recording was an extremely rare classic masterpiece. They were like sculptors facing the finest material, with only one thought in their minds: they must craft this work to perfection.

Although this song was a classic, its overall arrangement adhered to the principle that great principles are simple. For professional musicians, the difficulty of the backing track was almost beginner-level, so they quickly delivered a backing track that was no different from the original version.

Next, Du Wei was the one most tested.

Her physique was on the thin side, and her timbre wasn’t as rich and powerful as Adele’s, but since she was professionally trained in singing, she could achieve eighty percent similarity.

Over a day and a half, Du Wei continuously adjusted her singing technique, constantly allowing her voice to work well with and integrate into the song’s style. Ultimately, she successfully achieved a ninety percent similarity to the original version.

After all the recording was complete and the mixing finished, everyone held their breath in front of the monitor speakers, listening to the song’s final version.

From the intro, the song’s rhythm was very distinct, especially like constantly throwing punches, hitting the listeners’ hearts with the same rhythm, which greatly mobilized people’s sense of rhythm.

When Du Wei began to sing, the song’s charm instantly revealed itself.

As instruments were continuously added and the overall momentum was continuously released, the song’s attractiveness grew stronger.

Right up until the chorus section, ‘We could have had it all, Rolling in the deep,’ was sung, everyone felt the atmosphere exploded with intensity!

Zhang Yadong’s hands were trembling with excitement. As soon as the song finished playing, he immediately said to Li Mu: “Mr. Li, this song will surely be recorded in history! It’s truly amazing!”

Li Yanliang also couldn’t help but exclaim: “Even if this song were taken to the Grammy Awards, it wouldn’t be inferior to the works of those famous Europe and America artists!”

Li Mu smiled faintly and said: “Xiao Wei will soon be going on roadshows in Europe and America. Before her first roadshow begins, I will first promote 《Set Fire To The Rain》 to the whole world. Once this song generates buzz, the movie will be almost ready for release. I will have Steven Spielberg re-create copies of the film and place 《Rolling In The Deep》 during the end credits, as the ending theme song for the entire movie. At that time, it will surely stun all audiences in the cinema.”

After speaking, Li Mu added: “At that time, everyone will surely be extremely curious about this song. If they want to know what it’s called or who sang it, they will have to sit and wait in the cinema until the very end of the movie for the song’s title, as well as the names of the singer and behind-the-scenes staff, to appear. I guarantee to everyone present today that the names of all staff here will appear in the sequence of behind-the-scenes personnel for this song, and in every country around the world, we will display their Chinese names!”

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone cheered excitedly.

Even the three girls from the Black Swan Chorus couldn’t help but shed tears.

To be able to participate in the production of such a song was already an immense honor; if this song could become the ending theme song for 《The Flying Tigers》, it would be even more so.

Moreover, if their names could also appear in the final credits, that would be the greatest honor!

Li Mu deeply understood artists’ ultimate pursuit of perfection in their work. He immediately said: “If this song wins an award in the future, or is invited to perform at important occasions like the Grammy Awards or the Oscars, then I also promise everyone present that you all will be the first-choice team for the performance. This song was created together by all of us, and you all have the right to ascend the world stage!”

At these words, even steadfast men like Zhang Yadong and Li Yanliang had reddened eyes.

…

Three days later, Du Wei flew to America.

Because this trip involved circulating through America and several European countries, Du Wei’s Mom and older sister Du Fei personally accompanied her to America.

Li Mu contributed his Gulfstream G550, used to carry them—the mother and her two daughters—and the other accompanying staff as they traveled to various places.

As for Liu Ye, who was to conduct roadshows in the Asian region, he naturally didn’t receive such high privilege.

Du Wei’s first stop upon arriving in America was Los Angeles, where Hollywood is located.

《The Flying Tigers》’ first roadshow in America was held at Hollywood’s best cinema and biggest screening hall.

Steven Spielberg mobilized all his resources, and those who arrived would all be Hollywood’s top entertainment industry figures and America’s top media outlets.

Roadshows, to put it plainly, are selective preview screenings.

For example, for a roadshow in Hollywood, Hollywood big names and media reporters are invited to preview the film. After watching, the main creative team then appears to introduce more details about the movie. This way, the media will report on it the next day, increasing the movie’s exposure to the public.

The celebrity big shots who attended to show their support would also be a major selling point for media reports, further enhancing the film’s exposure at that time.

At the same time, dedicated commentators would release reviews containing no or very few spoilers to further whet the audience’s appetite.

The next stop was New York, where local celebrities and major media outlets were also invited.

Continuously holding roadshows in front of high-profile individuals and the media in this way was essential to generate a sufficient sensational effect locally, which was also the key objective of these roadshows.

For Europe and America audiences, Du Wei was completely unfamiliar. They hadn’t seen any of Du Wei’s movies before, only snippets from trailers that had been released, so she herself had little influence in Europe and America.

Now, 《21 Guns》 had topped music charts in various places for over a week, finally giving Du Wei’s fame a certain boost in Europe and America.

However, Europe and America’s music industry emphasizes exposure, and music videos (MVs) are extremely important, because MVs can give songs a visual impact for the audience, allowing them to see the singer and the story behind the song while listening.

Du Wei’s 《21 Guns》 was disadvantaged by not having an MV, which led to the phenomenon of song is popular, but the person is not.

However, Li Mu knew very well that once 《Set Fire To The Rain》 was released, Du Wei would absolutely create a sensation in Europe and America, even if she never showed her face.

And once 《Rolling In The Deep》 was released, the entire Western world would be stunned by these two songs!





Chapter 1796: Impeccable Blockbuster!

When Steven Spielberg brought Leonardo, Du Wei, and some of the main creative team to Hollywood for the first roadshow, Li Mu had already decided to release “Set Fire To The Rain” globally.

As Hollywood celebrities and media reporters watched the test screening in the cinema, Li Mu had already begun the first wave of promotion for “Set Fire To The Rain” via Weibo and Twitter.

The first wave of promotion was a mixed compilation of classic scenes from “The Flying Tigers” set to this song.

The four elements of war, sacrifice, love, and youth were interwoven, and illuminated by the song’s contrast, it was incredibly impactful.

Not only were the visuals classic, but the song itself was also grand, fitting the theme perfectly, and could be said to linger in the mind, exceptionally beautiful.

As soon as this video was released on Weibo and Twitter, it immediately gained worldwide acclaim from netizens. Everyone’s hearts were ignited by the video, and at the same time, a question arose in their minds: Who sang this song?

Du Wei’s singing style in this song was very different from “21 Guns.”

“21 Guns” mainly followed a lyrical, poignant style, while “Set Fire To The Rain” conveyed a feeling of surging emotion, heartfelt passion, and grandeur.

Although their vocal lines were somewhat similar, most people couldn’t believe that such a delicate and charming girl like Du Wei could sing this song, because its energy density was too strong, completely different from one’s visual perception of Du Wei.

Li Mu did not release the specific information about the song. He liked to subtly grasp user psychology: first let you listen, let you guess, let you follow, and then tell you who actually sang it.

At this very moment in Hollywood.

The film profoundly impressed the Hollywood celebrities and reporters present. They knew they had witnessed the birth of another classic World War II film, and its subject matter was based on completely true historical events. It was the first time the Chinese battlefield during World War War II was presented on the big screen in such a magnificent manner.

During the test screening, many audience members were moved to tears, whether by the brutality of the war, the suffering of the Chinese people, their resistance, or the American Flying Tigers’ support for the righteous war—all of it evoked deep emotion and reflection.

Many Americans didn’t even know that China, which they now routinely distort and attack in the media, was once their close-knit wartime comrade.

These two most important major global powers actually had a history of fighting side-by-side for justice over fifty years ago!

What moved them even more were the two love stories in the film, which, though not long in duration, gripped everyone’s nerves.

One love story failed to bear fruit due to the cruelty of war;

While another love story blossomed into the most beautiful flowers and bore the sweetest fruit, even amidst the brutal war.

When these two love stories were contrasted, the audience immediately felt immense regret for the love between Anne Hathaway and Liu Ye in the film.

Especially at the end of the film, when Anne Hathaway, who never married in her life, kept a photo of Liu Ye from his youth close to her even in old age, this unfulfilled love became even more heartbreaking.

Thus, the film rose to an even higher level in everyone’s hearts.

Many war films lack love stories, mainly because screenwriters are afraid to write them, and directors are afraid to shoot them.

Because if a war film doesn’t include love, it might score ninety points, but if it adds love, there’s a high probability it will lose twenty points, and a very small chance it might add ten points to the film.

Therefore, everyone would rather not dabble in romance than risk it lightly.

There are actually many examples of failed attempts.

For instance, Michael Bay’s “Pearl Harbor,” with its love triangle, was criticized to the extreme by American and global movie reviewers. Such a clichéd romance role, placed in this kind of film, only served as an unnecessary addition, instantly reducing the film to something vulgar and gaudy.

A film that cost nearly one hundred and fifty million US dollars, went to the Academy Awards, and only received one award for Best Sound Editing, can certainly be described as ironic.

Later, many anti-Japanese war dramas appeared in China, where the love stories were hundreds of times more terrible than “Pearl Harbor,” such as the absurd plotline of grenades hidden in crotches, which left people speechless, unable to even curse.

On the other hand, Steven Spielberg’s “Saving Private Ryan” basically had nothing to do with love; it was purely a film supported by manly characters. It received eleven nominations at the Academy Awards and won five major awards, including Best Director.

Originally, “Saving Private Ryan” should have won Best Picture that year, but Hollywood’s Jewish mogul, Harvey Weinstein, in an effort to promote Gwyneth Paltrow, deliberately manipulated the outcome, causing the unremarkable “Shakespeare in Love” to defeat “Saving Private Ryan” and win the Academy Award for Best Picture that year. Gwyneth Paltrow even won Best Actress for that movie, making it arguably the most disgusting miscarriage of justice in Oscar history.

Thus, it can be seen how incredibly difficult it is to skillfully handle love elements in a true war film without affecting any core factors or the serious atmosphere of historical authenticity.

But Steven Spielberg achieved this in “The Flying Tigers.”

The entire film contained no intimate scenes, nor any sexually suggestive visuals or metaphors. The love story, stopping when enough was enough, managed to profoundly touch the tender side of the audience’s hearts.

The film’s test screening was an unprecedented success.

After the screening ended, all audience members present rose to their feet and applauded, their applause long and sustained.

Subsequently, Steven Spielberg took the stage with the two lead actors and many of the main creative team members.

He introduced everyone to the media, shared the true historical story behind the film, and revealed many behind-the-scenes details about its production.

He mentioned Li Mu’s name multiple times, even stating that without Li Mu, this film would not exist.

However, although the film received unanimous approval from those present, Du Wei, as one of the lead actresses, did not receive much attention.

She wasn’t Western, American, nor had she debuted in Hollywood, so most reporters weren’t particularly interested in her.

Moreover, strictly speaking, although Du Wei was one of the two female leads in “The Flying Tigers,” the movie itself was male-dominated. Even the female leads were essentially supporting characters with limited parts.

Adding to that, Du Wei’s appearance was relatively late; she only entered the scene after Tom Hanks first arrived in China, then left China to America to recruit Flying Tigers pilots, then recruited Leonardo to China to train for combat, and was shot down by the Japanese. This made her role even smaller in the overall film.

The only thing that piqued the interest of Western reporters was Du Wei’s “21 Guns.” The most frequent question American reporters asked Du Wei was who wrote “21 Guns.”

In the pop music scene, while “21 Guns” might not rank as a true masterpiece, it was a rare and excellent work, and also a globally popular song recently.

In the eyes of Westerners, Du Wei was likely an ephemeral singer, a type often seen in the European and American music industry, where many singers accidentally get a good song, suddenly enter the public eye, but then quickly disappear due to a lack of subsequent hits.

Furthermore, there were almost no Chinese singers, or even Asian singers, who found significant success in the European and American music scene. So, they concluded that after “21 Guns” and the buzz of “The Flying Tigers,” it would be very difficult for Du Wei to produce another excellent work.

Therefore, they were more concerned about the actual author of “21 Guns,” as it might have come from a relatively famous European or American creator.

When faced with such questions, Du Wei replied, “The author of this song is a friend I deeply admire and respect. He is not yet ready to reveal his identity, so I cannot disclose his personal information.”

The only valuable clue was that Du Wei used “He,” meaning her friend was male.

As for who it could be, no one could guess.

No one would think of Li Mu, especially since he was already so successful in business; no one believed he could also write such excellent songs.

After the test screening, the entire city of Los Angeles, and even America, was flooded with movie reviews for “The Flying Tigers,” and almost all of them were full of praise.

Even the most demanding movie reviewers couldn’t find any flaws in this film.

Because it was simply too real, and also very well-made.

Like “Schindler’s List,” this film was based on real events and did not distort history in any way. It did not downplay Japanese atrocities, nor did it deliberately emphasize Japanese atrocities. It simply used superb skill to meticulously present the real history of that era to the audience after subtle packaging and refinement.

Who would insult such a great film?

The only ones who might, perhaps, would be Japanese followers.

Otherwise, any person with normal aesthetic and core values would not hurl insults or criticisms at this film.

As movie reviews filled with praise and commendation spread across America through print and television media, a song also became incredibly popular on the internet in America: “Set Fire To The Rain,” sung by Du Wei.

This song had immense appeal to listeners, and since only the video was released, without a pure audio version, listening to the song required watching the mixed compilation. This amplified the dual visual and auditory impact.

Not only did it greatly enhance the music, but it also strongly promoted the film.

Many musicians who didn’t frequently use the internet were pulled by their friends to computers to listen to this song.

When they heard Du Wei sing “Set Fire To The Rain,” they were all astonished by its brilliance!

This song was well-written, well-arranged, and well-sung!

There was almost nothing to criticize.

It could absolutely enter the ranks of top popular songs.

Thus, “Set Fire To The Rain” immediately captivated both the amateur and professional listener camps, from ordinary audiences to professional musicians.

Even Michael Jackson praised this song.

He retweeted the movie mixed compilation MV on his Weibo and Twitter, with the caption: “Honestly, this is the best pop song I’ve heard in the last year or two. Unfortunately, I don’t know who sang or composed this song. It sounds like the same vocalist as ‘21 Guns,’ but the style difference is quite significant, so I can’t be sure. I wonder if ‘The Flying Tigers’ official account can release the singer’s information?”

With the retweet from pop music’s top idol, Michael Jackson, “Set Fire To The Rain” completely exploded in popularity throughout the Western world!





Chapter 1797: The Second Super Golden Hit

As the King of Pop, Michael Jackson’s musical acumen was top-notch. Even he was full of praise for “Set Fire To The Rain,” which was enough to prove that the song’s overall quality was indeed very high.

Furthermore, the song was highly compatible with the film; when combined with the mixed-cut, it gave people an even stronger and deeper impression.

At this moment, music radio stations and leaderboards worldwide were all waiting for the song’s authorization. Once granted, they would immediately use their own channels to play this astonishing work for their listeners.

Initially, Li Mu only released a mixed-cut video of this song with The Flying Tigers, without releasing the song separately. Only after the video went viral did he officially launch the song on YYtunes.

Although most people worldwide agreed with Michael Jackson’s deduction that Du Wei sang this song, when YYtunes truly released the complete song, Du Wei’s name still shocked the world.

Subsequently, Li Mu authorized the copyright of this song for free to all music radio stations and leaderboards worldwide. He also authorized the song’s film mixed-cut MV to all TV stations worldwide.

In other words, any radio station could freely play this song without paying a single penny; any TV station could play the MV without paying a single penny either.

They didn’t even need to sign a contract, because Li Mu directly stated that these platforms could use it as they pleased.

As a result, “Set Fire To The Rain” quickly climbed to the top of music leaderboards worldwide.

In America, the UK, and Canada, countries with very strong popular music scenes, it quickly reached the top.

Du Wei had just arrived in New York from Los Angeles when this song had already climbed to the number one spot on major American music leaderboards. The speed was so astonishing that it left everyone speechless.

And the second place on many leaderboards was Du Wei’s “21 Guns”!

As soon as Du Wei debuted, she broke the record for Asian singers in Western Europe and America.

Before this, no Asian singer had been able to take the top spot on any authoritative European and American music leaderboard with a single song, but Du Wei’s first English song, “21 Guns,” achieved it.

And Du Wei’s second English song immediately achieved even better results than the first song.

What’s more, what pushed Du Wei’s first song from the top spot on many leaderboards was surprisingly Du Wei’s second song.

For a time, it left countless people utterly astounded.

In later generations, music leaderboards were no longer widely followed; their market influence was far inferior to the so-called popular charts on QQ Music or the music charts on Baidu’s Top Search list.

However, at present, music leaderboards worldwide were charts with extremely high inherent value, fully reflecting a song’s local popularity.

In this era, there were two metrics for evaluating a singer’s strength: one was album sales, and the other was chart performance.

Du Wei had not yet released an album, but her chart performance had already reached its peak.

However, only domestic musicians like Li Mu, Du Wei, and Zhang Yadong knew that Du Wei still had an ultimate weapon that hadn’t been released. Compared to that ultimate weapon, these two songs were merely a build buzz!

Yet two warm-up songs had already claimed the top spot. Once the movie was released and that ultimate weapon was fully unleashed, the whole world would probably tremble!

Only Li Mu knew how incredibly popular the song “Rolling In The Deep” had become worldwide back then; almost the entire world was covering this song.

If this song were released again, Du Wei’s three consecutive classic works would be enough to completely dominate the global music leaderboards during this period.

Those professionals and media reporters who thought Du Wei would just be a flash in the pan with “21 Guns” all experienced the feeling of being embarrassed.

Du Wei herself also appeared in media reports worldwide because of two consecutive golden hits.

Not only did European and American media praise her highly, but Chinese media even regarded her as the glory of Chinese singers. As for Japan and Korea, half the media were full of praise, while the other half were incredibly sour.

Especially Japan, their strength in popular music could indeed be called the undisputed number one in Asia. During the golden era of Hong Kong and Taiwan music, an untold number of well-known songs were covers of Japanese pop songs. However, even they did not have any singer who could achieve such success in Europe and America.

It can be said that Du Wei alone elevated the highest achievement of Chinese pop music to the peak of Asia.

Although the Chinese singers who followed Du Wei were still miles behind her, she represented the moral high ground of Asian pop music’s global achievements, enough to thoroughly surpass the achievements of any other Asian singer globally.

If she were to release her first album, she would likely also set a new record for global album sales by an Asian singer.

However, what global media were very focused on, besides Du Wei, was also the author of “Set Fire To The Rain.”

Thus far, the actual author of Du Wei’s two golden hits had not been revealed to the public, which also made the media quite surprised.

They had never heard of any song choosing not to reveal its lyricist and composer. Everyone wished they could fill their works with their own names everywhere. Some singer-songwriters even had an almost perverse obsession with the exposure of their name in credits.

For example:

Vocals: Zhang San;

Lyrics: Zhang San;

Music: Zhang San;

Arrangement: Zhang San;

Guitar: Zhang San;

However, for Du Wei’s two songs, there was only one piece of information about the song: “Vocals: Du Wei (Isabella Du).”

Besides this, there was no other information.

During the subsequent roadshows, Du Wei immediately became the main focus of all reporters’ attention.

She even began to gain a large number of fans worldwide, so much so that wherever she went for a roadshow, her fans would rush to the scene to cheer her on.

Whenever the test screening ended, during the Q&A session with reporters, reporters would eagerly ask Du Wei questions, consulting her on any matter.

For example, about whether she had a boyfriend, whether she would enter Hollywood, whether she planned to enter the European and American pop music scene…

Besides that, another question was frequently brought up: “Who exactly is the author of ‘21 Guns’ and ‘Set Fire To The Rain’?”

However, whenever she encountered such questions, Du Wei’s answer was still the same as before: the author of both songs was that “He.”

Du Wei also revealed, “He also wrote a song for me. This song will be played at the end of the officially released version of the film. At that time, everyone can see the author’s name through the end credits of the film!”

Furthermore, Du Wei even dropped a small easter egg: “The author is not American, not even European or American, but a Chinese person.”

This completely set the media ablaze.

Firstly, the author of both songs was the same person;

Secondly, there was a third song, placed at the end of the officially released cinema chains version of the film, which was not present in the test screening version that everyone watched;

Finally, the mysterious person who wrote these two songs, and even the third mysterious song, was surprisingly Chinese…

This was truly a bit fantastical.

Previously, everyone had thought that the one who could write these two songs must be some European and American pop music master, or two masters.

But they never expected that the person was not European or American at all…

Consequently, the media paid even more attention to who the author actually was, and also to the song that was treated as an easter egg.

It seemed everything would have to wait until July 7, the day of its official release!

…

As the roadshows proceeded from one stop to the next, coupled with Li Mu’s fervent promotion of The Flying Tigers across various channels, The Flying Tigers had already become the most widely followed work in the global cultural entertainment industry.

Many Hollywood media outlets began to deduce that The Flying Tigers’ unprecedented commotion in promotion might create a god-tier film with exploding box office, and even might surpass Titanic’s box office record of one point eight billion US dollars.

From 1997 until now, Titanic had been the highest-grossing film in cinema history. This record was not broken until 2010, when it was finally broken by the same director, James Cameron’s Avatar.

But now, Li Mu had a great chance to end Titanic’s record. After all, even Titanic did not enjoy such a three-pronged promotional offensive.

Powerful online and offline promotional resources, a renowned cast and directors with a grand and spectacular lineup, direct investment from the world’s richest man, and two consecutive chart-dominating god-tier songs – it was simply the most luxurious team in film history.

After the roadshows in Europe and America ended, Du Wei returned to China with Steven Spielberg and Leonardo. Tom Hanks, Anne Hathaway, and Liu Ye, who were also doing roadshows in other Asian countries, also concluded their roadshows and returned to Beijing.

Next would be the grand finale, which was the roadshow in mainland China.

This was a film depicting the Chinese people’s War of Resistance. It was a film belonging to the Chinese people and Chinese history. Therefore, the most grand and spectacular roadshow had to be saved for here.

This was also the full-cast roadshow where all the main creative team would gather.

There were a total of ten roadshow cities.

The sequence of these ten cities was roughly consistent with the route of the Japanese army’s invasion of China back then.

The first roadshow stop: the site of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, China’s current capital, Beijing;

The second roadshow stop: the site of the Battle of Shanghai, China’s current financial capital, Huzhou City;

The third roadshow stop: the site of the Jinling Campaign and the massacre, China’s capital during World War II, Jinling;

The fourth roadshow stop: the main battlefield of the Pengcheng Campaign, Pengcheng;

The fifth roadshow stop: the location of the Chinese army’s first major victory during the Pengcheng Campaign, Taierzhuang;

The sixth roadshow stop: the main battlefield of the Battle of Jiangcheng, Jiangcheng;

The seventh roadshow stop: the provincial capital of Guangdong Province, Guangcheng;

The eighth roadshow stop: the provincial capital of Nanxiang, Xiangdu;

The ninth roadshow stop: the former base of the Flying Tigers, Spring City;

The tenth roadshow stop: the site of the earliest National Humiliation Day, the September 18th Incident, in Fengtian, Northeast.

The reason Li Mu formulated such a roadshow route was to allow the populace to re-examine that war of aggression and to more deeply remember the invaders’ actions back then, as well as the harm they inflicted upon China.

Moreover, this film was currently receiving global attention, and he planned to hold the largest-scale roadshow domestically. At that time, the roadshows would surely be competitively reported by global media.

And once the selection of these ten cities was announced, it would immediately be reported globally. At that time, discerning people, or those familiar with China’s World War II history, would see Li Mu’s ulterior motives.





Chapter 1798: Beijing Roadshow

When the main creative team behind The Flying Tigers returned to Beijing, Du Wei’s “Set Fire To The Rain” had already created immense influence in the global music scene.

Li Mu not only uploaded “21 Guns” and “Set Fire To The Rain” for free download and listening for global internet users via YYtunes, and offered them for free broadcast to global TV stations and radio stations, but he also uploaded the original backing tracks for both songs, encouraging internet users worldwide to cover them.

To further boost the influence of these two songs, Li Mu not only promised to authorize anyone in the world to cover them but also permitted their use in commercial performances.

If any singer, or amateur singer, wished to cover these two songs in a commercial performance, they were free to do so without any payment.

This nearly drove record companies worldwide to pull their hair out.

If they had a song that topped the charts, they would definitely follow up on all commercial developments for that song, while also safeguarding rights globally. Anyone who accidentally committed infringement would immediately face a lawsuit to safeguard their rights, aiming to maximize their own interests.

However, Li Mu, upon acquiring excellent songs, simply didn’t bother with copyright protection, directly releasing them for public use. This approach was simply too willful.

The main reason was that he had money and didn’t care about the small income from the songs. Compared to the movie’s promotion and Du Wei’s personal influence, the income from song copyrights was negligible.

As both songs continued to be immensely popular, Steven Spielberg had already re-done the film copies, inserting “Rolling In The Deep” as the new ending theme song. At the same time, the credits officially included the lyrics and music songwriters for “21 Guns” and “Rolling In The Deep.”

Since the whole world wanted to know who the authors of these two songs were, Li Mu decided to claim them as his own. The advantage of being a reborn individual was revealed to its fullest extent in such matters.

The film copies were ready, just waiting for the official release.

Meanwhile, the test screening copies used for the roadshows in China were still the original version. The ultimate weapon, “Rolling In The Deep,” would only be released to the public during the official premiere.

The first roadshow was in Beijing.

On the day of the roadshow, Li Mu also appeared at the venue.

He wasn’t sure if he could attend all ten roadshows, but he absolutely had to be present for the first one in Beijing!

For this roadshow, Li Mu had prepared ample resources. Not only did all online media conduct large-scale promotional pre-heating, but he also invited Chen Wan to host the roadshow.

Chen Wan was a little uncertain about Li Mu’s invitation. She asked Li Mu over the phone, “Is it really appropriate for me, an entertainment show host, to host such a serious movie roadshow?”

Li Mu chuckled, “No, not at all. Who says a host can only have one hosting style? Be entertaining in entertainment settings, and serious in serious settings; that’s perfectly fine. This roadshow is very important in my heart, Sister Wan, you simply must come and help me.”

Upon hearing this, Chen Wan immediately agreed, saying, “Then I’ll inform the TV station right away. I’ll definitely be there.”

Only then did Li Mu let out a sigh of relief.

He actually had some selfishness.

He had invested a great deal of effort and resources into this roadshow. Whoever hosted it would certainly bask in its glory.

Moreover, the exposure would be extremely high.

Therefore, Chen Wan became his ideal choice for the on-site host.

…

On the day of the roadshow.

The largest screening hall in Beijing was packed. Those invited included surviving Old Flying Tigers members, domestic and foreign media reporters, big figures from the film and television circles, Zhao Ziqiu, Chen Wan, Wei Lan, and Li Mu’s friends.

This time, countless big names from the film and television circles wanted to show support, but Li Mu only allocated fewer than thirty seats to industry insiders. Aside from executives from superior departments, only about ten seats were given to other industry professionals.

Among these ten industry professionals were two directors Li Mu particularly admired, Jiang Wen and Zhang Yimou, and several actors he appreciated, such as Ge You and Chen Daoming.

As for the renowned owners of film and television companies, Li Mu didn’t invite a single one.

Several film and television companies’ owners wished to attend the roadshow, but Li Mu didn’t agree to even one extra participant.

Truth be told, he wasn’t particularly fond of the entertainment industry and didn’t much enjoy interacting with people from it. On one hand, he felt the entertainment industry was too chaotic and its utilitarian mindset too strong; on the other hand, he genuinely looked down on it.

He didn’t share Mr. Ma’s hobby of frequently socializing with celebrities or gathering a large group of big stars to film a movie with him.

All his attention regarding the entertainment industry was focused on its positive, beneficial aspects.

For instance, a truly good movie, or a genuinely good piece of music, a truly good variety show.

As for the schemes and deceptions, infighting, and flattery in the entertainment industry, he had no desire to engage with them whatsoever.

From this test screening, the entertainment industry could sense Li Mu’s attitude: he held some disdain for the entertainment industry itself. Therefore, he was only willing to interact with high-end players who were truly heartfelt in the film, television, and music industries. As for the flamboyant pursuit of fame and fortune in the entertainment industry, he simply looked down on it.

…

The scale of this test screening, and the overwhelming resources behind it, were absolutely unprecedented domestically.

Just Li Mu alone was a super mogul whom the global film and television industry had to look up to, not to mention the accompaniment of a host of Hollywood renowned directors and actors.

The roadshow began with the test screening.

Everyone handed in their recording devices. Media photographers waited outside, and The Flying Tigers was screened first inside the hall.

After the film, thunderous applause erupted in the screening hall.

Everyone present was deeply moved by the film. When the lights came on, everyone stood up and applauded, tears streaming down their faces.

At this moment, Chen Wan entered the screening hall holding a microphone.

She herself had stood by the exit and watched the entire film, deeply touched.

When she stepped in front of the big screen, the thunderous applause showed no signs of diminishing.

Chen Wan intended to speak but paused, turned off her microphone, and joined everyone in applauding.

The applause continued for several minutes before Chen Wan finally turned on her microphone and said to the audience, “From such enthusiastic applause, it’s clear that The Flying Tigers truly astounded every one of us here, and even more, moved every one of us.”

“This is a film based on completely true historical events, integrating the deeds of numerous fallen heroes of the Flying Tigers. I once heard the executive director of this film say that it almost perfectly recreated the real combat scenes between the Flying Tigers and the Japanese army at that time. This has been affirmed by multiple Flying Tigers members from China and America. Here, on behalf of all the creators of this film, I wish to extend our highest respect to the fallen heroes of the Flying Tigers and to all those who fought for their country during the Anti-Japanese War.”

Applause roared forth once more.

After the applause subsided, Chen Wan continued, “The Anti-Japanese War is a scar on our Chinese nation, but it is precisely this scar that constantly urges us to never forget history, strive for self-improvement, revitalize our country, and cherish peace.”

“Never forgetting history is not only a respect for human civilization, for national and ethnic civilization, but also a respect for these heroes who fought and died for their country.”

“Today, we are also fortunate to have invited ten representatives of the Old Flying Tigers members. They are seated in the center of our venue today. Please give them the warmest round of applause!”

Ten white-haired elderly individuals stood up and simultaneously saluted everyone.

Others gazed at them, applauding continuously, showing their respect.

After the Old Flying Tigers members sat down, Chen Wan continued, “For today’s roadshow, we are also honored to have invited the entire main creative team of The Flying Tigers. Please welcome with applause, the director and screenwriter of The Flying Tigers, Mr. Steven Spielberg, lead actors Tom Hanks, Leonardo DiCaprio, Mr. Liu Ye, as well as Anne Hathaway, and Ms. Du Wei!”

Applause erupted again as Steven Spielberg, along with the cast, walked onto the small stage from a side door.

This was the first roadshow in China for Steven Spielberg and other major Hollywood stars.

Tom Hanks, Leonardo, and Liu Ye were all wearing their pilot jackets from the movie, giving the audience the impression that three historical figures had walked right out of the big screen.

Chen Wan then interviewed Steven Spielberg, her first question being about the catalyst that prompted him to create such a film.

Steven Spielberg said, “Before making The Flying Tigers, I had the privilege of meeting Mr. Li Mu. Although Mr. Li Mu is very young, he is a person who deeply respects history, justice, and peace. He has always hoped to showcase the heroic history of the Chinese people resisting their enemies during World War II to the entire world through film. And I, myself, have extreme respect for World War II history. As you know, I have directed many films related to World War II, one of which is called Schindler’s List. This film depicts the tragedy of the Jewish people suffering an ethnic genocide in Germany during World War II, and I myself am Jewish.”

Pausing slightly, Steven Spielberg continued, “Therefore, as a Chinese person, Mr. Li Mu’s sorrow for the hardships of the Chinese nation deeply resonated with me. Both the Chinese nation and the Jewish people are nations that endured immense hardships during World War II, and both are great nations that achieved victory with difficulty through this ordeal and rose to revival from it. So, when we discussed this topic, we immediately felt a sense of striking it off right away. Thus, we hit it off immediately and decided to film a movie that truly reflects the experiences of the Chinese people during World War II.”

“Coincidentally, I had previously heard the story of General Chennault and the Flying Tigers, so I felt it was an excellent starting point. I then wrote the screenplay for The Flying Tigers. After showing the screenplay to Mr. Li Mu, he immediately decided to invest in and produce this film.”

Everyone gave Steven Spielberg respectful applause.

His phrase, “deeply resonated,” indeed made many people immediately empathize with the experiences of Jews during World War II.

Two nations, on different continents, simultaneously suffering the devastation of two aggressive nations, both made immense sacrifices to achieve victory, and now, both nations have embraced their national resurgence.

Steven Spielberg then added, “During World War II, the Chinese people, deeply embroiled in war, also helped many Jewish people living in China. The Jewish people have always remembered this kindness. Therefore, I personally hope to use this film to express my gratitude to the Chinese people!”





Chapter 1799: Official Release

After Steven Spielberg’s speech, Tom Hanks, Leonardo, Liu Ye, Du Wei, and Anne Hathaway also shared their thoughts on starring in the film.

Speaking of history and the details of the filming, the actors expressed their profound emotions.

After the main creative team concluded their interviews, Chen Wan picked up the microphone and said, “When talking about the film The Flying Tigers, there’s one person we must mention. It was he who pushed everything from behind the scenes, allowing this film to finally come to fruition. He is the chairman of Muye Technology, Mr. Li Mu. Let’s give him a round of applause.”

Li Mu, dressed in a black suit, walked out from a side door and ascended the small stage.

After the applause subsided, Chen Wan approached Li Mu and asked him, “Mr. Li, what prompted you to invest two hundred million USD in producing a film like this?”

Li Mu replied earnestly, “There are many reasons, but the most crucial one is that the story of this film, and the true history behind it, deeply moved me. As everyone knows, we previously organized a charitable activity called ‘Old Soldiers Never Die,’ and we also visited and comforted old Flying Tigers members in the Yun-Gui mountain regions. I have always held profound reverence for these veterans who fought valiantly for their country, even sacrificing their lives. So, I very much wanted to make a film to pay tribute to them. When I saw Director Steven Spielberg’s script, I immediately decided to invest without hesitation.”

Chen Wan nodded and then asked, “If ten is a perfect score, what score would you give this film in your heart?”

Li Mu answered without a second thought, “Ten. In my heart, it’s a perfect film. It fully respects history, fully respects the martyrs, and fully respects the emotions between people.”

Chen Wan said, “I’ve seen some comments from audiences at the roadshows abroad. They said that in the end, Annie’s character, the American nurse, lives out her years alone due to her lover’s sacrifice, and that it seemed a bit too cruel. Do you think such cruel emotions can exist in reality?”

Li Mu replied, “I believe reality is all-encompassing; all kinds of emotions can appear in reality. Some people, when they learn their loved one died in battle, will grieve for a period, then become strong and start a new relationship and life. Some might be unable to move on for a long time; even if they start a new relationship, their hearts may still yearn for the one who has left. And some will silently guard that love until the very end.

“For a character like Annie, her choice regarding love isn’t necessarily cruel for that character; perhaps forcing her to forget the love in her heart and start a new life would be truly cruel. Just like in Pu Shu’s song ‘White Birch Forest,’ where a young lover died on the battlefield defending the homeland, the girl still harbors deep, unforgettable feelings for him even when her hair turns white. Even at the end of her life, she thinks of that person and that white birch forest.”

Chen Wan nodded in agreement and then asked, “Mr. Li, this film is about to be released. How much do you expect its box office to achieve?”

Li Mu said, “I hope The Flying Tigers’ box office can surpass Titanic. However, the exact amount will have to be seen through actual market assessment.”

Then, Li Mu added, “Oh, there’s one thing I want to tell all the viewers: all the net profits from this film will be entirely used to establish a War of Resistance against Japan Film Fund. This fund will specifically support domestic directors in making films with themes about China’s War of Resistance against Japan, under the premise of respecting history. The profits generated from the fund’s investments will also continue to be used to invest in more War of Resistance against Japan films. I promise not to misuse a single cent of it.”

Li Mu had no intention of making money by producing films like The Flying Tigers.

What he truly wanted was to present China’s War of Resistance to the world through the big screen, letting people know about the sacrifices and contributions of the Chinese people during that era.

However, to achieve this, relying solely on The Flying Tigers was far from enough. Therefore, the enthusiasm of all filmmakers had to be mobilized.

For a long time, China experienced a rather awkward phenomenon: there were many television dramas about the War of Resistance against Japan, but very few big screen films. The reason for this was nothing more than the pursuit of profit.

Making War of Resistance against Japan TV dramas was low-cost, had good sales channels, and the censorship was relatively lax. So everyone was vying to outdo each other, producing a bunch of absurd War of Resistance against Japan dramas: hand-tearing devils, grenades hidden in crotches, Gatling-armed motorized tricycles, handgrenades taking down airplanes, and steamed bun grenades—all these were mass-produced under such circumstances by screenwriters and directors who were irresponsible towards history.

On the other hand, big screen films about the War of Resistance against Japan necessarily required huge investments to be made well, and their themes were not as profitable as commercial films. When a few people could make one road comedy and rake in one to two billion Yuan at the box office, who would still be willing to painstakingly make War of Resistance against Japan films?

The hot money in the film and television circles also preferred to invest in more entertaining film and television projects, so War of Resistance against Japan themes naturally became fewer and fewer. The fewer there were, the less people invested, and the less people invested, the fewer films were made, thus falling into a vicious cycle.

If a fund was established specifically to invest in high-quality War of Resistance against Japan films, he believed it would definitely boost this area.

For example, if a director received a script about the War of Resistance against Japan and roughly estimated that it would require at least one hundred million to produce it well, no one would be willing to invest, and the script would just be set aside.

However, once this fund is established, one hundred million could be sought from this fund. If the fund believes the script, director, and casting are all fine, it will invest without hesitation, and then reserve a portion of the box office share for the director. If it flops, the fund bears the cost; if it becomes popular, the director makes a fortune.

Using this model to promote artistic works in this field will surely bring about a qualitative change.

But for a long time, domestic War of Resistance against Japan films have become increasingly deeply and excessively entertainment-focused precisely because no one has done such a thing.

When even a compilation of variety show clips can be released in cinema chains to make money, who would be willing to toil on War of Resistance against Japan films in such a market environment?

Li Mu roughly estimated that The Flying Tigers would at least achieve a box office of over one billion USD globally. At that time, after deducting costs, box office shares, and Steven Spielberg’s portion, there would still be no less than three to four hundred million USD remaining, which converts to two to three billion RMB.

The investment for a single domestic film is not particularly high, so two to three billion RMB can support at least thirty to forty, or even forty to fifty films. And it’s certainly impossible to invest in dozens of films right away; investing seven or eight, or eleven or twelve films a year, with some losing money, some breaking even, and some making money, would essentially allow the fund to sustain itself.

As soon as this news was announced, many domestic film directors expressed immense support and praise.

The price of excessive market-orientation is that everyone becomes increasingly profit-driven, increasingly irresponsible, and increasingly believes that patriotism is your business or their business, and making money is your business. When more and more people think this way, the cultural industry will naturally worsen.

Li Mu’s decision at this moment indeed brought a great refreshing force to the cultural industry.

…

Subsequently, Li Mu made time to attend four of the roadshows.

That is to say, he attended half of the ten roadshows.

For a CEO of multiple companies, being able to spare this much time was truly the absolute limit.

The Flying Tigers’ ten roadshows were a sensation wherever they went, and the media wildly chased after reports every day.

Domestic media, from Central TV down to local stations, held great expectations for this film and spared no effort to contribute to its promotion.

Even the Industrial and Commercial Departments and Police departments entered a phase of joint enforcement, preparing to jointly combat all pirated phenomena after The Flying Tigers was released.

Previously, pirated commercial films might have been turned a blind eye to, but the significance of this film was extraordinary.

It not only represented history but also a form of cultural output for China to the world.

As Li Mu stated on Weibo and Twitter, “Our purpose in making and promoting The Flying Tigers is not to make money, nor to evoke pity. Our sole aim is to salvage and restore this piece of history from the long river of time, allowing as many people as possible to see and understand it.”

This was a respect for history, and also a respect for heroes.

Two days before the film’s release, all screening regions and all cinema chains launched online ticketing.

In less than an hour, all seats in all screening halls for all showtimes worldwide were sold out.

Before July 7th even arrived, the first day’s box office was already locked in.

Across all of China, including mainland China and Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, the first day’s box office reached thirty million USD, owing to all screens being factored in.

Japan and South Korea’s first-day box office was twelve million USD, with Japan accounting for about seventy percent.

The United States and Canada’s first-day box office reached sixty million USD.

Four European countries’ first-day box office exceeded eight million USD.

Before the film was even officially released, its first day’s box office had already surpassed one hundred million USD.

The entire world was shocked.

The cinema chains’ film scheduling was also incredibly supportive, allocating the maximum possible resources to The Flying Tigers during this period.

The summer film season itself is a highly competitive period.

However, during this season, The Flying Tigers stood alone as dominant.

Reportedly, the promotional and distribution efforts for The Flying Tigers overwhelmed the teams for many films released concurrently or recently.

The reason was that Li Mu utilized internet resources to a masterful degree.

The entire internet was filled with advertisements for this film.

And Li Mu’s online ticketing system constantly featured a massive The Flying Tigers banner.

Cinema complexes all over the world almost universally displayed The Flying Tigers’ promotional materials, practically achieving complete coverage.

For audiences, all their attention regarding films had been captured by The Flying Tigers; after all, this film brought together too many eye-catching elements.

This left other films lamenting, but they had no other choice but to serve as cannon fodder for The Flying Tigers during this period.

Thus, on July 7th,

The Flying Tigers, carrying the greatness and resilience of the Chinese people during World War II, was officially released!





Chapter 1800: Exploding in Popularity Worldwide

The Flying Tigers’ first day in theaters saw all screenings sold out in every region where it premiered.

The power of Li Mu’s publicity channels drove film and television companies worldwide wild with jealousy!

And the film itself lived up completely to such powerful promotional resources.

It left every viewer who saw it shaken, excited, moved, and applauding!

The film received unprecedented praise. Besides being a perfect, magnificent epic, two other things astonished audiences worldwide.

First, the ending theme song, “Rolling In The Deep,” was absolutely explosive!

Many could say they hadn’t heard such a perfect song in years. The energy density of this song even surpassed “Set Fire To The Rain”!

It was only when people heard this moving song and saw the credits scroll to the names of the creators for the theme song “21 Guns,” the promotional track “Set Fire To The Rain,” and the ending theme song “Rolling In The Deep” that they were astonished to discover that the lyrics and music for all three songs were by… Li Mu!

Li Mu!

My goodness!

The founder of Muye Technology!

Li Mu, the founder of Taobao Technology, Taobao Logistics, Alipay, Ele.me, and the Online Ticketing System!

This world’s richest man actually wrote these three top-tier songs!

People in the American music industry were stunned.

They truly couldn’t believe that “Rolling In The Deep,” which left them dumbfounded in the cinema, was written by Li Mu!

A Chinese person wrote three such awesome English songs? This guy’s musical talent is just insane, isn’t it?

On the first day, three super-hot threads exploded on Weibo and Twitter.

The first thread was: “The Flying Tigers” is amazing!

Indeed, the overall quality of this film surpassed all war films of recent years, and even some classics from the nineties seemed a bit inferior compared to it.

Many Europeans and Americans who watched this film only then realized that WWII’s brutality wasn’t limited to the European Theater; the Chinese battlefield was even more devastating.

Four hundred million Chinese people fought against jackals, wolves, tigers, and leopards with their flesh and blood for eight years to drive out the invaders!

The Chinese people’s War of Resistance began earlier than WWII and ended later. During this period, the Chinese people made immense sacrifices and contributions to the world’s anti-fascist war.

At the same time, Europeans and Americans were shocked by the film’s portrayal of the Chinese people’s fighting spirit, the American Flying Tigers’ sacrifices, and the Japanese invaders’ cruelty.

Most people had no idea that over sixty years ago, there was a true historical event where two countries on opposite sides of the globe fought side-by-side.

Especially the real Flying Tigers photos and videos shown at the end of the film moved everyone deeply.

Many were moved to tears upon seeing those young people fight the enemy in the sky for their homeland, their nation, and their beliefs.

Countless filmmakers, film media, entertainment media, and even news media were heavily promoting this film, showering it with praise. Hollywood media even called it the most worthwhile film to see this year, bar none.

The second thread was: “Rolling In The Deep” is incredible!

It was indeed incredible. Everyone who heard the song was captivated by its top-tier melody and vocal style. As soon as they left the cinema, they immediately went online to search for it.

However, it was regrettable that no audio source for the song was available online yet.

The only way to hear it was to watch the film in the cinema and wait until the ending theme song began!

Consequently, many netizens were tearing their hair out in frustration when they saw this trending topic. It seemed that to hear the song, they would have to go to the cinema!

Many top musicians expressed their views on Weibo and Twitter, and without exception, all were lavishing praises on the song.

Michael Jackson wrote on Weibo and Twitter: “I truly never expected to hear such a soul-stirring song in my lifetime. I believe this song should sweep the Grammy Awards. It makes me feel inferior to it!”

Beyoncé also posted on Weibo and Twitter, saying: “Oh my goodness, I’ve fallen in love with ‘The Flying Tigers’, fallen in love with ‘Rolling In The Deep’, fallen in love with Du Wei’s voice, and Mr. Li Mu’s talent. I really want the chance to cover this song, but right now, what I want even more is to hear it again. No, I have to go back to the cinema tomorrow!

Celine Dion said on Weibo and Twitter: “Believe me, you need to go to the cinema. This film and its ending theme song are absolute classics you cannot miss. OMG, my mind is filled with the melody of ‘Rolling In The Deep,’ it just won’t stop! I can’t help but sing out: ‘We could have had it all, Rolling in the deep!’”

There were countless praises like these from top singers and musicians across Weibo and Twitter! Too many to count!

As for the third exploded in popularity thread, it was: Li Mu wrote three divine songs!

They truly were divine songs!

Especially “Rolling In The Deep”; those who heard it were completely captivated, just like Celine Dion, with the melody of this song filling their minds…

Interestingly, the film also caused a huge stir in Japan.

Japanese domestic cinema chains rarely screen films about WWII, but for this movie, almost all allocated a very high film scheduling. This was mainly because the revenue share Li Mu offered was simply too high.

Even if all the box office revenue went to the owners of the Japanese cinema chains, this film had to be released in Japan with sufficiently high film scheduling.

He wanted those right-wing forces and history distorters in Japan to see clearly what history truly was, what atrocities they had committed, and how they had earned the disgust of the entire world.

The film began with a timeline of the War of Aggression against China, strung together with real footage. So, when Japanese audiences saw this timeline, along with several major battles and horrendous massacres, they immediately realized the unforgivable atrocities their elders had committed against China.

Such a film not only shocked and shamed the young people of the Heisei era in Japan, but also made the older Showa men repeatedly confess their remorse.

Japanese right-wing media were unconvinced. While denouncing the film as distorting facts, they sought validation from their WWII veterans who participated in the invasion of China, hoping they would confirm the film’s inaccuracies.

As a result, many Japanese WWII veterans specifically went to the cinema to watch the film, and after watching it, they were in tears.

When reporters caught them for interviews, almost all of them tearfully bowed to the cameras, apologizing for the atrocities they had committed decades ago.

In fact, a considerable number of Japanese veterans had a very sincere attitude of repentance after the war. As perpetrators of atrocities, after the Emperor was pulled from his pinnacle and Japan was almost destroyed by the war, they finally became rational, returning from beasts to humans. Looking back at their actions from those years, most felt deeply guilty.

However, Japanese right-wing figures and followers of the Emperor had always tried every means to glorify the war and cover up history, thus never giving these veterans a chance to speak in domestic media. But this time, “The Flying Tigers” unleashed its full force domestically in Japan, and the right-wing couldn’t suppress it themselves.

Several major Financial Magnates were furious about the film exploding in popularity in Japan. They even ordered that the film be blocked at all costs, even if it meant directly booking out cinema chains to show other films, preventing “The Flying Tigers” from continuing its run.

The reason for their intense anger towards this film was none other than their personal stances and family backgrounds.

Almost all Japanese Financial Magnates were arms suppliers for Japan during WWII, specifically manufacturing deadly weapons for the Japanese army. These weapons had corrupted countless lives in China.

Their industries had grown and prospered through the war, benefiting greatly from it.

Furthermore, many Japanese Financial Magnates had fathers and grandfathers who were part of the invading Japanese army. Now, as the most powerful, influential, and wealthy upper-class individuals in Japan, how could they allow others to call their ancestors war criminals? Executioners?

Therefore, their consistent way of doing things was to whitewash the War of Aggression against China and suppress the true history.

This time, they planned to use the same old trick.

Even if it cost more money, they would suppress the film’s influence.

However, they had just met with a few cinema chain Owners and hadn’t even begun to manipulate tomorrow’s film scheduling when the matter was leaked online.

Li Mu directly named them on his Weibo and Twitter: “Some Japanese Financial Magnates seem to have begun to suppress ‘The Flying Tigers’’ influence in Japan today? Fine, go ahead. If I can’t find out who you are, I lose. But if I do, I will pin all your information, along with your ancestors’ WWII participation details and atrocities, to the top of my Weibo and Twitter for three years. At the same time, I will put banners on the homepage of Weibo and Twitter in Japan, and on the YY login page, for three years. If I don’t expose your families down to the bone, I’ll give you Muye Technology!”

Li Mu’s influence went without saying; it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say he was the most influential individual in the world right now. Moreover, his information dissemination capabilities covered the globe. This single Weibo and Twitter post of his shook the entire online world, and reverberated throughout Japan.

In his previous life, the reason China was always being slandered by Foreigners was that they lacked a communication channel that could reach their citizens. Television media was out of the question; European and American media were in the hands of media tycoons, and Japanese and Korean media were also controlled by major Financial Magnates.

The internet was also in decline. Tencent QQ’s influence was limited to the Chinese world, and WeChat’s influence was the same. The most influential information portals overseas were Facebook and Twitter, and the communication app was WhatsApp, with Line being popular in Japan. These were all platforms they couldn’t reach.

However, the current situation was completely different from his previous life.

Facebook? Li Mu invested in it. Now, because Weibo and Twitter are so popular, it can only develop within university communities.

Twitter? It’s Li Mu’s.

WhatsApp? Get lost. Now there’s only one communication software that’s exploded in popularity globally, and that’s YY.

Line? Give me a break. The ratio of YY users to netizens in Japan is basically 0.98 to 1. In other words, out of one hundred Japanese netizens, ninety-eight use YY.

Furthermore, Li Mu had long since locked down the future of mobile internet. Apple was his, and Android was his, which ensured that his global coverage capabilities would remain unrivaled in the upcoming mobile internet era.

Under these circumstances, no one should even think about slandering China online.

If you dare to slander China, denounce WWII history, or defame “The Flying Tigers” in your own country, I’ll defame you, your father, your grandfather, your whole family, and expose your entire family for the world to see – let’s see who can outplay whom!





Chapter 1801: Box Office Record Broken!

No one expected that Li Mu, who was revered by netizens worldwide for writing three top-tier songs, would actually confront the Japanese Financial Magnates on Weibo and Twitter.

However, after understanding the actual situation, they immediately began to support Li Mu, denouncing the Japanese Financial Magnates who were attempting to remove The Flying Tigers from Japanese cinema chains.

Those Japanese Financial Magnates, who wielded immense influence in Japan, capable of causing a major earthquake with a single stomp of their foot, suddenly became the targets of condemnation by global netizens and were immediately miserable!

Moreover, what was most agonizing for them was that they had no way to counterattack Li Mu.

Li Mu was sitting in Beijing. With a flick of his finger, it was equivalent to launching a missile that directly blew them to smithereens.

As for themselves? They wanted to attack Li Mu but had no missiles available. Although they had money, money couldn’t directly transform into missiles; they could only fret impatiently in Japan.

The cinema Owners also suddenly became alert, realizing that they absolutely could not cooperate with these Financial Magnates, because once they got too close to them, they could potentially become the target of public criticism.

The Japanese Financial Magnates had originally planned to control the screening times of The Flying Tigers in Japan, thereby controlling its social impact, but their attempt failed before it even began, and they ended up getting into trouble.

The leaders of several different Financial Magnates—for instance, the eldest son of one family, the legitimate son of another, and the Taro of yet another—met urgently in Tokyo that very evening. They sat together, meticulously analyzed the current situation, and ultimately reached a decision: to back down.

There was no alternative but to back down. They couldn’t win in a fight, nor could they win in an argument. On top of that, everyone had a mountain of negative past trailing behind them, which they usually struggled to cover up. If Li Mu were to expose all of that, they would truly be doomed.

Global public opinion on World War II generally held a single stance: the righteous side was willing to understand and forgive the wicked side, but only if the wicked side fully acknowledged their transgressions, completely corrected them, and repented for them.

For example, Germany, which fought even more fiercely than Japan in World War II, engaging on both the Eastern and Western Fronts and in Africa, earned the understanding of most invaded countries and their citizens due to their good attitude toward confessing their crimes.

However, if you deny your sins, refuse to correct them, don’t repent for them, and even shamelessly try to cover them up, then you truly become universally hated!

Li Mu had merely cursed them without naming names once, and netizens started controlling the narrative with him. If Li Mu were to truly expose everyone’s negative past, who would still have a good life?

Therefore, backing down was the best way to quickly cut losses.

So, everyone immediately reached a consensus: from now on, they would not interfere with The Flying Tigers in any way. It was just a movie; if it wanted to be screened, let it be screened; if it wanted to become popular, let it become popular. Don’t provoke him, and at least they wouldn’t be named.

However, while these people became disheartened, Li Mu had no intention of forgiving them.

He had indeed said he would name names if they tried to show off, but he never said he wouldn’t name names if they stopped showing off.

So, he instructed Zhao Kang, who was in charge of the astroturfing team, to arrange for his subordinates to control the narrative across the internet worldwide.

Suddenly, no one knew who leaked it, but a deluge of scandals about the history of Japan’s top Financial Magnates appeared online, overwhelming everyone.

Who got rich how, whose father served in the military, whose grandfather fought in wars, whose elders invaded China, Korea, and Southeast Asia.

They even dug up who among their elders bombed Pearl Harbor, exposing everything completely.

The most outrageous revelation was that an ancestor of one Financial Magnate was indeed proven to have participated in cannibalizing a US Air Force pilot during the island war against the American army.

When this news broke, American netizens exploded with anger.

Descendants of cannibals, how could this be tolerated?

There is historical evidence proving cases of Japanese soldiers eating people in Southeast Asia and various Pacific islands during World War II.

In 1944, during a US Air Force bombing mission over Japan, nine American pilots parachuted after their planes were damaged. Of the nine, eight were captured, and all eight died, with four of them being eaten by the Japanese army.

The only one who escaped was later the 41st President of America, Bush.

Once this historical episode was exposed, the American public’s overly sensitive nature couldn’t handle it.

Seriously, our own president almost got eaten alive by the ancestors of your Financial Magnates! If you hadn’t jumped out and caused a fuss, no one would have bothered with you. But you tried to suppress a movie someone made—do you even know what shame is?

Suddenly, the international reputations of many Japanese Financial Magnates plummeted to rock bottom.

The head of the Japanese Financial Magnate whose ancestor was revealed to have eaten a US Air Force pilot slapped himself a dozen times in his conference room.

He truly was toxic, why bother with such an awkward situation when he had nothing better to do? He already went through this once when The Last Samurai was released, why did he never learn his lesson?

Interestingly, the more people cursed these Japanese Financial Magnates, the higher The Flying Tigers’ box office soared.

It got so high that the cinema chains went crazy. The seat occupancy rate for this movie was unprecedented, so everyone desperately compressed the film scheduling for other movies, giving as much film scheduling as possible to The Flying Tigers.

In its first five days of release, The Flying Tigers grossed six hundred million dollars at the box office in the regions where it was screened.

On the sixth day of its release, The Flying Tigers opened in second tier countries and regions, with a single-day box office exceeding two hundred million dollars.

Hollywood was also ecstatic.

Previously, everyone thought war films had no future. They were expensive to produce, had low box office returns, and couldn’t even have sequels.

Look at today’s movies, which one isn’t making huge profits from sequels?

007 has had countless installations;

The Fast & The Furious is now on its third installment;

Mission: Impossible was originally planned for a third installment, but Tom Cruise was deemed doomed because he covered up for the extreme Bushido spirit during the filming of The Last Samurai, and also shamelessly told the media daily that he loved Japanese culture, which then caused Li Mu to denounce him.

The low-budget sex comedy American Pie’s third installment also became popular last year.

Even the animated film Toy Story is preparing for its third installment.

These types of movies are truly money-making machines.

In comparison, what are war films?

You invest so much money today to make Schindler’s List, and the box office is indeed quite high, then what? You can’t make a Schindler’s List 2, can you?

Black Hawk Down can’t have a sequel either!

After all, most war films must respect history; you can’t just make something out of nothing, right? You can’t have a protagonist who first experiences Pearl Harbor, then fights at Midway, and then turns around to land on Normandy, can you?

Therefore, everyone increasingly found that war films were thankless tasks, so fewer and fewer people were willing to make them.

However, The Flying Tigers really exploded at the box office, grossing eight hundred million dollars in revenue in six days.

Authorities predicted that this film’s final global box office would surely exceed two billion dollars, and three billion was not impossible.

In any case, surpassing Titanic’s 2.1 billion was practically guaranteed.

At the same time, the whole world wanted the high-definition audio source of one song.

That song was Rolling In The Deep.

Currently, no audio source for this song has been released; the only way to hear it is in movie theaters.

Many people, who loved this song so much, went into movie theaters for a second or third viewing of the movie, and even brought recording devices to try and record the song.

However, a movie theater is, after all, a relatively noisy environment, and in such a resonant sound field, directly capturing sound with equipment usually yields only mediocre results. Yet, even such audio sources, once uploaded online, were downloaded frantically by countless people.

According to statistics, the download count for various illicit recordings quickly surpassed ten million and was still rapidly increasing.

Countless people on Weibo and Twitter @Li Mu, begging him to release the audio source of the song, stating they would immediately buy it even if it was just a single or an album.

Some music radio stations and TV stations were even willing to pay several million dollars in copyright fees to purchase the priority broadcasting rights for this song.

However, Li Mu announced on Weibo and Twitter: “Rolling In The Deep will not be considered for release as a single album for the time being, because the movie is still in its screening phase, so we cannot release its official audio source for now, nor do we plan to sell the copyright. However, please rest assured, once the movie finishes screening in most parts of the world, we will release the audio source on YYtunes for global users to download for free.”

Li Mu disdained earning money through music, but he needed music to add splendor to his film.

As the movie box office rose accordingly, Du Wei’s influence also grew. With only three English songs, she had now become the most followed female singer in Europe and America, without exception.

Performance invitations poured in from all over the world, but Du Wei refused them all.

Due to her outstanding performance in the movie, many major directors sent her film contracts, hoping she would star in their movies, but Du Wei still refused them all.

She felt that her future would be entirely arranged by Li Mu. If Li Mu wanted her to perform, she would go; if he didn’t, or didn’t make arrangements for her, then she would focus on her studies.

On July 17th, The Flying Tigers had been released for eleven days, and its global box office surpassed one point six billion dollars.

On July 20th, The Flying Tigers had been released for fourteen days, and its global box office surpassed two billion dollars.

This film broke local box office records in all countries and regions where it was screened worldwide.

Even in Japan, it broke the all-time box office record.

In the days that followed, the popularity of The Flying Tigers showed no signs of slowing down.

On July 30th, The Flying Tigers had been released for twenty-four days, and its global box office surpassed three billion dollars, driving the entire world into a frenzy.

The media coined a term, “The Flying Tigers Effect,” which roughly means that the better a movie is, the more its box office will create a powerful attraction, making people who are not even interested in the subject matter uncontrollably walk into the cinema due to its strong social impact and powerful trending topic status.

Once The Flying Tigers Effect was formed, the box office harvested not only the original user base, but also unexpectedly drew in users who were initially outside the target audience.

Thus, the movie’s box office soared geometrically!

Of course, the thorough anti-piracy efforts in China also provided a huge guarantee for the movie’s box office!

If someone illicitly recorded, they were arrested; if someone attempted to steal a copy, it was a severe crime, and they were arrested! If someone successfully illicitly recorded the movie and then went back to produce optical discs, as soon as a single optical disc appeared on the market, the entire sales channel and production end would be rounded up by following the clues.

Consequently, a consensus emerged within the piracy industry: if you want to die quickly, make pirated copies of The Flying Tigers!





Chapter 1802: The Grand Vision of Mars Exploration

Ultimately, owing to the film’s overall influence, Li Mu’s publicity resources, and three classic English songs, The Flying Tigers created a series of box office miracles, becoming the newly crowned king of global box office records with a total worldwide gross of 3.231 billion US dollars.

The film set a terrifying record of over four hundred million viewings worldwide, with countless viewers watching it a second or third time.

This was a huge stride for Chinese cinema. Although most of the creative team came from Hollywood, given that it was a Chinese-funded film, based on Chinese historical events, and distributed by a Chinese company, it should still be categorized as Chinese cinema.

This also marked Chinese cinema’s first successful global outreach, hitting its peak right from its debut.

Li Mu also fulfilled his promise to the world. After the film concluded its run, he immediately released ‘Rolling In The Deep’ on YYtunes, making it available for free download to users worldwide and authorizing all global music stations to play it for free.

As a result, the song effortlessly and instantly topped almost all music leaderboards worldwide.

Now, on most global music leaderboards, ‘Rolling In The Deep’ ranked first, and ‘Set Fire To The Rain’ ranked second.

In some of these, ‘21 Guns’ was ranked third.

This also marked the pinnacle of achievement for a Chinese singer worldwide.

Having three songs simultaneously in the Top 10, or even Top 5, Top 3, was simply a heaven-defying level existence.

After the film concluded its run, among the five main actors, Du Wei, who had the least screentime, became the hottest star thanks to these three songs.

There was no need to mention Tom Hanks and Leonardo, who were already top-tier actors.

As for Anne Hathaway, her portrayal of the nurse was quite tragic and touching, earning her considerable goodwill and elevating her status (in entertainment industry) to first-tier.

Liu Ye, who was previously obscure / unknown, also became an instant hit in Asia.

On the day the film concluded its run, Li Mu held a thank-you reception. Besides thanking everyone for their support regarding the film’s success, he also answered a question reporters were very keen on: “How were you able to write these three excellent musical works?”

Li Mu’s answer was: “It’s due to acumen.”

Beyond these four words, he had no better explanation himself.

Then, at the reception, he said to the global audience: “Today, I want to take this opportunity to announce something to everyone here.”

He then added, “This matter has nothing to do with the film itself; it’s a small personal decision of mine.”

All the media reporters eagerly awaited his next words. Li Mu, determined to shock everyone, said: “Elon Musk, the CEO of Tesla, and I have reached a preliminary consensus to work together towards humanity’s great goal of migrating to Mars!”

At these words, the entire venue erupted in an uproar!

Migrating to Mars?!

Isn’t this a bit too outlandish?

Everyone had imagined the decisions Li Mu might announce, but all those imaginings were Earth-bound.

Unexpectedly, Li Mu threw out an answer that was tens of millions of kilometers away: Mars.

Just as the scene erupted like thunder, Li Mu smiled slightly and explained: “Actually, I believe everyone holds certain fantasies and Ardency for space. I also believe that everyone, in their youth, once looked up at the starry sky, at the magnificent Milky Way, pondering questions and fantasies about the universe, about extraterrestrial migration, and about alien life.”

“I believe an entrepreneur should not just focus on making money. Sometimes, we need to proactively take on higher-level responsibilities and duties for humanity’s future. Exploring other planets is precisely the consensus Elon Musk and I have reached.”

Reporters went wild.

A richest man level / top wealthy figure suddenly announcing plans to migrate to Mars? This was arguably another explosive big news story after The Flying Tigers!

So, reporters eagerly asked questions. One asked: “Mr. Li, how soon do you plan to achieve this aspiration?”

Li Mu replied: “First, let me correct you: This is not an aspiration; it is a plan, a plan ready for implementation. To answer your question, I hope that before 2020, we can safely send humans to Mars.”

Another asked: “Mr. Li, sending humans to Mars and migrating to Mars should be two different concepts, right?”

Li Mu nodded and smiled: “Two concepts, and two stages. First, we must achieve a successful landing on Mars and a safe return, and only then can we achieve migration to Mars.”

Another reporter raised a hand: “Mr. Li, even America’s NASA wouldn’t dare to launch this project. How much do you and Elon Musk plan to invest to start it?”

Li Mu smiled: “Personally, I am willing to invest ten billion US dollars or even more in this project over the next at least two to three decades.”

Then, Li Mu added: “Of course, I also hope that billionaires worldwide will be willing to participate in this project. We are now preparing to recruit partners from all of humanity, and simultaneously, we are recruiting future space tourists, and even space funeral users.”

A reporter asked: “Mr. Li, could you elaborate for us?”

“Certainly.” Li Mu smiled: “First, there’s my personal baseline investment of ten billion US dollars. Additionally, Elon Musk and I jointly own two cooperative projects: Tesla and SpaceX. All the net profits these two companies can dispose of in the future will be allocated to space exploration projects.”

“As for the space tourist program, in the future, we will offer various space tourism projects: Earth orbit, space stations, the Moon, Mars, and more. This project aims to recruit affluent users who wish to personally experience space exploration in their lifetime.”

“And the space funeral is our ultimate solution for the placement of ashes after a person passes away. That is, enclosing them in high-strength alloy containers and launching them into space. Perhaps if humanity eventually perishes, their ashes will still drift through space. Don’t you think that’s a very romantic idea?”

Someone asked him: “Mr. Li, could you tell us why you have such an idea?”

Li Mu smiled: “Well, people always need a motivation to keep moving forward. If my motivation were solely to make money, I might invest all my energy / focus and resources into profitable projects. But how much meaning would there be in that? After accumulating a certain amount of wealth, it becomes inexhaustible no matter how you spend it, and I’m not a person who particularly enjoys indulging myself. So, I thought it better to dedicate a portion of the money to more meaningful, higher-level endeavors, and exploring Mars and space is one of them.

“Then why did you choose Mars, and not other celestial bodies, like the Moon, which is closer to Earth?”

Li Mu explained: “Mars is the most Earth-like planet in the solar system, with conditions most similar to Earth’s. Therefore, in our view, Mars is the single most realistic choice for extraterrestrial migration.”

“So, what do you think is the probability of this plan succeeding?”

Li Mu said: “Success needs to be considered with time as a reference. For humans to land on Mars within a decade or so, I believe the success rate is around fifty percent. However, the success rate for migrating to Mars is only about twenty-five percent. But if we extend this timeline by another decade, I think the success rates would double for both. If we extend the timeline to 2050, then I believe even Mars migration would have at least eighty percent possibility.”

Then, Li Mu continued: “Actually, even if this goal isn’t achieved by 2050, it doesn’t matter to me, because scientific research itself is a process that requires continuous accumulation. With my current abilities and within my lifetime, I may not be able to send humans to Mars to migrate, but I can certainly advance the theoretical and hardware foundations for human migration to Mars to a certain extent. That way, our descendants can build upon this foundation and reach greater heights.”

“Perhaps by 2100, humanity will be able to establish permanent survival bases on Mars;”

“Perhaps by 2200, humanity will be able to travel easily between Mars and Earth;”

“Perhaps by 2500, humanity will be able to break out of the solar system and advance towards even more distant goals.”

“However, the prerequisite for all of this is that humanity must restart its exploration of outer space, its exploration of other celestial bodies. If we don’t take this step now, but instead leave it to our children and grandchildren to initiate, then the entire pace of humanity’s outer space exploration will be delayed by two or three decades or even longer. Therefore, I believe we need to start earlier.”

Another reporter pressed: “Mr. Li, do you have specific steps and plans?”

Li Mu said: “First, we will increase investment to conduct R&D on reusable launch vehicles, further reducing the cost of space launches;”

“Next, we will conduct commercial launches while simultaneously beginning to build our own space station. The space station will serve as a base for fuel and supply replenishment. The first batch of astronauts heading to Mars in the future will be fully loaded with fuel and supplies here before setting off for the distant Mars.”

“At the same time, we will also research permanent and semi-permanent equipment suitable for use on Mars. We will first select a location on the Martian surface to build a research station, and then, using this station as a center, gradually expand it into a Martian village, a Martian town, or even a Martian city.”

“Of course, this is the least imaginative solution. When considering this problem, we might as well be a bit more romantic. Imagine, perhaps in the next few decades, human material science will experience rapid, skyrocketing progress, and people might even develop a space elevator!”

“In that case, the cost of transporting items to the space station would be greatly reduced. Previously, transporting a few hundred kilograms of payload required a launch vehicle, but by then, transporting a few hundred kilograms of payload would only consume some electricity. If that day truly comes, humanity might even be able to build a super spaceship, the size of an aircraft carrier, in space. At that point, we could even establish a mobile city in space, then carry thousands of people, along with all their necessary equipment and supplies, directly to Mars and land on its surface.”

“In summary, the possibilities of space exploration are endless, but the crucial point is that if you don’t take the first step, there will be no prospects or possibilities whatsoever. Only by taking that first step will infinite possibilities emerge!”





Chapter 1803: Striving for a Dream

Just as everyone present was shocked by Li Mu’s lofty aspirations, Li Mu took a sip of water and said with great passion:

“The reason human technology advances is none other than three major factors: profit, war, and dream.”

“The enlightenment of modern technology originated from the Industrial Revolution, and the motivation for the Industrial Revolution was entrepreneurs’ pursuit of greater profit;”

“Nuclear technology, which brought new clean energy to all humankind, originated from the tremendous Driving Force of weapon technology during the Second World War;”

“Rocket technology, which helped humanity launch satellites, explore the moon and other celestial bodies, also originated from the Second World War;”

“The Wright brothers created airplanes, allowing humans to soar, relying on the Ardency of flying in their hearts.”

“In this peaceful era, as entrepreneurs, we have already expended too much effort in the pursuit of profit. Now it’s time to strive for a dream!”

For Li Mu, exploring Mars was something that, if he didn’t do it, he wouldn’t. But if he did, he would definitely make it happen.

Even if this project consumed hundreds of billions of dollars in funding, it didn’t matter. After all, this kind of investment was like paying off a mortgage; spread over twenty years, the pressure wasn’t substantial.

As long as he could send people to Mars within his lifetime, this endeavor would be considered a success.

From then on, he would be like Armstrong, having pioneered a great precedent for humanity. In the hundreds of years after his passing, besides leaving behind several companies and a few entrepreneurial stories for this world, he would also leave such a magnificent feat for humanity. He believed that even after several centuries, he would still be remembered by the world.

Li Mu was not seeking fame and praise. Instead, he felt that in one’s lifetime, after solving personal material and spiritual needs, one’s level would naturally elevate to the next stage.

When you have so much money that you can’t possibly spend it all, how to use this wealth becomes an immediate problem.

He now owned several extremely large companies, with Muye Technology even expanding its business globally. He had also invested in many potential companies, making his market value exceeding one trillion dollars as easy as turning over one’s hand.

But how could one trillion dollars be spent completely?

To nitpick / be contrary and say buy one million houses or hundreds or thousands of large passenger planes would be meaningless; no wealthy person would spend money that way.

For Li Mu, acquiring property in every country he liked around the world would amount to no more than ten villas. Even buying mountains, islands, seas, or land, how much could that cost?

As for airplanes, aren’t one or two enough? If not, three or four should certainly suffice, right?

Other luxury goods, in the face of trillions of dollars in wealth, were no longer luxury goods but trash.

Proportionally, a super limited edition Hermes bag worth one hundred thousand dollars was merely one ten-millionth of his total wealth.

Buying such a Hermes bag was like a millionaire spending one dollar on a lollipop. Such a thing could hardly be considered a luxury good.

So, what about the remaining money?

There were two conventional paths. First, inheritance for descendants.

Like the wealthy individuals in Hong Kong and America, setting up a fund with a large sum of money for descendants to ensure each descendant receives a substantial amount of living expenses from the fund each month. With ample funds, diversified global fund configuration could be established, along with strict restrictions on fund usage. As long as the global economy didn’t completely collapse, it could theoretically last until humanity’s extinction. However, Li Mu didn’t want to do this. He preferred his descendants to be self-reliant on the basic framework he built. If, with such a good basic framework, they still couldn’t afford to eat, then such descendants deserved to live a hard life.

Second, donating it all to charity.

Donating was naturally fine. However, charity was about teaching people how to fish, not giving them fish. No wealthy person was ever seen directly taking tens of billions and distributing it to the poor worldwide. More often, money was used to support education, healthcare, and create more job opportunities, stimulating the economy of underdeveloped regions. Therefore, charity also required significant energy, proceeding step by step like starting a business, and it was impossible to use all the money for charity.

So, a third path could be planned in advance: accomplishing a grand feat that would go down in history.

Elon Musk shared this idea. He was even more extreme than Li Mu, willing to stake his entire market value on this matter.

…

Soon, Li Mu’s decision regarding exploring Mars and the Mars colonization plan shocked the entire world.

Before him, no tycoon had publicly declared such ambitious statements about space.

And Li Mu, with a single declaration, pledged at least ten billion dollars to support this project to become a reality, which indeed gave ordinary people tremendous shock.

For a time, media worldwide were reporting on Li Mu’s space dream, and Li Mu himself announced on his Weibo Twitter that he would formally recruit space partners globally.

In his words, this project might not bring huge cash returns to investors, but it was an extremely meaningful event, one that could even go down in history.

For tycoons whose market value was measured in “hundreds of millions of dollars,” participating in one wave wasn’t a significant pressure.

Li Mu also wouldn’t let them contribute money for nothing. As long as the pledged funding was above ten million dollars, they would receive continuous exposure for the entire Mars colonization plan, which would also serve as good publicity for the contributors themselves.

What Li Mu didn’t expect was that the first person to follow up on his investment in the Mars colonization plan was Larry Page of Google.

Larry Page immediately announced on his Weibo Twitter that he would progressively invest one billion dollars in the Mars colonization plan over the next twenty years.

Ever since Li Mu had thoroughly defeated him, Larry Page had regarded him as his idol. After seeing Li Mu’s press conference, his first thought was: “Holy cow, awesome! I want to be part of something this awesome!”

Currently, Google’s stock price was rising pleasantly, and with Li Mu’s escort, Google would inevitably have no rivals in other markets besides the China market in the future. Therefore, his own market value would at least exceed ten billion dollars, possibly even tens of billions of dollars. The one billion dollar pledge could be considered relatively cautious. If economic conditions allowed in the future, he would continue to add more.

Li Mu’s business partners also followed suit. From Wanying Real Estate, Song Liang, Chen Ze, and Wei Lan decided to allocate twenty percent of their personal income over the next twenty years to support the Mars colonization plan. Li Mu only requested ten percent.

As for Muye Technology, Guru Lei, Senior Brother Liu, and other executives also signed subscription agreements, each committing ten percent.

When they were making their decisions, Li Mu repeatedly emphasized that he would not force or demand anything for such matters. They shouldn’t feel obligated to express support just because he invested; it was entirely up to their individual circumstances and thoughts. They should only invest if they truly wanted to.

However, their feedback to him was that everyone was incredibly excited about the project.

Even if they might not live to see their invested project succeed, everyone was still willing to give it a try!





Chapter 1804: Initiating the Design of the Evoque

As the Mars colonization plan continued to gain traction, more and more wealthy individuals worldwide began to show interest in the project.

Li Mu then had a website specially created, which was only open to users with personal assets exceeding one hundred million US dollars.

Once interested in participating in this project, they could register an account on the website to receive more details about the Mars colonization plan.

Meanwhile, Li Mu also fulfilled his promise, first investing five hundred million US dollars into SpaceX for further research into reusable launch vehicles.

Knowing this was an extremely long-term project, Li Mu stopped paying attention to the company after completing the marketing and investing the funds.

Currently, he had more important matters to attend to, namely, the complete relocation of Volvo.

China’s infrastructure development speed is renowned worldwide. The construction of the factory buildings, office buildings, and dormitories for the first phase of the project on the land allocated by Beijing to Muye Automotive Group had already begun.

The factory buildings were the first to be completed. As these factory buildings were successively completed, Volvo’s team in Sweden also began to dismantle some production lines and transport them to China.

When the first batch of production lines arrived at Jincity Port, hundreds of container freight trucks were used for round-trip transportation.

At the same time, installation technicians and engineers from Volvo, equipment manufacturers, and domestic and foreign outsourcing teams also gathered in Beijing to begin assembling Volvo’s first production line in China.

Volvo had several production lines, each primarily corresponding to a different platform. What Li Mu wanted first was the P24 platform, primarily used for producing XC Series SUVs.

However, Li Mu had no intention of leaving this production line for Volvo’s continued use.

His idea was, after acquiring this production line, to directly use it for Muye Automotive’s own brand and then use it to produce Muye Automotive’s first self-developed SUV, the Muye Evoque.

The Evoque, a major best-selling model back then, he naturally wasn’t willing to let go of.

He planned to describe it himself and work with designers to create the drawings, first getting the Evoque’s shape finalized, and then putting the Evoque’s outer shell onto the Volvo XC60’s chassis.

To put it simply, it would be an XC60 wearing an Evoque outer shell and bearing the Muye Automotive logo.

Of course, there was another problem. The XC60 was considered a mid-to-high-end mid-size SUV, with a market price range of 400,000 to 600,000. If sold domestically, it would certainly only cater to a niche market.

Before Harvard rose up domestically, the best-selling SUVs were joint venture SUVs like the Honda CRV and Hyundai Tucson, priced in the 200,000-300,000 range.

Therefore, it was necessary to make certain reductions in configuration based on the XC60 to lower costs and terminal market prices.

For example, the engine shouldn’t be high-powered; the 2.0-liter naturally aspirated engine would be the main power configuration, specifically for volume sales, while the 2.0T and 2.5-liter naturally aspirated engines would serve as high-end power configurations for luxury models.

Moreover, the transmission shouldn’t be too high-end; a 4-speed automatic transmission would be primarily used for standard models, and a 5-speed for high-end models.

As for the four-wheel drive system, mid-to-low end models wouldn’t be equipped with it; only high-end models would have it.

This meant downgrading the overall configuration based on the XC60, ultimately tinkering with it to produce a model range spanning from 200,000 to 400,000.

The exterior design of the Evoque could be said to be timeless. Therefore, once the Evoque was finalized, creating an enlarged version based on it and upgrading all its configurations would essentially be the Sport version of the Land Rover Range Rover.

During the assembly of the production line, Chen Ze, who had always loved racing, and Elon Musk, who was working on Tesla, both came to the site to observe.

Elon Musk was now also preparing to establish Tesla’s own brand-new production line in Beijing. For him, it was natural to cling tightly to Li Mu’s leg in the future, with Tesla advancing and retreating alongside Muye Automotive Group.

The assembly of the production line was a complex and tedious process, but due to men’s natural affection for industrial products, Li Mu went to the site almost every day to oversee it, finding immense joy in watching.

Meanwhile, Volvo’s automotive design team had also arrived in Beijing and begun their official work in Beijing.

And in their first week there, Li Mu gathered them, preparing to have them produce the design drawings and rendering effects for the Evoque model.

Li Mu didn’t understand automotive design, but he knew what the Evoque looked like, its overall shape, and how it appeared from the front, rear, and sides.

He described all of this to the designers, asking them to first produce sketches and then refine them bit by bit according to his demands.

At first, these automotive designers from Sweden and other European countries scoffed at Li Mu’s demands.

They felt that as the company’s Owner, he should focus on doing what an owner ought to do. Why snatch their livelihood, or even command their specific work?

But what they didn’t know was that although Li Mu didn’t understand automotive design, he had a wealth of good ideas in his mind.

The Evoque was just one of them; there were many other classic models, from the low-end Focus to the high-end Rolls-Royce. He had a crystal-clear image in his mind of what every popular model looked like.

The head of Volvo’s automotive design team, Swedish national Alexander Vikander, was very displeased with Li Mu’s demands. He even declared on the spot that if Li Mu insisted on intervening in the design team’s creative work, he would be the first to resign from his position to Li Mu.

Li Mu directly said, “I will not approve your resignation. Don’t forget I signed an employment contract with you for double salary, and you signed for double the breach of contract fee with me. If you bail on me now, then pay up the breach of contract fee. And because you haven’t worked for me for three full years, you will also be subject to a three-year non-compete restriction in this industry. For the next three years, you are prohibited from working in automotive-related industries.”

The other party had only intended to scare Li Mu, to make him realize his place and not intervene in the design team’s work. But he didn’t expect that this guy would directly bring up the breach of contract terms with him.

Indeed, these Europeans who originally worked in Sweden were inherently reluctant to work so far from home. The only reason they came was the exceptional salary package.

If they didn’t come to China, they would face immediate dismissal in Sweden, and after dismissal, they would have to find new jobs.

Firstly, Sweden itself no longer had many ordinary passenger car companies. If they wanted to find work, they would have to leave Sweden and develop in these four countries: England, France, Germany, and Italy. However, the automotive design capabilities of these four countries were actually superior to Sweden’s.

Models designed in Sweden were generally quite ordinary in terms of exterior design, with nothing particularly outstanding. Most Volvo models would only make you think, “Oh, that’s pretty damn sturdy,” but very few models could make one’s eyes light up and exclaim, “Wow, that’s really damn good-looking.”

In contrast, Germany and Italy frequently produced classic designs.

BMW’s main models generally had very attractive designs. The later X6 even led the design trend for fastback SUVs; not only did domestic manufacturers imitate it, but even several of Mercedes-Benz’s later SUV coupe models bore the shadow of the BMW X6.

From Mercedes-Benz’s later new C, E, S, and the GLA, GLC, GLE, and GLS full series, almost all were well-designed both internally and externally, far superior to Volvo, and their interior design was simply far ahead of the competition.

Audi was actually also very impressive in terms of design. Its A-series and Q-series were mostly timeless classic models. However, it started low, peaked, and then declined again; for a few years in the middle, it truly flourished across the board. The A4, A6, Q5, and Q7 were each more beautiful than the last. But from 2010 onwards, they became progressively uglier and less appealing. The Q7 used to be a very dominant large SUV, but subsequently, each redesign made it uglier, eventually, it practically became unsellable.

Not to mention Italy, with a plethora of classic Supercar brands; any car exterior from them was a classic masterpiece of automotive industrial design.

Even France, although it produced a series of unusual models, it must be said that their cars were still largely good-looking overall.

Only Volvo truly had little to do with being good-looking.

Especially Volvo models from this era, their designs were simply indescribable.

Thus, given the limited capabilities of Alexander Vikander and his team, if he didn’t momentarily lack knowledge of where else to recruit a design team, he would have long since swept them all away.

Based on Li Mu’s understanding of latter-day automotive aesthetics, the overall skill level of this team was no better than the team that designed the Geely Meirenbao.

Alexander Vikander was startled by his merciless, business-like attitude. Having managed to come all the way to China, he wasn’t willing to go back without earning a single penny, paying a pile of breach of contract fees and carrying a three-year non-compete agreement.

So he could only put away his previous arrogance, immediately changing his demeanor, and said to Li Mu, “Mr. Li, if you have any personal ideas you wish to realize, please tell us, and we will surely help you present them perfectly.”

Li Mu showed no sign of softening towards his concession and groveling. He coldly said, “If you can present 80% of what I have in mind, I’ll consider you successful.”

Alexander Vikander was furious inwardly. “You’re truly insulting people. What gives? I’ve been designing cars for so many years, and I’m not as good as you? Don’t you just drive a Mercedes-Benz G-series? That car looks like a big cardboard box; just based on your choice of that car, I know your automotive aesthetic is nothing special.”

However, no one dared to offend the God of Wealth, so he could only meekly say, “Mr. Li, you are right. Compared to you, we indeed still have a long way to go.”

After speaking, he also waited to see Li Mu make a fool of himself, and said, “Mr. Li, please tell us roughly what kind of model you wish to design.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “First, I need to make it clear to you: this is an SUV. As for its design, it should be…”

Li Mu roughly described a silhouette. After listening, Alexander Vikander felt it was a complete mess.

Current automotive design language mostly combines sharp lines and rounded curves, but the SUV Li Mu wanted to create was surprisingly an angular, big-headed, short-bodied, fastback SUV…

Who has ever seen a car from the side with a sloped design that’s high at the front and low at the back? Just seeing these lines makes one want to vomit, alright?

He tried to suggest to Li Mu, saying, “Mr. Li, I think for the sketch of this car, the rear should be raised a bit, the car’s overall height increased a bit, and the hood height lowered a bit more. Then, add some rounded curves for connection and neutralization. This would make the car look better.”

After listening, Li Mu really wanted to curse him. “Aren’t you just designing an old XC90 for me again? Are you trying to fool an idiot?”





Chapter 1805: Enough to Astonish the Whole World

To Alexander Vikander, he was a standard dogmatist.

Around him, people like him were quite common. They were extremely set in their ways, always choosing to be conservative, and never taking an aggressive approach.

People like him held many particularly stubborn convictions, such as those who rigidly stuck to textbooks, those who held the Bible up to morally bind others, and those whose actions were monotonous and unvarying.

Vikander’s insistence on car design stemmed from his never having truly established an aesthetic system in tune with the times.

He believed that Volvo cars should be designed to look slightly clumsy and unremarkable, as this was the very essence of their low-key, reserved nature.

Moreover, he felt that any brand that designed flashy, ostentatious cars produced impractical vehicles.

Volvo (沃尔沃) needed these sturdy lines and an unchanging design language to convey a message to the world: “We are conservative, we are committed to substance, and our cars will always be the most practical and safe.”

Therefore, he scoffed at the car design Mr. Li wanted.

He even lectured Mr. Li, saying, “Mr. Li, look, the side of your SUV uses downward-sloping lines, higher in the front, lower in the back. This needlessly reduces the headspace in the rear seats. Originally, a 1.8-meter tall person wouldn’t feel their head touching the ceiling, but with your design, a 1.8-meter tall person will feel cramped.”

Li Mu nodded. “Exactly, I want them to feel cramped.”

Vikander sneered, “Mr. Li, frankly speaking, you truly don’t understand car design. People’s pursuit of space is very extreme, especially with SUVs. Most people buy SUVs for greater space, not better off-road capability.”

Li Mu calmly said, “The rear seats of most cars are usually empty. Even if someone sits there, it doesn’t matter; they can make do, because it’s not their car anyway.”

Vikander said, “How can that be? When our customers are buying, they’ll give up on this car as soon as they sit in the back!”

Li Mu countered, “Even a dog would find the backseat of a two-door, four-seater coupe cramped, yet people still buy them, don’t they?”

Vikander argued, “But those aren’t mainstream models! Mainstream models still need to fully consider space and ride comfort.”

Li Mu said seriously, “At least fifty percent of future car consumers will buy for the appearance. The real deciding factor for them will be how good the car looks, not whether its rear space is large enough.”

Vikander said, “Even based on appearance, I don’t find this car good-looking. It’s too strange! Furthermore, the side lines you designed, these relatively geometric, angular designs, will increase production process difficulty and cost, and also increase the likelihood of damage to the car’s sides and the cost of repairs. If it were a more curved, rounded design, minor bumps could usually be avoided, but with this design, once it’s bumped, it’s very difficult to restore and requires bodywork. It’s flashy but impractical!”

“Also, why design two exhaust pipes at the rear? Our engine displacement isn’t large; one exhaust pipe is completely sufficient. Two will increase costs, which is entirely unnecessary.”

Li Mu asked him, “Have you seen a car with a 2.0-liter engine that has four exhaust pipes?”

Vikander said with disdain, “Four exhaust pipes? Unless they’re crazy, no one would do something like that!”

Li Mu smiled and said, “You’ll probably have a chance to see it in a few years.”

After speaking, Li Mu calmly said, “Alright, Vikander. I’m paying you not to waste my time arguing, but to do work for me. I’m the Owner, so whatever I tell you to do, you do it. Don’t tell me how professional you are or how amateur I am. Every single one of you designers, not one is qualified in my eyes. Just look at the models you’ve designed—their perpetually unchanging designs show how utterly lacking in design creativity you all are. Then look at Volvo’s sluggish sales; at least sixty percent of the responsibility for that lies with you designers.”

Upon hearing this, Vikander’s face immediately flushed and then paled.

Having his professional capability questioned like that by Li Mu was truly a stinging blow.

But the key was that he suddenly didn’t know how to refute him.

Volvo’s car sales were indeed quite sluggish.

Li Mu continued at this point, “The cars you design are like the most ordinary middle-aged men in the world: big, plump faces, greasy-faced, thinning hair, sloppily dressed, and unkempt, making it difficult for the opposite sex to feel any interest. So, the cars you design are also very ascetic; when people see them, they feel no desire. If they had a little desire beforehand, seeing the cars you design would instantly extinguish it. If you’re not convinced, I can use a budget of one million dollars to hire a world-renowned survey company to conduct a questionnaire survey in several major cities worldwide and calculate how many people think current Volvo models are ugly.”

Raising his voice a few decibels, Li Mu said, “It was out of courtesy that I asked for your opinion; I didn’t actually want you to criticize me with your ascetic aesthetic. From now on, if you still want this job, listen carefully to what the man who pays you is saying. Whatever he tells you to do, you obediently comply. Otherwise, you can immediately resign and go back to Sweden to see if you’ll ever find another designer job in your lifetime!”

Vikander suddenly didn’t dare complain anymore.

He had originally intended to put the new Owner in his place, to make him give up any thoughts of interfering with his work in the future. But he hadn’t expected that the new Owner wasn’t just interfering with his work, but was completely taking over it.

He also clearly understood that if he went against Li Mu, his only outcome would be to pack his bags and go home. So he could only back down immediately. Whatever Li Mu wanted, he would cooperate, and that was that. As for whether the car Li Mu designed would work out, who cares? He would go back to Sweden once he earned enough money. Even if Volvo died, it would have nothing to do with him.

So, he said subserviently, “Mr. Li, whatever design you want, I will fully cooperate according to your ideas.”

Li Mu nodded and said, “First, raise the car’s front a bit more for me. Don’t talk to me about visibility issues; if you want good visibility, go try a Changhe minivan.”

“I told you, the wheels need to be bigger, the car needs to be lower. What? Unconventional? That’s exactly what I want: unconventional!”

“Add the dual exhaust! Yes! It must be dual exhaust, one on each side. And, don’t give me these round exhaust tips; switch them to square ones!”

“The side profile, make the waistline more pronounced…”

On the computer, a car was slowly refined from the most basic line drawing, finally taking on the rough draft of the Evoque.

Although this squat, big-wheeled monstrosity looked truly strange, what astonished all the designers was that such a strange combination didn’t look ugly at all. On the contrary, the more they looked, the more it developed a unique charm.

At this moment, these designers hadn’t realized that they were designing an SUV that would astonish the entire world…





Chapter 1806: Muye Aurora

As the first render came out, the entire design team finally realized what an outstanding product design they had created.

The Land Rover Evoque is one of the few car models with a long aesthetic lifespan. This car felt stunning in its first few years, remained very attractive in later years, and even after many more years, it was still considered a good-looking model. Even before Li Mu’s rebirth, the Evoque had been on the market for so long, and people had seen it so much, yet they still found it to be truly beautiful.

Such a design, when brought out today, is almost crushing. Compared to it, Volvo’s car design team could practically be sent to Siberia to plant potatoes.

Alexander Vikander also realized who was boss only after seeing the near-photorealistic renders.

He was almost taken aback by this car model, and the sloping roof design, which he had previously scoffed at, now became, in his eyes, the finishing touch.

Consequently, the entire team seemed to be injected with adrenaline and proceeded with more detailed design work, completely following Li Mu’s requirements.

Several days later.

The complete set of renders for Muye Automotive Group’s first car was finally announced as finished.

The entire design team worked at full throttle, producing nearly a hundred renders. Among them, twenty were exterior views from various angles, twenty were interior center consoles, and the rest covered car seats, space layout, and various small details.

This mid-size SUV was named Muye Aurora by Li Mu, with the English name MUYE-Aurora.

Aside from adopting the Land Rover Evoque’s exterior design, the Muye Aurora completely discarded Land Rover’s original interior and instead incorporated Mercedes-Benz’s family-style interior design from later generations.

The center console, in addition to the classic Mercedes-Benz styling, also featured a seven-inch LCD screen. This screen, however, was still in the conceptual stage and required targeted development.

Although most car models at this time did not have LCD center screens, it didn’t mean that current technological capabilities couldn’t meet this requirement.

In fact, the screen itself was simple; a seven-inch LCD screen presented no technical difficulty. Applying it to a car merely required improving its adaptability to high and low-temperature operating conditions based on the original screen.

Truthfully, the LCD screen wasn’t the most important part; what was most crucial was to adapt a complete in-car system.

To put it simply, this system would at least need to support displaying various vehicle conditions, such as air conditioning status, mode status, audio adjustment, and other functions. It would also need to assist the user in adjusting vehicle settings and provide simple entertainment functions.

At minimum, it needed to offer radio and MP3/CD playback functionalities.

If they wanted it to be more powerful, Keyhole’s map and navigation functions could be combined to achieve in-car navigation, and a Bluetooth module could be added for Bluetooth calls and music.

For more functions, they would have to wait until smartphone systems were developed.

Li Mu currently had no ready-made in-car systems available, and the systems on the market were completely unsatisfactory to him. So, he entrusted the design and R&D of this product to Apple and Muye Technology.

Apple’s team was responsible for R&D on the software support for the entire system, including human-computer interaction and experience optimization.

Meanwhile, Muye Technology’s hardware laboratory was tasked with finding the most suitable hardware on the market to complete the entire solution.

Upon hearing that Li Mu wanted to install a seven-inch LCD screen in the car, all the technical personnel expressed strong opposition.

There were several points of objection:

First, high cost;

Second, instability;

Third, no need.

Li Mu sternly scolded these Swedish older brothers.

What the hell was cost? These people simply didn’t understand that while this configuration might only add one thousand yuan in production cost, consumers would have to spend at least three thousand yuan to modify it themselves later.

So, if he sold it to them for one thousand five hundred or two thousand, they would be incredibly happy. At most, he could offer two plans: the bare-bones model wouldn’t have an LCD screen, but the mid-range and higher trims would have it as a default.

In Li Mu’s view, industry insiders who currently believed consumers wouldn’t pay the bill for LCD screens were basically idiots in the automotive industry. The market a few years later would repeatedly rub their faces on sun-baked concrete and then give their pig-brains a concussion.

As for talk of instability, Li Mu had heard even more.

Whenever someone asked why a screen couldn’t be added to a car, or why this or that couldn’t be added, there were always professional contrarians in the industry who claimed that automobiles required harsh operating conditions, with temperatures ranging from tens of degrees below zero to tens of degrees above, making many electronic products unusable directly in cars.

Such theories were basically no different from farting.

The reason they said this was pure laziness. A phone could work at minus thirty degrees Celsius, so why would a car screen fail at minus thirty degrees Celsius? A phone screen was far more complex than a car’s center control screen, wasn’t it? A little bit of thought could solve the LCD screen’s operating condition adaptability. Therefore, such people were utterly brain-dead.

As for those who said it wasn’t needed, that was also standard inertial thinking.

They believed that all car manufacturers worldwide only provided users with a shabby radio, so why should they bother installing LCD screens? Wasn’t a radio good enough? Wasn’t a cassette tape recorder good enough? Wasn’t a CD player good enough?

As a result, only after Tesla directly put a screen larger than an iPad into its cars did all other automakers suddenly realize, “Oh, what we used to think was great was actually utter garbage. A center LCD screen is actually so important!”

Therefore, in any industry, leaders are always ostracized, and even mocked and scoffed at by those self-righteous conservatives.

As the saying goes, “a summer insect cannot comprehend ice.” These people belonged to the type who wouldn’t shed a tear until they saw the coffin. For them, it would only dawn on them when they truly saw the overwhelming trend.

Volvo’s production line was still being assembled and commissioned, with formal production expected to begin early next year.

However, prototype vehicles didn’t need to wait for the entire production line to be fully assembled. The production department could organize trial production in advance. After all, many technologies were general and could be directly transplanted from Volvo’s platform, then simply affixed with a MUYE badge. It was like how some Skoda engines were even fitted with re-badged Volkswagen engines, with a Skoda logo then placed over Volkswagen’s original one, before being pulled out for sale on the market.

Li Mu planned for all Muye Aurora prototype vehicles to be produced using Volvo’s technology. They would first hand-produce the prototypes like concept cars and then begin road testing.

Typically, after a car model produces prototypes, modifications are made during testing. This way, by the time the car completes testing and is finally finalized, the production line will also be largely ready, allowing for direct mass production!





Chapter 1807: Concept Car Launch

As Volvo’s production lines were shipped to Beijing in batches and re-assembled there, Land Rover’s production line in the UK also began its first phase of relocation.

At the same time, the first concept car for the Muye Evoque was being intensively produced on the newly assembled production line.

Most of the time, concept cars are not mass-produced, and even if they are, the production model often differs significantly from the concept version.

However, Li Mu planned to release a mass-producible version of the Muye Evoque directly, first as a concept car, launching it into the market through a press conference.

His acquisition of the three brands — Volvo, Land Rover, and Jaguar — was already widely known. However, the world was generally skeptical about his venture into car manufacturing.

Because most businessmen and brands who attempted to cross into the automotive industry ultimately met with failure; most barely made a splash before immediately disappearing.

Western countries themselves were disdainful of China’s automotive manufacturing industry. When they learned Li Mu was going to build cars, most of them were predicting failure.

Western media and the public generally harbored a sour grapes mentality. It felt as if their own family had been struggling for years, and they had to send their own children to be fostered by another family, leaving them feeling both sour and bitter.

Therefore, they didn’t believe Li Mu could succeed in the automotive industry. After all, nearly all of his current ventures were closely related to the internet. People didn’t believe he could maintain his lead in other fields once he left his advantageous domain of the internet.

However, Li Mu intended to use a car model that would stun the world to show everyone that he could not only excel in the internet sector but also build cars with no problem at all.

This Land Rover Evoque, a masterpiece of design both inside and out, came in a uniformly high-end concept version, featuring a 3.0T engine, a 6AT transmission, an XC60 chassis, a four-wheel-drive system, and all of Volvo’s active and passive safety features.

The car’s interior featured a matte solid wood trim, essentially mirroring that of the new Mercedes-Benz C-Class, and was complemented by multiple ambient light strips. Its sense of luxury even surpassed that of current luxury SUVs.

As the vehicle’s technology and chassis platform were already established, only a redesign and production of the interior and exterior body kits were needed on top of these. Thus, this production process didn’t take too long.

More than a month later, four Muye Evoques in different color schemes rolled off Volvo’s new production line.

These four vehicles were pure white, pure black, blue-and-white contrasting, and orange-and-black contrasting.

To Li Mu, the four cars didn’t look significantly different from the Land Rover Evoque in appearance. Their overall size was slightly larger than the Evoque, not as sleek, but also appeared more imposing, hinting at a sportier Range Rover feel, yet without the Range Rover’s extravagance.

Simultaneously, opening the car door revealed a strong Mercedes-Benz interior style, appearing incredibly luxurious with virtually no plasticky feel. What met the eye and hand, besides the chrome-plated buttons and knobs, was black leather and solid wood interior panels.

Starting the car, the V6 engine’s roar was very pleasant to the ear.

Volvo’s 3.0T engine wasn’t outstanding, but its overall specifications were acceptable.

As for the transmission, it was sourced from ZF, a 6-speed automatic, considered a very advanced and high-end automatic transmission for its time.

Volvo’s four-wheel-drive system wasn’t particularly strong either, but the Muye Evoque itself wasn’t designed primarily for off-roading, so the requirements for the four-wheel-drive system weren’t as high. This system was therefore perfectly adequate.

Li Mu took it for a test drive and felt very good about the car. It was good-looking and easy to drive, without excessive emphasis on power or handling. In short, its mechanical aspects were well-balanced, and its exterior and interior were superb, making it overall a truly excellent model.

However, although a liquid crystal display was installed, it could currently only show the Muye Automotive logo and an introductory animation upon startup. Specific control functions couldn’t yet be implemented, as a comprehensive human-computer interaction system couldn’t be developed immediately in such a short timeframe.

Even so, the car’s degree of completion was already quite high.

Li Mu scheduled the car’s launch for September, after autumn began. However, by the end of August, he had already announced to the world that Muye Automotive would unveil its first concept model since the brand’s establishment in early September.

The news sent shockwaves around the world.

Only about two months had passed, and a concept car was already being launched?

The speed was somewhat alarming.

Generally, for a car model, two months might not even be enough time to finalize the exterior design.

However, these rules didn’t apply to Li Mu, a true rule-breaker. He had so many exterior styling and interior design plans for cars in his mind that he could just pick out two of the best, and physical car production could quickly be realized.

While the world was astonished, it was entirely pessimistic about Li Mu’s concept car. Many automotive media outlets even predicted it would be a disastrous press conference, where Muye Automotive would unveil a terrible, unmass-producible model. They believed that while Li Mu possessed superman-like acumen in the internet sector, he would undoubtedly experience complete and utter failure in the automotive field.

Many media outlets also wanted to dig deeper into the concept model, to reveal some of its elements to the public beforehand. However, Muye Automotive’s secrecy work was too good. Despite racking their brains, all they knew was that the concept car Muye Automotive was about to launch was an SUV model; everything else remained unknown.

And so, the world waited with a mix of curiosity and anticipation for Muye Automotive’s concept car launch.

September 1st.

Muye Automotive announced its global brand ambassadors: Du Wei, who had become immensely popular due to The Flying Tigers and three classic English songs, and Leonardo DiCaprio, whose looks were currently at their peak.

Currently, Du Wei’s global fame was immense. Her three songs remained on the charts, and the formidable divine song, ‘Rolling In The Deep,’ even consecutively topped multiple leaderboards for two months.

As for Leonardo, there was no need to say more; he was an absolute first-tier Hollywood big shot, with immense influence.

Muye Automotive immediately signed these two brand ambassadors, instantly setting a remarkably high standard for itself.

Some sarcastic Western automotive media even commented, “Muye Automotive hasn’t even built a car that can run, yet they’ve already signed two superstars as brand ambassadors. We should really be concerned about whether Muye Automotive even has a reliable car for these two to endorse.”

Li Mu paid no attention to these discouraging remarks.

In any case, Western countries did indeed look down upon China’s automotive manufacturing industry; this was an established fact, and there was nothing for him to refute.

At times like this, rather than engaging in a war of words with them, it was better to remain silent and simply stun everyone when the concept model was launched.

On September 9th, Muye Automotive officially held the launch event for Muye Automotive Group’s first concept car at the press conference hall of the Beijing International Exhibition Center.

Before the press conference, all four Muye Evoques were parked on the stage, covered entirely with pure black blackout cloths.

Nearly two thousand invited guests were present at the venue.

Most were media reporters, automotive industry peers, car enthusiasts, and some executives who were highly interested in Muye Automotive.

After the guests had taken their seats, no one had yet seen what the four cars looked like.

Many even entertained the thought of walking up to lift the black cloths and get a glimpse.

However, the on-site staff were highly diligent and consistently prevented anyone from approaching the four vehicles.

At three o’clock in the afternoon, the press conference officially began.

This press conference had no host; Li Mu himself personally handled the car model’s unveiling and explanation.

When Li Mu, dressed in a black suit, walked onto the stage, thunderous applause erupted in the venue.

Although foreign nations were pessimistic about Muye Automotive, the domestic public still held high expectations for him.

China’s domestic passenger car industry hadn’t made any significant moves for a while. This time, Li Mu acquired three well-known foreign brands in one go, which should allow him to create something new.

After the applause subsided, Li Mu bowed slightly towards the audience and smiled, saying, “Thank you all for taking time out of your busy schedules to be here, to witness the launch of the first concept car by Muye Automotive Group, a newly established company.”

“Before we unveil the car model, I’d like to discuss our specific strategic planning with you all.”

“As you all know, I recently acquired three automotive brands. These three brands are currently in the process of gradually moving their production lines into China. They are all part of Muye Automotive Group, becoming three sub-brands under Muye Automotive Group.”

“At the same time, we also announced the establishment of the domestic independent brand, Muye Automotive. Within Muye Automotive Group’s organizational structure, Muye Automotive is a sub-brand parallel and equal in status to the other three brands.”

“Since we fully acquired these three brands, we will integrate their technologies in the future.”

“In other words, in the future, you may experience Volvo’s safety technology, Land Rover’s four-wheel-drive and off-road technology, and Jaguar’s luxury and technology across all brands under Muye Automotive Group.”

“Concurrently, we have also invested in Tesla Motors, founded by Elon Musk. In the future, Tesla Motors will also relocate to China, engaging in deep cooperation with Muye Automotive Group. Both parties will jointly complete the R&D and production of new energy vehicles and gasoline-electric hybrid models.”

“Within the next three years, Muye Automotive Group will develop into a diversified automotive group involved in the R&D, design, production, and sales of multiple brands and various types of passenger vehicles.”

“Therefore, I hope everyone will stay tuned to Muye Automotive Group. In the future, we will successively launch more and better car models, along with more innovative automotive technologies.”

At this point, Li Mu turned around, smiled faintly at the four Muye Evoques covered with black blackout cloths behind him, and said, “Next, I will grandly introduce Muye Automotive Group’s first concept model, the Muye Evoque!”

As he finished speaking, the lights in the entire hall instantly dimmed, with spotlights shining on the four tightly covered cars.

Immediately after, the covers were simultaneously removed by the staff. When everyone finally saw the four Muye Evoques in different colors and from various angles, the entire venue erupted in a shocked uproar!





Chapter 1808: Globally Shocking

When the Muye Evoque was first displayed to the world, everyone was stunned by the vehicle’s unparalleled exterior design.

At that time, automotive design aesthetics were still quite backward. Many vehicle designs still adopted very generic square or rounded shapes. The two most representative models were the ordinary Santana and the old model Audi A6.

The Santana’s design was like it was carved from a block of tofu, while the rear of the old Audi, in a remarkable coincidence, resembled a Corgi’s backside—both were round and plump.

Automotive industrial design still needed to wait at least another five or six years, or even longer, to make its next major leap. Therefore, the Evoque’s appearance at this time delivered what could almost be described as a dimensionality reduction attack on the entire automotive industry.

In his previous life, the Evoque had its global debut in late 2010 or early 2011. Even then, it stunned the world, let alone now, with Li Mu having pushed this timeline forward by five or six years.

The scene was now filled with incredibly astonished gasps. Media reporters pushed their shutter speeds to the extreme, continuously snapping away, taking large numbers of high-definition photos around the four cars.

Some reporters, equipped with wireless network cards, had already begun directly uploading photos of the vehicles from the event back to their offices.

Muye Automotive Group and Li Mu’s personal Weibo concurrently released the exquisite, pre-prepared images: the Muye Evoque had officially launched!

As soon as this car was unveiled, it was immediately classified by most people as one of the most beautiful concept cars. Among them, the majority felt it was the most beautiful concept car, more beautiful than any other concept car, and more beautiful than all mass production cars currently available.

Li Mu stood on stage, receiving gasps of admiration and cheers from the audience. Several minutes later, the intense excitement in the venue finally subsided slightly.

At this point, Li Mu seized the opportunity and continued, “As you can see, our Muye Evoque incorporates many very special design languages. As Muye Automotive Group’s first concept vehicle, we attach great importance to this model. Not only does it feature a completely new exterior design, but the interior also boasts very bold innovations.”

Having said that, Li Mu pointed to the big screen behind him and said, “Next, please take a look at the interior view of our car!”

Immediately afterward, the big screen suddenly displayed a high-definition image of the Muye Evoque’s interior. The car’s interior was almost identical to that of the new Mercedes-Benz C-Class, and with the addition of ambient lighting, the sense of luxury was explosive!

A series of gasps of astonishment erupted from the audience again!

The quality of this interior no longer needed to be questioned; anyone who saw it would undoubtedly say that the car’s interior was simply top-tier.

Even Mercedes-Benz, Rolls-Royce, Bentley, and those expensive sports cars were significantly inferior to this car in terms of interior!

The LCD screen in the center top, displaying the Muye Automotive Group’s logo, exuded a strong sense of technology!

Even Li Mu’s own Mercedes-Benz G-Wagen had an interior with only a very old blue-and-white digital screen that could only display basic information; longer song titles wouldn’t even fit entirely.

In comparison, it was more than a generation behind this car’s interior!

This generation of the new Mercedes-Benz C-Class, launched around 2015, became the representative model for luxurious interior design in luxury cars as soon as it debuted, thanks to its unparalleled interior.

In contrast, the BMW and Audi interiors of that era were simply abysmal.

And Mercedes-Benz fought a beautiful comeback battle relying on that generation’s interior design style.

Now, Li Mu had brought an interior design that would shock the world a decade later back to ten years ago, astonishing the entire world even more.

At this moment, everyone who had previously been pessimistic about Li Mu’s car manufacturing venture and Muye Automotive Group all fell silent.

They were truly convinced.

Many industry insiders could tell at a glance that this car, with its unparalleled exterior and interior design, would surely sell well as long as it could run, and many people would eagerly pursue buying it!

Now, the most pressing question for everyone was whether this concept car could actually be mass produced.

After all, ninety percent of concept cars are products that automakers use to show off, piling in many things that cannot yet be mass-produced, bringing them out at auto shows to let the world see their sense of technology and foresight. Once the auto show is over, there’s an eighty percent chance the car will never be mentioned again.

Although the remaining ten percent of concept cars could be mass-produced, the mass-produced models were vastly different from the concept cars, to the point of being disfigured/unrecognizable.

So, the only question that concerned the whole world now was: Will this car truly be mass-produced?

At this point, Li Mu spoke, “Although the Muye Evoque is currently just a concept model, we already have a clear production scheduling plan. This vehicle will commence mass production from the end of this year to early next year, and the officially listed version will completely retain the concept car’s design style! In other words, what you see here today will be almost identical to what you can buy next year!”

These words caused the venue to completely erupt!

This was the exact sentence everyone had been waiting for! It was like a strong reassurance, thrilling everyone.

If such a beautiful car wasn’t mass-produced, it would simply be wasting heavenly resources, a complete waste of such an excellent, advanced, and perfect design.

Once this model begins mass production, it will undoubtedly become the new favorite of the entire SUV market. Muye Automotive will very likely achieve a perfect start for the entire group because of this one model.

After this press conference, a massive earthquake was triggered in the automotive industry.

Photos of the Muye Evoque were circulating widely across the entire network. Almost everyone who saw them was astonished, especially female compatriots, many of whom were already prepared to buy the car whenever it became available.

Automotive media in Japan, Germany, the UK, and the USA immediately placed news of the Muye Evoque on their front-page headlines.

Every media outlet praised this model greatly. Japanese companies showcased several SUVs from Honda, Toyota, Nissan, Subaru, and Mazda to compare with the Muye Evoque. The host even said, “I feel like all of our domestic SUVs in the same class, combined, are not as good-looking as the Muye Evoque.”

German automotive media stated, “It’s as if, all of a sudden, Muye Automotive Group did what Mercedes-Benz and Audi do best: not only did they create an impeccable exterior for a car, but they also perfected the interior to an unrivaled degree. Now, looking at the Mercedes-Benz S-Class’s interior, I have to ask, is this really considered a luxury car?”

The host of a very famous British car show, Top Gear, Jeremy Clarkson, affectionately known as “the Gorilla,” had always been globally renowned for his sharp tongue. However, this time, he said on his personal Weibo and Twitter: “Without a doubt, the Muye Evoque is the most beautiful SUV I have ever seen. The moment I saw it, space, power, four-wheel-drive system, and off-road capability completely ceased to matter!”

“We were previously worried that Land Rover and Jaguar, in the hands of Muye Automotive Group, would directly transition from decline to death. However, it now seems we have absolutely no need to worry about such issues, because simply judging by the automotive industrial design of this Muye Evoque, Muye Automotive Group has surpassed Land Rover and Jaguar’s own intrinsic strength, even reaching a height that the entire world cannot achieve!”

“The Muye Evoque will be a monument in the history of automotive industrial design! The design language it conveys will become an object of worldwide eager pursuit and emulation! If this car were in front of me right now, I would kiss every inch of its paintwork, every piece of leather, every wooden panel, and that incredibly cool LCD screen in its interior!”

Without a doubt, the Muye Evoque instantly made Muye Automotive Group widely renowned throughout the world. Li Mu had even begun planning to repurpose one of Land Rover’s production lines to also produce the Muye Evoque, and at the same time, invest in building two more production lines specifically for the Evoque model.

The Evoque was very popular in his previous life, but because it was so sought after in the early stages, terrifying incidents like price markups of fifty percent occurred, leading it to gradually give consumers an impression of low, even very low, cost-performance ratio.

Actually, a model like the Evoque should be positioned in the 200,000 RMB to 400,000 RMB price range, with the main models positioned at 200,000 RMB to 300,000 RMB. At this price point, the car’s cost-performance ratio would be invincible.

If its selling price was similar to that of the CRV, this car would definitely explode in popularity worldwide.

By then, the Muye Evoque would become a volume-selling model for Muye Automotive Group.

Besides the Muye Evoque SUV, Li Mu was also preparing to launch two other models: a B-segment car and an A-segment car.

A-segment cars are compact family cars, and B-segment cars are ordinary mid-size family cars. These two types of cars have consistently been the biggest sellers in the market.

Models like Lavida, Sylphy, Corolla, and Bora, which sell extremely well, are almost all A-segment cars;

Passat, A4, Mercedes-Benz C-Class, BMW 3 Series, Accord, Camry, and Teana, these hot-selling models are all B-segment cars.

If they could have a competitive A-segment car and a competitive B-segment car, they would essentially cover seventy to eighty percent of the family sedan market!

Li Mu rummaged through his memories for a long time. For the A-segment car, he planned to use the exterior design of the new Civic, and for the B-segment car, the exterior design of the new Mercedes-Benz C-Class.

As for the interior, he would directly transplant the Muye Evoque’s interior style. After all, Mercedes-Benz’s interior design for that model could be said to be the most competitive interior design on the market at that time.

Once these three models are finalized and mass-produced, it might not lead to them being sold out globally, but it would at least open up the market for Muye Automotive Group and allow the Muye automotive brand’s influence to spread through these three cars.

As for luxury cars, Li Mu was not preparing to touch them for the time being.

Firstly, it was inherently difficult for domestic cars to compete in the luxury car sector. Secondly, the luxury car market was not as large as imagined.

The most profitable car brands in the world were generally ordinary car brands like Toyota and Volkswagen. Companies like Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Bentley, and Ferrari, however, had lower profit margins than the former, primarily because the former had more users and higher market share.

If Muye Automotive Group could create a strong impact on Toyota’s and Volkswagen’s mid-to-low end markets, then this brand would have no need to worry about profit in the future!





Chapter 1809: Hong Kong IPO

After Muye Automotive Group made a dazzling appearance with the Muye Evoque, Muye Technology’s IPO listing in Hong Kong had reached its final stage.

Given that Ele.me had not yet achieved nationwide coverage, Muye Automotive Group had just been established and its market value couldn’t be accurately measured, and neither Android nor Apple had introduced truly revolutionary products yet, Li Mu decided not to bundle these companies into Muye Technology. Instead, he planned to keep them separate for now and list Muye Technology as the main entity in Hong Kong.

Currently, the underwriters’ valuation was three hundred twenty billion US dollars, which was already the highest IPO valuation globally.

Although many companies, at their peak, had market values exceeding five hundred billion US dollars, with some even surpassing one trillion US dollars, these achievements typically came after they had been listed for some time, even several years or over a decade.

Many large companies, when they first went public, were still in their corporate adolescence, having potential but not yet immense strength. Consequently, at the IPO stage, their initial market value often only reached tens of billions of US dollars.

But Muye Technology was different.

Muye Technology was no longer in its adolescence. It was now a super large company with extensive market coverage and extremely high revenue. Although it hadn’t reached its peak period yet, it could certainly be considered to be in its robust prime.

Therefore, the valuation model used for investing in junior companies no longer applied to it.

It was like a football star’s transfer fee: a seventeen or eighteen-year-old genius’s transfer fee would be at most a few million British Pounds, but that person’s value could increase tenfold five years later. However, that was something time and the field of play would have to prove.

Companies were the same. Most companies, when they first went public, hadn’t seen their businesses truly take off yet. They relied on the financing acquired through their IPO and their steadily climbing market value to rapidly launch their operations.

However, Muye Technology had already launched.

Therefore, an IPO valuation of tens of billions of US dollars, or even over three hundred billion US dollars, was no longer enough to satisfy Li Mu.

Because in Li Mu’s view, the high coverage and high paid rate of the YY Ecosystem globally were already heaven-defying in this era. This alone was worth four hundred billion US dollars.

Any industry, once it achieved global coverage, would receive a significant multiplier of X2, X3, or even X10.

Alibaba’s primary revenue came from the domestic market. The vast majority of profits from its major businesses, Taobao, Tmall, and Alibaba Cloud, were generated domestically, which allowed it to achieve a market value of four to five hundred billion US dollars.

Amazon covered almost every region outside of China, reaching a peak market value of nearly one trillion US dollars. If these two companies were to merge, they would become a global e-commerce and enterprise cloud services platform. As long as they didn’t violate antitrust laws, their market value would certainly not be a simple four to five hundred billion plus one trillion; it could potentially exceed two trillion, or even more.

In later generations, Facebook, like Amazon, couldn’t cover the China market, yet still achieved a market value of five to six hundred billion US dollars or even higher, while Tencent’s main businesses were all domestically focused, also achieving a market value of four to five hundred billion US dollars.

The combined influence of these two companies might not even compare to Muye Technology’s current reach, because Muye Technology’s global coverage was virtually a monopoly.

After MSN had completely faded away, Li Mu had not suppressed any instant messaging software products. He knew that the general trend was already established; anyone who tried to compete with Muye Technology would only do so in vain. He wouldn’t need to lift a finger; they would drag themselves down.

Therefore, in Li Mu’s opinion, the current market value of three hundred twenty billion US dollars for Muye Technology was still slightly too low overall.

What’s more, Muye Technology was also a shareholder in Google and Baidu, and these two companies combined had a market value of several tens of billions of US dollars.

Furthermore, Muye Pictures’ recent film, The Flying Tigers, had indeed achieved astounding global box office results. While one film couldn’t guarantee that Muye Pictures would continue to have smooth sailing, it was at least a very powerful addition.

Therefore, Li Mu’s ideal market value had to be at least above the four hundred fifty billion mark.

As for how much Muye Technology’s stock would skyrocket after its listing, that was another matter entirely.

In light of this, Li Mu met with the representatives from the brokerage firms again.

During the meeting, Li Mu put forward a demand for an IPO valuation of four hundred fifty billion US dollars.

With a valuation of four hundred fifty billion US dollars, all shareholders would proportionally dilute 10% of their shares to be used as issued shares, totaling one billion shares, at a stock price of 45 US dollars.

Of the forty-five billion US dollars raised, thirty-five billion US dollars would be used to boost Muye Technology’s current investments in various areas, including R&D, market expansion, cloud computing, and new business ventures.

The remaining ten billion US dollars would be cashed out proportionally by the shareholders.

Everyone had been with Muye Technology for quite some time; it was time for them to receive a large sum of money.

With ten billion US dollars to distribute, even someone with just one percent of the shares could receive one hundred million US dollars.

Of course, the cost was that their 1% stake would be diluted by 0.1%, leaving them with 0.9% after dilution.

If it was an executive with only 0.1% of the shares, this dilution of 0.01% would still allow them to receive ten million US dollars.

This was the benefit of backing the right influential figure.

Back the right influential figure, catch an IPO wave every two or three years, and even a few tenths of a percent of shares could lead to financial freedom.

On the other hand, there were plenty of people who didn’t back the right influential figure, diligently toiled for two or three decades, and still couldn’t even afford a house.

As for the remaining shares held by the shareholders, they would be locked by agreement. They could not be reduced in the secondary market nor pledged in the primary market within the next two years.

In other words, even after Muye Technology went public, Li Mu would still hold over 70% of the shares, but he wouldn’t be able to sell them off in the secondary market, meaning they couldn’t be bought or sold, nor could they be used for collateralized loans in the primary market.

If major shareholders didn’t sell off their shares, it would give investors stronger confidence.

If major shareholders tried every possible means to sell off their shares in the secondary market right after the listing, the stock price would inevitably crash.

If major shareholders pledged their shares to brokerage firms right after the listing to cash out and indulge themselves, the stock price would also be unsustainable.

Major shareholders were like the defending generals of a city. They had to constantly instill the belief of “as long as I am here, the city stands” in all the soldiers, officers, and common people, so that everyone could bravely fight the enemy alongside the general.

Several state-owned brokerage firms were somewhat apprehensive about the four hundred fifty billion US dollar valuation.

First, the price was simply too high; second, the risk was indeed quite substantial; and third, they had never handled an IPO of this scale before.

When Alibaba went public back then, an IPO size of over two hundred billion was already record-breaking. Now, Muye Technology was directly setting the bar at four hundred fifty billion US dollars, which was far too high.

For brokerage firms to handle such a large-scale IPO, they first needed to be able to help Muye Technology raise forty-five billion US dollars. Failing to raise the funds would be pure nonsense.

Li Mu, however, told them, “Gentlemen, once you undertake Muye Technology’s IPO at a scale of four hundred fifty billion US dollars, I believe a large number of clients will come to you to subscribe for Muye Technology’s stock. You might think forty-five billion US dollars is a huge amount, but the market’s reaction will surely make you realize that this is a very easy task.”

The head of the lead underwriter lacked confidence and said, “Mr. Li, I’ve been doing IPOs for several years now. The fundraising scale for this one company’s IPO is higher than the combined scale of all the companies I’ve handled in the past two years. How can I not be nervous?”

Li Mu smiled. “This is a good thing! Finally, an opportunity to do something big. It’s much better than handling IPOs for dozens of companies with market values of several hundred million US dollars or two to three billion Hong Kong dollars every year.”

After a pause, Li Mu continued, “To be honest, the larger the behemoth company is at the time of its IPO, the more stable its performance will be after listing. Small companies that rise on mere concepts and hype might see their stock prices surge by 50% today, but tomorrow, they could plummet by 90% in a single day!”

“Many companies are clearly just going public to grab money, but underwriters still help them with their IPOs. If you miss such a monumental event as Muye Technology’s IPO, you might not encounter an opportunity to participate in a major project like this again for the next twenty years.”

The other party nodded slightly and said, “That principle certainly holds true, but this price is genuinely too much pressure for us…”

Li Mu smiled. “The Goldberg Family, behind HSBC in the UK, has been eager to take on Muye Technology’s IPO. I’ve already pulled the IPO from US stocks, but they still refuse to give up. Their family’s representative has been staying in a hotel in Beijing for over half a year now, wanting to see me, but I just haven’t met with him. There are two reasons: first, what they did with those Wall Street people before was truly disgusting to me; second, I’m deliberately leaving him hanging until the day he accepts whatever I say.”

At this point, Li Mu continued, “By the way, this older brother has actually always been quite respectful to me. He even gave me a club in the Premier League. I wasn’t planning on giving the Goldberg Family no share of the profits from Muye Technology’s IPO. So, for now, I’m thinking of setting aside a ten billion US dollar share from this forty-five billion US dollar IPO fundraising for them. If you feel that, even combined, you few brokerage firms would still struggle with thirty-five billion, we can discuss it further. I’m sure even if all forty-five billion goes to the Goldberg Family, they would agree without hesitation.”

After Li Mu finished speaking, he glanced at everyone and said seriously, “However, I need to be upfront with you all. The reason I pulled Muye Technology from US stocks is that I don’t want these Wall Street influential figures to enjoy this capital feast.”

“So, I want to list it in Hong Kong, because no matter what, Hong Kong is an inalienable part of China. Having Muye Technology listed in Hong Kong can also be seen as keeping the benefits within our own circle.”

“However, if you all think this piece of meat is too big, that you can’t finish it, can’t eat it, or can’t digest it, then I’ll have no choice but to keep this piece of meat in Hong Kong and let those Wall Street financial titans cross borders to devour it.”

“If that happens, there will be no loss for Muye Technology. I will still sacrifice 10% of the shares to raise forty-five billion US dollars. The only difference will be who helps me raise this money. However, for all of you present, the loss will be immense. Once you let the market see that you lack the ability to swallow a large piece of meat, or even the ability to do so on your own doorstep, then even companies that come to Hong Kong for IPOs in the future won’t choose you as their lead underwriters. They will very likely choose brokerage firms with British or American capital backgrounds, and then all of you will instantly fall into a passive position!”





Chapter 1810: Official Announcement

The moment Li Mu mentioned reserving a portion for the Goldberg Family, who had been eager to attach themselves to him, the state-owned brokerage firms immediately became fully alert.

A huge piece of cake worth forty-five billion dollars would indeed be a bit difficult to swallow, but if a large portion were to be suddenly divided out, it would become a massive loss for everyone.

Thus, everyone quickly communicated with Li Mu, agreeing to give ten billion dollars of the forty-five billion dollar share to the Goldberg Family, and they would take the rest.

This also meant an implicit acceptance of the four hundred fifty billion dollar valuation.

For these brokerage firms, swallowing tens of billions of dollars in one go was indeed challenging, but Li Mu was not wrong. Although the fundraising amount was a bit high, it wasn’t overly difficult. Given the current global optimism for Muye Technology, countless people would rush to invest in it.

Over the past year or so, there had indeed been too many venture capitalists eager to invest in Muye Technology, but they lacked the opportunity to get on board. Now, the IPO was set to release ten percent of its shares as stock issuance, and once available, it would certainly become a hotly contested target for major venture capital firms and stock funds.

Forty-five billion dollars, divided among global stock funds, would actually be just about right. With a portion reserved for retail investors, it would essentially be completely distributed.

After the state-owned brokerage firms finished considering how to distribute the thirty-five billion dollar share, Li Mu called Davison Goldberg of the Goldberg Family.

Davison Goldberg had been in Beijing for a while, stubbornly refusing to return to the UK even after staying for more than half a year. He was just waiting for the day Li Mu’s anger subsided and he would be willing to meet, so he could properly repent in front of him.

Even though Li Mu hadn’t contacted him, he had no intention of leaving Beijing.

This was mainly because Davison Goldberg could see that Li Mu was a huge gold mine for the future. Not only would Muye Technology go public, but Taobao.com would also go public before long, and perhaps in a few years, Muye Automotive Group could also be listed. Following this trend, they wouldn’t need to do anything else; just following him and handling IPOs would allow them to make a fortune.

Therefore, in this situation, Davison Goldberg could not possibly give up on Li Mu.

The moment he received Li Mu’s call, the over sixty-year-old Davison Goldberg was so excited he was incoherent.

During these six months in Beijing, he had learned quite decent Chinese. As soon as he picked up, he excitedly said, “Mr. Li, you’re finally willing to contact me!”

Li Mu was surprised for a moment, then chuckled, “Your Chinese is quite good, Davison. Have you been studying Chinese recently?”

“Yes!” Davison said, “I hired a Chinese tutor and study Chinese three hours every day. While my writing isn’t quite there yet, speaking isn’t much of a problem.”

As he spoke, Davison eagerly pressed, “Mr. Li, are you calling about the IPO?”

Li Mu hummed in acknowledgment and said, “Muye Technology is about to launch its IPO. With a valuation of four hundred fifty billion dollars and fundraising of forty-five billion, I’m reserving a ten billion dollar share for you. If that’s acceptable, come to Muye Technology now to sign the contract with me.”

Davison Goldberg quickly asked, “Mr. Li, can’t HSBC be the lead underwriter?”

Li Mu said indifferently, “Dream on. Given what your group pulled when Google went public, I truly wanted to simply blacklist you and never cooperate with you again. This time, reserving a ten billion share for you is because you’ve consistently performed well and actively distanced yourself from those people on Wall Street.”

Although Davison Goldberg was somewhat disappointed, deep down, he was still excited. After all, he at least managed to get on Li Mu’s ‘bus’ and wasn’t kicked off.

Subsequently, Davison Goldberg immediately rushed to Muye Technology to meet with Li Mu and the other brokerage firms.

At the conference table, Li Mu directly presented the specific cooperation plan: the state-owned brokerage firms would lead, bringing several mid-sized brokerage firms to digest thirty-five billion dollars, while Davison Goldberg’s HSBC Bank would digest the remaining ten billion dollars.

The forty-five billion dollar fundraising amount was not to involve any cooperation with Wall Street capital. The state-owned brokerage firms were to target their fundraising towards the Chinese and Asian financial markets, while HSBC Bank was to focus its fundraising efforts on Europe.

This time, Wall Street would have no part in Muye Technology’s IPO.

After everyone reached a consensus, they simultaneously signed the memorandum. Muye Technology’s IPO was officially announced to be launched.

That afternoon, Muye Technology, in conjunction with its partner brokerage firms, jointly announced the official launch of Muye Technology’s IPO in the Hong Kong market. The fundraising of forty-five billion dollars made it the largest IPO in history.

The market value of four hundred fifty billion dollars and the fundraising amount of forty-five billion dollars shocked the global financial community. However, for many, these figures were both reasonable and expected.

After all, it was Muye Technology, the world’s leading internet company, unrivaled in this field.

Muye Technology also announced that of the forty-five billion dollars, thirty-five billion would be invested in the company’s upcoming global strategy and software and hardware development. Of that, at least twenty billion dollars would be allocated to data processing.

At this stage, Muye Technology was already the world’s largest data service provider. An additional twenty billion dollar investment would greatly boost Muye Technology’s cloud services, enabling it to monopolize at least seventy percent of global cloud services in the future.

However, currently, there aren’t many companies requiring data services. Unlike the highly developed internet of later generations, where both large and small companies bought cloud services, this single business segment doesn’t currently show its full market potential.

However, in Li Mu’s view, ten years from now, Muye Cloud would have an independent market value of at least five hundred billion dollars. If it also supported Muye Technology’s core businesses, Muye Technology’s total market value would exceed two trillion dollars, or even higher.

Essentially, Muye Technology’s valuation ten years from now would be equivalent to more than two Tencents, half an Amazon, half an Alibaba, and thirty percent of Google and Baidu combined. This doesn’t even account for other ancillary businesses; if all were included, a two trillion dollar market value might not even be enough to contain it.

After this official announcement was made, news headlines worldwide were instantly dominated by news of Muye Technology’s IPO. American headlines, however, were partially criticizing Muye Technology and partially questioning why it abandoned the U.S. and chose to go public in Hong Kong.

American media with a bit of integrity thoroughly analyzed and reviewed Muye Technology’s entire journey from planning to go public in the U.S. to eventually abandoning it, particularly detailing how Wall Street bigwigs prepared to exploit Google’s IPO to fuel an internet bubble.

Those criticizing Muye Technology were media outlets controlled by Wall Street magnates. However, their negativism at this time largely exposed their motives: they were simply sour grapes because they missed out on Muye Technology’s IPO.

Furthermore, domestic media with a sense of justice revealed detailed information, causing Wall Street’s global reputation to be affected to varying degrees.





Chapter 1811: Fundraising Completed

Muye Technology’s IPO process went into the fast track immediately after its official disclosure.

After the major brokerage firms had allocated their shares, they immediately began soliciting subscriptions from their clients.

Because the market had extremely strong confidence in Muye Technology’s performance, the subscription process was incredibly fast. A total of forty-five billion US dollars in issued shares were fully subscribed in less than twenty-four hours.

The market’s high recognition made Muye Technology’s IPO even smoother. The only remaining issue was to confirm the listing date with the Hong Kong stock market.

As the year was drawing to a close, Li Mu prepared to officially go to Hong Kong to ring the bell for the IPO on December 1st, the last month of the year.

This bell-ringing ceremony held great significance for Li Mu, so he invited all the executives of Muye Technology and Taobao.com. Additionally, his parents, as well as Mark Zuckerberg, Larry Page, and Elon Musk, were also among the invited.

In the week leading up to the IPO, Muye Technology received the funds raised by the major brokerage firms. After deducting the underwriting fees, Li Mu took out an additional ten billion US dollars from the proceeds to distribute proportionally to all shareholders.

The old team and core team that had started the business with Li Mu all achieved financial freedom after this IPO.

Even Lin Qingya, who held only one percent of the shares, received one hundred million US dollars in cash. In just over two years with Li Mu, she had become a true billionaire.

Li Mu’s old friend Zhao Kang also reached the peak of his life through this collective cash-out.

Song Liang of Wan Ying Real Estate also became suddenly rich overnight. In his own words, with several hundred million US dollars in his hands, he had no idea what to do with it.

In addition to these siblings who had worked hard alongside him from the very beginning receiving immense returns, Li Mu also awarded a huge amount of listing bonuses within Muye Technology.

From the hundreds of billions of dollars raised during Muye Technology’s IPO, five hundred million US dollars were specifically allocated for employee bonuses. All employees could scientifically and reasonably share this five hundred million US dollars based on their length of service, position level, and contributions.

Overnight, Muye Technology created numerous millionaires and multi-millionaires.

Li Mu’s personal assistant, Li Ziwei, who was also recognized as a goddaughter by Li Mu’s mother and father, received a bonus of three million US dollars according to the internal distribution rules, which was equivalent to approximately twenty-five million Chinese Yuan.

Li Mu also gave Li Ziwei a special Chairman’s award, an additional five million Chinese Yuan, bringing her total cash reward to thirty million.

Of course, Li Mu was the biggest beneficiary in this IPO.

This was the largest single cash-out Li Mu had made since starting his business. After the company’s listing, he still held approximately seventy percent of the shares, so he took out seven billion US dollars in cash from this single cash-out.

After this money was credited, he immediately reinvested two billion US dollars into SpaceX, to accelerate the R&D and testing of reusable launch vehicles.

In addition, Li Mu took out two billion US dollars to establish a student aid fund named after Muye Technology.

This student aid fund would operate by investing in the stock market. Li Mu limited the investment direction to well-known tech stocks in the US stocks and Hong Kong stock market, such as Muye Technology, Microsoft, Google, and Amazon.

After all, two billion US dollars was not a small sum; it was equivalent to nearly seventeen billion Chinese Yuan. If all of it were simply left in bank accounts, the money that couldn’t be spent quickly would only earn an annual interest rate of a few percentage points.

However, if invested in tech stocks, even without any other operations, just buying and holding them for appreciation could yield at least twenty to thirty percent profit annually.

In this way, seventeen billion Chinese Yuan could generate at least three to four billion Chinese Yuan in annual profit, which would further maximize and strengthen the student aid charity.

The purpose of this charitable fund would focus primarily on promoting the popularization and improvement of compulsory education and higher education.

Regarding compulsory education, Li Mu decided to donate and build no less than one thousand Project Hope elementary schools and Project Hope middle schools nationwide within the next five years. Simultaneously, the fund would permanently provide operating funds for these schools. Once a school was completed, all costs for its maintenance, repairs, and salaries for teachers, students, and school staff would be covered entirely by the fund, eliminating the need for any financial subsidies from local governments.

Regarding higher education, Li Mu decided to add student loan subsidies. University students who met the conditions for applying for student loans or poverty assistance could receive a one-time additional subsidy of one thousand Chinese Yuan from the student aid fund, issued once a year, continuously until graduation.

Li Mu’s decision to allocate two billion US dollars for charity in one go greatly shocked the entire society.

Many wealthy people donated money, but making such a large single donation was almost unheard of.

Countless media outlets widely reported on his astonishing single donation.

Li Mu, however, remained very calm about it. To him, money at this stage was truly just a numbers game. In a bank account, it was merely a number, but taking it out made a difference. These numbers could change many people’s fates and help more young people achieve success.

…

November 29th.

Li Mu’s Gulfstream G550 took off from Yanjing Airport, heading for Hong Kong.

Accompanying him were Li Mu’s father, Li Mu’s mother, Li Ziwei, Song Liang, Wei Lan, Chen Ze, and Elon Musk, who was busy with Tesla-related matters in Beijing.

Besides them, Zhao Ziqiu also specifically took leave to go to Hong Kong with Li Mu.

Ever since Su Yingxue went to the United States, Li Mu’s guilt towards Zhao Ziqiu had grown increasingly deep.

He had already planned out Su Yingxue’s future path; the Muye Automotive Group would be handed over to her in the future.

He had also planned out Chen Wan’s path; all operations of Muye Pictures would be her responsibility in the future.

As for the career woman Wei Lan, she handled all current projects at Wan Ying Real Estate with ease. Even Song Liang felt that Wei Lan was more suited to be the CEO of Wan Ying Real Estate than himself.

Therefore, Song Liang had told Li Mu and Chen Ze more than once that he planned to let Wei Lan take the helm of Wan Ying next year, while he retired to a less active role.

Li Mu was the same; he intended to hand over his share and decision-making power in Wan Ying to Wei Lan for her to utilize freely.

From this perspective, Li Mu could give these three women what they wanted or what suited them. Only Zhao Ziqiu, Li Mu didn’t know what he could give her.

Zhao Ziqiu was different from all of them.

She was a girl not particularly keen on a career, and having grown up with incredibly superior living conditions, she didn’t need Li Mu to provide her with any material things at all.

For this girl who believed “love makes water sweet,” all her needs from Li Mu were on a spiritual level.

Even if Li Mu were to put Taobao.com in her charge, she would absolutely refuse, and it would be very difficult for her to do it well.

Therefore, the only thing she needed was him.





Chapter 1812: Heading to the Hong Kong Stock Exchange

After Li Mu and his group arrived in Hong Kong on their private plane, over one hundred senior executives from Muye Technology and Taobao.com flew from Beijing on a chartered flight the next day, November 30th, to Hong Kong.

In addition to the executives from Muye Technology and Taobao.com, Chen Wan had also arranged her work and flew alone from Xiangdu to Hong Kong.

Du Wei and her parents also flew and arrived in Hong Kong on the 30th, preparing to attend the bell ringing ceremony.

Muye Technology’s IPO was a milestone event in Li Mu’s entrepreneurial journey. Although she was very busy with work, Du Wei still didn’t want to miss this opportunity to witness history.

Additionally, she hoped that as Li Mu ascended to another pinnacle of his life, she could silently stand by his side, accompanying him, and watching his new coronation.

Due to Muye Technology’s IPO being the largest in fundraising scale and having the highest market value globally, the eyes of the world were focused on Hong Kong, the Pearl of the Orient.

On December 1st, Li Mu departed from his hotel, and a grand motorcade headed for the Hong Kong Stock Exchange.

Along the way, many reporters and citizens lined the streets to welcome them.

This was a highlight moment for the Hong Kong Stock Exchange since its establishment. An internet unicorn valued at four hundred and fifty billion US dollars was about to go public here, instantly becoming the company with the highest market value on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, and even globally.

The media paid great attention to this IPO, with many even speculating how much Muye Technology’s stock price would surge on its first day of listing.

However, Li Mu no longer cared about the stock price.

Because regardless of stock price ups and downs, in the next one or two years, the floating shares in the stock market would only be those ten percent shares, not one more share would be available, as the equity of other shareholders was locked, not allowed to be cashed out or pledged.

In other words, these ten percent shares would become circulating stock, left for the stock investors to enjoy themselves; whether they rose or fell, it had little to do with Muye Technology itself or its shareholders.

Only when their shares gradually approached the point where they could reduce holdings would the stock price actually affect their cash-out amount.

Otherwise, even if the stock price doubled today, it would be useless; the beneficiaries would be the funds and clients who subscribed to the shares in advance. Muye Technology had already received forty-five billion US dollars, so the impact was not significant.

However, there was one indicator that would be affected by today’s stock price.

That was Li Mu’s personal net worth.

He currently held approximately seventy percent of Muye Technology’s shares. With Muye Technology’s market value at four hundred and fifty billion, his net worth from Muye Technology alone already exceeded three hundred billion US dollars, making him undeniably the richest person in the world.

If his personal holdings in other companies, as well as his personal assets and cash, were added, his total net worth could steadily exceed five hundred billion US dollars.

Before this, Bill Gates, who ranked first on the rich list, had a net worth of only a little over forty billion US dollars.

In other words, Li Mu’s net worth alone was ten times that of Bill Gates, and more than the combined assets of everyone from second to twentieth place on the entire rich list.

If Muye Technology’s stock price could rise by fifty percent today, Li Mu’s net worth from Muye Technology would directly increase from three hundred and twenty billion US dollars to four hundred and eighty billion US dollars. In that case, his net worth would see an increase of one hundred and sixty billion US dollars, which would surpass the combined wealth of everyone from second to thirtieth place on the rich list.

At half past eight, Li Mu arrived at the Hong Kong Stock Exchange on time.

The head of the Hong Kong Stock Exchange and several senior executives were already waiting outside the main gate.

Li Mu got out of the car, and after exchanging pleasantries with them, they immediately invited Li Mu and his group into the VIP lounge, to wait for the bell-ringing ceremony to begin at nine o’clock.

According to the established procedure, the head of the Hong Kong Stock Exchange would first give an opening speech, then Li Mu would go on stage to deliver a short speech, and the bronze bell would be rung promptly at half past nine.

Sitting in the VIP lounge, Li Mu’s father and mother nervously rubbed their hands. For them, today was practically unimaginable even in their wildest dreams, so both of them felt as if they were in a dream, unable to fully grasp the reality.

Although many friends had come today, Li Mu stayed by his parents’ side. Seeing his parents a little nervous, he smiled and comforted them: “Dad, Mom, you just need to stand by my side later, no need to be too nervous.”

Li Mu’s father wiped some sweat and said: “Just thinking about this makes me extremely nervous. How can a company be worth hundreds of billions of US dollars? That’s trillions of Chinese Yuan… It’s terrifying to even say it…”

Li Mu laughed: “Market value is just a number derived from the stock price; it doesn’t mean your son actually has that much money. In reality, the total market value of the shares circulating on the market is only forty-five billion.”

Li Mu’s mother couldn’t help but say: “That’s already a lot, terrifyingly much…”

Li Mu smiled slightly and said: “Mom, entrepreneurship is like this: either you fail quickly, or you succeed quickly. It’s even more so when a company grows big. Large companies either ascend to the pinnacle or fall into hell. I was just lucky enough to be the one who ascended to the pinnacle.”

Li Mu’s mother nodded gently and joked: “It’s truly divine blessings that my son has achieved this today. I wonder how good your Old Li family’s ancestral grave Feng Shui is; it must be incredibly auspicious…”

Li Mu’s father laughed: “You’re right, ever since my son succeeded in his venture, countless people have gone to visit the Li family’s ancestral grave, just wanting to study where exactly the Li family’s ancestral grave Feng Shui is so good…”

The family of three chatted for a while, and their parents’ nervous mood significantly eased. Just then, the lounge door opened, and two old acquaintances walked in side by side.

Li Mu hadn’t expected the visitors to be Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui.

Ever since Anita Mui’s early-stage cancer surgery was successfully completed, she and Leslie Cheung had virtually retired from the entertainment industry. To escape the chaotic and brutal Hong Kong entertainment industry, they simply settled permanently in the United States, occasionally visiting mainland China, but hadn’t returned to Hong Kong even once.

Leslie Cheung had always been very disappointed with the Hong Kong entertainment industry, especially in recent years, when he had frequently been attacked and humiliated by unscrupulous media fabricating various fake news about him in Hong Kong. Thus, he had developed a strong inclination to avoid the place.

Anita Mui shared a similar view. After being diagnosed with cancer, her mindset had also undergone a significant change. She no longer had the drive to work hard as fiercely as before, and her original family had always been extremely annoying to her. So, she was content to live a peaceful and uneventful life in distant America.

Li Mu was truly surprised that they would appear here and hastily stepped forward to ask: “Bro, Sister Mui, why did you two come?”

Leslie Cheung laughed: “We heard your company was going public, so we were hoping you’d come to ring the bell in the US. But last time you came, it was for Google, so we didn’t go to show support. We were still waiting for your company to ring the bell in the US, but we didn’t expect you to change to Hong Kong for your listing, so Sister Mui and I quickly came over.”

Anita Mui also said with a beaming smile: “When I saw the news, I went to find Leslie. Both of us felt that for your company’s bell ringing, we absolutely had to come and show support, so we quickly bought plane tickets and came back!”





Chapter 1832: Muye Technology is Publicly Listed!

Li Mu did not have many friends in the entertainment industry. Besides Du Wei, the only other true friends he had in the industry were Leslie Cheung and Anita Mui.

Therefore, seeing them make a special trip from America filled him with deep contentment. Especially seeing them both in good spirits and looking well, it put his mind even more at ease.

In Li Mu’s impression, these two were rare good people in the entertainment industry, and in his previous life, both had died young. Seeing them now, alive and well before him, Li Mu felt immense relief.

Li Mu introduced them to his parents, as well as his other friends and colleagues. The two legendary superstars from Hong Kong immediately attracted a lot of attention.

As everyone enjoyed the harmonious and happy atmosphere, the bell ringing ceremony was about to officially begin.

So, under the leadership of the staff, the crowd moved to the main hall. The hall was already packed, an impenetrable mass of media reporters, invited guests, and enthusiastic spectators.

Li Mu arranged for his parents and a group of friends to sit in the VIP section that had been prepared for them. Only after the Hong Kong Stock Exchange representative finished his opening remarks did Li Mu step onto the podium.

Immediately, the sound of camera shutters below the stage was like countless machine guns, clicking and snapping incessantly.

Li Mu stood on the podium and began speaking with a smile, “In 2001, I chose to start a business, but at that time, I never imagined that I could develop a venture to its current scale.”

“Over the past two years, we have collectively created an unprecedented internet enterprise empire. This is not the result of my individual efforts, but the combined effort of everyone at Muye Technology, from top to bottom. It is also the result of the internet’s booming development and strong support from national policies.”

“Muye Technology is committed to enabling the internet to influence and benefit more people, and also to promoting the vigorous development of the internet industry in China and globally.”

“Starting from the first half of last year, we established an investment department. Through entrepreneurship competitions, venture capital, and other means, we have supported a large number of mainland internet startup projects. We have seen excellent results and fostered a group of very capable and promising startup teams. With Muye Technology’s listing on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange this time, we hope to set a precedent for mainland internet companies listing in Hong Kong, on one hand, opening a channel for financing for mainland internet companies, and on the other hand, hoping to bring a wave of concentrated tech stock listings to Hong Kong.”

“Finally, I want to thank all the relatives and friends present today for witnessing this historic moment with me. Muye Technology’s listing is not the peak of this company. On the contrary, it is merely a new starting point for the company. From this moment on, the responsibilities we bear will become even greater. We will no longer just be carrying the interests of Muye Technology’s thousands of employees, but also the interests of hundreds of thousands, even millions of stock investors. Therefore, from now on, Muye Technology will certainly forge ahead and create the next peak.”

After his brief speech, Li Mu raised his hand and rang the bell for the IPO.

Muye Technology, under the world’s gaze, finally successfully listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, becoming the most followed news story worldwide that day, without exception.

On the day of the listing, market expectations for Muye Technology were extremely high, resulting in Muye Technology’s stock price surging by forty-three percent on the first day, setting a global record with a market value of six hundred and forty-five billion dollars.

With Muye Technology’s smooth IPO, Li Mu deployed more capital into various R&D efforts and cloud computing data services. At this time, the global internet industry was booming due to Muye Technology’s listing, and internet startup projects worldwide sprang up like mushrooms after rain.

Since the dot-com bubble burst in 2000, the internet industry had finally achieved a new lease on life. Capital regained confidence in the internet sector, and a large amount of hot money began flowing from the market into the internet industry, driving its further development and growth.

And Muye Technology’s pre-accumulated cloud computing services finally welcomed a huge market dividend, quickly jumping to become a cloud computing giant with over seventy percent market share in a short period.

When the global internet market was booming, competitors and capital finally understood why Li Mu had started laying out data processing centers around the world from the very beginning. It turned out he had already foreseen the internet’s resurgence and the immense data processing demands that a large number of emerging businesses would bring. That’s why he prepared in advance, seamlessly connecting with this wave of dividends.

Because of the rapid development of cloud computing services, Muye Technology’s market recognition significantly increased.

At the same time, after several fluctuations, Muye Technology’s market value gradually stabilized past the seven hundred billion dollar milestone.

However, the current market value held little significance for Li Mu and Muye Technology itself. It merely represented the ten percent floating shares being traded back and forth in the market. Some people bought low and sold high, making a profit, while others bought high and sold low, incurring losses.

After Muye Technology’s IPO, Li Mu began to push for Taobao.com’s business expansion.

Taobao.com had already become a domestic monopoly-level e-commerce platform, and Taobao Logistics, its配套物流 system, had also become the leading express delivery company in China. It boasted a highly efficient express delivery turnover system, integrated with abundant civil aviation passenger plane belly cargo resources, special parcel and luggage train resources, and a massive road transport fleet, giving it an absolute leading status domestically.

Currently, Taobao Logistics had already established its own airline. The first step was to purchase three second-hand cargo-type civil aircraft from Air China, and then deploy them into point-to-point transportation services between the four first-tier cities nationwide.

A regular passenger plane, because most of its space is occupied by passengers and only a small portion by passenger luggage, has limited belly cargo space. A single flight can often only carry about ten cubic meters of cargo, and there are very strict weight restrictions.

But once it owned its own cargo planes, the total amount of cargo each flight could carry was dozens, even hundreds of times that of civil aviation belly cargo, which greatly improved Taobao Logistics’ overall turnover efficiency and capacity.

Furthermore, Taobao Logistics itself, due to business needs, was equipped with a large number of self-operated warehouses, effectively giving it a powerful warehousing system. This continuously strengthened Taobao.com’s overall influence. Chief Lei had even begun to target overseas expansion, preparing to directly compete with Amazon’s core business.

Chief Lei’s readiness to compete with Amazon was a strategy conceived and promoted by Li Mu.

Although Taobao.com didn’t have much overseas business at the moment, Li Mu still hoped to launch an offensive against Amazon.

Currently, Amazon’s true core business was e-commerce.

However, in the future, Amazon’s enterprise cloud services would become the world’s number one.

Li Mu didn’t want Amazon’s enterprise cloud to cause a huge impact on Muye Technology in the future, so he planned to tackle the problem at its source: by directly overwhelming Amazon so it would have no energy to focus on new cloud businesses.

This way, he would have one less formidable opponent.





Chapter 1833: New Book ‘Rebirth Entrepreneurship Era’ Published!

My new book, ‘Rebirth Entrepreneurship Era,’ has been released!

My new book, ‘Rebirth Entrepreneurship Era,’ which has been in the works for a long time, was officially released today. Everyone can now find it by searching or by clicking on my personal homepage.

The story of the new book is set in 1999.

At the turn of the century, the turn of the millennium, a middle-aged man who bloomed late and never forgot his original aspirations, dreams of returning to his youth…

Never forget your original aspiration, and forge brilliance!

Developing this book involved a great deal of effort and thought; it’s a story filled with fervent passion and inspiration that I personally adore. I hope you all will enjoy it too, and I want to thank you in advance for your support!





Chapter 1814: Muye Evoque Pre-sales Begin

Months later, construction on Muye Automotive Group’s factory complex was 50% complete.

All of Volvo’s production lines had been relocated to Beijing, and Jaguar and Land Rover’s production lines in the UK also began their gradual relocation.

Mass production of the Muye Evoque concept car was also steadily advancing.

The car-mounted LCD screen issue had been resolved. The supplier was a new technology-based enterprise from Shenzhen City, China. Muye Technology’s hardware laboratory had invested in this company for two rounds, supporting it all the way to become a specialist in automotive LCD display screens.

After the LCD screen issue was resolved, Muye Technology’s R&D team successfully debugged their human-computer interaction system and automotive entertainment system.

Users could view various car information and adjust settings via the LCD screen, basically achieving industry-leading standards.

In truth, software development in the automotive industry had always been very slow. Even years after smartphones emerged, in-car interaction systems could only simply handle media playback. Companies like Mercedes-Benz, BMW, and Audi had not developed a truly up-to-date in-car interaction or entertainment system.

Ultimately, the revolution in in-car entertainment systems was surprisingly sparked by two smartphone companies, Apple and Google, and the disruptor, Tesla.

Now, however, Li Mu had become the disruptor in the automotive industry.

This Muye human-computer interaction and entertainment system was already enough to utterly surpass all competing products on the market.

Additionally, Keyhole Maps and Navigation, acquired jointly with Google, had been integrated with this Muye human-computer system. Supported by Keyhole’s powerful map database, the Muye Evoque could provide GPS navigation services in most countries and regions worldwide.

And in mainland China, because an agreement for data card services was reached with telecom operators, future Evoque owners in the mainland could also enjoy the convenience of regular online map updates. This alone put it ahead of all other car manufacturers worldwide.

In fact, it was clear from Tesla’s development path that once someone applied an internet mindset to car manufacturing, traditional car companies would instantly be shaken off by a wide margin.

When this in-car interaction system officially debuted, it immediately caused a collective shock in the automotive industry. Previously, car manufacturers had maintained an implicit understanding of ‘squeezing toothpaste,’ slowly upgrading their software systems. But now, a car company that didn’t play by the rules suddenly appeared, presenting a complete human-computer interaction system solution in one go, far surpassing other carmakers.

This system immediately became a key focus for car enthusiasts and potential consumers. Its appearance was like the sudden emergence of color-screen smartphones during the era of blue-screen mobile phones, instantly making users feel the development and progress of technology.

To enable Muye Automotive to lead the technological trend in the automotive sector, Li Mu specifically introduced a complete set of electric drive technology and solutions from Tesla, launching a plug-in hybrid Muye Evoque.

The plug-in hybrid Evoque featured a small built-in lithium battery pack and a Tesla electric motor, offering an all-electric range of about 55 kilometers.

As Tesla had been deeply engrossed in electric drive technology R&D, this electric drive solution was highly perfected, and its practical performance was excellent.

This hybrid Evoque could use electric drive to replace the engine during adverse operating conditions such as starting, idling, or low speeds, allowing the engine to start and operate only under optimal conditions. This provided the vehicle with better fuel economy while reducing carbon emissions, making it more environmentally friendly.

Such a car might not seem revolutionary at first glance, but for the internet crowd in Silicon Valley and Zhongguancun, it had significant ‘swagger’ value. Buying such a car allowed them to shamelessly preach about energy saving and emission reduction, environmental conservation, and global warming in front of television cameras and other media. They could even label themselves environmentalists, which carried a certain unique significance.

Just like how the Prius was immensely popular in Silicon Valley back then, nobody knew exactly how much carbon emission it reduced, but as long as one drove a Prius, they could stand up and scold all other car owners worldwide for polluting the environment and accelerating global warming, while positioning themselves on the moral high ground of ‘reducing carbon emissions for the Earth.’ The unique cost-performance ratio of this car could be said to be very high.

By July, the mass-produced Muye Evoque models had officially rolled off the production line and began road testing in various regions.

Beyond urban, mountainous, and long-distance high-speed roads, road tests were also conducted in extremely harsh environments such as Russia’s Siberia, tropical regions near the equator, and northwestern desert areas.

The primary reason for conducting road tests in these harsh regions was to identify and subsequently optimize and adjust for any flaws the vehicle might have in extreme conditions.

However, the Muye Evoque model itself was quite a strategic leverage. Its mid-to-high end models had their core derived from Volvo’s mature XC60 technology, essentially being a re-skinned XC60. The mid-to-low end models, apart from a lower-rated engine and other reduced configurations, were not significantly different.

It could be said that this was inherently a completely mature vehicle model.

Mature models, during their finalized design and multiple generational updates, would have already identified and rectified many issues. Therefore, re-skinning it for road tests now would rarely present problems.

Moreover, when other companies’ cars undergo road tests, they often cover the car body with camouflage stickers to prevent people from discerning the body design, waistline design, and so on. But Li Mu paid no attention to such details.

Initially, others thought the Muye Evoque, as a concept car, was unlikely to be mass-produced. So, Li Mu decided to mass produce it directly to show them. Furthermore, since the Muye Evoque was designed to be so outstanding, there was naturally no need to apply a thick layer of camouflage. It was better to openly display it, letting everyone know that this was the mass-produced Muye Evoque, virtually indistinguishable from the concept version.

As a result, wherever the Muye Evoque test vehicles drove, they attracted the attention of numerous enthusiasts and the general public.

While the Muye Evoque underwent road tests, mass production models were already running at full capacity, rolling off the production lines at the Beijing manufacturing base one after another.

Concurrently, Li Mu also began establishing his sales channels in China and several other countries and regions worldwide.

Li Mu decided that Muye Automotive would adopt the same sales model as Tesla: a fully directly managed model.

Furthermore, in building the sales channels, Li Mu employed his pre-planned three-tier strategy.

He placed exhibition and sales centers in the most bustling locations in city centers, test drive and experience centers in areas closer to the suburbs, and after-sales service centers in suburban locations. This planning method maximized Muye Automotive’s exposure while minimizing the distance customers had to travel for services.

For instance, Muye Automotive’s first sales outlet opened in Beijing’s CBD.

In a six-hundred-square-meter ground floor retail space in the CBD, eight Muye Evoques of different colors and types were displayed. Users could directly view the static Muye Evoque and experience its various details and functions while stationary, such as its exterior, interior, seats, riding comfort, and human-computer interaction.

Muye Automotive’s first test drive outlet, meanwhile, opened outside the North Fourth Ring Road. Users who wished to test drive could take a dedicated vehicle from the sales outlet directly there to participate in test drive and ride events.

If a user liked the car, they could pay and order directly at the sales center or test drive center.

After an order was received, the car would enter the production scheduling period. Once manufactured, the vehicle would be directly transported to the customer’s city.

Two methods would be offered for vehicle delivery.

One was direct doorstep delivery via flatcar, where the user could inspect the vehicle and complete handover procedures right at their doorstep.

The other was vehicle transportation to a sales outlet, where the user would go to complete the handover.

Once the user picked up their vehicle, all after-sales service communication would be fully transferred to Muye Automotive’s domestic comprehensive after-sales service center. At the service center, 24/7 customer service would be available online to answer queries.

Should a user require repair or maintenance, they could directly call a toll-free number or a landline to make an appointment. The after-sales service center, through its internal control system, could clearly see the project scheduling status of each after-sales point at a glance and make appointments directly based on the user’s request.

The after-sales points themselves could not make any changes to the work scheduled by the customer service center, thereby preventing the possibility of after-sales points arbitrarily letting customers cut in line or treating them differently.

By using this service model, Muye Automotive avoided the cumbersome procedures and costs of establishing comprehensive 4S dealerships in every city.

Showrooms directly leased bustling ground floor retail spaces, test drive centers were arranged near roads suitable for test drives, and after-sales repair points were all located in the suburbs. This was equivalent to completely disaggregating the functions of a 4S dealership.

As soon as this model was launched, it attracted widespread public attention. To date, Muye Automotive remained the first to use this model for car sales.

Immediately after, Muye Automotive opened these directly managed stores in all first-tier and second-tier cities nationwide.

Concurrently, the first batch of overseas directly managed stores were established in Tokyo, Japan; Seoul, South Korea; London, UK; Berlin, Germany; and New York, USA.

In August, Muye Automotive officially launched the global pre-sale of the Muye Evoque.

The total quantity for global pre-sale was one hundred eighty thousand units.

Of these, one hundred fifty thousand units represented Muye Automotive’s current maximum annual production capacity, including Volvo’s production lines and the new lines, and thirty thousand units were previously manufactured inventory that had not yet been officially released.

Once listed, the one hundred eighty thousand units were met with frantic snatching by consumers across various regions.

Back then, Land Rover fought a magnificent comeback battle in the global market with just the Evoque model, with domestic price markups even exceeding 50%.

Now, with this car in Li Mu’s hands, being fully directly managed with no price markups, it naturally became a product with an extremely high cost-performance ratio in the eyes of consumers.

Some claimed that the Muye Evoque’s styling and interior alone were worth three hundred thousand yuan. This statement seemed exaggerated, but in reality, even models costing six hundred thousand or seven hundred thousand yuan might not be able to compare with the Muye Evoque in terms of exterior and interior.

Therefore, all one hundred eighty thousand units of the Muye Evoque were completely pre-sold within a mere five days!

This sales speed utterly shocked the entire automotive manufacturing industry!





Chapter 1835: Update Status Explanation

Update Status Explanation

Tomorrow, the new book, “Rebirth Entrepreneurship Era,” will be officially released. The old book has been paused for over a month, and today, I happen to be writing my on-shelf remarks, so I’m here to report to my old Readers.

Since the mid-term of “Perfect Era,” I have experienced getting married, my Wife’s pregnancy, childbirth, and various rather troubling and unfortunate family matters.

At the same time, I still had work, and I was still writing “Perfect Era.” My entire energy and focus became very scattered, and I felt extremely fatigued and confused. That’s why, during that period, the content of “Perfect Era” began to decline.

For this, I have always felt incredibly remorseful.

Not only did I feel remorseful toward my Readers, but even more so toward this book itself, because it could have been so much better.

However, during that special phase of becoming a first-time husband and a first-time father, it was truly difficult for me to handle everything perfectly.

A person’s energy is limited. What was distributed to my Wife and child, my Parents, my father-in-law and mother-in-law, to groceries and daily necessities, and to my career and work, meant that the amount left for “Perfect Era” was indeed far less than in the earlier stages.

The later plot of “Perfect Era” was indeed ruined by my own writing. Many times, I’ve felt annoyed and regrettable about it, even lamenting with extreme frustration. But with millions of words already written, what is done is done, so the possibility of going back to revise it is gone. However, please rest assured, “Perfect Era” will definitely be completed. From March onwards, I will gradually identify what needs to be done, resume updates, and conclude this book…

I bow to everyone, and please rest assured, I will officially conclude this book!





Chapter 1815: Dimensionality Reduction Attack

The exterior of the Muye Evoque had an immense appeal to consumers.

Beyond that, what also drew consumers in was Li Mu’s innovative sales model.

This direct-to-consumer model, similar to Tesla’s, offered consumers a better car-buying experience.

One of the biggest advantages of a fully direct-to-consumer model was price uniformity.

Just like Tesla, sales staff had no authority to offer consumers any discounts. Consumers who wished to buy a car simply placed an order on the official website; the price was fixed. While it was impossible to have one globally uniform price, at least within the same country and region, the selling price remained consistent.

This saved consumers the环节 of haggling over prices. In fact, knowing that a car’s price was non-negotiable made the process easier for consumers.

Soon, Muye Auto began officially delivering the Muye Evoque SUV to users worldwide.

As soon as this car was delivered to consumers, it immediately attracted the attention of automotive media around the world.

Many automotive media outlets would go to great lengths to find a Muye Evoque and put it through various tests.

The test results were varied and diverse.

As a family car, not a performance car, the Muye Evoque’s overall performance could be considered above average, and it justified its price. This point was generally well-received by major automotive media, with no significant ‘scandals’ to exploit.

As for its exterior and interior, they were universally acknowledged as impeccable.

Previously, most people had no opportunity to see the physical car; automotive media only had access to official press images. Therefore, their understanding of the Muye Evoque’s exterior and interior was not yet complete.

Now that the mass-produced vehicles were officially delivered for use, automotive media, car reviewers, and ordinary users alike had the chance to truly see what the car looked like in person, and even sit inside to experience its luxurious and distinctive interior. This gave them an even stronger recognition and affirmation of the car’s industrial design.

Every automotive media outlet highly praised the car’s exterior and interior.

Even the most discerning and critical European automotive media gave the Muye Evoque extremely high praise and recognition.

No one could believe that Muye Technology’s first foray into car manufacturing, their first mass-produced car, could achieve such high completeness and deliver such exquisite industrial design.

Based on the Volvo platform and Volvo’s safety standards, the Muye Evoque also scored excellent results with full A’s in crash tests. After all, it was essentially a re-skinned XC60, and its safety performance was virtually unchanged from the Volvo XC60.

Consequently, this car was rated by major global automotive review media as the world’s best mid-size SUV. Its exterior and interior were unquestionably number one, its sense of technology was also first, and its level of innovation remained unrivaled.

After the Muye Evoque’s vehicle delivery, automotive media most favored its excellent human-computer interaction system and navigation function.

Furthermore, there was a great surprise: the driving experience of the Muye Evoque hybrid version.

Thanks to Tesla’s lithium battery pack technology and motor technology, the Muye Evoque hybrid version’s fuel economy performance was unprecedented.

Even the veteran hybrid vehicle ‘big brother,’ Prius, was intensely humiliated by the Muye Evoque.

The first-generation Prius, purely in terms of electric drive and kinetic energy item recycling portal technical skill, couldn’t compare to Tesla.

After all, Tesla found an unconventional path by adopting lithium battery packs, which significantly surpassed lead-acid batteries in energy density. Therefore, its performance in cars meant it was lighter, had greater storage capacity, and delivered more powerful output.

Li Mu knew very well that lithium battery technology had not undergone revolutionary development in the subsequent ten-plus years.

Therefore, with the current level of industrial development, it was impossible to produce chips from more than a decade in the future, but it was possible to produce a Tesla from more than a decade in the future.

The electric drive assembly used in the Muye Evoque currently was not much weaker than that of a Tesla from over a decade later. In the present, it could easily crush the first-generation Prius.

Toyota was greatly shocked, never dreaming that their hybrid technology, which no global automotive company could rival, would suddenly be surpassed by an internet company that had pivoted into car manufacturing.

For a time, global automotive manufacturers all focused their attention on Muye Auto. Every company even privately acquired sample vehicles of the Muye Evoque at high prices and secretly disassembled them.

After disassembling the Muye Evoque, the people from every automotive group felt a deep sense of powerlessness.

They discovered that when Li Mu made cars, he took a completely different path from theirs.

Before this, Toyota itself had never imagined that hundreds of 18650 batteries could be stacked together to make a car run so fast.

Moreover, the Muye Evoque used these batteries, combined with Tesla’s motor, not only to give the vehicle better fuel economy but also to provide a significant power boost.

This instantly turned Toyota’s proud expertise into an ancient relic of a bygone era.

Compared to other parameters of lithium battery packs, lead-acid battery packs were completely crushed, except for their lower cost and slightly higher safety.

This prompted Toyota to immediately activate a high-level crisis response. They even believed that Muye Auto would become Toyota’s biggest competitor in the future, bar none.

Japanese automotive engineers couldn’t understand why Li Mu could make a car so perfectly. His approach to many issues was completely different from other car brands.

For example, that color screen on the center console. If someone had told Toyota’s engineers before the Muye Evoque’s debut that they were going to put a color screen in a car, the Toyota engineers would have scolded him severely.

Why a color screen?

Cars are for driving, not for looking at.

The most important thing for a car is stability. Older monochrome screen technology was mature, stable, and cheap, and it could display everything needed. So why bother designing a delicate color LCD screen?

Everyone would assume such a thing would have a very high failure rate and extremely low practicality; it would just be seeking to make a spectacle.

But when Li Mu actually built this product, everyone realized that a color screen had so many uses.

It could not only display more comprehensive vehicle details but also provide a very user-friendly human-computer interaction experience. The navigation system, inspired by Keyhole technology and redesigned at Li Mu’s request, was equally astonishing.

At this point, they realized that Li Mu’s way of thinking wasn’t alternative; it was ahead of its time.

What everyone considered a layman in the automotive field actually possessed a more profound understanding and knowledge of cars than the so-called professionals.

In fact, Li Mu and Musk were similar types of people. They both disliked working within industry frameworks and enjoyed breakthroughs and cross-industry integration.

Before Musk started Tesla, no one had thought that a car’s entire control panel could be managed by a single touchscreen, let alone that 18650 batteries from laptops could be used as energy storage units for electric cars.

Li Mu, when making cars, also didn’t want to think within the mindset of traditional automotive manufacturers, as he wasn’t someone who came from the automotive manufacturing industry.

Like Musk, he came from the high-tech, cutting-edge internet industry, which focuses more on technological development and user experience, and crossed over into the automotive sector.

They had completely different ways of thinking and doing things compared to people in the traditional automotive industry. So, when they crossed over into the automotive field, they effectively launched a dimensionality reduction attack on the existing players.

In any business in this world, one must deeply understand user needs and profoundly cater to them.

Therefore, traditional car companies were more like Nokia in the mobile phone industry, while Tesla was more like Steve Jobs in the phone industry.

Li Mu was currently playing a similar role.

The car he had unveiled now had an impact on the automotive industry comparable to the impact the 1st generation iPhone, introduced by Steve Jobs, had on the mobile phone industry back then.

The Muye Evoque made automotive companies in Japan, Germany, and the United States feel the urgency of ‘the enemy at the gates’ in a short period.

Especially Japanese car companies.

Whether it was Toyota, Honda, or Nissan, the fundamental reason they were best-selling globally was primarily their extremely balanced cost-performance ratio.

Take Toyota Motor, the most profitable automotive group globally, for example: their cars weren’t overly powerful, their exteriors weren’t exceptional, and their prices weren’t particularly cheap. However, their quality control was good, safety was decent, and fuel economy was excellent. Therefore, overall, it remained one of the brands with the best cost-performance ratio in the global automotive market.

But now, for Toyota, the Muye Evoque seemed to surpass them in many aspects.

Setting aside other factors, the Muye Evoque’s exterior and interior alone were globally appealing. Volvo’s technology was not much worse than Toyota’s. While its fuel economy and quality control might be slightly inferior to Toyota’s, its safety was considerably stronger.

As for the sense of technology, the Muye Evoque was far ahead of the competition.

Not to mention anything else, just the LCD screen on the center console had already surpassed 90% of car models, let alone the human-computer interaction system behind it, and Keyhole’s maps and navigation.

Overnight, Li Mu raised the bar for the ‘sense of technology’ in cars.

Upon learning that Muye Auto’s human-computer interaction system was derived from Muye Technology, countless car companies sent cooperation requests to Muye Technology, hoping that Muye Technology could offer its human-computer interaction system as an open system for paid licensing.

In addition, they also wanted to obtain Keyhole’s licensing from Muye Technology.

Because if they also wanted to develop in-car navigation, aside from hardware and software, they also needed to solve the data problem.

Digital maps were a colossal project, and currently, they were just starting globally, while Keyhole was far ahead of the competition.

If they couldn’t get Keyhole’s data licensing, even if they solved the software and hardware issues, they couldn’t solve the map data problem.

Conducting their own surveying and mapping was clearly impossible; the scale of engineering for mapping was immense, and the scale of engineering to ensure regular updates of the maps was even greater.

However, Muye Technology immediately gave the global automotive manufacturing industry a despairing reply.

Firstly, both Muye Technology and Keyhole, in which Muye Technology holds shares, would exclusively serve Muye Auto in the automotive field.

Secondly, Muye Technology held multiple technology patents related to human-computer interaction systems, in-car navigation systems, and in-car color screen assemblies, and none of these technology patents would be licensed externally.

This immediately delayed the automotive companies’ efforts to catch up by more than two years.





Chapter 1816: Comprehensive Lead

Accompanied by the worldwide acclaim for the Muye Evoque from automotive media, and its special favor among car enthusiasts and individual consumers globally, every car manufacturer is now racking their brains, eager to develop their own human-computer interaction system based on a color screen.

Toyota of Japan was the first to start, followed by Volkswagen of Germany.

They realized the massive changes disruptors were bringing to the automotive industry, especially disruptors like Li Mu, who didn’t play by the rules at all.

What was the competition between car manufacturers originally like?

Everyone would develop different types of car models based on various user groups, distinct needs, and diverse market environments, conducting comprehensive, industrialized comparisons with competitors’ models.

Therefore, large automotive groups typically had product lines covering almost every segment, including but not limited to hatchbacks, sedans, SUVs, liftbacks, wagons, mini, compact, mid-size, and large vehicles…

Take common B-segment cars in the domestic market, for example: Japanese cars included the Honda Accord and the Toyota Camry, while German cars had the Volkswagen Passat and Buick Regal. Competition among car manufacturers primarily revolved around exterior design and mechanical configurations. No one had ever extended the competition into technological fields unrelated to traditional cars.

Yet, Li Mu decidedly did just that.

In fact, Li Mu was well aware of his own strengths and weaknesses.

All things considered, the most comprehensive technology he had at hand, and the most suitable for mid-range cars, was Volvo’s.

In contrast, Land Rover and Jaguar were essentially decadent nobles who couldn’t do anything right. Their existing technology and platforms were unsuitable for building mid-range cars; they were more suited for mid-to-high-end vehicles, as neither brand currently had engines with a displacement below 3.0.

As for the Muye Evoque, which utilized Volvo’s complete vehicle technology, its overall level still had a significant gap compared to giant enterprises like Toyota and Volkswagen.

Li Mu was also very aware that catching up in this industrial field was out of the question for him within three to five years, or even ten years. Many domestic car companies had been developing for ten years or more, still one-to-one imitating Japanese cars, and had yet to catch up with them.

After all, while you’re running, so are they, and they had a head start of several decades on you. It’s truly too difficult to close that gap.

So, he could only find an unconventional path.

Why could China’s internet companies rise so rapidly in such a short time? Even in the life before Li Mu was reborn, China’s internet companies were generally at the forefront of the world in various fields.

The reason for this is that the world’s internet started in the 1990s, and China’s internet also started in the 1990s. The gap in technical levels was not significant, only a few years. Coupled with the hardworking and studious spirit of the Chinese people, they could catch up on those few years’ difference and achieve a surpass in at most ten years.

However, this was only a lead in the software domain, and in the realm of internet product forms and models.

When it came to computer hardware, the gap between China and the West was much larger than in the automotive sector.

At the very least, when Li Mu was reborn, China still had nothing remarkable to speak of in the field of computer chips. Although indigenous chips existed, the performance gap was far greater than in automobiles. While domestic cars had a noticeably lower overall technical level compared to American, Japanese, and German automotive companies, they could at least produce many practical and cost-effective models. Chips, however, were far behind.

This is also why, in Li Mu’s mind, what he wanted to do was disrupt traditional automotive manufacturing, rather than compete with them head-on.

Therefore, apart from using interior and exterior design to gain an early advantage, all his remaining advantages were concentrated on the product’s user-friendly design and level of technological sophistication.

This immediately gave him a lead of at least two to three years over traditional automotive companies, and Li Mu was confident he could continuously expand this advantage.

There’s a very challenging aspect in the automotive manufacturing industry: virtually everything requires careful adaptation of software and hardware.

Currently, there is little overlap between car manufacturers and the internet industry, or with the high-tech computer and software industries.

This felt like mobile phone brands that had never ventured into smartphones were suddenly being forced by the market to start developing them.

Yet, before this, they hadn’t even produced a single color screen phone.

As a result, the workload before them became enormous.

Not only did they need to develop the entire system, but they also had to ensure all corresponding hardware was properly adapted to it.

Even top automotive companies like Toyota and Volkswagen currently lacked the capability and foundation to independently develop a smart human-computer interaction system.

Moreover, simply replacing the central console with a color screen would be troublesome enough for them in terms of hardware supply chain.

They would have to redesign the interior, redevelop and manufacture molds, and furthermore, seek suitable hardware suppliers globally to re-integrate an entirely new supply chain.

The Germans were the first to feel despair over this, because they discovered that even if they managed to integrate their supply chain, it would be impossible for them to develop an interaction system comparable to Muye Motors’ within one to two years.

If they merely installed a color screen in the car without making it smart, consumers simply wouldn’t buy it.

Moreover, Li Mu had another trump card: the maps and navigation provided by Keyhole.

Since Keyhole was a company jointly acquired by Li Mu and Google, he and Google had long since clearly established the rights closed loop.

Firstly, Keyhole would absolutely not authorize any automotive-related company to use any of Keyhole’s technology or data.

Secondly, Keyhole would also absolutely not authorize any internet company other than Muye Technology and Google to use it.

If Volkswagen and Toyota wanted to develop a navigation system, they wouldn’t even be able to purchase the complete digital map copyrights for a while.

Toyota might be able to buy Japan’s domestic map data, but their Toyota cars sell well globally, and they would have no way to purchase digital maps for various countries and regions worldwide.

Keyhole could, and if it were the old Keyhole, it would definitely sell data and maps to companies like Toyota.

But the current Keyhole would not give Toyota, Volkswagen, Mercedes-Benz, or BMW any opportunity.

Thus, for these car manufacturers to enable navigation in various countries and regions within their cars would also be a very long process.

Even the first-generation iPhone and the initial few generations of iPhones released by Steve Jobs relied on Google for their map services.

Apple’s own maps were only officially launched in 2012, and the user experience for Apple Maps in its first few years was consistently very poor.

From this, it is clear that in his previous life, Google Maps, relying on Keyhole’s foundation, had a level of leadership in digital maps that far surpassed Apple.

It took Apple several years to launch Apple Maps, and it wasn’t about surpassing Google Maps, but rather finally gaining the ability to replace Google Maps.

In reality, the most user-friendly digital maps in the world had always been Google’s; no one else could compare.

Now, Li Mu, Google, and Keyhole had reached a tripartite agreement: in the automotive sector, all of Keyhole’s foundations, and all the innovative technologies Google developed based on Keyhole, would be exclusively provided to Muye Motors, excluding all similar competing products.

In the future, no car brand anywhere in the world would be able to use Google Maps.

Therefore, this single point alone made the development of in-car navigation for other car brands exceptionally arduous.

This also showed Li Mu’s, as a reborn individual, grasp of the overall situation and key points.

To give an analogy, without the foundation of Google and Keyhole, if car companies from various countries now wanted to provide navigation services in mainland China, the only company they could currently choose would likely be AutoNavi.

AutoNavi had only been established for two years; it was still in its nascent stage, and didn’t even have complete digital maps of mainland China itself. If car companies cooperated with them, they might only be able to provide city navigation for a few or a dozen medium-to-large cities in the early stages.

Beyond that, car companies would have no other choice. It would be completely unrealistic for them to form their own map surveying and mapping teams.

Because in an industry as intensely reliant on its supply chain as automotive manufacturing, no one can control everything from start to finish.

A single car is composed of tens of thousands of parts. Whether it’s a domestic car, a Japanese car, an American car, a German car, or even a French car, their components come from all over the world.

However, Li Mu didn’t want to give other brands any opportunity. Before they could react or fully sort out all the areas an entire human-computer interaction system needed to consider, he immediately instructed Li Ziwei to contact AutoNavi directly. He made a strategic investment in AutoNavi, turning it into a controlled subsidiary of Muye Technology, leaving the AutoNavi team with a forty-nine percent stake. This would allow them, having received a large sum of money, to continue going all out in their domestic digital map business.

At the same time, in the future, AutoNavi’s digital maps would exclusively serve Muye Motors in the automotive sector.

This way, other car manufacturers would have even less of a chance.

Moreover, Li Mu had another massive trump card.

This trump card was the two smartphone operating systems currently under simultaneous development.

Once Android and iOS were released and smartphones became a trend, in-car human-computer interaction systems would naturally undergo a huge leap. If Android were used to modify car systems, Muye Motors’ technological leadership would advance even further.

In later generations, most in-car systems were developed based on Android, but the only car company truly capable of independently developing a smart, mature human-computer system was Tesla.

Tesla’s human-computer system, like Android, was developed based on Linux. This involves an extremely large scale of engineering, and apart from Tesla, no other car company in the world could make it work.

The reason for this was that Tesla’s Owner, Elon Musk, was himself an internet entrepreneur from Silicon Valley. When he founded Tesla, he had far more software engineers under him than automotive engineers. Therefore, he could lead a large number of software engineers to develop a human-computer system for Tesla based on Linux, which was not a difficult task for him.

However, for other car companies, that would be almost impossible.

Besides, Li Mu also held shares in Elon Musk’s Tesla.

Moreover, Elon Musk was also waiting for Li Mu to sponsor his Mars dream, so in the future, all his technological achievements at Tesla would certainly be shared with Muye Motors.

Currently, Elon Musk had already selflessly contributed Tesla’s lithium battery pack technology and drive motor technology to Li Mu. Even the electric delivery vehicles Li Mu wanted were using Tesla’s technology.

Therefore, this meant that Li Mu would have at least three readily available, truly smart human-computer systems in the future, whereas neither Toyota nor Volkswagen could produce even one.

This laid a very important foundation for Muye Motors. In the future, Li Mu might not be able to surpass established automotive groups like Toyota and Volkswagen in terms of automotive industrial level, but he could achieve a comprehensive lead in the software domain, leaving others in the dust.
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